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OR, DR. NIKOLA’S VENDETTA

Guy Boothby is chiefly remembered for his series of novels concerning Doctor Nikola, an occultist anti-hero, who continually seeks immortality and world domination. The adventures of Nikola were launched with the novel A Bid for Fortune, which was serialised in The Windsor Magazine (a rival to The Strand Magazine), before being published in book format by Ward, Lock and Bowden in 1895.

The character Dr. Nikola is described as dressing in “faultless evening dress, slender, having dark peculiar eyes and dark hair, and white toad-coloured skin.” He lives in a bungalow on the Rue de Lafayette in Shanghai. Stanley L. Wood often illustrated the Nikola stories and his portraits depict Dr Nikola in a white cravat and fur coat, with his perennial companion, the black cat Apollyon (named after a dark angel) – huge, baleful, gleaming-eyed – perched on Nikola’s shoulder. Nikola – cosmopolitan, cultivated, universally feared – is highly intelligent, though unscrupulous.

A Bid for Fortune opens with the manager of a fine London restaurant preparing for a dinner reserved in an odd letter originating from Brazil three months before. It is reserved for four persons in a private room, where three guests will arrive showing cards with a red dot. One will be from China, one from South Africa, one from England, while the host and fourth member is Dr. Nikola, a mysterious figure of unknown nationality. The letter specifies certain preparations, such as no electric lighting, but rather candles with red shades, a small jug of fresh milk and a porcelain saucer.
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PART I


PROLOGUE

DR. NIKOLA
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THE MANAGER OF the new Imperial Restaurant on the Thames Embankment went into his luxurious private office and shut the door. Having done so, he first scratched his chin reflectively, and then took a letter from the drawer in which it had reposed for more than two months and perused it carefully. Though he was not aware of it, this was the thirtieth time he had read it since breakfast that morning. And yet he was not a whit nearer understanding it than he had been at the beginning. He turned it over and scrutinized the back, where not a sign of writing was to be seen; he held it up to the window, as if he might hope to discover something from the water-mark; but there was nothing in either of these places of a nature calculated to set his troubled mind at rest. Then he took a magnificent repeater watch from his waistcoat pocket and glanced at the dial; the hands stood at half-past seven. He immediately threw the letter on the table, and as he did so his anxiety found relief in words.

“It’s really the most extraordinary affair I ever had to do with,” he remarked. “And as I’ve been in the business just three-and-thirty years at eleven a.m. next Monday morning, I ought to know something about it. I only hope I’ve done right, that’s all.”

As he spoke, the chief bookkeeper, who had the treble advantage of being tall, pretty, and just eight-and-twenty years of age, entered the room. She noticed the open letter and the look upon her chief’s face, and her curiosity was proportionately excited.

“You seem worried, Mr. McPherson,” she said tenderly, as she put down the papers she had brought in for his signature.

“You have just hit it, Miss O’Sullivan,” he answered, pushing them farther on to the table. “I am worried about many things, but particularly about this letter.”

He handed the epistle to her, and she, being desirous of impressing him with her business capabilities, read it with ostentatious care. But it was noticeable that when she reached the signature she too turned back to the beginning, and then deliberately read it over again. The manager rose, crossed to the mantelpiece, and rang for the head waiter. Having relieved his feelings in this way, he seated himself again at his writing-table, put on his glasses, and stared at his companion, while waiting for her to speak.

“It’s very funny,” she said. “Very funny indeed!”

“It’s the most extraordinary communication I have ever received,” he replied with conviction. “You see it is written from Cuyaba, Brazil. The date is three months ago to a day. Now I have taken the trouble to find out where and what Cuyaba is.”

He made this confession with an air of conscious pride, and having done so, laid himself back in his chair, stuck his thumbs into the armholes of his waistcoat, and looked at his fair subordinate for approval. Nor was he destined to be disappointed. He was a bachelor in possession of a snug income, and she, besides being pretty, was a lady with a keen eye to the main chance.

“And where is Cuyaba?” she asked humbly.

“Cuyaba,” he replied, rolling his tongue with considerable relish round his unconscious mispronunciation of the name, “is a town almost on the western or Bolivian border of Brazil. It is of moderate size, is situated on the banks of the river Cuyaba, and is considerably connected with the famous Brazilian Diamond Fields.”

“And does the writer of this letter live there?”

“I cannot say. He writes from there — that is enough for us.”

“And he orders dinner for four — here, in a private room overlooking the river, three months ahead — punctually at eight o’clock, gives you a list of the things he wants, and even arranges the decoration of the table. Says he has never seen either of his three friends before; that one of them hails from (here she consulted the letter again) Hang-chow, another from Bloemfontein, while the third resides, at present, in England. Each one is to present an ordinary visiting card with a red dot on it to the porter in the hall, and to be shown to the room at once. I don’t understand it at all.”

The manager paused for a moment, and then said deliberately,— “Hang-chow is in China, Bloemfontein is in South Africa.”

“What a wonderful man you are, to be sure, Mr. McPherson! I never can think how you manage to carry so much in your head.”

There spoke the true woman. And it was a move in the right direction, for the manager was susceptible to her gentle influence, as she had occasion to know.

At this juncture the head waiter appeared upon the scene, and took up a position just inside the doorway, as if he were afraid of injuring the carpet by coming farther.

“Is No. 22 ready, Williams?”

“Quite ready, sir. The wine is on the ice, and cook tells me he’ll be ready to dish punctual to the moment.”

“The letter says, ‘no electric light; candles with red shades.’ Have you put on those shades I got this morning?”

“Just seen it done this very minute, sir.”

“And let me see, there was one other thing.” He took the letter from the chief bookkeeper’s hand and glanced at it. “Ah, yes, a porcelain saucer, and a small jug of new milk upon the mantelpiece. An extraordinary request, but has it been attended to?”

“I put it there myself, sir.”

“Who wait?”

“Jones, Edmunds, Brooks, and Tomkins.”

“Very good. Then I think that will do. Stay! You had better tell the hall porter to look out for three gentlemen presenting plain visiting cards with a little red spot on them. Let Brooks wait in the hall, and when they arrive tell him to show them straight up to the room.”

“It shall be done, sir.”

The head waiter left the room, and the manager stretched himself in his chair, yawned by way of showing his importance, and then said solemnly, — 

“I don’t believe they’ll any of them turn up; but if they do, this Dr. Nikola, whoever he may be, won’t be able to find fault with my arrangements.”

Then, leaving the dusty high road of Business, he and his companion wandered in the shady bridle-paths of Love — to the end that when the chief bookkeeper returned to her own department she had forgotten the strange dinner party about to take place upstairs, and was busily engaged upon a calculation as to how she would look in white satin and orange blossoms, and, that settled, fell to wondering whether it was true, as Miss Joyce, a subordinate, had been heard to declare, that the manager had once shown himself partial to a certain widow with reputed savings and a share in an extensive egg and dairy business.

At ten minutes to eight precisely a hansom drew up at the steps of the hotel. As soon as it stopped, an undersized gentleman, with a clean shaven countenance, a canonical corporation, and bow legs, dressed in a decidedly clerical garb, alighted. He paid and discharged his cabman, and then took from his ticket pocket an ordinary white visiting card, which he presented to the gold-laced individual who had opened the apron. The latter, having noted the red spot, called a waiter, and the reverend gentleman was immediately escorted upstairs.

Hardly had the attendant time to return to his station in the hall, before a second cab made its appearance, closely followed by a third. Out of the second jumped a tall, active, well-built man of about thirty years of age. He was dressed in evening dress of the latest fashion, and to conceal it from the vulgar gaze, wore a large Inverness cape of heavy texture. He also in his turn handed a white card to the porter, and, having done so, proceeded into the hall, followed by the occupant of the last cab, who had closely copied his example. This individual was also in evening dress, but it was of a different stamp. It was old-fashioned and had seen much use. The wearer, too, was taller than the ordinary run of men, while it was noticeable that his hair was snow-white, and that his face was deeply pitted with smallpox. After disposing of their hats and coats in an ante-room, they reached room No. 22, where they found the gentleman in clerical costume pacing impatiently up and down.

Left alone, the tallest of the trio, who for want of a better title we may call the Best Dressed Man, took out his watch, and having glanced at it, looked at his companions. “Gentlemen,” he said, with a slight American accent, “it is three minutes to eight o’clock. My name is Eastover!”

“I’m glad to hear it, for I’m most uncommonly hungry,” said the next tallest, whom I have already described as being so marked by disease. “My name is Prendergast!”

“We only wait for our friend and host,” remarked the clerical gentleman, as if he felt he ought to take a share in the conversation, and then, as an afterthought, he continued, “My name is Baxter!”

They shook hands all round with marked cordiality, seated themselves again, and took it in turns to examine the clock.

“Have you ever had the pleasure of meeting our host before?” asked Mr. Baxter of Mr. Prendergast.

“Never,” replied that gentleman, with a shake of his head. “Perhaps Mr. Eastover has been more fortunate?”

“Not I,” was the brief rejoinder. “I’ve had to do with him off and on for longer than I care to reckon, but I’ve never set eyes on him up to date.”

“And where may he have been the first time you heard from him?”

“In Nashville, Tennessee,” said Eastover. “After that, Tahupapa, New Zealand; after that, Papeete, in the Society Islands; then Pekin, China. And you?”

“First time, Brussels; second, Monte Video; third, Mandalay, and then the Gold Coast, Africa. It’s your turn, Mr. Baxter.”

The clergyman glanced at the timepiece. It was exactly eight o’clock. “First time, Cabul, Afghanistan; second, Nijni Novgorod, Russia; third, Wilcannia, Darling River, Australia; fourth, Valparaiso, Chili; fifth, Nagasaki, Japan.”

“He is evidently a great traveller and a most mysterious person.”

“He is more than that,” said Eastover with conviction; “he is late for dinner!”

Prendergast looked at his watch.

“That clock is two minutes fast. Hark, there goes Big Ben! Eight exactly.”

As he spoke the door was thrown open and a voice announced “Dr. Nikola.”

The three men sprang to their feet simultaneously, with exclamations of astonishment, as the man they had been discussing made his appearance.

It would take more time than I can spare the subject to give you an adequate and inclusive description of the person who entered the room at that moment. In stature he was slightly above the ordinary, his shoulders were broad, his limbs perfectly shaped and plainly muscular, but very slim. His head, which was magnificently set upon his shoulders, was adorned with a profusion of glossy black hair; his face was destitute of beard or moustache, and was of oval shape and handsome moulding; while his skin was of a dark olive hue, a colour which harmonized well with his piercing black eyes and pearly teeth. His hands and feet were small, and the greatest dandy must have admitted that he was irreproachably dressed, with a neatness that bordered on the puritanical. In age he might have been anything from eight-and-twenty to forty; in reality he was thirty-three. He advanced into the room and walked with out-stretched hand directly across to where Eastover was standing by the fireplace.

“Mr. Eastover, I feel certain,” he said, fixing his glittering eyes upon the man he addressed, and allowing a curious smile to play upon his face.

“That is my name, Dr. Nikola,” the other answered with evident surprise. “But how on earth can you distinguish me from your other guests?”

“Ah! it would surprise you if you knew. And Mr. Prendergast, and Mr. Baxter. This is delightful; I hope I am not late. We had a collision in the Channel this morning, and I was almost afraid I might not be up to time. Dinner seems ready; shall we sit down to it?” They seated themselves, and the meal commenced. The Imperial Restaurant has earned an enviable reputation for doing things well, and the dinner that night did not in any way detract from its lustre. But, delightful as it all was, it was noticeable that the three guests paid more attention to their host than to his excellent menu. As they had said before his arrival, they had all had dealings with him for several years, but what those dealings were they were careful not to describe. It was more than possible that they hardly liked to remember them themselves.

When coffee had been served and the servants had withdrawn, Dr. Nikola rose from the table, and went across to the massive sideboard. On it stood a basket of very curious shape and workmanship. This he opened, and as he did so, to the astonishment of his guests, an enormous cat, as black as his master’s coat, leaped out on to the floor. The reason for the saucer and jug of milk became evident.

Seating himself at the table again, the host followed the example of his guests and lit a cigar, blowing a cloud of smoke luxuriously through his delicately chiselled nostrils. His eyes wandered round the cornice of the room, took in the pictures and decorations, and then came down to meet the faces of his companions. As they did so, the black cat, having finished its meal, sprang on to his shoulder to crouch there, watching the three men through the curling smoke drift with its green blinking, fiendish eyes. Dr. Nikola smiled as he noticed the effect the animal had upon his guests.

“Now shall we get to business?” he said briskly.

The others almost simultaneously knocked the ashes off their cigars and brought themselves to attention. Dr. Nikola’s dainty, languid manner seemed to drop from him like a cloak, his eyes brightened, and his voice, when he spoke, was clean cut as chiselled silver.

“You are doubtless anxious to be informed why I summoned you from all parts of the globe to meet me here to-night? And it is very natural you should be. But then, from what you know of me, you should not be surprised at anything I do.”

His voice dropped back into its old tone of gentle languor. He drew in a great breath of smoke and then sent it slowly out from his lips again. His eyes were half closed, and he drummed with one finger on the table edge. The cat looked through the smoke at the three men, and it seemed to them that he grew every moment larger and more ferocious. Presently his owner took him from his perch, and seating him on his knee fell to stroking his fur, from head to tail, with his long slim fingers. It was as if he were drawing inspiration for some deadly mischief from the uncanny beast.

“To preface what I have to say to you, let me tell you that this is by far the most important business for which I have ever required your help. (Three slow strokes down the centre of the back, and one round each ear.) When it first came into my mind I was at a loss who to trust in the matter. I thought of Vendon, but I found Vendon was dead. I thought of Brownlow, but Brownlow was no longer faithful. (Two strokes down the back and two on the throat.) Then bit by bit I remembered you. I was in Brazil at the time. So I sent for you. You came. So far so good.”

He rose, and crossed over to the fireplace. As he went the cat crawled back to its original position on his shoulder. Then his voice changed once more to its former business-like tone.

“I am not going to tell you very much about it. But from what I do tell you, you will be able to gather a great deal and imagine the rest. To begin with, there is a man living in this world to-day who has done me a great and lasting injury. What that injury is is no concern of yours. You would not understand if I told you. So we’ll leave that out of the question. He is immensely rich. His cheque for £300,000 would be honoured by his bank at any minute. Obviously he is a power. He has had reason to know that I am pitting my wits against his, and he flatters himself that so far he has got the better of me. That is because I am drawing him on. I am maturing a plan which will make him a poor and a very miserable man at one and the same time. If that scheme succeeds, and I am satisfied with the way you three men have performed the parts I shall call on you to play in it, I shall pay to each of you the sum of £10,000. If it doesn’t succeed, then you will each receive a thousand and your expenses. Do you follow me?”

It was evident from their faces that they hung upon his every word.

“But, remember, I demand from you your whole and entire labour. While you are serving me you are mine body and soul. I know you are trustworthy. I have had good proof that you are — pardon the expression — unscrupulous, and I flatter myself you are silent. What is more, I shall tell you nothing beyond what is necessary for the carrying out of my scheme, so that you could not betray me if you would. Now for my plans!”

He sat down again and took a paper from his pocket. Having perused it, he turned to Eastover.

“You will leave at once — that is to say, by the boat on Wednesday — for Sydney. You will book your passage to-morrow morning, first thing, and join her in Plymouth. You will meet me to-morrow evening at an address I will send you, and receive your final instructions. Good-night.”

Seeing that he was expected to go, Eastover rose, shook hands, and left the room without a word. He was too astonished to hesitate or to say anything.

Nikola took another letter from his pocket and turned to Prendergast. “You will go down to Dover to-night, cross to Paris to-morrow morning, and leave this letter personally at the address you will find written on it. On Thursday, at half-past two precisely, you will deliver me an answer in the porch at Charing Cross. You will find sufficient money in that envelope to pay all your expenses. Now go!”

“At half-past two you shall have your answer. Good-night.”

“Good-night.”

When Prendergast had left the room, Dr. Nikola lit another cigar and turned his attentions to Mr. Baxter.

“Six months ago, Mr. Baxter, I found for you a situation as tutor to the young Marquis of Beckenham. You still hold it, I suppose?”

“I do.”

“Is the father well disposed towards you?”

“In every way. I have done my best to ingratiate myself with him. That was one of your instructions.”

“Yes, yes! But I was not certain that you would succeed. If the old man is anything like what he was when I last met him he must still be a difficult person to deal with. Does the boy like you?”

“I hope so.”

“Have you brought me his photograph as I directed?”

“I have. Here it is.”

Baxter took a photograph from his pocket and handed it across the table.

“Good. You have done very well, Mr. Baxter. I am pleased with you. To-morrow morning you will go back to Yorkshire — —”

“I beg your pardon, Bournemouth. His Grace owns a house near Bournemouth, which he occupies during the summer months.”

“Very well — then to-morrow morning you will go back to Bournemouth and continue to ingratiate yourself with father and son. You will also begin to implant in the boy’s mind a desire for travel. Don’t let him become aware that his desire has its source in you — but do not fail to foster it all you can. I will communicate with you further in a day or two. Now go.”

Baxter in his turn left the room. The door closed. Dr. Nikola picked up the photograph and studied it.

“The likeness is unmistakable — or it ought to be. My friend, my very dear friend, Wetherell, my toils are closing on you. My arrangements are perfecting themselves admirably. Presently, when all is complete, I shall press the lever, the machinery will be set in motion, and you will find yourself being slowly but surely ground into powder. Then you will hand over what I want, and be sorry you thought fit to baulk Dr. Nikola!”

He rang the bell and ordered his bill. This duty discharged, he placed the cat back in its prison, shut the lid, descended with the basket to the hall, and called a hansom. The porter inquired to what address he should order the cabman to drive. Dr. Nikola did not reply for a moment, then he said, as if he had been thinking something out: “The Green Sailor public-house, East India Dock Road.”


CHAPTER I

I DETERMINE TO TAKE A HOLIDAY. — SYDNEY, AND WHAT BEFEL ME THERE

[image: img20.jpg]

FIRST AND FOREMOST, my name, age, description, and occupation, as they say in the Police Gazette. Richard Hatteras, at your service, commonly called Dick, of Thursday Island, North Queensland, pearler, copra merchant, bêche-de-mer and tortoiseshell dealer, and South Sea trader generally. Eight-and-twenty years of age, neither particularly good-looking nor, if some people are to be believed, particularly amiable, six feet two in my stockings, and forty-six inches round the chest; strong as a Hakodate wrestler, and perfectly willing at any moment to pay ten pounds sterling to the man who can put me on my back.

And big shame to me if I were not so strong, considering the free, open-air, devil-may-care life I’ve led. Why, I was doing man’s work at an age when most boys are wondering when they’re going to be taken out of knickerbockers. I’d been half round the world before I was fifteen, and had been wrecked twice and marooned once before my beard showed signs of sprouting. My father was an Englishman, not very much profit to himself, so he used to say, but of a kindly disposition, and the best husband to my mother, during their short married life, that any woman could possibly have desired. She, poor soul, died of fever in the Philippines the year I was born, and he went to the bottom in the schooner Helen of Troy, a degree west of the Line Islands, within six months of her decease; struck the tail end of a cyclone, it was thought, and went down, lock, stock, and barrel, leaving only one man to tell the tale. So I lost father and mother in the same twelve months, and that being so, when I put my cabbage-tree on my head it covered, as far as I knew, all my family in the world.

Any way you look at it, it’s calculated to give you a turn; at fifteen years of age, to know that there’s not a living soul on the face of God’s globe that you can take by the hand and call relation. That old saying about “blood being thicker than water” is a pretty true one, I reckon: friends may be kind — they were so to me — but after all they’re not the same thing, nor can they be, as your own kith and kin.

However, I had to look my trouble in the face, and stand up to it as a man should, and I suppose this kept me from brooding over my loss as much as I should otherwise have done. At any rate, ten days after the news reached me, I had shipped aboard the Little Emily, trading schooner, for Papeete, booked for five years among the islands, where I was to learn to water copra, to cook my balances, and to lay the foundation of the strange adventures that I am going to tell you about.

After my time expired and I had served my Trading Company on half the mudbanks of the Pacific, I returned to Australia and went up inside the Great Barrier Reef to Somerset — the pearling station that had just come into existence on Cape York. They were good days there then, before all the new-fangled laws that now regulate the pearling trade had come into force; days when a man could do almost as he liked among the islands in those seas. I don’t know how other folk liked it, but the life just suited me — so much so that when Somerset proved inconvenient and the settlement shifted across to Thursday, I went with it, and, what was more to the point, with money enough at my back to fit myself out with a brand-new lugger and full crew, so that I could go pearling on my own account.

For many years I went at it head down, and this brings me up to four years ago, when I was a grown man, the owner of a house, two luggers, and as good a diving plant as any man could wish to possess. What was more, just before this I had put some money into a mining concern on the mainland, which had, contrary to most ventures of the sort, turned up trumps, giving me as my share the nice round sum of £5,000. With all this wealth at my back, and having been in harness for a greater number of years on end than I cared to count, I made up my mind to take a holiday and go home to England to see the place where my father was born, and had lived his early life (I found the name of it written in the fly-leaf of an old Latin book he left me), and to have a look at a country I’d heard so much about, but never thought to set my foot upon.

Accordingly I packed my traps, let my house, sold my luggers and gear, intending to buy new ones when I returned, said good-bye to my friends and shipmates, and set off to join an Orient liner in Sydney. You will see from this that I intended doing the thing in style! And why not? I’d got more money to my hand to play with than most of the swells who patronize the first saloon; I had earned it honestly, and was resolved to enjoy myself with it to the top of my bent.

I reached Sydney a week before the boat was advertised to sail, but I didn’t fret much about that. There’s plenty to see and do in such a big place, and when a man’s been shut away from theatres and amusements for years at a stretch, he can put in his time pretty well looking about him. All the same, not knowing a soul in the place, I must confess there were moments when I did think regretfully of the little island hidden away up north under the wing of New Guinea, of the luggers dancing to the breeze in the harbour, and the warm welcome that always awaited me among my friends in the saloons. Take my word for it, there’s something in even being a leader on a small island. Anyway, it’s better than being a deadbeat in a big city like Sydney, where nobody knows you, and your next-door neighbour wouldn’t miss you if he never saw or heard of you again.

I used to think of these things as I marched about the streets looking in at shop windows, or took excursions up and down the harbour. There’s no place like Sydney Harbour in the wide, wide world for beauty, and before I’d been there a week I was familiar with every part of it. Still, it would have been more enjoyable, as I hinted just now, if I had had a friend to tour about with me; and by the same token I’m doing one man an injustice.

There was one fellow, I remember, who did offer to show me round: I fell across him in a saloon in George Street. He was tall and handsome, and as spic and span as a new pin till you came to look under the surface. When he entered the bar he winked at the girl who was serving me, and as soon as I’d finished my drink asked me to take another with him. Seeing what his little game was, and wanting to teach him a lesson, I lured him on by consenting. I drank with him, and then he drank with me.

“Been long in Sydney?” he inquired casually, as he stroked his fair moustache.

“Just come in,” was my reply.

“Don’t you find it dull work going about alone?” he inquired. “I shall never forget my first week of it.”

“You’re about right,” I answered. “It is dull! I don’t know a soul, bar my banker and lawyer.”

“Dear me!” (more curling of the moustache). “If I can be of any service to you while you’re here, I hope you’ll command me. I believe we’re both Englishmen, eh?”

“It’s very good of you,” I replied modestly, affecting to be overcome by his condescension. “I’m just off to lunch. I am staying at the Quebec. Is it far enough for a hansom?” As he was about to answer, a lawyer, with whom I had done a little business the day before, walked into the room. I turned to my patronising friend and said, “Will you excuse me for one moment? I want to speak to this gentleman.”

He was still all graciousness.

“I’ll call a hansom and wait for you in it.”

When he had left the saloon I spoke to the new arrival. He had noticed the man I had been talking to, and was kind enough to warn me against him.

“That man,” he said, “bears a very bad reputation. He makes it his trade to meet new arrivals from England — weak-brained young pigeons with money. He shows them round Sydney, and plucks them so clean that, when they leave his hands, in nine cases out of ten, they haven’t a feather left to fly with. You ought not, with your experience of rough customers, to be taken in by him.”

“Nor am I,” I replied. “I am going to teach him a lesson. Come with me.”

Arm in arm we walked into the street, watched by Mr. Hawk from his seat in the cab. When we got there we stood for a moment chatting, and then strolled together down the pavement. Next moment I heard the cab coming along after us, and my friend hailing me in his silkiest tones; but though I looked him full in the face I pretended not to know him. Seeing this he drove past us — pulled up a little farther down and sprang out to wait for me.

“I was almost afraid I had missed you,” he began, as we came up with him. “Perhaps as it is such a fine day you would rather walk than ride?”

“I beg your pardon,” I answered. “I’m really afraid you have the advantage of me.”

“But you have asked me to lunch with you at the Quebec. You told me to call a hansom.”

“Pardon me again! but you are really mistaken. I said I was going to lunch at the Quebec, and asked you if it was far enough to be worth while taking a hansom. That is your hansom, not mine. If you don’t require it any longer, I should advise you to pay the man and let him go.”

“You are a swindler, sir. I refuse to pay the cabman. It is your hansom.”

I took a step closer to my fine gentleman, and, looking him full in the face, said as quietly as possible, for I didn’t want all the street to hear:

“Mr. Dorunda Dodson, let this be a lesson to you. Perhaps you’ll think twice next time before you try your little games on me!”

He stepped back as if he had been shot, hesitated a moment, and then jumped into his cab and drove off in the opposite direction. When he had gone I looked at my astonished companion.

“Well, now,” he ejaculated at last, “how on earth did you manage that?”

“Very easily,” I replied. “I happened to remember having met that gentleman up in our part of the world when he was in a very awkward position — very awkward. By his action just now I should say that he has not forgotten the circumstance any more than I have.”

That was the first of the only two adventures of any importance I met with during my stay in New South Wales. And there’s not much in that, I fancy I can hear you saying. Well, that may be so, I don’t deny it, but it was nevertheless through that that I became mixed up with the folk who figure in this book, and indeed it was to that very circumstance, and that alone, I owe my connection with the queer story I have set myself to tell. And this is how it came about.

Three days before the steamer sailed, and about four o’clock in the afternoon, I chanced to be walking down Castlereagh Street, wondering what on earth I should do with myself until dinner-time, when I saw approaching me the very man whose discomfiture I have just described. Being probably occupied planning the plucking of some unfortunate new chum, he did not see me. And as I had no desire to meet him again, after what had passed between us, I crossed the road and meandered off in a different direction, eventually finding myself located on a seat in the Domain, lighting a cigarette and looking down over a broad expanse of harbour.

One thought led to another, and so I sat on and on long after dusk had fallen, never stirring until a circumstance occurred on a neighbouring path that attracted my attention. A young and well-dressed lady was pursuing her way in my direction, evidently intending to leave the park by the entrance I had used to come into it. But unfortunately for her, at the junction of two paths to my right, three of Sydney’s typical larrikins were engaged in earnest conversation. They had observed the girl coming towards them, and were evidently preparing some plan for accosting her. When she was only about fifty yards away, two of them walked to a distance, leaving the third and biggest ruffian to waylay her. He did so, but without success; she passed him and continued her walk at increased speed.

The man thereupon quickened his pace, and, secure in the knowledge that he was unobserved, again accosted her. Again she tried to escape him, but this time he would not leave her. What was worse, his two friends were now blocking the path in front. She looked to right and left, and was evidently uncertain what to do. Then, seeing escape was hopeless, she stopped, took out her purse, and gave it to the man who had first spoken to her. Thinking this was going too far, I jumped up and went quickly across the turf towards them. My footsteps made no sound on the soft grass, and as they were too much occupied in examining what she had given them, they did not notice my approach.

“You scoundrels!” I said, when I had come up with them. “What do you mean by stopping this lady? Let her go instantly; and you, my friend, just hand over that purse.”

The man addressed looked at me as if he were taking my measure, and were wondering what sort of chance he’d have against me in a fight. But I suppose my height must have rather scared him, for he changed his tone and began to whine.

“I haven’t got the lady’s purse, s’help me, I ain’t! I was only a asking of ‘er the time!”

“Hand over that purse!” I said sternly, approaching a step nearer to him.

One of the others here intervened,— “Let’s stowch ‘im, Dog! There ain’t a copper in sight!”

With that they began to close upon me. But, as the saying goes, “I’d been there before.” I’d not been knocking about the rough side of the world for fifteen years without learning how to take care of myself. When they had had about enough of it, which was most likely more than they had bargained for, I took the purse and went to where the innocent cause of it all was standing. She was looking very white and scared, but she plucked up sufficient courage to thank me prettily.

I can see her now, standing there looking into my face with big tears in her pretty blue eyes. She was a girl of about twenty-one or two years of age — tall, but slenderly built, with a sweet oval face, bright brown hair, and the most beautiful eyes I have ever seen in my life. She was dressed in some dark green material, wore a fawn jacket, and, because the afternoon was cold, had a boa of marten fur round her neck. I can remember also that her hat was of some flimsy make, with lace and glittering spear points in it, and that the whole structure was surmounted by two bows, one of black ribbon, the other of salmon pink.

“Oh, how can I thank you?” she began, when I had come up with her. “But for your appearance I don’t know what those men might not have done to me.”

“I was very glad that I was there to help you,” I replied, looking into her face with more admiration for its warm young beauty than perhaps I ought to have shown. “Here is your purse. I hope you will find its contents safe. At the same time will you let me give you a little piece of advice. From what I have seen this afternoon this is evidently not the sort of place for a young lady to be walking in alone and after dark. I don’t think I would risk it again if I were you.”

She looked at me for a moment and then said:

“You are quite right. I have only myself to thank for my misfortune. I met a friend and walked across the green with her; I was on my way back to my carriage — which is waiting for me outside — when I met those men. However, I can promise you that it will not happen again. I am leaving Sydney in a day or two.”

Somehow, when I heard that, I began to feel glad I was booked to leave the place too. But of course I didn’t tell her so.

“May I see you safely to your carriage?” I said at last. “Those fellows may still be hanging about on the chance of overtaking you.”

Her courage must have come back to her, for she looked up into my face with a smile.

“I don’t think they will be rude to me again, after the lesson you have given them. But if you will walk with me I shall be very grateful.”

Side by side we proceeded down the path, through the gates and out into the street. A neat brougham was drawn up alongside the kerb, and towards this she made her way. I opened the door and held it for her to get in. But before she did so she turned to me and stretched out her little hand.

“Will you tell me your name, that I may know to whom I am indebted?”

“My name is Hatteras. Richard Hatteras, of Thursday Island, Torres Straits. I am staying at the Quebec.”

“Thank you, Mr. Hatteras, again and again. I shall always be grateful to you for your gallantry!”

This was attaching too much importance to such a simple action, and I was about to tell her so, when she spoke again: “I think I ought to let you know who I am. My name is Wetherell, and my father is the Colonial Secretary. I’m sure he will be quite as grateful to you as I am. Good-bye.”

She seemed to forget that we had already shaken hands, for she extended her own a second time. I took it and tried to say something polite, but she stepped into her carriage and shut the door before I could think of anything, and next moment she was being whirled away up the street.

Now old fogies and disappointed spinsters can say what they please about love at first sight. I’m not a romantic sort of person — far from it — the sort of life I had hitherto led was not of a nature calculated to foster a belief in that sort of thing. But if I wasn’t over head and ears in love when I resumed my walk that evening, well, I’ve never known what the passion is.

A daintier, prettier, sweeter little angel surely never walked the earth than the girl I had just been permitted the opportunity of rescuing, and from that moment forward I found my thoughts constantly reverting to her. I seemed to retain the soft pressure of her fingers in mine for hours afterwards, and as a proof of the perturbed state of my feelings I may add that I congratulated myself warmly on having worn that day my new and fashionable Sydney suit, instead of the garments in which I had travelled down from Torres Straits, and which I had hitherto considered quite good enough for even high days and holidays. That she herself would remember me for more than an hour never struck me as being likely.

Next morning I donned my best suit again, gave myself an extra brush up, and sauntered down town to see if I could run across her in the streets. What reason I had for thinking I should is more than I can tell you, but at any rate I was not destined to be disappointed. Crossing George Street a carriage passed me, and in it sat the girl whose fair image had exercised such an effect upon my mind. That she saw and recognized me was evidenced by the gracious bow and smile with which she favoured me. Then she passed out of sight, and it was a wonder that that minute didn’t see the end of my career, for I stood like one in a dream looking in the direction in which she had gone, and it was not until two carts and a brewer’s wagon had nearly run me down that I realized it would be safer for me to pursue my meditations on the side walk.

I got back to my hotel by lunch-time, and during the progress of that meal a brilliant idea struck me. Supposing I plucked up courage and called? Why not? It would be only a polite action to inquire if she were any the worse for her fright. The thought was no sooner born in my brain than I was eager to be off. But it was too early for such a formal business, so I had to cool my heels in the hall for an hour. Then, hailing a hansom and inquiring the direction of their residence, I drove off to Potts Point. The house was the last in the street — an imposing mansion standing in well-laid-out grounds. The butler answered my ring, and in response to my inquiry dashed my hopes to the ground by informing me that Miss Wetherell was out.

“She’s very busy, you see, at present, sir. She and the master leave for England on Friday in the Orizaba.”

“What!” I cried, almost forgetting myself in my astonishment. “You don’t mean to say that Miss Wetherell goes to England in the Orizaba?”

“I do, sir. And I do hear she’s goin’ ‘ome to be presented at Court, sir!”

“Ah! Thank you. Will you give her my card, and say that I hope she is none the worse for her fright last evening?”

He took the card, and a substantial tip with it, and I went back to my cab in the seventh heaven of delight. I was to be shipmates with this lovely creature! For four weeks or more I should be able to see her every day! It seemed almost too good to be true. Instinctively I began to make all sorts of plans and preparations. Who knew but what — but stay, we must bring ourselves up here with a round turn, or we shall be anticipating what’s to come.

To make a long story short — for it must be remembered that what I am telling you is only the prelude to all the extraordinary things that will have to be told later on — the day of sailing came. I went down to the boat on the morning of her departure, and got my baggage safely stowed away in my cabin before the rush set in.

About three o’clock we hove our anchor and steamed slowly down the Bay. I had been below when the Wetherells arrived on board, so the young lady had not yet become aware of my presence. Whether she would betray any astonishment when she did find out was beyond my power to tell; at any rate, I know that I was by a long way the happiest man aboard the boat that day. However, I was not to be kept long in suspense. Before we had reached the Heads it was all settled, and satisfactorily so. I was standing on the promenade deck, just abaft the main saloon entrance, watching the panorama spread out before me, when I heard a voice I recognized only too well say behind me:

“Good-bye to you, dear old Sydney. Great things will have happened when I set eyes on you again.”

Little did she know how prophetic were her words. As she spoke I turned and confronted her. For a moment she was overwhelmed with surprise, then, stretching out her hand, she said:

“Really, Mr. Hatteras, this is most wonderful. You are the last person I expected to meet on board.”

“And perhaps,” I replied, “I might with justice say the same of you.”

She turned to a tall, white-bearded man beside her.

“Papa, I must introduce you to Mr. Hatteras. You will remember I told you how kind Mr. Hatteras was when those larrikins were rude to me in the Domain.”

“I am sincerely obliged to you, Mr. Hatteras,” he said, holding out his hand and shaking mine heartily. “My daughter did tell me, and I called yesterday at your hotel to thank you personally, but you were unfortunately not at home. Are you visiting Europe?”

“Yes; I’m going home for a short visit to see the place where my father was born.”

“Are you then, like myself, an Australian native? I mean, of course, as you know, colonial born?” asked Miss Wetherell with a little laugh. The idea of her calling herself an Australian native in any other sense! The very notion seemed preposterous.

“I was born at sea, a degree and a half south of Mauritius,” I answered; “so I don’t know what you would call me. I hope you have comfortable cabins?”

“Very. We have made two or three voyages in this boat before, and we always take the same places. And now, papa, we must really go and see where poor Miss Thompson is. We are beginning to feel the swell, and she’ll be wanting to go below. Good-bye for the present.”

I raised my cap and watched her walk away down the deck, balancing herself as if she had been accustomed to a heaving plank all her life. Then I turned to watch the fast receding shore, and to my own thoughts, which were none of the saddest, I can assure you. For it must be confessed here — and why should I deny it? — that I was in love from the soles of my deck shoes to the cap upon my head. But as to the chance, that I, a humble pearler, would stand with one of Sydney’s most beautiful daughters — why, that’s another matter, and one that, for the present, I was anxious to keep behind me.

Within the week we had left Adelaide behind us, and four days later Albany was also a thing of the past. By the time we had cleared the Lewin we had all settled down to our life aboard ship, the bad sailors were beginning to appear on deck again, and the medium voyagers to make various excuses for their absences from meals. One thing was evident, that Miss Wetherell was the belle of the ship. Everybody paid her attention, from the skipper down to the humblest deck hand. And this being so, I prudently kept out of the way, for I had no desire to be thought to presume on our previous acquaintance. Whether she noticed this I cannot tell, but at any rate her manner to me when we did speak was more cordial than I had any right or reason to expect it would be. Seeing this, there were not wanting people on board who scoffed and sneered at the idea of the Colonial Secretary’s daughter noticing so humble a person as myself, and when it became known what my exact social position was, I promise you these malicious whisperings did not cease.

One evening, two or three days after we had left Colombo behind us, I was standing at the rails on the promenade deck a little abaft the smoking-room entrance, when Miss Wetherell came up and took her place beside me. She looked very dainty and sweet in her evening dress, and I felt, if I had known her better, I should have liked to tell her so.

“Mr. Hatteras,” said she, when we had discussed the weather and the sunset, “I have been thinking lately that you desire to avoid me.”

“Heaven forbid! Miss Wetherell,” I hastened to reply. “What on earth put such a notion into your head?”

“All the same I believe it to be true. Now, why do you do it?”

“I have not admitted that I do do it. But, perhaps, if I do seem to deny myself the pleasure of being with you as much as some other people I could mention, it is only because I fail to see what possible enjoyment you can derive from my society.”

“That is a very pretty speech,” she answered, smiling, “but it does not tell me what I want to know.”

“And what is it that you want to know, my dear young lady?”

“I want to know why you are so much changed towards me. At first we got on splendidly — you used to tell me of your life in Torres Straits, of your trading ventures in the Southern Seas, and even of your hopes for the future. Now, however, all that is changed. It is, ‘Good-morning, Miss Wetherell,’ ‘Good-evening, Miss Wetherell,’ and that is all. I must own I don’t like such treatment.”

“I must crave your pardon — but — —”

“No, we won’t have any ‘buts.’ If you want to be forgiven, you must come and talk to me as you used to do. You will like the rest of the people I’m sure when you get to know them. They are very kind to me.”

“And you think I shall like them for that reason?”

“No, no. How silly you are. But I do so want you to be friendly.”

After that there was nothing for it but for me to push myself into a circle where I had the best reasons for knowing that I was not wanted. However, it had its good side: I saw more of Miss Wetherell; so much more indeed that I began to notice that her father did not quite approve of it. But, whatever he may have thought, he said nothing to me on the subject.

A fortnight or so later we were at Aden, leaving that barren rock about four o’clock, and entering the Red Sea the same evening. The Suez Canal passed through, and Port Said behind us, we were in the Mediterranean, and for the first time in my life I stood in Europe.

At Naples the Wetherells were to say good-bye to the boat, and continue the rest of their journey home across the Continent. As the hour of separation approached, I must confess I began to dread it more and more. And somehow, I fancy, she was not quite as happy as she used to be. You will probably ask what grounds I had for believing that a girl like Miss Wetherell would take any interest in a man like myself; and it is a question I can no more answer than I can fly. And yet, when I came to think it all out, I was not without my hopes.

We were to reach port the following morning. The night was very still, the water almost unruffled. Somehow it came about that Miss Wetherell and I found ourselves together in the same sheltered spot where she had spoken to me on the occasion referred to before. The stars in the east were paling, preparatory to the rising of the moon. I glanced at my companion as she leant against the rails scanning the quiet sea, and noticed the sweet wistfulness of her expression. Then, suddenly, a great desire came over me to tell her of my love. Surely, even if she could not return it, there would be no harm in letting her know how I felt towards her. For this reason I drew a little closer to her.

“And so. Miss Wetherell,” I said, “to-morrow we are to say good-bye; never, perhaps, to meet again.”

“Oh, no, Mr. Hatteras,” she answered, “we won’t say that. Surely we shall see something of each other somewhere. The world is very tiny after all.”

“To those who desire to avoid each other, perhaps, but for those who wish to find it is still too large.”

“Well, then, we must hope for the best. Who knows but that we may run across each other in London. I think it is very probable.”

“And will that meeting be altogether distasteful to you?” I asked, quite expecting that she would answer with her usual frankness. But to my surprise she did not speak, only turned half away from me. Had I offended her?

“Miss Wetherell, pray forgive my rudeness,” I said hastily. “I ought to have known I had no right to ask you such a question.”

“And why shouldn’t you?” she replied, this time turning her sweet face towards me. “No, I will tell you frankly, I should very much like to see you again.”

With that all the blood in my body seemed to rush to my head. Could I be dreaming? Or had she really said she would like to see me again? I would try my luck now whatever came of it.

“You cannot think how pleasant our intercourse has been to me,” I said. “And now I have to go back to my lonely, miserable existence again.”

“But you should not say that; you have your work in life!”

“Yes, but what is that to me when I have no one to work for? Can you conceive anything more awful than my loneliness? Remember, as far as I know I am absolutely without kith and kin. There is not a single soul to care for me in the whole world — not one to whom my death would be a matter of the least concern.”

“Oh, don’t — don’t say that!” Her voice faltered so that I turned from the sea and contemplated her.

“It is true, Miss Wetherell, bitterly true.”

“It is not true. It cannot be true!”

“If only I could think it would be some little matter of concern to you I should go back to my work with a happier heart.”

Again she turned her face from me. My arm lay beside hers upon the bulwarks, and I could feel that she was trembling. Brutal though it may seem to say so, this gave me fresh courage. I said slowly, bending my face a little towards her:

“Would it affect you, Phyllis?”

One little hand fell from the bulwarks to her side, and I took possession of it. She did not appear to have heard my question, so I repeated it. Then her head went down upon the bulwarks, but not before I had caught the whispered “yes” that escaped her lips.

Before she could guess what was going to happen, I had taken her in my arms and smothered her face with kisses. Nor did she offer any resistance. I knew the whole truth now. She was mine, she loved me — me — me — me! The whole world seemed to re-echo the news, the very sea to ring with it, and just as I learned from her own dear lips the story of her love, the great moon rose as if to listen. Can you imagine my happiness, my delight? She was mine, this lovely girl, my very own! bound to me by all the bonds of love. Oh, happy hour! Oh, sweet delight! I pressed her to my heart again and again. She looked into my face and then away from me, her sweet eyes suffused with tears, then suddenly her expression changed. I turned to see what ailed her, and to my discomfiture discovered her father stalking along the silent deck towards us.

Whispering to her to leave us, she sped away, and I was left alone with her angry parent. That he was angry I judged from his face; nor was I wrong in my conjecture.

“Mr. Hatteras,” he said severely, “pray what does this mean? How is it that I find you in this undignified position with my daughter?”

“Mr. Wetherell,” I answered, “I can see that an explanation is due to you. Just before you came up I was courageous enough to tell your daughter that I loved her. She has been generous enough to inform me that she returns my affection. And now the best course for me to pursue is to ask your permission to make her my wife.”

“You presume, sir, upon the service you rendered my daughter in Sydney. I did not think you would follow it up in this fashion.”

“Your daughter is free to love whom she pleases, I take it,” I said, my temper getting a little the better of my judgment. “She has been good enough to promise to marry me — if I can obtain your permission. Have you any objection to raise?”

“Only one, and that one is insuperable! Understand me, I forbid it once and for all! In every particular — without hope of change — I forbid it!”

“As you must see it is a matter which affects the happiness of two lives, I feel sure you will be good enough to tell me your reasons?”

“I must decline any discussion on the matter at all. You have my answer, I forbid it!”

“This is to be final, then? I am to understand that you are not to be brought to change your mind by any actions of mine?”

“No, sir, I am not! What I have said is irrevocable. The idea is not to be thought of for a moment. And while I am on this subject let me tell you that your conduct towards my daughter on board this ship has been very distasteful to me. I have the honour to wish you a very good-evening.”

“Stay, Mr. Wetherell,” I said, as he turned to go. “You have been kind enough to favour me with your views. Now I will give you mine. Your daughter loves me. I am an honest and an industrious man, and I love her with my whole heart and soul. I tell you now, and though you decline to treat me with proper fairness, I give you warning that I intend to marry her if she will still have me — with your consent or without it!”

“You are insolent, sir.”

“I assure you I have no desire to be. I endeavour to remember that you are her father, though I must own you lack her sense of what is fair and right.”

“I will not discuss the question any further with you. You know my absolute decision. Good-night!”

With anger and happiness struggling in my breast for the mastery, I paced that deck for hours. My heart swelled with joy at the knowledge that my darling loved me, but it sank like lead when I considered the difficulties which threatened us if her father persisted in his present determination. At last, just as eight bells was striking (twelve o’clock), I went below to my cabin. My fellow-passenger was fast asleep — a fact which I was grateful for when I discovered propped against my bottle-rack a tiny envelope with my name upon it. Tearing it open I read the following: — 

“My own Dearest, — 

“My father has just informed me of his interview with you. I cannot understand it or ascribe a reason for it. But whatever happens, remember that I will be your wife, and the wife of no other.

“May God bless and keep you always.

“Your own,
Phyllis.

“P.S. — Before we leave the ship you must let me know your address in London.”

With such a letter under my pillow, can it be doubted that my dreams were good? Little I guessed the accumulation of troubles to which this little unpleasantness with Mr. Wetherell was destined to be the prelude!


CHAPTER II

LONDON
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NOW THAT I come to think the matter out, I don’t know that I could give you any definite idea of what my first impressions of London were. One thing at least is certain, I had never had experience of anything approaching such a city before, and, between ourselves, I can’t say that I ever want to again. The constant rush and roar of traffic, the crowds of people jostling each other on the pavements, the happiness and the misery, the riches and the poverty, all mixed up together in one jumble, like good and bad fruit in a basket, fairly took my breath away; and when I went down, that first afternoon, and saw the Park in all its summer glory, my amazement may be better imagined than described.

I could have watched the carriages, horsemen, and promenaders for hours on end without any sense of weariness. And when a bystander, seeing that I was a stranger, took compassion upon my ignorance and condescended to point out to me the various celebrities present, my pleasure was complete. There certainly is no place like London for show and glitter, I’ll grant you that; but all the same I’d no more think of taking up my permanent abode in it than I’d try to cross the Atlantic in a Chinese sampan.

Having before I left Sydney been recommended to a quiet hotel in a neighbourhood near the Strand, convenient both for sight-seeing and business, I had my luggage conveyed thither, and prepared to make myself comfortable for a time. Every day I waited eagerly for a letter from my sweetheart, the more impatiently because its non-arrival convinced me that they had not yet arrived in London. As it turned out, they had delayed their departure from Naples for two days, and had spent another three in Florence, two in Rome, and a day and a half in Paris.

One morning, however, my faithful watch over the letter rack, which was already becoming a standing joke in the hotel, was rewarded. An envelope bearing an English stamp and postmark, and addressed in a handwriting as familiar to me as my own, stared me in the face. To take it out and break the seal was the work of a moment. It was only a matter of a few lines, but it brought me news that raised me to the seventh heaven of delight.

Mr. and Miss Wetherell had arrived in London the previous afternoon, they were staying at the Hôtel Métropole, would leave town for the country at the end of the week, but in the meantime, if I wished to see her, my sweetheart would be in the entrance hall of the British Museum the following morning at eleven o’clock.

How I conducted myself in the interval between my receipt of the letter and the time of the appointment, I have not the least remembrance; I know, however, that half-past ten, on the following morning, found me pacing up and down the street before that venerable pile, scanning with eager eyes every conveyance that approached me. The minutes dragged by with intolerable slowness, but at length the time arrived.

A kindly church clock in the neighbourhood struck the hour, and others all round it immediately took up the tale. Before the last stroke had died away a hansom turned towards the gates from Bury Street, and in it, looking the picture of health and beauty, sat the girl who, I had good reason to know, was more than all the world to me. To attract her attention and signal to the driver to pull up was the work of a second, and a minute later I had helped her to alight, and we were strolling together across the square towards the building.

“Ah, Dick,” she said, with a roguish smile, “you don’t know what trouble I had to get away this morning. Papa had a dozen places he wished me to go to with him. But when I told him that I had some very important business of my own to attend to before I could go calling, he was kind enough to let me off.”

“I’ll be bound he thought you meant business with a dressmaker,” I laughingly replied, determined to show her that I was not unversed in the ways of women.

“I’m afraid he did,” she answered, blushing, “and I feel horribly guilty. But my heart told me I must see you at once, whatever happened.”

Could any man desire a prettier speech than that? If so, I was not that man. We were inside the building by this time, ascending the great staircase.

As we entered the room at the top of the stairs, I thought it a good opportunity to ask the question I had been longing to put to her.

“Phyllis, my sweetheart,” I said, with a tremor in my voice, “it is a fortnight now since I spoke to you. You have had plenty of time to consider our position. Have you regretted giving me your love?”

We came to a standstill, and leant over a case together, but what it contained I’m sure I haven’t the very vaguest idea.

She looked up into my face with a sweet smile.

“Not for one single instant, Dick! Having once given you my love, is it likely I should want it back again?”

“I don’t know. Somehow I can’t discover sufficient reason for your giving it to me at all.”

“Well, be sure I’m not going to tell you. You might grow conceited. Isn’t it sufficient that I do love you, and that I am not going to give you up, whatever happens?”

“More than sufficient,” I answered solemnly. “But, Phyllis, don’t you think I can induce your father to relent? Surely as a good parent he must be anxious to promote your happiness at any cost to himself?”

“I can’t understand it at all. He has been so devoted to me all my life that his conduct now is quite inexplicable. Never once has he denied me anything I really set my heart upon, and he always promised me that I should be allowed to marry whomsoever I pleased, provided he was a good and honourable man, and one of whom he could in any way approve. And you are all that, Dick, or I shouldn’t have loved you, I know.”

“I don’t think I’m any worse than the ordinary run of men, dearest, if I am no better. At any rate I love you with a true and honourable love. But don’t you think he will come round in time?”

“I’m almost afraid not. He referred to it only yesterday, and seemed quite angry that I should have dared to entertain any thought of you after what he said to me on board ship. It was the first time in my life he ever spoke to me in such a tone, and I felt it keenly. No, Dick, there is something behind it all that I cannot understand. Some mystery that I would give anything to fathom. Papa has not been himself ever since we started for England. Indeed, his very reason for coming at all is an enigma to me. And now that he is here, he seems in continual dread of meeting somebody — but who that somebody is, and why my father, who has the name and reputation of being such a courageous, determined, honourable man, should be afraid, is a thing I cannot understand.”

“It’s all very mysterious and unfortunate. But surely something can be done? Don’t you think if I were to see him again, and put the matter more plainly before him, something might be arranged?”

“It would be worse than useless at present, I fear. No, you must just leave it to me, and I’ll do my best to talk him round. Ever since my mother died I have been as his right hand, and it will be strange if he does not listen to me and see reason in the end.”

Seeing who it was that would plead with him I did not doubt it.

By this time we had wandered through many rooms and now found ourselves in the Egyptian Department, surrounded by embalmed dead folk and queer objects of all sorts and descriptions. There was something almost startling about our love-making in such a place, among these men and women, whose wooings had been conducted in a country so widely different to ours, and in an age that was dead and gone over two thousand years ere we were born. I spoke of this to Phyllis. She laughed and gave a little shiver.

“I wonder,” she said, looking down on the swathed-up figure of a princess of the royal house of Egypt, lying stretched out in the case beside which we sat, “if this great lady, who lies so still and silent now, had any trouble with her love affair?”

“Perhaps she had more than one beau to her string, and not being allowed to have one took the other,” I answered; “though from what we can see of her now she doesn’t look as if she were ever capable of exercising much fascination, does she?”

As I spoke I looked from the case to the girl and compared the swaddled-up figure with the healthy, living, lovely creature by my side. But I hadn’t much time for comparison. My sweetheart had taken her watch from her pocket and was glancing at the dial.

“A quarter to twelve!” she cried in alarm, “Oh, Dick, I must be going. I promised to meet papa at twelve, and I must not keep him waiting.”

She rose and was about to pull on her gloves. But before she had time to do so I had taken a little case from my pocket and opened it. When she saw what it contained she could not help a little womanly cry of delight.

“Oh, Dick! you naughty, extravagant boy!”

“Why, dearest? Why naughty or extravagant to give the woman I love a little token of my affection?” As I spoke I slipped the ring over her pretty ringer and raised the hand to my lips.

“Will you try,” I said, “whenever you look at that ring, to remember that the man who gave it to you loves you with his whole heart and soul, and will count no trouble too great, or no exertion too hard, to make you happy?”

“I will remember,” she said solemnly, and when I looked I saw that tears stood in her eyes. She brushed them hastily away, and after an interlude which it hardly becomes me to mention here, we went down the stairs again and out into the street, almost in silence.

Having called a cab, I placed her in it and nervously asked the question that had been sometime upon my mind:— “When shall I see you again?”

“I cannot tell,” she answered. “Perhaps next week. But I’ll let you know. In the meantime don’t despair; all will come right yet. Good-bye.”

“Good-bye and God bless you!”

Having seen the last of her I wandered slowly down the pavement towards Oxford Street, then turning to my left hand, made my way citywards. My mind was full of my interview with the sweet girl who had just left me, and I wandered on and on, wrapped in my own thoughts, until I found myself in a quarter of London into which I had never hitherto penetrated. The streets were narrow, and, as if to be in keeping with the general air of gloom, the shops were small and their wares of a peculiarly sordid nature.

A church clock somewhere in the neighbourhood struck “One,” and as I was beginning to feel hungry, and knew myself to be a long way from my hotel, I cast about me for a lunching-place. But it was some time before I encountered the class of restaurant I wanted. When I did it was situated at the corner of two streets, carried a foreign name over the door, and, though considerably the worse for wear, presented a cleaner appearance than any other I had as yet experienced.

Pushing the door open I entered. An unmistakable Frenchman, whose appearance, however, betokened long residence in England, stood behind a narrow counter polishing an absinthe glass. He bowed politely and asked my business.

“Can I have lunch?” I asked.

“Oui, monsieur! Cer-tain-lee. If monsieur will walk upstairs I will take his order.”

Waving his hand in the direction of a staircase in the corner of the shop he again bowed elaborately, while I, following the direction he indicated, proceeded to the room above. It was long and lofty, commanded an excellent view of both thoroughfares, and was furnished with a few inferior pictures, half a dozen small marble-top tables, and four times as many chairs.

When I entered three men were in occupation. Two were playing chess at a side table, while the third, who had evidently no connection with them, was watching the game from a distance, at the same time pretending to be absorbed in his paper. Seating myself at a table near the door, I examined the bill of fare, selected my lunch, and in order to amuse myself while it was preparing, fell to scrutinizing my companions.

Of the chess-players, one was a big, burly fellow, with enormous arms, protruding rheumy eyes, a florid complexion, and a voluminous red beard. His opponent was of a much smaller build, with pale features, a tiny moustache, and watery blue eyes. He wore a pince-nez, and from the length of his hair and a dab of crimson lake upon his shirt cuff, I argued him an artist.

Leaving the chess-players, my eyes lighted on the stranger on the other side. He was more interesting in every way. Indeed, I was surprised to see a man of his stamp in the house at all. He was tall and slim, but exquisitely formed, and plainly the possessor of enormous strength. His head, if only from a phrenological point of view, was a magnificent one, crowned with a wealth of jet-black hair. His eyes were dark as night, and glittered like those of a snake. His complexion was of a decidedly olive hue, though, as he sat in the shadow of the corner, it was difficult to tell this at first sight.

But what most fascinated me about this curious individual was the interest he was taking in the game the other men were playing. He kept his eyes fixed upon the board, looked anxiously from one to the other as a move trembled in the balance, smiled sardonically when his desires were realized, and sighed almost aloud when a mistake was made.

Every moment I expected his anxiety or disappointment to find vent in words, but he always managed to control himself. When he became excited I noticed that his whole body quivered under its influence, and once when the smaller of the players made an injudicious move a look flew into his face that was full of such malignant intensity that I’ll own I was influenced by it. What effect it would have had upon the innocent cause of it all, had he seen it, I should have been sorry to conjecture.

Just as my lunch made its appearance the game reached a conclusion, and the taller of the two players, having made a remark in German, rose to leave. It was evident that the smaller man had won, and in an excess of pride, to which I gathered his nature was not altogether a stranger, he looked round the room as if in defiance.

Doing so, his eyes met those of the man in the corner. I glanced from one to the other, but my gaze rested longest on the face of the smaller man. So fascinated did he seem to be by the other’s stare that his eyes became set and stony. It was just as if he were being mesmerized. The person he looked at rose, approached him, sat down at the table and began to arrange the men on the board. Then he looked up again.

“May I have the pleasure of giving you a game?” he asked in excellent English, bowing slightly as he spoke, and moving a pawn with his long white fingers.

The little man found voice enough to murmur an appropriate reply, and they began their game, while I turned to my lunch. But, in spite of myself, I found my eyes continually reverting to what was happening at the other table. And, indeed, it was a curious sight I saw there. The tall man had thrown himself into the business of the game, heart and soul. He half sat, half crouched over the board, reminding me of a hawk hovering over a poultry yard.

His eyes were riveted first on the men before him and then on his opponent — his long fingers twitched and twined over each move, and seemed as if they would never release their hold. Not once did he speak, but his attitude was more expressive than any words.

The effect on the little man, his companion, was overwhelming. He was quite unable to do anything, but sat huddled up in his chair as if terrified by his demoniacal companion. The result even a child might have foreseen. The tall man won, and the little man, only too glad to have come out of the ordeal with a whole skin, seized his hat and, with a half-uttered apology, darted from the room.

For a moment or two his extraordinary opponent sat playing with the chessmen. Then he looked across at me and without hesitation said, accompanying his remark with a curious smile, for which I could not at all account:— “I think you will agree with me that the limitations of the fool are the birth gifts of the wise!”

Not knowing what reply to make to this singular assertion, I wisely held my tongue. This brought about a change in his demeanour; he rose from his seat, and came across to where I sat. Seating himself in a chair directly opposite me, he folded his hands in his lap, after the manner of a demure old spinster, and, having looked at me earnestly, said with an almost indescribable sweetness of tone: — 

“I think you will allow, Mr. Hatteras, that half the world is born for the other half to prey upon!”

For a moment I was too much astonished to speak; how on earth had he become aware of my name? I stumbled out some sort of reply, which evidently did not impress him very much, for he began again: — 

“Our friend who has just left us will most certainly be one of those preyed upon. I pity him because he will not have the smallest grain of pleasure in his life. You, Mr. Hatteras, on the other hand, will, unwittingly, be in the other camp. Circumstances will arrange that for you. Some have, of course, no desire to prey; but necessity forces it on them. Yourself, for instance. Some only prey when they are quite sure there will be no manner of risk. Our German friend who played the previous game is an example. Others, again, never lose an opportunity. Candidly speaking, to which class should you imagine I belong?”

He smiled as he put the question, and, his thin lips parting, I could just catch the glitter of the short teeth with which his mouth was furnished. For the third time since I had made his acquaintance I did not know which way to answer. However, I made a shot and said something.

“I really know nothing about you,” I answered. “But from your kindness in giving our artist friend a game, and now in allowing me the benefit of your conversation, I should say you only prey upon your fellow-men when dire extremity drives you to it.”

“And you would be wrong. I am of the last class I mentioned. There is only one sport of any interest to me in life, and that is the opportunity of making capital out of my fellow humans. You see, I am candid with you, Mr. Hatteras!”

“Pray excuse me. But you know my name! As I have never, to my knowledge, set eyes on you before, would you mind telling me how you became acquainted with it?”

“With every pleasure. But before I do so I think it only fair to tell you that you will not believe my explanation. And yet it should convince you. At any rate we’ll try. In your right-hand top waistcoat pocket you have three cards.” Here he leant his head on his hands and shut his eyes. “One is crinkled and torn, but it has written on it, in pencil, the name of Edward Braithwaite, Macquarrie Street, Sydney. I presume the name is Braithwaite, but the t and e are almost illegible. The second is rather a high-sounding one — the Hon. Sylvester Wetherell, Potts Point, Sydney, New South Wales; and the third is, I take it, your own, Richard Hatteras. Am I right?”

I put my fingers in my pocket, and drew out what it contained — a half-sovereign, a shilling, a small piece of pencil, and three cards. The first, a well-worn piece of pasteboard, bore, surely enough, the name of Edward Braithwaite, and was that of the solicitor with whom I transacted my business in Sydney; the second was given me by my sweetheart’s father the day before we left Australia; and the third was certainly my own.

Was this witchcraft or only some clever conjuring trick? I asked myself the question, but could give it no satisfactory answer. At any rate you may be sure it did not lessen my respect for my singular companion.

“Ah! I am right, then!” he cried exultingly. “Isn’t it strange how the love of being right remains with us, when we think we have safely combated every other self-conceit. Well, Mr. Hatteras, I am very pleased to have made your acquaintance. Somehow I think we are destined to meet again — where I cannot say. At any rate, let us hope that that meeting will be as pleasant and successful as this has been.”

But I hardly heard what he said. I was still puzzling my brains over his extraordinary conjuring trick — for trick I am convinced it was. He had risen and was slowly drawing on his gloves when I spoke.

“I have been thinking over those cards,” I said, “and I am considerably puzzled. How on earth did you know they were there?”

“If I told you, you would have no more faith in my powers. So with your permission I will assume the virtue of modesty. Call it a conjuring trick, if you like. Many curious things are hidden under that comprehensive term. But that is neither here nor there. Before I go would you like to see one more?”

“Very much, indeed, if it’s as good as the last!”

In the window stood a large glass dish, half full of water, and having a dark brown fly paper floating on the surface. He brought it across to the table at which I sat, and having drained the water into a jug near by, left the paper sticking to the bottom.

This done, he took a tiny leather case from his pocket and a small bottle out of that again. From this bottle he poured a few drops of some highly pungent liquid on to the paper, with the result that it grew black as ink and threw off a tiny vapour, which licked the edges of the bowl and curled upwards in a faint spiral column.

“There, Mr. Hatteras, this is a — well, a trick — I learned from an old woman in Benares. It is a better one than the last and will repay your interest. If you will look on that paper for a moment, and try to concentrate your attention, you will see something that will, I think, astonish you.”

Hardly believing that I should see anything at all I looked. But for some seconds without success. My scepticism, however, soon left me. At first I saw only the coarse grain of the paper and the thin vapour rising from it. Then the knowledge that I was gazing into a dish vanished. I forget my companion and the previous conjuring trick. I saw only a picture opening out before me — that of a handsomely furnished room, in which was a girl sitting in an easy chair crying as if her heart were breaking. The room I had never seen before, but the girl I should have known among a thousand. She was Phyllis, my sweetheart!

I looked and looked, and as I gazed at her, I heard her call my name. “Oh, Dick! Dick! come to me!” Instantly I sprang to my feet, meaning to cross the room to her. Next moment I became aware of a loud crash. The scene vanished, my senses came back to me; and to my astonishment I found myself standing alongside the overturned restaurant table. The glass dish lay on the floor, shattered into a thousand fragments. My friend, the conjuror, had disappeared.

Having righted the table again, I went downstairs and explained my misfortune. When I had paid my bill I took my departure, more troubled in mind than I cared to confess. That it was only what he had called it, a conjuring trick, I felt I ought to be certain, but still it was clever and uncanny enough to render me very uncomfortable.

In vain I tried to drive the remembrance of the scene I had witnessed from my brain, but it would not be dispelled. At length, to satisfy myself, I resolved that if the memory of it remained with me so vividly in the morning I would take the bull by the horns and call at the Métropole to make inquiries.

I returned to my hotel in time for dinner, but still I could not rid myself of the feeling that some calamity was approaching. Having sent my meal away almost untouched, I called a hansom and drove to the nearest theatre, but the picture of Phyllis crying and calling for me in vain kept me company throughout the performance, and brought me home more miserable at the end than I had started. All night long I dreamed of it, seeing the same picture again and again, and hearing the same despairing cry, “Oh, Dick! Dick! come to me!”

In the morning there was only one thing to be done. Accordingly, after breakfast I set off to make sure that nothing was the matter. On the way I tried to reason with myself. I asked how it was that I, Dick Hatteras, a man who thought he knew the world so well, should have been so impressed with a bit of wizardry as to be willing to risk making a fool of myself before the two last people in the world I wanted to think me one. Once I almost determined to turn back, but while the intention held me the picture rose again before my mind’s eye, and on I went more resolved to solve the mystery.

Arriving at the hotel, a gorgeously caparisoned porter, who stood on the steps, said in response to my inquiry: — 

“They’ve left, sir. Started yesterday afternoon, quite suddenly, for Paris, on their way back to Australia!”


CHAPTER III

I VISIT MY RELATIONS
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FOR THE MOMENT I could hardly believe my ears. Gone? Why had they gone? What could have induced them to leave England so suddenly? I questioned the hall porter on the subject, but he could tell me nothing save that they had departed for Paris the previous day, intending to proceed across the Continent in order to catch the first Australian boat at Naples.

Feeling that I should only look ridiculous if I stayed questioning the man any longer, I pressed a tip into his hand and went slowly back to my own hotel to try and think it all out. But though I devoted some hours to it, I could arrive at no satisfactory conclusion. The one vital point remained and was not to be disputed — they were gone. But the mail that evening brought me enlightenment in the shape of a letter, written in London and posted in Dover. It ran as follows: — 

“Monday Afternoon.

“My own Dearest. — Something terrible has happened to papa! I cannot tell you what, because I do not know myself. He went out this morning in the best of health and spirits, and returned half an hour ago trembling like a leaf and white as a sheet. He had only strength enough left to reach a chair in my sitting-room before he fainted dead away. When he came to himself again he said, ‘Tell your maid to pack at once. There is not a moment to lose. We start for Paris this evening to catch the next boat leaving Naples for Australia.’ I said, ‘But papa!’ ‘Not a word,’ he answered. ‘I have seen somebody this morning whose presence renders it impossible for us to remain an instant longer in England. Go and pack at once, unless you wish my death to lie at your door.’ After that I could, of course, say nothing. I have packed and now, in half an hour, we leave England again. If I could only see you to say good-bye; but that, too, is impossible. I cannot tell what it all means, but that it is very serious business that takes us away so suddenly I feel convinced. My father seems frightened to remain in London a minute longer than he can help. He even stands at the window as I write, earnestly scrutinizing everybody who enters the hotel. And now, my own — —”

But what follows, the reiterations of her affection, her vows to be true to me, etc., etc., could have no possible interest for any one save lovers.

I sat like one stunned. All enjoyment seemed suddenly to have gone out of life for me. I could only sit twirling the paper in my hand and picturing the train flying remorselessly across France, bearing away from me the girl I loved better than all the world. I went down to the Park, but the scene there had no longer any interest in my eyes. I went later on to a theatre, but I found no enjoyment in the piece performed. London had suddenly become distasteful to me. I felt I must get out of it; but where could I go? Every place was alike in my present humour. Then one of the original motives of my journey rose before me, and I determined to act on the suggestion.

Next morning I accordingly set off for Hampshire to try, if possible, to find my father’s old home. What sort of a place it would turn out to be I had not the very remotest idea.

Leaving the train at Lyndhurst Road — for the village I was in search of was situated in the heart of the New Forest — I hired a ramshackle conveyance from the nearest innkeeper and started off for it. The man who drove me had lived in the neighbourhood, so he found early occasion to inform me, all his seventy odd years, and it struck him as a humorous circumstance that he had never in his life been even as far as Southampton, a matter of only ten minutes by rail.

We had travelled a matter of two miles when it struck me to ask my charioteer about the place to which we were proceeding. It was within the bounds of possibility, I thought, that he might once have known my father. I determined to try him. So waiting till we had passed a load of hay coming along the lane, I put the question to him.

To my surprise, he had no sooner heard the name than he became as excited as it was possible for him to be.

“Hatteras!” he cried. “Be ye a Hatteras? Well, well, now, dearie me, who’d ha’ thought it!”

“Do you know the name so well, then?”

“Ay! ay! I know the name well enough; who doesn’t in these parts? There was the old Squire and Lady Margaret when first I remember. Then Squire Jasper and his son, the captain, as was killed in the mutiny in foreign parts — and Master James — —”

“James — that was my father’s name. James Dymoke Hatteras.”

“You Master James’ son — you don’t say! Well! well! Now to think of that too! Him that ran away from home after words with the Squire, and went to foreign parts. Who’d have thought it! Sir William will be right down glad to see ye, I’ll be bound.”

“Sir William, and who’s Sir William?”

“He’s the only one left now, sir. Lives up at the House. Ah, dear! ah, dear! There’s been a power o’ trouble in the family these years past.”

By this time the aspect of the country was changing. We had left the lane behind us, ascended a short hill, and were now descending it again through what looked to my eyes more like a stately private avenue than a public road. Beautiful elms reared themselves on either hand and intermingled their branches overhead; while before us, through a gap in the foliage, we could just distinguish the winding river, with the thatched roofs of the village, of which we had come in search, lining its banks, and the old grey tower of the church keeping watch and ward over all.

There was to my mind something indescribably peaceful and even sad about that view, a mute sympathy with the Past that I could hardly account for, seeing that I was Colonial born and bred. For the first time since my arrival in England the real beauty of the place came home upon me. I felt as if I could have looked for ever on that quiet and peaceful spot.

When we reached the bottom of the hill, and had turned the corner, a broad, well-made stone bridge confronted us. On the other side of this was an old-fashioned country inn, with its signboard dangling from the house front, and opposite it again a dilapidated cottage lolling beside two iron gates. The gates were eight feet or more in height, made of finely wrought iron, and supported by big stone posts, on the top of which two stone animals — griffins, I believe they are called — holding shields in their claws, looked down on passers-by in ferocious grandeur. From behind the gates an avenue wound and disappeared into the wood.

Without consulting me, my old charioteer drove into the inn yard, and, having thrown the reins to an ostler, descended from the vehicle. I followed his example, and then inquired the name of the place inside the gates. My guide, philosopher, and friend looked at me rather queerly for a second or two, and then recollecting that I was a stranger to the place, said: — 

“That be the Hall I was telling ‘ee about. That’s where Sir William lives!”

“Then that’s where my father was born?”

He nodded his head, and as he did so I noticed that the ostler stopped his work of unharnessing the horse, and looked at me in rather a surprised fashion.

“Well, that being so,” I said, taking my stick from the trap, and preparing to stroll off, “I’m just going to investigate a bit. You bring yourself to an anchor in yonder, and don’t stir till I come for you again.”

He took himself into the inn without more ado, and I crossed the road towards the gates. They were locked, but the little entrance by the tumble-down cottage stood open, and passing through this I started up the drive. It was a perfect afternoon; the sunshine straggled in through the leafy canopy overhead and danced upon my path. To the right were the thick fastnesses of the preserves; while on my left, across the meadows I could discern the sparkle of water on a weir. I must have proceeded for nearly a mile through the wood before I caught sight of the house. Then, what a strange experience was mine.

Leaving the shelter of the trees, I opened on to as beautiful a park as the mind of man could imagine. A herd of deer were grazing quietly just before me, a woodman was eating his dinner in the shadow of an oak; but it was not upon deer or woodman that I looked, but at the house that stared at me across the undulating sea of grass. It was a noble building, of grey stone, in shape almost square, with many curious buttresses and angles. The drive ran up to it with a grand sweep, and upon the green that fronted it some big trees reared their stately heads. In my time I’d heard a lot of talk about the stately homes of England, but this was the first time I had ever set eyes on one. And to think that this was my father’s birthplace, the house where my ancestors had lived for centuries! I could only stand and stare at it in sheer amazement.

You see, my father had always been a very silent man, and though he used sometimes to tell us yarns about scrapes he’d got into as a boy, and how his father was a very stern man, and had sent him to a public school, because his tutor found him unmanageable, we never thought that he’d been anything very much.

To tell the truth, I felt a bit doubtful as to what I’d better do. Somehow I was rather nervous about going up to the house and introducing myself as a member of the family without any credentials to back my assertion up; and yet, on the other hand, I did not want to go away and have it always rankling in my mind that I’d seen the old place and been afraid to go inside. My mind once made up, however, off I went, crossed the park, and made towards the front door. On nearer approach, I discovered that everything showed the same neglect I had noticed at the lodge. The drive was overgrown with weeds; no carriage seemed to have passed along it for ages. Shutters enclosed many of the windows, and where they did not, not one but several of the panes were broken. Entering the great stone porch, in which it would have been possible to seat a score of people, I pulled the antique door-bell, and waited, while the peal re-echoed down the corridors, for the curtain to go up on the next scene.

Presently I heard footsteps approaching. A key turned in the lock, and the great door swung open. An old man, whose years could hardly have totalled less than seventy, stood before me, dressed in a suit of solemn black, almost green with age. He inquired my business in a wheezy whisper. I asked if Sir William Hatteras were at home. Informing me that he would find out, he left me to ruminate on the queerness of my position. In five minutes or so he returned, and signed to me to follow.

The hall was in keeping with the outside of the building, lofty and imposing. The floor was of oak, almost black with age, the walls were beautifully wainscoted and carved, and here and there tall armoured figures looked down upon me in disdainful silence. But the crowning glory of all was the magnificent staircase that ran up from the centre. It was wide enough and strong enough to have taken a coach and four, the pillars that supported it were exquisitely carved, as were the banisters and rails. Half-way up was a sort of landing, from which again the stairs branched off to right and left.

Above this landing-place, and throwing a stream of coloured light down into the hall, was a magnificent stained-glass window, and on a lozenge in the centre of it the arms that had so much puzzled me on the gateway. A nobler hall no one could wish to possess, but brooding over it was the same air of poverty and neglect I had noticed all about the place. By the time I had taken in these things, my guide had reached a door at the farther end. He bade me enter, and I did so, to find a tall, elderly man of stern aspect awaiting my coming.

He, like his servant, was dressed entirely in black, with the exception of a white tie, which gave his figure a semi-clerical appearance. His face was long and somewhat pinched, his chin and upper lip were shaven, and his snow-white, close-cropped whiskers ran in two straight lines from his jaw up to a level with his piercing, hawk-like eyes. He would probably have been about seventy-five years of age, but he did not carry it well. In a low, monotonous voice he bade me welcome, and pointed to a chair, himself remaining standing.

“My servant tells me you say your name is Hatteras?” he began.

“That is so,” I replied. “My father was James Dymoke Hatteras.”

He looked at me very sternly for almost a minute, not for a second betraying the slightest sign of surprise. Then putting his hands together, finger tip to finger tip, as I discovered later was his invariable habit while flunking, he said solemnly: —— 

“James was my younger brother. He misconducted himself gravely in England and was sent abroad. After a brief career of spendthrift extravagance in Australia, we never heard of him again. You may be his son, but then, on the other hand, of course, you may not. I have no means of judging.”

“I give you my word,” I answered, a little nettled by his speech and the insinuation contained in it; “but if you want further proof, I’ve got a Latin book in my portmanteau with my father’s name upon the fly-leaf, and an inscription in his own writing setting forth that it was given by him to me.”

“A Catullus?”

“Exactly! a Catullus.”

“Then I’ll have to trouble you to return it to me at your earliest convenience. The book is my property: I paid eighteenpence for it on the 3rd of July, 1833, in the shop of John Burns, Fleet Street, London. My brother took it from me a week later, and I have not been able to afford myself another copy since.”

“You admit then that the book is evidence of my father’s identity?”

“I admit nothing. What do you want with me? What do you come here for? You must see for yourself that I am too poor to be of any service to you, and I have long since lost any public interest I may once have possessed.”

“I want neither one nor the other. I am home from Australia on a trip, and I have a sufficient competence to render me independent of any one.”

“Ah! That puts a different complexion on the matter. You say you hail from Australia? And what may you have been doing there?”

“Gold-mining — pearling — trading!”

He came a step closer, and as he did so I noticed that his face had assumed a look of indescribable cunning, that was evidently intended to be of an ingratiating nature. He spoke in little jerks, pressing his fingers together between each sentence.

“Gold-mining! Ah! And pearling! Well, well! And you have been fortunate in your ventures?”

“Very!” I replied, having by this time determined on my line of action. “I daresay my cheque for ten thousand pounds would not be dishonoured.”

“Ten thousand pounds! Ten thousand pounds! Dear me, dear me!”

He shuffled up and down the dingy room, all the time looking at me out of the corners of his eyes, as if to make sure that I was telling him the truth.

“Come, come, uncle,” I said, resolving to bring him to his bearings without further waste of time. “This is not a very genial welcome!”

“Well, well, you mustn’t expect too much, my boy! You see for yourself the position I’m in. The old place is shut up, going to rack and ruin. Poverty is staring me in the face; I am cheated by everybody. Robbed right and left, not knowing which way to turn. But I’ll not be put upon. They may call me what they please, but they can’t get blood out of a stone. Can they! Answer me that, now!”

This speech showed me everything as plain as a pikestaff. I mean, of course, the reason of the deserted and neglected house, and his extraordinary reception of myself. I rose to my feet.

“Well, uncle — for my uncle you certainly are, whatever you may say to the contrary — I must be going. I’m sorry to find you like this, and from what you tell me I couldn’t think of worrying you with my society! I want to see the old church and have a talk with the parson, and then I shall go off never to trouble you again.”

He immediately became almost fulsome in his effort to detain me. “No, no! You mustn’t go like that. It’s not hospitable. Besides, you mustn’t talk with parson. He’s a bad lot, is parson — a hard man with a cruel tongue. Says terrible things about me, does parson. But I’ll be even with him yet. Don’t speak to him, laddie, for the honour of the family. Now ye’ll stay and take lunch with me? — potluck, of course — I’m too poor to give ye much of a meal; and in the meantime I’ll show ye the house and estate.”

This was just what I wanted, though I did not look forward to the prospect of lunch in his company.

With trembling hands he took down an old-fashioned hat from a peg and turned towards the door. When we had passed through it he carefully locked it and dropped the key into his breeches’ pocket. Then he led the way upstairs by the beautiful oak staircase I had so much admired on entering the house.

When we reached the first landing, which was of noble proportions and must have contained upon its walls nearly a hundred family portraits all coated with the dust of years, he approached a door and threw it open. A feeble light straggled in through the closed shutters, and revealed an almost empty room. In the centre stood a large canopied bed, of antique design. The walls were wainscoted, and the massive chimney-piece was carved with heraldic designs. I inquired what room this might be.

“This is where all our family were born,” he answered. “’Twas here your father first saw the light of day.”

I looked at it with a new interest. It seemed hard to believe that this was the birthplace of my own father, the man whom I remembered so well in a place and life so widely different. My companion noticed the look upon my face, and, I suppose, felt constrained to say something. “Ah! James!” he said sorrowfully, “ye were always a giddy, roving lad. I remember ye well.” (He passed his hand across his eyes, to brush away a tear, I thought, but his next speech disabused me of any such notion.) “I remember that but a day or two before ye went ye blooded my nose in the orchard, and the very morning ye decamped ye borrowed half a crown of me, and never paid it back.”

A sudden something prompted me to put my hand in my pocket. I took out half a crown, and handed it to him without a word. He took it, looked at it longingly, put it in his pocket, took it out again, ruminated a moment, and then reluctantly handed it back to me.

“Nay, nay! my laddie, keep your money, keep your money. Ye can send me the Catullus.” Then to himself, unconscious that he was speaking his thoughts aloud: “It was a good edition, and I have no doubt would bring five shillings any day.”

From one room we passed into another, and yet another. They were all alike — shut up, dust-ridden, and forsaken. And yet with it all what a noble place it was — one which any man might be proud to call his own. And to think that it was all going to rack and ruin because of the miserly nature of its owner. In the course of our ramble I discovered that he kept but two servants, the old man who had admitted me to his presence, and his wife, who, as that peculiar phrase has it, cooked and did for him. I discovered later that he had not paid either of them wages for some years past, and that they only stayed on with him because they were too poor and proud to seek shelter elsewhere.

When we had inspected the house we left it by a side door, and crossed a courtyard to the stables. There the desolation was, perhaps, even more marked than in the house. The great clock on the tower above the main building had stopped at a quarter to ten on some long-forgotten day, and a spider now ran his web from hand to hand. At our feet, between the stones, grass grew luxuriantly, thick moss covered the coping of the well, the doors were almost off their hinges, and rats scuttled through the empty loose boxes at our approach. So large was the place, that thirty horses might have found a lodging comfortably, and as far as I could gather, there was room for half as many vehicles in the coach-houses that stood on either side. The intense quiet was only broken by the cawing of the rooks in the giant elms overhead, the squeaking of the rats, and the low grumbling of my uncle’s voice as he pointed out the ruin that was creeping over everything.

Before we had finished our inspection it was lunch time, and we returned to the house. The meal was served in the same room in which I had made my relative’s acquaintance an hour before. It consisted, I discovered, of two meagre mutton chops and some homemade bread and cheese, plain and substantial fare enough in its way, but hardly the sort one would expect from the owner of such a house. For a beverage, water was placed before us, but I could see that my host was deliberating as to whether he should stretch his generosity a point or two further.

Presently he rose, and with a muttered apology left the room, to return five minutes later carrying a small bottle carefully in his hand. This, with much deliberation and sighing, he opened. It proved to be claret, and he poured out a glassful for me. As I was not prepared for so much liberality, I thought something must be behind it, and in this I was not mistaken.

“Nephew,” said he after a while, “was it ten thousand pounds you mentioned as your fortune?”

I nodded. He looked at me slyly and cleared his throat to gain time for reflection. Then seeing that I had emptied my glass, he refilled it with another scarce concealed sigh, and sat back in his chair.

“And I understand you to say you are quite alone in the world, my boy?”

“Quite! Until I met you this morning I was unaware that I had a single relative on earth. Have I any more connections?”

“Not a soul — only Gwendoline.”

“Gwendoline! and who may Gwendoline be?”

“My daughter — your cousin. My only child! Would you like to see her?”

“I had no idea you had a daughter. Of course I should like to see her!”

He left the table and rang the bell. The ancient man-servant answered the summons.

“Tell you wife to bring Miss Gwendoline to us.”

“Miss Gwendoline here, sir? You do not mean it sure-lie, sir?”

“Numbskull! numbskull! numbskull!” cried the old fellow in an ecstasy of fury that seemed to spring up as suddenly as a squall does between the islands, “bring her or I’ll be the death of you.”

Without further remonstrance the old man left the room, and I demanded an explanation.

“Good servant, but an impudent rascal, sir!” he said. “Of course you must see my daughter, my beautiful daughter, Gwendoline. He’s afraid you’ll frighten her, I suppose! Ha! ha! Frighten my bashful, pretty one. Ha! ha!”

Anything so supremely devilish as the dried-up mirth of this old fellow it would be difficult to imagine. His very laugh seemed as if it had to crack in his throat before it could pass his lips. What would his daughter be like, living in such a house, with such companions? While I was wondering, I heard footsteps in the corridor, and then an old woman entered and curtsied respectfully. My host rose and went over to the fireplace, where he stood with his hands behind his back and the same devilish grin upon his face.

“Well, where is my daughter?”

“Sir, do you really mean it?”

“Of course I mean it. Where is she?”

In answer the old lady went to the door and called to some one in the hall.

“Come in, dearie. It’s all right. Come in, do’ee now, that’s a little dear.”

But the girl made no sign of entering, and at last the old woman had to go out and draw her in. And then — but I hardly know how to write it. How shall I give you a proper description of the — thing that entered.

She — if she it could be called — was about three feet high, dressed in a shapeless print costume. Her hair stood and hung in a tangled mass upon her head, her eyes were too large for her face, and to complete the horrible effect, a great patch of beard grew on one cheek, and descended almost to a level with her chin. Her features were all awry, and now and again she uttered little moans that were more like those of a wild beast than of a human being. In spite of the old woman’s endeavours to make her do so, she would not venture from her side, but stood slobbering and moaning in the half dark of the doorway.

It was a ghastly sight, one that nearly turned me sick with loathing. But the worst part of it all was the inhuman merriment of her father.

“There, there!” he cried; “had ever man such a lovely daughter? Isn’t she a beauty? Isn’t she fit to be a prince’s bride? Isn’t she fit to be the heiress of all this place? Won’t the young dukes be asking her hand in marriage? Oh, you beauty! You — but there, take her away — take her away, I say, before I do her mischief.”

The words had no sooner left his mouth than the old woman seized her charge and bundled her out of the room, moaning as before. I can tell you there was at least one person in that apartment who was heartily glad to be rid of her.

When the door had closed upon them my host came back to his seat, and with another sigh refilled my glass. I wondered what was coming next. It was not long, however, before I found out.

“Now you know everything,” he said. “You have seen my home, you have seen my poverty, and you have seen my daughter. What do you think of it all?”

“I don’t know what to think.”

“Well, then, I’ll tell you. That child wants doctors; that child wants proper attendance. She can get neither here. I am too poor to help her in any way. You’re rich by your own telling. I have to-day taken you into the bosom of my family, recognized you without doubting your assertions. Will you help me? Will you give me one thousand pounds towards settling that child in life? With that amount it could be managed.”

“Will I what?” I cried in utter amazement — dumbfounded by his impudence.

“Will you settle one thousand pounds upon her, to keep her out of her grave?”

“Not one penny!” I cried: “and, what’s more, you miserable, miserly old wretch, I’ll give you a bit of my mind.”

And thereupon I did! Such a talking to as I suppose the old fellow had never had in his life before, and one he’d not be likely to forget in a hurry. He sat all the time, white with fury, his eyes blazing, and his fingers quivering with impotent rage. When I had done he ordered me out of his house. I took him at his word, seized my hat, and strode across the hall through the front door, and out into the open air.

But I was not to leave the home of my ancestors without a parting shot. As I closed the front door behind me I heard a window go up, and on looking round there was the old fellow shaking his fist at me.

“Leave my house — leave my park!” he cried in a shrill falsetto, “or I’ll send for the constable to turn you off. Bah! You came to steal. You’re no nephew of mine; I disown you! You’re a common cheat — a swindler — an impostor! Go!”

I took him at his word, and went. Leaving the park, I walked straight across to the rectory, and inquired if I might see the clergyman. To him I told my tale, and, among other things, asked if anything could be done for the child — my cousin. He only shook his head.

“I fear it is hopeless, Mr. Hatteras,” the clergyman said. “The old gentleman is a terrible character, and as he owns half the village, and every acre of the land hereabouts, we all live in fear and trembling of him. We have no shadow of a claim upon the child, and unless we can prove that he actually ill-treats it, I’m sorry to say I think there is nothing to be done.”

So ended my first meeting with my father’s family.

From the rectory I returned to my inn. What should I do now? London was worse than a desert to me now that my sweetheart was gone from it, and every other place seemed as bad. Then an advertisement on the wall of the bar parlour caught my eye:

“For Sale or Hire,
THE YACHT, ENCHANTRESS.
Ten Tons.
Apply, Screw & Matchem,
Bournemouth.”

It was just the very thing. I was pining for a breath of sea air again. It was perfect weather for a cruise. I would go to Bournemouth, inspect the yacht at once, and, if she suited me, take her for a month or so. My mind once made up, I hunted up my Jehu and set off for the train, never dreaming that by so doing I was taking the second step in that important chain of events that was to affect all the future of my life.


CHAPTER IV

I SAVE AN IMPORTANT LIFE
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I TRAVELLED TO Bournemouth by a fast train, and immediately on arrival made my way to the office of Messrs. Screw & Matchem, with a view to instituting inquiries regarding the yacht they had advertised for hire. It was with the senior partner I transacted my business; a shrewd but pleasant gentleman.

Upon my making known my business to him, he brought me a photograph of the craft in question, and certainly a nice handy boat she looked. She had been built, he went on to inform me, for a young nobleman, who had made two very considerable excursions in her before he had been compelled to fly the country, and was only three years old. I learned also that she was lying in Poole harbour, but he was good enough to say that if I wished to see her she should be brought round to Bournemouth the following morning, when I could inspect her at my leisure. As this arrangement was one that exactly suited me, I closed with it there and then, and thanking Mr. Matchem for his courtesy, betook myself to my hotel. Having dined, I spent the evening upon the pier — the first of its kind I had ever seen — listened to the band and diverted myself with thoughts of her to whom I had plighted my troth, and whose unexpected departure from England had been such a sudden and bitter disappointment to me.

Next morning, faithful to promise, the Enchantress sailed into the bay and came to an anchor within a biscuit throw of the pier. Chartering a dinghy, I pulled myself off to her, and stepped aboard. An old man and a boy were engaged washing down, and to them I introduced myself and business. Then for half an hour I devoted myself to overhauling her thoroughly. She was a nice enough little craft, well set up, and from her run looked as if she might possess a fair turn of speed; the gear was in excellent order, and this was accounted for when the old man told me she had been repaired and thoroughly overhauled that selfsame year.

Having satisfied myself on a few other minor points, I pulled ashore and again went up through the gardens to the agents’ office. Mr. Matchem was delighted to hear that I liked the yacht well enough to think of hiring her at their own price (a rather excessive one, I must admit), and, I don’t doubt, would have supplied me with a villa in Bournemouth, and a yachting box in the Isle of Wight, also on their own terms, had I felt inclined to furnish them with the necessary order. But fortunately I was able to withstand their temptations, and having given them my cheque for the requisite amount, went off to make arrangements, and to engage a crew.

Before nightfall I had secured the services of a handy lad in place of the old man who had brought the boat round from Poole, and was in a position to put to sea. Accordingly next morning I weighed anchor for a trip round the Isle of Wight. Before we had brought the Needles abeam I had convinced myself that the boat was an excellent sailer, and when the first day’s cruise was over I had no reason to repent having hired her.

Not having anything to hurry me, and only a small boy and my own thoughts to keep me company, I took my time; remained two days in the Solent, sailed round the island, put in a day at Ventnor, and so back to Bournemouth. Then, after a day ashore, I picked up a nice breeze and ran down to Torquay to spend another week, sailing slowly back along the coast, touching at various ports, and returning eventually to the place I had first hailed from.

In relating these trifling incidents it is not my wish to bore my readers, but to work up gradually to that strange meeting to which they were the prelude. Now that I can look back in cold blood upon the circumstances that brought it about, and reflect how narrowly I escaped missing the one event which was destined to change my whole life, I can hardly realize that I attached such small importance to it at the time. Somehow I have always been a firm believer in Fate, and indeed it would be strange, all things considered, if I were not. For when a man has passed through so many extraordinary adventures as I have, and not only come out of them unharmed, but happier and a great deal more fortunate than he has really any right to be, he may claim the privilege, I think, of saying he knows something about his subject.

And, mind you, I date it all back to that visit to the old home, and to my uncle’s strange reception of me, for had I not gone down into the country I should never have quarrelled with him, and if I had not quarrelled with him I should not have gone back to the inn in such a dudgeon, and in that case I should probably have left the place without a visit to the bar, never have seen the advertisement, visited Bournemouth, hired the yacht or — but there, I must stop. You must work out the rest for yourself when you have heard my story.

The morning after my third return to Bournemouth I was up by daybreak, and had my breakfast, and was ready to set off on a cruise across the bay, before the sun was a hand’s breadth above the horizon. It was as perfect a morning as any man could wish to see. A faint breeze just blurred the surface of the water, tiny waves danced in the sunshine, and my barkie nodded to them as if she were anxious to be off. The town ashore lay very quiet and peaceful, and so still was the air that the cries of a few white gulls could be heard quite distinctly, though they were half a mile or more away. Having hove anchor, we tacked slowly across the bay, passed the pier-head, and steered for Old Harry Rock and Swanage Bay. My crew was for’ard, and I had possession of the tiller.

As we went about between Canford Cliffs and Alum Chine, something moving in the water ahead of me attracted my attention. We were too far off to make out exactly what it might be, and it was not until five minutes later, when we were close abreast of it, that I discovered it to be a bather. The foolish fellow had ventured farther out than was prudent, had struck a strong current, and was now being washed swiftly out to sea. But for the splashing he made to show his whereabouts, I should in all probability not have seen him, and in that case his fate would have been sealed. As it was, when we came up with him he was quite exhausted.

Heaving my craft to, I leapt into the dinghy, and pulled towards him, but before I could reach the spot he had sunk. At first I thought he was gone for good and all, but in a few seconds he rose again. Then, grabbing him by the hair, I passed an arm under each of his, and dragged him unconscious into the boat. In less than three minutes we were alongside the yacht again, and with my crew’s assistance I got him aboard. Fortunately a day or two before I had had the forethought to purchase some brandy for use in case of need, and my Thursday Island experiences having taught me exactly what was best to be done under such circumstances, it was not long before I had brought him back to consciousness.

In appearance he was a handsome young fellow, well set up, and possibly nineteen or twenty years of age. When I had given him a stiff nobbler of brandy to stop the chattering of his teeth, I asked him how he came to be so far from shore.

“I am considered a very good swimmer,” he replied, “and often come out as far as this, but to-day I think I must have got into a strong outward current, and certainly but for your providential assistance I should never have reached home alive.”

“You have had a very narrow escape,” I answered, “but thank goodness you’re none the worse for it. Now, what’s the best thing to be done? Turn back, I suppose, and set you ashore.”

“But what a lot of trouble I’m putting you to.”

“Nonsense! I’ve nothing to do, and I count myself very fortunate in having been able to render you this small assistance. The breeze is freshening, and it won’t take us any time to get back. Where do you live?”

“To the left there! That house standing back upon the cliff. I don’t know how to express my gratitude.”

“Just keep that till I ask you for it; and now, as we’ve got a twenty minutes’ sail before us, the best thing for you to do would be to slip into a spare suit of my things. They’ll keep you warm, and you can return them to my hotel when you get ashore.”

I sang out to the boy to come aft and take the tiller, while I escorted my guest below into the little box of a cabin, and gave him a rig out. Considering I am six feet two, and he was only five feet eight, the things were a trifle large for him; but when he was dressed I couldn’t help thinking what a handsome, well-built, aristocratic-looking young fellow he was. The work of fitting him out accomplished, we returned to the deck. The breeze was freshening, and the little hooker was ploughing her way through it, nose down, as if she knew that under the circumstances her best was expected of her.

“Are you a stranger in Bournemouth?” my companion asked, as I took the tiller again.

“Almost,” I answered. “I’ve only been in England three weeks. I’m home from Australia.”

“Australia! Really! Oh, I should so much like to go out there.”

His voice was very soft and low, more like a girl’s than a boy’s, and I noticed that he had none of the mannerisms of a man — at least, not of one who has seen much of the world.

“Yes, Australia’s as good a place as any other for the man who goes out there to work,” I said. “But somehow you don’t look to me like a chap that is used to what is called roughing it. Pardon my bluntness.”

“Well, you see, I’ve never had much chance. My father is considered by many a very peculiar man. He has strange ideas about me, and so you see I’ve never been allowed to mix with other people. But I’m stronger than you’d think, and I shall be twenty in October next.”

“If you don’t mind telling me, what is your name?”

“I suppose there can be no harm in letting you know it. I was told if ever I met any one and they asked me, not to tell them. But since you saved my life it would be ungrateful not to let you know. I am the Marquis of Beckenham.”

“Is that so? Then your father is the Duke of Glenbarth?”

“Yes. Do you know him?”

“Never set eyes on him in my life, but I heard him spoken of the other day.”

I did not add that it was Mr. Matchem who, during my conversation with him, had referred to his Grace, nor did I think it well to say that he had designated him the “Mad Duke.” And so the boy I had saved from drowning was the young Marquis of Beckenham. Well, I was moving in good society with a vengeance. This boy was the first nobleman I had ever clapped eyes on, though I knew the Count de Panuroff well enough in Thursday Island. But then foreign Counts, and shady ones at that, ought not to reckon, perhaps.

“But you don’t mean to tell me,” I said at length, “that you’ve got no friends? Don’t you ever see any one at all?”

“No, I am not allowed to. My father thinks it better not. And as he does not wish it, of course I have nothing left but to obey. I must own, however, I should like to see the world — to go along voyage to Australia, for instance.”

“But how do you put in your time? You must have a very dull life of it.”

“Oh, no! You see, I have never known anything else, and then I have always the future to look forward to. As it is now, I bathe every morning, I have my yacht, I ride about the park, I have my studies, and I have a tutor who tells me wonderful stories of the world.”

“Oh, your tutor has been about, has he?”

“Dear me, yes! He was a missionary in the South Sea Islands, and has seen some very stirring adventures.”

“A missionary in the South Seas, eh? Perhaps I know him.”

“Were you ever in those seas?”

“Why, I’ve spent almost all my life there.”

“Were you a missionary?”

“You bet not. The missionaries and my friends don’t cotton to one another.”

“But they are such good men!”

“That may be. Still, as I say, we don’t somehow cotton. I’d like to set my eyes upon your tutor.”

“Well, you will. I think I see him on the beach now. I expect he has been wondering what has become of me. I’ve never been out so long before.”

“Well, you’re close home now, and as safe as eggs in a basket.”

Another minute brought us into as shallow water as I cared to go. Accordingly, heaving to, I brought the dinghy alongside, and we got into her. Then casting off, I pulled my lord ashore. A small, clean-shaven, parsonish-looking man, with the regulation white choker, stood by the water waiting for us. As I beached the boat he came forward and said:

“My lord, we have been very anxious about you. We feared you had met with an accident.”

“I have been very nearly drowned, Mr. Baxter. Had it not been for this gentleman’s prompt assistance I should never have reached home again.”

“You should really be more careful, my lord. I have warned you before. Your father has been nearly beside himself with anxiety about you!”

“Eh?” said I to myself. “Somehow this does not sound quite right. Anyhow, Mr. Baxter, I’ve seen your figure-head somewhere before — but you were not a missionary then, I’ll take my affidavit.”

Turning to me, my young lord held out his hand.

“You have never told me your name,” he said almost reproachfully.

“Dick Hatteras,” I answered, “and very much at your service.”

“Mr. Hatteras, I shall never forget what you have done for me. That I am most grateful to you I hope you will believe. I know that I owe you my life.”

Here the tutor’s voice chipped in again, as I thought, rather impatiently. “Come, come, my lord. This delay will not do. Your father will be growing still more nervous about you. We must be getting home!”

Then they went off up the cliff path together, and I returned to my boat.

“Mr. Baxter,” I said to myself again as I pulled off to the yacht, “I want to know where I’ve seen your face before. I’ve taken a sudden dislike to you. I don’t trust you; and if your employer’s the man they say he is, well, he won’t either.”

Then, having brought the dinghy alongside, I made the painter fast, clambered aboard, and we stood out of the bay once more.


CHAPTER V

MYSTERY
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING I was sitting in my room at the hotel idly scanning the Standard, and wondering in what way I should employ myself until the time arrived for me to board the yacht, when I heard a carriage roll up to the door. On looking out I discovered a gorgeous landau, drawn by a pair of fine thoroughbreds, and resplendent with much gilded and crested harness, standing before the steps. A footman had already opened the door, and I was at the window just in time to see a tall, soldierly man alight from it. To my astonishment, two minutes later a waiter entered my room and announced “His Grace the Duke of Glenbarth.” It was the owner of the carriage and the father of my young friend, if by such a title I might designate the Marquis of Beckenham.

“Mr. Hatteras, I presume?” said he.

“Yes, that is my name. I am honoured by your visit. Won’t you sit down?”

“Thank you.”

He paused for a moment, and then continued:

“Mr. Hatteras, I have to offer you an apology. I should have called upon you yesterday to express the gratitude I feel to you for having saved the life of my son, but I was unavoidably prevented.”

“I beg you will not mention it,” I said. “His lordship thanked me sufficiently himself. And after all, when you look at it, it was not very much to do. I would, however, venture one little suggestion. Is it wise to let him swim so far unaccompanied by a boat? The same thing might happen to him on another occasion, and no one be near enough to render him any assistance.”

“He will not attempt so much again. He has learned a lesson from this experience. And now, Mr. Hatteras, I trust you will forgive what I am about to say. My son has told me that you have just arrived in England from Australia. Is there any way I can be of service to you? If there is, and you will acquaint me with it, you will be conferring a great favour upon me.”

“I thank your Grace,” I replied — I hope with some little touch of dignity— “it is very kind of you, but I could not think of such a thing. But, stay, there is one service, perhaps you could do me.”

“I am delighted to hear it, sir. And what may it be?”

“Your son’s tutor, Mr. Baxter! His face is strangely familiar to me. I have seen him somewhere before, but I cannot recall where. Could you tell me anything of his history?”

“Very little, I fear, save that he seems a worthy and painstaking man, an excellent scholar, and very capable in his management of young men. I received excellent references with him, but of his past history I know very little. I believe, however, that he was a missionary in the South Seas for some time, and that he was afterwards for many years in India. I’m sorry I cannot tell you more about him since you are interested in him.”

“I’ve met him somewhere, I’m certain. His face haunts me. But to return to your son — I hope he is none the worse for his adventure?”

“Not at all, thank you. Owing to the system I have adopted in his education, the lad is seldom ailing.”

“Pardon my introducing the subject. But do you think it is quite wise to keep a youth so ignorant of the world? I am perhaps rather presumptuous, but I cannot help feeling that such a fine young fellow would be all the better for a few companions.”

“You hit me on rather a tender spot, Mr. Hatteras. But, as you have been frank with me, I will be frank with you. I am one of those strange beings who govern their lives by theories. I was brought up by my father, I must tell you, in a fashion totally different from that I am employing with my son. I feel now that I was allowed a dangerous amount of license. And what was the result? I mixed with every one, was pampered and flattered far beyond what was good for me, derived a false notion of my own importance, and when I came to man’s estate was, to all intents and purposes, quite unprepared and unfitted to undertake the duties and responsibilities of my position.

“Fortunately I had the wit to see where the fault lay, and there and then I resolved that if ever I were blessed with a son, I would conduct his education on far different lines. My boy has not met a dozen strangers in his life. His education has been my tenderest care. His position, his duties towards his fellow-men, the responsibilities of his rank, have always been kept rigorously before him. He has been brought up to understand that to be a Duke is not to be a titled nonentity or a pampered roué, but to be one whom Providence has blessed with an opportunity of benefiting and watching over the welfare of those less fortunate than himself in the world’s good gifts.

“He has no exaggerated idea of his own importance; a humbler lad, I feel justified in saying, you would nowhere find. He has been educated thoroughly, and he has all the best traditions of his race kept continually before his eyes. But you must not imagine, Mr. Hatteras, that because he has not mixed with the world he is ignorant of its temptations. He may not have come into personal contact with them, but he has been warned against their insidious influences, and I shall trust to his personal pride and good instincts to help him to withstand them when he has to encounter them himself. Now, what do you think of my plan for making a nobleman?”

“A very good one, with such a youth as your son, I should think, your Grace; but I would like to make one more suggestion, if you would allow me?”

“And that is?”

“That you should let him travel before he settles down. Choose some fit person to accompany him. Let him have introductions to good people abroad, and let him use them; then he will derive different impressions from different countries, view men and women from different standpoints, and enter gradually into the great world and station which he is some day to adorn.”

“I had thought of that myself, and his tutor has lately spoken to me a good deal upon the subject. I must own it is an idea that commends itself strongly to me. I will think it over. And now, sir, I must wish you good-day. You will not let me thank you, as I should have wished, for the service you have rendered my house, but, believe me, I am none the less grateful. By the way, your name is not a common one. May I ask if you have any relatives in this county?”

“Only one at present, I fancy — my father’s brother, Sir William Hatteras, of Murdlestone, in the New Forest.”

“Ah! I never met him. I knew his brother James very well in my younger days. But he got into sad trouble, poor fellow, and was obliged to fly the country.”

“You are speaking of my father. You knew him?”

“Knew him? indeed, I did. And a better fellow never stepped; but, like most of us in those days, too wild — much too wild! And so you are James’s son? Well, well! This is indeed a strange coincidence. But, dear me, I am forgetting; I must beg your pardon for speaking so candidly of your father.”

“No offence, I’m sure.”

“And pray tell me where my old friend is now?”

“Dead, your Grace! He was drowned at sea.”

The worthy old gentleman seemed really distressed at this news. He shook his head, and I heard him murmur: “Poor Jim! Poor Jim!”

Then, turning to me again, he took my hand.

“This makes our bond a doubly strong one. You must let me see more of you! How long do you propose remaining in England?”

“Not very much longer, I fear. I am already beginning to hunger for the South again.”

“Well, you must not go before you have paid us a visit. Remember we shall always be pleased to see you. You know our house, I think, on the cliff. Good-day, sir, good-day.”

So saying, the old gentleman accompanied me downstairs to his carriage, and, shaking me warmly by the hand, departed. Again I had cause to ponder on the strangeness of the fate that had led me to Hampshire — first to the village where my father was born, and then to Bournemouth, where by saving this young man’s life I had made a firm friend of a man who again had known my father. By such small coincidences are the currents of our lives diverted.

That same afternoon, while tacking slowly down the bay, I met the Marquis. He was pulling himself in a small skiff, and when he saw me he made haste to come alongside and hitch on. At first I wondered whether it would not be against his father’s wishes that he should enter into conversation with such a worldly person as myself. But he evidently saw what was passing in my mind, and banished all doubts by saying:

“I have been on the look-out for you, Mr. Hatteras. My father has given me permission to cultivate your acquaintance, if you will allow me.”

“I shall be very pleased,” I answered. “Won’t you come aboard and have a chat? I’m not going out of the bay this afternoon.”

He clambered over the side and seated himself in the well, clear of the boom, as nice-looking and pleasant a young fellow as any man could wish to set eyes on.

“You can’t imagine how I’ve been thinking over all you told me the other day,” he began when we were fairly on our way. “I want you to tell me more about Australia and the life you lead out there, if you will.”

“I’ll tell you all I can with pleasure,” I answered. “But you ought to go and see the places and things for yourself. That’s better than any telling. I wish I could take you up and carry you off with me now; away down to where you can make out the green islands peeping out of the water to port and starboard, like bits of the Garden of Eden gone astray and floated out to sea. I’d like you to smell the breezes that come off from them towards evening, to hear the ‘trades’ whistling overhead, and the thunder of the surf upon the reef. Or at another time to get inside that selfsame reef and look down through the still, transparent water, at the rainbow-coloured fish dashing among the coral boulders, in and out of the most beautiful fairy grottos the brain of man can conceive.”

“Oh, it must be lovely! And to think that I may live my life and never see these wonders. Please go on; what else can you tell me?”

“What more do you want to hear? There is the pick of every sort of life for you out there. Would you know what real excitement is? Then I shall take you to a new gold rush. To begin with, you must imagine yourself setting off for the field, with your trusty mate marching step by step beside you, pick and shovel on your shoulders, and both resolved to make your fortunes in the twinkling of an eye. When you get there, there’s the digger crowd, composed of every nationality. There’s the warden and his staff, the police officers, the shanty keepers, the blacks, and dogs.

“There’s the tented valley stretching away to right and left of you, with the constant roar of sluice boxes and cradles, the creak of windlasses, and the perpetual noise of human voices. There’s the excitement of pegging out your claim and sinking your first shaft, wondering all the time whether it will turn up trumps or nothing. There’s the honest, manly labour from dawn to dusk. And then, when daylight fails, and the lamps begin to sparkle over the field, songs drift up the hillside from the drinking shanties in the valley, and you and your mate weigh up your day’s returns, and, having done so, turn into your blankets to dream of the monster nugget you intend to find upon the morrow. Isn’t that real life for you?”

He did not answer, but there was a sparkle in his eyes which told me I was understood.

“Then if you want other sorts of enterprise, there is Thursday Island, where I hail from, with its extraordinary people. Let us suppose ourselves wandering down the Front at nightfall, past the Kanaka billiard saloons and the Chinese stores, into, say, the Hotel of All Nations. Who is that handsome, dark, mysterious fellow, smoking a cigarette and idly flirting with the pretty bar girl? You don’t know him, but I do! There’s indeed a history for you. You didn’t notice, perhaps, that rakish schooner that came to anchor in the bay early in the forenoon. What lines she had! Well, that was his craft. To-morrow she’ll be gone, it is whispered, to try for pearl in prohibited Dutch waters. Can’t you imagine her slinking round the islands, watching for the patrolling gunboat, and ready, directly she has passed, to slip into the bay, skim it of its shell, and put to sea again. Sometimes they’re chased.”

“What then?”

“Well, a clean pair of heels or trouble with the authorities, and possibly a year in a Dutch prison before you’re brought to trial! Or would you do a pearling trip in less exciting but more honest fashion? Would you ship aboard a lugger with five good companions, and go a-cruising down the New Guinea coast, working hard all day long, and lying out on deck at night, smoking and listening to the lip-lap of the water against the counter, or spinning yarns of all the world?”

“What else?”

“Why, what more do you want? Do you hanker after a cruise aboard a stinking bêche-de-mer boat inside the Barrier Reef, or a run with the sandalwood cutters or tortoiseshell gatherers to New Guinea; or do you want to go ashore again and try an overlanding trip half across the continent, riding behind your cattle all day long, and standing your watch at night under dripping boughs, your teeth chattering in your head, waiting for the bulls to break, while every moment you expect to hear the Bunyip calling in that lonely water-hole beyond the fringe of Mulga scrub?”

“You make me almost mad with longing.”

“And yet, somehow, it doesn’t seem so fine when you’re at it. It’s when you come to look back upon it all from a distance of twelve thousand miles that you feel its real charm. Then it calls to you to return in every rustle of the leaves ashore, in the blue of the sky above, in the ripple of the waves upon the beach. And it eats into your heart, so that you begin to think you will never be happy till you’re back in the old tumultuous devil-may-care existence again.”

“What a life you’ve led! And how much more to be envied it seems than the dull monotony of our existence here in sleepy old England.”

“Don’t you believe it. If you wanted to change I could tell you of dozens of men, living exactly the sort of life I’ve described, who would only too willingly oblige you. No, no! Believe me, you’ve got chances of doing things we could never dream of. Do them, then, and let the other go. But all the same, I think you ought to see more of the world I’ve told you of before you settle down. In fact, I hinted as much to your father only yesterday.”

“He said that you had spoken of it to him. Oh, how I wish he would let me go!”

“Somehow, d’you know, I think he will.”

I put the cutter over on another tack, and we went crashing back through the blue water towards the pier. The strains of the band came faintly off to us. I had enjoyed my sail, for I had taken a great fancy to this bright young fellow sitting by my side. I felt I should like to have finished the education his father had so gallantly begun. There was something irresistibly attractive about him, so modest, so unassuming, and yet so straightforward and gentlemanly.

Dropping him opposite the bathing machines, I went on to my own anchorage on the other side of the pier. Then I pulled myself ashore and went up to the town. I had forgotten to write an important letter that morning, and as it was essential that the business should be attended to at once, to repair my carelessness, I crossed the public gardens and went through the gardens to the post office to send a telegram.

I must tell you here that since my meeting with Mr. Baxter, the young Marquis’s tutor, I had been thinking a great deal about him, and the more I thought the more certain I became that we had met before. To tell the truth, a great distrust of the man was upon me. It was one of those peculiar antipathies that no one can explain. I did not like his face, and I felt sure that he did not boast any too much love for me.

As my thoughts were still occupied with him, my astonishment may be imagined, on arriving at the building, at meeting him face to face upon the steps. He seemed much put out at seeing me, and hummed and hawed over his “Good-afternoon” for all the world as if I had caught him in the middle of some guilty action.

Returning his salutation, I entered the building and looked about me for a desk at which to write my wire. There was only one vacant, and I noticed that the pencil suspended on the string was still swinging to and fro as it had been dropped. Now Baxter had only just left the building, so there could be no possible doubt that it was he who had last used the stand. I pulled the form towards me and prepared to write. But as I did so I noticed that the previous writer had pressed so hard upon his pencil that he had left the exact impression of his message plainly visible upon the pad. It ran as follows:

“Letter received. You omitted reverend. The train is laid, but a new element of danger has arisen.”

It was addressed to “Nikola, Green Sailor Hotel, East India Dock Road, London,” and was signed “Nineveh.”

The message was so curious that I looked at it again, and the longer I looked the more certain I became that Baxter was the sender. Partly because its wording interested me, and partly for another reason which will become apparent later on, I inked the message over, tore it from the pad, and placed it carefully in my pocket-book. One thing at least was certain, and that was, if Baxter were the sender, there was something underhand going on. If he were not, well, then there could be no possible harm in my keeping the form as a little souvenir of a rather curious experience.

I wrote my own message, and having paid for it left the office. But I was not destined to have the society of my own thoughts for long. Hardly had I reached the Invalids’ Walk before I felt my arm touched. To my supreme astonishment I found myself again confronted by Mr. Baxter. He was now perfectly calm and greeted me with extraordinary civility.

“Mr. Hatteras, I believe,” he said. “I think I had the pleasure of meeting you on the sands a few days ago. What a beautiful day it is, isn’t it? Are you proceeding this way? Yes? Then perhaps I may be permitted the honour of walking a short distance with you.”

“With pleasure,” I replied. “I am going up the cliff to my hotel, and I shall be glad of your company. I think we met in the telegraph office just now.”

“In the post office, I think. I had occasion to go in there to register a letter.”

His speech struck me as remarkable. My observation was so trivial that it hardly needed an answer, and yet not only did he vouchsafe me one, but he corrected my statement and volunteered a further one on his own account. What reason could he have for wanting to make me understand that he had gone in there to post a letter? What would it have mattered to me if he had been there, as I suggested, to send a telegram?

“Mr. Baxter,” I thought to myself, “I’ve got a sort of conviction that you’re not the man you pretend to be, and what’s more I’d like to bet a shilling to a halfpenny that, if the truth were only known, you’re our mysterious friend Nineveh.”

We walked for some distance in silence. Presently my companion began to talk again — this time, however, in a new strain, and perhaps with a little more caution.

“You have been a great traveller, I understand.”

“A fairly great one, Mr. Baxter. You also, I am told, have seen something of the world.”

“A little — very little.”

“The South Seas, I believe. D’you know Papeete?”

“I have been there.”

“D’you know New Guinea at all?”

“No. I was never near it. I am better acquainted with the Far East — China, Japan, etc.”

Suddenly something, I shall never be able to tell what, prompted me to say:

“And the Andamans?”

The effect on my companion was as sudden as it was extraordinary. For a moment he staggered on the path like a drunken man; his face grew ashen pale, and he had to give utterance to a hoarse choking sound before he could get out a word. Then he said:

“No — no — you are quite mistaken, I assure you. I never knew the Andamans.”

Now, on the Andamans, as all the world knows, are located the Indian penal establishments, and noting his behaviour, I became more and more convinced in my own mind that there was some mystery about Mr. Baxter that had yet to be explained. I had still a trump card to play.

“I’m afraid you are not very well, Mr. Baxter,” I said at length. “Perhaps the heat is too much for you, or we are walking too fast? This is my hotel. Won’t you come inside and take a glass of wine or something to revive you?”

He nodded his head eagerly. Large drops of perspiration stood on his forehead, and I saw that he was quite unstrung. “I am not well — not at all well.”

As soon as we reached the smoking-room I rang for two brandies and sodas. When they arrived he drank his off almost at a gulp, and in a few seconds was pretty well himself again.

“Thank you for your kindness, Mr. Hatteras,” he said. “I think we must have walked up the hill a little too fast for my strength. Now, I must be going back to the town. I find I have forgotten something.”

Almost by instinct I guessed his errand. He was going to despatch another telegram. Resolved to try the effect of one parting shot, I said:

“Perhaps you do not happen to be going near the telegraph office again? If you are, should I be taxing your kindness too much if I asked you to leave a message there for me? I find I have forgotten one.”

He bowed and simply said: “With much pleasure.”

He pronounced it “pleesure,” and as he said it he licked his lips in his usual self-satisfied fashion. I wondered how he would conduct himself when he saw the message I was going to write.

Taking a form from a table near where I sat, I wrote the following:

“John Nicholson,
“Langham Hotel, London.

“The train is laid, but a new danger has arisen.

“Hatteras.”

Blotting it carefully, I gave it into his hands, at the same time asking him to read it, lest my writing should not be decipherable and any question might be asked concerning it. As he read I watched his face intently. Never shall I forget the expression that swept over it. I had scored a complete victory. The shaft went home. But only for an instant. With wonderful alacrity he recovered himself and, shaking me feebly by the hand, bade me good-bye, promising to see that my message was properly delivered. When he had gone I laid myself back in my chair for a good think. The situation was a peculiar one in every way. If he were up to some devilry I had probably warned him. If not, why had he betrayed himself so openly?

Half an hour later an answer to my first telegram arrived, and, such is the working of Fate, it necessitated my immediate return to London. I had been thinking of going for some days past, but had put it off. Now it was decided for me.

As I did not know whether I should return to Bournemouth, I determined to call upon the Marquis to bid him good-bye. Accordingly I set off for the house.

Now if Burke may be believed, the Duke of Glenbarth possesses houses in half the counties of the kingdom; but I am told his seaside residence takes precedence of them all in his affections. Standing well out on the cliffs, it commands a lovely view of the bay — looks toward the Purbeck Hills on the right, and the Isle of Wight and Hengistbury Head on the left. The house itself, as far as I could see, left nothing to be desired, and the grounds had been beautified in the highest form of landscape gardening.

I found my friend and his father in a summer-house upon the lawn. Both appeared unaffectedly glad to see me, and equally sorry to hear that I had come to bid them good bye. Mr. Baxter was not visible, and it was with no little surprise I learned that he, too, was contemplating a trip to the metropolis.

“I hope, if ever you visit Bournemouth again, you will come and see us,” said the Duke as I rose to leave.

“Thank you,” said I, “and I hope if ever your son visits Australia you will permit me to be of some service to him.”

“You are very kind. I will bear your offer in mind.”

Shaking hands with them both, I bade them good-bye, and went out through the gate.

But I was not to escape without an interview with my clerical friend after all. As I left the grounds and turned into the public road I saw a man emerge from a little wicket gate some fifty yards or so further down the hedge. From the way he made his appearance, it was obvious he had been waiting for me to leave the house.

It was, certainly enough, my old friend Baxter. As I came up with him he said, with the same sanctimonious grin that usually encircled his mouth playing round it now:

“A nice evening for a stroll, Mr. Hatteras.”

“A very nice evening, as you say, Mr. Baxter.”

“May I intrude myself upon your privacy for five minutes?”

“With pleasure. What is your business?”

“Of small concern to you, sir, but of immense importance to me. Mr. Hatteras, I have it in my mind that you do not like me.”

“I hope I have not given you cause to think so. Pray what can have put such a notion into your head?”

I half hoped that he would make some allusion to the telegram he had despatched for me that morning, but he was far too cunning for that. He looked me over and over out of his small ferrety eyes before he replied:

“I cannot tell you why I think so, Mr. Hatteras, but instinct generally makes us aware when we are not quite all we might be to other people. Forgive me for speaking in this way to you, but you must surely see how much it means to me to be on good terms with friends of my employer’s family.”

“You are surely not afraid lest I should prejudice the Duke against you?”

“Not afraid, Mr. Hatteras! I have too much faith in your sense of justice to believe that you would willingly deprive me of my means of livelihood — for of course that is what it would mean in plain English.”

“Then you need have no fear. I have just said good-bye to them. I am going away to-morrow, and it is improbable that I shall ever see either of them again.”

“You are leaving for Australia?”

“Very shortly, I think.”

“I am much obliged to you for the generous way you have treated me. I shall never forget your kindness.”

“Pray don’t mention it. Is that all you have to say to me? Then good-evening!”

“Good-evening, Mr. Hatteras.”

He turned back, and I continued my way along the cliff, reflecting on the curious interview I had just passed through. If the truth must be known, I was quite at a loss to understand what he meant by it! Why had he asked that question about Australia? Was it only chance that had led him to put it, or was it done designedly, and for some reason connected with that mysterious “train” mentioned in his telegram?

I was to find out later, and only too thoroughly!


CHAPTER VI

I MEET DR. NIKOLA AGAIN
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IT IS STRANGE with what ease, rapidity, and apparent unconsciousness the average man jumps from crisis to crisis in that strange medley he is accustomed so flippantly to call His Life. It was so in my case. For two days after my return from Bournemouth I was completely immersed in the toils of Hatton Garden, had no thought above the sale of pearls and the fluctuations in the price of shell; yet, notwithstanding all this, the afternoon of the third day found me kicking my heels on the pavement of Trafalgar Square, my mind quite made up, my passage booked, and my ticket for Australia stowed away in my waistcoat pocket.

As I stood there the grim, stone faces of the lions above me were somehow seen obscurely, Nelson’s monument was equally unregarded, for my thoughts were far away with my mind’s eye, following an ocean mail-steamer as she threaded her tortuous way between the Heads and along the placid waters of Sydney Harbour.

So wrapped up was I in the folds of this agreeable reverie, that when I felt a heavy hand upon my shoulder and heard a masculine voice say joyfully in my ear, “Dick Hatteras, or I’m a Dutchman,” I started as if I had been shot.

Brief as was the time given me for reflection, it was long enough for that voice to conjure up a complete scene in my mind. The last time I had heard it was on the bridge of the steamer Yarraman, lying in the land-locked harbour of Cairns, on the Eastern Queensland coast; a canoeful of darkies were jabbering alongside, and a cargo of bananas was being shipped aboard.

I turned and held out my hand. “Jim Percival!” I cried, with as much pleasure as astonishment. “How on earth does it come about that you are here?”

“Arrived three days ago,” the good-looking young fellow replied. “We’re lying in the River just off the West India Docks. The old man kept us at it like galley slaves till I began to think we should never get the cargo out. Been up to the office this morning, coming back saw you standing here looking as if you were thinking of something ten thousand miles away. I tell you I nearly jumped out of my skin with astonishment, thought there couldn’t be two men with the same face and build, so smacked you on the back, discovered I was right, and here we are. Now spin your yarn. But stay, let’s first find a more convenient place than this.”

We strolled down the Strand together, and at last had the good fortune to discover a “house of call” that met with even his critical approval. Here I narrated as much of my doings since we had last met, as I thought would satisfy his curiosity. My meeting with that mysterious individual at the French restaurant and my suspicions of Baxter particularly amused him.

“What a rum beggar you are, to be sure!” was his disconcerting criticism when I had finished. “What earthly reason have you for thinking that this chap, Baxter, has any designs upon your young swell, Beckenham, or whatever his name may be?”

“What makes you stand by to shorten sail, when you see a suspicious look about the sky? Instinct, isn’t it?”

“That’s a poor way out of the argument.”

“Well, at any rate, time will show how far I’m right or wrong; though I don’t suppose I shall hear any more of the affair, as I return to Australia in the Saratoga on Friday next.”

“And what are you going to do now?”

“I haven’t the remotest idea. My business is completed, and I’m just kicking my heels in idleness till Friday comes and it is time for me to set off.”

“Then I have it. You’ll just come along down to the docks with me; I’m due back at the old hooker at five sharp. You’ll dine with us — pot luck, of course. Your old friend Riley is still chief officer; I’m second; young Cleary, whom you remember as apprentice, is now third; and, if I’m not very much mistaken, we’ll find old Donald Maclean aboard too, tinkering away at his beloved engines. I don’t believe that fellow could take a holiday away from his thrust blocks and piston rods if he were paid to. We’ll have a palaver about old times, and I’ll put you ashore myself when you want to go. There, what do you say?”

“I’m your man,” said I, jumping at his offer with an alacrity which must have been flattering to him.

The truth was, I was delighted to have secured some sort of companionship, for London, despite its multitudinous places of amusement, and its five millions of inhabitants, is but a dismal caravanserai to be left alone in. Moreover, the Yarraman’s officers and I were old friends, and, if the truth must be told, my heart yearned for the sight of a ship and a talk about days gone by.

Accordingly, we made our way to the docks.

The Yarraman, travel-stained, and bearing on her weather-beaten plates evidences of the continuous tramp-like life she had led, lay well out in the stream. Having chartered a waterman, we were put on board, and I had the satisfaction of renewing my acquaintance with the chief officer, Riley, at the yawning mouth of the for’ard hatch. The whilom apprentice, Cleary, now raised to the dignity of third officer, grinned a welcome to me from among the disordered raffle of the fo’c’s’le head, while that excellent artificer, Maclean, oil-can and spanner in hand, greeted me affectionately in Gaelic from the entrance to the engine-room. The skipper was ashore, so I seated myself on the steps leading to the hurricane deck, and felt at home immediately.

Upon the circumstances attending that reunion there is no necessity for me to dwell. Suffice it that we dined in the deserted saloon, and adjourned later to my friend Percival’s cabin in the alley way just for’ard of the engine-room, where several bottles of Scotch whisky, a strange collection of glass ware, and an assortment of excellent cigars, were produced. Percival and Cleary, being the juniors, ensconced themselves on the top bunk; Maclean (who had been induced to abandon his machinery in honour of our meeting) was given the washhand-stand. Riley took the cushioned locker in the corner, while I, as their guest, was permitted the luxury of a canvas-backed deck chair, the initials on the back of which were not those of its present owner. At first the conversation was circumscribed, and embraced Plimsoll, the attractions of London, and the decline in the price of freight; but, as the contents of the second bottle waned, speech became more unfettered, and the talk drifted into channels and latitudes widely different. Circumstances connected with bygone days were recalled; the faces of friends long hidden in the mists of time were brought again to mind; anecdotes illustrative of various types of maritime character succeeded to each other in brisk succession, till Maclean, without warning, finding his voice, burst into incongruous melody. One song suggested another; a banjo was produced, and tuned to the noise of clinking glasses; and every moment the atmosphere grew thicker.

How long this concert would have lasted I cannot say, but I remember, after the third repetition of the chorus of the sea-chanty that might have been heard a mile away, glancing at my watch and discovering to my astonishment that it was past ten o’clock. Then rising to my feet I resisted all temptations to stay the night, and reminded my friend Percival of his promise to put me ashore again. He was true to his word, and five minutes later we were shoving off from the ship’s side amid the valedictions of my hosts. I have a recollection to this day of the face of the chief engineer gazing sadly down upon me from the bulwarks, while his quavering voice asserted the fact, in dolorous tones, that

“Aft hae I rov’d by bonny Doon, To see the rose and woodbine twine; And ilka bird sang o’ its luve, And fondly sae did I o’ mine.”

With this amorous farewell still ringing in my ears I landed at Limehouse Pier, and bidding my friend good-bye betook myself by the circuitous route of Emmett and Ropemaker Streets and Church Row to that aristocratic thoroughfare known as the East India Dock Road.

The night was dark and a thick rain was falling, presenting the mean-looking houses, muddy road, and foot-stained pavements in an aspect that was even more depressing than was usual to them. Despite the inclemency of the weather and the lateness of the hour, however, the street was crowded; blackguard men and foul-mouthed women, such a class as I had never in all my experience of rough folk encountered before, jostled each other on the pavements with scant ceremony; costermongers cried their wares, small boys dashed in and out of the crowd at top speed, and flaring gin palaces took in and threw out continuous streams of victims.

For some minutes I stood watching this melancholy picture, contrasting it with others in my mind. Then turning to my left hand I pursued my way in the direction I imagined the Stepney railway station to lie. It was not pleasant walking, but I was interested in the life about me — the people, the shops, the costermongers’ barrows, and I might even say the public-houses.

I had not made my way more than a hundred yards along the street when an incident occurred that was destined to bring with it a train of highly important circumstances. As I crossed the entrance to a small side street, the door of an ill-looking tavern was suddenly thrust open and the body of a man was propelled from it, with a considerable amount of violence, directly into my arms. Having no desire to act as his support I pushed him from me, and as I did so glanced at the door through which he had come. Upon the glass was a picture, presumably nautical, and under it this legend, “The Green Sailor.” In a flash Bournemouth post office rose before my mind’s eye, the startled face of Baxter on the door-step, the swinging pencil on the telegraph stand, and the imprint of the mysterious message addressed to “Nikola, Green Sailor Hotel, East India Dock Road.” So complete was my astonishment that at first I could do nothing but stand stupidly staring at it, then my curiosity asserted itself and, seeking the private entrance, I stepped inside. A short passage conducted me to a small and evil-smelling room abutting on the bar. On the popular side of the counter the place was crowded; in the chamber where I found myself I was the sole customer. A small table stood in the centre, and round this two or three chairs were ranged, while several pugnacious prints lent an air of decoration to the walls.

On the other side, to the left of that through which I had entered, a curtained doorway hinted at a similar room beyond. A small but heavily-built man, whom I rightly judged to be the landlord, was busily engaged with an assistant, dispensing liquor at the counter, but when I rapped upon the table he forsook his customers, and came to learn my wishes. I called for a glass of whisky, and seated myself at the table preparatory to commencing my inquiries as to the existence of Baxter’s mysterious friend. But at the moment that I was putting my first question the door behind the half-drawn curtain, which must have been insecurely fastened, opened about an inch, and a voice greeted my ears that brought me up all standing with surprise. It was the voice of Baxter himself.

“I assure you,” he was saying, “it was desperate work from beginning to end, and I was never so relieved in my life as when I discovered that he had really come to say good-bye.”

At this juncture one of them must have realized that the door was open, for I heard some one rise from his chair and come towards it. Acting under the influence of a curiosity, which was as baneful to himself as it was fortunate for me, before closing it he opened the door wider and looked into the room where I sat. It was Baxter, and if I live to be an hundred I shall not forget the expression on his face as his eyes fell upon me.

“Mr. Hatteras!” he gasped, clutching at the wall.

Resolved to take him at a disadvantage, I rushed towards him and shook him warmly by the hand, at the same time noticing that he had discarded his clerical costume. It was too late now for him to pretend that he did not know me, and as I had taken the precaution to place my foot against it, it was equally impossible for him to shut the door. Seeing this he felt compelled to surrender, and I will do him the justice to admit that he did it with as good a grace as possible.

“Mr. Baxter,” I said, “this is the last place I should have expected to meet you in. May I come in and sit down?”

Without giving him time to reply I entered the room, resolved to see who his companion might be. Of course, in my own mind I had quite settled that it was the person to whom he had telegraphed from Bournemouth — in other words Nikola. But who was Nikola? And had I ever seen him before?

My curiosity was destined to be satisfied, and in a most unexpected fashion. For there, sitting at the table, a half-smoked cigarette between his fingers, and his face turned towards me, was the man whom I had seen playing chess in the restaurant, the man who had told me my name by the cards in my pocket, and the man who had warned me in such a mysterious fashion about my sweetheart’s departure. He was Baxter’s correspondent! He was Nikola!

Whatever my surprise may have been, he was not in the least disconcerted, but rose calmly from his seat and proffered me his hand, saying as he did so:

“Good-evening, Mr. Hatteras. I am delighted to see you, and still more pleased to learn that you and my worthy old friend, Baxter, have met before. Won’t you sit down?”

I seated myself on a chair at the further end of the table; Baxter meanwhile looked from one to the other of us as if uncertain whether to go or stay. Presently, however, he seemed to make up his mind, and advancing towards Nikola, said, with an earnestness that I could see was assumed for the purpose of putting me off the scent:

“And so I cannot induce you, Dr. Nikola, to fit out an expedition for the work I have named?”

“If I had five thousand pounds to throw away,” replied Nikola, “I might think of it, Mr. Baxter, but as I haven’t you must understand that it is impossible.” Then seeing that the other was anxious to be going, he continued, “Must you be off? then good-night.”

Baxter shook hands with us both with laboured cordiality, and having done so slunk from the room. When the door closed upon him Nikola turned to me.

“There must be some fascination about a missionary’s life after all,” he said. “My old tutor, Baxter, as you are aware, has a comfortable position with the young Marquis of Beckenham, which, if he conducts himself properly, may lead to something really worth having in the future, and yet here he is anxious to surrender it in order to go back to his work in New Guinea, to his hard life, insufficient food, and almost certain death.”

“He was in New Guinea then?”

“Five years — so he tells me.”

“Are you certain of that?”

“Absolutely!”

“Then all I can say is that, in spite of his cloth, Mr. Baxter does not always tell the truth.”

“I am sorry you should think that. Pray what reason have you for saying so?”

“Simply because in a conversation I had with him at Bournemouth he deliberately informed me that he had never been near New Guinea in his life.”

“You must have misunderstood him. However, that has nothing to do with us. Let us turn to a pleasanter subject.”

He rang the bell, and the landlord having answered it, ordered more refreshment. When it arrived he lit another cigarette, and leaning back in his chair glanced at me through half-closed eyes.

Then occurred one of the most curious and weird circumstances connected with this meeting. Hardly had he laid himself back in his chair before I heard a faint scratching against the table leg, and next moment an enormous cat, black as the Pit of Tophet, sprang with a bound upon the table and stood there steadfastly regarding me, its eyes flashing and its back arched. I have seen cats without number, Chinese, Persian, Manx, the Australian wild cat, and the English tabby, but never in the whole course of my existence such another as that owned by Dr. Nikola. When it had regarded me with its evil eyes for nearly a minute, it stepped daintily across to its master, and rubbed itself backwards and forwards against his arm, then to my astonishment it clambered up on to his shoulder and again gave me the benefit of its fixed attention. Dr. Nikola must have observed the amazement depicted in my face, for he smiled in a curious fashion, and coaxing the beast down into his lap fell to stroking its fur with his long, white fingers. It was as uncanny a performance as ever I had the privilege of witnessing.

“And so, Mr. Hatteras,” he said slowly, “you are thinking of leaving us?”

“I am,” I replied, with a little start of natural astonishment. “But how did you know it?”

“After the conjuring tricks — we agreed to call them conjuring tricks, I think — I showed you a week or two ago, I wonder that you should ask such a question. You have the ticket in your pocket even now.”

All the time he had been speaking his extraordinary eyes had never left my face; they seemed to be reading my very soul, and his cat ably seconded his efforts.

“By the way, I should like to ask you a few questions about those self same conjuring tricks,” I said. “Do you know you gave me a most peculiar warning?”

“I am very glad to hear it; I hope you profited by it.”

“It cost me a good deal of uneasiness, if that’s any consolation to you. I want to know how you did it?”

“My fame as a wizard would soon evaporate if I revealed my methods,” he answered, still looking steadfastly at me. “However, I will give you another exhibition of my powers. In fact, another warning. Have you confidence enough in me to accept it?”

“I’ll wait and see what it is first,” I replied cautiously, trying to remove my eyes from his.

“Well, my warning to you is this — you intend to sail in the Saratoga for Australia on Friday next, don’t you? Well, then, don’t go; as you love your life, don’t go!”

“Good gracious! and why on earth not?” I cried.

He stared fixedly at me for more than half a minute before he answered. There was no escaping those dreadful eyes, and the regular sweep of those long white fingers on the cat’s black fur seemed to send a cold shiver right down my spine. Bit by bit I began to feel a curious sensation of dizziness creeping over me.

“Because you will not go. You cannot go. I forbid you to go.”

I roused myself with an effort, and sprang to my feet, crying as I did so:

“And what right have you to forbid me to do anything? I’ll go on Friday, come what may. And I’d like to see the man who will prevent me.”

Though he must have realized that his attempt to hypnotize me (for attempt it certainly was) had proved a failure, he was not in the least disconcerted.

“My dear fellow,” he murmured gently, knocking off the ash of his cigarette against the table edge as he did so, “no one is seeking to prevent you. I gave you, at your own request — you will do me the justice to admit that — a little piece of advice. If you do not care to follow it, that is your concern, not mine; but pray do not blame me. Must you really go now? Then good-night, and good-bye, for I don’t suppose I shall see you this side of the Line again.”

I took his proffered hand, and wished him good-night. Having done so, I left the house, heartily glad to have said good-bye to the only man in my life whom I have really feared.

When in the train, on my way back to town, I came to review the meeting in the Green Sailor, I found myself face to face with a series of problems very difficult to work out. How had Nikola first learned my name? How had he heard of the Wetherells? Was he the mysterious person his meeting with whom had driven Wetherell out of England? Why had Baxter telegraphed to him that “the train was laid”? Was I the new danger that had arisen? How had Baxter come to be at the Green Sailor, in non-clerical costume? Why had he been so disturbed at my entry? Why had Nikola invented such a lame excuse to account for his presence there? Why had he warned me not to sail in the Saratoga? and, above all, why had he resorted to hypnotism to secure his ends?

I asked myself these questions, but one by one I failed to answer them to my satisfaction. Whatever other conclusion I might have come to, however, one thing at least was certain: that was, that my original supposition was a correct one. There was a tremendous mystery somewhere. Whether or not I was to lose my interest in it after Friday remained to be seen.

It was nearly twelve o’clock by the time I entered my hotel; but late as it was I found time to examine the letter rack. It contained two envelopes bearing my name, and taking them out I carried them with me to my room. One, to my delight, bore the postmark of Port Said, and was addressed in my sweetheart’s handwriting. You may guess how eagerly I tore it open, and with what avidity I devoured its contents. From it I gathered that they had arrived at the entrance of the Suez Canal safely; that her father had recovered his spirits more and more with every mile that separated him from Europe. He was now almost himself again, she said, but still refused with characteristic determination to entertain the smallest notion of myself as a son-in-law. But Phyllis herself did not despair of being able to talk him round. Then came a paragraph which struck me as being so peculiar as to warrant my reproducing it here:

“The passengers, what we have seen of them, appear to be, with one exception, a nice enough set of people. That exception, however, is intolerable; his name is Prendergast, and his personal appearance is as objectionable as his behaviour is extraordinary; his hair is snow-white, and his face is deeply pitted with smallpox. This is, of course, not his fault, but it seems somehow to aggravate the distaste I have for him. Unfortunately we were thrown into his company in Naples, and since then the creature has so far presumed upon that introduction, that he scarcely leaves me alone for a moment. Papa does not seem to mind him so much, but I thank goodness that, as he leaves the boat in Port Said, the rest of the voyage will be performed without him.”

The remainder of the letter had no concern for any one but myself, so I do not give it. Having read it I folded it up and put it in my pocket, feeling that if I had been on board the boat I should in all probability have allowed Mr. Prendergast to understand that his attentions were distasteful and not in the least required. If I could only have foreseen that within a fortnight I was to be enjoying the doubtful pleasure of that very gentleman’s society, under circumstances as important as life and death, I don’t doubt I should have thought still more strongly on the subject.

The handwriting of the second envelope was bold, full of character, but quite unknown to me. I opened it with a little feeling of curiosity, and glanced at the signature, “Beckenham.” It ran as follows: — 

“West Cliff, Bournemouth,
“Tuesday Evening.

“My dear Mr. Hatteras,

“I have great and wonderful news to tell you! This week has proved an extraordinarily eventful one for me, for what do you think? My father has suddenly decided that I shall travel. All the details have been settled in a great hurry. You will understand this when I tell you that Mr. Baxter and I sail for Sydney in the steamship Saratoga next week. My father telegraphed to Mr. Baxter, who is in London, to book our passages and to choose our cabins this morning. I can only say that my greatest wish is that you were coming with us. Is it so impossible? Cannot you make your arrangements fit in? We shall travel overland to Naples and join the boat there. This is Mr. Baxter’s proposition, and you may be sure, considering what I shall see en route, I have no objection to urge against it. Our tour will be an extensive one. We visit Australia and New Zealand, go thence to Honolulu, thence to San Francisco, returning, across the United States, via Canada, to Liverpool.

“You may imagine how excited I am at the prospect, and as I feel that I owe a great measure of my good fortune to you, I want to be the first to acquaint you of it.

“Yours ever sincerely,
“Beckenham.”

I read the letter through a second time, and then sat down on my bed to think it out. One thing was self-evident. I knew now how Nikola had become aware that I was going to sail in the mail boat on Friday; Baxter had seen my name in the passenger list, and had informed him.

I undressed and went to bed, but not to sleep. I had a problem to work out, and a more than usually difficult one it was. Here was the young Marquis of Beckenham, I told myself, only son of his father, heir to a great name and enormous estates, induced to travel by my representations. There was a conspiracy afoot in which, I could not help feeling certain, the young man was in some way involved. And yet I had no right to be certain about it after all, for my suspicions at best were only conjectures. Now the question was whether I ought to warn the Duke or not? If I did I might be frightening him without cause, and might stop his son’s journey; and if I did not, and things went wrong — well, in that case, I should be the innocent means of bringing a great and lasting sorrow upon his house. Hour after hour I turned this question over and over in my mind, uncertain how to act. The clocks chimed their monotonous round, the noises died down and rose again in the streets, and daylight found me only just come to a decision. I would not tell them; but at the same time I would make doubly sure that I sailed aboard that ship myself, and that throughout the voyage I was by the young man’s side to guard him from ill.

Breakfast time came, and I rose from my bed wearied with thought. Even a bath failed to restore my spirits. I went downstairs and, crossing the hall again, examined the rack. Another letter awaited me. I passed into the dining-room and, seating myself at my table, ordered breakfast. Having done so, I turned to my correspondence. Fate seemed to pursue me. On this occasion the letter was from the lad’s father, the Duke of Glenbarth himself, and ran as follows: — 

“Sandridge Castle, Bournemouth,
“Wednesday.

“Dear Mr. Hatteras,

“My son tells me he has acquainted you with the news of his departure for Australia next week. I don’t doubt this will cause you some little surprise; but it has been brought about by a curious combination of circumstances. Two days ago I received a letter from my old friend, the Earl of Amberley, who, as you know, has for the past few years been Governor of the colony of New South Wales, telling me that his term of office will expire in four months. Though he has not seen my boy since the latter was two years old, I am anxious that he should be at the head of affairs when he visits the colony. Hence this haste. I should have liked nothing better than to have accompanied him myself, but business of the utmost importance detains me in England. I am, however, sending Mr. Baxter with him, with powerful credentials, and if it should be in your power to do anything to assist them you will be adding materially to the debt of gratitude I already owe you.

“Believe me, my dear Mr. Hatteras, to be,

“Very truly yours,
“Glenbarth.”

My breakfast finished, I answered both these letters, informed my friends of my contemplated departure by the same steamer, and promised that I would do all that lay in my power to ensure both the young traveller’s pleasure and his safety. For the rest of the morning I was occupied inditing a letter to my sweetheart, informing her of my return to the Colonies, and telling her all my adventures since her departure.

The afternoon was spent in saying good-bye to the few business friends I had made in London, and in the evening I went for the last time to a theatre.

Five minutes to eleven o’clock next morning found me at Waterloo sitting in a first-class compartment of the West of England express, bound for Plymouth and Australia. Though the platform was crowded to excess I had the carriage so far to myself, and was about to congratulate myself on my good fortune, when a porter appeared on the scene, and deposited a bag in the opposite corner. A moment later, and just as the train was in motion, a man jumped in the carriage, tipped the servant, and then placed a basket upon the rack. The train was half-way out of the station before he turned round, and my suspicions were confirmed. It was Dr. Nikola!

Though he must have known who his companion was, he affected great surprise. “Mr. Hatteras,” he cried, “I think this is the most extraordinary coincidence I have ever experienced in my life.”

“Why so?” I asked. “You knew I was going to Plymouth to-day, and one moment’s reflection must have told you, that as my boat sails at eight, I would be certain to take the morning express, which lands me there at five. Should I be indiscreet if I asked where you may be going?”

“Like yourself, I am also visiting Plymouth,” he answered, taking the basket, before mentioned, down from the rack, and drawing a French novel from his coat pocket. “I expect an old Indian friend home by the mail boat that arrives to-night. I am going down to meet him.”

I felt relieved to hear that he was not thinking of sailing in the Saratoga, and after a few polite commonplaces, we both lapsed into silence. I was too suspicious, and he was too wary, to appear over friendly. Clapham, Wimbledon, Surbiton, came and went. Weybridge and Woking flashed by at lightning speed, and even Basingstoke was reached before we spoke again. That station behind us, Dr. Nikola took the basket before mentioned on his knee, and opened it. When he had done so, the same enormous black cat, whose acquaintance I had made in the East India Dock Road, stepped proudly forth. In the daylight the brute looked even larger and certainly fiercer than before. I felt I should have liked nothing better than to have taken it by the tail and hurled it out of the window. Nikola, on the other hand, seemed to entertain for it the most extraordinary affection.

Now such was this marvellous man’s power of fascination that by the time we reached Andover Junction his conversation had roused me quite out of myself, had made me forget my previous distrust of him, and enabled me to tell myself that this railway journey was one of the most enjoyable I had ever undertaken.

In Salisbury we took luncheon baskets on board, with, two bottles of champagne, for which my companion, in spite of my vigorous protest, would insist upon paying.

As the train rolled along the charming valley, in which lie the miniature towns of Wilton, Dinton, and Tisbury, we pledged each other in right good fellowship, and by the time Exeter was reached were friendly enough to have journeyed round the world together.

Exeter behind us, I began to feel drowsy, and presently was fast asleep.

I remember no more of that ill-fated journey; nor, indeed, have I any recollection of anything at all, until I woke up in Room No. 37 of the Ship and Vulture Hotel in Plymouth.

The sunshine was streaming in through the slats of the Venetian blinds, and a portly gentleman, with a rosy face, and grey hair, was standing by my bedside, holding my wrist in his hand, and calmly scrutinizing me. A nurse in hospital dress stood beside him.

“I think he’ll do now,” he said to her as he rubbed his plump hands together; “but I’ll look round in the course of the afternoon.”

“One moment,” I said feebly, for I found I was too weak to speak above a whisper. “Would you mind telling me where I am, and what is the matter with me?”

“I should very much like to be able to do so,” was the doctor’s reply. “My opinion is, if you want me to be candid, that you have been drugged and well-nigh poisoned by a remarkably clever chemist. But what the drug and poison were, and who administered it to you, and the motive for doing so, is more than I can tell you. From what I can learn from the hotel proprietors, you were brought here from the railway station in a cab last night by a gentleman who happened to find you in the carriage in which you travelled down from London. You were in such a curious condition that I was sent for and this nurse procured. Now you know all about it.”

“What day did you say this is?”

“Saturday, to be sure.”

“Saturday!” I cried. “You don’t mean that! Then, by Jove, I’ve missed the Saratoga after all. Here, let me get up! And tell them downstairs to send for the Inspector of Police. I have got to get to the bottom of this.”

I sat up in bed, but was only too glad to lie down. I looked at the doctor.

“How long before you can have me fit to travel?”

“Give yourself three days’ rest and quiet,” he replied, “and we’ll see what we can do.”

“Three days? And two days and a half to cross the Continent, that’s five and a half — say six days. Good! I’ll catch the boat in Naples, and then, Dr. Nikola, if you’re aboard, as I suspect, I advise you to look out.”


CHAPTER VII

PORT SAID, AND WHAT BEFEL US THERE
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FORTUNATELY FOR ME my arrangements fitted in exactly, so that at one thirty p.m., on the seventh day after my fatal meeting with Dr. Nikola in the West of England express, I had crossed the Continent, and stood looking out on the blue waters of Naples Bay. To my right was the hill of San Martino, behind me that of Capo di Monte, while in the distance, to the southward, rose the cloud-tipped summit of Vesuvius. The journey from London is generally considered, I believe, a long and wearisome one; it certainly proved so to me, for it must be remembered that my mind was impatient of every delay, while my bodily health was not as yet recovered.

The first thing to be done on arrival at the terminus was to discover a quiet hotel; a place where I could rest and recoup during the heat of the day, and, what was perhaps more important, where I should run no risk of meeting with Dr. Nikola or his satellites. I had originally intended calling at the office of the steamship company in order to explain the reason of my not joining the boat in Plymouth, planning afterwards to cast about me, among the various hotels, for the Marquis of Beckenham and Mr. Baxter. But, on second thoughts, I saw the wisdom of abandoning both these courses.

Nor for the same reason did I feel inclined to board the steamer, which I could see lying out in the harbour, until darkness had fallen. I ascertained, however, that she was due to sail at midnight, and that the mails were already being got aboard.

Almost exactly as eight o’clock was striking, I mounted the gangway, and strolled down the promenade deck to the first saloon entrance; then calling a steward to my assistance, I had my baggage conveyed to my cabin, where I set to work arranging my little knicknacks, and making myself comfortable for the voyage that lay before us. So far I had seen nothing of my friends, and, on making inquiries, I discovered that they had not yet come aboard. Indeed, they did not do so until the last boat had discharged its burden at the gangway. Then I met Lord Beckenham on the promenade deck, and unaffected was the young man’s delight at seeing me.

“Mr. Hatteras,” he cried, running forward to greet me with out-stretched hand, “this was all that was wanting to make my happiness complete. I am glad to see you. I hope your cabin is near ours.”

“I’m on the port side just abaft the pantry,” I answered, shaking him by the hand. “But tell me about yourself. I expect you had a pleasant journey across the Continent.”

“Delightful!” was his reply. “We stayed a day in Paris, and another in Rome, and since we have been here we have been rushing about seeing everything, like a regulation pair of British tourists.”

At this moment Mr. Baxter, who had been looking after the luggage, I suppose, made his appearance, and greeted me with more cordiality than I had expected him to show. To my intense surprise, however, he allowed no sign of astonishment to escape him at my having joined the boat after all. But a few minutes later, as we were approaching the companion steps, he said:— “I understood from his lordship, Mr. Hatteras, that you were to embark at Plymouth; was I mistaken, therefore, when I thought I saw you coming off with your luggage this evening?”

“No, you were not mistaken,” I answered, being able now to account for this lack of surprise. “I came across the Continent like yourselves, and only joined the vessel a couple of hours ago.”

Here the Marquis chimed in, and diverted the conversation into another channel.

“Where is everybody?” he asked, when Mr. Baxter had left us and gone below. “There are a lot of names on the passenger list, and yet I see nobody about!”

“They are all in bed,” I answered. “It is getting late, you see, and, if I am not mistaken, we shall be under way in a few minutes.”

“Then, I think, if you’ll excuse me for a few moments, I’ll go below to my cabin. I expect Mr. Baxter will be wondering where I am.”

When he had left me I turned to the bulwarks and stood looking across the water at the gleaming lights ashore. One by one the boats alongside pushed off, and from the sounds that came from for’ard, I gathered that the anchor was being got aboard. Five minutes later we had swung round to our course and were facing for the open sea. For the first mile or so my thoughts chased each other in rapid succession. You must remember that it was in Naples I had learnt that my darling loved me, and it was in Naples now that I was bidding good-bye to Europe and to all the strange events that had befallen me there. I leant upon the rail, looked at the fast receding country in our wake, at old Vesuvius, fire-capped, away to port, at the Great Bear swinging in the heavens to the nor’ard, and then thought of the Southern Cross which, before many weeks were passed, would be lifting its head above our bows to welcome me back to the sunny land and to the girl I loved so well. Somehow I felt glad that the trip to England was over, and that I was on my way home at last.

The steamer ploughed her almost silent course, and three-quarters of an hour later we were abreast of Capri. As I was looking at it, Lord Beckenham came down the deck and stood beside me. His first speech told me that he was still under the influence of his excitement; indeed, he spoke in rapturous terms of the enjoyment he expected to derive from his tour.

“Are you sure you will be a good sailor?” I asked.

“Oh, I have no fear of that,” he answered confidently. “As you know, I have been out in my boat in some pretty rough weather and never felt in the least ill, so I don’t think it is likely that I shall begin to be a bad sailor on a vessel the size of the Saratoga. By the way, when are we due to reach Port Said?”

“Next Thursday afternoon, I believe, if all goes well.”

“Will you let me go ashore with you if you go? I don’t want to bother you, but after all you have told me about the place, I should like to see it in your company.”

“I’ll take you with pleasure,” I answered, “provided Mr. Baxter gives his consent. I suppose we must regard him as skipper.”

“Oh, I don’t think we need fear his refusing. He is very good-natured, you know, and lets me have my own way a good deal.”

“Where is he now?”

“Down below, asleep. He has had a lot of running about to-day, and thought he would turn in before we got under way. I think I had better be going now. Good-night.”

“Good-night,” I answered, and he left me again.

When I was alone I returned to my thoughts of Phyllis and the future, and as soon as my pipe was finished, went below to my bunk. My berth mate I had discovered earlier in the evening was a portly English merchant of the old school, who was visiting his agents in Australia; and, from the violence of his snores, I should judge had not much trouble on his mind. Fortunately mine was the lower bunk, and, when I had undressed, I turned into it to sleep like a top until roused by the bath-room steward at half-past seven next morning. After a good bathe I went back to my cabin and set to work to dress. My companion by this time was awake, but evidently not much inclined for conversation. His usual jovial face, it struck me, was not as rosy as when I had made his acquaintance the night before, and I judged that his good spirits were more than half assumed.

All this time a smart sea was running, and, I must own, the Saratoga was rolling abominably.

“A very good morning to you, my dear sir,” my cabin mate said, with an air of enjoyment his pallid face belied, as I entered the berth. “Pray how do you feel to-day?”

“In first-class form, and as hungry as a hunter.”

He laid himself back on his pillow with a remark that sounded very much like “Oh dear,” and thereafter I was suffered to shave and complete my toilet in silence. Having done so I put on my cap and went on deck.

It was indeed a glorious morning; bright sunshine streamed upon the decks, the sea was a perfect blue, and so clear was the air that, miles distant though it was from us, the Italian coast-line could be plainly discerned above the port bulwarks. By this time I had cross-examined the chief steward, and satisfied myself that Nikola was not aboard. His absence puzzled me considerably. Was it possible that I could have been mistaken in the whole affair, and that Baxter’s motives were honest after all? But in that case why had Nikola drugged me? And why had he warned me against sailing in the Saratoga? The better to think it out I set myself for a vigorous tramp round the hurricane deck, and was still revolving the matter in my mind, when, on turning the corner by the smoking-room entrance, I found myself face to face with Baxter himself. As soon as he saw me, he came smiling towards me, holding out his hand.

“Good-morning, Mr. Hatteras,” he said briskly; “what a delightful morning it is, to be sure. You cannot tell how much I am enjoying it. The sea air seems to have made a new man of me already.”

“I am glad to hear it. And pray how is your charge?” I asked, more puzzled than ever by this display of affability.

“Not at all well, I am sorry to say.”

“Not well? You don’t surely mean to say that he is sea-sick?”

“I’m sorry to say I do. He was perfectly well until he got out of his bunk half an hour ago. Then a sudden, but violent, fit of nausea seized him, and drove him back to bed again.”

“I am very sorry to hear it, I hope he will be better soon. He would have been one of the last men I should have expected to be bowled over. Are you coming for a turn round?”

“I shall feel honoured,” he answered, and thereupon we set off, step for step, for a constitutional round the deck. By the time we had finished it was nine o’clock, and the saloon gong had sounded for breakfast.

The meal over, I repaired to the Marquis’s cabin, and having knocked, was bidden enter. I found my lord in bed, retching violently; his complexion was the colour of zinc, his hands were cold and clammy, and after every spasm his face streamed with perspiration.

“I am indeed sorry to see you like this,” I said, bending over him. “How do you feel now?”

“Very bad, indeed!” he answered, with a groan. “I cannot understand it at all. Before I got out of bed this morning I felt as well as possible. Then Mr. Baxter was kind enough to bring me a cup of coffee, and within five minutes of drinking it, I was obliged to go back to bed feeling hopelessly sick and miserable.”

“Well, you must try and get round as soon as you can, and come on deck; there’s a splendid breeze blowing, and you’ll find that will clear the sickness out of you before you know where you are.”

But his only reply was another awful fit of sickness, that made as if it would tear his chest asunder. While he was under the influence of it, his tutor entered, and set about ministering to him with a care and fatherly tenderness that even deceived me. I can see things more plainly now, on looking back at them, than I could then, but I must own that Baxter’s behaviour towards the boy that morning was of a kind that would have hoodwinked the very Master of All Lies himself. I could easily understand now how this man had come to have such an influence over the kindly-natured Duke of Glenbarth, who, when all was said and done, could have had but small experience of men of Baxter’s type.

Seeing that, instead of helping, I was only in the way, I expressed a hope that the patient would soon be himself again, and returned to the deck.

Luncheon came, and still Lord Beckenham was unable to leave his berth. In the evening he was no better. The following morning he was, if anything, stronger; but towards mid-day, just as he was thinking of getting up, his nausea returned upon him, and he was obliged to postpone the attempt. On Wednesday there was no improvement, and, indeed, it was not until Thursday afternoon, when the low-lying coast of Port Said was showing above the sea-line, that he felt in any way fit to leave his bunk. In all my experience of sea-sickness I had never known a more extraordinary case.

It was almost dark before we dropped our anchor off the town, and as soon as we were at a standstill I went below to my friend’s cabin. He was sitting on the locker fully dressed.

“Port Said,” I announced. “Now, how do you feel about going ashore? Personally, I don’t think you had better try it.”

“Oh! but I want to go. I have been looking forward to it so much. I am much stronger than I was, believe me, and Mr. Baxter doesn’t think it could possibly hurt me.”

“If you don’t tire yourself too much,” that gentleman put in.

“Very well, then,” I said. “In that case I’m your man. There are plenty of boats alongside, so we’ll have no difficulty about getting there. Won’t you come, too, Mr. Baxter?”

“I think not, thank you,” he answered. “Port Said is not a place of which I am very fond.”

“In that case I think we had better be going,” I said, turning to his lordship.

We made our way on deck, and, after a little chaffering, secured a boat, in which we were pulled ashore. Having arrived there, we were immediately beset by the usual crowd of beggars and donkey boys, but, withstanding their importunities, we turned into the Rue de Commerce and made our way inland. To my companion the crowded streets, the diversity of nationalities and costume, and the strange variety of shops and wares, were matters of absorbing interest. This will be the better understood when it is remembered that, poor though Port Said is in orientalism, it was nevertheless the first Eastern port he had encountered. We had both a few purchases to make, and this business satisfactorily accomplished, we started off to see the sights.

Passing out of the Rue de Commerce, our attention was attracted by a lame young beggar who, leaning on his crutches, blocked our way while he recited his dismal catalogue of woes. Our guide bade him be off, and indeed I was not sorry to be rid of him, but I could see, by glancing at his face, that my companion had taken his case more seriously. In fact, we had not proceeded more than twenty yards before he asked me to wait a moment for him, and taking to his heels ran back to the spot where we had left him. When he rejoined us I said:— “You don’t mean to say that you gave that rascal money?”

“Only half a sovereign,” he answered. “Perhaps you didn’t hear the pitiful story he told us? His father is dead, and now, if it were not for his begging, his mother and five young sisters would all be starving.”

I asked our guide if he knew the man, and whether his tale were true.

“No, monsieur,” he replied promptly, “it is all one big lie. His father is in the jail, and, if she had her rights, his mother would be there too.”

Not another word was said on the subject, but I could see that the boy’s generous heart had been hurt. How little he guessed the effect that outburst of generosity was to have upon us later on!

At our guide’s suggestion, we passed from the commercial, through the European quarter, to a large mosque situated in Arab Town. It was a long walk, but we were promised that we should see something there that would amply compensate us for any trouble we might be put to to reach it. This turned out to be the case, but hardly in the fashion he had predicted.

The mosque was certainly a fine building, and at the time of our visit was thronged with worshippers. They knelt in two long lines, reaching from end to end, their feet were bare, and their heads turned towards the east. By our guide’s instructions we removed our boots at the entrance, but fortunately took the precaution of carrying them into the building with us. From the main hall we passed into a smaller one, where a number of Egyptian standards, relics of the war of ‘82, were unrolled for our inspection. While we were examining them, our guide, who had for a moment left us, returned with a scared face to inform us that there were a number of English tourists in the mosque who had refused to take their boots off, and were evidently bent on making trouble. As he spoke the ominous hum of angry voices drifted in to us, increasing in volume as we listened. Our guide pricked up his ears and looked anxiously at the door.

“There will be trouble directly,” he said solemnly, “if those young men do not behave themselves. If messieurs will be guided by me, they will be going. I can show them a backway out.”

For a moment I felt inclined to follow his advice, but Beckenham’s next speech decided me to stay.

“You will not go away and leave those stupid fellows to be killed?” he said, moving towards the door into the mosque proper. “However foolish they may have been, they are still our countrymen, and whatever happens we ought to stand by them.”

“If you think so, of course we will, but remember it may cost us our lives. You still want to stay? Very good, then, come along, but stick close to me.”

We left the small ante-room, in which we had been examining the flags, and passed back into the main hall. Here an extraordinary scene presented itself.

In the furthest corner, completely hemmed in by a crowd of furious Arabs, were three young Englishmen, whose faces plainly showed how well they understood the dangerous position into which their own impudence and folly had enticed them.

Elbowing our way through the crowd, we reached their side, and immediately called upon them to push their way towards the big doors; but before this man[oe]uvre could be executed, some one had given an order in Arabic, and we were all borne back against the wall.

“There is no help for it!” I cried to the biggest of the strangers. “We must fight our way out. Choose your men and come along.”

So saying, I gave the man nearest me one under the jaw to remember me by, which laid him on his back, and then, having room to use my arms, sent down another to keep him company. All this time my companions were not idle, and to my surprise I saw the young Marquis laying about him with a science that I had to own afterwards did credit to his education. Our assailants evidently did not expect to meet with this resistance, for they gave way and began to back towards the door. One or two of them drew knives, but the space was too cramped for them to do much harm with them.

“One more rush,” I cried, “and we’ll turn them out.”

We made the rush, and next moment the doors were closed and barred on the last of them. This done, we paused to consider our position. True we had driven the enemy from the citadel, but then, unless we could find a means of escape, we ourselves were equally prisoners in it. What was to be done?

Leaving three of our party to guard the doors, the remainder searched the adjoining rooms for a means of escape; but though we were unsuccessful in our attempt to find an exit, we did what was the next best thing to do, discovered our cowardly guide in a corner, skulking in a curious sort of cupboard.

By the time we had proved to him that the enemy were really driven out, and that we had possession of the mosque, he recovered his wits a little, and managed, after hearing our promise to throw him to the mob outside unless he discovered a means of escape for us, to cudgel his brains and announce that he knew of one.

No sooner did we hear this, than we resolved to profit by it. The mob outside was growing every moment more impatient, and from the clang of steel-shod rifle butts on the stone steps we came to the conclusion that the services of a force of soldiery had been called in. The situation was critical, and twice imperious demands were made upon us to open the door. But, as may be supposed, this we did not feel inclined to do.

“Now, for your way out,” I said, taking our trembling guide, whose face seemed to blanch whiter and whiter with every knock upon the door, by the shoulders, and giving him a preliminary shake. “Mind what you’re about, and remember, if you lead us into any trap, I’ll wring your miserable neck, assure as you’re alive. Go ahead.”

Collecting our boots and shoes, which, throughout the tumult, had been lying scattered about upon the floor, we passed into the ante-room, and put them on. Then creeping softly out by another door, we reached a small courtyard in the rear, surrounded on all sides by high walls. Our way, so our guide informed us, lay over one of these. But how we were to surmount them was a puzzle, for the lowest scaling place was at least twelve feet high. However, the business had to be done, and, what was more to the point, done quickly.

Calling the strongest of the tourists, who were by this time all quite sober, to my side, I bade him stoop down as if he were playing leap-frog; then, mounting his back myself, I stood upright, and stretched my arms above my head. To my delight my fingers reached to within a few inches of the top of the wall.

“Stand as steady as you can,” I whispered, “for I’m going to jump.”

I did so, and clutched the edge. When I had pulled myself to the top I was so completely exhausted as to be unable to do anything for more than a minute. Then I whispered to another man to climb upon the first man’s back, and stretch his hands up to mine. He did so, and I pulled him up beside me. The guide came next, then the other tourist, then Lord Beckenham. After which I took off and lowered my coat to the man who had stood for us all, and having done so, took a firm grip of the wall with my legs, and dragged him up as I had done the others. It had been a longer business than I liked, and every moment, while we were about it, I expected to hear the cries of the mob inside the mosque, and to find them pouring into the yard to prevent our escape. The bolts on the door, however, must have possessed greater strength than we gave them credit for. At any rate, they did not give way.

When we were all safely on the wall, I asked the guide in which direction we should now proceed; he pointed to the adjoining roofs, and in Indian file, and with the stealthiness of cats, we accordingly crept across them.

The third house surmounted, we found ourselves overlooking a narrow alley, into which we first peered carefully, and, having discovered that no one was about, eventually dropped.

“Now,” said the guide, as soon as we were down, “we must run along here, and turn to the left.”

We did so, to find ourselves in a broader street, which eventually brought us out into the thoroughfare through which we had passed to reach the mosque.

Having got our bearings now, we headed for the harbour, or at least for that part of the town with which I was best acquainted, as fast as our legs would carry us. But, startling as they had been, we had not yet done with adventures for the night.

Once in the security of the gaslit streets, we said good-bye to the men who had got us into all the trouble, and having come to terms with our guide, packed him off and proceeded upon our way alone.

Five minutes later the streaming lights of an open doorway brought us to a standstill, and one glance told us we were looking into the Casino. The noise of the roulette tables greeted our ears, and as we had still plenty of time, and my companion was not tired, I thought it a good opportunity to show him another phase of the seamy side of life.

But before I say anything about that I must chronicle a curious circumstance. As we were entering the building, something made me look round. To my intense astonishment I saw, or believed I saw, Dr. Nikola standing in the street, regarding me. Bidding my companion remain where he was for a moment, I dashed out again and ran towards the place where I had seen the figure. But I was too late. If it were Dr. Nikola, he had vanished as suddenly as he had come. I hunted here, there, and everywhere, in doorways, under verandahs, and down lanes, but it was no use, not a trace of him could I discover. So abandoning my search, I returned to the Casino. Beckenham was waiting for me, and together we entered the building.

The room was packed, and consequently all the tables were crowded, but as we did not intend playing, this was a matter of small concern to us. We were more interested in the players than the game. And, indeed, the expressions on the faces around us were extraordinary. The effect on the young man by my side was peculiar. He looked from face to face, as if he were observing the peculiarities of some strange animals. I watched him, and then I saw his expression suddenly change.

Following the direction of his eyes, I observed a young man putting down his stake upon the board. His face was hidden from me, but by taking a step to the right I could command it. It was none other than the young cripple who had represented his parents to be in such poverty-stricken circumstances; the same young man whom Beckenham had assisted so generously only two hours before. As we looked, he staked his last coin, and that being lost, turned to leave the building. To do this, it was necessary that he should pass close by where we stood. Then his eyes met those of his benefactor, and with a look of what might almost have been shame upon his face, he slunk down the steps and from the building.

“Come, let us get out of this place,” cried my companion impatiently, “I believe I should go mad if I stayed here long.”

Thereupon we passed out into the street, and without further ado proceeded in the direction in which I imagined the Saratoga to lie. A youth requested, in broken English, to be permitted the honour of piloting us, but feeling confident of being able to find my way I declined his services. For fully a quarter of an hour we plodded on, until I began to wonder why the harbour did not heave in sight. It was a queer part of the town we found ourselves in; the houses were perceptibly meaner and the streets narrower. At last I felt bound to confess that I was out of my reckoning, and did not know where we were.

“What are we to do?” asked my lord, looking at his watch. “It’s twenty minutes to eleven, and I promised Mr. Baxter I would not be later than the hour.”

“What an idiot I was not to take that guide!”

The words were hardly out of my mouth before that personage appeared round the corner and came towards us. I hailed his coming with too much delight to notice the expression of malignant satisfaction on his face, and gave him the name of the vessel we desired to find. He appeared to understand, and the next moment we were marching off in an exactly contrary direction.

We must have walked for at least ten minutes without speaking a word.

From one small and dirty street we turned into another and broader one. By this time not a soul was to be seen, only a vagrant dog or two lying asleep in the road. In this portion of the town gas lamps were at a discount, consequently more than half the streets lay in deep shadow. Our guide walked ahead, we followed half-a-dozen paces or so behind him. I remember noticing a Greek cognomen upon a sign board, and recalling a similar name in Thursday Island, when something very much resembling a thin cord touched my nose and fell over my chin. Before I could put my hand up to it it had begun to tighten round my throat. Just at the same moment I heard my companion utter a sharp cry, and after that I remember no more.


CHAPTER VIII

OUR IMPRISONMENT AND ATTEMPT AT ESCAPE
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FOR WHAT LENGTH of time I lay unconscious after hearing Beckenham’s cry, and feeling the cord tighten round my throat, as narrated in the preceding chapter, I have not the remotest idea; I only know that when my senses returned to me again I found myself in complete darkness. The cord was gone from my neck, it is true, but something was still encircling it in a highly unpleasant fashion. On putting my hand up to it, to my intense astonishment, I discovered it to be a collar of iron, padlocked at the side, and communicating with a wall at the back by means of a stout chain fixed in a ring, which again was attached to a swivel.

This ominous discovery set me hunting about to find out where I was, and for a clue as to what these things might mean. That I was in a room was evident from the fact that, by putting my hands behind me, I could touch two walls forming a corner. But in what part of the town such room might be was beyond my telling. One thing was evident, however, the walls were of brick, unplastered and quite innocent of paper.

As not a ray of light relieved the darkness I put my hand into my ticket pocket, where I was accustomed to carry matches, and finding that my captors had not deprived me of them, lit one and looked about me. It was a dismal scene that little gleam illumined. The room in which I was confined was a small one, being only about ten feet long by eight wide, while, if I had been able to stand upright, I might have raised my hand to within two or three inches of the ceiling. In the furthest left-hand corner was a door, while in the wall on the right, but hopelessly beyond my reach, was a low window almost completely boarded up. I had no opportunity of seeing more, for by the time I had realized these facts the match had burnt down to my fingers. I blew it out and hastened to light another.

Just as I did so a low moan reached my ear. It came from the further end of the room. Again I held the match aloft; this time to discover a huddled-up figure in the corner opposite the door. One glance at it told me that it was none other than my young friend the Marquis of Beckenham. He was evidently still unconscious, for though I called him twice by name, he did not answer, but continued in the same position, moaning softly as before. I had only time for a hurried glance at him before my last match burned down to my fingers, and had to be extinguished. With the departure of the light a return of faintness seized me, and I fell back into my corner, if not quite insensible, certainly unconscious of the immediate awkwardness of our position.

It was daylight when my power of thinking returned to me, and long shafts of sunshine were percolating into us through the chinks in the boards upon the window. To my dismay the room looked even smaller and dingier than when I had examined it by the light of my match some hours before. The young Marquis lay unconscious in his corner just as I had last seen him, but with the widening light I discovered that his curious posture was due more to extraneous circumstances than to his own weakness, for I could see that he was fastened to the wall by a similar collar to my own.

I took out my watch, which had not been taken from me as I might have expected, and examined the dial. It wanted five minutes of six o’clock. So putting it back into my pocket, I set myself for the second time to try and discover where we were. By reason of my position and the chain that bound me, this could only be done by listening, so I shut my eyes and put all my being into my ears. For some moments no sound rewarded my attention. Then a cock in a neighbouring yard on my right crowed lustily, a dog on my left barked, and a moment later I heard the faint sound of some one coming along the street. The pedestrian, whoever he might be, was approaching from the right hand, and, what was still more important, my trained ear informed me that he was lame of one leg, and walked with crutches. Closer and closer he came. But to my surprise he did not pass the window; indeed, I noticed that when he came level with it the sound was completely lost to me. This told me two things: one, that the window, which was boarded up, did not look into the main thoroughfare; the other, that the street itself ran along on the far side of the very wall to which my chain was attached.

As I arrived at the knowledge of this fact, Beckenham opened his eyes; he sat up as well as his chain would permit, and gazed about him in a dazed fashion. Then his right hand went up to the iron collar enclosing his neck, and when he had realized what it meant he appeared even more mystified than before. He seemed to doze again for a minute or so, then his eyes opened, and as they did so they fell upon me, and his perplexity found relief in words.

“Mr. Hatteras,” he said, in a voice like that of a man talking in his sleep, “where are we and what on earth does this chain mean?”

“You ask me something that I want to know myself,” I answered. “I cannot tell you where we are, except that we are in Port Said. But if you want to know what I think it means, well, I think it means treachery. How do you feel now?”

“Very sick indeed, and my head aches horribly. But I can’t understand it at all. What do you mean by saying that it is treachery?”

This was the one question of all others I had been dreading, for I could not help feeling that when all was said and done I was bitterly to blame. However, unpleasant or not, the explanation had to be got through, and without delay.

“Lord Beckenham,” I began, sitting upright and clasping my hands round my knees, “this is a pretty bad business for me. I haven’t the reputation of being a coward, but I’ll own I feel pretty rocky and mean when I see you sitting there on the floor with that iron collar round your neck and that chain holding you to the wall, and know that it’s, in a measure, all my stupid, blundering folly that has brought it about.”

“Oh, don’t say that, Mr. Hatteras!” was the young man’s generous reply. “For whatever or whoever may be to blame for it, I’m sure you’re not.”

“That’s because you don’t know everything, my lord. Wait till you have heard what I have to tell you before you give me such complete absolution.”

“I’m not going to blame you whatever you may tell me; but please go on!”

There and then I set to work and told him all that had happened to me since my arrival in London; informed him of my meeting with Nikola, of Wetherell’s hasty departure for Australia, of my distrust for Baxter, described the telegram incident and Baxter’s curious behaviour afterwards, narrated my subsequent meeting with the two men in the Green Sailor Hotel, described my journey to Plymouth, and finished with the catastrophe that had happened to me there.

“Now you see,” I said in conclusion, “why I regard myself as being so much to blame.”

“Excuse me,” he answered, “but I cannot say that I see it in the same light at all.”

“I’m afraid I must be more explicit then. In the first place you must understand that, without a shadow of a doubt, Baxter was chosen for your tutor by Nikola, whose agent he undoubtedly is, for a specific purpose. Now what do you think that purpose was? You don’t know? To induce your father to let you travel, to be sure. You ask why they should want you to travel? We’ll come to that directly. Their plan is succeeding admirably, when I come upon the scene and, like the great blundering idiot I am, must needs set to work unconsciously to assist them in their nefarious designs. Your father eventually consents, and it is arranged that you shall set off for Australia at once. Then it is discovered that I am going to leave in the same boat. This does not suit Nikola’s plans at all, so he determines to prevent my sailing with you. By a happy chance he is unsuccessful, and I follow and join the boat in Naples. Good gracious! I see something else now.”

“What is that?”

“Simply this. I could not help thinking at the time that your bout of sea-sickness between Naples and this infernal place was extraordinary. Well, if I’m not very much mistaken, you were physicked, and it was Baxter’s doing.”

“But why?”

“Ah! That’s yet to be discovered. But you may bet your bottom dollar it was some part of their devilish conspiracy. I’m as certain of that as that we are here now. Now here’s another point. Do you remember my running out of the Casino last night? Well, that was because I saw Nikola standing in the roadway.”

“Are you certain? How could he have got here? And what could his reasons be for watching us?”

“Why, can’t you see? To find out how his plot is succeeding, to be sure.”

“And that brings us back to our original question — what is that plot?”

“That’s rather more difficult to answer! But if you ask my candid opinion I should say nothing more nor less than to make you prisoner and blackmail your father for a ransom.”

For some few minutes neither of us spoke. The outlook seemed too hopeless for words, and the Marquis was still too weak to keep up an animated conversation for any length of time. He sat leaning his head on his hand. But presently he looked up again. “My poor father!” he said. “What a state he will be in!”

“And what worries me more,” I answered, “is how he will regret ever having listened to my advice. What a dolt I was not to have told him of my suspicions.”

“You must not blame yourself for that. I am sure my father would hold you as innocent as I do. Now let us consider our position. In the first place, where are we, do you think? In the second, is there any possible chance of escape?”

“To the first my answer is, ‘don’t know’; to the second, ‘can’t say.’ I have discovered one thing, however, and that is that the street does not lie outside that window, but runs along on the other side of this wall behind me. The window, I suspect, looks out on to some sort of a courtyard. But unfortunately that information is not much use to us, as we can neither of us move away from where we are placed.”

“Is there no other way?”

“Not one, as far as I can tell. Can you see anything on your side?”

“Nothing at all, unless we could get at the door. But what’s that sticking out of the wall near your feet?”

To get a better view of it I stooped as much as I was able. “It looks like a pipe.”

The end of a pipe it certainly was, and sticking out into the room, but where it led to, and why it had been cut off in this peculiar fashion, were two questions I could no more answer than I could fly.

“Does it run out into the street, do you think?” was Beckenham’s immediate query. “If so, you might manage to call through it to some passer-by, and ask him to obtain assistance for us!”

“A splendid notion if I could get my mouth anywhere within a foot of it, but as this chain will not permit me to do that, it might as well be a hundred miles off. It’s as much as I can do to touch it with my fingers.”

“Do you think if you had a stick you could push a piece of paper through? We might write a message.”

“Possibly, but there’s another drawback to that. I haven’t the necessary piece of stick.”

“Here is a stiff piece of straw; try that.”

He harpooned a piece of straw, about eight inches long, across the room towards me, and, when I had received it, I thrust it carefully into the pipe. A disappointment, however, was in store for us.

“It’s no use,” I reported sorrowfully, as I threw the straw away. “It has an elbow half-way down, and that would prevent any message from being pushed through.”

“Then we must try to discover some other plan. Don’t lose heart!”

“Hush! I hear somebody coming.”

True enough a heavy footfall was approaching down the passage. It stopped at the door of the room in which we were confined, and a key was inserted in the lock. Next moment the door swung open and a tall man entered the room. A ray of sunlight, penetrating between the boards that covered the window, fell upon him, and showed us that his hair was white and that his face was deeply pitted with smallpox marks. Now, where had I met or heard of a man with those two peculiarities before? Ah! I remembered!

He stood for a moment in the doorway looking about him, and then strolled into the centre of the room.

“Good-morning, gentlemen,” he said, with an airy condescension that stung like an insult; “I trust you have no fault to find with the lodging our poor hospitality is able to afford you.”

“Mr. Prendergast,” I answered, determined to try him with the name of the man mentioned by my sweetheart in her letter. “What does this mean? Why have we been made prisoners like this? I demand to be released at once. You will have to answer to our consul for this detention.”

For a brief space he appeared to be dumbfounded by my knowledge of his name. But he soon recovered himself and leaned his back against the wall, looking us both carefully over before he answered.

“I shall be only too pleased,” he said sneeringly, “but if you’ll allow me to say so, I don’t think we need trouble about explanations yet awhile.”

“Pray, what do you mean by that?”

“Exactly what I say; as you are likely to be our guests for some considerable time to come, there will be no need for explanation.”

“You mean to keep us prisoners, then, do you? Very well, Mr. Prendergast, be assured of this, when I do get loose I’ll make you feel the weight of my arm.”

“I think it’s very probable there will be a fight if ever we do meet,” he answered, coolly taking a cigarette from his pocket and lighting it. “And it’s my impression you’d be a man worth fighting, Mr. Hatteras.”

“If you think my father will let me remain here very long you’re much mistaken,” said Beckenham. “And as for the ransom you expect him to pay, I don’t somehow fancy you’ll get a halfpenny.”

At the mention of the word “ransom” I noticed that a new and queer expression came into our captor’s face. He did not reply, however, except to utter his usual irritating laugh. Having done so he went to the door and called something in Arabic. In answer a gigantic negro made his appearance, bearing in his hands a tray on which were set two basins of food and two large mugs of water. These were placed before us, and Prendergast bade us, if we were hungry, fall to.

“You must not imagine that we wish to starve you,” he said. “Food will be served to you twice a day. And if you want it, you can even be supplied with spirits and tobacco. Now, before I go, one word of advice. Don’t indulge in any idea of escape. Communication with the outside world is absolutely impossible, and you will find that those collars and chains will stand a good strain before they will give way. If you behave yourselves you will be well looked after; but if you attempt any larks you will be confined in different rooms, and there will be a radical change in our behaviour.”

So saying he left the room, taking the precaution to lock the door carefully behind him.

When we were once more alone, a long silence fell upon us. It would be idle for me to say that the generous behaviour of the young Marquis with regard to my share in this wretched business had set my mind at rest. But if it had not done that it had at least served to intensify another resolution. Come what might, I told myself, I would find a way of escape, and he should be returned to his father safe and sound, if it cost me my life to do it. But how were, we to escape? We could not move from our places on account of the chains that secured us to the walls, and, though I put all my whole strength into it, I found I could not dislodge the staple a hundredth part of an inch from its holding-place.

The morning wore slowly on, mid-day came and went, the afternoon dragged its dismal length, and still there was no change in our position. Towards sundown the same gigantic negro entered the room again, bringing us our evening meal. When he left we were locked up for the night, with only the contemplation of our woes, and the companionship of the multitudes of mice that scampered about the floor, to enliven us.

The events of the next seven days are hardly worth chronicling, unless it is to state that every morning at daylight the same cock crew and the same dog barked, while at six o’clock the same cripple invariably made his way down the street behind me. At eight o’clock almost to the minute, breakfast was served to us, and, just as punctually, the evening meal made its appearance as the sun was declining behind the opposite house-top. Not again did we see any sign of Mr. Prendergast, and though times out of number I tugged at my chain I was never a whit nearer loosening it than I had been on the first occasion. One after another plans of escape were proposed, discussed, and invariably rejected as impracticable. So another week passed and another, until we had been imprisoned in that loathsome place not less than twenty days. By the end of that time, as may be supposed, we were as desperate as men could well be. I must, however, admit that anything like the patience and pluck of my companion under such circumstances I had never in my life met with before.

One fact had repeatedly struck me as significant, and that was the circumstance that every morning between six and half-past, as already narrated, the same cripple went down the street; and in connexion with this, within the last few days of the time, a curious coincidence had revealed itself to me. From the tapping of his crutches on the stones I discovered that while one was shod with iron, the other was not. Now where and when had I noticed that peculiarity in a cripple before? That I had observed it somewhere I felt certain. For nearly half the day I turned this over and over in my mind, and then, in the middle of our evening meal, enlightenment came to me. I remembered the man whose piteous tale had so much affected Beckenham on the day of our arrival, and the sound his crutches made upon the pavement as he left us. If my surmise proved correct, and we could only manage to communicate with him, here was a golden opportunity. But how were we to do this? We discussed it, and discussed it, times out of number, but in vain. That he must be stopped on his way down the street need not to be argued at all. In what way, however, could this be done? The window was out of the question, the door was not to be thought of; in that case the only communicating place would be the small pipe by my side. But as I have already pointed out, by reason of the elbow it would be clearly impossible to force a message through it. All day we devoted ourselves to attempts to solve what seemed a hopeless difficulty. Then like a flash a brilliant inspiration burst upon me.

“By Jove, I have it!” I said, taking care to whisper lest any one might be listening at the door. “We must manage by hook or crook to catch a mouse and let him carry our appeal for help to the outside world.”

“A magnificent idea! If we can catch one I do believe you’ve saved us!”

But to catch a mouse was easier said than done. Though the room was alive with them they were so nimble and so cunning, that, try how we would, we could not lay hold of one. But at length my efforts were rewarded, and after a little struggle I held my precious captive in my hand. By this time another idea had come to me. If we wanted to bring Nikola and his gang to justice, and to discover their reason for hatching this plot against us, it would not do to ask the public at large for help — and I must own, in spite of our long imprisonment, I was weak enough to feel a curiosity as to their motive. No! It must be to the beggar who passed the house every morning that we must appeal.

“This letter concerns you more than me,” I said to my fellow-prisoner. “Have you a lead pencil in your pocket?”

He had, and immediately threw it across to me. Then, taking a small piece of paper from my pocket, I set myself to compose the following in French and English, assisted by my companion: — 

“If this should meet the eye of the individual to whom a young Englishman gave half a sovereign in charity three weeks ago, he is implored to assist one who assisted him, and who has been imprisoned ever since that day in the room with the blank wall facing the street and the boarded-up window on the right-hand side. To do this he must obtain a small file and discover a way to convey it into the room by means of the small pipe leading through the blank wall into the street; perhaps if this could be dislodged it might be pushed in through the aperture thus made. On receipt of the file an English five-pound note will be conveyed to him in the same way as this letter, and another if secrecy is observed and those in the house escape.”

This important epistle had hardly been concocted before the door was unlocked and our dusky servitor entered with the evening meal. He had long since abandoned his first habit of bringing us our food in separate receptacles, but conveyed it to us now in the saucepan in which it was cooked, dividing it thence into our basins. These latter, it may be interesting to state, had not been washed since our arrival.

All the time that our jailer was in the room I held my trembling prisoner in my hand, clinging to him as to the one thing which connected us with liberty. But the door had no sooner closed upon him than I had tilted out my food upon the floor and converted my basin into a trap.

It may be guessed how long that night seemed to us, and with what trembling eagerness we awaited the first signs of breaking day. Directly it was light I took off and unravelled one of my socks. The thread thus obtained I doubled, and having done this, secured one end of it to the note, which I had rolled into a small compass, attaching the other to my captive mouse’s hind leg. Then we set ourselves to wait for six o’clock. The hour came; and minute after minute went by before we heard in the distance the tapping of the crutches on the stones. Little by little the sound grew louder, and then fainter, and when I judged he was nearly at my back, I stooped and thrust our curious messenger into the pipe. Then we sat down to await the result.

As the mouse, only too glad to escape, ran into the aperture, the thread, on which our very lives depended, swiftly followed, dragging its message after it. Minutes went by; half an hour; an hour; and then the remainder of the day; and still nothing came to tell us that our appeal had been successful.

That night I caught another mouse, wrote the letter again, and at six o’clock next morning once more despatched it on its journey. Another day went by without reply. That night we caught another, and at six-o’clock next morning sent it off; a third, and even a fourth, followed, but still without success. By this time the mice were almost impossible to catch, but our wits were sharpened by despair, and we managed to hit upon a method that eventually secured for us a plentiful supply. For the sixth time the letter was written and despatched at the moment the footsteps were coming down the street. Once more the tiny animal crawled into the pipe, and once more the message disappeared upon its journey.

Another day was spent in anxious waiting, but this time we were not destined to be disappointed. About eight o’clock that night, just as we were giving up hope, I detected a faint noise near my feet; it was for all the world as if some one were forcing a stick through a hole in a brick wall. I informed Beckenham of the fact in a whisper, and then put my head down to listen. Yes, there was the sound again. Oh, if only I had a match! But it was no use wishing for what was impossible, so I put my hand down to the pipe. It was moving! It turned in my hand, moved to and fro for a brief space and then disappeared from my grasp entirely; next moment it had left the room. A few seconds later something cold was thrust into my hand, and from its rough edge I knew it to be a file. I drew it out as if it were made of gold and thrust it into my pocket. A piece of string was attached to it, and the reason of this I was at first at some loss to account for. But a moment’s reflection told me that it was to assist in the fulfilment of our share of the bargain. So, taking a five-pound note from the secret pocket in which I carried my paper money, I tied the string to it, and it was instantly withdrawn. A minute could not have elapsed before I was at work upon the staple of my collar, and in less than half an hour it was filed through and the iron was off my neck.

If I tried for a year I could not make you understand what a relief it was to me to stand upright. I stretched myself again and again, and then crossed the room on tip-toe in the dark to where the Marquis lay.

“You are free,” he whispered, clutching and shaking my hand. “Oh, thank God!”

“Hush! Put down your head and let me get to work upon your collar before you say anything more.”

As I was able this time to get at my work standing up, it was not very long before Beckenham was as free as I was. He rose to his feet with a great sigh of relief, and we shook hands warmly in the dark.

“Now,” I said, leading him towards the door, “we will make our escape, and I pity the man who attempts to stop us.”


CHAPTER IX

DR. NIKOLA PERMITS US A FREE PASSAGE
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THE OLD SAYING, “Don’t count your chickens before they’re hatched,” is as good a warning as any I know. For if we had not been so completely occupied filing through the staples of our collars we should not have omitted to take into consideration the fact that, even when we should have removed the chains that bound us, we would still be prisoners in the room. I’m very much afraid, however, even had we remembered this point, we should only have considered it of minor importance and one to be easily overcome. As it was, the unwelcome fact remained that the door was locked, and, what was worse, that the lock itself had, for security’s sake, been placed on the outside, so that there was no chance of our being able to pick it, even had our accomplishments lain in that direction.

“Try the window,” whispered Beckenham, in answer to the heavy sigh which followed my last discovery.

Accordingly we crossed the room, and I put my hands upon one of the boards and pulled. But I might as well have tried to tow a troopship with a piece of cotton, for all the satisfactory result I got; the planks were trebly screwed to the window frame, and each in turn defied me. When I was tired Beckenham put his strength to it, but even our united efforts were of no avail, and, panting and exhausted, we were at length obliged to give it up as hopeless.

“This is a pretty fix we’ve got ourselves into,” I said as soon as I had recovered sufficient breath to speak. “How on earth are we to escape?”

“I can’t say, unless we manage to burst that door and fight our way out. I wonder if that could be done.”

“First, let’s look at the door.”

We crossed the room again, and I examined the door carefully. It was not a very strong one; but I was sufficient of a carpenter to know that it would withstand a good deal of pressure before it would give way.

“I’ve a good mind to try it,” I said; “but in that case, remember, it will probably mean a hand-to-hand fight on the other side, and, unarmed and weak as we are, we shall be pretty sure to get the worst of it.”

“Never mind that,” my intrepid companion replied, with a confidence in his voice that I was very far from feeling. “In for a penny, in for a pound; even if we’re killed it couldn’t be worse than being buried alive.”

“That’s so, and if fighting’s your idea, I’m your man,” I answered. “Let me first take my bearings, and then I’ll see what I can do against it. You get out of the way, but be sure to stand by to rush the passage directly the door goes.”

Again I felt the door and wall in order that I might be sure where it lay, and having done so crossed the room. My heart was beating like a Nasmyth hammer, and it was nearly a minute before I could pull myself together sufficiently for my rush. Then summoning every muscle in my body to my assistance, I dashed across and at it with all the strength my frame was capable of. Considering the darkness of the room, my steering was not so bad, for my shoulder caught the door just above its centre; there was a great crash — a noise of breaking timbers — and amid a shower of splinters and general débris I fell headlong through into the passage. By the time it would have taken me to count five, Beckenham was beside me helping me to rise.

“Now stand by for big trouble!” I said, rubbing my shoulder, and every moment expecting to see a door open and a crowd of Prendergast’s ruffians come rushing out. “We shall have them on us in a minute.”

But to our intense astonishment it was all dead silence. Not a sound of any single kind, save our excited breathing, greeted our ears. We might have broken into an empty house for all we knew the difference.

For nearly five minutes we stood, side by side, waiting for the battle which did not come.

“What on earth does it mean?” I asked my companion. “That crash of mine was loud enough to wake the dead. Can they have deserted the place, think you, and left us to starve?”

“I can’t make it out any more than you can,” he answered. “But don’t you think we’d better take advantage of their not coming to find a way out?”

“Of course. One of us had better creep down the passage and discover how the land lies. As I’m the stronger, I’ll go. You wait here.”

I crept along the passage, treading cautiously as a cat, for I knew that both our lives depended on it. Though it could not have been more than sixty feet, it seemed of interminable length, and was as black as night. Not a glimmer of light, however faint, met my eyes.

On and on I stole, expecting every moment to be pounced upon and seized; but no such fate awaited me. If, however, our jailers did not appear, another danger was in store for me.

In the middle of my walk my feet suddenly went from under me, and I found myself falling I knew not where. In reality it was only a drop of about three feet down a short flight of steps. Such a noise as my fall made, however, was surely never heard, but still no sound came. Then Beckenham fumbled his way cautiously down the steps to my side, and whispered an inquiry as to what had happened. I told him in as few words as possible, and then struggled to my feet again.

Just as I did so my eyes detected a faint glimmer of light low down on the floor ahead of us. From its position it evidently emanated from the doorway of a room.

“Oh! if we only had a match,” I whispered.

“It’s no good wishing,” said Beckenham. “What do you advise?”

“It’s difficult to say,” I answered; “but I should think we’d better listen at that door and try to discover if there is any one inside. If there is, and he is alone, we must steal in upon him, let him see that we are desperate, and, willy-nilly, force him to show us a way out. It’s ten chances to one, if we go on prowling about here, we shall stumble upon the whole nest of them — then we’ll be caught like rats in a trap. What do you think?”

“I agree with you. Go on.”

Without further ado we crept towards the light, which, as I expected, came from under a door, and listened. Some one was plainly moving about inside; but though we waited for what seemed a quarter of an hour, but must in reality have been less than a minute and a half, we could hear no voices.

“Whoever he is, he’s alone — that’s certain,” whispered my companion. “Open the door softly, and we’ll creep in upon him.”

In answer, and little by little, a cold shiver running down my back lest it should creak and so give warning to the person within, I turned the handle, pushed open the door, and we looked inside. Then — but, my gracious! if I live to be a thousand I shall never forget the sight that met my eyes.

The room itself was a long and low one: its measurements possibly sixty feet by fifteen. The roof — for there was no ceiling — was of wood, crossed by heavy rafters, and much begrimed with dirt and smoke. The floor was of some highly polished wood closely resembling oak, and was completely bare. But the shape and construction of the room itself were as nothing compared with the strangeness of its furniture and occupants. Words would fail me if I tried to give you a true and accurate description of it. I only know that, strong man as I was, and used to the horrors of life and death, what I saw before me then made my blood run cold and my flesh creep as it had never done before.

To begin with, round the walls were arranged, at regular intervals, more than a dozen enormous bottles, each of which contained what looked, to me, only too much like human specimens pickled in some light-coloured fluid resembling spirits of wine. Between these gigantic but more than horrible receptacles were numberless smaller ones, holding other and even more dreadful remains; while on pedestals and stands, bolt upright and reclining, were skeletons of men, monkeys, and quite a hundred sorts of animals. The intervening spaces were filled with skulls, bones, and the apparatus for every kind of murder known to the fertile brain of man. There were European rifles, revolvers, bayonets, and swords; Italian stilettos, Turkish scimitars, Greek knives, Central African spears and poisoned arrows, Zulu knobkerries, Afghan yataghans, Malay krises, Sumatra blow-pipes, Chinese dirks, New Guinea head-catching implements, Australian spears and boomerangs, Polynesian stone hatchets, and numerous other weapons the names of which I cannot now remember. Mixed up with them were implements for every sort of wizardry known to the superstitious; from old-fashioned English love charms to African Obi sticks, from spiritualistic planchettes to the most horrible of Fijian death potions.

In the centre of the wall, opposite to where we stood, was a large fireplace of the fashion usually met with in old English manor-houses, and on either side of it a figure that nearly turned me sick with horror. That on the right hand was apparently a native of Northern India, if one might judge by his dress and complexion. He sat on the floor in a constrained attitude, accounted for by the fact that his head, which was at least three times too big for his body, was so heavy as to require an iron tripod with a ring or collar in the top of it to keep it from overbalancing him and bringing him to the floor. To add to the horror of this awful head, it was quite bald; the skin was drawn tensely over the bones, and upon this veins stood out as large as macaroni stems.

On the other side of the hearth was a creature half-ape and half-man — the like of which I remember once to have seen in a museum of monstrosities in Sydney, where, if my memory serves me, he was described upon the catalogue as a Burmese monkey-boy. He was chained to the wall in somewhat the same fashion as we had been, and was chattering and scratching for all the world like a monkey in a Zoo.

But, horrible as these things were, the greatest surprise of all was yet to come. For, standing at the heavy oaken table in the centre of the room, was a man I should have known anywhere if I had been permitted half a glance at him. It was Dr. Nikola.

When we entered he was busily occupied with a scalpel, dissecting an animal strangely resembling a monkey. On the table, and watching the work upon which his master was engaged, sat his constant companion, the same fiendish black cat I have mentioned elsewhere; while at the end nearest us, standing on tip-toe, the better to see what was going on, was an albino dwarf, scarcely more than two feet eight inches high. So stealthily, however, had our approach been made, and so carefully had I opened the door, that we were well into the room before our appearance was discovered, and also before I had realized into whose presence we had stumbled. Then my foot touched a board that creaked, and Dr. Nikola looked up from the work upon which he was engaged.

His pale, thin face did not show the slightest sign of surprise as he said, in his usual placid tone, — 

“So you have managed to escape from your room, gentlemen. Well, and pray what do you want?”

For a moment I was so much overcome with surprise that my tongue refused to perform its office. Then I said, advancing towards him as I spoke, closely followed by the Marquis, — 

“So, Dr. Nikola, we have met at last!”

“At last, Mr. Hatteras, as you say,” this singular being replied, still without showing a sign of either interest or embarrassment. “All things considered, I suppose you would deem me ironical if I ventured to say that I am pleased to see you about again. However, don’t let me keep you standing; won’t you sit down? My lord, let me offer you a chair.”

All this time we were edging up alongside the table, and I was making ready for a rush at him. But he was not to be taken off his guard. His extraordinary eyes had been watching me intently, taking in my every movement; and a curious effect they had upon me.

“Dr. Nikola,” I said, “the game is up. You beat me last time; but now you must own I come out on top. Don’t utter a word or call for assistance — if you do you’re a dead man. Now drop that knife you hold in your hand, and show us the way out!”

The Marquis was on his right, I was on his left, and we were close upon him as I spoke. Still he showed no sign of fear, though he must have known the danger of his position. But his eyes glowed in his head like living coals.

You will ask why we did not rush at him? Well, if I am obliged to own it, I must — the truth was, such was the power that emanated from this extraordinary man, that though we both knew the crucial moment of our enterprise had arrived, while his eyes were fixed upon us, neither of us could stir an inch. When he spoke his voice seemed to cut like a knife.

“So you think my game is up, Mr. Hatteras, do you? I’m afraid once more I must differ from you. Look behind you.”

I did so, and that glance showed me how cleverly we’d been trapped. Leaning against the door, watching us with cruel, yet smiling eyes, was our old enemy Prendergast, revolver in hand. Just behind me were two powerful Soudanese, while near the Marquis was a man looking like a Greek — and a very stalwart Greek at that. Observing our discomfiture, Nikola seated himself in a big chair near the fireplace and folded his hands in the curious fashion I have before described; as he did so his black cat sprang to his shoulder and sat there watching us all. Dr. Nikola was the first to speak.

“Mr. Hatteras,” he said, with devilish clearness and deliberation, “you should really know me better by this time than to think you could outwit me so easily. Is my reputation after all so small? And, while I think of it, pray let me have the pleasure of returning to you your five pound note and your letters. Your mice were perfect messengers, were they not?” As he spoke he handed me the selfsame Bank of England note I had despatched through the pipe that very evening in payment for the file; then he shook from a box he had taken from the chimney-piece all the communications I had written imploring assistance from the outside world. To properly estimate my chagrin and astonishment would be very difficult. I could only sit and stare, first at the money and then at the letters, in blankest amazement. So we had not been rescued by the cripple after all. Was it possible that while we had been so busy arranging our escape we had in reality been all the time under the closest surveillance? If that were so, then this knowledge of our doings would account for the silence with which my attack upon the door had been received. Now we were in an even worse position than before. I looked at Beckenham, but his head was down and his right hand was picking idly at the table edge. He was evidently waiting for what was coming next.

In sheer despair I turned to Nikola. “Since you have outwitted us again, Dr. Nikola, do not play with us — tell us straight out what our fate is to be.”

“If it means going back to that room again,” said Beckenham, in a voice I hardly recognized, “I would far rather die and be done with it.”

“Do not fear, my lord, you shall not die,” Nikola said, turning to him with a bow. “Believe me, you will live to enjoy many happier hours than those you have been compelled to spend under my roof!”

“What do you mean?”

The doctor did not answer for nearly a moment; then he took what looked to me suspiciously like a cablegram form from his pocket and carefully examined it. Having done so, he said quietly, —— 

“Gentlemen, you ask what I mean? Well, I mean this — if you wish to leave this house this very minute, you are free to do so on one condition!”

“And that condition is?”

“That you allow yourselves to be blindfolded in this room and conducted by my servants to the harbour side. I must furthermore ask your words of honour that you will not seek to remove your bandages until you are given permission to do so. Do you agree to this?”

Needless to say we both signified our assent.

This free permission to leave the house was a second surprise, and one for which we were totally unprepared.

“Then let it be so. Believe me, my lord Marquis, and you, Mr. Hatteras, it is with the utmost pleasure I restore your liberty to you again!”

He made a sign to Prendergast, who instantly stepped forward. But I had something to say before we were removed.

“One word first, Dr. Nikola. You have — —”

“Mr. Hatteras, if you will be guided by me, you will keep a silent tongue in your head. Let well alone. Take warning by the proverb, and beware how you disturb a sleeping dog. Why I have acted as I have done towards you, you may some day learn; in the meantime rest assured it was from no idle motive. Now take me at my word, and go while you have the chance. I may change my mind in a moment, and then — —”

He stopped and did not say any more. At a sign, Prendergast clapped a thick bandage over my eyes, while another man did the same for Beckenham; a man on either side of me took my arms, and next moment we had passed out of the room, and before I could have counted fifty were in the cool air of the street.

How long we were walking, after leaving the house, I could not say, but at last our escort called a halt. Prendergast was evidently in command, for he said, — 

“Gentlemen, before we leave you, you will renew your words of honour not to remove your bandages for five full minutes?”

We complied with his request, and instantly our arms were released; a moment later we heard our captors leaving us. The minutes went slowly by. Presently Beckenham said, — 

“How long do you think we’ve been standing here?”

“Nearly the stipulated time, I should fancy,” I answered. “However, we’d better give them a little longer, to avoid any chance of mistake.”

Again a silence fell on us. Then I tore off my bandage, to find Beckenham doing the same.

“They’re gone, and we’re free again,” he cried. “Hurrah!”

We shook hands warmly on our escape, and having done so looked about us. A ship’s bell out in the stream chimed half an hour after midnight, and a precious dark night it was. A number of vessels were to be seen, and from the noise that came from them it was evident they were busy coaling.

“What’s to be done now?” asked Beckenham.

“Find an hotel, I think,” I answered; “get a good night’s rest, and first thing in the morning hunt up our consul and the steamship authorities.”

“Come along, then. Let’s look for a place. I noticed one that should suit us close to where we came ashore that day.”

Five minutes’ walking brought us to the house we sought. The proprietor was not very fastidious, and whatever he may have thought of our appearances he took us in without demur. A bath and a good meal followed, and then after a thorough overhauling of all the details connected with our imprisonment we turned into bed, resolved to thrash it out upon the morrow.

Next morning, true to our arrangement, as soon as breakfast was over, I set off for the steamship company’s office, leaving the Marquis behind me at the hotel for reasons which had begun to commend themselves to me, and which will be quite apparent to you.

I found the Saratoga’s agent hard at work in his private office. He was a tall, thin man, slightly bald, wearing a pair of heavy gold pince-nez, and very slow and deliberate in speech.

“I beg your pardon,” he began, when I had taken possession of his proffered chair, “but did I understand my clerk to say that your name was Hatteras?”

“That is my name,” I answered. “I was a passenger in the Saratoga for Australia three weeks ago, but had the misfortune to be left behind when she sailed.”

“Ah! I remember the circumstances thoroughly,” he said. “The young Marquis of Beckenham went ashore with you, I think, and came within an ace of being also left behind.”

“Within an ace!” I cried; “but he was left behind.”

“No, no! there you are mistaken,” was the astounding reply; “he would have been left behind had not his tutor and I gone ashore at the last moment to look for him and found him wandering about on the outskirts of Arab Town. I don’t remember ever to have seen a man more angry than the tutor was, and no wonder, for they only just got out to the boat again as the gangway was being hauled aboard.”

“Then you mean to tell me that the Marquis went on to Australia after all!” I cried. “And pray how did this interesting young gentleman explain the fact of his losing sight of me?”

“He lost you in a crowd, he said,” the agent continued. “It was a most extraordinary business altogether.”

It certainly was, and even more extraordinary than he imagined. I could hardly believe my ears. The world seemed to be turned upside down. I was so bewildered that I stumbled out a few lame inquiries about the next boat sailing for Australia, and what would be done with my baggage, and then made my way as best I could out of the office. Hastening back to the hotel, I told my story from beginning to end to my astonished companion, who sat on his bed listening open-mouthed. When I had finished he said feebly,— “But what does it all mean? Tell me that! What does it mean?”

“It means,” I answered, “that our notion about Nikola’s abducting us in order to blackmail your father was altogether wrong, and, if you ask me, I should say not half picturesque enough. No, no! this mystery is a bigger one by a hundred times than even we expected, and there are more men in it than those we have yet seen. It remains with you to say whether you will assist in the attempt to unravel it or not.”

“What do you mean by saying it remains with me? Do I understand that you intend following it up?”

“Of course I do. Nikola and Baxter between them have completely done me — now I’m going to do my best to do them. By Jove!”

“What is it now?”

“I see it all as plain as a pikestaff. I understand exactly now why Baxter came for you, why he telegraphed that the train was laid, why I was drugged in Plymouth, why you were sea-sick between Naples and this place, and why we were both kidnapped!”

“Then explain, for mercy’s sake!”

“I will. See here. In the first place, remember your father’s peculiar education of yourself. If you consider that, you will see that you are the only young nobleman of high rank whose face is not well known to his brother peers. That being so, Nikola wants to procure you for some purpose of his own in Australia. Your father advertises for a tutor; he sends one of his agents — Baxter — to secure the position. Baxter, at Nikola’s instruction, puts into your head a desire for travel. You pester your father for the necessary permission. Just as this is granted I come upon the scene. Baxter suspects me. He telegraphs to Nikola ‘The train is laid,’ which means that he has begun to sow the seeds of a desire for travel, when a third party steps in — in other words, I am the new danger that has arisen. He arranges your sailing, and all promises to go well. Then Dr. Nikola finds out I intend going in the same boat. He tries to prevent me; and I — by Jove! I see another thing. Why did Baxter suggest that you should cross the Continent and join the boat at Naples? Why, simply because if you had started from Plymouth you would soon have got over your sickness, if you had ever been ill at all, and in that case the passengers would have become thoroughly familiar with your face by the time you reached Port Said. That would never have done, so he takes you to Naples, drugs you next morning — for you must remember you were ill after the coffee he gave you — and by that means kept you ill and confined to your cabin throughout the entire passage to Port Said. Then he persuades you to go ashore with me. You do so, with what result you know. Presently he begins to bewail your non-return, invites the agent to help in the search. They set off, and eventually find you near the Arab quarter. You must remember that neither the agent, the captain, nor the passengers have seen you, save at night, so the substitute, who is certain to have been well chosen and schooled for the part he is to play, is not detected. Then the boat goes on her way, while we are left behind languishing in durance vile.”

“What do you advise me to do? Remember, Baxter has letters to the different Governors from my father.”

“I know what I should do myself!”

“Go to the consul and get him to warn the authorities in Australia, I suppose?”

“No. That would do little or no good — remember, they’ve got three weeks’ start of us.”

“Then what shall we do? I’m in your hands entirely, and whatever you advise I promise you I’ll do.”

“If I were you I should doff my title, take another name, and set sail with me for Australia. Once there, we’ll put up in some quiet place and set ourselves to unmask these rascals and to defeat their little game, whatever it may be. Are you prepared for so much excitement as that?”

“Of course I am. Come what may, I’ll go with you, and there’s my hand on it.”

“Then we’ll catch the next boat — not a mail-steamer — that sails for an Australian port, and once ashore there we’ll set the ball a-rolling with a vengeance.”

“That scoundrel Baxter! I’m not vindictive as a rule, but I feel I should like to punish him.”

“Well, if they’ve not flown by the time we reach Australia, you’ll probably be able to gratify your wish. It’s Nikola, however, I want.”

Beckenham shuddered as I mentioned the Doctor’s name. So to change the subject I said, —— 

“I’m thinking of taking a little walk. Would you care to accompany me?”

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“I’m going to try and find the house where we were shut up,” I answered. “I want to be able to locate it for future reference, if necessary.”

“Is it safe to go near it, do you think?”

“In broad daylight, yes! But, just to make sure, we’ll buy a couple of revolvers on the way. And, what’s more, if it becomes necessary, we’ll use them.”

“Come along, then.”

With that we left our hotel and set off in the direction of the Casino, stopping, however, on the way to make the purchases above referred to.

We passed down one thoroughfare and up another, and at last reached the spot where I had commented on the sign-boards, and where we had been garrotted. Surely the house must be near at hand now? But though we hunted high and low, up one street and down another, not a single trace of any building answering the description of the one we wanted could we discover. At last, after nearly an hour’s search, we were obliged to give it up, and return to our hotel, unsuccessful.

As we finished lunch a large steamer made her appearance in the harbour, and brought up opposite the town. When we questioned our landlord, who was an authority on the subject, he informed us that she was the s.s. Pescadore, of Hull, bound to Melbourne.

Hearing this we immediately chartered a boat, pulled off to her, and interviewed the captain. As good luck would have it, he had room for a couple of passengers. We therefore paid the passage money, went ashore again and provided ourselves with a few necessaries, rejoined her, and shortly before nightfall steamed into the Canal. Port Said was a thing of the past. Our eventful journey was resumed — what was the end of it all to be?


PART II


CHAPTER I

WE REACH AUSTRALIA, AND THE RESULT
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THE PESCADORE, IF she was slow, was certainly sure, and so the thirty-sixth day after our departure from Port Said, as recorded in the previous chapter, she landed us safe and sound at Williamstown, which, as all the Australian world knows, is one of the principal railway termini, and within an hour’s journey of Melbourne. Throughout the voyage nothing occurred worth chronicling, if I except the curious behaviour of Lord Beckenham, who, for the first week or so, seemed sunk in a deep lethargy, from which neither chaff nor sympathy could rouse him. From morning till night he mooned aimlessly about the decks, had visibly to pull himself together to answer such questions as might be addressed to him, and never by any chance sustained a conversation beyond a few odd sentences. To such a pitch did this depression at last bring him that, the day after we left Aden, I felt it my duty to take him to task and to try to bully or coax him out of it.

“Come,” I said, “I want to know what’s the matter with you. You’ve been giving us all the miserables lately, and from the look of your face at the present moment I’m inclined to believe it’s going to continue. Out with it! Are you homesick, or has the monotony of this voyage been too much for you?”

He looked into my face rather anxiously, I thought, and then said: “Mr. Hatteras, I’m afraid you’ll think me an awful idiot when I do tell you, but the truth is I’ve got Dr. Nikola’s face on my brain, and do what I will I cannot rid myself of it. Those great, searching eyes, as we saw them in that terrible room, have got on my nerves, and I can think of nothing else. They haunt me night and day!”

“Oh, that’s all fancy!” I cried. “Why on earth should you be frightened of him? Nikola, in spite of his demoniacal cleverness, is only a man, and even then you may consider that we’ve seen the last of him. So cheer up, take as much exercise as you possibly can, and believe me, you’ll soon forget all about him.”

But it was no use arguing with him. Nikola had had an effect upon the youth that was little short of marvellous, and it was not until we had well turned the Leuwin, and were safely in Australian waters, that he in any way recovered his former spirits.

And here, lest you should give me credit for a bravery I did not possess, I must own that I was more than a little afraid of another meeting with Nikola, myself. I had had four opportunities afforded me of judging of his cleverness — once in the restaurant off Oxford Street, once in the Green Sailor public-house in the East India Dock Road, once in the West of England express, and lastly, in the house in Port Said. I had no desire, therefore, to come to close quarters with him again.

Arriving in Melbourne we caught the afternoon express for Sydney, reaching that city the following morning a little after breakfast. By the time we had arrived at our destination we had held many consultations over our future, and the result was a decision to look for a quiet hotel on the outskirts of the city, and then to attempt to discover what the mystery, in which we had been so deeply involved, might mean. The merits of all the various suburbs were severally discussed, though I knew but little about them, and the Marquis less. Paramatta, Penrith, Woolahra, Balmain, and even many of the bays and harbours, received attention, until we decided on the last named as the most likely place to answer our purpose.

This settled, we crossed Darling harbour, and, after a little hunting about, discovered a small but comfortable hotel situated in a side street, called the General Officer. Here we booked rooms, deposited our meagre baggage, and having installed ourselves, sat down and discussed the situation.

“So this is Sydney,” said Beckenham, stretching himself out comfortably upon the sofa as he spoke. “And now that we’ve got here, what’s to be done first?”

“Have lunch,” I answered promptly.

“And then?” he continued.

“Hunt up the public library and take a glimpse of the Morning Herald’s back numbers. They will tell us a good deal, though not all we want to know. Then we’ll make a few inquiries. To-morrow morning I shall ask you to excuse me for a couple of hours. But in the afternoon we ought to have acquired sufficient information to enable us to make a definite start.”

“Then let’s have lunch at once and be off. I’m all eagerness to get to work.”

We accordingly ordered lunch, and, when it was finished, set off in search of a public library. Having found it — and it was not a very difficult matter — we sought the reading room and made for a stand of Sydney Morning Heralds in the corner. Somehow I felt as certain of finding what I wanted there as any man could possibly be, and as it happened I was not disappointed. On the second page, beneath a heading in bold type, was a long report of a horse show, held the previous afternoon, at which it appeared a large vice-regal and fashionable party were present. The list included His Excellency the Governor and the Countess of Amberley, the Ladies Maud and Ermyntrude, their daughters, the Marquis of Beckenham, Captain Barrenden, an aide-de-camp, and Mr. Baxter. In a voice that I hardly recognized as my own, so shaken was it with excitement, I called Beckenham to my side and pointed out to him his name. He stared, looked away, then stared again, hardly able to believe his eyes.

“What does it mean?” he whispered, just as he had done in Port Said. “What does it mean?”

I led him out of the building before I answered, and then clapped him on the shoulder. “It means, my boy,” I said, “that there’s been a hitch in their arrangements, and that we’re not too late to circumvent them after all.”

“But where do you think they are staying — these two scoundrels?”

“At Government House, to be sure. Didn’t you see that the report said, ‘The Earl and Countess of Amberley and a distinguished party from Government House, including the Marquis of Beckenham,’ etc.?”

“Then let us go to Government House at once and unmask them. That is our bounden duty to society.”

“Then all I can say is, if it is our duty to society, society will have to wait. No, no! We must find out first what their little game is. That once decided, the unmasking will fall in as a natural consequence. Don’t you understand?”

“I am afraid I don’t quite. However, I expect you’re right.”

By this time we were back again at the ferry. It was not time for the boat to start, so while we waited we amused ourselves staring at the placards pasted about on the wharf hoardings. Then a large theatrical poster caught my eye and drew me towards it. It announced a grand vice-regal “command” night at one of the principal theatres for that very evening, and further set forth the fact that the most noble the Marquis of Beckenham would be amongst the distinguished company.

“Here we are,” I called to my companion, who was at a little distance. “We’ll certainly go to this. The Marquis of Beckenham shall honour it with his patronage and presence after all.”

We went back to our hotel for dinner, and as soon as it was eaten returned to the city to seek the theatre.

When we entered it the building was crowded, and the arrival of the Government House party was momentarily expected. Presently the Governor and a brilliant party entered the vice-regal box. You may be sure of all that vast concourse of people there were none who stared harder then Beckenham and myself. And it was certainly enough to make any man stare, for there, sitting on her ladyship’s right hand, faultlessly dressed, was the exact image of the young man by my side. The likeness was so extraordinary that for a moment I could hardly believe that Beckenham had not left me to go up and take his seat there. And if I was struck by the resemblance, you may be sure that he was a dozen times more so. Indeed, his bewilderment was most comical, and must have struck those people round us, who were watching, as something altogether extraordinary. I looked again, and could just discern behind the front row the smug, self-satisfied face of the tutor Baxter. Then the play commenced, and we were compelled to turn and give it our attention.

Here I must stop to chronicle one circumstance that throughout the day had struck me as peculiar. When our vessel arrived at Williamstown, it so happened that we had travelled up in the train to Melbourne with a tall, handsome, well-dressed man of about thirty years of age. Whether he, like ourselves, was a new arrival in the Colony, and only passing through Melbourne, I cannot say; at any rate he went on to Sydney in the mail train with us. Then we lost sight of him, only to find him standing near the public library when we had emerged from it that afternoon, and now here he was sitting in the stalls of the theatre not half a dozen chairs from us. Whether this continual companionship was designed or only accidental, I could not of course say, but I must own that I did not like the look of it. Could it be possible, I asked myself, that Nikola, learning our departure for Australia in the Pescadore, had cabled from Port Said to this man to watch us?

The performance over, we left the theatre, and set off for the ferry, only reaching it just as the boat was casting off. As it was I had to jump for it, and on reaching the deck should have fallen in a heap but for a helping hand that was stretched out to me. I looked up to tender my thanks, when to my surprise I discovered that my benefactor was none other than the man to whom I have just been referring. His surprise was even greater than mine, and muttering something about “a close shave,” he turned and walked quickly aft. My mind was now made up, and I accordingly reported my discovery to Beckenham, pointing out the man and warning him to watch for him when he was abroad without me. This he promised to do.

Next morning I donned my best attire (my luggage having safely arrived), and shortly before eleven o’clock bade Beckenham good-bye and betook myself to Potts Point to call upon the Wetherells.

It would be impossible for me to say with what varied emotions I trod that well-remembered street, crossed the garden, and approached the ponderous front door, which somehow had always seemed to me so typical of Mr. Wetherell himself. The same butler who had opened the door to me on the previous occasion opened it now, and when I asked if Miss Wetherell were at home, he gravely answered, “Yes, sir,” and invited me to enter.

I was shown into the drawing-room — a large double chamber beautifully furnished and possessing an elegantly painted ceiling — while the butler went in search of his mistress. A few moments later I heard a light footstep outside, a hand was placed upon the handle of the door, and before I could have counted ten, Phyllis — my Phyllis! — was in the room and in my arms! Over the next five minutes, gentle reader, we will draw a curtain with your kind permission. If you have ever met your sweetheart after an absence of several months, you will readily understand why!

When we had become rational again I led her to a sofa, and, seating myself beside her, asked if her father had in any way relented. At this she looked very unhappy, and for a moment I thought was going to burst into tears.

“Why! What is the matter, Phyllis, my darling?” I cried in sincere alarm. “What is troubling you?”

“Oh, I am so unhappy,” she replied. “Dick, there is a gentleman in Sydney now to whom papa has taken an enormous fancy, and he is exerting all his influence over me to induce me to marry him.”

“The deuce he is, and pray who may — —” but I got no farther in my inquiries, for at that moment I caught the sound of a footstep in the hall, and next moment Mr. Wetherell opened the door. He remained for a brief period looking from one to the other of us without speaking, then he advanced, saying, “Mr. Hatteras, please be so good as to tell me when this persecution will cease? Am I not even to be free of you in my own house. Flesh and blood won’t stand it, I tell you, sir — won’t stand it! You pursued my daughter to England in a most ungentlemanly fashion, and now you have followed her out here again.”

“Just as I shall continue to follow her all my life, Mr. Wetherell,” I replied warmly, “wherever you may take her. I told you on board the Orizaba, months ago, that I loved her: well, I love her ten thousand times more now. She loves me — won’t you hear her tell you so? Why then should you endeavour to keep us apart?”

“Because an alliance with you, sir, is distasteful to me in every possible way. I have other views for my daughter, you must learn.” Here Phyllis could keep silence no longer, and broke in with— “If you mean by that that you will force me into this hateful marriage with a man I despise, papa, you are mistaken. I will marry no one but Mr. Hatteras, and so I warn you.”

“Silence, Miss! How dare you adopt that tone with me! You will do as I wish in this and all other matters, and so we’ll have no more talk about it. Now, Mr. Hatteras, you have heard what I have to say, and I warn you that, if you persist in this conduct, I’ll see if something can’t be found in the law to put a stop to it. Meanwhile, if you show yourself in my grounds again, I’ll have my servants throw you out into the street! Good-day.”

Unjust as his conduct was to me, there was nothing for it but to submit, so picking up my hat I bade poor little frightened Phyllis farewell, and went towards the door. But before taking my departure I was determined to have one final shot at her irascible parent, so I said, “Mr. Wetherell, I have warned you before, and I do so again: your daughter loves me, and, come what may, I will make her my wife. She is her own mistress, and you cannot force her into marrying any one against her will. Neither can you prevent her marrying me if she wishes it. You will be sorry some day that you have behaved like this to me.”

But the only answer he vouchsafed was a stormy one. “Leave my house this instant,” he said. “Not another word, sir, or I’ll call my servants to my assistance!”

The stately old butler opened the front door for me, and assuming as dignified an air as was possible, I went down the drive and passed out into the street.

When I reached home again Beckenham was out, for which I was not sorry, as I wanted to have a good quiet think by myself. So lighting a cigar, I pulled a chair into the verandah and fell to work. But I could make nothing of the situation, save that, by my interview this morning, my position with the father was, if possible, rendered even more hopeless than before. Who was this more fortunate suitor? Would it be any use my going to him and — but no, that was clearly impossible. Could I induce Phyllis to run away with me? That was possible, of course, but I rather doubted if she would care to take such an extreme step until every other means had proved unsuccessful. Then what was to be done? I began to wish that Beckenham would return in order that we might consult together.

Half an hour later our lunch was ready, but still no sign came of the youth. Where could he have got to? I waited an hour and then fell to work. Three o’clock arrived and still no sign — four, five, and even six. By this time I was in a fever of anxiety. I remembered the existence of the man who had followed us from Melbourne, and Beckenham’s trusting good nature. Then and there I resolved, if he did not return before half-past seven, to set off for the nearest police-station and have a search made for him. Slowly the large hand of the clock went round, and when, at the time stated, he had not appeared, I donned my hat and, inquiring the way, set off for the home of the law.

On arriving there and stating my business I was immediately conducted to the inspector in charge, who questioned me very closely as to Beckenham’s appearance, age, profession, etc. Having done this, he said: — 

“But what reason have you, sir, for supposing that the young man has been done away with? He has only been absent from his abode, according to your statement, about eight or nine hours.”

“Simply because,” I answered, “I have the best of reasons for knowing that ever since his arrival in Australia he has been shadowed. This morning he said he would only go for a short stroll before lunch, and I am positively certain, knowing my anxiety about him, he would not have remained away so long of his own accord without communicating with me.”

“Is there any motive you can assign for this shadowing?”

“My friend is heir to an enormous property in England. Perhaps that may assist you in discovering one?”

“Very possibly. But still I am inclined to think you are a little hasty in coming to so terrible a conclusion, Mr. —— ?”

“Hatteras is my name, and I am staying at the General Officer Hotel in Palgrave Street.”

“Well, Mr. Hatteras, if I were you I would go back to your hotel. You will probably find your friend there eating his dinner and thinking about instituting a search for you. If, however, he has not turned up, and does not do so by to-morrow morning, call here again and report the matter, and I will give you every assistance.”

Thanking him for his courtesy I left the station and walked quickly back to the hotel, hoping to find Beckenham safely returned and at his dinner. But when the landlady met me in the verandah, and asked if I had any news of my friend, I realized that a disappointment was in store for me. By this time the excitement and worry were getting too much for me. What with Nikola, the spy, Beckenham, Phyllis, the unknown lover, and old Mr. Wetherell, I had more than enough to keep my brain occupied. I sat down on a chair on the verandah with a sigh and reviewed the whole case. Nine o’clock struck by the time my reverie was finished. Just as I did so a newspaper boy came down the street lustily crying his wares. To divert my mind from its unpleasant thoughts, I called him up and bought an Evening Mercury. Having done so I passed into my sitting-room to read it. The first, second, and third pages held nothing of much interest to me, but on the fourth was an item which was astonishing enough to almost make my hair stand on end. It ran as follows:

IMPORTANT ENGAGEMENT IN HIGH LIFE.

We have it on the very best authority that an engagement will shortly be announced between a certain illustrious young nobleman, now a visitor in our city, and the beautiful daughter of one of Sydney’s most prominent politicians, who has lately returned from a visit to England. The Evening Mercury tenders the young couple their sincerest congratulations.

Could this be the solution of the whole mystery? Could it be that the engagement of Baxter, the telegram, the idea of travel, the drugging, the imprisonment in Port Said, the substitution of the false marquis, were all means to this end? Was is possible that this man, who was masquerading as a man of title, was to marry Phyllis (for there could be no possible doubt as to the person to whom that paragraph referred)? The very thought of such a thing was not to be endured.

There must be no delay now, I told myself, in revealing all I knew. The villains must be unmasked this very night. Wetherell should know all as soon as I could tell him. As I came to this conclusion I crushed my paper into my pocket and set off, without a moment’s delay, for Potts Point. The night was dark, and now a thick drizzle was falling.

Though it really did not take me very long, it seemed an eternity before I reached the house and rang the bell. The butler opened the door, and was evidently surprised to see me. “Is Mr. Wetherell at home?” I asked.

For a moment he looked doubtful as to what he should say, then compromising matters, answered that he would see.

“I know what that means,” I said in reply. “Mr. Wetherell is in, but you don’t think he’ll see me. But he must! I have news for him of the very utmost importance. Will you tell him that?”

He left me and went along the hall and upstairs. Presently he returned, shaking his head.

“I am very sorry, sir, but Mr. Wetherell’s answer is, if you have anything to tell him you must put it in writing; he cannot see you.”

“But he must! In this case I can accept no refusal. Tell him, will you, that the matter upon which I wish to speak to him has nothing whatsoever to do with the request I made to him this morning. I pledge him my word on that.”

Again the butler departed, and once more I was left to cool my heels in the portico. When he returned it was with a smile upon his face. “Mr. Wetherell will be glad if you will step this way, sir.”

I followed him along the hall and up the massive stone staircase. Arriving at the top he opened a door on the left-hand side and announced “Mr. Hatteras.”

I found Mr. Wetherell seated in a low chair opposite the fire, and from the fact that his right foot was resting on a sort of small trestle, I argued that he was suffering from an attack of his old enemy the gout.

“Be good enough to take a chair, Mr. Hatteras,” he said, when the door had been closed. “I must own I am quite at a loss to understand what you can have to tell me of so much importance as to bring you to my house at this time of night.”

“I think I shall be able to satisfy you on that score, Mr. Wetherell,” I replied, taking the Evening Mercury from my pocket and smoothing it out. “In the first place, will you be good enough to tell me if there is any truth in the inference contained in that paragraph.”

I handed the paper to him and pointed to the lines in question. Having put on his glasses he examined it carefully. “I am sorry they should have made it public so soon, I must admit,” he said. “But I don’t deny that there is a considerable amount of truth in what that paragraph reports.”

“You mean by that that you intend to try and marry Phyllis to the Marquis of Beckenham?”

“The young man has paid her a very considerable amount of attention ever since he arrived in the colony, and only last week he did me the honour of confiding his views to me. You see I am candid with you.”

“I thank you for it. I, too, will be candid with you. Mr. Wetherell, you may set your mind at rest at once, this marriage will never take place!”

“And pray be so good as to tell me your reason for such a statement?”

“If you want it bluntly, because the young man now staying at Government House is no more the Marquis of Beckenham than I am. He is a fraud, an impostor, a cheat of the first water, put up to play his part by one of the cleverest scoundrels unhung.”

“Mr. Hatteras, this is really going too far. I can quite understand your being jealous of his lordship, but I cannot understand your having the audacity to bring such a foolish charge against him. I, for one, must decline to listen to it. If he had been the fraud you make him out, how would his tutor have got those letters from his Grace the Duke of Glenbarth? Do you imagine his Excellency the Governor, who has known the family all his life, would not have discovered him ere this? No, no, sir! It won’t do! If you think so, who has schooled him so cleverly? Who has pulled the strings so wonderfully?”

“Why, Nikola, to be sure!”

Had I clapped a revolver to the old gentleman’s head, or had the walls opened and Nikola himself stepped into the room, a greater effect of terror and consternation could not have been produced in the old gentleman’s face than did those five simple words. He fell back in his chair gasping for breath, his complexion became ashen in its pallor, and for a moment his whole nervous system seemed unstrung. I sprang to his assistance, thinking he was going to have a fit, but he waived me off, and when he had recovered himself sufficiently to speak, said hoarsely— “What do you know of Dr. Nikola? Tell me, for God’s sake! — what do you know of him? Quick, quick!”

Thereupon I set to work and told him my story, from the day of my arrival in Sydney from Thursday Island up to the moment of my reaching his house, described my meeting and acquaintance with the real Beckenham, and all the events consequent upon it. He listened, with an awful terror growing in his face, and when I had finished my narrative with the disappearance of my friend he nearly choked.

“Mr. Hatteras,” he gasped, “will you swear this is the truth you are telling me?”

“I solemnly swear it,” I answered. “And will do so in public when and where you please.”

“Then before I do anything else I will beg your pardon for my conduct to you. You have taken a noble revenge. I cannot thank you sufficiently. But there is not a moment to lose. My daughter is at a ball at Government House at the present moment. I should have accompanied her, but my gout would not permit me. Will you oblige me by ringing that bell?”

I rang the bell as requested, and then asked what he intended doing.

“Going off to his Excellency at once, gout or no gout, and telling him what you have told me. If it is as you have said, we must catch these scoundrels and rescue your friend without an instant’s delay!”

Half an hour later we were at Government House waiting in his Excellency’s study for an interview. The music of the orchestra in the ball-room came faintly in to us, and when Lord Amberley entered the room he seemed surprised, as well he might be, to see us. But as soon as he had heard what we had to tell him his expression changed. “Mr. Wetherell, this is a very terrible charge you bring against my guest. Do you think it can possibly be true?”

“I sadly fear so,” said Mr. Wetherell. “But perhaps Mr. Hatteras will tell you the story as he told it to me.”

I did so, and, when I had finished, the Governor went to the door and called a servant.

“Find Lord Beckenham, Johnson, at once, and ask him to be so good as to come to me here. Stay — on second thoughts I’ll go and look for him myself.”

He went off, leaving us alone again to listen to the ticking of the clock upon the mantelpiece, and to wonder what was going to happen next. Five minutes went by and then ten, but still he did not return. When he did so it was with a still more serious countenance.

“You are evidently right, gentlemen. Neither the spurious marquis, nor his tutor, Mr. Baxter, can be found anywhere. I have discovered, too, that all their valuables and light luggage have been smuggled out of the house to-night without the knowledge of my servants. This is a terrible business. But I have given instructions, and the police will be communicated with at once. Now we must do our best to find the real Beckenham.”

“Lord Amberley,” said Wetherell, in a choking voice, “do you think one of your servants could tell my daughter to come to me at once? I am not feeling very well.”

The Governor hesitated a moment, and then said — 

“I am sorry to say, Mr. Wetherell, your daughter left the House an hour ago. A message was brought to her that you had been suddenly taken ill and needed her. She went off at once.”

Wetherell’s anxiety was piteous to see.

“My God!” he cried in despair. “If that is so, I am ruined. This is Nikola’s revenge.”

Then he uttered a curious little sigh, moved a step forward, and fell in a dead faint upon the floor.


CHAPTER II

ON THE TRAIL
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AS SOON AS Wetherell was able to speak again he said as feebly as an old man of ninety, “Take me home, Mr. Hatteras, take me home, and let us think out together what is best to be done to rescue my poor child.”

The Governor rose to his feet and gave him his arm.

“I think you’re right, Mr. Wetherell,” he said. “It is of course just probable that you will find your daughter at her home when you arrive. God grant she may be! But in case she is not I will communicate all I know to the Police Commissioner on his arrival, and send him and his officers on to you. We must lose no time if we wish to catch these scoundrels.” Then turning to me, he continued: “Mr. Hatteras, it is owing to your promptness that we are able to take such early steps. I shall depend upon your further assistance in this matter.”

“You may do so with perfect confidence,” I answered. “If you knew all you would understand that I am more anxious perhaps than any one to discover the whereabouts of the young lady and my unfortunate friend.”

Next moment we were being whirled down the drive at a pace which at any other time I should have thought dangerous. Throughout the journey we sat almost silent, wrapped in our anxieties and forebodings; hoping almost against hope that when we arrived at Potts Point we should find Phyllis awaiting us there. At last we turned into the grounds, and on reaching the house I sprang out and rang the bell, then I went down to help my companion to alight. The butler opened the door and descended the steps to take the rugs. Wetherell stopped him almost angrily, crying:

“Where is your mistress? Has she come home?”

The expression of surprise on the man’s face told me, before he had time to utter a word, that our hopes were not to be realized. “Miss Phyllis, sir?” the man said. “Why, she’s at the ball.”

Wetherell turned from him with a deep sigh, and taking my arm went heavily up the steps into the hall.

“Come to my study, Mr. Hatteras,” he said, “and let me confer with you. For God’s sake don’t desert me in my hour of need!”

“You need have no fear of that,” I answered. “If it is bad for you, think what it is for me.” And then we went upstairs together.

Reaching his study, Mr. Wetherell led the way in and sat down. I went across to the hearthrug and stood before him. “Now,” I said, “we must think this out from the very beginning, and to do that properly we must consider every detail. Have you any objection to answering my questions?”

“Ask any questions you like,” he replied, “and I will answer them.”

“In the first place, then, how soon after his arrival in the colony did your daughter get to know that sham Beckenham?”

“Three days,” he answered.

“At a dance, dinner party, picnic, or what?”

“At none of these things. The young man, it appears, had seen my daughter in the street, and having been struck with her beauty asked one of the aides-de-camp at Government House, with whom we are on intimate terms, to bring him to call. At the time, I remember, I thought it a particularly friendly action on his part.”

“I don’t doubt it,” I answered. “Well that, I think, should tell us one thing.”

“And what is that?”

“That his instructions were to get to know your daughter without delay.”

“But what could his reason have been?”

“Ah, that I cannot tell you just yet. Now you must pardon what I am going to say: do you think he was serious in his intentions regarding Phyllis — I mean your daughter?”

“Perfectly, as far as I could tell. His desire, he said, was, if she would have him, to be allowed to marry her on his twenty-first birthday, which would be next week, and in proof of permission he showed me a cablegram from his father.”

“A forgery, I don’t doubt. Well, then, the only construction I can put upon it is that the arrival of the real Beckenham in Sydney must have frightened him, thus compelling the gang to resort to other means of obtaining possession of her at once. Now our next business must be to find out how that dastardly act was accomplished. May I ring the bell and have up the coachman who drove your daughter to the ball?”

“By all means. Please act in every way in this matter as if this house were your own.”

I rang the bell, and when the butler appeared to answer it Mr. Wetherell instructed him to find the man I wanted and send him up. The servant left the room again, and for five minutes we awaited his reappearance in silence. When he did come back he said, “Thompson has not come home yet, sir.”

“Not come home yet! Why, it’s nearly eleven o’clock! Send him in directly he arrives. Hark! What bell is that?”

“Front door, sir.”

“Go down and answer it then, and if it should be the Commissioner of Police show him up here at once.”

As it turned out it was not the Commissioner of Police, but an Inspector.

“Good-evening,” said Mr. Wetherell. “You have come from Government House, I presume?”

“Exactly so, sir,” replied the Inspector. “His Excellency gave us some particulars and then sent us on.”

“You know the nature of the case?”

“His Excellency informed us himself.”

“And what steps have you taken?”

“Well, sir, to begin with, we have given orders for a thorough search throughout the city and suburbs for the tutor and the sham nobleman, at the same time more men are out looking for the real Lord Beckenham. We are also trying to find your coachman, who was supposed to have driven Miss Wetherell away from Government House, and also the carriage, which is certain to be found before very long.”

He had hardly finished speaking before there was another loud ring at the bell, and presently the butler entered once more. Crossing to Mr. Wetherell, he said — 

“Two policemen are at the front door, and they have brought Thompson home, sir.”

“Ah! We are likely to have a little light thrown upon the matter now. Let them bring him up here.”

“He’s not in a very nice state, sir.”

“Never mind that. Bring him up here, instantly!”

Again the butler departed, and a few moments later heavy footsteps ascended the stairs and approached the study door. Then two stalwart policemen entered the room supporting between them a miserable figure in coachman’s livery. His hat and coat were gone and his breeches were stained with mud, while a large bruise totally obscured his left eye.

“Stand him over there opposite me,” said Mr. Wetherell, pointing to the side of the room furthest from the door. The policemen did as they were ordered, while the man looked more dead than alive.

“Now, Thompson,” said Wetherell, looking sternly at him, “what have you got to say for yourself?”

But the man only groaned. Seeing that in his present state he could say nothing, I went across to the table and mixed him a glass of grog. When I gave it to him he drank it eagerly. It seemed to sharpen his wits, for he answered instantly — 

“It wasn’t my fault, sir. If I’d only ha’ known what their game was I’d have been killed afore I’d have let them do anything to hurt the young lady. But they was too cunnin’ for me, sir.”

“Be more explicit, sir!” said Wetherell sternly. “Don’t stand there whining, but tell your story straight-forwardly and at once.”

The poor wretch pulled himself together and did his best. “It was in this way, sir,” he began. “Last week I was introduced by a friend of mine to as nice a spoken man as ever I saw. He was from England, he said and having a little money thought he’d like to try his ‘and at a bit o’ racing in Australia, like. He was on the look-out for a smart man, he said, who’d be able to put him up to a wrinkle or two, and maybe train for him later on. He went on to say that he’d ‘eard a lot about me, and thought I was just the man for his money. Well, we got more and more friendly till the other night, Monday, when he said as how he’d settled on a farm a bit out in the country, and was going to sign the agreement, as they called it, for to rent it next day. He was goin’ to start a stud farm and trainin’ establishment combined, and would I take the billet of manager at three ‘undred a year? Anyway, as he said, ‘Don’t be in a ‘urry to decide; take your time and think it over. Meet me at the Canary Bird ‘Otel on Thursday night (that’s to-night, sir) and give me your decision.’ Well, sir, I drove Miss Wetherell to Government ‘Ouse, sir, according to orders, and then, comin’ ‘ome, went round by the Canary Bird, to give ‘im my answer, thinkin’ no ‘arm could ever come of it. When I drove up he was standin’ at the door smoking his cigar, an’ bein’ an affable sort of fellow, invited me inside to take a drink. ‘I don’t like to leave the box,’ I said. ‘Oh, never mind your horse,’ says he. ‘‘Ere’s a man as will stand by it for five minutes.’ He gave a respectable lookin’ chap, alongside the lamp-post, a sixpence, and he ‘eld the ‘orse; so in I went. When we got inside I was for goin’ to the bar, but ‘e says, ‘No. This is an important business matter, and we don’t want to be over’eard.’ With that he leads the way into a private room at the end of the passage and shuts the door. ‘What’s yours?’ says he. ‘A nobbler o’ rum,’ says I. Then he orders a nobbler of rum for me and a nobbler of whisky for ‘imself. And when it was brought we sat talkin’ of the place he’d thought o’ takin’ an’ the ‘orses he was goin’ to buy, an’ then ‘e says, ‘‘Ullo! Somebody listenin’ at the door. I ‘eard a step. Jump up and look.’ I got up and ran to the door, but there was nobody there, so I sat down again and we went on talking. Then he says, takin’ up his glass: ‘‘Ere’s to your ‘ealth, Mr. Thompson, and success to the farm.’ We both drank it an’ went on talkin’ till I felt that sleepy I didn’t know what to do. Then I dropped off, an’ after that I don’t remember nothin’ of what ‘appened till I woke up in the Domain, without my hat and coat, and found a policeman shakin’ me by the shoulder.”

“The whole thing is as plain as daylight,” cried Wetherell bitterly. “It is a thoroughly organized conspiracy, having me for its victim. Oh, my poor little girlie! What has my obstinacy brought you to!”

Seeing the old man in this state very nearly broke me down, but I mastered myself with an effort and addressed a question to the unfortunate coachman — 

“Pull yourself together, Thompson, and tell me as correctly as you can what this friend of yours was like.”

I fully expected to hear him give an exact description of the man who had followed us from Melbourne, but I was mistaken.

“I don’t know, sir,” said Thompson, “as I could rightly tell you, my mind being still a bit dizzy-like. He was tall, but not by any manner of means big made; he had very small ‘ands ‘an feet, a sort o’ what they call death’s-’ead complexion; ‘is ‘air was black as soot, an’ so was ‘is eyes, an’ they sparkled like two diamonds.”

“Do you remember noticing if he had a curious gold ring on his little finger, like a snake?”

“He had, sir, with two eyes made of some black stone. That’s just as true as you’re born.”

“Then it was Nikola,” I cried in an outburst of astonishment, “and he followed us to Australia after all!”

Wetherell gave a deep sigh that was more like a groan than anything; then he became suddenly a new man.

“Mr. Inspector,” he cried to the police officer, “that man, or traces of him, must be found before daylight. I know him, and he is as slippery as an eel; if you lose a minute he’ll be through your fingers.”

“One moment first,” I cried. “Tell me this, Thompson: when you drove up to the Canary Bird Hotel where did you say this man was standing?”

“In the verandah, sir.”

“Had he his hat on?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And then you went towards the bar, but it was crowded, so he took you to a private room?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And once there he began giving you the details of this farm he proposed starting. Did he work out any figures on paper?”

“Yes, sir.”

“On what?”

“On a letter or envelope; I’m not certain which.”

“Which of course he took from his pocket?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Very good,” I said. Then turning to the police officer, “Now, Mr. Inspector, shall we be off to the Canary Bird?”

“If you wish it, sir. In the meantime I’ll send instructions back by these men to the different stations. Before breakfast time we must have the man who held the horse.”

“You don’t know him, I suppose?” I asked Thompson.

“No, sir; but I’ve seen him before,” he answered.

“He’s a Sydney fellow, then?”

“Oh yes, sir.”

“Then there should be no difficulty in catching him. Now let us be going.”

Mr. Wetherell rose to accompany us, but hard though it was to stop him I eventually succeeded in dissuading him from such a course.

“But you will let me know directly you discover anything, won’t you, Mr. Hatteras?” he cried as we were about to leave the room. “Think of my anxiety.”

I gave my promise and then, accompanied by the Inspector, left the house. Hailing a passing cab we jumped into it and told the driver to proceed as fast as he could to the hotel in question. Just as we started a clock in the neighbourhood struck twelve. Phyllis had been in Nikola’s hands three hours.

Pulling up opposite the Canary Bird (the place where the coachman had been drugged), we jumped out and bade the cabman wait. The hotel was in complete darkness, and it was not until we had pealed the bell twice that we succeeded in producing any sign of life. Then the landlord, half dressed, carrying a candle in his hand, came downstairs and called out to know who was there and what we wanted. My companion immediately said “Police,” and in answer to that magic word the door was unbarred.

“Good-evening, Mr. Bartrell,” said the Inspector. “May we come in for a moment on business?”

“Certainly, Mr. Inspector,” said the landlord, who evidently knew my companion. “But isn’t this rather late for a call. I hope there is nothing the matter?”

“Nothing much,” returned the Inspector: “only we want to make a few inquiries about a man who was here to-night, and for whom we are looking.”

“If that is so I’m afraid I must call my barman. I was not in the bar this evening. If you’ll excuse me I’ll go and bring him down. In the meantime make yourselves comfortable.”

He left us to kick our heels in the hall while he went upstairs again. In about ten minutes, and just as my all-consuming impatience was well-nigh getting the better of me, he returned, bringing with him the sleepy barman.

“These gentlemen want some information about a man who was here to-night,” the landlord said by way of introduction. “Perhaps you can give it?”

“What was he like, sir?” asked the barman of the Inspector. The latter, however, turned to me.

“Tall, slim, with a sallow complexion,” I said, “black hair and very dark restless eyes. He came in here with the Hon. Sylvester Wetherell’s coachman.”

The man seemed to recollect him at once.

“I remember him,” he said. “They sat in No. 5 down the passage there, and the man you mention ordered a nobbler of rum and a whisky.”

“That’s the fellow we want,” said the Inspector. “Now tell me this, have you ever seen him in here before?”

“Never once,” said the barman, “and that’s a solemn fact, because if I had I couldn’t have forgotten it. His figure-head wouldn’t let you do that. No, sir, to-night was the first night he’s ever been in the Canary Bird.”

“Did any one else visit them while they were in the room together?”

“Not as I know of. But stay, I’m not so certain. Yes; I remember seeing a tall, good-looking chap come down the passage and go in there. But it was some time, half an hour maybe, after I took in the drinks.”

“Did you see him come out again?”

“No. But I know the coachman got very drunk, and had to be carried out to the carriage.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I saw the other two doing it.”

The Inspector turned to me.

“Not very satisfactory, is it?”

“No,” I answered. “But do you mind letting us look into No. 5 — the room they occupied?”

“Not at all,” said the landlord. “Come with me.”

So saying he led the way down the passage to a little room on the right-hand side, the door of which he threw open with a theatrical flourish. It was in pitch darkness, but a few seconds later the gas was lit and we could see all that it contained. A small table stood in the centre of the room, and round the walls were ranged two or three wooden chairs. A small window was at the further end and a fireplace opposite the door. On the table was a half-smoked cigar and a torn copy of the Evening Mercury. But that was not what I wanted, so I went down on my hands and knees and looked about upon the floor. Presently I descried a small ball of paper near the grate. Picking it up I seated myself at the table and turned to the barman, who was watching my movements attentively.

“Was this room used by any other people after the party we are looking for left?”

“No, sir. There was nobody in either of these two bottom rooms.”

“You are quite certain of that?”

“Perfectly certain.”

I took up the ball of paper, unrolled it and spread it out upon the table. To my disgust it was only the back half of an envelope, and though it had a few figures dotted about upon it, was of no possible use to us.

“Nothing there?” asked the Inspector.

“Nothing at all,” I answered bitterly, “save a few incomprehensible figures.”

“Well, in that case, we’d better be getting up to the station and see if they’ve discovered anything yet.”

“Come along, then,” I answered. “We must be quick though, for we’ve lost a lot of precious time, and every minute counts.”

I took up the Evening Mercury and followed him out to the cab, after having sincerely thanked the hotel proprietor and the barman for their courtesy. The Inspector gave the driver his orders and we set off. As we went we discussed our next movements, and while we were doing so I idly glanced at the paper I held in my hand. There was a lamp in the cab, and the light showed me on the bottom right-hand corner a round blue india-rubber stamp mark, “W. E. Maxwell, stationer and newsagent, 23, Ipswell Street, Woolahra.”

“Stop the cab!” I almost shouted. “Tell the man to drive us back to the Canary Bird quickly.”

The order was given, the cab faced round, and in less than a minute we were on our way back.

“What’s up now?” asked the astonished Inspector.

“Only that I believe I’ve got a clue,” I cried.

I did not explain any further, and in five minutes we had brought the landlord downstairs again.

“I’m sorry to trouble you in this fashion,” I cried, “but life and death depend on it. I want you to let me see No. 5 again.”

He conducted us to the room, and once more the gas was lit. The small strip of envelope lay upon the table just as I had thrown it down. I seated myself and again looked closely at it. Then I sprang to my feet.

“I thought so!” I cried excitedly, pointing to the paper; “I told you I had a clue. Now, Mr. Inspector, who wrote those figures?”

“The man you call Nikola, I suppose.”

“That’s right. Now who would have bought this newspaper? You must remember that Thompson only left his box to come in here.”

“Nikola, I suppose.”

“Very good. Then according to your own showing Nikola owned this piece of envelope and this Evening Mercury. If that is certain, look here!”

He came round and looked over my shoulder. I pointed to what was evidently part of the gummed edge of the top of the envelope. On it were these three important words, “ —— swell Street, Woolahra.”

“Well,” he said, “what about it?”

“Why, look here!” I said, as I opened the Evening Mercury and pointed to the stamp-mark at the bottom. “The man who bought this newspaper at Mr. Maxwell’s shop also bought this envelope there. The letters ‘swell’ before ‘street’ constitute the last half of Ipswell, the name of the street. If that man be Nikola, as we suspect, the person who served him is certain to remember him, and it is just within the bounds of possibility he may know his address.”

“That’s so,” said the Inspector, struck with the force of my argument. “I know Mr. Maxwell’s shop, and our best plan will be to go on there as fast as we can.”

Again thanking the landlord for his civility, we returned to our cab and once more set off, this time for Mr. Maxwell’s shop in Ipswell Street. By the time we reached it it was nearly three o’clock, and gradually growing light. As the cab drew up alongside the curb the Inspector jumped out and rang the bell at the side door. It was opened after awhile by a shock-headed youth, who stared at us in sleepy astonishment.

“Does Mr. Maxwell live at the shop?” asked the Inspector.

“No, sir.”

“Where then?”

“Ponson Street — third house on the left-hand side.”

“Thank you.”

Once more we jumped into the cab and rattled off. It seemed to me, so anxious and terrified was I for my darling’s safety, that we were fated never to get the information we wanted; the whole thing was like some nightmare, in which, try how I would to move, every step was clogged.

A few minutes’ drive brought us to Ponson Street, and we drew up at the third house on the left-hand side. It was a pretty little villa, with a nice front garden and a creeper-covered verandah. We rang the bell and waited. Presently we heard some one coming down the passage, and a moment later the door was unlocked.

“Who is there?” cried a voice from within.

“Police,” said my companion as before.

The door was immediately opened, and a very small sandy-complexioned man, dressed in a flaring suit of striped pyjamas, stood before us. “Is anything wrong, gentlemen?” he asked nervously.

“Nothing to affect you, Mr. Maxwell,” my companion replied. “We only want a little important information, if you can give it us. We are anxious to discover a man’s whereabouts before daylight, and we have been led to believe that you are the only person who can give us the necessary clue.”

“Good gracious! But I shall be happy to serve you if I can,” the little man answered, leading the way into his dining-room with an air of importance his appearance rather belied. “What is it?”

“Well, it’s this,” I replied, producing the piece of envelope and the Evening Mercury. “You see these letters on the top of this paper, don’t you?” He nodded, his attention at once secured by seeing his own name. “Well, that envelope was evidently purchased in your shop. So was this newspaper.”

“How can you tell that?”

“In the case of the envelope, by these letters; in that of the paper, by your rubber stamp on the bottom.”

“Ah! Well, now, and in what way can I help you?”

“We want to know the address of the man who bought them.”

“That will surely be difficult. Can you give me any idea of what he was like?”

“Tall, slightly foreign in appearance, distinctly handsome, sallow complexion, very dark eyes, black hair, small hands and feet.”

As my description progressed the little man’s face brightened. Then he cried with evident triumph— “I know the man; he came into the shop yesterday afternoon.”

“And his address is?”

His face fell again. His information was not quite as helpful as he had expected it would be.

“There I can’t help you, I’m sorry to say. He bought a packet of paper and envelopes and the Evening Mercury and then left the shop. I was so struck by his appearance that I went to the door and watched him cross the road.”

“And in which direction did he go?”

“Over to Podgers’ chemist shop across the way. That was the last I saw of him.”

“I’m obliged to you, Mr. Maxwell,” I said, shaking him by the hand. “But I’m sorry you can’t tell us something more definite about him.” Then turning to the Inspector: “I suppose we had better go off and find Podgers. But if we have to spend much more time in rushing about like this we shall be certain to lose them altogether.”

“Let us be off to Podgers’, then, as fast as we can go.”

Bidding Mr. Maxwell good-bye, we set off again, and in ten minutes had arrived at the shop and had Mr. Podgers downstairs. We explained our errand briefly, and gave a minute description of the man we wanted.

“I remember him perfectly,” said the sedate Podgers. “He came into my shop last night and purchased a bottle of chloroform.”

“You made him sign the poison book, of course?”

“Naturally I did, Mr. Inspector. Would you like to see his signature?”

“Very much,” we both answered at once, and the book was accordingly produced.

Podgers ran his finger down the list.

“Brown, Williams, Davis — ah! here it is. ‘Chloroform: J. Venneage, 22, Calliope Street, Woolahra.’”

“Venneage!” I cried. “Why, that’s not his name!”

“Very likely not,” replied Podgers; “but it’s the name he gave me.”

“Never mind, we’ll try 22, Calliope Street, on the chance,” said the Inspector.

Again we drove off, this time at increased pace. In less than fifteen minutes we had turned into the street we wanted, and pulled up about a hundred yards from the junction. It was a small thoroughfare, with a long line of second-class villa residences on either side. A policeman was sauntering along on the opposite side of the way, and the Inspector called him over. He saluted respectfully, and waited to be addressed.

“What do you know of number 22?” asked the Inspector briefly. The constable considered for a few moments, and then said — 

“Well, to tell you the truth, sir, I didn’t know until yesterday that it was occupied.”

“Have you seen anybody about there?”

“I saw three men go in just as I came on the beat to-night.”

“What were they like?”

“Well, I don’t know that I looked much at them. They were all pretty big, and they seemed to be laughing and enjoying themselves.”

“Did they! Well, we must go in there and have a look at them. You had better come with us.”

We walked on down the street till we arrived at No. 22. Then opening the gate we went up the steps to the hall door. It was quite light enough by this time to enable us to see everything distinctly. The Inspector gave the bell a good pull and the peal re-echoed inside the house. But not a sound of any living being came from within in answer. Again the bell was pulled, and once more we waited patiently, but with the same result.

“Either there’s nobody at home or they refuse to hear,” said the Inspector. “Constable, you remain where you are and collar the first man you see. Mr. Hatteras, we will go round to the back and try to effect an entrance from there.”

We left the front door, and finding a path reached the yard. The house was only a small one, with a little verandah at the rear on to which the back door opened. On either side of the door were two fair-sized windows, and by some good fortune it chanced that the catch of one of these was broken.

Lifting the sash up, the Inspector jumped into the room, and as soon as he was through I followed him. Then we looked about us. The room, however, was destitute of furniture or occupants.

“I don’t hear anybody about,” my companion said, opening the door that led into the hall. Just at that moment I heard a sound, and touching his arm signed to him to listen. We both did so, and surely enough there came again the faint muttering of a human voice. In the half-dark of the hall it sounded most uncanny.

“Somebody in one of the front rooms,” said the Inspector. “I’ll slip along and open the front door, bring in the man from outside, and then we’ll burst into the room and take our chance of capturing them.”

He did as he proposed, and when the constable had joined us we moved towards the room on the left.

Again the mutterings came from the inside, and the Inspector turned the handle of the door. It was locked, however. “Let me burst it in,” I whispered.

He nodded, and I accordingly put my shoulder against it, and bringing my strength to bear sent it flying in.

Then we rushed into the room, to find it, at first glance, empty. Just at that moment, however, the muttering began again, and we looked towards the darkest corner; somebody was there, lying on the ground. I rushed across and knelt down to look. It was Beckenham; his mouth gagged and his hands and feet bound. The noise we had heard was that made by him trying to call us to his assistance.

In less time than it takes to tell I had cut his bonds and helped him to sit up. Then I explained to the Inspector who he was.

“Thank God you’re found!” I cried. “But what does it all mean? How long have you been like this? and where is Nikola?”

“I don’t know how long I’ve been here,” he answered, “and I don’t know where Nikola is.”

“But you must know something about him!” I cried. “For Heaven’s sake tell me all you can! I’m in awful trouble, and your story may give me the means of saving a life that is dearer to me than my own.”

“Get me something to drink first, then,” he replied; “I’m nearly dying of thirst; after that I’ll tell you.”

Fortunately I had had the foresight to put a flask of whisky into my pocket, and I now took it out and gave him a stiff nobbler. It revived him somewhat, and he prepared to begin his tale. But the Inspector interrupted — 

“Before you commence, my lord, I must send word to the Commissioner that you have been found.”

He wrote a message on a piece of paper and despatched the constable with it. Having done so he turned to Beckenham and said — 

“Now, my lord, pray let us hear your story.”

Beckenham forthwith commenced.


CHAPTER III

LORD BECKENHAM’S STORY
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“WHEN YOU LEFT me, Mr. Hatteras, I remained in the house for half an hour or so reading. Then, thinking no harm could possibly come of it, I started out for a little excursion on my own account. It was about half-past eleven then.

“Leaving the hotel I made for the ferry and crossed Darling Harbour to Millers Point; then, setting myself for a good ramble, off I went through the city, up one street and down another, to eventually bring up in the botanical gardens. The view was so exquisite that I sat myself down on a seat and resigned myself to rapturous contemplation of it. How long I remained there I could not possibly say. I only know that while I was watching the movements of a man-o’-war in the cove below me I became aware, by intuition — for I did not look at him — that I was the object of close scrutiny by a man standing some little distance from me. Presently I found him drawing closer to me, until he came boldly up and seated himself beside me. He was a queer-looking little chap, in some ways not unlike my old tutor Baxter, with a shrewd, clean-shaven face, grey hair, bushy eyebrows, and a long and rather hooked nose. He was well dressed, and when we had been sitting side by side for some minutes he turned to me and said — 

“‘It is a beautiful picture we have spread before us, is it not?’

“‘It is, indeed,’ I answered. ‘And what a diversity of shipping!’

“‘You may well say that,’ he continued. ‘It would be an interesting study, would it not, to make a list of all the craft that pass in and out of this harbour in a day — to put down the places where they were built and whence they hail, the characters of their owners and commanders, and their errands about the world. What a book it would make, would it not? Look at that man-o’-war in Farm Cove; think of the money she cost, think of where that money came from — the rich people who paid without thinking, the poor who dreaded the coming of the tax collector like a visit from the Evil One; imagine the busy dockyard in which she was built — can’t you seem to hear the clang of the riveters and the buzzing of the steam saws? Then take that Norwegian boat passing the fort there; think of her birthplace in far Norway, think of the places she has since seen, imagine her masts growing in the forests on the mountain side of lonely fiords, where the silence is so intense that a stone rolling down and dropping into the water echoes like thunder.’

“He went on like this for some time, until I said: ‘You seem to have studied it very carefully.’

“‘Perhaps I have,’ he answered. ‘I am deeply interested in the life of the sea — few more so. Are you a stranger in New South Wales?’

“‘Quite a stranger,’ I replied. ‘I only arrived in Australia a few days since.’

“‘Indeed! Then you have to make the acquaintance of many entrancing beauties yet. Forgive my impertinence, but if you are on a tour, let me recommend you to see the islands before you return home.’

“‘The South-Sea Islands, I presume you mean?’ I said.

“‘Yes; the bewitching islands of the Southern Seas! The most entrancingly beautiful spots on God’s beautiful earth! See them before you go. They will amply repay any trouble it may cost you to reach them.’

“‘I should like to see them very much,’ I answered.

“‘Perhaps you are interested in them already?’ he continued.

“‘Very much indeed,’ I replied.

“‘Then, in that case, I may not be considered presumptuous if I offer to assist you. I am an old South-Sea merchant myself, and I have amassed a large collection of beautiful objects from the islands. If you would allow me the pleasure I should be delighted to show them to you.’

“‘I should like to see them very much indeed,’ I answered, thinking it extremely civil of him.

“‘If you have time we might perhaps go and over-haul them now. My house is but a short distance from the Domain, and my carriage is waiting at the gates.’

“‘I shall be delighted,’ I said, thinking there could be no possible harm in my accepting his invitation.

“‘But before we go, may I be allowed to introduce myself?’ the old gentleman said, taking a card-case from his pocket and withdrawing a card. This he handed to me, and on it I read — 

‘Mr. Mathew Draper.’

“‘I am afraid I have no card to offer you in return,’ I said; ‘but I am the Marquis of Beckenham.’

“‘Indeed! Then I am doubly honoured,’ the old gentleman said, with a low bow. ‘Now shall we wend our way up towards my carriage?’

“We did so, chatting as we went. At the gates a neat brougham was waiting for us, and in it we took our places. “‘Home,’ cried my host, and forthwith we set off down the street. Up one thoroughfare and down another we passed, until I lost all count of our direction. Throughout the drive my companion talked away in his best style; commented on the architecture of the houses, had many queer stories to tell of the passers-by, and in many other ways kept my attention engaged till the carriage came to a standstill before a small but pretty villa in a quiet street.

“Mr. Draper immediately alighted, and when I had done so, dismissed his coachman, who drove away as we passed through the little garden and approached the dwelling. The front door was opened by a dignified man-servant, and we entered. The hall, which was a spacious one for so small a dwelling, was filled with curios and weapons, but I had small time for observing them, as my host led me towards a room at the back. As we entered it he said ‘I make you welcome to my house, my lord. I hope, now that you have taken the trouble to come, I shall be able to show you something that will repay your visit.’ Thereupon, bidding me seat myself for a few moments, he excused himself and left the room. When he returned he began to do the honours of the apartment. First we examined a rack of Australian spears, nulla-nullas, and boomerangs, then another containing New Zealand hatchets and clubs. After this we crossed to a sort of alcove where reposed in cases a great number of curios collected from the further islands of the Pacific. I was about to take up one of these when the door on the other side of the room opened and some one entered. At first I did not look round, but hearing the new-comer approaching me I turned, to find myself, to my horrified surprise, face to face with Dr. Nikola. He was dressed entirely in black, his coat was buttoned and displayed all the symmetry of his peculiar figure, while his hair seemed blacker and his complexion even paler than before. He had evidently been prepared for my visit, for he held out his hand and greeted me without a sign of astonishment upon his face.

“‘This is indeed a pleasure, my lord,’ he said, still with his hand out-stretched, looking hard at me with his peculiar cat-like eyes. ‘I did not expect to see you again so soon. And you are evidently a little surprised at meeting me.’

“‘I am more than surprised,’ I answered bitterly. ‘I am horribly mortified and angry.’

“Mr. Draper said nothing, but Dr. Nikola dropped into a chair and spoke for him.

“‘You must not blame my old friend Draper,’ he said suavely. ‘We have been wondering for the last twenty-four hours how we might best get hold of you, and the means we have employed so successfully seemed the only possible way. Have no fear, my lord, you shall not be hurt. In less than twenty-four hours you will enjoy the society of your energetic friend Mr. Hatteras again.’

“‘What is your reason for abducting me like this?’ I asked. ‘You are foolish to do so, for Mr. Hatteras will leave no stone unturned to find me.’

“‘I do not doubt that at all,’ said Dr. Nikola quietly; ‘but I think Mr. Hatteras will find he will have all his work cut out for him this time.’

“‘If you imagine that your plans are not known in Sydney you are mistaken,’ I cried. ‘The farce you are playing at Government House is detected, and Mr. Hatteras, directly he finds I am lost, will go to Lord Amberley, and reveal everything.’

“‘I have not the slightest objection,’ returned Dr. Nikola quietly. ‘By the time Mr. Hatteras can take those steps — indeed, by the time he discovers your absence at all — we shall be beyond his reach.’

“I could not follow his meaning, of course, but while he had been speaking I had been looking stealthily round me for a means of escape. The only way out of the room was, of course, by the door, but both Nikola and his ally were between me and that. Then a big stone hatchet hanging on the wall near me caught my eye. Hardly had I seen it before an idea flashed through my brain. Supposing I seized it and fought my way out. The door of the room stood open, and I noticed with delight that the key was in the lock on the outside. One rush, armed with the big hatchet, would take me into the passage; then before my foes could recover their wits I might be able to turn the key, and, having locked them in, make my escape from the house.

“Without another thought I made up my mind, sprang to the wall, wrenched down the hatchet, and prepared for my rush. But by the time I had done it both Nikola and Draper were on their feet.

“‘Out of my way!’ I cried, raising my awful weapon aloft. ‘Stop me at your peril!’

“With my hatchet in the air I looked at Nikola. He was standing rigidly erect, with one arm out-stretched, the hand pointing at me. His eyes glared like living coals, and when he spoke his voice came from between his teeth like a serpent’s hiss.

“‘Put down that axe!’ he said.

“With that the old horrible fear of him which had seized me on board ship came over me again. His eyes fascinated me so that I could not look away from them. I put down the hatchet without another thought. Still he gazed at me in the same hideous fashion.

“‘Sit down in that chair,’ he said quietly. ‘You cannot disobey me.’ And indeed I could not. My heart was throbbing painfully, and an awful dizziness was creeping over me. Still I could not get away from those terrible eyes. They seemed to be growing larger and fiercer every moment. Oh! I can feel the horror of them even now. As I gazed his white right hand was moving to and fro before me with regular sweeps, and with each one I felt my own will growing weaker and weaker. That I was being mesmerized, I had no doubt, but if I had been going to be murdered I could not have moved a finger to save myself.

“Then there came a sudden but imperative knock at the door, and both Nikola and Draper rose. Next moment the man whom we had noticed in the train as we came up from Melbourne, and against whom you, Mr. Hatteras, had warned me in Sydney, entered the room. He crossed and stood respectfully before Nikola.

“‘Well, Mr. Eastover, what news?’ asked the latter. ‘Have you done what I told you?’

“‘Everything,’ the man answered, taking an envelope from his pocket. ‘Here is the letter you wanted.’

“Nikola took it from his subordinate’s hand, broke the seal, and having withdrawn the contents, read it carefully. All this time, seeing resistance was quite useless, I did not move. I felt too sick and giddy for anything. When he had finished his correspondence Nikola said something in an undertone to Draper, who immediately left the room. During the time he was absent none of us spoke. Presently he returned, bringing with him a wine glass filled with water, which he presented to Nikola.

“‘Thank you,’ said that gentleman, feeling in his waistcoat pocket. Presently he found what he wanted and produced what looked like a small silver scent-bottle. Unscrewing the top, he poured from it into the wine glass a few drops of some dark-coloured liquid. Having done this he smelt it carefully and then handed it to me. ‘I must ask you to drink this, my lord,’ he said. ‘You need have no fear of the result: it is perfectly harmless.’

“Did ever man hear such a cool proposition? Very naturally I declined to do as he wished.

“‘You must drink it!’ he reiterated. ‘Pray do so at once. I have no time to waste bandying words.’

“‘I will not drink it!’ I cried, rising to my feet, and prepared to make a fight for it if need should be.

“Once more those eyes grew terrible, and once more that hand began to make the passes before my face. Again I felt the dizziness stealing over me. His will was growing every moment too strong for me. I could not resist him. So when he once more said, ‘Drink!’ I took the glass and did as I was ordered. After that I remember seeing Nikola, Draper, and the man they called Eastover engaged in earnest conversation on the other side of the room. I remember Nikola crossing to where I sat and gazing steadfastly into my face, and after that I recollect no more until I came to my senses in this room, to find myself bound and gagged. For what seemed like hours I lay in agony, then I heard footsteps in the verandah, and next moment the sound of voices. I tried to call for help, but could utter no words. I thought you would go away without discovering me, but fortunately for me you did not do so. Now, Mr. Hatteras, I have told you everything.”

For some time after the Marquis had concluded his strange story both the Inspector and I sat in deep thought. That Beckenham had been kidnapped in order that he should be out of the way while the villainous plot for abducting Phyllis was being enacted there could be no doubt. But why had he been chosen? and what clues were we to gather from what he had told us? I turned to the Inspector and said — 

“What do you think will be the best course for us to pursue now?”

“I have been wondering myself. I think, as there is nothing to be learned from this house, the better plan would be for you two gentlemen to go back to Mr. Wetherell, while I return to the detective office and see if anything has been discovered by the men there. As soon as I have found out I will join you at Potts Point. What do you think?”

I agreed that it would be the best course; so, taking the Marquis by the arms (for he was still too weak to walk alone), we left the house, and were about to step into the street when I stopped, and asking them to wait for me ran back into the room again. In the corner, just as it had been thrown down, lay the rope with which Beckenham had been bound and the pad which had been fitted over his mouth. I picked both up and carried them into the verandah.

“Come here, Mr. Inspector,” I cried. “I thought I should learn something from this. Look at this rope and this pad, and tell me what you make of them.”

He took each up in turn and looked them over and over. But he only shook his head.

“I don’t see anything to guide us,” he said.

“Don’t you?” I cried. “Why, they tell me more than I have learnt from anything else I’ve seen. Look at the two ends of this. They’re seized!”

I looked triumphantly at him, but he only stared at me in surprise, and said, “What do you mean by ‘seized’?”

“Why, I mean that the ends are bound up in this way — look for yourself. Now not one landsman in a hundred seizes a rope’s end. This line was taken from some ship in the harbour, and —— By Jove! here’s another discovery!”

“What now?” he cried, being by this time almost as excited as I was myself.

“Why, look here,” I said, holding the middle of the rope up to the light, so that we could get a better view of it. “Not very many hours ago this rope was running through a block, and that block was an uncommon one.”

“How do you know that it was an uncommon one?”

“Because it has been newly painted, and what’s funnier still, painted green, of all other colours. Look at this streak of paint along the line; see how it’s smudged. Now, let’s review the case as we walk along.”

So saying, with the Marquis between us, we set off down the street, hoping to be able to pick up a cab.

“First and foremost,” I said, “remember old Draper’s talk of the South Seas — remember the collection of curios he possessed. Probably he owns a schooner, and it’s more than probable that this line and this bit of canvas came from it.”

“I see what you’re driving at,” said the Inspector. “It’s worth considering. Directly I get to the office I will set men to work to try and find this mysterious gentleman. You would know him again, my lord?”

“I should know him anywhere,” was Beckenham’s immediate reply.

“And have you any idea at all where this house, to which he conducted you, is located?”

“None at all. I only know that it was about half-way down a street of which all the houses, save the one at the corner — which was a grocer’s shop — were one-storied villas.”

“Nothing a little more definite, I suppose?”

“Stay! I remember that there was an empty house with broken windows almost opposite, and that on either side of the steps leading up to the front door were two stone eagles with out-stretched wings. The head of one of the eagles — the left, I think — was missing.”

The Inspector noted these things in his pocket-book, and just as he had finished we picked up a cab and called it to the side walk. When we had got in and given the driver Mr. Wetherell’s address, I said to the Inspector— “What are you going to do first?”

“Put some men on to find Mr. Draper, and some more to find a schooner with her blocks newly painted green.”

“You won’t be long in letting us know what you discover?” I said. “Remember how anxious we are.”

“You may count on my coming to you at once with any news I may procure,” he answered.

A few moments later we drew up at Mr. Wetherell’s door. Bidding the Inspector good-bye we went up the steps and rang the bell. By the time the cab was out in the street again we were in the house making our way, behind the butler, to Mr. Wetherell’s study.

The old gentleman had not gone to bed, but sat just as I had left him so many hours before. As soon as we were announced he rose to receive us.

“Thank God, Mr. Hatteras, you have come back!” he said. “I have been in a perfect fever waiting for you. What have you to report?”

“Not very much, I’m afraid,” I answered. “But first let me have the pleasure of introducing the real Marquis of Beckenham to you, whom we have had the good fortune to find and rescue.”

Mr. Wetherell bowed gravely and held out his hand.

“My lord,” he said, “I am thankful that you have been discovered. I look upon it as one step towards the recovery of my poor girl. I hope now that both you and Mr. Hatteras will take up your abode with me during the remainder of your stay in the colony. You have had a scurvy welcome to New South Wales. We must see if we can’t make up to you for it. But you look thoroughly worn out; I expect you would like to go to bed.”

He rang the bell, and when his butler appeared, gave him some instructions about preparing rooms for us.

Ten minutes later the man returned and stated that our rooms were ready, whereupon Mr. Wetherell himself conducted Beckenham to the apartment assigned to him. When he returned to me, he asked if I would not like to retire too, but I would not hear of it. I could not have slept a wink, so great was my anxiety. Seeing this, he seated himself and listened attentively while I gave him an outline of Beckenham’s story. I had hardly finished before I heard a carriage roll up to the door. There was a ring at the bell, and presently the butler, who, like ourselves, had not dreamt of going to bed, though his master had repeatedly urged him to do so, entered and announced the Inspector.

Wetherell hobbled across to receive him with an anxious face. “Have you any better tidings for me?” he asked.

“Not very much, I’m afraid, sir,” the Inspector said, shaking his head. “The best I have to tell you is that your carriage and horse have been found in the yard of an empty house off Pitt Street.”

“Have you been able to discover any clue as to who put them there?”

“Not one! The horse was found out of the shafts tied to the wall. There was not a soul about the place.”

Wetherell sat down again and covered his face with his hands. At that instant the telephone bell in the corner of the room rang sharply. I jumped up and went across to it. Placing the receivers to my ears, I heard a small voice say, “Is that Mr. Wetherell’s house, Potts Point?”

“Yes,” I answered.

“Who is speaking?”

“Mr. Hatteras. Mr. Wetherell, however, is in the room. Who are you?”

“Detective officer. Will you tell Mr. Wetherell that Mr. Draper’s house has been discovered?”

I communicated the message to Mr. Wetherell, and then the Inspector joined me at the instrument and spoke. “Where is the house?” he inquired.

“83, Charlemagne Street — north side.”

“Very good. Inspector Murdkin speaking. Let plain clothes men be stationed at either end of the street, and tell them to be on the look out for Draper, and to wait for me. I’ll start for the house at once.”

He rang off and then turned to me.

“Are you too tired to come with me, Mr. Hatteras?” he inquired.

“Of course not,” I answered. “Let us go at once.”

“God bless you!” said Wetherell. “I hope you may catch the fellow.”

Bidding him good-bye, we went downstairs again, and jumped into the cab, which was directed to the street in question.

Though it was a good distance from our starting-point, in less than half an hour we had pulled up at the corner. As the cab stopped, a tall man, dressed in blue serge, who had been standing near the lamp-post, came forward and touched his hat.

“Good-morning, Williams,” said the Inspector. “Any sign of our man?”

“Not one, sir. He hasn’t come down the street since I’ve been here.”

“Very good. Now come along and we’ll pay the house a visit.”

So saying he told the cabman to follow us slowly, and we proceeded down the street. About half-way along he stopped and pointed to a house on the opposite side.

“That is the house his lordship mentioned, with the broken windows, and this is where Mr. Draper dwells, if I am not much mistaken — see the eagles are on either, side of the steps, just as described.”

It was exactly as Beckenham had told us, even to the extent of the headless eagle on the left of the walk. It was a pretty little place, and evidently still occupied, as a maid was busily engaged cleaning the steps.

Pushing open the gate, the Inspector entered the little garden and accosted the girl.

“Good-morning,” he said politely. “Pray, is your master at home?”

“Yes, sir; he’s at breakfast just now.”

“Well, would you mind telling him that two gentlemen would like to see him?”

“Yes, sir.”

The girl rose to her feet, and, wiping her hands on her apron, led the way into the house. We followed close behind her. Then, asking us to wait a moment where we were, she knocked at a door on the right, and opening it, disappeared within.

“Now,” said the Inspector, “our man will probably appear, and we shall have him nicely.”

The Inspector had scarcely spoken before the door opened again, and a man came out. To our surprise, however, he was very tall and stout, with a round, jovial face, and a decided air of being satisfied with himself and the world in general.

“To what do I owe the honour of this visit?” he said, looking at the Inspector.

“I am an Inspector of Police, as you see,” answered my companion, “and we are looking for a man named Draper, who yesterday was in possession of this house.”

“I am afraid you have made some little mistake,” returned the other. “I am the occupier of this house, and have been for some months past. No Mr. Draper has anything at all to do with it.”

The Inspector’s face was a study for perfect bewilderment. Nor could mine have been much behind it. The Marquis had given such a minute description of the dwelling opposite and the two stone birds on the steps, that there could be no room for doubt that this was the house. And yet it was physically impossible that this man could be Draper; and, if it were the place where Beckenham had been drugged, why were the weapons, etc., he had described not in the hall?

“I cannot understand it at all,” said the Inspector, turning to me. “This is the house, and yet where are the things with which it ought to be furnished?”

“You have a description of the furniture, then?” said the owner. “That is good, for it will enable me to prove to you even more clearly that you are mistaken. Pray come and see my sitting-rooms for yourselves.”

He led the way into the apartment from which he had been summoned, and we followed him. It was small and nicely furnished, but not a South-Sea curio or native weapon was to be seen in it. Then we followed him to the corresponding room at the back of the house. This was upholstered in the latest fashion; but again there was no sign of what Beckenham had led us to expect we should find. We were completely nonplussed.

“I am afraid we have troubled you without cause,” said the Inspector, as we passed out into the hall again.

“Don’t mention it,” the owner answered; “I find my compensation in the knowledge that I am not involved in any police unpleasantness.”

“By the way,” said the Inspector suddenly, “have you any idea who your neighbours may be?”

“Oh, dear, yes!” the man replied. “On my right I have a frigidly respectable widow of Low Church tendencies. On my left, the Chief Teller of the Bank of New Holland.”

“In that case we can only apologize for our intrusion and wish you good-morning.”

“Pray don’t apologize. I should have been glad to have assisted you. Good-morning.”

We went down the steps again and out into the street. As we passed through the gate, the Inspector stopped and examined a mark on the right-hand post. Then he stooped and picked up what looked like a pebble. Having done so we resumed our walk.

“What on earth can be the meaning of it all?” I asked. “Can his lordship have made a mistake?”

“No, I think not. We have been cleverly duped, that’s all.”

“What makes you think so?”

“I didn’t think so until we passed through the gate on our way out. Now I’m certain of it. Come across the street.”

I followed him across the road to a small plain-looking house, with a neatly-curtained bow window and a brass plate on the front door. From the latter I discovered that the proprietress of the place was a dressmaker, but I was completely at a loss to understand why we were visiting her. As soon as the door was opened the Inspector asked if Miss Tiffins were at home, and, on being told that she was, inquired if we might see her. The maid went away to find out, and presently returned and begged us to follow her. We did so down a small passage towards the door of the room which contained the bow window.

Miss Tiffins bade us be seated, and then asked in what way she could be of service to us.

“In the first place, madam,” said the Inspector, “a serious crime has been perpetrated, and I have reason to believe that it may be in your power to give us a clue to the persons who committed it.”

“You frighten me, sir,” replied the lady. “I cannot at all see in what way I can help you. I lead a life of the greatest quietness.”

“I do not wish to imply that you do know anything of them. I only want you to carry your memory back as far as yesterday, and to answer me the few simple questions I may ask you.”

“I will answer them to the best of my ability.”

“Well, in the first place, may I ask if you remember seeing a brougham drive up to that house opposite about mid-day yesterday?”

“No, I cannot say that I do,” the old lady replied after a moment’s consideration.

“Do you remember seeing a number of men leave the house during the afternoon?”

“No. If they came out I did not notice them.”

“Now, think for one moment, if you please, and tell me what vehicles, if any, you remember seeing stop there.”

“Let me try to remember. There was Judge’s baker’s cart, about three, the milk about five, and a furniture van about half-past six.”

“That’s just what I want to know. And have you any recollection whose furniture van it was?”

“Yes. I remember reading the name as it turned round. Goddard & James, George Street. I wondered if the tenant was going to move.”

The Inspector rose, and I followed his example.

“I am exceedingly obliged to you, Miss Tiffins. You have helped me materially.”

“I am glad of that,” she answered; “but I trust I shall not be wanted to give evidence in court.”

“You need have no fear on that score,” the Inspector answered. “Good-day.”

When we had left the house the Inspector turned to me and said — 

“It was a great piece of luck finding a dressmaker opposite. Commend me to ladies of that profession for knowing what goes on in the street. Now we will visit Messrs. Goddard & James and see who hired the things. Meantime, Williams,” (here he called the plain-clothes constable to him), “you had better remain here and watch that house. If the man we saw comes out, follow him, and let me know where he goes.”

“Very good, sir,” the constable replied, and we left him to his vigil.

Then, hailing a passing cab, we jumped into it and directed the driver to convey us to George Street. By this time it was getting on for mid-day, and we were both worn out. But I was in such a nervous state that I could not remain inactive. Phyllis had been in Nikola’s hands nearly fourteen hours, and so far we had not obtained one single definite piece of information as to her whereabouts.

Arriving at the shop of Messrs. Goddard & James, we went inside and asked to see the chief partner. An assistant immediately conveyed us to an office at the rear of the building, where we found an elderly gentleman writing at a desk. He looked up as we entered, and then, seeing the Inspector’s uniform, rose and asked our business.

“The day before yesterday,” began my companion, “you supplied a gentleman with a number of South-Sea weapons and curios on hire, did you not?”

“I remember doing so — yes,” was the old gentleman’s answer. “What about it?”

“Only I should be glad if you would favour me with a description of the person who called upon you about them — or a glimpse of his letter, if he wrote.”

“He called and saw me personally.”

“Ah! That is good. Now would you be so kind as to describe him?”

“Well, in the first place, he was very tall and rather handsome; he had, if I remember rightly, a long brown moustache, and was decidedly well dressed.”

“That doesn’t tell us very much, does it? Was he alone?”

“No. He had with him, when he came into the office, an individual whose face remains fixed in my memory — indeed I cannot get it out of my head.”

Instantly I became all excitement.

“What was this second person like?” I asked.

“Well, I can hardly tell you — that is to say, I can hardly give you a good enough description of him to make you see him as I saw him. He was tall and yet very slim, had black hair, a sallow complexion, and the blackest eyes I ever saw in a man. He was clean-shaven and exquisitely dressed, and when he spoke, his teeth glittered like so many pearls. I never saw another man like him in my life.”

“Nikola, for a thousand!” I cried, bringing my hand down with a thump upon the table.

“It looks as if we’re on the track at last,” said the Inspector. Then, turning to Mr. Goddard again: “And may I ask now what excuse they made to you for wanting these things!”

“They did not offer any; they simply paid a certain sum down for the hire of them, gave me their address, and then left.”

“And the address was?”

“83, Charlemagne Street. Our van took the things there and fetched them away last night.”

“Thank you. And now one or two other questions. What name did the hirer give?”

“Eastover.”

“When they left your shop how did they go away?”

“A cab was waiting at the door for them, and I walked out to it with them.”

“There were only two of them, you think?”

“No. There was a third person waiting for them in the cab, and it was that very circumstance which made me anxious to have my things brought back as soon as possible. If I had been able to, I should have even declined to let them go.”

“Why so?”

“Well, to tell you that would involve a story. But perhaps I had better tell you. It was in this way. About three years ago, through a distant relative, I got to know a man named Draper.”

“Draper!” I cried. “You don’t mean — but there, I beg your pardon. Pray go on.”

“As I say, I got to know this man Draper, who was a South-Sea trader. We met once or twice, and then grew more intimate. So friendly did we at last become, that I even went so far as to put some money into a scheme he proposed to me. It was a total failure. Draper proved a perfect fraud and a most unbusiness-like person, and all I got out of the transaction was the cases of curios and weapons which this man Eastover hired from me. It was because — when I went out with my customers to their cab — I saw this man Draper waiting for them that I became uneasy about my things. However, all’s well that ends well, and as they returned my goods and paid the hire I must not grumble.”

“And now tell me what you know of Draper’s present life,” the Inspector said.

“Ah! I’m afraid of that I can tell you but little. He has been twice declared bankrupt, and the last time there was some fuss made over his schooner, the Merry Duchess.”

“He possesses a schooner, then?”

“Oh, yes! A nice boat. She’s in harbour now.”

“Thank you very much, Mr. Goddard. I am obliged to you for your assistance in this matter.”

“Don’t mention it. I hope that what I have told you may prove of service to you.”

“I’m sure it will. Good-day.”

“Good-day, gentlemen.”

He accompanied us to the door, and then bade us farewell. “Now what are we to do?” I asked.

“Well, first, I am going back to the office to put a man on to find this schooner, and then I’m going to take an hour or two’s rest. By that time we shall know enough to be able to lay our hands on Dr. Nikola and his victim, I hope.”

“God grant we may!”

“Where are you going now?”

“Back to Potts Point,” I answered.

We thereupon bade each other farewell and set off in different directions.

When I reached Mr. Wetherell’s house I learned from the butler that his master had fallen asleep in the library. Not wishing to disturb him, I inquired the whereabouts of my own bedroom, and on being conducted to it, laid myself down fully dressed upon the bed. So utterly worn out was I, that my head had no sooner touched the pillow than I was fast asleep. How long I lay there I do not know, but when I woke it was to find Mr. Wetherell standing beside me, holding a letter in his hand. He was white as a sheet, and trembling in every limb. “Read this, Mr. Hatteras,” he cried. “For Heaven’s sake tell me what we are to do!”

I sat up on the side of the bed and read the letter he handed to me. It was written in what was evidently a disguised hand, on common note-paper, and ran: —— 

“To Mr. Wetherell,
“Potts Point, Sydney

“Dear Sir,

“This is to inform you that your daughter is in very safe keeping. If you wish to find her you had better be quick about it. What’s more, you had better give up consulting the police, and such like, in the hope of getting hold of her. The only way you can get her will be to act as follows: At eight o’clock to-night charter a boat and pull down the harbour as far as Shark Point. When you get there, light your pipe three times, and some one in a boat near by will do the same. Be sure to bring with you the sum of one hundred thousand pounds in gold, and — this is most important — bring with you the little stick you got from China Pete, or do not come at all. Above all, do not bring more than one man. If you do not put in an appearance you will not hear of your daughter again.

Yours obediently,
“The Man who Knows.”


CHAPTER IV

FOLLOWING UP A CLUE
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FOR SOME MOMENTS after I had perused the curious epistle Mr. Wetherell had brought to my room I remained wrapped in thought.

“What do you make of it?” my companion asked.

“I don’t know what to say,” I answered, looking at it again. “One thing, however, is quite certain, and that is that, despite its curious wording, it is intended you should take it seriously.”

“You think so?”

“I do indeed. But I think when the Inspector arrives it would be just as well to show it to him. What do you say?”

“I agree with you. Let us defer consideration of it until we see him.”

When, an hour later, the Inspector put in an appearance, the letter was accordingly placed before him, and his opinion asked concerning it. He read it through without comment, carefully examined the writing and signature, and finally held it up to the light. Having done this he turned to me and said:

“Have you that envelope we found at the Canary Bird, Mr. Hatteras?”

I took it out of my pocket and handed it to him. He then placed it on the table side by side with the letter, and through a magnifying-glass scrutinized both carefully. Having done so, he asked for the envelope in which it had arrived. Mr. Wetherell had thrown it into the waste-paper basket, but a moment’s search brought it to light. Again he scrutinized both the first envelope and the letter, and then compared them with the second cover. “Yes, I thought so,” he said. “This letter was written either by Nikola, or at his desire. The paper is the same as that he purchased at the stationer’s shop we visited.”

“And what had we better do now?” queried Wetherell, who had been eagerly waiting for his opinion.

“We must think,” said the Inspector. “In the first place, I suppose you don’t feel inclined to pay the large sum mentioned here?”

“Not if I can help it, of course,” answered Wetherell. “But if the worst comes to the worst, and I cannot rescue my poor girl any other way, I would sacrifice even more than that.”

“Well, we’ll see if we can find her without compelling you to pay anything at all,” the Inspector cried. “I’ve got an idea in my head.”

“And what is that?” I cried; for I, too, had been thinking out a plan.

“Well, first and foremost,” he answered, “I want you, Mr. Wetherell, to tell me all you can about your servants. Let us begin with the butler. How long has he been with you?”

“Nearly twenty years.”

“A good and trustworthy servant, I presume?”

“To the last degree. I have implicit confidence in him.”

“Then we may dismiss him from our minds. I think I saw a footman in the hall. How long has he been with you?”

“Just about three months.”

“And what sort of a fellow is he?”

“I really could not tell you very much. He seems intelligent, quick and willing, and up to his work.”

“Is your cook a man or a woman?”

“A woman. She has been with me since before my wife’s death — that is to say, nearly ten years. You need have no suspicion of her.”

“Housemaids?”

“Two. Both have been with me some time, and seem steady, respectable girls. There is also a kitchen maid; but she has been with me nearly as long as my cook, and I would stake my reputation on her integrity.”

“Well, in that case, the only person who seems at all suspicious is the footman. May we have him up?”

“With pleasure. I’ll ring for him.”

Mr. Wetherell rang the bell, and a moment later it was answered by the man himself.

“Come in, James, and shut the door behind you,” his master said.

The man did as he was ordered, but not without looking, as I thought, a little uncomfortable. The Inspector I could see had noticed this too, for he had been watching him intently ever since he had appeared in the room.

“James,” said Mr. Wetherell, “the Inspector of Police wishes to ask you a few questions. Answer him to the best of your ability.”

“To begin with,” said the Inspector, “I want you to look at this envelope. Have you seen it before?”

He handed him the envelope of the anonymous letter addressed to Mr. Wetherell. The man took it and turned it over in his hands.

“Yes, sir,” he said, “I have seen it before; I took it in at the front door.”

“From whom?”

“From a little old woman, sir,” the man answered.

“A little old woman!” cried the Inspector, evidently surprised. “What sort of woman?”

“Well, sir, I don’t know that I can give you much of a description of her. She was very small, had a sort of nut-cracker face, a little black poke bonnet, and walked with a stick.”

“Should you know her again if you saw her?”

“Oh yes, sir.”

“Did she say anything when she gave you the letter?”

“Only, ‘For Mr. Wetherell, young man.’ That was all, sir.”

“And you didn’t ask if there was an answer? That was rather a singular omission on your part, was it not?”

“She didn’t give me time, sir. She just put it into my hand and went down the steps again.”

“That will do. Now, Mr. Wetherell, I think we’d better see about getting that money from the bank. You need not wait, my man.”

The footman thereupon left the room, while both Mr. Wetherell and I stared at the Inspector in complete astonishment. He laughed.

“You are wondering why I said that,” he remarked.

“I must confess it struck me as curious.”

“Well, let me tell you I did it with a purpose. Did you notice that young man’s face when he entered the room and when I gave him the letter? There can be no doubt about it, he is in the secret.”

“You mean that he is in Nikola’s employ? Then why don’t you arrest him?”

“Because I want to be quite certain first. I said that about the money because, if he is Nikola’s agent, he will carry the information to him, and by so doing keep your daughter in Sydney for at least a day longer. Do you see?”

“I do, and I admire your diplomacy. Now what is your plan?”

“May I first tell mine?” I said.

“Do,” said the Inspector, “for mine is not quite matured yet.”

“Well,” I said, “my idea is this. I propose that Mr. Wetherell shall obtain from his bank a number of gold bags, fill them with lead discs to represent coin, and let it leak out before this man that he has got the money in the house. Then to-night Mr. Wetherell will set off for the water-side. I will row him down the harbour disguised as a boatman. We will pick up the boat, as arranged in that letter. In the meantime you must start from the other side in a police boat, pull up to meet us, and arrest the man. Then we will force him to disclose Miss Wetherell’s whereabouts, and act upon his information. What do you say?”

“It certainly sound feasible,” said the Inspector, and Mr. Wetherell nodded his head approvingly. At that moment the Marquis entered the room, looking much better than when we had found him on the preceding night, and the conversation branched off into a different channel.

My plot seemed to commend itself so much to Mr. Wetherell’s judgment, that he ordered his carriage and drove off there and then to his bank, while I went down to the harbour, arranged about a boat, and having done so, proceeded up to the town, where I purchased a false beard, an old dungaree suit, such as a man loafing about the harbour might wear, and a slouch hat of villainous appearance. By the time I got back to the house Mr. Wetherell had returned. With great delight he conducted me to his study, and, opening his safe, showed me a number of canvas bags, on each of which was printed £1,000.

“But surely there are not £100,000 there?”

“No,” said the old gentleman with a chuckle. “There is the counterfeit of £50,000 there; for the rest I propose to show him these.”

So saying, he dived his hand into a drawer and produced a sheaf of crisp bank-notes.

“There — these are notes for the balance of the amount.”

“But you surely are not going to pay? I thought we were going to try to catch the rascals without letting any money change hands.”

“So we are, do not be afraid. If you will only glance at these notes you will see that they are dummies, every one of them. They are for me to exhibit to the man in the boat; in the dark they’ll pass muster, never fear.”

“Very good indeed,” I said with a laugh. “By the time they can be properly examined we shall have the police at hand ready to capture him.”

“I believe we shall,” the old gentleman cried, rubbing his hands together in delight— “I believe we shall. And a nice example we’ll make of the rascals. Nikola thinks he can beat me; I’ll show him how mistaken he is!”

And for some time the old gentleman continued in this strain, confidently believing that he would have his daughter with him again by the time morning came. Nor was I far behind him in confidence. Since Nikola had not spirited her out of the country my plot seemed the one of all others to enable us to regain possession of her; and not only that, but we hoped it would give us an opportunity of punishing those who had so schemed against her. Suddenly an idea was born in my brain, and instantly I acted on it.

“Mr. Wetherell,” I said, “supposing, when your daughter is safe again, I presume so far as once more to offer myself for your son-in-law, what will you say?”

“What will I say?” he cried. “Why, I will tell you that you shall have her, my boy, with ten thousand blessings on your head. I know you now; and since I’ve treated you so badly, and you’ve taken such a noble revenge, why, I’ll make it up to you, or my name’s not Wetherell. But we won’t talk any more about that till we have got possession of her; we have other and more important things to think of. What time ought we to start to-night?”

“The letter fixes the meeting for ten o’clock; we had better be in the boat by half-past nine. In the meantime I should advise you to take a little rest. By the way, do you think your footman realizes that you have the money?”

“He ought to, for he carried it up to this room for me; and, what’s more, he has applied for a holiday this afternoon.”

“That’s to carry the information. Very good; everything is working excellently. Now I’m off to rest for a little while.”

“I’ll follow your example. In the meantime I’ll give orders for an early dinner.”

We dined at seven o’clock sharp, and at half-past eight I went off to my room to don my disguise; then, bidding the Marquis good-bye — much to the young gentleman’s disgust, for he was most anxious to accompany us — I slipped quietly out of my window, crossed the garden — I hoped unobserved — and then went down to the harbour side, where the boat I had chartered was waiting for me. A quarter of an hour later Wetherell’s carriage drove up, and on seeing it I went across and opened the door. My disguise was so perfect that for a moment the old gentleman seemed undecided whether to trust me or not. But my voice, when I spoke, reassured him, and then we set to work carrying the bags of spurious money down to the boat. As soon as this was accomplished we stepped in. I seated myself amid-ships and got out the oars, Mr. Wetherell taking the yoke-lines in the stern. Then we shoved off, and made our way out into the harbour.

It was a dull, cloudy night, with hardly a sign of a star in the whole length and breadth of heaven, while every few minutes a cold, cheerless wind swept across the water. So chilly indeed was it that before we had gone very far I began to wish I had added an overcoat to my other disguises. We hardly spoke, but pulled slowly down towards the island mentioned in the letter. The strain on our nerves was intense, and I must confess to feeling decidedly nervous as I wondered what would happen if the police boat did not pull up to meet us, as we had that morning arranged.

A quarter to ten chimed from some church ashore as we approached within a hundred yards of our destination. Then I rested on my oars and waited. All round us were the lights of bigger craft, but no rowing-boat could I see. About five minutes before the hour I whispered to Wetherell to make ready, and in answer the old gentleman took a matchbox from his pocket. Exactly as the town clocks struck the hour he lit a vesta; it flared a little and then went out. As it did so a boat shot out of the darkness to port. He struck a second, and then a third. As the last one burned up and then died away, the man rowing the boat I have just referred to struck a light, then another, then another, in rapid succession. Having finished his display, he took up his oars and propelled his boat towards us. When he was within talking distance he said in a gruff voice:

“Is Mr. Wetherell aboard?”

To this my companion immediately answered, with a tremble in his voice, “Yes, here I am!”

“Money all right?”

“Can you see if I hold it up?” asked Mr. Wetherell. As he spoke a long, black boat came into view on the other side of our questioner, and pulled slowly towards him. It was the police boat.

“No, I don’t want to see,” said the voice again. “But this is the message I was to give you. Pull in towards Circular Quay and find the Maid of the Mist barque. Go aboard her, and take your money down into the cuddy. There you’ll get your answer.”

“Nothing more?” cried Mr. Wetherell.

“That’s all I was told,” answered the man, and then said, “Good-night.”

At the same moment the police boat pulled up alongside him and made fast. I saw a dark figure enter his boat, and next moment the glare of a lantern fell upon the man’s face. I picked up my oars and pulled over to them, getting there just in time to hear the Inspector ask the man his name.

“James Burbidge,” was the reply. “I don’t know as how you’ve got anything against me. I’m a licensed waterman, I am.”

“Very likely,” said the Inspector; “but I want a little explanation from you. How do you come to be mixed up in this business?”

“What — about this ‘ere message, d’you mean?”

“Yes, about this message. Where is it from? Who gave it to you?”

“Well, if you’ll let me go, I’ll tell you all about it,” growled the man. “I was up at the Hen and Chickens this evenin’, just afore dark, takin’ a nobbler along with a friend. Presently in comes a cove in a cloak. He beckons me outside and says, ‘Do you want to earn a sufring?’ — a sufring is twenty bob. So I says, ‘My word, I do!’ Then he says, ‘Well, you go out on the harbour to-night, and be down agin Shark Point at ten?’ I said I would, and so I was. ‘You’ll see a boat there with an old gent in it,’ says he. ‘He’ll strike three matches, and you do the same. Then ask him if he’s Mr. Wetherell. If he says “Yes,” ask him if the money’s all right? And if he says “Yes” to that, tell him to pull in towards Circular Quay and find the Maid of the Mist barque. He’s to take his money down to the cuddy, and he’ll get his answer there.’ That’s the truth so ‘elp me bob! I don’t know what you wants to go arrestin’ of an honest man for.”

The Inspector turned to the water police.

“Does any man here know James Burbidge?”

Two or three voices immediately answered in the affirmative, and this seemed to decide the officer, for he turned to the waterman again and said, “As some of my men seem to know you, I’ll let you off. But for your own sake go home and keep a silent tongue.”

He thereupon clambered back into his own boat and bade the man depart. In less time than it takes to tell he was out of sight. We then drew up alongside the police boat.

“What had we better do, Mr. Inspector?” asked Mr. Wetherell.

“Find the Maid of the Mist at once. She’s an untenanted ship, being for sale. You will go aboard, sir, with your companion, and down to the cuddy. Don’t take your money, however. We’ll draw up alongside as soon as you’re below, and when one of their gang, whom you’ll despatch for it, comes up to get the coin, we’ll collar him, and then come to your assistance. Do you understand?”

“Perfectly. But how are we to know the vessel?”

“Well, the better plan would be for you to follow us. We’ll pull to within a hundred yards of her. I learn from one of my men here that she’s painted white, so you’ll have no difficulty in recognizing her.”

“Very well, then, go on, and we’ll follow you.”

The police boat accordingly set off, and we followed about fifty yards behind her. A thick drizzle was now falling, and it was by no means an easy matter to keep her in sight. For some time we pulled on. Presently we began to get closer to her. In a quarter of an hour we were alongside.

“There’s your craft,” said the Inspector, pointing as he spoke to a big vessel showing dimly through the scud to starboard of us. “Pull over to her.”

I followed his instructions, and, arriving at the vessel’s side, hitched on, made the painter fast, and then, having clambered aboard, assisted Mr. Wetherell to do the same. As soon as we had both gained the deck we stood and looked about us, at the same time listening for any sound which might proclaim the presence of the men we had come to meet; but save the sighing of the wind in the shrouds overhead, the dismal creaking of blocks, and the drip of moisture upon the deck, no sign was to be heard. There was nothing for it, therefore, but to make our way below as best we could. Fortunately I had had the forethought to bring with me a small piece of candle, which came in very handily at the present juncture, seeing that the cuddy, when we reached the companion ladder, was wrapt in total darkness. Very carefully I stepped inside, lit the candle, and then, with Mr. Wetherell at my heels, made my way down the steps.

Arriving at the bottom we found ourselves in a fair-sized saloon of the old-fashioned type. Three cabins stood on either side, while from the bottom of the companion ladder, by which we had descended, to a long cushioned locker right aft under the wheel, ran a table covered with American cloth. But there was no man of any kind to be seen. I opened cabin after cabin, and searched each with a like result. We were evidently quite alone in the ship.

“What do you make of it all?” I asked of Mr. Wetherell.

“It looks extremely suspicious,” he answered. “Perhaps we’re too early for them. But see, Mr. Hatteras, there’s something on the table at the farther end.”

So there was — something that looked very much like a letter. Together we went round to the end of the table, and there, surely enough, found a letter pinned to the American cloth, and addressed to my companion in a bold but rather quaint handwriting.

“It’s for you, Mr. Wetherell,” I said, removing the pins and presenting it to him. Thereupon we sat down beside the table, and he broke the seal with trembling fingers. It was not a very long epistle, and ran: — 

“My dear Mr. Wetherell, — 

“Bags of imitation money and spurious bank-notes will not avail you, nor is it politic to arrange that the Water Police should meet you on the harbour for the purpose of arresting me. You have lost your opportunity, and your daughter accordingly leaves Australia to-night. I will, however, give you one more chance — take care that you make the most of it. The sum I now ask is £150,000 with the stick given you by China Pete, and must be paid without inquiry of any sort. If you are agreeable to this, advertise as follows, ‘I will Pay — W., and give stick!’ in the agony column Sydney Morning Herald, on the 18th, 19th, and 20th of this present month. Arrangements will then be made with you.

“The Man who Knows.”

“Oh, my God, I’ve ruined all!” cried Mr. Wetherell as he put the letter down on the table; “and — who knows? — I may have killed my poor child!”

Seeing his misery, I did my best to comfort him; but it was no use. He seemed utterly broken down by the failure of our scheme, and, if the truth must be told, my own heart was quite as heavy. One thing was very certain, there was a traitor in our camp. Some one had overheard our plans and carried them elsewhere. Could it be the footman? If so, he should have it made hot for him when I got sufficient proof against him; I could promise him that most certainly. While I was thinking over this, I heard a footstep on the companion stairs, and a moment later the Inspector made his appearance. His astonishment at finding us alone, reading a letter by the light of one solitary candle, was unmistakable, for he said, as he came towards us and sat down, “Why, how’s this? Where are the men?”

“There are none. We’ve been nicely sold,” I answered, handing him the letter. He perused it without further remark, and when he had done so, sat drumming with his fingers upon the table in thought.

“We shall have to look in your own house for the person who has given us away, Mr. Wetherell!” he said at last. “The folk who are running this affair are as cute as men are made nowadays; it’s a pleasure to measure swords with them.”

“What do you think our next move had better be?”

“Get home as fast as we can. I’ll return with you, and we’ll talk it over. It’s no use our remaining here.”

We accordingly went on deck, and descended to our wherry again. This time the Inspector accompanied us, while the police boat set off down the harbour on other business. When we had seen it pull out into the darkness, we threw the imitation money overboard, pushed off for the shore, landed where we had first embarked, and then walked up to Mr. Wetherell’s house. It was considerably after twelve o’clock by the time we reached it, but the butler was still sitting up for us. His disappointment seemed as keen as ours when he discovered that we had returned without his young mistress. He followed us up to the study with spirits and glasses, and then at his master’s instruction went off to bed.

“Now, gentlemen,” began Mr. Wetherell, when the door had closed upon him, “let us discuss the matter thoroughly. But, before we begin, may I offer you cigars?”

The Inspector took one, but I declined, stating that I preferred a pipe. But my pipe was in my bedroom, which was on the other side of the passage; so asking them to wait for me, I went to fetch it. I left the room, shutting the door behind me. But it so happened that the pipe-case had been moved, and it was some minutes before I could find it. Having done so, however, I blew out my candle, and was about to leave the room, which was exactly opposite the study, when I heard the green baize door at the end of the passage open, and a light footstep come along the corridor. Instantly I stood perfectly still, and waited to see who it might be. Closer and closer the step came, till I saw in the half dark the pretty figure of one of the parlour maids. On tip-toe she crept up to the study door, and then stooping down, listened at the keyhole. Instantly I was on the alert, every nerve strained to watch her. For nearly five minutes she stood there, and then with a glance round, tiptoed quietly along the passage again, closing the baize door after her.

When she was safely out of hearing I crossed to the study. Both the Inspector and Mr. Wetherell saw that something had happened, and were going to question me. But I held up my hand.

“Don’t ask any questions, but tell me as quickly, and as nearly as you can, what you have been talking about during the last five minutes,” I said.

“Why?”

“Don’t stop to ask questions. Believe in the importance of my haste. What was it?”

“I have only been giving Mr. Wetherell a notion of the steps I propose to take,” said the Inspector.

“Thank you. Now I’m off. Don’t sit up for me, Mr. Wetherell; I’m going to follow up a clue that may put us on the right scent at last. I don’t think you had better come, Mr. Inspector, but I’ll meet you here again at six o’clock.”

“You can’t explain, I suppose?” said the latter, looking a little huffed.

“I’m afraid not,” I answered; “but I’ll tell you this much — I saw one of the female servants listening at this door. She’ll be off, if I mistake not, with the news she has picked up, and I want to watch her. Good-night.”

“Good-night, and good luck to you.”

Without another word I slipped off my boots, and carrying them in my hand, left the room, and went downstairs to the morning-room. This apartment looked out over the garden, and possessed a window shaded by a big tree. Opening it, I jumped out and carefully closed it after me. Then, pausing for a moment to resume my boots, I crept quietly down the path, jumped a low wall, and so passed into the back street. About fifty yards from the tradesmen’s entrance, but on the opposite side of the road, there was a big Moreton Bay fig-tree. Under this I took my stand, and turned a watchful eye upon the house. It was a dark night, so that it would have been extremely difficult for any one across the way to have detected my presence.

For some minutes I waited, and was beginning to wonder if I could have been deceived, when I heard the soft click of a latch, and next moment a small dark figure passed out into the street, and closed the gate after it. Then, pausing a moment as if to make up her mind, for the mysterious person was a woman, she set off quickly in the direction of the city. I followed about a hundred yards behind her.

With the exception of one policeman, who stared very hard at me, we did not meet a soul. Once or twice I nearly lost her, and when we reached the city itself I began to see that it would be well for me to decrease the difference that separated us, if I did not wish to bid good-bye to her altogether. I accordingly hastened my steps, and in this fashion we passed up one street and down another, until we reached what I cannot help thinking must have been the lowest quarter of Sydney. On either hand were Chinese names and sign-boards, marine stores, slop shops, with pawnbrokers and public-houses galore; while in this locality few of the inhabitants seemed to have any idea of what bed meant. Groups of sullen-looking men and women were clustered at the corners, and on one occasion the person I was pursuing was stopped by them. But she evidently knew how to take care of herself, for she was soon marching on her way again.

At the end of one long and filthily dirty street she paused and looked about her. I had crossed the road just before this, and was scarcely ten yards behind her. Pulling my hat well down to shade my face, and sticking my hands in my pockets, I staggered and reeled along, doing my best to imitate the gait of a drunken man. Seeing only me about, she went up to the window of a corner house and tapped with her knuckles thrice upon the glass. Before one could have counted twenty the door of the dwelling was opened, and she passed in. Now I was in a nasty fix — either I must be content to abandon my errand, or I must get inside the building, and trust to luck to procure the information I wanted. Fortunately, in my present disguise the girl would be hardly likely to recognize her master’s guest. So giving them time to get into a room, I also went up to the door and turned the handle. To my delight it was unlocked. I opened it, and entered the house.

The passage was in total darkness; but I could make out where the door of the room I wanted to find was located by a thin streak of light low down upon the floor. As softly as I possibly could, I crept up to it, and bent down to look through the keyhole. The view was necessarily limited, but I could just make out the girl I had followed sitting upon a bed; while leaning against the wall, a dirty clay pipe in her mouth, was the vilest old woman I have ever in my life set eyes on. She was very small, with a pinched-up nut-cracker face, dressed in an old bit of tawdry finery, more than three sizes too large for her. Her hair fell upon her shoulders in a tangled mass, and from under it her eyes gleamed out like those of a wicked little Scotch terrier ready to bite. As I bent down to listen I heard her say: — 

“Well, my pretty dear, and what information have you got for the gentleman, that brings you down at this time of night?”

“Only that the coppers are going to start at daylight looking for the Merry Duchess. I heard the Inspector say so himself.”

“At daylight, are they?” croaked the old hag. “Well, I wish ‘em joy of their search, I do — them — them! Any more news, my dear?”

“The master and that long-legged slab of a Hatteras went out to-night down the harbour. The old man brought home a lot of money bags, but what was in ‘em was only dummies.”

“I know that, too, my dear. Nicely they was sold. Ha! ha!”

She chuckled like an old fiend, and then began to cut up another pipe of tobacco in the palm of her hand like a man. She smoked negro head, and the reek of it came out through the keyhole to me. But the younger woman was evidently impatient, for she rose and said: — 

“When do they sail with the girl, Sally?”

“They’re gone, my dear. They went at ten to-night.”

At this news my heart began to throb painfully.

“They weren’t long about it,” said the younger girl.

“That Nikola’s not long about anything,” remarked the old woman.

“I hope Pipa Lannu will agree with her health — the stuck-up minx — I do!” the younger remarked spitefully. “Now where’s the money he said I was to have. Give it to me and let me be off. I shall get the sack if this is found out.”

“It was five pound I was to give yer, wasn’t it?” the elder woman said.

“Ten,” said the younger sharply. “No larks, Sally. I know too much for you!”

“Oh, you know a lot, honey, don’t you? Of course you’d be expected to know more than old Aunt Sally, who’s never seen anything at all, wouldn’t you? Go along with you!”

“Hand me over the money, I say, and let me be off!”

“Of course you do know a lot more, don’t you? There’s a pound!”

While they were wrangling over the payment I crept down the passage again to the front door. Once I had reached it, I opened it softly and went out, closing it carefully behind me. Then I took to my heels and ran down the street in the direction I had come. Inquiring my way here and there from policemen, I eventually reached home, scaled the wall, and went across the garden to the morning-room window. This I opened, and by its help made my way into the house and upstairs. As I had expected that he would have gone to bed, my astonishment was considerable at meeting Mr. Wetherell on the landing.

“Well, what have you discovered?” he asked anxiously as I came up to him.

“Information of the greatest importance,” I answered; “but one other thing first. Call up your housekeeper, and tell her you have reason to believe that one of the maids is not in the house. Warn her not to mention you in the matter, but to discharge the girl before breakfast. By the time you’ve done that I’ll have changed my things and be ready to tell you everything.”

“I’ll go and rouse her at once; I’m all impatience to know what you have discovered.”

He left me and passed through the green baize door to the servants’ wing; while I went to my bedroom and changed my things. This done, I passed into the study, where I found a meal awaiting me. To this I did ample justice, for my long walk and the excitement of the evening had given me an unusual appetite.

Just as I was cutting myself a third slice of beef Mr. Wetherell returned, and informed me that the housekeeper was on the alert, and would receive the girl on her reappearance.

“Now tell me of your doings,” said the old gentleman.

I thereupon narrated all that had occurred, and when I had finished, he said: — 

“Do you believe then that my poor girl has been carried off by Nikola to this island called Pipa Lannu?”

“I do.”

“Well, then, what are we to do to rescue her? Shall, I ask the Government to send a gunboat down?”

“If you think it best; but, for my own part, I must own I should act independently of them. You don’t want to make a big sensation, I presume; and remember, to arrest Nikola would be to open the whole affair.”

“Then what do you propose?”

“I propose,” I answered, “that we charter a small schooner, fit her out, select half a dozen trustworthy and silent men, and then take our departure for Pipa Lannu. I am well acquainted with the island, and, what’s more, I hold a master’s certificate. We would sail in after dark, arm all our party thoroughly, and go ashore. I expect they will be keeping your daughter a prisoner in a hut. If that is so, we will surround it and rescue her without any trouble, and, what is better still, without any public scandal. What do you think?”

“I quite agree with what you say. I think it’s an excellent idea; and, while you’ve been speaking, I too have been thinking of something. There’s my old friend McMurtough, who has a nice steam yacht. I’m sure he’d be willing to let us have the use of her.”

“Where does he live? — far from here?”

“His office would be best; we’ll go over and see him directly after breakfast if you like.”

“By all means. Now I think I’ll go and take a little nap; I feel quite worn out. When the Inspector arrives you will be able to explain all that has happened; but I think I should ask him to keep a quiet tongue in his head about the island. If it leaks out at all, it may warn them, and they’ll be off elsewhere — to a place perhaps where we may not be able to find them.”

“I’ll remember,” said Mr. Wetherell, and thereupon I retired to my room, and, having partially undressed, threw myself upon my bed. In less than two minutes I was fast asleep, never waking until the first gong sounded for breakfast; then, after a good bath, which refreshed me wonderfully, I dressed in my usual habiliments, and went downstairs. Mr. Wetherell and the Marquis were in the dining-room, and when I entered both he and the Marquis, who held a copy of the Sydney Morning Herald in his hand, seemed prodigiously excited.

“I say, Mr. Hatteras,” said the latter (after I had said “Good-morning”), “here’s an advertisement which is evidently intended for you!”

“What is it about?” I asked. “Who wants to advertise for me?”

“Read for yourself,” said the Marquis, giving me the paper.

I took it, and glanced down the column to which he referred me until I came to the following: — 

“Richard Hatteras. — If this should meet the eye of Mr. Richard Hatteras, of Thursday Island, Torres Straits, lately returned from England, and believed to be now in Sydney; he is earnestly requested to call at the office of Messrs. Dawson & Gladman, Solicitors, Castlereagh Street, where he will hear of something to his advantage.”

There could be no doubt at all that I was the person referred to; but what could be the reason of it all? What was there that I could possibly hear to my advantage, save news of Phyllis, and it would be most unlikely that I would learn anything about the movements of the gang who had abducted her from a firm of first-class solicitors such as I understood Messrs. Dawson & Gladman to be. However, it was no use wondering about it, so I dismissed the matter from my mind for the present, and took my place at the table. In the middle of the meal the butler left the room, in response to a ring at the front door. When he returned, it was to inform me that a man was in the hall, who wished to have a few moments’ conversation with me. Asking Mr. Wetherell to excuse me, I left the room.

In the hall I found a seedy-looking individual of about middle age. He bowed, and on learning that my name was Hatteras, asked if he might be permitted five minutes alone with me. In response, I led him to the morning-room, and having closed the door, pointed to a seat. “What is your business?” I inquired, when he had sat down.

“It is rather a curious affair to approach, Mr. Hatteras,” the man began. “But to commence, may I be permitted to suggest that you are uneasy in your mind about a person who has disappeared?”

“You may certainly suggest that, if you like,” I answered cautiously.

“If it were in a man’s power to furnish a clue regarding that person’s whereabouts, it might be useful to you, I suppose,” he continued, craftily watching me out of the corners of his eyes.

“Very useful,” I replied. “Are you in a position to do so?”

“I might possibly be able to afford you some slight assistance,” he went on. “That is, of course, provided it were made worth my while.”

“What do you call ‘worth your while’?”

“Well, shall we say five hundred pounds? That’s not a large sum for really trustworthy information. I ought to ask a thousand, considering the danger I’m running in mixing myself up with the affair. Only I’m a father myself, and that’s why I do it.”

“I see. Well, let me tell you, I consider five hundred too much.”

“Well then I’m afraid we can’t trade. I’m sorry.”

“So am I. But I’m not going to buy a pig in a poke.”

“Shall we say four hundred, then?”

“No. Nor three — two, or one. If your information is worth anything, I don’t mind giving you fifty pounds for it. But I won’t give a halfpenny more.”

As I spoke, I rose as if to terminate the interview. Instantly my visitor adopted a different tone.

“My fault is my generosity,” he said. “It’s the ruin of me. Well, you shall have it for fifty. Give me the money, and I’ll tell you.”

“By no means,” I answered. “I must hear the information first. Trust to my honour. If what you tell me is worth anything, I’ll give you fifty pounds for it. Now what is it?”

“Well, sir, to begin with, you must understand that I was standing at the corner of Pitt Street an evening or two back, when two men passed me talking earnestly together. One of ‘em was a tall strapping fellow, the other a little chap. I never saw two eviller looking rascals in my life. Just as they came alongside me, one says to the other, ‘Don’t be afraid; I’ll have the girl at the station all right at eight o’clock sharp.’ The other said something that I could not catch, and then I lost sight of them. But what I had heard stuck in my head, and so I accordingly went off to the station, arriving there a little before the hour. I hadn’t been there long before the smallest of the two chaps I’d seen in the street came on to the platform, and began looking about him. By the face of him he didn’t seem at all pleased at not finding the other man waiting for him. A train drew up at the platform, and presently, just before it started, I saw the other and a young lady wearing a heavy veil come quickly along. The first man saw them, and gave a little cry of delight. ‘I thought you’d be too late,’ says he. ‘No fear of that,’ says the other, and jumps into a first-class carriage, telling the girl to get in after him, which she does, crying the while, as I could see. Then the chap on the platform says to the other who was leaning out of the window, ‘Write to me from Bourke, and tell me how she gets on.’ ‘You bet,’ says his friend. ‘And don’t you forget to keep your eye on Hatteras.’ ‘Don’t you be afraid,’ answered the man on the platform. Then the guard whistled, and the train went out of the station. Directly I was able to I got away, and first thing this morning came on here. Now you have my information, and I’ll trouble you for that fifty pound.”

“Not so fast, my friend. Your story seems very good, but I want to ask a few questions first. Had the bigger man — the man who went up to Bourke, a deep cut over his left eye?”

“Now I come to think of it, he had. I’d forgotten to tell you that.”

“So it was he, then? But are you certain it was Miss Wetherell? Remember she wore a veil. Could you see if her hair was flaxen in colour?”

“Very light it was; but I couldn’t see rightly which colour it was.”

“You’re sure it was a light colour?”

“Quite sure. I could swear to it in a court of law if you wanted me to.”

“That’s all right then, because it shows me your story is a fabrication. Come, get out of this house or I’ll throw you out. You scoundrel, for two pins I’d give you such a thrashing as you’d remember all your life!”

“None o’ that, governor. Don’t you try it on. Hand us over that fifty quid.”

With that the scoundrel whipped out a revolver and pointed it at me. But before he could threaten again I had got hold of his wrist with one hand, snatched the pistol with the other, and sent him sprawling on his back upon the carpet.

“Now, you brute,” I cried, “what am I going to do with you, do you think? Get up and clear out of the house before I take my boot to you.”

He got up and began to brush his clothes.

“I want my fifty pound,” he cried.

“You’ll get more than you want if you come here again,” I said. “Out you go!”

With that I got him by the collar and dragged him out of the room across the hall, much to the butler’s astonishment, through the front door, and then kicked him down the steps. He fell in a heap on the gravel.

“All right, my fine bloke,” he said as he lay there; “you wait till I get you outside. I’ll fix you up, and don’t you make no mistake.”

I went back to the dining-room without paying any attention to his threats. Both Mr. Wetherell and Beckenham had been witnesses of what had occurred, and now they questioned me concerning his visit. I gave them an outline of the story the man had told me and convinced them of its absurdity. Then Mr. Wetherell rose to his feet.

“Now shall we go and see McMurtough?”

“Certainly,” I said; “I’ll be ready as soon as you are.”

“You will come with us, I hope, Lord Beckenham?” Wetherell said.

“With every pleasure,” answered his lordship, and thereupon we went off to get ready.

Three-quarters of an hour later we were sitting in Mr. McMurtough’s office. The upshot of the interview was that Mr. McMurtough fell in with our plans as soon as we had uttered them, and expressed himself delighted to lend his yacht in such a good cause.

“I only wish I could come with you,” he said; “but unfortunately that is quite impossible. However, you are more than welcome to my boat. I will give you a letter, or send one to the Captain, so that she may be prepared for sea to-day. Will you see about provisioning her, or shall I?”

“We will attend to that,” said Wetherell. “All the expenses must of course be mine.”

“As you please about that, my old friend,” returned McMurtough.

“Where is she lying?” asked Wetherell.

The owner gave us the direction, and then having sincerely thanked him, we set off in search of her. She was a nice craft of about a hundred and fifty tons burden, and looked as if she ought to be a good sea boat. Chartering a wherry, we were pulled off to her. The captain was below when we arrived, but a hail brought him on deck. Mr. Wetherell then explained our errand, and gave him his owner’s letter. He read it through, and having done so, said — 

“I am at your service, gentlemen. From what Mr. McMurtough says here I gather that there is no time to lose, so with your permission I’ll get to work at once.”

“Order all the coal you want, and tell the steward to do the same for anything he may require in his department. The bills must be sent in to me.”

“Very good, Mr. Wetherell. And what time will you be ready?”

“As soon as you are. Can you get away by three o’clock this afternoon, think you?”

“Well, it will be a bit of a scramble, but I think we can manage it. Anyhow, I’ll do my best, you may be sure of that, sir.”

“I’m sure you will. There is grave need for it. Now we’ll go back and arrange a few matters ashore. My man shall bring our baggage down later on.”

“Very good, sir. I’ll have your berths prepared.”

With that we descended to the boat again, and were pulled ashore. Arriving there, Mr. Wetherell asked what we should do first.

“Hadn’t we better go up to the town and purchase a few rifles and some ammunition?” I said. “We can have them sent down direct to the boat.”

“A very good suggestion. Let us go at once.”

We accordingly set off for George Street — to a shop I remembered having seen. There we purchased half a dozen Winchester repeaters, with a good supply of ammunition. They were to be sent down to the yacht without fail that morning. This done, we stood on the pavement debating what we should do next. Finally it was decided that Mr. Wetherell and Beckenham should go home to pack, while I made one or two other small purchases, and then join them. Accordingly, bidding them good-bye, I went on down the street, completed my business, and was about to hail a cab and follow them, when a thought struck me: Why should I not visit Messrs. Dawson & Gladman, and find out why they were advertising for me? This I determined to do, and accordingly set off for Castlereagh Street.

In a small room leading off the main passage, three clerks were seated. To them I addressed myself, asking if I might see the partners.

“Mr. Dawson is the only one in town, sir,” said the boy to whom I spoke. “If you’ll give me your name, I’ll take it in to him.”

“My name is Hatteras,” I said. “Mr. Richard Hatteras.”

In less than two minutes the clerk returned, and begged me to follow him, which I did. At the end of a long passage we passed through a curtained doorway, and I stood in the presence of the chief partner.

“I have great pleasure in making your acquaintance, Mr. Hatteras,” he said, as I came to an anchor in a chair. “You noticed our advertisement, I presume?”

“I saw it this morning,” I answered. “And it is on that account I am here.”

“One moment before we proceed any further. Forgive what I am about to say — but you will see yourself that it is a point I am compelled not to neglect. Can you convince me as to your identity?”

“Very easily,” I replied, diving my hand into my breast-pocket and taking out some papers. “First and foremost, here is my bank-book. Here is my card-case. And here are two or three letters addressed to me by London and Sydney firms. The Hon. Sylvester Wetherell, Colonial Secretary, will be glad, I’m sure, to vouch for me. Is that sufficient to convince you?”

“More than sufficient,” he answered, smiling. “Now let me tell you for what purpose we desired you to call upon us.” Here he opened a drawer and took out a letter. “First and foremost, you must understand that we are the Sydney agents of Messrs, Atwin, Dobbs & Forsyth, of Furnival’s Inn, London. From them, by the last English mail, we received this letter. I gather that you are the son of James Dymoke Hatteras, who was drowned at sea in the year 1880?”

“I am.”

“Your father was the third son of Sir Edward Hatteras of Murdlestone, in the county of Hampshire?”

“He was.”

“And the brother of Sir William, who had one daughter, Gwendoline Mary?”

“That is so.”

“Well, Mr. Hatteras, it is my sad duty to inform you that within a week of your departure from England your cousin, the young lady just referred to, was drowned by accident in a pond near her home, and that her father, who had been ailing for some few days, died of heart disease on hearing the sad tidings. In that case, so my correspondents inform me, there being no nearer issue, you succeed to the title and estates — which I also learn are of considerable value, including the house and park, ten farms, and a large amount of house property, a rent roll of fifteen thousand a year, and accumulated capital of nearly a hundred thousand pounds.”

“Good gracious! Is this really true?”

“Quite true. You can examine the letter for yourself.”

I took it up from the table and read it through, hardly able to believe my eyes.

“You are indeed a man to be envied, Mr. Hatteras,” said the lawyer. “The title is an old one, and I believe the property is considered one of the best in that part of England.”

“It is! But I can hardly believe that it is really mine.”

“There is no doubt about that, however. You are a baronet as certainly as I am a lawyer. I presume you would like us to take whatever action is necessary?”

“By all means. This afternoon I am leaving Sydney, for a week or two, for the Islands. I will sign any papers when I come back.”

“I will bear that in mind. And your address in Sydney is — —”

“Care of the Honourable Sylvester Wetherell, Potts Point.”

“Thank you. And, by the way, my correspondents have desired me on their behalf to pay in to your account at the Oceania the sum of five thousand pounds. This I will do to-day.”

“I am obliged to you. Now I think I must be going. To tell the truth, I hardly know whether I am standing on my head or my heels.”

“Oh, you will soon get over that.”

“Good-morning.”

“Good-morning, Sir Richard.”

With that, I bade him farewell, and went out of the office, feeling quite dazed by my good fortune. I thought of the poor idiot whose end had been so tragic, and of the old man as I had last seen him, shaking his fist at me from the window of the house. And to think that that lovely home was mine, and that I was a baronet, the principal representative of a race as old as any in the country-side! It seemed too wonderful to be true!

Hearty were the congratulations showered upon me at Potts Point, you may be sure, when I told my tale, and my health was drunk at lunch with much goodwill. But our minds were too much taken up with the arrangements for our departure that afternoon to allow us to think very much of anything else. By two o’clock we were ready to leave the house, by half-past we were on board the yacht, at three-fifteen the anchor was up, and a few moments later we were ploughing our way down the harbour.

Our search for Phyllis had reached another stage.


CHAPTER V

THE ISLANDS, AND WHAT WE FOUND THERE
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TO THOSE WHO have had no experience of the South Pacific the constantly recurring beauties of our voyage would have seemed like a foretaste of Heaven itself. From Sydney, until the Loyalty Group lay behind us, we had one long spell of exquisite weather. By night under the winking stars, and by day in the warm sunlight, our trim little craft ploughed her way across smooth seas, and our only occupation was to promenade or loaf about the decks and to speculate as to the result of the expedition upon which we had embarked.

Having sighted the Isle of Pines we turned our bows almost due north and headed for the New Hebrides. Every hour our impatience was growing greater. In less than two days, all being well, we should be at our destination, and twenty-four hours after that, if our fortune proved in the ascendant, we ought to be on our way back with Phyllis in our possession once more. And what this would mean to me I can only leave you to guess.

One morning, just as the faint outline of the coast of Aneityum was peering up over the horizon ahead, Wetherell and I chanced to be sitting in the bows. The sea was as smooth as glass, and the tinkling of the water round the little vessel’s nose as she turned it off in snowy lines from either bow, was the only sound to be heard. As usual the conversation, after wandering into other topics, came back to the subject nearest our hearts. This led us to make a few remarks anent Nikola and his character. I could not help asking him for an explanation.

“You want to know how it is that I am so frightened of Nikola?” he asked. “Well, to give you my reason will necessitate my telling you a story. I don’t mind doing that at all, but what I am afraid of is that you may be inclined to doubt its probability. However, if you want to hear it you shall.”

“I should like to above all things,” I replied. “I have been longing to ask you about it for some time past, but could not quite screw up my courage.”

“Well, in the first place,” Mr. Wetherell said, “you must understand that before I became a Minister of the Crown, or indeed a Member of Parliament at all, I was a barrister with a fairly remunerative practice. That was before my wife’s death and when Phyllis was at school. Up to the time I am going to tell you about I had taken part in no very sensational case. But my opportunity for earning notoriety was, though I did not know it, near at hand. One day I was briefed to defend a man accused of the murder of a Chinaman aboard a Sydney vessel on a voyage from Shanghai. At first there seemed to be no doubt at all as to his guilt, but by a singular chance, with the details of which I will not bore you, I hit upon a scheme which got him off. I remember the man perfectly, and a queer fellow he was, half-witted, I thought, and at the time of the trial within an ace of dying of consumption. His gratitude was the more pathetic because he had not the wherewithal to pay me. However, he made it up to me in another way.

“One wet night, a couple of months or so after the trial, I was sitting in my drawing-room listening to my wife’s music, when a servant entered to tell me that a woman wanted to see me. I went out into the passage to find waiting there a tall buxom lass of about five-and-twenty years of age. She was poorly dressed, but in a great state of excitement.

“‘Are you Mr. Wetherell?’ she said; ‘the gentleman as defended China Pete in the trial the other day?’

“‘I am,’ I answered. ‘What can I do for you? I hope China Pete is not in trouble again?’

“‘He’s in a worse trouble this time, sir,’ said the woman. ‘He’s dyin’, and he sent me to fetch you to ‘im before he goes.’

“‘But what does he want me for?’ I asked rather suspiciously.

“‘I’m sure I dunno,’ was the girl’s reply. ‘But he’s been callin’ for you all this blessed day: “Send for Mr. Wetherell! send for Mr. Wetherell!” So off I came, when I got back from work, to fetch you. If you’re comin’, sir, you’d best be quick, for he won’t last till mornin’.’

“‘Very well, I’ll come with you at once,’ I said. Then, having told my wife not to sit up for me, I followed my strange messenger out of the house.

“For nearly an hour we walked on and on, plunging deeper into the lower quarter of the town. All through the march my guide maintained a rigid silence, walking a few paces ahead, and only recognizing the fact that I was following her by nodding in a certain direction whenever we arrived at cross thoroughfares or interlacing lanes.

“At last we arrived at the street she wanted. At the corner she came suddenly to a standstill, and putting her two first fingers into her mouth blew a shrill whistle, after the fashion of street boys. A moment later a shock-headed urchin about ten years old made his appearance from a dark alley and came towards us. The woman said something to him, which I did not catch, and then turning sharply to her left hand beckoned to me to follow her.

“From the street itself we passed, by way of a villainous alley, into a large courtyard, where brooded a silence like that of death. Indeed, a more weird and desolate place I don’t remember ever to have met with. Not a soul was to be seen, and though it was surrounded by houses, only two feeble lights showed themselves. Towards one of these my guide made her way, stopping on the threshold. Upon a panel she rapped with her fingers, and as she did so a window on the first floor opened, and the boy we had met in the street looked out.

“‘How many?’ inquired the woman, who had brought me, in a loud whisper.

“‘None now,’ replied the boy; ‘but there’s been a power of Chinkies hereabouts all the evenin’, an’ ‘arf an hour ago there was a gent in a cloak.’

“Without waiting to hear any more the woman entered the house and I followed close on her heels. The adventure was clearly coming to a head now.

“When the door had been closed behind us the boy appeared at the top of a flight of stairs with a lighted candle. We accordingly ascended to him, and having done so made our way towards a door at the end of the abominably dirty landing. At intervals I could hear the sound of coughing coming from a room at the end. My companion, however, bade me stop, while she went herself into the room, shutting the door after her. I was left alone with the boy, who immediately took me under his protection, and for my undivided benefit performed a series of highly meritorious acrobatic performances upon the feeble banisters, to his own danger, but apparent satisfaction. Suddenly, just as he was about to commence what promised to be the most successful item in his repertoire, he paused, lay flat on his stomach upon the floor, and craned his head over the side, where once banisters had been, and gazed into the half dark well below. All was quiet as the grave. Then, without warning, an almond-eyed, pigtailed head appeared on the stairs and looked upwards. Before I could say anything to stop him, the youth had divested himself of his one slipper, taken it in his right hand, leaned over a bit farther, and struck the ascending Celestial a severe blow on the mouth with the heel of it. There was the noise of a hasty descent and the banging of the street door a moment later, then all was still again, and the youngster turned to me.

“‘That was Ah Chong,’ he said confidentially. ‘He’s the sixth Chinkie I’ve landed that way since dark.’

“This important piece of information he closed with a double-jointed oath of remarkable atrocity, and, having done so, would have recommenced the performance of acrobatic feats had I not stopped him by asking the reason of his action. He looked at me with a grin, — 

“‘I dunno, but all I cares is that China Pete in there gives me a sprat (sixpence) for every Chinkie what I keeps out of the ‘ouse. He’s a rum one is China Pete; an’ can’t he cough — my word!” he concluded.

“I was about to put another question when the door opened and the girl who had brought me to the house beckoned me into the room. I entered and she left me alone with the occupant.

“Of all the filthy places I have ever seen — and I have had the ill-luck to discover a good many in my time — that one eclipsed them all. On the bed, propped up by pillows and evidently in the last stage of collapse, was the man called China Pete. When we were alone together he pointed to a box near the bed and signified that I should seat myself. I did so, at the same time taking occasion to express my sorrow at finding him in this lamentable condition. He made no reply to my civilities, but after a little pause found strength enough to whisper. ‘See if there’s anybody at the door.’ I went across, opened the door and looked into the passage, but save the boy, who was now sitting on the top step of the stairs at the other end, there was not a soul in sight. I told him this, and having again closed the door, sat down on the box and waited for him to speak.

“‘You did me a good turn, Mr. Wetherell, over that trial,’ the invalid said at last, ‘and I couldn’t make it worth your while.’

“‘Oh, you mustn’t let that worry you,’ I answered soothingly. ‘You would have paid me if you had been able.’

“‘Perhaps I should, perhaps I shouldn’t, anyhow I didn’t, and I want to make it up to you now. Feel under my pillow and bring out what you find there.’

“I did as he directed me and brought to light a queer little wooden stick about three and a half inches long, made of some heavy timber and covered all over with Chinese inscriptions; at one end was a tiny bit of heavy gold cord much tarnished. I gave it to him and he looked at it fondly.

“‘Do you know the value of this little stick?’ he asked after a while.

“‘I have no possible notion,’ I replied.

“‘Make a guess,’ he said.

“To humour him I guessed five pounds. He laughed with scorn.

“‘Five pounds! O ye gods! Why, as a bit of stick it’s not worth five pence, but for what it really is there is not money enough in the world to purchase it. If I could get about again I would make myself the richest and most powerful man on earth with it. If you could only guess one particle of the dangers I’ve been through to get it you would die of astonishment. And the irony of it all is that now I’ve got it I can’t make use of it. On six different occasions the priests of the Llamaserai in Peking have tried to murder me to get hold of it. I brought it down from the centre of China disguised as a wandering beggar. That business connected with the murder of the Chinaman on board the ship, against which you defended me, was on account of it. And now I lie here dying like a dog, with the key to over ten millions in my hand. Nikola has tried for five years to obtain it, without success however. He little dreams I’ve got it after all. If he did I’d be a dead man by now.’

“‘Who is this Nikola then?’ I asked.

“‘Dr. Nikola? Well, he’s Nikola, and that’s all I can tell you. If you’re a wise man you’ll want to know no more. Ask the Chinese mothers nursing their almond-eyed spawn in Peking who he is; ask the Japanese, ask the Malays, the Hindoos, the Burmese, the coal porters in Port Said, the Buddhist priests of Ceylon; ask the King of Corea, the men up in Thibet, the Spanish priests in Manilla, or the Sultan of Borneo, the ministers of Siam, or the French in Saigon — they’ll all know Dr. Nikola and his cat, and, take my word, they fear him.’

“I looked at the little stick in my hand and wondered if the man had gone mad.

“‘What do you wish me to do with this?’ I asked.

“‘Take it away with you,’ he answered, ‘and guard it like your life, and when you have occasion, use it. Remember you have in your hand what will raise a million men and the equivalent of over ten mil — —’

“At this point a violent fit of coughing seized him and nearly tore him to pieces. I lifted him up a little in the bed, but before I could take my hands away a stream of blood had gushed from his lips. Like a flash of thought I ran to the door to call the girl, the boy on the stairs re-echoed my shout, and in less time than it takes to tell the woman was in the room. But we were too late — China Pete was dead.

“After giving her all the money I had about me to pay for the funeral, I bade her good-bye, and with the little stick in my pocket returned to my home. Once there I sat myself down in my study, took my legacy out of my pocket and carefully examined it. As to its peculiar power and value, as described to me by the dead man, I hardly knew what to think. My own private opinion was that China Pete was not sane at the time he told me. And yet, how was I to account for the affray with the Chinaman on the boat, and the evident desire the Celestials in Sydney had to obtain information concerning it? After half an hour’s consideration of it I locked it up in a drawer of my safe and went upstairs to bed.

“Next day China Pete was buried, and by the end of the month I had well-nigh forgotten that he had ever existed, and had hardly thought of his queer little gift, which still reposed in the upper drawer of my safe. But I was to hear more of it later on.

“One night, about a month after my coming into possession of the stick, my wife and I entertained a few friends at dinner.

“As the clock struck eleven I said good-night to the last of my guests upon the door-step. The carriage had not gone fifty yards down the street before a hansom drew up before my door and a man dressed in a heavy cloak jumped out. Bidding the driver wait for him he ran up my steps.

“‘Mr. Wetherell, I believe?’ he said. I nodded and wished him ‘good-evening,’ at the same time asking his business.

“‘I will tell you with pleasure,’ he answered, ‘if you will permit me five minutes alone with you. It is most important, and as I leave Sydney early to-morrow morning you will see that there is not much time to spare.’

“I led the way into the house and to my study, which was in the rear, overlooking the garden. Once there I bade him be seated, taking up my position at my desk.

“Then, in the light of the lamp, I became aware of the extraordinary personality of my visitor. He looked at me very searchingly for a moment and then said: ‘My business will surprise you a little I expect, Mr. Wetherell. First, if you will allow me I will tell you something about myself and then ask you a question. You must understand that I am pretty well known as an Eastern traveller; from Port Said to the Kuriles there is hardly a place with which I am not acquainted. I have a hobby. I am a collector of Eastern curios, but there is one thing I have never been able to obtain.’

“‘And that is?’

“‘A Chinese executioner’s symbol of office.’

“‘But how can I help you in that direction?’ I asked, completely mystified.

“‘By selling me one that has lately come into your possession,’ he said. ‘It is a little black stick, about three inches long and covered with Chinese characters. I happened to hear, quite by chance, that you had one in your possession, and I have taken a journey of some thousands of miles to endeavour to purchase it from you.’

“I went across to the safe, unlocked it, and took out the little stick China Pete had given me. When I turned round I almost dropped it with surprise as I saw the look of eagerness that rose in my visitor’s face. But he pulled himself together and said, as calmly as he had yet addressed me:

“‘That is the very thing. If you will allow me to purchase it, it will complete my collection. What value do you place upon it?’

“‘I have no sort of notion of its worth,’ I answered, putting it down on the table and looking at it. Then in a flash a thought came into my brain, and I was about to speak when he addressed me again.

“‘Of course my reason for wishing to buy it is rather a hare-brained one, but if you care to let me have it I will give you fifty pounds for it with pleasure.’

“‘Not enough, Dr. Nikola,’ I said with a smile.

“He jumped as if he had been shot, and then clasped his hands tight on the arm of his chair. My random bolt had gone straight to the heart of the bulls-eye. This man then was Dr. Nikola, the extraordinary individual against whom China Pete had warned me. I was determined now that, come what might, he should not have the stick.

“‘Do you not consider the offer I make you a good one then, Mr. Wetherell?’ he asked.

“‘I’m sorry to say I don’t think the stick is for sale,’ I answered. ‘It was left to me by a man in return for a queer sort of service I rendered him, and I think I should like to keep it as a souvenir.’

“‘I will raise my offer to a hundred pounds in that case,’ said Nikola.

“‘I would rather not part with it,’ I said, and as I spoke, as if to clinch the matter, I took it up and returned it to the safe, taking care to lock the door upon it.

“‘I will give you five hundred pounds for it,’ cried Nikola, now thoroughly excited. ‘Surely that will tempt you?’

‘I’m afraid an offer of ten times that amount would make no difference,’ I replied, feeling more convinced than ever that I would not part with it.

“He laid himself back in his chair, and for nearly a minute and a half stared me full in the face. You have seen Nikola’s eyes, so I needn’t tell you what a queer effect they are able to produce. I could not withdraw mine from them, and I felt that if I did not make an effort I should soon be mesmerized. So, pulling myself together, I sprang from my chair, and, by doing so, let him see that our interview was at an end. However, he was not going without a last attempt to drive a bargain. When he saw that I was not to be moved his temper gave way, and he bluntly told me that I would have to sell it.

“‘There is no compulsion in the matter,’ I said warmly. ‘The curio is my own property, and I will do just as I please with it.’

“He thereupon begged my pardon, asked me to attribute his impatience to the collector’s eagerness, and after a few last words bade me ‘good-night,’ and left the house.

“When his cab had rolled away I went back to my study and sat thinking for awhile. Then something prompted me to take the stick out from the safe. I did so, and sat at my table gazing at it, wondering what the mystery might be to which it was the key. That it was not what Dr. Nikola had described it I felt certain.

“At the end of half an hour I put it in my pocket, intending to take it upstairs to show my wife, locked the safe again and went off to my dressing-room. When I had described the interview and shown the stick to my wife I placed it in the drawer of the looking-glass and went to bed.

“Next morning, about three o’clock, I was awakened by the sound of some one knocking violently at my door. I jumped out of bed and inquired who it might be. To my intense surprise the answer was ‘Police!’ I therefore donned my dressing-gown, and went out to find a sergeant of police on the landing waiting for me.

“‘What is the matter?’ I cried.

“‘A burglar!’ was his answer. ‘We’ve got him downstairs; caught him in the act.’

“I followed the officer down to the study. What a scene was there! The safe had been forced, and its contents lay scattered in every direction. One drawer of my writing-table was wide open, and in a corner, handcuffed, and guarded by a stalwart constable, stood a Chinaman.

“Well, to make a long story short, the man was tried, and after denying all knowledge of Nikola — who, by the way, could not be found — was convicted, and sentenced to five years’ hard labour. For a month I heard no more about the curio. Then a letter arrived from an English solicitor in Shanghai, demanding from me, on behalf of a Chinaman residing in that place, a little wooden stick covered with Chinese characters, which was said to have been stolen by an Englishman, known in Shanghai as China Pete. This was very clearly another attempt on Nikola’s part to obtain possession of it, so I replied to the effect that I could not entertain the request.

“A month or so later — I cannot, however, be particular as to the exact date — I found myself again in communication with Nikola, this time from South America. But there was this difference this time: he used undisguised threats, not only against myself, in the event of my still refusing to give him what he wanted, but also against my wife and daughter. I took no notice, with the result that my residence was again broken into, but still without success. Now I no longer locked the talisman up in the safe, but hid it in a place where I knew no one could possibly find it. My mind, you will see, was perfectly made up; I was not going to be driven into surrendering it.

“One night, a month after my wife’s death, returning to my house I was garrotted and searched within a hundred yards of my own front door, but my assailants could not find it on me. Then peculiar pressure from other quarters was brought to bear; my servants were bribed, and my life became almost a burden to me. What was more, I began to develop that extraordinary fear of Nikola which seems to seize upon every one who has any dealings with him. When I went home to England some months back, I did it because my spirits had got into such a depressed state that I could not remain in Australia. But I took care to deposit the stick with my plate in the bank before I left. There it remained till I returned, when I put it back in its old hiding-place again.

“The day after I reached London I happened to be crossing Trafalgar Square. Believing that I had left him at least ten thousand miles away, you may imagine my horror when I saw Dr. Nikola watching me from the other side of the road. Then and there I returned to my hotel, bade Phyllis pack with all possible despatch, and that same afternoon we started to return to Australia. The rest you know. Now what do you think of it all?”

“It’s an extraordinary story. Where is the stick at the present moment?”

“In my pocket. Would you like to see it?”

“Very much, if you would permit me to do so.”

He unbuttoned his coat, and from a carefully contrived pocket under the arm drew out a little piece of wood of exactly the length and shape he had described. I took it from him and gazed at it carefully. It was covered all over with Chinese writing, and had a piece of gold silk attached to the handle. There was nothing very remarkable about it; but I must own I was strangely fascinated by it when I remembered the misery it had caused, the changes and chances it had brought about, the weird story told by China Pete, and the efforts that had been made by Nikola to obtain possession of it. I gave it back to its owner, and then stood looking out over the smooth sea, wondering where Phyllis was and what she was doing. Nikola, when I met him, would have a heavy account to settle with me, and if my darling reported any further cruelty on his part I would show no mercy. But why had Mr. Wetherell brought the curio with him now? I put the question.

“For one very good reason,” he answered. “If it is the stick Nikola is after, as I have every right to suppose, he may demand it as a ransom for my girl, and I am quite willing to let him have it. The wretched thing has caused sufficient misery to make me only too glad to be rid of it.”

“I hope, however, we shall be able to get her without giving it up,” I said. “Now let us go aft to lunch.”

The day following we were within a hundred miles of our destination, and by mid-day of the day following that again were near enough to render it advisable to hold a council over our intended movements. Accordingly, a little before lunch time the Marquis, Wetherell, the skipper and myself, met under the after awning to consider our plan of war.

“The first matter to be taken into consideration, I think, Mr. Wetherell,” said the skipper, “is the point as to which side of the island we shall bring up on.”

“You will be able to settle that,” answered Wetherell, looking at me. “You are acquainted with the place, and can best advise us.”

“I will do so to the best of my ability,” I said, sitting down on the deck and drawing an outline with a piece of chalk. “The island is shaped like this. There is no reef. Here is the best anchorage, without doubt, but here is the point where we shall be most likely to approach without being observed. The trend of the land is all upward from the shore, and, as far as I remember, the most likely spot for a hut, if they are detaining Miss Wetherell there, as we suppose, will be on a little plateau looking south, and hard by the only water on the island.”

“And what sort of anchorage shall we get there, do you think?” asked the skipper, who very properly wished to run no risk with his owner’s boat.

“Mostly coral. None too good, perhaps, but as we shall have steam up, quite safe enough.”

“And how do you propose that we shall reach the hut when we land?”

“I have been thinking that out,” I said, “and I have come to the conclusion that the best plan would be for us to approach the island after dark, to heave to about three miles out and pull ashore in the boat. We will then ascend the hill by the eastern slope and descend upon them. They will probably not expect us from that quarter, and it will at least be easier than climbing the hill in the face of a heavy fire. What do you say?”

They all agreed that it seemed practicable.

“Very good then,” said the skipper, “we’ll have lunch, and afterwards begin our preparations.” Then turning to me, “I’ll get you to come into my cabin, Mr. Hatteras, by-and-by and take a look at the Admiralty chart, if you will. You will be able probably to tell me if you think it can be relied on.”

“I’ll do so with pleasure,” I answered, and then we went below.

Directly our meal was over I accompanied the skipper to look at the chart, and upon it we marked our anchorage. Then an adjournment was made aft, and our equipment of rifles and revolvers thoroughly overhauled. We had decided earlier that our landing party should consist of eight men — Wetherell, Beckenham, the mate of the yacht, myself, and four of the crew, each of whom would be supplied with a Winchester repeating rifle, a revolver, and a dozen cartridges. Not a shot was to be fired, however, unless absolutely necessary, and the greatest care was to be taken in order to approach the hut, if possible, without disturbing its inmates.

When the arms had been distributed and carefully examined, the sixteen foot surf-boat was uncovered and preparations made for hoisting her overboard. By the time this was done it was late in the afternoon, and almost soon enough for us to be thinking about overcoming the distance which separated us from our destination.

About dusk I was standing aft, leaning against the taff-rail, when Beckenham came up and stood beside me. It was wonderful what a difference these few months had made in him; he was now as brown as a berry, and as fine-looking a young fellow as any man could wish to see.

“We shall be picking up the island directly,” I said as he came to an anchor alongside me. “Do you think you ought to go to-night? Remember you will run the risk of being shot!”

“I have thought of that,” he said. “I believe it’s my duty to do my best to help you and Mr. Wetherell.”

“But what would your father say if he knew?”

“He would say that I only did what was right. I have just been writing to him, telling him everything. If anything should happen to me you will find the letter on the chest of drawers in your cabin. I know you will send it on to him. But if we both come out of it safely and rescue Miss Wetherell I’m going to ask a favour.”

“Granted before I know what it is!”

“It isn’t a very big one. I want you to let me be your best man at your wedding?”

“So you shall. And a better I could not possibly desire.”

“I like to hear you say that. We’ve been through a good deal together since we left Europe, haven’t we?”

“We have, and to-night will bring it to a climax, or I’m much mistaken.”

“Do you think Nikola will show fight?”

“Not a doubt about it I should think. If he finds himself cornered he’ll probably fight like a demon.”

“It’s Baxter I want to meet.”

“Nikola is my man. I’ve a big grudge against him, and I want to pay it.”

“How little we thought when we were cruising about Bournemouth Bay together that within such a short space of time we should be sailing the South Pacific on such an errand! It seems almost too strange to be possible.”

“So it does! All’s well that ends well, however. Let’s hope we’re going to be successful to-night. Now I’m going on the bridge to see if I can pick the land up ahead.”

I left him and went forward to the captain’s side. Dusk had quite fallen by this time, rendering it impossible to see very far ahead. A hand had been posted in the fore-rigging as a look-out, and every moment we expected to hear his warning cry; but nearly an hour passed, and still it did not come.

Then suddenly the shout rang out, “Land ahead!” and we knew that our destination was in sight. Long before this all our lights had been obscured, and so, in the darkness — for a thick pall of cloud covered the sky — we crept up towards the coast. Within a couple of minutes of hearing the hail every man on board was on deck gazing in the direction in which we were proceeding.

By tea time we had brought the land considerably nearer, and by eight o’clock were within three miles of it. Not a sign, however, of any craft could we discover, and the greatest vigilance had to be exercised on our part to allow no sign to escape us to show our whereabouts to those ashore. Exactly at nine o’clock the shore party, fully armed, assembled on deck, and the surf-boat was swung overboard. Then in the darkness we crept down the gangway and took our places. The mate was in possession of the tiller, and when all was ready we set off for the shore.


CHAPTER VI

CONCLUSION
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ONCE WE HAD left her side and turned our boat’s nose towards the land, the yacht lay behind us, a black mass, nearly absorbed in the general shadow. Not a light showed itself, and everything was as still as the grave; the only noise to be heard was the steady dip, dip of the oars in the smooth water and now and then the chirp of the rowlocks. For nearly half an hour we pulled on, pausing at intervals to listen, but nothing of an alarming nature met our ears. The island was every moment growing larger, the beach more plain to the eye, and the hill more clearly defined.

As soon as the boat grounded we sprang out and, leaving one hand to look after her, made our way ashore. It was a strange experience that landing on a strange beach on such an errand and at such an hour, but we were all too much taken up with the work which lay before us to think of that. Having left the water’s edge we came to a standstill beneath a group of palms and discussed the situation. As the command of the expedition had fallen upon me I decided upon the following course of action: To begin with, I would leave the party behind me and set out by myself to ascertain the whereabouts of the hut. Having discovered this I would return, and we would thereupon make our way inland and endeavour to capture it. I explained the idea in as few words as possible to my followers, and then, bidding them wait for me where they were, at the same time warning them against letting their presence be discovered, I set off up the hill in the direction I knew the plateau to lie. The undergrowth was very thick and the ground rocky; for this reason it was nearly twenty minutes before I readied the top of the hill. Then down the other side I crept, picking my way carefully, and taking infinite precautions that no noise should serve to warn our foes of my coming.

At last I reached the plateau and looked about me. A small perpendicular cliff, some sixty feet in height, was before me, so throwing myself down upon my stomach, I wriggled my way to its edge. When I got there I looked over and discovered three well-built huts on a little plateau at the cliff’s base. At the same moment a roar of laughter greeted my ears from the building on the left. It was followed by the voice of a man singing to the accompaniment of a banjo. Under cover of his music I rose to my feet and crept back through the bushes, by the track along which I had come. I knew enough to distribute my forces now.

Having reached my friends again I informed them of what I had seen, and we then arranged the mode of attack as follows: The mate of the yacht, with two of the hands, would pass round the hill to the left of the plateau, Wetherell and another couple of men would take the right side, while Beckenham and myself crept down from the back. Not a sound was to be made or a shot fired until I blew my whistle. Then, with one last word of caution, we started on our climb.

By this time the clouds had cleared off the sky and the stars shone brightly. Once more I arrived at the small precipice behind the huts, and, having done so, sat down for a few moments to give the other parties time to take up their positions. Then, signing to Beckenham to accompany me, I followed the trend of the precipice along till I discovered a place where we might descend in safety. In less than a minute we were on the plateau below, creeping towards the centre hut. Still our approach was undetected. Bidding Beckenham in a whisper wait for me, I crept cautiously round to the front, keeping as much as possible in the shadow. As soon as I had found the door, I tiptoed towards it and prepared to force my way inside but I had an adventure in store for me which I had not anticipated.

Seated in the doorway, almost hidden in the shadow, was the figure of a man. He must have been asleep, for he did not become aware of my presence until I was within a foot of him. Then he sprang to his feet and was about to give the alarm. Before he could do so, however, I was upon him. A desperate hand-to-hand struggle followed, in which I fought solely for his throat. This once obtained I tightened my fingers upon it and squeezed until he fell back unconscious. It was like a horrible nightmare, that combat without noise in the dark entry of the hut, and I was more than thankful that it ended so satisfactorily for me. As soon as I had disentangled myself, I rose to my feet and proceeded across his body into the hut itself. A swing door led from the porch, and this I pushed open.

“Who is it, and what do you want?” said a voice which I should have recognized anywhere.

In answer I took Phyllis in my arms and, whispering my name, kissed her over and over again. She uttered a little cry of astonishment and delight. Then, bidding her step quietly, I passed out into the starlight, leading her after me. As we were about to make for the path by which I had descended, Beckenham stepped forward, and at the same instant the man with whom I had been wrestling came to his senses and gave a shout of alarm. In an instant there was a noise of scurrying feet and a great shouting of orders.

“Make for the boats!” I cried at the top of my voice, and, taking Phyllis by the hand, set off as quickly as I could go up the path, Beckenham assisting her on the other side.

If I live to be a hundred I shall never forget that rush up the hill. In and out of trees and bushes, scratching ourselves and tearing our clothes, we dashed; conscious only of the necessity for speed. Before we were half-way down the other side Phyllis’s strength was quite exhausted, so I took her in my arms and carried her the remainder of the distance. At last we reached the boat and jumped on board. The rest of the party were already there, and the word being given we prepared to row out to the yacht. But before we could push off a painful surprise was in store for us. The Marquis, who had been counting the party, cried: “Where is Mr. Wetherell?”

We looked round upon each other, and surely enough the old gentleman was missing. Discovering this, Phyllis nearly gave way, and implored us to go back at once to find him. But having rescued her with so much difficulty I did not wish to run any risk of letting her fall into her enemies’ hands again; so selecting four volunteers from the party, I bade the rest pull the boat out to the yacht and give Miss Wetherell into the captain’s charge, while the others accompanied me ashore again in search of her father. Having done this the boat was to return and wait for us.

Quickly we splashed our way back to the beach, and then, plunging into the undergrowth, began our search for the missing man. As we did not know where to search, it was like looking for a needle in a bundle of hay, but presently one of the hands remembered having seen him descending the hill, so we devoted our attentions to that side. For nearly two hours we toiled up and down, but without success. Not a sign of the old gentleman was to be seen. Could he have mistaken his way and be even now searching for us on another beach? To make sure of this we set off and thoroughly searched the two bays in the direction he would most likely have taken. But still without success. Perhaps he had been captured and carried back to the huts? In that case we had better proceed thither and try to rescue him. This, however, was a much more serious undertaking, and you may imagine it was with considerable care that we approached the plateau again.

When we reached it the huts were as quiet as when I had first made their acquaintance. Not a sound came up to the top of the little precipice save the rustling of the wind in the palms at its foot. It seemed difficult to believe that there had been such a tumult on the spot so short a time before.

Again with infinite care we crept down to the buildings, this time, however, without encountering a soul. The first was empty, so was the second, and so was the third. This result was quite unexpected, and rendered the situation even more mysterious than before.

By the time we had thoroughly explored the plateau and its surroundings it was nearly daylight, and still we had discovered no trace of the missing man. Just as the sun rose above the sea line we descended the hill again and commenced a second search along the beach, with no better luck, however, than on the previous occasion. Wetherell and our assailants seemed to have completely disappeared from the island.

About six o’clock, thoroughly worn out, we returned to the spot where the boat was waiting for us. What was to be done? We could not for obvious reasons leave the island and abandon the old gentleman to his fate, and yet it seemed useless to remain there looking for him, when he might have been spirited away elsewhere.

Suddenly one of the crew, who had been loitering behind, came into view waving something in his hand. As he approached we could see that it was a sheet of paper, and when he gave it into my hands I read as follows: — 

“If you cross the island to the north beach you will find a small cliff in which is a large cave, a little above high-water mark. There you will discover the man for whom you are searching.”

There was no signature to this epistle, and the writing was quite unfamiliar to me, but I had no reason to doubt its authenticity.

“Where did you discover this?” I inquired of the man who had brought it.

“Fastened to one of them prickly bushes up on the beach there, sir,” he answered.

“Well, the only thing for us to do now is to set off to the north shore and hunt for the cave. Two of you had better take the boat back to the yacht and ask the captain to follow us round.”

As soon as the boat was under weigh we picked up our rifles and set off for the north beach. It was swelteringly hot by this time, and, as may be imagined, we were all dead tired after our long night’s work. However, the men knew they would be amply rewarded if we could effect the rescue of the man for whom we had been searching, so they pushed on.

At last we turned the cape and entered the bay which constituted the north end of the island. It was not a large beach on this side, but it had, at its western end, a curious line of small cliffs, in the centre of which a small black spot could be discerned looking remarkably like the entrance to a cave. Towards this we pressed, forgetting our weariness in the excitement of the search.

It was a cave, and a large one. So far the letter was correct. Preparing ourselves, in case of surprise, we approached the entrance, calling Mr. Wetherell’s name. As our shouts died away a voice came out in answer, and thereupon we rushed in.

A remarkable sight met our eyes. In the centre of the cave was a stout upright post, some six or eight feet in height, and securely tied to this was the Colonial Secretary of New South Wales.

In less time almost than it takes to tell, we had cast loose the ropes which bound him, and led him, for he was too weak to stand alone, out into the open air. While he was resting he inquired after his daughter, and having learned that she was safe, gave us the following explanation. Addressing himself to me he said:

“When you cried ‘Make for the boats,’ I ran up the hill with the others as fast as I could go; but I’m an old man and could not get along as quickly as I wanted to, and for this reason was soon left far behind. I must have been half-way down the hill when a tall man, dressed in white, stepped out from behind a bush, and raising a rifle bade me come to a standstill. Having no time to lift my own weapon I was obliged to do as he ordered me, and he thereupon told me to lay down my weapon and right-about face. In this fashion I was marched back to the huts we had just left, and then, another man having joined my captor, was conducted across the island to this beach, where a boat was in waiting. In it I was pulled out to a small schooner lying at anchor in the bay and ordered to board her; five minutes later I was conducted to the saloon.

“‘Good-evening, Mr. Wetherell. This is indeed a pleasure,’ said a man sitting at the farther end of the table. He was playing with a big black cat, and directly I heard his voice I knew that I was in the presence of Dr. Nikola.

“‘And how do you think I am going to punish you, my friend, for giving me all this trouble?’ he said when I made no reply to his first remark.

“‘You dare not do anything to me,’ I answered. ‘I demand that you let me go this instant. I have a big score to settle with you.’

“‘If you will be warned by me you will cease to demand,’ he answered, his eyes the while burning like coals. ‘You are an obstinate man, but though you have put me to so much trouble and expense I will forgive you and come to terms with you. Now listen to me. If you will give me — —’

“At that moment the little vessel gave a heavy roll, and in trying to keep my footing on the sloping deck I fell over upon the table. As I did so the little Chinese stick slipped out of my pocket and went rolling along directly into Nikola’s hands. He sprang forward and seized it, and you may imagine his delight. With a cry of triumph that made the cat leap from his shoulder, he turned to a tall man by his side and said:

“‘I’ve got it at last! Now let a boat’s crew take this man ashore and tie him to the stake in the cave. Then devise some means of acquainting his friends of his whereabouts. Be quick, for we sail in an hour.’ Having given these orders he turned to me again and said:

“‘Mr. Wetherell, this is the last transaction we shall probably ever have together. All things considered, you are lucky in escaping so easily. It would have saved you a good deal if you had complied with my request at first. However, all’s well that ends well, and I congratulate you upon your charming daughter. Now, good-bye; in an hour I am off to effect a coup with this stick, the magnitude of which you would never dream. One last word of advice: pause a second time, I entreat, before you think of baulking Dr. Nikola.’

“I was going to reply, when I was twisted round and led up on deck, where that scoundrel Baxter had the impudence to make me a low bow. In less than a quarter of an hour I was fastened to the post in that cave. The rest you know. Now let us get on board; I see the boat is approaching.”

As soon as the surf-boat had drawn up on the beach we embarked and were pulled out to the yacht. In a few moments we were on deck, and Phyllis was in her father’s arms again. By mid-day the island had disappeared under the sea line, and by nightfall we were well on our way back to Sydney.

That evening, after dinner, Phyllis and I patrolled the deck together, and finally came to a standstill aft. It was as beautiful an evening as any man or woman could desire. All round us was the glassy sea, rising and falling as if asleep, while overhead the tropic stars shone down with their wonderful brilliance.

“Phyllis,” I said, taking my darling’s hand in mine and looking into her face, “what a series of adventures we have both passed through since that afternoon I first saw you in the Domain! Do you know that your father has at last consented to our marriage?”

“I do. And as it is to you, Dick, I owe my rescue,” she said, coming a little closer to me, “he could do nothing else; you have a perfect right to me.”

“I have, and I mean to assert it!” I answered. “If I had not found you, I should never have been happy again.”

“But, Dick, there is one thing I don’t at all understand. At dinner this evening the captain addressed you as Sir Richard. What does that mean?”

“Why, of course you have not heard!” I cried. “Well, I think it means that though I cannot make you a marchioness, I can make you a baronet’s wife. It remains with you to say whether you will be Lady Hatteras or not.” Then I explained how I had inherited the title and estates.

Her only reply was to kiss me softly on the cheek.

She had scarcely done so before her father and Beckenham came along the deck.

“Now, Phyllis,” said the former, leading her to a seat, “supposing you give us the history of your adventures. Remember we have heard nothing yet.”

“Very well. Where shall I begin? At the moment I left the house for the ball? Very good. Well, you must know that when I arrived at Government House I met Mrs. Mayford — the lady who had promised to chaperone me — in the cloak-room, and we passed into the ball-room together. I danced the first dance with Captain Hackworth, one of the aides, and engaged myself for the fourth to the Marquis of Beckenham.”

“The sham Marquis, unfortunately,” put in the real one.

“It proved to be unfortunate for me also,” continued Phyllis. “As it was a square we sat it out in the ante-room leading off the drawing-room, and while we were there the young gentleman did me the honour of proposing to me. It was terribly embarrassing for me, but I allowed him to see, as unmistakably as possible, that I could give him no encouragement, and, as the introduction to the next waltz started, we parted the best of friends. About half an hour later, just as I was going to dance the lancers, Mrs. Mayford came towards me and drew me into the drawing-room. Mr. Baxter, his lordship’s tutor, was with her, and I noticed that they both looked supernaturally grave.

“‘What is the matter?’ I asked, becoming alarmed by her face.

“‘My dear,’ said she, ‘you must be brave. I have come to tell you that your father has been taken ill, and has sent for you.’

“‘Papa ill!’ I cried. ‘Oh, I must go home to him at once’

“‘I have taken the liberty of facilitating that,’ said Mr. Baxter, ‘by ordering the servants to call up your carriage, which is now waiting for you at the door. If you will allow me, I will conduct you to it?’

“I apologized to my partner for being compelled to leave him, and then went to the cloak-room. As soon as I was ready I accompanied Mr. Baxter to the door, where the brougham was waiting. Without looking at the coachman I got in, at the same time thanking my escort for his kindness. He shut the door and cried ‘Home’ to the coachman. Next moment we were spinning down the drive.

“As I was far too much occupied thinking of you, papa, I did not notice the direction we were taking, and it was not until the carriage stopped before a house in a back street that I realized that something was wrong. Then the door was opened, and a gentleman in evening dress begged me to alight. I did so, almost without thinking what I was doing.

“‘I am sorry to say your father is not at all well, Miss Wetherell,’ said the person who helped me out. ‘If you will be good enough to step into my house I will let the nurse take you to him.’

“Like a person in a dream I followed him into the dwelling.

“‘Where is my father? and how is it that he is here?’ I cried, beginning to get frightened.

“‘You will know all when you see him,’ said my companion, throwing open the door of a bedroom. I went in, and that door was also shut upon me. Then I turned and faced the man.”

“What was he like?” cried Wetherell.

“He was the man you were telling us about at dinner — Dr. Nikola.”

“Ah! And then?”

“He politely but firmly informed me that I was his prisoner, and that until you gave up something he had for years been trying to obtain he would be compelled to detain me. I threatened, entreated, and finally wept, but he was not to be moved. He promised that no effort should be spared to make me comfortable, but he could not let me go until you had complied with his request. So I was kept there until late one night, when I was informed that I must be ready to leave the house. A brougham was at the door and in this, securely guarded, I was conducted to the harbour, where a boat was in waiting. In this we were rowed out to a schooner, and I was placed on board her. A comfortably furnished cabin was allotted to me, and everything I could possibly want was given me. But though the greatest consideration in all other matters was shown me, I could gather nothing of where we were going or what my fate was to be, nor could I discover any means of communicating with the shore. About midnight we got under weigh and commenced our voyage. Our destination was the island where you found me.”

“And how did Nikola treat you during the voyage and your stay on Pipa Lannu?” I asked.

“With invariable courtesy,” she replied. “A more admirable host no one could desire. I had but to express a wish, and it was instantly gratified. When we were clear of the land I was allowed on deck; my meals were served to me in a cabin adjoining my own, and a stewardess had been specially engaged to wait upon me. As far as my own treatment went, I have nothing to complain of. But oh, you can’t tell how thankful I was to get away; I imagined all sorts of horrors.”

“Well, God be thanked, it’s all done with now,” I said earnestly.

“And what is more,” said Wetherell, “you have won one of the best husbands in the world. Mr. Hatteras, your hand, sir; Phyllis, my darling, yours! God bless you both.”

A week later the eventful voyage was over, and we were back in Sydney again.

Then came our marriage. But, with your kind permission, I will only give you a very bare description of that. It took place at the cathedral, the Primate officiating. The Marquis of Beckenham was kind enough to act as my best man, while the Colonial Secretary, of course, gave his daughter away.

But now I come to think of it, there is one point I must touch upon in connexion with that happy occasion, and that was the arrival of an important present on the evening prior to the event.

We were sitting in the drawing-room when the butler brought in a square parcel on a salver and handed it to Phyllis. “Another present, I expect,” she said, and began to untie the string that bound it.

When the first cover was removed a layer of tissue paper revealed itself, and after that a large Russia leather case came into view. On pressing the spring the cover lifted and revealed a superb collet — as I believe it is called — of diamonds, and resting against the lid a small card bearing this inscription: — 

“With heartiest congratulations and best wishes to Lady Hatteras, in memory of an unfortunate detention and a voyage to the Southern Seas,

“From her sincere admirer, “Dr. Nikola.”

What do you think of that?

Well, to bring my long story to a close, the Great Event passed off with much éclat. We spent our honeymoon in the Blue Mountains, and a fortnight later sailed once more for England in the Orizaba. Both Mr. Wetherell — who has now resigned office — and the Marquis of Beckenham, who is as manly a fellow as you would meet anywhere in England, accompanied us home, and it was to the latter’s seaside residence that we went immediately on our arrival in the mother country. My own New Forest residence is being thoroughly renovated, and will be ready for occupation in the spring.

And now as to the other persons who have figured most prominently in my narrative. Of Nikola, Baxter, Eastover, or Prendergast I have never heard since. What gigantic coup the first-named intends to accomplish with the little Chinese stick, the possession of which proved so fatal to Wetherell, is beyond my power to tell. I am only too thankful, however, that I am able to say that I am not in the least concerned in it. I am afraid of Nikola, and I confess it. And with this honest expression of my feelings, and my thanks for your attention and forbearance, I will beg your permission to ring the curtain down upon the narrative of my Bid for Fortune.

THE END


Dr. Nikola (1896)
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OR, DR. NIKOLA RETURNS

Following the international success that was A Bid for Fortune, Boothby swiftly penned a sequel featuring the occult Dr. Nikola, appearing in 1896, a year after the first instalment of the series.  The novel involves the adventurer Wilfred Bruce, whom Dr. Nikola wants to hire to help him penetrate a secluded Chinese monastic society, hoping to obtain the occult secret for immortality. Dr. Nikola demonstrates to Bruce that he and his black cat have magical powers. He learned of the Chinese society from a disgraced Oxford don, who spent many years in China and from an old Buddhist priest. He tells Bruce: “I will confess that the prospect of what I am about to attempt almost frightens me. It is neither more nor less than to penetrate, with the help of certain Chinese secret societies, into the most extraordinary seat of learning that you or any other men ever heard of, and when there to beg, borrow, or steal the marvellous secrets they possess.” Convinced that Bruce is the right man for the task, Nikola convinces him to overlook the risks in return for the rewards and so Bruce joins him on his perilous quest.

The novel enjoyed great commercial success, earning praise from contemporary critics. The New York Mail and Express judged it as, “Crowded to the covers with the mysterious, the startling, and the supernatural.  While the Boston Courier described it as, “A novel containing a more ingenious, exciting and absorbing romance has not appeared upon our book table this season.”
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The first edition
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INTRODUCTION
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MY DEAR WILLIAM George Craigie — 

I have no doubt as to your surprise at receiving this letter, after so long and unjustifiable a period of silence, from one whom you must have come to consider either a dead man or at least a permanent refugee. When last we met it was on the deck of Tremorden’s yacht, in the harbour of Honolulu. I had been down to Kauai, I remember, and the day following, you, you lucky dog, were going off to England by the Royal Mail to be married to the girl of your heart. Since then I have heard, quite by chance, that you have settled down to a country life, as if to the manner born; that you take an absorbing interest in mangel-wurzels, and, while you strike terror into the hearts of poachers and other rustic evil-doers, have the reputation of making your wife the very best of husbands. Consequently you are to be envied and considered one of the happiest of men.

While, however, things have been behaving thus prosperously with you, I am afraid I cannot truthfully say that they have fared so well with me. At the termination of our pleasant South Sea cruise, just referred to, when our party dismembered itself in the Sandwich Islands, I crossed to Sydney, passed up inside the Barrier Reef to Cooktown, where I remained three months in order to try my luck upon the Palmer Gold Fields. This proving unsatisfactory I returned to the coast and continued my journey north to Thursday Island. From the last-named little spot I visited New Guinea, gave it my patronage for the better part of six months, and received in return a bad attack of fever, after recovering from which I migrated to Borneo, to bring up finally, as you will suppose, in my beloved China.

Do you remember how in the old days, when we both held positions of more or less importance in Hong-Kong, you used to rally me about my fondness for the Celestial character and my absurd liking for going fantee into the queerest company and places? How little did I imagine then to what straits that craze would ultimately conduct me! But we never know what the future has in store for us, do we? And perhaps it is as well.

You will observe, my dear Craigie, that it is the record of my visit to China on this particular occasion that constitutes this book; and you must also understand that it is because of our long friendship for each other, and by reason of our queer researches into the occult world together, that you find your name placed so conspicuously upon the forefront of it.

A word now as to my present existence and abode. My location I cannot reveal even to you. And believe me I make this reservation for the strongest reasons. Suffice it that I own a farm, of close upon five thousand acres, in a country such as would gladden your heart, if matrimony and continued well-being have not spoilt your eyes for richness of soil. It is shut in on all sides by precipitous mountain ranges, on the western peaks of which at this moment, as I sit in my verandah writing to you, a quantity of cloud, tinted a rose pink by the setting sun, is gathering. A quieter spot, and one more remote from the rush and bustle of civilization, it would be difficult to find. Once every six months my stores are brought up to me on mule-back by a trusted retainer who has never spoken a word of English in his life, and once every six weeks I send to, and receive from, my post office, four hundred miles distant, my mails. In the intervals I imitate the patriarchal life and character; that is to say, I hoe and reap my corn, live in harmony with my neighbour, who is two hundred odd miles away, and, figuratively speaking, enjoy life beneath my own vine and fig-tree.

Perhaps when the cool west wind blows in the long grass, the wild duck whistle upon the lagoons, or a newspaper filled with gossip of the outer world finds its way in to me, I am a little restless, but at other times I can safely say I have few regrets. I have done with the world, and to make my exile easier I have been permitted that greatest of all blessings, a good wife. Who she is and how I won her you will discover when you have perused this narrative, the compiling of which has been my principal and, I might almost say, only recreation all through our more than tedious winter. But now the snow has departed, spring is upon us, clad in its mantle of luscious grass and accompanied by the twitterings of birds and the music of innumerable small waterfalls, and I am a new man. All nature is busy, the swallows are working overtime beneath the eaves, and to-morrow, in proof of my remembrance, this book goes off to you.

Whether I shall ever again see Dr. Nikola, the principal character in it, is more than I can tell you. But I sincerely trust not. It is for the sake of circumstances brought about by that extraordinary man that I have doomed myself to perpetual exile; still I have no desire that he should know of my sacrifice. Sometimes when I lie awake in the quiet watches of the night I can hardly believe that the events of the last two years are real. The horror of that time still presses heavily upon me, and if I live to be a hundred I doubt if I shall outgrow it. When I tell you that even the things, I mean the mysteries and weird experiences, into which we thrust our impertinent noses in bygone days were absolutely as nothing compared with those I have passed through since in Nikola’s company, you will at first feel inclined to believe that I am romancing. But I know this, that by the time you have got my curious story by heart all doubt on that score will have been swept away.

One last entreaty. Having read this book, do not attempt to find me, or to set my position right with the world. Take my word for it, it is better as it is.

And now, without further preamble, let us come to the story itself. God bless you, and give you every happiness. Speak kindly of me to your wife, and believe me until death finishes my career, if it does such a thing, which Dr. Nikola would have me doubt,

Your affectionate friend,

Wilfred Bruce.


I. HOW I CAME TO MEET DR. NIKOLA
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IT WAS SATURDAY afternoon, about a quarter-past four o’clock if my memory serves me, and the road, known as the Maloo, leading to the Bubbling Well, that single breathing place of Shanghai, was crowded. Fashionable barouches, C-spring buggies, spider-wheel dogcarts, to say nothing of every species of ‘rickshaw, bicycle, and pony, were following each other in one long procession towards the Well. All the European portion of Shanghai, and a considerable percentage of the native, had turned out to witness the finish of the paper hunt, which, though, not exciting in itself, was important as being the only amusement the settlement boasted that afternoon. I had walked as far as the Horse Bazaar myself, and had taken a ‘rickshaw thence, more from pride than because I could afford it. To tell the truth, which will pop out sooner or later, however much I may try to prevent it, I was keeping up appearances, and though I lay back in my vehicle and smoked my cheroot with a princely air, I was painfully conscious of the fact that when the ride should be paid for the exchequer would scarcely survive the shock.

Since my arrival in Shanghai I had been more than usually unfortunate. I had tried for every billet then vacant, from those choice pickings at the top of the tree among the high gods, to the secretaryship of a Eurasian hub of communistical tendencies located somewhere on the confines of the native city, but always without success. For the one I had not the necessary influence, for the other I lacked that peculiar gift of obsequiousness which is so essential to prosperity in that particular line of business.

In the meantime my expenditure was going remorselessly on, and I very soon saw that unless something happened, and that quickly too, I had every prospect of hiding myself deprived of my belongings, sleeping on the Bund, and finally figuring in that Mixed Court in the Magistrate’s Yamen, which is so justly dreaded by every Englishman, as the debtor of a Cochin China Jew. The position was not a cheerful one, look at it in whatever light I would, but I had experienced it a good many times before, and had always come out of it, if not with an increased amount of self-respect, certainly without any very great degree of personal embarrassment.

Arriving at the Well, I paid off my coolie and took up a position near “the last jump,” which I noticed was a prepared fence and ditch of considerable awkwardness. I was only just in time, for a moment later the horses came at it with a rush; some cleared it, some refused it, while others, adopting a middle course, jumped on the top of it, blundered over, and finally sent their riders spinning over their heads into the mud at the feet of their fairest friends. It was not exactly an aesthetic picture, but it was certainly a very amusing one.

When the last horse, had landed, imagining the sport to be over for the day, I was in the act of moving away when there was a shout to stand clear, and wheeling round again, I was just in time to see a last horseman come dashing at the fence. Though he rode with considerable determination, and was evidently bent on putting a good finish to his day’s amusement, it was plain that his horse was not of the same way of thinking, for, when he was distant about half a dozen yards from the fence, he broke his stride, stuck his feet into the mud, and endeavoured to come to a standstill. The result was not at all what he expected; he slid towards the fence, received his rider’s quirt, viciously administered, round his flank, made up his mind to jump too late, hit the top rail with his forehead, turned a complete somersault, and landed with a crash at my feet. His rider fell into the arms of the ditch, out of which I presently dragged him. When I got him on the bank he did not look a pretty sight, but, on the other hand, that did not prevent him from recognizing me.

“Wilfred Bruce, by all that’s glorious!” he cried, at the same time rising to his feet and mopping his streaming face with a very muddy pocket-handkerchief. “This is a fortunate encounter, for do you know, I spent two hours this morning looking for you?”

“I am very sorry you should have had so much trouble,” I answered; “but are you sure you are not hurt?”

“Not in the least,” he answered, and when he had scraped off as much mud as possible, turned to his horse, which had struggled to his feet and was gazing stupidly about him.

“Let me first send this clumsy brute home,” he said, “then I’ll find my cart, and if you’ll permit me I’ll take you back to town with me.”

We saw the horse led away, and, when we had discovered his dog-cart among the crowd of vehicles waiting for their owners, mounted to our seats and set off — after a few preliminary antics on the part of the leader — on our return to the settlement.

Once comfortably on our way George Barkston, whom, I might mention here, I had known for more than ten years, placed his whip in the bucket and turned to me.

“Look here, Bruce,” he said, flushing a little in anticipation of what he was about to say, “I’m not going to mince matters with you, so let us come straight to the point; we are old friends, and though we’ve not seen as much of each other during this visit to Shanghai as we used to do in the old days when you were deputy-commissioner of whatever it was, and I was your graceless subordinate, I think I am pretty well conversant with your present condition. I don’t want you to consider me impertinent, but I do want you to let me help you if I can.”

“That’s very good of you,” I answered, not without a little tremor, however, as he shaved a well-built American buggy by a hair’s breadth. “To tell the honest truth, I want to get something to do pretty badly. There’s a serious deficit in the exchequer, my boy. And though I’m a fairly old hand at the game of poverty, I’ve still a sort of pride left, and I have no desire to figure in the Mixed Court next Wednesday on a charge of inability to pay my landlord twenty dollars for board and lodging.”

“Of course you don’t,” said Barkston warmly; “and so, if you’ll let me help you, I’ve an idea that I can put you on to the right track to something. The fact is, there was a chap in the smoking-room at the club the other night with whom I got into conversation. He interested me more than I can tell you, for he was one of the most curious beings who, I should imagine, has ever visited the East. I never saw such an odd-looking fellow in my life. Talk about eyes — well, his were — augh! Why, he looked you through and through. You know old Benwell, of the revenue-cutter Y-chang? Well, while I was talking to this fellow, after a game of pool, in he came.

“‘Hallo! Barkston,’ he said, as he brought up alongside the table, ‘I thought you were shooting with Jimmy Woodrough up the river? I’m glad to find you’re not, for I — —’ He had got as far as this before he became aware of my companion. Then his jaw dropped; he looked hard at him, said something under his breath, and, shaking me by the hand, made a feeble excuse, and fled the room. Not being able to make it out at all, I went after him and found him looking for his hat in the hall. ‘Come, I say, Benwell, ‘I cried;’ what’s up? What on earth made you bolt like that? Have I offended you?’ He led me on one side, so that the servants should not hear, and having done so said confidentially: ‘Barkston, I am not a coward; in my time I’ve tackled Europeans, Zulus, Somalis, Malays, Japanese, and Chinese, to say nothing of Manilla and Solomon boys, and what’s more, I don’t mind facing them all again; but when I find myself face to face with Dr. Nikola, well, I tell you I don’t think twice, I bolt! Take my tip and do the same.’ As he might just as well have talked to me in low Dutch for all I should have understood, I tried to question him, but I might have spared myself the trouble, for I could get nothing satisfactory out of him. He simply shook me by the hand, told the boy in the hall to call him a ‘rickshaw, and as soon as it drew up at the steps jumped into it and departed. When I got back to the billiard-room Nikola was still there, practising losing hazards of extraordinary difficulty.

“‘I’ve an opinion I’ve seen your friend before,’ he said, as I sat down to watch him. ‘He is Benwell of the Y-chang, and if I mistake not Benwell of the Y-chang remembers me.’

“‘He seems to know you,’ I said with a laugh.

“‘Yes, Nikola continued after a little pause; ‘I have had the pleasure of being in Mr. Benwell’s company once before. It was in Haiphong.’ Then with peculiar emphasis: ‘I don’t know what he thinks of the place, of course, but somehow I have an idea your friend will not willingly go near Haiphong again.’ After he had said this he remained silent for a little while, then he took a letter from his pocket, read it carefully, examined the envelope, and having made up his mind on a certain point turned to me again.

“‘I want to ask you a question,’ he said, putting the cue he had been using back into the rack. ‘You know a person named Bruce, don’t you? a man who used to be in the Civil Service, and who has the reputation of being able to disguise himself so like a Chinaman that even Li Chang Tung would not know him for a European?’

“‘I do,’ I answered; ‘he is an old friend of mine; and what is more, he is in Shanghai at the present moment. It was only this morning I heard of him.’

“‘Bring him to me,” said Nikola quickly. ‘I am told he wants a billet, and if he sees me before twelve to-morrow night I think I can put him in the way of obtaining a good one. Now there you are, Bruce, my boy. I have done my best for you.”

“And I am sincerely grateful to you,” I answered. “But who is this man Nikola, and what sort of a billet do you think he can find me?”

“Who he is I can no more tell you than I can fly. But if he is not the first cousin of the Old Gentleman himself, well, all I can say is, I’m no hand at finding relationships.”

“I am afraid that doesn’t tell me very much,” I answered. “What’s he like to look at?”

“Well, in appearance he might be described as tall, though you must not run away with the idea that he’s what you would call a big man. On the contrary, he is most slenderly built. Anything like the symmetry of his figure, however, I don’t remember to have met with before. His face is clean shaven, and is always deadly pale, a sort of toad-skin pallor, that strikes you directly when you see him and the remembrance of which never leaves you again. His eyes and hair are as black as night, and he is as neat and natty as a new pin. When he is watching you he seems to be looking through the back of your head into the wall behind, and when he speaks you’ve just got to pay attention, whether you want to or not. All things considered, the less I see of him the better I shall like him.”

“You don’t give me a very encouraging report of my new employer. What on earth can he want with me?”

“He’s Apollyon himself,” laughed Barkston, “and wants a maitre d’hotel. I suppose he imagines you’ll suit.”

By this time we had left the Maloo and were entering the town.

“Where shall I find this extraordinary man?” I asked, as we drew near the place where I intended to alight.

“We’ll drive to the club and see if he’s there,” said Barkston, whipping up his horses. “But, putting all joking aside, he really seemed most anxious to find you, and as he knew I was going to look for you I don’t doubt that he will have left some message for one of us there.”

Having reached the Wanderers’ Club, which is too well known to need any description here, Barkston went inside, leaving me to look after the horses. Five minutes later he emerged again, carrying a letter in his hand.

“Nikola was here until ten minutes ago,” he said, with a disappointed expression upon his handsome face; “unfortunately he’s gone home now, but has left this note for me. If I find you he begs that I will send you on to his bungalow without delay. I have discovered that it is Fere’s old place in the French Concession, Rue de la Fayette; you know it, the third house on the right hand side, just past where that renegade French marquis shot his wife. If you would care about it I’ll give you a note to him, and you can dine, think it over quietly, and then take it on yourself this evening or not, as pleases you best.”

“That would be the better plan,” I said. “I should like to have a little time to collect my thoughts before seeing him.”

Thereupon Barkston went back into the building, and when he returned, which was in something under a quarter of an hour, he brought the letter he had promised me in his hand. He jumped up and took the reins, the Chinese groom sprang out of the way, and we were off.

“Can I drive you round to where you are staying?” he asked.

“I don’t think you can,” I answered, “and for reasons which would be sure to commend themselves to you if I were to tell them. But I am very much obliged to you all the same. As to Nikola, I’ll think the whole matter carefully out this evening, and, if I approve, after dinner I’ll walk over and present this letter personally.”

I thereupon descended from the dogcart at the corner of the road, and having again thanked my friend for the kindness he had shown me, bade him good-bye and took myself off.

Reaching the Bund I sat myself down on a seat beneath a tree and dispassionately reviewed the situation. All things considered it was a pretty complicated one. Though I had not revealed as much to Barkston, who had derived such happiness from his position of guide, philosopher, and friend, this was not the first time I had heard of Nikola. Such a strange personality as his could not expect to go unremarked in a gossip-loving community such as the East, and all sorts of stories had accordingly been circulated concerning him. Though I knew my fellow-man too well to place credence in half of what I had heard, it was impossible for me to prevent myself from feeling a considerable amount of curiosity about the man.

Leaving the Bund I returned to my lodgings, had my tea, and about eight o’clock donned my hat again and set off in the direction of the French Concession. It was not a pleasant night, being unusually dark and inclined towards showery. The wind blew in fitful gusts, and drove the dust like hail against one’s face. Though I stood a good chance of obtaining what I wanted so much — employment, I cannot affirm with any degree of truth that I felt easy in my mind. Was I not seeking to become connected with a man who was almost universally feared, and whose reputation was not such as would make most people desire a closer acquaintance with him? This thought in itself was not of a reassuring nature. But in the face of my poverty I could not afford to be too squeamish. So leaving the Rue de la Paix on my left hand I turned into the Rue de la Fayette, where Nikola’s bungalow was situated, and having picked it out from its fellows, made my way towards it.

The compound and the house itself were in total darkness, but after I had twice knocked at the door a light came slowly down the passage towards me. The door was opened, and a China boy stood before me holding a candle in his hand.

“Does Dr. Nikola live here?” I inquired, in very much the same tone as our boyhood’s hero, Jack of Beanstalk climbing fame, might have used when he asked to be admitted to the residence of the giant Fee-fo-fum. The boy nodded, whereupon I handed him my letter, and ordered him to convey it to his master without delay. With such celerity did he accomplish his mission that in less than two minutes he had returned and was beckoning me to follow him. Accordingly I accompanied him down the passage towards a small room on the left hand side. When I had entered it the door was immediately closed behind me. There was no one in the apartment, and I was thus permitted an opportunity of examining it to my satisfaction, and drawing my own conclusions before Dr Nikola should enter.

As I have said, it was not large, nor was its furniture, with a few exceptions, in any way extraordinary. The greater part of it was of the usual bungalow type, neither better nor worse. On the left hand as one entered was a window, which I observed was heavily barred and shuttered; between that and the door stood a tall bookshelf, filled with works, standard and otherwise, on almost every conceivable subject, from the elementary principles of Bimetallism to abstract Confucianism. A thick matting covered the floor and a heavy curtain sheltered a doorway on the side opposite to that by which I had entered. On the walls were several fine engravings, but I noticed that they were all based on uncommon subjects, such as the visit of Saul to the Witch of Endor, a performance of the magicians before Pharaoh, and the converting of the dry bones into men in the desert. A clock ticked on the bookcase, but with that exception there was nothing to disturb the silence of the room.

I suppose I must have waited fully five minutes before my ears caught the sound of a soft footstep in an adjoining apartment, then the second door opened, the curtain which covered it was drawn slowly aside, and a man, who could have been none other than Dr. Nikola, made his appearance. His description was exactly what Barkston had given me, even to the peculiar eyes and, what proved to be an apt illustration, the white toad-coloured skin. He was attired in faultless evening dress, and its deep black harmonized well with his dark eyes and hair. What his age might have been I could not possibly tell, but I afterwards discovered that he was barely thirty-eight. He crossed the room to where I stood, holding out his hand as he did so and saying — 

“Mr. Wilfred Bruce?”

“That is my name,” I answered, “and I believe you are Dr. Nikola?”

“Exactly,” he said, “I am Dr. Nikola; and now that we know each other, shall we proceed to business?”

As he spoke he moved with that peculiar grace which always characterized him across to the door by which he had entered, and having opened it, signed to me to pass through. I did so, and found myself in another large room, possibly forty feet long by twenty wide. Ac the further end was a lofty window, containing some good stained glass; the walls were hung with Japanese tapestry, and were ornamented with swords, battle-axes, two or three specimens of Rajput armour, books galore, and a quantity of exceedingly valuable china. The apartment was lit by three hanging lamps of rare workmanship and design, while scattered about the room were numberless cushioned chairs and divans, beside one of which I noticed a beautifully inlaid huqa of a certain shape and make that I had never before seen out of Istamboul.

“Pray sit down,” said Dr. Nikola, and as he spoke he signed me to a chair at the further end. I seated myself and wondered what would come next.

“This is not your first visit to China, I am given to understand,” he continued, as he seated himself in a chair opposite mine, and regarded me steadfastly with his extraordinary eyes.

“It is not,” I answered. “I am an old resident in the East, and I think I may say I know China as well as any living Englishman.”

“Quite so. You were present at the meeting at Quong Sha’s house in the Wanhsien on the 23rd August, 1907, if I remember aright, and you assisted Mah Poo to evade capture by the mandarins the week following.”

“How on earth did you know that?” I asked, my surprise quite getting the better of me, for I had always been convinced that no other soul, save the man himself, was aware of my participation in that affair.

“One becomes aware of many strange things in the East,” said Nikola, hugging his knee and looking at me over the top of it, “and yet that little circumstance I have just referred to is apt to teach one how much one might know, and how small after all our knowledge is of each other’s lives. One could almost expect as much from brute beasts.”

“I am afraid I don’t quite follow you,” I said simply.

“Don’t you?” he answered. “And yet it is very simple after all. Let me give you a practical illustration of my meaning. If you see anything in it other than I intend, the blame must be upon your own head.”

Upon a table close to his chair lay a large sheet of white paper. This he placed upon the floor. He then took a stick of charcoal in his hand and presently uttered a long and very peculiar whistle. Next moment, without any warning, an enormous cat, black as his master’s coat, leapt down from somewhere on to the floor, and stood swishing his tail before us.

“There are some people in the world,” said Nikola calmly, at the same time stroking the great beast’s soft back, “who would endeavour to convince you that this cat is my familiar spirit, and that, with his assistance, I work all sorts of extraordinary magic. You, of course, would not be so silly as to believe such idle tales. But to bear out what I was saying just now let us try an experiment with his assistance. It is just possible I may be able to tell you something more of your life.”

Here he stooped and wrote a number of figures up to ten with the charcoal upon the paper, duplicating them in a line below. He then took the cat upon his knee, stroked it carefully, and finally whispered something in its ear. Instantly the brute sprang down, placed its right fore-paw on one of the numerals of the top row, while, whether by chance or magic I cannot say, it performed a similar action with its left on the row below.

“Twenty-four,” said Nikola, with one of his peculiar smiles.

Then taking the piece of charcoal once more in his hand, and turning the paper over, he wrote upon it the names of the different months of the year. Placing it on the floor he again said something to the cat, who this time stood upon June. The alphabet followed, and letter by letter the uncanny beast spelt out “Apia.”

“On the 24th June,” said Nikola, “of a year undetermined you were in Apia. Let us see if we can discover the year.”

Again he wrote the numerals up to ten, and immediately the cat, with fiendish precision, worked out 1895.

“Is that correct?” asked this extraordinary person when the brute had finished its performance.

It was quite correct, and I told him so.

“I’m glad of that. And now do you want to know any more?” he asked. “If you wish it I might perhaps be able to tell you your business there.”

I did not want to know. And I can only ask you to believe that I had very good reasons for not doing so. Nikola laughed softly, and pressed the tips of his long white fingers together as he looked at me.

“Now tell me truthfully what you think of my cat?” said he.

“One might be excused if one endowed him with Satanic attributes,” I answered.

“And yet, though you think it so wonderful, it is only because I have subjected him to a curious form of education. There is a power latent in animals, and particularly in cats, which few of us suspect. And if animals have this power, how much more may men be expected to possess it. Do you know, Mr. Bruce, I should be very interested to find out exactly how far you think the human intelligence can go; that is to say, how far you think it can penetrate into the regions of what is generally called the occult?”

“Again I must make the excuse,” I said, “that I do not follow you.”

“Well, then, let me place it before you in a rather simpler form. If I may put it so bluntly, where should you be inclined to say this world begins and ends?”

“I should say,” I replied — this time without hesitation— “that it begins with birth and ends with death.”

“And after death?”

“Well, what happens then is a question of theology, and one for the parsons to decide.”

“You have no individual opinion?”

“I have the remnants of what I learned as a boy.”

“I see; in that case you believe that as soon as the breath has forsaken this mortal body a certain indescribable part of us, which for the sake of argument we will denominate soul, leaves this mundane sphere and enters upon a new existence in one or other of two places?”

“That is certainly what I was taught,” I answered.

“Quite so; that was the teaching you received in the parish of High Walcombe, Somersetshire, and might be taken as a very good type of what your class thinks throughout the world, from the Archbishop of Canterbury down to the farm labourer’s child who walks three miles every seventh day to attend Sunday school. But in that self-same village, if I remember rightly, there was a little man of portly build whose adherents numbered precisely forty-five souls; he was called Father O’Rorke, and I have not the slightest doubt, if you had asked him, he would have given you quite a different account of what becomes of that soul, or essence, if we may so call it, after it has left this mortal body. Tobias Smallcombe, who preaches in a spasmodic, windy way on the green to a congregation made up of a few enthusiasts, a dozen small boys, and a handful of donkeys and goats, will give you yet another, and so on through numberless varieties of creeds to the end of the chapter. Each will claim the privilege of being right, and each will want you to believe exactly as he does. But at the same time we must remember, provided we would be quite fair, that there are not wanting scientists, admittedly the cleverest men of the day, who assert that, while all our friends are agreed that there is a life after death — a spirit world, in fact — they are all wrong. If you will allow me to give you my own idea of what you think, I should say that your opinion is, that when you’ve done with the solid flesh that makes up Wilfred Bruce it doesn’t much matter what happens. But let us suppose that Wilfred Bruce, or his mind, shall we say? — that part of him at any rate which is anxious, which thinks and which suffers — is destined to exist afterwards through endless aeons, a prey to continual remorse for all misdeeds: how would he regard death then?”

“But before you can expect an answer to that question it is necessary that you should prove that he does so continue to exist,” I said.

“That’s exactly what I desire and intend to do,” said Nikola, “and it is to that end I have sought you out, and we are arguing in this fashion now. Is your time very fully occupied at present?”

I smiled.

“I quite understand,” he said. “Well, I have got a proposition to make to you, if you will listen to me. Years ago and quite by chance, when the subject we are now discussing, and in which I am more interested than you can imagine, was first brought properly under my notice, I fell into the company of a most extraordinary man. He was originally an Oxford don, but for some reason he went wrong, and was afterwards shot by Balmaceda at Santiago during the Chilian war. Among other places, he had lived for many years in North-Western China. He possessed one of the queerest personalities, but he told me some wonderful things, and what was more to the point, he backed them with proofs. You would probably have called them clever conjuring tricks. So did I then, but I don’t now. Nor do I think will you when I have done with you. It was from that man and an old Buddhist priest, with whom I spent some time in Ceylon, that I learnt the tiny fact which put me on the trail of what I am now following up. I have tracked it clue by clue, carefully and laboriously, with varying success for eight long years, and at last I am in the position to say that I believe I have my thumb upon the key-note. If I can press it down and obtain the result I want, I can put myself in possession of information the magnitude of which the world — I mean the European world, of course — has not the slightest conception. I am a courageous man, but I will confess that the prospect of what I am about to attempt almost frightens me. It is neither more nor less than to penetrate, with the help of certain Chinese secret societies, into the most extraordinary seat of learning that you or any other men ever heard of, and when there to beg, borrow, or steal the marvellous secrets they possess. I cannot go alone, for a hundred reasons, therefore I must find a man to accompany me; that man must be one in a thousand, and he must also necessarily be a consummate Chinese scholar. He must be plucky beyond the average, he must be capable of disguising himself so that his nationality shall never for a moment be suspected, and he must go fully convinced in his own mind that he will never return. If he is prepared to undertake so much I am prepared to be generous. I will pay him £5,000 down before we start and £5,000 when we return, if return we do. What do you say to that?”

I didn’t know what to say. The magnitude of the proposal, to leave the value of the honorarium out of the question, completely staggered me. I wanted money more than I had ever done in my life before, and this was a sum beyond even my wildest dreams; I also had no objection to adventure, but at the same time I must confess this seemed too foolhardy an undertaking altogether.

“What can I say?” I answered. “It’s such an extraordinary proposition.”

“So it is,” he said. “But as I take it, we are both extraordinary men. Had you been one of life’s rank and file I should not be discussing it with you now. I would think twice before I refused if I were you; Shanghai is such an unpleasant place to get into trouble in, and besides that, you know, next Wednesday will see the end of your money, even if you do sell your watch and chain, as you proposed to yourself to-night.”

He said this with such an air of innocence that for the moment it did not strike me to wonder how he had become acquainted with the state of my finances.

“Come,” he said, “you had better say yes.”

“I should like a little more time to think it over,” I answered. “I cannot pledge myself to so much without giving it thorough consideration. Even if it were not folly on my part it would scarcely be fair to you.”

“Very good then. Go home and think about it. Come and see me to-morrow night at this time and let me have your decision. In the meantime if I were you I would say nothing about our conversation to any one.”

I assured him I would not, and then he rose, and I understood that our interview was at an end. I followed him into the hall, the black cat marching sedately at our heels. In the verandah he stopped and held out his hand, saying with an indescribable sweetness of tone — 

“I hope, Mr. Bruce, you will believe that I am most anxious for your companionship. I don’t flatter you, I simply state the truth when I affirm that you are the only man in China whose co-operation I would ask. Now good-night. I hope you will come to me with a favourable answer to-morrow.”

As he spoke, and as if to emphasize his request, the black cat, which up to that time had been standing beside him, now came over and began to rub its head, accompanying its action with a soft, purring noise, against my leg.

“I will let you know without fail by this time tomorrow evening,” I said. “Good-night.”


II. NIKOLA’S OFFER
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AFTER I HAD bidden Dr. Nikola good-night in the verandah of his house, I consulted my watch, and discovering that it was not yet eleven o’clock, set off for a long walk through the city in order to consider my position. There were many things to be reckoned for and against his offer. To begin with, as a point in its favour, I remembered the fact that I was alone in the world. My father and mother had been dead some years, and as I was their only child, I had neither brother nor sister dependent upon my exertions, or to mourn my loss if by ill-chance anything desperate should befall me. In the second place, I had been a traveller in strange lands from my youth up, and was therefore the more accustomed to hard living. This will be better understood when I say that I had run away from home at the age of fifteen to go to sea; had spent three years in the roughest life before the mast any man could dream of or desire; had got through another five, scarcely less savage, as an Australian bushman on the borders of the Great Desert; another two in a detachment of the Cape Mounted Police; I had also held a fair appointment in Hong-Kong, and had drifted in and out of many other employments, good, bad, and indifferent. I was thirty-five years of age, had never, with the exception of my attack of fever in New Guinea, known what it was to be really sick or sorry, and, if the information is of any use to the world, weighed thirteen stone, stood close upon six feet in my stockings, had grey eyes and dark-brown hair, and, if you will not deem me conceited for saying so, had the reputation of being passably good-looking.

My position at that moment, financially and otherwise, was certainly precarious in the extreme. It was true, if I looked long enough I might find something to do, but, on the other hand, it was equally probable that I should not, for, as I knew to my cost, there were dozens of men in Shanghai at that moment, also on the look-out for employment, who would snap up anything that offered at a moment’s notice. Only that morning I had been assured by a well-known merchant, upon whom I had waited in the hope of obtaining a cashiership he had vacant in his office, that he could have filled it a hundred times over before my arrival. This being so, I told myself that I had no right to neglect any opportunity which might come in my way of bettering my position. I therefore resolved not to reject Nikola’s offer without the most careful consideration. Unfortunately, a love of adventure formed an integral part of my constitution, and when a temptation, such as the present, offered it was difficult for me to resist it. Indeed, this particular form of adventure appealed to me with a voice of more than usual strength. What was still more to the point, Nikola was such a born leader of men that the mysterious fascination of his manner seemed to compel me to give him my co-operation, whether I would or would not. That the enterprise was one involving the chance of death was its most unpleasant feature; but still, I told myself, I had to die some time or other, while if my luck held good, and I came out of it alive, £10,000 would render me independent for the rest of my existence. As the thought of this large sum came into my mind, the sinister form of my half-caste landlord rose before my mind’s eye, and the memory of his ill-written and worse-spelled account, which I should certainly receive upon the morrow, chilled me like a cold douche. Yes, my mind was made up, I would go; and having come to this decision, I went home.

But when I woke next morning Prudence sat by my bedside. My dreams had not been good ones. I had seen myself poisoned in Chinese monasteries, dismembered by almond-eyed headsmen before city gates, and tortured in a thousand terrible ways and places. Though these nightmares were only the natural outcome of my anxiety, yet I could not disabuse my mind of the knowledge that every one was within the sphere of probability. Directly I should have changed into Celestial dress, stained my face and sewn on my pigtail, I would be a Chinaman pure and simple, amenable to Chinese laws and liable to Chinese penalties. Then there was another point to be considered. What sort of travelling companion would Nikola prove? Would I be able to trust him in moments of danger and difficulty? Would he stand by me as one comrade should by another? And if by any chance we should get into a scrape and there should be an opportunity of escape for one only, would Nikola, by virtue of being my employer, seize that chance and leave me to brave the upshot, whatever it might be? In that case my £5,000 in the Shanghai Bank and the £5,000 which was to be paid to me on my return would be little less useful than a worn-out tobacco pouch. And this suggested to my mind another question: Was Nikola sufficiently rich to be able to pay £10,000 to a man to accompany him on such a harebrained errand? These were all matters of importance, and they were also questions that had to be satisfactorily answered before I could come to any real decision. Though Barkston had informed me that Nikola was so well known throughout the East, though Benwell, of the Chinese Revenue Service, had shown himself so frightened when he had met him face to face in the club, and though I, myself, had heard all sorts of queer stories about him in Saigon and the Manillas, they were none of them sufficiently definite to be any guarantee to me of his monetary stability. To set my mind at rest, I determined to make inquiries about Nikola from some unbiassed person. But who was that person to be? I reviewed all my acquaintances in turn, but without pitching upon any who would be at all likely to be able to help me in my dilemma. Then, while I was dressing, I remembered a man, a merchant, owning one of the largest hongs along the Bund, who was supposed to know more about people in general, and queer folk in particular, than any man in China.

I ate my breakfast, such as it was, received my account from my landlord with the lordly air of one who has £10,000 reposing at his banker’s, lit an excellent cigar in the verandah and then sauntered down town.

Arriving at the Bund, I walked along until I discovered my friend’s office. It overlooked the river, and was as fine a building as any in Shanghai. In the main hall I had the good fortune to discover the merchant’s chief comprador, who, having learned that his master was disengaged, conducted me forthwith to his presence.

Alexander McAndrew hailed from north of the Tweed — this fact the least observant would have noticed before he had been five minutes in his company. His father had been a night watchman at one of the Glasgow banks, and his own early youth was spent as a ragged, barefooted boy in the streets of that extraordinary city. Of his humble origin McAndrew, however, was prouder than any De la Zouch could have been of friendship with the Conqueror; indeed, he was wont, when he entertained friends at his princely bungalow in the English Concession, to recall and dwell with delight upon the sordid circumstances that brought about the happy chance which, one biting winter’s morning, led him to seek fame and fortune in the East.

“Why, Mr. Bruce,” he cried, rising from his chair and shaking me warmly by the hand, “this is a most unexpected pleasure! How long have you been in Shanghai?”

“Longer than I care to remember,” I answered, taking the seat he offered me.

“And all that time you have never once been to see me. That’s hardly fair treatment of an old friend, is it?”

“I must ask your pardon for my remissness,” I said, “but somehow things have not gone well with me in Shanghai this time, and so I’ve not been to see anybody. You observe that I am candid with you.”

“I am sorry to hear that you are in trouble,” he said. “I don’t want to appear impertinent, but if I can be of any service to you I sincerely hope you will command me.”

“Thank you,” I answered. “I have already determined to do so. Indeed, it is to consult you that I have taken the liberty of calling upon you now.”

“I am glad of that. Upon what subject do you want my advice?”

“Well, to begin with, let me tell you that I have been offered a billet which is to bring me in £10,000.”

“Why, I thought you said things were not prospering with you?” cried my friend. “This doesn’t look as if there is much wrong. What is the billet?”

“That, I am sorry to say, I am not at liberty to reveal to any one.”

“Then in what way can I be of use to you?”

“First, I want to know if you can give me any information about my employer?”

“Tell me his name and I’ll see what I can do,” the merchant answered, not without a show of pride. “I think I know nine out of every ten men of any importance in the East.”

“Well,” I said, “this man’s name is Nikola.”

“Nikola!” he cried in complete astonishment, wheeling round to face me. “What possible business can you have with Nikola that is to bring you in £10,000?”

“Business of the very utmost importance,” I answered, “involving almost life and death. But it is evident you know him?”

In reply the old man leant over the table and sank his voice almost to a whisper.

“Bruce,” he said, “I know more of that man than I dare tell you, and if you will take my advice you will back out while you have time. If you can’t, why, be more than careful what arrangements you make with him.”

“You frighten me,” I said, more impressed by his earnestness than I cared to own. “Is he not good for the money, then?”

“Oh, as for the money, I don’t doubt that he could pay it a dozen times over if he wanted to,” the worthy merchant replied. “In point of fact, between ourselves, he has the power to draw upon me up to the extent of £50,000.”

“He’s a rich man, then?”

“Immensely!”

“But where on earth does his money come from?”

“Ah! that’s a good deal more than I can tell you,” he replied. “But wherever he gets it, take my advice and think twice before you put yourself into his power. Personally, and I can say it with truth, I don’t fear many men, but I do fear Nikola, and that I’m not the only man in the world who does I will prove to you by this letter.”

As he spoke he opened a drawer in his writing-table and took out a couple of sheets of notepaper. Spreading them upon the table before him, he smoothed the page and began to read.

“This letter, you must understand,” he said, “is from the late Colonial Secretary of New South Wales, the Hon. Sylvester Wetherell, a personal friend of mine. I will skip the commencement, which is mainly private, and come to the main issue. He says:



“‘... Since I wrote to you in June last, from London, I have been passing through a time of terrible trouble. As I told you in a letter some years ago, I was brought, quite against my will, into dealings with a most peculiar person named Nikola. Some few years since I defended a man known as China Pete, in our Central Criminal Court, against a charge of murder, and, what was more, got him off. When he died, being unable to pay me, he made me a present of all he had to leave, a peculiar little stick, covered with carved Chinese characters, about which he told me a mad rigmarole, but which has since nearly proved my undoing. For some inscrutable reason this man Nikola wanted to obtain possession of this stick, and because I refused to let him have it has subjected me to such continuous persecution these few years past as to nearly drive me into a lunatic asylum. Every method that a man could possibly adopt or a demoniacal brain invent to compel me to surrender the curio he tried. You will gather something of what I mean when I tell you that my house was twice broken into by Chinese burglars, that I was garrotted within a hundred yards of my own front door, that my wife and daughter were intimidated by innumerable threatening letters, and that I was at length brought to such a pitch of nervousness that after my wife died I fled to England to escape him. Nikola followed me, drew into the plot he was weaving about me the Duke of Glenbarth, his son, the Marquis of Beckenham, Sir Richard Hatteras, who has since married my daughter, our late Governor, the Earl of Amberley, and at least a dozen other persons. Through his agency Beckenham and Hatteras were decoyed into a house in Port Said and locked up for three weeks, while a spurious nobleman was sent on in his lordship’s place to Sydney to become acquainted with my daughter, and finally to solicit her hand in marriage. Fortunately, however, Sir Richard Hatteras and his friend managed to make their escape from custody in time to follow the scoundrels to Sydney, and to warn me of the plot that was hatching against me. The result was disastrous. Foiled in his endeavours to revenge himself upon me by marrying my daughter to an impostor, Nikola had the audacity to abduct my girl from a ball at Government House and to convey her on a yacht to an island in the South Pacific, whence a month later we rescued her. Whether we should have been permitted to do so if the stick referred to, which was demanded as ransom, had not fallen, quite by chance, into Nikola’s possession, I cannot say. But the stick did become his property, and now we are free. Since then my daughter has married Sir Richard Hatteras, and at the present moment they are living on his estate in England. I expect you will be wondering why I have not prosecuted this man Nikola, but to tell you the honest truth, McAndrew, I have such a wholesome dread of him that since I have got my girl back, and have only lost the curio, which has always been a trouble to me, I am quite content to say no more about the matter. Besides, I must confess, he has worked with such devilish cunning that, trained in the law as I am, I cannot see that we should stand any chance of bringing him to book.’”



“Now, Bruce, that you have heard the letter, what do you think of Dr. Nikola?”

“It puts rather a different complexion on affairs, doesn’t it?” I said. “But still, if Nikola will play fair by me, £10,000 is £10,000. I’ve been twenty years in this world trying to make money, and this is the sum total of my wealth.”

As I spoke I took out of my pocket all the money I had in the world, which comprised half a dozen coins, amounting in English to a total of 6s. l0d. I turned to the merchant.

“I don’t know what you will think, but my own opinion is that Nikola’s character will have to be a very outrageous one to outweigh 10,000 golden sovereigns.”

“I am afraid you are a little bit reckless, aren’t you, Bruce?” said the cautious McAndrew. “If you will take my advice I should say try for something else, and what is more, I’ll help you to do so. There is a billet now open in my old friend Webster’s office, the salary is a good one and the duties are light. When I saw him this morning it was still unfilled. Why not try for it? If you like I’ll give you a letter of introduction to him, and will tell him at the same time that I shall consider it a personal favour if he will take you into his employ.”

“I’m sure I’m very much obliged to you,” I answered warmly. “Yes, I think I will try for it before I give Nikola a reply. May I have the letter now?”

“With pleasure,” he said. “I will write it at once.”

Thereupon he dipped his pen in the ink and composed the epistle. When it was written and I had taken it, I thanked him warmly for his kindness, and bade him good-bye.

Mr. Webster’s hong was at the far end of the Bund, and was another fine building. As soon as I had gained admittance I inquired for the merchant, and after a brief wait was conducted to his office. He proved to be Mr. McAndrew’s opposite in every way. He was tall, portly, and intensely solemn. He seldom laughed, and when he did his mirth was hard and cheerless like his own exterior. He read my letter carefully, and then said — 

“I am exceedingly sorry, Mr. Bruce, that you should have had all this trouble. I should have been only too glad for my friend McAndrew’s sake to have taken you into my employ; unfortunately, however, the position in question was filled less than an hour ago.”

“I regret to hear that,” I said, with a little sigh of disappointment. “I really am most unfortunate; this makes the thirteenth post I have tried for, as you see, unsuccessfully, since I arrived in Shanghai.”

“Your luck does not seem propitious,” was the reply. “But if you would like to put your applications up to an even number I will place you in the way of another. I understand that the Red and Yellow Funnel Steamer Company have a vacancy in their office, and if you would care to come along with me at once I’ll take you up and introduce you to the manager myself. In that case he will probably do all he can for you.”

I thanked him for his courtesy, and when he had donned his topee we accordingly set off for the office in question. But another disappointment was in store for me. As in Mr. Webster’s own case the vacant post had just been filled, and when we passed out of the manager’s sanctum into the main office the newly-appointed clerk was already seated upon his high stool making entries in a ledger.

On leaving the building I bade my companion good-bye on the pavement, and then with a heavy heart returned to my abode. I had not been there ten minutes before my landlord entered the room, and without preface, and with the smallest modicum of civility, requested that I would make it convenient to discharge my account that very day. As I was quite unable to comply with his request, I was compelled to tell him so, and when he left the room there was a decidedly unpleasant coolness between us. For some considerable time after I was alone again. I sat wrapped in anxious thought. What was I to do? Every walk of life seemed closed against me; my very living was in jeopardy; and though, if I remained in Shanghai, I might hear of other billets, still I had no sort of guarantee that I should be any more successful in obtaining one of them than I had hitherto been. In the meantime I had to live, and what was more, to pay my bill. I could not go away and leave things to take care of themselves, for the reason that I had not the necessary capital for travelling, while if I remained and did not pay, I should find myself in the Mixed Court before many days were over.

Such being the desperate condition of my affairs, to accept Dr. Nikola’s offer was the only thing open to me. But I was not going to do so without driving a bargain. If he would deposit, as he said, £5,000 to my credit in the bank I should not only be saved, but I should then have a substantial guarantee of his solvency. If not, well, I had better bring matters to a climax at once. Leaving the house I returned to the Bund, and seating myself in a shady spot carefully reviewed the whole matter. By the time darkness fell my mind was made up — I would go to Nikola.

Exactly at eight o’clock I reached his house and rang the bell. In answer to my peal the native boy, the same who had admitted me on the previous occasion, opened the door and informed me that his master was at home and expecting me. Having entered I was conducted to the apartment in which I had waited for him on the preceding evening. Again for nearly five minutes I was left to myself and my own thoughts, then the door opened and Dr. Nikola walked into the room.

“Good evening, Mr. Bruce,” he said. “You are very punctual, and that is not only a pleasant trait in your character, but it is also a good omen, I hope. Shall we go into the next room? We can talk better there.”

I followed him into the adjoining apartment, and at his invitation seated myself in the chair I had occupied on the previous night. We had not been there half a minute before the black cat made his appearance, and recognizing me as an old friend rubbed his head against my leg.

“You see even the cat is anxious to conciliate you,” said Nikola, with a queer little smile. “I don’t suppose there are five other men in the world with whom he would be as friendly as that on so short an acquaintance. Now let me hear your decision. Will you come with me, or have you resolved to decline my offer?”

“Under certain conditions I have made up my mind to accompany you,” I said. “But I think it only fair to tell you that those conditions are rather stringent.”

“Let me hear them,” said Nikola, with that gracious affability he could sometimes assume. “Even if they are overpowering, I think it will go hard with me if I cannot effect some sort of a compromise with you.”

“Well, to begin with,” I answered, “I shall require you to pay into a bank here the sum of £5,000. If you will do that, and will give me a bill at a year for the rest of the money, I’m your man, and you may count upon my doing everything in my power to serve you.”

“My dear fellow, is that all?” said Nikola quickly. “I will make it £10,000 with pleasure to secure your co-operation. I had no idea it would be the money that would stop you. Excuse me one moment.”

He rose from his chair and went across to a table at the other end of the room. Having seated himself he wrote for two or three moments; then returning handed me a small slip of paper, which I discovered was a cheque for £10,000.

“There is your money,” he said. “You can present it as soon as you like, and the bank will cash it on sight. I think that should satisfy you as to the genuineness of my motives. Now I suppose you are prepared to throw in your lot with me?”

“Wait one moment,” I said. “That is not all. You have treated me very generously, and it is only fair that I should behave in a similar manner to you.”

“Thank you,” answered Nikola. “What is it you have to say to me now?”

“Do you know a man named Wetherell?”

“Perfectly,” replied Nikola. “He was Colonial Secretary of New South Wales until about six months ago. I have very good reasons for knowing him. I had the honour of abducting his daughter in Sydney, and I imprisoned his son-in-law in Port Said. Of course I know him. You see I am also candid with you.”

“Vastly. But pardon the expression, was it altogether a nice transaction?”

“It all depends upon what you consider a nice transaction,” he said. “To you, for instance, who have your own notions of what is right and what is wrong, it might seem a little peculiar. I am in a different case, however. Whatever I do I consider right. What you might do, in nine cases out of ten, I should consider wrong. Whether I might have saved himself all trouble by selling me the stick which China Pete gave him, and about which he wrote to McAndrew, who read the letter to you this morning!”

“How do you know he did?”

“How do I know anything?” inquired Nikola, with an airy wave of his hand. “He did read it, and if you will look at me fixedly for a moment I will tell you the exact purport of the rest of your conversation.”

“I don’t know that it is necessary,” I replied.

“Nor do I,” said Nikola quietly, and then lit a cigarette. “Are you satisfied with my explanation?”

“Was it an explanation?” I asked.

Nikola only answered with a smile, and lifted the cat on to his knee. He stroked its fur with his long white fingers, at the same time looking at me from under his half-closed eyelids.

“Do you know, I like you,” he said after a while. “There’s something so confoundedly matter-of-fact about you. You give me the impression every time you begin to speak that you are going to say something out of the common.”

“Thank you.”

“I was going to add that the rest of your sentence invariably shatters that impression.”

“You evidently have a very poor impression of my cleverness.”

“Not at all. I am the one who has to say the smart things; you will have to do them. It is an equal distribution of labour. Now, are we going together or are we not?”

“Yes, I will go with you,” I answered.

“I am delighted,” said Nikola, holding out his hand. “Let us shake hands on it.”

We shook hands, and as we did so he looked me fairly in the face.

“Let me tell you once and for all,” he said, “if you play fair by me I will stand by you, come what may; but if you shirk one atom of your responsibility — well, you will only have yourself to blame for what happens. That’s a fair warning, isn’t it?”

“Perfectly,” I answered. “Now may I know something of the scheme itself, and when you propose to start?”


III. NIKOLA’S SCHEME
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“BY ALL MEANS,” said Dr. Nikola, settling himself down comfortably in his chair and lighting a cigarette. “As you have thrown in your lot with me it is only right I should give you the information you seek. I need not ask you to keep what I tell you to yourself. Your own common-sense will commend that course to you. It is also just possible you may think I over-estimate the importance of my subject, but let me say this, if once it became known to certain folk in this town that I have obtained possession of that stick mentioned in Wetherell’s letter, my life, even in Shanghai, would not be worth five minutes’ purchase. Let me briefly review the circumstances of the case connected with this mysterious society. Remember I have gone into the matter most thoroughly. It is not the hobby of an hour, nor the amusement of an idle moment, but the object of research and the concentrated study of a lifetime. To obtain certain information of which I stood in need, I have tracked people all over the world. When I began my preparations for inducing Wetherell to relinquish possession of what I wanted, I had followed a man as far as Cuyaba, on the Bolivian frontier of Brazil. During the earlier part of his career this person had been a merchant buying gold-leaf in Western China, and in this capacity he chanced to hear a curious story connected with the doings of a certain sect, whose monastery is in the mountains on the way up to Thibet. It cost me six months’ continuous travel and nearly a thousand pounds in hard cash to find that man, and when I did his story did not exceed a dozen sentences; in other words, I paid him fully £10 per word for a bit of information that you would not, in all probability, have given him tenpence for. But I knew its value. I followed another man as far as Monte Video for the description of an obscure Chinese village; another to the Gold Coast for the name of a certain Buddhist priest, and a Russian Jew as far as Nijni Novgorod for a symbol he wore upon his watch-chain, and of the value of which he had not the slightest conception. The information I thus obtained personally I added to the store I had gathered by correspondence, and having accumulated it all I drafted a complete history of my researches up to that time. When that was done I think I may say without boasting that, with the exception of three men — who, by the way, are not at liberty to divulge anything, and who, I doubt very much, are even aware that a world exists at all beyond their own monastery walls — I know at least six times as much about the society in question as any man living. Now, having prefaced my remarks in this fashion, let me give you a complete summary of the case. As far as I can gather, in or about the year 288 b.c., in fact at the time that Devenipiatissa was planting the sacred Bo tree at Anuradhapura, in Ceylon, three priests, noted for their extreme piety, and for the extent of their scientific researches, migrated from what is now the island of Ceylon, across to the mainland of Asia. Having passed through the country at present called Burmah, and after innumerable vicissitudes and constant necessary changes of quarters, they brought up in the centre of the country we now call Thibet. Here two of the original trio died, while the remaining one and his new confreres built themselves a monastery, set to work to gather about them a number of peculiar devotees, and to continue their researches. Though the utmost secrecy was observed, within a few years the fame of their doings had spread itself abroad. That this was so we know, for we find constant mention made of them by numerous Chinese historians. One I will quote you.”

Dr. Nikola rose from his chair and crossed the room to an old cabinet standing against the further wall. From this he took a large book, looking suspiciously like a scrap-album, in which were pasted innumerable cuttings and manuscripts. He brought it across to his chair and sat down again. Then, having turned the leaves and found what he wanted, he prepared to read.

“It may interest you to know,” he said, looking up at me before he began, “that the paragraph I am about to read to you, which was translated from the original with the utmost care by myself, was written the same year and month that William the Conqueror landed in England. It runs as follows: — 

“‘And of this vast sect, and of the peculiar powers with which they are invested, it is with some diffidence that I speak. It is affirmed by those credulous in such matters that their skill in healing is greater than that of all other living men, also that their power in witchcraft surpasses that of any others the world has known. It is said, moreover, that they possess the power of restoring the dead to life, and of prolonging beyond the ordinary span the days of man. But of these things I can only write to you as they have been told to me.’”

Dr. Nikola turned to another page.

“After skipping five hundred years,” he said, “we find further mention made of them; this time the writer is Feng Lao Lan, a well-known Chinese historian who flourished about the year 1500. He describes them as making themselves a source of trouble to the kingdom in general. From being a collection of a few simple monks, installed in a lonely monastery in the centre of Thibet, they have now become one of the largest secret societies in the East, though the mystic powers supposed to be held by them are still limited to the three headmen, or principal brothers. Towards the end of the sixteenth century it is certain that they exercised such a formidable influence in political affairs as to warrant the Government in issuing orders for their extermination. Indeed, I am inclined to believe that the all-powerful Triad Society, with its motto, ‘Hoan Cheng Hok Beng,’ which, as you know, exercised such an enormous influence in China until quite recently, was only an offshoot of the society which I am so eager to explore. That the sect does possess the scientific and occult knowledge that has been attributed to it for over two thousand years I feel convinced, and if there is any power which can assist me in penetrating their secrets I intend to employ it. In our own and other countries which we are accustomed to call ‘civilized’ it has long been the habit to ridicule any belief in what cannot be readily seen and understood by the least educated. To the average Englishman there is no occult world. But see what a contradictory creature he is when all is said and done. For if he be devout, he tells you that he firmly believes that when the body dies the soul goes to Heaven, which is equivalent to Olympus, Elysium, Arcadia, Garden of Hesperides, Valhalla, Walhalla, Paradise, or Nirvana, as the case may be. He has no notion, or rather, I think, he will not be able to give you any description, of what sort of place his Heaven is likely to be. He has all sorts of vague ideas about it, but though it is part of his religion to believe beyond question that there is such a place, it is all wrapped in shadow of more or less impenetrable depth. To sum it all up, he believes that, while, in his opinion, such a thing as — shall we say Theosophy? — is arrant nonsense, and unworthy of a thought, the vital essence of man has a second and greater being after death. In other words, to put my meaning a little more plainly, it is pretty certain that if you were to laugh at him, as he laughs at the Theosophist and Spiritualist, he would consider that he had very good grounds to consider his intelligence insulted. And yet he himself is simply a contradiction contradicted. You may wonder towards what all this rigmarole is leading. But if I were to describe to you the curious things I have myself seen in different parts of the East, and the extraordinary information I have collected first hand from others, I venture to think you would believe me either a wizard myself or an absurdly credulous person. I tell you, Bruce, I have witnessed things that would seem to upset every known law of nature. Though there was occasionally trickery in the performance I am convinced in the majority of cases the phenomena were genuine. And that brings us to another stumbling-block — the meaning of the expression, ‘trickery.’ What I should probably call ‘trick’ you would, in nine cases out of ten, consider blackest magic. But enough talking. Let me give you an illustration of my meaning.”

As he spoke he went across to a sideboard and from it he took an ordinary glass tumbler and a carafe of water, which he placed upon the table at his elbow. Then seating himself again in his chair he filled the glass to overflowing. I watched him carefully, wondering what was coming next.

“Examine the glass for yourself,” he said. “You observe that it is quite full of water. I want you to be very sure of that.”

I examined the glass and discovered that it was so full that it would be impossible to move it without spilling some of its contents. Having done so I told him that I was convinced it was fully charged.

“Very well,” he said; “in that case I will give you an example of what I might call ‘Mind versus Matter.’ That glass is quite full, as you have seen for yourself; now watch me.”

From a tray by his side he took a match, lit a wax candle, and when the flame had burnt up well, held it above the water so that one drop of wax might fall into the liquid.

“Now,” he said, “I want you to watch that wax intently from where you are while I count twenty.”

I did as he ordered me, keeping my eyes firmly fixed upon the little globule floating on the surface of the water. Then as I looked, slowly, and to the accompaniment of Nikola’s monotonous counting, the water sank lower and lower, until the tumbler was completely empty.

“Get up and look for yourself, but don’t touch the glass,” said my host. “Be perfectly sure, however, that it is empty, for I shall require your affidavit upon that point directly.”

I examined the glass most carefully, and stated that, to the best of my belief, there was not a drop of water in it.

“Very well,” said Nikola. “Now be so good as to sit down and watch it once more.”

This time he counted backwards, and as he did so the water rose again in the glass until it was full to overflowing, and still the wax was floating on the surface.

For a moment we were both silent. Then Nikola poured the water back into the jug, and having done so handed the glass to me.

“Examine it carefully,” he said, “or you may imagine it has been made by a London conjuring firm on purpose for the trick. Convince yourself of this, and when you have made sure give me your explanation of the mystery.”

I examined the glass with the most searching scrutiny, but no sign of any preparation or mechanism could I discover.

“I cannot understand it at all,” I said; “and I’m sure I can give you no explanation.”

“And yet you are not thoroughly convinced in your mind that I have not performed a clever conjuring trick, such as you might see at Maskelyne and Devant’s. Let me give you two more examples before I finish. Look me intently in the face until that clock on the mantelpiece, which is now standing at twenty-eight minutes past nine, shall strike the half-hour.”

I did as I was ordered, and anything like the concentrated intensify of his gaze I never remember to have experienced before. I have often heard men say that when persons gifted with the mesmeric power have looked at them (some women have this power too) they have felt as if they had no backs to their heads. In this case I can only say that I not only felt as if I had no back to my head, but as if I had no head at all.

The two minutes seemed like two hours, then the clock struck, and Nikola said:

“Pull up your left shirt cuff, and examine your arm.”

I did as he ordered me, and there in red spots I saw an exact reproduction of my own signature. As I looked at it it faded away again, until, in about half a minute from my first seeing it, it was quite gone.

“That is what I call a trick; in other words, it is neither more nor less than hypnotism. But you will wonder why I have put myself to so much trouble. In the first place the water did not go out of the glass, as you supposed, but remained exactly as when you first saw it. I simply willed that you should imagine it did go, and your imagination complied with the demand made upon it. In the last experiment you had a second proof of the first subject. Of course both are very easily explained, even by one who has dabbled in the occult as little as yourself. But though you call it hypnotism in this airy fashion, can you give me an explanation of what you mean by that ambiguous term?”

“Simply that your mind,” I answered, “is stronger than mine, and for this reason is able to dominate it.’’

“That is the popular theory, I grant you,” he answered; “but it is hardly a correct one, I fancy. Even if it were stronger, how could it be possible for me to transmit thoughts which are in my brain to yours?”

“That I cannot attempt in any way to explain,” I answered. “But isn’t it classified under the general head of thought transference?”

“Precisely — I am prepared to admit so much; but your description, hypnotism, though as involved, is quite as correct a term. But let me tell you that both these illustrations were given to lead up to another, which will bring us nearer than we have yet come to the conclusion I am endeavouring to arrive at. Try and give me your complete attention again; above all, watch my finger.”

As he spoke he began to wave his first finger in the air. It moved this way and that, describing figures of eight, and I followed each movement so carefully with my eyes that presently a small blue flame seemed to flicker at the end of it. Then, after perhaps a minute, I saw, or thought I saw, what might have been a tiny cloud settling in the further corner of the room. It was near the floor when I first noticed it, then it rose to about the height of a yard, and came slowly across the apartment towards me. Little by little it increased in size. Then it assumed definite proportions, became taller, until I thought I detected the outline of a human figure. This resemblance rapidly increased, until I could definitely distinguish the head and body of a man. He was tall and well-proportioned; his head was thrown back, and his eyes met mine with an eager, though somewhat strained, glance. Every detail was perfect, even to a ring upon his little finger; indeed, if I had met the man in the street next day I am certain I should have known him again. A strange orange-coloured light almost enveloped him, but in less than a minute he had become merged in the cloud once more; this gradually fell back into the corner, grew smaller and smaller, and finally disappeared altogether. I gave a little shiver, as if I were waking from some unpleasant dream, and turned to Nikola, who was watching me with half-closed eyes.

After I had quite recovered my wits, he took an album from the table and handed it to me.

“See if you can find in that book,” he said, “the photograph of the man whose image you have just seen.”

I unfastened the clasp, and turned the pages eagerly. Near the middle I discovered an exact reproduction of the vision I had seen. The figure and face, the very attitude and expression, were the same in every particular, and even the ring I had noticed was upon the little finger. I was completely nonplussed.

“What do you think of my experiment?” asked Nikola.

“It was most wonderful and most mysterious,” I said.

“But how do you account for it?” he asked.

“I can’t account for it at all,” I answered. “I can only suppose, since you owned to it before, that it must also have been hypnotism.”

“Exactly,” said Nikola. “But you will see in this case that, without any disc or passes, I not only produced the wish that you should see what I was thinking of, but also the exact expression worn by the person in the photograph. The test was successful in every way. And yet, how did I transfer the image that was in my mind to the retina of your eyes? You were positively certain you saw the water decrease in the glass just now; you would have pledged your word of honour that you saw your name printed upon your arm; and under other circumstances you would, in all probability, have ridiculed any assertion on my part that you did not see the vision of the man whose photograph is in that book. Very good. That much decided, do you feel equal to doubting that, though not present in the room, I could wake you in the night, and make you see the image of some friend, whom you knew to be long dead, standing by your bedside. Shall I make myself float in mid-air? Shall I transport you out of this room, and take you to the bottom of the Pacific Ocean? Shall I lift you up into heaven, or conduct you to the uttermost parts of hell? You have only to say what you desire to see and I will show it to you as surely and as perfectly as you saw those other things. But remember, all I have done is only what I call trickery, for it was done by hypnotism, which is to my mind, though you think it so mysterious, neither more nor less than making people believe what you will by the peculiar power of your own mind. But answer me this: If hypnotism is only the very smallest beginning of the knowledge possessed by the sect I am trying to discover, what must their greatest secret be? Believe me when I tell you that what I have shown you this evening is as a molehill to a mountain compared with what you will learn if we can only penetrate into that place of which I have told you. I pledge you my word on it. Now answer me this question: Is it worth trying for, or not?”

“It is worth it,” I cried enthusiastically. “I will go with you, and I will give you my best service; if you will play fair by me, I will do the same by you. But there is one further question I must ask you: Has that stick you obtained from Mr. Wetherell anything at all to do with the work in hand?”

“More than anything,” he answered. “It is the key to everything. Originally, you must understand, there were only three of these sticks in existence. One belongs, or rather did belong, to each of the three heads of the sect. In pursuit of some particular information one of the trio left the monastery, and came out into the world. He died in a mysterious manner, and the stick fell into the possession of the abbot of the Yung Ho Kung, in Pekin, from whom it was stolen by an Englishman in my employ, known as China Pete, who risked his life, disguised as a Thibetan monk, to get it. Having stolen it, he eluded me, and fled to Australia, not knowing the real value of his treasure. The society became cognizant of its loss, and sent men after him. In attempting to obtain possession of it one of the Chinamen was killed off the coast of Queensland, and China Pete was arrested in Sydney on a charge of having murdered him. Wetherell defended him, and got him off; and, not being able to pay for his services, the latter made him a present of the stick. A month later I reached Sydney in search of it, but the Chinese were there before me. We both tried to obtain possession of it, but, owing to Wetherell’s obstinacy, neither of us was successful. I offered Wetherell his own price for it; he refused to give it up. I pleaded with him, argued, entreated, but in vain. Then I set myself to get it from him at any hazard. How I succeeded you know. All that occurred six months ago. As soon as it was in my possession I returned here with the intention of penetrating into the interior, and endeavouring to find out what I so much wanted to know.”

“And where is the stick now?” I asked.

“In my own keeping,” he answered. “If you would care to see it, I shall have very much pleasure in showing it to you.”

“I should like to see it immensely,” I answered.

With that he left the room, to return in about five minutes. Then, seating himself before me, he took from his pocket a small case, out of which he drew a tiny stick, at most not more than three inches long. It was a commonplace little affair, a deep black in colour, and covered with Chinese hieroglyphics in dead gold. A piece of frayed gold ribbon, much tarnished, and showing evident signs of having passed through many hands, was attached to it at one end.

He handed it to me, and I examined it carefully.

“But if this stick were originally stolen,” I said, “you will surely not be so imprudent as to place yourself in the power of the society with it in your possession? It would mean certain death.”

“If it were all plain sailing, and there were no risk to be run, I doubt very much if I should pay you £10,000 for the benefit of your company,” he answered. “It is because there is a great risk, and because I must have assistance, though I am extremely doubtful whether we shall ever come out of it alive, that I am taking you with me. I intend to discover their secret if possible, and I also intend that this stick, which undoubtedly is the key of the outer gate, so to speak, shall help me in my endeavours. If you are afraid to accompany me, having heard all, I will allow you to forego your promise and turn back while there is time.”

“I have not the slightest intention of turning back,” I answered. “I don’t know that I am a braver man than most, but if you are willing to go on I am ready to accompany you.”

“And so you shall, and there’s my hand on it,” he cried, giving me his hand as he spoke.

“Now tell me what you intend to do,” I said. “How do you mean to begin?”

“Well, in the first place,” said Nikola, “I shall wait here until the arrival of a certain man from Pekin. He is one of the lay brethren of the society who has fallen under my influence, and as soon as he puts in an appearance and I have got his information we shall disguise ourselves, myself as an official of one of the coast provinces, you as my secretary, and together we shall set out for the capital. Arriving there we will penetrate the Llama-serai, the most anti-European monastery in all China, and, by some means or another, extract from the chief priest sufficient information to take the next step upon our journey. After that we shall proceed as circumstances dictate.”

“And when do you intend that we shall start?”

“As soon as the man arrives, perhaps to-night, probably to-morrow morning.”

“And as to our disguises?”

“I have in my possession everything we can possibly need.”

“In that case I suppose there is nothing to be done until the messenger arrives?”

“Nothing, I think.”

“Then if you will allow me I will wish you good-bye and be off to bed. In case I do not hear from you tonight, at what hour would you like me to call tomorrow?”

“I will let you know before breakfast-time without fail. You are not afraid, are you?”

“Not in the least,” I answered.

“And you’ll say nothing to anybody, even under compulsion, as to our mission?”

“I have given you my promise,” I answered, and rose from my seat.

Once more I followed him down the main passage of the bungalow into the front verandah. Arriving there we shook hands and I went down the steps into the street.

As I turned the corner and made my way in the direction of the road leading to the English Concession, I saw a man, without doubt a Chinaman, rise from a corner and follow me. For nearly a quarter of a mile he remained about a hundred yards behind me, then he was joined by a second, who presently left his companion at a cross street and continued the march. Whether their espionage was only accidental, or whether I was really the object of their attention, I was for some time at a loss to conjecture, but when I saw the second give place to a third, and the third begin to decrease the distance that separated us, I must own I was not altogether comfortable in my mind. Arriving at a more crowded thoroughfare I hastened my steps, and having proceeded about fifty yards along it, dodged down a side lane. This lane conveyed me into another, which eventually brought me out within half a dozen paces of the house I wanted.

That the occupants of the dwelling had not yet retired to bed was evident from the lights I could see moving about inside. In response to my knock some one left the room upon the right hand of the passage and came towards the door where I waited. When he had opened it I discovered that it was Mr. McAndrew himself.

“Why, Bruce!” he cried in surprise, as soon as he discovered who his visitor was. “You’ve chosen a pretty late hour for calling; but never mind, come along in; I am glad to see you.” As he spoke he led me into the room from which he had just emerged. It was his dining-room, and was furnished in a ponderous, but luxurious, fashion. In a chair beside the long table — for Mr. McAndrew has a large family, and twelve sat down to the morning and evening meal — was seated a tiny grey-haired lady, his wife, while opposite her, engaged upon some fancy work, was a pretty girl of sixteen, his youngest daughter and pet, as I remembered. That the lateness of my visit also occasioned them some surprise I could see by their faces; but after a few commonplace remarks they bade me good-night and went out of the room, leaving me alone with the head of the house.

“I suppose you have some very good reason for this visit, or you wouldn’t be here,” the latter said, as he handed me a box of cigars. “Have you heard of a new billet, or has your innocent friend Nikola commenced to blackmail you?”

“Neither of these things has happened,” I answered with a laugh.”

“But as I am in all probability leaving Shanghai to-morrow morning before banking hours, I have come to see if I may so far tax your kindness as to ask you to take charge of a cheque for me.” I thereupon produced Nikola’s draft and handed it to him. He took it, glanced at it, looked up at me, returned his eyes to it once more, and then whistled.

“This looks like business,” he said.

“Doesn’t it,” I answered. “I can hardly believe that I am worth £10,000.”

“You are to be congratulated. And now what do you want me to do with it?” inquired McAndrew, turning the paper over and over in his hand as if it were some uncanny talisman which might suddenly catch him up and convert him into a camel or an octopus before he could look round.

“I want you to keep it for me if you will,” I answered “To put it on deposit in your bank if you have no objection. I am going away, certainly for six months, possibly for a year, and when I return to Shanghai I will come and claim it. That’s if I do return.”

“And if not?”

“In that case I will leave it all to you. In the meantime I want you to advance me £20 if you will; you can repay yourself out of the amount. Do you mind doing it?”

“Not in the very least,” he answered; “but we had better have it all in writing, so that there may be no mistake.”

He thereupon produced from a drawer in a side table a sheet of notepaper. Having written a few lines on it he gave it to me to sign, at the same time calling in one of his sons to witness my signature. This formality completed he handed me £20 in notes and English gold, and our business was concluded. I rose to go.

“Bruce,” said the old gentleman in his usual kindly fashion, putting his hand upon my shoulder as he spoke, “I don’t know what you are up to, and I don’t suppose it will do for me to inquire, but I am aware that you have been in pretty straitened circumstances lately, and I am afraid you are embarking on some foolishness or other now. For Heaven’s sake weigh carefully the pros and cons before you commit yourself. Remember always that one moment’s folly may wreck your whole after-life.”

“You need have no fear on that score,” I answered. “I am going into this business with my eyes open. All the same I am obliged to you for your warning and for what you have done for me. Good-night and good-bye.”

I shook hands with him, and then passing into the verandah left the bungalow.

I was not fifty yards from the gate when a noise behind me induced me to look round. A man had been sitting in the shadow on the other side of the road. He had risen now and was beginning to follow me. That it was the same individual who had accompanied me to McAndrew’s house I had not the slightest doubt. I turned to my right hand down a side street in order to see if he would pursue me; he also turned. I doubled again; he did the same. I proceeded across a piece of open ground instead of keeping on in the straight line I had hitherto been following; he imitated my example. This espionage was growing alarming, so I quickened my pace, and having found a side street with a high fence on one side, followed the palisading along till I came to the gate. Through this I dashed, and as soon as I was in, stooped down in the shadow. Half a minute later I heard the man coming along on the other side. When he could no longer see me ahead of him he came to a halt within half a dozen paces of where I crouched. Then having made up his mind that I must have crossed the road and gone down a dark lane opposite, he too crossed, and in a few seconds was out of sight.

As soon as I had convinced myself that I had got rid of him I passed out into the street again and made my way as quickly as possible back to my abode.

But I was not to lose my mysterious pursuer after all, for just as I was entering my own compound he put in an appearance. Seeing that I had the advantage I ran up the steps of the verandah and went inside. From a window I watched him come up the street and stand looking about him. Then he returned by the way he had come, and, for the time being, that was the last I saw of him. In less than a quarter of an hour I was in bed and asleep, dreaming of Nikola, and imagining that I was being turned into an elephant by his uncanny powers.

How long I remained snoozing I cannot say, but I was suddenly awakened by the feeling that somebody was in my room. Nor was I mistaken. A man was sitting by my bedside, and in the dim moonlight I could see that he was a Chinaman.

“What are you doing here?” I cried, sitting up in bed.

“Be silent!” my visitor whispered in Chinese. “If you speak it will cost you your life.”

Without another word I thrust my hand under the pillow intending to produce the revolver I had placed there when I went to bed. But it was gone. Whether my visitor had stolen it or I had imagined that I had put it there and forgotten to do so, it was beyond my powers to tell. At any rate the weapon, upon which it would seem my life depended, was gone.

“What is your business with me?” I asked, resolved to bring my visitor to his bearings without loss of time.

“Not so loud,” he answered. “I am sent by Dr. Nikola to request your honourable presence. He desires that you will come to him without a moment’s delay.”

“But I’ve only just left him,” I said. “Why does he send for me again?”

“I cannot say, but it is possible that something important has occurred,” was the man’s answer. “He bade me tell you to come at once.”

With that I got up and dressed myself as quickly as possible. It was evident that the expected messenger from Pekin had arrived, and in that case we should probably be setting off for the capital before morning. At any rate I did not waste a moment, and as soon as I was ready went out into the verandah, where the man who had come to fetch me was sitting. He led me across the compound into the street and pointed to a chair which with its bearers was in waiting for me.

“Your friend is in a hurry,” said the man who had called me, by way of explanation, “and he bade me not lose a moment.”

“In that case you may go along as hard as you like,” I answered; “I am quite ready.”

I took my place in the chair, which was immediately lifted by the bearers, and within a minute of my leaving the house we were proceeding down the street at a comparatively fast pace. At that hour the town was very quiet; indeed, with the exception of an occasional Sikh policeman and a belated ‘rickshaw coolie or two, we met no one. At the end of a quarter of an hour it was evident that we had arrived at our destination, for the chair came to a standstill and the bearers set me down. I sprang out and looked about me. To my surprise, however, it was not the house I expected to see that I found before me. We had pulled up at the entrance to a much larger bungalow, standing in a compound of fair size. While I waited my messenger went into the house, to presently return with the information that, if I would be pleased to follow him, Dr. Nikola would see me at once.

The house was in total darkness and as silent as the grave. I passed into the main hall, and was about to proceed down it towards a door at the further end, when I was, without warning, caught by the back of the neck, a gag of some sort was placed in my mouth, and my hands were securely fastened behind me. Next moment I was lifted into the air and borne into a room whence a bright light suddenly streamed forth. Here three Chinamen were seated, clad in heavy figured silk, and wearing enormous tortoiseshell spectacles upon their noses. They received me with a grunt of welcome, and bade my captors remove the gag from my mouth. This done the elder of the trio said quietly — but it seemed to me somewhat inconsequently:

“We hope that your honourable self is enjoying good health?”

I answered, with as much calmness as I could possibly assume at so short a notice, that, “For such an utterly insignificant personage I was in the enjoyment of the best of health.” Whereupon I was requested to say how it came about that I was now in China, and what my business there might be. When I had answered this the man on the right leant a little forward and said:

“You are not telling us the honourable truth. What business have you with Dr. Nikola?”

I summoned all my wits to my assistance.

“Who is Dr. Nikola?” I asked.

“The person whom you have visited two nights in succession,” said the man who had first spoken. “Tell us what mischief you and he are hatching together.”

Seeing that it would be useless attempting to deny my association with Nikola I insinuated that we were interested in the purchase of Chinese silk together, but this assertion was received with a scornful grunt of disapproval.

“We must have the truth,” said the man in the biggest spectacles.

“I can tell you no more,” I answered.

“In that case we have no option,” he said, “but to extract the information by other means.”

With that he made a sign to one of the attendants, who immediately left the room, to return a few moments later with a roll of chain, and some oddly-shaped wooden bars. A heavy sweat rose upon my forehead. I had seen a good deal of Chinese torture in my time, and now it looked as if I were about to have a taste of it.

“What do you know of Dr. Nikola?” repeated the man who had first spoken, and who was evidently the principal of the trio.

“I have already told you,” I repeated, this time with unusual emphasis.

Again he asked the same question without change of tone.

But I only repeated my previous answer.

“For the last time, what do you know of Dr. Nikola?”

“I have told you,” I answered, my heart sinking like lead. Thereupon he raised his hand a little and made a sign to the men near the door. Instantly I was caught and thrown on my back upon the floor. Before I could expostulate or struggle a curious wooden collar was clasped round my neck, and a screw was turned in it until another revolution would have choked me. Once more I heard the old man say monotonously.

“What do you know of Dr. Nikola?”

I tried to repeat my former assertion, but owing to the tightness of the collar I found a difficulty in speaking. Then the man in the centre rose and came over to where I lay; instantly the collar was relaxed, my arms were released, and a voice said:

“Get up, Mr. Bruce. You need have no further fear; we shall not hurt you.”

It was Dr. Nikola!


IV. WE SET OUT FOR TIENTSIN
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I COULD SCARCELY believe the evidence of my senses. Nikola’s disguise was so perfect that it would have required almost superhuman cleverness to penetrate it. In every particular he was a true Celestial. His accent was without a flaw, his deportment exactly what that of a Chinaman of high rank would be, while his general demeanour and manner of sustaining his assumed character could not have been found fault with by the most fastidious critic. I felt that if he could so easily hoodwink me there could be little doubt that he would pass muster under less exacting scrutiny. So as soon as I was released I sprang to my feet and warmly congratulated him, not a little relieved, you may be sure, to find that I was with friends, and was not to be tortured, as I had at first supposed.

“You must forgive the rough treatment to which you have been subjected,” said Nikola. “But I wanted to test you very thoroughly. Now what do you think of my disguise?”

“It is perfect,” I answered. “Considering your decided personality, I had no idea it could possibly be so good. But where are we?”

“In a bungalow I have taken for the time being,” he replied. “And now let us get to business. The man whom you saw on my right was Laohwan, the messenger whom I told you I expected from Pekin. He arrived half an hour after you had left me this evening, gave me the information I wanted, and now I am ready to start as soon as you are.”

“Let me go home and put one or two things together,” I answered, “and then I’m your man.”

“Certainly,” said Nikola. “One of my servants shall accompany you to carry your bag, and to bring you back here as soon as your work is completed.”

With that I set off for my abode, followed by one of Nikola’s boys. When we reached it I left him to wait for me outside, and let myself into my bedroom by the window. Having lit a candle, I hastened to put together the few little odds and ends I wished to take with me on my journey. This finished I locked my trunks, wrote a letter to my landlord, enclosing the amount I owed him, and then another to Barkston, asking him to be good enough to send for, and take charge of my trunks until I returned from a trip into the interior. This done I passed out of the house again, joined the boy who was waiting for me at the gate, and returned to the bungalow in which I had been so surprised by Nikola an hour or so before. It was long after midnight by the time I reached it, but I had no thought of fatigue. The excitement of our departure prevented my thinking of aught else. We were plunging into an unknown life bristling with dangers, and though I did not share Nikola’s belief as to the result we should achieve, I had the certain knowledge that I should be well repaid for the risk I ran.

When I entered the house I found my employer awaiting my coming in the room where I had been hoaxed that evening. He was still in Chinese dress, and once again as I looked at him I felt it difficult to believe that this portly, sedate-looking Chinaman could be the slim European known to the world as Dr. Nikola.

“You have not been long, Mr. Bruce,” he said, “and I am glad of it. Now if you will accompany me to the next room I will introduce you to your things. I have purchased for you everything that you can possibly require, and as I am well acquainted with your power of disguise, I have no fear at all as to the result.”

On reaching the adjoining room I divested myself of my European habiliments, and set to work to don those which were spread out for my inspection. Then with some mixture from a bottle which I found upon the table, I stained my face, neck, and arms, after which my pigtail, which was made on a cleverly contrived scalp wig, was attached, and a large pair of tortoiseshell glasses of a similar pattern to those worn by Nikola, were placed upon my nose. My feet were encased in sandals, a stiff round hat of the ordinary Chinese pattern was placed upon my head, and this, taken with my thickly-padded robe of yellow silk, gave me a most dignified appearance.

When Nikola returned to the room he examined me carefully, and expressed himself as highly pleased with the result; indeed, when we greeted each other in the Chinese fashion and language he would have been a sharp man who could have detected that we were not what we pretended to be.

“Now,” said Nikola, “if you are ready we will test the efficiency of our disguises. In half an hour’s time there is a meeting at the house of a man named Lo Ting. The folk we shall meet there are members of a secret society aiming at the overthrow of the Manchu dynasty. Laohwan has gone on ahead, and, being a member of the society, will report to them the arrival of two distinguished merchants from the interior, who are also members. I have got the passwords, and I know the general idea of their aims, so, with your permission, we will set off at once. When we get there I will explain my intentions more fully.”

“But you are surely not going to attend a meeting of a secret society to-night?” I said, astonished at the coolness with which he proposed to run such a risk. “Wouldn’t it be wiser to wait until we are a little more accustomed to our dresses?”

“By no means,” answered Nikola. “I consider this will be a very good test. If we are detected by the folk we shall see to-night we shall know where the fault lies, and we can remedy it before it is too late. Besides, there is to be a man present who knows something of the inner working of the society, and from him I hope to derive some important information to help us on our way. Come along.”

He passed into the passage and led the way through the house out into the compound, where we found a couple of chairs, with their attendant coolies, awaiting us. We stepped into them, and were presently being borne in a sedate fashion down the street.

In something under twenty minutes our bearers stopped and set us down again; we alighted, and after the coolies had disappeared Nikola whispered that the password was “Liberty,” and that as one said it it was necessary to place the fingers of the right hand in the palm of the left. If I should be asked any questions I was to trust to my mother wit to answer them satisfactorily.

We approached the door, which was at the end of a small alley, and when we reached it I noticed that Nikola rapped upon it twice with a large ring he wore upon the first finger of his right hand. In answer a small and peculiar sort of grille was opened, and a voice within said in Chinese:

“Who is it that disturbs honest people at this unseemly hour?”

“Two merchants from Szechuen who have come to Shanghai in search of liberty,” said my companion, holding up his hands in the manner described above.

Immediately the door was opened and I followed Nikola into the house. The passage was in darkness and terribly close. As soon as we had entered, the front gate was shut behind us, and we were told to walk straight forward. A moment later another door at the further end opened, and a bright light streamed forth. Our conductor signed to us to enter, and assuming an air of humility, and folding our hands in the prescribed fashion before us, we passed into a large apartment in which were seated possibly twenty men. Without addressing a word to one of them we crossed and took up our positions on a sort of divan at the further end. Pipes were handed to us, and for what must have been nearly five minutes we continued solemnly to puff out smoke, without a word being uttered in the room. If I were to say that I felt at my ease during this long silence it would hardly be the truth; but I flatter myself that, whatever my feelings may have been, I did not permit a sign of my embarrassment to escape me. Then an elderly Chinaman, who sat a little to our right, and who was, without doubt, the chief person present, turned to Nikola and questioned him as to his visit to Shanghai. Nikola answered slowly and gravely, after the Celestial fashion, deprecating any idea of personal advantage, and asserting that it was only to have the honour of saying he had been in Shanghai that he had come at all. When he had finished, the same question was addressed to me. I answered in similar terms, and then another silence fell upon us all. Indeed, it was not until we had been in the room nearly half an hour that any attempt at business was made. Then such a flow of gabble ensued that I could scarcely make head or tail of what I heard. Nikola was to the fore throughout. He invented plots for the overthrowing of dynasties, each of which had a peculiar merit of its own; he theoretically assassinated at least a dozen persons in high places, and, what was more, disposed of their bodies afterwards. To my thinking he out-heroded Herod in his zeal. One thing, however, was quite certain, before he had been an hour in the place he was at the head of affairs, and, had he so desired, could have obtained just what he wanted from those present. I did my best to second his efforts, but my co-operation was quite unnecessary. Three o’clock had passed before the meeting broke up. Then one by one the members left the room, until only Laohwan, the old man who had first addressed us, Nikola and myself remained in occupation.

Then little by little, with infinite tact, Nikola led the conversation round into the channel he wanted. How he had learnt that the old man knew anything at all of the matter was more than I could understand. But that he did know something, and that, with a little persuasion, he might be induced to give us the benefit of his knowledge, soon became evident.

“But these things are not for every one,” he said, after a brief recital of the tales he had heard. “If my honourable friend will be guided by one who has had experience, he will not seek to penetrate further.”

“The sea of knowledge is for all who desire to swim in it,” answered Nikola, puffing solemnly at his pipe. “I have heard these things before, and I would convince myself of their truth. Can you help me to such inquiries? I ask in the name of the Light of Heaven.”

As he spoke he took from a pocket under his upper coat the small stick he had obtained from Wetherell. The old man no sooner saw it than his whole demeanour changed; he knelt humbly at Nikola’s feet and implored his pardon.

“If my lord had spoken before,” he said tremblingly, “I would have answered truthfully. All that I have is my lord’s, and I will withhold nothing from him.”

“I want nothing,” said Nikola, “save what has been arranged. That I must have at once.”

“My lord shall be obeyed,” said the old man.

“It is well,” Nikola answered. “Let there be no delay, and permit no word to pass your lips. Send it to this address, so that I may receive it at once.”

He handed the other a card and then rose to go; five minutes later we were back in our respective chairs being borne down the street again. When we reached the house from which we had started Nikola called me into the room where I had dressed.

“You have had an opportunity now of seeing the power of that stick,” he said. “It was Laohwan who discovered that the man was a member of the society. All that talk of overthrowing the Manchu dynasty was simply balderdash, partly real, but in a greater measure meant to deceive. Now if all goes well the old fellow will open the first gate to us, and then we shall be able to go ahead. Let us change our clothes and get back to my own house. If I mistake not we shall have to be off up the coast before breakfast-time.”

With that we set to work, and as soon as we were dressed in European habiliments, left the house and returned to the bungalow where I had first called upon Nikola. By this time day was breaking, and already a stir of life was discernible in the streets. Making our way into the house we proceeded direct to Nikola’s study, where his servants had prepared a meal for us. We sat down to it, and were in the act of falling to work upon a cold pie, when a boy entered with the announcement that a Chinaman was in the hall and desired to speak with us. It was Laohwan.

“Well,” said Nikola, “what message does the old man send?”

In reply Loahwan, who I soon found was not prodigal of speech, took from his sleeve a slip of paper on which were some words written in Chinese characters. Nikola glanced at them, and when he had mastered their purport handed it across the table to me. The message was as follows:

“In the house of Quong Sha, in the Street of a Hundred Tribulations, Tientsin.”

That was all.

Nikola turned to Laohwan.

“At what time does the North China boat sail?” he asked.

“At half-past six,” answered Laohwan promptly.

Nikola looked at his watch, thought for a moment, and then said:

“Go on ahead. Book your passage and get aboard as soon as you can; we will join her later. But remember: until we get to Tientsin you must act as if you have never set eyes on either of us before.”

Laohwan bowed and left the room.

“At this point,” said Nikola, pouring himself out a cup of black coffee, “the real adventure commences. It is a quarter to five now; we will take it easy for half an hour and then set off to the harbour and get aboard.”

Accordingly, as soon as we had finished our meal, we seated ourselves in lounge chairs and lit cigars. For half an hour we discussed the events of the evening, speculated as to the future, and, exactly as the clock struck a quarter-past five, rose to our feet again. Nikola rang a bell and his principal boy entered.

“I am going away,” said Nikola. “I don’t know when I shall be back. It may be a week, it may be a year. In the meantime you will take care of this house; you will not let one thing be stolen; and if when I come back I find a window broken or as much as a pin missing I’ll saddle you with ten million devils. Mr. McAndrew will pay your wages and look after you. If you want anything go to him. Do you understand?”

The boy nodded.

“That will do,” said Nikola. “You can go.”

As the servant left the room my curious friend gave a strange whistle. Next moment the black cat came trotting in, sprang on her master’s knee and crawled up onto his shoulder. Nikola looked at me and smiled.

“He will not forget me if I am away five years,” he said. “What wife would be so constant?”

I laughed; the idea of Nikola and matrimony somehow did not harmonize very well. He lifted the cat down and placed him on the table.

“Apollyon,” said he, with the only touch of regret I saw him show throughout the trip, “we have to part for a year. Good-bye, old cat, good-bye.”

Then having stroked the animal gently once or twice he turned briskly to me.

“Come along,” he said; “let us be off. Time presses.”

The cat sat on the table watching him and appearing to understand every word he uttered. Nikola stroked its fur for the last time, and then walked out of the room. I followed at his heels and together we passed into the compound. By this time the streets were crowded. A new day had begun in Shanghai, and we had no difficulty in obtaining ‘rickshaws.

“The Vectis Queen,” said Nikola, as soon as we were seated. The coolies immediately started off at a run, and in something under a quarter of an hour we had reached the wharf side of the Hwang-Pu River. The boat we were in search of lay well out in the stream, and for this reason it was necessary that we should charter a sampan to reach her.

Arriving on board we interviewed the purser, and, after we had paid our fares, were conducted to our cabins. The Vectis Queen, as all the East knows, is not a large steamer, and her accommodation is, well, to say the least of it, limited. But at this particular time of year there were not a great many people travelling, consequently we were not overcrowded. As soon as I had arranged my baggage, I left my cabin and went on deck. Small is the world! Hardly had I stepped out of the companion-ladder before I was accosted by a man with whom I had been well acquainted on the Australian coastal service, but whom I thought at the other end of the earth.

“Why, Wilfred Bruce!” he cried. “Who’d have thought of seeing you here!”

“Jim Downing!” I cried, not best pleased, as you may suppose, at seeing him. “How long have you been in China?”

“Getting on for a year,” he answered, “I came up with one of our boats, had a row with the skipper, and left her in Hong-Kong. After that I joined this line. But though I don’t think much of the Chinkies, I am fairly well satisfied. You’re looking pretty well, old man; but it seems to me you’ve got precious sunburnt since I saw you last.”

“It’s the effect of too much rice,” I said with a smile.

He laughed with the spontaneous gaiety of a man who is ready to be amused by anything, however simple, and then we walked up the deck together. As we turned to retrace our steps, Nikola emerged from the companion-hatch and joined us. I introduced Downing to him, and in five minutes you would have supposed them friends of years’ standing. Before they had been together a quarter of an hour Nikola had given him a prescription for prickly-heat, from which irritation Downing suffered considerably, and as soon as this proved successful, the young man’s gratitude and admiration were boundless. By breakfast-time we were well down the river, and by midday Shanghai lay far behind us.

Throughout the voyage Nikola was in his best spirits; he joined in all the amusements, organized innumerable sports and games, and was indefatigable in his exertions to amuse. And while I am on this subject, let me say that there was one thing which struck me as being even more remarkable than anything else in the character of this extraordinary man, and that was his extreme fondness for children. There was one little boy in particular on board, a wee toddler scarcely four years old, with whom Nikola soon established himself on terms of intimacy; he would play with him for hours at a stretch, never tiring, and never for one moment allowing his attention to wander from the matter in hand. I must own that when I saw them amusing themselves together under the lee of one of the boats on the promenade deck, on the hatchways, or beneath the awning aft, I could scarcely believe my eyes. I had to ask myself if this man, whose entire interest seemed to be centred on paper boats, and pigs cut out of orange peel, could be the same Nikola from whom Wetherell, ex-Colonial Secretary of New South Wales, had fled in London as from a pestilence, and at the sight of whom Benwell, of the Chinese Revenue Service, had excused himself, and rushed out of the club in Shanghai. That, however, was just Nikola’s character. If he were making a paper boat, cutting a pig out of orange peel, weaving a plot round a politician, or endeavouring to steal the secret of an all-powerful society, he would give the matter in hand his whole attention, make himself master of every detail, and never leave it till he had achieved his object, or had satisfied himself that it was useless for him to work at it any longer. In the latter case he would drop it without a second thought.

Throughout the voyage Laohwan, though we saw him repeatedly, did not for a moment allow it to be supposed that he knew us. He was located on the forward deck, and, as far as we could gather, spent his whole time playing fan-tan with half-a-dozen compatriots on the cover of the forehatch.

The voyage up the coast was not an exciting one, but at last, at sunset one evening, we reached Tientsin, which, as all the world knows, is a treaty port located at the confluence of the Yu-Ho, or Grand Canal, with the river Pei-Ho. As soon as we came alongside the jetty, we collected our baggage and went ashore. Here another thing struck me. Nikola seemed to be as well known in this place as he was in Shanghai, and as soon as we arrived on the Bund called ‘rickshaws, and the coolies conveyed us, without asking a question, to the residence of a certain Mr. Williams in the European Concession.

This proved to be a house of modest size, built in the fashion usual in that part of the East. As we alighted from our ‘rickshaws, a tall, elderly man, with a distinctly handsome cast of countenance, came into the verandah to welcome us. Seeing Nikola, he for a moment appeared to be overcome with surprise.

“Can it be possible that I see Dr. Nikola?” he cried.

“It is not only possible, but quite certain that you do,” said Nikola, who signed to the coolie to lift his bag out, and then went up the steps. “It is two years since I had the pleasure of seeing you, Mr. Williams, and now I look at you you don’t seem to have changed much since we taught Mah Feng that lesson in Seoul.”

“You have not forgotten that business then, Dr. Nikola?”

“No more than Mah P’eng had when I saw him last in Singapore,” my companion answered with a short laugh.

“And what can I do for you now?”

“I want you to let us tax your hospitality for a few hours,” said Nikola. “This is my friend, Mr. Bruce, with whom I am engaged on an important piece of work.”

“I am delighted to make your acquaintance, sir,” said Mr. Williams, and having shaken hands with me he escorted us into the house.

Ten minutes later we were quite at home in his residence, and were waiting, myself impatiently, for a communication from Laohwan. And here I must pay another tribute to Nikola’s powers of self-concentration. Anxious as the time was, peculiar as was our position, he did not waste a moment in idle conjecture, but taking from his travelling bag an abstruse work on chemistry, which was his invariable companion, settled himself down to a study of it; even when the messenger did come he did not stop at once, but continued the calculations upon which he was engaged until they were finished, when he directed Laohwan to inform him as to the progress he had made.

“Your arrival,” said the latter, “is expected, and though I have not been to the place, I have learned that preparations are being made for your reception.”

“In that case you had better purchase ponies and have the men in readiness, for in all probability we shall leave for Pekin to-morrow morning.”

“At what time will your Excellency visit the house?” asked Laohwan.

“Some time between half-past ten and eleven this evening,” answered Nikola; and thereupon our trusty retainer left us.

At seven o’clock our evening meal was served, After it was finished I smoked a pipe in the verandah while Nikola went into a neighbouring room for half an hour’s earnest conversation with our host. When he returned he informed me that it was time for us to dress, and thereupon we went to our respective rooms and attired ourselves in our Chinese costumes. Having done this we let ourselves out by a side door and set off for the native city. It was fully half-past ten before we reached it, but for an infinity of reasons we preferred to allow those who were expecting us to wait rather than we should betray any appearance of hurry.

Any one who has had experience of Tientsin will bear me out when I say that of all the dirty and pestilential holes this earth of ours possesses, there are very few to equal it, and scarcely one that can surpass it. Narrow, irregular streets, but little wider than an average country lane in England, run in and out, and twist and twine in every conceivable direction. Overhead the second stories of the houses, decorated with sign-boards, streamers and flags, almost touch each other, so that even in the middle of the day a peculiar, dim, religious light prevails. At night, as may be supposed, it is pitch dark. And both by day and night it smells abominably.

Arriving at the end of the street to which we had been directed, we left our conveyances, and proceeded for the remainder of the distance on foot. Halfway down this particular thoroughfare — which was a little wider, and certainly a degree more respectable than its neighbours — we were met by Loahwan, who conducted us to the house of which we were in search.

In outward appearance it was not unlike its fellows, was one story high, had large overhanging eaves, a sort of trellis-shielded verandah, and a low, arched doorway. Upon this last our Chinese companion thumped with his fist, and at the third repetition the door was opened. Laohwan said something in a low voice to the janitor, who thereupon admitted us.

“There is but one sun,” said the guardian of the gate humbly.

“But there be many stars,” said Nikola; whereupon the man led us as far as the second door in the passage. Arriving at this he muttered a few words. It was instantly opened, and we stepped inside to find another man waiting for us, holding a queer-shaped lamp in his hand. Without questioning us he intimated that we should follow him, which we did, down a long passage, to bring up finally at a curtained archway. Drawing the curtain aside, he bade us pass through, and then redrew it after us.

On the other side of the arch we found ourselves in a large room, the floor, walls, and ceiling of which were made of some dark wood, probably teak. It was unfurnished save for a few scrolled banners suspended at regular intervals upon the walls, and a few cushions in a corner. When we entered it was untenanted, but we had not long to wait before our solitude was interrupted. I had turned to speak to Nikola, who was examining a banner on the left wall, when suddenly a quiet footfall behind me attracted my attention. I wheeled quickly round to find myself confronted by a Chinaman whose age could scarcely have been less than eighty years. His face was wrinkled like a sun-dried crab-apple, his hair was almost white, and he walked with a stick. One thing struck me as particularly curious about his appearance. Though the house in which we found ourselves was by no means a small one, though it showed every sign of care, and in places even betokened the possession of considerable wealth on the part of its owner, this old man, who was undoubtedly the principal personage in it, was clad in garments that evidenced the deepest poverty. When he reached Nikola, whom he seemed to consider, as indeed did every one else, the chief of our party, he bowed low before him, and after the invariable compliments had been exchanged, said:

“Your Excellency has been anxiously expected. All the arrangements for your progress onward have been made this week past.”

“I was detained in Tsan-Chu,” said Nikola. “Now tell me what has been done?”

“News has been sent on to Pekin,” said the old man, “and the chief priest will await you in the Llamaserai. I can tell you no more.”

“I am satisfied. And now let us know what has been said about my coming.”

“It is said that they who have chosen have chosen wisely.”

“That is good,” said Nikola. “Now leave us; I am tired and would be alone. I shall remain the night in this house and go onwards at daybreak to-morrow morning. See that I am not disturbed.”

The old man assured Nikola that his wishes should be respected, and having done so left the room. After he had gone Nikola drew me to the further end of the apartment and whispered hurriedly:

“I see it all now. Luck is playing into our hands. If I can only get hold of the two men I want to carry this business through, I’ll have the society’s secret or die in the attempt. Listen to me. When we arrived to-night I learnt from Williams, who knows almost as much of the under life of China as I do myself, that what I suspected has already taken place. In other words, after this long interval, there has been an election to fill the place of the man whom China Pete killed in the Llamaserai to obtain possession of that stick. The man chosen is the chief priest of the Llama temple of Hankow, a most religious and extraordinary person. He is expected in Pekin either this week or next. Misled by Laohwan, these people have mistaken me for him, and I mean that they shall continue in their error. If they find that we are hoodwinking them we are dead men that instant, but if they don’t and we can keep this other man out of the way, we stand an excellent chance of getting from them all we want to know. It is a tremendous risk, but as it is an opportunity that might never come again, we must make the most of it. Now attend carefully to me. It would never do for me to leave this place to-night, but it is most imperative that I should communicate with Williams. I must write a letter to him, and you must take it. He must send two cablegrams first thing to-morrow morning.”

So saying he drew from a pocket inside his sleeve a small notebook, and, what seemed strangely incongruous, a patent American fountain pen. Seating himself upon the floor he began to write. For nearly five minutes complete silence reigned in the room, then he tore two or three leaves from the book and handed them to me.

“Take these to Williams,” he said. “He must find out where this other man is, without losing an instant, and communicate with the folk to whom I am cabling. Come what may they must catch him before he can get here, and then carry him out to sea. Once there he must not be allowed to land again until you and I are safely back in Shanghai.”

“And who is Williams to cable to?”

“To two men in whom I have the greatest confidence. One is named Eastover, and the other Prendergast. He will send them this message.”

He handed me another slip of paper.

“To Prendergast and Eastover, care Gregson, Hong-Kong — 

“Come Tientsin next boat. Don’t delay a moment. When you arrive call on Williams.

“Nikola.”


V. I RESCUE A YOUNG LADY
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HAVING LEFT THE room in which Nikola had settled himself I found the same doorkeeper who had admitted us to the house, and who now preceded and ushered me into the street. Once there I discovered that the condition of the night had changed. When we had left Mr. Williams’ residence it was bright starlight, now black clouds covered the face of the sky, and as I passed down the street, in the direction of the English Concession, a heavy peal of thunder rumbled overhead. It was nearly eleven o’clock, and, as I could not help thinking, a curious quiet lay upon the native city. There was an air of suppressed excitement about such Chinamen as I met that puzzled me, and when I came upon knots of them at street corners, the scraps of conversation I was able to overhear did not disabuse my mind of the notion that some disturbance was in active preparation. However, I had not time to pay much attention to them. I had to find Mr. Williams’ house, give him the letter, and get back to Nikola with as little delay as possible.

At last I reached the Concession, passed the Consul’s house, and finally arrived at the bungalow of which I was in search.

A bright light shone from one of the windows, and towards it I directed my steps. On reaching it I discovered the owner of the house seated at a large table, writing. I tapped softly upon the pane, whereupon he rose and came towards me. That he did not recognize me was evident from his reception of me.

“What do you want?” he asked in Chinese as he opened the window.

Bending a little forward, so as to reach his ear, I whispered the following sentence into it: “I should like to ask your honourable presence one simple question.”

“This is not the time to ask questions, however simple,” he replied; “you must come round in the morning.”

“But the morning will be too late,” I answered earnestly. “I tell you by the spirit of your ancestors that what I have to say must be said to-night.”

“Then come in, and for mercy’s sake say it,” he replied a little testily, and beckoned me into the room. I did as he desired, and seated myself on the stool before him, covering my hands with my great sleeves in the orthodox fashion. Then, remembering the Chinese love of procrastination, I began to work the conversation in and out through various channels until I saw that his patience was well-nigh exhausted. Still, however, he did not recognize me. Then leaning towards him I said:

“Is your Excellency aware that your house has been watched since sundown?”

“By whom, and for what reason?” he inquired, looking, I thought, a little uncomfortable.

“By three men, and because of two strangers who arrived by the mail boat this afternoon.”

“What strangers?” he inquired innocently. But I noticed that he looked at me rather more fixedly than before.

“The man whom we call ‘The man with the Devil’s eyes ‘ — but whom you call Nikola — and his companion.”

I gave Nikola’s name as nearly as a Chinaman would be able to pronounce it, and then waited to see what he would say next. That he was disconcerted was plain enough, but that he did not wish to commit himself was also very evident. He endeavoured to temporize; but as this was not to my taste, I revealed my identity by saying in my natural voice and in English:

“It would seem that my disguise is a very good one, Mr. Williams.”

He stared at me.

“Surely you are not Mr. Bruce?” he cried.

“I am,” I answered; “and what’s more, I am here on an important errand. I have brought you a letter from Nikola, which you must read and act upon at once.”

As I spoke I produced from a pocket in my sleeve the letter Nikola had given me and handed it to him. He sat down again at the table and perused it carefully. When he had finished, he read it over again, then a third time. Having got it by heart he went across the room to a safe in the corner. This he unlocked, and having opened a drawer, carefully placed the slip of paper in it. Then he came back and took up his old seat again. I noticed that his forehead was contracted with thought, and that there was an expression of perplexity, and one might have almost said of doubt, about his mouth. At last he spoke.

“I know you are in Nikola’s employment, Mr. Bruce,” he said, “but are you aware of the contents of this letter?”

“Does it refer to the man who is expected in Pekin to take up the third stick in the society?”

“Yes,” he answered slowly, stabbing at his blotting-pad with the point of a pen, “it does. It refers to him very vitally.”

“And now you are revolving in your mind the advisability of what Nikola says about abducting him, I suppose?”

“Exactly. Can Nikola be aware, think you, that the man in question was chief priest of one of the biggest Hankow temples?”

“I have no doubt that he is. But you say ‘was.’ Has the man then resigned his appointment in order to embrace this new calling?”

“Certainly he has.”

“Well, in that case it seems to me that the difficulty is considerably lessened.”

“In one direction, perhaps; but then it is increased in another. If he is still a priest and we abduct him, then we fight the Government and the Church. On the other hand, if he is no longer a priest, and the slightest suspicion of what we are about to do leaks out, then we shall have to fight a society which is ten times as powerful as any government or priesthood in the world.”

“You have Nikola’s instructions, I suppose?”

“Yes; and I confess I would rather deal with the Government of China and the millions of the society than disobey him in one single particular. But let me tell you this, Mr. Bruce, if Nikola is pig-headed enough to continue his quest in the face of this awful uncertainty, I would not give a penny piece for either his life or that of the man who accompanies him. Consider for one moment what I mean. This society into whose secrets he is so anxious to penetrate — and how much better he will be when he has done so he alone knows — is without doubt the most powerful in the whole world. If rumour is to be believed, its list of members exceeds twenty millions. It has representatives in almost every town and village in the length and breadth of this great land, to say nothing of Malaysia, Australia and America; its rules are most exacting, and when you reflect for one moment that our friend is going to impersonate one of the three leaders of this gigantic force, with chances of detection menacing him at every turn, you will see for yourself what a foolhardy undertaking it is.”

“I must own I agree with you, but still he is Nikola.”

“Yes. In that you sum up everything. He is NIKOLA.”

“Then what answer am I to take back to him?”

“That I will proceed with the work at once. Stay. I will write it down, that there may be no possible mistake.”

So saying he wrote for a moment, and when his letter was completed handed it to me.

I rose to go.

“And with regard to these telegrams?” I said.

“I will dispatch them myself the very moment the office is open,” he answered. “I have given Nikola an assurance to that effect in my letter.”

“We leave at daybreak for Pekin, so I will wish you good-bye now.”

“You have no thought of turning back, I suppose?”

“Not the very slightest.”

“You’re a plucky man.”

“I suppose I must be. But there is an old saying that just meets my case.”

“And that is?”

“‘Needs must when — —’”

“Well, shall we say when Nikola —— ?”

“Yes. ‘Needs must when Nikola drives.’ Good-bye.”

“Good-bye, and may good luck go with you.”

I shook hands with him at the front door, and then descended the steps and set off on my return to the native city. As I left the street in which the bungalow stood a clock struck twelve. The clouds, which had been so heavy when I set out, had now drawn off the sky, and it was bright starlight once more.

As I entered the city proper my first impression was in confirmation of my original feeling that something out of the common was about to happen. Nor was I deceived. Hardly had I gone a hundred yards before a tumult of angry voices broke upon my ear. The sound increased in volume, and presently an excited mob poured into the street along which I was making my way. Had it been possible I would have turned into a by-path and so escaped them, but now this was impossible. They had hemmed me in on every side, and, whether I wished it or not, I was compelled to go with them.

For nearly half a mile they carried me on in this fashion, then, leaving the thoroughfare along which they had hitherto been passing, they turned sharply to the right hand and brought up before a moderate-sized house standing at a corner. Wondering what it all might mean, I accosted a youth by my side and questioned him. His answer was brief, but to the point:

“Kueidzu!” (devil), he cried, and picking up a stone hurled it through the nearest window.

The house, I soon discovered, was the residence of a missionary, who, I was relieved to hear, was absent from home. As I could see the mob was bent on wrecking his dwelling I left them to their work and proceeded on my way again. But though I did not know it, I had not done with adventure yet.

As I turned from the street, into another which ran at right angles to it, I heard a shrill cry for help. I immediately stopped and listened in order to discover whence it had proceeded. I had not long to wait, however, for almost at the same instant it rang out again. This time it undoubtedly came from a lane on my right. Without a second’s thought I picked up my heels and ran across to it. At first I could see nothing; then at the further end I made out three figures, and towards them I hastened. When I got there I found that one was a girl, the second an old man, who was stretched upon the ground; both were English, but their assailant was an active young fellow of the coolie class. He was standing over the man’s body menacing the girl with a knife. My sandals made no noise upon the stones, and as I came up on the dark side of the lane neither of the trio noticed my presence until I was close upon them. But swift as I was I was hardly quick enough, for just as I arrived the girl threw herself upon the man, who at the same instant raised his arm and plunged his knife into her shoulder. It could not have penetrated very deep, however, before my fist was in his face. He rolled over like a ninepin, and for a moment lay on the ground without moving. But he did not remain there very long. Recovering his senses he sprang to his feet and bolted down the street, yelling “Kueidzu! kueidzu!” at the top of his voice, in the hope of bringing the mob to his assistance.

Before he was out of sight I was kneeling by the side of the girl upon the ground. She was unconscious. Her face was deadly pale, and I saw that her left shoulder was soaked with blood. From examining her I turned to the old man. He was a fine-looking old fellow, fairly well dressed, and boasting a venerable grey beard. He lay stretched out at full length, and one glance at his face was sufficient to tell me his fate. How it had been caused I could only imagine, but there was no doubt about the fact that he was dead. When I had convinced myself of this I returned to the girl. Her eyes were now open, and as I knelt beside her she asked in English what had happened.

“You have been wounded,” I answered.

“And my father?”

There was nothing to be gained by deceiving her, so I said simply:

“I have sad news for you — I fear he is dead.”

Upon hearing this she uttered a little cry, and for a moment seemed to lose consciousness again. I did not, however, wait to revive her, but went across to where her father lay, and picking the body up in my arms, carried it across the street to a dark corner. Having placed it there, I returned to the girl, and lifting her on to my shoulder ran down the street in the direction I had come. In the distance I could hear the noise of the mob, who were still engaged wrecking the murdered man’s dwelling.

Arriving at the spot where I had stood when I first heard the cry for help, I picked up my old course and proceeded along it to my destination. In something less than ten minutes I had reached the house and knocked, in the way Laohwan had done, upon the door, which was immediately opened to me. I gave the password, and was admitted with my burden. If the custodian of the door thought anything, he did not give utterance to it, and permitted me to reach the second door unmolested.

Again I knocked, and once more the door was opened. But this time I was not to be allowed to pass unchallenged. Though I had given the password correctly, the door-keeper bade me wait while he scrutinized the burden in my arms.

“What have you here?” he asked.

“Have you the right to ask?” I said, assuming a haughty air. “His Excellency has sent for this foreign devil to question her. She has fainted with fright. Now stand aside, or there are those who will make you pay for stopping me.”

He looked a trifle disconcerted, and after a moment’s hesitation signed to me to pass. I took him at his word, and proceeded into the room where I had left my chief. That Nikola was eagerly expecting me I gathered from the pleasure my appearance seemed to give him.

“You are late,” he cried, coming quickly across to me. “I have been expecting you this hour past. But what on earth have you got there?”

“A girl,” I answered, “the daughter of a missionary, I believe. She has been wounded, and even now is unconscious. If I had not discovered her she would have been killed by the man who murdered her father.”

“But what on earth made you bring her here?”

“What else could I do? Her father is dead, and I believe the mob has wrecked their house.”

“Put her down,” said Nikola, “and let me look at her.”

I did as he bade me, and thereupon he set to work to examine her wound. With a deftness extraordinary, and a tenderness of which one would scarcely have believed him capable, he bathed the wound with water, which I procured from an adjoining room, then, having anointed it with some stuff from a small medicine chest he always carried about with him, he bound it up with a piece of Chinese cloth. Having finished he said:

“Lift her up while I try the effect of this upon her.”

From the chest he took a small cut-glass bottle, shaped something like that used by European ladies for carrying smelling-salts, and having opened her mouth poured a few drops of what it contained upon her tongue. Almost instantly she opened her eyes, looked about her, and seeing, as she supposed, two Chinamen bending over her, fell back with an expression of abject terror on her face. But Nikola, who was still kneeling beside her, reassured her, saying in English:

“You need have no fear. You are in safe hands. We will protect you, come what may.”

His speech seemed to recall what had happened to her remembrance.

“Oh, my poor father!” she cried. “What have you done with him?”

“To save your life,” I answered, “I was compelled to leave his body in the street where I had found it; but it is quite safe.”

“I must go and get it,” she said. And as she spoke she tried to rise, but Nikola put out his hand and stopped her.

“You must not move,” he said. “Leave everything to me. I will take care that your father’s body is found and protected.”

“But I must go home.”

“My poor girl,” said Nikola tenderly, “you do not know everything. You have no home to go to. It was wrecked by the mob this evening.”

“Oh dear! oh dear! Then what is to become of me? They have killed my father and wrecked our house! And we trusted them so.”

Without discussing this point Nikola rose and left the room. Presently he returned, and again approached the girl.

“I have sent men to find your father’s body,” he said. “It will be conveyed to a safe place, and within half an hour the English Consul will be on the trail of his murderer. Now tell me how it all occurred.”

“I will tell you what I can,” she answered. “But it seems so little to have brought about so terrible a result. My father and I left our home this evening at half-past seven to hold a service in the little church our few converts have built for us. During the course of the service it struck me repeatedly that there was something wrong, and when we came out and saw the crowd that had collected at the door this impression was confirmed. Whether they intended to attack us or not I cannot say, but just as we were leaving a shout was raised, and instantly off the mob ran, I suppose in the direction of our house. I can see that now, though we did not suspect it then. Fearing to follow in the same direction, we passed down a side street, intending to proceed home by another route. But as we left the main thoroughfare and turned into the dark lane where you found us, a man rushed out upon my father, and with a thick stick, or a bar of iron, felled him to the ground. I endeavoured to protect him and to divert his attention to myself, whereupon he drew a knife and stabbed me in the shoulder. Then you came up and drove him off.”

As she said this she placed her hand upon my arm.

“I cannot tell you how grateful I am to you,” she said.

“It was a very small service,” I answered, feeling a little confused by her action. “I only wished I had arrived upon the scene earlier.”

“Whatever am I to do?”

“Have you any friends in Tientsin?” inquired Nikola. “Any one to whom you can go?”

“No, we know no one at all,” the girl replied. “But I have a sister in Pekin, the wife of a missionary there. Could you help me to get so far?”

“Though I cannot take you myself,” said Nikola, “if you like I will put you in the way of getting there. In the meantime you must not remain in this house. Do not be alarmed, however; I will see that you are properly taken care of.”

Again he left the room, and while he was gone I looked more closely at the girl whom I had rescued. Her age might have been anything from twenty to twenty-three, her face was a perfect oval in shape, her skin was the most delicate I had ever seen, her mouth was small, and her eyes and hair were a beautiful shade of brown. But it was her sweet expression which was the chief charm of her face, and this was destined to haunt me for many a long day to come.

I don’t think I can be said to be a ladies’ man (somehow or another I have never been thrown much into feminine society), but I must confess when I looked into this girl’s sweet face, a thrill, such as I had never experienced before, passed over me.

“How can I ever thank you for your goodness?” she asked simply.

“By bearing your terrible trouble bravely,” I answered. “And now, will you consider me impertinent if I ask your name?”

“Why should I? My name is Medwin — Gladys Mary Medwin. And yours?”

“It ought to be Mah Poo in this dress, oughtn’t it? In reality it is Wilfred Bruce.”

“But if you are an Englishman why are you disguised in this fashion?”

“That, I am sorry to say, I cannot tell you,” I answered. “Do you know, Miss Medwin, it is just possible that you may be the last Englishwoman I shall ever speak to in my life?”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Again I can only say that I cannot tell you. But I may say this much, that I am going away in a few hours’ time to undertake something which, more probably than not, will cost me my life. I don’t know why I should say this to you, but one cannot be prosaic at such moments as these. Besides, though our acquaintance is only an hour or so old, I seem to have known you for years. You say I have done you a service; will you do one for me?”

“What can I do?” she asked, placing her little hand upon my arm.

“This ring,” I said, at the same time drawing a plain gold circlet from my finger, “was my poor mother’s last gift to me. I dare not take it with me where I am going. Would it be too much to ask you to keep it for me? In the event of my not returning, you might promise me to wear it as a little memento of the service you say I have done you to-night. It would be pleasant to think that I have one woman friend in the world.”

As I spoke I raised the hand that lay upon my arm, and, holding it in mine, placed the ring upon her finger.

“I will keep it for you with pleasure,” she said. “But is this work upon which you are embarking really so dangerous?”

“More so than you can imagine,” I replied. “But be sure of this, Miss Medwin, if I do come out of it alive, I will find you out and claim that ring.”

“I will remember,” she answered, and just as she had finished speaking Nikola re-entered the room.

“My dear young lady,” he said hurriedly, “I have made arrangements for your safe conduct to the house of a personal friend, who will do all he can for you while you remain in Tientsin. Then as soon as you can leave this place he will have you escorted carefully to your sister in Pekin. Now I think you had better be going. A conveyance is at the door, and my friend will be waiting to receive you. Mr. Bruce, will you conduct Miss Medwin to the street?”

“You are very good to me.”

“Not at all. You will amply compensate me if you will grant me one favour in return.”

“How can I serve you?”

“By never referring in any way to the fact of your having met us. When I tell you that our lives will in a great measure depend upon your reticence, I feel sure you will comply with my request.”

“Not a word shall escape my lips.”

Nikola bowed, and then almost abruptly turned on his heel and walked away. Seeing that his action was meant as a signal that she should depart, I led the way down the passage into the street, where a chair was in waiting. Having placed her in it, I bade her good-bye in a whisper.

“Good-bye,” I said. “If ever I return alive I will inquire for you at the house to which you are now going,”

“Good-bye, and may God protect you!”

She took my hand in hers, and next moment I felt something placed in the palm. Then I withdrew it; the coolies took up the poles, and presently the equipage was moving down the street.

I waited until it was out of sight, and then went back into the house, where I found Nikola pacing up and down the room, his hands behind his back and his head bowed low upon his breast. He looked up at me, and, without referring to what had happened, said quickly;

“The ponies will be at the door in an hour’s time. If you want any rest you had better take it now. I am going to have an interview with the old man we saw to-night. I want to try and worm some more information for our guidance out of him. Don’t leave this room until my return, and, above all, remember in your future dealings with me that I am a chief priest, and as such am entitled to the deepest reverence. Always bear in mind the fact that one little mistake may upset all our plans, and may land both our heads on the top of the nearest city gate.”

“I will remember,” I said. And he thereupon left the room.

When he had gone I put my hand into my pocket and drew out the little keepsake Miss Medwin had given me. It proved to be a small but curiously chased locket, but, to my sorrow, contained no photograph. She had evidently worn it round her neck, for a small piece of faded ribbon was still attached to it. I looked at it for a moment, and then slipped the ribbon round my own neck, for so only could I hope to prevent its being stolen from me. Then I laid myself down upon a mat in a corner, and in less time than it takes to tell fell fast asleep. When I woke it was to find Nikola shaking me by the shoulder.

“Time’s up,” he said. “The ponies are at the door, and we must be off.”

I had hardly collected my faculties and scrambled to my feet before the old man whom I had seen on the previous evening entered the room, bringing with him a meal, consisting principally of rice and small coarse cakes made of maize. We fell to work upon them, and soon had them finished, washing them down with cups of excellent tea.

Our meal at an end, Nikola led the old man aside and said something to him in an undertone, emphasizing his remarks with solemn gestures. Then, with the whole retinue of the house at our heels to do us honour, we proceeded into the courtyard, where Laohwan was in waiting with five ponies. Two were laden with baggage, upon one of the others Nikola seated himself, I appropriated the second, Laohwan taking the third. Then, amid the respectful greeting of the household, the gates were opened, and we rode into the street. We had now embarked upon another stage of our adventures.


VI. ON THE ROAD TO PEKIN
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AS WE LEFT the last house of the native city of Tientsin behind us the sun was in the act of rising. Whatever the others may have felt I cannot say, but this I know, that there was at least one person in the party who was heartily glad to have said good-bye to the town. Though we had only been in it a short time we had passed through such a series of excitements during that brief period as would have served to disgust even such a glutton as Don Quixote himself with an adventurous life.

For the first two or three miles our route lay over a dry mud plain, where the dust, which seemed to be mainly composed of small pebbles, was driven about our ears like hail by the dawn wind. We rode in silence. Nikola, by virtue of his pretended rank, was some yards ahead, I followed next; Laohwan came behind me, and the baggage ponies and the Mafoos (or native grooms) behind him again. I don’t know what Nikola was thinking about, but I’m not ashamed to confess that my own thoughts reverted continually to the girl whom I had been permitted the opportunity of rescuing on the previous evening. Her pale sweet face never left me, but monopolized my thoughts to the exclusion of everything else. Though I tried again and again to bring my mind to bear upon the enterprise on which we were embarking, it was of no use; on each occasion I came back to the consideration of a pair of dark eyes and a wealth of nut-brown hair. That I should ever meet Miss Medwin again seemed most unlikely; that I wanted to I will not deny; and while I am about it I will even go so far as to confess that, not once but several times, I found myself wishing, for the self-same reason, that I had thought twice before accepting Nikola’s offer. One moment’s reflection, however, was sufficient to show me that had I not fallen in with Nikola I should in all probability not only have never known her at all, but, what was more to the point, I should most likely have been in a position where love-making would not only have been foolish, but indeed quite out of the question.

When we had proceeded something like five miles Nikola turned in his saddle and beckoned me to his side.

“By this time,” he said, “Prendergast and Eastover will have received the telegrams I requested Williams to dispatch to them. They will not lose a moment in getting on their way, and by the middle of next week they should have the priest of Hankow in their hands. It will take another three days for them to inform us of the fact, which will mean that we shall have to wait at least ten days in Pekin before presenting ourselves at the Llamaserai. This being so, we will put up at a house which has been recommended to me in the Tartar city. I shall let it be understood there that I am anxious to undertake a week’s prayer and fasting in order to fit myself for the responsibilities I am about to take upon me, and that during that time I can see no one. By the end of the tenth day, I should have heard from Prendergast and know enough to penetrate into the very midst of the monks. After that it should be all plain sailing.”

“But do you think your men will be able to abduct this well-known priest without incurring suspicion?”

“They will have to,” answered Nikola. “If they don’t we shall have to pay the penalty. But there, you need have no sort of fear. I have the most perfect faith in the men. They have been well tried, and I am sure of this, if I were to tell either of them to do anything, however dangerous the task might be, they would not think twice before obeying me. By the way, Bruce, I don’t know that you are looking altogether well.”

“I don’t feel quite the thing,” I answered; “my head aches consumedly, but I don’t doubt it will soon pass off.”

“Well, let us push on. We must reach the rest-house to-night, and to do that we have got a forty-mile ride ahead of us.”

It is a well-known fact that though Chinese ponies do not present very picturesque outward appearances, there are few animals living that can equal them in pluck and endurance. Our whole cavalcade, harness and pack-saddles included, might have been purchased for a twenty-pound note; but I very much doubt if the most costly animals to be seen in Rotten Row, on an afternoon in the season, could have carried us half so well as those shaggy little beasts, which stood but little more than thirteen hands.

In spite of the fact that we camped for a couple of hours in the middle of the day, we were at the rest-house, half-way to Pekin, before sundown. And a wretched place it proved — a veritable Chinese inn, with small bare rooms, quite unfurnished, and surrounded by a number of equally inhospitable stables.

As soon as we arrived we dismounted and entered the building, on the threshold of which the boorish Chinese landlord received us. His personality was in keeping with his house; but observing that we were strangers of importance he condescended to depart so far from his usual custom as to show us at least the outward signs of civility. So we chose our rooms and ordered a meal to be instantly prepared. Our blankets were unpacked and spread upon the floor of our bedrooms, and almost as soon as this was done the meal was announced as ready.

It consisted, we discovered, of half a dozen almost raw eggs, two tough fowls, and a curiously cooked mess of pork. The latter dish, as every one knows who has had anything to do with the Celestial Empire, is one of the staple diets of all but Mohammedan Chinamen.

Swarms of beggars, loathsome to a degree, infested the place, begging and whining for any trifle, however insignificant. They crawled about the courtyards and verandahs, and at last became so emboldened by success that they ventured to penetrate our rooms. This was too much of a good thing, and I saw that Nikola thought so too.

When one beggar, more impertinent than the rest, presented himself before us, after having been warned repeatedly, Nikola called Laohwan to him and bade him take the fellow outside and, with the assistance of two coolies, treat him to a supper of bamboo. Any one who has seen this peculiar punishment will never forget it; and at last the man’s cries for mercy became so appalling as to warrant my proceeding to the courtyard and bidding them let him go.

After I returned to my room, which adjoined that occupied by Nikola, we sat talking for nearly an hour, and then retired to rest.

But though I disrobed myself of my Chinese garments, and stretched myself out upon the blankets, sleep would not visit my eyelids. Possibly I was a little feverish; at any rate I began to imagine all sorts of horrible things. Strange thoughts crowded upon my brain, and the most uncanny sounds spoke from the silence of the night. Little noises from afar concentrated themselves until they seemed to fill my room. A footfall in the street would echo against the wall with a mysterious distinctness, and the sound of a dog barking in a neighbouring compound was intensified till it might have been the barking of a dozen. So completely did this nervousness possess me that I soon found myself discovering a danger in even the creaking of the boards in an adjoining room, and the chirrup of an insect in the roof.

How long I remained in this state I cannot say. But at last I could bear it no longer. I rose therefore from my bed and was about to pace the room, in the hope of tiring myself into sleeping, when the sound of a stealthy footstep in the corridor outside caught my ears. I stood rooted to the spot, trying to listen, with every pulse in my body pumping like a piston rod. Again it sounded, but this time it was nearer my door. There was a distinct difference, however; it was no longer a human step, as we are accustomed to hear it, but an equalized and heavy shuffling sound that for a moment rather puzzled me. But my mystification was of scarcely an instant’s duration. I had heard that sound before in the Manillas the same night that a man in my hotel was murdered. One second’s reflection told me that it was made by some one proceeding along the passage upon his hands and knees. But why was he doing it? Then I remembered that the wall on the other side of the corridor was only a foot or two high. The intruder, whoever he might be, evidently did not wish to be seen by the occupants of the rooms across the square. I drew back into a corner, took a long hunting-knife that I always carried with me, from beneath my pillow, and awaited the turn of events. Still the sound continued; but by this time it had passed my door, and as soon as I realized this, I crept towards the passage and looked out.

From where I stood I was permitted a view of the narrow corridor, but it was empty. Instinct told me that the man had entered the room next to mine. Since I had first heard him he would not have had time to get any further. The adjoining apartment was Nikola’s, and after the fatigue of the day it was ten chances to one he would be asleep. That the fellow’s mission was an evil one it did not require much penetration to perceive. A man does not crawl about lonely corridors, when other men are asleep, on hands and knees, for any good purpose. Therefore, if I wished to save my employer’s life, I knew I must be quick about it.

A second later I had left my own room and was hastening up the passage after him. Reaching the doorway I stood irresolute, trying to discover by listening whereabouts in the room the man might be. It was not long before I heard a heavy grunt, followed by a muttered ejaculation. Then I rushed into the room, and across to where I knew Nikola had placed his bed. As I did so I came in contact with a naked body, and next moment we were both rolling and tumbling upon the floor.

It was a unique experience that fight in the dark. Over and over the man and I rolled, clinging to each other and putting forth every possible exertion to secure a victory. Then I heard Nikola spring to his feet, and run towards the door. In response to his cry there was an immediate hubbub in the building, but before lights could reach us I had got the upper hand and was seated across my foe.

Laohwan was the first to put in an appearance, and he brought a torch. Nikola took it from him and came across to us. Signing me to get off the man whom I was holding, toe bent down and looked at him.

“Ho, ho!” he said quietly. “This is not burglary then, but vengeance. So, you rogue, you wanted to repay me for the beating you got to-night, did you? It seems I have had a narrow escape.”

It was as he said. The man whom I had caught was none other than the beggar whose persistence had earned him a beating earlier in the evening.

“What will your Excellency be pleased to do with him?” asked Laohwan.

Nikola saw his opportunity. He told the man to stand up. Then looking him straight in the eyes for perhaps a minute, he said quietly:

“Open your mouth.”

The man did as he was ordered.

“It is impossible for you to shut it again,” said Nikola. “Try.”

The poor wretch tried and tried in vain. His jaws were as securely fastened as if they had been screwed top and bottom. He struggled with them, he tried to press them together, but in vain; they were firmly fixed and defied him. In his terror he ran about the room, perspiration streaming from his face, and all the time uttering strange cries.

“Come here!” said Nikola. “Stand before me. Now shut your mouth.”

Instantly the man closed his mouth.

“Shut your eyes.”

The man did as he was ordered.

“You are blind and dumb; you cannot open either your eyes or your mouth.”

The man tried, but with the same result as before. His mouth and eyes were firmly sealed. This time his terror was greater than any words could express, and he fell at Nikola’s feet imploring him in inarticulate grunts to spare him. The crowd who had clustered at the door stood watching this strange scene open-mouthed.

“Get up!” said Nikola to the miserable wretch at his feet. “Open your mouth and eyes. You would have murdered me, but I have spared you. Try again what you have attempted to-night, and both sight and speech will be instantly taken from you and never again restored. Now go!”

The man did not wait to be bidden twice, but fled as if for his life, parting the crowd at the doorway just as the bows of a steamer turn away the water on either side.

When only Laohwan remained, Nikola called him up.

“Are you aware,” he said, “that but for my friend’s vigilance here I should now be a dead man? You sleep at the end of the passage, and it was your duty to have taken care that nobody passed you. But you failed in your trust. Now what is your punishment to be?”

In answer the man knelt humbly at his master’s feet.

“Answer my question! What is your punishment to be?” the same remorseless voice repeated. “Am I never to place trust in you again?”

“By the graves of my ancestors I swear that I did not know that the man had passed me.”

“That is no answer,” said Nikola. “You have failed in your duty, and that is a thing, as you know, I never forgive. But as you have been faithful in all else, I will not be too hard upon you. In an hour’s time you will saddle your horse and go back to Tientsin, where you will seek out Mr. Williams and tell him that you are unsatisfactory, and that I have sent you back. You will remain with him till I communicate with you again. Fail to see him or to tell him what I have said, and you will be dead in two days. Do you understand me?”

Once more the man bowed low.

“Then go!”

Without a word the fellow rose to his feet and went towards the door. In my own heart I felt sorry for him, and when he had left, I said as much to Nikola, at the same time inquiring if he thought it prudent to make an enemy of a man who held our lives in his hand.

“My friend,” he answered, “there is a Hindu proverb which says, ‘A servant who cannot be trusted is as a broken lock upon the gateway of your house.’ As to what you say about prudence, you need have no fear. I have had many dealings with Laohwan, and he knows me. He would rather die the death of a Thousand Cuts than betray me. But while I am blaming him I am forgetting to do justice to you. One thing is very certain, but for your intervention I should not be talking to you now. I owe you my life. I can only ask you to believe that, if ever the chance occurs, you will not find me ungrateful.”

“It was fortunate,” I said, “that I heard him pass along the passage, otherwise we might both have perished.”

“It was strange, after all the exertions of the day, that you should have been awake. I was sleeping like a top. But let me look at you. Good heavens, man! I told you this morning you were looking ill. Give me your wrist.”

He felt my pulse, then stared anxiously into my face. After this he took a small bottle from a travelling medicine-chest, poured a few drops of what it contained into a glass, filled it up from a Chinese water-bottle near by, and then bade me drink it. Having done so I was sent back to bed, and within five minutes of arriving there was wrapped in a dreamless sleep.

When I woke it was broad daylight and nearly six o’clock. I felt considerably better than when I had gone to bed the previous night, but still I was by no means well. What was the matter with me, however, I could not tell.

At seven o’clock an equivalent for breakfast was served to us, and at half-past the ponies were saddled and we proceeded on our journey. As we left the inn I looked about to see if I could discover any signs of poor Loahwan, but as he was not there I could only suppose he had accepted Nikola’s decision as final and had gone back to Tientsin.

As usual Nikola rode on ahead, and it was not difficult to see that the story of his treatment of his would-be murderer had leaked out. The awe with which he was regarded by the people with whom we came in contact was most amusing to witness. And you may be sure he fully acted up to the character which had been given him.

After halting as usual at midday we proceeded on our way until four o’clock, when a pleasurable sensation was in store for us. Rising above the monotonous level of the plain were the walls of the great city of Pekin. They seemed to stretch away as far as the eye could reach. As we approached them they grew more imposing, and presently an enormous tower, built in the usual style of Chinese architecture, and pierced with innumerable loop-holes for cannon, appeared in sight. It was not until we were within a couple of hundred yards of it, however, that we discovered that these loop-holes were only counterfeit, and that the whole tower was little more than a sham.

We entered the city by a gateway that would have been considered insignificant in a third-rate Afghan village, and, having paid the tolls demanded of us, wondered in which direction we had best proceed, in order to find the lodgings to which our friend in Tientsin had directed us.

Having pressed a smart-looking youth into our service as guide, we were conducted by a series of tortuous thoroughfares to a house in a mean quarter of the city. By the time we reached it it was quite dark, and it was only after much waiting and repeated knockings upon the door that we contrived to make those within aware of our presence. At last, however, the door opened and an enormously stout Chinaman stood before us.

“What do you want?” he asked of Nikola, who was nearest to him.

“That which only peace can give,” said Nikola.

The man bowed low.

“Your Excellency has been long expected,” he said.

“If you will be honourably pleased to step inside, all that my house contains is yours.”

We followed him through the dwelling into a room at the rear. Then Nikola bade him call in the chief Mafoo, and when he appeared, discharged his account and bade him be gone.”

“We are now in Pekin,” said Nikola to me as soon as we were alone, “and it behooves us to play our cards with the utmost care. Remember, as I have so often told you, I am a man of extreme sanctity, and I shall guide my life and actions accordingly. There is, as you see, a room leading out of this. In it I shall take up my abode. You will occupy this one. It must be your business to undertake that no one sees me. And you must allow it to be understood that I spend my time almost exclusively in study and upon my devotions. Every night when darkness falls I shall go out and endeavour to collect the information of which we stand in need. You will have charge of the purse and must arrange our commissariat.”

Half an hour later our evening meal was served, and when we had eaten it, being tired, we went straight to bed. But I was not destined to prove of much assistance to my friend, for next morning when I woke my old sickness had returned upon me, my skin was dry and cracked, and my head ached to distraction. I could eat no breakfast, and I could see that Nikola was growing more and more concerned about my condition.

After breakfast I went for a walk. But I could not rid myself of the heaviness which had seized me, so returned to the house feeling more dead than alive. During the afternoon I lay down upon my bed, and in a few minutes lost consciousness altogether.


VII. A SERIOUS TIME
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IT WAS BROAD daylight when I recovered consciousness, the sunshine was streaming into my room, and birds were twittering in the trees outside. But though I sat up and looked about me I could make neither head nor tail of my position; there was evidently something wrong about it. When I had fallen asleep, as I thought, my couch had been spread upon the floor, and was composed of Chinese materials. Now I lay upon an ordinary English bedstead, boasting a spring mattress, sheets, blankets, and even a counterpane. Moreover, the room itself was different. There was a carpet upon the floor, and several pretty pictures hung upon the walls. I felt certain they had not been there when I was introduced to the apartment. Being, however, too weak to examine these wonders for very long, I laid myself down upon my pillow again and closed my eyes. In a few moments I was once more asleep and did not wake until towards evening.

When I did it was to discover some one sitting by the window reading. At first I looked at her — for it was a woman — without very much interest. She seemed part of a dream from which I should presently wake to find myself back again in the Chinese house with Nikola. But I was to be disabused of this notion very speedily.

After a while the lady in the chair put down her book, rose, and came across to look at me. Then it was that I realized a most astounding fact; she was none other than Miss Medwin, the girl I had rescued in Tientsin! She touched my hand with her soft fingers, to see if I were feverish, I suppose, and then poured into a medicine-glass, which stood upon a table by my side, some doctor’s physic. When she put it to my lips I drank it without protest and looked up at her.

“Don’t leave me, Miss Medwin,” I said, half expecting that, now I was awake, she would gradually fade away and disappear from my sight altogether.

“I am not going to leave you,” she answered; “but I am indeed rejoiced to see that you recognise me again.”

“What is the matter with me, and where am I?” I asked.

“You have been very ill,” she answered, “but you are much better now. You are in my brother-in-law’s house in Pekin.”

I was completely mystified.

“In your brother-in-law’s house,” I repeated. “But how on earth did I get here? How long have I been here? and where is Nikola?”

“You have been here twelve days to-morrow,” she answered; “you were taken ill in the city, and as you required careful nursing, your friend, Dr. Nikola, had you conveyed here. Where he is now I cannot tell you; we have only seen him once. For my own part I believe he has gone into the country, but in which direction, and when he will be back, I am afraid I have no idea. Now you have talked quite enough, you must try and go to sleep again.”

I was too weak to disobey her, so I closed my eyes, and in a few minutes was in the land of Nod, once more.

Next day I was so much stronger that I was able to sit up and partake of more nourishing food, and, what was still more to my taste, I was able to have a longer conversation with my nurse. This did me more good than any doctor’s physic, and at the end of half an hour I was a different man. The poor girl was still grieving for her father, and I noticed that the slightest reference to Tientsin flooded her eyes with tears. From what I gathered later the Consul had acted promptly and energetically, with the result that the ringleaders of the mob which had wrecked the house had been severely punished, while the man who had gone further and murdered the unfortunate missionary himself had paid the penalty of his crime with his life.

Miss Medwin spoke in heartfelt terms of the part I had played in the tragic affair, and it was easy to see that she was also most grateful to Nikola for the way in which he had behaved towards her. Acting on his employer’s instructions, Williams had taken her in and had at once communicated with the Consul. Then when Mr. Medwin had been buried in the English cemetery and the legal business connected with his murder was completed, trustworthy servants had been obtained, and she had journeyed to Pekin in the greatest comfort.

During the morning following she brought me some beef-tea, and, while I was drinking it, sat down beside my bed.

“I think you might get up for a little while this afternoon, Mr. Bruce,” she said; “you seem so much stronger.”

“I should like to,” I answered. “I must do everything in my power to regain my strength. My illness has been a most unfortunate one, and I expect Nikola will be very impatient.”

At this she looked a little mortified, I thought, and an instant later I saw what a stupid thing I had said.

“I am afraid you will think me ungrateful,” I hastened to remark; “but believe me I was looking at it from a very different standpoint. I feel more gratitude to you than I can ever express. When I said my illness was unfortunate, I meant that at such a critical period of our affairs my being incapacitated from work was most inconvenient. You do not think that I am not properly sensible of your kindness, do you?”

As I spoke I assumed possession of her hand, which was hanging down beside her chair. She blushed a little and lowered her eyes.

“I am very glad we were able to take you in,” she answered. “I assure you my brother and sister were most anxious to do so, when they heard what a service you had rendered me. But, Mr. Bruce, I want to say something to you. You talk of this critical position in your affairs. You told me in Tientsin that if you continued the work upon which you were embarking you ‘might never come out of it alive.’ Is it quite certain that you must go on with it — that you must risk your life in this way?”

“I regret to say it is. I have given my word and I cannot draw back. If you only knew how hard it is for me to say this I don’t think you would try to tempt me.”

“But it seems to me so wicked to waste your life in this fashion.”

“I have always wasted my life,” I answered, rather bitterly. “Miss Medwin, you don’t know what a derelict I am. I wonder if you would think any the worse of me if I told you that when I took up this matter upon which I am now engaged I was in abject destitution, and mainly through my own folly? I am afraid I am no good for anything but getting into scrapes and wriggling my way out of them again.”

“I expect you hardly do yourself justice,” she answered. “I cannot believe that you are as unfortunate as you say.”

As she spoke there was a knock at the door, and in response to my call “come in,” a tall handsome man entered the room. He bore the unmistakable impress of a missionary, and might have been anything from thirty to forty years of age.

“Well, Mr. Bruce,” he said cheerily, as he came over to the bed and held out his hand, “I am glad to hear from my sister that you are progressing so nicely. I should have come in to see you, but I have been away from home. You have had a sharp touch of fever, and, if you will allow me to say so, I think you are a lucky man to have got over it so satisfactorily.”

“I have to express my thanks to you,” I said, “for taking me into your house; but for your care I cannot imagine what would have become of me.”

“Oh, you mustn’t say anything about that,” answered Mr. Benfleet, for such was his name. “We English are only a small community in Pekin, and it would be indeed a sorry thing if we did not embrace chances of helping each other whenever they occur.”

As he said this I put my hand up to my head. Immediately I was confronted with a curious discovery. When I was taken ill I was dressed as a Chinaman, wore a pigtail, and had my skin stained a sort of pale mahogany. What could my kind friends have thought of my disguise?

It was not until later that I discovered that I had been brought to the house in complete European attire, and that when Nikola had called upon Mr. and Mrs. Benfleet to ask them to take me in he had done so clad in orthodox morning dress and wearing a solar topee upon his head.

“Gladys tells me you are going to get up this afternoon,” said Mr. Benfleet. “I expect it will do you good. If I can be of any service to you in your dressing I hope you will command me.”

I thanked him, and then, excusing himself on the plea that his presence was required at the mission-house, he bade me good-bye and left the room.

I was about to resume my conversation with Miss Medwin, but she stopped me.

“You must not talk any more,” she said with a pretty air of authority. “I am going to read to you for half an hour, and then I shall leave you to yourself till it is time for tiffin. After that I will place your things ready for you, and you must get up.”

She procured a book, and seating herself by the window, opened it and began to read. Her voice was soft and musical, and she interpreted the author’s meaning with considerable ability. I am afraid, however, I took but small interest in the story; I was far too deeply engaged watching the expressions chasing each other across her face, noting the delicate shapeliness and whiteness of the hands that held the book, and the exquisite symmetry of the little feet and ankles that peeped beneath her dress. I think she must have suspected something of the sort, for she suddenly looked up in the middle of a passage which otherwise would have monopolized her whole attention. Her heightened colour and the quick way in which the feet slipped back beneath their covering confirmed this notion. She continued her reading, it is true, but there was not the same evenness of tone as before, and once or twice I noticed that the words were rather slurred over, as if the reader were trying to think of two things at one and the same time. Presently she shut the book with a little snap and rose to her feet.

“I think I must go now and see if I can help my sister in her work,” she said hurriedly.

“Thank you so much for reading to me,” I answered. “I have enjoyed it very much.”

Whether she believed what I said or not I could not tell, but she smiled and looked a little conscious, as if she thought there might possibly be another meaning underlying my remark. After that I was left to myself for nearly an hour. During that time I surrendered myself to my own thoughts. Some were pleasant, others were not; but there was one conclusion to which I inevitably, however much I might digress, returned. That conclusion was that of all the girls I had ever met, Miss Gladys Medwin was by far the most adorable. She seemed to possess all the graces and virtues with which women are endowed, and to have the faculty of presenting them to the best advantage. I could not help seeing that my period of convalescence was likely to prove a very pleasant one, and you will not blame me, I suspect, if I registered a vow to make the most of it. How long I should be allowed to remain with them it was impossible for me to say. Nikola, my Old Man of the Sea, might put in an appearance at any moment, and then I should be compelled to bid my friends good-bye in order to plunge once more into his mysterious affairs.

When tiffin was finished I dressed myself in the garments which had been put out for me, and as soon as my toilet was completed took Mr. Benfleet’s arm and proceeded to a terrace in the garden at the back of the house. Here chairs had been placed for us, and we sat down. I looked about me, half expecting to find Miss Medwin waiting for us, but she did not put in an appearance for some considerable time. When she did, she expressed herself as pleased to see me about again, and then went across to where a little Chinese dog was lying in the sunshine at the foot of a big stone figure. Whether she was always as fond of the little cur I cannot say, but the way she petted and caressed it on this particular occasion would have driven most men mad with jealousy. I don’t know that I am in any way a harsh man with animals, but I am afraid if I had been alone and that dog had come anywhere near me I should have been tempted to take a stick to him, and to have treated him to one of the finest beatings he had ever enjoyed in his canine existence.

Presently she looked up, and, seeing that I was watching her, returned to where we sat, uttered a few commonplaces, more than half of which were addressed to her brother-in-law, and finally made an excuse and returned to the house. To say that I was disappointed would scarcely be the truth; to describe myself as woefully chagrined would perhaps be nearer the mark. Had I offended her, or was this the way of women? I had read in novels that it was their custom, if they thought they had been a little too prodigal of their favours whilst a man was in trouble, to become cold and almost distant to him when he was himself again. If this were so, then her action on this particular occasion was only in the ordinary course of things, and must be taken as such. That I was in love I will not attempt to deny; it was, however; the first time I had experienced the fatal passion, and, like measles caught in later life, it was doubly severe. For this reason the treatment to which I had just been subjected was not, as may be expected, of a kind calculated to make my feelings easier.

Whether Mr. Benfleet thought anything I cannot say, he certainly said nothing to me upon the subject. If, however, my manner, after Miss Medwin’s departure did not strike him as peculiar, he could not have been the clear-headed man of the world his Pekin friends believed him. All I know is that when I returned to the house, I was about as irritable a piece of man-flesh as could have been found in that part of Asia.

But within the hour I was to be treated to another example of the strange contrariness of the feminine mind. No sooner had I arrived in the house than everything was changed. It was hoped that I had not caught a fresh cold; the most comfortable chair was set apart for my use, and an unnecessary footstool was procured and placed at my feet. Altogether I was the recipient of as many attentions and as much insinuated sympathy as I had been subjected to coldness before. I did not know what to make of it; however, under its influence, in less than half an hour I had completely thawed, and my previous ill-temper was forgotten for good and all.

Next day I was so much stronger that I was able to spend the greater part of my time in the garden. On this occasion, both Mr. and Mrs. Benfleet being otherwise engaged, Miss Medwin was good enough to permit me a considerable amount of her company. You may be sure I made the most of it, and we whiled the time away chatting pleasantly on various subjects.

At tiffin, to which I sat up for the first time, it was proposed that during the afternoon we should endeavour to get as far as the Great Wall, a matter of a quarter of a mile’s walk. Accordingly, as soon as the meal was over, we set off. The narrow streets were crowded with coolies, springless private carts, sedan chairs, ponies but little bigger than St. Bernard dogs, and camels, some laden with coal from the Western Hills, and others bearing brick-tea from Pekin away up into the far north. Beggars in all degrees of loathsomeness, carrying the scars of almost every known ailment upon their bodies, and in nine cases out of ten not only able but desirous of presenting us with a replica of the disease, swarmed round us, and pushed and jostled us as we walked. Add to this the fact that at least once in every few yards we were assailed with scornful cries and expressions that would bring a blush to the cheek of the most blasphemous coalheaver in existence, accompanied by gestures which made my hands itch to be upon the faces of those who practised them. Mix up with all this the sights and smells of the foulest Eastern city you can imagine, add to it the knowledge that you are despised and hated by the most despicable race under the sun, fill up whatever room is left with the dust that lies on a calm day six inches deep upon the streets, and in a storm — and storms occur on an average at least three times a week — covers one from head to foot with a coating of the vilest impurity, you will have derived but the smallest impression of what it means to take a walk in the Streets of Pekin. To the Englishman who has never travelled in China this denunciation may appear a little extravagant. My regret, however, is that personally I do not consider it strong enough.

Not once but a hundred times I found good reason to regret having brought Miss Medwin out. But, thank goodness, we reached the Wall at last.

Having once arrived there, we seated ourselves on a bastion, and looked down upon the city. It was an extraordinary view we had presented to us. From the Wall we could see the Chi-en-Men, or Great Gate; to the north lay the Tartar city. Just below us was a comparatively small temple, round which a multitude of foot-passengers, merchants, coolies, carts, camels, ponies, private citizens, beggars, and hawkers, pushed and struggled. Over our heads rose the two great towers, which form part of the Wall itself, while to right and left, almost as far as the eye could reach, and seeming to overlap each other in endless confusion, were the roofs of the city, covered, in almost every instance, with a quantity of decaying brown grass, and in many cases having small trees and shrubs growing out of the interstices of the stones themselves. Away in the distance we could see the red wall of the “Forbidden City,” in other words, the Imperial Palace; on another side was the Great Bell Tower, with the Great Drum Tower near it, and farther still the roofs of the Llamaserai. The latter, as you will suppose, had a particular attraction for me, and once having seen them, I could hardly withdraw my eyes.

When we had examined the view and were beginning to contemplate making our way home again, I turned to my companion and spoke the thoughts which were in my mind.

“I suppose, now that I am well again, I shall soon have to be leaving you,” I began. “It cannot surely be very long before I hear from Nikola.”

She was quiet for a moment, and then said:

“You mustn’t be angry with me, Mr. Bruce, if I tell you that I do not altogether like your friend. He frightens me.”

“Why on earth should he?” I asked, as if it were a most unusual effect for Nikola to produce. Somehow I did not care to tell her that her opinion was shared by almost as many people as knew him.

“I don’t know why I fear him,” she answered,”unless it is because he is so different from any other man I have ever met. Don’t laugh at me if I tell you that I always think his eyes are like those of a snake, so cold and passionless, yet seeming to look you through and through, and hold you fascinated until he withdraws them again. I never saw such eyes in my life before, and I hope I never may again.”

“And yet he was very kind to you.”

“I can’t forget that,” she answered, “and it makes me seem so ungrateful; but one cannot help one’s likes and dislikes, can one?”

Here I came a little closer to her.

“I hope, Miss Medwin, you have not conceived such a violent antipathy to me?” I said.

She began to pick at the mud between the great stones on which we were sitting.

“No, I don’t think I have,” she answered softly, seeming to find a source of interest in the movements of a tiny beetle which had come out of a hole, and was now making its way towards us.

“I am glad of that,” I replied; “I should like you to think well of me.”

“I am sure I do,” she answered. “Think how much I owe to you. Oh, that dreadful night! I shall never be able to drive the horror of it out of my mind. Have you forgotten it?”

I saw that she was fencing with me and endeavouring to divert the conversation to a side issue. This I was not going to permit. I looked into her face, but she turned away and stared at a cloud of dun-coloured dust that was rising on the plain behind.

“Miss Medwin,” I said, “I suppose into the life of every man there must, sooner or later, come one woman who will be all the world to him. Gladys, can you guess what I am going to say?”

Once more she did not answer; but the unfortunate beetle, who had crawled unnoticed within reach of her foot, received his death-blow. And yet at ordinary times she was one of the kindest and most gentle of her sex. This significant little action showed me more than any words could have done how perturbed her feelings were.

“I was going to say,” I continued, “that at last a woman — the one woman, of all others — has come into my life. Are you glad to hear it?”

“How can I be if I do not know her?” she protested feebly.

“If you do not,” I said, “then nobody else does. Gladys, you are that woman. I know I have no right to tell you this, seeing what my present position is, but God knows I cannot help it. You are dearer to me than all the world; I have loved you since I first saw you. Can you love me a little in return? Speak your mind freely, tell me exactly what is in your heart, and, come what may, I will abide by your decision.”

She was trembling violently, but not a word passed her lips. Her face was very pale, and she seemed to find a difficulty in breathing, but at any cost I was going to press her for an answer. I took her hand.

“What have you to say to me, Gladys?”

“What can I say?”

“Say that you love me,” I answered.

“I love you,” she answered, so softly that I could scarcely hear the words.

And then, in the face of all Pekin, I kissed her on the lips.

Once in most men’s lives — and for that reason I suppose in most women’s also — there comes a certain five minutes when they understand exactly what unalloyed happiness means — a five minutes in their little spans of existence when the air seems to ring with joy-bells, when time stands still, and there is no such thing as care. That was how I felt at the moment of which I am writing. I loved and was loved; but almost before I had time to realize my happiness a knowledge of my real position sprang up before my eyes, and I was cast down into the depths again. What right had I, I asked myself, to tell a girl that I loved her, when it was almost beyond the bounds of possibility that I could ever make her my wife? None at all. I had done a cruel thing, and now I must go forward into the jaws of death, leaving behind me all that could make life worth living, and with the knowledge that I had brought pain into the one life of all others I desired to be free from it. True, I did not doubt but that if I appealed to Nikola he would let me off my bargain, but would that be fair when I had given my word that I would go on with him? No, there was nothing for it but for me to carry out my promise and trust to Fate to bring me safely back again to the woman I loved.

The afternoon was fast slipping by, and it was time for us to be thinking about getting home. I was disposed to hurry, for I had no desire to take a lady through the streets of Pekin after dusk. They, the streets, were bad enough in the daytime, at night they were ten times worse. We accordingly descended from the Wall, and in about ten minutes had reached the Benfleets’ bungalow once more.

By the time we entered the house I had arrived at a determination. As an honourable man there were only two courses open to me: one was to tell Mr. Benfleet the state of my affections, the other to let Gladys firmly understand that, until I returned — if return I did — from the business for which I had been engaged, I should not consider her bound to me in any shape or form. Accordingly, as soon as the evening meal was finished, I asked the missionary if he could permit me five minutes’ conversation alone. He readily granted my request, but not, I thought, without a little cloud upon his face. We passed into his study, which was at the other end of the building, and when we got there he bade me take a seat, saying as he did so:

“Well, Mr. Bruce, what is it you have to say to me?”

Now I don’t think I am a particularly nervous man, but I will confess to not feeling at my ease in this particular situation. I cast about me for a way to begin my explanation, but for the life of me I could find none that suited me.

“Mr. Benfleet,” I said at last in desperation, “you will probably be able to agree with me when I assert that you know very little about me.”

“I think I can meet you there,” said the clergyman with a smile. “If I am to be plain with you, I will admit that I know very little about you.”

“I could wish that you knew more.”

“For what reason?”

“To be frank, for a very vital one. You will understand when I tell you that I proposed to your sister-in-law, Miss Medwin, this afternoon.”

“I must confess I thought you would.” he said. “There have been signs and wonders in the land, and though Mrs. Benfleet and I live in Pekin, we are still able to realize what the result is likely to be when a man is as attentive to a girl as you have been to my sister-in-law of late.”

“I trust you do not disapprove?”

“Am I to say what I think?”

“By all means. I want you to be perfectly candid.”

“Then I am afraid I must say that I do disapprove.”

“You have, of course, a substantial reason?”

“I don’t deny it is one that time and better acquaintance might possibly remove. But first let us consider the light in which you stand to us. Until a fortnight or so ago, neither I, my wife, nor Miss Medwin were aware that there was such a person in the world. But you were ill, and we took you in, knowing nothing, remember, as to your antecedents. You will agree with me, I think, that an English gentleman who figures in Chinese costume, and does not furnish a reason for it, and who perambulates China with a man who is very generally feared, is not the sort of person one would go out of one’s way to accept for the husband of a sister one loves. But I am not a bigoted man, and I know that very often when a man has been a bit wild a good woman will do him more good than ever the Archbishop of Canterbury and all his clergy could effect. If you love her you will set yourself to win her, and, in sporting parlance, this is a race that will have to be won by waiting. If you think Gladys is worth working and waiting for, you will do both, and because I like what I have seen of you I will give you every opportunity in my power of achieving your end. If you don’t want to work or to wait for her, then you will probably sheer off after this conversation, in which case we shall be well rid of you. And vice versa. One thing, however, I think would be prudent, and that is that you should leave my house to-morrow morning.”

For the whole of the time that I was absent with Nikola we would not communicate in any way. By this means we should be able to find out the true state of our own minds, and whether our passion was likely to prove lasting or not.

“But oh! how I wish that I knew what you are going to do,” said Gladys, when we had discussed the matter in all its bearings save one.

“I am afraid that is a thing I cannot tell even you,” I answered. “I am hemmed in on every side by promises. You must trust me, Gladys.”

“It isn’t that I don’t trust you,” she said, with almost a sob in her voice. “I am thinking of the dangers you will run, and of the long time that will elapse before I shall hear of you or see you again.”

“I’m afraid that cannot be helped,” I said. “If I had only met you before I embarked on this wild-goose chase things might have been arranged differently, but now I have made my bed and must lie upon it.”

“As I said this afternoon, I am so afraid of Nikola.”

“But you needn’t be. I get on very well with him, and as long as I play fair by him he will play fair by me. You might tremble for my safety if we were enemies, but so long as we remain friends I assure you you need have no fear.”

“And you are to leave us to-morrow morning?”

“Yes, darling, I must go! As we are placed towards each other, more than friends, and yet in the eyes of the world, less than lovers, it would hardly do for me to remain here. Besides, I expect Nikola will be requiring my services. And now, before I forget it, I want you to give me the ring I gave you in Tientsin.”

She left the room to return with it in a few moments. I took it from her and, raising her hand, placed it upon her finger, kissing her as I did so.

“I will wear it always,” she said; as she spoke, Mrs. Benfleet entered the room. A moment later I caught the sound of a sharp, firm footstep in the passage that was unpleasantly familiar to me. Then Nikola entered and stood before us.


VIII. HOW PRENDERGAST SUCCEEDED
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TO SAY THAT I was surprised at Nikola’s sudden entry into the Benfleets’ drawing-room would be to put too tame a construction upon my feelings. Why it should have been so I cannot say, but Nikola’s appearance invariably seemed to cause me astonishment. And curiously enough I was not alone in this feeling; for more than one person of my acquaintance has since owned to having experienced the same sensation. What it was about the man that produced it, it would be difficult to say. At any rate this much is certain, it would be impossible for Nikola to say or do a common-place thing. When he addressed you, you instinctively felt that you must answer him plainly and straightforwardly, or not at all; an evasive reply was not suited to the man. It occurred to you, almost unconsciously, that he was entitled to your best service, and it is certain that whether he was worthy or not he invariably got it. I have seen Nikola take in hand one of the keenest and, at the same time, most obstinate men in China, ask of him a favour which it would have been madness to expect the fellow to grant, talk to Kirn in his own quiet but commanding fashion, and in less than ten minutes have the matter settled and the request granted.

One other point struck me as remarkable in this curious individual’s character, and that was that he always seemed to know, before you spoke, exactly what sort of answer you were going to return to his question, and as often as not he would anticipate your reply. In my own case I soon began to feel that I might spare myself the trouble of answering at all.

Having entered the room, he crossed to where Gladys was sitting and, bowing as he took her hand, wished her good-evening. Then turning to me, and accompanying his remark with one of his indescribable smiles, he said — 

“My dear Bruce, I am rejoiced to see you looking so well. I had expected to find a skeleton, and to my delight I am confronted with a man. How soon do you think you will be fit to travel again?”

“I am ready as soon as you are,” I answered, but not without a sinking in my heart as I looked across to Gladys and realized that the moment had indeed come for parting.

“I am indeed glad to hear it,” he answered, “for time presses. Do you think you can accompany me in a few minutes? You can? — that’s right. Now, if he will permit me, I should like to have a little talk with Mr. Benfleet, and then we must be off.”

He went out of the room, accompanied by our hostess, and for ten minutes or so Gladys and I were left alone.

I will give you no description of what happened during that last interview. Such a parting is far too sacred to be described. It is enough to say that when it was over I joined Nikola in the verandah and we left the house together. With the shutting of the front door behind us all the happiness of my life seemed to slip away from me. For nearly five minutes I walked by my companion’s side in silence, wondering whether I should ever again see those to whom I had just said good-bye. Nikola must have had some notion of what was passing in my mind, for he turned to me and said confidentially — 

“Cheer up, Bruce! we shall be back again before you know where you are, and remember you will then be a comparatively rich man. Miss Medwin is a girl worth waiting for, and if you will allow me to do so, I will offer you my congratulations.”

“How do you know anything about it?” I asked in surprise.

“Haven’t I just seen Mr. Benfleet?” he answered.

“But surely he didn’t tell you?”

“It was exactly what I went in to see him about,” said Nikola. “You are my friend, and I owe you a good turn; for that reason, I wanted to try and make things as smooth for you as I could. To tell the truth, I am glad this has happened; it will make you so much the more careful. There’s nothing like love — though I am not a believer in it as a general rule — for making a man mindful of his actions.”

“It is very good of you to take so much trouble about my affairs,” I said warmly.

“Not at all,” he answered. “There can be no question of trouble between two men situated as we are. But now let us march along as quickly as we can. I have a lot to talk to you about, and we have many preparations to make before to-morrow morning.”

“But where are we going? This is not the way back to the house in which I was taken ill.”

“Of course not,” said Nikola. “We’re going to another place — the property of an Englishman of my acquaintance. There we shall change into our Chinese dresses again.”

“This, then, will probably be our last walk in European costume?”

“For many months at any rate.”

After this we again walked some time without speaking, Nikola revolving in his mind his interminable intrigues, I suppose; I thinking of the girl I had left behind me. At last, however, we reached the house to which we had been directing our steps, and, on knocking upon the door, were at once admitted. It was a tiny place, situated in a side street leading out of a busy thoroughfare. The owner was an Englishman, whose business often necessitated his taking long journeys into the interior; he was a bachelor, and, as I gathered from Nikola, by no means particular as to his associates, nor, I believe, did he bear any too good a reputation in Pekin. Before I had been five minutes in his company I had summed the man up exactly, though I could not for the life of me understand why Nikola had chosen him. That he was afraid of Nikola was self-evident, and that Nikola intended he should be was equally certain. To cover his nervousness the fellow, whose name was Edgehill, affected a jocular familiarity which intensified rather than concealed what he was so anxious to hide.

“You’re not looking quite up to the mark, Mr. Bruce,” he said, when I was introduced to him; then, with a leer, he imitated a man pulling a cork and continued — 

“Eyes bright, hands shaky — the old thing. I suppose?”

“I have been down with fever,” I answered.

“Too much Pekin air,” he replied. “This beastly country would make an Egyptian mummy turn up his toes. But never fear, keep your pecker up, and you’ll pull through yet.”

I thanked him for this assurance, and then turned to Nikola, who had seated himself in a long cane chair, and, with his finger-tips pressed together, was staring hard at him. Something seemed to have ruffled his feathers. When he spoke it was distinctly and very deliberately, as if he desired that every word he uttered should be accepted by the person to whom it was addressed at its full value.

“And so, Mr. Edgehill, after my repeated warnings you have informed your Chinese friends that you have a visitor?”

The man stepped back as if he had received a blow, his face flushed crimson and immediately afterwards became deathly pale. He put out his hand to the wall behind him as if for support; I also noticed that he drew such deep breaths that the glasses on the sideboard beside him rattled against each other.

“Your two Chinese friends,” said Nikola slowly and distinctly, “must have placed a peculiar value upon the information with which you were able to furnish them if they were willing to pay so high a price for it.”

The man tried to speak, but without success. All his bounce had departed; now he was only a poor trembling coward who could not withdraw his eyes from that calm but cruel face that seemed to be looking into his very heart.

Then Nikola’s manner changed, and he sprang to his feet with sudden energy.

“You dog!” he cried, and the intensity of his tone cut like a knife. “You pitiful hound! So you thought you could play Judas with me, did you? How little you know Dr. Nikola after all. Now listen, and remember every word I say to you, for I shall only speak once. To-night, at my dictation, you will write a letter to your Chinese friends, and to-morrow morning at six o’clock you will saddle your horse and set off for Tientsin. Arriving there you will go to Mr. Williams, whose address you know, and will tell him that I have sent you. You will say that you are to remain in his house, as his prisoner, for one calendar month; and if you dare to communicate with one single person concerning me or my affairs during that or any other time, I’ll have your throat cut within half an hour of your doing so. Can it be possible that you think so little of me as to dare to pit your wits against mine? You fool! When you get out of my sight go down on your knees, and thank Providence that I haven’t killed you at once for your presumption. Do you remember Hanotat? You do? Well, then, take care my friend that I do not treat you as I did him. Like you he thought himself clever, but eventually he preferred to blow his brains out rather than fight me further. You have been warned, remember. Now go and prepare for your journey. I will communicate with Williams myself. If you are not in his house by breakfast time on Thursday morning it will save you expense, for you will never have the appetite for another meal.”

Not a word did the man utter in reply, but left the room directly he was ordered, looking like a ghost.

When he had gone I turned to Nikola, for my astonishment exceeded all bounds, and said — 

“How on earth did you know that he had given any information about us?”

In reply Nikola stooped and picked up from the floor two small stubs. On examination they proved to be the remains of two Chinese cigarettes. He then went across the room to a small curtained shelf, from which he produced a brandy bottle. Three glasses, all of which had been used, stood by the bottle, which was quite empty. Having pointed out these things to me he went back to his chair and sat down.

“Edgehill,” he explained, “doesn’t drink brandy, except when he has company; even then he takes very little. Before I left the house this evening to fetch you I took the precaution to look behind the curtain. That bottle was then more than three parts full, and I am quite certain that there were no ends of Chinese cigarettes upon the floor, because I looked about. Before that I had noticed that two men were watching the house from across the way. As I went down the street I picked up the end of a cigarette one of them had been smoking. There it is; you can compare them if you like. The man’s manner when he let us in added another link to the chain of evidence, and his face, when I asked him the first question, told me the rest. Of course it was all guess-work; but I have not learned to read faces for nothing. At any rate you saw for yourself how true my accusation proved.”

“But what do you think the man can have told them?” I asked. “And who could the people have been who questioned him?”

“He can’t have told them very much,” Nikola replied, “because there wasn’t much to tell; but who the men could have been I am quite unable even to conjecture. I distrust them on principle, that’s all.”

“But why did you send him to Williams?”

“To keep him out of the way of further mischief until we have had a fair start; also because I wanted to teach him a lesson. I may have occasion to use him at some future date, and a little bit of discipline of this sort will do him no harm. But now let us change the subject. I have something else I want to talk to you about. First see that there is no one at the door, and then bring your chair nearer to mine.”

I tip-toed over to the door. After I had reached it I waited for a moment and then opened it suddenly. There was no one outside, so I came back again and drew my chair nearer to Nikola. He had taken a letter from his pocket, and was evidently preparing to read it to me. Before he did so, however, he said in a low voice — 

“This communication is from Prendergast. It was brought to me by special messenger at midday to-day. If you will give me your attention I will read it to you. It is dated from Tientsin, and runs as follows: — 



“‘To Dr. Nikola, Pekin.

“‘Dear sir — I have to inform you that on Thursday week last I received a telegram from Mr. Williams of this place bidding me come to him at once in order to negotiate some important business on your behalf. I had hardly received your wire before Mr. Eastover called upon me to say that he was also in receipt of a telegram to the same effect. Understanding that no time must be lost, within two hours of receiving the messages, we were on board the steamer James Monaghan, en route for Tientsin.

“‘That place we reached in due course, and immediately reported our arrival to your agent, Mr. Williams, from whom we learned the nature of the work upon which we were to be employed. Its danger was quite apparent to us, and at first, I must confess, the difficulties that surrounded it struck me as insurmountable. The Chief Priest of the Hankow Temple is a well-known personage, and very popular. His private life may almost be said to be nil. He never moves out unless he has a troop of people about him, while to attempt to get at him in his own town would only be to bring a mob of howling devils round our ears and ruin the whole enterprise beyond redemption. I immediately placed myself in communication with Chung-Yein, who fortunately was in Hankow at the time. It was through his agency we discovered that the priest — who, as you know, has resigned his office in the temple — was in the act of setting out upon a long journey.

“‘As soon as I learned this I instructed Chung-Yein to endeavour to elicit the route. He did so, and informed me that the man proposed travelling by way of Hang-Chu and Fon-Ching to Tsan-Chu, thence up the Grand Canal by way of Tsing-Hai to Tientsin, whence it was said he was going to make his way on to Pekin. I examined a chart of the country very carefully, and also conferred with Mr. Williams and Mr. Eastover, who both agreed with me that any action which might be necessary should be contrived and carried out at Tsan-Chu, which, as you know, is a town a little below the point where the canal, running to Nans-Shing, joins the Yun-Liang-Ho river.

“‘This settled, the next thing to be done was to endeavour to discover how the abduction of the priest could be effected. To suit your purposes we saw that it must be arranged in such a fashion that no scandal could possibly ensue. He would have to be abducted in such a manner that his followers would suppose he had left them of his own accord. But how to do this was a problem very difficult to work out. The man is old and exceedingly suspicious. He has a reputation for trusting nobody, and he invariably acts up to it. Unless, therefore, we could invent some really plausible excuse he would be almost impossible to catch, and foreseeing this I again called in Chung-Yein to my assistance. At any cost, I told him, he must manage to get into the priest’s service, and once there to begin to ingratiate himself with his master to the very best of his ability. The time was so short that we dared not wait to cultivate an opportunity, but had to work in our chances, as they rose, to suit ourselves.

“‘At great risk Chung-Yein managed to get himself appointed a member of the priest’s travelling party. Once this was done his peculiar abilities soon brought him under his master’s notice, and that end having been achieved the rest was easy.

“‘Within three days of his arrival the household was broken up, and the priest, with a numerous retinue, commenced his journey. By the time they had travelled a hundred miles Chung-Yein was on very familiar terms with him; he discovered many means of adding to the priest’s comfort, and during the march he was so assiduous in his attentions that his master began to place more and more trust in him. When they reached Fon-Ching he was advanced to the post of secretary, and then the plot which I had arranged was ready to be put into execution.

“‘Little by little Chung-Yein dropped into his master’s willing ears the news of a fortune which he assured him might be obtained with very little risk. The avaricious old man swallowed the bait only too readily, and when he had digested the letters which the astute Chung read him from time to time, and which were supposed to have been written by his cousin Quong-Ta, from Tsan-Chu, he was as good as caught.

“‘After eight days of continuous travelling the company arrived at the entrance to the canal. Eastover and I had left Tientsin by this time, and had travelled post haste down to meet them. Once they were fairly installed at the principal inn Chung-Yein came to see me. He had arranged everything most carefully, it appeared, even to the extent of having it circulated among his fellow-servants that after leaving Tsan-Chu the high priest intended dispensing with their services and going on alone. It now only remained for us to arrange a meeting with him, and to have some means prepared whereby we might convey him across country, over the forty odd miles that separated Tsan-Chu from Chi-Kau-Ho, to where a junk was already waiting to receive him. While Eastover undertook the arrangement of this part of the business I drew up the plan which was to give us possession of the priest’s person.

“‘Chung-Yein was to represent to him that he was the unhappy possessor of a cousin who was a noted robber. By virtue of his evil habits he had accumulated great riches, but finding himself now likely to come within reach of the finger-tips of the law he was most anxious to purchase a friend who would stand by him in case of evil happening.

“‘The greedy old priest, intending to ask a large share of the plunder for the favour accorded, consented to bestow his patronage upon the youth, and when he was brought to understand that his share of the transaction would amount to something like six thousand taels, his anxiety to obtain possession of the coin became more and more intense. He discussed the matter with Chung-Yein times out of number, and finally it was decided that that night they should proceed together to a certain house in the village, where he should interview the culprit and also receive his share of the gains.

“‘As soon as I was made conversant with what had been arranged I pushed forward my plans, arranged with one of my own men to impersonate the cousin, and by the time dusk had fallen had everything in readiness. Relays of ponies were stationed at intervals along the road to the coast, and the skipper of the junk only waited to have his passenger aboard to weigh anchor and be off.

“‘At eight o’clock, almost to the minute, the priest, disguised, and accompanied by Chung-Yein, appeared at the door.

“‘They were admitted by the counterfeit cousin, who conducted them forthwith to the back of the house. Once in the room, negotiations were commenced, and the priest lost no time in severely reprimanding the young man for the evil life he had hitherto been leading. Then, that he might the better be able to understand what a nefarious career it had been, he demanded a glimpse of the profits that had accrued from it. They included a bag of dollars, a good selection of gold leaf, a quantity of English money, and a small bag of precious stones. All of these things had been prepared at considerable cost for his inspection.

“‘His old eyes twinkled greedily as they fell upon this goodly store, and his enthusiasm rose as each successive bag was opened. When at last the contents of the bag of stones were spread out before him he forgot his priestly sanctity altogether in his delight and stooped to examine them. As he did so Chung-Yein sprang forward, and threw a noose over his head, a chloroformed sponge was clapped against his nose, while the spurious cousin pulled his heels from under him and threw him on his back upon the floor.

“‘The anaesthetic did its work well, and in a short time the old gentleman was in our power. Half an hour later he was safely tied up in a chair, and was being deported as fast as his bearers could conduct him to Chi-Kau-Ho.

“‘In the meantime Chung-Yein had returned to the inn, where he paid off the retinue and informed them that their master had received a sudden summons and had started up the canal for Tientsin alone. Then Eastover and myself mounted our ponies and followed the worthy priest to the sea.

“‘Chi-Kau-Ho, which, as you know, is a place of abject poverty, and is only visited by junks bringing millet from Tientsin to exchange for fish, was the very place for our purpose. Fortunately it was high tide, and for that reason we were able to get our burden on board the junk without very much difficulty. At other times it is impossible for a boat drawing any depth of water at all to come within seven miles of the village. The bar, as doubtless you are aware, renders this impossible.

“‘As soon as we had handed over the man to the skipper we returned to the shore. An hour later the vessel set sail, and by the time you receive this letter the Chief Priest of Hankow will in all probability be somewhere among the pirates of Along Bay. As his captors on board the junk have no respect for his creed, and he has no money upon his person to bribe them to set him ashore again, I think he will find it difficult to get back to the mainland. But to prevent anything of the sort occurring I have told the owner of the junk that if, on the 21st day of August, six months ahead, he conveys him to Michel Dugenne, who by that time will be in Formosa, he will receive £100 English in exchange for his person. I think this will suit your purpose.

“‘As to our own movements, they were as follows.

“‘Leaving Chi-Kau-Ho we chartered a junk and proceeded up the coast to Pea-Tang-Ho, thence making our way on pony back to Tientsin, at which place we arrived two days since. Chung-Yein I have rewarded with 2,000 dollars, and he is now on his way, as fast as he can travel, to Hong-Kong. He intends, I believe, to make for Singapore, where he will reside till all chance of trouble has blown over. I have taken the precaution to register his address in case we should require his services again. Should you desire to see either Mr. Eastover or myself, we will remain in Tientsin for a fortnight longer. After that Eastover purposes crossing to Japan, while I return to Hong-Kong, where I can always be heard of at the old address.

“‘Trusting that the manner in which we have conducted this dangerous affair will be to your satisfaction, I have the honour to subscribe myself, your obedient servant,

“‘William Prendergast.’



“Now,” said Nikola as he folded up this precious document, “the coast is clear, and for the future I intend to be the Chief Priest of Hankow. During the time you have been ill I have been making a number of important inquiries, and I think I know pretty well the kind of course I shall have to steer. To-morrow morning I intend that we shall enter the Llamaserai, where it will be imperative that we have all our wits about us. A change in our dress will also be necessary, particularly in mine. The priest is an old man, and I must resemble him as nearly as possible.”

“It will be a difficult character to support for so long. Do you think you are capable of it?”

He looked at me with one of his peculiar smiles.

“There was a time in my life,” he said, “when I used to be a little uncertain as to my powers; since then I have taught myself to believe that if a man makes up his mind there is nothing in this world he cannot do. Yes, I shall manage it. You need have no fear on that score.”

“I have no fear,” I answered truthfully. “I have the most implicit faith in you.”

“I am glad to hear it,” said Nikola, “for you will want it all. Now let us retire to rest. At five o’clock we must begin to dress; at six I have to see that Edgehill starts for Tientsin.”

Without more ado we procured blankets and stretched ourselves upon the floor. In less than five minutes I was asleep, dreaming that I was helping the priest of Hankow to abduct Nikola from the Llamaserai, where he had gone to deposit the stick that Wetherell had given him.

When I woke, it was to hear horse-hoofs clattering out of the yard. It was broad daylight, and on looking about me I discovered that Nikola was not in the room. Presently he entered.

“Edgehill has departed,” he said, with a queer expression upon his face. “I have just seen him off. Somehow I think it will be a long day before he will attempt to play tricks with Dr. Nikola again.”


IX. THE LLAMASERAI
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“COME,” SAID NIKOLA, when the last sounds of Edgehill’s departure had died away; “there is no time to lose; let us dress.”

I followed him into an adjoining room, which, though somewhat larger than that in which we had hitherto sat, was even more poorly furnished. Here a number of dresses lay about on chairs, and from these Nikola chose two.

“The first thing to be considered,” he said, as he seated himself on a chair and looked at me, “is that we have to change the form of our disguises in almost every particular. I have been thinking the matter most carefully out, and, as I said just now, we are going to be entirely different men. I shall be the Priest of Hankow, you will be his secretary. Here are your things; I should advise you to dress as quickly as you possibly can.”

I took him at his word, and appropriating the garments he assigned to me, returned with them to the front room. At the end of a quarter of an hour I was no longer an Englishman. My dress was of the richest silk, figured and embroidered in every conceivable fashion, my shoulders were enclosed in a grey cloak of the finest texture, my pigtail was of extraordinary length and thickness, while my sandals and hat were of the most fashionable make. If my rank had been estimated by the gorgeousness of my attire and the value of the material, I might have been a Taotai of a small province, or secretary to some metropolitan dignitary. When I had dressed myself I sat down and waited for Nikola to make his appearance.

A short while later a tall gaunt Chinaman, certainly fifty years of age, upon the chin of whose weather-beaten countenance an ill-trimmed beard was beginning to show itself, came into the room, accompanied by a smaller man much bent with age. I was resolved not to be hoodwinked this time, so I said in Chinese to the man who entered first, and who I estimated was nearer Nikola’s size:

“You’ve not been long in getting ready.”

“It would be folly to be slow,” he answered; “we have much to do,” and then without another word led the way down the passage towards the rear of the house. Arriving at the yard we discovered a perfect cavalcade drawn up. There were several led ponies, half a dozen mounted men, and about twice that number of hangers on.

“One word,” I said, drawing Nikola, as I thought, on one side. “What part am I to play in this pageant?”

“Is there not some little mistake?” the man said. “For whom do you take me?”

“For my master,” I answered.

“Then I’m afraid you have chosen the wrong man,” he returned. “If you want Dr. Nikola, there he is mounting that pony yonder.”

I could hardly believe my eyes. The second man resembled Nikola in no possible particular. He was old, thin, and nearly bent double. His face was wrinkled into a hundred lines, and his eyes were much sunken, as also were his cheeks. If this were Nikola he might have gone through the whole length and breadth of China without any fear of his identity being for one moment questioned. I went across to him, and, scarcely believing what I had been told, addressed him as follows:

“If you are Nikola,” I said— “and I can hardly credit it — I want you to give me my instructions.”

“You don’t recognize me then?” he whispered. “I’m glad of that; I wanted to try you. I thought to myself, if he does not find me out it is scarcely likely that any one else will. Your own disguise is most excellent; I congratulate you upon it. With regard to your position, you are of course supposed to be my secretary. But I will give you a few points as we proceed. Now let us be starting.”

“But first, who is the man whom I mistook for you?”

“He is a fellow for whom I sent to Tientsin while you were ill; and as I have taken some trouble to ensure his fidelity you need have no fear of his betraying us. He will only accompany us as far as the Llamaserai, and then, having posed as chief of my retinue, he will leave us and return to the coast. Now mount your animal and let us start.”

I went back to my pony, and when I was in the saddle we filed slowly out of the gateway, down the crowded street and through the gates towards the Yung-Ho-Kung, or the great Llama temple. This enormous building, which has the reputation of being one of the most inaccessible places in China to Europeans, is located on the outskirts of the city, nearly five miles from the quarter in which Edgehill’s house was situated.

Remembering its sinister reputation, you may imagine my sensations as we rode up to the first great gate. I could not help wondering what the Fates had in store for us inside. For all I knew to the contrary I might be destined never to see the world outside the walls again. It was not a cheering thought, and I tried to divert my attention from it by looking about me.

Strangely enough the first two gates were by no means hard to pass, but at the third the real difficulty began.

It was shut in our faces, and though we knew our coming had been observed by those inside, not a sign of any living soul presented itself. An awe-inspiring silence reigned in the great building, and for some time our servants hammered upon the door in vain. Then a shaven head appeared at a small grille and inquired our business.

Whether the answer he received was satisfactory or not I could not say, but seeing that it did not unbar the gate, Nikola rode forward and, leaning over in his saddle, said something in a low voice. The effect was magical: the doors flew open instantly. Then a man came forward and assisted Nikola to alight. He signed to me to do the same, and I accordingly dismounted beside him. As I did so a servant approached him and, greeting him with the utmost reverence, never daring to raise his eyes to his face, said something which I could not hear. When he had got through with it Nikola turned to me, and bade me pay off the men. I did so, and they immediately returned to the city by the way they had come. Then turning to the monk who was still waiting, Nikola said, pointing to me:

“This is my secretary. He is necessary to my well-being, so I beg that he may be allowed to enter with me.” The monk nodded, and then the gate being opened wide we passed through it. Once inside we ascended, by means of a long flight of stone steps, to a courtyard, round which were a number of small stone rooms not unlike cells. In the centre stood an enormous wooden statue of Buddha which riveted the attention at once; the figure was at least seventy feet high, was covered with all sorts of beautiful ornamentation, and held an enormous flower resembling a lotus in either hand. On its head was a gold crown, and in each section of the latter I could discern a smaller image, reproducing the large one in every particular.

Above the cells, just described, were a series of long galleries, which were reached by stairs from the courtyard, and above them again rose roof after roof and tower after tower. From this terrace, if one may so call it, we passed on to another, the approach to which was guarded by two magnificent bronze lions. Making our way through many temples, each decorated with Chinese hangings, to say nothing of ornaments in gold, silver, ivory, bronze and enamel, we came at last to one where we were requested to wait while our guide, who was evidently a person in authority, went off in search of the High Priest.

For nearly twenty minutes we remained alone together. The place was eerie in the extreme. The wind, entering by the windows on either side, rustled the long silken hangings; there was an intolerable odour of joss-sticks; and, as if this were not enough, we had the pleasure of knowing that we were only impostors, dependent upon our wits for our lives. If but one suspicion entered the minds of those we were deceiving, we might consider ourselves as good as dead men. In such an enormous building, unvisited by foreigners, and owning hardly any allegiance — if indeed such a feeble reed could help us — to the Emperor of China, the news of our death would excite no concern, and we would be as completely lost as the bubble which rises majestically from a child’s pipe, only to burst unnoticed in mid-air.

As I watched the morning light playing among the hangings and listened to the booming of a gong which came to us from some distant part of the building, I could not help thinking of the sweet girl to whom I had plighted my troth, and who at that very moment might also be thinking of me and wondering how I fared. That I did not deserve such consideration on her part was only too certain, for surely never in the history of the world had a man embarked upon a more foolish undertaking. Columbus in his lonely little ship ploughing its way across the unknown ocean in search of a continent, the existence of which at times he must almost have doubted himself, was not one whit less desperate than we were at that moment. Franklin amid the ice, unconscious whether another week might not find his vessel ground to powder between the ice floes, and himself floating in the icy water, was not one tittle nearer death than we were while we waited for an audience with the father abbot of this most awesome monastery.

At the end of the twenty minutes my ears — which of late had been preternaturally sharp — detected the pattering of sandalled feet upon the stone staircase at the further end of the room. Next moment three figures appeared, two of whom were leading a third between them. The supporters were men in the prime of life. The third must have been at least eighty years of age. One glance was sufficient to show me that he was not a pure Mongol, but had probably Thibetan blood in his veins. Both he and his monks were attired in the usual coarse dress of the Buddhist priests, their heads being as destitute of hair as a billiard ball.

Having brought the old fellow down to the bottom of the stairs, the young men left him there, and returned up the steps again. Then it was that we made the discovery that, besides being old and infirm, the High Priest of the Llamaserai was nearly blind. He stood perfectly still for a moment after he had entered, a queer trembling figure, dressed in dingy yellow. Finally, with hands outstretched, he came towards where we stood.

“I beg you to tell me,” he said, “who you are, and how it comes about that you thus crave our hospitality?”

He put the question in a high tremulous voice, more like a woman’s than a man’s.

“I am the Priest of the Temple of Hankow,” said Nikola gravely. “And I am here for reasons that are best known to those who called me.”

“If it is as you say, how shall I know you?”

“Is the moon no longer aware that there are little stars?” asked Nikola, speaking with a perfection of accent that no Chinaman living could have excelled.

“Yea, but the dawn makes all equal,” replied the old man. “But if you be he whom we have expected these last three weeks, there are other means whereby you can assure us of the truth of what you say.”

Nikola slipped his right hand inside his long outer jacket and drew from his pocket the tiny stick he had obtained from Wetherell, and handed it to the old man. No sooner had he received it, and run his fingers over the quaint Chinese characters engraved upon it, than the old fellow’s demeanour changed entirely. Dropping upon his knees he kissed the hem of Nikola’s dress.

“It is sufficient. I am satisfied that my lord is one of the Masters of Life and Death. If my lord will be pleased to follow his servant, accommodation shall be found for him.”

As he spoke he fumbled his way towards the staircase by which he had entered the room. Nikola signed to me to follow, and in single file we made our way to the room above. As we went I could not help noticing the solidity of the building. The place might have withstood a siege with the greatest ease, for the walls were in many cases two feet, and in not a few nearly three feet thick.

The stairs conducted us to a long passage, on either side of which were small rooms or cubicles. Leaving these behind us, we approached another flight of steps which led to the highest floor of the building. At the end of a long corridor was a small ante-chamber hung round with dark coloured silks, just as we had seen hi the great hall below. From this we entered another nearly twice the size, which was lighted with three narrow windows. From one of these, I afterwards discovered, a good view of the city of Pekin was obtainable.

As soon as we were safely inside, the High Priest assured us, in a quavering voice, that everything we might find in his humble dwelling was at our disposal, and that we might consider his rooms our home during our stay in the monastery. Then, with another expression of his deep respect, he left us, presumably to see that some sort of meal was prepared for us. As soon as the sound of his steps had died away Nikola leaped to his feet.

“So far so good,” he cried. “He does not suspect us you see. We have played our parts to perfection. Tomorrow, if I can only get him into the proper frame of mind, I’ll have the rest of the information I want out of him before he can turn round.”

For the rest of that day we amused ourselves perambulating the building, walking slowly with dejected bearings whenever we met any of the monks, greeting the various shrines with deepest reverences, prostrating ourselves at the altars, and in every way, so far as lay in our power, creating the impression that, in the practices of our faith, we were without our equals. At five o’clock we participated in the usual evening service held in the great hall, and for the first time saw the monks assembled together. A more disreputable crew, I can unhesitatingly assert, I had never seen before. They were of all ages and of all ranks, but, so far as I could tell, there was not a face amongst them that did not suggest the fact that its owner was steeped to the eyebrows in sensuality and crime. Taken altogether, I very much doubt if, for general blackguardism, their equal could have been found in the length and breadth of Asia. Also I could not help speculating as to what sort of a chance we should stand if our secret should happen to be discovered, and we were compelled to run the gauntlet of the inmates. The service was not a long one, and in something under half an hour we were back in our rooms again. Then Nikola was summoned to an interview with the High Priest, and, while he was away, I wandered downstairs and strolled about the courtyards.

It was the time of the evening meal, and those monks who had already dined, were lolling about smoking, and gossiping over the affairs of the day. What they thought of my presence there I could not tell, but from one or two remarks I heard it struck me that I was not regarded with any too much favour.

At the end of one of the courtyards, that in fact in which we had noticed the large statue of Buddha, there was a well, and round the coping were seated quite a dozen men. Their quaintly coloured garments, their shaven heads and their curiously constructed pipes, backed by the rosy glow of the sunset, constituted a most picturesque and effective group. I crossed towards them, and bowing to the party, seated myself in a place which had just been vacated.

One of those present was an accomplished story-teller, and was in the middle of a lengthy narrative bristling with gods, devils, virtuous men, and reverend ancestors, when I sat down to listen. After he had finished I applauded vigorously, and being desirous of ingratiating myself with the company, called for silence and commenced a tale myself. Fortunately it was received with considerable favour, but I could not help noticing that my success was not very palatable to the previous narrator. He had been watching me ever since I joined the circle, and it struck me as I proceeded with my story that his interest increased. Then, like a flash, the knowledge dawned upon me that I had seen him before. As I remembered the circumstance a cold sweat of fear burst out upon me, my voice shook under my emotion, and in trying to think what I had better do, I lost the thread of my narrative. I saw my listeners look up in surprise, and an expression of malignant satisfaction came into my rival’s face. Instantly I pulled myself together and tried to continue as if nothing out of the common had occurred. But it was too late; I had aroused suspicion, and for some reason or another the men had come to the conclusion that all was not right. How bitterly I regretted having joined the circle at all I need not say! But it was no use crying over spilt milk, so after awhile I made an excuse and left them to their own devices, returning to the rooms set apart for the use of Dr. Nikola and myself. Fortunately he was alone. Not knowing, however, who might be about, I did not address him at once, but sat down near the door and waited for him to speak. He very soon did so.

“I have been wanting you,” he said rather sharply. “What have you been doing this hour past?”

“Wandering about the building,” I answered, “and at the same time discovering something which is the very reverse of pleasant.”

“What do you mean,” he asked, his eyes — for he had removed his spectacles — glittering like those of a snake.

“I mean that there is a man in this monastery whom I have met before,” I said, “and under very unpleasant circumstances.”

“Do you think he recognizes you?”

“I hope not,” I answered; “but I fear he does.”

“Where did you meet him, and why do you say ‘unpleasant’?”

“It was in Canton,” I answered, “and this fellow tried to break into my house. But I caught him in time, and in the fight that followed he stabbed me in the wrist. I carry the mark to this day. Look at it for yourself. He would have been executed for it had not the magistrate before whom he was brought possessed a personal grudge against me and allowed him to escape.”

“Let me look at the mark,” said Nikola.

I gave him my left hand, pulling up my sleeve as I did so, that he might have a better view of it. Half way across, a little above the wrist bone, was a long white scar. Nikola gazed at it attentively.

“This is serious,” he said. “You will have to be very careful, or that man will carry his news to the High Priest, and then we shall be nicely caught. For the future make it your habit to walk with your hands folded beneath your sleeves, and take care who you let come up beside you.”

“I will remember,” I answered, and as I spoke the great gongs, calling the monks to the last service of the day, boomed out from the courtyard below. Being determined not to show ourselves lacking in religious zeal we descended to the large hall, which we found already filled with worshippers. Nikola, by virtue of his sanctity, took up his place in a prominent position, hard by where sat the High Priest himself. I was near the western wall, surrounded by a set of the most loathsome and blackguardly ruffians it would be possible to imagine. At first I took but little notice of them, but when a new monk came up and pushed his way in alongside me my suspicions were aroused. It was not long before they were confirmed; the man next to me was the fellow who had looked at me in such a curious fashion when we were seated round the well, and about whom I had spoken to Nikola only a few minutes before. But even if he recognized me he did not allow a sign to escape him to show that he did. Throughout the service he occupied himself completely with his devotions, turned his face neither to the right hand nor to the left, and it was not until we were about to rise from our knees that he came out in his true colours. Then, just as I was half on to my feet, he stumbled against me with such violence that I fell back again and rolled over on to the floor. Then like lightning he sprang forward, seized me by the arm, and tearing back my sleeve looked at the scar upon my wrist. As he did so he allowed a little cry of triumph to escape him. For a moment I lay where I had fallen, too confused and horror-stricken at what had happened to say or do anything, and yet I knew that unless I acted promptly we were ruined indeed.

By this time the hall was more than half empty. I could see Nikola standing at the further end talking earnestly to the High Priest. To interrupt him would be akin to sacrilege; so after I had risen, and when the man had left me and hurried out after the others, I stood at a little distance and waited for him to notice me. As soon as he looked my way I placed three fingers of my right hand upon my forehead, a sign we had agreed to use whenever danger threatened us and it was necessary to act quickly. He saw my meaning, and a moment later, making some excuse, bade the High Priest good-night, and signing to me to follow him, retired to his dormitory.

As soon as we had reached it he turned sharply upon me, his eyes, in his excitement, blazing in his head like live coals.

“What further news have you to tell me?” he asked. “Only that I am discovered,” I answered. “While we were at prayers downstairs the man whom I suspected this evening pushed himself in next to me. I took the precaution to keep my hands covered with my sleeves lest he should see the scar he had inflicted. I could not move away from him for obvious reasons, and when the service was over I flattered myself that I had outwitted him. But he was as sharp as I, and just as I was rising from my knees he lurched against me and pushed me down upon the floor. Naturally I put up my hands to save myself, and as I did so he seized upon my wrist.”

For some minutes Nikola did not speak. He walked up and down the room like a caged tiger.

“This will put us in a nasty fix,” he said at last; “and one mistake at this juncture will ruin everything. He will, of course, go direct to the High Priest in order to reveal his discovery, then that worthy will come to me, and I shall be compelled to produce you. You will be found to be an Englishman, disguised, and as soon as that is discovered we’ll see the gleaming of the knives. This has come at a most unfortunate time, for by to-morrow morning, if all had gone well, I should have got the information I wanted, have been told the word that would admit us to the monastery in the mountains, and we could have left this place in safety. However, there is no time to waste talking of what might have been. I must work out some scheme that will save us, and at once. You had better go into the inner apartment and leave me alone.”

As he spoke I detected the sound of footsteps on the stairs. I ran into the inner room and drew the heavy curtain across the door. A moment later the High Priest, accompanied by two or three of the principal monks and the man who had discovered me, entered the room. Looking through a hole in the curtain I saw that Nikola had dropped upon his knees and was occupied with his devotions. On observing this the High Priest and his satellites came to a dead stop. Nikola was in no hurry, but kept them waiting for at least ten minutes. Then he rose and turned towards them.

“What does this mean?” he asked sternly; “and how is it that this rabble intrudes upon my privacy? Begone all of you!”

He waved his arm, and the men departed, but none too pleasantly;

“Now, my father,” he said to the High Priest, who had watched these proceedings with no small amount of surprise, “what is it that you require of me?”

“Nay, my lord,” said the man he addressed, “be not angry with thy servants. There is without doubt some mistake, which will soon be made clear. I have come to thee because it has been asserted by a young priest that he, whom you call your secretary, is not a Chinaman at all, but a certain barbarian Englishman, called by the heathen name of ‘Bruce.’ I cannot believe that this is so. How long has my lord known the man?”

“It is unseemly that I should be questioned in this fashion,” began Nikola angrily. “If the man were what thou sayest, what matter is it to thee or to any one? Yet, lest it breed mischief, I will answer. What thy servant says is false. The man is as true a countryman of thine as the Emperor himself. There is malice in this accusation, and it shall be sifted to the dregs. Let us decide the matter in this way. If it should be as thou sayest, then to-morrow morning I will have the dog out, and he shall answer for his duplicity with his barbarian life. If not, then, I will tear the tongue of that lying knave, thy priest, out of his mouth. To-night I have to offer many prayers, and I am weary, so let it be decided between us in the great hall to-morrow morning.”

“It shall be as you say,” said the old man. “Do not let there be hard words between us, my lord. Have no fear; if the man be all thou sayest my servant shall surely pay the penalty.”

Having said this he bowed himself before Nikola, and then departed from the room. As soon as the sound of his footsteps had ceased upon the stone stairs Nikola came in to me.

“They have gone,” he said. “And now we have got to find a way out of this difficulty.”

“It would seem impossible,” I answered doubtfully.

“Nothing is impossible,” Nikola answered. “I hate the word. We’ve got at least six hours before us in which to do something, and if we want to save our lives we had better look sharp and decide what that something is to be.”


X. AN EXCITING NIGHT IN THE LLAMASERAI
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“THERE ARE TWO points which we must hold in constant remembrance,” said Nikola. “The first is that you are not a Chinaman, and the other is that if you go before the High Priest to-morrow morning and pose as one, he’ll certainly find you out, and then we shall be ruined completely. If you run away I had better run too, for all the good I can get by stopping, but that I am resolved not to do. It has cost me many years’ labour, to say nothing of some thousands of British sovereigns, to get as far as I have in this business, and come what may I am determined not to turn back.”

“But in what way are we to get out of the difficulty?” I asked dejectedly. “If I can’t come before them and brazen the matter out, and I can’t remain away for fear of confirming what they already suspect, and I can’t leave the monastery without drawing down suspicion on you, I must confess I don’t see what is to be done. I suppose we couldn’t bribe the man to withdraw his charge?”

“Not to be thought of,” said Nikola, with conviction. “Our lives would then be simply dependent on his reading of the term ‘good faith.’ You ought to know what sort of trust we could place in that.”

“Could we force him to clear out, and thus let it be supposed that he had brought a false accusation against me, and was afraid to stay and face the consequences?”

“That is not possible either,” said Nikola. “He would want to bargain with us, and, to be revenged on us, would turn traitor when we refused his demand. In that case it would be ‘pull devil, pull baker,’ and the one who could pull the longest would gain the day. No, you had better leave the situation to me. Let me tackle it, and see what is to be done.”

I did as he wished, and for nearly half an hour could hear him pacing up and down his room. I did not intrude upon him, or interrupt him in any way. At the end of the time stated he abandoned his sentry-go and came in to me.

“I think I see my way,” he said. “But when all is said and done it is almost as desperate as either of the other remedies we thought of. You will have to carry it out, and if you fail — well, Heaven have mercy upon both of us. You have saved my life before, I am going to trust it to you now; but remember this, if you do not carry out my plan exactly as I wish, you will never see me alive again. Give me your best attention, and endeavour to recollect everything I tell you. It is now close on midnight; the gong for early service will sound at half-past five, but it will be daylight an hour before that. By hook or by crook I must get you out of this place within a quarter of an hour, and, even if you have to steal a horse to do it, you must be in Pekin before half-past one. Once there you will find the house of Yoo Laoyeh, who lives at the rear of Legation Street, near the chief gate of the Tartar city.”

“But how am I going to get into the city at all?” I asked, amazed that he should have forgotten what struck me as a most hopeless barrier — the wall. “The gates are closed at sundown and are not opened again till sunrise.”

“You’ll have to climb the wall,” he answered.

“But, as you know very well, that’s altogether impossible,” I said.

“Not a bit of it,” he replied. “I will tell you of a place where it is quite practicable. Do you remember the spot where you proposed to Miss Medwin?”

“Perfectly,” I answered with a smile. “But how do you know it?”

“My dear fellow, I was within a hundred yards of you the whole time. No, you need not look at me like that. I was not spying upon you. After the fashion of the great Napoleon, I like to be prepared for every emergency, and, thinking I might some day want to get into the city when the gates were shut, I utilized some spare time by taking a look at the wall. You see how useful that chance visit has proved. Well, two bastions from where you were seated that day the stones are larger and more uneven than anywhere else along the whole of that side of the city. To my certain knowledge three men have been in the habit of climbing that portion of the ramparts for the last three years, between midnight and sunrise, smuggling in goods to the city in order to avoid paying the octroi duty, which, as you know, is levied during daylight. When you have got over you will find a sentry posted on the other side; to him you will pay three taels, telling him at the same time that you intend returning in an hour, and that you will pay him the same amount for the privilege of getting out. Having passed the sentry you will proceed into the town, find Yoo Laoyeh, and let him know the fix we are in. You may promise him the sum of £100 cash if he falls in with your suggestions, and you must bring him back with you, willy-nilly, as fast as you can travel. I will meet you at the southern gate. Knock four times, and as you knock, cough. That shall be the signal, and as soon as I hear it I will open the gate. All that must be guarded against inside shall be my care. Everything outside must be yours. Now let us come along, and discover by what means I can get you out.”

Together we left the room, descended the stairs, and, crossing the ante-chamber, entered the big hall. The wind which, as I have already said, came in through the narrow windows on either side rustled the long hangings till the place seemed peopled with a thousand silk-clad ghosts. Nikola crossed it swiftly and left by the southern door. I followed close at his heels, and together we passed unobserved through the great courtyard, keeping well in the shadow of the building until we reached the first gate. Fortunately for us this also was unguarded, but we could hear the monk, who was supposed to be watching it, placidly snoring in the room beside it. Slipping the enormous bar aside we opened it quietly, passed through, and, crossing an open strip of green, made for the outer wall. Just, however, as we were about to turn the corner that separated us from it, a sudden sound of voices caused us to hesitate.

“This way,” whispered Nikola, seizing my wrist and dragging me to the left. “I can find you another exit. I noticed, yesterday, a big tree growing by the side of the wall.”

Leaving the centre gate we turned to our left hand, as I have said, and followed the wall we desired to surmount until we arrived at a large tree whose higher branches more than overspread it.

“This is the very place for our purpose,” said Nikola, coming to a halt. “You will have to climb the tree and crawl along the branches until you get on to the wall, then you must let yourself down on the other side and be off to the city as hard as you can go. Good-bye, and may good luck go with you!”

I shook him by the hand and sprang into the branches. Hitherto it had seemed as if I had been acting all this in a wonderfully vivid dream. Now, however, the rough bark of the tree roused me to the reality of my position. I climbed until I came to the level of the wall, then, choosing a thick branch, made my way along it until I stood upon the solid masonry. Once there, only a drop of about twelve feet remained between me and freedom. Bidding Nikola, who was watching me, good-bye, in a whisper, I leant over the wall as far as I was able, grasped the coping with both hands, and then let myself drop.

Once on the ground I ran across the open space towards a cluster of small dwellings. In an enclosure adjoining one of them I could dimly make out a number of ponies running loose, and knowing that if I could only secure one of these and find a saddle and bridle in the residence of its owner, I might be in Pekin in under an hour, I resolved to make the attempt.

Creeping up to the nearest of the houses, I approached the door. Inside I could hear the stertorous breathing of the occupants. A joss-stick burnt before an image near at hand, and though it was well-nigh exhausted by the time I secured it, it still gave me sufficient light to look about me. A moment later I had a saddle and bridle down from a peg and was out among the ponies again.

Securing the most likely animal I saddled him, and as soon as I had done so, mounted and set off towards Pekin as fast as he could take me. The night was dark, but the track was plain; the little beast was more than willing, and as I did not spare him, something less than three-quarters of an hour, counting from the time I had bidden Nikola good-bye, found me dismounting under the great wall of the city.

Having found a convenient spot, I tied up my pony, and when he was made secure set to work and hunted along the wall until I came to the scaling place of which Nikola had told me.

As I reached it a light wind blew from over the plain, and sent the dust eddying about me, otherwise not a sound disturbed the stillness of the night. Then, having made sure that I was unobserved, and that I had chosen the right spot, I began to climb. It was no easy task. The stones were large and uneven. Sometimes I got a good hold, but in many cases I had veritably to cling by my nails. The strain was almost too much for my strength, and when I had been climbing for five minutes, and there still remained as much of the wall ahead, I began to despair of ever getting to the top. But I was not to be beaten; and remembering how much depended upon my getting into the city, I dragged myself wearily on, and at last crawled on to the summit. When I reached it I could see the city spread out on the other side. A little to the left of where I stood was the place, to be for ever sacred in my eyes, where I had proposed to, and been accepted by, my sweetheart, while away to the right was that quarter of the town where at that moment she was in all probability asleep, and, I hoped, dreaming of me. As soon as, I recovered my breath I crossed the wall and descended by the steps on the other side.

I had scarcely reached the bottom before a man rose from a dark corner and confronted me. In the half light I could see that he was a Chinese soldier armed with a long spear. Telling him in a whisper, in answer to his inquiry, that I was a friend, I pressed the money that Nikola had given me for that purpose into his not unwilling hand, and as soon as he drew back, astonished at my munificence, sped past him and darted down the nearest street.

From the place where I had passed the sentry to the thoroughfare where Yoo Laoyeh resided was a distance of about half a mile, and to reach it quickly it was necessary that I should pass the Benfleets’ abode. You may imagine what thoughts occupied my brain as I stood in the silent street and regarded it. Under that roof was sleeping the one woman who was all the world to me. I would have given anything I possessed for five minutes’ conversation with her; but as that was impossible I turned on my heel and made my way through a by-lane into the street I had been sent to find. The house was not a big one, and at first glance did not strike me very favourably. But the style of building did not matter if I found there the man I wanted. I knocked upon the door — which I discovered was heavily barred — but for some minutes got no response; then, just as I was beginning to wonder in what way I could best manage to attract the attention of those inside, I heard a patter of bare feet on the stone passage, and after much fumbling the door was opened and a man appeared before me. One glance told me that he was not the person I wanted. I inquired if Yoo Laoyeh were at home, but from the answer I received I gathered that he had gone out earlier in the evening, and that he was probably at a neighbouring house playing fan-tan.

Having asked the man if he would take me to him, and at the same time offering him a considerable bribe to do so, I was immediately conducted into the street again, down one by-lane, up another, and finally brought to a standstill before one of the largest houses in that quarter. My guide was evidently well known, for when the door was opened the keeper did not attempt to bar our passage, but permitted us to pass through to a fair-sized room at the back. Here quite thirty Chinamen were busily engaged upon their favourite pastime, but though we scanned the rows of faces, the man for whom we were searching was not among the number. As soon as we were convinced of this fact we left that room and proceeded to another, where the same game was also being carried on. Once more, however, we were doomed to disappointment; Laoyeh was not there either.

Being anxious to obtain some news of him my guide interrogated one of the players, who remembered having seen our man about an hour before. He imagined he had then gone into the room we had first visited. We returned there and made further inquiries, only to elicit the fact that he had been seen to leave the house about half an hour before our arrival.

“Have no fear. I will find him for you,” said my companion, and we thereupon proceeded down the passage, past the doorkeeper, into the street again. Once more we took up the chase, trying first one house and then another, to bring up eventually in an opium den a little behind the English Legation. The outer room, or that nearest the street, was filled with customers, but our man was not among them. The inner room was not quite so crowded, and here, after all our searching, we discovered the man we wanted. But there was this drawback, he had smoked his usual number of pipes and was now fast asleep.

By this time it was hard upon two o’clock, and at most I dared not remain in the city more than another hour. At the same time it would be a most foolish, if not dangerous, proceeding to attempt to travel with my man in his present condition. If he did nothing else he would probably fall over the wall and break his neck, and then I should either have to leave him behind or remain to answer inconvenient questions; but whatever happened I knew I must carry him out of this house as quickly as possible to some place where I could endeavour to bring him back to his senses. I said as much to the man who had found him for me, and then between us we got him on to his feet, and taking him by either arm led him off to his home. By the time we got him there he had in a small measure recovered from the effects of his smoke. Then we set to work, using every means known to our experience, to bring him round, and by half-past two had so far succeeded as to warrant me in thinking I might set off on my return journey.

“But what does your Excellency require of me?” asked Laoyeh, who was still a bit mystified, though fortunately not so far gone as to be unable to recognize me.

“You are to come with me,” I answered, taking good care before I spoke that the other man was well out of hearing, “to the Llamaserai, where Nikola wants you. There is a hundred pounds English to be earned; how, I will tell you as we go.”

As soon as he heard Nikola’s name and the amount of the reward, he seemed to become himself again. We accordingly left the house and set off together for that part of the wall where I had made my descent into the city. The same soldier was still on guard, and when I had placed the money I had promised him in his hand, he immediately allowed us to pass. Within twenty minutes of leaving Yoo’s house we were ready to descend the other side of the wall.

If I had found it difficult to ascend, I discovered that it was doubly difficult to descend. The night was now very dark, and it was well-nigh impossible to see what we were doing. The cracks and crannies which were to serve as resting-places for our feet seemed almost impossible to find, and right glad I was when the business was accomplished and we stood together on terra firma at the bottom.

So far my visit to the city had proved eminently successful. But time was slipping by, and there was still the long distance out to the Serai to be overcome. I went over to where the pony stood hitched to the tree, exactly as I had left him, and placed my companion upon his back. He was almost, if not quite, himself now, so urging the little animal into a canter we set off, he riding and I running beside him. In this fashion, running and walking, we came to the southern gate of the great monastery. I had carried out my share of the business, and when once I should have got Laoyeh inside, the direction of the remainder would lie with Nikola.

Having turned the pony loose, his bridle and saddle upon his back, I approached and knocked upon the door, coughing softly as I did so. Then little by little it opened, and we found Nikola standing upon the threshold. He beckoned to us to enter, and without losing a moment we did as we were ordered. Daylight was close at hand, and the unmistakable chill of dawn was in the air. It was very certain that I had returned none too soon.

Having passed through the gate, and fastened it behind us, we made for the second archway on our left. The sentry box — if one might call it by that name — was still deserted, and the guard was snoring as placidly in his little room at the side as when we had crept through nearly four hours before. This courtyard, like its predecessor, was empty; but to show the narrowness of our escape, I may say that as we crossed it we could distinctly hear the jabbering of priests in the dormitories on either hand.

At last we reached the door of the big hall. Opening it carefully we sped across the floor and then up the stairs to our own apartments. Once inside, the door was quickly shut, and we were safe. Then Nikola turned to me, and said — 

“Bruce, you have saved me a second time, and I can only say, as I said before, you will not find me ungrateful. But there is no time to lose. Yoo Laoyeh, come in here.”

We passed into the inner room, and then Nikola opened a small box he had brought with his other impedimenta. Then bidding the man seat himself upon the floor, he set to work with wonderful dexterity to change his appearance. The operation lasted about a quarter of an hour, and when it was completed Nikola turned to me.

“Change clothes with him, Bruce, as quickly as you can.”

When this was done I could hardly believe my own eyes, the likeness was so wonderful. There, standing before me, was an exact reproduction of myself. In height, build, dress, and even in feature, the resemblance was most striking. But Nikola was not satisfied.

“You must be changed too,” he said. “We must do the thing thoroughly, or not at all. Sit down.”

I did so, and he once more set to work. By the time I left his hands I was as unlike my real self as a man could well be. No one could have recognized me, and in that case it was most unlikely that our secret would be discovered.

On the way from Pekin I had clearly explained to Laoyeh the part he would be called upon to play. Now Nikola gave the final touches to his education, and then all was completed.

“But, look here,” I cried, as a thought struck me; “we have forgotten one thing — the scar upon my arm.”

“I had omitted that,” said Nikola. “And it is just those little bits of forgetfulness that hang people.”

Then taking a long strip of native cloth from a chair he constructed a sling, which he placed round my neck. My left arm was placed in rough splints, which he procured from his invaluable medicine chest, and after it had been bandaged I felt I might also defy detection, as far as my wrist was concerned.

Half an hour later the great gong sounded for morning worship, and in a few moments we knew that the courtyards and halls would be filled with men. Acting under Nikola’s instructions I descended to the hall alone, and choosing my opportunity slipped in and mingled with the throng. I was not the only cripple, for there were half a dozen others with their arms in slings. Nor was the fact that I was a stranger likely to attract any undue attention, inasmuch as there were mendicants and people of all sorts and descriptions passing into the Serai directly the gates were opened at daylight.

I had not been in the hall very long before I saw Nikola hobble in on his stick and take his place beside the High Priest. Then the service commenced. When it was at an end it was evident that something unusual was going to take place, for the monks and their guests remained where they were, instead of leaving the hall as usual. Then the High Priest mounted the small platform at the further end and seated himself in the chair of justice. Nikola followed and took his place beside him, and presently two tall monks appeared bringing with them the man who had brought the accusation against me on the previous evening. He seemed pretty certain of being able to prove his case, and I could not help smiling as I watched his confident air. First the old High Priest, who it must be remembered was almost blind with age, addressed him. He said something in reply, and then Nikola spoke. His voice was scarcely as loud as usual, yet every word rang across the hall.

“Liar and traitor!” he said. “You have brought this charge against my faithful servant for some devilish reason of your own. But old as I am I will meet it, and evil be upon you if it be proved that what you say is false.”

He then turned to a monk standing beside him and said something to him; the man bowed, and leaving the platform disappeared in the direction of our staircase. Presently he returned with Laoyeh, whose head was bent, and whose hands were folded across his breast. He climbed the steps, and, when he had done so, accuser and accused confronted each other from either end of the platform.

Then it was that I saw the cleverness of Nikola’s scheme. He had arranged that the trial should take place after the morning service for the reason that, at that tune, the big hall would not be thoroughly lighted. As it proved, it was still wrapped in more than semi-darkness, and by the promptness with which he commenced business it was evident that he was resolved to dispose of the matter in hand before it would be possible for any one to see too clearly.

First the man who brought the accusation against me was ordered to repeat his tale. In reply he gave a detailed description of our meeting in Canton and led up, with a few unimportant reservations, to the stab he had given me upon the wrist. He then unhesitatingly asserted the fact that I was a kueidzu, or foreign devil, and dared the man who was taking my place to disprove it. When he had finished, Nikola turned to the High Priest and said — 

“My father, thou hast heard all that this wicked man hath said. He accuses my servant yonder — he himself being a thief and a would-be murderer by his own confession — of being one of those barbarians whom we all hate and despise. I have found my man faithful and true in all his dealings, yet if he is a foreign devil, as this fellow asserts, then he shall be punished. On the other hand, if this rogue shall be proved to be in the wrong, and to have lied for the sake of gain, then it shall be my request to thee that I be allowed to deal with him according to the powers with which thou knowest I am invested. I have no fear; judge therefore between us.”

When he had finished the old man rose and hobbled forward on his stick; he looked steadfastly from one to the other of the two men, and then, addressing Laoyeh, said — 

“Come thou with me “; and took him into a small room leading out of the big hall.

For nearly half an hour we sat in silence, wondering what the upshot of it all would be. I watched Nikola, who sat during the whole of the time with his chin resting on his hand, staring straight before him.

At last our period of waiting was at an end. We heard the tapping of the High Priest’s stick upon the floor, and presently he ascended the platform again. Laoyeh followed him. Reaching his chair the old man signed for silence, and as soon as he had obtained it, said — 

“I have examined this man, and can swear that the charge this fellow has brought against him is without truth in every particular. Let justice be done.”

Then facing Nikola he continued — 

“The rogue yonder waits for thee to do with him as thou wilt.”

Nikola rose slowly from his chair and faced the unhappy man.

“Now, dog!” he cried. “By the words of thine own High Priest I have to deal with thee. Is it for this that thou earnest into the world. Thou hast dared to malign this my servant, and thy superior has sworn to it. Draw nearer to me.”

The man approached a few paces, and it was easily seen that he was afraid. Then for nearly a minute Nikola gazed fixedly at him, and I cannot remember ever to have seen those terrible eyes look so fierce. If you can imagine a rabbit fascinated by a serpent you will have some notion of how the man faced his persecutor. Slowly, inch by inch, Nikola raised his right hand until it pointed to a spot on the wall a little above the other’s head. Then it began to descend again, and as it did so the fellow’s head went down also until he stood almost in a stooping posture.

“You see,” said Nikola, “you are in my power. You cannot move unless I bid you do so.”

“I cannot move,” echoed the man almost unconsciously.

“Try how you will, you cannot stand upright,” said Nikola.

“I cannot stand upright,” repeated the man in the same monotonous voice, and as he spoke I saw large drops of perspiration fall from his face upon the floor. You may be sure that every eye in that large hall was riveted upon them, and even the High Priest craned forward in his chair in order that he might not lose a word.

“Look into my face,” said Nikola, and his words cut the air like a sharp knife.

The man lifted his eyes and did as he was ordered, but without raising his head.

“Now leave this place,” said Nikola, “and until this time to-morrow you cannot stand upright like your fellow-men. It is my command, and you cannot disobey. Let that help you to remember that for the future my servants must be sacred. Go!”

He pointed with his right hand to the doors at the end of the hall, and, bent double, the man went down the aisle between the rows of gaping monks out into the courtyard and the streaming sunshine. The High Priest had risen to his feet, and calling up a monk who stood beside him, said — 

“Follow him, and be certain that he leaves the Serai.”

Then approaching Nikola he said — 

“My master, I see that, without a doubt, thou art he whom we were told to expect. In what way can thy servant prove of service to thee?”

“Grant me an interview and I will tell you,” said Nikola.

“If my lord will follow me,” said the old man, “we can talk in private.” Next moment they disappeared into the room where the High Priest had conducted the examination of Laoyeh. Thereupon the congregation dispersed.

As soon as the hall was empty I seized my opportunity and went upstairs to our own apartment. There I discovered Laoyeh. According to Nikola’s instructions we changed clothes again, and when he was himself once more, I gave him the peddler’s dress which Nikola had prepared for this occasion, and also the reward which had been promised him. Then bidding him good-bye, I bade him get out of the monastery as quickly as he could.

It was nearly an hour before Nikola joined me. When he did he could hardly conceal his exultation.

“Bruce,” he said, almost forgetting his usual caution in the excitement of the moment, “I have discovered everything! I have got the chart, and I have learnt the password. I know where the monastery is, and at daybreak to-morrow morning we’ll set out in search of it.”


XI. EN ROUTE TO THIBET
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DAYLIGHT WAS SCARCELY born in the sky next morning before Nikola roused me from my slumbers.

“Wake up,” he said; “for in half an hour we must be starting. I have already given orders for the ponies to be saddled, and as we have a long stage before us we must not keep them waiting.”

Within a quarter of an hour of his calling me I was dressed and ready. A breakfast of rice was served to us by one of the monks, and when we had eaten it we descended to the great hall. The High Priest was waiting there for us, and after a short conversation with Nikola he led us down the steps into the courtyard, where, beneath the shadow of the great statue of Buddha, we took an impressive farewell of him.

Having thanked him for his hospitality, we made our way towards the outer gate, to find our ponies and servants standing ready to receive us. The gate was thrown open, and in single file we proceeded through it. Then it clanged to behind us, and when it had done so we had said good-bye to the Great Llamaserai.

During the first day’s ride nothing occurred worth chronicling. We reached a small village at mid-day, camped there, and after a brief rest, continued our journey, arriving at the fortified town of Ho-Yang-Lo just as dusk was falling. Having been directed to the principal inn, we rode up to it, and engaged rooms for the night. Our first day’s stage had been one of thirty-six miles, and we felt that we had well earned a rest.

It was not until the evening meal was eaten, and Nikola and I had retired to our own private room, that I found an opportunity of asking what he thought of the success which had attended our efforts so far.

“To tell you the truth,” he said, “I must confess that I am surprised that we have been as successful as we have.”

“Well, that man’s recognizing me was unfortunate, I admit; but still — —”

“Oh, I don’t mean that at all,” said Nikola. “I regard that as quite an outside chance. And after all it proved a golden opportunity in the end. What does surprise me, however, is that I should have been accepted so blindly for the Priest of Hankow.”

“That is certainly strange,” I answered. “But there is one thing which astonishes me even more: that is, how it comes about that, as the stick was being searched for by the Chinese in Australia who knew of your intentions, it should fail to be evident to the society in China that you are the man who stole it?”

“My dear fellow,” said Nikola, laying his hand upon my arm, “you don’t surely imagine that in such a business as the present, in which I have sunk, well, if nothing else, your £10,000, I should have left anything to chance. No, Bruce. Chance and Dr. Nikola do not often act in concert. When I obtained that stick from Wetherell I took care that the fact should not be known outside the circle of a few men whom I felt perfectly certain I could trust. As soon as it was in my possession I offered a large reward for it in Sydney, and I took care that the news of this reward should reach the ears of the Chinamen who were on the look-out for it. Then, on the plea that I was still searching for it, I returned to China, with what result you know. What does puzzle me, however, is the fact that the society has not yet found out that it has been deceived. It must eventually come to this conclusion, and it can’t be very long before it does. Let us hope that by that time we shall be back in civilization once more.”

I knocked the ashes out of my pipe, and rolling over on my blankets, looked Nikola straight in the face.

“By the time you have got to the end of this business,” I said, “your information, presuming all the time that you do get it, will have cost you close on £40,000 — very possibly more; you will have endangered your own life, to say nothing of mine, and have run the risk of torture and all other sorts of horrors. Do you think it is worth it?”

“My dear Bruce, I would risk twice as much to attain my ends. If I did not think it worth it I should not have embarked upon it at all. You little know the value of my quest. With the knowledge I shall gain I shall revolutionize the whole science of medicine. There will be only one doctor in the world, and he will be Dr. Nikola! Think of that. If I desired fame, what greater reputation could I have. If money, there is wealth untold in this scheme for me. If I wish to benefit my fellow-man, how can I do it better than by unravelling the tangled skein of Life and Death? It is also plain that you have not grasped my character yet. I tell you this, if it became necessary for me, for a purpose I had in view, to find and kill a certain fly, I would follow that fly into the utmost parts of Asia, and spend all I possessed in the world upon the chase; but one thing is very certain, I would kill that fly. How much more then in a matter which is as important as life itself to me?”

As I looked at him I had to confess to myself that I had not the least doubt but that he would do all he said.

“There is a proverb,” continued Nikola, “to the effect that ‘Whatever is worth doing, is worth doing well.’ That has been my motto through life, and I hope I shall continue to live up to it. But time is getting on; let us turn in; we have a long day’s ride before us to-morrow.”

We blew out the light and composed ourselves for the night, but it was hours before sleep visited my eyelids. Thoughts on almost every conceivable subject passed in and out of my brain. One moment I was in the playing-fields of my old familiar English school; the next I was ratching round the Horn in an ice-bound clipper, with a scurvy-ridden crew in the forecastle, and a trio of drunken miscreants upon the quarter-deck; the next I was in the southern seas, some tropic island abeam, able to hear the thunder of the surf upon the reef, and to see palm-clad hill on palm-clad hill rearing their lovely heads up to the azure sky. Then my thoughts came back to China, and as a natural sequence, to Pekin. I enacted again that half-hour on the wall, and seemed once more to feel the pressure of a certain tiny hand in mine, and to see those frank sweet eyes gazing into my face with all the love and trust imaginable. Gladys was my promised wife, and here I lay on the road to Thibet, disguised as a Chinaman, in a filthy native inn, in the company of a man who would stop at nothing and who was feared by everybody who knew him. It was long past midnight before I fell asleep, and then it seemed as if my eyes had not been closed five minutes before Nikola, who, as usual, appeared to require no sleep at all, was up and preparing to go on; indeed, the sun was hardly risen above the horizon before our breakfast was dispatched, and we were ready for the saddle.

Prior to starting Nikola went off to speak to the man who kept the inn. While he was away I amused myself by riding round to look at the other side of the house. It was of the ordinary Chinese pattern, not much dirtier and not much cleaner. A broad verandah surrounded it on two sides, and at the rear was a sort of narrow terrace, on which, as I turned the corner, two men were standing. As soon as they saw me they were for retreating into the house, but before they were able to accomplish this manoeuvre I had had a good look at them.

The taller of the pair I had never seen before, but his companion’s face was somehow familiar to me. While I was wondering where I had encountered it, a niafoo came round the building to inform me that Nikola was ready to be off, so touching up my pony I returned to the front to find the cavalcade in the act of starting.

As usual Nikola took the lead, I followed him at a respectful distance, and the servants were behind me again. In this fashion we made our way down the track and across a stream towards the range of mountains that could just be discerned on the northern horizon. All round us the country was bare and uncultivated, with here and there a mud-hut, in colour not unlike the plain upon which it stood.

By midday we had reached the range of mountains just mentioned, and were following a well-made track through gloomy but somewhat picturesque scenery. With the exception of a few camel teams laden with coal passing down to Pekin, and here and there a travelling hawker, we met but few people. In this region the villages are far apart, and do not bear any too good a reputation.

That night we camped at an inn on the mountain top, and next morning made our descent into the valley on the other side. By the time darkness fell we had proceeded some thirty odd miles along it. The country was quickly changing, becoming more and more rocky, and the ascents and descents more precipitous. For this reason, at the next halting-place we were compelled to part with our ponies, and to purchase in their stead half a dozen tiny, but exceedingly muscular, donkeys.

On the third night after our entry into the hills and the fourth from Pekin, we halted at a small monastery standing in an exposed position on the hill top. As we rode up to it the sun was declining behind the mountains to the westward. There was no need for any password, as we were invited to enter almost before we had knocked upon the gate. The place was occupied by an abbot and six priests, all of whom were devotees of Shamanism. The building itself was but a poor one, consisting of an outer court, a draughty central hall, and four small rooms adjoining it. At the entrance to the central hall we were received by the abbot, a villainously dirty little fellow of middle age, who conducted us to the rooms we were to occupy. They were small and mean, very much out of repair, and, as a result, exceedingly draughty. But if a view, such as would be found in few parts of the world, could compensate for physical discomfort, we should have been able to consider ourselves domiciled in luxury. From one window we could look across the range of mountains, over valley and peak, into the very eye of the setting sun. From another we could gaze down, nearly three hundred feet, sheer drop, into the valley, and perceive the track we had followed that morning, winding its way along, while, through a narrow gully to our left we could distinguish the stretch of plain, nearly fifty miles distant, where we had camped two nights before.

As the sun dropped, a chilly wind sprang up and tore round the building, screaming through the cracks and crevices with a noise that might have been likened to the shrieks of a thousand souls in torment. The flame of the peculiar lamp with which our room was furnished rose and fell in unison with the blasts, throwing the strangest shadows upon the walls and ceiling. This eccentric light, combined with the stealthy movements of the coarse-robed, shaven monks, as they passed and repassed our door, did not, as may be expected, conduce to our cheerfulness, so that it may not be a matter for surprise that when I sat down with Nikola to our evening meal, it was with a greater feeling of loneliness, and a greater amount of home-sickness in my heart, than I had felt at all since the journey commenced.

When our repast was finished we lit our pipes and sat smoking for half an hour. Then, being unable to stand the silence of the room any longer — for Nikola had a fit of the blues, and was consequently but a poor companion — I left our side of the house and went out into the courtyard before the central hall. Just as I reached it a loud knocking sounded upon the outer gate. On hearing it two of the monks crossed the yard to open it, and, when they had swung the heavy doors back, a small party of men, mounted on donkeys, rode into the square. Thinking the arrival of a party of travellers would at least serve to distract my thoughts, I went down to watch them unload.

As I approached them I discovered that they were five in party, the principals numbering three, the remaining two being coolies. Their profession I was unable to guess; they were all armed, and, as far as I could tell, carried no merchandise with them. When they had dismounted the abbot came down to receive them, and after a little talk conducted them to the guest chambers on the other side of the hall opposite to our quarters.

For some time after the leaders had retired to their rooms I remained where I was, watching the coolies unharness; then, just as the last pack-saddle was placed upon the ground, one of the owners left the house and approached the group. He had come within a few paces of where I stood before he became aware of my presence; then he stooped, and, as if to excuse his visit, opened the pack-saddle lying nearest him. I noticed that he did not take anything from it, and that all the time he was examining it he did not once turn his face in my direction; therefore, when he wheeled quickly round and hurried back to the house, without speaking to either of his men, I felt that I had every right to suppose he did not wish me to become aware of his identity.

This set me thinking, and the more I thought the more desirous I became of finding out who my gentleman might be. I waited in the courtyard for nearly a quarter of an hour after the animals had been picketed, and the pack-saddles and harness had been carried away, but he did not put in another appearance. Seeing this, I returned to the buildings, and set my brain to work to try and discover what I wanted so much to know. It was a long time before I could hit on any plan; then an idea came to me and I left the room again and went round to the back of the buildings, hoping, if possible, to find a window through which I could look in upon the new arrivals as they sat at supper; but it was easier, I discovered, to talk of such a window than actually to find it.

The back of the monastery was built flush with the edge of the cliff, the rampart wall joining the building at the angle of our room. If only, therefore, I could manage to pass along the wall, and thus reach a small window which I guessed must look out on to a tiny court, situated between the rearmost wall of the central hall and that on the left of our room, I thought I might discover what I wanted to know. But to do this would necessitate a long and dangerous climb in the dark, which I was not at all anxious to attempt until I had satisfied myself that there was no other way of obtaining the information I required.

It might very well be asked here why I was so anxious to convince myself as to the man’s identity. But one instant’s reflection will show that in such a situation as ours we could not afford to run a single risk. The man had allowed me to see that he did not wish me to become aware of his personality. That in itself was sufficient to excite my suspicion and to warrant my taking any steps to satisfy myself that he was not likely to prove an enemy. As I have said before, we were carrying our lives in our hands, and one little precaution neglected might ruin all.

Before venturing on the climb just mentioned, I determined to go round to the other side of the house and endeavour to look in through one of the windows there. I did so, and was relieved to find that by putting my hands on the rough stone window-sills, and bracing my feet against a buttress in the angle of the wall, I could raise myself sufficiently to catch a glimpse of the room.

I accordingly pulled myself up and looked in, but, to my astonishment and chagrin, there were only two people present, and neither of them was the man I wanted.

I lowered myself to the ground again and listened, hoping to hear the sound of a third person entering the room, but though I remained there nearly twenty minutes I could not distinguish what I wanted. That the man was a member of the same party I was perfectly convinced, but why was he not with them now? This absence on his part only increased my suspicion and made me the more anxious to catch a glimpse of him.

Seating myself on the stone steps of the central hall, I roughly traced in my own mind a ground plan of the building, as far as I was familiar with it. The central hall was, of course, empty; we occupied the rooms on the right of it, the second party those on the left; of these their coolies had the front room, while the two men I have just referred to had taken possession of the rearmost one. A moment’s reasoning convinced me that there must be a third, which did not look out on the open courtyard, but must have its window in the small court, formed by the angles of the wall at the rear. If, therefore, I wanted to look into it I must undertake the climb I had first projected, and, what was more, must set about it immediately, for if I did not do so his lamp would in all probability be extinguished, and in that case I might as well spare myself the trouble and the danger.

I returned to my own side of the house, and, having convinced myself that there was no one about, mounted the wall a little to the right of where I had been standing when I heard the men knock upon the gate.

If you would estimate the difficulty and danger of what I was about to attempt, you must remember that the wall at the top was scarcely more than eighteen inches wide. On one hand it had the buildings for support, the side of which rose above my head for more than a dozen feet, and permitted no sort of hold on its smooth surface, while, on the other hand, I had a sheer drop into the valley below, a fall of fully three hundred feet.

At the summit of the mountain the wind was blowing a perfect hurricane, but so long as I was behind the building I was not subjected to its full pressure; when, however, I arrived at the courtyard, where I could see the light of the window I was so anxious to reach, it was as much as I could do to keep my footing. Clinging to everything that could offer a support, and never venturing a step till I was certain that it was safe, I descended from the wall, approached the window, and looked in. This time I was not destined to be disappointed. The man I wanted was lying upon a bed-place in the corner, smoking a long pipe.

His face was turned towards me, and directly I looked at it I remembered where I had seen him. He was one of the principal, and, at the same time, one of the most interested members of the society who had visited the house to which we had been conducted by Laohwan, in Shanghai.

As I realized this fact a cold sweat came over me. This was the same man whom we had seen at the rest-house two nights before. Was he following us? That he had recognized me, in spite of my disguise, I felt certain. If so, in whose employ was he, and what was his object? I remained watching him for upwards of an hour, hoping some one would come in, and that I should overhear something that would tell me how to act. Then, just as I was about to turn away, deeming it useless to wait any longer, the taller of the pair I had seen in the other room entered and sat down.

“Success has attended us. At last we have laid our hands on them,” said the new-comer. “They do not suspect, and by to-morrow evening we shall meet Quong Yan Miun at the ford, tell him all, and then our part of the work will be at an end.”

“But we must have the stick, come what may,” said the man upon the bed. “It would be death for us to go back to Pekin without it.”

“We shall receive much honour if we capture it,” chuckled the other. “And then these foreign devils will suffer torture till they die.”

“A lesson to them not to defy the Great Ones of the Mountains,” returned his friend. “I wish that we could be there to see it!”

“It is said that they have many new ways of torture, of which we cannot even dream, up there in the mountains,” continued the first man. “Why may we not go forward to see what befalls them?”

“Because we could not enter even if we did go on,” returned the man I had recognized; “nor for myself do I want to. But these foreign devils have stolen the password and imitated the Priest of Hankow, and if it had not been for Laoyeh, who liked Chinese gold better than foreign devils’ secrets, and so betrayed them, we should never have found them out at all.”

Then with significant emphasis he added — 

“But they will die for it, and their fate will be a warning to any who shall come after them. And now tell me, where do we meet Quong Yan Miun?”

“At the crossing of the river in the mountains, at sundown to-morrow evening.”

“And is it certain that we shall know him? There may be many crossing.”

“He will be riding a camel, and sitting upon a red saddle embroidered with silver. Moreover, it is said that he has but one eye, and that his left hand, which was cut off by the mandarin Li, is still nailed to the gateway at I-chang.”

“Does he expect our coming?”

“By no means. Once in every month he is sent down by the Great Ones of the Mountains to receive messages and alms from the outside world. Our instructions are not to tarry until this letter be delivered into his hands.”

As he spoke he took from his pocket a small roll of paper carefully tied up. Having replaced it, he turned again to his companion.

“Now leave me,” he said. “I am tired, and would sleep. To-morrow there be great doings on hand.”

The second man left the room, and next moment the lamp was extinguished.

As soon as all was dark I crept softly across the yard, mounted the wall — not without a tremor, as I thought of what my fate would be if I should overbalance, and retraced my steps round the house. Once safely in the courtyard I made all the haste I could back to my room.

I fully expected to find Nikola asleep; my surprise, therefore, may be imagined when I discovered him seated on the floor working out Euclid’s forty-third problem with a piece of charcoal upon the stones. He looked up as I entered, and, without moving a muscle of his face, said quietly:

“What have you discovered?”

I seated myself beside him and furnished him with a complete resume of what I had overheard that evening.

When I had finished he sat looking at the wall. I could see, however, that he was thinking deeply. Then he changed his position, and with his piece of charcoal began to draw figure eights inside each other upon the floor. By the time the smallest was the size of a halfpenny he had arrived at a conclusion.

“It is evident that we are in a tight place,” he said coolly, “and if I were to sacrifice you here I could probably save myself and go forward with nothing to fear. It’s a funny thing that I should think so much of a man as to be willing to save his life at the expense of my own, but in this case I intend doing so. You have no desire to be tortured, I presume?”

“I have a well-founded objection to it,” I said.

“In that case we must hit upon some scheme which will enable us to avert such a catastrophe. If these fellows arrive at the ford before us they will have the first chance of doing business with the messenger. Our endeavour must be to get there before they do, and yet to send them back to Pekin satisfied that they have fulfilled their mission. How to do this is the problem we have to work out.”

“But how are we to do it?” I inquired.

“Let me think for a few minutes,” he answered, “and I’ll see if I can find out.”

I waited for fully five minutes. Then Nikola said:

“The problem resolves itself into this. By hook or crook we must delay this man and his party on the road for at least three hours. Then one of us must go on to the ford and meet the man from the monastery. To him must be handed the letter I received from the High Priest at the Llamaserai, and when he has been sent back with it to his superiors there must be another man, accoutred exactly like himself, to take his place. This man, who will have to be myself, will receive our friends, take their letters and dispatch them back to Pekin with a message that their warning shall be attended to. After that it will be touch-and-go with us. But I’m not afraid to go forward, and I pay you the compliment of saying that I don’t believe you are!”

“Well, upon my word, Dr. Nikola,” I answered candidly, quite carried away by the boldness of his scheme, “of all the men I’ve ever met you’re the coolest, and since you take it in this way I will go on with you and carry it through if it costs me my life.”

“I thank you,” said Nikola quietly. “I thought I wasn’t deceived in you. Now we must arrange the manner in which these different schemes are to be worked. To begin with, we must leave here at least an hour before our friends in the other rooms. Once on the way I must push forward as fast as I can go in order to secure a camel and saddle of the kind described. Then we have got to discover some means of delaying them upon the road. How can that be accomplished?”

“Couldn’t we induce the villagers along the path to rise against them?”

“It would cost too much; and then there would be the chance of their turning traitor, like our friend Laoyeh. No; we must think of something else.”

He recommenced drawing eights upon the floor. By the time he had perfected the thirtieth — for I counted them — he had worked it out to his satisfaction.

“By twelve o’clock to-morrow at the very latest,” he said, “that is, if my information be correct, we ought to be at an inn in the mountains twenty miles from here. It is the only dwelling between this place and the ford, and they must perforce call at it. I shall instruct one of my men, whom I will leave behind for that purpose, to see that their animals are watered at a certain trough. If they drink what I give him to pour in, they will go about five miles and then drop. If they don’t drink I shall see that he brings about another result.”

“If you can depend on him, that should do the trick. But what about Laoyeh?”

“I shall deal with him myself,” said Nikola with grim earnestness; “and when I’ve done I think he will regret having been so imprudent as to break faith with me.”

He said no more, but I could not help entertaining a feeling of satisfaction that I was not the man in question. From what I have seen of Nikola’s character, I can say that I would rather quarrel with any other half dozen people in the world, whoever they might be, than risk his displeasure.

“Now,” I said, when he had finished, “as they’ve turned in we shouldn’t be long in following their example.”

“But before we do so,” he answered, “I think you had better find the coolies and see that they thoroughly understand that we start at three o’clock. Moreover, bid them hold their tongues.”

I complied with his request, and half an hour later was wrapped in my blankets and fast asleep.


XII. THROUGH THE MOUNTAINS
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AT TEN MINUTES to three I was out of bed, fully dressed and prepared for the start. Nikola had roused the coolies before calling me, and they were already busy with their preparations. At three precisely a bowl of rice was brought to us by one of the monks, and by a quarter past we were on our donkeys in the courtyard ready to be off.

So far the only person aroused, in addition to our own party, was the monk who cooked our breakfast; him Nikola largely rewarded, and, in return for his generosity, the gates were opened without disturbing the household. We filed out and picked our way down the rocky path into the valley. Arriving at the bottom we continued our journey, ascending and descending according to the nature of the path. Every hour the country was growing more and more mountainous, and by midday we could plainly discern snow upon the highest peaks.

At half-past twelve we reached the inn where it had been decided that one of our retinue should be left behind to hocus the animals of our pursuers. For this work we had chosen a man whom we had the best of reasons for being able to trust. A sufficient excuse was invented to satisfy his scruples, and when we said good-bye to him it was with instructions to follow us as soon as he had done the work and could discover a convenient opportunity. That the man would do his best to accomplish his errand, we had not the slightest doubt, for the reward promised him was large enough to obviate the necessity of his doing any more work as long as he should live. Therefore when we left the inn, after baiting our animals for a short time, it was to feel comparatively certain that the success of our scheme was assured.

As soon as the caravansera was hidden by the corner of the mountain Nikola called me up to him.

“In a few moments,” he said, “I am going to push forward to a village which I am told lies off the track a few miles to the northward. I hear that they have camels for sale there, and it will be hard if I cannot purchase one, and with it a silver-plated red saddle, before dusk. You must continue your journey to the ford, where you will in all probability find the messenger awaiting you. Give him this letter from the High Priest of the Llamaserai, warning the Great Ones of the Mountains of my coming, and bestow upon him this tip.” Here he handed me a number of gold pieces. “After that be sure to hasten his departure as much as you can, for we must run no risk of his meeting those who are behind us. I turn off here, so press forward yourself with all speed, and good luck go with you.”

“But when I have dispatched the messenger back to the monastery, what am I to do?”

“Wait till he is out of sight and then follow in his track for about half a mile. Having done so, find a convenient spot, camp and wait for me. Do you understand?”

I answered that I understood perfectly. Then ordering one coolie to follow him, with a wave of his hand, he turned off the track and in less than five minutes was lost to my sight. For nearly three hours I rode on, turning over and over in my mind the plan I had arranged for conducting the interview that lay before me. The chief point I had to remember was that I was a courier from the Society, sent from Pekin to warn the monastery that one of the Great Three was approaching. Upon my success in carrying out this mission would very much depend the reception accorded to Nikola, therefore the story I was about to tell must necessarily be plausible in every particular.

By five o’clock, and just as the sun was sinking behind the highest peaks, the valley began to widen out, and the track became more plain. I followed it along at a medium pace, and then, having turned a corner, saw the smooth waters of the river before me.

As I did so I felt a cold chill pass over me; the success of our expedition seemed to rest upon my shoulders, to depend upon my presence of mind and the plausibility of my tale. If by any chance the man should suspect that I was not all I pretended to be, he might decide to wait, and then, with the help of such men as he might have with him, would detain me a prisoner. In that case, those behind us would catch us up, and I should be proved to be an impostor. Then, if I were not killed upon the spot, I should find myself carried on to the monastery, to become a subject for those experiments in torture, of which I had heard mention made the previous night.

When I reached it I discovered that the river at this particular ford was about eighty yards in width and scarcely more than two feet in depth. On either bank rose precipitous cliffs, reaching, even in the lowest places, to more than two hundred feet. To the right, that is, facing the north, the channel flowed between solid granite walls, but where I stood it had evenly sloping banks. I rode to the water’s edge, and, seeing no one on the other side, dismounted from my donkey and seated myself upon the sand. I was relieved to find that there were no pilgrims about; but I became more anxious when I saw that the man whom I was to meet had not yet put in an appearance. If he delayed his arrival for very long I should be placed in a nasty position, for in that case our pursuers would come up, discover me, and then I should be hopelessly lost.

But I need not have worried myself, for I had not long to wait. Within half an hour of my arrival at the ford a man mounted on a camel, rode out of the defile on the other side and approached the water’s edge. He was tall, was dressed in some light-brown material, rode a well-bred camel, and when he turned round I could see that his saddle was red and ornamented with silver. Calling my men together I bade them wait for me where they were, and then, taking my donkey by the head, rode him into the stream.

So small was the animal that the water was well above the saddle flaps when I reached the deepest part. But in spite of much snorting and endeavours to turn back I persuaded him to go on, and we finally reached the other side in safety. The messenger from the monastery had dismounted from his camel by this time, and was pacing up and down the shore. As I came closer to him I saw that he had but one arm, and that one of his eyes was missing.

Dismounting from my donkey on the bank, I approached him, at the same time bowing low.

“I was told that I should find here a messenger from the Great Ones of the Mountains,” I said. “Are you he whom I seek?”

“From whom come you?” he asked, answering my question by asking another.

“I come from the High Priest of the Llamaserai at Pekin,” I answered, “and I am the bearer of important tidings. I was told that I should find a man here who would carry forward the letter I bring, without a moment’s delay.”

“Let me see the letter,” said the man. “If it is sealed with the right seal I will do what you ask, not otherwise.”

I gave him the letter and he turned it over and over, scrutinizing it carefully.

“This is the High Priest’s seal,” he said at last, “and I am satisfied; but I cannot return at once, as it is my duty to remain here until dusk has fallen.”

“Of that I am quite aware,” I answered. “But you will see that this is a special case, and to meet it I am to pay you this gold, that is provided you will go forward and warn those from whom you come of my master’s approach.”

When I had given him the bribe he counted it carefully and deposited it in his pocket.

“I will remain until the shadows fall,” he said “and if no pilgrims have arrived by that time I will set off.”

Having arranged it in this fashion, we seated ourselves on the sandy beach, and after we had lit our pipes, smoked stolidly for half an hour. During that time my feelings were not to be envied. I did not enjoy my smoke, for I was being tortured on the rack of suspense. For aught I knew our man might have failed in drugging the ponies of the pursuing party. In that case they would probably suspect us of an attempt to outwit them, and might put in an appearance at any moment.

The sun sank lower and lower behind the hill, till finally he disappeared altogether. Long shadows fell from the cliffs across the water, the evening wind sprang up and moaned among the rocks, but still there was no sign of any cavalcade upon the opposite bank. If only our rivals did not put in an appearance for another quarter of an hour we should be saved.

In addition to this suspense I had another anxiety. Supposing Nikola had not succeeded in obtaining an animal and saddle of the kind he wanted, and should be prevented from reaching the ford in time to receive the men he was expecting, what would happen then? But I would not let my mind dwell upon such a contingency. And yet for most positive reasons I dared not attempt to hurry the messenger, who was still sitting stolidly smoking. To let him think that I was anxious to get rid of him would only be to excite his suspicions, and, those once aroused, he would in all probability determine to remain at the ford. In that case I might as well walk into the river and drown myself without further waste of time.

One by one the stars came out and began to twinkle in the cloudless heavens, such stars as one never sees anywhere save in the East. The wind was rising, and in another half hour it would be too dark to see.

At last my companion rose and shook himself.

“I see no pilgrims,” he said, “and it is cold by the water. I shall depart. Is it your pleasure to come with me or will you remain?”

“I have no will,” I answered. “I must perforce wait here till the caravan bringing my master arrives. Then I shall follow you. Do not wait for me.”

He did not need to be bidden twice, but approaching his camel, mounted, and then with a curt nod to me set off up the path.

As soon as he had disappeared I walked down to the water’s edge and called to my men to come over, which they did. When they had landed, I bade them follow me, and, forsaking the ford, we set off at a brisk pace up the path.

A hundred yards from the river the track we were following turned abruptly to the right hand and wound through a narrow gorge. This, however, we did not enter, as I deemed it wisest to settle in a sheltered spot on the left. I rode ahead, and reconnoitred, and having ascertained that it could not be seen from the path, bade them pitch our camp there. Within ten minutes of our arrival the donkeys were picketed, the tents erected, and the camp fires lighted. Then, leaving the men to the preparation of the evening meal, I returned to the track and hurried along it in the direction of the ford.

When I was within fifty yards of the turning, which I knew would bring me within full sight of the river, I heard a low whistle. Next moment a man mounted on a camel came into view, and pulled up alongside me. In spite of the half dark I could see that the rider was dressed exactly like the man to whom I had talked at the ford; he had also one arm, and his right eye was closed.

“Bear to your left hand,” he said, leaning down from his camel to speak to me; “there you will find some big rocks, and behind them you must hide yourself. Have your revolver ready to your hand, and if anything should happen, and I should call to you for assistance, come to me at once.”

“Did you have much difficulty in procuring your camel?” I asked, hardly able to believe that the man was Nikola.

“None whatever,” he answered; “but the clothes and saddle were a little more difficult. However, I got them at last, and now do you think I look at all like the man I am here to represent?”

“One or two things are different,” I replied; “but you need have no fear; they’ll not suspect.”

“Let us hope not,” said Nikola. “Where are the men?”

“Camped back yonder,” I answered, “in a little gully to the left of the gorge.”

“That’s well; now creep down to the rocks and take your place. But sure not to forget what I have told you.”

I made my way down as he ordered and little by little crept along to where three big boulders stood out upon the sands. Between these I settled myself, and to my delight found I had an almost uninterrupted view of the ford. As I looked across the water I made out a small party coming down the slope on to the sand on the other side. Without losing time they plunged in, and so quiet was the night I could even hear the splashing made by the animals and distinguish between the first noise on the bank, and the sullen thud as they advanced into deeper water. Then I heard a hoarse call, and a moment later Nikola rode across the sand on his camel.

In two or three minutes the fording party had reached the bank, scarcely more than ten paces from where I lay. So close were they indeed that I could hear the breathing of the tired animals quite distinctly and the sigh of relief with which they hailed the dismounting of their masters. The man who was in command approached Nikola and, after a little preamble, said:

“We were delayed on the road by the sickness of our animals, or we should have been here earlier. Tell us, we pray, if any other travellers have passed this way?”

“But one party,” said the spurious messenger with a chuckle; “and by this time they are lost among the mountains. They grudged me alms and I did not tell them the true path. Ere this time to-morrow the vultures will have torn the flesh from their bones.”

“How many in number were they?” asked the man who had first spoken.

“Five,” answered Nikola; “and may the devils of the mountains take possession of them! And now who be ye?”

“We have come from Pekin,” answered the spokesman of the party, “and we bring letters from the High Priest of the Llamaserai to the Great Ones of the Mountains. There be two barbarians who have stolen their way into our society, murdered him who was to be one of the Three, and substituted themselves in his place. The symbol of the Three, which was stolen by a foreign devil many years ago, is in their possession; and that was the party who passed this ford on their way to the mountains, and whom thou sawest.”

“They will go no farther,” said Nikola, when they had finished, with another grim laugh; “and the hearts that would know our secrets will be tit-bits for the young eagles. What is it that ye want of me?”

“There is this letter of warning to be carried forward,” said the man; and as he spoke he produced from his pocket the roll of paper I had seen in his possession the previous night. He handed it to Nikola, who placed it inside his wadded coat, and then proceeded towards his camel, which he mounted. When it had risen to its feet he turned to the small party who were watching him, and said:

“Turn back on your path. Camp not near the ford, for the spirits of the lost pass up and down in the still hours of the night, and it is death for those who hear them.”

His warning was not without effect, for as soon as he had ridden off I noticed with considerable satisfaction that the party lost no time in retracing their steps across the river. I watched them for some time, and only when they were dimly outlined against the stars on the brow of the hill did I move. Then, knowing that they must be making haste to be out of the valley, I slipped from my hiding-place and made my way up the path towards the gully where we had fixed our camp.

When I reached the firelight I saw that Nikola had dismounted from his camel and had entered his own tent. I found him removing his disguise and preparing to change back into his own garments.

“We have come out of that scrape very neatly,” he said; “and I can only add, Bruce, that it is owing to your foresight and intelligence that we have done so. Had you not had the wit to try to obtain a glimpse of that man the other night, we should in all probability have been caught in a trap from which there would have been no escaping. As it is we have not only got rid of our enemy but have improved our position into the bargain. If we make as good progress in the future as we have done in the past we should be inside the monastery by tomorrow evening.”

“I hope we shall,” I answered; “but from what we have gone through of late I am induced to think that it could be wiser not to contemplate stocking our poultry-yard before we have seen that our incubator is in good forking order.”

“You are quite right, we won’t.”

Half an hour later our evening meal was served, and when it was eaten we sat round the camp fire smoking and talking, the dancing flames lighting up the rocks around us, and the great stars winking grimly down at us from overhead. The night was very still; save the grunting of the picketed donkeys, the spluttering of the flames of the fire, the occasional cry of some night bird, and once the howl of a jackal among the rocks, scarcely a sound was to be heard. It cannot be considered extraordinary, therefore, if my thoughts turned to the girl I loved. I wondered if she were thinking of me, and if so, what she imagined I was doing. Our journey to the monastery was nearly at an end. How long we should remain there when we had once got inside I had not the very vaguest notion; but, if the luck which had followed us so far still held good, we ought soon to be able to complete our errand there and return with all speed to the coast. Then, I told myself, I would seek out my darling and, with her brother’s permission, make her my wife. What I would do after that was for the Fates to decide. But of one thing I was convinced, and that was that as long as I lived I would never willingly set foot in China again.

Next morning, a little after daylight, we broke camp, packed the animals, mounted, and set off. For the first ten miles or so the track was a comparatively plain one, leading along a valley, the entrance to which was the gorge I had seen on the previous night. Then circling round the side of the mountain by a precipitous path we came out on to a long tableland, whence a lovely view could be obtained. The camel we had turned loose earlier in the day to roam the country, or to find its way back to its former owner, as might seem to it best. It was well that we did so, for at the elevation to which we had now ascended, travelling with it would have proved most difficult, if not altogether impossible. Not once but several times we had to dismount and clamber from rock to rock, making our way through ravines, and across chasms as best we could. On many occasions it looked as if it would be necessary for us to abandon even the surefooted animals we had brought with us, but in each case patience and perseverance triumphed over difficulties, and we were enabled to push on with them again.

By midday we had lost sight of the track altogether; the air had become bitterly cold, and it looked as if snow might fall at any minute. At half-past three a few flakes did descend, and by the time we found a camping-place, under an overhanging cliff, the ground was completely covered.

Being provided with plenty of warm clothing ourselves we were not so badly off, but for our poor coolies, whom nothing we had been able to say or do, before we set out, would induce to provide themselves with anything different to their ordinary attire, it was a matter of serious concern. Something had to be done for them. So choosing a hollow spot in the cliff into which we could all huddle, we collected a supply of brushwood and lit a bonfire at the mouth. Into this circle of warmth we led and picketed our donkeys, hoping to be able to keep them snug so that they should have sufficient strength left to continue their journey next day.

Every moment the snow was falling faster, and by the time we turned into our blankets it was nearly four inches deep around the camp. When we woke in the morning the whole contour of the country was changed. Where it had been bare and sterile the day before, we now had before us a plain of dazzling white. Unfortunately the intense cold had proved too much for one of our donkeys, for when we went to inspect them, we found him lying dead upon the ground. One of the smaller coolies was not in a much better state. Seeing this, Nikola immediately gave him a few drops of some liquid from that marvellous medicine-chest, without which, as I have already said, he never travelled. Whatever its constituents may have been it certainly revived the man for a time, and by the time we began our march again he was able to hobble along beside us. Within an hour of setting out, however, he was down again, and in half an hour he was dead, and we had buried him beneath the snow.

Our route now, by reason of the snow, was purely a matter of conjecture, for no track of any sort could be seen. As we could not turn back, however, and it was a dangerous matter to proceed without knowing in what direction to steer, our position might have been reckoned a fairly dangerous one. By the middle of the afternoon another of our coolies dropped, and, seeing this, Nikola decided to camp.

Choosing the most sheltered spot we could discover, we cleared away the snow and erected our tents, and, when this was done, lit a fire and picketed the remaining donkeys. The sick coolie we made as comfortable as possible with all the clothing we could spare, but the trouble was of little avail, for at nightfall he too reached the end of his journey.

By this time I must confess my own spirits had sunk down to the lowest depths. Nikola, however, was still undismayed.

“The death of these men,” he said, “is a thing much to be regretted, but we must not let it break us down altogether. What do you say if we take that fellow out and bury him in the snow at once? There is still light enough if we are quick about it.”

Having no more desire than he to spend the night in the company of the poor man’s dead body, we lifted it up and carried it out to where a great drift of snow showed some fifty paces from our tent door. Here we deposited it and went back to the camp, leaving the softly falling flakes to cover him quite as effectually as we could have done. But that evening two more unpleasant facts revealed themselves to us. Our two remaining donkeys were unable to stand the rigour of the climate any longer, and were on the verge of dying. Seeing this, Nikola left the tent again, and taking his revolver with him, put an end to their sufferings. When they dropped he cut their throats, and then returned to the tent.

“What did you do that for?” I asked, at a loss to understand his last action.

“If you want an explanation,” he said quietly, “examine the state of our larder, and then review our position. We are here on the tops of these mountains; one track is like another; where the monastery is I cannot tell you; and now, to add to our sorrows, our provisions are running short. Donkeys are not venison, but they are better than cold snow. And now you know why I shot them.”

Accordingly, next morning before we began our journey, we cut up all that was worth carrying with us of the poor beasts. It was well that we did so, for our search for the monastery was no more successful on this occasion than it had been on the previous day. To add to the hopelessness of it all I was beginning to feel ill, while the one remaining coolie staggered on after us more like a galvanized corpse than a living man.

Sometimes in my dreams I live that dreadful time over again. I see the snow-covered country with its yawning precipices, gently sloping valleys, and towering heights; I picture our weary, heart-sick trio, struggling on and on, sinking into the white shroud at every step, Nikola always in advance, myself toiling after him, and the last coolie lagging in the rear. Round us the snow whirls and eddies, and overhead some great bird soars, his pinions casting a black shadow on the otherwise speckless white. Then the dream invariably changes, and I find myself waking with a certain nameless but haunting terror upon me, for which I cannot account. But to return to my narrative.

An hour before sundown the coolie dropped, and once more we had to camp. If I live to be a hundred I shall not forget a single particular connected with that ghastly night. We were so weak by this time that it was a matter of impossibility for us to erect a tent. A drowsiness that there seemed no withstanding had laid its finger upon us. Only the coolie could keep awake, and he chattered incoherently to himself in his delirium.

“Bruce,” said Nikola about eight o’clock, coming round the fire to where I sat, “this will never do. That poor fellow over yonder will be dead in half an hour, and if you don’t mind what you are about you will soon follow suit. I’m going to set to work to keep you awake.”

So saying, this extraordinary individual produced his medicine-chest, and opened it by the fire. From inside the cover he produced a tiny draught-board and a box of men.

“May I have the pleasure of giving you a game?” he asked, as politely as if we were comparative strangers meeting in a London club. Half awake and half asleep, I nodded, and began to arrange my men. Then, when all was ready, we commenced to play, and before three moves had been executed, I had caught Nikola’s enthusiasm and was wide awake.

Whether I played it well or ill I cannot remember. I only know that Nikola worked out his plans, prepared strategies and traps for me, and not only that, but executed them, too, as if he had not a thought of anything else on his mind. Only stopping to throw wood upon the fire, and once to soothe the coolie just before he died, we played on till daylight. Then, after a hasty breakfast, we abandoned everything we had, save the medicine-chest, our few remaining provisions, and such small articles as we could stow about our persons, and started off on what we both believed must certainly prove our last march.

How strange are the workings of Fate! As we left the brow of that hill, and prepared to descend into the valley, we discerned before us, on the other side of the valley, a great stone building. It was the monastery, in search of which we had come so far and braved so much.


XIII. THE MONASTERY
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WE STOOD AND looked across the valley, hardly able to believe that we had at last arrived at the place of which we had heard so much. There it stood gaunt and lonely, on the edge of the ravine, a dark grey collection of roofs and towers, and surrounded by a lofty wall. But, though we could see it plainly enough before us, the chief question was “How were we to reach it?” The cañon, to employ an American term, stretched to right and left of us, as far as the eye could reach, in unbroken grandeur. Certainly, on the side upon which we stood, the cliff sloped enough for an experienced mountaineer to clamber down, but across the ravine it rose a sheer precipice for fully 1,500 feet, and though I examined it carefully I could not see a single place where even a goat could find a footing.

“It would take us a week to go round,” said Nikola, when he had examined it with his usual care; “and starving as we are we should be dead before we got half way.”

“Then what are we to do?”

“Climb down into the valley, I suppose. It’s Hobson’s choice.”

“It will be a terrible business,” I said.

“You will find death up here equally undesirable,” he answered. “The worst of it is, however, I don’t see how we are going to reach it when we do get down there. But as it is within the sphere of practical politics, as they say, that we may break our necks on the way down, we had better postpone further argument until we know that we have arrived at the bottom with our lives. Come along then.”

For the next ten minutes we occupied ourselves searching the cliff for the best climbing place. That once discovered we crawled over the edge and began our descent. For the first fifty yards or so it was comparatively easy work; we had nothing to do but to drop from rock to rock. Then matters became more difficult. An unbroken face of cliff, with only one small foothold in nearly forty feet, had to be negotiated. The wall at Pekin was not to be compared with it for difficulty, and, as I knew to my cost, I had found that quite difficult enough. How we were to manage this seemed to me incomprehensible. But as usual Nikola was equal to the occasion.

“Take off your coat,” he said, “and give it to me.”

I did as he ordered me, whereupon he divested himself of his own, and then tied the sleeves of the two garments together. This done we crawled along to the opposite end of the ledge, where grew one of the stunted trees which provided the only show of vegetation to be seen along the whole face of the cliff, and tied the end of the rope he had thus made, to a long and thick root which had straggled over the face of the cliff in the hope of finding a holding place. Thus we obtained an additional three feet, making in all nearly fifteen feet, which, when we had added our own length, should carry us down to the ledge with a foot to spare.

As soon as these preparations were completed, we tossed up (strange relic of civilization!) for the honour of going first and testing its strength, and, of course, the position fell to Nikola, whom Fate willed should be first in everything. Before setting off he carefully examined the strap by which his treasured medicine-chest was fastened round his neck, then with a nod of farewell to me knelt down upon the edge of the cliff, took the rope in his hands and began his descent. I have spent more enjoyable moments in my life than watching the strain upon that root. Of the coats themselves I had little fear; they were of the best silk, and, save where the sleeves joined the body, were woven in one piece. However the root held, and presently I heard Nikola calling to me to follow him. Not without a feeling of trepidation I lowered myself and went down hand over hand. Though the rope was a comparatively short one, it seemed centuries before I was anywhere near Nikola. Another three feet would find me on the ledge, and I was just congratulating myself on my cleverness when there was an ominous tearing noise on the cliff top, and the next moment I was falling backwards into midair. I gave myself up for lost, but fortunately the catastrophe was not as serious as it might have been, for with that presence of mind which never deserted him Nikola braced himself against the wall and clutched the rope as it slid by. The result of his action was that the force of my fall was broken, and instead of falling on to the little plateau below, and probably breaking my neck, or at least an arm or leg, I swung against the cliff and then slipped easily to the ground.

“Are you hurt?” cried Nikola from his perch above.

“More frightened than hurt,” I replied. “Now, how are you going to get down?”

Without vouchsafing any reply Nikola turned his face to the rock, went down upon his knees once more, and then clutching at the ledge lowered himself and finally let go. He landed safely beside me, and having ascertained that his medicine-chest was uninjured, went quietly across to where our coats had fallen and disengaged them from the broken root. Then having handed me mine he donned his own and suggested that we should continue our downward journey without more ado. I believe if Nikola were to fall by accident into the pit of Tophet, and by the exercise of superhuman ingenuity succeeded in scrambling out again, he would calmly seat himself on the brink of the crater and set to work to discover of what chemical substances the scum upon his garments was composed! I can assert with truth that in the whole of my experience of him I never once saw him really disconcerted.

Our climb from the plateau to the bottom of the valley — though still sufficiently dangerous to render it necessary that we should exercise the greatest caution — was not so difficult. At last we arrived at the foot, and, having looked up at the towering heights on either side of us, began to wonder what we had better do next.

We had not long to wait, however, for it appears our arrival had been observed. The bottom of the valley was covered with soft turf, dotted here and there with enormous rocks. We had just arranged to proceed in a westerly direction, and were in the act of setting out, when our ears were assailed by a curious noise. It was more like the sound of a badly blown Alpine horn than anything else, and seemed to be echoed from side to side of the path. Then a voice coming from somewhere close to us, but whence we could not tell, said slowly:

“Who are ye who thus approach the dwelling in the cliff?”

“I am he whom ye have been told to expect,” said Nikola.

“Welcome!” said the same passionless voice. Then, after a pause: “Go forward to yonder open space and wait.”

All the time that the voice was speaking I had been carefully listening in the hope of being able to discover whence it came, but my exertions were useless. One moment it seemed to sound from my right, the next from my left. It had also a quaint metallic ring that made it still more difficult to detect its origin. To properly explain my meaning, I might say that it was like the echo of a voice the original of which could not be heard. The effect produced was most peculiar.

When the voice had finished Nikola moved forward in the direction indicated, and I followed him.

Arriving at the place, we stood in the centre of the open space and waited. For nearly ten minutes we looked about us wondering what would happen next. There was nothing to be seen in the valley save the green grass and the big rocks, and nothing to be heard but the icy wind sighing through the grass and the occasional note of a bird. Then from among the rocks to our right appeared one of the most extraordinary figures I have ever seen in my life. He was little more than three feet in height, his shoulders were abnormally broad, his legs bowed so that he could only walk on the sides of his feet, while his head was so big as to be out of all proportion to his body. He was attired in Chinese dress, even to the extent of a pigtail and a little round hat. Waddling towards us he said in a shrill falsetto:

“Will your Excellencies be honourably pleased to follow me?”

Thereupon he turned upon his heel and preceded us up the valley for nearly a hundred yards. Then, wheeling round to see that we were close behind him, he marched towards what looked like a hole in the cliff and disappeared within. We followed to find him standing in a large cave, bowing on the sand as if in welcome. On either side in rows were at least a dozen dwarfs, dressed in exactly the same fashion, and every one as small and ugly as himself. They held torches in their hands, and as soon as they saw that we were following, they set off up the cave, headed by the little fellow who had come to meet us.

When we had penetrated into what seemed the bowels of the earth, we left the narrow passage and found ourselves confronted by a broad stone staircase which wound upwards in spiral form. The procession of dwarfs again preceded us, still without noise. It was a weird performance, and had it not been for the reek of the torches, and the fluttering of bats’ wings as the brutes were disturbed by the flames and smoke, I should have been inclined to imagine it part of some extraordinary dream; indeed, more than once I felt an impulse to touch the stone wall in order to convince myself by its rough surface that I really was awake. I could see that Nikola was fully alive to all that was passing, and I noticed that he had adopted a demeanour consistent with the aged and important position he was supposed to be filling. Up and up the stairs wound, twisting and twining this way and that, till it almost made me giddy trying to remember how far we had come; indeed, my legs were nearly giving way under me, when we came to a halt before a large door at the top of the stairs. This was thrown open, and our party filed through. From the level of the doorway a dozen more steps conducted us to the floor above, and here we came to a second stop. On looking about us we discovered that we were in an enormous hall of almost cathedral proportions. The raftered roof towered up for more than a hundred feet above our heads; to right and left were arches of strange design, while at the further end was an exquisite window, the glass of which was stained blood-red. The whole place was wrapt in semi-darkness, and though it had the appearance of a place of worship, I could distinguish no altar or anything to signify that it was used for sacred purposes.

As we reached the top the dwarf, who had met us in the valley and headed the procession up the stairs, signed to his followers to fall back on either hand and then led the way to a small square of masonry at the top of two steps and placed in the centre of the hall. Arriving there, he signed to us to take up our positions upon it, and himself mounted guard beside us.

For fully ten minutes we remained standing there, looking towards the blood-red window, and waiting for what would happen next. The silence was most unpleasant, and I had to exercise all my powers of self-control to prevent myself from allowing some sign of nervousness to escape me.

Then, without any warning, a sound of softest music greeted our ears, which gradually rose from the faintest pianissimo to the crashing chords of a barbaric march. It continued for nearly five minutes, until two doors, one on either side of what might be termed the chancel, opened, and a procession of men passed out. I call them men for the reason that I have no right to presume that they were anything else, but there was nothing in their appearance to support that theory. Each was attired in a long, black gown which reached to his feet, his hands were hidden in enormous sleeves, and his head was wrapped in a thick veil, thrown back to cover the poll and shoulders, with two round holes left for the eyes.

One after another they filed out and took up their positions in regular order on either side of us, all facing towards the window.

When the last had entered, and the doors were closed again, service commenced. The semi-darkness, through which the great red window glared like an evil eye, the rows of weird, black figures, the mysterious wailing chant and the recollection of the extraordinary character I had heard given to the place and its inmates, only increased the feeling of awe that possessed me.

When for nearly a quarter of an hour the monks had knelt at their devotions, the muffled notes of a great bell broke upon our ears. Then with one accord they rose to their feet again and filed solemnly out by the doors through which they had entered. When the last had disappeared we were left alone again in the same unearthly silence.

“What on earth does all this mean?” said Nikola in a whisper. “Why doesn’t somebody come out to receive us?”

“There is a charnel-house air about the place,” I answered, “that is the very reverse of pleasant.”

“Hush!” said Nikola; “some one is coming.”

As he spoke, a curtain in the chancel was drawn aside, and a man, dressed in the same fashion as those we had seen at their devotions a few minutes since, came down the steps towards us. When he reached the dais upon which we stood, he bowed, and beckoned to us with his finger to follow him. This we did, up the steps by which he had descended, and past the curtain. Here we found another flight of steps leading to a long corridor, on either side of which were many small cells. The only light obtainable came from the torch which our guide had taken from a bracket on leaving the chancel and now carried in his hand.

Without stopping, the monk led us along the whole length of the corridor, then turned to his right hand, descended three more steps, and having drawn back another curtain, beckoned to us to pass him into a narrow but lofty room. It was plainly furnished with a table, a couple of stools, and a rough bed, and was lighted by a narrow slit in the wall about three inches wide by twenty-five deep.

When we were both inside, our guide turned, and, approaching me, pointed first to myself and then to the room, as if signifying that this was for my use, then taking Nikola by the arm, he led him through another doorway in the corner to an inner apartment, which was evidently designed for his occupation. Presently he emerged again by himself, and went out still without speaking a word. A moment later Nikola appeared at his doorway and invited me to inspect his abode. It was like mine in every particular, even to the bracket for a torch upon the wall.

“We are fairly inside now,” said Nikola, “and we shall either find out what we want to know within a very short space of time, or be sent to explore the mysteries of another world.”

“It’s within the bounds of possibility that we shall do both,” I answered.

“One thing, Bruce, before we go any further,” he said, not heeding my remark, “you must remember that this place is not like an ordinary Shamanist or Buddhist monastery where things are carried on slipshod fashion. Here every man practises the most rigid self-denial possible, and, among other things, I have no doubt the meals will prove inadequate. We shall have to reconcile ourselves to many peculiar customs, and all the time we must keep our eyes wide open so that we may make the most of every chance that offers.”

“I don’t mind the customs,” I answered, “but I am sorry to hear about the meals, for to tell you the honest truth, at the present moment I am simply starving.”

“It can’t be helped,” replied Nikola. “Even if we don’t get anything till to-morrow evening we shall have to grin and bear it.”

I groaned and went back to my room. It must have been nearly midday by this time, and we had eaten nothing since daybreak. I seated myself on my bed, and tried to reconcile myself to our position. I thought for some time, then a fit of drowsiness came over me, and before very long I was fast asleep.

For nearly two hours I must have remained unconscious of what was going on around me. When I woke my hunger was even greater than before. I rose from my bed, and went in to look at Nikola, only to find that extraordinary man occupied in his favourite way — working out abstruse problems on the floor. I did not disturb him, but returned to my own apartment, and fell to pacing the floor like a caged beast. I told myself that if I did not get a meal very soon I should do something desperate.

My hunger, however, was destined to be appeased before long. Just about sundown I heard the noise of footsteps in the corridor, and presently a bare-footed monk, dressed all in black, and wearing the same terrifying head-dress we had first seen in the great hall, made his appearance, carrying a large bowl in his hands. This he conveyed through my room and placed on Nikola’s table.

When he entered, he found the latter upon his knees engaged in his devotions, and I began to reproach myself for having allowed him to catch me doing anything else.

The man had hardly left again, indeed, the sound of his footsteps had not died away on the stone steps, before I was in the inner room.

“Dinner is served,” said Nikola, and went across to the bowl upon the table. To my dismay it contained little more than a pint of the thinnest soup mortal man ever set eyes on. In this ungenerous fluid floated a few grains of rice, but anything more substantial there was none. There was neither spoon nor bread, so how we were to drink it, unless we tilted the bowl up and poured it down our throats, I could not imagine. However, Nikola solved the difficulty by taking from his medicine-chest a small travelling cup, which he placed in my hand. Thereupon I set to work. Seeing that Nikola himself took scarcely more than a cupful, I remonstrated with him, but in vain. He said he did not want it, and that settled the matter. I accordingly finished what remained, and when I had done so felt as hungry as ever. If this were to be the fare of the monastery, I argued, by the time we left it, if leave it we did, I should be reduced to a skeleton.

When I had finished my meal, the long streak of light which had been under the window when we arrived, and had gradually crossed the floor, was now some feet up the opposite wall. A little later it vanished altogether. The room was soon in total darkness, and I can assure you my spirits were none of the best. I returned to Nikola’s apartment not in the most cheerful of humours.

“This is very pleasant,” I said ironically. “Are they never going to receive us properly?”

“All in good time,” he answered quietly. “We shall have enough excitement to last us a lifetime presently, and I don’t doubt that we shall be in some danger too.”

“I don’t mind the danger,” I said; “it is this awful waiting that harasses my nerves.”

“Well, you won’t have long to wait. If I mistake not there is somebody coming for us now,”

“How do you know that?” I asked. “I can’t hear anybody.”

“Still they are coming,” said Nikola. “If I were you I should go back into my room and be ready to receive them when they arrive.”

I took the hint, and returned to my apartment, where I waited with all the patience I could command.

How Nikola knew that some one was coming to fetch us I cannot tell, but this much is certain, within five minutes of his having warned me I heard a man come down the steps, then a bright light appeared upon the wall, and a moment later the same dwarf who had ushered us into the monastery entered my room carrying a torch in his hand. Seeing that he desired speech with Nikola, I held up my hand to him in warning, and then, assuming an air of the deepest reverence, signed him to remain where he was while I proceeded into the inner room. Nikola was on the alert, and bade me call the man to him. This I did, and next moment the dwarf stood before him.

“I am sent, oh stranger,” said the latter, “to summon thee to an audience with the Great Ones of the Mountains.”

“I am prepared,” said Nikola solemnly. “Let us go.”

Thereupon the dwarf turned himself about and led the way out into the corridor. I had no desire to be left behind, so I followed close at Nikola’s heels.

We ascended first a long flight of steps, threaded the same corridor by which we had entered, mounted another flight of stairs, crossed a large hall, and finally reached a small ante-chamber. Here we were told to wait while the dwarf passed through a curtain and spoke to some one within. When he emerged again he drew back the covering of the doorway and signed to us to enter. We complied with his request, to discover a rather larger apartment, which was guarded by a monk in the usual dress. He received us with a bow, and also without speaking, conducted us to another room, the door of which was guarded by yet another monk.

All this had a most depressing effect upon my nerves, and by the time we reached the last monk I was ready to jump away from my own shadow. I make these confessions, in the first place, because having set my hand to the tale, I think I have no right to withhold anything connected with my adventures, and in the second, because I don’t want to pose as a more courageous man than I really was. I have faced danger as many times as most men, and I don’t think my worst enemy could accuse me of cowardice, but I feel bound to confess that on this occasion I was nervous. And who would not have been?

On reaching the last ante-room Nikola passed in ahead of me, without looking to right or left, his head bent, and his whole attitude suggestive of the deepest piety. Here we were told to wait. The monk disappeared, and for nearly five minutes did not put in an appearance again. When he did he pointed to a door on the opposite side of the apartment, and requested that we would lose no time in entering.

We complied with his request to find ourselves in a large room, the hangings of which were all of the deepest black. By the light of the torches, fixed in brackets on the walls, we could distinguish two men seated in quaintly carved chairs on a sort of dais at the further end. They were dressed after the same fashion as the monks, and for this reason it was quite impossible to discover whether they were young or old. As soon as we got inside I came stiffly to attention alongside the door, while Nikola advanced and stood before the silent couple on the dais. For some moments no one spoke. Then the man on the right rose, and turning towards Nikola said:

“Who are ye, and by what right do ye thus brave our solitude?”

“I am He of Hankow, of whom thou hast been informed,” answered Nikola humbly, with a low reverence. “And I have come because thou didst command.”

“What proof have we of that?” inquired the first speaker.

“There is the letter sent forward by your messenger from the High Priest of the Llamaserai in Pekin, saying that I was coming,” replied Nikola, “and I have this symbol that ye sent to me.”

Here he exhibited the stick he had procured from Wetherell, and held it up that the other might see.

“And if this be true, what business have ye with us?”

“I am here that I may do the bidding of the living and of the dead.”

“It is well,” said the first speaker and sat down again.

For five minutes or so there was another silence, during which no one spoke, and no one moved. I stood on one side of the door, the monk who had admitted us on the other; Nikola was before the dais, and on it, rigid and motionless, the two black figures I have before described. When the silence had lasted the time I have mentioned I began to feel that if some one did not speak soon I should have to do so myself. The suspense was terrible, and yet Nikola stood firm, never moving a muscle or showing a sign of embarrassment.

Then the man who had not yet spoken said quietly:

“Hast thou prepared thyself for the office that awaits thee?”

“If it should fall out as ye intend,” said Nikola, “I am prepared.”

“Art thou certain that thou hast no fear?”

“Of that I am certain,” he replied.

“And what knowledge hast thou of such things as will pertain to thy office?” To my surprise Nikola answered humbly:

“I have no knowledge, but as thou knowest I have given my mind to the study of many things which are usually hid from the brain of man.”

“It is well,” answered this second man, after the manner of the first.

There was another silence, and then the man who had first addressed Nikola said with an air of authority:

“To-morrow night we will test thy knowledge and thy courage. For the present prepare thyself and wait.”

Thereupon the monk at the doorway beckoned to Nikola to follow him. He did so, and I passed out of the room at his heels. Then we were conducted back to our cells and left alone for the night.

As soon as our guide had departed I went in to Nikola.

“What do you think of our interview?” I inquired.

“That its successor to-morrow evening will prove of some real importance to us,” he answered. “Our adventure begins to grow interesting.”

“But are you prepared for all the questions they will ask?”

“I cannot say,” said Nikola. “I am remembering what I have been taught and leaving the rest to Fate. The luck which has attended us hitherto ought surely to carry us on to the end.”

“Well, let us hope nothing will go wrong,” I continued. “But I must confess I am not happy. I have seen more cheerful places than this monastery, and as far as diet is concerned, commend me to the cheapest Whitechapel restaurant.”

“Help me through to the end, and you shall live in luxury for the rest of your days.”

We talked for a little while and then retired to bed. For one day we had surely had enough excitement!

Next day we rose early, breakfasted on a small portion of rice, received no visitors, and did not leave our rooms all day. Only the monk who had brought us our food on the previous evening visited us, and, as on that occasion, he had nothing to say for himself. Our evening meal was served at sundown, and consisted of the same meagre soup as before. Then darkness fell, and about the same time as on the previous evening the dwarf appeared to conduct us to the rendezvous.


XIV. AN ORDEAL
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WHEN WE LEFT our rooms on this occasion we turned to the right hand instead of to the left, and proceeded to a long corridor running below that in which our cells were situated. Whereabouts in the monastery this particular passage was placed, and how its bearings lay with regard to the staircase by which we had ascended from the valley on the previous day, I could not discover. Like all the others, however, it was innocent of daylight, but was lighted by enormous torches, which again were upheld by iron brackets driven into the walls. Once during our march an opportunity was vouchsafed me of examining these walls for myself, when to my astonishment I discovered that they were not hewn out of the rock as I had supposed, but were built of dressed stone of a description, remarkably resembling granite. This being so, I realized, for the first time, that the cells and the corridors were built by human hands, but how long it could have taken the builders to complete such an enormous task was a calculation altogether beyond my powers. But to return to my narrative.

From the corridor just described we passed down another flight of steps, then across a narrow landing, after which came another staircase. As we reached it our ears were assailed by a noise resembling distant thunder.

“What sound is that?” asked Nikola of our guide.

The dwarf did not answer in words, but, leading us along a side passage, held his torch above his head, and bade us look.

For a moment the dancing flame prevented us from seeing anything. Then our eyes became accustomed to the light, and to our amazement we discovered that we were standing on the very brink of an enormous precipice. In the abyss, the wind, which must have come in through some passage from the open air, tore and shrieked with a most dismal noise, while across the way, not more than twelve yards distant, fell the waters of a magnificent cataract. Picture to yourself that great volume of water crashing and roaring down through the darkness into the very bowels of the earth. The fall must have been tremendous, for no spray came up to us. All we could see was a mass of black water rushing past us. We stood and looked, open-mouthed, and when our wonder and curiosity were satisfied as much as it ever would be, turned and followed our guide back to the place where we had been standing when we had first heard the noise. At the other end of this corridor or landing, whichever you may please to term it, was a large stone archway, resembling a tunnel more than anything else, and at its mouth stood a monk. The dwarf went forward to him and said something in a low voice, whereupon he took a torch from the wall at his side and signed to us to follow him. The dwarf returned to the higher regions, while we plunged deeper still below the surface of the earth. Whether we were really as far down as we imagined, or whether the dampness was caused by some leakage from the cataract we had just seen, I cannot say; at any rate, the walls and floors were all streaming wet.

The passage, or tunnel, as I have more fittingly termed it, was a long one, measuring at least fifty feet from entrance to exit. When we had passed through it we stood in the biggest cave I have yet had the good fortune to behold; indeed, so large was it that in the half-dark it was with the utmost difficulty I could see the other side. Our guide led us across the first transept into the main aisle and then left us. No sign of furniture of any kind — either stool, altar, or dais — was to be seen, and as far as we could judge there was not a living soul within call. The only sound to be heard was the faint dripping of water, which seemed to come from every part of the cave.

“This is eerie enough to suit any one,” I whispered to Nikola. “I hope the performance will soon commence.”

“Hush!” he said. “Be careful what you say, for you don’t know who may overhear you.”

He had hardly spoken before the first mysterious incident of the evening occurred. We were standing facing that part of the cavern which had been on our right when we entered. The light was better in that particular spot than anywhere else, and I am prepared to swear that at that instant, to the best of my belief, there was not a human being between ourselves and the wall. Yet as we looked a shadow seemed to rise out of the ground before us; it came closer, and as it came it took human shape. The trick was a clever one and its working puzzles me to this day. Of course the man may have made his appearance from behind a pillar, specially arranged for the purpose, or he may have risen from a trap-door in the floor, though personally I consider both these things unlikely; the fact however remains, come he did.

“By your own desire, and of no force applied by human beings,” he said, addressing Nikola, “thou art here asking that the wisdom of our order may be revealed to thee. There is still time to draw back if thou wouldst.”

“I have no desire to draw back,” Nikola answered firmly.

“So be it,” said the man. “Then follow me.”

Nikola moved forward, and I was about to accompany him when the man ahead of us turned, and pointing to me said: “Come no farther! It is not meet that thou shouldst see what is now to be revealed.”

Nikola faced me and said quietly, “Remain.”

Having given this order he followed the other along the cave and presently disappeared from my sight.

For some minutes I stood where they had left me, listening to the dripping of the water in the distant parts of the cave, watching the bats as they flitted swiftly up and down the gloomy aisles, and wondering into what mysteries Nikola was about to be initiated. The silence was most oppressive, and every moment that I waited it seemed to be growing worse. To say that I was disappointed at being thus shelved at the most important point in our adventure would scarcely express my feelings. Besides, I wanted to be at Nikola’s right hand should any trouble occur.

As I waited the desire to know more of what he was doing grew upon me. I felt that come what might I must be present at the interview to which he had been summoned. No one, I argued, would be any the wiser, and even if by chance they should discover that I had followed them, I felt I could trust to my own impudence and powers of invention to explain my presence there. My mind was no sooner made up than I set off down the cave in the direction in which they had disappeared. Arriving at the further end I discovered another small passage, from which led still another flight of steps. Softly I picked my way down them, at the same time trying to reason out in my own mind how deep in the mountain we were, but as usual I could come to no satisfactory conclusion.

When I arrived at the bottom of the steps, I stood in a peculiar sort of crypt, supported by pillars, and surrounded on all sides by tiers of niches, or shelves, cut, after the fashion of the Roman catacombs, in the solid rock. This dismal place was lighted by three torches, and by their assistance I was able to discern in each niche a swaddled-up human figure. Not without a feeling of awe I left the steps by which I had descended and began to hunt about among the pillars for a doorway through which I might pass into the room below, where Nikola was engaged with the Great Ones of the Mountains. But though I searched for upwards of ten minutes, not a sign of any such entrance could I discover. I was now in a curious position. I had left my station in the larger cave and, in spite of orders to the contrary, had followed to witness what was not intended for my eyes; in that case, supposing the door at the top were shut, and I could find no other exit, I should be caught like a rat in a trap. To make matters worse, I should have disobeyed the strict command of the man who had summoned Nikola, and I should also have incurred the blame of Nikola himself. Remembering how rigorously he had dealt with those who had offended him before, I resolved in my own mind to turn back while I had the chance. But just as I was about to do so, something curious about the base of one of the pillars, to the right of where I stood, caught my eye. It was either a crack magnified by the uncertain light of the torches, or it was a doorway cleverly constructed in the stonework, and which had been improperly closed. I approached it, and, inserting the blade of my knife, pulled. It opened immediately, revealing the fact that the entire pillar was hollow, and what was more important to me, that it contained a short wooden ladder which led down into yet another crypt.

In an instant my resolution to return to the upper cave was forgotten. An opportunity of discovering their business was presented to me, and come what might I was going to make the most of it. Pulling the door open to its full extent I crept in and went softly down the ladder. By the time I reached the bottom I was in total darkness. For a moment I was at a loss to understand the reason of this, as I could plainly hear voices; but by dint of feeling I discovered that the place in which I stood was a sort of ante-chamber to a room beyond, the door of which was only partially shut. My sandals made no noise on the stone floor, and I was therefore able to creep up to the entrance of the inner room without exciting attention. What a sight it was that met my eyes!

The apartment itself was not more than fifty feet long by thirty wide. But instead of being like all the other places through which I had passed, an ordinary cave, this one was floored and wainscotted with woodwork now black with age. How high it was I could not guess, for the walls went up and up until I lost them in the darkness. Of furniture the room boasted but little; there was, however, a long and queer-shaped table at the further end, another near the door, and a tripod brazier on the left-hand side. The latter contained a mass of live coal, and, as there was some sort of forced draught behind it, it roared like a blacksmith’s forge.

Nikola, when I entered, was holding what looked like a phial in his left hand. The black-hooded men I had expected to find there I could not see, but standing by his side were two dressed in a totally different fashion.

The taller of the pair was a middle-aged man, almost bald, boasting a pleasant, but slightly Semitic cast of countenance, and wearing a short black beard. His companion, evidently the chief, differed from him in almost every particular. To begin with, he was the oldest man I have ever seen in my life able to move about. He was small and shrivelled almost beyond belief, his skin was as yellow as parchment, and his bones, whenever he moved, looked as if they must certainly cut through their coverings. His countenance bore unmistakable traces of having once been extremely handsome, and was now full of intellectual beauty; at the same time, however, I could not help feeling certain that it was not the face of an Asiatic. Like his companion, he also wore a beard, but in his case it was long and snow-white, which added materially to his venerable appearance.

“My son,” he was saying, addressing himself to Nikola, “hitherto thou hast seen the extent to which the particular powers of which we have been speaking can be cultivated by a life of continual prayer and self-denial. Now thou wilt learn to what extent our sect has benefited by earthly wisdom. Remember always that from time immemorial there have been those among us who have given up their lives to the study of the frailties and imperfections of this human frame. The wonders of medicine and all the arts of healing have come down to us from years that date from before the apotheosis of the ever-blessed Buddha. Day and night, generation after generation, century after century in these caves those of our faith have been studying and adding to the knowledge which our forefathers possessed. Remote as we are from it, every fresh discovery of the Western or Eastern world is known to us, and to the implements with which our forefathers worked we have added everything helpful that man has invented since. In the whole world there are none who hold the secret of life and death in their hands as we do. Wouldst thou have an example? There is a case at present in the monastery.”

As he spoke he struck a gong hanging upon the wall, and almost before the sound had died away a monk appeared to answer it. The old fellow said something to him, and immediately he retired by the way he had come. Five minutes later he reappeared, followed by another monk. Between them they bore a stretcher, on which lay a human figure. The old man signed to them to place him in the centre of the room, which they did, and retired.

As soon as they had departed Nikola was invited to examine the person upon the stretcher. He did so, almost forgetting, in his excitement, his role of an old man.

For nearly five minutes he bent over the patient, who lay like a log, then he rose and turned to his companions.

“A complete case of paralysis,” he said.

“You are assured in your own mind that it is complete?” inquired the old man.

“Perfectly assured,” said Nikola.

“Then pay heed, for you are about to witness the power which the wisdom of all the ages has given us.”

Turning to his companion he took from his hand a small iron ladle. This he placed upon the brazier, pouring into it about a tablespoonful of the mixture contained in the phial, which, when I first looked, Nikola had been holding in his hand. As the ladle became heated, the liquid, whatever it may have been, threw off a tiny vapour, the smell of which reminded me somewhat of a mixture of sandal-wood and camphor.

By the time this potion was ready for use the second man had divested the patient of his garments. What remained of the medicine was thereupon forced into his mouth, that and his nostrils were bound up, and after he had lost consciousness, which he did in less than a minute, he was anointed from head to toe with some penetrating unguent. Just as the liquid, when heating on the brazier, had done, this ointment threw off a vapour, which hung about the body, rising into the air to the height of about three inches. For something like five minutes this exhalation continued, then it began to die away, and as soon as it had done so the unguent was again applied, after which the two men kneaded the body in somewhat the same fashion as that adopted by masseurs. So far the colour of the man’s skin had been a sort of zinc white, now it gradually assumed the appearance of that of a healthy man. Once more the massage treatment was begun, and when it was finished the limbs began to twitch in a spasmodic fashion. At the end of half an hour the bandage was removed from the mouth and nostrils, also the plugs from the ears, and the man, who had hitherto lain like one asleep, opened his eyes.

“Move thy arms,” said the old man with an air of command.

The patient promptly did as he was commanded.

“Bend thy legs.”

He complied with the order.

“Stand upon thy feet.”

He rose from the stretcher and stood before them, apparently as strong and hearty a man as one could wish to see.

“To-morrow this treatment shall be repeated, and the day following thou shalt be cured. Now go and give thanks,” said the old man with impressive sternness. Then turning to Nikola, he continued — 

“Thou hast seen our powers. Could any man in the world without these walls do as much?”

“Nay, they are ignorant as earthworms,” said Nikola. “But I praise Buddha for the man’s relief.”

“Praise to whom praise is due,” answered the old fellow. “And now, having seen so much, it is fitting that thou shouldst go further, and to do so it is necessary that we put aside the curtain that divides man’s life from death. Art thou afraid?”

“Nay,” said Nikola, “I have no fear.”

“It is well said,” remarked the elder man, and again he struck the gong.

The monk having appeared in answer he gave him an order and the man immediately withdrew. When he returned, he and his companion brought with them another stretcher, upon which was placed the dead body of a man. The monk having withdrawn the old priest said to Nikola — 

“Gaze upon this person, my son; his earthly pilgrimage is over; he died of old age to-day. He was one of our lay brethren, and a devout and holy man. It is meet that he should conduct thee, of whose piety we have heard so much, into our great inner land of knowledge. Examine him for thyself, and be sure that the spirit of life has really passed out of him.”

Nikola bent over the bier and did as he was requested. At the end of his examination he said quietly — 

“It is even as thou sayest; the brother’s life is departed from him.”

“Thou art convinced of the truth of thy words?” inquired the second man.

“I am convinced,” said Nikola.

“Then I will once more show thee what our science can do.”

With the assistance of his colleague he brought what looked like a large electric battery and placed it at the dead man’s feet. The priest connected certain wires with the body, and, having taken a handle in either hand, placed himself in position, and shut his eyes. Though I craned my head round to see, I could not tell what he did. But this much is certain, after a few moments he swayed himself backwards and forwards, seemed to breathe with difficulty, and finally became almost rigid. Then came a long pause, lasting perhaps three minutes, at the end of which time he opened his eyes, raised his right arm, and pointed with his forefinger at the dead man’s face. As he did so, to my horror, I saw the eyes open! Again he seemed to pray, then he pointed at the right arm, whereupon the dead man lifted it and folded it upon his breast, then at his left, which followed suit. When both the white hands were in this position he turned to Nikola and said — 

“Is there aught in thy learning can give thee the power to do that?”

“There is nothing,” said Nikola, who I could see was as much amazed as I was.

“But our power does not end there,” said the old man.

“Oh, wonderful father! what further canst thou teach me?” asked Nikola. The man did not answer, but again closed his eyes for a few moments. Then, still holding the handles but pointing them towards the dead man, he cried in a loud voice — 

“Ye who are dead, arise!”

And then — but I do not expect you will believe me when I tell it — that man who had been ten hours dead, rose little by little from his bier and at last stood before us. I continued to watch what happened. I saw Nikola start forward as if carried out of himself. I saw the second man extend his arm to hold him back, and then the corpse fell in a heap upon the floor. The two men instantly sprang forward, lifted it up, and placed it upon the stretcher again.

“Art thou satisfied?” inquired the old man.

“I am filled with wonder. Is it possible that I can see more?” said Nikola.

“Thou wouldst see more?” asked the chief of the Two in a sepulchral tone. “Then, as a last proof of our power, before thou takest upon thee the final vows of our order, when all our secrets must be revealed to thee, thou shalt penetrate the Land of Shadows, and see, as far as is possible for human eyes, the dead leaders of our order, of all ages, stand before you.”

With that he took from a bag hanging round his waist a handful of what looked like dried herbs. These he threw upon the fire, and almost instantly the room was filled with a dense smoke. For some few seconds I could distinguish nothing, then it drew slowly off, and little by little I seemed to see with an extraordinary clearness. Whether it was that I was hypnotized, and fancied I saw what I am about to describe, or whether it really happened as I say, I shall never know. One thing, however, is certain — the room was filled with the shadowy figures of men. They were of all ages, and apparently of all nations. Some were Chinese, some were Cingalese, some were Thibetans, while one or two were certainly Aryans, and for all I knew to the contrary, might have been English. The room was filled with them, but there was something plainly unsubstantial about them. They moved to and fro without sound, yet with regular movements. I watched them, and as I watched, a terror, such as I had never known in my life before, came over me. I felt that if I did not get out of the room at once I should fall upon the floor in a fit. In this state I made my way towards the door by which I had entered, fled up the ladder, through the crypt, and then across the cave to the place where I had stood when Nikola had left me, and then fell fainting upon the floor.

How long I remained in this swoon I cannot tell, but when I came to myself again I was still alone.

It must have been quite an hour later when Nikola joined me. The monk who had brought us into the hall accompanied him, and led us towards the tunnel. There the dwarf received us and conducted us back to our apartments.

Once there, Nikola, without vouchsafing me a word, retired into the inner room. I was too dazed, and, I will confess, too frightened by what I had seen to feel equal to interviewing him, so I left him alone.

Presently, however, he came into my room, and crossing to where I sat on my bed, placed his hand kindly upon my shoulder. I looked up into his face, which was paler than I had ever seen it before.

“Bruce,” he said, not without a little touch of regret in his voice, “how was it that you did not do what you were told?”

“It was my cursed curiosity,” I said bitterly. “But do not think I am not sorry. I would give all I possess in the world not to have seen what I saw in that room.”

“But you have seen, and nothing will ever take away that knowledge from you. You will carry it with you to the grave.”

“The grave,” I answered bitterly. “What hope is there even in the grave after what we have seen tonight? Oh, for Heaven’s sake, Nikola, let us get out of this place to-night if possible.”

“So you are afraid, are you?” he answered with a strange expression on his face. “I did not think you would turn coward, Bruce.”

“In this I am a coward,” I answered. “Give me something to do, something human to fight, some tangible danger to face, and I am your man! But I am not fit to fight against the invisible.”

“Come, come, cheer up!” said Nikola. “Things are progressing splendidly with us. Our identity has not been questioned; we have been received by the heads of the sect as the people we pretend to be, and tomorrow I am to be raised to the rank of one of the Three. The remaining secrets will then be revealed to me, and when I have discovered all I want to know, we will go back to civilization once more. Think of what I may have achieved by this time to-morrow. I tell you, Bruce, such an opportunity might never come to a Western man again. It will be invaluable to me. Think of this, and then it will help your pluck to go through with it to the end!”

“If I am not asked to see such things as I saw tonight, it may,” I answered, “but not unless.”

“You must do me the credit to remember you were not asked to see them.”

“I know that, and I have paid severely for my disobedience.”

“Then let us say no more about it. Remember, Bruce, I trust you.”

“You need have no fear,” I said, after a pause, lasting a few moments. “Even if I could get out of it, for your sake I would go through with it, come what might.”

“I thank you for that assurance. Good-night.”

So saying, Nikola retired to his room, and I laid myself down upon my bed, but, you may be sure, it was not to sleep.


XV. HOW NIKOLA WAS INSTALLED
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AS SOON AS I woke next morning I went into Nikola’s room. To my surprise he was not there. Nor did he put in an appearance until nearly an hour later. When he did, I could see that he was completely exhausted, though he tried hard not to show it.

“What have you been doing?” I asked, meeting him on the threshold with a question.

“Qualifying myself for my position by being initiated into more mysteries,” he answered. “Bruce, if you could have seen all that I have done since midnight tonight, I verily believe it would be impossible for you ever to be a happy man again. When I tell you that what I have witnessed has even frightened me, you will realize something of what I mean.”

“What have you seen?”

“I have been shown the flesh on the mummified bodies of men who died nearly a thousand years ago made soft and healthy as that of a little child; I have seen such surgery as the greatest operator in Europe would consider impossible; I have been shown a new anaesthetic that does not deprive the patient of his senses, and yet renders him impervious to pain; and I have seen other things, such that I dare not describe them even to you.”

“And you were not tempted to draw back?”

“Only once,” answered Nikola candidly. “For nearly a minute, I will confess, I hesitated, but eventually I forced myself to go on. That once accomplished, the rest was easy. But I must not stay talking here. To-day is going to be a big day with us. I shall go and lie down in order to recoup my energies. Call me if I am wanted, but otherwise do not disturb me.”

He went into the inner room, laid himself down upon his bed, and for nearly two hours slept as peacefully as a little child. The morning meal was served soon after sunrise, but I did not wake him for it; indeed, it was not until nearly midday that he made his appearance again. When he did, we discussed our position more fully, weighed the pros and cons more carefully, and speculated still further as to what the result of our adventure would be. Somehow a vague feeling of impending disaster had taken possession of me. I could not rid myself of the belief that before the day was over we should find our success in some way reversed. I told Nikola as much, but he only laughed, and uttered his usual reply to the effect that, disaster or no disaster, he was not going to give in, but would go through with it to the bitter end, whatever the upshot might be.

About two o’clock in the afternoon a dwarf put in an appearance, and intimated that Nikola’s presence was required in the great hall. He immediately left the cell, and remained away until dusk. When he returned he looked more like a ghost than a man, but even then, tired as he undoubtedly was, his iron will would not acknowledge such a thing as fatigue. Barely vouchsafing me a word he passed into the inner room, to occupy himself there until nearly eight o’clock making notes and writing up a concise account of all that he had seen. I sat on my bed watching the dancing of his torch flame upon the wall, and feeling about as miserable as it would be possible for a man to be. Why I should have been so depressed I cannot say. But it was certain that everything served to bring back to me my present position. I thought of my old English school, and wondered if I had been told then what was to happen to me in later life whether I should have believed it. I thought of Gladys, my pretty sweetheart, and asked myself if I should ever see her again; and I was just in the act of drawing the locket she had given me from beneath my robe, when my ear caught the sound of a footstep on the stones outside. Next moment the same uncanny dwarf who had summoned us on the previous evening made his appearance. Without a word he pointed to the door of the inner room. I supposed the action to signify that those in authority wished Nikola to come to them, and went in and told him so. He immediately put away his paper and pencil, and signed to me to leave his room ahead of him. The dwarf preceded us, I came next, and Nikola following me. In this fashion we made our way up one corridor and down another, ascended and descended innumerable stairs, and at last reached the tunnel of the great cavern, the same in which we had passed through such adventures on the preceding night. On this occasion the door was guarded by fully a dozen monks, who formed into two lines to let us pass.

If the cave had been bare of ornament when we visited it the previous night, it was now altogether different. Hundreds of torches flamed from brackets upon the walls, distributed their ruddy glare upon the walls and ceiling, and were reflected, as in a million diamonds, in the stalactites hanging from the roof.

At the further end of the great cavern was a large and beautifully decorated triple throne, and opposite it, but half-way down the hall, a dais covered with a rich crimson cloth bordered with heavy bullion fringe. As we entered we were greeted with the same mysterious music we had heard on the day of our arrival. It grew louder and louder until we reached the dais, and then, just as Nikola took up his place at the front, and I mine a little behind him, began to die slowly away again. When it had ceased to sound a great bell in the roof above our heads struck three. The noise it made was almost deafening. It seemed to fill the entire cave, then, like the music above mentioned, to die slowly away again. Once more the same number of strokes were repeated, and once more the sound died away. When it could no longer be heard, curtains at the further end were drawn back, and the monks commenced to file slowly in from either side, just as they had done at the first service after our arrival. There must have been nearly four hundred of them; they were all dressed in black and all wore the same peculiar head-covering I have described elsewhere.

When they had taken their places on either side of the dais upon which we stood, the curtain which covered the doorway, through which I had followed Nikola down into the subterranean chamber the night before, was drawn aside and another procession entered. First came the dwarfs, to the number of thirty, each carrying a lighted torch in his hand; following them were nearly a hundred monks, in white, swinging censers, then a dozen grey-bearded priests in black, but without the head-covering, after which the two men who were the heads of this extraordinary sect.

Reaching the throne the procession divided itself into two parts, each half taking up its position in the form of a crescent on either side. The two heads seated themselves beneath the canopy, and exactly at the moment of their doing so the great bell boomed forth again. As its echo died away all the monks who had hitherto been kneeling rose to their feet and with one accord took up the hymn of their sect. Though the music and words were barbaric in the extreme, there was something about the effect produced that stirred the heart beyond description. The hymn ceased as suddenly as it had begun, and then, from among the white-robed monks beside the throne, a man stepped forth with a paper in his hand. In a loud voice he proclaimed the fact that it had pleased the two Great Ones of the Mountains to fill the vacancy which had so long existed in the triumvirate. For that reason they had summoned to their presence a man who bore a reputation for wisdom and holiness second to none. Him they now saw before them. He had rendered good service to the Society, he had been proved to be a just man, and now it only remained for him to state whether he was willing to take upon himself the responsibilities of the office to which he had been called. Having finished his speech, the man retired to his place again. Then four of the monks in white, two from either side of the throne, walked slowly down the aisle towards Nikola, and, bidding him follow them, escorted him in procession to the room behind the curtain. While he was absent from the cave no one moved or spoke.

At the end of something like ten minutes the small procession filed out again, Nikola coming last. He was now attired in all the grand robes of his office. His tall, spare form and venerable disguise became them wonderfully well, and when he once more stood upon the dais before me I could not help thinking I had never in my life seen a more imposing figure.

Again the great bell tolled out, and when the sound had ceased, the man who had first spoken stepped forward and in a loud voice bade it be known to all present that the ex-priest of Hankow was prepared to take upon himself the duties and responsibilities of his office. As he retired to his place again two monks came forward and escorted Nikola up the centre aisle towards the triple throne. Arriving at the foot the two Great Ones threw off the veils they had hitherto been wearing, and came down to meet him. Having each extended a hand, they were about to escort him to his place when there was a commotion at the end of the hall.

In a flash, though so far the sound only consisted of excited whispering, all my forebodings rushed back upon me, and my heart seemed to stand still. The Chief of the Three dropped Nikola’s hand, and, turning to one of the monks beside him, bade him go down the hall and discover what this unseemly interruption might mean.

The man went, and was absent for some few minutes. When he returned it was to report that there was a stranger in the monastery who craved immediate speech with the Two on a matter concerning the election about to take place.

He was ordered to enter, and in a few minutes a travel-stained, soiled and bedraggled Chinaman made his appearance and humbly approached the throne. His four followers remained clustered round the door at the further end.

“Who art thou, and what is thy business here?” asked the old man in a voice that rang like a trumpet call. “Thinkest thou that thou wilt be permitted to disturb us in this unseemly fashion?”

“I humbly sue for pardon. But I have good reason, my father!” returned the man, with a reverence that nearly touched the ground.

“Let us hear it then, and be speedy. What is thy name, and whence comest thou?”

“I am the Chief Priest of the temple of Hankow, and I come asking for justice,” said the man, and as he said it a great murmur of astonishment ran through the hall. I saw Nikola step back a pace and then stand quite still. If it were the truth this man was telling we were lost beyond hope of redemption.

“Thou foolish man to come to us with so false a story!” said the elder of the Two. “Knowest thou not that the Priest of Hankow stands before thee?”

“It is false!” said the man. “I come to warn you that that man is an impostor. He is no priest, but a foreign devil who captured me and sent me out of the way while he took my place.”

“Then how didst thou get here?” asked the chief of the sect.

“I escaped,” said the man, “from among those whom he paid to keep me, and made my way to Tientsin, thence to Pekin, and so on here.”

“O my father!” said Nikola, just as quietly as if nothing unusual were happening, “wilt thou allow such a cunningly-devised tale to do me evil in thy eyes? Did I not bring with me a letter from the High Priest of the Llamaserai, making known to thee that I am he whom thou didst expect? Wilt thou then put me to shame before the world?”

The old man did not answer.

“I, too, have a letter from the High Priest,” said the new arrival eagerly. Whereupon he produced a document and handed it to the second of the Two.

“Peace! peace! We will retire and consider upon this matter,” said the old man. Then turning to the monks beside him he said sternly: “See that neither of these men escape.” After which he retired with his colleague to the inner room, whence they had appeared at the beginning of the ceremony.

In perfect silence we awaited their return, and during the time they were absent, I noticed a curious fact that I had remarked once or twice in my life before. Though all day I had been dreading the approach of some catastrophe, when it came, and I had to look it fairly in the face, all my fears vanished like mist before the sun. My nervousness left me like a discarded cloak, and so certain seemed our fate that I found I could meet it with almost a smile.

At the end of about twenty minutes there was a stir near the door, and presently the Two returned and mounted their thrones. It was the old man who spoke.

“We have considered the letters,” he said, “and in our wisdom we have concluded that it would be wisest to postpone our judgment for awhile. This matter must be further inquired into.” Then turning to Nikola, he continued: “Take off those vestments. If thou art innocent they shall be restored to thee, and thou shall wear them with honour to thyself and the respect of all our order; but if thou art guilty, prepare for death, for no human soul shall save thee.” Nikola immediately divested himself of his gorgeous robes, and handed them to the monks who stood ready to receive them.

“Thou wilt now,” said the old man, “be conducted back to the cells thou hast hitherto occupied. To-night at a later hour this matter will be considered again.”

Nikola bowed with his peculiar grace, and then came back to where I stood, after which, escorted by a double number of monks, we returned to our rooms and were left alone, not however before we had noted the fact that armed guards were placed at the gate at the top of the steps leading into the main corridor.

When I had made sure that no one was near enough to eavesdrop, I went into Nikola’s room, expecting to find him cast down by the failure of his scheme. I was about to offer him my condolences, but he stopped me by holding up his hand.

“Of course,” he said, “I regret exceedingly that our adventure should have ended like this. We must not grumble, however, for we have the satisfaction of knowing that we have played our cards like men. We have lost on the odd trick, that is all.”

“And what is the upshot of it all to be?”

“Very simple, I should say. If we don’t find a way to escape we shall pay the penalty of our rashness with our lives. I don’t know that I mind so much for myself, though I should very much like to have had an opportunity of putting into practice a few of the things I have learnt here; but I certainly do regret for your sake.”

“That is very good of you.”

“Oh, make no mistake, I am thinking of that poor little girl in Pekin who believes so implicitly in you.”

“For Heaven’s sake don’t speak of her or I shall turn coward! Are you certain that there is no way of escape?”

“To be frank with you I do not see one. You may be sure, however, that I shall use all my ingenuity to-night to make my case good, though I have no hope that I shall be successful. This man, you see, holds all the cards, and we are playing a lone hand against the bank. But there, I suppose it is no use thinking about the matter until after the trial to-night.”

The hours wore slowly on, and every moment I expected to hear the tramp of feet upon the stones outside summoning us to the investigation. They came at last, and two monks entered my room, and bade me fetch my master. When I had done so we were marched in single file up the stairs and along the corridor, this time to a higher level instead of descending as on previous occasions.

Arriving on a broad landing we were received by an armed guard of monks. One of them ordered us to follow him, and in response we passed through a doorway and entered a large room, at the end of which two people were seated at a table; behind them and on either side were rows of monks, and between guards at the further end, the man who had brought the accusation against us.

At a signal from a monk, who was evidently in command of the guard, I was separated from Nikola, and then the trial commenced.

First the newcomer recited his tale. He described how in the village of Tsan-Chu he had been met and betrayed by two men, who, having secured his person, had carried him out to sea, and imprisoned him aboard a junk. His first captors, it was understood, were Englishmen, but he was finally delivered into the care of a Chinaman, who had conveyed him to Along Bay. From this place he managed to effect his escape, and after great hardships reached Tientsin. On arrival there he made inquiries which induced him to push on to Pekin. Making his way to the Llamaserai, and being able to convince the High Priest of his identity, he had learned to his astonishment that he was being impersonated, and that the man who was filling his place had preceded him to Thibet.

On the strength of this discovery he obtained men and donkeys, and came on to the monastery as fast as he could travel.

At the end of his evidence he was closely questioned by both of the great men, but his testimony was sound and could not be shaken. Then his attendants were called up and gave their evidence, after which Nikola was invited to make his case good.

He accepted the invitation with alacrity, and, reviewing all that his rival had said, pointed out the manifest absurdities with which it abounded, ridiculed what he called its inconsistency, implored his judges not to be led away by an artfully contrived tale, and brought his remarks to a conclusion by stating, what was perfectly true, though hardly in the manner he intended, that he had no doubt at all as to their decision. A more masterly speech it would have been difficult to imagine. His keen instinct had detected the one weak spot in his enemy’s story, and his brilliant oratory helped him to make the most of it. His points told, and to my astonishment I saw that he had already influenced his judges in his favour. If only we could go on as we had begun, we might yet come successfully out of the affair. But we were reckoning without our host.

“Since thou sayest that thou art the priest of the temple of Hankow,” said the younger of the two great men, addressing Nikola, “it is certain that thou must be well acquainted with the temple. In the first hall is a tablet presented by a Taotai of the province: what is the inscription upon it?”

“‘With the gods be the decision as to what is best for man,’” said Nikola without hesitation.

I saw that the real priest was surprised beyond measure at this ready answer.

“And upon the steps that lead up to it, what is carved?”

“‘Let peace be with all men!’” said Nikola, again without stopping. The judge turned to the other man.

“There is nothing there,” he said; and my heart went down like lead.

“Now I know,” said the old man, turning to Nikola, “that you are not what you pretend. There are no steps; therefore there can be nothing written upon them.”

Then turning to the guards about him he said — 

“Convey these men back to the room whence they came. See that they be well guarded, and at daybreak to-morrow morning let them be hurled from the battlements down into the valley below.”

Nikola bowed, but said never a word. Then, escorted by our guards, we returned to our room. When we had arrived there, and the monks had left us to take up their places at the top of the steps outside, I sat myself down on my bed and covered my face with my hands. So this was what it had all come to. It was for this I had met Nikola in Shanghai; to be hurled from the battlements, the fate for which we had braved so many dangers.


XVI. A TERRIBLE EXPERIENCE
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HOUR AFTER HOUR I sat upon my bed-place, my mind completely overwhelmed by the consideration of our terrible position. We were caught like rats in a trap, and, as far as I could see, the only thing left for us to do now was to continue our resemblance to those animals by dying game. For fear lest my pluck should give way I would not think of Gladys at all, and when I found I could no longer keep my thoughts away from her, I went into the adjoining room to see what Nikola was doing. To my surprise I found him pacing quietly up and down, just as calm and collected as if he were waiting for dinner in a London drawing-room. “Well, Bruce,” he said, as I entered, “it looks as if another three hours will see the curtain rung down upon our comedy.”

“Tragedy, I should call it,” I answered bitterly.

“Isn’t it rather difficult to define where one begins and the other ends?” he asked, as if desirous of starting an argument. “Plato says — —”

“Oh, confound Piato!” I answered sharply. “What I want to know is how you are going to prevent our being put to death at daybreak.”

“I have no intention that we shall be,” said Nikola.

“But how are you going to prevent it?” I inquired.

“I have not the remotest notion,” he answered, “but all the same I do intend to prevent it. The unfortunate part of it is that we are left so much in the dark, and have no idea where the execution will take place. If that were once settled we could arrange things more definitely. However, do not bother yourself about it; go to bed and leave it to me.”

I went back into my own room and laid myself down upon my bed as he commanded. One thought followed another, and presently, however singular it may seem, I fell fast asleep. I dreamt that I was once more walking upon the wall in Pekin with my sweetheart. I saw her dear face looking up into mine and I felt the pressure of her little hand upon my arm. Then suddenly from over the parapet of the wall in front of us appeared the man who had discovered my identity in the Llamaserai; he was brandishing a knife, and I was in the act of springing forward to seize him when I felt my shoulder rudely shaken, and woke up to discover a man leaning over me.

One glance told me that it was one of the monks who had conducted us to the room, and on seeing that I was awake he signed to me to get up. By this time a second had brought Nikola from his room, and as soon as we were ready we were marched out into the corridor, where we found about a dozen men assembled.

“It seems a pity to have disturbed us so early,” said Nikola, as we fell into our places and began to march up the long passage, “especially as I was just perfecting a most admirable scheme which I feel sure would have saved us.”

“You are too late now,” I answered bitterly.

“So it would appear,” said Nikola, and strode on without further comment.

To attempt to describe to you my feelings during that march through those silent corridors, would be impossible. Indeed, I hardly like to think of it myself. What the time was I had no idea, nor could I tell to what place we were being conducted. We ascended one stair and descended another, passed through large and small caves and threaded endless corridors, till I lost all count of our direction. At last, however, we came to a halt at the foot of the smallest staircase I had yet seen in the monastery. We waited for a few moments, then ascended it and arrived at a narrow landing, at the end of which was a large door. Here our procession once more halted. Finally the doors were unbarred and thrown open, and an icy blast rushed in. Outside we could see the battlements, which were built on the sheer side of the cliff. It was broad daylight, and bitterly cold. Snow lay upon the roof-tops, but the air was transparently clear; indeed when we passed outside we could plainly distinguish the mountains across the valley where we had lost our coolies and donkeys only a week or so before.

Once in the sunshine our guides beat their torches against the wall till the flames were extinguished, and then stood at attention. From their preparations it was evident that the arrival of some person of importance was momentarily expected.

All this time my heart was beating like a wheat-flail against my ribs, and, try how I would to prevent them, my teeth were chattering in my head like castanets. As our gaolers had brought us up here it was evident we were going to be thrown over the cliff, as had been first proposed. I glanced round me to see if it would be possible to make a fight for it, but one glimpse showed me how utterly futile such an attempt would be.

While I was arguing this out in my own mind our guards had somewhat relaxed their stiffness; then they came suddenly to attention, and next moment, evidently with a signal from the other side, we were marched to a spot further along the battlements.

Here the two great men of the monastery were awaiting us, and as soon as we made our appearance they signed to our guides to bring us closer to them. The old man was the first to speak.

“Men of the West! ye have heard your sentence,” he said in a low and solemn voice. “Ye have brought it upon yourselves; have ye anything to urge why the decree should not be executed.”

I looked at Nikola, but he only shook his head. Hard as I tried I could not discover sufficient reason myself, so I followed his example.

“Then let it be so,” said the old man, who had noticed our hesitation; “there is nought to be done save to carry out the work. Prepare ye for death.”

We were then ordered to stand back, and, until I heard another commotion on the stairs, I was at a loss to understand why we were not immediately disposed of. Then a second procession of monks appeared upon the battlements escorting a third prisoner. He was a tall, burly fellow, and from the way in which he was dressed and shaved I gathered had been a monk. He made his appearance with evident reluctance, and when he arrived at the top of the steps had to be dragged up to face the Two. Their interview was short, and even more to the point than our own.

“Thou hast murdered one of thy brethren,” said the old man, still in the same sepulchral tone in which he had addressed us. “Hast thou anything to say why the sentence of death passed upon thee should not be carried into effect?”

In answer the man first blustered, then became stolid, and finally howled outright. I watched him with a curiosity which at any other time I should have deemed impossible. Then, at a signal from the old man, four stalwart monks rushed forward, and, having seized him, dragged him to the edge of the battlements. The poor wretch struggled and screamed, but he was like a child in the hands of those who held him. Closer and closer they drew to the edge. Then there was an interval of fierce struggling, a momentary pause, a wild cry, and next moment the man had disappeared over the edge, falling in a sheer drop quite fifteen hundred feet into the valley below. As he vanished from our sight my heart seemed to stand still. The poor wretch’s cry still rang in my ears, and in another minute I knew it would be our turn.

I looked up at the blue sky above our heads, across which white clouds were flying before the breeze; I looked across the valley to where the snow-capped peaks showed on the other side, then at the battlements of the monastery, and last at the crowd of black figures surrounding us. In a flash all my past life seemed to rise before my eyes. I saw myself a little boy again walking in an English garden with my pretty mother, with my play-fellows at school, at sea, on the Australian gold-fields, and so on through almost every phase of my life up to the moment of our arrival at the place where we now stood. I looked at Nikola, but his pale face showed no sign of emotion. I will stake my life that he was as cool at that awful moment as when I first saw him in Shanghai. Presently the old man came forward again.

“If ye have ought to say — any last request to make — there is still time to do it,” he said.

“I have a request to make,” answered Nikola. “Since we must die, is it not a waste of good material to cast us over that cliff? I have heard it said that my skull is an extraordinary one, while my companion here boasts such a body as I would give worlds to anatomise. I have no desire to die, as you may suppose; but if nothing will satisfy you save to kill us, pray let us die in the interests of science.”

Whether they had really intended to kill us, I cannot say, but this singular request of my companion’s did not seem to cause as much astonishment as I had expected it would do. He consulted with his colleague, and then turned to Nikola again.

“Thou art a brave man,” he said.

“One must reconcile oneself to the inevitable,” said Nikola coolly. “Have you any objection to urge?”

“We will give it consideration,” said the old man. “The lives of both of you are spared for the time being.”

Thereupon our guards were called up, and we were once more marched back to our room. Arriving there, and when the monks had departed to take up their positions at the top of the staircase as before, Nikola said: — 

“If we escape from this place, you will never be able to assert that science has done nothing for you. At least it has saved your life.”

“But if they are going to scoop your brains out and to practise their butchery on me,” I said with an attempt at jocularity I was far from feeling, “I must say I fail to see how it is going to benefit us.”

“Let me explain,” said Nikola. “If they are going to use us in the manner you describe, they cannot do so before to-morrow morning, for I happen to know that their operating room is undergoing alterations, and, as I am a conscientious surgeon myself, I should be very loath to spoil my specimens by any undue hurry. So you see we have at any rate all to-night to perfect our plan of escape.”

“But have you a plan?” I asked anxiously.

“There is one maturing somewhere in the back of my head,” said Nikola.

“And you think it will come to anything?”

“That is beyond my power to tell,” he answered; “but I will go so far as to add that the chances are in our favour.”

Nothing would induce him to say more, and presently he went back into his own room, where he began to busy himself with his precious medicine-chest, which I saw he had taken care to hide.

“My little friend,” he said, patting and fondling it as a father would do his favourite son, “I almost thought we were destined to part company; now it remains for you to save your master’s life.”

Then turning to me he bade me leave him alone, and in obedience to his wish I went back to my own room.

How we survived the anxiety of that day I cannot think; such another period of waiting I never remember. One moment I felt confident that Nikola would carry out his plan, and that we should get away to the coast in safety; the next I could not see how it could possibly succeed, the odds being so heavy against us.

Almost punctually our midday meal was served to us, then the ray of light upon the floor began to lengthen, reached the opposite wall, climbed it, and finally disappeared altogether.

About seven o’clock Nikola came in to me.

“Look here, Bruce,” he said with unusual animation, “I’ve been thinking this matter out, and I believe I’ve hit on a plan that will save us if anything can. In half an hour the monk will arrive with our last meal. He will place the bowl upon the floor over there, and will then turn his back on you while he puts his torch in the bracket upon the wall yonder. We will have a sponge, saturated with a little anaesthetic I have here, ready for him, and directly he turns I will get him by the throat and throttle him while you clap it over his nose. Once he’s unconscious you must slip on his dress, and go out again and make your way up the steps. There are two men stationed on the other side, and the door between us and them is locked. I have noticed that the man who brings us our food simply knocks upon it and it is opened. You will do as he does, thus, and as you pass out will drop this gold coin as if by accident.” (Here he gave me some money.) “One of the men will be certain to stoop to pick it up; as he goes down you must manage by hook or crook to seize and choke the other. I shall be behind you, and I will attend to his companion.”

“‘It seems a desperate scheme.”

“We are desperate men!” said Nikola.

“And when we have secured them?” I asked.

“I shall put on one of their robes,” this intrepid man answered, “and we will then make our escape as quickly as possible. Luck must do the rest for us. Are you prepared to attempt so much?”

“To get out of this place I would attempt anything,” I answered.

“Very good then,” he said. “We must now wait for the appearance of the man. Let us hope it won’t be long before he comes.”

For nearly three-quarters of an hour we waited without hearing any sound of the monk. The minutes seemed long as years, and I don’t think I ever felt more relieved in my life than I did when I heard the door at the top of the stairs open, and detected the sound of sandalled feet coming down the steps.

“Are you ready?” whispered Nikola, putting the sponge down near me, and returning to his own room.

“Quite ready,” I answered.

The man came nearer, the glare of his torch preceding him. At last he entered, carrying a light in one hand and a large bowl in the other. The latter he put down upon the floor, and, having done so, turned to place the torch in the socket fastened to the wall. He had hardly lifted his arm, however, before I saw Nikola creep out of the adjoining room. Closer and closer he approached the unsuspecting monk, and then, having measured his distance, with a great spring threw himself upon the man and clutched him by the throat. I pulled his legs from under him, and down he dropped upon the floor, with Nikola’s fingers still tightening on his throat. Then, when the sponge had been applied, little by little, his struggles ceased, and presently he lay in Nikola’s arms as helpless as if he were dead.

“That is one man accounted for,” said Nikola quietly, as he laid the body upon the floor; “now for the others. Slip on this fellow’s dress as quickly as you can.”

I did as he bade me, and in a few seconds had placed the peculiar black covering over the upper part of my face and head, and was ready to carry out the rest of the scheme. In the face of this excitement I felt as happy as a child; it was the creepy, crawly, supernatural, business that shook my nerve. When it came to straightforward matter-of-fact fighting I was not afraid of anything.

Carrying the money in my hand as we had arranged, I left the room and proceeded up the steps, Nikola following half a dozen yards or so behind me, but keeping in the shadow. Arriving at the gate I rapped upon it with my knuckles, and it was immediately opened. Two men were leaning on either side of it, and as I passed through, I took care that the one on the right should see the money in my hand. As if by accident I dropped it, and it rolled away beyond his feet. Instantly he stooped and made a grab for it. Seeing this I wheeled round upon the other man, and before he could divine my intention had him by the throat. But though I had him at a disadvantage, he proved no easy capture. In stature he must have stood nearly six feet, was broad in proportion, and, like all the men in the place, in most perfect training. However, I held on to him for my life, and presently we were struggling upon the floor. For some strange reason, what I cannot tell, that fight seemed to be the most enjoyable three minutes I have ever spent in the whole of my existence.

Over and over we rolled upon the stone floor, my hand still fixed upon his throat to prevent him from crying out.

At last throwing my leg over him I seated myself upon his chest, and then — having nothing else to do it with — I drew back my right arm, and let him have three blows with the whole strength of my fist.

Written in black and white it looks a trifle bloodthirsty, but you must remember we were fighting for our lives, and if by any chance he gave the alarm, nothing on earth could save us from death. I had therefore to make the most of the only opportunity I possessed of silencing him.

As soon as he was unconscious, I looked round for Nikola. He was kneeling by the body of the other man who was lying, face downwards upon the floor, as if dead.

“I would give five pounds,” whispered Nikola, as he rose to his feet, “for this man’s skull. Just look at it; it goes up at the back of his head like a tom cat! It is my luck all over to come across such a specimen when I can’t make use of it.”

As he spoke he ran his first finger and thumb caressingly up and down the man’s poll.

“I’ve got a bottle in my museum in Port Said,” he said regretfully, “which would take him beautifully.”

Then he picked up the sponge which he had used upon the last man, and went across to my adversary. For thirty seconds or thereabouts he held it upon his nose and mouth; then, throwing it into a corner, divested the man of his garments, and attired himself in them.

“Now,” he said, when he had made his toilet to his own satisfaction, “we must be off. They change the guard at midnight, and it is already twenty minutes past eleven.”

So saying, he led the way down the corridor, I following at his heels. We had not reached the end of it, however, before Nikola bade me wait for him while he went back. When he rejoined me, I asked him in a whisper what he had been doing.

“Nothing very much,” he answered. “I wanted to convince myself as to, a curious malformation of the occipital bone in that man’s skull. I am sorry to have kept you waiting, but I might never have had another chance of examining such a complete case.”

Having given this explanation, this extraordinary votary of science condescended to continue his escape. Leaving the long corridor, now so familiar to us, we turned to our left hand, ascended a flight of steps, followed another small passage, and then came to a standstill at a spot where four roads met.

“Where on earth are we?” inquired Nikola, looking round him. “This place reminds me of the Hampton Court maze.”

“Hark! What is that booming noise?”

We listened, and by doing so discovered that we were near the subterranean waterfall we had seen on the occasion of our first visit to the large cave.

“We are altogether out of our course,” I said.

“On the other hand,” answered Nikola, “we are not close enough to it yet.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“My dear Bruce,” he said, “tell me this: Why are we in this place? Did we not come here to obtain possession of their secrets? Well, as we are saying good-bye to them to-night for good and all, do you suppose, after adventuring so much, I am going empty handed? If you think so, you are very much in error. Why, to do that would be to have failed altogether in our journey; and though Nikola often boasts, you must admit he seldom fails to do what he undertakes. Don’t say any more, but come along with me.”

Turning into a passage on his right, he led the way down some more steps. Here the torches were almost at their last flicker.

“If we don’t look sharp,” said Nikola, “we shall have to carry out our errand in the dark, and that will be undesirable for more reasons than one.”

From the place where we now stood we could hear the roar of the waterfall quite distinctly, and could just make out, further to our left, the entrance to the great cave. To our delight there were no guards to be seen, so we were able to pass in unmolested. Taking what remained of a torch from a socket near the door, we entered together. A more uncanny place than that great cave, as it revealed itself to us by the light of our solitary torch, no man can imagine. Innumerable bats fluttered about the aisles, their wings filling the air with ghostly whisperings, while dominating all was that peculiar charnel-house smell that I had noticed on the occasion of our previous visit, and which no words could properly describe.

“The entrance to the catacombs is at this end,” said Nikola, leading the way up the central aisle. “Let us find it.”

I followed him, and together we made towards that part of the cave furthest from the doors. The entrance once found, we had only to follow the steps, and pass down into the crypt I have before described. By the light of our torch we could discern the swathed-up figures in the niches. Nikola, however, had small attention to spare for them — he was too busily occupied endeavouring to discover the spring in the central pillar to think of anything else. When he found it he pressed it, and the door opened. Then down the ladder we crept into the anteroom where I had waited on that awful night. I can tell you one thing, and it is the sober truth — I would far rather have engaged a dozen of the strongest monks in that monastery single-handed, than have followed my chief into that room. But he would not let me draw back, and so we pushed on together. All around us were the mysterious treasures of the monastery, with every sort of implement for every sort of chemistry known to the fertile brain of man. At the further end was a large wooden door, exquisitely carved. This was padlocked in three places, and looked as if it would offer a stubborn resistance to any one who might attempt to break it. But Nikola was a man hard to beat, and he solved the difficulty in a very simple fashion. Unfastening his loose upper garment, he unstrapped his invaluable medicine-chest, and placed it on the floor; then, choosing a small but sharp surgeon’s saw, he fell to work upon the wood surrounding the staple. In less than ten minutes he had cut out the padlocks, and the door swung open. Then, with all the speed we were masters of, we set to work to hunt for the things we wanted. It contained small phials, antique parchment prescriptions, a thousand sorts of drugs, and finally, in an iron coffer, a small book written in Sanscrit and most quaintly bound. This Nikola stowed away in one of his many voluminous pockets, and, as soon as he had made a selection of the other things, announced that it was time for us to turn back. Just as he came to this conclusion, the torch, which had all the time been burning lower and lower, gave a final flicker, and went out altogether. We were left in the dark in this awful cave.

“This is most unfortunate,” said Nikola. Then, after a pause, “However, as it can’t be cured, we must make the best of it.”

I answered nothing, but waited for my leader to propose some plan. At the end of a few moments the darkness seemed to make little or no difference to Nikola. He took me by the hand, and led me straight through the cave into the ante-chamber.

“Look-out!” he said; “here is the ladder.”

And, true enough, as he spoke my shins made its acquaintance. Strange is the force of habit; the pain was sharp, and though I was buried in the centre of a mountain, surrounded by the dead men of a dozen centuries, I employed exactly the same epithet to express my feelings as I should have done, had a passing taxi splashed my boots opposite the Mansion House.

Leaving the lower regions, we climbed the ladder, and reached the crypt, passed up the stairs into the great cave, made our way across that, and then, Nikola still leading, found the tunnel, and passed through it as safely as if we had been lighted by a hundred linkmen.

“Our next endeavour must be to discover how we are to get out of the building itself,” said Nikola, as we reached the four cross passages; “and as I have no notion how the land lies, it looks rather more serious. Let us try this passage first.”

As quickly as was possible under the circumstances we made our way up the stairs indicated, passed the great waterfall, sped along two or three corridors, were several times nearly observed, and at last, after innumerable try-backs, reached the great hall where we had been received on the day of our arrival.

Almost at the same instant there was a clamour in the monastery, followed by the ringing of the deep-toned bell; then the shouting of many voices, and the tramping of hundreds of feet.

“They are after us!” said Nikola. “Our flight has been discovered. Now, if we cannot find a way out, we are done for completely.”

The noise was every moment coming closer, and any instant we might expect our pursuers to come into view. Like rats in a strange barn, who hear the approach of a terrier, we dashed this way and that in our endeavours to discover an exit. At last we came upon the steps leading from the great hall into the valley below. Down these we flew as fast as we could go, every moment risking a fall which would inevitably break our necks. Almost too giddy to stand, we at last reached the bottom, to find the door shut, and guarded by a stalwart monk. To throw ourselves upon him was the work of an instant. He lifted his heavy staff, and aimed a blow at me; but I dodged it in time, and got in at him before he could recover. Drawing back my arm, I hit him with all the strength at my command. His head struck the floor with a crash, and he did not move again.

Nikola bent over him, and assured himself that the sleep was genuine. Then he signed to me to give him the key, and when the door was unfastened we passed through it, and closed it after us, locking it on the other side. Then down the valley we ran as fast as our legs would carry us.


XVII. CONCLUSION
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AS I HAVE said, we were no sooner through the gates than we took to our heels and fled down the valley for our lives. For my own part I was so thankful to be out of that awful place, to be once more breathing the fresh air of Heaven, that I felt as if I could go on running for ever. Fortunately the night was pitch dark, with a high wind blowing. The darkness prevented our pursuers from seeing the direction we had taken, while the noise of the wind effectually deadened any sound we might make that would otherwise have betrayed our whereabouts.

For upwards of an hour we sped along the bottom of the valley in this fashion, paying no heed where we went and caring for nothing but to put as great a distance as possible between ourselves and our pursuers. At last I could go no further, so I stopped and threw myself upon the ground. Nikola immediately came to a standstill, glanced round him suspiciously, and then sat down beside me.

“So much for our first visit to the great monastery of Thibet,” he said as casually as if he were bidding good-bye to a chance acquaintance.

“Do you think we have given them the slip?” I queried, looking anxiously up the dark valley through which we had come.

“By no means,” he answered. “Remember we are still hemmed in by the precipices, and at most we cannot be more than five miles from their doors. We shall have to proceed very warily for the next week or so, and to do that we must make the most of every minute of darkness.”

We were both silent for a little while. I was occupied trying to recover my breath, Nikola in distributing more comfortably about his person the parchments, etc., he had brought away with him.

“Shall we be going on again?” I asked, as soon as I thought I could go on. “I’ve no desire to fall into their hands, I can assure you. Which way is it to be now?”

“Straight on,” he answered, springing to his feet. “We must follow the valley down and see where it will bring us out. It would be hopeless to attempt to scale the cliffs.”

Without further talk we set off, not to stop again until we had added another four miles or perhaps five to our flight. By this time it was close upon daybreak, the chilliest, dreariest, greyest dawn in all my experience. With the appearance of the light the wind died down, but it still moaned among the rocks and through the high grass in the most dreary and dispiriting fashion. Half an hour later the sun rose, and then Nikola once more called a halt.

“We must hide ourselves somewhere,” he said, “and travel on again as soon as darkness falls. Look about you for a place where we shall not be likely to be seen.”

For some time it seemed as if we should be unable to discover any such spot, but at last we hit upon one that was just suited to our purpose. It was a small enclosure sheltered by big boulders and situated on a rocky plateau high up the hill-side. To this place of refuge we scrambled, and then with armfuls of grass, which we collected from the immediate neighbourhood, endeavoured to make ourselves as comfortable as possible until night should once more descend upon us. It was not a cheery camp. To make matters worse we were quite destitute of food, and already the pangs of hunger were beginning to obtrude themselves upon us.

“If we ever do get back to civilization,” said Nikola, after we had been sitting there some time, “I suppose this business will rank as one of the greatest exploits of your life?”

“I have no desire ever to undertake such another,” I replied truthfully. “This trip has more than satisfied my craving for the adventurous.”

“Wait till you’ve been settled in a sleepy English village for a couple of years,” he said with a laugh. “By that time I wouldn’t mind wagering you’ll be ready for anything that turns up. I wonder what you would think if I told you that, dangerous as this one has been, it is as nothing to another in which I was concerned about six years since. Then I was occupied trying to discover — —”

I am sorry to have to confess that it is beyond my power to narrate what his adventure was, where it occurred, or indeed anything connected with it, for while he was talking I fell into a sound sleep, from which I did not wake until nearly three hours later.

When I opened my eyes the sun was still shining brightly, the wind had dropped, and the air was as quiet as the night had been noisy and tempestuous. I looked round for Nikola, but to my surprise he was not occupying the place where he had been sitting when I fell asleep, nor indeed was he inside the enclosure at all. Alarmed lest anything untoward might have befallen him, I was in the act of going in search of him when he reappeared creeping between the rocks upon his hands and knees. I was about to express my delight at his return, but he signed to me to be silent, and a moment later reached my side.

“Keep as still as you can,” he whispered; “they’re after us.”

“How close are they?” I asked, with a sudden sinking in my heart.

“Not a hundred yards away,” he answered, and as he spoke he bent his head forward to listen.

A moment later I could hear them for myself, coming along the valley to our left. Their voices sounded quite plain and distinct, and for this reason I judged that they could not have been more than fifty yards from us. Now came the great question, Would they discover us or not? Under the influence of the awful suspense I scarcely breathed. One thing I was firmly resolved upon — if they did detect our hiding-place I would fight to the last gasp rather than let them capture me and carry me back to that awful monastery. The sweat stood in great beads upon my forehead as I listened. It was evident they were searching among the rocks at the base of the cliff. Not being able to find us there, would they try higher up? Fortune, however, favoured us. Either they gave us credit for greater speed than we possessed, or they did not notice the hiding-place among the rocks; at any rate, they passed on without molesting us. The change from absolute danger to comparative safety was almost overpowering, and even the stoical Nikola heaved a sigh of relief as the sound of their voices died gradually away.

That night, as soon as it was dark, we left the place where we had hidden ourselves and proceeded down the valley, keeping a watchful eye open for any sign of our foes. But our lucky star was still in the ascendant, and we saw nothing of them. Towards daylight we left the valley and entered a large basin, if it may be so described, formed by a number of lofty hills. On the bottom of the bowl thus fashioned was a considerable village. Halting on an eminence above it, Nikola looked round him.

“We shall have to find a hiding-place on the hills somewhere hereabouts,” he said; “but before we do so we must have food.”

“And a change of dress,” I answered, for it must be remembered that we were still clad in the monkish robes we had worn when we left the monastery.

“Quite so,” he answered: “first the food and the dress, then the hiding-place.”

Without more ado he signed to me to follow him, and together we left the hillock and proceeded towards the village. It was not a large place, nor, from all appearances, was it a very wealthy one; it contained scarcely more than fifty houses, the majority of which were of the usual Thibetan type, that is to say, built of loose stones, roofed with split pine shingles, and as draughty and leaky as it is possible for houses to be. The family reside in one room, the other — for in few cases are there more than two — being occupied by the cows, pigs, dogs, fowls, and other domestic animals.

As we approached the first house Nikola bade me remain where I was while he went forward to see what he could procure. For many reasons I did not care very much about this arrangement, but I knew him too well by this time to waste my breath arguing. He left me and crept forward. It was bitterly cold, and while he was absent and I was standing still, I felt as if I were being frozen into a solid block of ice. What our altitude could have been I am not in a position to tell, but if one could estimate it by the keenness of the air, it must have been something considerable.

Nikola was absent for nearly twenty minutes. At last, however, he returned, bringing with him a quantity of clothing, including two typical Thibetan hats, a couple of thick blankets, and, what was better than all, a quantity of food. The latter consisted of half a dozen coarse cakes, a hunk of a peculiar sort of bread, and a number of new-laid eggs, also a large bowl of milk. As to payment he informed me that he had left a small gold piece, believing that that would be the most effectual means of silencing the owner’s tongue. Seating ourselves in the shelter of a large rock, we set to work to stow away as much of the food as we could possibly consume. Then dividing the clothing into two bundles we set off across the valley in an easterly direction.

By daylight we had put a considerable distance between us and the village, and were installed in a small cave, half-way up a rugged hill. Below us was a copse of mountain pines and, across the valley, a cliff, not unlike that down which we had climbed to reach the monastery. We had discarded our monkish robes by this time, and, for greater security, had buried them in a safe place beneath a tree. In our new rigs, with the tall felt hats upon our heads, we might very well have passed for typical Thibetans.

Feeling that our present hiding-place was not likely to be discovered, we laid ourselves down to sleep. How long we slumbered, I cannot say; I only know that for some reason or other I woke in a fright to hear a noise in the valley beneath us. I listened for a few moments to make sure, and then shook Nikola, who was still sleeping soundly.

“What is it?” he cried, as he sat up. “Why do you wake me?”

“Because we’re in danger again,” I answered. “What is that noise in the valley?”

He listened for a moment.

“I can hear nothing,” he said.

Then just as he was about to speak again there came a new sound that brought us both to our feet like lightning — the baying of dogs. Now, as we both knew, the only dogs in that district are of the formidable Deggi breed, standing about as high as Shetland ponies, as strong as mastiffs, and as fierce as they are powerful. If our enemies were pursuing us with these brutes our case was indeed an unenviable one.

“Get up!” cried Nikola. “They are hunting us down with the dogs. Up the hill for your life!”

The words were scarcely out of his mouth before we were racing up the hill like hares. Up and up we went, scrambling from rock to rock and bank to bank till my legs felt as if they could go no further. Though it was but little over a hundred yards from our hiding-place into the wood at the summit it seemed like miles. When we reached it we threw ourselves down exhausted upon a bed of pine needles, but only for a minute, then we were up and on our way again as hard as ever. Through the thicket we dashed, conscious of nothing but a desire to get away from those horrible dogs. The wood was a thick one, but prudence told us it could offer no possible refuge for us. Every step we took was leaving a record to guide them, and we dared not hesitate or delay a second longer than was absolutely necessary.

At last we reached the far side of the wood. Here, to our surprise, the country began to slope downwards again into a second valley. From the skirt of the timber where we stood, for nearly a mile, it was all open, with not a bush or a rock to serve as cover. We were in a pretty fix. To wheel round would be to meet our pursuers face to face; to turn to either hand would be equally as bad, while to go on would only be to show ourselves in the open, and after that to be run to earth like foxes in the second valley. But there was no time to stop or to think, so for good or ill we took to our heels again and set off down the slope. We were not half-way across the open, however, before we heard the dogs break cover behind us, and a moment later, the excited shouting of men, who had seen us ahead of them, and were encouraging the hounds to run us down.

If we had run fast before we literally flew now. The dogs were gaining on us at every stride, and unless something unexpected happened to save us we could look upon ourselves in the light of men as good as dead. Only fifty yards separated us from the cover that bounded the moor, if I may so describe it, on the other side. If the worst came to the worst, and we could reach the timber at the bottom, we could climb a tree there and sell our lives as dearly as possible with our revolvers.

Putting on a final spurt we gained the wood and plunged into the undergrowth. The nearest dog — there were three of these gigantic brutes — was scarcely twenty yards behind us. Suddenly Nikola, who was in front, stopped as if shot, threw up his arms and fell straight backwards. Seeing him do this I stopped too, but only just in the nick of time. A moment later I should have been over a precipice into the swift-flowing river that ran below. By the time I realized this the first dog was upon us. Nikola supported himself on his elbow, and, as coolly as if he were picking off a pigeon, shot him dead. The second fell to my share; the third proved somewhat more troublesome. Seeing the fate of his companions, he stopped short and crouched among the bushes, growling savagely.

“Kill him!” cried Nikola, with one of the only signs of excitement I had ever known him show. I fired again, but must have missed him, for he rushed in at me, and had I not thrown up my arm would have seized me by the throat. Then Nikola fired — I felt the bullet whiz past my ear — and before I could think the great beast had fallen back upon the ground and was twisting and twining in his death agony.

“Quick!” cried Nikola, springing to his feet once more. “There’s not a moment to be lost. Throw the dogs into the stream.”

Without wasting time we set to work, and in less than half a minute all three animals had disappeared into the river. As the last went over the side we heard the foremost of our pursuers enter the wood. Another moment and we should have been too late.

“There’s nothing for it,” cried Nikola, “but for us to follow the dogs’ example. They’ll hunt about wondering which way the brutes have gone, and by that time we ought to be some distance down stream.”

“Come on then,” I said, and, without more deliberation, took a header. It was a dive of at least sixty feet, but not so unpleasant as our position would have been upon the bank had we remained. Nikola followed me, and before our enemies could have gained the river side we had swept round the bend and were out of their sight. But though we had for the moment given them the slip our position was still by no means an enviable one. The water was as cold as ice and the current ran like a mill sluice, while the depth could not have been much under fifty feet, though I could only judge this by the shelving of the banks. For nearly ten minutes we swam on side by side in silence. The voices of our pursuers grew more and more faint until we could no longer hear them. The horror of that swim I must leave you to imagine. The icy coldness of the water seemed to eat into the very marrow of my bones, and every moment I expected to feel an attack of cramp. One thing soon became evident, the stream was running more and more swiftly. Suddenly Nikola turned his head and shouted, “Make for the bank!”

I endeavoured to do so, but the whole force of the current was against me. Vainly I battled. The stream bore me further and further from my goal, till at last I was swept beyond the ford and down between two precipitous banks where landing was impossible. It was then that I realized Nikola’s reason for calling to me. For a hundred yards or so ahead I could see the river, then only blue sky and white cloud. For obvious reasons it could not have come to a standstill, so this sudden break-off could have but one meaning — a fall! With incredible swiftness the water bore me on, now spinning me round and round like a teetotum, now carrying me this way, now that, but all the time bringing me closer to the abyss.

Ten yards further, and I could hear the sullen boom of the falling waters, and as I heard it I saw that the bank of the fall was studded with a fringe of large rocks. If I did not wish to be hurled over into eternity, I knew I must catch one of these rocks, and cling to it with all my strength. Strange to say, even in that moment of despair, my presence of mind did not desert me. I chose my rock, and concentrated all my energies upon the work of reaching it. Fortunately the current helped me, and with hardly an effort on my part, I was carried towards it. Throwing up my arms I clutched at it, but the stone was slippery, and I missed my hold. I tried again with the same result. Then, just as I was on the very brink of the precipice, my fingers caught in a projecting ledge, and I was able to stay myself. The weight of the water upon my back was terrific, but with the strength of a dozen men I clung on, and little by little lifted myself up. I was fighting for dear life, for Gladys, for all that made life worth living, and that gave me superhuman strength. At last I managed to lift myself sufficiently to get a purchase on the rock with my knees. After that it was all plain sailing, and in less time almost than it takes to tell, I was lying stretched out upon the rock, safe, but exhausted almost to the point of death.

When I had somewhat recovered my strength, I opened my eyes and looked over the edge. Such a sight I never want to see again. Picture a river, as wide as the Thames at London Bridge, walled in between two steep banks, pouring its water down into a rocky pool almost half a mile below. The thunder of the fall was deafening, while from the lake at the foot rose a dense mist, changing, where the sun caught it, to every colour of the rainbow. Fascinated by this truly awful picture, and the narrowness of my own escape from death, I could scarcely withdraw my eyes. When I did it was to look across at the right-hand bank. Nikola stood there waving to me. Cheered by his presence, I began to cast about me for a means of reaching him, but the prospect was by no means a cheerful one. Several rocks there certainly were, and near the bank they were close enough to enable an active man to jump from one to the other. Unfortunately, however, between the one on which I lay and the next was a yawning gulf of something like eight feet. To reach it seemed impossible. I dared not risk the leap, and yet if I did not jump, what was to become of me? I was just beginning to despair again, when I saw Nikola point up stream and disappear.

For something like a quarter of an hour I saw no more of him, then he reappeared a hundred yards or so further up the bank, and as he did so he pointed into mid-stream. I looked, and immediately realized his intention. He had discovered a large log and had sent it afloat in the hope that it would be of service to me. Closer and closer it came, steering directly for where I knelt. As it drew alongside I leant over, and, catching at a small branch which decorated it, attempted to drag it athwart the channel. My strength, however, was uncertain, and had the effect of bringing the current to bear on the other end. It immediately spun swiftly round, went from me like an express train, and next moment disappeared over the brink into the abyss below, nearly dragging me with it. Once more Nikola signalled to me and disappeared into the wood. Half an hour later another log made its appearance. This time I was more fortunate, and managed, with considerable manoeuvring and coaxing, to get it jambed by the current between the two rocks.

The most perilous part of the whole undertaking was now about to commence. I had to cross on this frail bridge to the next stone. With my heart in my mouth I crawled over my own rock, and then having given a final look round, and tested it as well as I was able, seated myself astride of the log. The rush of the water against my legs was tremendous, and I soon found I should have all my time taken up endeavouring to preserve my balance. But with infinite caution I continued to advance until at last I reached the opposite rock. All the time I had never dared to look over the brink; had I done so I believe my nerve would have deserted me, and I should then have lost my balance and perished for good and all.

When the journey was accomplished, and I was safely established on the second rock, I rested for a few minutes, and then, standing up, measured my distance as carefully as possible, and jumped on to the third. The rest was easy, and in a few moments I was lying quite overcome among the bracken at Nikola’s feet. As soon as I was safe, my pluck, presence of mind, nerve, or whatever you like to call it, gave way completely, and I found myself trembling like a little child.

“You have had a narrow escape,” said Nikola.

“When I saw that you could not make the bank up yonder, I made up my mind it was all over with you. However, all’s well that ends well, and now we’ve got to find out what we had better do next.”

“What do you advise?” I asked, my teeth chattering in my head like castanets.

“That we find a sheltered spot somewhere hereabouts, light a fire and dry our things, then get down to the river below the falls, construct a raft, and travel upon it till we come to a village. There, if possible, we will buy donkeys, and, if all goes well, pursue our journey to the coast by another route.”

“But don’t you think our enemies will have warned the inhabitants of the villages hereabouts to be on the look-out for us?”

“We must chance that. Now let us find a place to light a fire. You are nearly frozen.”

Half a mile or so further on we discovered the spot we wanted, lit our fire and dried our things. All this time I was in agony — one moment as cold as ice, the next in a burning fever. Nikola prescribed for me from his medicine chest, which, with the things he had obtained from the monastery, he still carried with him, and then we laid ourselves down to sleep.

From that time forward I have no recollection of anything that occurred till I woke to find myself snugly ensconced in a comfortable but simply furnished bedroom. Where I was, or how I got there, I could no more tell than I could fly. I endeavoured to get up in order to look out of the window, but I found I was too weak to manage it, so I laid myself down again, and as I did so made another startling discovery — my pigtail was gone!

For nearly half an hour I was occupied endeavouring to puzzle this out. Then I heard a footstep in the passage outside, and a moment later a dignified priest entered the room and asked me in French how I felt. I answered that I thought I was much better, though still very weak, and went on to state that I should feel obliged if he would tell me where I was, and how I had got there.

“You are in the French mission at Ya-Chow-Fu,” he said. “You were brought here a fortnight ago by an Englishman, who, from what we could gather, had found you higher up the river suffering from a severe attack of rheumatic fever.”

“And where is this — this Englishman now?”

“That I cannot say. He left us a week ago to proceed on a botanizing excursion, I believe, further west. When he bade us farewell he gave me a sum of money which I am to devote, as soon as you are fit to move, to chartering a boat and coolies to convey you to I-chang, where you will be able to obtain a steamer for Shanghai.”

“And did he not leave any message to say whether I should see him again, and if so, where?”

“I have a note in my pocket for you now.” Thus reminded, the worthy priest produced a letter which he handed to me. I opened it as soon as he had departed, and eagerly scanned its contents. It ran as follows:

“Dear Bruce — By the time you receive this I hope you will be on the high road to health again. After your little experiment on the top of the falls you became seriously ill with rheumatic fever. A nice business I had conveying you down stream on a raft, but, as you see, I accomplished it, and got you into the French Mission at Ya-Chow-Fu safely. I am writing this note to bid you good-bye for the present, as I think it is better we should henceforth travel by different routes. I may, however, run across you in I-chang. One caution before I go — figure for the future as a European, and keep your eyes wide open for treachery. The society has branches everywhere, and by this time I expect they will have been warned. Remember, they will be sure to try to get back the things we’ve taken, and also will attempt to punish us for our intrusion. I thank you for your companionship, and for the loyalty you have extended to me throughout our journey. I think I am paying you the greatest compliment when I say that I could have wished for no better companion. — Yours,

“Nikola.”

That was all.

A week later I bade my hospitable host, who had engaged a boat and trustworthy crew for me, good-bye, and set off on my long down-river journey. I reached I-chang — where I was to abandon my boat and take a passage to Shanghai — safely, and without any further adventure.

On learning that there would not be a river steamer leaving until the following day, I went ashore, discovered an inn, and engaged a room. But though I waited all the evening, and as late as I could next day, Nikola did not put in an appearance. Accordingly at four o’clock I boarded the steamer Kiang-Yung, and in due course reached Shanghai.

How thankful I was to again set foot in that place, no one will ever know. I could have gone down on my knees and kissed the very ground in gratitude. Was I not back again in civilization, free to find my sweetheart, and, if she were still of the same mind, to make her my wife? Was not my health thoroughly restored to me? and last, but not least, was there not a sum of £10,000 reposing at my bankers to my credit? That day I determined to see Barkston and McAndrew, and the next to leave for Tientsin in search of my darling. But I was not destined to make the journey after all.

Calling at the club, I inquired for George Barkston. He happened to be in the building and greeted me in the hall with all the surprise imaginable.

“By Jove, Bruce!” he cried. “This is really most wonderful. I was only speaking of you this morning, and here you turn up like — —”

“‘Like a bad penny,’ you were going to say.”

“Not a bit of it. Like the Wandering Jew would be more to the point. But don’t let us stand here. Come along with me. I’m going to take you to my bungalow to tiffin.”

“But my dear fellow, I — —”

“I know all about that,” he cried. “However, you’ve just got to come along with me. I’ve got a bit of news for you.”

As nothing would induce him to tell me what it was, we chartered ‘rickshaws, and set off for his residence.

When we reached it I was ordered to wait in the hall while he went in search of his wife. Having made some inquiries, he led me to the drawing-room, opened the door, and bade me go inside. Though inwardly wondering what all this mystery might mean, I followed his instructions.

A lady was sitting in an easy chair near the window, sewing. That lady was Gladys!

“Wilfred!” she cried, jumping to her feet, and turning quite pale, for she could scarcely believe her eyes.

“Gladys!” I answered, taking her in my arms, and kissing her with all the enthusiasm of a long-parted lover.

“I cannot realize it yet,” she said, when the first transports were over. “Why did you not let me know you were coming to Shanghai?”

“Because I had no notion that you were here,” I answered.

“But did you not call on Mr. Williams in Tientsin? and did he not give you my letter?”

“I have not been to Tientsin, nor have I seen Mr. Williams. I have come straight down the Yangtze-Kiang from the west.”

“Oh, I am so glad — so thankful to have you back. We have been separated such a long, long time.”

“And you still love me, Gladys?”

“Can you doubt it, dear? I love you more fondly than ever. Does not the warmth of my greeting now convince you of that?”

“Of course it does,” I cried. “I only wanted to have the assurance from your own dear lips. But now tell me, how do you come to be in Shanghai, and in George Barkston’s house, of all other places?”

“Well, that would make too long a story to tell in extenso just now. We must reserve the bulk of it. Suffice it that my brother and sister have been transferred to a new post in Japan, and while they are getting their house in Tokyo ready, I came down here to stay with Mrs. Barkston, who is an old school friend. I expect them here in about a week’s time to fetch me.”

“And now the most important of all questions. When are we to be married?”

She hung her pretty head and blushed so sweetly that I had to take her in my arms again and kiss her. I pressed my question, however, and it was finally agreed that we should refer the matter to her brother-in-law on his arrival the following week.

To bring my long story to a close, let me say that we were married three weeks after my return to Shanghai, in the English church, and that we ran across to Japan for our honeymoon. It may be thought that with my marriage my connection with the Chinese nation came to an end. Unfortunately that was not so. Two days after our arrival in Nagasaki two curious incidents occurred that brought in their train a host of unpleasant suspicions. My wife and I had retired to rest for the night, and were both sleeping soundly, when we were awakened by a loud cry of fire. To my horror I discovered that our room was ablaze. I forced the door, and having done so, seized my wife, threw a blanket over her, and made a rush with her outside. How the fire had originated no one could tell, but it was fortunate we were roused in time, otherwise we should certainly have both lost our lives. As it was most of our belongings perished in the flames. A kindly Englishman, resident in the neighbourhood, seeing our plight, took pity on us, and insisted that we should make use of his house until we decided on our future movements. We remained with him for two days, and it was on that following our arrival at his abode that the second circumstance occurred to cause me uneasiness.

We had been out shopping in the morning and returned just in time for tiffin, which when we arrived was already on the table. While we were washing our hands before sitting down to it, our host’s little terrier, who was possessed of a thieving disposition, clambered up and helped himself. By the time we returned (the owner of the bungalow, you must understand, lunched at his office, and did not come home till evening) he had eaten half the dish and spoiled the rest. We preferred to make our meal off biscuits and butter rather than call the servants and put them to the trouble of cooking more. An hour later the dog was dead, poisoned, as we should have been had we partaken of the curry. The new cook, who we discovered later was a Chinaman, had meanwhile decamped and could not again be found.

That evening when returning home in the dusk, a knife was thrown from a window across the street, narrowly grazed my throat, and buried itself in the woodwork of the house I was passing at the time. Without more ado I booked two passages aboard a mail steamer and next day set sail with my wife for England.

Arriving in London I took a small furnished house in a quiet part of Kensington, and settled myself down while I looked about me for a small property in the country.

Now to narrate one last surprise before I say good-bye. One afternoon I went up to town to consult a land agent about a place I had seen advertised, and was walking down the Strand, when I felt a hand placed upon my shoulder. I wheeled round to find myself face to face with Nikola. He was dressed in frock coat and top hat, but was otherwise the same as ever.

“Dr. Nikola!” I cried in amazement.

“Yes, Dr. Nikola,” he answered quietly, without any show of emotion. “Are you glad to see me?”

“Very glad indeed,” I replied; “but at first I can hardly believe it. I thought most probably you were still in China.”

“China became too hot to hold me,” he said with a laugh. “But I shall go out there again as soon as this trouble blows over. In the meantime I am off to St. Petersburg on important business. Where are you staying? and how is your wife?”

“I am staying in Kensington,” I replied; “and I am glad to say that my wife is in the best of health.”

“I needn’t ask if you are happy; your face tells me that. Now can you spare me half an hour?”

“With every pleasure.”

“Then come along to Charing Cross; I want to talk to you. This is my taxi.”

He led me to a cab which was waiting alongside the pavement, and when I had seated myself in it, stepped in and took his place beside me.

“This is better than Thibet, is it not?” he said, as we drove along.

“Very much better,” I answered with a laugh. “But how wonderful it seems that we should be meeting here in this prosaic fashion after all we have been through together. There is one thing I have never been able to understand: what became of you after you left me at Ya-Chow-Fu?”

“I went off on another track to divert the attention of the men who were after us.”

“You think we were followed then?”

“I am certain of it, worse luck. And what’s more they are after us now. I have had six attempts made upon my life in the last three months. But they have not managed to catch me yet. Why, you will hardly believe it, but there are two Chinamen following you down the Strand even now. Dusk has fallen, and you might walk down a side street and thus give them the opportunity they want. That was partly why I picked you up.”

“The devil! Then my suspicions were correct after all. The hotel we stayed at in Nagasaki was fired the first night we were in it, a dish of curry intended for us was poisoned two days later, while I was nearly struck with a knife two days after that again. Yesterday I saw a Chinaman near our house in Kensington, but though I thought he appeared to be watching my house I may have been mistaken in his intentions.”

“What was he like? Was he dressed in English clothes? and was half his left ear missing?”

“You are describing the man exactly.”

“Quong Ma. Then look out. If that gentleman has his eye upon you I should advise you to leave. He’ll stick to you like wax until he gets his opportunity, and then he’ll strike. Be advised by me, take time by the forelock and clear out of England while you have the chance. They want the things we took, and they want revenge To get both they’ll follow us to the ends of the earth.”

“And now one very important question: have the things you took proved of sufficient value to repay you for all your trouble and expense?”

“Of more than sufficient value. I’m going to see a French chemist in St. Petersburg about that anaesthetic now. In less than a year I shall enlighten this old country, I think, in a fashion it will not forget. Wait and see!”

As he said this we entered the station-yard, and a minute or so later were standing alongside the Continental express. Time was almost up, and intending passengers were already being warned to take their seats. Nikola saw his baggage placed hi the van and then returned to me and held out his hand.

“Good-bye, Bruce,” he said. “We shall probably never meet again. You served me well, and I wish you every happiness. One last word of caution, however, beware of that fellow with half an ear, and don’t give him a chance to strike. Farewell, and think sometimes of Dr. Nikola!”

I shook hands with him, the guard fluttered his flag, the engine whistled, and the train steamed out of the station. I waved my hand in token of good-bye, and since then I have never heard or seen anything of Dr. Nikola, the most extraordinary man I have ever come in contact with.

When the last carriage was out of sight, I went into the station-yard intending to get a taxi, but when I had beckoned one up a man brushed past me and appropriated it. To my horror it was the Chinaman with half an ear I had seen outside my house the day before.

Waiting until he had left the station-yard, I made my way down to the Embankment and took the Underground Railway for Earl’s Court, driving home as fast as I could go from there. On the threshold of my residence my servant greeted me with the information that a Chinaman had just called to see me. I waited to hear no more, but packed my things, and within a couple of hours my wife and I had left London for a tiny country town in the Midlands. Here at least we thought we should be safe; but as it turned out we were no more secure there than in London or Nagasaki, for that week the hotel in which we stayed caught fire in the middle of the night, and for the second time since our wedding we only just managed to escape with our lives.

Next day we migrated to a still smaller place in Devonshire, near Torquay. Our enemies still pursued us, however, for we had not been there a month before a most daring burglary was committed in my rooms in broad daylight, and when my wife and I returned from an excursion to a neighbouring village, it was to find our trunks rifled, and our belongings strewn about our rooms. The most extraordinary part of the affair, however, was the fact that nothing, save a small Chinese knife, was missing.

The county police were soon to the fore, but the only suspicious character they could think of was a certain Celestial with half an ear, who had been observed in the hamlet the day before, and even he could not be discovered when they wanted him.

On hearing that last piece of news I had a consultation with my wife, told her of Nikola’s warning, and asked her advice.

As a result we left the hotel, much to the chagrin of the proprietor, that night, and departed for Southampton, where we shipped for New York the following day. Judge of our feelings on reading in an afternoon paper, purchased on board previous to sailing, that the occupants of our bed had been found in the morning with their throats cut from ear to ear.

In New York things became even more dangerous than in England, and four distinct attempts were made upon my life. We accordingly crossed the continent to San Francisco, only to leave it in a hurry three days later for the usual reason.

Where we are now, my dear Craigie, as I said in my Introduction, I cannot even tell you. Let me tell you one thing, however, and that is, though we have been here six months, we have seen no more of the half-eared Chinaman, nor indeed any of his sinister race. We live our own lives, and have our own interests, and now that my son is born, we are as happy as any two mortals under similar circumstances can expect to be. I love and honour my wife above all living women, and for that reason, if for no other, I shall never regret the circumstances that brought about my meeting with that extraordinary individual, Dr. Nikola.

Now, old friend, you know my story. It has taken a long time to tell — let us hope that you will think it worth the trouble. If you do, I am amply repaid. Good-bye!

THE END


The Lust of Hate (1898)
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In the third novel of Boothby’s Dr. Nikola series, first published in 1898, the occultist makes only a peripheral appearance in the narrative. It concerns Gilbert Pennethorne, an out-of-luck Australian, who Dr. Nikola applies his almost hypnotic persuasion to convince him to assist in an evil scheme. Nikola takes advantage of Pennethorne’s intense desire for revenge against a former boss in Australia, who had stolen information about the location of a gold field that would have made Pennethorne immensely wealthy. Using that information, the boss had made himself rich, enjoying a high life in London, while Pennethorne remained penniless. Nikola contrives a plan and a device for Pennethorne to commit the perfect murder of the wealthy thief. 
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INTRODUCTION. MY CHANCE IN LIFE.
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LET ME BEGIN by explaining that I have set myself the task of telling this story for two sufficient reasons. The first, because I consider that it presents as good a warning to a young fellow as he could anywhere find, against allowing himself to be deluded by a false hatred into committing a sin that at any other time he would consider in every way contemptible and cowardly; and the second, because I think it just possible that it may serve to set others on their guard against one of the most unscrupulous men, if man he is — of which I begin to have my doubts — who ever wore shoe leather. If the first should prove of no avail, I can console myself with the reflection that I have at least done my best, and, at any rate, can have wrought no harm; if the second is not required, well, in that case, I think I shall have satisfactorily proved to my reader, whoever he may be, what a truly lucky man he may consider himself never to have fallen into Dr. Nikola’s clutches. What stroke of ill fortune brought me into this fiend’s power I suppose I shall never be able to discover. One thing, however, is very certain, that is that I have no sort of desire ever to see or hear of him again. Sometimes when I lie in bed at night, and my dear wife — the truest and noblest woman, I verily believe, who ever came into this world for a man’s comfort and consolation — is sleeping by my side, I think of all the curious adventures I have passed through in the last two years, and then fall to wondering how on earth I managed to come out of them alive, to say nothing of doing so with so much happiness as is now my portion. This sort of moralising, however, is not telling my tale; so if you will excuse me, kind reader, I will bring myself to my bearings and plunge into my narrative forthwith.

By way of commencement I must tell you something of myself and my antecedents. My name is Gilbert Pennethorne; my mother was a Tregenna. and if you remember the old adage— “By Tre — , Pol — and Pen — You may know the Cornishmen,” you will see that I may claim to be Cornish to the backbone.

My father, as far back as I can recollect him, was a highly respectable, but decidedly choleric, gentleman of the old school, who clung to his black silk stock and high-rolled collar long after both had ceased to be the fashion, and for a like reason had for modern innovations much the same hatred as the stagecoachman was supposed to entertain for railway engines. Many were the absurd situations this animosity led him into. Of his six children — two boys and four girls — I was perhaps the least fortunate in his favour. For some reason or another — perhaps because I was the youngest, and my advent into the world had cost my mother her life — he could scarcely bring himself at any time to treat me with ordinary civility. In consequence I never ventured near him unless I was absolutely compelled to do so. I went my way, he went his — and as a result we knew but little of each other, and liked what we saw still less. Looking back upon it now, I can see that mine must have been an extraordinary childhood.

To outsiders my disposition was friendly almost to the borders of demonstrativeness; in my own home, where an equivalent temperament might surely have been looked for, I was morose, quick to take offence, and at times sullen even to brutishness. This my father, to whom opposition of any kind was as hateful as the Reform Bill, met with an equal spirit. Ridicule and carping criticism, for which he had an extraordinary aptitude, became my daily portion, and when these failed to effect their purpose, corporal punishment followed sure and sharp. As a result I detested my home as cordially as I loathed my parent, and was never so happy as when at school — an unnatural feeling, as you will admit, in one so young. From Eton I went up to Oxford, where my former ill luck pursued me. Owing to a misunderstanding I had the misfortune to incur the enmity of my college authorities during my first term, and, in company with two others, was ignominiously “sent down” at the outset of my second year. This was the opportunity my family had been looking for from the moment I was breeched, and they were quick to take advantage of it. My debts were heavy, for I had never felt the obligation to stint myself, and in consequence my father’s anger rose in proportion to the swiftness with which the bills arrived. As the result of half an hour’s one-sided conversation in the library, with a thunder-shower pattering a melancholy accompaniment upon the window panes, I received a cheque for five thousand pounds with which to meet my University liabilities, an uncomplimentary review of my life, past and present, and a curt announcement that I need never trouble the parental roof with my society in the future. I took him at his word, pocketed the cheque, expressed a hypocritical regret that I had caused him so much anxiety; went up to my room and collected my belongings; then, having bidden my sisters farewell in icy state in the drawing-room, took my seat in the dog-cart, and was driven to the station to catch the express to town. A month later I was on my way to Australia with a draft for two thousand pounds in my pocket, and the smallest possible notion of what I was going to do with myself when I reached the Antipodes.

In its customary fashion ill luck pursued me from the very moment I set foot on Australian soil. I landed in Melbourne at a particularly unfortunate time, and within a month had lost half my capital in a plausible, but ultimately unprofitable, mining venture. The balance I took with me into the bush, only to lose it there as easily as I had done the first in town. The aspect of affairs then changed completely. The so-called friends I had hitherto made deserted me with but one exception. That one, however, curiously enough the least respectable of the lot, exerted himself on my behalf to such good purpose that he obtained for me the position of storekeeper on a Murrumbidgee sheep station. I embraced the opportunity with alacrity, and for eighteen months continued in the same employment, working with a certain amount of pleasure to myself, and, I believe, some satisfaction to my employers. How long I should have remained there I cannot say, but when the Banyah Creek gold-field was proclaimed, I caught the fever, abandoned my employment, and started off, with my swag upon my back, to try my fortune. This turned out so poorly that less than seven weeks found me desperate, my savings departed, and my claim, — which I must in honesty confess showed but small prospects of success — seized for a debt by a rascally Jew storekeeper upon the Field. A month later a new rush swept away the inhabitants, and Banyah Creek was deserted. Not wishing to be left behind I followed the general inclination, and in something under a fortnight was prostrated at death’s door by an attack of fever, to which I should probably have succumbed had it not been for the kindness of a misanthrope of the field, an old miner, Ben Garman by name. This extraordinary individual, who had tried his luck on every gold-field of importance in the five colonies and was as yet as far off making his fortune as when he had first taken a shovel in his hand, found me lying unconscious alongside the creek. He carried me to his tent, and, neglecting his claim, set to work to nurse me back to life again. It was not until I had turned the corner and was convalescent that I discovered the curiosity my benefactor really was. His personal appearance was as peculiar as his mode of life. He was very short, very broad, very red faced, wore a long grey beard, had bristling, white eye-brows, enormous ears, and the largest hands and feet I have ever seen on a human being. Where he had hailed from originally he was unable himself to say. His earliest recollection was playing with another small boy upon the beach of one of the innumerable bays of Sydney harbour; but how he had got there, whether his parents had just emigrated, or whether they had been out long enough for him to have been born in the colony were points of which he pronounced himself entirely ignorant. He detested women, though he could not explain the reason of his antipathy, and there were not two other men upon the field with whom he was on even the barest speaking terms. How it came about that he took such a fancy to me puzzled me then and has continued to do so ever since, for, as far as I could see, save a certain leaning towards the solitary in life, we had not a single bond in common. As it was, however, we were friends without being intimate, and companions by day and night without knowing more than the merest outside rind of each other’s lives.

As soon as I was able to get about again I began to wonder what on earth I should do with myself next. I had not a halfpenny in the world, and even on a goldfield it is necessary to eat if one desires to live, and to have the wherewithal to pay if one desires to eat. I therefore placed the matter before my companion and ask his advice. He gave it with his usual candour, and in doing so solved my difficulty for me once and for all.

“Stay with me, lad,” he said, “and help me to work the claim. What with the rheumatiz and the lumbago I’m none so spry as I used to be, and there’s gold enough in the old shaft yonder to make the fortunes of both of us when once we can get at it.”

Naturally I lost no time in closing with his offer, and the following morning found me in the bowels of the earth as hard at work with pick and shovel as my weakness would permit. Unfortunately, however, for our dream of wealth, the mine did not prove as brilliant an investment as its owner had predicted for it, and six week’s labour showed us the futility of proceeding further. Accordingly we abandoned it, packed our swags, and set off for a mountain range away to the southward, on prospecting thoughts intent. Finding nothing to suit us there, we migrated into the west, where we tried our hands at a variety of employments for another eighteen months or thereabouts. At length, on the Diamintina River, in Western Queensland, we parted company, myself to take a position of storekeeper on Markapurlie station in the same neighbourhood, and Ben to try his luck on a new field that had just come into existence near the New South Wales border.

For something like three years we neither saw nor heard anything of each other. Whether Ben had succeeded on the field to which he had proceeded when he had said “good-bye” to me, or whether, as usual, he had been left stranded, I could only guess. My own life, on the other hand, was uneventful in the extreme.

From morning till night I kept the station books, served out rations to boundary riders and other station hands, and, in the intervals, thought of my old life, and wondered whether it would ever be my lot to set foot in England again. So far I had been one of Fate’s failures, but though I did not know it, I was nearer fortune’s money bag then than I had ever been in my life before.

The manager of Markapurlie was a man named Bartrand, an upstart and a bully of the first water. He had never taken kindly to me nor I to him. Every possible means that fell in his way of annoying me he employed; and, if the truth must be told, I paid his tyranny back with interest. He seldom spoke save to find fault; I never addressed him except in a tone of contempt which must have been infinitely galling to a man of his suspicious antecedents. That he was only waiting his chance to rid himself of me was as plain as the nose upon his face, and for this very reason I took especial care so to arrange my work that it should always fail to give him the opportunity he desired. The crash, however, was not to be averted, and it came even sooner than I expected.

One hot day, towards the end of summer, I had been out to one of the boundary rider’s huts with the month’s supply of rations, and, for the reason that I had a long distance to travel, did not reach the station till late in the afternoon. As I drove up to the little cluster of buildings beside the lagoon I noticed a small crowd collected round the store door. Among those present I could distinguish the manager, one of the overseers (a man of Bartrand’s own kidney, and therefore his especial crony), two or three of the hands, and as the reason of their presence there, what looked like the body of a man lying upon the ground at their feet. Having handed my horses over to the black boy at the stockyard, I strode across to see what might be going forward. Something in my heart told me I was vitally concerned in it, and bade me be prepared for any emergency.

Reaching the group I glanced at the man upon the ground, and then almost shouted my surprise aloud. He was none other then Ben Garman, but oh, how changed! His once stalwart frame shrunk to half its former size, his face was pinched and haggard to a degree that frightened me, and, as I looked, I knew there could be no doubt about one thing, the man was as ill as a man could well be and yet be called alive.

Pushing the crowd unceremoniously aside, I knelt down and spoke to him. He was mumbling something to himself and evidently did not recognise me.

“Ben,” I cried, “Ben, old man, don’t you remember Gilbert Pennethorne? Tell me what’s wrong with you, old fellow.”

But he only rolled his head and muttered something about “five hundred paces north-west from the creek and just in a line with the blasted gum.”

Realizing that it was quite useless talking to him, and that if I wished to prolong his life I must get him to bed as soon as possible, I requested one of the men standing by to lend a hand and help me to carry him into my hut. This was evidently the chance Bartrand wanted.

“To the devil with such foolery,” he cried. “You, Johnstone, stand back and let the man alone. I’ll not have him malingering here, I tell you. I know his little game, and yours too, Pennethorne, and I warn you, if you take him into your hut I’ll give you the sack that instant, and so you remember what I say.”

“But you surely don’t want the man to die?” I cried, astonished almost beyond the reach of words at his barbarity. “Can’t you see how ill he is? Examine him for yourself. He is delirious now, and if he’s not looked to he’ll be dead in a few hours.”

“And a good job too,” said the manager brutally. “For my part, I believe he’s only shamming. Any way I’m not going to have him doctored here. If he’s as ill as you say I’ll send him up to the Mail Change, and they can doctor him there. He looks as if he had enough money about him to pay Gibbs his footing.”

As Garman was in rags and his condition evidenced the keenest poverty, this sally was treated as a fine joke by the overseer and the understrappers, who roared with laughter, and swore that they had never heard anything better in their lives. It roused my blood, however, to boiling pitch, and I resolved that, come what might, I would not desert my friend.

“If you send him away to the Mail Change,” I cried, looking Bartrand square in the eye, “where you hope they won’t take him in — and, even if they do, you know they’ll not take the trouble to nurse him — you’ll be as much a murderer as the man who stabs another to the heart, and so I tell you to your face.”

Bartrand came a step closer to me, with his fists clenched and his face showing as white with passion as his tanned skin would permit.

“You call me a murderer, you dog?” he hissed. “Then, by God, I’ll act up to what I’ve been threatening to do these months past and clear you off the place at once. Pack up your traps and make yourself scarce within an hour, or, by the Lord Harry, I’ll forget myself and take my boot to you. I’ve had enough of your fine gentleman airs, my dandy, and I tell you the place will smell sweeter when you’re out of it.”

I saw his dodge, and understood why he had behaved towards Ben in such a scurvy fashion. But not wanting to let him see that I was upset by his behaviour, I looked him straight in the face as coolly as I knew how and said — 

“So you’re going to get rid of me because I’m man enough to want to save the life of an old friend, Mr. Bartrand, are you? Well, then, let me tell you that you’re a meaner hound than even I took you for, and that is saying a great deal. However, since you wish me to be off I’ll go.”

“If you don’t want to be pitched into the creek yonder you’ll go without giving me any more of your lip,” he answered. “I tell you I’m standing just about all I can carry now. If we weren’t in Australia, but across the water in some countries I’ve known, you’d have been dangling from that gum tree over yonder by this time.”

I paid no attention to this threat, but, still keeping as calm as I possibly could, requested him to inform me if I was to consider myself discharged.

“You bet you are,” said he, “and I’ll not be happy till I’ve seen your back on the sand ridge yonder.”

“Then,” said I, “I’ll go without more words. But I’ll trouble you for my cheque before I do so. Also for a month’s wages in lieu of notice.”

Without answering he stepped over Ben’s prostrate form and proceeded into the store. I went to my hut and rolled up my swag. This done, I returned to the office, to find them hoisting Ben into the tray buggy which was to take him to the Mail Change, twenty miles distant. The manager stood in the verandah with a cheque in his hand. When I approached he handed it to me with an ill-concealed grin of satisfaction on his face.

“There is your money, and I’ll have your receipt,” he said. Then, pointing to a heap of harness beyond the verandah rails, he continued, “Your riding saddle is yonder, and also your pack saddles and bridles. I’ve sent a black boy down for your horses. When they come up you can clear out as fast as you please. If I catch you on the run again look out, that’s all.”

“I’ll not trouble you, never fear,” I answered. “I have no desire to see you or Markapurlie again as long as I live. But before I go I’ve got something to say to you, and I want these men to hear it. I want them to know that I consider you a mean, lying, contemptible murderer. And, what’s more, I’m going to let them see me cowhide you within an inch of your rascally life.”

I held a long green-hide quirt in my hand, and as I spoke I advanced upon him, making it whistle in the air. But surprised as he was at my audacity he was sufficiently quick to frustrate my intention. Rushing in at me he attempted to seize the hand that held the whip, but he did not affect his purpose until I had given him a smart cut with it across the face. Then, seeing that he meant fighting, for I will do him the justice to say that he was no coward, I threw the thong away and gave him battle with my fists. He was not the sort of foe to be taken lightly. The man had a peculiar knack of his own, and, what was more, he was as hard as whalebone and almost as pliable. However he had not the advantage of the training I had had, nor was he as powerful a man. I let him have it straight from the shoulder as often and as hard as he would take it, and three times he measured his full length in the dust. Each time he came up with a fresh mark upon his face, and I can tell you the sight did me good. My blood was thoroughly afire by this time, and the only thing that could cool it was the touch of his face against my fist. At last I caught him on the point of the jaw and he went down all of a heap and lay like a log, just as he had fallen, breathing heavily. The overseer went across to him, and kneeling by his side, lifted his head.

“I believe you’ve killed him,” said he, turning to me with an evil look upon his face.

“Don’t you believe it,” I answered. “It would have saved the hangman a job if I had, for, you take my word for it, he’ll live to be hung yet.”

I was right in my first assertion, for in a few moments the manager opened his eyes and looked about him in a dazed fashion. Seeing this I went off to the stock yard and saddled my horses, then, with a last look at the station and my late antagonist, who at that moment was being escorted by the overseer to his own residence, I climbed into my saddle, and, taking the leading rein of the pack horse from the black boy’s hand, set off over the sand hills in the direction taken by the cart containing poor Ben.

Reaching the Mail Change — a miserable iron building of four rooms, standing in the centre of a stretch of the dreariest plain a man could well imagine — I interviewed the proprietor and engaged a room in which to nurse my sick friend back to life. Having done this I put Ben to bed and endeavoured to discover what on earth was the matter with him. At that moment I verily believe I would have given anything I possessed, or should have been likely to possess, for five minutes’ conversation with a doctor. I had never seen a case of the kind before, and was hopelessly fogged as to what course I should pursue in treating it. To my thinking it looked like typhoid, and having heard that in such cases milk should be the only diet, I bespoke a goat from the landlord’s herd and relegated her to Ben’s exclusive use.

My chief prayer for the next month was that it might never be necessary for me to pass through such an awful time again. For three weeks I fought with the disease night and day, one moment cheered by a gleam of hope, the next despairing entirely of success. All the time I was quite aware that I was being spied upon, and that all my sayings and doings were reported to the manager by my landlord when he took over the weekly mail bag. But as I had no desire to hide anything, and nothing, save Ben’s progress, to tell, this gave me but the smallest concern. Being no longer in his employ, Bartrand could do me no further mischief, and so long as I paid the extortionate charge demanded by the proprietor of the shanty for board and residence, I knew he would have no fault to find with my presence there.

Somewhere or another I remembered to have read that, in the malady from which I believed my old friend was suffering, on or about the twenty-first day the crisis is reached, and afterwards a change should be observable. My suspicions proved correct, for on that very day Ben became conscious, and after that his condition began perceptibly to improve. For nearly a week, though still as feeble as a month-old child, he mended rapidly. Then, for some mysterious reason he suffered a relapse, lost ground as fast as he had gained it, and on the twelfth day, counting from the one mentioned above, I saw that his case was hopeless, and realised that all my endeavours had been in vain.

How well I remember that miserable afternoon! It had been scorchingly hot ever since sunrise, and the little room in which I watched beside the sick man’s bed was like a furnace. From my window I could see the stretch of sunbaked plain rising and falling away towards the horizon in endless monotony. In the adjoining bar I could hear the voices of the landlord and three bushmen who, according to custom, had come over to drink themselves into delirium on their hard-earned savings, and were facilitating the business with all possible despatch. On the bed poor Ben tumbled and tossed, talking wildly to himself and repeating over and over again the same words I had heard him utter that afternoon at Markapurlie— “five hundred paces north-west from the creek, and just in a line with the blasted gum.” What he meant by it was more than I could tell, but I was soon to discover, and that discovery was destined to bring me as near the pit of damnation as it is possible for a man to get without actually falling into it.

A little before sundown I left the bedroom and went out into the verandah. The heat and the closeness of the sick room had not had a good effect upon me, and I felt wretchedly sick and ill. I sat down on a bench and took in the hopeless view. A quarter of a mile away across the plain a couple of wild turkeys were feeding, at the same time keeping a sharp look-out about them, and on the very edge of the north-eastern horizon a small cloud of dust proclaimed the coming of the mail coach, which I knew had been expected since sunrise that morning. I watched it as it loomed larger and larger, and did not return to my patient until the clumsy, lumbering concern, drawn by five panting horses, had pulled up before the hostelry. It was the driver’s custom to pass the night at the Change, and to go on again at daylight the following morning.

When I had seen the horses unharnessed and had spoken to the driver, who was an old friend, I made my way back to Ben’s room. To my delight I found him conscious once more. I sat down beside the bed and told him how glad I was to see that his senses had returned to him.

“Ay, old lad,” he answered feebly, “I know ye. But I shan’t do so for long. I’m done for now, and I know it. This time to-morrow old Ben will know for hisself what truth there is in the yarns the sky-pilots spin us about heaven and hell.”

“Don’t you believe it, Ben,” I answered, feeling that although I agreed with him it was my duty to endeavour to cheer him up. “You’re worth a good many dead men yet. You’re not going out this trip by a great deal. We shall have you packing your swag for a new rush before you can look round. I’ll be helping sink a good shaft inside a month.”

“Never again,” he answered; “the only shaft I shall ever have anything to do with now will be six by two, and when I’m once down in it I’ll never see daylight again.”

“Well you’re not going to talk any more now. Try and have a nap if you can. Sleep’s what you want to bring your strength back.”

“I shall have enough and to spare of that directly,” he answered. “No, lad, I want to talk to you. I’ve got something on my mind that I must say while I’ve the strength to do it.”

But I wouldn’t hear him.

“If you don’t try to get to sleep,” I said, “I shall clear out and leave you. I’ll hear what you’ve got to say later on. There will be plenty of time for that by and bye.”

“As you please,” he replied resignedly. “It’s for you to choose. If you’d only listen, I could tell you what will make you the richest man on earth. If I die without telling you, you’ll only have yourself to thank for it. Now do you want me to go to sleep?”

“Yes, I do!” I said, thinking the poor fellow was growing delirious again. “I want you to try more than ever. When you wake up again I’ll promise to listen as long as you like.”

He did not argue the point any further, but laid his head down on his pillow again, and in a few moments was dozing quietly.

When he woke again the lamp on the ricketty deal table near the bed had been lit some time. I had been reading a Sydney paper which I had picked up in the bar, and was quite unprepared for the choking cry with which he attracted my attention. Throwing down the paper I went across to the bed and asked him how he felt.

“Mortal bad,” was his answer. “It won’t be long now afore I’m gone. Laddie, I must say what I’ve got to say quickly, and you must listen with all your ears.”

“I’ll listen, never fear,” I replied, hoping that my acquiescence might soothe him. “What is it you have upon your mind? You know I’ll do anything I can to help you.”

“I know that, laddie. You’ve been a good friend to me, an’ now, please God, I’m going to do a good stroke for you. Help me to sit up a bit.”

I lifted him up by placing my arm under his shoulders, and, when I had propped the pillows behind him, took my seat again.

“You remember the time I left you to go and try my luck on that new field down south, don’t you?”

I nodded.

“Well, I went down there and worked like a galley slave for three months, only to come off the field a poorer man than I went on to it. It was never any good, and the whole rush was a fraud. Having found this out I set off by myself from Kalaman Township into the west, thinking I would prospect round a bit before I tackled another place. Leaving the Darling behind me I struck out for the Boolga Ranges, always having had a sort of notion that there was gold in that part of the country if only folk could get at it.”

He panted, and for a few moments I thought he would be unable to finish his story. Large beads of perspiration stood upon his forehead, and he gasped for breath, as a fish does when first taken from the water. Then he pulled himself together and continued:

“Well, for three months I lived among those lonely hills, for all the world like a black fellow, never seeing a soul for the whole of that time. You must remember that for what’s to come. Gully after gully, and hill after hill I tried, but all in vain. In some places there were prospects, but when I worked at them they never came to anything. But one day, just as I was thinking of turning back, just by chance I struck the right spot. When I sampled it I could hardly believe my eyes. I tell you this, laddie,” here his voice sunk to a whisper as he said impressively, “there’s gold enough there to set us both up as millionaires a dozen times over.”

I looked at him in amazement. Was this delirium? or had he really found what he had averred? I was going to question him, but he held up his hand to me to be silent.

“Don’t talk,” he said; “I haven’t much time left. See that there’s nobody at the door.”

I crossed and opened the door leading into the main passage of the dwelling. Was it only fancy, or did I really hear someone tip-toeing away? At any rate whether anybody had been eavesdropping or not, the passage was empty enough when I looked into it. Having taken my seat at the bedside again, Ben placed his clammy hand upon my arm and said — 

“As soon as I found what I’d got, I covered up all traces of my work and cut across country to find you. I sent you a letter from Thargomindah telling you to chuck up your billet and meet me on the road, but I suppose you never received it?”

I shook my head. If only I had done so what a vast difference it might have made in both our lives.

“Well,” continued Ben, with increased difficulty, “as no letter came I made my way west as best I could, to find you. On Cooper’s Creek I was taken ill, and a precious hard time I had of it. Every day I was getting worse, and by the time I reached Markapurlie I was done for, as you know.”

“But what did you want with me?” I asked, surprised that he should have taken so much trouble to find me when Fortune was staring him in the face.

“I wanted you to stand in with me, lad. I wanted a little capital to start work on, and I reckoned as you’d been so long in one place, you’d probably have saved a bit. Now it’s all done for as far as I’m concerned. It seems a bit rough, don’t it, that after hunting for the right spot all my life long, I should have found it just when it’s no use to me? Howsoever, it’s there for you, laddie, and I don’t know but what you’ll make better use of it than I should have done. Now listen here.”

He drew me still closer to him and whispered in my ear — 

“As soon as I’m gone make tracks for the Booiga Ranges. Don’t waste a minute. You ought to do it in three weeks, travelling across country with good horses. Find the head of the creek, and follow it down till you reach the point where it branches off to the east and leaves the hills. There are three big rocks at the bend, and half a mile or so due south from them there’s a big dead gum, struck by lightning, maybe. Step five hundred paces from the rocks up the hillside fair north-west, and that should bring you level with the blasted gum. Here’s a bit of paper with it all planned out so that you can’t make a mistake.”

He pulled out half a sheet of greasy note-paper from his bosom and gave it to me.

“It don’t look much there; but you mark my words, it will prove to be the biggest gold-mine on earth, and that’s saying a deal! Peg out your claim as soon as you get there, and then apply to Government in the usual way for the Discoverer’s Eight. And may you make your fortune out of it for your kindness to a poor old man.”

He laid his head back, exhausted with so much talking, and closed his eyes. Nearly half-an-hour went by before he spoke again. Then he said wearily, — 

“Laddie, I won’t be sorry when it’s all over. But still I can’t help thinking I would like to have seen that mine.”

He died almost on the stroke of midnight, and we buried him next day on the little sandhill at the back of the grog shanty. That I was much affected by the poor old man’s decease it would be idle to deny, even if I desired to do so. The old fellow had been a good mate to me, and, as far as I knew, I was the only friend he had in the world. In leaving me his secret, I inherited all he died possessed of. But if that turned out as he had led me to expect it would do, I should, indeed, be a made man. In order, however, to prevent a disappointment that would be too crushing, I determined to place no faith in it. My luck had hitherto been so bad that it seemed impossible it could ever change. To tell the truth, I was feeling far too ill by this time to think much about anything outside myself. During the last few days my appetite had completely vanished, my head ached almost to distraction, and my condition generally betokened the approach of a high fever.

As we left the grave and prepared to return to the house, I reeled. Gibbs, the landlord, put his arm round me to steady me.

“Come, hold up,” he said, not unkindly. “Bite on the bullet, my lad. We shall have to doctor you next if this is the way you are going on.”

I felt too ill to reply, so I held my tongue and concentrated all my energies on the difficult task of walking home. When I reached the house I was put to bed, and Gibbs and his slatternly wife took it in turns to wait upon me. That night I lost consciousness, and remember nothing further of what happened until I came to my senses, in the same room and bed which had been occupied by Ben, some three weeks later. I was so weak then that I felt more of a desire to die and be done with it, than to continue the fight for existence. But my constitution was an extraordinary one, I suppose, for little by little I regained my strength, until, at the end of six weeks, I was able to leave my bed and hobble into the verandah. All this time the story of Ben’s mine had been simmering in my brain. The chart he had given me lay where I had placed it before I was taken ill, namely, in my shirt pocket, and one morning I took it out and studied it carefully. What was it worth? Millions or nothing? But that was a question for the future to decide.

Before putting it back into its hiding place I turned it over and glanced at the back. To my surprise there was a large blot there that I felt prepared to swear had not been upon it when Ben had given it to me. The idea disquieted me exceedingly. I cudgelled my brains to find some explanation for it, but in vain. One thought made me gasp with fright. Had it been abstracted from my pocket during my illness? If this were so I might be forestalled. I consoled myself, however, with the reflection that, even if it had been examined by strangers, no harm would be done, for beyond the bare points of the compass it contained no description of the place, or where it was situated; only the plan of a creek, a dotted line running five hundred paces north-west and a black spot indicating a blasted gum tree. As Ben had given me my directions in a whisper, I was convinced in my own mind that it was quite impossible for anyone else to share my secret.

A week later I settled my account with Gibbs, and having purchased sufficient stores from him to carry me on my way, saddled my horses and set off across country for the Boolga Ranges. I was still weak, but my strength was daily coming back to me. By the time I reached my destination I felt I should be fit for anything. It was a long and wearisome journey, and it was not until I had been a month on the road that I sighted the range some fifty miles or so ahead of me. The day following I camped about ten miles due north of it, and had the satisfaction of knowing that next morning, all being well, I should be at my destination. By this time the idea of the mine, and the possibility of the riches that awaited me, had grown upon me to such an extent that I could think of nothing else. It occupied my waking thoughts, and was the continual subject of my dreams by night. A thousand times or more, as I made my way south, I planned what I would do with my vast wealth when I should have obtained it, and to such a pitch did this notion at last bring me that the vaguest thought that my journey might after all be fruitless hurt me like positive pain.

That night’s camp, so short a distance from my Eldorado, was an extraordinary one. My anxiety was so great that I could not sleep, but spent the greater part of the night tramping about near my fire, watching the eastern heavens and wishing for day. As soon as the first sign of light was in the sky I ran up my horses, saddled them, and without waiting to cook a breakfast, set off for the hills which I could see rising like a faint blue cloud above the tree tops to the south. Little more than half-an-hour’s ride from my camp brought me to the creek, which I followed to the spot indicated on the chart. My horses would not travel fast enough to keep pace with my impatience. My heart beat so furiously that I felt as if I should choke, and when I found the course of the stream trending off in a south-easterly direction, I felt as if another hour’s suspense must inevitably terminate my existence.

Ahead of me I could see the top of the range rising quite distinctly above the timber, and every moment I expected to burst upon the plain which Ben had described to me. When I did, I almost fell from my saddle in sheer terror. The plain was certainly there, the trend of the river, the rocks and the hillside were just as they had been described to me, but there was one vital difference — the whole place was covered with tents, and alive with men. The field had been discovered, and now, in all human probability, my claim was gone. The very thought shook me like the ague. Like a madman I pressed my heels into my horse’s sides, crossed the creek and began to climb the hill. Pegged-out claims and a thousand miners, busy as ants in an ant heap, surrounded me on every side. I estimated my five hundred paces from the rocks on the creek bank, and pushed on until I had the blasted gum, mentioned on the chart, bearing due south. Hereabouts, to my despair, the claims were even thicker than before — not an inch of ground was left unoccupied.

Suddenly, straight before me, from a shaft head on the exact spot described by Ben, appeared the face of a man I should have known anywhere in the world — it was the face of my old enemy Bartrand. Directly I saw it the whole miserable truth dawned upon me, and I understood as clearly as daylight how I had been duped.

Springing from my saddle and leaving my animals to stray where they would, I dashed across the intervening space and caught him just as he emerged from the shaft. He recognised me instantly, and turned as pale as death. In my rage I could have strangled him where he stood, as easily as I would have done a chicken.

“Thief and murderer,” I cried, beside myself with rage and not heeding who might be standing by. “Give up the mine you have stolen from me. Give up the mine, or, as I live, I’ll kill you.”

He could not answer, for the reason that my grip upon his throat was throttling him. But the noise he made brought his men to his assistance. By main force they dragged me off, almost foaming at the mouth. For the time being I was a maniac, unconscious of everything save that I wanted to kill the man who had stolen from me the one great chance of my life.

“Come, come, young fellow, easy does it,” cried an old miner, who had come up with, the crowd to enquire the reason of the excitement. “What’s all this about? What has he done to you?”

Without a second’s thought I sprang upon a barrel and addressed them. Speaking with all the eloquence at my command, I first asked them if there was anyone present who remembered me. There was a dead silence for nearly a minute, then a burly miner standing at the back of the crowd shouted that he did. He had worked a claim next door to mine at Banyan Creek, he said, and was prepared to swear to my identity whenever I might wish him to do so. I asked him if he could tell me the name of my partner on that field, and he instantly answered “Old Ben Garman.” My identity and my friendship with Ben having been thus established, I described Ben’s arrival at Markapurlie, and Bartrand’s treatment of us both. I went on to tell them how I had nursed the old man until he died, and how on his deathbed he had told me of the rich find he had made in the Boolga Ranges. I gave the exact distances, and flourished the chart before their faces so that all might see it. I next described Gibbs as one of Bartrand’s tools, and commented upon the ink-stain, on the back of the plan which had aroused my curiosity after my illness. This done, I openly taxed Bartrand with having stolen my secret, and dared him to deny it. As if in confirmation of my accusation, it was then remembered by those present that he had been the first man upon the field, and, moreover, that he had settled on the exact spot marked upon my plan. After this, the crowd began to imagine that there might really be something in the charge I had brought against the fellow. Bartrand, I discovered later, had followed his old Queensland tactics, and by his bullying had made himself objectionable upon the field. For this reason the miners were not prejudiced in his favour.

In the middle of our dispute, and just at the moment when ominous cries of “Lynch him” were beginning to go up, there was a commotion behind us, and presently the Commissioner, accompanied by an escort of troopers, put in an appearance, and enquired the reason of the crowd. Having been informed, the great man beckoned me to him and led me down the hill to the tent, which at that time was used as a Court House. Here I was confronted with Bartrand, and ordered to tell my tale. I did so, making the most I could of the facts at my disposal. The Commissioner listened attentively, and when I had finished turned to Bartrand.

“Where did you receive the information which led you to make your way to this particular spot?” he asked.

“From the same person who gave this man his,” coolly replied Bartrand. “If Mr. Pennethorne had given me an opportunity, I would willingly have made this explanation earlier. But on the hill yonder he did all the talking, and I was permitted no chance to get in a word.”

“You mean to say then,” said the Commissioner in his grave, matter-of-fact way, “that this Ben Garman supplied you with the information that led you to this spot — prior to seeing Mr. Pennethorne.”

“That is exactly what I do mean,” replied Bartrand quickly. “Mr. Pennethorne, who at that time was in my employment as storekeeper upon Markapurlie Station, was out at one of the boundary riders’ huts distributing rations when Garman arrived. The latter was feeling very ill, and not knowing how long he might be able to get about, was most anxious to find sufficient capital to test this mine without delay. After enquiry I agreed to invest the money he required, and we had just settled the matter in amicable fashion when he fell upon the ground in a dead faint. Almost at the same instant Mr. Pennethorne put in an appearance and behaved in a most unseemly manner. Unless his motives are revenge, I cannot conceive, your worship, why I should have been set upon in this fashion.”

The Commissioner turned to me.

“What have you to say to this?” he asked.

“Only that he lies,” I answered furiously. “He lies in every particular. He has been my enemy from the very first moment I set eyes upon him, and I feel as certain as that I am standing before you now, that Ben Garman did not reveal to him his secret. I nursed the old man on his deathbed, and if he had confided his secret to any one he would have been certain to tell me. But he impressed upon me the fact that he had not done so. When he was dead I became seriously ill in my turn, and the information that led to this man’s taking up the claim was stolen from me, I feel convinced, while I was in my delirium. The man is a bully and a liar, and not satisfied with that record, he has made himself a thief.”

“Hush, hush, my man,” said the Commissioner, soothingly. “You must not talk in that way here. Now be off, both of you, let me hear of no quarrelling, and to-morrow I will give my decision.”

We bowed and left him, each hating the other like poison, as you may be sure.

Next morning a trooper discovered me camped by the creek, and conducted me to the Commissioner’s presence. I found him alone, and when I was ushered in he asked me to sit down.

“Mr. Pennethorne,” said he, when the trooper had departed, “I have sent for you to talk to you about the charge you have brought against the proprietor of the ‘Wheel of Fortune’ mine on the hillside yonder. After mature consideration, I’m afraid I cannot further consider your case. You must see for yourself that you have nothing at all to substantiate the charge you make beyond your own bald assertion. If, as you say, you have been swindled, yours is indeed a stroke of bad luck, for the mine is a magnificent property; but if, on the other hand — as I must perforce believe, since he was first upon the field — Bartrand’s statement is a true one, then I can only think you have acted most unwisely in behaving as you have done. If you will be guided by me, you will let the matter drop. Personally I do not see that you can do anything else. Bartrand evidently received the news before you did, and, as I said just now, in proof of that we have the fact that he was first on the field. There is no gainsaying that.”

“But I was ill and could not come,” I burst out. “I tell you he stole from me the information that enabled him to get here at all.”

“Pardon me, I do not know that. And now it only remains for me to ask you to remember that we can have no disturbance here.”

“I will make no disturbance,” I answered. “You need have no fear of that. If I cannot get possession of my property by fair means I shall try elsewhere.”

“That does not concern me,” he replied. “Only, I think on the evidence you have at present in your possession you’ll be wasting your time and your money. By the way, your name is Gilbert Pennethorne, is it not?”

“Yes,” I said, without much interest, “and much good it has ever done me.”

“I ask the question because there’s an advertisement in the Sydney Morning Herald which seems to be addressed to you. Here it is!”

He took up a paper and pointed to a few lines in the “agony” column. When he handed it to me I read the following: — 

“If Gilbert Pennethorne, third son of the late Sir Anthony William Pennethorne, Bart., of Polton-Penna, in the County of Cornwall, England, at present believed to be resident in Australia, will apply at the office of Messrs. Grey and Dawkett, solicitors, Maoquarie Street, Sydney, he will hear of something to his advantage.”

I looked at the paper in a dazed sort of fashion, and then, having thanked the Commissioner for his kindness, withdrew. In less than two hours I was on my way to Sydney to interview Messrs. Grey and Dawkett. On arriving I discovered their office, and when I had established my identity, learned from them that my father had died suddenly while out hunting, six months before, and that by his will I had benefited to the extent of five thousand pounds sterling.

Three days later the excitement and bitter disappointment through which I had lately passed brought on a relapse of my old illness, and for nearly a fortnight I hovered between life and death in the Sydney Hospital. When I left that charitable institution it was to learn that Bartrand was the sole possessor of what was considered the richest gold mine in the world, and that he, after putting it into the hands of reliable officers, had left Australia for London.

As soon as I was quite strong again I packed up my traps, and, with the lust of murder in my heart, booked a passage in a P. and O. liner, and followed him.


I. ENGLAND ONCE MORE.
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WHEN I REACHED England, the icy hand of winter was upon the land. The streets were banked feet high with snow, and the Thames at London Bridge was nothing but a mass of floating ice upon which an active man could have passed from shore to shore. Poor homeless wretches were to be seen sheltering themselves in every nook and cranny, and the morning papers teemed with gruesome descriptions of dead bodies found in drifts, of damage done to property, and of trains delayed and snowed up in every conceivable part of the country. Such a winter had not been experienced for years, and when I arrived and realised what it meant for myself, I could not but comment on my madness in having left an Australian summer to participate in such a direful state of things.

Immediately on arrival I made my way to Blankerton’s Hotel, off the Strand, and installed myself there. It was a nice, quiet place, and suited me admirably. The voyage home from Australia had done me a world of good — that is to say as far as my bodily health was concerned — but it was doubtful whether it had relieved my brain of any of the pressure recent events in Australia had placed upon it. Though nearly three months had elapsed since my terrible disappointment in the Boolga Ranges, I had not been able to reconcile myself to it; and as the monotonous existence on board ship allowed me more leisure, it probably induced me to brood upon it more than I should otherwise have done. At any rate, my first thought on reaching London was that I was in the same city with my enemy, and my second to wonder how I could best get even with him. All day and all night this idea held possession of my brain. I could think of nothing but my hatred of the man, and as often as I saw his name mentioned in the columns of the Press, the more vehement my desire to punish him became. Looking back on it now it seems to me that I could not have been quite right in my head at that time, though to all intents and purposes I was as rational a being as ever stepped in shoe leather. In proof of what I mean, I can remember, times out of number, talking sensibly and calmly enough in the smoking room, and then going upstairs to my bedroom and leaning out of my window, from which a glimpse of the Strand was obtainable, to watch the constant stream of passers by and to wonder if Bartrand were among the number. I would imagine myself meeting him and enticing him into one of those dark passages leading from the gas-lit thoroughfare, and then, when I had revealed my identity, drawing a knife from my sleeve and stabbing him to his treacherous heart. On another occasion I spent hours concocting a most ingenious plan for luring him on to the Embankment late at night, and arranging that my steps to my hotel, feeling about as miserable as it would be possible for a man to be. What did life contain for me now? I asked myself this question for the hundredth time, as I walked up the sombre street; and the answer was, Nothing — absolutely nothing. By judiciously investing the amount I had inherited under my father’s will I had secured to myself an income approaching two hundred pounds a year, but beyond that I had not a penny in the world. I had been sick to death of Australia for some years before I had thought of leaving it, and my last great disappointment had not furnished me with any desire to return to it. On the other hand I had seen too much of the world to be able to settle down to an office life in England, and my enfeebled constitution, even had I desired to do so, would have effectively debarred me from enlisting in the Army. What, therefore, was to become of me — for I could not entertain the prospect of settling down to a sort of vegetable existence on my small income — I could not see. “Oh, if only I had not been taken ill after Ben’s death,” I said to myself again and again; “what might I not then have done?” As it was, that scoundrel Bartrand had made millions out of what was really my property, and as a result I was a genteel pauper without a hope of any sort in the world. As the recollection of my disappointment came into my mind, I ground my teeth and cursed him; and for the rest of my walk occupied myself thinking of the different ways in which I might compass his destruction, and at the same time hating myself for lacking the necessary pluck to put any one of them into execution.

As I reached the entrance to my hotel a paper boy came round the corner crying his wares.

‘“Ere yer are, sir; ‘orrible murder in the West End,” he said, running to meet me; and, wanting something to occupy me until breakfast should be ready, I bought a copy and went in and seated myself by the hall fire to read it. On the second page was a column with the following headline, in large type: — 

“SHOCKING TRAGEDY IN THE WEST END.” Feeling in the humour for this sort of literature, I began to read. The details were as follows: — 

“It is our unfortunate duty to convey to the world this morning the details of a ghastly tragedy which occurred last night in the West End. The victim was Major-General Charles Brackington, the well-known M.P. for Pollingworth, whose speech on the Short Service Extension Bill only last week created such a sensation among military men. So far the whole affair is shrouded in mystery, but, it is believed, the police are in possession of a clue which will ultimately assist them in their identification of the assassin. From inquiries made we learn that Major-General Brackington last night visited the Royal Shakespeare Theatre in company with his wife and daughter, and having escorted them to Chester Square, where his residence is situated, drove back to the Veteran Club, of which he is one of the oldest and most distinguished members. There he remained in conversation with some brother officers until a quarter past twelve o’clock, when he hailed a passing hansom and bade the man drive him home. This order was given in the hearing of one of the Club servants, whose evidence should prove of importance later on. From the time he left the Club until half-past one o’clock nothing more was seen of the unfortunate gentleman. Then Police-Sergeant Maccinochie, while passing along Piccadilly, discovered a man lying in the centre of the road almost opposite the gates of the Royal Academy. Calling the constable on the beat to his assistance, he carried the body to the nearest gas lamp and examined it. To his horror he recognised Major-General Brackington, with whose features he was well acquainted. Life, however, was extinct. Though convinced of this fact, he nevertheless obtained a cab and drove straightway to Charing Cross Hospital, where his suspicions were confirmed. One singular circumstance was then discovered — with the exception of the left eyebrow, which had been cut completely away, evidently with some exceedingly sharp instrument, there was not a wound of any sort or description upon the body. Death, so the medical authorities asserted, had been caused by an overdose of some anaesthetic, though how administered it was impossible to say. The police are now engaged endeavouring to discover the cabman, whom it is stated, the Club servant feels sure he can identify.”

With a feeling of interest, for which I could not at all account, seeing that both the victim and the cabman, whom the police seemed determined to associate with the crime, were quite unknown to me, I re-read the paragraph, and then went in to breakfast. While I was eating I turned the page of the paper, and propping it against the cruet stand, scanned the fashionable intelligence. Sandwiched in between the news of the betrothal of the eldest son of a duke, and the demise of a well-known actress, was a paragraph which stirred me to the depths of my being. It ran as follows: — 

“It is stated on reliable authority that Mr. Richard Bartrand, the well-known Australian millionaire, has purchased from the executors of the late Earl of Mount Chennington the magnificent property known as Chennington Castle in Shropshire, including several farms, with excellent fishing and shooting.”

* * * * *

I crushed the paper up and threw it angrily away from me. So he was going to pose as a county magnate, was he — this swindler and liar! — and upon the wealth he has filched from me? If he had been before me then, I think I could have found it in my heart to kill him where he stood, regardless of the consequences.

After breakfast I went for another walk, this time in a westerly direction. As I passed along the crowded pavements I thought of the bad luck which had attended me all my life. From the moment I entered the world nothing seemed to have prospered that I had taken in hand. As a boy I was notorious for my ill-luck at games; as a man good fortune was always conspicuously absent from my business ventures; and when at last a chance for making up for it did come in my way, success was stolen from me just as I was about to grasp it.

Turning into Pall Mall, I made my way in the direction of St. James’s Street, intending to turn thence into Piccadilly. As I passed the Minerva Club the door swung open, and to my astonishment my eldest brother, who had succeeded to the baronetcy and estates on my father’s death, came down the steps. That he recognised me there could be no doubt. He could not have helped seeing me even if he had wished to do so, and for a moment, I felt certain, he did not know what to do. He and I had never been on good terms, and when I realised that, in spite of my many years’ absence from home, he was not inclined to offer me a welcome, I made as if I would pass on. He, however, hastened after me, and caught me before I could turn the corner.

“Gilbert,” he said, holding out his hand, but speaking without either emotion or surprise, “this is very unexpected. I had no notion you were in England. How long is it since you arrived?”

“I reached London yesterday,” I answered, with a corresponding coolness, as I took his hand. For, as I have said, there was that in his face which betrayed no pleasure at seeing me.

He was silent for half a minute or so, and I could see that he was wondering how he could best get rid of me.

“You have heard of our father’s death, I suppose?” he said at last.

“I learnt the news in Sydney,” I replied. “I have also received the five thousand pounds he left me.”

He made no comment upon the smallness of the amount in proportion to the large sums received by himself and the rest of the family, nor did he refer in any other way to our parent’s decease. Any one watching us might have been excused had they taken us for casual acquaintances, so cool and distant were we with one another. Presently I enquired, for politeness sake, after his wife, who was the daughter of the Marquis of Belgravia, and whom I had, so far, never seen.

“Ethelberta unfortunately is not very well at present,” he answered. “Sir James Peckleton has ordered her complete rest and quiet, and I regret, for that reason, I shall not be able to see as much of you as I otherwise should have hoped to do. Is it your intention to remain very long in England?”

“I have no notion,” I replied, truthfully. “I maybe here a week — a year — or for the rest of my life. But you need not be afraid, I shall not force my society upon you. From your cordial welcome home, I gather that the less you see of me the more you will appreciate the relationship we bear to one another. Good morning.”

Without more words I turned upon my heel and strolled on down the street, leaving him looking very uncomfortable upon the pavement. There and then I registered a vow that, come what might, I would have no more to do with my own family.

Leaving Pall Mall behind me, I turned up St. James’s Street and made my way into Piccadilly. In spite of the slippery roads, the streets were well filled with carriages, and almost opposite Burlington House I noticed a stylish brougham drawn up beside the footpath. Just as I reached it the owner left the shop before which it was standing, and crossed the pavement towards it. Notwithstanding the expensive fur coat he wore, the highly polished top hat, and his stylish appearance generally, I knew him at once for Bartrand, my greatest enemy on earth. He did not see me, for which I could not help feeling thankful; but I had seen him, and the remembrance of his face haunted me for the rest of my walk. The brougham, the horses, even the obsequious servants, should have been mine. I was the just, lawful owner of them all.

After dinner that evening I was sitting in the smoking room looking into the fire and, as usual, brooding over my unfortunate career, when an elderly gentleman, seated in an armchair opposite me, laid his paper on his knee and addressed me.

“It’s a very strange thing about these murders,” he said, shaking his head. “I don’t understand it at all. Major-General Brackington last night, and now Lord Beryworth this morning.”

“Do you mean to say there has been another murder of the same kind to-day?” I enquired, with a little shudder as I thought how nearly his subject coincided with the idea in my own head.

“I do,” he answered. “The facts of the case are as follows: — At eleven o’clock this morning the peer in question, who, you must remember, was for many years Governor of one of our Australian capitals, walked down the Strand in company with the Duke of Garth and Sir Charles Mandervan. Reaching Norfolk Street he bade his friends ‘good-bye,’ and left them. From that time until a quarter past one o’clock, when some children went in to play in Dahlia Court, Camden Town, and found the body of an elderly gentleman lying upon the ground in a peculiar position, he was not seen again. Frightened at their discovery, the youngsters ran out and informed the policeman on the beat, who returned with them to the spot indicated. When he got there he discovered that life had been extinct for some time.”

“But what reason have the authorities for connecting this case with that of Major-General Brackington?”

“Well, in the first place, on account of the similarity in the victims’ ranks; and in the second, because the same extraordinary anaesthetic seems to have been the agent in both cases; and thirdly, for the reason that the same peculiar mutilation was practised. When Lord Beryworth was found, his left eyebrow had been cut completely away. Strange, is it not?”

“Horrible, I call it,” I answered with a shudder. “It is to be hoped the police will soon run the murderer to earth.”

If I had only known what I do now I wonder if I should have uttered that sentiment with so much fervour? I very much doubt it.

The following evening, for some reason or another, certainly not any desire for enjoyment, I visited a theatre. The name or nature of the piece performed I cannot now remember. I only know that I sat in the pit, in the front row, somewhere about the middle, and that I was so hemmed in by the time the curtain went up, that I could not move hand or foot. After the little introductory piece was finished the more expensive parts of the house began to fill, and I watched with a bitter sort of envy the gaiety and enjoyment of those before me. My own life seemed one perpetually unpleasant dream, in which I had to watch the happiness of the world and yet take no share in it myself. But unhappy as I thought myself then, my cup of sorrow was as yet far from being full. Fate had arranged that it should be filled to overflowing, and that I should drink it to the very dregs.

Five minutes before the curtain rose on the play of the evening, there was a stir in one of the principal boxes on the prompt side of the side of the house, and a moment later two ladies and three gentlemen entered. Who the ladies, and two of the gentlemen were I had no notion; the third man, however, I had no difficulty in recognising, he was Bartrand. As I saw him a tremour ran through me, and every inch of my body quivered under the intensity of my emotion. For the rest of the evening I paid no attention to the play, but sat watching my enemy, and writhing with fury every time he stooped to speak to those with whom he sat, or to glance superciliously round the house. On his shirt front he wore an enormous diamond, which sparkled and glittered like an evil eye. So much did it fascinate me that I could not withdraw my eyes from it, and as I watched I felt my hands twitching to be about its owner’s throat.

When the play came to an end, and the audience began to file out of the theatre into the street, I hastened to the front to see my enemy emerge. He was standing on the steps, with his friends, putting on his gloves, while he waited for his carriage to come up. I remained in the crowd, and watched him as a cat watches a bird. Presently a magnificent landau, drawn by the same beautiful pair of thoroughbred horses I had seen in the morning, drew up before the portico. The footman opened the door, and the man I hated with such a deadly fervour escorted his friends across the pavement and, having placed them inside, got in himself. As the vehicle rolled away the bitterest curse my brain could frame followed it. Oh, if only I could have found some way of revenging myself upon him, how gladly I would have seized upon it.

Leaving the theatre I strolled down the street, not caring very much where I went. A little snow was falling, and the air was bitterly cold. I passed along the Strand, and not feeling at all like bed, turned off to my left hand, and made my way towards Oxford Street. I was still thinking of Bartrand, and it seemed to me that, as I thought, my hatred became more and more intense. The very idea of living in the same city with him, of breathing the same air, of seeing the same sights and meeting the same people was hideously repulsive to me. I wanted him out of the world, but I wanted to do the deed myself, to punish him with my own hand; I wanted to see him lying before me with his sightless eyes turned up to the skies, and his blood crimsoning the snow, and to be able to assure myself that at last he was dead, and that I, the man he had wronged, had killed him. What would it matter? Supposing I were hung for his murder! To have punished him would surely have been worth that. At any rate I should have been content.

When I reached Oxford Street I again turned to my left hand, and walked along the pavement as far as the Tottenham Court Road, thence down the Charing Cross Road into Shaftesbury Avenue. By this time the snow was falling thick and fast. Poor homeless wretches were crouched in every sheltered corner, and once a tall man, thin and ragged as a scarecrow, rose from a doorway, where he had been huddled up beside a woman, and hurried after me.

“Kind gentleman,” he said in a voice that at any other time could not have failed to touch my heart, “for the love of God, I implore you to help me. I am starving, and so is my wife in the doorway yonder. We are dying of cold and hunger. We have not touched bite or sup for nearly forty-eight hours, and unless you can spare us the price of a night’s lodging and a little food I assure you she will not see morning.”

I stopped and faced him.

“What will you do for it?” I asked, with a note in my voice that frightened even myself. “I must have a bargain. If I give you money, what will you do for it?”

“Anything,” the poor wretch replied. “Give me money, and I swear I will do anything you may like to ask me.”

“Anything?” I cried. “That is a large word. Will you commit murder?”

I looked fixedly at him, and under the intensity of my gaze he half shrunk away from me.

“Murder?” he echoed faintly.

“Murder? Yes, murder,” I cried, hysterically. “I want murder done. Nothing else will satisfy me. Kill me the man I’ll show you, and you shall have all you want. Are you prepared to do so much to save your life?”

He wrung his hands and moaned. Then he pulled himself together.

“Yes, I’ll do anything,” he answered hoarsely. “Give me the money; let me have food first.”

As he spoke his wife rose from the doorstep, and came swiftly across the snow towards us. She must have been a fine-looking woman in her day; now her face, with its ghastly, lead-coloured complexion and dark, staring eyes was indescribably horrible. On her head she wore the ruins of a fashionable bonnet.

“Come away!” she cried, seizing the man fiercely by the arm. “Can’t you see that you are talking to the Devil, and that he’s luring your soul to hell? Come away, my husband, I say, and leave him! If we are to die, let us do it here in the clean snow like honest folk, not on the scaffold with ropes round our necks. There is your answer, Devil!”

As she said this she raised her right hand and struck me a blow full and fair upon the mouth. I felt the blood trickle down my lip.

“Take that, Devil,” she shouted; “and now take your temptations elsewhere, for you’ve met your match here.”

As if I were really the person she alluded to, I picked up my heels and ran down the street as hard as I could go, not heeding where I went, but only conscious that at last I had spoken my evil thoughts aloud. Was I awake, or was I dreaming? It all seemed like some horrible nightmare, and yet I could feel the hard pavement under my feet, and my face was cold as ice under the cutting wind.

Just as I reached Piccadilly Circus a clock somewhere in the neighbourhood struck one. Then it dawned upon me that I had been walking for two hours. I stood for a moment by the big fountain, and then crossed the road, and was about to make my way down the continuation of Regent Street into Waterloo Place, when I heard the shrill sound of a policeman’s whistle. Almost immediately I saw an officer on the other side of the road dash down the pavement. I followed him, intent upon finding out what had occasioned the call for assistance. Bound into Jermyn Street sped the man ahead of me, and close at his heels I followed. For something like three minutes we continued our headlong career, and it was not until we had reached Bury Street that we sounded a halt. Here we discovered a group of men standing on the pavement watching another man, who was kneeling beside a body upon the ground. He was examining it with the assistance of his lantern.

“What’s the matter, mate?” inquired the officer whom I had followed from Piccadilly. “What have you got there?”

“A chap I found lying in the road yonder,” replied the policeman upon his knees. “Have a look at him, and then be off for a stretcher. I fancy he’s dead; but, anyway, we’d best get him to the hospital as soon as maybe.”

My guide knelt down, and turned his light full upon the victim’s face. I peered over his shoulder in company with the other bystanders. The face we saw before us was the countenance of a gentleman, and also of a well-to-do member of society. He was clothed in evening dress, over which he wore a heavy and expensive fur coat. An opera hat lay in the gutter, where it had probably been blown by the wind, and an umbrella marked the spot where the body had been found in the centre of the street. As far as could be gathered without examining it, there was no sign of blood about the corpse; one thing, however, was painfully evident — the left eyebrow had been severed from the face in toto. From the cleanness of the cut the operation must have been performed with an exceedingly sharp instrument.

A more weird and ghastly sight than that snow-covered pavement, with the flakes falling thick and fast upon it, the greasy road, the oilskinned policemen, the curious bystanders, and the silent figure on the ground, could scarcely be imagined. I watched until the man I had followed returned with an ambulance stretcher, and then accompanied the mournful cortege a hundred yards or so on its way to the hospital. Then, being tired of the matter, I branched off the track, and prepared to make my way back to my hotel as fast as my legs would take me.

My thoughts were oppressed with what I had seen. There was a grim fascination about the recollection of the incident that haunted me continually, and which I could not dispel, try how I would. I pictured Bartrand lying in the snow exactly as I had seen the other, and fancied myself coming up and finding him. At that moment I was passing Charing Cross Railway Station. With the exception of a policeman sauntering slowly along on the other side of the street, a drunken man staggering in the road, and a hansom cab approaching us from Trafalgar Square, I had the street to myself. London slept while the snow fell, and murder was being done in her public thoroughfares. The hansom came closer, and for some inscrutable reason I found myself beginning to take a personal interest in it. This interest became even greater when, with a spluttering and sliding of feet, the horse came to a sudden standstill alongside the footpath where I stood. Next moment a man attired in a thick cloak threw open the apron and sprang out.

“Mr. Pennethorne, I believe?” he said, stopping me, and at the same time raising his hat.

“That is my name,” I answered shortly, wondering how he knew me and what on earth he wanted. “What can I do for you?”

He signed to his driver to go, and then, turning to me, said, at the same time placing his gloved hand upon my arm in a confidential way:

“I am charmed to make your acquaintance. May I have the pleasure of walking a little way with you? I should be glad of your society, and I can then tell you my business.”

His voice was soft and musical, and he spoke with a peculiar languor that was not without its charm. But as I could not understand what he wanted with me, I put the question to him as plainly as I could without being absolutely rude, and awaited his answer. He gave utterance to a queer little laugh before he replied:

“I want the pleasure of your company at supper for one thing,” he said. “And I want to be allowed to help you in a certain matter in which you are vitally interested, for another. The two taken together should, I think, induce you to give me your attention.”

“But I don’t know you,” I blurted out. “To the best of my belief I have never set eyes on you before. What business, therefore, can you have with me?”

“You shall know all in good time,” he answered. “In the meantime let me introduce myself. My name is Nikola. I am a doctor by profession, a scientist by choice. I have few friends in London, but those I have are the best that a man could desire. I spend my life in the way that pleases me most; that is to say, in the study of human nature. I have been watching you since you arrived in England, and have come to the conclusion that you are a man after my own heart. If you will sup with me as I propose, I don’t doubt but that we shall agree admirably, and what is more to the point, perhaps, we shall be able to do each other services of inestimable value. I may say candidly that it lies in your power to furnish me with something I am in search of. I, on my part, will, in all probability, be able to put in your way what you most desire in the world.”

I stopped in my walk and faced him. Owing to the broad brim of his hat, and the high collar of his cape, I could scarcely see his face. But his eyes rivetted my attention at once.

“And that is?” I said.

“Revenge,” he answered, simply. “Believe me, my dear Mr. Pennethorne, I am perfectly acquainted with your story. You have been wronged; you desire to avenge yourself upon your enemy. It is a very natural wish, and if you will sup with me as I propose, I don’t doubt but that I can put the power you seek into your hands. Do you agree?”

All my scruples vanished before that magic word revenge, and, strange as it my seem, without more ado I consented to his proposal. He walked into the road and, taking a whistle from his pocket, blew three staccato notes upon it. A moment later the hansom from which he had jumped to accost me appeared round a corner and came rapidly towards us. When it pulled up at the kerb, and the apron had been opened, this peculiar individual invited me to take my place in it, which I immediately did. He followed my example, and sat down beside me, and then, without any direction to the driver, we set off up the street.

For upwards of half-an-hour we drove on without stopping, but in which direction we were proceeding I could not for the life of me discover. The wheels were rubber-tyred and made no noise upon the snow-strewn road; my companion scarcely spoke, and the only sound to be heard was the peculiar bumping noise made by the springs, the soft pad-pad of the horse’s hoofs, and an occasional grunt of encouragement from the driver. At last it became evident that we were approaching our destination. The horse’s pace slackened; I detected the sharp ring of his shoes on a paved crossing, and presently we passed under an archway and came to a standstill.

“Here we are at last, Mr. Pennethorne,” said my mysterious conductor. “Allow me to lift the glass and open the apron.”

He did so, and then we alighted. To my surprise we stood in a square courtyard, surrounded on all sides by lofty buildings. Behind the cab was a large archway, and at the further end of it the gate through which we had evidently entered. The houses were in total darkness, but the light of the cab lamps was sufficient to show me a door standing open on my left hand.

“I’m afraid you must be very cold, Mr. Pennethorne,” said Nikola, for by that name I shall henceforth call him, as he alighted, “but if you will follow me I think I can promise that you shall soon be as warm as toast.”

As he spoke he led the way across the courtyard towards the door I have just mentioned. When he reached it he struck a match and advanced into the building. The passage was a narrow one, and from its appearance, and that of the place generally, I surmised that the building had once been used as a factory of some kind. Half-way down the passage a narrow wooden staircase led up to the second floor, and in Indian file we ascended it. On reaching the first landing my guide opened a door which stood opposite him, and immediately a bright light illumined the passage.

“Enter, Mr. Pennethorne, and let me make you welcome to my poor abode,” said Nikola, placing his hand upon my shoulder and gently pushing me before him.

I complied with his request, half expecting to find the room poorly furnished. To my surprise, however, it was as luxuriously appointed as any I had ever seen. At least a dozen valuable pictures — I presume they must have been valuable, though personally I know but little about such things — decorated the walls; a large and quaintly-carved cabinet stood in one corner and held a multitude of china vases, bowls, plates, and other knick-knacks; a massive oak sideboard occupied a space along one wall and supported a quantity of silver plate; while the corresponding space upon the opposite wall was filled by a bookcase reaching to within a few inches of the ceiling, and crammed with works of every sort and description. A heavy pile carpet, so soft that our movements made no sound upon it, covered the floor; luxurious chairs and couches were scattered about here and there, while in an alcove at the farther end was an ingenious apparatus for conducting chemical researches. Supper was laid on the table in the centre, and when we had warmed ourselves at the fire that glowed in the grate, we sat down to it. As if to add still further to my surprise, when the silver covers of the dishes were lifted, everything was found to be smoking hot. How this had been managed I could not tell, for our arrival at that particular moment could not have been foretold with any chance of certainty, and I had seen no servant enter the room. But I was very hungry, and as the supper before me was the best I had sat down to for years, you may suppose I was but little inclined to waste time on a matter of such trivial importance.

When we had finished and I had imbibed the better part of two bottles of Heidseck, which my host had assiduously pressed upon me, we left the table and ensconced ourselves in chairs on either side of the hearth. Then, for the first time, I was able to take thorough stock of my companion. He was a man of perhaps a little above middle height, broad shouldered, but slimly built. His elegant proportions, however, gave but a small idea of the enormous strength I afterwards discovered him to possess. His hair and eyes were black as night, his complexion was a dark olive hue, confirming that suspicion of foreign extraction which his name suggested, but of which his speech afforded no trace. He was attired in faultless evening dress, the dark colour of which heightened the extraordinary pallor of his complexion.

“You have a queer home here, Dr. Nikola!” I said, as I accepted the cheroot he offered me.

“Perhaps it is a little out of the common,” he answered, with one of his queer smiles; “but then that is easily accounted for. Unlike the general run of human beings, I am not gregarious. In other words, I am very much averse to what is called the society of my fellow man; I prefer, under most circumstances, to live alone. At times, of course, that is not possible. But the idea of living in a flat, shall we say, with perhaps a couple of families above me, as many on either side, and the same number below; or in an hotel or a boarding-house, in which I am compelled to eat my meals in company with half-a-hundred total strangers, is absolutely repulsive to me. I cannot bear it, and therefore I choose my abode elsewhere. A private dwelling-house I might, of course, take, but that would necessitate servants and other incumbrances; this building suits my purposes admirably. As you may have noticed, it was once a boot and shoe factory; but after the proprietor committed suicide by cutting his throat — which, by the way, he did in this very room — the business failed; and until I fell across it, it was supposed to be haunted, and, in consequence, has remained untenanted.”

“But do you mean to say you live here alone?” I enquired, surprised at the queerness of the idea.

“In a certain sense, yes — in another, no. That is, I have a deaf and dumb Chinese servant who attends to my simple wants, and a cat who for years has never left me.”

“You surprise me more and more!”

“And why? Considering that I know China better than you know that part of London situated, shall we say, between Blackfriars Bridge and Charing Cross, and have spent many years of my life here, the first should not astonish you. And as I am warmly attached to my cat, who has accompanied me in all my wanderings about the globe, I cannot see that you should be surprised at the other. Perhaps you would like to see both?”

As may be supposed, I jumped eagerly at the opportunity; and upon my saying so, Nikola pressed a knob in the wall at his side. He had hardly taken his finger away before my ear detected the shuffling of feet in the passage outside. Next moment the door opened, and in walked the most hideous man I have ever yet beheld in my life. In Australia I had met many queer specimens of the Chinese race, but never one whose countenance approached in repulsiveness that of the man Nikola employed as his servant. In stature he was taller than his master, possibly a couple or three inches above six feet, and broad in proportion. His eyes squinted inwardly, his face was wrinkled and seamed in every direction, his nose had plainly been slit at some time or another, and I noticed that his left ear was missing from his head. He was dressed in his native costume, but when he turned round I noticed that his pigtail had been shorn off at the roots.

“You are evidently puzzled about something,” said Nikola, who had been watching my face.

“I must confess I am,” I answered. “It is this. If he is deaf and dumb, as you say, how did he hear the bell you rang, and also how do you communicate your orders to him?”

“This knob,” replied Nikola, placing his finger on the bell-push, “releases a smaller shutter and reveals a disc that signifies that I desire his services. When I wish to give him instructions I speak to him in his own language, and he answers it. It is very simple.”

“But you said just now that he is deaf and dumb,” I cried, thinking I had caught him in an equivocation. “If so, how can he hear or speak?”

“So he is,” replied my host, looking at me as he spoke, with an amused smile upon his face. “Quite deaf and dumb.”

“Then how can you make him hear. And how does he reply?”

“As I say, by word of mouth. Allow me to explain. You argue that because the poor fellow has no tongue wherewith to speak, and his ears are incapable of hearing what you say to him, that it is impossible for him to carry on a conversation. So far as your meaning goes, you are right. But you must remember that, while no sound can come from his lips, it is still possible for the words to be framed. In that case our eyes take the place of our ears, and thus the difficulty is solved. The principle is a simple one, and a visit to any modern deaf and dumb school in London will show you its efficacy. Surely you are not going to ask me to believe you have not heard of the system before?”

“Of course I have heard of it,” I answered, “but in this case the circumstances are so different.”

“Simply because the man is a Chinaman — that is all. If his skin were white instead of yellow, and he wore English dress and parted his hair in the middle, you would find nothing extraordinary in it. At any rate, perpetual silence on the part of a servant and physical inability to tittle-tattle of the affairs one would wish kept a secret, is a luxury few men can boast.”

“I agree with you; but how did the poor fellow come to lose his faculties?”

“To let you into that secret would necessitate the narration of a long and, I fear to you, uninteresting story. Suffice that he was the confidential servant of the Viceroy of Kweichow until he was detected in an amiable plot to assassinate his master with poisoned rice. He was at once condemned to die by ling-chi or the death of a thousand cuts, but by the exercise of a little influence which, fortunately for him, I was able to bring to bear, I managed to get him off.”

“I wonder you care to have a man capable of concocting such a plot about you,” I said.

“And why? Because the poor devil desired to kill the man he hated, is it certain that he should wish to terminate the existence of his benefactor, for whom he has a great affection? Moreover, he is a really good cook, understands my likes and dislikes, never grumbles, and is quite conscious that if he left me he would never get another situation in the world. In the nineteenth century, when good servants are so difficult to procure, the man is worth a gold mine — a Wheel of Fortune, if you like.”

“You would argue, then,” I said, disregarding the latter part of his speech, “that if a man hates another he is justified in endeavouring to rid the world of him?”

“Necessarily it must depend entirely on the circumstances of the case,” replied Nikola, leaning back in his chair and steadfastly regarding me. “When a man attempts to do, or succeeds in doing, me an injury, I invariably repay him in his own coin. Presume, for instance, that a man were to rob you of what you loved best, and considered most worth having, in the world — the affection of your wife, shall we say? — in that case, if you were a man of spirit you would feel justified in meting out to him the punishment he deserved, either in the shape of a duel, or severe personal chastisement. If he shot at you in any country but England, you would shoot at him. Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth, was the old Hebrew law, and whatever may be said against it, fundamentally it was a just one.”

I thought of Bartrand, and wished I could apply the principle to him.

“I fear, however,” continued Nikola, after a moment’s pause, “that in personal matters the men of the present day are not so brave as they once were. They shelter themselves too much behind the law of the land. A man slanders you; instead of thrashing him you bring an action against him for libel, and claim damages in money. A man runs away with your wife; you proclaim your shame in open court, and take gold from your enemy for the affront he has put upon your honour. If a man thrashes you in a public place, you don’t strike him back; on the contrary, you consult your solicitor, and take your case before a magistrate, who binds him over to keep the peace. If, after all is said and done, you look closely into the matter, what is crime? A very pliable term, I fancy. For instance, a duke may commit an offence, and escape scot free, when, for the same thing, only under a different name, a costermonger would be sent to gaol for five years. And vice versa. A subaltern in a crack regiment may run up tailors’ bills — or any others, for that matter — for several thousands of pounds and decamp without paying a halfpenny of the money, never having intended to do so from the very beginning, while if a chimney sweep were to purloin a bunch of radishes from a tray outside a greengrocer’s window, he would probably be sent to gaol for three months. And yet both are stealing, though I must confess society regards them with very different eyes. Let clergymen and other righteous men say what they will, the world in its heart rather admires the man who has the pluck to swindle, but he must do so on a big scale, and he must do so successfully, or he must pay the penalty of failure. Your own case, with which, as I said earlier, I am quite familiar, is one in point. Everyone who has heard of it, and who knows anything of the man, feels certain that Bartrand stole from you the information which has made him the millionaire he is. But does it make any difference in the world’s treatment of him? None whatever. And why? Because he swindled successfully. In the same way they regard you as a very poor sort of fellow for submitting to his injustice.”

“Curse him!”

“Exactly. But, you see, the fact remains. Bartrand has a house in Park Lane and a castle in Shropshire. The Duke of Glendower dined with him the night before last, and one of the members of the Cabinet will do so on Saturday next. Yesterday he purchased a racing stable and a stud, for which he paid twenty thousand pounds cash; while I am told that next year he intends building a yacht that shall be the finest craft of her class in British waters. It is settled that he is to be presented at the next levee, and already he is in the first swim of the fashionable world. If he can only win the Derby this year, there is nothing he might not aspire to. In ten years, if his money lasts and he is still alive, he will be a peer of the realm and founding a new family.”

“He must not live as long. Oh, if I could only meet him face to face and repay him for his treachery!”

“And why not? What is there to prevent you? You can walk to his house any morning and ask to see him. If you give the butler a fictitious name and a tip he will admit you. Then, when you get into the library, you can state your grievance and, having done so, shoot him dead.”

I uttered a little involuntary cry of anger. Deeply as I hated the man, it was not possible for me seriously to contemplate murdering him in cold blood. Besides — no, no; such a scheme could not be thought of for a moment.

“You don’t like the idea?” said Nikola, with that easy nonchalance which characterised him. “Well, I don’t wonder at it; it’s bizarre, to say the least of it. You would probably be caught and hanged, and hanging is an inartistic termination to the career of even an unsuccessful man. Besides, in that case, you would have lost your money and your life; he only his life, so that the balance would still be in his favour. No; what you want is something a little more subtle, a little more artistic. You want a scheme that will enable you to put him out of the way, and, at the same time, one that will place you in possession of the money that is really yours. Therefore it must be done without any esclandre. Now I don’t doubt you would be surprised if I were to tell you that in the event of his death you would find yourself his sole heir.”

“His sole heir?” I cried. “You must be mad to say such a thing.”

“With due respect, no more mad than you are,” said this extraordinary man. I have seen the will for myself — never mind how I managed it — and I know that what I say is correct. After all, it is very feasible. The man, for the reason that he has wronged you, hates you like poison, and while he lives you may be sure you will never see a penny of his fortune. But he is also superstitious, and believing, as he does, that he stands a chance of eternal punishment for swindling you as he did, he is going to endeavour to obtain a mitigation of his sentence by leaving you at his death what he has not been able to spend during his lifetime. If you die first, so much the worse for him; but I imagine he is willing to risk that.”

I rose from my chair, this time thoroughly angered.

“Dr. Nikola,” I said, “this is a subject upon which I feel very deeply. I have no desire to jest about it.”

“I am not jesting, my friend, I assure you,” returned Nikola, and, as he said so, he went to an escritoire in the corner. “In proof that what I say is the truth, here is a rough draft of his will, made yesterday. You are at liberty to peruse it if you care to do so, and as you are familiar with his writing, you can judge for yourself of its worth.”

I took the paper from his hand and sat down with it in my chair again. It certainly was what he had described, and in it I was named as sole and undivided heir to all his vast wealth. As I read, my anger rose higher and higher. From this paper it was evident that the man knew he had swindled me, and it was also apparent that he was resolved to enjoy the fruits of his villainy throughout his life, and to leave me what he could not use when he died, and when I would, in all human probability, be too old to enjoy it. I glanced at the paper again, and then handed it back to Nikola, and waited for him to speak. He watched me attentively for a few seconds, and then said in a voice so soft and low that I could scarcely hear it — 

“You see, if Bartrand were to be removed after he had signed that you would benefit at once.”

I did not answer. Nikola waited for a few moments and then continued in the same low tone — 

“You hate the man. He has wronged you deeply. He stole your secret while you were not in a position to defend yourself, and I think he would have killed you had he dared to do so. Now he is enjoying the fortune which should be yours. He is one of the richest men in the world — with your money. He has made himself a name in England, even in this short space of time — with your money. He is already a patron of sport, of the drama, and of art of every sort — with your money. If you attempt to dispute his possession, he will crush you like a worm. Now the question for your consideration is: Do you hate him sufficiently to take advantage of an opportunity to kill him if one should come in your way?”

He had roused my hate to such a pitch that before I could control myself I had hissed out “Yes!” He heard it, and when I was about to protest that I did not mean it, held up his hand to me to be silent.

“Listen to me,” he said. “I tell you candidly that it is in my power to help you. If you really wish to rid yourself of this man, I can arrange it for you in such a way that it will be impossible for any one to suspect you. The chance of detection is absolutely nil. You will be as safe from the law as you are at this minute. And remember this, when you have rid yourself of him, his wealth will be yours to enjoy just as you please. Think of his money — think of the power it gives, think of the delight of knowing that you have punished the man who has wronged you so shamefully. Are you prepared to risk so much?”

My God! I can remember the horror of that moment even now. As I write these words I seem to feel again the throbbing of the pulses in my temples, the wild turmoil in my brain, the whirling mist before my eyes. In extenuation, I can only hope that I was, for the time being, insane. Shameful as it may be to say so, I know that while Nikola was speaking, I hungered for that man’s death as a starving cur craves for food.

“I don’t want his money,” I cried, as if in some small extenuation of the unutterable shame of my decision. “I only want to punish him — to be revenged upon him.”

“You consent, then?” he said quietly, pulling his chair a little closer, and looking at me in a strange fashion.

As his eyes met mine all my own will seemed to leave me. I was powerless to say anything but “Yes, I consent.”

Nikola rose to his feet instantly, and with an alertness that surprised me after his previous langour.

“Very good,” he said; “now that that is settled, we can get to business. If you will listen attentively, I will explain exactly how it is to be done.”


II. A GRUESOME TALE.

[image: img25.jpg]

“THERE ARE THREE things to be borne in mind,” said Nikola, when I had recovered myself a little: “the first is the dependent point, namely, that the man has to be, well, shall we call it, relieved of the responsibility of his existence! Secondly, the deed must be done at once; and, thirdly, it must be accomplished in such a manner that no suspicion is aroused against you. Now, to you who know the world, and England in particular, I need scarcely explain that there are very few ways in which this can be done. If you desire to follow the melodramatic course, you will decoy your enemy to an empty house and stab him there; in that case, however, there will, in all probability, be a tramp taking refuge in the coal cellar who will overhear you, the marks of blood on the floor will give evidence against you, and — what will be worse than all — there will be the body to dispose of. It that procedure does not meet with your approval, you might follow him about night after night until you find an opportunity of effecting your purpose in some deserted thoroughfare; but then you must take into consideration the fact that there will always be the chance of his calling out, or in other ways attracting the attention of the neighbourhood, or of someone coming round the corner before you have quite finished. A railway train has been tried repeatedly, but never with success; for there is an increased difficulty in getting rid of the body, while porters and ticket collectors have a peculiar memory for faces, and history shows that whatever care you may take you are bound to be discovered sooner or later. In his own house the man is as secure, or more so, than he would be in the Tower of London; and even if you did manage to reach him there, the betting would be something like a million to one that you would be detected. No; none of these things are worthy of our consideration. I came to this conclusion in another and similar case in which my assistance was invoked three months ago. If one wants to succeed in murder, as in anything else, one must endeavour to be original.”

“For heaven’s sake, man, choose your words less carefully!” I cried, with a sudden fierceness for which I could not afterwards account. “You talk as if we were discussing an ordinary business transaction.”

“And are we not?” he replied calmly, paying no attention to my outburst of temper. “I am inclined to think we are. You desire to revenge yourself upon a man who has wronged you. For a consideration I find you the means of doing it. You want — I supply. Surely supply and demand constitute the component parts of an ordinary business transaction?”

“You said nothing just now about a consideration. What is it to be?”

“We will discuss that directly.”

“No, not directly. Now! I must know everything before I hear more of your plans.”

“By all means let us discuss it then. Properly speaking, I suppose I should demand your soul as my price, and write the bond with a pen dipped in your blood. But, though you may doubt it, I am not Mephistopheles. My terms are fifty thousand pounds, to be paid down within six months of your coming in to your money. I think you will admit that that is a small enough sum to charge for helping a man to obtain possession of nearly two millions. I don’t doubt our friend Bartrand would pay three times as much to be allowed to remain on in Park Lane. What do you think?”

The mere mention of Bartrand’s name roused me again to fury.

“You shall have the money,” I cried. “And much good may it do you. Come what may, I will not touch a penny of it myself. I want to punish him, not to get his fortune. Now what is your scheme?”

“Pardon me, one thing at a time if you please.”

He crossed to the escritoire standing in the corner of the room, and from a drawer took a sheet of paper. Having glanced at it he brought it to me with a pen and ink.

“Read it, and when you have done so, sign. We will then proceed to business.”

I glanced at it, and discovered that it was a legally drawn up promise to pay Dr. Antonio Nikola fifty thousand pounds within six months of my succeeding to the property of Richard Bartrand, of Park Lane, London, and Chennington Castle, Shropshire, should such an event ever occur. Dipping the pen into the ink I signed what he had written, and then waited for him to continue. He folded up the paper with great deliberation, returned it to its place in the escritoire, and then seated himself opposite me again.

“Now I am with you hand and glove,” he said with a faint smile upon his sallow face. “Listen to my arrangement. In considering the question of murder I have thought of houses, trains, street stabbings, poisonings, burnings, drowning, shipwreck, dynamite, and even electricity; and from practical experience I have arrived at the conclusion that the only sure way in which you can rid yourself of an enemy is to do the deed in a hansom cab.”

“A hansom cab?” I cried. “You must be mad. How can that be safe at all?”

“Believe me, it is not only the safest, but has been proved to be the most successful. I will explain more fully, then you will be able to judge of the beautiful simplicity of my plan for yourself. The cab I have constructed myself after weeks of labour, in this very house; it is downstairs now; if you will accompany me we will go and see it.”

He rose from his chair, took up the lamp that stood upon the table, and signed to me to follow him. I did so, down the stairs by which he had ascended, and along the passage to a large room at the rear of the building. Folding doors opened from it into the yard, and, standing in the centre of this barn-like apartment, its shafts resting on an iron trestle, was, a hansom cab of the latest pattern, fitted with all the most up-to-date improvements.

“Examine it,” said Nikola, “and I think you will be compelled to admit that it is as beautiful a vehicle as any man could wish to ride in; get inside and try it for yourself.”

While he held the lamp aloft I climbed in and seated myself upon the soft cushions. The inside was lined with Russia leather, and was in every way exquisitely fitted. A curious electric lamp of rather a cumbersome pattern, I thought, was fixed on the back in such a position as to be well above the rider’s head. A match-box furnished the bottom of one window, and a cigar-cutter the other; the panels on either side of the apron were decorated with mirrors; the wheels were rubber tyred, and each of the windows had small blinds of heavy stamped leather. Altogether it was most comfortable and complete.

“What do you think of it?” said Nikola, when I had finished my scrutiny.

“It’s exactly like any other hansom,” I answered. “Except that it is finished in a more expensive style than the average cab, I don’t see any difference at all.”

“There you refer to its chief charm,” replied Nikola, with a grim chuckle. “If it were different in any way to the ordinary hansom, detection would be easy. As it is I am prepared to defy even an expert to discover the mechanism without pulling it to pieces.”

“What is the mechanism, then, and what purpose does it serve?”

“I will explain.”

He placed the lamp he held in his hand upon a bracket on the wall, and then approached the vehicle.

“In the first place examine these cushions,” he said, pointing to the interior. “You have doubtless remarked their softness. If you study them closely you will observe that they are pneumatic. The only difference is that the air used is the strongest anaesthetic known to science. The glass in front, as you will observe now that I have lowered it, fits into a slot in the apron when the latter is closed, and thus, by a simple process, the interior becomes air-tight. When this has been done the driver has but to press this knob, which at first sight would appear to be part of the nickel rein-support, and a valve opens on either side of the interior — in the match-box in the right window, in the cigar-cutter in the left; the gas escapes, fills the cab, and the result is — well, I will leave you to imagine the result for yourself.”

“And then?” I muttered hoarsely, scarcely able to speak distinctly, so overcome was I by the horrible exactness and ingenuity of this murderous affair.

“Then the driver places his foot upon this treadle, which, you see, is made to look as if it works the iron support that upholds the vehicle when resting, the seat immediately revolves and the bottom turns over, thus allowing the body to drop through on to the road. Its very simplicity is its charm. Having carried out your plan you have but to find a deserted street, drive along it, depress the lever, and be rid of your fare when and where you please. By that time he will be far past calling out, and you can drive quietly home, conscious that your work is accomplished. Now what do you think of my invention?”

For a few moments I did not answer, but sat upon an upturned box close by, my head buried in my hands.

The agony of that minute no man will ever understand. Shame for myself for listening, loathing of my demoniacal companion for tempting me, hatred of Bartrand, and desire for revenge, all struggled within me for the mastery. I could scarcely breathe; the air of that hateful room seemed to suffocate me. At last I rose to my feet, and as I did so another burst of fury seized me.

“Monster! Murderer!” I cried, turning like a madman on Nikola, who was testing the appliances of his awful invention with a smile of quiet satisfaction on his face. “Let me go, I will not succumb to your temptations. Show me the way out of this house, or I will kill you.”

Sobs shook my being to its very core. A violent fit of hysteria had seized me, and under its influence I was not responsible for what I said or did.

Nikola turned from the cab as calmly as if it had been an ordinary hansom which he was examining with a view to purchase, and, concentrating his gaze upon me as he spoke, said quietly:

“My dear Pennethorne, you are exciting yourself. Pray endeavour to be calm. Believe me, there is nothing to be gained by talking in that eccentric fashion. Sit down again and pull yourself together.”

As I looked into his face all my strength seemed to go from me. Without a second’s hesitation I sat down as he commanded me, and stared in a stupid, dazed fashion at the floor. I no longer had any will of my own. Of course I can see now that he had hypnotised me; but his methods must have been more deadly than I have ever seen exercised before, for he did not insist upon my looking into his eyes for any length of time, nor did he make any passes before my face as I had seen professional mesmerists do. He simply glanced at me — perhaps a little more fixedly than usual — and all my will was immediately taken from me. When I was calm he spoke again.

“You are better now,” he said, “so we can talk. You must pay particular attention to what I am going to say, and what I tell you to do you will do to the letter. To begin with, you will now go back to your hotel, and, as soon as you reach it, go to bed. You will sleep without waking till four o’clock this afternoon; then you will dress and go for a walk. During that walk you will think of the man who has wronged you, and the more you think of him the fiercer your hatred for him will become. At six o’clock you will return to your hotel and dine, going to sleep again in the smoking-room till ten. When the clock has struck you will wake, take a hansom, and drive to 23, Great Gunter Street, Soho. Arriving at the house, you will ask for Levi Solomon, to whom you will be at once conducted. He will look after you until I can communicate with you again. That is your programme for the day. I order you not to fail in any single particular of it. Now you had better be off. It is nearly six o’clock.”

I rose from my seat and followed him out into the passage like a dog; thence we made our way into the yard. To my surprise a cab was standing waiting for us, the lamps glaring like fierce eyes into the dark archway which led into the street.

“Get in,” said Nikola, opening the apron. “My man will drive you to your hotel. On no account give him a gratuity, for I do not countenance it, and he knows my principle. Good night.”

I obeyed him mechanically, still without emotion, and when I was seated the cab drove out into the street.

Throughout the journey back to the hotel I sat in the corner trying to think, and not succeeding. I was only conscious that, whatever happened, I must obey Nikola in all he had told me to do. Nothing else seemed of any importance.

On approaching my residence, I wondered how I should obtain admittance; but, as it turned out, that proved an easy matter, for when I arrived the servants were already up and about, and the front door stood open. Disregarding the stare of astonishment with which I was greeted, I went upstairs to my room, and in less than ten minutes was in bed and fast asleep.

Strangely enough, considering the excitement of the previous twenty-four hours, my sleep was dreamless. It seemed only a few minutes from the time I closed my eyes till I was awake again, yet the hands of my watch had stood at half-past six a.m. when I went to bed, and when I opened my eyes again they chronicled four o’clock exactly. So far I had fulfilled Nikola’s instructions to the letter. Without hesitation I rose from my bed, dressed myself carefully, and when I was ready, donned my overcoat and went out for a walk.

The evening was bitterly cold, and heavy snow was falling. To keep myself warm I hurried along, and as I went I found my thoughts reverting continually to Bartrand. I remembered my life at Markapurlie, and the cat-and-dog existence I had passed there with him. Then the memory of poor old Ben’s arrival at the station came back to me as distinctly as if it had been but yesterday, and with its coming the manager’s brutality roused me afresh. I thought of the fight we had had, and then of the long weeks of nursing at the wretched Mail Change on the plains. In my mind’s eye I seemed to see poor old Ben sitting up in bed telling me his secret, and when I was once more convalescent, went over, day by day, my journey to the Boolga Ranges,and dreamt again the dreams of wealth that had occupied my brain then, only to find myself robbed of my fortune at the end. Now the man who had stolen my chance in life was one of the richest men in England. He had in his possession all that is popularly supposed to make life worth the living, and while he entertained royalty, bought racehorses and yachts, and enjoyed every advantage in life at my expense, left me to get along as best I might. I might die of starvation in the gutter for all he would care. At that moment I was passing a newsagent’s stall. On a board before the door, setting forth the contents of an evening newspaper, was a line that brought me up all standing with surprise, as the sailors say. “Bartrand’s Generosity. — A Gift to the People,” it ran. I went inside, bought a copy of the paper, and stood in the light of the doorway to read the paragraph. It was as follows: — 

“Mr. Richard Bartrand, the well-known Australian millionaire, has, so we are informed, written to the London County Council offering to make a free gift to the city of that large area of ground recently occupied by Montgomery House, of which he has lately become the possessor. The donor makes but one stipulation, and that is that it shall be converted into public gardens, and shall be known in the future as Bartrand Park. As the ground in question was purchased at auction by the millionaire last week for the large sum of fifty thousand pounds, the generosity of this gift cannot be overestimated.”

To the surprise of the newsagent I crushed the paper up, threw it on the ground, and rushed from the shop in a blind rage. What right had he to pose as a public benefactor, who was only a swindler and a robber? What right had he to make gifts of fifty thousand pounds to the people, when it was only by his villainy he had obtained the money? But ah! I chuckled to myself, before many hours were over I should be even with him, and then we would see what would happen. A hatred more intense, more bitter, than I could ever have believed one man could entertain for another, filled my breast. Under its influence all my scruples vanished, and I wanted nothing but to cry quits with my enemy.

For more than half an hour I hurried along, scarcely heeding where I went, thinking only of my hatred, and gloating over the hideous revenge I was about to take. That I was doing all this under Nikola’s hypnotic influence I now feel certain; but at the time I seemed to be acting on my own initiative, and Nikola to be only playing the part of the deus ex machina.

At last I began to weary of my walk, so, hailing a hansom, I directed the driver to convey me back to my hotel. As I passed through the hall the clock over the billiard-room door struck six, and on hearing it I became aware that in one other particular I had fulfilled Nikola’s orders. After dinner I went into the smoking-room, and, seating myself in an easy chair before the fire, lit a cigar. Before I had half smoked it I was fast asleep, dreaming that I was once more in Australia and tossing on a bed of sickness in the Mail Change at Markapurlie. A more vivid dream it would be impossible to imagine. I saw myself, pale and haggard, lying upon the bed, unconscious of what was passing around me. I saw Bartrand and Gibbs standing looking down at me. Then the former came closer, and bent over me. Next moment he had taken a paper from the pocket of my shirt, and carried it with him into the adjoining bar. A few minutes Later he returned with it and replaced it in the pocket. As he did so he turned to the landlord, who stood watching him from the doorway, and said— “You’re sure he’s delirious, that he’s not shamming?”

“Shamming? Poor beggar,” answered Gibbs, who after all was not such a bad fellow at heart. “Take a good look at him and see for yourself. I hope I may never be as near gone as he is now.”

“So much the better,” said Bartrand with a sneer, as he stepped away from the bed. “We’ll save him the trouble of making us his legatees.”

“You don’t mean to steal the poor beggar’s secret, surely?” replied Gibbs. “I wouldn’t have told you if I’d thought that.”

“More fool you then,” said Bartrand. “Of course I’m not going to steal it, only to borrow it. Such chances don’t come twice in a lifetime. But are you sure of your facts? Are you certain the old fellow said there was gold enough there to make both of them millionaires half-a-dozen times over?”

“As certain as I’m sitting here,” answered Gibbs.

“Very good; then I’m off to-night for the Boolga Ranges. In ten days I’ll have the matter settled, and by the time that dog there gets on to his feet again we’ll both be on the high road to fortune.”

“And I’m only to have a quarter of what you get? It’s not fair, Bartrand.”

Bartrand stepped up to him with that nasty, bullying look on his face that I knew so well of old.

“Look here, my friend,” he said, “You know Richard Bartrand, don’t you? And you also know what I can tell about you. I offer you a fourth of the mine for your information, but I don’t give it to you for the reason that I’m afraid of you, for I’m not. Remember I know enough of your doings in this grog shanty to hang you a dozen times over; and, by the Lord Harry, if you make yourself a nuisance to me I’ll put those on your track who’ll set you swinging. Stand fast by me and I’ll treat you fair and square, but get up to any hanky-panky and I’ll put such a stopper on your mouth that you’ll never be able to open it again.”

Gibbs leaned against the door with a face like lead. It was evident that however much he hated Bartrand he feared him a good deal more. A prettier pair of rogues it would have been difficult to find in a long day’s march.

“You needn’t be afraid, Mr. Bartrand,” he said at last, but this time in no certain voice. “I’ll not split on yon as long as you treat me fairly. You’ve been a good friend to me in the past, and I know you mean me well though you speak so plain.”

“I know the sort of man with whom I have to deal, you see,” returned Bartrand with another nasty sneer. “Now I must get my horse and be off. I’ve a lot to do if I want to get away to-night.”

He went out into the verandah and unhitched his reins from the nails on which they were hanging.

“Let me have word directly that carrion in there comes to himself again,” he said, as he got into the saddle. “And be sure you never breathe a word to him that I’ve been over. I’ll let you know all that goes on as soon as we’ve got our claim fixed up. In the meantime, mum’s the word. Good-bye.”

Gibbs bade him good-bye, and when he had watched him canter off across the plain returned to the room where I lay. Evidently his conscience was reproving him, for he stood by my bed for some minutes looking down at me in silence. Then he heaved a little sigh and said under his breath, “You miserable beggar, how little you know what is happening, but I’m bothered if I don’t think after all that you’re a dashed sight happier than I am. I’m beginning to wish I’d not given you away to that devil. The remembrance of it will haunt me all my life long.”

I woke up with his last speech ringing in my ears, and for a moment could scarcely believe my own eyes. I had imagined myself back in the bush, and to wake up in the smoking room of a London hotel was a surprise for which I was not prepared. The clock over the door was just striking eleven as I rose to my feet and went out into the hall. Taking my coat down from a peg I put it on, and then, donning my hat and turning up my collar, went out into the street. Snow was still falling, and the night was bitterly cold. As I walked I thought again of the dream from which I had just wakened. It seemed more like a vision intended for my guidance than the mere imagining of an over-excited brain. How much would I not have given to know if it was only imagination, or whether I had been permitted to see a representation of what had really happened? This question, however, I could not of course answer.

On reaching the Strand I hailed a hansom and bade the driver convey me with all speed to 23, Great Gunter Street, Soho.

“Twenty-three, Great Gunter Street?” repeated the man, staring at me in surprise. “You don’t surely mean that, sir?”

“I do,” I answered. “If you don’t like the job I can easily find another man.”

“Oh, I’ll take you there, never fear, sir,” replied the man; “but I didn’t know perhaps whether you was aware what sort of a crib it is. It’s not the shop gentlemen goes to as a general rule at night time, except maybe they’re after a dog as has been stole, or the like.”

“So it’s that sort of place is it?” I answered. “Well, I don’t know that it matters. I’m able to take care of myself.”

As I said this I got into the vehicle, and in half a minute we were driving down the Strand in the direction of Soho. In something under a quarter of an hour we had left Leicester Square behind us, crossed Shaftesbury Avenue, and turned into Great Gunter Street. It proved to be exactly what the driver had insinuated, neither a respectable nor a savoury neighbourhood; and when I saw it and its inhabitants I ceased to wonder at his hesitation. When he had proceeded half-way down the street he pulled his horse up before the entrance to what looked like a dark alley leading into a court. Realising that this must be my destination I opened the apron and sprang out.

“Number 23 is somewhere hereabouts, sir,” said the driver, who seemed to derive a certain amount of satisfaction from his ignorance of the locality. “I don’t doubt but what one of these boys will be able to tell you exactly.”

I paid him his fare and sixpence over for his civility, and then turned to question a filthy little gutter urchin, who, with bare feet and chattering teeth, was standing beside me.

“Where is 23, my lad?” I inquired. “Can you take me to it?”

“Twenty-three, sir?” said the boy. “That’s where Crooked Billy lives, sir. You come along with me and I’ll show you the way.”

“Go ahead then,” I answered, and the boy thereupon bolted into the darkness of the alley before which we had been standing. I followed him as quickly as I could, but it was a matter of some difficulty, for the court was as black as the Pit of Tophet, and seemed to twist and turn in every conceivable direction. A more unprepossessing place it would have been difficult to find. Half-way down I heard the boy cry out ‘Hold up, mother!” and before I could stop I found myself in collision with a woman who, besides being unsteady on her legs, reeked abominably of gin. Disengaging myself, to the accompaniment of her curses, I sped after my leader, and a moment later emerged into the open court itself. The snow had ceased, and the three-quarter moon, sailing along through swift flying clouds, showed me the surrounding houses. In one or two windows, lights were burning, revealing sights which almost made my flesh creep with loathing. In one I could see a woman sewing as if for her very life by the light of a solitary candle stuck in a bottle, while two little children lay asleep, half-clad, on a heap of straw and rags in the corner. On my right I had a glimpse of another room, where the dead body of a man was stretched upon a mattress on the floor, with two old hags seated at a table beside it, drinking gin from a black bottle, turn and turn about. The wind whistled mournfully among the roof tops; the snow had been trodden into a disgusting slush everywhere, save close against the walls, where it still showed white as silver; while the reflection of the moon gleamed in the icy puddles golden as a spade guinea.

“This is number 23,” said my conductor, pointing to the door before which he stood.

I rewarded him, and then turned my attention to the door indicated.

Having rapped with my knuckles upon the panel, I waited for it to be opened to me. But those inside were in no hurry, and for this reason some minutes elapsed before I heard anyone moving about; then there came the sound of shuffling feet, and next moment the door was opened an inch or two, and a female voice inquired with an oath — which I will omit — what was wanted and who was wanting it.

To the first query I replied by asking if Levi Solomon lived there, and, if he did, whether I could see him. The second I shirked altogether. In answer I was informed that Levi Solomon did reside there, and that if I was the gentleman who had called to see him about a hansom cab I was to come in at once.

The door was opened to me, and I immediately stepped into the grimiest, most evil-smelling passage it has ever been my ill luck to set foot in. The walls were soiled and stained almost beyond recognition; the floor was littered with orange peel, paper, cabbage leaves, and garbage of all sorts and descriptions, while the stench that greeted me baffles description. I have never smelled anything like it before, and I hope I may never do so again.

The most I can say for the old lady who admitted me is that she matched her surroundings. She was short almost to dwarfishness, well-nigh bald, and had lost her left eye. Her dress consisted of a ragged skirt, and in place of a body — I believe that is the technical expression — she wore a man’s coat, which gave a finishing touch of comicality to the peculiar outline of her figure. As soon as she saw that I had entered, she bade me shut the door behind me and follow her. This I did by means of a dilapidated staircase, in which almost every step was taken at the risk of one’s life, to the second floor. Having arrived there, she knocked upon a door facing her; and I noticed that it was not until she had been ordered to enter that she ventured to turn the handle.

“The gentleman what has come about the ‘ansom keb,” she said, as she ushered me into the room.

The apartment was lit by two candles stuck in their own wax upon a little deal table, and by their rays I could distinguish the man I had come in search of standing by the fireplace awaiting me. He did not greet me until he had made certain, by listening at the keyhole, that the old woman had gone downstairs. He was a quaint little fellow, Jewish from the soles of his feet to the top of his head. He had the nose of his race, little beady eyes as sharp as gimlets, and a long beard which a little washing might have made white. He was dressed in a black frock coat two sizes too large for him, black trousers that would have fitted a man three times his size, and boots that had been patched and otherwise repaired till their original maker would not have known them again.

“Mr. Pennethorne, I presume,” he began, rubbing his hands together and speaking as if he had a bad cold in his head. “I am delighted to see you. I am sorry that I cannot ask you to sit down, but I have no chair to give you. For the same reason I cannot offer you refreshment. Have you had a good look at me?”

My surprise at this abrupt question prevented my replying for a moment; then I insinuated that I thought I should know him again, after which, with a muttered “That’s all right,” he blew out one of the candles, remarking that, as we now knew each other, we could conduct our business quite as well with half the light.

“I received word from our mutual acquaintance Dr. Nikola this morning,” he began, when the illumination had been thus curtailed, “that you would be coming to see me. Of course I did not ask the business, for Dr. Nikola is my friend, and I obey and trust him to the letter. By his instructions I am to fit you with a disguise, and then to take you to the place where you will discover a certain hansom cab awaiting you.”

I nodded. At the very mention of the cab my old hatred of Bartrand sprang up again, and I began to question the Jew as to where we were to find it and what I was to do when I had got it. But this impetuosity did not meet with his approval.

“My young friend, you must not be in such a hurry,” he said, wagging his head deprecatingly at me.

“We shall have to be sure we make no mistake, otherwise the doctor would not be pleased, and I should not like to risk that. Have you known Dr. Nikola very long?”

“I met him this morning for the first time in my life,” I answered, realising on what intimate terms we now stood, considering the length of our acquaintance.

“If that is so you have much to learn regarding him,” the Jew replied. “Let us be very careful that we do not risk his displeasure. Now we will get to work, for it is nearly time for us to be going.”

As he spoke he crossed to a cupboard in the corner of the room, and took from it some garments which he placed upon the table in the centre.

“Here we have the very identical things,” he said, “and when you’ve got them on, you’ll be as smart a cabby as any that mounts his box in the streets of London. Try this and see how it suits you.”

He handed me a bushy black beard, which worked on springs, and assisted me to fasten it to my face. When it was made secure he stepped back and examined it critically; then with a muttered “that will do,” turned to the garments on the table, and selected from the heap a tarpaulin cape, such as cabmen wear in wet weather. This I fixed round my shoulders. A sou’wester was next placed upon my head, and when this was done, as far as I was concerned, we were ready to be off. My curious acquaintance was not long in making his toilet, and five minutes later found us passing out of the filthy alley into Great Gunter Street once more.

“I’ll go first,” said the Jew. “You follow two or three paces behind me. It’s just as well we should not be seen together.”

I accordingly took up my position a few steps in the rear, and in this fashion dodged along behind him, until we reached the corner of Wardour and Pultney Streets. Here my guide stopped and looked about him. Evidently what he wanted was not forthcoming, for he began to grow uneasy, and stamped up and down the pavement, looking eagerly in each direction. All the time I did not venture to approach him. I was considering what I was about to do. I thought of my father, and my brother and sisters, and wondered what they would have thought if they could have known to what a pass I had fallen. What would my poor mother have said if she had lived? But she, as far as I could learn from those who had known her, had been a gentle Christian woman, and if she had lived I should in all probability never have left England. In that case I should not have known Bartrand, and this revenge would then not have been necessary. By what small chances are our destinies shaped out for us!

At last the rattle of wheels sounded, and a moment later a smart hansom cab, which I recognised as that shown me by Nikola at his house that morning, drove down the street and pulled up at the corner where we stood. The lamps glowed brightly in the frosty air, and it was evident the horse was one of spirit, for he tossed his head and pawed the ground with impatience to be off again.

The driver descended from his perch, while the Jew went to the horse’s head. The other was a tall fellow, and until he came into the light of the lamps I could not see his face. To my surprise, he did not speak, but stood fumbling in the pocket of his oilskin for something, which proved to be a letter. This he handed to me.

I opened it and scanned its contents. It was, of course, from Nikola.

“Dear — Everything is arranged, and I send you this, with the cab, by my servant, who, as you know, will not reveal anything. As soon as you receive it, mount and drive to Pall Mall. Be opposite the Monolith Club punctually at 11.30 and once there, keep your eyes open for the man we want. I will arrange that he shall leave exactly as the clock chimes, and will also see that he takes your cab. When you have dropped your fare in a quiet street, drive as fast as you can go to Hogarth Square, and wait at, or near, the second lamppost on the left-hand side. I will pick you up there, and will arrange the rest. The man in question has been entertaining a distinguished company, including two dukes and a Cabinet Minister, at dinner this evening, but I have arranged to meet and amuse him at twelve. May good luck attend you.

“Yours, N.”

I stuffed the note into my pocket and then glanced at my watch. It was exactly a quarter-past eleven, so if I wanted to be at the rendezvous at the time stated it was necessary that I should start at once. Without more ado, I climbed on to the seat at the back, wound the rug I found there round my legs, put on the badge the Chinaman handed up to me, and, whipping up the horse, much to the Jew’s consternation, drove off down the street at a rapid pace. As I turned into Great Windmill Street snow began to fall again, and I gave an evil chuckle as I reflected that even the forces of Nature were assisting me in my murderous intentions. In my heart I had no pity for the man whom I was about to kill. He had robbed me as cruelly as one man could rob another, and now I was going to repay him for his treachery.


III. THE LUST OF HATE.
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THE CAB HORSE was a fine animal, and spun along to such good purpose that when I turned from Waterloo Place into Pall Mall I had, contrary to my expectations, still some few minutes to spare. Now that the actual moment for putting into effect the threats I had so often uttered against the man who had wronged me so cruelly, had arrived, strange to say I was seized with a sudden and inexplicable feeling of compassion for him. Badly as he had injured me, and desirous as I was of repaying him for his treachery, I discovered I could not bring myself to do what I had arranged without reluctance. If it had been a matter of fair fighting, with the certainty of no one interfering between us, it would have been a totally different matter, and I could have gone into it with a light heart; but now to decoy him to his death by the aid of Nikola’s science was an act of cowardice at which my whole nature revolted.

Feeling half inclined to put off — if not for ever, at least for that evening the dastardly deed I had had arranged for me — I drove slowly down the street, quite unable to resist the temptation of seeing the man whom, if I wished to do so, I could kill so easily. In the event of his hailing me as had been arranged, I would reply that I was engaged, and leave him to find another vehicle, unconscious of the narrowness of his escape. At any cost I would not let him set foot in my conveyance. While I was thus arguing with myself I was drawing closer and closer to the Monolith Club. Already I could discern the stalwart form of the commissionaire standing upon the steps under the great lamp. At the moment that I approached, two men left the building arm in arm, but neither of them was the man I wanted. Little by little their steps died away in the distance, and so nicely had I timed my arrival that the clock at the Palace ahead chimed the half-hour exactly as I came opposite the steps. At the same instant the doors of the Club opened, and Bartrand and another man, whom I recognised instantly as Nikola, came out. The mere sight of the man I hated shattered all my plans in an instant. In the presence of the extraordinary individual accompanying him I had not sufficient pluck to cry “engaged”; so, when the commissionaire hailed me, there was nothing for it but to drive across the road and pull up alongside the pavement, as we had previously arranged.

“You’re in luck’s way, Bartrand,” cried Nikola, glancing at my horse, which was tossing his head and pawing the ground as if eager to be off again; “that’s a rare good nag of yours, cabby. He’s worth an extra fare.”

I grunted something in reply, I cannot remember what. The mere sight of Bartrand standing there on the pavement scanning the horse, had roused all my old antipathy; and, as I have said, my good resolves were cast to the winds like so much chaff.

“Well, for the present, au revoir, my dear fellow,” said Nikola, shaking hands with his victim. “I will meet you at the house in half-an-hour, and if you care about it you can have your revenge then; now you had better be going. Twenty-eight, Saxeburgh Street, cabby, and don’t be long about it.”

I touched my hat and opened the apron for Bartrand to step inside. When he had done so he ordered me to lower the glass, and not be long in getting him to his destination or I’d hear of it at the other end. He little thought how literally I might interpret the command.

Leaving Nikola standing on the pavement looking after us, I shook up my horse and drove rapidly down the street. My whole body was tingling with exultation; but that it would have attracted attention and spoiled my revenge, I felt I could have shouted my joy aloud. Here I was with my enemy in my power; by lifting the shutter in the roof of the cab I could see him lolling inside — thinking, doubtless, of his wealth, and little dreaming how close he was to the poor fellow he had wronged so cruelly. The knowledge that by simply pressing the spring under my hand I could destroy him in five seconds, and then choosing a quiet street could tip him out and be done with him for ever, intoxicated me like the finest wine. No one would suspect, and Nikola, for his own sake, would never betray me. While I was thinking in this fashion, and gloating over what I was about to do, I allowed my horse to dawdle a little. Instantly an umbrella was thrust up through the shutter and I was ordered, in the devil’s name, to drive faster.

“Ah! my fine fellow,” I said to myself, “you little know how near you are to the master by whom you swear. Wait a few moments until I’ve had a little more pleasure out of your company, and then we’ll see what I can do for you.”

On reaching Piccadilly I turned west, and for some distance followed the proper route for Saxeburgh Street. All the time I was thinking, thinking, and thinking of what I was about to do. He was at my mercy; any instant I could make him a dead man, and the cream of the jest was that he did not know it. My fingers played with the fatal knob, and once I almost pressed it. The touch of the cold steel sent a thrill through me, and at the same instant one of the most extraordinary events of my life occurred. I am almost chary of relating it, lest my readers may feel inclined to believe that I am endeavouring to gull them with the impossible. But, even at the risk of that happening, I must tell my story as it occurred to me. As I put my hand for the last time upon the knob there rose before my eyes, out of the half dark, a woman’s face, and looked at me. At first I could scarcely believe my own eyes. I rubbed them and looked again. It was still there, apparently hanging in mid-air above the horse I was driving. It was not, if one may judge by the photographs of famous beauties, a perfect face, but there was that in it that made it to me the most captivating I had ever seen in my life — I refer to the expression of gentleness and womanly goodness that animated it. The contour of the face was oval, the mouth small and well-shaped, and the eyes large, true, and unflinching. Though it only appeared before me for a few seconds, I had time to take thorough stock of it, and to remember every feature. It seemed to be looking straight at me, and the mouth to be saying as plainly as any words could speak— “Think of what you are doing, Gilbert Pennethorne; remember the shame of it, and be true to yourself.” Then she faded away; and, as she went, a veil that had been covering my eyes for months seemed now to drop from them, and I saw myself for what I really was — a coward and a would-be murderer.

We were then passing down a side street, in which — fortunately for what I was about to do — there was not a single person of any sort to be seen. Happen what might, I would now stop the cab and tell the man inside who I was and with what purpose I had picked him up. Then he should go free, and in letting him understand that I had spared his life I would have my revenge. With this intention I pulled my horse up, and, unwrapping my rug from my knees, descended from my perch. I had drawn up the glass before dismounting, the better to be able to talk to him.

“Mr. Bartrand,” I said, when I had reached the pavement, at the same time pulling off my false beard and my sou’wester, “this business has gone far enough, and I am now going to tell you who I am and what I wanted with you. Do you know me?”

Either he was asleep or he was too surprised at seeing me before him to speak, at any rate he offered no reply to my question.

“Mr. Bartrand,” I began again, “I ask you if you are aware who I am?”

Still no answer was vouchsafed to me, and immediately an overwhelming fear took possession of me. I sprang upon the step and tore open the apron. What I saw inside made me recoil with terror. In the corner, his head thrown back and his whole body rigid, lay the unfortunate man I had first determined to kill, but had since decided to spare. I ran my hands, all trembling with terror, over his body. The man was dead — and I had killed him. By some mischance I must have pressed the spring which opened the valve, and thus the awful result had been achieved. Though years have elapsed since it happened, I can feel the agony of that moment as plainly now as if it was but yesterday.

When I understood that the man was really dead, and that I was his murderer — branded henceforth with the mark of Cain — I sat down on the pavement in a cold sweat of terror, trembling in every limb. The face of the whole world had changed within the past few minutes — now I knew I could never be like other men again. Already the fatal noose was tightening round my neck.

While these thoughts were racing through my brain, my ears, now preternaturally sharp, had detected the ring of a footstep on the pavement a hundred yards or so away. Instantly I sprang to my feet, my mind alert and nimble, my whole body instinct with the thought of self-preservation. Whatever happened I must not be caught, red-handed, with the body of the murdered man in my possession. At any risk I must rid myself of that, and speedily, too.

Climbing to my perch again I started my horse off at a rapid pace in the same direction in which I had been proceeding when I had made my awful discovery. On reaching the first cross-roads I branched off to the right, and, discovering that to be a busy thoroughfare, turned to the left again. Never before had my fellow-man inspired me with such terror. At last I found a deserted street, and was in the act of pressing the lever with my foot when a door in a house just ahead of me opened, and a party of ladies and gentlemen issued from it. Some went in one direction, others in a contrary, and I was between both. To drop the body where they could see it would be worse than madness, so, almost cursing them for interrupting me, I lashed my horse and darted round the first available corner. Once more I found a quiet place, but this time I was interrupted by a cab turning into the street and coming along behind me. The third time, however, was more successful. I looked carefully about me. The street was empty in front and behind. On either side were rows of respectable middle-class houses, with never a light in a window or a policeman to be seen.

Trembling like a leaf, I stopped the cab, and when I had made sure that there was no one looking, placed my foot upon the lever. So perfect was the mechanism that it acted instantly, and, what was better still, without noise. Next moment Bartrand was lying upon his back in the centre of the road. As soon as his weight released it the bottom of the vehicle rose, and I heard the spring click as it took its place again. Before I drove on I turned and looked at him where he lay so still and cold on the pure white snow, and thought of the day at Markapurlie, when he had turned me off the station for wanting to doctor poor Ben Garman, and also of the morning when I had denounced him to the miners on the Boolga Bange, after I had discovered that he had stolen my secret and appropriated my wealth. How little either of us thought then what the end of our hatred was to be! If I had been told on the first day we had met that I should murder him, and that he would ultimately be found lying dead in the centre of a London street, I very much doubt if either of us would have believed it possible. But how horribly true it was!

As to what I was now, there could be no question. The ghastly verdict was self-evident, and the word rang in my brain with a significance I had never imagined it to possess before. It seemed to be written upon the houses, to be printed upon the snow-curdled sky. Even the roll of the wheels beneath me proclaimed me a murderer. Until that time I had had no real conception of what that grisly word meant. Now I knew it for the most awful in the whole range of our English language.

All this time I had been driving aimlessly on and on, having no care where I went, conscious only that I must put as great a distance as possible between myself and the damning evidence of my crime. Then a reaction set in, and I became aware that to continue driving in this half-coherent fashion was neither politic nor sensible, so I pulled myself together and tried to think what I had better do. The question for my consideration was whether I should hasten to Hogarth Square as arranged and hand the cab over to Nikola, or whether I should endeavour to dispose of it in some other way, and not go near that dreadful man again. One thing was indisputable: whatever I did, I must do quickly. It was nearly one o’clock by this time, and if I wanted to see him at the rendezvous I must hurry, or he would have gone before I reached it. In that case, what should I do with the cab?

After anxious thought I came to the conclusion that I had better find him and hand him his terrible property. Then, if I wished to give him the slip, I could lead him to suppose I intended returning to my hotel, and afterwards act as I might deem best for my own safety. This once decided, I turned the vehicle round, whipped up the horse, and set off for Hogarth Square as fast as I could go. It was a long journey, for several times I missed my way and had to retrace my steps; but at last I accomplished it and drove into the Square. Sure enough at the second lamp-post on the left hand side, where he had appointed to meet me, three men were standing beside a hansom cab, and from the way they peered about, it was evident they were anxiously awaiting the arrival of someone. One I could see at first glance was Nikola, the other was probably his Chinese servant, the man who had brought me the cab earlier in the evening, but the third’s identity I could not guess. Nor did I waste time trying.

As I approached them Nikola held up his hand as a signal to me to stop, and I immediately pulled up and got down. Not a question did he ask about my success or otherwise, but took from the second cab a bowler hat and a top coat, which I recognised as the garments I had left at Levi Solomon’s that evening.

“Put these on,” he said, “and then come with me as quickly as you can. I have a lot to say to you.”

I did as he ordered me, and when my sou’wester and cape had been tossed into the empty cab, he beckoned me to follow him down the square. His servant had meanwhile driven that awful cab away.

“Now, what have you to tell me?” he asked, when we had walked a little distance along the pavement.

I stopped and faced him with a face, I’ll be bound, as ashen as that of a corpse.

“I have done your fiendish bidding,” I hissed. “I am — God help me — unintentionally what you have made me — a murderer.”

“Then the man is dead, is he?” replied Nikola, with icy calmness. “That is satisfactory. Now we have to divert suspicion from yourself. All things considered, I think you had better go straight back to your hotel, and keep quiet there until I communicate with you. You need have no fear as to your safety. No one will suspect you. Hitherto we have been most successful in eluding detection.”

As he spoke, the memory of the other murders which had shocked all London flashed through my brain, and instantly I realised everything. The victims, so the medical men stated, had in each case been killed by some anesthetic: they had been found in the centre of the road, as if dropped from a vehicle, while their faces had all been mutilated in the same uncanny fashion. I turned and looked at the man by my side, and then, in an unaccountable fit of rage, threw myself upon him. The men who actually did the deeds were innocent — here was the real murderer — the man who had instigated and egged them on to crime. He had led my soul into hell, but he should not escape scot free.

The suddenness of my passion took him completely by surprise, but only for an instant. Then, with a quick movement of his hands, he caught my wrists, and held me in a grip of iron. I was disarmed and powerless, and he knew it, and laughed mockingly.

“So you would try and add me to your list, would you, Mr. Gilbert Pennethorne? Be thankful that I am mercifully inclined, and do not punish you as you deserve.”

Without another word he threw me from him, with the ease of a practised wrestler, and I fell upon the pavement as if I had been shot. The shock brought me to my senses, and I rose an altogether different man, though still hating him with a tenfold loathing as the cause of all my misery. Having once rid himself of me however, he seemed to think no more of the matter.

“Now be off to your hotel,” he said sharply, “and don’t stir from it until I communicate with you. By making this fuss you might have hung yourself, to say nothing of implicating me. To-morrow morning I will let you know what is best to be done. In the meantime, remain indoors, feign ill health, and don’t see any strangers on any pretext whatever.”

He stood at the corner of the Square, and watched me till I had turned the corner, as cool and diabolical a figure as the Author of all Evil himself. I only looked back once, and then walked briskly on until I reached Piccadilly Circus, where I halted and gazed about me in a sort of dim confused wonderment at my position. What a variety of events had occurred since the previous night, when I had stood in the same place, and had heard the policeman’s whistle sound from Jermyn Street, in proclamation of the second mysterious murder! How little I had then thought that within twenty-four hours I should be in the same peril as the murderer of the man I had seen lying under the light of the policeman’s lantern! Perhaps even at this moment Bartrand’s body had been discovered, and a hue and cry was on foot for the man who had done the deed. With this thought in my mind, a greater terror than I had yet felt came over me, and I set off as hard as I could go down a bye-street into Trafalgar Square, thence by way of Northumberland Avenue on to the Embankment. Once there I leant upon the coping and looked down at the dark water slipping along so silently on its way to the sea. Here was my chance if only I had the pluck to avail myself of it. Life had now no hope left for me. Why should I not throw myself over, and so escape the fate that must inevitably await me if I lived? One moment’s courage, a little struggling in the icy water, a last choking cry, and then it would all be over and done with, and those who had the misfortune to call themselves my kinsmen would be spared the mortification of seeing me standing in a felon’s dock. I craned my neck still further over the side, and looked at the blocks of ice as they went by, knocking against each other with a faint musical sound that sounded like the tinkling of tiny bells. I remembered the depth of the river, and pictured my sodden body stranded on to the mud by the ebbing tide somewhere near the sea. I could fancy the conjectures that would be made concerning it. Would anyone connect me with — but there, I could not go on. Nor could I do what I had proposed. Desperate as was my case, I found I still clung to life with a tenacity that even crime itself could not lessen. No; by hook or crook I must get out of England to some place where nobody would know me, and where I could begin a new life. By cunning it could surely be managed. But in that case I knew I must not go back to my hotel, and run the risk of seeing Nikola again. I distrusted his powers of saving me; and, if I fell once more under his influence, goodness alone knew what I might not be made to do. No; I would make some excuse to the landlord to account for my absence, and then creep quietly out of England in such a way that no one would suspect me. But how was it to be managed? To remain in London would be to run endless risks. Anyone might recognise me, and then capture would be inevitable. I turned out my pockets and counted my money. Fortunately, I had cashed a cheque only the day before, and now had nearly forty pounds in notes and gold in my purse; not very much, it is true, but amply sufficient for my present needs. The question was: Where should I go? Australia, the United States, South America, South Africa? Which of these places would be safest? The first and second I rejected without consideration. The first I had tried, the second I had no desire to visit. Chili, the Argentine, or Bechuanaland? It all depended on the boats. To whichever place a vessel sailed first, to that place I would go.

Casting one last glance at the ice-bound water below me, and with a shudder at the thought of what I had contemplated doing when I first arrived upon the Embankment, I made my way back into the Strand. It was now close upon three o’clock, and already a few people were abroad. If I were not out of London within a few hours, I might be caught. I would go directly I had decided what it was imperative I should know. Up one street and down another I toiled until at last I came upon what I wanted, a small restaurant in a back street, devoted to the interests of the early arrivals at Covent Garden Market. It was only a tiny place, shabby in the extreme, but as it just suited my purpose, I walked boldly in, and ordered a cup of cocoa and a plate of sausages. While they were being prepared I seated myself in one of the small compartments along the opposite wall, and with my head upon my hands tried to think coherently. When the proprietor brought me the food, I asked him if he could oblige me with the loan of writing materials. He glanced at me rather queerly, I thought, but did not hesitate to do what I asked. When he had gone again I dipped the pen into the ink and wrote a note to the proprietor of my hotel, telling him that I had been suddenly taken out of town by important business, and asking him to forward my boxes, within a week, to the cloak room, Aberdeen railway station, labelled “to be called for.” I chose Aberdeen for the reason that it was a long distance from London, and also because it struck me that if enquiries were made by the police it would draw attention off my real route, which would certainly not be in that direction. I then wrote a cheque for the amount of my account, enclosed it, and having done so sealed up the letter and put it in my pocket. On an adjoining table I espied a newspaper, which I made haste to secure. Turning to the column where the shipping advertisements were displayed, I searched the list for a vessel outward bound to one of the ports I had chosen. I discovered that to Chili or any of the South American Republics there would not be a boat sailing for at least a week to come. When I turned to South Africa I was more fortunate; a craft named the Fiji Princess was advertised to sail from Southampton for Cape Town at 11 a.m. on this self-same day. She was of 4,000 tons burden, but had only accommodation for ten first-class passengers and fifty in the steerage. What pleased me better still, she would only call at Tenerife on the way. The steerage fare was fifteen pounds, and it was by this class I determined to travel. My mind once made up, the next thing to decide was how to reach Southampton without incurring suspicion. To catch the boat this could only be done by rail, and to further increase my store of knowledge I had again to borrow from the proprietor of the restaurant. From the time table he lent me I found that a train left Waterloo every morning at six o’clock, which would get me to the docks before nine o’clock, thus allowing me two full hours in which to make my preparations and to get on board in comfortable time; that is, supposing she sailed at the hour stated. But I had still three hours to put in in London before the train would start, and how to occupy them without running any risk I could not tell. It was quite impossible for me to remain where I was, and yet to go out and walk about the streets would be dangerous in the extreme. In that time Nikola might get hold of me again, and I believe I dreaded that more than even falling into the clutches of the law. Suddenly I was struck by what seemed a splendid idea. What if I walked out of London to some station along the line where the train would pick me up? In that case no one would be able to remember seeing me start from Waterloo, and I should be believed to be still in London. The thought was no sooner born in my brain than I picked up my hat and prepared to be off.

When I paid at the counter for my meal, and also for the note paper with which the proprietor had obliged me, I strode out of the restaurant and down the street into the Strand again. Surbiton, I reflected, was twelve miles from Waterloo, and, besides being quiet, it was also one of the places at which I had noticed that the train was advertised to call. I had almost three hours before me in which to do the distance, and if I walked at the rate of five miles an hour it was evident I should accomplish it with ease. To Surbiton, therefore, I would go.

Having made my way back to Charing Cross, I passed down Whitehall and over Westminster Bridge to the Lambeth Palace Road. Under the influence of my new excitement I felt easier in my mind than I had been since I made my awful discovery three hours before, but still not easy enough to be able to pass a policeman without a shudder. Strangely enough, considering that I had had no sleep at all, and had been moving about all night, I was not conscious of the least fatigue, but strode along the pavement at a swinging pace, probably doing more than I had intended when I had first set out. The snow had ceased, but a nasty fog was rising from the river to take its place. I pictured the state of London when day should break, and devoutly thanked Heaven that I should be well out of it by that time. I could imagine the newsboys running about the streets with cries of “Another ‘orrible murder! A millionaire the victim.” I seemed to see the boards stuck before shop doors with the same ghastly headline, and I could realise the consternation of the town, when it awoke to find the mysterious assassin still at work in its midst. Then would follow the inquest. The porter at the Monolith Club would be called upon to give evidence, and would affirm that he had seen the deceased gentleman step into a smart hansom, driven by a cabman dressed in an oilskin cape and a sou’wester, and would probably remember having noticed that the cabby was a gruff fellow with a bushy, black beard. The next witnesses would be the finders of the body, and after that the same verdict would be returned— “Wilful murder against some person or persons unknown” — as had been given in the previous cases.

If only Nikola remained faithful to me I should probably have time to get out of England before the police could stop me, and, once among the miners of the Rand, I should be able to arrange matters in such a way that recognition would be almost an impossibility. With a sigh of relief at this comfortable thought, I pushed on a little faster along the Wandsworth Road until I reached Clapham Junction Station. As I did so I looked at my watch. It was just a quarter to four, and already the footpaths were becoming dotted with pedestrians.

Leaving Clapham Junction behind me, I passed along the Lavender Hill Road, through Wandsworth, and struck out along the road to West Hill, then across Putney Heath, through Kingston Vale, and so into Kingston. From that quaint old riverside town to Surbiton is but a step, and exactly as the church clocks in the latter place were chiming a quarter to six, I stood on the platform of the railway station prepared to board my train when it should come in sight. The last four miles had been done at a fast pace, and by the time I had taken my ticket I was completely worn out. My anxiety was so keen that I could not sit down, but waited until I should be safely on board the train. The cries of the newsboys seemed still to be ringing in my ears— “Another ‘orrible murder! Discovery of the body of a famous millionaire!”

To while away the time I went out of the station again and explored the deserted streets, passing houses in which the owners still lay fast asleep, little dreaming of the miserable man who was tramping along in the cold outside. A biting north wind blew over the snow, and chilled me to the marrow. The leaden hand of despair was pressing hard upon my heart, and when I looked at the rows of trim, matter-of-fact residences on either side of me, and thought of the gulf that separated their inmates from myself, I groaned aloud in abject misery.

At five minutes to the hour I returned to the station, and, just as I reached it, punctual almost to the tick of the clock, the train made its appearance round the bend of the line. With the solitary exception of an old man I was the only passenger from this station; and, as soon as I had discovered an empty third-class compartment, I got in and stowed myself away in a corner. Almost before the train was out of the station I was fast asleep, dreaming of Nikola and of the horrible events of the night just past. Once more I drove the cab along the snow-covered streets; once more that strange woman’s face rose before me in warning; and once more I descended from my seat to make the horrible discovery that my enemy was dead. In my agony I must have shrieked aloud, for the noise I made woke me up. An elderly man, possibly a successful country butcher from his appearance, who must have got in at some station we had stopped at while I slept, was sitting in the corner opposite, watching me.

“You have been having a pretty bad nightmare these last few minutes, I should say, mister,” he observed, with a smile. “I was just going to give you a shake up when you woke yourself by screaming out like that.”

An awful fear came over me. Was it possible that in my sleep I had revealed my secret?

“I am sorry I disturbed you,” I said, faintly, “but I am subject to bad dreams. Have I been talking very much?”

“Not so far as I’ve heard,” he answered; “but you’ve been moaning and groaning as if you’d got something on your mind that you wanted to tell pretty bad.”

“I’ve just got over a severe illness,” I replied, relieved beyond measure to hear that I had kept my dreadful secret to myself, “and I suppose that accounts for the uneasy way in which I sleep.”

My companion looked at me rather searchingly for a few seconds, and then began to fumble in his greatcoat pocket for something. Presently he produced a large spirit flask.

“Let me give you a drop of whiskey,” he said, kindly. “It will cheer you up, and you look as if you want it right down bad.”

He poured about half a wineglassful into the little nickel-plated cup that fitted the bottom of the flask, and handed it to me. I thanked him sincerely, and tossed it off at one gulp. It was neat spirit, and ran through my veins like so much fire. Though it burnt my throat pretty severely, it did me a world of good, and in a few moments I was sufficiently recovered to talk reasonably enough.

At nine o’clock almost to the minute we drew up at Southampton Docks, and then, bidding my fellow passenger good morning, I quickly quitted the station. Before I left London I had carefully noted the address of the steamship company’s agents, and, having ascertained the direction of their office, I made my way towards it. Early as was the hour I found it open, and upon being interrogated by the clerk behind the counter, stated my desire to book as steerage passenger for Cape Town by the steamer Fiji Princess, which they advertised as leaving the docks that day. The clerk looked at me with some surprise when I said “steerage,” but, whatever he may have thought, he offered no comment upon it.

“What is your name?” he inquired, dipping his pen in the ink.

I had anticipated this question, and replied “George Wrexford” as promptly as if it had really been my patronymic.

Having paid the amount demanded, and received my ticket in exchange, I asked what time it would be necessary for me to be on board.

“Half-past ten without fail,” he answered. “She will cast off punctually at eleven; and I give you fair warning Captain Hawkins does not wait for anything or anybody.”

I thanked him for his courtesy and left the office, buttoning up my ticket in my pocket as I went down the steps. In four hours at most, all being well, I should be safely out of England; and, for a little while, a free man. By half-past nine I had purchased a small outfit, and also the few odds and ends — such as bedding and mess utensils — that I should require on the voyage. This done I hunted about till I found a small restaurant, again in a back street, which I entered and ordered breakfast. As soon as I smelt the cooking I found that I was ravenous, and twice I had to call for more before my hunger was satsfied.”

Towards the end of my meal a paper boy put in an appearance, and my heart well-nigh stopped when I heard the girl beyond the counter enquire if there was “any startling news this morning.”

“‘Nother terrible murder in London,” answered the lad with fiendish glibness; and as he spoke my over-taxed strength gave way, and I fell back in my chair in a dead faint.

I suppose for a few moments I must have quite lost consciousness, for I can recollect nothing until I opened my eyes and found a small crowd collected round me, somebody sponging my forehead, and two people chafing my hands.

“How do you feel now?” enquired the nervous little man who had first come to my assistance.

“Better, thank you,” I replied, at the same time endeavouring to sit up. “Very much better. What has been the matter with me?”

“A bit of a faint, that’s all,” another answered. “Are you subject to them?”

“I’ve been very ill lately,” I said, giving them the same reply as I had done to the man in the train, “and I suppose I overtaxed my strength a little this morning. But, thanks to your kindness, I feel ever so much better now.”

As soon as I had recovered sufficiently, I paid my bill, and, having again sincerely thanked those who had assisted me, left the shop and hurried off to the docks as fast as I could go. It was now some few minutes after ten o’clock.

The Fiji Princess was a fair-sized vessel of an old-fashioned type, and very heavily laden; indeed, so heavy was she that she looked almost unsafe beside the great American liner near which she was berthed.

Having clambered on board I enquired my way to the steerage quarters, which were forward, then stowed away my things and endeavoured to make myself as comfortable as circumstances would permit in the place which was to be my home for the next five weeks or so. For prudence sake I remained below until I heard the whistle sound and could tell by the shaking that the steamship was moving. Then, when I had satisfied myself that we were really under way, I climbed the gangway that led to the deck and looked about me. Slowly as we were moving, we were already a hundred yards from the wharf side, and in a few minutes would be well out in Southampton Water. Eight aft a small crowd of passengers were grouped at the stern railings, waving their handkerchiefs and hats to a similar group ashore. Forward we were less demonstrative, for, as I soon discovered, the steerage passengers consisted only of myself, a circumstance which you may be very sure I did not by any means regret.

By mid-day we were in the Solent, and by lunch time the Isle of Wight lay over our taffrail. Now, unless I was stopped at Tenerife, I was certain of a month’s respite from the law. And when I realised this I went to my berth and, sinner as I was, knelt down and offered up the heartiest prayer of gratitude I have ever in my life given utterance to.


IV. A STRANGE COINCIDENCE.
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IF ANY MAN is desirous of properly understanding the feelings of gratitude and relief which filled my breast as the Fiji Princess steamed down channel that first afternoon out from Southampton, he must begin by endeavouring to imagine himself placed in the same unenviable position. For all I knew to the contrary, even while I stood leaning on the bulwarks watching the coast line away to starboard, some unlucky chance might be giving the police a clue to my identity, and the hue-and-cry already have begun. When I came to consider my actions during the past twenty-four hours, I seemed to be giving my enemies innumerable opportunities of discovering my whereabouts. My letter to the manager of the hotel, which I had posted in the Strand after leaving the Covent Garden restaurant, would furnish proof that I was in town before five o’clock — the time at which the box was cleared on the morning of the murder. Then, having ascertained that much, they would in all probability call at the hotel, and in instituting enquiries there, be permitted a perusal of the letter I had written to the manager that morning. Whether they would believe that I had gone north, as I desired they should suppose, was difficult to say; but in either case they would be almost certain to have all the southern seaports watched. I fancied, however, that my quickness in getting out of England would puzzle them a little, even if it did not baffle them altogether.

Unfortunately, the Fiji Princess had been the only vessel of importance sailing from Southampton on that particular day, and owing to the paucity of steerage passengers, I felt sure the clerk who gave me my ticket would remember me sufficiently well to be able to assist in the work of identification. Other witnesses against me would be the porters at Surbiton railway station, who had seen me arrive, tired and dispirited, after my long walk; the old man who had given me whiskey on the journey down; and the people in the restaurant where I had been taken ill would probably recognise me from the description. However, it was in my favour that I was here on the deck of the steamer, if not devoid of anxiety, at least free from the clutches of the law for the present.

The afternoon was perfectly fine, though bitterly cold; overhead stretched a blue sky, with scarcely a cloud from horizon to horizon; the sea was green as grass, and almost as smooth as a millpond. Since luncheon I had seen nothing of the passengers, nor had I troubled to inquire if the vessel carried her full complement. The saloon was situated right aft in the poop, the skipper had his cabin next to the chart room on the hurricane deck, and the officers theirs on either side of the engine-room, in the alley ways below. My quarters — I had them all to myself, as I said in the last chapter — were as roomy and comfortable as a man could expect for the passage-money I paid, and when I had made friends with the cook and his mate, I knew I should get through the voyage in comparative comfort.

At this point I am brought to the narration of the most uncanny portion of my story: a coincidence so strange that it seems almost impossible it can be true, and one for which I have never been able, in any way, to account. Yet, strange as it may appear, it must be told; and that it is true, have I not the best and sweetest evidence any man could desire in the world? It came about in this way. In the middle of the first afternoon, as already described, I was sitting smoking on the fore hatch, and at the same time talking to the chief steward. He had been to sea, so he told me, since he was quite a lad; and, as I soon discovered, had seen some strange adventures in almost every part of the globe. It soon turned out, as is generally the way, that I knew several men with whom he was acquainted, and in a few minutes we were upon the most friendly terms. From the sea our conversation changed to China, and in illustration of the character of the waterside people of that peculiar country, my companion narrated a story about a shipmate who had put off in a sampan to board his boat lying in Hong Kong harbour, and had never been seen or heard of again.

“It was a queer thing,” he said impressively, as he shook the ashes out of his pipe and re-charged it, “as queer a thing as ever a man heard of. I spent the evening with the chap myself, and before we said ‘good-bye’ we arranged to go up to Happy Valley the Sunday morning following. But he never turned up, nor have I ever set eyes on him from that time to this. Whether he was murdered by the sampan’s crew or whether he fell overboard and was drowned in the harbour, I don’t suppose will ever be known.”

“A very strange thing,” I said, as bravely as I could, and instantly thought of the bond I had in common with that sampan’s crew.

“Aye, strange; very strange,” replied the steward, shaking his head solemnly; “but there’s many strange things done now-a-days. Look at these here murders that have been going on in London lately. I reckon it would be a wise man as could put an explanation on them.”

All my blood seemed to rush to my head, and my heart for a second stood still. I suffered agonies of apprehension lest he should notice my state and have his suspicions aroused, but he was evidently too much engrossed with his subject to pay any attention to my appearance. I knew I must say something, but my tongue was cleaving to the roof of my mouth. It was some moments before I found my voice, and then I said as innocently as possible — 

“They are certainly peculiar, are they not? Have you any theory to account for them?”

This was plainly a question to his taste, and it soon became evident that he had discussed the subject in all its bearings on several occasions before.

“Do you want to know what I think?” he began slowly, fixing me with an eye that he seemed to imagine bored through me like an augur. “Well, what I think is that the Anarchists are at the bottom of it all, and I’ll tell you for why. Look at the class of men who were killed. Who was the first? A Major-General in the army, wasn’t he? Who was the second? A member of the House of Lords. Who was the third?”

He looked so searchingly at me that I felt myself quailing before his glance as if he had detected me in my guilt. Who could tell him better than I who the last victim was?

“And the third — well, he was one of these rich men as fattens on Society and the workin’ man, was he not?”

He pounded his open hand with his fist in the true fashion, and his eyes constantly challenged me to refute his statements if I were in a position to do so. But — heaven help me! — thankful as I would have been to do it, I was not able to gainsay him. Instead, I sat before him like a criminal in the dock, conscious of the danger I was running, yet unable for the life of me to avert it. Still, however, my tormentor did not notice my condition, but returned to the charge with renewed vigour. What he lacked in argument he made up in vehemence. And for nearly an hour I had to sit and bear the brunt of both.

“Now, I’ll ask you a question,” he said for the twentieth time, after he had paused to watch the effect of his last point. “Who do the Anarchists mostly go for? Why for what we may call, for the sake of argument, the leaders of Society — generals, peers, and millionaires. Those are the people, therefore, that they want to be rid of.”

“You think then,” I said, “that these — these crimes were the work of a party instead of an individual?”

He half closed his eyes and looked at me with an expression upon his face that seemed to implore me to contradict him.

“You know what I think,” he said; then with fine conceit, “If only other folk had as much savee as we have, the fellows who did the work would have been laid by the heels by this time. As it is they’ll never catch them — no, not till the moon’s made of cream cheese.”

With this avowal of his settled opinion he took himself off, and left me sitting on the hatch, hoping with all my heart and soul that, if in this lay my chance of safety, the world might long retain its present opinion. While I was ruminating on what he had said, and feeling that I would give five years of my life to know exactly how matters stood ashore, I chanced to look up at the little covered way on the hurricane deck below the bridge. My heart seemed to stand still. For the moment I thought I must be asleep and dreaming, for there, gazing across the sea, was the same woman’s face I had seen suspended in mid-air above my cab on the previous night. Astonishing as it may seem, there could be no possible doubt about it — I recognised the expressive eyes, the sweet mouth, and the soft, wavy hair as plainly as if I had known her all my life long.

Thinking it was still only a creation of my own fancy, and that in a moment it would fade away as before, I stared hard at it, resolved, while I had the chance, to still further impress every feature upon my memory. But it did not vanish as I expected. I rubbed my eyes in an endeavour to find out if I were awake or asleep, but that made no difference. She still remained. I was quite convinced by this time, however, that she was flesh and blood. But who could she be, and where had I really seen her face before? For something like five minutes I watched her, and then for the first time she looked down at the deck where I sat. Suddenly she caught sight of me, and almost at the same instant I saw her give a little start of astonishment. Evidently she had also seen me in some other place, but could no more recall it than myself.

As soon as she had recovered from her astonishment she glanced round the waste of water again and then moved away. But even when she had left me I could not for the life of me rid myself of my feeling of astonishment. I reviewed my past life in an attempt to remember where I had met her, but still without success. While I was wondering, my friend the chief steward came along the deck again. I accosted him, and asked if he could tell me the name of the lady with the wavy brown hair whom I could see talking to the captain at the door of the chart house. He looked in the direction indicated, and then said:

“Her name is Maybourne — Miss Agnes Maybourne. Her father is a big mine owner at the Cape, so I’m told. Her mother died about a year ago, I heard the skipper telling a lady aft this morning, and it seems the poor young thing felt the loss terribly. She’s been home for a trip with an old uncle to try and cheer her up a bit, and now they are on their way back home again.”

“Thank you very much,” I said. “I have been puzzling over her face for some time. She’s exactly like someone I’ve met some time or other, but where, I can’t remember.”

On this introduction the steward favoured me with a long account of a cousin of his — a steward on board an Atlantic liner — who, it would appear, was always being mistaken for other people; to such a length did this misfortune carry him that he was once arrested in Liverpool on suspicion of being a famous forger who was then at large. Whether he was sentenced and served a term of penal servitude, or whether the mistake was discovered and he was acquitted, I cannot now remember; but I have a faint recollection that my friend described it as a case that baffled the ingenuity of Scotland Yard, and raised more than one new point of law, which he, of course, was alone able to set right in a satisfactory manner.

Needless to say, Miss Maybourne’s face continued to excite my wonder and curiosity for the remainder of the afternoon; and when I saw her the following morning promenading the hurricane deck in the company of a dignified grey-haired gentleman, with a clean-shaven, shrewd face, who I set down to be her uncle, I discovered that my interest had in no way abated. This wonderment and mystification kept me company for longer than I liked, and it was not until we were bidding “good-bye” to the Channel that I determined to give up brooding over it and think about something else.

Once Old England was properly behind us, and we were out on the open ocean, experiencing the beauties of a true Atlantic swell, and wondering what our portion was to be in the Bay of Biscay, my old nervousness returned upon me. This will be scarcely a matter for wonder when you reflect that every day we were drawing nearer our first port of call, and at Tenerife I should know whether or not the police had discovered the route I had taken. If they had, I should certainly be arrested as soon as the vessel came to anchor, and be detained in the Portuguese prison until an officer should arrive from England to take charge of me and conduct me home for trial. Again and again I pictured that return, the mortification of my relatives, and the excitement of the Press; and several times I calmly deliberated with myself as to whether the best course for me to pursue would not be to drop quietly overboard some dark night, and thus prevent the degradation that would be my portion if I were taken home and placed upon my trial. However, had I but known it, I might have spared myself all this anxiety, for the future had something in store for me which I had never taken into consideration, and which was destined to upset all my calculations in a most unexpected fashion.

How strange a thing is Fate, and by what small circumstances are the currents of our lives diverted! If I had not had my match-box in my pocket on the occasion I am about to describe, what a very different tale I should have had to tell. You must bear with me if I dwell upon it, for it is the one little bit of that portion of my life that I love to remember. It all came about in this way: On the evening in question I was standing smoking against the port bulwarks between the fore rigging and the steps leading to the hurricane deck. What the exact time was I cannot remember. It may have been eight, and it might possibly have been half-past; one thing, at any rate, is certain: dinner was over in the saloon, for some of the passengers were promenading the hurricane deck. My pipe was very nearly done, and, having nothing better to do, I was beginning to think of turning in, when the second officer came out of the alley way and asked me for a match. He was a civil young fellow of two or three-and-twenty, and when I had furnished him with what he wanted, we fell into conversation. In the course of our yarning he mentioned the name of the ship upon which he had served his apprenticeship. Then, for the first time for many years, I remembered that I had a cousin who had also spent some years aboard her. I mentioned his name, and to my surprise he remembered him perfectly.

“Blakeley,” he cried; “Charley Blakeley, do you mean? Why, I knew him as well as I knew any man! As fine a fellow as ever stepped. We made three voyages to China and back together. I’ve got a photograph of him in my berth now. Come along and see it.”

On this invitation I followed him from my own part of the vessel, down the alley way, past the engine-room, to his quarters, which were situated at the end, and looked over the after spar deck that separated the poop from the hurricane deck. When I had seen the picture I stood at the door talking to him for some minutes, and while thus engaged saw two ladies and a gentleman come out of the saloon and go up the ladder to the deck above our heads. From where I stood I could hear their voices distinctly, and could not help envying them their happiness. How different was it to my miserable lot!

Suddenly there rang out a woman’s scream, followed by another, and then a man’s voice shouting frantically, “Help, help! Miss Maybourne has fallen overboard.”

The words were scarcely out of his mouth before I had left the alley way, crossed the well, and was climbing the ladder that led to the poop. A second or two later I was at the taffrail, had thrown off my coat, mounted the rail, and, catching sight of a figure struggling among the cream of the wake astern, had plunged in after her. The whole thing, from the time the first shriek was uttered until I had risen to the surface, and was blowing the water from my mouth and looking about me for the girl, could not have taken more than twenty seconds, and yet in it I seemed to live a lifetime. Ahead of me the great ship towered up to the heavens; all round me was the black bosom of the ocean, with the stars looking down at it in their winking grandeur.

For some moments after I had come to the surface I could see nothing of the girl I had jumped overboard to rescue. She seemed to have quite disappeared. Then, while on the summit of a wave, I caught a glimpse of her, and, putting forth all my strength, swam towards her. Eternities elapsed before I reached her. When I did I came carefully up alongside, and put my left arm under her shoulders to sustain her. She was quite sensible, and, strangely enough, not in the least frightened.

“Can you swim?” I asked, anxiously, as I began to tread water.

“A little, but not very well,” she answered. “I’m afraid I am getting rather tired.”

“Lean upon me,” I answered. “Try not to be afraid; they will lower a boat in a few moments, and pick us up.”

She said no more, but fought hard to keep herself afloat. The weight upon my arm was almost more than I could bear, and I began to fear that if the rescue boat did not soon pick us up they might have their row for nothing. Then my ears caught the chirp of oars, and the voice of the second officer encouraging his men in their search for us.

“If you can hold on for another three or four minutes,” I said in gasps to my companion, “all will be well.”

“I will try,” she answered, bravely; “but I fear I shall not be able to. My strength is quite gone.”

Her clothes were sodden with water, and added greatly to the weight I had to support. Not once, but half-a-dozen times, seas, cold as ice, broke over us; and once I was compelled to let go my hold of her. When I rose to the surface again some seconds elapsed before I could find her. She had sunk, and by the time I had dived and got my arm round her again she was quite unconscious. The boat was now about thirty yards distant from us, and already the men in her had sighted us and were pulling with all their strength to our assistance. In another minute or so they would be alongside, but the question was whether I could hold out so long. A minute contained sixty seconds, and each second was an eternity of waiting.

When they were near enough to hear my voice I called to them with all my strength to make haste. I saw the bows of the boat come closer and closer, and could distinctly distinguish the hissing of the water under her bows.

“If you can hold on for a few seconds longer,” shouted the officer in command, “we’ll get you aboard.”

I heard the men on the starboard side throw in their oars. I saw the man in the bows lean forward to catch hold of us, and I remember saying, “Lift the lady; I can hold on,” and then the boat seemed to fade away, the icy cold water rose higher and higher, and I felt myself sinking down, down, down, calmly and quietly into the black sea, just fading out of life as happily as a little child falls asleep.

When I came to my senses again I found myself lying in a bunk in a cabin which was certainly not my own. The appointments were decidedly comfortable, if not luxurious; a neat white-and-gold washstand stood against the bulkhead, with a large mirror suspended above it. Under the porthole, which was shaded with a small red curtain, was a cushioned locker, and at one end of this locker a handy contrivance for hanging clothes. Two men — one a young fellow about my own age, and the other the elderly gentlemen with whom I had often seen Miss Maybourne walking — were standing beside me watching me eagerly. When they saw that I had recovered consciousness they seemed to consider it a matter for congratulation.

“So you know us again, do you?” said the younger man, whom I now recognised as the ship’s doctor. “How do you feel in yourself?”

“Not very bright just at present,” I answered truthfully. “But I’ve no doubt I shall be all right in an hour or two.” Then, when a recollection of what had occasioned my illness came over me, I said, “How is Miss Maybourne? I hope they got her on board safely?”

“Thanks to you, my dear sir, they did,” said the old gentleman, who I discovered later was her uncle, as I had suspected. “I am glad to be able to tell you that she is now making rapid progress towards recovery. You must get well too, and hear what the entire ship has to say about your bravery.”

“I hope they’ll say nothing,” I answered. “Anybody could have done it. And now, how long have I been lying here?”

“Since they brought you on board last night — about twelve hours. You were unconscious for such a long time that we were beginning to grow uneasy about you. But, thank goodness, our clever doctor here has brought you round at last.”

The young medico resolved to stop this flow of flattery and small talk, so he bade me sit up and try to swallow some beef tea he had had prepared for me. With his assistance I raised myself, and when I had polished off as much of the food as I was able to manage, he made me lie down once more and try to get to sleep again. I did exactly as I was ordered, and, in less time than it takes to tell, was in the land of Nod. It was not until I was up and about again that I learnt the history of the rescue. Immediately Miss Maybourne’s shriek had roused the ship, and I had sprung overboard to her assistance, the chief officer, who was on the bridge, ran to the engine-room telegraph and gave the signal to stop the vessel; the second officer by this time, with commendable activity, had accompanied the carpenter, who among others had heard the alarm, to one of the quarter boats, and had her ready for lowering by the time a crew was collected. At first they had some difficulty in discovering us, but once they did so they lost no time in picking us up. Miss Maybourne was quite unconscious when they took her from my arms, and I believe as soon as I felt myself relieved of her weight I too lost my senses and began to sink. A boat-hook, however, soon brought me to the surface. Directly we reached the ship’s deck the captain gave orders that I should be conveyed to an empty cabin at the end of the saloon, and it was here that I found myself when I returned to consciousness.

For what length of time I slept after the doctor and Miss Maybourne’s uncle left the cabin I cannot say. I only know that when I woke the former would not hear of my getting up as I desired to do, but bade me make the best of a bad job and remain where I was until he examined me the following morning. It must have been after breakfast that he came to see me, for I heard the bell go, and half an hour later the voices of the passengers die away as they left the table and went on deck.

“Good morning, Mr. Wrexford,” he said, as he shut the door behind him and came over to the bunk. “How are you feeling to-day? Pretty well, I hope?”

“I feel quite myself again,” I answered. “I want to get up. This lying in bed is dreary work.”

“I daresay you find it so. Anyway, I’ll not stop you from getting up now, if you’re so minded; that is provided you eat a good breakfast first.”

“I think I can meet you on that ground,” I said with a laugh. “I’m as hungry as a hunter. I hope they’re going to give me something pretty soon.”

“I can satisfy you up on that point,” he replied. “I saw the steward preparing the tray as I came through the saloon. Yes, you must hurry up and get on deck, for the ladies are dying to shake you by the hand. I suppose you’re not aware that you are the hero of the hour?”

“I’m sorry to hear it,” I said in all sincerity. “There has been a terrible lot of fuss made over a very simple action.”

“Nonsense, my dear fellow, there hasn’t been anything said yet. You wait till old Manstone gets hold of you. He would have said his say yesterday but for my preventing him, and ever since then he has been bottling it up for you when you’re well enough to receive it.”

“Who is this Mr. Manstone of whom you speak? I don’t think I know him.”

“Why you must remember, he’s Miss Maybourne’s uncle — the old gentleman who was in here with me yesterday when you came to your senses again. You must have seen him walking with her on deck — a fine, military-looking old chap, with a big grey moustache.”

“Now that you describe him, I remember him perfectly,” I said; “but I had never heard his name before. I wish you’d tell him from me that I don’t want anything more said about the matter. If they want to reward me, let them do it by forgetting all about it. They couldn’t do anything that would please me more.”

“Why, what a modest chap you are, to be sure,” said the doctor. “Most men would want the Royal Humane Society’s medal, and some would even aspire to purses of sovereigns.”

“Very probably. But down on my luck, as I am, I don’t want either. The less notoriety I derive, the happier man I shall be. To change the subject, I hope Miss Maybourne is better?”

“Oh, she’s almost herself again now. I expect to have her up and about again to-day. Surely you will not mind receiving her thanks?”

“I should not be so churlish, I hope,” I remarked; “but all the same, I would rather she said nothing about the matter. That is the worst part of doing anything a little out of the ordinary: one must always be thanked, and praised, and made a fuss of till one begins to regret ever having committed an action that could produce such disastrous results.”

“Come, come, you’re looking at the matter in a very dismal light, I must say,” he cried. “Nine out of every ten men, I’m certain, would have given their ears for the chance you had of rescuing Agnes Maybourne. That it should have come to a man who can’t appreciate his good fortune seems like the irony of Fate.”

I was about to reply to his jesting speech in a similar strain when there was a tap at the door, and a steward entered bearing a tray. The smell of the food was as good as a tonic to me, and when the doctor had propped me up so that I could get at it in comfort, I set to work. He then left me to myself while he went to see his other patient — the lady of whom we had just been speaking — promising to return in a quarter of an hour to help me dress.

I had just finished my meal, and was placing the tray upon the floor in such a way that the things upon it could not be spilt if the vessel should roll, when there came another tap at the door, and in response to my cry “come in,” the captain of the ship appeared, and behind him the elderly gentleman whom the doctor had described to me as Miss Maybourne’s uncle, under whose care she was travelling to South Africa.

“Good morning, Mr. Wrexford,” said the captain, politely, as he advanced towards me and held out his hand. “I hope you are feeling better?”

“I am perfectly well again now, thank you,” I replied. “The doctor is going to let me get up in a few minutes, and then I shall be ready to return to my old quarters forward.”

“And that is the very matter I have come in to see you about,” said the skipper. “First, however, I must tell you what the entire ship’s company, both passengers and crew, think of your bravery the night before last. It was as nobly done, sir, as anything I have ever seen, and I heartily congratulate you upon it.”

“Thank you very much,” I answered; “but I must really ask you to say no more about it. I have already been thanked ever so much more than I deserve.”

“That could not be,” impetuously broke in Mr. Manstone, who had not spoken hitherto. “On my own behalf and that of my niece I, too, thank you most heartily; and you may rest assured I shall take care that a full and proper account of it is given my brother when I reach South Africa.”

“Until we do so, I hope, Mr. Wrexford,” said the skipper, “that you will take up your quarters in this cabin, and consider yourself a saloon passenger. I’m sure the owners would wish it, and for my part I shall be proud to have you among us.”

“And I say ‘Hear, hear!’ to that,” added Mr. Manstone.

For a moment I hardly knew what to say. I was touched by his kindness in making the offer, but in my position I could not dream of accepting it. This notoriety was likely to do me quite enough harm as it was.

“I thank you,” I said at last, “and I hope you will fully understand how grateful I am to you for the kindness which prompts the offer. But I think I will remain in my old quarters forward, if you have no objection. I am quite comfortable there; and as I made my choice on principle at the beginning, I think, with your permission, I would rather not change it now.”

“But my dear sir,” began the captain, “you must let us show our appreciation in some practical form. We could never let you off quietly, as you seem to wish.”

“You have already done more than enough,” I answered. “You have told me what you thought of my action, and you have also made me this offer, the value of which, you may be quite sure, I fully appreciate. I have felt compelled to decline it, and under those circumstances I think it would be best to let the subject drop.

“You are too modest by half, Mr. Wrexford,” said Miss Maybourne’s uncle. “Far too modest.”

For some time the two gentlemen did their best to persuade me to forego my decision, but, hard as they tried, they did not succeed. There were so many reasons why I should not take up my residence among the first saloon passengers aft, and as I reviewed them in my mind, I became more than ever convinced that it would be madness for me to forego my resolution.

When they discovered that I was not to be moved they shook hands again, and then left me. Five minutes later the doctor came in to help me dress. He carried a bundle of clothes in his arms, and when he had shut the door behind him he threw them on the locker under the porthole.

“Your own clothes, I’m sorry to say, Wrexford,” he began, “are completely spoiled; so if you’ll allow me, I’m going to lend you these till you can see about some more. We are men of pretty much the same build, so what fits me should fit you, and vice versa. Now, if you’re ready, let me give you a hand to dress, for I want to get you on deck into the fresh air as soon as possible.”

Half an hour later I was ready to leave my cabin. The doctor’s clothes fitted me admirably, and after I had given a look round to see that I had not left anything behind me, I followed the medico out into the saloon. Fortunately, there were very few people about, but, to my horror, those who were there would insist upon shaking hands with me, and telling me what they thought of my action before they would let me escape. To add to my discomfort, when I left the saloon and passed along the spar deck towards my own quarters I had to run the gauntlet of the rest of the passengers, who clustered round me, and overwhelmed me with a chorus of congratulations on my recovery. I doubt very much if ever there was more fuss made over an act of common humanity than that made by the passengers of the Fiji Princess over mine. If I had saved the lives of the whole ship’s company, captain and stokers included, there could not have been more said about it.

Reaching my own quarters forward I went down to my berth, in search of a pipe and a pouch of tobacco, and when I had found them, sat myself down on the fore-hatch and began to smoke. It was a lovely morning, a merry breeze hummed in the shrouds, and the great steamer was ploughing her way along with an exhilarating motion that brought my strength back quicker than any doctor’s physic. On the bridge my old friend the second officer was pacing up and down, and when he saw me he came to the rail, and waved his hand in welcome.

The chief steward also found me out, and embraced the opportunity for telling me that my conduct reminded him of a cousin’s exploits in the Hooghly, which said narrative I felt constrained to swallow with a few grains of salt. When he left me I sat where I was and thought how pleasant it was, after all, to find that there were still people in the world with sufficiently generous natures to appreciate a fellow creature’s actions. One question, however, haunted me continually: What would the folk aboard this ship say when they knew my secret? And, above all, what would Miss Agnes Maybourne think when she should come to hear it?


V. THE WRECK OF THE “FIJI PRINCESS”
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THAT AFTERNOON I was sitting in my usual place on the fore-hatch, smoking and thinking about our next port of call, and what a miserable figure I should cut before the ship’s company if by any chance I should be arrested there, when I became conscious that someone had come along the hurricane deck and was leaning on the rails gazing down at me. I looked up, to discover that it was none other than Miss Maybourne. Directly she saw that I was aware of her presence she moved towards the ladder on the port side and came down it towards where I sat. Her dress was of some dark-blue material, probably serge, and was cut in such a fashion that it showed her beautiful figure to the very best advantage. A sweeter picture of an English maiden of gentle birth than she presented as she came down the steps it would have been difficult to find. Kindness and sincerity were the chief characteristics of her face, and I felt a thrill of pride run through me as I reflected that she owed her life to me.

When she came up to where I stood, for I had risen on seeing her approaching me, she held out her hand with a frank gesture, and said, as she looked me in the eyes:

“Mr. Wrexford, you saved my life the night before last, and this is the first opportunity I have had of expressing my gratitude to you. I cannot tell you how grateful I am, but I ask you to believe that so long as I live I shall never cease to bless you for your heroism.”

To return an answer to such a speech would not seem a difficult matter at first thought, and yet I found it harder than I would at any other time have imagined. To let her see that I did not want to be thanked, and at the same time not to appear churlish, was a very difficult matter. However, I stumbled out some sort of a reply, and then asked her how she had managed to fall overboard in that extraordinary fashion.

“I really cannot tell you,” she answered, without hesitation. “I was leaning against the rails of the hurricane deck talking to Miss Dursley and Mr. Spicer, when something behind me gave way, and then over I went backwards into the water. Oh, you can’t imagine the feeling of utter helplessness that came over me as I rose to the surface and saw the great ship steaming away. Then you nobly sprang in to my assistance, and once more hope came into my heart. But for you I might now be dead, floating about in the depths of that great sea. Oh! it is an awful thought.”

She trembled like a leaf at the notion, and swept her pretty hands across her face as if to brush away the thought of such a thing.

“It was a very narrow escape,” I said. “I must confess myself that I thought the boat would never reach us. And yet how cool and collected you were!”

“It would have meant certain death to have been anything else,” she answered. “My father will be indeed grateful to you when he hears of your bravery. I am his only child, and if anything were to happen to me I don’t think he would survive the shock.”

“I am very grateful to Providence for having given me such an opportunity of averting so terrible a sorrow,” I said. “But I fear, like everyone else, you attach too much importance to what I did. I simply acted as any other decent man would have done had he been placed in a similar position.”

“You do not do yourself justice,” she said. “But, at any rate, you have the satisfaction of knowing, if it is any satisfaction to you, that Agnes Maybourne owes her life to you, and that she will never forget the service you have rendered her.”

The conversation was growing embarrassing, so I turned it into another channel as soon as possible. At the same time I wanted to find out something which had been puzzling me ever since I had first seen her face, and that was where I had met her before. When I put the question she looked at me in surprise.

“Do you know, Mr. Wrexford,” she said, “that I was going to ask you that self-same question? And for rather a strange reason. On the night before we sailed, you must understand, I was sleeping at the house of an aunt who lives a few miles outside Southampton. I went to bed at ten o’clock, after a rather exciting day, feeling very tired. Almost as soon as my head was upon the pillow I fell asleep, and did not wake again until about half-past twelve o’clock, when I suddenly found myself wide awake sitting up in bed, with a man’s pale and agonised face staring at me from the opposite wall. For a few moments I thought I must be still asleep and dreaming, or else seeing a phantom. Almost before I could have counted five it faded away, and I saw no more of it. From that time forward, like yourself, I was haunted with the desire to remember if I had ever seen the man’s face before, and, if so, where. You may imagine my surprise, therefore, when I found the owner of it sitting before me on the hatch of the very steamer that was to take me to South Africa. Can you account for it?’’

“Not in the least,” I answered. “Mine was very much the same sort of experience, only that I was wide awake and driving down a prosaic London street when it happened. I, too, was endeavouring to puzzle it out the other day when I looked up and found you standing on the deck above me. It seems most uncanny.”

“It may have been a warning from Providence to us which we have not the wit to understand.”

“A warning it certainly was,” I said truthfully, but hardly in the fashion she meant. “And one of the most extraordinary ever vouchsafed to mortal man.”

“A fortunate one for me,” she answered with a smile, and then offering me her dainty little hand, she bade me “good-bye,” and went up the steps again to the hurricane deck.

From that time forward I saw a good deal of Miss Maybourne; so much so that we soon found ourselves upon comparatively intimate terms. Though I believe to others she was inclined to be a little haughty, to me she was invariably kindness and courtesy itself. Nothing could have been more pleasant than her manner when we were together; and you may be very sure, after all that I had lately passed through, I could properly appreciate her treatment of me. To be taken out of my miserable state of depression, and, after so many years of ill fortune, to be treated with consideration and respect, made me feel towards her as I had never done towards a woman in my life before. I could have fallen at her feet and kissed her shoes in gratitude for the luxury of my conversation with her. It was the luckiest chance for both of us when I went aft that night to see that photograph in the second officer’s cabin. Had I not been there I should in all probability never have heard Miss Maybourne’s shriek as she went over the side, and in that case she would most certainly have been drowned; for I knew that, unaided and weighed down by her wet clothes as she was, she could never have kept afloat till the boat reached her. Strange as it may seem, I could not help deriving a sort of satisfaction from this thought. It was evident that my refusal to accept the captain’s kind offer to take possession, for the rest of the voyage, of the vacant berth aft, had created a little surprise among the passengers. Still, I believe it prejudiced the majority in my favour. At any rate, I soon discovered that my humble position forward was to make no sort of difference in their treatment of me; and many an enjoyable pipe I smoked, and twice as many talks I had with one and another, sitting on the cable range, or leaning over the bows watching the vessel’s nose cutting its way through the clear green water.

One morning, after breakfast, I was forward watching the effect just mentioned, and, as usual, thinking what my sensations would be if I should be arrested at Tenerife, when I heard footsteps behind me. On looking round I discovered Miss Maybourne and the skipper coming towards me.

“Good morning, Mr. Wrexford,” said the former, holding out her hand. “What a constant student of nature you are, to be sure. Every morning lately I have seen you standing where you are now, looking across the sea. My curiosity could hold out no longer, so this morning I asked Captain Hawkins to escort me up here in order that I might ask you what you see.”

“I’m afraid you will hardly be repaid for your trouble, Miss Maybourne,” I answered with a smile, as the captain, after shaking hands with me and wishing me good morning, left us to speak to one of the officers who had come forward in search of him.

“But surely you must see something — King Neptune, or at least a mermaid,” she persisted. “You are always watching the water.”

“Perhaps I do see something,” I answered bitterly. “Yes; I think you are right. When I look over the sea like that I am watching a man’s wasted life. I see him starting on his race with everything in his favour that the world can give. I see a school career of mediocrity, and a university life devoid of any sort of success; I can see a continuity of profitless wanderings about the world in the past, and I am beginning to believe that I can make out another just commencing. Disgrace behind, and disgrace ahead; I think that is the picture I have before me when I look across the sea, Miss Maybourne. It is an engrossing, but hardly a pretty one, is it?”

“You are referring to your own life, I suppose?” she said, quietly. “Well, all I can say is that, from what I have seen of you, I should consider that you are hardly the man to do yourself justice.”

“God forbid,” I answered. “If I were to do that it would be impossible for me to live. No; I endeavour, as far as I am able, to forget what my past has been.”

She approached a step closer to me, and placed her little white hand on my arm as it lay on the bulwark before her.

“Mr. Wrexford,” she said, with an earnestness I had not hitherto noticed in her, “I hope you will not consider me impertinent if I say that I should like to know your history. Believe me, I do not say this out of any idle curiosity, but because I hope and believe that it may be in my power to help you. Remember what a debt of gratitude I owe you for your bravery the other night. I cannot believe that a man who would risk his life, as you did then, can be the sort of man you have just depicted. Do you feel that you can trust me sufficiently to tell me about yourself?”

“What there is to tell, with certain reservations, of course, you shall hear. There is no one to whom I would confess so readily as to yourself. I will not insult you by asking you to let what I tell you remain a, secret between us, but I will ask you to try not to judge me too harshly.”

“You may be sure I shall not do that,” she replied; and then realising what her words implied, she hung her head with a pretty show of confusion. I saw what was passing in her mind, and to help her out of her difficulty plunged into the story of my miserable career. I told her of my old home in Cornwall, of my mother’s death, and my father’s antipathy to me on that account. On my Eton and Oxford life I dwelt but lightly, winding up with the reason of my being “sent down,” and the troubles at home that followed close upon it. I described my bush life in Australia, and told her of the great disappointment to which I had been subjected over the gold mine, suppressing Bartrand’s name, and saying nothing of the hatred I had entertained for him.

“After that,” I said in conclusion, “I decided that I was tired of Australia, and, having inherited a little money from my father, came home, intending to get something to do and settle down in London. But I very soon tired of England, as I tired of every other place and hence my reason for going out to seek my fortune in South Africa. Now I think I have given you a pretty good idea of my past. It’s not an edifying history, is it? It seems to me a parson might moralise very satisfactorily upon it.”

“It is very, very sad,” she answered. “Oh, Mr. Wrexford, how bitterly you must regret your wasted opportunities.”

“Regret!” I said. “The saddest word in the English language. Yes, I think I do regret.”

“You only ‘think?’ Are you not sure? From your tale one would suppose you were very sorry.”

“Yes, I think I regret. But how can I be certain? The probabilities are that if I had my chance over again I should do exactly the same. As Gordon, the Australian poet, sings: — 

“‘For good undone, and gifts misspent and resolutions vain,
’Tis somewhat late to trouble. This I know — 
I should live the same life, if I had to live again;
And the chances are I go where most men go.’

“It’s not a pretty thought, perhaps, to think that one’s bad actions are the outcome of a bad nature, but one is compelled to own that it is true.”

“You mustn’t talk like that, Mr. Wrexford,” she cried; “indeed, you mustn’t. In all probability you have a long life before you; and who knows what the future may have in store for you? All this trouble that you have suffered may be but to fit you for some great success in after life.”

“There can never be any success for me, Miss Maybourne,” I said, more bitterly than I believe I had spoken yet. “There is no chance at all of that. Success and I parted company long since, and can never be reconciled to each other again. To the end of my days I shall be a lonely, homeless man, without ambition, without hope, and without faith in any single thing. God knows I am paying dearly for all I have done and all that I have failed to do.”

“But there is still time for you to retrieve everything. Surely that must be the happiest thought in this frail world of ours. God, in His mercy, gives us a chance to atone for whatever we have done amiss. Believe me, I can quite realize what you feel about yourself. But at the same time, from what I have seen of you, I expect you make more of it than it really deserves.”

“No, no; I can never paint what I have done in black enough colours. I am a man eternally disgraced. You try to comfort me in your infinite compassion, but you can never take away from me, try how you will, the awful skeleton that keeps me company night and day — I mean the recollection of the past.”

She looked at me with tears of compassion in her lovely eyes. I glanced at her face and then turned away and stared across the sea. Never in my life before had hope seemed so dead in my heart. Now, for the first time, I realized in all its naked horror the effect of the dastardly deed I had committed. Henceforward I was a social leper, condemned to walk the world, crying, “Unclean! unclean!”

“I am so sorry — so very sorry for you,” Miss Maybourne said, after the little pause that followed my last speech. “You cannot guess how much your story has affected me. It is so very terrible to see a man so richly endowed as yourself cast down with such despair. You must fight against it, Mr. Wrexford. It cannot be as bad as you think.”

“I am afraid I am past all fighting now, Miss Maybourne,” I answered. “But I will try, if you bid me do so.”

As I spoke I looked at her again. This time her eyes met mine fearlessly, but as they did so a faint blush suffused her face.

“I bid you try,” she said very softly. “God give you grace, and grant you may succeed.”

“If anything can make me succeed,” I replied, “it will be your good wishes. I will do my best, and man cannot do more. You have cheered me up wonderfully, and I thank you from the bottom of my heart.”

“You must not do that. I hope now I shall not see you looking any more across the sea in the same way that you were this morning. You are to cheer up, and I shall insist that you report progress to me every day. If I discover any relapse, remember, I shall not spare you, and my anger will be terrible. Now good-bye; I see my uncle signalling to me from the hurricane deck. It is time for me to read to him.”

“Good-bye,” I said, “and may God bless you for your kindness to one who really stood in want of it.”

After that conversation I set myself to take a more hopeful view of my situation. I told myself that, provided I managed to reach my destination undetected, I would work as never man ever worked before to make an honourable place for myself among those with whom my lot should be cast. The whole of the remainder of my life I vowed, God helping me, should be devoted to the service of my fellow creatures, and then on the strength of their respect and esteem I would be able to face whatever punishment Providence should decree as the result of my sin. In the strength of this firm resolve I found myself becoming a happier man than I had been for years past.

By this time we had left Madeira behind us, and were fast approaching Tenerife. In another day and a half, at the longest calculation, I should know my fate.

That night I had been smoking for some time on the fo’c’sle, but after supper, feeling tired, had gone to my bunk at an earlier hour than usual. For some reason my dreams were the reverse of good, and more than once I woke in a fright, imagining myself in danger. To such a state of nervousness did this fright at last bring me that, unable to sleep any longer, I got out of bed and dressed myself. When I was fully attired I sought the deck, to discover a fine starlight night with a nice breeze blowing. I made my way to my usual spot forward, and, leaning on the bulwark, looked down at the sea. We were now in the region of phosphorescent water, and the liquid round the boat’s cutwater sparkled and glimmered as if decked with a million diamonds. In the apex of the bows the look-out stood, while black and silent behind him the great ship showed twice its real size in the darkness. The lamps shone brilliantly from the port and starboard lighthouses, and I could just manage to distinguish the officer of the watch pacing up and down the bridge with the regularity of an automaton. There was something about the silence, and that swift rushing through the water — for we must have been doing a good sixteen knots — that was most exhilarating. For something like an hour I stood and enjoyed it. My nervousness soon left me, and to my delight I found that I was beginning to feel sleepy again. At the end of the time stated I made my way towards the ladder leading from the topgallant fo’c’sle to the spar deck, intending to go below, but just as I reached it a man appeared from the shadow of the alley way, approached the bell, and struck three strokes — half-past one — upon it. At the same instant the look-out called “All’s well!” The words were scarcely out of his mouth before there was a shuddering and grinding crash forward, then a sudden stoppage and heeling over of the great craft, and after that a dead, ghastly silence, in which the beating of one’s heart could be distinctly heard.

The confusion of the next few minutes can be better imagined than described. The vessel had slipped off and cleared herself from the obstruction whatever it was that had caught her, and was now going on her way again, but at reduced speed. I heard the skipper open his cabin door and run up the ladder to the bridge shouting, “What has happened?” The officer of the watch replied, but at the same instant the sailors and firemen off duty came pouring , out of the fo’c’sle shouting, “She’s sinking! She’s sinking!” The engine-room telegraph had meanwhile been rung, and the ship was perceptibly stopping. I stood where I was, wondering all the time what I had better do.

“Every man to his station,” bellowed the skipper, coming to the rails of the bridge, and tunneling his mouth with his hands so that his voice might be heard above the din. “Be steady, men, and remember that the first man who gives any trouble I shall shoot without warning.” Then, turning to the chief officer, he signed to him to take the carpenter and hasten forward in an endeavour to ascertain the nature of the injuries the vessel had received.

By this time all the passengers were on deck, the women pale and trembling, and the men endeavouring to calm and reassure them as well as they were able. I made my way up the ladder to the hurricane deck, and as I did so felt the vessel give a heavy lurch, and then sink a little deeper in the water. A moment later the chief officer and carpenter crossed the well and hurried up the ladder to the bridge. We all waited in silence for the verdict that meant life or death to everybody.

“Ladies and gentleman,” said the skipper, coming down from the bridge, after a short conversation with them, and approaching the. anxious group by the chart room door, “I am sorry to have to tell you that the ship has struck a rock, and in a short time will be no longer habitable for us. I want, however, to reassure you. Thare is ample boat accommodation for twice the number of our ship’s company, so that you need have no possible fear about leaving her. How long it will be before we must go I cannot say. There is a strong bulkhead between us and the water which may stand long enough for us to reach Tenerife, which is only about a hundred miles distant. I think, however, it would be better for us to be prepared for any emergency. The ladies will therefore remain on deck, while the gentlemen go down to their cabins and bring them such warm clothing as they can find. The night is cold, and in case we may have to take to the boats before morning it will be well for everybody to make themselves as warm as possible.”

Without more ado the male portion of the passengers ran down the stairway to the saloon like so many rabbits, I following at their heels to see if I could be of assistance. Into the cabins we rushed at random, collecting such articles of apparel as we could find, and carrying them on deck with all possible haste. The necessity for speed was so great that we did not pause to make selection or to inquire as to ownership, but took what we could lay our hands on and were thankful for the find. In the cabin I entered I noticed a pair of cork jackets pushed under a bunk. I dragged them out, and heaped them on the top of the other things I had collected. Then a sudden inspiration seized me. On the rack in the saloon I had noticed a large flask. I took possession of it, and then, collecting the other things I had found, ran on deck again. I could not have been gone half a minute, but even in that short space of time a change had come over the ship. Her bows were lower in the water, and I trembled when I thought of the result of the strain on the bulkhead. I found Miss Maybourne standing just where I had first seen her, at a little distance from the others, aft of the chart-room and beside the engine-room skylight. She was fully dressed, and had a little girl of eight with her, the only daughter of a widow named Bailey, of whom she was very fond.

“Miss Maybourne,” I cried, throwing down the things I had brought on the deck as I spoke, and selecting a thick jacket from the heap, “I found these clothes in a cabin. I don’t know who they belong to, but you must put on as much as you can wear.”

She obeyed me willingly enough, and when I had buttoned the last garment up I insisted on her putting on one of the cork lifebelts. As soon as she was clothed I put another garment on the child, and then attached the second lifebelt to her body. It was too big for her to wear, but fastened round her shoulders I knew it would answer the same purpose.

“But yourself, Mr. Wrexford?” cried Miss Maybourne, who saw my condition. “You must find a cork jacket for yourself, or you will be drowned.”

At the very instant that I was going to answer her the vessel gave a sudden pitch, and before the boats could be lowered or anything be done for the preservation of the passengers, she began to sink rapidly. Seeing that it was hopeless to wait for the boats, I dragged my two companions to the ladder leading to the after spar deck. When I reached it, I tore down the rail just at the spot where Miss Maybourne had fallen overboard on the Spanish coast a few nights before, and, this done, bade them jump into the sea without losing time. Miss Maybourne did so without a second thought; the child, however, hung back, and cried piteously for mercy. But, with the ship sinking so rapidly under us, to hesitate I knew was to be lost, so I caught her by the waist, and, regardless of her screams, threw her over the side. Then, without waiting to see her rise again, I dived in myself. The whole business, from the moment of the first crash to the tune of our springing overboard, had not lasted five minutes. One thing was self-evident — the bulkhead could not have possessed the strength with which it had been credited.

On coming to the surface again I shook myself and looked about me. Behind me was the great vessel, with her decks by this time almost on a level with the water. In another instant she would be gone. True enough, before I had time to take half a dozen strokes there was a terrific explosion, and next instant I was being sucked down and down by the sinking ship. How far I went, or how long I was beneath the waves, I have no possible idea. I only know that if it had lasted much longer I should never have lived to reach the surface again or to tell this tale. But after a little while I found myself rising to the surface, surrounded by wreckage of all sorts and descriptions.

On reaching the top, I looked about me for the boats, which I felt sure I should discover; but, to my surprise, I could not distinguish one. Was it possible that the entire company of the vessel could have gone down with her? The thought was a terrible one, and almost unnerved me. I raised myself in the water as well as I was able, and as I did so I caught sight of two people within a few yards of me. I swam towards them, and to my joy discovered that they were Miss Maybourne and the child upon whom I had fastened the cork life-preservers a few minutes before.

“Oh, Mr. Wrexford,” cried Miss Maybourne, in an agonised voice. “What are we to do? This poor child is either dead, or nearly so, and I can see no signs of any boat at all.”

“We must continue swimming for a little while,” I answered, “and then we may perhaps be picked up. Surely we cannot be the only survivors?”

“My poor, poor uncle!” she cried. “Can he have perished! Oh, it is too awful!”

The cork lifebelts were keeping them up famously, and on that score I felt no anxiety at all. But still the situation was about as desperate as it well could be. I had not the least notion of where we were, and I knew that unless we were picked up we should be better drowned at once than continue to float until we died of starvation. However, I was not going to frighten my only conscious companion by such gloomy anticipations, so I passed my arm round the child’s waist and bade Miss Maybourne strike out for the spot where the ill-fated Fiji Princess had gone down. At the same time I asked her to keep her eyes open for a boat, or at least a spar of some sort, upon which we could support ourselves until we could find some safer refuge. On the horrors of that ghastly swim it will not be necessary for me to dilate. I must leave my readers to imagine them for themselves. Suffice it that for nearly a quarter of an hour we paddled aimlessly about here and there. But look as we might, not a sign of any other living soul from aboard that ship could we discover, nor anything large enough upon which three people could rest. At last, just as I was beginning to despair of saving the lives of those whom Providence had so plainly entrusted to my care, I saw ahead of us a large white object, which, upon nearer approach, proved to be one of the overturned lifeboats. I conveyed the good news to Miss Maybourne, and then, with a new burst of energy, swam towards it and caught hold of the keel. She was a big craft, and, to my delight, rode high enough out of the water to afford us a resting-place. To pull myself and the child I carried on to her, and to drag Miss Maybourne up after me, was the work of a very few moments. Once there, we knew we were safe for the present.


VI. THE SALVAGES.
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FOR SOME MINUTES we lay upon the bottom of the up-turned boat too exhausted to speak. I still held the unconscious form of little Esther Bailey in my arms, and protected her, as well as I was able, from the marauding seas. Though the waves about us upheld many evidences of the terrible catastrophe, such as gratings, broken spars, portions of boat gear, still, to my astonishment, I could discover no signs of any bodies. Once, however, I was successful in obtaining possession of something which I knew would be worth its weight in gold to us: it was an oar, part of the equipment of one of the quarter boats I imagined; half the blade was missing, but with what remained it would still be possible for us to propel the boat on which we had taken refuge.

What a terrible position was ours, lodged on the bottom of that overturned lifeboat, icy seas breaking upon us every few seconds, the knowledge of our gallant ship, with all our friends aboard, lying fathoms deep below the surface of the waves, and the remembrance that the same fate might be ours at any moment; no possible notion of where we were, no provisions or means of sustaining life, and but small chance of being picked up by any passing boat!

It was Miss Maybourne who spoke first, and, as usual, her conversation was not about herself.

“Mr. Wrexford,” she said, and her teeth chattered as she spoke, “at any risk something must be done for that poor child you hold in your arms, she will die else. Do you think we could manage to get her up further on to the boat and then try to chafe her back to consciousness?”

“By all means let us try,” I answered, “though I fear it will prove a difficult matter. She seems very far gone, poor little mite.”

With the utmost care I clambered further up the boat till I sat with my burden astride the keel. In the darkness we could scarcely see each other, but once the child was placed between us we set to work rubbing her face and hands and trying by every means in our power to restore consciousness. Suddenly a great thought occurred to me. I remembered the flask I had taken from the cabin where I had found the clothes. In an instant I had dived my hand into my pocket in search of it, almost trembling with fear lest by any chance it should have slipped out when I had dived overboard, but to my delight it was still there. I had pulled it out and unscrewed the stopper before anyone could have counted a dozen, taking the precaution to taste it in order to see that it was all right before I handed it to Miss Maybourne. It was filled with the finest French brandy, and, having discovered this, I bade her take a good drink at it. When she had done so I put it to the child’s mouth and forced a small quantity between her lips.

“Surely you are going to drink some yourself,” said my companion, as she saw me screw on the top and replace it in my pocket.

But I was not going to do anything of the sort. I did not need it so vitally as my charges, and I knew that there was not enough in the bottle to justify me in wasting even a drop. I explained this and then asked her if she felt any warmer.

“Much warmer,” she answered, “and I think Esther here feels better too. Let us chafe her hands again.”

We did so, and in a few minutes had the satisfaction of hearing the poor mite utter a little moan. In less than an hour she was conscious once more, but so weak that it seemed as if the first breath of wind that came our way would blow the life out of her tiny body. Poor little soul, if it was such a terrible experience for us, what must it have been for her?

What length of time elapsed from the time of our heading the boat before daylight came to cheer us I cannot say, but, cramped up as we were, the darkness seemed to last for centuries. For periods of something like half an hour at a time we sat without speaking, thinking of all that had happened since darkness had fallen the night before, and remembering the rush and agony of those last few dreadful minutes on board, and the awful fact that all those whom we had seen so well and strong only a few hours before were now cold and lifeless for ever. Twice I took out my flask and insisted on Miss Maybourne and the child swallowing a portion of the spirit. Had I not brought that with me, I really believe neither of them would have seen another sunrise.

Suddenly Miss Maybourne turned to me.

“Listen, Mr. Wrexford,” she cried. “What is that booming noise? Is it thunder?”

I did as she commanded, but for some moments could hear nothing save the splashing of the waves upon the boat’s planks. Then a dull, sullen noise reached my ears that might very well have been mistaken for the booming of thunder at a great distance. Thunder it certainly was, but not of the kind my companion imagined. It was the thunder of surf, and that being so, I knew there must be land at no great distance from us. I told her my conjecture, and then we set ourselves to wait, with what patience we could command, for daylight.

What a strange and, I might almost say, weird dawn that was! It was like the beginning of a new life under strangely altered conditions. The first shafts of light found us still clinging to the keel of the overturned boat, gazing hopelessly about us. When it was light enough to discern our features, we two elder ones looked at each other, and were horrified to observe the change which the terrible sufferings of the night had wrought in our countenances. Miss Maybourne’s face was white and drawn, and she looked years older than her real age. I could see by the way she glanced at me that I also was changed. The poor little girl Esther hardly noticed either of us, but lay curled up as close as possible to her sister in misfortune.

As the light widened, the breeze, which had been just perceptible all night, died away, and the sea became as calm as a mill pond. I looked about me for something to explain the noise of breakers we had heard, but at first could see nothing. When, however, I turned my head to the west I almost shouted in my surprise, for, scarcely a mile distant from us, was a comparatively large island, surrounded by three or four reef-like smaller ones. On the larger island a peak rose ragged and rough to a height of something like five hundred feet, and upon the shore, on all sides, I could plainly discern the surf breaking upon the rocks. As soon as I saw it I turned excitedly to Miss Maybourne.

“We’re saved!” I cried, pointing in the direction of the island; “look there — look there!”

She turned round on the boat as well as she was able and when she saw the land, stared at it for some moments in silence. Then with a cry, “Thank God!” she dropped her head on to her hands and I could see her shoulders shaken by convulsive sobs. I did my best to console her, but she soon recovered of her own accord, and addressed herself to me again.

“These must be the Salvage Islands of which the captain was speaking at dinner last night,” she said. “How can we reach the shore? Whatever happens, we must not drift past them.”

“Have no fear,” I answered; “I will not let that happen, come what may.”

So saying, I shifted my position to get a better purchase of the water, and then using the broken oar began to paddle in the direction of the biggest island. It was terribly hard work, and a very few moments showed me that after all the horrors of the night I was as weak as a kitten. But by patience and perseverance I at last got the boat’s head round and began to lessen the distance that separated us. At the end of nearly half an hour we were within an hundred yards of the shore. By this time I had decided on a landing-place. It was a little bit of open sandy beach, perhaps sixty yards long, without rocks, and boasting less surf than any other part of the island I could see. In addition to these advantages it was nearer, and I noted that that particular side of the island looked more sheltered than the others.

Towards this haven of refuge I accordingly made my way, hoping that I should not find any unexpected danger lurking there when I should be too close in to be able to get out again. It was most necessary for every reason that we should save the boat from damage, for by her aid alone could we hope to make our way out to passing ships, or, if the worst came, to strike out on our own account for the Canary Islands. That the rocks we were now making were the Salvage Group, as Miss Maybourne had said, I had no doubt in my own mind, though how the skipper came to be steering such a course was more than I could tell.

At last we were so close that I could see the sandy bottom quite distinctly only a fathom or so below us. A better landing-place no man could have wished for. When we were near enough to make it safe I slid off the boat into the water, which was just up to my hips, and began to push her in before me. Having grounded her I took Miss Maybourne in my arms and carried her out of the water up on to the beach and then went back for the child. My heart was so full of gratitude at being on dry land again and having saved the two lives entrusted to my care that I could have burst into tears on the least encouragement.

Having got my charges safely ashore, I waded into the water again to have a look at the boat and, if possible, to discover what had made her capsize. She was so precious to us that I dared not leave her for an instant. To my delight she looked as sound as the day she had been turned out of the shipwright’s yard, and I felt if once I could turn her over she would carry us as well as any boat ever built. But how to do that, full of water as she was, was a problem I could not for the life of me solve. Miss Maybourne’s wits, however, were sharper than mine and helped me out of the difficulty.

“There is a rope in her bows, Mr. Wrexford,” she cried; “why not drive the oar into the sand and fasten her to that? then when the tide goes out — you see it is nearly full now — she will be left high and dry, the water will have run out of her, and then you will be able to do whatever you please to her.”

“You’ve solved the difficulty for me in a very simple fashion,” I answered. “What a duffer I was not to have thought of that.”

“The mouse can help the lion sometimes, you see,” she replied, with a wan little smile that went to my heart.

Having got my party safely ashore, and made my boat fast to the oar, as proposed by Miss Maybourne, the next thing to be done was to discover a suitable spot where we might fix our camp, and then to endeavour to find some sort of food upon which we might sustain our lives until we should be rescued. I explained my intentions to my elder companion, and then, leaving them on the beach together, climbed the hillside to explore. On the other sides of the island the peak rose almost precipitously from the beach, and upon the side on which we stood it was, in many places, pretty stiff climbing. At last, however, to my great delight, on a small plateau some thirty yards long by twenty deep, I discovered a cave that looked as if it would suit my purpose to perfection. It was not a large affair, but quite big enough to hold the woman and the child even when lying at full length. To add to my satisfaction, the little strip of land outside was covered with a coarse grass, a quantity of which I gathered and spread about in the cave to serve as a bed. This, with a few armfuls of dry seaweed, which I knew I should be able to obtain on the beach, made an excellent couch.

What, however, troubled me more than anything else, was the fear that the island might contain no fresh water. But my doubts on that head were soon set at rest, for on the hillside, a little below the plateau on which I had discovered the cave, was a fair-sized pool, formed by a hollow in a rock, which, when I tasted it, I found to contain water, a little brackish it is true, but still quite drinkable. There was an abundance of fuel everywhere, and if only I could manage to find some shell fish on the rocks, or hit upon some way of catching the fish swimming in the bay, I thought we might manage to keep ourselves alive until we were picked up by some passing boat.

Descending to the beach again, I told Miss Maybourne of my discoveries, and then taking poor little Esther in my arms we set off up the hill towards the cave. On reaching it I made them as comfortable as I could and then descended to the shore again in search of food.

Leaving the little sandy bay where we had landed, I tramped along as far as some large rocks I could see a couple of hundred yards or so to my left hand. As I went I thought of the strangeness of my position. How inscrutable are the ways of Providence! However much I might have hated Bartrand, had I not met Nikola I should in all probability never have attempted to revenge myself on him. In that case I should not have been compelled to fly from England at a moment’s notice, and should certainly not have sailed aboard the Fiji Princess. Presuming, therefore, that all would have gone on without me as it had done with me, Miss Maybourne would have been drowned off the coast of Spain, and the Fiji Princess would have gone to the bottom and nobody have been left to tell the tale. It was a curious thought, and one that sent a strange thrill through me to think what good had indirectly resulted from my misfortune.

Reaching the rocks mentioned above, I clambered on to them and began my search for limpets. Once more Fate was kind to me. The stones abounded with the mollusks, the majority of which were of larger sizes than I had met with in my life before. In considerably less than five minutes I had detached a larger supply than our little party would be able to consume all day.

My harvest gathered, I filled my handkerchief and set off for the plateau again. About half-way I looked up, to find Miss Maybourne standing at the cave mouth watching me. Directly she saw me approaching, she waved her hand to encourage me, and that little gesture set my heart beating like a wheat-flail. It was the first dawning of a knowledge that was soon to give me the greatest pain I had ever yet known in my life.

On reaching the plateau, I hastened towards her and placed my spoils at her feet.

“Fortune is indeed kind to us,” I said. “See what splendid limpets I have obtained from the rocks down yonder. I was beginning to be afraid lest there should be nothing edible on the island.”

“But how are we to cook them?” she answered, with a little shudder, for I must confess the things did not look appetising. “I could not eat them raw.”

“I have no intention that you shall,” I cried, reassuringly. “I am going to light a fire and cook them for you.”

“But how can you light a fire? Have you any matches dry enough?”

I took from my waistcoat pocket a little Japanese match-box, the lid of which closed with a strong spring, and opened it in some trepidation. So much depended on the discovery I was about to make. With a trembling hand I pressed back the lid, and tipped the contents into my palm. Fortunately, the strength of the spring and the tight fit of the cover rendered the box almost water-tight, and for this reason the dozen or so matches it contained were only a little damp. In their present state, however, they were quite useless.

“I think,” I said, turning them over and examining them closely, “that if I place them in a dry spot they will soon be fit for use.”

“Let me do it for you,” she said, holding out her hand. “You have done everything so far. Why should I not be allowed to help you?”

“I shall be only too glad to let you,” I answered. “I want to cut the fish out of their shells and prepare them for the fire.”

So saying, I handed over the precious matches to her care; and then, taking my clasp knife from my pocket, set about my work. When it was finished, and I had prepared an ample meal for three people, I placed it in a safe place in the cave, and then set about collecting a supply of fuel for the fire.

When this work was done I determined to climb to a point of vantage and search the offing for a sail. Just as I was starting, however, Miss Maybourne called to me to know where I was going. I informed her of my errand, and she immediately asked permission to accompany me. I told her that I should be very glad of her company, and when she had looked into the cave at the little child, who was still fast asleep, we set off together.

From the encampment we climbed the hillside for a hundred feet or so, and then, reaching another small plateau, turned our attention to the sea. Side by side we looked across the expanse of blue water for the sail that was to bring deliverance to us. But no sign of any vessel could be seen — only a flock of seagulls screeching round the rocks below us, and another wheeling roundabout in the blue sky above our heads.

“Nothing there,” I said bitterly. “Not a single sail of any kind.”

A fit of anger, as sudden as the squall that ruffles the surface of a mountain lake, rose in my breast against Fate. I shook my fist fiercely at the plane of water softly heaving in the sunlight, and but for my companion’s presence could have cursed our fate aloud. I suppose Miss Maybourne must have understood, for she came a little closer to me and laid her hand soothingly upon my arm.

“Mr. Wrexford,” she said, “surely you who have hitherto been so brave are not going to give way now, just because we cannot see a ship the first time we look for one. No! No! I know you too well, and I cannot believe that.”

“You shame me, Miss Maybourne,” I replied, recovering myself directly. “Upon my word, you do. I don’t know what made me give way like that. I am worse than a baby.”

“I won’t have you call yourself names either. It was because you are tired and a little run down,” she answered. “You have done too much. Oh, Mr. Wrexford, I want you to grant me a favour. I want you to kneel with me while I thank God for His great mercy in sparing our lives. We owe everything to Him. Without His help where should we be now?”

“I will kneel with you with pleasure,” I said, “if you wish it, but I am not worthy. I have been too great a sinner for God to listen to me.”

“Hush! I cannot let you say that,” she went on. “Whatever your past may have been, God will hear you and forgive you if you pray aright. Remember, too, that in my eyes you have atoned for all your past by your care of us last night. Come, let us kneel down here.”

So saying, she dropped on to her knees on that little plateau, and without a second’s hesitation I followed her example. It must have been a strange sight for the gulls, that lovely girl and myself kneeling, side by side, on that windy hillside. Overhead rose the rugged peak of the mountain, below us was the surf-bound beach, and on all sides the treacherous sea from which we had so lately been delivered. What were the exact words of the prayer Miss Maybourne sent up to the Throne of Grace I cannot now remember; I only know it seemed to me the most beautiful expression of thankfulness for the past, and supplication for guidance and help in the future that it would be possible for a human being to give utterance to. When she had finished we rose, and having given a final glance round, went down the hill again. On reaching our camping-place she went to the cave to ascertain how little Esther was, while I sought the spot where she had set the matches to dry. To my delight they were now ready for use. So placing them back in my box as if they were the greatest treasures I possessed on earth — as they really were just then — I went across to the fire I had built up. Then striking one of the matches upon a stone I lit the grass beneath the sticks, and in less time than it takes to tell had the satisfaction of seeing a fine bonfire blazing before me. This done, I crossed to the cave to obtain the fish I had placed there.

On entering, I discovered Miss Maybourne kneeling beside the child.

“How is she now?” I enquired, surprised at discovering the poor little mite still asleep upon the bed of grass.

“She is unconscious again,” answered Miss Maybourne, large tears standing in her beautiful eyes as she spoke. “Oh, Mr. Wrexford, what can we do to save her life?”

“Alas! I cannot tell,” I replied. “Shall we give her some more brandy? I have still a little left in the flask.”

“We might try it,” she said. “But I fear it will not be much use. What the poor little thing needs most is a doctor’s science and proper nursing. Oh! if I only knew what is really the matter, I might be able to do something for her. But, as it is, I feel powerless to help her at all.”

“At any rate, let us try the effect of a few sips of this,” I said, as I took the flask from my pocket. “Even if it does no good, it cannot possibly do any harm.”

I knelt beside her, and having opened the little child’s mouth, poured into it a few drops of the precious spirit. We then set to work and chafed her hands as briskly as possible, and in a few minutes were rewarded by seeing the mite open her eyes and look about her.

“Thank God,” said Miss Maybourne, devoutly. “Oh, Esther darling, do you know me? Do you remember Aggie?”

To show that she understood what was said to her, the little one extended her hand and placed it in that of her friend. The action was so full of trust and confidence that it brought the tears to my eyes.

“How do you feel now, darling?” asked her friend, as she lifted the little sufferer into a more comfortable position.

“A pain here,” faltered Esther, placing her hand on the side of her head. Then looking round the cave as if in search of someone, she said, “Miss Maybourne, where is mother?”

At this point my pluck forsook me altogether, and seizing the fish for which I had come, I dashed from the cave without waiting to hear what answer the brave girl would give her. When she joined me, ten minutes later, large tears were running down her cheeks. She made no attempt to hide them from me, but came across to where I knelt by the fire, and said, in a choking voice:

“I have been preparing that poor child for the sad news she must soon hear, and I cannot tell you how miserable it has made me. Do you really think in your own heart that we are the only people who escaped from that ill-fated vessel? Isn’t it just possible that some other boat may have been lowered, and that the child’s mother may be among those who got away in her? Tell me exactly what you think, without hiding anything from me, I implore you.”

“Of course it may be just possible, as you say, that a boat did get away; but I must confess that I think it is most, unlikely. Had such a thing occurred, we should have been almost certain to have seen her, and in that case we should have been able to attract her attention, and she would have picked us up. No, Miss Maybourne. I wish I could comfort you with such an assurance; but I fear it would be cruel to buoy you up with any false hopes, only to have them more cruelly shattered later on. I’m afraid we must accustom ourselves to the awful thought that the Fiji Princess and all her company, with the exception of ourselves, have met a watery grave. Why I should have been saved when so many worthier people perished I cannot imagine.”

“To save us, Mr. Wrexford,” she answered. “Think what you are saying, and remember that but for you we should not be here now.”

“I thank God, then, for the opportunity He gave me,” I answered; and what I said I meant from the very bottom of my heart.

Whatever she may have thought of my speech, she vouchsafed no reply to it; but on looking up a moment later, I discovered that her face was suffused with a beautiful blush that was more eloquent than any words. After that I turned my attention to the meal which I was preparing, and gave her time to recover herself a little.

Having no pot in which to cook the fish, I had to use the largest of the shells I had discovered. These did not prove altogether a good substitute, but as they were all I had got, I had to make the best of them or go without.

When the mussels were sufficiently done, I lifted them off the fire and invited my companion to taste the dish. She did so, and the grimace which followed told me that she was not overpleased at the result. I followed her example, and felt obliged to confess that they made but poor fare to support life upon.

“If we cannot get something better, I don’t know what we shall do,” she cried. “These things are too horrible.”

“Perhaps I may be able to hit upon a way of catching some fish,” I said; “or it is just possible I may be able to get a trap and catch some birds. There is no knowing what I may not be able to do with a little practice. In the meantime, you must endeavour to swallow as much of this mess as possible, and try to get the little one in the cave there to do the same.”

Putting some of the fish into another shell, I gave it to her, and she carried it off to her sick friend. After I had scraped and washed it carefully, I filled a larger shell with pure water from the pool and gave it to them to drink. When they had finished their meal — and it was not much that they ate — I called Miss Maybourne outside and informed her that I was going to build up a large fire, after which I should set off on a tramp round the island to see if I could discover anything better to eat. While I was away, I advised her to dry her own and the child’s things by the blaze, for though we had been some time under the influence of the hot sun, still our garments could not be said to be anything like dry. She promised to do as I wished, and when I had piled what remained of my heap of fuel upon the fire I made my way down to the shore, and then set off for a tramp round the island.

My first call was at the group of rocks from which I had gathered the shellfish of which my companion had so strongly disapproved. I wanted to see if I could discover a place where it would be possible for me to construct some sort of a trap for fish. But though I searched diligently, nothing suitable could I find. At last I had to give it up in despair, and set my brain to work on another plan for stocking my larder. That fish were plentiful I could see by looking over the edges of the rocks, but how I was to capture them was by no means so plain. I think at that moment I would have given a year of my life for the worst hook and line I had used as a boy among the sticklebacks of Polton Penna.

Leaving the rocks behind me, I turned the point and made for the brow of a low hill that overlooked the sea on the further side. I had noticed that the sea birds gathered here in greater numbers than elsewhere, and when I reached the cliff, to my surprise and delight, I found the ground literally covered with nests. Indeed, it was a matter of some difficulty to move without treading upon the eggs. My delight can scarcely be overestimated, for here was a new food supply, and one that, while it would be unlikely to give out for some weeks to come, would be infinitely preferable to the wretched limpets upon which we had almost made up our minds we should have to subsist. I hastened to fill my handkerchief and pockets with the spoil, and when I could stuff in no more, continued my walk in a much easier, and consequently more thankful, frame of mind.

As I tramped along, glancing ever and anon at the sea, the sordid details of my past life rose before me. When I considered it, I felt almost staggered by the change that had come over me. It seemed scarcely possible that so short a time could have passed since I had plotted against Bartrand and had been so miserable in London. In my present state of usefulness, I felt as if centuries had elapsed since then, instead of barely a couple of weeks, as was really the case. I wondered what would be said in England when the news got into the papers, as I supposed it inevitably must, that I had found a watery grave in the ill-fated Fiji Princess. Would there be anyone to regret me? I very much doubted it. One hope occurred to me. Perhaps, under cover of the supposition that I was dead, I might manage to outwit the law after all, and then an opportunity would be afforded me of beginning a new life in a strange land — the land that was the home of Agnes Maybourne.

From a consideration of this important chance I fell to thinking of the girl herself. Could it have been for the reason that I was ultimately to save her life that Fate had raised her face before my eyes to warn me that miserable night in London? It looked very much like it. If, however, that was the beginning, what was the sequel to be? for surely it could not be intended that Fate, having brought me so far, should suddenly abandon me at the end. “Oh! if I were only clean handed like my fellow-men,” I cried, in miserable self-abasement, “how happy might I not be!” For I must mention here that in my own mind I had quite come to the conclusion that Agnes Maybourne entertained a liking for me. And, God knows, I on my side had discovered that I loved her better than my own soul. What was to be the end of it all? That the future alone could decide.

The other side of the island — that is to say, the side exactly opposite that upon which we had landed — was almost precipitous, and at the foot of the cliffs, extending for some distance out into the sea, were a number of small islets, upon which the seas broke with never-easing violence. I searched that offing, as I had done the other, for a sail, but was no better rewarded. As soon as I had made certain that there was nothing in sight, I turned upon my tracks and hastened back to the plateau as fast as I could go. For some reason or another, I experienced a great dread lest by any chance something ill might have befallen my charges. But when I reached the beach below the plateau and looked up, to see the fire still burning brightly and Miss Maybourne moving about between it and the cave, I was reassured.

The tide by this time had gone out, and the lifeboat lay high and dry upon the beach. Before rejoining my companions I made my way towards her.

To roll her over into her proper position was only a matter of small difficulty now that the water was out of her, and once this was accomplished I was able to satisfy myself as to her condition. As far as I could gather, there was nothing amiss with her, even her oars lay fastened to the thwarts as usual. How she could have got into the water was a mystery I could not solve for the life of me. I examined her most carefully, and having done so, found some pieces of wood to act as rollers, and dragged her up the beach till I had got her well above high water mark. After that I picked up my parcel of eggs and climbed the hill to the plateau. It was now well on into the afternoon, and I had still much to do before nightfall.’

When I showed Miss Maybourne the eggs I had found, she expressed her great satisfaction, and we immediately cooked a couple to be ready against the little sufferer’s waking.

The rest of the afternoon was spent in carrying drift wood from the beach to the plateau; for I had determined to keep a good flare burning all night, in case any ships might happen to pass, and think it worth their while to stand off and on till daylight should show them the reason of it. When I had stacked it ready to my hand there was yet another supply of grass to be cut, with which to improve the bed-places in the cave. Then my own couch had to be prepared somewhere within call. After which there was the evening meal to cook. By the time this was done, darkness had fallen, and our first night on the island had commenced.

When I bade Miss Maybourne “good night” she was kind enough to express her thanks a second time for the trouble I had taken. As if the better to give point to her gratitude, she held out her hand to me. I took it and raised it to my lips. She did not attempt to stop me, and then, with another “good night,” she passed into the cave, and I was left alone.

For hours I sat watching my blaze and listening to the rumbling of the surf upon the shore. The night was as still as a night could well be. Not even a breath of wind was stirring. When I laid myself down in my corner between the rocks near the cave’s mouth, and fell asleep, it was to dream of Agnes Maybourne and the happiness that might have been mine but for the one dread thing which had made it quite impossible.


VII. A BITTER DISAPPOINTMENT.
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LONG BEFORE DAYLIGHT I was awake, thinking of our unenviable position, and wishing for the ladies’ sakes that I could do something to improve it. But, as far as I could see, I had done everything that was possible by mortal man. Somehow, though I valued their eggs above gold, I had no fancy for the sea birds themselves. What I wanted most was a contrivance with which to capture some of the fish in the bay. A line I could easily make by unravelling the painter of the lifeboat; the hook, however, beat me. A hair-pin would have done admirably; but, unfortunately, Miss Maybourne’s hair covered her shoulders just as she had run up from her cabin on hearing the first alarm. An ordinary pin would have been invaluable; but among the three of us we could not muster even one. Just as daylight broke, however, I solved my difficulty in the simplest fashion possible, and could have kicked myself round the island, if it had been possible, for my stupidity in not having thought of it sooner. In my tie I wore a long gold pin, with an escutcheon top, which had been given me in Australia years before. The remembrance of it no sooner came into my mind than I had whipped it out of the tie, and had bent the point into a fair-sized hook. This done, I rose from my couch between the rocks, and having replenished the fire, which still showed a red glow, hastened down the hillside to where the boat lay upon the sands. From the painter I extracted sufficient strands to make a line some thirty feet long, and to this I attached my hook. I very much doubt if a fish were ever honoured before with so grand a hook.

Just as the sun’s first rays were shooting up beyond the placid sea line, and the sea and heavens were fast changing from a pure pearl grey to every known colour of the rainbow, I pushed the boat into the water, and rowed out for half a mile or so. Then, having baited my hook with mussel, I threw it overboard, and seating myself, line in hand, in the stern, awaited results. I looked at the island, showing so clear and rugged in the bright morning light, and thought of Miss Maybourne and the sick child. If the truth must be confessed, I believe I was happier then, even in such straits and upon so inhospitable a shore, than I had ever been before. When I thought of Bartrand, as I had last seen him, lying stretched out in the snow in that quiet street, and remembered my struggle with Nikola in Golden Square, my walk through sleeping London to Surbiton, and my journey to Southampton, it all seemed like some horrible dream, the effects of which I was at last beginning to rid myself. It was hard to believe that I had really gone through it all; that I, the man now fishing so quietly in this boat, in whom Miss Maybourne believed so much, was in reality Gilbert Pennethorne, the perpetrator of one of the mysterious murders which had entirely baffled the ingenuity of the London police. I could not help wondering what she would say if anyone should tell her the true history of the man in whom she placed such implicit confidence. Would she credit it or not?

While I was thinking of this, I felt a sharp tug upon my line, and when I drew it in, I found, to my delight, a nice fish impaled upon the hook. Having released him and placed him securely at the bottom of the boat, I did not lose a moment in throwing the line overboard again. Within a quarter of an hour I had landed five splendid fellows, and was as pleased with my success as if I had just been created Lord Chancellor of England. To-day, at any rate, I told myself, Miss Maybourne and the little girl should have a nice breakfast.

Arriving at the beach I sprang out, and, using the same means as before, drew my boat up out of reach of the tide. Then, taking my prizes with me, I made my way up the hillside to the plateau. Just as I reached it, Miss Maybourne made her appearance from the cave and came towards me.

“Look!” I cried, holding up the fish as I spoke. “Are these not beauties?”

“They are indeed splendid,” she answered. “But how did you manage to obtain them? I thought you said last night that you could think of no way of making a hook?”

“So I did. But since then I have remembered the gold pin I wore in my tie. I found that it made a most excellent hook, and with its assistance I managed to get hold of these gentlemen. But, in my triumph, I am forgetting to enquire how you and your little friend are this morning. You were fairly comfortable in the cave, I hope?”

“Quite comfortable, thank you,” she answered, gravely. “But poor little Esther is no better this morning. In fact, if anything, I fancy she is worse. She was delirious for some time in the night, and now she is in a comatose condition that frightens me more than her former restlessness. It goes to my heart to see her in this state.”

“Is there nothing we can do for her, I wonder?” I said, as I prepared my fish for the fire.

“I fear we are powerless,” replied Miss Maybourne. “The only thing I can imagine to be the matter with her is that she must have been struck by something when we were sucked under by the sinking ship. She complains continually of pains in her head.”

“In that case, I fear there is nothing for it but to wait patiently for some ship, with a doctor on board, to come in sight and take us off.”

“In the meantime, she may die. Oh, poor little Esther! Mr. Wrexford, this helplessness is too terrible.”

What could I say to comfort her? In my own mind I saw no hope. Unless a vessel hove in sight, and she chanced to carry a doctor, the child must inevitably die. As soon as the breakfast was cooked, I went into the cave and looked at her. I found the little thing stretched upon the grass I had thrown down for a bed. She was unconscious, as Miss Maybourne had said, and was breathing heavily. Her pulse was almost unnoticeable, and occasionally she moaned a little, as if in pain. It was a sight that would have touched the most callous of men, and in spite of that one sinister episode in my career, I was far from being such a hero.

At midday there was no change perceptible in her condition. By the middle of the afternoon she was worse. Miss Maybourne and myself took it in turns to watch by her side; in the intervals, we climbed the hill and scanned the offing for a sail. Our vigilance, however, was never rewarded — the sea was as devoid of ships as our future seemed of hope.

After a day which had seemed an eternity, the second night of our captivity on the island came round. A more exquisite evening could scarcely be imagined. I had been watching by the sick child’s side the greater part of the afternoon, and feeling that, if I remained on shore, Miss Maybourne would discover how low-spirited I was, I took the boat and rowed out into the bay, to try and obtain some fish for our supper. This was not a matter of much difficulty, and in less than a quarter of an hour I had hauled on board more than we could possibly have eaten in three meals. When I had finished, I sat in my boat watching the sunset effects upon the island. It was indeed a scene to remember, and the picture of it, as I saw it then, rises before me now as clearly as if it were but yesterday.

To right and left of the points which sheltered the bay, the deep green of the sea was changed to creaming froth, where the surf caught the rocks; but in the little indentation which we had made our home the wavelets rippled on the sand with the softest rhythm possible. The sky was cloudless, the air warmer than it had been for days past. The glow of sunset imparted to the western cliffs a peculiar shade of pink, the beauty of which was accentuated by the deep shadows cast by the beetling crags. On the hillside, directly opposite where my boat was anchored, I could see the plateau, and on it my fire burning brightly. I thought of the brave woman nursing the sick child in the cave, and of the difference she had made in my lonely life.

“Oh, God!” I cried, “if only You had let me see the chance that was to be mine some day, how easy it would have been for me to have ordered Nikola and his temptation to stand behind me. Now I see my happiness too late, and am consequently undone for ever.”

As I thought of that sinister man and the influence he had exercised upon my life, I felt a thrill of horror pass over me. It seemed dreadful to think that he was still at large, unsuspected, and in all probability working some sort of evil on another unfortunate individual.

In my mind’s eye I could see again that cold, impassive face, with its snake-like eyes, and hear that insinuating voice uttering once more that terrible temptation. Surely, I thought, the dread enemy of mankind must be just such another as Dr. Nikola.

When the sun had disappeared below the sea line, the colour of the ocean had changed from all the dazzling tints of the king-opal to a sombre coal-black hue, and myriads of stars were beginning to make their appearance in the sky, I turned my boat’s head, and pulled towards the shore again. A great melancholy had settled upon me, a vague sense of some impending catastrophe, of which, try how I would, I found I could not rid myself.

On reaching the plateau, I made my way to the cave, and looked in. I discovered Miss Maybourne kneeling beside the child on the grass. As soon as she saw me she rose and led me out into the open.

“Mr. Wrexford,” she said, “the end is quite close now, I feel sure. The poor little thing is growing weaker every moment. Oh, it is too terrible to think that she must die because we have not the means to save her.”

I did my best to comfort her, but it was some time before I achieved any sort of success. When she had in a measure recovered her composure, I accompanied her back to the cave and examined the little sufferer for myself. Alas! one glance showed me how very close the end was. Already the child’s face and hands were cold and clammy, her respiration was gradually becoming more and more difficult. She was still unconscious, and once I almost thought she was dead.

All through that dreadful night she lingered on. Miss Maybourne remained with her until close upon midnight, when I relieved her. Shortly before sunrise I went to the mouth of the cave and looked out. The stars were almost gone from the sky, and the world was very still. When I returned, I thought the child had suddenly grown strangely quiet, and knelt down to examine her. The first grey shafts of dawn showed me that at last the end had come. Death had claimed his victim. Henceforth we need feel no more concern for poor little Esther — her sufferings were over. She had gone to join her mother and the little ones who had lost their lives two days before. Having convinced myself that what I imagined was correct, I reverently closed the little eyes and crossed the frail hands upon her breast, and then went out into the fresh air. The sun was in the act of making his appearance above the peak, and all our little world was bathed in his glory. I looked across to the place between the rocks where I usually slept, and saw Miss Maybourne rising from her rest. My presence outside the cave must have told her my news, for she came swiftly across to where I stood.

“It is all over,” she said, very quietly. “I can see by your face that the end has come.”

I nodded. For the life of me, I could not have spoken just then. The sight of that agonised face before me and the thought of the dead child lying in the cave behind me deprived me of speech entirely. Miss Maybourne noticed my condition, and simply said, “Take me to her.” I did as she commanded, and together we went back to the chamber of death. When we reached it, my companion stood for a few moments looking at the peaceful little figure on the couch of grass, and then knelt down beside it. I followed her example. Then, holding my hand in hers, she prayed for the child from whose body the soul had just departed; then for ourselves still left upon the island. When she had finished, we rose, and, after a final glance at our dead companion, went out into the open air again.

By this time I had got so much into the habit of searching the sea for ships that I did it almost unconsciously. As I passed the cave I glanced out across the waste of water. Then I stood stock still, hardly able to believe the evidence of my eyes. There, fast rising above the horizon, were the sails of a full-rigged ship. Miss Maybourne saw them as soon as I did, and together we stood staring at the vessel with all our eyes. My companion was the first to speak.”

“Do you think she will come near enough to see us,” she cried, in a voice I hardly recognized, so agitated was it.

“She must be made to see us,” I answered, fiercely. “Come what may, she must not pass us.”

“What are you going to do? How are you going to prevent it? Tell me, and let me help you if I can.”

A notion had seized me, and I determined to put it into practice without an instant’s delay.

“Let us collect all the wood we can find and then make a large bonfire. When that has been done, we must launch the boat and pull out to intercept her. If she sees the flare she will make her way here, and if she does not, we may be able to catch her before she gets out of our reach. Thus in either case we shall be saved.”

Without another word we set to work collecting wood. By the time the hull of the vessel was above the horizon we had accumulated a sufficient quantity to make a large beacon. We did not set fire to it at once, however, for the reason that I had no desire to waste my smoke before those on board the ship would be able to distinguish it from the light clouds hovering about the peaks above. But before we could dream of leaving the island there were two other matters to be attended to. The first was to fill up the mouth of the cave with stones, for there was no time to dig a grave, and so convert it into a rough sepulchre; the second was to cook and eat our breakfast. It was certain we should require all our strength for the undertaking, and to attempt such a long row on an empty stomach would, I knew, be worse than madness. These things I explained to Miss Maybourne, who willingly volunteered to officiate as cook while I set about the work first mentioned. In something less than a quarter of an hour I had rolled several large rocks into the mouth of the cave, and upon these had placed others until the entrance was effectually barricaded. By the time this work was completed it was necessary to light the bonfire. This I did, setting fire to the dry grass at the bottom with a log from the blaze at which Miss Maybourne had just been cooking. In a few minutes we had a flare the flames of which could not have been less than twenty feet in height.

We ate our breakfast with our eyes fixed continually upon the advancing ship. So far she seemed to be heading directly for the island, but my fear was that she might change her course without discovering our beacon, and in that case be out of range before we could attract her attention. Our meal finished therefore, I led Miss Maybourne down the hill to the beach, and then between us we pushed the lifeboat into the water. My intention was to row out a few miles and endeavour to get into such a position that whatever course the vessel steered she could not help but see us.

As soon as we had pushed off from the shore I turned the boat’s head, and, taking up the oars, set to work to pull out to sea. It was not altogether an easy task, for the boat was a heavy one and the morning was strangely warm. The sky overhead was innocent of cloud, but away to the west it presented a hazy appearance; the look of which I did not altogether like. However, I stuck to my work, all the time keeping my eyes fixed on the rapidly advancing ship. She presented a fine appearance, and it was evident she was a vessel of about three thousand tons. I hoped she would turn out to belong to our own nationality, though under the circumstances any other would prove equally acceptable. At present she was distant from us about six miles, and as she was still heading directly for the island I began to feel certain she had observed our signal. For this reason I pointed my boat’s head straight for her and continued to pull with all the strength I possessed. Suddenly Miss Maybourne uttered a little cry, and seeing her staring in a new direction I turned in my seat to discover what had occasioned it.

“She is leaving us,” cried my companion, in agonized tones, pointing to the vessel we had been attempting to intercept. “Look, look, Mr. Wrexford, she is leaving us!”

There was no need for her to bid me look, I was watching the ship with all my eyes. Heaven alone knows how supreme was the agony of that moment. She had gone about, and for this reason it was plain that those on board had not seen our signal. Now, unless I could manage to attract her attention, it would be most unlikely that she would see us. In that case we might die upon the island without a chance of escape. At any cost we must intercept her. I accordingly resumed my seat again and began to pull wildly after her. Fortunately the breeze was light and the sea smooth, otherwise I should have made no headway at all. But when all was said and done, with both wind and tide in my favour, it was but little that I could accomplish. The boat, as I have already said, was a large and heavy one, and my strength was perhaps a little undermined by all I had gone through in the last two or three days. But, knowing what depended on it, I toiled at the oars like a galley slave, while Miss Maybourne kept her eyes fixed upon the retreating ship. At the end of an hour I was obliged to give up the race as hopeless. My strength was quite exhausted, and our hoped-for saviour was just showing hull down upon the horizon. Realizing this I dropped my head on to my hands like the coward I was and resigned myself to my despair. For the moment I think I must have forgotten that I was a man, I remembered only the fact that a chance had been given us of escaping from our prison, and that just as we were about to grasp it, it was snatched away again. Our fate seemed too cruel to be endured by mortal man.

“Courage, friend, courage,” said Miss Maybourne, as she noticed my condition. “Bitter as our disappointment has been we have not done with hope yet. Because that vessel did not chance to rescue us it does not follow that another may not do so. Had we not better be getting back to the island? It is no use our remaining here now that the ship is out of sight.”

I saw the wisdom contained in her remark, and accordingly pulled myself together and set to work to turn the boat’s head in the direction we had come. But when we had gone about, my dismay may be imagined at discovering that a thick fog had obscured the island, and was fast bearing down upon us. Those on hoard the vessel we had been chasing must have seen it approaching, and have thought it advisable to give the island and its treacherous surroundings as wide a berth as possible.

“Can you see the land at all, Mr. Wrexford?” asked Miss Maybourne, who had herself been staring in the direction in which our bows were pointing.

“I must confess I can see nothing of it,” I answered. “But if we continue in this direction and keep our ears open for the sound of the surf, there can be no doubt as to our being able to make our way back to the bay.”

“How thick the fog is,” she continued, “and how quickly it has come up! It makes me feel more nervous than even the thought of that ship forsaking us.”

I stared at her in complete surprise. To think of Miss Maybourne, whom I had always found so cool and collected in moments of danger, talking of feeling nervous! I rallied her on the subject as I pulled along, and in a few moments she had forgotten her fear.

While I pulled along I tried to figure out what distance we could be from the island. When we discovered that the vessel had turned her back on us I had been rowing for something like half an hour.

At the rate we had been travelling that would have carried us about a couple of miles from the shore. After we had noticed the change in her course we had probably pulled another four at most. That being so, we should now be between five and six miles from land — two hours’ hard work in my present condition. To add to the unpleasantness of our position, the fog by this time had completely enveloped us, and to enable you to judge how dense it was I may say that I could only just distinguish my companion sitting in the stern of the boat. Still, however, I pulled on, pausing every now and again to listen for the noise of the surf breaking on the shore.

The silence was intense; the only sound we could hear was the tinkling of the water as it dripped off the ends of the oars. There was something indescribably awful about the utter absence of noise. It was like the peace which precedes some great calamity. It stretched the nerves to breaking pitch. Indeed, once when I allowed myself to think what our fate would be if by any chance we should miss the island, I had such a shock as almost deprived me of my power of thinking for some minutes.

For at least an hour and a half I pulled on, keeping her head as nearly as possible in the same direction, and expecting every moment to hear the roar of the breakers ahead. The fog still remained as thick as ever, and each time I paused in my work to listen the same dead silence greeted me as before. Once more I turned to my work, and pulled on without stopping for another quarter of an hour. Still no sound of the kind we hoped to hear came to us. The island seemed as difficult to find in that fog as the proverbial needle in the bundle of hay.

The agony of mind I suffered was enough to turn a man’s brain. If only the fog would lift and let us have a glimpse of where we were, it would have been a different matter, but no such luck. It continued as thick as ever, wreathing and circling about us like the smoke from the infernal regions. At last I drew in my oars and arranged them by my side. Under the circumstances it was no use wasting what remained of my strength by useless exertion.

From that time forward — that is to say for at least six hours — we drifted on and on, the fog remaining as dense as when we had first encountered it. Throughout that time we kept our ears continually strained for a sound that might guide us, but always without success. By this time it must have been considerably past three in the afternoon, and for all we knew to the contrary we might still be miles and miles out of our reckoning. All through this agonizing period, however, Miss Maybourne did not once complain, but bore herself with a quiet bravery that would have shamed the veriest coward into at least an affectation of courage. How bitterly I now reproached myself for having left the island to pursue that vessel I must leave you to imagine. But for that suicidal act of folly we might now be on dry land, if not perhaps as luxuriously housed as we should have liked, at least safer than we were now. The responsibility for that act of madness rested entirely upon my shoulders, and the burden of that knowledge was my continual punishment.

At last I was roused from my bitter thoughts by my companion exclaiming that she thought the fog was lifting a little in one particular quarter. I looked in the direction indicated and had to admit that the atmosphere certainly seemed to be clearer there than elsewhere. Still, however, there was no noise of breakers to be heard.

The light in the quarter pointed out by my companion was destined to be the signal for the fog’s departure, and in less than a quarter of an hour, starting from the time of our first observing it, the whole expanse of sea, from horizon to horizon, stood revealed to us. We sprang to our feet almost simultaneously, and searched the ocean for the island. But to our horror it was not to be seen. We were alone on the open sea without either water or food, any real knowledge of where we were, or without being able to tell from which quarter we might expect assistance to come. A more dreadful situation could scarcely be imagined, and when I considered the sex and weakness of my companion, and reflected what such a fate would mean for her, I could have cursed myself for the stupidity which had brought it all about.

For some moments after we had made our terrible discovery, neither of us spoke. Then our glances met and we read our terror in each other’s eyes.

“What are we to do? What can we do?” cried Miss Maybourne, running her eyes round the horizon and then meeting my gaze again.

I shook my head and tried to think before I answered her.

“For the moment I am as powerless as yourself to say,” I replied. “Even if we could fix the direction, goodness only knows how far we are from the island. We may be only distant ten miles or so, or we may be twenty. It must be nearly four o’clock by this time, and in another four hours at most darkness will be falling; under cover of the night we may miss it again. On the other hand we cannot exist here without food or water. Oh, Miss Maybourne, to what straits have I brought you through my stupidity. If we had stayed on the island instead of putting off on this fool’s chase you would be safe now.”

“You must not blame yourself, Mr. Wrexford,” she answered. “Indeed you must not! It is not just, for I was quite as anxious as yourself to try and intercept the vessel. That we did not succeed is not our fault, and in any case I will not let you reproach yourself.”

“Alas! I cannot help it,” I replied. “And your generosity only makes me do so the more.”

“In that case I shall cease to be generous,” she said. “We will see how that plan works. Come, come, my friend, let us look our situation in the face and see what is best to be done. Believe me, I have no fear. God will protect us in the future as He has done in the past.”

I looked at the noble girl as she said this, and took heart from the smile upon her face. If she could be so brave, surely I, who called myself a man, must not prove myself a coward. I pulled myself together and prepared to discuss the question as she desired. But it was the knowledge of our utter helplessness that discounted every hope. We had no food, we had no water. True, we might pull on; but if we did, in which direction should we proceed? To go east would be to find ourselves, if we lived so long — the chances against which were a thousand to one — on the most unhealthy part of the long coast line of Africa. To pull west would only be to get further out into mid-ocean, where, if we were not picked up within forty-eight hours, assistance would no longer be of any use to us. The Canary Islands, I knew, lay somewhere, say a hundred miles, to the southward, but we could not pull that distance without food or water, and even if we had a favourable breeze, we had no sail to take advantage of it. To make matters worse, the fishing line and hook I had manufactured for myself out of my scarf-pin, had been left on the island. Surely any man or woman might be excused for feeling melancholy under the pressure of such overwhelming misfortunes.

While we were thus considering our position the sun was sinking lower and lower to his rest, and would soon be below the horizon altogether. The sea was still as calm as a mill-pond, not a breath of air disturbed its placid surface. We sat just as we had done all day: Miss Maybourne in the stern, myself amidships. The oars lay on either side of me, useless as the rudder, the yoke lines had scarcely been touched since the ship had turned her back on us. When I look back on that awful time now, every detail of the boat, from the rowlocks to the grating on the bottom, seems impressed on my memory with a faithfulness that is almost a pain. I can see Miss Maybourne sitting motionless in the stern, her elbows on her knees and her face buried in her hands.

At last to rouse her and take her out of herself, I began to talk. What I said I cannot recollect, nor can I even recall the subject of my conversation. I know, however, that I continued to talk and insisted upon her answering me. In this way we passed the time until darkness fell and the stars came out. For the past hour I had been suffering agonies of thirst, and I knew, instinctively, that my companion must be doing the same. I followed her example and dabbled my hands in the water alongside. The coolness, however, while proving infinitely refreshing to my parched skin, only helped to intensify my desire for something to drink. I searched the heavens in the hope of discovering a cloud that might bring us rain, but without success.

“Courage,” said Miss Maybourne again, as she noticed me drop my head on to my hands in my despair. “As I said just now, we are in God’s hands; and I feel certain we shall be saved at last.”

As if in mockery of her faith I noticed that her voice had lost its usually clear ring, and that it was lower than I had ever hitherto heard it. But there was a note of conviction in it that showed me how firm her belief was. For my own part I must confess that I had long since given up all hope. In the face of so many calamitous circumstances it seemed impossible that we could be saved. My obvious duty there was to endeavour by every means in my power to make death as easy as possible for the woman I loved.

In the same tedious fashion hour after hour went by and still we remained as we were, floating idly upon the bosom of the deep. Twice I tried to persuade Miss Maybourne to lie down at the bottom of the boat and attempt to obtain some sleep, but she would not hear of such a thing. For myself I could not have closed my eyes for five minutes, even if by doing so I could have saved my life. Every faculty was strained to breaking pitch, and I was continually watching and listening for something, though what I expected to see or hear I could not have told if I had been asked. I pray to God that I may never again be called upon to spend such another absolutely despairing night.


VIII. WE ARE SAVED!
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THE CALM WITH which we had so far been favoured was not, however, destined to be as permanent as we imagined, for towards the middle of the night the wind got up, and the sea, from being as smooth as glass, became more boisterous than I altogether liked. Miss Maybourne, who now seemed to be sunk into the lethargy from which she had roused me, lifted her head from her hands, and at intervals glanced over her shoulder apprehensively at the advancing waves. One thing was very evident: it would never do to let our boat drift broadside on to the seas, so I got out the oars again, and to distract my companion’s thoughts, invited her to take the helm. She did as I requested, but without any sign of the eagerness she had hitherto displayed. Then, for something like an hour, we struggled on in this crab-like fashion. It was Herculean labour, and every minute found my strength becoming more and more exhausted. The power of the wind was momentarily increasing, and with it the waves were assuming more threatening proportions. To say that I did not like the look of affairs would be to put my feelings very mildly. To tell the truth, I was too worn out to think of anything, save what our fate would be if by any chance we should be on the edge of an hurricane. However, I knew it would not do to meet trouble half-way, so by sheer force of will I rivetted my attention upon the boat, and in thus endeavouring to avert the evil of the present, found sufficient occupation to prevent me from cross-questioning the future.

Suddenly Miss Maybourne, who, as I have said, had for some time been sitting in a constrained attitude in the stern, sprang to her feet with a choking cry.

“Mr. Wrexford,” she said, in a voice that at any other time I should not have recognised as hers, “I must have something to drink or I shall go mad.”

Fearing she might fall overboard in her excitement, I leapt up, seized her in my arms, and dragged her down to her seat again. Had I not done so, I cannot say what might not have happened.

“Let me go,” she moaned. “Oh, for Heaven’s sake, let me go! You don’t know what agony I am suffering.”

I could very well guess, for I had my own feelings to guide me. But it was my duty to try and cheer her at any cost, and upon this work I concentrated all my energies, at the same time keeping the boat’s head in such a position that the racing seas should not overwhelm her — no light work, I can assure you. When at last I did succeed in calming her, she sat staring straight ahead of her like a woman turned to stone. It was pitiful to see a woman, who had hitherto been so brave, brought so low. I put my arm round her waist the better to hold her, and, as I did so, watched the black seas, with their tips of snowy foam, come hissing towards us. Overhead the stars shone brightly, and still not a vestige of a cloud was to be seen. It seemed like doubting Providence to believe that, after all the dangers from which we had been preserved since we had left England, we were destined to die of starvation in an open boat in mid-Atlantic. And yet how like it it looked.

After that one outburst of despair Miss Maybourne gave no more trouble, and when she had been sitting motionless beside me for an hour or thereabouts fell fast asleep, her head resting on my arm. Weak and suffering as I was, I was not so far gone as to be unable to feel a thrill of delight at this close contact with the woman I loved. What would I not have given to have been able to take her in my arms and have comforted her properly! — to have told her of my love, and, in the event of her returning it, to have faced King Death side by side as lovers. With her hand in mine Death would not surely be so very terrible. However, such a thing could not be thought of. I was a criminal, a murderer flying from justice; and it would have been an act of the basest sacrilege on my part to have spoken a word to her of the affection which by this time had come to be part and parcel of my life. For this reason I had to crush it and keep it down; and, if by any chance we should be rescued, I would have to leave her and go out to hide myself in the world without allowing her ever to suspect the thoughts I had had in my mind concerning her. God knows, in this alone I had suffered punishment enough for the sin I had unintentionally committed.

At last the eastern stars began to lose something of their brilliance, and within a short period of my noticing this change, the wind, which had been sensibly moderating for some time past, dropped to a mere zephyr, and then died away completely. With its departure the violence of the waves subsided, and the ocean was soon, if not so smooth as on the previous day, at least sufficiently so to prevent our feeling any further anxiety on the score of the boat’s safety.

One by one the stars died out of the sky, and a faint grey light, almost dove-coloured in its softness, took their place. In this light our boat looked double her real size, but such a lonely speck upon that waste of water that it would have made the heart of the boldest man sink into his shoes with fear. From the above-mentioned hue the colour quickly turned to the palest turquoise, and again to the softest pink. From pink it grew into a kaleidoscope of changing tints until the sun rose like a ball of gold above the sea-line — and day was born to us. In the whole course of my experience I never remember to have seen a more glorious sunrise. How different was it in its joyous lightness and freshness to the figures presented by the two miserable occupants of that lonely boat!

At last Miss Maybourne opened her eyes, and, having glanced round her, sat up. My arm, when she did so, was so cramped and stiff that for a moment I could scarcely bear to move it. She noticed this, and tried to express her regret, but her tongue refused to obey her commands. Seeing this, with an inarticulate sound she dropped her head on to her hands once more. To restore some animation into my cramped limbs, I rose and endeavoured to make my way to the bows of the boat. But, to my dismay, I discovered that I was as weak as a month-old child. My legs refused to support the weight of my body, and with a groan I sank down on the thwart where I had previously been rowing.

For upwards of half an hour we remained as we were, without speaking. Then I suddenly chanced to look along the sea-line to the westward. The atmosphere was so clear that the horizon stood out like a pencilled line. I looked, rubbed my eyes, and looked again. Could I be dreaming, or was it a delusion conjured up by an overtaxed brain. I shut my eyes for a moment, then opened them, and looked again. No, there could be no mistake about it this time. A ship was in sight, and heading directly for us! Oh, the excitement of that moment, the delirious joy, the wild, almost cruel, hope that seized me! But, mad with longing though I was, I had still sufficient presence of mind left to say nothing about my discovery to Miss Maybourne until I was sure of my facts. She was sitting with her back towards it, and therefore could not see it. So, while there was any chance of the vessel leaving us, I was not going to excite her hopes, only to have them blighted again. There would be plenty of time to tell her when she was close enough to see us.

For what seemed an eternity I kept my eyes fixed upon the advancing vessel, watching her rise higher and higher above the waves. She was a large steamer, almost twice the size of the ill-fated Fiji Princess. A long trail of smoke issued from her funnels; and at last, so close did she come, I could distinguish the water frothing at her bows with the naked eye. When she was not more than three miles distant, I sprang to my feet.

“We’re saved, Miss Maybourne!” I cried frantically, finding my voice and strength as suddenly as I had lost them. “We’re saved! Oh, thank God, thank God!”

She turned her head as I spoke, and looked steadily in the direction I pointed for nearly a minute. Then, with a little sigh, she fell upon the gunwale in a dead faint. I sprang to her assistance, and, kneeling at her feet, chafed her hands and called her by name, and implored her to speak to me. But in spite of my exertions, she did not open her eyes. When a quarter of an hour had elapsed, and she was still insensible, I began to wonder what I should do. To remain attending to her might mean that we should miss our deliverer. In that case we should both die. At any cost, and now more than ever, I knew I must attract the steamer’s attention. She was not more than a mile behind us by this time, and, if I could only make her see us, she would be alongside in a few minutes. For this reason I tore off my coat, and, attaching it to an oar, began to wave it frantically above my head. Next moment a long whistle came across the waves to me. It was a signal that our boat had been observed, and never did a sound seem more musical to a human ear. On hearing it, I stood up again, and, shading my eyes with my hands, watched her approach, my heart beating like a piston-rod. Closer and closer she came, until I could easily read the name, King of Carthage, upon her bows. When she was less than a hundred yards distant, an officer on the bridge came to the railings, and hailed us.

“Boat, ahoy!” he cried. “Do you think you can manage to pull alongside? or shall we send assistance to you?”

In reply — for I could not trust my voice to speak — I got out my oars, and began to row towards her. Short as was the distance, it took me some time to accomplish it. Seeing this, the same officer again hailed me, and bade me make fast the line that was about to be thrown to me. The words were hardly out of his mouth before the line in question came whistling about my ears. I seized it as a drowning man is said to clutch at a straw, and, clambering forward, secured it to the ring in the bows. When that was done, I heard an order given, and willing hands pulled us quickly alongside.

By the time we reached it the gangway had been lowered, and a couple of men were standing at the foot of it ready to receive us. I remember leaning over to fend her off, and I also have a good recollection of seeing one of the men — the ship’s doctor I afterwards discovered him to be — step into the boat.

“Can you walk up the steps yourself, or would you like to be carried?” he asked, as I sank down on the thwart again.

“Carry the lady,” I answered huskily; “I can manage to get up myself. Take her quickly, or she will die.”

I saw him pick Miss Maybourne up, and, assisted by the quartermaster who had accompanied him, carry her up the ladder. I attempted to follow, only to discover how weak I really was. By the exercise of sheer will, however, I managed to scramble up, holding on to the rail, and so gained the deck. Even after all this lapse of time I can distinctly see the crowd of eager faces pressed round the top of the ladder to catch a glimpse of us, and I can hear again the murmurs of sympathy that went up as we made our appearance. After that all seems a blank, and I can only believe what I am told — namely, that I looked round me in a dazed sort of fashion, and then fell in a dead faint upon the deck.

When I recovered consciousness again, I had to think for a moment before I could understand what had happened. I found myself in a handsomely-furnished cabin that I had never seen before. For an instant I imagined myself back again on the ill-fated Fiji Princess. Then a tall, red-bearded man — the same who had carried Miss Maybourne up from the boat — entered, and came towards me. Through the door, which he had left open, I could see the awning-covered promenade-deck outside. As soon as I saw him I tried to sit up on the velvet-cushioned locker upon which I had been placed, but he bade me be content to lie still for a little while.

“You will be far better where you are,” he said. “What you want is rest and quiet. Take a few sips of this, and then lie down again and try to get to sleep. You have some arrears to make up in that line, or I’m mistaken.”

He handed me a glass from the tray above my couch, and held it for me while I drank. When I had finished I laid myself down again, and, instead of obeying him, began to question him as to where I was. But once more I was forestalled, this time by the entrance of a steward carrying a bowl of broth on a tray.

“You see we’re determined, one way or another, to close your mouth,” he said, with a laugh. “But this stuff is too hot for you at present. We’ll put it down here to cool, and in the meantime I’ll answer not more than half-a-dozen questions. Fire away, if you feel inclined.”

I took him at his word, and put the one question of all others I was longing to have answered.

“How is the lady who was rescued with me?”

“Doing as well as can be expected, poor soul,” he replied. “She’s being well looked after, so you need not be anxious about her. You must have had a terrible time in that boat, to judge from the effects produced. Now, what is the next question?”

“I want to know what ship this is, and how far we were from the Salvages when you picked us up?”

“This vessel is The King of Carthage — Captain Blockman in command. I’m afraid I can’t answer your last question offhand, for the reason that, being the doctor, I have nothing to do with the navigation of the ship; but I’ll soon find out for you.”

He left the cabin, and went to the foot of the ladder that led to the bridge. I heard him call the officer of the watch, and say something to him. Presently he returned.

“The Salvages lie about seventy miles due nor’-nor’-east of our present position,” he said.

“Nor’-nor’-east?” I cried. “Then I was even further out in my calculations than I expected.”

“Why do you ask about the Salvages?”

“Because it was on a rock off those islands that our ship, the Fiji Princess, was lost. We put off from the island to try and catch a sailing vessel that came in sight yesterday morning. A dense fog came on, however, and during the time it lasted we lost both the ship we went out to stop and also our island. Ever since then we have been drifting without food or water.”

“You have indeed had a terrible experience. But you’ve a splendid constitution, and you’ll soon get over the effects of it. And now tell me, were no others saved from the wreck?”

“As far as we could tell, with the exception of our three selves, not a single soul.”

“You say ‘three selves,’ but we only rescued the lady and yourself. What, then, became of the third?”

“The third was a child about eight years old. The poor little thing must have been hurt internally when we were sucked under by the sinking ship, and her condition was probably not improved by the long exposure we had to endure on the bottom of the boat from which you rescued us. She scarcely recovered consciousness, and died on the island a short time before we left it in our attempt to catch the vessel I spoke of just now.”

“I never heard a sadder case,” said the doctor. “You are indeed to be pitied. I wonder the lady, your companion, came through it alive. By the way, the skipper was asking me just now if I knew your names.”

“The lady is Miss Maybourne, whose father is a well-known man at the Cape, I believe.”

“Surely not Cornelius Maybourne, the mining man?”

“Yes, she is his daughter. He will be in a terrible state when the Fiji Princess is reported missing.”

“I expect he will; but, fortunately, we shall be in Cape Town almost as soon as she would have been, and he will find that his daughter, thanks to your care, is safe and sound. Now I am not going to let you talk any more. First, take as much of this broth as you can manage, and then lie down and try to get to sleep again. As I said just now, I prophesy that in a few days you’ll be up and about, feeling no ill-effects from your terrible adventure.”

I obeyed him, and drank the broth. When I had done so I lay down again, and in a very short time was once more in the Land of Nod. When I opened my eyes again the cabin was almost dark. The doctor was still in attendance, and, as soon as he saw that I was awake, asked me if I would like to get up for a little while. I answered that I should be only too glad to do so; and when he had helped me to dress, I took possession of a chair on the promenade-deck outside. It was just dinner-time in the saloon, and by the orders of the captain, who came personally to enquire how I was, I was served with a meal on deck. Nothing could have exceeded the kindness and thoughtfulness of the officers and passengers. The latter, though anxious to hear our story from my own lips, refrained from bothering me with questions; and thinking quiet would conduce to my recovery, allowed me to have the use of that end of the deck unmolested. As soon as I could do so, I enquired once more after Miss Maybourne, and was relieved to hear that she was making most satisfactory progress towards recovery. After dinner the captain came up, and seating himself in a chair beside me, asked a few questions concerning the foundering of the Fiji Princess, which information, I presumed, he required for his log.

“You have placed Mr. Maybourne very deeply in your debt,” he said, after a little further conversation; “and I don’t doubt but there will be many who will envy your good fortune in having conferred so signal a service upon his daughter. By the way, you have not told us your own name.”

My heart gave a great jump, and for the moment I seemed to feel myself blushing to the roots of my hair. After the great kindness I had already received from everyone on board the vessel, it seemed worse than ungrateful to deceive them. But I dared not tell the truth. For all I knew to the contrary, my name might have been proclaimed everywhere in England before they left.

“My name is Wrexford,” I said, feeling about as guilty as a man could well do.

“Any relation to the Wrexfords of Shrewsbury?” asked the captain with mild curiosity.

“Not that I’m aware of,” I answered. “I have been living out of England for many years, and have no knowledge of my relations.”

“It’s not a common name,” continued the skipper; “that is why I ask. Sir George Wrexford is one of our directors, and a splendid fellow. I thought it was just possible that you might be some connection of his. Now, if you will excuse me, I’ll be off. Take my advice and turn in early. I’m sorry to say we’re carrying our full complement of passengers, so that I cannot give you a proper berth; but I’ve ordered a bed to be made up for you in my chart-room, where you have been all day to-day. If you can manage to make yourself comfortable there it is quite at your service.”

“It is very kind of you to put yourself to so much inconvenience,” I answered. “I fear by the time we reach Cape Town I shall have caused you a considerable amount of trouble.”

“Not at all! Not at all!” the hospitable skipper replied, as he rose to go. “I’m only too glad to have picked you up. It’s our duty to do what we can for each other, for we none of us know when we may be placed in a similar plight ourselves.”

After he left me, I was not long in following the good advice he had given me; and when I had once reached my couch, fell into a dreamless sleep, from which I did not wake until after eight o’clock next morning. Indeed, I don’t know that I should have waked even then, had I not been disturbed by the noise made by someone entering the cabin. It proved to be the doctor.

“How are you feeling this morning?” he asked, when he had felt my pulse.

“Ever so much better,” I replied. “In fact, I think I’m quite myself again. How is Miss Maybourne?”

“Still progressing satisfactorily,” he answered. “She bids me give you her kind regards. She has been most constant in her enquiries after your welfare.”

I don’t know whether my face had revealed my secret, or whether it was only supposition on his part, but he looked at me pretty hard for a moment, and then laughed outright.

“You may not know it,” he said, “but when all’s said and done, you’re a jolly lucky fellow.”

I sighed, and hesitated a moment before I replied.

“I’m afraid you’re mistaken,” I said. “Luck and I have never been companions. I doubt if there is a man in this world whose career has been more devoid of good fortune than mine. As a boy, I was unlucky in everything I undertook. If I played cricket, I was always either bowled for a duck’s egg, or run out just as I was beginning to score. If there was an accident in the football field, when I was playing, I was invariably the sufferer. I left Oxford under a cloud, because I could not explain something that I knew to be a mistake on the part of the authorities. I quarrelled with my family on the same misunderstanding. I was once on the verge of becoming a millionaire, but illness prevented my taking advantage of my opportunity; and while I was thus delayed another man stepped in and forestalled me. I had a legacy, but it brought me nothing but ill-luck, and has finally driver me out of England!”

“And since then the tide of ill-fortune has turned,” he said. “A beautiful and wealthy girl falls overheard — you dive in, and rescue her. I have heard about that, you see. The ship you are travelling by goes to the bottom — you save your own and the same girl’s life. Then, as if that is not enough, you try your luck a third time; and, just as a terrible fate seems to be going to settle you for good and all, we heave in sight and rescue you. Now you have Miss Maybourne’s gratitude, which would strike most men as a more than desirable possession, and at the same time you will have her father’s.”

“And, by the peculiar irony of fate, both come to me when I am quite powerless to take advantage of them.”

“Come, come, you mustn’t let yourself down like this. You know very well what the end of it all will be, if you spend your life believing yourself to be a marked man.”

“You mean that I shall lose my reason? No, no! you needn’t be afraid of that. I come of a hard-headed race that has not been in the habit of stocking asylums.”

“I am glad of that. Now what do you say to getting up? I’ll have your breakfast sent to you in here, and after you’ve eaten it, I’ll introduce you to some of the passengers. On the whole, they are a nice lot, and very much interested in my two patients.”

I thanked him, and, to show how very much better I felt, sprang out of bed and began to dress. True to his promise, my breakfast was brought to me by a steward, and I partook of it on the chart-room table. Just as I finished the doctor reappeared, and, after a little conversation, we left the cabin and proceeded out on to the deck together. Here we found the majority of the passengers promenading, or seated in their chairs. Among them I noticed two clergymen, two or three elderly gentlemen of the colonial merchant type, a couple of dapper young fellows whom I set down in my own mind as belonging to the military profession, the usual number of elderly ladies, half a dozen younger ones, of more or less fascinating appearances, and the same number of children. As soon as they saw me several of those seated rose and came to meet us. The doctor performed the necessary introductions, and in a few minutes I found myself seated in a comfortable deck-chair receiving innumerable congratulations on my recovery. Strange to say, I did not dislike their sympathy as much as I had imagined I should do. There was something so spontaneous and unaffected about it that I would have defied even the most sensitive to take offence. To my astonishment, I discovered that no less than three were personal friends of Miss Maybourne’s, though all confessed to having failed in recognising her when the boat came alongside. For the greater part of the morning I remained chatting in my chair, and by mid-day felt so much stronger that, on the doctor’s suggestion, I ventured to accompany him down to the saloon for lunch. The King of Carthage was a finer vessel in every way than the ill-fated Fiji Princess. Her saloon was situated amidships, and could have contained the other twice over comfortably. The appointments generally were on a scale of great magnificence; and, from what I saw at lunch, the living was on a scale to correspond. I sat at a small table presided over by the doctor, and situated near the foot of the companion ladder. In the pauses of the meal I looked round at the fine paintings let into the panels between the ports, at the thick carpet upon the floor, the glass dome overhead, and then at the alley-ways leading to the cabins at either end. In which direction did Miss Maybourne’s cabin lie, I wondered. The doctor must have guessed what was passing in my mind, for he nodded his head towards the after-alley on the starboard side, and from that time forward I found my eyes continually reverting to it.

Luncheon over, I returned to the promenade-deck, and, after a smoke — the first in which I had indulged since we left the island — acted on the doctor’s advice, and went to my cabin to lie down for an hour or so.

When I returned to the deck, afternoon tea was going forward, and a chair having been found for me, I was invited to take a cup. While I was drinking it, the skipper put in an appearance. He waited until I had finished, and then said he would like to show me something if I would accompany him along the deck to his private cabin. When we reached it, he opened the door and invited me to enter. I did so, and, as I crossed the threshold, gave a little start of surprise, for Miss Maybourne was there, lying upon the locker.

“Why, Miss Maybourne!” I cried, in complete astonishment, “this is a pleasant surprise. I had no idea you were about again. I hope you are feeling stronger.”

“Much stronger,” she answered. “I expect I shall soon be quite myself again, now that I have once made a start. Mr. Wrexford, I asked Captain Blockman to let me see you in here for the first time, in order that I might have an opportunity of expressing my gratitude to you before we face the passengers. You cannot imagine how grateful I am to you for all you have done for me since that awful night when the Fiji Princess went down. How can I ever repay you for it?”

“By becoming yourself again as quickly as possible,” I answered; “I ask no better payment.”

I thought she looked at me in rather a strange way as I said this; but it was not until some time later that I knew the reason of it. At the time I would have given worlds to have spoken the thoughts that were in my mind; but that being impossible, I had to hold my tongue, though my heart should break under the strain. We were both silent for a little while, and then Miss Maybourne took my hand, and I could see that she was steeling herself to ask me some question, and was not quite certain what answer she would receive to it.

“Mr. Wrexford,” she began, and there was a little falter in her voice as she spoke, “you told me on board the Fiji Princess that you were going to South Africa to try and obtain employment. You must forgive my saying anything about it, but I also gathered from what you told me that you would arrive there without influence of any sort. Now, I want you to promise me that you will let papa help you. I’m sure he will be only too grateful for the chance. It would be a kindness to him, for he will remember that, but for you, he would never have seen me again.”

“I did not do it for the sake of reward, Miss Maybourne,” I answered, with an outburst of foolish pride that was not very becoming to me.

“Who knows that better than I?” she replied, her face flushing at the thought that she had offended me. “But you must not be angry with me. It would be kind of you to let me show my gratitude in some way. Papa would be so glad to give you letters of introduction, or to introduce you personally to people of influence, and then there is nothing you might not be able to do. You will let him help you, won’t you?”

If she could only have known what she was asking of me! To be introduced to the prominent people of the colony was the very last thing in the world I wanted. My desire was to not only attract as little attention as might be, but also to get up country and beyond the reach of civilization as quickly as possible.

However, I was not going to make Miss Maybourne unhappy on the first day of her convalescence, so I promised to consider the matter, and to let her know my decision before we reached Cape Town. By this compromise I hoped to be able to hit upon some way out of the difficulty before then.

From that day forward the voyage was as pleasant as it would be possible for one to be. Delicate as was our position on board, we were not allowed for one moment to feel that we were not upon the same footing as those who had paid heavily for their accommodation. The officers and passengers vied with each other in showing us kindnesses, and, as may be imagined, we were not slow to express our gratitude.

Day after day slipped quickly by, and each one brought us nearer and nearer to our destination. As the distance lessened my old fears returned upon me. After all the attention I had received from our fellow-travellers, after Miss Maybourne’s gracious behaviour towards me, it will be readily imagined how much I dreaded the chance of exposure. How much better, I asked myself, would it not be to drop quietly overboard while my secret was still undiscovered, than to stay on board and be proclaimed a murderer before them all?

On the evening prior to our reaching Cape Town I was leaning on the rails of the promenade deck, just below the bridge, when Miss Maybourne left a lady with whom she had been conversing, and came and stood beside me. The evening was cool, and for this reason she had thrown a lace mantilla, lent her by one of the passengers, over her head, and had draped it round her shapely neck. It gave her an infinitely charming appearance; indeed, in my eyes, she appeared the most beautiful of all God’s creatures — a being to be loved and longed for beyond all her sex.

“And so to-morrow, after all our adventures, we shall be in Cape Town,” she said. “Have you thought of the promise you gave me a fortnight ago?”

“What promise was that?” I asked, though I knew full well to what she alluded.

“To let papa find you some employment. I do hope you will allow him to do so.”

I looked at her as she stood beside me, one little hand resting on the rail and her beautiful eyes gazing across the starlit sea, and thought how hard it was to resist her. But at any cost I could not remain in Cape Town. Every hour I spent there would bring me into greater danger.

“I have been thinking it over as I promised,” I said, “and I have come to the conclusion that it would not be wise for me to accept your offer. I have told you repeatedly, Miss Maybourne, that I am not like other men. God knows how heartily I repent my foolish past. But repentance, however sincere, will not take away the stain. I want to get away from civilization as far and as quickly as possible. For this reason immediately we arrive I shall start for the Transvaal, and once there shall endeavour to carve out a new name and a new life for myself. This time, Providence helping me, it shall be a life of honour.”

“God grant you may succeed!” she said, but so softly that I could scarcely hear it.

“May I tell myself that I have your good wishes, Miss Maybourne?” I asked, with, I believe, a little tremor in my voice.

“Every good wish I have is yours,” she replied. “I should be worse than ungrateful, after all you have done for me, if I did not take an interest in your future.”

Then I did a thing for which it was long before I could forgive myself. Heaven alone knows what induced me to do it; but if my life had depended on it I could not have acted otherwise. I took her hand in mine and drew her a little closer to me.

“Agnes,” I said, very softly, as she turned her beautiful face towards me, “to-morrow we shall be separated, perhaps never to meet again. After tonight it is possible, if not probable, that we shall not have another opportunity of being alone together. You don’t know what your companionship has been to me. Before I met you, I was desperate. My life was not worth living; but you have changed it all — you have made me a better man. You have taught me to love you, and in that love I have found my belief in all that is good — even, I believe, a faith in God. Oh, Agnes, Agnes! I am not worthy to touch the ground you have walked on, but I love you as I shall never love woman again!”

She was trembling violently, but she did not speak. Her silence had the effect, however, of bringing me to myself, and it showed me my conduct in all its naked baseness.

“Forgive me,” I whispered; “it was vile of me to have insulted you with this avowal. Forget — and forgive, if you can — that I ever spoke the words. Remember me only as a man, the most miserable in the whole world, who would count it heaven to be allowed to lay down his life for you or those you love. Oh, Agnes! is it possible that you can forgive me?”

This time she answered without hesitation.

“I have nothing to forgive,” she said, looking up into my face with those proud, fearless eyes that seemed to hold all the truth in the world; “I am proud beyond measure to think you love me.”

When I heard these precious words, I could have fallen at her feet and kissed the hem of her dress; but I dared not speak, lest I should forget myself in my joy, and say something for which I should never be able to atone. Agnes, however, was braver than I.

“Mr. Wrexford,” she said, “you have told me that you love me, and now you are reproaching yourself for having done so. Is it because, as you say, you are poor? Do you think so badly of me as to imagine that that could make any difference to me?”

“I could not think so badly of you if I tried,” I answered.

“You have said that you love me?”

“And I mean it. I love you as I believe man never loved woman before — certainly as I shall never love again.”

Then, lowering her head so that I could not see her face, she whispered — 

“Will it make you happier if I say that I love you?”

Her voice was soft as the breath of the evening rustling some tiny leaf, but it made my heart leap with a delight I had never known before, and then sink deeper and deeper down with a greater shame.

“God forbid!” I cried, almost fiercely. “You must not love me. You shall not do so. I am not worthy even that you should think of me.”

“You are worthy of a great deal more,” she answered. “Oh, why will you so continually reproach yourself?”

“Because, Agnes, my conscience will not let me be silent,” I cried. “Because, Agnes, you do not know the shame of my life.”

“I will not let you say ‘shame,’” she replied. “Have I not grown to know you better than you know yourself?”

How little she knew of me! How little she guessed what I was! We were both silent again, and for nearly five minutes. I was the first to speak. And it took all the pluck of which I was master to say what was in my mind.

“Agnes,” I began, “this must be the end of such talk between us. God knows, if I were able in honour to do so, I would take your love, and hold you against the world. But, as things are, to do that would be to proclaim myself the most despicable villain in existence. You must not ask me why. I could not tell you. But some day, if by chance you should hear the world’s verdict, try to remember that, whatever I may have been, I did my best to behave like a man of honour to you.”

She did not answer, but dropped her head on to her hands and sobbed as if her heart would break. Then, regaining her composure a little, she stood up again and faced me. Holding out her hand, she said:

“You have told me that you love me. I have said that I love you. You say that we must part. Let it be so. You know best. May God have mercy on us both!”

I tried to say “Amen,” but my voice refused to serve me, and as I turned and looked across the sea I felt the hot salt tears rolling down my cheeks. By the time I recovered my self-possession she had left me and had gone below.


IX. SOUTH AFRICA.
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ELEVEN O’CLOCK NEXT morning found us entering Table Bay, our eventful journey accomplished. Overhead towered the famous mountain from which the Bay derives its name, its top shrouded in its cloth. At its foot reposed the town with which my destiny seemed so vitally connected, and which I was approaching with so much trepidation. As I stood on the promenade deck and watched the land open out before me, my sensations would have formed a good problem for a student of character. With a perception rendered abnormally acute by my fear, I could discern the boat of the port authorities putting off to us long before I should, at any other time, have been able to see it. It had yet to be discovered whether or not it contained a police official in search of me. As I watched her dipping her nose into the seas, and then tossing the spray off from either bow, in her haste to get to us, she seemed to me to be like a bloodhound on my track. The closer she came the more violently my heart began to beat, until it was as much as I could do to breathe. If only I could be certain that she was conveying an officer to arrest me, I felt I might find pluck enough to drop overboard and so end the pursuit for good and all. But I did not know, and the doubt upon the point decided me to remain where I was and brave the upshot.

As I watched her, I heard a footstep upon the deck behind me. I turned my head to find that it was Miss Maybourne. She came up beside me, and having glanced ashore at the city nestling at the foot of the great mountain, and then at the launch coming out to meet us, turned to address me.

“Mr. Wrexford,” she began, “I am going to ask you to do me a great favour, and I want you to promise me to grant it before I tell you what it is.”

“I’m afraid I can hardly do that,” I answered. “But if you will tell me what it is, I will promise to do it for you if it is in any way possible.”

“It is this,” she said: “I want you, in the event of my father not meeting me, to take me home. Oh don’t say no, Mr. Wrexford, I want you so much to do it. Surely you will not deny me the last request I make to you?”

She looked so pleadingly into my face that, as usual, it required all my courage not to give way to her. But the risk was too great for me even to contemplate such a thing for a moment. My rescue of the daughter of Cornelius Maybourne, and my presence in Cape Town, would soon leak out, and then it would be only a matter of hours before I should be arrested. Whatever my own inclinations may have been, I felt there was nothing for it but for me to refuse.

“I am not my own master in this matter,” I replied, with a bitterness which must have shown her how much in earnest I was. “It is impossible that I can remain so long in the place. There are the most vital reasons in the world against it. I can only ask you to believe that.”

I saw large tears rise in her eyes, though she turned hurriedly away in the hope that I should not see them. To see her weep, however, was more than I could bear, and under the influence of her trouble my resolutions began to give way. After all, if I was destined to be arrested, I might just as well be taken at Mr. Maybourne’s house as elsewhere — perhaps better. Besides, it was more than likely, in the event of no warrant having been issued, Mr. Maybourne, whose influence, I had been told, was enormous in the colony, might prove just the very friend of all others I wanted. At any rate, if I were not taken before the time came for going ashore, I would do as she wished. I told her this, and she immediately thanked me and went down below again.

Just as I announced my decision the launch came alongside, and a moment later her passengers were ascending the accommodation ladder, which had been lowered to receive them. They were three in number, and included — so I was told by a gentleman who stood beside me — the harbour master, the officer of health, and another individual, about whose identity my informant was not quite assured. I looked at the last-named with no little apprehension; my nervousness endowed him with all the attributes of a police official, and my mind’s eye could almost discover the manacles reposing in his coat pocket. I trust I may never pass through such another agonizing few minutes as I experienced then. I saw the party step on to the spar deck, where they shook hands with the purser and the chief officer, and watched them as they ascended to the promenade deck and made their way towards the bridge. Here they were received by the skipper. I leaned against the rails, sick with fear and trembling in every limb, expecting every moment to feel a heavy hand upon my shoulder, and to hear a stern voice saying in my ear— “Gilbert Pennethorne, I arrest you on a charge of murder.”

But minute after minute went by, and still no one came to speak the fatal words. The ship, which had been brought to a standstill to pick up the boat, had now got under weigh again, and we were approaching closer and closer to the docks. In less than half an hour I should know my fate.

As soon as we were safely installed in dock, and everyone was looking after his or her luggage, saying “good-bye” and preparing to go ashore, I began to look about me for Miss Maybourne. Having found her we went to the chart-room together to bid the captain “good-bye,” and to thank him for the hospitality and kindness he had shown us. The doctor had next to be discovered, and when he had been assured of our gratitude, we made enquiries for Mr. Maybourne. It soon became evident that he was not on board, so, taking his daughter under my protection, we said our final farewells and went down the gangway. For the first time in my life I set foot on South African soil.

The Custom House once passed, and the authorities convinced that we had nothing to declare, I hailed a cab and invited Miss Maybourne to instruct the driver in which direction he was to proceed. Half an hour later we had left the city behind us, and were driving through the suburbs in the direction of Mr. Maybourne’s residence. After following a pretty road for something like a mile, on either side of which I noticed a number of stately residences, we found ourselves confronted with a pair of large iron gates, behind which was a neat lodge. But for the difference in the vegetation, it might very well have been the entrance to an English park. Through the trees ahead I could distinguish, as we rolled along the well-kept drive, the chimneys of a noble residence; but I was quite unprepared for the picture which burst upon my view when we turned a corner and had the whole house before us. Unlike most South African dwellings, it was a building of three stories, surmounted by a tower. Broad verandahs ran round each floor, and the importance of the building was enhanced by the fact that it stood on a fine terrace, which again led down by a broad flight of steps to the flower gardens and orangery. A more delightful home could scarcely be imagined; and when I saw it, I ceased to wonder that Miss Maybourne had so often expressed a preference for South Africa as compared with England.

When the cab drew up at the front door I jumped out, and was about to help my companion to alight when I heard the front door open, and next moment a tall, fine-looking man, about sixty years of age, crossed the verandah and came down the steps. At first he regarded me with a stare of surprise, but before he could ask me my business, Miss Maybourne had descended from the vehicle and was in his arms. Not desiring to interrupt them in their greetings I strolled down the path. But I was not permitted to go far before I heard my name called. I turned, and went back to have my hand nearly shaken off by Mr. Maybourne.

“My daughter says you have saved her life,” he cried. “I’ll not ask questions now, but I thank you, sir — from the bottom of my heart I thank you. God knows you have done me a service the value of which no man can estimate.”

The warmth of his manner was so much above what I had expected that it left me without power to reply.

“Come in, come in,” he continued in a voice that fairly shook with emotion. “Oh, let us thank God for this happy day!”

He placed his arm round his daughter’s waist, and drew her to him as if he would not let her move from his side again. I followed a few steps behind, and should have entered the house had I not been recalled by the cabman, who ventured to remind me that he had not yet been paid.

I instantly put my hand into my pocket, only to have the fact recalled to me that I possessed no money at all. All my capital had gone to the bottom in the Fiji Princess, and I was absolutely penniless. The position was an embarrassing one, and I was just reflecting what I had better do, when I heard Mr. Maybourne come out into the verandah again. He must have divined my difficulty, for without hesitation he discharged the debt, and, apologizing for not having thought of it, led me into the house.

Passing through an elegantly-furnished hall we entered the dining-room. Here breakfast was laid, and it was evidently from that meal that Mr. Maybourne had jumped up to receive us.

“Now, Mr. Wrexford,” he cried, pointing to a chair, “sit yourself down yonder, and let me hear everything from the beginning to the end. Heaven knows I can hardly believe my good fortune. Half an hour ago I was the most miserable man under the sun; now that I have got my darling back safe and sound, I believe I am the happiest.”

“Had you then heard of the wreck of the Fiji Princess?” I enquired.

“Here is a telegram I received last night,” he said, handing me a paper he had taken from his pocket. “You see it is from Tenerife, and says that nothing has yet been heard of the vessel which was then more than a fortnight overdue. Agnes tells me that you were rescued by the King of Carthage. I understood she was expected about mid-day to-day, and I had resolved to visit her as soon as she got into dock, in order to enquire if they had any tidings to report regarding the lost vessel. How little I expected to find that you were safe on board her, Aggie! Mr. Wrexford, you can have no idea of the agony I have suffered this week past.”

“On the contrary,” I answered, “I think I can very well imagine it.”

“And now tell me your story. I must not be cheated of a single detail.”

I saw from the way he looked at me that he expected me to do the narrating, so I did so, commencing with the striking of the vessel on the rock, and winding up with an account of our rescue by the King of Carthage. He listened with rapt attention until I had finished, and then turned to his daughter.

“Has Mr. Wrexford told me everything?” he asked with a smile.

“No,” she answered. “He has not told you half enough. He has not told you that when I fell overboard one night, when we were off the Spanish coast, he sprang over after me and held me up until a boat came to our assistance. He has not told you that when the vessel sank he gave his own life-belt up to me, nor has he given you any idea of his constant kindness and self-sacrifice all through that dreadful time.”

Mr. Maybourne rose from his chair as she finished speaking, and came round to where I sat. Holding out his hand to me, he said, with tears standing in his eyes:

“Mr. Wrexford, you are a brave man, and from the bottom of my heart I thank you. You have saved my girl, and brought her home safe to me; as long as I live I shall not be able to repay the debt I owe you. Remember, however, that henceforth I am your truest friend.”

But I must draw a curtain over this scene. If I go into any further details I shall break down again as I did then. Suffice it that Mr. Maybourne refused to hear of my leaving his house as I proposed, but insisted that I should remain as his guest until I had decided what I intended to do with myself.

“For the future you must look upon this as your home in South Africa,” he said. “I seem powerless to express my gratitude to you as I should like. But a time may come when I may even be able to do that.”

“You have more than repaid me, I’m sure,” I replied. “I have every reason to be deeply grateful to you for the way you have received me.”

He replied in his former strain, and when he had done so, the conversation turned upon those who had been lost in the ill-fated Fiji Princess. It was easy to see that his brother-in-law’s death cut him to the quick.

After luncheon that day I found myself alone with Mr. Maybourne. I was not sorry for this, as I wanted to sound him as to my future movements. As I have so often said, I had no sort of desire to remain in Cape Town, and judged that the sooner I was up country, and out of civilization, the better it would be for me.

“You must forgive my being frank with you, Mr. Wrexford,” said my host, as we lit cigars preparatory to drawing our chairs into the verandah; “but I have gathered from what you yourself have said and from what my daughter has told me, that you are visiting South Africa on the chance of obtaining some sort of employment. Is this so?”

“That is exactly why I am here,” I said. “I am most anxious to find something to do as soon as possible.”

“In what direction will you seek it?” he asked. “What is your inclination? Remember, I may be able to help you.”

“I am not at all particular,” I answered. “I have knocked about the world a good deal, and I can turn my hand to most things. But if a choice were permitted me, I fancy I should prefer mining of some sort to anything else.”

“Indeed! I had no idea you understood that sort of work.”

“I have done a good deal of it,” I replied, with a little touch of pride, for which next moment I found it difficult to account, considering the result to which it had brought me.

He asked one or two practical questions, which I was fortunately able to answer to his satisfaction, and then was silent for a couple of minutes or so. At last he consulted his pocket-book, and then turned to me.

“I fancy, Mr. Wrexford,” he said, “that you have come in the nick of time for both of us. We may be able to do each other mutual services.”

“I am very glad to hear that,” I answered. “But in what possible way can I help you?”

“Well, the matter stands like this,” he said. “As you are doubtless aware, my business is mostly in connection with mining, both in this colony and its neighbours. Well, information has lately reached me concerning what promises to prove a first-class property in Mashonaland, eighty-five miles from Buluwayo. The mine has been excellently reported on, and is now being got into good going order. It only needs a capable manager at its head to do really well. Of course such a man is easily procured in a country where every man seems to be engaged in mining, more or less; and yet for that very self-same reason I am unable to make a selection. The available men all know too much, and I have private reasons for wishing this mine to be well looked after. Now the question is, would you care for the post?”

Needless to say, I embraced the opportunity in much the same manner as a hungry trout jumps at a fly. If I could only manage to get up there without being caught the appointment would suit me in every way. Mr. Maybourne seemed as pleased at my acceptance of it as I was at his offer; and when, after a little further conversation — in which I received many useful hints and no small amount of advice — it was revealed to his daughter, she struck me as being even more delighted than either her father or myself. I noticed that Mr. Maybourne looked at her rather anxiously for a moment as if he suspected there might be some sort of understanding between us, but whatever he may have thought he kept it to himself. He need, however, have had no fear on that score. Circumstances had placed an insurmountable barrier between myself and any thought of marriage with his daughter.

As the result of our conversation, and at my special desire, it was arranged that I should start for my post on the following day. Nobody could have been more eager than I was to be out in the wilds. But, with it all, my heart felt sad when I thought that after tomorrow I might never see the woman I so ardently loved again. Since the previous night, when on the promenade-deck of the steamer I had told her of my love, neither of us had referred in any way to the subject. So remote was the chance that I should ever be able to make her my wife that I determined, so far as possible, to prevent myself from giving any thought to the idea. But I was not destined after all to leave without referring to the matter.

That evening after dinner we were sitting in the verandah outside the drawing-room, when the butler came to inform Mr. Maybourne that a neighbour had called to see him. Asking us to excuse him for a few moments he left us and went into the house. When we were alone together I spoke to my companion of her father’s kindness, and told her how much I appreciated it. She uttered a little sigh, and as this seemed such an extraordinary answer to my speech, I enquired the reason of it.

“You say you are going away to-morrow,” she answered, “and yet you ask me why I sigh! Cannot you guess?”

“Agnes,” I said, “you know I have no option but to go. Do not let us go over the ground we covered last night. It would be best not for both our sakes; you must see that yourself.”

“You know that I love you, and I know that you love me — and yet you can go away so calmly. What can your love be worth?”

“You know what it is worth,” I answered vehemently, roused out of myself by this accusation. “And if ever the chance occurs again of proving it you will be afforded another example. I cannot say more.”

“And is it always to be like this, Gilbert,” she asked, for the first time calling me by my Christian name. “Are we to be separated all our lives?”

“God knows — I fear so,” I murmured, though it cut me to the heart to have to say the words.

She bowed her head on her hands with a little moan, while I, feeling that I should not be able to control myself much longer, sprang to my feet and went across to the verandah rails. For something like five minutes I stood looking into the dark garden, then I pulled myself together as well as I was able and went back to my chair.

“Agnes,” I said, as I took possession of her little hand, “you cannot guess what it costs me to tell you how impossible it is for me ever to link my lot with yours. The reason why I cannot tell you. My secret is the bitterest one a man can have to keep, and it must remain locked in my own breast for all time. Had I met you earlier it might have been very different — but now our ways must be separate for ever. Don’t think more hardly of me than you can help, dear. Remember only that as long as I live I shall call no other woman wife. Henceforward I will try to be worthy of the interest you have felt in me. No one shall ever have the right to say ought against me; and, if by any chance you hear good of me in the dark days to come, you will know that it is for love of you I rule my life. May God bless and keep you always.”

She held up her sweet face to me, and I kissed her on the lips. Then Mr. Maybourne returned to the verandah; and, half-an-hour later, feeling that father and daughter would like a little time alone together before they retired to rest, I begged them to excuse me, and on a pretence of feeling tired my room.

Next morning after breakfast I drove with Mr. Maybourne into Cape Town, where I made the few purchases necessary for my journey. In extension of the kindness he had so far shown me, he insisted on advancing me half my first year’s salary — a piece of generosity for which you may be sure I was not ungrateful, seeing that I had not a halfpenny in the world to call my own. Out of this sum I paid the steamship company for my passage — much against their wish — obtained a ready-made rig out suitable for the rough life I should henceforth live, also a revolver, a rifle, and among other things a small gold locket which I wished to give to Agnes as a keepsake and remembrance of myself.

At twelve o’clock I returned to the house, and, after lunch, prepared to bid the woman I loved “good-bye.” Of that scene I cannot attempt to give you any description — the pain is too keen even now. Suffice it that when I left the house I carried with me, in addition to a sorrow that I thought would last me all my life, a little square parcel which, on opening, I found to contain a photo of herself in a Russia leather case. How I prized that little present I will leave you to guess.

Two hours later I was in the train bound for Johannesburg.


X. I TELL MY STORY.
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SIX MONTHS HAD elapsed since I had left Cape Town, and on looking back on them now I have to confess that they constituted the happiest period of my life up to that time. I had an excellent appointment, an interesting, if not all-absorbing, occupation, comfortable quarters, and the most agreeable of companions any man could desire to be associated with. I was as far removed from civilization as the most misanthropic of men, living by civilized employment, could hope to get. Our nearest town, if by such a name a few scattered huts could be dignified, was nearly fifty miles distant, our mails only reached us once a week, and our stores once every three months. As I had never left the mine for half a day during the whole of the time I had been on it, I had seen no strange faces, and by reason of the distance and the unsettled nature of the country, scarcely half-a-dozen had seen mine.

“The Pride of the South,” as the mine had been somewhat grandiloquently christened by its discoverer, was proving a better property than had even been expected, and to my astonishment, for I had made haste to purchase shares in it, my luck had turned, and I found myself standing an excellent chance of becoming a rich man.

One thing surprised me more and more every day, and that was my freedom from arrest; how it had come about that I was permitted to remain at large so long I could not understand. When I had first come up to Rhodesia I had found a danger in everything about me. In the rustling of the coarse veldt grass at night, the sighing of the wind through the trees, and even the shadows of the mine buildings and machinery. But when week after week and month after month went by and still no notice was taken of me by the police, my fears began to abate until, at the time of which I am about to speak, I hardly thought of the matter at all. When I did I hastened to put it away from me in much the same way as I would have done the remembrance of some unpleasant dream of the previous week. One consolation, almost cruel in its uncertainty, was always with me. If suspicion had not so far fallen on me in England, it would be unlikely, I argued, ever to do so; and in the joy of this thought I began to dream dreams of the happiness that might possibly be mine in the future. Was it to be wondered at therefore that my work was pleasant to me and that the wording of Mr. Maybourne’s letters of praise seemed sweeter in my ears than the strains of the loveliest music could have been. It was evident that my star was in the ascendant, but, though I could not guess it then, my troubles were by no means over; and, as I was soon to find out, I was on the edge of the bitterest period of all my life.

Almost on the day that celebrated my seventh mouth in Mr. Maybourne’s employ, I received a letter from him announcing his intention of starting for Rhodesia in a week’s time, and stating that while in our neighbourhood he would embrace the opportunity of visiting “The Pride of the South.” In the postscript he informed me that his daughter had decided to accompany him, and for this reason he would be glad if I would do my best to make my quarters as comfortable as possible in preparation for her. He, himself, he continued, was far too old a traveller to be worth considering.

I was standing at the engine-room door, talking to one of the men, when the store-keeper brought me my mail. After I had read my chief’s letter, I felt a thrill go through me that I could hardly have diagnosed for pleasure or pain. I felt it difficult to believe that in a few weeks’ time I should see Agnes again, be able to look into her face, and hear the gentle accents of her voice. The portrait she had given me of herself I carried continually about with me; and, as a proof of the inspection it received, I may say that it was already beginning to show decided signs of wear. Mr. Maybourne had done well in asking me to see to her comfort. I told myself I would begin my preparations at once, and it should go hard with me if she were not pleased with my arrangements when she arrived.

While I was mentally running my eye over what I should do, Mackinnon, my big Scotch overseer, came up from the shaft’s mouth to where I stood, and reported that some timbering which I had been hurrying forward was ready for inspection. After we had visited it and I had signified my approval, I informed him of our employer’s contemplated visit, and wound up by saying that his daughter would accompany him. He shook his head solemnly when he heard this.

“A foolish thing,” he said, in his slow, matter-of fact way, “a very foolish thing. This country’s nae fit for a lady at present, as Mr. Maybourne kens well eno’. An’ what’s more, there’ll be trouble among the boys (natives) before vera long. He’d best be out of it.”

“My dear fellow,” I said, a little testily I fear, for I did not care to hear him throw cold water on Mr. Maybourne’s visit in this fashion, “you’re always thinking the natives are going to give trouble, but you must confess that what you prophesy never comes off.”

He shook his head more sagely than before.

“Ye can say what ye please,” he said, “I’m nae settin’ up for a prophet, but I canna help but see what’s put plain before my eyes. As the proverb says ‘Forewarned is forearmed.’ There’s been trouble an’ discontent all through this country-side for months past, an’ if Mr. Maybourne brings his daughter up here — well, he’ll have to run the risk of mischief happenin’ to the lass. It’s no business o’ mine, however. As the proverb says— ‘Let the wilful gang their own gait.’”

Accustomed as he was to look on the gloomy side of things, I could not but remember that he had been in the country a longer time than I had, and that he had also had a better experience of the treacherous Matabele than I could boast.

“In your opinion, then,” I said, “I had better endeavour to dissuade Mr. Maybourne from coming up?”

“Nae! Nae! I’m na’ sayin’ that at all. Let him come by all means since he’s set on it. But I’m not going to say I think he’s wise in bringing the girl.”

With this ambiguous answer I had to be content. I must confess, however, that I went back to the house feeling a little uneasy in my mind. Ought I to write and warn Mr. Maybourne, or should I leave the matter to chance? As I did not intend to send off my mail until the following day, I determined to sleep on it.

In the morning I discovered that my fears had entirely vanished. The boys we employed were going about their duties in much the same manner as usual, and the half-dozen natives who had come in during the course of the day in the hope of obtaining employment, seemed so peaceably inclined that I felt compelled to dismiss Mackinnon’s suspicions from my mind as groundless, and determined on no account to alarm my friends in such needlessly silly fashion.

How well I remember Mr. and Miss Maybourne’s arrival! It was on a Wednesday, exactly three weeks after my conversation with Mackinnon just recorded, that a boy appeared with a note from the old gentleman to me. It was written from the township, and stated that they had got so far and would be with me during the afternoon. From that time forward I was in a fever of impatience. Over and over again I examined my preparations with a critical eye, discussed the meals with the cook to make sure that he had not forgotten a single particular, drilled my servants in their duties until I had brought them as near perfection as it was possible for me to get them, and in one way and another fussed about generally until it was time for my guests to arrive. I had fitted up my own bedroom for Miss Maybourne, and made it as comfortable as the limited means at my disposal would allow. Her father would occupy the overseer’s room, that individual sharing a tent with me at the back.

The sun was just sinking to his rest below the horizon when I espied a cloud of dust on the western veldt. Little by little it grew larger until we could distinctly make out a buggy drawn by a pair of horses. It was travelling at a high rate of speed, and before many minutes were over would be with us. As I watched it my heart began to beat so tumultuously that it seemed as if those around me could not fail to hear it. In the vehicle now approaching was the woman I loved, the woman whom I had made up my mind I should never see again.

Five minutes later the horses had pulled up opposite my verandah and I had shaken hands with my guests and was assisting Agnes to alight. Never before had I seen her look so lovely. She seemed quite to have recovered from the horrors of the shipwreck, and looked even stronger than when I had first seen her on the deck of the Fiji Princess, the day we had left Southampton. She greeted me with a fine show of cordiality, but under it it was easy to see that she was as nervous as myself. Having handed the horses and buggy over to a couple of my boys, I led my guests into the house I had prepared for them.

Evidently they had come with the intention of being pleased, for they expressed themselves as surprised and delighted with every arrangement I had made for their comfort. It was a merry party, I can assure you, that sat down to the evening meal that night — so merry, indeed, that under the influence of Agnes’ manner even Mackinnon forgot himself and ceased to prophesy ruin and desolation.

When the meal was finished we adjourned to the verandah and lit our pipes. The evening was delightfully cool after the heat of the day, and overhead the stars twinkled in the firmament of heaven like countless lamps, lighting up the sombre veldt till we could see the shadowy outline of trees miles away. The evening breeze rustled the long grass, and across the square the figure of our cook could just be seen, outlined against the ruddy glow of the fire in the hut behind him. How happy I was I must leave you to guess. From where I sat I could catch a glimpse of my darling’s face, and see the gleam of her rings as her hand rested on the arm of her chair. The memory of the awful time we had spent together on the island, and in the open boat, came back to me with a feeling that was half pleasure, half pain. When I realized that I was entertaining them in my abode in Rhodesia, it seemed scarcely possible that we could be the same people.

Towards the end of the evening, Mr. Maybourne made an excuse and went into the house, leaving us together. Mackinnon had long since departed. When we were alone, Agnes leant a little forward in her chair, and said:

“Are you pleased to see me, Gilbert?”

“More pleased than I can tell you,” I answered, truthfully. “But you must not ask me if I think you were wise to come.”

“I can see that you think I was not,” she continued. “But how little you understand my motives. I could not — —”

Thinking that perhaps she had said too much, she checked herself suddenly, and for a little while did not speak again. When she did, it was only about the loneliness of my life on the mine, and such like trivial matters. Illogical as men are, though I had hoped, for both our sakes, that she would not venture again on such delicate ground as we had traversed before we said good-bye, I could not help a little sensation of disappointment when she acted up to my advice. I was still more piqued when, a little later, she stated that she felt tired, and holding out her hand, bade me “good-night,” and went to her room.

Here I can only give utterance to a remark which, I am told, is as old as the hills — and that is, how little we men understand the opposite sex. From that night forward, for the first three or four days of her visit, Agnes’ manner towards me was as friendly as of old, but I noticed that she made but small difference between her treatment of Mackinnon and the way in which she behaved towards myself. This was more than I could bear, and in consequence my own behaviour towards her changed. I found myself bringing every bit of ingenuity I possessed to bear on an attempt to win her back to the old state. But it was in vain! Whenever I found an opportunity, and hinted at my love for her, she invariably changed the conversation into such a channel that all my intentions were frustrated. In consequence, I exerted myself the more to please until my passion must have been plain to everyone about the place. Prudence, honour, everything that separated me from her was likely to be thrown to the winds. My infatuation for Agnes Maybourne had grown to such a pitch that without her I felt that I could not go on living.

One day, a little more than a week after their arrival, it was my good fortune to accompany her on a riding excursion to a waterfall in the hills, distant some seven or eight miles from the mine. On the way she rallied me playfully on what she called “my unusual quietness.” This was more than I could stand, and I determined, as soon as I could find a convenient opportunity, to test my fate and have it settled for good and all.

On reaching our destination, we tied our horses, by their reins, to a tree at the foot of the hill, and climbed up to the falls we had ridden over to explore. After the first impression, created by the wild grandeur of the scene, had passed, I endeavoured to make the opportunity I wanted.

“How strangely little circumstances recall the past. What place does that remind you of?” I asked, pointing to the rocky hill on the other side of the fall.

“Of a good many,” she answered, a little artfully, I’m afraid. “I cannot say that it reminds me of one more than another. All things considered, there is a great sameness in South African scenery.”

Cleverly as she attempted to turn my question off, I was not to be baulked so easily.

“Though the likeness has evidently not impressed you, it reminds me very much of Salvage Island,” I said, drawing a step closer to her side. “Half-way up that hill one might well expect to find the plateau and the cave.”

“Oh, why do you speak to me of that awful cave,” she said, with a shudder; “though I try to forget it, it always gives me a nightmare.”

“I am sorry I recalled it to your memory, then,” I answered. “I think in spite of the way you have behaved towards me lately, Agnes, you are aware that I would not give you pain for anything. Do you know that?”

As I put this question to her, I looked into her face. She dropped her eyes and whispered “Yes.”

Emboldened by my success I resolved to push my fate still further.

“Agnes,” I said, “I have been thinking over what I am going to say to you now for some days past, and I believe I am doing right. I want to tell you the story of my life, and then to ask you a question that will decide the happiness of the rest of it. I want you to listen and, when I have done, answer me from the bottom of your heart. Whatever you say I will abide by.”

She looked up at me with a startled expression on her face.

“I will listen,” she said, “and whatever question you ask I will answer. But think first, Gilbert; do you really wish me to know your secret?”

“God knows I have as good reasons for wishing you to know as any man could have,” I answered. “I can trust you as I can trust no one else in the world. I wish you to hear and judge me. Whatever you say, I will do and abide by it.”

She put her little hand in mine, and having done so, seated herself on a boulder. Then, after a little pause, she bade me tell her all.

“In the first place,” I said, “I must make a confession that may surprise you. My name is not Wrexford, as I have so long led you to suppose. It is Pennethorne. My father was Sir Anthony Pennethorne, of Polton-Penna, in Cornwall. I was educated at Eton and Oxford; and, as you will now see, I got no good from either. After a college scrape, the blame for which was thrown upon me, my father turned me out of England with a portion of my inheritance. I went to Australia, where I tried my hand at all sorts of employment, gold mining among the number. Details of my life out there, with one exception, would not interest you; so I will get on to the great catastrophe, the results of which were taking me out of England when I first met you. Up to this time ill-luck had constantly pursued me, and I had even known the direst poverty. You may imagine, therefore, what my feelings were when an old friend, a man with whom I had been partner on many gold-fields, told me of a place which he had discovered where, he said, there were prospects of sufficient gold to make us both millionaires half a dozen times over. He, poor fellow, was dying at the time, but he left his secret to me, bidding me take immediate advantage of it. True to my promise, I intended to set off to the place he had found as soon as he was buried, and having discovered it, to apply to Government for right to mine there, but fate was against me, and I was taken seriously ill. For weeks I hovered between life and death. When I recovered I saddled my horse, and, dreaming of all I was going to accomplish with my wealth, when I had obtained it, made my way across country by the chart he had given me. When I arrived at the spot it was only to learn that my greatest enemy in the world, a man who hated me as much as I did him, had filched my secret from me in my delirium, and had appropriated the mine. You cannot imagine my disappointment. I wanted money so badly, and I had counted so much on obtaining this, that I had almost come to believe myself possessed of it. What need to tell the rest? He became enormously rich, and returned to England. In the meantime my father had died, leaving me a sufficient sum, when carefully invested, to just keep me alive. With this to help me I followed my enemy home, resolved, if ever a chance arose, to revenge myself upon him. When I arrived I saw his name everywhere. I found his wealth, his generosity, his success in life, extolled in every paper I picked up; while I, from whom he had stolen that which gave him his power, had barely sufficient to keep me out of the workhouse. You must understand that I had been seriously ill, for the second time, just before I left Australia, and perhaps for this reason — but more so, I believe, on account of the great disappointment to which I had been subjected — I began to brood over my wrongs by day and night, and pine for revenge. I could not eat or sleep for it. Remember, I do not say this in any way to excuse myself, but simply to show you that my mind was undoubtedly not quite itself at the time. At any rate, to such a pitch of hatred did I at length work myself that it was as much as I could do to prevent myself from laying violent hands upon my enemy when I saw him in the public streets. After I had been entertaining the devil in this fashion for longer than was good for me, he in return sent one of his satellites to complete my ruin. That man — such a man as you could not picture to yourself — put before me a scheme for getting even with my enemy, so devilish that at first I could hardly believe he was in earnest. So insidiously did he tempt me, playing upon my hatred and increasing my desire for revenge, that at last I fell into his net as completely as he could wish. The means were immediately found for getting my victim into my clutches, and then nothing remained but to work out the hideous crime that had been planned for me.”

I stopped for a moment and looked at Agnes, who was cowering with her face in her hands. She did not speak, so I continued my gruesome tale.

“I need not tell you how I got the man in my power, nor in what manner it was arranged that I should kill him. I will content myself with telling you that when I had got him, and could have killed him by lifting my little finger, difficult as you may find it to believe it, I saw your face before me imploring me to repent. There and then I determined to throw off my disguise, to let him know who I was, and what I intended to do to him; after that I would have bidden him go, and have left him to his own conscience. But, to my horror, when I got down from my box — for I was driving him in a cab — I found that in some devilish fashion my work had been anticipated for me — the man was dead, killed by the same fatal agency that had been given to me to do the deed. Try for one moment to imagine my position. In one instant I stood in that quiet London street, stamped with the brand of Cain. Never again could I be like my fellow men. Henceforth I must know myself for what I was — a murderer, whose proper end should be the gallows. In an agony of terror I got rid of the body — left it in the street in fact — and fled for my very life. While the town was still abed and asleep I tramped away into the country, and at a suburban station caught the earliest train to Southampton. On arrival there I booked my passage in the Fiji Princess for South Africa, and went on board. The rest you know. Now, Agnes, that you have heard my wretched story, you can see for yourself why I was so desirous of getting out of civilization as quickly as possible. You can judge for yourself whether I was right or wrong in refusing to allow you to say you loved me. God knows you cannot judge me more harshly than I judge myself.”

She looked up at me with terror-stricken eyes.

“But you did not mean to kill the man,” she cried. “You repented — you said so just now yourself.

“If it had not been for me the man would not have died,” I answered. “No, no! Agnes, you cannot make me out innocent of his death, however hard you try.”

A look of fresh life darted into her face. It was as if she had been struck by a brilliant idea that might mean my salvation.

“But how do you know that you killed the man?” she asked. “Are you quite certain that he was dead when you looked at him?”

“Quite certain,” I answered. “I examined him most carefully. Besides, I have made enquiries since and elicited the fact that he has never been seen or heard of since that awful night. There have been advertisements in the papers offering rewards for any information concerning him.”

She did not reply to this, only sat and rocked herself to and fro, her face once more covered in her hands. I knelt beside her, but did not dare, for very shame, to attempt to comfort her.

“Agnes,” I said, “speak to me. If it only be to say how much you loathe me. Your silence cuts me to the heart. Speak to me, tell me my fate, advise me as to what I shall do. I swear by God that whatever you tell me, that I will do without questioning or comment.”

Still she did not answer. When I saw this I rose to my feet, and in my agony must have turned a little from her. This action evidently decided her, for she sprang up from the boulder on which she had hitherto been sitting, and, with a choking cry, fell into my arms and sobbed upon my shoulder.

“Gilbert,” she moaned, “come what may, I believe in you. Nothing shall ever convince me that you would have killed the man who so cruelly wronged you. You hated him; you longed to be revenged on him; but you never would have murdered him when it came to the point.”

In answer I drew her closer to me.

“Agnes, my good angel,” I said; “what can I say to you for the comfort you give me? You have put fresh life into me. If only you believe in me, what do I care for the world? Heaven knows I did not mean to kill the man — but still the fact remains that he is dead, and through my agency. Though morally I am innocent, the law would certainly hold me guilty.”

“You do not mean to say that the police will take you?” she cried, starting away from me with a gesture of horror.

“If I am suspected, there can be no doubt that they will do so. How it happens that I have not been arrested ere this I cannot imagine.”

“But, Gilbert, you must not let them find you. You must go away — you must hide yourself.”

“It would be no use, they would find me sooner or later, wherever I went.”

“Oh, what can you do then? Come what may I shall not let you be taken. Oh God, I could not bear that.”

She glanced wildly round, as if she fancied the minions of the law might already be on my track. I endeavoured to soothe her, but in vain. She was thoroughly frightened, and nothing I could say or do would convince her that I was not in immediate danger. At last, to try and bring her to a reasonable frame of mind, I adopted other tactics.

“But, Agnes, we are missing one point that is of vital importance,” I said. “Knowing what I am, henceforward everything must be over between us.”

“No, no!” she cried, with a sudden change of front. “On the other hand, you have shown me that there is more reason than ever that I should love you. If you are in danger, this is the time for me to prove what my affection is worth. Do you value my love so lightly that you deem it only fit for fair weather? When the world is against you, you can see who are your friends.”

“God bless you, darling,” I said, kissing her sweet upturned face. “You know that there is no one in this world so much to me as you; and for that very reason I cannot consent to link your fate with such a terrible one as mine.”

“Gilbert,” she said, “if you repulse me now you will make me miserable for life. Oh, why must I plead so hard with you? Cannot you see that I am in earnest when I say I wish to share your danger with you?”

I was silent for a few moments. In what way could I make her see how base a thing it would be on my part to pull her down into the maelstrom of misery that might any day draw me to my doom? At last an idea occurred to me.

“Agnes,” I said, “will you agree to a compromise? Will you promise me to take a year to think it over? If at the end of that time I am still at liberty I will go to your father, tell him my story as I have to-day told it to you, and, if he will still have anything to do with me, ask him for your hand. By that time I shall probably know my fate, you will be able to see things more clearly, and I shall not feel that I have taken advantage of your love and sympathy.”

“But I want to be with you and to help you now.”

“Believe me, you can help me best by agreeing to my proposal. Will you make me happy by consenting to what I wish?”

“If it will please you I will do so,” she said, softly.

“God bless you, dear,” I answered.

And thus the matter was concluded.


XI. A TERRIBLE SURPRISE.
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NEARLY A WEEK had elapsed since I had made my confession to Agnes at the falls, and in three days it was Mr. Maybourne’s intention to set out on his return journey to the South. During the whole of that period not one word had been said by Miss Maybourne regarding my story. But if she did not refer to it in speech it was easy to see that the subject was never absent from her mind. On two occasions I heard her father question her as to the reason of her quietness, and I saw that each time she found it a more difficult task to invent a satisfactory reply. What this meant to me you will readily understand. I could not sleep at night for thinking of it, and not once but a thousand times I bitterly regretted having burdened her mind with my unhappy secret.

Two afternoons prior to our guests’ departure I was sitting in my verandah reading the letters which had been brought to the mine by the mailman at midday. Mr. Maybourne was sitting near me, also deep in his correspondence, while his daughter had gone to her own room for the same purpose. When I came to the end of my last epistle I eat with it in my hand, looking out across the veldt, and thinking of all that had happened since I had said good-bye to old England.

From one thing my thoughts turned to another; I thought of my wandering life in Australia, of poor old Ben Garman, of Markapurlie, and last of all of Bartrand. The memory of my hatred for him brought me home again to London, and I saw myself meeting Nikola in the Strand, and then accompanying him home to his extraordinary abode. As I pictured him seated in his armchair in that oddly-furnished room, all my old horror of him flashed back upon me. I seemed to feel the fascination of his eyes just as I had done that night when we visited that murderous cab in the room below.

While I was thinking of him, I heard a footstep on the path that led round the house, and presently Mackinnon appeared before me. He beckoned with his hand, and understanding that he desired to speak to me, I rose from my chair and went out to him.

“What is it?” I enquired, as I approached him, for at that hour he was generally in the depths of the mine. “Has anything gone wrong.”

“That’s as ye care to take my words or no,” he answered, wheeling about and leading me out of earshot of the house. There was something in his manner that frightened me, though I could not for the life of me have said why. When we reached the fence that separated my garden from the open veldt I stopped, and leaning on the rails, once more asked him why he had called me out.

“I told ye a fortnight ago that there was trouble brewing for us with the natives,” he said impressively. “I warned ye a week ago that ’twas no better. Now I tell ye its close upon us, and if we’re not prepared, God help us all.”

“What do you mean? Don’t speak in enigmas, man. Tell me straight out what you are driving at.”

“Isn’t that what I’m trying to do?” he said. “I tell ye the whole country’s in a ferment. The Matabele are out, and in a few hours, if not before, we shall have proof of it.”

“Good God, man!” I cried, “how do you know this? And why did you not make me see the importance of it before?”

“‘Ye can lead a horse to the water but ye canna make him drink,’ says the proverb,” he answered. “Ye can tell a man of danger, but ye canna make him see it. An’ so ’twas with ye. I told ye my suspicions a fortnight past, but ’twas only this minute I came to know how bad it really was.”

“And how have you come to hear of it now?”

“Step this way an’ I’ll show ye.”

He led me to a small hut near the kitchen. On reaching it, he opened it and showed me a man stretched out upon a bed of sacks and grass. He was a white man, and seemed utterly exhausted.

“This man’s name,” said Mackinnon, as if he were exhibiting some human curiosity, “is Andrews. He’s a prospector, and we’ve been acquent for years. Now tell your yarn, Andrews, and let Mr. Wrexford here see how bad the matter is.”

“I’ve not much to tell, sir,” said the man addressed, sitting up as he spoke. “It came about like this: I am a prospector, and I was out away back on the river there, never dreaming there was mischief in the wind. Then my boys began to drop hints that there was likely to be trouble, and I’d best keep my weather eye open. At first I didn’t believe them, but when I got back to camp at mid-day to-day and found both my servants murdered, my bullocks killed, and my rifles and everything else of value stolen, I guessed who had done it. Fortunately, they had passed on without waiting for me, so I got into the saddle again and came here post haste to warn you. I tell you this, the Matabele are rising. The impi that murdered my men is under one of the king’s sons, and by this time they are not twenty miles distant from this spot. There can be no doubt that they are travelling this way. From what my boys told me, Buluwayo is surrounded, while three more impis are travelling night and day with the same object as the one I now warn you of, namely, to cut off the advance of the troops being pushed forward to oppose them from the south.”

“Do you mean this? On your oath, are you telling me the truth?”

“God strike me dead if I’m not,” he answered, solemnly. “Look at me, sir, I’ve made my way in here as hard as a man could come, riding for his life. That should be proof enough; but if it isn’t, Mr. Mackinnon here will speak for me, I’m sure.”

“That I will,” said Mackinnon. “I’ve known you long enough, and always found you a straightforward man.”

I stood for a few moments deep in thought.

“How far do you think they are away from us at the present moment?”

“Not more than twenty miles at most, sir. I left my camp on the river about mid-day, and I’ve been here about a quarter of an hour. I came in as hard as I could ride; say five hours riding at twelve miles an hour, making a big detour of about twenty miles, to avoid them. That should make between fifteen and twenty miles away now if they did five miles an hour straight across country.”

“And you’re sure they mean war?”

“There’s not a doubt of it, sir. I know the vermin too well by this time not to be certain of that.”

“Then I must tell Mr. Maybourne at once. Come with me Mackinnon, and you too, Andrews, if you can manage it. We must hold a council of war and see what’s best to be done.”

I led them across the small paddock to my office, and then went on to the house in search of my employer. I found him pacing up and down the verandah, looking rather disturbed.

“Wrexford, my dear fellow,” he began, on seeing me, “I have been looking for you. I want a few moments’ earnest conversation with you.”

“And I with you, sir,” I answered.

He led me beyond the verandah before he spoke again.

“You must hear me first. What I want to see you about is as important as life and death to us all. I have received a number of letters by the mail, and one and all warn me that there is likely to be trouble with the Matabele — The Chartered Company have seen it coming, I am told, and are taking all the necessary steps to secure life and property, but there is no knowing when the brutes may not be on us, and what they may not do if they start with the upper hand. Now, you see, if I were alone I should have no hesitation in remaining to see it out — but there is Agnes to consider; and, with a woman in the question, one has to think twice before one ventures upon such a course,”

“That is the very thing I came over to see you about, sir. Serious news has just reached me, and — well, to tell you the truth, we are in danger now, this very minute. If you will step over to my office, I have a man there who has seen the enemy within forty miles of this place, and he tells me they are advancing in our direction even now.”

His face, for an instant, became deadly pale, and I noticed that he glanced anxiously at the sitting-room door.

“Steady, Wrexford, for heaven’s sake,” he said. “Not too loud, or Agnes will hear. We musn’t frighten her before we are absolutely obliged. Come to the office and let me see this man for myself.”

Together we walked over to my den where Mackinnon and Andrews were awaiting us.

Mr. Maybourne nodded to the former and then looked searchingly at the latter.

“I am told that you have seen the Matabele under arms to-day,” he began, coming straight to the point, as was characteristic of him.

“My servants were killed by them, and my camp was looted about forty miles from this office,” replied Andrews, meeting Mr. Maybourne’s glance without flinching.

“At what number should you estimate them?”

“Roughly speaking, from what I saw of them from a hill nearly a mile distant, I should say they were probably two thousand strong. They were in full war dress, and from what my servants had hinted to me that morning, I gathered that they are led by one of the king’s sons.”

“You have no doubt in your mind that they are coming this way?”

“I don’t think there’s a shadow of a doubt about it, sir. They’re probably trying to effect a junction with another impi, and then they’ll be ready to receive any troops that may come up against them from the South.”

“There’s something in that,” said Mr. Maybourne, reflectively. “And now I am going to ask you the most important question of all, gentlemen. That is, what’s to be done? If we abandon this place, the mine and the buildings will be wrecked for certain. At the best we can only reach the township, where we can certainly go into laager, but in my opinion we shall be even worse off there than we are here. What do you say?”

There could not be any doubt about the matter in my opinion. In the township we should certainly be able to make up a larger force, but our defences could not be made so perfect, while to abandon the mine was an act for which none of us were prepared.

“Very well then,” continued Mr. Maybourne, when he had heard that we agreed with him, “in that case the best thing we can do is to form a laager here, and prepare to hold out until the troops that I have been told are on their way up can rescue us. How are we off for arms and ammunition, Wrexford?”

“I will show you,” I said, and forthwith led the way through the office into a smaller room at the back. Here I pointed to an arm-rack in which twenty-two Winchester repeating rifles, a couple of Martini-Henris, and about thirty cutlasses were arranged.

“How may men capable of firing a decent shot can we muster?” asked Mr. Maybourne, when he had overhauled the weapons.

“Nineteen white men, including ourselves, and about half-a-dozen natives.”

“And how much ammunition have we?”

“I can tell you in a moment,” I answered, taking up a book from the table and consulting it. “Here it is. Two thousand cartridges for the repeating rifles, two hundred for the Martinis, and a thousand for the six revolvers I have in this drawer.”

“A good supply, and I congratulate you on it. Now let us get to work. Ring the bell, Mr. Mackinnon, and call all the hands up to the house. I’ll talk to them, and when I’ve explained our position, we’ll get to work on the laager.”

Ten minutes later every man had been informed of his danger, and was taking his share of work upon the barricades. Waggons, cases, sacks of flour, sheets of iron — everything, in fact, which would be likely to give shelter to ourselves and resistance to the enemy was pressed into our service, while all that would be likely to afford cover to the enemy for a hundred yards or so round the house was destroyed. Every tank that could be utilized was carried to the house and filled with water. The cattle were driven in, and when small earthworks had been thrown up and the stores had been stacked in a safe place, we felt we might consider ourselves prepared for a siege. By nightfall we were ready and waiting for the appearance of our foe. Sentries were posted, and in order that the township might be apprised of its danger and also that the troops who were hourly expected, as Mr. Maybourne had informed us, might know of our peril, a man was despatched on a fast horse with a letter to the inhabitants.

Having accompanied Mr. Maybourne round the square, and assured myself that our defences were as perfect as the limited means at our disposal would permit, our store of arms was brought from the office and the distribution commenced. A Winchester repeating rifle and a hundred cartridges, a cutlass, and a revolver, were issued to each white man, and after they were supplied the native boys were called up. To our astonishment and momentary dismay only one put in an appearance. The rest had decamped, doubtless considering discretion the better part of valour. When, however, we saw the stuff of which they were made this did not trouble us very much.

As soon as every man had received his weapons, and had had his post and his duties pointed out to him, Mr. Maybourne and I left them to their own devices, and went up to the house. The former had told his daughter of our danger, and for this reason I was prepared to find her, if not terrified, at least showing some alarm. But to my amazement I discovered her hard at work preparing a meal for the garrison, just as calmly and quietly as if nothing out of the common were occurring. She greeted me with a smile, showed me her puddings boiling on the fire, and pointed to a number of buckets which stood about the verandah. These were filled with some peculiar-looking fluid; and I enquired what it might be. In answer I was told that it was oatmeal and water.

“If we are to fight,” said this daughter of war, “you will find it thirsty work. I shall put these buckets, with mugs, at convenient places, so that you may assuage your thirst if occasion serves.”

I noticed also that she had prepared a large quantity of lint in case it should be required, and had arranged a number of mattresses in the verandah. Her courage put fresh heart into me, as without doubt it did into everyone else who saw her. I told her that she was braver than the boldest man amongst us, and she thereupon showed that she still had sufficient of the woman left in her to blush with pleasure at the compliment.

“If the enemy were only forty miles away at midday,” said Mr. Maybourne as we carried the men’s tea out into the open to them, “they ought to be close at hand now. When we’ve done our meal we’ll post extra sentries; for though I do not for a moment expect they’ll attack us in the dark, it would never do to allow ourselves to be surprised.”

I agreed with him; and, accordingly, as soon as our tea was finished, men were placed not only at the four corners of the laager, but at equal distances between them. The remainder lay down to rest wherever they could make themselves most comfortable. I found myself about the only exception to the rule; and, do what I would, I could not sleep. Having tried for an hour and a half, and found it still impossible, I went across to the verandah and sat down in one of the cane chairs there. I had not been there many moments before I was joined by Agnes, who seated herself beside me. I reproved her for not resting after her labours of the day.

“I could not sleep,” she answered. “Brave as you call me, I am far too nervous to rest. Do you really think the enemy will attack us in the morning?”

“Not knowing their plans, I cannot say,” I replied, “but I must confess it looks terribly like it.”

“In that case I want you to promise me something, Gilbert.”

“What is it?” I asked. “You know there is nothing I would not do for you, Agnes. What am I to promise?”

“That if we are overpowered you will not let me fall into their hands alive. You may think me a coward, but I dread that more than any thought of death.”

“Hush! You must not talk like that. Have no fear, we will not let you fall into their hands. You know that there is not a man upon the mine who would not give his life for you.”

She leaned a little forward and looked into my face. “I know you would protect me, would you not?”

“Wait and see. The man who touches you, Agnes, will have to do it over my dead body. Do you know that to-night, for some reason or other, I feel more superstitious than I have ever done before. I can’t rid myself of the thought that I am near the one vital crisis of my life.”

“What do you mean, Gilbert? You frighten me.”

“I cannot tell you what I mean, for I don’t know myself. I think I’m what the Scotch call ‘fey’”

“I have prayed to God for you,” she said. “He who has protected us before will do so again. Let us do our duty and leave the rest to Hun.”

“Amen to that,” I answered solemnly; and then with a whispered “good-night” she got up and went into the house again.

Hour after hour I sat on in the verandah, as much unable to sleep as I had been at the beginning. At intervals I made a circuit of the sentries, and convinced myself that no man was sleeping at his post, but for the greater part of the time I sat staring at the winking stars. Though I searched the open space outside the laager over and over again, not a sign of the enemy could I discover. If they were there, they must have been keeping wonderfully quiet. The sighing of the breeze in the long veldt grass was the only sound that I could distinguish.

I heard the clock in the house behind me strike one, two, and then three. By the time the last hour sounded, it was beginning to grow light. From where I sat in the verandah, I could just discern the shadowy outline of the waggons, and distinguish the figures of the sentries as they paced to and fro at their posts.

Thinking it was time to be astir, I rose from my chair and went into the house to help Agnes by lighting the fire for her, and putting the kettles on to boil.

I had just laid the sticks, and was about to set a match to them, when a shot rang out on the northern side of the laager. It was immediately followed by another from the south. I waited to hear no more, but snatched up my rifle from the table and ran out into the open. Before I had crossed the verandah, shots were being fired in all directions, and on reaching my post, I discovered a black crowd advancing at a run towards us.

“Steady men, steady,” I heard Mr. Maybourne shout as he took up his station. “Don’t lose your heads whatever you do. Keep under cover, and don’t fire till you’re certain your shot will tell.”

The words were hardly out of his mouth before the enemy were upon us, brandishing their assegais and shields, and yelling in a manner that would have chilled the blood of the oldest veteran. It was the first time I had ever fired a shot at my fellow man, and for the moment I will confess to feeling afraid. However, that soon passed, and I found myself taking aim, and firing as coolly as the best of them. Though I was hardly conscious that I had pulled the trigger, I saw the man directly in front of me — a fine, tall fellow with a nodding head-dress of feathers — suddenly throw up his arms and fall forward on his face, tearing at the ground with his hands in his death agony. But I was not able to do more than glance at him before two others were upon me. This time I fired with more deliberation than before, with the result that both went down, one after the other, like ninepins. Then for what seemed a year, but must in reality have been about three minutes, I continued to fire, depressing the finger lever between each shot and tipping out the empty cartridge with automatic regularity. In front of my defences a ghastly pile of bodies was fast accumulating, and by craning my neck to right and left, I could discern similar heaps before the shelters of my next-door neighbours.

This desire to ascertain how my friends were getting on was, however, nearly my undoing; for if I had been more intent upon my own concerns, I should have seen a man wriggling along on the ground towards me. Just, however, as he was about to hurl his assegai I caught sight of him, and brought my rifle to the shoulder. Seeing this, he rose to his feet with a jump, and hurled his spear. I dodged with the quickness of lightning, and heard it strike the tyre of the wheel behind me. At the same instant I covered him and pulled the trigger. To my horror the rifle did not go off. I had fired my nine shots, and the magazine was empty. But my wits did not desert me for long. Before the savage had time to clamber on to the wheel and raise his knob-kerrie, I was within striking distance, and, swinging my rifle by the barrel high into the air, brought the butt down upon his head with a crash that might have been heard yards away. It crushed in his skull like an egg-shell, and he fell like a log and never moved again.

As he went down a sudden peace descended upon the field, and for a moment or two every man wondered what had happened. The smoke quickly cleared away, and when it did we saw that the foe had retired. I accordingly clambered back to my old position, and looked about me. My throat was like a lime kiln, and my eyes were dry as dust. But I was not going to take any refreshment, though a bucket stood quite close to me, until I had refilled my rifle. This done, I crossed to the bucket, filled the mug and drank its contents with a relish such as I had never known in my life before. When I had handed it to another man, I turned about and endeavoured to take stock of our company. From where I stood I could see two men stretched out upon the ground. The one nearest me I knew instantly. It was Mackinnon, and a single glance was sufficient to tell me that he was dead. The other I could not for the moment identify. Mr. Maybourne, I was relieved to see, was unhurt save for a wound on his left hand, which he explained he had received in a hand-to-hand encounter in his corner.

“We’ve taught the brutes a lesson in all conscience,” he said. “I don’t fancy they’ll be as eager next time. How many men have we lost?”

In order to find out, we walked quickly round our defences, encouraging the garrison as we went, and bidding them replenish the magazines of their rifles while they had the chance.

On the other side of the house we discovered Agnes, busily engaged binding up the wounds of those who had been hurt. She was deadly pale, but her bravery was not a bit diminished. When we got back to our own quarters we had counted three dead men, two placed hors de combat by their wounds, and five more or less cut and scratched. Of the enemy we estimated that at least a hundred had fallen before our rifles, never to rise again.

For something like half-an-hour we stood at our posts, waiting to be attacked, but the foe showed no sign of moving. I was just wondering what the next move would be when I heard a shout from the right. I gripped my rifle and peered ahead of me, but there was nothing to be seen save the foe crouching behind their shelters in the distance.

“What is it?” I cried to my right-hand neighbour. “What do they see?”

“A horseman,” he replied, “and coming in our direction.”

“Is he mad?” I cried, “or doesn’t he see his danger?”

My informant did not reply, and a moment later I saw for myself the person referred to. He was mounted on a grey horse, and was riding as fast as his animal could travel in our direction. I turned my eyes away from him for a moment. When I looked again I saw a man rise from behind a bush and hurl a spear at him. The cruel weapon was thrown with unerring aim and struck the horse just behind the saddle. He leapt into the air, and then with a scream of agony that could be heard quite plainly where we all stood watching, dashed frantically towards us. He had not, however, gone a hundred yards before he put his foot into a hole, and fell with a crash to the ground, to lie there motionless. His neck was broken, so we discovered later.

From where I stood, to the place where the man and beast lay, was scarcely eighty yards; thence, on to the spot where the enemy were in ambush, not more than a hundred. For some reason — why, I shall never be able to explain — an irresistible desire to save the injured man came over me. I could not have resisted it, even had I wished to do so. Accordingly, I placed my rifle against the axle, sprang upon the box of the waggon wheel, vaulted over, and ran as hard as I could go towards the victim of the accident. Ahead of me I could distinctly see the nodding plumes of the foe as they crouched behind their enormous shields. They did not, however, move, and I was thus enabled to reach the man’s side, and to take him in my arms unmolested. I had not gone ten yards on my return journey, however, before I heard their yells, and knew that they were after me. Fortunately, I had nearly a hundred and twenty yards start; but I had a heavy man to carry, and was quite out of breath. However, I was not going to be beaten, so putting out every ounce of strength I boasted in my body, I raced on.

By the time I reached the waggons again, the foe were not fifty yards behind me. A couple of assegais whistled passed my ears as I climbed over the wheel and dropped my burden on the ground, but fortunately neither hit me. So exhausted was I that for a moment I leant against the waggon, unable to move. But the instinct of self-preservation gave me strength, and picking up my rifle I let drive blindly at the nearest of the foe who was already on the wheel before me. I saw the man’s forehead open out like a cracked walnut as my shot caught it, and a moment later he fell forward on the tyre — dead. I threw him off in time to shoot the next man as he took his place. Of the following five minutes my only recollection is a sense of overpowering heat; a throat and mouth parched like the sands of the Great Sahara; a rifle growing every moment hotter in my hand, and dominating all the necessity of stemming, at any cost, the crowd of black humanity that seemed to be overwhelming me. How long the fight lasted I cannot say. But at last a cheer from the other side of the laager reached me, and almost at the same instant the enemy turned tail and fled for their lives. Then, with an empty rifle at my feet, a dripping cutlass in one hand, and a still smoking revolver in the other, I leant against the waggon and laughed hysterically till I fell fainting to the ground.


XII. THE END.
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WHEN I RECOVERED consciousness I found a stranger dressed in uniform kneeling beside me. What was more singular still I was not under the waggon as before, but was lying surrounded by a dozen or so of my comrades in the verandah of my own house. Agnes was kneeling beside me, and her father was holding a basin of water at my feet.

“There is nothing at all to be alarmed about, my dear young lady,” the man in uniform was saying as he felt my pulse. “Your friend here will live to fight another day, or a hundred other days for that matter. By this time to-morrow he’ll be as well as ever.” Then, turning to me, he asked: “how do you feel now?”

I replied that I felt much stronger; and then, looking up at Mr. Maybourne, enquired if we had beaten off the enemy.

“They have been utterly routed,” replied the gentleman I addressed. “The credit, however, is due to Captain Haviland and his men; but for their timely arrival I fear we should have been done for. Flesh and blood could not have stood the strain another half hour.”

“Stuff and nonsense,” said the doctor, “for such I afterwards discovered he was, all the credit is due to yourselves; and, by George, you deserve it. A finer stand was never made in this country, or for that matter in any other.”

After a few minutes’ rest and another sip of brandy, I managed to get on to my feet. It was a sad sight I had before me. Stretched out in rows beyond the verandah rails were the bodies of the gallant fellows who had been killed — twelve in number. On rough beds placed in the verandah itself and also in the house were the wounded; while on the plain all round beyond the laager might have been seen the bodies of the Matabele dead. On the left of the house the regiment of mounted infantry, who had so opportunely come to our assistance, were unsaddling after chasing the enemy, and preparing to camp.

After I had had a few moments’ conversation with the doctor, Mr. Maybourne and Agnes came up to me again, and congratulated me on having saved the stranger’s life. The praise they gave me was altogether undeserved, for, as I have already explained, I had done the thing on the spur of the moment without for an instant considering the danger to which I had exposed myself. When they had finished I enquired where the man was, and in reply they led me into the house.

“The doctor says it is quite a hopeless case,” said Agnes, turning to me in the doorway; “the poor fellow must have injured his spine when his horse fell with him.”

I followed her into the room which had once been my own sleeping apartment. It was now filled with wounded. The man I had brought in lay upon a mattress in the corner by the window, and, with Agnes beside me, I went across to him. Once there I looked down at his face, and then, with a cry that even on pain of death I could not have kept back, I fell against the wall, as Agnes afterwards told me, pallid to the very lips. I don’t know how to tell you who I saw there; I don’t know how to make you believe it, or how to enable you to appreciate my feelings. One thing was certain, lying on the bed before me, his head bandaged up, and a bushy beard clothing the lower half of his face, was no less a person than Richard Bartrand — my old enemy and the man I believed myself to have murdered in London so many months before. I could hardly believe my eyes; I stared at him and then looked away — only to look back again half expecting to find him gone. Could this be any mistake? I asked myself. Could it be only a deceiving likeness, or an hallucination of an overtaxed brain? Hardly knowing what I did I dragged Agnes by the wrist out of the house to a quiet corner, where I leant against the wall feeling as if I were going to faint again.

“What is the matter, Gilbert?” she cried. “Oh, what is the matter with you?”

“Matter!” I almost shouted in my joy. “This is the matter. I am free — free — free! Free to marry you — free to do as I please, and live as I please, and go where I please!!! For there in that bed is my old enemy, the man I told you I had killed.”

For a second she must have thought me mad, for I noticed she shrank a step away from me, and looked at me with an apprehensive glance. But she soon recovered her composure, and asked if I were certain of what I said.

“As certain as I am that you are standing before me now,” I answered. “I should know him anywhere. Where is the doctor?”

A moment later I had found the doctor.

“Doctor,” I said, “there is a man in that room yonder whom, I am told, you say has a broken back. He is unconscious. Will he remain so until he dies?”

“Most probably,” was the other’s matter-of-fact reply as he began to bind up the arm of the man he had been operating on. “Why do you ask?”

“Because it is a matter of the most vital importance that I should speak with him before he dies. All the happiness of my life and another’s depends upon it.”

“Very well. Don’t worry yourself. I’ll see what I can do for you. Now go away and be quiet. I’m busy.”

I went away as he ordered me, and leant against the verandah rails at the back of the house. My head was swimming, and I could hardly think coherently. Now that Bartrand was alive, every obstacle was cleared away — I was free to marry Agnes as soon as her father would let me; free to do whatever I pleased in the world. The reaction was almost more than I could bear. No words could over-estimate my relief and joy.

Half an hour later the doctor came to me.

“Your man is conscious now,” he said. “But you’d better look sharp if you want to ask him anything. He won’t last long.”

I followed him into the house to the corner where the sick man lay. As soon as he saw me, Bartrand showed with his eyes that he recognized me.

“Pennethorne,” he whispered, as I knelt by the bed, “this is a strange meeting. Do you know I’ve been hunting for you these nine months past?”

“Hunting for me?” I said. “Why, I thought you dead!”

“I allowed it to be supposed that I was,” he answered. “I can tell you, Pennethorne, that money I swindled you out of never brought me an ounce of luck — nor Gibbs either. He turned cocktail and sent his share back to me almost at once. He was drinking himself to death on it, I heard. Now look at me, I’m here — dying in South Africa. They tell me you saved me to-day at the risk of your life.”

“Never mind that now,” I said. “We’ve got other things to talk about.”

“But I must mind,” he answered. “Listen to what I have to tell you, and don’t interrupt me. Three nights before I disappeared last winter, I made my will, leaving you everything. It’s more than the value of the mine, for I brought off some big speculations with the money, and almost doubled my capital. You may not believe it, but I always felt sorry for you, even when I stole your secret. I’m a pretty bad lot, but I couldn’t steal your money and not be a bit sorry. But, funny as it may seem to say so, I hated you all the time too — hated you more than any other man on God’s earth. Now you’ve risked your life for me, and I’m dying in your house. How strangely things turn out, don’t they?”

Here the doctor gave him something to drink, and bade me let him be quiet for a few moments. Presently Bartrand recovered his strength, and began again.

“One day, soon after I arrived in London from Australia, I fell in tow with a man named Nikola. I tell you, Pennethorne, if ever you see that man beware of him, for he’s the Devil, and nobody else. I tell you he proposed the most fiendish things to me and showed me such a side of human nature that, if I hadn’t quarrelled with him and not seen so much of him I should have been driven into a lunatic asylum. I can tell you it’s not altogether a life of roses to be a millionaire. About this time I began to get threatening letters from men all over Europe trying to extort money from me for one purpose or another. Eventually Nikola found out that I was the victim of a secret society. How he managed it, the deuce only knows. They wanted money badly, and finally Nikola told me that for half a million he could get me clear. If I did not pay up I’d be dead, he said, in a month. But I wasn’t to be frightened like that, so I told him I wouldn’t give it. From that time forward attempts were made on my life until my nerve gave way — and in a blue funk I determined to forego the bulk of my wealth and clear out of England in the hopes of beginning a new life elsewhere.”

He paused once more for a few moments; his strength was nearly exhausted, and I could see with half an eye that the end was not far distant now. When he spoke again his voice was much weaker, and he seemed to find it difficult to concentrate his ideas.

“Nikola wanted sixty thousand for himself, I suppose for one of his devilments,” he said, huskily. “He used every means in his power to induce me to give it to him, but I refused time after time. He showed me his power, tried to hypnotize me even, and finally told me I should he a dead man in a week if I did not let him have the money. I wasn’t going to be bluffed, so I declined again. By this time I distrusted my servants, my friends, and everybody with whom I came in contact. I could not sleep, and I could not eat. All my arrangements were made, and I was going to leave England on the Saturday. On the Wednesday Nikola and I were to meet at a house on special business. We saw each other at a club, and I called a hansom, intending to go on and wait for him. I had a dreadful cold, and carried some cough drops in a little silver box in my pocket. He must have got possession of it, and substituted some preparations of his own. Feeling my cough returning, I took one in the cab as I drove along. After that I remember no more till I came round and found myself lying in the middle of the road, half covered with snow, and with a bruise the size of a tea-cup on the back of my head. For some reason of his own Nikola had tried to do for me; and the cabman, frightened at my state, had pitched me out and left me. As soon as I could walk, and it was daylight, I determined to find you at your hotel, in order to hand over to you the money I had stolen from you, and then I was going to bolt from England for my life. But when I reached Blankerton’s I was told that you had left. I traced your luggage to Aberdeen; but, though I wasted a week looking, I couldn’t find you there. Three months ago I chanced upon a snapshot photograph taken in Cape Town, and reproduced in an American illustrated paper. It represented one of the only two survivors of the Fiji Princess, and I recognised you immediately, and followed you, first to Cape Town and then, bit by bit, out here. Now listen to me, for I’ve not much time left. My will is in my coat-pocket; when I’m dead, you can take it out and do as you like with it. You’ll find yourself one of the richest men in the world, or I’m mistaken. I can only say I hope you’ll have better luck with the money than I have had. I’m glad you’ve got it again; for, somehow, I’d fixed the idea in my head that I shouldn’t rest quietly in my grave unless I restored it to you. One caution! Don’t let Nikola get hold of it, that’s all — for he’s after you, I’m certain. He’s been tracking you down these months past; and I’ve heard he’s on his way here. I’m told he thinks I’m dead. He’ll be right in his conjecture soon.”

“Bartrand,” I said, as solemnly as I knew how, “I will not take one halfpenny of the money. I am firmly resolved upon that. Nothing shall ever make me.”

“Not take it? But it’s your own. I never had any right to it from the beginning. I stole your secret while you were ill.”

“That may be; but I’ll not touch the money, come what may.”

“But I must leave it to somebody.”

“Then leave it to the London hospitals. I will not have a penny of it. Good heavens, man, you little know how basely I behaved towards you!”

“I’ve not time to hear it now, then,” he answered. “Quick! let me make anew will while I’ve strength to sign it.”

Pens, paper, and ink were soon forthcoming; and at his instruction Mr. Maybourne and the doctor between them drafted the will. When it was finished the dying man signed it, and then those present witnessed it, and the man lay back and closed his eyes. For a moment I thought he was gone, but I was mistaken. After a silence of about ten minutes he opened his eyes and looked at me.

“Do you remember Markapurlie?” he said. That was all. Then, with a grim smile upon his lips, he died, just as the clock on the wall above his head struck twelve. His last speech, for some reason or other, haunted me for weeks.

Towards sundown that afternoon I was standing in the verandah of my house, watching a fatigue party digging a grave under a tree in the paddock beyond the mine buildings, when a shout from Mr. Maybourne, who was on his way to the office, attracted my attention. “When I reached his side, he pointed to a small speck of dust about a mile to the northward.

“It’s a horseman,” he cried; “but who can it be?”

“I have no possible notion,” I answered; “but we shall very soon see.”

The rider, whoever he was, was in no hurry. When he came nearer, we could see that he was cantering along as coolly as if he were riding in Rotten Row. By the time he was only a hundred yards or so distant, I was trembling with excitement. Though I had never seen the man on horseback before, I should have known his figure anywhere. It was Dr. Nikola. There could be no possible doubt about that. Bartrand was quite right when he told me that he was in the neighbourhood.

I heard Mr. Maybourne say something about news from the township, but the real import of his words I did not catch. I seemed to be watching the advancing figure with my whole being. When he reached the laager he sprang from his horse, and then it was that I noticed Mr. Maybourne had left my side and was giving instructions to let him in. I followed to receive him.

On reaching the inside of our defences, Nikola raised his hat politely to Mr. Maybourne, while he handed his reins to a trooper standing by.

“Mr. Maybourne, I believe,” he said. “My name is Nikola. I am afraid I am thrusting myself upon you in a very unseemly fashion, and at a time when you have no desire to be burdened with outsiders. My friendship for our friend Wrexford here must be my excuse. I left Buluwayo at daylight this morning in order to see him.”

He held out his hand to me and I found myself unable to do anything but take it. As usual it was as cold as ice. For the moment I was so fascinated by the evil glitter in his eyes that I forgot to wonder how he knew my assumed name. However, I managed to stammer out something by way of a welcome, and then asked how long he had been in South Africa.

“I arrived two months ago,” he answered, “and after a week in Cape Town, where I had some business to transact, made my way up here to see you. It appears I have arrived at an awkward moment, but if I can help you in any way I hope you will command my services. I am a tolerable surgeon, and I have the advantage of considerable experience of assegai wounds.”

While he was speaking the bell rang for tea, and at Mr. Maybourne’s invitation Dr. Nikola accompanied us to where the meal was spread — picnic fashion — on the ground by the kitchen door. Agnes was waiting for us, and I saw her start with surprise when her father introduced the newcomer as Dr. Nikola, a friend of Mr. Wrexford’g. She bowed gravely to him, but said nothing. I could see that she knew him for the man Bartrand had warned me against, and for this reason she was by no means prepossessed in his favour.

During the meal Nikola exerted all his talents to please. And such was his devilish — I can only call it by that name — cleverness, that by the time we rose from the meal he had put himself on the best of terms with everyone. Even Agnes seemed to have, for the moment, lost much of her distrust of him. Once out in the open again I drew Nikola away from the others, and having walked him out of earshot of the house, asked the meaning of his visit.

“Is it so hard to guess?” he said, as he seated himself on the pole of a waggon, and favoured me with one of his peculiar smiles. “I should have thought not.”

“I have not tried to guess,” I answered, having by this time resolved upon my line of action; “and I do not intend to do so. I wish you to tell me.”

“My dear Pennethorne-Wrexford, or Wrexford-Pennethorne,” he said quietly, “I should advise you not to adopt that tone with me. You know very well why I have put myself to the trouble of running you to earth.”

“I have not the least notion,” I replied, “and that is the truth. I thought I had done with you when I said good-bye to you in Golden Square that awful night.”

“Nobody can hope to have done with me,” he answered, “when they do not act fairly by me.”

“Act fairly by you? What do you mean? How have I not acted fairly by you?”

“By running away in that mysterious fashion, when it was agreed between us that I should arrange everything. You might have ruined me.”

“Still I do not understand you! How might I have ruined you?”

This time I took him unawares. He looked at me for a moment in sheer surprise.

“I should advise you to give up this sort of thing,” he said, licking his lips in that peculiar cat-like fashion I had noticed in London. “Remember I know everything, and one word in our friend Maybourne’s ear, and — well — you know what the result will be. Perhaps he does not know what an illustrious criminal he is purposing to take for a son-in-law.”

“One insinuation like that again, Nikola,” I cried, “and I’ll have you put off this place before you know where you are. You dare to call me a criminal — you, who plotted and planned the murders that shocked and terrified all England!”

“That I do not admit. I only remember that I assisted you to obtain your revenge on a man who had wronged you. On summing up so judiciously, pray do not forget that point.”

Nikola evidently thought he had obtained an advantage, and was quick to improve on it.

“Come, come,” he said, “what is the use of our quarrelling like a pair of children? All I want of you is an answer to two simple questions.”

“What are your questions?”

“I want to know, first, what you did with Bartrand’s body when you got rid of it out of the cab.”

“You really wish to know that?”

He nodded.

“Then come with me,” I said, “and I’ll tell you.” I led him into the house, and, having reached the bed in the corner, pulled down the sheet.

He bent over the figure lying there so still, and then started back with a cry of surprise. For a moment I could see that he was non-plussed as he had probably not been in his life before, but by the time one could have counted twenty, this singular being was himself again.

“I congratulate you,” he said, turning to me and holding out his hand. “The king has come into his own again. You are now one of the richest men in the world, and I can ask my second question.”

“Be certain first,” I said. “I inherit nothing from Mr. Bartrand.”

“What do you mean by that? I happen to know that his will was made in your favour.”

“You are quite mistaken. He made a later will this afternoon, leaving all his money and estates to four London hospitals.”

Nikola’s face went paler than I had ever seen it yet. His thin lips trembled perceptibly. The man was visibly anxious.

“You will excuse my appearing to doubt you, I hope,” he said, “but may I see that will?”

I called Mr. Maybourne into the room and asked him if he had any objection to allowing Dr. Nikola to see the paper in question. He handed it to him without hesitation, keeping close to his elbow while he perused it. The Doctor read it slowly from beginning to end, examined the signature, noted the names of the executors, and also of the witnesses, and when he had done so, returned it to Mr. Maybourne with a bow.

“Thank you,” he said, politely. “It is excellently drawn up, and, with your evidence against me, I fear it would be foolish for me to dispute it. In that case, I don’t think I need trouble your hospitality any further.”

Then, turning to me, he led me from the house across to where his horse was standing.

“Good-bye, Pennethorne,” he said. “All I can say of you is that your luck is greater than your cleverness. I am not so blase but I can admire a man who can surrender three millions without a sigh. I must confess I am vulgar enough to find that it costs me a pang to lose even my sixty thousand. I wanted it badly. Had my coup only come off, and the dead man in there not been such an inveterate ass, I should have had the whole amount of his fortune in my hands by this time, and in six months I would have worked out a scheme that would have paralyzed Europe. As it is, I must look elsewhere for the amount. When you wish to be proud of yourself, try to remember that you have baulked Dr. Nikola in one of his best-planned schemes, and saved probably half-a-million lives by doing so. Believe me, there are far cleverer men than you who have tried to outwit me and failed. I suppose you will marry Miss Maybourne now. Well, I wish you luck with her. If I am a judge of character, she will make you an able wife. In ten years’ time you will be a commonplace rich man, with scarcely any idea outside your own domestic circle, while I — well the devil himself knows where or what I shall be then. I wonder which will be the happier? Now I must be off. Though you may not think it, I always liked you, and if you had thrown in your lot with me, I might have made something of you. Good-bye.”

He held out his hand, and as he did so he looked me full in the face. For the last time I felt the influence of those extraordinary eyes. I took the hand he offered and bade him good-bye with almost a feeling of regret, mad as it may seem to say so, at the thought that in all probability I should never see him again. Next moment he was on his horse’s back and out on the veldt making for the westward. I stood and watched him till he was lost in the gathering gloom, and then went slowly back to the house thinking of the change that had come into my life, thanking God for my freedom.



Three months have passed since the events just narrated took place, and I am back in Cape Town again, finishing the writing of this story of the most adventurous period of my life, in Mr. Maybourne’s study. To-morrow my wife (for I have been married a week to-day) and I leave South Africa on a trip round the world. What a honeymoon it will be!

“The Pride of the South,” you will be glad to hear, has made gallant strides since the late trouble in Rhodesia, and as my shares have quadrupled in value, to say nothing of the other ventures in which I have been associated with my father-in-law, I am making rapid progress towards becoming a rich man. And now it only remains for me to bring my story to a close. By way of an epilogue let me say that no better, sweeter, or more loyal wife than I possess could possibly be desired by any mortal man. I love her with my whole heart and soul, as she loves me, and I can only hope that every masculine reader who may have the patience to wade through these, to me, interminable pages, may prove as fortunate in his choice as I have been. More fortunate, it is certain, he could not be.

THE END


Dr. Nikola’s Experiment (1899)
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The fourth Dr. Nikola novel appeared in 1899 and concerns the theme of immortality. Dr. Nikola has discovered certain facts necessary to extend a human being’s life, having studied the magic secrets of Tibetan monks. He believes he now has the knowledge to enable a man to live a thousand years. To assist him in his preparations, he hires a destitute young physician, who is immersed in debt and is in dire need of financial assistance. Of course, Dr. Nikola is quick to pounce on the unsuspecting physician. The wealthy Nikola has purchased a remote castle in the north of England, where the seclusion will allow him, his new assistant and Nikola’s deaf-mute malformed Chinese servant to conduct his grand experiment on a human subject.
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I. TIRED OF LIFE
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IT IS SAD enough at any time for a man to be compelled to confess himself a failure, but I think it will be admitted that it is doubly so at that period of his career when he is still young enough to have some flickering sparks of ambition left, while he is old enough to be able to appreciate at their proper value the overwhelming odds against which he has been battling so long and unsuccessfully.

This was unfortunately my condition. I had entered the medical profession with everything in my favour. My father had built up a considerable reputation for himself, and, what he prized still more, a competency as a country practitioner of the old-fashioned sort in the west of England. I was his only child, and, as he was in the habit of saying, he looked to me to carry the family name up to those dizzy heights at which he had often gazed, but upon which he had never quite been able to set his foot. A surgeon I was to be, willy-nilly, and it may have been a throw-back to the parental instinct alluded to above, that led me at once to picture myself flying at express speed across Europe in obedience to the summons of some potentate whose life and throne depended upon my dexterity and knowledge.

In due course I entered a hospital, and followed the curriculum in the orthodox fashion. It was not, however, until I was approaching the end of my student days that I was burnt with that fire of enthusiasm which was destined in future days to come perilously near consuming me altogether. Among the students of my year was a man by whose side I had often worked — with whom I had occasionally exchanged a few words, but whose intimate I could not in any way have been said to be. In appearance he was a narrow-shouldered, cadaverous, lantern-jawed fellow, with dark, restless eyes, who boasted the name of Kelleran, and was popularly supposed to be an Irishman. As I discovered later, however, he was not an Irishman at all, but hailed from the Black Country — Wolverhampton, if I remember rightly, having the right to claim the honour of his birth. His father had been the senior partner in an exceedingly wealthy firm of hardware manufacturers, and while we had been in the habit of pitying and, in some instances I am afraid, of looking down upon the son on account of his supposed poverty, he was, in all probability, in a position to buy up every other man in the hospital twice over.

The average medical student is a being with whom the world in general has by this time been made fairly familiar. His frolics and capacity — or incapacity, as you may choose to term it — for work have been the subject of innumerable jests. If this be a true picture, then Kelleran was certainly different to the usual run of us. In his case the order was reversed: with him, work was play, and play was work; a jest was a thing unknown, and a practical joke a thing for which he allowed it to be seen that he had not the slightest tolerance.

I have already said that my father had amassed a competency. I must now add that up to a certain point he was a generous man, and for this reason my allowance, under different circumstances, would have been ample for my requirements. As ill luck would have it, however, I had got into the wrong set, and before I had been two years in the hospital was over head and ears in such a quagmire of debt and difficulties that it looked as if nothing but an absolute miracle could serve to extricate me. To my father I dared not apply: easy-going as he was on most matters, I had good reason to know that on the subject of debt he was inexorable. And yet to remain in my present condition was impossible. On every side tradesmen threatened me; my landlady’s account had not been paid for weeks; while among the men of the hospital not one, but several, held my paper for sums lost at cards, the mere remembrance of which was sufficient to send a cold shiver coursing down my back every time I thought of them. From all this it will be surmised that my position was not only one of considerable difficulty but that it was also one of no little danger. Unless I could find a sum either to free myself, or at least to stave off my creditors, my career, as far as the world of medicine was concerned, might be considered at an end. Even now I can recall the horror of that period as vividly as if it were but yesterday.

It was on a Thursday, I remember, that the thunder-clap came. On returning to my rooms in the evening I discovered a letter awaiting me. With trembling fingers I tore open the envelope and drew out the contents. As I feared, it proved to be a demand from my most implacable creditor, a money-lender to whom I had been introduced by a fellow-student. The sum I had borrowed from him, with the assistance of a friend, was only a trifling one, but helped out by fines and other impositions it had increased to an amount which I was aware it was hopelessly impossible for me to pay. What was I to do? What could I do? Unless I settled the claim (to hope for mercy from the man himself was, to say the least of it, absurd), my friend, who, I happened to know, was himself none too well off at the moment, would be called upon to make it good. After that how should I be able to face him or any one else again? I had not a single acquaintance in the world from whom I could borrow a sum that would be half sufficient to meet it, while I dared not go down to the country and tell my father of my folly and disgrace. In vain I ransacked my brains for a loophole of escape. Then the whistle of a steamer on the river attracted my attention, filling my brain with such thoughts as it had never entertained before, and I pray, by God’s mercy, may never know again. Here was a way out of my difficulty, if only I had the pluck to try it. Strangely enough, the effect it had upon me was to brace me like a draught of rare wine. This was succeeded by a coldness so intense that both mind and body were rendered callous by it. How long it lasted I cannot say; it may have been only a few seconds — it may have been an hour before consciousness returned and I found myself still standing beside the table, holding the fatal letter in my hand. Like a drunken man I fumbled my way from the room into the hot night outside. What I was going to do I had no notion. I wanted to be alone, in some place away from the crowded pavements, if possible, where I could have time to think and to determine upon my course of action.

With a tempest of rage, against I knew not what or whom, in my heart, I hurried along, up one street and down another, until I found myself panting, but unappeased, upon the Embankment opposite the Temple Gardens. All round me was the bustle and life of the great city: cabs, containing men and women in evening dress, dashed along; girls and their lovers, talking in hushed voices, went by me arm in arm; even the loafers, leaning against the stone parapet, seemed happy in comparison with my wretched self. I looked down at the dark water gliding so pleasantly along below me, and remembered that all I had to do, as soon as I was alone, was to drop over the side, and be done with my difficulties for ever. Then in a flash the real meaning of what I proposed to do occurred to me.

“You coward,” I hissed, with as much vehemence and horror as if I had been addressing a real enemy instead of myself, “to think of taking this way out of your difficulty! If you kill yourself, what will become of the other man? Go to him at once and tell him everything. He has the right to know.”

The argument was irresistible, and I accordingly turned upon my heel and was about to start off in quest of the individual I wanted, when I found myself confronted with no less a person than Kelleran. He was walking quickly, and swung his cane as he did so. On seeing me he stopped.

“Douglas Ingleby!” he said: “well, this is fortunate! You are just the man I wanted.”

I murmured something in reply, I forget what, and was about to pass on. I had bargained without my host, however. He had been watching me with his keen dark eyes, and when he made as if he would walk with me I was not altogether surprised.

“You do not object to my accompanying you I hope?” he inquired, by way of introducing what he had to say. “I’ve been wanting to have a talk with you for some days past.”

“I’m afraid I’m in rather a hurry just now,” I answered, quickening my pace a little as I did so.

“That makes no difference at all to me,” he returned. “As I think you are aware, I am a fast walker. Since you are in a hurry, let us step out.”

We did so, and for something like fifty yards proceeded at a brisk pace in perfect silence. His companionship was more than I could stand, and at last I stopped and faced him.

“What is it you want with me?” I asked angrily. “Cannot you see that I am not well to-night, and would rather be alone?”

“I can see you are not quite yourself,” he answered quietly, still watching me with his grave eyes. “That is exactly why I want to walk with you. A little cheerful conversation will do you good. You don’t know how clever I am at adapting my manner to other people’s requirements. That is the secret of our profession, my dear Ingleby, as you will some day find out.”

“I shall never find it out,” I replied bitterly. “I have done with medicine. I shall clear out of England, I think — go abroad, try Australia or Canada — anywhere, I don’t care where, to get out of this!”

“The very thing!” he returned cheerily, but without a trace of surprise. “You couldn’t do better, I’m sure. You are strong, active, full of life and ambition; just the sort of fellow to make a good colonist. It must be a grand life, that hewing and hacking a place for oneself in a new country, watching and fostering the growth of a people that may some day take its place among the powers of the earth. Ah! I like the idea. It is grand! It makes one tingle to think of it.”

He threw out his arms and squared his shoulders as if he were preparing for the struggle he had so graphically described. After that we did not walk quite so fast. The man had suddenly developed a strange fascination for me, and, as he talked, I hung upon his words with a feverish interest I can scarcely account for now. By the time we reached my lodgings, I had put my trouble aside for the time being, but when I entered my sitting-room and found the envelope which had contained the fatal letter still lying upon the table, it all rushed back upon me, and with such force that I was well-nigh overwhelmed. Kelleran meanwhile had taken up his position on the hearthrug, whence he watched me with the same expression of contemplative interest upon his face to which I have before alluded.

“Hullo!” he said at last, after he had been some minutes in the house, and had had time to overhaul my meagre library, “what are these? Where did you pick them up?”

He had taken a book from the shelf, and was holding it tenderly in his hand. I recognised it as one of several volumes of a sixteenth-century work on Surgery that I had chanced upon on a bookstall in Holywell Street some months before. Its age and date had interested me, and I had bought it more out of curiosity than for any other reason. Kelleran, however, could scarcely withdraw his eyes from it.

“It’s the very thing I’ve been wanting to make my set complete,” he cried, when I had described my discovery of it. “Perhaps you don’t know it, but I’m a perfect lunatic on the subject of old books. My own rooms, where, by the by, you have never been, are crammed from floor to ceiling, and still I go on buying. Let me see what else you have.”

So saying, he continued his survey of the shelves, humming softly to himself as he did so, and pulling out such books as interested him, and heaping them upon the floor.

“You’ve the beginning of a by no means bad collection,” he was kind enough to say, when he had finished. “Judging from what I see here, you must read a good deal more than most of our men.”

“I’m afraid not,” I answered. “The majority of these books were sent up to me from the country by my father, who thought they might be of service to me. A mistaken notion, for they take up a lot of room, and I’ve often wished them at Hanover.”

“You have, have you? What a Goth you are!” he continued. “Well, then, I’ll tell you what I’ll do. If you want to get rid of them, I’ll buy the lot, these old beauties included. They are really worth more than I can afford, but if you care about it, I’ll make you a sporting offer of a hundred and fifty pounds for such as I’ve put upon the floor. What do you say?”

I could scarcely believe I heard aright. His offer was so preposterous, that I could have laughed in his face.

“My dear fellow,” I cried, thinking for a moment that he must be joking with me, and feeling inclined to resent it, “what nonsense you talk! A hundred and fifty for the lot: why, they’re not worth a ten-pound note, all told. The old fellows are certainly curious, but it is only fair that I should tell you that I gave five and sixpence for the set of seven volumes, complete.”

“Then you got a bargain such as you’ll never find again,” he answered quietly. “I wish I could make as good an one every day. However, there’s my offer. Take it or leave it as you please. I will give you one hundred and fifty pounds for those books, and take my chance of their value. If you are prepared to accept, I’ll get a cab and take them away to-night. I’ve got my chequebook in my pocket, and can settle up for them on the spot.”

“But, my dear Kelleran, how can you afford to give such—” Here I stopped abruptly. “I beg your pardon — I know I had no right to say such a thing.”

“Don’t mention it,” he answered quietly. “I am not in the least offended, I assure you. I have always felt certain you fellows supposed me to be poor. As a matter of fact, however, I have the good fortune, or the ill, as I sometimes think, since it prevents my working as I should otherwise be forced to do, to be able to indulge myself to the top of my bent without fear of the consequences. But that has nothing to do with the subject at present under discussion. Will you take my price, and let me have the books, or not? I assure you I am all anxiety to get my nose inside one of those old covers before I sleep to-night.”

Heaven knows I was eager enough to accept, and if you think for one moment you will see what his offer meant to me. With such a sum I could not only pay off the money-lender, but well-nigh put myself straight with the rest of my creditors. Yet all the time I had the uneasy feeling that the books were by no means worth the amount he had declared to be their value, and that he was only making me the offer out of kindness.

“If you are sure you mean it, I will accept,” I said. “I am awfully hard up, and the money will be a godsend to me.”

“I am rejoiced to hear it,” he replied, “for in that case we shall be doing each other a mutual good turn. Now let’s get them tied up. If you wouldn’t mind seeing to that part of the business, I’ll write the cheque and call the cab.”

Ten minutes later he and his new possessions had taken their departure, and I was back once more in my room standing beside the table, just as I had done a few hours before, but with what a difference! Then I had seen no light ahead, nothing but complete darkness and dishonour; now I was a new man, and in a position to meet the majority of calls upon me. The change from the one condition to the other was more than I could bear, and when I remembered that less than sixty minutes before I was standing on that antechamber of death, the Embankment, contemplating suicide, I broke down completely, and sinking into a chair buried my face in my hands and cried like a child.

Next morning, as soon as the bank doors were open, I entered and cashed the cheque Kelleran had given me. Then, calling a cab, I made my way with a light heart, as you may suppose, to the office of the money-lender in question. His surprise at seeing me, and on learning the nature of my errand, may be better imagined than described. Having transacted my business with him, I was preparing to make my way back to the hospital, when an idea entered my head upon which I immediately acted. In something under ten minutes I stood in the bookseller’s shop in Holy-well Street where I had purchased the volumes Kelleran had appeared to prize so much.

“Some weeks ago,” I said to the man who came forward to serve me, “I purchased from you an old work on medicine entitled ‘The Perfect Chi-surgeon, or The Art of Healing as practised in divers Ancient Countries.’”

“Seven volumes very much soiled — five and sixpence,” returned the man immediately. “I remember the books.”

“I’m glad of that,” I answered. “Now, I want you to tell me what you would consider the real value of the work.”

“If it were wanted to make up a collection it might possibly be worth a sovereign,” the man replied promptly. “Otherwise, not more than we asked you for it.”

“Then you don’t think any one would be likely to offer a hundred pounds for it?” I inquired.

The man laughed outright.

“Not a man in the possession of his wits,” he answered. “No, sir, I think I have stated the price very fairly, though of course it might fetch a few shillings more or less, according to circumstances.”

“I am very much obliged to you,” I said; “I simply wanted to know as a matter of curiosity.”

With that I left the shop and made my way to the hospital, where I found Kelleran hard at work. He looked up at me as I entered, and nodded, but it was lunch time before I got an opportunity of speaking to him.

“Kelleran,” I said, as we passed oat through the great gates, “you deceived me about those books last night. They were not worth anything like the value you put upon them.”

He looked me full and fair in the face, and I saw a faint smile flicker round the corners of his mouth.

“My dear Ingleby,” he said, “what a funny fellow you are, to be sure! Surely if I choose to give you what I consider the worth of the books I am at perfect liberty to do so. If you are willing to accept it, no more need be said upon the subject. The value of a thing to a man is exactly what he cares to give for it, so I have always been led to believe.”

“But I am convinced you did not give it because you wanted the books. You knew I was in straits and you took that form of helping me. It was generous of you indeed, Kelleran, and I’ll never forget it as long as I live. You saved me from — but there, I cannot tell you. I dare not think of it myself. There is one thing I must ask of you. I want you to keep the books and to let the amount you gave me for them be a loan, which I will repay as soon as I possibly can.”

I was aware that he was a passionate man: for I had once or twice seen him fly into a rage, but never into a greater one than now.

“Let it be what you please,” he cried, turning from me. “Only for pity’s sake drop the subject: I’ve had enough of it.”

With this explosion he stalked away, leaving me standing looking after him, divided between gratitude and amazement.

I have narrated this incident for two reasons: firstly because it will furnish you with a notion of my own character, which I am prepared to admit exhibits but few good points; and in the second because it will serve to introduce to you a queer individual, now a very great person, whom I shall always regard as the Good Angel of my life, and, indirectly it is true, the bringer about of the one and only real happiness I have ever known.

From the time of the episode I have just described at such length to the present day, I can safely say I have never touched a card nor owed a man a penny-piece that I was not fully prepared to pay at a moment’s notice. And with this assertion I must revert to the statement made at the commencement of this chapter — the saddest a man can make. As I said then, there could be no doubt about it that I was a failure. For though I had improved in the particulars just stated, Fate was plainly against me. I worked hard and passed my examinations with comparative ease; yet it seemed to do me no good with those above me. The sacred fire of enthusiasm, which had at first been so conspicuously absent, had now taken complete hold of me; I studied night and day, grudging myself no labour, yet by some mischance everything I touched recoiled upon me, and, like the serpent of the fable, stung the hand that fostered it. Certainly I was not popular, and, since it was due almost directly to Kelleran’s influence that I took to my work with such assiduity, it seems strange that I should also have to attribute my non-success to his agency. As a matter of fact, he was not a good leader to follow. From the very first he had shown himself to be a man of strange ideas. He was no follower or stickler for the orthodox; to sum him up in plainer words, he was what might be described as an experimentalist. In return, the authorities of the hospital looked somewhat askance upon him. Finally he passed out into the world, and the same term saw me appointed to the position of House Surgeon. Almost simultaneously my father died; and, to the horror of the family, an examination of his affairs proved that instead of being the wealthy man we had supposed him there was barely sufficient, when his liabilities were paid, to meet the expenses of his funeral. The shock of his death and the knowledge of the poverty to which she had been so suddenly reduced proved too much for my mother, and she followed him a few weeks later. Thus I was left, so far as I knew, without kith or kin in the world, with but few friends, no money, and the poorest possible prospects of ever making any.

To the circumstances under which I lost the position of House Surgeon I will not allude. Let it suffice that I did lose it, and that, although the authorities seemed to think otherwise, I am in a position to prove, whenever I desire to do so, that I was not the real culprit The effect, however, was the same. I was disgraced beyond hope of redemption, and the proud career I had mapped out for myself was now beyond my reach for good and all.

Over the next twelve months it would perhaps be better that I should draw a veil. Even now I scarcely like to think of them. It is enough for me to say that for upwards of a month I remained in London, searching high and low for employment. This, however, was easier looked for than discovered. Try how I would, I could hear of nothing. Then, wearying of the struggle, I accepted an offer made me, and left England as surgeon on board an outward-bound passenger steamer for Australia.

Ill luck, however, still pursued me, for at the end of my second voyage the Company went into liquidation, and its vessels were sold. I shipped on board another boat in a similar capacity, made two voyages in her to the Cape, where on a friend’s advice I bade her goodbye, and started for Ashanti as surgeon to an Inland Trading Company. While there I was wounded in the neck by a spear, was compelled to leave the Company’s service, and eventually found myself back once more in London tramping the streets in search of employment. Fortunately, however, I had managed to save a small sum from my pay, so that I was not altogether destitute; but it was not long before this was exhausted, and then things looked blacker than they had ever done before. What to do I knew not. I had long since cast my pride to the winds, and was now prepared to take anything, no matter what. Then an idea struck me, and on it I acted.

Leaving my lodgings on the Surrey side of the river, I crossed Blackfriars Bridge, and made my way along the Embankment in a westerly direction. As I went I could not help contrasting my present appearance with that I had shown on the last occasion I had walked that way. Then I had been as spruce and neat as a man could well be; boasted a good coat to my back and a new hat upon my head. Now, however, the coat and hat, instead of speaking for my prosperity, as at one time they might have done, bore unmistakable evidence of the disastrous change which had taken place in my fortunes. Indeed, if the truth must be confessed, I was about as sorry a specimen of the professional man as could be found in the length and breadth of the Metropolis.

Reaching the thoroughfare in which I had heard that Kelleran had taken up his abode, I cast about me for a means of ascertaining his number. Compared with that in which I myself resided, this was a street of palaces, but it seemed to me I could read the characters of the various tenants in the appearance of each house-front. The particular one before which I was standing at the moment was frivolous in the extreme: the front door was artistically painted, an elaborate knocker ornamented the centre panel, while the windows were without exception curtained with dainty expensive stuffs. Everything pointed to the mistress being a lady of fashion; and having put one thing and another together, I felt convinced I should not find my friend there. The next I came to was a residence of more substantial type. Here everything was solid and plain, even to the borders of severity. If I could sum up the owner, he was a successful man, a lawyer for choice, a bachelor, and possibly, and even probably, a bigot on matters of religion. He would have two or three friends — not more — all of whom would be advanced in years, and, like himself, successful men of business. He would be able to appreciate a glass of dry sherry, and would have nothing to do with anything that did not bear the impress of a gilt-edged security. As neither of these houses seemed to suggest that they would be likely to know anything of the man I wanted, I made my way further down the street, looking about me as I proceeded. At last I came to a standstill before one that I was prepared to swear was inhabited by my old friend. His character was stamped unmistakably upon every inch of it: the untidy windows, the pile of books upon a table in the bow, the marks upon the front door where his impatient foot had often pressed while he turned his latchkey: all these spoke of Kelleran, and I was certain my instinct was not misleading me. Ascending the steps, I rang the bell. It was answered by a tall and somewhat austere woman of between forty and fifty years of age, upon whom a coquettish frilled apron and cap sat with incongruous effect. As I afterwards learnt, she had been Kelleran’s nurse in bygone years, and since he had become a householder had taken charge of his domestic arrangements, and ruled both himself and his maidservants with a rod of iron.

“Would you be kind enough to inform me if Mr. Kelleran is at home?” I asked, after we had taken stock of each other.

“He has been abroad for more than three months,” the woman answered abruptly. Then, seeing the disappointment upon my face, she added, “I don’t know when we may expect him home. He may be here on Saturday, and it’s just possible we may not see him for two or three weeks to come. But perhaps you’ll not mind telling me what your business with him may be?”

“It is not very important,” I answered humbly, feeling that my position was, to say the least of it, an invidious one. “I am an old friend, and I wanted to see him for a few minutes. Since, however, he is not at home, it does not matter, I assure you. I shall have other opportunities of communicating with him. At the same time, you might be kind enough to tell him I called.”

“You’d better let me know your name first,” she replied, with a look that suggested as plainly as any words could speak that she did not for an instant believe my assertion that I was a friend of her master’s.

“My name is Ingleby,” I said. “Mr. Kelleran will be sure to remember me. We were at the same hospital.”

She gave a scornful sniff as if such a thing would be very unlikely, and then made as if she would shut the door in my face. I was not, however, to be put off in this fashion. Taking a card from my pocket, one of the last I possessed, I scrawled my name and present address upon it and handed it to her.

“Perhaps if you will show that to Mr. Kelleran he would not mind writing to me when he comes home,” I said. “That is where I am living just now.”

She glanced at the card, and, noting the locality, sniffed even more scornfully than before. It was evident that this was the only thing wanting to confirm the bad impression I had already created in her mind. For some seconds there was an ominous silence.

“Very well,” she answered, at length, “I’ll give it to him. But — why, Heaven save us! what’s the matter? You’re as white as a sheet. Why didn’t you say you were feeling ill?”

I had been running it rather close for more than a week past, and the news that Kelleran, my last hope, was absent from England had unnerved me altogether. A sudden giddiness seized me, and I believe I should have fallen to the ground had I not clutched at the railings by my side. It was then that the real nature of the woman became apparent. Like a ministering angel she half led, half supported me into the house, and seated me on a chair in the somewhat sparsely furnished hall.

“Friend of the master, or no friend,” I heard her say to herself, “I’ll take the risk of it.”

I heard no more, for my senses had left me. When they returned I found myself lying upon a sofa in Kelleran’s study, the housekeeper standing by my side, and a maidservant casting sympathetic glances at me from the doorway.

“I’m afraid I have put you to a lot of trouble,” I said, as soon as I had recovered myself sufficiently to speak. “I cannot think what made me go off like that. I have never done such a thing in my life before.”

“You can’t think?” queried the woman, with a curious intonation that was not lost upon me. “Then it’s very plain you’ve not much wit about you. I think, young man, I could make a very good guess at the truth if I wanted to. How-somever, let that be as it may, I’ll put a bit of it right before you leave this house, or my name’s not what it is.” Then turning to the maid, who was still watching me, she continued sharply, “Be off about your business, miss, and do as I told you. Are you going to waste all the afternoon standing there staring about you like a baby?”

The girl tossed her head and disappeared, only to return a few minutes later with a tray, upon which was set out a substantial meal of cold meat.

On the old woman’s ordering me to do so I sat down to it, and dined as I had not done for months past.

“There,” she said, with an air of triumph as I finished, “that will make a new man of you.” Then, having done all she could for me, and repenting, perhaps, of the leniency she had shown me, she returned to her former abrupt demeanour, and informed me, in terms there was no mistaking, that her time was valuable, and it behoved me to be off about my business as soon as possible. While she had been speaking, my eyes had travelled round the room until they lighted upon the mantelpiece (it was covered with pipes, books, photographs, and all the innumerable odds and ends that accumulate in a bachelor’s apartment), where I discovered my own portrait with several others. I remembered having given it to Kelleran two years before. It was not a very good one, but with its assistance I proposed to establish my identity and prove to my stern benefactress that I was not altogether the impostor she believed me to be.

“I cannot tell you how grateful I am to you for all you have done,” I said, as I rose and prepared to take my departure from the house. “At the same time I am very much afraid you do not altogether believe that I am the friend of your master’s that I pretend to be.”

“Tut, tut!” she answered. “If I were in your place I’d say no more about that. Least said soonest mended, is my motto. I trust, however, I’m a Christian woman, and do my best to help folk in distress. But I’ve warned ye already that I’ve eyes in my head and wit enough to tell what’s o’clock just as well as my neighbours. Why, bless my soul, you don’t think I’ve been all my years in the world without knowing what’s what, or who’s who?”

She paused as if for breath; and, embracing the opportunity, I crossed the room and took from the chimneypiece the photograph to which I have just alluded.

“Possibly this may help to reassure you,” I said, as I placed it before her. “I do not think I have changed so much, since it was taken, that you should fail to recognise me.”

She picked up the photo and looked at it, reading the signature at the bottom with a puzzled face.

“Heaven save us, so it is!” she cried, when the meaning of it dawned upon her. “You are Mr. Ingleby, after all? Well, I am a softy, to be sure. I thought you were trying to take me in. So many people come here asking to see him, saying they were at the hospital with him that you’ve got to be more than careful. If I’d have thought it really was you, I’d have bitten my tongue out before I’d have said what I did. Why, sir, the master talks of you to this day: it’s Ingleby this, and Ingleby that, from morning till night. Many’s the time he’s made inquiries from gentlemen who’ve been here, in the hopes of finding out what has become of ye.”

“God bless him!” I said, my heart warming at the news that he had not forgotten me. “We were the best of friends once.”

“But, Mr. Ingleby,” continued the old woman after a pause, “if you’ll allow me to say so, I don’t like to see you like this. You must have seen a lot of trouble, sir, to have got in such a state.”

“The world has not treated me very kindly,” I answered, with an attempt at a smile, “but I’ll tell Kelleran all about it when I see him. You think it is possible he may be home on Saturday?”

“I hope so, sir, I’m sure,” she replied. “You may be certain I’ll give him your address, and tell him you’ve called, the moment I see him.”

I thanked her again for her trouble, and took my departure, feeling a very different man as I went down the steps and turned my face citywards. In my own heart I felt certain Kelleran would do something to help me. Had I known, however, what that something was destined to be, I wonder whether I should have awaited his coming with such eagerness.

As it transpired, it was on the Friday following my call at his house that, on returning to my lodgings after another day’s fruitless search for employment, I found the following letter awaiting me. The handwriting was as familiar to me as my own, and it may be imagined with what eagerness I tore open the envelope and scanned the contents. It ran:



“My Dear Ingleby,

“It was a pleasant welcome home to find that you are in England once more. I am sorry, however, to learn from my housekeeper that affairs have not been prospering with you. This must be remedied, and at once. I flatter myself I am just the man to do it. It is possible you may consider me unfeeling when I say that there never was such luck as your being in want of employment at this particular moment. I’ve a billet standing ready and waiting for you; one of the very sort you are fitted for, and one that you will enjoy, unless you have lost your former tastes and inclinations. You have never met Dr. Nikola, but you must do so without delay. I tell you, Ingleby, he is the most wonderful man with whom I have ever been brought in contact. We chanced upon each other in St. Petersburg three months ago, and since then he’s fascinated me as no other man has ever done. I have spoken of you to him, and in consequence he dines with me to-night in the hope of meeting you. Whatever else you do, therefore, do not fail to put in an appearance. You cannot guess the magnitude of the experiment upon which he is at work. At first glance, and in any other man, it would seem incredible, impossible, I might almost say absurd. When, however, you have seen him, I venture to think you will not doubt that he will carry it through. Let me count upon you to-night, then, at seven.

“Always your friend,

“Andrew Fairfax Kelleran.”



I read the letter again. What did it mean? At any rate, it contained a ray of hope. It would have to be a very curious billet, I told myself, under present circumstances, that I would refuse. But who was this extraordinary individual, Dr Nikola, who seemed to have exercised such a fascination over my enthusiastic friend? Well, that I had to find out for myself.


II. A NEW IMPETUS

[image: img27.jpg]

THE CLOCKS IN the neighbourhood had scarcely ceased striking as I ascended the steps of Kelleran’s house and rang the bell. Even had he not been so impressive in his invitation there was small likelihood of my forgetting the appointment I had been waiting for it, hour by hour, with an impatience that can only be understood when I say that each one was bringing me nearer the only satisfying meal I had had since I last visited his abode.

The door was opened to me by the same faithful housekeeper who had proved herself such a ministering angel on the previous occasion. She greeted me as an old friend, but with a greater respect than she had shown when we had last talked together. This did not prevent her, however, from casting a scrutinising eye over me, as much as to say, “You look a bit more respectable, my lad, but your coat is very faded at the seams, your collar is frayed at the edge, and you sniff the smell of dinner as if you have not had a decent meal for longer than you care to think about”; all of which, had she put it into so many words, would have been perfectly true.

“Step inside,” she said; “Mr. Kelleran’s waiting for you in the study, I know.” Then sinking her voice to a whisper she added: “There’s duck and green peas for dinner, and as soon as the other gentleman arrives I shall tell cook to dish. He’ll not be long now.”

What answer I should have returned I cannot say, but as she finished speaking a door farther down the passage opened, and my old friend made his appearance, with the same impetuosity that always characterised him.

“Ingleby, my dear fellow,” he cried, as he ran with outstretched hand to greet me, “I cannot tell you how pleased I am to see you again. It seems years since I last set eyes on you. Come in here; I want to have a good look at you. We’ve hundreds of things to say to each other, and heaps of questions to ask, haven’t we? And, by Jove, we must look sharp about it too, for in a few minutes Nikola will be here. I asked him to come at a quarter past seven, in order that we might have a little time alone together first.”

So saying, he led me into his study, the same in which I had returned to my senses after my fainting fit a few days before, and when he had done so he bade me seat myself in an easy chair.

“You can’t think how good it is to see you again, Kelleran,” I said, as soon as I could get in a word. “I had begun to think myself forgotten by all my friends.”

“Bosh!” was his uncompromising reply. “Talk about your friends — why, you never know who they are till you’re in trouble! At least, that’s what I think. And, by the way, let me tell you that you do look a bit pulled down. I wonder what idiocy you’ve been up to since I saw you last. Tell me about it. You won’t smoke a cigarette before dinner? Very good! now fire away!”

Thus encouraged, I told him in a few words all that had befallen me since we had last met. While I was talking he stood before me, his face lit up with interest, and to all intents and purposes as absorbed in my story as if it had been his own.

“Well, well, thank goodness it is all over now,” he said, when I had brought my tale to a conclusion. “I think I’ve found you a billet that will suit you admirably, and if you play your cards well there’s no saying to what it may not lead. Nikola is the most marvellous man in the world, as you will admit when you have seen him. I, for one, have never met anybody like him; and as for this new scheme of his, why, if he brings it off, I give you my word it will revolutionise Science.”

I was too well acquainted with my friend’s enthusiastic way of talking to be surprised at it; at the same time I was thoroughly conversant with his cleverness, and for this reason I was prepared to believe that, if he thought well of any scheme, there must be something out of the common in it.

“But what is this wonderful idea?” I asked, scarcely able to contain my longing, as the fumes of dinner penetrated to us from the regions below. “And how am I affected by it?”

“That I must leave for Dr. Nikola to tell you himself,” Kelleran replied. “Let it suffice for the moment that I envy you your opportunity. I believe if I had been able to avail myself of the chance he offered me of going into it with him, I should have been compelled to sacrifice you. But there, you will hear all about it in good time, for if I am not mistaken that is his cab drawing up outside now. It is one of his peculiarities to be always punctual to the moment What do you make the right time by your watch?”

I was obliged to confess that I possessed no watch. It had been turned into the necessaries of existence long since. Kelleran must have realised what was passing in my mind, though he pretended not to have noticed it; at any rate he said, “I make it a quarter past seven to the minute, and I am prepared to wager that’s our man.”

A bell rang, and almost before the sound of it had died away the study door opened, and the housekeeper, with a look of awe upon her face which had not been there when she addressed me, announced “Dr. Nikola.”

Looking back on it now, I find that, in spite of all that has happened since, my impressions of that moment are as fresh and clear as if it were but yesterday. I can see the tall, lithe figure of this extraordinary man, his sallow face, and his piercing black eyes steadfastly regarding me, as if he were trying to determine whether or not I was capable of assisting him in the work upon which he was so exhaustively engaged. Never before had I seen such eyes; they seemed to look me through and through, and to read my inmost thoughts.

“This gentleman, my dear Kelleran,” he began, after they had shaken hands, and without waiting for me to be introduced to him, “should be your friend Ingleby, of whom you have so often spoken to me. How do you do, Mr. Ingleby? I don’t think there is much doubt but that we shall work admirably together. You have lately been in Ashanti, I perceive.”

I admitted that I had, and went on to inquire how he had become aware of it; for as Kelleran had not known it until a few minutes before, I did not see how he could be acquainted with the fact.

“It is not a very difficult thing to tell,” he answered, with a smile at my astonishment, “seeing that you carry about with you the mark of a Gwato spear. If it were necessary I could tell you some more things that would surprise you: for instance, I could tell you that the man who cut the said spear out for you was an amateur at his work, that he was left-handed, that he was short-sighted, and that he was recovering from malaria at the time. All this is plain to the eye; but I see our friend Kelleran fancies his dinner is getting cold, so we had better postpone our investigations for a more convenient opportunity.”

We accordingly left the study and proceeded to the dining-room. All day long I had been looking forward to that moment with the eagerness of a starving man, yet when it arrived I scarcely touched anything. If the truth must be confessed, there was something about this man that made me forget such mundane matters as mere eating and drinking. And I noticed that Nikola himself was even more abstemious. For this reason, save for the fact that he himself enjoyed it, the bountiful spread Kelleran had arranged for us was completely wasted.

During the progress of the meal no mention was made of the great experiment upon which our host had informed me Nikola was engaged. Our conversation was mainly devoted to travel. Nikola, I soon discovered, had been everywhere, and had seen everything. There appeared to be no place on the face of the habitable globe with which he was not acquainted, and of which he could not speak with the authority of an old resident. China, India, Australia, South America, North, South, East, and West Africa, were as familiar to him as Piccadilly, and it was in connection with one of the last-named Continents that a curious incident occurred.

We had been discussing various cases of catalepsy; and to illustrate an argument he was adducing, Kelleran narrated a curious instance of lethargy with which he had become acquainted in Southern Russia. While he was speaking I noticed that Nikola’s face wore an expression that was partly one of derision and partly of amusement.

“I think I can furnish you with an instance that is even more extraordinary,” I said, when our host had finished; and as I did so, Nikola leaned a little towards me. “In fairness to your argument, however, Kelleran, I must admit that while it comes under the same category, the malady in question confines itself almost exclusively to the black races on the West Coast of Africa.”

“You refer to the Sleeping Sickness, I presume?” said Nikola, whose eyes were fixed upon me, and who was paying the greatest attention to all I said.

“Exactly — the Sleeping Sickness,” I answered. “I was fortunate enough to see several instances of it when I was on the West Coast, though the one to which I am referring did not come before me personally, but was described to me by a man, a rather curious character, who happened to be in the district at the time. The negro in question, a fine healthy fellow of about twenty years of age, was servant to a Portuguese trader at Cape Coast Castle. He had been up country on some trading expedition or other, and during the whole time had enjoyed the very best of health. For the first few days after his return to the coast, however, he was unusually depressed. Slight swelling of the cervical glands set in, accompanied by a tendency to fall asleep at any time. This somnolency gradually increased; cutaneous stimulation was tried, at first with comparative success; the symptoms, however, soon recurred, the periods of sleep became longer and more frequent, until at last the patient could scarcely have been said to be ever awake. The case, so my informant said, was an extremely interesting one.”

“But what was the result?” inquired Kelleran, a little impatiently. “You have not told us to what all this is leading.”

“Well, the result was that in due course the patient became extremely emaciated — a perfect skeleton, in fact. He would take no food, answered no questions, and did not open his eyes from morning till night. To make a long story short, just as my informant was beginning to think that the end was approaching, there appeared in Cape Coast Castle a mysterious stranger who put forward claims to a knowledge of medicine. He forgathered with my man, and after a while obtained permission to try his hand upon the negro.”

“And killed him at once, of course?”

“Nothing of the sort. The result was one that you will scarcely credit. The whole business was most irregular, I believe, but my friend was not likely to worry himself much about that. This new man had his own pharmacopoeia — a collection of essences in small bottles, more like what they used in the Middle Ages than anything else, I should imagine. Having obtained possession of the patient, he carried him away to a hut outside the town and took him in hand there and then.

“The man who told me about it, and who, I should have said, had had a good experience of the disease, assured me that he was as certain as any one possibly could be that the chap could not live out the week; and yet when the new-comer, ten days later, invited him to visit the hut, there was the man acting as his servant, waiting at table, if you please, and to all intents and purposes, though very thin, as well as ever he had been in his life.”

“But, my dear fellow,” protested Kelleran, “Guerin says that out of the 148 cases that came under his notice 148 died.”

“I can’t help what Guerin says,” I answered, a little warmly I am afraid. “I am only telling you what my friend told me. He gave me his word of honour that the result was as he described. The strangest part of the whole business, however, has yet to be told. It appears that the man had not only cured the fellow, but that he had the power of returning him to the condition in which he found him, at will. It wasn’t hypnotism, but what it was is more that I can say. My informant described it to me as being about the uncanniest performance he had ever witnessed.”

“In what way?” asked Kelleran. “Furnish us with a more detailed account. There was a time when you were a famous hand at a diagnosis.”

“I would willingly do so,” I answered; “unfortunately, however, I can’t remember it all. It appears that he was always saying the most mysterious things and putting the strangest questions. On one occasion he asked my friend, as they were standing by the negro’s bedside, if there was any one whose image he would care to see? Merton at first thought he was making fun of him, but seeing that he was in earnest he considered for a moment, and eventually answered that he would very much like to see the portrait of an old shipmate who had perished at sea some six or seven years prior to his arrival on the West Coast. As soon as he had said this the man stooped over the bed and opened the sleeping nigger’s eyes. ‘Examine the retina, he said, and I think you will see what you want.’ My friend looked.”

“With what result?” inquired Kelleran. Nikola said nothing, but smiled, as I thought, a trifle sceptically.

“It seems an absurd thing to say, I know,” I continued, “but he swore to me that he had before him the exact picture of the man he had referred to; and what is more, standing on the deck of the steamer just as he had last seen him. It was as clear and distinct as if it had been a photograph.”

“And all the time the negro was asleep?”

“Fast asleep!” I answered.

“I should very much like to meet your friend,” said Kelleran emphatically. “A man with an imagination like that must be an exceedingly interesting companion. But seriously, my dear Ingleby, you don’t mean to say you wish us to believe that all this really happened?”

“I am telling you what he told me,” I answered. “I cannot swear to the truth of it, of course, but I will go so far as to say that I do not think he was intentionally deceiving me.”

Kelleran shrugged his shoulders incredulously, and for some moments an uncomfortable silence ensued. This was broken by Nikola.

“My dear Kelleran,” he said, “I don’t think you are altogether fair to our friend Ingleby. As he admits, he was only speaking on hearsay, and under these circumstances he might very easily have been deceived. Fortunately, however, for the sake of his reputation I am in a position to corroborate all he has said.”

“The deuce you are!” cried Kelleran; while I was too much astonished to speak, and could only stare at him in complete surprise. “What on earth do you mean? Pray explain.”

“I can only do so by saying that I was the man who did this apparently wonderful thing.”

Kelleran and I continued to stare at him in amazement. It was too absurd. Could he be laughing at us? And yet his face was serious enough.

“You do not seem to credit my assertion,” said Nikola, quietly. “And yet I assure you it is correct. I was the mysterious individual who appeared in Cape Coast Castle, who brought with him his own pharmacopoeia, and who wrought the miracle which your friend appears to have considered so wonderful.”

“The coincidence is too extraordinary,” I answered, as if in protest.

“Coincidences are necessarily extraordinary,” Nikola replied. “I do not see that this one is more so than usual.”

“And the miracle?”

“Was in reality no miracle at all,” he answered; “it was merely the logical outcome of a perfectly natural process. Pray do not look so incredulous. I am aware that my statement is difficult to believe, but I assure you, my dear Ingleby, that it is quite true. However, proof is always better than mere assertion, so, since you are still sceptical, let me make my position right with you. For reasons that will be self-evident I cannot produce the effect in a negro’s eye, but I can do so in a way that will strike you as being scarcely less extraordinary. If you will draw up your chairs I will endeavour to explain.”

Needless to remark, we did as he desired; and when we were seated on either side of him waited for the manifestation he had promised us.

Taking a small silver box, but little larger than a card-case, from his pocket, he opened it and tipped what might have been a teaspoonful of black powder into the centre of a dessert plate. I watched it closely, in the hope of being able to discover of what it was composed. My efforts, however, were unavailing. It was black, as I have already said, and from a distance resembled powdered charcoal. This, however, it could not have been, by reason of its strange liquidity, which was as great as that of quicksilver, and which only came into operation when it had been exposed to the air for some minutes. Hither and thither the stuff ran about the dish, and I noticed that as it did so it gradually lost its original sombre hue and took to itself a variety of colours that were as brilliant as the component tints of the spectrum. These scintillated and quivered till the eyes were almost blinded by their radiance, and yet they riveted the attention in such a manner that it was well-nigh, if not quite, impossible to look away or to think of anything else. In vain I tried to calm myself, in order that I might be a cool and collected observer of what was taking place. Whether there was any perfume thrown off by the stuff upon the plate I cannot say, but as I watched it my head began to swim and my eyelids felt as heavy as lead. That this was not fancy upon my part is borne out by the fact that Kelleran afterwards confessed to me that he experienced exactly the same sensations. Nikola, however, was still manipulating the dish, turning it this way and that, as if he were anxious to produce as many varieties of colour as possible in a given time. It must have been upwards of five minutes before he spoke. As he did so he gave the plate an extra tilt, so that the mixture ran down to one side. It was now a deep purple in colour.

“I think if you will look into the centre of the fluid you will see something that will go a long way towards convincing you of the truth of the assertion I made just now,” he said quietly, but without turning his head to look at me.

I looked as he desired, but at first could see nothing save the mixture itself, which was fast turning from purple to blue. This blue grew gradually paler; and as I watched, to my astonishment, a picture formed itself before my eyes. I saw a long wooden house, surrounded on all sides by a deep verandah. The latter was covered with a beautiful flowering creeper. On either side of the dwelling was a grove of palms, and to the right, showing like a pool of dazzling quicksilver between the trees, was the sea. And pervading everything was the sensation of intense heat. At first glance I could not recall the house, but it was not long before I recognised the residence of the man who had told me the story which had occasioned this looked at it again, and could even see the window of the room in which I had recovered from my first severe attack of fever, and from which I never thought to have emerged alive. With the sight of it the recollection of that miserable time came back to me, and Kelleran and even his friend Nikola were, for the moment, forgotten.

“From the expression upon your face I gather that you know the place,” said Nikola, after I had been watching it for a few moments. “Now look into the verandah, and tell me if you recognise the two men you see seated there.”

I looked again, and saw that one was myself, while the other, the man who was leaning against the verandah rail smoking a cigar, was the owner of the house itself. There could be no mistake about it. The whole scene was as plain before my eyes as if it had been a photograph taken on the spot.

“There,” said Nikola, with a little note of triumph in his voice, “I hope that will convince you that when I say I can do a thing, I mean it”

So saying he tilted the saucer, and the picture vanished in a whirl of colour. I tried to protest, but before I had time to say anything the liquid had in some strange fashion resolved itself once more into a powder, Nikola had tipped it back into the silver box, and Kelleran and I were left to put the best explanation we could upon it. We looked at each other, and, feeling that I could not make head or tail of what I had seen, I waited for him to speak.

“I never saw such a thing in my life,” he cried, when he had found sufficient voice. “If any one had told me that such a thing was possible I would not have believed him. I can scarcely credit the evidence of my senses now.”

“In fact, you feel towards the little exhibition I have just given you very much as you did to Ingleby’s story a quarter of an hour ago,” said Nikola. “What a doubting world it is, to be sure! The same world which ridiculed the notion that there could be anything in vaccination, in the steam engine, in chloroform, the telegraph, the telephone, or the phonograph. For how many years has it scoffed at the power of hypnotism! How many of our cleverest scientists fifty years ago could have foretold the discovery of argon, or the possibility of being able to telegraph without the aid of wires? And because the little world of to-day knows these things and has survived the wonder of them, it is convinced it has attained the end of wisdom. The folly of it! To-night I have shown you something for which less than a hundred years ago I should have been stoned as a wizard. At my death the secret will be given to the world, and the world, when it has recovered from its astonishment, will say, ‘How very simple! why did no one discover it before?’ I tell you, gentlemen,” Nikola continued, rising and standing before the fireplace, “that we three, to-night, are standing on the threshold of a discovery which will shake the world to its foundations.”

When he had moved, Kelleran and I had also pushed back our chairs from the table, and were now watching him as if turned to stone. The sacred fire of enthusiasm, which I thought had left me for ever, was once more kindling in my breast, and I hung upon his words as if I were afraid I might lose even a breath that escaped his lips. As for Nikola himself, his usually pallid face was aglow with excitement.

“The story is as old as the hills,” he began. “Ever since the days when our first parents trod the earth there have been men who have aimed at discovering a means of lengthening the span of life. From the very infancy of science, the wisest and cleverest have devoted their lives to the study of the human body, in the hope of mastering its secret. Assisting in the search for that particular something which was to revolutionise the world, we find Zosimus the Theban, the Jewess Maria, the Arabian Geber, Hermes Trismegistus, Linnaeus, Berzelius, Cuvier, Raymond Lully, Paracelsus, Roger Bacon, De Lisle, Albertus Magnus, and even Dr. Price. Each in his turn quarried in the mountain of Wisdom, and died having failed to discover the hidden treasure for which he sought. And why? Because, egotistical as it may seem on my part to say so, they did not seek in the right place. They commenced at the wrong point, and worked from it in the wrong direction. But if they failed to find what they wanted, they at least rendered good service to those who were to follow after, for from every failure something new was learned. For my part I have studied the subject in every form, in every detail. For more years than I can tell you, I have lived for it, dreamed of it, fought for it, and overcome obstacles of the very existence of which no man could dream. The work of my predecessors is known to me; I have studied their writings, and tested their experiments to the last particular. All the knowledge that modern science has accumulated I have acquired. The magic of the East I have explored and tested to the uttermost. Three years ago I visited Thibet under extraordinary circumstances. There, in a certain place, inaccessible to the ordinary man, and at the risk of my own life and that of the brave man who accompanied me, I obtained the information which was destined to prove the coping-stone of the great discovery I have since made. Only two things were wanting then to . . complete the whole and to enable me to get to work. One of these I had just found in St. Petersburg when I first met you, Kelleran; the other I discovered three weeks ago. It has been a long and tedious search, but such labour only makes success the sweeter. The machinery is now prepared; all that remains is to fit the various parts together. In six months’ time, if all goes well, I will have a man walking upon this earth who, under certain conditions, shall live a thousand years.”

I could scarcely believe that I heard aright. Was the man deliberately asking us to believe that he had really found the way to prolong human life indefinitely? It sounded very much like it, and yet this was the Nineteenth Century and . . . But at this point I ceased my speculations. Had I not, only that evening, witnessed an exhibition of his marvellous powers? If he had penetrated so far into the Unknowable — at least what we considered the unknowable — as to be able to work such a miracle, why should we doubt that he could carry out what he was now professing to be able to do?

“And when shall we be permitted to hear the result of your labours?” asked Kelleran with a humility that was surprising in a man usually so self-assertive.

“Who can say?” asked Nikola. “These things are more or less dependent on Time. It may be only a short period before I am ready; on the other hand a lifetime may elapse. The process is above all a gradual one, and to hurry it might be to spoil everything. And now, my dear Kelleran, with your permission I will bid you good-night. I leave for the North at daybreak, and I have much to do before I go. If I am not taking you away too soon, Ingleby, perhaps you would not mind walking a short distance with me. I have a good deal to say to you.”

“I shall be very pleased,” I answered; and the look that Kelleran gave me showed me that he considered my decision a wise one.

“In that case come along,” said Nikola. “Good-night, Kelleran, and many thanks for the introduction you have given me. I feel quite sure Ingleby and I will get on admirably together.”

He shook hands with Kelleran, and passed into the hall, leaving me alone with the man who had proved my benefactor for the second time in my life.

“Good-night, old fellow,” I said, as I shook him by the hand. “I cannot thank you sufficiently for your goodness in putting me in the way of this billet. It has given me another chance, and I shan’t forget your kindness as long as I live.”

“Don’t be absurd,” Kelleran answered. “You take things too seriously. I feel sure the advantage is as much Nikola’s as yours. He’s a wonderful man, and you’re the very fellow he requires: between you, you ought to be able to bring about something that will upset the calculations of certain pompous old fossils of our acquaintance. Good-night, and good luck to you!”

So saying, he let us out by the front door, and stood upon the doorstep watching us as we walked down the street. It was an exquisite night. The moon was almost at the full, and her mellow rays made the street almost as light as day. My companion and I walked for some distance in silence. He did not speak, and I already entertained too much respect for him to interrupt his reverie. More than once I glanced at his tall, graceful figure, and the admirably shaped head, which seemed such a fitting case for the extraordinary brain within.

“As I said just now,” he began at length, as if he were continuing a conversation which had been suddenly interrupted, “I leave at daybreak for the North of England. For the purposes of the experiment I am about to make, it is vitally necessary that I should possess a residence far removed from other people, where I should not run any risk of being disturbed. For this reason I have purchased Allerdeyne Castle, in Northumberland, a fine old place overlooking the North Sea. It is by no means an easy spot to get at, and should suit my purposes admirably. I shall not see you before I go, so that whatever I have to say had better be said at once. To begin with, I presume you have made up your mind to assist me in the work I am about to undertake?”

“If you consider me competent,” I answered, “I shall be only too glad to do so.”

“Kelleran has assured me that I could not have a better assistant,” he replied, “and I am willing to take you upon his recommendation. If you have no objection to bring forward, we may as well consider the matter settled. Have you any idea as to the remuneration you will require?”

I answered that I had not, and that I would leave it to him to give me whatever he considered fair. In reply he named a sum that almost took my breath away. I remarked that I should be satisfied with half the amount, whereupon he laughed good-humouredly.

“I’m afraid we’re neither of us good business men,” he said. “By all the laws of trade, on finding that I offered you more than you expected, you should have stood out for twice as much. Still, I like you all the better for your modesty. Now my road turns off here, and I will bid you good-night. In an hour I will send my servant to you with a letter containing full instructions. I need scarcely say that I am sure you will carry them out to the letter.”

“I will do so, come what may,” I answered seriously.

“Then good-night,” he said, and held out his hand to me. “All being well, we shall meet again in two or three days.”

“Good-night,” I replied.

Then, with a wave of his hand to me, he sprang into a hansom which he had called up to the pavement, gave the direction to the driver, and a moment later was round the corner and out of sight. After he had gone, I continued my homeward journey.

I had not been in the house an hour before I was informed that some one was at the door desiring to see me. I accordingly hurried downstairs, to find myself face to face with the most extraordinary individual I have ever seen in my life. At first glance I scarcely knew what to make of him, but when the light from the hall lamp fell upon his face, I saw that he was a Chinaman, and the ugliest I have ever seen in all my experience of the Mongolian race. His eyes squinted terribly, and a portion of his nose was missing. It was the sort of face one sees in a nightmare, and, accustomed as I was by my profession to horrible sights, I must admit my gorge rose at him. At first it did not occur to me to connect him with Nikola.

“Do you want to see me?” I inquired, in some astonishment.

He nodded his head, but did not speak. “What is it about?” I continued. He uttered a peculiar grunt, and produced a letter and a small box from his pocket, both of which he handed to me. I understood immediately from whom he came. Signing to him to remain where he was until I could tell him whether there was an answer, I turned into the house and opened the letter. Having read it, I returned to the front door.

“You can tell Dr. Nikola that I will be sure to attend to it,” I said. “You savee?”

He nodded his head, and next moment was on his way down the street. When he was out of sight I returned to my bedroom, and, lighting the gas, once more perused the communication I had received. As I did so a piece of paper fell from between the leaves. I picked it up, to discover that it was a cheque for one hundred pounds payable to myself. The letter ran:



“My dear Ingleby,

“According to the promise I made you this evening, I am sending you herewith by my Chinese servant, your instructions, as clearly worked out as I can make them. To begin with, I want you to remain in town until Monday next. On the morning of that day, if all goes well, you will be advised by the agent of the Company in London of the arrival in the river of the steamship Dona Mercedes, bound from Cadiz to Newcastle. On receipt of that information you will be good enough to board her and to inquire for Don Miguel de Moreno and his great-granddaughter, who are passengers by the boat to England. I have already arranged with the Company for your passage, so you need have no anxiety upon that score.

“You will find the Don a very old man, and I beg that you will take the greatest possible care of him. For this reason I have sent you the accompanying drugs, each of which is labelled with the fullest instructions. They should not be made use of unless occasion absolutely requires.”



(Here followed a list of the various symptoms for which I was to watch, and an exhaustive resume of the treatment I was to employ in the event of certain contingencies arising.)

“On the arrival of the vessel in Newcastle” — the letter continued— “I will communicate with you again. In the meantime I send you what I think will serve to pay your expenses until we meet.

“Believe me,

“Your sincere friend,

“Nikola.”

“P.S. — One last word of warning. Should you by any chance be brought into contact with a certain Mongolian of very sinister appearance, with half an ear missing, have nothing whatsoever to do with him. Keep out of his way, and above all let him know nothing of your connection with myself. This, I beg you to believe, is no idle warning, for all our lives depend upon it.”



Having thoroughly mastered the contents of this curious epistle, I turned my attention to the parcel which accompanied it. This I discovered was made up of a number of small packets evidently containing powders, and two-ounce phials of some tasteless and scentless liquid, to which I was quite unable to assign a name.

Once more I glanced at the letter, in order to make sure of the name of the man whose guardian I was destined for the future to be. De Moreno was the name, and it was his granddaughter who was accompanying him. In an idle, dreamy way, I wondered what the latter would prove to be like. For some reason or another I found myself thinking a good deal of her, and when I fell asleep that night it was to dream that she was standing before me with outstretched hands, imploring me to save her not only from a certain one-eared Chinaman, but also from Nikola himself.


III. THE MYSTERIOUS CHINAMAN
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AFTER MY MEETING with Nikola at Kelleran’s house, it was a new prospect that life opened up for me. I confronted the future with a smiling face, and no longer told myself, as I had done so often of late, that Failure and I were inseparable companions, and for any success I might hope to achieve in the world I had better be out of it. On the contrary, when I retired to rest after the receipt of Nikola’s letter, as narrated in the preceding chapter, it was with a happier heart than I had known for more than two years past, and a fixed determination that, happen what might, even if his wonderful experiment came to naught, my new employer should not find me lacking in desire to serve him. As for that experiment itself, I scarcely knew what to think of it. To a man who had studied the human frame, its wonderful mechanism combined with its many deficiences and limitations, it seemed impossible it could succeed. And yet, strange as it may appear to say so, there was something about Nikola that made one feel sure he would not embark upon such an undertaking if he were not quite certain, or at least had not a well-grounded hope, of being able to bring it to a favourable issue. However, successful or unsuccessful, the fact remained that I was to be associated with him, and the very thought of such co-operation was sufficient to send the blood tingling through my veins with new life and strength.

During the two days that elapsed between my meeting with Nikola and the arrival of the vessel for which he had told me to be on the look-out, I saw nothing of Kelleran. I was not idle, however. In the first place it was necessary for me to replenish my wardrobe, which, as I have already observed, stood in need of considerable additions, and in the second I was anxious to consult some books of reference to which Nikola had directed my attention. By the time I had done these things, I had not, as may be supposed, very much leisure left, either for paying visits or for receiving them. I was careful, however, to write thanking him for the good turn he had done me, and wishing him good-bye in case I did not see him before I left.

It was between eight and nine o’clock on the Monday morning following that I received a note from the Steamship Company, to which Nikola had referred, advising me that their vessel the Dona Mercedes had arrived from Cadiz and was now lying in the river, and would sail for the North at eleven o’clock precisely. Accordingly I gathered my luggage together, what there was of it, and made my way down to her. As Nikola had predicted, I found her lying in the Pool.

On boarding her I was confronted by a big, burly man with a long brown beard, which blew over either shoulder and met behind his head as if it were some new kind of comforter. I inquired for the skipper.

“I am the captain,” he answered. “And I suppose you are Dr. Ingleby. I had a letter from the owners saying you were going North with us. You may be sure we’ll do our best to make you comfortable. In the meantime the steward will show you your berth and look after your luggage.”

As he said this he beckoned a hand aft and sent him below in search of the official in question.

“I think you have a lady and gentleman on board who are expecting me?” I remarked, after the momentary pause which followed the man’s departure.

“That I have, sir,” he answered with emphasis; “and a nice responsibility they’ve been for me. I wouldn’t undertake another like it if I were paid a hundred pounds extra for my trouble. But perhaps you know the old gentleman?”

“I have never seen him in my life,” I replied, “but I have to take charge of him until we get to the North.”

“Then I wish you joy of your work,” he continued. “You’ll have your time pretty fully occupied, I can tell you.”

“In what way?” I inquired. “I shall consider it a favour if you will tell me all you can about him. Is the old gentleman eccentric, or what is the matter with him?”

“Eccentric?” replied the skipper, rolling his tongue round the word as if he liked its flavour, “Well, he may be that for all I know, but it’s not his eccentricity that gives the trouble. It’s his age! Why, I’ll be bound he’s a hundred, if he’s a day. He’s not a man at all, only a bag of bones; can’t move out of his berth, can’t walk, can’t talk, and can’t do a single hand’s turn to help himself. His bones are almost through his skin, his eyes are sunk so far into his head that you can only guess what they’re like, and when he wants a meal, or when he’s got to have one, I should say, for he’s past wanting anything, why, I’m blest if he hasn’t to be fed with pap like a baby. It’s a pitiful sort of a plight for a man to come to. What do you think? He’d far better be dead and buried.”

I thought I understood. Putting one thing and another together, the reason of the old man’s journey North could easily be guessed. At that moment the seaman, whom the skipper had sent in search of the steward, made his appearance from the companion, followed by the functionary in question. To the latter’s charge I was consigned, and at his suggestion I followed him to the cabin which had been set aside for my accommodation. It proved to be situated at the after end of the saloon, and was as small and poorly furnished a place as I have ever slept in. To make use of the old nautical expression, there was scarcely room in it to swing a cat. Tiny as it was, however, it was at least better than the back street lodgings I had so lately left; and when I reflected that I had paid all I owed, had fitted myself out with a new wardrobe, and was still upwards of fifty pounds in pocket, to say nothing of being engaged on deeply interesting work, I could have gone down on my knees and kissed the grimy planks in thankfulness.

“I’m afraid, sir, it’s not as large as some you’ve been accustomed to,” said the talkative steward apologetically, as he stowed my bags away in a corner.

“How do you know what I’ve been accustomed to?” I asked, with a smile, as I noticed his desire for conversation.

“I could tell it directly I saw you look round this berth,” he answered. “People can say what they please, but to my thinking there’s no mistaking a man who’s spent any time aboard ship. What line might you have been in, sir?”

I told him, and had the good fortune to discover that he possessed a brother who had served the same employ. Having thus established a bond in common, I proceeded to question him about my future charges; only to find that this was a subject upon which he was very willing to enlarge.

“Well, sir,” he began, seating himself familiarly on the edge of my berth and looking up at me, “I don’t know as how I ought to speak about the old gentleman at all, seeing he’s a passenger and you’re, so to speak, in charge of him; but this I do say without fear or favour, that who ever brought him away from his home and took him to sea at his time of life did a wrong and cruel action. Why, sir, I make so bold as to tell you that from the moment he was brought aboard this ship until this very second, he has not spoke as much as five words to me or to anybody else. He just lays there in his bunk, hour after hour, with his eyes open, looking at the deck above him, and as likely as not holding his great-granddaughter’s hand, not seeming to see or hear anything, and never letting one single word pass his lips. I’ve known what it is to wait upon sick folk myself, having spent close upon eight months in a hospital ashore, but never in my life, sir, and I give you my word it’s gospel truth I’m telling you, have I seen anything like the way that young girl waits upon him. You’ll find her a-sitting by him after breakfast, and if you go in at eight bells she’ll be still the same. She has her meals brought to her and eats ‘em there, and at night she gets me to make her up a bed on the deck alongside of him.”

“She must indeed be devoted,” I answered, considerably touched at the picture he drew.

“Devoted is no name for it,” replied the man with conviction. “And it’s by no means pleasant work for her, sir, I can assure you. Why, more than once when I’ve gone in there I’ve found her leaning over the bunk, her face just as white as the sheet there, holding a little looking-glass to his lips to see if he was breathing. Then she’d heave a big sigh of relief to find that there was still life in him, put the glass back in its place, and sit down beside him again, and go on holding his hand, for all the world as if she was determined to cling on to him until the Judgment Day. It would bring the tears into your eyes, I’m sure, sir, to see it.”

“You have a tender heart, I can see,” I said, “and I think the better of you for it. Do you happen to know anything of their history — where they hail from or who they are?”

“There is one thing I do know,” he answered, “and that is that they’re English and not Spaniards, as the cook said, and as you might very well think yourself from the name. I believe the old gentleman was a merchant of some sort in Cadiz, but that must have been fifty years ago. The young lady is his great-granddaughter, and I was given to understand that her father and mother have been dead for many years. From one thing and another I don’t fancy they’ve got a penny to bless themselves with, but it’s plain there’s somebody paying the piper, because the skipper got orders from the office, just before we sailed, that everything that could be done for their comfort was to be done, and money was to be no object. But there, here I am running on in this way to you, sir, who probably know all about them better than I do.”

“I assure you I know nothing at all, or at least very little,” I answered. “I have simply received instructions to meet them here, and to look after the old gentleman until he reaches Newcastle. What will become of them then I can only guess. I presume, however, I may rely on you for assistance during the voyage, should I require it?”

“I’ll do anything I can, sir, and you may be very sure of that,” he replied. “I’ve taken such a liking to that young lady that there’s nothing I wouldn’t do in reason to make her feel a bit happier. For it’s my belief she’s far from easy in her mind just now. I remember once hearing an Orient steward tell of a man what was tied up with a sword hanging over his head by a single hair; he never knew from one minute to another when it would fall and do for him. Well, that’s the way, I fancy, Miss Moreno is feeling. There’s a sword hanging over her head or her great-grandfather’s, and she doesn’t know when it’ll drop.”

“What did you say her name was?” I inquired, for I had for the moment forgotten it.

“Moreno, sir,” he replied. “The old gentleman is Don Miguel, and she is the Dona Consuelo de Moreno.”

“Thank you,” I said. “And now, if you will tell me where their cabin is, I think I will pay the old gentleman a visit.”

“Their cabin is the one facing yours, sir, on the starboard side. If it will be any convenience to you, sir, I’ll tell the young lady you’re aboard. I know she expects you, because she said so only this morning.”

“Perhaps it would be better that you should tell her,” I replied. “If you will give her my compliments and say that I will do myself the pleasure of waiting upon her as soon as it is convenient for her to see me, I shall be obliged. I will remain here until I receive her answer.”

The man departed on his errand, and during his absence I spent the time making myself as comfortable as my limited quarters would permit. It was not very long, however, before he returned to inform me that the young lady would be pleased to see me as soon as I cared to visit their cabin.

Placing my stethoscope in my pocket, and having thrown a hasty glance into the small looking-glass over the washstand, in order to make sure that I presented a fairly respectable appearance, I left my quarters and made my way across the saloon. Since then I have often tried to recall my feelings at that moment, but the effort has always been in vain. One thing is certain, I had no idea of the importance the incident was destined to occupy in the history of my life.

I knocked upon the door, and as I did so heard some one rise from a chair inside the cabin. The handle was softly turned, and a moment later the most beautiful girl I have ever seen in my life stood before me. I have said “the most beautiful girl,” but this does not at all express what I mean, nor do I think it is in my power to do so. Let me, however, endeavour to give you some idea of what Dona Consuelo de Moreno was like.

Try to picture a tall and stately girl, in reality scarcely twenty years of age, but looking several years older. Imagine a pale, oval face, lighted by dark lustrous eyes with long lashes and delicately pencilled brows, a tiny mouth, and hair as black as the raven’s wing. Taken altogether, it was not only a very beautiful face, but a strong one, and as I looked at her I wondered what the circumstances could have been that had brought her into the power of my extraordinary employer. That she was in his power I did not for a moment doubt.

Closing the cabin door softly behind her, she stepped into the saloon.

“The steward tells me that you are Dr. Ingleby,” she began, speaking excellent English, but with a slight foreign accent. Then, holding out her tiny hand to me with charming frankness, she continued: “I was informed by Dr. Nikola, in a letter I received this morning, that you would join the vessel here. It is a great relief to me to know you are on board.”

I said something, I forget what, in answer to the compliment she paid me, and then inquired how her aged relative was.

“He seems fairly well at present,” she answered. “As well, perhaps, as he will ever be. But, as you may suppose, he has given me a great deal of anxiety since we left Cadiz. This vessel is not a good sea boat, and in the Bay of Biscay we had some very rough weather — so rough, indeed, that more than once I thought she must inevitably founder. However, we are safely here now, so that our troubles are nearly over. I don’t want you to think I am a grumbler. But I am keeping you here when perhaps you would like to see grandpapa for yourself?”

I answered in the affirmative, whereupon she softly opened the door again, and, beckoning me to follow, led the way into the cabin.

If my own quarters on the other side of the saloon had seemed small, this one seemed even smaller. There was only one bunk, and it ran below the port-hole. In this an old man was lying with his hands clasped upon his breast.

“You need not fear that you will wake him,” said the girl beside me. “He sleeps like this the greater part of the day. Sometimes he frightens me, for he lies so still that I become afraid lest he may have passed away without my noticing it.”

I did not at all wonder at her words. The old man’s pallor was of that peculiar ivory-white which is never seen save in the very old, and then, strangely enough, in men oftener than women. His eyes were deeply sunken, as were his cheeks. At one time — forty years or so before — it must have been a powerful face; now it was beautiful only in its soft, harmonious whiteness. A long beard, white as the purest snow, fell upon, and covered his breast, and on it lay his fleshless hands, with their bony joints and long yellow nails. The better to examine him, I knelt down beside the bunk and took his right wrist between my finger and thumb. As I expected, the pulse was barely perceptible. For a moment I inclined to the belief that the end, of which his great-granddaughter had spoken only a few moments before, had come, but a second examination proved that such was not the case. I gently replaced his hand, and then rose to my feet.

“I can easily understand your anxiety,” I said. “I think you are wonderfully brave to have undertaken such a voyage. However, for the future — that is to say, until we reach Newcastle — you must let me share your watch with you.”

“It is very kind of you to offer to do so,” she replied, “but I could not remain away from him. I have had charge of him for such a long time now that it has become like second nature to me. Besides, if he were to wake and not find me by his side, there is no saying what might happen. I am everything to him, and I know so well what he requires.”

As she said this, she gave me a look that I could not help thinking was almost one of defiance, as if she were afraid that by attending to the old man’s wants I might deprive her of his affection. I accordingly postponed consideration of the matter for the moment, and, having asked a few questions as to the patient’s diet, retired, leaving them once more alone together. From the saloon I made my way up to the poop. The tide was serving, and preparations were being made for getting under way.

Ten minutes later our anchor was at the cathead, and we were steaming slowly down the river, and I had begun one of the most extraordinary voyages it has ever fallen to the lot of man to undertake. During the afternoon I paid several visits to my patient’s cabin; but on no occasion could I discover any change in his condition. He lay in his bunk just as I had first seen him; his sunken eyes stared at the woodwork above his head, and his left hand clasped that of his great-granddaughter.

To my surprise, the motion of the vessel seemed to cause him little or no inconvenience, and, fortunately for him, his nurse was an excellent sailor. It was in vain I tried to induce her to let me take her place while she went up to the deck for a little change. Her grandfather might want her, she said, and that excuse seemed to her sufficient to justify such trifling with her health. Later on, however, after dinner, I was fortunate enough to be able to induce her to accompany me to the deck for a few moments, the steward being left in charge of the patient, with instructions to call us should the least change occur. By this time we were clear of the river, and our bows were pointed in a northerly direction. Leaving the miserable companion, which ascended to the poop directly from the cuddy, we began to pace the deck. The night was cold, and, with a little shiver, my companion drew her coquettish mantilla more closely about her shoulders. There was something in her action which touched me in a manner I cannot describe. In some vague fashion it seemed to appeal to me not only for sympathy but for help. I saw the beautiful face looking up at me, and as we walked I noted the proud way in which she carried herself, and the sailor-like fashion in which she adapted herself to the rolling of the ship. It was a beautiful moonlight night, and had the vessel remained upon an even keel, it would have been very pleasant on deck. To be steady, however, was a feat the crazy old tub seemed incapable of accomplishing.

We had paced the poop perhaps half a dozen times when my companion suddenly stopped, and placing her hand upon my arm, said:

“Dr. Ingleby, you are in Dr. Nikola’s confidence, I believe. Will you tell me why we are going to the North of England?”

Her question placed me in an awkward predicament. As I have said above, her loneliness, not to mention the devotion she showed to her aged relative, had touched me more than a little. On the other hand, I was Nikola’s servant, employed by him for a special work, and I did not know whether he would wish me to discuss his plans with her.

“You do not answer,” she continued, as she noticed my hesitation. “And yet I feel sure you must know. It all seems so strange. Only a few weeks ago we were in our own quiet home in Spain, without a thought of leaving it. Then Dr. Nikola came upon the scene, and now we are on board this ship going up to the North of England: and for what purpose?”

“Did Nikola furnish you with no reason?” I inquired.

“Oh yes,” she replied. “He told me that if I would bring my grandfather to England to see him he would make him quite a strong man again. For some reason or another, however, I feel certain there is something behind it that is being kept from me. Is this so?”

“I am not in a position to give you any answer that would be at all likely to satisfy you,” I replied, I am afraid, a little ambiguously, “for I really know nothing. It is only fair I should tell you that I only met Dr. Nikola, myself, for the first time a few days ago.”

“But he sent you here to be with my grandfather,” she continued authoritatively. “Surely, Dr. Ingleby, you must be able to throw some light upon the mystery which surrounds this voyage?”

I shook my head, and with a little sigh of regret she ceased to question me. A few minutes later she gave me a stately bow, and, bidding me goodnight, prepared to go below. Knowing that I had deceived her, and hoping to find some opportunity of putting myself right with her, I followed her down the companion-ladder and along the saloon to her cabin.

“Perhaps I had better see my patient before I retire to rest,” I said, as we stood together at the door, holding on to the handrail and balancing ourselves against the rolling of the ship.

She threw a quick glance at me, as if for some reason she were surprised at my decision; the expression, however, passed from her face as quickly as it had come, and opening the door she entered the cabin, and I followed her. She could scarcely have advanced a step towards the bunk before she uttered an exclamation of surprise and horror. The steward, who was supposed to have been watching the invalid, was fast asleep, while the latter’s head had slipped from its pillow and was now lying in a most unnatural position, his chin in the air, his eyes open, but still fixed upon the ceiling in the same glassy stare I have described before. In her dismay the girl said something in Spanish which I am unable to interpret, and leaning over the bunk, gazed into her great-grandfather’s face as if she were afraid of what she might find there. The steward meanwhile had recovered his senses, and was staring stupidly from one to the other of us, hardly able to realise the consequences of his inattention. Though all this has taken some time to describe it was in reality the action of a moment; then signing to the steward to stand back, and gently pushing the young girl to one side, I knelt down and commenced my examination of my patient. There could be no doubt about one thing, the old man’s condition was eminently serious. If he lived at all, there was but little more than a flicker of life left in him. How to preserve that flicker was a question that at first glance appeared impossible to answer. It would have been better, and certainly kinder, to have let him go in peace. This, however, I was in honour bound not to do. He was Nikola’s property, whose servant I also was, and if it were possible to keep him alive I knew I must do it.

“Oh, Dr. Ingleby, surely he cannot be dead?” cried the girl behind me, in a voice that had grown hoarse with fear. “Tell me the worst, I implore you.”

“Hush!” I answered, but without looking round. “You must be brave. He is not dead. Nor will he die if I can save him.”

Then turning to the steward, who was still with us, I bade him hasten to my cabin and bring me the small bag he would find hanging upon the peg behind the door. When he returned with it I took from it one of the small bottles it contained, the contents of which I had been directed by Nikola to use only in the event of the case seeming absolutely hopeless. The mixture was tasteless, odourless, and quite colourless, and of a liquidity equal to water. I poured the stipulated quantity into a spoon and forced it between the old man’s lips. Somewhat to my surprise — for I must confess, after what I had seen of Nikola’s power a few nights before, I had expected an instantaneous cure — the effect was scarcely perceptible. The eyelids flickered a little, and then slowly closed; a few seconds later a respiratory movement of the thorax was just observable, accompanied by a heavy sigh. For upwards of an hour I remained in close attendance upon him, noting every symptom, and watching with amazement the return of life into that aged frame from which I had begun to think it had departed for good and all. Once more I measured the quantity of medicine and gave it to him. This time the effect was more marked. At the end of ten minutes a slight flush spread over the sunken cheeks, and his breathing could be plainly distinguished. When, after the third dose, he was sleeping peacefully as a little child, I turned to the girl and held out my hand.

“He will recover,” I said. “You need have no further fear. The crisis is past.”

She was silent for a moment, and I noticed that her eyes had filled with tears.

“You have done a most wonderful thing,” she answered, “and have punished me for my rudeness to you on deck. How can I ever thank you?”

“By ceasing to give me credit to which I am not entitled,” I replied, I fear a little brusquely. “This medicine comes from Dr. Nikola, and I think should be as good a proof as you can desire of the genuineness of his offer and of his ability to make your grandfather a strong and hearty man again.”

“I will not doubt him any more,” she said: and after that, having made her promise to call me should she need my services, I bade her good’ night and left the cabin, meaning to retire to rest at once. The stuffiness of my berth, however, changed my intention. After all that had transpired, it can scarcely be wondered at that I was in a state of feverish excitement. In love with my profession as I was, it will be readily understood that I had sufficient matter before me to afford plenty of food for reflection. I accordingly filled my pipe and made my way to the deck. Once there, I found that the appearance of the night had changed; the moonlight had given place to heavy clouds, and rain was falling. The steamer was still rolling heavily, and every timber groaned as if in protest against the barbarous handling to which it was being subjected. Stowing myself away in a sheltered place near the alley-way leading to the engine-room, I fell to considering my position. That it was a curious one, I do not think any one who has read the preceding pages will doubt. A more extraordinary could scarcely be imagined, and what the upshot of it all was to be was a thing I could not at all foresee.

Having finished my pipe, I refilled it and continued my meditations. At a rough guess, I should say I had been an hour on deck when a circumstance occurred which was destined to furnish me with even more food for reflection than I already possessed. I was in the act of knocking the ashes out of my pipe before going below, when I became aware that something, I could not quite see what, was making its way along the deck in my direction under the shadow of the starboard bulwark. At first I felt inclined to believe that it was only a trick of my imagination, but when I rubbed my eyes and saw that it was a human figure, and that it was steadily approaching me, I drew back into the shadow and awaited developments. From the stealthy way in which he advanced, and the trouble he took to prevent himself being seen, I argued that, whoever the man was, and whatever his mission might be, it was not a very reputable one. Closer and closer he came, was lost to view for an instant behind the mainmast, and then reappeared scarcely a dozen feet from where I stood. For a moment I hardly knew what course to adopt. I had no desire to rouse the ship unnecessarily, and yet, for the reasons just stated, I felt morally certain that the man was there for no lawful purpose. However, if I was going to act at all, it was plain I must do so without loss of time. Fortune favoured me, for I had scarcely arrived at this decision before the chief engineer, whose cabin looked out over the deck, turned on his electric light. A broad beam of light shot out and showed me the man standing beside the main hatch steadfastly regarding me. Before he could move I was able to take full stock of him, and what I saw filled me with amazement. The individual was a Chinaman, and his head presented this peculiarity, that half his left ear was missing.

As I noted the significant fact to which I have just alluded, the recollection of Nikola’s letter flashed across my mind, in which he had warned me to keep my eyes open for just such another man. Could this be the individual for whom I was to be on the look-out? It seemed extremely unlikely that there could be two Mongolians with the same peculiar deformity, and yet I could scarcely believe, even if it were the same and he had any knowledge of my connection with Nikola, that he would have the audacity to travel in the same ship with me. It must not be supposed, however, that I stayed to think these things out then. The light had no sooner flashed out upon him and revealed his sinister personality, than the switch was turned off and all was darkness once more. So blinding was the glare while it did last, however, that fully ten seconds must have elapsed before my eyes became accustomed to the darkness. When I could see, the man had vanished, and though I crossed the hatch and searched, not a sign of him could I discover.

“Whoever he is,” I said to myself, “he has at least the faculty of being able to get out of the way pretty quickly. I wonder what . . . but there, what’s the use of worrying myself about him? He’s probably a fireman who has been sent aft on a message to the steward, and when I see him in the daylight I shall find him like anybody else.”

But while I tried to reassure myself in this fashion I was in reality far from being convinced. In my own mind I was as certain that he was the man against whom Nikola had warned me as I could well be of anything. The chief engineer at that moment stepped from his cabin into the alley-way. Here, I thought to myself, was an opportunity of settling the matter once and for all. I accordingly accosted him. I had been introduced to him earlier in the day by the captain, so that he knew who I was.

“That is not a very pretty fireman of yours,” I began, “that Chinaman with half an ear missing. I saw him a moment ago coming along the deck here. Where does he hail from?”

The chief engineer, who, I may remark en passant, was an Aberdonian, and consequently slow of speech, hesitated for a moment before he replied.

“That’s mighty queer,” he said at length. “Ye’re the second mon who’s seen him the night. D’ye tell me ye saw him this meenit? And if I may make so bold, where might that have been?”

“Only a few paces from where we are standing now,” I answered. “I was smoking my pipe in the shelter there, when suddenly I detected a figure creeping along in the shadow of the bulwarks. Then you turned on your electric, and the light fell full and fair upon his face. I saw him perfectly. There could be no doubt about it. He was a Chinaman, and half his left ear was missing.”

The chief engineer sucked at his pipe for upwards of half a minute.

“Queer, queer,” he said, more to himself than to me, “’tis vera queer. ’Twas my second in yonder was saying he met him at eight bells in this alley-way. And yet I’ve been officially acquented there’s no such person aboard the ship.”

“But there must be,” I cried. “Don’t I tell you I saw the man myself, not five minutes ago? I would be willing to go into a court of law and swear to the fact.”

“Dinna swear,” he answered. “I’ll nae misdoubt yer word.”

With this assurance I was conducted forthwith to the chart room, where we discovered the skipper stretched upon his settee, snoring voluminously.

“Do you mean to tell me that you really saw the man?” he inquired, when my business had been explained to him.

I assured him that I did mean it. I had seen him distinctly.

“Well, all I can say is that it’s the most extraordinary business I ever had to do with,” he answered. “The second engineer also says he saw him. Directly he told me I had the ship searched, but not a trace of the fellow could I discover. We’ll try again.”

Leaving the chart room, he called the bos’un to him, and, accompanied by the chief engineer and myself, commenced an exhaustive examination of the vessel. We explored the quarters of the crew and firemen forrard, the galley, stores, and officers’ cabins in both alley-ways, and finally the saloon aft, but without success. Not a trace of the mysterious Mongolian could we find. The skipper shook his head.

“I don’t know what to think about it,” he said.

I knew that meant that he had his doubts as to whether I had not dreamt the whole affair. The inference was galling, and when I bade him goodnight and went along to my cabin, I wished I had said nothing at all about the matter. Nevertheless, I was as firmly convinced that I had seen the man as I was at the beginning. In this frame of mind I prepared myself for bed. Before turning into my bunk, however, I took down the small bag in which I kept the drugs Nikola had given me and of which he had told me to take such care. I was anxious to have them close at hand in case I should be sent for by Dona Consuelo during the night. To assure myself that they had not been broken by the rolling of the ship I opened the bag and looked inside. My astonishment may be imagined on discovering that it was empty. The drugs were gone.


IV. THE CHINAMAN’S ESCAPE
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THE NIGHT ON which I discovered that Nikola’s drugs had been stolen was destined to prove unpleasant in more senses than one. The sweetest-tempered of men could scarcely have failed to take offence had they been treated as the captain had treated me. I had told him in so many words, and with as much emphasis as I was master of, that I had distinctly seen the Chinaman standing upon the main deck of his steamer. The second engineer had also entered the same report; his evidence, however, while serving to corroborate my assertion, was of little further use to me, inasmuch as I had still better proof that what I said was correct — namely, that the medicines were missing. Under the circumstances it was small wonder that I slept badly. Even had the cabin been as large as a hotel bedroom, and the bunk the latest invention in the way of comfortable couches, it is scarcely possible I should have had better rest. As it was, the knowledge that I had been outwitted was sufficient to keep me tumbling and tossing to and fro, from the moment I laid my head upon the pillow until the sun was streaming in through my porthole next morning. Again and again I went over the events of the previous day, recalling every incident with photographic distinctness; but always returning to the same point. How the man could have obtained admittance to the saloon at all was more than I could understand, and, having got there, why he should have stolen the bottles of medicine when there were so many other articles which would have seemed to be of infinitely more value to him, scattered about, was, to say the least of it, incomprehensible. Hour after hour I puzzled over it, and at the end was no nearer a solution of the enigma than at the beginning. At first I felt inclined to believe that I must have taken them from the bag myself and for security’s sake have placed them elsewhere. A few moments’ search, however, was sufficient to knock the bottom out of that theory. Hunt high and low, where I would, I could discover no traces of the queer little bottles. Then I remembered that when I had sent the steward for them to the Don’s cabin the previous afternoon, I had taken them from the bag and placed them upon the deck beside the old man’s bunk. Could I have left them there? On reconsidering the matter more carefully, however, I remembered that before leaving the cabin I had replaced them in my bag, and that as I carried them back to my berth I had bumped the satchel against the corner of the saloon table and was afraid I might have broken them. This effectually disposed of that theory also. At last the suspense of irritation, by whichever name you may describe it, became unbearable, and unable to remain in bed any longer, I rose, dressed myself, and prepared to go on deck. Entering the saloon, I found the steward busied over a number of coffee-cups.

“Good morning, sir,” he said, looking up from his work. “If you’ll excuse my saying so, sir, you’re about early.”

“I was late in bed,” I answered, with peculiar significance. “How is it, my friend, that you allow people, who have no right here, to enter the saloon and to thieve from the passengers’ cabins?”

“To thieve, sir!” the man replied in a startled tone; “I’m sure I don’t understand you, sir. I allow no one to enter the saloon who has no right to be there.”

I glanced at him sharply, wondering whether the fellow was as innocent as he pretended to be.

“At any rate,” I said, “the fact remains that some one entered my cabin last night, while I was on deck, and stole the medicines with which I am treating the old gentleman in the cabin yonder.”

The man looked inexpressibly shocked. “God bless my soul alive, sir — you don’t mean that!” he said, with a falter in his voice. “Surely you don’t mean it?”

“But I do mean it,” I answered. “There can be no sort of doubt about it. When I left the old gentleman’s cabin yesterday I carried the bag containing the medicines back with me to my own berth, locked it, and hung it upon the peg beside the looking-glass with my own hands. After that I went on deck, returned to my cabin an hour or so later, opened the bag, and the bottles were gone.”

“But, sir, have you any idea who could have taken them?” the man replied. “I hope you don’t think, sir, as how I should have allowed such a thing to take place in this saloon with my knowledge?”

“I hope you would not,” I answered, “but that does not alter the fact that the things are missing.”

“But don’t you think, sir, the young lady herself might have come in search of you, and when she found you were not there did the next best thing and took away the medicines to use herself?”

“At present I do not know what to think,” I replied with some hesitation, for that view of the case had not presented itself to me. “But if there has been anything underhand going on, I think I can promise the culprit that it will be made exceedingly hot for him when we reach our destination.”

Having fired this parting shot, I left him to the contemplation of his coffee-cups and made my way up the companion-ladder to the deck above. It was a lovely morning, a brisk breeze was blowing, and the steamer was running fairly steady under a staysail and a foresail. It was not the sort of morning to feel depressed, and yet the incidents of the previous night were sufficient to render me more than a little uncomfortable. Nikola had trusted me, and in the matter of the medicines at least I had been found wanting. I believe at the moment I would have given all I possessed — which was certainly not much, but still a good deal to me — to have been able to solve the mystery that surrounded the disappearance of those drugs. Shortly before eight bells the skipper emerged from the chart room and came along the hurricane deck towards the poop. Seeing me he waved his hand, and, after he had ascended the ladder from the main deck, bade me good morning. “I’m afraid our accommodation is not very good,” he said, “but I trust you have passed a fairly comfortable night. No more dreams of one-eared Chinamen, I hope?”

From the tone in which he spoke it was plain that he imagined I must have been dreaming on the previous evening. Had it not been for the seriousness of my position with Nikola, I could have laughed aloud when I thought of the shell I was about to drop into the skipper’s camp.

“Dreams or no dreams, Captain Windover,” I replied, “I have to make a very serious complaint to you. It will remain then for you to say whether you consider that the assertion I made to you last night was, or was not, founded upon fact. As I believe you are aware, I was instructed by my principal, Dr. Nikola, to join this vessel in the Thames and to take charge of Don Miguel de Moreno until his arrival in Newcastle-on-Tyne. Dr. Nikola was fully aware of the difficulty and responsibility of the task he had assigned to me, and for this reason he furnished me with a number of very rare drugs which I was to administer to the patient as occasion demanded. In the letter of instructions which I received prior to embarking, I was particularly warned to beware of a certain Chinaman whose peculiar characteristic was that he had lost half an ear. In due course I joined your vessel, and attended the Don, used the drugs to which I have referred, and afterwards returned them to my cabin. A quarter of an hour or so later I made my way to the deck, where I found myself suddenly brought face to face with the Asiatic of whom I had been warned. On the recommendation of the chief engineer I reported the matter to you; you searched the ship, found no one at all like the man I described, and from that time forward set down the story I had told you either as a fabrication on my part, or the creation of a dream.”

“Pardon me, my dear sir, not a fabrication,” the skipper began: “only a—”

“Pardon me in your turn,” I replied: “I have not quite finished. As I have inferred, you treat the matter with contempt. What is the result? I return to my cabin, and, before retiring to rest, in order to make sure that they are ready at hand in case I should require them during the night, open the bag in which the medicines until that moment had been stored. To my consternation they are not there. Some one had entered my cabin during my absence and stolen them. I leave you to put what construction on it you please, and to say what that some one was.”

The captain’s face was a study. “But — but—” he began.

“Buts will not mend the matter,” I answered, I am afraid rather sharply. “There can be no getting away from the fact that they are gone, and that some one must have taken them. They could scarcely walk away by themselves.”

“But supposing your suspicions to be correct, what possible use could a few small bottles of unknown medicine be to a man like that, a Chinaman? Had he taken your watch and chain, or your money, I could understand it; but from what you say, I gather that nothing else is missing.”

“Nothing else,” I replied, in the tone of a man who is making an admission that is scarcely likely to add to the weight of the argument he is endeavouring to adduce.

“Besides,” continued the skipper, “there are half a hundred other ways in which the things might have been lost or mislaid. Last night the ship was rolling heavily: why might they not have tumbled out and have slipped under your bunk or behind your bags? I have known things like that occur.”

“And would the ship have closed the bag again, may I ask?” I answered scornfully. “No, no! Captain, I am afraid that won’t do. The man I reported to you last night, the one-eared Chinaman, is aboard your ship, and for some reason best known to himself he has stolen some of my property, thereby not only inconveniencing me but placing in absolute danger the life of the old man whom I was sent on board to take care of. As the thief is scarcely likely to have jumped overboard, he must be on board now; and as he would not be likely to have stolen the bottles only to smash them, it stands to reason that he must have them in his keeping at the present moment.”

“And suppose he has, what do you want me to do?”

“I want you to find him for me,” I answered, “or, if you don’t care to take the trouble, to put sufficient men at my disposal and allow me to do so.”

On hearing this the captain became very red and shifted uneasily on his feet.

“My dear sir,” he said a little testily, “much as I would like to put myself out to serve you, I must confess that what you ask seems a little unreasonable. Don’t I tell you I have already searched the ship twice in an attempt to find this man, and each time without success? Upon my word I don’t think it is fair to ask me to do so again.”

“In that case I am very much afraid I have no alternative but to make a complaint to you in writing and to hold you responsible, should Don Miguel de Moreno lose his life through this robbery which has been committed, and which you will not help me to set right.”

What the captain would have answered in reply to this I cannot say; it is quite certain, however, that it would have been something sharp had not the Dofia Consuelo made her appearance from the companion hatch that moment. She struck me as looking very pale, as if she had passed a bad night. The skipper and I went forward together to meet her.

“Good morning,” I said, as I took the little hand she held out to me. “I hope your great-grandfather is better this morning?”

“He has passed a fairly good-night, and is sleeping quietly at present,” she answered. “The steward is sitting with him now while I come up for a few moments to get a little fresh air on deck.”

The skipper made some remark about the beauty of the morning, and while he was speaking I watched the girl’s face. There was an expression upon it I did not quite understand.

“I am afraid you have not passed a very good-night,” I said, after the other had finished. “Yesterday’s anxiety must have upset you more than you allowed me to suppose.”

“I will confess that it did upset me,” she answered, with her pretty foreign accent and the expressive gesticulation which was so becoming to her. “I have had a wretched night. I had such a terrible dream that I have scarcely recovered from it yet.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” the skipper and I answered almost together, while I added, “Pray tell us about it.”

“It does not seem very much to tell,” she answered, “and yet the effect it produced upon me is just as vivid now as it was then. After you left the cabin last night, Dr. Ingleby, I sat for a little while by my grandfather’s side, trying to read; but finding that impossible, I retired to rest, lying upon the bed the steward is kind enough to make up for me upon the floor. I was utterly worn out, and almost as soon as I closed my eyes I fell asleep. How long I had been sleeping I cannot say, but suddenly I felt there was some one in the room who was watching me: who it was I could not tell, but that it was some one, or something, utterly repulsive to me I felt certain. In vain I endeavoured to open my eyes, but, as in most nightmares, I found it impossible to do so; and all the time I could feel this loathsome thing, whatever it was, drawing closer and closer to me. Then, putting forth a great effort, I managed to wake, or perhaps to dream that I did so. I had much better have kept my eyes closed, for leaning over me was the most horrible face I have ever seen or imagined. It was flatter than that of a European, with small, narrow eyes, and such cruel eyes.”

“Good heavens!” I cried, unable to keep silence any longer, “can it be possible that you saw him too?”

Meanwhile the skipper, who had been leaning against the bulwarks, his hands thrust deep in his pockets and his cap upon the back of his head, suddenly sprang to attention.

“Can you remember anything else about the man?” he inquired.

The girl considered for a moment.

“I do not know that I can,” she answered. “I can only repeat what I said before, that it was the most awful face I have ever seen in my life. — Stay, there is one other thing that I remember. I noticed that half his left ear was missing.”

“It is the Chinaman!” I cried, with an air of triumph that I could no longer suppress. And as I said it I took from my pocket the letter of instruction Nikola had sent me the week before, and read aloud the passage in which he referred to the one-eared Chinaman of whom I was to beware. The effect was exactly what I imagined it would be.

“Do you mean to tell me I was not dreaming after all?” the Dona inquired, with a frightened expression on her face.

“That is exactly what I do mean,” I answered. “And I am glad to have your evidence that you saw the man, for the reason that it bears out what I have been saying to our friend the captain here.”

Then turning to that individual, I continued: “I hope, sir, you will now see the advisability of instituting another search for this man. If I were in your place I would turn the ship inside out, from truck to keelson. It seems to me outrageous that a rascal like this can hide himself on board, and you, the captain, be ignorant of his whereabouts.”

“There is no necessity to instruct me in my duty,” he answered stiffly, and then going to the companion called down it for the steward, who presently made his appearance on deck.

“Williams,” said the skipper, “Dr. Ingleby informs me that a theft was committed in his cabin last night. He declares that a man made his way into the saloon, visiting not only his berth, but that of Don Miguel de Moreno. How do you account for this?”

“Dr. Ingleby did say something to me about it this morning, sir,” the steward replied: “but to tell you the plain truth, sir, I don’t know what to think of it. It’s the first time I’ve ever known such a thing happen. Of course I shouldn’t like to say as how Dr. Ingleby was mistaken.”

“You had better not,” I replied, so sharply that the man jumped with surprise.

“Anyway, sir,” the steward continued, “I feel certain that if the man had come aft I should have heard him. I am a light sleeper, as the saying is, and I believe that a cat coming down the companion-ladder would be enough to wake me, much less a man.”

“On this occasion you must have slept sounder than usual,” I said. “At any rate the fact remains that the man did come; and I have to ask you once more, Captain, what you intend to do to find my stolen property?”

“I must take time to consider the matter,” the captain replied. “If the man is aboard the ship, as you assert, I will find him, and if I do find him he had better look out for squalls — that’s all I can say.”

“And at the same time,” I added, “I hope you will severely punish any member of your crew who may have been instrumental in secreting him on board.”

As I said this I glanced at the steward, and it seemed to me his always sallow face became even paler than usual.

“You need not bother yourself about that,” said the skipper: “you may be sure I shall do so.”

Then, lifting his cap to the Dona Consuelo, he went forward along the deck; while the steward, having informed us that breakfast was upon the table, returned to the companion-ladder and disappeared below.

“What does all this mystery mean, Dr. Ingleby?” inquired my companion, as we turned and walked aft together.

“It means that there is more at the back of it than meets the eye,” I replied. “Before I left London I was warned by Dr. Nikola, as you heard me say just now, to beware of a certain Asiatic with only half an ear. What Nikola feared he would do I have no notion, but there seems to be no doubt that this is the man.”

“But he has done us no harm,” she replied, “beyond frightening me; so if the captain takes care that he does not come as far as the saloon again, it does not seem to me we need think any more about him.”

“But he has done us harm,” I asserted— “grievous harm. He has stolen the medicine with which I treated your great-grandfather so successfully yesterday.”

On hearing this she gave a little start.

“Do you mean that if he should become ill again in the same way that he did yesterday, you would be unable to save him?” she inquired, almost breathlessly.

“I cannot say anything about that,” I answered. “I should of course do my best, but I must confess the loss of those drugs is a very serious matter for me. They are exceedingly valuable, and were specially entrusted to my care.”

“And you think that Dr. Nikola will be angry with you for having lost them?” she said.

“I am very much afraid he will,” I answered. “But if he is, I must put up with it. Now let us come below to breakfast.” With that I led her along the deck and down the companion-ladder to the saloon.

“Before we sit down to our meal I think it would perhaps be as well if I saw your great-grandfather,” I said. “I should like to convince myself that he is none the worse for his attack yesterday.”

Upon this we entered the cabin together, and I bent over the recumbent figure of the old man. He lay just as he had done on the previous day; his long thin hands were clasped upon his breast, and his eyes looked upward just as I remembered seeing them. For all the difference that was to be seen, he might never have moved since I had left him so many hours before.

“He is awake,” whispered his great-granddaughter, who had looked at him over my shoulder. Then, raising her voice a little, she continued, still in English, “This is Dr. Ingleby, grandfather, whom your friend Dr. Nikola has sent to take care of you.”

“I thank you, sir, for your kindness,” replied the old man, in a voice that was little louder than a whisper. “You must forgive me if my reception of you appears somewhat discourteous, but I am very feeble. A month ago I celebrated my ninety-eighth birthday, and at such an age, I venture to assert, much may be forgiven a man.”

“Pray do not apologise,” I replied. “I am indeed glad to find you looking so much better this morning.”

“If to be still alive is to be better, then I suppose I must be,” he answered, in a tone that was almost one of regret; and then continued, “The days of our age are threescore years and ten; and though men be so strong that they come to fourscore years, yet is their strength but labour and sorrow; labour and sorrow — aye, labour and sorrow.”

“Come, come, sir,” I said, “you must not talk like this. You are not very comfortable here, but we are nearly at our journey’s end. Once there, you will be able to rest more quietly and in greater comfort than it is possible for you to do in this tiny cabin.”

“You speak well,” he answered, “when you say that I am nearly at my journey’s end. God knows I am near it — very, very near it. The wonder is I have not reached it long since. But it will come at last, and when it comes I shall rest, as you say, more quietly than in this tiny cabin.”

Seeing that in his present humour there was not much to be done with him, I completed my examination, gave certain instructions to his great-granddaughter, and then left the cabin, feeling very much as if I had stepped into the nineteenth out of another and quite different century. Breakfast was laid in the saloon; and as the steward informed me that the skipper invariably had his sent forward to the chart room, while the Dona Consuelo usually partook of hers by the old gentleman’s bedside, I sat down to it alone. The steward waited upon me, a trifle nervously I thought, and with an obsequiousness that told me he was anxious to make up to me for the robbery of the night before. Whatever he might think, however, I had not the smallest intention of allowing myself to be drawn into a discussion with him on the subject. The matter would have to be settled some way or another when we reached our destination, and then, in all probability, Nikola would look after it for himself.

Whatever else may be said of the good ship Dona Mercedes, her warmest admirers could scarcely assert that she possessed a wonderful turn of speed. Even with everything in her favour it was as much as the chief engineer could do to knock nine knots out of her, but on the present occasion seven was somewhere nearer her mark. For this reason, instead of reaching our destination at midday, as I had hoped we should do, night had closed in on us before we had crossed the bar and could count ourselves safely in the river, while five bells in the first watch had been sounded before we lay at anchor in the Tyneside.

As soon as I heard the cable rattling out through the hawse hole I made my way to the deck. The night was a dark one, but a more interesting picture than I had before me then could scarcely be imagined. Around me on every side were ships: colliers, tramps, passenger-vessels and merchantmen of every possible sort and description. The lights of the city could be plainly distinguished, and innumerable tongues of fire containing all the colours of the rainbow flashed up continually from factory chimneys. A couple of steam-launches were lying alongside, with at least a dozen small boats; and thinking Nikola might be in one of them, I went forward to the gangway in search of him, but though I scanned the faces below me, his was not among them. For the reason that we were so late getting into the river, and knowing that the vessel would be likely to remain for some time to come, I argued that in all probability he had put off boarding her until the morning. I accordingly turned away, and was about to walk aft when a hand was placed on my shoulder.

“Well, friend Ingleby,” said a voice that there was no mistaking, and which I should have known anywhere, “what sort of a voyage have you had, and how is your patient progressing?”

“Dr. Nikola!” I cried in astonishment, as I turned and found him standing before me. “I was just looking for you in the boats alongside. I had no idea you were on board.”

“I came up by the other gangway,” Nikola replied. “But you have not answered my question. How is your patient?”

“He is still alive,” I answered, “and I fancy, if possible, a little better than when we left London. But he is so feeble that to speak of his being well seems almost a sarcasm. Yesterday for a few moments I thought he was gone, but with the help of the drugs you gave me I managed to bring him round again. This morning he was strong enough to converse with me.”

“I am pleased to hear it,” he replied. “You have done admirably, and I congratulate you. Now we must think about their trans-shipment.”

“Trans-shipment?” I replied. “Is it possible they have to make another journey?”

“It is more than possible — it is quite certain,” he answered. “Allerdeyne Castle is a matter of some fifty miles up the coast, and a steam yacht will take us there. A bed has been prepared for the old gentleman in the saloon, and all we have to do is to get him off this boat and on board her. You had better let me have those drugs and I’ll mix him up a slight stimulus. He’ll need it.”

This was the question I had been dreading all along, but the die was cast and willy nilly the position had to be faced.

“I should like to speak to you upon that matter,” I said. “I very much fear that you will consider me to blame for not having exercised greater care over them, but I had no idea they would be of any value to any one who did not know the use of them.”

“Pray what do you mean?” he asked, with a look of astonishment that I believe was more than half assumed. “To what are you alluding? Have you had an accident with the drugs?”

While we had been talking we had walked along the main deck, and were approaching the entrance leading therefrom to the cuddy, the light from which fell upon his face. There was a look upon it that I did not like. When he was in an affable mood Nikola’s countenance was singularly prepossessing: when, however, he was put out by anything it was the face of a devil rather than a man.

“I exceedingly regret having to inform you that last night the drugs in question were stolen from my cabin.”

In a moment he was all excitement.

“By the man of whom I bade you beware, of course — the one-eared Chinaman?”

“The same,” I answered; and went on to inform him of all that had transpired since my arrival on board, including my trouble with the captain and the suspicions I entertained, without much foundation I’m afraid, against the steward. He heard me out without speaking, and when I had finished bade me wait on deck while he went below to the Morenos’ cabin. While he was gone I strolled to the side, and once more stood watching the lights reflected in the water below. On an old tramp steamer a short distance astern of us a man was singing. It was one of Chevalier’s coster songs, and I could recognise the words quite distinctly. The last time I had heard that song was in Cape Coast Castle, just after I had recovered from my attack of fever; and I was still pursuing the train of thought it conjured up, when I noticed a boat drawing into the circle of light to which I have just alluded. It contained two men, one of whom was standing up while the other rowed. A second or two later they had come close enough for me to see the face of the man in the bows. To my amazement he was a Chinaman! So overwhelming was my astonishment that I uttered an involuntary cry, and, running to the skylight, called to Nikola to come on deck. Then, bounding to the bulwarks again, I looked for the boat. But I was too late. Either they had achieved their object, or my prompt action had given them a fright. At any rate, they were gone.

“What do you want?” cried Nikola, who by this time had reached the deck.

“The Chinamen!” I cried. “I saw one of them a moment ago in a boat alongside.”

“Where are they now?” he inquired.

“I cannot see them. They have disappeared into the darkness again; but when I called to you they were scarcely twenty yards away. What does their presence here signify, do you think?”

“It signifies that they know that I am on board,” answered Nikola, with a queer sort of smile upon his face. “It means also that, although this is the nineteenth century and the law-abiding land of England, if we were to venture a little out of the beaten track ashore to-night, you and I would stand a very fair chance of having our throats cut before morning. It has one other meaning, and that is that you and I must play the old game of the partridge and its nest, and lure them away from this boat while the skipper transfers Don Miguel and his great-granddaughter to the yacht I have in waiting down the river.”

“That is all very well,” I interrupted, “but I am not at all sure the skipper would be willing. To put it bluntly, he and I have already had a few words together over this matter.”

“That will make no difference,” Nikola answered. “I assure you you need have no fear that he will play us false: he knows me far too well to attempt that. I will confer with him at once, and while I am doing so you had better get your traps together. We will then go ashore and do our best to draw these rascals off the scent.”

So saying, Nikola made his way forward towards the chart room, while I went through the cuddy to my own berth. The steward carried my bags out on to the main deck, and, after I had spoken a word or two with Dona Consuelo, I followed him. Five minutes later Nikola joined me, accompanied by the captain. I had bidden the latter good-bye earlier in the evening, and Nikola was giving him one last word of advice, when I happened to glance towards the alley-way on the port side. Imagine my surprise — nay, I might almost say my consternation — on beholding, standing in the dark by the corner of the main hatch, the same mysterious Chinaman who I felt certain had committed the robbery of the drugs the previous night.

“Look, look,” I cried to my companions; “see, there is the man again!”

They wheeled round and looked in the direction to which I pointed. At the same moment the man’s right arm went up, and from where I stood I could see something glittering in the palm. An inspiration, how or by what occasioned I shall never be able to understand, induced me to seize Nikola by the arm and to swing him behind me. It was well that I did so, for almost before we could realise what was happening, a knife was thrown, and stood imbedded a good three inches in the bulwark, exactly behind where Nikola had been standing an instant before. Then, springing on to the ladder which leads from the main to the hurricane deck, he raced up it, jumped on to the rail, and dived headlong into the water alongside. By the time we reached the deck whence he had taken his departure, all we could see was a boat pulling swiftly in the direction of the shore.

“That settles it, friend Ingleby,” said Nikola.

“We have no alternative now but to make our way ashore and do as I proposed. If you are ready, come along. I think I can safely promise you an adventure.”
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WHEN, NOWADAYS, I look back upon the period I spent in Nikola’s company, one significant fact always strikes me, and that is the enormous number of risks we managed to cram into such a comparatively short space of time. During my somewhat chequered career I have perhaps seen as much of what is vaguely termed life as most men: I have lived in countries the very reverse of civilised; I have served aboard ships where there has been a good deal more sandbagging and hazing than would be considered good for the average man’s Christian temperament; and as for actual fighting, well, I have seen enough of that to have learnt one lesson — one which will probably cause a smile to rise on the face of the inexperienced — and that is to keep out of it as far as possible, and on all occasions to be afraid of firearms.

I concluded my last chapter with an account of our arrival in Newcastle, and explained how we were preparing to go ashore, when the one-eared Chinaman, who I felt convinced had committed the robbery of the previous night, made his appearance before us and came within an ace of taking Nikola’s life. Had it not been for my presence of mind, or instinct, by whichever term you please to call it, I verily believe it would have been the end of all things for the Doctor. As it was, however, the knife missed its mark, and a moment later the man had sprung up the ladder to the hurricane deck and leaped the rail and plunged into the river. Being desirous of preventing the Chinaman from following us and by that means becoming aware that we were leaving for the north in Nikola’s yacht, we determined to make our way ashore and permit them to suppose that we were remaining in Newcastle for some length of time. Accordingly we descended into the wherry alongside, and ordered the boatman to pull us to the nearest landing-stage.

“Keep your eyes open and your wits about you,” whispered Nikola, when we had left the boat and were making our way up to the street. “They are certain to be on the look-out for us.”

As you may be sure, I did not neglect his warning. I had had one exhibition of that diabolical Celestial’s skill in knife throwing, and when I reflected that in a big town like Newcastle there were many dark corners and alley-ways, and also that a knife makes but little or no noise when thrown, I was more determined than ever to neglect no opportunity of looking after my own safety. When we reached the street at the rear of the docks Nikola cast about him for a cab, but for some minutes not one was to be seen. At last a small boy obtained one for us, and when the luggage had been placed on the roof we took our seats in it. Nikola gave the driver his instructions, and in a short time we were bowling along in the direction of our hotel. Throughout the drive I could see no signs of the enemy. I was in the act of wondering how such a game as we were then playing could possibly help us if the Celestials had failed to see us come ashore, when Nikola turned to me, and in his usual quiet voice said:

“I wonder if you have noticed that we are being followed?”

I replied that I certainly had not, nor could I see how he could tell such a thing.

“Very easily,” he said: “I will prove that what I say is correct. Do you remember the small boy who went in search of a cab?”

I answered that I did, whereupon he bade me examine our reflection as we passed the next shop window. I did so, and could plainly distinguish a small figure seated on the rail at the back. Save this atom, ourselves, and a solitary policeman, the street was deserted.

“I do see a small boy,” I answered; “but may he not be coming with us to try and obtain the job of carrying our luggage?”

“He is engaged upon another now. When he came up from the river he was on the look-out for us, although, as you may have noticed, he pretended to be asleep in a doorway. He obtained the cab for us, and as you stepped into it he ranged up alongside and handed something to the driver. When we alight he will wait to see that our luggage is carried in, after which he will decamp and carry the information to his employers, who will endeavour to cut our throats as soon as the opportunity occurs.”

“You look at the matter in an eminently cheerful light,” I said. “For my own part I have no desire to give them the chance just yet. Is there no way in which we can prevent such a possibility occurring?”

“It is for that reason that we are here,” Nikola replied. “I can assure you I am no more anxious to die than you are. There would be a good deal of irony in having perfected a scheme for prolonging life, only to meet one’s death at the hand of a Chinese ruffian in a civilised English tower.”

“Then what is your plan?” I inquired.

“I will tell you. But do not let us speak so loud: little pitchers have long ears. My notion is that we make for the hotel, the name of which I was careful to give the driver in the hearing of the boy. We will engage a couple of rooms there, order breakfast for to-morrow morning, still in the hearing of the boy, and afterwards get out of the way as quietly as possible.”

“It sounds feasible enough,” I replied, “if only we can do it. But do you think the men will be so easily fooled?”

“Well, that remains to be proved. However, we shall very soon find out.”

“A pretty sort of thing you’ve let yourself in for, Master Ingleby!” I thought to myself as Nikola lapsed into silence once more. “A week ago you were starving in a back street in London, and now it looks very much as if you are going to be murdered in affluence in Newcastle. However, you’ve let yourself in for it, and have only yourself to blame for the result.”

Consoling myself in this philosophic way, I held my peace until the cab drew up before the hostelry to which my companion had alluded. As soon as we were at a standstill, Nikola alighted and went into the hotel to inquire about rooms. As we had agreed, I remained in the cab until he returned.

“It’s all right, Ingleby,” he cried, as he crossed the pavement again. “They’re very full, but we can have the rooms until the day after to-morrow. After that we must look elsewhere. Now let us get the traps inside.”

The porter emerged and took our luggage, and we accompanied him into the building. As we did so I saw the ragged urchin who had ridden behind the cab draw near the portico.

The manager received us in the hall. “Numbers 59 and 60,” he said to the porter. “Would you care for any supper, gentlemen?” We thanked him, but declined, and then followed the porter upstairs to the rooms in question. Having seen my luggage safely installed and the man on his way downstairs, Nikola showed himself ready for business.

“When you get into these sort of scrapes,” he said, “it is just as well to have a good memory. I know these rooms of old, and directly I saw the position we were in I thought they might prove of use to us. I once did the manager a good turn, and when I explain matters to him I fancy he will understand why we have taken up our abode with him only to leave again so suddenly. Have you a sheet of notepaper and an envelope in your bag?”

I produced them for him, whereupon he wrote a note, and having placed a bank-note inside, addressed it to his friend.

“I’ll leave it on the chimneypiece, where the chambermaid will be certain to see it,” he said. “I have told the manager that we are obliged to leave in this unceremonious fashion in order to rid ourselves of some unpleasant fellow-travellers, who have been following us about with what I can only think must be hostile intent. Until we return I have asked him to take charge of your baggage, so that you need have no fear on that score. I am sorry you should have to lose it, but I can lend you anything you may require until you get possession of it again. Now, if only we can get out of this window and down to the Tyneside once more, without being seen, I think we may safely say we have given Quong Ma the slip for good and all.”

So saying he crossed the room and threw open the window.

“We are both active men,” Nikola continued, “and should experience small difficulty in dropping on to the roof of the outhouse below; thence we can make our way along the wall to the back. Are you ready?”

“Quite ready,” I answered; whereupon he crawled out of the window and, holding on by both hands, lowered himself until his feet were only a yard or so above the roof of the outhouse to which he had referred. Then he let go and dropped. I followed his example, after which we made our way in Indian file along the wall, passed the stables, and dropped without adventure into the dark lane at the rear of the hotel. It was the first time in my life I had left a building of that description in such an unceremonious fashion, yet, strangely enough, I remember, it caused me no surprise. In Nikola’s company the most extraordinary performances seemed commonplace, and in the natural order of things.

“From now forward we must proceed with the greatest caution,” said my companion, as we regained our feet and paused before making our way down the dark lane towards a small street at the farther end. “They are scarcely likely to watch the back of the hotel, but it will be safer for us to suppose them to be doing so.”

Acting up to this decision, we proceeded with as much caution as if every shadow were an enemy and every doorway contained a villainous Celestial. We saw nothing of the men we feared, however, and eventually reached the thoroughfare leading to the docks, without further adventure. But, fortunate as we had been, we were not destined to get away as successfully as we had hoped to do. We were within sight of the river when something, I cannot now remember what, induced me to look back. I did so just in time to catch a glimpse of a figure emerging from the shadow of a tall building. At any other time such a circumstance would have given rise to no suspicion in my mind; but, worked up to such a pitch as I was then, I seemed gifted with an unerring instinct that told me as plainly as any words that the man in question was following us, and that he was the Chinaman we were so anxious to avoid. I pointed him out to Nikola, and asked whether he agreed with me as to the man’s identity.

“We will soon decide that point,” was his reply. “Slacken your pace for a moment, and when I give the word wheel sharply round and walk towards him.”

We executed this manoeuvre, and began to walk quickly back in the direction we had come. The mysterious figure was still making his way along the darker side of the street; and our suspicions were soon confirmed, for on seeing us turn he turned also, and a few seconds later disappeared down a side street.

“He is spying on us, sure enough,” said Nikola, “and I do not see how we are going to baffle him. Let us hasten on to the river and trust to luck to get on board the yacht without his finding out where we have gone.”

Once more we turned ourselves about, and in something less than five minutes had reached the landing-place for which we were steering. Then pulling a whistle from his pocket, Nikola blew three sharp notes upon it. An answer came from the deck of the yacht out in the stream. It had scarcely died away before a boat put off from alongside the craft and came swiftly towards us.

“It is only a question of minutes now,” said Nikola, throwing a hasty glance round him. “Time versus the Chinaman, and if I am not mistaken “ — here the boat drew up at the steps— “time has the best of it. Come along, my friend; let us get on board.”

I followed him down the steps and took my place in the dinghy. The men pulling bent to their oars, and we shot out into the stream.

“Look,” said Nikola, pointing to the place we had just left: “I thought our friend would not be very far behind us.”

I followed with my eyes the direction in which he pointed, and, sure enough, I could just distinguish a dark figure standing upon the steps.

“They would like to catch me if they could,” observed the Doctor, with a shrug of his shoulders and one of his peculiar laughs. “If they have tried once they have done so a hundred times. I will do them the credit of saying that their plans have been admirably laid, but Fate has stood by me, and on each occasion they have miscarried. They tried it first at Ya-Chow-Fu, then at I-chang, afterwards in Shanghai, Rangoon, Bombay, London, Paris, and St. Petersburg, and I can’t tell you how many other places; but as you see, they have not succeeded so far.”

“But why should they do it?” I asked. “What is the reason of it all?”

“That is too long a story for me to tell you now,” he replied, as the boat drew up at the accommodation-ladder. “You shall hear it another day. Our object now must be to get away from Newcastle without further loss of time.”

I followed him along the deck to where a short stout man stood waiting to receive us.

“Are you ready, Stevens?” asked Nikola.

“All ready, sir,” the other replied, with the brevity of a man who is not accustomed to waste his words.

“In that case let us start as quickly as possible.”

“At once,” the man replied, and immediately went forward; while Nikola conducted me down a prettily arranged and constructed companion-ladder to the saloon below. As we reached it I heard the tinkle of the telegraph from the bridge to the engine room, and almost simultaneously the screw began to revolve and we were under way. After the darkness outside, the brilliant light of the saloon in which we now stood was so dazzling that I failed to notice the fact that a bedplace had been made up behind the butt of the mizzen mast. Upon this lay the old Don, and seated by his side, and holding his hand, was the Dona Consuelo.

“My dear young lady,” said Nikola in his kindest manner, as he advanced towards her, “I fear you must be worn out. However, we are under way again now, and I have instructed my servant to prepare a cabin for you, in which I trust you will be fairly comfortable.”

Dona Consuelo had risen, and was standing looking into his face as if she were frightened of something he was about to say.

“I am not at all tired,” she said, “and if you don’t mind, I would far rather remain here with my great-grandfather.”

“As you wish,” answered Nikola abstractedly. Then, stooping, he raised the old man’s left hand and felt his pulse. The long, thin fingers of the Doctor, indicative of his extraordinary skill as a surgeon, seemed to twine round the other’s emaciated wrist, while his face wore a look I had never seen upon it before — it was that of the born enthusiast, the man who loves his profession more than aught else in the world. While, however, I was observing Nikola, you must not suppose I was regardless of the Dona Consuelo. To a student of character, the expression upon her face could scarcely have been anything but interesting. While Nikola was conducting his examination, she watched him as if she dreaded what he might do next. Fear there was in abundance, but of admiration for the man I could discover no trace. The examination concluded, Nikola addressed two or three pertinent questions to her concerning her great-grandfather’s health during the voyage, which she answered with corresponding clearness and conciseness. The old man himself, however, though conscious, did not utter a word, but lay staring up at the skylight above his head, just as I had seen him do on board the Dotta Mercedes.

Fully five hours must have elapsed before we reached our destination; indeed, day had broken, and the sun was in the act of rising, when a gentle tapping upon the skylight overhead warned Nikola that our voyage was nearly at an end. Leaving the old man in his great-granddaughter’s care, Nikola signed to me to follow him to the deck.

“It may interest you to see your future home,” he said, as we stepped out of the companion into the cool morning air, and looked out over the sea, which the rim of the newly risen sun was burnishing until it shone like polished silver. At the moment the yacht was entering a small bay, surrounded by giant cliffs, against which the great rollers of the North Sea broke continuously. The bay itself was in deep shadow, and was as dreary a place as any I have seen. I looked about me for a dwelling of any sort, but not a sign of such a thing could I discover: only a long stretch of frowning cliff and desolate, wind-swept tableland.

“At first glance it does not look inviting,” said Nikola, with a smile upon his face, as he noticed the expression upon mine. “I confess I have seen a more hospitable coast-line, but never one better fitted for the work we have in hand.”

“But I do not see the castle,” I replied. “I have looked in every direction, but can discover no trace of it.”

“One of its charms,” he continued triumphantly. “You cannot see it because at present it is hidden by yonder headland. When we are safely in the bay, however, you will have a good view of it. It is a fine old building, and in bygone days must have been a place of considerable importance. Ships innumerable have gone to pieces in sight of its turrets; while deep down in its own foundations I am told there are dungeons enough to imprison half the county. See, we are opening up the bay now, and in five minutes shall be at anchor. I wonder what result we shall have achieved when we next steam between these heads.”

While he was speaking we had passed from the open sea into the still water of the bay, and the yacht was slowing down perceptibly. Gradually the picture unfolded itself, until, standing out in bold relief upon the cliffs like some grim sentinel of the past, the castle which, for some time to come at least, was destined to be my home came into view. Who its architect had been I was never able to discover, but he must have been impregnated with the desolation and solemn grandeur of the coast, and in his building have tried to equal it. As Nikola had said, a place better fitted for the work we had come to do could not have been discovered in the length and breadth of England. The nearest village was upwards of twelve miles distant; farms or dwelling-houses there were none within view of its towers. Tourists seldom ventured near it, for the reason that it was not only a place difficult of approach, but, what was perhaps of more importance, because there was nothing of interest to be seen when you reached it. As I gazed at it, I thought of the girl in the saloon below, and wondered what her feelings would be, and what her life would be like, in such a dismal place. I glanced at Nikola, who was gazing up at the grim walls with such rapt attention that it was easily seen his thoughts were far away. Then the telegraph sounded, and the screw ceased to revolve, The spell was broken, and we were recalled to the realities of the moment.

“I was miles away,” said Nikola, looking round at me.

“I could see you were,” I answered.

“You would be very surprised if you knew of what I was thinking,” he continued. “I was recalling a place not unlike this, but ten thousand miles or more away. It is a monastery, similarly situated, on the top of enormous cliffs. It was there I obtained the secret which is the backbone of the discovery we are about to test. I have been in some queer places in my time, but never such a one as that. But we haven’t time to talk of that now. What we have to do is to get the old man ashore and up to yonder building. If anything were to happen to him now, I think it would break my heart.”

“And his great-granddaughter’s also,” I put in; “for you must admit she is devoted to him.”

He threw a quick glance at me, as if he were trying to discern how far I was interested in the beautiful girl in the saloon below. Whatever conclusion he may have come to, however, he said nothing to me upon the subject. Having ordered the captain to see the boat — which had been specially prepared for the work of carrying the old gentleman ashore — brought alongside, he made his way to the saloon, and I accompanied him.

“We have reached our destination, Dona Consuelo,” he said, as he approached the bed, beside which she was sitting.

As he spoke, there leapt into her eyes the same look of terror I had noticed before. It reminded me more than anything else of the expression one sees in the eyes of a rabbit when the snare has closed upon it. As I noticed it, for the first time since I had known him, a feeling of hatred for Nikola came over me. It was not until we were in the boat and were making our way ashore that I found an opportunity of speaking to her without Nikola overhearing us.

“Courage, my dear young lady, courage!” I said. “Believe me, there is nothing to fear. I will pledge my life for your safety.”

She gave me a look of gratitude, and stooped as if to arrange the heavy travelling-rug covering her aged relative. In reality I believe it was to hide the tears with which her eyes were filled. From that moment there existed an indefinable, real bond between us; and though I did not realise it at the moment, the first mark had been made upon the chain with which Nikola imagined he had bound me to him.

On reaching that side of the bay on which there was a short strip of beach, the boat was grounded. The four sailors immediately took up the litter upon which the old man lay, and carried it ashore. The path up to the castle was a steep and narrow one, and the work of conveying him to the top was by no means easy. Eventually, however, it was accomplished, and we stood before the entrance to the castle. Moat there was none, but in place of it, and spanned by the drawbridge — a ponderous affair, something like fifty feet long by ten wide — was an enormous chasm going sheer down in one drop fully two hundred feet. At the bottom water could be seen; and at night, when the tide came in, the gurgling and moaning that rose from it was sufficient to appal the stoutest heart.

“Welcome to Allerdeyne Castle!” said Nikola, as we crossed the bridge and entered the archway of the ancient keep. Then, bending over the old man on the litter, he added: “When you cross this threshold again, my old friend, I hope that you will be fully restored to health and strength — a young man again in every sense of the word. Dona Consuelo, I am all anxiety to hear your opinion of the apartments I have caused to be prepared for you.”

Moving in procession as before, we crossed the great courtyard, which echoed to the sound of our footsteps, and, reaching a door on the farther side, entered and found ourselves standing in a well-proportioned hall, from which a staircase of solid stone, up which a dozen soldiers might have marched abreast, led to the floors above. With Nikola still in advance, we made the ascent, turned to the right hand, and proceeded along a corridor, upwards of fifty yards in length, out of which opened a number of lofty rooms. Before the door of one of these Nikola paused.

“This is the apartment I have set aside for your own particular use, my dear young lady,” he said; and with that he threw open the door, and showed us a large room, carpeted, curtained, and furnished in a fashion I was far from expecting to find in so sombre a building.

“Should there be anything wanting,” he said, “you will honour me by mentioning it, when I will do all that lies in my power to supply it.”

Her face was very pale, and her lips trembled a little as she faltered a question as to where her great-grandfather was to be domiciled.

“I have come to the conclusion that, for the future, it would be better,” said Nikola, speaking very slowly and distinctly, as if in anticipation of future trouble, “that you should entrust him to my care. Ingleby and I, between us, will make ourselves responsible for his safety, and you may rest assured we will see that no harm comes to him. You must endeavour to amuse yourself as best you can, consoling yourself with the knowledge that we are doing all that science can do for him.”

As he said this he smiled a little sarcastically, as if her reading of the word science would be likely to differ considerably from his.

“But surely you do not mean that I am to give him up to you entirely?” she cried, this time in real terror. “You cannot be so cruel as to mean that. Oh, Dr. Nikola, I implore you not to take him altogether from me. I cannot bear it.”

“My dear young lady,” said Nikola, a little more sternly than he had yet spoken, “in this matter you must be guided by me. I can brook no interference of any description. Surely you should know me well enough by this time to be aware of that.”

“But he is all I have to live for — all I have to love,” the girl faltered. “Can you not make allowance for that?”

Her voice was piteous in its pleading, and when I heard Nikola’s chilling tones as he answered her, I could have found it in my heart to strike him. To have interfered at all, however, would have done no sort of good; so, hard as it seemed, I was perforce compelled to hold my tongue.

“If you love your great-grandfather,” he said, “you will offer no opposition to my scheme. Have I not already assured you that I will return him to you a different man? But we are wasting time, and these stone corridors are too cold and draughty for him. If you will be guided by me, you will rest a little after your exertions. There is an old woman below who shall come to you, and do her best to make herself useful to you.” Seeing that to protest further would be useless, the girl turned and went into the room, trying to stifle the sobs that would not be kept back. The sight was one which would have grieved a harder heart than mine, and it hurt me the more because I knew that I was powerless to help her.

All this time the four sailors, who had carried the litter up from the beach, had been silent spectators of the scene. Now they took up their burden once more and followed Nikola, along the corridor, up some more steps, down still another passage, until I lost all count of the way that we had come. The greater portion of the castle had been allowed to fall into disrepair. Heavy masses of cobwebs stretched from wall to wall, a large proportion of the doors were worm-eaten, and in some instances had even fallen in altogether, revealing desolate apartments, in which the wind from the sea whistled, and the noise of the waves echoed with blood-curdling effect. Reaching the end of the second corridor, Nikola paused before a heavy curtain which was drawn closely from wall to wall, and ordered the men to set down their burden. They obeyed; and, on being told to do so, took their departure with as much speed as they could put into the operation. If I know anything of the human face, they were not a little relieved at receiving permission to clear out of a place that had every right to be considered the abode of a certain Old Gentleman whom it scarcely becomes me to mention.

When the sound of their footsteps had died away, Nikola drew back the curtain and displayed a plain but very strong wooden door. From the fact that the workmanship was almost new I surmised that my host had placed it there himself, but for what purpose I could only conjecture. Taking a key from his pocket, he slipped it into the patent lock, turned the handle, and the door swung open.

“Take up your end of the litter,” he said, “and help me to carry it inside.”

I did as I was ordered; and, bearing the old man between us, we passed into that portion of the castle which, as I soon discovered, he had fitted up in readiness for the great experiment.

Having passed the door, we found ourselves in a comparatively lofty room, or perhaps I had better say hall, the walls of which were covered almost entirely with anatomical specimens. From what I could see of them I should say that many of them were quite unique, while all were extremely valuable. Where and by what means he had collected them I was never able to discover, although Nikola, on one or two occasions, threw out hints. There they were, however, and I promised myself that during my stay in the place I would use them for perfecting my own knowledge on the subject.

At the end of this hall, and looking over the sea, was a large window, while in either wall were several doors, all of which, like that in the corridor, were heavily curtained. The carpet was of cork and quite noiseless; the lights were electric, the batteries and dynamos being in a room below. The heating arrangements were excellent, while the ventilation was of the most modern and improved description. I noticed that Nikola smiled a little contemptuously at my astonishment.

“You were unprepared for this surprise,” he said. “Well, let me give you a little piece of advice, and that is, never be astonished at anything you may see or hear while you are with me. The commonplace and I, I can assure you once and for all, do not live together. I have homes in all parts of the world; I am in England to-day, engaged upon one piece of work, and in six months’ time I may be in India, Japan, Peru, Kamtschatka, or if you like it better, shall we say playing tricks with niggers in Cape Coast Castle? But see, we are keeping our old friend waiting. I will find out if all the preparations I have ordered are complete; if so, we will convey him at once to the chamber set apart for him.”

With that he touched a bell, and almost before he had removed his finger from the button, a curtain at the farther end was drawn aside, and the same Chinese servant — the deaf-and-dumb individual, I mean, who had brought the letter to me at my lodgings in London the previous week — entered the room. Seeing his master, he bent himself nearly double, and when he had resumed his upright posture as curious a conversation commenced as ever I have known. I use the word “conversation” for the simple reason that I do not know how else to describe it. As a matter of fact it was not a conversation at all, for the reason that not a word was spoken on either side; their lips moved, but not a sound came from them. And yet they seemed quite able to understand one another. If, however, it was a strange performance, it had at least the merit of being an extremely successful one.

“He tells me that everything is prepared,” Nikola remarked, as the man crossed the room and drew back another curtain from a doorway on our left. “This is the room; but before we carry him into it I think we had better have a little light upon the subject.”

To press the electric switch was the work of a moment, and as soon as this had been done we once more took up our burden and carried it into the inner room. Prepared as I had been by the outer hall for something extraordinary, I was perhaps not so much surprised at the apartment in which I now found myself as I should otherwise have been. And yet it was sufficiently remarkable to fill any one with wonder.

It was upwards of twenty feet in length by possibly eighteen in width. The walls and the ceilings were as black as charcoal, and, when the electric light was extinguished, not a ray of anything would be visible. In the centre was a strange contrivance which I could see was intended to serve as a bed, and for some other purpose, which at the moment was not quite apparent to me. In the farther corners were a couple of queer-looking pieces of machinery, one of which reminded me somewhat of an unusually large electric battery; the other I could not understand at all. A machine twice the size of those usually employed for manufacturing ozone stood opposite the door; thermometers of every sort and description were arranged at intervals along the walls; while on one side was an ingenious apparatus for heating the room, and on the other a similar one for cooling it. At the head and foot of the bed were two brass pillars, the construction and arrangements of which reminded me of electric terminals on an exaggerated scale.

We placed the old gentleman on the bed. The litter was thereupon removed by the servant, and Nikola and I stood facing each other across the form of the man who was to prove, or disprove, the feasibility of the discovery my extraordinary employer claimed to have made.

“For twenty-four hours,” said Nikola, “he must have absolute peace and quiet. Nothing must disturb him. Nor must he taste food.”

“But is he capable, do you think,” I asked, “of going without nourishment for so long a time?”

“Perfectly! On the draught I am about to administer to him, he could do without it, were such a thing necessary, for a much longer period. Indeed, it would not hurt him if he were to eat nothing for a month.”

He left the room for a moment, and when he returned he carried in his hand a tiny phial of the same description, though much smaller, as those which had been stolen from me on board the steamer. It contained a thick, red mixture, which, when he removed the stopper, threw off a highly pungent odour. He opened the mouth of the patient and poured upwards of a teaspoonful into it. As before, I expected to see some immediate result, but my curiosity was not gratified. Deftly arranging the bed-coverings, Nikola inspected the thermometers, tested the hot and cold air apparatus, and then turned to me.

“He will require little or no supervision for some hours to come,” he said, “so we may safely leave him. To while away the time, if you care about it, I will show you something of my abode. I think I can promise you both instruction and amusement.”


VI. LIFE IN THE CASTLE
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LEAVING THE ROOM in which we had placed Don Miguel de Moreno, as described in the previous chapter, we returned to the hall, the same in which was contained the magnificent collection of anatomical specimens already mentioned. Tired as I was, — for it must be remembered that I had had but little sleep during the first night I had spent on board the Dona Mercedes, and none at all on that through which we had just passed, while I had had a great deal of excitement, and my fair share of hard work, — I would not have lost the opportunity of exploring Nikola’s quarters in this grim old castle for any consideration whatsoever. Nikola himself, though one would scarcely have thought it from his appearance, must have possessed a constitution of iron, for he seemed as fresh as when I had first seen him at Kelleran’s house in London. There was a vitality about him, a briskness, and, if I may so express it, an enjoyment of labour for its own sake, that I do not remember ever to have found in another man. As I was soon to discover, my description of him was not very wide of the mark. He would do the work of half a dozen men, and at the end be ready, and not only ready but eager, for more. In addition to this, I noticed another peculiarity about him. Unlike most people who are fond of work, he possessed an infinite fund of patience; could wait for an issue, whatever it might be, to develop itself naturally, and, unlike so many experimentalists, betrayed no desire to hurry it by the employment of extraneous means. In thus putting forward my reading of the most complex character that has ever come under my notice, I do so with an absolute freedom from bias. Indeed, I might almost say, that I do so in a great measure against my own inclinations, as will be apparent to you when you have finished my story.

“As I informed you in London,” said this strange individual, after he had closed the door of the patient’s room behind him, had drawn the heavy curtain, and switched off the electric light, “I purchased this famous castle expressly for the experiment we are about to try. The owner, so my business people informed me, was amazed that I should want it at all; but then, you see, he did not understand its value. If I had searched the world, I could not have discovered a better. While we are near enough to civilisation to be able to obtain anything we may require in the way of drugs or incidental apparatus, we have no prying neighbours; such household stores as we require the yacht brings us direct from Newcastle; an old man and woman, who take care of the place when I am absent, have their quarters in the keep; my Chinese servant cooks for me personally, and attends to the wants, which are not many, of the other people under my care.”

“Other people under your care?” I echoed. “I had no idea there was any one in the house save yourself and your servants.”

“It is scarcely likely you would have any idea of it,” he observed, “seeing that no one knows of it save Ah-Win, who, for reasons you have seen, is unable to talk about them, and myself, who would be even less likely to do so. Would you care to see them?”

I replied that I would very much like to do so, and he was about to lead me across the hall towards the door, through which the Chinese servant had entered some little time before, when a curious circumstance happened. With a bound that was not unlike the spring of a tiger, an enormous cat, black as the Pit of Tophet, jumped from the room, and, approaching his master, rubbed himself backwards and forwards against his legs. Seeing my astonishment, Nikola condescended to explain.

“You are going to say, I can tell, that you have never seen such a cat as Apollyon. I don’t suppose you have. If he could talk, he would be able to tell some strange stories; would you not, old man? He has been my almost constant companion for many years, and more than once he has been the means of saving my life.”

Replacing Apollyon, whom he had picked up, on the floor, he conducted me towards the entrance of another corridor which led in the direction of the keep. Half-way down it was a rough iron gate, which was securely padlocked.

Nikola undid it, and when we were on the other side carefully relocked it after him.

“Though you might not think so,” he said, “these precautions are necessary. Some of my patients are extremely valuable, and I have not the least desire that they should escape from my keeping and fall over the battlements into the sea below. Follow me.”

I accompanied him towards yet another door, which he also unlocked. The scene which met my gaze when he threw it open, to employ a hackneyed phrase, beggars description. The room was about the same size as that occupied by the Dona Consuelo, but it was not its proportions that amazed me, but its occupants. Accustomed as I had necessarily been, by virtue of my profession, to what are commonly called horrors, I found that I was not proof against what I had before me now. It was sufficient to make my blood run cold. Anything more gruesome could scarcely have been discovered or even imagined. Try to picture for yourself the inmates of a dozen freak museums, and the worst of the monstrosities of which you have ever read or heard, and you will only have some dim notion of the folk whom Nikola so ironically called his patients. Some were like men, but not men as we know them; some were like monkeys, but of a kind I had never seen before, and which I sincerely hope I may never see again; there were things, dull, flabby, faceless things — but there, I can go no farther. To attempt to describe them to you in detail is a work of which my pen is quite incapable.

“A happy family,” said Nikola, advancing into the room, “and without exception devoted to their nurse, Ah-Win, yonder, who, as you are aware, in a measure shares their afflictions with them. Some day, if you care about it, I should be only too pleased to give you a lecture, with demonstrations, such as you would get in no medical school in the world.”

Though I have attempted to set down his offer word for word, I have but the vaguest recollection of it; for, long before he had finished speaking, I had staggered, sick and faint with horror, into the corridor outside. Not for the wealth of England would I have remained there a minute longer. To see those loathsome creatures fawning round Nikola, clutching at his legs and stroking his clothes, was too much for me, and I verily believe an hour in that room would have had the effect of making me an idiot like themselves. A few moments later Nikola joined me in the passage.

“You are very easily affected, my dear Ingleby,” he said, with one of his peculiar smiles. “I should have thought your hospital experience would have endowed you with stronger nerves. My poor people in yonder—”

“Don’t, don’t,” I cried, holding up my hand in entreaty. “Don’t speak to me of them. Don’t let me think of them. If I do, I believe I shall go mad. My God! are you human, that you can live with such things about you?”

“I believe I am,” he answered with the utmost coolness. “But why make such a fuss? Do like I do, and regard them from a scientific standpoint only. The poor things have come into this world handicapped by misfortune; I endeavour as far as possible to ameliorate their conditions, and in return they enable me to perfect my knowledge of the human frame as no other living man can ever hope to do. Of course, I know there are people who look askance at me for keeping them; but that does not trouble me. At one time they lived with me in Port Said, which, when you come to think of it, is a fit and proper place for such a hospital. Circumstances, however, combined to induce me to leave. Eventually we came here. Some time, if you care to hear it, I will tell you the story of their voyage home. It would interest you.”

I protested, however, that I desired to hear no more about them; I had both seen and heard too much already. That being so, Nikola led me along the passage and through the iron gate, which he locked behind him as before, and so conducted me to the hall whence we had first set out. Once there, he went to a corner cabinet, and from it produced a decanter. Pouring me out a stiff glass of brandy, he bade me drink it.

“You look as if you want it,” he said. And Heaven knows he was right.

“And now,” he said, when I had finished it, “if you will take my advice, you will lie down for an hour or two. For the convenience of our work, I have arranged that you shall occupy a room near me. This is it. Should I want you, I will ring a bell.”

The room to which he alluded adjoined his own, and was situated at the far end of the hall, the door, like those of the others I have described, being concealed behind a curtain. Never was permission to retire more willingly accepted, and within five minutes of leaving him I was in bed and asleep.

It must have been between ten and eleven o’clock in the forenoon when I retired; and the afternoon was well advanced before I woke again. Heavily as I slept, however, it had not been restful slumber. All things considered, I had much better have been waking.

Over and over again I saw the Dona Consuelo standing before me, just as she had done before Nikola that day; there was this difference, however — instead of asking to be allowed to remain with her great-grandfather, her prayer was that I should save both him and her from Nikola. While she pleaded to me, the faces of the terrible creatures I had seen in that room down the passage peered at us from all sorts of hiding-places. It was night, an hour or so before dawn. I had acceded to the Dona’s request, and was flying from the castle, carrying her in my arms.

At last, after I appeared to have been running for an eternity, we reached the shore, where I hoped to find a boat awaiting us. But not a sign of one was to be seen. While I waited day broke, and I placed my burden on the sand, only to spring back from it with a cry of horror. It was not the Dona Consuelo I had been carrying, but one of those loathsome creatures I had seen in that terrible room. A fit of rage came over me, and I was about to wreak my vengeance on the unhappy idiot, when I woke. I looked about me at the somewhat sparsely furnished room, and some seconds elapsed before I realised where I was. Then the memory of our arrival at the castle, and of all that had happened since, returned to me. I shuddered, and had it not been for that poor girl, so lonely and friendless, I could have found it in my heart to wish myself back in London once more. Having dressed myself, I went out into the hall. Nikola was not there. I waited for some time, but as he did not put in an appearance I left the room and made my way down the corridor in the direction of the Dona Consuelo’s sitting-room. Not able to get any answer when I knocked, I continued my walk, ascended another flight of stairs, and eventually found myself upon the battlements. A better place for observing the construction of the castle, and of obtaining a view of the surrounding country, could not have been desired. On one side I could look away across the moorland towards a distant range of hills, and on the other along the cliffs and across the wide expanse of sea. In the tiny bay to my right the yacht which had brought us from Newcastle lay at anchor; and had it not been for that and a column of grey smoke rising from a chimney, I might have believed myself to be living in a world of my own. For some time I stood watching the panorama spread out before me. I was still looking at it when a soft footfall sounded on the stones behind me. I turned to find Dona Consuelo approaching me. She was dressed entirely in black, and wore a lace mantilla over her shoulders.

“Thank Heaven, I have found you, Dr. Ingleby,” she cried, as she hastened towards me. “I had begun to think myself deserted by everybody.”

“Why should you do that?” I asked. “You know that could never be.”

“I am certain of nothing now,” she answered. “You cannot imagine what I have been through to-day.”

“I am indeed sorry to hear you have been unhappy,” I continued. “Is there any way in which I can be of service to you?”

“There are many ways, but I fear you would not employ them,” she replied. “I am hungering to be with my great-grandfather again. Can you tell me why Dr. Nikola takes him away from me?”

“I fancied that he had told you,” I answered; “but if it be any consolation to you, let me give you my assurance that he is tenderly cared for. His comfort is secured in every way; and from what Dr. Nikola has said to me, and from what I have seen myself, I feel convinced he will be able to do what he has promised and make your great-grandfather a hale and hearty man once more.”

“It is all very well for him to say that,” she said, “but why am I not permitted to be with him? If he needs nursing, who would be likely to wait upon him so devotedly as the woman who loves him? Surely Dr. Nikola cannot imagine his secret would be unsafe with me if he reveals it to you, a rival in his own profession?”

“It is not that at all,” I answered. “I do not fancy Nikola has given a moment’s consideration to the safety of his secret.” Then, seeing the loophole of escape she presented to me, I added: “From what you know of him, I should have thought you would have understood that he has no great liking for your sex. To put it bluntly, Nikola is a woman-hater of the most determined order, and I fancy he would find it impossible to carry out his plans if you were in attendance upon the Don.”

“Ah well! I suppose I must be content with your assurance,” she said with a sigh.

“For the present, I am very much afraid so,” I replied.

At this moment the old woman whom Nikola had appointed to wait upon us made her appearance, and informed the Dona that her dinner awaited her. About my own meals she knew nothing, so I concluded from this that I was to take them with Nikola in our own portion of the castle. Such proved to be the case; for when we reached the Dona Consuelo’s apartments on the floor below, we met Nikola awaiting us in the corridor.

“I have been looking for you, Ingleby,” he said, with a note of command in his voice. “You are quite ready for dinner, I have no doubt; and if you will accompany me, I think we shall find it waiting for us.”

As may be supposed, I would rather have partaken of it with Dona Consuelo; but as it was not to be, I bade her good morning, and was about to follow Nikola along the corridor, when he stopped, and, turning to the girl, said:

“I can see from your face that you have been worrying about your grandfather. I assure you, you have not the least cause to do so; and I think Ingleby here, if he has not done so already, will bear me out in what I say. The old gentleman is doing excellently, and almost before you know he has been taken away from you, you will have him back again.”

“I thank you for your news,” she replied; but there was very little friendliness in her voice. “I would rather, however, see him and convince myself of the fact.” Then, bowing to us, she retired into her own apartments, while we made our way to the hall in search of our meal.

“To-morrow morning,” said Nikola, as we drew our chairs up to the table, “we must commence work in earnest. After that for some weeks to come I am afraid you will see but little of your fair friend down yonder. You seem to be on excellent terms with one another.”

As he said this he shot a keen glance at me, as though he were desirous of discovering what was passing in my mind. I was quite prepared for him, however, and answered in such an unconcerned way that I flattered myself, should he have got it into his head that there was anything more than mere friendship in our intimacy, he would be immediately disabused of the notion.

As he had predicted, the following morning saw the commencement of that gigantic struggle with the forces of Nature, upon the result of which Nikola had pinned so much faith and which was destined, so he affirmed, to revolutionise the world. The most exhaustive preparations had been made, the duration of our watches in the sick-room were duly apportioned, and a minute outline of the treatment proposed was propounded to me.

On entering the dark room in which the old Don lay, I discovered that the two bronze pedestals, the use of which had puzzled me so much on my first visit, had been moved near the bed, one been placed at its head and the other at its foot. These, as Nikola pointed out to me, were the terminals of an electric conductor for producing a constant current, which was to play without intermission a few feet above the patient’s head. A peculiar and penetrating smell filled the room, which I had no difficulty in recognising as ozone, though Nikola’s reason for using it in such a case was not at first apparent to me. The old Don himself lay just as we had left him the previous morning. His hands were by his sides; his eyes, as usual, were open, but saw nothing. It was not until I examined him closely that a slight respiratory movement was observable.

“When I am not here,” said Nikola, “it must be your business to see that this electric current is kept continually playing above him. It must not be permitted for an instant to abate one unit of its strength.” Then, pointing to an instrument fixed at the further wall, he continued: “Here is a volt meter, with the maximum and minimum points plainly marked upon it Your record must also include temperature, which you will take on these dry and wet thermometers once every quarter of an hour. The currents of hot and cold air you can regulate by means of these handles. The temperature of the patient himself must be noted once in every hour, and should on no account be permitted to get higher or lower than it is at the present moment.”

Taking a clinical thermometer from his pocket, he applied it, and, when he had noted the result, handed it to me.

“If it rises two points above that before the same hour three days hence, he will die — no skill can save him. If it drops, well, in eighty per cent, of cases, the result will be the same.”

“And suppose I detect a tendency to rise?”

“In that case you must communicate instantly with me. Here is an electric button which will put you in touch with my room. I hope, however, that you will have no necessity to use it.” Then, placing his hand upon my shoulder, he looked me full in the face. “Ingleby,” he said, “you see how much trust I am placing in you. I tell you frankly, you have a great responsibility upon your shoulders. I am not going to beat about the bush with you. In this case there is no such thing as certainty. I have made the attempt three times before, and on each occasion my man has died simply through a moment’s inattention on the part of my assistant. If the love of our science and a proper appreciation of the compliment I have paid you in asking you to share with me the honour of this great discovery do not weigh with you, think of the girl with whom you talked upon the battlements yesterday. You tried to make me believe that she was nothing to you. Some day, however, she may be. Remember what her grandfather’s death would mean to her.”

“You need have no fear,” I replied. “I assure you, you can trust me implicitly.”

“I do trust you,” he answered. “Now let us get to work.”

So saying, he crossed the room and opened a square box, heavily clamped with iron, from which he took two china pots of ointment. Then, disrobing the old man, we anointed him with the most scrupulous care from head to foot. This we did three times, after which the second curious apparatus I had seen standing in the corner was wheeled up to the bedside. That it was an electrical instrument of some sort was plain, but what its specific use was I could not even conjecture. Nikola, however, very soon enlightened me upon the matter. Taking a number of large velvet pads, each of which was moulded to fit a definite portion of the human body, he placed them in position, attached the wires that connected them with the machine, and when all was ready turned on the current. At first no effect was observable. In about a minute and a half, however, if my memory serves me, the usual deathly pallor of the skin gave place to a faint blush, which presently increased until the skin exhibited a healthy glow; little by little the temporal veins, until then so prominent, gradually disappeared. In half an hour, during which the current had been slowly and very gradually increased, another dressing of both ointments was applied.

“Take this glass and examine his skin,” said Nikola, whose eyes were gleaming with excitement, as he handed me a powerful magnifying glass. When I bent over the patient and did as he directed, it was indeed a wonderful thing that I beheld. An hour before the skin had been soft and hung in loose folds upon the bones, while the pressure of a finger upon it would not leave it for upwards of a minute. Now it had in a measure regained its youthful elasticity, and upon my softly pinching it between my fingers I found that it recovered its colour almost immediately.

“It is wonderful,” I whispered. “Had I not seen it myself, I would never have believed it.”

When it had been applied for an hour, the electric current was turned off and the pads removed.

“Now watch what happens very closely,” said Nikola, “for, I assure you, the effect is curious.”

Scarcely able to breathe by reason of my excitement, I watched, and as I did so I saw the flush of apparent health gradually decrease, the skin become white and loose once more, while the superficial veins rose into prominence upon the temples. I glanced at Nikola, thinking that some mistake must have occurred and that he would show signs of disappointment. This, however, he did not do.

“You surely did not imagine,” he said, when I had questioned him upon the subject, “that the effect I produced would be permanent on the first application? No! we may hope to achieve a more lasting result in a fortnight’s time, but not till then.

“Meanwhile, the effect must be produced in the same fashion every six hours, both day and night. Now give me those rugs; we must cover him carefully. In his present state the least draught would be fatal. Record the state of the volt meter, read your thermometers, and see that your ventilating apparatus is working properly. As I said just now, should you need me, remember the bell. One ring, when you have recorded your results, will inform me that all is progressing satisfactorily, while three will immediately bring me to your assistance. Do you understand?”

When I had assured him that I did, he left me. I accordingly switched off three of the electric lights, and sat myself down in a chair in semi-darkness, the centre of light being the patient on the bed. There was no fear of my feeling dull, for I had a great deal to think about. Taken altogether, the situation in which I found myself was as extraordinary as the most inveterate seeker after excitement could desire. Not a sound was to be heard. The stillness was that of the tomb, and yet I smiled to myself as I thought that, if Nikola’s experiment achieved the result he expected of it, the simile was not an appropriate one, for it was not the silence of the tomb but of perpetual life itself. I looked at the figure on the bed before me, and tried to picture what the mystery he was unravelling would mean to mankind. It was a solemn thought. Should the experiment prove successful, how would it affect the world? Would it prove a blessing or a curse? But the thoughts it conjured up were too vast, the issues too great, and to attempt to solve them was only to lose oneself in the fields of wildest conjecture.

For four hours I remained on duty, noting all that occurred; reading my thermometers, regulating the hot and cold air apparatus, and at intervals signalling to Nikola that everything was progressing satisfactorily. When he relieved me, I retired to rest and slept like a top, too tired even to dream.

Of what happened during the fortnight following I have little to tell. Nikola and I watched by the bedside in turn, took our exercise upon the battlements, ate and slept with the regularity of automata. The life on one side was monotonous in the extreme; on the other it was filled with an unholy excitement that was the greater inasmuch as it had to be so carefully suppressed. To say that I was deeply interested in the work upon which I was engaged would be a by no means strong enough expression. The fire of enthusiasm, to which I have before alluded, was raging once more in my heart, and yet there had been little enough so far in the experiment to excite it. With that regularity which characterised the whole of our operations, we carried on the work I have described. Every sixth hour saw the skin tighten and become elastic, the hue of the flesh change from white to pink, the veins recede, and the hollows fill, only to return to their original state as soon as the electric current was withdrawn. Towards the end of the fortnight, however, there were not wanting signs to show that the effect was gradually becoming more lasting. In place of doing so at once, the change to the original condition did not occur until some eight or ten minutes after the pads had been removed. And here I must remark that there was one other point in the case which struck me as peculiar. When I had first seen the old man, his finger-nails were of that pale yellow tint so often observable in the very old, now they were a delicate shade of pink; while his hair was, I felt convinced, a darker shade than it had been before. As Nikola was careful to point out, we had arrived at the most critical stage of the experiment. A mistake at this juncture, would not only undo all the work we had accomplished, but, what was more serious still, might very possibly cost us the life of the patient himself.

The night I am about to describe was at the end of the fourteenth day after our arrival at the castle. Nikola had been on watch from four o’clock in the afternoon until eight, when I relieved him.

“Do not let your eyes wander from him for a minute,” he said, as I took my place beside the bed. “From certain symptoms I have noticed during the last few hours, I am convinced the crisis is close at hand. Should a rise in the temperature occur, summon me instantly. I shall be in the laboratory ready at a moment’s notice to prepare the elixir upon which the success we hope to achieve depends.”

“But you are worn out,” I said, as I noticed the haggard expression upon his face. “Why don’t you take some rest?”

“Rest!” he cried scornfully. “Is it likely that I could rest with such a discovery just coming within my grasp? No; you need not fear for me; I shall not break down. I have a constitution of iron.”

Having once more warned me to advise him of any change that might occur, he left me; and when I had examined my instruments, attended to the electrical apparatus, and taken the patient’s temperature, I sat down to the vigil to which I had by this time become accustomed. Hour by hour I followed the customary routine. My watch was early at an end. In twenty minutes it would be time for Nikola to relieve me. Leaning over the old man, I convinced myself that no change had taken place in his condition; his temperature was exactly what it had been throughout the preceding fortnight. I carefully wiped the clinical thermometer, and replaced it in its case. As I did so, I was startled by hearing a wild shriek in the hall outside. It was a woman’s voice, and the accent was one of deadly terror. I should have recognised the voice anywhere: it was the Dona Consuelo’s. What could have happened? Once more it rang out, and almost before I knew what I was doing I had rung the bell for Nikola, and had rushed from the room into the hall outside. No one was to be seen there. I ran in the direction of the corridor which led towards the Dona’s own quarters, but she was not there! I returned and followed that leading towards that terrible room behind the iron gate. The passage was in semi-darkness, but there was still sufficient light for me to see a body lying upon the floor. As I thought, it was the Dona Consuelo, and she had fainted. Picking her up in my arms, I carried her to the hall, where the meal of which I was to partake at the end of my watch was already prepared. To bathe her forehead was the work of a moment. She revived almost immediately.

“What is the matter?” she asked faintly. “What has happened?” But before I could reply, the recollection of what she had seen returned to her. A look of abject terror came into her face.

“Save me, save me, Dr. Ingleby!” she cried, clinging to my arm like a frightened child. “If I see them again, I shall go mad. It will kill me. You don’t know how frightened I have been.”

I thought I was in a position to understand exactly.

“Hush!” I answered. “Try to think of something else. You are quite safe with me. Nothing shall harm you here.”

She covered her face with her hands, and her slender frame trembled under the violence of her emotion. Five minutes had elapsed before she was sufficiently recovered to tell me everything. For some days, as I soon discovered, she had been left almost entirely alone, and having nothing to occupy her mind, had been brooding over her enforced separation from her aged relative. The more she thought of him the more became her craving to see him, in order to convince herself that no harm had befallen him. A semi-hysterical condition must have ensued, for she rose from her bed, dressed herself, and, taking a candle in her hand, started in the hope of finding him. By some stroke of ill-fortune she must have discovered a passage leading to Ah-Win’s portion of the castle, and at last found herself standing before the open door of that demon-haunted room.

“What does it all mean?” she cried piteously “What is this place, and why are these dreadful things here?”

I was about to reply, when the curtain at the end of the hall, covering the door of the laboratory, was drawn aside, and to my horrified amazement Nikola, who I imagined had taken my place in the patient’s room, stood before us. As I saw him and realised the significance of the position, a cold sweat broke out upon my forehead. What construction would he be likely to place upon my presence there? For a few seconds he stood watching us, then an expression that I can only describe as being one of terror spread over his face.

“What does this mean?” he cried hoarsely. “What have you done?” Then running to the door of the Don’s room, he drew back the curtain and entered. Leaving the Dona where she was, I followed with such fear in my heart as I had never known before. I found Nikola fumbling with the case of the clinical thermometer, and trembling like a leaf as he did so. Thrusting it into the old man’s mouth, he hung over him and waited as if his whole life depended on the result. Withdrawing it again and holding it up to the light, he gazed at it.

“Too late!” he cried, and I scarcely recognised his voice, so changed was it. “His temperature has dropped a point! Ingleby, this is your doing. For all you know to the contrary, you may have killed him.”


VII. LOVE REIGNS
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IN THE PRECEDING chapter I made you acquainted with the calamity which befell our patient, and of the serious position in which I found myself placed with Nikola in consequence. While knowing in my own heart that I was quite innocent of any intentional neglect of duty, I had yet to remember that had I remained on watch, instead of leaving the room to ascertain what had befallen the Dona Consuelo, it would in all probability never have happened. On the other hand, I had signalled Nikola and called him to my assistance before abandoning my charge. How it was he had not answered my summons was more than I could understand. As it transpired afterwards, however, and as is usual in such things, the explanation was a very simple one. In the last chapter I said that when he left me to go to the laboratory, he was quite exhausted; he had eaten nothing for many hours, and as a natural result the fumes of the herbs he was distilling had overpowered him and he had fallen in a dead faint upon the floor.

As long as I live I shall retain the recollection of the next fourteen hours. During the whole of that time Nikola and I fought death inch by inch for the body of the old Don. From midnight until the following afternoon, neither of us crossed the threshold of the sick-chamber; and during the whole of that time, save to give me brief directions, Nikola spoke no word to me at all. It was only when the mercury in the clinical thermometer was once more established on its accustomed mark that he addressed me. Rearranging the bed-covering and wiping his clammy forehead with his pocket-handkerchief, he turned to me.

“I think he will do now,” he said, “provided he does not lose ground within the next half-hour, we may take it for granted that he is out of danger.”

This was the opportunity for which I was waiting: I accordingly seized it.

“I am afraid, Dr. Nikola,” I said, mustering courage as I progressed, “that you consider me to blame for what has happened.” He looked sharply at me, and then said coldly:

“I fail to see how I could very well think otherwise. I left you in charge, and you deserted your post.”

“But I assure you,” I continued, “that you are misjudging me. I could not help myself. I heard the girl scream, and ran to her assistance. At the same time I took care to ring the bell for you before I left the room.”

“You should not have left it at all until I had joined you,” he answered, still in the same icy tone. “As a matter of fact, I did not hear your summons; I had fainted. And one other question, What was the girl doing in this portion of the castle?”

“She was hysterical,” I answered, “and was searching for her great-grandfather. She did not know, herself, how she got here; but, as ill-luck would have it, she saw your terrible people, and was frightened nearly to death in consequence.

“For common humanity’s sake I could not leave her as she was. Having rung for you, I naturally thought you were with the Don, and that I was free to render her what assistance I could.”

“Your argument is certainly plausible; but supposing the man had died during your absence? How would you have felt then?”

“I should have regretted it all my life,” I answered. “But surely you must admit that would have been better than that a young girl should have been driven mad by fear.”

“You do not seem to understand,” Nikola replied, “that I would willingly sacrifice a thousand girls to accomplish the great object I have in view. No! no! Ingleby, you have been found wanting in your duty; you have checked the progress of the experiment, and if that old man had died” — here he took a step towards me, and his face suddenly became livid with passion— “as I live at this moment you would never have seen the light of day again. I swear I would have killed you with as little compunction as I would have destroyed a dog who had bitten me.”

So menacing was his attitude, and so fiendish the expression on his face, that I instinctively recoiled a step from him, and yet I don’t think my worst enemy could accuse me of being a coward. Was the man a lunatic? I asked myself; had the magnitude of his discovery turned his head? If so, I must be careful in my dealings with him.

“I am afraid I do not understand you, Dr. Nikola,” I said, trying to appear calmer than I felt. “You talk in an exaggerated fashion, and one which I cannot permit. I confess to being in a certain measure to blame for what has happened; but if you feel that you can no longer repose the trust in me that you once felt, I would rather resign my post with you, and leave your house at once.”

For a moment I thought I had detected a sign of fear in his face. Then his manner changed completely.

“My dear Ingleby,” he said, patting me on the shoulder and speaking in quite a different tone, “we are wrangling like a pair of schoolboys. If I hurt your feelings just now, I hope you will forgive me and ascribe it to my anxiety. For the last two days, as you are aware, I have been overwrought. When I stated that I considered you to blame, I said more than I meant; for, of course, I know that you had no intention of injuring our patient, or of doing anything to prejudice the end we have in view. It was a combination of unfortunate circumstances, the ill-effects of which by good luck we have been able to remedy. Let us forget all about it.”

“With all my heart,” I said, with a momentary friendliness I had never felt for him before, and held out my hand to him. He took it, when to my surprise I found that his hand was as cold as ice. In this fashion the cloud between us appeared to have been blown away; but though it was no longer visible to the naked eye, it still existed, for I was unable to dispel from my mind the recollection of the threat he had used to me. If he were not in earnest now, he had at least been so then; and, for my own part, I put more faith in his threats than in his protestations of friendship.

“Come, come, this will never do,” said Nikola, after the few moments’ silence which had followed after our reconciliation. “It is nearly three o’clock. You had better go to your room and rest for a couple of hours, after which you can relieve me.”

Seeing his haggard and weary face, I offered to remain on duty while he went to lie down, but to this he would not consent. It was plain he was still brooding over what had happened, and that he did not intend to trust me any further than he was absolutely obliged. Accordingly, I did not press him; but, as soon as I had noted the various temperatures, and had done what I could to help him, I left him to his vigil and went to my own apartment. I had had nineteen hours in the sick-room, and in consequence was completely worn out. During that time I had heard nothing of the Dona Consuelo. But when I laid my head upon my pillow and closed my eyes, her terrified face, as I had seen it the previous night, rose before me. Even then I could feel the thrill which had run through me as I took that lovely body in my arms. What place was this terrible castle, I asked myself, for such a woman? How dreary was the life she was compelled to lead in it; without companions, and cut off from the one person who only a week before had been all her world to her. This suggested another and a sweeter thought to me. Was there only one person she loved? I remembered how she had clung to me in the hall, and how she had appealed to me to save her. The mere thought that there might be something more than simple liking in her attitude was sufficient to set my heart beating like a sledge-hammer. Was it possible I could be falling in love? I, who had thought myself done with that sort of thing for ever? I smiled at the idea. A nice sort of position I was in to contemplate such a thing. And yet I was so lonely in the world that it soothed me to think there might be some one to whom I was a little more than the average man, and that that some one was a beautiful and noble woman. With these thoughts in my brain I fell asleep. A moment later, so it seemed, the electric bell above my head brought me wide awake again. One glance at my watch was sufficient, however, to show me that I had been asleep two hours. I dressed as quickly as possible and returned to the Don’s room, when, much to my relief, Nikola informed me that there had been no relapse, and that all was progressing as satisfactorily as he could wish. Bidding me exercise the greatest vigilance, he left me and staggered from the room.

“A little more of this sort of thing, my friend,” I said to myself, as I watched him pass out of the door— “only a little more, and you will be unfit for anything.”

But I had yet to learn the strength of Nikola’s constitution. He was like a steel bow: he might often be bent, but never broken.

It was not until the following morning that I saw Dona Consuelo again. We met upon the battlements as usual.

“Dr. Ingleby,” she said, after we had been standing together some time, “I feel there is something I should say to you. I want to tell you how sorry I am for what occurred the other night. But for my folly in wandering about the castle as I did, I should not have seen” — she paused for a moment, and a shudder swept over her at the recollection. “I should not have seen what I did, and you would not have got into trouble with Dr. Nikola.”

“But how did you know that I did get into trouble with Nikola?” I asked.

“Because Dr. Nikola spoke to me about it,” she replied.

On hearing this, I pricked up my ears. Had Nikola taken her to task for what she had done?

In all probability he had blamed her. I tried to catch her on this point, but she would tell me nothing.

“You will accept my apology, won’t you?” she asked; “it has made me so unhappy.”

“You must not apologise to me at all,” I answered; “I assure you none is needed. I would have given anything to have prevented your seeing — well, what you did, and still more to have prevented Nikola from speaking to you. He had no right to do so.” Then, drawing a little closer to her, I took her hand: “Dona Consuelo,” I said, “I am very much afraid your life here is a very unhappy one.”

“I was happier in Spain,” she answered. “But I do not want you to think that I am grumbling; you have given me your promise that no ill shall befall my great-grandfather, and for this reason I have no fear. If he is well, what right have I to complain of anything that may happen to myself? Some day perhaps Dr. Nikola will allow us to go back to Spain, and then I shall forget all about this terrible castle.”

I wondered if the hope she entertained would ever be realised. But I was not going to permit her to suppose that I entertained any doubt at all about it. I felt I should like to have said more, but prudence restrained me. She looked so beautiful that the temptation was almost more than I could withstand. Whether she knew anything of what was in my mind, I cannot say; but somehow I fancied she must have done so, for, though I have no desire to appear conceited, I could not help thinking, when we bade each other goodbye, there was a look of sorrow in her face. Once more a fortnight went by. A month had now elapsed since our arrival at the castle, and, as I could plainly see, Nikola’s experiment was at length achieving a definite result. The changes effected by the use of the electric batteries and the constant anointing which I have already described having ceased within a short time of the removal of the means by which they were occasioned, were now almost permanent, and were becoming more so every day. The patient’s flesh was firmer and his skin was more elastic, while his usual pallor had given place to what might almost be described as a healthy tint. So far success had crowned Nikola’s endeavours; but whether the final result would be what he desired was more than I could say. After the little contretemps which followed my mistake, already described, Nikola and I had agreed fairly well together. I was aware, however, that he was suspicious of my intimacy with the old Don’s great-granddaughter; and from the way in which he glanced at the patient and the various instruments whenever he relieved me in the sick-room, I could tell that he was always anxious to satisfy himself that I had not done anything to prejudice the work he had in hand. It may easily be supposed therefore, that our partnership was far from being as pleasant as it had promised in London to be. To live in an atmosphere of continual suspicion is unpleasant at any time, but it becomes doubly so when another’s happiness depends in a very large measure upon it. Of course, the reason was apparent to me; but there must have been something more in Nikola’s mind than I could fathom, for I think I can assert most truthfully that never for a moment did I allow an effort to be wanting on my part to show how much I had his interest at heart. There was yet another thing which puzzled me. It was this: what was to happen when the required result had been achieved, and the old Don was transformed into a young man again? And more important still, what would become of his great-granddaughter? The whole thing seemed so absurd — so unnatural — if you like it better — that I could see no proper conclusion to it. Still, there was time to talk of that later on. The old Don was already, I am prepared to admit, in a certain sense, younger; that is to say, he did not present that appearance of great age which had been noticeable on board the Dona Mercedes; at the same time, he was still very far from being a young man.

One day I found sufficient courage to speak on this point to Nikola.

“That is one of the most remarkable points in my argument,” he answered. “If he were to change his state so quickly, I should despair of success. As it is, I am more than hopeful, I am sanguine. To-morrow, if he continues to progress so favourably, we shall enter upon the third stage of the experiment. Granted that is successful, I shall be within measurable distance of the greatest medical discovery of this or any other century.”

Knowing it was useless attempting to question him further, I was compelled to possess my soul in patience until the time should arrive for him to enlighten me. The following morning, as soon as I had finished my period of duty in the Don’s chamber, I informed Nikola of my intention of going for a short stroll. The time, he had decided, was not ripe yet for the third phase; and as I knew that I should be kept closely employed as soon as it was, I was anxious to obtain as much exercise as possible while I had the opportunity. Accordingly, I placed my hat upon my head and descended to the courtyard. Strangely enough it was the first time I had set foot in it since our arrival at the castle. It was an exquisite morning for walking, and the sky was blue overhead, a brisk breeze was blowing, and when I had crossed the drawbridge and looked down into the little bay where the waves rolled in and broke with a noise like thunder upon the beach, I felt happier than I had done for some considerable time past. I watched the white gulls wheeling above my head, and as I did so the recollection of the time when I had last seen them rose before my mind’s eye. It was the day that I had come so near speaking words of love to Dona Consuelo upon the battlements. I remembered the look I had seen on her sweet face, and as I did so I realised how much she was to me. With a light step and a feeling of elation in my heart, I made my way down the path towards the beach. Not a soul was to be seen, for I remembered having heard Nikola say that the yacht had gone south for stores. Reaching the water’s edge, I stood and looked back at the castle. It was a sombre enough place in all conscience, and yet there was something about it now which affected me in a manner I can scarce describe. I looked at it for a few moments, and then, turning my back upon it, I set off along the beach at a brisk pace, whistling gaily as I went. Eventually I reached the further side of the bay, opposite that on which the castle was situated. Here the sand gave place to large rocks, which in their turn terminated in a tall headland. The view from these rocks was grand in the extreme. Night and day the rollers of the North Sea broke upon them, throwing showers of spray high into the air. Clambering up, I struggled for fifty yards or so, and finally seating myself upon a rock somewhat larger than the rest, prepared to enjoy the view. A surprise was in store for me. Looking back upon the way I had come, I caught sight of a figure walking towards me on the sands. Needless to say, it was the Dona Consuelo. Whether she was aware of my presence upon the rocks, I cannot say; I only know that as soon as I saw her I rose from where I was sitting and hastened to meet her. How beautiful she looked, and how her face lighted up as I came closer, are things which I must leave to the imagination of my reader.

“You are further abroad than usual to-day, are you not?” I said, as we shook hands.

“Might I not say the same of you?” she answered with a smile. “The morning was so beautiful that I could not remain in that terrible old building. Every corner seems to suggest unhappy memories to me.”

“Do you really think all the memories connected with it will be unpleasant?” I inquired.

She looked up at me in a little startled way, and blushed divinely as she did so.

“Could you expect me to regard the time I have spent in it with any sort of pleasure?” she inquired, fencing with my meaning, and giving me a Roland for an Oliver. “Only think what I have suffered in it!”

By this time we were strolling back together towards the rocks I have already described. The beach at this point narrowed considerably, and for some reason or another we walked a little nearer the cliff than I had done. Suddenly my companion stopped, and, pointing to the sand, said:

“You had a companion this morning?”

“I? I had no companion,” I answered. “What makes you think so?”

“Look here,” she said, and as she spoke she pointed to some footmarks on the sand before us.

“As you went up the beach you walked near the water’s edge, and as you came to meet me you passed midway between your former tracks and the cliff. If you did not have a companion, whose footprints are these? They must have been made this morning, for, as you are aware, when the tide is full, it comes right up to the cliffs, and would be certain to wash out anything that existed before.”

I stooped and examined the tracks carefully before I answered. They were evidently those of a man, and from the fact that the sand was hard the outline could be plainly distinguished. The foot that was responsible for them was a large one, and must have been clad in an exceedingly clumsy boot.

“I don’t know what to think of it,” I said. “One thing, however, is quite certain: I had no companion this morning. What about the old man and his wife at the castle?”

“I happen to know that they have both been hard at work all the morning,” she answered. “Besides, what object could they have in following you? The beach leads nowhere, and from here to yonder point there is no place where you can reach the land above.”

I shook my head. The problem was too much for me. At the same time I must own it disquieted me strangely. Who was this mysterious person who had dogged my footsteps? and what could have been his object in following me? For a moment I inclined to the belief that it might have been Dr. Nikola, who was anxious to discover how I spent my leisure. But on second thoughts the absurdity of the idea became apparent to me. But if it were not Nikola, who could it have been?

On reaching the rocks we seated ourselves, and fell to criticising the picture spread out before our gaze. There was something in my companion’s manner this morning which, analyse it as I would, I could not understand. She was by turns light-hearted and sad; the two expressions chased each other across her face like clouds across an April sky. At last she returned to the topic which I knew must come sooner or later — that of her great-grandfather’s condition.

“I seem cut off from him for ever,” she said with infinite sadness. “I hear nothing of him from week’s end to week’s end, and I see nothing of him. He is gone completely out of my life.”

“But only for the time being,” I answered. “Dr. Nikola has assured you that he will restore him to health and strength. Think what that will mean, and how happy you will be together then.”

“I know it is very wrong of me to say so,” she continued; “but I cannot keep it back, Dr. Ingleby — I distrust Dr. Nikola. He is deceiving me; of that I feel sure.”

Knowing what I did, I could not contradict her; but I saw my opportunity, and acted upon it.

“But if you do not trust Dr. Nikola,” I said, “am I to suppose that you do not trust me?”

She was silent, and I noticed that she turned her face away from me, as if she were anxious to study the castle and the cliff. What was more, I noticed that her hand trembled a little as it rested on the rock beside me.

Once more I put the question, and as I did so, I leant a little towards her.

“I do trust you,” she answered, but so softly that I could scarcely hear it.

“Consuelo,” I said, in a voice but little louder than that in which she had addressed me, “you cannot think what happiness it is to me to hear you say that. As I have tried to show you, there is nothing I would not do to prove how anxious I am to be worthy of your trust. We have known each other but little longer than a month. In that time, however, I have learnt to know you as well as any man could know a woman. I have learnt more than that, Consuelo; I have learnt to love you better than life itself.”

“No, no,” she answered, “you must not say that. I cannot hear you.”

“But it must be said,” I answered. “My love will not be denied. You do love me, Consuelo; I can see it in your face. Don’t you think that I watched and longed for it?”

Instead of turning her face to me, she turned it still further from me.

I took her little hand in mine.

“What is your answer, Consuelo?” I asked. “Be brave and tell me, darling.”

“If I were brave,” she said, “I should tell you that what you ask must never be. That it is hopeless — impossible. That it would be madness for us to think of such a thing. But I am not brave. I am so lonely in the world, and have lost so much that I cannot lose you also.”

“Then you love me!” I cried, in such triumph as I had never felt for anything else in my life before. “Thank God, thank God for that!”

“Yes, I love you,” she answered; and the great waves breaking on the rocks seemed to echo the happiness we both were feeling.

Over the next half-hour I must draw a veil. By the end of that time it was necessary for me to think of returning to the castle. Nikola’s watch would be up in an hour, and I knew it would not do for me to keep him waiting. I said as much to Consuelo, and we immediately rose and set out on our return. As I walked beside her, I would not have changed position with any living man, so happy was I. My peace of mind, however, was destined to be but short-lived. We had crossed the greater number of the rocks, and were approaching the sand once more, when I received a shock which I shall not forget as long as I can remember anything. Clambering over the sharp and slippery rocks was by no means an easy business. It was, however, delightful to hold my sweetheart’s hand in the pretence of assisting her. Occasionally it became necessary for us to make considerable detours, and once I bade her remain where she was until I had climbed a somewhat bigger rock than usual in order to find out whether we could proceed that way. I had reached the top, and was about to extend my hand to her assistance, when something caused me to look behind me. Judge of my surprise and consternation at finding, in the hollow below me, a man crouching on the sand, watching me.

It was the Chinaman I had seen on board the Dona Mercedes, the man who had thrown the knife which had so nearly terminated Nikola’s existence.

How I managed to retain my presence of mind at that trying moment, I find it difficult now to understand. I only know this, that I realised in a flash the fact that it would be madness to pretend to have seen him. Accordingly, I stood for a moment looking out to sea, and then with a laugh that must have sounded far from natural, I rejoined Consuelo on the rock below and chose another path towards the sands.

“What is the matter?” she inquired when we had proceeded a short distance. “Your face is quite pale.”

“I did not feel very well for a moment,” I answered, making use of the first excuse that occurred to me.

“I am afraid you are not telling me the truth,” she answered. “I feel convinced something has frightened you. Can you not trust me?”

Under the circumstances I thought it would be better for me to make a clean breast of it.

“I will trust you,” I answered. “The fact of the matter is, I have discovered an explanation for the footsteps you pointed out to me upon the beach. We are being followed. When I jumped on the top of that rock, I found a man lying on the other side of it.”

“A man? Who could he have been, and why should he be spying upon us? Did you recognise him?”

“Perfectly; I should have known him anywhere.”

“Then who was he?”

“The Chinaman we saw on board the steamer. The man who stole the drugs Nikola entrusted to my care.”

“Do you mean the man who entered my cabin and bent over to look at me?” she cried in alarm.

I nodded, and threw a quick glance back over my shoulder to discover whether we were still being followed. I could see nothing, however, of the man; a circumstance which by no means allayed my anxiety.

“What do you think we had better do?” inquired Consuelo.

“Hasten home as fast as we can go, and tell Nikola,” I answered. “It is imperative he should know at once.”

We accordingly continued our walk at increased speed, every now and then throwing apprehensive glances behind us. It is possible some of my readers may regard it as an exhibition of cowardice on my part to have sought refuge in flight; but when all the circumstances connected with it are taken into consideration, I am sure every fair-minded person will acquit me of this charge. Had I been alone, it is possible I might have turned and risked an encounter with the man; but Consuelo being with me rendered such a course impossible. For the first time since we had known it, the grim old castle, perched up on the cliffs, seemed a desirable place, and it was with a feeling of profound relief that I led my sweetheart across the drawbridge, and was able to tell myself that, for the time being at least, she was safe. On reaching the hall, I found that I had still twenty minutes to spare. I had no desire, however, for further leisure. What I wanted was to see Nikola at once, in order to tell him my unpalatable news.

On entering the room, I found him engaged in taking the old man’s temperature. He looked up at me as if he were surprised to see me return so soon, but said nothing until he had finished the work upon which he was engaged.

“I can see from your face that you have had a fright, and that you have something to say to me concerning it,” he began, when he had returned the thermometer to its case. “Our friend Quong Ma has turned up again, I suppose?”

“How did you know it?” I asked: for I had no idea that he was aware of the man’s appearance in the neighbourhood.

“I guessed it,” he answered, with one of his peculiar smiles. “You are the possessor of a most expressive countenance. Consider for a moment, and you will understand how it is I am able to arrive at a conclusion so quickly. In the first place, you have been for a walk with the young lady whom you love and who loves you in return.”

“Perhaps you saw me,” I replied sharply, feeling myself blushing to the roots of my hair.

“I have not left this room,” he answered. “There is a long black hair on your collar, which would not have been there if you had spent your liberty by yourself. The same thing tells me that you love her, and she loves you. As for the other matter, the caretaker and his wife have been busily employed in the castle all the morning, while Ah-Win never leaves his own portion of the premises. There is only one person outside the walls who could have put that expression into your face, and that person is Quong Ma. Am I right?”

“Quite right,” I replied. “He followed me along the sands, and hid himself among the rocks. In recrossing them from the point, I, as nearly as possible, jumped on him.”

“I am very glad you did not quite do so,” he answered. “Had you experienced that misfortune, you would not have been here to tell the tale. But enough of him for the present. Take your place here and watch our patient. In an hour’s time his temperature should have risen two points. When it has done so, give him ten drops of this fluid in twenty drops of distilled water. A profuse perspiration should result, which will herald the return of consciousness and the new life. In twenty-four hours he should not only be conscious, but on his way to the commencement of his second youth; in forty-eight the improvement should be firmly established; while in a week we should have him on his legs, a living, moving, thinking man, and of my own creation. Watch him, therefore, and whatever happens do not leave this room. Meanwhile, I will have the drawbridge raised, and if Quong Ma can leap the chasm, and make his way into the castle, well, all I can say is, he is a cleverer man than I take him to be.”

With that, Nikola left me, and I sat down to watch beside the aged Don. Apart from my duty towards him, I had plenty to think about, and over and over again I found myself recalling the incidents of the morning. Consuelo loved me, and happen what might I would prove myself worthy of her love. At the end of the hour, as Nikola had predicted, the patient’s temperature had risen two points. I accordingly measured out the stipulated quantity of the medicine he had placed in readiness for me, added the necessary quantity of water, and poured it into the old man’s mouth. Then I sat myself down to wait. Slowly the hands of the clock upon the wall went round, and sixty minutes later, just as Nikola had prophesied, small beads of perspiration made their appearance upon his forehead. It was an exciting moment, and one for which we had been eagerly waiting. I immediately rang the bell for Nikola, and upon his arrival informed him of the fact.

“At last, at last,” he whispered. “It is certain now that I have made no mistake. From this moment forward his progress should be assured. In a week you will be rewarded by a sight such as the eye of man has never yet seen. Be faithful to me, Ingleby, and I pledge my word your future with the woman you love is assured.”

For the remainder of that day, and, indeed, until eleven o’clock on the morning following, there was but little change in the old Don’s condition. The casual observer would have seen but little difference from the day on which I had first taken charge of him on board the steamer. To Nikola and myself, however, who had spent so much time with him, and who had noted every change, there was a difference so vast that it seemed almost incomprehensible.

My watch next morning was from four o’clock until eight. At eight I breakfasted, and afterwards repaired to the battlements above in the hope of meeting Consuelo. Since Nikola had ordered the drawbridge to be raised, we had been compelled to make this our meeting-place, and, as it happened, Consuelo was first at the rendezvous.

“You have good news for me!” she cried, after I had kissed her. “I can see it in your face. What is it? Does it concern my great-grandfather?”

“It does,” I answered. “It concerns him inasmuch as I am able to tell you that what Nikola promised you should happen has in reality come to pass. Everything has been satisfactory beyond our wildest hopes.”

“And do you mean that all need of anxiety is over?” she cried.

“I do not mean that exactly,” I answered. “But I think it very possible we shall soon be able to say so. Nikola is certainly the most wonderful man upon this earth.”

What she said in reply it would be vanity on my part to recall, and would be only another instance of the folly of lovers’ talk. Let it suffice that for upwards of an hour our converse was of the sweetest description. Hand in hand we sat upon the battlements, looking out across the sunlit sea, and building our castles in the air. We were interrupted by Ah-Win, who suddenly made his appearance before us and beckoned me to follow him.

Bidding Consuelo good-bye, I followed the fellow to the hall, where he pointed to the old Don’s room and left me. I found Nikola in a state of the wildest excitement.

“I sent for you because the crisis is close at hand,” he whispered. “At any moment now I may know my fate. Little by little I have built up this worn-out frame, strengthening, renewing, revivifying, and now the object of my ambition is almost achieved. A thousand years ago the secret was guessed by a certain secret sect in Asia. After working a hundred years or more upon it they at length perfected it But by the law of their order only one man was permitted to derive any benefit from it. I obtained their secret — how it does not matter, added to it what I thought it lacked, and here is the result.”

As he spoke a visible tremor ran over the form on the bed before us. The excitement was well-nigh unbearable. For the first time in more than thirty days, movement was to be detected, the eyelids flickered, the mouth twitched, and little by little the eyes opened. Nikola immediately stooped over him, and concentrated all his attention upon the pupils. Then, placing his fingertips so close that they almost touched the lashes, he drew them away again in long transverse passes.

“Do you know me?” he asked, in a voice that shook with emotion. Almost instantly the man replied:

“I know you.”

“Do you suffer any pain?”

“I do not.”

“Sleep then, rest and gain strength, and in two days from this hour wake again a strong man.”

Once more he placed his hands before the patient’s eyes, and as he drew them away the lids closed. Nikola bent over him and listened, and when he rose he nodded reassuringly to me.

“It is all right,” he said. “His respiration is as even and unbroken as that of a sleeping child.”

As usual, my watch that night was from eight o’clock until midnight. From the fact that Don Miguel continued to sleep as quietly as at the moment when Nikola had hypnotised him, it was neither as difficult nor as anxious as before. Nor was I altogether discontented with my lot. I was in love, and was loved in my turn; I was engaged in deeply interesting employment, which, should the experiment terminate successfully, would in all probability ensure my being able to start for a second time in my profession, and with an added knowledge that would bring me to the top of the tree at once. The room in which I sat was warm and comfortable; outside, however, a violent storm was raging. The rain and wind beat against the window in the hall with wildest fury. Now, ever since I had watched by the Don’s bedside, I had made it my habit to carefully lock the door as soon as Nikola had left the room. On this particular occasion I had not departed from my custom. The hands of the clock on the wall stood at ten minutes past eleven, and I was reflecting that I should not be sorry when my watch was over, and I at liberty to retire to bed, when to my astonishment I saw the handle of the door slowly turn. At first I almost believed that my imagination was playing me a trick; but when the handle revolved and was afterwards turned again, I was satisfied that this was not the case. Who was the person on the other side? It would not be Ah-Win, for the reason that he had been particularly instructed on no account ever to touch the door; Consuelo would not venture into that portion of the castle again on any consideration whatsoever; while Nikola himself, being aware that I always kept it locked, would have knocked before attempting to enter. Whoever it was must have been satisfied that the task was a hopeless one. At any rate he desisted, and I heard no more of him. A few moments later the ventilator required my attention, and I was too busy to bestow any more thought upon the matter. Indeed, it was not until Nikola knocked upon the door and relieved me that it entered my mind again. It became apparent immediately that he attached more importance to the incident than I was inclined to do.

“It’s very strange,” he said, “but it accounts for one thing which I must confess has puzzled me.”

“What is that?” I inquired.

“I will show you,” he answered, and led the way to the hall. At the farther end, near the window, he paused and pointed to a mark upon the floor. Not being able to see it very distinctly, I went down upon my hands and knees.

“Do you know what it is?” asked Nikola.

“I do,” I answered. “It is the print of a naked foot.”

“Yes,” said Nikola, “and that foot was wet. It was more than that.” Here he took a magnifying glass from his pocket, and also went down upon his hands and knees. “The chimney leading from Ah-Win’s room,” he said, “is almost exactly above our heads. In consequence, as you may have noticed, the battlements at that point are invariably covered with smuts. The naked foot which made this mark brought some of these particles with it, which tells us that there was only one way in which the owner could have come, and that was down a rope and through the window. Let us examine the window.”

We did so, but, so far as I could see, there was nothing there to reward us. The rain was pelting down, and the wind blew as I had never heard it do before.

“The man, whoever he was, was certainly not deficient in pluck,” said Nikola. “I shouldn’t have called to lower myself over the battlements on a night like this.”

“Are you sure that he did so lower himself?” I inquired.

“I am quite sure,” Nikola answered. “How else could he have come? The old Don is safe for half an hour at least; get your revolver, I will get mine, and we will go upstairs in search of the intruder.”

I did as he directed, but with no great willingness. As you may suppose, I was quite convinced as to the identity of the mysterious visitor; and knowing his proficiency in the art of knife-throwing, I had not the smallest desire to become better acquainted with him. However, I was not going to allow Nikola to think I was afraid; so, putting the best face I could upon it, I did as he directed, and having assured myself that my weapon was loaded in every chamber, followed him along the corridor, up the stone staircase, and so out on to the battlements above. Of all the storms in my experience, I think that particular one was certainly the worst. The rain beat in our faces, and so great was the strength of the wind that the very castle itself seemed to shake and tremble before it. Revolver in hand, expecting every moment to be confronted by the man of whom we were in search, I followed Nikola in the direction of the engine-room chimney. I knew very well for what he was looking. He thought he would find a rope there, but in this he was disappointed. Nor were we able to discover any traces of human beings. We searched the whole length of the battlements in vain, and at last were perforce compelled to give up the hunt as hopeless. Returning to the stairway once more, we were about to descend, when I saw Nikola stoop and pick something up. Whatever it was, he said nothing to me until we had reached the light of the corridor below. Then he held it up for me to see. It was a grey felt hat, the same that I had seen upon the Chinaman’s head that morning.

“Mark my words,” said Nikola, “we shall have trouble with Quong Ma before very long.”


VIII. THE RESULT OF THE EXPERIMENT
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WHEN WE HAD returned to the corridor below the battlements, after our search for the man who had lowered himself down to the window of the hall, Nikola brought with him the soft felt hat I had observed upon the head of that villainous Chinaman, Quong Ma, that morning. Though neither of us was altogether surprised at finding that he was the man we suspected of being in the castle, we were none the more pleased at having our suspicions confirmed. The thing which puzzled us most, however, was how he had obtained admission, seeing that he had not been in sight when I had entered the castle that morning, that I had informed Nikola of my meeting with him within five minutes of my arrival, and that the drawbridge had been raised, if not at once, certainly within a quarter of an hour of my making my report. And yet it was plain, since he had been upon the battlements, that he was in the castle, and that his being there boded no good was as apparent as his presence.

“I always knew they had original ideas,” said Nikola, “but I had no idea they were as clever as this. We shall have to be very careful what we do for the future; for from what I know of them, they would stick at nothing. To-morrow morning we must search the castle from dungeon to turret.”

“And if we find them?”

“In that case,” said Nikola, “I fancy I know a way of dealing with them. Dona Consuelo locks her door at night, I suppose?”

I informed him that I had advised her to do so.

“It would be better that we should make certain,” he answered, and, proceeding to the door in question, he softly turned the handle. It was securely fastened from the inside.

“It seems all right,” said Nikola. “Now we will return to our own quarters, and make everything secure there.”

We did as suggested, and when everything was made fast, securely locked the door in the corridor behind us. Reaching the hall once more, we made a careful survey of the various rooms, including not only the apartments leading out of it, but also the passage leading to Ah-Win’s quarters. No sign, however, of the man we wanted was to be seen there. Returning to the hall, we assured ourselves that our patient was still sleeping quietly, and then I bade Nikola good-night, and prepared to go to my room.

“I should advise you to lock your door,” he said, as we parted. “You cannot take too many precautions when Quong Ma and his companion are about. Should I require your assistance during the night, I will ring for you.”

I promised to answer his call immediately, and was about to turn away, when it occurred to me to ask him a question to which he had promised me an answer upwards of a month before.

“On the night that we left Newcastle,” I said, “you were kind enough to say that when a fitting opportunity occurred you would tell me what has induced these men to follow you as they are doing.”

“There is no reason why you should not hear,” Nikola replied. “To tell it in full, however, would be too long a story, but I will briefly summarise it for you. In order to obtain the information necessary for carrying out the experiment upon which we are now engaged, I penetrated, as I think I have already informed you, into a certain monastery situated in the least known portion of Thibet. My companion and I carried our lives in our hands if ever men have done so in the history of the world. The better to carry out my scheme, I might explain, I impersonated a high official who had lately been elected one of the rulers of the order. At a most unfortunate moment the fraud was discovered, and my companion and I were ordered to be hurled from the roof of the monastery into the precipice below. We managed to escape, however, but not before I had secured the precious secret for which I had risked so much. The monks traced us on our journey back to civilisation, and two of the order, who have had special experience in this sort of work, were detailed to follow us, in the hope that they might not only regain possession of a book which contained the secret, but at the same time revenge the insult which had been offered to them.”

“And you still have that book?”

“Would you care to see it?” asked Nikola.

I replied that I should like to immensely, whereupon he retired to his own apartment, to presently return bringing with him a small packet, which he placed upon the table. Untying the string which bound it, and removing a sheet of thin leather, he exposed to my gaze a small book, possibly eight inches long by four wide. The materials in which it was bound were almost dropping apart with age; the backs and corners, however, were clamped with rusty iron. The interior was filled with writing in the Sanskrit character, a great deal of which had faded and was barely decipherable. I took it tenderly in my hands.

“And it is to regain possession of this book that these men are following you?” I asked.

“To do that,” he answered, “and to punish me for the trick I played them. They have not, however, accomplished their task yet; nor shall they do so if I can help it. Let me once get hold of Quong Ma, and he’ll do no more mischief for some time to come.”

As Nikola said this, his great cat, which for the past few moments had been sitting upon his knees, suddenly stood up, and, placing its forepaws upon the table, scratched at the cloth. Nikola was watching my face, and what he saw there must have considerably amused him.

“You are thinking that Apollyon and I are not unlike. When we get out our claws, we are dangerous. It would be well for our Chinese friend if he understood as much. Now you had better be off to bed, and I to my watch.”

When Nikola relieved me at eight o’clock the morning following, it was plain that there was something important toward.

“Get your breakfast as soon as you can,” he said, “and when you have done we will search the castle. You heard nothing suspicious during your watch, I suppose?”

“Nothing,” I replied. “Everything has gone on just as usual.”

As soon as I had finished my breakfast, Ah-Win was summoned, and together we set off on our errand. Beginning with the battlements, we took the castle corridor by corridor, floor by floor, examining every corner and staircase in which it would be possible for a human being to hide himself. Having exhausted the inhabited portion of the building, we searched the rooms into which no one had penetrated from year’s end to year’s end. These we also drew blank. Then descending another flight of stairs, we reached the basement, explored the great kitchens, once so busy, and now tenanted only by rats and beetles, and examined the various domestic offices, including the buttery and armoury, still without success. If Quong Ma was in the castle, it looked as if he must certainly possess the power of rendering himself invisible at will. At last we reached the keep, where the old couple who, as Nikola had said, officiated as caretakers during his absence, had their quarters. At the moment of our arrival the woman was bitterly upbraiding her husband for some misdeed.

“I tell ‘ee,” she was saying, slapping the table with her hand to emphasise her words, “that when I went to bed last night they vittals was in yonder cupboard. What I want ‘ee to say is where they be now? Don’t ‘ee say ‘ee never saw them, or that it was the cat as stole ‘em, for ‘ee may talk till ‘ee be black in the face and I’ll not believe ‘ee. Cats don’t turn handles and undo latches, and mutton don’t walk out of the front door on its own leg. If ‘ee be a man, ‘ee’ll tell the truth an’ shame the devil.”

I must leave you to picture for yourself the vehemence with which all this was said. The words poured from her mouth in a torrent, and every sentence was punctuated with slaps upon the table. So engaged were they in their quarrel that some moments elapsed before they perceived Nikola and myself standing in the doorway. When they did, the tumult ceased as if by magic.

“You seem to be enjoying yourselves,” said Nikola drily; “perhaps you will be kind enough to tell me what it is all about.”

He had no sooner finished than the irate old lady recommenced.

“It’s just this way, my lord,” she said, though why she should have bestowed a title upon Nikola I could not understand. “Last night I was troubled with the rheumatiz mortal bad, and went to bed early. My old man there, beggin’ your pardon for the liberty I’m takin’, was a-sittin’ by the fire smokin’ his pipe, such bein’ his custom of an evening. He had had his supper, and as I se’d with my own eyes when he’d a finished there was the end of a leg of mutton in yon cupboard. When I comes this mornin’ to take it out for breakfast, it’s gone, and with it the bread as I baked with my own hands but yesterday. And he stands there, savin’ your presence, my lord, and wants I for to believe as how he’s not touched it, and the latch of the cupboard down, as you can see for yourselves, honourable gentlemen both, with your own eyes. I’ve been married these three-and-forty years, and I don’t know as how you will believe it, my lord—”

Seeing that she was getting up steam once more, Nikola held up his hand to her to be silent.

“What you tell me is very interesting,” he said, fixing his dark eyes upon her; “but let me understand you properly. You say you went to bed leaving your husband smoking his pipe in this room. Before retiring you convinced yourself that the food which is now not forthcoming was in the cupboard. Is that so?”

“Yes, my lord, and honourable gentlemen both.”

Then, addressing her husband, Nikola continued:

“I suppose you went to sleep over your pipe?” The question had to be repeated, and his wife had to admonish him with, “Speak up to his lordship like a man,” before he could answer. Even then his reply was scarcely satisfactory; he thought he might have fallen asleep, but he was not at all sure upon the point. He admitted he was in the habit of doing so; and, as far as Nikola was concerned, this settled the matter.

“Quong Ma,” he said, turning to me. “Now I understand where he gets his food from.” Then, turning to the woman, he said, “Your husband is a heavy sleeper, I suppose?”

“Why, bless you, sir,” she replied, “he sleeps that heavy you can’t wake him. And, as for snoring, why, the rattling of that old bridge out yonder, when they’re a-drawin’ of it up, ain’t to be compared with him, as the sayin’ is. I did hear of a man, when I lived down Sunderland, as did snore so that, when he woke up, the folks next door sent in to ask him to go on again, the stillness bein’ that lonesome that they couldn’t bear it.”

Nikola peremptorily bade the old woman be silent, and ordered her for the future to see that her door was locked at dusk every evening. Then, addressing her husband, he inquired if the latter was conversant with the subterranean passages of the castle, and when he had replied in the affirmative, bade him light a lantern, and show us all he could. The man did so, and having conducted us across the courtyard, entered a long, low chamber, which might once have been used as a bakehouse. In this was a large wooden door, secured with many bolts, but now falling into considerable disrepair. These bolts he drew one by one with an air of importance that was indescribably comic.

“I don’t quite understand how these bolts come to be fastened if the man is down below,” said Nikola, addressing me. I shook my head, whereupon he bade the old man inform him whether there were any other entrances to the vaults in question.

“Lor’, sir,” the man replied, “the castle be fair mazed with them. If ‘ee likes, I can take ‘ee into most any room in the place from down below.”

“I should have thought of that,” said Nikola, more to himself than to me. “I am sorry I didn’t question our friend here before. Quong Ma has evidently mastered the situation, and is playing a game of hide-and-seek. However, we’ll examine the dungeons first, and the passages afterwards. So lead the way, my friend.”

The old man going ahead carrying the lantern, Nikola following, and Ah-Win and myself bringing up the rear, we made our way down the clammy stone staircase into the subterranean portion of the castle. It was an experience that would have been worth anything to a novelist seeking colour for a historical tale; but knowing what I did about the man we were after, I cannot say that I appreciated the incident so much. In addition to my nervousness, my head was aching, while hot and cold perspirations alternately contributed to my general discomfort. What was the matter with me I could not think. As it was, I was the only member of the party, I believe, who felt any symptoms of fright. The old man with the lantern knew nothing of his danger. Ah-Win was an Asiatic and a fatalist, and in his master’s presence appeared not to care whom or what he faced; while, as for Nikola himself, I believe most implicitly that cold-blooded individual would have faced certain death as coolly and contentedly as he would have tossed off a glass of wine. Lower and lower we descended, glancing into dungeons into which no light of day had ever penetrated, and stooping to make our way along passages in which the moisture from the roof fell drip, drip, drip, upon our heads. Search as we would, however, we could discover no trace of that villainous Celestial.

“We be close down alongside the sea now, your lordship,” said the old man, “and when I tells ‘ee that, I tells ‘ee summat as not many folks as has bided in this ‘ere castle ever knowed.”

“Most admirable of men,” said Nikola, “you are telling me exactly what I want to know. Do you mean that it’s possible for us to reach the sea from where we are now standing without crossing the drawbridge?”

“That is exactly what I do mean, my lord,” he answered. “And if your lordship and the honourable gentleman will come wi’ I, I’ll let ‘ee see for your own selves.”

Forthwith the old fellow, holding his lantern aloft, turned down a narrow passage, leading to the right, and a few minutes later brought us up to some steps, at the bottom of which the light of day could be plainly seen. To reach the bottom of the steps was the work of a moment, and once there a curious scene was revealed to us. The doorway opened into the chasm which I have described earlier, and was situated almost directly beneath the drawbridge and the keep. Kneeling down, Nikola and I looked over the edge and could plainly see a number of iron steps let into the rock one above the other. At the bottom — for it was now full tide — the sea washed and dashed with terrific force. Rising to his feet again, Nikola addressed the old man.

“Is it possible at low tide,” he said, “to reach the sands from here?”

“Lor’ bless you, yes, sir,” the man replied. “When the tide is down, ‘ee can get along from rock to rock without as much as wetting shoe leather.”

“That accounts for everything,” said Nikola with considerable satisfaction. “I understand exactly how Quong Ma got into the castle now; he must have laughed to himself when he saw that we had raised the drawbridge in the hope of keeping him out. However, forewarned is forearmed, and this place shall be bricked up this morning. You, my old friend, had better see to it, and be sure that you make a good job of it’”

The man promised to do so, and seeing that there was nothing further to be gained by remaining where we were, Nikola bade him conduct us back again to our own portion of the building by a secret passage if possible. The man assured us that he could do so, and was as good as his word. We climbed, crawled, and scrambled our way up the narrow steps and along a rabbit warren of a small passage behind our guide. At last he stopped.

“Would your lordship be kind enough to say where ‘ee think ‘ee are now?” he added.

“I have not the least notion,” said Nikola.

“Nor I,” I added.

“Well, sir, I will show ‘ee,” said the man, and after a little hunting he found and pressed something in the wall. There was a grating noise, a sound as of rusty hinges being slowly unfolded and then a portion of the wall swung outward and we found ourselves standing at the top of the great staircase within a few yards of Consuelo’s apartments.

“This is uncanny, to say the least of it,” remarked Nikola. “Pray do any of these interesting passages open into the young lady’s room opposite, or into the smaller hall occupied by this gentleman and myself?”

“Not now, my lord,” the man replied. “Time was when they did, but the old lord didn’t take kindly to ‘em, and they was bricked up as much as five year ago.”

“I am glad to hear it,” said Nikola; and you may imagine that I echoed the sentiment. Nikola thereupon thanked the old man and dismissed him, at the same time reiterating his order that the opening in the chasm below the drawbridge should be made secure.

The excitement of the search for Quong Ma and the damp of the passages had been too much for me, and by the time we reached the hall I could scarcely stand.

“Good heavens, Ingleby,” said Nikola, as I dropped into a chair, “you’re looking awfully ill. What is the matter?”

“I can’t exactly say,” I answered. “I fear I must have caught a chill on the battlements last night.”

“And yet you accompanied me down to those damp passages this morning. Was that wise?”

“I was not going to let you go alone,” I replied.

He glanced sharply at me, as if he would read my thoughts.

“Well, well, I’ll tell you what you must do: you must be off to bed at once. There can be no doubt about that.”

I tried to protest: I explained my desire to see the end of the experiment; but Nikola was adamant. To bed I must go, willy-nilly; and to bed I accordingly went, but not in my own room off the hall. An apartment farther down the corridor, next door to that occupied by Consuelo, was arranged for me; and when I was safely between the blankets, Nikola prescribed for me, and my sweetheart was duly installed as nurse. My indisposition must have been more severe than I had supposed, for before nightfall I was in a high state of fever, and by midnight was delirious.

I remember nothing further until I opened my eyes and found Consuelo sitting by my side.

“What does this mean?” I inquired, surprised to find her there.

“It means that you have been very ill,” she answered, “and that I am your nurse, and am not going to permit you to talk very much.”

To do this was a feat of which I was incapable, but I was not going to be silent until I had learnt something of what had happened.

“How long have I been ill?” I inquired.

“More than a week,” she answered; and then added, “You naughty boy, you little know what a fright you have given me. But you must not talk any more, or Dr. Nikola will be angry.”

She poured out some medicine for me, bade me drink it, and then reseated herself beside me. In five minutes I was wrapped in a heavy slumber, from which I did not wake for several hours. When I did, I found Dr. Nikola installed as nurse; Consuelo had disappeared.

“Well, Ingleby,” said Nikola cheerily, as he felt my pulse, “you have had a sharp bout of it, but I am glad to see we have managed to pull you through. How do you feel in yourself?”

“Much better,” I answered, “though still a bit shaky.”

“I don’t wonder at it,” he said. “Do you feel hungry?”

“I feel as if I could eat anything,” I answered.

“Well, that’s a good sign. I’ll see that something is sent you. In the meanwhile keep as quiet as possible. When I leave you, I’ll send your sweetheart to you; she has been a devoted nurse, and between ourselves I rather fancy you owe your life to her.”

“God bless her!” I answered fervently. “But you call her my sweetheart. What do you mean by that?”

“My dear fellow, I know everything. One night the young lady in question was rather concerned about you, and in her agitation she allowed the cat to slip out of the bag. You young people seem to have managed the matter pretty well in the short time you have known each other. Now keep quiet for a few moments while I see if I can find her.”

He was making for the door, when I stopped him.

“You have not told me how the Don is,” I said. “How does the experiment progress?”

His face clouded over.

“It has proved successful,” he answered, but with a sudden sternness that surprised me. It was for all the world as if he were trying to convince me that what he said was correct, although in his own heart he knew it was not so. When he spoke again, it was very slowly.

“Yes, Ingleby,” he said, as if he were weighing every word before he uttered it, “the experiment has proved a success. I have made the Don a young man, but — well, to tell the truth, I have made a mistake in my calculations — a mistake that I cannot explain and that I can in no way account for.”

“And the result?”

“Don’t ask me,” he said, “for I am afraid I do not know myself. By the time you are on your feet again, I shall hope to have come nearer an understanding of the situation. Then I shall be able to tell you more of what I hope and fear. At present I scarcely like to think of it myself.”

To my surprise, as I watched him, I saw great beads of perspiration start out upon his forehead, and, for the first time since I had known him, I saw a look of terror in Dr. Nikola’s face. I tried to question him further upon the subject, but he bade me wait until I was stronger, and, presently repeating that he would find Consuelo, he left me. When my sweetheart entered the room, looking more beautiful than I had ever seen her, I forgot, for the time being, about Nikola.

“You are looking much better,” she said, as she came toward me and put down upon the table the tray she carried in her hand. “Here is some beef-tea which I have made for you myself. If you don’t drink it all up, I shall let the old woman in the kitchen make it for you in the future and bring it to you herself.”

“You had better not,” I answered. “In that case, I should refuse to touch a drop of it, and should die of slow starvation in consequence.”

With a gentleness that was infinitely becoming to her, she lifted my head and held the cup while I drank. If I took longer over it than I should have done at any other time, the fact must, of course, be attributed to my weakness.

“Dr. Nikola says he is very pleased with the progress you have made,” she said, when she had replaced the cup upon the table. “But you are to be kept very quiet for some days, and to sleep as much as possible.”

“And when am I to get up?” I asked.

“Get up!” she cried in mock horror. “You must not even think of such a thing for a week at least.”

“A week!” I replied. “Do you think I’ve to stay here for a week?”

“So Dr. Nikola says.”

The remainder of our conversation is too sacred to be set down in cold-drawn type. Let it suffice that, when I fell asleep again, it was with her hand in mine. I was more in love even than I had been before.

As Consuelo had predicted, more than a week had elapsed before I was permitted to leave my room. Even then I was not allowed to return to my duties at once, but spent the greater portion of my time with Consuelo on the battlements gaining strength with every breath of sea air that I inhaled.

Nikola I saw but little of. He examined me every morning, and on one or two occasions honoured us with his company for a brief period on the castle roof. At the best of times, however, he was not a good companion. He was invariably absorbed in his own thoughts, spoke but little, and struck me as being anxious to say goodbye almost as soon as he arrived. Since then I have learned the true reason of it all, and I have been able to see that complex character in a new light. It never struck me how lonely the man’s life must be. During the whole time that I was associated with him I never once heard him speak of kith or kin. Friends he appeared to have none, while his acquaintances numbered only such men as were necessary to the particular work he happened to be engaged in at the moment of their meeting. His very attainments, his peculiar knowledge of the world, of its under and mystic side, were sufficient to make him hold aloof from his fellow-men. In all matters of comfort a rigid ascetic, the good things of life had no temptation for him. To sum it all up, of this I feel certain, so certain indeed that at times it becomes almost a pain, that Nikola, with all his sternness, his self-denial, his genius and his failings, hungered for one thing, and that was to be loved. Why should I say this, considering that the only evidence I have to offer tends to lead one’s thoughts in a contrary direction? I do not know, but as I remarked just now, I feel convinced that my hypothesis is a correct one, as I am that I love Consuelo. But to return to my story. It was not until nearly a fortnight had elapsed, since my return to consciousness, that I was permitted to take up my duties again. When I did, I returned to my old quarters leading out of the hall, and I think Nikola was pleased to once more have my co-operation, — at any rate, he led me to suppose that he was.

“When you think you are up to the mark, I shall be pleased to show you the Don,” he said, “and to hear your opinion of him.”

I expressed myself as being quite equal to seeing him at once.

“Very good,” he answered, “but I warn you to be prepared for a great and somewhat unpleasant change in the man.”

So saying, he led me across the hall towards the room in which I had, before my illness, spent so many hours. Inserting the key in the lock, he turned it and we entered. I had expected to find it exactly as I had last seen it. A surprise, however, was in store for me. The bedplace in the centre was gone, as were both the electrical appliances. The clock and thermometers had been removed, the only things that still remained being the electric lights which were suspended from the ceiling and the enclosed fixtures for regulating the supply of hot and cold air. In point of fact, it was as bare a room as well could be imagined.

“Don Miguel,” said Nikola, “I have brought an old friend to see you.”

I looked about the room, but for a moment could see nothing of the old man in question. Then my eye lighted on what looked like a heap of clothes huddled up on a mattress in the corner. On hearing Nikola’s voice, a face looked up at me — a face so terrible, so demoniacal I might say, that I involuntarily shrank from it. What there was about it that caused me such revulsion, I cannot say. It was the countenance of a young man, if you can imagine a man endowed with perpetual youth, and with that youth the cunning, the cruelty, and the vice of countless centuries.

“Steady, my friend,” I heard Nikola say, and as he did so he placed his hand upon my arm. “Remember, Ingleby, this is nothing more than an experiment.”

Then addressing the crouching figure, he bade him stand up. With a snarl like that of a dog, or rather of a wild beast, who is compelled to do a thing very much against his will, the man obeyed. I was able then to take better stock of him. Accustomed as I was to the old Don’s face, I found it difficult to realise that the healthy, vigorous man standing before me was he, and yet I had only to look at him carefully to have all doubt upon the subject removed. He was the same and yet not the same. At any rate, he was an illustration of the marvellous, nay, the almost unbelievable, success of Nikola’s experiment.

“You remember the Don as he was, and you can see to what I have been able to bring him,” said Nikola sadly, and for one moment without a trace of triumph. This, however, was soon forthcoming.

“Out of an old man tottering on the brink of the grave, I have manufactured a young and vigorous creature such as you now see before you. I have made him, I have transformed him, I have subjected Nature to science, I have revolutionised the world, abolished death, and upset the teachings, and the essential idea, of all religions. I have proved that old age can be prevented, and the grave defied. And — and — I have failed.”

Under the intensity of his emotion his voice broke, and something very like a sob burst from him. Never since I had known Nikola had I seen him as he was then. To all appearances he was well-nigh broken-hearted.

“If you have done all this,” I asked, “how can you say that you have failed?”

“Are you so blind that you cannot see?” he answered. “Examine the man for yourself, and you will find that he is a human being in animal life only. I have given him back his youth, his strength, his enjoyment in living, but I cannot give him back his mind. In his body I have triumphed; in his brain I have completely failed.”

“But cannot this be set right?” I inquired. “Is the case quite hopeless?”

“Nothing is hopeless,” he answered; “but it will take years, centuries perhaps, of work to find the secret. I thought, when I built up the body, I should be building up the brain as well. It was not so. In proportion as his body renewed its youth, his brain shrunk. Let me give you an illustration.”

He went forward towards the man, who was now once more crouching upon the floor, watching us over his right shoulder, as if he were afraid we were going to do him harm.

“Well, Miguel,” said Nikola, patting him upon the head, and speaking to him in the same tone he would have used to a favourite monkey, “how is it with you to-day?”

The man, however, took no notice, but bending down played with the lace of Nikola’s shoe, now and again looking swiftly up into his face, as if he dreaded a blow, and as swiftly looking away again.

“This should prove to you what I mean,” said Nikola, addressing me. “In his present condition he is less than a man, and yet where would you find a finer frame? His heart, his lungs, his constitution, all are perfect.”

While he had been speaking, he had turned his back upon the beast upon the floor, and as he uttered the last words he moved towards me. He had not taken a step, however, before the Don was half on his feet. From childish idiocy his expression had changed until it was a fiendish malignity that surpasses all description in words.

In another moment he would have thrown himself on Nikola. As it was, he glared at him until he turned, when in an instant the wild expression had gone, and he was crouching upon the floor once more, picking at his fingers and smiling to himself.

“You can see for yourself what he is,” said Nikola: “an imbecile; but for one ray of hope I should despair of him.”

“There is, then, a ray of hope,” I said eagerly, clutching like a drowning man at the straw he held out. “Thank God for that!”

“There is a ray,” he answered, “but it is a very little one. I will give you an example.”

Turning to the wretched creature on the floor, he extended his hand towards him, and, gradually lifting it, bade him rise. The effect was instantaneous. The man rose little by little until he stood upright Once more pointing his hand directly at him, Nikola moved towards him, until the points of his fingers were scarcely an inch from the other’s eyes. Then, slowly raising his fingers, he made an upward and a downward pass.

The eyes closed, and yet the man still remained rigid against the wall. Turning to me, Nikola said:

“You can see for yourself that he is absolutely under my influence and control.”

I approached and made a careful examination. There could be no doubt about his condition: it was one of hypnotic coma; and, on raising one of the eyelids, I found the ball turned upwards and wandering in its orbit.

“You are satisfied?” inquired Nikola.

“Perfectly,” I answered.

“In that case let us proceed.”

“To whom am I speaking?” asked Nikola, addressing the man before him.

“To Miguel de Moreno,” was the answer, given in a perfectly clear and strong voice, and without apparent hesitation. “Do you know where you are?”

“I am with Dr. Nikola.”

“Before you came to me, with whom and where did you live?”

“I lived with my great-granddaughter in Cadiz.”

“Have you any recollection of coming to England?”

“I remember it perfectly.”

“Now lie down upon that mattress, and sleep without waking until eight o’clock to-morrow morning.”

The man did as he was ordered without hesitation. Nikola covered him with the blankets, and as soon as we had made sure of his safety, we left the room, carefully locking the door after us.

“You can have no idea, Ingleby, what a disappointment this has been to me. Three times before I have tried and failed, but this time I made sure I had success within my grasp. I have progressed farther now than I have ever done before, it is true; but it is the brain that has beaten me. As long as I live I will persevere, and the perfect man, who shall retain his youth through all ages, shall eventually walk the earth. Now good-night.”

He held out his hand to me, and as I shook it Apollyon came up, and rubbed himself against my leg, as if to show that he too appreciated my sympathy. I was about to retire to my room, when it struck me that I had heard nothing of our friend Quong Ma since we had searched the subterranean portion of the castle for him. I asked Nikola if he had anything to tell me concerning him.

“Nothing,” he answered, “save that last night I felt certain that I saw a man cross the courtyard. It was just before midnight, the moon was about the building, and I am ready to stake anything that I am not deceived.”

“But who could it have been?”

“That’s exactly what I want to know,” he answered. “You were safe in bed and asleep. It was not the caretaker, for I tried his door and found it locked, and from the sound that greeted me I had good proof it was not he.”

“But might it not have been Ah-Win?” I asked.

“I thought so, and before going in search of the figure I hastened to his room, only to find him also asleep.”

“In that case it must have been Quong Ma. But how does the fellow live? and why does he not strike?”

“Because he has not yet found his opportunity. When he does, you may be sure he will avail himself of it. Now once more good-night You need not trouble about our patient; I shall take a look at him about midnight.”

“Good-night,” I said, and went to my room, the door of which I carefully locked. My last waking thoughts were of Consuelo, and my speculations as to what her feelings would be when she realised the terrible change that had taken place in her great-grandfather were sufficient to give me a nightmare. Over and over again I was afflicted with the most horrible dreams; and when I was roused by a loud thumping on my door, and Nikola’s voice calling for admittance, it seemed so much part and parcel of the horror my brain had just pictured for me, that for the moment I took no notice of it. It sounded again; so, springing from my bed, I ran to the door, and opened it.

“What is the matter?” I asked, when he was standing before me. His usual pale face was now ghastly in its whiteness.

“Good heavens, man!” he cried, “you have no notion of what has happened. Dress yourself immediately and come with me!” He sat upon my bed while I huddled my clothes on; then, when I was ready, he seized me by the wrist, and half-dragged me, half-led me into the hall. Once there, he pointed to the figure of a man stretched out before his door. It was Ah-Win; and his throat was cut from ear to ear!

The sight was so sudden, and so totally unexpected, that it was almost too much for me. Recovering my presence of mind, however, I knelt down and examined him.

“Look at his hands!” said Nikola. “They are cut to the bone by some sharp-bladed instrument. The murderer must have come here in search of me. Ah-Win must have met him, tried to prevent him reaching the door, was unable to warn us, and so have met his fate.”

We were both too much overcome to continue the discussion. Quong Ma had struck at last!


IX. WAR AND PEACE
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AT THE CONCLUSION of the preceding chapter, I described to you the terrible discovery we had made of the death of Ah-Win. That he had met his fate in an endeavour to prevent Quong Ma from reaching his master’s room seemed quite in accordance with the evidence before us. Small wonder was it, therefore, that Nikola was affected. But even in his grief he proved himself unlike the average man. Another man would have bewailed his loss, or at least have expressed some sorrow at his servant’s unhappy lot. Nikola, however, did neither, and yet his grief was plain to the eye as if he had wept copious tears. Having satisfied himself that the poor fellow really was dead, he bade me help him carry the body down the passage to an empty room which adjoined his former quarters.

We laid it upon a bed there, and Nikola followed me into the passage, carefully locking the door behind him. When we were back in the hall once more, Nikola spoke.

“This has gone far enough,” he said. “Come what may, we must find Quong Ma. The fellow must be in the castle at this minute.”

“Shall we organise a search for him?” I said. “The man must be captured at any hazard; we are risking valuable lives by allowing him to remain at large.”

Though I used the plural, I must confess I was thinking more of my darling than of anybody else. How did I know that, when Quong Ma found it impossible for him to get hold of Nikola, he would not revenge himself upon Consuelo?

“That we must find him goes without saying,” Nikola replied. “I doubt very much, however, if it would be prudent for you to take part in the search. In the first place, you are still as weak as a baby; and in the second, the damp of the subterranean passages might very easily bring on a return of the fever.”

“You surely do not imagine that I should permit you to go alone,” I said.

Nikola gave a short laugh.

“I do not want to appear boastful,” he said, “but I am very much afraid you do not know me yet, my dear Ingleby. However, I will confess that if you really do desire it, and feel equal to the exertion, I shall be very glad of your company.”

“When do you propose to start?”

“At once,” he answered. “I shall not know a minute’s peace until I have revenged Ah-Win.”

“And supposing we catch the fellow, what do you propose to do with him? It is a long way from here to the nearest police station.”

“I don’t fancy somehow I shall trouble the police,” he said. “But we will talk of what we will do with him when we have got him. Now, if you are ready, come along.”

Thereupon, for the second time we searched the castle for Quong Ma. As before, we first visited the battlements and the rooms on the next floor, the basement offices followed, and still being unsuccessful, we unbolted the door leading to the dungeons and entered the subterranean portion of the building. Cool as I endeavoured to appear, I am prepared to confess that, when the icy wind came up to greet us from those dark and dreary passages, I was far from feeling comfortable. I don’t set up to be a braver man than my fellows, but it seemed to me to require more pluck to enter those dismal regions than to take part in a forlorn hope. With our revolvers in our hands, and Nikola holding the lantern above his head, we explored passage after passage and dungeon after dungeon. Rats scuttled away from beneath our feet, bats flew in the darkness above our heads; but, as before, not a sign of Quong Ma.

“I cannot understand it,” said Nikola at last, and his voice echoed along the rocky passages. “We have explored every room in the castle and every dungeon underneath it, and not a trace of the man can we discover. We have bricked up the opening into the chasm, and lifted the drawbridge that connects us with the outside world, and yet we cannot catch him. He must be here somewhere.”

“Exactly; but where?”

“If I knew, do you think I should be standing here?” Nikola replied sharply. “But let us try back again. I want to explore that secret passage the old man showed us the other day. I remember now that there was something that struck me as being rather peculiar about it.”

We accordingly retraced our steps, found the passage in question, and ascended it. Reaching the point where, on the previous occasion, we had turned off to find the trap-door, opening at the head on the great staircase, we found, as Nikola had supposed, a second and smaller turning half hidden in shadow and which bore away to the right, that is to say in the direction of the keep. Fortunately, it was now level going, but so narrow was the passage that it was still impossible to walk two abreast.

“Hark! what was that?” Nikola suddenly cried, stopping and holding the lantern above his head.

We stopped and listened, and sure enough a shuffling noise came from the passage in front. A moment later the same sound we had heard when the old caretaker had opened the secret door reached us.

“If I am not mistaken, we have found his lair at last,” my companion shouted and ran forward.

But certain as we felt that it was Quong Ma we had heard, we were too late to convince ourselves of the fact. The secret door stood open; the man, however, was not to be seen in the passage outside.

“Where are we?” I asked, for I was not familiar with the corridor in which we found ourselves.

“Between the keep and Ah-Win’s quarters,” Nikola replied. “Now I understand how that fiend has found his way into the hall. But let me think for a moment: there is the gate between us and the hall, and I have the key in my pocket. There is no other exit in either direction, so it seems to me that we have got our man at last. Is your revolver ready?”

“Quite ready,” I replied.

“Come along, then. But remember this: if he attacks you, show him no mercy. He’ll show you none. Remember Ah-Win.”

With that we made our way along the corridor in the direction of the room where Nikola’s — well, where the murdered man had been quartered.

Nikola unlocked the door and looked in, while I remained in the passage outside. I really believe I was more afraid of what I should see in there than of Quong Ma himself.

“He is not there,” said Nikola when he rejoined me, and then went to the gate and tested it. “And he can’t get out here. We’ve missed him somewhere, and must look back again.”

We accordingly retraced our steps, examining room by room and preparing ourselves every time lest, when we turned the handle, Quong Ma should jump out upon us. But in every case we were disappointed.

“I was surprised just now,” said Nikola, after we had left the last apartment and stood in the corridor once more, “but I am doubly so now. What on earth can have become of the fellow? He seems to vanish into thin air every time we get near him. There must be another secret passage hereabout of which we are ignorant. Before we return, however, I want to make quite certain of one thing; let us continue that passage by which we ascended from the dungeons just now.”

We did so, Nikola once more going ahead with the lantern.

“Just as I thought,” he cried. “Look here!”

He stopped, and stood with his back to the wall. At this point the passage came to an abrupt termination, and on the floor before us was an old blanket, a quantity of straw, about a loaf and a half of bread, and an earthenware pipkin containing a quart or so of water. Under the blanket was a half-used packet of candles, and from the grease that bespattered everything it was easily seen how he had obtained his illumination.

“We have found our bird’s nest at last,” said Nikola, “but I am afraid we have driven him away from it for good and all. But we will have him yet, or my name’s not Nikola. Now let us go back to the hall; we can do no good by staying here.”

We returned, but not before we had taken possession of the things we had found, and had carefully marked the position of the secret door, in case we should want to use it again.

“After breakfast we will have another try,” said Nikola. “In the meantime we had better take a little rest. You look as if you stood in need of it.”

It would have been better for me had I abandoned any thought of such a thing, for with Ah-Win lying dead only a few yards away and Quong Ma still at large, the drowsy god was difficult, if not impossible, to woo. Every danger that it would be possible for a man to imagine, I pictured for Consuelo; and when at last I did fall asleep, the dreams that harassed me were of the most horrible description. Right glad was I when morning broke and it became necessary to attend to the duties of the day.

“If I were you, I should say nothing to your sweetheart either of her great-grandfather’s condition or of the tragedy of last night,” said Nikola. I agreed with him, although I knew that it could not be very long before the former would become known to Consuelo.

“But surely she will hear about Ah-Win before very long?” I said. “Will it not be necessary for you to communicate with the county police, and for an inquest to be held?”

“Ingleby,” replied Nikola, “ask me no questions I have no desire to draw you into the matter. It is sufficient for you to know that Ah-Win is dead,” — he paused for a minute, and then added, significantly— “and buried!”

Try how I would, I could not contain my surprise. How, when, and by whom had the poor Chinaman been buried? Had Nikola carried it out himself? It seemed impossible, and yet, knowing as I did the indomitable energy and working powers of the man, I felt it might very well be true. I would have questioned him further, but I could see that he was not in the humour to permit it. For this reason I held my peace, though I knew full well at the time that by so doing I was giving my consent to what was undoubtedly an illegal act.

From what I have said, I fancy it will be readily agreed that the past two or three days had been as full of incident as the greatest craver after excitement could desire. I had recovered from a serious illness, had witnessed the result of one of the most extraordinary experiments the world had seen, Ah-Win had been murdered, we had discovered Quong Ma’s hiding-place in the castle, and had had a most exciting chase after him. Now Ah-Win had been buried secretly by Nikola, and if what had been done was discovered by the authorities, there is no saying in what sort of trouble we might not find ourselves. As soon as we had seen the Don, who was still wrapped in the same hypnotic slumber, and had breakfasted, we organised another search, only to meet with the same result. Later, I spent an hour with Consuelo upon the battlements. I was careful, however, to tell her nothing of the death of Ah-Win, nor of the reappearance of the detestable Chinaman in the castle. It would have served no good purpose, and would only have frightened her needlessly. When she reiterated her desire to see her great-grandfather, I found myself, if possible, at a still greater disadvantage. On returning to Nikola in the hall, I placed the matter before him. To my surprise, he did not receive it in the same spirit as I had expected he would do. I had anticipated a direct refusal, but he gave me nothing of the kind.

“Why should she not see him?” he said. “Provided she give me proper notice, I fancy I can arrange that he shall behave in every way as she would wish him to do.”

“When, then, may the interview take place?”

“Let us say at midday. Will that suit you? But before we arrange anything definitely, let us examine him ourselves, and see how he is likely to conduct himself.”

We accordingly made our way to the patient’s room. I had noticed by the hall clock that it wanted only three minutes of the hour at which Nikola had ordered the Don to wake. On approaching his bedplace, we found him still sleeping peacefully, in exactly the same position as when we had seen him last. With his eyes closed and one strong arm thrown out upon the floor, he looked a magnificent specimen of a man. If only Dr. Nikola could perfect the brain, here was a being seemingly capable of anything. But would he be able to do so? That was the question. Watch in hand, Nikola knelt down beside the bed, and for some time not a sound broke the stillness of the room. Punctually, however, as the long hand of the clock pointed to the hour, the Don gave a long sigh. I jumped to the conclusion that he was about to wake in obedience to Nikola’s command; but, to our surprise, he did not do so.

“Strange,” I heard Nikola mutter to himself, and, stooping over the patient, he lifted the eyelids and carefully examined the pupils.

Five minutes went by, and still he did not wake.

“Don Miguel,” said Nikola at last, “I command you to wake. You cannot disobey me,”

A slight movement was visible, but still the sleeper did not comply with the order given him. It was not until a quarter of an hour had elapsed that consciousness returned to him. With the opening of his eyes the animal look which I had noticed on the previous day came back to him. Instead of rising to his feet as he was ordered, he crouched and cowered in the corner, pulling at his bedclothes, and watching us the while, as if he would do us a mischief on the slightest provocation. Dangerous as the man had appeared the day before, it struck me that he was even more so to-day.

“It is very plain that we shall have to keep an eye on you, my friend,” said Nikola. “I am not quite certain that you are going to be docile much longer. Let me feel your pulse.”

He stooped, and was about to take hold of the other’s wrist, when the man sprang forward, and, seizing the Doctor with both hands, laid hold of his arm with his teeth, just below the elbow. Fortunately, Nikola was wearing a thick velvet coat, otherwise the injury might have been a severe one. Seeing what had happened, I threw myself upon the man, and, tearing him off, forced him down upon his bed. He struggled in my grasp, snapping at me and foaming at the mouth like a mad dog; but I had him too secure, and did not let go my hold until Nikola had fixed his arms behind him.

“Good heavens, Nikola!” I cried, scarcely able to contain my emotion, “this is too terrible! What on earth are we to do with him?”

“I do not quite see what we can do,” Nikola replied, wiping the perspiration from his forehead as he spoke. “However, I must try my hand on him once more. If you can manage to keep him still, and I can get him under my influence, we ought to be able to keep him quiet while we have time to think.”

I did as requested, while Nikola made slow mesmeric passes before the man’s eyes. It was fully ten minutes, however, before he succeeded; but as soon as he did, the patient’s heartrending struggles ceased, and he lay down upon his bed, sleeping quietly.

“I began to be afraid I was losing my influence over him,” said Nikola, as he rose to his feet.

“One thing is quite certain,” I answered, “and that is, Consuelo must not see him while he is in this state. It would frighten her to death.”

“And she would never forgive me,” said Nikola; and I thought I detected a note of sadness in his voice. “Are you going to leave him as he is?” I inquired.

“For the present,” Nikola answered. “I must make up something that will have a soothing effect upon him. You need have no fear; he will be quite safe where he is.”

The words were scarcely out of his mouth before a movement on the bed caused us both to look round. Little as we had anticipated such a thing, Nikola’s influence was slowly but surely working off, and the man was returning to his old state again. Even now, I never like to think of what happened during the next ten minutes.

Before we could reach him, the Don was on his feet and had rushed upon me, Nikola ran to my assistance, and, strong men as we both were, I assure you that at first we could not cope with him. The struggle was a terrific one. He fought like the madman he certainly was, and with an animal ferocity that rendered him doubly difficult to deal with. When, at last, we did manage to force him back on to his bed and make him secure, we were both completely exhausted; we could only lean against the wall and pant: conversation was out of the question.

“This will never do,” said Nikola, when he had sufficiently recovered to speak; “if this sort of thing goes on, he will murder some one.”

“But how are you going to prevent it?” I asked. “It is plain that your influence has lost its effect.”

“There is nothing for it but to administer an opiate,” he answered. “Do you think you can manage to hold him while I procure one?”

I fancied I could; at any rate, I expressed myself as very willing to try. Nikola immediately hurried away. He informed me afterwards that he was not gone more than a minute, but had I been asked I should have put the time down as at least a quarter of an hour. To describe to you my feelings during that wait would be impossible; the loathing, the horror, and the abject personal fear of the man writhing below me seemed to fill my whole being.

“I don’t think we shall have very much more trouble with him for an hour or two to come,” said Nikola, when the drug had taken effect, and we were on our feet once more.

“But we cannot go on administering drugs for ever,” I answered; “what do you propose to do later on?”

“That is what we’ve got to find out,” he replied. “In the meantime we must keep him up like this, and take it in turns to watch him. You had better go out now and get a breath of fresh air. If you see your sweetheart, pacify her with the best excuse you can think of.”

“Are you quite sure you are safe with him alone?” I asked.

“I must risk it,” he replied. But as I moved towards the door, he stopped me.

“Ingleby,” he said, speaking slowly and sadly, “I don’t know whether you will believe me or not when I say how deeply I regret what has happened in this case. I would have given anything, my own life even, that things should not have fallen out in this way. And what is more, I do not say this for my own sake.”

“You are thinking of Consuelo,” I said.

“I am,” he answered. “It is for her sake I feel the regret. As a rule, I am not given to sentiment, but somehow this seems altogether different. But there, go away and tell her what you think best.”

I left him and went in search of Consuelo. She was in her usual place in the tower above her room. And when she saw me she ran to greet me with outstretched hands. Something — it might have been my pale face — frightened her.

“My darling,” I said, “you are not ill, are you? What makes you look so alarmed?”

“I have been frightened,” she answered; “more frightened than I can tell you.”

For a moment I thought she must have heard about her great-grandfather, but such was not the case.

“I have only been up here a few moments,” she answered. “The caretaker’s wife was in my room when I left. The door was open, and, as I climbed the turret stairs, I thought I heard her call me. Turning round, I was about to descend again, when I saw, standing at the foot of the stairs, a man. He was looking up at me. For a moment I could scarcely believe my eyes. Who do you think it was?”

Though I could easily guess, I managed to force myself to utter the word “Who?”

“He was the man you saw behind the rock, the same I saw bending over me in my cabin on board the Dona Mercedes, that terrible Chinaman with half an ear.”

I feared that she might see from my face that I knew more than I cared to tell; but, as good fortune had it, she failed to notice it.

“Surely you must have been mistaken,” I answered. “What could the man be doing in the castle?”

“I do not know,” she answered. “But I am as certain I saw him as I am of anything. He was standing at the foot of the stairs, watching me. Then he began to move in my direction; but before he could reach the bottom step, I heard a door open along the corridor. This must have frightened him, for he fled round the corner, and I saw no more of him.”

“It must have been my opening the door that saved you,” I said. “Thank God I came when I did!”

“But what does it mean?” she asked. “Why did that man come on board the boat, and why has he followed us here?”

“I think the reason is to be found in the fact that he is Dr. Nikola’s enemy,” I replied. “They had a private quarrel in China some years ago, and ever since then this man has been following him about the world, endeavouring to do him harm. The case is a serious one, darling, and as you love me you must run no risks. Be on your guard night and day. See that your door is locked at night, and never venture from your room after dusk, unless I am with you. It makes my blood run cold when I think of your running such risks as you did this morning.”

“But what about you?” she said, looking up at me with her beautiful, frightened eyes. “Oh, why cannot we take my grandfather and go away, and never see this dreadful place again?”

“We must wait patiently,” I answered; “the Don is not fit to travel just yet.”

She gave a little sigh, and next moment it was time for me to leave her.

For the next two or three days following, Nikola and I took it in turns to act as sentry over the Don. If it was not difficult work, it was the reverse of pleasant; for as soon as the effect of each successive opiate wore off, his evil nature invariably reasserted itself. Sometimes he would sit for an hour or more watching me, as if he intended springing upon me the instant I was off my guard. At others he would crouch in a corner, tearing into atoms everything within his reach. More than once he was really violent, and it became necessary for me to signal to Nikola for assistance. The horror of those days I shall never forget. When I say that, not once but several times, I have left that room dripping with perspiration, the pure sweat of terror, my feelings may be partially imagined. It was not madness we had to contend with; it was worse than that. It was the fighting of a lost soul against the effect of man’s prying into what should have been the realms of the unknowable.

“This sort of thing cannot last much longer,” said Nikola, when our patient was lying drugged and helpless upon his mattress on the third night after the death of Ah-Win. And I knew he was right. Outraged nature would avenge herself.

When Nikola had bade me good-night, I examined the Don to make sure that he was not shamming sleep in order to try and get the better of me directly I was alone. Finding him to be quite helpless, I seated myself in my chair and prepared to spend my watch in as comfortable a fashion as possible under the circumstances. During the day I had passed a considerable portion of my time with my sweetheart in the open air, and, in consequence, I found myself growing exceedingly sleepy. Knowing it would never do to allow slumber to get the better of me in that room, I rose from my chair and began to pace the floor. This had the effect of temporarily rousing me, and, when I reseated myself, I thought I had dispelled the attack. It soon returned, however, and this time it would not be denied. I rubbed my eyes, I pinched myself, I got up and walked about. It was no good, however, I returned to my chair, my eyelids closed, and, almost without knowing it, I dozed off. When I woke again, it was with a start. I rubbed my eyes and looked about me. Heavens! what mischief had I done? The Don was not in his corner, the key was gone from the hook upon which it usually hung, and, worse than all, the door stood open!

For a moment I was so overwhelmed with horror that I could do nothing. But only for a moment. Then I knew that I must act, and at once. I rang the bell for Nikola, and, having done so, dashed into the hall. Almost simultaneously Nikola made his appearance, coming from his room.

“What is the matter?” he cried. “Why do you ring for me?”

“The Don has escaped!” I almost shouted. “Like the fool I am, I fell asleep, and during that time he must have recovered his wits, stolen the key, and escaped from the room. Oh, what have I done? If she should see him as he is, it will kill her!”

For a moment it looked as if Nikola would have swept me off the face of the earth, but the look scarcely came into his eyes before it was gone again.

“We must find him,” he cried, “before he can do any mischief, and, what is more, we must not separate, for he would be more than a match for us single-handed.”

Accordingly we left the hall and proceeded towards the Dona Consuelo’s apartments. I thanked Heaven when I found that the door was locked. Calling to her, in answer to her cry of “Who is there?” I told her that I only desired to assure myself of her safety, and after that we passed on up the turret stairs and along the battlements, but no sign of the Don could we discover there. Returning to the corridor again, we descended to the great entrance hall and searched the courtyard and basement.

The moon shone clear, and the courtyard was as light as day. Had there been any one there, we must certainly have seen him. Suddenly there rang out the most unearthly scream it has ever been my ill-luck to hear. It came from the direction of the chapel, which lay between the keep and what had once been the banqueting hall. From where we stood the interior of the latter was quite visible to us. On either side it had tall windows, so that the light shone directly through. The scream had scarcely died away before we distinctly saw a short figure dash into the room, and out again upon the other side. An instant later and a taller figure followed, and also disappeared. Again and again the scream rang out, while Nikola stood rooted to the spot, unable to move hand or foot.

“I see it all!” cried Nikola. “That was Quong Ma and the other was the Don. They’ll kill each other if they meet.”

I thought of Consuelo, and of the terror she would feel should she hear that dreadful noise.

“They must not meet!” I cried. “It is too terrible. At any cost we must prevent it Where do you think they are now?”

As if to let us know, another scream rang out. This time it came from our own quarters.

“Come on!” cried Nikola, and dashed into the building. As you may suppose, I followed close upon his heels. In this order we flew up the stairs and along the first gallery, intending, if possible, to reach the small hall by the staircase near the kitchen in which Ah-Win had worked, and thus cut them off. As we crossed the threshold however, a wild hubbub came from the passage ahead, and told us that we were too late. I knew what it meant, and, if I had not been by that time quite bankrupt of emotions, I should certainly have been doubly terrified now.

Leaving the kitchen, we dashed along the passage, only to find that the room usually occupied by Nikola’s unfortunates was empty. With the exception of one solitary specimen, who by reason of his infirmity was unable to fly, they had all vanished. Leaving him to his own desires, we passed the iron gate, now thrown open, and a moment later had entered the hall itself. Once more the cry sounded, this time coming from a spot somewhat nearer Consuelo’s apartment. On hearing it, my heart seemed to stand still. What if she should imagine that I was in danger and should open her door? The same thought must have been in Nikola’s mind, for I heard him say to himself— “Anything but that.”

Side by side we raced for her door, only to find it was still shut and locked.

Almost at the same instant a scream, louder than any we had yet heard, sounded from the battlements above.

“At last!” I cried, and led the way up the stone stairs. I can only say that of all the horrid scenes I have ever witnessed, that I saw before me then was the very worst. In the centre of the open space between the parapets, fighting like wild beasts, were the two men of whom we were in search. Their arms were twined about each other, and, as they swayed to and fro, the sound of their heavy breathing could be distinctly heard. Having reached the top of the stairs, we paused irresolute. What was to be done? To have attempted to separate them would only have been to draw their anger upon ourselves, and to have made the fight a general one. The moon shone down upon us, revealing the smooth sea on one side and the many turrets of the castle on the other. From fighting in the centre of the open space, they gradually came nearer the parapet of the wall. Quong Ma must then have realised how near he stood to death, for he redoubled his energy.

“They will be over!” shouted Nikola, and started to run towards them. He had scarcely spoken before they reached the edge. For a moment, locked in each other’s arms, they paused upon the brink; then, with a wild shriek from Quong Ma, they lost their balance and disappeared. I clapped my hands to my eyes to shut out the fearful sight. When I took them away again, all was over, and both Nikola and I knew that Quong Ma and Don Miguel de Moreno were dead.

I suppose I must have fainted, for when I returned to my senses once more, I found myself seated on the top of the stairs, and Consuelo’s arms about me.

There remains but little more to tell.

At the time of that dreadful scene upon the battlements it was full tide; and though Nikola and I searched every nook and cranny along the coast-line for many miles, the bodies of the two men could not be found. In all probability they had drifted out to sea. The same day I summoned up my courage, and prepared to tell my sweetheart everything; but when I sought her out, and was about to commence my confession, she stopped me.

“Say nothing to me about it, dear,” she began. “I cannot bear it yet. Dr. Nikola has told me everything. He exonerates you completely.”

“But what of ourselves?” I asked. “Consuelo, you and I are alone together in the world; will you give me the right to care for your future happiness? My darling, will you be my wife?”

“When and where you please,” she answered, holding out her hands to me and looking up at me with her beautiful, trusting eyes. I told her of my straitened means, and how hard the struggle would be at first.

“No matter,” she answered bravely, “we will fight the world together. I am used to poverty, and with you beside me I shall know no fear.”

A hour later I had an interview with Nikola in the hall.

“Ingleby,” he said, “this is the end of our intercourse. I have tried my experiment, and though I have succeeded in many particulars, I have failed in the main essential. How much I regret what has happened, I must leave you to imagine; but it is too late — what is done cannot be undone. I have given orders that the yacht shall be prepared. She will convey you to Newcastle, whence you can proceed in any direction you may desire. One thing is certain: Dona Consuelo must leave this place, and, as you are to be her husband, it is only fit and proper that you should go with her. I have only one wish to offer you: it is that you may be as happy as these past weeks have been sad.”

He held out his hand to me, and I took it.

“We shall meet no more,” he said. “Go away and forget that you ever met Dr. Nikola. Goodbye.”

“Goodbye,” I answered. Without another word he turned and left the room.

Shortly before midday we boarded the yacht. Steam was up when we arrived, and within a few minutes we were steaming out of the little bay. Consuelo and I stood together at the taffrail, and looked up at the grim old castle on the cliff above our heads. Standing on the battlements we could distinctly see a solitary figure, who waved his hands to us. Then the little vessel passed round the headland, and that was the last we saw of Dr. Nikola.

THE END
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The last of Boothby’s Dr. Nikola novels, “Farewell, Nikola” (1901) is set in Venice, Italy, as Nikola tells the story of his sad life. He demonstrates his mystic ability to enable people to experience themselves in another place and time, as well as transforming a man into being a beast.
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WE WERE IN Venice; Venice the silent and mysterious; the one European city of which I never tire. My wife had not enjoyed good health for some months past, and for this reason we had been wintering in Southern Italy. After that we had come slowly north, spending a month in Florence, and a fortnight in Rome en route, until we found ourselves in Venice, occupying a suite of apartments at Galaghetti’s famous hotel overlooking the Grand Canal. Our party was a small one; it consisted of my wife, her friend, Gertrude Trevor, and myself, Richard Hatteras, once of the South Sea Islands, but now of the New Forest, Hampshire, England. It may account for our fondness of Venice when I say that four years previous we had spent the greater part of our honeymoon there. Whatever the cause may have been, however, there could be no sort of doubt that the grand old city, with its palaces and churches, its associations stretching back to long-forgotten centuries, and its silent waterways, possessed a great fascination for us. We were never tired of exploring it, finding something to interest us in even the most out-of-the-way corners. In Miss Trevor we possessed a charming companion, a vital necessity, as you will admit, when people travel together. She was an uncommon girl in more ways than one; a girl, so it seems to me, England alone is able to produce. She could not be described as a pretty girl, but then the word “pretty” is one that sometimes comes perilously near carrying contempt with it; one does not speak of Venus de Medici as pretty, nor would one describe the Apollo Belvedere as very nice-looking. That Miss Trevor was exceedingly handsome would, I fancy, be generally admitted. At any rate she would command attention wherever she might go, and that is an advantage which few of us possess. Should a more detailed description of her be necessary, I might add that she was tall and dark, with black hair and large luminous eyes that haunted one, and were suggestive of a southern ancestor. She was the daughter, and indeed the only child, of the well-known Dean of Bedminster, and this was the first time she had visited Italy, or that she had been abroad. The wonders of the Art Country were all new to her, and in consequence our wanderings were one long succession of delight. Every day added some new pleasure to her experiences, while each night saw a life desire gratified.

In my humble opinion, to understand Italy properly one should not presume to visit her until after the first blush of youth has departed, and then only when one has prepared oneself to properly appreciate her many beauties. Venice, above all others, is a city that must be taken seriously. To come at a proper spirit of the place one must be in a reverent mood. Cheap jokes and Cockney laughter are as unsuited to the place, where Falieri yielded his life, as a downcast face would be in Nice at carnival time. On the afternoon of the particular day from which I date my story, we had been to the island of Murano to pay a visit to the famous glass factories of which it is the home. By the time we reached Venice once more it was nearly sunset. Having something like an hour to spare we made our way, at my wife’s suggestion, to the Florian café on the piazza of Saint Mark in order to watch the people. As usual the place was crowded, and at first glance it looked as if we should be unable to find sufficient vacant chairs. Fortune favoured us, however, and when we had seated ourselves and I had ordered coffee, we gave ourselves up to the enjoyment of what is perhaps one of the most amusing scenes in Venice. To a thoughtful mind the Great Square must at all times be an object of absorbing interest. I have seen it at every hour, and under almost every aspect: at break of day, when one has it to oneself and is able to enjoy its beauty undisturbed; at midday, when the importunate shop-keepers endeavour to seduce one into entering their doors (by tales of the marvels therein); at sunset, when the cafés are crowded, the band plays, and all is merriment; and last, but not least, at midnight, when the moon is sailing above Saint Mark’s, the square is full of strange shadows, and the only sound to be heard is the cry of a gull on the lagoon, or the “Sa Premi” of some belated gondolier.

“This is the moment to which I have looked forward all my life,” said Miss Trevor, as she sat back in her chair and watched the animated crowd before her. “Look at that pretty little boy with the pigeons flocking round him. What a picture he would make if one only had a camera.”

“If you care to have a photo of him one can easily be obtained,” I remarked. “Any one of these enterprising photographers would be only too pleased to take one for you for a few centissimi. I regret to say that many of our countrymen have a weakness for being taken in that way.”

“Fancy Septimus Brown, of Tooting,” my wife remarked, “a typical English paterfamilias, with a green veil, blue spectacles, and white umbrella, daring to ask the sun to record his image with the pigeons of St. Mark’s clustering about his venerable head. Can’t you picture the pride of that worthy gentleman’s family when they produce the album on Sunday afternoons and show it to their friends? ‘This is pa,’ the eldest girl will probably remark, ‘when he was travelling in Venice’ (as if Venice were a country in which one must be perpetually moving on), ‘and that’s how the pigeons came down to him to be fed. Isn’t it splendid of him?’ Papa, who has never ventured beyond Brighton beach before, will be a person of importance from that moment.”

“You forget one circumstance, however,” Miss Trevor replied, who enjoyed an argument, and for this reason contradicted my wife on principle, “that in allowing himself to be taken at all, Brown of Tooting has advanced a step. For the moment he dared to throw off his insularity, as the picture at which you are laughing is indisputable testimony. Do you think he would dare to be photographed in a similar fashion in his own market-place, standing outside his shop-door with his assistants watching him from behind the counter? I am quite sure he would not!”

“A very excellent argument,” I answered. “Unfortunately, however, it carries with it its own refutation. The mere fact that Brown takes the photograph home to show to his friends goes a long way towards proving that he is still as insular as when he set out. If he did not consider himself of sufficient importance to shut out a portion of Saint Mark’s with his voluminous personality, he would not have employed the photographer at all, in which case we are no further advanced than before.”

These little sparring-matches were a source of great amusement to us. The Cockney tourist was Miss Trevor’s bête noir. And upon this failing my wife and I loved to twit her. On the whole I rather fancy she liked being teased by us.

We had finished our coffee and were still idly watching the people about us when I noticed that my wife had turned a little pale. I was about to remark upon it, when she uttered an exclamation as if something had startled her.

“Good gracious! Dick,” she cried, “surely it is not possible. It must be a mistake.”

“What is it cannot be possible?” I inquired. “What do you think you see?”

I glanced in the direction she indicated, but could recognize no one with whom I was acquainted. An English clergyman and his daughter were sitting near the entrance to the café, and some officers in uniform were on the other side of them again, but still my wife was looking in the same direction and with an equally startled face. I placed my hand upon her arm. It was a long time since I had seen her so agitated.

“Come, darling,” I said, “tell me what it is that troubles you.”

“Look,” she answered, “can you see the table a little to the right of that at which those officers are seated?”

I was about to reply in the affirmative, but the shock I received deprived me of speech. The person to whom my wife referred had risen from his chair, and was in the act of walking towards us. I looked at him, looked away, and then looked again. No! there was no room for doubt; the likeness was unmistakable. I should have known him anywhere. He was Doctor Nikola; the man who had played such an important part in our life’s drama. Five years had elapsed since I had last seen him, but in that time he was scarcely changed at all. It was the same tall, thin figure; the same sallow, clean-shaven face; the same piercing black eyes. As he drew nearer I noticed that his hair was a little more grey, that he looked slightly older; otherwise he was unchanged. But why was he coming to us? Surely he did not mean to speak to us? After the manner in which he had treated us in by-gone days I scarcely knew how to receive him. He on his side, however, was quite self-possessed. Raising his hat with that easy grace that always distinguished him, he advanced and held out his hand to my wife.

“My dear Lady Hatteras,” he began in his most conciliatory tone, “I felt sure you would recognize me. Observing that you had not forgotten me, I took the liberty of coming to pay my respects to you.”

Then before my wife could reply he had turned to me and was holding out his hand. For a moment I had half determined not to take it, but when his glittering eyes looked into mine I changed my mind and shook hands with him more cordially than I should ever have thought it possible for me to do. Having thus broken the ice, and as we had to all intents and purposes permitted him to derive the impression that we were prepared to forgive the Past, nothing remained for us but to introduce him to Miss Trevor. From the moment that he had approached us she had been watching him covertly, and that he had produced a decided impression upon her was easily seen. For the first time since we had known her she, usually so staid and unimpressionable, was nervous and ill at ease. The introduction effected she drew back a little, and pretended to be absorbed in watching a party of our fellow-countrymen who had taken their places at a table a short distance from us. For my part I do not mind confessing that I was by no means comfortable. I remembered my bitter hatred of Nikola in days gone by. I recalled that terrible house in Port Said, and thought of the night on the island when I had rescued my wife from his clutches. In my estimation then he had been a villain of the deepest dye, and yet here he was sitting beside me as calm and collected, and apparently as interested in the résumé of our travels in Italy that my wife was giving him, as if we had been bosom friends throughout our lives. In any one else it would have been a piece of marvellous effrontery; in Nikola’s case, however, it did not strike one in the same light. As I have so often remarked, he seemed incapable of acting like any other human being. His extraordinary personality lent a glamour to his simplest actions, and demanded for them an attention they would scarcely have received had he been less endowed.

“Have you been long in Venice?” my wife inquired when she had completed the record of our doings, feeling that she must say something.

“I seldom remain anywhere for very long,” he answered, with one of his curious smiles. “I come and go like a Will-o’-the-wisp; I am here to-day and gone to-morrow.”

It may have been an unfortunate remark, but I could not help uttering it.

“For instance, you are in London to-day,” I said, “in Port Said next week, and in the South Sea Islands a couple of months later.”

He was not in the least disconcerted.

“Ah! I see you have not forgotten our South Sea adventure,” he replied cheerfully. “How long ago it seems, does it not? To me it is like a chapter out of another life.” Then, turning to Miss Trevor, who of course had heard the story of our dealings with him sufficiently often to be weary of it, he added, “I hope you are not altogether disposed to think ill of me. Perhaps some day you will be able to persuade Lady Hatteras to forgive me, that is to say if she has not already done so. Yet I do not know why I should plead for pardon, seeing that I am far from being in a repentant mood. As a matter of fact I am very much afraid that, should the necessity arise, I should be compelled to act as I did then.”

“Then let us pray most fervently that the necessity may never arise,” I answered. “I for one do not entertain a very pleasant recollection of that time.”

I spoke so seriously that my wife looked sharply up at me. Fearing, I suppose, that I might commit myself, she added quickly — 

“I trust it may not. For I can assure you, Doctor Nikola, that my inclinations lie much nearer Bond Street than the South Sea Islands.”

All this time Miss Trevor said nothing, but I could tell from the expression upon her face that Nikola interested her more than she would have been willing to admit.

“Is it permissible to ask where you are staying?” he inquired, breaking the silence and speaking as if it were a point upon which he was most anxious to be assured.

“At Galaghetti’s,” I answered. “While in Venice we always make it our home.”

“Ah! the good Galaghetti,” said Nikola softly. “It is a long time since I last had the pleasure of seeing him. I fancy, however, he would remember me. I was able to do him a slight service some time ago, and I have always understood that he possesses a retentive memory.”

Then, doubtless feeling that he had stayed long enough, he rose and prepared to take leave of us.

“Perhaps, Lady Hatteras, you will permit me to do myself the honour of calling upon you?” he said.

“We shall be very pleased to see you,” my wife replied, though with no real cordiality.

He then bowed to Miss Trevor, and shook hands with myself.

“Good-bye, Hatteras,” he continued. “I shall hope soon to see you again. I expect we have lots of news for each other, and doubtless you will be interested to learn the history and subsequent adventures of that peculiar little stick which caused you so much anxiety, and myself so much trouble, five years ago. My address is the Palace Revecce, in the Rio del Consiglio, where, needless to say, I shall be delighted to see you if you care to pay me a visit.”

I thanked him for his invitation, and promised that I would call upon him.

Then with a bow he took his departure, leaving behind him a sensation of something missing, something that could not be replaced. To sit down and continue the conversation where he had broken into it was out of the question. We accordingly rose, and after I had discharged the bill, strolled across the piazza towards the lagoon. Observing that Miss Trevor was still very silent, I inquired the cause.

“If you really want me to tell you, I can only account for it by saying that your friend, Doctor Nikola, has occasioned it,” she answered. “I don’t know why it should be so, but that man has made a curious impression upon me.”

“He seems to affect every one in a different manner,” I said, and for some reason made no further comment upon her speech.

When we had called a gondola, and were on our way back to our hotel, she referred to the subject again.

“I think I ought to tell you that it is not the first time I have seen Doctor Nikola,” she said. “You may remember that yesterday, while Phyllis was lying down, I went out to do some shopping. I cannot describe exactly which direction I took, save that I went towards the Rialto. It is sufficient that in the end I reached a chemist’s shop. It was only a small place, and very dark, so dark indeed that I did not see that it contained another customer until I was really inside. Then I noticed a tall man busily engaged in conversation with the shopman. He was declaiming against some drugs he had purchased there on the previous day, and demanding that for the future they should be of better quality, otherwise he would be compelled to take his patronage elsewhere. In the middle of this harangue he turned round, and I was permitted an opportunity of seeing his face. He was none other than your friend, Doctor Nikola.”

“But, my dear Gertrude,” said Phyllis, “with all due respect to your narrative, I do not see that the mere fact of your having met Doctor Nikola in a chemist’s shop yesterday, and your having been introduced to him to-day, should have caused you so much concern.”

“I do not know why it should,” she answered, “but it is a fact, nevertheless. Ever since I saw him yesterday, his face, with its terrible eyes, has haunted me. I dreamt of it last night. All day long I have had it before me, and now, as if to add to the strangeness of the coincidence, he proves to be the man of whom you have so often told me — your demoniacal, fascinating Nikola. You must admit that it is very strange.”

“A coincidence, a mere coincidence, that is all,” I replied. “Nikola possesses an extraordinary face, and it must have impressed itself more deeply upon you than the average countenance is happy enough to do.”

Whether my explanation satisfied her or not, she said no more upon the subject. But that our strange meeting with Nikola had had an extraordinary effect upon her was plainly observable. As a rule she was as bright and merry a companion as one could wish to have; on this particular evening, however, she was not herself at all. It was the more annoying for the reason that I was anxious that she should shine on this occasion, as I was expecting an old friend, who was going to spend a few days with us in Venice. That friend was none other than the Duke of Glenbarth, who previous to his succession to the Dukedom had been known as the Marquis of Beckenham, and who, as the readers of the history of my adventures with Doctor Nikola may remember, figured as a very important factor in that strange affair. Ever since the day when I had the good fortune to render him a signal service in the bay of a certain south-coast watering-place, and from the time that he had accepted my invitation to join us in Venice, I had looked forward to his coming with the greatest possible eagerness. As it happened it was well-nigh seven o’clock by the time we reached our hotel. Without pausing in the hall further than to examine the letter-rack, we ascended to our rooms on the floor above. My wife and Miss Trevor had gone to their apartments, and I was about to follow their example as soon as I had obtained something from the sitting-room.

“A nice sort of host, a very nice host,” said a laughing voice as I entered. “He invites me to stay with him, and is not at home to bid me welcome. My dear old Dick, how are you?”

“My dear fellow,” I cried, hastening forward to greet him, “I must beg your pardon ten thousand times. I had not the least idea that you would be here so early. We have been sitting on the piazza, and did not hurry home.”

“You needn’t apologize,” he answered. “For once an Italian train was before its time. And now tell me about yourself. How is your wife, how are you, and what sort of holiday are you having?”

I answered his questions to the best of my ability, keeping back my most important item as a surprise for him.

“And now,” I said, “it is time to dress for dinner. But before you do so, I have some important news for you. Who do you think is in Venice?”

Needless to say he mentioned every one but the right person.

“You had better give it up, you will never guess,” I said. “Who is the most unlikely person you would expect to see in Venice at the present moment?”

“Old Macpherson, my solicitor,” he replied promptly. “The rascal would no more think of crossing the Channel than he would contemplate standing on his head in the middle of the Strand. It must be Macpherson.”

“Nonsense,” I cried. “I don’t know Macpherson in the first place, and I doubt if he would interest me in the second. No! no! this man is neither a Scotchman nor a lawyer. He is an individual bearing the name of Nikola.”

I had quite expected to surprise him, but I scarcely looked for such an outbreak of astonishment.

“What?” he cried, in amazement. “You must be joking. You don’t mean to say that you have seen Nikola again?”

“I not only mean that I have seen him,” I replied, “but I will go further than that, and say that he was sitting on the piazza with us not more than half-an-hour ago. What do you think his appearance in Venice means?”

“I don’t know what to think,” he replied, with an expression of almost comic bewilderment upon his face. “It seems impossible, and yet you don’t look as if you were joking.”

“I tell you the news in all sober earnestness,” I answered, dropping my bantering tone. “It is a fact that Nikola is in Venice, and, what is more, that he has given me his address. He has invited me to call upon him, and if you like we will go together. What do you say?”

“I shall have to take time to think about it,” Glenbarth replied seriously. “I don’t suppose for a moment he has any intention of abducting me again; nevertheless, I am not going to give him the opportunity. By Jove, how that fellow’s face comes back to me. It haunts me!”

“Miss Trevor has been complaining of the same thing,” I said.

“Miss Trevor?” the Duke repeated. “And pray who may Miss Trevor be?”

“A friend of my wife’s,” I answered. “She has been travelling with us for the last few months. I think you will like her. And now come along with me and I’ll show you your room. I suppose your man has discovered it by this time?”

“Stevens would find it if this hotel were constructed on the same principle as the maze at Hampton Court,” he answered. “He has the virtue of persistence, and when he wants to find a thing he secures the person who would be the most likely to tell him, and sticks to him until his desire has been gratified.”

It turned out as he had predicted, and three-quarters of an hour later our quartet sat down to dinner. My wife and Glenbarth, by virtue of an old friendship, agreed remarkably well, while Miss Trevor, now somewhat recovered from her Nikola indisposition, was more like her old self. It was a beautiful night, and after dinner it was proposed, seconded, and carried unanimously, that we should charter a gondola and go for a row upon the canal. On our homeward voyage the gondolier, by some strange chance, turned into the Rio del Consiglio.

“Perhaps you can tell me which is the Palace Revecce?” I said to the man.

He pointed to a building we were in the act of approaching.

“There it is, signor,” he said. “At one time it was a very great palace but now—” here he shrugged his shoulders to enable us to understand that its glory had departed from it. Not another word was said upon the subject, but I noticed that all our faces turned in the direction of the building. With the exception of one solitary window it was in total darkness. As I looked at the latter I wondered whether Nikola were in the room, and if so, what he was doing? Was he poring over some of his curious books, trying some new experiment in chemistry, or putting to the test some theory such as I had found him at work upon in that curious house in Port Said? A few minutes later we had left the Rio del Consiglio behind us, had turned to the right, and were making our way back by another watery thoroughfare towards the Grand Canal.

“Thanks to your proposition we have had a delightful evening,” Miss Trevor said, as we paused to say good-night at the foot of the staircase a quarter of an hour or so later. “I have enjoyed myself immensely.”

“You should not tell him that, dear,” said my wife. “You know how conceited he is already. He will take all the credit, and be unbearable for days afterwards.” Then turning to me, she added, “You are going to smoke, I suppose?”

“I had thought of doing so,” I replied; and then added with mock humility, “If you do not wish it of course I will not do so. I was only going to keep Glenbarth company.”

They laughed and bade us good-night, and when we had seen them depart in the direction of their rooms we lit our cigars and passed into the balcony outside.

At this hour of the night the Grand Canal looked very still and beautiful, and we both felt in the humour for confidences.

“Do you know, Hatteras,” said Glenbarth, after the few moments’ pause that followed our arrival in the open air, “that Nikola’s turning up in Venice at this particular juncture savours to me a little of the uncanny. What his mission may be, of course I cannot tell, but that it is some diabolical thing or another I haven’t a doubt.”

“One thing is quite certain,” I answered, “he would hardly be here without an object, and, after our dealings with him in the past, I am prepared to admit that I don’t trust him any more than you do.”

“And now that he has asked you to call upon him what are you going to do?”

I paused before I replied. The question involved greater responsibilities than were at first glance apparent. Knowing Nikola so well, I had not the least desire or intention to be drawn into any of the plots or machinations he was so fond of working against other people. I must confess, nevertheless, that I could not help feeling a large amount of curiosity as to the subsequent history of that little stick, to obtain which he had spent so much money, and had risked so many lives.

“Yes, I think I shall call upon him,” I said reflectively, as if I had not quite made up my mind. “Surely to see him once more could do no harm? Good heavens! what an extraordinary fellow he is! Fancy you or I being afraid of any other man as we are afraid of him, for mind you, I know that you stand quite as much in awe of him as I do. Why, do you know when my eyes fell upon him this afternoon I felt a return of the old dread his presence used to cause in me five years ago! The effect he had upon Miss Trevor was also very singular, when you come to think of it.”

“By the way, Hatteras, talking of Miss Trevor, what an awfully nice girl she is. I don’t know when I have ever met a nicer. Who is she?”

“She is the daughter of the Dean of Bedminster,” I answered; “a splendid old fellow.”

“I like his daughter,” the Duke remarked. “Yes, I must say that I like her very much.”

I was glad to hear this, for I had my own little dreams, and my wife, who, by the way, is a born matchmaker, had long ago come to a similar conclusion.

“She is a very nice girl,” I replied, “and what is more, she is as good as she is nice.” Then I continued, “He will be indeed a lucky man who wins Gertrude Trevor for his wife. And now, since our cigars are finished, what do you say to bed? It is growing late, and I expect you are tired after your journey.”

“I am quite ready,” he answered. “I shall sleep like a top. I only hope and pray that I shall not dream of Nikola.”


CHAPTER II
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WHETHER IT WAS our excursion upon the canal that was responsible for it I cannot say; the fact, however, remains, that next morning every member of our party was late for breakfast. My wife and I were the first to put in an appearance, Glenbarth followed shortly after, and Miss Trevor was last of all. It struck me that the girl looked a little pale as she approached the window to bid me good-morning, and as she prided herself upon her punctuality, I jestingly reproved her for her late rising.

“I am afraid your gondola excursion proved too much for you,” I said, in a bantering tone, “or perhaps you dreamt of Doctor Nikola.”

I expected her to declare in her usual vehement fashion that she would not waste her time dreaming of any man, but to my combined astonishment and horror her eyes filled with tears, until she was compelled to turn her head away in order to hide them from me. It was all so unexpected that I did not know what to think. As may be supposed, I had not the slightest intention of giving her pain, nor could I quite see how I managed to do so. It was plain, however, that my thoughtless speech had been the means of upsetting her, and I was heartily sorry for my indiscretion. Fortunately my wife had not overheard what had passed between us.

“Is he teasing you again, Gertrude?” she said, as she slipped her arm through her friend’s. “Take my advice and have nothing to do with him. Treat him with contempt. Besides, the coffee is getting cold, and that is a very much more important matter. Let us sit down to breakfast.”

Nothing could have been more opportune. We took our places at the table, and by the time the servant had handed the first dishes Miss Trevor had recovered herself sufficiently to be able to look me in the face, and to join in the conversation without the likelihood of a catastrophe. Still there could be no doubt that she was far from being in a happy frame of mind. I said as much to my wife afterwards, when we were alone together.

“She told me she had had a very bad night,” the little woman replied. “Our meeting with Doctor Nikola yesterday on the piazza upset her for some reason or another. She said that she had dreamt of nothing else. As you know she is very highly strung, and when you think of the descriptions we have given her of him, it is scarcely to be wondered at that she should attach an exaggerated importance to our unexpected meeting with him. That is the real explanation of the mystery. One thing, however, is quite certain; in her present state of mind she must see no more of him than can be helped. It might upset her altogether. Oh, why did he come here to spoil our holiday?”

“I cannot see that he has spoilt it, my dear,” I returned, putting my arm round her waist and leading her to the window. “The girl will very soon recover from her fit of depression, and afterwards will be as merry as a marriage-bell. By the way, I don’t know why I should think of it just now, but talking of marriage-bells reminds me that Glenbarth told me last night that he thought Gertrude one of the nicest girls he had ever met.”

“I am delighted to hear it,” my wife answered. “And still more delighted to think that he has such good sense. Do you know, I have set my heart upon that coming to something. No! you needn’t shake your head. For very many reasons it would be a most desirable match.”

“For my own part I believe it was for no other reason that you bothered me into inviting him to join our party here. You are a matchmaker. I challenge you to refute the accusation.”

“I shall not attempt to do so,” she retorted with considerable hauteur. “It is always a waste of time to argue with you. At any rate you must agree with me that Gertrude would make an ideal duchess.”

“So you have travelled as far as that, have you?” I inquired. “I must say that you jump to conclusions very quickly. Because Glenbarth happens to have said in confidence to me (a confidence I am willing to admit I have shamefully abused) that he considers Gertrude Trevor a very charming girl, it does not follow that he has the very slightest intention of asking her to be his wife. Why should he?”

“If he doesn’t he is not fit to sit in the House of Lords,” she answered, as if that ought to clinch the argument. “Fancy a man posing as one of our hereditary legislators who doesn’t know how to seize such a golden opportunity. As a good churchwoman I pray for the nobility every Sunday morning; and if not knowing where to look for the best wife in the world may be taken as a weakness, and it undoubtedly is, then all I can say is, that they require all the praying for they can get!”

“But I should like to know, how is he going to marry the best wife in the world?” I asked.

“By asking her,” she retorted. “He doesn’t surely suppose she is going to ask him?”

“If he values his life he’d better not do that!” I said savagely. “He will have to answer for it to me if he does!”

“Ah,” she answered, her lips curling, “I thought as much. You are jealous of him. You don’t want him to ask her because you fancy that if he does your reign will be over. A nice admission for a married man, I must say!”

“I presume you mean because I refuse to allow him to flirt with my wife?”

“I mean nothing of the kind, and you know it. How dare you say, Dick, that I flirt with the Duke?”

“Because you have confessed it,” I answered with a grin of triumph, for I had got her cornered at last. “Did you not say, only a moment ago, that if he did not know where to find the best wife in the world he was unfit to sit in the House of Lords? Did you not say that he ought to be ashamed of himself if he did not ask her to be his wife? Answer that, my lady.”

“I admit that I did say it; but you know very well that I referred to Gertrude Trevor!”

“Gertrude Trevor is not yet a wife. The best wife in the world is beside me now; and since you are already proved to be in the wrong you must perforce pay the penalty.”

She was in the act of doing so when Gertrude entered the room.

“Oh, dear,” she began, hesitating in pretended consternation, “is there never to be an end of it?”

“An end of what?” demanded my wife with some little asperity, for she does not like her little endearments to be witnessed by other people.

“Of this billing and cooing,” the other replied. “You two insane creatures have been married more than four years, and yet a third person can never enter the room without finding you love-making. I declare it upsets all one’s theories of marriage. One of my most cherished ideas was that this sort of thing ceased with the honeymoon, and that the couple invariably lead a cat-and-dog life for the remainder of their existence.”

“So they do,” my wife answered unblushingly. “And what can you expect when one is a great silly creature who will not learn to jump away and be looking innocently out of the window when he hears the handle turned? Never marry, Gertrude. Mark my words: you will repent it if you do!”

“Well, for ingratitude and cool impudence, that surpasses everything!” I said in astonishment. “Why, you audacious creature, not more than five minutes ago you were inviting me to co-operate in the noble task of finding a husband for Miss Trevor!”

“Richard, how can you stand there and say such things?” she ejaculated. “Gertrude, my dear, I insist that you come away at once. I don’t know what he will say next.”

Miss Trevor laughed.

“I like to hear you two squabbling,” she said. “Please go on, it amuses me!”

“Yes, I will certainly go on,” I returned. “Perhaps you heard her declare that she fears what I may say next. Of course she does. Allow me to tell you, Lady Hatteras, that you are a coward. If the truth were known, it would be found that you are trembling in your shoes at this moment. For two centimes, paid down, I would turn Queen’s evidence, and reveal the whole plot.”

“You had better not, sir,” she replied, shaking a warning finger at me. “In that case the letters from home shall be withheld from you, and you will not know how your son and heir is progressing.”

“I capitulate,” I answered. “Threatened by such awful punishment I dare say no more. Miss Gertrude, will you not intercede for me?”

“I think that you scarcely deserve it,” she retorted. “Even now you are keeping something back from me.”

“Never mind, my dear, we’ll let him off this time with a caution,” said my wife, “provided he promises not to offend again. And now let us settle what we are going to do to-day.”

When this important matter had been arranged, it was reported to us that the ladies were to spend the morning shopping, leaving the Duke and myself free to follow our own inclinations. Accordingly, when we had seen them safely on their way to the Merceria, we held a smoking council to arrange how we should pass the hours until lunch-time. As we discovered afterwards, we both had a certain thought in our minds, which for some reason we scarcely liked to broach to each other. It was settled, however, just as we desired, but in a fashion we least expected.

We were seated in the balcony outside our room, watching the animated traffic on the Grand Canal below, when a servant came in search of us and handed me a note. One glance at the characteristic writing was sufficient to show me that it was from Doctor Nikola. I opened it with an eagerness that I did not attempt to conceal, and read as follows — 

“Dear Hatteras,

“If you have nothing more important on hand this morning, can you spare the time to come and see me? As I understand the Duke of Glenbarth is with you, will you not bring him also? It will be very pleasant to have a chat upon by-gone days, and, what is more, I fancy this old house will interest you.

“Yours very truly,

“Nikola.”

“What do you say?” I inquired, when I had finished reading, “shall we go?”

“Let us do so by all means,” the Duke replied. “It will be very interesting to meet Nikola once more. There is one thing, however, that puzzles me; how did he become aware of my arrival in Venice? You say he was with you on the piazza last night, so that he could not have been at the railway station, and as I haven’t been outside since I came, except for the row after dinner, I confess it puzzles me.”

“You should know by this time that it is useless to wonder how Nikola acquires his knowledge,” I replied. “For my own part I should like to discover his reason for being in Venice. I am very curious on that point.”

Glenbarth shook his head solemnly.

“If Nikola does not want us to know,” he argued, “we shall leave his house as wise as we entered it. If he does let us know, I shall begin to grow suspicious, for in that case it is a thousand pounds to this half-smoked cigar that we shall be called upon to render him assistance. However, if you are prepared to run the risk I will do so also.”

“In that case,” I said, rising from my chair and tossing what remained of my cigar into the water below, “let us get ready and be off. We may change our minds.”

Ten minutes later we had chartered a gondola and were on our way to the Palace Revecce.

As a general rule when one sets out to pay a morning call one is not the victim of any particular nervousness; on this occasion however both Glenbarth and I, as we confessed to each other afterwards, were distinctly conscious of being in a condition which would be described by persons of mature years as an unpleasant state of expectancy, but which by school-boys is denominated “funk.” The Duke, I noticed, fidgeted with his cigar, allowed it to go out, and then sat with it in his mouth unlighted. There was a far-away look on his handsome face that told me that he was recalling some of the events connected with the time when he had been in Nikola’s company. This proved to be the case, for as we turned from the Grand Canal into the street in which the palace is situated, he said — 

“By the way, Hatteras, I wonder what became of Baxter, Prendergrast, and those other fellows?”

“Nikola may be able to tell us,” I answered. Then I added after a short pause, “By Jove, what strange times those were.”

“Not half so strange to my thinking as our finding Nikola in Venice,” Glenbarth replied. “That is the coincidence that astonishes me. But see, here we are.”

As he spoke the gondola drew up at the steps of the Palace Revecce, and we prepared to step ashore. As we did so I noticed that the armorial bearings of the family still decorated the posts on either side of the door, but by the light of day the palace did not look nearly so imposing as it had done by moonlight the night before. One thing about it was certainly peculiar. When we ordered the gondolier to wait for us he shook his head. Not for anything would he remain there longer than was necessary to set us down. I accordingly paid him off, and when we had ascended the steps we entered the building. On pushing open the door we found ourselves standing in a handsome courtyard, in the centre of which was a well, its coping elegantly carved with a design of fruit and flowers. A broad stone staircase at the further end led up to the floor above, but this, as was the case with everything else, showed unmistakable signs of having been allowed to fall to decay. As no concierge was to be seen, and there was no one in sight of whom we might make inquiries, we scarcely knew how to proceed. Indeed, we were just wondering whether we should take our chance and explore the lower regions in search of Nikola, when he appeared at the head of the staircase and greeted us.

“Good-morning,” he said, “pray come up. I must apologize for not having been down-stairs to receive you.”

By the time he had finished speaking he had reached us, and was shaking hands with Glenbarth with the heartiness of an old friend.

“Let me offer you a hearty welcome to Venice,” he said to Glenbarth after he had shaken hands with myself. Then looking at him once more, he added, “If you will permit me to say so, you have changed a great deal since we last saw each other.”

“And you, scarcely at all,” Glenbarth replied.

“It is strange that I should not have done so,” Nikola answered, I thought a little sadly, “for I think I may say without any fear of boasting that, since we parted at Pipa Lannu, I have passed through sufficient to change a dozen men. But we will not talk of that here. Let us come up to my room, which is the only place in this great house that is in the least degree comfortable.”

So saying he led the way up the stairs, and then along a corridor, which had once been beautifully frescoed, but which was now sadly given over to damp and decay. At last, reaching a room in the front of the building, he threw open the door and invited us to enter. And here I might digress for a moment to remark, that of all the men I have ever met, Nikola possessed the faculty of being able to make himself comfortable wherever he might be, in the greatest degree. He would have been at home anywhere. As a matter of fact this particular apartment was furnished in a style that caused me considerable surprise. The room itself was large and lofty, while the walls were beautifully frescoed, the work of one Andrea Bunopelli, of whom I shall have more to say anon. The furniture was simple, but extremely good; a massive oak writing-table stood beside one wall, another covered with books and papers was opposite it, several easy-chairs were placed here and there, another table in the centre of the room supported various chemical paraphernalia, while books of all sorts and descriptions, in all languages and bindings, were to be discovered in every direction.

“After what you have seen of the rest of the house, this strikes you as being more homelike, does it not?” Nikola inquired, as he noticed the look of astonishment upon our faces. “It is a queer old place, and the more I see of it the stranger it becomes. Some time ago, and quite by chance, I became acquainted with its history; I do not mean the political history of the respective families that have occupied it; you can find that in any guide-book. I mean the real, inner history of the house itself, embracing not a few of the deeds which have taken place inside its walls. I wonder if you would be interested if I were to tell you that in this very room, in the year fifteen hundred and eleven, one of the most repellent and cold-blooded murders of the Middle Ages took place. Perhaps now that you have the scene before you you would like to hear the story. You would? In that case pray sit down. Let me offer you this chair, Duke,” he continued, and as he spoke he wheeled forward a handsomely carved chair from beside his writing-table. “Here, Hatteras, is one for you. I myself will take up my position here, so that I may be better able to retain your attention for my narrative.”

So saying he stood between us on the strip of polished floor which showed between two heavy oriental rugs.

“For some reasons,” he began, “I regret that the story I have to tell should run upon such familiar lines. I fancy, however, that the dénouement will prove sufficiently original to merit your attention. The year fifteen hundred and nine, the same which found the French victorious at Agnadello, and the Venetian Republic at the commencement of that decline from which it has never recovered, saw this house in its glory. The owner, the illustrious Francesco del Revecce, was a sailor, and had the honour of commanding one of the many fleets of the Republic. He was an ambitious man, a good fighter, and as such twice defeated the fleet of the League of Camberi. It was after the last of these victories that he married the beautiful daughter of the Duke of Levano, one of the most bitter enemies of the Council of Ten. The husband being rich, famous, and still young enough to be admired for his personal attractions; the bride one of the wealthiest, as well as one of the most beautiful women in the Republic, it appeared as if all must be well with them for the remainder of their lives. A series of dazzling fêtes, to which all the noblest and most distinguished of the city were invited, celebrated their nuptials and their possession of this house. Yet with it all the woman was perhaps the most unhappy individual in the universe. Unknown to her husband and her father she had long since given her love elsewhere; she was passionately attached to young Andrea Bunopelli, the man by whom the frescoes of this room were painted. Finding that Fate demanded her renunciation of Bunopelli, and her marriage to Revecce, she resolved to see no more of the man to whom she had given her heart. Love, however, proved stronger than her sense of duty, and while her husband, by order of the Senate, had put to sea once more in order to drive back the French, who were threatening the Adriatic, Bunopelli put into operation the scheme that was ultimately to prove their mutual undoing. Unfortunately for Revecce he was not successful in his venture, and by and by news reached Venice that his fleet had been destroyed, and that he himself had been taken prisoner. ‘Now,’ said the astute Bunopelli, ‘is the time to act.’ He accordingly took pens, paper, and his ink-horn, and in this very room concocted a letter which purported to bear the signature of the commander of the French forces, into whose hands the Venetian admiral had fallen and then was. Its meaning was plain enough. It proved that for a large sum of money Revecce had agreed to surrender the Venetian fleet, and, in order to secure his own safety, in case the Republic should lay hands on him afterwards, it was to be supposed that he himself had only been taken prisoner after a desperate resistance, as had really been the case. The letter was written, and that night the painter himself dropped it into the lion’s mouth. Revecce might return now as soon as he pleased. His fate was prepared for him. Meanwhile the guilty pair spent the time as happily as was possible under the circumstances, knowing full well that should the man against whom they had plotted return to Venice, it would only be to find himself arrested, and with the certainty, on the evidence of the incriminating letter, of being immediately condemned to death. Weeks and months went by. At last Revecce, worn almost to a skeleton by reason of his long imprisonment, did manage to escape. In the guise of a common fisherman he returned to Venice; reached his own house, where a faithful servant recognized him and admitted him to the palace. From the latter’s lips he learnt all that had transpired during his absence, and was informed of the villainous plot that had been prepared against him. His wrath knew no bounds; but with it all he was prudent. He was aware that if his presence in the city were discovered, nothing could save him from arrest. He accordingly hid himself in his own house and watched the course of events. What he saw was sufficient to confirm his worst suspicion. His wife was unfaithful to him, and her paramour was the man to whom he had been so kind a friend, and so generous a benefactor. Then when the time was ripe, assisted only by his servant, the same who had admitted him to his house, he descended upon the unhappy couple. Under threats of instant death he extorted from them a written confession of their treachery. After having made them secure, he departed for the council-chamber and demanded to be heard. He was the victim of a conspiracy, he declared, and to prove that what he said was true he produced the confession he had that day obtained. He had many powerful friends, and by their influence an immediate pardon was granted him, while permission was also given him to deal with his enemies as he might consider most desirable. He accordingly returned to this house with a scheme he was prepared to put into instant execution. It is not a pretty story, but it certainly lends an interest to this room. The painter he imprisoned here.”
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“He pressed a spring in the wall.”

So saying Nikola stooped and drew back one of the rugs to which I have already referred. The square outline of a trap-door showed itself in the floor. He pressed a spring in the wall behind him, and the lid shot back, swung round, and disappeared, showing the black abyss below. A smell of damp vaults came up to us. Then, when he had closed the trap-door again, Nikola drew the carpet back to its old position.

“The wretched man died slowly of starvation in that hole, and the woman, living in this room above, was compelled to listen to his agony without being permitted the means of saving him. Can you imagine the scene? The dying wretch below, doing his best to die like a man in order not to distress the woman he loved, and the outraged husband calmly pursuing his studies, regardless of both.”

He looked from one to the other of us and his eyes burnt like living coals.

“It was brutish, it was hellish,” cried Glenbarth, upon whom either the story, or Nikola’s manner of narrating it, had produced an extraordinary effect. “Why did the woman allow it to continue? Was she mad that she did not summon assistance? Surely the Authorities of a State which prided itself upon its enlightenment, even in those dark ages, would not have tolerated such a thing?”

“You must bear in mind the fact that the Republic had given the husband permission to avenge his wrongs,” said Nikola very quietly. “Besides, the woman could not cry out for the reason that her tongue had been torn out at the roots. When both were dead their bodies were tied together and thrown into the canal, and the same day Revecce set sail again, to ultimately perish in a storm off the coast of Sicily. Now you know one of the many stories connected with this old room. There are others in which that trap-door has played an equally important part. I fear, however, none of them can boast so dramatic a setting as that I have just narrated to you.”

“How, knowing all this, you can live in the house passes my comprehension,” gasped Glenbarth. “I don’t think I am a coward, but I tell you candidly that I would not spend a night here, after what you have told me, for anything the world could give me.”

“But surely you don’t suppose that what happened in this room upwards of three hundred years ago could have any effect upon a living being to-day?” said Nikola, with what I could not help thinking was a double meaning. “Let me tell you, that far from being unpleasant it has decided advantages. As a matter of fact it gives me the opportunity of being free to do what I like. That is my greatest safeguard. I can go away for five years, if I please, and leave the most valuable of my things lying about, and come back to the discovery that nothing is missing. I am not pestered by tourists who ask to see the frescoes, for the simple reason that the guides take very good care not to tell them the legend of the house, lest they may be called upon to take them over it. Many of the gondoliers will not stop here after nightfall, and the few who are brave enough to do so, invariably cross themselves before reaching, and after leaving it.”

“I do not wonder at it,” I said. “Taken altogether it is the most dismal dwelling I have ever set foot in. Do you mean to tell me that you live alone in it?”

“Not entirely,” he replied. “I have companions: an old man who comes in once a day to attend to my simple wants, and my ever-faithful friend — —”

“Apollyon,” I cried, forestalling what he was about to say.

“Exactly, Apollyon. I am glad to see that you remember him.”

He uttered a low whistle, and a moment later the great beast that I remembered so well stalked solemnly into the room, and began to rub himself against the leg of his master’s chair.

“Poor old fellow,” continued Nikola, picking him up and gently stroking him, “he is growing very feeble. Perhaps it is not to be wondered at, for he is already far past the average age of the feline race. He has been in many strange places, and has seen many queer things since last we met, but never anything much stranger than he has witnessed in this room.”

“What do you mean?” I inquired. “What has the cat seen in this room that is so strange?”

“Objects that we are not yet permitted to see,” Nikola answered gravely. “When all is quiet at night, and I am working at that table, he lies curled up in yonder chair. For a time he will sleep contentedly, then I see him lift his head and watch something, or somebody, I cannot say which, moving about in the room. At first I came to the conclusion that it must be a bat, or some night bird, but that theory exploded. Bats do not remain at the same exact distance from the floor, nor do they stand stationary behind a man’s chair for any length of time. The hour will come, however, when it will be possible for us to see these things; I am on the track even now.”

Had I not known Nikola, and if I had not remembered some very curious experiments he had performed for my special benefit two years before, I should have inclined to the belief that he was boasting. I knew him too well, however, to deem it possible that he would waste his time in such an idle fashion.

“Do you mean to say,” I asked, “that you really think that in time it will be possible for us to see things which at present we have no notion of? That we shall be able to look into the world we have always been taught to consider Unknowable?”

“I do mean it,” he replied. “And though you may scarcely believe it, it was for the sake of the information necessary to that end that I pestered Mr. Wetherall in Sydney, imprisoned you in Port Said, and carried the lady, who is now your wife, away to the island in the South Seas.”

“This is most interesting,” I said, while Glenbarth drew his chair a little closer.

“Pray tell us some of your adventures since we last saw you,” he put in. “You may imagine how eager we are to hear.”

Thereupon Nikola furnished us with a detailed description of all that he had been through since that momentous day when he had obtained possession of the stick that had been bequeathed to Mr. Wetherall by China Pete. He told us how, armed with this talisman, he had set out for China, where he engaged a man named Bruce, who must have been as plucky as Nikola himself, and together they started off in search of an almost unknown monastery in Thibet. He described with a wealth of exciting detail the perilous adventures they had passed through, and how near they had been to losing their lives in attempting to obtain possession of a certain curious book in which were set forth the most wonderful secrets relating to the laws of Life and Death. He told us of their hair-breadth escapes on the journey back to civilization, and showed how they were followed to England by a mysterious Chinaman, whose undoubted mission was to avenge the robbery, and to obtain possession of the book. At this moment he paused, and I found an opportunity of asking him whether he had the book in his possession now.

“Would you care to see it?” he inquired. “If so, I will show it to you.”

On our answering in the affirmative he crossed to his writing-table, unlocked a drawer, and took from it a small curiously bound book, the pages of which were yellow with age, and the writing so faded that it was almost impossible to decipher it.

“And now that you have plotted and planned, and suffered so much to obtain possession of this book, what use has it been to you?” I inquired, with almost a feeling of awe, for it seemed impossible that a man could have endured so much for so trifling a return.

“In dabbling with such matters,” Nikola returned, “one of the first lessons one learns is not to expect immediate results. There is the collected wisdom of untold ages in that little volume, and when I have mastered the secret it contains, I shall, like the eaters of the forbidden fruit, possess a knowledge of all things, Good and Evil.”

Replacing the book in the drawer he continued his narrative, told us of his great attempt to probe the secret of Existence, and explained to us his endeavour to put new life into a body already worn out by age.

“I was unsuccessful in what I set out to accomplish,” he said, “but I advanced so far that I was able to restore the man his youth again. What I failed to do was to give him the power of thought or will. It was the brain that was too much for me, that vital part of man without which he is nothing. When I have mastered that secret I shall try again, and then, perhaps, I shall succeed. But there is much to be accomplished first. Only I know how much!”

I looked at him in amazement. Was he jesting, or did he really suppose that it was possible for him, or any other son of man, to restore youth, and by so doing to prolong life perpetually? Yet he spoke with all his usual earnestness, and seemed as convinced of the truth of what he said as if he were narrating some well-known fact. I did not know what to think.

At last, seeing the bewilderment on our faces, I suppose, he smiled, and rising from his chair reminded us that if we had been bored we had only ourselves to thank for it. He accordingly changed the conversation by inquiring whether we had made any arrangements for that evening. I replied that so far as I knew we had not, whereupon he came forward with a proposition.

“In that case,” said he, “if you will allow me to act as your guide to Venice, I think I could show you a side of the city you have never seen before. I know her as thoroughly as any man living, and I think I may safely promise that your party will spend an interesting couple of hours. What have you to say to my proposal?”

“I am quite sure we shall be delighted,” I replied, though not without certain misgivings. “But I think I had better not decide until I have seen my wife. If she has made no other arrangements, at what hour shall we start?”

“At what time do you dine?” he inquired.

“At seven o’clock,” I replied. “Perhaps we might be able to persuade you to give us the pleasure of your company?”

“I thank you,” he answered. “I fear I must decline, however. I am hermit-like in my habits so far as meals are concerned. If you will allow me I will call for you, shall we say at half-past eight? The moon will have risen by that time, and we should spend a most enjoyable evening.”

“At half-past eight,” I said, “unless you hear to the contrary,” and then rose from my chair. Glenbarth followed my example, and we accordingly bade Nikola good-bye. Despite our protest, he insisted on accompanying us down the great staircase to the courtyard below, his terrible cat following close upon his heels. Hailing a gondola, we bade the man take us back to our hotel. For some minutes after we had said good-bye to Nikola we sat in silence as the boat skimmed over the placid water.

“Well, what is your opinion of Nikola now?” I said, as we turned from the Rio del Consiglio into the Grand Canal once more. “Has he grown any more commonplace, think you, since you last saw him?”

“On the contrary, he is stranger than ever,” Glenbarth replied. “I have never met any other man who resembled him in the slightest degree. What a ghastly story that was! His dramatic telling of it made it appear so real that towards the end of it I was almost convinced that I could hear the groans of the poor wretch in the pit below, and see the woman wringing her hands and moaning in the room in which we were sitting. Why he should have told it to us is what I cannot understand, neither can I make out what his reasons can be for living in that house.”

“Nikola’s actions are like himself, entirely inexplicable,” he answered. “But that he has some motive beyond the desire he expressed for peace and quiet, I have not the shadow of a doubt.”

“And now with regard to to-night,” said the Duke, I am afraid a little pettishly. “I was surprised when you accepted his offer. Do you think Lady Hatteras and Miss Trevor will care about such an excursion?”

“That is a question I cannot answer at present,” I replied. “We must leave it to them to decide. For my own part, I can scarcely imagine anything more interesting.”

When we reached Galaghetti’s I informed my wife and Miss Trevor of Nikola’s offer, half expecting that the latter, from the manner in which she had behaved at the mere mention of his name that morning, would decline to accompany us, and, therefore, that the excursion would fall through. To my surprise, however, she did nothing of the kind. She fell in with the idea at once, and, so far as we could see, without reluctance of any kind.

There was nothing for it, therefore, under these circumstances, but for me to fall back upon the old commonplace, and declare that women are difficult creatures to understand.


CHAPTER III
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IN THE PREVIOUS chapter I recorded the surprise I felt at Miss Trevor’s acceptance of Doctor Nikola’s invitation to a gondola excursion. Almost as suddenly as she had shown her fear of him, she had recovered her tranquillity, and the result, as I have stated, was complete perplexity on my part. With a united desire to reserve our energies for the evening, we did not arrange a long excursion for that afternoon, but contented ourselves with a visit to the church of SS. Giovanni e Paolo. Miss Trevor was quite recovered by this time, and in very good spirits. She and Glenbarth were on the most friendly terms, consequently my wife was a most happy woman.

“Isn’t it nice to see them together?” she whispered, as we crossed the hall and went down the steps to our gondola. “They are suited to each other almost as — well, if I really wanted to pay you a compliment, which you don’t deserve, I should say as we are. Do you notice how prettily she gives him her hand so that he may help her into the boat?”

“I do,” I answered grimly. “And it only shows the wickedness of the girl. She is as capable of getting into the boat without assistance as he is.”

“And yet you help her yourself every time you get the chance,” my wife retorted. “I have observed you take the greatest care that she should not fall, even when the step has been one of only a few inches, and I have been left to get down by myself. Perhaps you cannot recall that day at Capri?”

“I have the happiest recollections of it,” I replied. “I helped her quite half-a-dozen times.”

“And yet you grudge that poor boy the opportunities that you yourself were once so eager to enjoy. You cannot deny it.”

“I am not going to attempt to deny it,” I returned. “I do grudge him his chances. And why shouldn’t I? Has she not the second prettiest hands, and the second neatest ankle, in all Europe?”

My wife looked up at me with a suspicion of a smile hovering round her mouth. When she does that her dimples are charming.

“And the neatest?” she inquired, as if she had not guessed. Women can do that sort of thing with excellent effect.

“Lady Hatteras, may I help you into the gondola?” I said politely, and for some reason, best known to herself, the reply appeared to satisfy her.

Of one thing there could be no sort of doubt. Miss Trevor had taken a decided liking to Glenbarth, and the young fellow’s delight in her company was more than equal to it. By my wife’s orders I left them together as much as possible during the afternoon, that is to say as far as was consistent with the duties of an observant chaperon. For instance, while we were in the right aisle of the church, examining the mausoleum of the Doge, Pietro Mocenningo, and the statues of Lombardi, they were in the choir proper, before the famous tomb of Andrea Vendramin, considered by many to be the finest of its kind in Venice. As we entered the choir, they departed into the left transept. I fancy, however, Glenbarth must have been a little chagrined when she, playing her hand according to the recognized rules, suggested that they should turn back in search of us. Back they came accordingly, to be received by my wife with a speech that still further revealed to me the duplicity of women.

“You are two naughty children,” she said, with fairly simulated wrath. “Where on earth have you been? We have been looking for you everywhere!”

“You are so slow,” put in Miss Trevor, and then she added, without a quaver in her voice or blush upon her cheek, “We dawdled about in order to let you catch us up.”

I thought it was time for me to interfere.

“Perhaps I should remind you young people that at the present moment you are in a church,” I said. “Would it not be as well, do you think, for you to preserve those pretty little prevarications until you are in the gondola? You will be able to quarrel in greater comfort there. It will also give Phyllis time to collect her thoughts, and to prepare a new indictment.”

My wife treated me to a look that would have annihilated another man. After that I washed my hands of them and turned to the copy of Titian’s Martyrdom of Saint Peter, which Victor Emmanuel had presented to the church in place of the original, which had been destroyed. Later on we made our way, by a long series of tortuous thoroughfares, to the piazza of Saint Mark, where we intended to sit in front of Florian’s café and watch the people until it was time for us to return and dress for dinner.

As I have already said, Miss Trevor had all the afternoon been in the best of spirits. Nothing could have been happier than her demeanour when we left the church, yet when we reached the piazza everything was changed. Apparently she was not really unhappy, nor did she look about her in the frightened way that had struck me so unpleasantly on the previous evening. It was only her manner that was strange. At first she was silent, then, as if she were afraid we might notice it, she set herself to talk as if she were so doing for mere talking’s sake. Then, without any apparent reason, she became as silent as a mouse once more. Remembering what had happened that morning before breakfast, I did not question her, nor did I attempt to rally her upon the subject. To have done either would have been to have risked a recurrence of the catastrophe we had so narrowly escaped earlier in the day. I accordingly left her alone, and my wife, in the hope of distracting her attention, entered upon an amusing argument with Glenbarth upon the evils attendant upon excessive smoking, which was the young man’s one, and, so far as I knew, only failing. Unable to combat her assertions he appealed to me for protection.

“Take my part, there’s a good fellow,” he said pathetically. “I am not strong enough to stand against Lady Hatteras alone.”

“No,” I returned; “you must fight your own battles. When I see a chance of having a little peace I like to grasp it. I am going to take Miss Trevor to Maya’s shop on the other side of the piazza, in search of new photographs. We will leave you to quarrel in comfort here.”

So saying Miss Trevor and I left them and made our way to the famous shop, where I purchased for her a number of photographs, of which she had expressed her admiration a few days before. After that we rejoined my wife and Glenbarth and returned to our hotel for dinner.

Nikola, as you may remember, had arranged to call for us with his gondola at half-past eight, and ten minutes before that time I suggested that the ladies should prepare themselves for the excursion. I bade them wrap up well, for I knew by experience that it is seldom warm upon the water at night. When they had left us the Duke and I strolled into the balcony.

“I hope to goodness Nikola won’t frighten Miss Trevor this evening,” said my companion, after we had been there a few moments. (I noticed that he spoke with an anxiety that was by no means usual with him.) “She is awfully sensitive, you know, and when he likes he can curdle the very marrow in your bones. I shouldn’t have liked her to have heard that story he told us this morning. I suppose there is no fear of his repeating it to-night?”

“I should not think so,” I returned. “Nikola has more tact in his little finger than you and I have in our whole bodies. He would be scarcely likely to make such a mistake. No, I rather fancy that to-night we shall see a new side of his character. For my own part I am prepared to confess that I am looking forward to the excursion with a good deal of pleasure.”

“I am glad to hear it,” Glenbarth replied, as I thought with a savour of sarcasm in his voice. “I only hope you won’t have reason to regret it.”

This little speech set me thinking. Was it possible that Glenbarth was jealous of Nikola? Surely he could not be foolish enough for that. That Miss Trevor had made an impression upon him was apparent, but it was full early for him to grow jealous, and particularly of such a man.

While I was thinking of this the ladies entered the room, and at the same moment we heard Nikola’s gondola draw up at the steps. I thought Miss Trevor looked a little pale, but though still very quiet she was more cheerful than she had been before dinner.

“Our guide has arrived,” I remarked, as I closed the windows behind us. “We had better go down to the hall. Miss Trevor, if you will accompany me, the Duke will bring Phyllis. We must not keep Nikola waiting.”

We accordingly left our apartments and proceeded down-stairs.

“I trust you are looking forward to your excursion, Miss Trevor?” I said as we descended the stairs. “If I am not mistaken you will see Venice to-night under circumstances such as you could never have dreamed of before.”

“I do not doubt it,” she answered simply. “It will be a night to remember.”

Little did she guess how true her prophecy was destined to be. It was indeed a night that every member of the party would remember all his, or her, life long. When we had reached the hall, Nikola had just entered it, and was in the act of sending up a servant to announce his arrival. He shook hands with my wife, then with Miss Trevor, afterwards with Glenbarth and myself. His hand was, as usual, as cold as ice and his face was deathly pale. His tall, lithe figure was concealed by his voluminous coat, but what was lost in one direction was compensated for by the mystery that it imparted to his personality. For some reason I thought of Mephistopheles as I looked at him, and in many ways the illustration does not seem an altogether inapt one.

“Permit me to express the gratification I feel that you have consented to allow me to be your guide this evening, Lady Hatteras,” he said as he conducted my wife towards the boat. “While it is an impertinence on my part to imagine that I can add to your enjoyment of Venice, I fancy it is, nevertheless, in my power to show you a side of the city with which you are not as yet acquainted. The night being so beautiful, and believing that you would wish to see all you can, I have brought a gondola without a cabin. I trust I did not do wrong.”

“I am sure it will be delightful,” my wife answered. “It would have been unendurable on such a beautiful evening to be cooped up in a close cabin. Besides, we should have seen nothing.”

By this time we were on the steps, at the foot of which the gondola in question, a large one of its class, was lying. As soon as we had boarded her the gondolier bent to his oar, the boat shot out into the stream, and the excursion, which, as I have said, we were each of us to remember all our lives, had commenced. If I shut my eyes now I can recall the whole scene: the still moonlit waters of the canal, the houses on one side of which were brilliantly illuminated by the moon, the other being entirely in the shadow. When we were in mid-stream a boat decorated with lanterns passed us. It contained a merry party, whose progress was enlivened by the strains of the invariable Finiculi Finicula. The words and the tune ring in my memory even now. Years before we had grown heartily sick of the song, now however it possessed a charm that was quite its own.

“How pretty it is,” remarked my wife and Miss Trevor almost simultaneously. And the former added, “I could never have believed that it possessed such a wealth of tenderness.”

“Might it not be the association that is responsible?” put in Nikola gravely. “You have probably heard that song at some time when you have been so happy that all the world has seemed the same. Hearing it to-night has unconsciously recalled that association, and Finiculi Finicula, once so despised, immediately becomes a melody that touches your heart-strings, and so wins for itself a place in your regard that it can never altogether lose.”

We had crossed the canal by this time; the gondola with the singers proceeding towards the Rialto bridge. The echo of the music still lingered in our ears, and seemed the sweeter by the reason of the distance that separated us from it. Turning to the gondolier, who in the moonlight presented a picturesque figure in the stern of the boat, Nikola said something in Italian. The boat’s head was immediately turned in the direction of a side-street, and a moment later we entered it. It is not my intention, nor would it be possible for me, to attempt to furnish you with a definite description of the route we followed. In the daytime I flatter myself that I have a knowledge of the Venice of the tourist; if you were to give me a pencil and paper I believe I should be able to draw a rough outline of the city, and to place St. Mark’s Cathedral, Galaghetti’s Hotel, the Rialto bridge, the Arsenal, and certainly the railway station, in something like their proper positions. But at night, when I have left the Grand Canal, the city becomes a sealed book to me. On this particular evening every street, when once we had left the fashionable quarter behind us, seemed alike. There was the same darkness, the same silence, and the same reflection of the lights in the water. Occasionally we happened upon places where business was still being transacted, and where the noise of voices smote the air with a vehemence that was like sacrilege. A few moments would then elapse, and then we were plunged into a silence that was almost unearthly. All this time Nikola kept us continually interested. Here was a house with a history as old as Venice itself; there the home of a famous painter; yonder the birthplace of a poet or a soldier, who had fought his way to fame by pen or by sword. On one side of the street was the first dwelling of one who had been a plebeian and had died a Doge; while on the other side was that of a man who had given his life to save his friend. Nor were Nikola’s illustrations confined to the past alone. Men whose names were household words to us had preceded us, and had seen Venice as we were seeing it now. Of each he could tell us something we had never heard before. It was the perfect mastery of his subject, like that of a man who plays upon an instrument of which he has made a lifelong study, that astonished us. He could rouse in our hearts such emotions as he pleased; could induce us to pity at one moment, and to loathing at the next; could make us see the city with his eyes, and in a measure to love it with his own love. That Nikola did entertain a deep affection for it was as certain as his knowledge of its history.

“I think I may say now,” he said, when we had been absent from the hotel for upwards of an hour, “that I have furnished you with a superficial idea of the city. Let me attempt after this to show you something of its inner life. That it will repay you I think you will admit when you have seen it.”

Once more he gave the gondolier an order. Without a word the man entered a narrow street on the right, then turned to the left, after which to the right again. What were we going to see next? That it would be something interesting I had not the least doubt. Presently the gondolier made an indescribable movement with his oar, the first signal that he was about to stop. With two strokes he brought the boat alongside the steps, and Nikola, who was the first to spring out, assisted the ladies to alight. We were now in a portion of Venice with which I was entirely unacquainted. The houses were old and lofty, though sadly fallen to decay. Where shops existed business was still being carried on, but the majority of the owners of the houses in the neighbourhood appeared to be early birds, for no lights were visible in their dwellings. Once or twice men approached us and stared insolently at the ladies of our party. One of these, more impertinent than his companions, placed his hand upon Miss Trevor’s arm. In a second, without any apparent effort, Nikola had laid him upon his back.

“Do not be afraid, Miss Trevor,” he said; “the fellow has only forgotten himself for a moment.”

So saying he approached the man, who scrambled to his feet, and addressed him in a low voice.

“No, no, your excellency,” the rascal whined; “for the pity of the blessed saints. Had I known it was you I would not have dared.”

Nikola said something in a whisper to him; what it was I have not the least idea, but its effect was certainly excellent, for the man slunk away without another word.

After this little incident we continued our walk without further opposition, took several turnings, and at last found ourselves standing before a low doorway. That it was closely barred on the inside was evident from the sounds that followed when, in response to Nikola’s knocks, some one commenced to open it. Presently an old man looked out. At first he seemed surprised to see us, but when his eyes fell upon Nikola all was changed. With a low bow he invited him, in Russian, to enter.

Crossing the threshold we found ourselves in a church of the smallest possible description. By the dim light a priest could be seen officiating at the high altar, and there were possibly a dozen worshippers present. There was an air of secrecy about it all, the light, the voices, and the precautions taken to prevent a stranger entering, that appealed to my curiosity. As we turned to leave the building the little man who had admitted us crept up to Nikola’s side and said something in a low voice to him. Nikola replied, and at the same time patted the man affectionately upon the shoulder. Then with the same obsequious respect the latter opened the door once more, and permitted us to pass out, quickly barring it behind us afterwards however.

“You have seen many churches during your stay in Venice, Lady Hatteras,” Nikola remarked, as we made our way back towards the gondola, “I doubt very much, however, whether you have ever entered a stranger place of worship than that.”

“I know that I have not,” my wife replied. “Pray who were the people we saw there? And why was so much secrecy observed?”

“Because nearly all the poor souls you saw there are either suspected or wanted by the Russian Government. They are fugitives from injustice, if I may so express it, and it is for that reason that they are compelled to worship, as well as live, in hiding.”

“But who are they?”

“Nihilists,” Nikola answered. “A poor, hot-headed lot of people, who, seeing their country drifting in a wrong direction, have taken it into their heads to try and remedy matters by drastic measures. Finding their efforts hopeless, their properties confiscated, and they themselves in danger of death, or exile, which is worse, they have fled from Russia. Some of them, the richest, manage to get to England, some come to Venice, but knowing that the Italian police will turn them out sans cérémonie if they discover them, they are compelled to remain in hiding until they are in a position to proceed elsewhere.”

“And you help them?” asked Miss Trevor in a strange voice, as if his answer were a foregone conclusion.

“What makes you think that?” Nikola inquired.

“Because the doorkeeper knew you, and you spoke so kindly to him.”

“The poor fellow has a son,” Nikola replied; “a hot-headed young rascal who has got into trouble in Moscow. If he is caught he will without doubt go to Siberia for the rest of his life. But he will not be caught.”

Once more Miss Trevor spoke as if with authority, and in the same hushed voice.

“You have saved him?”

“He has been saved,” Nikola replied. “He left for America this morning. The old fellow was merely expressing to me the gratification he felt at having got him out of such a difficulty. Now, here is our gondola. Let us get into it. We still have much to see, and time is not standing still with us.”

Once more we took our places, and once more the gondola proceeded on its way. To furnish you with a complete résumé of all we saw would take too long, and would occupy too great a space. Let it suffice that we visited places, the mere existence of which I had never heard of before.

One thing impressed me throughout. Wherever we went Nikola was known, and not only known, but feared and respected. His face was a key that opened every lock, and in his company the ladies were as safe, in the roughest parts of Venice, as if they had been surrounded by a troop of soldiery. When we had seen all that he was able to show us it was nearly midnight, and time for us to be getting back to our hotel.

“I trust I have not tired you?” he said, as the ladies took their places in the gondola for the last time.

“Not in the least,” both answered at once, and I fancy my wife spoke not only for herself but also for Miss Trevor when she continued, “we have spent a most delightful evening.”

“You must not praise the performance until the epilogue is spoken,” Nikola answered. “I have still one more item on my programme.”

As he said this the gondola drew up at some steps, where a solitary figure was standing, apparently waiting for us. He wore a cloak and carried a somewhat bulky object in his hand. As soon as the boat came alongside Nikola sprang out and approached him. To our surprise he helped him into the gondola and placed him in the stern.

“To-night, Luigi,” he said, “you must sing your best for the honour of the city.”

The young man replied in an undertone, and then the gondola passed down a by-street and a moment later we were back in the Grand Canal. There was not a breath of air, and the moon shone full and clear upon the placid water. Never had Venice appeared more beautiful. Away to the right was the piazza, with the Cathedral of Saint Mark; on our left were the shadows of the islands. The silence of Venice, and there is no silence in the world like it, lay upon everything. The only sound to be heard was the dripping of the water from the gondolier’s oar as it rose and fell in rhythmic motion. Then the musician drew his fingers across the strings of his guitar, and after a little prelude commenced to sing. The song he had chosen was the Salve d’amora from Faust, surely one of the most delightful melodies that has ever occurred to the brain of a musician. Before he had sung a dozen bars we were entranced. Though not a strong tenor his voice was one of the most perfect I have ever heard. It was of the purest quality, so rich and sweet that the greatest connoisseur could not tire of it. The beauty of the evening, the silence of the lagoon, and the perfectness of the surroundings, helped it to appeal to us as no music had ever done before. It was a significant proof of the effect produced upon us, that when he ceased not one of us spoke for some moments. Our hearts were too full for words. By the time we had recovered ourselves the gondola had drawn up at the steps of the hotel, and we had disembarked. The Duke and I desired to reward the musician; Nikola however begged us to do nothing of the kind.

“He sings to-night to please me,” he said. “It would hurt him beyond words were you to offer him any other reward.”

After that there was nothing more to be said, except to thank him in the best Italian we could muster for the treat he had given us.

“Why on earth does he not try his fortune upon the stage?” asked my wife, when we had disembarked from the gondola and had assembled on the steps. “With such a voice he might achieve a European reputation.”

“Alas,” answered Nikola, “he will never do that. Did you notice his infirmity?”

Phyllis replied that she had not observed anything extraordinary about him.

“The poor fellow is blind,” Nikola answered very quietly. “He is a singing-bird shut up always in the dark. And now, good-night. I have trespassed too long upon your time already.”

He bowed low to the ladies, shook hands with the Duke and myself, and then, before we had time to thank him for the delightful evening he had given us, was in his gondola once more and out in mid-stream. We watched him until he had disappeared in the direction of the Rio del Consiglio, after we entered the hotel and made our way to our own sitting-room.

“I cannot say when I have enjoyed myself so much,” said my wife, as we stood talking together before bidding each other good-night.

“It has been delightful,” said Glenbarth, whose little attack of jealousy seemed to have quite left him. “Have you enjoyed it, Hatteras?”

I said something in reply, I cannot remember what, but I recollect that, as I did so, I glanced at Miss Trevor’s face. It was still very pale, but her eyes shone with extraordinary brilliance.

“I hope you have had a pleasant evening,” I said to her a few moments later, when we were alone together.

“Yes, I think I can say that I have,” she answered, with a far-away look upon her face. “The music was exquisite. The thought of it haunts me still.”

Then, having bade me good-night, she went off with my wife, leaving me to attempt to understand why she had replied as she had done.

“And what do you think of it, my friend?” I inquired of Glenbarth, when we had taken our cigars out into the balcony.

“I am extremely glad we went,” he returned quickly. “There can be no doubt that you were right when you said that it would show us Nikola’s character in a new light. Did you notice with what respect he was treated by everybody we met, and how anxious they were not to run the risk of offending him?”

“Of course I noticed it, and you may be sure I drew my own conclusions from it,” I replied.

“And those conclusions were?”

“That Nikola’s character is even more inexplicable than before.”

After that we smoked in silence for some time. At last I rose and tossed what remained of my cigar over the rails into the dark waters below.

“It is getting late,” I said. “Don’t you think we had better bid each other good-night?”

“Perhaps we had, and yet I don’t feel a bit tired.”

“Are you quite sure that you have had a pleasant day?”

“Quite sure,” he said, with a laugh. “The only thing I regret is having heard that wretched story this morning. Do you recall the gusto with which Nikola related it?”

I replied in the affirmative, and asked him his reason for referring to it now.

“Because I could not help thinking of it this evening, when his voice was so pleasant and his manner so kind. When I picture him going back to that house to-night, to that dreadful room, to sleep alone in that great building, it fairly makes me shudder. Good-night, old fellow. You have treated me royally to-day; I could scarcely have had more sensations compressed into my waking hours if I’d been a king.”


CHAPTER IV
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AFTER OUR EXCURSION through Venice with Nikola by night, an interval of a week elapsed before we saw anything of him. During that time matters, so far as our party was concerned, progressed with the smoothness of a well-regulated clock. In my own mind I had not the shadow of a doubt that Glenbarth was head over ears in love with Gertrude Trevor. He followed her about wherever she went; seemed never to tire of paying her attention, and whenever we were alone together, endeavoured to inveigle me into a discussion of her merits. That she had faults nothing would convince him.

Whether she reciprocated his good-feeling was a matter which, to my mind, there existed a considerable amount of doubt. Women are proverbially more secretive in these affairs than men, and if Miss Trevor entertained a warmer feeling than friendship for the young Duke, she certainly managed to conceal it admirably. More than once, I believe, my wife endeavoured to sound her upon the subject. She had to confess herself beaten, however. Miss Trevor liked the Duke of Glenbarth very much; she was quite agreed that he had not an atom of conceit in his constitution; he gave himself no airs; moreover, she was prepared to meet my wife half-way, and to say that she thought it a pity he did not marry. No, she had never heard that there was an American millionaire girl, extremely beautiful, and accomplished beyond the average, who was pining to throw her millions and herself at his feet! “And then,” added my wife, in a tone that seemed to suggest that she considered it my fault that the matter had not been brought to a successful conclusion long since, “what do you think she said? ‘Why on earth doesn’t he marry this American? So many men of title do now-a-days.’ What do you think of that? I can tell you, Dick, I could have shaken her!”

“My dear little woman,” I said in reply, “will nothing convince you that you are playing with fire? If you are not very careful you will burn your fingers. Gertrude is almost as clever as you are. She sees that you are trying to pump her, and very naturally declines to be pumped. You would feel as she does were you in her position.”

“I do not know why you should say I am trying to pump her,” she answered with considerable dignity. “I consider it a very uncalled-for expression.”

“Well, my dear,” I answered, “if you are going to attempt to improve your position by splitting straws, then I must stop.”

The episode I have just described had taken place after we had retired for the night, and at a time when I am far from being at my best. My wife, on the other hand, as I have repeatedly noticed, is invariably wide-awake at that hour. Moreover she has an established belief that it would be an impossibility for her to obtain any rest until she has cleared up all matters of mystery that may have attracted her attention during the day. I generally fall asleep before she is half-way through, and for this reason I am told that I lack interest in what most nearly concerns our welfare.

“One would at least imagine that you could remain awake to discuss events of so much importance to us and to those about us,” I have known her say. “I have observed that you can talk about horses, hunting, and shooting, with your bachelor friends until two or three o’clock in the morning without falling asleep, but when your wife is anxious to ask your opinion about something that does not concern your amusements, then you must needs go to sleep.”

“My dear,” I replied, “when all is said and done we are but human. You know as well as I do, that if a man were to come to me when I had settled down for the night, and were to tell me that he knew where to lay his hand upon the finest horse in England, and where he could put me on to ten coveys of partridges within a couple of hundred yards of my own front door, that he could even tell me the winner of the Derby, I should answer him as I am now answering you.”

“And your reply would be?”

I am afraid the pains I had been at to illustrate my own argument must have proved too much for me, for I was informed in the morning that I had talked a vast amount of nonsense about seeing Nikola concerning a new pigeon-trap, and had then resigned myself to the arms of Morpheus. If there should be any husbands whose experience have run on similar lines, I should be glad to hear from them. But to return to my story.

One evening, exactly a week after Glenbarth’s arrival in Venice, I was dressing for dinner when a letter was brought to me. Much to my surprise I found it was from Nikola, and in it he inquired whether it would be possible for me to spare the time to come and see him that evening. It appeared that he was anxious to discuss a certain important matter with me. I noticed, however, that he did not mention what that matter was. In a postscript he asked me, as a favour to himself, to come alone.

Having read the letter I stood for a few moments with it in my hand, wondering what I should do. I was not altogether anxious to go out that evening; on the other hand I had a strange craving to see Nikola once more. The suggestion that he desired to consult me upon a matter of importance flattered my vanity, particularly as it was of such a nature that he did not desire the presence of a third person. “Yes,” I thought, “after all I will go.” Accordingly I wrote a note to him saying that, if the hour would suit him, I hoped to be with him at half-past nine o’clock. Then I continued my dressing and presently went down to dinner.

During the progress of the meal I mentioned the fact that I had received the letter in question, and asked my friends if they would excuse me if I went round in the course of the evening to find out what it was that Nikola had to say to me. Perhaps by virtue of my early training, perhaps by natural instinct, I am a keen observer of trifles. On this occasion I noticed that from the moment I mentioned the fact of my having received a letter from Nikola, Miss Trevor ate scarcely any more dinner. Upon my mentioning his name she had looked at me with a startled expression upon her face. She said nothing, however, but I observed that her left hand, which she had a trick of keeping below the table as much as possible, was for some moments busily engaged in picking pieces from the roll beside her plate. For some reason she had suddenly grown nervous again, but why she should have done so passes my comprehension. When the ladies had retired, and we were sitting together over our wine, Glenbarth returned to the subject of my visit that evening.

“By Jove, my dear fellow,” he said, “I don’t envy you your excursion to that house. Don’t you feel a bit nervous about it yourself?”

I shook my head.

“Why should I?” I asked. “If the truth must be told I am a good deal more afraid of Nikola than I am of his house. I don’t fancy on the present occasion, however, I have any reason to dread either.”

“Well,” said the Duke with a laugh, “if you are not home by breakfast-time to-morrow morning I shall bring the police round, and look down that trap-door. You’ll take a revolver with you of course?”

“I shall do nothing of the kind,” I replied. “I am quite able to take care of myself without having recourse to fire-arms.”

Nevertheless, when I went up to my room to change my coat, prior to leaving the house, I took a small revolver from my dressing-case and weighed it in my hand. “Shall I take it or shall I not?” was the question I asked myself. Eventually I shook my head and replaced it in its hiding-place. Then, switching off the electric light, I made for the door, only to return, re-open the dressing-case, and take out the revolver. Without further argument I slipped it into the pocket of my coat and then left the room.

A quarter of an hour later my gondolier had turned into the Rio del Consiglio, and was approaching the Palace Revecce. The house was in deep shadow, and looked very dark and lonesome. The gondolier seemed to be of the same opinion, for he was anxious to set me down, to collect his fare, and to get away again as soon as possible. Standing in the porch I rang the great bell which Nikola had pointed out to me, and which we had not observed on the morning of our first visit. It clanged and echoed somewhere in the rearmost portion of the house, intensifying the loneliness of the situation and adding a new element of mystery to that abominable dwelling. In spite of my boast to Glenbarth I was not altogether at my ease. It was one thing to pretend that I had no objection to the place when I was seated in a well-lighted room, with a glass of port at my hand, and a stalwart friend opposite; it was quite another, however, to be standing in the dark at that ancient portal, with the black water of the canal at my feet and the anticipation of that sombre room ahead. Then I heard the sound of footsteps crossing the courtyard, and a moment later Nikola himself stood before me and invited me to enter. A solitary lamp had been placed upon the coping of the wall, and its fitful light illuminated the courtyard, throwing long shadows across the pavement and making it look even drearier and more unwholesome than when I had last seen it. After we had shaken hands we made our way in silence up the great staircase, our steps echoing along the stone corridors with startling reverberations. How thankful I was at last to reach the warm, well-lit room, despite the story Nikola had told us about it, I must leave you to imagine.

“Please sit down,” said Nikola, pushing a chair forward for my occupation. “It is exceedingly kind of you to have complied with my request. I trust Lady Hatteras and Miss Trevor are well?”

“Thank you, they are both well,” I replied. “They both begged to be remembered to you.”

Nikola bowed his thanks, and then, when he had placed a box of excellent cigars at my elbow, prepared and lighted a cigarette for himself. All this time I was occupying myself wondering why he had asked me to come to him that evening, and what the upshot of the interview was to be. Knowing him as I did, I was aware that his actions were never motiveless. Everything he did was to be accounted for by some very good reason. After he had tendered his thanks to me for coming to see him, he was silent for some minutes, for so long indeed that I began to wonder whether he had forgotten my presence. In order to attract his attention I commented upon the fact that we had not seen him for more than a week.

“I have been away,” he answered, with what was plainly an attempt to pull himself together. “Business of a most important nature called me to the south of Italy, to Naples in fact, and I only returned this morning.”

Once more he was silent. Then leaning towards me and speaking with even greater impressiveness than he had yet done, he continued — 

“Hatteras, I am going to ask you a question, and then, with your permission, I should like to tell you a story.”

Not knowing what else to do I simply bowed. I was more than ever convinced that Nikola was going to make use of me.

“Have you ever wondered,” he began, still looking me straight in the face, and speaking with great earnestness, “what it was first made me the man I am?”

I replied to the effect that I had often wondered, but naturally had never been able to come to a satisfactory conclusion.

“Some day you shall know the history of my life,” he answered. “But not just yet. There is much to be done before then. And now I am going to give you the story I promised you. You will see why I have told it to you when I have finished.”

He rose from his chair and began to pace the room. I had never seen Nikola so agitated before. When he turned and faced me again his eyes shone like diamonds, while his body quivered with suppressed excitement.

“Hatteras,” he went on, when he had somewhat mastered his emotion, “I doubt very much if ever in this world’s history there has been a man who has suffered more than I have done. As I said just now, the whole story I cannot tell you at present. Some day it will come in its proper place and you will know everything. In the meantime — —”

He paused for a few moments and then continued abruptly — 

“The story concerns a woman, a native of this city; the last of an impoverished, but ancient family. She married a man many years her senior, whom she did not love. When they had been married just over four years her husband died, leaving her with one child to fight the battles of the world alone. The boy was nearly three years old, a sturdy, clever little urchin, who, up to that time, had never known the meaning of the word trouble. Then there came to Venice a man, a Spaniard, as handsome as a serpent, and as cruel. After a while he made the woman believe that he loved her. She returned his affection, and in due time they were married. A month later he was appointed Governor of one of the Spanish islands off the American coast — a post he had long been eager to obtain. When he departed to take up his position it was arranged that, as soon as all was prepared, the woman and her child should follow him. They did so, and at length reached the island and took up their abode, not at the palace, as the woman had expected, but in the native city. For the Governor feared, or pretended to fear, that, as his marriage had not been made public at first, it might compromise his position. The woman, however, who loved him, was content, for her one thought was to promote his happiness. At first the man made believe to be overjoyed at having her with him once again, then, little by little, he showed that he was tired of her. Another woman had attracted his fancy, and he had transferred his affections to her. The other heard of it. Her southern blood was roused, for though she had been poor, she was, as I have said, the descendant of one of the oldest Venetian families. As his wife she endeavoured to defend herself, then came the crushing blow, delivered with all the brutality of a savage nature.

“‘You are not my wife,’ he said. ‘I had already a wife living when I married you.’

“She left him without another word and went away to hide her shame. Six months later the fever took her and she died. Thus the boy was left, at five years old, without a friend or protector in the world. Happily, however, a humble couple took compassion on him, and, after a time, determined to bring him up as their own. The old man was a great scholar, and had devoted all his life to the exhaustive study of the occult sciences. To educate the boy, when he grew old enough to understand, was his one delight. He was never weary of teaching him, nor did the boy ever tire of learning. It was a mutual labour of love. Seven years later saw both the lad’s benefactors at rest in the little churchyard beneath the palms, and the boy himself homeless once more. But he was not destined to remain so for very long; the priest, who had buried his adopted parents, spoke to the Governor, little dreaming what he was doing, of the boy’s pitiable condition. It was as if the devil had prompted him, for the Spaniard was anxious to find a playfellow for his son, a lad two years the other’s junior. It struck him that the waif would fill the position admirably. He was accordingly deported to the palace to enter upon the most miserable period of his life. His likeness to his mother was unmistakable, and when he noticed it, the Governor, who had learned the secret, hated him for it, as only those hate who are conscious of their wrong-doing. From that moment his cruelty knew no bounds. The boy was powerless to defend himself. All that he could do was to loathe his oppressor with all the intensity of his fiery nature, and to pray that the day might come when he should be able to repay. To his own son the Governor was passionately attached. In his eyes the latter could do no wrong. For any of his misdeeds it was the stranger who bore the punishment. On the least excuse he was stripped and beaten like a slave. The Governor’s son, knowing his power, and the other’s inordinate sensitiveness, derived his chief pleasure in inventing new cruelties for him. To describe all that followed would be impossible. When nothing else would rouse him, it was easy to bring him to an ungovernable pitch of fury by insulting his mother’s name, with whose history the servants had, by this time, made their master’s son acquainted. Once, driven into a paroxysm of fury by the other’s insults, the lad picked up a knife and rushed at his tormentor with the intention of stabbing him. His attempt, however, failed, and the boy, foaming at the mouth, was carried before the Governor. I will spare you a description of the punishment that was meted out for his offence. Let it suffice that there are times even now, when the mere thought of it is sufficient to bring — but there — why should I continue in this strain? All that I am telling you happened many years ago, but the memory remains clear and distinct, while the desire for vengeance is as keen as if it had happened but yesterday. What is more, the end is coming, as surely as the lad once hoped and prophesied it would.”

Nikola paused for a moment and sank into his chair. I had never seen him so affected. His face was deathly pale, while his eyes blazed like living coals.

“What became of the boy at last?” I inquired, knowing all the while that he had been speaking of himself.

“He escaped from the island, and went out into the world. The Governor is dead; he has gone to meet the woman, or women, he has so cruelly wronged. His son has climbed the ladder of Fame, but he has never lost, as his record shows, the cruel heart he possessed as a boy. Do you remember the story of the Revolution in the Republic of Equinata?”

I shook my head.

“The Republics of South America indulge so constantly in their little amusements that it is difficult for an outsider to remember every particular one,” I answered.

“Well, let me tell you about it. When the Republic of Equinata suffered from its first Revolution, this man was its President. But for his tyranny and injustice it would not have taken place. He it was who, finding that the Rebellion was spreading, captured a certain town, and bade the eldest son of each of the influential families wait upon him at his headquarters on the morning following its capitulation. His excuse was that he desired them as hostages for their parents’ good behaviour. As it was, however, to wreak his vengeance on the city, which had opposed him, instead of siding with him, he placed them against a wall and shot them down by the half-dozen. But he was not destined to succeed. Gradually he was driven back upon his Capital, his troops deserting day by day. Then, one night he boarded a ship that was waiting for him in the harbour, and from that moment Equinata saw him no more. It was not until some days afterwards that it was discovered that he had despatched vast sums of money, which he had misappropriated, out of the country, ahead of him. Where he is now hiding I am the only man who knows. I have tracked him to his lair, and I am waiting — waiting — waiting — for the moment to arrive when the innocent blood that has so long cried to Heaven will be avenged. Let him look to himself when that day arrives. For as there is a God above us, he will be punished as man was never punished before.”

The expression upon his face as he said this was little short of devilish; the ghastly pallor of his skin, the dark, glittering eyes, and his jet-black hair made up a picture that will never fade from my memory.

“God help his enemy if they should meet,” I said to myself. Then his mood suddenly changed, and he was once more the quiet, suave Nikola to whom I had become accustomed. Every sign of passion had vanished from his face. A transformation more complete could scarcely have been imagined.

“My dear fellow,” he said, without a trace of emotion in his voice, “you must really forgive me for having bored you with my long story. I cannot think what made me do so, unless it is that I have been brooding over it all day, and felt the need of a confidant. You will make an allowance for me, will you not?”

“Most willingly,” I answered. “If the story you have told me concerns yourself, you have my most heartfelt sympathy. You have suffered indeed.”

He stopped for a moment in his restless walk up and down the room, and eyed me carefully as if he were trying to read my thoughts.

“Suffered?” he said at last, and then paused. “Yes, I have suffered — but others have suffered more. But do not let us talk of it. I was foolish to have touched upon it, for I know by experience the effect it produces upon me.”

As he spoke he crossed to the window, which he threw open. It was a glorious night, and the sound of women’s voices singing reached us from the Grand Canal. On the other side of the watery highway the houses looked strangely mysterious in the weird light. At that moment I felt more drawn towards Nikola than I had ever done before. The man’s loneliness, his sufferings, had a note of singular pathos for me. I forgot the injuries he had done me, and before I knew what I was doing, I had placed my hand upon his shoulder.

“Nikola,” I said, “if I were to try I could not make you understand how truly sorry I am for you. The life you lead is so unlike that of any other man. You see only the worst side of Human Nature. Why not leave this terrible gloom? Give up these experiments upon which you are always engaged, and live only in the pure air of the commonplace every-day world. Your very surroundings — this house, for instance — are not like those of other men. Believe me, there are other things worth living for besides the Science which binds you in its chains. If you could learn to love a good woman — —”

“My dear Hatteras,” he put in, more softly than I had ever heard him speak, “woman’s love is not for me. As you say, I am lonely in the world, God knows how lonely, yet lonely I must be content to remain.” Then leaning his hands upon the window-sill, he looked out upon the silent night, and I heard him mutter to himself, “Yes, lonely to the End.” After that he closed the window abruptly, and turning to me, asked how long we contemplated remaining in Venice.

“I cannot say yet,” I answered, “the change is doing my wife so much good that I am anxious to prolong our stay. At first we thought of going to the South of France, but that idea has been abandoned, and we may be here another month.”

“A month,” he said to himself, as if he were reflecting upon something; then he added somewhat inconsequently, “You should be able to see a great deal of Venice in a month.”

“And how long will you be here?” I asked.

He shook his head.

“It is impossible to say,” he answered. “I never know my own mind for two days together. I may be here another week, or I may be here a year. Somehow, I have a conviction, I cannot say why, that this will prove to be my last visit to Venice. I should be sorry never to see it again, yet what must be, must. Destiny will have its way, whatever we may say or do to the contrary.”

At that moment there was the sound of a bell clanging in the courtyard below. At such an hour it had an awe-inspiring sound, and I know that I shuddered as I heard it.

“Who can it be?” said Nikola, turning towards the door. “This is somewhat late for calling hours. Will you excuse me if I go down and find out the meaning of it?”

“Do so, by all means,” I answered. “I think I must be going also. It is getting late.”

“No, no,” he said, “stay a little longer. If it is as I suspect, I fancy I shall be able to show you something that may interest you. Endeavour to make yourself comfortable until I return. I shall not be away many minutes.”

So saying, he left me, closing the door behind him. When I was alone, I lit a cigar and strolled to the window, which I opened. My worst enemy could not call me a coward, but I must confess that I derived no pleasure from being in that room alone. The memory of what lay under that oriental rug was vividly impressed upon my memory. In my mind I could smell the vaults below, and it would have required only a very small stretch of the imagination to have fancied I could hear the groans of the dying man proceeding from it. Then a feeling of curiosity came over me to see who Nikola’s visitor was. By leaning well out of the window, I could look down on the great door below. At the foot of the steps a gondola was drawn up, but I was unable to see whether there was any one in it or not. Who was Nikola’s mysterious caller, and what made him come at such an hour? Knowing the superstitious horror in which the house was held by the populace of Venice, I felt that whoever he was, he must have had an imperative reason for his visit. I was still turning the subject over in my mind, when the door opened and Nikola entered, followed by two men. One was tall and swarthy, wore a short black beard, and had a crafty expression upon his face. The other was about middle height, very broad, and was the possessor of a bullet-head covered with close-cropped hair. Both were of the lower class, and their nationality was unmistakable. Turning to me, Nikola said in English — 

“It is as I expected. Now, if you care to study character, here is your opportunity. The taller man is a Police Agent, the other the chief of a notorious Secret Society. I should first explain that within the last two or three days I have been helping a young Italian of rather advanced views, not to put too fine a point upon it, to leave the country for America. This dog has dared to try to upset my plans. Immediately I heard of it I sent word to him, by means of our friend here, that he was to present himself here before twelve o’clock to-night without fail. From his action it would appear that he is more frightened of me than he is of the Secret Society. That is as it should be; for I intend to teach him a little lesson which will prevent him from interfering with my plans in the future. You were talking of my science just now, and advising me to abandon it. Could the life you offer me give me the power I possess now? Could the respectability of Clapham recompense me for the knowledge with which the East can furnish me?”

Then turning to the Police Agent he addressed him in Italian, speaking so fast that it was impossible for me to follow him. From what little I could make out, however, I gathered that he was rating him for daring to interfere with his concerns. When, at the end of three or four minutes, he paused and spoke more slowly, this was the gist of his speech — 

“You know me and the power I control. You are aware that those who thwart me, or who interfere with me and my concerns, do so at their own risk. Since no harm has come of it, thanks to certain good friends, I will forgive on this occasion, but let it happen again and this is what your end will be.”
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“Presently a picture shaped itself in the cloud.”

As he spoke he took from his pocket a small glass bottle with a gold top, not unlike a vinaigrette, and emptied some of the white powder it contained into the palm of his hand. Turning down the lamp he dropped this into the chimney. A green flame shot up for a moment, which was succeeded by a cloud of perfumed smoke that filled the room so completely that for a moment it was impossible for us to see each other. Presently a picture shaped itself in the cloud and held my attention spell-bound. Little by little it developed until I was able to make out a room, or rather I should say a vault, in which upwards of a dozen men were seated at a long table. They were all masked, and without exception were clad in long monkish robes with cowls of black cloth. Presently a sign was made by the man at the head of the table, an individual with a venerable grey beard, and two more black figures entered, who led a man between them. Their prisoner was none other than the Police Agent whom Nikola had warned. He looked thinner, however, and was evidently much frightened by his position. Once more the man at the head of the table raised his hand, and there entered at the other side an old man, with white hair and a long beard of the same colour. Unlike the others he wore no cowl, nor was he masked. From his gestures I could see that he was addressing those seated at the table, and, as he pointed to the prisoner, a look of undying hatred spread over his face. Then the man at the head of the table rose, and though I could hear nothing of what he said, I gathered that he was addressing his brethren concerning the case. When he had finished, and each of the assembly had voted by holding up his hand, he turned to the prisoner. As he did so the scene vanished instantly and another took its place.

It was a small room that I looked upon now, furnished only with a bed, a table, and a chair. At the door was a man who had figured as a prisoner in the previous picture, but now sadly changed. He seemed to have shrunk to half his former size, his face was pinched by starvation, his eyes were sunken, but there was an even greater look of terror in them than had been there before. Opening the door of the room he listened, and then shut and locked it again. It was as if he were afraid to go out, and yet knew that if he remained where he was, he must perish of starvation. Gradually the room began to grow dark, and the terrified wretch paced restlessly up and down, listening at the door every now and then. Once more the picture vanished as its companion had done, and a third took its place. This proved to be a narrow street-scene by moonlight. On either side the houses towered up towards the sky, and since there was no one about, it was plain that the night was far advanced. Presently, creeping along in the shadow, on the left-hand side, searching among the refuse and garbage of the street for food, came the man I had seen afraid to leave his attic. Times out of number he looked swiftly behind him, as if he thought it possible that he might be followed. He was but little more than half-way up the street, and was stooping to pick up something, when two dark figures emerged from a passage on the left, and swiftly approached him. Before he had time to defend himself, they were upon him, and a moment later he was lying stretched out upon his back in the middle of the street, a dead man. The moon shone down full and clear upon his face, the memory of which makes me shudder even now. Then the picture faded away and the room was light once more. Instinctively I looked at the Police Agent. His usually swarthy face was deathly pale, and from the great beads of perspiration that stood upon his forehead, I gathered that he had seen the picture too.

“Now,” said Nikola, addressing him, “you have seen what is in store for you if you persist in pitting yourself against me. You recognized that grey-haired man, who had appealed to the Council against you. Then, rest assured of this! So surely as you continue your present conduct, so surely will the doom I have just revealed to you overtake you. Now go, and remember what I have said.”

Turning to the smaller man, Nikola placed his hand in a kindly fashion upon his shoulder.

“You have done well, Tomasso,” he said, “and I am pleased with you. Drop our friend here at the usual place, and see that some one keeps an eye on him. I don’t think, however, he will dare to offend again.”

On hearing this, the two men left the room and descended to the courtyard together, and I could easily imagine with what delight one of them would leave the house. When they had gone, Nikola, who was standing at the window, turned to me, saying — 

“What do you think of my conjuring?”

I knew not what answer to make that would satisfy him. The whole thing seemed so impossible that, had it not been for the pungent odour that still lingered in the room, I could have believed I had fallen asleep and dreamed it all.

“You can give me no explanation, then?” said Nikola, with one of his inscrutable smiles. “And yet, having accumulated this power, this knowledge, call it what you will, you would still bid me give up Science. Come, my friend, you have seen something of what I can do; would you be brave enough to try, with my help, to look into what is called The Great Unknown, and see what the Future has in store for you? I fancy it could be done. Are you to be tempted to see your own end?”

“No, no,” I cried, “I will have nothing to do with such an unholy thing. Good heavens, man! from that moment life would be unendurable!”

“You think so, do you?” he said slowly, still keeping his eyes fixed on me. “And yet I have tried it myself.”

“My God, Nikola!” I answered in amazement, for I knew him well enough to feel sure that he was not talking idly, “you don’t mean to tell me that you know what your own end is going to be?”

“Exactly,” he answered. “I have seen it all. It is not pleasant; but I think I may say without vanity that it will be an end worthy of myself.”

“But now that you know it, can you not avert it?”

“Nothing can be averted,” he answered solemnly. “As I said before these men entered, what must be, must. What does Schiller say? ‘Noch niemand entfloh dem verhangten Geschick.’”

“And you were brave enough to look?”

“Does it require so much bravery, do you think? Believe me, there are things which require more.”

“What do you mean?”

“Ah! I cannot tell you now,” he answered, shaking his head. “Some day you will know.”

Then there was a silence for a few seconds, during which we both stood looking down at the moonlit water below. At last, having consulted my watch and seeing how late it was, I told him that it was time for me to bid him good-night.

“I am very grateful to you for coming, Hatteras,” he said. “It has cheered me up. It does me good to see you. Through you I get a whiff of that other life of which you spoke a while back. I want to make you like me, and I fancy I am succeeding.”

Then we left the room together, and went down the stairs to the courtyard below. Side by side we stood upon the steps waiting for a gondola to put in an appearance. It was some time before one came in sight, but when it did so I hailed it, and then shook Nikola by the hand and bade him good-night.

“Good-night,” he answered. “Pray remember me kindly to Lady Hatteras and to — Miss Trevor.”

The little pause before Miss Trevor’s name caused me to look at him in some surprise. He noticed it and spoke at once.

“You may think it strange of me to say so,” he said, “but I cannot help feeling interested in that young lady. Impossible though it may seem, I have a well-founded conviction that in some way her star is destined to cross mine, and before very long. I have only seen her twice in my life in the flesh; but many years ago her presence on the earth was revealed to me, and I was warned that some day we should meet. What that meeting will mean to me it is impossible to say, but in its own good time Fate will doubtless tell me. And now, once more, good-night.”

“Good-night,” I answered mechanically, for I was too much surprised by his words to think what I was saying. Then I entered the gondola and bade the man take me back to my hotel.

“Surely Nikola has taken leave of his senses,” I said to myself as I was rowed along. “Gertrude Trevor was the very last person in the world that I should have expected Nikola to make such a statement about.”

At this point, however, I remembered how curiously she had been affected by their first meeting, and my mind began to be troubled concerning her.

“Let us hope and pray that Nikola doesn’t take it into his head to imagine himself in love with her,” I continued to myself. “If he were to do so I scarcely know what the consequences would be.”

Then, with a touch of the absurd, I wondered what her father, the eminently respected dean, would say to having Nikola for a son-in-law. By the time I had reached this point in my reverie the gondola had drawn up at the steps of the hotel.

My wife and Miss Trevor had gone to bed, but Glenbarth was sitting up for me.

“Well, you have paid him a long visit, in all conscience,” he said a little reproachfully. Then he added, with what was intended to be a touch of sarcasm, “I hope you have spent a pleasant evening?”

“I am not quite so certain about that,” I replied.

“Indeed. Then what have you discovered?”

“One thing of importance,” I answered; “that Nikola grows more and more inscrutable every day.”


CHAPTER V
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THE MORE I thought upon my strange visit to the Palace Revecce that evening, the more puzzled I was by it. It had so many sides, and each so complex, that I scarcely knew which presented the most curious feature. What Nikola’s real reason had been for inviting me to call upon him, and why he should have told me the story, which I felt quite certain was that of his own life, was more than I could understand. Moreover, why, having told it me, he should have so suddenly requested me to think no more about it, only added to my bewilderment. The incident of the two men, and the extraordinary conjuring trick, for conjuring trick it certainly was in the real meaning of the word, he had shown us, did not help to elucidate matters. If the truth must be told it rather added to the mystery than detracted from it. To sum it all up, I found, when I endeavoured to fit the pieces of the puzzle together, remembering also his strange remark concerning Miss Trevor, that I was as far from coming to any conclusion as I had been at the beginning.

“You can have no idea how nervous I have been on your account to-night,” said my wife, when I reached her room. “After dinner the Duke gave us a description of Doctor Nikola’s room, and told us its history. When I thought of your being there alone with him, I must confess I felt almost inclined to send a message to you imploring you to come home.”

“That would have been a great mistake, my dear,” I answered. “You would have offended Nikola, and we don’t want to do that. I am sorry the Duke told you that terrible story. He should not have frightened you with it. What did Gertrude Trevor think of it?”

“She did not say anything about it,” my wife replied. “But I could see that she was as frightened as I was. I am quite sure you would not get either of us to go there, however pressing Doctor Nikola’s invitation might be. Now tell me what he wanted to see you about.”

“He felt lonely and wanted some society,” I answered, having resolved that on no account would I tell her all the truth concerning my visit to the Palace Revecce. “He also wanted me to witness something connected with a scheme he has originated for enabling people to get out of the country unobserved by the police. Before I left he gave me a good example of the power he possessed.”

I then described to her the arrival of the two men and the lesson Nikola had read to the Police Agent. The portion dealing with the conjuring trick I omitted. No good could have accrued from frightening her, and I knew that the sort of description I should be able to give of it would not be sufficiently impressive to enable her to see it in the light I desired. In any other way it would have struck her as ridiculous.

“The man grows more and more extraordinary every day,” she said. “And not the least extraordinary thing about him is the way he affects other people. For my own part I must confess that, while I fear him, I like him; the Duke is frankly afraid of him; you are interested and repelled in turn; while Gertrude, I fancy, regards him as a sort of supernatural being, who may turn one into a horse or a dog at a moment’s notice, while Senor Galaghetti, with whom I had a short conversation to-day concerning him, was so enthusiastic in his praises that for once words failed him. He had never met any one so wonderful, he declared. He would lay down his life for him. It would appear that, on one occasion, when Nikola was staying at the hotel, he cured Galaghetti’s eldest child of diphtheria. The child was at the last gasp and the doctors had given her up, when Nikola made his appearance upon the scene. What he did, or how he did it, Galaghetti did not tell me, but it must have been something decidedly irregular, for the other doctors were aghast and left the house in a body. The child, however, rallied from that moment, and, as Galaghetti proudly informed me, ‘is now de artiste of great repute upon de pianoforte in Paris.’ I have never heard of her, but it would appear that Galaghetti not only attributes her life, but also her musical success, to the fact that Nikola was staying in the hotel at the time when the child was taken ill. The Duke was with me when Galaghetti told me this, and, when he heard it, he turned away with an exclamation that sounded very like ‘humbug!’ I do hope that Doctor Nikola and the Duke won’t quarrel?”

As she put this in the form of a question, I felt inclined to reply with the expression the Duke had used. I did not do so, however, but contented myself with assuring her that she need have no fears upon that score. A surprise, however, was in store for me.

“What have they to quarrel about?” I asked. “They have nothing in common.”

“That only proves how blind you are to what goes on around you,” my wife replied. “Have you not noticed that they both admire Gertrude Trevor?”

Falling so pat upon my own thoughts, this gave me food for serious reflection.

“How do you know that Nikola admires her?” I asked, a little sharply, I fear, for when one has uncomfortable suspicions one is not always best pleased to find that another shares them. A double suspicion might be described as almost amounting to a certainty.

“I am confident of it,” she replied. “Did you not notice his manner towards her on the night of our excursion? It was most marked.”

“My dear girl,” I said irritably, “if you are going to begin this sort of thing, you don’t know where you will find yourself in the end. Nikola has been a wanderer all his life. He has met people of every nationality, of every rank and description. It is scarcely probable, charming though I am prepared to admit she is, that he would be attracted by our friend. Besides, I had it from his own lips this morning that he will never marry.”

“You may be just as certain as you please,” she answered. “Nevertheless, I adhere to my opinion.”

Knowing what was in my own mind, and feeling that if the argument continued I might let something slip that I should regret, I withdrew from the field, and, having questioned her concerning certain news she had received from England that day, bade her good-night.

Next morning we paid a visit to the Palace of the Doges, and spent a pleasant and instructive couple of hours in the various rooms. Whatever Nikola’s feelings may have been, there was by this time not the least doubt that the Duke admired Miss Trevor. Though the lad had known her for so short a time he was already head over ears in love. I think Gertrude was aware of the fact, and I feel sure that she liked him, but whether the time was not yet ripe, or her feminine instinct warned her to play her fish for a while before attempting to land him, I cannot say; at any rate she more than once availed herself of an opportunity and moved away from him to take her place at my side. As you may suppose, Glenbarth was not rendered any the happier by these manœuvres; indeed, by the time we left the Palace, he was as miserable a human being as could have been found in all Venice. Before lunch, however, she relented a little towards him, and when we sat down to the meal in question our friend had in some measure recovered his former spirits. Not so my wife, however; though I did not guess it, I was in for a wigging.

“How could you treat the poor fellow so badly?” she said indignantly, when we were alone together afterwards. “If you are not very careful you’ll spoil everything.”

“Spoil what?” I inquired, as if I did not understand to what she alluded. “You have lately developed a habit of speaking in riddles.”

“Fiddle-de-dee!” she answered scornfully, “you know very well to what I allude. I think your conduct at the Palace this morning was disgraceful. You, a married man and a father, to try and spoil the pleasure of that poor young man.”

“But she began it,” I answered in self-defence. “Did you not see that she preferred my company to his?”

“Of course that was only make-believe,” my wife replied. “You are as well aware of that as I am.”

“I know nothing of the kind,” I returned. “If the girl does not know her own mind, then it is safer that she should pretend, as she did to-day.”

“She was not pretending. You know that Gertrude Trevor is as honest as the day.”

“Then you admit that she was only playing her fish?” I said.

“If you are going to be vulgar I shall leave you,” she retorted; “I don’t know what you mean by ‘playing her fish.’ Gertrude only came to you because she did not want to allow her liking for the Duke to appear too conspicuous.”

“It’s the same thing in the end,” I answered. “Believe me it is! You describe it as not making her conduct appear too conspicuous, while I call it ‘playing her fish.’ I have the best possible recollection of a young lady who used to play quoits with me on the deck of the Orotava a good many years ago. One day — we were approaching Naples at the time — she played game after game with the doctor, and snubbed me unmercifully.”

“You know very well that I didn’t mean it,” she answered, with a stamp of her foot. “You know I had to act as I did.”

“I don’t mind admitting that,” I replied. “Nevertheless, you were playing your fish. That night after dinner you forgave me and — —”

She slipped her arm through mine and gave it a hug. I could afford to be generous.

“Those were dear old days, were they not? I, for one, am not going to quarrel about them. Now let us go and find the others.”

We discovered them in the balcony, listening to some musicians in a gondola below. Miss Trevor plainly hailed our coming with delight; the Duke, however, was by no means so well pleased. He did his best, however, to conceal his chagrin. Going to the edge of the balcony I looked down at the boat. The musicians were four in number, two men and two girls, and, at the moment of our putting in an appearance, one of them was singing the “Ave Maria” from the Cavalleria Rusticana, in a manner that I had seldom heard it sung before. She was a handsome girl, and knew the value of her good looks. Beside her stood a man with a guitar, and I gave a start as I looked at him. Did my eyes deceive me, or was this the man who had accompanied the Police Agent to Nikola’s residence on the previous evening? I looked again and felt sure that I could not be mistaken. He possessed the same bullet-head with the close-cropped hair, the same clean-shaven face, and the same peculiarly square shoulders. No! I felt sure that he was the man. But if so, what was he doing here under our windows? One thing was quite apparent; if he recognized me, he did not give me evidence of the fact. He played and looked up at us without the slightest sign of recognition. To all intents and purposes he was the picture of indifference. While they were performing I recalled the scene of the previous night, and wondered what had become of the police officer, and what the man below me had thought of the curious trick Nikola had performed? It was only when they had finished their entertainment and, having received our reward, were about to move away that I received any information to the effect that the man had recognized me.

“Illustrious Senora, Senorita, and Senors, I thank you,” he said, politely lifting his hat as he spoke. “Our performance has been successful, and the obstacle which threatened it at one time has been removed.”

The gondola then passed on, and I turned to the Duke as if for an explanation.

“At first the hall-porter was not inclined to let them sing here,” the Duke remarked, “but Miss Trevor wanted to hear them, so I sent word down that I wished them to remain.”

In spite of the explanation I understood to what the man had referred, but for the life of me I could not arrive at his reason for visiting our hotel that day. I argued that it might have been all a matter of chance, but I soon put that idea aside as absurd. The coincidence was too remarkable.

At lunch my wife announced that she had heard that morning that Lady Beltringham, the wife of our neighbour in the Forest, was in Venice, and staying at a certain hotel further along the Grand Canal.

“Gertrude and I are going to call upon her this afternoon,” she said, “so that you two gentlemen must amuse yourselves as best you can without us.”

“That is very easily done,” I answered; “the Duke is going to have his hair cut, and I am going to witness the atrocity. You may expect to see him return not unlike that man with the guitar in the boat this morning.”

“By the way,” said Glenbarth, “that reminds me that I was going to point out a curious thing to you concerning that man. Did you notice, Miss Trevor, that when we were alone together in the balcony he did not once touch his instrument, but directly Hatteras and Lady Hatteras arrived, he jumped up and began to play?”

This confirmed my suspicions. I had quite come to the conclusion by this time that the man had only made his appearance before the hotel in order to be certain of my address. Yet, I had to ask myself, if he were in Nikola’s employ, why should he have been anxious to do so?

An hour later the ladies departed on their polite errand, and the Duke and I were left together. He was not what I should call a good companion. He was in an irritable mood, and nothing I could do or say seemed to comfort him. I knew very well what was the matter, and when we had exhausted English politics, the rise and fall of Venice, Ruskin, and the advantages of foreign travel, I mentioned incidentally the name of Miss Trevor. The frown vanished from his face, and he answered like a coherent mortal.

“Look here, Hatteras,” he said, with a fine burst of confidence, “you and I have been friends for a good many years, and I think we know each other about as well as two men can do.”

“That is so,” I answered, wondering what he was driving at; “we have been through some strange adventures together, and should certainly know each other. I hope that you are not going to propose that we should depart on some harum-scarum expedition like that you wanted me to join you in last year, to the Pamirs, was it not? If so, I can tell you once and for all that my lady won’t hear of it.”

“Confound the Pamirs!” he replied angrily. “Is it likely that I should think of going there just now? You misunderstand my meaning entirely. What I want is a sympathetic friend, who can enter into my troubles, and if possible help me out of them.”

For the life of me I could not forbear from teasing him for a little longer.

“My dear old fellow,” I said, “you know that I will do anything I possibly can to help you. Take my advice and get rid of the man at once. As I told you in my letter to you before you left England, it is only misplaced kindness to keep him on. You know very well that he has been unfaithful to you for some years past. Then why allow him to continue in his wrong-doing? The smash will come sooner or later.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“Well, I suppose your trouble is connected with the agent you were telling me of yesterday. The man who, it was discovered, had been cooking the accounts, selling your game, pocketing the proceeds, and generally feathering his own nest at your expense.”

An ominous frown gathered upon my friend’s forehead.

“Upon my word,” he said, “I really believe you are taking leave of your senses. Do you think I am bothering myself at such a time about that wretched Mitchell? Let him sell every beast upon the farms, every head of game, and, in point of fact, let him swindle me as he likes, and I wouldn’t give a second thought to him.”

“I am very sorry,” I answered penitently, rolling the leaf of my cigar. “Then it was the yacht you were thinking about? You have had what I consider a very good offer for her. Let her go! You are rich enough to be able to build another, and the work will amuse you. You want employment of some sort.”

“I am not thinking of the yacht either,” he growled. “You know that as well as I do.”

“How should I know it?” I answered. “I am not able to tell what is in your mind. I do not happen to be like Nikola.”

“You are singularly obtuse to-day,” he asserted, throwing what remained of his cigar into the Canal and taking another from his case.

“Look here,” I said, “you’re pitching into me because I can’t appreciate your position. Now how am I likely to be able to do so, considering that you’ve told me nothing about it? Before we left London you informed me that the place you had purchased in Warwickshire was going to prove your chief worry in life. I said, ‘sell it again.’ Then you found that your agent in Yorkshire was not what he might be. I advised you to get rid of him. You would not do so because of his family. Then you confessed in a most lugubrious fashion that your yacht was practically becoming unseaworthy by reason of her age. I suggested that you should sell her to Deeside, who likes her, or part with her for a junk. You vowed you would not do so because she was a favourite. Now you are unhappy, and I naturally suppose that it must be one of those things which is causing you uneasiness. You scout the idea. What, therefore, am I to believe? Upon my word, my friend, if I did not remember that you have always declared your abhorrence of the Sex, I should begin to think you must be in love.”

He looked at me out of the corner of his eye. I pretended not to notice it, however, and still rolled the leaf of my cigar.

“Would it be such a very mad thing if I did fall in love?” he asked at last. “My father did so before me, and I believe my grandfather did also. You, yourself, committed the same indiscretion.”

“And you have seen the miserable result?”

“I have observed one of the happiest couples in the world,” he replied. “But, joking apart, Hatteras, I want to talk the matter over with you seriously. I don’t mind telling you at once, as between friend and friend, that I want to marry Miss Trevor.”

I endeavoured to look surprised, but I fear the attempt was a failure.

“May I remind you,” I said, “that you have known her barely a week? I don’t want to discourage you, but is not your affection of rather quick growth?”

“It is, but it does not mean that I am any the less sincere. I tell you candidly, Dick, I have never seen such a girl in my life. She would make any man happy.”

“Very likely, but would any man make her happy?”

His face fell, and he shifted uneasily in his chair.

“Confound you,” he said, “you put everything in a new light. Why should I not be able to make her happy? There are lots of women who would give their lives to be a Duchess!”

“I admit that,” I answered. “I don’t fancy, however, your rank will make much difference with Miss Trevor. When a woman is a lady, and in love, she doesn’t mind very much whether the object of her affections is a Duke or a chimney-sweep. Don’t make the mistake of believing that a Dukedom counts for everything where the heart is concerned. We outsiders should have no chance at all if that were the case.”

“But, Hatteras,” he said, “I didn’t mean that. I’m not such a cad as to imagine that Miss Trevor would marry me simply because I happen to have a handle to my name. I want to put the matter plainly before you. I have told you that I love her, do you think there is any chance of her taking a liking to me?”

“Now that you have told me what is in your mind,” I answered, “I can safely state my opinion. Mind you, I know nothing about the young lady’s ideas, but if I were a young woman, and an exceedingly presentable young man — you may thank me for the compliment afterwards — were to lay his heart at my feet, especially when that heart is served up on strawberry leaves and five-pound notes, I fancy I should be inclined to think twice before I discouraged his advances. Whether Miss Trevor will do so, however, is quite another matter.”

“Then you are not able to give me any encouragement?”

“I will wish you God-speed upon your enterprise,” I said, “if that is any satisfaction to you. I cannot do more.”

As I said it I held out my hand, which he took and shook.

“God bless you, old man,” he said, “you don’t know what all this means to me. I’ve suffered agonies these last two days. I believe I should go mad if it continued. Yesterday she was kindness itself. To-day she will scarcely speak to me. I believe Lady Hatteras takes my side?”

I was not to be caught napping.

“You must remember that Lady Hatteras herself is an impressionable young woman,” I answered. “She likes you and believes in you, and because she does she thinks her friend ought to do so also. Now look here, your Grace — —”

“You needn’t put on any side of that kind,” he answered reproachfully.

“I believe I am talking to the Duke of Glenbarth,” I returned.

“You are talking to your old friend, the man who went round the world with you, if that’s what you mean,” he answered. “What is it you have to say?”

“I want you to plainly understand that Miss Trevor is my guest. I want you also to try to realize, however difficult it may be, that you have only known her a very short time. She is a particularly nice girl, as you yourself have admitted. It would be scarcely fair, therefore, if I were to permit you to give her the impression that you were in love with her until you have really made up your mind. Think it well over. Take another week, or shall we say a fortnight? A month would be better still.”

He groaned in despair.

“You might as well say a year while you are about it. What is the use of my waiting even a week when I know my own mind already?”

“Because you must give your affection time to set. Take a week. If at the end of that time you are still as much in earnest as you are now, well, the matter will be worth thinking about. You can then speak to the young lady or not, as you please. On the other hand, should your opinion have changed, then I have been your only confidant, and no harm has been done. If she accepts you, I can honestly say that no one will be more delighted than myself. If not, you must look elsewhere, and then she must marry the man she likes better. Do you agree?”

“As I can’t help myself I suppose I must,” he answered. “But my position during the next week is not likely to be a very cheerful one.”

“I don’t at all see why,” I replied. “Lots of others have been compelled to do their courting under harder auspices. Myself for instance. Here you are staying in the same house as the object of your affections. You meet her almost every hour of the day; you have innumerable opportunities of paying your court to her, and yet with all these advantages you abuse your lot.”

“I know I am an ungrateful beast,” he said. “But, by Jove, Dick, when one is as much in love as I am, and with the most adorable woman in the world, and matters don’t seem to go right, one ought to be excused if one feels inclined to quarrel with somebody.”

“Quarrel away with all your heart,” I answered. “And now I am going down with you to the hairdresser. After that we’ll go to the piazza.”

“I suppose I must,” he said, rising from his chair with a fine air of resignation. “Though what fun you can discover in that crowd I cannot for the life of me imagine.”

I did not remind him that on the previous afternoon he had declared it to be the most amusing sight in Europe. That would have been an unfair advantage to have taken, particularly as I had punished him enough already. We accordingly procured our hats and sticks, and having secured a gondola, set off. It was a lovely afternoon, and the Grand Canal was crowded. As we passed the entrance to the Rio del Consiglio, I stole a glance at the Palace Revecce. No gondola was at the door, so whether Nikola was at home or abroad I could not say. When Glenbarth had been operated upon we proceeded to the piazza of Saint Mark, which we reached somewhat before the usual afternoon promenade. The band had not commenced to play, and the idlers were few in number. Having engaged two chairs at one of the tables we sat down and ordered coffee. The duke was plainly ill at ease. He fretted and fidgeted continually. His eyes scarcely wandered from the steps of the lagoon, and every gondola that drew up received his scrutinizing attention. When at last two ladies disembarked and made their way across the stones towards Florian’s café, where we were seated, I thought he would have made an exhibition of himself.

Lady Beltringham, it would appear, had arrived, but was so fatigued by her long journey that she was unable to receive visitors.

“We returned almost immediately to the hotel,” said my wife reproachfully. “We thought you would have waited for us there.”

Glenbarth looked at me as if nothing I could ever do would make up for the enormity of my offence. He then described to Miss Trevor some wonderful photographs he had discovered that morning in a certain shop on the other side of the piazza. She questioned him concerning them, and I suggested that they should go off and overhaul them. This they did, and when they had departed my wife produced some letters for me she had taken from the rack at the hotel. I looked at the writing upon the envelope of the first, but for a moment could not recall where or when I had seen it before. Then I opened it and withdrew the contents.

“Why, it’s from George Anstruther,” I exclaimed when I had examined the signature. “He is in Algiers.”

“But what is the letter about?” my wife inquired. “You have not heard from him for so long.”

“I’ll read it,” I said, and began as follows — 

“My dear Hatteras,

“Here I am in the most charming place on the whole Mediterranean, and I ought to know, for I’ve seen and loathed all the others. My villa overlooks the sea, and my yacht rides at anchor in the bay. There are many nice people here, and not the least pleasant is my very good friend, Don Josè de Martinos, who is leaving to-day for his first visit to Venice, viâ Nice, and I understand from him that he is to stay at your hotel. He is a delightful creature; has seen much of the world, and if you will admit him to the circle of your acquaintance, I don’t think you will regret it. I need not bore either myself or you by repeating the hackneyed phrase to the effect that any civility you show him will be considered a kindness to myself, etc., etc. Remember me most kindly to Lady Hatteras, and

“Believe me to be,

“Ever sincerely yours,

“George Anstruther.”

My wife uttered a little cry of vexation.

“Pleasant though he may prove, I cannot help saying that I am sorry Don Josè Martinos is coming,” she said. “Our little party of four was so happily arranged, and who knows but that a fifth may upset its peace altogether?”

“But he is Anstruther’s friend,” I said in expostulation. “One must be civil to one’s friends’ friends.”

“I do not at all see why,” she answered. “Because we like Mr. Anstruther it does not follow that we shall like his friend.”

At that moment the young couple were to be observed crossing the piazza in our direction. Glenbarth carried a parcel under his arm.

“I don’t think there is much doubt about that affair,” said my wife, as she regarded them approvingly.

“Don’t be too sure,” I answered. “There is many a slip ‘twixt the cup and the lip, and there is another old saying to the effect that those who live longest see most.”

One is sometimes oracular even in jest.


CHAPTER VI
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ON THE FOLLOWING day, having sent my servant to inquire, I was informed that the Don Josè de Martinos had arrived at the hotel, and had engaged rooms on the floor above our own. Accordingly, after luncheon I ascended to the rooms in question, and asked whether he would receive me. I had scarcely waited more than a minute before he made his appearance. He paused on the threshold to give an order to his man, and while he did so, I was permitted an opportunity of taking stock of him. He was a tall, muscular man of between thirty-five and forty years of age. His appearance did not betray so much of his Spanish origin as I had expected. Indeed, it would have been difficult to have given him a nationality. I noticed that his beard, which he wore closely clipped, was not innocent of the touch of Time. His face was a powerful one, but at first glance I was not altogether prepossessed in its favour. His hands and feet were small, the former particularly so for a man of his size and build. Moreover, he was faultlessly dressed, and carried himself with the air of a man of the world and of good breeding.

“Sir Richard Hatteras,” he said, as he crossed the room to greet me, “this is kind of you indeed. My friend, Anstruther, informed me that you were in Venice, and was good enough to take upon himself the responsibility of introducing me to you.”

His voice was strong and musical, and he pronounced every word (he spoke excellent English) as if it had a value of its own. I inquired after Anstruther’s health, which for some time past had been precarious, and it was with satisfaction that I learnt of the improvement that had taken place in it.

“You would scarcely know him now,” said Martinos. “He looks quite strong again. But permit me to offer you a cigar. We Spaniards say that we cannot talk unless we smoke; you English that you cannot smoke if you talk.”

As he said this he handed me a box of cigars.

“I fancy you will like them,” he said. “The tobacco was grown upon my own estate in Cuba; for that reason I can guarantee their purity.”

The weed I selected was excellent, in fact one of the best cigars I had ever smoked. While he was lighting his I stole another glance at him. Decidedly he was a handsome man, but — here was the stumbling-block — there was something, I cannot say what, about him that I did not altogether like. It was not a crafty face, far from it. The eyes were well placed; the mouth from what one could see of it under his black moustache was well moulded, with white, even teeth; the nose was slightly aquiline; and the chin large, firm, and square. Nevertheless, there was something about it that did not suit my fancy. Once I told myself it was a cruel face, yet the singularly winning smile that followed a remark of mine a moment later went some way towards disabusing my mind upon that point.

“Lady Hatteras, I understood from Senor Anstruther, is with you,” he said, after we had talked of other things.

“She is down-stairs at this moment,” I answered. “We are a party of four — Miss Trevor (the daughter of the Dean of Bedminster), the Duke of Glenbarth, my wife, and myself. I hope you will permit me the pleasure of introducing you to them at an early date.”

“I shall be most happy,” he replied. “I am particularly fond of Venice, but, when all is said and done, one must have companions to enjoy it thoroughly.”

I had been given to understand that this was his first visit to the Queen of the Adriatic, but I did not comment upon the fact.

“One is inclined to believe that Adam would have enjoyed the Garden of Eden if it had not been for Eve,” I remarked, with a smile.

“Poor Adam,” he answered, “I have always thought him a much-abused man. Unlike ourselves, he was without experience; he had a companion forced upon him who worked his ruin, and his loss on the transaction was not only physical but financial.”

“How long do you contemplate remaining in Venice?” I asked, after the little pause that followed his last speech.

“I scarcely know,” he answered. “My movements are most erratic. I am that most unfortunate of God’s creatures, a wanderer on the face of the earth. I have no relations and few friends. I roam about as the fancy takes me, remain in a place as long as it pleases me, and then, like the Arab in the poem, silently take up my tent and move on as soon as the city I happen to be in at the time has lost its charm. I possess a pied-à-terre of four rooms in Cairo, I have lived amongst the Khabyles in the desert, and with the Armenians in the mountains. To sum it up, I have the instincts of the Wandering Jew, and fortunately the means of gratifying them.”

What it was I cannot say, but there was something in his speech that grated upon my feelings. Whether what he had said were true or not, I am not in a position to affirm, but the impression I received was that he was talking for effect, and every one will know what that means.

“As you are such a globe-trotter,” I said, “I suppose there is scarcely a portion of the world that you have not visited?”

“I have perhaps had more than my share of travelling,” he answered. “I think I can safely say that, with the exception of South America, I have visited every portion of the known globe.”

“You have never been in South America then?” I asked in some surprise.

“Never,” he replied, and immediately changed the conversation by inquiring whether I had met certain of Anstruther’s friends who were supposed to be on their way to Venice. A few minutes later, after having given him an invitation to dinner on the next evening, I bade him good-bye and left him. On my return my wife was eager to question me concerning him, but as things stood I did not feel capable of giving her a detailed reply. There are some acquaintances who, one feels, will prove friends from the outset; there are others who fill one from the first with a vague distrust. Not that I altogether distrusted Martinos, I had not seen enough of him to do that; at the same time, however, I could not conscientiously say, as I have already observed, that I was altogether prepossessed in his favour.

The following morning he accepted my invitation for that evening, and punctually at half-past seven he made his appearance in the drawing-room. I introduced him to my wife, and also to Miss Trevor when she joined us.

“My husband tells me that you are a great traveller,” said Phyllis, after they had seated themselves. “He says you know the world as we know London.”

“Your husband does me too much honour,” he answered modestly. “From what I have heard of you, you must know the world almost as well as I do. My friend, Anstruther, has told me a romantic story about you. Something connected with a South Sea island, and a mysterious personage named — —”

He paused for a moment as if to remember the name.

“Nikola,” I said; “you do not happen to have met him, I suppose?”

“To my knowledge, never,” he answered. “It is a strange surname.”

At that moment Glenbarth entered the room, and I introduced the two men to each other. For some reason of my own I was quite prepared to find that the Duke would not take a fancy to our new acquaintance, nor was I destined to be disappointed. Before dinner was half over I could see that he had a great difficulty in being civil to the stranger. Had Martinos not been our guest, I doubt very much whether he would have been able to control himself. And yet the Spaniard laid himself out in every way to please. His attentions were paid chiefly to my wife, I do not believe that he addressed Miss Trevor more than a dozen times throughout the meal. Notwithstanding this fact, Glenbarth regarded him with evident animosity, insomuch that Miss Trevor more than once looked at him with an expression of positive alarm upon her face. She had not seen him in this humour before, and though she may have had her suspicions as to the reason of it, it was plain that she was far from approving of his line of action. When the ladies withdrew, and the wine was being circulated, I endeavoured to draw the two men into greater harmony with each other. The attempt, however, was unsuccessful. More than once Glenbarth said things which bordered on rudeness, until I began to feel angry with him. On one occasion, happening to look up suddenly from the cigar which I was cutting, I detected a look upon the Spaniard’s face that startled me. It however showed me one thing, and that was the fact that despite his genial behaviour, Martinos had not been blind to the young man’s treatment of himself, and also that, should a time ever arrive when he would have a chance of doing Glenbarth a mischief, he would not be forgetful of the debt he owed him. Matters were not much better when we adjourned to the drawing-room. Glenbarth, according to custom, seated himself beside Miss Trevor, and studiously ignored the Spaniard. I was more sorry for this than I could say. It was the behaviour of a school-boy, not that of a man of the world; and the worst part of it was, that it was doing Glenbarth no sort of good in the eyes of the person with whom he wished to stand best. The truth was the poor lad was far from being himself. He was suffering from an acute attack of a disease which has not yet received the proper attention of Science — the disease of first love. So overwhelmed was he by his passion, that he could not bear any stranger even to look upon the object of his adoration. Later in the evening matters reached their climax, when my wife asked the Don to sing.

“I feel sure that you do sing,” she said in that artless way which women often affect.

“I try sometimes to amuse my friends,” said he, and begging us to excuse him he retired to his own rooms, to presently return with a large Spanish guitar. Having taken a seat near the window, and when he had swept his fingers over the strings in a few preliminary chords, he commenced to sing. He was the possessor of a rich baritone, which he used with excellent effect. My wife was delighted, and asked him to sing again. Miss Trevor also expressed her delight, and seconded my wife’s proposal. This was altogether too much for Glenbarth. Muttering something about a severe headache he hurriedly left the room. My wife and I exchanged glances, but Martinos and Miss Trevor did not appear to notice his absence. This time he sang a Spanish fishing-song, but I did not pay much attention to it. A little later the Don, having thanked us for our hospitality, took his departure, and when Miss Trevor had said good-night to us, and had retired to her own room, my wife and I were left alone together.

“What could have made the Duke behave like that?” she said.

“He is madly in love, my dear, and also madly jealous,” I answered. “I hope and trust, however, that he is not going to repeat this performance.”

“If he does he will imperil any chance he has of winning Gertrude’s love,” she replied. “He will also place us in a decidedly awkward position.”

“Let this be a lesson to you, my dear, never to play with fire again,” I replied. “You bring two inflammable people together, and wonder that there should be an explosion.”

“Well, I’m really very angry with him. I don’t know what the Don Josè must have thought.”

“Probably he thought nothing about it,” I replied. “You mustn’t be too angry with Glenbarth, however. Leave him to me, and I’ll talk to him. To-morrow, I promise you, he’ll be sorry for himself. If I know anything of women, Gertrude will make him wish he had acted differently.”

“I don’t think she will bother about the matter. She has too much sense.”

“Very well; we shall see.”

I then bade her go to bed, promising myself to sit up for Glenbarth, who, I discovered, had gone out. It was nearly midnight when he returned. I noticed that every trace of ill-humour had vanished from his face, and that he was quite himself once more.

“My dear Dick,” he said, “I don’t know how to apologize for my ridiculous and rude behaviour of to-night. I am more ashamed of myself than I can say. I behaved like a child.”

Because he happened to be in a repentant mood I was not going to let him off the chastising I felt that I ought to give him.

“A nice sort of young fellow you are, upon my word,” I said, putting down the paper I had been reading as I spoke. “I’ve a very good mind to tell you exactly what I think of you.”

“It would be only wasting your time,” he returned. “For you can’t think half as badly of me as I do of myself. I can’t imagine what made me do it.”

“Can’t you?” I said. “Well, I can, and as you are pretty certain to catch it in one particular quarter to-morrow, I fancy, on mature reflection, that I can afford to forgive you. The man had done you no harm; he not only did not interfere with you, but he was not trespassing upon your — —”

“Don’t speak of him,” said the young fellow, flaring up at once. “If I think of him I shall get angry again. I can’t bear the look of the beggar.”

“Steady, my young friend, steady,” I returned. “You mustn’t call other people’s friends by that name.”

“He is not your friend,” said Glenbarth excitedly. “You’ve never seen him until to-night, and you’ve known me ever since I was about so high.”

“I began to imagine you only ‘so high’ this evening,” I said. “It’s a good thing for you that the wife has gone to bed, or I fancy you would have heard something that would have made your ears tingle. After the foolish manner of women, she has come to the conclusion that she would like you to marry Miss Trevor.”

“God bless her!” he said fervently. “I knew that she was my friend.”

“In that case you would probably have enjoyed a friend’s privilege, had you been here to-night before she retired, and have received a dressing-down that is usually reserved for her husband. I live in hopes that you may get it to-morrow.”

“Bosh!” he answered. “And now, if you have forgiven me, I think I will go to bed. I’ve had enough of myself for one day.”

With that we shook hands, and bade each other good-night. At his bedroom door he stopped me.

“Do you think she will forgive me?” he asked, as humbly as would a boy who had been caught stealing sugar-plums.

“My wife,” I answered. “Yes, I think it is very probable that she will.”

“No, no; how dense you are; I mean — —” Here he nodded his head in the direction of the room occupied by Miss Trevor.

“You’ll have to find out that for yourself,” I replied, and then went on to my dressing-room.

“That will give your Grace something to think about all night,” I said, as I took off my coat.

As it turned out, I was destined to be fairly accurate in the prophecy I had made concerning Miss Trevor’s treatment of Glenbarth on the morrow. At breakfast she did not altogether ignore him, but when I say that she devoted the larger share of her attention to myself, those of my readers who are married, and have probably had the same experience, will understand. My wife, on the other hand, was affability itself, and from her behaviour toward him appeared to be quite willing to forgive and forget the unfortunate episode of the previous evening. I chuckled to myself, but said nothing. He was not at the end of his punishment yet.

All that day we saw nothing of Martinos. Whether he remained at home or went abroad we could not say. On returning to the hotel to lunch, however, we discovered a basket of roses in the drawing-room, with the Don’s card tied to the handle.

“Oh, what lovely flowers!” cried my wife in an ecstasy. “Look, Gertrude, are they not beautiful?”

Miss Trevor cordially admired them; and in order, I suppose, that Glenbarth’s punishment might be the more complete, begged for a bud to wear herself. One was given her, while I watched Glenbarth’s face over the top of the letter I was reading at the moment. My heart was touched by his miserable face, and when he and my wife had left the room to prepare for lunch, I determined to put in a good word for him.

“Miss Gertrude,” I said, “as an old friend I have a favour to ask of you. Do you think you can grant it?”

“You must first tell me what it is,” she said, with a smile upon her face. “I know from experience that you are not to be trusted.”

“A nice sort of character for a family man,” I protested. “Lady Hatteras has been telling tales, I can see.”

“Your wife would never tell a tale of any one, particularly of you,” she asserted. “But what would you ask of me?”

“Only a plea for human happiness,” I said with mock gravity. “I have seen absolute despair written indelibly on a certain human countenance to-day, and the sight has troubled me ever since. Are you aware that there is a poor young man in this hotel, whose face opens like a daisy to the sun when you smile upon him, and closes in the darkness of your neglect?”

“How absurd you are!”

“Why am I absurd?”

“Because you talk in this fashion.”

“Will you smile upon him again? He has suffered a great deal these last two days.”

“Really you are too ridiculous. I don’t know what you mean.”

“That is not the truth, Miss Trevor, and you know it.”

“But what have I done wrong?”

“That business with the rose just now, for instance, was cruel, to say the least of it.”

“Really, Sir Richard, you do say such foolish things. If I want a rose to wear surely I may have one. But I must not stay talking to you, it’s five-and-twenty minutes past one. I must go and get ready for lunch.”

I held open the door for her, and as she passed I said — 

“You will do what I ask? Just to please me?”

“I don’t know what you mean, but I will think it over,” she replied, and then departed to her room.

She must have done as she promised, for the rose was absent from her dress when she sat down to lunch. Glenbarth noticed it, and from that moment his drooping spirits revived.

That afternoon my wife and I went down to meet the P. and O. mail-boat, in order to discover some friends who were on their way to Egypt. As neither the Duke of Glenbarth nor Miss Trevor were acquainted with them they were excused from attendance. When we joined them it was plain that all traces of trouble had been removed, and in consequence the Duke was basking in the seventh heaven of happiness. Had I asked the young man at that moment for half his estates I believe he would willingly have given them to me. He would have done so even more willingly had he known that it was to my agency that he owed the wondrous change in his affairs. For some reason of her own Miss Trevor was also in the best of spirits. My wife was happy because her turtle-doves were happy, and I beamed upon them all with the complacency of the God out of the machine.

All this time I had been wondering as to the reason why we had not heard or seen anything of Nikola. Why I should have expected to do so I cannot say, but after the events of three evenings ago, I had entertained a vague hope that I should have seen him, or that he would have communicated with me in some form or another. We were to see him, however, before very long.

We had arranged to visit the Academy on our return from the mail-boat, where my wife was anxious to renew her acquaintance with the Titans. For my own part I am prepared to admit that my knowledge of the pictures is not sufficiently cultivated to enable me to derive any pleasure from the constant perusal of these Masters. Phyllis and Miss Trevor, however, managed to discover a source of considerable satisfaction in them. When we left the gallery, we made our way, according to custom, in the direction of the piazza of Saint Mark. We had not advanced very far upon our walk, however, before I chanced to turn round, to discover, striding after us, no less a person than our new acquaintance, Don Josè Martinos. He bowed to the ladies, shook hands with myself, and nodded to the Duke.

“If you are proceeding in the direction of the piazza, will you permit me to accompany you?” he asked, and that permission having been given by my wife, we continued our walk. What Glenbarth thought of it I do not know, but as he had Miss Trevor to himself, I do not see that he had anything to complain of. On reaching Florian’s café, we took our customary seats, the Don placing himself next to my wife, and laying himself out to be agreeable. Once he addressed Glenbarth, and I was astonished to see the conciliatory manner that the other adopted towards him.

“Now that he sees that he has nothing to fear, perhaps he will not be so jealous,” I said to myself, and indeed it appeared as if this were likely to be the case. I was more relieved by this discovery than I could say. As we should probably be some time in Venice, and the Don had arrived with the same intention, and we were to be located in the same hotel, it was of the utmost importance to our mutual comforts that there should be no friction between the two men. But enough of this subject for the present. There are other matters to be considered. In the first place I must put on record a curious circumstance. In the light of after events it bears a strange significance, and he would be a courageous man who would dare to say that he could explain it.

It must be borne in mind, in order that the importance of what I am now about to describe may be plainly understood, that Miss Trevor was seated facing me, that is to say, with her back towards the Cathedral of St. Mark. She was in the best of spirits, and at the moment was engaged in an animated discussion with my wife on the effect of Ancient Art upon her bête noir, the Cockney tourist. Suddenly, without any apparent reason, her face grew deathly pale, and she came to a sudden stop in the middle of a sentence. Fortunately no one noticed it but my wife and myself, and as she was herself again in a moment, we neither of us called attention to it. A moment later I glanced across the square, and to my amazement saw no less a person than Doctor Nikola approaching us. Was it possible that Miss Trevor, in some extraordinary manner, had become aware of his proximity to her, or was it only one of those strange coincidences that are so difficult to explain away? I did not know what to think then, nor, as a matter of fact, do I now.

Reaching our party, Nikola raised his hat to the ladies.

“I fear, Lady Hatteras,” he said, “that I must have incurred your displeasure for keeping your husband so long away from you the other night. If so, I hope you will forgive me.”

“I will endeavour to do so,” said my wife with a smile, “but you must be very careful how you offend again.”

Then turning to Miss Trevor, he said, “I hope you will grant me your gracious intercession, Miss Trevor?”

“I will do my best for you,” she answered, with a seriousness that made my wife and I look at her.

Then Nikola shook hands with Glenbarth, and glanced at the Don.

“Permit me to introduce you to Don Josè de Martinos, Doctor Nikola,” I said; “he has lately arrived from Algiers.”

The two men bowed gravely to each other.

“You are fond of travelling, I presume, Senor,” said Nikola, fixing his eyes upon the Don.

“I have seen a considerable portion of the world,” the other answered. “I have seen the Midnight Sun at Cape North and the drift ice off the Horn.”

“And have not found it all barren,” Nikola remarked gravely.

From that moment the conversation flowed smoothly. Miss Trevor had quite recovered herself, and I could see that the Don was intensely interested in Nikola. And indeed on this particular occasion the latter exerted himself to the utmost to please. I will admit, however, that something not unlike a shudder passed over me as I contrasted his present affability with his manner when he had threatened the unfortunate Police Agent a few nights before. Now he was a suave, pleasant-mannered man of the world, then he figured almost as an avenging angel; now he discussed modern literature, then I had heard him threaten a human being with the direst penalties that it was possible for man to inflict. When it was time for us to return to our hotel, Nikola rose and bade us good-bye.

“I hope you will permit me the pleasure of seeing more of you while you are in Venice,” said Nikola, addressing the Don. “If you are an admirer of the old palaces of this wonderful city, and our friends will accompany you, I shall be delighted to show you my own poor abode. It possesses points of interest that many of the other palaces lack, and, though it has fallen somewhat to decay, I fancy you will admit that the fact does not altogether detract from its interest.”

“I shall hasten to avail myself of the opportunity you are kind enough to offer me,” the other replied, after which they bowed ceremoniously to each other and parted.

“Your friend is an extraordinary man,” said the Don as we walked towards the steps. “I have never met a more interesting person. Does he altogether reside in Venice?”

“Oh dear, no,” I replied. “If one were asked to say where Nikola had his abode it would be almost necessary to say ‘in the world.’ I myself met him first in London, afterwards in Egypt, then in Australia, and later on in the South Sea Islands. Now we are together again in Venice. I have good reason for knowing that he is also familiar with China and Thibet. He himself confesses to a knowledge of Africa and Central America.”

“To Central America?” said the Don quickly. “Pray what part of Central America does he know?”

“That I am unable to say,” I replied. “I have never questioned him upon the subject.”

From that moment the Don almost exclusively addressed himself to my wife, and did not refer to Nikola again. We parted in the hall of the hotel. Next morning we saw him for a few moments at the post-office, but at no other time during the day. On the following day he accompanied us on an excursion to Chioggia, and dined with us afterwards. Though I knew that Glenbarth still disliked him, his hostility was so veiled as to be scarcely noticeable. Towards the end of the evening a note was brought to me. One glance at the handwriting upon the envelope was sufficient to show me that it was from Nikola. It ran as follows — 

“My dear Hatteras,

“Remembering your friend Don Martinos’ desire to see my poor palace, I have written to ask him if he will dine with me to-morrow evening at eight o’clock. If I can persuade you and the Duke of Glenbarth to give me the pleasure of your society, I need scarcely say that you will be adding to my delight.

“Sincerely yours,

“Nikola.”



“You have not of course received your letter yet,” I said, addressing the Don. “What do you say to the invitation?”

“I shall accept it only too willingly,” he answered without delay. “Provided, of course, you will go too.”

“Have you any objection to raise, Duke?” I asked, addressing Glenbarth.

I could see that he was not very anxious to go, but under the circumstances he could not very well refuse.

“I shall be very happy,” he answered.

And for once in his life he deliberately said what he knew to be untrue.


CHAPTER VII
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“YOU SURELY ARE not going to dine with Doctor Nikola in that strange house?” said my wife, when we were alone together that night. “After what the Duke has told us, I wonder that you can be so foolish.”

“My dear girl,” I answered, “I don’t see the force of your argument. I shan’t be the first who has eaten a meal in the house in question, and I don’t suppose I shall be the last. What do you think will happen to me? Do you think that we have returned to the times of the Borgias, and that Nikola will poison us? No, I am looking forward to a very enjoyable and instructive evening.”

“While we are sitting at home, wondering if the table is disappearing bodily into the vaults and taking you with it, or whether Nikola is charging the side-dishes with some of his abominable chemistry, by which you will be put to sleep for three months, or otherwise experimenting upon you in the interests of what he calls Science. I don’t think it is at all kind of you to go.”

“Dear girl,” I answered, “are you not a little unreasonable? Knowing that de Martinos has but lately arrived in Venice, also that he is a friend of ours — for did he not meet him when in our company? — it is only natural that Nikola should desire to show him some courtesy. In spite of its decay, the Palace Revecce is an exceedingly beautiful building, and when he heard that Martinos would like to visit it, he invited him to dinner. What could be more natural? This is the nineteenth century!”

“I am sure I don’t mind what century it is,” she replied. “Still I adhere to what I said just now. I am sorry you are going.”

“In that case I am sorry also,” I answered, “but as the matter stands I fail to see how I can get out of it. I could not let the Duke and Martinos go alone, so what can I do?”

“I suppose you will have to go,” she replied ruefully. “I have a presentiment, however, that trouble will result from it.”

With that the subject was dropped, and it was not until the following morning, when I was smoking with Glenbarth after breakfast, that it cropped up again.

“Look here, Dick,” said my companion then. “What about this dinner at Nikola’s house to-night? You seemed to be very keen on going last night; are you of the same mind this morning?”

“Why not?” I answered. “My wife does not like the notion, but I am looking forward to seeing Nikola play the host. The last time I dined with him, you must remember, was in Port Said, and then the banquet could scarcely be described as a pleasant one. What is more, I am anxious to see what effect Nikola and his house will produce upon our friend the Don.”

“I wish he’d get rid of him altogether,” my companion replied. “I dislike the fellow more and more every time I see him.”

“Why should you? He does you no harm!”

“It’s not that,” said Glenbarth. “My dislike to him is instinctive; just as one shudders when one looks into the face of a snake, or as one is repelled by a toad or a rat. In spite of his present apparent respectability, I should not be at all surprised to hear that at some period of his career he had committed murders innumerable.”

“Nonsense, nonsense,” I replied, “you must not imagine such things as that. You were jealous when you first saw him, because you thought he was going to come between you and Miss Trevor. You have never been able to overcome the feeling, and this continued dislike is the result. You must fight against it. Doubtless, when you have seen more of him, you will like him better.”

“I shall never like him better than I do now,” he answered, with conviction. “As they say in the plays, ‘my gorge rises at him!’ If you saw him in the light I do, you would not let Lady Hatteras — —”

“My dear fellow,” I began, rising from my chair and interrupting him, “this is theatrical and very ridiculous, and I assume the right of an old friend to tell you so. If you prefer not to go to-night, I’ll make some excuse for you, but don’t, for goodness’ sake, go and make things unpleasant for us all while you’re there.”

“I have no desire to do so,” he replied stiffly. “What is more, I am not going to let you go alone. Write your letter and accept for us both. Bother Nikola and Martinos as well, I wish they were both on the other side of the world.”

I thereupon wrote a note to Nikola accepting, on Glenbarth’s behalf and my own, his invitation to dinner for that evening. Then I dismissed the matter from my mind for the time being. An hour or so later my wife came to me with a serious face.

“I am afraid, Dick, that there is something the matter with Gertrude,” she said. “She has gone to her room to lie down, complaining of a very bad headache and a numbness in all her limbs. I have done what I can for her, but if she does not get better by lunch-time, I think I shall send for a doctor.”

As, by lunch-time, she was no better, the services of an English doctor were called in. His report to my wife was certainly a puzzling one. He declared he could discover nothing the matter with the girl, nor anything to account for the mysterious symptoms.

“Is she usually of an excitable disposition?” he inquired, when we discussed the matter together in the drawing-room.

“Not in the least,” I replied. “I should say she is what might be called a very evenly-dispositioned woman.”

He asked one or two other questions and then took leave of us, promising to call again next day.

“I cannot understand it at all,” said my wife when he had gone; “Gertrude seemed so well last night. Now she lies upon her bed and complains of this continued pain in her head and the numbness in all her limbs. Her hands and feet are as cold as ice, and her face is as white as a sheet of note-paper.”

During the afternoon Miss Trevor determined to get up, only to be compelled to return to bed again. Her headache had left her, but the strange numbness still remained. She seemed incapable, so my wife informed me, of using her limbs. The effect upon the Duke may be better imagined than described. His face was the picture of desolation, and his anxiety was all the greater inasmuch as he was precluded from giving vent to it in speech. I am afraid that, at this period of his life, the young gentleman’s temper was by no means as placid as we were accustomed to consider it. He was given to flaring up without the slightest warning, and to looking upon himself and his own little world in a light that was very far removed from cheerful. Realizing that we could do no good at home, I took him out in the afternoon, and was given to understand that I was quite without heart, because, when we had been an hour abroad, I refused to return to the hotel.

“I wonder if there is anything that Miss Trevor would like,” he said, as we crossed the piazza of Saint Mark. “It could be sent up to her, you know, in your name.”

“You might send her some flowers,” I answered. “You could then send them from yourself.”

“By Jove, that’s the very thing. You do have some good ideas sometimes.”

“Thank you,” I said quietly. “Approbation from Sir Hubert Stanley is praise indeed.”

“Bother your silly quotations!” he retorted. “Let’s get back to that flower-shop.”

We did so, and thereupon that reckless youth spent upon flowers what would have kept me in cigars for a month. Having paid for them and given orders that they should be sent to the Hotel Galaghetti at once, we left the shop. When we stood outside, I had to answer all sorts of questions as to whether I thought she would like them, whether it would not have been better to have chosen more of one sort than another, and whether the scent would not be too strong for a sick-room. After that he felt doubtful whether the shopkeeper would send them in time, and felt half inclined to return in order to impress this fact upon the man. Let it be counted to me for righteousness that I bore with him patiently, remembering my own feeling at a similar stage in my career. When we reached the hotel on our return, we discovered that the patient was somewhat better. She had had a short sleep, and it had refreshed her. My wife was going to sit with her during the evening, and knowing this, I felt that we might go out with clear consciences.

At a quarter to seven we retired to our rooms to dress, and at a quarter past the hour were ready to start. When we reached the hall, we found the Don awaiting us there. He was dressed with the greatest care, and presented a not unhandsome figure. He shook hands cordially with me and bowed to Glenbarth, who had made no sign of offering him his hand. Previous to setting out, I had extorted from that young man his promise that he would behave with courtesy towards the other during the evening.

“You can’t expect me to treat the fellow as a friend,” he had said in reply, “but I will give you my word that I’ll be civil to him — if that’s what you want.”

And with this assurance I was perforce compelled to be content.

Having taken our places in the gondola which was waiting for us, we set off.

“I had the pleasure of seeing Doctor Nikola this morning,” said Martinos, as we turned into the Rio del Consiglio. “He did me the honour of calling upon me.”

I gave a start of surprise on hearing this.

“Indeed,” I replied. “And at what hour was that?”

“Exactly at eleven o’clock,” the Don answered. “I remember the time because I was in the act of going out, and we encountered each other in the hall.”

Now it is a singular thing, a coincidence if you like, but it was almost on the stroke of eleven that Miss Trevor had been seized with her mysterious illness. At a quarter past the hour she felt so poorly as to be compelled to retire to her room. Of course there could be no connection between the two affairs, but it was certainly a coincidence of a nature calculated to afford me ample food for reflection. A few moments later the gondola drew up at the steps of the Palace Revecce. Almost at the same instant the door opened and we entered the house. The courtyard had been lighted in preparation for our coming, and, following the man who had admitted us, we ascended the stone staircase to the corridor above. Though not so dismal as when I had last seen it, lighted only by Nikola’s lantern, it was still sufficiently awesome to create a decided impression upon the Don.

“You were certainly not wrong when you described it as a lonely building,” he said, as we passed along the corridor to Nikola’s room.

As he said this the door opened, and Nikola stood before us. He shook hands with the Duke first, afterwards with the Don, and then with myself.

“Let me offer you a hearty welcome,” he began. “Pray enter.”

We followed him into the room I have already described, and the door was closed behind us. It was in this apartment that I had expected we should dine, but I discovered that this was not to be the case. The tables were still littered with papers, books, and scientific apparatus, just as when I had last seen it. Glenbarth seated himself in a chair by the window, but I noticed that his eyes wandered continually to the oriental rug upon the floor by the fireplace. He was doubtless thinking of the vaults below, and, as I could easily imagine, wishing himself anywhere else than where he was. The black cat, Apollyon, which was curled up in an arm-chair, regarded us for a few seconds with attentive eyes, as if to make sure of our identities, and then returned to his slumbers. The windows were open, I remember, and the moon was just rising above the house-tops opposite. I had just gone to the casement, and was looking down upon the still waters below, when the tapestry of the wall on the right hand was drawn aside by the man who had admitted us to the house, who informed Nikola in Italian that dinner was upon the table.

“In that case let us go in to it,” said our host. “Perhaps your Grace will be kind enough to lead the way.”

Glenbarth did as he was requested, and we followed him, to find ourselves in a large, handsome apartment, which had once been richly frescoed, but was now, like the rest of the palace, sadly fallen to decay. In the centre of the room was a small oval table, well illuminated by a silver lamp, which diffused a soft light upon the board, the remainder of the room being in heavy shadow. The decorations, the napery, and the glass and silver, were, as I could see at one glance, unique. Three men-servants awaited our coming, though where they hailed from and how Nikola had induced them to enter the palace, I could not understand. Nikola, as our host, occupied one end of the table; Glenbarth, being the principal guest of the evening, was given the chair on his left; the Don took that on the right, while I faced him at the further end. How, or by whom, the dinner was cooked was another mystery. Nikola had told us on the occasion of our first visit, that he possessed no servants, and that such cooking as he required was done for him by an old man who came in once every day. Yet the dinner he gave us on this particular occasion was worthy of the finest chef in Europe. It was perfect in every particular. Though Nikola scarcely touched anything, he did the honours of his table royally, and with a grace that was quite in keeping with the situation. Had my wife and Miss Trevor been present, they might, for all the terrors they had anticipated for us, very well have imagined themselves in the dining-room of some old English country mansion, waited upon by the family butler, and taken in to dinner by the Bishop and Rural Dean. The Nikola I had seen when I had last visited the house was as distant from our present host as if he had never existed. When I looked at him, I could scarcely believe that he had ever been anything else but the most delightful man of my acquaintance.

“As a great traveller, Don Josè,” he said, addressing the guest on his right hand, “you have of course dined in a great number of countries, and I expect under a variety of startling circumstances. Now tell me, what is your most pleasant recollection of a meal?”

“That which I managed to obtain after the fall of Valparaiso,” said Martinos. “We had been without food for two days, that is to say, without a decent meal, when I chanced upon a house where breakfast had been abandoned without being touched. I can see it now. Ye gods! it was delightful. And not the less so because the old rascal we were after had managed to make his escape.”

“You were in opposition to Balmaceda, then?” said Nikola quietly.

Martinos paused for a moment before he answered.

“Yes, against Balmaceda,” he replied. “I wonder whether the old villain really died, and if so what became of his money.”

“That is a question one would like to have settled concerning a good many people,” Glenbarth put in.

“There was that man up in the Central States, the Republic of — ah! what was its name? — Equinata,” said Nikola. “I don’t know whether you remember the story.”

“Do you mean the fellow who shot those unfortunate young men?” I asked. “The man you were telling me of the other night.”

“The same,” Nikola replied. “Well, he managed to fly his country, taking with him something like two million dollars. From that moment he has never been heard of, and as a matter of fact I do not suppose he ever will be. After all, luck has a great deal to do with things in this world.”

“Permit me to pour out a libation to the God of Chance,” said Martinos. “He has served me well.”

“I think we can all subscribe to that,” said Nikola. “You, Sir Richard, would not be the happy man you are had it not been for a stroke of good fortune which shipwrecked you on one island in the Pacific instead of another. You, my dear Duke, would certainly have been drowned in Bournemouth Bay had not our friend Hatteras chanced to be an early riser, and to have taken a certain cruise before breakfast; while you, Don Martinos, would in all probability not be my guest to-night had not — —”

The Spaniard looked sharply at him as if he feared what he was about to hear.

“Had not what happened?” he asked.

“Had President Balmaceda won his day,” was the quiet reply. “He did not do so, however, and so we four sit here to-night. Certainly, a libation to the God of Chance.”

At last the dinner came to an end, and the servants withdrew, having placed the wine upon the table. The conversation drifted from one subject to another until it reached the history of the palace in which we were then the guests. For the Spaniard’s information Nikola related it in detail. He did not lay any particular emphasis upon it, however, as he had done upon the story he had told the Duke and myself concerning the room in which he had received us. He merely narrated it in a matter-of-fact way, as if it were one in which he was only remotely interested. Yet I could not help thinking that he fixed his eyes more keenly than usual on the Spaniard, who sat sipping his wine and listening with an expression of polite attention upon his sallow face. When the wine had been circulated for the last time, Nikola suggested that we should leave the dining-room and return to his own sitting-room.

“I do not feel at home in this room,” he said by way of explanation; “for that reason I never use it. I usually partake of such food as I need in the next, and allow the rest of the house to fall undisturbed into that decay which you see about you.”

With that we rose from the table and returned to the room in which he had received us. A box of cigars was produced and handed round; Nikola made coffee with his own hands at a table in the corner, and then I awaited the further developments that I knew would come. Presently Nikola began to speak of the history of Venice. As I had already had good reason to know, he had made a perfect study of it, particularly of the part played in it by the Revecce family. He dealt with particular emphasis upon the betrayal through the Lion’s Mouth, and then, with an apology to Glenbarth and myself for boring us with it again, referred to the tragedy of the vaults below the room in which we were then seated. Once more he drew back the carpet and the murderous trap-door opened. A cold draught, suggestive of unspeakable horrors, came up to us.

“And there the starving wretch died with the moans of the woman he loved sounding in his ears from the room above,” said Nikola. “Does it not seem that you can hear them now? For my part, I think they will echo through all eternity.”

If he had been an actor what a wonderful tragedian he would have made! As he stood before us pointing down into the abyss he held us spell-bound. As for Martinos, all the accumulated superstition of the centuries seemed to be concentrated in him, and he watched Nikola’s face as if he were fascinated beyond the power of movement.

“Come,” Nikola began at last, closing the trap-door and placing the rug upon it as he spoke, “you have heard the history of the house. You shall now do more than that! You shall see it!”

Fixing his eyes upon us he made two or three passes in the air with his long white hands. Meanwhile, it seemed to me as if he were looking into my brain. I tried to avert my eyes, but without success. They were chained to his face, and I could not remove them. Then an overwhelming feeling of drowsiness took possession of me, and I must have lost consciousness, for I have no recollection of anything until I found myself in a place I thought for a moment I had never seen before. And yet after a time I recognized it. It was a bright day in the early spring, the fresh breeze coming over the islands from the open sea was rippling the water of the lagoons. I looked at my surroundings. I was in Venice, and yet it was not the Venice with which I was familiar. I was standing with Nikola upon the steps of a house, the building of which was well-nigh completed. It was a magnificent edifice, and I could easily understand the pride of the owner as he stood in his gondola and surveyed it from the stretch of open water opposite. He was a tall and handsome man, and wore a doublet and hose, shoes with large bows, and a cloak trimmed with fur. There was also a chain of gold suspended round his neck. Beside him was a man whom I rightly guessed to be the architect, for presently the taller man placed his hand upon his shoulder and praised him for the work he had done, vowing that it was admirable. Then, at a signal, the gondolier gave a stroke of his oar and the little vessel shot across to the steps, where they landed close to where I was standing. I stepped back in order that they might pass, but they took no sort of notice of my presence. Passing on, they entered the house.

“They do not see us,” said Nikola, who was beside me. “Let us enter and hear what the famous Admiral Francesco del Revecce thinks of his property.”

We accordingly did so to find ourselves in a magnificent courtyard. In the centre of this courtyard was a well, upon which a carver in stone was putting the finishing touches to a design of leaves and fruit. From here led a staircase, and this we ascended. In the different rooms artists were to be observed at work upon the walls, depicting sea-fights, episodes in the history of the Republic, and of the famous master of the house. Before each the owner paused, bestowing approval, giving advice, or suggesting such alteration or improvement as he considered needful. In his company we visited the kitchens, the pantler’s offices, and penetrated even to the dungeons below the water-level. Then we once more ascended to the courtyard, and stood at the great doors while the owner took his departure in his barge, pleased beyond measure with his new abode. Then the scene changed.

Once more I stood before the house with Nikola. It was night, but it was not dark, for great cressets flared on either side of the door, and a hundred torches helped to illuminate the scene. All the Great World of Venice was making its way to the Palace Revecce that night. The first of the series of gorgeous fêtes given to celebrate the nuptials of Francesco del Revecce, the most famous sailor of the Republic, who had twice defeated the French fleet, and who had that day married the daughter of the Duke of Levano, was in progress. The bridegroom was still comparatively young, he was also rich and powerful; the bride was one of the greatest heiresses of Venice, besides being one of its fairest daughters. Their new home was as beautiful as money and the taste of the period could make it. Small wonder was it, therefore, that the world hastened to pay court to them.

“Let us once more enter and look about us,” said Nikola.

“One moment,” I answered, drawing him back a step as he was in the act of coming into collision with a beautiful girl who had just disembarked from her gondola upon the arm of a grey-haired man.

“You need have no fear,” he replied. “You forget that we are Spirits in a Spirit World, and that they are not conscious of our presence.”

And indeed this appeared to be the case, for no one recognized us, and more than once I saw people approach Nikola, and, scarcely believable though it may seem, walk through him without being the least aware of the fact.

On this occasion the great courtyard was brilliantly illuminated. Scores of beautiful figures were ascending the stairs continually, while strains of music sounded from the rooms above.

“Let us ascend,” said Nikola, “and see the pageant there.”

It was indeed a sumptuous entertainment, and when we entered the great reception-rooms, no fairer scene could have been witnessed in Venice. I looked upon the bridegroom and his bride, and recognized the former as being the man I had seen praising the architect on the skill he had displayed in the building of the palace. He was more bravely attired now, however, than on that occasion, and did the honours of his house with the ease and assurance of one accustomed to uphold the dignity of his name and position in the world. His bride was a beautiful girl, with a pale, sweet face, and eyes that haunted one long after they had looked at them. She was doing her best to appear happy before her guests, but in my own heart I knew that such was not the case. Knowing what was before her, I realized something of the misery that was weighing so heavily upon her heart. Surrounding her were the proudest citizens of the proudest Republic of all time. There was not one who did not do her honour, and among the women who were her guests that night, how many were there who envied her good fortune? Then the scene once more changed.

This time the room was that with which I was best acquainted, the same in which Nikola had taken up his abode. The frescoes upon the walls and ceilings were barely dry, and Revecce was at sea again, opposing his old enemy the French, who once more threatened an attack upon the city. It was towards evening, and the red glow of the sunset shone upon a woman’s face, as she stood beside the table at which a man was writing. I at once recognized her as Revecce’s bride. The man himself was young and handsome, and when he looked up at the woman and smiled, the love-light shone in her eyes, as it had not done when she had looked upon Revecce. There was no need for Nikola to tell me that he was Andrea Bunopelli, the artist to whose skill the room owed its paintings.

“Art thou sure ‘twill be safe, love?” asked the woman in a low voice, as she placed her hand upon his shoulder. “Remember ’tis death to bring a false accusation against a citizen of the Republic, and ‘twill be worse when ’tis against the great Revecce.”

“I have borne that in mind,” the man answered. “But there is nought to fear, dear love. The writing will not be suspected, and I will drop it in the Lion’s Mouth myself, — and then?”

Her only answer was to bend over him and kiss him. He scattered the sand upon the letter he had written, and when it was dry, folded it up and placed it in his bosom. Then he kissed the woman once more and prepared to leave the room. The whole scene was so real that I could have sworn that he saw me as I stood watching him.

“Do not linger,” she said in farewell. “I shall know no peace till you return.”

Drawing aside the curtain he disappeared, and then once more the scene changed.

A cold wind blew across the lagoon, and there was a suspicion of coming thunder in the air. A haggard, ragged tatterdemalion was standing on the steps of a small door of the palace. Presently it was opened to him by an ancient servant, who asked his business, and would have driven him away. When he had whispered something to him, however, the other realized that it was his master, whom he thought to be a prisoner in the hands of the French. Then, amazed beyond measure, the man admitted him. Having before me the discovery he was about to make, I looked at him with pity, and when he stumbled and almost fell, I hastened forward to pick him up, but only clasped air. At last, when his servant had told him everything, he followed him to a distant portion of the palace, where he was destined to remain hidden for some days, taking advantage of the many secret passages the palace contained, and by so doing confirming his suspicions. His wife was unfaithful to him, and the man who had wrought his dishonour was the man to whom he had been so kind and generous a benefactor. I seemed to crouch by his side time after time in the narrow passage behind the arras, watching through a secret opening the love-making going on within. I could see the figure beside me quiver with rage and hate, until I thought he would burst in upon them, and then the old servant would lead him away, his finger upon his lips. How many times I stood with him there I cannot say, it is sufficient that at last he could bear the pain no longer, and, throwing open the secret door, entered the room and confronted the man and woman. As I write, I can recall the trembling figures of the guilty pair, and the woman’s shriek rings in my ears even now. I can see Bunopelli rising from the table, at which he had been seated, with the death-look in his face. Within an hour the confession of the crime they had perpetrated against Revecce had been written and signed, and they were separated and made secure until the time for punishment should arrive. Then, for the first time since he had arrived in Venice, he ordered his barge and set off for the Council Chamber to look his accusers in the face and to demand the right to punish those who had betrayed him.
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“Throwing open the secret door ... he confronted them.”

When he returned his face was grim and set, and there was a look in his eyes that had not been there before. He ascended to the room in which there was the trap-door in the floor, and presently the wretched couple were brought before him. In vain Bunopelli pleaded for mercy for the woman. There was no mercy to be obtained there. I would have pleaded for them too, but I was powerless to make myself heard. I saw the great beads of perspiration that stood upon the man’s brow, the look of agonizing entreaty in the woman’s face, and the relentless decision on her husband’s countenance. Nothing could save them now. The man was torn, crying to the last for mercy for her, from the woman’s side, the trap-door gave a click, and he disappeared. Then they laid hands upon the woman, and I saw them force open her mouth — but I cannot set down the rest. My tongue clove to the roof of my mouth, and though I rushed forward in the hope of preventing their horrible task, my efforts were as useless as before. Then, with the pitiless smile still upon the husband’s face, and the moans ascending from the vault below, and the woman with.... The scene changed.

When I saw it again a stream of bright sunshine was flooding the room. It was still the same apartment, and yet in a sense not the same. The frescoes were faded upon the walls, there was a vast difference in the shape and make of the furniture, and in certain other things, but it was nevertheless the room in which Francesco del Revecce had taken his terrible revenge. A tall and beautiful woman, some thirty years of age, was standing beside the window holding a letter in her hand. She had finished the perusal of it and was lingering with it in her hand, looking lovingly upon the signature. At last she raised it to her lips and kissed it passionately. Then, crossing to a cradle at the further end of the room, she knelt beside it and looked down at the child it contained. She had bent her head in prayer, and was still praying, when with a start I awoke to find myself sitting beside Glenbarth and the Don in the room in which we had been smoking after dinner. Nikola was standing before the fireplace, and there was a look like that of death upon his face. It was not until afterwards that the Spaniard and Glenbarth informed me that they had witnessed exactly what I had seen. Both, however, were at a loss to understand the meaning of the last picture, and, having my own thoughts in my mind, I was not to be tempted into explaining it to them. That it was Nikola’s own mother, and that this house was her property, and the same in which the infamous governor of the Spanish Colony had made his love known to her, I could now see. And if anything were wanting to confirm my suspicions, Nikola’s face, when my senses returned to me, was sufficient to do so.

“Let me get out of this house,” cried the Duke thickly. “I cannot breathe while I am in it. Take me away, Hatteras; for God’s sake take me away!”

I had already risen to my feet and had hastened to his side.

“I think it would be better that we should be going, Doctor Nikola,” I said, turning to our host.

The Spaniard, on his side, did not utter a word. He was so dazed as to be beyond the power of speech. But Nikola did not seem to comprehend what I said. Never before had I seen such a look upon his face. His complexion was always white, now, however, it was scarcely human. For my own part I knew what was passing in his mind, but I could give no utterance to it.

“Come,” I said to my companions, “let us return to our hotel.”

They rose and began to move mechanically towards the door. The Duke had scarcely reached it, however, before Nikola, with what I could see was a violent effort, recovered his self-possession.

“You must forgive me,” he said in almost his usual voice. “I had for the moment forgotten my duties as host. I fear you have had but a poor evening.”

When we had donned our hats and cloaks, we accompanied him down-stairs through the house, which was now as silent as the grave, to the great doors upon the steps. Having hailed a gondola we entered it, after wishing Nikola “good-night.” He shook hands with Glenbarth and myself, but I noticed that he did not offer to do so with the Don. Then we shot out into the middle of the canal and had presently turned the corner and were making our way towards our hotel. I am perfectly certain that during the journey not one of us spoke. The events of the evening had proved too much for us, and conversation was impossible. We bade Martinos “good-night” in the hall, and then the Duke and I ascended to our own apartments. Spirits had been placed upon the table, and I noticed that the Duke helped himself to almost twice his usual quantity. He looked as if he needed it.

“My God, Dick,” he said, “did you see what happened in that room? Did you see that woman kneeling with the — —”

He put down his glass hurriedly and walked to the window. I could sympathize with him, for had I not seen the same thing myself?

“It’s certain, Dick,” he said, when he returned a few moments later, “that, were I to see much more of Nikola in that house, I should go mad. But why did he let me see it? Why? Why? For Heaven’s sake answer me.”

How could I tell him the thought that was in my own mind? How could I reveal to him the awful fear that was slowly but surely taking possession of me? Why had Nikola invited the Don to his house? Why had he shown him the picture of that terrible crime? Like Glenbarth I could only ask the same question — Why? Why? Why?


CHAPTER VIII
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BEFORE GLENBARTH AND I parted on the terrible evening described in the previous chapter, we had made a contract with each other to say nothing about what we had seen to the ladies. For this reason, when my wife endeavoured to interrogate me concerning our entertainment, I furnished her with an elaborate description of the dinner itself; spoke of the marvellous cooking, and I hope gave her a fairly accurate account of the menu, or rather so much of it as I could remember.

“I suppose I must confess to defeat then,” she said, when I had exhausted my powers of narration. “I had a settled conviction that something out of the common would have occurred. You seem simply to have had a good dinner, to have smoked some excellent cigars, and the rest to have been bounded merely by the commonplace. For once I fear Doctor Nikola has not acted up to his reputation.”

If she had known the truth, I wonder what she would have said? Long after she had bade me good-night I lay awake ruminating on the different events of the evening. The memory of what I had seen in that awful room was still as fresh with me as if I were still watching it. And yet, I asked myself, why should I worry so much about it? Nikola had willed that his audience should see certain things. We had done so. It was no more concerned with the supernatural than I was myself. Any man who had the power could have impressed us in the same way. But though I told myself all this, I must confess that I was by no means convinced. I knew in my heart that the whole thing had been too real to be merely a matter of make-believe. No human brain could have invented the ghastly horrors of that room in such complete detail. Even to think of it now, is to bring the scene almost too vividly before me; and when I lay awake at night I seem to hear the shrieks of the wretched woman, and the moans of the man perishing in the vaults below.

On my retiring to rest my wife had informed me that she fancied Miss Trevor had been slightly better that evening. She had slept peacefully for upwards of an hour, and seemed much refreshed by it.

“Her maid is going to spend the night in her room,” said Phyllis; “I have told her that, if she sees any change in Gertrude’s condition, she is to let me know at once. I do hope that she may be herself again to-morrow.”

This, however, was unhappily not destined to be the case; for a little before three o’clock, there was a tapping upon our bedroom door. Guessing who it would be, my wife went to it, and, having opened it a little, was informed that Miss Trevor was worse.

“I must go to her at once,” said Phyllis, and, having clothed herself warmly, for the night was cold, she departed to our guest’s room.

“I am really afraid that there is something very serious the matter with her,” she said, when she returned after about a quarter of an hour’s absence. “She is in a high state of fever, and is inclined to be delirious. Don’t you think we had better send for the doctor?”

“I will have a messenger despatched to him at once if you think it necessary,” I returned. “Poor girl, I wonder what on earth it can be?”

“Perhaps the doctor will be able to tell us now,” said my wife. “The symptoms are more fully developed, and he should surely be able to make his diagnosis. But I must not stay here talking. I must go back to her.”

When she had departed, I dressed myself and went down to the hall in search of the night watchman. He undertook to find a messenger to go and fetch the doctor, and, when I had seen him despatched on his errand, I returned to the drawing-room, switched on the electric light, and tried to interest myself in a book until the medico should arrive. I was not very successful, however, for interesting though I was given to understand the book was, I found my thoughts continually leaving it and returning to the house in the Rio del Consiglio. I wondered what Nikola was doing at that moment, and fancied I could picture him still at work, late though the hour was. At last, tiring of the book and wanting something else to occupy my thoughts, I went to the window and drew back the shutters. It was a beautiful morning, and the myriad stars overhead were reflected in the black waters of the canal like the lamps of a large town. Not a sound was to be heard; it might have been a City of the Dead, so still was it. As I stood looking across the water, I thought of the city’s past history, of her ancient grandeur, of her wondrous art, and of the great men who had been her children. There was a tremendous lesson to be learnt from her Fall if one could only master it. I was interrupted in my reverie by the entrance of the doctor, whom I had told the night watchman to conduct to my presence immediately upon his arrival.

“I am sorry to bring you out at this time of the night, doctor,” I said; “but the fact is, Miss Trevor is much worse. My wife spent the greater part of the evening with her, and informed me on my return from a dinner that she was better. Three-quarters of an hour ago, however, her maid, who had been sleeping in her room, came to us with the news that a change for the worse had set in. This being the case, I thought it better to send for you at once.”

“You did quite right, my dear sir, quite right,” the medico replied. “There is nothing like promptness in these matters. Perhaps I had better see her without further delay.”

With that I conducted him to the door of Miss Trevor’s room. He knocked upon it, was admitted by my wife, and then disappeared from my gaze. Something like half-an-hour elapsed before he returned to me in the drawing-room. When he did so his face looked grave and troubled.

“What do you think of her condition now, doctor?” I asked.

“She is certainly in a state of high fever,” he answered. “Her pulse is very high, and she is inclined to be delirious. At the same time I am bound to confess to you that I am at a loss to understand the reason of it. The case puzzled me considerably yesterday, but I am even more puzzled by it now. There are various symptoms that I can neither account for nor explain. One thing, however, is quite certain — the young lady must have a trained nurse, and, with your permission, I will see that one comes in after breakfast. Lady Hatteras is not strong enough for the task.”

“I am quite with you there,” I answered. “And I am vastly obliged to you for putting your foot down. At the same time, will you tell me whether you deem it necessary for me to summon her father from England?”

“So far as I can see at present, I do not think there is any immediate need,” he replied. “Should I see any reason for so doing, I would at once tell you. I have given a prescription to Lady Hatteras, and furnished her with the name of a reliable chemist. I shall return between nine and ten o’clock, and shall hope to have better news for you then.”

“I sincerely trust you may,” I said. “As you may suppose, her illness has been a great shock to us.”

I then escorted him down-stairs and afterwards returned to my bedroom. The news which he had given me of Miss Trevor’s condition was most distressing, and made me feel more anxious than I cared to admit. At seven o’clock I saw my wife for a few minutes, but, as before, she had no good news to give me.

“She is quite delirious now,” she said, “and talks continually of some great trouble which she fears is going to befall her; implores me to help her to escape from it, but will not say definitely what it is. It goes to my heart to hear her, and to know that I cannot comfort her.”

“You must be careful what you are doing,” I replied. “The doctor has promised to bring a trained nurse with him after breakfast, who will relieve you of the responsibility. I inquired whether he thought we had better send for her father, and it is in a way encouraging to know that, so far, he does not think there is any necessity for such an extreme step. In the meantime, however, I think I will write to the Dean and tell him how matters stand. It will prepare him, but I am afraid it will give the poor old gentleman a sad fright.”

“It could not give him a greater fright than it has done us,” said Phyllis. “I do not know why I should do so, but I cannot help thinking that I am to blame in some way.”

“What nonsense, my dear girl,” I replied. “I am sure you have nothing whatsoever to reproach yourself with. Far from it. You must not worry yourself about it, or we shall be having you upon our hands before long. You must remember that you are yourself far from strong.”

“I am quite myself again now,” she answered. “It is only on account of your anxiety that I treat myself as an invalid.” Then she added, “I wonder what the Duke will say when he hears the news?”

“He was very nearly off his head yesterday,” I answered. “He will be neither to hold nor to bind to-day.”

She was silent for a few moments, then she said thoughtfully — 

“Do you know, Dick, it may seem strange to you, but I do not mind saying that I attribute all this trouble to Nikola.”

“Good gracious,” I cried, in well-simulated amazement, “why on earth to Nikola?”

“Because, as was the case five years ago, it has been all trouble since we met him. You remember how he affected Gertrude at the outset. She was far from being herself on the night of our tour through the city, and now in her delirium she talks continually of his dreadful house, and from what she says, and the way she behaves, I cannot help feeling inclined to believe that she imagines herself to be seeing some of the dreadful events which have occurred or are occurring in it.”

“God help her,” I said to myself. And then I continued aloud to my wife, “Doubtless Nikola’s extraordinary personality has affected her in some measure, as it does other people, but you are surely not going to jump to the conclusion that because she has spoken to him he is necessarily responsible for her illness? That would be the wildest flight of fancy.”

“And yet, do you know,” she continued, “I have made a curious discovery.”

“What is that?” I asked, not without some asperity, for, having so much on my mind, I was not in the humour for fresh discoveries.

She paused for a moment before she replied. Doubtless she expected that I would receive it with scepticism, if not with laughter; and Phyllis, ever since I have known her, has a distinct fear of ridicule.

“You may laugh at me if you please,” she said, “yet the coincidence is too extraordinary to be left unnoticed. Do you happen to be aware, Dick, that Doctor Nikola called at this hotel at exactly eleven o’clock?”

I almost betrayed myself in my surprise. This was the last question I expected her to put to me.

“Yes,” I answered, with an endeavour to appear calm, “I do happen to be aware of that fact. He merely paid a visit of courtesy to the Don, prior to the other’s accepting his hospitality. I see nothing remarkable in that. I did the same myself, if you remember.”

“Of course I know that,” she replied, “but there is more to come. Are you also aware that it was at the very moment of his arrival in the house that Gertrude was taken ill? What do you think of that?”

She put this question to me with an air of triumph, as if it were one that no argument on my part could refute. At any rate, I did not attempt the task.

“I think nothing of it,” I replied. “You may remember that you once fell down in a dead faint within a few minutes of the vicar’s arrival at our house at home. Would you therefore have me suppose that it was on account of his arrival that you were taken ill? Why should you attribute Miss Trevor’s illness to Nikola’s courtesy to our friend the Don?”

“I beg that you will not call him our friend,” said Phyllis with considerable dignity. “I do not like the man.”

I did not tell her that the Duke was equally outspoken concerning our companion. I could see that they would put their heads together, and that trouble would be the inevitable result. Like a wise husband I held my peace, knowing that whatever I might say would not better the situation.

Half-an-hour later it was my unhappy lot to have to inform Glenbarth of Miss Trevor’s condition.

“I told you yesterday that it was a matter not to be trifled with,” he said, as if I were personally responsible for her grave condition. “The doctor evidently doesn’t understand the case, and what you ought to do, if you have any regard for her life, is to send a telegram at once to London, ordering competent advice.”

“The Dean of Bedminster has a salary of eight hundred pounds per annum,” I answered quietly. “Such a man as you would want me to send for would require a fee of some hundreds of guineas to make such a journey.”

“And you would allow her to die for the sake of a few paltry pounds?” he cried. “Good heavens, Dick, I never thought you were a money-grabber.”

“I am glad you did not,” I answered. “It is of her father I am thinking. Besides, I do not know that the doctor here is as ignorant as you say. He has a most complicated and unusual case to deal with, and I honour him for admitting the fact that he does not understand it. Many men in his profession would have thrown dust in our eyes, and have pretended to a perfect knowledge of the case.”

The young man did not see it in the same light as I did, and was plainly of the opinion that we were not doing what we might for the woman he loved. My wife, however, took him in hand after breakfast, and talked quietly but firmly to him. She succeeded where I had failed, and when I returned from an excursion to the chemist’s, where I had the prescriptions made up, I found him in a tolerably reasonable frame of mind.

At a quarter to ten the doctor put in an appearance once more, and, after a careful inspection of his patient, informed me that it was his opinion that a consultant should be called in. This was done, and to our dismay the result came no nearer elucidating the mystery than before. The case was such a one as had never entered into the experience of either man. To all intents and purposes there was nothing that would in any way account for the patient’s condition. The fever had left her, and she complained of no pain, while her mind, save for occasional relapses, was clear enough. They were certain it was not a case of paralysis, yet she was incapable of moving, or of doing anything to help herself. The duration of her illness was not sufficient to justify her extreme weakness, nor to account for the presence of certain other symptoms. There was nothing for it, therefore, but for us to possess our souls in patience and to wait the turn of events. When the doctors had departed I went in search of Glenbarth, and gave him their report. The poor fellow was far from being consoled by it. He had hoped to receive good news, and their inability to give a satisfactory decision only confirmed his belief in their incompetency. Had I permitted him to do so, he would have telegraphed at once for the best medical advice in Europe, and would have expended half his own princely revenues in an attempt to make her herself once more. It was difficult to convince him that he had not the right to heap liabilities on the old gentleman’s shoulder, which, in honour bound, he would feel he must repay.

I will not bore my readers with the abusive arguments against society, and social etiquette, with which he favoured me in reply to my speech. The poor fellow was beside himself with anxiety, and it was difficult to make him understand that, because he had not placed a narrow band of gold upon a certain pretty finger, he was debarred from saving the life of the owner of that self-same finger. Towards nightfall it was certain that Miss Trevor’s condition was gradually going from bad to worse. With the closing of the day the delirium had returned, and the fever had also come with it. We spent a wretchedly anxious night, and in the morning, at the conclusion of his first visit, the doctor informed me that, in his opinion, it would be advisable that I should telegraph to the young lady’s father. This was an extreme step, and, needless to say, it caused me great alarm. It was all so sudden that it was scarcely possible to realize the extent of the calamity. Only two days before Miss Trevor had been as well as any of us, and certainly in stronger health than my wife. Now she was lying, if not at death’s door, at least at no great distance from that grim portal. Immediately this sad intelligence was made known to me I hastened to the telegraph-office, and despatched a message to the Dean, asking him to come to us with all possible speed. Before luncheon I received a reply to the effect that he had already started. Then we sat ourselves down to wait and to watch, hoping almost against hope that this beautiful, happy young life might be spared to us. All this time we had seen nothing of the Don or of Nikola. The former, however, had heard of Miss Trevor’s illness, and sent polite messages as to her condition. I did not tell Glenbarth of this, for the young man had sufficient to think of just then without my adding to his worries.

I must pass on now to describe to you the arrival of the Dean of Bedminster in Venice. Feeling that he would be anxious to question me concerning his daughter’s condition, I made a point of going to meet him alone. Needless to say he was much agitated on seeing me, and implored me to give him the latest bulletin.

“God’s will be done,” he said quietly, when he had heard all I had to tell him. “I did not receive your letter,” he remarked, as we made our way from the station in the direction of Galaghetti’s hotel, “so that you will understand that I know nothing of the nature of poor Gertrude’s illness. What does the doctor say is the matter with her?”

I then informed him how the case stood, and of the uncertainty felt by the two members of the medical profession I had called in. “Surely that is very singular, is it not?” he asked, when I had finished. “There are not many diseases left that they are unable to diagnose.”

“In this case, however, I fear they are at a loss to assign a name to it,” I said. “However, you will be able very soon to see her for yourself, and to draw your own conclusions.”

The meeting between the worthy old gentleman and his daughter was on his side affecting in the extreme. She did not recognize him, nor did she know my wife. When he joined me in the drawing-room a quarter of an hour or so later his grief was pitiful to witness. While we were talking Glenbarth entered, and I introduced them to each other. The Dean knew nothing of the latter’s infatuation for his daughter, but I fancy, after a time, he must have guessed that there was something in the wind from the other’s extraordinary sympathy with him in his trial. As it happened the old gentleman had not arrived any too soon. That afternoon Miss Trevor was decidedly worse, and the medical men expressed their gravest fears for her safety. All that day and the next we waited in suspense, but there was no material change. Nature was fighting her battle stubbornly, inch by inch. The girl did not seem any worse, nor was there any visible improvement. On the doctor’s advice a third physician was called in, but with no greater success than before. Then on one never-to-be-forgotten afternoon the first doctor took me on one side and informed me that in his opinion, and those of his colleagues, it would not be wise to cherish any further hopes. The patient was undeniably weaker, and was growing more so every hour. With a heart surcharged with sorrow I went to the Dean’s room and broke the news to him. The poor old man heard me out in silence, and then walked to the window and looked down upon the Grand Canal. After a while he turned, and coming back to me once more laid his hand upon my arm.

“If it is the Lord’s will that I lose her, what can I do but submit?” he said. “When shall I be allowed to see her?”

“I will make inquiries,” I answered, and hastened away in search of the doctor. As I passed along the passage I met Galaghetti. The little man had been deeply grieved to hear the sad intelligence, and hastened in search of me at once.

“M’lord,” said he, for do what I would I could never cure him of the habit, “believe me it is not so hopeless, though they say so, if you will but listen to me. There is Doctor Nikola, your friend! He could cure her if you went to him. Did he not cure my child?”

I gave a start of surprise. I will confess that the idea had occurred to me, but I had never given the probability of putting it into execution a thought. Why should it not be done? Galaghetti had reminded me how Nikola had cured his child when she lay at the point of death, and the other doctors of Venice had given her up. He was so enthusiastic in his praises of the doctor that I felt almost inclined to risk it. When I reached the drawing-room Glenbarth hastened towards me.

“What news?” he inquired, his anxiety showing itself plainly upon his face.

I shook my head.

“For God’s sake don’t trifle with me,” he cried. “You can have no idea what I am suffering.”

Feeling that it would be better if I told him everything, I made a clean breast of it. He heard me out before he spoke.

“She must not die,” he said, with the fierceness of despair. “If there is any power on earth that can be invoked, it shall be brought to bear. Can you not think of anything? Try! Remember that every second is of importance.”

“Would it be safe to try Nikola?” I inquired, looking him steadfastly in the face. “Galaghetti is wild for me to do so.”

In spite of his dislike to Nikola, Glenbarth jumped at the suggestion as a drowning man clutches at a straw.

“Let us find him at once,” he cried, seizing me by the arm. “If any one can save her he is the man. Let us go to him without a moment’s delay.”

“No, no,” I answered, “that will never do. Even in a case of such gravity the proprieties must be observed. I must consult the doctors before calling in another.”

I regret very much to say that here the Duke made use of some language that was neither parliamentary nor courteous to those amiable gentlemen.

I sought them out and placed the matter before them. To the idea of calling in a fourth consultant they had not the least objection, though they were all of the opinion that it could do no good. When, however, I mentioned the fact that that consultant’s name was Nikola, I could plainly see that a storm was rising.

“Gentlemen,” I said, “you must forgive me if I speak plainly and to the point. You have given us to understand that your patient’s case is hopeless. Now I have had considerable experience of Doctor Nikola’s skill, and I feel that we should not be justified in withholding him from our counsel, if he will consent to be called in. I have no desire to act contrary to medical etiquette, but we must remember that the patient’s life comes before aught else.”

One doctor looked at the other, and all shook their heads.

“I fear,” said the tallest of them, who invariably acted as spokesman, “that if the services of the gentleman in question are called in, it will be necessary for my colleagues and myself to abandon our interest in the case. I do not of course know how far your knowledge extends, but I hope you will allow me to say, sir, that the most curious stories are circulated both as to the behaviour and the attainments of this Doctor Nikola.”

Though I knew it to be true, his words nettled me. And yet I had such a deeply-rooted belief in Nikola that, although they were determined to give up the case, I felt we should still be equally, if not more, powerful without them.

“I sincerely hope, gentlemen,” I said, “that you will not do as you propose. Nevertheless, I feel that I should not be myself acting rightly if I were to allow your professional prejudices to stand in the way of my friend’s recovery.”

“In that case I fear there is nothing left to us but to most reluctantly withdraw,” said one of the men.

“You are determined?”

“Quite determined,” they replied together. Then the tallest added, “We much regret it, but our decision is irrevocable.”

Ten minutes later they had left the hotel in a huff, and I found myself seated upon the horns of a serious dilemma. What would my position be if Nikola’s presence should exercise a bad effect upon the patient, or if he should decline to render us assistance? In that case I should have offended the best doctors in Venice, and should in all probability have killed her. It was a nice position to be placed in. One thing, however, was as certain as anything could be, and that was the fact that there was no time to lose. My wife was seriously alarmed when I informed her of my decision, but both Glenbarth and I felt that we were acting for the best, and the Dean sided with us.

“Since you deem it necessary, go in search of Doctor Nikola at once,” said my wife, when the latter had left us. “Implore him to come without delay; in another hour it may be too late.” Then in a heart-broken whisper she added, “She is growing weaker every moment. Oh, Dick, Heaven grant that we are not acting wrongly, and that he may be able to save her.”

“I feel convinced that we are doing right,” I answered. “And now I will go in search of Nikola, and if possible bring him back with me.”

“God grant you may be successful in your search,” said Glenbarth, wringing my hand. “If Nikola saves her I will do anything he may ask, and still be grateful to him all the days of my life.”

Then I set off upon my errand.


CHAPTER IX
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WITH A HEART as heavy as lead I made my way down-stairs, and having chartered a gondola, bade the man take me to the Palace Revecce with all possible haste. Old Galaghetti, who stood upon the steps, nodded vehement approval, and rubbed his hands with delight as he thought of the triumph his great doctor must inevitably achieve. As I left the hotel I looked back at it with a feeling of genuine sorrow. Only a few days before our party had all been so happy together, and now one was stricken down with a mysterious malady that, so far as I could see, was likely to end in her death. Whether the gondolier had been admonished by Galaghetti to make haste, and was anxious to do so in sympathy with my trouble, I cannot say; the fact, however, remains that we accomplished the distance that separated the hotel from the palace in what could have been little more than half the time usually taken. My star was still in the ascendant when we reached the palace, for when I had disembarked at the steps, the old man who did menial service for Nikola, had just opened it and looked out. I inquired whether his master was at home, and, if so, whether I could see him? He evidently realized that my Italian was of the most rudimentary description, for it was necessary for me to repeat my question three or four times before he could comprehend my meaning. When at last he did so, he pointed up the stairs to signify that Nikola was at home, and also that, if I desired to see him, I had better go in search of him. I immediately did so, and hastened up the stairs to the room I have already described, and of which I entertained such ghastly recollections. I knocked upon the door, and a well-known voice bade me in English to “come in.” I was in too great a haste to fulfil my mission to observe at the time the significance these words contained. It was not until afterwards that I remembered the fact that, as we approached the palace, I had looked up at Nikola’s window and had seen no sign of him there. As I had not rung the bell, but had been admitted by the old man-servant, how could he have become aware of my presence? But, as I say, I thought of all that afterwards. For the moment the only desire I had was to inform Nikola of my errand.

Upon my entering the room I found Nikola standing before a table on which were glasses, test-tubes, and various chemical paraphernalia. He was engaged in pouring some dark-coloured liquid into a graduating glass, and when he spoke it was without looking round at me.

“I am very glad to see you, my dear Hatteras,” he said. “It is kind of you to take pity on my loneliness. If you don’t mind sitting down for a few moments, and lighting a cigar — you’ll find the box on the table — I shall have finished this, and then we can talk.”

“But I am afraid I can’t wait,” I answered. “I have come on the most important business. There is not a moment to lose.”

“In that case I am to suppose that Miss Trevor is worse,” he said, putting down the bottle from which he had been pouring, and afterwards replacing the glass stopper with the same hand. “I was afraid it might be so.”

“How do you know that she is ill?” I asked, not a little surprised to hear that he was aware of our trouble.

“I manage to know a good many things,” he replied. “I was aware that she was ill, and have been wondering how long it would be before I was called in. The other doctors don’t like my interference, I suppose?”

“They certainly do not,” I answered. “But they have done no good for her.”

“And you think I may be able to help you?” he inquired, looking at me over the graduating glass with his strange, dark eyes.

“I certainly do,” I replied.

“I am your debtor for the compliment.”

“And you will come?”

“You really wish it?”

“I believe it is the only thing that will save her life,” I answered. “But you must come quickly, or it will be too late. She was sinking when I left the hotel.”

With a hand that never shook he poured the contents of the glass into a small phial, and then placed the latter in his pocket.

“I am at your disposal now,” he answered. “We will set off as soon as you like. As you say, we must lose no time.”

“But will it not be necessary for you to take some drugs with you?” I asked.

“I am taking this one,” he replied, placing his hat upon his head as he spoke.

I remembered that he had been making his prescription up as I entered the room. Had he then intended calling to see her, even supposing I had not come to ask his assistance? I had no chance of putting the question to him, however.

“Have you a gondola below?” he asked, as we went down the stairs.

I replied in the affirmative; and when we gained the hall door we descended the steps and took our places in it. On reaching the hotel I conducted him to the drawing-room, where we found the Dean and Glenbarth eagerly awaiting our coming. I presented the former to Nikola, and then went off to inform my wife of his arrival. She accompanied me back to the drawing-room, and when she entered the room Nikola crossed it to receive her. Though she looked at him in a frightened way I thought his manner soon put her at her ease.

“Perhaps you will be kind enough to take me to my patient,” he said, when they had greeted each other. “As the case is so serious, I had better lose no time in seeing her.”

He followed my wife from the room, and then we sat down to await his verdict, with what anxiety you may imagine.
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“He laid his hand upon her forehead.”

Of all that transpired during his stay with Miss Trevor I can only speak from hearsay. My wife, however, was unfortunately too agitated to remember everything that occurred. She informed me that on entering the room he advanced very quietly towards the bed, and for a few moments stood looking down at the frail burden it supported. Then he felt her pulse, lifted the lids of her eyes, and for a space during which a man might have counted fifty slowly, laid his hand upon her forehead. Then, turning to the nurse, who had of course heard of the withdrawal of the other doctors, he bade her bring him a wine-glass of iced water. She disappeared, and while she was absent Nikola sat by the bedside holding the sick girl’s hand, and never for a moment taking his eyes from her face. Presently the woman returned, bringing the water as directed. He took it from her, and going to the window poured from a phial, which he had taken from his pocket, some twenty drops of the dark liquid it contained. Then with a spoon he gave her nearly half of the contents of the glass. This done he once more seated himself beside the bed, and waited patiently for the result. Several times within the next half-hour he bent over the recumbent figure, and was evidently surprised at not seeing some change which he expected would take place. At the end of that time he gave her another spoonful of the liquid, and once more sat down to watch. When an hour had passed he permitted a sigh of satisfaction to escape him, then, turning to my wife, whose anxiety was plainly expressed upon her face, he said — 

“I think, Lady Hatteras, that you may tell them that she will not die. There is still much to be done, but I pledge my word that she will live.”

The reaction was too much for my wife; she felt as if she were choking, then she turned giddy, and at last was possessed with a frantic desire to cry. Softly leaving the room, she came in search of us. The moment that she opened the door of the drawing-room, and I looked upon her face, I knew that there was good news for us.

“What does he say about her?” cried the Duke, forgetting the Dean’s presence, while the latter rose and drew a step nearer, without speaking a word.

“There is good news,” she said, fumbling with her handkerchief in a suspicious manner. “Doctor Nikola says she will live.”

“Thank God,” we all said in one breath. And Glenbarth murmured something more that I did not catch.

So implicit was our belief in Nikola that, as you have doubtless observed, we accepted his verdict without a second thought. I kissed my wife, and then shook hands solemnly with the Dean. The Duke had meanwhile vanished, presumably to his own apartment, where he could meditate on certain matters undisturbed. After that Phyllis left us and returned to the sick-room, where she found Nikola still seated beside the bed, just as she had left him. So far as she could judge, Miss Trevor did not appear to be any different, though perhaps she did not breathe as heavily as she had hitherto done. Nikola, however, appeared to be well satisfied. He nodded approvingly to Phyllis as she entered, and then returned to his contemplation of his patient once more. In this fashion hour after hour went by. Once during each my wife would come to me with reassuring bulletins. “Miss Trevor was, if anything, a little better, she did not seem so restless as before.” “The fever seemed to be abating;” and then, towards nine o’clock that night, “at last Gertrude was sleeping peacefully.” It was not, however, until nearly midnight that Nikola himself made his appearance.

“The worst is over,” he said, approaching the Dean; “your daughter is now asleep, and will only require watching for the next two hours. At the end of that time I shall return, and shall hope to find a decided improvement in her condition.”

“I can never thank you enough, my dear sir,” said the worthy old clergyman, shaking the other by the hand while the tears ran down his wrinkled cheeks. “But for your wonderful skill there can be no sort of doubt that she would be lost to us now. She is my only child, my ewe lamb, and may Heaven bless you for your goodness to me.”

I thought that Nikola looked at him rather curiously as he said this. It was the first time I had seen Nikola brought into the society of a dignitary of the English Church, and I was anxious to see how the pair comported themselves under the circumstances. A couple more diametrically opposite could be scarcely imagined. They were as oil and water, and could scarcely be expected to assimilate.

“Sir, I should have been less than human if I had not done everything possible to save that beautiful young life,” said Nikola, with what was to me the suggestion of a double meaning in his speech. “And now you must permit me to bid you good-bye for the present. In two hours I shall return again.”

Thinking he might prefer to remain near his patient, I pressed him to stay at the hotel, offering to do all that lay in my power to make him comfortable. But he would not hear of such a thing.

“As you should be aware by this time, I never rest away from my own house,” he answered, in a tone that settled the matter once and for all. “If anything should occur in the meantime, send for me and I will come at once. I do not apprehend any change, however.”

When he had gone I went in search of the Duke and found him in his own room.

“Dick,” he said, “look at me and tell me if you can see any difference. I feel as though I had passed through years of suffering. Another week would have made an old man of me. How is she now?”

“Progressing famously,” I answered. “You need not look so sceptical, for this must surely be the case, since Nikola has gone home to take some rest and will not return for two hours.”

He wrung my hand on hearing this.

“How little I dreamt,” he said, “when we were confined in that wretched room in Port Said, and when he played that trick upon me in Sydney, that some day he was destined to do me the greatest service any man has ever done me in my life. Didn’t I tell you that those other medicos did not know what they were doing, and that Nikola is the greatest doctor in the world?”

I admitted that he had given me the first assurance, but I was not quite so certain about the latter. Then, realizing how he must be feeling, I proposed that we should row down the canal for a breath of fresh sea air. At first the Duke was for refusing the invitation, eventually however he assented, and when we had induced the Dean to accompany us we set off. When we reached the hotel once more it was to discover that Nikola had returned, and that he had again taken up his watch in the sick-room. He remained there all night, passing hour after hour at the bedside, without, so my wife asserted, moving, save to give the medicine, and without apparently feeling the least fatigue.

It was not until between seven and eight o’clock next morning that I caught a glimpse of him. He was in the dining-room then, partaking of a small cup of black coffee, into which he had poured some curious decoction of his own. For my part I have never yet been able to discover how Nikola managed to keep body and soul together on his frugal fare.

“How is the patient this morning?” I asked, when we had greeted each other.

“Out of danger,” he replied, slowly stirring his coffee as he spoke. “She will continue to progress now. I hope you are satisfied that I have done all I can in her interests?”

“I am more than satisfied,” I answered. “I am deeply grateful. As her father said yesterday, if it had not been for you, Nikola, she must inevitably have succumbed. She will have cause to bless your name for the remainder of her existence.”

He looked at me very curiously as I said this.

“Do you think she will do that?” he asked, with unusual emphasis. “Do you think it will please her to remember that she owes her life to me?”

“I am sure she will always be deeply grateful,” I replied, somewhat ambiguously. “I fancy you know that yourself.”

“And your wife? What does she say?”

“She thinks you are certainly the greatest of all doctors,” I answered, with a laugh. “I feel that I ought to be jealous, but strangely enough I’m not.”

“And yet I have done nothing so very wonderful,” he continued, almost as if he were talking to himself. “But that those other blind worms are content to go on digging in their mud, when they should be seeking the light in another direction, they could do as much as I have done. By the way, have you seen our friend, Don Martinos, since you dined together at my house?”

I replied to the effect that I had not done so, but reported that the Don had sent repeated messages of sympathy to us during Miss Trevor’s illness. I then inquired whether Nikola had seen him?

“I saw him yesterday morning,” he replied. “We devoted upwards of four hours to exploring the city together.”

I could not help wondering how the Don had enjoyed the excursion, but, needless to remark, I did not say anything on this score to my companion.

That night Nikola was again in attendance upon his patient. Next day she was decidedly better; she recognized her father and my wife, and every hour was becoming more and more like her former self.

“Was she surprised when she regained consciousness to find Nikola at her bedside?” I inquired of Phyllis when the great news was reported to me.

“Strangely enough she was not,” Phyllis replied. “I fully expected, remembering my previous suspicions, that it would have a bad effect upon her, but it did nothing of the kind. It was just as if she had expected to find him there.”

“And what were his first words to her?”

“‘I hope you are feeling better, Miss Trevor,’ he said, and she replied, ‘Much better,’ that was all. It was as commonplace as could be.”

Next day Nikola only looked in twice, the day after once, and at the end of the week informed me that she stood in no further need of his attention.

“How shall we ever be able to reward you, Nikola?” I asked, for about the hundredth time, as we stood together in the corridor outside the sick-room.

“I have no desire to be rewarded,” he answered. “It is enough for me to see Miss Trevor restored to health. Endeavour, if you can, to recall a certain conversation we had together respecting the lady in question on the evening that I narrated to you the story concerning the boy, who was so badly treated by the Spanish Governor. Did I not tell you then that our Destinies were inextricably woven together? I informed you that it had been revealed to me many years ago that we should meet; should you feel surprised, therefore, if I told you that I had also been warned of this illness?”

Once more I found myself staring at him in amazement.

“You are surprised? Believe me, however astonishing it may seem, it is quite true. I knew that Miss Trevor would come into my life; I knew also that it would be my lot to save her from death. What is more, I know that in the end the one thing, which has seemed to me most desirable in life, will be taken from me by her hands.”

“I am afraid I cannot follow you,” I said.

“Perhaps not, but you will be able to some day,” he answered. “That moment has not yet arrived. In the meantime watch and wait, for before we know it it will be upon us.”

Then, with a look that was destined to haunt me for many a long day, he bade me farewell, and left the hotel.


CHAPTER X
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TO THE JOY of every one, by the Thursday following Miss Trevor was sufficiently recovered to be able to leave her room. It was a happy day for every one concerned, particularly for the Duke, who came nearer presenting the appearance of an amiable lunatic on that occasion than I had ever seen him before. Why my wife should have encouraged him in his extravagance I cannot say, but the fact remains that she allowed him to go out with her that morning with the professed idea of purchasing a few flowers to decorate the drawing-room for the invalid’s reception. So great was their extravagance that the room more resembled a hot-house, or a flower-show, than a civilized apartment. I pointed this out to my wife with a gentle remonstrance, and was informed that, being a mere husband, I knew nothing at all about the matter. I trust that I preserved my balance and lived up to my reputation for sanity in the midst of this general excitement, though I am prepared to confess that I was scarcely myself when the triumphal procession, consisting of my wife and the Dean, set off to the invalid’s apartment to escort her in. When she appeared it was like a ghost of her former self, and a poor wan ghost too. Her father, of course, she had already seen, but neither I nor Glenbarth had of course had the honour of meeting her since she was taken ill. She received him very graciously, and was kind enough to thank me for the little I had done for her. We seated her between us in a comfortable chair, placed a footstool under her feet, and then, in order that she should not have too much excitement, and that she might rest quietly, the Dean, the Duke, and myself were sent about our business for an hour. When we returned, a basket of exquisite roses stood on the table, and on examining it the card of Don Josè de Martinos was found to be attached to it.

It is some proof of the anxiety that Glenbarth felt not to do anything that might worry her, when I say that he read the card and noted the giver without betraying the least trace of annoyance. It is true that he afterwards furnished me with his opinion of the giver for presuming to send them, but the casual observer would have declared, had he been present to observe the manner in which he behaved when he had first seen the gift, that he had taken no interest in the matter at all.

Next day Miss Trevor was permitted to get up a little earlier, and on the day following a little earlier still. In the meantime more flowers had arrived from the Don, while he himself had twice made personal inquiries as to the progress she was making. It was not until the third day of her convalescence that Nikola called to see his patient. I was sitting alone with her at the time, my wife and our other two guests having gone shopping in the Merceria. I was idly cutting a copy of a Tauchnitz publication that I had procured for her on the previous day. The weather was steadily growing warmer, and, for this reason, the windows were open and a flood of brilliant sunshine was streaming into the room. From the canal outside came the sounds of rippling laughter, then an unmistakably American voice called out, “Say, girls, what do you think of Venice now you’re here?” Then another voice replied, “Plenty of water about, but they don’t seem to wash their buildings much.” Miss Trevor was about to speak, in fact she had opened her lips to do so, when a strange expression appeared upon her face. She closed her eyes for a moment, and I began to fear that she was ill. When she opened them again I was struck by a strange fact; the eyes were certainly there, but there was no sort of life in them. They were like those of a sleep-walker who, while his eyes are open, sees nothing of things about him. A moment later there was a knock at the door, and Doctor Nikola, escorted by a servant, entered the room. Wishing us “good-morning,” he crossed the room and shook hands with Miss Trevor, afterwards with myself.

“You are certainly looking better,” he said, addressing his patient, and placing his finger and thumb upon her wrist as he spoke.

“I am much better,” she answered, but for some reason without her usual animation.

“In that case I think this will be the last visit I shall pay you in my professional capacity,” he said. “You have been an excellent patient, and in the interests of what our friend Sir Richard here calls Science, permit me to offer you my grateful thanks.”

“It is I who should thank you,” she answered, as if she were repeating some lesson she had learnt by heart.

“I trust then, on the principle that one seldom or never acts as one should, that you will not do it,” he replied, with a smile. “I am amply rewarded by observing that the flush of health is returning to your cheeks.”

He then inquired after my wife’s health, bade me be careful of her for the reason that, since I had behaved so outrageously towards them, no other doctors in Venice would attend her, should she be taken ill, and then rose to bid us adieu.

“This is a very short visit,” I said. “Cannot we persuade you to give us a little more of your society?”

“I fear not,” he answered. “I am developing quite a practice in Venice, and my time is no longer my own.”

“You have other patients?” I asked, in some surprise, for I did not think he would condescend to such a thing.

“I have your friend, Don Martinos, now upon my hands,” he said. “The good Galaghetti is so abominably grateful for what I did for his child, that he will insist on trying to draw me into experimenting upon other people.”

“Would it be indiscreet to ask what is the matter with the Don?” I said. “He does not look like a man who would be likely to be an invalid.”

“I do not think there is so very much wrong with him,” Nikola replied vaguely. “At any rate it is not anything that cannot be very easily put right.”

When he left the room I accompanied him down the corridor as far as the hall.

“The fact of the matter is,” he began, when we were alone together, “our friend the Don has been running the machinery of life a little too fast of late. I am told that he lost no less a sum than fifty thousand pounds in English money last week, and certainly his nerves are not what they once were.”

“He is a gambler, then?” I said.

“An inveterate gambler, I should say,” Nikola answered. “And when a Spaniard takes to that sort of amusement, he generally does it most thoroughly.”

Whatever the Don’s illness may have been, it certainly had made its mark upon his appearance. I chanced to meet him that afternoon on the Rialto bridge, and was thunderstruck at the change. The man’s face was white, and his eyes had dark rings under them, that to my thinking spoke for an enfeebled heart. When he stopped to speak to me, I noticed that his hands trembled as though he were afflicted with St. Vitus’s dance.

“I hope Miss Trevor is better,” he said, after I had commented upon the fact that I had not seen him of late.

“Much better,” I answered. “In fact, she may now be said to be convalescent. I was sorry to hear from Doctor Nikola, however, that you yourself are not quite the thing.”

“Nerves, only nerves,” he answered, with what was almost a frightened look in his eyes. “Doctor Nikola will set me right in no time, I am sure of that. I have had a run of beastly luck lately, and it has upset me more than I can say.”

I knew to what he referred, but I did not betray my knowledge. After that he bade me farewell, and continued his walk. That evening another exquisite basket of flowers arrived for Miss Trevor. There was no card attached to it, but as the Duke denied all knowledge of it, I felt certain as to whence it came. On the day following, for the first time since her illness, Miss Trevor was able to leave the house and to go for a short airing upon the canal. We were rejoiced to take her, and made arrangements for her comfort, but there was one young man who was more attentive than all the rest of the party put together. Would Miss Trevor like another cushion? Was she quite sure that she was comfortable? Would she have preferred a gondola to a barca? I said nothing, but I wondered what the Dean thought, for he is an observant old gentleman. As for the young lady herself, she accepted the other’s attentions with the most charming good-humour, and thus all went merry as marriage-bells. On the day following she went out again, and on the afternoon of the next day felt so much stronger as to express a desire to walk for a short time on the piazza of St. Mark. We accordingly landed at the well-known steps, and strolled slowly towards the cathedral. It was a lovely afternoon, the air being soft and warm, with a gentle breeze blowing in from the sea.

It is needless for me to say that Glenbarth was in the Seventh Heaven of Delight, and was already beginning to drop sundry little confidences into my ear. Her illness had ruined the opportunity he had hoped to have had, but he was going to make up for it now. Indeed it looked very much as if she had at last made up her mind concerning him, but, having had one experience of the sex, I was not going to assure myself that all was satisfactory until a definite announcement was made by the lady herself. As it turned out it was just as well that I did so, for that afternoon, not altogether unexpectedly I must confess, was destined to prove the truth of the old saying that the course of true love never runs smooth. Miss Trevor, with the Duke on one side and my wife on the other, was slowly passing across the great square, when a man suddenly appeared before us from one of the shops on our right. This individual was none other than the Don Josè de Martinos, who raised his hat politely to the ladies and expressed his delight at seeing Miss Trevor abroad once more. As usual, he was faultlessly dressed, and on the whole looked somewhat better in health than he had done when I had last seen him. By some means, I scarcely know how it was done, he managed to slip in between my wife and Miss Trevor, and in this order we made our way towards our usual resting-place, Florian’s café. Never, since we had known him, had the Don exerted himself so much to please. The Duke, however, did not seem satisfied. His high spirits had entirely left him, and, in consequence, he was now as quiet as he had been talkative before. It was plain to all of us that the Don admired Miss Trevor, and that he wanted her to become aware of the fact. Next morning he made an excuse and joined our party again. At this the Duke’s anger knew no bounds. Personally I must confess that I was sorry for the young fellow. It was very hard upon him, just as he was progressing so favourably, that another should appear upon the scene and distract the lady’s attention. Yet there was only one way of ending it, if only he could summon up sufficient courage to do it. I fear, however, that he was either too uncertain as to the result, or that he dreaded his fate, should she consign him to the Outer Darkness, too much to put it into execution. For this reason he had to submit to sharing her smiles with the Spaniard, which, if only he could have understood it, was an excellent thing for his patience, and a salutary trial for his character.

Meanwhile my wife looked on in despair.

“I thought it was all settled,” she said pathetically, on one occasion, “and now they are as far off as ever. Why on earth does that troublesome man come between them?”

“Because he has quite as much right to be there as the other,” I answered. “If the Duke wants her, let him ask her, but that’s just what he won’t do. The whole matter should have been settled by now.”

“It’s all very well for you to say that,” she returned. “The poor boy would have done it before Gertrude was taken ill, but that you opposed him.”

“And a very proper proceeding too,” I answered. “Miss Trevor was under my charge, and I was certainly not going to let any young man, doubtless very desirable, but who had only known her two days, propose to her, get sent about his business, render it impossible for our party to continue together, and by so doing take all the pleasure out of our holiday.”

“So it was only of yourself you were thinking?” she returned, with that wonderful inconsistency that is such a marked trait in her character. “Why do you urge him now to do it?”

“Because Miss Gertrude is no longer under my charge,” I answered. “Her father is here, and is able to look after her.” Then an idea occurred to me, and I acted upon it at once.

“When you come to think of it, my dear,” I said, as if I had been carefully considering the question, “why should the Don not make Gertrude as good a husband as Glenbarth? He is rich, doubtless comes of a very good family, and would certainly make a very presentable figure in society.”

She stared at me aghast.

“Well,” she said in astonishment, “I must say that I think you are a loyal friend. You know that the Duke has set his heart on marrying her, and yet you are championing the cause of his rival. I should never have thought it of you, Dick.”

I hastened to assure her that I was not in earnest, but for a moment I almost fancy she thought I was.

“If you are on the Duke’s side I wonder that you encourage Don Martinos to continue his visits,” she went on, after the other matter had been satisfactorily settled. “I cannot tell you how much I dislike him. I feel that I would rather see Gertrude married to a crossing-sweeper than to that man. How she can even tolerate him, I do not know. I find it very difficult to do so.”

“Poor Don,” I said, “he does not appear to have made a very good impression. In common justice I must admit that, so far as I am concerned, he has been invariably extremely civil.”

“Because he wants your interest. You are the head of the house.”

“It is a pretty fiction — let it pass however.”

She pretended not to notice my gibe.

“He is gambling away every halfpenny he possesses.”

I regarded her with unfeigned astonishment. How could she have become aware of this fact? I put the question to her.

“Some one connected with the hotel told my maid, Phillipa,” she answered. “They say he never returns to the hotel until between two and three in the morning.”

“He is not married,” I retorted.

She vouchsafed no remark to this speech, but, bidding me keep my eyes open, and beware lest there should be trouble between the two men, left me to my own thoughts.

The warning she had given me was not a futile one, for it needed only half an eye to see that Glenbarth and Martinos were desperately jealous of one another. They eyed each other when they met as if, at any moment, they were prepared to fly at each other’s throats. Once the Duke’s behaviour was such as to warrant my speaking to him upon the subject when we were alone together.

“My dear fellow,” I said, “I must ask you to keep yourself in hand. I don’t like having to talk to you, but I have to remember that there are ladies in the case.”

“Then why on earth doesn’t Martinos keep out of my way?” he asked angrily. “You pitch into me for getting riled, but you don’t see how villainously rude he is to me. He contradicts me as often as he can, and, for the rest of the time, treats me as if I were a child.”

“In return you treat him as if he were an outsider, and had no right to look at, much less to speak to, Miss Trevor. Nevertheless he is our friend — or if he is not our friend, he has at least been introduced to us by a friend. Now I have no desire that you should quarrel at all, but if you must do so, let it be when you are alone together, and also when you are out of the hotel.”

I had no idea how literally my words were to be taken.

That night, according to a custom he had of late adopted, Martinos put in an appearance after dinner, and brought his guitar with him. As he bade us “good-evening” I looked at the Duke’s face. It was pale and set as if he had at last come to an understanding with himself. Presently my wife and I sang a duet together, in a fashion that pointed very plainly to the fact that our thoughts were elsewhere. Miss Trevor thanked us in a tone that showed me that she also had given but small attention to our performance. Then Gertrude sang a song of Tosti’s very prettily, and was rewarded with enthusiastic applause. After this the Don was called upon to perform. He took up his guitar, and having tuned it, struck a few chords and began to sing. Though I look back upon that moment now with real pain, I must confess that I do not think I had ever heard him sing better; the merry laughter of the song suited his voice to perfection. It was plainly a comic ditty with some absurd imitations of the farm-yard at the end of each verse. When he had finished, my wife politely asked him to give us a translation of the words. Fate willed that she should ask, I suppose, and also that he should answer it.

“It is a story of a foolish young man who loved a fair maid,” he replied, speaking with the utmost deliberation. “Unfortunately, however, he was afraid to tell her of his love. He pined to be with her, yet, whenever he was desirous of declaring his passion, his courage failed him at the last moment, and he was compelled to talk of the most commonplace things, such as the animals upon his father’s farm. At last she, tiring of such a laggard, sent him away in disgust to learn how to woo. In the meantime she married a man who was better acquainted with his business.”

Whether the song was exactly as he described it, I am not in a position to say; the fact, however, remains that at least four of our party saw the insinuation and bitterly resented it. I saw the Duke’s face flush and then go pale. I thought for a moment that he was going to say something, but he contented himself by picking up a book from the table at his side, and glancing carelessly at it. I could guess, by the way his hands gripped it, something of the storm that was raging in his breast. My wife, meanwhile, had turned the conversation into another channel by asking the Dean what he had thought of a certain old church he had visited that morning. This gave a little relief, but not very much. Ten minutes later the Don rose and bade us “good-night.” With a sneer on his face, he even extended his good wish to the Duke, who bowed, but did not reply. When he had gone, my wife gave the signal for a general dispersal, and Glenbarth and I were presently left in the drawing-room alone. I half expected an immediate outburst, but to my surprise he said nothing on the subject. I had no intention of referring to it unless he did, and so the matter remained for the time in abeyance. After a conversation on general topics, lasting perhaps a quarter of an hour, we wished each other “good-night,” and retired to our respective rooms. When I entered my wife’s room later, I was prepared for the discussion which I knew was inevitable.

“What do you think of your friend now?” she asked, with a touch of sarcasm thrown into the word “friend.” “You of course heard how he insulted the Duke?”

“I noticed that he did a very foolish thing, not only for his own interests with us, but also for several other reasons. You may rely upon it that if ever he had any chance with Gertrude — —”

“He never had the remotest chance, I can promise you that,” my wife interrupted.

“I say if ever he had a chance with Gertrude, he has lost it now. Surely that should satisfy you.”

“It does not satisfy me that he should be rude to our guest at any time, but I am particularly averse to his insulting him in our presence.”

“You need not worry yourself,” I said. “In all probability you will see no more of him. I shall convey a hint to him upon the subject. It will not be pleasant for Anstruther’s sake.”

“Mr. Anstruther should have known better than to have sent him to us,” she replied. “There is one thing I am devoutly thankful for, and that is that the Duke took it so beautifully. He might have been angry, and have made a scene. Indeed I should not have blamed him, had he done so.”

I did not ask her, for reasons of my own, whether she was sure that his Grace of Glenbarth was not angry. I must confess that I was rendered more uneasy by the quiet way he had taken it, than if he had burst into an explosion. Concealed fires are invariably more dangerous than open ones.

Next morning after breakfast, while we were smoking together in the balcony, a note was brought to Glenbarth. He took it, opened it, and when he had read the contents, thrust it hastily into his pocket.

“No answer,” he said, as he lit a cigar, and I thought his hand trembled a little as he put the match to it.

His face was certainly paler than usual, and there was a far-away look in his eyes that showed me that it was not the canal or the houses opposite that he was looking upon.

“There is something behind all this, and I must find out what it is,” I said to myself. “Surely he can’t be going to make a fool of himself.”

I knew, however, that my chance of getting anything satisfactory out of him lay in saying nothing about the matter just then. I must play my game in another fashion.

“What do you say if we run down to Rome next week?” I asked, after a little pause. “My wife and Miss Trevor seem to think they would enjoy it. There are lots of people we know there just now.”

“I shall be very pleased,” he answered, but with a visible effort.

At any other time he would have jumped eagerly at the suggestion. Decidedly there was something wrong! At luncheon he was preoccupied, so much so that I could see Miss Trevor wondered what was the matter. Had she known the terrible suspicion that was growing in my own mind, I wonder what she would have said, and also how she would have acted?

That afternoon the ladies resolved to remain at home, and the Dean decided to stay with them. In consequence, the Duke and I went out together. He was still as quiet as he had been in the morning, but as yet I had not been able to screw up my courage to such a pitch as to be able to put the question to him. Once, however, I asked the reason for his quietness, and received the evasive reply “that he was not feeling quite up to the mark that day.”

This time I came a little nearer the point.

“You are not worrying about that wretched fellow’s rudeness, I hope?” I said, looking him fairly and squarely in the face.

“Not in the least,” he answered. “Why should I be?”

“Well, because I know you are hot-tempered,” I returned, rather puzzled to find an explanation for him.

“Oh, I’ll have it out with him at some time or another, I have no doubt,” he continued, and then changed the subject by referring to some letters he had had from home that day.

When later we returned to the hotel for afternoon tea, we found the two ladies eagerly awaiting our coming. From the moment that he entered the room, Miss Trevor was graciousness itself to the young man. She smiled upon him, and encouraged him, until he scarcely knew whether he was standing upon his head or his heels. I fancy she was anxious to compensate him for the Don’s rudeness to him.

That evening we all complained of feeling tired, and accordingly went to bed early. I was the latest of the party, and my own man had not left my dressing-room more than a minute before he returned with the information that the Duke’s valet would be glad if he could have a few words with me.

“Send him in,” I said, and forthwith the man made his appearance.

“What is it, Henry?” I inquired. “Is your master not well?”

“I don’t know what’s wrong with his Grace, sir,” the man replied. “I’m very much frightened about him, and I thought I would come to you at once.”

“Why, what is the matter? He seemed well enough when I bade him good-night, half-an-hour or so ago.”

“It isn’t that, sir. He’s well enough in his body,” said the man. “There’s something else behind it all. I know, sir, you won’t mind my coming to you. I didn’t know what else to do.”

“You had better tell me everything, then I shall know how to act. What do you think is the reason of it?”

“Well, sir, it’s like this,” Henry went on. “His Grace has been very quiet all day. He wrote a lot of letters this morning and put them in his dispatch-box. ‘I’ll tell you what to do with them later, Henry,’ he said when he had finished. Well, I didn’t think very much of that, but when to-night he asked me what I had made up my mind to do with myself if ever I should leave his service, and told me that he had put it down in his will that I was to have five hundred pounds if he should die before I left him, I began to think there was something the matter. Well, sir, I took his things to-night, and was in the act of leaving the room, when he called me back. ‘I’m going out early for a swim in the sea to-morrow morning,’ he said, ‘but I shan’t say anything to Sir Richard Hatteras about it, because I happen to know that he thinks the currents about here are dangerous. Well, one never knows what may turn up,’ he goes on to say, ‘and if, by any chance, Henry — though I hope such a thing will not happen — I should be caught, and should not return, I want you to give this letter to Sir Richard. But remember this, you are on no account to touch it until mid-day. Do you understand?’ I told him that I did, but I was so frightened, sir, by what he said, that I made up my mind to come and see you at once.”

This was disturbing intelligence indeed. From what he said there could be no doubt that the Don and Glenbarth contemplated fighting a duel. In that case what was to be done? To attempt to reason with the Duke in his present humour would be absurd, besides his honour was at stake, and, though I am totally against duels, that counts for something.

“I am glad you told me this, Henry,” I said, “for now I shall know how to act. Don’t worry about your master’s safety. Leave him to me. He is safe in my hands. He shall have his swim to-morrow morning, but I shall take very good care that he is watched. You may go to bed with an easy heart, and don’t think about that letter. It will not be needed, for he will come to no harm.”

The man thanked me civilly and withdrew, considerably relieved in his mind by his interview with me. Then I sat myself down to think the matter out. What was I to do? Doubtless the Don was an experienced duellist, while Glenbarth, though a very fair shot with a rifle or fowling-piece, would have no chance against him with the pistol or the sword. It was by no means an enviable position for a man to be placed in, and I fully realized my responsibility in the matter. I felt that I needed help, but to whom should I apply for it? The Dean would be worse than useless; while to go to the Don and to ask him to sacrifice his honour to our friendship for Glenbarth would be to run the risk of being shown the door. Then I thought of Nikola, and made up my mind to go to him at once. Since the Duke had spoken of leaving the hotel early in the morning, there could be no doubt as to the hour of the meeting. In that case there was no time to be lost. I thereupon went to explain matters to my wife.

“I had a suspicion that this would happen,” she said, when she had heard me out. “Oh, Dick! you must stop it without fail. I should never forgive myself if anything were to happen to him while he is our guest. Go to Doctor Nikola at once and tell him everything, and implore him to help us as he has helped us before.”

Thus encouraged, I left her, and went back to my dressing-room to complete my attire. This done I descended to the hall to endeavour to obtain a gondola. Good fortune favoured me, for the American party who had but lately arrived at the hotel, had just returned from the theatre. I engaged the man who had brought them, and told him to take me to the Palace Revecce with all possible speed.

“It’s a late hour, Senor,” he replied, “and I’d rather go anywhere than to that house in the Rio del Consiglio.”

“You will be well paid for your trouble and also for your fear,” I replied as I got into the boat.

Next moment we were on our way. A light was burning in Nikola’s room as we drew up at the palace steps. I bade the gondolier wait for me, and to ensure his doing so, refused to pay him until my return. Then I rang the bell, and was rewarded in a few minutes by hearing Nikola’s footsteps on the flag-stones of the courtyard. When the door opened he was vastly surprised at seeing me; he soon recovered his equilibrium, however. It took more than a small surprise to upset Nikola. He invited me to enter.

“I hope there is nothing wrong,” he said politely. “Otherwise how am I to account for this late call?”

“Something is very wrong indeed,” I said. “I have come to consult you, and to ask for your assistance.”

By this time he had reached his own room — that horrible room I remembered so well.

“The fact of the matter is,” I said, seating myself in the chair he offered me as I spoke, “the Duke of Glenbarth and Don de Martinos have arranged to fight a duel soon after daybreak.”

“To fight a duel?” Nikola repeated. “So it has come to this, has it? Well, what do you want me to do?”

“Surely it is needless for me to say,” I replied. “I want you to help me to stop it. You like the Duke, I know. Surely you will not allow that brave young life to be sacrificed by that Spaniard?”

“From the way you speak it would appear that you do not care for Martinos?” Nikola replied.

“I frankly confess that I do not,” I replied. “He was introduced to me by a personal friend, but none of my party care very much for him. And now this new affair only adds to our dislike. He insulted the Duke most unwarrantably in my drawing-room last night, and this duel is the result.”

“Always the same, always the same,” Nikola muttered to himself. “But the end is coming, and his evil deeds will bear their own fruit.” Then turning to me, he said aloud— “Since you wish it, I will help you. Don Josè is a magnificent shot, and he would place a bullet in the Duke’s anatomy wherever he might choose to receive it. The issue would never for one moment be in doubt.”

“But how do you know the Don is such a good shot?” I inquired with considerable surprise, for until the moment that I had introduced them to each other I had no idea that they had ever met.

“I know more about him than you think,” he answered, fixing his glittering eyes upon me. “But now to business. If they fight at daybreak there is not much time to be lost.”

He went to his writing-table at the other side of the room and wrote a few lines on a sheet of note-paper. Placing it in an envelope he inquired whether I had told my gondolier to wait. Upon my answering in the affirmative, he left me and went down-stairs.

“What have you done?” I inquired when he returned.

“I have sent word to an agent I sometimes employ,” he said. “He will keep his eyes open. Now you had better get back to your hotel and to bed. Sleep secure on my promise that the two men shall not fight. When you are called, take the gondola you will find awaiting you outside the hotel, and I will meet you at a certain place. Now let me wish you a good-night.”

He conducted me to the hall below and saw me into the gondola. Then saying something to the gondolier that I did not catch, he bade me adieu, and I returned to the hotel. Punctually at five o’clock I was awakened by a tapping at my bedroom door. I dressed, donned a cloak, for the morning was cold, and descended to the hall. The night watchman informed me that a gondola was awaiting me at the steps, and conducted me to it. Without a word I got in, and the little craft shot out into the canal. We entered a narrow street on the other side, took two or three turnings to right and left, and at last came to a standstill at some steps that I had never noticed before. A tall figure, wrapped in a black cloak, was awaiting us there. It was Nikola! Entering the gondola he took his place at my side. Then once more we set off.

At the same moment, so Nikola informed me, Glenbarth was leaving the hotel.


CHAPTER XI
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WHEN I HAD picked up Nikola we continued our voyage. Dawn was just breaking, and Venice appeared very strange and uncanny in the weird morning light. A cold wind was blowing in from the sea, and when I experienced its sharpness, I could not help feeling thankful that I had the foresight to bring my cloak.

“How do you know where the meeting is to take place?” I asked, after we had been travelling a few minutes.

“Because, when I am unable to find things out for myself, I have agents who can do it for me,” he replied. “What would appear difficult, in reality is very simple. To reach the place in question it would be necessary for them to employ gondolas, and for the reason that, as you are aware, there are not many plying in the streets of Venice at such an early hour, it would be incumbent upon them to bespeak them beforehand. A few inquiries among the gondoliers elicited the information I wanted. That point satisfactorily settled, the rest was easy.”

“And you think we shall be there in time to prevent the meeting?” I asked.

“We shall be at the rendezvous before they are,” he answered. “And I have promised you they shall not fight.”

Comforted by this reassuring news, I settled myself down to watch the tortuous thoroughfares through which we were passing. Presently we passed the church of St. Maria del Formosa, and later the Ducal Palace, thence out into the commencement of the Grand Canal itself. It was then that Nikola urged the gondoliers, for we had two, to greater speed. Under their powerful strokes the light little craft sped over the smooth bay, passed the island of St. Georgio Maggiore, and then turned almost due south. Then I thought of Glenbarth, and wondered what his feelings were at that moment. At last I began to have an inkling of our destination. We were proceeding in the direction of the Lido, and it was upon the sandy beach that separates the lagoons and Venice from the open sea that the duel was to be fought. Presently we landed, and Nikola said something to the gondoliers, who turned their craft and moved slowly away. After walking along the sands for some distance, we hid ourselves at a place where it was possible to see the strip of beach, while we ourselves remained hidden.

“They will not be here before another ten minutes,” said Nikola, consulting his watch; “we had a good start of them.”

Seating ourselves we awaited their arrival, and while we did so, Nikola talked of the value set upon human life by the inhabitants of different countries. No one was more competent to speak on such a subject than he, for he had seen it in every clime and in every phase. He spoke with a bitterness and a greater scorn for the petty vanities and aims of men than I had ever noticed in him before. Suddenly he stopped, and looking towards the left said — 

“If I am not mistaken, the Duke of Glenbarth has arrived.”

I looked in the direction indicated, and was able to descry the tall figure of the Duke coming along the sands. A little later two other persons made their appearance and followed him. One was undoubtedly the Don, but who was the third? As they drew closer, I discovered that he was unknown to me; not so to Nikola, however.

“Burmaceda,” he said to himself, and there was an ugly sneer upon his face.

The Duke bowed ceremoniously to the two men, and the stranger, having returned his salute, knelt upon the sand, and proceeded to open a box he had brought with him. From it he produced a pair of pistols which he loaded with ostentatious care. This work finished, he took them by their barrels and gave Glenbarth his choice. The Spaniard, I noticed, was dressed entirely in black, not showing a particle of white; the Duke was attired very much as usual. When each had taken a pistol, the stranger measured the distance upon the sands and allotted them their respective positions. By this time I was in such a fever of excitement that Nikola laid his hand upon my arm to restrain me.

“Wait,” he whispered. “Have I not pledged you my word that your friend shall not be hurt? Do not interrupt them yet. I have my suspicions, and am anxious to confirm them.”
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“‘Put down your pistols,’ said Nikola.”

I accordingly waited, but though it was only for a few seconds it seemed to me an eternity. The two men were in position, and the stranger, I gathered, was giving them their final instructions. They were to stand with their faces turned from each other, and at the word of command were to wheel round and fire. In a flash I saw what Nikola had in his mind. The stranger was favouring the Don, for while Glenbarth would have faithfully carried out his portion of the contract, the Spaniard did not turn at all, a fact which his opponent was scarcely likely to become aware of, seeing that he would in all probability have a bullet in his heart before he would have had time to realize the trick that had been played upon him. The stranger had raised his hand above his head, and was about to give the signal, when Nikola sprang from beside me, and in a loud voice called to them to “stop.” I rose to my feet at the same instant, and followed him across the sands to where the men stood.

“Put down your pistols, gentlemen,” said Nikola in a voice that rang like a trumpet-call. “I forbid the duel. Your Grace, the challenge comes from you, I beg that you will apologize to Don Martinos for having sent it.”

“I shall do nothing of the kind,” the Duke returned.

On learning this Nikola took him on one side and talked earnestly with him for a few minutes. Then, still with his hand upon the other’s arm, he led him back to where we were standing.

“I express my regret for having challenged you,” said Glenbarth, but with no good grace.

“I thank you, your Grace,” said Nikola. Then turning to the Don, he went on— “And now, Don Martinos, I hope you will apologize to the Duke for the insults that occasioned the challenge.”

With an oath the Spaniard vowed that he was the last man to do anything of the kind. He had never apologized to any man in his life, and he was not going to do so now, with more to the same effect. Then Nikola fixed his glittering eyes upon him. His voice, however, when he spoke was as conciliatory as ever.

“To oblige me you will do it,” he said, and then drawing a little closer to him he murmured something that we could not hear. The effect upon the Don was magical. His face turned a leaden hue, and for a moment I thought he would have fallen, but he recovered his self-possession with an effort, and muttered the apology Nikola had demanded of him.

“I thank you, gentlemen,” said Nikola. “Now, with your permission, we will return to the city.” Here he wheeled round upon the stranger, and continued:— “This is not the first of these little affairs in which you have played a part. You have been warned before, profit by it, for the time may come when it will be too late. Remember Pietro Sallomi.”

I do not know who Pietro Sallomi may have been, but I know that the mere mention of his name was sufficient to take all the swagger out of the stranger. He fell to pieces like a house of cards.

“Now, gentlemen, let us be moving,” said Nikola, and taking the Don with him he set off quickly in the direction of the spot where we had disembarked from the gondola. I followed with the Duke.

“My dear boy,” I said, as we walked along, “why on earth did you do it? Is your life of so little value to yourself or to your friends, that you try to throw it away in this reckless fashion?”

“I am the most miserable brute on the face of the earth,” he replied. “I think it would have been far better for me had I been shot back there.”

“Look here, Glenbarth,” I said with some anger, “if you talk nonsense in this manner, I shall begin to think that you are not accountable for your actions. What on earth have you to be so unhappy about?”

“You know very well,” he answered gloomily.

“You are making yourself miserable because Miss Trevor will not marry you,” I said. “You have not asked her, how therefore can you tell?”

“But she seems to prefer Don Martinos,” he went on.

“Fiddlesticks!” I answered. “I’m quite certain she hasn’t thought of him in that way. Now, I am going to talk plainly to you. I have made up my mind that we leave to-day for Rome. We shall spend a fortnight there, and you should have a fair opportunity of putting the question to Miss Trevor. If you can’t do it in that time, well, all I can say is, that you are not the man I took you for. You must remember one thing, however: I’ll have no more of this nonsense. It’s all very well for a Spanish braggart to go swaggering about the world, endeavouring to put bullets into inoffensive people, but it’s not the thing for an English gentleman.”

“I’m sorry, Dick. Try to forgive me. You won’t tell Lady Hatteras, will you?”

“She knows it already,” I answered. “I don’t fancy you would get much sympathy from her. Try for a moment to picture what their feelings would have been — mine may be left out of the question — if you had been lying dead on the beach yonder. Think of your relations at home. What would they have said and thought? And for what?”

“Because he insulted me,” Glenbarth replied. “Was I to put up with that?”

“You should have treated him with the contempt he merited. But there, do not let us discuss the matter any further. All’s well that ends well; and I don’t think we shall see much more of the Don.”

When we reached the gondolas Nikola took me aside.

“You had better return to the city with the Duke in one,” he said; “I will take the Don back in another.”

“And what about the other fellow?” I inquired.

“Let him swim if he likes,” said Nikola, with a shrug of his shoulders. “By the way, I suppose you saw what took place back yonder?”

I nodded.

“Then say nothing about it,” he replied. “Such matters are best kept to one’s self.”

It was a very sober-minded and reflective young man that sat down to breakfast with us that morning. My wife, seeing how matters stood, laid herself out to be especially kind to him. So affable indeed was she, that Miss Trevor regarded her with considerable surprise. During the meal the journey to Rome was discussed, and it was decided that I should telegraph for our old rooms, and that we should leave Venice at half-past two. This arrangement was duly carried out, and nightfall saw us well advanced on our journey to the capital. The journey is so well known that I need not attempt to describe it here. Only one incident struck me as remarkable about it. No sooner had we crossed the railway-bridge that unites Venice with the mainland, than Miss Trevor’s lethargy, if I may so describe it, suddenly left her. She seemed to be her old self instantly. It was as though she had at last thrown off the load under which she had so long been staggering. She laughed and joked with my wife, teased her father, and was even inclined to be flippant with the head of the family. After the events of the morning the effect upon the Duke was just what was wanted.

In due course we reached Rome, and installed ourselves at our old quarters in the Piazza Barberini. From that moment the time we had allowed ourselves sped by on lightning wings. We seemed scarcely to have got there before it was time to go back to Venice. It was unfortunately necessary for the Dean to return to England, at the end of our stay in Rome, and though it was considerably out of his way, he proposed journeying thither by way of Venice. The change had certainly done his daughter good. She was quite her old self once more, and the listless, preoccupied air that had taken such a hold upon her in Venice had entirely disappeared.

“Make the most of the Eternal City,” my wife announced at dinner on the eve of our departure, “for to-morrow morning you will look your last upon it. The dragon who has us in his power has issued his decree, and, like the laws of the Medes and Persians, it changeth not.”

“A dragon?” I answered. “You should say the family scapegoat! I protest to you, my dear Dean, that it is most unfair. If it is some disagreeable duty to be performed, then it is by my order; if it is something that will bestow happiness upon another, then it is my lady that gets the credit.”

“A very proper arrangement,” said my wife, “as I am sure the Dean will agree with me.”

“I agree with you in everything,” replied the polite old gentleman. “Could I do otherwise?”

“I appeal to the Duke, then. Is it your Grace’s opinion that a husband should of necessity take upon himself the properties of a dragon?”

Even that wretched young man would not stand by an old friend.

“I am not going to be drawn into an argument with you,” he said. “If Lady Hatteras calls you a dragon, then a dragon you must remain until the end of the chapter, so far as I am concerned.”

“Phyllis is always right,” answered Miss Trevor unblushingly.

“I give in,” I said in mock despair. “If you are all against me, I am undone.”

It was a beautiful moonlight night when we rose from dinner, and it was arranged that our last evening in Rome should be spent in a visit to the Colosseum. A carriage was immediately ordered, and when the ladies had wrapped themselves up warmly we set off. To those unfortunate individuals who have not had an opportunity of visiting that ancient structure, I can only justify my incompetency by saying that it would be well-nigh impossible to furnish a description that would give them an adequate idea of the feeling of awe it inspires in one. By moonlight it presents a picture that for solemn grandeur is, to my thinking, without its equal in the world. Pompeii by moonlight suggests reflections. The great square of St. Mark’s in Venice seen by the same mellow light is a sight never to be forgotten; but in my humble opinion the Colosseum eclipses them all. We entered it and stood in the great ring looking up at the tiers of seats, and recalling its Past. The Dean was profoundly impressed, and spoke of the men who had given up their lives in martyrdom within those great walls.

“How many of the crowd gathered here to witness the agony of the tortured Christians,” he said, “believed that the very religion which they so heartily despised was destined to sway the world, and to see the mighty Colosseum and the mightier Power that built it, a ruin? It is a wonderful thought.”

After the Dean’s speech we crossed to a spot where a better view was obtainable. It was only then that we discovered that the Duke and Miss Trevor were not of our party. When, however, it was time to return they emerged from the shadow and followed us out. Both were unusually silent, and my wife, putting two and two together in her own fashion, came to the conclusion that they had quarrelled. When, later on, the Duke and I were alone together, and the ladies and the Dean had retired to their respective rooms, I was about to take him to task when he stopped me.

“Dick, old man,” he said with a solemnity that could not have been greater had he been telling me of some great tragedy, “I want you to give me your congratulations. Miss Trevor has consented to become my wife.”

I was so surprised that I scarcely knew what to do or say.

“Good gracious, man! — then why are you so downcast?” I replied. “I had made up my mind that she had refused you!”

“I am far from being downcast,” he said as solemnly as before. “I am the happiest man in the world. Can’t you understand how I feel? Somehow — now that it is over, and I have won her — it seems so great a thing that it almost overwhelms me. You don’t know, Dick, how proud I am that she should have taken me!”

“And so you ought to be,” I said enthusiastically. “You’ll have a splendid wife, and I know you’ll make a good husband.”

“I don’t deserve it, Dick,” he continued in humiliating self-abasement. “She is too good for me, much too good.”

“I remember that I said the same thing myself,” I replied. “Come to me in five years’ time and let me hear what you have to say then.”

“Confound you,” he answered; “why do you talk like that?”

“Because it’s the way of the world, my lad,” I answered. “But there, you’ll learn all for yourself soon enough. Now let me order a whisky-and-potash for you, and then off you go to bed.”

“A whisky-and-potash?” he cried, with horror depicted on his face. “Do you think I’m going to drink whisky on the night that she has accepted me? You must be mad.”

“Well, have your own way,” I answered. “For my own part, I have no such scruples. I have been married too long.”

I rang the bell, and, when my refreshment was brought to me, drank it slowly, as became a philosopher.

It would appear that Miss Trevor had already told my wife, for I was destined to listen to a considerable amount of information concerning it before I was allowed to close my eyes that night.

“I always said that they were suited to each other,” she observed. “She will make an ideal Duchess, and I think he may consider himself a very lucky fellow. What did he say about it?”

“He admitted that he was not nearly good enough for her.”

“That was nice of him. And what did you say?”

“I told him to come to me in five years’ time and let me hear what he had to say then,” I answered with a yawn.

I had an idea that I should get into trouble over that remark, and I was not mistaken. I was told that it was an unfeeling thing to have said, that it was not the sort of idea to put into a young man’s head at such a time, and that if every one had such a good wife as some other people she could name, they would have reason to thank their good fortune.

“If I am not mistaken, you told me you were not good enough for me when I accepted you,” she retorted. “What do you say now?”

“Exactly what I said then,” I answered diplomatically. “I am not good enough for you. You should have married the Dean.”

“Don’t be absurd. The Dean is a dear old thing, but is old enough to be my father.”

“He will be Glenbarth’s father-in-law directly,” I said with a chuckle, “and then that young man will have to drink his claret and listen to his sermons. In consideration of that I will forgive him all his sins against me.”

Then I fell asleep, to dream that I was a rival of St. George chasing a dragon over the seats of the Colosseum; to find, when I had run him to earth, that he had assumed human shape, and was no other than my old friend the Dean of Bedminster.

Next morning the young couple’s behaviour at breakfast was circumspection itself. The worthy old Dean ate his breakfast unconscious of the shell that was to be dropped into his camp an hour later, while my wife purred approval over the teapot. Meanwhile I wondered what Nikola would have to say when he heard of the engagement. After the meal was over we left the Duke and Dean together. Somehow, I don’t think Glenbarth was exactly at his ease, but when he reappeared half-an-hour later and shook me by the hand, he vowed that the old gentleman was the biggest trump in the world, and that I was the next. From this I gathered that the matter had been satisfactorily settled, and that, so far as parental consent was concerned, Miss Gertrude Trevor was likely to become the Duchess of Glenbarth without any unnecessary delay. Though there was not much time to spare before our train started, there was still sufficient for the lovers to make a journey to the Piazza di Trevi, where a magnificent diamond ring was purchased to celebrate the engagement. A bracelet that would have made any woman’s mouth water was also dedicated to the same purpose. A memorial bracelet on the Etruscan model was next purchased for my wife, and was handed to her later on by her grateful friends.

“You did so much for us,” said the Duke simply, when Miss Trevor made the presentation.

My lady thereupon kissed Miss Trevor and thanked the Duke, while I looked on in amazement.

“Come, now,” I said, “I call that scarcely fair. Is the poor dragon to receive nothing? I was under the impression that I had done more than any one to bring about this happy result.”

“You shall have our gratitude,” Miss Trevor replied. “That would be so nice, wouldn’t it?”

“We’ll see what the Duke says in five years,” I answered, and with this Parthian shot I left them.

Next morning we reached Venice. The journey had been a very pleasant one, but I must say that I was not sorry when it was over. The picture of two young lovers, gazing with devotion into each other’s eyes hour after hour, is apt to pall upon one. We had left Mestre behind us, and were approaching the bridge I have described before as connecting Venice with the mainland, when I noticed that Gertrude Trevor had suddenly become silent and preoccupied. She had a headache, she declared to my wife, but thought it would soon pass off. On reaching the railway-station we chartered a barca to take us to our hotel. When we reached it, Galaghetti was on the steps to receive us. His honest face beamed with satisfaction, and the compliments he paid my wife when she set foot upon the steps, were such as to cover her with confusion. I directed my party to go up-stairs, and then drew the old man on one side.

“Don Josè de Martinos?” I asked, knowing that it was sufficient merely to mention his name.

“He is gone, my lord,” Galaghetti replied. “Since he was a friend of yours, I am sorry I could keep him no longer. Perhaps your lordship does not know that he has gambled all his money away, and that he has not even enough left to discharge his indebtedness to me.”

“I certainly did not know it,” I replied. “And I am sorry to hear it. Where is he now?”

“I could not say,” Galaghetti replied. “But doubtless I could find out if your lordship desires to know.”

“You need not do that,” I answered. “I merely asked out of curiosity. Don Martinos was no friend of mine.”

Then, bidding him good-day, I made my way up-stairs, turning over in my mind what I had heard. I was not at all surprised to hear that the Don had come to grief, though I had not expected that the catastrophe would happen in so short a time. It was satisfactory to know, however, that in all probability he would never trouble us again.

That afternoon, according to custom, we spent an hour at Florian’s café. The Duke and Gertrude strolled up and down, while my wife drew my attention to their happiness. I had on several occasions sang Glenbarth’s praises to the Dean, and as a result the old gentleman was charmed with his future son-in-law, and seemed to think that the summit of his ambition had been achieved. During our sojourn on the piazza I kept my eyes open, for I was in hopes of seeing Nikola, but I saw nothing of him. If I was not successful in that way, however, I was more so in another. I had found a budget of letters awaiting me on my return from Rome, and as two of them necessitated my sending telegrams to England, I allowed the rest of the party to return to hotel by boat, while I made my way to the telegraph-office. Having sent them off, I walked on to the Rio del Barcaroli, engaged a gondola there, and was about to step into it, when I became aware of a man watching me. He proved to be none other than the Spaniard, Don Martinos, but so great was the change in him that for a moment I scarcely recognized him. Though only a fortnight had elapsed since I had last seen him, he had shrunk to what was only a shadow of his former self. His face was of a pasty, fishy whiteness, and his eyes had a light in them that I had not seen there before. For the moment I thought he had been drinking, and that his unnatural appearance was the result. Remembering his murderous intention on the morning of the frustrated duel, I felt inclined not to speak to him. My pity, however, got the better of me, and I bade him good-day. He did not return my salutation, however, but looked at me as if I were some one he had seen before, but could not remember where. I then addressed him by name.

In reply he beckoned to me to follow him out of earshot of the gondolier.

“I cannot remember your name,” he said, gripping me by the arm, “but I know that I have met you before. I cannot remember anything now because — because — —” Here he paused and put his hand to his forehead as if he were in pain. I endeavoured to make him understand who I was, but without success. He shook his head and looked at me, talking for a moment in Italian, then in Spanish, with interludes of English. A more pitiable condition for a man to get into could scarcely be imagined. At last I tried him with a question I thought might have some effect upon him.

“Have you met Doctor Nikola lately?” I inquired.

The effect it produced upon him was instantaneous. He shrunk from me as if he had been struck, and, leaning against the wall of the house behind him, trembled like an aspen leaf. For a man usually so self-assertive — one might almost say so aggressive — here was a terrible change. I was more than ever at a loss to account for it. He was the last man I should have thought would have been taken in such a way.

“Don’t tell him; you must not tell him, promise me that you will not do so,” he whispered in English. “He would punish me if he knew, and — and — —” Here he fell to whimpering like a child who feared chastisement. It was not a pretty exhibition, and I was more shocked by it than I can say. At this juncture I remembered the fact that he was without means, and as my heart had been touched by his pathetic condition, I was anxious to render him such assistance as was in my power. For this reason I endeavoured to press a loan upon him, telling him that he could repay me when things brightened.

“No, no,” he answered, with a flash of his old spirit; then he added in a whisper, “He would know of it!”

“Who would know of it?” I asked.

“Doctor Nikola,” he answered. Then laying his hand upon my arm again, and placing his mouth close to my ear as if he were anxious to make sure that no one else should hear, he went on, “I would rather die of starvation in the streets than fall into his hands. Look at me,” he continued, after a moment’s pause. “Look what I am! I tell you he has got me body and soul. I cannot escape from him. I have no will but his, and he is killing me inch by inch. I have tried to escape, but it is impossible. If I were on the other side of the world and he wanted me I should be obliged to come.” Then with another change as swift as thought he began to defy Nikola, vowing that he would go away, and that nothing should ever induce him to see him again. But a moment later he was back in his old condition once more.

“Farewell, Senor,” he whispered. “I must be going. There is no time to lose. He is awaiting me.”

“But you have not told me where you are living now?”

“Cannot you guess?” he answered, still in the same curious voice. “My home is the Palace Revecce in the Rio del Consiglio.”

Here was surprise indeed! The Don had gone to live with Nikola. Was it kindness that had induced the latter to take him in? If not, what were his reasons for so doing?


CHAPTER XII
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AS MAY BE supposed my meeting with the Don afforded me abundant food for reflection. Was it true, as he had said, that in his hour of distress Nikola had afforded him an asylum? and if so, why was the latter doing so? I knew Nikola too well by this time to doubt that he had some good and sufficient reason for his action. Lurking at the back of my mind was a hideous suspicion that, although I tried my hardest not to think of it, would not allow itself to be banished altogether. I could not but remember the story Nikola had told me on that eventful evening concerning his early life, and the chance remark he had let fall one day that he knew more about the man, Don Martinos, than I supposed, only tended to confirm it. If that were so, and he still cherished, as I had not the least doubt he did — for Nikola was one who never forgave or forgot, — the same undying hatred and desire for vengeance against his old enemy, the son of his mother’s betrayer, then there was — but here I was compelled to stop. I could not go on. The death-like face of the man I had just left rose before my mind’s eye like an accusing angel, whereupon I made a resolution that I would think no more of him nor would I say anything to any member of our party concerning my meeting with him that afternoon. It is superfluous to remark that the latter resolve was more easily kept than the former.

The first dinner in Venice after our return was far from being a success. Miss Gertrude’s headache, instead of leaving her, had become so bad that she was compelled to go forthwith to bed, leaving Glenbarth in despair, and the rest of our party as low-spirited as possible. Next morning she declared she was a little better, though she complained of having passed a wretched night.

“I had such horrible dreams,” she told my wife, “that when I woke up I scarcely dared close my eyes again.”

“I cannot remember quite what she said she dreamt,” said Phyllis when she told me the story; “but I know that it had something to do with Doctor Nikola and his dreadful house, and that it frightened her terribly.”

The girl certainly looked pale and haggard, and not a bit like the happy creature who had stepped into the train at Rome.

“Heaven grant that there is not more trouble ahead,” I said to myself, as I smoked my pipe and thought over the matter. “I am beginning to wish we had not come to Venice at all. In that case we should not have seen Nikola or the Don, Miss Trevor would not have been in this state, and I should not have been haunted day and night with this horrible suspicion of foul play.”

It was no use, however, talking of what might or might not have happened. It was sufficient that the things I have narrated had come to pass, and I must endeavour to derive what satisfaction I could from the reflection that I had done all that was possible under the circumstances.

On the day following our return to Venice, the Dean of Bedminster set off for England. I fancy he was sorry to go, and of one thing I am quite sure, and that was that we regretted losing him. It was arranged that, as soon as we returned to England, we should pay him a visit at Bedminster, and that the Duke should accompany us. Transparently honest though he was in all things, I fancy the old gentleman had a touch of vanity in his composition, and I could quite understand that he would be anxious to show off his future son-in-law before the society of his quiet cathedral town.

On the night following his departure, I had the most terrible dream I have had in my life. Though some time has elapsed since then, I can still recall the fright it gave me. My wife declares that she could see the effect of it upon my face for more than a day afterwards. But this, I think, is going a little too far. I am willing, however, to admit that it made a very great impression upon me at the time — the more so for the reason that it touched my thought, and I was quite at a loss to understand it. It was night, I remember, and I had just entered the Palace Revecce. I must have been invisible, for, though I stood in the room with Nikola, he did not appear to be aware of my presence. As usual he was at work upon some of his chemical experiments. Then I looked at his face, and saw that it wore an expression that I had never seen there before. I can describe it best by saying that it was one of absolute cruelty, unrelieved by even the smallest gleam of pity. And yet it was not cruelty in the accepted meaning of the word, so much as an overwhelming desire to punish and avenge. I am quite aware, on reading over what I have just written, that my inability to convey the exact impression renders my meaning obscure. Yet I can do no more. It was a look beyond the power of my pen to describe. Presently he put down the glass he held in his hand, and looked up with his head a little on one side, as if he were listening for some sound in the adjoining room. There was a shuffling footstep in the corridor outside, and then the door opened and there entered a figure so awful that I shrank back from it appalled. It was Don Martinos, and yet it was not the Don. The face and the height were perhaps the same, but the man himself was — oh, so different. On seeing Nikola he shambled forward, rather than walked, and dropped in a heap at his feet, clutching at his knees, and making a feeble whining noise, not unlike that of an animal in pain.

“Get up,” said Nikola sternly, and as he said it he pointed to a couch on the further side of the room.
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“He crawled upon the floor like a dog.”

The man went and stretched himself out upon it as if in obedience to some unspoken command. Nikola followed him, and having exposed the other’s chest, took from the table what looked like a hypodermic syringe, filled it from one of the graduated glasses upon the table, and injected the contents beneath the prostrate man’s skin. An immediate and violent fit of trembling was the result, followed by awful contortions of the face. Then suddenly he stiffened himself out and lay like one dead. Taking his watch from his pocket Nikola made a careful note of the time. So vivid was my dream that I can even remember hearing the ticking of the watch. Minute after minute went by, until at last the Don opened his eyes. Then I realized that the man was no longer a human being, but an animal. He uttered horrible noises in his throat, that were not unlike the short, sharp bark of a wolf, and when Nikola bade him move he crawled upon the floor like a dog. After that he retreated to a corner, where he crouched and glowered upon his master, as if he were prepared at any moment to spring upon him and drag him down. As one throws a bone to a dog so did Nikola toss him food. He devoured it ravenously, as would a starving cur. There was foam at the corners of his mouth, and the light of madness in his eyes. Nikola returned to the table and began to pour some liquid into a glass. So busily occupied was he, that he did not see the thing, I cannot call it a man, in the corner, get on to his feet. He had taken up a small tube and was stirring the contents of the glass with it, when the other was less than a couple of feet from him. I tried to warn him of his danger, only to find that I could not utter a word. Then the object sprang upon him and clawed at his throat. He turned, and, a moment later, the madman was lying, whining feebly, upon the floor, and Nikola was wiping the blood from a scratch on the left-hand side of his throat. At that moment I awoke to find myself sitting up in bed, with the perspiration streaming down my face.

“I have had such an awful dream!” I said, in answer to my wife’s startled inquiry as to what was the matter. “I don’t know that I have ever been so frightened before.”

“You are trembling now,” said my wife. “Try not to think of it, dear. Remember it was only a dream.”

That it was something more than a mere dream I felt certain. It was so complete and dovetailed so exactly with my horrible suspicions that I could not altogether consign it to the realms of fancy. Fearing a repetition if I attempted to go to sleep again, I switched on the electric light and endeavoured to interest myself in a book, but it was of no use. The face of the poor brute I had seen crouching in the corner haunted me continually, and would not be dispelled. Never in my life before had I been so thankful to see the dawn. At breakfast my wife commented upon my dream. Miss Trevor, however, said nothing. She became quieter and more distracted every day. Towards the evening Glenbarth spoke to me concerning her.

“I don’t know what to make of it all,” he said anxiously. “She assures me that she is perfectly well and happy, but seeing the condition she is in, I can scarcely believe that. It is as much as I can do to get a word out of her. If I didn’t know that she loves me I should begin to imagine that she regretted having promised to be my wife.”

“I don’t think you need be afraid of that,” I answered. “One has only to look at her face to see how deeply attached she is to you. The truth of the whole matter is, my dear fellow, I have come to the conclusion that we have had enough of Venice. Nikola is at the bottom of our troubles, and the sooner we see the last of him the better it will be for all parties concerned.”

“Hear, hear, to that,” he answered fervently. “Deeply grateful though I am to him for what he did when Gertrude was ill, I can honestly say that I never want to see him again.”

At luncheon that day I accordingly broached the subject of our return to England. It was received by my wife and the Duke with unfeigned satisfaction, and by Miss Trevor with what appeared to be approval. It struck me, however, that she did not seem so anxious to leave as I expected she would be. This somewhat puzzled me, but I was not destined to remain very long in ignorance of the reason.

That afternoon I happened to be left alone with her for some little time. We talked for a while on a variety of topics, but I could see all the time that there was something she was desirous of saying to me, though she could not quite make up her mind how to commence. At last she rose, and crossing the room took a chair by my side.

“Sir Richard, I am going to ask a favour of you,” she said, with a far-away look in her eyes.

“Let me assure you that it is granted before you ask it,” I replied. “Will you tell me what it is?”

“It may appear strange to you,” she said, “but I have a conviction, absurd, superstitious, or whatever you may term it, that some great misfortune will befall me if I leave Venice just yet. I am not my own mistress, and must stay. I want you to arrange it.”

This was a nice sort of shell to have dropped into one’s camp, particularly at such a time and under such circumstances, and I scarcely knew what reply to make.

“But what possible misfortune could befall you?” I asked.

“I cannot say,” she replied. “I am only certain that I must remain for a little while longer. You can have no idea what I have suffered lately. Bear with me, Sir Richard.” Here she lifted a face of piteous entreaty to me, which I was powerless to resist, adding, “I implore you not to be angry with me.”

“Is it likely that I should be angry with you, Miss Gertrude?” I replied. “Why should I be? If you really desire to remain for a little longer there is nothing to prevent it. But you must not allow yourself to become ill again. Believe me it is only your imagination that is playing tricks with you.”

“Ah! you do not know everything,” she answered. “Every night I have such terrible dreams that I have come to dread going to bed.”

I thought of my own dream on the previous night, and could well understand how she felt. After her last remark she was silent for some moments. That there was something still to come, I could see, but what it was I had no more idea than a child. At last she spoke.

“Sir Richard,” she said, “would you mind very much if I were to ask you a most important question? I scarcely like to do so, but I know that you are my friend, and that you will give me good advice.”

“I will endeavour to do so,” I replied. “What is the question you wish to ask me?”

“It is about my engagement,” she replied. “You know how good and unselfish the Duke is, and how truly he believes in me. I could not bear to bring trouble upon him, but in love there should be no secrets — nothing should be hidden one from the other. Yet I feel that I am hiding so much — can you understand what I mean?”

“In a great measure,” I answered, “but I should like to do so thoroughly. Miss Gertrude, if I may hazard a guess, I should say that you have been dreaming about Doctor Nikola again?”

“Yes,” she answered after a moment’s hesitation. “Absurd though it may be, I can think of no one else. He weighs upon my spirits like lead, and yet I know that I should be grateful to him for all he did for me when I was so ill. But for him I should not be alive now.”

“I am afraid that you have been allowing the thought of your recent danger to lie too heavily upon your mind,” I continued. “Remember that this is the nineteenth century, and that there are no such things as you think Nikola would have you believe.”

“When I know that there are?” she asked, looking at me reproachfully. “Ah, Sir Richard,” she continued, “if you knew all that I do you would pity me. But no one will ever know, and I cannot tell them. But one thing is quite certain. I must stay in Venice for the present — happen what may. Something tells me so, day and night. And when I think of the Duke my heart well-nigh breaks for fear I should bring trouble upon him.”

I did my best to comfort her; promised that if she really desired to remain in Venice I would arrange it for her, and by so doing committed myself to a policy that I very well knew, when I came to consider it later, was not expedient, and very far from being judicious. Regarded seriously in a sober commonplace light, the whole affair seems too absurd, and yet at the time nothing could possibly have been more real or earnest. When she had heard me out, she thanked me very prettily for the interest I had taken, and then with a little sigh, that went to my heart, left the room. Later in the afternoon I broke the news to my wife, and told her of the promise I had given Gertrude.

“But what does it all mean, Dick?” she asked, looking at me with startled eyes. “What is it she fears will happen if she goes away from Venice?”

“That is what I cannot get her to say,” I replied. “Indeed I am not altogether certain that she knows herself. It’s a most perplexing business, and I wish to goodness I had never had anything to do with it. The better plan, I think, would be to humour her, keep her as cheerful as we can, and when the proper time arrives, get her away from Venice and home to England as quickly as we can.”

My wife agreed with me on this point, and our course of action was thereupon settled.

Later in the afternoon I made a resolution. My own suspicions concerning the wretched Martinos were growing so intolerable that I could bear them no longer. The memory of the dream I had had on the previous night was never absent from my thoughts, and I felt that unless I could set matters right once and for all, and convince myself that they were not as I suspected with Anstruther’s friend, I should be unable to close my eyes when next I went to bed. For this reason I determined to set off to the Palace Revecce at once, and to have an interview with Nikola in the hope of being able to extort some information from him.

“Perhaps after all,” I argued, “I am worrying myself unnecessarily. There may be no connection between Martinos and that South American.”

I determined, however, to set the matter at rest that afternoon. Accordingly at four o’clock I made an excuse and departed for the Rio del Consiglio.

It was a dark, cloudy afternoon, and the house, as I approached it, looked drearier, if such a thing were possible, than I had ever seen it. I disembarked from my gondola at the steps, and having bade the man wait for me, which he did on the other side of the street, I rang the bell. The same old servant whom I remembered having seen on a previous occasion answered it, and informed me that his master was not at home, but that he expected him every minute. I determined to wait for him and ascended the stairs to his room. The windows were open, and from where I stood I could watch the gondolier placidly eating his bread and onions on the other side of the street. So far as I could see there was no change in the room itself. The centre table as usual was littered with papers and books, that near the window was covered with chemical apparatus, while the old black cat was fast asleep upon the couch on the other side. The oriental rug, described in another place, covered the ominous trap-door so that no portion of it could be seen. I was still standing at the window looking down upon the canal below, when the door at the further end softly opened and a face looked in at me. Good heavens! I can even now feel the horror which swept over me. It was the countenance of Don Martinos, but so changed, even from what it had been when I had seen him in the Rio del Barcaroli, that I scarcely recognized it. It was like the face of an animal and of a madman, if such could be combined. He looked at me and then withdrew, closing the door behind him, only to re-open it a few moments later. Having apparently made sure that I was alone, he crept in, and, crossing the room, approached me. For a moment I was at a loss how to act. I was not afraid that the poor wretch might do me any mischief, but my whole being shrank from him with a physical revulsion beyond all description in words. I can understand now something of the dislike my wife and the Duke declared they entertained for him. On tip-toe, with his finger to his lips, as if to enjoin silence, he crept towards me, muttering something in Spanish that I could not understand; then in English he continued — 

“Hush, Senor, cannot you see them?”

He pointed his hand in various directions as if he could see the figures of men and women moving about the apartment. Once he bowed low as if to some imaginary dignitary, drawing back at the same time, as if to permit him to pass. Then turning to me he continued, “Do you know who that is? No! Then I will tell you. Senor, that is the most noble Admiral Revecce, the owner of this house.”

Then for a short time he stood silent, picking feebly at his fingers and regarding me ever and anon from the corner of his eye. Suddenly there was a sharp quick step in the corridor outside, the handle of the door turned, and Nikola entered the room. As his glance fell upon the wretched being at my side a look not unlike that I had seen in my dream flashed into his countenance. It was gone again, however, as suddenly as it had come, and he was advancing to greet me with all his old politeness. It was then that the folly of my errand was borne in upon me. Even if my suspicions were correct what could I do, and what chance could I hope to have of being able to induce Nikola to confide in me? Meanwhile he had pointed to the door, and Martinos, trembling in every limb, was slinking towards it like a whipped hound. At that moment I made a discovery that I confess came near to depriving me of my presence of mind altogether. You can judge of its value for yourself when I say, that extending to the lobe of Nikola’s left ear half-way down and across his throat was a newly-made scar, just such an one, in fact, as would be made by a hand with sharp finger-nails clutching at it. Could my dream have been true, after all?

“I cannot tell you how delighted I am to see you, my dear Sir Richard,” said Nikola as he seated himself. “I understood that you had returned to Venice.”

Having out-grown the desire to learn how Nikola had become aware of anything, I merely agreed that we had returned, and then took the chair he offered me.

When all the circumstances are taken into consideration, I really think that that moment was certainly the most embarrassing of my life. Nikola’s eyes were fixed steadily upon mine, and I could see in them what was almost an expression of malicious amusement. As usual he was making capital out of my awkwardness, and as I knew that I could do no good, I felt that there was nothing for it but for me to submit. Then the miserable Spaniard’s face rose before my mind’s eye, and I felt that I could not abandon him, without an effort, to what I knew would be his fate. Nikola brought me up to the mark even quicker than I expected.

“It is very plain,” he said, with a satirical smile playing round his thin lips, “that you have come with the intention of saying something important to me. What is it?”

At this I rose from my chair and went across the room to where he was sitting. Placing my hand upon his shoulder I looked down into his face, took courage, and began.

“Doctor Nikola,” I said, “you and I have known each other for many years now. We have seen some strange things together, one of us perhaps less willingly than the other. But I venture to think, however, that we have never stood on stranger or more dangerous ground than we do to-night.”

“I am afraid I am scarcely able to follow your meaning,” he replied.

I knew that this was not the case, but I was equally convinced that to argue the question with him would be worse than useless.

“Do you remember the night on which you told me that story concerning the woman who lived in this house, who was betrayed by the Spaniard, and who died on that Spanish island?” I asked.

He rose hurriedly from his chair and went to the window. I heard him catch his breath, and knew that I had moved him at last.

“What of it?” he inquired, turning on me sharply as he spoke.

“Only that I have come to see you concerning the dénouement of that story,” I answered. “I have come because I cannot possibly stay away. You have no idea how deeply I have been thinking over this matter. Do you think I cannot see through it and read between the lines? You told it to me because in some inscrutable fashion of your own you had become aware that Don Martinos would bring a letter of introduction to me from my friend Anstruther. Remember it was I who introduced him to you! Do you think that I did not notice the expression that came into your face whenever you looked at him? Later my suspicions were aroused. The Don was a Spaniard, he was rich, and he had made the mistake of admitting that while he had been in Chili he had never been in Equinata. You persuaded me to bring him to this house, and here you obtained your first influence over him.”

“My dear Hatteras,” said Nikola, “you are presupposing a great deal. And you get beyond my depth. Don’t you think it would be wiser if you were to stick to plain facts?”

“My suppositions are stronger than my facts,” I answered. “You laid yourself out to meet him, and your influence over him became greater every day. It could be seen in his face. He was fascinated, and could not escape. Then he began to gamble, and found his money slipping through his fingers like water through a sieve.”

“You have come to the conclusion, then, that I am responsible for that also?”

“I do not say that it was your doing exactly,” I said, gathering courage from the calmness of his manner and the attention he was giving me. “But it fits in too well with the whole scheme to free you entirely from responsibility. Then look at the change that began to come over the man himself. His faculties were leaving him one by one, being wiped out, just as a school-boy wipes his lesson from a slate. If he had been an old man I should have said that it was the commencement of his second childhood; but he is still a comparatively young man.”

“You forget that while he had been gambling he had also been drinking heavily. May not debauchery tell its own tale?”

“It is not debauchery that has brought about this terrible change. Who knows that better than yourself? After the duel, which you providentially prevented, we went to Rome for a fortnight. On the afternoon of our return I met him near the telegraph-office. At first glance I scarcely recognized him, so terrible was the change in his appearance. If ever a poor wretch was on the verge of idiotcy he was that one. Moreover, he informed me that he was living with you. Why should the fact that he was so doing produce such a result? I cannot say! I dare not try to understand it! But, for pity’s sake, Nikola, by all you hold dear I implore you to solve the riddle. Last night I had a dream!”

“You are perhaps a believer in dreams?” he remarked very quietly, as if the question scarcely interested him.

“This dream was of a description such as I have never had in my life before,” I answered, disregarding the sneer, and then told it to him, increasing rather than lessening the abominable details. He heard me out without moving a muscle of his face, and it was only when I had reached the climax and paused that he spoke.

“This is a strange rigmarole you tell me,” he said. “Fortunately you confess that it was only a dream.”

“Doctor Nikola,” I cried, “it was more than a dream. To prove it, let me ask you how you received that long scratch that shows upon your neck and throat?”

I pointed my finger at it, but Nikola returned my gaze still without a flicker of his eyelids.

“What if I do admit it?” he began. “What if your dream were correct? What difference would it make?”

I looked at him in amazement. To tell the truth I was more astonished by his admission of the correctness of my suspicions than I should have been had he denied them altogether. As it was, I was too much overcome to be able to answer him for a few moments.

“Come,” he said, “answer my question. What if I do admit the truth of all you say?”

“You confess then that the whole business has been one long scheme to entrap this wretched man, and to get him into your power?”

“’Tis,” he answered, still keeping his eyes fixed upon me. “You see I am candid! Go on!”

My brain began to reel under the strain placed upon it. Since he had owned to it, what was I to do? What could I say?

“Sir Richard Hatteras,” said Nikola, approaching a little nearer to me, resting one hand upon the table and speaking very impressively, “I wonder if it has struck you that you are a brave man to come to me to-day and to say this to me? In the whole circle of the men I know I may declare with truth that I am not aware of one other who would do so much. What is this man to you that you should befriend him? He would have robbed you of your dearest friend without a second thought, as he would rob you of your wife if the idea occurred to him. He is without bowels of compassion; the blood of thousands stains his hands and cries aloud for vengeance. He is a fugitive from justice, a thief, a liar, and a traitor to the country he swore to govern as an honest man. On a certain little island on the other side of the world there is a lonely churchyard, and in that churchyard a still lonelier grave. In it lies the body of a woman — my mother. In this very room that woman was betrayed by his father. So in this room also shall that betrayal be avenged. I have waited all my life; the opportunity has been long in coming. Now, however, it has arrived, and I am decreed by Fate to be the instrument of Vengeance!”

I am a tall man, but as he said this Nikola seemed to tower over me, his face set hard as a rock, his eyes blazing like living coals, and his voice trembling under the influence of his passion. Little by little I was growing to think as he did, and to look upon Martinos as he saw him.

“But this cannot go — it cannot go on,” I repeated, in a last feeble protest against the horror of the thing. “Surely you could not find it in your heart to treat a fellow-creature so?”

“He is no fellow-creature of yours or mine,” Nikola retorted sternly, as if he were rebuking a childish mistake. “Would you call the man who shot down those innocent young men of Equinata, before their mothers’ eyes, a fellow-creature? Is it possible that the son of the man who so cruelly wronged and betrayed the trusting woman he first saw in this room, who led her across the seas to desert her, and to send her to her grave, could be called a man? I will give you one more instance of his barbarity.”

So saying, he threw off the black velvet coat he was wearing, and drawing up his right shirt-sleeve, bade me examine his arm. I saw that from the shoulder to the elbow it was covered with the scars of old wounds, strange white marks, in pairs, and each about half-an-inch long.

“Those scars,” he went on, “were made by his orders, and with hot pincers, when I was a boy. And as his negro servants made them he laughed and taunted me with my mother’s shame. No! No! This is no man — rather a dangerous animal, that were best out of the way. It has been told me that you and I shall only meet twice more. Let those meetings lead you to think better of me. The time is not far distant when I must leave the world! When that hour arrives there is a lonely monastery in a range of eastern mountains, upon which no Englishman has ever set his foot. Of that monastery I shall become an inmate. No one outside its walls will ever look upon my face again. There I shall work out my Destiny, and, if I have sinned, be sure I shall receive my punishment at those hands that alone can bestow it. Now leave me!”

God help me for the coward I am, but the fact remains that I left him without another word.


CHAPTER XIII
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IF I WERE offered my heart’s desire in return for so doing, I could not tell you how I got home after my interview with Nikola at the Palace Revecce. I was unconscious of everything save that I had gone to Nikola’s house in the hope of being able to save the life of a man, whom I had the best of reasons for hating, and that at the last moment I had turned coward and fled the field. No humiliation could have been more complete. Nikola had won a victory, and I knew it, and despaired of retrieving it. On reaching the hotel I was about to disembark from my gondola, when a voice hailed me from another craft, proceeding in the direction I had come.

“Dick Hatteras, as I’m a sinner!” it cried. “Don’t you know me, Dick?”

I turned to see a face I well remembered smiling at me from the gondola. I immediately bade my own man put me out into the stream, which he did, and presently the two gondolas lay side by side. The man who had hailed me was none other than George Beckworth, a Queensland sugar-planter, with whom I had been on terms of the most intimate friendship in bygone days. And as there was a lady seated beside him, I derived the impression that he had married since I had last seen him.

“This is indeed a surprise,” he said, as we shook hands. “By the way, let me introduce you to my wife, Dick.” He said this with all the pride of a newly-married man. “My dear, this is my old friend, Dick Hatteras, of whom I have so often spoken to you. What are you doing in Venice, Dick?”

“I have my wife and some friends travelling with me,” I answered. “We are staying at Galaghetti’s hotel yonder. Cannot you and your wife dine with us to-night?”

“Impossible, I am afraid,” he answered. “We sail to-night in the P. and O. boat. Won’t you come and dine with us?”

“That is equally impossible,” I replied. “We have friends with us. But I should like to see something more of you before you go, and if you will allow me I’ll run down after dinner for a chat about old times.”

“I shall be delighted,” he answered. “Be sure that you do not forget it.”

Having assured him that I would not permit it to escape my memory, I bade him “good-bye,” and then returned to my hotel. A more fortunate meeting could scarcely have occurred, for now I was furnished with an excellent excuse for leaving my party, and for being alone for a time. Once more I felt that I was a coward for not daring to face my fellow-men. Under the circumstances, however, I knew that it was impossible. I could no more have spent the evening listening to Glenbarth’s happy laughter than I could have jumped the Grand Canal. For the time being the society of my fellow-creatures was absolutely distasteful to me. On ascending to my rooms I discovered my wife and the Duke in the drawing-room, and was informed by the latter that Miss Trevor had again been compelled to retire to her room with a severe headache.

“In that case I am afraid you will only be a small party for dinner,” I said. “I am going to ask you to excuse me. You have often heard me speak, my dear, of George Beckworth, the Queensland sugar-planter, with whom I used to be on such friendly terms in the old days?”

My wife admitted that she remembered hearing me speak of the gentleman in question.

“Well, he is in Venice,” I replied, “and he sails to-night by the P. and O. boat for Colombo. As it is the last time I shall be likely to see him for many years, I feel sure you will not mind my accepting his invitation?”

“Of course not, if the Duke will excuse you,” she said, and, when the question was put to him, Glenbarth willingly consented to do so.

I accordingly went to my room to make my toilet. Then, having bade my wife “good-bye,” I chartered a gondola and ordered the man to row me to the piazza of Saint Mark. Thence I set off for a walk through the city, caring little in which way I went. It was growing dark by this time, and I knew there was little chance of my being recognized, or of my recognizing any one else. All the time, however, my memory was haunted by the recollection of that room at the Palace Revecce, and of what was in all probability going on in it. My gorge rose at the idea — all my manhood revolted from it. A loathing of Nikola, such as I had never known before, was succeeded by a deathly chill, as I realized how impotent I was to avert the catastrophe. What could I do? To have attempted to stay him in his course would have been worse than useless, while to have appealed to the Authorities would only have had the effect of putting myself in direct opposition to him, and who knew what would happen then? I looked at it from another point of view. Why should I be so anxious to interfere on the wretched Spaniard’s behalf? I had seen his murderous intention on the morning of the frustrated duel; I had heard from Nikola of the assassination of those unfortunate lads in Equinata; moreover, I was well aware that he was a thief, and also a traitor to his country. Why should he not be punished as he deserved, and why should not Nikola be his executioner? I endeavoured to convince myself that this was only fit and proper retribution, but this argument was no more successful than the last had been.

Arguing in this way I walked on and on, turning to right or left, just as the fancy took me. Presently I found myself in a portion of the town into which I had never hitherto penetrated. At the moment of which I am about to write, I was standing in a narrow lane, paved with large stones, having high dismal houses on either hand. Suddenly an old man turned the corner and approached me. As he passed, I saw his face, and recognized an individual to whom Nikola had spoken in the little church on that memorable evening when he had taken us on a tour of inspection through the city. He was visibly agitated, and was moreover in hot haste. For some reason that I cannot explain, nor, I suppose, shall I ever be able to do so, an intense desire to follow him took possession of me. It must have been more than a desire, for I felt that I must go with him whether I wished to or not. I accordingly dived into the house after him, and followed him along the passage and up the rickety flight of stairs that ascended from it. Having attained one floor we continued our ascent; the sounds of voices reached us from the different rooms, but we saw no one. On the second landing the old man paused before a door, opened it very softly, and entered. I followed him, and looked about me. It was a pathetic scene that met my eyes. The room was a poor one, and scantily furnished. A rough table and a narrow bed were its only furniture. On the latter a young man was lying, and kneeling on the floor beside him, holding the thin hands in his own, was no less a person than Doctor Nikola himself. I saw that he was aware of my presence, but he took no more notice of me than if I had not existed.

“You called me too late, my poor Antonio,” he said, addressing the old man I had followed. “Nothing can save him now. He was dying when I arrived.”

On hearing this the old man fell on his knees beside the bed and burst into a flood of weeping. Nikola placed his hand with a kindly gesture upon the other’s shoulder, and at the moment that he did so the man upon the bed expired.

“Do not grieve for him, my friend,” said Nikola. “Believe me, it was hopeless from the first. He is better as it is.”

Then, with all the gentleness of a woman, he proceeded to comfort the old man, whose only son lay dead upon the bed. I knew no more of the story than what I had seen, nor have I heard more of it since, but I had been permitted to see another side of his character, and one which, in the light of existing circumstances, was not to be denied. He had scarcely finished his kindly offices before there was a heavy step outside, and a black-browed priest entered the room. He looked from Nikola to myself, and then at the dead man upon the bed.

“Farewell, my good Antonio,” said Nikola. “Have no fear. Remember that your future is my care.”

Then, having said something in an undertone to the priest, he placed his hand upon my arm and led me from the room. When we had left them he murmured in a voice not unlike that in which he had addressed the old man, “Hatteras, this is another lesson. Is it so difficult to learn?”

I do not pretend that I made any answer. We passed down the stairs together, and, when we reached the street, stood for a moment at the house-door.

“You will not be able to understand me,” he said; “nevertheless, I tell you that the end is brought nearer by that one scene. It will not be long before it comes now. All things considered, I do not know that I shall regret it.”

Then, without another word, he strode away into the darkness, leaving me to place what construction I pleased upon his last speech. For some moments I stood where he had left me, pondering over his words, and then set off in the direction I had come. As may be imagined, I felt even less inclined than before for the happy, jovial party I knew I should find on board the steamer, but I had given my promise, and could not get out of it. When I reached the piazza of St. Mark once more I went to the steps and hailed a gondola, telling the man to take me to the P. and O. vessel then lying at anchor in the harbour. He did so, and I made my way up the accommodation-ladder to the deck above, to find that the passengers in the first saloon had just finished their dinner, and were making their appearance on the promenade deck. I inquired of the steward for Mr. Beckworth, and discovered him in the act of lighting a cigar at the smoking-room door.

He greeted me effusively, and begged me to remain where I was while he went in search of his wife. When she arrived, I found her to be a pretty little woman, with big brown eyes, and a sympathetic manner. She was good enough to say that she had heard such a lot concerning me from her husband, and had always looked forward to making my acquaintance. I accepted a cigar from Beckworth’s case, and we then adjourned to the smoking-room for a long talk together. When we had comfortably installed ourselves, my friend’s flow of conversation commenced, and I was made aware of all the principal events that had occurred in Queensland since my departure, was favoured with his opinion of England, which he had never before visited, and was furnished with the details as to how he had met his wife, and of the happy event with which their courtship had been concluded.

“Altogether,” he said, “taking one thing with another, I don’t know that you’d be able to find a much happier fellow in the world than I am at this moment.”

I said I was glad to hear it, and as I did so contrasted his breezy, happy-go-lucky manner with those of certain other people I had been brought in contact with that day. My interview with him must have done me good, for I stayed on, and the hour was consequently late when I left the ship. Indeed, it wanted only a few minutes of eleven o’clock as I went down the accommodation-ladder to the gondola, which I had ordered to come for me at ten.

“Galaghetti’s hotel,” I said to the man, “and as quickly as you can.”

When I had bade my friends “good-bye” and left the ship, I felt comparatively cheerful, but no sooner had the silence of Venice closed in upon me again than all my old despondency returned to me. A foreboding of coming misfortune settled upon me, and do what I would I could not shake it off.

When I reached the hotel I found that my party had retired to rest. My wife was sleeping quietly, and not feeling inclined for bed, and dreading lest if I did go I might be assailed by more dreams of a similar description to that I had had on the previous night, I resolved to go back to the drawing-room and read there for a time. This plan I carried into execution, and taking up a new book in which I was very much interested, seated myself in an easy-chair and determined to peruse it. I found some difficulty, however, in concentrating my attention upon it. My thoughts continually reverted to my interview that afternoon with Nikola, and also to the scene I had witnessed in the poorer quarter after dark. I suppose eventually I must have fallen asleep, for I remember nothing else until I awoke to find myself sitting up and listening to a light step in the corridor outside. I looked at my watch to discover that the time was exactly a quarter to one. In that case, as we monopolized the whole of the corridor, who could it be? In order to find out I went to the door, and softly opened it. A dim light was always left in the passage throughout the night, and by it I was able to see a tall and graceful figure, which I instantly recognized, making for the secondary stairs at the further end. Now these stairs, so I had been given to understand, led to another portion of the hotel into which I had never penetrated. Why, therefore, Miss Trevor was using them at such an hour, and, above all, dressed for going out, I could not for the life of me determine. I could see that, if I was anxious to find out, I must be quick; so, turning swiftly into the room again, I picked up my hat and set off in pursuit. As the sequel will prove, it was, perhaps, as well that I did so.

By the time I reached the top of the stairs she was at the bottom, and was speeding along another passage to the right. At the end of this was a door, the fastenings of which she undid, with an ease and assurance that bewildered me. So certain was she of her whereabouts, and so easily did she manipulate the heavy door, that I felt inclined to believe that she must have used that passage many times before. At last she opened it and passed out into the darkness, drawing it to after her. I had paused to watch her; now I hastened on even faster than before, fearing that, if I were not careful, I might lose her outside. Having passed the door I found myself in a narrow lane, bounded on either side by high walls, and some fifty or sixty yards in extent. The lane, in its turn, opened into a small square, out of which led two or three other narrow streets. She turned to the left and passed down one of these; I followed close upon her heels. Of all the strange experiences to which our stay in Venice had given rise, this was certainly one of the most remarkable. That Gertrude Trevor, the honest English girl, the daughter of a dignitary of the Church and a prospective bishop, should leave her hotel in the middle of the night in order to wander about streets with which she was most imperfectly acquainted, was a mystery I found difficult to solve. When she had crossed a bridge, which spanned a small canal, she once more turned to the left, passed along the footway before a dilapidated palace, and then entered a narrow passage on the right. The buildings hereabouts were all large, and, as a natural consequence, the streets were so dark that I had some difficulty in keeping her in sight. As a matter of fact she had stopped, and I was almost upon her before I became aware of it. Even then she did not seem to realize my presence. She was standing before a small door, which she was endeavouring to push open. At last she succeeded, and without hesitation began to descend some steps inside. Once more I took up the chase, though where we were, and what we were going to do there, I had not the least idea. The small yard in which we found ourselves was stone-paved, and for this reason I wondered that she did not hear my footsteps. It is certain, however, that she did not, for she made for a door I could just discern on the opposite side to that by which we had entered, without turning her head. It was at this point that I began to wish I had brought a revolver or some weapon with me. When she was about to open the door I have just mentioned, I called her softly by name, and implored her to wait for me, but still she took no notice. Could she be a somnambulist? I asked myself. But if this were so, why had she chosen this particular house? Having passed the door we stood in a second and larger courtyard, and it was then that the whole mystery became apparent to me. The house to which I had followed her was the Palace Revecce, and she was on her way to Nikola! But for what reason? Was this a trick of Nikola’s, or had her terrible dreams taken such a hold upon her that she was not responsible for her actions? Either alternative was bad enough. Pausing for a moment in the courtyard beside the well, she turned quickly to her right hand and began to ascend the stairs towards that awful room, which, so far as I knew, she had never visited before. When she reached it I scarcely knew how to act. Should I enter behind her and accuse Nikola of having enticed her there, or should I wait outside and overhear what transpired between them? At last I made up my mind to adopt the latter course, and, when she had entered, I accordingly remained outside and waited for her. Through the half-open door I could see Nikola, stooping over what looked like a microscope at a side-table. He looked up as Miss Trevor entered, and uttered a cry of surprise. As I heard this a sigh of relief escaped me, for his action proved to me that her visit had not been anticipated.

“Miss Trevor!” he said, moving forward to greet her, “what does this mean? How did you get here?”

“I have come to you,” she faltered, “because I could not remain away. I have come to you that I may beg of you that wretched man’s life. Doctor Nikola, I implore you to spare him!”

“My dear young lady,” said Nikola, with a softness in his voice that reminded me of that I had heard in the death-chamber a few hours before, “you cannot understand what you are doing. You must let me take you back to your friends. You should not be here at this hour of the night.”

“But I was bound to come — don’t I tell you I could not remain away? Spare him! Oh! for God’s sake, spare him!”

“You do not know what you are asking. You are not yourself to-night.”

“I only know that I am thinking of you,” she answered. “You must not do it! You are so great, so powerful, that you can afford to forgive. Take my life rather than harm him. I will yield it gladly to save you from this sin.”

“To — save — me,” I heard him mutter to himself. “She would save me!”

“God would never forgive,” she continued, still in the same dreamy voice.

He moved away from her, and from where I stood I could see how agitated he was. For some moments she knelt, looking up at him, with arms outstretched in supplication; then he said something to her in a low voice, which I could not catch. Her answer, however, was plain to me.

“Yes, I have known it always in my dreams,” she said.

“And knowing that, you would still wish me to pardon him?”
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“She knelt, with arms outstretched, in supplication.”

“In the name of God I would urge you to do so,” she answered. “The safety of your soul depends upon it.”

Once more Nikola turned away and paced the room.

“Are you aware that Sir Richard Hatteras was here on the same errand this afternoon?” he asked.

“I know it,” she replied, though how she could have done so I could not conceive, nor have I been able to do so since.

“And does he know that you have come to me now asking me to forgive?”

“He knows it,” she answered, as before. “He followed me here.”

As she had never looked behind her, how had she known this also?

Then Nikola approached the door and threw it open.

“Come in, Hatteras,” he said. “Your presence is discovered.”

“For heaven’s sake, Nikola, tell me what this means,” I cried, seeing that the girl did not turn towards me. “Is she asleep, or have you brought your diabolical influence upon her?”

“She is not asleep, and yet she is not conscious of her actions,” he answered. “There is something in this that passes our philosophy. Had I any idea that she contemplated such a thing, I would have used every effort to prevent it. Miss Trevor, believe me, you must go home with Sir Richard,” he continued, tenderly raising the girl to her feet as he spoke.

“I cannot go until you have sworn to forgive,” was her reply.

“I must have time to think,” he answered. “In the morning you will know everything. Trust me until then, and remember always that while Nikola lives he will be grateful.”

Then he assisted me to conduct her down-stairs, and across the two courtyards, to the little postern door through which we had entered the palace.

“Have no fear for her,” he said, addressing me. “She will go home as she came. And in the morning she will remember nothing of what has transpired.”

Then taking her hand in his he raised it to his lips, and a moment later had bade me farewell, and had vanished into the palace once more.

As I tracked her from the hotel, so I followed her back to it again. I was none the less anxious, however. If only Nikola would abandon his purpose, and release his enemy, her action and my anxiety would not be in vain. But would he do so, and in the event of his doing this, would his prophecy that Miss Trevor would, in the morning, remember nothing of what had transpired, prove true?

Turning, twisting as before, we proceeded on our way. My chief fear was that the door through which we had made our exit would be found to be shut on our return. Happily, however, this did not prove to be the case. I saw Miss Trevor enter, and then swiftly followed her. She hastened down the passage, ascended the stairs, passed along the corridor, and made her way to her own room. As soon as I had made certain that she was safely there, I went on to my own dressing-room, and on entering my wife’s apartment had the good fortune to find her still asleep. I was still more thankful in the morning when I discovered she had not missed me, and being satisfied on this point, I decided to say nothing whatsoever concerning our adventure.

Miss Trevor was the last to put in an appearance at breakfast, and, as you may suppose, I scanned her face with some anxiety. She looked pale and worn, but it was evident from her manner when she greeted me, that she had not the least idea what she had done during the night. Nikola’s promise had proved to be true, and for that reason I was more determined than ever to keep my information to myself. Events could not have turned out more fortunately for all parties concerned.

Shortly after breakfast a letter was handed to me, and, glancing at the writing, I saw that it was from Nikola. I was alone at the time of receiving it, a fact for which I was grateful. I will leave you to imagine with what impatience I opened it. It was short, and merely contained a request that I would call at the Palace Revecce before noon that day, if I could spare the hour. I decided to do so, and I reached the palace twenty minutes or so before the appointed time. The old servitor, who by this time had become familiar with my face, opened the door and permitted me to enter. I inquired if Doctor Nikola were at home, and to my surprise was informed that he was not.

“Perhaps your Excellency would like to see the other Senor?” the old man asked, pointing up the stairs.

I was about to decline this invitation with all possible haste, when a voice I recognized as that of the Don greeted me from the gallery above.

“Won’t you come up-stairs, Sir Richard?” it said. “I have a letter for you, from my friend, Doctor Nikola!”

I could scarcely believe the evidence of my eyes and ears, and when I reached the room of which I had such terrible recollections, my surprise was intensified rather than lessened. Martinos had undergone a complete metamorphosis. In outward appearance he was no longer the same person, who only the day before had filled me with such terrible repulsions. If such a thing could be believed, he was more like his old self — as I had first seen him.

“Where is Doctor Nikola?” I inquired, when I had looked round the room and noticed the absence of the chemical paraphernalia, the multitude of books, and the general change in it.

“He went away early this morning,” the Don replied. “He left a letter for you, and requested me to give it you as soon as you should call. I have much pleasure in doing so now.”

I took it and placed it almost mechanically in my pocket.

“Are you aware when he will return?” I asked.

“He will never do so,” Martinos replied. “I heard the old man below wailing this morning, because he had lost the best master he had ever had.”

“And you?”

“I am ruined, as you know,” he said, without any reference to his illness, “but the good doctor has been good enough to place twenty thousand lira to my credit, and I shall go elsewhere and attempt to double it.”

He must have been much better, for he smiled in the old deceitful way as he said this. Remembering what I knew of him, I turned from the man in disgust, and bidding him good-day, left the room which I hoped never to see again as long as I might live. In the courtyard I encountered the old caretaker once more.

“So the Senor Nikola has gone away never to return?” I said.

“That is so, Senor,” said the old man with a heavy sigh. “He has left me a rich man, but I do not like to think that I shall never see him again.”

Sitting down upon the edge of the well I took from my pocket the letter the Don had handed me.

“Farewell, friend Hatteras,” it began. “By the time you receive this I shall have left Venice, never more to set foot in it. We shall not meet again. I go to the Fate which claims me, and of which I told you. Think of me sometimes, and, if it be possible, with kindness,

“Nikola.”

I rose and moved towards the door, placing a gold piece in the old man’s hand as I passed him. Then, with a last look at the courtyard, I went down the steps and took my place in the gondola, with a feeling of sadness in my heart for the sad Destiny of the most wonderful man I had ever known.


CHAPTER XIV
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NEXT DAY, MUCH to Galaghetti’s sorrow, we suddenly brought our stay in Venice to a conclusion, and set off for Paris. The Queen of the Adriatic had lost her charm for us, and for once in our lives we were not sorry to say good-bye to her. The train left the station, crossed the bridge to the mainland, and was presently speeding on her way across Europe. Ever since the morning Miss Trevor’s spirits had been steadily improving. She seemed to have become her old self in a few hours, and Glenbarth’s delight was beautiful to witness. He had been through a good deal, poor fellow, and deserved some recompense for it. We had been upwards of an hour upon our way, when my wife made a curious remark.

“Good gracious!” she said, “in our hurry to get away we have quite forgotten to say good-bye to Doctor Nikola!”

I saw Miss Trevor give a little shudder.

“Do you know,” she said, “I had such a curious dream about him last night. I dreamt that I saw him standing in the courtyard of a great building on a mountain-side. He was dressed in a strange sort of yellow gown, not unlike that worn by the Buddhist priests, and was worn almost to a shadow and looked very old. He approached me, and taking my hands, said something that, in the commonplace light of day, doesn’t seem to have much sense in it. But I know it affected me very much at the time.”

“What was it?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.

“It was this,” she answered—”’Remember that I have forgiven; it is for you to forget.’ What could he have meant?”

“Since it is only a dream, it is impossible to say,” observed my wife, and thus saved me the danger of attempting a solution.

To bring my long narrative to a conclusion I might say that the Duke and Miss Trevor were married last May. They spent their honeymoon yachting to the West Indies. Some one proposed that they should visit Venice; indeed, the Earl of Sellingbourne, who had lately purchased the Palace Revecce, and had furnished it, by the way, from the Tottenham Court Road, placed it at their disposal. From what I have been told I gather that he was somewhat ill-pleased because his offer was not accepted.



When the wind howls round the house at night and the world seems very lonely, I sometimes try to picture a monastery on a mountain-side, and then, in my fancy, I see a yellow-robed, mysterious figure, whose dark, searching eyes look into mine with a light that is no longer of this world. To him I cry — 

“FAREWELL, NIKOLA!”

THE END


The Novels
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Boothby received a traditional English grammar school education at Lord Weymouth’s Grammar, near Salisbury (now Warminster School).


In Strange Company (1894)
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A STORY OF CHILI AND THE SOUTHERN SEAS

When Boothby was aged seven his English-born mother, whom he held in great regard, separated from his father and returned with her children to England. At the age of sixteen, Boothby returned alone to South Australia, where he entered the colonial administration as private secretary to the mayor of Adelaide, Lewis Cohen, though he was not contented with the work. Despite Boothby’s family tradition of colonial service, his natural inclinations ran more to the creative than to the administrative. In 1890, aged 23, Boothby wrote the libretto for a comic opera, Sylvia, which was published and produced at Adelaide in December 1890, and then in 1891 The Jonquil: an Opera appeared. The music in each case was written by Cecil James Sharp. His first literary ventures were directed at the theatre, but his ambition was not appeased by the lukewarm response his melodramas received in Adelaide. Hence when severe economic collapse hit most of the Australian colonies in the early 1890’s, he decided to return to London.

Boothby’s first novel, In Strange Company, is a tale of adventure set variously in England, Australia, the South Seas and South America. It would establish a pattern that was to characterise the succeeding Boothby oeuvre – the use of exotic, international and particularly Australasian locales that frequently function as an end in themselves superfluous to the requirements of plot.
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A map from 1861, which includes Chihli (Zhili), a former province of China
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INTRODUCTION. 

IN WHICH IS SET FORTH HOW THE BOOK CAME TO BE WRITTEN.

First and foremost it should be stated how I, Luke Sanctuary, came to be connected with this most extraordinary and, to say the least of it, mysterious business. For my own part, I do not doubt but that when you have read a few pages you will have come to the conclusion that, personally, I had no share in its actual making, for I am a man of peaceful disposition, as much unaccustomed as I am unfitted to bear a hand in such adventurous concerns; and what is perhaps more to the point, one who has never been out of England in the whole course of his existence.

This preliminary having been set forth, and your mind disabused of any false impression, I am brought to the plain matter at issue, namely, the reason of, the facts which led to, and the people who induced my taking up the writing of this book. And as this again — for it seems I am not permitted to escape it — necessitates the narration of more concerning myself, let me, if I can be nothing else, be brief.

To begin with, my name is Luke Sanctuary; I am a bachelor; a man of regular and studious habits; the possessor of what is vaguely termed a comfortable income; and, as the result of such an income, a house, my friends tell me, of considerable attractions, situated in that Garden of all England, the Isle of Wight.

And truly enough it is, if the two terms be not synonymous, both a comfortable and pleasant home; for while I have endeavoured to make its internal accommodation what I imagine a dwelling-house in these enlightened days should be, its external advantages have not been unconsidered. From my windows, looking towards the north, I can command one of the most beautiful and extensive views along the whole length of the English coast; while straight before me, and as far as the eye can reach to right and left, stretches Spithead, glittering, as I write, a bright sapphire blue, in the warm sunshine of this September morning. Across its placid surface may be seen the forts and mast forest of Portsmouth, with Gosport on the near, and Southsea dim and distant on the far side; to all of which the hills of Portsdown form an effective background.

Of shipping there is no lack: a cruiser of the latest pattern, newly commissioned, lies at anchor immediately before me; a deep sea cable-steamer is in the act of entering the harbour; while torpedo-boats, ferry-steamers, colliers, mud-dredgers, yachts, and such-like small craft pass to and fro continually, as if for my peculiar and individual benefit.

It is a picture of which I never grow weary, and indeed I sometimes feel, were its attractions not so irresistible, my book, ‘The First Fruits of the Renaissance,’ upon which I have been engaged these eight years past, and which is as yet only in its fifty-second chapter, would long ago have been in print, delighting an appreciative public, or, what is more likely, cumbering the shelves of our second-hand dealers. And surely — for I am in the humour for philosophical reflection — no better view, or one more suited to the opening of this strange story, could possibly be chosen than Spithead on this pleasant autumn morning.

But it is easier, I find, to talk of beginning than actually to begin, for twice I have dipped my pen in the ink, and twice I have pulled my virgin foolscap towards me, but somehow I have not yet managed to commence. Now, however, I will sound the bugles and open the attack.

But it is of no use! Fate, in the form of a heavy footstep, is on the stairs, and a masculine voice is calling, “Cousin Luke, Cousin Luke, where on earth have you stowed yourself away?”

The voice is the voice of my sailor cousin by marriage, John Ramsay, who, with his bride, has been my guest this fortnight past. His bellow has something of the resonance of a fog-horn, and, partly for the safety of my roof and partly to gratify my own curiosity, I am induced to acquaint him of my whereabouts. Thereupon he rushes impulsively in, for he will never be aught but a boy in his manners, his face aglow with excitement, and brandishing a sheet of note-paper in his hand.

“‘Vast working, Cousin Luke,” he cries, scattering my MSS. with the violence of his inrush; “pipe all hands, for here it is, just arrived by post from Sir Benjamin!”

“What is here?” I ask, looking up into his handsome sunburnt face with a smile. “What has Sir Benjamin been kind enough to send me? A brace of partridges perhaps, or — —”

“A brace of horse-marines!” is the prompt reply, and thereupon my manuscripts are unceremoniously swept off the table, to make room for the sheet of note-paper I have mentioned above.

“Now, Cousin Luke, I’ll have to trouble you for the loan of your best attention,” he says, “for here is the mysterious letter of which I told you last night; here is the bit of paper which has caused four people to play hide-and-seek all round the world, occasioned the death of two, and done its best to kill half-a-dozen others. Oh! my dear departed grandmother, just fancy that innocent little slip of cream-laid having once been worth a couple of hundred thousand pounds!”

I am supposed to know intuitively to what he refers, for he waves his hand with a commanding gesture, forces me back into my seat, and then, smoothing the letter out, bids me read it aloud for his and my own information. This is what I read, and as upon it depends the whole point of this book, I beg that you will give it your best attention.

“Valparaiso, Chili,
“8th August, 1891.

“To Sir Benjamin Plowden, Knt., etc., etc., “East India Avenue, London.

“My worthy and respected Uncle Benjamin,

“I beg you will not suppose for an instant that I am unable to imagine with what apprehension and surprise you will receive this letter from one so unworthy as your nephew, written from such a place, and dated at such a serious time. And yet, both the place and the serious time are part and parcel of the reason which induces the communication.

“To lay my business properly before you, it is necessary that I should carry your memory back, let us say fifteen years, when, after a certain episode which it would become neither of us to recall, you were good enough to show me the front door of England, and the back entrance to the outside world, at the same time enriching me with much good advice, two trenchant sayings from the works of that priggish person Solomon, and last, but by no means least, Five Hundred Pounds sterling.

“Reflecting that all countries present equal possibilities to the possessor of five hundred pounds in hard cash, I came out here, with the result, that by ceaseless energy and thrift (of the possession of which latter virtue you have hitherto scarcely believed me capable) I have added to the five hundred pounds you advanced me, four hundred similar amounts.

“In other words, my revered relative, my adventures have prospered beyond my wildest expectations. My silver mines have achieved wonders. As for my Haciendas, by which name these ignorant foreigners denominate such farms as those of which I know you, my uncle, to be the possessor, I managed to dispose of them, prior to this unfortunate Revolution, for considerably more than twice their real value. Therefore, to all intents and purposes, I may be considered what you, in your absurd City jargon, would term a decidedly warm or rich man. So much by way of introduction.

“Now though I am, both by instinct and training, distrustful and suspicious, yet, strangely enough, I am about to forswear my principles so far as to repose in you, my father’s brother, being perfectly assured of your probity and honour, such confidence as one man seldom places in another. In other words, having in my mind the perilous times now upon this unhappy country, I am remitting to your charge by the good ship Culloden, advised as leaving here on Thursday of next week, the entire amount of my fortune, amounting to Two Hundred Thousand Pounds of English money, in specie, securely packed in accordance with the steam-ship company’s regulations, and addressed to you in London. The bill of lading accompanies this present letter, which will be conveyed to and posted in London by Captain Porson of H.M.S. Chanticleer, leaving Valparaiso to-morrow morning.

“That this extraordinary trust will occasion you some little surprise I do not doubt, but from what I know of your character, I feel certain that not only will you accept the charge, but that you will guard my interests as you would your own.

“Were it not that I consider it my duty to remain in this country until these troubles are overpast, I should certainly come home to guard my fortune personally. But such a thing being, for the present, impossible, I have, I believe, by placing it in your hands, done both what is wisest and best to secure its safety.

“One earnest piece of advice I would entreat you to remember. For the reason that I am successful, I have made many enemies here, who would not scruple to employ any means, however base, to bring about my ruin. I beg and implore, therefore, that you will pay no attention whatsoever to any person, male or female, who may approach you in my name, either by letter or otherwise, with the following exception.

“Should it be necessary for me to communicate with you, either personally or by messenger, you will do nothing, listen to no proposals, or even hint that you know anything of my existence or my fortune, until you have in your hand the following authority.

“Having carefully considered the matter in all its bearings, I have arrived at the conclusion that there is only one thing absolutely and wholly unforgeable and unmatchable within my reach, and that is, the tear in an ordinary sheet of paper.

“To apply this knowledge to my own purposes, I have obtained from a certain source a sample of quite unknown note-paper, and torn it in half in a peculiar manner. One portion I send to you herewith; the other I shall retain in my own keeping, until I desire to communicate with you. It is obviously impossible — no one having seen this paper in my possession — that any third party could so tear another as to match, fibre for fibre, the piece you hold, even could they obtain a similar description of paper, which I happen to know is out of the question.

“This being so, any person bringing to you a sample of the same water-mark, of the same texture, and, more important still, torn in such a manner as to exactly fit the piece you hold, must either have stolen it from me (which I can confidently promise shall not happen), or be my bonâ-fide agent. I beg therefore that you will pay to him whatsoever sum, up to the entire amount, he shall ask of you. But remember, on no consideration shall you pay even so much as one half-penny to any person whomsoever, even one representing himself to be your unworthy nephew, until this duplicate is in your possession.

“For reasons which would not have the slightest interest for you, I am compelled to act in this mysterious fashion; and such is my absolute trust and confidence in your honour and integrity, that I go so far as to freely absolve you beforehand from any blame whatsoever, should the precautions I have enumerated here miscarry.

“Believe me, such warnings are not idle; attempts will certainly be made to obtain the money, and after careful consideration, I think I have hit upon the only safe way to guard myself against any such conspiracies.

“If by any chance no word shall reach you from me within the space of twenty-one years, day for day from this 8th of August, you may regard it as complete evidence of my death, and in that case I bequeath to your children, should you at that time have any living, or failing them to such members of my father’s family as may then be alive, the entire amount of my fortune, with all interests and accumulations which may have become added thereto.

“I am, my uncle, “Your obliged and obedient nephew, “Marmaduke Plowden.”

When I reached the signature, Ramsay, who had been listening with unabating interest, hit me a heavy thwack upon the shoulder, at the same time crying enthusiastically — 

“There, my learned cousin, what is your opinion of that precious document?”

“I think,” said I, with a gravity befitting such an important decision, “that it is the letter of a very unscrupulous, and I should say at the time he wrote it, very frightened, man.”

“My idea exactly,” Ramsay replied. “It is interesting to note how his impudence dies out as his letter progresses, and how its place is usurped by a good wholesome fear. One thing more, do you honestly believe that that vast sum of money, £200,000, came from the respectable sources to which he alludes — silver mines and farm properties, and such-like; all accumulated by his own thrift and industry?”

“How can I tell? But from what I know of the man, I should be rather inclined to guess — not!”

“Very good. And now, as we’re agreed upon that point, let me ask you what recollections, if any, you have of this peculiar relative of yours? — for relative he certainly is.”

“Of Marmaduke Plowden?”

“Exactly; in Chili known as Marcos Veneda. Surely you must have seen him often when he was a boy?”

“Not often, Jack — half-a-dozen times at most; certainly not more. He lived on the other side of the kingdom, you must remember; and then again, he was not the sort of youth of whom one would be anxious to see very much.”

“What was he like?”

I hesitated before replying. The truth was, it was an awkward question, for upon the last occasion of my seeing him, he was sitting in the office of my kinsman, the Sir Benjamin Plowden before referred to, looking very frightened and miserable, and wondering how a certain interview which was being conducted in an adjoining room would end; that is, whether it would result in his being sent to gaol or abroad. As may be imagined, under these circumstances, he did not look his best. But then that was well-nigh twenty years ago.

So absorbed was I in recalling these recollections, that I had quite forgotten my companion’s question. He brought me back to my senses with a start.

“Come, come, Cousin Luke, no day-dreams, if you please; you haven’t answered my question yet.”

“Well, Jack, as a young man, perhaps I cannot give you any better description of him than to say that he was, without doubt, the handsomest, and at the same time the most untrustworthy being, with whom I had ever come into contact. As old Darby, our coachman in those days, once put it, ‘Young Master Marmaduke’s as ‘andsome as paint, but lor, there, it’s all on top, like bad coach varnish!’ In fact, there was something about the lad’s good looks that repelled rather than attracted one.”

“How do you mean — a sort of fierceness?”

“No; a something that was rather crafty than fierce, a something that betrayed cruelty as well as cunning. As a school-boy there was nobody more admired for his beauty or more despised for his moral character.”

“Was he a plucky boy?”

“To an extraordinary degree, I believe, as far as personal bravery went; but somehow he was always at daggers drawn, not with his school-fellows alone, but with everybody with whom he came into contact.”

“And when he left school?”

“As far as I remember he went first into some office in a country town, where he remained for a year; then Sir Benjamin took him in hand, and got him a situation in a large banking institution in London.”

“And after that?”

“Commenced his downfall; he fell in with a low set, became a frequenter of second-rate race-courses, an admirer of ballet-girls and objectionable barmaids; finally, is said to have forged his benefactor’s name, and to have come within an ace of standing in a felon’s dock.”

“A nice character truly! And Sir Benjamin honoured the signature?”

“For the sake of the lad’s mother. And then it was, I suppose, that he gave him the £500 referred to in that letter, and shipped him out of England.”

“And, as far as you know, he was never heard of again, until his letter and the £200,000 arrived?”

“Not to my knowledge; in fact, until you recalled it, I had almost forgotten his existence.”

“Very well then. Now you’ll just come for a walk with me, and, as we go, I’ll tell you something of Marmaduke Plowden’s — otherwise Marcos Veneda’s — wonderful career, from the day he left England till I made his acquaintance, under such peculiar circumstances, six months ago. Then you shall take pens, paper, and ink, and write the first half of it. I’ll do the last, and together we’ll make it into a book for the information of the world. Here’s a case full of first-class cigars; it’s a perfect day for a tramp; so get your things and come along.”

Resistance being useless, I collected hat and stick and went, and the result of that walk is the story — strange enough, goodness knows — which I now place before you.


PART I.


CHAPTER I.

SHOWING WHERE THE MONEY REALLY CAME FROM.
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SO FAR WE have seen, that shifty Marmaduke Plowden, in Chili known as Marcos Veneda, despatched to the care of his uncle, Sir Benjamin Plowden, of the East India Avenue, London, £200,000 in English gold, with the request that that gentleman would keep it for him until he could come home to look after it himself.

Now, to properly understand our story, we must hark back to the very beginning of things, and endeavour to discover where such an enormous fortune came from in the first instance; for the statement of its owner that he derived it from his silver mines and Hacienda properties is not worthy of a moment’s credence. There is only one person who can elucidate the mystery for us, and his extraordinary adventures we must now proceed to consider.

You must understand that Michael Bradshaw, of 3 Parkington Terrace, South Kensington, was that sort of superlatively clever person who, after a life of grand coups, always comes to grief in some superlatively silly fashion. From the day on which he first entered the service of the Anglo-Kamtchatka Bank, to the evening of the dinner in his honour at the Whitehall Rooms as general manager, his career was one of exceptional brilliance. He it was who hit out the scheme which saved the Bank in the matter of the Bakell-Askern Syndicate; he it was who manipulated the Patagonian Bonds and the Golden Sunset Silver Mining Company to the Bank’s ultimate advantage; he it was who — but there, his devices are matters of history, and beyond being corroborative evidences of his cleverness, are of little or no moment to this story. The following notice of the dinner above referred to appeared in the columns of the daily press the next morning, and is worth considering — 

“At the Whitehall Rooms, last evening, Mr. Michael Bradshaw, the well-known and universally respected General Manager of the Anglo-Kamtchatka Banking Company, was entertained at dinner by the Directors of that institution, prior to his departure for a brief holiday in the South of France. Covers were laid for a hundred guests, the chair being taken by the Right Honourable Lord Burgoo, Chairman of the Company. In proposing the toast of ‘Their Guest,’ the noble Chairman eulogized Mr. Bradshaw’s services to the Bank, and hoped that the holiday he was about to enjoy would enable him to devote many more years to the advancement of the institution he had served so well. Mr. Bradshaw replied in feeling terms.”

After the dinner the manager drove back to his house in Kensington. Though it was well-nigh two o’clock, he did not think of going to bed, but went into his study and lit a cigar. As every one had noticed that evening, he certainly looked as if he needed a holiday; his face was woefully haggard, and his eyes had a peculiar brilliance that spoke, as plainly as any words, of sleepless nights and never-ceasing worry and anxiety.

For a long time he promenaded the room, his hands in his pockets and his face sternly set. Once he smiled sardonically as the recollection of the evening’s speeches crossed his mind. Then, throwing himself into a chair before his writing-table, he began to unlock the drawers, and to destroy the papers they contained.

When this task was completed, the sun had been up some time, and a large pile of paper-ash lay inside the grate. He pulled back the curtains, unbarred the shutters, and opened the window, letting in a flood of sunshine. Then, dropping into a comfortable chair beside the fire, he fell asleep.

By eight o’clock he was at Charing Cross, his ticket was taken, and he was bidding good-bye to a large crowd of friends.

Next day, instead of busying himself with the enjoyments of Monte Carlo, as his friends supposed him, he was in reality at Dieppe, anxiously awaiting the arrival of a small brig, the Florence Annie of Teignmouth. As soon as she arrived he boarded her, and half-an-hour later, a course being set, she was bowling down Channel, bound for Buenos Ayres. It was peculiar that the captain invariably addressed his passenger as “Mr. Vincent.” It was strange also that, for a voyage of such duration, he should have brought with him so small an amount of luggage. In the hold, however, were half-a-dozen barrels inscribed with his name, and labelled “Cement.” Now cement, as everyone knows, is a staple article of export from Great Britain to the South American Republics.

A month later, all England was astounded by the news that Michael Bradshaw, the admired and universally respected, was wanted by the police on a charge of defrauding the Anglo-Kamtchatka Banking Company of £250,000. But so carefully had his plans been arranged, that not a trace of either the money or his whereabouts could be discovered. Being a cultivated person, he might have replied with Plautus, “Doli non doli sunt, nisi astu colas.”

On the arrival of the Florence Annie at her destination, Bradshaw, alias Vincent, went ashore with his barrels of cement, determining to settle himself down to the study of Argentine life and character, having pleasing knowledge of the fact, that at that time “on no condition was extradition allowed in Buenos Ayres.” But careful though he was not to excite attention, before he had been a week in his new abode he began to have suspicions that his secret was discovered. He fought against the idea with all his strength. But the more he struggled, the stronger it grew, till at last, unable to support his anxiety any longer, he determined to cross the Andes into Chili, confident that in the Balmaceda turmoil his identity would never be discovered. A long and agonizing railway journey brought him to Mendoza. There, with prodigious care, he chose his muleteers, packed his barrels of cement, and plunged into the mountains.

At no time is that journey across the Andes one to be lightly undertaken. To Michael Bradshaw it was a nightmare, from which there seemed no awakening. Fear spurred him on behind; vague terrors of the Unknown beckoned him ahead; while treachery menaced him continually on either hand. When at last, more dead than alive, he arrived in Valparaiso, he paid off his team; and leasing an obscure residence in the Calle de San Pedro, prepared himself to wait, guarding his treasure night and day, until the war should be over.

But though he was not aware of it, his arrival in the town was already known, and plans were in active preparation for relieving him of his wealth. His enemies had failed before, they had altered their tactics now. Sooner or later, they must succeed.

One evening Michael Bradshaw sat in the only room he had made habitable, earnestly perusing a Guide to the Spanish language. He had been in Valparaiso nearly a week, and as he never ventured outside his own door, he found his time hang heavily on his hands. I am not quite certain that he had not already begun to regret his felony; not from any conscientious motives perhaps, but because he found himself in an awkward if not dangerous position. You see as far as his own personal feelings went he was still the respectable English banker, therefore to have assassination menacing him continually was a future he had certainly neither mapped out for himself nor was it one he would be likely to understand. He had been obliged to leave the Argentine because he believed his secret had been discovered, and now in Chili he was afraid to go very much abroad lest any of his former enemies might meet and recognize him. He had many regrets, but perhaps the most bitter was the fact that Valparaiso is an extradition port.

Since his arrival he had unpacked his barrels of cement, and with infinite trouble concealed the treasure they so cunningly contained under the floor of his room. This exertion, if it had served no other purpose, had at least afforded him some occupation.

After a while he looked at his watch and found it was growing late. Putting down his book, he was in the act of making up his bed, which, by the way, was not as luxurious as the one to which he had been accustomed in his old house at Kensington, when to his horror he heard stealthy footsteps in the corridor outside his room. Next moment the door opened, and a tall and singularly handsome man entered. He bowed politely, and said in excellent English — 

“Mr. Bradshaw, I believe?”

The ex-banker was too terrified to reply.

“I have taken the liberty of calling upon you on a little matter of business. May I sit down?”

Without waiting for permission, he seated himself on the bed. Bradshaw sank back with a groan into his chair.

“You are lately from England, I believe?”

Bradshaw found his voice at last, and said the first thing that came into his head.

“What do you want with me? I cannot see you now; I’m not well.”

“I am sorry, but what I have to say admits of no delay. You arrived in Buenos Ayres by the brig Florence Annie of Teignmouth — and oh, by the way, what have you done with that £250,000?”

“For mercy’s take, tell me what you want with me?”

“All in good time, my friend. You’re pretty comfortable here, but your floor needs repairing sadly — it looks as if you’ve been digging. You must be very dull all alone. Let me tell you a story.”

“I don’t want to hear it.”

“I’m desolated, but you must. The business upon which I desire to consult you depends upon it, so here goes. Once upon a time, as they say in the fairy tales, there was a young man who was turned out of England, accused of a felony which he never committed. He was treated very badly and, being a youth of spirit, resented it. He came to Chili, where he has lived for the past fifteen years. Now, strangely enough, considering it has done everything for him, he detests Chili and the people with whom he has to associate, and he wants to return to England, where everybody hates him. What he would do if he got there I don’t know, but he seems to think he might turn over a new leaf, marry, and settle down to a quiet country life. Perhaps he would; perhaps he wouldn’t — there’s no telling; at any rate, that has been his dream for fifteen years. You ask, and very naturally too, if he’s so bitten with the notion, why doesn’t he carry it out? And I reply, with an equal pretence to nature, because he can’t; the poor fellow has no money. Some people have more than they know what to do with — £250,000 for instance — he has none!”

“Who are you, and what makes you tell me all this? Look here, if you don’t leave me, I’ll — —”

“No, you won’t,” the stranger said, drawing a revolver from beneath his coat. “I see you’ve got a Smith and Wesson in that pocket. I’m sorry, but I’ll just have to trouble you for it.”

Thus menaced, Bradshaw surrendered his pistol, which the other coolly examined, and deposited in his own pocket.

“As I was going to say, and this is where the curious part of my story commences, that young man, who, after all, is not a bad sort of fellow, wants to give up his wild unchristian life out here, and get home to England. Possibly with six thousand a year he might become a credit to his family. It is his only chance in life, remember, and if he doesn’t want to go under for ever, he has to make the most of it. Meanwhile he has not been idle. To assist his fortunes, he has joined a certain Society, whose object is the amassing of money, by fair means or foul, and which is perhaps the most powerful organization of its kind in the wide, wide world. Now pay particular attention to what I am about to say.

“News reaches this Society from London (their method of obtaining information, I may tell you, is little short of marvellous) that a certain well-known banker has absconded with £250,000. His destination, though he thinks no one aware of it, is Buenos Ayres. On arrival in that port, he is watched continually, and on two occasions attempts are made to procure his money. By a mischance they fail. Suspecting something of the sort, he crosses the mountains into Valparaiso, and takes a house in the Calle de San Pedro. The Society’s spies have followed his movements with undeviating attention; they shadow him day and night; they even take the houses on either hand of his in order that they may make quite sure of his safety. One night they will descend upon that unfortunate man and — well, I leave you to picture what the result will be!”

Bradshaw said not a word, but he looked as if he were about to have a fit.

“Now, look here, I’m not the sort of man to rob any one without giving him a run for his money. You’ve had your turn, and you’ve bungled it. Now I have mine, and I’m going to carry it through. I see my chance to a straight life in the best land under the sun if I can raise the money. You’ve robbed the fatherless and the widow to get here; why shouldn’t I rob you to get there? You can’t get out of this house alive, and if you remain in it they’ll certainly kill you. There’s a man watching you on the right, and just at present I’m supposed to be looking after you on the left. If you doubt me, go out into the street, and take a walk round the block; before you’ve gone fifty yards you’ll find you’re being shadowed by a man in a grey poncho. It strikes me you’re between the devil and the deep sea. What do you think?”

Bradshaw only groaned feebly. His pluck, if he ever had any, had quite deserted him. His visitor took a pack of cards from his pocket, and threw them on the table.

“Do you know what I’m going to do? I’m going to sell my friends; in other words, I’m going to do business with you on my own account. It’s been done before in the history of the world. We’ll have a little gamble. But you must pull yourself together, or you won’t be able to look after your own interests. The stakes shall be as follows. If I win, I take the lot, the whole £250,000, or what there is left of it, and find my own way to get it out of the house. If you win, I pledge myself solemnly to assist you to escape with it. You’ll have to trust me, because you can’t do anything else. Do you understand? Don’t make a noise, or I assure you I’ll shoot you where you sit. There shall be fair play between us, come what may. Now cut! The highest wins, remember!”

“I can’t! I refuse! What right have you to make such a demand?”

“What right had you to betray your trust? Go on. I’ll give you half a minute, and if you don’t cut then, I solemnly swear I’ll blow your brains out!”

“Have you no mercy?”

“Drop that and cut. Ah! you’re going to, — that’s right. Show!”

Trembling like a leaf, Bradshaw turned up a card.

“Queen of Hearts!”

“A splendid cut! My luck will have to be good to beat it. Great Jove, prosper me, you alone know for what a stake I’m playing!”

“King of Spades!”

“I’m afraid, Mr. Bradshaw, I’ve won by a point. I’m sorry it turned up King Death though — doesn’t look as if I’m destined to get much good out of it, does it? If I’d lost, I should certainly have shot myself before daybreak; as it is, the money’s mine. I suppose you’ve buried it under the floor here. Bring me a shovel!”

When the shovel was forthcoming, Veneda, for so we will, with your permission, henceforth call Marmaduke Plowden, set to work, and in ten minutes had Bradshaw’s treasure unearthed. Having made sure of it, he turned to the unfortunate banker, and said — 

“Now, my friend, I should advise you to make yourself particularly scarce. For if they find you here, and the money gone, they’ll probably make things unpleasant for you. As for me, I’ve got to find a way to get this out of the house, and then out of the country. Confound the man, he’s fainted.”



That Veneda did manage to smuggle the money out of the house without attracting the attention of the watchers on the other side is evident from a letter written the next night (a copy of which we have already seen), and which, we know, left Chili by an English man-of-war. That a case of specie followed it a week later, and duly arrived in London, I have also ascertained by perusal of a certain Steamship Company’s books.

It only remained now for Veneda to follow it himself, and this he was making arrangements to do. He was, however, compelled to exercise the greatest caution, for he was quite aware that the Society (whose name had so much frightened Bradshaw), of which he was one of the executive, did not regard him with any extraordinary trust; and to leave the country suddenly by one of the usual routes would, in all probability, result in his being met and knifed on arrival at his destination. This risk he had not the least desire to run.

As for Bradshaw, that unfortunate man, he was indeed in parlous case, so much so, that he dared not venture out lest he might be assassinated, while he dared not remain where he was for fear he might be murdered; he was in fact destitute of everything, even of the consolation of that time-worn maxim, “Virtue is its own reward.”


CHAPTER II.

A STRANGE NIGHT.
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JUST A WEEK, night for night, after the events recorded in the previous chapter, Marcos Veneda was making his way slowly along the Sea-Front, towards a distant portion of the city. The short winter day, made all the shorter by a thick pall of cloud stretched across the sky, was fast drawing to a close. Far out beyond the harbour a faint streak of silver light still lingered, as if loth to say farewell; but nearer the wharves the water lay black and sullen like the mantle of approaching night. In the streets, though the hour still wanted twenty minutes of six, but few people were abroad; for such was the lawless condition of Valparaiso at that time, that walking after nightfall had become not only an unpleasant, but in many districts an exceedingly dangerous undertaking.

But though, after he had proceeded a little way, Marcos Veneda stopped abruptly in his walk and stood for some moments gazing out to sea, there was nothing in his face to show that he was in any way conscious of either the atmospheric effects or the personal danger to which I have just alluded. It might rather have been inferred, from the frown that contracted his forehead and the expression which fixed itself round his mouth, that his thoughts were very far removed from any such minor matters. Certain was it that he was more than a little disturbed in his mind, and it was equally probable that, so far as he saw at present, he was no nearer a solution of his problem than he had been at any time during the previous twenty-four hours. Twice since he had come to a standstill his lips had moved in commencement of a sentence, and twice he had dug his stick impatiently into the ground before him, but the frown did not relax nor the expression change. The truth was he found himself in a very awkward predicament, one which will readily explain itself when I say that he had been summoned to, and was on his way to attend, a council meeting of the Society, to confer as to the best means of obtaining possession of Bradshaw’s treasure. As he walked he was trying to arrange his course of action, for he was the victim of a natural delicacy, which he knew would prevent him from informing his colleagues of the fact that he had already appropriated and disposed of the money.

Presently, however, he seemed to have decided upon some course, for he pulled himself together, adjusted his hat, which had slipped somewhat out of its usual position, and resumed his walk with the air of a man who had only made up his mind after mature consideration. Just as he did so the clouds opened their store, and a heavy shower descended.

While he is passing along the Front, perhaps we may be excused if we seek to become better acquainted with one in whose company we are destined to travel many thousands of miles.

He is indeed a strange man, this Marcos Veneda, a man of such perplexing mixtures that I doubt very much whether his most intimate friend could, under any circumstances, properly describe him. Gifted by nature with such advantages, both personal and otherwise, as but seldom fall to the share of one man, it seemed the irony of Fate that he should be debarred from deriving the slightest real or lasting benefit from any one of them. Hated with a cordial and undisguised hatred by the Chilanos themselves, and barely tolerated by the English section of the community, he supported an existence in Chili that was as unique as his own individuality was complex and extraordinary. To any one more sensitive such a life would have been unendurable, but Marcos Veneda seemed to derive a positive enjoyment from his social ostracism, and to become more and more satisfied with his lot in life as the gulf which cut him off from his neighbours widened. Among other things, it was characteristic of the man that he treated every one, high and low, alike; he unbent to nobody; but if it could be said that he was more amiably disposed towards one class than another, it was to those who would be the least likely ever to repay his cordiality. How he lived — for he practised no profession, and he certainly served no trade or master — no one knew; he made it a boast that he had never received a remittance from the outside world, and yet he was well known to have no income of his own. On the other hand, though he owed nobody anything, he had always money to spend, while those who had been privileged to see, reported that he occupied quarters in a semi-fashionable portion of the town that were very far removed from poverty-stricken.

Like most other people in Chili, in the year 1891, he had been drawn into the bitter civil war then proceeding, and he knew, if only on the score of party politics, the next twenty-four hours would decide much for him.

And not to Veneda alone, but to many other unfortunates compelled to remain in Valparaiso that night, was the question which the morrow would determine, of vital moment. The fierce struggle which for the better part of a year had been raging between the forces of the Dictator Balmaceda and those of the Opposition or Congressionalist Party, as they were more usually called, had at length reached such a pitch that it required but one more vigorous battle to find a termination.

From being spread over the land, the two opposing armies were now come face to face. The previous week had proved a deeply exciting one. Events had crowded thick and fast upon each other, beginning with the battle of Colmo; when, after a stubborn, hard-fought engagement, lasting something like five hours, the Opposition had gained a well-earned victory. Balmaceda’s army had marched into battle 14,000 strong, and had been obliged to beat a retreat, having lost, besides 1000 men killed and many more than that number wounded, 18 field-guns, and 170 mules laden with stores and ammunition. So signal was the disaster that, on realizing it, no less than 1500 men of the Government forces threw down their arms and fled into the mountains, while twice that number changed their uniforms and went over holus bolus to the enemy.

Immediately this crushing news became known to him, Balmaceda reinforced the garrison of Valparaiso with troops from the south, and then, with an army of 8000 men, perched himself on the heights above the city, and prepared to fight the last and decisive battle of the campaign.

In Valparaiso the result of the impending engagement was, as may be imagined, anxiously awaited by every one, Gobiernistas and Oppositores alike. The former made no secret of their intention, in the event of victory crowning their arms, to wreak vengeance upon their enemies. But the Oppositores, on the other hand, though equally sanguine of success, wisely refrained from giving vent to their feelings, for not only were they located in the enemy’s camp, so to speak, but they could not help foreseeing that even a victory for their cause would involve them in great risk, inasmuch as the Government troops would undoubtedly fall back upon the town, when they would in all probability commence to sack and burn Opposition property.

Such was the position of affairs on the evening described at the commencement of the chapter.

As I have said, Marcos Veneda appeared to have made up his mind. This might have been gathered from the set of his shoulders and his carriage of his body when he resumed his walk. There was also a new and singularly defiant look in his face as he passed into the Calle de Victoria which had not been there five minutes before.

Half-way down the street he paused to try and decipher a notice newly pasted on a wall. As he read, he became conscious that he was being watched. Looking up, he found himself confronted by one of the most respected English residents then remaining in the town. This gentleman, whose personal appearance would not have been out of place in a London board-room, had always shown himself one of Veneda’s most inveterate foes, and for this reason the latter was inclined to cross over the road without a second glance at him. That, however, the elder man would not permit; he advanced and button-holed his victim before he had time to leave the pavement.

“I think you are going in my direction,” he began, in order to give Veneda time to recover from his astonishment. “In that case I shall not be trespassing upon your time if I ask you to allow me to walk a little way with you. I have something I want to say to you.”

“I object to being button-holed in this fashion,” the other replied, an angry flush mantling his face.

“Not when it is to enable you to learn something to your advantage, I think,” his companion said quietly. “However, don’t let us quarrel, I simply stopped you because I want to do you a good turn. I know very well you dislike me.”

“It may be bad policy to say so,” Veneda sneered, “but I must own I do not exactly love you; you see, you have never given me an opportunity.”

“Well, we won’t discuss that now. What I want to say is, that I think in times like these we Englishmen ought to hang a bit closer together, don’t you know; to try and help each other in any way we can.”

The old gentleman, whose intentions were really most benevolent, gazed anxiously at his companion, to see how his speech would be taken. But Veneda’s only answer was to laugh in a peculiarly grating fashion. It was an unpleasant performance, born of the remembrance of snubs and bitter discouragements received at the other’s hands in by-gone days. For the space of thirty seconds neither spoke, and then it was the younger man, who said abruptly — 

“Well?”

“You don’t mind my going on?”

“I certainly should if I could prevent it,” replied Veneda; “but you’ve got me at a disadvantage, you see. I must listen to you.”

“Well, the long and the short of it is, I want to warn you.”

“That’s exceedingly good of you; and pray what of?”

“Of yourself. It is — forgive my saying so — an openly discussed subject in the town that you are playing a double game.”

Veneda stopped suddenly, and leaning his back against a wall, faced his companion.

“A double game,” he said slowly, as if weighing every word before he allowed himself to utter it; “and in what way is it supposed that I am playing a double game? Think carefully before you speak, for I may be compelled to hold you responsible.”

The worthy merchant experienced a sensation of nervousness. His memory recalled several little episodes in Veneda’s past, the remembrance of which, under the present circumstances, was not likely to contribute to his peace of mind.

“Now don’t get angry, my dear fellow,” he hastened to say, “I’m only telling you this for your own good. I mean that it is said you are endeavouring to stand with a leg in either camp; that while you pose among us as an active Oppositionist, you are in reality in communication with Balmaceda’s leaders. In other words, that, while we have been trusting you, you have been selling our secrets to our foes.”

“Well?”

Now it was a remarkable fact, that while the old gentleman expected and even dreaded an exhibition of wrath from his companion, he was in reality a good deal more frightened by this simple question than he would have been by the most violent outburst. And yet there was nothing startling in the word itself, nor in the manner in which it was uttered. Veneda still lounged in the same careless attitude against the wall, looking his companion up and down out of his half-closed eyes, as if to cause him any uneasiness would be the one thing furthest from his mind; but it was noticeable that his right hand had stopped fingering the trinkets on his watch-chain, and had passed into his coat-pocket, where a certain bulginess proclaimed the existence of a heavy object.

“Go on,” he continued slowly, “since you seem to be so well informed; what else do my kind friends say?”

“Well, if you want it bluntly, Veneda, they say that if our side wins to-morrow, of which there seems to be little or no doubt, and you remain in the city, your life won’t be worth five minutes’ purchase.”

“And — and your reason for telling me all this?”

“Simply because I want to warn you. And because, in spite of your Spanish name, which every one knows is assumed, you are an Englishman; and, as I said before, Englishmen ought to do what they can to help each other at such times as these. You don’t think I’ve said too much?”

“By no means. I hope you’ll understand how grateful I am to you for your trouble.”

“No trouble; I only wish the warning may prove of some use to you. Look here, we haven’t been very good friends in the past, but I do hope — —”

“That in the future we may be David and Jonathan on a substantial New Jerusalem basis, I suppose. Do you hear those guns?”

The noise of cannonading came down the breeze. And as he heard it the merchant shuffled uneasily.

“What does it mean?”

“Well, I think it means that to-morrow will decide things more important than our friendship. That’s all. You’re not coming any farther my way? Then good-night!”

With a muttered apology for having so long detained him, the old gentleman continued his walk to the left hand. When he had quite disappeared, Veneda resumed his walk, saying softly to himself, “This is what comes of listening to the voice of woman. I was an idiot ever to have mixed myself up with Juanita. I might have known she would have given me away. Never mind, the money’s gone to England, and if I can manage to stave Macklin off to-night, and Boulger comes to terms about his schooner, I shall beat them yet. But suppose Juanita should suspect? What on earth should I do then?”

This thought was evidently of an absorbing nature, for he walked briskly on, regarding no one, and turning neither to the right hand nor to the left, until he had gone about three hundred yards. Then finding himself face to face with a tall and narrow archway, guarded by a substantial iron gate, he paused irresolute. To all appearance he was endeavouring to make up his mind whether he should enter. Having decided in the affirmative, he knocked upon the iron-work of the gate. It was immediately opened, and an old man holding a lantern looked out, crying as he did so — 

“Quién esté ahí?” [“Who is there?”]

Submitting his name, after a brief scrutiny he was admitted into the patio, or courtyard of the building, of which the gate formed the outer guard. The wet stones (for it was still raining), the dripping gutters, and the weird moaning of the wind round the corners and between the housetops, did not add to the cheerfulness of the place.

Half-way across the patio Veneda turned to his guide.

“Hold on, Domingo,” he said, “in these matters it is just as well to be prepared. Whom have we here to-night?”

“Pablos Vargas, José Nunez, and the Englishman, John Macklin, senor.”

“All three? Very good. Go on!”

They approached a small door in the wall on the left hand of the courtyard; between its chinks a bright light streaked forth. A subdued murmur came from within, which was hushed as if by magic when the old man rapped upon the panel. Next moment Veneda was inside the room, endeavouring to accustom his eyes to the bright light of a common tin lamp hanging upon the wall.

It was but a small apartment, destitute of any furniture save a rough table and a chair or two, and filthy to an indescribable degree. The three men, for whose presence Veneda had been prepared, were evidently awaiting his coming. It was doubtful, however, judging from their expressions, whether they were pleased or annoyed at his punctual appearance. Though the heads of that mysterious organization which had so much frightened Bradshaw, with one exception they were not interesting. Pablos Vargas and José Nunez were simply Chilanos of the middle class, but the Englishman, John Macklin, was altogether extraordinary.

Besides being in many other ways peculiar, he was an Albino of the most pronounced type, possessed of the smallest body and the largest head imaginable in a human being; his arms were those of a baboon, so long that his fingers, when he stood upright, could touch his legs below his knees. His complexion was as delicate as the inside of a rosebud, his eyes were as pink as those of a white rabbit, while his hair was nothing more nor less than a mop of silkiest white floss. Added to these peculiarities, his voice was a strangely high falsetto, and when he became excited, he had a habit of cracking his finger-joints one after the other, a thing which in itself is apt to be a disconcerting trick.

His history, so far as could be gathered, was an eventful one, and would repay perusal. By his own statement he was a native of Exeter, England, in which city his father had at one time conducted a school for the sons of small tradesmen. At the age of ten, young Macklin became a choir boy in the Cathedral, but his personal appearance and moral character proving too much for his fellow-choristers, after a month some charge was preferred against him, and he was dismissed with ignominy. This circumstance, very naturally, was hardly of a kind calculated to straighten his already warped nature, and then and there, with a precocity beyond his years, he embarked upon a war against society, which, as I shall endeavour to prove later, had suffered no diminution when our history opens.

At the age of seventeen he became a lawyer’s clerk in Bristol, following this vocation until his majority from which time until his thirtieth birthday nothing definite can be learnt of him. It is believed, however, that for the greater part of that period he served a sentence in one of her Majesty’s convict prisons for fraud; and a semblance of truth is lent to the belief by the knowledge that directly he re-appeared in society he took ship for America.

The record of his doings across the Atlantic would form interesting reading, if only for its variety. For three years, from thirty to thirty-three, he followed many professions, including those of railway scalper, book fiend, and insurance tout, eventually figuring as “The Wild Man of New Guinea” in a dime museum in San Francisco, eating raw meat in a cage, and growling at the public from behind substantial iron bars. When this latter enterprise panned out unsatisfactorily, it left him no alternative but to migrate into Mexico, where he supported a chequered career as a money-lender, a lottery runner, keeper of a Monte hell, and suspected leader of a gang of most notorious thieves. Mexico no longer affording sufficient scope for his peculiar talents, he repaired to Brazil, thence drifting by easy stages into Chili, where, at the time of the Revolution, he had embarked on this new and exceedingly remunerative line of business.

Veneda looked from one to the other before he spoke, but his eyes rested longest on the face of the Albino and it was to him he addressed his opening salutation. It was a part of his policy to ignore Vargas and Nunez, as if they did not exist.

“Well,” he said, by way of introduction, “gentlemen of the Executive, you’re annoying, to say the least of it. What may be the reason of this unexpected meeting? I had more important business to-night.”

“You always seem to — —” Nunez commenced.

“Be silent,” sneered the Albino, with truculent courtesy, “you’re wasting the honourable gentleman’s time. Can’t you see he’s in a hurry to attend the Council of the President? Ho! ho! Senor Veneda, you can’t bluff me, so don’t attempt it.”

“Who wants to bluff you?” said Veneda. “Don’t be a fool, Macklin. Tell me why this meeting has been called.”

“Because there is a lot of important business to be got through, and by reason of the disturbances we may not be able to hold another for a week or two.”

Veneda seated himself, and the meeting commenced.

“In the first place,” said the Albino, who acted as chairman, “there is some important correspondence from the branches to be considered. I have here a letter from London, informing us that on the 13th May, Emanuel Bendalack, secretary of a well-known Building Society, absconded from England with £18,000. He left in the steamer Royal Sceptre, bound for Cape Town; he is disguised as a Wesleyan missionary, and booked his passage in the name of Blander. If you will allow me to make a suggestion, I would advise that our agents in South Africa be directed to meet Mr. Blander on his arrival, and that the Greek, Manolake, be despatched from here as soon as possible to attend to the affair. Does that meet with your approval?”

Assent having been given, the Albino made an entry in a book, and took up another letter.

“This is a communication from Buda-Pesth. It is to the effect that the well-known merchant, Julius Karlinska, left that city on the 6th June, taking with him a sum equivalent to £22,000, the property of his creditors. He is believed to be making for Australia, and has been traced as far as Port Said. Photograph enclosed. What do you desire regarding Herr Karlinska?”

Nunez was the first to offer a suggestion.

“I would advise communicating with our agent in Melbourne, and sending some one at once to take over the affair.”

“Who is at liberty just now?” asked Veneda.

“Emil Valdor, Shivaloff, and Maunders of the men, that is if Manolake goes to Cape Town; Marie Darnée and Juanita Valdores of the women.”

“Juanita? The very person; despatch her!”

“Impossible! She is wanted here.”

Veneda gave a little sigh of disappointment.

“Where is the Italian, Automa?” asked Nunez.

“In New York, shadowing Clifford Blake-Ganon, who is expected to bolt at any moment,” answered Macklin.

“Then send the Darnée,” urged Vargas; “she will find him and do the business better than any.”

“Is that your wish, senors?” the chairman asked.

They signified that it was.

“Very good, then the Darnée goes. And now we come to another matter, one nearer home.”

Veneda gave a start, so small that it was unnoticed save by the Albino.

“What matter?”

The dwarf cast a look at him full of withering contempt.

“Now, see you,” he said angrily, “it’s not a bit of good your coming here and trying to make me believe that you want the whole story overhauled again. You know very well what I mean.”

“That poor hunted devil of an English banker in the Calle de San Pedro, I suppose?”

“You suppose! Look here, Marcos Veneda, what the devil’s the use of your wasting our time playing ‘possum like that?’

“How was I to know to what you alluded? we’ve so many irons in the fire. But since we are on that subject, Macklin, I’ve got something to say about it. Don’t you think we might give the poor cur a run for his miserable life? From all accounts he’s pretty well frightened out of his senses already!”

The Albino, Vargas, and Nunez stared with astonishment; in all their experience of him, they had never known Marcos Veneda behave like this before. The Albino laughed suspiciously.

“I wonder what your little game is, my friend,” he said. “This is a new line for you. Want us to spare him, do you? Very pretty, I’m sure; would look well in a tract, wouldn’t it, with a devil dodger’s head on the frontispiece!”

“Stow that, Macklin; I only want fair play for the wretch.”

“Fair play, is it? Oh, I promise you he shall have dead loads of that.”

The Albino laughed uproariously at his own vile joke. He was joined by Vargas and Nunez.

Veneda’s face grew black as thunder.

“That’s enough,” he said, with a sudden outburst of passion. “Stop that! I’ll not be laughed at by a set of greasy scattermouches like you.”

The merriment ceased abruptly, and the Albino took the opportunity of re-commencing business.

“To-morrow, whichever way the fighting goes, there’ll be rioting and sacking of houses. That’s our opportunity.”

“And who is to do the work?”

“We will decide that by lot.”

“But how do you know that he hasn’t taken flight, or that the information hasn’t leaked out, and the cache been rifled already?”

“Because, my friend, as you’re perfectly aware, the house has been watched day and night ever since he sneaked into the town. No, no, don’t be afraid, we have taken very good care of ourselves; nobody has come out, not even the old mole himself; and certainly no one has gone in. You needn’t be alarmed, the money is safe enough. He would be a clever and courageous man who managed to play false with us.”

Veneda breathed again. It had been an anxious moment; but he flattered himself he had not betrayed his uneasiness, while at the same time he had learnt all he wanted to know. The questions he was about to ask were only intended to disarm any suspicions his manner might have aroused.

“And after the money is our property?”

“It will be divided here, on the capstan-head, so to speak; and when each man has received his share, he can up stakes, and go to the devil with it his own way.”

“And how much do you say it will amount to? Remember the old man’s had a good slice out of it himself.”

“Lord grant me patience! How many more questions do you want to ask? Why, as near as we can fix it, Two Hundred and Twenty-five Thousand Pounds; isn’t it enough for you?”

“Pretty near,” Veneda answered, with a laugh; “and now, if you’ve got anything else to do, let’s get to it at once. I’ve business down town.”

At a signal from Albino, Vargas placed dice upon the table, and the gamble commenced. Luck was with Veneda, for finally Vargas and the Albino were elected to carry out the robbery. When that point had been decided, the hour for meeting on the following night, and a few other minor matters arranged, Veneda wished them a sneering “good luck” of their work, and started homewards as fast as his legs would carry him. As he went he laughed softly to himself, as one who enjoys a joke of extraordinary humour. He was decidedly in better spirits than when we accompanied him to the house. He even forgot himself so far as to whistle.

Considering the state of Valparaiso at the time, and the fact that there was no protective power at hand to quell disturbances, the city was wonderfully quiet. A great anxiety was upon everybody, a disquiet that was not at all attuned to noise.

Veneda strode briskly along, occupied with his own thoughts. But strange though it may seem, he was not thinking of the scene he had just left, nor of the impending battle of the morrow; he was recalling a certain box and letter he had despatched to a London merchant a week previous, and reflecting that by the time the Society could discover his treachery, he would in all probability be on the high seas, far beyond the reach of vengeance or defeat. There was only one thing; at any risk he must prevent the woman Juanita from suspecting his intentions.

So absorbed was he in his thoughts, that he had arrived at his house, let himself in, and ascended the stairs to his own peculiar sanctum before he was really conscious that he had done so. The staircase and the room were in total darkness. He crossed to a bracket where matches were usually kept, and striking one, turned to light a candle close at hand. As the flame caught, a low, musical laugh, distinctly feminine, greeted his ears. His nerves must have been overstrung, for he started violently, and came within an ace of dropping both candle-stick and match. Holding the light aloft, he glanced in the direction whence the sound proceeded. The room was big enough to contain many shadows, and the candle did not give a very good light.

“Juanita?”

“Yes, Juanita certainly; are you so surprised to see me?”

He paused to light two other candles before replying. His visitor did not fail to notice the trembling of his hand. Then the room being illuminated to his satisfaction, and the door carefully closed, he remembered his duty as host, and bade her welcome in proper form. When she heard him say that he was glad to see her, she laughed very softly, and said — 

“Marcos, I wonder when you will learn to tell a falsehood with an air of truth?”

Evidently he did not deem this question worthy of a reply, for he threw himself into a chair, and began to roll a cigarette, without vouchsafing one.

Now, when I say that Juanita Encarnaçion Valdores, whose name we have heard mentioned so many times before, was altogether an uncommon woman, I desire to imply that she was uncommon not only in a physical, but in several other senses besides. Her beauty alone was such as to arrest immediate attention. Of rather more than middle height, she carried herself with an erectness calculated to give one the idea that she was several inches taller than her real stature. Even for one owning Spanish blood, her complexion was dark almost to swarthiness, while her upper lip was not without a suspicion of what is irreverently termed a moustache. Yet it was strange that these two things, counted in other women serious defects, in Juanita not only failed to detract from the general effect, but in a great measure added to it. Her hands and feet were in keeping with the rest of her frame, neither too large nor too small; her manner could be anything she chose, from caressing to fiendish; and her voice and laugh, when she so desired, sounded on the ear like sweetest music. Like Marcos Veneda, she was all mysteriousness. Many curious stories were told of her past, and as a faithful chronicler, I must admit that they did not all redound to her credit. She had been in Chili nearly four years; but where she had hailed from before that I am not prepared to say. It only concerns us that, at the time of which I write, she was without a protector, and indeed it appeared as if she would be likely to remain so, for no man was careless enough of his reputation with the public to take such a position upon himself. It is possible that this may have been the reason why she drifted towards Veneda, whose predicament, as we have seen, was not altogether dissimilar to her own.

“Come, come, Marcos,” she said, “I cannot say that you’re the best of company to-night. Tell me, don’t you think I’m a plucky woman to venture out on such a night, and to call on you of all people?”

“I am proportionately honoured,” he replied gravely; “but I suppose you have some very good reason, or you wouldn’t have run the risk.”

She shrugged her shoulders, and made a little gesture with her hands, as one who would say, “who knows.” Then her manner changed completely, and leaning forward, she placed one hand on his arm. He had been earnestly regarding her all this time, endeavouring to read in her face what was passing in her mind. Now he prepared himself for the struggle he felt was imminent.

“My Marcos,” she said softly, and the name came very prettily from her lips, “I suppose you have heard that people call me a witch, because they say I turn men’s heads. They also say — no, do not speak till I have done — that sometimes I can read men’s thoughts, and not unfrequently foretell future events.”

“Then, Juanita,” he answered, as soon as he could get a word in, “you certainly could not have come at a better time. You shall read my fate, and advise me as to what course I should pursue regarding it.”

Without another word she lifted his hand, which lay upon the arm of her chair, and examined it carefully. The flickering candle-light fell upon her bent head, and danced amid the luxuriant tangle of her hair.

“Shall I tell you everything I see?” she asked. He saw that her face had grown suddenly very serious.

“Why not?” he replied.

“Because I am frightened, Marcos,” she answered, shuddering, “because there is something terrible written on your hand.”

“In what way?”

“Treachery, Marcos, and for a large sum of money!”

He snatched his hand angrily away, and to cover his embarrassment affected entire disbelief.

“You are indeed a fortune-teller! You will accuse me of having assassinated the President directly. And pray what else did you see?”

“I had better not tell you, you will only be angry with me.”

“Angry with you! Never!”

“Marcos, I saw on your hand more than you dream. Hush, listen to me; you are contemplating flight.”

“That is not a difficult thing to see. If things do not improve here, many of us will be driven into clearing out. You must be smarter than that, Juanita.”

“Oh, but that is not all. I see that you have sent great treasure away to a far country, and that you intend to follow it.”

“This is beautiful! What — what else?”

“That your professed love for me is only lip service, for you intend to desert me.”

“That is about as true as the rest. Have you anything further?”

“That your treasure amounts to over £200,000 of English money, and that it is directed to a — let me see,” — here she pretended to study his hand again,— “Sir Benjamin Plowden (bah! your English names!) who lives in the East India Avenue of your great smoky London. Is that true? Ah! I see it is.”

There was a ring of triumph in her voice. She had played a doubtful card, and scored a victory. For the moment Veneda was totally unnerved; his face, pale before, was now snow-white; large beads of perspiration covered his forehead.

“How did you learn all that nonsense?” he stammered.

“Why, from your hand, of course,” came the mocking reply. “And is it such nonsense? Marcos, Marcos, I have always said you were a clever man, but you must be cleverer still to deceive me. Woman’s wit — you know the proverb. Will you have more? Shall I tell you, for instance, what Macklin and the Society would say of it, and what key guards your treasure-chamber?”

“By all means, if there is such a thing,” he cried, his nervousness lifting his voice almost to a falsetto. Meanwhile his eyes seemed to be attempting to read her very soul. Perhaps his scrutiny relieved him, for the expression on his face changed.

“I knew you couldn’t do it,” he said quietly. “I return your compliment; you’re very clever, but you must be cleverer still to deceive me.”

“How do you know that I don’t understand it?” she inquired, with just a suspicion of nervousness now in her voice. “Since I can tell so much, how do you know that I can’t tell all?”

“Because, my dear” — he had quite recovered himself by this time, and was bitterly regretting having betrayed his feelings so openly— “even if I had any such business on hand, I am certain you don’t know what you pretend, otherwise you would have it in your eyes. Ah!”

His attention was attracted to a small writing-table standing in a corner of the room. The blotting-book lay upon it turned upside down. Seizing it, he fell to turning the leaves. One was missing.

“Ha! ha! my little sorceress!” he cried mockingly, “you are discovered. It is an old trick and a good one. I remember blotting the first two sides of the letter on a fresh page. To obtain your information, you have simply torn that out, and held it against the light. But the rest, the most important part, was not blotted at all. So you can do me no harm after all.”

“Why should you think I wish to harm you?”

“I don’t think you do; I only think you might. And you see, of £200,000, two hundred thousand pounds’ worth of care must be taken. By the way, since you know so much, I doubt if it would be prudent to let you out of this house again.”

Ignoring the threat entirely, she continued the conversation as if it had not been uttered.

“At least you might have trusted me, Marcos.”

“Have I said that I do not?”

“You have not said so in so many words, but I know you don’t. Besides, you are leaving Chili to-morrow night.”

“How do you know that?”

“I forget, but it’s true, isn’t it, Marcos? — and you will take me with you, won’t you? Even if you no longer love me, you will have pity on me? You will not leave me to their mercy? I am so tired of this life of spying and conspiracy, and I would be so faithful to you.”

Her voice trembled. He stopped his restless pacing up and down the room, and looked at her. As far as he could see there was only a great love for himself shining in her eyes. She looked wondrously beautiful. It was a temptation and a danger; yet perhaps, all things considered, it was the safest course. A second later he had made up his mind, and as he did so a corresponding light came into his eyes. It would have been hard to tell which was more in earnest. Resuming his seat beside her, he said — 

“Juanita, I do love you, and I believe I can trust you; come what may, we will go together.”

“My own dear love!”

He took her hand and gravely kissed it. The crisis was past.

Both felt they had scored a victory, but both felt it would require very little to overthrow it. Five minutes later she was speeding home unaccompanied, for she would not hear of his being seen in the streets with her. In the security of her own room she regarded herself in her glass, and as she did so she said half aloud — 

“He did his very best to put me off the scent, but I beat him in the end. One thing is certain, he carries the piece of paper that is to authorize the payment of the money about with him, in a large locket fastened round his neck with a double chain. I felt it when my head rested on his breast. Two hundred thousand pounds — it’s the greatest stake I ever played for. With that I should be a free woman again. Come what may, my Marcos, I’ll never desert you till I have shared it with you or relieved you of it.”

When she had left him, Veneda threw up his window, and leant out into the night. The rain had ceased. He could see watch-fires gleaming all along the heights, and myriads of lights twinkling among the shipping in the harbour; but though he looked at them, I don’t think he was conscious that he saw them. He was reviewing in his mind all he had passed through that evening, and wondering whether or not the balance stood in his favour.

From the consideration of his present position, his thoughts passed out across the open ocean to a mail-boat homeward bound. And so piercing was the gaze of his mind’s eye, that it penetrated even through iron and timber to the vessel’s bullion-room, where reposed a certain chest, with which his fortunes were not altogether unconnected. Then dropping the good ship behind it, as if she were standing still, on his fancy sped across the seas to the land he had not known for fifteen years. There in a smiling valley, nestling among beech woods, he found for himself a home, a life of honest independence, of love, of respect, and, above all things, of forgetfulness of Chili and the past! His imagination painted it for him with realistic touches, but would it ever come true? With Goethe he might very well have said, “When, how, and where? That is the question!”

After a while he drew in his head, and shut the window. Then from round his neck he took a locket. Opening it, a curious slip of ragged paper fell to the floor. Picking it up, he gazed at it for a few seconds, and then replaced it, saying to himself — 

“Boulger’s squared — the Island Queen is ready, and with to-morrow night’s tide I bid good-bye to Chili for ever and a day. They’ll never think of looking for me in the South Pacific, and I’ll work my way home by Australia and the East. Confound Juanita! I ought to have anticipated this trick of hers. It’s the deuce and all, but there’s no other way out of it, I must take her with me. It would be madness to leave her behind to act with the Albino and the Society against me; but before I get to the other side, if I don’t hit out some plan to rid myself of her, my name’s not Marmaduke Plowden!”


CHAPTER III.

A STRANGER DAY.
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QUITE AN HOUR before daybreak Veneda was awakened by sounds of excitement in the streets. Bitterly cold though the morning proved, almost every one was astir, listening for the cannonading which would proclaim the opening of the engagement on the heights. The booming of a few guns came with the breaking day, faintly at first, but growing louder as the light increased. Without doubt the long-expected battle had commenced.

Following the example of his neighbours, Veneda threw up his window and leant out to listen. Somehow or other, since his conversation with the English merchant in the Calle de Victoria the previous night, his confidence in a victory for the Government had been a little shaken; and now for the first time he began to experience twinges of real alarm for his own immediate safety. Supposing he should be arrested by the Congressionalist leaders for his treachery to them, where would his escape be then? In that case Boulger would not wait, and Juanita for her own safety would be certain to betray him. But he reflected that it was full early yet to be frightened, and moreover he had been in so many close things before, that one more or less could hardly matter.

The behaviour of the people in the streets was peculiar. In their excitement men no longer showed evidences of partisanship; all the thoughts and anxieties of Gobiernistas and Oppositores alike were centred on the battle then proceeding. It was as though they were spectators of a stage-play and nothing more. The time for individual animosity, they told themselves, would come later.

By breakfast-time the excitement had risen to fever heat. From the clearness with which the sounds could be distinguished, it was plain that the Government forces were being driven back, and this could have but one meaning, — the Opposition were advancing on Valparaiso. The noise grew louder every minute, and with its approach the turbulent element of the town began to make its presence felt in the streets. The peculiar ping of rifle-bullets sounded continually in the lower quarters; many business premises away from the main thoroughfares were looted; while in not one but several directions the smoke of incendiary fires rose on the clear morning air.

So certain had every one, by this time, become of the result of the fighting, that many Government supporters packed up their traps and quitted the town with as little ostentation as possible; either scurrying into the neighbouring mountains, or seeking refuge on board the foreign men-of-war at anchor in the harbour.

Towards ten o’clock the firing slackened off, and by half-past had ceased altogether. A victory had been won — but by whom? This question was in everybody’s mouth.

News, however, was not long forthcoming. In all directions terrified camp-followers — men, women, and children, on foot and on horseback — might have been seen making for the town as fast as their own legs or those of their beasts could carry them. As they hurried along they announced in loud voices the absolute defeat of the Government forces, exaggerating the details with every repetition of the story. After a short interval they were followed by the vanquished and flying troops themselves, who corroborated what the others had so authoritatively proclaimed. There could be no doubt that the Opposition had won a signal victory. The reign of terror was over! The hated Dictator, Balmaceda, hitherto regardless of what lives he sacrificed to gain his ends, was now not only powerless, but an outcast and a suppliant for his own.

Hard upon the heels of the fugitive troops, amid an outburst of wildest excitement, came the advance guard of the victorious army, with bands playing and colours waving. Bells clashed and jangled from every steeple, continual vivas rent the air, and crackers by hundreds were exploded in the streets. Every one wore the red ribbon of the Opposition, and every face (for active Gobiernistas were wise enough not to parade theirs) testified to the relief and joy with which the result was hailed. There could not have been a more popular termination to the struggle.

As soon as the result of the battle had become known, the Intendente had delivered up the town to the admirals of the foreign war-ships, who now in their turn handed it over to the Congressionalist leaders. The place had thus practically changed hands from the Republic to the Republic; from one class to the other and more popular section of the community.

It may be imagined that Veneda took care to be well posted on all that occurred. With the entrance of the troops he saw the total destruction of his political hopes, and now his active mind was busily engaged working out the best possible means of securing his own safety, until the time should come for him to leave the country.

Reflecting that to all intents and purposes his life would depend an his personal appearance, he first turned his attention in that direction. In five minutes his close-cropped beard had disappeared; his heavy black moustache was twirled and twisted into quite a new and extraordinary shape; while his well-cut English clothes were discarded for a more Chilian garb, including a poncho and a broad-leafed sombrero. When thus equipped he paraded before his glass, he could not but admit that the effect was excellent. The odds were a thousand to one against any one recognizing in this typical Chilano the Marcos Veneda of half-an-hour before.

By the time he was dressed he had determined as to his next course of action. He saw that it would be impossible for him to remain where he was; therefore, until the hour for boarding the schooner should arrive, he must seek an asylum elsewhere. But before leaving the house many things had to be thought of. Glancing round the room with its host of familiar knick-knacks, he set himself to destroy what he did not desire should fall into other hands, concealing about his person such small articles of value or association as he wished to carry away. When this was accomplished he dropped a carefully-loaded revolver into the pocket of his poncho, and was ready to forsake the house.

That he might not be observed leaving by the front door, he lifted the window and swung himself from it down into the patio. For a moment he stopped to listen, then hearing nothing suspicious, passed without further ado into the street. No one was to be seen.

Where to go, or what to do with himself (it was not yet two o’clock), he had not made up his mind. Strange to say, considering the danger it would involve him in, he felt an intense desire to see all that was to be seen, and to participate, himself, in the general excitement. Of the latter there was no lack; the town was full of disbanded soldiery, and serious rioting had already occurred. The foreign war-ships had landed forces to protect foreign life, but in the lower quarters the mob ruled paramount.

So complete was his disguise that Veneda found himself, on more than one occasion, standing side by side with former acquaintances, unmolested and unrecognized. The knowledge of this security gave him fresh courage, and he followed the course of the day’s events with additional interest and vigour. Yet a danger he had never anticipated was in store for him.

Leaving the Calle de Victoria, he passed down a side street in the direction of the harbour, but before he had proceeded fifty yards a sound he knew only too well greeted his ears; it was the noise of a crowd in hot pursuit of something or somebody.

Not wishing to run the risk of being mistaken for their quarry, he cast about him for a loophole of escape. But none presented itself. While he was looking, footsteps sounded close behind him. To his astonishment the runner was none other than John Macklin the Albino, chairman of the Society, his face livid with terror, and his breath coming from him in great spasmodic jerks. His clothes were in rags, and covered with a filth which reached even to his hair; his hat was gone, and long purple weals streaked his dainty cheeks. The agony expressed in his eyes lent an extraordinary effect to his face.

“Save me, save me!” he gasped, falling at Veneda’s feet. “In the merciful name of God, I beseech you to save me!”

For the reason that Macklin did not recognize him, nothing would have been easier than for the other to have cast him off, and for the space of three breaths he was half inclined to do it. Then, for some reason which he was never afterwards able to explain (it must be understood that the dwarfs death would in a great measure have rescued him from his very awkward predicament), he determined to do his best to help him. It was a foolish resolution, but it was only on a par with the man’s extraordinarily complex character.

The noise of the mob, like that of hounds in full cry, was drawing closer; any second might bring them into view. Turning to the terrified creature beside him, he cried — 

“I’ll do my best for you. Pick up your heels and run.”

Running appeared the last thing the Albino, in his present exhausted condition, would be capable of, but he nevertheless followed in the other’s wake, panting horribly, and throwing his long arms about with windmill-like gesticulations. As they started the mob burst into view, and a second later a shot whisked in unpleasant proximity to Veneda’s head. There is something chilling in the whine of a rifle-bullet, and as he heard it he began to repent having taken any share in the Albino’s private concerns. Without turning his head, he cried — 

“Faster, faster, round the next corner, and then follow me.”

This was, however, easier said than done; the little man’s strength, already taxed beyond straining pitch, was quite unequal to a fresh demand. He began to lag behind, and Veneda saw that if he reached the shelter of the street corner, about fifty yards distant, it would be as much as he could possibly accomplish.

Not a second was to be lost; their pursuers were barely more than a hundred and fifty yards behind. Stopping, he turned, and as his companion approached him, stooped and took him in his arms, throwing him up on to his shoulder as if his weight were the merest trifle. Then he resumed his flight.

Reaching the corner he flew round it, thankful to find no one in sight, and made for a row of deserted houses across the way. Into the patio of the third of these he dashed, and not until then did he place his burden on the ground.

“I can’t carry you any further; we must hide!” he cried, vigorously attacking a door which opened on to the courtyard; “our lives depend upon getting into this house. Help me, help me!”

The Albino required no second bidding, and between them they burst in the door. They were only just in time, for as the lock gave way they heard the vanguard of the mob come howling round the corner. Veneda knew that when they could not see their game before them, it would be only a question of seconds before they would commence their search of the neighbourhood. Experience had taught him that a mob does not allow itself to be robbed of its prey without a struggle.

Once inside the house he led the way up-stairs. Unlike most Chilian residences, it was of three storeys, and built of stone — a bad speculation on the part of an English builder. Not until they had ascended to the garrets did they pause to listen. An angry murmur came up to them from the street, and when he heard it Veneda turned to his companion, who was lying on the floor endeavouring to regain his breath, and said — 

“That means that they’ve tracked us down. How we’re going to give them the slip now is more than I can see.”

As he spoke, a crash came from the lower regions.

“That’s the front door,” he continued calmly. “We must be moving on again. Are you ready?”

The Albino’s only answer was to spring to his feet.

Being already as high up as they could get without crawling on to the roof, where next to go became the question. A noise of voices told them that their pursuers were within the house itself. They were caught like rats in a trap! Apart from any other consideration, it would, in all probability, be a most unpleasant death they would die; and Veneda reflected that after so many narrow escapes it would be humiliating to perish at the hands of a lawless mob in somebody else’s quarrel.

While these thoughts were flashing through his brain he was looking about him for some means of exit, but save for the door they had entered by, and the window which looked out at the back over some lower roofs, nothing worthy of his consideration presented itself. The door was clearly impracticable, unless they desired to meet their pursuers on the stairs, and as to the window, there was a drop of fully fifteen feet from it on to the nearest roof, and at least twenty more on to the stones of the courtyard. By this time the foremost of the mob were in the room beneath them.

A heavy perspiration broke out on Veneda’s forehead; the Albino shrank into a corner, and covered his face with his hands. But they could not meet their death without a struggle, so, come what might, they must try the window. Crossing to it Veneda threw it open, at the same time beckoning the dwarf to his side.

“Now,” he said, “there is nothing for it but to get out on the roof, and crawl along the housetops till we can find a place to get down. Don’t stand whimpering there, but pay attention to what I say. I’ll swing myself up first, and when I’m ready I’ll do my best to pull you after me. Stand by, or I swear I’ll leave you to your fate!”

It was a useless warning; the Albino was ready to risk anything, even a tumble into the courtyard, rather than to allow himself to fall into the hands of those who were now on the staircase leading to their room.

With all the speed he could command Veneda crawled backwards out of the narrow window, and clutched the thin guttering of the roof above. What he was about to attempt was not only a difficult, but a horribly dangerous feat, for there was literally nothing to catch hold of that would permit of a grip. It was an athletic test that would have tried the nerve and endurance of the most accomplished gymnast. Bit by bit, with infinite pain, he drew himself up, till his shoulders were above the guttering. The muscles of his arms appeared as if they must snap under the strain they were called upon to endure. The suspense was awful; but if it seemed long to Veneda before he was lying stretched on the roof, what an eternity must it have been to the miserable Albino crouched in the room below!

Then the other’s voice reached him, saying — 

“Crawl backwards out of the window, and give me your hands. Be quick! I can’t stay like this long!”

The shouts of the mob and the trampling on the staircase stimulated him. Crawling out of the window as he was ordered, he stretched his long arms upwards. His hands were clutched from above; then he felt himself lifted clear of the sill, and next moment he was swaying out into mid air. If the strain on Veneda’s muscles had been great when he pulled himself up on to the roof, how much greater was it now that he had not only to retain his own position, but to lift this other man as well! The Albino looked up into his face and saw the veins standing out upon it as large as maccaroni stems, and strange though it may appear, it was only then that he recognized his deliverer. A minute later he was stretched on the roof-top, just as the leaders of the mob entered the room they had so lately quitted.

It was a long time before either spoke. Then the Albino, leaning towards his preserver, whispered — 

“Marcos, I owe you my life. I reckon I won’t forget what you’ve done for me to-day.”

“You had a close shave of it. What devil’s game were you up to that they should chase you?”

“I met them in the Calle de Victoria, and some one cried ‘Gobiernista’; next moment they started after me like bloodhounds. If I hadn’t met you, I’d have been a dead man!”

Perhaps Veneda did not hear him. At any rate he made no reply. He was listening to the sounds in the street, and wondering, now that the mob found themselves outwitted, what their next move would be.

He was not to be kept long in suspense. That operations of some kind were being conducted he guessed from the sudden silence. Then a cry of “Fire!” went up, and next moment smoke burst from either end of the row. He understood exactly: not being able to find them, the mob intended to burn them out!

From the two farthest houses the flames spread with awful rapidity, and as they saw it their tormentors howled and shrieked with delight. Fortunately the house, on the rearmost roof of which Veneda and the Albino lay, was the centre one, and for this reason they would have some time to wait before they could experience any actual danger.

It may be imagined with what interest they watched the approaching flames, speculating how soon they would be obliged to move again. The heat was over-powering; but the conflagration was not speedy enough for the miscreants below, who thereupon set fire to the lower regions of the middle house.

This, Veneda told himself, was becoming too much of a good thing. The tiles were every moment growing hotter and hotter, and in a few minutes it would be impossible to remain upon them. The dense, choking smoke enveloped them in clouds.

With an eye ever on the look-out, he saw that the only cool spot was a tiny position on a parapet to their left, as yet a good distance from the flames. He moved towards it, thinking he had done quite enough for his companion. There was not room for more than one upon the place, and he secured it first.

Presently, overcome with heat and despair, the wretched Albino crawled along the roof, and endeavoured to find a foothold on it also. Veneda called upon him to go back, but he refused. It was impossible for both to remain — one must go, and a battle began for the position.

Partly owing to the situation of the outhouses below, partly to the fact that the mob was watching events from the street front, but more to the dense smoke which enveloped them, their struggle was unnoticed. It was of but short duration. How could one of the Albino’s size hope to contend with a man so muscular as Veneda! For a few brief seconds they were locked in each other’s arms; then Veneda’s right hand seized upon the other’s throat, and began to press his head further and further back. At last, to save himself from a broken neck, the Albino let go his hold, and fell with a yell from the roof into the smoke below. But though he had not succeeded in his attempt to remain upon the wall, he did not allow his companion to occupy it either, for as he fell he made a last feeble clutch at Veneda’s legs. Slight though it was, it was sufficient to disturb the other’s balance. He tottered, swayed, endeavoured to save himself, failed in the attempt, and finally fell, as his companion had done before him, into the Unknown. Such was the violence of his fall, that when he reached the bottom he lay stunned for some time.

On recovering his senses he found himself lying in the hollow between the roofs of the two outhouses before mentioned. Save for the spluttering flames of the smouldering débris, it was quite dark. The crowd had dispersed, and though he looked carefully about him, nothing was to be seen of the Albino. Whether he had fallen into the courtyard and been killed or captured by the mob, he could not of course tell, but at any rate he was relieved to find that he had departed elsewhere.

Having made sure of this, he rose and convinced himself that no bones were broken. He had experienced a miraculous escape, and he argued that it was a good omen for what lay before him. Clambering over the side of the roof, he lowered himself to the ground, and then skirting the ruins of the houses, proceeded into the street.


CHAPTER IV.

THE ALBINO IS DISAPPOINTED.
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WHEN THE ALBINO regained his senses, on the other side of the small outhouse, within five feet of where Veneda lay, his first idea was to find out if he had received any injury from his fall from the roof, and next to discover what had become of the man who had occasioned it.

He found that beyond a severe shaking and a few burns, he had sustained but trifling hurt, perhaps for the reason that by clutching at the parapet he had in some measure broken his fall. But though he searched diligently all round the patio, and even among the ruins of the houses hard by, not a trace of his late antagonist could he discover.

What a narrow escape had been his he realized when he looked about him, for on every side were heaped smouldering débris of the dwellings, while the conflagration was still proceeding, with unabated violence, only a few steps further along the street. Why he had not been killed by falling timber, found and despatched by the mob, or burnt up by the flames as he lay unconscious, he could not for the life of him understand.

The street being quiet, he settled it in his own mind that the mob had gone elsewhere, believing their prey to have perished. So giving himself a final shake to make quite certain that all was sound, he waited his opportunity, and, when no one was passing, struck out in the direction of the Calle de San Pedro. In spite of his recent adventures he had not forgotten his appointment with Vargas at the house of the fugitive English banker; and, as he hurried along, he reflected with a chuckle that if, as in all human probability was the case, Veneda had perished with the falling house, then would there be one less with whom to divide the spoil. He wished, however, that he had seen the body. That, he told himself, would have been altogether more satisfactory, for he knew Vargas and Nunez well enough to be aware that they would not accept his statement for truth, unless he could bring substantial proof of its authenticity.

As he turned into the Calle de San Pedro, a man crossed over the road and joined him. It was Pablos Vargas. Without a word they proceeded to the house, a ramshackle, old adobe structure of one storey, with a broad verandah running round three sides, and a commodious patio on the fourth, this latter protected by a heavy gate.

As the conspirators approached it they were joined by two other men from the premises on either side.

“Well, Miguel,” said the Albino, addressing himself to the taller of the twain, “what have you to report? He has not escaped you?”

“No, senor. We have not seen a sign of him this week past, and we’ve watched day and night.”

“Well, if he’s gone you may pack your kits, and clear out of this country for ever. I promise you, you won’t be able to live in it with me. You can go.”

“We want our money,” remarked the man who had not yet spoken.

“What? Want your money, do you, you longshore beach-comber — want your money before we’ve seen how you’ve done your work! Clear out of this. You’ll be paid at the proper place, at ten.”

“These are no times for promises. We want our money now,” reiterated the man; “and what’s more, we’re going to have it!”

The Albino was not at all impressed by the man’s determined attitude. Taking a step towards him, he whispered a sentence in his ear, with the result that next moment the fellow was scuttling down the street like one possessed, his companion after him.

Macklin turned to Vargas with a grin.

“There seems to be something in the old word after all. Now come; we’ve got our work cut out.”

As he spoke he produced a key, and opened the door of the dwelling before which they stood, and which was to the right of that they designed to visit. Entering, they proceeded along the passage to the small yard at the back. Once there only a low wall separated them from the other house. With an agility surprising in one so deformed, the Albino mounted it, and dropped on to the other side; Vargas followed him, and together they approached a window. Opening this, they crept through it into the dwelling; then, soft as cats, passed across the room towards the central passage. At a signal from Macklin, Vargas produced and lit a candle.

Having before they started made themselves familiar with that part of the house which contained the treasure of which they were in search, they were able to approach it without hesitation or delay. On reaching the room they paused to listen, at the same time taking the precaution of examining their arms. Then, stealthily opening the door, they entered, the Albino first and Vargas in the rear, shading the candle with his hand.

A half-starved, decrepit old man was pacing up and down at the further end. On seeing them he stopped his walk, and advanced towards them with a courtly bow.

“You are very welcome,” he began in English. “I’ve been expecting you this week past. You must excuse the unprepared state of my surroundings; but I’ve only moved in here while my Kensington house is being redecorated. You will stay and take dinner with me, of course?”

“What does he say?” asked Vargas, who had no knowledge of English.

“He’s mad! — stark, staring mad!” replied the Albino.

“Won’t you sit down?” continued their host. “I will ring and have the wine put in ice. By the way, I don’t think you told me your business; my memory is not what it was. I have had troubles — serious troubles.”

“That’s enough of that, my friend,” Macklin interposed “Confound your memory! We want that money — the Two Hundred and Fifty Thousand you swindled the Kamtchatka Bank out of. If you want to save your skin, you’d better own up where it is, and save any bother.”

The ex-banker continued to smile sweetly.

“Ah! there’s a very good story connected with that. It’s going the round of the clubs now. Lord Burgoo, our chairman, asked me about it this afternoon in Piccadilly. You must know that I took it out to Chili to invest on the Bank’s behalf. One evening, I was sitting in my room in the Calle de San Pedro, when a singularly handsome man called to see me. ‘Mr. Bradshaw,’ said he, ‘I’m sorry to trouble you, but I’ve come to play you a game of cards for that money.’ I had no objection, of course, so down we sat. Eventually he won, and I paid him all that was left of the £250,000. It was a good stake, wasn’t it?”

“You lie!” shrieked the Albino, dashing at him and clutching him by the throat. “That be hanged for a tale. It’s only one of your damned dodges to put us off the scent. Where is it? Tell me, or I’ll throttle you!”

“I assure you it’s the truth,” gasped the unfortunate banker, half strangled. “I will even tell you his name.”

The Albino withdrew his hand.

“Now, what was it? Quick!”

“Let me think. I fancy it began with V — Veneda, or some such name. Of course I did not ask, but he allowed it to slip from him in his excitement. He was a most gentlemanly person, and interested me exceedingly.”

“Nonsense! I won’t believe it; he dared not do it. But, Marcos Veneda, you thieving traitorous hound, by God, if this be true it will prove the worst day’s work you’ve ever done in your life.”

Then in Spanish he explained what had happened to Vargas, whose rage was absurdly theatrical. He danced and swore, tore his hair and ground his teeth in an ecstasy of passion.

“Stop that nonsense,” said the Albino. “We must search the house as quickly as possible, and if it’s not here, find Veneda without a moment’s delay. Now we see why he wanted us to spare him. It strikes me we’ve been sold, and badly too.”

Without further ado they set to work. But they might have spared themselves the trouble. The money was undoubtedly gone — the cache had been rifled, and the treasure stolen. The Albino’s rage surpassed description; he vowed such vengeance against the traitor that even Vargas was overwhelmed with terror. Suddenly they looked round for the banker. He was not to be seen. Taking advantage of their absence in another room, he had passed into the yard and quietly quitted the house.

“Never mind him,” said Macklin, “he’s no use to us now. We must collect every man we can lay our hands on, and search the town until we find Veneda. If he escapes, I’ll be the death of somebody.”


CHAPTER V.

THE ESCAPE FROM CHILI.
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IT WAS NEARLY seven o’clock when Veneda bade farewell to the ruins of the house, in connection with which he had undergone such a variety of experiences; and, as I have already said, at half-past he had arranged to effect his escape from Chili. Now, though he was aware that there was no possible chance of his being able to get out of it, he was nevertheless much concerned about the wisdom of taking Juanita with him. He could not help seeing that by including a woman in his plans he was hampering his own freedom of action, and thus imperilling his one chance of safety; but on the other hand he could hit out no way of disposing of her, and since she possessed a large portion of his secret, it would be the most criminal folly possible to leave her behind to join the ranks of those who, he felt convinced, would ultimately pursue him from Chili. There were, besides, other and more cogent reasons against this latter course.

Though it was not a great distance to her abode, it took him some time to reach it. He had no desire to attract attention by any undue hurry; and for the same reason, when he did arrive at the house he made no attempt to gain admittance until he had absolutely convinced himself that he had not been followed. Then, crossing the patio, he knocked.

Juanita herself opened the door. When she realized who the visitor was she uttered a little cry of welcome, and led the way into an inner room, carefully closing the door behind them.

“Marcos,” she began, lifting her clasped hands to him, “you really meant what you said last night? You are here to take me away with you?”

“Did you think I should break my promise?” he answered almost angrily, his disappointment at finding her unprepared getting the better of him. “Why are you not ready? Every second is of the utmost importance to us. As it is, we shall only just catch the tide.”

“Wait only a moment and I will be with you; just one little moment.”

She fled the room, and for five minutes he was left to his own thoughts. They were not pleasant, a consuming impatience was upon him. He knew that his very life depended upon the next half-hour, and now it looked as if he were about to lose everything because a woman had misunderstood a plain speech. Every moment found him more and more angry. At length, unable to control himself any longer, he was in the act of going to look for her, when a heavy footstep approached the room. The door was thrown open and a man entered, clad after the same fashion as himself. The behaviour of this individual was not conciliatory. Casting a quick look at Veneda standing by the window, he said gruffly — 

“Your business here, senor?”

“I am waiting for a friend.”

“The Senora Juanita perhaps?”

“Perhaps.”

“Then you will wait a long time, for she has gone.”

Veneda almost shouted in his surprise. In a second all sorts of treachery had flashed through his brain.

“Gone!” he cried. “What the devil do you mean? Where’s she gone?”

“Who knows?” the other replied airily, giving his narrow shoulders a slight shrug. “I allow it’s her own business where she goes, not mine, thank God.”

In three strides Veneda was beside him, and had clapped a revolver to his head.

“Look here, my uncivil friend,” he said, “I don’t want to make trouble in this house for my own sake, but if you don’t tell me what you know, I swear I’ll blow your brains out where you stand. That’s cold-drawn biz, I reckon.”

The man was silent for a moment, then a nervous little laugh came from under the sombrero.

“Marcos, do you think I am well enough disguised?”

It was Juanita!

Veneda could scarcely credit his senses, the deception was so perfect. But his admiration for her acting did not prevent his drawing her towards the door, whispering as he did so — 

“It’s wonderful! No one could possibly recognize you in than get-up. Now we must fairly jump for the harbour, or we’ll be too late.”

Closing the front door on another incident in their lives they set off towards the port. And what a night it was! All day long the city had been the scene of constant rioting, but now that darkness had fallen to cloak their misdeeds, the mob had grown proportionately bolder. From simple exuberance of spirits and foolish mischief, their behaviour had become that of fiends. Houses had been and were still being looted in every street; incendiary fires pierced the sky in all directions; and the crack of rifles, with the whine of bullets, sounded almost without cessation. Scarcely a street, moreover, but was strewed with the bodies of their victims, the greater portion of which were women.

Juanita’s presence of mind was little short of marvellous; terrifying though the sights she was constantly compelled to witness must have been to her, only once did she betray a sign of fear. Leaving the street in which her house was situated, they passed by a narrow alley into another, which in its turn led them into an open square. This it was unfortunately necessary that they should cross, in order to reach a thoroughfare leading to the wharves. No sooner had they entered it than Veneda saw what a fatal mistake he had made. One glance told him that it was filled with the lowest scum of the Chilian mob, frenzied with debauchery and incendiarism. On the far side a row of houses blazed into the sky, while on that nearest to them a dense crowd of men and women, denizens of the most infamous quarters, were dancing the Cueca, or national dance, with a wildness absolutely indescribable. Twice while he watched, Veneda saw men draw revolvers, and shoot down without any reason save wanton cruelty the wretched women who leapt and gesticulated opposite them.

These sights were too much for Juanita. She tottered, and would have fallen in a faint, had not Veneda passed his arm beneath her poncho and sustained her. Almost beside himself with despair, he dragged her into a dark alley, and bade her sit down and rest until she felt able to proceed. Then they resumed their walk at increased speed. Time was more precious to them now than money; they could risk no more delays. It seemed an eternity since they had set out together!

But there was not much more before them. Turning a corner the cold sea breeze smote upon their faces, and a moment later the dark waters of the bay confronted them. Had they had time, and been so inclined, they might have stopped to offer up a prayer of thankfulness for their escape; but as it was they contented themselves with looking anxiously for something they expected to find awaiting them. Seeing nothing, Veneda gave a peculiar whistle, which, to his evident relief, was instantly answered from a mass of deep shadow to their left. A second later a ship’s long-boat came into the starlight, and pulled towards the landing-place, the man steering standing up and peering towards them as if to make certain of their identity.

“Who are you?” he took care to ask before he brought the boat up to the steps, “and what do you want?”

“My name’s Veneda,” was the reply, “and I want a boat from the Island Queen.”

Evidently this answer was deemed satisfactory, for the same voice replied — 

“One moment, sir, and I’ll bring her alongside. I’ve been waiting for you this hour past; the tide is serving, and the old man will murder me for being so long.”

When the man in the bows had hooked on, Veneda escorted Juanita down the steps, and signed her to enter the boat. But this the person in command was disinclined to permit.

“Excuse me, sir,” he said, civilly but firmly, “my instructions were to bring you off alone, and I cannot include any one else.”

“Oh, that’s all right, my good fellow, this gentleman is a personal friend, and I have arranged to take him on board with me.”

“I’m very sorry, sir, but I cannot exceed my instructions; will you be good enough to step in yourself? There’s no time to waste if we want to catch this tide.”

“But I tell you my friend must accompany me,” Veneda answered, at the same time stepping into the boat himself; “I will be responsible to the captain.”

“No, sir, not another word, I cannot do it. My instructions were most explicit — one gentleman, and only one! Jackson, shove off!”

“Ah! I see how it is. One gentleman — exactly — but nothing was said about my wife.”

The mate, for such it turned out later he was appeared completely mystified.

“Your wife! Where is she?”

“This lady is my wife,” said Veneda, pointing to Juanita standing on the steps. “It was impossible for me to bring her through the town on a night like this in her own dress, so to ensure her safety I was compelled to make her wear a suit of mine. Juanita, my dear, convince this gentleman that you are only masquerading.”

Her voice sounded very sweet and womanly as she said in English — 

“Surely, sir, you will believe what my husband says?”

The mate scratched his head. He was in a dilemma, and he couldn’t see his way out of it. At last he made up his mind.

“Well, sir, I’ll risk it any way. Will you be good enough to step in, ma’am? I’m sorry to have made you wait, but the fault’s with the captain for saying nothing about your coming.”

Entering the boat, she took her seat opposite Veneda, and they pushed off. Before they had way on her, the sounds of a man running were heard upon the wharf, and next moment a strange figure came into view and bounded down the steps. It was none other than the Albino, under the influence of extraordinary rage; his long white hair floated in the wind, his arms worked with frantic gesticulations, and his voice shook with the violence of his passion. Fortunately for the fugitives he spoke in Spanish, a language with which neither the mate nor any of the boat’s crew were familiar. He had caught sight of Veneda, and it was at him that his torrent of abuse was directed.

“Marcos Veneda,” he cried, shaking his fist at the retreating boat, “thief! traitor! coward! — come back — come back, and give me what you’ve stolen from me!”

But his wrath was vain; the boat by this time was fifty yards from the steps, and under the strong arms of her crew was every moment increasing the distance.

He was not, however, to be baulked; securing another, he was soon in hot pursuit, rowing as though his very life, or rather £200,000, depended on it.

The Island Queen lay a good distance out, and when the boat containing Veneda and Juanita came alongside, Captain Boulger was on deck. Hastening to the gangway to receive his passenger, he was not a little surprised to see two.

“I’m right glad to see you at last, Mr. Veneda,” he said. “But I can’t say I counted on any one else accompanying you.”

Veneda was prepared for this, and he beckoned the captain on one side. A minute later he rejoined Juanita with the information that the difficulty was satisfactorily settled. The mate went forward to attend to the raising of the anchor, and by the time the Albino’s boat was within hailing distance, the schooner had got way on her, and was drawing quickly out of the harbour.

To say that that gentleman, when he realized his enemy was escaping him, was angry, would be to convey a very false impression of his state. He stood up in his boat, foaming at the mouth, unable to speak, and shaking his fist wildly at the vessel till she had passed out of sight. But, though he was so overcome with rage, he had not failed to notice the name painted in white letters across the stern— “Island Queen, Tahiti.”

It was some time before he felt able to pull ashore. But when he did so, he said solemnly to himself — 

“Marcos Veneda, I don’t mind owning you’re a very clever fellow; you seem, however, to have forgotten one thing. You’ve broken faith with one of the strongest organizations in the world. If it costs that Society every cent it’s worth, if it has to chase you round the world, it will get the money back, and be even with you for this bit of treachery!”


CHAPTER VI.

THE ‘ISLAND QUEEN.’
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FORTUNATELY FOR THE success of the escape from Valparaiso, the wind blew almost a hurricane from the schooner’s most favourable quarter, and, as Captain Boulger was careful to impress upon his passengers, “the Island Queen hadn’t her equal in the whole of the South Pacific for foot.” (She was his own property, and for that reason, perhaps, he was rather inclined to over-estimate her capabilities.) In the present instance, however, she was called upon to put forward all her good qualities, for in spite of the large sum it had cost Veneda to charter him, the captain was fully aware of the risk he had taken upon himself, and he had therefore no desire that anything should occur to impede or delay his departure. As far as his own powers went he had small fear, for he was in every way a capable seaman; but he knew that it required not only considerable skill, but a fair amount of luck besides, to manœuvre successfully out of such an admittedly awkward harbour on a dark night.

Regarded in cold blood, the hairbreadth escapes of that evening read almost like a nightmare. Twice the schooner came unpleasantly near colliding with anchored vessels, and once they felt certain they had attracted the notice of a Congressionalist cruiser; for a voice hailed them out of the darkness as they swept past, and receiving no answer gave utterance to a succession of orders, which were followed by the shrill chirruping of a bosun’s pipe. But though every moment they expected to see the flash of a gun, nothing occurred, and in half-an-hour they were clear of the land, steering a direct course across the Pacific for Tahiti, viâ Pitcairn Island.

Throughout the exit Veneda and Juanita remained side by side on deck, anxiously watching events. The experiences they had lately passed through supplied them with plenty to think about, while the repeated close things they were then undergoing served to remind them that they must not be in too great a hurry to believe themselves safe. Though they might count themselves almost out of the frying-pan, there was still the fire yawning to receive them, and both agreed it would be worse than death to be captured and taken back just when safety seemed within their reach.

With the recollection of the dangers they had passed through came the remembrance of the Albino on the wharf, and his exhibition of futile rage. A smile crossed Veneda’s face as he recalled the scene, but it was instantly obliterated and succeeded by a scowl as he reflected that, in order to have been there at all, the dwarf must in some measure have become cognizant of their plans; and in that case it would not be beyond the bounds of possibility to suppose him aware of their destination. The outcome of these thoughts was a serious reflection. Could Juanita be in league with his enemy? He asked himself this question with a good deal of anxiety. That they had had dealings together in the past he was perfectly aware; what therefore more probable than that in such a gigantic enterprise as the present, where such a fortune was concerned, she should deem it the safest policy to stand in with both parties, and if possible to hoodwink and outwit both? With these thoughts in his mind he glanced at her as she stood clinging to the taffrail by his side, her fine figure swaying to every motion of the ship. No; he would not believe it. He told himself that, as far as beauty went, she was a queen among women, and that whatever happened he must not let her suspect he was anything but devotedly attached to her. Meanwhile he would set his brains to work to devise some scheme by which he might rid himself of her.

By this time only a few twinkling lights remained to them of Valparaiso. The loud churning of the water under her nose, and the boiling froth in her wake, evidenced the fact that the schooner was putting her best foot foremost. The breeze whistled merrily, and from the appearance of the sky there was every prospect of its continuing. Overhead the stars shone as only tropic stars can, and their myriad radiances were reflected in the coal-black water, till it had all the appearance of an ebony floor powdered with gold-dust. But they would not be reflected there long, for the sea was not now what it had been inside the bay. A heavy swell had set in, and the little vessel was beginning to roll unpleasantly; so much so, that once or twice Veneda had to clutch Juanita to save her from falling. Standing side by side, they watched the last signs of Chili vanish beneath the waves. As the land disappeared a sudden gust swept Juanita’s broad-brimmed hat from her head away into the swirling darkness.

“Come, Juanita,” Veneda said, slipping his arm through hers with the first real sign of protectorship he had shown, “this is no place for you; let me help you below.”

But it was easier to talk of going below than actually to get there; for the schooner was heeling over at an angle that made walking almost impossible. Eventually, however, with the assistance of the mate, who had taken charge, to allow the skipper to obtain his supper, it was accomplished, and the shelter of the companion reached.

As they entered the cuddy, Captain Boulger emerged from his cabin, and with a bow made his passengers welcome. He was a tall man, thin as a lath, with a long, hatchet-shaped face, to which an idea of additional length was imparted by a carefully-trimmed goatee beard. His eyes, a peculiar shade of grey, peered at one from beneath enormous bushy eyebrows. His voice was deep and rumbling, his utterance slow and pedantic, and when he could think of nothing to say or was absorbed in anything, it was his habit to whistle quaint almost forgotten hymn-tunes, of which he had managed to acquire a wonderful collection.

Juanita was too much a woman of the world to have failed to note his weak point, and bearing in mind the peculiar nature of her position on board the schooner, and the need she might some day stand in of a friend, she resolved to address herself to his subjugation without unnecessary delay. On his side, in spite of her manly attire, he could not but admit her attractions, and when she complimented him on the sailing qualities of the Island Queen, she had laid the foundation of his capture.

On the skipper’s return to the deck, the mate, whose name by the way was Crawshaw (a Hampshire man he called himself, though he confessed to never having been in England in his life), descended in search of supper. He was a nice-looking young fellow, well set up, very muscular, and tanned by constant exposure the colour of mahogany. Seeing Veneda and Juanita at the table he doffed his cap politely, at the same time jerking out an embarrassed “Good-evening,” as though he had not seen them five minutes previously.

“It seems to be freshening up,” Veneda remarked, for the sake of saying something. “The schooner rides easier than I would have expected considering what she’s carrying. By the way, have you such a thing as a cabin-boy aboard?”

Jamming an enormous piece of salt junk into his mouth, Crawshaw rose to his feet, and, without a word, vanished up the companion-ladder, to reappear a few minutes later with a shock-headed, shambling urchin, of about sixteen years of age. Cuffing him towards Veneda, he said sheepishly, as though ashamed of possessing so much knowledge — 

“His name’s Nicodemus,— ‘Old Nick’ they call him forrard; he knows all about everything, and he’s a son of a gun for laziness. Can I make him do anything for you?”

Veneda explained that he desired to see and arrange their respective cabins. Whereupon Crawshaw resumed his cuffing of the boy, remarking — 

“Now, you young swab, turn to and get those berths cleaned out, or I’ll break every second rib in your body; d’ye hear me now?”

The Island Queen boasted four cabins aft, the dimensions of which were about half those of the smallest pattern prison-cells, and were evidently intended to contain human beings of less than the average size. The captain had his furthest aft on the starboard side, the mate that nearest the companion on the port. Juanita had therefore one on either hand to choose from. She ultimately decided upon that adjoining the skipper’s; Veneda taking the berth next to Crawshaw. It was a fortunate thing for both of them, but especially for Juanita, who otherwise would have been compelled to make the whole voyage to Tahiti in man’s attire, that Veneda had been able to have a small quantity of luggage conveyed on board. By the time her cabin was prepared, and her comfort as far as possible assured, it was nearly eleven o’clock, and she expressed herself ready for bed. Bidding her “good-night,” Veneda lit a cigar in the cuddy and returned to the deck.

It was a perfect night, with hardly a cloud visible in the whole length and breadth of the sky. The wind still blew fresh and strong, and now and again sharp dashes of spray rattled on the deck like hail. As she had everything in her favour, the schooner’s motion was comparatively steady. Looking about him, Veneda spied the captain leaning against the taffrail; on crossing, he found him whistling “The Old Hundredth” with exceptional fervour.

“A fine night, Captain Boulger,” he said, proffering a cigar; “if this weather continues, we shan’t be long picking up Tahiti.”

“Not if it does,” the skipper replied, taking a squint aloft at the bellying canvas; “but don’t you reckon we’re always going to be as lucky as this. It’s not all plain sailing across these waters, especially at this time of year, I can tell you.”

“Well, at any rate I must congratulate you on the way you got us out of the harbour; it was a fine bit of seamanship.”

“It’s all very well for you to say so, Mr. Veneda,” the skipper continued, lugubriously. “But what about the next time I want to go into Valparaiso; d’you think they won’t remember me for this? I’ll be boycotted for ever.”

“Well, and if you are, you’ve been well paid for the unpleasantness, my friend, so we’ll hear no more on that score.”

“And this lady, your wife you make her. Of course I don’t say anything about that. But nothing was ever mentioned about females in the contrac’. How much is it to be for her?”

“Half as much as for myself; I thought we were agreed upon that.”

“Well, well, I suppose it must be so, but in my opinion it’s dirt cheap at the money. And, look here, Mr. Veneda, my mate tells me something about a grey-haired chap who wanted to come off too. Now what about him?”

“Never you mind about him, he won’t trouble you. We’ve done with him for ever.”

“Don’t you be too sure of that; if he wants you so badly that he had to pull off after you, he’s not going to let you slip so easily; and what’s more, if he knows the name of your boat, he’ll nail you by cable in Tahiti as soon as winkin’. There are more ways of killing a cat than choking him with butter, Mr. Veneda.”

“I don’t doubt it, but as he doesn’t know the name of the boat, by your own argument I’m quite safe,” Veneda said, throwing the stump of his cigar overboard into the curdling wake.

“Well, all I can say is, if he don’t know it, he don’t deserve to.”

“But how the deuce could he know it?”

“Why, simply because, as I say, he followed you off,” said the skipper, with the superiority of a man who makes a statement knowing his facts to be all right, “and because, just as we’d got way on her, he came alongside and tried to hook on. If she hadn’t been going too fast for him, he’d ‘a been aboard; as it was he had to slip astern.”

“And you think he read her name?” Veneda muttered hoarsely.

“O’ course he did. Why, he couldn’t have helped it if he had eyes in his head and knew his letters.”

This unexpected news so staggered Veneda that for a moment it deprived him of speech. He began to experience an awful dread, not of the discovery of the means whereby he had obtained his fortune, but of the disclosure of the precious secret which guarded it. Instinctively he felt for the locket he wore round his neck, and in which reposed the slip of paper Juanita was so anxious to obtain.

Crawling along the sloping deck to the companion, he proceeded to his berth below. A swinging lamp lit the saloon, and in a gilt mirror upon the bulkhead he caught sight of his own face. He was startled beyond measure at its pallor.

“This won’t do,” he told himself as he undressed; “it’s full early to be frightened; besides, who knows? He was so excited that it’s just within the bounds of possibility he may not have read her name.”

But do what he would he could not divest his mind of the thought that the Albino was aware of his plans. He had had good reason in the past to know that the dwarf really ruled the Society of which they were both members, and remembering his vindictive nature, he felt certain that neither pains nor money would be spared to ensure revenge for this last and most glaring piece of treachery. Consideration of these matters kept him tumbling and tossing in his bunk till long after midnight, to the accompaniment of groaning timbers, skurrying rats, and the crash of seas against the slender hull. When sleep did overtake him, his dreams were troubled; he imagined himself being hunted round the world by the Albino, who jumped after him across oceans, and from continent to continent, and at last ran him to earth in the big hall of his old familiar English school.

He was in the act of giving him the locket to square matters when he awoke to find a flood of bright sunshine streaming in through the dingy little disc that served him as a porthole. His joy at finding it was only a dream was intense, and while under the influence of that relief he dressed and went on deck, to find the captain once more on watch and the crew busily engaged in washing down.

The fresh breeze of the night before still continued, and if the foam at either bow, or the swirling water under the counter could be taken as evidence, the Island Queen was making the most of it. The sky was as blue and the sea as green as only Pacific skies and seas can be, and against it the taper masts, the hard-strained rigging, and the swelling sails, white as snow in the brilliant sunshine, made up a picture that found a responsive note in the relief which filled Veneda’s heart. A cheerful smoke issued from the galley, at the door of which the shock-headed boy, “Old Nick,” was engaged cleaning knives. Perhaps as the effect of the lovely morning, the captain showed himself a little more affable than he had been on the previous night. He nodded familiarly to his passenger, and prefaced his conversation by inquiring, with a peculiar sort of courtesy, after his wife’s health. Further conversation on that subject, however, was put a stop to by the appearance of the lady herself, once more clad in the garments of her sex.

As she emerged from the companion, Veneda hastened forward to receive her, and when she had recognized the captain’s presence they fell to promenading the deck together. Fortunately she was an excellent sailor, and the bright fresh morning and the brisk breeze brought a colour into her cheeks that made her, so Veneda could not help owning to himself, more than usually lovely. For half a moment he wondered why he should not trust her, and the temptation came upon him to forget his original intentions and to embody this splendid creature in his plans for the future. She was fitted to adorn any station in life, he told himself. But then, certain episodes in her past history obtruded themselves upon his recollection, and he was compelled to admit that such a thing must not be dreamt of for an instant.

But if a life’s partnership were impossible, it was at least very pleasant to skim over summer seas in the company of one so evidently intended by nature to be all that was charming and agreeable to man. And indeed Juanita exerted herself prodigiously to please, so much so, that before they had been a week upon the voyage Veneda had once more entertained serious thoughts of casting his previous apprehensions to the winds and risking everything. Her behaviour was certainly calculated to disarm suspicion. Never, by even as much as a hint, did she lead him to suppose that she was in any way desirous of learning his secret. Her trust in him was the only thing self-evident, and even this she was too clever to exaggerate. Only once did she refer, and that indirectly, to the treasure which was the sole inducement of their flight, and I have often thought that that conversation was as strange as anything connected with that extraordinary voyage.

It originated in this way. They were leaning over the taffrail, watching for the rising of the moon. The schooner, racing along over the curling seas under reefed canvas, seemed like a thing of life. Her canvas towered aloft into the ghostly darkness, and the wind in the rigging and the drum of the seas against the hull were the only things that could be heard. The mate, Crawshaw, patrolled the opposite side of the deck with the regularity of a pendulum.

Juanita had been peculiarly quiet all the evening, out of which state Veneda had in vain tried to rally her.

“Marcos,” she said suddenly in Spanish, nestling closer to his side, “does it ever occur to you to wish you had left me behind in Valparaiso?”

“Why, what on earth makes you ask such a question?” he replied. “Do you think I should grow tired of you so soon?”

“So soon!” she answered, looking up into his face. “You have had me with you a fortnight now, and there is not much variety on board a boat the size of the Island Queen. I should not be at all surprised if you said you were tired of my company.”

“Well, I am not. So that settles it, doesn’t it?”

“Marcos, why did you not let us go to England in a mail-boat? It would surely have been quicker and safer?”

“Because in that case Macklin could not help but have discovered our departure, and we should have been followed, if not murdered — that’s why.”

“And now?”

“Now no one knows our whereabouts; we can choose our own route when we leave Tahiti.”

“And which way will it be, Marcos?”

“I have not decided yet.”

She was silent for a minute or two. Then she said slowly, still keeping her eyes fixed on him — 

“I think I understand. You have decided, but you dare not trust me.”

His first and most natural impulse was to deny the accusation. But on second thoughts he adopted another course.

“You are quite right,” he said with a laugh, “I certainly do not trust you. And what is perhaps more to the point, I don’t intend to. All things considered, I don’t think you have the right to blame me.”

With a little laugh, and without a sign of vexation in her tone, she answered, “Perhaps you’re right. At any rate, you’re wiser than I am in such matters.”

Then taking his arm, they returned to their constitutional up and down the deck, just as if nothing out of the common had occurred.

And so day by day sped by, glorious weather, smooth seas, blue skies, and fair winds accompanying them. It was more like a pleasure trip than a flight for life. Captain Boulger improved upon acquaintance, and even the mate, Crawshaw, rubbed off some of his angles as they grew to know him better.

Three weeks almost to a day after dropping Pitcairn behind them, they were on the fringe of the Society Islands; and at Papeete the captain proposed to touch, to obtain supplies. His passengers, he knew, though grudging the delay, would not be sorry for an opportunity to stretch their legs; for the size of the schooner did not, necessarily, permit much pedestrian exercise.

One morning, coming on deck, Crawshaw called Veneda to his side, and pointed to a low smudge showing faintly on the horizon.

“What is it?” the other asked.

“Tahiti,” was the reply, and with the word, like the opening of a mill-sluice, Veneda’s old anxieties rushed back upon him. In an hour or two he would know whether or not the Albino was aware of his destination.

By breakfast-time they were closing up on it. The high mountain peaks had risen well above the horizon, and from being a simple blotch upon the clear-cut sea-line, the land had developed a decided personality of its own. An hour later they were close enough to it to be able to plainly distinguish objects on shore, and were prepared to catch the first view of Papeete.

By midday they were abreast of the entrance to Papeete harbour, looking across the reef with its thundering surf to where the quaint little town lay nestling among the trees. As soon as they were sighted the pilot put off, and upon his gaining the deck the work of entering the harbour was proceeded with. Once they were inside and at a standstill, Veneda and Juanita departed ashore in search of luncheon. It was a new sensation for them to wander about together as strangers in a strange place, and Veneda watched to see what effect it would have upon his companion. She had lost something of her vivacity, and was inclined to be more wrapt up in her own thoughts than was usual with her.

Those who know Tahiti will know Charons (or the hostelry disguised under that name), and those who know Charons will remember Alphonse, the most obsequious of garçons, with his accumulated knowledge of traders and their schooners, missionaries, pilots, copra merchants, and all manner of strange beings and things appertaining to those delightful seas. Therefore, when I say that Veneda and Juanita were fortunate enough to secure the corner table in the big room, and the services of that indefatigable person, I am, as you will agree, ensuring them the pleasantest of times. With palates improved by the simple fare of the Island Queen, they investigated every course, enjoyed some excellent wine, trifled with dessert, and when they had drunk their coffee, proceeded to stretch their legs along the beautiful Broom Road.

It was a most luxurious day; a soft breeze played in fitful gusts among the tropic foliage, bearing upon its breast a thousand gentle, and to our travellers unaccustomed, odours. There was only one blot upon it; since his last glass of champagne, Veneda felt strangely sleepy, so much so, that when they had walked but a little way he expressed a wish to be allowed to sit down and admire the view. Nothing loth, Juanita consented, so down they sat awhile, talking, and gazing upon the panorama of sea and islands stretched before them. Her voice sounded wonderfully soothing as he listened, and bit by bit he found this mysterious desire for sleep overcoming him. His head gradually sought a pillow by her side, his eyes closed, and in less than five minutes he was unconscious.

Now Juanita, who had by no means been unmindful of his state (nor am I prepared to authoritatively state that she had not, in some measure, been the occasion of it), was too precipitate for her own safety. Such was her impatience that, without waiting to make certain that he was sound asleep, she must needs commence her search for the mysterious locket round his neck, which contained, she was convinced, the paper she was so desperately anxious to obtain. Perhaps in her hurry her touch was too rough, or Veneda was not so much overpowered with slumber as she imagined; at any rate, just as she had the precious locket in her hand, and was about to broach its contents, his eyes opened, and his hands closed on hers. Awkward as the situation was, her presence of mind never deserted her, and she prepared to laugh it off with the excuse she had prepared beforehand.

“Ah! my Marcos,” she said jestingly, “it is well that you woke; for I am going to be furiously jealous. And pray what fair lady’s portrait do you wear round your neck?”

For the moment Veneda was too amazed at her coolness to reply; then he replaced the locket, and assuming a pensive air, said — 

“You may be as jealous of her as you please. That is my poor mother’s miniature; the only remembrance I have of her. I will show it to you this evening, if you would care to see it. Now we must be getting back to the schooner.”

His explanation was so simple and sincere that she was baffled completely. If he were telling the truth her surmises must be all wrong; if not, she had put him on his guard for the future.

But though he allowed no sign to escape him to show that he understood her attempt, he was none the less concerned about it.

“I was more than a fool,” he said to himself when he was alone in his cabin, “to imagine that she could be anything but what I had always thought her. However, Madame Juanita, the game is by no means finished yet. There is an old saying that those laugh best who laugh last. We shall see.”

Next morning at daylight the Island Queen bade farewell to Tahiti.

As soon as it was open, a stranger, who had arrived in the island from South America the previous week, sought the telegraph office, and placed the following message upon the counter — 

“John Macklin, General Post Office, Sydney, N. S. W.

“Island Queen sailed this morning. Destination Thursday Island. Both on board.”


CHAPTER VII.

THE MAN’S DEATH.
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WHEN, AFTER LEAVING Papeete, Veneda came to consider the facts connected with his excursion ashore, he could not help seeing two things very clearly. In the first place, he was quite convinced in his own mind that, to obtain the information she wanted, Juanita had drugged the champagne he had drunk at lunch; but in the second, though he was loth to let her treachery pass unpunished, he could not but tell himself that it would be a most foolish proceeding on his part to allow her to suspect that he considered it of sufficient importance to make a fuss about. To confess annoyance would be to admit that the locket contained what she was in search of, and this he was, naturally, most anxious not to do. One thing was very certain, the situation was becoming more and more complicated every day; for each twenty-four hours was bringing them nearer to civilization, and once there the difficulties of his position would be intensified a hundred-fold. If Juanita were really in collusion with the Albino, it was most imperative that she should be outwitted, and that within the next fortnight. But though he racked his brains day and night for a scheme, he could not hit upon one that was in any way likely to prove successful.

Their course now lay almost due west, and though they had land on every side, it was far from likely that they would touch anywhere until they reached Thursday Island, where Captain Boulger’s contract ended. It was Veneda’s intention to leave the schooner at that place, and to intercept a British India mail-boat homeward bound.

If the voyage had been enjoyable before, it became doubly so now; warm, sunny days, bright blue skies, sapphire seas, and the most exquisite island scenery in the world kept them company continually. The Society group lay far behind them; the Navigators were on the starboard bow; while Hope, Keppel and Tafahi, or Boscawen peered up, surf-girt, away to port. Had it not been for the friction which suddenly occurred between the captain and Veneda, it would have been like a little heaven on shipboard. But if the captain and his chief passenger could not agree, the same could not be said of the two passengers themselves, whose behaviour towards each other grew more and more affectionate as the owner of the schooner’s animosity deepened.

All past troubles and doubts seemed as much forgotten as though they had never existed. They arranged their future with untrammelled freedom, and even went so far as to discuss what they should do with the money when they had possession of it. Juanita’s suspicions were completely allayed. Though she devoted considerable thought to the matter, she was as far from understanding it as ever. She could only attribute the change to the fact that her companion had at last really fallen under the spell of her fascinations.

But on the evening of the day upon which they sighted Fortuna, or Horne Island, as it is more usually called, an awful and unexpected event occurred, which was destined to bring about as complete a revolution in their plans as even Veneda could wish.

The breeze, which had been very uncertain throughout the afternoon, at night dropped to the faintest zephyr. The peacefulness of the evening was awe-inspiring; the ocean lay smooth as a sheet of glass, rising and falling like the breast of a sleeping child. The sails hung limp and listless, and the man at the wheel, one Schlank, a big, burly, taciturn German, had barely enough work upon his hands to keep him awake. The mate was in charge of the deck, the captain and passengers being below at tea.

According to Crawshaw’s account he had gone forward to give an order to the cook, and when he returned it was to discover the German away from the wheel, rolling to and fro upon the deck, retching in a terrible manner, and nearly black in the face. Not knowing what to make of it, he called a couple of hands aft and bade them carry the unfortunate man to his bunk, while he himself hailed the captain through the skylight, and took possession of the wheel.

When Boulger reached the deck he hastened forward to examine, the man himself, but he was too late — Schlank was dead!

What the nature of the disease was, which had carried him off, no one could tell, but that its effects were deadly in the extreme was evidenced by the suddenness with which it worked its purpose; for, according to his shipmates’ account, the man was in the best of health when he went aft to the wheel an hour before.

This sad occurrence, as might be expected, threw a gloom over the entire ship, and both Juanita and Veneda felt little touches of nervousness when they allowed their minds to dwell upon it. Lest any infection should be caught from the body, the captain gave orders that it should be committed to the deep as soon as a hammock and the necessary preparations could be made.

Next morning, to every one’s consternation, news came aft that Jacob Norris, another hand, had been struck down by the same mysterious complaint. The symptoms were identical with Schlank’s case, and it appeared as if no remedy could be found in the ship’s meagre medicine-chest to either alleviate the pain or to avert the disastrous consequences. Within an hour of being taken ill the second man was dead and overboard!

Then an awful terror took possession of everybody, and ominous mutterings of “Cholera” and “Yellow Jack” passed from mouth to mouth. Hitherto the disease seemed to have confined itself to the forecastle, but it was not to remain there long, for in the middle of his afternoon watch Crawshaw the mate was attacked. Veneda, who happened to be on deck at the time, saw him drop and ran to his assistance. Picking him up he carried him forrard and laid him on the hatch, at the same time sending a hand to rouse the captain. The poor fellow’s agony was heart-rending, and in spite of all the remedies tried he too succumbed within the hour.

After this the consternation aboard the Island Queen may be better imagined than described. Every one went in fear and trembling, for no one knew who might not be the next attacked.

About nine o’clock that evening Juanita and Veneda were on deck. As on the preceding night, a wonderful stillness reigned. In the east the stars were beginning to pale, preparatory to the rising of the moon. The bo’sun, who had succeeded to poor Crawshaw’s watch, was pacing to and fro near the binnacle, casting an eye ever and anon aloft and around him, as if in anticipation of a breath of wind.

Veneda and Juanita promenaded for awhile, and then crossed to the taffrail, against which they leant, conversing in low tones. In spite of the terrors of the day Veneda was in unusually good spirits. He rallied Juanita upon her quietness, and once more broached the subject of their future. Speaking softly so that the man at the wheel should not overhear them, he said — 

“Juanita, my darling, our voyage is nearly ended; are you satisfied?”

She was quick to reply, and her voice had almost a tremor in it.

“More than satisfied, Marcos, if you love me as you say.”

“Are you sure, Juanita? Think before you answer. Would you be content to take me for what I am? — to risk poverty with me if that fortune should be gone when we get to London?”

She hardly knew how to reply. Was this a trap? she asked herself. Slipping her hand over his with a gentle pressure, she said — 

“Quite content, if you love me as I must be loved. But why do you speak as if our money should be gone?”

“Because nothing is safe. I think it is — you think it is; but if you found out my secret, why shouldn’t the Albino have boxed it out and anticipated us, eh?”

In reality he was not thinking anything of the kind; he was telling himself that the peculiar note in her voice when she referred to the money was not quite what it should have been at the moment of his declaration of love. In spite of her cleverness, it evidenced what lay uppermost in her mind. But he was not going to betray that he had noticed anything.

While they talked the moon rose, and lent a wondrous beauty to the night, sweeping the stars from the sky as if by magic, and turning the sombre water into the likeness of a silver sea. The white and idle canvas threw strange shadows upon the decks, and with the moon’s coming a light breeze stole across the surface of the deep, so that the schooner began to draw a little faster through the water. The bo’sun turned on his heel, and came aft to where the other two were standing.

“Nice evenin’,” he said, by way of introduction; “the moon there makes it real pleasant on deck, don’t it? You’ll excuse me, sir, but maybe you don’t happen to have a chaw of tobacco about you?”

Veneda gave him a piece, at the same time asking if there was any further sign of sickness forrard. The bos’un did not think so, and casting an eye aloft at the canvas now beginning to fill, and then at the compass card, prepared to air his theory of the malady.

“It’s my belief,” he said, expectorating vigorously over the side, “that it’s no more nor less than pison, — fish-pisoning, I reckon it. Don’t you tell me that cholera or Yellow Jack’s a-goin’ to come aboard this while out o’ port — not it! Now, I mind a case once, where a schooner’s crew mutinied ten days out from Sydney, their tucker not bein’ good enough for ‘em forrard. What must they do, when they’d got rid of the old man and the mate overboard, but break open the lazarette, and set to work on all the tinned fish they could lay their hands on!”

“What was the result?” Veneda asked carelessly.

“Why, that inside of three hours every mother’s son o’ that blamed crew was lyin’ a-rollin’ an’ a-kickin’ about the deck o’ that schooner, turnin’ black in the face, and lookin’ for all the world as if they had swallowed half-a-pint o’ pison apiece. When they was picked up by a man-o’-war, there was only one on ‘em left to tell the tale, and he wouldn’t ha’ been there but for not bein’ hungry that night, having started on cuddy bread, which is good an’ fillin’ at the price.”

“And what makes you think,” asked Juanita, “that the men on this ship have been poisoned? Have they eaten such fish as you describe?”

“Well now, there you have me, ma’am; I don’t know as they have, but maybe it ain’t fish this time, maybe it’s somethin’ else just as bad. For my part, I — —”

At this moment the captain appeared on deck to relieve the bos’un, who, bidding them “good-night,” went forrard. Veneda had grown suddenly silent, and when he had ensconced Juanita in a sheltered spot (for the wind was beginning to freshen), fell to pacing the deck as if he had something upon his mind. Once he stopped and spoke in a low voice to the captain; then he resumed his tramp, pausing now and again to lean against the bulwark and scan the moon-lit sea. About four bells (ten o’clock), Juanita declared her intention of going below, and he assisted her down the gangway. As he bade her good-night, she was struck by the change that had come over his face; he was deathly pale, and his eyes had a look that was very foreign to their usual state.

“Marcos,” she said anxiously, steadying herself against the cuddy table, “there’s something the matter with you; for heaven’s sake take medicine at once; your face frightens me. Don’t delay an instant! Oh! if anything should happen to you now!”

He laughed, and said huskily — 

“Do you think you would care, my beauty? I rather doubt it.” (Here he caught sight of his face in the glass.) “My God, but my face is bad though. I’ll go and consult the skipper.”

He turned towards the companion, but he was unable to reach it. He tottered, stretched his hands out feebly for the bulkhead, missed it, and fell prone upon the cuddy floor. With a scream Juanita sprang past him, and dashed up on deck. The skipper was beside the binnacle.

“Oh, captain!” she cried, “come quickly; he’s dying, he’s dying!”

It did not take the captain long to understand to whom she referred; the words were hardly uttered before he had passed the order for the bos’un to come aft and take charge, and was down in the cuddy, kneeling beside the sick man. The mysterious disease had found another victim.

Veneda’s face was distorted almost beyond recognition; his limbs were strangely twisted and cramped; his breath came in great gasps; only his skin retained its extraordinary pallor. Juanita understood the captain to say that the symptoms were the same as in each of the previous cases.

Between them they carried him to his bunk.

“Now, ma’am,” said Boulger, turning to Juanita, “I’m sorry, but I’ll just have to trouble you to go to your own berth for a while. I can’t have you running any risks here. Mr. Veneda’s quite safe in my hands, and I’ll let you know from time to time how he gets on.”

But this was not in the least to her taste. She was not prepared to let any one else pry into her private concerns.

“Oh, Captain Boulger,” she began, throwing all the sweetness she could muster into her voice and looks, “it’s inhuman to think that I can remain away from him; you cannot expect it; let me help you with him. I’ll be as patient and quick as possible, and I’ve had some experience in nursing — I really have.”

“No, no, ma’am, I’d like to, but I can’t allow it,” Boulger replied, “it wouldn’t be fair to ask me. What this devilish disease may be is more than I can tell, but as it’s certain there’s infection in it, I can’t let any risks be run. Now, do go; you’re only hindering me, and I must be looking after him, poor chap; he wants all the attention I can give him.”

After this there was nothing for her but to submit, and I must do her the justice to admit that she did it with as good grace as possible.

In the security of her cabin a vague terror seized her. What if Veneda should die, and the locket be cast into the sea with him? The thought almost took her breath away. Come what might, she must have a few moments alone with the sick man, or, in the event of his death, with his body.

True to his word, at regular intervals, hour after hour, the skipper presented himself at her door with the latest bulletins of his patient’s condition. “Just a leetle better”— “Just so so”— “Not much change”— “Seems a bit weaker”— “Another awful attack,” was the order in which they ran. On hearing the last she broke down completely, and for some reason which I am unable to explain, fell to sobbing as if her heart would break.

Suddenly a strange craving came over her, and rising from her bunk she procured and propped her crucifix against the tiny wash-hand basin, and kneeling on the sloping floor before it, endeavoured to frame a prayer for the passing of the man’s soul. Her long black hair hung in glorious profusion about her shoulders; tears streamed down her pallid cheeks; and her lips continually faltered over the words she tried to utter. When she had finished, her spirits recovered, and crawling back into her bed, she fell asleep.

It was long after daybreak before she awoke. The sun was shining brightly through the porthole above her bunk, and from the angle at which the schooner was lying, she knew a fresh breeze must be blowing.

Urged by a great anxiety to learn the latest news of Veneda’s state, she dressed with all the haste she could command, and passed into the cuddy. As she entered it, the captain emerged from the berth opposite and greeted her with a mournful face. She divined the worst.

“You’re going to tell me that he is dead,” she said, clutching at the table.

“Ma’am, it’s a thing which must come sooner or later to all of us. I won’t deceive you — he is dead — passed away in the hope of a glorious resurrection, twelve minutes afore three bells in this morning’s watch. Now, don’t take on about it too much, there’s a good girl, for he’s better as he is than suffering the agonies he went through all night. You couldn’t wish it, I know.”

“Dead! dead!” was all she could say. It seemed impossible that it could be true. The news stunned her. Though she had expected and dreaded the worst, she had no idea that it would have come so soon. What should she do now? In spite of her consternation, her own position was always uppermost in her mind. It behoved her to play her cards carefully, or she might lose everything. Assuming a look of hopeless grief, unable to find relief in tears, she faltered — 

“Take me to him.”

Without another word Boulger led the way across to the cabin, and opened the door. She prepared to enter, but he would not permit it.

“No, ma’am,” he said kindly, but with determination, “as I said last night, you cannot go in; this ship’s mine, and while there’s infection aboard, I’m not the man to run risks. But seeing he’s your husband — and I’m real grieved for you — I’ll stretch a point, and let you see him from here. But I dare not pass you in.”

So saying, he went in himself, and approached the figure lying stiff and stark under a blanket in the bunk. Pulling the covering aside, he allowed Juanita a view of the drawn and pallid face beneath. A terrible change had come over the man, and accustomed though she was to what are called horrible sights, she was compelled to avert her eyes. Seeing this, Boulger re-drew the blanket, and came out of the cabin, securely locking the door behind him. Then, with a fatherly air, he placed his arm around the woman’s waist and led her on deck, whistling the Dead March softly as they went.

In the bright sunshine the horrors of the cabin were for a time dispelled from her memory. It was a glorious morning. The wind, which on the previous night had been so weak, now blew with invigorating freshness. The schooner, under a press of sail, was ploughing her way through the green water as if conscious of her strength, turning the sea away in two snowy furrows from either bow. Dotted about on either hand were numerous small islands; and thinking it might distract her thoughts, the skipper named them to her.

Ahead, across the curling seas, and not more than eight miles distant, rose the mountains of Vanua Lava, the largest island of the Banks Group. A few clouds rested gracefully on the topmost peaks, and so clear was the air that it was already just possible to make out the native villages ashore. Suddenly an idea leapt into Juanita’s brain; a brilliant inspiration that she wondered had not occurred to her before. Turning to the captain, who stood beside her, and who was inwardly wondering at the vivacity of her expression, she said — 

“Captain, there is one thing I should like you to get for me — I know you will not deny it — a locket he wears round his neck.”

“No, ma’am; I’m real sorry, but that I can’t do. He asked particularly that it should be buried with him. It’s his mother’s portrait, and we mustn’t go against that.”

Juanita could have cried with vexation. But she dared not show it. She had still another card to play.

“Where will you bury him? Not at sea, captain; oh, not at sea!”

“And pray why not at sea, ma’am?” the captain replied, pulling himself up short in a rendering of “Rock of Ages,”— “many a good man has been buried at sea.”

“Of course, I know that,” she sobbed; “but oh, I cannot bear to think of his poor body tossing about for all time under those cruel waves, the prey of every shark and fish! Oh! no, no, I beseech you, do not let it be at sea.”

Her grief was so sincere that the captain was visibly affected.

“What would you have me do then, my dear ma’am?” he asked tenderly, thinking he would go a long way towards obliging her if she always pleaded like that.

“Why not bury him on land?” she asked, turning her tear-laden eyes towards the island they were approaching; “surely it would not be so very difficult?”

“Well,” replied the captain, after a moment’s consideration, “if you’re so set upon it, I don’t know but what it can’t be done; we’ll see, at any rate. Now you just come along down and have a bit of breakfast. It’ll cheer you up more than anything.”

When they returned to the deck the island was abeam. The captain occupied himself with a careful study of authorities, and then selecting a spot, hove the schooner to off a thickly-wooded bluff. Sounds of carpentering came from forrard, and Boulger, who had quite constituted himself Juanita’s protector, took care that she should not go too near lest she should see the work which occasioned it.

It was well into the afternoon before the arrangements for the funeral, including the digging of the grave ashore, were completed. As soon as all was ready the captain informed Juanita, who thereupon prepared herself to accompany the party.

When the long-boat was swung overboard and brought alongside, sounds of scrambling feet came up the companion-ladder, and next moment the captain, carpenter, and two of the crew appeared, bearing the rough coffin which the carpenter had managed to knock together. With some difficulty it was lowered into the boat, and then, the captain steering, Juanita sitting beside him, and two of the hands pulling, they set out for the shore.

Unlike most approaches to the island, the deep water extended right up; consequently the boat was able to discharge its burden on the beach without much difficulty. Having landed, they marched to the grave, situated beneath a grove of cocoa-nut trees, some hundred yards from the shore. The captain, whom Nature seemed to have designed for the work, delivered a short but impressive address, and then the remains of Marcos Veneda were committed to the ground.

To Juanita it was all a whirl. She could not realize that the man had passed out of her life — that he whom she had admired for his strength in Chili was now an inanimate substance on Vanua Lava. The whole thing had been so sudden that she had had no time to prepare herself for the shock. Yesterday he was triumphant in all the consciousness of living; to-day he was only a memory, a part of the mysterious, irreclaimable Past!

The funeral over they returned to the schooner, which at sundown weighed anchor, and resumed her voyage to Thursday Island. It certainly seemed as if Veneda was to be the last victim of the malady, for not another soul was attacked.

The following morning, after breakfast, the captain escorted Juanita to the vacant cabin, and handed her the dead man’s goods and chattels. With a well-simulated air of grief she bore them to her own berth, in order to examine them. They made only a small parcel, but hunt through them as she would, no sign of either letter or locket could she find. The contents were simple in the extreme — a few clothes, a pocket-book containing twenty pounds in English gold, a tattered Horace, a knife, a ring, and a few little personal odds and ends, completed the total. Waiting her opportunity, she again approached the captain on the subject of the locket, but he had only the same answer for her.

“What he had on him, ma’am,” he solemnly declared, “I reckoned was his own property, and left there; so the locket you speak of is under three foot of earth now, back there in Vanua Lava; meaning no disrespect to you, ma’am.”

This was all the information Juanita could gather on the subject. Nor did she press the matter further. Fortunately her own immediate comfort was provided for by the twenty pounds, of which she assumed undisputed possession. Had it not been for this she would have found herself placed in a very awkward situation.

The rest of the voyage needs little chronicling; suffice it that ten days later the schooner dropped her anchor off Thursday Island, her eventful journey completed.

When Captain Boulger bade Juanita farewell, he asked if she had formed any definite plans regarding her future. She hesitated before replying, but finally said that she thought of remaining in the island until she had communicated with her friends. He felt a touch of pity for her loneliness, and proffered any assistance within his power. She, however, declined it with thanks, and a day later the Island Queen departed on her return voyage to Tahiti.

The same night, the Thursday Island telegraph operator was in the act of closing his office, when the following mysterious message was handed in — 

“To John Macklin, Sydney.

“Schooner arrived. Man dead. Woman remains here.”


PART II.


CHAPTER I.

JOHN RAMSAY TAKES UP THE TALE.
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IT SEEMS THAT when I induced my cousin by marriage, Luke Sanctuary, to write the first part of this history, I pledged myself to continue the work at the point where I became personally interested in it. That time, he tells me, has now arrived, and so it comes to pass that I find myself sitting before a blank sheet of paper, holding a brand-new pen in my hand, and wondering how on earth I’m going to set down all the extraordinary things I have to tell.

One assertion I can safely make, and that is that this is the first time I have ever undertaken such a contract. For writing was always a trouble to me; and now I come to think of it, it was that very hatred of penmanship which resulted in my being concerned in what I shall always call that “Chilian Mystery.” For, had I proved an apt writer, I should in all probability have made a good clerk; and had I turned out a good clerk, I should never have become a sailor; and to continue the argument ad infinitum, had I not become a sailor, I should certainly never have known anything of the story my cousin has begun, and which I am now called upon to continue.

As I am perhaps the chief actor in the latter part of this history, and as in matters of this sort it is always best, according to my way of thinking, to begin at the very beginning, I may perhaps be excused if I briefly narrate the principal events of my life which led up to my connection with it.

To begin with, let me remark that I was born in the village of Coombe, near Salisbury, in the county of Wiltshire, where my father was a country doctor. He, poor man, had the misfortune to be peculiarly devoted to his profession, so much so, that it was neither more nor less than sheer overwork which occasioned his untimely end.

That sad event occurred within a week of my seventh birthday. And with the remembrance of his funeral, a peculiarly sombre picture rises before my mind’s eye. I see a dreary autumnal day; thick mists upon the hill-tops, dripping trees, and a still more dismal procession, winding its way along the high-road, unrelieved by any touch of colour. And, incongruously enough, the whole recollection is heightened by the remembrance of a pair of black cloth breeches worn by me on that melancholy occasion for the first time. By such small and seemingly unimportant things are great events impressed upon our memories.

Perhaps after my father’s death I proved myself a handful to manage; perhaps my mother really thought it the best thing for me. At any rate, a boarding-school was chosen for me at Plymouth, to which she herself reluctantly conducted me. Being her only child, and having hitherto been accustomed to get my own way at all times and seasons, this maternal abandonment was a proceeding I could not appreciate. I evinced, I believe, a decided objection to saying farewell to her, and I know I found only inadequate consolation in either the ancient dame who kept the school (who promised my parent to be a mother to me, and for that reason perhaps caned me soundly before I had been twenty-four hours under her charge), the house, or my school-fellows, who figure in my memory as the most objectionable set of young ruffians with whom I had ever come into contact.

For three years I continued a pupil of this “Seminary for the Sons of Gentlemen,” and should perhaps have remained longer had I not experienced the misfortune of being expelled, for laying a fellow-scholar’s head open with a drawing-board; a precocity at ten years which was plainly held to foreshadow my certain ultimate arrival at the condemned cell and the gallows. After that, from the age of ten until fifteen, I drifted from school to school, deriving but small benefit from any one of them, and every term bringing my dear mother’s grey hairs (as she would persist in putting it) nearer and nearer to the grave, by reason of the unsatisfactory nature of my reports.

At fifteen, being a well-set-up stripling for my years, and like to fall into all sorts of errors as to my proper importance in life, if allowed to remain any longer with boys younger than myself, I was taken away and carried to London, in order that my mother might consult with an old friend as to my future. How well I remember that journey, and the novelty of seeing London for the first time!

Arriving at Waterloo, we drove to Notting Hill, and next morning went by omnibus into the city to discover Sir Benjamin Plowden in the East India Avenue.

Never, if I live to be a hundred, shall I forget my first impression of that office, and the unaccustomed and humiliating feeling which stole over me as I crossed the threshold behind my mother, to await an audience with this mysterious Sir Benjamin. It was one thing, I discovered, to be the cock of a small country school, and quite another to be an applicant for a junior clerkship, at a salary of five shillings a week, in a London merchant’s office.

At the end of five minutes a liveried servant entered the waiting-room, and informed us that “Sir Benjamin would see us now, if we’d be good enough to step this way.” Thereupon my mother gathered up her impedimenta, including a reticule, a small black handbag, an umbrella, a shawl, a paper bag of sponge-cakes, and her spectacle-case, and toddled down the passage after him, leaving me to follow in her wake, my heart the while thumping like a flail against my ribs.

Ever since that morning, when I desire to realize a man in every way embodying my idea of what a merchant prince should be, I recall my first impression of Sir Benjamin. At the date of our visit he was on the hither side of fifty, of medium height, stout and bald, with curly white whiskers, a shaven chin and upper lip, very rosy as to his complexion, dignified in his bearing, and given to saying “Hum, ha!” on all possible occasions.

He received my mother with cordiality, and even went so far as to recognize my presence with an expressive speech,— “So this is your boy, — a big fellow, — like his father about the mouth, — too old to be idling about country towns, getting into mischief, and deriving a false idea of his own importance. Hum, ha!” After which I was left to my own thoughts, while they entered upon an animated discussion for perhaps the space of half-an-hour.

At the end of this time he rose — I think, as a hint to my mother — and rang the bell. It was answered by the same dignified man-servant who had ushered us into his presence; whereupon Sir Benjamin bade us farewell, promising to communicate with my mother on the subject they had been discussing at an early date; and we were escorted out. I, for one, was not sorry that the interview was over.

Leaving the Avenue, we visited the British Museum, by way of counteracting the two serious impressions forced upon my mind by the ordeal we had just undergone, I suppose; and here my mother, in the middle of the Egyptian Department, surrounded by evidences of an extinct civilization, gravely prophesied the eminence to which I should some day attain, if only Sir Benjamin could be induced to take an interest in me.

As if in answer to her words, two days later I was the recipient of a letter signed by Sir Benjamin himself, in which it was stated that a position had been found for me in his own office, at a salary of ten shillings a week. I must leave you to picture my sensations. Surely no possessor of an autograph letter from the throne itself could have been prouder than I that day. As for my mother, she argued confidently that my Future (with a capital F) had undoubtedly commenced. And, between ourselves, I certainly think it had.

It is not necessary, for the understanding of the story I have to tell, that I should enter upon a recital of my life in the East India Avenue; let it suffice, that it did not come up to the expectations I had formed regarding it. The hours were long, the supervision was constant and irksome, the superiority of the other clerks humiliating, while the personal attention and affability which my dear mother had led me to expect from Sir Benjamin was not only not forthcoming, but showed no signs of making its appearance at any time within the next half-century.

However, there were many compensations to balance these petty annoyances, and chief among them I reckoned that of carrying letters and papers to the docks, where the ships which brought Sir Benjamin’s merchandise from far countries discharged their cargoes.

Nothing gave me greater happiness than these little excursions, and when I had fulfilled my errand, it was my invariable custom to enter upon an investigation on my own account, wandering all over the mysterious vessels, asking questions innumerable about the strange places they visited, and, I have no doubt now, making myself a complete and insufferable nuisance generally. Perhaps that was why, throughout my sailoring career, I had always a sneaking sympathy with boys who boarded us, and asked permission to look round. At any rate, I am convinced that those journeys were what made me believe I had at last hit upon my vocation in life; for I know that every time I passed outwards through the dock-gates, I renewed my vow that before many years were over I would become a sailor, and the commander of just such another ship as that I had lately overhauled.

This sort of life continued with but slight variation until I was on the verge of seventeen, when I made a firm resolve to assert myself, and embark upon the calling I had marked out for my own. My mother was prepared in some manner for the blow, for she certainly could not have failed to notice the way my inclinations tended; so when I broached the subject she offered no objections, only sighed somewhat sadly, and said “she was afraid a time would come when I should repent it.” Little did the poor soul know to what a fatal prophecy she was giving utterance.

A day later, for the second and last time in her life, she visited Sir Benjamin, and the following morning I was summoned to his presence.

“Your mother tells me you wish to leave my employ to become a sailor,” he began, when I had closed the door behind me and approached his table. “Now you know your own business best, but remember it’s a hard life, more kicks than halfpence; and what is worse, I can assure you that when you have once taken to it, you’ll never be fit for anything else again. You have thought it over, I suppose?”

I modestly replied that I had devoted a good deal of consideration to the matter, and would have gone on to say that I wished for nothing better had he not interrupted me.

“Very good; I’ve promised your mother to do the best I can for you, so you’ll be apprenticed to the Yellow Diamond Line as soon as I can see about it. You’ll probably be surprised to hear that I think you’re a fool, but I suppose in this world there must be a proportion of fools to balance the wise men, or we’d all come to grief. Hum, ha!”

He was true to his promise, for the following week I received a notification to attend at the head office of the Yellow Diamond Line of clipper ships. Here I complied with the formalities, signed the necessary papers, and had the satisfaction of leaving the Company’s office to all intents and purposes a member of the nautical profession. It was arranged that I should desert Sir Benjamin’s employment at the end of the month, and after that I was confident my real career would commence. It is, I think, one of the most wonderful things in our poor human nature, that we should always look forward to the future with so much confidence, PROportionately the more when we have perhaps the least justification for it. For my own part, when I left the Company’s office I would not have changed places with the Prime Minister himself; yet such is the perversity of fate that, not six hours from the time of my signing the papers, I would have given anything I possessed to have been allowed to forfeit my premium and to remain ashore. This is how it came about.

Sir Benjamin was laid up with an attack of gout, and it became necessary to obtain his signature to some important letters. About four o’clock in the afternoon, therefore, the chief clerk sent for me, and giving into my care a small despatch-bag, bade me take a cab, and drive with it to Sir Benjamin’s residence in Holland Park. Nothing loth, off I set.

The East India merchant’s home was a most imposing place, and it was with some little awe that I rang the great front-door bell, and requested the dignified butler to inform me if I could see his master. Saying he would find out, he ushered me into a small room off the hall, to which he presently returned with the request that I would accompany him up-stairs.

I found my employer propped up in a chair near the fire, nursing his swaddled leg. Beside him was seated a young lady I had never seen before, but of whom I had often heard my mother speak, — his daughter Maud.

When I entered she was for leaving us, but this Sir Benjamin would not permit. Having received the papers from my hands, he turned to her and said (and I regarded it as a mark of unusual condescension) — 

“My dear, let me introduce Mr. John Ramsay to you; a young gentleman who is forsaking the East India Avenue to distinguish himself by falling off the topsail-yard. Mr. Ramsay, my daughter!”

Then he settled himself down to the papers I had brought, and I was left free for conversation with his daughter.

As a rule I am considered bashful with strangers, but such was Maud Plowden’s wonderful knack of setting people at their ease, that I would defy any man to remain shy very long in her company. I do not mean to infer by this that she was an extraordinarily beautiful girl, for though I have heard people go into ecstasies about that, her charm lay not so much in her face as in her voice and manner. Of one thing at least I am quite certain, had I a secret I was desirous of obtaining from a man, I would rather trust Maud to coax it from him than the most beautiful or dangerous woman in existence.

When ten minutes later I re-took my seat in the cab, I was in love for the first time in my life. And then it was that I began to regret not having been content to remain quietly in Sir Benjamin’s office, where I might have found other opportunities of improving my acquaintance with his charming daughter. It was certainly the irony of fate, that when I wanted to embrace the nautical profession, no opportunity was vouchsafed me; but when I did not want to take to it, I had no option but to do so.

It is not my intention, even had I the space, to narrate all that befell me before my departure on my first voyage, but will content myself by remarking that not only did my uniform almost satisfy me, but that on my first day of wearing it (and you may be sure, like most youths, I seized the opportunity as soon as it presented itself), who should drive up to our door but Maud Plowden herself. I had forgotten until then that my mother and she had developed a sudden but intimate acquaintanceship.

What she said to me or what I said to her during the space that she remained under our roof I cannot recall, but I remember that when she went away, it seemed as if all the sunshine had gone out of the house.

What a strange and indeed weird experience that first falling in love is, and, as a rule, how signally we fail to estimate its true importance in the building up of a life’s character! Is it not a time of high ambitions, of pure intentions, of great resolves, — when not to succeed is a thing impossible? A period of our lives when women are all pure and noble, and men all brave and honest! Oh, the pity, for humanity’s sake, that there should ever come an awakening!

On the Thursday following that tea-drinking, I joined my ship, the Beretania, then lying in the East India Docks. My mother came to see me off, and her tears and parting blessing opened my eyes to my conduct towards herself, showing me my position in a new and exceedingly unpleasant light.

And now as my doings for the term of my apprenticeship would form but poor reading, let me skip a few years, and come to the time when I returned to England to a certain extent tired of Father Ocean, but very proud of my position as third mate. I was then, to all intents and purposes, a man, six feet in height, broad of shoulder, and, if my doting mother could be believed, not altogether deficient in good looks. On that point, however, I must be mute.

As we had just hailed from China, it was only natural that I should have brought with me a whole cargo of curios. These I intended for family presents, and on the day following my arrival I sorted them out, retaining those I most admired for my mother herself, and setting apart those I did not care very much about for transmission to any relatives and acquaintances she might think worthy of the notice. Among the prettiest of the things was an exquisitely inlaid tortoiseshell and ivory card-case, which, in my own mind, I had destined for Maud, if I could but find an opportunity of giving it to her.

This came sooner than I expected, for on the afternoon following my arrival she dropped in to five o’clock tea, and as she intended to walk back, I had the delight, not only of presenting her with my gift, but also of escorting her, at my mother’s desire, a little way upon her homeward road. Now I’m not vain enough to think that she was already in love with me (the sin of conceit cannot at least be laid to my charge), but I’m certain, and even she herself admits it now, that after that night she was not altogether indifferent to me. However, be that as it may, I saw her no more during my leave ashore, and it must have been two full years before I looked into her face again.

When I reached England the next time, I had not only been twice round the world, visiting China, Australia, and both North and South America in so doing, but had passed my examination for chief officer, though I only held a second officer’s position.

It was close upon Christmas when we arrived, the Serpentine was frozen, and skating parties were in full swing. Now skating is an amusement of which I have always been fond, though naturally in my profession I did not get many opportunities of indulging in it. For this reason, when I did I made the most of them, and that season was a notable instance.

One morning, on the Serpentine, I had the good fortune to catch a young lady just as she was about to fall in such a manner that the consequence could only have been a nasty sprain. She thanked me prettily, and a few moments later her protector on the ice crossed over to where I sat taking off my skates, and added an expression of his gratitude. Somehow his face seemed strangely familiar to me, and it was not long before I recognized in him a nephew of Sir Benjamin Plowden, with whom I had been slightly acquainted in by-gone days. Making myself known, I was taken across and formally introduced to the lady, who turned out to be his wife. We strolled part of the way back together, and next day, to my surprise, I received a card for an “At Home” at their residence the following night.

Now though I am not particularly fond of “At Homes,” I suppose my destiny ordained that I should accept this invitation. It was altogether a brilliant affair, and as there was dancing, and Captain Plowden (for that was my host’s name) was kind enough to see that I did not want for partners, I enjoyed myself hugely.

Towards the middle of the evening I happened to be standing near the door of the ball-room, when, to my astonishment and delight, who should enter but Maud, leaning on her father’s arm. To make myself known to Sir Benjamin (for I had altered so much since my last interview with him that I doubt very much if he would have known me else) was the work of an instant, and before a spectator could have counted a hundred I had completed the necessary preliminaries, and was waltzing up the room, my arm round Maud’s waist, and my whole being intoxicated with the fragrance of her presence.

Whether I danced well or ill, whether my step suited hers, what the music was, or why we did not collide with every other couple on the floor, I do not know. I was only conscious that I was dancing with Maud, that I held her in my arms, that I was looking into her face and listening to her voice. When the music ceased I led her through the drawing-room into the conservatory, and finding two vacant seats settled myself beside her.

How can I describe all the delights of that evening! It would be impossible, for beyond the fact that just before supper I blurted out a question which had been on the tip of my tongue for years, it is all one mist of rose-coloured light.

When I left the house I trod on air, I was the happiest man in England, for I had proposed to Maud, and she had accepted me! Though it was considerably past two o’clock when I reached home, what must I do but wake the mother up to tell her my glorious tidings; and I know her congratulations were genuine, though, in her confused state, the dear old soul could hardly make head or tail of what I said to her.

As early next morning as my conscience would permit, I set off to call upon Sir Benjamin, hoping to catch him and get my interview over before he should leave for the city. Arriving at the house, I was shown into the morning-room, and I had not been there two minutes before Maud entered. If she had appeared adorable the night before, she was doubly so now, and the pretty little air of embarrassment which possessed her did not, I promise you, detract from her beauty in my eyes.

“Oh, Jack,” she began — for somehow every one calls me Jack— “how good of you to come so early!”

I thought it was rather a matter for shame, but didn’t say so.

“I have come to see your father, Maud,” I answered, making, I do not doubt, a rueful face; “and though I know him so well, I feel for all the world like a criminal going to execution. Have you said anything to him about it?”

“Yes,” she whispered, nestling her head on my shoulder, “I could not help it, Jack; you see I have no mother to advise me, and I felt that I must tell somebody. You don’t mind?”

“Mind, my darling, as if I should mind anything you might do. And what did he say to it?” I asked this rather anxiously. “I know he won’t altogether approve, but does he dislike the idea so very much?”

Maud made what is, I believe, correctly termed a little moue before she replied.

“Well, to tell you the truth, Jack, I’m afraid he’s not overjoyed about it; but then perhaps it’s quite natural; you see, I’m his only child, and — well, he’s not seen as much of you as I have, so he doesn’t know all your good qualities.”

The proper answer to such a speech cannot be put on paper, and, even if it could, I doubt whether it would prove of very much interest here. It was accomplished only just in time, for next moment Sir Benjamin entered, and Maud with an encouraging glance at me withdrew.

Though he had aged a good deal since I had left his employ, he was brisk enough this morning, and to my sorrow I could see not best pleased. I cannot, however, conscientiously say that his greeting was any the less sincere, but his tone was a little more curt, and his demeanour decidedly stiffer, than when I had met him on the previous evening. He seated himself opposite me, and came to business at once.

“I suppose you’re aware, Mr. Ramsay, that my daughter has told me of the offer you made her last night?”

When I had signified that I was, he continued — 

“Now I’ll be bound you don’t know what a shock a piece of information like that gives to a man of my years. I was, of course, quite aware that Maud would be likely to marry sooner or later, but somehow I had never brought myself face to face with the actual situation before. Do you know that she is a very considerable heiress?”

I ventured to remark that I had been so informed, and started to try and convince him that my offer had nothing whatever to do with such a circumstance. But he stopped me.

“I know exactly what you’re going to say. If I mistake not, I said it myself once upon a time. But tell me, John Ramsay, what would you say of a young man, five-and-twenty years of age, mate of a sailing ship, with nothing but his pay to depend upon, who proposed to a rich merchant’s daughter with an income of something like six thousand a year. Reflect for a minute, and then tell me what you would think of him?”

This was a poser, but I made shift to answer it.

“I should say that it couldn’t matter how much money she had if he really loved her, and thought he could make her happy.”

He sniffed scornfully.

“Exactly what I thought. Now that’s all very pretty. But to look at it in another light. We’ll suppose that I give my consent to your marriage, what are your intentions then? Are you going to remain at sea, and leave your wife unprotected ashore, or are you going to abandon your profession, and live a life of idle luxury on her money? For, as I warned you years ago, you’re fit for no other calling now.”

I could not answer either way, and I think he saw my difficulty, for he rose and came over to me. Putting his hand on my shoulder, and speaking in a kinder tone than he had adopted yet, he said — 

“Jack Ramsay, you understand what a problem it is. I like you, my boy, and I like your family; I think you’re a steady, honest young fellow, and a credit to your calling; what is more, I know you love my girl, and I’m certain that she loves you. For these reasons I shall not definitely forbid your engagement.”

“Oh, Sir Benjamin,” I hastened to say, “how can I express my gratitude!”

“Hold on, sir, hear me out. Though, as I say, I shall not definitely forbid your engagement, yet remember, I do not sanction it. I shall not do so until I see how you behave. If I know that you work hard, and do your best to advance in your profession, it will be something for me to go upon, and I may eventually find sufficient reason to allow your marriage. Now, good-morning. Maud, I don’t doubt, is awaiting you in the drawing-room. You had better tell her what I’ve told you.”

So saying, the worthy merchant shook me by the hand, and hobbled from the room, leaving me a good deal more relieved than I had expected to be by the nature of his communication.

Over the bliss of the succeeding fortnight I must draw a curtain. Of course I saw Maud every day; and equally, of course, each twenty-four hours convinced me more and more of the wisdom of my choice. But, like the school-boy’s Black Monday, the fatal day of parting had to come; and, accordingly, one miserable Wednesday night I bade my darling farewell, and next morning, with a heavy heart, rejoined my ship and put back to sea.


CHAPTER II.

A CHEQUERED CAREER.
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TO A SAILOR, perhaps the most trying parts of his courtship are the lengthy periods he is compelled to spend away from the presence of his beloved one; and yet, curiously enough, when in later life he comes to look back upon the whole business, he is pretty certain to discover that they were not the least pleasant portions of it. However that may be, it is a crucial test of the genuineness of his affection; and then it is that he has an opportunity of realizing what truth there is in the old saying, “Absence makes the heart grow fonder.” How often, when pacing his lonely watch, do you suppose his sweetheart’s face rises before him? How often, when a stiff breeze is blowing, filling the canvas like great balloons, and driving the good ship, homeward bound, for all she is worth, do you think the thought of her he will soon hold in his arms, whose lips he will soon kiss, into whose eyes he will gaze with so fond a rapture, will cross his mind? Or, if his ship’s head be turned away from home, hasn’t he the sweet knowledge ever present with him that a certain voluminous epistle will meet him at the other end, destined amply to compensate for the bitterness of parting? Well, I protest, though separation may be one of the hardest parts of a sailor’s courtship, yet, all things considered, it is worth undergoing, if only for the joy of reuniting. As the Frenchman has it — 

“L’absence est à l’amour ce qu’est au feu le vent; Il éteint le petit, il allume le grand.”

When I bade Maud my first good-bye after our engagement, I was, though I did not know it, bound on a long cruise. We visited Calcutta, Singapore, and Hong Kong, crossed the Pacific to San Francisco, thence round the Horn to Rio; finally returning, viâ New York, home. By that time, as may be supposed, I was ravenous — no other word so fully expresses it — for a glimpse of my darling’s face; I felt as if I had not seen her for a lifetime.

So soon, therefore, as we were docked, and I could be spared, away I sped, first home to the old mother, and then, as early as I could decently excuse myself, to Maud. By the time my cab pulled up at her door I was in a fever, and I remember well the cabman’s expression of surprise when he realized that instead of his legal fare of eighteen-pence I had given him five shillings. Summers, the same ancient butler who opened the door to me on the day I first saw my sweetheart, invited me to enter now, and the grip I gave his honest hand he professes to feel even at this distant date. A minute later I was entering the drawing-room, prepared to clasp my dear girl in my arms.

At this point occurred a trifling circumstance — so trifling regarded in the white light of these later days that I almost hesitate to narrate it — that was, nevertheless, destined to alter the whole current of my after life, and indirectly to bring me into touch with all the curious things I have set myself to tell.

As I have just said, I entered the drawing-room, prepared to bestow upon Maud the hungry embrace of a long-parted lover. My intentions, however, were dashed to the ground by the presence of a third party — a man. As he stood watching us there was nothing for it but to behave like commonplace mortals, but I promise you I was not grateful to him for his presence. To say that Maud looked prettier than when I had left her last would perhaps be hardly the truth (though to my eyes she was incomparably sweet), for her face had a worn and harrassed expression which had not been there when I bade her good-bye. Her welcome was as warm as I could expect under the circumstances, but nevertheless I was bitterly disappointed by it.

Her companion’s name was Welbourne, Captain Horatio Welbourne, of one of the Household Regiments, I believe. We exchanged glances, and from that moment I became furiously jealous of him. I must, however, do him the justice to admit that he was a fine figure of a man, tall and soldierly, as befitted his calling. Our introduction effected, Maud proceeded to dispense the tea she was pouring out when I entered.

Inwardly chafing to have my sweetheart to myself, it was with the utmost difficulty I could engage myself in the insipid conversation, through the mazes of which the gallant captain led us. When he rose to depart another relay of fashionables arrived, and after standing it for nearly an hour I made my excuses, and raging against the whole world fled the house.

The next afternoon I called again. This time I was fortunate enough to find Maud alone. I think she was vexed with me for deserting her the previous day; at any rate, her manner was distinctly cold. As it happened, we had hardly been a quarter of an hour together before the self-same Captain Welbourne must needs put in an appearance, bringing with him the peculiar air of being the tame cat of the house I had noticed on the previous occasion. I fancy Maud must have had some idea of what was in my mind, for she became painfully embarrassed, and noticing this, my suspicions grew and grew. How unjust I was to her, I can now see, but at the time I could not help remembering that she was an heiress, and that the gallant captain was really a most attractive person. Yet I determined I would not allow myself to become jealous without good cause.

That was, however, soon forthcoming, and, I blush to relate it now, through the gossip of a female tittle-tattler. Unhappily I was in such a state that I had no option but to believe it true. And, being ever impetuous and hot-headed, nothing would suit me then but I must call upon Maud while under the influence of my anger. Naturally enough she resented the terms in which I couched my remarks, and I left the house in high dudgeon, more than ever convinced that she was false to me. A week went by without a word on either side, and at the end of it I put back to sea nearly broken-hearted. As if to accentuate the sting, that was my first voyage as chief officer.

From this point I date my downfall. Perhaps I was tired of the sea, or perhaps I was still piqued by what I could not help considering Maud’s ill-treatment of me; at any rate, I got it into my poor addled brain that when we reached South Australia I would cry quits with the nautical profession, and if possible settle down out there to a life ashore. This scheme I put into practice, with the result that, after much jobbery, I obtained a situation in a ship-chandler’s office in Port Adelaide, retaining it until my employer’s fraudulent insolvency threw me on the world again. Then, a new gold-field breaking out inland, off I tramped to it, imbued with the intention of making my fortune, and returning to the mother-country a millionaire. This venture, however, was no more successful than the last, and after nearly three months’ hard work, all I had to show for it were six dwts. of gold, and a bad attack of typhoid fever that nearly made an end of me. For nearly ten weeks I was confined to my bed in the tent-hospital, to leave it more like a skeleton than a human being.

What to do now I had no idea. I was bankrupt; my claim had been seized; I was too weak to tramp the bush in search of work; and indeed had I found any I doubt if I could have undertaken it. Added to all this, or perhaps I should say as the result of all this, I grew exceedingly despondent. Indeed the horrors of that period I am loth to dwell upon, save that it gave me an opportunity of experiencing one of those little touches of kindness which go to prove that after all humanity in the abstract is not quite so bad as it is usually made out to be.

From the gold-field where I had contracted my illness, I had wandered, partly by Government assistance and partly by my own exertions, as far as the famous silver-mining town of Broken Hill, just over the New South Wales border. Here, in the midst of barbaric waste and splendour, a relapse seized me, and for nigh upon three weeks I hovered, in the Town Hospital, on the border-land of Life and Death.

When I said farewell to that kindly institution, I was at my wits’ end as to my future. I had no money, and I was without the means of earning any. Fortunately it was summer time, and sleeping in the open air was not only quite possible but very pleasant, so I had no concern about lodgings; that, however, was only a minor matter, for I was starving. Oh, how bitterly I regretted having forsaken my old profession! No one will ever know the agony I endured. I could have fought the world for the very crumbs that were used to fall from the cuddy table. Day after day I toiled up one street and down another, from mine to mine, and smelter to smelter, seeking for the work which never offered.

One sunset, weary and horribly sick at heart, I was crawling back to my usual camping place on the outskirts of the town, when a sudden faintness seized me. The whole world turned black before my eyes, I reeled, and fell unconscious by the road-side.

I remember nothing of what occurred, till I awoke to find myself lying upon a stretcher in a small tent. A man was leaning over me, and when my eyes opened he seemed to regard it as a matter for considerable satisfaction. I tried to collect my thoughts sufficiently to ask where I was, but seeing my lips attempting to form the sentence, he stopped me by saying — 

“Naa, naa, laddie, tha’ must just bide still a bit longer. Dunna tha’ try to talk, or tha’ll be maakin’ thaself ill agin. There’s na call for hurry, a tell tha’.”

That my kind friend, for such he had surely proved himself, was a miner, I had no doubt — his dress, his kit, and even his accent proved that; but otherwise I could hazard no guess as to where I was. Being too weak to bestow much consideration upon the matter, I closed my eyes and immediately fell asleep again. When I woke it was broad daylight, and my friend had just returned from shift. He hastened to put food before me, talking incessantly the while. From him I learnt that he and his mate had discovered me lying insensible beside the road, not fifty yards from his tent; that between them they had carried me in and put me to bed, and that I had been unconscious for something like six hours. Naturally, I expressed my gratitude, but he would have none of it, bidding me get well before I talked of saying “Thank you.”

My lucky star was evidently in the ascendant. Under his care — for while the kindest and gentlest, he was also the most exacting of nurses — I soon made visible improvement, and in a week was so far recovered as to be able to get up and potter about the tent. It was time for me to be thinking of moving on again.

“Well, laddie,” my benefactor said to me one day, “tha’s lookin’ braavly noo.”

“Thanks to you,” I hastened to reply, “for without your care, John Trelsar, I don’t know where I should have been to-day; not here, at any rate.”

“Softly lad, softly, I did na more fa’ thee than tha’d do fa’ me, I reckon, so we’ll cra’ quits to it.”

“That’s all very well; but I owe my life to you, you’ll never make me see anything but that. And now, I wonder what’s the best thing for me to do. I can’t stay idle here; there’s no work to be got in the town, so unless I ship to sea again, I don’t know what’s to become of me.”

Trelsar was all alive in a second.

“I’ve got it,” he said, slapping his huge hand on his knee; “there’s Seth Polwill below there in Adelaide, look see — working in the Fire Brigade — tha’ must go to he, and say Jack Trelsar sent tha’, and, mark my words, he’ll put thee on the wa’ for some’ut.”

This Seth Polwill was a great hero of my benefactor’s, upon whose appearance, sayings, and actions, he was never tired of discoursing. They were Townies, that is, they hailed from the same place in the Old Country; and as it appeared later, it was to Seth’s advice that Trelsar owed his emigration, and the good position he now occupied.

“That’s all very well,” I remarked, “but how am I to get to Adelaide? I haven’t a red cent to my name, and I don’t think I can screw the Government for another pass; they were nasty enough about the last.”

“Now, don’t thee trouble thaself about that,” said John. “If thee wants a pound or two, to see thee on tha way, why not come to tha friend, Jan Trelsar; never fear, lad, but what a’ll trust thee.”

Upon my deciding to accept a loan, a piece of paper, a pen, and a bottle of ink were obtained, and a letter of introduction to the all-important Polwill produced.

Armed with this, the very next morning off I accordingly set for the South, arriving in due course in Adelaide. So soon as was possible, I made my way to the Fire Brigade Station, and inquired for Seth Polwill. The firemen were at dinner, but one whom I should have known anywhere for the man I sought, came to the door and inquired my business. He was a good-looking, well set-up fellow, and when he spoke, I noticed he had none of the Cousin Jack dialect so conspicuous in my benefactor’s conversation. Having handed him my letter, he sat down on the wheel of the big engine to examine it. He read it through two or three times before venturing a word; then rising, he shook me gravely by the hand, and inquired after Trelsar’s health.

After which, he remarked — 

“You don’t look well.”

I replied that I had but recently recovered from a very serious illness, and this led me on to narrate how I came to meet his friend. He listened attentively, and when I had finished, said — 

“You say you’ve been a sailor?”

I replied in the affirmative, though I refrained from telling him in what capacity, for I had a certain delicacy in letting people know that I had shown myself sufficiently a fool to give up a chief officer’s billet afloat for starvation ashore.

“Well, look you here, Mr. Ramsay,” he said, “I should very much like to help you to something, if only to oblige my friend. The best then that I can do is to tell you that there is a vacancy here. We want another hand, and, as perhaps you know, we prefer sailors. If you can qualify, I don’t doubt for a moment but that the superintendent will put you on. Take my advice, go into his office at once, and ask him yourself. You can’t do any harm by asking, even if you don’t get what you ask for.”

Thanking him for his assistance, I went straight to the superintendent’s room. Once there, I stated my business, making the best possible case I could of it. The superintendent eyed me narrowly.

“You say you’ve been to sea,” he said. “For how long?”

“Twelve years,” I replied.

“In what ships?”

I gave him the names of the vessels and their owners.

“In what capacity did you serve aboard them?”

“From apprentice to chief officer,” I said, feeling it would be the safest plan to tell him everything.

He stared when he heard my answer, and looked me carefully up and down.

“I don’t know that that’s exactly a recommendation, my man,” he said. “Chief officers who exchange the sea for a fireman’s billet don’t exactly answer the description of the man I want. I suppose you’re aware we’re considered a crack brigade? If I take you on, you’ll have to prove you’re no skrimshanker. Our motto here is ‘Smartness and sobriety,’ do you understand?”

I remarked that I did. Then, giving me a note to the doctor, who would examine me, he bade me come back to him next day.

To make a long story short, the doctor’s examination proving satisfactory, I was enrolled a member of the Adelaide Fire Brigade, with permission to do as much work as the day had room for, give as much satisfaction as possible, and risk my life in the interest of the city and the reputation of the Brigade as often as opportunity occurred. All things considered, it was by no means an unpleasant life, and until the novelty wore off, I believe I enjoyed it. One strange coincidence, however, happened to me during my connection with it, which I take to be so extraordinary that I must ask your indulgence while I narrate it.

One miserable, gusty night, early in winter, the alarm sounded for a fire. Our promptness was proverbial, and almost before the bell had ceased to sound we were racing for the scene. It turned out to be the New Federation Hotel, in King William Street, and when we arrived the whole building was one enormous blaze. The fire had originated, so it was said, in a small store cupboard behind the bar, and had spread all over the ground-floor, thus practically cutting off the escape of those lodged in the rooms above. According to the manager’s statement, nearly every bedroom was occupied that night, and so far only four people had effected exits. Within two minutes of our arrival we had the escapes up against the building, and were passing the terrified occupants down as fast as we could lay hold of them. It was dangerous work, but we were not paid to think of that.

Suddenly, at a side window, I saw a woman preparing to hurl herself into the street below. The crowd noticed her too, and raised a yell. Running a ladder round, I mounted to her side, and before she could carry out her purpose had taken her in my arms and borne her safely to the ground. As we reached it, a weird, dishevelled, scallywag of a man rushed towards us, with arms outstretched, crying, “Oh, my God, my God, she’s safe — my wife!”

In that brief moment I recognized my old enemy, Captain Welbourne, the man who I believed had deprived me of Maud!

Next day I learnt that he was on his wedding tour, and what interested me far more, that his wife’s maiden name was Hawkhurst! Two points, therefore, raised themselves for my consideration: either he had never loved Maud; or he had declared himself, and she had refused him. If this latter supposition were correct, what could have induced her action? I must leave it to my readers to imagine what agonies of self-reproach I suffered after this discovery. I saw plainly that I had wrecked my whole life by one little foolish exhibition of jealousy, and that too without the slightest cause or justification. A hundred times a day I cursed my senseless stupidity. But there, what is to be gained by opening the old wound? Rather let me draw a curtain over such a painful subject, one which even to-day I hardly like to think about.

Now, though life in the Fire Brigade might and undoubtedly did possess attractions, they were such as were liable to become exceedingly monotonous after a time. So it chanced that when I had been employed therein nearly eight months, a friend heard of a situation as store-keeper, on a Darling River sheep station, which he was kind enough to think might suit me. At his suggestion I applied for the position, and had the good fortune to secure it.

Sending in my resignation to the Board, I left Adelaide, and proceeded into the Bush. But the billet did not come up to expectations, and when I had given it a good trial, I discarded it in favour of another as cook to an Overlanding Party. In this capacity I wandered far afield, with the result that at the end of eighteen months I found myself in Brisbane, tired of the Bush, and pining for a breath of sea air again.

While inactive in Brisbane, an English letter was forwarded to me from the Melbourne Post-office. The writer was a cousin, and her mission was to announce the death of my poor old mother, after a brief illness. The blow, as may be supposed, affected me keenly, the more so because I could not but feel that, all things considered, I had not been the son to her that she deserved. Poor old lady, I never knew how much she was to me until I had lost her. Her death, and the thought that I should never see her loving face, or hear her gentle voice again, seemed to sever the one remaining link that united me to my old life. Could I, I asked myself, be the same person as the little boy she took to school at Plymouth? Could I be the same John Ramsay who followed her into Sir Benjamin Plowden’s office, so many years ago? Yes — the same, but oh! how differently situated! With Virgil, I could well cry, “O mihi praeteritos referat si Jupiter annos!” Alas! those dear dead years, how bright they are to look back upon, yet how shamefully I misused them!

But in spite of the bitterness of the blow, I could not go on brooding over my loss for ever. My mother was gone, nothing could bring her back to me. It behoved me now to look after myself, for my necessities were on the point of obtruding themselves upon my notice once more.

When I found that the money I had managed to save from my various employments was running short, I began to wonder how I should obtain another situation. The prospect looked gloomy enough in all conscience, when Fate, which was steadily bearing me on towards a certain goal, took me in hand again, and by permitting me to overhear a certain conversation, led me into a track that was fraught with much danger to my future peace. The speakers were the owner of a Thursday Island Pearling schooner, and a well-known boat-builder. Their talk had reference to a new lugger the skipper had lately purchased, and the difficulty of finding hands to work her North. Here was the very chance for me.

As soon as they separated, I accosted the Pearler, and offered my services. When he heard my qualifications, he engaged me at once; and so it came about that next day I was a seaman aboard the Crested Wave, bound for Thursday Island and the Pearl fisheries.

I need not delay you while I enter upon any description of the voyage northwards, more than to say that we arrived safely at our destination, and having taken a diver aboard, at once set sail again, this time for the Solomons, where we remained cruising about, with fair success, for nigh upon three months.

Though I had, on several occasions, crossed the Pacific in deep-water ships, this was the first time I had pottered about among the Islands themselves, and the new life came to me as a revelation. Even as I sit here writing, the memory of those glorious latitudes rises and sends a thrill through me. There is a saying, that the man who has once known the Himalayas never forgets their smell; I say that the man who has once heard the thunder of the surf upon the reefs, who has smelt the sweet incense of the tropic woods, and felt the invigorating breath of the trade winds upon his cheek, can never rid his memory of the fascination of those Southern seas!

By the time we returned to Thursday Island a fair sum in wages was owing me, and I think I had won a good reputation with my skipper, for he was anxious that I should take a holiday, and then set sail with him again. I resolved to think about it, and in the meantime to stretch my legs for a week or two ashore, seeing what was to be seen, and as far as possible enjoying the peculiar delights of Thursday Island.

“Come with me,” said a shipmate one evening. “You think because you’ve seen the Japanese you know the Island. Why, man, you’re only on the outskirts; you don’t even know Juanita!”

“And who’s Juanita?” I asked, without interest, for I was wearied to death of the Lizzies, Pollies, Nancies, and their sisterhood.

By way of reply he ran his arm through mine, and headed along the beach, presently to cry a halt alongside the palms which mark the entrance to the “Orient” Hotel. Knowing this house to be the resort of mail-boat skippers, schooner-owners, and high-toned gentry of that class, and to have a fleecing reputation, I had hitherto religiously avoided it. A flood of bright light streamed from the doorway, and sounds of laughter invited us to enter.

A couple of Pearlers and a woman were the only occupants of the room. The men were of no account, but the woman’s face riveted my attention at once. She was not exactly the most beautiful woman — I mean as far as refinement went — that I had ever seen, but she was certainly the handsomest. As we entered, her companions bade her “good-night,” and went out. Then my friend introduced me in proper form.

“Mr. Ramsay — Madame Juanita.”

She held out her hand and bade me welcome, and from that moment I was a lost man. What sort of fascination it was that she exercised over me I cannot say; I only know that when I left the “Orient” and stumbled out into the starlit night again I had forgotten Maud, forgotten my own impoverished condition, forgotten my self-respect, and was madly, desperately, absurdly in love with this beautiful and mysterious creature.


CHAPTER III.

SACRED AND PROFANE LOVE.
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SOMEWHERE OR OTHER I remember to have seen a picture of the two sorts of love which may enter man’s life. I think it was called “Sacred and Profane Love,” and it may possibly have been by one of the Old Masters. But wherever or whatever it was, it seemed to me that I had now had experience of both passions. Maud was the first, Juanita was the second. I had loved Maud for herself alone; Juanita fascinated me purely by her personal charms, and by a certain Bohemianism which, while it occasionally almost frightened me, held me in chains, that were to all intents and purposes stronger than links of iron. For it must not be imagined that my first visit to the “Orient” was my last. In fact, now that I had once fallen her victim, I was hardly to be found elsewhere. As the first proof of the power she exercised over me, I declined my old skipper’s offer to ship for another cruise, preferring idleness and poverty ashore, with the opportunities it presented of seeing the woman I so slavishly adored, to a life of money-making and hardship at sea.

So day in day out found me by Juanita’s side, either loafing in the hotel itself, or when she could leave her duties, boating in the bay, wandering about the island, or climbing Fortification Hill to admire the beautiful panorama visible from its summit. Looking back on that period, I am smitten with a feeling of intense shame. But at the time I lived only to be constantly by her side. Maud was as much forgotten as though she had never existed.

It must not be supposed, however, that with one so fair as Juanita I should have the field entirely to myself. Women of her stamp were too uncommon in Thursday Island to lack admirers. But among all my rivals there was only one of whom I entertained any fear — a Pole, and men said a titled refugee — by name Panuroff. He was a big, handsome man, with a peculiarly reckless air, certain to possess a great fascination for susceptible members of the opposite sex. Not that I mean in any way to infer that Juanita encouraged his advances, for I think, though she preferred him to the majority of those who paid court to her, they were not always on the best of terms. How she came to take to me so quickly I have never been able to understand, but somehow she was never tired of listening to my adventures, and particularly those relating to my sea career. On the point of my capabilities to take charge of and navigate a vessel she cross-questioned me continually, until I felt compelled to ask if she thought of setting up as a ship-owner herself, and wanted me to enter her employ. She laughed the matter off, saying that if she had money to invest it would certainly be in a schooner; but as she hadn’t, well, she’d have to wait until she got it before talking about officers and such like. In fact, this idea of possessing a boat seemed, as far as I could judge, to be her only thought and aim in life. But her real idea, and how I figured in working it out, you shall, if you have not already guessed it, learn directly.

One night when we had thoroughly come to understand each other, I hurried down as soon as my evening meal was over to the “Orient.” As most of the Pearling luggers were at sea, it was a slack time for hotel-keepers, and when I entered the bar Juanita was alone, hard at work upon her interminable calculations. For nearly an hour we remained in conversation. Then our tête-à-tête was interrupted by the entrance of a third party, who, as ill-luck had it, was none other than Count Panuroff before-mentioned. I could see that Juanita was not best pleased at his appearance, and during the time he remained in the room her behaviour towards him was barely civil. He noticed this, and his glances towards myself betokened a resentment that only waited an opportunity to take active form. Nor can I with truth aver that I did not let him see that I rejoiced at his discomfiture. When Juanita left him and returned to my side he sat himself down in a corner, and watched us out of sullen, half-closed eyes. I felt sure mischief was brewing, and I was not disappointed.

Partly for the purpose of annoying him, and partly to see how long he would sit in his corner, sulking like a bear with a sore head, I prolonged my visit until some time after the usual hour for closing. When I left the house it was nearly twelve o’clock — a rough, tempestuous night, with a strong wind blowing, and a full moon dodging inky clouds across a somewhat unhappy-looking sky. Leaving the Sea-Front I struck inland towards my abode, but I had not proceeded very far before my ear caught the sound of footsteps following me. Presently a voice I hardly recognized called upon me to stop. I did so, and turning, faced my pursuer. As you will have guessed, it was Panuroff. He came up to me, and clutching me by the arm, tried to speak. But his rage was so great that for the moment it not only deprived him of speech, but shook him like the palsy. When he found his tongue he blurted out — 

“I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you!”

He would have gone on repeating this for an indefinite time had I not thrown off his hand, and said — 

“I advise you to be a little more careful, my friend, or you’ll get yourself into trouble. In this country you won’t be allowed to go about killing people just as you please.”

My coolness only seemed to heap additional fuel on his already surcharged fires. He almost foamed at the mouth. Grasping my arm again, he hissed — 

“Coward! coward! I knew you were a coward!”

Not being able to stand this, I did my best to knock him down. It was a futile attempt, however, for he leapt on one side, and in doing so struck me a heavy blow on the side of my face.

“There,” he cried, almost dancing in the moonlight. “What now?”

“Now,” I said, as quietly as I could under the circumstances, “you’ve done it, and I’ll have your life if you’re twenty times mad!”

“For once you talk like a man,” he remarked. “Come with me, and we’ll settle it now and for ever. She shall see who is the better man.”

If I had any scruples left, that reference to Juanita obliterated them; and so side by side we tramped through the bush round the elbow of the hill to an open spot among ferns and aloe bushes, about the centre of the island. It was a strange place surrounded by giant ant-hills, which in many cases reared themselves quite eight feet above the ground, like monuments in a well-populated cemetery.

Here Panuroff stopped and took his coat off. I followed his example. Then from his breast he drew a sort of stiletto, with which, I suppose, he had armed himself on purpose for the present occasion. I had of course my sheath-knife. While we were making our preparations the moon emerged from behind a bank of clouds, and as she did so the wind dropped and the faint clang of eight bells came up to us from a steamer in the harbour.

I could hardly believe that I was standing face to face with a fellow-creature, my one aim and object being to take his life. But it is a strange fact that man is never so dangerous as when his passions are not roused, that is to say, when he is able to enter upon the work of butchery with a contemplative and evenly balanced mind. Contrary to what I should have expected, I had not the least fear as to the result.

For perhaps a minute we stood regarding each other. I could hear his excited breathing as he prepared for his spring. Then like a wild cat he gathered himself together, and leapt towards me. I sprang on one side, but not before his knife had grazed my arm. The struggle had commenced in downright earnest. Like game cocks, we circled round and round each other, waiting and watching for an opportunity to strike. It was no child’s play, for we were both active men in first-class training.

Suddenly my foot caught in a boulder, and for a second my attention was diverted from his eyes. It was fatal; with one great bound he rushed in upon me, and clutching me round the neck, attempted to drive his knife between my shoulder and my neck. With the strength of despair I clutched the wrist of the hand that held the knife, and backwards and forwards, round and round, here, there, and everywhere about that little plot of ground we passed, swaying to and fro, breathing hard, and wrestling for our very lives. Surely such a struggle the island, with all its strange and mysterious population, could never have witnessed before! At last my right hand reached his throat — my left still held the wrist — I closed my fingers on his windpipe.

Such is the strange construction of the human mind, that at that moment, when both our lives trembled in the balance, I remember, distinctly, thinking what a wonderful contrivance the Adam’s apple of the throat must be.

Further and further his head went back; his breath came from him in thick gasps. The moon shone clear, and by her light I could see the look of despair settling in his eyes. At last, to avoid being throttled, he fell to the ground, I with him. Here the battle recommenced, for both our holds were loosened by the fall. Rolling over, he seized upon me, and raised his knife; yet again I clutched the hand that held it, and with one gigantic effort threw him off; but the exertion was too much for me, and before I could rise he was upon me, and had stabbed me twice. I remember no more.

When I recovered my senses, I was too weak and faint to care very much where I was. But somehow, in a hazy sort of fashion, I got hold of the idea that I was back in John Trelsar’s tent at Broken Hill. After a while, however, curiosity got the upper hand of indifference, and I re-opened my eyes to look about me. It was a strange sort of room that I found myself in, and one that it did not take me a year to see, had lately been in the occupation of Chinamen. A couple of celestial jumpers hung on pegs behind the door, and an opium pipe stood on a shelf upon the wall. Through the small window opposite my bed I could distinctly hear the sound of surf breaking on a shore, and as if to prove that my reasoning powers were in no way impaired by my terrible experience, I made it out that I must either be on one of the neighbouring islands, or on a part of Thursday which I had never visited. For several reasons I inclined towards the latter belief.

How I knew I was not in any proximity to the township itself was the fact, plainly discernible to one having experience in such matters, that the sea was not breaking on sand, but on shingle; and what was more important still, among mangrove trees. Now I knew that the beach on the settlement side of Thursday Island was sandy, while that on the other side I had heard was pebbly; on the former there were no mangroves, on the latter they abounded. But observation of these things was beyond me for very long, so, feeling tired, I turned my face to the wall, and was presently asleep again.

Many hours must have elapsed before I woke; when I did the sun had set, and the room would have been dark but for a candle burning on a table by my side. Rather dazed by my long sleep, I looked around me, and as I did so my eyes lighted upon the most extraordinary being I think I have ever beheld in my life.

He was an albino, and what was worse, a dwarf albino. He sat upon a high box, and was staring hard at me; his hair, very long and snow-white, was just moved by the draught from the window; and his eyes, which I discovered later to be of a peculiar shade of pink, flashed and twinkled like enormous rubies. All the time he cracked his finger-joints, first one way, then another, then backwards, then forwards, with a most alarming noise.

When he saw that I was awake, he scrambled down from his perch and approached me, saying in a curiously high-pitched voice — 

“Ho! ho! my friend, so you are awake again! Well, you’ve had a wonderful nap, twelve hours on end, or I’m a Dutchman.”

I answered that I was surprised to hear it, and went on to ask where I was, and how I came there.

“Well, that’s a long story,” he said, still cracking his fingers, “but if you want to hear it, I’ll tell you. I found you on the bend of the hill early this morning, lying like a dead man, with pints of good blood run to waste round about you. From the look of the ground I fixed it, young man, that you’d been fighting. But as that was no business of mine, I didn’t take any heed of it, but just picked you up, and brought you in here, where you’ve been ever since.”

He did not tell me that had I been any other than John Ramsay he would have let me lie there. But the reason for that, and how I came to hear of it, you shall know later on.

Of course I thanked him for his charity, but again, like John Treslar, he would not hear of it. Among his many extraordinary talents, he numbered a knowledge of surgery, and under his care I made rapid progress towards recovery. Fortunately, though the wounds Panuroff had inflicted upon me were deep, they were by no means dangerous.

At the end of the week I was almost myself again. All the time, my strange little benefactor was indefatigable in his attentions, and pretended to take a wonderful interest in myself and my welfare. Among other peculiarities, he was as inquisitive as an old woman, and before I had known him a week, he had not only drawn from me the name of my antagonist (whom I was rejoiced to hear had fled the settlement, believing he had killed me), but had made himself conversant with my passion for Juanita. On his own side he was more reticent, and do what I would, I could not draw out of him either his business on the island, or in fact anything important connected with himself or his affairs. That he had seen more of the world than even the majority of those who consider themselves great travellers, I soon gathered; that he was for some years in Chili, was another thing I discovered. But beyond these two small circumstances, I could learn nothing of his past. One obligation he imposed in return for what he had done for me, and that was, that I should never mention him to any living soul, and especially not to Juanita.

“Why especially not to Juanita?” I asked, surprised that he should bring her into the matter.

“Because women wonder, and when they wonder they pry, and when they pry they make mischief, and when they make mischief they’re the devil, and there isn’t room for Satan and me in this house.”

He paused for a minute, his twinkling little eyes watching me all the time, and then went on — 

“You see, my appearance is against me, and as I’m sensitive on the point, I don’t want to make new friends. There you have it in a nutshell. If you told your sweetheart anything about me, she’d want to see me, and then the mischief would be done.”

Little knowing to what I was pledging myself, I readily gave the promise he asked of me, and then bidding him good-bye, set off across the island (for his house was, as I had conjectured, on the side farthest from the township) to Juanita.

I found her as usual in the bar, and her surprise at seeing me was either complimentary or not as I chose to take it. She informed me that she had made up her mind I had decamped from the island. And when I told her what had occasioned my absence, she said she had always thought something of the sort would happen, for Panuroff had dropped hints which frightened her. Why she had not warned me I could not make out, and indeed her whole attitude towards myself was extremely puzzling. Of course she knew I loved her, not only because she could see it in my face, but because I had reiterated the statement a thousand times or more; but though she professed to return my affection, at times I could not help a feeling that it was not quite as genuine as she pretended.

Just as before, her one thought was to procure a boat, in which to sail among the islands. Hardly a day went by without some reference to it, until I began to hate even the sound of the word “schooner.” At last one night she asked me point blank if I could see any way to help her; letting me understand very plainly that her future treatment of myself would depend in a great measure upon my answer.

Though I knew such a thing was next door to impossible, I did not say so, but intimated that she should first tell me why she wanted to go. Then the whole mystery came out. Drawing me into a corner, with the prettiest little air of confidence, she told me the following remarkable story: — 

“My Jack,” she said, taking my hands in hers, and speaking with the foreign accent that lent such a charm to her simplest words, “have pity on your poor Juanita. I am in your hands entirely, for I have no one to advise me, save you. Now you shall know all my sad history. As I have so often told you, I am from Santiago, and it was from a convent there that I ran away to marry the young Englishman, who, you may have heard, so cruelly ill-treated me. Together we wandered here, there, and everywhere; always in debt, always in difficulty; to-day we had plenty; to-morrow we had nothing. My husband had squandered two fortunes already, and when we were at our last pinch, a third came to him. As you know is often the way, Jack, he suddenly grew as mean and stingy as before he had been spendthrift and reckless.

“Instead of living as became our new fortune, we literally starved. That he had drawn all his money from the bank I discovered; but what he did with it, or where he kept it, I could never find out. Then he fell ill, and the doctors said he must have a long sea voyage, and absolute rest, or his brain would become unhinged. If the truth were only known, I think it was so then.

“We were in San Francisco at the time, and I tried hard to persuade him to sail for England. He would not go, making the excuse that it would cost more money than he could afford. But as he had to have rest, he took passages for himself and for me (though he grudged my accompanying him) on board a tiny schooner trading among the islands.

“We set sail, but instead of the voyage doing him good, he grew weaker and weaker every hour. Oh, the horror of those days, I shall never forget it! At last he died, making the captain promise to bury him on an island we were close to at the time.

“The funeral over, we came on here. Having no money to take me further, I was compelled to remain in the island, but immediately on my arrival, I wrote to his lawyers, to see what they could tell me of my affairs. They replied that my husband had drawn his money from the bank in gold, and had hinted to them that he was going to bury it. But something further, mark you! That, to the best of their knowledge, he always carried the directions for finding it in a locket round his neck. As soon as I read that, I remembered that he did wear a locket, which he had once been furiously angry with me for attempting to open.

“So you see, Jack, nothing remains for me but to return to that island, dig up my husband’s body, and recover the precious locket. Now I have told you my secret; I am in your hands entirely. I love you, and I trust you implicitly. If any one else finds the locket before me, I am ruined. Think what I have suffered in this place. Then tell me will you help me — yes or no?”

Tears were in her eyes, and she looked so beseechingly at me that I was compelled to take her in my arms and comfort her with promises of help. That her story was true, I never for one moment doubted.

When I left the “Orient,” it was with the firm intention of finding money enough somewhere to hire a schooner, that I might assist her in her search. I felt, to do a service of this kind would be to win her gratitude for ever, and turning this over in my mind, I set out for the Albino’s residence, resolved to place the matter before him.


CHAPTER IV.

RAMSAY BECOMES A SHIP-OWNER.
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WHEN I ENTERED the Albino’s abode and confronted him, he gave a strange sort of laugh.

“Why, John Ramsay,” he cried, “what on earth’s the matter with you? You look as doleful as the man whose wife ran away with a tinker, and took his last five pounds to pay their travelling expenses. What’s wrong?”

Thereupon I sat myself down, and told him as much of the story as I thought would enable him to advise me. He curled himself up on his bed opposite me, swinging his legs and cracking his fingers till I had finished. Then he whistled in a strange, uncanny fashion.

“You say your sweetheart, what’s her name — Juanita — buried her husband on one of the islands out yonder?” he began, jerking his thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the Pacific Ocean generally.

I nodded.

“She never before told you she was a widow I believe?”

“Well, all things considered, it was hardly likely she would. What’s more, I never asked her.”

“How do you know she’s not leading you on? How d’you know she doesn’t want to get you out to sea, and then collar the whole caboose? It’s a pity you’re so simple with women, isn’t it?”

Thinking this question hardly required an answer, I lit my pipe for something to do, and waited for him to continue. All this time he had never taken his eyes off me, but looked me through and through as if endeavouring to read my very soul. He was evidently revolving some problem in his mind, and it must have been a puzzler, if the expression on his face could be taken as evidence. When he spoke, it was with a purpose.

“Look here, John Ramsay, I like the cut of your jib, or you wouldn’t be sitting there opposite me. I’m generally considered an ‘old Bob Ridley’ to cross, but any man’ll tell you I make an up and down good friend. As I say, I’ve taken a fancy to you, and what’s more, I’ve scraped together a bit of money here and there. Tell me one thing, — are you sure this, what’s her outlandish name again — Juanita — is really fond of you?”

“How can I tell? She says she is.”

“And you’re fool enough to think you can’t be happy without her?”

“If it is foolish to think so, I am. What are you driving at?”

He scratched his head musingly. Presently he asked — 

“How much d’you think it would cost to hire a schooner for the trip down to this island she talks about?”

“I don’t know, because she hasn’t told me where the island is.”

“Well, now, that’s what I call a pity, but at any rate” — here he leant towards me and dropped his voice almost to a whisper— “if you think your chance with her hangs on your finding money enough for that cruise dash my wig if I won’t lend it to you.”

If he had offered to produce the moon from his waistcoat pocket, and give me a bite of it, I could not have been more surprised. He was the last man in the world I should have expected to receive assistance from. So, for a second or two, I hardly knew what to say, then I managed to stammer out — 

“That’s awfully generous of you seeing you know nothing about me; but do you mean it? Honest Injun?”

“Real downright honest Injun!”

In his excitement he had struggled down from his bed, and now stood before me as weird a picture in the half light as any man could wish to see.

“Well, there you are,” he said; “there’s my offer — take it or leave it, just as you please. Up to three hundred pounds the money’s yours; come for it when you will.”

“But I may never be able to repay you. Remember, bar what I’ve told you, you don’t know anything of me.”

“Never mind that; I like the cut of your jib, that’s enough for me. If you can’t repay me inside of a year you may before I die. At any rate, there it is, and good luck go with you. Only, remember your promise — not a word to Juanita of me; you’ll find it safest in the long run to let her suppose you’re doing it all yourself.”

Had I only known then the reasons which actuated this surprising offer, I doubt if I should have been so quick to accept it; but not being able to see into the future, of course it was impossible for me to avert the trouble that was threatening my devoted head.

As soon as I could decently escape him, I made my excuses, and set off for the township to tell the good news to Juanita.

So high were my hopes, and such was my exultation at having brought the matter to such a highly successful issue, that I can recall nothing of my walk until I found myself entering the verandah of the Orient Hotel. For a moment I lingered on the threshold, listening to the music of Juanita’s voice within. When I entered, it was to find her leaning across the counter, in earnest conversation with a tall Pearler, whom I had seen hovering about her before. Now, it was a curious thing, that though I had hurried with all the speed I could command to tell her the news, and had been picturing to myself the rapturous way in which she would receive it, on seeing her thus engaged I almost regretted having such good tidings to impart.

Whether she was out of patience with me for something I had done, or whether she purposely wished to make me jealous, I do not know; at any rate, save for a little nod, she took no notice of my entrance, but returned to her conversation with the stranger, leaving me to cool my heels and scowl till she should deign to speak to me. After a while the Pearler seemed to recollect business elsewhere; he drank up his liquor, and went out, leaving us together. She put his glass under the counter to be washed, and then came along the bar to where I stood.

“Well,” she said.

“Well,” I replied, now thoroughly angered.

“If you’ve nothing more to say than that,” she continued spitefully, “you’d better go home and sleep. You’ve been drinking!”

“It’s a lie,” I said roughly, “and you know it, but if you think you’re going to stir me into quarrelling with you, you’re very much mistaken. I wouldn’t quarrel with you to-night for a thousand pounds. But I’ll tell you what I will do; I’ll break the head of that jackanapes you were talking to just now, if he comes fooling round here again while I’m on hand.”

“You’re very rude,” she said, tossing her head, “and you’re also very cruel. I must refuse to talk to you any more. Leave me, and come back when you’re sober.”

“Very well,” I said, “I will leave you, and what’s more to the point, I’ll make you a bet you’ll be sorry for this. I came to tell you some news about your schooner that would have pleased you, but I’ll see you dead before you shall hear it now.”

So saying, I swung on my heel and left the house.

It would have been a bad business for any man who might have crossed me that night, for I was in about as vile a temper as it would be possible to be. So, unable to trust myself among men, I made for the hill-side, and started walking about the back of the island.

I must have wandered all night, for breakfast-time discovered me not more than a hundred yards from the Albino’s door. With a yearning for some one to impart my sorrows to, I made towards it, and entered in time to catch my friend at his meal. His keen eyes saw in an instant that something was wrong.

“You’ve been quarrelling with Juanita,” he began. “Don’t deny it; I can see it in your face. Well, you’re a bigger fool than I figured you. What was it about?”

When I told him, he gave me a glance full of such withering contempt that I almost quailed before it.

“I thought it was a man I was helping; as I live, it’s only a school-girl! Did she forget to say he was a pretty boy, and to kiss him, and to chuck him under the chin then?”

His raillery was more than I could stand, so being unwilling to quarrel with him too, I got up to go. But this by no means suited him.

“Sit down,” he snapped, pointing with a long fore-finger to the kerosene case which did duty for a chair; “sit down and tell me what you propose to do now; or, what’s more to the point, I’ll tell you what you shall do.”

“What?”

“Why, you shall just eat your breakfast here, my boy, and then go back to the ‘Orient’ and eat humble pie.”

“Never!” I cried. “I’ll see you damned first!”

“Silence, fool!” he almost shrieked. “You shall eat just as much dirt as she chooses to give you. Do you think I’m going to let you spoil this contract for a ha’porth of humility? That’s not my way. And when you’ve talked her round — —”

“Supposing she won’t be talked round?”

“Suppose your grandmother! She’s a woman, and if you go the right way to work, you ought to be able to do what you like with her. Then you’ll let her understand that you have money to invest, and after that you’ll find all go smooth as buttermilk.”

“I don’t like making myself cheap.”

“Child, you’ve got to; you’ve fairly got to grovel, or quarrel with me. Now just pack your traps, and clear out of this; I want to wash up.”

In obedience to his command I returned to the township, and once more entered the “Orient.” Juanita was not in. She had gone for a walk along the beach. Inquiring the direction, I followed it, and soon discovered her seated on the side of Fortification Hill, gazing across the blue strip of sea to where the mainland of Australia pushes its head up above the horizon. Numbers of white-sailed pearling craft dotted the bay; a missionary schooner was going about on her second board towards her moorings; and so still was the air, that the sound of hammering came quite distinctly from a lugger at anchor under the shadow of the Prince of Wales’ Island, nearly a mile away. As I approached her, Juanita looked up and saw me.

The scene which the Albino had arranged for me was not destined to be put into practice, for she took the matter into her own hands, and when I had seated myself beside her, fell to crying, and bitterly reproaching herself for what she termed her “wickedness” on the preceding night. I endeavoured to soothe her, but it was only when she had convinced herself of my forgiveness that she deigned to be comforted.

“Oh, my Jack,” she said, brushing away her tears, “you don’t know how angry I’ve been with myself for treating you so! Let me hear again that you forgive me.”

For the sixth time I reiterated the fact, and only then would she let me say anything further. The breach was completely healed. When I told her the good news her rapture knew no bounds; she lavished kisses upon me, calling me by all sorts of pet names, both Spanish and English, and continually urged me to make haste, as if it could be possible for us to set sail that very evening.

“Oh, how good you are to me!” she repeated. “And what boat do you think you can get? There’s Phelp’s Ocean Queen, but she’s too large; there’s the Alberta, but she’s not large enough. Oh, what boat can we find?”

“I was thinking of the Mother of Pearl,” I answered. “She’s quite big enough; and I know Jameson would let us buy her outright for a small sum cash. He’s in low water, and wants a smaller boat.”

“Yes; she would do beautifully,” she continued, clapping her hands. “You must go and see about her this very hour, and then we may get away to-morrow, perhaps.”

As she said this she looked up into my face with such an air of entreaty that I convinced myself that I was more in love with her than ever.

“Well, hardly to-morrow, I fancy,” I replied. “You see there’s so much to be seen to; a crew to be hunted up, stores, and a thousand and one things to be attended to, that all take time. What’s more, I expect she’ll want overhauling; she’s been lying out there these six months past, just going to rack and ruin.”

“Then when, my Jack, may we sail?”

“Perhaps the day after to-morrow — hardly before.”

This at first caused her to look disappointed, for she seemed impatient of even an hour’s delay; but she soon regained her spirits, and we set off back to the township on the best of terms.

Leaving her at her door, I passed on along the Sea-Front, to a spot where I knew I should find the owner of the Mother of Pearl. Just as I expected, he was seated on a bench, sunning himself between drinks; and as it was about time to hunt up another, I invited him to step inside the shanty and lubricate at my expense. This he willingly consented to do; and when the operation had been safely accomplished, and not till then, I began to lead up to the subject of the schooner.

As my reputation in the island was not exactly that of a monied man, he was thrown completely off his guard, and forthwith entered upon a string of abuse regarding the unfortunate vessel. She was too big for diving purposes; she cost twice as much to keep up as he could afford; she took a young man-o’-war’s crew to work her; and altogether he wished he’d never set eyes on her. I waited my opportunity, and then said — 

“Don’t you wish you could sell her?”

“Sell her! You’d just better believe I do!” he replied with considerable energy. “I’m dead sick of her, — there never was a rottener bargain going.”

He looked across the smooth stretch of the bay to where the object of his animadversions lay swinging to the tide. Then smothering a curse, he turned to me — 

“Look here, Jack,” he said, never of course dreaming I meant serious business, “I’m not what you’d call a big bug for style; but I’ll tell you what I will do. I’ll make you a present of that craft for two fifty, cash on the nail, and lose a hundred pounds by it. Now then, there you are; I couldn’t say fairer than that if you was my missus’s first husband’s uncle, could I?”

He had made me the offer so often “just for style,” that such a thing as my accepting it never for an instant crossed his mind. Therefore when I said quietly — 

“Make it two hundred, Jim, and I’m your man, cash on the capstan when you please,” there never was a man more overcome with astonishment.

“You don’t mean it,” he gasped; “you don’t mean to go and say you’ve got two hundred pounds, Jack?”

His surprise was almost pathetic.

“I do,” I answered, smiling at his earnestness; “and what’s more, remember you’ve offered me the Mother of Pearl for two hundred and fifty pounds. I offer two hundred, cash, if she suits me, and we’ll go off and look at her this very minute.”

Taking him by the arm, I led the way to the beach, and pushed a boat into the water.

“You can pull,” I said, seating myself comfortably in the stern-sheets.

“Who? Me? Not much,” he replied; “there’s no beastly pride about me. Here you, Tommy,” turning to a Solomon boy who stood watching us, “just you jump in and put us aboard the Mother of Pearl yonder, and I won’t say but what there mayn’t be a plug of tobacco at the end of it.”

Five minutes later we were aboard the schooner, and I was closely inspecting her, satisfying myself as to her good and bad qualities. When I had made up my mind, I turned to look for the owner. He was in the boat alongside, refreshing himself from a black bottle he had brought with him. As we pulled ashore, I said — 

“Well, Jim, is it to be business?”

“Two fifty, not a red cent under.”

“All right,” I answered carelessly, “you’re the best judge of that. She’s not worth two hundred, but I’ll give you that cash, otherwise no trade!”

He hung in the wind. Two hundred pounds, he reflected, would not only buy the new boat he wanted, but would enable him to extend his present drinking bout another week. An inspiration struck him — 

“Two hundred cash,” he said, “and I keep the pumps in her.”

“There I’ll meet you, though it’s giving you the whole business. Is it a bargain?”

“My Colonial!” he replied, and the next moment we stepped ashore.

“Now,” I said, “you just toddle away and fix up the papers. I’ll be along with the money before you can turn round.”

With that we separated, he returning to the hotel where we had met, while I made across the island to the Albino’s abode. I found the dwarf at the wash-tub.

“What news?” he shouted, as soon as I approached; “have you talked her over? But there, of course you have, I can see it in your face! Well, what’s the result?”

“That I’ve bought the schooner Mother of Pearl for two hundred pounds.”

He eyed me suspiciously for a second, then flicking his fingers to clear them of soap-suds, led the way into the house. Seating himself on the bed, he dried his hands and spoke — 

“Bought the Mother of Pearl, have you, and for two hundred pounds? Very good. You’ll want another hundred to see you on your way.”

Here he took from his drawer a leather bag which he tossed towards me.

“There you are, you’ll find it correct, I think. Count it.”

Doing as he bade me, I counted the sum out on the rickety little table; three hundred sovereigns in bright gold coin. When I had returned them to their bag, he continued — 

“You find it as I say? Well, so much for that. Now, listen to me; have you breathed a word of my existence to your sweetheart? Think carefully before you speak, for I shall be sure to find out if you have.”

“I gave you my word I would not,” I replied, “and I have kept it; if you doubt me, take your money back.”

“No, no,” he hastened to say; “bless you, I don’t doubt you, not a bit of it; I only wanted to be sure. Now just run along back and complete your bargain.”

Before I went, I endeavoured to thank him again for his generosity, but he would not let me. One thing was certain; the more I thought about his action the further I was from understanding it.

Reaching the township I rejoined Jameson, and counted out to him the price of the schooner, which he repeatedly informed me was “dirt cheap at the money.” Then leaving him to drink himself into delirium tremens, I pushed on to the “Orient,” that I might inform Juanita of my success. Her enthusiasm was contagious, and urged on by it, before bed-time I had not only secured my crew, but had arranged my stores, and accepted the services of a mate.

Next morning I crossed the island to bid the Albino farewell. My surprise may be imagined when I found him gone. Not a trace of his whereabouts could be discovered, and, considerably exercised in my mind regarding him, I returned to make my final preparations. Shortly after midday I escorted Juanita (who had said farewell to the “Orient,” amid much lamentation) aboard, and at three o’clock the Mother of Pearl stood out of the bay, bound on the most curious errand she had ever weighed anchor to accomplish. Only then did I learn our destination.

Though she certainly did not realize all the good qualities her late owner had (since the sale) led me to suppose she possessed, the schooner was a handy enough craft, and likely to serve the purpose for which we required her, every bit as well as one costing ten thousand pounds could have done. The best description of her would be to say that she was just a steady-going, serviceable old tub; and as I was not likely, with Juanita on board, to be in too much of a hurry to complete the voyage, that was all we wanted.

The mate proved a decent sort of young fellow. The crew were Kanakas, with a Chinaman cook, who also officiated as steward.

And now comes a portion of my yarn that I am tempted to dwell upon. How can I describe the beauties of that summer voyage? How resist the temptation it offers of indulging in extravagant waste of language? As I sit here recalling it, a strange longing rises in my heart that will not be suppressed; a longing that is not without a touch of sadness and regret. It is impossible, I have to tell myself, that I can expect to cross an old trail without some mixture of pain. Can I, in this fog-ridden England, hope to be allowed to stir up recollections of enchanting islands lifting their green heads from bright blue seas, of umber cliffs peering out of clustering foliage, of azure skies, and trade winds redolent of sweet perfumes, and yet expect to escape scot free?

The only thing regrettable about the voyage was its brevity. Is it therefore to be wondered at that, madly infatuated as I was with the woman who accompanied me, I viewed the prospect of calms with equanimity, and was loth to employ any exertions that would help to hurry it or get it over?

But every moment was bringing us nearer our destination; and at last, one sunset, I was able to tell Juanita, that in all probability another twenty-four hours would find us abreast of the island which contained her husband’s grave.

As it turned out, my prophecy proved a correct one, for towards five o’clock on the following afternoon, the high peaks of Vanua Lava appeared above the horizon. By tea-time the schooner had brought the island abeam, and before darkness fell we were anchored off a thickly-wooded promontory, to the right of which Juanita declared her former lord and master lay buried.


CHAPTER V.

A CURIOUS QUEST.
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APART FROM THE fact that it was being undertaken solely for the purpose of digging up and rifling a dead man’s body, there was something peculiarly uncanny to me about this voyage to Vanua Lava. And the more I allowed my mind to dwell upon it, the more convinced I became that, somehow or other, what we found would materially affect my welfare. It may therefore be imagined with what interest I gazed across the intervening stretch of water at the thickly-timbered island, now disappearing into the fast-falling shadows. Juanita was wildly excited, and would have liked nothing better than to have gone ashore and commenced operations that very night. Indeed, I could not help thinking that the fortune her husband had hidden away must be even larger than she had led me to suppose, if I might estimate its size by her anxiety to obtain possession of the locket.

As soon as tea was over we returned on deck. It was a glorious night. Overhead, in a coal-black sky, the great stars hung lustrous and wonderful. Below them all was silence. Not a sound save the subdued voices of the crew forward, and now and again a tiny wave, stirred by some gentle zephyr, breaking against the schooner’s side, disturbed the stillness. Then, little by little, the eastern stars began to lose their brilliance. The sky at that end of the island relinquished some of its blackness, and presently, with a majesty untranslatable, the great moon rose into the heavens, casting a mellow light across the silent deep, and touching with silver the topmost trees ashore. With her coming a faint breeze stole down to meet us and set the schooner gently rocking.

When we had paced the deck together for a while Juanita drew me to the taffrail, and passing her arm through mine in a caressing manner peculiar to herself, fell to talking in a strain which I had never discovered in her before. The impression her conversation forced upon me was that she was trying to excuse herself for a great wrong she had already done or was about to do me, and yet nothing in her actual speech lent any reason to this supposition.

“To-morrow,” she said, half to herself, “will decide a great deal for both of us.”

“How for both of us, Juanita?” I asked. “If you find what you want over yonder you’ll be a rich lady, and then ‘good-bye’ to poor Jack.”

She started as if frightened, and pressed my arm tighter.

“You have been so good to me that I don’t know what to say to you,” she continued, disregarding my last speech. “Oh, Jack! if we could only be ourselves, free to act and to do whatsoever we wished, instead of being driven so relentlessly on and on by destiny, how much happier we should be! Do you believe in fate?”

“I believe you are my fate,” I replied, pressing her hand with all the ardour of a lover, “and what better fate could I ask?”

“Or what worse?” she said sadly. “Jack, my poor Jack, you don’t know how you will hate me some day.”

“Never, Juanita, and that I’ll swear to.”

She was silent for a minute or two. When she spoke again there was a bitterness in her voice I had never heard in it before.

“If I had only known and loved you sooner,” she went on, “I might have been a better woman. But I was cursed from the very beginning; cursed with a bad mother, cursed with a bad father, cursed with a beauty that was only a snare for sin; lured to my ruin before I was old enough to understand, driven by poverty and despair to be what I am — a woman at war with all the world. Oh, Jack, may the Holy Mother forbid that you may ever know what my life has been! But there, why should I tell you all this? let us be happy and believe in each other to-night, if only for to-night.”

“My darling,” I cried with real alarm, noticing that big tears were rolling down her cheeks, “what is the matter? Tell me, and let me comfort you. This monotonous voyage has tired you, to-morrow you will be better. Don’t give way just at the time when you want all your nerve.”

But my advice came too late; she threw herself into my arms and wept as if her heart would break. I could see that she was thoroughly upset, but what had occasioned it I could not of course understand. Since then, however, I have become wiser, and whenever I think of that night on the schooner’s deck, under the shadow of the island, I say to myself, “Well, however she may have acted towards me afterwards, at least Juanita loved me then.”

When she grew calmer she began again, this time with a sort of malignant fierceness that was equally inexplicable.

“My Jack, if I told you that I was a despicable coward and asked you to weigh anchor to-night and to leave the island without as much as going ashore, would you do it? Think before you answer, for heaven and hell depend upon it.”

I suppose at some period of his life every man has his fate in his hand to do as he likes with. I had mine then, and, as will be seen, I threw it from me. Oh, if I had only taken the opportunity she offered and set sail without rifling that grave, what awful misery for both of us I should have averted! But, blind bat that I was, it was ordained that I should see everything in a wrong light, and so I began immediately to reproach her for her weakness, telling her that since she had come so far to do it, it would be worse than cowardice to return without carrying out her work.

“But, Jack,” she said, “if you only knew, if you only knew?”

“If I knew what?” I asked. “Come, come, Juanita, what does all this mystery mean? What are you hinting at? You’re in a very extraordinary mood to-night.” I was beginning to grow impatient with her.

“Don’t,” she cried, preparing to burst into tears again, “don’t scold me. If you could only know how we shall both look back on this night some day, and how it will comfort me to remember that at least you were not angry then!”

When she went below I lit my pipe and fell to work upon my own thoughts. I tried to recall her conversation and to find a reason for her extraordinary behaviour, but it was impossible. In vain also I endeavoured to rid myself of the feeling of approaching danger which possessed me. At last, unable to make head or tail of it, and thoroughly wretched, I sought my bunk in the hope of obtaining a little rest against the labours of the morrow.

My dreams were not pleasant ones. Juanita seemed to stand before me continually, gazing at me as she had done on deck, with tear-streaming face, imploring me to forgive her, always to forgive her. I don’t remember ever to have spent a more miserable night. But it was only a foretaste of what was to come.

Shortly after daylight I awoke to hear the hands “washing down.” I went on deck and had a bath; the clear green water braced me like a tonic. A more perfect morning could not be imagined. The sea lay around us, in colour a pale grey, and smooth as the inside of an oyster-shell. Ashore the rugged mountain peaks were enveloped in vast masses of white cloud, while on the lower lands every shrub and tree was gemmed with dew. A few sea-birds hovered round the schooner, and from far down the northern beach a spiral column of palest blue smoke ascended into the still morning air.

About half-an-hour before breakfast-time, Juanita came on deck, looking radiant; all signs of her last night’s trouble had completely disappeared. Stepping out of the companion, she swept the sea with a proud, defiant glance, as though she had at length achieved something which other people had deemed impossible. Then her eyes fell on me, and she came across to where I stood, wishing me “good-morning” with a bright smile. I felt inclined to ask myself if this could be the same woman who had wept upon my shoulder the night before, and begged me in heart-broken accents to forgive her some imaginary transgression. After a few moments her glance wandered from the schooner and the open sea to the island, and then the expression upon her face (for I watched it continually) changed. When she came on deck, it was that of a woman who through much suffering had conquered; but when she looked towards the spot where the man she had once loved lay buried, it was the face of one who had still to prove that the struggle was not going against her. Just at that moment the bell sounded for breakfast, and leaving the deck to the mate, I escorted her below.

As soon as we had finished our meal, I gave orders for the long-boat to be swung out, and a crowbar and a couple of shovels put into her. I had already chosen the hands who should accompany us, so nothing remained but to assist my sweetheart down the gangway, take our places in the boat, and set out for the shore. It was no use trying to persuade Juanita to remain on board, and let me do the work. She would not hear of it. On the way I could not help noticing the appearance of her face; it had become deadly white and haggard, a circumstance which I could only attribute to the ghastly nature of our errand.

Owing to the fact of there being no reef on this side of the island, we were able to bring the boat flush up to the shore, and to secure her by a long painter to a tree.

As I helped Juanita out, I asked her in which direction she supposed the grave to lie, and without any hesitation she pointed to a little wooded knoll, about a hundred yards to our left. Off we set towards it.

By this time the pallor of her face was such as to quite frighten me. I asked her if she did not think she’d better sit down and rest a while. Her answer, if not assuring, was emphatic.

“Rest! What rest can I have? No, no, no; on, on! I can’t rest; I can’t think till we’ve done the work. Oh, be quick! be quick!”

Reaching the spot she had pointed out, we commenced our search for the grave. Though she declared her husband had only been buried a few months, no sign of his resting-place was to be seen. This I accounted for by the fact that it was situated on a slope, and the wash of the water (for the rains had occurred since the burial took place) had smoothed the earth all along the hill-side, levelling and obliterating all traces of the mound. However, after much diligent search, I found amid some rank grass a spot which seemed to bear some resemblance to what we sought, and here I decided to dig.

The ground was by no means hard, and as the two men I had brought ashore were muscular fellows, it was not long before we had a good hole to show for our work. Suddenly the shovel struck something with a hollow sound, bringing my heart into my mouth with a jump. Next moment a corner of a roughly-made coffin came into view. And as it did so, Juanita gave a little cry, while I felt large clammy beads of sweat ooze out and down my own forehead.

Bidding the two men exert all their strength, I worked the crowbar underneath the coffin, and leant my weight upon it. Inch by inch it uncovered itself, and at last we were able, by getting our hands under it, to lift it out on to the level ground. As we laid it down, I heard Juanita gasp for breath. And when I told her we were going to prize the lid off, she could bear it no longer, but turned her back, and burying her face in her hands, bade me search round the dead man’s neck for the locket. She could not do it herself.

Inserting a corner of the shovel between the lid and the side, I tried to force it open, but it was securely fastened, and defied me. There was nothing for it but to send off to the schooner for a screwdriver. How bitterly I reproached myself for not having brought one with me!

The waiting was intolerable. Though it was in reality not ten minutes, it seemed an hour before the man returned with the tool. Then, one by one, my hands shaking with nervousness, I withdrew the screws. That work accomplished, I ordered one of the Kanakas to lift off the lid. As he prepared to do so, I could not repress a feeling of wonderment as to what this former lover of Juanita’s would be like; at the same time, I braced my nerves for what we should see.

The lid was off. I looked; I rubbed my eyes and looked again — could I be dreaming?

Save for a large roll of sheet-lead, the coffin was empty. No man had ever been buried in it!

The whole funeral must have been a farce, intended to deceive some one. Could that some one, I asked myself, have been Juanita?

My exclamations must have puzzled her, for she cried out — 

“Oh, what have you found?”

I was so overcome with surprise that I had some difficulty in finding voice enough to reply to her. Then I said — 

“Juanita, you’ve been hoaxed! No man was ever buried here. There’s only a sheet of lead in the coffin!”

With that she faced round on me, and never, before or since, have I seen such an expression of fear in the human face. She stood there, wildly staring, first at the open coffin, then at the grave, unable to speak. Her face seemed to grow every moment paler. Then, turning to me, she said very softly, so softly that I asked myself whether the shock could have been too much for her brain — 

“I have been the victim of a conspiracy; take me back to the schooner.”

I signed to the men to collect the tools, and we were in the act of starting on our return to the beach, when I heard unmistakable sounds of some one moving through the undergrowth on the bank above us. Juanita heard them too, and by some means, for which I cannot account, must have divined their cause, for she faced round like a tigress at bay. Then the bushes parted, and the Albino stood before us!

Anything so uncanny as his appearance at that moment cannot be imagined. He gazed at us, his fingers cracking, his little pink eyes gleaming maliciously, and his long white hair floating in the breeze. As I looked, I felt Juanita fall heavily on my arm. She had fainted.


CHAPTER VI.

AN UNEXPECTED VISITOR.
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IN A SECOND the little man had taken everything in. He glanced at Juanita, lying unconscious in my arms, at the open grave, and last at the untenanted coffin. This latter seemed to occasion him some amazement, but only for an instant. Then, turning to me, he said with authority — 

“Carry her down to the boat, and get her aboard the schooner. Can’t you see there’s not a moment to be lost, man?”

My astonishment at his appearance had made me almost forget the woman in my embrace, but before the words were well out of his mouth, I had picked her up, and was carrying her towards the beach.

When we had pushed off, and were pulling towards the schooner, I was surprised to see the Albino seated in the bows of the boat. He ventured no remark to justify his presence until after we were aboard, and he had helped me to carry my burden to her bunk. Then he said — 

“Remember my medical knowledge. I’m going to help you with her. Get some brandy.”

Hastening to my own berth, I rummaged among the things in my locker, found what I wanted, and returned with all possible speed to the cabin.

As I approached it, I could have sworn that I heard the dwarf say, “Remember, whatever happens, you’ve never set eyes on me before!” But I must have been mistaken, for though I found him bathing her forehead, she appeared to be still unconscious. As soon as she revived, we left her, and returned to the deck.

“What’s the meaning of this mysterious business?” I asked my companion when we reached it. “How on earth did you get here, and what are you going to do now?”

“Fair and softly, my dear fellow,” he said quietly, a curious smile playing round his lips, “all in good time. If you want to know, I was called down here on most important business. It’s lucky I saw your schooner, otherwise I should have had to wait a month for a chance of getting back to civilization.”

“And how are you going to get back?” I asked.

“Why, on board this boat,” he answered. “Surely you won’t be ungrateful enough to refuse me a passage after all I’ve done for you?”

Not being in a position to gainsay the justice of his argument, I held my tongue. My situation was a very delicate one. I had possession of the boat, it was true; but, on the other hand, it was only given to me for a certain purpose. That purpose having failed, what was my position? Could I make over the schooner to the Albino for my debt? And if I continued to keep her, was I free to act as I pleased with regard to Juanita?

I have said nothing so far about my own disappointment. Nevertheless I had devoted a considerable amount of anxious thought to it. If the funeral of Juanita’s husband had been a hoax, his death must have been one too. Then, for all we knew to the contrary, he was still living! And in that case my marriage with her was impossible. I was as hopelessly cut off from her as if we had never met.

When I judged she would be able to see me, I went down and knocked at her cabin-door. She came out immediately and seated herself at the table.

“Juanita,” I began, taking my place beside her, and holding her hand, “what can I say to comfort you after your disappointment?”

“Why do you speak of it — why do you say any more about it?” she cried fretfully. “My worst anticipations have been realized — that’s all! I might have known he would have fooled me. Yes, I repeat it, fooled me.”

“But you were so certain he was dead!”

“I was certain I saw him lying dead in his bunk, if that’s what you mean.” Then with a sudden outburst of fury, “Marcos Veneda, as God is above me, if I can find you, I’ll punish you for this!”

“Marcos Veneda! I thought you said he was an Englishman?”

“So he was. Veneda was only an assumed name.”

Seeing her state, I decided not to say anything about our position towards each other until she was calmer.

“And what do you wish me to do now?” I asked, to turn the conversation into another channel. “Shall I make a course back to Thursday Island?”

“No, no, anywhere but there.”

“Then where would you like to go? Say the word, and I swear I’ll do my best to oblige you.”

“Oh, anywhere, anywhere. Why do you bother me with your stupid questions? — what does it matter now where I go?”

“Very well,” I said, considerably piqued by her behaviour, though I tried hard not to show it; “I’ll leave you alone for a bit, you may possibly think of some place before nightfall. In the meantime we’ll make a course for Cape York.”

When I reached the deck to give orders for getting under way, I found the Albino pacing up and down, his long arms behind his back, and his little pink face puckered into a hundred wrinkles with thought. He came across and led me out of hearing of the mate.

“What’s your course going to be?”

“That’s just what I’m waiting to know,” I answered. “Juanita can’t make up her mind.”

“Damn Juanita!” he jerked out. “Why do you want to be always considering her? Let me advise you. Batavia, Java — that’s the place; and when we get there, I’ve a little treat in store for you that’ll pay you better than all this shilly-shallying here.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, naturally a little astonished at his remark.

“Just this,” he replied. “One place is as good as another to you, isn’t it? Then, I say, don’t ask any questions; steer for Batavia. You’ve trusted me before, trust me again. Leave Juanita to me. Womanlike, she doesn’t know her own mind, and wants somebody to help her make it up.”

Bidding the mate go forrard and superintend the raising of the anchor, I gave the necessary orders for getting sail on her. Just at eight bells his cry of “All clear, sir,” sounded, and the Mother of Pearl resumed her journey.

It was either a case of sulkiness, or she felt too overcome by her disappointment to mix with us, but Juanita did not show her face again that day, and it was not until nearly sun-time on the following morning that we caught a glimpse of her. She came on deck during my watch. The Albino was standing beside me. She looked ill and haggard, and as the schooner was pitching unpleasantly, I hastened to offer her my arm. She took it with a kind of shrinking, at the same time glancing timidly at my companion. He held his hat in his hand, and was looking at her with what I thought a nervous expression on his face.

As they did not know one another, nothing remained for me but to introduce them. Then, and for the first time, a strange circumstance struck me. I did not know the Albino’s name. Somehow I had never had occasion to speak of him to any one, nor had I ever heard him mentioned. I looked at her and said feebly — 

“Juanita, let me introduce my friend, Mr. — —” (here I turned towards him a look of appeal).

“Macklin,” he said.

“My friend, Mr. Macklin.”

She bowed gravely; he followed suit like a court chamberlain. Then they began to pace the deck together, while I returned to the duties of my watch.

Being anxious to reach Batavia as soon as possible, I cracked on everything the schooner could carry, and before many days were over we had passed and left Thursday Island behind us, and were entering the Arafura Sea. Fair weather accompanied us all the way, and I found the schooner’s sailing capabilities improve as I became better acquainted with her.

One thing was plainly evident. Since the arrival of the Albino on board I was thrown quite into the shade. Juanita seemed to prefer his company to that of any one else. He was never absent from her side; they sat together at meals, paraded the deck together, and in fact were inseparable companions. So conspicuous did her partiality at length become, that I felt compelled to remonstrate with her about it. Her look of pained surprise went to my heart.

“Jack, how can you be so unkind to me?” she said, with tears in her eyes. “Though it is all over between us, you know, or you ought to know, how much I love you. Do you think that poor little creature could make me forget you? I am sorry for him — very sorry — that is all.”

Of course I forgave her immediately, and equally of course she promised amendment in the future. But though her liking for his company was not so openly shown as before, I could not see that it had undergone any radical change.

But I had other and more important things than Juanita’s behaviour towards myself to think about. I discovered that trouble had cropped up amongst the crew forward, and that on two occasions knives had been drawn. What it had originated in I could not find out, but that a big Kanaka boy, called Rhotoma Jimmy, was at the bottom of it all I had good reason to be certain. He had come aboard in Thursday as a stowaway, and was, I found out, a vindictive, ill-tempered fellow, who never lost a chance of making himself objectionable. When I saw that my rowings proved useless, I ironed him for a couple of days. This seemed to sober him; he became deeply penitent, and thinking I had punished him enough, I let him go back to his duties.

The night following his release, he was at the wheel during my watch. I was not satisfied with his steering, and had occasion to reprimand him twice. A short while afterwards I noticed the same irregularity, and went over to the binnacle, determining this time to give him a good rating. As soon as he saw me coming, he left the wheel, and made for the belaying-pins. Seizing one he rushed at me, and endeavoured to hit me over the head with it. But before he could effect his purpose, I had closed with him, and wrenched it from his grasp, striking him as I did so a blow upon the head. He fell like a log, and as he struck the deck I heard footsteps on the ladder, and the Albino stood beside me.

Calling another man aft to the wheel, I took the binnacle-lamp and knelt beside the prostrate man. To my dismay I found I had bit him harder than I intended. He was dead!


CHAPTER VII.

BATAVIA — A STRANGE MEETING.
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WHEN I REALIZED that the Kanaka boy, Rhotoma Jimmy, was really dead, the shock the discovery gave me may be better imagined than described. I was the last person, I told myself, to take a fellow-creature’s life without adequate reason, and if it came to that, I had only struck the man in purest self-defence. Indeed, had I not closed with him, he would undoubtedly have murdered me. It was fortunate, I thought, that the Albino had come on deck in time to witness the conclusion of the affair.

Ordering the body to be taken forrard, I stumped the deck for nearly an hour, endeavouring to make the Albino see how it had happened. His manner struck me as odd; but I was too agitated to attach much importance to that. Among other things, also, I questioned him about the future; I told him that I did not like being so much in his debt, and finally asked him to take the schooner in lieu of payment. He hesitated for a while, and then requested a day or two to think it over. But during the evening he returned to the subject, and stated that he had decided to do what I asked. Thereupon we drew up the necessary documents, and when I had signed them the Mother of Pearl was no longer my property. Little did I see how artfully my ruin had been contrived.

Next morning we were abreast the Java coast; Madura on our starboard bow, Sourabaya away to port. From the latter place to Tanjong Priok, as the seaport of Batavia is called, is but a short run, and the Mother of Pearl, with everything in her favour, was not long in accomplishing it.

As if an omen of the disastrous events which were to befall me during my stay in Java, we sighted the breakwater on a wet, miserable, depressing afternoon. Our moorings were on the left hand of the harbour, just abaft a Dutch man-o’-war, and almost opposite the Custom House. The view was about as cheerless as the day; the soup-coloured sea, slimy wharves, gaunt, wind-tossed trees, made up a picture that was suggestive of cholera, Yellow Jack, and a multiplicity of unknown horrors. There was nothing to detain us on board, so as soon as the necessary formalities had been complied with, Juanita, the Albino, and I went ashore, intent upon visiting the city before we settled our plans for the future.

From the railway-station we drove to the Hôtel des Indes. It was the first time I had been in Java, but the Albino seemed to be familiar with every part of it. It was in keeping with his strange character that he should be thoroughly at home in all the out-of-the-way places of the world. When I said as much to him, he laughed, and gave utterance to one of his odd remarks, to the effect that “Strange dogs must know strange kennels.”

In the evening, as soon as dinner was over, Juanita and I passed from the hotel gardens into the broad street which runs alongside the canal. Though the rain had ceased, and it was a perfect night, hardly a soul was abroad. At intervals mysterious watchmen emerged from their shelters to look at us, but finding nothing suspicious in our behaviour, retired into them again. With these few exceptions we had the streets to ourselves. The great round moon, sailing serenely overhead through a cloudless sky, the tropic foliage, lights flashing amid the trees, all combined to produce a scene that was almost fairy-like in its exquisite loveliness. And after the cooping up of shipboard we were both in the mood to appreciate its beauty. Up one road and down another we passed, conversing quietly, until at length we found ourselves upon the King’s Plain.

Here I prepared myself to broach the subject of our future. To my surprise, Juanita received my ideas with a peculiar air of fretfulness that on looking back upon now I can easily account for. At the time, however, I remember it caused me a considerable amount of pain.

Under a small tope of trees she stopped, and placing her hand on my arm, said in answer to a speech of mine — 

“You are quite right. I fear this is the end of everything for us. When we leave Batavia our ways must lie in different directions.”

“You mean,” I continued, “because you believe your husband to be still alive?”

She hesitated before replying.

“Yes,” she finally answered. But there was something in her voice that made me believe that though she gave it that reason, it was not exactly what was in her mind.

“And what will you do now, Juanita?”

“Endeavour to find that man, and repay him for his treachery. That’s what I shall do.”

Simple as were her words, I cannot express on paper anything like the ferocity of the tone in which they were uttered. But this mood only lasted a few seconds. Then came the old wail.

“Oh, Jack, Jack! if you only knew; if we could but be our true selves for one little moment!”

“What do you mean?”

“Never mind, you will know soon enough, and, oh, how you will hate me for it! But now, — oh, I cannot, Jack, — I cannot!”

Here she fell to crying, just as she had done on the schooner. It was an exact repetition of her strange behaviour on that eventful night. I did my best to comfort her, and after a long while succeeded. She dried her tears, and we set off upon our homeward walk. Not satisfied with what she had told me, I determined to renew the subject on the morrow.

But the morrow had something of its own in store for me, of which I could not have even the vaguest idea.

When we returned to the hotel, the Albino was smoking in the verandah. After a few commonplaces about the beauty of the night, I went into my room to procure a cigar, leaving Juanita alone with him. As soon as I had obtained a weed and lit it I rejoined them. Through no fault of mine they did not perceive me until I was close upon them. Macklin held a paper in his hand, from which I presumed he had just been reading. Juanita was evidently much put out about something.

“No, no, it’s too cruel,” she said, “I cannot do it.”

To which he replied — 

“I tell you, you must. It’s all arranged, so don’t let me hear any more nonsense about it.”

When I coughed to warn them of my presence, both seemed considerably disturbed, though the Albino passed it off with his customary ease.

After they retired to their rooms, I remained in the verandah smoking. Suddenly my eye caught sight of something white upon the ground. Picking it up, I discovered it to be a cablegram from London. It was addressed to Macklin, and ran as follows: — 

“Still unclaimed. Come at once. Don’t delay.”

The signature was a name I had never heard before.

On my way to my room I called in upon him to restore the document, explaining where I had found it. He thanked me civilly enough, and that was the last of the matter for the time.

Breakfast over next morning, I settled myself in an easy-chair beside Juanita in the verandah, and lit a cigar. The Albino was not to be seen, nor had I set eyes on him up to that time. Juanita’s behaviour, generally rather strange, was now altogether peculiar. She seemed afraid to look me in the face, and I was in the act of asking her to tell me what was the matter, when she suddenly turned pale, and rising, retired hurriedly into her own apartment. As she disappeared I chanced to look round. A party of Malay police under a Dutch officer were approaching me. The officer held a sheet of paper in his hand. This when he reached my chair he presented, at the same time saying in broken English — 

“Ess it you are Jan Ram-say? De captain Mother Pearl sheep?”

Replying to the effect that I was the man he sought, I asked his business, whereupon he said — 

“You are arrest, Mynheer, for murder!”

I give you my word I was so astonished you could have knocked me down with a feather. That the warrant, for so I conjectured the paper he held in his hand to be, was for my arrest on a charge of causing the death of the Kanaka Rhotoma Jimmy, I had no doubt; but who could have supplied the information that produced it? How bitterly I blamed myself for delaying to report the matter to the consul! Now it would probably be a matter of some hours before I could free myself.

Seeing that the officer desired me to accompany him, I called Juanita to me, and I shall never forget the look upon her face when she came into the verandah. The officer bowed politely to her.

“Juanita,” I said, “I am arrested for the murder of that Kanaka boy. It’s only a matter of form, but it will necessitate my leaving you for an hour or so. Tell Macklin what has happened, and ask him to come at once to our consul, that’s a good girl.”

Thereupon I surrendered myself to the officer, who, to my supreme annoyance, insisted on handcuffing me like a common malefactor. Then the Malay policemen, wretched little fellows but little bigger than monkeys, ranking themselves on either side, and the officer taking the lead, off we set for the lock-up. Here I was detained for nearly an hour, in company with a collection of the vagabond riff-raff of the town, at the end of which time I was handcuffed again, and marched off to the office of the English consul.

On arrival there I was thrust into a small room and allowed to cool my heels for ten minutes or so. After that I was led into a spacious chamber, partaking more of the nature of an office than a court of justice, and placed in what was equivalent to the dock.

An elderly gentleman of dignified appearance, whom I rightly judged to be the consul, sat at a large desk at the further end of the room, busily writing in a book before him. A couple of clerks were ranged at desks hard by, and two or three native policemen lounged near the door. Presently the consul looked up, and intimated that the case should commence.

I was thereupon charged with having wilfully and maliciously caused the death of a native known as Rhotoma Jimmy, aboard the schooner Mother of Pearl while on a voyage from Vanua Lava to Batavia. Witnesses were called, and, to my delight, the first person to appear was none other than John Macklin. His face when he looked towards me was filled with the deepest concern, and he gave his evidence with well-simulated reluctance.

He deposed to being the owner of the schooner, and therefore my employer; also to having been witness to the whole affray on the night in question. I had, he was extremely sorry to say, always betrayed an intense and unreasoning dislike to the dead man, and for this, on more than one occasion, he had been compelled to remonstrate with me. On the night of the murder I had pulled the man away from the wheel after making some complaint about his steering, and without warning struck him a heavy blow with a belaying-pin on the side of his head, thus undoubtedly causing his death.

I could hardly believe my ears. Was it possible that a man, confessedly my friend, could so unblushingly swear a fellow-creature’s life away? When he went on to say, that with the exception of this one single instance, I had always borne an excellent character, and that he himself was much attached to me, I could have throttled him where he stood, and gone willingly to the gallows for it.

The next witness was the mate. At least, if he had not seen the affair, he would be able to clear my character of the charge of ill-will against the dead man. But, to my continued horror, he corroborated all the Albino had said, at the same time throwing in some artistic touches of his own, which did not mend matters. When he had done me all the harm he could — God alone knows for what reason — he stepped down, and the next witness was called. Then who should enter the room but Juanita! My heart leapt for joy. She at least would be true to me, and by her help I might be able to give my enemies the lie. As I looked at her noble figure, and noted the proud flash of her eyes as she glanced round the court, I could have laughed them all to scorn. But my feeling of confidence was of short duration.

To the first question as to whether she had seen my assault on the man, she falteringly answered “Yes.” Then my heart became heavy as lead; I knew I was ruined and done for. What she told the court further I never heard. When she had given her evidence, she left the room on the Albino’s arm weeping bitterly, and I knew I was the victim of as vile a conspiracy as ever was hatched to promote a man’s ruin.

Having heard all the witnesses, the consul asked me if I had anything to say. The only chance I could see of saving myself was to request that the crew might be examined, and to this he consented, adjourning the case for that purpose until next day. Disregarding any thought of applying for bail, I allowed myself to be marched away again, not to the lock-up this time, but to the Dutch prison itself, a great rambling barrack of a place on the other side of the town.

Once there, I was cast into a large yard, where a meal of rice was given me. But I was too cast down and utterly miserable to eat. The more I reflected upon my situation, the worse it appeared to become. If my enemies intended thus to swear away my life, goodness only knew what the end would be! The reason for it was what puzzled me. I could make neither head nor tail of it. But though I could not fathom the Albino’s motive, I began to see the reason of Juanita’s strange behaviour the previous night, and the vague hints she had thrown out that evening alongside the island. Could it be possible that all the time she was in collusion with the Albino? This notion I discarded at once. What most affected me was that they were in league now.

For hours I sat thus brooding over my unhappy fate. At last, unable to bear it any longer, and to distract my thoughts, I turned to examine my companions, and the place in which I was confined. I found myself in a large quadrangle about fifty yards long by thirty wide, bounded on either side by rows of cells, and having at either end high walls of rough masonry, each surmounted with a bristling cheval de frise. As far as I could gather, the prisoners confined in that portion of the gaol might have numbered a hundred, and were for the most part Malays and Chinamen, with a sprinkling of Europeans. As soon as they became aware of my presence they crowded round me, gesticulating, and criticising my woe-begone appearance. Among them I noticed one whom I knew at once for an Englishman. In spite of his rags and filth he was the handsomest man I had ever seen; but it was a wild reckless sort of beauty for all that. He came over to me, and placing his hand on my shoulder, said — 

“You’re an Englishman, I can see. Now, how the deuce do you come here?”

I told him I was accused of murdering a man aboard the ship of which I was skipper, and that my life was being sworn away — 

He laughed and went on — 

“My boy, I pity you if you once get into this place. Look at me, I’ve been in here over six months; put away for resenting an insult from a Dutch officer; not allowed to communicate with my consul, and told to hold my jaw directly I ask for justice. I tell you you’re in luck’s way if you even get brought to trial. The consul will ship you off to Singapore by the next mail, while I’ll have to rot here till I can pass the word to some one outside to make inquiries. That’s their notion of civilization in this God-forsaken country.”

At that moment a bell clanged, and the crowd began to scurry into their cells for the night. I found that my new friend and I were located with about fourteen others in the same dormitory. On inspection it proved to be a large bare room, ill-lighted, ill-kept, and, like all other parts of the prison, villainously dirty. The beds such as they were, were strewn about on the floor, just wherever their owners cared to place them, and each one had a new and complicated odour of its own. As soon as we had entered, the door was shut, and we knew that we might consider ourselves locked up for the night.

One thing struck me. I could not help noticing the respect with which my companion was regarded by his fellow-prisoners. His word seemed to rule as law, and no sooner did he express a wish than it was, if it lay within their power, immediately gratified. Thus when he asked that we might be left alone, the rest of the prisoners migrated to the other end of the room, and we were free to continue our conversation uninterrupted.

“Now let’s have your story,” he said, seating himself on the pile of blankets by my side. “You can’t think what a pleasure it is to me to have an Englishman to talk to! You say you’re the victim of a conspiracy; tell me all about it from the beginning to the end. Who knows but that I may be able to throw some new light upon the subject.”

Beginning at the very commencement, I told him everything, only suppressing Juanita’s name. He listened with the utmost attention, and his interest seemed to increase as the story developed. When I had finished, he said — 

“By Jove! I begin to think I do see a glimmering of reason in it after all. But it’s a strange enough affair, if you like. Now first tell me what sort of man this dwarf is, who proved himself your friend by lending you the money to buy the schooner, and your enemy, by misrepresenting your connection with that nigger.”

“Well, among other things, he was an Albino.”

He jumped up like a shot.

“An Albino and a dwarf? Great snakes! What was his name?”

So taken aback was I by his excitement, that for the instant I could only stare at him. He seemed more affected by my story than if he had undergone it all himself.

“Quickly,” he said, “what is the name of this dwarf, this Albino?”

“John Macklin,” I answered promptly, and when he heard it he began to pace the room, like a man labouring under some extraordinary emotion.

For a few minutes he occupied himself in this fashion. Then, in the middle of one of his peregrinations, he stopped short, and asked me another question.

“And the woman, what was she like? Was she tall and dark, foreign in appearance, with a suspicion of a moustache, and a little mole on the lobe of her left ear?”

I nodded, wonderstruck. He smiled a pitying sort of smile.

“Perhaps her name was Juanita?”

Again I nodded.

“She hailed from South America?”

I said I believed so.

“Well, all things considered, I reckon this bit of business fairly licks creation.”

This he said more to himself than to me.

“Anybody would think you knew these people,” I remarked, chock-full of astonishment.

“Know them? Well, if I haven’t cause enough to know them, there’s not a man knocking round this old universe who has! But their cheek beats cock-fighting. Mark my words, it’ll be diamond cut diamond between them now.”

“You’re getting out of my depth. What the deuce do you mean?”

“Never you mind just now. Tell me one thing more. When the Albino found the money for you to purchase the schooner, did he say that he knew Juanita?”

“I should think not. On the other hand, he sternly forbade my even letting her know of his existence.”

“Ah! that throws another light upon affairs. They were playing lone hands after all. He’s just ‘Old Nick’ himself, is John Macklin, and she’s pretty near as bad. Now, when you left Thursday Island, am I right in surmising that you steered a straight course for the Banks Group?”

“I don’t know how you guessed it, but we did.”

“And you brought up off Vanua Lava, maybe?”

“That’s so. You’ve hit it again.”

“You went ashore to a grave about a hundred yards inland, under a tope of trees, and alongside a high bank, to look for a locket round a dead man’s neck?”

The excitement was growing intense. Hardly able to trust myself to speak, I fell back on nodding.

“Then you opened the grave and discovered a coffin?”

“Yes.”

“And you found in it?”

“Nothing more nor less than a sheet of lead.”

“Ho, ho! I can imagine their disappointment. And then the Albino put in an appearance?”

“He did.”

“At his suggestion you set sail for Batavia?”

“Yes; but why Batavia? Only tell me that, and I’ll say you’ve got the tow-rope of the whole mystery.”

“Why, to me it’s the simplest part of it. Look here, can’t you see this? The woman, for some reason, had staked all she’d got on finding that locket buried with the dead man. That’s it, isn’t it? Well, the Albino was a stranger on Thursday, and was not known to do any work. That being so, why was he there? People don’t live on Thursday for pleasure, or the good of their healths, I reckon?”

I made a negative sign, and he continued — 

“Why, you chuckle-head, can’t you see he was there because he was watching some one? I leave it to you to figure out who that some one was.”

“Juanita, I suppose.”

“You suppose! Of course it was. Well, she tells you she wants money to reach a certain island for a certain purpose. You carry the news on to him. That’s his dart exactly. That’s just what he wanted to know. He wants that locket too. But he can only get it through her. So, under a cloak of friendship he lends you the amount to get the boat, and then clears for his natural life to the island to be ready for you.”

“Yes, your theory’s very pretty, but here’s the corker. How did he find out the island’s name? He didn’t get it from me, because I didn’t know it till we sailed. Somehow, that don’t seem to tally.”

“Why, you galoot, don’t you think, long before that, he had found out where the schooner that brought the woman and her husband from Tahiti touched before reaching Thursday — where, in fact, they buried the man he wanted to catch. You bet he did.”

“I never thought of that.”

“Perhaps not; but I did. He sets off, as I say, reaches the island, watches to see where the grave is, and what success she meets with when she opens it; and then, when he finds out how he’s been tricked, saddles himself upon you in order to watch the woman further. She faints directly she sees him, proving as clear as daylight that not only has she met him before, but that she has good cause to be frightened of him. By Jove! I can imagine the shock to their systems when they discovered that the man whom they both believed to be dead was in reality alive — that he’d hoodwinked them after all.”

He threw back his head and laughed.

“And what then?” I asked.

“Why, don’t you see, the treasure they’re after is slipping through their fingers. The man has six months start of them. Directly they arrive in Batavia, the Albino sends a cablegram to England. He receives a reply. What was it?”

“‘Still unclaimed. Come at once. Don’t delay,’” I answered, reciting the words on the form I had picked up in the verandah of the Hôtel des Indes.

“And what significance has that for you?”

“I can’t say, unless it affects the treasure.”

“You’ve drawn your bead on the bull’s-eye this time, sure enough. That’s exactly what it does affect. It affects it like grim death. Don’t you see — the other man hasn’t got home yet. So they’ve still a chance for the money. Now they know they’ve just got to get up and clear for all they’re worth to London. What then?”

“It’s no use; I’m done for, clean stumped! After that, I can’t make head or tail of it.”

“Why, they argue in this way. They can’t take the woman’s lover with them, can they? He’d not only be in the way, but he’d probably want to go shares in the boodle. The woman is too suspicious to let the Albino go alone, so, as the man has served his purpose, he must be got rid of. But how? ‘Ah!’ says the Albino, ‘I’ve got it! The murder of the Kanaka; that’ll fit him like a glove!’ Therefore this charge was trumped up to detain you here. D’you know. I should be more than a little surprised if they are not already gone.”

“In that case, what will become of me?”

“That remains to be seen. I fancy to-morrow will set it right. But I suppose you understand now how you’ve been bilked?”

“Worse luck! But there’s one thing puzzles me more than all the rest, and that is, how the deuce you come to know all this so accurately.”

“My boy, if I gave you a hundred guesses you’d never hit it.”

“Well then, I give it up, first time.”

“And yet, I reckon, it’s as clear as daylight. Who should you call the most important person in the whole affair?”

“Why, the chap who caused it all — the man who led them such a dance — the man who died.”

“You mean the man who, by rights, ought to have been where the sheet of lead was, in that coffin?”

“I do.”

“Well, that’s how I came to know about it.”

I jumped to my feet, and all the other occupants of the room, hearing my exclamation of surprise, turned round to look at me.

“What the devil do you mean?”

“Why, can’t you guess? Because, sonny, I’m that man. I’m the man who led them such a dance. I’m the man who ought to have been dead and buried in that coffin. In fact, I’m Marcos Veneda!”


PART III.


CHAPTER I.

RAMSAY IS RELEASED FROM CUSTODY.
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TO SAY THAT I was only astonished by Veneda’s information, and the explanation he gave to my mystery, would be to define it too tamely altogether. To tell the truth, at the time I was so completely overwhelmed by it as to be unable to grasp, in the least degree, what significance it had for me.

Strange though it may appear, while the most galling part of the whole business could not but be Juanita’s treachery to myself, this was almost atoned for, in my mind, by the remembrance of her singular behaviour on the evening preceding my arrest. Come what may, with this knowledge before me, I shall always cherish the belief that not only was the affection she pretended to entertain for me perfectly genuine, but also that she was alone driven to such extreme measures by the extraordinary influence the Albino possessed over her.

Poor Juanita! To be unable to feel bitterly towards you may be to show myself a soft-hearted fool, but whenever I think of that night on the King’s Plain, and remember your sorrowful cry, “Oh, Jack, Jack, if you only knew; if we could but be our true selves for one little moment!” all reproaches die out of my heart, and in their place springs up a great pity and a great compassion for you.

Another thing that gave me plenty to think about was the strange fact of my meeting Veneda, of all people, and in such a place! Though as yet I knew next to nothing of his history, I could not but see that his connection with the affair we were both so interested in was genuine enough. As for himself, as soon as he had told me his name he left me, and went without another word to his bed, not to speak again till morning.

When I woke it was just daylight, the door was open, and the prisoners were passing in and out. So far as I could see, in the part of the building in which I was confined, no recognized employment was found for them; though in the other wards, I believe, they were taken out under escort, to do the street scavenging, wood-cutting, public gardening, etc.

A little before seven o’clock a coarse meal was served to us, and while I was partaking of it, Veneda came up. I made room for him to sit down on the bench beside me, for I was burning to question him further on the subject that lay nearest to both our hearts.

“Look here,” I said, “for goodness’ sake let’s get this thing properly squared up. I’ve been puzzling my brain over it till I’m nearly crazy. I must understand two or three things more.”

“Go ahead,” he replied; “you can’t be more anxious to get to the bed rock than I am. What do you want to know?”

“Well, in the first place, how on earth you managed to die and come to life again so cleverly? Juanita told me she saw you lying stiff and stark in your bunk.”

“So she did, as far as she knew; but I was only playing ‘possum. It was the one way out of my difficulty, you see. I knew I had to get rid of her, and there was no other fashion in which it could be managed.”

“Then the captain was in the secret after all, and his dislike to you was all assumed?”

“Every bit! But he was a money-grubbing old dog, was Boulger, and it cost me a cool hundred to bring him up to the scratch. Once that was done, all was plain sailing. After leaving Tahiti, cholera, Yellow Jack, fish-poisoning, or some other disease came aboard, and the crew and mate went down before it like ninepins. There was my chance! I pretended to go under to it too. The skipper acted his part like a little man, and wouldn’t let Juanita into the cabin for fear of detection. Then, in the night, I died. Next day, according to her wish, my dummy was taken ashore, and buried on Vanua Lava, while I was safely stowed away in the skipper’s cabin, until we reached Thursday Island. There she remained to hunt up a way of getting back to look for that locket.”

“While you?”

“Next morning I caught a craft sailing this way, intending to pick up a mail-boat from Batavia, home. But luck was against me; I ran athwart the hawse of a Dutch officer; put a bullet into him, and got locked up. That’s how I came here. Want to know any more?”

“One thing. Now you’re alive, what is going to become of your wife?”

“My wife? And who may she be? Never heard of the lady.”

“But Juanita?”

Veneda whistled a long note of astonishment.

“You don’t mean to tell me she’s been parading me as her husband?”

“You’re not? You’re not Juanita’s husband?”

“You’d better believe I’m not.”

“Then, my God! how I’ve been fooled!”

Veneda seemed not to notice my remark, but sat staring at the blue sky above us. Suddenly he sprang to his feet.

“Look here, Ramsay,” he cried, “come what may, I must get out of this, and you must help me.”

“How can I help you? If it comes to that, I’m in quite as bad a fix as you are.”

“No, I think not,” he continued gravely. “I shouldn’t be at all surprised if you find yourself at liberty to-night.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, jumping at the hope he held out. “What do you think can bring such a thing about?”

“Never mind, you wait and see. But if you do get off, will you pledge yourself to assist me?”

“If I do get off,” I said, “I could inform the consul of your being here, and he would get you out himself.”

“No, no, that would never do; I’ve been thinking it over. If the consul gets wind of it, he’ll make inquiries; then the matter will get bruited about, and will be certain to come to the ears of the Albino’s agents.”

“Agents?”

“Why, of course. You don’t imagine that little devil hasn’t arranged for somebody to watch your movements here, and at the same time to hunt about for me! Bless your heart, now that he knows I’m alive, I’d bet a thousand pounds to a half-penny he finds out I’m in here.”

“Good heavens,” I cried, “it’s a perfect network of plots and counterplots, and I seem fated not to understand it. Now you’re alive, and still the possessor of your money, what do they want that locket for? They can never hope to find out where you buried the gold.”

“Buried the what?”

“The gold you obtained by your last legacy when you were in San Francisco.”

“Sonny, they’ve been playing you again. What do you mean? I never had any legacy.”

Thereupon I set to work and told him the story Juanita had told me. He laughed uproariously, then smacking me on the shoulder said — 

“You just help me to get out of here, and you’ll see what I’m worth. I promise you’ll not find me ungrateful.”

“Well, if I do get off,” I answered, “I give you my word that I’ll do my best for you.”

We shook hands gravely upon it, and I continued — 

“In what way do you propose to effect your escape? If we’re going to make any plans, we’d better set to work upon them at once.”

“Walk over here with me and I’ll tell you all I think.”

With that we began to pace the courtyard, and Veneda to propound his theory.

“Now,” he said, “my idea is this. You see that further wall?”

I nodded. It was, as I have said before, a stone affair, perhaps thirty feet in height, surmounted by a bristling cheval de frise.

“Well, on the other side of it, as far as I can gather from the natives locked up in here, is a road, with a big paddy field on the other side of that again. At night, a sentry or patrol of some kind passes round the entire building once every ten minutes, and naturally our attempt must be made between his visits.”

“But how do you propose to get over it?” I asked, looking at the wall’s apparently unscalable height.

“Very easily,” my intrepid companion replied, “if you will only carry out my instructions to the letter.”

“Let me hear what they are, and I’ll do the best I can for you.”

“Well, in the first place you will procure from one of the stores in the town, sixty feet of strong rope. With this carefully disguised you will wait till midnight; then you must engage a small kharti (native cab) with a good strong Malay boy driver, and proceed to the other side of this wall. When you get there, and only then, you will say to the boy — by the way, do you speak Malay?”

“No; unfortunately I don’t.”

“That’s a pity, but it can’t be helped.”

He stopped and thought for a moment, then borrowing a pencil and a piece of paper, wrote something on it.

“There are two sentences,” he said, and he repeated them once or twice to enable me to pick up the proper accent. “This one means, ‘To the gaol’ — that, ‘You shall have ten guilders if you help me.’ Say them over to me.”

I repeated them till I was tired, and only then did he seem satisfied.

“I think he’ll sumjao you now,” he said.

“And when I get here,” I continued, “what am I to do?”

“Then you will uncoil the rope and throw one end over the wall, to the left, there. I will make it fast round my waist, and you and the boy must manage between you to pull me up to the top. It’ll be a struggle, but you must do it somehow.”

“And if the sentry should appear while we’re at it, what then?”

“Well, in that case,” he said with a laugh, “I’ll leave it to your own instinct to know what to do with him; but I should suggest timing it so that you’ll just miss him.”

“And how are you going to manage to get into this courtyard after you’ve been locked up for the night?”

“Leave that to me, I’ll work it. Perhaps I shan’t go in at all.”

“And when you’re out, what are your plans?”

“Tanjong Priok, as slippery as the Malay can take us. Then we must get into the docks, borrow a boat, and set sail for the islands, to hide there till we can get on to Singapore or Ceylon. Batavia will be no sort of place for either of us after that. You’ll stand by me, Ramsay?”

“I’ve given you my word,” I said; “I can’t say more than that, can I?”

“Not if you’re the man I take you to be. Anyhow I’ll trust you.”

Just at that moment a stir was observable in the yard; the great gate at the end swung open, and a party of police entered. They came to where I stood, and signified that I should accompany them.

“Good luck,” cried Veneda as I rose to go; “don’t forget me.”

I waved my hand to him and off we set. Once more our route lay in the direction of the consul’s office, and arriving there, I was ushered into his presence forthwith. It seemed to me that on this occasion he regarded me in rather a somewhat different light.

“I suppose you’re aware,” he began, when the case was opened, “of the serious nature of the charge against you?”

I told him I was.

“Have you anything more to say on the subject?”

“Nothing, but that I am the victim of a villainous conspiracy,” I answered. “I certainly did struggle with the man, and I don’t deny that I hit him, but it was in purest self-defence. He was a noted bad character, and only came aboard at Thursday Island as a stowaway. On the occasion in question I had reprimanded him several times without any effect, and I was in the act of doing so again when he rushed at me. Had I not closed with him, he would have dashed my brains out with a belaying-pin. It was my fault that he died, but though I struck him, I had not the very faintest intention of killing him. I don’t know who laid the charge against me, but that it was preferred simply to get me out of the way, I am as certain as that I stand before you now.”

Thereupon, being permitted, I set to work and told him my story, just as I had told it to Veneda the preceding night. He listened with the utmost attention, and having asked me one or two questions, said — 

“I am inclined to believe you. There is certainly something very underhand somewhere.”

Stopping his examination, he wrote something on a sheet of paper, and ringing a bell, ordered that it should be despatched immediately. It was a telegram, I discovered later, to Thursday Island. Having done this, he recommenced his examination, and finally remarked— “I have sent for some information about you; until I receive it, you will be detained here.”

Turning to the police, he said something in Dutch, whereupon I was marched into another room, and locked up. During the period of waiting my thoughts were none of the pleasantest. From a consideration of my own position, they wandered to the strange story Veneda had told me, and thence, by natural transition, to Juanita and her professed love for myself. From Juanita they passed back, across what seemed a vast interval of years, to my first love Maud; and as I allowed my mind to dwell upon her sweet face, her ladylike manners, her gentle disposition, and her general refinement, a great home-sickness came upon me, and I resolved then and there, that if ever the opportunity offered, I would forsake my wandering life, and go back to England, like the prodigal son, never to leave it again so long as I should live.

While these thoughts were thronging my brain, I was again summoned into the consul’s presence. This time he greeted me with a smile.

“Mr. Ramsay,” he said, “I have been making inquiries in Thursday Island about you, and partly on their account, and partly in consideration of the fact that the Mother of Pearl and all the witnesses against you have seen fit to decamp, goodness only knows where, I have decided to release you from custody, on the ground that there is not sufficient reliable evidence to warrant your detention. You may thank your stars that you have got off so easily, and I hope this will be a lesson to you to keep out of such company in the future.”

I thanked him warmly for his action in the matter, and at the same time asked him if my bag had been taken away from the Hôtel des Indes. It had, and he gave instructions to his clerk that it should be handed over to me. I was particularly anxious about this, for I had nearly forty pounds of the three hundred the Albino had given me in it, and I knew I should want all the money I could get to ensure success in the perilous enterprise which lay before me.

After answering the consul’s inquiries as to what I intended to do with myself now that my ship had sailed without me, by saying that I had not yet made up my mind, I left his office, and departed in the direction of the town.

As we drove through it on the ill-starred day of our arrival, I had noticed some Stores, which I now thought would be likely to contain the article I required. I was right, and obtaining what I sought in the way of rope, I returned to my hotel, took a room, and composed myself to rest until it should be time to set off on the business of the night.

As darkness fell it began to rain, and continued to pour down until well after ten o’clock. Fortunately not a sign of the moon was to be seen; a thick pall of clouds obscured the entire sky. Having nothing to do, I sat and smoked in my verandah all the evening, and it was not until after eleven that I commenced any preparations for my departure. Then, stowing my money and what few little things I valued among my effects about my person, and carrying the big parcel of rope, wrapped up in as unsuspicious a manner as possible, under my arm, I closed my bedroom door, and passed out across the garden into the streaming street.


CHAPTER II.

GAOL-BREAKING EXTRAORDINARY.
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WHEN I LEFT the hotel I hurried with all the speed I could command in the direction I knew the gaol to lie. As I went, I kept my eyes open for a kharti of the required description. It was late, I knew, for a cabby to be abroad, but I had little doubt that I should soon find some driver who would be glad to earn a few additional guilders, in spite of the dangerous nature of the business for which I wanted him. Apart from any consideration of the time to be saved by driving, it was very necessary that I should obtain a conveyance soon, or my wanderings with a large and heavy parcel (for sixty feet of stout rope is no light burden) would be more than likely to attract the attention and suspicion of some of the curious night watchmen, one of whom I passed about every hundred yards. Fortunately, however, it was a wet night, and these gentry preferred the shelter of their boxes to following mysterious pedestrians, otherwise I might have been called upon to stop and give an account of myself, and my reason for being so late abroad.

As no sign of any conveyance was to be seen, I began to despair of obtaining one, and was in the act of turning down a by-lane, through which it would be impossible for a vehicle to pass, in order to reach the prison, when I heard the sounds of a pony’s feet behind me, and the cries of the driver urging it forward.

As soon as he was close enough, I sang out to the cabby to stop. Thereupon he hauled up, and waited for me to approach him. As this looked like my last chance, I wasn’t going to give him an opportunity of saying whether he wanted another fare that night or not, but jumped up on the back seat before he could expostulate, and pressing five guilders into his hand, bade him drive to the gaol.

He must have thought me mad or drunk, for he approached a smile as near as a Malay can get to it without breaking his neck, and urged the pony forward at increased speed. Ten minutes later we had drawn up opposite the gaol wall, under cover of some over-hanging trees, and I was anxiously waiting for the passing of the sentry, and the approach of twelve o’clock.

By this time my charioteer had some idea of what was going forward, for he gave unmistakable signs that he wished to be off. This, however, I had no intention of allowing him to do, so placing another five guilders in his hand, I repeated the sentence Veneda had taught me so carefully, to the effect that “he should have ten more if he helped me.” This seemed to decide him, for he jabbered something in reply, and I saw by the way he settled himself down in his seat, that not only had he resigned himself to his fate, but that I could safely count upon his co-operation.

Hardly had I finished my talk with him than I espied something dark moving against the further end of the long bare wall. My heart gave a jump as I recognized the Malay sentry. He was armed with rifle and bayonet, and was muffled up like the watchmen I had met on my journey through the town. So narrow was the road that, to my horror, I saw he would be compelled to pass within fifteen feet of where our conveyance stood; so close indeed, that it seemed impossible he could fail to be aware of our presence. But he was no doubt tired and sleepy, and as on this side of the prison no eye could observe his actions, he was in the habit of indulging himself with a nap as he passed round it.

Directly he had turned the corner I hastened across the road, and prepared to hurl the rope I had previously uncoiled over the wall.

Beckoning my cabman to me, I bade him lay hold of one end, and next moment the other was whistling through the air. As I threw it, I wondered if Veneda had managed his part of the contract, and also what would befall me if he did not make his appearance before the sentry should pass that way again. But I was not to be kept very long in suspense, for a minute had hardly elapsed before I felt a sharp twitch upon the line; a signal, I did not doubt, that all was right on the other side. A second jerk bade me pull.

I promise you it was no easy task to haul a heavy man like Veneda over a thirty feet wall, more especially as the rope had to draw over the cheval de frise above the stone coping. It seemed as if we should never get him to the top, and that the sentry must appear before we could accomplish it. I don’t think I ever spent a longer five minutes in my life. But every second the pile of rope was increasing at our feet; Veneda could not surely be more than a few feet from the top. Suddenly there was a crack, a big jump on the rope, and a dull and ominous thud on the other side. What had happened?

I soon realized it all. The cheval de frise had given way under the strain upon it, and the rope had dropped on to the coping of the wall itself. The thud must have been Veneda’s body striking against it.

Once more we pulled till we could get no further draw on the rope. It had jammed against the broken iron-work.

Funnelling my mouth with my hands, I called to Veneda, but received no answer. What could be the matter? Could the bump against the wall have stunned him? As I wondered, to my consternation I heard footsteps approaching round the corner. It was the sentry again. Now we were in a pretty fix! To let go the rope would be to allow Veneda to drop thirty feet down on to the ground on the other side; yet, on the other hand, I knew it would be fatal to permit the sentry to discover us in this invidious position. I ransacked my brains for a way out of the difficulty. The sweat streamed over my face; it was like some horrible nightmare from which, strive how I would, I could not awake. And every moment the steps were coming closer.

So far as I could see there was only one thing to be done; feeble reed though he was to lean upon, I must trust to the fidelity of the Malay driver. Signing to him to hang on to the rope, as if his very life depended on it, I left him, and crept towards the corner. It was my idea to jump upon the sentry as he came round it, hoping to being able to silence him before he could give the alarm.

What I went through during the thirty seconds or so in which I lay crouched behind the buttress of that wall no man will ever understand. The steps came nearer and nearer — I pulled myself together in preparation for the spring. It seemed as if the beating of my heart must be plainly audible yards away.

Then suddenly a dark figure appeared before me, and I leapt upon it.

So swift was my onslaught that the man had not time to guard himself before my left arm was round his waist and my right hand tightening on his throat. My left leg I crooked round his right, with the intention of throwing him. He was a plucky fellow, and did his best against me. But his surprise was no match for my despair. As we swayed backwards and forwards his rifle fell from his grasp, striking the wall with an awful clatter. When I heard that I gave myself up for lost.

Exerting all my strength, I lifted him clear off the ground (a feat I could never have accomplished in cold blood), and dashed him from me against the buttress edge. His head struck it with a ghastly thud; he slipped, fell, and lay upon the ground a huddled up mass of groaning humanity. Ascertaining that he was powerless, I turned and ran in the direction of the rope, to which I was relieved beyond all measure to find the Malay still clinging.

What to do now was a puzzle. I reflected there were only two ways out of it — I must either be content to abandon the enterprise altogether, and to leave Veneda to his fate, or, as he could not come down to me, go up to him. But whatever I intended to do must be accomplished quickly, for it might be the sentry’s duty to report himself as he went by the guardhouse every round, and in that case his nonappearance would be the signal for search, and we should be irretrievably lost.

With this thought in my mind I clutched the rope and began to swarm up it, trusting to Providence that whatever was keeping it at the top would hold it until I could get there.

Even now, when I think about the climb to the top of that prison wall, I feel a shudder pass over me. It was interminable. I seemed to be doomed to climb thousands of feet of rope, and never to get any farther. But at last it was accomplished, and I was hauling myself along the broken cheval de frise, to where a black mass lay blocked between it and the stones. Needless to say, that mass was Veneda, and unconscious. He had tied the rope round his waist before starting, and its sudden drop from the iron-work on to the coping must have inflicted on him a terrible wrench; in swinging round, his head had struck the wall with sufficient force to stun him.

One glimpse was enough to show me that it was impossible for him to help himself, so drawing the rope up, I made it fast round the stanchions of the iron, and pulling his body over to the other side, lowered it as gently as I could, under the circumstances, to the ground. It was a dangerous undertaking, for, as I have said, he was a heavy man, and I had only the narrow top of the wall on which to take a purchase with my feet.

How it was that no one saw us from the prison side I am at a loss to understand. I can only attribute it to the fortunate darkness of the night; for had the moon been visible we must certainly have been discovered.

As soon as Veneda reached the ground I slipped down the rope to his side, and with the assistance of the Malay bore him to the cab. Then, without waiting to ascertain the condition of the unfortunate sentry, who still lay where I had thrown him, off we set as fast as the pony could take us in the direction of the port.

At the best of times, and under the most pleasant circumstances, it is a miserable drive; but with a sick man to support, for Veneda had not yet returned to consciousness, a treacherous Malay to watch, and my own balance in the tiny cart to keep, it was one long-continued horror.

The awkwardness of my position was increased ten-fold by Veneda’s insensibility, for, not being able to speak Malay myself, I had no one now to fall back upon. I could only repeat “Tanjong Priok, Tanjong Priok,” over and over again, prefacing my remarks with a guilder, and accompanying each repetition with hints of more. But such was my despair, that had my driver attempted to play me false, I believe I should have terminated his existence without thinking twice about the matter.

The endurance of the little rat of a pony was nothing short of marvellous; along heavy roads, through slushy pools, up and down hill, he dashed with a vigour of which, had I not seen it for myself, I should hardly have believed him capable. Now and again the moon struggled out between the clouds to reveal a waste of horrible country. Dense mangrove swamps, reeking paddy fields, slimy canals, funereal barges, and native dwellings slid past us, like the ever-changing patterns of a kaleidoscope.

Once or twice my companion showed signs of returning consciousness, but it was only for a few seconds, and after each he inevitably sank back again into his former comatose condition. Seeing him so long in this state, I began to be alarmed for his life, and even seriously contemplated abandoning the flight and taking refuge somewhere, until I could bring trustworthy medical advice to his assistance. But this extreme measure was, after all, not necessary, for as we approached the port he opened his eyes.

“What’s the matter?” he asked faintly, trying to lift his head up to look about him.

I explained as briefly as I could, and asked him how he felt.

“I don’t know,” he said; “somehow I seem to be dead below my waist. What happened to me? Oh, I remember, that cursed rope.”

Turning his face to the driver he said something in Malay, to which the boy offered a vigorous reply.

“I have been asking him,” said Veneda, “if he can get us anywhere near the docks without exciting attention, and he says he thinks he can. He declares there’ll be the devil and all to pay for this night’s work, which, all things considered, I don’t think unlikely.”

Then taking my hand, he continued, but in a different tone — 

“I don’t know what to say to you for what you’ve done for me. I’m afraid, though, you’ve had your trouble in vain; I’m in an awful state.”

“I’m more than sorry to hear it,” I replied; “but bite on the bullet, old man, we’ll never say die.”

“It’s devilish good of you, Ramsay; but don’t you think you’d better clear out without me? I shan’t think a bit the worse of you for it, and it will only be spoiling your own chance to burden yourself with me.”

I cannot remember what reply I made to this, but I believe it was to the effect that we were in the same boat, and must sink or swim together. Somehow my heart was more warmly disposed towards the poor fellow in his helplessness than it had ever been in his strength. Such a strange and wonderful thing is the responsibility of protection.

By this time we were close to the shore. I could smell the sea-breeze distinctly; and the first whiff of it put new life into me. It was the breath of freedom, and with that in my nostrils I felt there was nothing I could not do or dare. Like the old war-horse, whose courage rises and whose old deeds of derring-do come back to him with the ring of the trumpet-call, so all my powers and energies derived a fresh fillip from that glorious ozone.

When we reached a safe place the driver pulled up, and I lifted my companion out of the cab.

Only a wall separated us from the docks. With the Malay’s assistance, and a vast deal of pain to the sufferer himself, whom I could hear grinding his teeth in his endeavour to prevent any cry escaping him, I got Veneda over it.

This accomplished, I gave the driver the sum I had promised him, and saw him start away on his journey back to the city. Then I rejoined Veneda, and taking him up in my arms, proceeded towards the wharf side. Laying him down, I started off in search of a boat.

On every side were numerous big craft, mail-steamers, men-of-war, etc., but further inland, towards the river, was the sort of vessel I wanted — a small native sailing boat of about two tons. The moon emerged from behind a cloud as I stepped on board her to investigate. Only one man was to be seen, and he lay asleep under a sort of thatch place aft. Without disturbing him, I crept off again and back along the wharf to Veneda. Taking him up, I carried him to the boat and aboard, placing him very gently under the shelter beside the sleeping man.

Just as I did so, three bells struck on a big steamer in the pool with alarming distinctness. The clang was taken up by some of the other boats round about, and it was well-nigh a minute before they’d all done chiming. To make sure of my defence I drew my revolver from my pocket and examined the chambers; they were all charged. Then, signing my intentions to Veneda, I placed my fingers round the sleeping man’s throat and shook him back to consciousness. I must leave you to imagine his astonishment when he woke.

As soon as he was able to understand matters, Veneda explained in Malay that we wanted the loan of his boat for a day or two, and that it behoved him to go ashore quietly and peaceably, or he’d get into trouble. But a brilliant thought had struck me. The craft was too big for one man to manage, so, since Veneda was unable to assist, why shouldn’t we take the man as well as his property? Besides husbanding our strength, this would prevent the authorities from obtaining any clue as to the manner of our departure from the island.

I explained my idea to Veneda, who fell in with the notion at once. It was a case of Hobson’s choice for the nigger; he had no option but to submit. Giving Veneda the tiller, such as it was, I escorted the owner forward, and assisted him to get sail on her. Then, casting off, we began to tack slowly down the harbour, past the Singapore mail-boat, the Dutch gun-boat, and astern of the big mud-dredger, out into the open sea. Fortunately the wind was in our favour, and though the boat was not built on the latest yachting lines, yet it was astonishing what pace it was possible to get out of her. What most puzzled me was the course we ought to steer, for I hadn’t the remotest acquaintance with these waters. I put the question to Veneda, who called the man aft and sounded him on the subject. A long jabbering ensued.

“He says it would be best for us to make further down the coast; but I don’t cotton to that notion at any price.”

“What do you think then?”

“Why, my idea is, one of the small islands off Sumatra. They’re right in the way of ships. Then we’ll get rid of this fellow and his boat, and wait our chance to be picked up and carried on to Singapore or Colombo, as the case may be.”

“Very well,” I said, “we’ll just let her run her present course for an hour or two, and at the same time keep our eyes open for an island that will suit us.”

Fortunately the boat was well provisioned, even to the extent of a small supply of arrack, or native spirit, which came in handy for Veneda, so we were not likely to want for food for some time to come.

As soon as we were clear of the land, I took my place by my poor friend’s side, and endeavoured to discover in what way he had hurt himself. Save, however, for a few large bruises, and a cut or two, there was nothing to indicate the nature of his injuries. Advising him to try and obtain some sleep, which I felt sure would have a better effect than anything I could do for him, I took the tiller and prepared to stand the first watch. The Malay sulked forward, looking as if he’d like to stick his crease into the pair of us, which under the circumstances perhaps was not to be wondered at.

By this time it was hard upon sunrise, and such a sunrise too! The first sign that came to us was the paling of the larger stars in the east; this was followed by a long thin streak of silver-grey, just balanced on the edge of the horizon. As, bit by bit, this grey died out, its place was taken by a faint tint of salmon-pink, which in its turn again surrendered to all manner of other colours as the darkness drew off the remainder of the sky. Even the sea participated in the general glory. A wonderful hush overspread everything, and to me it seemed that an intense melancholy had assumed possession of the world. Like the man in the Ancient Mariner, we might have been the “first who had ever burst into that silent sea.” The very ripple of the water under our squat bows, and the creaking of the boat’s timbers, were subdued into harmony with the general effect. Gradually long shafts of light pierced the eastern heavens. Then, with almost startling suddenness, the sun leaped above the horizon, and the sea resumed its natural hue; as if by magic, the colours faded out of the sky, and day was born to us.

About seven o’clock Veneda woke, much refreshed by his sleep. Calling the Malay aft I gave him the helm, getting Veneda to instruct him as to the course I wanted steered. This done, I went forrard to prepare some rice for breakfast. Though he never allowed a sign of it to escape him, I knew Veneda’s sufferings must be intense. As far as I could see I was powerless to alleviate them; and whenever I asked him how he felt, he only laughed grimly, and said — 

“Get me to an island, that’s all I want, get me to an island!”

All that day we sailed on and on. About midday the wind dropped, and the boat’s progress was consequently very slow. It was monotonous work, but, as we both agreed, it was better than prison in Batavia. Towards evening the coast of Sumatra was just distinguishable, and this we followed up in the hope, before dark, of hitting an island that would suit us. We sighted several, but for some reason Veneda found an objection for them all. At last, just as I was beginning to think we should have to pass the night at sea, we came abreast of one of which he expressed his approval. It was very small, not more than a mile in length, but thickly timbered, and with a broad strip of sand running all round it.

Having decided on the best spot to land, I steered the boat in, and after a bit of manœuvring, beached her on a good sandy bottom towards the most northerly point. The first business was to discover if the island contained fresh water. And here arose a difficulty. I could not take Veneda ashore with me, and I dared not go myself and leave him at the mercy of the Malay. He divined what was passing in my mind, and solved the problem with his usual quickness.

“Give me your revolver, and prop me up here. I’ll watch him till you come back, never fear.”

I did as he desired me, and then bidding him “good-bye,” clambered over the side and waded ashore.


CHAPTER III.

THE ISLAND.
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AS I SPLASHED my way ashore, I could not help a feeling of wonderment as to whether the whole circumstances preceding and attending our arrival at the island were not part of some horrible dream, from which I should presently awaken. In fact, my whole existence, from the day I left the Beretania at Port Adelaide up to the moment of my setting foot upon these sands, appeared almost too strange to be possible. With the dwelling of my mind upon the subject, all the events which had accompanied my chequered career rose before me like sheeted phantoms of a dead past. They embraced even my monotonous employment in the ship-chandler’s office, my experience on the gold-fields, and my starvation and illness at Broken Hill; took in my life as a fireman, as a station store-keeper, as cook on a cattle camp, as a loafer in Brisbane, and a pearler in Torres Straits; included my love for Juanita, my introduction to the Albino, our voyage to the island, the hoax, my betrayal in Batavia, and my meeting with and participation in the escape of Veneda; his accident, and finally our arrival at the place where I now stood.

I must risk the charge of being called a Fatalist when I affirm that I honestly believe that everything in our lives, down to the most trifling circumstance, is mapped out for us beforehand by an all-wise Providence to bring about a certain pre-arranged result. If this is not so, why did I give up the sea? — why was I allowed to meet Juanita and the Albino? — and why was I brought to Batavia? Could it have been only chance that led me to rescue Veneda, and by so doing to work out my own ultimate — but there you must let me cry a halt; to go into it any further would be to anticipate the strange things I have yet to tell you.

Having reached the shore, I looked about me for the best point at which to strike into the undergrowth, for, as I have said, the island was densely covered from end to end with vegetation. A spot decided on, I threw a glance towards the boat, and plunged into the thicket.

From the beach the land rose abruptly till it reached a sandy plateau, something less than a hundred yards long. Round this on every side trees and shrubs throve luxuriantly, not only protecting it from the violence of the sea-breeze, but lending to it a picturesqueness that was like a glimpse of fairyland. What was more to my taste, however, I discovered at the further end a stream of purest water, bubbling its tiny torrent through the thicket down to the sea below, and here I determined to pitch our camp, if only I could manage to convey Veneda up to it.

Above the plateau rose another slight elevation, from the summit of which a splendid view of the sea might be obtained. Before returning to the boat I climbed to it, and searched the offing for a sail, but not a sign of such a thing was to be seen. The sun by this time was nearly down, so bestowing a hasty glance upon the other side of the island, I hastened back to the shore to fetch Veneda. Though I did not anticipate any danger, it was with a feeling of relief that I espied the boat lying just as I had left her, the Malay still seated forward, and my poor friend propped up in the shelter astern.

Very well satisfied with the success of my visit of inspection, I splashed out to his side and informed him of the result. But when I offered to carry him up to the plateau, he was quick to point out the difficulties of the climb, and to suggest a far safer and more comfortable means of transit.

Once more I waded ashore, this time to return with two stout saplings, to which I fastened a strong piece of sail-cloth, thus making a rude but comfortable litter.

At Veneda’s command the Malay jumped overboard, and placed himself between the poles at the further end, leaving the after part resting on the gunwale of the boat. Raising the sick man carefully in my arms, I placed him on it, and then taking the other end myself, we were presently bearing him triumphantly ashore.

After pausing for a moment on the beach to recover our breath, we started on again through the thicket and across the stream, up to the spot I had marked out for our camping-place. There, under the shadow of a large rock, we set him down, and I returned with the Malay to secure some necessaries from the boat.

Ere this work was accomplished the sun had disappeared, and it was time for our evening meal. Our fare was necessarily simple, consisting of boiled rice and a small portion of dried fish; but while I partook of it greedily, Veneda could not be induced to touch a particle.

In truth, I was beginning to be more and more alarmed about him, for instead of improving, his condition was growing perceptibly worse. His face, always thin, was now pinched and contracted almost out of recognition; only his great eyes burned like live coals in his head. His fortitude was marvellous. In place of the hasty, ill-tempered man Juanita had always described him to be, I found him patient, long-suffering, and even hopeful to an extraordinary degree. It was a piteous sight to see one hitherto so strong lying like a log, unable even to turn himself without assistance.

As soon as our meal was eaten I set to work to construct a rough sort of shelter for him with saplings and branches of trees, pressing the Malay into my service. When it was completed it was not much to look at, but it answered my purpose very well. The Malay then left us to return to his boat, a proceeding for which I was not sorry, having no desire for his company on that lonely spot all night.

You will notice that I had quite constituted myself Veneda’s protector. And what a strange and wonderful thing it is, that responsibility of protection! Take for instance the man who is playing a lone hand in the Game of Life. When he has only his own safety to consider he is careless of danger to an extraordinary degree; on the other hand, give him but the slightest control over, or the right to protect any one weaker than himself, and he begins at once to discover all sorts of dangers in the very things which hitherto he has most vehemently despised. It is the same feeling which makes the strong man tremble when, in the first flush of his golden love-dream, he catches the ominous word infection, and remembers that even his great love is insufficient to protect his dear one from the insidious inroads of disease.

After the sun had been down about an hour the moon rose like a ball of gold above the farthest point of the island, revealing the waste of sea, the coral sands, the tree-tops just rocking in the evening breeze, and the dim stretch of land on either side of us. The soft ripple of the wavelets on the shore sounded like faintest music in the intense stillness, and the crooning of some belated sea-bird came like a cry across the waters. Our fire burnt merrily, and when we had sat for some time gazing into it, occupied with our own thoughts, which I can promise you were none of the happiest, Veneda said he should like to tell me his history.

Thinking it might distract his thoughts from his unhappy position, I professed myself delighted to listen, and giving the fire a final armful of fuel, stretched myself beside him.

It was then that I learnt the queer story which my Cousin Luke has told you in the first part of this book, only saving the fact that Veneda made no mention of the amount of his treasure, in what manner he had obtained it, where it was hidden away, or how another person might procure it. Even in the hour of his extremity his habitual caution did not desert him; and though he must have known himself to be little better than a dead man, he was not going to share his secret with any one else until convinced that it was impossible for him to enjoy the fruits of it himself.

Another strange point about this remarkable man was the affection he displayed for small matters connected with his boyhood. He would linger with the fondest remembrances on the most insignificant trifles. For instance, on a certain tiny trout stream in which he had been in the habit of fishing; on the different names scratched upon the pews in his school chapel; on the various natures of his boyish pets, and particularly on the vagaries of a certain one-eyed fox terrier, for whom he seemed to have cherished a singular regard. I have often noticed this peculiarity in men of his stamp, but never before in such a marked degree.

While his mind was recalling these ancient recollections his face wore an expression of unaccustomed gentleness but a moment or two later, when the name of the Albino happened to occur, the look that accompanied the utterance of it was almost diabolical in its malignity. Wrecked though he was, it would have been an ill moment for the dwarf had he ventured within the reach of those muscular brown hands.

One subject I was surprised to hear him touch upon, and that was his dismissal from the service of a London bank on a suspicion of forgery. This charge he contended, with considerable earnestness, was altogether false. He was innocent; some one else had committed the crime, and had saddled it upon him, convinced that his reckless conduct, bad reputation, and proverbial want of money would supply sufficient motives for the deed.

“Ramsay,” he asserted vigorously, “it was just that false accusation which sent me to the devil. I was on the brink before, but that fairly toppled me over. And, as God is my witness, whatever sins I have committed since that time must be laid to the charge of that real thief, whoever he may have been.”

“How did you manage to get out of it?” I asked.

“Simply because my uncle, Sir Benjamin Plowden — a pious, New Jerusalem patriarch of East India Avenue — not caring to have the family name figuring in the police reports, took the matter in hand, and used his influence to square it.”

“Sir Benjamin Plowden!” I gasped. “You don’t mean to tell me Sir Benjamin is your uncle?”

“He was my father’s brother. My real name is Plowden. But, good gracious, man, you don’t surely know him?”

“Know him! Why, I should rather think I do! Wasn’t I in his office for years? And wasn’t I engaged to his daughter Maud until I was blackguard enough to think her false to me?”

Veneda was silent. After a while he said, as I thought, rather sadly — 

“What a rat-trap of a world it is, after all! Ramsay, this is too much of a coincidence; there’s fatality in it. Fate must have willed that we should meet!... And so you were engaged to little Maud! By Jove! how well I remember her — a tiny slip of a thing in a white frock, tied up with blue ribbons. She came into her father’s study one day when I was waiting for him, pretended she came for a book, but I believe myself it was just to steal a look at wicked Cousin Marmaduke, whom the women-folk had piously permitted to figure in her mind as a sort of cross between Giant Blunderbore and the devil. Perhaps Cousin Satan was not quite so ugly as she had expected him to be, for when Sir Benjamin entered later, he found us seated side by side on the hearthrug, making paper boats. I can see his face now! And so — she’s a grown woman! — and I — well, I’m just a derelict on the ocean of life, useless to myself, and harmful to my fellow-men. But there, I can’t complain; I’ve made my bed, and I suppose I must lie on it. Ramsay, shall I tell you what I was going to do if I had reached home?”

“What?”

“I should have been a rich man, remember. And I had figured it that I would purchase an estate in a county where nobody would know my past, marry some nice quiet English girl, and settle down to bring up my children, if I had any, to be as honest as their father was crooked, to do good to my neighbours, and when I went down to my grave, to have lived so that somebody should be able to say, ‘There’s an English gentleman gone to his rest!’ An English gentleman, mark you, and there’s no prouder title under the sun than that. As it is, I shall peg out here, cut off from all who knew me, and — as somebody has it — going into my grave ‘unwept, unhonoured, and unsung!’ A grand end, isn’t it?”

Not knowing how to comfort him, I held my tongue. He continued — 

“Somehow I’ve been an outcast all my life, and I shall certainly die one. After my first slip I was never given a chance, but was badgered from pillar to post, until I was driven out of England, the victim of what we may call uncivilized Christianity. It was rough on me, deuced rough.”

After this our conversation dropped off bit by bit, till it ceased altogether. I made him as comfortable as I could, and then sought my own couch on the other side of the fire. Hours passed before sleep came to me, my brain was full of the thoughts his words had conjured up. Strangely enough, it was not of Juanita I had thought within the last few days. She seemed almost to have passed out of my life. It was on another and a purer love I pondered. “Oh, Maud, Maud, my own lost love,” I moaned, “if only I could live those fatal days again!” But it was impossible. Like Dryden, I must cry henceforth — 

“Not heaven itself upon the past has power; But what has been, has been, and I have had my hour.”

Next morning I discovered that Veneda had not slept at all. It needed but little medical knowledge to tell that his condition was worse than on the previous night. His face was fast losing even the faint colour it had hitherto possessed. His forehead was covered with a clammy sweat, and at times he moaned softly and wandered in his talk. I was more distressed about him than I can say. But what could I do? To carry him elsewhere in search of help would have been useless, had it even been possible; besides, it would only have hastened his death to have moved him. In addition to this, I found the Malay had taken advantage of the opportunity to clear out, and his boat was already a dim speck upon the horizon. There was nothing for it but to make Veneda as comfortable as I could, and to patiently await the end.

In his moments of consciousness I think he must have been aware that he had not much longer to live; indeed, he hinted as much to me when I asked if I could do anything to relieve his pain. His patience was marvellous. He uttered no sign of complaint, but met his fate with a fortitude that was inexpressibly touching.

Towards the middle of the morning I struggled up the hill to scour the offing for a sail. But no sign of a ship was to be seen, only the blue expanse of water, other islands peeping up to right and left of us, and the dim outline of the Sumatra coast away to the westward. Round my head white sea-gulls wheeled with discordant cries, while from the farther side of the island the boom of surf sounded like mimic thunder. What would I not have given for a sail, or anything that could have brought relief to my dying companion! But it was no use wishing, so as soon as I had satisfied myself that no assistance was forthcoming, I descended to the plateau and anxiously approached Veneda.

I found him in an excited condition, his face flushed and his eyes brighter than when I had left him half an hour before. He was talking in the wildest fashion, and at the same time endeavoring to raise himself from the ground.

Hastening to his side, I tried by every means in my power to soothe him, but it was useless. He imagined himself back in Chili, and for some time his utterances were in the Spanish tongue. For nearly two hours he remained in this state, eventually falling into a heavy sleep which lasted until about three o’clock. When he awoke his delirium had left him, but he was much weaker; his voice, when he tried to speak, was hardly louder than a whisper. I could see that the end was only a matter of a short time now.

“Ramsay,” he managed to say, “I know all about it; I’m down and done for. It seems like a joke, old man, but Marcos Veneda’s played out.”

As he mentioned his assumed name a faint but bitter smile flickered across his face. I knelt by his side, and, thinking it might afford him relief, raised his head, but he bade me let it lie.

“I shan’t be able to talk much longer,” he said, and his voice was even weaker than before. “Feel round my neck; you’ll find a locket there — the famous locket — take it off.”

I did so, placing it in his hand.

“You’ve been very good to me, Ramsay, one of the only men in the world who ever was, and in return I want to do something for you. Take this locket, it’s all I have to leave you, but, as the others knew, it’s the key to my fortune. It will make you a rich man.”

He paused to regain his strength.

“As soon as you get away from here work your way home to London. And when you have been there a month — swear you will not do so before, I have the best of reasons for asking it — open it.”

I swore that I would respect his wishes, and he continued — 

“You will find in the locket a small slip of paper on which is written a name and address. Go to the address, show the paper just as you have it there, and demand from the man Two Hundred Thousand Pounds. When he sees that slip of paper in your possession he will pay it without demur. And may you be as happy with the money as I intended to be. Above all things steer clear of John Macklin, for if he dreams that you have the locket he’ll stick at nothing to get it from you.”

“But is there nothing I can do for you?” I asked, thinking he might like to send some message to the old land he appeared to love so well.

He only shook his head sadly, intimating that there was no one there who would be either glad or sorry for his death.

After this for a long while he remained silent, till I began to think that perhaps the end had come. At last, without opening his eyes, he said slowly — 

“Little Maud — she was the only one of that set who ever trusted me. Somehow I’d like her to have a share of that money. Ramsay, I know you love her still; you must marry her after all.”

“It’s too late,” I groaned; “too late.”

“No, no, I have a conviction that you will win her yet. Try. Swear you will!”

I swore!

For a minute or two only the sighing of the wind through the trees and the crackling of the fire was to be heard. Then that weary voice began again — 

“Ramsay, it’s a strange request for a man like me to make, but d’you know, if you could manage to scramble out some sort of a prayer I believe I should die easier.”

Like a flash my memory flew back across the waste of years, and once more I was a tiny chap worshipping at my mother’s knee. With a great awe upon me I knelt and commenced the Lord’s Prayer. When I had finished he slowly repeated the last few words, “For ever and ever, Amen.”

Then a wonderful thing happened. He raised his head, and, as he did so, his eyes, which had hitherto been shut, opened wide, and his voice came from him quite clear and strong. It was a grander and a nobler voice than I had ever expected to hear. He said — 

“My Lord, I urge nothing in my own defence; I simply throw myself upon the mercy of the Court.”

Then with a little sigh his head fell back again. Marcos Veneda was dead!


CHAPTER IV

RESCUED.
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LONG AFTER VENEDA’S speech I remained kneeling by his side in earnest prayer, but when his laboured breathing ceased altogether, and I looked up to find his jaw dropped and his great eyes fixed in a horrible stare, I knew that all was over, and prepared to perform the last sad offices.

These accomplished, his expression changed completely. Up to the moment of his death a haggard, weary look had possessed his features, but now his face was like that of a little child for innocence and peace. I stood looking down on him for some minutes, my mind surging with a variety of thoughts. Then, picking up my cap, I strode hastily from the plateau towards the interior of the island, in the hope of diverting my thoughts from the scene I had just witnessed, and from the contemplation of my own awful loneliness.

Swiftly I marched along; the bright sunshine straggled amid the trees and lit up the glades through which I passed, but beyond being aware of these things I had little attention for them. I could not divest myself of the horror of my position. Here was I, I told myself, the sole living being upon this island; my companion a dead and unburied man; my prospect of rescue as remote as ever, and my food supply limited to a few more meals. Indeed, so horrible was my condition that consideration of it inclined me even to wish myself back in prison in Batavia.

In this state I passed out from the woods on to the shore. The tide was far out, and an expanse of sand stretched before me. Thinking brisk exercise might raise my spirits I set off to walk as quickly as I could round the island. But it was only putting off the unpleasant work, for I could not allow day to depart and leave me with the body still unburied.

My prison, I discovered, was not as large as I had thought it, being considerably less than a mile long. My first view had evidently been a deceptive one, and I must have allowed more for the fall of the hill than was justifiable, considering that I had not seen the end of it.

In the hope that I might discover some sort of shell-fish with which to sustain life when my meagre supply of rice should be exhausted, I walked close to the water’s edge, but not a trace of anything fit to eat could I find. This knowledge added considerably to my uneasiness.

While engaged in my search, I espied, bobbing up and down in the water not far from the shore, something that looked suspiciously like a bottle with the cork in. My curiosity was instantly aroused. Who knew but that it might contain the last message of a shipwrecked crew, thrown overboard in the hope of carrying to the world information of their unhappy fate. If this were so, into what weak hands had it fallen!

My mind made up to gain possession of it, it was the work of a moment to wade towards it. I found it to be a Bass’ beer-bottle, and on holding it up to the light, I could see that it contained a sheet of paper. The mouth was firmly corked, and to render it additionally secure, the latter was not only tied down but carefully sealed. Bearing it ashore, I threw myself on the warm sands and prepared to broach its contents.

I discovered the cork to be fastened with copper wire, while the wax used was of a quality more generally employed by ladies on their billets-doux than by men before the mast. Cracking the bottle with a stone I extracted the paper and spread it carefully out.

It was a full sheet of cream-laid, folded longways into a narrow strip to go through the bottle’s neck. Owing to this precaution it was quite dry. The following is an exact transcript of what I read — 

S.S. Cambermine,
“Three days’ steam from Nagasaki.

“To all whom it may concern,

“This is to certify that we, the undersigned, being on our honeymoon, are the two happiest people on the face of this globe, and don’t you forget it!

“Reginald and May.”



A sillier and, under the circumstances, crueller hoax it would have been impossible to conceive. And yet to my mind there was something terribly pathetic about that tiny message, tossed about by many seas, buffeted by storms, carried hither and thither by various currents, its ultimate fate to fall into the hands of perhaps the most miserable being on the whole face of that world so flippantly referred to by the writers. Shutting my eyes I could conjure up the scene — the promenade deck of the steamer — the happy couple busily engaged upon the preparation of the message — the toss overboard, and finally, the bottle bobbing up and down a mute farewell among the waves. Big man as I was, when I pictured the happiness to which the note referred, and compared it with my own position, the tears rose into my eyes, and surely if it served no other purpose, the message had done one good work in diverting for a time the current of my miserable thoughts.

For some vague reason, I could not tell what, — perhaps that I might have in my possession something which was the outcome of a fellow-creature’s happiness, or, maybe, because it was a last feeble link with the outside world, — I resolved not to tear up the paper, but to keep it as a talisman about me. When I had put it carefully away I resumed my walk, and half-an-hour later had completed my circuit of the island, and was back again on the sands opposite the plateau.

By this time my mind was made up, and I had resolved to carry out as expeditiously as possible the horrible task which lay before me. But how I was to dig a grave of sufficient depth, seeing that I had no tools, save my knife and hands, with which to do it, I could not understand. Fearing, however, that if I delayed matters any longer I should never undertake it at all, I chose a suitable spot a little to the right of the plateau, and fell to work.

I found it a longer business than I expected, for though I commenced it early enough, it was nearly dusk before I had completed it. Unfortunately I had only accomplished the least horrible part. What I most dreaded was conveying the body to the grave, and this I had now to do.

Returning to the camp on the plateau, the very remembrance of which had grown indescribably repulsive to me, I approached the spot. A feeling of surprise took possession of me when I saw that the body lay just as I had left it, and perhaps for the same reason I found myself creeping towards it on tip-toe, as if it were wrapped in a slumber which might be easily disturbed.

Stooping down, I placed my arms round it, then lifting it on to my shoulder, hurried back to the grave with all possible speed. Laying it down, I returned for the cloth stretcher on which we had borne Veneda the previous night, and having procured this I wrapped the body in it and laid it in the grave. Then endeavouring to bring my mind to bear on the awful solemnity of what I was doing, I repeated as much as I could remember of the service for the burial of the dead. It was an impressive scene. The dead man in his shallow grave, the evening breeze just stirring the trees, the light and shadow effects of the sunset, the smooth sea, and the awful silence of the island. Such an impression did it make on me, that it seemed if I did not get away from the spot I should go raving mad. So soon therefore as I had committed his body to the ground, “earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust,” I began to fill in the soil with feverish haste. The instant that was finished, I picked up my remaining supply of rice and the cooking-pot, and ran for dear life. Strange shapes peered at me from every tree, and unearthly voices whispered in the faint rustling of the leaves. The truth was my nerves were utterly unstrung, — and was this indeed to be wondered at, considering the nature of my experiences within the last twenty-four hours?

So great was my horror of an Unknown Something — what, I could not explain — that I had run to the end of the island farthest from the grave before I came to myself. Then I threw myself down upon the sands quite exhausted. But I was too hungry to remain inactive long. Lighting a fire with my one remaining match, I set to work to cook some rice, obtaining water from a spring I had discovered in my morning’s ramble. By the time I had finished my meal it was quite dark, so I laid myself down, and after a while fell asleep.

With prudence born of the knowledge that if my fire once went out I should have no means of relighting it, I had heaped plenty of fuel on it before I turned in, so that when I woke next morning it was still burning brightly. Having cooked and eaten a small portion of my rice, for I was now compelled to rigidly allowance myself, I replenished my fire, and started off to climb to my usual look-out spot on the top of the hill.

Though I searched in every direction, not a sign of a sail was visible. Only the same expanse of blue water stretching away to the sky-line, the same wheeling gulls, and the same eternal thunder of the surf upon the rearward reef.

Anything more awful than the feeling of desolation that encompassed me I would defy any one to imagine. My sensations were those of a man cut off for ever from his fellow-creatures, a hapless outcast, destined to perish by slow starvation on that barren spot. A few more meals I discovered would find me at the end of my supplies. And what would happen then?

While I was occupied with these miserable reflections, the locket Veneda had given me chafed my skin, and the bitter irony of my position figured before me in a new light. Here was I, I told myself, having about me the key to enormous wealth, unable to procure the commonest necessaries of life. A Crœsus and a beggar! Indeed, at that moment, had it been in my power to do so, I would willingly have exchanged all my chances of obtaining the money for another small bag of rice like the one I was just at the end of. I returned to my fire to spend the remainder of the day tramping up and down the hill watching for the sail that never came.

That night I ate my last mouthful of food. Hence forward I must go without, unless I could find some sort of fruit or shell-fish with which to keep body and soul together. Having this object in view, off I set next morning on another expedition round the island. But I might have spared myself the labour. Trees there were in abundance, but not one having any pretence to fruit. Fish I knew teemed in the bay, but I had neither line nor hooks wherewith to catch them, nor anything of which to manufacture such tackle. Thus when I reviewed my position I began to see the hopelessness of it, and to think it would be better for me to lie down and die without struggling any further against my overwhelming fate.

All that day and the next I was without a morsel of food; my agony was indescribable. How many times I climbed that hill I could not say, but it was always with the same result — no sail — no sail! My one remaining thought was to keep up the fire, for I knew that if that went out I should have no means left of communicating with passing ships. Then a period of abject despair supervened, in which I cared not a rap what became of me. How I spent my time after that I could not tell you. I believe, however, that I must have been delirious, for I have a faint recollection of running along the beach screaming to Veneda that the Albino was pursuing me. Certainly this fit lasted a long time, for the next thing I remember is finding myself lying more dead than alive on the sand beside my burnt-out fire.

My last hope was gone. My chance of attracting attention had been taken away from me. Thereupon I asked myself, Why should I wait for death to release me? why should I not take the direction of affairs into my own hands, and anticipate what could only be a matter of another day, by the very longest calculation?

Strange though it may seem, my troubled brain found something peculiarly soothing in this idea. I brooded over it unceasingly, deriving a melancholy satisfaction from the knowledge that, though my agony was more than human, it was in my power to end it when I pleased. Somehow or other I developed the idea that the evening would be the most fitting time for me to accomplish the awful deed, perhaps just at sundown. Three words, “the evening sacrifice,” part of a half-forgotten hymn, faint relic of my boyhood, haunted me continually — 

“The sun is sinking fast, The daylight dies; Let love awake, and pay Her evening sacrifice.”

Then suddenly a grisly notion seized me, and all the afternoon I occupied myself procuring from a tree a slab of wood, upon which to carve my name and age. With what care I chose the inscription! With what labour I worked upon it! When it was completed to my satisfaction, it read as follows — 

THE MORTAL REMAINS
OF
JOHN RAMSAY,
MARINER,
Who, dying by his own hand,
Bluffed Starvation, and became the Victim of Despair!

The sun was now only half a hand above the horizon, staring me in the face, a great globe of mocking fire. I had long since chosen the spot for my death, and thither I proceeded, sticking my tombstone in the ground beside the place where in all probability my corpse would fall.

When all my arrangements were made, I fell to sharpening my knife upon a stone, pausing now and again to watch the sun. His lower edge was hardly an eighth of an inch above the sea-line, and as he sank beneath it, I determined to have done with this weary world, and to endeavour to find in another the peace which was denied me here.

For the second time since my arrival on the island, my whole life passed in review before my eyes; — I saw the dame’s school at Plymouth, Sir Benjamin, and the East India Avenue, Maud, and my dear dead mother. The bright side of my life seemed suddenly to end here, and a darker procession commenced to stalk across the stage. My early sea life, my quarrel with Maud, the gold-fields, my illness, Broken Hill, and, lastly, Veneda’s death. The beach seemed peopled with phantoms, and it was as if they were all imploring me with outstretched arms to stay my wicked hand. But I would not heed them. The sun was now more than half sunk beneath the sea, and I drew back my arm to point the sacrificial knife.

At that instant a tiny object moving on the beach, fifty yards or so from where I stood, caught my eye. I paused to wonder what it might be, and that little act of curiosity saved my life. In that moment I abandoned the idea of self-destruction, and the next I was staggering towards the thing, whatever it might be.

It was a turtle making for the sea!

Before he could escape me I had turned him on his back, and plunged the knife into his breast; then working it round, in less time almost than it takes to tell, I had portions of the flesh cut out, and was ravenously devouring them. Oh, the delight of that meal!

When I had eaten as much as I wanted, I carried what remained to a place of safety, and afterwards knelt upon the beach to thank God earnestly for sparing my life to me. But for that tiny beast’s intervention I should have been a dead man. Then with a heart considerably lighter I rose to my feet, and determined to see if by any chance I could discover another of the animals.

My luck had turned, for on the other side of the island I was fortunate enough to obtain another and even larger one. Carrying him back to my camp, I despatched him at once to make sure, and then hid his flesh. I can assure you that it was with a happier and more contented heart that I fell asleep that night.

Next morning I breakfasted on the turtle, and when I had finished, started up the hill to look for ships. As usual, none were to be seen. Having convinced myself of this melancholy fact, I returned to the shore, and, for something to do, set myself to destroy the head-board I had manufactured the day before, and to begin another to perpetuate Veneda’s memory. In this manner I occupied myself all that day. When it was finished, I set off to view the grave for the first time since I had laid him in it.

It had already begun to look unkempt and straggling, so quickly do things grow in these latitudes. When I had tidied it as well as I could, I dug a hole at the head and erected the board. It is not much to look at, but at least it will serve its purpose, so that whosoever visits the spot in the future will be able to read the name of the man who lies beneath it.

This work accomplished, I started back along the shore to my camp for dinner. Turning the point, I happened to look out to sea. I stopped suddenly in my walk. I almost dropped under the shock! A sail was in sight, and heading towards the island!

For a moment I remained rooted where I stood; my excitement chained me hand and foot. Would she see me, or would she pass me by? The latter thought was agony. How could I attract her attention? I had no means to raise a flare, so I must hit upon some other scheme. Rushing swiftly across the sands into the thicket, I cut a long pole, and to this fastened my jacket. Then running with all my speed along the beach towards a piece of elevated ground, I ascended it, and wildly began to wave my signal.

Closer and closer she approached the island, and, as she came, I made out that she was not one of the small trading boats I had at first imagined her, but a steam-yacht, and a large one at that. When she was about two miles distant she ran a flag up to her peak. I could not of course at that distance make out what it was, but I understood that it was an answer to my signal, and waved my flag the more frantically, running down to the water’s edge to do so. Then I saw that a boat was being lowered.

As soon as she was clear she started for the shore, and when I saw her coming I fell upon my knees, and sobbed as if my heart would break. After what seemed an eternity they grounded her, and I waded out to meet them. A gentlemanly-looking young fellow sat in the stern-sheets. He stared at me rather hard (and well he might, for I must have cut a strange figure), and said — 

“I’ve been sent to see what’s the matter. Can we help you?”

“Take me away,” I cried, “take me away. I’m dying!”

I really thought I was. My senses were leaving me. I tottered, clutched at the gunwale of the boat, and remember no more!


CHAPTER V.

RAMSAY MEETS OLD FRIENDS.
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WHEN I CAME to my senses, my first impression was that I was still upon the island. This notion was perhaps strengthened in my mind by a continuous grinding noise (proceeding from the engine-room, I discovered later), which, I must own, somewhat resembled the distant roar of the surf upon the beach. When, however, I looked about me, it was not upon the timber-clad hill, or the long sandy foreshore of the island that my eyes alighted, but on the confined space of a ship’s cabin. It contained one bunk, a narrow sort of sofa, somewhat like the contrivance one sees in the first-class state-rooms of the great mail-boats; a miniature chest of drawers and desk combined, on the top of which, beneath a number of photographs, pipes, and cheap knick-knacks, stood a variety of sombre-looking account-books; a curtained recess for hanging clothes, and a well-contrived washstand.

Then, in a flash, the remembrance of my rescue by the yacht came back to me, and I had just recalled the circumstance of my wading out to her boat, when the door opened and two men entered. The first was a dignified, grey-haired man, possessed of a handsome, aristocratic face; the second was rather smaller, with a bright, rosy little countenance, eyes that bespoke him a humourist, and a general air that said as plainly as words could have done that he was an Irishman. There was still a third behind them, the steward, whose cabin I was then occupying; but he, either from motives of delicacy, or because he imagined the cabin to be already sufficiently crowded, remained in the alley-way. The Irishman opened the conversation.

“Sir Richard,” he began, as soon as he saw that I was awake, “you’ve lost your money, he’s himself again. Now, my man, how are you, eh?”

I answered that I felt almost well, but that I would be grateful if he would inform me what boat I was on, and to whom I was indebted for my rescue. Perhaps something in my voice told him that I was not an ordinary foremast hand, for he immediately adopted a different tone, and after feeling my pulse, said — 

“You’re undoubtedly much stronger than when you were talking nonsense about Albinos, and digging up dead men, yesterday. Where are you? Why, on board the Esmeralda, Sir Richard Tremorden’s yacht, to whom you are indebted for the civility of saving your life. Let me introduce you to Sir Richard.”

I turned to Sir Richard and tried to thank him, but he would not hear of it.

“Not at all, Mr. — —” Here he paused for me to give him my name.

“Ramsay,” I said.

“Not at all, Mr. Ramsay. I am very thankful that I was in a position to do so. It was quite by chance that we sighted the island, as our real course lay a good deal to the eastward. Forgive my curiosity, but you must remember you’re a mystery, and we’re all suffering from an attack of impatience to know how you got there.”

I was going to begin my story, but Dr. Sullivan — for such I afterwards discovered the little medico’s name to be — would not permit it.

“No, no, Sir Richard, not just now. I must really exercise a doctor’s authority, and forbid you to worry him with any questions until he’s stronger; besides, ye’re doing the ladies, God bless ‘em, an injustice, by trespassing on their rights. They’ll be wanting to cross-examine Mr. Ramsay for themselves.”

“As you please, doctor,” Sir Richard said, with a laugh. “You’re in command down here, of course. Williams!”

The man in the alley-way answered, “Yes, Sir Richard?”

“Mind you take good care that Mr. Ramsay has everything he wants.” Then turning to me, “Now, I must return to the deck to tell the ladies how you are. I hope, when you feel stronger, you’ll give us the pleasure of your company.”

Shaking me by the hand, he bade me good-bye, and went out, leaving me to the doctor, who thereupon began his medical examination, interspersing it with many good-natured sallies. From him I learnt that Sir Richard Tremorden was returning from a yachting trip to Japan, viâ Borneo and Java, to Singapore. The yacht was full of his friends, and it was only just by chance that he, the doctor, had been able to make one of the party. Furthermore, it was Lady Tremorden who first caught sight of my signal, and it was a strange coincidence that she it was who had proposed leaving their course to take a look at the island.

While we were talking, the steward brought me a large cup of beef-tea, and after he had helped me to sit up to it, the kindly little medico withdrew, having elicited all the information he could, concerning myself and my profession, for the information of the ladies on deck. When I was alone, I found myself face to face with a situation I had not before contemplated. How was I to account for my presence on the island without introducing the subject of our escape from Batavia? I thought and thought, but without telling a downright untruth I could see no way out of it. At last, after a deal of earnest consideration, I determined, if asked, to say that, having nothing to do for a while, I had accompanied a Malay on a sailing-trip. We touched at the island, and while I was ashore he cleared out and left me. This was the only course I could see. I had my own reasons for saying nothing about Veneda.

After lunch, dressed in a white duck suit of Sir Richard’s, and having removed from my face the fortnight’s beard that covered it, I went on deck, and was presented in proper form to the ladies, who, you may be sure, were all on the qui vive to hear my story. This, as soon as I could, I told them, and I must own that I blushed to hear their vigorous denunciations of the treacherous Malay. Lady Tremorden was particularly gracious, and to her I hastened to express my deep debt of gratitude.

When I look back upon the strange experiences of that year, I always think of that short voyage on board the Esmeralda as one of the few parts of it I should care to undergo again. I said as much to Sir Richard the other day, when I met him in London at a certain club of which we are both members. He laughed and answered — 

“You were as good as a tonic to us, we had had no sensation since one of the hands fell overboard in Nagasaki.”

Early next morning we reached Singapore, where I was to bid my kind friends “farewell.” Before I left the yacht, Sir Richard invited me to his cabin, and in a real spirit of friendliness asked me how I stood with regard to money, offering to become my banker if I should require anything to help me along. But as I still possessed a fair amount of the Albino’s loan, this kind offer I was able to decline, though of course I was none the less grateful to the generous thought which prompted it.

By nightfall the yacht had coaled, and proceeded on her way to Saigon, and, nothing else offering, I had signed myself on the Turkish Pacha, to work my way home before the mast.

She was a powerful old Ocean Tramp, homeward bound from Hong Kong. Strangely enough, to show how small the world is, it happened that her second officer was none other than young Belton, who was third mate of the Beretania when I was chief officer. I suppose I must have looked very much the same as the other fo’c’sle hands, for though we were often thrown together, we were off the South Foreland before he recognized me. Then, up to a certain point, and with numberless reservations that quite altered the face of it, I told him my story. I don’t suppose he believed it for an instant; doubtless he thought me a wonderful liar, and put it all down as the result of a liking for strong waters. But I must do him the justice to admit, that when we were paid off he proffered me a loan, my non-acceptance of which must have puzzled him considerably.

The time was now coming for me to ascertain what truth there was in the story Veneda had told me of his fortune. But as I had passed my word to him not to open the locket within a month of my arrival in London, I had to look about me for a place to stay in until that time should expire. Having sufficient money to keep me for at least six weeks in comparative comfort, I resolved to put up at a quiet place I knew of, near the East India Docks, until the end of that period, and then to open the locket and try my success.

Somehow or other, though I had been assured by Veneda of its worth, though I wore it round my neck as a tangible proof of its reality, and had been warned of the attempts that would in all probability be made to obtain possession of it, I was not altogether a believer in the likelihood of its doing very much for me. I had been devoid of luck so long that I began to believe no more could ever come my way. So, all things considered, I should not have been overwhelmed with astonishment, had I on opening it discovered the information it contained to be entirely valueless.

I cannot tell you how strange it seemed to me to be back again in London after so long an absence, and how bitterly I felt the loss of the poor old mother’s kindly welcome. As to Maud, my gentle Maud, of whom I had been thinking more than was good for me of late, was it any use to think of her? Had I forfeited all right to her regard? So constantly was she in my mind that I remember one night, under cover of darkness, stealing down to Holland Park just to take one glimpse at the old place where she had lived, and where once I had been so happy.

It was a wet, miserable evening; a piercing wind shrieked along the dismal streets and moaned round the corners, chilling to the marrow the bones of one accustomed to the warmth and brightness of those sunny Southern seas. Leaving my omnibus in the Uxbridge Road, I walked up a side street to the house. There it stood, solid and respectable as I remembered it. No changes had been made in its exterior, everything was exactly as when I saw it last, even to the peculiar scrimpiness about the piece of privet hedge beside the gate. A light was burning in an up-stair window, but otherwise the house was dark and silent as the grave. I stood and looked, the tears rising in my eyes as I did so; then, heaving a sigh for the sake of “auld lang syne,” and all that might have been, I turned and went sorrowfully away.

And now I am brought to the relation of an incident which was to have a great and awful bearing on my future. One wet morning, I had just alighted from a ‘bus in Oxford Street, a little below the Holborn Restaurant, and was half-way across the street, when a hansom whisked past me, so close that the horse’s nose brushed my sleeve. The driver called to me to stand clear, and, expecting an accident, the fare threw open the apron and half stepped out. To my amazement he was none other than the Albino. There could be no mistake about it; I knew him in an instant. My astonishment was so great that I stopped in the middle of the road, and once more came near being run over.

On recovering myself my first impulse was to hail a hansom and make after him, but on second thoughts I saw the folly of such a proceeding. My one endeavour must rather be to keep out of his way. Whether he recognized me or not I could not of course tell, but we were so close to one another that it was most unlikely that he could have failed to do so. But then, I told myself, even if he did, what could it matter? He would never suspect me of being the possessor of the locket, for how should he know that I had escaped with Veneda from Batavia? Still, until I knew whether the secret the locket contained was of any value, it would be folly to run the risk of losing it. How well I guarded it the sequel will show.

Having little if any money to spend in what is called “knocking about town,” I did not go out very much of an evening. When I did, my chief amusement was the theatre, to which I treated myself on an average about twice a week. After the performance it was my custom on the way home to drop into a small hostelry called the “Rose and Crown” for a night-cap. One evening (I had been to the Lyceum, I think) I went in and called for my usual refreshment. The bar was crowded, and among the visitors was a man who seemed to take a particular interest in myself. He came up to me and invited me to take a glass with him. Upon my offering some excuse he tried by every means in his power to ingratiate himself with me. But I did not like his look, and resolved, if I saw anything more of him there, to transfer my patronage from the “Rose and Crown” elsewhere.

A few nights later I was annoyed at finding him there again, this time evidently awaiting my coming. As soon as I entered he advanced upon me, and asked why I had refused to drink with him on the previous occasion, demanding if I had any objection to his company? It would have been the easiest thing in the world for me to have knocked him down, but I did not want to make a row, so I resolved if possible not to lose my temper with him. As soon as he found I was prepared to listen to what he had to say, he entered upon a long rambling statement as to what he would have done had I insulted him again, winding up by inserting his hand inside my collar, and at the same time tugging violently at the chain which held the locket round my neck. I was so surprised by his impudence that for a second or two I let him pull, then, divining his intention, I immediately knocked him down.

His fall raised a hubbub, but as soon as I could I explained matters to the landlord, who, knowing me for a regular customer, was the more disposed to overlook such a trifling indiscretion as knocking a stranger down in his bar. When I left the house I hastened home, reflecting with considerable gratitude (seeing the aspect affairs were beginning to assume) that another ten days would give me the right to open the locket and decide its secret.

That the man was an emissary of the Albino’s, employed to find out if by any chance I had the locket, I did not for a moment doubt. The whole thing was as clear as daylight. Macklin had discovered Veneda’s whereabouts, and our escape together. Of course he could not know anything of the other’s death, but meeting me in London he must have thought it worth his while to make sure that I was not the possessor of what he was so anxious to obtain. Now the man would be able to inform him definitely that I had got it, and things would be pretty certain to come to a crisis. I resolved to be more careful than ever.

On the Saturday following the events just described, I was not very well, a feeling of intense depression had seized me, and in order to try and raise my spirits I went to the Empire Music Hall. While mixed up in the crowd leaving it I felt my arm clutched. Imagine my amazement on turning at finding myself confronted by no less a person than Juanita! She was dressed entirely in black, and though thinner than when we had parted, still looked surpassingly beautiful. Without a word she slipped her arm through mine and drew me from the building. When we reached the street, she said — 

“My Jack, how I have longed for this day! Oh, the joy of seeing you again!”

I was about to venture some remonstrance, but she would not hear me until we had left the square, and were pacing down a side street.

“What joy this is for me!” she said, as we walked along. “Never did I think on that dreadful morning in Batavia that we two would meet again.”

“It isn’t your fault that we have,” I said bitterly, remembering her treachery. “It wasn’t your fault that your evidence didn’t bring me to the gallows.”

“Oh, Jack, you would not be so cruel as to blame me for that?” she cried. “I could not help myself. If I had not given the evidence I did, I should not have left Batavia alive.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, astonished.

“Macklin,” she hissed, and her eyes glowed with a sudden fury as her lips dwelt upon his name. “I was his slave, body and soul. I dared not do anything but his will. Oh, Jack, forgive me, forgive me, for I have been so unhappy.”

But though she pleaded in this fashion, I was not to be hoodwinked. I had tasted her treachery before, how was I to know that she was not fooling me now? I told her as much, whereupon she withdrew her arm from mine, and made as if she would leave me. Her voice, when she spoke, had a certain pride in it, which I could not understand.

“Say no more; it was foolish of me to have stopped you. I thought, when I saw your face, there might be some little pity for my loneliness. I was mistaken. Good-bye Jack, good-bye.”

She held out her little hand to me as though she would leave me there and then, and looking into her eyes — we were just beneath a gas-lamp — I saw that she was crying.

Now, never in my life have I been able to stand the sight of a woman’s tears. Crocodile tears though they often are, they have an effect on me which is more than peculiar. I began at once to reproach myself for having been so blunt with her, and was more and more inclined to place credence in her assertion that she was only led to act as she had done by the influence of the Albino.

“Forgive me, Juanita,” I said. “I spoke roughly to you, but it was only natural under the circumstances. I believe what you say, and regret that I should have given you additional pain. Where are you staying now?”

She gave me her address and I asked if she would allow me to take her home. She consented, and as it was too far to walk, I called a hansom. Placing her in it, I seated myself beside her, and we rattled off. As we went her spirits began to revive. She recalled our voyage in the schooner, our love-making in Thursday Island, and many other little circumstances connected with our mutual past.

At length, after passing down a long overgrown thoroughfare, the cab pulled up before a house. She got out and opened the front door while I paid the cabman. Then we went up-stairs together to her sitting-room. Once there, her light-hearted manner left her altogether.

“Jack,” she began sadly, “I know it is all over between us, but can you find it in your heart to say you forgive me?”

“Quite, Juanita. Badly as you have treated me, I forgive you everything.”

“And you believe, Jack, that whatever I may have done, I loved you once?”

“Yes, I honestly believe that you did love me. But, Juanita, will you let me ask you one question?”

“A hundred if you like, Jack; for this will be our last meeting. After to-night we shall never see each other again.”

“What do you mean?”

“That I am going away, — never mind where, — away from England. Now, what is it you wish to ask me?”

“First, why did you want that money?”

“Oh, Jack, that is a long story, and a sad one. But I will tell you. Once I was poor, — oh, so poor! And to keep myself from starving I sold my honour. A little son was born to me — born in sin and shame. I loved him more than all the world, but knowing what I was, I dared not imperil his immortal soul by letting him remain with me. So I gave him into the keeping of the Good Sisters. But when I did so, I bound myself by a great oath. In bringing him into the world I had done him a wrong which I could never repay. Poverty had compelled me to it, so I swore that I would never rest until I had collected a certain sum of money, by any means, good or bad, to be his property when he should become a man; so that he should never experience the miserable want which wrought his mother’s ruin. This I set myself solemnly to accomplish. For a long time I could hear of nothing. Then I joined a certain Society and learnt the game Veneda and the Albino were playing. By chance I discovered Veneda’s secret, and I threw my lot in with him, determining to steal the locket which contained the paper, and by that means obtain the money. How I fought for it, how he deceived me, and how the Albino tracked us down, you know. There is one thing, perhaps, of which you are not aware.”

“What is that?”

“That your presence in London with the locket is known to him. That he is aware of your escape with Veneda, your journey to the island, your voyage to Singapore in Sir Richard Tremorden’s yacht, and your arrival in England by the Turkish Pacha.”

“Good heavens!” I cried, astounded. “How on earth did he learn all that?”

“How does he get to know of anything? He is the most wonderful man under the sun, I think, and certainly the wickedest. His agents in Batavia found out your escape from a cab-driver and a boatman. Lady Tremorden described your rescue in a letter she contributes to a ladies’ newspaper. And he was in the docks when the Turkish Pacha arrived from Singapore.”

I was so overcome with astonishment that I could not reply. She continued — 

“Jack, you don’t know what escapes you’ve had. One night you crossed the river to a house on the Surrey side, didn’t you?”

I nodded. I remembered the occasion perfectly. I went over to spend the evening with an acquaintance, but not feeling well, left early.

“Well, that night, by his orders, three men waited two hours for you on Westminster Bridge. Somehow they must have missed you. Had they caught you, you would most certainly have lost the locket, and probably your life. One night you went to supper on board the Prince of Tartary, lying off Blackwall?”

I nodded again.

“Those three men followed you. You slept on board, or they would have had that locket and thrown your body into the stream.”

“But, Juanita, this is simply murder.”

“Jack, you may not believe what I am going to tell you, but it is nevertheless true. I have quarrelled hopelessly with Macklin, and I’m hiding from his anger now.”

“Why did you quarrel with him, Juanita?”

“Because he wanted me to help him in another scheme to murder you. I refused, and he attempted my life. He is hunting for me everywhere, thinking I shall communicate with you.”

“But, Juanita, if you still want that money for your child, and you didn’t spare me before, why do you do so now?”

Big tears rose in her eyes, and her voice trembled as she replied — 

“Jack, my child is dead. And think, he died on the day that I betrayed you in Batavia. It was the judgment of heaven on my sin. Had he lived, I should have betrayed you again. But now that I know he is dead, I will not side with that man against you. But you must be careful. If you have the precious paper, why don’t you go to the place, and get the money at once?”

“Because I can’t. I have sworn not to open the locket until I have been a month in England. The time expires in three days, then I shall do so. But, Juanita, you must leave London at once, you are not safe here. Go into the country, and in a week I will send you money enough to enable you to get out of England. You must let me help you in return for what you’ve done for me.”

“Ah! you don’t know,” she answered sadly. “Now my little one is gone, my life seems over; I am tired of the battle. I would rather die ... Jack, if possible I should like to give my life to save yours, to show what the worth of my love really is. Perhaps you would sometimes think kindly of me then.”

“I shall never think otherwise. Believe me, there is only kindness in my heart towards you.”

“Yes! Only kindness. Your love is dead. Jack, some day you will marry a good woman. Don’t let her believe me to have been altogether bad.”

“Don’t you know me better than that, Juanita?”

“But now that the Albino — —”

“Well?”

We both sprang to our feet, and turned in the direction of the voice. The Albino stood before us smiling sweetly!

“And what of the Albino, my dear Juanita? You see, he appears to answer for himself. But there, don’t let’s talk of him. This is indeed a pleasant surprise. Quite like old times, I declare. John Ramsay, how d’you do?”

“You little devil!” I cried. “How did you get in here?”

“By the front door, my dear boy, — how else? The door has not been built yet that could keep John Macklin out. But you don’t seem pleased to see me.”

“I should be delighted if I thought I should never set eyes on you again. I’ve come to the bottom of a good many of your tricks, and I’ve a good mind to wring your neck, you murderous little reptile.”

“That’s nonsense, arrant nonsense. But let’s get to business. Look here, John Ramsay, you’re very smart, but I’m smarter. I want that locket Veneda gave you. I must have it sooner or later, so you may as well hand it over now. Give it to me, and I’ll give you a cheque for a thousand pounds. Could anything be fairer?”

“I wouldn’t give it you for two hundred times that amount.”

“You’re a fool, a madman! You’re bringing about your own ruin. You’ve got it on you now — give it to me, or I swear you don’t leave this house alive. You can’t escape; I’ve got men in the street, and I’m armed, so hand it over.”

My temper, never too good at the best of times, here deserted me altogether. Picking up the poker, I made a dash at him. Quick as lightning he whipped a revolver from his pocket and covered me. Seeing him about to pull the trigger, I came to a halt. Before I knew what had happened, Juanita had thrown herself between us. He fired. Juanita gave a little cry and fell at my feet. Mad with rage, I sprang over her body towards him. He fired again. I felt a stab as if a red-hot knitting-needle had been run through me, and became unconscious.



When my senses came back to me, I was in the Charing Cross Hospital, more dead than alive. The bullet which had brought me down had been extracted, and the police were anxiously waiting to examine me as to the reason of it all. One thing was very certain; the Albino had achieved his purpose, for the precious locket, the cause of all the trouble, was gone.


CHAPTER VI.

CONCLUSION.
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THREE DAYS AFTER my meeting with Juanita in Leicester Square, I was lying propped up in bed in the hospital, feeling very weak and miserable, when one of the nurses came to tell me that two visitors were coming up to see me.

“Who are they,” I asked,— “men or women?”

“Ladies,” the nurse replied, as if she were speaking of a third sex. “Drove up in their own carriage.”

“Ladies!” I said. “Who can they be?”

Any further wonderment was put a stop to by the entrance of the ladies themselves, escorted by the house surgeon. Can you guess who they were? One was a lady I had never seen before, a chaperon, I suppose. The other was — but there, I must leave you to imagine who alone would have sufficient pity to forget the past, and to come and comfort the sick and sorrowful? It was Maud! The Maud I had treated so shamefully, to whom I had done so great a wrong. I could hardly believe my eyes! With that exquisite grace that always characterized her movements, she floated up the long bare ward to where I lay, bringing with her sunshine and happiness unspeakable.

“Jack, Jack,” she began, taking my great brown paw between her dainty hands, “welcome home, ten thousand welcomes home!”

Though the words she uttered were nothing more than ordinary, there was something in the way she said them that invested them with a charm no other woman could have given them.

“How did you know I was here?” I asked, when the first embarrassment was over, and she had taken a chair by my side.

“Papa saw it in the paper,” she said, “and we immediately made inquiries.”

“And you were forgiving enough to come and see me. Oh, Maud, how little I deserve it!”

“Hush, you mustn’t talk like that. Of course I could not let you lie here without coming to you. Some people might be shocked at the idea of a young lady visiting a gentleman in a hospital. But I do what I think right myself. Now, the doctor tells me you are better, and will soon be able to come out. Directly you are ready, you must come to us.”

“Come to you, Maud? Your father would never allow that.”

“Papa wishes it as much as I do, so be quick and get well. I have such a lot to tell you, and messages to give you, Jack, from your poor dear mother. I was with her till the last.”

“I guessed you would be. Poor mother!”

We were both silent for a minute, then I said — 

“Maud, can you tell me one thing? How is the woman who was found in the room with me?”

“Dead, Jack. She died while the police were examining her this morning.”

The shock was almost too much for me. It was some time before I could realize it.

“Dead? Oh, poor Juanita! Then her wish was gratified after all. She gave her life for mine. Maud, there is the end of a tragedy. Poor Juanita!”

“Don’t think of it for the present, Jack. Wait till you are stronger. I must go soon, or the doctor will say I’m keeping you from getting well.”

“Nonsense, your presence will do me more good than all his drugs put together. Forgive me one question.”

“A hundred. What is this one?”

“Maud,” I asked, almost afraid, “you are not married?”

She shook her head a little sadly, I thought. Oh, if I could only find the pluck to put another! I would try, at any rate.

“Maud, have you only come here in pity, or do you — do you — —”

She must have divined what I meant, perhaps she read it in my eyes, for a great blush spread over her face, as she bent towards me and whispered — 

“How cruel of you, Jack, to make me say it! I am here because I love you, — because I love you!”

My emotion was so great that I could not speak. My eyes overflowed with tears; I could feel them coursing down my cheeks. The doctor and nurse had taken the chaperon to the other end of the ward, and as I had a screen round my bed, we were quite alone. At last I found my voice.

“Maud,” I faltered, “I am not worthy of you, my dear, I am not worthy. You do not know what my life has been.”

What she said in reply has no business here but I know that it acted on me like a magic potion. When she went away, I only let her go on the strict understanding that she should come again as soon as she could spare the time. After the door had closed on her it was as though all the sunshine had gone out of the ward; but she had left behind in my heart a greater happiness than I had ever known before, one that can never leave me again as long as I live to feel it.

A little later the doctor came to examine me. He was struck by the improvement in my condition.

“Why, man, what on earth have you been doing to yourself?” he asked. “You’re a hundred per cent. better than you were when I saw you last.”

“Happiness, doctor,” I answered. “I have had some news which has done me more good than anything your science could prescribe for me.”

“It looks like it,” he said, and went on to the next bed laughing.

But though my heart was full of joy because I knew that Maud still loved me, it was not unmixed with a feeling of sorrow. In the first place, I knew in my heart of hearts that I was not worthy of my darling’s love; and in the second, how was I, a pauper, to ask her to be my wife? My fortune, if it had ever been a fortune, had been stolen from me, and even if I returned to my old profession, the sea, I should stand but a poor chance of ever making enough to justify me in asking Sir Benjamin for her hand. Consideration of these things was, however, postponed for the present by the arrival of the police and a magistrate, to take my deposition for use at the inquest on poor Juanita’s body. She, brave soul, had sacrificed herself for me, and it should go hard if any exertion on my part should be wanting to bring her murderer to justice. In the evening I had the satisfaction of hearing that a verdict of wilful murder had been returned against John Macklin, and that a warrant was already out for his arrest.

By special favour, Maud was permitted to see me every other day, until I was in a condition to be moved. When that happy moment arrived, she herself came to escort me. The carriage was at the great hospital door, and in it we set out for Holland Park.

When we reached the house, who should open the door but Sir Benjamin himself! His welcome could not have been more cordial had I been his own son returning after an absence of many years. On his arm I entered the house, tenderly watched by Maud. We passed into the drawing-room, and I was soon seated in a comfortable chair before the fire.

“Sit yourself down, my dear boy,” Sir Benjamin said, “and you’ll just take a glass of wine and a biscuit before you do another thing. I prescribe it myself, and surely I ought to know. Hum, ha! Maud, my dear, God bless you.”

I never remember having seen Sir Benjamin so much affected before. Tears stood in his eyes, and his hand trembled so violently that it was as much as he could do to pour out the wine for me. Dear old man, I had always misjudged his affection for myself, though why he should have felt any was a thing which, personally, I could never understand.

It was not till after lunch that I got an opportunity of a private conversation with him. Then, as I had made up my mind I would, I told him my whole story, from the time of my leaving England on my last voyage, up to the present moment. As my yarn progressed, I was alarmed at the change in his face. From its usual rosy hue its colour passed to an extraordinary pallor, and when I reached the account of my scene with Juanita, and my attempted assassination, with the robbery of the locket, I thought he would have fainted. He gasped — 

“You say that Marmaduke, my nephew, gave you that locket containing the piece of paper?”

“Yes, and bound me by a promise that I would not open it till I had been a month in London.”

“Then, John, God forgive me, I have done you an awful injury. I have, unconsciously it is true, robbed you of £200,000!”

“What!” I cried, in my turn astonished by his words. “What had you to do with that affair?”

“I was the custodian of it; my nephew sent it home to me from Chili to keep for him, with the proviso that if ever he should send a messenger for it, bearing a certain piece of paper, I should give him whatever amount, even up to the entire sum, he should ask of me.”

“And that messenger?”

“Came the same day that we heard of your accident, and brought the scrap of paper; he said my nephew was in great danger, and wanted his money immediately; he took away my cheque for £200,000 and accumulated interest, and, as I have found out by inquiry, cashed it the same morning. By this time he has probably left the country!”

“What was he like, this messenger?”

“Well, he was the most extraordinary little man I ever set eyes on. He was a deformed Albino.”

“The Albino! Then you’ve seen the murderer — the man who killed Juanita, and attempted to do the same for me.”

“Good heavens! What’s to be done now?”

“Nothing that I can see. The police are searching high and low for him. We can’t recover the money, for we haven’t the vestige of a right to it. You must remember it was to be the property of whosoever brought you the paper. The Albino brought it, and he has got it. We must grin and bear our loss. You are not a bit to blame, Sir Benjamin.”

I saw that he felt he had injured me, and to try and drive the subject from his mind, I spoke to him of my views regarding Maud. In a second he was another man.

“Jack, my boy, God bless you for that idea! My carelessness, though certainly I did not know any better, has deprived you of great wealth; now I can make up for it. You love Maud. Maud has never wavered in her affection for you. I’m not going to ask what your life has been since you left us, because I trust to your honour not to ask me for my girl if there’s anything against it. On the point of money we’ll split the difference, and on your wedding-day I’ll make you a present of a cheque for £100,000. Will that suit you?”

“No, Sir Benjamin, I cannot let you do it. If when I’m strong enough you’ll help me to some appointment which will enable me to support Maud in a proper manner, I should be just as grateful. But I can’t take your money in compensation for what was not your fault.”

“It shan’t be in compensation then, it shall be as a free gift. See, here is Maud; if you want to talk about it, let it be to her. I must go into town, and find out if the police have discovered anything regarding that Albino.”

With this excuse the old gentleman hobbled out of the room, and I was left alone with Maud. When I told her of her father’s generosity she became very silent, and her dear eyes filled with tears, but you may be sure they were not tears of sorrow.

“There’s one thing I want to tell you, Jack,” she said. “I asked papa to undertake on your behalf the funeral of that poor woman. He did so, and now she has a quiet resting-place in Wendthrop churchyard, under the great yew-tree near the lych-gate. I knew you would like to think she had been given a proper burial. Some day we will go together, and see the grave of the woman who sacrificed her life in such a noble way. We must never forget her nobility, Jack.”

“No, dear, pray God we never may! Poor Juanita, her troubled life is over! Surely all her sins have been atoned for by her last act of self-sacrifice!”

And so it came to pass, a month or two later, when summer was on the land, that we twain, as man and wife, went down together to the little village, in the churchyard of which Juanita takes her last long sleep. It was evening, the after-glow of sunset was still upon the sky, and bats were flitting hither and thither among the tombs. In the dip below the churchyard the dear old river ran its silent course towards the sea; a faint chattering sounded from the rooks in the elms above us, and across the meadows came the gentle tinkling of cattle-bells. We passed through God’s acre to the old yew-tree, beneath whose ample shade a grave was just beginning to show signs of the care that had been bestowed upon it.

Hand in hand we stood beside it, thinking of the woman whose body lay beneath us. In my thoughts I was far away from England. Thursday Island rose before my eyes; the bay dotted with shipping, clouds upon the hill-tops, the noise of the surf upon the beach, the rustling of palm-trees, and Juanita’s laughter ringing from the Orient Hotel.

Before we came away we made a resolve that once every year, as long as we two should live, we would repeat the visit. The grave will be our constant care. For in that way alone can we show our gratitude to the woman whose resting-place it is.

But to return to a more cheerful topic. My long story is fast drawing to a close, and, as I don’t doubt, you will say it is about time. But there are two more circumstances of importance to be recorded before I can with satisfaction call a halt.

The first is the matter of my marriage. But when I tell you that it only happened a couple of months ago, you will see that I am hardly in a position yet to describe it with the care such an important event demands. Suffice it then that it took place at the parish church without any ostentation or fuss. I’m not going to tell you how Maud looked in her wedding-dress, because I was far too nervous to find that out for myself. A tiny cousin acted as her bridesmaid, and an old sea friend was good enough to officiate as my best man.

After the ceremony, which took place in the afternoon, we drove back to the house, where Maud held a little reception; and here occurred the second event to which I desire to draw your attention.

Among the guests who came to offer their congratulations were two people whom I had seen before under very different circumstances. That they had not recognized my connection with that affair was evident. So waiting my opportunity, I took Maud on my arm, and bidding her listen, approached the lady, saying politely — 

“I think we have met before!”

She stared in blank surprise, grew very confused, and at last replied — 

“I’m afraid you must be mistaken, Mr. Ramsay; I don’t think I have ever had the pleasure of seeing you before!”

“And yet I think I carried you in my arms once, and for a considerable distance!”

“You, Mr. Ramsay? Surely you must be mistaken! Pray tell me when.”

“In Australia. You were staying at the Federation Hotel the night it caught fire. A fireman carried you down a ladder in his arms!”

“Good gracious! You were not that fireman?”

“I was, though please say nothing about it. If you do, I shall be sorry I recalled the circumstance to your memory.”

“But you saved my life. Oh, where is my husband? I must tell him. Maud, do you hear what Mr. Ramsay says?”

“Yes, I have heard about it before, and I am very proud of him,” said Maud; and that little sentence was more than sufficient praise for me.

Next moment Major Welbourne — for he was Major now — was overwhelming me with protestations of gratitude, and I was bitterly regretting having said anything about the matter. But for all that it was a strange coincidence, wasn’t it?

As soon as the reception was over, we bade Sir Benjamin good-bye, and started for Southsea, en route to the Isle of Wight, where, as the guests of Mr. Sanctuary, Maud’s cousin, we proposed to spend our honeymoon.

It is under his hospitable roof that this account of my strange adventures has been written, and now comes to a conclusion.

I am loth to say “farewell,” but what more can I tell you? Only the other day I discovered that Bradshaw the banker, whose embezzlement was the primary cause of all the trouble, had the misfortune to be extradited soon after the loss of his money, and now occupies a cell in one of her Majesty’s criminal lunatic asylums. Of the ill-fated pair who left Valparaiso in the schooner Island Queen, Veneda lies buried on an island off the Sumatra coast, Juanita in an English churchyard. So far nothing has been heard of the Albino. Despite his extraordinary personality, which, one would be tempted to believe, would render it the more difficult for him to escape, he has succeeded in completely baffling the police. Whether I shall ever hear of him again is a matter outside my power to tell, but that he will some day overreach himself, and suffer the penalty of his crimes, I am as certain as that I am one of the happiest of men to-day. And nothing can be more certain than that!

And with the assurance of that fact I bring my story to a close. My only hope is that I may be permitted to be the husband to Maud that she deserves; and my only regret is that I cannot prove myself better worthy of her love. Surely a life devoted to achieving both these ends cannot be altogether spent in vain!

THE END


A Lost Endeavour (1895)
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INTRODUCTION

MOST Gentle Reader, it is in my mind that I would like to take you up bodily and carry you off to Thursday Island, that quaint and but little known land spot peering up out of the green seas that separate New Guinea from the most northerly coast line of Australia.

It is the very earliest moment of the day there, half night, half morning; that shadowy border-land lying between both; just the strangest, uncanniest, Mother-of-Pearl dawn imaginable, in which everything, even the most insignificant object, seems to take a shape and colour quite separate and distinct from that worn by it in the sober, matter-of-fact glare of mid-day.

The settlement, with its multifarious population, usually so noisy, is very quiet; quiet almost as the water of the Bay, which is like glass, undisturbed by even the faintest ripple. Only an hour or so before, a crowd of Pearlers, in a neighbouring drinking house, were making night hideous with their wild sea chanties; now even they have reeled home, and we seem to have the world entirely to ourselves.

Having dressed, we seat ourselves in our friend’s verandah, and look down, by way of a quaint little wooden street, at the harbour, across which the faint outline of the Australian coast will presently be peeping up.

Without doubt we have every prospect of a hot day before us, but just now, after the sweltering night through which we have passed, it is more than pleasant to sit absorbing the quiet and the cool, undisturbed. In order, perhaps, that we may not experience any feeling of loneliness, a little dawn wind comes up to us from the great Pacific, whispers among the long green leaves of a plantain growing beside the verandah, and then goes its way round the hill side, to set the luggers rocking in the Bay below. The plantain, in her turn, repeats the message, something about coral reefs and blue seas, if I mistake not, to a neighbouring palm, who curtseys an appreciative reply. Then a long, dry leaf that we can only hear, falls with a faint dreamy rustle to the ground, to be there caught up by the frolic wind, and carried out into the centre of the dusty street, where it lies hopelessly stranded and alone, an object both for pity and for ridicule. At first we are hardly conscious why we notice these things, so insignificant in themselves, but we soon come to see that it is because they blend so harmoniously into the faint perfume of baked earth and withered palm leaves that pervades everything. And, now we think of it, even that perfume is not without its charm, an indefinable something, that has almost a note of pathos in it. It rises before us like an echo of the dead and half forgotten Past, a vague sadness that we would not for worlds be without. As someone suggests, it is like the remembrance of a joy that has been, overpowering the bitterness of some sorrow of the present.

Not a living soul is visible; that is if we except a monster tortoiseshell cat, who making her appearance from among the piles of a neighbouring house, springs into our verandah, and comes stealthily towards us, purring all the time. But as we stoop to caress her, a Kanaka turns out into the verandah of his residence further along the street, and investigates the weather. When he retires satisfied, a thread of palest blue smoke rises into the still air, to hang a moment there before drifting off into the more perfect blue beyond. Another follows it and yet another, till as many as a dozen fairy columns may be counted.

Then just as we are losing ourselves in contemplation of these things, our host emerges from his room, clad in perfect white from top to toe. His appearance is always fascinating, but this morning it is, if possible, even more so than usual. There is a flavour of All the East in his attire, a wealth of oriental reminiscence in the broad brimmed panama upon his head, and the scarlet cumerabund that bounds his ample waist. He is a strange person, this host of ours, a man of vast and peculiar knowledge, one who knows his world thoroughly, who has accumulated multitudinous experiences, and one who has endless queer stories of Life and Death to tell.

He bids us “good-morning,” and instinctively we rise and follow him across the verandah and down the steps into the dusty street. Then we head east towards the extremity of the Island, towards a house that we can only just see, a particular, a special house, of which last night we heard much, and which we are now visiting purely at our own request.

Reaching the hill, we bear slightly to our left hand, in order to ascend it. The road, by which we have hitherto travelled, no longer arrogates to itself the dignity of a recognised footway, but is only a faint track, circling in and out amongst attenuated palms and dust laden Castor Oil bushes. The stillness is most remarkable.

Half way up the hill we pause to look down upon the settlement and its peaceful harbour. Already a decided glow warms the eastern heavens. We reflect sorrowfully that it will not be very long now before the sun rises, and noting this, we resume our march, not to stop again until we are at our destination.

Imagine a long, low, wooden structure, of one storey, roofed with shingles and surrounded on all sides by a deep verandah; the latter, almost covered by luxuriant creepers, whose sinuous arms have penetrated into every nook and cranny, looks out on to what was once a carefully tended garden, but is now only a hopeless waste of weeds and tropical profusion. Let the house be backed by a towering hill, and fronted by the tiny settlement, the harbour, and the adjacent islands. Then, if you have realized all this, you will have in your mind some notion of the place to which, with so much circumlocution, we have journeyed.

With a feeling that is akin to awe we follow our guide into the deserted dwelling. It is all so still that the very hush of the outside world seems noise within its walls.

The first room leading off the verandah is destitute of furniture, or indeed any sign of having ever been in human occupation. It clanks and resounds to our footsteps as we enter. To assist us in our search the light of sunrise steals in through the eastern window, and reveals what? Only a big green frog seated in the centre of the floor, regarding us with soulless eyes. Leaving him in undisturbed possession, we explore the other rooms where a surprise is in store for us! Unlike the first, these are completely furnished, and with a taste that is as unusual in the Island, as its presence there is unexpected. The rooms are three in number, and each is just as the last occupants left it. But time and the climate have worked their wicked wills upon them. All three are alike, equally mildewed, and equally forsaken. The ghost of a mysterious, an awful Past seems to have laid its icy finger upon this deserted dwelling. An infinite sadness reigns throughout it.

And does nothing but the furniture remain to tell of those who once were happy here?

Nothing! But stay, we are wrong. When we say nothing, we forget that in one room, upon a window ledge, coated with dust, but otherwise just as they were thrown down, we noticed a tiny thimble and a piece of cambric, in which the rusty needle was still imbedded. Could anything be more lonesome? Could anything be more sad? For that is all! All that remains to us, tangible to the touch, of the tragedy of this long deserted house! We leave the place oppressed with a feeling of intense melancholy.

Passing out again we choose another path and visit the cemetery on the hill. Here our guide points out to us a grave. No marble monument marks the spot. Only a simple wooden cross, erected by some humble sympathiser, stands at the head; and even that is barren of inscription.

Just as we reach it a gleam of sunshine penetrates the spot and kisses the narrow resting place. The dawn wind sweeps through the long grass, sighs among the trees, and then dies away completely. It is growing far too warm for walking. Let us turn back to our verandah, and as we go we will try and induce our host to show us the connection between this grave and the silent house upon the hill.


CHAPTER I

THE FIRST DAY
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“LE DESESPOIR COMBLE non seulement notre misere, mais notre faiblesse.” — VAUVENARGUES.



THE ribbon of dusty road, if road indeed it can be called, which begins at the old graveyard among the mangroves, on the East side of Port Kennedy, and comes to an abrupt termination among the Castor Oil bushes near the Jesuits’ house on the West, lay all dazzling white in the pitiless glare of the morning sun.

It was the very middle of the hot weather, and the presence of that road seemed to dominate everything; its influence was upon the whole settlement. There was its own dust upon the track, there was equally much dust from it off the track; a dejected palm on the right was coated with it, as also was a hedge of malignant Aloes on the left. No man walked along it without a malediction, and even a green lizard, wending his way homeward through the dry grass beside it, carried some of its grit upon his back.

The heat was terrific, and as if to add still further to the peculiar misery of the scene, a whirling, skirling dust-devil formed itself opposite Shanghai Pete’s Store, and went hurtling away across country, to break with a long sustained moan on the open block behind Tommy Ah Foo’s Billiard Saloon in Main Street. A blinding heat haze held all the worn out land, and in this everything, hills, houses, and harbour, seemed to dance and quiver.

It was close upon noon, and the Township was very quiet. A few pearling luggers rode at anchor in the harbour, a British India Mail-boat was drawn up alongside the hulk, and a missionary schooner from New Guinea was going about on her last board to her anchorage near the new jetty. A small knot of Kanakas were discussing her movements in subdued voices from a corner verandah on the sea-front, and a dog was scratching up the dust near Hong Kong Joe’s boat building yard. That was all, save the smell of the scorched earth which was upon, around, and above everything.

Presently a man turned the corner from China Town and came slowly along the road. The haze danced and swung round him, and the dust he created closed in upon the view behind him like a pall. He was a white man, and an Englishman; that, at least, was unmistakable; very tall, very narrow shouldered, prematurely old, and painfully thin. His face was pinched and haggard, his hair was sparse and very gray over the temples, but his eyes, which were large though much sunken, shone with a wonderful brilliance. Many might have called him handsome; all must have admitted the refinement of his features. But he walked like a man dazed, with the air of one who had received a heavy blow and had not yet recovered from the shock of it. Twice in the short distance, that separated the corner from the first foot bridge, he staggered, and once he almost fell. As he recovered himself he smiled in a strange fashion, and murmured something in a tongue that betrayed an education which was neither consistent with his poverty stricken appearance nor indeed his very presence in the Island.

But though he made his way in a definite direction, he seemed hardly to be conscious of his actions. For when his hat fell off and rolled into the cactus hedge, he would have let it lie there, and gone on his way bareheaded, had he not been called upon to stop by a man coming down the side track from the cemetery. The new corner was a young man, five and twenty at most, with a strange, clear cut, ascetic face, dressed entirely in white, and wearing a broad brimmed straw hat upon his head.

He picked the other’s head gear out of the dust, and, having brushed it, handed it to him. As he did so he sighed heavily.

“Garfitt, Garfitt,” he said reproachfully, “I know your trouble, but I did not think it would come to this!”

For a moment the other did not vouchsafe any reply, then he said quietly — 

“I assure you you are altogether in error, Padre. The pity is that you have no knowledge of my case. But, now I come to think of it, this is well met, excellently well met! I have a quotation saving up in the lumber room of my memory for you. Construe me this — 

‘Nec quae praeteriit, iterum revocabitur unda; Nec, quae praeteriit, bora redire potest—’”

As he spoke he reeled and would have fallen had not the other stretched out his arm and saved him.

“Garfitt, you know as well as I do that you are talking arrant nonsense! What do you mean by it?”

“Happiness, Padre! Nescio qua praeter solitum dulcedine laeti! That’s what it is. Sheer, undiluted, uncontrovertible happiness. Happiness that nothing can destroy and none take away. In other words, Parson, I’ve learnt my fate!”

“Steady, man, steady! You’re shaking like the palsy. Pull yourself together and tell me all about it. You’re not drunk, but it’s easily seen you’ve been drinking!”

“That’s just the awful pity of it. In my present state drink has no effect upon me. My gracious, if I could only get decently, happily drunk, what a relief it would be. But after all, I don’t know that it matters; I have other consolations. You see the end is coming at last!”

“What end?”

“As if you don’t know! Why, the end of all things, Hamlet’s fell sergeant, Death! The snuffing out of my candle. Look at my hands. Look at my eyes — my cheeks! Look at the stains on this dish clout I dignify with the name of a handkerchief. I tell you I’ve learnt my fate. I’m given the end of my tether, and what’s the result? Why, that three months from to-day, perhaps before, you will be called upon to do your duty by me in the cemetery up yonder! I’m given three months leg rope! You don’t seem to realize the delightful certainty of it all!”

“You poor wretch, and you dare to jest over it!”

“Jest? I jest? Not I! This is the most grisly bit of earnest you ever heard of! Man, can’t you see all that it means for me? Why, if you could only know the pains I’ve been at to accumulate sufficient pluck to anticipate it you would not wonder that I hail its approach with so much gladness. Why, I’ve even gone out of my way so far as to — but there, what boots all this palaver? it’s come at last, and to-night I mean to celebrate it. Padre, do you know what I’ve just done? I’ve sold the only bit of jewelry that remains to me of my former state, a ring my mother gave me, to raise funds for an orgie to celebrate my release. I’ve got a reputation in the Island for wildness, but to-night we’ll have such a charivari as has never been seen in this rat hole before. You’d better doff your livery and join us. It will be diverting, I assure you — four of us, all in the same plight. Four doomed men! It will be the Revel of Death with a vengeance, won’t it?”

“Garfitt, reflect! Pause before it is too late, I conjure you! If your situation be as desperate as you say, have you no relatives to think of? None with whom you might communicate?”

“Not one. Not a single relative of any sort who would care one jot. No, they’ll rejoice, my friend. They’ll be glad. Ho! Ho! I fancy I can hear them. Why have I lived here all these long years do you think? Not because I liked Thursday Island? Not because I was building up a fortune here? No, but because I’m forced to it! Because I’m an exile, an outcast, of less account than even the lepers on the island over yonder! But, d’you know, I’d like to have vengeance on them once. I’d like to do just one little thing to make them squirm!”

“And how much the better would you be for it?”

“I don’t want to be the better for it. I don’t want to be the better for anything. I just want to die and be out of it all. That’s my one and only desire. But come, Padre, you’ll join us to-night?”

“Garfitt, will anything I can say or do induce you to forego this act of senseless bravado?”

“Nothing, Padre, unless you can make me believe the truth of your teaching. And even that consolation is denied me. I’m like the man in — but oh, I say, I was forgetting, you didn’t construe me those lines, ‘Nec, quae prae—’”

But the Padre was gone, speeding down the hill side as fast as his long legs would carry him. Garfitt looked after him and smiled. Then he shrugged his narrow shoulders, and swaying slightly as before, resumed his walk.

It was certainly an awful morning, and the heat seemed to be growing every moment greater. The haze danced and reeled about him, the glare smote his eyes with absolute pain. A clump of aloes by the wayside showed a vivid though dusty green through the shimmering glow as he approached them. But he was not thinking of heat, dust, or aloes. He was gloating over the doom that the only recognised doctor in the settlement had that day pronounced against him. And as he thought of it he rattled the money in his pocket that was to purchase the orgie of the evening.

But something was destined, after all, to prevent the accomplishment of his desires. For passing the clump of aloes, a sound broke upon his ear that occasioned him no little surprise.

It was undoubtedly a sob. And yet who, even in the direst abandonment of grief, would choose such a ghastly place to weep in? He stopped in his walk and looked in the direction whence the sound proceeded. As he did so a woman rose out of the dust like a spirit of the Waste, and confronted him. He gazed at her in complete astonishment. Never in his life before had he seen so wild, so despairing, so altogether strange a creature. She came towards him through the scorching heat, holding out her arms in piteous supplication.

“Charité, Monsieur, pour l’amour de Dieu, charité!”

In a flash the remembrance of her face came back to him. This was the woman he had seen put ashore, on the previous day, by the homeward bound mail-boat as a stowaway. He had witnessed her debarkation, and had callously remarked the insults heaped upon her by the boatmen. In her present outburst of despair, however, he, for a moment, forgot his own unenviable position. But before he could reply to her she had determined that he was unable to assist her, and was on the ground again, rocking herself to and fro, sobbing as before. Garfitt approached her.

“Come, come,” he said in French, “this will never do, you know! You must not sit here bareheaded in this blinding sun!”

She looked up at him, and, for the first time, he realized the quaint attractiveness of her face, sodden with grief and begrimed with dust though it was. She paused for a moment, and then, as if to excuse her conduct, said — 

“I am homeless, penniless, and starving!” He nodded his head. He understood exactly. From his pinnacle of despair he could quite appreciate the depth of her loneliness, her poverty, and her hunger. He continued the conversation, this time in a somewhat kindlier tone.

“Pardon me, but I think you were put ashore from the ‘Queenslander’ yesterday?”

With the remembrance of the indignities shown her on that miserable occasion, she fell again to weeping and wringing her hands. He saw that her nerves were quite unstrung, and that it would be folly, in her present condition, to expect anything like a coherent tale from her. So changing his tone again he continued.

“Have you no friends in the Island? None to whom you can apply for help?”

“I am a stranger, Monsieur, and quite alone in all the world!”

“Well, whatever you are, you must not stay here crying like this! You’ll get a sunstroke, to say the least of it!”

She looked up at him and then said quietly — 

“Would that be such a very terrible matter, Monsieur?”

The situation was becoming complicated. He felt his peculiar unfitness to conduct the line of argument called for by her last speech. In place of a reply he looked at her again. There was something about her that he could not understand. In his day he had had to do with many women — but never one quite like this. Who and what was she? She certainly had an air of refinement that was woefully at variance with her loneliness and destitution, and he saw that she — but at this point he dropped his speculations, there were other things more important than her culture to be considered. He put his hand into his pocket and fingered the money he had obtained for his ring. It was all he possessed in the world, and what he was to do for more, when that was gone, he could not have said, even had he paused to think of such a thing.

“There’s something that will at least help you in the immediate present,” he said, handing her the silver. “Go to Jimmy Way Ling’s store on the Sea Front, and tell him John Garfitt sent you. He’ll give you the best meal!” Before she could thank him he had lifted his battered straw hat with the air of a court chamberlain, and resumed his walk towards the white verandah of the Hotel of All Nations. When he reached it he turned to look back at her. The dust by the Aloe clump was settling down again, and he could just discern the slim figure making its way seaward. He smiled as the remembrance of the incident crossed his mind, but the expression faded out of his face as quickly as it had come when he reflected that, by his generosity, he had not only left himself without a penny in the world, but he had also deprived himself of the means of executing the very business which had brought him in that direction. “Well, it had to be done,” he told himself apologetically, “I could not have the remembrance of that poor little devil’s hungry face upon my conscience.”

Whatever else may be said of it, the Hotel of All Nations is at least cosmopolitan in the matter of its habitués. Mail-boat Pilots, Pearlers, Owners of beautiful but mysterious schooners, South Sea Traders, Divers, Commercial Travellers, all make it their common rendezvous. From the verandahs, lovely views of the Harbour, of the adjacent islands, and sometimes, that is on clear days, of the mainland of Australia may be obtained; and there, above all other places, stories of life on the under side may be heard, as might be guaranteed to fill the listener with wonderment in no stinted measure.

A number of Pearlers were drinking in the Bar when Garfitt entered. They called upon him to join them. Having complied with their request he made an apology and passed to the letter rack in the hall. It was a long time since he had received a communication from his old world, yet the habit of examining that rack still remained with him. To his surprise, an envelope with his name upon it stared him in the face.



Mr. John Garfitt, 

Thursday Island.



It was addressed in a handwriting that was so unpleasantly familiar as to cause him to blanch even whiter than before. Pulling it out of the tapes he carried it to the verandah, where he sank into a chair.

“What does it mean?” he asked himself, turning the envelope over and over in his trembling hands. “What reason can he have for writing to me?”

He broke the seal slowly as one who fears he may find an insult, and examined the contents. It ran as follows: — 



Lord John St. Denys Paignton, 

Thursday Island, 

N. Queensland.



Market Chambers, Stepford Basing, 

20th November 18 — 



My Lord, — It is with extreme regret that I convey to you the sorrowful intelligence of the decease of your much esteemed father, His Grace the Duke of Exminster, which occurred on Thursday, the 15 th July last, after an acute illness extending over a period of only three days.

His will has been duly proved, and on behalf of the executors, I have the honour to inform you that under it you benefit to the extent of One Thousand Pounds Sterling. This amount I have to-day, in compliance with the testator’s instructions, paid into the Bank of New Holland, with the proviso that it is to be placed to your credit immediately upon your depositing with the Manager of the branch in Thursday Island, the accompanying document, signed, to the effect that you will never set foot in England during the life of your brother (His Grace, the present Duke).

I am moreover instructed to inform you that a further allowance of One Hundred and Fifty Pounds will be paid to you every half year, commencing on January 1st next, upon the same condition. — I have the honour to be, Your Lordship’s very obedient humble servant, 



MATTHEW JAMESON, 



Solicitor to the Executors.



Garfitt smoothed the letter carefully out and read it again, with the enclosure. Then he sat looking across the Harbour in a brown study. Presently he said to himself, “And so the unnatural old dog has gone at last, has he? And died without forgiving me! Well, well! He never would believe my version of the story, so I don’t know that it matters very much — and yet he was fond of me once — I remember the day he came down to see me at school the term after I got my Remove.... We walked across the Playing fields together, his arm around my neck.... Bah! What a fool I am to think of that now! He’s gone and I’m going. Going where? I wonder! But there, what does it matter; it puts an end to this life at least! ‘Mors laborum ac miserarium quies est!’ But there is one thing, by Jove, he has done for me! I’ll sign this document, and then to-night we’ll be able to have our celebration after all!” — 

He rose, folded up the papers, put them in his pocket, and went slowly down the hill again towards the Bank. Arriving at the little wicket gate, he paused for a moment. Then having plucked up courage, he crossed the garden and entered the house. Having asked to see the Manager, he was ushered into an inner room. As the door closed upon him two clerks perched on high stools in the office looked at each other and laughed. Everyone in the settlement knew John Garfitt. His excesses, and his ever recurring fits of abject poverty, were as well known as the South West Monsoon.

The Manager motioned him to a seat. It was not the first time by very many, that Garfitt had called upon him; but those visits had been less frequent of late. The Bank was a good distance from his usual haunts, and even the little naked Kanaka boys on the Beach knew that the man was dying.

“Good-morning, Mr. Garfitt,” he said. “What can I do for you? But first let me get you some stimulant. You look utterly worn out!”

“No, thank you, I’m a trifle winded, that’s all — your hill is too much for my lung. Now, before I tell you my business, if you don’t know it already, I want you to give me a promise. I have with me a paper, which I’m not fool enough to deny means a good deal to me. Some money has been left to me; it has been paid into your Bank, but I am not to be permitted to touch it until I have deposited a certain paper with you, signed. Here is the document! I will attach my signature to it and you can witness it. But before I do so I want you to promise me that my real name and rank shall not go any further. D’you see? I don’t want the Settlement to know what a derelict I am! Rather than let that happen I would tear up the paper and forfeit the entire amount. After what you know of me, it may seem strange to you that I should have any pride left, but I suppose we’ve all got our weak spots somewhere. Can you promise me this?”

“Certainly! I will give you that promise with very much pleasure.”

“I am obliged to you. Now I will sign it!” Garfitt signed the paper and the Manager witnessed it. Then having drawn a cheque for twenty pounds, he cashed it, and rose to leave. The Manager, however, laid a hand upon his arm.

“My lord!” he said, earnestly. “Before you go, I hope you will let me venture a little bit of advice!”

“It will probably be quite useless, but I owe you a courtesy. Go on!”

“You know your condition?”

“Perfectly! I have been reassured regarding it this morning!”

“Then my advice is, communicate with your family without delay.”

“It would be of no use. I have done with my own people for ever; or they have done with me. It does not matter a button which, does it?”

“Your mother—”

“My mother died when I was a boy. My father five months ago. My brother, who succeeds, would rather cut his throat than recognise me, and the rest of the family follow his lead. Never mind, in three months I shall be quits even with myself. So what does it matter after all!”

“But it can’t be so bad as that. Surely if they knew the state of your health they would relent?”

“Thank you, I have not the least desire for either their pity or their forgiveness. I humbled myself before them once, and was reviled for my pains. I have no intention of doing so again, I can assure you!”

“My lord, this is very, very sad!”

“You would think so if you knew all. Now, in my turn, let me give you a little bit of advice. If ever you are tempted to go wrong, put a bullet through your brain then and there. Don’t wait to consider. You’ll find it cheapest in the long run, believe me! Good-bye.”

He shook the banker by the hand and passed out through the office into the glaring sunlight. Once there he looked up and down the road as if irresolute. Finally he made up his mind. “I’ll do it! By Jove, I will!”

Then he set off, as fast as his enfeebled limbs would permit, to find the woman whose destitution had so much affected him two hours before. He called first at Jimmy Way Ling’s store, but she had not been there; he interrogated several people he met, but they had not seen her. She was not to be found anywhere along the beach, nor had the Kanakas encountered her upon the hill. After a while he began to look upon the quest as hopeless. So having rested on the sea front, he made one final search, and this proving unsuccessful, struggled up through the dust to his curious residence on the hill side.


CHAPTER II

THE EVENING OF THE SAME DAY
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“Sans les femmes les deux extremites de la vie seroient sans secours, et le milieu sans plaisir.”

THE sun, as if to show that his power did not terminate with his departure, arranged that the night should prove well-nigh as hot as the previous fourteen hours had been. The great full moon shone down upon the settlement as brilliantly as the sun had done all day. Her rays illumined everything; but while those of her lord found out and brought into relief the many imperfections of that worn-out spot, she, on the other hand, toned down such blemishes, and threw a halo of romance, and even a sort of weird beauty over the most commonplace and unsatisfactory things. Especially was this noticeable in her treatment of John Garfitt’s tattered residence on the hill side. Viewed by her light, even the dingy Castor Oil Bushes growing beyond the verandah rails, the spiky leaves of the Aloe, the faded tangle of a group of Palms, exhibited a certain picturesqueness that was not at all their portion in the other’s scorching glare.

The house itself was a wooden structure in wretched repair; a lonely barrack of a place, that was only occupied by Garfitt because its remoteness from the Township promised a privacy that would not have been obtainable elsewhere. And certainly a less frequented abode he could not have discovered. From the time when it was first built, it had been a strangely unfortunate place; death after death had occurred in it, and more than one queer story circulated in the settlement concerning it. But Garfitt was not the sort of man to be scared by old wives’ tales, and so here, quite alone, he dwelt, and here on this particular evening, he had gathered together the four men whom he had chosen to celebrate the news of his release with him.

They sat in the large room at the further end of the verandah. It was not a cheerful place at any time; but under the conditions to be hereafter enumerated, it was like a glimpse of the Refectory of the Castle of Despair. A dirty oil lamp, that flared and smelt abominably, hung from the ceiling, and revealed the poverty stricken nature of the apartment. The walls were stained and mildewed; the moon could be plainly seen through the fracture in the roof; and the floor had not been swept within the memory of man. The chairs were boxes, the table only an empty packing case turned on end. On this last, numerous champagne bottles were grouped, while others, emptied of their contents, lay scattered about upon the floor.

Round this impromptu table sat four men, each embodying a distinct Thursday Island type. Because the night was hot they had discarded their coats, and for greater coolness had rolled their shirt sleeves as high as they would go. At the head of the board sat John Garfitt, the giver of the feast; on his right lolled San Francisco Dick, once famed far and wide as the smartest seaman in those smart seas; opposite him was The Scholar, who, a few years before, armed only with a belaying pin, had put down a mutiny aboard his topsail Schooner, the “Waterwitch,” and sailed her into Cooktown, his head half tomahawked away; while beyond him again was The Man from New Guinea, whose handsome face, mysterious history, and wonderful diving feats were schooner gossip from the furthest Kuriles to the Friendly Group.

Like Garfitt, they were all victims of the same dread disease. Like Garfitt, from being hale and hearty men, they were fast dwindling into shadows, going swiftly towards that black darkness that seemed already to overshadow the very air they breathed.

It was easy to see that they had been drinking deeply, a wild, desperate carousal that had a sort of echo in the very circumstances of their lives. For they were all without hope, and in consequence were all reckless to the last degree. But though each man knew his fate, and before the world affected a grisly nonchalance concerning it, it was that very affectation that made him betray his real anxiety too plainly.

Throughout the evening Garfitt had been in the most uproarious spirits; his raillery of his companions, and his bitter witticisms against himself, had hardly ceased for a minute. He stopped at nothing. No subject was too sacred or too profane for him. Oblivious to the fact that they were his guests, he seized upon their superstitions one by one, held them up to ridicule, and dashed them down again. Every moment he grew more reckless, and every moment his wit became more and more caustic and severe. It was impossible to check him. He laughed and sneered at everything — at life — at death — at love — at religion — at even the vaguest thought of a Hereafter. His extraordinary memory, unimpaired by the ravages of his disease, threshed through all the great philosophers for texts to illustrate his meaning. Indeed to such a pitch did he at length come, that his audience, who had at first laughed with him, now shrank from him in sheer terror and disgust. Seeing this he bade them go on drinking — drinking — drinking. That was his continual refrain. To drink — the only thing that could give them the least enjoyment before they were blotted off Life’s Roll Call for ever. His thin face was flushed, and his eyes shone like enormous rubies. He rocked to and fro, and the more he talked, the more excited he became. Unknown to them he was working out a curious problem for himself. It was not possible for them to understand that he was fighting madly against the Sea of Despair that was fast threatening to engulph him. And, illogically enough, it was in thus outraging the feelings of others that he derived the only atom of consolation that was possible to him.

San Francisco Dick, on whom the wine had produced a maudlin effect, was at last so much upset by his host’s eloquence, that he began to sob softly. The Man from New Guinea sat looking steadily before him into the moonlit verandah with a strange expression of perplexity upon his handsome face. Only The Scholar seemed to be really listening. Once or twice he raised his hand deprecatingly. At last, unable to bear it any longer, he rose to his feet, swayed for a moment till he got his balance, and then moved towards the door. As he did so he said solemnly, but without any sign of anger— “You drunken dog. Since you can’t stop that blasphemy, I’m going home!”

“Go then!” cried Garfitt mockingly, “go home — why should I bother myself with such a paltry cur? Bah! Go back to your kennel, and pray on your drunken, bended, cowardly knees for a few days’ longer life. Pray to be allowed to live; with that colour in your cheeks, that blood upon your lips, and that trembling in your hands, mocking every word you utter. Go back and pray to be allowed to drag on in this hell, unable even to—”

He came to a sudden stop, and drew the back of his hand across his mouth. When he looked at it the expression on his face changed like magic.

“Scholar,” he cried, “come back!”

But there was no answer. The Scholar had left the house and was reeling and staggering down the broken path among the Castor Oil Bushes.

Then Garfitt’s fury blazed out again. He turned upon his two remaining guests, who were watching him with fascinated faces, and cried — 

“Get up, you skrimshanking beachcombers, and go too! Clear out of this — I’ll have no more of you! [Then to San Francisco Dick] What are you blubbering about, you ninny? Bah! How sick I am of you! Get up and go! But no, stay a moment. Here’s a song to take away with you — my own music, but the words of a man who knew all the sorrow and the travail of the world. No, I can’t sing to-night!”

He paused, and then began to recite. It was not a nice performance, for his voice was little more than a whisper, and he had to stop at the end of every line for breath.



“Lay your dear little hand on my hearty my fair.

Ah! you hear how it beats on its chamber there?

In there dwells a carpenter grim and vile, 

And he’s shaping a coffin for me the while!”
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Sacramento Dick could stand it no longer; he rose and fumbled his way along the wall to the window that opened on to the verandah. Once there, he turned and looked back at Garfitt, who had risen and was now leaning against the packing-case table. Then he too vanished from the house. Garfitt laughed and continued — 

“There is knocking and hammering nigh t and day; Long since they have frightened my sleep away. O Carpenter, show that you know your trade, That so to sleep I may soon be laid!”

When he had finished there was absolute silence. Then he turned to his remaining companion, and pushing a bottle towards him bade him fill his glass, saying — 

“That so to sleep we may soon be laid. Drink, you fool. I’ll give you the toast of the evening. Death! Ourselves! And our—” He paused and looked at The Man from New Guinea, who was cowering before him stopping his ears. There was something so pathetic about his posture, that without completing his sentence he sank back into his seat, and closed his eyes. The room seemed to be swirling round him, and a pulse somewhere in the back of his head was beating like a piston rod. Then after what seemed an eternity, he felt a hand on his arm, and heard a voice, close to his ear, saying— “You don’t mean it. I know you don’t! For God’s sake, for the sake of anything you hold dear, say you don’t!”

Garfitt tried to reply, but the words stuck in his throat. He would have given anything to have been able to laugh brutally, but somehow he could not manage it. The liquor from an overturned pannikin fell drop by drop, drip, drip, drip upon the floor. Then the same almost gentle voice began again.

“Garfitt, for your mother’s sake — surely you must have some reverence left for her — give me a word of comfort! My God! To think that I was once a gentleman — a public school boy — a Varsity man — and now to be dying out here, cut off from everybody like this! Oh Heavens! If I could make you see what I want! I know it’s all up with me. I’ve known that these four months, and I’ve fought it, who can tell how hard! Heaven knows I’ve tried to meet it like a man. But I can’t, I can’t! I’m afraid — so cursedly afraid of what comes after. Can’t you give me one word of comfort — just one word of hope — one little word of encouragement? I know you don’t believe all the vile stuff you’ve talked to-night. I can read it in your face. Say something to me, you’re so much cleverer than I am, and I’m so lonely, and so horribly afraid!”

There was another period of silence before Garfitt answered, during which the sound of the drops grew fainter and longer between. A great shiver swept over him. He drew his hand almost angrily out of the other’s, and crossed to the open window. There he tried to collect his thoughts. He had never been placed in such a position before. In spite of all he had said that evening, he would have given anything to have been able to speak one word of comfort to this poor, trembling wretch, from a basis of firm conviction. But he could not do it. His tongue was tied.

“I can’t,” he muttered hoarsely. “I would do anything in the world to help you. But I can’t say anything. What right have we to argue? It is the decree of Nature, that is all. We are the Balance of the System working out our destiny! Why do you seek to know more?

From nothing we came; isn’t it logical to conclude that to nothing we shall return? If you want further consolation, see here — 



“Was ist der Tod? Nach einen Fieber, 

Ein sanfter Schlaf, der uns erquickt!

Der Thor erschreckt darüber, 

Der Weise ist entzuckt 



“Isn’t that enough for you? Get up, for pity’s sake — don’t let the Devil see that you’re afraid — if you can’t be a rational Being, be a man!”

The other rose and came slowly up the room.

“Good-night!”

“What, are you going too? Scared away like those other curs?”

“Let me go! I can’t stay under the same roof with you. You choke me! I don’t want to die. I can’t — I won’t! I’ll not believe it’s hopeless — there must be a cure if I can only find it. I will not give in. You have no right to make me think of such a thing!”

“What a weak-hearted chicken it is to be sure! Can’t you see reason? If you go to Nothing, it’s all over, and in that case, of what are you afraid? You’re at least at rest, and surely that’s something. If on the other hand, you go to Something, and your teaching is all right, then your Future will be reckoned by your Past, and you’ll get your just reward. You have no right to grumble if you suffer. You can’t have your fun and not pay for it. The reasoning’s plain enough, isn’t it? You won’t stay and argue it out? Then good-night!”

When his last guest had departed and he was left alone in the verandah, Garfitt stood for some time looking down upon the settlement and the moonlit harbour. He could see for miles, but the soft wind sighing among the Palms was all that he could hear. The artistic side of his nature drank in its beauty, and as he watched, the quiet and the picturesqueness of the night settled upon his soul like oil upon a troubled sea. But this peace was only the commencement of a great torture; for one train of thought led on to another, and then his memory rose up in its strength and carried him back across the waste of years to his early life. It paraded his Past before him with scrupulous exactness, and in order that his pain should be the more acute, went into the most minute and agonizing particulars. He saw his start in Life, his manifold advantages, he saw all that had been so confidently expected of him, and he groaned for very shame when he realized how ignominiously he had failed. On went the record with relentless persecution, and one by one he noted the circumstances, insignificant in themselves, but oh, how deadly in their after effect, that had lured him on the downward path to his last great shame and banishment. He lived again the first bitter humiliation of his downfall — the first experiences of that wild, free life as a member of this strange community. He reviewed his diving exploits, his trading trips among the islands of those lovely Southern Seas. His desperate carousals, his wild, free loves rose up before him with all their after-shame. Then, bit by bit, he saw his health begin to fail, and the agonizing conclusion force itself in upon him, that the hereditary fate of his family was claiming him for its victim. He saw his bitter fight against it, noted the fierce agony of the struggle, the recurring flickers of hope, and then the final misery that supervened. He recalled how, under the influence of his first despair, he had approached his family on the subject of forgiveness, and he writhed again when he remembered with what scorn and contumely his advances had been received. And what was the nett result, he asked himself?

Why, that he was to die in this place — alone! That he was to disappear off the face of the earth like a homeless cur; to die cut off from kith and kin, an outcast and an outlaw; that he was to meet his end with the consolation of a vicious Past behind him, and the sure anticipation of either Punishment or complete Oblivion ahead. And when he actually came to die, how would it be with him then? Under what circumstances would the final scene take place? Would there be anyone to witness it? Anyone to soothe his last few moments, anyone to pity him for the physical agony he would endure, anyone to regret him, any single person who would feel that the world was not quite the same without him?— “No!” he muttered viciously to himself, “not one! No, not one!” He was utterly, abjectly, horribly alone, without love, without respect, without even the sympathy of the higher order of friendship. His Present only Disgrace, and his Future always and eternally Despair.

As his mind dwelt upon this fact, an intense, an awful longing seized him to find someone — anyone — it would not matter whom — that could be brought — even by bribery — to feel some small touch of kindness for him; someone who would stand by him when that ghastly end should come, to help him to comport himself like a man in that last fierce struggle. It surely could not be so very difficult; he was comparatively rich; could not his thousand pounds find that helper for him? Anyone — it would not matter who!

The house behind him was very dark and silent. The moonlight streaked the verandah floor, and shone upon the broad, coarse leaves of the shrubs beyond the rails. The fronds of the Palms rustled together softly on the roof, a little earth rolled down from somewhere on the hill side, and then he heard the noise of a green frog, in the empty room behind him, catching insects for its supper. He listened for it again, and that listening strained his already overstrung nerves almost to breaking pitch. One — [a pause] Two — [a pause] Three. Three deaths in less than a minute. He began to look upon those beetles and himself as being of the same inevitable destiny.

The moonlight crept further and further across the floor. The reek of the lamp came out of the room on a column of hot air. A ship’s bell in the harbour struck five [half past ten]. Should he go to bed? No! He was not in the least inclined for sleep, it would only mean that he would lie, hour after hour, tossing and tumbling to and fro, thinking of the death that was saving up for him, and cursing the cowardice that would not permit him to anticipate it.

Suddenly the sound of a footstep beyond the Aloe hedge broke upon his ear. He craned his head forward to listen. Yes, someone was certainly moving about down there. Who could it be at such an hour? Not a native, for he knew they would not venture near the place after nightfall; not one of his neighbours, for the house stood remote from any habitation. Perhaps it was one of his guests, lured back by the remembrance of the unfinished liquor. But, whoever it was, the steps were coming closer, and he moved his position to obtain a better view. Then a figure entered the moonlight and approached the house. It was a woman, utterly worn out. She came closer, and he recognised the outcast Frenchwoman whom he had already assisted, and for whom he had been searching earlier in the day.

She paused as if to pluck up courage. Then emboldened by the sight of the figure in the verandah, she advanced towards the steps. Garfitt went forward to receive her.

“I saw the light,” she began, as if in apology for her intrusion, “and I thought — you, Monsieur!”

This surprise coming on top of her weakness was almost too much for her; she tottered, and clutched at the verandah post for support. Garfitt divined the cause.

“Why didn’t you go to Way Ling’s as I told you? You are starving. Come in here. I haven’t much in the eating line to offer you, but fortunately there is plenty to drink!”

He escorted her into the room, and pushed an empty box towards the table. She seated herself with a sigh of relief, and watched him with wolfish eyes as he hunted about for food to set before her. This found, he opened a fresh bottle of champagne and filled a pannikin. The wine gave her new strength, and she attacked the food ravenously. Garfitt waited on her, and as he did so became more and more aware of her attractiveness. In spite of the undignified feeding of her hunger, there was something peculiarly graceful about her; he noticed also that her features were small and that her mouth was very piquant and pleasing.

Suddenly he was overpowered by a great idea. He remembered his thoughts before she came upon the scene. Here, he told himself, was the very person to his hand. Here was a woman palpably alone in the world! She was desperate, so was he! She had nobody to consider, nor had he! Fate had evidently sent her to him! Why should they not unite? He was comparatively rich, she was poor. What was to prevent him from purchasing her affection? He would be good to her, she would surely be grateful, and gratitude is often the beginning of love. Looking at her more closely, he told himself that it would certainly be worth his while to try.

When she had satisfied her hunger, she rose and expressed her gratitude. Her voice was very soft and all the prettier for the little note of sadness that ran through it.

“Monsieur,” she said, “how can I say how much I thank you?”

“I beg you will not mention it,” he answered, still looking at her. “Are you quite sure that you are satisfied? It is not much, but—”

He stopped. He was almost afraid to venture on what he had to say, lest his proposition might meet with a refusal.

“Let me give you some more wine!”

He poured out one glass for her and another for himself. He wanted all the courage he could raise. It seemed to him that the most important event of his whole life depended on her answer to the question he was about to put to her. He drank his wine and resumed the conversation.

“I would not appear impertinent, but may I know your name?”

“Céleste, Monsieur.”

“Then, Céleste, don’t you know that this Island is no place for a friendless woman?” She gave her shoulders a little shrug.

“Then why did you come?”

“Because I could not help myself, Monsieur. Necessity brought me!”

“And now that you are here?”

“I must try and find some employment that will enable me to support myself until I can get home to France.”

“What sort of work do you want? What can you do?”

“I am a good milliner. Perhaps the ladies of the Island—”

“There are not enough to give you a week’s employment!”

“Then I can cook!”

“Here that is done by Chinamen and Japanese.”

- “I can wash and get up linen.”

“You would not make the poorest living at it.”

“There must surely then be other things?”

“Not for you! Pardon me, but you are too frail for any of these occupations!”

“Then what can I do? I cannot starve!”

“No, no, you shall not starve!”

“You will help me, Monsieur?”

“If you will help me. See here, Céleste. Look at me carefully. Am I in good health?”

“Monsieur does not look strong certainly, but—”

“There is no ‘but’ in this war, Céleste. I’m done for, lock, stock, and barrel; and all the king’s horses and all the king’s men will never make Garfitt a strong man again! I learnt my fate to-day. In three months, probably less, I shall be a dead man, put away in a hole up yonder — a denizen of the Land of Shadows. It’s not a nice notion, is it? But it’s no use playing make-believe with words. One must look facts straight in the face, or own oneself a coward. Now listen to me and don’t speak till I’ve done.”

His voice trembled a little.

“I have in the Bank down yonder something like — well, call it roughly a thousand pounds. A thousand pounds is a lot of money, isn’t it? With a thousand pounds one might do a good deal, see the world, France, for instance. At most I shall not spend two hundred before I die! Now this is my proposition. You are alone. You lack funds. You want to get Home. Come to me — live with me — take care of me for that time, that is until I die; make my life as pleasant as possible to me while it lasts, and you shall have all that is left of that money to do as you like with — when I go hence. What do you say?”

She did not answer for a minute. For fully sixty seconds there was absolute silence between them. During that time he heard the frog in the next room jump thrice. What was Destiny going to do for him? He had noticed the eager look in her face when he mentioned the amount of his fortune, and he had also seen the faint shiver that passed over her at the remainder of the proposition.

“Come,” he said, “is it to be yes or no? A thousand pounds — think of that, Céleste. In three months’ time, perhaps less, to become your absolute property. It is a question of poverty or wealth for you. Surely it should not be so very difficult to choose?”

“There is no choice for me, Monsieur, I must say yes.”

Yes! Yes! She had said “yes.” The crisis was past. He had won. He knelt beside her and took her hand. They were little, slim fingers, but they thrilled him to the marrow. It was an eternity since he had touched such a slender hand. There was a world of exultation in his face. What did anything matter now? He could fight Death on his own ground; for was there not someone in the world who took an interest in him? Poor little homeless drab though she was, she was his property, his very own. True, she was bought with his money. But what did that matter, she was all the more his. He gripped her hand tighter with the thought. It would go very hard with him if, having won her gratitude, he could not win her love.

He passed his arm round her waist and pulled her to him till he could bring her no closer. He could feel her heart beating violently against his side. Thus would he hold her and cherish her against the world. She was his, and his only, or money had no power to bind. In a very agony of possession he kissed the pale cheeks, and each time she offered no resistance. Oh, it was good, very good to kiss again. It was like a new world, or an old one regained, to hold that trembling, palpitating form in his arms. Suddenly he caught the look in her eyes. With that he withdrew his arm and rose to his feet. Her face was very white, and she was trembling in every limb.

“I beg your pardon,” he said huskily. “I was a brute. But I could not help it, I swear. It shall not happen again, upon my honour!”

He passed into the verandah, and as he crossed the threshold, he saw that he was not alone. A man was standing on the steps regarding him with a look of intense sadness upon his face. He recognised his friend, the young English Missionary.

“Garfitt,” the latter said, “I have been watching your light for the last three hours, thinking of what you told me this morning. At last I could bear it no longer; I have come to plead with you! What does this mean? Who is this unhappy woman, and what is she doing here? Are you dead to all sense of shame?”

This was exactly the opportunity Garfitt wanted. He turned upon the unfortunate Padre all the pent-up thunder of his wrath. The other ventured no reply. Only when he had finished, he said very sadly — 

“Hush! hush! You need say no more. I see that it is useless to argue with you. I will leave you for the present. But I warn you — Heavens! Man! what is the matter?”

Garfitt was clinging to the verandah rail, his head tilted forward, and a torrent of blood pouring from his mouth, over his white shirt front, down into a black pool upon the verandah floor. Bit by bit he sank to the ground.

The woman heard the cry and rushed out. In an instant she had divined the meaning of it all. Then without a word she passed her arms under his shoulders, the Padre took his feet, and together they bore him to the pallet that he called his bed.

“Lay him down flat,” she said.

He did so.

Then with marvellous quickness and the skill that is only born of experience she set to work to arrest the bleeding, the Padre fulfilling her instructions with trembling eagerness.

When all that could be thought of had been done, he said in French — 

“He must not be left here all alone. I will try to find someone to stay with him.”

“You need not do yourself so much trouble, Monsieur, I shall remain with him!”

Having looked into her face and discovered what he wanted, but did not expect to find there, the Padre, to his own surprise, found himself saying fervently, “God bless you!”


CHAPTER III

TEN DAYS LATER
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Judges and senates have been bought for gold;

Esteem and Love were never to be sold.

 — POPE.

IT was fully ten days after that eventful night, just described, before the sick man could really be pronounced out of danger. And to his own surprise, during the whole of that period (so deep-rooted is the love of life in the human breast), even though the expression of his feelings was diametrically opposed to living, even though he had brought his affairs to this climax as a testimony of joy for his death sentence, Garfitt found himself afraid to move a finger, lest by so doing he should bring about the very thing he had hitherto professed himself most ardently to desire. Indeed it would have been extremely improbable that he would have recovered at all had he not had the advantage of Celeste’s most wonderful nursing. Such care as  hers falls to the lot of but few patients. Her devotion surpassed description. Day and night she was by his side. She anticipated his every want, spared herself no labour to ensure his comfort, fed him, washed him, cooked for him, and in the intervals sat by his bed, sang and read to him, and cheered him in a thousand little ways that no other could have done.

Between times the dwelling received her attention. She had early appropriated what remained of the cheque he had cashed on the day of their first meeting, and with it she had wrought marvellous changes in the house. She seemed to have a knowledge of everything, and a wonderful capacity for utilizing the most insignificant trifles. Garfitt could hardly believe his eyes when he saw the alterations she was effecting in the room in which he lay. Not only was it now as clean as a new pin, but the roof had been mended, the walls and floor were repaired, sundry strange decorations were making their appearance, while under her busy fingers the furniture was taking to itself quaint and mysterious coverings of its own.

But it was in Céleste herself as much as in anything else that he noticed the change. Good living, an interest in life, and continued freedom from personal anxiety were making a wonderful difference in her. Every day her figure seemed to be filling out, her face to be regaining its plumpness, and her eyes to be losing the expression of haggard despair that had once possessed them. She had purchased some soft, clinging, gray material, out of which her own deftness and Parisian taste had manufactured a dress that gave her a new and infinitely charming appearance. Garfitt noticed the white collar and cuffs with a sort of thrill. This was altogether an unexpected version of the affair, and one that sent a variety of unexpected thoughts surging through his brain. Again that query? Who was she? Her walk, her speech, her very gestures, evidenced the fact that she was no common woman. Garfitt began to grow nervous, for when she smoothed his pillow and looked at him with her dark brown eyes, and touched his flesh with those soft, bewitching fingers, a great wave of something that was very near akin to love swept over him and convulsed him to his core. What was this woman doing in Thursday Island? How did she come to be so lonely and so desolate? Was it Fate that had brought them together? And if so, what was the end of it all to be? These were questions he continually asked himself. And they were equally questions that he could not answer. Céleste was an enigma, and he soon found that, while ostentatiously anxious to give him all her present, she was chary of permitting him even the faintest clue to her past.

As he watched her moving about the rooms or sitting by his side, he admitted that it was very good to be tended by such a woman. The money his father had left him would otherwise have proved of little value to him since he had lost the capacity for enjoying it. Now it had done him one good service at least, inasmuch as it permitted him the society of Céleste. But as he lay and thought it out, even this knowledge did not meet with his approval. Somehow he did not like to think that all this seeming love service was not love service at all, but a mere mercenary quid pro quo, an affection that had been purchased for money, and one which, when such money ceased, would come to a standstill also. This thought was continually in his mind, and each time it left him with a growing soreness against Céleste. It did not seem to him fit and proper that such a woman should possess so small a soul, and yet again, he argued, almost in despair, was she, after all, so much to blame? What else could she do? She was in a strange place, penniless, and friendless; why should she not take advantage of the chance that Fate had given her? Anyone else would have done the same. And yet, as I have shown, however illogical it may seem, the very knowledge that she had benefited him by consenting to his proposition, caused him to bear a grudge against her of which he found it difficult, if not almost impossible, to rid himself.

Céleste sat in the verandah hemming some muslin for a window blind, and from his bed he watched her graceful manner of holding the needle. A ray of sunlight straggling through the bower of creepers just fell upon her head, and caught the bright brown of her hair. One little foot peeped from beneath her gray dress, and he noted its slender proportions. As she worked, she sang softly to herself. He recognised the song; that pathetic little poem of Heine’s which somehow seems to echo half the sadness of the world.



“Ein Fichtenbaum steht einsam 

Im Norden auf Kahler Hoh:

Ihn schlâfert; mit weisser Decke 

Umhullen ihn Eis und Schnee 

Er trâunt von einier Palme, 

Die fern im morgen land 

Einsam und schweigend trauert 

Auf trennender Felsenwand 



It was a singular coincidence that, when she finished, both gave little sighs. Had the song any significance for her? Who was the Palm, and who was the Pine? Could it be possible that there was another person in her life? But even if there were, what could it matter now? She was his property, bought and paid for with his money, and — but there the old bitterness cropped up again, and started him on the same eternal round of argument.

Her task completed, she rose and entered the room to put it up. He still watched, and a thrill went through him as he observed the faultless symmetry of her figure. The dark green of the Palm outside gave the window the property of a looking glass, and in it she saw that he was watching her. She turned and smiled at him over her shoulder, and for hours the recollection of that smile haunted him. What had he done to merit such torture? For so would she smile on anyone else as rich as he, and should another come, with greater gifts, then, in all probability, she would forsake him in favour of the new. “Never mind,” he reflected with a little sigh, “no other man, with a thousand pounds, is likely to come within three months, and then I shall be where it will not matter.” Among Garfitt’s few acquaintances who, during that fortnight, took the trouble to ascend the hill to find out whether he were alive or dead, was the Padre. He came at all hours, and Garfitt noticed that every time he came he stayed longer and talked less. His own abode was further round the Hill near the Jesuit’s House, where for three years, more lonely than the most friendless, he had eked out a pitiful existence, fighting his fight, in his own fashion, against the multitudinous sorrows of the place. Since that strange night when he had first made Céleste’s acquaintance, he had thought a great deal about her, and the more he had given his mind to the study of her character, the firmer some of his convictions had become. That she was not the woman he had at first imagined her was certain. He felt that he had done her an injustice, and the knowledge of this fact led him on to study her more closely, in order, perhaps, that he might discover exactly what description of woman she really was. By the time he arrived at a conclusion he was in lamentable case! After that he was convinced that he ought not to go near the house at all, and yet, with the same candour, he had to admit that he could not remain away. For this reason, when Céleste saw him toiling up the path, and came into the verandah to greet him, a slender, gray figure among the dark green creepers, he trembled like the veriest coward, and began to say bitter things to himself, and to wish that he had never been born. Then after the visit he would return to his lonely little abode, and enter upon a rigorous self-examination, the deduced results of which would have been invaluable, could they have been put on paper for the benefit of others similarly afflicted.

But the Padre, though the most constant, was not the only visitor. Since Garfitt had been ill, or rather since Céleste had been nursing him, there were others whose visits to the house were more frequent than they had been wont to be aforetime. Among these considerate friends might have been reckoned Gentleman Jim, the owner of the lugger “South Sea Prince,” whose handsome face and winning manners made him as popular with The Sex as his dashing courage and reckless seamanship caused him to be with men. Though he knew he held the Bank, Garfitt was not at all easy in his mind when he saw him so often with Céleste.

One morning, Gentleman Jim climbed the Hill earlier than usual. Céleste was sewing in the verandah, but before conversing with her the visitor had, for appearances’ sake, to fulfil the ostensible object of his call, and visit her employer in the room within. When he considered he had done the polite thing there, he returned to the verandah and began a whispered conversation with Céleste.

Garfitt, who saw through his manœuvre, lay and burned with rage. Was this woman whom he had bought with an agony more expensive than any money, to be stolen from him by this reckless freebooter? Not if he could prevent it! He heard her laugh, and he resolved at any risk to go out and protect his own interests.

But he was spared the exertion and the danger, for just as he was about to put his resolve into execution, Céleste and her admirer entered the room. She passed through it into the interior of the house; Gentleman Jim advanced towards the bed, and Garfitt noticed that his face was preternaturally solemn.

“Garfitt,” he said, “I’ve come to say goodbye. I’m off this afternoon.”

“You said just now you would not sail for a week?”

“That was just now. I’m years older since then!”

“I believe I understand!”

“Well? Nothing more to say?”

“Only that if I were strong enough I’d wring your neck like a partridge’s!”

“Sorry for your sake, you can’t, of course! But all the same I don’t quite grasp the situation!”

“Don’t you? Well, don’t force me to explain, that’s all! I’m pretty near done for, but if any of you fellows play me false, I promise you I’ll find strength enough to kill somebody before I die!”

“That’s the talk! There’s a kick in the old horse yet! Well, my lad, I won’t poach. I’ve received my facer, and I’ll go this afternoon. You mustn’t think too hardly of me, I didn’t know what sort of a man I was till I looked into that woman’s eyes. Good-bye. You won’t shake hands? Well, perhaps you’re right. It was a pretty shabby trick after all!”

He passed out of the house and down the path among the bushes. As he disappeared Céleste entered the room. It was time for his midday meal, and she brought it to him, helping him to sit up to it like a little child. When he had finished she smoothed his pillows, tidied his bed, and turned to leave him, saying laughingly as she did so — 

“Ah! mon ami, I cannot think what you would do without your poor Céleste!”

With the remembrance of Gentleman Jim’s last speech, and that laugh in the verandah, still ringing in his ears, he whispered brutally— “It is fortunate that my money still holds out, or it strikes me I should not retain the services of even my poor Céleste for long!” Her eyes flooded with tears, and without another word she left the room. Garfitt turned his face to the wall, muttering viciously — 



“Quand on a tout perdu, quand on n’a plus d’espoir, 

La vie est une opprobre, et la mort un devoir!”



And, all things considered, perhaps the bitterness was excusable!


CHAPTER IV

THE FOURTEENTH DAY.
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“There is no fear in love; but perfect love casteth out fear.” — ST. JOHN.

FOR some days after he was permitted to leave his bed, Garfitt was incapable of the least exertion. At the best of times a thin man, he was now a shadow of even his former meagre self. His weakness was indeed appalling. It was a matter of immense trouble to him to cross the room, while to reach the couch Celeste had constructed for him in the verandah, was a journey that left him powerless and speechless for minutes afterwards. Not, indeed, that he had betrayed very much desire for conversation at all of late. Since Gentleman Jim’s last visit he had grown strangely silent, and this peculiarity seemed, in great measure, to have extended to the woman, his companion. — 

But though she was less talkative than of old, it must not be imagined that Celeste was in any way less regardful of the wants of the man with whom she had thrown in her lot. If possible, she was even more assiduous in her attentions to him than before. His well-being lacked nothing; everything that her administrative ability could devise for his comfort was done. She had obtained an additional sum of money from him, and with it she had still further beautified the house. The boxes and stools had, long since, given place to real furniture. Matting covered the once grimy boards; light, airy curtains graced the windows; bright pictures and home-like knick-knacks relieved the walls; while, such was her popularity, all her admirers, and by this time they were not a few, had presented her with strange curios from the distant islands whither their luggers had afore-times carried them. But though she accepted their gifts, she gave them only friendliness in return. At least she was true to her side of the bargain, and Garfitt was her one and only thought.

Noticing this, his heart smote him again and again for the coarseness of the speech he had made to her. He was compelled to admit that her care of him exceeded all that could have been secured for money; and for this reason, when he saw the changes wrought in his rooms, once so dirty and mean, noticed the home-like air that was creeping over everything, found himself clad as had once been his habit, tasted her dainty cookery, [which was a marvel and a source of supreme envy to those who ate with him] he began to experience an agonizing dread lest, like Aladdin’s Palace, it should suddenly disappear, and leave him more desperately stranded than before. Three months, he took care to tell himself repeatedly, would see the end of it all; but with this comfort round him, and in that word “comfort” I include Céleste, he found the feeling stealing over him that he would be almost sorry when the end did come. It was long before he would allow himself to think this, much less to argue it. But in spite of his endeavours, it forced itself in, with the result that it left him more miserable than he thought he had ever been before. Oh! Why had he been so anxious to bring this new and disturbing influence into his life? Why had he not been satisfied to continue the same headlong, desperate course he had been pursuing? So that when the end should arrive, the end that had been so anxiously looked forward to, he might have been able to meet it without a pang. Now he was saddled with an intolerable anxiety, lest when he went out of the world, this woman who had grown to be so much part and parcel of his life, should come to harm, lest she might lose her heart to one of his boon companions, one of those mysterious free-lances who always found sufficient leisure, between their cruises, to climb the hill and idle away their days in his verandah. He was quite alive to what they thought of Céleste. He had noticed the look in their faces when their eyes fell upon her, and he had seen the desire that held them when they realized his pretty rooms, and all the little appointments of that sweet housekeeping.

One hot morning, just a month after the coming of Céleste, Garfitt lay in the inner room. He was waiting for the sun to go over the roof before venturing into the verandah. The Padre called to see him. He noticed that he looked haggard and worn, and that his eyes wandered continually towards the door, as if he were expecting someone else to enter.

“Garfitt,” he said at length, “you have not heard the sad news?”

“What news?”

“About San Francisco Dick?”

“Not a word. What’s happened to him? Pegged out?”

“Drowned. He came to me in a terrible state last night for comfort — left me about ten o’clock — went straight down to the jetty and threw himself over. His body was washed up by the tide this morning.”

“Poor devil! That’s one of the four! I wonder who will be the next!”

“Oh, by the way, The Man from New Guinea bade me wish you good-bye for him.”

“What, has he gone too?”

“He sailed in the ‘ Oodnadatta’ for the Solomons yesterday. It is a great risk, for I’m afraid, poor fellow, he’ll hardly reach them alive!”

“You call him ‘poor fellow.’ I call him a lucky dog. Oh! my life in Egypt! if I could only have one cruise again!”

As his lips formed the sentence his brain, with photographic distinctness, pictured for him a complete scene. He saw a schooner careering across curling seas, blue sky overhead, green water, foam crested, round about, a wealth of canvas straining from the spars, and a galaxy of fairylike islands peering up to port and starboard. This scene passed with lightning swiftness and another took its place. He saw the same schooner anchored in a still lagoon; on one hand the surf was thundering on the reef, on the other the dim outline of the island showed up, with the village lights gleaming through the Palm Trees. The lip-lap of the water against the boat’s counter, and the voices of some half-forgotten shipmates crowded on his ear. Then this picture also vanished, and he came back to the grim reality of the present.

“But, my dear fellow,” he said, “you didn’t come up here through the dust and heat to tell me this. You’ve something else on your mind! What is it?”

“I fear you will not be best pleased when you learn. I’m trying to summon up courage enough to tackle you!”

“What if I can tell you? My friend, your face has betrayed you long since. Padre, you’re in love! Steady — don’t deny it!”

The Padre turned a ghostly white, and caught with a long thin hand at the arm of his chair.

“Garfitt, there is no need at all to bring me into the business. I’ve come up here to do my duty, and at whatever cost to myself I must do it. Be a man and let me say what I have to say straightforwardly.”

“Well?”

“It is about Céleste.”

“I know — go on!”

“She — she is not your wife?”

“No!”

“She is living with you here, in this house?”

“Yes.”

“You know that the settlement will put an uncharitable construction on your intimacy?”

“Very likely — but as I’ve never considered the settlement before, I fail to see that I need do so now! What does it matter?”

“Not much to you, perhaps, but to her!”

“I must decline to be ruled by what the settlement thinks!”

“Is that quite fair?”

“If it is a mutual bargain between man and woman, yes!”

“If not?”

“No!”

The Padre’s voice trembled as his lips formed the question he had hitherto been religiously burking.

“Is this a mutual agreement between you then?”

Garfitt paused for a moment. He was quite aware what immense importance his answer would be to the other. He smoothed the cover of the book he held in his hand, and looked contemplatively out of the window at the Harbour. A British India Mail-boat was steaming to her anchorage. She had just saluted the Residency Flag with a gun, and the white smoke was now floating down the Bay, thinning out as it went. Then he made up his mind and said quietly — 

“Yes!”

The Padre rose, slowly as an old man. He turned to go, and as he did so he said huskily — 

“Thank you for treating my impertinence with so much forbearance. I can’t quite argue it as I want to now. May I see you again on this matter?”

As if in answer to the question, Garfitt rose and placed a hand upon his arm.

“Padre, you’re a brave man, and I’m not fit to look you in the face! I told you the truth, and yet I told you a lie. For the moment I forgot that I had once been a gentleman. I beg your pardon. When I said that it was a mutual agreement that we should live together, it was the truth — but when I inferred her impurity, it was a lie. She is as good and true a woman as the first day she came under my roof, so help me God!”

The Padre extended his hand without a word. Garfitt took it.

“Let her go, Garfitt!”

“What?”

“Let her go! Be brave — let her go!”

“Let — her — go! Man! You don’t know what you’re asking of me! I can’t! I can’t! it’s impossible!”

“You respect her, Garfitt?”

“With my whole heart and soul!”

“Then let her go. Think what it means to her living here with you!”

“If neither of us minds what can it matter?”

“That is not the way to look at it. You must think of her!”

“I can’t! I can’t! How can you ask such a sacrifice of me as to give her up?”

“But you tell me you respect her?”

“God knows I do!”

“Then is it your desire that no one else should?”

“How dare you put it to me like that! My friend, I think if I were a strong man I’d kill you for it!”

“You would not put yourself any more in the right by doing so.”

“You do not know what she is to me. I tell you she is the only being that reconciles me to go on living. I shall be dead in three months or less. I am getting weaker and weaker every day. Can’t you see that?”

“The more reason that you should not go down to your grave with this injustice upon your soul. Make a fight against it — let her go! We will find money enough amongst us to pay her passage home, and you shall be no loser as far as nursing goes, I pledge my honour!”

“No! No! I can’t! Why should I? It does not matter to you. It’s all very well for you to talk, you are not the loser. But I? Good Heavens! Look at me. Look around you. Look at this room. It’s a home, a real home, and it is all her work. It’s the first time in my life I’ve ever been made to feel that I am really cared for!”

“And you would repay it with injustice?” Garfitt sank back on to his couch. He looked more dead than alive.

“It’s all very well for you, Padre — it will not matter to you. You do not lose anything if she goes.”

The Padre’s face was a study. Garfitt saw it and stopped. “Ah! I forgot you love her!” he said bitterly.

“Garfitt, that is ungenerous. Whatever my feelings towards her may be, I have never given utterance to them nor allowed her to suspect. And at least I am giving her up. Won’t you meet me half way? Come, say yes!”

There was a long pause, and both men looked in different directions.

“Will it do if I give her her choice to go or stay?”

“Will you pledge yourself to put it fairly before her?”

“I will! I give you the word of a man who was once a gentleman that I will even try and induce her to leave me. There’s my hand upon it! Will you trust me?”

“I will, and may God bless you!”

“If He has any sense of justice, He will. For He will know how much it costs me to do it!”

“It will be made up to you.”

“I don’t want a sermon, thank you! Good day!”

The Padre bade him “good day” and went off down the path. Garfitt let his book lie where it had dropped. All that was worth having in the world for him seemed to have suddenly gone out of it. He had committed himself by a solemn promise to break his one remaining link with happiness, and he would not draw back. Céleste, at any cost to himself, should have her choice to go or stay. For his own part he had not the slightest doubt as to what her choice would be. Of course she would jump at any opportunity of returning to her beloved France. What was there in Thursday Island to make her wish to stay? Necessity alone kept her there. It was just his luck. For the past few days he had almost regretted that he had so short a time to live. Now, if she was to be taken from him, the sooner the end came the better he would be pleased. He looked round the room so tasteful and comfortable, and remembered what it had been before her coming, and for the moment a great temptation came over him to break his promise to the Padre, and to keep her with him. No one would ever find out. Céleste would never hear of the promise that had been extorted from him, while the Padre would believe he had kept his word, and that she had elected to stay. Surely the end would justify the means? He would make it up to her by a thousand kindnesses. But — but — he had promised. Had he fallen so low that he could not keep his plighted word? No! No! His better nature had triumphed, and he resolved to adhere to his bargain, whatever the result might be.

As he confirmed himself in his resolution, the door opened and Céleste entered the room. From the crown of her head to the sole of her foot she was all grace. Now that there was every probability of his losing her, Garfitt realized this more fully than he had ever done before. She picked up his book and wheeled a chair to his side.

“I’m afraid you’ve been exciting yourself again,” she said, noticing the flush upon his face. — 

“I have had some bad news, Céleste!”

A frightened look swept over her face like a cloud across an April sky, but it was gone again in an instant.

“I am so very sorry. Tell me about it and let me sympathise!”

She laid her cool, plump hand on his hot and feverish forehead with a little touch of sympathy. He looked up into her face, and their eyes met.

What beautiful eyes she had, and how sweet that countenance had grown to him! Was it really possible that this could be the same woman he had first seen crying behind the Aloe Bushes on that staring, white road, near the cemetery, a month ago? It was hard to believe it!

“Give me a pen and ink, my girl!”

When she had brought them he drew his cheque book from his pocket and filled in a form. This done he took her hand again. She saw that something very serious was coming.

“Céleste, I’ve something terrible to say to you.”

“Why, what can it be?” she cried in alarm.

“Something that is very unpleasant for me. Let me recapitulate. A month ago we met for the first time. You were poor and homeless. I was dying and, as far as wealth in this place goes, rich. I asked you to live with me and to take care of me until the end came.”

“And have I not done it?”

“You have — only too well! I have never been cared for like it in my life before. But I have since been thinking that I had no right to ask it. You know the construction the uncharitable would put upon our living here together? When I asked you to do it I thought it would not matter. Now I find that I respect you too much to allow you to lay yourself open to such a charge. I am more than grateful to you, but it cannot go on.”

Céleste gazed at him in blankest amazement.

“Not go on? You mean that I must leave you?”

“Yes! But do not be afraid, you shall not stay in the Island. I will provide for your future. See, here is a cheque for £500, half my fortune. Take it to the Bank, cash it, and go back to France by the next steamer.”

She drew herself up to her full height and her face flushed hotly. She pushed the cheque back into his hand, stood for a moment looking down on him, and then fell into a seat, and burying her face in her hands, sobbed as if her heart would break.

He let her cry for a minute, uncertain how to act, then he raised himself and bent over her, placing one arm round her shoulder in a caressing fashion. He was at a loss to understand what her tears might mean. But at any rate they banished once and for all any thought that she was mercenarily inclined.

“Won’t you accept my present, Céleste?”

“No, no, ten thousand times no!”

“But, my dear, you must have money.”

“I will not take yours! I did not nurse you for the money.”

“But you cannot go without it!”

“It is cruel of you to think so badly of me! If I had thought you capable of it, I would not have stayed an hour with you!”

“I — think badly of you, Céleste? I, who reverence you more than all the world!”

“You cannot care for me very much or you would not send me away from you, out into the cruel world again!”

“It is only because I wish no harm to come to you that I ask you to go!”

“No harm could ever come to me from you. I will not go!”

“You will not go? And why not? No, no, do not answer! Look into my face! Céleste, I understand. I see it all. Oh! how blind I have been! My God, what have I done to deserve this mercy? What have I done? You love me, and you will stay?”

She still kept her face averted, but he found and took her hand. The whole universe resounded with songs of joy. What could happen now? He was safe — safe — safe! Nothing could ever take her from him. For she loved him! He found his voice at last — 

“Céleste, how can I ask you? Will you be my wife? It is not much life and less of honour that I have to offer you, but if you’ll take it, darling, all there is is yours.”

He was too exhausted to say more. His head fell back on to his pillows. The tears were quite gone from Céleste’s face now, only a supreme happiness was written there. She bent her head and kissed his wasted hand.


CHAPTER V

THE SAME DAY
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“This man and this woman.” — Marriage Service,

IT was some time before either spoke. Then Celeste said very softly — 

“John!”

“My own Celeste!”

She began to rub her gentle hand up and down the back of his lanky fist. There was witchery in her touch. For with every pressure of those slender fingers a new phase of his happiness took possession of his soul.

“You are not angry with me?”

“Angry? My gracious Celeste, you don’t know what you’re saying! How could I be angry when I’m looking into Heaven! I am only swallowed up in a sea of happiness, that is all!”

“Ah! we two together in all the world!”

“Yes — we two! That’s all! How well you seem to understand! Just we two out of all the ages. Give me back your hand. I must hold it tight, or you may go away from me again, back into the Heaven whence you came.”

“Are you sure it is Heaven?”

“Hardly! It is more probably Hell that allows a man a glimpse of Paradise when he knows he’s hopelessly barred out of it. That’s what The Cultivated call the Irony of Fate.”

For a while they sat looking into each other’s eyes. Now that Garfitt knew the real state of Céleste’s feelings towards himself, he was like a man under the influence of a great amazement. It cost him an effort to believe that with so little trouble to himself he had won the affection of this radiant creature kneeling by his side. It was difficult for him to realize that she was now completely his property, not bound to him by any monetary link, not fettered by any gratitude, but by reason of her love for him, his very own. Therefore, lest she might suddenly disappear and be no more seen by him, he clung to her hand as if by holding that he might keep her always by his side. His anxiety was over and, as far as her leaving him was concerned, he knew his fate. She loved him. Oh, the wonderful, the blessed security of that knowledge! Happen what might, she would be true to him, he might count upon the continuance of her care up to the very bitterest end, and when the time should come for him to go, at least there would now be somebody who would always entertain some kindly recollection of him. Death, under such circumstances, could not surely be so very terrible.

And on his side what? Why, at any cost, he must cherish this new-found love in the short time left to him. He must be the very best husband to her any living woman could desire; he must constitute himself her abject slave if need be; nothing must be wanting on his part to promote her happiness: that by so doing he might weld stronger the link that bound them to each other. But there was one thing he repeatedly urged upon himself, something he had often said before, but which he now reiterated with tenfold earnestness. On no account must he allow himself to love her beyond a certain limit. For so surely as he did would he find the last struggle hard to make, and so surely would he be undoing all the fortitude he had built up for himself with so much bitterness and self-humiliation. He allowed Céleste to draw her hand out of his, and then he rose.

“Little woman, I must be off to see the Padre!” — 

“The Padre?”

“Why, about our marriage, to be sure. You don’t suppose, having once got you, I’m going to let you slip? At any cost we must be married at once.” — 

She turned her head away, but not before he had noticed that her eyes were filled with tears.

“Why, how now — what’s this? Why those tears?”

She did not answer but fled into the house. He thought he understood. At any rate he did not follow her, but donning his hat, went down the path through the dust and heat towards the Township. As he walked he thought of many things. Some were pleasant, others were not, but over all was the glorious certainty that Céleste loved him, and that he was no longer quite alone in the world. As he passed the Aloe clump where he had first met her, he stopped and looked at it with a dim sort of curiosity. What a change had come over his life since that eventful morning! And once more he asked himself what power it was that had sent this woman into his life. Was she sent to him for good or evil? For consolation or bitter mockery? It was too abstruse a problem to answer off hand, so he shook his head and continued his journey towards the Padre’s curious residence, without arriving at any decision.

He found the Missionary in the apartment which served as Church and sitting-room combined. He held a shoe in one hand, a pipeclay-rag in the other. It was one of his few remaining fads to be scrupulously neat in his appearance — a habit of his Harrow and University days of which he could not have rid himself even had he wanted to. He looked up as Garfitt opened the door, and his face testified to his surprise.

“Garfitt, my good fellow,” he said, hastening forward, “I did not expect this; what are you doing out on such a day? You should really be more careful!”

“To what end? When we know the end of our tether, what need is there of care? But I have some news for you, Padre!”

The other put down the shoe and the pipeclay-rag, and pointed to a chair. Garfitt seated himself.

“About Céleste?”

“About Céleste. Padre, I have carried out my promise to you. Directly you went I gave her the chance of leaving me, and to make it worth her while, I backed it with a cheque for £500! Was that right?”

“God will reward you!”

“I hope so!” — 

“You will never regret it!”

“I don’t believe I ever shall!”

“Well, and where is she now and when will she go?”

“Steady, old man! You’re not very complimentary to me. I don’t know that she will go at all!”

“Not go? What do you mean?”

“Why, what I say — that she won’t go. We left one important factor out of our calculations. In other words, I’ve found out something — And — well, the long and short of it is, Padre, I want you to do me a favour!”

“What is it?”

“I want you to marry us to-day!”

There was a pause.

“Garfitt, do you honestly mean this?”

“Honestly, I do!”

“And she loves you?”

“She says she does, and I believe her!”

“Then God’s blessing on you both, I say.

You could not have told me news that would have pleased me more.”

He rose and shook hands with Garfitt very seriously.

“Padre, you’re a white man, ‘pon my soul you are! You take it like a brick. And you’ll marry us? When?”

“When you please!”

“This afternoon? Say four — here?”

“Say four — here!”

“And you’ll sup with us afterwards?”

“I’m afraid not — I—”

“You’d rather be excused. I understand exactly.”

“Stay, on second thoughts, I think I will come. Where are you going now?”

“To the Bank! I must make my will. I’m a family man now, and there’s no time to lose, you see!”

So saying he rose, bade the Padre farewell, and went on slowly down the dusty road to the Bank, which he had last visited under such very different circumstances.

When the Padre had watched him turn the corner he went back into the room and knelt down to offer up the most curious and involved supplication he had ever in his life given utterance to. Then, being a man of moods, he quietly returned to the work of pipeclaying his shoe. From one of the Kanaka Billiard Saloons farther down the hill the voice of a man singing came up to him. He could hear the words plainly. Somehow there was a peculiar irony in the run of the old sea chanty that he had never noticed before.



“And if you’d know this maiden’s name, Mark well what I do say!

And if you’d know this maiden’s name, Why, soon like mine ‘twill be the same; I’ll go no more a roaming from you, fair maid, A-roving, a-roving, since rovings been my ruin, I’ll go no more a-roving from you, fair maid,”



Meanwhile Garfitt had arrived at the Bank, and was closeted with the Manager. The latter was struck with the extraordinary and unaccustomed care of his appearance, the pipeclaying of his shoes, and the whiteness of his linen; and as he noticed these things, he marvelled. He was still more astonished when Garfitt said: “Blake, you ought to congratulate me, this is my wedding day!”

“Your what?”

“My wedding day. I’m going to be married this afternoon, and I’ve struggled down here to ask you to give my bride away, and also to come up and sup with us to-night.”

“You are marrying Céleste?”

“I am marrying Céleste.”

“I congratulate you most heartily. And if you will allow me to say so, I think you have done very wisely, my lord!”

“Drop that! I don’t want to be called by that now. Yes, Blake, I’m going to make myself the happiest of men to-day — for — for — well for two months or thereabouts. It’s rather a grisly idea, isn’t it?”

“And can I do anything else to help you?”

“Yes! I want to make my will. You can help me to do that, I know. I want to settle everything on my wife.”

“I understand. Sit down, and we’ll draw it up.”

The Manager drafted the will.

“There, I think that will do. Now who will you appoint your executor?”

“I should like to ask you to act as such.”

“I shall be very glad to serve you.”

He wrote again, and presently Garfitt signed the document in the presence of the two clerks mentioned elsewhere. Then he rose to go.

“There, that is settled. You’re sure it is sound?”

“Quite. You need have no fear on that score.”

“I am obliged to you. And you will be at the Padre’s house at four, and afterwards sup with us?”

“I shall be delighted. Good-bye.”

“Good-bye.”

When Garfitt got back to his home he found Céleste in the verandah. She had quite recovered her spirits, and greeted him with her usual bright face. But she was concerned to see how much his walk had fatigued him.

He sank into a chair and for some minutes gasped for breath. Her eyes were filled with great trouble as she noticed this.

“Dear love, you must never do so much again. You are quite worn out.”

He could not answer, but he looked at her with a peculiar sort of tenderness that was more expressive than any words. When he had recovered a little he said:

“I have arranged everything. The Padre will marry us at four o’clock, and I have made my will, so that in less than three months you will inherit everything.”

“Oh, no, no! I will not let you talk of that!”

“But, my dear, we must both look that fact steadily in the face. We begin our married life with that inevitable moment before us. In two or three months’ time, as far as I am concerned, it will all end!”

“It must not. It shall not! There must be a cure, if we can only find it!”

It was The Man from New Guinea’s cry—” there must be a cure if I can only find it.” It struck him in a new light and on a very tender place now. But whatever she might say, he knew that he must not let himself be led into any desire for a respite. He was doomed to death; for two more months he would make himself happy with the woman who loved him, then with only a hope for rest, he would lie down in his place and be beyond the reach of pain and heartache for ever. He was not going to believe in a cure, to trust to it, and then find it turn out hopeless after all! No! Not he! At least he was not such a fool as that!

“You are not any weaker,” Céleste continued. “You have had no return of the hemorrhage. Your cough is not so troublesome. I will nurse you as woman never nursed man before. You must obey me in everything, we will try every remedy that money can buy, and then my love and care will surely pull you through!”

Her speech was agony to him. What could he do? What could he say? With her arms around him, and her sweet face looking into his, how could he shut his ears, and not only his ears but his understanding, to such temptation? No — no — no — at any risk he must not heed her!

“For mercy’s sake do not tempt me! I cannot bear it! I have schooled myself to meet my death. I have taught myself, with you don’t know what bitterness, to look forward to it. I have brought my mind to face it calmly. Look at my face, look at my hands. No care can save me; for pity’s sake do not make a coward of me!”

Tears streamed down her face. He crossed to the other end of the verandah and tried to compose himself. When he returned he had mastered his emotion, and was able to say calmly — 

“Céleste, we must never talk of this again. It is best not, believe me. Let us make the most of our time together, remembering always what a short time it is. But we must never dream of a reprieve. So shall we both be prepared for the moment of separation when it comes. Now we must make our arrangements for this afternoon; and by the way, I have invited the Padre and Blake, whom I have appointed executor of my will, to take supper with us afterwards. You do not mind?”

They went into the house together, but though she tried to appear happy, a heaviness was upon her heart that looked as if it would never leave her again.

* * * * * * *

The sun was fast declining behind Fortification Hill when Garfitt and Céleste descended the path together and approached the Padre’s House. He met them on the threshold. The Banker was in waiting, and to him fell the duty of giving the bride away.

Then, before the tiny altar, the glorious sunset streaming in upon them, John Garfitt took Céleste to be his wedded wife, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, until his life’s end. The ring was given and the blessing pronounced. They were husband and wife as surely as Mother Church could bind them.

The service over, they reminded the two men of their promise to sup with them, and returned quietly to their own home.

By the time they reached it the sun had disappeared behind the hill. A solemn stillness covered all the earth; the sea was as smooth as glass; the smoke lay wreathed about the tiny settlement; and the islands loomed wondrous large across the stretch of water. Céleste and her husband stood in the verandah and looked at these things. A great peace was upon Garfitt’s soul; he felt happier than he had ever done since his banishment. Céleste noticed the look, and pressed the hand she held in hers. Then they turned to go in, and as they approached the door Garfitt took his wife in his arms and kissed her forehead.

“My good angel,” he said softly, “my wife!”

She looked up at him with her beautiful eyes.

“Is it really true? Oh! John, I am not worthy to be your wife!”

“Hush!” he answered. “You must never say that. You little know what my life has been!”

Then he went away to rest himself, and she to the preparation of their wedding feast.

When Blake and the Padre reached the house that evening the moon was just rising over the extremity of Horne Island. They found the supper table laid in the verandah, and a pretty picture it made. The white cloth, bright silver, and coloured candle shades, backed by the graceful Palm fronds, had a charming effect, and one that was very novel to men so long enured to the sordid commonplaces of the island. Even to their host, accustomed though he was by this time to the many little prettinesses Céleste devised for him, it was like a glimpse, and a happy glimpse, of a lost world. This was observable in his courteous reception of his guests, which was so much at variance with his old manner that Blake noticed it, and possessing a kindly nature, heaved a sigh for the sake of all the opportunities this man had wasted. He was almost sorry that he’d ever been made aware of the other’s past history.

They sat down to supper — such a meal as two of them would remember for years to come. All the daintiest devices of French cookery seemed known to Céleste, and on this occasion she had employed them for their delectation. The host sat at one end of the board, his wife at the other, their guests on either hand. Garfitt was in excellent spirits, and his conversation had a brilliant sparkle in it which the others had neither known nor even suspected he possessed. And Céleste, who seemed lately to have blossomed out in a hundred new ways, ably seconded his efforts. When the meal was over, coffee and cigarettes made their appearance, and so they sat and chatted on, long after the moon had passed from their ken over the roof-top, and the lights had disappeared in the Township below.

The Padre, whose eyes never wandered far from where Céleste now sat next to Garfitt in the shadow of the wall, could not help contrasting their present position with the night when, harassed by the light that shone from this selfsame verandah, he had struggled up and found the man and woman together for the first time. It was only a month ago, yet what an eternity it seemed! What a wonderful transformation had since been wrought!

As for Blake, he was in a new world; he had known Garfitt for some time, but had never looked upon him in any light save as one of the ordinary beachcombers of the Island, saddled with a hopeless disease. To see him as he was now, decently clad, surrounded by every luxury, the possessor of a beautiful and sympathetic wife, proving himself a brilliant conversationalist, a keen wit, and a more than intelligent observer, was a thing which cost him some effort to believe. What could such a man have done to deserve such banishment? And what was the history of this accomplished woman who had appeared so mysteriously amongst them? He was not by any means an inquisitive man, but he felt he would have given something to have had these two questions satisfactorily answered.

As a ship’s bell in the harbour struck eleven, the Padre and Blake rose to leave. When he had said good-night and descended the steps, the former bared his head, and raising his hand said solemnly — 

“God’s blessing rest upon this house!”

To which Blake, with equal solemnity, replied, “Amen!”

Their guests departed, Garfitt and Céleste remained in the verandah. A little wind came up to them from the sea, and rustled among the creepers. In spite of the happiness of the moment, there was a touch of sadness in it. Garfitt shivered slightly, and Céleste noticed it.

“You are cold, beloved! We had better go inside!”

“No, not for worlds,” he answered. “Let us stay here. I do not feel it. Somebody was walking over my grave, that was all!”

He spoke without thinking, never dreaming the effect his words would have upon his wife.

“Oh, no, no!” she cried. “Why are you so cruel to me? How can you say such awful things to-night?”

For some moments she sobbed hysterically. Her strength, overwrought by the excitements of the day, had given way completely under this little additional strain. Garfitt caressed and soothed her, saying — 

“Forgive me, Sweet — I ought not to have said it, nor would I have done so had I thought. You know I would not give you pain for anything.”

But though she tried to look cheerful it was a long time before her spirits returned to her.

Suddenly an intense desire to know something of his wife’s past history took possession of him; he had never felt any wish to enquire before, but now a vague, unreasoning jealousy for those years which they had spent apart came upon him. He begged her to tell him all her history.

She hesitated. The subject was evidently a painful one.

“Why do you wish it? There is so little to tell, and what little there is I would willingly forget. I was born and educated at Rouen. My father was a notary. He died and then I went to Paris, where I acted as companion to a rich lady. When I left her I came to Australia — that is all. It is not an exciting chronicle, is it?”

She laughed nervously and nestled closer to his side. But he had not learned enough to satisfy his curiosity.

“I do not understand. How came you North and a stowaway aboard the ‘Queenslander ‘?”

“Oh, do not speak of that, I cannot tell even you. It is a part of my life that I must forget! You must never talk to me of it again. Do not, I implore you!”

She clung to him and looked so pleadingly into his face that he could not pursue the subject further. But he felt he would like to have been told all, to have known every year that they had spent apart.

They rose to go in. He placed his arm round her waist and drew her to him.

“My wife,” he said, “my guardian angel. I am not worthy of your love. But I will try to be in the little time that is left to me. Believe me I will try!”


CHAPTER VI

THE EIGHTH WEEK
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“Quae lucis miseris tam dira Cupido?” — VIRGIL.

A MONTH had elapsed since the wedding, and strange though it may appear, those four weeks were not four weeks of altogether unmixed happiness for Garfitt. He had entered the married state fully persuaded as to Celeste’s devotion to himself. But this infatuation, he soon discovered, was not to be quite so onesided as he had at first imagined. He had determined to prove himself as good a husband as any woman could wish to possess, but before the first week was over, he found he was doing much more than that, he was beginning to love her with a passionate adoration that was the very reverse of what he had at first mapped out for himself. In vain he argued with himself, in vain he protested and showed how sad the inevitable result would be. He could not check his passion, and what was worse, he was beginning to feel that he would not if he could. Yet every day saw him growing physically weaker, and every hour found him looking forward with a greater fear to the separation that was slowly but surely coming to them. What was infinitely worse, he was compelled to see the agony depicted in her face as day by day she realized the further failure of his powers; to witness her bitter battling with Death for him: and all this with the haunting terror of the last dread scene continually hanging over them.

They were hardly separated for a moment. He could not bear her out of his sight, for they were all in all to each other. His thoughts were her thoughts, his pleasures her pleasures, and his fears her fears. And to think to what it was all leading! To know with absolute certainty, for one glimpse of Garfitt’s face was sufficient to dispel any other hope, that only a few more weeks would find him gone, passed off the face of the earth, more irrevocably parted from her than if they had never met!

It had been his wish to find somebody who would nurse him till the end, to discover somebody to whom he could make his death a matter of concern. He had found that person, and in the finding he had undone all his object — he did not want to die, he was beginning to discover that for that woman’s sake he was a coward, unable to face that very rest which only a few weeks before he had so ardently desired. Bitterly his judgment rebuked him for his folly in having had anything to do with her, but at the very moment that it did so, Céleste appeared in the verandah, to seat herself by his side, and with her coming all his scruples vanished, and he found himself blessing that very fate which only a moment before he had reviled.

He took her hand and raised it to his lips.

“Little woman,” he said softly, “can I ever make you see how good it is for me to have your love? I can hardly believe it yet. I thought once I should never know happiness again!”

“And you are really happy now?”

“Why, my life, since you came into it, has been one long happiness. Only because of you! You are the beginning and the end of all things for me! Don’t you understand?”

She made one of her characteristic little gestures, and, rising, blew him a kiss from her fingers. Then taking a leaf from the creeper above his head she placed it in his buttonhole.

“A pretty compliment, my Prince! You are improving. That is your reward!”

“Tell me, are you happy, Céleste?”

“Can you ask? If I am not happy, there is no such thing! that is quite certain!”

“It is your nature to be happy, to be always bright, to carol from morning till night like a bird in summer.”

“From morning till night I am with you — that is why!”

“I wonder if there have ever been two who loved as well as we?”

“Surely! But it seems hard to believe it!”

“And to think that we should have come together out of Chaos. Good heavens! I tremble when I imagine what I might have been by this time but for you, and yet it frightens me almost more to think of what I may be, through you.”

“I do not understand.”

“Give me back your hand and I’ll try and tell you.” — 

“Now!”

“Six weeks ago I learnt my fate. I was the most desperate and miserable of mortal men. I was dying. I wanted to anticipate the end, but I had not the pluck. Then I realized how lonely I was in the world, and my soul cried out for somebody to love me till I died. I found that somebody — she did love me!”

“And then?”

“Why, in finding her I wrought my own ruin. In loving her I have discovered that I cannot die. Oh! Céleste, I am afraid to leave her — afraid to give up the happiness that has come too late!”

“Oh, Heaven, is there nothing I can do — no way in which I can fight for you?”

“Not one! It is too late! Too late!”

“I will not believe it. There must be a way. Oh, if I could only believe in a God!”

“You, Céleste, do — not — believe — in — a — God?”

He asked the question slowly as if he were half afraid to put it. Illogical though it may seem, though he did not believe himself, it seemed against reason that the woman he loved should be sceptical too.

“How can I? When He lets us suffer so!”

“But if you believed, what would you do?” He pulled her down to him almost roughly. “I would go to Him, lay myself before Him, and offer my soul, all I possess, for your life, if only for six months. Surely a God of Pity would listen to such pleading!”

Garfitt was as white as that very Death of which they spoke. He trembled like the palsy. He could not look at her — he dared not. His very soul was rising within him in protest, in longing, in an agony of desire for life. What might he not rise to, what amends might he not make if only he were permitted this woman’s love and a little longer life? The tension was almost greater than he could bear. He was in the act of imploring her to leave him, when he heard the sound of men ascending the hill path from the Township. Their voices were very familiar to him, and presently the owners emerged from the screen of foliage and came towards the house. They were three in number, Dick Prince, Will Harland, and a man who was known in the settlement, in honour of a certain episode in his career, as “Sankee’s First Husband.” They were all Pearlers, and they were just returned from cruises in the uttermost parts of the ocean.

They came into the verandah and greeted the sick man with considerable cordiality.

“Sorry to see you still under the weather,” said Sankee’s First Husband, feeling that it behoved him to be spokesman. “We all miss you out yonder!”

The others echoed this sentiment with elaborate politeness.

“That’s good of you,” said Garfitt in reply, “but never mind me. Sit yourselves down and tell me the news. It’s manna to my hungry soul to talk to men who go down to the sea in ships and have their dealings in great waters.”

Seating themselves, they lit their pipes, and the talk swept instantly forward on the subject with which each man was best acquainted. To Garfitt, after the agonizing few moments through which he had just passed, this whiff of his old life, this talk of the sea, was infinitely refreshing. He lay back and listened with unaffected pleasure. The names of schooners and skippers, of chiefs and islands, taboos, reefs, copra, bêche-de-mer, and tortoiseshell, came and went, flashing in and out of the talk like the points of knitting needles in a stocking.

“Know that reef on the other side of Pipa Lannu?”  Dick Prince asked casually.

“Which one?” said Garfitt with sudden interest, his eyes flashing. “I know the one running from the south-west end of the island, four miles, beginning opposite the high conical hill.”

“That’s it. Well, the ‘Pearl Queen’ has gone. Piled up there!”

“How did it happen?”

“Nobody knows. Some mistake somewhere. Perhaps you can tell us. Where’s the best ‘ anchorage?”

“Why, pick up the reddish cliff, and go straight for it; as you close it up you’ll sight a black streak on the side of the hill; keep that open of the bluff to the northward of it, bearing S. 43 degrees W. to clear the reef on both sides of the entrance; then steer to the south-west, taking care to avoid the shoal water off the southern shore, until the bluff southward of north head bears N.N.E., then steer S.S.W. until the low sand point bears S.S.E.; then haul quickly up towards the point in order to clear the extension of the mud flats off the western shore.”

“Good man! You haven’t forgotten it!”

“Heavens, no! And never shall! It’s lovely to talk of it again. Did you ever hear how I came to know it so well?”

“No.”

“It’s a good yarn and I’ll tell you.”

He settled himself back in his chair and took Céleste’s hand in his. She was watching him and rejoicing to see the look of pleasure in his face.

“Do you remember Billy Pete who bought the ‘Merry Monarch’ from Mynheer Dunk?”

All the men nodded. The history of the famous Billy Pete and Mynheer Dunk, who was afterwards hung in Brisbane for the murder of his mate, was perfectly familiar to them.

“Well, Billy thought wonders of his Schooner, and there was nothing in the wide, wide world that he was not going to do with her. Somehow or other he got wind of a Pearl Patch to the South East of Marka-Marka, and nothing would suit him but he must be off to try for it. All his friends warned him against it, you must understand, myself included. Well, after a bit, six months may be, back comes Billy, carrying side enough for the skipper of an Orient Liner. Brags all over the settlement about the shell he’s got, laughs at us for laughing at him, makes presents of Pearl to the girls, and after a bit goes off again. Then a year goes by and nothing is heard of Billy — dead, everybody says. I thought so too, but we were mistaken.”

He paused to recover his breath. So much talking was very difficult for him; Céleste watched him anxiously.

“My next trip took me down that way. Being in the neighbourhood I thought I’d have a look at Marka-Marka, and see if Billy were still there, and if so how he was getting on. You all know the bearings. Well, we fetched up alongside it just at dusk one evening, and anchored in 8 fathoms about 3 1/2 cables off the north-west end of the Island in sand and coral. Next morning, first thing, I had a look round, and there on the reef, not more than ten cables away, lay the ‘Merry Monarch,’ piled up just as beautifully as you could wish. And by the look of her she had been there some time.”

“Anybody aboard?”

“Not a soul. Well, thinks I, this is the end of Billy Pete’s scheme. I wonder where he is now! And with that I pulled ashore and set myself for a tramp about the island. It’s not a big place, you know, but though I turned over every corner of it, not a sign of Billy or his crew could I discover.”

“Picked up by some boat?” suggested Sankee’s First Husband.

“That’s what I thought, so I up anchor and sailed away. But first, just for curiosity’s sake, I put into Pipa Lannu, ten miles to the Southward. Now, you who’ve been there know that the two islands are exactly alike, so much so that a man has to know every rock and tree on them to tell the difference. We went in as I described just now, and I pulled ashore. I tramped up one beach and down another, crossed the hill and plunged into the valley, but nota sign of a soul, nigger or otherwise, could I discover. Being a little tired I sat down on a log to rest. ‘Billy Pete’s gone up,’ said I to myself, ‘sailing schooners in the New Jerusalem by this time.’ The words were hardly out of my mouth before I heard a cough, and on looking round, there was Billy, sitting just as calm as you please, on another log watching me. At first I thought I was seeing a ghost, but I didn’t think so long. ‘Why, Billy, old man,’ I said, ‘this is a rum go! What the deuce are you doing here?’

‘Hush,’ says he, his finger on his lips. ‘Not so loud or they’ll hear you!’

‘Who do you mean?’ I asked, ‘who’ll hear?’

‘The Sea Women,’ says he. Then I saw that he was gone clean daft. ‘Where’s your Schooner?’ says I. ‘Round there,’ he answers, ‘piled up on the reef. I couldn’t help it. I heard them coo’eeing as I came in, and that put me off, and before I knew where I was, we were straddled right across the reef. All the hands went overboard and I swam ashore.’ ‘Nonsense,’ I said, ‘that was on Marka-Marka.’

‘Well, I know,’ he went on, ‘and here I’ve been ever since.’ ‘But how did you come here? You couldn’t have swum ten miles across the Strait with that tide-rip.’

‘Across what Strait?’

‘Why, Pipa Lannu!’

‘Think I’m a fool?’ says he, T don’t want to swim any Strait. Marka-Marka’s good enough for me.’

‘But this is Pipa Lannu!’ says I. ‘That be hanged for a yarn!’ he replied. ‘Don’t I tell you I was wrecked on Marka-Marka, and here I’ve been ever since.’ ‘But I saw your Schooner on Marka-Marka, and this is Pipa Lannu. How did you get across the Strait?’ T haven’t got across any Strait. How could I? I tell you this is Marka-Marka!’ And then we went at it hard as we could go for close on half an hour. But do you believe I could convince that lunatic that he wasn’t on the island where he’d been wrecked? No, that I couldn’t.”

“But how did he get across?”

“He couldn’t say, and I couldn’t tell him! At any rate he didn’t swim it because that tide-rip would have carried him to Jericho; — there were no natives to take him, and no schooner would have put him ashore again having once got him aboard, would she? For weeks I fretted myself gray over it. But it was no good. It’s still the biggest mystery I ever came across, and I’d give a lot to know the truth of it.”

“And where is he now?”

“In the Yarra Bend Asylum. If either of you are ever in Melbourne, you might go and look him up and ask him how he crossed the straits of Pipa Lannu. He’d be glad to see a visitor.”

“By the way, Garfitt,” said Harland, after the pause that followed their host’s story, “you haven’t seen the Padre’s visitor yet, have you?”

“Didn’t know he had one. Who is he? and when did he arrive?”

“In the mail-boat yesterday. I don’t know who he is, but in appearance he’s just the dandiest Frenchman you ever saw out of Paris. Got a letter of introduction to the Padre, I believe. At any rate they’re as thick as thieves, and I heard him say he was going to bring him up to call on you.”

Céleste did not look overjoyed at this news. She had no desire to see any of her countrymen. She was trying to become an Englishwoman, not only in her talk [her English was progressing admirably], but also in her sympathies. Then the conversation swept on again from one subject to another, and all the time Garfitt listened with a longing and a heartache that showed itself in every word he uttered. What would he not have given to have been able to take another voyage; to see once more those entrancing islands, to feel the rocking seas under him, and to taste again that wild, delirious joy of living. Existence was becoming too sweet to him, who had thought himself done with it for ever. It was Celeste who had brought this confusion into his life; being all in all to him, she was the cause of this new and terrible order of things. One thing was hideously certain, if he did not stop before it was too late, he would show himself the most miserable of cowards directly. Yes! He would take care, he would not let this love master him. It was not too late, there was yet time to cast it from him. If he could only make the plunge, there was at least one way open. It flashed through him like an electric shock, making him tingle from top to toe. Supposing he should make one last effort, forget what she was to him, forget what she had done for him, put everything behind him and go to sea once more? There were men who would take him, he would pay for the privilege, and he would leave all the money that remained to Celeste. The voyage would kill him quickly, and though she would feel it acutely at first, it would be best for both of them in the end. Yes, he would go. He would ask one of these men to take him, and then under cover of night he would steal away. A verse of Swinburne’s echoed and re-echoed in his brain — 



“Let us rise up and part; she will not know.

Let us go seaward as the great winds go, 

Full of blown sand and foam; what help is there?

There is no help, for all these things are so, 

And all the world is bitter as a tear.



And how these things are, though ye strove to show, she would not know.”



Celeste excused herself and went into the house to prepare his lunch. At this hint the men rose to leave, and Garfitt bade them all, with the exception of Dick Prince, good-bye.

“Stay a minute or two longer,” he said to the last named, “I want to talk to you.”

Dick seated himself again, and Garfitt went on. “Old man, I did you a good turn once?”

“You did, and I haven’t forgotten it! What’s up? anything wrong?”

“Wrong, yes. Eternally wrong! Dick, you can see I’m done for, can’t you? Well, I’ve schooled myself for it. I wanted to go — I pined to be out of it all. Then this woman came. My God! she has made my life Heaven to me, neither more nor less. What’s the result? I know I’m dying. There’s no reprieve. It’s all up with me, and now when it’s too late, I can’t die, I’m turning coward. Afraid to face it for her sake, and every hour is making it worse. Another week and I shall be mad with fear.”

“Poor old chap! And what can I do?”

“Do! I’ll tell you what you can do. You can take me away. Help me to escape from the woman I love better than all the world. Take me back to sea — you sail to-morrow. Let me go with you. You’ll do it, old mate? I’ll be no trouble, and I swear a week will see the end of me. Then you can drop me overboard and be done with me for ever. Think what a little it means to you, and on the other hand, think of me lying here growing weaker every day, loving that woman more and more, and hoping against hope for the life that any fool can see will never be permitted me!”

“But think of her?”

“I have thought. Thought and thought. And on my oath I think I’m doing right. It will hurt her cruelly at first, but it will not hurt as much as watching me fade day by day. Think of the long drawn agony of it. Say you’ll do it, old mate!”

“I’ll tell you what — give yourself to-day to think it over. Let me know to-morrow morning, and if you still wish it then, I swear I’ll do it for you!”

“God bless you! I knew you would.”

“Good-bye. You believe I’m sorry for you — real, downright sorry, don’t you?”

“I do! Good-bye.”

Dick shook hands with him gravely, and his handsome, devil-may-care face was very solemn. Then he went down the hill ruminating on the strange fates Life brought to the men of his acquaintance. As he disappeared, Céleste returned to the verandah with Garfitt’s lunch, but the latter put it from him. His brain was too full of the resolution he had just made to eat, and what was worse, he could not look Céleste in the face, lest she might somehow come to suspect what was in his mind.

During the afternoon the Padre looked in upon them, bringing with him the Frenchman of whom Will Harland had spoken. Garfitt was alone in the verandah when they arrived, and it was with some difficulty he rose to receive them.

“My dear Garfitt,” said the Padre, “I have taken the liberty of bringing up my friend Monsieur Darniac to make your acquaintance, and to see the lovely view from your verandah. Mr. Gartfitt, Monsieur Darniac.”

Garfitt bowed gravely and motioned the Frenchman to a seat. The latter was exactly what Harland had described him, a typical Parisian, as neat as a new pin, and looking refreshingly cool in his white attire, pith helmet, and pipeclayed shoes. Garfitt opened the conversation.

“You have only just arrived in the Island, I believe?”

“Yesterday — by the mail-boat ‘India.’ I joined her in Batavia.”

“You know this part of the world?”

“Only slightly — but I hope, for business purposes, to have the opportunity of knowing it better ere long. You are intimately acquainted with it, of course?”

“Few better,” Garfitt answered with a short laugh, “but unlike you, I shall never get a chance of putting my knowledge to any practical use.”

Both the Padre and his friend understood the significance of his words. Suddenly attracted by something, the former rose and went into the house, leaving his friends alone. Presently Darniac said — 

“You must have seen some strange life during your stay here?”

“Very strange. This place is one of the few rag bags left to civilization. But it won’t be so long — we’re changing fast. There are three lines of mail-boats touching every week, we’ve got a Post Office, a hospital, a plethora of missionaries, and I hear there’s some talk of building a School of Arts.”

“You don’t favour the advance of civilization then?”

“Hardly, — I am a victim of it myself.”

“Will you pardon my rudeness, but it seems to me I have seen your face somewhere before.”

“Possibly. I was a rather cosmopolite once.”

“Did you ever shoot at Monte Carlo?”

“Once or twice.”

“I fancy you wintered in Rome in’80?”

“Very likely.”

“Ah! Then, forgive me — I thought I knew you, you are—”

“Will you excuse me. I have no desire to remember who I was. My name is Garfitt. I live, or rather am dying, in Thursday Island. You will do me a favour if you will remember only that.”

“Since you wish it, with pleasure. Ah! Here is our friend.”

The Padre resumed his seat, and so they chatted on till Garfitt told himself that he did not like this smooth spoken Frenchman, who watched him with such deep-set, glittering eyes. There was too much of the snake about him for his taste, He began to wish Celeste would come and relieve him of the task of entertaining him.

Monsieur Darniac was by way of being an enthusiastic Botanist, and the Padre was soon engaged in a lecture on the flora of the islands, with illustrations. But though the Frenchman appeared to be interested, Garfitt saw that his thoughts were not with the matter in hand.

Then Celeste entered the verandah, and both men rose to greet her. She saw the Padre first and shook hands with him, and having done this she turned towards the visitor.

“May I have the pleasure of introducing to you my friend, Monsieur Damiac?” said the Padre.

Céleste looked at her countryman, and as she did so, an extraordinary pallor spread across her face. For one moment she trembled like a reed before the wind. Then recovering herself, she bowed gravely, and said — 

“Have you been long in the Island, Monsieur?”

“I only arrived yesterday, Madame.”

“I am afraid you will find it rather uninteresting!”

“On the contrary, I expect I shall find its fascinations, if anything, too absorbing. I have some important business to conduct here.”

“Ah, that alters the case, doesn’t it? Do you intend to make a long stay?”

“It will quite depend upon that business, Madame!”

He shrugged his shoulders and smiled. The Padre, watching her face, noticed its intensity of expression and wondered. He would have wondered still more had he seen his friend, on saying farewell, slip a tiny note into her hand.

When they had made their adieux Céleste went into the house, and it was some time before she returned to the verandah. When she did, Garfitt saw that she had been crying. Her manner was strangely cold and distant. This was almost more than he could bear. He attributed it to the thoughts engendered by this meeting with her countryman. But in view of what he was about to do himself, he did not comment on it. So the afternoon wore on. The sun went down, and still the same chill remained upon them.

“I haven’t the villainy to try and comfort her,” he said to himself. “To-morrow I shall be gone, and then it will be all over for ever. For ever! Oh, miserable wretch that I am! To think I shall never look upon her face again!”

He heard the big frog in the empty room behind him catch his supper. “There’s Destiny again!” he muttered with a little sigh. “All things considered, I don’t know that there’s so very much difference between that insect and myself!”


CHAPTER VII

THE EVENING OF THE SAME DAY
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“The cold dead hand of the Past.” — HOLMES.

THE moon was just a rim of gold upon the hill top when Celeste left the house that evening. She had excused herself to Garfitt on the plea that she intended visiting the Township, but though she went down the path among the Castor Oil bushes, that was not her real destination. Once past the Aloe hedge, she turned sharply to the left, and bore away through the scrub towards the big rocks at the eastern extremity of the Island. The evening was very still and picturesque, but Celeste was too much absorbed in her own thoughts to notice its beauty. She was scheming out the interview that lay before her.

Arriving at the place she sought, she seated herself in the shadow of a tree, and waited for the appearance of the man whom she had come to meet. Minutes went by and he did not show himself — more minutes, until nearly half an hour had passed. There is nothing, perhaps, so trying to one’s temper as being compelled to wait when the business is important, and she began to fear lest the resolutions she had formed should give way before she was permitted an opportunity of putting them into practice.

Presently, however, the bushes parted on the other side of the plateau, and a man entered the moonlight. He was dressed in white, with scrupulous neatness, and carried a half smoked cigarette in his hand. On reaching the centre of the open space he paused a moment and looked about him, then observing the figure in the shadow, he crossed towards it, raising his hat with elaborate politeness as he came.

“My dear Céleste,” he said sweetly, “I must entreat your pardon if I have kept you waiting. It is so difficult to recognise places in this weird moonlight. I overshot the mark and had to turn back again.”

“That is not true. You have come direct from the settlement. I saw you leave the Padre’s House, and sitting here I have watched you walk along the beach. That falsehood is not a good augury for what you have to say to me!”

He laughed airily, not in the least abashed by this rebuke.

“My dear girl, I am rejoiced to see that you are as sharp as ever. It was certainly not for nothing that our friends used to call you the—”

“Not that name. I will not have it. I have done with it for ever!”

“As you please, of course. You know I would not give you pain for anything. Still one is bound to remember that there was a time when one could not please you more than to call you by it. But it was not to talk about that that I asked you to meet me here!”

He paused for her to say something. It was one of his little peculiarities to stop suddenly in his conversation, in order to take his audience by surprise and put them to the inconvenience of saying something. He was well versed in all the little details of giving annoyance to others, was trim, debonnaire Monsieur Darniac. But Céleste did not speak, she only scratched in the dry earth with the toe of her boot.

“Can you guess, Céleste, why I asked you to come to-night?”

“Because you wanted to see me, I imagine!”

“Why should I want to see you then?”

“Because you have something to say to me, I suppose!”

“Wonderful woman! Of course I want to see you because I have something to say to you. And what do you think I want to say to you?”

“Something that you are afraid to utter where there is anyone to overhear you.”

“What a truly wonderful woman! Her sharpness is extraordinary. I ask her to meet me here because I want to see her. And I want to see her because I have something to say to her, and I have something to say to her that will not bear saying within four walls! It’s like a word puzzle! It’s like what your English friends would call the House that Jack built!” Again he stopped abruptly. Again there was an awkward pause. Once more she did not volunteer any remark.

“I think, considering that this is the first time you have seen me for many years, you are just a little quiet, my dear Céleste?”

“Very likely. I am not, as a rule, very talkative!”

“And yet I remember—”

“I don’t wish you to remember. Confine yourself to the business of the present.”

“With every pleasure in life. Therefore before we say any more, I must, with your permission, congratulate you on one thing!”

“What?”

“Your escape!”

She looked half round to see that there was no one near them.

“My dear, you need not have the slightest fear. We are quite alone. Yes, I congratulate you on your escape. I was in Bombay when the news came to me. ‘Ah, the wonderful Celeste! I said to myself, ‘there is no one like her!’ Accordingly I posted off via Calcutta and Singapore, caught the ‘India’ in Batavia, and reached here, as you are aware, yesterday. A passenger on board gave me a letter of introduction to your friend the missionary, and I quartered myself upon him. Really, I could quite understand your surprise at seeing me this morning!”

“If no one had been present, I think I should have killed you, but—”

“Exactly — but! Let me congratulate you once more. It was cleverly managed, though I don’t quite understand the way you did it. How many years had you still to run?”

She stamped her foot angrily.

“How many more times must I tell you that I will not answer you!”

“I beg your pardon. My memory is so treacherous. I had forgotten. Well, since you object to it, we will not press the point. However, that brings us to the one question of supreme importance — and that is?”
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He threw his cigarette away and lit another. She did not speak.

“And that is, my dear Céleste, what you propose to do now?”

“To remain here.”

He laughed softly, as though her answer amused him.

“You always had such humorous ideas! Remain here, in this hole! Ah! Very good indeed!”

“Be quiet. I will not have you laugh like that. Yes, I shall stay here, and I defy you and all the others to move me!”

“Not defy, Céleste, surely I did not hear aright!”

“Quite right. I defy you all to move me!”

“But my dearest girl, my infinitely charming Céleste, I—”

“I forbid you to speak to me like that.”

“Remain here. Well, well! The humour is delicious. But we must not waste time. Seriously, when will you be ready to accompany me?”

“Never!”

“I must confess I am getting a little tired of this jesting. I say when?”

“And I tell you never. I have done with that sort of life for ever!”

“Really, I think you are almost inclined to be wilful this evening. I am doing my best to be good tempered. I want to do all I can for you. Nothing is further from my thoughts than to attempt to hurry you, and yet I cannot stay here for ever!”

“Then go!”

“Excellent! But you see I cannot go without you, my dear. You are too useful to us, far too useful. Our sorrow has been complete. We thought we had lost your valuable services for many years to come. Now that we have you again, we shall not let you slip so easily. Besides, think of the danger you are running here.”

“I am willing to risk that!”

“Possibly, but we are not, you see. We love you so much that we cannot let you take it upon yourself. By the way, the innocent young fledgling with whom I am domesticating tells me something of a romantic attachment. I presume that interesting invalid, in whose house I saw you this morning, is a pigeon worth plucking?”

She moved a step nearer to him.

“One word more like that, and I promise you I’ll strangle you where you stand!”

She put up her hand, and he clutched her by the wrist as if he feared she might carry out her threat.

“Ah! you would! No, my dear Céleste, not this evening, if I know it!”

“Let me go — you are hurting me!”

He relinquished her hand, bowing as he did so.

“Ten thousand apologies, I’m sure. I fancied you might fall. What were we saying? Ah! I remember. I asked when you would be ready to accompany me away?”

“And I said never!”

“You will reconsider that?”

“I shall not. I have given you my decision, and if you attempt to make me change it, I’ll put those on your track who’ll hound you out of this place like a whipped cur.”

“You are not very complimentary. However, I’ll pardon it under the circumstances. At any rate, that’s enough talking. Now listen to me. The China Mail will touch here on Friday. I shall book two passages in her. One for you — one for myself. You will make what excuses you please to your friends, but you will accompany me on board her. Do you understand?”

“And the penalty if I do not go?”

“I shall acquaint the Queensland Police of your whereabouts, and you will be shipped back to your home in the Pacific. I should be sorry to destroy your friends illusions. Possibly they have no idea what a distinguished guest they have the honour of entertaining. By the way, I wonder what your consumptive friend would say if he knew all!”

“You would not be inhuman enough to tell him?”

“Not if you promise to come with me next week. It would be a pity for you to part with ill-feeling between you!”

“I cannot, I will not come!”

“Am I to go over all the old, tedious arguments again?”

“No, no! But Have you no mercy?”

“My dear Céleste, pray don’t be absurd. I would willingly oblige you if I could, but you know or ought to know that it’s impossible. You are more precious to us than, well we’ll say than diamonds, and since we have been deprived of your services so long, we are the more bound to make up for it now. What does it matter? You will have to part sooner or later, and I cannot believe that you are so deeply enamoured of this lachrymose Englishman that it will break your heart to give him up!”

“I love him more than my life. When all the world was against me, he took my part. He saved me from starvation or worse. He has given me a home! — respect — love!”

“We are most grateful to him, I’m sure, but none the less we cannot let your devotion to him make you neglectful of us.”

“He is dying.”

“Then he will not feel your departure for so long!”

“You do not seem to realize that I am his wife!”

“His what? Pardon me if I did not hear aright. You did not say his wife?”

“I did! I am his wife, and I cannot, I will not leave him to die alone.”

“You must indeed have been hard hit!”

“Gaston! I will make a bargain with you!”

“By all means. What is it? Let us hear it.”

“Let me remain with him, undisturbed, until he dies, and then, though I swore I would never have anything to do with you again — I will go!”

“How long will that be?”

“Not more than a month at the very longest. Do that and I will come with you and you can do what you like with me.”

“A month?”

“Yes — only a month. You see how weak he is — he is growing weaker every day. There is no help for him. And I cannot let him die alone!”

“You give me your word that you will come then?”

“I give you my word. You shall do with me as you please then!”

“Well, to show you that I am not altogether without feeling, I will agree to that. You shall stay with him until he dies, and then we’ll set off together. There is no time to lose, for we are making preparations for a master stroke, and we have all been lamenting that you could not have a hand in it.”

“What villainy are you contemplating now?”

“Ah, dear girl, again you are not complimentary! However, you shall know soon enough. It is a secret now. Rest assured, it is something worthy even of your reputation. One of the biggest things we have ever undertaken. By the way, you don’t think anyone here suspects your history?”

“No, I’m quite sure of it!”

“And you have a nice home up the hill yonder. I was charmed with it to-day!”

“I have made it all myself. Every bit of it. Built it up out of nothing. And now it is to be scattered to the winds again. O! wretched woman that I am!”

“My dear, you must not talk like that. You must trust to me, your true friend, Damiac, and let me comfort you in your sorrow. Remember you have a month together yet!”

“Have you anything more to say to me?”

“I think not. At any rate, if I have, it will keep. I intend to constitute myself the friend of your house, you know. I shall drop in often.”

“To remind me of my bond!”

“No! I trust to your honour for that. Still, I shall keep my eye upon you all the same. And now, as we have arranged matters so amicably, let us be going home — people might suspect something if they saw us so long together, and I have no wish to lose the patronage of our amiable young friend down yonder. Let us start!”

The moon had long since disappeared behind the hill, and the road was very dark. Darniac’s amiability had quite returned to him, and as he walked he talked of Paris and the days they had spent together, hummed little snatches of songs, and conducted himself altogether as if he were Céleste’s nearest and dearest friend on earth.

When they reached the beach opposite her house they separated, Darniac going on beside the water to the Township, Céleste ascending the hill to her own abode. She found Garfitt in the verandah, fanning himself with a Kadjang leaf. He had been listening for her footstep for some time past, his brain tortured with many thoughts. The evening had been one long-drawn agony to him. And yet he knew the torture would have been infinitely more acute had she remained at home. During her absence he had subjected himself to the severest cross-examination possible. He had deliberated the question of his departure over and over again, and the result was even less satisfactory than before; he was unconvinced whether he should go or stay. It was too humiliating, for, do what he would, he could not find courage enough to break up his home and to say good-bye to her.

Céleste knelt on the floor by his side and took his hand. After her interview with Darniac she felt strangely nervous. What would the result be if this man, whose good opinion she had struggled so hard to win, should learn her secret? Would his love continue when he discovered the guilty woman she really was? She very much doubted it.

“Céleste, you don’t know how long this hour that you have been away has seemed to me!” he said.

She kissed the hand she held but did not answer. Unknown to him she was crying. One of her tears fell on his wrist and stung him like a lash. It showed him his position more clearly than any other argument could have done. He turned his head towards her, and in that flash made up his mind.

“Céleste! Little sweetheart,” he asked very softly, “why are you crying?”

“It is nothing!” she answered. “I am a little tired to-night, that is all!”

“That is not the real reason. Tell me the truth. You are hiding something from me.”

“No! No! Only I cannot bear to see you lying here so weak.”

“Is that all? Really? Honour bright?”

“Really — honour bright!”

“You swear it?”

“I swear it!”

“Now, let me have my say. I have something serious to tell you. Do you know, Celeste, I was very near doing you a great injustice today. And yet somehow I did not mean it to be an injustice. I meant it only for kindness.”

“What was it?”

“You will forgive me?”

“I forgive you freely.”

“Celeste, I was thinking of leaving you. Of going away!”

“Of leaving me? Oh, no! I cannot believe that!”

“But it is true. I thought it would be the kinder course. I saw how my weakness was hurting you — I saw how it pained you to watch me growing more and more helpless every day. And then I wondered, if you feel it so now, how you will feel it — when the end comes, when I am so weak that I cannot lift my head — so weak that I have not even strength to kiss your hand! So! Then I said to myself — 

‘My mind is made up. She shall not see me like that — I will go away. I will get one of my friends to take me out to sea and let me die there. The pain will be sharp to her at first, but it will spare her all the other later agony.’”

“You do not know! But go on!”

“Well, this idea was only half formed in my mind, until I heard those men talking this morning. Then, being unable to resist it any longer, I asked my friend, Dick Prince, if he would help me. He consented. To-night while you have been away I have thought it out. Gone over and over it till I have made a discovery.”

“And that is?”

“That whatever the result may be, I cannot go. Oh! Céleste, my love, my love. My guardian angel. I know now how much you are to me. If the torture is to be even greater than I imagine, I cannot go. I have turned coward for your sake. You must never leave me, I cannot bear you out of my sight. Let me hold to you, cling to you, make the most of you while I have the strength. Let us be together always that I may have something to remember — when I am gone — if there be any remembrance in the place to which I go!”

“Oh, why cannot we believe in a Heaven?”

“I don’t know. I cannot say. I have mocked and scoffed at everything. I have been tossed to and fro on the Ocean of Uncertainty all these years. I have tried to believe, I have struggled to believe. I would give anything to believe, but there seems to be always something wanting, and I cannot!”

She grasped his hand in both of hers, and together they sat in the darkness, side by side, fighting, so it seemed to them, against all the superstition of the world. Céleste saw that Garfitt was exciting himself more than was prudent, and she tried to soothe him, but it was in vain, he was wound up and it was hopeless to attempt to stop him till his torrent had worn itself out.

“Céleste,” he said, when his passionate outburst had a little subsided, “when I am gone, you will go away from here?”

“Oh! Let us shut our thoughts to that awful day. Do not let us think of such a thing!”

“But we must, my girl! We must arrange everything. I may go off at any moment, and I must not leave you unprepared.”

“What would you wish me to do?”

“To go away as soon as possible — to go home to France. I have left you everything. We have not spent a quarter of our capital, and there should be enough to see you safely there, and perhaps to keep you in moderate comfort for a year or even two. Besides, to-morrow I shall write to my family and tell them that you are my wife, and when they know where you settle, in all justice they must continue the allowance they have made to me.”

“You are too good to me! Much too good!”

“Nothing is too good for you, Céleste! The best and purest of living women. You have been my good angel. You have done for me more than woman ever did for mortal man. How can I repay a quarter of the debt I owe you!”

Choking down a sob he rose and went into the house. She stood for a moment alone, watching the palm leaves rocking on the evening breeze.

“His good angel!” she said, “the best and purest of living women! Oh! if he knew all. If he only knew!”


CHAPTER VIII

FIFTEEN DAYS LATER
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“Beware, my lord, of jealousy;

It is the green-eyed monster that doth mock

The meat it feeds on.”

 — Othello, III. 3.

AFTER his first call at the house on the hill side, there was no man more constant in his visits than Monsieur Darniac. He was there continually, and every time he went he exerted all his talents to please. He was a well-read man, a polished conversationalist, and a humorist of no mean order. He always knew the right thing to say, and he as invariably said it. He was never familiar, yet always friendly. He had seen a great deal of the world, studied men and manners in the most civilized as well as the most out-of-the-way places, and he was not averse to giving others the benefit of his experiences. When he was present time flew swiftly, and indeed, so much was his society appreciated, that Garfitt, to his own surprise, found himself forgetting his first distrust, always looking forward to his visits, and invariably regretting the moment of farewell. To Celeste, Darniac was scrupulously polite. Never by word or deed did he suggest that they had met before. He allowed no opportunity to slip of doing her little services, but it was always with the air of one who was quite a new friend, until, despite her fear of him, she could not but admit to herself that his presence was not as disagreeable as she would otherwise have expected. Garfitt noticed this one morning, and for the first time a jealous chill passed over him. What if this man should fall in love with Celeste? What if she should fall in love with him? What would his position be then? He only harboured the thought for an instant, and then dismissed it from his mind as ungenerous to her. But it returned upon him again and again, until it became so firmly rooted that it would not be driven out.

One afternoon, lest Celeste should read in his face what was in his mind, he went for a walk to the Township. At the cost of considerable strength he managed to get as far as the Hotel of All Nations; and since the Devil seldom throws away a chance of appropriating souls, it so happened that Sankee’s First Husband lolled in the verandah. He was dissipating his hard-earned savings as fast as possible, and he hailed with delight the prospect of a companion. They entered the Bar together, and for the first time since his marriage, Garfitt called for brandy.

The bottle was placed before him, and, according to the custom of the country, he helped himself. The first two glasses were as nothing, the third was somewhat better, while the fourth sent the blood coursing through his veins in a highly pleasant fashion. The fifth improved his prospects wonderfully, brought out the vivid colours of the whiskey advertisements on the walls, and, while lessening his fears of Darniac, told him that life was almost worth living after all. His companion made a joke. Garfitt threw his head back and laughed as he had not laughed for months. Why hadn’t he thought of this before? He would certainly take some bottles home with him that he might continue to enjoy these same delightful sensations undisturbed.

This idea he faithfully carried out, with the result that he was compelled to send a boy for a further supply next day. By the time this was finished he had experienced many things. Among others, his appearance had somewhat changed. His hands had taken to shaking so much that he dared not shave, new lines had formed themselves round the corners of his mouth, there was generally a dull sort of pain at the back of his head, while big black spots hovered and danced continually before his eyes. Céleste noticed the alteration in him and wondered what it all might mean. She was not aware that he had visited the Township, and though she had undeniable evidence before her that he was drinking deeply, she could not find a trace of liquor upon the premises.

Darniac was teaching her Chess, and, every morning, the games at the table in the creeper-covered verandah, were provocative of much mirth. Garfitt, from his couch, watched the players with sullen, bloodshot eyes, and as he did so, he determined in his own mind that there was a mutual understanding between the pair. At first he wondered if it were the creation of the brandy. But as his suspicions were confirmed, the old twinge of jealousy returned upon him with double intensity.

One morning, the game finished, Darniac rose to go. He thanked Céleste for the pleasure she had given him, and then bade his host “good-bye.” It was Garfitt’s usual custom to invite him to remain to luncheon; on this occasion, however, he said stiffly, “good-morning,” and allowed his visitor to leave the house without another word. When he was gone Céleste turned to him with an enquiring face — 

“You did not ask him to stay?”

“I certainly did not. I fail to see that I am called upon to feed every mysterious Frenchman who does us the honour to visit us.”

She did not answer, but her face looked troubled. She divined that Garfitt was growing jealous of this man, and she saw also that he suspected some sort of contraband intimacy between them. What was she to do? She was in such an invidious position, and she knew that the least mistake on her part would shatter their mutual peace for ever. Of course coldness to her countryman would set her husband’s fears at rest once and for all. But on the other hand, such a course would have the effect of angering Darniac, and then it would be impossible to tell what revenge he might not take. She was growing very nervous.

The following morning Darniac called again.

He found his host alone in the verandah, picking at the cane work of his chair with nervous fingers. Seating himself he rolled a cigarette. For some time they chatted on different subjects, but all the while Garfitt saw that his rival was only waiting for Céleste. Presently she joined them. Though her greeting was kind enough, it did not take Damiac very long to understand that she was afraid to make it warmer lest she should arouse her husband’s jealousy. It pleased him to feel that a certain constraint was upon the pair, and still more to know that it was occasioned by his presence. He had been considering Céleste a great deal lately. She had changed in a hundred ways since he had last seen her, and he told himself they were all for the better. There was a certain softness about her manner now that was not used to be there. Decidedly, its presence was an improvement. Indeed, it was a long time since he had seen anyone more charming, and he began to entertain himself with very pleasant thoughts regarding her.

Garfitt watched them with suspicious eyes. He saw her constraint, and he saw the efforts the other was making to break through it. He began to see his own position in a new light.

Here was a man, he argued, her fellow-countryman, good looking, irreproachably dressed, of courtly manners, and evidently of considerable wealth, wooing the woman he loved. What had he to put against such advantages? A shattered constitution, a pale, haggard face, almost immediate death, and, well — certainly a meagre banking account! Obviously the balance stood in his enemy’s favour. He continued to watch them. The situation was becoming critical, and a nasty look of malice was growing in Darniac’s face. Once more the call came to an end, once more he rose to go, and once more Garfitt failed to issue the usual invitation. Darniac bowed to him and turned towards Céleste. With a pale face she offered her hand. He took it, held it tightly, and raised it to his lips, looking at Garfitt as he did so. Then with a gay adieu he lifted his hat, descended the steps, and went his way down the path humming a rippling chanson.

For nearly a minute after he had left the house the couple in the verandah sat silent. Garfitt was the first to speak, and Céleste was terrified at the tone he used.

“Remember, that man never enters my house again!”

“You do not think he meant anything more than common courtesy by his action?”

“I do not think anything. I am sure!”

“John!” she said, approaching him with a look of almost terror in her face. “You do not, you cannot imagine — that — there — is — anything — between that man and me?”

“I tell you I do not imagine anything. Now leave me!”

“You wrong me. You are unjust. I swear you are!”

“I have not said that I imagine anything.”

“But you have implied it!”

“I imply nothing. Leave me!”

She went without another word. Garfitt laid himself back on his couch and closed his eyes. When the coast was clear he visited a secret place he knew of at the end of the verandah, and pulled himself together from a brandy bottle hidden there. This done he faced the situation, and again bitterly reproached himself. What a poor, miserable dolt he had been! Why had he ever taken this woman into his house? And what was worse, why had he ever allowed her to eat her way into his heart? That she had some secret understanding with this man he was quite sure. Had he not seen it with his own eyes? No evidence could have been plainer. What did she intend to do now? As for himself, what could he do? Oh, why had he not gone away with Dick Prince? Had he done so, he might have been dead and overboard by this time, and what would have been better still, he would then have died, believing to the last in her love and devotion to himself. Now she would probably sacrifice him to this countryman of hers, and in doing so would leave him to die alone in a desolation that would be ten thousand times more terrible than before. But they should not get off scot free. Not they!

The farce of luncheon came and went, and still the same cloud covered them. Céleste did her duty by him to the letter, but there was an expression of despair upon her face that looked as if it never could be lifted. The meal over, he returned to his couch in the verandah, and she to her household duties. And so the afternoon wore on!

Towards sundown, Garfitt espied a little Solomon boy coming up the path from the Township. He carried a letter in his hand, and was edging his way round the Aloes in order to get to the back of the house without attracting the attention of the front. At first his movements had but little interest for Garfitt, but suddenly a thought flashed through his brain. With its coming he rose from his couch, crossed the verandah, and went down to intercept him.

“Give me that letter,” he said.

The boy demurred, but Garfitt held him by the arm.

“If you don’t give it me, I’ll cut your throat from ear to ear. Come, hand it over.”

Thus menaced, the boy surrendered it.

“Now come with me to the verandah, and I’ll tell you if there’s an answer.”

They went back to the house, where Garfitt opened the letter. It was unaddressed, but he did not need to be told for whom it was intended. It was very short, and read as follows: — 

“Affairs have come to a climax. There is no hope for it, we must leave by the mail-boat at eleven to-night I have arranged everything. Refuse, and you know the consequences.”

Garfitt turned it over and over. Then with extraordinary calmness he said to the boy — 

“You will go back to the man who gave you this and say, the lady says, ‘If you want me to come, be at the Black Rock at the east end of the Island at eight o’clock to-night.’ Here is half-a-crown for you.”

The boy seized the money and sped down the path, glad to have got out of the difficulty so easily. Garfitt knew he was not likely to say that he had given it to the wrong person. That would mean a beating, and Solomon boys, like most others, do not go out of their way to court personal chastisement.

Then, with the assistance of a fresh bottle of brandy, he set himself to think out his own course of action. What should he do? How should he punish these two? Ah! the thought that had struck him when he sent the message. He would meet this man himself and be revenged on him. It would mean a walk of nearly a quarter of a mile, but surely he could manage that for such an end? He hugged the thought to his heart. He would shoot Darniac and then turn her out of his house. Thus would he punish both.

The rest of the afternoon was spent in drinking brandy and in gloating over his scheme. Unperceived by Celeste, he got out his revolver, cleaned it, loaded it carefully, and deposited it in his pocket. Then the evening meal came, but though he sat up to it, he was too excited to eat. His face burned feverishly, and as Celeste noticed it, she became greatly alarmed. The same constraint still sat upon them, except that now Garfitt was mockingly polite to her. She could not understand it at all; the only conclusion she could come to was that his disease must be preying on his mind, and for that reason he was not accountable for his actions. She resolved to watch him closely.

To this end, when he rose and went into the verandah, she kept her eye upon him from the room. It was almost dark, but she saw him take something from his pocket, examine it carefully, and replace it. Then descending the steps, he headed round the hill in an easterly direction. Without any head covering, she followed him, creeping from tree to tree, and taking extraordinary care lest he should discover that he was being watched. His progress was very slow, for he had to stop on an average once in every fifty yards to recover his breath. He reeled as he went, and sometimes he had to support himself by rocks and trees, but eventually he left the bushes and emerged on the open spot where she herself had met Darniac by appointment only a fortnight before. He seated himself on a rock, and as he did so, a ship’s bell in the harbour struck eight o’clock. Again she saw him take something from his pocket, and then like a flash his errand dawned upon her. He was going to commit suicide! In another moment she would have rushed across the open to him, but as she was about to start, a man emerged from the shadow on the other side and approached him. It was Darniac.

Crouching in her hiding place, she listened and watched with her heart in her mouth. She saw her husband rise and stagger towards the other. She saw Darniac lift his hat politely.

“This is an unexpected pleasure,” he said, “but I must own that I am at a loss to understand its meaning. Were you the sender of that message?”

“I was,” Garfitt replied, “and I sent it in reply to this letter.”

He took a paper from his pocket and spread it on the rock.

“How did you obtain possession of that?”

“I intercepted your messenger.”

“And now?”

“Now I am going to settle the matter with you. So you think you will take my wife away with you, do you?”

“That is my intention!”

“And you dare own it to my face?”

“I dare.”

“By God! You’re a pluckier man than I took you for! Do you know you’re standing face to face with Death?”

“You dare not touch me!”

“We’ll see. You think my wife loves you?”

“That is not the question at issue.”

“Isn’t it? I think it is! At any rate we’ll make it so!”

“I cannot stay here wrangling with you.”

“What time does your boat sail?”

“Eleven o’clock.”

“Then you’ll never catch it.”

“What do you mean?”

“That you’ll never leave this place alive. You cur! You traitorous hound! I know you! I know you, and I’ll put a stop to your adulterous tricks! Hold up your hands and say your prayers, for as certain as you live now, I’m going to blow your brains out!”

Garfitt pointed the revolver. Damiac instantly stepped back a pace and threw up his hands as he had been ordered. Céleste still crouched behind her bush, unable to move hand or foot. A night bird hooted in the tree above her, but save his dismal note, and the ripple of the waves upon the beach, not a sound was to be heard.

“I’ll count twenty and then fire. Say your prayers, for you’re as good as dead!”

“You won’t shoot an unarmed man!”

“Say your prayers, I tell you. I don’t want to hear your voice.”

The waves rippled on the beach and the voice of a man singing came faintly up from a lugger in the bay.

“Time’s up — now I fire!”

He raised his hand, but as he did so a great wave of something seemed to break over him. His brain reeled and he lost his sense of perspective. He pulled the trigger — the bullet flew high above the other’s head, and Garfitt fell to the ground in a dead faint.

As soon as he realized what had happened, Damiac turned upon his heel and ran as fast as his legs could carry him along the beach in the direction of the Township.

When the noise of his flight had died away, Céleste came out of hiding and approached her husband. He was still unconscious, and for a moment she thought him dead. Then with almost superhuman strength she picked him up in her arms, and started round the hill side towards the house. Reeling and staggering under her burden she bore him on, the light from the sitting-room guiding and encouraging her. It seemed hours before she reached it. When she did, she laid him on his bed, and began the work of restoring him to life. It was some time before any sign of animation returned. Then his eyes opened and he gazed about him in a dazed fashion.

“How did I get here?” he faltered.

“I carried you.”

“Ah! I remember. I missed my shot. Now pack up your traps and join that paramour of yours. Go!”

She threw herself on her knees beside him.

“You cannot mean that you doubt me still?”

“Go, I say! Do you want me to shoot you too?”

“I will not go!”

“Then I’ll go myself and leave you here.”

“No! No! You must not move. You will kill yourself! Oh, what can I say to stop you?”

She clung to him with the strength of despair.

“Let me go! I will not live under the same roof with you!”

He tried to force her off, but she still clung to him. At last her grasp weakened; she rose to her feet. Her voice was very hard and curiously thick.

“No! No! You must not move. You are quite right. Since you are so unjust it is better that I should go!”

And so saying she turned away and went down the steps into the darkness. Garfitt’s head fell back upon the pillow. Another fainting fit was coming over him. He felt himself sinking.

“She is gone! This is the end. Now let me die!”


CHAPTER IX

A DAY LATER
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“Humanum amare est, humanum autem ignoscere est.”

 — PLAUTUS.

WHEN Garfitt came to his senses again it was broad daylight, and he was surprised to find the Padre sitting by his bedside watching him intently. As soon as he had recovered himself sufficiently to speak, he asked the reason of this visit.

“Garfitt,” was the uncompromising answer, “I am here to tell you that you have done your wife a grievous wrong!”

“My wife? I have no wife — you don’t seem to know that I have cast her off!”

“I am quite aware of it, and I also know that you will receive her back when you have heard her story.”

“Never! And what’s more, don’t you interfere. I know my own business best, and I’ve had good proof of her treachery!”

“I tell you you have had no such thing. What you believe is simply the outcome of your own wicked jealousy. She has never failed one iota in her duty or her love; she is as true to you as she ever was!”

“How do you know what she is? Has she made you her confidante?”

“She has! No, don’t sneer like that. She came to me late last night, nearly broken hearted, with the news that you had cast her off.”

“She told the truth for once — I have!”

“And you will take her back?”

“I have told you already I will not! So let’s drop the subject!”

“But I must not be put off like that. Think, Garfitt. You loved her once. You told me you loved her better than all the world, and yet on the first opportunity you doubt her. Is that loving better than all the world? If so, I pity you! Listen man, you are dying. No, it’s no use blinking the fact.”

“Who wants to? Not I, for certain!”

“You will not die with this great injustice on your soul?”

“I tell you it is not an injustice. I’m not to be blinded by falsehoods. I know what I’m doing. God knows I have not acted without sufficient reason. Why, I intercepted a letter from that man to her only yesterday.”

“A letter?”

“Yes, a letter in which he said that the climax had come, and that he had made arrangements for them to sail together in the China Mail-boat last night.”

“It is more serious than I thought. However, I can account for that to your satisfaction. Remember, I have heard your wife’s history from her own lips.”

“I am glad she makes a stranger the repository of her secrets!”

“Garfitt, do you believe that I am a Godfearing man?”

“Well, yes! Now I come to think of it, strangely enough, I do!”

“Well then, will you accept my honest conviction when I say that, before God, I believe the story your wife has told me to be true in every particular?”

“Yes, I think I will even go as far as that!”

“Then, Garfitt, you must hear it also! I have sworn to you I believe her innocent. Will you see her once more and hear her story from her own lips before you condemn her? She loves you with her whole heart and soul. No man was ever loved more truly than Céleste loves you. Ask yourself, would she be so anxious to remain with you now if she did not? If she had loved this other man, as you think she did, would she have allowed him to go away from her so willingly?”

“I cannot say — I have given her a home. I have a little money which will be hers at my death.”

“You are worse than ungenerous. If money and a home were all she wanted, Darniac could have given her both. No, Garfitt, that is no reason. Now, as a favour to me, the only one I have ever asked of you, will you see her?”

“I can’t! I can’t! You don’t know what you are asking of me!”

“Good heavens, man, are you so blind to your own interests? If you hesitate now you are lost for ever! Ponder it well. She has been an angel of mercy to you, and you are repaying it by breaking her heart. For my own part I think it would serve you right if she refused to have anything more to do with you. You have been fuddling yourself with drink this fortnight past. You have been imagining all sorts of infidelities against her. Remember how she nursed you. What have you given her in return? Why, you have neglected her shamefully, and now you have put a finishing touch to it all by this unjust suspicion. But hers is no ordinary love. Like the generous woman she is, she is willing to forgive everything. Does that not show the nobility of her character? Come, Garfitt, I am pleading with you for her. Will you see her?”

There was a long silence.

“Yes, I will see her.”

“Thank God! I will bring her to you at once.”

The Padre left the house, and Garfitt was once more alone. In the interval of waiting he tried to think out his position; but try how he would to drive it out, he only seemed to see Céleste’s tearful face gazing at him in mute reproach. A sudden but awful terror was upon him. What if he should have misjudged her? Could she be innocent? True, there was something in the Padre’s argument. But, on the other hand, there was that damning letter as evidence against her! There was no time, however, to think of anything. He heard a rustling in the verandah — a figure came between him and the light, and next moment Céleste was by his side. She threw herself on her knees, and hid her face in the coverlet of the bed.

“Céleste!”

“Oh, John, my husband, thank God you will hear my story?”

“I have promised that I will. You had better begin.”

“Oh, John, John, I am a guilty, wicked woman, and I never thought I should be called upon to tell you of my shame. But to you I am innocent of any wrong. You will believe that, won’t you, and take me back — oh, John, you will take me back?”

“Let me hear your story!”

She rose from her knees and leant against the table. A desperate, hunted look had come into her face, and her voice had suddenly grown very hard.

“You shall know everything. It has been my folly in keeping it back so long that has wrought this mischief between us. You will despise me and drive me away when you hear, but that must be my punishment.”

“Begin!”

“On our wedding night you asked me about my life. I told you I was born in Rouen — that I acted as companion to a lady in Paris — that when I left her I came to Australia.”

She paused with almost a choke in her voice. Her lips were dry and cracked, and her hands were white with the violence of her grip upon the table edge.

“Well?”

“I did not tell you who that woman was. I did not tell you what she made of me. But I will now. Have you ever heard of Marie Recardier?”

“The diamond thief — the most notorious adventuress unhung! I nearly went to see her tried the last time I was in Paris. My God, Celeste, what had you to do with her?”

“Can’t you guess? I am Mar—”

“No more! No more! For pity’s sake, no more! I can guess the rest.”

“But you must hear me out — I tell you, you must! There can be no mercy for either of us in this explanation. If it pains you to hear, think how it must hurt me to tell. Do not stop me, let me say it. Yes, I am Marie Recardier, the Diamond Thief, the woman you have just called ‘the greatest adventuress unhung.’ You should have gone to see her tried — then you would have known her when you met me on the road that awful day little more than two months ago. In that case you would not have taken me in, and this misery would never have come upon us.”

“Don’t! For pity’s sake, don’t talk so! Tell me no more! I forgive you everything, but don’t cut into my heart like this!”

“I cannot stop — I must not. It is best for both of us that this understanding should be complete in every way. I say, if you had come to see me tried you would have heard me condemned to transportation for fifteen years. Yes, I — the delicately nurtured woman — she whom you have called your guardian angel, the purest soul that ever lived, was condemned to penal servitude for fifteen years — sent across the seas in the company of all the lowest scum of France! Can you guess how I suffered? Can you guess how I ate my heart out on that Pacific island? No, no, of course you can’t!”

“Goon! Goon! Don’t stop till you have finished, if it kills me.”

“Darniac was the organiser of all our schemes. He discovered that they could do nothing without me. For this reason he resolved to help me to escape. Money was sent; with it I effected certain bribes, and at length, after innumerable dangers, I eluded the vigilance of the authorities and reached Australia. Bit by bit I made my way north, resolved not only to outwit the law, but also to escape my friends. For, as you may imagine, I had no desire to go back to that old life again. But the bribes had been very heavy, and my money was soon exhausted. What was worse, I knew the Police might be on my track at any moment. A boat was sailing for England, I boarded her in Brisbane, and hid myself among the cargo. My presence was not discovered until we had left Cooktown, and then, more dead than alive, I was forced by hunger to quit my shelter. Can you imagine what I suffered? Think how I felt the insults that were heaped upon me?”

Not being able to speak he tried to take her hand. But in this he was unsuccessful. She kept it beyond his reach.

“When I was put ashore I was destitute of everything. Hope seemed completely gone out of the world for me. I wandered about the island, expecting every moment to feel an arresting hand upon my shoulder. When night fell I made my way down to the jetty yonder, looked at the dark water, and longed to throw myself over and be done with my misery for ever.

But when it came to the point I had not sufficient bravery, so I went back to the hill and cried myself to sleep under a tree. Next day I could have fought the world for a crust of bread, but I dared not venture into the settlement lest I should be met and recognised. Then you came into my life and helped me. The only person who had ever done so. You gave me all you had in the world, and I would have given my life for you in return.”

“There is no need to speak of that.”

“There is every need. It is one of the only happy recollections of my life. Do you know, when you left me, I went up on to the hill side again, and prayed that if there were a God, He would bless you for that act of charity. I thought I should never see you again, but Fate willed otherwise. You offered me a home and I took it. You fell ill and I gave my whole being up to nursing you. I resolved that come what might I would make you happy in return for the pity you had shown to me. How I learnt to love you, you know. My life then was a glimpse of Heaven. Can you guess my happiness in the Home I was building up for myself? And when I became your wife, my joy seemed complete, my old life faded behind me till it was little more than a horrible dream. Then Darniac came hunting for me.”

“Ah!”

“He traced me here and demanded that I should return to France with him. I refused — I told him I would not leave you. You were the first who had ever really loved me. You had given me a home. As your wife I was building up for myself a new and happy life of love and honour. No! I would not go back with him to that old desperate existence. He threatened to communicate with the police if I persisted in my refusal. At length, driven to desperation, I made a bargain with him, by which I promised if he would let me stay with you — until — until the end, to go away with him and do their will afterwards. But I never meant to go. I should have shot myself when they came to claim me. Oh, yes! I could have been brave enough then I assure you. Well, for a fortnight he remained watching me, then suddenly news reached him. It became necessary for him to change his plans and to leave for Hong Kong at once. He wanted to force me into going with him, in fact he had made all his arrangements to that end. The Padre tells me he wrote to me.”

“I intercepted the letter, and it was on that I acted.”

“Oh! If only I had got it this misery would have been averted! Now you know all. I have been a thief — a convicted felon — but by my love for you I swear I have never sinned in anything else. You are my judge — pronounce sentence on me!”

“Hush — hush — you don’t know what you are saying!”

“You cannot forgive me then?”

“I have no right to speak to you, much less to forgive. I am only the vilest wretch alive. Oh, Céleste, is it too late for me to say how bitterly I hate myself for my behaviour to you — too late to ask for your forgiveness?”

“You forgive me?”

“What have I to forgive? Nothing! It is you who have suffered. Think of all you have done for me, and remember how I have treated you. How can I look you in the face!”

“But are you certain, now you have heard my story, that you can still love me?”

“Your story? What has that to do with me? Am I so guiltless that I can throw the first stone? No! Were you twenty thousand times guiltier you would still be the same Celeste to me! Oh! My love! My love! I thought I had lost you!”

He stroked her hair. She was crying softly. His face was very drawn and haggard, and he gasped convulsively for breath. It needed but little medical knowledge to see that the excitement of the last two days had materially hastened the end. It was very near now.

Presently Garfitt fell asleep holding her hand. This slumber lasted for nearly an hour, and during the whole of that time the woman did not move a finger lest she might disturb him. When he opened his eyes again it was nearly mid-day. He seemed slightly stronger, and his voice when he spoke had almost a firmness in it. He appeared also to be happier than he had been for some time past.

“Celeste,” he said, looking into her face, “I have had such a happy dream!”

“Will you tell it to me?”

“My dear, I don’t know that I could make you understand. It was so vivid and yet so mysterious, so terrible and yet so full of happiness for me. Its influence is on me even now. As far as I can remember, it seemed that I was standing in a valley among great mountains which towered up and up to such a height above me that their summits were lost in the clouds. How I came to be there I cannot tell, but I know that I was quite alone and very sad. I seemed to be the most friendless and homeless being in the whole world. And how I was to get out of this valley in which I was lost I could not tell. I looked to right and left of me for a road, but none was to be seen. I went on and on, searching always, till at last my eyes lighted on a tiny path away to the left of where I stood. It was only a little, rough, uneven track, but by it I climbed up and up, through jungle and by rocks, scaling overhanging crags and leaping chasms, till I stood right out on the face of the great mountain. Then the way began to grow more difficult, rocks blocked the passage; on one hand was the sheer side of the hill, on the other the awful precipice. And, what made it still more awesome, the wind was rising and shrieking round me. Oh, Celeste, the loneliness of that place was terrible. I seemed afraid to go on, and yet something behind would not allow me to turn back. My heart was sick with fear, my hands and feet were bleeding from the sharpness of the rocks by which I climbed, and yet every moment the path was growing narrower and more difficult, and the depth below me more fearful. At last I came to the most dangerous place of all. Here the track was little more than a foot wide; above me still towered the steep side of the mountain; to my left was the abyss. I dared not look down into it and I could not look up. My courage began to fail me. I trembled for my safety, for I knew that the name of that place was Death. Then, just as my strength was leaving me and I was despairing of ever reaching safety again, the tiniest white cloud imaginable descended from Heaven to settle on the path before me. I looked at it, and as I looked it grew and grew, and as it grew it took human shape. And yet it was not human, for I saw that it had great white wings, and a glorious halo round its head. Then I realized that it was a woman, an Angel woman sent to guide me along the path of Death. She signified with her white hand that I should follow her, and I did so, this time without fear. On and on she led me. The path grew more and more difficult as we went, but upheld by her hand I had no fear.

“Then, little by little, the path changed again. It was growing broader; the depth was not so vast, and now there was grass upon the mountain slope. Then suddenly we came to a standstill, and my Angel bade me look. I did so, and there, Céleste, stretching before me, was the most beautiful valley the brain of man could imagine. Its extent was so vast that my sight could not take it all in; upon it grew every manner of tree and shrub; glimpses of lakes showed here and there, and among the foliage I saw men and women walking, and beckoning to me, with looks of love upon their faces, to join them. But that was not all, for over everything was the softest and most wonderful light I ever dreamed of, and in the centre of that light a throne, and on that throne One whose face was as the Morning Glory. My Guardian Angel pointed to the valley and to Him who sat upon the throne, and told me, though I knew it already, that the name of that place was Heaven. I implored her to take me to it. But she only said, ‘Soon! Very soon! ‘And then for the first time she turned her face towards me, and I realized who my angel was. Her face was yours, Céleste! You came to me and I was no longer afraid. I have known the Valley of the Shadow of Death. Your love has led me along the Path of Difficulty — your hand has upheld me in the Places of Destruction. God sent you out of Heaven to teach me to believe. My blindness is removed, my eyes are opened. I seem to see everything plainly now. Céleste, there is a God — I am convinced of it I have seen His face, and I know that, sinner though I am, He will forgive. I do believe — I am not afraid to die — I trust to Him, and I know that He will let you bring me to the White Valley of the glorious Life to Come!”


CHAPTER X

THE NINETIETH DAY
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“CONQUER WE SHALL, but we must first contend;

Tis not the fight that crowns us, but the end.”

 — HERRICK.



A FORTNIGHT had elapsed since Damiac’s departure from the Island, and every day discovered Garfitt growing unmistakably weaker. He could do nothing for himself now. From morning till night he lay on the couch in the verandah, watching the shimmering heat-haze on the plain, and the luggers riding at anchor in the Harbour, and living only in his Memories of the Past. A great silence was slowly settling on the house; and even his friends in the Township seemed to be aware that the end was very near, for only the Padre came to visit him.

It was an intensely hot morning — hardly a breath of air fanned his cheeks. Not a leaf of the Palms moved, only the usual blinding glare was upon and over everything. Celeste sat by hisside sewing; but though she pretended to work it was little that she accomplished. She had been reading to him earlier, but now even the exertion of listening tired him, and so the book lay open upon the floor with a wavering line of small black ants crawling across the printed page. Garfitt noticed them and smiled faintly. He was full of the significance of little things. He was a cherisher of books, and he knew that if he had been well, that volume would not have been lying there. Now so small a circumstance was beneath consideration. From the ant trail he looked at his wife — thought of her history, and of all she had been to him. In the mysterious Future, that Future that was to begin when he had gone, what was her fate to be?

“Céleste,” he said at length, “do you think that man will harm you to revenge himself on me?”

“No!” she answered. “Do not worry about that. He dares not hurt me for his own sake. I know far too much about him!”

“But you will not go back to them when I am gone?”

“No! I promise you I will not!”

“Then what will you do?”

“I do not know. But we will not talk of it.

You must not agitate yourself. You are not strong enough.”

“But I must know! It is a continual nightmare to me to think of your wandering about the earth alone, remember it will not do for you to go back to France; while in Australia, so near your enemies, you will be in constant danger.”

“Hush! Hush! I am not going to let you talk!”

“You are very obstinate!”

“It is only because I love you!”

He turned his head and looked away across the harbour. The Missionary Schooner from New Guinea lay becalmed five cables from her anchorage. There was not wind enough to fill her topsails. The report of a gun echoed from Prince of Wales Island, and rumbled like thunder among the islands. The hammering of a boat builder came up from the beach, and he could see two little native boys bathing opposite the old burying ground. A little cloud of dust was on the path leading towards the house, and presently, when it settled down, Garfitt made out the figure of a man, dressed in white, coming up the hill. He watched him with a dreamy sort of fascination. Somehow his destiny seemed to be wrapped up in the dust he was creating. Try how he would he could not withdraw his eyes from that little cloud. It came nearer, and when the walker emerged from among the Castor Oil bushes, Garfitt saw that he was a stranger. He was a big, burly man with iron grey hair and a close cropped beard of the same colour. As he left the bushes and entered the open space before the house, he turned and looked back at the settlement. It was a long climb, and Garfitt settled it in his own mind that he was a little out of breath. Presently he continued his walk and approached the verandah. He came up the steps, and seeing a man lying on the couch, and a woman by his side, raised his hat politely, saying — 

“Mr. Garfitt, I presume?”

“Yes, my name is Garfitt — what can I do for you? Will you excuse my rising, I am not very strong.”

“Certainly! I want the favour of a few moments, private conversation with you, if you will allow it me.”

“With pleasure. You may go on. I have no secrets from my wife!”

“In this case, however, I fear I must ask you to break through your rule. What I have to say to you must be strictly private.”

Céleste rose and went into the house. A curious faintness had suddenly come over her. Her legs trembled under her, and she was hardly conscious of her actions. What could this stern man have to say to her husband that she must not hear? It could not be anything about her? No! No! Of course not! But if it should be? She clutched at the table for support. Through the slits of the green shutters she could see them together. The man, who had taken the chair she had just vacated, fascinated her like a snake.

Garfitt opened the conversation.

“Now you can go on. I am at a loss to understand what you can have to say to me that my wife must not hear?”

“Mr. Garfitt, you must prepare yourself for some bad news.”

“I am quite prepared. Go on. About whom do you wish to speak to me?”

“About your wife!”

Garfitt’s face set deadly hard. He gasped for breath. Inside the room the woman was straining her face against the shutters.

He signed to the man to go on.

“I am sorry that I should be the bearer of such news, but I have no option. My instructions are peremptory.”
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Garfitt managed to find sufficient voice to say — 

“What of my wife? Go on!”

“You are not perhaps aware of your wife’s history?”

“I am quite aware. Go on!”

“You know that she is an escapée from New Caledonia?”

“I know it!”

“Then prepare yourself for what I am about to tell you!”

Garfitt nodded his head feebly.

“I am here for the purpose of arresting her!” The woman in the room heard every word, but she could not withdraw her eyes. She half stood, half crouched against the window, unable to move hand or foot. Garfitt’s face expressed the intensity of his agony. What could he do? How could he let her know that she must fly? The man had seen her. The island was so small — there was no escape. He half raised himself — at any risk he must warn her.

“What are you going to do?” the man asked. “I must go into the house. I am not well.”

“You are going to warn her. Lie still. It would be useless. Every chance of escape is cut off!”

“Oh! My God!”

All his agony broke loose; his head fell back upon the pillow. Then something seemed to snap inside him, a violent fit of coughing ensued, and a torrent of blood gushed from his lips. He rolled his head over to the other side, away from the gaze of the Police Officer. At least he should not see him die. The blood continued to pour from his lips and to drip upon the floor.

The Officer, realizing what had happened, sprang towards him. The woman inside the room still crouched against the wall. The world was spinning round and round her head at the rate of millions of miles a second. She heard the steady drip — drip — upon the verandah floor as in a dream; she saw through half closed eyes the stranger’s excitement. She heard him cross the verandah and come towards the room where she stood. But before he could enter she had roused herself, turned towards a small table, wrenched open the drawer, taken something from it, and secreted it inside the bosom of her dress. Then she heard his voice speaking to her, she saw him standing before her, but she hardly realized what he said.

A moment later she was in the verandah bending over Garfitt’s body. She was too late. He was dead!

From the door the Officer watched her. He saw her piteous despair; and, being, in spite of his calling, a humane man, he did not force his business upon her then. For some time they remained as they were. Then she rose to her feet, and, with a face that seemed to have aged ten years in those three minutes, turned and confronted him. Her voice was hard and passionless as steel.

“Now I suppose you are going to arrest me?”

“My poor soul, I have no option!”

“You call me ‘poor soul,’ then you are not entirely without heart? Think of all he was to me. Will you let me have five minutes alone with him first?”

“Yes! I will wait for you here.”

He went back into the room, and she dropped into her former position beside the couch. The blood still dripped on to the floor, slowly — drop by drop. Taking one of the poor, thin hands in hers, she pressed it to her lips and kissed it passionately, calling to him by every name of love to speak to her. Suddenly she heard the noise of a man running up the path. His steps were coming closer and closer. Who was it? What further agony was in store for her? The five minutes had nearly expired. She heard her captor rise from his chair and enter the verandah. Another moment and it would be too late! Could she be brave enough? Yes, yes, of course she could. So taking something from her dress, she pointed it, and pulled the trigger. There was a report, a little gasp, a sort of choking cough, and the body of Céleste fell to the floor shot through the heart.

Instantly the Police Officer was at her side. But he was too late, his prisoner had escaped him! The man running up the path had stopped on hearing the shot; now he came on faster than before. It was the Padre, without hat or coat. He entered the verandah, and when he saw what it contained, fell back against the wall, paralysed with horrified amazement. Then turning a questioning face towards the stranger who was kneeling by the woman’s side, he whispered hoarsely — 

“I don’t know who you are, but I conjure you to tell me what this means!”

“Can’t you see?” said the other, “it means Death!”

“How did it happen?”

“The man from natural causes. The woman by her own hand!”

The two men looked at each other in awed silence.

Then the big, green frog “Destiny,” croaked in one of the empty rooms!


The Marriage of Esther (1895)
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CHAPTER I.

TWO MEN — A FIGHT — AND A SERIES OF CALAMITOUS CIRCUMSTANCES.
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SCENE. — THE bar of the Hotel of All Nations, Thursday Island. Time, 9.35, one hot evening towards the end of summer. The room contains about twenty men, in various stages of undress; an atmosphere like the furnace doors of Sheol; two tatterdemalions lolling, apart from the rest, at the end of a long counter; a babel of voices, with the thunder of the surf, on the beach outside, over all.

There was surely complete evidence before the house that the two ragamuffins particularised above were unpopular. So far the silent but contemptuous superiority of the taller, and the drunken and consequently more outspoken insolence of his companion, had failed to prepossess one single soul in their favour. Even the barman, upon whose professional affability the most detested might, during moments of the world’s disaffection, rely with some degree of certainty, had not been able to bring himself to treat them otherwise than with the most studied coldness. This fact was in itself significant, not only because it showed the state of his own feelings regarding them, but inasmuch as it served to give the customers of the Hotel of All Nations their cue, upon which they were not slow to model their own behaviour. Men are peculiarly imitative animals at times.

But, however much his manners might fall short of the ideal, the taller of the twain was certainly not ill-looking. In stature he might have been described as distinctly tall; his inches would have totalled considerably over six feet. His frame was large, his limbs plainly muscular; his head was not only well set upon his shoulders, but admirably shaped; while his features, with the exception of a somewhat pronounced nose, were clearly cut, and, if one may be permitted the expression, exceedingly harmonious. His eyes were of an almost greeny shade of blue, and his hair, brown like his moustache, fell back off his forehead in graceful curls, as if the better to accentuate the fact that his ears were small and flat, and, what is uncommon in those organs, packed in close to his head. On the other hand, however, his costume, judged even by Thursday Island standards, was not so satisfactory. It consisted of a pair of much worn moleskin trousers, a patched shirt of doubtful texture and more than doubtful hue, open at the neck and revealing to the world’s gaze a waste of sunburnt chest, and a cabbage-tree hat that had long since ceased to be either new or waterproof. His extremities were bare, and, at the moment of our introduction, for want of something better to do he was engaged in idly tracing Euclid’s Pons Asinorum in the sand of the floor with the big toe of his right foot. So much for Cuthbert Ellison, the principal figure in our story.

Silas Murkard, his companion, was fashioned on totally different lines. His height was as much below the average as his companion’s was above it; his back was broad, but ill-shaped; while his legs, which were altogether too long for his body, had a peculiar habit of knocking themselves together at the knees as he walked. It was for this reason that he wore the two leather patches inside, and halfway up, his trouser legs, that had been the subject of so much ironical comment earlier in the day. But, since the patches had been put in, the garment had shrunk almost out of recognition, and consequently they were no longer of use in checking the friction. As a result, two ominous holes were assisting still further in the business of disintegration going on all over his raiment. It was peculiar also, that in spite of the workmanship once bestowed upon his threadbare coat, the hump between his abnormally broad shoulder-blades gave his head an appearance of being always craned forward in search of something, which notion of inquisitiveness was not lessened by the pinched sharpness of his face. Indeed, it might almost be said that his features backed up the impression thus given, and hinted that he was one of that peculiar class of persons who, having much to conceal in their own lives, are never really happy unless they are engaged in discovering something of an equally detrimental character in those of their neighbours. But in this respect Dame Nature had maligned him. He had many faults — few men more — but whatever else he might have been, he certainly was not inquisitive. Doubtless, had he been questioned on the subject, he would have replied with the Apocrypha, “The curiosity of knowing things has been given to man for a scourge.” And even if he had not anything else to boast of, he had, at least, his own ideas of the use and properties of scourges!

The two men had appeared in the settlement that morning for the first time. Up to the moment of their debarkation from the trading schooner Merry Mermaid, not one of the inhabitants had, to his knowledge, ever set eyes on them before. Who they were, and what the reason of their destitution, were problems presenting equal difficulties of solution. But Thursday Island has not the reputation of being a fastidious place, and it is probable that, had their behaviour not been such as to excite remark, their presence would have passed unnoticed. But, as I have already said, the smaller of the pair was unfortunately under the influence of liquor; and, as if to be in harmony with his own distorted outline, it was a curious form that his inebriation took. Had the observer chanced upon him casually, he would, in nine cases out of ten, have taken it for his normal condition. He stood leaning against the counter, his head craned forward, slowly and deliberately talking to himself, criticising the appearance and manners of those about him. And though every word he uttered could be plainly heard all over the bar, his companion did not seek to check him. Indeed, it was very possible, being buried in his own thoughts, that he did not hear him.

“The depth of a man’s fall,” Murkard was saying, with drunken deliberation, “can be best gauged by an investigation of the company he keeps. To think that I should fall as low as this spawn!” Here he looked round the room, and having spat in disgust upon the floor, said in conclusion, “How long, my God, how long?”

A big pearler, known in the settlement by reason of his fighting powers as Paddy the Lasher, rolled heavily along the counter and confronted him.

“Look here, my duck,” he said warningly, “I don’t want to interfere with you, but if our company aint good enough for the likes of you and your mate there, I don’t know as how it wouldn’t be best for us to part.”

But the little man only sighed, and then remarked somewhat inconsequently to the moths fluttering round the lamp above his head:

“The honest heart that’s free from a’ Intended fraud or guile, However Fortune kick the ba’, Has aye some cause to smile.”

Paddy the Lasher’s reply was a blow direct from the shoulder. It caught the other half an inch above the left eyebrow, and felled him to the ground like a log. In an instant the whole bar was alive; men rose from their seats inside, and more poured into the room from the benches outside. There was every prospect of a fight, and as the company had stood in need of some sort of excitement for a considerable time past, they did not attempt to stop it.

Murkard lay just as he had fallen, but his companion was not so comatose. He picked the inanimate figure up and placed him in a corner. Then, without the slightest sign of emotion, rolling up his tattered shirt-sleeves as he went, he stepped across to where the hitter waited the course of events.

“I believe I shall be obliged to have your blood for that blow,” he said, as calmly as if it were a matter of personal indifference.

“You mean to say you think you’ll have a try. Well, all things considered, I don’t know as how I’m not willing to oblige you! Come outside.”

Without another word they passed from the reeking, stifling barroom into the fragrant summer night. Overhead the Southern Cross and myriads of other stars shone lustrous and wonderful, their effulgence being reflected in the coal-black waters of the bay until it had all the appearance of an ebony floor powdered with finest gold-dust. Not a voice was to be heard, only the roll of the surf upon the beach, the faint music of a concertina from somewhere on the hillside, and the rustling of the night wind among the palms.

Having made a ring, the combatants faced each other. They were both powerful men, and, though temporarily the worse for the liquor they had absorbed, in perfect condition. The fight promised to be a more than usually exciting one; and, realising this, two little Kanaka boys shoved their way in through the circle to obtain a better view.

Half an hour later Ellison had sent his adversary home with a broken jaw. As for himself, he had for the time being lost the use of one eye and a thumb, and was mopping a cut on his left ear with a handkerchief borrowed from his old enemy the barman. Everybody admitted that never before, in the history of the island, had a more truly gorgeous and satisfactory fight been seen.

And it was curious what a difference the contest made in the attitude of the public towards him. Before it had occurred openly despised, Ellison now found himself the most courted in the saloon; there could be no doubt that the fair and open manner in which he had taken upon himself the insult to his friend, the promptness with which he had set about avenging it, and the final satisfactory result had worked wonders with the on-lookers. He could have been drunk twice over without cost to himself, had he complied with the flattering requests made to him. Even the barman invited him to name his favourite beverage. But he would accept nothing. Hardly replying to the congratulations showered upon him, he reentered the bar and hastened towards his now recovering companion. Passing his arm round him, he raised him to his feet, and then drew him from the house. Together they picked their way through the circle of benches outside, and making towards the east, disappeared into the darkness of the night.

Without talking, on and on they walked, slowing down now and again to enable Ellison to mop the blood that trickled down his neck. The path was difficult to find, and very hard to keep when found; but almost without attention, certainly without interest, they plodded on. Only when they had left the last house behind them and had entered the light scrub timber on the hillside did they call a halt. Then Murkard seized the opportunity, and threw himself upon the ground with a sigh of relief.

At first Ellison did not seem to notice his action; he stood for some moments looking down upon the star-spangled sea in a brown study. Presently, however, he returned to consciousness, and then, also with a sigh, sat down a few yards away from his companion. Still neither spoke, and after a little while Murkard fell asleep. In the same posture, his elbows on his knees and his chin in his hands, the other sat on and on, gazing with eyes that saw nothing of the Present into the tangled wilderness of his Past.

The waves broke on the shingle among the mangroves with continuous rhythm — a night-bird hooted dolefully in the branches above his head — the wind moaned round the hillside; but still he sat oblivious of everything — thinking, thinking, thinking. He seemed unconscious of the passage of time, unconscious of what was going on around him, of everything but the acute and lasting pain and horror of his degradation. The effect of the liquor he had drunk was fast clearing off his brain, showing him his present position in colours of double-dyed distinctness. He had once been what the world calls “a gentleman,” and it was part of his punishment that every further fall from grace should cut deeper and deeper into his over-sensitive soul.

The question he was asking himself was one of paramount importance: Was he past pulling up? And if he did manage to stop himself before it was too late, would his stand against Fate be of any avail? Would he ever be able to rid his mind of the remembrance of these days of shame? He very much doubted it! If that were so, then where would be the advantage of pulling up? Like a good many men in a similar position, he had discovered that it was one thing to commit acts which he knew to be degrading, and quite another to be saddled with the continual remembrance of them. Jean Paul argues that “remembrance is the only Paradise from which we cannot be driven”; Ellison would have described it as “the only hell from which there is no escape.” Moreover, he was the possessor of one besetting sin, of which he had good reason to be aware, and the existence of that peccability was the chief terror of his existence. It crowded his waking hours, spoilt his dreams, operated on all his thoughts and utterances, was a source of continual danger and self-humiliation, alienated his friends, reduced the value of his assertions to a minimum; and yet with it all he considered himself an honourable man.

His had been a gradual fall. Coming to Australia with a considerable sum of money and valuable introductions, he had quickly set to work to dissipate the one and to forfeit any claim upon the other. His poverty forced uncongenial employment upon him when the first departed; and his pride prevented him from deriving any benefit from the second, when his hunger and destitution called upon him to make use of them. In sheer despair he drifted into the bush, and, by reason of his very incompetence, had been obliged to herd with the lowest there. At the end of six months, more of a beast than a human, he had drifted back into the towns, to become that most hopeless of all the hopeless — a Remittance man. At first he had earnestly desired employment, but try how he would he could discover none; when he did find it the desire to work had left him. His few friends, tried past endurance, having lost what little faith they had ever had in him, now turned their backs upon him in despair. So, from being an ordinary decayed gentleman, he had degenerated into a dead-beat beach-comber of the most despised description. And the difference is even greater than the lay mind would at first suppose. By the time he had come down to sleeping in tanks on wharves, and thinking himself lucky to get one to himself; to existing on cabmen’s broken victuals, and prowling round dust-bins for a meal, he had brought himself to understand many and curious things. It was at this juncture that he met Silas Murkard, a man whose fall had been, if possible, even greater than his own. After a period of mutual distrust they had become friends, migrated together into Queensland, tried their hands at a variety of employments, and at last found their way as far north as Torres Straits, and its capital, Thursday Island. What their next move was going to be they could not have told. Most probably they had not given the matter a thought. Blind Fate had a good deal to do with their lives and actions. “Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof,” had become their motto, and for that reason they had no desire to be made aware of what further misery the morrow had in store for them.

After a while Ellison rose and went across to where his companion lay asleep, his arms stretched out and his head several inches lower than his body. He looked down at him with a feeling that would be difficult to analyse. There was something gruesomely pathetic about the man’s posture — it betokened a total loss of self-respect, an absence of care for the future, and a general moral abandonment that was not describable in words. Once while Ellison watched he rolled his head over and moaned softly. That was too much for the other; he thought for a moment, and then went across to where he could just discern some tall reeds growing against the sky. Pulling an armful he returned to the spot, and, having made them into a pillow, placed them beneath the sleeper’s head. Then, leaving the little plateau, he descended to the shore and commenced a vigorous sentry-go that lasted until dawn. The effect of the liquor he had drunk that evening had now quite departed from him, leaving his brain, so it seemed to him, clearer than it had been for months past. As a result of that clearness, the argument upon which he had been engaging himself before wheeled back upon him. That same mysterious monitor was urging him to bestir himself before it was too late, to emerge from the life of shameful degradation that held him before its toils closed upon him forever. Surely he could do it! It only needed the rousing of that pride he had once boasted he possessed. Then friendless, powerless, backed only by the strength of his complete despair, he would show the world that he had still a little pluck left in him. Yes, with the rising sun he would begin a new life, and having made this last desperate stand, it should go hard with him if he did not succeed in it.

As he made his resolution he espied the first signs of breaking day. The stars were paling in the east; a strange weird light was slowly creeping over the hill from the gateway of the dawn; the waves seemed to break upon the shingle with a sound that was almost a moan; the night-bird fled her tree with a mocking farewell; even the wind sighed through the long grass with a note of sadness he had not before discerned in it. Distant though he was from it, some eighty yards, he could make out Murkard’s recumbent figure, huddled up exactly as he had left it. There was even a sort of reproach in that. Yes; he would uprouse himself, he would prove himself still a fighter. The world should not be able to say that he was beaten. There must surely be chances of employment if only he could find them. He could set about the search at once.

Every moment the light was widening, and with it a thick mist was rising on the lower lands. To escape this he ascended the hill and approached his companion. He was still wrapped in the same heavy sleep, so he did not wake him, but sat down and looked about him. The sea below was pearly in its smoothness, the neighbouring islands seemed to have come closer in this awesome light; a pearling lugger, astir with the day, was drawing slowly through the Pass, and, while he watched, the sun, with a majesty untranslatable, rose in his strength, and day was born.

About seven o’clock Murkard woke and stared about him. He regarded his companion steadily for half a minute, and then sat up. Their location seemed to puzzle him. He looked at Ellison for an explanation.

“What the deuce are we doing up here?”

“I don’t know. We came, I’m sure I couldn’t tell you why. You were most uncommonly drunk last night, if that could have had anything to do with it.”

“I suppose I must have been; at any rate I feel most uncommonly bad this morning. Anything happen?”

“You insulted a man; he hit you, I hit him.”

“Result — you?”

“This! And this!”

“He?”

“Broken jaw!”

“I’m obliged to you. This is not the first debt of the kind I owe you. At the same time I suppose I ought to apologise?”

“Pray spare yourself the trouble.”

“Thank you, I think I will. I hate being under obligations to any man, particularly a friend. And now, mon ami, what are we going to do next? I have a sort of hazy idea that we did not make ourselves as popular as we might have done yesterday.”

“I think you managed to openly insult nine-tenths of the population, if that’s what you mean.”

“Very likely. It’s the effect of a public school education, you know. But to return to my question, what are we going to do next?”

“Directly civilization gets up I’m going into the township.”

“In search of breakfast?”

“No; in search of employment.”

“The deuce! I must indeed have been drunk yesterday not to have noticed this change coming over you. And pray what do you want to work for?”

“Because I have made up my mind to have done with this sort of life; because I want to save myself while there’s time; because I want to be able to look the world in the face again. If you really are so anxious to know, that’s why.”

“You remind me of our old friend the village blacksmith. Hadn’t he some ambition that way, eh?

“‘He looked the whole world in the face, For he owed not any man!’

Wasn’t that it? I always did think him a bad business man. He didn’t seem to realize that credit is the backbone of the commercial anatomy. Anyhow yours is a foolish reasoning — a very foolish reasoning. What possible desire can a man of your training have to look the world in the face? What will you see when you do look there? Only inquiries into your past, a distrust of your present, and a resolve to have no more to do with your future than is absolutely necessary. Personally, I find the world’s back a good deal worthier of cultivation.”

“All the same I intend to try to find something to do.”

“Pray don’t let me stop you. One more question, however: What does your Serene Mightiness intend for me? I doubt if I am a good worker, but I am at liberty to accept any remunerative post within your gift, Chancellorship of one of your Duchies, for instance; Mastership of your Imperial Majesty’s Hounds; Keeper of the Privy Purse; Lord Cham — —”

“You can scoff as much as you please; you won’t alter my determination. I am going now. Good-morning!”

“Your majesty will find me still in waiting when you return unsuccessful.”

“Good-morning!”

“If your Majesty has time to think about such mundane matters, your Majesty might endeavour to induce one of your confiding subjects to lend the Imperial kitchen a little flour. If I had it now I might be making a damper during your Majesty’s absence.”

“Good-morning!”

“Good-morning!”

Ellison turned his face in the direction of the settlement and strode off round the hill. He had not the slightest expectation of finding any lucrative employment when he got there, but he was full of the desire to work. If he failed this time it should not be imputed against him as his own fault. He at least was eager, and if society did not give him the wherewithal upon which to spend his energy, then it must be set against his score with society. In the devotion of the present it seemed to him that all his past was atoned for and blotted out. And under the influence of this sudden glow of virtuous resolution he left the hill and entered the township.

Already the sea-front was astir with the business of the new-born day. As he approached the principal store he descried the bulky figure of the proprietor upon the jetty, superintending the unloading of some cases from a boat lying alongside it. Pulling himself together he crossed the road and accosted him.

“Mr. Tugwell, I believe?” he began, raising his tattered cabbage-tree with a touch of his old politeness.

The merchant turned and looked him up and down.

“Yes, that is certainly my name. What can I do for you?”

“I am in search of employment. I thought perhaps you could help me.”

“I don’t seem to remember your face, somehow. You are a stranger in the island?”

“I only arrived yesterday. I am an Englishman. I don’t want to whine, but I might add that I was once an English gentleman.”

“Dear me! You look as if you had been making rough weather of it lately.”

“Very. As a proof, I may tell you that I have not eaten a mouthful since I landed from my boat yesterday morning.”

“What can you do? I am in want of an experienced hand to pack shell. Can you qualify?”

“I have never tried, but I dare say I could soon learn.”

“Ah, that’s a horse of a different colour. I have no time to waste teaching you. It’s a pity, but that’s the only way I can help you. Stay, here’s something that will enable you to get a breakfast.”

He balanced a shilling on the ends of his fingers. The morning sunlight sparkled on its milled edge. For a moment Ellison looked longingly at it, then he turned on his heel.

“I asked you for work, not for charity. Good-morning!”

“You are foolish. Good-morning!”

Leaving the jetty Ellison went on up the beach. But before he had gone a hundred yards a thought struck him. He turned again and hurried back. The merchant was just entering the store.

“I have come back to beg your pardon,” he said hastily; “I acted like a cad. It will go hard with me if I lose my manners as well as my birthright. You will forgive me, I hope?”

“Willingly, on one condition.”

“What is that?”

“That you will let me make the amount half a crown.”

“You are very generous, but I cannot accept alms, thank you.”

With an apology for having so long detained him, Ellison continued his walk down the beach. Hong Kong Joe was in his boat-building yard, laying the keel of a new lugger. Approaching him he came to the point straight away:

“I am in search of work. Have you any to give me?”

The boat-builder straightened himself up, looked his questioner in the face, ran his eye round the tattered shirt, and arrived at the moleskin trousers. When he got higher up the bruised eye seemed to decide him.

“Not with that eye, thank you,” he said. “When I want one, I can get my pick of fighting-men in the settlement without employing a stranger.”

“Then you don’t want me?”

“No, thank you.”

“You can’t put me in the way of finding any employment, I suppose? God knows I want it pretty badly.”

“Try Mah Poo’s store on the Front. I heard him say yesterday he wanted a steady, respectable chap, so you should just about qualify. No harm in trying, anyway.”

Thanking him for his advice, and ignoring the sarcasm contained in it, Ellison walked on to the Chinaman’s shop. The Celestial was even less complimentary than the boat-builder, for without waiting to answer the applicant’s inquiries, he went into his house and slammed the door. At any time it hurts to have a door banged in one’s face, but when it is done by a Chinaman the insult is double-edged. Ellison, however, meekly pocketed the affront and continued his walk. He tried two or three other places, with the same result — nobody wanted him. Those who might have given him work were dissuaded by the bruises; while those who had no intention of doing so, advised him to desist from his endeavours until they had passed away. He groaned at the poverty of his luck, and walked down the hill to the end of the new jetty, to stare into the green water whose colour contrasted so well with the saffron sands and the white wings of the wheeling gulls.

A British India mail-boat was steaming down the bay to her anchorage alongside the hulk, and innumerable small craft were passing to and fro between the islands. He looked at the water, the birds, the steamer, and the islands, without being really conscious that he saw them. Somehow he was filled with a great wonderment at his position, at the obstinate contrariness of his luck. Over and over again in days gone by he had been offered positions of trust, beside which packing pearl shell and assisting boat-builders would have been as nothing. He had refused them because he did not want to work. It was the revenge of Fate that now he had resolved to turn over a new leaf he could hear of nothing. As this thought entered his brain he looked down at the transparent green water rising and falling round the copper-sheathed piles of the pier, and a fit of desperation came over him. Was it any use living? Life had evidently nothing to offer him now in exchange for what his own folly had thrown away. Why should he not drop quietly over the side, disappear into that cool green water, and be done with it forever? The more he considered this way out of his troubles the more he liked it. But then the old doubt came back upon him, — the doubt that had been his undoing in so many previous struggles, — might not the future have something better in store for him? He resolved to test his luck for the last time. But how? After a moment’s thought he decided on a plan.

There was not a soul within a couple of hundred yards of the jetty. He would arrange it thus: if anyone set foot on it before the mail-boat let go her anchor he would give life another chance; if not, well, then he would try and remember some sort of prayer and go quietly over the side, give in without a struggle, and be washed up by the next tide. From every appearance luck favoured the latter chance. So much the better omen, then, if the other came uppermost. He looked at the mail-boat and then at the shore. Not a soul was to be seen. Another five minutes would decide it all for him. Minute after minute went by; the boat steamed closer to the hulk. He could see the hands forrard on the fo’c’sle-head ready to let go the anchor, he could even make out the thin column of steam issuing from the escape-pipe in the cable range. Another minute, or at most two, would settle everything. And yet there was no sign of excitement in his tired face, only a certain grim and terrible earnestness in the lines about the mouth. The steamer was close enough now for him to hear the order from the bridge and the answer from the officer in charge of the cable. Another two or three seconds and he might reckon the question settled and the game played out. He turned for the last time to look along the jetty, but there was no hope there, not a living being was anywhere near it.

“Well, this settles it, once and forever,” he said to himself, following his speech with a little sigh, for which he could not account. Then, as if to carry out his intention, he crossed to the steps leading down to the other side of the jetty. As he did so he almost shouted with surprise, for there, on the outer edge, hidden from his line of sight where he had stood before, lay a little Kanaka boy about ten years of age fast asleep. He had been there all the time. Ellison’s luck had triumphed in a most unexpected manner! As he realised it he heard the cable on board the mail-boat go tearing through the hawsehole, and next moment the officer’s cry, “Anchor gone, sir!” At the same instant the ship’s bell struck eight (twelve o’clock).

With the change in his prospects, for he was resolved to consider it a change, he remembered that Murkard was on the hillside waiting for him. Instantly he wheeled about and started back on his tracks for the side of the island he had first come from. The sun was very warm, the path a rough one, and by the time he reached it his bare feet had had about enough of it. He found Murkard sitting in the same spot and almost in the same attitude as when he had left him nearly five hours before. The expression of amusement on the latter’s face changed a little as he noticed that his friend carried nothing in his hand.

“And so, my dear fellow, you have come back. Well, do you know, I felt convinced you would. Nothing offered, I suppose?”

“Nothing. But stay, I’m wrong. I was offered a shilling to get myself a breakfast.”

“Good for you? So you have eaten your fill.”

“No; I refused it. I wanted work, not charity!”

“So it would appear. Well I must say I admire your fortitude. Perhaps in better days I might have done the same. Under present circumstances, however, I am inclined to fancy I should have taken the money.”

“Possibly. I acted differently, you see.”

“You’re not angry with me for laughing at you this morning, are you, Ellison?”

“Angry? My dear old fellow, what on earth put that in your head? Why should I be angry? As it happens, you were quite right.”

“That’s the very reason I thought you might have been angry. We’re never so easily put out of temper as when we’re proved to be in the wrong. That’s what is called the Refining Influence of Civilization.”

“And what’s to be done now? We can’t live up here on this hillside forever. And, as far as I can see, we stand a very poor show of having anything given us down yonder.”

“We must cut our tracks again, that’s all. But how we’re to get away, and where we’re to go to is more than I can say. We’ve tried Adelaide, Melbourne, Sydney, and Brisbane; Rockhampton turned us out, Townsville and Cooktown proved as bad. Now Thursday Island turns its back on us. There’s something rotten in the state of Denmark, my friend. Don’t get cast-down over it, however; we’ve succeeded before, we’ll do so again. As the proverb has it, ‘Le desespoir redouble les forces.’”

“What do you propose?”

“Something practicable! I’ve been thinking. Don’t laugh. It’s a habit of mine. As I think best when I’m hungry, I become a perfect Socrates when I’m starving. Do you see that island over there?”

“Yes — Prince of Wales. What about it?”

“There’s a pearling station round the bay. You can just catch a glimpse of it from here — a white roof looking out from among the trees. You see it? Very good! It belongs to an old man, McCartney by name, who is at present away with his boat, somewhere on the other side of New Guinea.”

“Well, then, that stops our business right off. If the boss is away, how can it help us?”

“What a chicken it is, to be sure. My boy, that station is run, in the old man’s absence, by his daughter Esther — young, winsome, impulsive, and impressionable. A rare combination. We visit it in this way. As near as I can calculate it is half a mile across the strait, so we swim it. I am nearly drowned, you save my life. You leave me on the beach, and go up to the house for assistance. Arriving there you ask to see her, tell your story, touch her heart. She takes us in, nurses me; I sing your praises; we remain until the father returns — after that permanently.”

“You don’t mean to tell me you think all that humbug is likely to succeed?”

“If it’s well enough done, certainly!”

“And hasn’t it struck you that so much deception is playing it rather low down upon the girl?”

“It will be playing it still lower down upon us if it doesn’t succeed. It’s our last chance, remember. We must do it or starve. You’ve grown very squeamish all of a sudden.”

“I don’t like acting a lie.”

“Since when? Look here, my dear fellow, you’re getting altogether too good for this world. You almost take me in. Last night, before I grew too drunk to chronicle passing events, I heard you tell one of the most deliberate, cold-blooded lies any man ever gave utterance to — and, what was worse, for no rhyme or reason as far as I could see.”

“You have no right to talk to me like this!”

“Very probably that’s why I do it. Another of my habits. But forgive me; don’t let us quarrel on the eve of an enterprise of such importance. Are you going into it with me or not?”

“Since you are bent on it, of course! You know that.”

“Very good; then let us prepare for the swim. It will be a long one, and I am not in very great trim just now. I have also heard that sharks are numerous. I pity the shark that gets my legs; my upper half would not be so bad, but my lower would be calculated to give even a mummy dyspepsia.”

While speaking, he had rolled his trousers up to his knees. Then, having discarded his jacket, he announced himself ready for the swim. All the time he had been making his preparations Ellison had been standing with his back to him, looking across the strait. He was still brooding on the accusation his companion had a moment before given utterance to. He was aware that he had told a lie on the previous night — wilfully and deliberately lied, without hope of gain to himself, or even without any desire of helping himself. He had represented himself to be something he was not, for no earthly reason that he could account for save a craving for exciting interest and sympathy. It was his one sin, his one blemish, this fatal trick of lying, and he could not break himself of it, try how he would. And yet, as I have already insisted, weak as he was in this, in all other matters he was the very soul of honour. It rankled in his mind, as the after-knowledge always did, to think that this man, whom he had learned to fear as well as to despise, should have found him out. He nodded to show that he was ready, and together they set out for the beach. On the way, Murkard placed his hand upon Ellison’s arm, and looked into his face with a queer expression that was almost one of pity.

“Ellison,” he said, “you are thinking over what I said just now. I’m sorry I let it slip. But, believe me, I meant no harm by it. I suppose every man has his one little failing — God knows, I’m conscious enough of mine. Don’t think any the worse of me for having been so candid, will you?”

“The subject is distasteful to me; let’s drop it.”

“By all means. Now we’ve got our swim before us. Talk of Hero and Leander! I don’t suppose there can be much doubt as to which of us is destined to be Leander.”

Side by side they waded out till the water reached their shoulders; then they began their swim. Both were past masters in the art; but it was a long struggle, and they soon discovered that there was a stiff current setting against them. It began to look as if they would be washed past their goal before they could reach it.

When they were three parts of the way across, Ellison was ahead, Murkard some half dozen yards behind him. Suddenly the former heard a cry; he turned his head in time to see Murkard throw up his arms and disappear. Without a moment’s hesitation he swam back to the spot, reaching it just as the other was disappearing for the third and last time. With a strength born of despair he clutched him by the hair and raised his head above the surface. Then, holding him at a safe distance, he continued his swim for the shore. The piece of acting designed to carry out their plot looked as if it were likely to become downright earnest, after all.

It was a long swim, and, being saddled with this additional burden, it taxed Ellison’s strength and endurance to the uttermost. When he touched the beach on the opposite side, it was as much as he could do to carry the unfortunate body up out of the reach of the water. This done, his strength gave way entirely, and he threw himself down exhausted on the sand.


CHAPTER II.

A WOMAN — A RECOVERY — TRANSFORMATIONS AND TWO RESOLVES.
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WHEN ELLISON FELT himself able to move again, he rose to his feet and looked about him. He discovered that they had landed on the shore of a little bay, bounded on one side by a miniature cliff and on the other by a dense tropical jungle; through this latter looked out the white roofs of the boat-sheds and houses of the pearling station of which they had come in search. Two columns of palest blue smoke rose above the palms, and after a glance at his still insensible companion he started towards them.

Leaving the white sandy foreshore of the bay, he entered the thicket by what was certainly a well-worn path. This circled round the headland, and eventually brought him out on the hill above the beach. Stepping clear of the undergrowth, he found himself confronted by a number of buildings of all sizes and descriptions. The nearest he settled in his own mind was a store-shed; that adjoining it, to the left, was the Kanakas’ hut; that to the left, again, their kitchen; that to the right, rather higher on the hill, with its long low roof, the station house itself. As he approached it, two or three mongrel curs ran out and barked vociferous defiance, but he did not heed them. He passed the store, and made towards the veranda. As he came closer, a strange enough figure in his dripping rags, he saw that he was observed. A young woman, possibly not more than three-and-twenty, was standing on the steps awaiting him. She was, if one may judge by what the world usually denominates beauty, rather handsome than beautiful, but there was also something about her that was calculated to impress the mind far more than mere pink and white prettiness. Her figure was tall and shapely; her features pronounced, but regular; her eyes were the deepest shade of brown; and her wealth of nut-brown hair, upon which a struggling ray of sunlight fell, was carelessly rolled behind her head in a fashion that added to, rather than detracted from, her general appearance.

Ellison lifted his hat as he came towards her. She looked him up and down with the conscious air of a superior, and was the first to speak.

“Well, my man,” she said, without embarrassment, “what do you want here?”

“In the first place, I want your help. I tried to swim the straits with a companion; he was nearly drowned, and is now lying unconscious on the shore down yonder.”

He pointed in the direction he had come.

“Good gracious! and you’re wasting time on words.” She picked up a sun-bonnet lying on a chair beside her, and put it on, calling: “Mrs. Fenwick, Mrs. Fenwick!”

In answer, an elderly person wearing a widow’s cap appeared from the house.

“Have blankets warmed and put in the hut over yonder. Don’t lose a minute.” Then turning to the astonished Ellison she said: “I’ll be with you in one moment,” and departed into the house.

Before he had time to speculate as to her errand, she reappeared with a bottle of brandy in her hand.

“Now, come along. If he’s as bad as you say, there’s not a moment to lose.”

They set off down the path, and as they passed the Kanakas’ hut, she cried:

“Jimmy Rhotoma!”

A big Kanaka rolled out of the kitchen.

“Man drowned along Alligator Bay. Look sharp!”

Then signing to her companion to follow, she set off at a run across the space between the huts and along the scrub-path towards the sea. Ellison followed close behind her, dimly conscious of the graceful figure twisting and turning through the undergrowth ahead of him. When she reached the open land on the other side of the headland, she paused and looked about her; then, making out the figure stretched upon the sands, she ran towards it. With a swiftness that betokened considerable experience she placed her hand upon his heart. No, he was not dead; it was not too late to save him. As she came to this conclusion, Jimmy Rhotoma appeared, and the trio set to work to restore animation. It was some time before their efforts were rewarded. Then Murkard sighed wearily, half-opened his eyes, and rolled his head over to the other side.

“He’ll do now, poor fellow,” said the woman, still chafing his left hand. “But it was a very close thing. What on earth induced you to try and swim the straits?”

“Despair, I suppose. We’re both of us as nearly done for as it is possible for men to be. We tried the settlement yesterday for work, but nothing offered. Then we heard of your station, and thought we’d swim across on chance.”

“I don’t know that I altogether like the look of either of you. Beach-combers, I fancy, aren’t you?”

“We’re Englishmen who have experienced the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, with a vengeance. I suppose you would call us beach-combers, now I come to think of it. However, if you can give us work, I can promise you we’ll do it, and do it faithfully. If you can’t — well, perhaps you’ll give us a meal a piece, just to put strength into us for the swim back.”

“Well, I’ll think about it. In the meantime we must get your mate up to the station. Jimmy, you take his head, you — by the way, what’s your name?”

“Ellison — Cuthbert Ellison.”

“Very well then, Ellison, you take his heels. That’s right, now bring him along.”

Between them, and led by the woman, they carried Murkard up the path to the station. Arriving at a hut, near that from which the Kanaka had been summoned, she stopped, took a key from a bunch in her pocket, unlocked the door, and threw it open. It was small, but scrupulously clean. Two camp bedsteads were ranged beside the wall, furnished with coarse blue blankets; a tin wash-hand basin stood on a box at the far end, alongside it a small wooden table, with a six-inch looking-glass above that again.

“You can occupy this hut for the present. Put him down on that bed, so! Before I take it away give him a drop more brandy. That’s right. I think he’ll do now. If you don’t want a spell yourself you’d better come with me.”

Ellison arranged Murkard’s head upon his pillow, glanced almost unconsciously at himself in the square of glass, and then followed her out of the hut, and across the yard to the veranda opposite. Arriving there she seated herself in a hammock, that swung across the corner, and once more looked him up and down.

“I don’t think you need have told me you were an Englishman!” she said at length.

“Why not?” he asked, without any real curiosity. He was watching the shapely feet and ankles swinging beneath the hammock.

“Because I could see it for myself. Your voice is the voice of an Englishman, your face is the face of an Englishman, and, if I wanted any further proof, I should convince myself by your walk. Have you ever noticed that your countrymen” (she spoke as if Australians were not Englishmen), “Britishers, I mean, walk in quite a different fashion from our men? You haven’t noticed it, I see. Well, I’m afraid, then, you haven’t cultivated the faculty of observation.”

“I have had things of more importance to think about lately.”

“Oh, I beg your pardon! I had quite forgotten. Sit down for one moment.”

She pointed to a long cane-chair. He seated himself, and she disappeared inside the house. In less than five minutes she returned with a bundle in her arms.

“Here you are — some clothes for you and your mate. You needn’t thank me for them. They belonged to a man from your own country, who went to the bottom six months ago in one of our luggers, a degree east of the D’Entrecasteaux group. Take them over to the hut and change. When you’ve done that come back here, and I’ll have some lunch ready for you.”

As soon as she had given him the bundle she turned on her heel and vanished into the house, without giving him an opportunity of uttering an expression of his thanks. He looked after her as if he would like to have said something, but changed his mind and crossed to his hut. Murkard was still asleep, so he did not disturb him. Throwing the bundle on his own bed, he started to examine it. To the man who has lived in rags there is something that is apt to be almost discomposing in the sudden possession of a decent wardrobe. Ellison turned the dead man’s effects over with a strange thrill. Ashamed as he was of his sordid rags, there was something to him indescribably beautiful about these neat tweeds, linen shirts, collars, socks, and white canvas shoes. Selecting those which looked nearest his own size, he prepared to make his toilet. A razor lay upon the dressing-table, a shaving brush stood on a tiny bracket above the tin wash-hand basin. A shave was a luxury he had not indulged in for some time. He lathered his face, stropped the razor on his belt, and fell to work. In three minutes the ugly stubble on his cheeks and chin had disappeared. Five minutes later he was dressed and a new man. With the help of water, a well-worn hair-brush, and his fingers, his matted locks were reduced to something like order, his luxuriant brown mustache received an extra twirl, and he was prepared to face the world once more, in outward appearance at least, a gentleman. Esther McCartney watched him cross the path from a window opposite, and noticed that he carried himself with a new swing. She allowed a smile, that was one of half pity, to flicker across her face as she saw it, and then went into the veranda to receive him.

“They fit you beautifully,” said she, referring to the clothes. “You look like a new man.”

“How can I thank you? I feel almost like my old self once more. I tremble to think what a figure I must have cut half an hour ago.”

“Never mind that. Now come and have something to eat.”

He followed her into the sitting room. It was a pretty place, and showed on all sides evidences of a woman’s controlling hand. The weatherboard walls were nicely stained, a painted canvas cloth took the place of a plaster ceiling; numerous pictures, mostly water-colours, and many of them of considerable merit, hung on either hand, interspersed with curiosities of the deep, native weapons, and other odds and ends accumulated from among the thousand and one islands of the Southern seas. In the furthest corner Ellison noticed an open piano, with a piece of music on the rest. But the thing which fascinated him beyond all others was the meal spread upon the centre-table. Its profusion nearly took his breath away — beef, tomato salad, pickles, cheese, and a bottle of home-brewed beer. At her command he seated himself and ravenously set to work. All the time he was eating she sat in a deep chair by the window and watched him with an amused smile upon her face. When he had taken off the first raw edge, she spoke:

“Do you know, I don’t think that black eye is exactly becoming to you.”

Ellison made as if he would like to cover it up.

“Oh, you can’t hide it now. I noticed it directly you showed yourself this morning. I wonder who gave it you? for of course you’ve been fighting. I don’t like a quarrelsome man!”

“I’m sorry I should appear before you in such a bad light, for naturally I want to stand well with you.”

“I understand. You mean about the billet. Well, will you tell me how you got it — the eye, I mean?”

“Willingly, if you think it will make my case any better.”

“I’m not quite sure that it will, but you’d better go on.”

She laid herself back in the great chair and folded her hands behind her head. Her face struck him in a new light. There was an expression on it he had not expected to find there; its presence harmonised with the pictures and the piano and made him pause before he spoke. In that moment he changed his mind and let the words he was about to speak die unuttered.

“The story is simple enough. I was drawn into a quarrel and obliged to fight a man. I broke his jaw, he gave me this and this.”

He pointed first to his eye and then to his ear. She nodded her head and smiled.

“Do you know that you have come out of that test very well?”

“I’m afraid I don’t quite understand.”

“Well, then, let me tell you. I was trying you. I didn’t really want to know how you got that bruise, because — well, because, you see, I knew beforehand. I’ve heard the whole story. You stood up for your deformed friend and thrashed the man who was coward enough to strike him. That is the correct version, I think, isn’t it? Ah, I see it is. Well, Paddy the Lasher, the man you fought, is one of our hands. I had only just returned from making inquiries about him when you turned up this morning. I like your modesty, and if you’ll let me, I think I’ll shake hands with you on it!”

Without knowing exactly why he did it, Ellison rose and gravely shook hands with her. In these good clothes his old manner, in a measure, came back to him, and he felt able to do things with a grace that had long been foreign to his actions. He sat down again, drank off his beer, and turned once more to her.

“How can I thank you enough for your goodness to me? I have never enjoyed a meal so much in my life.”

“I am glad of that. I think you look better than you did an hour ago. It must be awful to be so hungry.”

“It is, and I am more than grateful to you for relieving it. I hope you will believe that.”

“I think I do. And now about your friend. Don’t you think you had better go and look after him? I have told the cook to send some food across to the hut. Will you see that he eats it?”

“Of course I will. I’ll go at once.”

He rose and went towards the door. She had risen too, and now stood with one hand upon the mantelpiece, the other toying with the keys hanging from her belt. The fresh breeze played through the palm fronds beyond the veranda, and whisked the dry sand on to the clean white boards. He wanted to set one matter right before he left.

“As I said just now, I’m afraid I don’t appear to very great advantage in your eyes,” he remarked.

“I’m not exactly sure that you do,” she answered candidly. “But I’ll see if I can’t let by-gones be by-gones. Remember, however, if I do take you on you must both show me that my trust is not misplaced.”

“For myself I will promise that.”

“It may surprise you to hear that I am not so much afraid of your mate as of yourself. I have seen his face, and I think I like it.”

“I’m certain you’re right. I am a weak man; he is not. If either of us fails you, I don’t think it will be Murkard.”

“I like you better for sticking up for your friend.”

“I am sorry for that, because you may think I do it for effect.”

“I’ll be better able to tell you about that later on. Now go.”

He raised his hat and crossed from the veranda to the hut. Murkard was awake and was sitting up on the bed.

“Thank Heaven you’ve come back, old man. Where the deuce am I, and how did I get here? My memory’s gone all to pieces, and, from the parched condition of my tongue, my interior must be following it. Have I been ill, or what?”

“You’ve been jolly near drowned, if that’s any consolation to you. We were swimming the strait, don’t you remember, when you suddenly collapsed. You gave me an awful fright.”

“Then you saved my life?”

“I suppose folk would call it by that name.”

“All right. That’s another nick in the score. I’m obliged to you. You have a big reckoning against me for benefits conferred. Be sure, however, I’ll not forget it if ever the opportunity occurs. And now what does this pile of goodly raiment mean? By Jove! methinks I smell food, and it makes me ravenous.”

The door opened and Rhotoma Jimmy appeared with a tray.

“Young missis send this longa you.”

“All right, old man, put it down over there. I believe I’m famished enough to eat both the victuals and the tray.”

“Go ahead, and while you’re eating I’ll talk. In the first place, your scheme has succeeded admirably. I have spoken to the girl, interested her in us, and I think she’ll take us on.”

“Good! You’re a diplomatist after my own heart.”

“But, old man, there must be no hanky-panky over this. If we get the billets we must play fair by her — we must justify her confidence.”

“As bad as all that, and in this short time, eh? Well, I suppose it’s all right. Yes, we’ll play fair.”

“Don’t run away with any nonsense of that sort. The girl is a decent little thing, but nothing more. She has been very good to us, and I’d rather clear out at once than let any harm come to her from either of us — do you understand?”

“Perfectly.” He finished his meal in silence, and then threw himself down upon the bed. “Now let me get to sleep again. I’m utterly played out. Drunk last night and nearly drowned to-day is a pretty fair record, in all conscience.”

Ellison left the hut, and that he might not meet his benefactress again so soon, went for a stroll along the beach. The tide was out and the sand was firm walking. He had his own thoughts for company, and they were in the main pleasant ones. He had landed on his feet once more, just when he deemed he had reached the end of his tether. Whatever else it might be, this would probably be his last bid for respectability; it behooved him, therefore, to make the most of it. He seated himself on a rock just above high-water mark and proceeded to think it out.

Murkard slept for another hour, and then set to work to dress himself. Like Ellison, he found the change of raiment very acceptable. When he was ready he looked at himself in the glass with a new interest, which passed off his face in a sneer as his eyes fell upon the reflection of his ungainly, inartistic back.

“Certainly there’s devilish little to recommend me in that,” he said meditatively. “And yet there was a time when my society was sought after. I wonder what the end of it all will be?”

He borrowed a pair of scissors from the Kanaka cook, and with them trimmed his beard to a point. Then, selecting a blue silk scarf from among the things sent him, he tied it in a neat bow under his white collar, donned his coat, which accentuated rather than, diminished the angularity of his hump, and went out into the world. Esther McCartney was sitting in the veranda sewing. She looked up on hearing his step and motioned him towards her. He glanced at her with considerable curiosity, and he noticed that under his gaze she drooped her eyes. Her hands were not as white as certain hands he had aforetime seen, but they were well shaped — and one of the nails upon the left hand had a tiny white spot upon it that attracted his attention.

“You had a narrow escape this morning. Your friend only just got you ashore in time.”

“So I believe. I am also in your debt for kindnesses received — this change of raiment, and possibly my life. It is a faculty of mine to be always in debt to somebody. I may probably repay you when I can; in the meantime it will be better for us both if I endeavour to forget all about it.”

“Isn’t that rather a strange way of talking?”

“Very possibly. But you see I am a strange man. Nature has ordained that I should not be like other men. I don’t know altogether whether I’m the worse for it. I’m a little weak after my trouble this morning; have you any objection to my sitting down?”

“Take that seat, you’ll find it more comfortable.”

She pointed to a loose canvas-backed chair near the steps. He smiled as he had done in the hut when he had looked at his image in the glass. The other chairs were hard-backed, and it proved that she had been thinking of his deformity when she chose this one. He seated himself and placed his hat on the floor beside him. She took in at a glance his pale, sensitive face, curious eyes, and long white fingers, and as she looked she came to a conclusion.

“Your friend, Mr. Ellison, wants me to give you employment. Until a minute ago I had not made up my mind. Now I think I shall do so.”

“I knew you would.”

“How did you know it?”

“By the way you dropped your hand on the back of that chair just now. Well, I’m very glad. It is good of you. You know nothing about us, however, remember that. Don’t trust us too far until you are more certain of our honesty. Sir Walter Raleigh, I would have you not forget, says, ‘No man is wise or safe but he that is honest.’ It is for you to find our honesty out.”

“You talk as if you were taking me into your employ, instead of its being the other way about.”

“So you noticed it? I was just thinking the same thing myself. It’s a habit of mine. Forgive it.”

“Somehow I think I shall like you. You talk in a way I’m not quite used to, but I fancy we shall hit it off together.”

“I make no promises. I have some big faults, but I’ll do my best to amend them. You have heard of one of them.”

“I have, but how did you know?”

“By your eyes and the way your lips curled when I used the word ‘faults.’ Yes, unhappily I am a drunkard. I need make no secret of it. I have fought against it, how hard you would never guess; but it beats me every time. It killed my first life, and I’m not quite sure it won’t kill my second.”

“Your first life! What do you mean?”

“Exactly what I say. I am a creature of two lives. You don’t surely suppose I was always the beach-comber you see before you now?”

“I did not think about it.”

“Forgive me! That is not quite true. It was one of the first thoughts in your mind when you saw me come out of the hut yonder.”

“How is it you can read my thoughts like this?”

“Practice in the study of faces, that’s all. Another bad habit.”

“But if I take you on you will give up the liquor, won’t you? It seems such a pity that a man should throw himself away like that when there’s so much in the world worth living for.”

“That’s, of course, if there is. Suppose, for the sake of argument, there is nothing? Suppose that a man has forfeited all right to self-respect — suppose he has been kicked out of house and home, deprived of his honour, disowned even by those who once loved him best — would you think it foolish if he attempted to find a City of Refuge in the Land of Alcohol?”

“Are you that man?”

Her face grew very gentle and her voice soft, as she put the question.

“I simply instance an example to confute your argument. May I change the subject? What is my work to be? Much must of course depend on that. Like the elephant, my strength is in my head rather than my hands, certainly not in my legs.”

“Our store-keeper and book-keeper left us a month ago. Since then I have been doing his work. Are you good at figures?”

“Fairly; that sort of work would suit me admirably, and would, I believe, enable me to give you satisfaction. And, my friend —— But here he comes to ask for himself.”

Ellison was sauntering slowly up the path. He looked a fine figure of a man in the evening sunlight. His borrowed plumes fitted and suited him admirably. He lifted his hat with the air of a court chamberlain when he came to the veranda steps.

“I am glad to see you about again,” he said to Murkard, who was examining him critically, “you certainly look better.”

“I am, as I have already said, a different man.”

“You look happier, certainly.”

“I have just received my appointment to a position of trust.”

Ellison glanced at the woman. She laughed and nodded.

“Yes, I have put him on as book-keeper and store-man. It’s a billet worth a pound a week and his keep.”

“It is very generous of you.”

“Oh, but that’s not all. If you care to stay you can do so as general knockabout hand on the same terms. There will be a good deal that will want looking to now that you’ve disabled Paddy the Lasher. You can occupy the hut where you are now, and I’ll tell Rhotoma Jimmy to serve your meals in the barracks across the way.”

“I hope we shall show ourselves worthy of your trust.”

“I hope you will; but no more black eyes, remember. The sooner you get rid of the one you’re wearing the better I shall like you. You’ll find my father, when he returns, will take to you sooner without it. And now you’d better go and get your teas.”

She rose to go inside. They stepped from the veranda. Ellison happened to look round. Her head was half turned, and she was watching him. Their eyes met, and the next moment she had vanished into the house.

The two men walked across to their hut in silence. When they reached it, they sat themselves down on their respective beds and looked at each other. Murkard opened the conversation.

“You were going to say that you cannot imagine why she has done this? Isn’t that so?”

“Yes. I was just going to do so. How on earth did you guess it?”

“Never mind that. But you’ve got hold of the wrong end of the stick, my boy. She’s not doing it for the reason you suppose. Would it surprise you very much to be told that in all probability it is done for my sake. No, don’t laugh; and yet I really do think it is, and I’ll tell you why. There was uncertainty written in her face and, well, if I must say it, a little bit of distrust of you, until I appeared upon the scene. Then you know my way with women. I told her the plain, unvarnished truth, without any compliments or gilt edging of any sort. Painted myself as a gentleman gone a-mucker, hopeless cripple, etc., etc. Then she dropped that infernal business air, and her womanly side came uppermost. That decided for us — I am appointed Paymaster-General; while you, if you play your cards well, may be anything from Grand Vizier downward. I think you have reason to congratulate yourself.”

“Murkard, you are playing fair, aren’t you?”

Murkard turned white as death.

“Playing fair! you are playing fair, aren’t you? What the devil makes you use those infernal words to me again? My God, man! do you want to send me into hell a raving lunatic?”

He ran his fingers through his long hair and glared at his companion, who sat too astonished at this sudden outburst to speak. But after a few moments he cooled down and resumed his natural, half-cynical tone:

“I beg your pardon. Hope I didn’t startle you very much. Habit of mine. What beastly things words are. How they bring up like a flash the very things one’s been trying for years to forget. Yes, yes! I intend to do my duty by this girl. I promise you that. By the way, that’s the second time you’ve asked me that question this afternoon.”

“I wanted to make certain, that was all. What are you staring at? Are you mad?”

“No, I think not. I was only wondering.”

Ellison rose and went to the door. Leaning against the post he had an uninterrupted view of the still waters of the bay. Hardly a ripple disturbed its surface. The sun was in the last act of sinking into his crimson bed, and as he went he threw a parting shaft of blood-red light across the deep. Everything stood out with an unusual distinctness. Across the straits, so full of importance to them that day, he could see the settlement of Thursday — count the houses and even distinguish people walking upon the sea-front. The peaceful beauty of the evening soothed his soul like sweetest music. He was happier than he had been for months, nay, years past. It seemed to him that he was in a new world — a world as far removed from that of the morning as is heaven from hell. He almost found it difficult to believe that he, the well-dressed, well-fed man, leaning against the doorpost, was the same being who only that morning had contemplated suicide on the pier-head over yonder, in that abject and black despair engendered of starvation. With this feeling of wonderment still upon him he turned his head in the direction of the station house — a lamp was just lighted in the sitting room, and by moving a step further to the left he could discern the loosely rolled brown hair of a woman’s head. Almost unconsciously he sighed. It was a long time since any woman had manifested so much interest in him. Had he got past the desire to be worthy of it? No, he hoped not! He had told himself repeatedly since midday this was certainly his last chance, and come what might, having obtained it, he would make a struggle to win back the respect he had begun to believe he had lost forever.

The evening drew on. The night wind rose and played through the palm fronds above the hut, rubbing against the thatch with soothing sweep. Murkard was lying on his bed inside, smoking. Esther had brought her work on to the veranda, but had discarded it when the light failed, and now sat looking out across the sea. Ellison made no attempt to speak to her, and she gave no sign to show that she saw him. Some time afterward he heard Murkard put down his pipe, and come out to stand beside him.

“A beautiful night. Look at that last gleam of crimson low down upon the horizon. What are you thinking of, old man?”

Ellison did not make any reply for a minute, and then he said quietly:

“Of a night like this eight years ago! That’s all.”

“You ought not to have let her tell you.”

“I couldn’t help myself. It was done before I knew it. And then I had her guilty secret to keep as well as my own. Bah! what a fool I was. But what am I saying! How did you come to know anything of her?”

“Another of my guesses, that’s all.”

“Murkard, there’s something devilish uncanny about you.”

“Because you don’t understand me, eh? No, no; don’t be afraid, old man, you will never have cause to fear me. I owe you too much ever to prove myself ungrateful. Bear with my crotchets — for as surely as I stand before you now, the day will come when you will regret any harsh word you have ever spoken to me. My destiny is before me written in letters of fire — I cannot escape it, and God knows I would not if I could.”

“What on earth do you mean?”

“Don’t ask me, or try to find out. When I saw your face for the first time that wet night on the wharf in Sydney, I knew you to be the man for whom I was sent into the world. There is a year of grace before us, let us enjoy it — then — well then I shall do my duty.”

Ellison put his hand on the small man’s deformed shoulder.

“Silas, I don’t grasp what you’re driving at!”

“Then, as I say, don’t seek to know. Believe that I’m a dreamer. Believe that I’m a little mad. I shall never speak of it to you again. But to-night I felt as if I must speak out — the hand of the Future was upon me. Good-night!”

“Good-night!”

As Murkard went in the woman rose from her chair, advanced to the veranda rails, and once more stood looking out across the bay. A clock in the Kanakas’ hut struck ten. Then she too turned to go in. But before doing so she looked across at Ellison, and said kindly, “Good-night!”

“Good-night!” he called in return.

And all the silence of the world seemed to echo that “Good-night!”


CHAPTER III.

THE WORLD, THE FLESH, AND THE DEVIL.
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LONG BEFORE THE first month was ended both men had settled down comfortably to their work-a-day existence. They had arrived at a thorough understanding of their duties, had made friends with their fellow-workers, and found it difficult to believe that they could be the same two men who were the beach-combers of the previous month. As for Murkard he derived the keenest pleasure from the daily, almost monotonous, routine of his office. He discovered abundance of work to keep him busy, his keen instinct detected endless opportunities of creating additional business, and he hoped that, when the owner of the station should return from his pearling venture, he might not only be in a position to convince him that his daughter’s appointment was fully justified, but to demonstrate to him that it was likely to prove the stepping-stone to a sound commercial future. To Esther the man himself was a complete and continual mystery. Try how she would, she could not understand him. On one occasion a combination of circumstances led her to attempt to set him right on a certain matter connected with his own department. Much to her surprise and discomfiture she found him not only firmly resolved to assert his own independence, and to resist to the utmost any attempt at interference, but even prepared to instruct if need be. Routed on every side she had fled the field ignominiously, but though mortified at her rebuff, still she could not find it in her heart to quarrel with the man. To tell the truth, she was more than a little afraid of him, as he intended she should be. His sharp tongue and peculiar faculty of quiet ridicule were particularly distasteful to her. She preferred venting her abuse upon his inoffensive companion — who, it would appear, absolutely failed to do anything to her complete satisfaction.

To Ellison, in spite of his joy at having found employment at last, that first month was not altogether one of happiness. He was too keenly conscious of his limited powers to be thoroughly at his ease, and yet he did his work from morning till night with dog-like faithfulness, grudging himself no labour, sparing himself no pains to ensure the faithful discharge of the duties entrusted to him. Not only that, but he often went out of his way to find work. She watched him and invariably found fault. So surely as his hard day’s work was ended, would she discover something left undone. This she would never fail to point out to him, and the result well-nigh drove him distracted. And yet there were times when she was more than kind, bright days in his calendar that shone with a greater lustre, perhaps, because they were so few and far between. As instance the following:

His own work being over for the day, he had crossed to the wood pile behind the kitchen and set to work sawing logs for the cook’s fire. The wood was tough and the labour hard, but he kept the saw going with endless perseverance. As he came near the end of the supply, Esther chanced upon him. It was the first time he had seen her since the early morning.

“Good afternoon,” he said, but did not desist from his labour.

“Good afternoon,” she returned, regarding him for a moment, and then seating herself upon an upturned box beside him. “I think you will remember that I asked you for some screws for a corner bracket this morning.”

“I beg your pardon; I think you asked if I could find any in the boat-house. I remembered having seen some, and offered to procure them. You then determined that you would wait until to-morrow for them.”

“Ah, yes! so I did. I had forgotten that.”

“As you are clearly in the wrong, you might beg my pardon, I think.”

“I don’t see why. It is my duty to keep you up to your work.”

“Very well, then we’ll say no more. The screws shall be on your table on the veranda at ten o’clock to-morrow morning.”

“Without fail?”

“Without fail. I always keep my word.”

He went on with his sawing. She sat and watched him, and for the first time became aware of the elegance and symmetry of his figure.

“Not always, I think. I asked you yesterday to tell me what brought you to Australia; you said you would, but you have evidently forgotten your promise.”

“Again you misinterpreted my speech. I think I said I could not bore you with it until I knew you better.”

“And by that I am to understand that you won’t tell me?”

“Not yet.”

The saw cut through the log with a little whine, and the end dropped to the ground.

“You don’t know me well enough yet to trust me, I suppose?”

“I know you as well as I suppose I ever shall know you. You are not a difficult person to understand.”

“Have you so much experience of my sex, then?”

“More than most men, perhaps. God help me!”

“You don’t seem to realise that that is a dangerous admission to make to a woman.”

“Why? You let me see very plainly yesterday that our ways lie far apart. In fact, that whatever my rank may once have been, I am now only your father’s servant.”

She rose from the box on which she had been sitting and stamped her foot. He looked up and saw that indignant tears stood in her eyes.

“You are very unjust and very unkind. I’m sure I never said or implied anything of the sort.”

“Then I must crave your pardon once more for misunderstanding you. I certainly understood that to be your meaning.”

She sat down again and fell to scraping up the shavings and litter with her foot. He resumed his sawing. For the space of about three minutes neither spoke. Then she said timidly:

“I notice that you are very patient and persevering.”

He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye suspiciously. This was too novel and satisfactory not to make him a little distrustful.

“And pray what makes you think that?”

“For many reasons. One because you don’t saw wood like most men I have seen. You go right through till the cut is even and the end drops off of its own weight. Most men saw it three parts through, then drive in a wedge, and break off the rest. It saves time, but it means laziness. I think I like your way best.”

“It is very kind of you to say so.”

“Oh, not at all. I thought as I’ve scolded you so often I ought to tell you of something I approve, that’s all.”

Decidedly he was a handsome man. She liked his colour, she liked his glow of health and strength, and she was not quite certain that she did not like his eyes; but she wasn’t going to let him think she had the very smallest grain of admiration for him. He wondered what was coming next.

“All the same, you’re not a very quick worker. I don’t know that it’s quite a profitable occupation for you. One of the boys would have done twice as much in half the time — not so neatly perhaps, but it would have burned just as well.”

That was the way with her. He never made any advance but she drove him back further than he was originally. She saw how her last remark was affecting him, and a smile flickered over her face that was not altogether one of discouragement. He looked up just in time to catch it. The result was disastrous. He missed his thrust — the saw slipped and cut his hand. It was not a deep wound, but it bled profusely — into the white slit of wood, and, drop by drop, down upon the little heap of saw-dust at his feet. She saw it as soon as he did, and gave a little cry of alarm.

“Oh, you have cut yourself, and all through my stupidity! Quick, give me your handkerchief and let me tie it up.”

Before he had properly realised what had happened, she had drawn her own handkerchief from her pocket, taken his hand, and was binding it up.

“I’m so very, very sorry. It was all my fault. I should not have stayed here worrying you with my silly talk. Can you forgive me?”

He looked into her face — with its great brown eyes so close to his — this time without the least embarrassment. And what beautiful eyes they were!

“You are not to blame. It was the result of my own carelessness. I should have looked at the saw instead of your face.”

“Very possibly; but you must not cut any more wood. I forbid it! Do you think you will remember what I say?”

“I’m very much afraid so.”

Not another word passed between them. She went into the house, and he, with a sea of happiness surging at his heart that he would have been puzzled to account for, back to the store.

But that evening all the enjoyment he had got out of the afternoon was destined to be taken away from him. After dinner, Murkard had some work in the office he wished to finish in time for the China mail next day, so Ellison wandered down to the shore alone. The moon was just rising over the headland, and the evening was very still; there was hardly enough wind to stir the palm leaves on the hill-top. Further round the island alligators were numerous, and as he stepped on to the beach Ellison thought he could make out one lying on the sand ahead of him. He stepped across to obtain a closer view, only to find that it was the trunk of a sandal-wood tree washed up by the tide. As he turned to retrace his steps he heard someone coming through the long grass behind him. It was Esther.

“Good-evening!” he said, raising his hat. “What a perfect night for a stroll it is. Just look at the effect of the moonlight on the water yonder.”

“How is your hand?”

“Progressing very satisfactorily, thank you. It is very good of you to take so much interest in my tiny accident.”

“I don’t see why! I should have been just as interested in anyone else. I pity the woman who could fail to be affected by an ugly cut like that. Good-night!”

She resumed her walk, and as he had nothing to say in answer to her speech, he looked across the stretch of water at the twinkling lights of Thursday. He had received a well-merited snub, he told himself — one he would not be likely to forget for a few days to come. He had presumed too much on her kindness of the afternoon. Who was he that he might expect from her anything more than ordinary civility? He was her father’s servant, paid by the week to do odd jobs about the place; a position only found for him out of charity by a kind-hearted girl. With a gesture of anger he went briskly across the sands, plunged into the thicket, and strode back towards the house. He was not of course to know that after leaving him she had stopped in her walk and watched him until he disappeared. When she, in her turn, wended her way homeward, it was, illogically enough, with an equally heavy heart. She did not, perhaps, regret her action, but her mind was torn with doubts.

“If only I could be certain,” she kept repeating to herself. “If only I could be certain!”

But that didn’t mend matters very much. That she had angered him, at least, was certain. Then came the question which was destined to keep her awake half the night. Had she played with him too much? She could see that he was thoroughly angered.

On arriving at the hut Ellison discovered Murkard in the act of going to bed. He was seated on his couch, one boot on, the other in his hand. He looked up as his friend entered, and one glance at his face told him all he wanted to know. Placing the boot he held in his hand carefully on the floor, he removed the other and arranged it beside its fellow. Then, addressing himself to the ceiling cloth, he said:

“I have often noticed that when a man imagines himself happiest he is in reality most miserable, and vice versa. Last night my friend was supremely happy, — don’t ask me how I knew I saw it, — and yet he sighed in his sleep half the night. This evening he would have me believe that he is miserable, and yet there’s a look in his eyes that tells me at the bottom he is really happy.”

“You’re quite out of your reckoning, my friend, as far as to-night is concerned. I am miserable, miserable in heart and soul, and for two pins I’d leave the place to-morrow.”

“I should.”

“The devil! and why?”

“Because you’re going deliberately to work to make an ass of yourself, if you want it in plain, unvarnished English. You’re falling head over ears in love with a woman you’ve only known a month, and what’s the result to be?”

“What do you think?”

“Why, that you’ll go a-mucker. Old man, I don’t know your history. I don’t even know your name. You’re no more Ellison, however, than I am. I’ve known that ages. You’re a public school and Oxford man, that’s plain to those with the least discernment, and from those facts and certain others I surmise you belong to that detestable class; miscalled the English aristocracy. I don’t care a jot what brought you to grief — something pretty bad I haven’t a doubt — but believe me, and I’m not joking when I say it, if you marry this girl, without really loving her, you’ll commit the cruellest action of your life, and what’s worse ten thousand times, you’ll never cease to regret it. She’s a nice girl, a very nice girl, I don’t deny that, but if ever you think there’s a chance of your going home, if you ever want to go, or dream of going, you’re in honour bound to give her up. Go away, clear out, forget you ever saw her; but for mercy’s sake don’t drag her down to your hell. Give her a chance, if you won’t give yourself one.”

“You speak pretty plainly.”

“I speak exactly as I feel, knowing both you and the girl. Do you think I haven’t seen all this coming on? Do you fancy I’m blind? Knowing what I know of your face, do you think I haven’t read you like a book. At first you looked at it as an investment. You thought the old man, her father, might have money; you half determined to go in for the girl. But about 8.30 last Thursday week night you had a bout with your conscience. You came into the store and talked politics — Queensland politics, too, of all things in the world — to distract your thoughts. I let you meander on, but I knew of what you were thinking. After that you gave up the mercenary notion and talked vaguely of trying your luck on the mainland. Then she began to snub you, and you to find new beauties in her character. You may remember that we discussed her, sitting on the cliff yonder, for nearly three hours on Wednesday evening. You held some original notions about her intellect, if I remember aright. Now, because you’re afraid of her, you’re imagining yourself over head and ears in love with her. Go away, my boy, go away for a month, on any excuse. I’ll get them to keep your billet open for you if you want to return. You’ll know your own mind by that time. What do you think?”

“I’ll do it. I’ll give her a week and then go.”

“That’s the style. You’ll repent and want to cry off your bargain in the morning, but for the present that’s the style.”

So saying, this guide, philosopher, and friend drew on his boots again and went out into the still hot night. Having reached the store veranda he seated himself on a box and lit his pipe.

“This torture is getting more and more acute every day,” he began, as a sort of apology to himself for coming out, “and yet they must neither of them ever know. If they suspected I should be obliged to go. And why not? What good can it ever do me to stay on here looking at happiness through another man’s eyes. For she loves him. If he were not so blindly wrapped up in his own conceit he would see it himself, and the worst of it is he has no more notion of her worth than I have of heaven. With me it is ‘Mr. Murkard this, and Mr. Murkard that’ — kindness and confidence itself — but oh, how widely different from what I would have her say. My God! if you are a God, why do you torture me so? Is my sin not expiated yet? How long am I to drag on in this earthly hell? How long, O Lord, how long?”

The night breeze whispering among the leaves brought back the words in mockery: “How long, how long?”

After an hour’s communion with his own thoughts he returned to the hut. Ellison was in bed sleeping quietly, one strong arm thrown round his head and a faint smile upon his lips. Murkard, lamp in hand, stood and looked down on him, and as he looked, his lips formed a sentence.

“Whatever is before us, old friend, have no fear. Come what may, I make my sacrifice for you. Remember that — for you!”

Then, as if he had shouted his shameless secret to the mocking world, he, too, went hastily to bed.

For a week after that eventful night Ellison saw little of Esther. She hardly ventured near him, and when necessity compelled that she should seek him, it was only to complete her business with all possible dispatch and hurry away again. No more did she enter into conversation with him about his work. No more did she chaff him about his scrupulous care and trouble. Their estrangement seemed complete. Murkard noticed it, and being wise in his generation, thought much but said little.

One evening after dinner, towards the end of the week, Ellison had strolled down to the beach to smoke his after-dinner pipe when he heard his name called. He recognised the voice immediately and, turning, went across to where Esther was standing by the tiny jetty. Her face was very pale, and she spoke with hesitation.

“Are you very busy for a few minutes, Mr. Ellison?”

“Not at all. My day’s work is over. Can I be of any service to you?”

“Would it be too much to ask you to row me across the straits to the township?”

“I will do so with pleasure. Are you ready now?”

“Quite ready.”

Without another word he ran a boat into the water, and with a few strokes of the oar brought it alongside the steps for her to embark. She stepped daintily in and, seating herself in the stern-sheets, assumed possession of the tiller. The expression on his face was one of annoyed embarrassment. She saw it, and her colour came and went across her face like clouds across an April sky.

“I’m afraid I am trespassing on your good-nature,” she remarked at length, feeling she must say something. “I ought to have asked one of the boys to take me over.”

“And have had to visit all the saloons to find him when you wanted to return,” he replied. “No, no! Miss McCartney, I am glad you asked me.”

She looked at him nervously; but his face told her nothing. He appeared to be fully occupied with the management of the boat. She put her hand overboard and played with the water alongside, casting furtive glances at him ever and anon. The silence became more and more embarrassing.

“Mr. Ellison, I am afraid you think very badly of me?” she said, in sheer desperation.

“My dear Miss McCartney, what on earth can have made you imagine such a thing?”

“But I know you do. I’m afraid I was very rude to you the other day. I have never forgiven myself for it. It was very ungrateful of me after all the kind things you have done for me since I have known you.”

“But, I assure you, you are quite mistaken. Your treatment of me may have been a little unkind, but it was certainly not rude. Besides, what I have done for you has all been done out of pure selfishness, because, you see, it gives me pleasure to serve you.”

“Mr. Murkard hinted to me this morning that you are thinking of leaving us. Is that true?”

“I was thinking of doing so, but — —”

“But you will forgive me before you go, won’t you? Let us be friends again for the little time that is left to us.”

She held out her dry hand towards him; he leaned forward gravely and took it, after which they were silent again for some time. The crisis was passed, but the situation was still sufficiently awkward to deprive them both of conversation. By the time they had recovered enough to resume it, they had passed the hulk and were approaching the township jetty. He brought the boat alongside in a masterly fashion, and held it close to the steps for his companion to disembark.

“Thank you, Mr. Ellison,” she said, as she stepped out. “I have enjoyed myself very much. I hope you will have a pleasant sail back!”

“I am going to wait for you.”

“Indeed you are not. I could not think of such a thing. I shall be sure to find someone who will put me across.”

“I am going to wait for you. It will be very pleasant sitting here; and, remember, we have just made friends. You must not quarrel with me so soon again.”

“Very well, since you wish it. I will try not to be any longer than I can help.”

She tripped up the wooden steps and disappeared along the jetty. He made the boat fast, and seating himself in the place she had just vacated, lit his pipe.

For nearly an hour he sat and smoked. The heavens were bright with stars above him; the sleeping waters rose and fell round the piers with gentle gurgling noises. A number of pearling luggers rode at anchor on either hand of him, and the township lights twinkled merrily ashore. His heart was happier than it had been for some time past, and yet again and again Murkard’s words of warning rose upon his recollection. Did the girl love him? And more important still, if she did, did he love her as she deserved to be loved? He asked himself these two questions repeatedly, and each time he could not answer either of them to his satisfaction.

Was his affection for her a sincere one, founded on a genuine admiration? He had been piqued by her behaviour; his vanity (poor remnant of a feeling) had been hurt by it. Since then he had brought himself to believe he loved her. Was he prepared to sacrifice everything for her? Again the torturing doubt. It would be passing sweet to love her; but could he do so with a clear conscience? He knew his failing — could he lie to himself? The night affected him; the moon, just rising blood-red above the hill-top, spoke to him of love. Not the love of a lifetime, not the love that will give and take, bear and forbear, thinking no ill, and enduring for all eternity; but of love-talk, of a woman’s face against his, of gratified vanity perhaps, at all events of a love of possession. No, he knew in his inmost heart, his conscience told him, that he did not care for her as, in the event of his making her his wife, he felt she would have a right to expect.

Besides, there was another, and even more important, point to be considered. Was he worthy of a good woman’s love? he, until lately an adventurer — a —— No, no! If he were a man of honour he would go away; he would go out into the world again, and, in forgetting her, enable her to forget him. And yet the temptation to stay — to hear from her own lips that she loved him — was upon him, calling him in tenderest accents to remain. He sat and thought it out as dispassionately as he was able, and his final resolve was to go. In this case, at least, he would not think of himself, he would think only of what was best for her. Yes, he would go! Suddenly away down the jetty he heard the patter of shoe heels. His heart throbbed painfully. She was coming back. They came closer and closer. She appeared on the sky-line, and, descending the steps, took his hand to jump into the boat.

“I’m afraid you must have grown very tired of waiting for me.”

“I’m very glad to see you, certainly; but I don’t think I can say I’m tired. It is a beautiful evening. Look at that glorious moon. We shall have a perfect sail home.”

He hoisted the canvas, and they pushed off. In spite of the resolve he had just made it was vastly pleasant to be seated beside her, to feel the pressure of her warm soft body against his on the little seat. There was a fair breeze, and the water bubbling under the boat’s sharp bows was like tinkling music as they swept from the shadow of the pier into the broad moonlight. Again, for want of something to do, she put her hand into the water; and the drops from her fingers when she lifted them shone like silver. As if in contradiction of her affected unconcern, she was palpably nervous. Once he could almost have sworn he felt her tremble.

“You are not cold, I hope?”

“Oh, dear, no! What could make you think so?”

“I thought I felt you shiver.”

“It was nothing. I am perfectly warm.”

“All the same I shall put this spare sail over your knees — so.”

He took a piece of canvas from behind him, and spread it round her. She made no attempt at resistance. In spite of her show of independence, there was something infinitely pleasant to her in being thus tended and cared for by this great strong man.

In five minutes they were passing close under the nearest point of their own island. High cliffs rose above them, crowned with a wealth of vegetation. She looked up at them, and then turned to her companion.

“Mr. Ellison, do you know the story of that bluff?”

“No. I must plead guilty to not being aware that it possessed one. May I hear it?”

“It has a strange fascination for me — that place. I never pass it without thinking of the romance connected with it. Do you see that tall palm to the right there?”

“Yes.”

“Well, under that palm is a grave; the resting-place of a man whom I can remember seeing very often when I was only a little child.”

“What sort of a man?”

“Ah, that’s a question a good many would have liked to have answered. Though it’s years ago, I can see him now as plainly as if it were but yesterday. He was very tall and very handsome. Possibly forty years old, though at first sight he looked more than that, for the reason that his hair and moustache were as white as snow. He lived in a hut on that bluff far away from everybody. In all the years he was there he was never known to cross the straits to the settlement, but once every three months he used to come down to our store for rations and two English letters. I believe we were the only souls he ever spoke to, and then he never said any more than was absolutely necessary. The pearlers used to call him the Hermit of the Bluff.”

“Do you think he was quite sane?”

“I’m sure of it. I think now he must have been the victim of some great sorrow, or, perhaps, some man of family exiled from his country for no fault of his own.”

“What makes you imagine that?”

“Why, because it was my father who found him lying lifeless on the floor of his hut. He had been dead some days and nobody any the wiser. Hoping to find something to tell him who he was, my father searched the hut, but without success. But when, however, he lifted the poor body, he caught a glimpse of something fastened round his neck. It was a large gold locket, with a crown or coronet upon the cover. Inside it was a photograph of some great lady — but though he recognised her, my father would never tell me her name — and a little slip of paper, on which was written these words: ‘Semper fidelis: Thank God, I can forgive. It is our fate. Good-bye.’ They buried him under the palm yonder and the locket with him.”

“Poor wretch! Another victim of fate! I wonder who he could have been.”

“That is more than anyone will ever know, until the last great Judgment Day. But, believe me, he is not the only one of that class out here. I could tell you of half a dozen others that I remember. There was Bombay Pete; it was said he was a fashionable preacher in London, and was nearly made a bishop. He died — bewitched, he said — in a Kanaka’s hut over yonder behind the settlement. Then there was the Gray Apollo — but who he was nobody ever knew; at any rate he was the handsomest and most reckless man on the island until he was knifed in the Phillipines; and the man from New Guinea; and Sacramento Dick; and the Scholar; and John Garfitt, who turned out to be a lord. Oh, I could tell you of dozens of others. Poor miserable, miserable men.”

“You have a sympathy for them, then?”

“Who could help it? I pity them from the bottom of my heart. Fancy their degradation. Fancy having been brought up in the enjoyment of every luxury, started with every advantage in life, and then to come out here to consort with all the riff-raff of the world and to die, cut off from kith and kin, in some hovel over yonder. It is too awful.”

Ellison sighed. She looked at him, and then said very softly:

“Mr. Ellison, I do not want to pry into your secret, but is there no hope for you?”

He appeared not to have heard her. A great temptation was upon him. He was going away to-morrow: she would never see him again. She had evidently a romantic interest in these shattered lives — could he not allow himself the enjoyment of that sympathy just for a few brief hours? Why not? Ah, yes, why not?

“Miss McCartney,” he said, after a long pause, “do you know, while you were away to-night, and I was sitting waiting for you, I subjected myself to a severe cross-examination?”

“On what subject?”

“Partly yourself, partly myself.”

“What sort of cross-examination do you mean, Mr. Ellison?”

“Well, that is rather a difficult question to answer, and for the following reason: In the first place, to tell you would necessitate my doing a thing I had made up my mind never to do again.”

“What is that?”

“To unlock the coffers of my memory and to take out the history of my past. Eight years ago I swore that I would forget certain things — the first was my real name, the second was the life I had once led, and the third was the reason that induced me to give up both.”

“Well?”

“I have tried to remember that you have only known me a month, that you really know nothing of myself, my disposition, or my history.”

“But I think I do know.”

“I fear that is impossible. But, Miss McCartney, since I see your sympathy for others, I have a good mind to tell you everything, and let you judge for yourself. You are a woman whose word I would take against all the world. You will swear that whatever I reveal to you shall never pass your lips.”

“I swear!”

She was trembling in real earnest now. To prolong their interview he put the boat over on another tack, one that would bring her close under the headland by the station. Esther raised no objection, but sat looking before her with parted lips and rather startled eyes. She noticed that his voice, when he spoke, took another tone. She attributed it to nervousness, when in reality it was only unconscious acting.

“Miss McCartney, living here in this out-of-the-way part of the world, you can have no idea what my life has been. Thrown into temptation as a child, is it to be wondered at that I fell? Brought up to consider myself heir to untold wealth, is it to be wondered that I became extravagant? Courted by everybody, can you be surprised that I thought my own attractions irresistible? My father was a proud and headstrong man, who allowed me to gang my own gait without let or hindrance. When I left Eton, I left it a prig; when I left Oxford, I left it a man of pleasure, useless to the world and hurtful to myself and everybody with whom I fell in contact. But not absolutely and wholly bad with it all, you must understand. Mind you, Miss McCartney, I do not attempt to spare myself in the telling; I want you to judge fairly of my character.”

“I promise you I will. Go on.”

“With a supreme disregard for consequences, I plunged into absurd speculations, incurred enormous liabilities, and when my creditors came down upon me for them I went to my father for relief. He laughed in my face and told me he was ruined; that I was a pauper and must help myself; sneered in my face, in fact, and told me to go to the devil my own way as fast as I was able. I went to my brothers, who jeered at me. I went to all my great friends, who politely but firmly showed me their doors. I went to men who at other times had lent me money, but they had heard of my father’s embarrassments, and refused to throw good money after bad. Checkmated at every turn, I became desperate. Then to crown it all a woman came to me, a titled lady, in the dead of night; she told me a story, so base, so shameful, that I almost blush now to think of it. She said she had heard I was going to fly the country. My name was talked of with her — I alone could save her. In a moment of recklessness I agreed to take her shame upon myself. What was my good name to me? At least I could help her. It was the one and only good action of my life. The next day I left England a pauper, and what is worse, a defaulter, doomed never to return to it, and never to bear my own name again. That is how I came to be a loafer, the dead-beat, the beach-comber I was when you took compassion upon me.”

“And — and your name?”

“I — I am the Marquis of St. Burden; my father is the Duke of Avonturn.”

“You — you — Mr. Ellison, a — marquis!”

“Heaven help me — yes! But why do you look at me like that? You surely do not hate me now that you have heard my wretched story?”

“Hate you! Oh, no, no! I only pity you from the bottom of my heart.”

Her voice was very low and infinitely, hopelessly sad. He was looking out to sea. Suddenly he bowed his head and seemed to gasp for breath. Then, turning to her again, he seized her hand with a gesture that was almost one of despair.

“Esther, Esther! My God, what have I done? Forget what I have said. Blot it out from your memory forever. I was mad to have told you. Oh, Heavens, how can I make you forget the mischief my treacherous tongue has dragged me into!”

“Your secret is safe with me, never fear. No mortal shall ever dream that I know your history. But, my lord, you will go back some day?”

Instantly his voice came back to him clear and strong:

“Never! never! Living or dead, I will never go back to England again. That is my irrevocable determination.”

“Then may God help you!”

“Esther, can’t you guess now why I must go away from here, why I must leave to-morrow?”

He could hardly recognise the voice that answered.

“Yes, yes, I see. It is impossible for you to be my father’s servant any longer.”

“That was not what I meant. I meant because I am afraid to stay with you, lest my evil life should contaminate yours.”

“That is impossible! How can you hurt me?”

He pressed the hand he held in his almost savagely.

“I mean that I love you. You must have known it long since. I mean that you are dearer to me than all the world.”

“Oh, let me go! I cannot listen to you!”

“But you must! you must!”

“Oh, let me go!”

“You do not love me, then?”

“Oh, let me go, let me go!”

But he held her fast, pressing her closer and closer to him.

“I will not let you go until you tell me!”

“Oh, I can’t tell you! Can’t you see that what you have told me makes all the difference in the world?”

“I beg your pardon. I should have expected this. Forgive me and forget me; I will go away to-morrow.”

Her only reply was a choking sob. He put the boat back on her course, and in five minutes they had grounded on the beach; having helped her to disembark, he turned to pull the boat up out of reach of the tide. This done, he looked to find her waiting for him, but she was gone. He could see her white dress flitting up the path towards the house. Without attempting to follow her, he left the beach and strode away round the hill into the interior of the island. When he had gone about a mile he came to an abrupt halt and looked towards the sea.

“Again, again!” he cried, with a great and exceeding bitter cry. “Oh, God! I was tempted and I fell; forgive me, for I can never forgive myself!”

As if in answer to his cry a night-hawk hooted among the rocks. He wheeled about and strode off in a different direction. In that instant he seemed to have learned a secret he had never even guessed at before.

The sun was in the act of making his appearance above the horizon when he reached the station again. He was utterly worn-out, both mentally and physically. Without undressing he threw himself upon his bed, and slept a dreamless sleep for an hour. Then he got up and looked out upon the world. It was the beginning of his last day at the station.


CHAPTER IV.

DESTINY — AN ACCIDENT — AND A BETROTHAL.
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EARLY AS IT was, Ellison discovered that Murkard was out before him. Pulling himself together as well as he was able, he took his towel and went down to the beach to bathe. It was an exquisite morning, a fresh breeze played among the palms and shrubs; the blue sea danced and glistened in the sunshine; columns of palest blue smoke rose, curling and twisting, into the sweet morning air. Ellison alone was sad. Even a swim failed to raise his spirits. He dressed himself and went back to breakfast with a face that was like that of a doomed man. So far he had seen no sign of Esther, nor had he any expectation of doing so until he went in to say good-bye to her. As the clanging bell called to breakfast, Murkard made his appearance. He also seemed out of sorts, and nodded to Ellison without a word as he seated himself at the table. The other was hardly prepared for this treatment of his trouble.

“Why, what on earth’s wrong with you this morning?” Ellison asked irritably. “Has the whole world gone dismal mad?”

“I’m very worried about something. Don’t ask me what, old man. I’m trying to fight it down, and if you leave me alone I shall be all right directly.”

“I’m afraid I shan’t be here to see it, then. I’m leaving in an hour’s time — for good and all.”

Murkard sprang to his feet with a new face.

“Then that puts me right at once. God bless you, Ellison, you could not have given me better news! I knew you’d do what was right!”

“Have you been fretting about me, then?”

“A little. But more about that girl over yonder. Of course, whatever happened, I should stand by you — you know that, don’t you? But — well, the long and the short of it is, I couldn’t bear to see the poor child getting to care for you more and more every day, when I knew that your affection was not the kind to satisfy her craving. Poor little thing, it will be hard on her, devilish hard, but all the same I believe you’re doing what is best and happiest for both of you.”

“Do you think so, honour bright?”

“I don’t think, I’m sure of it!”

“Then I’ll go. But you don’t know, old man, what a bitter fight it has been. Since you laughed at me a week ago I’ve been arguing it over, and the result is, I’m beginning to think I do care for her, after all.”

“If you only think, you’re still on the wrong side of the stream. No, no; we must go. There is no question about that. I’ll put our few traps together after breakfast, and then we’ll say farewell and adieu to respectability once more.”

“But you are not coming too. I could never allow that!”

“You’ll have no option. Of course I must come! Didn’t I tell you the other day that we’re bound up together? My destiny is in your hands. I must never leave you. I had an idea the end would have come here, but it seems I’m mistaken.”

“I wish you’d be a little more explicit sometimes.”

“It would probably amuse you if I were, and though I’m not the sort of man who fears ridicule, as a general rule, I could not bear to have you laugh at this.”

“I should not laugh; it seems to me I shall never laugh again. Tell me, Murkard, what you mean.”

“I will tell you.”

He rose and walked up and down the little room for some minutes. Then he stopped, and leaning against the smoke-coloured mantelpiece, spoke.

“In the first place, I suppose you will admit that there are some men in this extraordinary world of ours more delicately constructed than others. You agree to that. Very good. Well, that being so, I am perhaps more sensitive than you — possibly, though I don’t say absolutely, accounted for by my deformity. I look at commonplace things in a different way; my brain receives different impressions from passing events. I don’t say whether my impressions are right or wrong. At any rate, they are there. Directly I set eyes on you, that first night of our meeting, I knew you were my fate. Don’t ask me how I knew it. It is sufficient that I did know it. Something inside here seemed to tell me that our lives were bound up together; in fact, that you were the man for whose sake I was sent into the world. You remember we were starving at the time, and that we slept under a Moreton Bay fig in the Domain. Well, perhaps as the result of that hunger, I dreamed a dream. Something came to me and bade me to go with you, bade me be by your side continually because I was necessary to your life, and because my death would be by your hands.”

“Good gracious, Murkard, think what you’re saying!”

“I have thought, and I know. I don’t mean that you will murder me, but I do mean that it will be in connection with you that I shall meet my death. The same dream told me that a chance would be given us. That chance has come. Also the dream told me that my only hope of heaven lay in saving you by laying down my own life. That time has not come yet — but it will come as surely as we are now located in this hut. In the meantime there is another life between us. That life we have not met yet; what or whose it is I have no notion, but I dread it night and day.”

“You don’t mean to tell me you believe all that you’re telling me?”

“As implicitly as I believe that I am standing before you now. And so will you when it is too late — not before.”

“But think, man, think! How can such a thing be contemplated for a moment? Your life by my hands! No, no!”

“Let it drop. Forget that I ever told you. We shall see whether it turns out as I say. Moreover, something tells me that although we are preparing to leave this place, we shall not go!”

Without further argument he opened the door and went out. Ellison in his turn began to pace the room.

“He is mad, the man is undoubtedly mad. And yet God knows why he should be. If vileness has anything to do with it, I am despicable enough to do anything he might dream! Surely there never was so miserable a wretch as I! But we will go from here. Of that I am determined.”

He began feverishly to put together the few little odds and ends he had collected during the past month. It was not a lengthy business, but it cut him to the heart to have to do it. If he left this place, where for a month he had been so happy, what would his future be? Turned out to seek employment again, would he drift back into the old vagabond life or not? And if he did, he asked himself, what would it matter? Who was there in the world to care? He tied up his bundle, threw it on the bed, and then in his turn left the hut. Esther was on the veranda of her own house. He crossed the path to speak to her.

“Miss McCartney,” he said, “have you been able to find it in your heart to forgive me for my rudeness last night?”

Her hand shook and her voice trembled as she answered, with downcast eyes, “There is nothing to forgive, my lord.”

“No, no; you must not call me that!”

He raised his hand as if to ward off a blow. She noticed the look of pain that leaped into his eyes.

“Forgive me in your turn. I am sorry I hurt you.”

“Do you think it matters? My life will be all one long pain now. I am going away; I have come to say good-bye to you.”

“You are — really — going — away?”

“Yes; I cannot live here after what I told you last night. It is impossible for both of us. I must go out into the world again and try to win back the self-respect I have lost. But before I go I want to thank you for all you have done for me; for a month you have enabled me to shake hands with happiness. I can never be sufficiently grateful to you.”

“Where — where shall you go when you leave here?”

“I haven’t the remotest notion. On to the mainland most probably; out to some station in the far West, where I can forget and be forgotten. What does it matter where I go?”

“Does — does it never strike you that in thus dooming yourself to hopeless misery you are being very cruel to me?”

“It is only to be kind. God knows I have thought of you before myself, and the only conclusion I can come to is that it would be worse for you if I stayed.”

“Then good-bye, and may God bless you and protect you always!”

He looked into her face; it was pale as death. She held out her hand, and he raised it to his lips. The knowledge that had come to him the previous night was confirmed now. In that second he learned how much he loved her.

“Good-bye — good-bye!”

He watched her pass into the house, and was in the act of leaving the spot himself when he heard a heavy fall within. In an instant he had divined its meaning, and was inside the room, to find Esther upon the floor in a dead faint. Raising her in his arms he carried her to a sofa and laid her on it; then, procuring water, he bathed her forehead and chafed her hands till she returned to consciousness. When her eyes opened she looked at him with a frightened stare.

“Oh, what has happened?”

“The sun was too much for you out there. You fainted; fortunately I heard you fall and carried you here. Are you better?”

“Yes, thank you. I am almost all right again.”

“You are quite sure?”

“Quite.”

He took up his hat and left the house. As he crossed the veranda he noticed a stir in the station. The Kanakas had turned out of their hut and were staring in the direction of the bay. From the place where he stood he could see two luggers approaching the jetty.

“Her father has returned,” he said to himself, almost without interest, and went down to the shore. His supposition proved correct. But from the way the last of the boats manœuvred there was evidently something wrong. He waited until it got alongside, and then walked down the jetty to find out what this peculiarity might mean. A little crowd was collected on the second boat; those Kanakas who knew him made way for him to step on board. The crew of the boat itself regarded him with some surprise.

“What is the matter?” he asked.

“The boss has met with an accident,” explained the oldest of the men, “and we don’t know how to let his daughter know.”

“Where is he?”

“In the cabin aft. Step below and see him for yourself.”

Ellison did as he was directed, and went down the companion into the box of a cabin. An elderly man, with gray hair and beard, bearing an unmistakable likeness to Esther, lay on a roughly constructed bed placed on the port side. He looked up as Ellison entered.

“And who may you be?” he asked faintly.

“My name is Ellison,” the other replied. “I have been a month in your employ — your daughter took me on as a carpenter and general hand in place of Paddy the Lasher, discharged.”

“You talk like a gentleman.”

“I was considered one once.”

“Then you may be able to do me a good turn. I have met with a serious accident — slipped on those steps there and injured my back. From the numbness of my lower half, I’m almost afraid it’s a hopeless case; but I don’t want to frighten my daughter without need. Will you go up and break the news to her?”

“If you wish it. But surely it’s not as bad as you say. Perhaps it’s only a severe sprain.”

“I fear not. As I tell you, I’m dead below the waist.”

“Will you stay here till I come back, or shall we carry you up now?”

“I’ll stay here. But don’t be longer than you can help, and break the news as gently as you can to her.”

“You may trust me.”

Ellison went up the steps again, passed through the little crowd, and made his way back towards the house. He was only just in time, for Esther had seen the boats come in, and was on her way to meet her father. She was surprised to see the man to whom she had just said “Good-bye” coming along the path towards her. Something in his face must have warned her that he was the bearer of evil tidings, for she stopped, and he heard her catch her breath with a little convulsive sob.

“My father has returned, and you have bad news for me?”

“That of course depends upon how you take it. Yes, your father has returned, but — well, the long and short of it is, he is not very well.”

“My father — not well! He was never ill in his life. It must be something serious, or he would not have sent you to tell me.”

“He has met with a bit of an accident — a fall. He asked me to come on in advance and let you know, lest you should be frightened when you saw them carrying him up.”

“That is not all; he is worse than you say. Oh, Mr. Ellison, for Heaven’s sake, don’t deceive me — tell me all! I can bear it, believe me.”

“I am not deceiving you. God knows I would be the last to do that. You shall see him for yourself in a minute or two. But had you not better first run back and have a bed prepared for him. I will go down and help them carry him up.”

“How good you are to me!”

She went back to the house, while he returned to the boat. Before he arrived Murkard had put in an appearance, and with his usual foresight had set to work upon a rough litter in which to carry the sick man up to the house. This constructed, he was placed upon it, and between them they bore him up the hill. Ellison and Murkard carried him across the veranda into the room his daughter had prepared for him. She received him with greater bravery than Ellison had expected. The father’s courage was wonderful.

“This is a nice way to come home, my girl!” he said, with an attempt at cheerfulness. “You’re not accustomed to seeing your father carried, are you?”

With her eyes full of tears she stooped and kissed him. Perhaps the coldness of his forehead told her something of the truth, for she started and looked at Ellison in terrified surprise. The two men laid him on the bed, and while she was in another room removed his clothes. It was a difficult business, but once it was accomplished the patient felt infinitely relieved. As they were leaving the house Esther met them. She drew Ellison aside.

“Someone must cross to the settlement for the doctor immediately. It is useless to attempt to blind me as to his condition. I can see it for myself.”

“I will go over, and bring him back with me.”

“God bless you! I feel so terribly lonely now; it is good to know that I have a friend in you.”

“A friend faithful to the death. Esther, will you answer me one question? Would it make you happier if I stayed with you a little longer — say, till your father is able to get about again?”

She hung her head, but his eager ears caught the timid little “Yes” that escaped her lips.

“Then so be it. Now I will go for the doctor.”

She held out her hand; he took it, and for the second time that morning raised it to his lips. Then he strode away in the direction of the store. Murkard was not surprised at the news. He accompanied him to the beach, and helped him to push his boat into the water. When Ellison was past the jetty he returned to his work, muttering:

“I knew something would happen to prevent it. This is the hand of Destiny again.”

Ellison pulled swiftly across to the township, beached his boat opposite the Chinese quarter, and after inquiring the direction of the doctor’s house, set off for it without a moment’s delay. He discovered the medico smoking on his veranda, and in less than three minutes had given him a complete summary of the case. They returned to the boat together, and Ellison, after pulling him across, conducted him straightway to the sick man’s bedroom. He did not go in himself, but waited on the veranda. In half an hour the doctor emerged and beckoned him out of hearing of the house. Ellison read the worst in his face.

“Is there no hope?”

“Not a scrap. I tell you this straightforwardly. Of course I presume, from your anxiety, you are an interested party, and as such have a right to know. The man’s spine is fatally injured. Paralysis has already set in in the lower limbs. It is only a matter of time with him now.”

“How long do you think he may live?”

“It is impossible to say — six hours, possibly eight, certainly not more. If you have any business to consult him upon, I advise you to do it at once; he may not be conscious very long.”

“You have not told his daughter?”

“Only that the case is serious. I have told him, and I think he will tell her.”

“Thank you for being so candid. It is really no business of mine, but I must try and help that poor girl to bear her sorrow. Shall you see him again?”

“I think so, though I am convinced it is hopeless. Still, I shall look over in the course of the afternoon. Who will put me across?”

“I will.”

They got into the boat and pushed off. When he had landed the doctor, Ellison pulled slowly back. His brain was staggering under a multitude of thoughts. What was he to do? What must his duty be now? Should he go away and leave this girl to bear her sorrow alone? Or should he take the bull by the horns, ask her father to be allowed to make her his wife, and trust to Providence for the rest? He didn’t know, he couldn’t tell — both seemed equally impossible. He resolved to leave it, as he had done before, to the decision of blind Fate. In the meantime he pulled back to the jetty, secured the boat, and went up to the house. Esther saw him pass the window, and came quietly out on the veranda.

“He is sleeping now,” she almost whispered; “but it doesn’t seem a natural sleep. I cannot tell you how terrified I am about him.”

“Poor girl! what can I say to you save that you have my sincerest, my most heartfelt sympathy? If you should want any assistance, remember that I am here to give it you, come what may.”

Her only answer was to press the hand that rested on the veranda rail with her soft fingers. Her touch thrilled him through and through, and he went into the hut for lunch with a look in his face that had never been there before. He was beginning to understand his position more clearly now.

Towards the middle of the afternoon he was employing himself among the boats, when he saw her coming breathlessly towards him. He dropped the adze he held in his hand and went to meet her.

“He wants you to come to him,” she managed to gasp. “Oh, I don’t know how to tell you the agony of fear I’m suffering. He seems so much weaker. Come at once.”

She accompanied him into the house, and to the door of her father’s chamber. The change in the patient’s face staggered him. It was ghastly white and drawn; approaching dissolution was staring from the restless eyes.

“Mr. Ellison,” he said faintly, “I have sent for you, and I must be quick with what I have to say, for the end is near. Though I only saw you for the first time this morning, I seem to know you thoroughly. My daughter has told me of the kindness you and your friend have shown to her. She has also informed me that you told her last night of your love for her. Is that true, on your oath to a dying man?”

“Yes. It is true! I know now that I do love her.”

“With your whole heart and soul, so help you God!”

“With my whole heart and soul, so help me God!”

“Is there anything to prevent you making her your wife?”

“In a legal sense, nothing. In a moral — well, perhaps I have not led the sort of life I might have done; but if you will trust her to me I swear before God, as I hope for heaven, that I will do my duty to her all the days of my life. I will endeavour to make her life happy at any cost to myself.”

“She will be poor, remember. There is nothing for me to leave her save a few hundred pounds, this station, and the boats. You will have to work hard to support her.”

“I will work my hands to the bone.”

“Then as you deal with my motherless and fatherless girl, so may God deal with you. He has sent you to take my place, in her hour of need. If you stand firm by her he will not desert you in yours. As a dying man I trust you; that is enough. Now send her to me.”

Ellison went to the door and called the girl. She came in, and the dying man gave them his blessing. After which he told them he would rather sleep.

When the doctor reached the house half an hour later Ellison met him on the threshold.

“How is he now?”

“You have come too late, doctor. He is dead!”


CHAPTER V.

A WEDDING — A CONVERSATION — AND AN EPISODE.
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TOWARDS SUNDOWN THE following afternoon the remains of Alexander McCartney were conveyed across the straits and interred in the little cemetery above the township of Port Kennedy. A week later his daughter became Cuthbert Ellison’s wife. It had been the dead man’s wish that there should be no delay in the marriage. He was anxious to have his daughter’s safety assured within as short a time of his demise as possible. Nor had either of them any objection to raise. The wedding took place in the little church on the hill-side, and Silas Murkard acted as his friend’s best man. After the ceremony they sailed quietly home in one of their own boats to receive the congratulations of Mrs. Fenwick and the station, and to take up the old life once more.

As Ellison lifted his wife out of the boat on to the little jetty he looked into her eyes. There was only pure happiness and unutterable trust written there. He lowered his own before her gaze and heaved a heavy sigh.

When she had passed into the house, proudly escorted by Mrs. Fenwick, Murkard came up to him and took his hand.

“Cuthbert, I have waited my chance to congratulate you. We are alone now, and from the bottom of my heart I wish you happiness.”

“Thank you. You have been a good friend to me, Silas.”

“There is no question of friendship between us. It is more than that. But there is one thing I want to say to you.”

“Say on.”

“You will not be offended with me?”

“Never. I don’t think it is in your power to do that, old friend.”

“Very well, then I will say it. Cuthbert Ellison, you think you know the woman who has this day become your wife?”

Ellison nodded. He wondered what was coming.

“You would be surprised and perhaps angry if I told you that I know her a thousand times better than you do or ever will know her. I can read her nature as I can read yours. And for this reason I warn you. That woman has one of the purest and most beautiful minds ever given by God to any human being. Beware how you act towards her, beware of what you say! Remember, though you may mean nothing by what you say, she will never forget one single word. You have only to look into her eyes to see what she thinks of you now. She believes in you heart and soul, she worships the very ground you walk on; it remains with you to say whether she shall retain that trust or not. What you have said to her already cling to as a shipwrecked man clings to a spar; what you say in the future must be your own concern. I will help you if ever help be needed, but in the meantime watch yourself, and if there is a God watching over us may he bless and keep you both. I have spoken!”

Having said this he turned on his heel and walked quickly away in the direction of his own solitary hut. He entered and closed the door.

The evening meal finished, Ellison and Esther passed out to the veranda together. The day had been fine, but the night was dark and stormy; thick clouds obscured the heavens, big waves broke on the beach with ominous grumblings, and now and again swift streaks of lightning flashed across the sky. Husband and wife sat side by side. The man was reviewing in his mind the events of the day, and wondering at the strange conversation he had had with Murkard that evening. In spite of his supreme happiness a vague feeling of sadness was upon him that would not be dispelled. Esther was all content. Woman-like she derived an intense pleasure from mere personal contact with the being she adored. She could just see the outline of his face against the sky, and she wondered at its sadness. At last she spoke:

“Of what are you thinking, husband mine?”

He started as if she had stung him, and hastened to reply:

“Can’t you guess? I was thinking of you and of all you have done for me.”

“Perhaps a little of me, but not altogether, I fear. Cuthbert, do you believe you will ever regret?”

“No, no! ten thousand times, no! Would a man ever regret having been given a chance of heaven?”

“You are begging the question! I mean, my husband,” — her voice dwelt with infinite tenderness upon the name,— “do you think you will ever have cause to wish you had never seen me, when you see what other cleverer and prettier women you might have married?”

“I should never have married any other. You are my destiny. I was born into the world to marry you, and no one else. How could it possibly have been otherwise?”

“You are very silly. I want to talk seriously.”

“That is talking seriously.”

“It is nonsense. But listen, dear. You must forgive me for bringing up the subject on this night, of all others, but I cannot let it rest. I will never speak of it again if you wish it. But you must answer me truthfully for the last time.”

He bit his lip to keep back the cry of fear that almost escaped him. He knew what was coming, and dreaded it like the cutting of a flashing knife.

“Go on!”

“Cuthbert, if you ever went back to your old world and saw women, as I say, cleverer and more beautiful than I am, you might wish you had never seen me. You would not tell me so, and you would not, if you could help it, let me guess it, but my woman’s instinct would warn me — and then what should I do? I should be chained to you, and you would be chained to me. I should be a drag upon you — a curse — instead of the help I wish to be. I should love you just the same, because I could never love anyone else; but think what the depth of my despair would be!”

A large tear fell on the back of his hand. He drew her to him with almost a fierceness.

“I told you the other day I should never go back to my old world. I am dead to it, and it is dead to me. I am Cuthbert Ellison, the pearler, your husband, and I wish to be no other. Forget, for mercy’s sake, that I ever had a past; let us live only for my present and the future. Let me be to you the husband I would wish to be; let me work, toil, knowing no weariness in what is done for you; let me build up a new life of honour for your sake, and let the dead past bury its dead. I love you, and I want no world that has not you in it. Let us never speak on this subject again.”

“You are not angry with me for saying what I did.”

“Angry, no! I am sorry, full of remorse that I ever told you that story. God must help me to atone for it. I shall never be able to rid myself of the fear that you will hate me for it.”

“You are unjust to yourself, and even, I think, a little unjust to me. Had you not told me, there would always have been a barrier between us. Now I know everything, and, believe me, I do not honour you the less for telling me.”

She raised his hand to her mouth and imprinted a kiss upon it. That kiss stung him to the quick. Like the look of trust upon her face when he had helped her from the boat, it was almost a reproach. It was the beginning of his punishment. He made shift to change the course of the conversation.

“Darling,” he said, “have you thought seriously yet of what our marriage means to us? Have you thought what you have made of the man who only a month ago stood before you in this very veranda, in rags and tatters, asking for employment to keep body and soul together? That man is now your husband. Linked to you not for to-day or to-morrow, next week or next month, but for all time, for all eternity. Your husband — part of your own self: surely that should be sufficient passport for me into heaven itself. My interests are to be your interests, your hopes my hopes — in fact, your life is mine, and my life yours. There is an awful solemnity about it. If I could only grasp the drift of it all!”

“Grasp the drift? You are the drift. You must help me to make my life, I must help you to make yours; that is what it means. If we do our duty to each other, surely we ought, then, to pull through?”

“I am afraid of myself, Esther. Not afraid of my love for you, but afraid of the slowness of Time, of the gradual development of things.”

“Are we not getting a little out of our depth, love? I want to know nothing but your love for me, that is all. Let us leave the subject. See how vivid the lightning is getting. I fear we are in for a storm.”

And in truth the flashes were growing almost alarming. Heavy thunder echoed among the islands, and the wind was every moment increasing in violence. Suddenly an awful flash seemed to tear the very heavens asunder. In that brief instant Ellison made out the figure of a man standing in the open before them, not more than forty yards from the veranda steps. His back was towards them, and his hands were uplifted above his head. Esther saw him too, and uttered a little cry.

“Who can it be?” she exclaimed in alarm. “Cuthbert, call him in! He will be struck by the lightning!”

She had hardly spoken before another flash rent the darkness. Still the figure stood before them exactly where they had first seen it. But this time his identity was unmistakable. It was Murkard! When the next flash came he was gone.

“What could he have been doing?” Esther asked, as the thunder rolled away. To her Murkard’s ways were always a matter of much mystery.

“I can’t think. Thank goodness, he doesn’t often act in that fashion.”

“I am afraid of him, Cuthbert. I have never been able to make myself take to him as I took to you.”

“He is a difficult man to know, that is why, little woman. But he is as good as gold! A queer fish, perhaps a little mad, but with it all a better man than I am.”

“That I will never believe.”

“God grant you may never have reason to think otherwise. But don’t worry yourself about Murkard. He is and always has been my truest friend.”

“And what am I, my lord and master?”

“You are my wife — part of myself!”

She nestled lovingly against his side.

“Part of yourself! How sweet that sounds! I wonder if any other woman was ever so happy as I?”

Once more Ellison sighed. At that moment the lightning flashed out again, just in time to show them the same mysterious figure emerging from the group of palms and moving towards the hut, Esther saw it, and gave another little cry. Ellison rose.

“I must go and find out what he means by it. Don’t be afraid, I’ll be back in a minute.”

As he left the veranda the storm broke, and the rain came pouring down. Presently he was running back. For a moment he could hardly speak. His face was as pale as death.

“Well, what did he say?”

“Nothing; he is fast asleep! I never knew he was a somnambulist before.”

“But you are trembling, and you are as white as a sheet. Something is troubling you, Cuthbert. Tell me what it is.”

“It is nothing, dearest, believe me. I was only a little frightened at the risk he had run. He might have been struck by lightning at any moment. Poor Murkard!”

A few minutes later she went inside and turned up the lamp. The rain was still pouring on the roof. But, though he was looking straight before him into the night, he hardly noticed it. He was saying to himself over and over again a sentence he had heard Murkard mutter in his sleep. It was an old Bible warning, one with which he had been familiar from his youth up, but to-night it had the power to shake him to his very core. It ran as follows:

“Be sure your sin will find you out!”


CHAPTER VI.

A TEMPTATION — A FALL — AND A SERIES OF EMOTIONS.
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SIX MONTHS HAD elapsed since the wedding — six months of almost perfect happiness for Ellison. I am compelled to say almost, for the reason that an influx of business worries during that period had caused him a very considerable amount of anxiety, and had, in a measure, necessarily detracted from his domestic peace. The pearling season had not turned out as well as had been expected of it. Continual stormy weather had militated against the boats at sea, and a gradual but appreciable decline in the price of shell had had the same effect on shore. As he could only regard himself in the light of a trustee of his wife’s estate, this run of bad luck struck him in a tender place. But through it all Esther proved herself a most perfect wife. He found it an inestimable boon after a long and hard day’s work to be able to go to her for sympathy and advice, both of which she was quite competent to give. She was, by long experience, a past mistress of all the details of the business, and her shrewd common sense and womanly penetration enabled her to grasp things and advise on them long before her more matter-of-fact husband had mastered their first general elements. His respect for her talents became almost enthusiastic. She was now no longer the old Esther of the past, but a new and glorious womanhood, figuring in his eyes more as a leader than a wife.

As the year advanced, instead of bettering themselves things grew steadily worse. Acting on the advice of his wife and Murkard, he had curtailed expenses in every direction, forced himself to do without many things that at other times would have been classed as absolute necessaries, and discharged as many hands as could possibly be spared. This lightened the load for a while; but it soon became painfully evident that, unless more capital was soon forthcoming, the pearling station must inevitably close its doors. But in what direction could they look for such assistance? The banks were already dropping hints as to long-standing overdrafts, and, seeing the losses they were daily sustaining, it would be impossible to expect any mercy from them. On all sides companies were abandoning stations, or transferring their business elsewhere. It was a time of serious financial danger, and night and day Ellison worried himself to know how it was all to end. It was not for himself he cared; it was for Esther — only for Esther. Indeed, the anxiety was telling seriously upon his health. He could not sleep for its weight upon his mind. If only he could raise a couple of thousand pounds, he continually argued, he might place the station in a position by which it might not only weather the storm, but enable it to do even a larger business than before when the reaction set in. Again and again he discussed the matter with his wife and Murkard, but without arriving at any satisfactory conclusion.

One night after dinner, just as he was going out to the veranda for his customary smoke, Murkard called him outside.

“Come over to the store with me for a little while,” he said. “I want a serious conversation with you.”

Ellison followed him into the hut, and shut the door.

“Look here,” said the smaller man, perching himself on the high stool behind his desk, and taking a letter from a pigeon-hole above him, “things have come to a climax. But there, you know that perhaps even better than I do.”

“God help us! I think I do, and the anxiety is almost killing me. What we are to do I can’t for the life of me see.”

“There is a lot of bills coming due next month, and we’ve got an even smaller return for that last shell than I expected. To cap it all, here’s a letter from the bank over the way. It came before dinner, but you looked so precious miserable then that I thought I’d keep it till after you’d had your meal. It’s a facer, and no mistake.”

“Read it.”

Murkard spread the paper out on the desk, and, clearing his throat in an effort to gain time, did as he was commanded.

In plain English, it was to the effect that unless the overdraft could be reduced by one-half within an absurdly short space of time, the bank would be compelled to realise upon its security, which would mean that the station would be closed, and Ellison and his wife thrown upon the world.

Ellison sank his head upon his hands, and groaned like a wounded bull.

“If only I could raise two thousand pounds,” he sighed for the thousandth time.

“That’s exactly what we must do at once. And why not? Is it so very impossible?”

“Of course; you must know that it is. Haven’t we discussed the question over and over again, in all its lights, for the last six weeks?”

“I know that as well as you do. But I’ve been thinking on a different tack these last two days.”

“With what result? For mercy’s sake don’t play with me! I believe I’d kill you if you did. What have you been thinking?”

“Why, look here, Ellison, the position’s just this: You are a married man, and you are likely soon to be more than that. Must you think of yourself just now, or are you bound to think of your wife?”

“To think of my wife, of course. Have I thought of myself at all since I’ve been married?”

“No, I’ll grant you’ve been wonderfully unselfish. Well, this is the crux of it all. Are you prepared to make a big sacrifice for her sake? Are you prepared to make a sacrifice that will humble your pride to the very ground, but will probably be the means of saving the life you love? Are you prepared to do this, I say?”

“Of course I am. There is nothing in the world I would not do to save her. Surely you know me well enough by this time to know that!”

“Very good. That being so, we will proceed to business.” He took up a pen and fell to tracing circles on the blotting-pad in front of him. “In the first place, do you remember the night you rowed her to the township and brought her back by moonlight?”

Ellison’s face became suddenly pale. He shifted on his seat uneasily.

“Yes, I remember. What about it?”

“I was lonely that evening and went for a walk. I strolled down to Alligator Point and sat on the rocks above the water.”

“Well?”

“The sea was as calm as a mill-pond, and the night was so still that I could almost hear people talking across the strait. I saw you leave the township, and I watched you sail towards where I sat. Your voices were plainly audible to me, and, forgive me, Ellison, but — I heard — —”

“Say no more — I know what you heard, you cursed, eavesdropping spy — I know what you heard!”

“You are hardly just to me, but under the circumstances I will forgive your harshness. And what did I hear?”

“You heard the wretched story I told the woman I loved!”

“I did. And — ever since — that moment — I have known your secret.”

There was complete silence between them for some minutes — Murkard went on tracing circles on the blotting-paper as if his life depended on it, while Ellison rose from his seat and went over to the door. His hand trembled so that he could hardly control its movements. Murkard looked at him with a queer expression, half sympathy, half contempt upon his face. Suddenly Ellison wheeled round and confronted him.

“Plainly, Murkard, what is your object in telling me that you heard it?”

“Because I want to save you. That is why!”

“How can that save me? You mean because you want to damn me, body and soul. But you shan’t! by God, you shan’t! I’m desperate, I tell you that, desperate!”

“Hush, hush! She’ll hear you if you shout like that. Come back and let us talk quietly. Good Heavens, Ellison, can’t you see how great my love for you is? Haven’t I shown it to you times out of number? Do you think, then, that I should turn on you in your hour of need? Surely you know me better than that?”

Ellison regarded him in silence for a minute. Then he went across and held out his hand.

“Forgive me, Silas. I am not myself to-night; I hardly know what I say. You don’t know how much I have upon my mind. Don’t you see how everything seems to be coming to a climax with me? But for her sake, and that of the child that is coming, I would willingly be dead. And yet I can’t alarm her, and I can’t let anything happen that would deprive her of a home — now. At any cost I must keep a roof over her head.”

He went back to his seat by the counter and sat staring before him with a face drawn and haggard almost out of recognition.

“I am trying to save both for you,” said Murkard quietly.

Ellison seized at the hope as a drowning man would catch at a life-buoy.

“I know you are, Murkard. I know it, and trust you to the bottom of my heart. What are you thinking of? What can I do? For mercy’s sake, tell me; don’t wait to weigh words.”

“Steady, steady, old man. Be quiet and I will tell you. You are the Marquis of St. Burden. I heard you say so — there is no getting away from that. Believe me, your secret will never pass my lips. Your father is the Duke of Avonturn!”

Ellison said not a word, but it seemed to him that the beating of his heart must soon choke him. Murkard eyed him curiously.

“Well?”

“Well, what I propose is, that you shall communicate with your father; tell him that you have settled down out here to a steady, honest, respectable life, tell him that difficulties beset you, and ask him for five thousand pounds.”

“Never!”

Again there was a pause; try as he would, Ellison could not even bring his mind to think.

“And pray why not?”

“Because I refuse, once and for all; absolutely and implicitly I refuse, and you shall never make me budge from it.”

“I shall not let you. You cannot help yourself.”

“I can and will help myself. I refuse to do what you wish. I refuse — I refuse!”

His voice rose almost to a shriek in his excitement. He got up and looked towards the door as if he would settle the question by leaving the hut. Murkard sprang from his seat and held him by the arm. Both were grimly in earnest.

“Ellison, I believe in you. Your wife believes in you. You told her your history, you cannot draw back now if you would. It would kill her if she thought you had lied to her. She would never honour or trust you again. But you haven’t. It is only your stiff-necked pride that brings you to this decision; but you must put it aside, I tell you; you must, man, to save her life.”

“But I cannot; it is impossible! Don’t you hear me? I cannot!”

“You both can and must. I intend to make you. Do you love your wife? I know you do. Then do you wish to be responsible for her death, and do you wish to kill the child as well? Is not one murder enough for you, for I tell you plainly if she has to leave this place, and you and she are thrown penniless upon the world, as you certainly will be within the next two months unless you find this money somewhere, so certainly will it kill her, and the unborn child too. And you will have only your stubborn, obstinate, guilty pride to thank for it.”

“But I cannot do it; you don’t know all.”

“I know quite enough to be certain that it is your duty to save your wife’s life at any cost to yourself.”

“At whatever cost to myself — do you mean that? On your word of honour — may God strike you dead if you lie?”

“I do mean it. At whatever cost to yourself it is your duty to save your wife’s life.”

“You will remember what you have just said, ‘At any cost to myself!’”

“I will remember.”

“But there, what is the use of our talking like this. The duke will pay no attention to my appeal.”

“You are wrong, he will pay every attention.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I have a scheme in my brain that will make him.”

“Will you tell me what it is?”

“Later on, perhaps, not now; you must trust to my honour.”

“Very good. Then it shall be done. I will put aside all thought of myself. I will do what you wish. I will sin — for, remember, it is a sin — to save the woman I love. And remember also, that whatever happens in the future, whatever comes of it, misery to me, or to her, it is your doing.”

“I will remember, and if any thing does come of it I will not only take the blame, but I will stand the punishment. Will you shake hands with me on it?”

“No, I will not. You have tempted me and I have fallen. God help me! After to-night we shall be no longer friends.”

“Ellison!”

“I mean what I say. I have sinned before, perhaps in a worse way than this. But when I married I swore that nothing should ever tempt me to do so again. I have kept my word until to-night. To-night I sin deliberately, and in cold blood, for my wife’s sake, God bless her!”

He raised his hat reverently as he spoke the last words. Then he sat down with the air of a man who had signed his own death-warrant, and asked:

“What am I to do?”

“Leave it all to me. To-morrow morning I will go across to the island, call upon the Government Resident, who knows me well enough by this time, tell him your story under pledge of secrecy, and get him to cable to your father for the money.”

“He will refuse.”

“I think not. He believes in my honour. Have you any objection to my doing so?”

“I object to nothing. I am past that. Only make it as certain of success as you can. The end will come soon enough in any case.”

“You take it in a curious way. Ellison, is there anything you are hiding from me?”

“Only — only the pain you are giving me. But I suppose that hardly enters into your calculations.”

“Ellison, I forgive you; but a day will come when you will never forgive yourself for what you are saying now. Remember, I am doing this only for your sake. As I promised you just now, so I promise again, whatever blame is to be taken for this I will take, whatever punishment is meted out — if any — I will bear. I only ask in return that you will believe in the honesty of my affection for you.”

“Do you wish me to write any letter?”

“No. Leave everything to me.”

“You do not want me any more to-night?”

“No. That is all. But, Ellison, you are not going to leave me like this?”

“In what way would you have me leave you? If I dared I would tell you everything, but I am too great a coward even for that. Good-night!”

Murkard only answered with a sigh. Ellison went out, closing the door after him. Once in the fresh air he looked up at the stars, then at the sea, then at the lamp-lit windows of his own house. Esther was seated at the table, sewing. He knew upon what work she was engaged, and a spasm of terror swept over him at the knowledge that even that little life, not yet born into the world, might some day be tempted to despise him. Instinctively he turned upon his heel, and for the second time since his arrival at the station strode away into the heart of the island, in an endeavour to dispel his own gloomy thoughts. On and on he walked, regardless of pace or destination. His whole being was consumed with horror at what he was doing. What did it mean? What would it mean? What had induced him to do it? Was it blind Fate, or what reason could be assigned to it? No! It was none of these things — it was to save his wife! Bitterly he upbraided himself for the first folly that had occasioned it, but it was too late now, too late, too late! If he went to his wife and confessed all, confessed that he had lied to her, that he was not the man he pretended to be, that he was only a common swindler and cheat, she would forgive him, because she was a good woman and loved him, but she would never trust him or believe in him again. In that case their ruin would be complete! If he persisted in the present course, and Murkard’s plan proved successful, they would be saved for a little time, but the inevitable result would be worse than the first destruction. On neither side was there such a thing as safety. On one side was his wife’s life, on the other her trust in him; there was no middle course. He was between the devil and the deep sea with a vengeance. God help him for a miserable man!

By the time he arrived at this conclusion he was on the headland above the station. A thrill of superstitious terror swept over him as he realised that the spot on which he was standing was the site of the Hermit’s hut. In the glorious moonlight he could plainly discern the ruins of the blackened hearth, the boundary walls, and under the tall palm, nearer the cliff edge, the grave of the mysterious Unknown himself. What had led him in that direction on the one night of all others he would most have desired to avoid it? It seemed to him that the dead man’s ghost was moving about the place taunting him with his sin, and pointing to a similar abandoned end in the inglorious future. Down on the shore below him he could hear the roll of the surf, but up here all was ghostly still. At last, unable to control himself any longer, he took to his heels and fled down the hill towards the station, craving to be with his kind once more. To his surprise he could see the light still burning in the sitting room. Late though it was, his wife had not yet gone to bed. Could she be sitting up for him?

As he entered the room she rose to meet him.

“My poor boy,” she said, “how tired you look!”

“I have been worried nearly past endurance,” he replied, “and went for a walk to try and think my difficulties out. I would not have gone had I thought you would sit up for me.”

“I went over to the store when you did not come in, to see if you were there. Mr. Murkard said you had said good-night to him nearly two hours before, so I knew you had gone for a walk. You are very tired, I can see.”

She leaned over his chair and ran her hand through his curly hair. Her touch, soft as it was, seemed to tear his very heart-strings. He could hardly bear to look her in the face. He left his seat and went across to the fireplace.

“Esther,” he said, “difficulties are surrounding us on every side. If things don’t change soon, goodness only knows what will happen to us.”

“But they will change. God will help us, husband mine. Come what may, let us put our trust in him. He has not deserted us hitherto, and I am not afraid that he ever will.”

“If only I had your faith. Oh, Esther, my own dear wife, I wonder if you will ever come to think badly of me.”

“Never, Cuthbert, never! I shall believe in your honesty and goodness until my life’s end.”

She pulled his head down and kissed him on the forehead. Before he could answer she had left the room. He went out to the veranda and leaned against the rails, saying slowly to himself, over and over again:

“‘I shall believe in your honesty and goodness until my life’s end!’”


CHAPTER VII.

SATISFACTION — DISSATISFACTION — AND A CONTEMPLATED ARRIVAL.
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FIRST THING NEXT morning Murkard went off to the township. He was gone about an hour, and during that time Ellison seemed to live a lifetime. Fearing that his face might frighten his wife, he found work for himself in the store and among the boats. Everything seemed to conspire to remind him of his position, and every few moments the inevitable result would rise before him in a new light and fairly take his breath away. Times out of number his patience got the better of him, and he went down to the shore to see if there were any sign of the boat’s return. When at last he did make it out, his heart seemed first to stand still and then to throb until it felt as if it would burst his chest asunder. Nearer and nearer came the white sail, gleaming like a flake of ivory on the warm sunlit sea. When she drew alongside the jetty one glimpse of Murkard’s face told him that the errand had been satisfactorily accomplished. He waited for him to beach the boat, and then they set off together for the store.

“Well,” asked Ellison anxiously, as soon as they were inside and had shut the door, “how have you succeeded?”

“Admirably, so far. I have dispatched the cablegram, and by this time to-morrow we shall know our fate.”

“But what proof have you that they will believe your tale?”

“The Government Resident’s word. He has guaranteed the truth of my statement.”

Not another syllable did Ellison utter. His lips moved, but no sound came from them. Then suddenly, with a little cry, he stretched out his arms towards the counter as if to sustain himself, and missing that, fell prone in a dead faint upon the floor.

In a minute or two Murkard had brought him back to consciousness.

“What on earth’s the matter with you, Ellison?” he cried. “You’re surely not going to give way now that the business is accomplished?”

“I don’t know,” the other replied shamefacedly, as soon as he was sufficiently recovered to talk. “I suppose the anxiety has been too much for me. My wife must know nothing of this, remember.”

“Trust me. And now I shall advise you to keep very quiet until the answer comes. There is nothing to be gained by knocking yourself up, and everything, whichever way you look at it, by being calm.”

“But, Murkard, for the life of me I don’t understand how you managed it. No family in the world would advance such a sum without full and strict inquiry.”

“Can you trust me, Ellison?”

“Implicitly — but — —”

“There must be no ‘buts,’ I have taken the matter in hand. The Government Resident, who believes in me, strangely enough, has guaranteed the authenticity of what I have said. I have put the matter clearly before your family, and I leave it to their sense of justice to do what we ask. Remember if, as I said last night, there is any blame to be incurred by anyone, I take it.”

“Murkard, I am not fit to look you in the face. I am a cur of the worst kind.”

“Hush! hush! you mustn’t say such things of yourself.”

“But I mean it! I mean every word I say! I am not fit to — —”

“Whatever you are, Cuthbert, I don’t want to know it. I have told you before, and I tell you again, our destinies, yours and mine, are one. Come what may, I must help you.”

“You have been the truest friend that mortal man ever had.”

“And I shall continue to be until the day of my death. Whatever you may do, right or wrong, I shall stand by you. Never doubt that.”

“Silas, I have a good mind to make a clean breast of everything to you.”

“No, no! Don’t tell me anything. I would rather not hear. All I want to know, I know. The rest lies outside the pale, and is no concern of mine.”

“But it does concern you. It concerns you very vitally, more vitally than you think.”

“Then I refuse to hear it. If you attempt to make me, I shall be compelled to leave the place, to go away from the island.”

“You are very obstinate.”

“No, old friend. It is only kindness to you and your wife that makes me do it. Now I must get to my books. If this money is to arrive, we must be prepared for it. I see a golden future ahead of us.”

Ellison passed out of the door saying to himself, “And I only ruin and disgrace.”

He spent the rest of that day as one in a dream. He went about his work unconsciously, a great fear hanging over him like a suspended sword. Again and again he argued the case with himself. In a moment of sudden mental aberration — vanity, perhaps, at any rate, he could hardly say what — he had represented himself to be someone he was not. He had intended to leave the place next day; he had no intention or wish to deceive for any criminal or base purpose of his own. He had simply craved the girl’s interest and sympathy, and then the deed was done. What could he do now? As he had told himself last night, if he went to his wife and confessed everything, she would loathe and despise him for the rest of his existence. He would be a detected liar and cheat without excuse of any kind. Now that Murkard had taken this course, the same inevitable result would ensue, only increased by the fact that his crime would be known to the whole world, and he would suffer the penalty, thereby bringing ruin and disgrace unspeakable upon those who loved him best. But, on the other hand, his wife had to be saved, and he had done it with his eyes open. It was too late to draw back now, and the blow might fall at any time. Yet, come what might, he could not tell Esther while she was in this critical condition. Small wonder, then, that he hung his head and looked as if all joy had passed out of his existence forever.

Next morning Murkard again set off for the township. In an hour he returned jubilant. Ellison saw his boat approach, from the store veranda, and hastened down to meet him, his heart beating wildly. Murkard waved to him from the boat.

“It is done!” he cried, as he stepped ashore, his usually pale face aglow with excitement. “The cable arrived last night! A thousand pounds is placed to your credit in the bank. The rest will follow in a month. Good Heaven, Cuthbert, what is the matter?”

Ellison had thrown himself upon the sand, and was sobbing like a little child.

“Poor old chap!” said Murkard, seating himself beside him. “You’re overwrought. The waiting has been too much for you. Never mind, now we are safe. The money is here, our credit is restored. Shell has gone up in the London market, and now we’ll begin to make up for lost time. Come, come, you mustn’t behave like this. Supposing any of the hands should see you?”

“It must all be repaid,” Ellison answered almost fiercely, as soon as he recovered his composure, “every penny of it! I shall never rest until I have done that. Tell me everything, from first to last. Don’t hide a word or detail from me. I must know everything!”

“You will know nothing more than I have already told you. Cuthbert, you must trust me. You have known me a long time now. Is your trust in my fidelity strong enough to convince you that I would do nothing that could bring you to any harm?”

“I am sure of that. But it is not enough to satisfy my fears for myself. I am making myself responsible for all this money. I must know exactly how you obtained it from — from my people, and on what terms. I must know it!”

“I got it from them on the plea that you had settled down to a respectable, honest, reputable business out here. That you had married a quiet, ladylike girl. That times were bad, and unless you could raise the amount of money asked for, you would be thrown upon the world again, and all your good resolutions scattered to the winds. The Government Resident and Blake the banker corroborated my assertions, and I made myself a surety, a poor one perhaps, but still a surety for the amount. Your father, the duke, cabled through his bankers to Blake that you might draw on him to the extent of one thousand pounds, and that the rest of the money would be dispatched during the present week. I have the papers for the one thousand pounds in my pocket now. You must sign them. In the meantime I have taken the liberty of cabling your thanks home.”

“It was to save her — only to save her. Whatever happens, remember that!”

“What do you mean? You look as glum as a man about to be hanged. Come, come, Cuthbert, put a happier face on it, if only out of compliment to me. You are saved now! You can improve your business; you can send out more boats and do what you have been hankering after for a long time now, establish a floating station for your fleet.”

“Yes, yes; we can certainly do more. But at what a cost?”

“My dear fellow, the cost will be nothing to the gains. Besides, you can always repay.”

“I was not thinking of that cost. You don’t know what an awful business this has been to me. The agony I have been through these past two days has made me an old man.”

“Eating humble-pie, you mean? I can understand your feelings. But still it’s done now, and what is better, well done. Now come to the store with me and sign those papers.”

They went up the hill together, and with a trembling hand Ellison signed what was asked of him. This done, he tottered rather than walked out of the store towards his own abode. He went into the dining room and filled himself half a tumbler of whiskey, which he drank almost neat. The spirit pulled him together, and he departed in search of his wife. By the time he found her the liquor had begun to take effect. He became almost excited. She was sewing in the shade of the back veranda. He seated himself beside her, and with his left hand smoothed her soft brown hair.

“Little woman,” he said, “I have great news for you. The happiest of happy news. We are saved; the overdraft will be paid off, and we are in smooth water again. In other words, the money has arrived.”

“From your father, Cuthbert? Oh, you don’t mean that?”

“But I do. The good Murkard was worked it admirably. A cablegram arrived this morning authorising me to draw on him for a thousand pounds. A draft for four thousand more will leave London this week.”

“Thank God for his mercy! Oh, Cuthbert, what can I say to show you how pleased I am? And you deserve it too, you poor, hard-working boy. Your face has been so long and solemn lately that I have been more than anxious about you.”

“You need not be so any longer then, my sweet. The crisis is past. Now we will begin to put the money to practical use. I have all sorts of schemes in my mind. Dearie, you must say something nice to Murkard about it. For it is his cleverness that has brought it all about.”

“You are very generous to that man, my husband.”

“And I fear, forgive my saying so, that you are not generous enough to him. That man, as you call him would cut off his own right hand if he thought that by so doing he could help me.”

“I know it, and perhaps that is why I am a little jealous of him. I am selfish enough to think I should like to be the only person in the whole world who could do anything for you.”

“You are part of myself, little wife. It is for your sake I work. It was for your sake I — —”

“What? What else have you done for my sake that you suddenly look so glum about it?”

He sank his voice almost to a whisper, when he replied:

“For your sake I have done in this business what I have done. Whatever comes of it, never lose sight of that. It is the only bright spot in the whole miserable affair.”

“I shall never forget that; you need not be afraid of it.”

He stroked her hair for a moment, and then once more went down the garden path towards the store. Murkard was not there. On inquiring of the Kanakas, he discovered that he had gone across to the settlement in his boat.

In order to have something to distract his thoughts Ellison went down to the carpenter’s shed, and set to work upon some business he had long neglected. It was a relief to him to have something to do, and he derived a peculiar peace from the chirrup of the plane, and a restfulness from the trailing shavings that had been a stranger to him for longer than he cared to remember. As he worked his thoughts took in all that had happened to him since his arrival in the settlement. He remembered that first night in the Hotel of All Nations; the fight and his curious resolve upon the hill-side; his search for work the following morning — their swim across the strait, and his first introduction to the girl who was now his wife. The death of her father came next; then their marriage; the difficulties and disasters of their business, and —— But here his recollections came to an abrupt halt. He did not dare think of what had followed after. Oh, how bitterly he cursed himself for that one false step, and to the cowardice to which it had given birth! If only he had had the moral courage to own himself a liar at once, what awful after misery he might have saved himself. But, no! it was not to be — not to be. The saddest of all sad words — not to be. Now even if he managed to repay every farthing, there would always be the remembrance of his sin to haunt him. He put down the tools he was using, and turned to look across the straits. The afternoon’s sun was hardly a hand’s breadth above the horizon. A little fleet of luggers was tacking down, under a light breeze, towards the anchorage, their white sails gleaming picturesquely in the warm sunlight. The ripple of the waves on the beach came up to him like softest music, and he was just thinking how fair it all was when he heard footsteps hurrying on the hard-beaten path outside. Next moment old Mrs. Fenwick stood before him, hardly able to speak with excitement. In a flash Ellison divined her errand. Seizing her by the arm, he shook her almost savagely.

“What is it? What do you want? Is he wanted? Quick, quick!”

She nodded emphatically, unable to find breath to speak.

“Out of my way! I will go at once!”

He picked up his hat, dashed through the door and down the path towards the jetty. A boat lay moored alongside a lugger. He sprang into it, had cast her loose, and was sculling madly in the direction of the township before Mrs. Fenwick had time to wonder what had become of him. In a quarter of an hour he was ringing the medico’s bell, and in half an hour they were back together at the station. As they approached the house the doctor stopped and looked at his companion.

“My friend,” said he, “if I were you I should go for a long walk or a row. Don’t come back for at least two hours. You can do nothing here, and you will only be in the way. If you stay I shall have you on my hands next.”

Ellison looked at him as if he would like to argue the point with him.

“Man, man!” he said viciously, “you don’t know the state I’m in. If anything happens to that woman it will kill me.”

“I know, I know! I’ve had the same feeling myself. It’s very commendable — very. But — —”

“Oh, d —— your sentimental twaddle! No! no! Forgive my rudeness, you can see I’m not myself at all.”

“That’s why I order you to go for a row. Now be off, and don’t let me see your face again for hours. Your wife will be quite safe in my hands.”

“God grant she may be!”

He picked his hat up from where it had fallen, and without another protest walked back to the shore. Again he embarked aboard his boat, and once more he set sail, this time down the Pass in the opposite direction, and out into the open sea.


CHAPTER VIII.

A VISION AND A REALITY.
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IF CUTHBERT ELLISON ever forgets any portion of his eventful career, it will certainly not be the part connected with his sail that evening. The sun lay like a disc of fire upon the horizon’s edge as he left the bay; his ruddy glare lit up the sea, the islands, and the cloudless heavens, and the effect grew even more weird and wonderful the further he sank into his crimson bed. Ellison put his boat about and steered directly for the sinking orb, the water churning into foam under the little vessel’s bows as he progressed. He seemed hardly conscious of his actions. He sat in the stern-sheets staring straight ahead of him, seeing little or nothing of the sea around him, looking only through his mind’s-eye at his home and the momentous event that was occurring there. His own sin and its consequences seemed as nothing to him now in the white light of his new and greater anxiety. If anything disastrous should befall his wife in his absence, if she should die before he could get back to her, what would happen to him then? In that case the sooner he himself died the better. The very idea of such a thing set him trembling like a leaf. He knew now exactly how much he cared for his wife, and in his present state that knowledge was not a soothing one. He realised what the world, his world, would be to him without her.

The sun sank lower and lower until only a flake of gold remained to show where he was taking his departure. With his total disappearance the wind dropped entirely, and the boat stood pulseless upon the pearly levels of the deep. Then from the corners of the world great shadows stole out to meet him. The evening star trembled in its place, and one by one her sisters came to watch with her. Sometimes a big fish rose near the boat, and disappeared again with a sullen splash, awed perhaps by the silence and solemnity of the world upon the surface. Far away to starboard he could discern the dim outline of the land, but all around him was only water — water — water. He furled the sail, and, to defend himself against the terror of his own thoughts, took to the oars. It was a heavy boat to pull, but he found comfort in thus tiring himself.

For nearly an hour he rowed on and on, the night closing in around him as he went. At last, thoroughly wearied, he drew in his oars, and again took his place in the stern. By this time it was quite dark. The stars shone now, not by ones or twos, but in their countless thousands. They were not, however, to shine for long, for in the east a curious trembling faintness foretold the rising of the moon. Little by little this indistinctness spread across the sky, and one by one the stars fell under its subtle influence and went back to their coffers in the treasure house of night. Then, with a beauty indescribable, a rim of gold looked up above the edge of the world, and grew every moment larger. It was the moon — the great round glorious tropic moon, and with her coming a broad track of silver was thrown by a giant hand across the ocean. On this the boat seemed but a tiny speck, a frail atom in that immensity of water. Not a sign of land was now to be seen anywhere, and to Ellison it seemed as if, in his anxiety, he had said good-bye to it forever. He stood up and looked around him. Still to right and left, before him and behind, was only water slowly heaving in the moonlight.

It had a curious effect upon his overstrung nerves, this expanse of moonlit water. A peculiar giddiness seized him. He sat down again and buried his face in his hands. Then suddenly something inside his head seemed to give way, and he looked up again. Whether he was mad for the time being, and really thought he saw the things he describes so vividly now, or whether he was dreaming, is a matter only for conjecture. At any rate, it seemed to him that from the place where he was, far removed from all the influences of the world, he saw a vision, the vision of the world’s dead rising up to meet him. Sitting in the stern of his tiny boat, grasping the thwarts with either hand and looking out across the water, he watched and trembled. He saw the greatness of the deep opened as by a mighty hand. And from the void thus made, he witnessed a procession of the world’s dead troop forth upon the silent waters like men walking on a silver road. There was no sound with them, not a footfall, neither a voice nor a rustle of garments. They came out of the east a mighty army, such as no man could number. They passed him where he sat and marched on again, still without a sound, towards the west. Every age and every nationality — semi-humans from the prehistoric ages, Israelites, Egyptians, Ethiopians, Medes, Persians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Goths, Greeks, Romans, Huns, and Norsemen; every race and every colour from the world’s first death to the tiniest child giving up its little life at the moment that he looked was represented there. There were old men bowed down with the weight of years, young men in all the pride of manly strength, aged women, gentle matrons and young girls, children, and even tiny babes. Men slain in battle with their wounds still gaping on their shattered bodies; men drowned at sea, with the weeds of ocean twined about them; kings and nobles in their robes of state, priests in their sacred vestments, and peasants in their homespun; holy men in flowing garments, martyrs and those who fought with beasts at Ephesus; English wives and dark skinned African mothers — all were there. They approached him, looked at him, and then passed upon their way. Some had hope written in their faces, some despair, some ineffable peace, some the imprint of everlasting remorse. Not one but bore some mark to witness to the life he or she had pursued on earth. On and on they passed; already the procession seemed to stretch from pole to pole, and every moment was adding to their number. But there was no sound at all with them.

Suddenly an intense fear and dread came over Ellison, such as he had never experienced in his life before. Had this vision been sent to prepare him for some great sorrow? Was it possible that Esther could be among them? Surely if she were she would come to him. Hardly conscious of what he was doing, he clambered forrard in the boat, and resting his hands upon the gunwale, stared at the passing multitude. There were mothers in plenty with infants in their arms — but Esther was not among them. He searched and searched, and still the relentless march went on — still they stretched out across the seas. All the dead of the earth, century and century and bygone ages; all the dead of the sea and under the sea paraded before him, and still the march went on. From every quarter of the globe the army was recruited, and everyone paused to look at this distracted man. In sheer weariness of movement he called upon them to stop — to stop if only for a minute. His voice rang out across the deep, again and again. But there was no change; there could be no halting in that march of death. As fast as the last ranks appeared thousands more came from all quarters to carry it on again. At first he had been all dumb, senseless wonderment. Then suddenly his ears were opened, and a second awful terror seized and held him spell-bound. He tried to shut his eyes to them, but they would not be shut out; he tried to stop his ears, but now the tramp of that mighty army could not be prevented. On and on and on it went, clashing and clanging, rolling and thundering, coming out of the east and disappearing into the west. And over it all the moon shone down pitiless and cold as steel. He tried to cry for mercy, but this time his voice refused to answer to his call. He stretched out his hands in feeble, despairing supplication, but still the march went on. At last he could hold out no longer; he stood up, raised his arms to Heaven, and pleaded piteously. As if in answer his senses deserted him, and he fell back into the bottom of his boat in a dead faint.

When he recovered himself the sky was overcast with clouds. He looked about him half expecting to see the procession still parading past his boat, but it was gone. He was alone once more upon the waters, and, to add to his feeling of desolation, a soft rain was wetting him to the skin. How long he had lain there unconscious he could not tell. He looked at his watch, but it had stopped at half-past eight — the moment of his fall. A smart breeze was blowing, and, in a frenzy of recollection, he turned the boat’s head for home, resolved to know the worst. In a moment he was tearing through the water like a thing possessed. This sense of rapid movement was just what his spirits needed; he could not go fast enough. A brisk sea was running, but over it his craft dashed like a flying stag. He could not be more than a dozen miles from the station at the very most — an hour’s smart sailing. He shook out the reef he had taken in the canvas and let the boat do her best.

With a heart like this tiny cockle-shell borne upon the tossing, tumbling sea, one moment uplifted by hope, and the next falling deep down into the trough of despair, he sailed on and on. Every second was bringing him nearer and nearer to his home. Already through the haze he could make out the bold outline of the island. Ten minutes later he was abreast of it, skimming safely along out of reach of that white line of dashing breakers. Rounding the point, he caught a glimpse of the lights of the station. With a rush his fear gripped hold of him again, not to leave him till he knew the best or worst. Like a drunken man he drove his boat ashore, leaped out on the sands, and commenced to haul her up. It was only when he had done this that he became aware of something lying on the sand just above high-water mark. It was the body of a man stretched out at full length. Wondering whether he could be still under the influence of the nightmare that had held him so at sea, he approached it. To his intense surprise it was Murkard — dead drunk. Kneeling by his side, he shook him vigorously, but without result. He was insensible, and from all appearances likely to remain so for some hours to come. But even this did not strike Ellison as it would have done at any other time; it appeared to him to be part and parcel of the nightmare under the influence of which he had so long been labouring. Rising to his feet he bent over the man, took him in his arms, and bore him up the hill to the hut.

No sound came from his own dwelling; indeed, had it not been for the light burning in the little sitting room window it might have been uninhabited. Having laid his burden on the bed, he retraced his steps and went across to know his fate. As he approached the house he became conscious of a figure sitting in the veranda. When it rose, and came softly out to meet him, he recognised his friend the doctor. Ellison’s tongue refused its office, his throat was like a lime-kiln. The other saw his state, and in a whisper said:

“I have waited here to congratulate you. You ought to be a happy man. Your wife and son are doing excellently well.”

Ellison reeled as if he had received a blow.

“Mother and son!” he managed to gasp. “Oh, my God, you’re not deceiving me?”

As if in answer a little thin wail stole out from the house into the darkness, a little cry that went straight and plump to the very centre of the father’s heart. It was true, then? There could be no deception about that!

“Oh, thank God! thank God!”

Again that feeble little voice came out to them, and again Ellison’s nature was stirred to its lowest depths. All the world seemed centred in that tiny wail.

“And how is she? There is no danger? For mercy’s sake tell me candidly. You don’t know what I’ve suffered these last few hours.”

“Your wife is doing wonderfully well. You need have no fear now. The old woman who is with her is an excellent nurse, and I shall come across first thing in the morning. I only waited to have the pleasure of telling you this myself.”

“How can I thank you? And you have been sitting here so long in the dark without anyone to look after you. You must think me inhospitable to the last degree. Come inside now.”

They went into the room, and Ellison set refreshment before the doctor. He would, however, not touch a drop himself.

“I dare not,” he said, in reply to the other’s look of astonishment. “In the state I’m in I should be dead drunk if I drank a thimbleful. I can tell you I wouldn’t live this night again for something.”

“I wouldn’t be answerable for your brain if you did,” the doctor replied, glancing at the haggard face before him. “What on earth have you been doing with yourself! You look as if you’d been communing with the Legions of the Dead.”

“So I have — so I have. You’ve just hit it. That’s what I have been doing. I’ve seen the dead of all the world troop past me to-night.”

“Give me your wrist.”

He spoke in a tone of command, and almost unconsciously Ellison extended one arm. The doctor placed his finger on the pulse.

“Nothing much the matter there. You only want a good night’s sleep now the anxiety’s over, and I prophesy you’ll be as fit as a fiddle to-morrow. I shouldn’t be at all surprised if you tell me you’re the proudest father in the hemisphere. Bless you, I know your sort!”

Ellison laughed softly, but for all that it was a mirthless laugh. He had not recovered yet from the shock of all he had undergone that evening.

“When may I see her?”

“She is asleep now. When she wakes, perhaps. The nurse, however, will settle that point. You must abide strictly by what she says for a week or two. Above all you must not frighten your wife with that face. Make that more cheerful before you go in, or I’ll keep you away from her for a month.”

“I’d break your neck if you did. And I’m pretty muscular even now.”

“I’ll take that assertion on trust. Now I must be going.”

“I’ll see you down to your boat.”

They walked to the shore together. One of the Kanaka hands was in waiting to put the doctor across. When the little craft had disappeared from view, Ellison went back to the house. He was bathing in a sea of happiness. His fondest dream was realised. He went into the sitting room and threw himself upon the sofa. He had hardly been there a minute before the door opened, and Mrs. Fenwick appeared bearing in her arms a bundle. He sprang to his feet once more, trembling in every limb.

“I’m sure I wish you joy, sir,” she began, as she came towards him. “He’s the noblest boy I’ve seen these many years; I ought to know, for I’ve nursed a-many.”

She parted the blankets that enshrined the treasure, and Ellison looked down on the little face.

“Take him in your own arms, sir. It’s a proud father you ought to be.”

For the first time in his life Ellison held his son in his arms. How sweet and desirable the world seemed to him then. In spite of everything that had gone before he would not have changed places with any man who breathed. But he was not to be permitted the honour of holding the infant long.

“When may I see my wife?” he asked, as he laid the babe back in his nurse’s arms.

“I’ll call you when she wakes, sir.”

For nearly an hour he was left alone. The little clock on the mantelpiece ticked off the score. Not a sound came from the outer world save the monotonous thunder of the surf upon the reef. He contrasted this night with that when, after the fight at the Hotel of All Nations, he had waited on the side of the hill, wondering what the morrow would bring forth, and whether it was too late for him to pull up and save himself. But he had pulled up, and now he —— 

Again a knock came to the door, and once more Mrs. Fenwick entered the room.

“She is awake now, sir. If you would like to see her for a moment, you can do so. But you must be careful not to excite her.”

Ellison gave his promise, and followed the woman into his wife’s room. Esther looked very white and thin; but it was evident she was glad to see him. Her pretty hair straggled across the pillow, and her great eyes looked into his with a love that nothing could ever quench. One hand lay on the coverlet; he took it softly in his, and raised it to his lips. A little smile of intense happiness hovered round her mouth. Suddenly he seemed to remember. Turning to the nurse, he whispered:

“Give me the child.”

Without a word she did as she was ordered, and again Cuthbert Ellison held his new-born son in his arms. Then stooping, with all the tenderness his nature was capable of, he laid the sleeping babe within the hollow of the mother’s arm. And bending over her, he kissed her on the lips.

“God bless and keep you both,” he said, and softly hurried from the room, his heart overflowing with joy and thankfulness.


CHAPTER IX.

HAPPINESS — UNHAPPINESS — AND A MAN OF THE WORLD.
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THE BIRTH OF his son opened up to Ellison a new world. For the first month of that baby life everything connected with his own past was forgotten in one intense joy of possession. He began to understand that hitherto he had only vegetated; now he lived the life of a man who was not only a husband but a parent. The thread of his existence was a continuous one, woven and drawn in by the pink tenderness of a baby fingers. And as he noticed the growth of intelligence in those little eyes — the first faint dawning of the human soul within — his pleasure and delight increased a thousand-fold. He could hardly believe that the child was his own, his very own, bound to him by all the ties of flesh and blood — a veritable human, with a soul to be lost or to be saved by his influence. On the strength of his happiness he began to build gigantic castles in the air, and, what was more, to handsomely furnish them.

As for Esther, the motherhood that had come to her added a charm to her sweetness that her husband, much as he loved her, had neither known nor guessed that she possessed. The child was a perpetual mystery to her, and a never-ending charm. And yet with it all her husband was always the chiefest in her eyes. There was a difference in the love she felt for them — a difference that she could hardly account for or understand. One was of the other, yet not the other. One was a love she had in a measure created for herself; the other was nothing more nor less than herself. Indeed, their home life was now almost as perfect as it was possible for it to be. With a substantial banking account — how obtained Ellison never allowed himself to think; the new pearling season approaching with glowing prospects; a tender, loving wife to care for and protect; a son and heir to bind them closer to each other, he might indeed esteem himself a lucky man. Murkard found occasion, one morning, to tell him so in the store.

“Everything seems to prosper with you now, Ellison. If I had such a wife and son to work for, there’d be nothing I couldn’t do.”

“There shall be nothing I can’t do. If things have changed, so much the better. I will make hay while the sun shines, and you must help me.”

“There is nothing I would do more willingly. You know you may always count on my hearty cooperation.”

Ellison shook him warmly by the hand.

“I know,” he said. “You have been a good friend to me, Murkard.”

“And you will forget it all in a moment.”

“What do you mean?”

“Nothing. I’m only looking ahead. A habit of mine. Forget it.” He turned to the desk at which he had been writing, and took up some papers. “Now let us talk business. The season is beginning, as you know. Are you ready for it?”

“Quite. The boats are in first-class trim; the two new divers will be here to-morrow; we shall get to sea on Thursday morning, all being well.”

“And you still intend going with them?”

“On this particular trip — yes! I want to see how things work out yonder, and what chances there are for a floating station.”

A floating station, in pearling parlance, is a larger vessel than the ordinary diving lugger, capable of anchoring in the vicinity of the fleet, of carrying stores sufficient to supply the boats during their operations, and of taking over their cargoes of shell when obtained. By this means the time which would otherwise be occupied in sailing the distance backward and forward to the land station, not unfrequently a distance of some hundreds of miles, would be saved, and the luggers enabled to go on working uninterruptedly. A floating station is also capable of meeting ships in the open sea, and of transhipping to them her cargo of shell, packed and addressed direct to the London markets, by this means again saving agents’ fees, storage, wharfage, etc., etc., in Thursday Island. The advantages to be gained by employing such a vessel must be obvious.

“I wonder you like to tear yourself away just at present,” said Murkard, after a little pause.

“I don’t like it. I am dreading it like the coward I am; but it’s got to be done, Murkard. Try as I will I can’t blink that fact. As I told you a month ago, I intend to put my shoulder to the wheel now with a vengeance. I think I’ve proved since we came here that I’m made of the right sort of stuff. Well, I’m going to do twice as much now in support of that assertion. I have made one firm resolve?”

“And that is?”

“That save for the purposes of my business, in the strictest sense of the word, I will not touch a penny of that five thousand pounds. And I will deny myself no toil and no thrift that can help me to repay every farthing of what I do take, and with interest. Then it shall go back to England.”

“But, man, you must be mad! It’s your own money. As much yours as the child in yonder.”

“Not the two in the same breath, as you love your life, Murkard. No! When I took the money I took it as a loan, and only as a loan. By God’s help I will repay every farthing of it, and with interest. So only can I hope to satisfy my conscience.”

Murkard looked at him. There was determination in every line of Ellison’s face. He lifted his hand from the desk, and put it on the other’s shoulder.

“Ellison, you’re a brave man, and I respect you for it.”

“That’s because you don’t know everything.”

“I know quite enough to convince me of the justice of what I have just said. If there’s any more at the back of it — I’ll respect you the more for that too.”

“Well, at any rate, that’s enough on the subject for the present. Of course, while I’m away you will be in charge here. You understand that, don’t you? I leave everything in your hands, including the safety of my wife and child. I need not say I trust you.”

“You need have no fears on that score. I will guard them as if they were my own. How long do you expect to be away?”

“At least a month. It is no use going so far for less. If we have much luck I may stay longer; but it is very doubtful.”

“Very doubtful, I should think.”

Ellison picked up his hat and left the store. On returning to the house he found Esther seated on the veranda, the baby sleeping in a cradle by her side. He took the hammock and stretched himself out. Without speaking she signed to him, by taking his hand, to look; then stooping she drew the mosquito netting back from the cradle head, and showed him the child lying fast asleep. Hand in hand they looked down upon the little pink face; and the one little arm outside the quilt, with its tiny fist tight clenched, seemed to draw the father’s and mother’s hearts if possible closer even than before. Then she dropped the net again, and turned towards her husband. She saw that his face was preternaturally solemn.

“You have something to tell me,” she said.

“Something rather unpleasant, I’m afraid,” he murmured in reply. “And yet, after all, looked straight in the face, it is not very much. I meant to have told you before, but I’ve been putting it off from day to day. The fact is, Esther, I’m going away with the luggers the day after to-morrow for a month.”

“You — going — away — and — for — a month! Oh, Cuthbert!”

It was the first real parting since their marriage, and the news came as an unpleasant shock to her. But Esther knew she must be brave, and not try to hinder him from what was evidently his duty. Calling Mrs. Fenwick out to the veranda, she gave the child to her; then, taking her husband’s arm, she went with him down the path towards the shore.

“It is weak of me to think I can expect to keep you with me always,” she said, when they had gone a little way. “But baby and I will miss you dreadfully.”

“It must be, darling. You see, I must work now even harder than before.”

“Why must you? We are doing well enough as it is, surely?”

“Yes, things have improved, certainly; but while that loan hangs over me I shall know no peace. It haunts me night and day. You would not have me idle my time away here on the strength of that money, would you?”

“Of course not. But I fear whatever you did, I should think right.”

“Forgive my doubting that assertion. I’m certain, darling, if you saw me idle, even your love would not be above telling me so.”

“But I should only tell you because I loved you.”

“That is precisely why I am going away. I want to work hard, that I may prevent your ever being called upon to tell me.”

“We are getting a little out of our depths, are we not?”

They had reached a little clearing in the jungle. Here she stopped, and taking his great brown hand in hers, stroked it with her own white fingers. Then, looking up into his face with a faint little smile, through which the tears threatened at any moment to burst, she said:

“Go, and may God prosper your labours!”

That was the last of her opposition.

Two days later Ellison gave the signal for departure, and the three luggers weighed anchor and stood out of the bay. His own boat was the last to leave, and until the headland shut her from his sight, Ellison waved a farewell to the white figure standing in the veranda. Then the sea took him into her arms, and for a month the station knew him no more.





It was sundown on the twenty-third day at sea. Work was almost over. The sun was little more than a hand’s breadth above the horizon, and another hour would find him gone. Hardly a ripple disturbed the pearly serenity of the ocean; the only spot of land to be seen was a tiny island just peeping up on the sky-line away to starboard. Ellison sat upon the combing of the main hatch, holding the diver’s life-line in his hand, watching the movements of the other boats, and listening to the throbbing of the air-pump on the deck beside him. It was nearly time for the diver to ascend.

Suddenly the line he held twitched violently in his hand. It was a signal to haul up the canvas bag containing the oysters gathered. He hauled in, and having emptied the contents on the deck, lowered the bag to be re-filled. Then with his knife he set to work to open the oysters. The first and second were valuable shells, but destitute of pearls; the third contained an almost insignificant gem; the fourth he opened carefully, with a sort of premonition that it would be found to contain something valuable. If the truth were known, he was thinking more of Esther than the work upon which he was engaged. When he did look inside, he almost dropped the shell in amazement. Tangled among the beard, and half hidden from his sight, was an enormous black pearl, perfect, so far as he could make out, in symmetry, and larger than a hazel-nut. Trembling with eagerness, yet without allowing a sign to escape him to show his crew that he had made a find out of the ordinary, he disentangled the gem from its bearded setting, and with exquisite care removed it altogether from the shell. He could hardly believe his good fortune. Perfect in shape, of enormous size, and, as far as he could tell, without a flaw, it was a jewel fit for a royal crown. He was afraid to think of its value, but from what he knew of pearls, five thousand pounds would hardly buy it.

He had barely time to conceal it in his pocket and order one of the Kanakas to stow the shells in their proper places, when the diver signalled that he was coming up. As soon as he had seen him disrobed he descended to his cabin, and after another careful examination of the gem, put it away in a place of safety. If his calculation of its value proved anything like correct, he would now be able to pay off his debt, relieve his mind of its weight of anxiety, and start again with a fresh sheet. But even without this marvellous bit of good fortune their trip had been phenomenally successful; now, with this additional piece of good luck, he felt that he was justified in weighing anchor the following morning and setting sail for home.

And what a home-coming it was, to be sure! What questions had to be asked and answered; how every change in the son and heir had to be described and noted. And indeed, as Ellison was only too glad to admit to himself, he was indeed a bonny boy. His heart throbbed with joy and pride as he held him in his arms.

And who shall paint Esther’s delight in having her husband with her again? She could hardly bear him out of her sight.

When luncheon was over, and they had adjourned to the veranda, she came to business.

“You have not yet told me what success you met with, Cuthbert? I have prayed that you might be fortunate — night and morning.”

“Then your prayers have been answered, darling, as any prayers of yours would be.”

He led her back into the sitting room, and having made certain that no one was near to spy upon them, took from his pocket the little box which contained the pearl. In her soft white hand the gem looked as black as night.

“Oh, Cuthbert!” she cried, in supreme astonishment; “a black pearl! and such a large one. Oh, this is the greatest luck that could possibly befall us. Have you any idea what it is worth!”

“I hardly know, but at least I should think enough to liquidate that debt, and lay the foundation of our future fortunes.”

“As much as that? Oh, husband mine, it is indeed an answer to my prayers. And now you will be quite free?”

“Yes, free — quite free.”

His voice took a fuller tone as he said it. He threw his head back and laughed like his old happy self. Then, seating himself beside her, he began to question her on other subjects.

“It’s a funny thing that Murkard should have chanced to be away just when I arrived. What time did he cross to the township?”

“About eleven o’clock, I think. Cuthbert, I want to talk to you about him.”

“Well,” he said, looking at her laughingly, “what has the old fellow been up to while I’ve been away? Making love to you? I’ll certainly break his head for him if he has.”

“Don’t be silly! I want to talk to you seriously; I am alarmed about him. He frightens me terribly at times.”

“Come, come, you mustn’t be silly. There’s nothing but what’s honest about Murkard, I’ll stake my life on that. He wouldn’t willing hurt a fly. But in what way does he frighten you?”

“He looks so queer, and once or twice when I’ve sent for him he hasn’t been able to come. I have serious suspicions that he has been drinking heavily lately.”

“Is that so? Well, I’ll soon stop that. And yet we must not be too hard on him, poor fellow, he has much to put up with. Hark! that sounds like his voice.”

He rose and looked out across the veranda. Murkard was standing at his hut door, calling to a Kanaka on the beach. Ellison put on his hat and went across to him. Hearing steps behind him, Murkard turned round, and the other saw his face. It was of a whitey-gray colour, almost that of zinc; the pouches under his eyes were dark and swollen, while the eyes themselves had a shifty trick of roaming about as he talked. His hair was now almost entirely gray over the temples. His hands shook violently. He seemed to have aged years in that one month.

“Why, Murkard, how’s it with you?” Ellison began briskly, resolved not to show that he noticed the queerness of his greeting. “But you’re not looking well, man.”

“I am quite well — quite well. I’ve had a touch of fever lately, but I’m better now. I’m glad to see you back. I hope you think I’ve taken proper care of your wife and child in your absence.”

“I’m sure you have, old man. And now take my arm and come in here for a chat. I’ve great news for you.”

They went into the store together, and Ellison seated himself on a bale of rope. Murkard picked idly at the edge of the counter with nervous, trembling hands. A figure passed the door, but neither of them saw it.

“Murkard, this has been a wonderful month for me.”

“How — how? Why don’t you speak out? Why do you keep me in suspense?”

“Nerves,” said Ellison to himself. “I must stop this as soon as possible.” Then aloud he continued, taking out the gem and placing it on the counter: “Three hundred pounds’ worth of shell in the luggers, and that beauty.”

Murkard picked up and turned the great black pearl over and over without answering. Finally he said:

“I suppose you will be a rich man now?”

“I shall be able, at least, to square that debt and start afresh, if that’s what you mean. It’s the greatest luck that ever came to a man. Congratulate me, old chap.”

“I do congratulate you, from the bottom of my heart. You’ll be able to square that debt, you say? Well, well, perhaps so — perhaps so.”

“I feel as if a new life had been given me.”

“Nonsense, nonsense, nonsense! We want no new lives. What should we do with new lives, when we don’t know how to make use of those we’ve got? It’s hell-fire for some of us, I tell you — hell-fire.”

“Steady, old man, steady!”

“Listen to me, Cuthbert Ellison.” He leaned over the counter, and dropped his voice to a whisper. “What’s the worth of money when your immortal soul’s in danger? Look at me and answer me that; look at me, I say. Stung with empoisonment and robed in fire, as somebody says:

“‘What was their tale of someone on a summit? Looking, I think, upon the endless sea; One with a fate, and sworn to overcome it, One who was fettered and who should be free.’”

He sawed the air with his hands, while Ellison gazed at him in complete astonishment.

“My dear fellow, what on earth’s the matter with you?”

Murkard laughed nervously, and tried to pull himself together.

“Nothing — nothing; why should there be? I’m not very well to-day, that’s all. Glad to see you home again — can’t you understand?”

“I understand that. But I know also that you must go steady, old man. You’re trembling like a day-old kitten. This won’t do at all, you know.”

“I shall be better to-morrow. It’s only transi — trans — what the devil word do I want? — transitory.”

“And now about this beauty,” Ellison tapped the pocket containing the pearl. “We must put it away somewhere where it will be safe. In the meantime, ‘mum’s’ the word; do you understand?”

Murkard nodded, and moved towards the safe standing in a corner of the office. Again the figure passed the door unnoticed.

“You’d better put it in here,” suggested Murkard, placing the key in the lock, and swinging the heavy door open. Suddenly he jumped back as if he had been shot, and stood trembling against the counter.

“What’s wrong with you now, man?” Ellison cried almost angrily.

“Can’t you see? can’t you see? For Heaven’s sake, come back!” He seized Ellison by the shoulder, and pulled him back towards the other side of the hut. “Can’t you see that the floor’s giving way, and if we’re not careful we shall both fall into the pit? The sea washes under it, and it’s over two thousand feet deep!”

His face was the colour of note-paper, and great beads of perspiration stood upon his forehead.

“Nonsense!” said Ellison. “The floor’s as strong as I am, and there’s no pit to fall into, even if it did give way. Murkard, my friend, I don’t like the look of this at all. I shall have to put you to bed.”

“Stuff! I’m as well as you are. I see my mistake now; it was the shadow that frightened me. But for the moment I really did think the floor was giving way. My nerves are not quite the thing. It’s overwork. I must have a tonic.”

Ellison put the pearl in the lower drawer of the safe, and then securely locked the door again. Both he and Murkard held keys, and for the moment he was in some doubt as to whether he should give the duplicate back to the other in his present state. Yet he hardly liked to refuse, for fear of offending him.

“Are you afraid to trust me with my key again, Mr. Ellison?” snarled Murkard.

“Afraid to trust you — what are you thinking about? Of course not; there’s your key? Now you just come along with me, and I’ll put you to bed.”

“Bosh! I’m not going to bed; I’ve got my work to do, and I’ll thank you to mind your own business. When I want your sympathy I’ll ask you for it. In the meantime, be so good as to spare me the indignity of offering it.”

“It is certainly time I looked after him,” said Ellison to himself. “This is the liquor again, with a vengeance!”

But in spite of his first refusal, Murkard allowed himself to be led to his hut. Once there, he threw himself on his bed, and announced his intention of going to sleep.

“The best thing you can possibly do. I’ll come back in a little while and have a look at you.”

He left him picking at the pattern on his counterpane, and went back to the house. When he got there, to his surprise he discovered his wife sitting in the veranda talking to a stranger — a tall man about thirty years of age, neatly dressed, and boasting a handsome, aristocratic face.

As Ellison approached he heard his wife say:

“This is my husband.”

The stranger rose, and came across the veranda to meet him. He lifted his hat politely, and smiled in a most bewitching manner.

Ellison thought he had seldom seen a pleasanter face.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Ellison. I have the pleasure of bearing a letter of introduction to you from the Government Resident over yonder.”

He took a letter from the breast-pocket of his coat, and gave it to Ellison. On the envelope was written, “Introducing the Hon. George Merton.”

“Won’t you sit down, Mr. Merton? I am very pleased to have the opportunity of making your acquaintance. Have you been long in the settlement?”

“I arrived in the China boat last week. I am globe-trotting, I may as well tell you — though it will probably prejudice you against me. I have been three months in Japan, and am now on my way to Melbourne.”

“Don’t you find your stay in Thursday Island rather uninteresting?”

“On the contrary, I am so far interested that I am thinking of spending another month here. I want to see all I can of the pearling industry in that time.”

“Then perhaps I can help you.”

“The Resident was kind enough to say he felt sure you would.”

“If you will give us the pleasure of your company, my wife and I will try to make your stay as pleasant as possible.”

“I am vastly obliged to you. You are really a most hospitable people. I hope, if ever you visit England, you’ll let me return the compliment.”

“Thank you. We’re rough and ready, but we’re always glad to see folk from the outside world. Our intellectual circle, you see, is rather limited.”

Esther rose to go into the house. She turned to their guest:

“You will hear a great deal about shell, copra, bêche-de-mer, etc., before you leave us. But I hope it won’t bore you. Now I will go and prepare your room for you. Cuthbert, will you send one of the boys across to the settlement for Mr. Merton’s bag?”

“With pleasure.”

“It’s really very good of you to take me in like this,” said Mr. Merton, when they were alone.

Ellison replied in suitable terms. Hospitality was one of his strong points, and the stranger was evidently a cultivated man. He looked forward to a week or so of very pleasant intercourse. It was years since he had enjoyed an intellectual conversation.

“You have a pretty place here, Mr. Ellison,” said the other, after a brief stroll. “The jungle on the hill, and the cluster of houses among the palms at the foot, present a charming effect.”

“I hope you will be able to say you like it when you have seen more of it. It is pretty, but one is apt to find it a little quiet.”

“How many men do you employ?”

“About a dozen; mostly Kanakas.”

“But surely I saw you walking with a white man just now. Rather afflicted, I think.”

“Ah, yes; my storekeeper, Mr. Murkard. A very old friend. I’m sorry to say he’s not well enough to assist in welcoming you. By the same token, I think if you’ll excuse me for a few minutes, I’ll go across and see how he is. I’m rather anxious about him.”

“Do, by all means. I’ll walk back to the house.” Ellison went down the path to the hut. He listened for a moment at the door, but only the sound of heavy breathing came from within. He went in, to find Murkard lying prone upon the floor insensible. The hut reeked of brandy, and Ellison was not surprised when he found an empty bottle underneath the bed.

“This is getting to be too much of a good thing, my friend,” he said, addressing the recumbent figure. “I shall have to keep a sharper eye on you for the future, I can see.”

He lifted him up, and placed him on the bed. Then he began his search for concealed spirit. At the end of five minutes he was almost convinced that the bottle he had discovered was the only one. And yet it seemed hardly likely that it could be so. Suddenly his eye lighted on a hole in the palm leaf thatch. Standing on a box he could thrust his hand into it. He did so, and felt the smooth cold side of a bottle. He drew it out — an unopened bottle of Hennessey’s Cognac. Again he inserted his hand, and again he drew out a bottle — another — and still another. There was enough concealed there to kill a man in Murkard’s present state. He wrapped them up in a towel, so that none of the hands should suspect, and conveyed them across to his own room. Once there, he sat down to think.

“He’ll not move for an hour or two, then he’ll wake and look for these. When he can’t find ‘em he’ll probably go off his head right away, and we shall have to watch him in grim earnest. Poor old Murkard! Poor old chap!”

Fortunately for his spirits that evening, Merton proved a most sympathetic and agreeable companion. He ingratiated himself with Ellison by praising his wife, and he won Esther to his side by the interest and admiration he displayed for the baby. He was a fluent and clever conversationalist, and by the time dinner was over both husband and wife had agreed that he was a very pleasant addition to their party. But the triumph of the stranger was yet to come. They sat smoking in the veranda, watching the wonderful southern stars and listening to the murmur of the wavelets on the beach. Only their pipes showed their whereabouts, and when Esther joined them she could hardly distinguish between her husband and their guest.

“Won’t you play us something, Mrs. Ellison?” Merton said, after a few moments. “I feel sure you are a musician. Indeed, I saw a pile of music by the piano.”

“Do you play or sing, Mr. Merton?” she said, as she turned to comply with his request.

“A little,” he replied. “If you will perform first, I will do my best to follow you.”

“A bargain,” said Ellison. And his wife sat down to the piano.

When she had finished both men thanked her, and Merton rose from his chair and went in to fulfil his promise.

Esther seated herself by her husband’s side and her hand found his. Merton struck a few chords and then began to sing. The attention of the couple in the veranda was riveted immediately. Few men could sing as Merton sang; his voice was a tenor of the richest quality, his execution faultless. He sang as one inspired, and the song he chose suited him exactly; it was “Si j’etais Roi!” When he had finished not a sound came from the veranda; he smiled to himself. That silence was greater praise than any thanks. He knew his power, and he had discovered by intuition that the man and woman were in sympathy with him. He began to play again; this time the song was an English one. The music was his own, the words some of the most beautiful Tennyson ever wrote:

“Sweet is true Love tho’ given in vain, in vain; And sweet is Death who puts an end to pain: I know not which is sweeter, no, not I.

“Love, art thou sweet? Then bitter Death must be: Love, thou art bitter; sweet is Death to me. Oh, Love, if Death be sweeter, let me die.

“Sweet Love, that seems not made to fade away, Sweet Death, that seems to make us loveless clay, I know not which is sweeter, no, not I.

“I fain would follow Love, if that could be; I needs must follow Death, who calls for me; Call and I follow, I follow! Let me die.”

His voice sank almost to a whisper as he uttered the last words. They seemed to hang and tremble upon the silent air for some seconds after he had finished; the effect was complete upon his audience. He left the piano and came out again to the veranda.

“Thank you. You are a wonderful singer,” said Esther, tears still wet upon her eyelashes. “I have never heard anything like your voice before, and yet we have had many well-known singers among the pearlers in the settlement.”

Ellison was silent. The influence of the music and the wail of the song were still upon him, and he could not shake them off. They seemed in some mysterious fashion to remind him of his dead but not forgotten past.

Merton seated himself, and turned the conversation into another channel. He had created the effect he desired, and that was sufficient for the present. He did not want to appear conceited.

“Hark!” said Esther suddenly, holding up her hand. “I thought I heard someone calling.”

They all listened, but no sound rewarded their attention.

“The sea,” said her husband, “or a night-bird in the scrub.”

“Where is Mr. Murkard to-night?” asked Esther. “I have not seen him since you returned.”

Merton suddenly leaned forward, and then as suddenly sat back. Ellison noticed his action, but attached no importance to it.

“He’s not at all well, dear. As I’m rather anxious about him, I induced him to go to bed.”

Merton sat suddenly upright.

“You were quite right, Mrs. Ellison. I heard someone call then. Who can it be?”

Again they listened, this time with more success. It was the voice of a man in deadly terror, and it came from the hut opposite. Ellison sprang to his feet.

“Murkard!” he cried. “I must go to him.”

He dashed across the veranda and down the path to the hut. On the threshold, and before opening the door, he paused to light a match. When he entered, the room was in total darkness. He knew a candle stood on the table near the door, and having found it, he lit it; then holding it aloft, he looked about him. The bed was disordered, half the clothes were lying on the floor. A moment later he sighted the man of whom he was in search. He was crouched in the furthest corner, staring wildly before him. His long legs were drawn up close to his chin — his broad shoulders seemed to overlap his body. But his eyes were his chief horror; they seemed to be starting from their sockets. Streams of perspiration — the perspiration of living fear — rolled down his cheeks, and every now and then he uttered a cry of abject terror.

“Hold me back — hold me back!” he yelled. “I’m falling — falling — falling! Is there no help — my God — no help! Help! Help! Help!”

Ellison put down the candle and ran towards him.

“Murkard, what on earth does this mean? Pull yourself together! You’re all right!”

But the man took no notice. He only drew himself further into his corner and clutched at the woodwork of the wall.

“Don’t come near me,” he cried; “for pity’s sake, don’t come near me! You’re shaking me, you’re loosening my hold, and I shall fall!” His voice went up to a shriek again. “I shall fall! I’m falling, falling, falling! Help! Help! Help!”

Again and again he shrieked. Then he suddenly sprang to his feet, tottered to and fro, and next moment fell forward unconscious. At the same moment Ellison heard a footstep behind him. Looking round he saw Merton standing in the doorway.

“What is the matter with him?” he asked. “Can I be of any assistance?”

“D. T., I’m afraid. And a pretty bad case, I think. What can we do?”

“Get him on to his bed, I should say, and send for the doctor.”

“Well, let’s try.”

Between them they picked him up and carried him to his bed. Having laid him there, Ellison said:

“Would you mind staying with him for a minute while I send a hand across to the settlement for the medico?”

“Go ahead, I’ll watch him.”

Ellison went out and left them alone together. As soon as the door had closed upon him Merton leaned over the bed and looked fixedly at the man stretched upon it.

“Yes,” he said, when he had finished his scrutiny, “I thought I couldn’t be mistaken. It’s the very man himself. This is getting interesting. My friend, — what do you call yourself? Oh, Murkard — when you recover your wits again you’ll have a little surprise in store for you. In the meantime I’ve got to play my cards carefully, or that fool may suspect.”

Five minutes later Ellison returned. Merton turned to him.

“What are you going to do now?”

“Watch him till the doctor comes. Don’t you stay. Go to bed and try to forget all about him.”

“Sure I can be of no use?”

“Certain.”

“Then I think I will take your advice and say good-night!”

“Good-night!”

As he went across to the house Merton smiled to himself.

“Forget him? When I forget him may my right hand forget its cunning. No, no, my friend, you and I have a score to settle before we can forget! In the meantime Diplomacy must be my watchword.”


CHAPTER X.

DELIRIUM — A RECOGNITION — A DEPARTURE AND A RETURN.
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MANY TIMES DURING Murkard’s illness Ellison found cause to bless Merton’s coming. Not only was his cheerful nature calculated to counteract the horrors of the patient’s delirium, but without being asked he took upon himself the invalid’s work and made himself invaluable in the store. He was a clever fellow, able to turn his hand to anything; and before he had been a week in the house he had brought himself to be looked upon as quite a member of the family. His singing was a great source of delight to both his host and hostess. Esther, in particular, seemed never tired of listening to him, and it was noticeable that when she was in his audience he sang his best. But he was more than a talented musician, he was a clever talker, had read everything that was worth reading, and boasted a most capacious memory. He could recite, conjure, and ventriloquise better than most professionals, and however hard he might have been working during the day, when evening came he always exerted his talents to please. Once or twice he had volunteered to sit with Murkard, but Ellison could not be brought to permit it. He was afraid to leave them alone together, lest by any chance Murkard should let slip something which it would be inadvisable the other should know. He need not have worried himself, however, for even in his worst delirium Murkard was singularly reticent about the station affairs. Once or twice he spoke of his own past history, but only in the vaguest fashion. His main delusion seemed to be that he had done somebody a grievous wrong by not speaking out on a certain subject, and on this he harped continually.

“You must tell him!” he would reiterate times out of number. “He will never find it out otherwise. You must tell him!” A pause. “Oh, coward! coward! coward! Have you fallen so low?”

Ellison racked his brains to discover the meaning of this constant self-accusation, but in vain. At times he thought it referred to himself, but what had Murkard to tell him that could cause him so much pain. Then he would ascribe it to some detail of his past, but it was too real and recent for that. In the silence of the night, with only the moan of the waves on the beach, the monotonous voice would cry:

“You must tell him! He is suffering so. He will never find out otherwise. Oh, coward! coward! coward! Have you fallen so low?”

Once or twice Ellison tried to question him. But it was of little or no use. Only on one occasion could he get anything approaching a clear response from him.

“What is it, old man,” he asked, directly the sick man had completed his customary speech, “that you must tell? Can I help you?”

Murkard leaned out of his bed and took his friend by the wrist. His eyes were still strangely bright, and his face was hard set as flint.

“Tell him,” he almost hissed, “tell him at once and save his soul. D’you think I haven’t watched — aye, watched day and night. The man must be saved, I tell you, and for her sake! For her sake, don’t you hear, you fool, you dolt, you ninny? Can’t you understand Queen’s English when you hear it?” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “The man must be saved for the woman’s sake, and the woman for the man’s, and both for the child’s. Three in one, and one in three. Isn’t that plain enough? God help you if you can’t see it as plainly as I can!”

Ellison put the next question with almost a tremble in his voice:

“Who is the man, old friend? Tell me, and let me help you with your trouble.”

Murkard picked at the counterpane with quivering fingers.

“In the Hebrew he is called Abaddon, but the Greek hath it Apollyon, ribbed with chains of fire and hung about with chains of gold, silver, and ivory. I wish you could see it as I see it.

“‘Her folded wings as of a mighty eagle, But all too impotent to lift the regal Robustness of her earth-born strength and pride.’

It’s a pity that you don’t understand Queen’s English. I don’t know exactly that I do myself, because you see my head’s a little queer. When I want to think I have to pull my brains round from the back of my head, so to speak. And that’s very painful,” — a pause,— “painful for you, dear love, but total extinction for me. I must go away for your honour’s sake, don’t you see, out into the lonely world. But it really can make no possible difference. Ich hab’ Dich geliebt und liebe Dich noch.

“‘I loved thee once, I love thee still, And, fell this world asunder, My love’s eternal flame would rise ‘Midst chaos, crash, and thunder.’ 

‘Chaos, crash, and thunder!’ Cuthbert, you fool, why didn’t you trust me from the very beginning?”

“Trust you about what, old friend?”

Murkard lay back on the pillows again with a sigh.

“You’ll excuse me, sir, but I don’t think I have the pleasure of your acquaintance.... My lord, I grant you circumstances are against me, but I give you my word —— Bah, what’s my word worth? I tell you I am not a thief. Guilty, or not guilty? If I plead not guilty it must all come out, and her reputation will be gone forever.” He sat up in bed and called with a loud voice: “Guilty, my lord!”

From across the road, in the dead silence that followed, Ellison could hear Merton singing. The song he had chosen was, “Come, live with me and be my love.” Evidently Murkard was listening too.

“That voice!” he said slowly. “Now, where the devil have I heard that voice?”

“Lie down, old chap, and try and get some sleep. That’ll do you more good than any singing.”

Like a little child Murkard did as he was ordered, and in five minutes was fast asleep again. Ellison made everything safe in the hut, and then went quietly back to his own house. Merton had stopped singing, and was now holding a skein of wool for Esther to wind. There was a look on her face that Ellison could not quite understand. It troubled him, and yet he could not exactly tell why.

“Thanks for your music, Merton,” he said, as he seated himself in a chair; “I could hear it across the way.”

“How is your patient to-night?”

“Asleep now, but he’s been very restless.”

Merton removed one of his hands to disentangle the wool.

“I suppose you will get rid of the man when he’s well enough to go? In my opinion it’s hardly safe for Mrs. Ellison to have such a fellow about the place.”

Ellison frowned. It was a curious speech for a stranger to make. But then, of course, the other was unaware of the position in which the two men stood to each other. He was about to reply in sharp terms, in spite of the look of fear in Esther’s face, when Merton broke in again:

“Forgive me. I know it’s like my impertinence to intrude on your affairs. I was only thinking of Mrs. Ellison’s safety.”

“You may be sure I will take good care of that. I can quite understand your feelings, but you see the trouble is that you don’t know all about us. There is a tie between that man and myself that nothing can ever loose.”

“I beg your pardon, then, for speaking about it at all.”

Esther had risen, and now said “Good-night.” She did not look at Merton, merely gave him her hand and then passed from the room. A few moments later Merton wished his host good-night and in his turn departed. Ellison lit his pipe at the lamp, and went into the veranda, preparatory to crossing to the hut, where he had been sleeping of late. Esther was waiting there to say good-night to him. She was leaning against the veranda rails gazing down on the star-lit sea. Ellison stationed himself beside her.

“I thought you had gone to bed, dearie.”

“I intended to go, but the house is so hot. I thought I would come out and get cool first.”

“I’m afraid you’re not very well to-night, little woman?”

“What makes you think that? Yes, I am quite well, thank you. A little tired, perhaps, but quite well.”

He passed his arm round her waist. She started as if with surprise.

“Why, what’s the matter?” he asked anxiously.

“I did not know what it was,” she answered. “You frightened me.”

“That makes me certain you’re not very well. I must have the doctor over to see you to-morrow morning, if you don’t feel better.”

“I shall be all right in the morning. I think I am over-tired to-night.”

“Perhaps Merton’s music has given you a headache. I think he thumps a little hard for my taste.”

This was scarcely the truth. He had never really thought so, but he wanted to find some reason for her downcast demeanour. She did not answer. Then suddenly, and without any apparent reason, she turned to him, and throwing her arms round his neck, sobbed upon his shoulder as if her heart were breaking.

“Why, Esther, my darling,” he cried, this time in real alarm, “what on earth does this all mean? You frighten me, dearest. Try and tell me what is the matter with you.” He led her to a chair, placed her in it, and seated himself beside her. “Come, try and tell me what it is, and let me help you. You frighten me dreadfully.”

“It is nothing, nothing, nothing; Oh, Cuthbert, my husband, bear with me to-night. Don’t be angry with me, I beseech you. You don’t know how the memory of this night will always remain with me.”

“You are very mysterious to-night. I can’t think what you mean.”

“Don’t ask to be told. Indeed, I could not tell you. I don’t know myself. I only know that I am more miserable to-night than I have ever been in my life before.”

“And you can’t tell me why? Esther, that puts us such a long way apart. I thought we were to be everything to each other, in sorrow as well as happiness!”

“It is ungenerous of you to taunt me with that now, just because I will not gratify your curiosity.”

She rose with an offended air, and made as if she would go to her room. He caught her by the wrist and held her. She turned on him almost fiercely!

“You are hurting me! Let me go!”

“Esther, you are very cruel to me to-night. Do you know that?”

“Have you been so kind that you can bring that accusation against me? But there, I won’t quarrel with you, even though you seem to want to make me.”

“I want to make you quarrel with me, Esther? You know that is not true. You wrong me, on my soul, you do!”

She began to cry again, and fell back into the chair.

“I know I do, I know I do! I cannot do anything right to-night. I can’t even think, my brain seems asleep. Oh, forgive me, forgive me!”

He smoothed back her hair and kissed her on the forehead.

“There is nothing to forgive, darling. It was altogether my fault. I wanted to sympathise with you, and I did it in my usual clumsy fashion. It is you who must forgive me.”

She still hung her head. Suddenly she raised it and looked him in the face.

“Some day you will hate and despise me, I know. You will curse my name. But before God to-night I swear that — that — that —— No, I can’t say it. It must go through eternity unsaid, one little word unspoken.”

“Dear girl, do you know what you are saying? Don’t you think you had better go to bed?”

Without another word she rose and went down the veranda to her room. He sat like a man dazed, turning and twisting her behaviour this way and that in an endeavour to pierce the cloud that seemed to be settling on him. What did she mean by her last speech? What was to be the upshot of all these vague allusions? What was it she had intended to say, and then thought better of? He racked his brains for a solution of the problem, but without success. He could hit on nothing feasible. In a state of perfect bewilderment he went across to the hut and spent a miserable night, only to find at breakfast next morning that she had quite recovered and was her old self once more.

After that night Murkard might be considered convalescent. Like a shadow of the man he used to be, he managed to creep out into the sunshine of the beach, to sit there for hours every day. The bout had been a severe one, and it would be some time before he could be himself again. All this time Ellison allowed no word of reproach to fall from his lips, nor did Murkard offer any apology. But there was a wistfulness in his eyes when they lighted on the other that told a tale of gratitude and of devotion that was plainer than anything words could have uttered. On the third morning of his convalescence he was sitting in his usual spot just below the headland, looking across the blue straits dotted here and there with the sails of luggers, and at the white roofs of the township, when he heard steps approaching. The pedestrian, whoever he might be, was evidently in merry pin, for he was whistling a gay chanson, and seemed to be in the best conceit, not only with himself, but with all the world. Turning the corner, he came directly upon Murkard, who looked up full and fair into his face. It was Merton. If the latter seemed surprised, the effect upon Murkard was doubly so. His eyes almost started from his head, his mouth opened, and his jaw dropped, his colour became ashen in its pallor.

“You — you here!” he cried. “Oh, my God! Is this a horrible dream? I thought you were dead long since.”

The other was also a little pale, but he managed to laugh with a pretence of merriment.

“My dear boy, this is the most delightful surprise I have ever experienced. I hope you’re not sorry to see me. May I sit down? Well, what a funny thing this is, to be sure. To think that we should meet like this, and here of all places in the world. You’ve been seriously ill, I’m sorry to hear.”

“How long have you been in this place?”

“Nearly a fortnight now. I’ve seen you a good many times, but you never knew me!”

“I wish I could say that I don’t know you now. And what devil’s business are you up to here?”

“Amusing myself, as usual. Studying men and manners. Your friends here are very entertaining, the woman particularly so.”

“Do they know who you are?”

“George Merton of Brankforth Manor, near Exeter, County Devon, at your service.”

He threw himself down on the sands with another merry laugh.

“It’s extraordinary, isn’t it? our meeting like this. I’ve often laughed over it. And so your name’s Murkard? Silas too, if I’m not mistaken. What a rum beggar you are, to be sure. Do you still take life as seriously as you used to in the old days?”

“You’re evidently as cold-blooded a devil as when I last found you out.”

“Found me out? My dear fellow, aren’t you rather confusing things? Wasn’t it the other way round? But seriously, Bur — —”

“Silence! My name is Murkard.”

“What did I say? Oh, I forgot; pray forgive me. It shan’t occur again. Seriously, Murkard, I want you to believe that I have never ceased to regret that terrible business. You must remember you put me in such a position that, though it cut me to the heart to do it, I had no option but to expose you.”

“If you had told all you knew you might have saved me. As it was, I had to take the course I did. I could not help myself.”

“‘Pon my honour, I knew nothing more. The stones were lost. I happened to stumble quite by accident on the baggage and found them there. The baggage was yours — what could I do?”

“Very well. I have at least paid the penalty; we need not discuss the subject further. But one thing must be settled now and forever. What are you going to do?”

“When? Now, do you mean? Well, I think I shall stay here for a month or so longer; and then — well, then I don’t quite know what I shall do.”

“You will leave here at once — in an hour’s time.”

“My dear fellow, impossible. Not to be thought of, I assure you.”

“Either you or I must go. We cannot both remain.”

“Still taking life seriously, I see. Well, I fear in that case it will have to be you. I’m sorry, but it can’t be helped. I have reasons for staying on. A holiday will do you no harm.”

“Supposing I tell Ellison all I know of you.”

“He might believe you, but I should think it extremely doubtful. On the other hand, what if I tell him all I know about you? Who you are, for instance, and what drove you out of England?”

Murkard turned, if possible, even paler than before.

“You could not, surely, blackguard as you are, be villain enough for that!”

“My dear fellow, I would do it in an instant if it suited me — and I rather think it would. You see, I have a game to play here, and, by Jove! come what may, I intend to play it. Your presence is detrimental to my interests. I may have to rid myself of you.”

“I shall go to Ellison at once, and tell him all.”

“You will spike your own guns then, I promise you, and without doing yourself a hap’orth of good. Besides, you will in all probability be putting me to the unpleasant necessity of — but there, you won’t — you can’t do it.”

“Have you let him suspect who I am?”

“Not by one single word or deed. As far as I am concerned, he knows nothing.”

“On your honour? — but there, I forget; you have no honour.”

“What an extraordinary little chap it is, to be sure! Of course I’ve no honour. In this commercial age nobody outside the covers of books has. But all the same, I am not in the humour just now to be trifled with. As I say, he knows nothing, and he shall know nothing if you do as I wish. Why not go away for a holiday? you need a change. Come back in a month; I shall be gone then. There’s a compact for you. Give me a clear field for a month, and I’ll give you my promise not to reveal the fact that I know anything of your past. Will you agree?”

“I must think it over. But what devilry are you up to here? I must know that before I decide. Do you think I’m going to leave him to your mercy? If you do, you’re mistaken.”

“I am up to no devilry, as you term it. I’ve got a speculation on hand, and I must watch it. I see a chance of doing a big stroke of business in the pearl market, that was what brought me out here; if you don’t interfere I shall make my fortune; if you do I shall take steps to rid myself of you, as I have said. Can’t you see you haven’t a card in your hand worth playing. If you’re a sensible man you’ll adopt my suggestion and go away for a day or two, regain your health, then come back, take up your old life again, and everything will go on as before. It’s not a very difficult course to steer, surely?”

“If I could only be certain that you are speaking the truth.”

“I can’t give you my word, because as I am a man without honour you wouldn’t accept it as evidence. But if you want proof as to my business — see here.”

He took from his pocket a number of letters. Selecting one that bore an English postage stamp, he tossed it across to Murkard. It was from a well-known firm of London pearl merchants, and notified the fact, to whom it might concern, that the bearer, Mr. Merton, was authorised to conduct certain negotiations on their behalf.

“Well,” said Murkard, when he had perused the document, “this looks genuine enough. But I don’t see that it makes your position here any plainer.”

“You surely don’t expect me to enter into particulars, do you? At any rate, that’s my offer, and consider it well, for it’s the last I’ll make. If you don’t decide to-night, I must tell your employer everything I know about you to-morrow morning. Make no mistake about that.”

“I will give you my decision by sundown.”

“Very good. In the meantime, let me offer you a cigarette. No? Don’t you smoke? A pity! Well, I have the honour to wish you a very good-day.”

He raised his hat with ironical politeness, and resumed his walk along the beach, humming as before.

Murkard lay where he was, trying to pull his thoughts together. This was the last straw. He saw all the plans he had formed, all the honourable future he had built up for himself, shattered at one blow. His past had risen and struck him in the face. What was to be done now? Could he trust this man whom he had always known to be unfaithful? He had no option — no option at all. He must go away, or Ellison would discover everything, and then all would be irretrievably lost.

And so the afternoon wore on. The sun sank lower and lower, until he disappeared entirely beneath the horizon. As he sank from view, Murkard made up his mind and rose to his feet. Merton was coming back along the beach. He signalled to him, and they passed together into the shelter of the trees that ran down to the shore. Once there, Murkard turned on him.

“I have been thinking over what you said to me just now.”

The other bowed and smiled.

“And with what result?”

“I don’t quite know. First and foremost I want you to tell me, in the event of my declining to leave the island, what you will tell my friend about me?”

“Shall I really tell you? You mean it? Very well, then, I will. I’m not going to let you know how I became aware of things — you must guess that for yourself.”

“Not so many words. Answer my question.”

“In the first place, answer me this: Who is your friend? He calls himself Cuthbert Ellison, but who is he?”

Murkard looked away. This was what he had dreaded.

“How should I know?”

“Well, I’ll tell you at least who he is not. He is not the Marquis of St. Burden. When he told his wife that he was he lied to her, as he has lied before, and as he will probably lie again.”

“How do you know that he told his wife he was? At least, she has not told you.”

“Very probably not. But still I know. Perhaps I learned it from you in your delirium.”

Murkard groaned. The man’s possession of this secret was the very thing he had feared.

“Now, supposing in addition to telling Ellison who you are, I tell her who he is not — what would you say?”

“I should say you were the most inhuman wretch that ever trod God’s earth, and it would be the truth. Don’t you know — haven’t you seen that that woman worships the very ground he treads on, that she believes every word that falls from his lips? Would you shatter her happiness and trust forever, at one blow, and only to gratify your own miserable ends?”

“Yes, do you know, now I think of it, I even believe I should. But you seem to forget that it would be you who had driven me to it. If you go away it will be to my interest not to tell her. I wish to remain on good terms with both of them until my business here is accomplished. Will you go?”

“Yes; I will go.”

“When?”

“To-night. At once. You need have no fear.”

“I have none, I assure you. I thought just now you were going to make a fool of yourself. I’m glad you can see reason. And look here, my —— Oh, very well, if you would rather not, I won’t say it. I shall be at home in three months. If I chance upon any members of your family, shall I tell them where they can find you?”

“You need not trouble yourself. They know.”

“Very good. Then our business is accomplished. Now let us part.”

“Go on. I will follow you. I decline to be seen in your company.”

“My dear boy, that is rude, for you will not have another opportunity.”

Without going back to his hut, Murkard walked down to the beach, and asked one of the Kanakas he found there to row him across to the settlement. The man did so, and on his return to the station reported the fact to Ellison, who marvelled, but said nothing. He was expecting that night an important visitor in the shape of a globe-trotting pearl dealer, to whom he had written regarding the black pearl, and he had, therefore, small concern for Murkard’s doings. The mail boat had arrived that afternoon, and as she was to go on the same night, their appointment was for six o’clock. Even as the fact of Murkard’s absence was reported to him by the native, the dealer’s boat was to be seen making its way across the straits. He went down to the beach to receive him.

The newcomer was a tall, gray-haired man, with quick, penetrating eyes, and a general air of shrewdness that his business capabilities did not belie. He greeted Ellison with considerable cordiality, and they walked up to the house together. Merton was lying in the hammock in the veranda, smoking and reading an ancient English newspaper. He got up as the men approached, and Ellison introduced him to the stranger. They then entered the house together. After a little refreshment and conversation Ellison proposed going down to the store. This they accordingly did, leaving Merton to resume his literary studies. He looked after them and smiled, then throwing the paper down he went into the house, where Esther joined him.

When they were alone in the store, Ellison unlocked the safe, and took out the box containing the pearl.

“Your ventures seem to have prospered, Mr. Ellison,” said the stranger, as he watched him undo the box containing his treasure. “A black pearl of the size you describe yours to be is indeed a gem worth having.”

“Yes, and it could not have come at a better time,” replied Ellison. “Things have been very bad here, I can assure you, within the last twelve or fourteen months.”

The first box undone, he came upon a second; this was full of cotton wool, but in the centre of it, carefully wrapped up, was the treasure he sought. With obvious care and pride he took it out, and placed it on a sheet of white note-paper upon the counter. It lay there full and black, staring them in the face, as large a pearl as had ever been found in those seas. The dealer was enchanted.

“A wonder — a monster — a marvel!” was all he could say. He took it up, and looked at it from every light; put it down again, and stood off to test its beauty from another standpoint. Then taking it in his hands, he carried it to the door, the better to appraise its value. The light was failing inside the building, but Ellison watched him with an eager face. So much depended on the sale of this pearl. Suddenly the dealer coughed in a peculiar manner, took off, dusted, and put on his glasses again. His mouth went down at one corner, and he scratched his right cheek with the forefinger of his right hand. Still Ellison watched him. He was growing anxious. Was there a flaw in it that he had failed to notice? Finally the stranger walked back to the counter, and put the pearl in its box.

“Well?” said Ellison at last, unable to contain himself any longer, “what do you think is its value?”

The stranger paused before replying. Then he spoke; his tone made Ellison stare harder than before.

“As a jewel or as a curiosity?”

“As a jewel, of course.”

“Nothing; absolutely nothing! As a curiosity, possibly half a crown. Mr. Ellison, you will, I hope, forgive a little natural irritation on my part, but I cannot help feeling sorry that one of our most trusted customers should play us such a trick.”

“What do you mean? Good God, man! what are you insinuating?”

“I am not insinuating anything. If you wish me to state my meaning in a clearer way, I can only say that I marvel at your impudence in trying to palm off an imitation on us — a good imitation, I’ll grant you, for it deceived me for a moment, but nevertheless an imitation.”

Ellison fell back against the counter ashen to the lips. “An imitation!” he, cried. “You tell me that that pearl is an imitation? Why I opened the oyster with my own hands!”

The dealer smiled incredulously.

“I’m afraid I must be getting back to the settlement. My boat sails to-night, you know.”

“D —— your boat! Oh, my gracious! can it be possible that you are right?”

His breath came from him in great jerks, the veins on his temples stood out like whipcord. The dealer glanced at him curiously. His did not look like the face of a guilty man.

“Mr. Ellison, either you have attempted to deceive us or you have been the victim of a heartless swindle. I cannot say which, but by the look of your face I incline to the latter belief. That pearl — at least that imitation — is remarkably clever. If the gem you found was anything like it in size, shape, and colour, I would willingly have given you a very large sum for it. As it is, that is worthless. But I must really be going now.”

Ellison was too stunned to reply. The dealer walked back to his boat alone. He did not quite know what to make of it.

“At any rate,” he said to himself, “if he’s the guilty party he won’t try that game on us again.”

Meanwhile, Ellison sat in the store too dazed and sick to be conscious of anything but his loss. He had been grossly and cruelly swindled by somebody. He had yet to find out who that somebody was. As it was, he was now unable to pay off that loan, that guilt had come back upon his soul to roost. And every day the time was coming closer. He was —— But there, he could not think of it now. He must try and pull himself together, or his reason would go as well. He had no thought of time, no thought of anything but his loss. He began to pace the hut with feverish impatience. What should he do first? To whom should he turn for advice and help? Why had Murkard not been there to assist him? As he thought this, he heard steps on the path outside. It was Merton. As usual, he was in the best of spirits.

“My dear old fellow, are you in here in the dark? Mrs. Ellison and I have been wondering what on earth had become of you. Dinner has been on the table this half hour. Where’s your mysterious friend? Wouldn’t he like to come to my room to wash his hands?”

“He’s gone, Merton. And I’m in awful trouble.”

“I’m sorry to hear it. I began to fancy something was up when you didn’t make your appearance. Here, let’s have a light on the scene.”

He struck a match and lit the office lamp. Having done so, he looked at Ellison. His surprise found vent in a little cry.

“My dear chap, you do looked hipped indeed. Hold on a second.”

He fled the scene, to return two minutes later with the whiskey bottle and a glass. Having given him a strong dose of the spirit, he said:

“Sit yourself down and try and tell me all about it. Who knows but what I may be in a position to help you?”

Thereupon Ellison told him everything.

“By Jove!” was the rejoinder, “I don’t like the look of things at all. It’s a bad business — a very bad business. Somebody has evidently found out about the pearl, got a duplicate made, and palmed it off on you. Is it possible to have one made here, d’you think?”

“Nothing easier. Any of the Cinghalese over the way could make one.”

“Then he must have got one there, taken the real one, and substituted this in place of it. Now whom have you told about it? Think well.”

“Nobody — bar Murkard, and of course he does not count. Why, I have never even told you.”

“I’m precious glad you haven’t, or you might have fancied I had purloined it. Well, we must dismiss Murkard from our minds; he is like Cæsar’s wife, above suspicion. Now who had admittance to that safe? Any duplicate keys?”

“Only one.”

“And who has that?”

“Murkard. It is necessary that he should have one, as I am so often away.”

“Humph! This is certainly a tangled skein. Has anyone been away from the island within the last few days?”

“Not a soul.”

“Well, we must roust out Murkard, and see if he can help us.”

“He’s not here.”

“Not here — what d’ye mean? I saw him here this afternoon.”

“He went across to the township at sundown, just before the dealer came.”

Merton whistled.

“Look here, Ellison, you believe, though I’ve only known you a short time, that I’m a firm friend of yours, don’t you?”

“Of course I do. You need not ask that.”

“Well, I’m going to hit you pretty hard on a soft spot. You’ll hate me for it, but as things are now I can’t help that. This is not a time for half measures.”

“What are you driving at?”

“Hold on, and you’ll see. How long have you known Murkard?”

“No, no! it won’t do, Merton. That dog won’t fight. You needn’t bring Murkard into the business at all. He knows nothing of it, I’ll stake my life.”

“Don’t be foolish. I only ask you how long you’ve known him?”

“About three years.”

“What was he when you knew him first?”

“Well, to tell the truth, he was in very much the same condition as myself.”

“A dead-beat — beach-comber?”

“Well, if you put it like that — yes!”

“You know nothing of his history?”

“Nothing. He’s not the sort of man to talk of his past.”

“I believe you. Well, look here, Ellison, I’m going to tell you his past.”

“How do you know it?”

“Never mind, it is enough that I do know it.”

“Well, I don’t want to hear it. You’ll never make me think him guilty, so don’t waste your breath trying.”

“Perhaps not, but you must know his career. You owe it to yourself, and, pardon my saying so, you owe it to your wife to hear it.”

“We’ll leave my wife out of the question, thank you.”

“Very good. That is of course your own affair. I will be as brief as I can. You must put two and two together yourself. In the first place, Murkard is not his name — what it is, does not matter. I’m an old friend of his family, so I dare not tell you. He started life with everything in his favour, consequently his fall was the greater.”

“How did he fall?”

“He was deeply in debt. To get out of his difficulties he appropriated — I won’t use a stronger term — some diamonds belonging to a lady in whose house he was staying. She was reluctantly compelled to prosecute, and he received a sentence of five years’ penal servitude. He served his time, and then vanished from England and the ken of all those who knew him.”

“Is this true, or are you lying to me?”

“Ellison, if you were not a little off your balance, I should resent that question. I am a man of honour, and I don’t tell lies.”

“I beg your pardon. I am not myself by a great deal to-night. Forgive me. Poor Murkard!”

“Poor devil! Yes, you may well say that. But don’t you see, Ellison, if that happened once it might happen again. What is the evidence? You would not cheat yourself out of a valuable pearl, would you? What else could get at the safe? Only Murkard. He has been ill — delirious. Perhaps the value of the thing preyed upon his mind, and he may have taken it out of the safe while off his head. That is the charitable conclusion to come to. At any rate, his disappearance to-day is a point against him, you must admit that. If I were you I would certainly not believe him guilty till I had proved it, but just as certainly I should try to find him and see if he knows anything about it. D’you know, I rather think you owe as much, in common fairness, to him. If he denies any knowledge of the affair — well, in that case you must decide for yourself whether you know him well enough to believe him. Don’t you think I’m right?”

“I do. Honestly, I do.”

“Very well then. Pack your traps, pull yourself together, and go across and see if you can find him. You’ll know the truth the sooner — or, perhaps, what would be better, let me go.”

“No, no! that’s not to be thought of. I’ll go at once. But may I be forgiven for entertaining a doubt of him.”

He picked up his hat, which had fallen from his head in his excitement, and went out of the store and down the hill towards the boats. Springing into one he shoved off and set to work to pull himself across to the settlement. It was quite dark, but the lights from the houses guided him, and before he had made up his mind where first to look for Murkard he was alongside the jetty. His thoughts flew back across the year to the night when he had waited there at those self-same steps for Esther. How his life had changed since then!

Tying up the boat, he set off for the Hotel of All Nations, expecting to find Murkard there. But he had left the place, and it was said had gone along the beach in the direction of the Pearlers’ Rest. He followed and inquired in the bar, but again without success. He had not been seen there. From that hostelry he passed on to another and yet another, but with no greater result. Murkard was not to be found. At last, on the sea-front again, he chanced upon a pearler who had met him heading round the hill-side. This was a clue, and throwing new energy into his walk he set off after him. It was the same road they had followed together the evening of the famous fight, and it looked as if he should find Murkard at the self-same spot where they had camped that night. Nor was he disappointed. As he turned the bend of the hill he caught sight of a figure outlined against the starlight. There was no mistaking that angular back. He pushed on the faster, calling “Murkard!” As he came towards it, the figure turned and said:

“What do you want with me?”

“My dear old fellow, what a chase you have given me. What is the matter with you? What on earth made you leave us as you did? I can tell you I have been quite anxious about you.”

Murkard came towards him and placed his hand upon his shoulder.

“That is not the reason you are here, Ellison. You cannot deceive me. There is something behind it all. What is the matter? Nothing wrong with your wife?”

He spoke with feverish eagerness.

“No, there is nothing the matter with my wife. But, my gracious, something else is terribly wrong!”

Murkard clutched him by the arm and looked into his face.

“Well — well — why don’t you go on? Why don’t you tell me all?”

“Because I can’t, old friend, I can’t. I despise myself enough as it is for having listened to such a thing.”

“I can see something pretty bad has happened, and Merton has suggested to you that I am the guilty party. Good! Now tell me with what I am charged? Don’t be afraid. I shall not think the worse of you.”

“The Black Pearl!”

“Gone? Yes, gone! I can read it in your face. The thief, oh, the infernal, lying, traitorous thief! I see it all now. Oh, Ellison! you have been trapped — cruelly, heartlessly trapped! But, please God, it is not too late to set it right, whatever the cost may be.”

“How? Speak out. What do you mean? What fresh villainy am I to discover now?”

“Listen to me. Has that man told you my history?”

“Yes.”

“Who I really am?”

“No. But he told me that you were convicted of a theft in England, and received five years’ penal servitude. Forgive me, Murkard, for listening to him — but I could not help it.”

“You were right to listen, and he told the truth. I was convicted, and I served the sentence, but now you shall know everything. I ought to have warned you months ago, but I thought you would never find it out. For pity’s sake, don’t think too harshly of me — but — but — well, I am the man you pretended to be. I — am — the — Marquis of St. Burdan!”

Ellison did not speak, but he made a noise as if he were choking. Murkard again put his hand on his shoulder.

“You were a true friend to me. I heard you tell the lie, and I saw how the woman who is now your wife worshipped and trusted you. I knew it would kill her faith in you if she found you out, so I resolved not to betray myself or you. When you wanted money I forgot the pride that had made me swear never to take anything from my family’s hands again, and cabled through the Government Resident for assistance. Why I made you take that step I cannot tell you — you must only guess, at any rate! That money I placed to your credit in the bank, and day by day, knowing your secret, I have watched and loved you for your repentance and for the brave way you slaved to repay it. Then this man came and somehow learned your secret. He ordered me to leave the station, or he would tell your wife that you had — had lied to her, and were not the man she believed you to be. To-night, for your sake, I came away, and walked here to think out what course I should pursue. Enlightenment has come. I see everything now. While I was ill that man, who must have found out about the pearl, stole my key, unlocked the safe, had a counterfeit made, and intends to bolt with the real one. Are you aware that he has been making love to your wife?”

“I know that now. While you have been speaking I, too, have had my eyes opened. It is not necessary to say I believe what you have told me, Murkard; but from the bottom of my heart I thank you. I will go back now and deal with him.”

“You forgive me, Cuthbert?”

“Forgive you? No, no! It must be the other way about, it is for you to forgive me!”

“Freely, freely, if I have anything to forgive. Now what do you intend to do?”

“Go home and turn him off the place. That’s what I shall do.”

“No! You must do nothing of the kind. Somebody must watch him, and I will do it. Possibly we may find out what he has done with the pearl. Then we shall catch him in his own toils, and I shall be even with him for his treachery to me.”

“What did he once do to you?”

“I cannot tell you the real shame, but it was on his evidence that I was condemned. He was staying in the house at the time.”

“Murkard, I could give my oath you were not guilty.”

“And you would be right. I was not. But I had to plead guilty all the same to save what a worthless woman miscalled her honour. That man knew my secret, and traded on it to my ruin.”

“Come, let us get back to the station. I cannot breathe freely until I have rid myself of him.”

“When we get there — you must not let my presence be known. I shall hide and watch him.”

“I agree. Let us be going.”

They went back round the hill and by a circuitous track to the jetty. In less than a quarter of an hour they were back at the station and walking up the path towards the house.


CHAPTER XI.

BATTLE AND MURDER.
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A WARM FLOOD of lamplight streamed from the sitting room window out on the path as Ellison approached the house. He could make out Merton’s voice inside raised in argument, and at intervals his wife’s replying in tones that were as unnatural to her as they were terrible to him to hear. He drew into the shadow of the veranda and watched and listened. Esther was seated on the sofa near the fireplace, Merton was kneeling by her side holding her hand. She had turned her head away from him, but as it was in the direction of the place where her husband lay concealed, he could see that big tears were coursing down her cheeks. He ground his teeth with rage as he noticed the look upon Merton’s face. For the first time he saw the man’s real nature written in plain and unmistakable characters.

“Esther, you cannot mean it. You cannot be so cruel to me as to persist in your refusal. Think what you are to me, and think what you may be in the days before us. True, I have only known you a little while, but in that little while I have learned to love you as no other man could ever do. Body and soul I am yours, and you are mine. You love me — I know it — I am certain of it. Then you will not draw back now?”

She tried to rise but he held her down.

“Mr. Merton, I have told you before, and I tell you again, that I cannot, and will not listen to you. If you love me as you say, and I pray with my whole miserable heart that it may not be true, you will not drive me to desperation. Think of what you would make of my life, think of the awful wrong you would do to your friend, my husband.”

“Your husband was only my friend before I learned to love you. Now he is my bitterest foe. No man can be a friend of mine who loves you. I must have your love, and I alone. Oh, Esther, remember what I said to you last night. You were not so cold and hard to me then!”

“I was the wickedest and weakest woman on earth to let you say it. You have a stronger will than I have, and you made me do it. It may make you understand something of how I feel towards you when I tell you that I have not ceased for a single instant to hate and upbraid myself for listening to it. Do you know, Mr. Merton, what you have done? Do you know that by listening to you for that one moment, I can never look my husband or child truthfully in the face again? And my husband trusted me so! Oh, God, have mercy upon me!”

“You say you cannot look your husband in the face again. No; but you shall look one in the face, Esther, who loves you ten thousand times more than your husband is even capable of loving you; one who worships the very ground you walk on, whose only wish is to be your humble servant to the death. Come, Esther, there is time yet, the mail-boat does not sail till midnight. You can pack a few things together, I know, in a minute or two. Do that, and let us escape to the township before your husband returns. By morning we shall be on board the steamer, and hundreds of miles away. We will leave her in Batavia. They will never trace us. You can surely have no fear of the future when you know that I will give you such love as man never gave to woman yet! Isn’t it worth it, Esther?”

He passed one arm round her waist, and tried to draw her towards him. Again she attempted to rise, and again he forced her to retain her seat.

“Let me go, Mr. Merton, let me go! How dare you hold me like this? Let me go!”

“Not until you have promised, Esther. Quickly make up your mind; there is not a moment to lose. Come, I can see it written in your face that you will not disappoint me.”

“I refuse! — I refuse! — I refuse! Let me go, sir, you have done me wrong enough already! Do you call yourself a man, that you can treat a wretched woman so? Take your arm from round my waist before I strike you. Oh, you cur! you dastard! you coward! Isn’t it enough for you that you should cut me off from a man whose shoes you are not worthy to unlace? Isn’t it enough that you should drive me from my happy home? Isn’t it enough that you should make me an unworthy mother to my child? Must you kill my soul as well as my heart? Let me go, I say, let me go! or, as I live, I’ll strike you!”

“Hush, hush, Esther! for mercy’s sake, be calm. Do you want to rouse the whole station?”

“I don’t care what I do; I am desperate — I am mad with shame and loathing of you!”

“And you will go back to this lying traitor of a husband, I suppose, this great man, who won you by a lie, who has only deceived you as he has deceived others, a common fraud and trickster — you will go back to him, I suppose, and fawn on him, and tell him that you love him, when I have — —”

With her right hand she struck him a blow upon the mouth.

“There, that is my answer to you; now go before I call for help and have you thrashed off the island!”

He sprang to his feet, his face black with rage. Ellison rose too, and approached the French window which led into the room. Merton’s voice quivered with passion.

“You have struck me — good; you have fooled me — better! Now you shall understand me properly; I will have such vengeance for that blow, for that fooling, as never man had before. You little know my power, my lady; but I tell you this, that I will crush you to the earth, and that worm, your husband, with you, till you groan for mercy. In the meantime — —”

He stopped and looked up to discover Ellison standing in the doorway.

“In the meantime,” said Ellison, advancing into the room, “as there is a God above me, I intend to kill you.”

Esther stood paralysed with fear, unable to move hand or foot, unable even to speak. Once she tried to find her voice, but the words she strove to utter died away unspoken in her throat. Merton glared from one to the other like a wild beast.

“It may interest you to know, Mr. Merton, that I have overheard all your conversation. Out in this part of the world, so far removed, as you were good enough to observe the other day, from the cramping influences of older civilisation, when we find centipedes in our houses we crush them under heel to prevent them doing mischief. You are more treacherous even than a centipede, and I intend to kill you without delay.”

As he spoke, he took off his coat and threw it from him. Merton watched, and his eyes betrayed his fear. Esther took a step forward, and then stood still. Her eyes were open, but they did not seem to see. Ellison moved towards his foe.

“This would probably be the best place. My wife can see fair play.”

Suddenly Esther found her voice and her power of movement. With a scream she threw herself upon her husband, and clung to him with all the strength of despair.

“Cuthbert — Cuthbert! for God’s sake, forbear! Let him go, I implore you! He is not worthy to be touched by your little finger.”

“Let me go, woman, let me go! How dare you stop me!”

“I dare anything now! I will not let you go until you have sworn not to raise your hand against that man.” Then, facing round on the other, she cried: “As for you, fly while you are safe, and may the curse of an unhappy woman follow you to your grave!”

Merton did not need telling twice. With one bound he reached the veranda, and in another second he was outside the house, and flying towards the beach at the top of his speed. Ellison looked on like one in a dream; he did not seem to know what to do. Then slowly he felt Esther’s arms untwining; her head fell forward on his shoulder. She had fainted. Springing to the door, he called to Mrs. Fenwick, who came running out.

“Your mistress is not well. Attend to her.”

Then placing her on the sofa, he too left the house, and ran swiftly towards the beach. As he approached the jetty he saw a man pushing a boat into the water. At first he thought it was the man he wanted, but on nearer approach he saw that it was Murkard, who pointed out to sea.

“There he goes, the cowardly cur, rowing for his life.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Hasten after him. You may be sure I shall not let him out of my sight until I know where he has hidden that pearl. Listen to me. He has not been off the island for a week; he has not had time to take anything with him now. Either he has it about him, or it is still here; in that case when all is quiet he’ll come back for it. We must watch and wait; I’ll follow him, you guard the station.”

“I cannot; I must go after him. You don’t know what a wrong that villain has done me. I must have vengeance!”

“No, no; you must not go after him with that look in your face. Stay here, I will do the rest. I feel convinced he will come back.” As he spoke, he ran the boat into the water and leaped into it. “Give me your word you will not attempt to follow.”

“I promise; but I will have vengeance here.”

“So do, if you still wish it.”

Murkard pulled out, and Ellison went back to the store. Alone there, he took down a Winchester repeater from a shelf, cleaned, and loaded it; then he went out again, securely locking the door behind him. From the store he followed the little path that led through the scrub to the headland. It was the same path he had followed on the morning of his arrival at the station, the morning that he had first seen Esther. Following it along until it opened out on to the little knoll above the sands, he seated himself on a fallen tree and scanned the offing. By this time, his enemy must have landed on the other side. What would his next move be? At any rate, sleuth-hound Murkard was on his trail — that at least was one comfort. But why had he not gone himself? Why had he let Murkard go? To have followed him himself would have been altogether more satisfactory; he might have had his own vengeance then. But surely God would be good to him, and let him have it yet.

He looked up at the heavens studded with stars, and then down at the smooth water of the straits. Only the ripple of the wavelets on the shore and the occasional call of a night-bird in the scrub behind him disturbed the stillness; it was a perfect night. For what seemed an eternity he sat on, thinking and thinking; but though he tried to think coherently, he was too excited to work out his actual situation. There was only the one real craving in his brain, and that was for vengeance. He wanted the actual grip of his antagonist, to make him suffer bodily pain in return for the mental agony he had inflicted. The desire for personal vengeance is a whole-souled one, and, like the love of opium, when once it takes possession all else has to go.

And so he sat on and on, watching the star-powdered water, and listening for any sound that might proclaim the return of his foe. But nothing came, only the swish of the waves on the strand, and now and again faint music of the ships’ bells across the water.

Twelve o’clock struck, and just as the sound died away his eyes caught something moving in the water opposite where he sat. What it was he could not determine, but he would soon be able to, for it was every moment coming closer. At length it came near enough for him to see that it was a man swimming. Who could it be? Could it be Merton? To make sure, he crawled out on to the edge of the little cliff, and throwing himself down upon the ground, leaned over and watched.

Closer and closer the figure came until the swimmer touched bottom. Yes, it was Merton! After pausing a moment to regain his breath, he pulled himself together and waded ashore. Just as he left the water, Ellison caught sight of another figure out at sea. This must be Murkard. Fortunately the first man did not see him. He seated himself for a while, and then made off and disappeared round the headland towards the station, just as the second figure found a footing on the beach. Ellison took it all in in a second; as Murkard expected, he had come to recover the pearl, believing everybody to be asleep.

Eager to be doing, Ellison watched Murkard leave the water and follow the other round the promontory, and then he himself set off through the scrub to intercept him on the other side. It was a difficult matter to steer through the thick jungle in the dark; but eventually he managed it, reaching the huts just as Merton was approaching the store. What was he going to do? Could the pearl, after all, be concealed in there? Reflecting that if he waited and left him undisturbed he would probably find out everything for himself, he paused for a few moments and watched. He saw the man look carefully round, to be sure that he was unobserved, and then approach the door. A minute later he entered the building. At the same instant the other shadow crept up towards the door. Seeing this, Ellison picked up his heels and ran towards it too; but the night was dark, and in the middle of his career his foot came into collision with a discarded cable lying in the grass. He tripped and fell, one cartridge of the rifle he carried in his hand going off with a murderous report. For half a minute the breath was knocked out of his body, and he lay where he had fallen. Then picking himself up, he prepared to continue his advance.

But the report had given the alarm, and when he looked again, a strange scene was being enacted before him. From where he stood he could see the bright light streaming from the store door, and hear a sound of voices coming from within. Next moment two men, locked together in deadliest embrace, came staggering out into the open. There was no noise now, only the two locked bodies twisting and twining, this way and that, round and round over the open space before the door. It needed little discernment to see that both men were fighting for their lives. Like wildcats they clung to each other, each exerting every muscle to bring the other down. But, as Ellison half-consciously reflected, what match could Murkard hope to be for such a man as Merton? One was a big, powerful man, the other only a parody of the name. With this thought in his mind, he dashed across to them; but he was too late. He saw an arm go up, and a knife descend; again it went up in the lamplight, and again it descended. Then Murkard’s hold gave way, and he fell to the ground; next moment his antagonist was speeding towards the beach. Ellison took it all in at a glance, and then set off as fast as his legs could carry him by another path to intercept his flight. So far, the man had not seen him; he would take him by surprise, or perish in the attempt.

The path he followed was one that gave him a decided start, and he was able to reach the shore and take advantage of the shelter of a bush before the other turned the corner of the headland. He heard him coming closer and closer, breathing heavily after the struggle he had just undergone. Then Ellison stepped out of the shadow and confronted him, rifle in hand.

“It’s no good, Merton, you haven’t a chance. Put up your hands, or I fire!”

The other came to a dead halt, and without a second thought did as he was ordered. But overcome with astonishment though he was, his habitual nonchalance returned to him in an instant.

“You’re a little smarter than usual, Mr. Ellison. I didn’t bargain for this!”

“You’d better not talk. Keep your hands up, or I’ll drill you through and through. There are eight more cartridges under my finger, and I’ll shoot without a second thought. Right about face, and walk up the middle of the path. Don’t attempt any escape, or you’re a dead man.”

Merton did as he was ordered, and in this fashion they returned to the store. As they approached it they could discern a small crowd collected round the door. The report of the rifle had brought the hands from their huts, and between them they had carried Murkard into the building.

“Straight on, Merton. Keep your hands up, and don’t turn to the right or left, or stop till I give you permission.”

They came up to the store door, and the crowd fell back on either side to let them pass.

“My lads,” said Ellison, “this is a very bad business, as you can see. Two of you catch hold of this man, and take care that he doesn’t escape. Jimmy Rhotoma, go into the store and bring me a pair of handcuffs you’ll see hanging on a nail above my desk. Long Pete, you take a boat and pull across to the township for the doctor and a policeman. Bring them back with you, and be as quick as you can.”

The handcuffs were soon forthcoming, and Ellison himself adjusted them on Merton’s wrists.

“Now, boys, take him into your own hut and watch him there till I call. If he wants to talk tell him to hold his jaw. If he tries to bolt, kill him with the first thing you find handy. Two of you remain with me.”

An angry growl from the men evidenced the reception Merton might expect to meet with if he attempted to escape, and he was wise enough to see that it would be impossible. When he had been led away Ellison entered the store. He found Murkard lying on the floor, his head pillowed on a couple of chair-cushions. The pool of blood by his side proclaimed the fact that he was seriously wounded. Moreover, he was unconscious. Ellison knelt beside him, and having found the wound on his breast, endeavoured to staunch the bleeding; but it was a hopeless task. Taking the whiskey bottle from the table, where it had remained since Merton had brought it down to him that evening, he tried to force some of the spirit into his mouth. A moment after he did so Murkard opened his eyes and looked about him.

“What has happened?” he asked faintly. Then his memory came back to him. “Oh, I remember. He has not escaped, Ellison?”

“Not he. We have him safe enough. But, oh, Murkard, to think that you should be wounded like this!”

“I told you what it would be, old man. This is the fulfilment of my prophecy. I knew it would come.”

He moved his hand and let it fall to his side.

“I’m all wet,” he went on, after a long pause. “By Jove! it’s blood. Then it’s hopeless. Well, I don’t know that I’m sorry. But there is something else we have to do. When I came in he was burrowing behind that box there. Look for yourself. Don’t bother about me.”

He pointed to a box in the corner, and Ellison went towards it, and pulled it into the centre of the room.

“What do you see?”

“Nothing at all. Stay, there’s a matchbox here.”

He stooped and picked it up.

“Open it quickly — quickly!”

Ellison did as he was ordered.

“The pearl — the pearl! Here it is safe and sound!”

“I thought as much. The scoundrel! Now I can die happy. Give me some more whiskey.”

Ellison thrust the pearl back into the safe, and then gave Murkard another drink of the spirit. It put fresh life into him for the moment.

“Ellison,” he said, taking his friend’s hand, “you’ve been a true friend to me.”

“I have not been half as true a friend as you have been to me. My God, Murkard, is there nothing I can do for you until the doctor comes? I cannot let you die like this!”

“It’s hopeless, old man. I can feel it. Let us talk while we have the chance. I want to tell you about that money. You see my family sent it to me, myself. They don’t know you in the matter at all. I deceived you there. If you would like to pay it back and start afresh send it to them from me. Tell them, too,” — he paused,— “tell them, too, — that I died — doing my duty. Do you understand? It will surprise them, but I should like them to know it.”

“They shall know that you died like a hero, giving your life for mine.”

“Don’t pile on the agony, old fellow. They’d not believe it; we’re by nature a sceptical race. I don’t want the matter turned to ridicule.”

“Is there nothing I can do to make you easier?”

“Nothing, old man, except to give me more liquor. Thank you. I’m getting weaker every minute. I wonder what they’ll do to that fellow Merton?”

“Hang him if I can do anything to forward it.”

“Poor devil! And yet he was only sent into the world for this. Look, Ellison, bring him here for a minute — I must speak to him.”

“I’ll send for him.”

Ellison went to the door, and sent one of the hands for Merton. The night was almost spent; the stars were paling in the eastern heavens. A cold, cheerless wind blew up from the sea.

In less time than it takes to tell Merton entered the hut, carefully guarded. He looked at the man lying on the floor, and a half-contemptuous smile passed across his face.

“What do you bring me here for?” he asked.

“Murkard wishes to speak to you,” said Ellison, and went outside leaving the pair together.

Three minutes later Merton emerged again, his face white as the death that was swiftly coming to the other. He was saying to himself over and over again, as the men led him away:

“God help me! If I had only known in time!”

Ellison went in again. One glance told him the end was very near at hand.

“Ellison, it’s a rum world, isn’t it? Do you know, I touched that fellow on his only tender spot, and I know now why he has always been so bitter against me. Poor devil, he never knew that — —” He let the sentence die unfinished. Then he said, as if addressing someone present: “You need not have had any fear. I should not have betrayed you, dear. But five years is a long time to wait.” A pause, during which his wits seemed to come back to him. “Would you mind holding my hand, Ellison. I’ve got rather a rocky place to pull through, and, after all, I’m a bit of a coward. Somehow I think I’m going to have a little sleep now. Remember — we’ve got — to — get — those — accounts away — by — the mail — to-morrow — —”

He closed his eyes, and a moment later the other knew that Silas Murkard’s soul’s account had gone to be audited by the Auditor of Heaven.

Ellison, having placed the hand he held gently down by the dead man’s side, rose to his feet, and with a great mist between his eyes and a choking sensation in his throat went out of the hut. The doctor and two police-officers were climbing the hill. He waited and returned with them into the store. To the police officials he said:

“This is the victim; the murderer is in custody in the hut yonder.” To the doctor he only said: “I am sorry to have troubled you. You have come too late. He died five minutes ago.”


CHAPTER XII.

CONCLUSION AND EPILOGUE.
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WHEN THE DOCTOR, policemen, and prisoner had left the island, Ellison went up to his own house. Though it only wanted a few minutes of sunrise, the lamp was still burning in the sitting room. He pushed open the door and walked in. To his surprise Esther stood before him. She did not look into his face, but waited with downcast eyes for him to speak. He gazed at her for a moment, and then led her to a chair.

“Esther,” he said, kneeling beside her, “can you ever forgive me?”

“Forgive you what?” she asked, almost in a whisper.

“For the lie I told you. The lie that was the beginning of all this misery.”

“I forgive you. I had forgotten all about it. Now let me go. It is daylight, and I must get away before anyone sees me.”

“Go away? What do you mean? Where are you going to?”

“I don’t know — I don’t care. But it must be somewhere where no one will know my name. You will find everything in order here, and Mrs. Fenwick knows all your wants. The boy is asleep in the room there. You will not let him even learn the story of my shame, will you?”

He put his arm around her waist, but she put it off with a little shiver.

“No! You must not do that now.”

“Why not? In God’s name, why not?”

“Because of what has happened to-night. I am the cause of it all. I know you cannot forgive me now; but oh, some day, for the child’s sake, you may not think so hardly of me.”

He moved on to the sofa and tried to hold her, but she fell on her knees at his feet and burst into a storm of passionate weeping.

“Esther, you are deceiving yourself. I have nothing to forgive. I love you as fondly now — nay, I am wrong, I love you more fondly now than ever. Fortunately I heard all that man said to you. I heard you refuse and repulse him. It was then that I interfered. You are as much my own true wife as you ever were. I love you still, and, as God hears me, I have never doubted you, not for one single moment.”

“You have never doubted me?”

“Never, so help me God!”

He took her in his arms and kissed her tears away. She did not repulse him this time, but clung to him like one returned from the dead.

“Oh, my husband! my husband!” was all that she could say. “Now that I know you love me still, I can bear anything. Tell me, Cuthbert, all that has happened? Don’t spare me.”

Without more ado he told her everything — who Murkard really was; how Merton had cherished such a deadly hatred of him; the loss of the pearl; Merton’s return to the island, and all the events connected with that fatal night. With the exception of the murder he told her everything. When he had finished, she said;

“And Murkard — where is he? My thanks are due to him.”

“He will never receive them, dearest. He is dead.”

“Dead!” she cried, in horrified amazement. “Oh, this is too horrible! How did he die?”

“Merton killed him in the store.”

Her head dropped on to her hands, and again she sat white and trembling.

“A thief and a murderer, and what did he want to make me?”

“Hush, hush! you must never think of that again; it could not have been. You are the mother of my boy, and I am not afraid for you.”

“But, Cuthbert, you don’t know all; you don’t know how he fascinated me. I seemed to have no will at all when he was talking to me. When he looked into my eyes I had to do his bidding. I was very wicked and weak to listen to him; but try how I would to escape I could not get away.”

“He will fascinate no more women; he is safely under lock and key by this time. Now you must go to bed, and try to sleep, or you will be seriously ill after all this excitement. And think what that will mean for me.”

She stooped and kissed his forehead, and then, struggling with her tears, departed to her room. Ellison went out into the cool veranda. The sun was just rising above the horizon, and already the Kanaka cook was bustling in and out of his kitchen preparing breakfast for the hands as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. Ellison descended the steps and went across to the store. With a feeling of intense awe he opened the door and passed in. Removing the blanket that covered the figure lying so stiff and cold upon the floor, he stood and looked down at the face he had grown to love so well. Poor Murkard, and yet rather happy, happy Murkard in his last great act of self-sacrifice. As he looked down at him his own sin rose before him in all its shame. Then by the dead body of his friend, who had given his life for him, he registered a solemn vow that never again would he yield to temptation. He had suffered bitterly for this one mistake, and now the whole future should be spent in endeavouring to make amends for it. He re-drew the blanket and left the store.

Shortly after breakfast a hand came to tell him that a police-officer desired to see him. He went out and asked the slim young official his business.

“I have been sent across, Mr. Ellison, to see you regarding the prisoner we removed from here last night on a charge of murder.”

“Well, what about him?”

“He is dead — drowned.”

“Drowned!” cried Ellison. “What do you mean? When was he drowned?”

“Crossing the straits last night. We’d got him halfway across; my mate pulling, the prisoner sitting amidships, the doctor and myself astern. Suddenly he gave a yell, jumped up, and threw himself overboard before we could stop him. There and then he sank, for his hands were handcuffed behind him, you see; and — well, we’ve not set eyes on him since, and I don’t suppose we’re likely to until his body’s washed up.”

“Good gracious!”

For a few seconds Ellison was so stunned by this intelligence that he could hardly think, and yet when he did come to think it out he could not help seeing that even in this Fate had been very good to him. Except for the fact that he had killed Murkard, he had no desire for Merton’s death, and as it was now, even that result had been achieved. Merton would trouble nobody again. He had gone to hear his verdict at a higher court than that presided over by any Queensland judge, and Ellison could not but own that it was as well. He thanked the police-officer for his intelligence, and went in to tell Esther. She received the news calmly enough. Indeed, it seemed as if she were almost beyond being surprised at anything.

“We seem bereft of everything,” she said at length; “friends, as well as enemies.”

“But we still have each other, and we have the little one asleep in there. Does that count for something, dear?”

“It counts for everything,” she said, and softly kissed his hands.


EPILOGUE.
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EIGHTEEN MONTHS OR so ago I happened to be in Tahiti, the capital of the Society Group. I had business in Papeete, and, while walking on the beautiful Broom Road one day, who should I chance upon but Ellison and his wife, picknicking among the palms. We walked down to the town together and dined in company. Afterwards I was invited to a trading schooner lying in the harbour.

“A beautiful boat,” I remarked to her owner, when I had gained the deck. “Why, she’s more like a Royal Cowes Yacht Squadron craft than a simple South Sea trader.”

“It is our home, you see,” he answered. “The pearling station, after Murkard’s death, grew distasteful to us, and as I was fortunate enough to be able to sell it to great advantage, I bought this boat. Since then we have made it our home, and our life is spent cruising about these lovely seas. It suits my wife and the boy admirably, and for that reason, of course, it suits me. Won’t you come and see our son?”

I followed him down the companion into the prettiest little cuddy it has ever been my good fortune to behold. Two large and beautifully fitted up cabins led off it, and in a corner of one of them hung a cradle. Mrs. Ellison conducted us to it, and drew aside the curtain, disclosing the tiny occupant asleep.

“What a really beautiful child!” I cried, in an outburst of sincere admiration, “and pray what may be his name?”

“Murkard,” said the father quietly, and without another remark led me back on deck again.

The name, and the tone in which it was uttered, puzzled me very considerably. But I was destined to be enlightened later on.

That night, when we sat under the awning on deck, smoking, and watching the lights of Papeete glittering ashore, and only the gentle gurgle of the water rising and falling alongside disturbed our talk, Ellison told me the story I have here told you.

When he had finished I felt constrained to say:

“With a little alteration of names and places, what a good book it would make.”

“Wouldn’t it,” he answered seriously. “But my life’s far too full of other interests now to write it.”

“Will you let me try my hand on it?” I asked eagerly.

“If you like. But before you do it you must promise me two things.”

“What are they?”

“That you will do my wife and Murkard justice.”

“Oh, yes! I’ll promise that and more with pleasure. And the other?”

“That you’ll let me down as lightly as possible.”

“I’ll promise that also.”

“Very good then; go ahead.”

I set to work, and in due time the book was written. The next time I met him was in Levuka, Fiji. The schooner was leaving for the Carolines the following morning, and I went on board to wish them God speed. Just as I was pushing off from the gangway on my return to the shore, Ellison, who with his wife alongside him was leaning on the taff-rail, called out:

“Oh, I say! what about your book, my friend?”

“It is finished.”

“Hearty congratulations. I wish you all good luck with it. And pray what do you intend its name to be?”

“That’s a difficult question to answer off-hand; but, all things considered, I think the most appropriate title would be The Marriage of Esther.”

THE END


The Beautiful White Devil (1896)
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CHAPTER I.

1HOW I COME TO HEAR OF THE BEAUTIFUL WHITE DEVIL.
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THE NIGHT WAS sweltering hot, even for Hong Kong. The town clock had just chimed a quarter-past ten, and though the actual sound of the striking had died away, the vibration of the bells lingered for nearly half a minute on the murky stillness of the air. In spite of the exertions of the punkah coolie, the billiard-room of the Occidental Hotel was like the furnace-doors of Sheol. Benwell, of the Chinese Revenue cutter Y-Chang, and Peckle, of the English cruiser Tartaric, stripped nearly to the buff, were laboriously engaged upon a hundred up; while Maloney, of the San Francisco mail-boat, and I, George De Normanville, looked on, and encouraged them with sarcasms and utterly irrational advice. Between times the subdued jabbering of a group of rickshaw coolies, across the pavement, percolated in to us, and mingled with the click of the billiard balls and the monotonous whining of the punkah rope; then the voice of a man in the verandah upstairs, singing to the accompaniment of a 2 banjo, drifted down, and set us beating time with our heels upon the wooden floor.

The words of the song seemed strangely out of place in that heathen land, so many thousand miles removed from Costerdom. But the wail of the music had quite a different effect. The singer’s voice was distinctly a good one, and he used it with considerable ability:

“She wears an artful bonnet, feathers stuck all on it,
Covering a fringe all curled;
She’s just about the neatest, prettiest, and sweetest
Donna in the wide, wide world.
And she’ll be Mrs. ‘Awkins, Mrs. ‘Enry ‘Awkins,
Got her for to name the day.
We settled it last Monday, so to church on Sunday,
Off we trots the donkey shay.

“Oh, Eliza! Dear Eliza! If you die an old maid
You’ll only have yourself to blame.
D’ye hear Eliza — dear Eliza!
Mrs. ‘Enry ‘Awkins is a fust-class name.”

Half a dozen other voices took up the chorus, and sent it rolling away over the litter of sampans alongside the wharf, out to where the red and blue funnel boats lay at anchor half a mile distant. The two players chalked their cues and stopped to participate.

“Oh, Eliza! Dear Eliza! If you die an old maid
You’ll only have yourself to blame.
Oh, Eliza! Dear Eliza!
Mrs. ‘Enry ‘Awkins is a fust-class name.”

The music ceased amid a burst of applause.

“Sixee, sixee — sevenee-three,” repeated the marker mechanically. 3

“Give me the rest, you almond-eyed lubber,” cried Peckle with sudden energy; “we’ll return to business, for I’ll be hanged if I’m going to let myself be beaten by the bo’sun tight and the midshipmite of a bottle-nosed, unseaworthy Chinese contraband.”

Maloney knocked the ash off his cigar on his chair-arm and said, by way of explanation, “Our friend Peckle, gentlemen, chowed last night at Government House. He hasn’t sloughed his company manners yet.”

Benwell sent the red whizzing up the table into the top pocket, potted his opponent into the right-hand middle, by way of revenge, and then gave the customary miss in baulk.

“A Whitechapel game and be hanged to you,” said Peckle contemptuously. “I’ll bet you a dollar I —— Hullo! who’s this? Poddy, by all that’s human! Watchman, what of the night? Why this indecent haste?”

The newcomer was a short podgy man, with a clean-shaven red face, white teeth, very prominent eyes, large ears, and almost marmalade-coloured hair. He was in a profuse perspiration, and so much out of breath that for quite two minutes he was unable to answer their salutations.

“Poddy is suffering from a bad attack of suppressed information,” said Benwell, who had been examining him critically. “Better prescribe for him, De Normanville. Ah, I forgot, you don’t know one another. Let me introduce you — Mr. Horace Venderbrun, Dr. De Normanville. Now you’re acquent, as they say in the farces.”

“Out with it, Poddy,” continued Peckle, digging him 4 in the ribs with the butt of his cue. “If you don’t tell us soon, we shall be sorrowfully compelled to postpone our engagements to-morrow in order to witness your interment in the Happy Valley.”

“Well, in the first place,” began Mr. Venderbrun, “you must know — —”

“Hear, hear, Poddy. A dashed good beginning!”

“Shut up, Peckle, and give the minstrel a chance. Now, my Blondel, pipe your tuneful lay.”

“You must know that the Oodnadatta — —”

“Well — well, Skipper — Perkins, martinet and teetotaller; chief officer, Bradburn, otherwise the China Sea Liar! What about her? She sailed this evening for Shanghai?”

“With a million and a half of specie aboard. Don’t forget that! Went ashore in the Ly-ee-moon Pass at seven o’clock. Surrounded by junks instantly. Skipper despatched third officer in launch full steam for assistance. Gunboat went down post haste, and, like most gunboats, arrived too late to be of any use. Apologies, Peckle, old man! Skipper and ten men shot, chief officer dirked, first saloon passengers of importance cleaned of their valuables and locked up in their own berths. The bullion room was then rifled, and every red cent of the money is gone — goodness knows where. Now, what d’you think of that for news?”

“My gracious!”

“What junks were they?”

“Nobody knows.”

“The Ly-ee-moon Pass, too! Right under our very noses. Criminy! Won’t there be a row!”

“The Beautiful White Devil again, I suppose?” 5

“Looks like it, don’t it? Peckle, my boy, from this hour forward the papers will take it up, and — well, if I know anything of newspapers, they’ll drop it on to you gunboat fellows pretty hot.”

“If I were the British Navy I’d be dashed if I’d be beaten by a woman.”

“Hear, hear, to that. Now for your defence, Peckle.”

“Go ahead; let me have it. I’m down and I’ve got no friends; but it’s all very well for you gentlemen of England, who sit at home in ease, to sneer. If you only knew as much as we do of the lady you wouldn’t criticise so freely. Personally, I believe she’s a myth.”

“Don’t try it, old man. We all know the Lords Commissioners will stand a good deal, but, believe me, they’ll never swallow that. They’ve had too many proofs to the contrary lately.”

I thought it was time to interfere.

“Will somebody take pity on a poor barbarian and condescend to explain,” I said. “Since I’ve been in the East I’ve heard nothing but Beautiful White Devil — Beautiful White Devil — Beautiful White Devil. Tiffin at Government House, Colombo — Beautiful White Devil; club chow, Yokohama — Beautiful White Devil; flagship, Nagasaki — Beautiful White Devil; and now here. All Beautiful White Devil, and every yarn differing from its predecessor by miles. I can tell you, I’m beginning to feel very much out of it.”

Each of the four men started in to explain. I held up my hand in entreaty.

“As you are strong, be merciful,” I cried. “Not all at once.”

One of the silent-footed China-boys brought me a 6 match for my cigar, and held it until I had obtained a light. Then, throwing myself back in the long cane chair, I bade them work their wicked wills.

“Let Poddy tell,” said Peckle. “He boasts the most prolific imagination. Go on, old man, and don’t spare him.”

Venderbrun pulled himself together, signed for silence, and, having done so, began theatrically: “Who is the Beautiful Devil? Mystery. Where did she first hail from? Mystery. What is her name, I mean her real name, not the picturesque Chinese cognomen? Mystery. As far as can be ascertained she made her first appearance in Eastern waters in Rangoon, July 24, 18 — . Got hold of some native prince blowing the family treasure and blackmailed him out of half a million of dollars. A man would never have come out of the business alive, but she did, and what is more, with the money to boot. Three months later the Vectis Queen went ashore, when forty-eight hours out of Singapore, junks sprang up out of nowhere, boarded her in spite of stubborn resistance on the part of the ship’s company, looted her bullion room of fifty thousand pounds and her passengers of three thousand more.”

“But what reason have you for connecting the Beautiful White Devil with that affair?”

“White yacht hanging about all the time. Known to be hers. Signals passed between them, and when the money was secured it was straightway carried on board her.”

“All right. Go on.”

“Quite quiet for three months. Then the Sultan of Surabaya chanced to make the acquaintance in Batavia 7 of an extraordinarily beautiful woman. They went about a good deal together, after which she lured him on board a steam yacht in Tanjong Priok, presumably to say good-bye. Having done so, she coaxed him below, sailed off with him there and then, kept him under lock and key until he had paid a ransom of over four hundred thousand guilders, when he was put ashore again. Two months later, Vesey — you know Vesey — of Johore Street, probably the richest man in Hong Kong, met a woman staying at this very hotel. She pretended to be just out from home, and no end innocent. Well, Vesey was so awfully smitten that he wanted to marry her — bad as all that. She took him in hand, and one day got him to take her for a cruise in his yacht. Of course he jumped at the chance, and off they sailed. Out at sea they were met by a white schooner. I believe Vesey was in the middle of protesting his undying love, and all that sort of thing, you know, when my lady clapped a revolver to his head, and bade him heave-to. A boat put off from the stranger, and both lady and friend boarded her. The long and the short of it was, when Vesey was released he had signed a cheque for fifty thousand pounds, and, by Jove, the money was paid on the nail. Chinese Government have a score against her for abducting a Mandarin of the Gold Button. They tried to catch her but failed. English cruiser went after her for two days and lost her near Formosa. Silence again for three months, then new Governor and wife, Sir Prendergast Prendergast, were coming out here on the Ooloomoo. Her ladyship, whom you know was mixed up in that Belleville business, had her famous diamonds with her — said to be worth thirty thousand pounds. There was 8 also eighty thousand in gold going up to Shanghai. It is supposed that the purser must have been bribed and in the business; at any rate when they arrived at Hong Kong both bullion, diamonds, and purser were mysteriously missing. Couldn’t find a trace of ‘em high or low. Whether they went overboard in a fog, whether they were still stowed away on board, nobody ever knew. They were gone, that was enough. The Governor was furious, and worried the Admiralty so with despatches that two cruisers were sent off with instructions to look for her. They pottered about, and at last sighted and chased her to the Philippines, where they lost her in a fog. Those are the principal counts against her, I believe. Rum story, ain’t it?”

“Extraordinary. Has anybody ever seen her?”

“I should just think so. Sultan of Surabaya, Vesey, Native Prince, and all the people staying at this house when she was here.”

“What description do they give of her?”

“Quite a young woman — eight-and-twenty at most. Tall and willowy. Beautiful features, clear cut as a cameo — exquisite complexion and rippling golden hair — a voice like a flute, figure like Venus, and eyes that look through yours into the uttermost depths of your soul.”

“Bravo, Poddy! The little man’s getting quite enthusiastic.”

“And isn’t she worth being enthusiastic about? By Jove! I’d like to know her history.”

“And do you mean to tell me that with the English, American, French, German, Chinese, and Japanese fleets patrolling these waters, it’s impossible to catch her?” 9

“Quite — up to the present. Look at the facts of the case. She’s here to-day, and gone to-morrow. White yacht seen near Singapore to-day — copper-coloured off Macassar on Thursday — black with white ports near Shanghai the week following. The police and the poor old Admiral are turning gray under the strain.”

“By Jove! I’d like to see her.”

“Don’t say that or you will. Nobody ever knows where she’ll turn up next. It is certain that she has agents everywhere, and that she’s in league with half the junk pirates along the coast. Glad I’m not a man worth abducting.”

“But in spite of what you say, I can hardly believe that it’s possible for a woman to carry on such a trade. It’s like a romance.”

“It’s not like it, it is a romance, and a pretty unpleasant one too. Sultan of Surabaya and poor old Vesey were glad enough to see the final chapter of it, I can assure you. You should just hear the latter’s description of the yacht and its appointments. He used to make us creep when he told us how this woman would sit on deck, looking him through and through out of her half closed eyes till he began to feel as if he’d have to get up and scream, or sit where he was and go mad. He saw two or three things on board that boat that he says he’ll never forget, and I gathered that he doesn’t want any more excursions in the lady’s company.”

“He must be a man without imagination.”

“He’s a man blessed with good sound common sense. That’s what he is.”

“All the same, as I said before, I’d like to see her.” 10

“Well, I shouldn’t be surprised if your wish is gratified before long. They’re simply bound to catch her; the wonder to me is that they haven’t done so months ago.”

“It seems incredible that she should have escaped so long.”

Peckle took up his cue again.

“Hear, hear, to that. And now, Benwell, my boy, if you don’t want to go to sleep in that chair, turn out and finish the drubbing you’ve begun. I must be getting aboard directly.”

Benwell rose, and went round the table to where his ball lay under the cushion. The imperturbable marker called the score as if there had been no pause in the game, and the match was once more getting under way, when the swing doors opened and an elderly man entered the room. He was dressed in white from top to toe, carried a big umbrella, and wore a broad-brimmed solar topee upon his head. Once inside, he paused as if irresolute, and then, looking round on its occupants, said politely:

“Forgive my intrusion; but can you tell me where I can find a gentleman named De Normanville?”

“I am that person!” I said, rising from my chair.

“I hope you will not think me rude,” he continued, “but if you could allow me the honour of five minutes’ conversation with you I should be obliged.”

“With pleasure.”

I crossed the room to where he stood, and signed him to a seat near the door.

“Pardon me,” he said, “but the business about which I desire to consult you is of a highly important 11 and confidential nature. Is there any room in the hotel where we can be alone?”

“Only my bedroom, I’m afraid,” I answered. “We shall be quite free from interruption there.”

“That will do excellently. Let us go to it.”

With that we went upstairs. All the way I was puzzling my brains to think what he could want with me. The man was so mysterious, and yet so palpably desirous of pleasing, that I was becoming quite interested. One thing was certain — I had never seen him before in my life.

Arriving at my room, I lit a candle and pushed a chair forward for him; having done so I took up my position beside the open window. Down in the street below I could hear the subdued voices of the passers-by, the rattle of rickshaws, and the chafing of sampans alongside the wharf. I remember, too, that the moon was just rising over the mainland, and to show how unimportant things become engraved upon the memory, I recollect that it struck me as being more like the yolk of a hard-boiled egg than ever I remember to have thought it before. Suddenly I remembered the laws of hospitality.

“Before we begin business, may I offer you some refreshment?” I asked— “B. and S.? Whisky?”

“I am obliged to you,” he answered. “I think I will take a little whisky, thank you.”

I put my head out of the door. A servant was passing.

“Boy, bring two whisky pegs.”

Then returning to my guest, I said: “Do you smoke? I think I can give you a good cigar.” 12

He took one from the box and lit it, puffing the smoke luxuriously through his nose. Presently the pegs were forthcoming, and when I had signed the chit I asked his business.

“You are a stranger in Hong Kong, I believe, Dr. De Normanville?” he began.

“Not only in Hong Kong, but you might say in the East generally,” I answered. “I am out on a tour to study Asiatic diseases for a book I am writing.”

“You have achieved considerable success in your profession, I believe. We have even heard of you out here.”

I modestly held my tongue. But so pitiful is the vanity of man that from this time forward I began to look upon my companion with a more friendly air than I had hitherto shown him.

“Now, forgive my impertinence,” he continued, “but how long do you contemplate remaining in the East?”

“It is very uncertain,” I replied; “but I almost fancy another six weeks will find me upon a P. and O. boat homeward bound.”

“And in that six weeks will your time be very importantly occupied?”

“I cannot say, but I should rather think not. So far as I can tell at present my work is accomplished.”

“And now will you let me come to business. To put it bluntly, have you any objection to earning a thousand pounds?”

“Not the very least!” I answered with a laugh. “What man would have? Provided, of course, I can earn it in a legitimate manner.”

“You have bestowed considerable attention upon the treatment of small-pox, I believe?” 13

“I have had sole charge of two small-pox hospitals, if that’s what you mean.”

“Ah! Then our informant was right. Well, this business, in which a thousand pounds is to be earned, has to do with an outbreak of that disease.”

“And you wish me to take charge of it?”

“That is exactly what I am commissioned to negotiate.”

“Where is the place?”

“I cannot tell you!”

“Not tell me? That’s rather strange, is it not?”

“It is all very strange. But with your permission I will explain myself more clearly.”

I nodded.

“It is altogether an extraordinary business. But, on the other hand, the pay is equally extraordinary. I am commissioned to find a doctor who will undertake the combating of an outbreak of small-pox on the following terms and conditions: The remuneration shall be one thousand pounds; the doctor shall give his word of honour not to divulge the business to any living soul; he shall set off at once to the affected spot, and he shall still further pledge himself to reveal nothing of what he may have heard or seen when he returns here again. Is that clear to you?”

“Perfectly. But it’s a most extraordinary proposition.”

“I grant you it is. But it is a chance that few men would care to let slip.”

“How is the person undertaking it to find the place?”

“I will arrange that myself.”

“And how is he to return from it again?” 14

“He will be sent back in the same way that he goes.”

“And when must he start?”

“At once, without delay. Say twelve o’clock to-night.”

“It is nearly eleven now.”

“That will leave an hour. Come, Dr. De Normanville, are you prepared to undertake it?”

“I don’t really know what to say. There is so much mystery about it.”

“Unfortunately, that is necessary.”

I paced the room in anxious thought, hardly knowing what answer to give. Should I accept or should I decline the offer? The thousand pounds was a temptation, and yet, supposing there were some treachery lurking behind it, that, in my innocence of the East, I could not fathom — what then? Moreover, the adventurous side of the affair, I must own, appealed to me strongly. I was young, and there was something supremely fascinating about the compliment and the mystery that enshrouded it.

“Look here,” I said at length. “Pay me half the money down before I start, as a guarantee of good faith, and I’m your man!”

“Very good. I will even meet you there!”

He put his hand inside his coat and drew out a pocket-book. From this he took five one hundred pound Bank of England notes, and gave them to me.

“There, you have half the money.”

“Thank you. Really, I must beg your pardon for almost doubting you, but — —”

“Pray say no more. You understand the conditions 15 thoroughly. You are not to divulge a detail of the errand to any living soul now or when you return.”

“I will give you my word I will not.”

“Then that is settled. I am much obliged to you. Can you arrange to meet me on the wharf exactly at midnight?”

“Certainly. I will be there without fail. And now tell me something of the outbreak itself. Is it very severe?”

“Very. There have already been nearly a hundred cases, out of which quite fifty have proved fatal. Your position will be no sinecure. You will have your work cut out for you.”

“So it would appear. Now, if you will excuse me, I will go out and endeavour to obtain some lymph. We shall need all we can get.”

“You need not put yourself to so much trouble. That has been attended to. To prevent any suspicion arising from your asking for such a thing, we have laid in a stock of everything you can possibly need.”

“Very well, then. I will meet you on the wharf.”

“On the wharf at twelve o’clock precisely. For the present, adieu!”

He shook me by the hand, picked up his hat and umbrella, and disappeared down the staircase, while I returned to my room to pack.


CHAPTER II.

16AN EVENTFUL VOYAGE.
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THE LAST STROKE of twelve was just booming out on the muggy night when I stepped on to the landing-stage to await my mysterious employer. The hotel servant who had carried my bag put it down, and having received his gratuity left me. The soft moonlight flooded everything, threw quaint shadows upon the wharf planks, shone upon the sleeping sampans beside it, and gurgled in oily wreaths on the placid water in the depths between them. Very few people were abroad, and those who were had no attention to spare for me. The Sikh policeman, who passed and repassed, alone seemed to wonder what a white lord could be doing in such a place at such a time. But doubtless he had had experience of the curious ways of Sahibdom, and, being a wise man, if he possessed any curiosity, he refrained from giving me evidence of the fact.

Suddenly the patter of naked feet behind me caught my ear. A Chinese chair, borne by two stalwart bearers, was approaching. Very naturally I settled it in my own mind that it contained the man whom I was to meet, and turned to receive him. But when the conveyance was set down, it was not the respectable Englishman I had seen before who stepped out of it, but a portly Chinaman of considerable rank and dignity. 17 He was gorgeously clad in figured silk; his pigtail reached halfway to his heels and was adorned with much ornamentation; and I noticed that he wore large tortoiseshell spectacles which, while they completely hid his eyes, gave a curious effect to his otherwise not unhandsome countenance. Having descended from his equipage, he dismissed his bearers, and began to stump solemnly up and down the landing-stage, drawing closer and closer to me at every turn. Presently he summoned up courage enough to accost me. To my surprise he said:

“What for you come here one piecee look see?”

Not being an adept at pigeon English, I simply answered — 

“I’m afraid I don’t understand you.”

“What for you come here look see?”

“I’m waiting for a friend.”

“Your friend allee same Engleesman?”

“Yes, I believe he’s an Englishman.”

“You go ‘way look see chop-chop?”

“You’ll excuse me, but that’s my own affair, I think.”

“Allee same smallee pox, I think!”

“You may think what you please.”

“S’posing you say, smallee poxee, allee same one piecee thousan’ pound?”

“I’m afraid I can’t continue this conversation. Good evening.”

I turned on my heel, and was about to leave him, when he stopped me by saying in excellent English:

“Thank you, Dr. De Normanville. I’m quite satisfied.”

“Good gracious, what’s all this?” 18

“Why, it means that I have been trying you, that’s all. Forgive the deception, but the importance of our mission must be my excuse. Now we must be going. Here is the boat.”

As he spoke, a large sampan shot out from among its companions and came swiftly towards the wharf.

“Two cautions before we embark. The first — remember that I am a Chinaman, and speak only pigeon English. The second — if you are armed, be careful of your revolver. The men who work the junk we are going down to meet are not to be trusted; hence my disguise.”

He left me and descended the steps. The sampan by this time had come alongside; a woman was rowing and a vigorous conversation in Chinese ensued. When it was finished my companion beckoned to me, and picking up my bag I went down to him. Next moment I was aboard and stuffed away in the little pokey rat-hole of a cabin amidships. My friend took his place beside me, a small boy took the helm, and we pushed off. Not a word was spoken, and in this fashion for nearly an hour we pursued our way down the harbour, passed a flotilla of junks, threaded a course between the blue and red funnel boats, and finally swept out into the clear space that stretches away from Port Victoria as far as Green Island.

For hours we seemed to be imprisoned in that stuffy little cabin. Like most sampans, the boat smelt abominably, and as we could only see the mechanical rowing of the women in the well forrard, and hear the occasional commands of the tiny boy steering aft, our enjoyment may be placed on the debit side of the account without any fear of miscalculation. 19

At length my companion, who had not uttered a word since he stepped aboard, began to show signs of impatience. He rose from his seat and peered out into the night. Presently he appeared to be a little relieved in his mind, for he reseated himself with a muttered “Thank goodness,” and gave himself up to a careful consideration of our position. Through a slit in the tarpaulin I could just see that we were approaching a big junk, whose ample girth almost blocked the fairway. Her great, square cut stern loomed above us, and round it our coxswain steered us with a deftness extraordinary.

As we came alongside one of the women rowing drew in her oar and said a few words to my companion. In answer he stepped out of the shelter and called something in Chinese. A voice from the junk replied, and the answer being evidently satisfactory we hitched on and prepared to change vessels. A rope was thrown to us, and when it had been made fast my guide signed to me to clamber aboard. I did so, and the next moment was on the junk’s deck assisting him to a place beside me.

Two or three men were grouped about amidships watching us, and one, the owner, or skipper of the boat I presumed, entered upon a longwinded conversation with my conductor. As they talked I heard the sampan push off and disappear astern. Then our crew fell to work — the great sails were hoisted, a hand went aft to the tiller, and within five minutes we were waddling down the straits at a pace that might possibly have been four knots an hour. All this time my companion had not addressed me once. His whole attention seemed to be concentrated upon the work going on around him. 20 He treated me with the contemptuous indifference generally shown by Chinamen towards barbarian Englishmen, and this I was wise enough not to resent.

I will not deny, however, that I was nervous. The mysterious errand on which I was bound, the emphatic, but not reassuring, warning of my astute companion, and the company in which I now found myself, were calculated to have this effect. But as we left the land behind us and waddled out to sea, my fears began in a measure to subside, and I found myself gazing about me with more interest than I should at any other time have thought possible.

The junk was one of the largest I had ever seen, and, like most of her class, appeared to be all masts, sails, and stern. The crew were as usual very numerous, and a more evil-looking lot no one could possibly wish to set eyes on; the face of one little pock-marked fellow being particularly distasteful to me. That this individual, for some reason, bore me no good will I was pretty positive, and on one occasion, in passing where I stood, he jolted against me in such a fashion and with such violence that he nearly capsized me. At any other time I should have resented his behaviour, but, bearing in mind my companion’s advice, I held my peace.

By this time it was nearly two o’clock. The wind was every moment freshening and a brisk sea rising. The old tub began to pitch unpleasantly, and I found repeated occasion to thank my stars that I was a good sailor. Sharp dashes of spray broke over her decks at every plunge, soaking us to the skin, and adding considerably to the unpleasantness of our position. Still, however, my companion did not speak, but I noticed 21 that he watched the men about him with what struck me as increased attention.

Seeing that I had had no sleep at all that night it may not be a matter of much surprise that I presently began to nod. Stowing myself away in a sheltered corner, I was in the act of indulging in a nap when I felt a body fall heavily against me. It was my companion who had dropped asleep sitting up, and had been dislodged by a sudden roll of the ship. He fell clean across me, his face against my ear. Next moment I knew that the catastrophe was intentional.

“Keep your eyes open,” he whispered as he lay; “there is treachery aboard. We shall have trouble before long.”

After that you may be sure I thought no more of sleep. Pulling myself together I slipped my hand into the pocket that had contained my revolver, only to find, to my horror and astonishment, that it was gone. My pocket had been picked since I had come aboard the junk.

My consternation may be better imagined than described, and as soon as I could find occasion I let my companion know of my misfortune.

“I gave you fair warning,” he replied calmly, “now we shall probably both lose our lives. However, what can’t be cured must be endured, so pretend to be asleep and don’t move, whatever happens, until you hear from me. That little pock-marked devil haranguing the others forrard is Kwong Fung, the most notorious pirate along the whole length of the coast, and if we fall into his hands, well, there will not be two doubts as to what our fate will be.” 22

He tumbled over on to his side with a grunt, while I shut my eyes and pretended to be asleep. It was growing cold; the wind was rising and with it the sea. Already the stars in the East were paling perceptibly, and in another hour, at most, day would be born.

It’s all very well for people to talk about coolness and presence of mind in moments of extreme danger. Since the events I’m now narrating took place, I’ve been in queerer quarters than most men, and though I’ve met with dozens who could be brave enough when the actual moment for fighting arrived, I’ve never yet encountered one who could lie still, doing nothing, for three-quarters of an hour, watching his death preparing for him, and not show some sign of nervousness. Frankly, I will admit that I was afraid. To have to lie on that uncomfortable heaving deck, a big sea running, and more than a capful of wind blowing, watching, in the half dark, a gang of murderous ruffians plotting one’s destruction, would try the nerves of the boldest of men. Small wonder then that my lower limbs soon became like blocks of ice, that my teeth chattered in my head, and that an indescribable sinking sensation assumed possession of my internal regions. I could not take my eyes off the group seated frog fashion on the deck forrard. Their very backs held an awful fascination for me.

But, as it soon turned out, my interest in them was almost my undoing. For had I not been so intent upon watching what was before me I should perhaps have heard the rustling of a human body outside the bulwarks against which I had seated myself. In that case I should have detected the figure that had crawled quietly over and was now stealing along the deck towards 23 where I lay. In his hand he carried a thin cord at the end of which was a noose just capable of encircling my head.

Suddenly I felt something touch my throat. I lifted my head, and at the same instant the truth dawned upon me. I was being strangled. How long a time elapsed between the cord’s touching my neck and my losing consciousness I could not say, but brief as was the interval, I can recollect seeing my companion half raise himself. Then came a flash, a loud report, a sudden singing in my ears, and I remember no more.

When I recovered my wits again my companion was bending over me.

“Thank God,” he said piously, “I began to think the brute had done for you. Now pull yourself together as fast as you can, for there’s going to be serious trouble.”

I looked round me as well as I could. By my side lay the body of the man, with the cord still in his hand, and from the way in which one arm was stretched out and the other doubled under him, I gathered that he was dead. Amidships the crew of the junk were assembled, listening to the excited oratory of the little pock-marked devil against whom my companion had warned me. He held in his hand a revolver — mine, I had no difficulty in guessing — and, from the way in which he turned and pointed in our direction, I understood that he was explaining to the others the necessity which existed for exterminating us without delay. I turned to my companion and warmly thanked him for the shot that had saved my life.

“Don’t mention it,” he answered coolly. “It was fortunate I saw him coming. You must remember that 24 besides saving you it has put one of our adversaries out of the way, and every one against odds like this counts. By the way, you’d better find something to lay about you with — for from all appearance we’re in for a big thing.”

Under the bulwarks, and a little to the left of where I sat, was a stout iron bar some two feet six in length. I managed to secure it, and having done so, felt a little easier in my mind.

As I crawled back to my station another report greeted my ears, and at the same instant a bullet bedded itself in the woodwork, within an inch of my left temple.

“That’s the introduction,” said my imperturbable friend with a grim smile. “Are you ready? He’s got the only weapon among them and five more cartridges left in it. Keep by me and give no quarter — for remember if they win they’ll show you none.”

Bang! Another bullet whizzed past my ear.

Bang! My companion gave a low whistle and then turned to me.

“Grazed my forearm,” he said calmly, and then raising his pistol shot the nearest of our assailants dead. The man gave a little cry, more like a sob, and with outspread arms fell on his face upon the deck. The next roll of the vessel carried him into the lee scuppers, where for some time he washed idly to and fro. Never in my life before had I seen anything so coolly deliberate as the way in which he was picked off. It was more like rabbit shooting than anything else.

“Two cartridges gone!” said my comrade.

As he spoke a bullet tore up the deck at my feet, while another grazed my right shoulder. 25

“Four. Keep steady; he’s only two left. Look out then, for they’ll rush us to a certainty! I wish I could get another shot at them first.”

But this wish was not destined to be gratified. The scoundrels had had sufficient evidence of his skill as a marksman, and being prudent, though precious, villains they had no desire to receive further proof of it. They therefore kept in shelter.

Minute after minute went slowly by, and everyone found the night drawing further off the sky, and the light widening more perceptibly. But still no sign came from those in hiding forrard. To my mind this watching and waiting was the worst part of the whole business. All sorts of fresh horrors seemed to cluster round our position as we crouched together in the shelter aft.

Suddenly, without any warning, and with greater majesty than I ever remember to have observed in him before or since, the sun rose in the cloudless sky. Instantly with his coming, light and colour shot across the waters, the waves from being of a dull leaden hue became green and foam-crested, and the great fibre sails of the junk from figuring as blears of double darkness, reaching up to the very clouds, took to themselves again their ordinary commonplace and forlorn appearance.

Our course lay due east, and for this reason the sun shone directly in our faces, dazzling us, and for the moment preventing our seeing anything that might be occurring forrard. I could tell that this was a matter of some concern to my companion, and certainly it was not to remain very long a matter of indifference to me. 26

The sun had been above the sky line scarcely a matter of two minutes when another shot was fired from forward, and I fell with a cry to the deck. Next moment I had picked myself up again, and, feeling very sick and giddy, scrambled to my companion’s side. He was as cool and apparently as unconcerned as ever.

“The other was the prologue — this is going to be the play itself. Keep as close to me as you can, and above all things fight to the death — accept no quarter, and give none.”

The words were hardly out of his mouth before we heard a scampering of bare feet upon the deck, and a succession of shrill yells, and then the vessel paying off a little on her course showed us the ruffians climbing on to the raised poop upon which we stood. To my horror — for, strangely enough, in that moment of intense excitement, I was capable of a second emotion — I saw that they were six in number, while a reinforcement, numbering three more, waited upon the fo’c’s’le head to watch the turn of events.

As the head of the first man appeared my companion raised his pistol and pulled the trigger. The bullet struck the poor wretch exactly on the bridge of the nose, making a clear round hole from which, an instant later, a jet of blood spurted forth. A second bullet carried another man to his account, and by this time the remaining four were upon us.

Of what followed in that turmoil I have but a very imperfect recollection. I remember seeing three men rush towards me, one of whom I knew for Kwong Fung, the little pock-marked rascal before mentioned, and I recollect that, with the instinct of despair, I clutched 27 my bar of iron in both hands and brought it down on the head of the nearest of the trio with all my force. It caught him on the right temple, and crushed the skull in like a broken egg-shell. But the piratical scoundrels had forgotten the man lying on the deck. In their haste to advance they omitted to step over his body, caught their feet and fell to the ground. At least, I am wrong in saying they fell to the ground, for only the pock-marked rascal fell; the other tripped, and would have recovered himself and been upon me had I not sprung upon him, thrown away my bar, caught up his companion’s knife, which had fallen from his hand, and tried my level best to drive it in above his shoulder-blade. But it was easier said than done. He clutched me fiercely and, locked hard and fast, we swayed this way and that, fighting like wild-cats for our lives. He was a smaller man than I, but active as an acrobat, and in the most perfect training. Up and down, round and round we went, eyes glaring, breath coming in great gasps, our hands upon each other’s throats, and every moment drawing closer and closer to the vessel’s side.

Though the whole fight could not have lasted a minute it seemed an eternity. I was beginning to weaken, and I saw by the look in his hateful almond eyes that my antagonist knew it. But he had bargained without his host. A heavy roll sent the little vessel heeling over to the port side, and an instant later we were both prone upon the deck rolling, tumbling, fighting again to be uppermost. From the manner in which I had fallen, however, the advantage now lay with me, and you may be sure I was not slow to make the most of it. Throwing myself over and seating myself astride of him, 28 I clutched my adversary by the throat, and, drawing back my arm, struck him with my clenched fist between his eyes. The blow was given with all my strength, and it certainly told. He lay beneath me a bleeding and insensible mass. Then staggering to my feet I looked about me. On the deck were four dead bodies; two on the break of the poop lying faces down, just where they had fallen, one at my feet, his skull dashed in and his brains protruding, a horrible sight, — another under the bulwarks, his limbs twitching in his death agony, and his mouth vomiting blood with automatic regularity. My companion I discovered seated astride of another individual, admonishing him with what I knew was an empty revolver to abstain from any further attempt to escape.

“I think we have got the upper hand of them now,” he said as calmly as if he were accustomed to going through this sort of thing every day of his life. “Would you be so good as to hand me that piece of rope? I must make this slippery gentleman fast while I have him.”

“Surely it’s the leader of the gang,” I cried, at the same time doing as he had asked me. “The man you pointed out to me, Kwong Fung?”

“You’re quite right. It is.”

“And now that you have him, what will his fate be?”

“A short shrift and a long rope, if I have anything to do with the matter. There! That’s right, I don’t think you’ll get into much mischief now, my friend.”

So saying he rose to his feet, rolled the man over on to his back, and turned to me. 29

“My goodness, man, you’re wounded,” he cried, spinning me round to find out whence the blood was dripping.

And so I was, though in my excitement I had quite forgotten the fact. A ball had passed clean through the fleshy part of my left arm, and the blood flowing from it had stiffened all my sleeve.

With a gentleness one would hardly have expected to find in him, my friend drew off my coat and cut open my shirt sleeve. Then bidding me stay where I was while he procured some water with which to bathe the wound, he left me and went forrard. I did not, however, see him return, for now that the excitement had departed, a great faintness was stealing over me. The sea seemed to be turning black, and the deck of the junk to be slipping away from under me. Finally, my legs tottered, my senses left me, and I fell heavily to the ground.

When I came to myself again I was lying on a pile of fibre sails under the shelter of an improvised awning. My companion, whose name I discovered later was Walworth, was kneeling beside me with a preternaturally grave expression upon his usually stolid face.

“How do you feel now?” he inquired, holding a cup of water to my lips.

I drank eagerly, and then replied that I felt better, but terribly weak.

“Oh, that’s only to be expected,” he answered reassuringly. “We ought to be glad, considering the amount of blood you must have lost, that it’s no worse. Keep up your heart. You’ll soon be all right now.”

“Has anything happened?” 30

“Nothing at all! We’re the victors without doubt. As soon as you can spare me I’m going forrard to rouse out the rest of the gang, and get the junk on her course again. We’ve no time to waste pottering about here.”

“I’m well enough now. Only give me something to protect myself with in case of accident.”

“Here’s your own revolver, of which I relieved our pock-marked friend yonder. I’ve refilled it, so, if you want to, you can do damage to the extent of six shots — two for each of the three remaining men!”

After glancing at his own weapon to see that it was fully charged, he picked his way forrard and called in Chinese to those in hiding to come forth, if they wished to save their lives. In response to his summons three men crawled out and stood in a row. After he had harangued them, I noticed that he questioned them eagerly in turn, and was evidently much perturbed at the answers he received. When he had said all that he had to say he searched for something, and, not finding it, left them and came back to me. Before making any remark he turned over the bodies on the deck, and, when he had done so, seemed still more put out.

“What’s the matter?” I inquired. “Are we in for any more trouble?”

“I’m afraid so. That rascally captain, seeing how the fighting was going, and dreading my vengeance, must have jumped overboard, leaving no man save myself capable of navigating the junk. Added to which the food and water supply — which, had this trouble not occurred, and we had got further upon our way, would have been ample for our requirements — will only last us, at most, two more meals. However, it’s no 31 good crying over spilt milk; we must do our best with what we’ve got, and having done that we can’t do more. Let us hope we’ll soon pick up the boat of which we’re in search.”

“And what boat may that be?”

“Why, the vessel that is to take us to the island, to be sure. What other could it be?”

“I had no idea that we were in search of one.”

“Well, we are; and it looks as if we shall be in search of her for some time to come. Confound those treacherous beggars!”

As he said this he assumed possession of the tiller, the vessel’s head was brought round to her course, and presently we were wobbling along in a new and more westerly direction.

Hour after hour passed in tedious monotony, and still we sailed on. The heat was intense — the wind dropped toward noon, and the face of the deep then became like burnished silver — almost impossible to look upon. But no sign of the craft we were in search of greeted our eyes; only a native boat or two far away to the eastward and a big steamer hull down upon the northern horizon.

It was not a cheerful outlook by any manner of means, and for the hundredth time or so I reproached myself for my folly in ever having undertaken the voyage. To add to my regret my arm was still very painful, and though, to a certain extent, I was protected from the sun by the awning my friend had constructed for me, yet I began to suffer agonies of thirst. The afternoon wore on — the sun declined upon the western horizon, and still no wind came. It looked as if we 32 were destined to spend yet another night upon this horrible junk, the very sight of which had become beyond measure loathsome to me. As darkness fell, it seemed peopled with ghosts, for though the bodies of those killed in the late affray no longer defaced the deck with their ghastly presence, I could not drive the picture they had presented from my brain.

When the sun disappeared below the horizon, a great peace fell upon the deep, broken only by the groaning of our timbers and the ill-stepped masts. Little by little darkness stole down upon us, a few stars came into the sky, followed soon after by multitudes of others. But there was no wind at all, and by this time my thirst was excruciating. About seven o’clock my companion brought me a small cup of water, hardly sufficient to wet my lips, but more precious than any diamonds, and held it while I drank.

“I’m sorry to say that’s all we have,” he said solemnly when I had finished it. “Henceforward we must go without.”

His words seemed to toll in my ears like a death knell, and I became thirsty again immediately. I suppose I must have been in a high state of fever; at any rate I know that I have never spent such another night of pure physical agony in my life.

I was asleep next morning when the sun rose, but his heat soon woke me to the grim reality of our position. My companion was still at the tiller, and from where I lay I could see that we were still sailing in the same direction. He called to me to know how I felt, and to show him that I was better, I endeavoured to rise, only to fall back again in what must have been a dead faint. 33

I have no recollection of what followed immediately upon my recovering myself, except a confused remembrance of craving for water — water! water! water! But there was none to be had even if I had offered a hundred pounds for a drop.

Towards evening our plight was indeed pitiable. We were all too weak to work the boat. Friends and foes mingled together unmolested. Unable to bear his agony one of the men jumped overboard, and so ended his sufferings. Others would have followed his example, but my companion promised that he would shoot the next man who attempted it, and so make his end still more certain.

About half-past seven the sun sank beneath the horizon, and with his departure a welcome breeze came down to us. Within an hour this had freshened into a moderate gale. Then, just before darkness obscured everything, a cry from one of the Chinamen forrard brought my companion to his feet. Rushing to the side he stared towards the west.

“Yes! Yes it is! We’re saved, De Normanville — we’re saved. As he says, it is the schooner!”

Then for the fourth time during that eventful voyage my senses deserted me!


CHAPTER III.

34THE BEAUTIFUL WHITE DEVIL.
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WHEN I OPENED my eyes again I found myself, to my intense astonishment, lying, fully dressed, in a comfortable hammock beneath a well-constructed awning. The canvas walls of my resting-place prevented me from seeing anything more of my surroundings than my toes, but when I lifted myself up and peered over the side, it was not the junk’s evil planks that I saw before me, but the deck of a handsome, well-appointed yacht. My hammock was seemingly swung amidships, and judging from the side upon which I looked — save the man at the wheel and a couple of hands polishing brasswork forrard — I appeared to have the entire deck to myself. Whose boat was she? How had I come to be aboard her? And how long had I been there? But though I puzzled my brains for an answer to these questions I could find none. My memory refused to serve me, and so, feeling tired, I laid myself back again upon my pillow and once more closed my eyes.

I had scarcely done so before I heard a noise on the other side which caused me to look over again. How shall I describe what I saw there? Three years have passed since then, but I have the recollection of even the minutest detail connected with the picture that was before me at that moment just as plainly engraved upon my memory as if it had occurred but yesterday. 35

Seated in a long cane chair, one elbow balanced on the arm-rest and one tiny hand supporting her dimpled chin, was the most beautiful woman — and I say it advisedly, knowing it to be true — that I had ever or have ever beheld, or shall ever behold, in my life. Though she was seated, and for that reason I could not determine her exact height, I was convinced it was considerably above the average; her figure, as much as I could see of it, was beautifully moulded; her face was exquisitely shaped; her eyes were large, and of a deep sea-blue; while the wealth of rippling hair that crowned her head was of a natural golden hue, and enhanced rather than detracted from the softness of her delicate complexion. As if still further to add to her general fairness, she was dressed entirely in white, even to her deck shoes and the broad Panama hat upon her head. Only one thing marred the picture. By her side, presenting a fitting contrast to so much loveliness, crouched, his head resting between his forepaws, a ferocious white bulldog, who ever and anon looked up with big bloodshot eyes into her face as if to make quite sure that there was no one within reach whom she might wish him to destroy.

She was evidently absorbed in her own thoughts, and presently the hand that was hanging down beside the chair found the dog’s head, and began softly to stroke his tulip ears. Then her eyes looked up, caught mine, and seeing that I was no longer asleep she rose and came towards me.

“So you are awake at last, Dr. De Normanville?” she said with a smile. And as I heard her it struck me that her voice was even more beautiful than all her 36 other attributes put together. “You have had a long sleep. Twelve hours!”

“Twelve hours?” I cried in amazement, at the same time gazing at her with admiration only too plainly written on my face. “You don’t mean to say that I’ve been twelve hours asleep? I can hardly believe it. Why it seems only a few minutes since we were aboard that rascally junk. And what has happened since then? Is this the vessel we left Hong Kong to meet?”

“Yes. This is the boat. We were just beginning to grow anxious about you when the junk was sighted. I am afraid, from your companion’s account, you must have had a desperate time on board her.”

“I should not care to go through it again, certainly,” I answered truthfully. “One such experience is enough to last a man a lifetime. By the way, how is my companion? I hope he is none the worse for his adventures.”

“You need have no fear on that score; he is accustomed to that sort of thing and thrives on it, as you may have noticed. He is below at present, but as soon as he comes on deck I will send him to you. Now you had better lie down again and try to get some more sleep. You must remember that your strength is of the utmost value to us.”

“I don’t think I quite understand. But before we go any further will you tell me what yacht this is and to whom I am indebted for my rescue?”

“This yacht is called the Lone Star,” she answered, “and I am the owner.” As she said this she looked at me in rather a queer sort of a way, I thought. But I let it pass and asked another question. 37

“I am very much afraid you will think me pertinacious, but is it permissible for me to know your name?”

“You may certainly know it if you wish to!” she answered with a short and, I could not help thinking, rather bitter laugh; “But I don’t think you will be any too pleased when you hear it. My real name is Alie, but by the benighted inhabitants of this part of the globe I am called by another and more picturesque cognomen.”

She stopped, and I almost caught my breath with excitement. A light was breaking upon me.

“And that is — —” I said, trying in vain to keep my voice down to a steady level.

“The Beautiful White Devil,” she answered, with another of her peculiar smiles, and then, calling her bulldog to her, she bowed to me, turned on her heel, and went slowly aft along the deck.

I laid myself back in my hammock, my heart — why, I could not say — beating like a piston-rod, and tried to think the situation out. So my thoughtless wish was gratified after all: I had now seen the Beautiful White Devil face to face, and, what was more to the point, I was likely to be compelled to see more of her than I should consider necessary for my own amusement. Like the Sultan of Surabaya and Vesey of Hong Kong, I was now her prisoner. And by what a simple ruse I had been caught! By all that was reasonable in woman, however, what possible advantage could she hope to gain by abducting me? At the very most, I could not lay my hands on more than three thousand pounds, and what earthly use could that be to a woman who was known to deal in millions? But perhaps, I reflected, it 38 was not money she was after; perhaps she had some other desperate game to play — some other move in that wonderful life of hers in which my science could be of use to her and the nature of which I could not be expected to fathom. Situated as I was, she could compel me to do her bidding if she pleased, or make it extremely awkward for me if I felt it my duty to refuse.

You will doubtless have noticed that I had quite abandoned the idea of the small-pox epidemic. The notion of that island with the raging pestilence probably only existed in the fertile brain of the man who had been sent to induce me to leave Hong Kong. But in that case — and here the original argument wheeled back upon me — what possible advantage could accrue to her through abducting me? There were hundreds of richer men in Hong Kong. Why had not one of them been chosen? But as the more I thought it out, the farther I seemed to be from getting at the truth of it, I gave the problem up and turned my thoughts in another direction.

As I did so I heard somebody coming along the deck. This time it was a man’s footstep, so I looked out to see who it might be. It was Walworth, the individual who had visited me in Hong Kong and enticed me away. He was dressed in European habiliments now, and carried a cigarette in his hand. Seeing that I was aware of his presence he came across to the hammock and held out his hand.

“Good morning, doctor!” he said cheerily enough. “I’m glad to see you’re better. All things considered you’ve had a nasty time of it since you said good-bye to the Victoria Hotel — haven’t you?” 39

“A pretty cheeky way of putting it, considering he was the cause of it all,” I thought to myself. “However, I’ll give him a Roland for his Oliver! He shall not think I’m wanting in pluck.”

“You have certainly contrived a good many stirring adventures for my entertainment, I must say,” I answered aloud. “But will you tell me one thing? Why did you not let me know in Hong Kong who my hostess would turn out to be?”

“Because in that case you would probably have informed the police, and we should not then have been able to give ourselves the pleasure of your company and assistance.”

“Well, all I can say is, I am sorry you didn’t try for higher game while you were about it. For even with that five hundred you gave me, your leader will only get a sop for her pains. You can’t force blood out of a stone, can you?”

He seated himself in the chair she had occupied, and lit a fresh cigarette. Having done so, he continued:

“I don’t know that I quite follow you!”

“Well, I don’t think I could make it much plainer without being absolutely rude. The long and the short of it is, Mr. Walworth, if it’s money you’re after — why not have gone in for a pigeon better worth plucking?”

“But then we’re not after the money, you see. Why should I have paid you that five hundred else? No! Dr. De Normanville, you need have no fear on that score — our motive was perfectly honest. We are on our way to the island now where the small-pox exists, and believe me, when your work is accomplished, you will be conveyed safely back to your hotel. I can’t say 40 more than that. Play fair by us and we’ll play fair by you. In the meantime we shall hope to make your stay with us as pleasant as possible.”

I breathed freely again. I was not abducted. I was only wanted in my professional capacity after all. Well, that was a relief. I was in a unique position, for it was evident I was not only to be permitted the opportunity of making the Beautiful White Devil’s acquaintance, but I was to be well paid for doing so. In the first freedom from anxiety I began to look forward with almost pleasure to what lay before me.

“Don’t you think you could get up for a little while?” Walworth said, when he had finished his smoke; “it would do you good. Let me help you.”

With his assistance I scrambled out of the hammock into a cane chair alongside the companion hatch. I was still very weak, and incapable of much exertion. There could be no doubt that I had lost a good deal more blood than I had at first imagined.

Once seated in the chair I looked about me. I was now permitted a full and uninterrupted view of the vessel, and was able to make good use of my eyes. Roughly speaking, that is to say as far as I could tell, not being a nautical man, she must have been a topsail schooner of about three hundred tons burden, with auxiliary steaming power, for I could see the funnel, which was not in use just then, lying along the deck. In what part of the world she had been built I could not tell; but wherever it was, she did credit to her designer, for her lines were perfection, and nothing short of it. If ever a boat were built for speed she was that one, and I said as much to my companion, who laughed. 41

“There can be no doubt about that,” he answered. “But then, you see, no other boat but the fastest built would suit her ladyship. Believe me, there are times when even the Lone Star is pretty well put to it to throw dust in her enemies’ eyes. If you feel strong enough, shall we take a walk round and examine her?”

There was nothing I should have liked more, so, taking the arm he offered me, we set off. The first thing that attracted my attention was the spotless neatness and cleanliness prevailing. The decks, which were flush fore and aft, were as white as curds; the brasses on the wheel, capstans, masts, skylights, belaying pins, shone till you could see your face in them. Not a detail seemed to have been overlooked. Even the great sheets of canvas, bellying into balloons above our heads, appeared at first sight to have been lately washed, while the very ropes were white and, when not in actual use, flemish-coiled upon the decks. She carried six boats, an unusually large number for a craft of her size; two were surf-boats, I found on inspection; two were uncollapsible lifeboats; one was an ordinary ship’s gig, while the other was a small steam launch of excellent build and workmanship. For a craft of three hundred tons her spars were enormous: her topmast head must have been a hundred and fifty feet from her deck, if an inch, while from her rig forrard I could guess the amount of extra canvas she was capable of carrying. Walking to the side, I discovered that she was painted white, with a broad gold stripe a little above the water-line; below this she was sheathed with copper, which shone like gold whenever the water left it.

Inside the bulwarks, and reaching to within an inch 42 of the scuppers, were some contrivances that caused me a considerable amount of curiosity. At first glance they looked like reversible shop shutters more than anything else, being about six feet long by three wide, and were attached to the rail of the bulwarks by enormous hinges. On my asking for what purpose they were intended, my guide again laughed, and said:

“You must not ask too many questions, my friend, for obvious reasons. In this case, however, and since you have given your word not to tell what you may see, I will explain.”

Detaching the catch of one, he lifted it from the deck and threw it over the side, where it hung, just reaching to the top of the copper below water.

“Do you grasp the idea?” he continued. “The next one fits into that, and the next one into that again, and so on all round the boat. You see, they can be attached in no time, and when they are once fixed, the shape of the masts altered, the funnel differently cased or done away with altogether, the character of her bows and stern changed beyond recognition by another appliance, she can be three different crafts inside of twenty-four hours.”

This then accounted for the number of different vessels the Beautiful White Devil was supposed to possess. I began to understand the marvellous escapes more clearly now.

“And whose idea was this ingenious invention?” I ventured to ask.

“Like most of our things, her ladyship’s own,” he replied. “And wonderfully successful it has proved.”

“And shall I be presuming too much on your good nature if I seek to learn something of the lady herself?” 43

“Ah! I’m afraid there I cannot satisfy your curiosity,” he answered, shaking his head. “We have strict instructions on that point, and there’s not a man aboard this ship who values his life so little as to dream of disobeying. One piece of advice I will give you, however, for the sake of what we went through together yesterday. Take care how you behave towards her. In spite of her quiet demeanour and frank, artless manner, she sees, takes in, and realises the motive and importance of everything you say or do. If you act fairly towards her, she will act fairly by you; but if you play her false you’re a dead man. Remember that. Now you must excuse me if I go to my duties. My absence in Hong Kong has delayed my work sadly. And there goes eight bells.”

As the silvery voice of a bell chimed out from the fo’c’s’le, he left me and went below. Hardly knowing what to do with myself, I went back to my chair. A tall man with a gray beard close-cropped, sharp glittering eyes, and a not unhandsome face, marred, however, by what looked like a sabre cut extending from the left temple to his chin, resigned the deck to another officer and went below.

While the watch was being changed I had an opportunity of examining the crew; they were nearly all natives, smart, intelligent-looking fellows, and excellently disciplined. Whether they were Dyaks or Malays, however, I had not sufficient experience to determine, and, for more than one reason, I did not like to ask.

It was a lovely morning; the sea was as blue as the sky, a fresh wind was driving the schooner along at an exhilarating pace, and, looking over the side at the line 44 of foam extending from either bow, I was afforded a very good idea of what an exceptional sailor the Lone Star really was.

Being a little tired after my perambulations, I lay back in my chair, and shutting my eyes, fell to ruminating on the queer trick Fate had played me. So far I could hardly accept my position as real. It was difficult to believe that I, George De Normanville, unromantic, plodding student of Guy’s, — now M.D., of Cavendish Square, London, whose sole aim in life, a year ago, had been to put a brass plate upon his front door, and collect wealthy hypochondriacal lady patients, — was now medical adviser to a mysterious female, who perambulated Eastern waters in a chameleon craft, blackmailing rajahs, abducting merchants, levying toll on mail boats, and bringing down on her devoted head the wrath of all sorts of nations, principalities, and powers. And then another point struck me. While outwardly so fair, what sort of a woman was she at heart? From Walworth’s warning I had gathered that I must be careful in my dealings with her.

But at that moment my reverie was interrupted by the appearance of a neatly-clad steward, who in broken English presented me with an invitation from her ladyship to tiffin in the saloon in half an hour. This was an unexpected honour, and one which, you may be sure, I did not hesitate to accept. I wanted, however, to make a suitable toilet first, but where to do it puzzled me, for so far as I knew no cabin had yet been apportioned to me. I placed my difficulty before an officer who was standing near me. He said something in native dialect to the steward, who replied, and then turned again to me. 45

“Your traps have been placed in a cabin next to Mr. Walworth’s, he says, and if you will follow him he will conduct you to it.”

I followed the steward down the main companion (I afterward discovered that the one aft was sacred to her ladyship) as requested, and found myself in a large mess-room, in which three officers were seated at lunch. On either side a number of fair-sized berths were situated. The one set apart for me was nearest the companion, and contained a bunk, a small settee and locker combined, a wash-hand basin, and a place for hanging clothes. The first operation was to shave, a bath followed, to which another steward conducted me, after which I returned to my berth, dressed my wound, and, having selected a clean suit of white ducks, attired myself and repaired on deck.

Punctual to the stroke of two bells (one o’clock) I was summoned to the after-saloon by my first messenger. I followed him, and descending the companion, the scantling of which was prettily picked out in white and gold, found myself in her ladyship’s own quarters. There was no one present, and I must own I was glad of that, for I wanted an opportunity to look about me. In the small space I can allot to it, it would be difficult to do adequate justice to the cabin in which I found myself, but for the better understanding of my story I must endeavour to give you some description of it. In the first place, you must understand that the companion-ladder opened directly into the saloon itself. This otherwise commonplace effect, was, however, rendered most artistic by a heavy pile of carpet which covered the steps, and by the curtains which draped the entrance and the portholes. 46 More of the same noiseless carpet covered the floor, while light was supplied from ports on either side, and from a richly decorated skylight in the deck above. The effect of the thick butt of the mainmast was entirely taken away by a number of artfully contrived and moulded Japanese mirrors, which, besides fulfilling their original purpose, gave an additional air of light and elegance to the room. The walls, which were exquisitely panelled and moulded in ivory and gold, were loaded with bric-a-brac of every description, including much china and many pictures of rare value, while deep chairs and couches, Turkish and Indian divans, piles of soft cushions and furs were scattered about here and there, as if inviting the cabin’s occupants to an existence of continual repose. A grand piano stood in one corner, firmly cleated to the deck; on the bulkhead above it was an exquisitely inlaid Spanish guitar, and a Hungarian zither, while above them again were several fine specimens of the old Venetian lute. Altogether a more luxurious and beautifully furnished apartment it has never been my good fortune to behold, and I settled myself down in a comfortable chair prepared to spend a really critical and enjoyable time. Then a daintily-bound volume, open on a cushion near where I sat, attracted my attention. I took it up to find that it was a volume of Heine’s poems in the original.

“So my lady understands German, and reads Heine too, does she?” I said to myself. “I must — —”

But I was prevented saying what I would do by the drawing aside of a curtain that covered a door at the further end of the saloon, and the entrance of my hostess herself. If she were capable of such a weakness, my 47 astonishment must have flattered her, for, prepared as I was to see a beautiful woman, I had no idea she would prove as lovely as she looked then. She had discarded the close-fitting white dress she had worn earlier in the day, and was now attired in some soft clinging fabric of a dark colour, which not only brought out all the lines of her superb figure, but rendered her even more attractive than before. There must have been a quantity of jet scattered about the costume, for I was conscious of a shimmering sensation which accompanied her every movement. She carried herself with a truly regal air, and I had a better opportunity permitted me now of seeing what a beautiful face it really was, and how exquisitely her head was set upon her shoulders. Her hands and feet were very small, so was her mouth, while her ears were like shells tucked into fragrant nests against her head. But the glory that eclipsed all others was the wealth of golden hair that crowned her. Such hair I have never seen before or since. It seemed to have caught all the sunshine of the world and to be jealous of dispersing it again.

Once more, as if to afford as great a contrast as possible to so much loveliness, the same ferocious bulldog followed at her heels, and, when she approached me, stood regarding me with calmly scrutinising eyes.

“Welcome to my cabin, Dr. De Normanville,” she said, coming over to me and holding out her tiny hand with a frank gesture. “I am delighted to see that you are looking so much better.”

“I’m feeling quite strong again, thank you,” I answered, completely carried away by the charm of her manner. “I cannot think what made me break down 48 in that undignified fashion. I’m afraid you will despise me for giving such an exhibition of weakness.”

She seated herself in a deep chair beside me and slowly fanned herself with a black ostrich plume, at the same time stroking the dog’s ugly head with her little foot.

“I don’t really see why I should,” she said seriously, after a moment’s pause. “You must have had a terrible time on that horrible junk. I feel as if I was personally to blame for it. However, I shall have more to say on that subject later; in the meantime let us be thankful that you came out of it as safely as you did. I do not like the Chinese!”

I saw a little shudder sweep over her as she said this, so to turn the conversation into a pleasanter channel, I commented on the sailing qualities of her schooner. The subject evidently pleased her, for her eyes sparkled with a new light.

“There is no boat like her in the wide, wide world,” she cried enthusiastically. “I had her built for me on my own lines, and I have tried her on every wind, and in every sea, till I have come to know her better than a rider knows his horse. She is the most beautiful and the swiftest craft in the world. And there are times, Dr. De Normanville,” — here she sank her voice a little, and it seemed to me it trembled,— “when it is of the utmost importance to me that I should move quickly. She has saved my life not once, but a hundred times. Can you wonder, therefore, that I love her? But I’m afraid you are too prejudiced against me to have much sympathy in my escapes.”

“I hope you will not think so. I — —” 49

“Forgive my interrupting you. But don’t you think it would be better if we sat down to table instead of discussing my unfortunate self?”

She pressed an electric bell in the woodwork by her side and ordered tiffin. When it was served we went over to the table and the meal commenced.

I am not going to tell you what we ate, for, to confess the honest truth, within half an hour I had forgotten what it was myself. I only know that it was admirably cooked and served. As it proceeded we chatted on various minor matters, literature of all nations, music and painting, and it was not until we had finished, and the cloth had been removed and we were alone together, that my hostess touched upon the reason of my presence on board.

“You know, of course, Dr. De Normanville,” she said, ensconcing herself in a big chair when we had left the table, “why I sent for you?”

“It was explained to me by your messenger. But I must confess I do not quite understand it yet. He said something about an island.”

“And he was quite right. An outbreak of small-pox has occurred on the island which I make my depot. Where that island is, I cannot of course tell you. But you will see it for yourself soon enough. In the meantime I may inform you that the havoc wrought by the disease has been terrible, and it was only when I found that I could make no headway against it myself that I determined to send to Hong Kong for assistance. To get hold of you was a piece of good fortune I did not expect.”

I bowed my acknowledgment of the compliment she 50 paid me, and asked if she herself had been much among the cases.

“Why, of course!” she answered. “My poor people call me their mother, and naturally turn to me for assistance in their trouble. It went to my very heart not to be able to help them.”

“But were you quite wise, do you think, to run so much risk?”

“I did not think of myself at all. How could I? Do you think of the risk you run when you are called in to an infectious case?”

“I take all proper precaution, at least. When were you vaccinated last, may I ask?”

“In Rome, in June, 1883.”

“Then, with your permission, I’ll do it again, and at once. You cannot be too careful.”

Receiving her assent I went off to my cabin, where I had noticed that a large portion of my medical outfit had been stored, and having obtained what I sought, returned with it to the saloon. Alie, for by that name I must henceforward call her, was waiting for me, her arm bared to the shoulder. Never, if I live to be a hundred, shall I forget the impression that snow-white arm made upon me. It seemed like an act of basest sacrilege to perform even such a simple operation upon it. Beelzebub, the bulldog, evidently thought so too, for he watched me attentively enough during the whole of the time it took me. However, it had to be done, and done it accordingly was. Then, when I had put my paraphernalia back into its case, I bade her good-bye, and turned to go. She stopped me, however, and held out her hand. 51

“Do you know, Dr. De Normanville, I want to make you like me. I want you to forget, if you can, — while you are with us, at any rate, — the stories you have heard about me. Some day, perhaps, I will attempt to show you that I am not altogether as bad as people have painted me.”

For the moment I was so completely carried away by her outburst of girlish frankness that I hardly knew what to say.

“‘Pon my soul, I really don’t believe you are!” I blurted out, like a schoolboy.

“Thank you for that, at least,” she said, smiling at my earnestness; and then, making me a little curtsey, she turned and disappeared through the door by which she had first entered the saloon.

Putting my case into my pocket, I looked round the room once more, and then went up on deck, not knowing what to think. It seemed impossible to believe that this frank, beautiful girl, whose eyes were so steady and true, whose voice had such a genuine, hearty ring in it, could be the notorious criminal of whom all the East was talking. And yet without a shadow of a doubt it was so. And if it came to that, what was I, staid, respectable George De Normanville, doing, but aiding and abetting her in her nefarious career? True, I might salve my conscience with the knowledge that I had been drawn into it unconsciously, and was only acting in the interests of humanity, but it was nevertheless a fact, and one that I could not have disputed if I had wanted to, that I was the paid servant of the Beautiful White Devil.

It was just two bells in the first dog watch when I 52 came on deck, and hard upon sundown. The great round sun, which had been so busy all day long, now rested in a bed of opal cloud scarcely a hand’s breadth above the edge of the horizon. The breeze had moderated, since midday, and now the water around us was almost without a ripple, but glorified with flakes and blotches of almost every colour known to man. Near at hand it was a mixture of lemon and silver, a little further almost a lilac-purple, further still a touch of pale heliotrope meeting salmon-pink and old gold, while under the sun itself a blotch of red, fierce as a clot of blood, worked through the cloud till it got back to gold, then to salmon-pink, then through purple up again to the lemon and silver sky. It was a wonderful sunset, and a fitting termination to an extraordinary day.

After dinner, of which I partook in the officer’s mess-room, I returned to the deck. It was nearly eight o’clock, and as fine a night as I had seen since I came into the East. Lighting a cigar I walked aft, and, leaning upon the taffrail, scanned the quiet sea. Situated as I was, it is not to be wondered at that a variety of thoughts thronged my brain. I tried to think what my dear old mother would have said could she have seen the position my over-rash acceptance of a tempting offer had placed me in. From my mother, who, with my father, had been dead nearly five years, my thoughts passed on to other relatives — to a girl whom I had once thought I loved, but who had jilted me in favour of a brother student. The old heartache was almost gone now, but it had been a most unfortunate affair; since then, however, I flattered myself, I had been heart-whole, 53 and I deluded myself with the notion that I was likely to remain so.

Since dinner the breeze had freshened, and the schooner, with all sail set, was now slipping swiftly through the water. I turned, and, leaning against the rail, looked aloft at the stretch of canvas which seemed to reach up almost to the stars, then back again at the wake and the wonderful exhibition of phosphorised water below the counter.

Suddenly I became aware of someone standing by my side, and turning my head, I discovered it was none other than the Beautiful White Devil herself. She was still dressed in black, with a sort of mantilla of soft lace draped about her head.

“What a supreme fascination there is about the sea at night, isn’t there?” she said softly, looking down at the sparkling water. I noticed the beauty of the little white hand upon the rail as I replied in appropriate terms.

“I never can look at it enough,” she continued almost unconsciously. “Oh, you black, mysterious, unfathomable depths, what future do you hold for me? My fate is wrapped up in you. I was born on you; I was brought up on you; and if my fate holds good, I shall die and be buried in you.”

“At any rate, you need give no thought to that contingency for very many years to come,” I answered bluntly. “Besides, what possible reason can you have for thinking you will end your days at sea?”

“I don’t know, Dr. De Normanville. It would puzzle me to tell you. But I feel as certain of finding my grave in the waves as I am that I shall be alive to-morrow! You don’t know what the sea has been to me. She has 54 been my good and my evil genius. I love her in every mood, and I don’t think I could hope for a better end than to be buried in her breast. Oh, you beautiful, beautiful water, how I love you — how I love you!”

As she spoke she stretched her arms out to where the stars were paling in anticipation of the rising moon. In any other woman such a gesture would have been theatrical and unreal in the extreme. But in her case it seemed only what one might expect from such a glorious creature.

“There is somebody,” she continued, “who says that ‘the sea belongs to Eternity, and not Time, and of that it sings its monotonous song for ever and ever.’”

“That is a very beautiful idea,” I answered, “but don’t you think there are others that fully equal it? What do you say to ‘The sea complains upon a thousand shores’?”

“Or your English poet Wordsworth, ‘The sea that bares her bosom to the wind’?”

“Let me meet you with an American: ‘The sea tosses and foams to find its way up to the cloud and wind.’ Could anything be finer than that? There you have the true picture — the utter restlessness and the striving of the untamed sea.”

“‘Would’st thou,’ so that helmsman answered,
‘Learn the secret of the sea?
Only those who brave its dangers
Comprehend its mystery!’”

“Bravo! That caps all.”

For some seconds my companion stood silent, gazing across the deep. Then she said, very softly: 55

“And who is better able to speak about its dangers than I, whose home it is? Dr. De Normanville, I think if I were to tell you some of the dangers through which I have passed you would hardly believe me.”

“I think I could believe anything you told me.”

“I rather doubt it. You see, you have no idea what an extraordinary existence mine is. Why! my life is one long battle with despair. I am like a hunted animal flying before that hell-hound, man. Do you know how near I was to being caught once? Let me tell you about it, and see if it will convey any idea to you. It was in Singapore, and I was dining at the house of a prominent police official, as the friend of his wife. I had met her some months before under peculiar circumstances, and we had become intimate. During the meal my host spoke of the Beautiful White Devil, and commented on her audacity. ‘However, we have at last received a clue concerning her,’ he said. ‘She is not far away from Singapore at the present moment, and I have every reason to believe that in forty-eight hours she will be in our hands.’ I had a full glass of champagne in my hand at the moment, and it is a compliment to the strength of my nerves to say that I raised it to my lips, before answering him, without spilling one drop.”

“And did he never suspect?”

“No, indeed. To tell the truth, I doubt if he knows to this day how close the Beautiful White Devil really was to him. Yet one moment’s hesitation might have cost me my life. Another time I attended a Viceregal ball in Colombo in the capacity of an heiress from England. In the middle of the evening the partner with 56 whom I was dancing, a young inspector of police, apologised for having to leave me. He said he had received information concerning the Beautiful White Devil, who was known to be in the town. During supper he had been telling me about his prospects, and the girl who was coming out from England to marry him when he got his step. ‘It will be a good thing for you if you catch this woman, won’t it?’ I inquired. ‘It will get me promotion, and that will mean the greatest happiness of my life — my marriage!’ he answered. ‘Won’t you wish me luck?’ I did wish him luck, and then went off to dance the lancers with His Excellency the Governor.”

“Do you think it wise to run such awful risks?” I asked, amazed at her audacity.

“Perhaps not; but in that particular case I could not help myself. I stood in need of some important information, and could trust nobody to obtain it but myself.”

“It must have been a terrible five minutes for you.”

“Yes; I almost fainted after the dance. His Excellency apologised profusely for the heat of the room.”

As she finished speaking, the moon lifted her head above the horizon, and little by little rose into the cloudless sky. Under her glamour the sea became a floor of frosted silver, till even the spangled glory of the phosphorus was taken from the curdling wake.

“I expect you have been told some very curious stories about me, Dr. De Normanville?” my companion said, after a little while. “I wish I could induce you to tell me what you have heard. Believe me, I have a very good reason for wanting you to know the truth about me.”

“That is easily told,” I answered. “I have heard a 57 great many variations of the same story, but knowing how news travels out here, I have placed very little credence in any of them.”

“You have heard, perhaps, about the Sultan of Surabaya?”

I intimated that I had.

“At first you must have thought that rather a cruel action on my part. And yet, if you knew all, your blame would probably turn to admiration. You do not know, perhaps, what a character that man bore in his own state, the life he led, his excesses, his constant crimes, his tyranny over his unfortunate subjects. I tell you, sir, that that man was, and is, one of the greatest scoundrels upon the face of this earth. I had heard over and over again of him, and when I discovered that his people could obtain no redress for their grievances, I determined to meet him on his own ground. I arranged my plans accordingly, abducted him, made him disgorge a large sum of money, half of which I caused to be anonymously distributed amongst the poor wretches he had robbed, and at the same time told him his character for the first and only time in his heathen existence, promising him as I did so that if he did not mend his ways, I’d catch him again and silence him for ever. Punishment was surely never more fitly earned. Then there was a merchant in Hong Kong, by name Vesey. I expect you have heard of him and the trick I played him? Well, that man made an assertion about me in a public place to the effect that I was —— But never mind what it was. It was so vile that I cannot repeat it to you, but I made a vow I would be revenged on him for it, sooner or later. I was revenged, and in the 58 only way he could be made to feel — that is, through his banker. He will never forgive me, of course. Now, what else have you heard?”

“Pardon my alluding to it,” I said, “but — the Vectis Queen — the Oodnadatta.”

“So you have heard of those affairs? Well, I do not deny them. I must have money. Look at the expenses I have to meet. Look at this boat — think of the settlement I maintain, of the hundreds of pensioners I have all through the East, of the number of people whose services it is necessary for me to retain. And, pray do not misunderstand me. To you it may seem that such transactions make me neither more nor less than a thief — a common cheat and swindler. In your eyes I may be that, but I must own I do not look upon it in the same light myself. I am, and have been all my life, at war with what you call Society — the reason I may perhaps explain to you some day. I know the risk I run. If Society catches me, in all probability my life will pay the forfeit. I know that, and I am naturally resolved not to be caught. One thing is certain, I prey only on those who can afford to lose, and, like the freebooters of romance, I make it my boast that I have never knowingly robbed a poor man, while, on the other hand, I have materially assisted many. There are those, of course, who judge me harshly. Heaven forbid that they ever find themselves in the position in which I am placed! Think of it! I am hunted by all men — every man’s hand is against me; I am cut off from country and friends; a price is put upon my head, and for that reason I am obliged to distrust everyone on principle. Think of having the knowledge continually before you 59 that if you are not constantly on the watch you may be caught. And then — —”

“And then?”

I heard her grind her little white teeth viciously.

“There will be no then, Dr. De Normanville, so we need not talk of it; while I live they will never catch me, and when I am dead it cannot matter who has possession of my body. Good-night!”

Before I could answer she had left me and vanished down the companion ladder. I turned to the sea and my own thoughts. The ship’s bell struck four (ten o’clock), the lookout at the fo’c’s’le-head cried, “All’s well!” silence reigned, a wonderful quiet broken only by the humming of the breeze in the shrouds, and the tinkling of the water alongside. I leant against the rail and considered the life of the Beautiful White Devil as I had heard it from her own lips.


CHAPTER IV.

60THE HOME OF THE BEAUTIFUL WHITE DEVIL.
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THE SUN NEXT morning had scarcely made his appearance when I awoke to a knowledge of the fact that the yacht was stationary. Such a circumstance could have but one meaning: we had arrived at our destination. As soon, therefore, as this idea became properly impressed upon my mind, I sprang from my bunk, made for the port-hole, and, drawing back the little curtain that covered it, gazed out upon the world. And what a picture met my eager eyes! What a scene to paint in words or pigments! But oh, how difficult! If I were a literary craftsman of more than ordinary ability, I might possibly be able to give you some dim impression of what I saw. But being only an amateur word-painter of the sorriest sort, I very much fear it is a task beyond my capabilities. However, for the sake of my story, I suppose I must try.

To begin with, you must endeavour to imagine a small harbour, at most half a mile long by three-quarters wide, having upon the side towards which I looked a wide plateau extending almost to the sands that fringe the water’s edge. Picture this tableland, or plateau, as I have called it, backed by a tall, forest-crowned hill, almost a mountain, which soars up and up a couple of thousand feet or more into the azure sky; while peering out of the jungle that ornaments its base may be seen 61 the white roofs of houses, with, here and there, the thatch of a native hut of the kind usually met with on the west coast of Borneo and the islands thereabout.

So strikingly beautiful was the view, and so great was my curiosity to examine for myself this home of the Beautiful White Devil, for such I could not help feeling convinced it was, that I dressed with all possible speed and repaired on deck.

From this point of vantage the prospect was even more pleasingly picturesque than it had been from the port-hole of my cabin.

All round us the water was smooth as green glass, and so wonderfully transparent that, on leaning over the starboard bulwark, I could plainly discern the flaking of the sand at the bottom and the brilliant colours of the snout-nosed fishes as they swam past, at least a dozen fathoms below the surface.

To my surprise the harbour was entirely landlocked, and, though I searched for some time, I could discern no opening in the amphitheatre of hills through which a vessel of even the smallest size could pass in from the sea. But being more taken up with the beautiful scenery of the bay than its harbour facilities, I did not puzzle over this for very long.

So still was the morning that the smoke of the huts ashore went up straight and true into the air, the pale blue contrasting admirably with the varied greens of the foliage out of which it rose. Overhead, and around us, flocks of gulls, of kinds hitherto unknown to me, wheeled and screamed, while at intervals gorgeously-plumed parrots flew across our bows from shore to shore. Once a small green bird, apparently of the finch tribe, settled 62 on the foreyard foot-rope, and a little later a tiny sand-piper came aboard, and hopped about the fo’c’s’le as calmly as if he had been doing nothing else all his life.

When first I came on deck, with the exception of the cook in his galley, not a soul was to be seen. But presently, while I was watching the antics of the bird I have just described, my old acquaintance Walworth joined me at the rail, and laid himself out for conversation.

“Doctor,” he said, “I want you to tell me candidly, if, in all your experience of the world, you have ever looked upon a fairer scene than that you have before you now?”

“No; I don’t think I have,” I answered. “It is marvellously beautiful, but all the same, I must own one or two things about it rather puzzle me.”

“And what are they?”

“Well! in the first place, since I can see no opening in the hills, how did we get in here?”

“Ah! you have been thinking about that, have you? Well, to save you any further trouble on that score, let me tell you that if you were to look for a hundred years from where you stand now you would not be able to discover it. And, unless her ladyship gives permission, it would be as much as my life is worth for me to tell you. Now for your second question?”

“Well, I can see, say, a dozen huts, all told, over yonder,” I answered. “Surely they don’t constitute the settlement of which you spoke to me?”

“No; they do not. Those you see over there are only the outlying portions of the village, meant to deceive 63 the crew of any vessel who might land and find their way in here; the real place itself lies five miles inland, round that hill, through the gap you can just make out alongside that bit of terra-cotta coloured cliff yonder.”

“I see! And now, to change the subject. With regard to that lymph you procured for me in Hong Kong, where is it?”

“It has already been sent to your bungalow with the rest of the medical paraphernalia we brought with us.”

“And her ladyship?”

“Went ashore as soon as we came to anchor. If I mistake not that’s her boat coming off to us now.”

As he spoke, a large white surf-boat put off from the beach, and, under the sturdy arms of her crew, came swiftly across the stretch of blue towards us. As she ranged alongside, I carefully examined the men rowing. They were of medium size, and evidently of the Dyak race, being taller than the average Malay, and inclining more to the build of the Solomon Islander than to any other class I could think of. They were bright, intelligent-looking fellows, and evidently well cared for. As soon as they had hitched on to the gangway, the coxswain came aboard, and said something in native to my companion, who, in reply, pointed to me.

Thereupon the man drew a note from his turban, and handed it to me with the confidence and easy bearing of one gentleman rendering a service to another. It was addressed in Alie’s handwriting.

Though a considerable time has elapsed since my receipt of that little note, I can plainly recall the 64 thrill that went through me as I opened it. It ran as follows:

Dear Dr. De Normanville:

I beg you will forgive my not remaining on board to welcome you to my home, but as you will readily imagine I was most anxious to see for myself, at once, how things were progressing ashore. Unfortunately, however, I have nothing favourable to report. Will you come and breakfast with me immediately on receipt of this? My coxswain will show you the way. Then, afterward, I could take you, myself, round the settlement.

With very kind regards,
Believe me, truly your friend,
Alie.

I thrust the note into my pocket, and having told Walworth what I was about to do, went below to my cabin to prepare for my excursion. Then returning to the deck I descended into the boat alongside, and we set off for the shore. As we rowed I was able to look back and observe, for the first time, the proportions and symmetry of the beautiful craft I had just left.

Indeed, a prettier picture than the Lone Star presented at that moment could not possibly be imagined. Her tall masts and rigging showed out clear-cut against the blue sky, while her exquisitely-modelled hull was reflected, with mirror-like distinctness, in the placid water around her; the brasswork upon her binnacle and wheel shone like burnished gold, and so clear was the water, that the whole of her bright copper sheathing, and even the outline of her keel, could plainly be distinguished.

Within five minutes of leaving her, our coxswain had deftly brought us alongside a small, but neatly-constructed, 65 wooden jetty. Here I disembarked, and, escorted by that amiable individual, set off at once on our journey to the dwelling of my mysterious hostess.

Leaving the white, sandy foreshore of the bay, we passed by a well made track through the forest in a due northerly direction. And such a forest as it was! Such wealth of timber, such varieties of woods, shrubs, creepers, orchids, and flowers. On one hand, perhaps, an iron tree of imperial growth would tower above us; on another an enormous teak, with here and there the curious leaves and twisted outline of a gutta-percha — all mixed up with pipa palms, camphor trees, canes and bamboos of every possible hue and description. From tree to tree, across our path, birds of all kinds, including paddi birds, green pigeons, flycatchers, barbets, and sunbirds flew with discordant cries, while not once, but more often than I could count, hordes of monkeys swung themselves wildly from branch to branch overhead, chattering and calling to each other as if the whole wide world were there to applaud their antics. Our path was indeed a varied one; one moment we were surrounded on all sides by the forest, the next we were out on the bare face of the hill looking down upon the tops of trees. The bright sunshine flooded everything; while the fresh breeze from the sea was just cool enough to make the exertion of walking pleasant. Indeed, so enjoyable was it, that I was almost sorry when we left the forest for the last time and emerged on to a small plain, bounded by the scrub on one side and by the mountain on the other. On this I could discern a collection of huts and houses to the number of perhaps three hundred. But what struck me as most remarkable about 66 them was the fact that they were arranged in streets, and that the majority of them were built on European lines; also in almost every case — and I was able to verify this later on — each one possessed a well-kept and apparently productive garden, varying in extent from a quarter up to as much in some cases as an acre. On the other side of the village furthest from where I stood, the forest began again, and ran in an unbroken mass up to the high mountain land before referred to. On the right side of this mountain, and distinctly visible from every part of the village, was a fine waterfall, perhaps a couple of hundred feet high, from which rose continually a heavy mist, catching in the sunlight every known colour of the rainbow. Altogether, a more picturesque little place could not have been discovered. It was quite in keeping with the woman, the yacht, the forest, and the harbour. And to think that this was the home of the Beautiful White Devil, the home of that mysterious woman whose so-called crimes and acts of daring were common gossip from Colombo to the farthest Saghalien coast.

Leaving the village on our left, we ascended the mountain side for a short distance by a well-worn track, then turning sharply to our left hand, wound round it to where another large plateau began. Reaching this, midway between the village and the waterfall, we saw before us a high and well-made picket fence in which was a gate. Through this gate we passed, and after carefully closing it behind us, followed a short track along a lovely avenue of Areca palms and india rubber trees towards a house we could just discern through the foliage; then, having ascended a flight of broad stone 67 steps, flanked with quaint stone gods and images, we stood before the dwelling of the Beautiful White Devil.

I fear, deeply as the memory of it is impressed upon my mind, it is hardly in my power to convey to you any real impression of the building I had come so far to see, and in which I was destined to spend so many hours. Suffice it that it was an adobe construction — one story high, and designed on somewhat the same plan as an Indian bungalow; the walls were of great thickness, the better to withstand the heat, I suppose; the rooms presented the appearance of being lofty and imposing, while one and all opened by means of French windows on to the broad verandah which ran round the house upon every side. This verandah, and indeed the whole house, was embowered in dense masses of different-coloured creepers, which in the brilliant sunshine presented a most charming and novel effect. From the verandah on the left, or south, side, another broad flight of stone steps, similarly adorned with stone carvings, conducted one to the garden, while to the right, and scarcely more than a couple of hundred yards distant, crashed the waterfall I had seen from the hill, with a roar that could have been heard many miles away, down into the black pool two hundred feet below.

At the foot of the first steps my guide left me and returned to the harbour by the road along which he had come. I paused to recover my breath and watched him out of sight, then turning to the house ascended the flight of steps. Just as I reached the top, and was wondering how I might best make my presence known to those inside, I heard the rustling of a dress in the verandah; next moment Alie herself, clad in white from 68 top to toe, as was her custom, came round the corner, followed by her enormous bulldog, and confronted me. I can see her now, and even after this lapse of time can feel the influence of her wonderful personality upon me just as plainly as if it were but yesterday I stood before her. Seeing me she said something to the dog, — who had uttered a low growl, — and stretched out her hand.

“Good-morning, Dr. De Normanville,” she said, smiling as no other woman could ever do; “you received my note, then? I am glad to see you, and I make you welcome to my home.”

“A Garden of Eden I should be inclined to call it,” I answered, looking about me. “How many of us would be glad to dwell in it!”

She looked at me for a moment, and then asked somewhat bitterly:

“Pray is that pretty speech meant for Alie or the Beautiful White Devil? There is a difference, you know.”

Then, not permitting me time to answer, she changed the subject by saying:

“Breakfast is on the table, I believe. Let us go in to it. Will you give me your arm?”

I did so, and together we passed from the creeper-covered verandah into a room straight before us.

In the previous chapter I have described to you Alie’s cabin on board the Lone Star, and, in doing it, almost beggared myself of language; now I can only ask you to believe that rich as that cabin was in its appointments, in its arrangements, its curios and articles of vertu, the room which we entered now eclipsed it in every particular. Indeed, such another I never remember 69 to have seen. From floor to ceiling it was filled with curiosities and articles of the greatest beauty and value. Rich Persian, Indian, Chinese, and Japanese hangings covered the walls, interspersed with such articles of pottery, silver, and china, as made me break the Tenth Commandment every time I looked at them. Native weapons of all kinds and of every nationality, some with plain, others with superbly jewelled, hilts; Indian, Cinghalese, Burmese, Siamese, Japanese, and Chinese bric-a-brac; two large cases of mineral specimens, comprising many precious stones; quite a dozen pictures of rare value, one looking suspiciously like a Titian; while fully a couple of hundred books, a grand piano, and at least half-a-dozen other musical instruments, including a harp and a guitar, helped to complete the furniture.

In the centre of the room stood the breakfast table, covered with an exquisitely embroidered white linen cloth, on which was displayed such a collection of beautiful gold and silver ware as I had never seen on a table before. Three heaps of fruit, consisting of durians, pisangs, bananas, mangoes, mangosteens, and custard apples were piled upon three lovely Sèvres dishes in the centre, flanked by two quaintly-shaped decanters filled with wine.

We seated ourselves at either end of the table, and my hostess struck a tiny silver gong by her side. Breakfast was instantly served by the same impassive servant who had waited upon us on board the yacht. If he felt any surprise at my presence on this occasion, he did not show it; indeed, it would almost have seemed as if he were not aware that I was the same person. 70

And now a word as to the déjeuner itself. It has been my good fortune to have breakfasted at most of the famous restaurants in Europe, that is to say, in London, Paris, Rome, and Vienna, but I am prepared to state, and I put it forward believing it to be true, that the meal of which I partook that morning in the Beautiful White Devil’s bungalow excelled any I had ever partaken of before. From beginning to end it was perfect in every way. The fish, evidently but lately caught, could only have been called a poem of culinary art, the omelets were Parisian in their daintiness and serving, the cutlets were of the right size and done to a turn, the wine (for the meal was served after the French fashion) was worthy of imperial cellars, and the fruit had evidently been in the garden less than half an hour before. My hostess noticed the surprise with which I regarded these things; for extraordinary it certainly was to sit down to such a breakfast on an island in the North Pacific.

“You are evidently wondering at the civilisation of my surroundings,” she said, as the man servant poured her out a glass of Tokay.

“Indeed, yes!” I answered. “I must own I had no notion I should find anything in any way approaching it in these seas. Your cook must be a wonder.”

“Well, perhaps he is rather extraordinary!” she continued. “But I doubt if you will deem it so wonderful when I tell you that he is a Frenchman of the French, who was once in the service of Victor Emanuel. How I came to obtain the benefit of his skill is, of course, another matter.”

“And will he stay with you, do you think? Are you 71 not sometimes afraid that your servants will want to leave you, and return to civilisation again?”

“My servants never leave me,” she answered, with an emphasis there was no mistaking. “And for the best of reasons. No! I certainly have no fear on that score.”

“You are able to place implicit trust in them, then?” I asked, amazed at the confidence with which she spoke.

“The most implicit trust,” she said. “My servants are carefully chosen. They give their services cheerfully, and, like my dog there, they would obey me at any cost, however great, to themselves. Would you like an example?”

“Very much, if you will favour me,” I answered.

“Then watch me closely. In the first place you must understand that, next to myself, my bulldog’s greatest friend and companion is my butler — the man who has just left the room. Well, I will ring for him.”

She did so, and, as soon as the bell had stopped ringing, called the dog to her side and said something to him in the same curious language she had employed before. Thereupon he went over to the door, and, laying himself down about a yard from it, watched it intently. He had not been there a half minute before the door opened, and the servant stood upon the threshold.

Immediately the dog saw him he rose to his feet, every bristle erect, showing all his teeth, and growling savagely. At first the man did not know what to make of this behaviour. Then he spoke to the animal, and at the same time attempted to pass him. But this the beast would not permit. His upper lip drew further 72 back, and he showed unmistakably that if the man advanced another step he would bite, and bite severely. All this time his mistress lay back in her chair, toying with a spoon upon the table, and watching the pair out of half-closed eyes, according to her peculiar habit. Then she spoke to the man.

“I have told the dog,” she said in English, for my benefit, I suppose, “to seize you by the throat if you attempt to enter the room. You know that he will do what I tell him. Very well then, come in!”

Dangerous as was his position, so great was the influence the Beautiful White Devil exercised over her dependents that the man did not hesitate or wait to be bidden twice, but at once complied with her order. He had not advanced two steps, however, before the dog had sprung into the air, and had his mistress not called to him in time, would have taken the unfortunate domestic by the throat. As it was he stopped midway in his spring, and a moment later was back again crouching at her side. Then having addressed some words of explanation to the frightened man, she turned to me and said:

“Are you satisfied with that practical proof, Dr. De Normanville, or do you want another? You are satisfied? I am glad of that, for I tell you just as that man obeyed my orders, regardless of the consequences, so would every other man in my employ, from my chief officer down to the little native lad who pulls the punkah.”

“It is very wonderful!”

“On the contrary, it is very simple.”

“I’m afraid I do not quite understand?” 73

“Then I’m sorry to say I must for the present leave you in your ignorance. Some day I may afford you another example which will perhaps enlighten you more fully.”

For a few moments she sat wrapped in thought, looking at a flower she had taken from a vase; then she lifted her eyes again and addressed me with an air of authority that sat well upon her.

“We have finished our breakfast, I think,” she said. “Now I imagine you will be anxious to inspect your patients. Well, if you will wait ten minutes while I transact a little legal business, I will accompany you.”

So saying she led me out into the verandah, where we seated ourselves in long cane chairs. A tall native was in waiting, and when she had said something to him he withdrew.

“Now you will have an opportunity of witnessing a little piece of retributive justice,” she observed; “and also of observing how I treat those who misconduct themselves in my domains.”

She had hardly spoken before the tramp of feet sounded from round the corner, and next moment two stalwart natives appeared escorting a young man, also an islander, whose bright attractive countenance won my regard from the first. Behind this party came the complainant, an elderly native, whose puckered and wrinkled face was about as unprepossessing as the other’s was pleasing. Seeing their ruler before them they prostrated themselves with one accord, and remained in that position until they were told to rise. When they had done so, Alie narrated the features of the case to me in English. The old man, it appeared, had a young wife; 74 the prisoner was her cousin, and, if the complainant could be believed, had shown himself fonder of her than was comfortable for the husband’s peace of mind. Age proving jealous, and at the same time suspicious of the motive of Youth’s cousinly affection, had trumped up a charge of stealing gardening implements against him, and had brought sworn testimony to prove that the stolen articles had been found in his possession. But it so happened that Alie had been aware for some time past that the real object of the youth’s affection was one of her own domestics, a comely enough damsel, employed in the house. The upshot of it all was that the charge was dismissed; the old man had to listen to a short homily on jealousy; the young couple were married there and then, and given a hut in the township for their own use, while the old man was ordered, by way of compensation for the false accusation he had brought, to provide them, that self-same day, with certain goods and chattels necessary to their housekeeping. As for the three false witnesses, who had placed so small a value upon their reputations for veracity as to allow themselves to be suborned against an innocent man, their case was somewhat harder; they were taken to the rear of the house, where they received ten strokes of the rod apiece, well laid on, as a warning to them against future dealings in unsound evidence.

This case finished, Alie made another sign to one of her men, who instantly disappeared. Then she settled herself in her chair, and I noticed that a harder look came into her face.

“You have witnessed how I conduct one side of my court,” she said. “Now you shall see the other.” 75

Again the tramp of feet was heard, and once more guards and prisoner made their appearance round the corner. To my surprise, the latter was none other than my old acquaintance Kwong Fung, the notorious Chinese pirate. But though he must have remembered me, his sullen, evil face betrayed no sign of surprise. He only stood between his guards watching my hostess and waiting for her to speak. Presently she did so, in Chinese, and once, only once, did he answer her. During the harangue I glanced at her face, and was amazed at the change in it. The old soft expression was completely gone, and in its place had come one that, to tell the honest truth, even frightened me. Never before or since have I seen such a perfect exhibition of self-contained, but all-consuming, rage. Once more she spoke to the prisoner, who refused to answer. She instantly addressed herself to the escort. The man in command was in the act of replying when the prisoner, by some means which I shall never be able to explain, raised his right arm before his guards could stop him. In the palm of his hand lay a knife, somewhat resembling a Malay krise, but with a shorter and straighter blade. With the swiftness of thought the hand seemed to drop back and instantly resume its upright position. The impetus thus given sent the weapon flying along the verandah toward us, and if I had not thrown my left arm before her, there could be no doubt that it would have found a scabbard in Alie’s breast. As it was it stuck in the sleeve of my white jacket, passing through the fabric without even scratching the flesh. Unnerving as the incident was, the Beautiful White Devil did not show the slightest sign of fear, but simply said “Thank 76 you!” to me, and then resumed her instructions to the guard. Kwong Fung was immediately led away.

For some seconds after his departure neither of us spoke, then, noticing that her face was regaining its old expression, I took courage enough to inquire my enemy’s fate.

“Death,” she answered. “I have forgiven that man times out of number; I have helped him when he was in distress, and once I rescued him when he was within an ace of being executed. But since he has murdered one of my bravest subjects in cold blood, and cannot respect the orders I have given, but must needs attempt the lives of those I have sworn to protect, he must be prevented from doing any more harm by the safest means we can employ.”

She was silent again for a few moments, then picking up the dagger, which had fallen on the floor, she looked me steadily in the face, and said:

“Dr. De Normanville, I owe you my life. If ever the opportunity arrives you will not find me ungrateful. It was a near escape, was it not? I shall have to change my servants if they cannot see that their prisoners are unarmed.”

I was about to reply, but was interrupted by the arrival of a second batch of litigants, who were followed by a third. They were all natives, for, as I discovered later, there was not one single instance on record, in the history of the island, of the white population having found it necessary to resort to law to settle their differences. A more peaceable, happy, and law-abiding community could not be found. One thing was very noticeable in each of these cases, and that was the pacific 77 reception of, and the resignation with which, the decisions of their ruler were received. She spoke to them, chided them, sympathised with them, and smoothed down their ruffled feathers just as if they had in reality been what she had called them — her children. And as a result, in each case plaintiff and defendant went off together, their differences settled and their former animosity quite forgotten. When the last case was concluded, Alie put on her large white hat, which throughout the legal business had been lying beside her, and we were in the act of setting out for the village, accompanied by the dog, when an incident occurred which was fraught with as much interest to me, in my study of her extraordinary position and character, as anything else I had so far met with during my stay in the island.

We were descending the long stone steps before described, when a young and attractive native woman hove in sight, carrying in her arms a bundle, which on her nearer approach proved to be a baby. Arriving at the steps she halted and knelt at Alie’s feet, kissing the hem of her dress, and at the same time saying something to her in the soft native tongue I have so repeatedly admired.

When she had finished Alie turned to me and said:

“Doctor, this is your first case; and a sad one. Will you tell me if you can do anything for this poor creature’s child?”

Turning to the woman I signed to her to let me look at the infant. The poor little thing was in the last stage of confluent small-pox, and presented a sickening appearance.

“Is it a hopeless case?” Alie asked, with almost an 78 entreat in her voice, a note that had certainly not been there a quarter of an hour before, when she had sent Kwong Fung to his doom.

“Quite hopeless,” I answered; “but I will endeavour to make death as painless as possible. Will you tell the poor soul to bring the child to me in half an hour in the village?”

Alie translated my speech and must have given the mother some encouragement, for she fell at my feet, and in the deepest reverence kissed my boots. Then with an obeisance to my companion she passed down a side path and disappeared among the trees.

Alie turned to me and said, with a deep sigh:

“Now, Dr. De Normanville, if you are ready we will set off on our tour of inspection.”

I agreed, and accordingly we passed through the gate and went down the path towards the settlement.


CHAPTER V.

79HOW WE FOUGHT THE PLAGUE.
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LEAVING THE HOUSE behind us we made our way by means of a circuitous path, round the base of the majestic waterfall before described, down towards the buildings on the plain. The route chosen was a perfect one in every way, not only for observing the excellent placing of the township on the plateau, but for noting the beauties of nature along the path. As in the jungle through which I had passed to approach the house, lovely creepers twined from tree to tree, orchids gaped from every crevice, some of them almost human in their quaintness; while mixed up with them in marvellous profusion were palms, ferns, shrubs, and bamboos of every known hue and description. Butterflies and beetles, of colourings so glorious that my fingers positively itched for my collecting box, fluttered from flower to flower, while parrots (Palædinis longianda), Nikobar pigeons, and the darter, or snake bird, were so frequently met with as to lose all their charm of novelty. Sometimes we would be in places where the wealth of greenery shut out all view of the sky; a moment later we could look through the leaves at the great mountain pushing its head up into what seemed the azure vault of heaven itself. But beautiful as all this was, not the least lovely part of it was the mysterious woman walking by my side. 80

As we made our way down the path we talked on many subjects, European politics, of which her knowledge was extensive, the beauties of the East, literature and art; but, somehow or another, however far we might wander from it, the conversation invariably came back to the epidemic that was the occasion of my presence in the settlement.

At last we left the jungle and prepared to descend the precipitous hillside by means of a long flight of wooden steps, which ended at the commencement of the main street. In the brilliant sunlight the township looked a pretty enough little place, with its well laid-out and nicely planted thoroughfares, neatly built European houses, and picturesque native huts. It was hard to believe that, clean and healthy as it all looked, it had lost more than a quarter of its population by the ravages of one of the most awful pestilences human flesh is heir to. Indeed, so much impressed was I with its beauty that for a moment or two I stood watching it, unable to say a word. Then I looked at my companion. She, like myself, had been very silent for the last hundred yards, and now, as she looked down at her kingdom, I saw her beautiful eyes fill with tears.

“Dr. De Normanville,” she said, as we arrived at the bottom of the steps, “if you will allow me, some day, when we are a little better acquainted, I will tell you the story of this place and the influence it has had upon my life. Then you will be able to understand how it is that I am so much affected by my people’s sufferings.”

I murmured an appropriate reply and we entered the village. Our arrival had been anxiously expected, and at the gate of the first house we were met by an old man, 81 who was evidently a person of considerable importance in the place. He had a white skin and a slightly Scandinavian cast of countenance, and, though he spoke Chinese and the native tongue with unusual fluency, was evidently more than half an Englishman. On seeing my companion he raised his hat politely and waited for her to speak.

“Mr. Christianson,” she said, holding out her hand, “this is Dr. De Normanville, who has been kind enough to come to our assistance from Hong Kong. I don’t think it is necessary for me to assure him that you will give him your entire assistance in this terrible crisis, in the same manner as you have hitherto given it to me.”

The old man bowed to me, and then addressed my companion.

“We have done our best in your absence,” he said sorrowfully; “but it seems as if Fate were against us. There are at the present moment one hundred and thirty cases all told, of which eighty-four are men, twenty-three women, and the remainder children. Yesterday there were eighteen deaths — among them your old coxswain, Kusae, who died at seven in the morning, and Ellai, the wife of Attack, who followed him within an hour. The Englishman, Brandon, died at midday, his wife during the afternoon, and their only child this morning, scarcely an hour ago. Doctor, is there any hope at all of our being able to stop this awful plague?”

I assured him we would do our best, and he agreed that no man could ask or expect us to do more. By the time our conversation was finished I had taken a decided 82 fancy to the old fellow, and with Alie’s permission enrolled him there and then as my second in command.

“Now,” I said, turning to her, “before we commence our work let me exactly understand my position. With what powers am I invested?”

“With full and complete authority,” she answered promptly. “Whatever you may deem best for my unfortunate people, please do without consulting anyone. Believe me, no one will attempt to dispute your right.”

“That is as it should be, and I thank you,” I said. “Now, will you tell me where my own abode is to be? It should be as far removed from the centre of the infected district as possible, yet, at the same time, central enough to be convenient for all the inhabitants.”

“I thought that house on the mound at the foot of the hill,” she answered, pointing with her beautiful hand to a neat weather-board structure about a couple of hundred yards from the place where we were then standing; “in fact, I have even gone so far as to give orders that it should be prepared for you. Shall we go and examine it?”

Accordingly, accompanied by the old man, we set out for it, eagerly watched by a crowd of natives, who, from the expressions on their faces, had come quite to look upon me as their deliverer.

The house proved to be a most commodious little place of four rooms, and, from the luxury with which the two living apartments were furnished, it was evident that considerable trouble and care had been bestowed upon them. When we entered, an intelligent native lad was called from an inner room and informed 83 in English that I was his new master, and that he was to see that I wanted for nothing. It is only fair to add that during my stay in the island no man could have desired a better and more trustworthy servant.

From the bedroom and sitting-room we passed on to the room at the end of the verandah, which I found had been set apart for, and equipped as, a surgery. Neatly arranged around the walls, on shelves, were enough drugs of all sorts and descriptions to stock half a dozen chemist’s shops, while my instruments, cases, and other paraphernalia were spread out upon the table in the centre. Altogether the arrangements were most satisfactory and complete, and I intimated as much to Alie, who stood watching me from the window.

“It is all Mr. Christianson’s doing,” she said. “You must thank him.”

I did so, and then proposed that we should set about our work at once.

“In the first place, Mr. Christianson,” I began, “have you had any symptoms of the disease yourself?”

“Not one! Since it started I have been as well as I remember ever to have been in my life.”

“When were you vaccinated last?”

I put the question with some little timidity, for I feared lest by so doing I might wake some unpleasant memory in the old man’s mind. But, whatever his past may have been, — and there were few men in the settlement, I afterwards found, who had not more or less of a romantic history, — he answered without hesitation:

“I was vaccinated in Liverpool, twelve years ago next March.”

“Then, with your permission, I’ll do it for you again. 84 After that we’ll call up the heads of the village and I’ll operate on them.”

So saying, I unpacked my things, and, having done so, vaccinated my second in command. When this was accomplished, he gave me a list he had prepared of the half-dozen principal inhabitants. They were immediately sent for, and as soon as they arrived my position was explained to them in a short speech by Alie.

“Now, gentlemen,” I said, when her address was finished, “in view of the serious nature of our position and the necessity for a well-organized attack upon the disease which has so decimated your population, I propose to enrol you as my staff. You will each of you have special duties assigned to you, and I need not say that I feel sure you will fulfil them to the very best of your ability. Before we go any further, as I hear none of you have taken the disease, I propose vaccinating you all, as I have just done Mr. Christianson. When that has been accomplished we will get properly to work.”

In half an hour or so this was done, and I was free to enter upon my next course of action.

“We will now,” I said, after a little consultation with Alie, “assemble the healthy folk of the village on the green yonder.”

This was soon done, and, at the word of command, the entire population able to get about assembled themselves on the open space before my verandah — blacks and whites, yellow and copper colour, all mixed up, higgledy-piggledy, in glorious confusion. From a cursory glance at them they appeared to come from all countries and from all parts of the globe. I could distinguish Englishmen, Frenchmen, Germans, Swedes, 85 Italians, Portuguese, Spaniards, Russians, Hindoos, Malays, Dyaks, and even Chinamen. The dusky population, however, predominated.

The first business to be performed, when they were all before me, was to separate the men from the women, and, as soon as this was accomplished, to carefully examine each in turn; after that I singled out those who were skilled in carpentering and hut-building, and kept them on one side. Fortunately, I was able to procure nearly thirty who were in some degree efficient. All of these — I mean of course those who had not had the disease — were forthwith vaccinated and despatched, under the leadership of one of my six lieutenants, to a site I had chosen on the hillside for the hospital. There they were employed erecting huts with all possible despatch.

When the remainder had undergone the necessary operation, volunteers were requested to enrol themselves for the work of nursing the sick, and for this duty no less than twenty held up their hands, eight of whom had themselves been victims of the pestilence.

Long before I had completed my work of vaccination, the sun had disappeared behind the hill, and it was time for the evening meal. But tired as we all were, it was useless to think of stopping, so after we had broken our fast, the work of hut-building and vaccination proceeded again by torch and lamp light, until long after midnight. By the time my last patient was dismissed I was utterly worn out. But this was not the case with Alie, who throughout the day, and up to the very last moment at night, had never abated one jot of her energy. Encouraging the women, cheering the men, weighing out 86 stores, and measuring cloth, she had been occupied without ceasing. Her enthusiasm was like a stimulant, and it had the effect of one upon all concerned. When my arms ached and my brain seemed fagged out beyond all recouping with plotting, planning, and giving advice, it was like a breath of new life to see her moving about among her people, taking no thought of herself, or of the danger she was running, thinking only of the terror-stricken wretches who turned to her in their hour of trouble for sympathy and help. And certainly as she passed about among them, Beelzebub, the bulldog, slouching along at her heels, it was wonderful to see how their faces would brighten, and the light of fear for the moment die out of their eyes. Nothing in my science had the power to do as much for them.

As I put down my implements and received Christianson’s report that the fourth hut was ready for occupation, the clock on the mantelpiece of my sitting room struck a quarter to one. Bidding him good-night, and warning him to be early astir on the morrow, I took my hat, and prepared to accompany Alie on her homeward journey.

Following the path behind my house, we ran it round the foot of the falls, and up through the jungle to her gate. By the time we reached the spot where I had first looked down at the settlement that morning the moon was sailing high in a cloudless sky, and the whole of our world was bathed in its pale, mysterious light. The scene was indescribably beautiful, and perhaps the exquisite softness of the night, and the thought of the sickness raging in the valley below us, may have had something to do with the silence that followed our arrival at the top. We were standing at the gate, looking down upon 87 the white roofs, showing like flakes of silver through the sea of dark jungle. For some time neither of us spoke. Then it was Alie who began the conversation.

“Dr. De Normanville,” she said, — and it must not be thought conceited on my part to repeat it,— “I want to thank you from the bottom of my heart for the way in which you have taken up your work of mercy. I cannot say what I would like to do, because my heart is too full for utterance; but if you could only realise what a relief it is to me to know that you are here to conduct matters, you would understand something of the gratitude I feel.”

I uttered some commonplace reply, all the time watching the wistful look upon her face. Then she said suddenly:

“We have scarcely known each other three days yet, but somehow I feel as if, despite all you have heard of me, you are my friend.”

“And you are quite right in so feeling,” I said. “Believe me, I have forgotten all the foolish stories I have heard about you.”

“No, no! I don’t know that you ought to do that,” she continued, “because, you see, a great number of them are true.”

“You wish me to remember them, then?” I cried, in some surprise.

“Yes!” she answered. “I think you ought to get a clue for your own guidance out of them. But in saying that, I wish you to understand why I do so. To do that involves my telling you my history. Are you too tired to listen to it to-night?”

“Of course I am not,” I answered quickly, only too 88 glad of the opportunity of hearing a story that others would have given anything to have had related to them. “But if it means recalling unhappy memories, why tell it me? I shall serve you just as faithfully without knowing it.”

“I do not doubt that for an instant,” she said. “But you must surely see, Dr. De Normanville, that being brought into contact with you as much as I am, I want to set myself right with you. I want you to know all about me. Hitherto you have only thought of me, remember, as — well, as a beautiful woman, whose pleasure in life it is to rob and blackmail innocent and unsuspecting folk in this distant portion of the globe. Having seen your kindness and gentleness to my unfortunate people to-day, and honouring you for it as I do, is it to be wondered at that I want you to understand my work in life properly? May I tell you my story?”

“Please do! It will interest me deeply.”

She moved over from the gate to the broad wooden rail that ran along the path side, and which had evidently been placed there to protect foot passengers from the abyss. Leaning on it, she scanned the moonlit valley for some moments without speaking. Then turning her face toward me, she began:

“My father, you must know, Dr. De Normanville, was a typical Englishman; he came of a good old Yorkshire family, and was an officer in Her Majesty’s navy; he was also remarkable for his great height, strength, and wonderful personal beauty. He was very popular with his fellow-officers and men, and in the early part of his career saw a good deal of active service in various parts of the globe. It was during the time that he was stationed 89 in the West Indies, and soon after he was made commander of his ship, that he met my mother, a beautiful Creole, and married her. From the moment of his marriage the good luck which had hitherto attended his career seemed to desert him; he lost his ship on an uncharted rock, and, when he was appointed to another, was ordered to a bad station, where he nearly lost his wife and his own life of fever. With his recovery came the most unfortunate part of his career. For just as he was about to be relieved, a charge was preferred against him by the admiral of the station, of so base and wicked a description that all those who heard it refused at first to entertain the notion. He was court-martialled and expelled the service. Since then the charge has been proved to have been entirely without foundation, but by the time that was known my poor father had died in exile. He appealed, but what was the use of that? To a proud, headstrong man, conscious of his innocence, such disgrace was unbearable, and he at length fled from England, resolved to shake its dust for ever off his feet. He went to India, but the result of the trial was known there, and every post was barred to him. He passed on to Singapore, and finally to Hong Kong, but always with the same result. By this time everything that was obstinate and worst in him was roused; and when the admiral, the same who had brought the charge against him, was transferred to the China station, my father sought him out in Shanghai, decoyed him outside the city, requested him to publicly admit that the charges he had brought against him were false, and on his refusing, produced pistols, invited him to a duel, and shot him dead. Then, while the police were hunting for him, 90 he fitted out a boat, with a large sum of money that had some time before been left him, collected a dozen other men as desperate as himself, tested them thoroughly before he trusted them, and, having bound them to secrecy, set off to find an island where they could lead their own lives unhindered by the outside world. This was the place they came to, and those old houses near the harbour were their first dwellings. Once in every six months my father went off to Hong Kong for supplies, and it was during one of these excursions that he met the man whose destiny it was to recognise him, and so hasten the trouble that lay before him. High words passed between them, and the result was a betrayal, and a fight with the police, in which two men were left dead upon the beach. That was the beginning of the end. The same night a boatload of marines put off to arrest my father, who was in the act of getting his schooner under weigh. When they came within hailing distance they were challenged and asked their business. The officer in charge replied that he held a warrant for my father’s arrest. But the latter had no desire to fall into the authorities’ hands again, so he bade them stand off. The officer, however, ordered his men to board. Again they were warned not to approach, but they paid no heed; the result may be imagined: a volley was fired from the schooner, and four men out of the six constituting the boat’s crew, including the officer in charge, fell dead. Without more ado my father got under weigh, and raced for his life out of the harbour, pursued by three shots from the cruiser in the bay. From that day forward he was a proscribed man. Rewards were offered for his capture in all the principal ports of the East, not 91 only by the English Government, but by the rich residents of Singapore, Hong Kong, and the treaty ports. Considering that it was not their affair, this action on the part of his former friends so enraged my father, that he swore that if ever one of the signatories fell into his hands, he would make him pay dearly for his action. It may interest you to know that Mr. Vesey, the man whom you perhaps remember I abducted, was the chairman of the meeting that offered the first reward for my father, and years afterwards for me.

“Well, months went by, and once more the stores on the island began to run short. It became imperatively necessary that a fresh supply should be obtained. To do this my father repainted and rerigged his boat, disguised himself and his men, and sailed off for Shanghai. Reaching that port, he sent his mate ashore to make the purchases. But suspicion seems to have been aroused, the man was arrested, and had not my father been warned in time and put to sea, he would have shared the same fate. But he was resolved not to be beaten, and at the risk of his life he went back and ashore. By means of a subterfuge, which it would take me too long to explain, he succeeded in rescuing his companion. In the course of the rescue, however, a man was killed, and this closed the treaty ports even more firmly to him than before.

“The matter had become terribly serious now. He could not go into any port for fear of being arrested, and yet stores had to be obtained for the starving island. To a headstrong man like my father, rendered desperate by deliberate injustice, there was only one natural way out of it. He made for Hong Kong, chose a dark night, 92 went down the harbour in a junk, boarded a trading boat, confined the skipper in his cabin, and took possession of his cargo, for which, it is only fair to say, he paid the full market price. The skipper, however, for some purpose of his own, forgot the incident of payment, went ashore in the early morning and proclaimed the fact to the police that he had been robbed of his cargo under the very noses of the cruisers. The description of the robber tallied with that of my father, and the hue and cry began again. Thenceforward he declared himself openly in opposition to society, collected round him all the men who were worth anything, and whose lives were as desperate as his own, and levied toll on the ships of all nations whenever occasion offered. He ran many risks, for often he was sighted and chased by cruisers. It was on one of these occasions that my poor mother died, killed by an English bullet. Three months later my father caught the fever in the Manillas and followed her to the grave, bidding me, a girl of eighteen, keep up this settlement and carry on the war he had begun. Ever since then the island has been my tenderest care. I have watched over it and guarded it as a mother guards her child. But at the same time, as you know, I have not spared my enemies. My first adventure proved successful, my second well-nigh ruined me. My father’s death had become known by some mysterious means, and, when it was discovered that I was carrying on his trade, a supreme effort was made by the authorities to capture me. But they have not succeeded yet. The same year I had the Lone Star, the boat you found me on, built in Scotland, and began my work in earnest. Ever since then I have had a price upon my head; but, as I 93 told you on board the Lone Star, I can truthfully say that I have never knowingly robbed a poor man, and as you have seen for yourself, I have materially helped a good many. In some cases, too, — the Sultan of Surabaya, for instance, — I have gone out of my way to assist the oppressed, and have taught wholesome lessons to their rulers and oppressors. Now you know my story. It may be that you take a different view of my life and would call it by a harsh name. I should be sorry to think that. I simply remember how my father’s life was ruined by his enemies, and that I have never been given a chance, even if I would have taken it. The English, French, and Chinese governments are my natural enemies, as they were my father’s before me. If the innocent suffer by what I do, I am deeply sorry for them. But do your nations in their wars heed the peasantry of either side, even as much as I do? I think not. Dr. De Normanville, most of those white people you saw to-day have curious histories. Do not suppose for an instant that I receive anyone here without strict inquiry into his temperament and antecedents. But, on the other hand, when I do take him in, I never swerve from my duty towards him. Now, what have you to say?”

“I can only answer that I think your character has been grossly maligned.”

“No, don’t say that, for you are only speaking on the impulse of the moment; and, besides, you must remember that those who speak against me in that fashion look upon my actions from their own point of view. However, you will not think so badly of me for the future, will you?”

As she said this she came a little closer to me and 94 looked me in the face. Never before had I seen her look so beautiful.

“No, I can safely promise you I won’t,” I answered stoutly. “I am your champion for the future, come what may.”

“You are very good to me. Now, as we are both tired, had we not better say good-night?”

She held out her little hand, and for some reason, goodness only knows what, I took it and raised it to my lips. Then with another “good-night,” she turned away from me and, with the dog at her heels, disappeared through the gate and up the path, among the bushes, that led to her abode.

When she had gone I stood for a few moments looking down upon the lovely panorama spread out before me, then I turned myself about and went down the hill to my residence at the foot. But though I went to bed it was not to sleep. The extraordinary story I had just been told, and the exciting events of the day, were not of a nature calculated to induce repose, and so I tossed and tumbled upon my couch hour after hour, till the first faint signs of dawn made their appearance. Then I had a bath in cool spring water, and, having dressed, went out and began to prepare my work for the day.

As the sun made his appearance above the tree-tops, Christianson and his colleagues, my trusty lieutenants, came up the path towards the house, and five minutes later Alie herself appeared upon the scene, eager to be employed. As she entered the verandah and greeted me I glanced at her face. But there was no trace there of the sadness of the previous night. Indeed, if the truth must be told, there was even a sort of distant 95 haughtiness about her manner towards me, that was as unexpected as it was difficult to account for.

“Good-morning, Dr. De Normanville!” she said, as she put down on the table the parcel she had brought with her. “It is nearly five o’clock; are you ready to commence work?”

“Quite ready,” I answered, turning to a man named Andrews. “To begin, sir, will you and your deputies hunt up the builders and continue the work at the huts till breakfast time?” Then turning to another, “Mr. Williams, you might take three men and erect four bed places in each hut. Mr. Christianson, and the remainder of you gentlemen, if you will accompany me, we will make a careful house-to-house inspection of the village.”

Having despatched the others to their various employments, I set off, accompanied by Alie, to begin the ghastly work of inspection. It must not be supposed that I in any way induced her to run the risk; to tell the truth, I protested vigorously against it, but without result; her heart was set upon it, and she would not be deterred.

The first house we visited was a small one, built of adobe mixture and inhabited by three people, two of whom were down with the disease. There had originally been six in the family, but three had perished. I made my examination, noted their cases in my pocket-book, spoke some cheering words to them, and passed on to the next house. This was of wood, neatly built, and contained one patient who was quite alone, his wife and daughter having both succumbed to the plague. In the next there was no case, nor the next; but in the three 96 following there were eight. Hardly a house was free from it, and in many cases, all the inhabitants being dead, the buildings were quite tenantless. By the time I had finished my inspection it was eight o’clock, and I was quite ready for breakfast. This disposed of, work was at once resumed.

Everyone toiled with a will, and the hut-builders to such good purpose, that by midday twelve fine huts were standing ready for occupation on the slope of the western hill. The real work was now about to commence. Summoning to my assistance those men and women who had volunteered to act as nurses, I had a number of stretchers made, and on these conveyed the sufferers to the hospitals. Four patients went to each hut. The men I sent to those on the right hand of the street, the women to those on the left. By this means forty-eight persons were disposed of, and by five o’clock sufficient huts were at my disposal to contain as many more. By sundown every sufferer in the place had been removed, the nurses were duly instructed in their duties and installed, and the real combating of the disease had commenced. But at this juncture a serious problem was presented for our consideration. Having removed the owners to places of safety, what were we to do with the old houses and their contents? Taking Alie into my confidence, I explained the situation to her, told her how loth I was to destroy so many good buildings, but at the same time pointed out to her how imperatively necessary it was that every dwelling and any article likely to harbour infection should be got rid of. To my satisfaction she met it in the proper spirit.

“If it is necessary for the safety of those who remain, 97 there can be no doubt at all as to what course we should pursue,” she answered. “The houses must go. And that being so, I must endeavour to make it up to the owners when they shall require them again. Will you give the necessary instructions?”

I did so forthwith, and in less than half an hour no less than eighty houses, with their contents, were blazing on the plain.

And so the week went on, and the next after that, with hardly a break in the routine of work. Out of one hundred cases treated, thirty succumbed in the first eight days, twelve in the remaining six, while fifteen more were added from the township during the same period.

And now I must say something about the care and attention bestowed on these patients by those who had volunteered for the arduous task of nursing. Indeed, I feel justified in saying that no better service could have been obtained in any London hospital. Fortunately, a sincere bond of affection seemed to bind all these people together, and this, taken with the influence exercised by the wonderful woman at their head, made its power thoroughly felt in everything they did. And here I should also like to put on record Alie’s wonderful devotion to her people, during that time of awful anxiety. Day in, day out, night and morning alike, accompanied by her dog, she was occupied about the different huts, helping and reproving, chiding and encouraging. Her presence was like a ray of sunlight which seemed to light the place long after she had left it. The convalescent derived new vigour from her touch, the dying were soothed by her voice. Never once throughout the 98 whole of the time did she think of herself; the path of what she considered to be her duty lay before her, and the Beautiful White Devil, the notorious adventuress, the abductor of rich merchants, the terror of the China seas, trod it without murmur or complaint. It was a wonderful exhibition of womanly gentleness, forbearance, and endurance. And when I saw her, tired and almost dispirited by the results of the struggle, and noted how she put all this aside, assumed a smiling face to speak words of comfort to some sufferer, and then remembered the accusations and stories to which I had listened in the Victoria Hotel that first evening, I felt almost as mean and contemptible as it was possible for a man to be.

And here, gentle reader, let me make a confession, though I doubt if it will come upon you as a surprise. Already, I expect, you have accused me of being in love with the Beautiful White Devil. I do not deny that I was. Where so many better men had succumbed, who was I that I should go free? And surely if so many others had fallen captive to her mere beauty, knowing next to nothing of her real merit, I, who had exceptional opportunities of studying her character under every aspect, who saw her grave and gay, passionate and self-sacrificing, imperious and the most humble of any, might claim for my affection that it was based on something more tangible than any mere personal beauty.

Yes! I was in love with Alie, and, what is more, I am in love with her now, as I shall be in love with her on my dying day, and afterwards if that be possible. And this I can say truthfully, that throughout my love for her, my heart has known no unworthy thought. I 99 have loved her for her beautiful, noble, impulsive, generous self, and, if that be an offence, I can only say that I am proud to acknowledge it.

But though I was over head and ears in love with her, seeing no sun in heaven when she was not with me, no stars at night when I was not by her side, never once did I allow her to suspect my passion. I did my work as I had contracted to do it — that is, to the best of my ability. But hard as I worked, she worked harder. Day in, day out, she was never idle; she took her share of nursing, superintended the erection of huts and houses for those who had been deprived of them, and cheered and encouraged everyone with whom she came in contact. Beautiful White Devil, the Chinese called her. Beautiful White Angel would surely have been a better and more appropriate name.


CHAPTER VI.

100A TRIP INTO THE COUNTRY.
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SIXTY-FOUR DAYS EXACTLY after my taking charge of the health of the settlement, the last patient was discharged from the hospital, cured. Out of one hundred and ninety-five cases treated, one hundred and thirty-three had recovered; the rest lay in the little graveyard on the hillside to the eastward of the town. It had been a weary, harassing time from beginning to end, and the strain and responsibility had had a more severe effect upon me than I should have anticipated. Alie alone, of all the workers, seemed untouched. Her indomitable will would not permit her body to know such a thing as fatigue, and for this reason the last day of our work found her powers as keen and her energy as unabated as they had been on the first.

On the afternoon of the day following the discharge of my last patient, she came into the surgery, and, seating herself in my armchair, looked about her with that interest my medical affairs always seemed to inspire in her.

“Dr. De Normanville,” she began, clasping her little white hands together on the arm of the chair; “I have been watching you lately, and I have come to the conclusion that you are thoroughly tired out. There is but one cure for that — rest and complete change of air and scene.” 101

“And pray what makes you suppose I am worn out?” I asked, wiping a pair of forceps that I had been using on a native boy five minutes before, and putting them back into their case.

“The colour of your face for one thing,” she answered, “and the way you move about for another. Your appetite, I have also noticed, has been gradually falling off of late. No, it won’t do! My friend, you have been so good to us that we should be worse than ungrateful if we allowed you to get ill. So, without consulting you, I have arranged a little holiday for you!”

“That is very kind of you,” I said; “and pray what is it to be?”

“I will tell you. You are an enthusiastic botanist and entomologist, are you not? Very well, then. This island abounds with unclassified flora and fauna. I will have an expedition fitted out to-day, and to-morrow morning we will leave the settlement and plunge into the interior. I expect a week’s absence from worry will work a wonderful change in you. At any rate, we’ll try it. What have you to say to my proposition?”

“I should like it above all things,” I answered eagerly. And, indeed, apart from the scientific chances it would afford me, a trip anywhere in her company could not be anything else than delightful.

Having gained her point, she rose to go.

“I may consider it settled, I suppose?” she said. “At daybreak to-morrow morning we are to mount our ponies in the square down yonder, and set off. You need not bother about rifles or any impedimenta of that kind. I will see that you are well provided.”

So saying she withdrew, and I saw no more of her that 102 day. The rest of the afternoon I spent in preparing my specimen boxes for the trip, and when I sought my couch at night it was to dream of birds and beetles of the most glorious colouring, size, and variety.

True to our arrangement, daybreak next morning found me, booted and spurred, striding towards the village square. Early as I was at the rendezvous, Alie was there before me, mounted on a neat bay pony, and evidently awaiting my coming. She wished me “good morning,” and then pointed to the group of pack-horses standing at a little distance in charge of half a dozen men.

“We shall not want for provisions during our travels,” she said, with a happy laugh; and as she did so she signed to one of her attendants to lead up a pony she had reserved for my use. “The cook and his staff,” she continued, “have gone on ahead of us to prepare our breakfast, so now if you are ready we’ll start.”

The order to march was thereupon given, and we immediately set off up the mountain track. Within five minutes of starting the settlement lay hidden behind the hill, with all its painful memories and anxieties, and we found ourselves surrounded by the primeval forest. The mysterious silence of the dawn still held the landscape, and all nature seemed waiting for the sun to make his appearance before beginning the business of the day. Here and there in the dips, and upon the pools, heavy mists wreathed and curled themselves, suggestive of malaria and a hundred other unpleasantnesses. Before we have been riding an hour, however, the sun rose in all his majesty; in a trice the forest woke to life and activity; hordes of monkeys leaped from branch to 103 branch above our heads, in many cases racing us nearly a hundred yards before they left us; gigantic swine crashed through the undergrowth, almost under our ponies’ noses; while birds of every plumage flew, from tree to tree, across our path. A moment before the world had seemed dead, now it was full and brimming over with vitality.

When the first half-dozen miles were overcome the aspect of the country began to change; it became more open, and we continually emerged from timber on to highly-grassed plains, where pig and deer of many kinds were to be seen feeding placidly. Towards eight o’clock the trend of the country lay upward, and continued so until we had mounted to a considerable elevation, when an extensive panorama was unfolded before us. The island must indeed have been a large one if it could be judged by the extensive views we had presented to us of it; only on the settlement side could I see the sea, while on the other the forest rolled away as far as the eye could reach.

At half-past eight, or between that and nine o’clock, we commenced to descend again, following the course of a pretty stream, until our guides came back to tell us that we were approaching the spot where it had been arranged we should partake of breakfast.

And surely enough, as we reached the bottom of the valley, the smoke of a fire rose above the palms before us, and, a few seconds later, we were permitted a view of an impromptu camp, with a blazing fire, and a white man actively engaged beside it, frying-pan in hand. As I looked at the little scene I could not help thinking of the many picnics I had assisted at in dear old England, 104 and I naturally fell to comparing them with this one, at which I was the guest of so extraordinary a woman, under such novel and exciting circumstances.

Had I been told only half a year before that I should be picnicking on an island in the North Pacific, of which I knew neither the location nor the name, with a woman who had a reputation such as Alie unfortunately possessed, I should certainly have refused to believe it. Yet it was so, and, what was more to the point, I was not only picnicking, but was head over ears in love with that self-same woman, and, what was perhaps still more extraordinary, gloried in the fact.

As soon as breakfast was over we remounted our ponies and pushed on in the same fashion, through the same sort of country, with a brief halt at midday, until nightfall. Towards the middle of the afternoon the view once more began to change; craggy uplands rose on our right, while the same wonderful forest still continued on our left. What struck me as remarkable was the fact that so far we had seen no villages and encountered no natives. Could the island — if island it really were, and of that I was beginning to have my doubts — be inhabited only by the people of our settlement? It seemed scarcely probable, but if not, where were the rest of its aboriginal population?

A little before sundown, Alie informed me that we were close upon our destination. And surely enough, just as the orb of day disappeared behind the tree tops, we saw before us, on a small plateau, four or five large and exceedingly comfortable huts, which the men who had preceded us that morning had erected for our accommodation. They faced towards the east, and the 105 view from the little terrace on which they stood was beautiful in the extreme. Across it, and for a short distance below, the land was open, then the undergrowth began again, gradually rising from small bushes to great trees, and afterwards continuing in one unbroken sea of green, away to where the faint outline of a mountain range peered up, upon the southeastern horizon. It was a picture to see and remember for ever.

Having dismounted from our ponies, we prepared to make ourselves comfortable. The distribution of huts was as follows: Alie took that to the right, I had a large one on the left, while that in the centre was set apart for our dining-room and sitting-room (if we wanted to be indoors, which was unlikely); the fourth was destined for the accommodation of the cook, and from it already resounded the clatter of pots and pans.

Full of curiosity to see in what sort of comfort Alie travelled, I entered my own hut, and was amazed at the completeness of the arrangements. A comfortable bed-place, with mosquito curtains, occupied one side; a square of matting covered the floor, a portable wash-hand stand stood near the bed; while against the opposite wall, neatly arranged in a rack, were my guns and specimen cases. By the time I had washed off the stains of travel, and exchanged my riding costume for a lounge suit, the native gong had summoned us to dinner, and Alie and I, meeting on the terrace, entered the centre hut together.

If I had been surprised at the completeness of the arrangements of my own hut, how much more astonished was I now. Indeed, had it not been for the walls, which were covered, with some peculiar sort of tapestry, and 106 the different ceiling, I should hardly have known that we were not in the bungalow at the settlement. The white cloth, the glittering glass and silver, the costly ornaments and the profusion of dishes, were the same; and when the same impassive servant entered to wait upon us, clad in his usual white livery, my astonishment was complete. Alie was in exceptionally good spirits and for this reason the meal proceeded in a most delightful fashion.

When it was over we drew our chairs outside into the gathering gloom, and sat watching the fire-flies dashing in and out amid the tangle of dark forest across the plateau. It was indeed a night to be remembered. Overhead the tropic stars shone in all their beauty; around us were the unfathomable depths of the forest; from the right sounded the tinkling music of a stream; while now and again out of the darkness would come the deep note of some forest animal, or the melancholy hoot of an owl or other night bird.

Later on, by Alie’s orders, enormous fires were lit at intervals all round the circle of the camp, and these not only failed to detract from, but succeeded in adding to, the weird picturesqueness of the scene. From the darkness behind us we could catch the subdued voices of our followers, varied now and again by the occasional snorting and stamping of the picketed ponies.

“How beautiful it all is!” said Alie, looking up at the winking stars. Then, as if to herself, “If only we could always be as peaceable as this, how much happier we should be!”

“Do you really think we should?” I answered. “Don’t you think it is the wild unrest and turmoil of 107 the world, to say nothing of that constant struggling, which makes existence so sweet to us?”

“Ah! You speak of your own world,” she said sadly. “Think what my world is? Continual plotting, endless striving, with always the one great dread of capture hanging over me. Oh! Dr. De Normanville, you little know the sort of life I lead!”

“Then why do you go on with it? If only I might — —”

I checked myself suddenly. Another moment and the fatal words would have passed my lips. But to see her thus and not to tell her of my love was almost more than I could bear. I kept a tight rein upon myself, however, and crammed the words back into my heart. She had paused, and was looking away towards the dark forest.

“Why do I go on with it?” she answered, a few moments later. “Because I must! Because there is no one else to guide and care for them but me.”

“But supposing you were caught? They would have to shift for themselves then.”

“I shall never be taken alive. That is, except by treachery. No, Dr. De Normanville, come what may, I can never forsake them. My duty lies before me, and as I have endeavoured to do it in the past, so I must strive to do it in the future. But it is getting late, and we have travelled a long distance to-day. Don’t you think we had better bid each other good-night?”

As she spoke she rose, and I followed her example. Then she shook hands, wished me good-night, and disappeared into her own hut, her dog at her heels. When she had gone I reseated myself, lit another cigar, and fell to work upon my thoughts. Away in the darkness 108 beyond the leaping fires, a Sambhur deer, probably disturbed by our lights, was barking to his mate, and in a tree near at hand a night bird hooted dolefully. The first sweetness of the evening had passed, and now an unutterable melancholy seemed to have laid its hand upon it. When my cigar was finished I passed into my hut, glanced at my rifles to see that they were ready to my hand in case of need, and, having disrobed myself, went to bed. Tired as I was, my slumbers were almost dreamless, and it seemed but a few minutes from the time I laid my head upon my pillow before my servant was waking me to the new-born day.

Immediately breakfast was over I took my specimen cases and a light rifle, and, accompanied by Alie and two of our native servants, dived into the forest on collecting thoughts intent. But the profusion of subjects was so vast that it was difficult to know quite where to begin. At every turn some peculiar grass, some plant, some shrub would arrest my attention, while in the air butterflies, beetles, and birds innumerable seemed to call upon me to catch and catalogue them without delay. Alie had quite recovered her good spirits by this time, and having once grasped the general idea, followed her new hobby with the same impassioned ardour that was noticeable in everything she undertook. By midday our cases were full to bursting, so we returned to the camp to lunch. In the afternoon we continued our work, but this time without our native followers, who, when all was said and done, preferred chattering to working, and in more ways than one were in the way.

Leaving the camp, we struck into the forest in a 109 southeasterly direction, following the course of a tiny stream that evidently had its origin in the mountain range elsewhere described. Game of all sorts abounded; twice I saw herds of small deer alongside the river bank; wild swine we continually met with, and once I felt certain the spoor we saw round a big pool was that of an elephant. Indeed, Alie informed me that the natives had often informed her that in their hunting expeditions they had met with these gigantic beasts. This circumstance, perhaps more than anything else, set me wondering where Alie’s marvellous island could be located.

By the time the sun declined upon the mountain our boxes were once more full, and we turned our heads campwards, following on our homeward route the course of the same stream we had pursued on our outward journey. It was warm work, and when about half our walk was done we stopped on a little rise to look about us.

Alie seated herself on a fallen tree, and I put down my boxes and took my place beside her. Throughout the afternoon she had been a little quiet, and I must own that my own spirits were none too lively. Enjoyable as our excursion had proved, it was nevertheless a fact that every day was bringing my stay in the island nearer to its close, and, under the circumstances, I could not help feeling that, my duty done, it behoved me to be moving on as soon as possible. And yet the thought of leaving this woman, into whose life I had flashed like a meteor, and whom I had come so desperately to love, was agonising to me.

Alie rolled a small stone into the foaming torrent below us and then turned to me. 110

“Dr. De Normanville,” she began, — and it struck me that she hesitated a good deal over what she had to say,— “when my agent visited you in Hong Kong and induced you to come to our assistance, he promised that, as soon as your work was completed, you should be returned safe and sound to the place whence you started. Your work is completed, and now it only remains for you to say — well, to say when you wish to leave us.”

This speech, following on top of what I had been thinking myself, put me in a strange position, and for a minute I did not know how to answer. Then a torrent of words and protestations rose upon my lips, but I pressed them back, and to gain time for reflection asked a question.

“I hope that I have done my work to your satisfaction?”

“How can you ask such a thing?” she answered promptly. “You have worked for us as few other men would ever have done. I cannot,” — here her voice trembled a little, and her beautiful eyes filled with tears,— “I cannot ever thank you as I would wish to do.”

Either her tear-laden eyes or this expression of her gratitude must have deprived me of my self-control, for when she had finished speaking, my presence of mind completely deserted me, and without more ado I drew closer to her on the tree, and, taking her hand in mine, said, almost without thinking of my words:

“Alie, cannot you see that there can be no question of thanks between us? Cannot you see why I have worked so hard for you? Cannot you see that I would give my own existence to save for you even the life of 111 the dog you loved? Have my actions not spoken for themselves?”

She rose to her feet, but I noticed that she turned her face away and would not look at me. I could feel that she was trembling violently. In spite of this I continued:

“Alie! You must see that I love you with my whole heart and soul. From the moment I first saw you on your yacht’s deck I have been your slave. I know it is madness for a man like me to hope to win such a queen among women as yourself; but I cannot help it. Send me away from you if you will, but there is one thing beyond your power to do, and that is to take away from me my love.”

“Hush, hush! for pity’s sake!”

“No, Alie; I cannot stop. I have gone too far now to draw back. Day by day I have hidden away in my heart — I have tried to crush down and stifle, this love of mine; but it will not be hidden, it will not be crushed, it will not be stifled. Now the flood has risen, it has burst its bonds and washed away all thought of prudence. You have learned my secret. Alie, is there no hope at all for me? I know I am not worthy of you, but I am an honest man, and I love you with my whole heart and soul.”

“Dr. De Normanville,” she said slowly, turning her tear-stained face towards me, “I am sorry, more sorry than you will ever guess, that you should have told me this. Many men have let me know their love before now, and I was able to tell them without pain to myself that it could not be. Now, you love me, you who have been so true and so brave, and I have to make you see 112 that what you wish can never be possible. Do not think I am insensible of the honour you have done me, for it would honour any woman to be asked to be your wife. Do not think that it does not pain me to hurt you so. But, oh, Dr. De Normanville, cannot you see that I can be no man’s wife, much less yours?”

“And why, in Heaven’s name, not?”

All this time she had not attempted to withdraw her hand from mine.

“Because, according to your lights, I am not worthy. You have this moment called yourself an honest man. Well, then, judged by your ideas of honesty, I am not an honest woman. Look at your own career; look at the name you have already created for yourself; think of your future; then how can I — a woman, hunted by every nation, a woman on whose head a price is set, who dares not show her face in a civilised country — allow herself to share that name and that future with you. Ask yourself that question, and answer it before you think of making me your wife.”

“I can have no future without you!”

“That is no answer to my question. No, Dr. De Normanville, I am sorry, more sorry than you will ever know, that this trouble should have come upon you. But when you have time to reflect, you will see, as clearly as I do, that what you ask is impossible. It can never be!”

“One question before you say it cannot be!” I cried. “I will not insult you by imploring you to tell me the truth. You will do that without my asking. But we will suppose for the moment that you were not the outlaw you declare yourself to be, and I asked you the 113 same question, will you tell me if you would give me the same answer, then?”

“It is unfair of you to put it in that way,” she said, toying with a leaf. “But since you do ask, I will tell you truthfully. If I were in the position you describe, and you asked me to share your life with you, I would give you this answer, that I would be your wife or the wife of no other man.”

“You love me then, Alie?”

My heart seemed to stop beating while I waited for her answer. When it did pass her lips, it was so soft that I could hardly hear it.

“Yes, I do love you.”

Before she could prevent me I had taken her in my arms, and rained kisses upon her beautiful face. For a moment she did not resist. Then she withdrew herself, panting, from my arms.

“Let me go,” she gasped; “you must not do this. No, no, no! What am I telling you. Oh, why cannot you see that what you wish is impossible?”

“As I live,” I cried in return, “it is not impossible, and it never shall be! Since you own yourself that you love me, I will not live without you. I love you as I verily believe man never loved woman before. If I were a poet instead of a prosaic doctor, I should tell you, Alie, that to me your smile is like God’s sunshine; I would tell you that the wind only blows to carry to the world the story of my love for you; I would tell you all this and more — yes, a thousand times more. But I am no poet, I am only a man who loves you for your own beautiful self, for your sweetness, your loneliness, your tenderness to those about you. What does fame mean 114 for me! I want only you. Let me have you for my companion through life, and I will go with you where you wish, stay here with you, if you please, or go away, just as you may decide; I have but one ambition, and that is to be worthy of you, to help you to do good. All I ask is to be allowed to live the life you live yourself!”

“And you think that I would let you make this sacrifice for me? No! no! Oh, why cannot you see that it is impossible?”

Again I attempted to take her in my arms. But this time she eluded me, and with a choking sob fled through the scrub towards the camp. Seeing that it was useless to attempt to reason with her in her present state, I followed more leisurely, reaching the huts just as the gong was sounding for dinner. As soon as my ablutions were performed, I sought the dining hut, but my hostess was not there. I waited, and presently the servant arrived to inform me that she was not well, and would dine in her own apartment.

I was not prepared for this, and my thoughts during my solitary meal, and when I was smoking on the plateau before the huts afterwards, were by no means pleasant. Glad though I was that I had made her aware of my sentiments towards her, I almost began to wish, if she were going to avoid me, that I had deferred my explanation until we had reached the settlement again. But I was destined to see her that night after all.

About ten o’clock, just as I was thinking of retiring to my own hut, I heard a footstep behind my chair, and a moment later Alie, accompanied by her dog, stood before me. 115

“Dr. De Normanville,” she said softly, “I cannot imagine what you must think of me? I have come to tell you that I felt I could not sleep until I had apologised to you.”

Her penitence sat so prettily upon her that it was as much as I could do to prevent myself taking her in my arms and telling her so. But I managed somehow to keep myself within bounds, and only said in reply:

“You must not say a word about it. I was equally to blame. Great as is my love for you, I should not have forced it upon you in that unseemly fashion.”

“No! No! Don’t say that. I want you really to understand my gratitude. That I love you, I have said. Perhaps I ought not to have confessed it. But seeing that I have done so, and have told you exactly what my position in the world is, you must see that it is that very love which keeps me from giving myself to you as I should like to do. I don’t make my meaning very clear, but can you understand that?”

“I think I do,” I said. “But it does not alter my position. I love you as I shall never love any other woman. As I told you this afternoon, my whole life is bound up in you. It remains for you to say whether I shall be the happiest or the most miserable of men. Remember, save for my sister, I am alone in the world. Therefore, as she is amply provided for, I have only myself to think of. If you will have me, I will give my life to you to do as you please with.”

“This generosity is like yourself. Will you let me make a bargain with you?”

“What is it?” 116

“It is this. First, you shall promise not to speak of this to me again until I give you permission.”

“I will promise that. And on your part?”

“I will promise to give you my answer at the end of twelve months. In the meantime, you will go back to England, live your own life, and on the first day of May next year, if you still love me, and are as anxious then to make your sacrifice as you are now, I will meet you again and be your wife as soon as you please. What do you say?”

For a few moments I could answer nothing; then, though I am not theatrically inclined as a general rule, I fell on my knee, and taking her hand kissed it, saying in a voice I hardly recognised as my own:

“My queen and my wife!”

“You are content to abide by that?”

“Since you wish it, I am more than content,” I answered, my heart overflowing with happiness.

“Then let us say no more on the subject. Good-night! and may God bless you!”

She turned and left me without another word, and when I had seen her disappear into her hut, I too sought my couch, to dream, as I hoped, of the happiness that the future had in store for me.


CHAPTER VII.

117AN EXCITING DAY.
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BUT THOUGH I went to bed to sleep, and was sufficiently romantic to hope that I should dream of the future I was to spend with Alie, I was destined to be disappointed. My mind was in such a state of excitement that no sort of rest was possible to me. Hour after hour I tossed and tumbled upon my couch, now hovering on the borderland of sleep, now wide awake, listening to the murmur of the stream beyond the camp, and the thousand and one noises of the night. When at last I did doze off, my dreams were not pleasant, and I awoke from them quite unrefreshed. Springing out of bed I went to the door to look out. It was broad daylight, and the sun was in the act of rising. To go back to bed was impossible, so, as breakfast was still some hours ahead, I dressed myself, took a rifle from the stand, and slipping a dozen or so cartridges into the pocket of my shooting coat, procured a few biscuits from the dining-hut, and strolled across the open space into the forest beyond. It was a glorious morning for a hunting excursion, and before I had gone half a mile I had secured a fine deer for the camp’s commissariat. Fixing the spot where I had left it, and feeling certain some of the natives would soon be on my trail after hearing the report, I plunged further into the jungle, 118 capturing here and there a beetle, a butterfly, or a bird, as they chanced to fall in my way.

While I walked my brain was busily occupied, but dominating all was the remembrance that Alie — the wonderful, the beautiful, the mysterious Alie — loved me. What cared I for the sort of life she led? What did it matter to me, since I had seen and grasped her real character for myself, what other people might say of her? Had I not observed her courage in moments of extreme peril? had I not witnessed her tenderness by the bedside of dying men and women? had I not noted her devotion to what she considered her duty? Yes, and better than all was the knowledge that she had promised to be my wife if I would wait a year for her. Would I wait? Why, of course I would — ten years, twenty, nay a lifetime, if only I could secure her at the end.

With these thoughts in my mind, I trudged briskly on, keeping both eyes open for any specimens, botanical or otherwise, that might come in my way. Then leaving the little stream, whose course we had followed on the previous day, behind me, I struck out towards the west, and presently forsook the forest, to emerge on to an open plain about a mile long by half that distance wide. To the northward lay a high cane brake, to the south a deep ravine, and on the open between them a large herd of deer was feeding quietly. Remembering that I had been told on the previous day that the cook was short of fresh meat, I resolved to see how many I could bring to book. The only way to stalk them was, of course, to approach them upwind, and in order to do this it was necessary that I should cross a 119 stony ridge which ran parallel with the edge of the ravine mentioned above. As there would not be a vestige of cover between us the chances were a hundred to one that I should reveal my presence to them while passing over the open space and then the herd would give one look and be off like the wind. However, I was going to chance that, so throwing myself down flat upon my stomach, I wriggled myself up the side of the little eminence, pausing now and again to take breath, until I reached the summit, thence made my way out on to the bare face of the hill until, at the end of twenty minutes, I was within a thousand paces of them.

The herd still fed on, though once I saw an old buck raise his head and look round as if he scented danger. But as I remained quiet for a few moments he resumed his feeding, and when he had done so I continued my painful crawl. But the worst part of the business was still to come, for having got up to them against the wind I had now, unless I was content to chance a long shot, to descend the hillock again on to the plain. This was a piece of work which would necessitate wriggling myself down a steep incline, head first, and promised to be a most unpleasant experience.

Once on the flat I lay still to recover my wind, and then taking advantage of every tuft and stone, began to approach my quarry. At the end of three-quarters of an hour’s hard work, counting from the time I had first seen them, I was near enough to get a shot, and accordingly I took a cartridge from my pocket and slipped it into the breech of the rifle. As I did so my elbow overturned a large stone, which rolled down into the ravine; instantly half a dozen of the herd lifted 120 their heads, including my old friend the big buck, who on nearer approach, turned out to be a really magnificent animal.

Knowing that if their suspicions were once thoroughly aroused they would not stop until they had put miles between us, I sighted for five hundred yards and fired. The buck leaped into the air and fell on his knees. I thought I had got him, and was going to jump up and run towards him, when I saw that I was counting my chickens before they were hatched. He had certainly fallen, but a second later he was on his feet again and off after the others. I was certain, however, that I had wounded him, and pretty severely, too.

My belief proved to be a correct one, for about a hundred yards further on he fell again, and seeing this I picked up my rifle and ran after him. But even now he was not done for, for after laying still a moment he rose to his feet again and hobbled into the jungle on the other side of the plain, at the same spot where the rest of the herd had disappeared. I followed as swiftly as I could, and, when I had gained the cover, descried him lying upon the ground near the edge of a deep but dry water-course. Needless to say I did not lose very much time in coming up with him, taking the precaution to load my rifle as I went. When I did I was able to appreciate the majesty of my kill.

He must have been about three years old, and when I saw that he was not quite dead, I drew my hunting-knife and knelt down beside him to bestow the coup de grace. This done, I wiped my knife on the grass, and was preparing to rise again when I felt a heavy hand laid upon my shoulder. Knowing that there was not a soul within 121 five miles of me, my surprise may be better imagined than described. But it was nothing to the terror that seized me when I looked round to discover who my friend really was.

Standing behind me, and seeming to fill the whole universe, was an enormous orang-outang — the largest I have ever seen or heard of. His wicked eyes gleamed down at me, his teeth protruded ferociously from beneath his bluey gums, while his great hairy arms, more powerful than any coal-heaver’s, were opened as if to embrace me. I looked once, and then — how I managed it I shall never be able to tell — wriggled myself out of his clutches like an eel, and, leaving my gun behind me, took to my heels. But before I had proceeded ten yards the great beast was after me, rolling from side to side in his stride like a drunken sailor on a pavement. So close was he behind me that it seemed as if I could almost feel his breath upon the short hair of my poll. One thing is very certain — I ran then as I had never run in my life before, and as I shall probably never run again. Hardly conscious where I was going, knowing only that I must get out of his reach, I fled across the open space with the intention of making for the plain where I had stalked my deer; but the ape headed me off, and would have caught me had I not stopped at a tree and dodged quickly round it. Then back I went in the direction I had just come, making this time for the opposite jungle. But once more he headed me off and drove me back on my tracks. My agony was intolerable, my breath was almost spent, and I had begun to give myself up for lost, when I espied a tree on the further side, with a branch close to the 122 ground. Putting forth a new effort I made for this, dodged round it, and, once on the other side, swung myself into it with, I flatter myself, as much dexterity as the most accomplished gymnast could have shown. In that instant I seemed to live my whole life over again. All the events of my career, even those connected with my earliest childhood, flashed through my brain. But the activity of my thoughts did not detract from the quickness of my legs, and I mounted the tree as fast as I could go. No sailor could have climbed a mast in better style. Then down I crouched amid the branches. Through the leaves I could see my tormentor standing looking stupidly about him, puzzled to know what had become of me. Presently a trembling of the leafy canopy above him must have attracted his attention, for he clutched the lowest bough and began to mount the tree in search of me. Seeing this, I was at a loss to know what to do. To climb higher would only be to cut off all chance of retreat, and would inevitably mean capture or a leap which would, in all human probability, break my neck. In the space of a second I reasoned it all out, and as he approached on one side I descended on the other. Seeing this he descended too, and with such amazing rapidity that, although I had a considerable start, we both landed on the ground at the same instant. Then the old game of catch-who-catch-can commenced. First I dodged this way, then I dodged that, but my dexterity was as useless as it was desperate. He was evidently well accustomed to the sport, and I felt, with despair, that another five minutes would certainly see the end of my career unless something unexpected intervened to prevent it. 123

Having tried the north, south, and east sides of the plain I now went for the west; that is to say, towards the dry river bed I have already mentioned. By the time I reached it I was completely done for, and the shock of discovering at least a sixty-foot jump on to the big stones at the bottom did not give me any additional strength. To jump would mean almost certain mutilation, and possibly, if not probably, a long lingering death; while to remain where I was, and be caught by my horrible pursuer, who had now hemmed me in and had got me at his mercy, meant certain death. There was one consolation, however; in those great arms — death, if it would be nothing else, would be swift. I stood on the very edge of the precipice, revolving these two fates in my mind, and every moment my assailant was coming nearer. There was no hope for it now, so I closed my eyes and waited. As I did so, I could hear the thud-thud of his steps drawing closer. I almost felt the arms entwine me. Then a voice I should have recognized in the roar of battle or in the silence of the grave called to me frantically, “Spring to your right!” As if by instinct I sprang, and, at the very second that I did so, I heard the great loathsome beast go by me. Even at that moment, when life and death trembled in the balance, my curiosity got the upper hand and I opened my eyes and looked.

A wonderful sight it was that I beheld. On the edge of the ravine, swaying to and fro to recover his balance, stood the orang-outang, and at his feet, crouched ready for a spring, was the bulldog Beelzebub, his teeth bared, and his whole body quivering with rage. A second later he leapt into the air, and then a desperate battle 124 ensued. The terrified monkey fought with all the courage he possessed, but the dog had got him firmly by the throat and was holding on with all the dread tenacity of his breed. Added to this, it must be remembered that the orang-outang had to preserve his balance on the edge. Without thinking of my own peril I stood and watched the fight.

Then I heard the same voice, this time steady as of old, order the dog to let go. With his usual obedience he did as he was commanded, and crawled out of reach. The great mass above him stood for a moment bewildered, blood spurting from either side of his throat. Then a rifle cracked, and, with a cry like a soul in torment, the beast fell forward on to the ground, shot through the heart.

I waited for a moment, and then, seeing that he was dead, looked towards the spot by the tree where, a moment before, Alie had stood. She was not there. Then a bit of white skirt caught my eye among the bracken, and, running across, I found her stretched out upon the ground, unconscious.

To fly to a pool close by, to dip my cap into the water, and return with it to her side was only the work of an instant. In three or four minutes I had brought her back to consciousness, and she was able to sit up.

“You are safe?” she gasped, as soon as she could speak. “You are quite sure you are not hurt? I thought that dreadful beast had caught you.”

A shudder passed over her as she spoke, and she threw her little hands up and covered her face with them. I assured her as emphatically as I was able that, so far as 125 I knew, I was without even as much as a scratch, and then we went across the little plain to where the ugly brute lay dead.

It was with a curious feeling that I stood and looked down upon that great mass of inanimate flesh and reflected how near he had been to terminating my own existence. From a contemplation of his ugliness I turned to the dog, who, at his mistress’ command, had saved my life. Two ugly red gashes seamed his sides, and these I could only suppose had been made by the talons of the ape.

“Old man,” I said to him, as I stooped and patted his ugly head, “you and I will have to be better friends than ever after this. You have saved my life to-day and I am grateful to you.” Then turning to his mistress I continued, “Alie, how on earth did you manage to come up just in the nick of time, like that?”

“I heard your first shot,” she answered, “and thought I would follow you. Thank Heaven I did, for if I had been five minutes longer on the road I should have been too late. Now we must be getting back to the camp as fast as we can go. Breakfast will be ready, I expect, and at twelve I want to send a messenger back to the settlement with letters.”

Accordingly we set off at a good pace on our return, reaching the huts in something under three-quarters of an hour.

As we approached the plateau we saw a man on horseback enter it from the jungle on the other side. He pulled up before the dining-hut, and then I saw that it was my old friend Walworth, covered with dust and showing all the signs of having ridden in great 126 haste. On seeing Alie he dismounted and removed his helmet, waiting respectfully for her to speak.

“Have you bad news, Mr. Walworth,” she said, “that you come in such haste?”

“I have a letter for your consideration that is of the utmost importance,” he answered; “the junk arrived with it this morning.”

I must here explain that communications from the outside world were conveyed by well-chosen messengers once every month to a certain spot in the group of islands, about two degrees west of the settlement. Thence they were brought on to their destination by a swift-sailing junk, the property of the Beautiful White Devil, which had already conveyed and handed over the outward mail in exchange. Thus a regular service was kept up, to the advantage of both parties.

Taking the letter from Walworth’s hand she gave him an invitation to breakfast, and then passed with it into her own hut. I took him to mine, and when the gong sounded for the meal we sought the dining saloon together. A moment later Alie joined us, and I gathered from her face that there was something serious toward. Until the meal was finished, however, she said nothing. Then, suggesting that we should bring our cigars outside, so as to be away from any possible eavesdroppers, she intimated that she had something important to tell us. We accordingly rose and followed her into the open air, across the plateau to the glade in the jungle where I had told her of my love the previous day. Throughout the walk she did not speak, and when she turned and bade us be seated, her face was as hard set as when she had sentenced Kwong 127 Fung to death in her verandah more than two months before.

“Gentlemen,” she said, “I have brought you out here in order that I may consult you on a most important matter. Dr. De Normanville, before I begin I may say that I have had an excellent opportunity of studying your character, while you have had an equal chance of studying mine. You know now exactly what my life is, but at the same time I cannot keep from myself a remembrance of the fact that you are only here as a visitor; if you wish therefore to withdraw before you hear any more I will give you free permission to do so. On the other hand, if you will give me your advice, I assure you I shall be most grateful for it. You, Mr. Walworth, have been my trusted and faithful servant for many years past, and I could not have a better. Doctor, I await your decision.”

She looked fixedly at me, and I began to see the reason of her speech.

“I beg that you will let me advise you,” I answered promptly. “I think you know that you can place implicit trust in me?”

“I am quite sure of that,” she answered solemnly, and, as she said it, she took from her pocket the letter she had that morning received.

“This communication,” she began, “is from a person in Singapore, whose word I have the very best of all possible reasons for being able to trust. He tells me that my own confidential agent in that place, a man in whom I have hitherto placed the most implicit confidence, whom I have saved from ruin, and worse, who owes his very life to my generosity, contemplates selling 128 me to the English authorities. My correspondent, who holds a high position in the Straits Settlements, informs me that this dastardly traitor has already hinted to the authorities that it is in his power to disclose my long-sought rendezvous. He only stipulates that, seeing the nature of his communication, and the dangerous position in which he stands regarding me, the reward offered shall be doubled. The authorities, of whom my informant is one, have asked him to wait until the arrival of the new English admiral, who is expected in Singapore, en route for Hong Kong, early next month. As soon as he arrives this man’s evidence will be taken and decisive measures adopted to rid the world of the notorious White Devil.”

“The traitor — the scoundrel — he shall pay for this!” came from between Walworth’s clenched teeth. I said nothing. But perhaps I was like the owl, and thought the more. At any rate I told myself under my breath that it would be an exceedingly bad day for the man if he ever fell into my hands, and, after a glance at Alie’s face, I thought it would be a worse one for him should he fall into hers. She resumed the conversation.

“There is one point I may count in my favour, however,” she said; “and that is, he will be hardly likely to reveal the fact that for the last five years he has acted as my agent, and for that reason it will be only possible for him to give his evidence on hearsay.”

“He must be prevented from giving it at all,” cried Walworth, looking swiftly up at her.

“But how?” she answered.

“A warning would be of no avail, I presume?” I said. 129

“Not the least,” she answered; “even if he took it I should always be in danger of him. In that case I should have to discharge him, and his very life would be a continual menace to me!”

“Is he a married man?”

“No; he is not.”

“Has he an extensive business? I mean by that, would his death or departure be the means of bringing misery upon other people?”

“He has no occupation at all, save what I have given him. No. He has idled away his life on the bounty I have paid him for keeping me informed of all that goes on.”

“And now he is going to kill the goose that lays the golden eggs? The man must be mad to contemplate such an act of folly.”

“There is a method in his madness, though,” she answered. “He evidently believes I am on the eve of being captured, and as the reward is a large one, he wishes to secure it before it is snapped up by anybody else.”

I thought for a little while and then spoke again.

“You say he is unmarried; in that case he has no wife or children to consider. He has no business — then he cannot bring ruin upon a trusting public. I should say abduct him before he can do any harm. Surely it could be managed with a little ingenuity?”

Alie was silent for a few moments. Then she looked up and her face brightened.

“I believe you have hit on the very idea,” she said. “I will think it over, and, if possible, it shall be carried into effect. Yes, I will abduct him, and bring him here. But we must remember that he has always been 130 most suspicious, and he will be doubly so now. For every reason it is impossible for me to go into Singapore and abduct him in my own proper person, so I must do it in disguise.”

“No!” I answered promptly; “you must not run such a risk. Supposing he should recognise you?”

“He has never seen me in his life,” she replied; then, smiling, she continued, “And you have evidently not yet grasped my talent for disguising myself.”

“But somebody must accompany you,” said Walworth, who all this time had been turning my scheme over and over in his mind; “and the worst part of it is, he knows me so well that I dare not go.”

Long before this I had made up my mind.

“I think, since you have honoured me with your confidence,” I said, turning to Alie, “I have a right to ask a favour at your hands.”

She looked at me with a little surprise.

“And what is that favour, Dr. De Normanville?” she asked.

“That in whatever you are going to do you will let me help you. No; I am not making this offer without thought, I assure you. It is my greatest wish to be of any service I can to you.”

I saw Walworth look at me in rather a peculiar fashion, but whatever he may have thought he kept to himself. Alie paused before replying, then she stretched out her little hand to me.

“I accept your offer in the spirit in which it is made,” she said. “I will ask you to help me to get this traitor out of the way. Now we must consider the modus operandi.” 131

Many and various were the schemes proposed, discussed, and eventually thrown aside. Indeed, it was not until nearly midday that we had decided on one to our liking. Once this was settled, however, we returned to the camp. Orders for starting were immediately given, and, by the time lunch was over, the packs were made up, the loads distributed, the ponies saddled, and we were ready to start upon our return journey to the settlement.

It was a long and tedious ride, and it was far into the night before we arrived at our destination. But late though it was, no one thought of bed. Too much important business had to be transacted before daylight.

On arrival, we repaired instantly to the bungalow on the hill, where a hasty supper was eaten, and an adjournment made from the dining-room to the large chart-room at the rear of the house. In this apartment were stored the latest Admiralty charts of all the seas and harbours in the world, and it was here, as I gathered later, that the Beautiful White Devil concocted the most cunning and audacious of her plans. Arriving in it, she bade us seat ourselves while she gave us the details of the plan she had prepared.

“I have come to the conclusion,” she said, “that your scheme is an excellent one, Dr. De Normanville, and I have arranged it all as follows: We will proceed in the yacht to-morrow morning (I have already sent the necessary instructions down to the harbour) to Java. In Batavia we shall meet a young English doctor named De Normanville, who will accompany me to Singapore. I shall remain with a companion in that place for a short time while I do the sights, stopping at the Mandalay 132 Hotel, where the man resides whom we want to catch. You will gradually make his acquaintance, and, having done so, introduce him to me. All the rest will be plain sailing. Do you think my scheme will do?”

“Admirably, I should say.”

“It will be necessary, however, Dr. De Normanville, that you should remember one thing: you must not, for your own sake, be seen about too much with me. You are just to be a casual acquaintance whom I have picked up while travelling between Singapore and Batavia. Do you understand? After your great kindness, I cannot allow you to be implicated in any trouble that may arise from what I may be compelled to do.”

“Pray do not fear for my safety,” I answered. “I am content to chance that. In for a penny, in for a pound. Believe me, I am throwing my lot in with you with my eyes open. I hope you understand that very thoroughly?”

“I am perfectly sensible, you may be sure, of the debt we are under to you,” she answered. “Now we must get to business, for there is much to be done before daylight.”

Accordingly we set to work perfecting all the ins and outs of our plan, and when it was completed, and my bags were packed and despatched to the harbour, the stars were paling in the eastern heavens preparatory to dawn.

Walworth had preceded us to the yacht some time before, and nothing remained now but for me to follow with Alie and the bulldog.

A boat was waiting for us at the same jetty on which I had landed on my arrival nearly three months before, and in it we were rowed out to the Lone Star, whose 133 outline we could just discern. It was an uncanny hour to embark, and my feelings were quite in keeping with the situation. I was saying good-bye to a place for which I had developed a sincere affection, and I was going out into the world again to do a deed which might end in cutting me off from my profession, my former associates, and even my one remaining relation. These thoughts sat heavily upon me as I mounted the ladder, but when, on reaching the deck, Alie turned and took my hand and gave me a welcome back to the yacht, they were dispelled for good and all.

Side by side we went aft. Steam was up, the anchor was off the ground, and five minutes later, in the fast increasing light, we were moving slowly across the harbour towards what looked to me like impenetrable cliffs. When we got closer to them, however, I saw that one projected further than the other, and that between the two was a long opening, the cliffs on either side being nearly a hundred and fifty feet high. This opening was just wide enough to let a vessel pass through with the exercise of extreme caution.

At the further end of this precipitous canal the width was barely sufficient to let our vessel out, though at that particular point the cliffs on either side were scarcely more than eighty feet high. Here, lying flat against the walls of stone, were two enormous, and very curious, gates, the use of which I could not at all determine.

We passed through and out into the sea. By the time we reached open water daylight had increased to such an extent that, when we were a mile out, objects ashore could be quite plainly distinguished. 134

“Look astern,” said Alie, who stood by my side upon the bridge, “and tell me if you can discover the entrance to the harbour.”

I did so, but though I looked, and looked, and even brought a glass to bear upon the cliffs, I could see no break in the line through which a vessel of any size might pass.

“No!” I said at last, “I must confess I cannot see it.”

“Now you will understand,” she said, smiling at my bewilderment, “the meaning of those great doors. On the seaward side they are painted to resemble the cliffs. Could anyone wish for a better disguise?”

I agreed that no one could. And, indeed, it was most wonderful. A man-of-war might have patrolled that seemingly barren coast for weeks on end and still have been unaware of the harbour that lay concealed behind.

“Now you will want to rest, I know,” she said. “I think you will find your old cabin prepared for you.”

“And you?”

“I am going below too. Look, the coast is fast disappearing from our sight. There it goes beneath the horizon. Now will you wish our enterprise good luck?”

“Good luck,” I said, with a little squeeze of her hand.

“Thank you, and may God bless you,” she answered softly, and immediately vanished down the companion-ladder.


CHAPTER VIII.

135A QUEER SURPRISE.
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WITHIN A WEEK of our leaving the island behind us, as narrated in the previous chapter, we had brought the Madura coast well abeam, and were dodging along it waiting for darkness to fall in order to get into Probolingo Harbour. Here it was arranged I should leave the yacht and travel by the Nederlands-India line of steamers to Batavia. A vessel of this line, so we had discovered, called at Probolingo about the end of each month, and for this reason our arrival was timed for the afternoon of the day of her departure.

Shortly before three o’clock we brought up at the anchorage, about a mile from the shore. It was a lovely afternoon, and I could see that the steamer, which was to carry me on, was already preparing for her departure. The boat was alongside, my traps were safely stowed in her, and nothing remained but to bid Alie good-bye. As soon as this was accomplished I went down the gangway, took my seat in the stern, and we pushed off. Ten minutes later I was on board the steamer Van Tromp, had paid my passage-money, secured my berth, and was waiting to see what the next item of the programme would be. 136

From the deck of the Dutch vessel, as she swept by us under full sail, her course set for Batavia, the Lone Star looked as pretty a craft as any man could wish to see. I noticed, however, that during the three months she had been in her own harbour her colour, and indeed her whole appearance, had been entirely changed. When first I had made her acquaintance she was white as the driven snow; now she was a peculiar shade of red. Her bows seemed bluffer than when I had seen her last, indeed from the present shape and construction of her masts and gear it would have been extremely difficult to tell her for the same vessel.

At six o’clock, and in the eye of a glorious sunset, we got up our pressure and steamed out to sea. Of that voyage there is little to tell. The Van Tromp was a clumsy old tub of an almost obsolete pattern, and by the time we reached Tanjong Priok, as the seaport of Batavia is called, I had had about enough of her.

Once there, I repacked my bag and stepped on to the wharf, resolved to take the first train to the city. Arriving there I drove direct to the hotel whose name Alie had given me and booked my room.

Batavia is a pretty place, and at the time of our visit was looking its best. So far I had seen nothing of Alie, and I did not like to make inquiries concerning her lest by so doing I might excite suspicion. To while away the time till dinner I lit a cigar, and seating myself in the long verandah that surrounded the house, read my book, keeping a watchful eye on the folk about me all the time.

Shortly before five o’clock, I noticed that the Dutch ladies in my neighbourhood ordered afternoon tea, and 137 partook of it in the verandah. Not to be outdone, I followed their example. But just as I was about to pour myself out a cup an interruption occurred which presently assumed annoying proportions.

The table, on which my Malay boy had placed the tray, stood in the full glare of the afternoon sun, and this being hotter than I liked, I bade him move it nearer to the wall, and to facilitate matters, myself took up the tray on which my cup stood, brimming full. Just as he was putting the table down, however, two strange ladies turned the corner of the verandah and came towards us. The taller, and younger of the two, was a fine dark woman, with a wealth of beautiful brown hair rolled tightly behind her head. She was dressed in a well-fitting travelling dress, wore, what I believe is called, a sailor hat, and walked with a carriage that would have even attracted attention in the most crowded street in the world. Her companion was an older woman, and, if one might judge by appearances, nearer sixty than fifty, with a fine, aristocratic face, and a considerable quantity of grey hair heaped in little corkscrew curls all over her head.

When they came level with where I stood, I stepped back to let them pass, but in doing so came into collision with the younger lady. How it happened I cannot say, but the result was in every way disastrous; the tray slipped, and would have fallen had I not caught it in time, but the cup of tea was too quick for me, and fell to the ground, splashing the young lady’s pretty grey dress beyond hope of remedy in its descent. The cup and saucer were broken into a hundred pieces. For a moment the fair sufferer stood silent, hardly, I suppose, knowing what to say; but when I commenced my apologies and wanted to 138 run to my room for a cloth with which to wipe her dress, she found her voice, and said with a strong American accent — 

“You must do nothing of the kind. It was all my fault. I declare I’m downright sorry.”

It would have been one of the prettiest voices I had ever heard but for the Yankee twang that spoiled it. I hastened to assure her that I could not let her take the blame upon herself, and once more begged to be allowed to sponge the tea off her dress. This, however, she would not permit me to do.

“It won’t hurt,” she assured me for the twentieth time, “and if it did, it’s an old dress, so don’t bother yourself. But now, look here, you’ve been deprived of your tea, and that’s not fair at all. Say, won’t you come right along to our verandah and take a cup with us? You’re English, I know, and it’s real nice to have somebody who speaks our own tongue to talk to. Promise ‘Yes’ right away and we’ll be off.”

There was something so frank about her that, though I didn’t at all want to go, I could not resist her. So putting the remnants of the cup and saucer back upon the tray I accepted the invitation and accompanied them round the hotel garden to their own verandah on the other side. As I went I kept my eyes open for any sign of Alie, but though I thought I saw her once I presently found I was mistaken. I could not help wondering what she would think if she met me in this girl’s company. However, as I had let myself in for it I had nobody to thank but myself.

When we reached the ladies’ quarters we found tea prepared. Before we sat down, however, the 139 younger lady said, without a shadow of embarrassment — 

“I reckon, before we begin, we’d better do a little introducing, don’t you? This lady (she pointed to her companion) is my very kind friend Mrs. Beecher, of Boston, with whom I am travelling; you’ve probably heard of Beecher’s patent double-action sofa springs, I reckon? I am Kate Sanderson, of New York, only daughter of millionaire Sanderson, of Wall Street, whom I guess you’ve heard all about too. So you see we’re both of the United States of America, and very much at your service.”

“I am very glad to have met you,” I answered. “My name is De Normanville, and I hail from London.”

“Not Dr. De Normanville, of Cavendish Square, surely?”

“Yes, the same. Cavendish Square was my London address two years ago. But how do you come to know it?”

“Well, now, if that isn’t real extraordinary! I thought I recognised you directly I set eyes on you. But it’s mighty plain you don’t remember me! That’s not much of a compliment any way you look at it. Is it, Mrs. Beecher?”

The elder declined to commit herself, so Miss Sanderson once more turned to me.

“Just think now, Dr. De Normanville,” she said. “Look at me well, and try to remember where we have met before.”

I looked and looked, but for the life of me I could not recall her face, and yet somehow it seemed strangely familiar to me. All the time I was watching her she sat gazing at me with an amused smile upon her face, and 140 when she saw that it was useless my cudgelling my brains any more, gave another little silvery laugh, and said — 

“Do you remember, just three years ago, being called in to the Langham Hotel to attend a young American lady who had a fish-bone stuck in her throat?”

“I remember the circumstance perfectly,” I answered, “but that young lady was only one or two and twenty.”

“You think then I look older than that? Well! I reckon you are really not very complimentary. But you must remember that that was three years ago, and I was only a girl then. When once we get grown up, and past a certain point, over on our side, we age pretty fast. That’s so, I reckon. Well now you know me, don’t you? What a day that was, to be sure, wasn’t it? Lor! how pap and mammie did go on! Anybody’d have thought I was going to Kingdom Come right away to have heard them. D’you know, I reckon I must have got the marks of that bone in my throat to this day.”

“It was a very nasty scratch, if I remember rightly,” I answered, glad to have at last discovered who this talkative creature was, and where I had seen her face before.

“Are you remaining very long in Java, Mrs. Beecher?” I asked the elder lady, feeling that so far she had been rather neglected.

“No, I think not,” she answered thoughtfully; “we are trying to make up our minds whether to take a British India steamer home from here, or to go up to Singapore and intercept a Peninsular and Oriental there. Miss Sanderson has taken a great fancy to the East, and I must confess I am very loth to leave it.”

“You are quite right,” I said. “I can fully sympathise 141 with your feelings. I am sadly reluctant to go back to foggy old England myself, after my trip out here.”

“And do you intend going back very soon?” asked Miss Sanderson, who had been smoothing out her gloves upon her knee.

“Within the next month or so,” I answered, with a sigh. “My business in the East is at an end, and I have no excuse for staying longer.”

From this point the talk drifted on to general topics, and when tea was finished I seized the first opportunity that presented itself, and, making an excuse, withdrew. Just as I stepped from the verandah, one of the small native dos-a-dos carts entered the grounds and drew up near the end of my corridor. Two ladies descended from it, and, having paid the driver, entered their rooms. One was tall, and the other rather shorter. At last I felt convinced Alie had arrived.

As they disappeared the gong warned us to prepare for dinner; but, heedless of my costume, I seated myself outside my door and waited. Though I remained there for some time, however, they did not emerge again, and at last I was compelled to go in and make myself presentable without having seen them.

At dinner, which was served in the palatial marble dining saloon standing in the centre of the gardens, I discovered to my annoyance that my place was laid at a long table at the further end, exactly opposite those occupied by the American ladies with whom I had taken tea.

From where I sat it was quite impossible for me to see all over the room, and, in consequence, I could not tell whether Alie was present or not. As soon, however, as 142 the meal was over I rose, and, before walking out, looked about me. Some of the residents were still dining, and at the end of the middle table, farthest from me, were, without doubt, the two ladies whom I had seen arrive. At the distance I was from them it was quite impossible to tell who they were, but from the poise of her head and the shape of her beautiful arms and shoulders, I felt convinced that the taller of the two was the woman I loved, and whom I had all the afternoon been so anxiously expecting.

Seeing, however, that it was just possible I might be mistaken, and remembering the instruction Alie had given me to let our meeting appear accidental, I could not walk down the length of the room and accost her, so I betook myself into the marble portico and waited for them to come out. But, as it happened, Miss Sanderson and her friend were the first to emerge, and the voluble young American took me by storm at once. From what she told me I gathered two things, first, that hitherto she had found her evenings dull, and, second, that on this particular occasion there was to be an open-air concert on the King’s Plain, distant about a mile from the hotel. She and her friend had intended going, if they could find an escort, and there and then she asked me if I would officiate in that capacity. I did not know what to say. They were women, and I could not be rude; and, moreover as they had evidently set their hearts upon going, and I was not positively certain that Alie had arrived, I felt I had no right to decline the honour of escorting them. Accordingly I assented, and went across the garden to get my hat. Five minutes later they met me at the gates, and we strolled down the road together towards the plain. 143

There are few prettier places in the world than Batavia, and I have met with few handsomer girls than the distinguished-looking American by my side; but for all that I was not contented with my lot. I wanted to be back in the verandah at the hotel watching for Alie.

Leaving a handsome street behind us we passed on to the plain, where a large crowd of people were promenading to the strains of a military band. At any other time the music would have been inspiriting, but, in the humour I was in, the gayest marches sounded like funeral dirges. For over an hour we continued to promenade, until I began really to think that I should have to ask my friends to accompany me home or remain where they were without me. But at last the concert came to an end, and we once more turned our faces in the direction of our hotel.

“You have been very quiet this evening,” said Miss Sanderson to me as we left the turf and stepped on to the road again.

“I hope my being so has not spoilt your enjoyment,” I said, trying to beg the question.

“Oh; dear no!” Then, as if something had suddenly struck her, “Do you expect to see anyone in Batavia? I have noticed that you scan every lady we pass as if you were on the look-out for an acquaintance.”

“I did expect to see someone, I must confess,” I answered. “You have sharp eyes, Miss Sanderson.”

“They have been trained in a sharp school,” was her brief reply.

By this time we were within five minutes walk of home, and in the act of crossing one of the numerous bridges that, in Dutch fashion, grace Batavia’s streets. We paused for a few moments and leaned over the parapet to 144 look down at the star-spangled water oozing its silent way towards the sea. It was all very quiet, and as far as we could see we had the street to ourselves. Suddenly Miss Sanderson dropped her American accent, and said in quite a different voice — 

“Dr. De Normanville, this has gone far enough. Do you know me now?”

It was Alie!

To say that I was taken by surprise would not be to express my condition at all. I was simply overwhelmed with astonishment, and for some seconds could only stand and stare at her in complete amazement. Her disguise was so perfect, her American accent was so real, her acting had been so wonderfully maintained, that I never for an instant suspected the trick she had been playing upon me.

“You! Alie,” I cried when at last I found my voice. “Is it possible that Miss Sanderson has been a myth all the time?”

“Not only quite possible, but a fact,” she answered, with a laugh. “Yes! I am Alie, and no more Miss Sanderson, of New York, than you are. Do me the justice to remember I warned you I was good at disguising myself. My reason for not revealing my identity to you before was that I wanted thoroughly to test the value of the part I was playing, and since you, who know me so well, did not recognise me, I am inclined to believe nobody else will.”

“It is simply marvellous. If you had not declared yourself I should never have known you. And your companion is therefore not Mrs. Beecher, whose husband’s patent double-action sofa springs are so justly famous, any more than you are Miss Sanderson?” 145

“No, both the husband and the sofa springs are creations of my own imagination.”

“But the incident you recalled to my memory. The bone in your throat that I extracted at the Langham, how do you account for that?”

“Easily! One day in your surgery at the settlement you casually mentioned having extracted a fish bone from a young American lady’s throat at that hotel. I thought it unlikely, as it was the only time you ever saw her, that you would remember her name or face, so I assumed that character in order to try the effect of my disguise upon you.”

“You are a wonderful actress; you would make your fortune on the stage.”

“Do you think so? What a sensation it would cause in the East. Under the patronage of His Excellency the Governor of Hong Kong, the Admiral and Commander-in-Chief, the Beautiful White Devil as Ophelia, or Desdemona shall we say, why, what houses I should draw. But now to business. As we may not have another opportunity, let us see that our plans coincide. By the way, the French boat leaves to-morrow afternoon for Singapore. You have booked your passage, of course?”

I nodded assent, and she continued — 

“You must board her alone. We shall join just before she sails. When we get to Singapore we must drive separately to the Mandalay Hotel, and figure there in the light of casual travelling acquaintances. Before you have been in the place half a day you will probably have been introduced to Mr. Ebbington, the man we want. He will see you talking to me, and by hook or crook you must introduce him to me. Whatever you do, don’t forget, 146 however, that my name is Sanderson. Having done this, leave the rest to me. Do you think you thoroughly understand?”

“Thoroughly.”

“That’s right. Now let us be getting home. To-morrow we must be early astir.”

We continued our walk, and in five minutes had bade each other good-night in the hotel gardens, and separated.

By sundown next day we were on board the Messageries Maritimes Company’s boat, steaming out of Tanjong Priok Harbour, bound for Singapore. I joined the steamer some time before her advertised sailing hour, but it was close upon the time of her departure when Alie and her companion made their appearance.

In my capacity of casual acquaintance I raised my hat to them as they came up the gangway, but did not do more. They went below, while I stayed on deck, watching the business of getting under way.

Just as the last sign of the coast line disappeared beneath the waves someone came up and stood beside me. On looking round I discovered that it was Alie!

“So you managed to get on board safely,” she said, after the usual polite preliminaries had been gone through. “Our enterprise has now fairly started, and if we have ordinary luck we ought to be able to carry it through successfully.”

“Let us hope we shall have that luck then,” I answered. “But I confess I tremble when I think of the risk you are running in appearing in a place like Singapore, where you have so many enemies.”

“Even disguised as Miss Sanderson, the American 147 heiress? No, you cannot mean it. If you think that, what will you say to another plot I am hatching?”

“Another? Good gracious! and what is this one to be?”

“Listen, and you shall learn. Three years ago, in a certain island of the South Pacific, there was a man — an official holding a high office under Government — who very nearly got into serious trouble. The charge against him was that by his orders two native women had been flogged to death. By some means he managed to disprove it and to escape punishment, but the feeling against him was so bitter that it was thought advisable to transfer him elsewhere. You would have imagined that that lesson would have been enough for him. Not a bit. On the new island he began his reign of tyranny again, and once more a death occurred; this time, however, the victim was a man. The authorities at home were immediately appealed to, with the result that an inquiry was held and his retention on that island was also considered injudicious. He was removed from his high estate. That was all; he had murdered, I repeat it, deliberately murdered three people; in fact, flogged the lives out of two women and one man, and the only sentence passed upon him was that he should be transferred elsewhere. It makes my blood boil to think of it.”

“I can quite understand it.”

“Yes. That was all, nothing more was done. The man went free. The poor wretches were only natives, you must understand. And who cares about a few natives? No one. You may think I’m exaggerating, but I am not. Now it so happens that I have an agent living on that very island whom I can perfectly trust. He was a 148 witness on the inquiry commission, he saw the flogging in question, and in due course he reported the facts to me. I must also tell you that that man boasted publicly that if he caught me he would — but there, I dare not tell you what he said he would do. Now his friends have used their influence and he has been appointed to a post in one of the treaty ports of China. I hear he is a passenger on the mail boat touching at Singapore next week.”

“And what do you intend to do?”

“It is my intention, if possible, to catch him, to punish him as he deserves, and, by so doing, to teach him a lesson he will remember all his life.”


CHAPTER IX.

149HOW WE SUCCEEDED IN OUR ENTERPRISE.
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ON ARRIVAL AT Singapore we took rickshaws and drove direct from the wharf to the Mandalay Hotel, a palatial white building of two stories, boasting vivid green shutters on every window, and broad luxurious verandahs on every floor. I was the first to reach it, and, remembering my position of casual acquaintance, I booked a room for myself, leaving Miss Sanderson and her companion to follow my example when they should arrive.

It was then late in the afternoon, and by the time we had thoroughly settled in night had fallen, and the preliminary dressing gong had sounded for dinner. So far, I had seen nothing of the person of whom we were in search, but I did not doubt that at the evening meal I should become acquainted with his whereabouts, even if I did not actually meet the man himself.

The dining-room at the Mandalay is at the rear of the hotel, and looks out upon a charmingly arranged garden. Immediately upon my entering it a waiter came forward and conducted me to my place at a table near the window. On my left was seated a portly, red-faced gentleman, whom, I discovered later, was an English merchant of considerable standing in the place. The chair on my right was vacant, but before we had dismissed the first course it was taken by a man whom my instinct told me 150 was none other than Mr. Ebbington himself. Why I should have come to this conclusion I cannot explain, but that I did think so, and that I was right in so thinking, I discovered a minute or two later, when a question was addressed to him by an acquaintance on the other side of the table. I continued the course without betraying my excitement, and when my plate was removed, sat back and casually took stock of him.

From Alie’s account, and some kind of preconceived notion as to what sort of appearance such a dastardly traitor should present, I had expected to see a small, shifty-eyed, villainous type of man, wearing on his face some token of his guilt. But in place of that I discovered a stout, well set-up, not unhandsome man of about forty years of age. His complexion was somewhat florid; his eyes were of an uncertain hue, between gray and steely blue; he had a pronounced nose, and a heavy, almost double, chin. Indeed, had it not been for his hesitating mode of speech, I should have been inclined to put him down for a military man.

During the progress of the meal I found an opportunity of doing him some small service, and on this meagre introduction we fell into a desultory conversation, which embraced Singapore, the latest news from England, and the prospects of a war between China and Japan. When dinner was over I rose and followed him into the verandah, offered him a cheroot, which he accepted, and seated myself in a lounge chair beside him. We had not been smoking five minutes before my sweetheart and her companion passed close to where we sat, en route to their rooms. As she came opposite to me, Alie stopped. 151

“Good-evening, Dr. De Normanville!” she said; “isn’t this hotel delightful?”

I rose and uttered an appropriate reply, at the same time noticing that Ebbington was taking thorough stock of her. Then, after another commonplace or two, she bowed and passed on her way. I resumed my seat, and for nearly a minute we smoked in silence. Then my companion, who had evidently been carefully thinking his speech out, said, with that peculiarly diffident utterance which, as I have said, was habitual to him:

“You’ll excuse what I am going to say, I hope, but a friend and I were having a little discussion before dinner. The proprietor tells me Miss Sanderson, the American heiress, is staying in the house. I do not wish to be impertinent, but might I ask if the lady to whom you have just been speaking is Miss Sanderson?”

“Yes, she is Miss Sanderson,” I replied. “You do not know her, then?”

“Never saw her before in my life,” was his reply. “Pieces of good fortune like that don’t often occur in Singapore. If they did, few of us would be here very long, I can assure you. But perhaps I am talking in too familiar a strain about your friend? If so, you must forgive me.”

“Indeed no!” I answered. “Don’t trouble yourself on that score. I travelled up with them from Batavia in the French boat that arrived this afternoon. From what little I have seen of her she seems very pleasant, and, as you may have observed, is evidently inclined to be friendly.”

“There is no doubt about the money, I suppose?” he continued. “Since Vesey, of Hong Kong, was so completely 152 taken in by the Beautiful White Devil, we have been a little sceptical on the subject of heiresses down this way.”

“On that point, I’m afraid I cannot inform you,” I said laughingly. “She seems, however, to travel in very good style, and evidently denies herself nothing. But you spoke of the Beautiful White Devil. I am most interested in what I have heard of that personage. Are you well up in the subject?”

“How should I be?” he answered, as I thought, a little quickly. “Of course I know what every other man in the East knows, but no more. Thank goodness she has never done me the honour of abducting me as she did the Sultan of Surabaya and those other Johnnies. But with regard to Miss Sanderson, I wonder if I should be considered impertinent if I asked you to give me the pleasure of an introduction.”

Of course I did not tell him that it was the very thing of all others that I desired to do, but at the same time I could hardly conceal my exultation. I had, however, to keep my delight to myself for fear lest he should suspect; so I relit my cigar, which had gone out, and then said, with as much carelessness as I could assume:

“I don’t know altogether whether I’m sufficiently intimate with her to take the liberty of introducing you; but, as I said just now, she seems a jolly sort of girl, and not inclined to be stand-offish, so if ever I get an opportunity I don’t mind risking it. Now, I think, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll say good-night. That wretched old bucket of a steamer rolled so all the way up from Tanjong Priok that I have hardly had a wink of sleep these three nights past.” 153

“Good-night, and thank you very much for your company. Glad to have met you, I’m sure.”

I reciprocated, and, having done so, left him and went to my room, where I turned into bed to dream that I had abducted Alie, and could never remember in what part of the world I had hidden her.

Next morning, as soon as breakfast was over, I went down into the town, shopping. When I returned about eleven o’clock I discovered Alie and her chaperone sitting in the verandah, waiting for a double rickshaw which one of the hotel boys had gone out to procure. Ebbington was seated in a chair near by, and evidently seemed to consider this a good opportunity for effecting the introduction he had proposed the night before. I entered into conversation with him for a few moments, and then, crossing the verandah, asked the ladies in which direction they contemplated going.

“Where do you think?” said Alie, with her best New York accent. “Well, first I guess we’re going to look for a dry goods store, and then I reckon we’ll just take a pasear round the town.”

“You should go and see Whampoa’s Garden,” I said, hoping she would understand what I was driving at. “They tell me it’s one of the sights of the place.”

“But how do you get there?” asked Alie, her quick perception telling her my object. “We must know the way, I reckon, before we start, or we’ll just get lost, and then you’ll have to call out all the town to find us.”

“One moment and I’ll inquire.”

Ebbington, having overheard what had passed between us, as I intended he should do, had risen, and now approached us. I turned to him and said: 154

“My friends want to find the way to Whampoa’s Garden, Mr. Ebbington. Could you direct them? But first, perhaps, I ought to introduce you. Mr. Ebbington — Mrs. Beecher — Miss Sanderson.”

They bowed politely to each other, and then Ebbington, having begged the ladies’ permission, gave instructions in Malay to the rickshaw coolie, who by this time had drawn up at the steps. Tendering their thanks to him they stepped into their conveyance and were drawn away.

When they had disappeared round the corner, Ebbington crossed the verandah, and sitting down beside me favoured me with his opinions. Even in this short space of time the charm of the heiress seemed to have impressed itself upon him. Though inwardly writhing at the tone he adopted, I had to pretend to be interested. It was a difficult matter, however, and I was more relieved than I can say, when he remembered business elsewhere, and betook himself off to attend to it. So far all had gone well. The bait was fixed, and it would be surprising now if the victim did not walk into the trap so artfully contrived for him.

That evening after dinner I fell into casual conversation with the proprietor of the hotel, and it was not until nearly half an hour later that I managed to escape from him and get into the verandah. When I did, to my surprise, I found the ladies reclining in their chairs listening to the conversation of Mr. Ebbington. He was regaling them with a highly-coloured account of his experiences in the East, and from the attention his remarks were receiving it was evident he was doing ample justice to his subject. I pulled a 155 chair up beside Alie and listened. Within five minutes, however, of my arrival he introduced Mr. Vesey’s name, and instantly she stopped him by saying:

“Now, where have I heard that name before? It seems, somehow, to be very familiar to me.”

“Perhaps you’ve heard the story of his abduction by the Beautiful White Devil,” said Ebbington, who saw that I was about to speak and was anxious to forestall me.

“No, I guess not,” answered Alie. “I reckon I was thinking of Klener W. Vesey, of Wall Street, who operates considerable in pork. But tell me, who is this Beautiful White Devil one hears so much about, anyway?”

There was a pause, but I held my peace and let Ebbington’s tongue run riot with him.

“Ah! there you have me at a disadvantage,” he began, pluming himself for the big speech I could see was imminent. “Some say she’s a European lady of title gone mad on Captain Marryat and Clarke Russell. Others aver that she’s not a woman at all, but a man disguised in woman’s clothes. But the real truth, I’m inclined to fancy, is that she’s the daughter of a drunken old desperado, once an English naval man, who for years made himself a terror in these seas.”

When I heard him thus commit himself, I looked across at Alie, half expecting that she would lose control of herself and annihilate him upon the spot. But save a little twitching round the corners of her mouth, she allowed no sign of the wrath that I knew was raging within her breast to escape her. In a voice as steady as when she had inquired the way to Whampoa’s Garden that morning, she continued her questions. 156

“I’m really quite interested. And pray what has this, what do you call her, Beautiful White Devil, done to carry on the family reputation?”

Again Ebbington saw his chance, and, like the born yarn-spinner he was, took immediate advantage of it.

“What has she not done would be the best thing to ask. She has abducted the Sultan of Surabaya, the Rajah of Tavoy, Vesey of Hong Kong, and half a dozen Chinese mandarins at least. She has robbed the Vectis Queen, the Ooloomoo — and that with the Governor of Hong Kong on board; stopped the Oodnadatta only three months ago in the Ly-ee-moon Pass, when she went through the bullion-room to the extent of over a million and a half, almost under the cruisers’ noses.”

“But what mission does she accomplish with this vast wealth when she has accumulated it, do you think, Mr. Ebbington?” said the quiet voice of Mrs. Beecher from the depths of her chair. “Does she do no good with it at all?”

“Good!” that wretched being replied, quite unconscious of the trouble he was heaping up for himself. “Why, she never did a ha’porth of good in her life. No, I’ll tell you what she does do with it. It is well known that she has a rendezvous somewhere in the Pacific, a tropical island, they say, where scenes are enacted between her cruises that would raise blushes on the cheeks of an Egyptian mummy.”

“You are evidently very much prejudiced against her,” I answered hotly. “Now I have heard some very different stories. And with all due respect to you, Mr. Ebbington — —” 157

But fortunately at this juncture my presence of mind returned to me, and, a servant approaching to take our empty coffee cups, I was able to seize the opportunity and bring my riotous tongue to a halt. When the boy had gone, Alie turned the conversation into another channel, and after that all was plain sailing once more. To add to our enjoyment, about ten o’clock another servant came to inform Mr. Ebbington that a gentleman desired to see him in the smoking-room, and accordingly, bidding us good-night, he went off to interview him. Mrs. Beecher then made an excuse and retired to her room, leaving us alone together.

“Alie,” I said reproachfully, “if anything had happened just now you would have had only yourself to blame for it. That man’s insolent lying was more than I could stand. In another moment, if that servant had not come in, I believe I should have lost all control of myself, and, ten chances to one, have ruined everything. Why did you do it?”

“Because I wanted to find out how he was in the habit of talking about me. That was why.”

“But do you think he was really in earnest? May it not have been only a mask to prevent anyone from suspecting that he is your agent in this place?”

“No. He meant it. Of that there can be no doubt. The man, I can see, for some inscrutable reason hates the real me with his whole heart and soul, and the treachery he is preparing now is to be his revenge. Couldn’t you hear the change, the grating, in his voice when my name occurred? Ah, Mr. Ebbington, my clever man, you will find that it is a very foolish policy on your part to quarrel with me.” 158

“When do you mean to make the attempt to capture him?”

“On Friday evening; that is the day after to-morrow. The new admiral will be here on Saturday morning at latest, and I must anticipate him, for I have learned that Ebbington received a note from the authorities this morning, definitely fixing the hour for the interview at eleven o’clock. He need make no arrangements, however, for he won’t be there!”

“It will be an awful moment for him when he realises who you are. I would not be in his shoes for all the gold of India.”

“You would never have acted as he has done,” she answered softly, turning her head away.

This was the opportunity for finding out what she intended concerning myself, so I drew a little closer to her.

“Alie,” I said, “the time has now come for me to ask you when you wish to say ‘good-bye’ to me. I have done my professional work for you, and on Friday I shall have assisted you to the very best of my ability in the matter of this wretched fellow. What am I to do then? Am I to say farewell to you here, or what?”

Her voice had almost a falter in it as she replied:

“Oh, no! we will not say ‘good-bye’ here. Cannot you return with me? I have been counting so much on that.” Here she paused for a moment. “But no! Perhaps I ought not to ask you — you have your work in life, and, seeing what you have already done for us, I should be the last to keep you from the path of duty.”

“If you wish me to come back with you, Alie,” I answered quickly, “I will come with a glad heart. I have 159 no duty to consider, and as I have given up my practice, I have no patients to give me any concern. But how shall I get back to England later on?”

“I will arrange that you shall be sent down to Torres Straits, and you can go home via Australia, if that will suit you. Never fear, I will attend to that part of it when it becomes necessary.”

“Then I will go with you.”

“I thank you. Good-night!”

I bade her good-night, and she left me to go to her room. As, however, I was in no humour for sleeping myself, I stayed in the verandah, looking down the quaint lamp-lit street, along which only an occasional belated foot passenger, a Sikh policeman or two, and a few tired rickshaw coolies wended their way. I was thinking of the strangeness of my position. When I came to work it out, and to review the whole chain of events dispassionately, it seemed almost incredible. I could hardly believe that George De Normanville the staid medical man, and George De Normanville the lover of the Beautiful White Devil, and assistant in a scheme for abducting one of Singapore’s most prominent citizens, were one and the same person. However, I was thoroughly content; Alie loved me, and I wanted nothing more.

Next morning, after breakfast, I discovered that Miss Sanderson and her companion were setting off for a day’s pleasuring, and that Mr. Ebbington was to be their sole conductor and escort. It was noticeable that he had donned a new suit of clothes in honour of the occasion, and I saw that he wore a sprig of japonica in his buttonhole. From his expression I concluded 160 that he was very well satisfied with himself, but whether he would have been quite so confident had he known who his fair friends really were was quite another matter, and one upon which I could only conjecture.

They returned in time for tiffin, and during the meal Ebbington confided to me the fact that the heiress had been most gracious to him. From what he said I gathered that, unless somebody else interfered and spoiled sport, he felt pretty confident of ultimately securing her.

“Take care your friend the Beautiful White Devil, or whatever you call her, doesn’t get jealous,” I said with a laugh, wishing to get him on to delicate ground in order to see how quickly he would wriggle off it again.

“Don’t mention them in the same breath, for goodness’ sake,” he answered. “Miss Sanderson and that woman —— Why, man alive, they’re not to be compared!”

“Ah!” I thought to myself, “if you only knew, my friend, if you only knew!”

“Don’t you wish you were in my place?” he said with a smile, as he rose to go.

“No; if you wish me to be candid,” I answered, “I cannot say that I do.”

He thereupon left me and went out into the verandah. We spent the afternoon with the ladies in the garden, and at their request remained to take tea with them. During this al fresco meal, which was presided over by Miss Sanderson herself, my companion stated that it was his desire to arrange something a little out of the common for the ladies’ amusement. 161

“What shall it be?” he asked, with the magnificence of an Oriental potentate to whom all things are possible. “A picnic? But that is not much fun here. A dance? But it’s too hot for that. What would you like?”

Alie seemed to reflect for a few moments, and then she said, with an appearance of animation:

“Do you really want to give us a treat, Mr. Ebbington? Then I reckon the nicest thing you can possibly do, on these hot nights, would be to take us for a trip on the water. I know Mrs. Beecher thinks so too. Now, you just get us a launch and trot us round. I guess that’ll be real delightful.”

She clapped her hands and appeared to be so pleased with the idea that, whatever he may himself have thought of it, there was nothing for Ebbington to do but to assent.

“We’ll take some supper,” she continued, as if a new idea had struck her, “and you gentlemen shall bring your cigars, and we’ll spend a delightful evening. I’m fonder of the sea than you can think. But I do just wish you could see New York Harbour. You should see Newport, too, where my papa’s got a cottage. It’s real fine.”

After dinner that evening Ebbington reported that he had engaged a steam launch, and also that he had ordered the supper. Thereupon, to encourage him, Miss Sanderson professed herself to be looking forward to the trip more than she had ever done to anything else in her life.

Accordingly next evening, immediately after dinner, we saw that our charges were carefully wrapped up, chartered rickshaws, and set off for the harbour. It 162 was a lovely night, with a young moon just showing like a silver sickle above the roofs. We were all in the highest spirits, although, I must confess, my own were not unmixed with a slight dash of nervousness as to what the upshot of our excursion would be.

Arriving at the harbour side, we found the launch in waiting. She was a smart, serviceable little craft, manned by two native sailors and an engineer. We descended the wharf steps in single file, and, as I was nearest to her, I stepped on board and gave Alie my hand to assist her to embark. She squeezed it gently, by way of wishing me good luck of our enterprise, sprang aboard, and when we had taken our places aft the order was given and we pushed off.

The harbour was densely crowded with craft of all nationalities and descriptions, and in and out among them we threaded our way, now dodging under the bows of a Messageries Maritime mail boat, now under the stern of a P. and O. steamer, or a Norwegian timber boat, between native praus and dingy ocean tramps, steam launches, and small fry generally, and finally out into the open sea.

Inside the water was as smooth as a mill pond, but when we left the shelter of the high land and passed outside, the complexion of affairs was somewhat altered. But as our party were all good sailors, the tumbling and tossing we endured hardly mattered. For over an hour we steamed up and down, and then, pausing in the shelter of the harbour again, cast about us for a suitable spot to have our supper.

I had noticed all through the evening, and, for the matter of that, throughout the day, that Ebbington’s 163 manner towards Alie was every moment growing more unpleasantly familiar. By the time he had completed his first bottle of champagne at supper, it was about as much as I could stand; indeed, twice he called her by her assumed Christian name, and once he tried to take her hand. Remembering, however, what would follow later, I kept a tight rein upon myself, and did not allow any expression of my feelings to escape me.

“After all, give me American girls,” our hero was saying, with an insolent freedom for which I could have kicked him, as he lit his cigar. “There’s none of that stand-offishness about them that there is with our English women. You can say more to them without their being offended and wanting to call their fathers in to you.”

“You mean, perhaps, that we are more good-natured,” said Alie. “I’m afraid, however, we’re sometimes unwise enough to permit people to become familiar on a three days’ acquaintance, and that’s a very foolish thing.”

“Oh, come now, Miss Sanderson,” said our host, uncorking another bottle of champagne, filling up Alie’s glass, and then helping himself liberally. “I think that’s a little severe, isn’t it? One thing I know, though, you don’t mean it, do you?”

“I am not so certain of that,” she replied. “It’s just possible that I may be compelled to do so. But let us talk of something else. What a lovely night it is, isn’t it? I think this harbour’s just delightful by moonlight. Say, Mr. Ebbington, couldn’t we come on to-morrow morning for a while, about eleven o’clock. Just to oblige me, don’t you think you could manage it?” 164

Knowing that eleven was the hour at which he was to see the admiral, I waited to hear what answer he would make. It was easy to see that he was a little nonplussed, for he expressed his sorrow that, through an important business engagement, he would be quite unable to comply with her request, and for some time sat in sulky silence. Just as he was going to speak again, however, we descried a boat pulling across towards us from the wharves on the other side. As it approached the shore Alie signed to me, and, divining her intention, I went down to inquire its errand. The boat having grounded, a native waded ashore, and handed me a large packet and a letter, which I immediately conveyed to Alie. She took it, and then turning to Ebbington, who had been surveying the scene with no small astonishment, said:

“I’m afraid, Mr. Ebbington, this means some business which will necessitate our going back to the hotel at once. Do you mind so very much?”

“Not at all,” he answered promptly; then, as if he thought he might turn it to account, continued, “You know that my only ambition is to serve you.”

Disregarding this polite speech, which was uttered with a leer that made my fingers itch to be alongside his head, Alie led the way up the plank and on board the launch again. We pushed off from the shore and began to steam ahead. Then Alie nodded to me, and I tapped the engineer on the shoulder and signified that he should stop. He looked surprised, but obeyed. Ebbington, however, did not like this interference on my part, and sprang to his feet.

“Why did you tell that man to stop?” he cried, angrily. “I’ll trouble you to remember that I’m — —” 165

“And I’ll just trouble you to sit down where you are and hold your tongue, Mr. Ebbington,” said Alie, dropping her American accent altogether, and drawing a revolver from beneath her cloak. “The game is over as far as you are concerned, so you may as well submit with as good a grace as possible.”

“What does this mean, Miss Sanderson?” he cried excitedly.

“Sit down there, as I tell you,” she answered, “and don’t make any noise, or you’ll get into trouble. I shall answer no questions, but if you attempt to move I promise you I’ll shoot you there and then.”

He said no more, but sat between us trembling like the arrant coward he was. Alie went forward to the engineer and said something in Malay; then, after a moment’s conversation with one of the crew, she returned aft, took the tiller, and steered for the open sea. The little craft fumed and fussed on her way for an hour or so, tossing the foam off either bow, and covering the distance in first-rate style.

Suddenly the look-out, posted forrard, uttered a cry, and next moment we saw ahead of us a green light. It was obscured and revealed three times. This, I knew, was the yacht’s signal, and in less than a quarter of an hour we were alongside, had hitched on, and were safely aboard. The launch’s crew were then suitably rewarded and sent back to Singapore.

As we reached the deck Ebbington must have read the yacht’s name on a life-buoy, and realised into whose hands he had fallen. For a moment he stood rooted to the spot, then he staggered a pace forward, clutched at a stay, and, missing it, fell upon the deck 166 in a dead faint. As I stooped to see what was the matter with him I felt the tremor of the screw. Our errand was accomplished. Singapore was a thing of the past. We were on our way back to the island once more.


CHAPTER X.

167RETRIBUTION.
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AFTER THE EXCITING events in which I had been a participator that evening, it may not be a matter for surprise that, on going to bed, my night was a troubled one. Hour after hour I tumbled and tossed in my bunk, and with the first sign of day, finding sleep still impossible, dressed and went on deck. It was as lovely a morning as any man could wish to see, with a pale turquoise sky overhead, across which clouds of fleecy whiteness sped with extraordinary rapidity. A fine breeze hummed in the shrouds, and the peculiar motion of the schooner, combined with one glance over the side, was sufficient to convince me that a brisk sea was running. I walked aft, said “Good-morning!” to the officer of the watch, who was the same taciturn individual, with the scar upon his face, I have described earlier in the story, and then, partly from curiosity and partly from force of habit, took a squint at the compass card. Our course was N. N. E. exactly, but as I did not know whether or not this was a bluff of some kind, such a circumstance told me but little. I therefore leaned against the taffrail, looked up at the canvas, bellying out like great balloons above my head, and resigned myself to my thoughts. It had an exhilarating, yet for some reason bewildering, effect upon me, that stretch of canvas standing out so white against the 168 clear blue sky, the chasing clouds, the bright sunshine, the dancing, rolling sea, and the splashing of the water alongside. The schooner was evidently in a playful mood, for one moment she would be aiming her jib-boom at the sun and the next be dipping her nose down into the trough and sending a shower of spray rattling on the fo’c’s’le like hail. Not a sail was in sight, though it was evident from the presence of a lookout in the fore-top, and the constant scrutiny of the southwestern horizon maintained by the officer of the watch, that one was momentarily expected.

I had seen nothing of Alie since I had said good-night to her the previous evening, nor did I receive an invitation to visit her until breakfast had been over some time. Then Walworth entered my cabin.

“Her ladyship,” he said, taking a seat on my locker, “has sent me to say that she would be glad to see you aft, if you could spare a few moments. Before you go, I want to explain the situation to you. The matter on hand, as you may guess, is the case of that scoundrel Ebbington, and, as he will be present, she thinks it best that a little precaution should be observed.”

“In what way do you mean?” I answered. “Of course I am ready to do anything she may wish, but I’d like to have my instructions clearly explained to me first.”

“Well, I have been commissioned to inform you that she thinks it would be better, in case of accident, that Ebbington should suppose she has abducted you as well as himself. That is to say, instead of being her guest on board the schooner, you are her prisoner. Do you understand?”

“Perfectly! She is afraid lest any harm should 169 occur to me, when I leave her yacht, by reason of my association with her! It is like her thoughtfulness.”

“Shall we go?”

I signified my assent, and we set off.

When we reached Alie’s cabin, we found her reclining on a couch at the further end, the bulldog, as usual, at her feet. She held a packet of papers in her hand which, previous to our arrival, it was evident she had been perusing. At the other end, near the companion-ladder, but on the starboard side, between two sailors, stood the prisoner, Ebbington. He looked, as well he might, hopelessly miserable. He opened his eyes in astonishment when he saw me enter. I, however, crossed the cabin with Walworth and stood on the port side without letting him see that I recognised him. Then solemn silence fell upon us all for nearly a minute. While it lasted Alie sat with her chin on her hand staring steadfastly at Ebbington. Under her gaze, he lowered his eyes, and when I noticed that his fingers twined convulsively over and round each other, I could imagine the state of his mind. The fellow was plainly as frightened as it was possible for him to be. Then Alie lifted her head and spoke in a voice as soft as a kitten’s purr.

“Mr. Ebbington,” she said, “do you know me?”

He did not answer, but I saw the first finger and thumb of his right hand clutch at his trouser leg and hold it tight. That action was more significant than any words. Again she spoke:

“Mr. Ebbington,” she said, “my trusted servant, my faithful friend, my honourable agent, I ask you again, do you know me?” 170

Once more he refused to answer.

“You seem undecided. Well, then, let me trespass upon your time and tell you a little story, which will, perhaps, help you to remember. You may listen, Dr. De Normanville, if you please. You must know, Mr. Ebbington, that once upon a time there was a woman, who, for no fault of her own, found herself at enmity with the world. She had necessarily to be continually moving from place to place, and to be always on her guard against betrayal. The better, therefore, to conduct her business, she engaged a man to reside in a certain place and to supply her, from time to time, with certain important information. The man was poor, she made him rich; he had nothing, she gave him everything; he was despised, she made him honoured; he was in trouble, she saved him, not once, but twice, and made him happy. You, Mr. Ebbington, who are such an honourable man, would think that that man would have been grateful, wouldn’t you? Well, he pretended to be, and perhaps for a little time he really was. But his feelings soon underwent a change towards his benefactress. When he had money he wanted more; he knew his employer’s secret, and at last, as a brilliant finale, he resolved to trade upon it. Then what idea do you think came into that faithful servant’s mind? You will never guess. Why! neither more nor less than the betrayal of his benefactress to her enemies. And for what reward, think you? Millions? A million? For half a million? A quarter? No! no! For the miserable sum of five thousand pounds. It seems incredible that a man could be so foolish and so base, doesn’t it? But, nevertheless, it is true. Perhaps he 171 thought the woman, having escaped so often, must inevitably be caught before long, and, being a business man, he remembered the old adage that ‘a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush.’ At any rate, he went to the authorities, — this noble, trustworthy, grateful man, — and like Judas, proffered his perfidy for a price. But he was bargaining without his host — or hostess. For if he could be so clever, the woman could be cleverer still. She was warned in time, and thereupon hatched a counterplot for his destruction. How well that plot has succeeded, I don’t think I need tell you, Mr. Ebbington. Dr. De Normanville, I am exceedingly sorry that you should have been drawn into it too. But, under the circumstances, you will see that it was quite impossible for me to leave you behind to give evidence against me. You need have no fear, however. If you will pass your solemn word to me that you will reveal nothing concerning me or my actions when you go back to civilisation, I will trust you so far as to give you your freedom again, and on the first possible opportunity. Do you think you can let me have that promise?”

I saw the part I was expected to play, and at once fell in with it. Affecting to take time to consider, I presently said:

“What can I do? I am in your hands entirely, and it would be worse than useless for me to resist. I will give you that promise, of course.”

“Very good. Then I will let you go.”

She turned from me to Ebbington.

“As for you, sir, I hardly know what punishment is severe enough for you. Even death seems too good for such a contemptible creature. Let me tell you that only 172 three months ago I hanged a man for murder — a far less serious offence in my eyes than yours. Why should I spare you? If I were vindictively disposed, I should recollect how you spoke of me the other evening. Do you remember?”

“I did not know to whom I was speaking,” the wretched man answered hoarsely.

“That is a very poor excuse,” Alie replied, with withering scorn. “Think of the baseness of what you said! However, it shall be counted as an extenuating circumstance that you did not know me. Now — —”

But whatever she was about to say was stopped by a hail from the deck. On hearing it Alie immediately rose.

To the men guarding Ebbington she gave an order in their own tongue, and they at once removed their prisoner. Then turning to Walworth, she said:

“The mail boat is evidently in sight. Were your instructions explicit to the men on board her? Do you think they thoroughly understand what work they have to do?”

“Thoroughly,” he answered, “I schooled them myself! There will be no bungling, you may rest assured. Matheson is in command, and he has never failed us yet.”

“In what capacities did they ship?”

“Matheson as a missionary bound for Shanghai, Calderman as a tourist for Nagasaki, Burns as a tea merchant for Fu-Chow, Alderney as a newspaper correspondent to the East generally, Braham as an American mill owner travelling home via Yokohama and San Francisco, Balder as an Indian civilian on furlough visiting Japan.” 173

“Very good. And your instructions to them?”

“Will be rigidly carried out. As they come up with the yacht, after seeing our signal of distress, Matheson and Balder will make an excuse and get upon the bridge; once there they will cover the officer of the watch with their revolvers, and do the same for the skipper if he is there, or directly he comes on deck. They will then compel him to heave to. Burns by this time will have taken his station at the first saloon companion ladder, Alderney doing the same at the second; Calderman will be at the engine-room door, and Braham at the fo’c’s’le; then we shall send a boat and take off our man.”

“That will do, Mr. Walworth. You have arranged it admirably, and I am sincerely obliged to you.”

A flush of pleasure rose on the man’s usually sallow cheek. He did not answer, however, only bowed and went on deck. Then Alie turned to me.

“Dr. De Normanville,” she said, “I have not yet thanked you for your help in this last adventure; without your assistance I don’t know whether I could possibly have brought it to such a successful issue.”

“You must not thank me,” I answered. “Is it possible that you can imagine I would have let that scoundrel betray you? Alie, you know how much I —— But there, I have given you my promise, so I must not say what I want to do.”

She took my hand and looked into my face with a sweet smile that was very different to the one she had worn when she talked to Ebbington.

“Not yet,” she said very softly. “Some day you shall say it as often as you please. In the meantime we must get to business. Will you come on deck and 174 see this comedy played out, or would you rather remain down here?”

“I should like to go on deck with you,” I answered, and we accordingly went up the companion ladder together. When we emerged from the hatch, what a change was there! I looked, and could hardly believe my eyes. Aloft, where only an hour before the two well-stayed masts had reared their graceful heads, now hung a raffle of broken timber and disordered cordage. Forrard of the foremast the port bulwark was completely broken down, or appeared to be, while over the side from it hung another display of broken gear. In spite of the gay awning aft, and the R.C.Y.S. burgee at the gaff end, the Lone Star presented the appearance of a complete wreck. But the meaning of it all was what puzzled me. However, I had not very long to wait before I received enlightenment.

Alie had gone aft, and was now leaning against the port bulwark watching, with a glass, the movements of a large steamer fast rising on the horizon. I strolled up just in time to hear her say to Walworth and the officer of the watch, who were both watching it:

“She is steering directly for us. Run up the English ensign to half-mast, Mr. Patterson, and, when you think she’s near enough, throw out more urgent signals for assistance.”

Her orders were carefully obeyed, and before very long the vessel was near enough for us to distinguish her answering pennant. The wind had completely dropped by this time, and the sea was as smooth as glass.

When the vessel was scarcely more than two miles distant, Alie turned to her chief officer, and said: 175

“I think she’s close enough now. Tell her that we’re going to send a boat.”

While she was speaking a string of flags had broken out upon the mail boat.

Walworth read them through the glass he held in his hand.

“She wants to know our name.”

“Reply, ‘Yacht Sagittarius, owner Lord Melkard, from Rangoon to Nagasaki.’ He is one of the directors of the company, and that will induce them to give us their immediate attention, or I shall be very much surprised.”

She was quite right, for no sooner had the message been deciphered than another went up.

Again Walworth reported. This time it ran:

“Send your boat.”

“Despatch the boat,” said Alie.

Instantly Walworth and the tall man with the scar on his face, whose name I have said was Patterson, went forrard, and within three minutes Alie’s own gig was manned and overboard. Walworth, I noticed, was in command of her, so I took up the glass he had left upon the skylight, and brought it to bear upon the mail boat, now less than a mile distant. She presented a handsome picture as she lay there, her great bulk riding upon the smooth water as securely as if it would be possible for her to defy the elements, whatever storm might rage.

With the aid of the strong glass I was using I could plainly distinguish her, and from the scarcity of passengers on her decks it was evident that something unusual was occurring on board. Presently our boat got alongside 176 and the gangway was lowered. A consultation seemed to be going on upon the bridge, and after a few moments a man was seen to ascend and descend the steps leading to it. Five minutes later two men passed down the gangway, and once more our boat put off to us.

When she had overcome about half the distance I chanced to look forrard. To my surprise the raffle, which a few moments before had been disfiguring the side, was gone, and even the bulwark itself had recovered its proper shape and comeliness. Moreover, the tarpaulin which had hitherto covered the centre of the deck was being removed, and by the time the boat had completed three parts of the distance that separated us from the steamer, a funnel had been uncovered and erected. The chief officer came aft.

“Is everything prepared, Mr. Patterson?” inquired Alie.

“Everything, madam,” replied the officer, looking at the boat.

“Steam up?”

“It has been for the last five minutes.”

“Very well then, pipe all hands to quarters, and stand by to receive the boat when she comes alongside.”

As she finished speaking the officer blew a whistle, and immediately the crew, who had hitherto been ordered to remain below, appeared on deck and placed themselves at their respective posts. Against the foremast I noticed a curious mechanical contrivance, the use of which at any other time I should have inquired. Now, however, there was a look upon Alie’s face that warned me not to be too inquisitive. 177

At last the boat came alongside, the gangway was lowered, and a moment later Walworth, accompanied by a big, clumsily built man with a heavy sensual face, small ferretty eyes, a curled moustache, and dark hair, appeared up the side. He seemed to wonder what was required of him, and it was evident that so far he had no idea into whose hands he had fallen. I glanced at Alie, as he appeared on deck, to discover that she was regarding him out of half-closed eyes, just as she had looked at Kwong Fung before she had ordered him off to execution, and at Ebbington in the cabin half an hour before.

“Will you let me say that I am more than pleased to see you, Mr. Barkmansworth?” she said in her silkiest tone as he gained the deck. “It was only last month I heard that you were coming to China to take up your residence among us. It is my desire to offer you a warm welcome to the East, hence this reception in mid-ocean. Mr. Walworth, will you be good enough to bring Mr. Ebbington to me?”

Walworth went below, and presently returned with the prisoner.

“Mr. Ebbington,” said Alie, as the man she addressed took his place beside the newly erected funnel, “I have sent for you in order that you may see for yourself how I show my appreciation of those whom the world, to my thinking, does not properly reward. Mr. Barkmansworth, in case you may not know in whose presence you now stand, let me inform you that I am the woman you have so often expressed a desire to meet. I am she whom you boasted in Sydney, a year ago, you would flog when she fell into your hands, as you flogged those 178 unfortunate South Sea Islanders. In other words, Mr. Barkmansworth, I am the Beautiful White Devil.”

Though he must have realised his position long before she had finished speaking, the unfortunate man now, for the first time, showed signs of fear. Indeed, it is my opinion he would have fallen to the ground had not Walworth upheld him on one side, the coxswain of the boat which had brought him doing the same upon the other. Alie continued in the same quiet voice:

“Tell me, you sir, have you anything to say why I should not treat you as you deserve? So far you have craftily managed to escape punishment from your own authorities, but you must see that cunning will not avail you here. If you have anything to say, say it quickly, for I cannot keep your boat waiting.”

The wretched man took a step forward, and, the eyes of all on board being upon him, tried to carry the matter off with a high hand.

“What business is it of yours what I do?” he asked.

“It is my business,” Alie replied, “because you have threatened what you would do to me when you caught me, and also because no one else will see justice done to you.”

“You dare not punish me,” he cried. “You shall not! I warn you I am in high authority, and I’ll exterminate you as I would a rat, if you dare to lay a hand upon me.”

“So you try to bluster, do you?” said Alie quietly. “Very good. In that case I need have no scruples at all in carrying out my plan. You flogged those poor women in Yakilavi, and that man at Tuarani, to death. 179 I will be more merciful. But flogged you shall be. Men, do your duty!”

The words were hardly out of her mouth before four of her crew, who had evidently been instructed in the parts they were to play, sprang forward, seized him by his arms and legs, and bore him swiftly from the gangway to the object whose use I had been wondering. Once there his feet were firmly secured, the upper part of his body was stripped to the skin, while, at a signal, a powerful native stepped forward from the crowd, carrying a cat-o’-nine-tails in his hand.

“Lay on twelve lashes,” said Alie sternly.

The man had a broad white back, and the first cut raised its mark, the second put another alongside it, and by the time the twelve strokes had been administered the blood had begun to flow. After the first cut the wretched culprit no longer attempted to comport himself like a man; he struggled, whined, and finally bellowed outright. When the number was completed, the native paused and looked at Alie. Her face was turned away, but it was as hard as iron.

“You have so far had six lashes for each of the women you killed,” she said; “now you will have six more for the man you butchered, and six more on top of them to teach you to respect myself and the name of Woman. Go on!”

By this time the wretched man’s pluck was entirely gone. He entreated to be let off, offering large sums of money, to be faithfully paid directly he got ashore, if she would only abate one lash. He might, however, as well have appealed to a stone: the second twelve were duly administered, and he was then cast loose. He fell 180 in a heap on the deck, and for some time refused to budge; but, on being promised an additional half-dozen if he did not do as he was ordered, he soon found his feet, and bolted down the gangway into the gig alongside, which immediately set off for the mail steamer.

Half an hour later the boat returned, bringing with her the men whose part it had been to ensure the stoppage of the vessel and the capture of the passenger. Steam was up by this time, and within five minutes of raising the boat to the davits we were under weigh. In an hour we had lost sight of the mail boat, and were making as straight a course as possible back to the settlement.

That evening I received an invitation from Alie to dine with her in her cabin, and, as may be supposed, I accepted it. But as the lady whom I had only known as Mrs. Beecher, and who had been confined to her cabin by ill-health ever since our leaving Singapore, was present, we only conversed on general topics during the progress of the meal. When, however, we sought the deck afterwards alone, and came to our favourite spot at the taffrail, Alie said:

“Up to the present you have seen a good many sides of my character, have you not? I hope, among them, they will not make you think too badly of me.”

“Make me think badly of you, Alie?” I cried. “That would be impossible. What have I seen? Let me think. First, I have seen you collecting about you and befriending many of the world’s unfortunates; second, I have seen you toiling day and night, without thought of yourself, for the welfare of the lives you loved; and, last, I have seen you always just and forbearing, 181 a good ruler and a firm friend. Is there anything in any of those circumstances to make me think badly of you? No, no!”

“You are too generous to me, I fear. However, to-day you have seen me in the character of Retribution; you have seen that I can bite as well as bark. I should be sorry if I lost your good esteem. Now, with regard to Mr. Ebbington, I want to consult with you as to the course I should pursue with him.”

“I hardly know,” I answered. “I have been thinking it over this afternoon. The man is already nearly mad with fear; that flogging this morning was an awful lesson to him.”

“I hope it was; but cannot you see the position I am placed in? After all that has passed between us, I cannot let him go out into the world again, and yet I do not want to keep him a perpetual prisoner at the settlement. A man of that kind might do serious mischief even there.”

I did not know what to advise, so saying I would think about it, we dismissed the subject for the present. Alie was looking across the sea astern.

“We’re in for a spell of bad weather, I fear,” she said. “Do you see that bank of cloud away to the northeast? I hope it won’t delay our getting back to the settlement. I have been watching it coming up, and I don’t like the look of it at all.”

We walked along together to the bridge, where she gave the officer of the watch some instructions. This done she turned to me and held out her hand.

“Good-night!” she said; “I am going below now to try and get some sleep in case we are to have trouble 182 later. I have left orders that I am to be called if anything unusual transpires.”

“Good-night!” I answered, when I had walked to the companion-ladder with her.

As soon as she had left me I lit another cigar, and, seating myself on the rail, fell to smoking and dreaming of the future. Every hour was bringing the time closer for me to bid the woman I loved good-bye, and to go back to England. After that, for a year, I told myself, I would work hard at my profession, and at the end of the time stipulated, she would arrive to be my wife. What my life was to be after that I could not of course determine, but however it should turn out, I would be prepared for it, and with Alie for my wife how could I fail to be happy? As soon as my cigar was finished, I tossed the stump overboard and retired to my cabin.

On entering it I thought I heard a noise, and as it turned out I was not mistaken. To my surprise the occupant was none other than the prisoner, Ebbington. He seemed a trifle disconcerted at my catching him, and began to apologise profusely for his presence there.

“I came in here to consult you professionally, Dr. De Normanville,” he managed to get out at last. “But you were not in, so I thought I’d wait. Can you do anything for me? I am not at all well”

“Sit down,” I said, pointing to the locker, “and tell me how you feel.”

There was something in the poor wretch’s face that, much as I detested him, touched a chord of pity in my heart. Thus encouraged, he delivered himself of his symptoms, and asked to be treated. Long before he had finished his tale, however, I had convinced myself 183 that there was nothing, save fright, the matter with him. But I heard him out, and then said:

“Now own up, Ebbington. What was the real reason of this visit? For you know very well you’re no more ill than I am.”

He stared for a moment, and then seeing it would be useless arguing with me, said:

“No, I’m not ill, but I want to ask you a question. What does this woman intend doing with me? It’s all very well for her to pretend she abducted you; I know better. You were in her confidence at Singapore and you’re in it now. For Heaven’s sake don’t play with me — tell me the truth. Is she going to flog me as she flogged that poor devil this morning, or is she going to hang me, as I hear she did Kwong Fung the pirate?”

“I know no more about what she intends doing with you than you do,” I answered; “and if I did, I’m certain I shouldn’t tell you. Look here, Mr. Ebbington, I don’t want to hit a man when he’s down, but I must own, I think, whatever you do get won’t be too much for you. You would have betrayed her, if you could have managed it, without a second thought. Now, if I had been in her place — well, I don’t somehow think I should have been as merciful as she has been.”

His face instantly became black with fury.

“Wouldn’t you! wouldn’t you?” he hissed; “spy, traitor, coward! wouldn’t you? A fig for you and your thoughts.”

I laughed; thereupon he walked up to me, and, with his features convulsed with rage, deliberately spat in my face. I knocked him down, and, having done so, picked 184 him up and threw him outside into the saloon. I then locked my cabin door and went to bed.

I don’t suppose, however, I had been asleep more than an hour before I was awakened by a loud hammering at my door. Thinking that the ship must be in danger, I sprang from my bunk and unlocked it as quickly as possible. On looking out I discovered Walworth and the officers’ steward standing before me.

“What on earth is the matter?” I asked, I’m afraid a trifle irritably. “What on earth are you making all this row about?”

“Something’s very much the matter,” Walworth answered, taking my arm and drawing me along the saloon. “Ebbington’s taken poison.”

“The deuce he has!” I cried. “Let me see him at once.”

I was thereupon conducted to his cabin, which was on the port side of the vessel, at the further end of the saloon. I found the patient stretched on his back in his bunk, holding an empty laudanum bottle in his hand.

One moment’s examination showed me that life was extinct; he had been dead nearly an hour. In this fashion had Alie’s difficulty been solved for her, and, perhaps, all things considered, though it seems rather a cruel thing to say, in the best possible manner for all parties.

“Is there no chance at all of saving him?” asked Walworth, who had been watching me intently during my examination.

“Not one!” I answered. “Ebbington’s gone where even the Beautiful White Devil’s vengeance won’t reach 185 him. Poor devil! Fancy coming into the world for such a fate as this!”

“Humph! Frightened out of his senses, I expect. Well, now, I suppose I must go and tell her ladyship. I’m sorry, doctor, to have troubled you in vain.”

“Don’t mention it. I’m only sorry nothing could be done. Good-night!”

“Good-night!”

I drew the blanket over the face, and then locking the door behind me, went back to my own cabin to think it all out. One thing became perfectly plain to me when I examined my medical chest — and that was, Ebbington’s reason for being in my berth.


CHAPTER XI.

186A TYPHOON.
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AT FIVE O’CLOCK next morning, being unable to bear the closeness of my cabin any longer, I dressed myself and went on deck. To my surprise the schooner was stationary, and wrapped in as dense a fog as ever I remember to have seen. So still was the air that every sail hung limp and motionless, and so thick the fog that, when I emerged from the companion hatch, I could hardly distinguish the bulwarks on either side. It was the intense quiet, however, that was at once the most mysterious and the impressive part of the scene. The steady drip of the moisture on the deck, and now and again the faint lip-lap of a wavelet against the side, the creaking of a block in the rigging above my head, or the subdued tones of a man’s voice coming from the forrard of the foremast were all the sounds that I could hear. It was most depressing; so, for the sake of companionship, I fumbled my way over to the starboard bulwark, and, having found it, ran it along to the bridge, where I almost fell into some person’s arms. The fog here was so thick that I could not see his face, so I inquired his name.

“Walworth,” was the reply, “and from your voice you should be Dr. De Normanville.”

“Quite right,” I answered. “But what a fog this is, to be sure! How long have we been in it?” 187

“Very nearly three hours,” he replied. “It’s most unfortunate. By the way, I want to ask a favour of you on her ladyship’s account. We are going to bury that poor beggar Ebbington in half an hour. Will you conduct the service?”

“Did her ladyship tell you to ask me?”

He answered in the affirmative.

“Then if it is her desire of course I will do so,” I replied, “though I must own I do not very much look forward to the task.”

He thanked me and went below to give the necessary instructions. I waited about, and in half an hour the body was brought on deck, neatly sewn up in a hammock, and covered with a plain white ensign by way of a pall. Though we could hardly see each other, or the bier, we took our place at the gangway, and I at once began to read the beautiful service for the burial of the dead at sea. When I arrived at the place where it is instructed that the body shall be cast into the deep, I gave a signal, and the stretcher was tilted, so that the hammock and its grim contents slid off it and fell with a sullen splash into the water alongside. Just as it disappeared a curious thing happened.

The body could hardly have touched the water before the fog was lifted, as though by some giant hand, and the sun shone brilliantly forth. The transition from the obscurity of semi-darkness to bright sunshine was quite dazzling, and set us all blinking like so many owls. Then I saw every face turn suddenly in one direction, and as they did so every mouth went down. Next moment the officer of the watch had bounded to the engine-room telegraph, there was a confused ringing of 188 bells in the bowels of the ship, and before a minute could have elapsed we were under weigh once more.

And what do you think was the reason of all this commotion? Why, there, not half a mile distant from us, full steam up, and ensign streaming in the breeze, lay an enormous English man-of-war. She was evidently on our trail, and, by altering her course only half a point, might have run us down in the fog. It was very evident she had only just become aware that she was so close to her prey, or she would surely have sent a boat and attempted to take us prisoner. As it was, this sudden lifting of the fog must have caused them as much surprise as it did us, for it was a good minute before we heard the shouting of orders and blowing of bo’sun’s pipes aboard her. As soon as I had recovered from my astonishment, I fetched a glass from the rack and brought it to bear on her, at the same time convincing myself that we were in for a warm quarter of an hour.

True to our expectations, before we had been steaming a couple of minutes there came a puff of smoke from her port bow, and an instant later a shot flew in front of us and dropped into the water a mile or so on our left side. It was evidently a signal to us to heave to without any nonsense or further waste of time. But as the boom of the gun died away, Alie made her appearance from the after-companion and came over to where I stood.

“Good-morning, Dr. De Normanville!” she said, as calmly as if we were greeting each other in Hyde Park. “You see how anxious your government is to have me in its keeping. Mr. Patterson, full steam ahead!” 189

The chief officer touched his cap, gave the order, and then resumed his promenade, stopping now and again to examine the man-of-war through his glass.

“They’re going to fire another gun, and then if we don’t attend to that they will chase us,” said Alie, who was also closely scrutinising her great opponent’s movements.

She was correct in her prophecy, for as she finished speaking another jet of flame issued from the cruiser’s side, followed by a sullen roar. This time the shot passed through our rigging, fortunately, however, without doing any damage, and next moment we could see that she was under weigh. It was going to be a stern chase and, if they didn’t hull us before we got out of range, we knew it would be a long one.

Seeing that we did not intend to heave to, as she ordered, our antagonist sent another shot after us, but this time it fell altogether wide of the mark. Alie called the third officer to her side.

“Inquire from the engine room what we’re doing, Mr. Gammel!” she said.

The officer asked the necessary question, and the answer came back, “Eighteen.”

“Tell them to give her every ounce of steam she is capable of carrying. We must not allow our friend yonder to get us within range again, or one of those chance shots may hull us.”

Then turning to me she continued, as if in explanation, “You see, Dr. De Normanville, I have no desire to fall into their hands yet awhile.”

I felt as though I would have given anything to have been allowed to say something at this juncture, but I 190 remembered my compact with her and wisely held my tongue. If, however, the masculine reader wishes to realise my feelings at all, let him imagine the woman of his heart in such imminent danger as mine was then; let it be properly brought home to him that the only thing he can do to save her is to look on and speculate as to what the result may be, and I fancy he will not enjoy it any more than I did. All my life long shall I retain the memory of the quarter of an hour I spent by Alie’s side, watching that sinister vessel lumbering after us like a giant in chase of a dwarf. But fortunately for his safety, our dwarf could run, and to such good purpose that by breakfast time we had drawn completely out of range.

During our meal, of which I partook in the officer’s mess, for I did not breakfast with Alie every morning, I noticed a nervous, and, as I thought, a hopelessly sad look upon the chief officer’s face. Could it be the presence of the man-of-war that occasioned it? I did not question him, of course; but when he halted at the foot of the ladder, glanced anxiously at the barometer, and returned to the deck, I asked Walworth if anything were the matter.

“Look at the glass for yourself,” he said. “Don’t you see that it is dropping in a most alarming fashion? And if you listen for a moment you will hear how the wind and sea are rising.”

And so they were! There could be no mistake about that. I picked up my cap, and followed the chief’s example.

What a different scene presented itself when I gained the deck! When I had left it to go below to breakfast, 191 the water had been as smooth as a millpond; now it ran a comparatively high sea, and its anger was momentarily increasing. The Lone Star was still steaming through it like a witch, though her pursuer could only just be discerned on the southern horizon. From the heavy and confused water all round me I turned my eyes aloft and examined the sky, across which a quantity of curious-shaped clouds were flying, resembling well-combed horses’ manes more than anything else to which I could liken them. Even to my inexperienced eyes they did not present a reassuring appearance, and it was evident that the officer of the watch shared my anxiety, for he was having everything made snug as swiftly as possible.

By ten o’clock the wind had risen to the strength of a more than moderate gale, and the sea in proportion. It was most alarming, and I must confess that, seeing the strength of the wind, I was a little surprised when, about the middle of the morning, Alie appeared on deck. She came aft to where I was standing, and, having looked at the compass card, gazed round her.

“If I’m not mistaken we’re in for a typhoon,” she shouted, her glorious hair blowing in tangled profusion across her eyes and about her face. “Our friend, the cruiser, you see, is out of sight. I expect she thinks it’s useless endeavouring to chase us across such a sea.” Then, turning to Walworth, who was standing near, she cried: “Send Mr. Patterson to me.”

Though it was not Patterson’s watch on deck he was too anxious about the weather and his ship to go below. Immediately on receiving Alie’s message he came aft, and, having touched his sou’wester, waited for her to speak. 192

“Mr. Patterson, what is your opinion of the weather?” she shouted in his ear, for it was impossible to make yourself heard by any ordinary means. “Don’t you think we had better heave to and endeavour to find out how the centre of the storm bears from us?”

“I was just going to do so,” Patterson bellowed, in reply. Then, turning to his subordinate, he gave the necessary instructions in a yell that sounded like a fog horn. The yacht’s nose was immediately pointed dead to the wind, which at that moment was due N. E., the requisite number of points to the right of it were then taken, and the centre of the approaching hurricane found to be exactly S. S. E. of our position. At this juncture Walworth, who had been acting under instructions, returned from the cuddy and reported the barometer had fallen to 27.45. It might, therefore, be inferred that we were within the storm circle, and, for the same reason, it was apparent that our safety entirely depended upon our being able to avoid the centre of the field. Having decided the direction of the storm, and discovered that we lay in the due line of its advance, — the most dangerous of all, — there was nothing for it but to run with the wind on our starboard quarter.

Never shall I forget the scene presented as our course was changed. Even now, when I shut my eyes, I can see it as clearly before me as if I were standing in the very thick of it again. I can see the heavens, black with angry clouds, frowning down on a confused and angry sea that dashed against our hull with terrific and repeated violence. I can see the waters one moment raising us on high, the next hurling us deep down into some black and horrible abyss. And all the time I can 193 hear the wind shrieking and yelling through the cordage like the chorus of a million devils.

It was impossible to hear oneself speak, and on the bridge almost impossible to retain one’s balance against the wind’s pressure. And, what was worse, the anger of the storm was increasing every moment.

I looked from Alie, who, enveloped in oilskins, was clinging to the starboard railing, then to the chief officer gazing anxiously aloft, and from both to the men struggling and straining at the wheel. Now, when a great wave, seemingly mountains high, dark as green jade, and topped with hissing foam, would come tearing towards us, obscuring half the horizon, I would shut my eyes and wait for it to engulf us. Then I would feel the noble little vessel meet it, rise on to its crest, and next moment be sinking again, down, down, down into the trough. Then once more I would draw breath and open my eyes, just in time to see another rise and meet her forrard, to break with a roar upon the fo’c’s’le head, carrying away a dozen feet of bulwark and one of the boats as if both were built of so much paper.

For nearly five hours the hurricane continued with the same awful violence, and all that time I remained on the bridge with Alie, afraid to go below, lest, when the vessel went to pieces, as I infallibly believed she must, I should be separated from the woman I loved. It may be said that I proved myself a coward. I do not deny it. I will confess that I was more frightened then than, with the exception of one occasion to be hereafter narrated, I have ever been in my life. And yet, somehow, I am not without a feeling that, after all, mine should have been classed as of the magnificent order of 194 courage; for, though my heart had absolutely lost all hope, I spared my companions any exhibition of my terror, and nerving myself for the occasion, looked Death in the face with an equable countenance, believing every moment he would snatch me into the hollow of his hand.

Towards the middle of the afternoon the strength of the gale began somewhat to abate, the sea lost its greater fury, and the barometer in a measure recovered its stability. It seemed incredible that the Lone Star could have come through it so safely, for, with the exception of one man washed overboard, another who had three of his ribs smashed in by a marauding sea, a portion of the port bulwark and a boat carried away, as above described, and another crashed to atoms on the davits, we had experienced no casualties worth mentioning.

By the time darkness fell, the sea was almost its old calm, placid self again, so quickly do these terrible typhoons spring up and die away. As soon as we were certain all danger was past, the yacht was returned to her course, and we once more proceeded on our way. What had become of our pursuer, or how she had weathered the storm, we could not tell. Up to the time daylight left us nothing was to be seen of her, and we began devoutly to hope we had given her the slip for good and all.

How wonderful and inscrutable is the mighty deep! Next day the weather was as peaceful as ever I had seen it — bright sunshine, gentle breezes, and a sea as smooth as polished silver. After breakfast, the awning, which on account of the storm had been unshipped 195 the day before, was rigged again, and, drawing a deck chair aft, I settled myself down to read beneath its shade. A few minutes later Alie and her companion joined me. I brought them seats, and then, for the first time, I saw the Beautiful White Devil — for I must sometimes call her by her picturesque Chinese cognomen — engaged in needlework. Why I should have found anything extraordinary in such a circumstance I cannot say. Possibly it may have been because I had never imagined that there could be sufficient leisure in her life for such a homely occupation. At any rate, I know that to watch her bent head, with its glorious wealth of hair; to see those beautiful white fingers, unadorned by jewellry of any sort, twisting and twining among her silks, and to make out one little foot peeping beneath her snow-white dress, sent a thrill through me that made me tingle from top to toe.

Suddenly one of the hands engaged upon some work in the fore-rigging uttered a cry in the native. Alie and her companion sprang to their feet; and, though I did not understand what had happened I followed their example. We ran to the starboard bulwark, but nothing was to be seen there. Not being able to make it out, I asked what had occasioned the alarm.

“One of the hands reports a boat away to starboard,” said Alie.

She turned to one of the younger officers, who was standing near, and ordered him aloft to take the boat’s bearing. As soon as this was discovered the yacht was put over on a tack that would bring us close up with it, and after that there was nothing for it but to wait patiently for the result. 196

For some time we could not see anything; then a small black speck made its appearance about two points off our starboard bow and gradually grew plainer.

“Keep her as she goes,” said Alie to the man at the wheel, while we strained our eyes towards the tiny dot.

Little by little it became more distinct until we were sufficiently near to make out with a glass that it was a man-of-war’s gig pulled by two men and containing three others. Ten minutes later the yacht was hove to, and Patterson clambered on to the rail of the bulwarks.

“Are you strong enough to bring her alongside, do you think?” he bellowed, “or shall we send a boat to tow you?”

The man steering, who was evidently an officer, funnelled his mouth with his hands and shouted back that they thought they could manage it. Then, as if to prove his words, the men who had been rowing, but had now stopped, resumed their monotonous labour. Bit by bit the tiny craft crept over the oily surface towards us until she was close enough for us to see with our naked eyes all that she contained.

As she came alongside, our gangway was lowered, and within an hour from the time of our first sighting her the boat’s crew stood upon our deck. In spite of their man-of-war dress, a more miserable, woe-begone appearance could not have been imagined than the party presented. It consisted of one lieutenant, a midshipman, and three able seamen, and out of curiosity I glanced at the cap of the man standing nearest me. It bore the name H. M. S. Asiatic. Then I looked round for Alie, only to discover that she had mysteriously disappeared. It was left for Patterson to welcome the 197 poor fellows to the yacht, and this he accordingly did, with a hearty kindness that I should hardly have expected from him.

“Before you tell me anything about yourselves,” he said, “let me arrange for the comfort of your men.” Then calling a hand to him, he continued, pointing to the three Jacks who stood sheepishly by, “Take these men forrard and tell the cook to give them all they want. You can supply them with hammocks among you and find room somewhere for them to sling them.” Then, turning to the officers again, he said, “Will you be so good as to follow me, gentlemen?” and led the way down the companion to the cuddy. Thinking my professional services might possibly be required I followed with Walworth.

On reaching the cabin they were conducted to seats, and food was immediately set before them. They fell upon it like starving men, and for some time only the sound of steady munching and the clatter of knives and forks was to be heard. When they had finished, the midshipman, without warning, burst into a flood of tears, and was led by Walworth to a cabin near by, where, when his torrent had worn itself out, the poor little chap fell fast asleep.

“Now,” said Patterson, as soon as the lieutenant had finished his meal, “perhaps you will tell me your story?”

“It won’t take long to do that,” the officer began. “I am the first lieutenant of Her Majesty’s cruiser Asiatic. We were sent out from Singapore last Saturday in pursuit of this very yacht, if I mistake not. As you know, we almost picked you up in the fog, but when it 198 lifted, your superior steaming power enabled you to escape us. Then the typhoon caught us, and in looking after ourselves, we lost sight of you altogether. We rode out the storm safely enough, but, just at sun-time yesterday, she struck an uncharted rock and went down within five minutes.”

He stopped for a moment and covered his face with his hands.

“This is terrible news!” cried Patterson, while we all gave utterance to expressions of horrified astonishment. “And was yours the only boat that got away?”

“I’m very much afraid so,” he replied. “At least I saw no other. Yes, you are right, it is terrible, and Her Majesty has lost a fine vessel and a splendid ship’s company in the Asiatic.”

When the poor fellow had finished his story he was silent for some minutes. Indeed, so were we all. It seemed almost incredible that the great vessel we had admired, and feared, only the day before, should now be lying, with the majority of her crew, deep down at the bottom of the ocean.

“We are fortunate in having been able to pick you up,” said Patterson, after a while. “An hour later and we should have changed our course, and have been many miles away.”

“In that case we should have been dead men by nightfall,” was the reply. “As it was, we lost one man.”

“How did it happen?”

“The poor devil went mad, and jumped overboard. Remember, we had no water and nothing to eat, and so you may imagine it was heartbreaking work pulling 199 in that baking sun. The miracle to me is that the boy stood it as well as he did.”

“Poor little chap! It must have been a terrible experience for him.”

“And what do you intend doing with us?” asked the officer, after a little pause. “For, of course, we’re your prisoners.”

“That I cannot say,” Patterson answered. “It does not lie within my province. However, you’ll hear soon enough — never fear. By the way, I suppose you will give me your word that you will not attempt to play us any tricks. You must remember, please, that to all intents and purposes we are at war!”

“I will give you my word. Is that enough?”

“Quite enough. And now that you have done so I make you free of our ward-room and its contents.”

All the time Patterson had been speaking I had noticed that the lieutenant, whose name, it transpired later, was Thorden, had been staring at his face as if trying to recall some countenance it reminded him of. Just as we were preparing to go on deck again his memory seemed to come back to him.

“I hope you will excuse what I am going to say, and stop me if I am recalling any unpleasant memories,” he blurted out; “but ever since I came aboard I’ve been wondering where we have met before. Aren’t you Gregory, who was commander of the gunboat Parcifal in the Egyptian business of 1879?”

Patterson fell back against the wall as if he had been shot. For a moment his face was as white as the paper I am now writing upon, then, with a great effort, he pulled himself together, and answered: 200

“I have quite forgotten that I had any existence at all in 1879. May I beg that you will not recall the fact to my memory?” Then, as if to change the subject, he continued, “I expect you would like to rest after all your troubles; pray let me conduct you to a cabin.”

“Many thanks,” said Thorden; and with that they went along the alleyway together, and I returned to the deck to think out what I had heard. It was, of course, no business of mine; but I was interested in Patterson, and could not help speculating as to what the reason could have been that had induced him to abandon a career in which, even so many years ago, he seemed to have attained such exalted rank.

During the afternoon I received an invitation from Alie to dine with her that evening. She stated in the little note she sent me that she had also asked the rescued lieutenant and his midshipman, and I gathered from this that something out of the common was toward.

About an hour before dusk, as I was reading in the officers’ mess-room, the lieutenant came out of his cabin and sat down at the table beside me. He looked round to see that we were alone, and then said in a confidential whisper:

“Your position on board this boat, Dr. De Normanville, has already been explained to me. I’m sure I sympathise with you; but, for rather selfish motives, I am glad you are not in league with this extraordinary woman. I have received an invitation to dine in her cabin this evening, and I want you, if you will, to tell me something about her. Do you know enough to satisfy my curiosity?” 201

“I’ll tell you all I can,” I answered frankly. “What is it you want to know?”

“Well, first and foremost,” he continued, with a laugh, “since I’ve received this invitation, what sort of meal is she likely to give us?”

“A very fair one, I should fancy,” I replied. “At least, I hope so, as I am invited to be one of the party.”

“You are? Well, I am glad of that. And now another question. What is she like? Of course, one has heard all sorts of reports about her beauty and accomplishments, but when one has travelled about the world one soon learns to believe rather less than half of what one hears.”

“Ah, yes; it’s as well not to be too sanguine, isn’t it?” I answered, resolved, if possible, to mislead him, “especially with regard to women. Now, I’ve no doubt you expect the Beautiful White Devil to be really young and beautiful?”

“And is she not? Well, well! There goes another illusion. Before I came out here I had my own idea of the East — it was to be all state elephants and diamond-studded howdahs, jewelled Rajahs, mysterious pagodas with tingling golden bells and rustling palm trees, lovely houris and Arabian Nights’ adventures. But it isn’t like that by a long chalk. And so the Beautiful White Devil goes with the rest, does she? But don’t tell me that she’s old, and, above all, don’t tell me she’s fat.”

“I won’t tell you anything about her,” I answered, with a laugh; “you must wait and judge for yourself. One caution, however, before you see her: beware how you behave towards her, and if I might venture a hint, make a good toilet. She’s very particular, and it’s well 202 to humour her. My things are at your disposal, of course.”

He thanked me, and I saw no more of him or the midshipman until a few minutes before dinner time, when I met them on deck and accompanied them to Alie’s saloon. Having descended the companion-ladder I drew back the curtain for them to enter. Prepared as I was to see him show astonishment, I had no idea the lieutenant would be filled with such amazement as he betrayed when we entered the beautiful cabin I have before described. As good luck had it Alie was not present, and so we were able to look about us undisturbed.

“Why didn’t you prepare me for this?” whispered my companion, after he had glanced round the cabin. “I never saw anything like it before, and I’ve been aboard scores of yachts in my time.”

“There is but one Beautiful White Devil,” I said, with serio-comic earnestness.

“Curios, china, skins, divans, musical instruments, a grand piano even, and, by Jove, inlaid with tortoiseshell and lapis lazuli! It’s wonderful, it’s superb! And now I want to see the woman who owns it all.”

“Steady,” I whispered; “if I mistake not, here she comes.”

As I spoke, the curtains at the other end of the cabin were parted by a tiny hand, and Alie, dressed entirely in black, stood before us. The colour of her costume showed off the superb beauty of her complexion and hair, while its making exhibited her matchless figure to perfection. She stood for a moment in the doorway, and then advanced towards us with that wonderful 203 floating grace which always characterized her, giving me her little hand first, and then turning towards her other guests.

To the lieutenant she bowed and said with a smile:

“Sir, you must forgive my not having personally welcomed you to my boat. But, for reasons which would not interest you, I am not always able to do as much as I could wish. However, I hope my officers have taken every care of you.”

She shook hands with the handsome little midshipman as she spoke, and while she was doing so I had time to steal a look at the first lieutenant’s face. The astonishment I saw depicted there almost caused me to laugh. He had been amazed at the beauty of the cabin; but that was nothing compared with the admiration he betrayed for the Beautiful White Devil herself. He murmured a confused, but not altogether inappropriate reply to her last speech, and then we sat down to dinner. Her companion, I learnt on inquiry, was suffering from a severe headache, and had elected to dine in her own cabin.

The dinner was in the chef’s best style, and its cooking, serving, and variety, combined with the beauty and value of the table decorations, evidently completed the effect upon the officer that the cabin had begun. Alie herself was in excellent spirits, and talked with the wit and cleverness of a woman who has perfected an originally liberal education by continual and varied study of the world and its inhabitants. By the time the meal was ended and we had bade her good-night, the lieutenant was in a maze of enchantment.

We went on deck together, and once there, out of earshot 204 of the cabin, his enthusiasm broke loose. I will spare you, however, a recital of all the extravagant things he said. Let it suffice that I gathered enough to feel sure that when he got back to Hong Kong he would add to, rather than detract from, the number of stories already in circulation about the too famous Beautiful White Devil. One promise, however, I took care to extract from both officers, and that was, not to mention my name in connection with the yacht on their return to civilisation. I made the excuse that if such a thing got known it might do me serious harm in the practice of my profession, and both men readily gave me their words that they would not breathe a syllable on the subject.

Their stay with us, however, was not to be of as long duration as we had expected, for early next morning we sighted a small brigantine, who, on being hailed, stated that she was bound for Hong Kong. Passages for the officers and their men were soon arranged, and, within an hour of picking her up she had sent a boat, we had bade our naval visitors good-bye, and were standing on our fictitious course again. As soon, however, as they were out of sight the helm was put up and we were making a bee line back to the settlement.

That evening as I was pacing the deck, smoking my cigar and wondering when the time would come for me to say farewell, I heard a light footstep behind me, and next moment Alie came to my side. We paced the deck for a little while, talking commonplaces about the beauty of the night, the speed of her vessel, and the visit of the man-of-war’s men; then she drew me to the stern, and said: 205

“Do you remember your first night on board this boat, when we discussed the sea and the poets who have written of her?”

“It was the night of the first day I ever saw you,” I answered. “Is it likely I should have forgotten it?”

“Some men forget very easily,” she answered, looking down at the sparkling water. “But I’ll do you the justice to say I don’t think you are one of that kind.”

“And you are right; I am sure I am not. I think if I were lying dead in my grave, my brain would still remember you.”

She looked roguishly up into my face, and said:

“That is rather a big assertion for a medical man to make, is it not?”

“Bother medicine,” I cried impatiently. “It reminds me of the outer world. And by the same token, Alie, I want to ask you something unpleasant again.”

“And that is?”

“When I am to say good-bye to you?”

“To-morrow,” she answered. “To-morrow night, all being well, we shall pick up a trading schooner off a certain island. Her owner is under an obligation to me, and will take you on board and convey you to Thursday Island. Thence you can travel home via Australia and the Canal or Honolulu and America, as you please.”

I had expected that the parting was not far distant, but I did not think it would prove as close as this. I told Alie as much.

“It is the only opportunity that may serve,” she answered. “And I must not keep you with me too long for your own sake.” 206

Under cover of the darkness I managed to find and take her hand.

“It is only for a year, Alie. You understand that, don’t you? At the end of a year you are to be my wife?”

“If you still wish it, yes,” she answered, but so softly that I had to strain my ears to catch it. Then with a whispered good-night she slipped from me and went below.

At sundown next evening, surely enough, a small topsail schooner hove in sight from behind an island, and, seeing us, ran up a signal. It was returned from our gaff, and as soon as I read it I knew that my fate was sealed. Leaving Walworth to see my luggage brought up on deck I went down Alie’s companion ladder to bid her farewell. She was seated on the couch at the further end, reading.

“The schooner has just put in an appearance and answered our signals,” I began, hardly able to trust my voice to speak. “I have come to say good-bye. For both our sakes we must not let this interview be a long one. Alie, will you tell me for the last time exactly when I am to see you again, and where?”

“On the first day of May next year, all being well, I will be at an address in London, of which I will take care to acquaint you beforehand.”

“But since you last spoke of that I have been thinking it over. Alie, you must not come to England, the risk would be too great.”

“There will be no risk at all, and I shall take every precaution to ensure my own safety. You may rest assured of that,” she answered. “But before you go I 207 have a little keepsake for you, something that may serve to remind you of the Beautiful White Devil and the days you have spent with her, when you are far away.”

As she spoke she took from the table, beside which she was now standing, a large gold locket. Opening it she let me see that it contained an excellent portrait of herself.

“Oh, Alie,” I cried, “how can I thank you? You have given me the one thing of all others that I desired. Now, in my turn, I have a present for you. This ring” (here I drew a ring from my finger) “was my poor dead mother’s last gift to me, and I want you to wear it.”

I placed it on her finger, and having done so, took her in my arms and kissed her on the lips. This time she offered no resistance.

Then we said good-bye, and I went up on deck. An hour later the Lone Star had faded away into the night, and I was aboard the Pearl Queen bound for Thursday Island and the Port of London.

When I came to think of it I could hardly believe that it was nearly four months since Walworth had found me out in the Occidental Hotel, Hong Kong, and induced me to become the servant and at the same time the lover of the Beautiful White Devil.


CHAPTER XII.

208THE FIRST OF MAY.

[image: img57.jpg]

ARRIVING IN THURSDAY Island, one of the hottest and quaintest little spots on earth, I was fortunate enough to catch a British India mail boat in the act of starting for Brisbane. I accordingly had my luggage conveyed to her and was soon comfortably installed aboard her. The voyage from Torres Straits, along the Queensland coast, inside the Great Barrier Reef, though it boasts on one hand a rugged and almost continuous line of cliffs marked with such names as Cape Despair and Tribulation, and upon the other twelve hundred miles of treacherous reef, is quite worth undertaking. I explored the different ports of call, and, on reaching Brisbane, caught the train for Adelaide, embarked on board a P. and O. mail boat there, and in less than six weeks from the time of booking my passage was standing in the porch of my own house in Cavendish Square, had rung the bell, and was waiting for the front door to be opened to me.

It was a cold winter’s afternoon; an icy blast tore through the Square and howled round the various corners, so that all the folk whose inclement destinies compelled them to be abroad were hurrying along as if their one desire were to be indoors and by their fires again without loss of time.

Presently my old housekeeper opened the door, and, 209 though I had telegraphed to her from Naples to expect me, pretended to be so overwhelmed with surprise at seeing me as to be incapable of speech for nearly a minute. I managed to get past her at last, however, and went into what, in the days of my practice, had been my consulting room. The fire was burning brightly, my slippers were toasting before it, my writing table was loaded with books and papers as usual, and a comfortable easy chair was drawn up beside it. Everything was exactly as I had left it fourteen months before, even to the paper knife still resting in a half cut book, and a hastily scrawled memo upon the blotting pad. There was something almost ironical about this state of stagnation when I thought of the changes that had occurred in my own life since last I had used that knife and written that memorandum. I told the old housekeeper to let me have my dinner at the usual hour, and having done so, asked her the news of the Square. Her reply was not important.

“James [her husband] an’ me, sir,” she said, “‘ad the rheumatiz at the beginning of the winter, the young postman with the red whiskers ‘ave got married to the parlour maid as burnt herself so bad three years back, at number 99, and the little gal with the golden curls across the way fell down the airey and broke her leg two months ago come next Friday.”

Such was the chronicle of the most important occurrences in that quiet London Square during my absence.

After dinner I returned to my study, wrote two or three letters, and then drawing my chair up to the fire, sat down to think. Outside the wind howled and the rain dashed against my windows, but my thoughts were 210 very far away from Cavendish Square; they were flying across the seas to an island, where lived a woman whom I had come to love better than all the world. Closing my eyes, I seemed to see the yacht lying in the little harbour under the palm clad hills; I went ashore, threaded my way through the tangled mass of jungle, and passed up the path to the bungalow on the hillside. There I found Alie moving about her rooms with all her old queenly grace; then like a flash the scene changed, and we were back on the yacht’s deck in the typhoon. I saw the roaring seas racing down upon us, heard the wind whistling and shrieking through the straining cordage, noticed the broken bulwarks, and by my side, Alie in her oilskins, with her sou-wester drawn tight about her head, clinging to the rail with every atom of her strength. But all that was past and over, and now for twelve months — nay, to be exact, eleven, — I was to be the staid, respectable London householder I had been before I visited the East. After that — but there, what was to happen after that, who could tell?

After a while the termination of my pipe brought my reverie to an end, so I took up a file of papers from the table and fell to scanning the last few numbers. Suddenly a headline caught my eye and rivetted my attention. It was a clipping from a Hong Kong paper, and read as follows:

“THE BEAUTIFUL WHITE DEVIL AGAIN.”

“After a silence of something like four months the Beautiful White Devil has again done us the honour of appearing in Eastern waters. On this occasion, however, 211 her polite attentions have been bestowed upon Singapore, from which place she has abducted, with singular cleverness, a young English doctor, whose acquaintance she had made in Batavia, and with him a certain well-known resident by name Ebbington. These two affairs were managed with that dexterity which the Beautiful White Devil has taught us to expect from her, the sequel, however, we have yet to learn. Surely, and we say it for the fiftieth occasion, it is time some definite steps were taken by Government to bring about the capture of a woman who, while being a picturesque and daring enough subject for a novel, has been a continual menace and danger to the commerce of the East for a greater number of years than the editorial chair cares to reckon.”

I cut the paragraph out and, having placed it in my pocket-book, turned to the next issue published a week later. Here I found another quarter column devoted to her exploits. This one was also from the Hong Kong paper and ran as follows:

“THE BEAUTIFUL WHITE DEVIL’S LATEST AND GREATEST EXPLOIT.”

“Last week we described what may be considered two of the cleverest and most daring exploits in the whole of the Beautiful White Devil’s extraordinary career. We refer to the abduction of an English doctor, travelling in the East in order to study Asiatic diseases, and a well-known figure in Singapore society, Mr. Arthur James Ebbington, whose bay pony, Cupid, it will be remembered, won the Straits Settlement’s Cup 212 last year. The whereabouts of these two gentlemen have not yet, so we learn, been discovered, but to compensate for that we have to chronicle another, and perhaps more serious, act of violence on the part of this notorious character. The facts of the case are as follows:

“On Saturday morning last the mail steamer Bramah left Singapore for Hong Kong, having on board a number of distinguished passengers, including the new admiral of the China Station, Sir Dominic Denby, his flag lieutenant, Mr. Hoskin, and a prominent new government official for Hong Kong, Mr. Barkmansworth. There were also among the passengers six gentlemen of unassuming appearance, who, as far as could be judged, seemed to be total strangers to each other. The names they booked under were, as we find by a perusal of the shipping company’s books, Matherson, Calderman, Burns, Alderney, Braham, and Balder.

“The first described himself as a missionary, the second was presumably a tourist, the third a tea merchant, the fourth an English newspaper correspondent, the fifth an American mill owner, and the sixth an Indian civilian on furlough. On Sunday morning early, the officer of the watch sighted a sail some few points off the starboard bow. From all appearances it was a large schooner yacht, flying a distress signal. On nearer approach it was seen that she had suffered considerable damage, her topmasts appearing to have been carried completely away.

“On inquiring her name it was elicited that she was the schooner yacht Sagittarius, belonging to the Royal Cowes Yacht Squadron, and owned by Lord Melkard, 213 the well-known Home Rule Peer, who was supposed, at the time, to be cruising in these waters. Suspicion being thus entirely diverted, Captain Barryman brought his steamer as close as was prudent and signalled to the yacht to send a boat, which request was immediately complied with. Meanwhile, however, the attention of the officers on the bridge being rivetted on the yacht, two of the men before enumerated, Matherson the missionary, and Balder the Indian civilian, contrary to rules, made their way on to the bridge and implored the captain and chief officer to stand by the smaller vessel, which they declared to be sinking. Then without warning, on receiving a signal from below, these two, to all appearances eminently peaceable gentlemen, drew revolvers from their pockets and covered the astonished officers. The remaining members of the gang by this time had posted themselves at the entrances to the first and second saloons, the engine-room, and the fo’c’s’le, and refused to allow anyone to come on to or to leave the deck.

“When the boat came alongside Mr. Barkmansworth, the official before described, who had just had his bath and was completing his toilet in his cabin, was called up from below and ordered to descend into her. After some argument, and a considerable amount of threatening, he complied with the request and was pulled over to the yacht. Once there, he was seized, stripped to the skin, dragged up to a triangle, and remorselessly flogged. He was then sent bleeding and almost unconscious back to the steamer, where he was immediately placed under the doctor’s care. On the return of the boat alongside, the six desperadoes, who had all the 214 time been mounting guard, as before described, entered it and were conveyed to the yacht, which immediately steamed off in a southwesterly direction.

“That this last insult to the Powers-that-Be will have the result of inducing them to take more effective action against this notorious woman is too much to expect. But with a reckless confidence somewhat unusual to us, we are now pinning our faith on the newly arrived naval authority, the more so as he was himself a witness of the whole disgraceful affair. We can only point out one fact, and that is, that unless this woman be soon brought to justice, travelling by mail boat in Eastern waters will be a thing of the past. When steamers are stopped, and well known and respected government officials publicly flogged in mid-ocean, it is evident that affairs are coming to too atrocious a pass altogether.”

Putting this criticism into my pocket-book with the other, I took a glimpse at my locket and went to bed.

Next morning, immediately after breakfast, I donned the orthodox top hat and frock coat and set off to walk to South Kensington to call upon my sister Janet — who, by the way, was a widow, her husband having died of malarial fever when with his regiment on the west coast of Africa.

I found her in the morning-room in the act of writing a note of welcome to me. She greeted me with all her old sisterly affection, and when she had done so, made me sit down before the fire and tell her all my adventures.

“We have heard the most wonderful tales about you,” 215 she said, with a smile. “How you were captured by a sort of female Captain Kidd of fabulous beauty, who carried you off to an island in the Pacific, where you were made to dig sufficient gold to pay your ransom.”

“Indeed?”

“It has been recopied into all sorts of papers,” she continued. “But I’ve no doubt it was a mass of mere fabrication. Own the truth now, wasn’t it?”

“Every bit,” I answered candidly. “I have been very much annoyed by those stupid newspaper paragraphs. It is just like the rabid craving of the age for sensationalism. But before I go any further, Janet, I want to tell you something. I am going to be married.”

“You! George! Why, you always used to say you had made up your mind never to do anything so foolish.”

“So I did; but you see I have changed my mind.”

“So it would appear. And now, who is she? Tell me where you met her and all about her.”

This was what I dreaded, but it had to be met and faced.

“Well, in the first place, her name is Alie. She is twenty-seven years of age and an orphan. Her father was a captain in the English navy, but is now dead. She is very sweet, very accomplished, and very beautiful; and I feel sure, Janet, if only for my sake, you will offer her a hearty welcome when she comes home.”

“You know me well enough to be sure of that, don’t you, dear old George? And is anything settled yet? How soon does she come home? and when are you going to be married?”

“To your first question I can only answer, as soon 216 after the first of May as possible. On the first Alie will arrive in England. Now will you wish me happiness, Janet?”

“With all my heart and soul. But I am dying to know more; tell me where you met her, and indeed all about your adventures; remember, you have been away a whole year.”

I told her as much as I thought prudent without revealing Alie’s identity, and when my story was ended, we sat chatting on till lunch time.

When I left the house in the afternoon, I knew I had insured a kind reception for Alie when she should arrive in England.

Now I must skip the greater part of a year and come to the middle of the last week in April, just three days, in fact, before I knew I might expect my darling. It would be impossible for me to tell you how I spent the time. I don’t think I know myself. I was in such a fever of impatience that each minute seemed an hour, each hour a day, and each day a year. And the nearer the time came the greater became my impatience. I even scanned the shipping lists with feverish earnestness, though I knew they could not possibly tell me anything I wanted to know.

At last the evening of the 30th of April arrived, a warm spring night with the promise of a lovely morrow. I kept myself busily occupied after dinner, and went to bed counting the hours till morning should appear. But try how I would I could not sleep — the memory of the joy that awaited me on the morrow kept me wide awake, devising plans for Alie’s happiness. Slowly the hours went by. I heard one, two, three, four, and five 217 o’clock strike, and still sleep would not come to me. At last I could stand it no longer, so I rose, dressed myself, and went out into the silent Square. Then I set myself for a walk, taking care, however, to return home in time to receive my letters from the postman. They were three in number, two from friends, the third a circular, but not one from Alie. The disappointment was almost more than I could bear. But I put it behind me, and resolved to wait for the next delivery, which would take place about an hour after breakfast. Again the postman came round the Square — but this time he had nothing at all to deliver when he reached my door. Once more I was disappointed.

The morning rolled slowly on and lunch time came and went without any communication. The early afternoon delivery brought me no news, and by tea time I had almost lost hope. Could Alie have forgotten her promise or had she met with an accident which prevented her from coming? The latter thought redoubled my anxiety.

But I had her own assertion that she would be in England on the first of May and I had never known her fail to keep her word. Just as that thought passed through my brain there was a ring at the bell, and a few seconds later my man brought up a telegram on a salver. With fingers trembling with eagerness I tore the envelope open and read the following message:

Arrived this morning. Bundaberg House, Surbiton. Come quickly.
Alie.

That little slip of paper transformed my dismal world into a second heaven. There and then I ran out of the 218 room, gave the telegraph boy in the porch half a crown for his trouble, seized my hat and stick, hailed a hansom, and bade the cabman drive me with all possible speed to Waterloo. The man was a smart whip, and as he possessed a good horse we covered the ground in grand style. When we reached the station I paid him off, purchased my ticket, and ran on to the platform just in time to catch the 6.15 express. Punctually at five and twenty minutes to seven I left the train again at Surbiton, and proceeding into the station yard called another cab.

“Do you know Bundaberg House?” I asked the man, as I took my place in the vehicle.

He shook his head and called to one of his mates.

“Where’s Bundaberg House, Bill?”

“Out on the Portsmouth Road nearly to Thames Ditton,” was the reply. “That big house with the long brick wall next to Tiller’s.”

“I know now, sir!” said the man, climbing on to his box.

“Very well, then! An extra shilling if you hurry up,” I cried, and away he went.

At the end of a short drive we pulled up before a pair of massive iron gates. A passer by threw them open for us and we drove in, passed round a shrubbery, and pulled up at the front door. I paid the cabman off and then, having watched him drive down and through the gates again, rang the bell. Next moment the door opened and a trim maid servant, without inquiring my name, invited me to enter. The front door opened on to a nicely built and furnished hall and from it I passed into a handsome drawing-room. It was empty but, 219 before I had time to look round, the folding doors on the other side were thrown back and Alie entered the room.

I must leave you to imagine our greeting. I can only say that it sends a tremor through me to this day to remember it. I know that while I held Alie, who seemed more beautiful than ever, in my arms she whispered:

“You are still of the same mind, George?”

“Doesn’t this look as if I am, darling?” I whispered. “Yes, I love you more fondly than ever, and I have come to-night to claim the fulfilment of your promise.”

“You have been very patient, George!”

“It was because I loved and believed in you, Alie!” I replied. “But come, darling, I want my answer.”

“And you shall have it,” she said softly. “There it is!”

As she spoke she raised her beautiful white hand and pointed to the ring I had given her, saying as she did so, “It has never left my finger since you placed it there!”

“My best of girls,” I cried, raising the little hand to my lips and kissing it fondly, “I am the very happiest man in the world. And now I must hear all your doings; tell me how you got home!”

“There is little to tell,” she answered. “I followed your route via Thursday Island, Brisbane, Sydney, and Melbourne. I stayed in the latter place for nearly a month, and while there advertised for a companion. The result was Mrs. Barker, a nice, amiable little person, whom you will shortly see. When we reached Naples I happened to see an advertisement concerning this 220 furnished house in an English paper, telegraphed about it, received an answer in Paris, engaged it, and arrived here this morning.”

“And how did you leave the settlement? And, by the way, where is Mr. ‘Beelzebub’?”

“The settlement was very well when I came away. They were busy building the new Communal Hall I used to talk to you about. And poor old Bel is left at the bungalow. I was afraid he might excite remark and possibly draw suspicion upon me.”

“Alie, do you think you are safe in London?” I cried in alarm, all my old fears rushing back upon me at the mention of that one word suspicion. “What ever should I do if any one suspected you?”

“You need have no fear on that score, dear,” my intrepid sweetheart answered, “there is no one in England who could possibly recognize me, and the only people in the whole world who could do so are Vesey of Hong Kong, the Sultan of Surabaya, the Rajah of Tavoy, Barkmansworth, and that lieutenant and midshipman. The first is dead; the second never leaves his own territory, the third is in bad odour with the English Government just at present and little likely to come home. Barkmansworth is, I presume, still in Hong Kong, and the lieutenant and his junior are with their ship in the China Sea.”

“All the same, I shall not be satisfied until we are safely out of Europe again, Alie.”

“You say we, then you mean to come away with me, George?”

“Of course, with whom else should I go? Hark! somebody is coming!” 221

“It is Mrs. Barker, my duenna. Now we must be matter of fact folk once more.”

As she spoke, Mrs. Barker, a dapper little lady with silver gray hair and a very pleasant expression, entered the room.

“Let me introduce Dr. De Normanville to you,” said Alie, rising from her chair and going forward to meet her. “Dr. De Normanville, Mrs. Barker.”

I bowed and Mrs. Barker did the same, then we went in to dinner. What happened during that very pleasant meal, how Mrs. Barker found occasion to require something from her bedroom afterwards, and so left us alone in the drawing-room together, I need not relate; suffice it that when I got home about twelve o’clock I was the happiest, and, at the same time, the most nervous, man in England.

Next morning I called for Janet and, willy nilly, carried her off there and then to call on Alie. We found her walking in her garden, which led down to the river, and I must be excused if I say that, proud as I was of my darling, I was infinitely prouder as I noticed the look of astonishment and admiration that came into Janet’s face when she was introduced to her. Alie’s radiant beauty and charming manners were irresistible, and before they had been together half an hour the two women were on the best of terms. It was Alie’s earnest desire that we should remain to luncheon, and she herself walked to the railway station with us when we at last took our departure.

“Now, what do you think of my sweetheart?” I asked, as we steamed out of the station.

“I think that she is a very beautiful and charming 222 girl,” was my sister’s immediate reply, “and, if I know anything of my sex, she is as good as she’s beautiful.”

This pleased me, as you may be sure, and when Janet went on to tell me that she had invited Alie and Mrs. Barker to spend a few days with her, and that the visit would commence the following afternoon, my opinion of my sister’s kindness became even more exaggerated than before.

And so that week went by, and another after it, till Alie had thoroughly settled down among us and nearly all the preparations for our wedding were complete. By that time, you may be sure, she had won golden opinions on every side. On each occasion that I saw Janet she was more and more profuse in her praises of her, until I had really to tell her that unless she moderated them a little I should soon become insufferably conceited about my good fortune.

One morning, when I was beginning to think of getting up, the following note was brought to me with my shaving water. It was from my sister, and had evidently been written the previous evening:

South Kensington, Monday Evening.

Dear Old George:

I have succeeded in inducing Alie and Mrs. Barker to prolong their visit to me until Saturday. On Wednesday evening we hope to witness the new play at Drury Lane. Alie, you know, has never seen a spectacular melodrama. We shall of course want a gentleman to escort us. Would you care for the position, or must we look elsewhere? On that occasion we dine at 6.30, and, unless I hear from you to the contrary, I shall lay a place for you.

In haste.
Your affectionate sister,
Janet.

Need it be said that I accepted? or that on Wednesday223 evening I was proud of my charges as they took their seats in the box Janet had been at some pains to secure?

The house was packed from pit to gallery, and I noticed that more than one glass was levelled at the beautiful girl who took her place at Janet’s side in the front of the box. Alie herself, however, seemed quite unconscious of the admiration she excited, and throughout the piece kept her eyes fixed upon the stage with never failing earnestness. What the play was I have not the very vaguest recollection.

In the middle of the first act I noticed that three gentlemen entered the box opposite us, and from the vociferous nature of their applause, gathered that they had evidently been dining, not wisely, but too well. After a while their glasses were so continually brought to bear on our box that I began to feel myself, foolishly enough, becoming excessively annoyed. The face of one of them struck me as familiar, and during the next interval, seeing that they had left their box, I made an excuse and went out to endeavour to discover who he was and where I had seen his face before. For a little while I was unsuccessful in my search, then, just as the next act was commencing, I turned a corner and almost ran into their arms. The man whose face I had been puzzling about was furthest from me, but I knew him instantly. It was Barkmansworth! My heart seemed to stand still with terror, and when I recovered my wits he was gone.

What was I to do? I dared not tell Alie before my sister and Mrs. Barker, and yet I knew, if Barkmansworth 224 had recognised her, not an instant must be lost in getting her out of harm’s way. For a moment I stood in the vestibule feeling more sick and giddy than I have ever felt before or since, and all the time trying vainly to think how to act. Then, when I took my seat again and saw that the occupants of the box opposite had left, I resolved to put off all consideration of the matter for that evening and to call and tell Alie first thing in the morning. Oh, that little bit of indecision! How fatal were its consequences!

When I had conveyed my fair charges home I made a severe headache an excuse, and bidding them good-night, set off on foot for my own abode. But my brain was too full of anxiety to entertain any idea of bed, so, turning off from the direct route, I wandered down to the Green Park and on to the Embankment, thence through Lincoln’s Inn Fields to Oxford Street, and so round to Cavendish Square. By the time I let myself into my house it was nearly three o’clock and a beautiful morning. Passing along the hall, I went into my consulting room and lit the gas. A letter lay upon the table, addressed in my sister’s handwriting, and marked “Immediate.” With a sickening fear in my heart, I tore it open and read:

Dear George:

Come to me at once, without an instant’s delay. Alie has been arrested.

Your frantic sister,
Janet.

The blow had fallen! My little shirking of an unpleasant duty had ruined the woman I loved. Oh, 225 how bitterly I reproached myself for my delay in reporting my discovery. But if I had hesitated then, I did not do so now. A second or two later I had let myself out again and was off, as fast as I could go, on my way back to South Kensington.
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NEVER SHALL I forget the misery of that walk back from Cavendish Square to South Kensington; I seemed to be tramping for ever, and all the time the words “Alie has been arrested!” “Alie has been arrested!” were singing and drumming in my ears with relentless reiteration. When I reached the house the sun was above the roof tops and I was wearied almost to the point of dropping. I rang the bell, and the peal had not died away before poor, heavy-eyed Janet had opened the door to me. Without a word she led me into her morning-room, the room where I had first told her of my love for Alie, and, having made me sit down, would not let me speak until I had partaken of some refreshment. I filled my glass, but pushed my plate away from me; I could drink, but I was far too miserable to eat.

“Janet,” I cried, “for Heaven’s sake tell me, as quickly as you can, all that has happened!”

“My poor George,” she said; “as I told you in my note, Alie has been arrested. You had not left the house more than a quarter of an hour before two men called and asked to be allowed to see me on most important business. They were shown in here and, when we were alone, requested permission to see Alie. I went to fetch her and brought her down with me. Then one of the men advanced towards her with a paper in his hand 227 and said ‘Alie Dunbar, in the Queen’s name I arrest you on a charge of piracy upon the High Seas.’ Oh! it was horrible, and I can see it all now!”

“And what did my poor girl say?”

“Nothing! She was just as calm and collected as she always is. She simply took the paper from the man’s hand and looked at it, after which she said: ‘There must be some mistake; however, you are only doing your duty, I suppose. Where do you wish to take me?’ ‘To Scotland Yard first, madam,’ the man said, ‘then on to Bow Street.’ Hearing that, Alie turned to me, and putting her arms round my neck, said: ‘You will soften this blow as much as you can for George, won’t you, Janet?’ and then announced that as soon as she had changed her dress, and procured her hat and cloak, she would be ready to accompany them. These changes in her costume she was permitted to make, and, when they were accomplished, we set off, but not before I had written that note to you. We expected you would follow us at once, and be able to arrange the matter of bail.”

“I did not get your letter until after three o’clock. I was in such a strange state of mind last night that I went for a long walk after leaving you. Janet, it is all my fault. Did you notice those men in the box opposite us at Drury Lane? If so, you may have observed that they continually stared at Alie through their glasses?”

“I did notice them, and very ill-bred fellows I thought them. I think Alie must have thought so too! But what have they to do with this matter?”

“Why, the man at the back of the box was none other than the person mentioned in that last newspaper paragraph 228 about the Beautiful White Devil. He was the man, Barkmansworth, in fact, whom the Beautiful White Devil took from the mail boat and flogged in mid-ocean.”

“But what has this to do with Alie?”

“Why, simply that, — no there can be no shirking it now, it must come out, and I know it is perfectly safe for me to tell you, — simply, Janet, because Alie is the Beautiful White Devil.”

“Oh, George, my dear old brother; is this terrible thing true?”

“Perfectly true, Janet!”

“And you, of all men, were going to marry the Beautiful White Devil?”

“Don’t say ‘were,’ say ‘are’! Janet, it is only half-past five now. An hour and a half must elapse before I can do any good at the police station. If you will listen I will tell you the story of Alie’s singular life, and how I became mixed up with her. Then, remembering what you have seen of her yourself, you will be able to judge what sort of woman the Beautiful White Devil really is!”

Thereupon I set to work and told her all my adventures. I described Alie’s father’s treatment by his government; his setting up a kingdom for himself in the Pacific; the events which followed his death and Alie’s accession to the throne; the feud between herself and the Eastern Governments; her acts of justice and retribution; the outbreak of small-pox in her settlement, and her sending for me; what I saw on the island, and how I first came to love her. It was a long story, and by the time I had finished it was nearly seven 229 o’clock. Then I looked at Janet, and found big tears standing in her eyes.

“What do you think of the Beautiful White Devil now?” I asked.

“I think that, come what may, George, we must save her.”

“Of course we must, and now I’m going off to see her. May I give her any message from you?”

“Give her my fondest love, and tell her that, come what may, she shall be saved.”

“It will cheer her to know that, in spite of what has happened, you believe in her. Good-bye!”

“Good-bye, my poor George.”

I left the house, and hurrying down to Gloucester Road, took the underground train for the Temple, walking thence to Bow Street. On entering the police station I asked to see the officer in charge. To this grim official I stated the nature of my business, and begged to be permitted an interview with his prisoner. This he granted with a very civil grace; the jailer was accordingly called and I was led down a long corridor.

“Seeing that she is a lady,” that official said, as he unlocked a door on the right, “we have given her a somewhat better room than we usually allow our prisoners. I have orders to permit you a quarter of an hour together.”

He opened the door and I went in. With a little cry of joy, Alie, who had been sitting on a sofa at the further end, sprang to her feet and ran towards me, crying as she did so:

“Oh, George, dear, I knew you would come to me as soon as you could.” 230

I took her in my arms and kissed her again and again; her dear eyes were flooded with tears when I released her, but she brushed them away and tried to look brave for my sake. Then I led her back to the sofa and sat down beside her.

“Alie,” I said softly, “this is all my fault. I saw Barkmansworth at Drury Lane last night and ought to have warned you. I intended to have done so this morning, but it was too late.”

“Hush!” she answered, “you must not blame yourself. I, too, recognised him last night and should have spoken to you about it to-day. It is too late now, as you say.”

“Can nothing be done, Alie?”

“I cannot say yet. I have been too much upset since my arrival here to think. But you must find me a lawyer at once, George, who will defend me at the preliminary examination, and if it looks as if the case will go against me you must find some means by which I can escape.”

“Escape? Alie, you do not realise how impossible that is.”

“Nothing is impossible when one has brains enough to devise a plot and sufficient money to work it out.”

“If I could only feel as you do about it. But have you any scheme to suggest?”

“Not yet, but I shall devote my whole attention to it and it will go hard with me if I cannot hit on something. Would you have the courage to dare very much for my sake, George?”

“I would dare anything under the sun for you, Alie, and though you asked me such a question, I do not 231 think you feel any doubt as to what answer I would give.”

“I had no doubt. Do not think that. And now, George, tell me what your sister says, now that she knows who I am?”

“Janet is more your friend than ever. I told her your story this morning, and she bade me give you her love and tell you we would save you yet.”

Again the tears rose in Alie’s eyes.

“What will the East say when it hears that the Beautiful White Devil is caught at last?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t care. One thing I’m certain of, however, and that is that I should like to have five minutes with Mr. Barkmansworth alone. I think then he’d know that — —”

But what I was going to say was interrupted by the entrance of the officer who had brought me to the room.

“Time’s up, I’m sorry to say, sir.”

I rose immediately and turned to say good-bye! Being a good-hearted fellow, the man left us alone together for another moment, and during that time I was able to whisper an assurance to my sweetheart that no stone should be left unturned to secure her release. Then bidding her be of good cheer, I passed out, feeling as if the bolts clanging behind me were closing on my heart.

It was well after eight o’clock before I left Bow Street and turned homewards; the shops, in most cases, had their shutters down, but though I looked for a newspaper board, it was some time before I sighted one. Then for the first time I saw the headline I had been dreading: 232

“Sensational Arrest of the Notorious Beautiful White Devil.”

I stopped and bought a paper and then continued my journey, pausing at a telegraph office to send a wire to my old chum, Brandwon, in which I asked him, as he valued our friendship, to come to me without a moment’s delay. When I got home I changed my clothes — had a cold bath, which restored me somewhat, and then ordered breakfast, which I felt I could not touch, and while it was preparing, sat down to read the account of the arrest. It was but a short report and published the barest details.

Nine o’clock had just struck when a cab drew up at the door and Brandwon jumped out. I opened the front door to him myself, and, as I did so, felt as if we were one step at least on the road to Alie’s release.

“Look here, my friend,” he said, as I led him across the hall to my dining-room. “This is all very well, you know, but what in the name of fortune makes you send for me at this unearthly hour. Have you poisoned a patient and find yourself in need of me to square matters, or have you been jilted and hope to bring an action for the damage done to your broken heart? Out with it. But forgive my chaff if it’s anything more serious.”

He must have seen by my face that something was very wrong, for his jocular manner suddenly left him and he sat down all seriousness.

“There is something very much the matter, Brandwon,” I said; “read that!”

I handed him the morning paper and pointed to the paragraph detailing the arrest. He read it through and 233 then, seating himself at the breakfast table, poured himself out a cup of coffee and buttered a piece of toast, before he spoke. When he did so, he said solemnly, “I think I understand. You are interested in this lady and want me to undertake her defence — is that so?”

“That is exactly what I want. I was at my wit’s end to know what to do, when suddenly it flashed through my brain, ‘Send for Edward Brandwon.’ I sent that wire accordingly, and here you are. If there is any man living who can save the woman I love, you are he.”

“I’ll do my best, you may be sure, for your sake, old boy. Now, where is she?”

“At Bow Street. She is to be brought before the court this morning at twelve o’clock.”

He took out his watch and looked at it.

“Well, I’ve none too much time. I’ll go down and have an interview with her at once. Keep up your heart, old chap, we’ll do our best and nobody can do more!”

I wrung his hand, and then, hailing a cab, he jumped into it and set off for the police station.

Long before twelve o’clock I was in the court, waiting for the examination to come on. The news of the case must have gone abroad, for the hall was densely packed with people anxious to catch a glimpse of the famous Beautiful White Devil, whose exploits were almost as well known in England as in the East. Every rank of life seemed to be represented and, when the magistrate took his seat on the bench, I noticed that the chairs on either side of him were occupied by two illustrious personages whose dignity should have prevented them 234 from giving such an exhibition of idle curiosity. Seeing the rush there was to stare at my poor unfortunate sweetheart, I could have found it in my heart to hit out like a madman at those round me.

Precisely at twelve o’clock the door on the right hand side of the court opened, and Alie stepped into the hall and ascended the iron dock. She walked with her usual queenly step, held her head high, and when she reached her place, looked proudly round the dingy hall. Such was the effect of her wonderful beauty upon those present, that, despite the efforts of the officers of the court to prevent it, a loud buzz of admiration came from the spectators. She was dressed entirely in black, a colour which, as I have said before, displayed her white skin and beautiful hair to the very best advantage. Having taken her place, she bowed politely to the presiding magistrate, who returned her salute, and then the examination commenced. The first proceeding was for the police to make a statement of their case to the court. It was then shown that, although a warrant had long been out for her arrest, the Beautiful White Devil had evaded justice for many years. Indeed, it was only for the reason that information had been supplied to the London police within the last few days, that they had become aware that the Beautiful White Devil had left the East and arrived in England. Inquiries were instantly made, and on the strength of them the prisoner now in the dock had been arrested. They, the police, did not propose to call witnesses at this preliminary hearing, but would merely ask that the information should be read over, the evidence of arrest given, and then a remand granted in order that the arrival of 235 an officer from Singapore might be awaited and further inquiries made.

At this point Brandwon rose to his feet, and, adopting a quiet, sober attitude of respectful remonstrance, begged to be allowed to place before the court what he considered and would unhesitatingly call a deliberate and cruel injustice. He pointed out the small likelihood there was of the charge being true, he dilated upon the facts of Alie’s arrival from Australia, of her quiet, lady-like demeanour, spoke of her impending marriage with a gentleman, a personal friend of his own, well known and universally respected in London, and brought his remarks to a close by declaring it a monstrous thing that, in this nineteenth century and in this land of which we pretend to be so proud, it should be within the power of a public body like the police, without a tittle of evidence at their back to bear their case out, to bring so shameful a charge against an innocent girl, who might possibly have to suffer from the effects of it all her life. He would not ask the court to consent to a remand; on the contrary, he would ask His Worship to dismiss the case altogether, and, at the same time, to issue a stinging and well-merited rebuke to the police for their officiousness and quite uncalled-for action in the matter.

Clever and impressive as his harangue was, it, however, failed utterly in its purpose. The magistrate had evidently carefully considered the case beforehand and determined upon his course of action. The decision given, therefore, was “remanded for a week. Bail refused.”

I saw Alie bow gravely to the court, the policeman 236 open the door of the dock, and a moment later, feeling quite sick and giddy, I was in the throng leaving the court. By the time I reached the street my darling was on her way to Holloway.

That afternoon, at three o’clock, Janet and I drove out to the prison, and, having shown our authorities, were instantly conducted to the room in which prisoners are permitted to interview their friends.

What the two women I loved best in the world said to each other during that interview I cannot remember. I only know that Janet kissed Alie and cried over her, and that Alie received it all with that gentle graciousness which was so wonderfully becoming to her. When we had discussed the events which had led up to the arrest, I asked Alie if she were quite comfortable.

“Perfectly,” she answered. “My cell is by no means an unpleasant one. I have some books and writing materials, and I have arranged to have my meals brought in to me from a restaurant outside.”

“What did you think of Brandwon’s speech this morning?” I then asked her.

“I thought it very clever and impressive,” she answered, “but I was not surprised when it proved of no avail. No! There is very little chance as far as I can see. In a month the officer from Singapore will be in London, and, unless something happens to prevent it, I shall be sent out East to stand my trial.”

“Something must prevent it,” whispered Janet.

“But what? You cannot escape so easily in England, I find,” she answered. “These stone walls are very strong and the discipline is so perfect.”

“But tell me, Alie,” I broke in, “what Brandwon 237 thinks of your chance. You have of course told him everything?”

“He says my only hope is their not being able to prove identity. Barkmansworth’s evidence unsupported will not go for very much, he thinks, and, Ebbington and Vesey being dead, there only remain the two native princes, and the man-of-war’s men who by chance may not be called. I fear it is a hopeless business, however.”

“No! No! You must not think that. Be sure we will find a way to get you off. Trust us.” Then dropping my voice, “And if we can’t do it legally we’ll do it illegally.”

“You must run no risk for my sake, George; I could not allow that.”

“If only Walworth were here. His wit would hit on something.”

“Walworth unfortunately is ten thousand miles away. So it is no use thinking of him. But see, here is the warder — your time is up. Good-bye, dear Janet. I pray that you may find it in your heart to forgive me for having brought this trouble upon you.”

But Janet, who by this time had learned to love this fascinating girl with all her heart, would listen to no such talk. When the door opened, like the kind sister she was, she went out first, thus permitting us an opportunity of saying farewell alone. When I joined her again I had a little note in my waistcoat pocket that seemed somehow to make me a happier man than I had been for hours past.

From the prison I drove Janet to her own house and then went back to Cavendish Square.

When I had dismissed the cabman I let myself in and 238 proceeded to my consulting room. Opening the door, I walked in, only to come to a sudden halt before a man sitting in my own armchair. He was small and queerly built, wore a long coat that reached nearly to his heels, had gray hair, a ferociously curled moustache, and a short, closely cropped white beard. The effect, when he looked at me over the edge of the paper he was perusing, was most comical. For a moment I stood bewildered, but I was destined to be even more so when he rose and came toward me, holding out his hand, and saying:

“Bon jour, Monsieur!” Then in broken English, “Pray, do you not remember your very old friend?”

I thought and thought, but for the life of me could not recollect ever having seen his face before. I was about to speak when he stopped me, and changing his voice said in excellent English:

“No! I can see you don’t.” Then pulling off his wig: “Well! Do you now?”

It was Walworth!
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DIRECTLY I REALISED who my guest was, I rushed forward and seized his hand with a show of delight greater than, I believe, I have ever felt at meeting a man before or since. If I had been given the pick of all men in the world at that particular juncture in my life’s history, I believe I should have declared for him.

“We had no idea that you were in England,” I said when the first excitement had somewhat subsided. “Both Alie and I thought you were ten thousand miles away. You have heard the awful news, I suppose.”

“How could I help it when every board in the streets sets it forth, and all the paper boys are bellowing the latest news of the capture of the Beautiful White Devil. But I want to know the real facts.”

“You shall know everything directly. But first tell me what has brought you home in this providential manner?”

“I came because I heard that Barkmansworth was coming. I received a warning from Hong Kong that he had applied for leave, and I knew that if he found out her ladyship was in England he would lose no opportunity of revenging himself for that affair outside Singapore. But he got away before me, and my welcome 240 to London yesterday was the news of her ladyship’s arrest. You did not see me at the preliminary examination this morning, I suppose?”

“No! I certainly did not. And I thought I scanned every face.”

“And yet I was standing beside you all the time!”

“Good gracious, how do you mean?”

“Pray tell me who stood next to you? Wasn’t it a medium sized military-looking man in a much worn frock coat with a velvet collar?”

“Now I come to think of it, it was!”

“Well, I was that man. I’m beginning to think my disguises are artistic after all.”

“But why all this disguise? What are you afraid of in London?”

“I am afraid of our friend Barkmansworth, if you want to know. I was the man who took him off the mail boat, remember, and my face must be unpleasantly familiar to him. If he saw me, I should be arrested within an hour, and whatever happens, seeing the work that lies before us, that must not!”

“Do you think you can be of use to her ladyship in her defence then?”

“It must never come to a defence. It would be fatal to allow her to be sent to Hong Kong. They would convict her at once. No! There is nothing for it but for us to plan some means of escape for her, and yet, when one thinks how perfect English police arrangements are, that seems wellnigh impossible. However, done it must be, by hook or crook, and we must set about it at once.”

“But how? Have you any idea in your head?” 241

“Not at present, but it will be strange if I don’t hit upon one before very long. If only her ladyship could help us!”

“Wait one moment. Perhaps she can. When I left her this afternoon she gave me a note, which I was not to open until I got home. Let us see what it says.”

I took it out of my waistcoat pocket, opened it, and read it aloud. It certainly contained the germs of an idea and ran as follows:

“I have been thinking over what we spoke of this morning and it seems to me that, if I am to escape at all, the attempt must be made during the time I am being conveyed from Bow Street to Holloway in the prison van. The question is whether sufficient temptation could be put before the driver and the guard to induce them to assist me. Will you think this out?”

When I had finished reading, I asked Walworth for his opinion. But for nearly five minutes he allowed no sign to escape him to show that he had heard my question, only laid himself back in his chair, looked up at the ceiling, and meanwhile slowly tore my newspaper into rags. When he had finished his work of destruction, he sat up straight and slapped his hand on his knee.

“Her ladyship is always right. I believe I do see a way now!”

“What is it?” I asked, in almost breathless excitement.

“You must not ask me just yet. I’ll go away and make a few inquiries first. To-night at nine o’clock I’ll come back here, and we’ll go into the matter 242 thoroughly. For the present then, good-bye, and keep up your heart. Have no fear, we’ll rescue her yet.”

There was something so strong and confident about the man that this assurance roused and braced me like a tonic. I stopped him, however, before he could reach the door.

“One word first, Walworth. Do you know the position in which I stand towards Alie?”

“I know that you were to have been married within the next three weeks, if that’s what you mean?” he answered. “And so you shall be yet if I can bring it about. Dr. De Normanville, you have got a woman for whom we all would die. This is your chance to show yourself worthy of her, and, if you will allow me to say so, I think you will. I am your faithful servant as well as hers, remember that. Now I must go!”

“Good luck go with you!”

I let him out by the front door, and then went back to my room to try and discover what the idea could be that he had got into his fertile brain. I felt I would have given anything to have known something a little more definite. However, as I didn’t know, there was nothing for it but to exercise my patience until nine o’clock should arrive.

It may be guessed how anxiously I watched the hands of the clock upon my mantelpiece. At last, however, they drew round to the appointed hour and I prepared myself for Walworth’s arrival. But, though I saw no sign of him, I had not very long to wait for a visitor. The last stroke of nine had hardly died away before my ear caught a ring at the bell and a moment 243 later a “Mr. Samuel Baker” was ushered into the room. As he entered, I took stock of him, half fearing he might be some sort of police officer in disguise. He was a stout, rather pompous man of middle height, with fluffy whiskers, clean shaven chin and upper lip, and from his dress might have been a linen draper or small tradesman from some cathedral town. Having warmly shaken hands with me he put his top hat down on a chair, seated himself on another, mopped his forehead with a red bandanna handkerchief, took off and carefully wiped his spectacles, returned them to his nose, and then said quietly, “What do you think of this for a make-up, Dr. De Normanville?”

“Walworth,” I cried, in utter amazement. “You don’t really mean to say it’s you. I was just beginning to wonder how I should manage to rid myself of Mr. Samuel Baker before you should arrive. You are certainly a genius at concealing your identity, if ever there was one.”

“I have had to do it so often,” he replied, “that I have reduced it to a science.”

“Have you anything to report?”

“A good deal,” he answered. “But before I begin, may I light a cheroot? I see from the ash trays you smoke in here!”

“Smoke as much as you please,” I replied. “May I also offer you some refreshment. Perhaps you haven’t dined? If so, I can tell them to bring you up something!”

“No, thank you,” he answered; “I have dined, and excellently. Now let us get to business without any further waste of time.” 244

“With all the good will in the world,” I said, seating myself again. “Go on. Tell me all.”

“Well! in the first place, you must understand that when I left here this afternoon I went for a walk to think out my plan. To begin with, I saw quite clearly that any attempt to rescue her ladyship from either Bow Street police station itself or Holloway Gaol would only be a farce, and by proving a failure would end by completely spoiling the whole thing. I settled it, therefore, that the only time when it could be done, with any hope of success, would be on the journey from the court to the prison. In other words, during the time she is in the van. But how that is to be managed is more difficult to see. To bribe the officials, as her ladyship suggests, would be altogether too hazardous a proceeding, even if it were possible, nor is it to be imagined that we could secure the van for ourselves.”

“It seems a very difficult matter.”

“Difficult, certainly, but by no means as hopeless as you would be inclined to suppose. No! I have an idea in my head that looks promising, and you must assist me in carrying it out.”

“You have every reason to know that you may count upon my doing that,” I answered. “Who would so gladly assist as I?”

“Of course I understand that, but I have to warn you that this will mean, either way you look at it, social extinction for you. If it fails and we are caught, you are done for as far as your reputation here is concerned. If we are not caught, well, I suppose you will fly with her, and in that case you will certainly never see England again.” 245

“Do you suppose I shall allow my own social position to weigh with me, if by risking it I can save her?”

“No, I don’t think you will. But now let me detail my scheme as I have thought it out. In the first place I have ascertained that the van leaves the prison at a definite hour every day. It drives down, takes the prisoners up, and drives back again. This being so, it is certain, as I have said before, that it must be stopped on its way from the prison to the court, and in such a way that it cannot go on again for at least half an hour. In the meantime another van must drive down equipped in every way like the real one. This one will take up the prisoner and drive off. Once out of sight of the station it will drive into the yard of an empty house, a conveyance will then be in waiting in the other street, her ladyship passes through the house, gets into that and drives off to a railway station; there a Pullman must be in readiness to take her to the seaside, whence a yacht will convey her to some place where we can have the Lone Star to meet her. I shall cable to Patterson to set off and be in readiness to pick us up directly we have decided where that place shall be.”

“But how will you cable to him without exciting suspicion?”

“You need have no fear on that score; we have a means of communicating of our own, which I would explain now only it would be waste of time. What do you think of my scheme?”

“It sounds all right, but is it workable?”

“I really think so! However, we will discuss it, item by item, and try and arrive at a conclusion that way. To begin with, money must be considered no 246 object. If even £10,000 is necessary to its success, £10,000 will be spent. In the first place, we must find a competent coachbuilder at once. If he has a van on hand, which is hardly likely, we’ll purchase it! If not, well, then he must put on all his hands and make one, even if he has to work day and night to do it.”

“But how will you explain the purpose for which we want it?”

“I have thought of that, and, when I left you, I sent the following telegram:”

Here he produced a duplicate form from his pocket and read it aloud:

“To the Lessee Olympic Theatre, Manchester:

“What dates this month? Reply terms, Stragaus, West Strand Telegraph Office.

“Maximillien Stragaus.”

“But who on earth is Maximillien Stragaus, and what has the Royal Olympic Theatre, Manchester, to do with our scheme?”

“Everything. In the first place you must realise the fact that I am Maximillien Stragaus, the world-renowned theatrical entrepreneur, and that you are his secretary, Fairlight Longsman. Having received a reply from Manchester, I decide to open there with my wonderful and intensely exciting prison drama, ‘Saved by a Woman’s Pluck,’ on the third Saturday in June. Here is the preliminary announcement. I had it struck off this afternoon.”

He took from the small bag he had brought into the room with him a large theatrical poster, covered 247 with printing of all colours of the rainbow. It read as follows:

ROYAL OLYMPIC THEATRE,
MANCHESTER.

Lessee,Mr. William Carrickford.

For Ten Nights Only,
Commencing Saturday, June 20th.

Mr. Maximillien Stragaus’ World-renowned Standard Company,
in the intensely exciting Prison Drama,

“SAVED BY A WOMAN’S PLUCK.”

Detectives — Police — Bloodhounds — Real Horses and Real
Prison Vans.

Sole Manager and Proprietor,Mr. Maximillien Stragaus.
Secretary,Mr. Fairlight Longsman.

“There! what do you think of that for a poster?”

“Very startling,” I answered. “But I must reiterate my former remark, that I do not understand in the very least degree what it has to do with us.”

“Why, look here, it means that to-morrow morning we go to that coachbuilder I was speaking of and give him an order for a prison van. Incidentally we will show him this poster, and state that, owing to change of dates, we must have the van delivered this day week. Don’t you see? If we hadn’t something to show, he might suspect; this poster, however, will set his mind completely at rest, and, at the same time, be an excuse for haste. Now, do you understand?”

“I do, and I must say I admire your wonderful resource. What next?”

“Well, the next thing will be to obtain two police 248 uniforms and two trustworthy men, one to drive the van the other to act as guard. That, however, will be easily managed. The next item will be rather more difficult!”

“What is that?”

“Why, to find a sure and certain means of stopping the real van on its way down to the court.”

“We couldn’t waylay the driver and keep him talking, I suppose?”

“We could try it, of course; but it wouldn’t be sure enough. He might be a conscientious man, you see, and not like to stop, or he might stop and afterwards whip up to make up lost time. No! we must hit on something that will absolutely prevent him from going on for at least half an hour, and yet something that will not excite suspicion. I think I see a way to do it, but it will require the most minute and careful working out to insure its success. To begin with, I shall have to find a first-class man for the job, and possibly I shall have to cable to America for him.”

“What is your idea?”

“To arrange a collision. To have a runaway, and crash into the horses.”

“Would that do, do you think?”

“If I can find the right man and the right sort of horses.”

“I don’t like it. To quote your own words, it doesn’t sound sure enough.”

“We shall have to do it if we can’t hit out a better way. Then we must discover a house somewhere in a handy neighbourhood; it must have a yard at the back, opening into an obscure street. The yard must have high gates and be in such a position that it cannot be 249 overlooked by the neighbours. Then the day before the business comes off we must find an invalid carriage, engage a Pullman car for Portsmouth, and hire a yacht for a voyage to the Cape.”

“It will mean simply superhuman labour, if it is all to be accomplished in a fortnight.”

“It will, but I don’t think either of us is afraid of work. Aren’t we fighting for what is more precious to her than her life? Yes! We’ll do it between us. Don’t you doubt that. Now I must be off again; I’ve a lot to do before I can get to bed to-night. By the way, will it be convenient for you if I call here at half-past five to-morrow morning? We must be at the coachbuilder’s by seven o’clock.”

“Come at three if you like, you will find me quite ready.”

“Then good-night.”

He went away and I to bed. At five o’clock I woke, had a bath, dressed, and went down stairs. Punctually, almost to the minute, a slightly Jewish, black-ringletted man, wearing a profusion of diamonds, put in an appearance, bag in hand. Though I should never have recognised him as Walworth I felt certain it was he, so I let him in and we went into my study together.

“Now,” said my friend, for it was Walworth, as I suspected, “I don’t know what you’ll say to it, but it’s absolutely necessary for the success of our scheme that you should assume some disguise. As you are known to be the affianced husband of her ladyship, the police will be certain to have their eyes on you.”
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“Then, with your permission, we will set to work at once. I have taken the liberty of bringing a few things with me. You have an old-fashioned frock coat, I presume.”

“A very old-fashioned one,” I answered, with a laugh.

“Then put it on, also a pair of light check trousers, if you have them.”

I went to my room and did as he desired. When I returned to the study he had arranged a number of articles upon the table — crepe hair, spectacles, a curiously low cut collar, and a soft felt hat with a dented crown. He gazed at me with approval, and then said:

“The effect will be excellent, I feel sure. Sit down here.”

I did as commanded and he immediately set to work. As he was occupied behind me I could not of course see what he was doing, but after a while he took off my own collar, put on the low one he had brought with him, cut up some crepe hair and gummed it to my face, with what I believe is technically termed “spirit gum,” trimmed its exuberances with a pair of scissors, and finally combed my moustache over it. This accomplished, he placed the spectacles upon my nose and the soft felt hat rather rakishly upon my head, patted me on the shoulder, and said:

“Look at yourself in the glass.”

I rose and went over to the fire-place. But, though I looked in the mirror above the chimney piece, I did not recognise myself. My moustache was waxed to a point and stood out above a close-cropped chestnut beard, while over my coat collar hung a profusion of curls of a corresponding colour. Indeed, my whole appearance 251 suggested a man whose aim in life it was to copy, as nearly as possible, the accepted portrait of the Bard of Avon.

“It is wonderful,” I said. “Nobody would ever recognise me. I feel a theatrical agent all over.”

“Remember you are Fairlight Longsman, the author of several farces, and my secretary. Whatever you do, don’t forget that. Now we must be going. Come along.”

We left the house unnoticed, and, having hailed a hansom, were driven to the carriage builder’s yard at Vauxhall. Walworth had evidently written preparing him for our visit, for, early as it was, we found him waiting to receive us.

“Zir,” began Mr. Maximillien Stragaus, in broken English, as soon as he had descended from the cab. “Is it you dot are Mr. Ebridge?”

“That is my name, sir,” said the coachbuilder. “And you are Mr. Stragaus, I presume.”

“Dot is my name. Dis shentleman is my secretary, Mr. Fairlide Longsman. Now, you know, an’ so we can our business begin to dalk!”

“Perhaps you will be good enough, gentlemen, to step into my office first. We shall be more private there.”

We followed him into the room he mentioned, and took possession of the chairs he offered us.

“Now, Mr. Stragaus, in what way can I be of service to you?” he asked, seating himself as he spoke at his desk.

“Zir! My segratary sprechens the Anglaish better nor me, he vill dell you.” 252

I felt that it behoved me to do my best, so leaning forward in a confidential manner, I said:

“My employer, as doubtless you are very well aware, Mr. Ebridge, is one of the largest theatrical entrepreneurs in England. His dealings are gigantic. And it is the business connected with one of those enormous productions that brings us here. In the first place, you must know that, on the third Saturday in this present month, he has arranged to produce the entirely new and original drama, “Saved by a Woman’s Pluck,” at the Royal Olympic Theatre, Manchester. By the way, have you the preliminary poster with you, Mr. Stragaus?”

In answer Mr. Stragaus produced from his bag the placard before described and spread it upon the table, at the same time looking at the coachbuilder as if to demand his opinion on such a fine display of colour.

“You will observe, Mr. Ebridge,” I continued, when the other had read it, “that the whole production will be on a scale of unparalleled splendour, — police, bloodhounds, live horses, and one large prison van, all on the stage, — it will be one of the greatest successes of the century. But we want your assistance.”

“You mean, of course, that you want me to make you a van!”

“Exactly!”

“Just a makeshift affair for the stage, I presume?”

“Oh, dear, no! That is not Mr. Stragaus’ way of doing business at all. If he has a fire engine on the stage, as he had in his last production, it must be a real engine, with every detail complete and in proper working order. In the same way then, when he orders a police van, he wants it made in every particular just as 253 you would make it for Her Majesty’s Government. There must be no difference at all in any one respect, neither the painting, lettering, nor the internal fittings.”

“It will cost you a lot of money, Mr. Stragaus,” said the builder.

“Dot is no madder at all to me,” replied Mr. Stragaus pompously; “I vill ‘ave de ding berfect or nod at all. Vot is more, I must ‘ave it at once.”

“Mr. Stragaus, I may point out to you, Mr. Ebridge,” I continued, “is in a very great hurry. There has been a slight pushing forward of dates, and in order to insure a success he is willing to pay you handsomely if you will complete the work in a short space of time.”

“How long can you give me, sir?”

“A week exactly. Not a day longer!”

“Impossible. It cannot be done!”

“Den ve must go elsewhere, mine vriend,” said Mr. Stragaus. “Dot is all. If you will underdake to do de vork and to ‘and me over de van gomplete on next Duesday evening at twelve o’glock, I vill pay you dwice de sum you ask me now.”

The man looked up in surprise at this extraordinary offer, and asked to be excused for a moment while he consulted with his foreman. While he was absent, Walworth whispered:

“I think he’ll do it. And if we can arrange it that way we shall be able to get it safely up to the yard of the house unobserved.”

Here the coachbuilder returned.

“My foreman tells me he thinks it can be done, sir. But you must see that it will mean night and day work 254 for us all. And the charge will have to be on a corresponding scale.”

“Dot is nodings to me. You do de work, and I vill pay der money. You agree? Den it is arranged I shall send my men for der van ‘ere on Duesday night at twelve o’glock, and you will ‘ave it gomplete! Den we can zend it on by rail vorst ding in der mornin’. But, mind you dis, if it is not done den, I vill not pay you von farding, you agree?”

“I agree. I have given you my promise, Mr. Stragaus, and whatever happens, it shall be completed by that time!”

“Dot is goot. You might, too, ‘ave a tarbaulin to cover it mit, so that de publick shall not see it ven ve take it away. Now, zir, I vish you goot morning. You vill be paid for de van ven my men dake delivery.”

“Thank you, sir! Good-morning, gentlemen.”

When we were once more in the cab, and on our way back to town, Walworth discarded his German accent and resumed his natural tongue.

“So far so good. That bit of business is satisfactorily accomplished.”

“You did not say anything to him about observing secrecy.”

“It wasn’t necessary. That poster, which you will notice I have left upon his table, will account for everything.”

“But supposing the police get to hear of it, and it rouses their suspicions?”

“Well, let them get to hear of it. If they suspect, they will call on Ebridge and make inquiries. He will then describe us and show the poster. They may then 255 possibly telegraph to the Olympic, Manchester, and learn that Mr. Stragaus has booked a season there for his new play. That will put them off the scent completely.”

“And what are we to do now?”

“Well, now, you had better come to breakfast with me, I think, at my lodgings. You can there resume your own everyday appearance. During the morning I am going to meet two men I have in my mind for the policemen; after that I shall visit a tailor’s shop and order the uniforms as arranged. In the afternoon I’m going to hunt for a house.”

“Can I do anything else to help you?”

“Not just at present. Unless you can find me a trustworthy lady who will consent to masquerade for a little while as a hospital nurse?”

“There I think I can help you. My sister Janet, I’m sure, would gladly do so. I’ll call upon her this afternoon and see.”

I did so, and of course secured Janet’s immediate promise of co-operation.


CHAPTER XV.

256HOW WE SUCCEEDED.
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ON LOOKING BACK upon that dreadful fortnight, I almost wonder how I managed to live through it. Indeed, had it not been for Walworth’s indomitable energy and the corresponding spirit it provoked in me, I sometimes doubt if I should have come through it in possession of my senses. The anxiety and the constant dread of failure were the worst parts of it, and the last haunted me, day and night, without cessation.

Every day popular excitement, fanned by the newspapers, was growing greater in London. As more became known of the Beautiful White Devil’s extraordinary career, the interest taken by the public in the case increased, until it was generally admitted that at the final examination it would be wellnigh impossible to gain admittance to the court. As, however, my duty on that occasion would lie elsewhere, I did not trouble myself very much about that.

At last the Wednesday preceding the fatal Thursday dawned. This was the last day permitted us in which to perfect our arrangements. I had been warned by Walworth that he would call upon me late in the evening to make his final report, and at his particular request I arranged that my sister Janet should be present. I wrote her a note to that effect, and at eight o’clock 257 precisely she drove up to the door. When we were alone in my room together, I said:

“Janet, it is Walworth’s wish that you should be present at our interview. Have you made up your mind definitely? Remember, there is yet time for you to draw back if you wish to do so.”

She drew herself up proudly and looked me in the face.

“There will be no drawing back as far as I am concerned,” she said. “No! if you and Alie leave England and will take me, I will go with you gladly. Why should I not? I have no one left now to consider, and without you both my life would be too lonely.”

“Janet, dear; what can I say to you?” I answered. “But there, you know how I feel about your generosity, don’t you?”

“I do! So let’s say no more about it.”

Just then there was a ring at the bell, and a few moments later my man ushered in a decrepid old gentleman of about seventy years of age, who, immediately the door had closed behind him, straightened his back, allowed his cheeks to fill again, and declared himself to be the ever-cautious Walworth. He bowed to Janet, shook hands with me, and then said:

“I couldn’t call in the capacity of either Mr. Maximillien Stragaus or my old friend Samuel Baker again, you see! So I adopted this disguise. By the way, it may surprise you to learn that every one who enters or leaves this house is watched and followed. If you go to the window you will see a man leaning against the lamp post on the other side of the street. He is a police agent. But let us proceed to business.” 258

“With all my heart,” I said. “I’m sick with longing to know how our preparations are proceeding!”

“Nothing could be more satisfactory,” he answered. “The case, as you well know, will not be called on till the afternoon. The instant it is over the man I cabled to America for, and in whom I have the most perfect trust, will drive a pair of vicious horses, purchased yesterday, out of a livery stable yard in the direction in which the van will travel. When he sees it ahead of him he will act in such a manner as to lead people to suppose him to be drunk; he will also begin to lash his animals, who will certainly run away. He is one of the finest whips living, and will drive those horses crash into the team of the van, and by so doing will, we sincerely trust, cause such damage as will delay their arrival for at least half an hour. In the meantime our own van will be in readiness, and the instant the case is over will drive into the yard, and after the necessary preliminaries, all of which I have personally worked out and arranged, the prisoner will be put into it, the door locked, and the van will then drive off to us. We shall be awaiting its arrival; you, madam, in your nurse’s dress, and you, Dr. De Normanville, as I shall prepare you to act the part of a middle-aged naval man whose one hobby in life is yachting. Arriving at the house we shall carry the patient, wrapped up to the eyes, to an invalid carriage in the front street, and drive off to the station, there to catch the afternoon express for Portsmouth. I have secured a Pullman car; the house is also engaged, and has been partly furnished in order to deceive the neighbours: I have settled that the invalid carriage shall be at the door earlier than it will be wanted, and the yacht, which I have chartered for six 259 months, will be in readiness to get under weigh the instant we’re aboard!”

“And what will become of the van and horses?”

“The horses will be taken away from the yard within an hour of our departure. The van can remain there as long as it pleases. We will hope by the time they find it we shall be far away from England.”

“And does Alie understand your arrangements?” asked Janet.

“Perfectly. I called at the gaol this morning, disguised as a solicitor’s clerk, saw her, and told her all. You need have no fear for her, she will play her part to perfection.”

“Then everything is settled, I suppose, and there is nothing for us to do but to wait patiently for to-morrow?”

“Nothing but that! Now, with your permission, I will be going. I don’t suppose I shall see you again till we meet at the house.”

“Good-bye, and God bless you, Walworth, for all you have done.”

After he had left us Janet and I sat talking late into the night, and when we separated at her bedroom door, it was with a heartfelt wish that “good luck” might attend us on the morrow.

Next morning the long hours seemed as if they would never pass. All my personal arrangements had been made some days before, and my luggage sent off to the yacht at Portsmouth, labelled “Captain R. Wakeman,” so there was absolutely nothing at all for me to do to kill the time till we were due at the house. At twelve o’clock, sharp to the minute, Janet and I had lunch, 260 and at half-past, set off in different directions, taking particular care to see that we were not followed.

We reached the house almost simultaneously and were received at the door by an irreproachable maid-servant, who did not seem in the least surprised to see us. Walworth we found in a room at the back, this time irreproachably got up as an old family butler. My sister was already dressed in her nurse’s apparel, and very sweet and womanly she looked in it. In the passage, outside the one room which had been made habitable, was a curious sort of stretcher, the use of which I could not determine.

“That is the bed place upon which we shall carry your poor invalid wife out to the carriage,” said Walworth. “You see it is quite ready for use.”

“I see. And when am I to make my toilette? I have brought the clothes you mentioned with me, in this parcel.”

“That’s right. I was half afraid you might bring a hand-bag, which would have had to be left behind and would very possibly have been recognised. Now I think you had better come into the other room and let me make you up at once.”

I followed him, and when I emerged again a quarter of an hour later, I might very well have stood for a portrait of a representative middle-aged English naval man on the retired list. My hair was iron gray, as also were my close cropped beard and moustache; the very cut of my clothes and the fashion of my neck cloth seemed to set forth my calling as plain as any words could speak. In this get-up I had not the least fear that any one would recognise me. By this time it was 261 nearly two o’clock, and the case was to commence at half-past.

“Is everything prepared?” I asked Walworth, for about the hundredth time, as we adjourned to the sitting-room.

“Everything,” he answered, with the same patient equanimity. “Come into the yard and see them harness the horses.”

I followed him out into the back regions, where we found two stalwart policemen busily occupied attaching a couple of horses to an enormous Black Maria. They touched their hats to me with as little concern as if the business they were engaged to carry out was one of the very smallest importance. Somehow their stolidity did not seem reassuring to me, and I accordingly called Walworth on one side.

“Are you perfectly sure you can trust these men?” I asked anxiously.

“Absolutely,” he answered. “I know them of old, and I can tell you we are extremely lucky to get them. Besides, they know that if they get the prisoner safely away they will each receive a thousand pounds. If they don’t they get nothing. Don’t be afraid. You may depend implicitly on them. Now come inside. I have had the telephone put in the house on purpose for this moment, and we must watch it.”

We returned to the sitting-room and waited. The minutes seemed long as hours, and so horrible was the suspense that I began to conjure up all sorts of calamities. Perhaps I may be laughed at for owning myself such a coward, but let the pluckiest man living try the ordeal I was then passing through, and see if he would 262 be braver. No! I was in a condition of complete terror, and I’ll own it!

Suddenly, with a noise that echoed down the empty corridor and braced us to action like a trumpet call, the telephone bell rang out. Both Walworth and I jumped to our feet at the same instant and appropriated the ear trumpets. Then a tiny voice inside the instrument said mysteriously:

“The case is adjourned and the crowd is dispersing.”

With a step as steady and a voice as firm as if he were ordering his carriage for an airing in the Park, Walworth went to the back door, I following close at his heels. He gave a signal and then crossed the yard to the gates, which he began to open.

“Are you ready?” he cried to the men.

“Quite ready,” the taller of the pair answered, climbing on the box.

“Papers and everything handy?”

“Aye, aye, sir,” said the guard on the seat at the back.

“Very well then, go ahead, and good luck go with you!”

The gates were thrown open and the van rolled out into the half-deserted street.

“Now come with me,” cried Walworth, “and see if the carriage is at the other door.”

We went inside, passed through the house, and out to the front. Yes! The peculiar-shaped hospital car, with the door opening at the end to admit the stretcher, was already pacing up and down. By this time I could do nothing, my teeth were chattering in my head with simple terror. 263

“Come, come,” said Walworth, observing my condition, “you mustn’t let yourself go like this. Let me give you a drop of spirit.”

He took a flask from his pocket and poured me out half a tumbler of whiskey. I drank it off neat and, I am prepared to assert, did not taste it any more than if it had been so much water. He offered a little to Janet, who sat in the corner in a listening attitude, and when she refused it, screwed on the top again and replaced it in his pocket.

Again we sat in dumb, almost terrified expectancy. Times out of number I thought I heard the van roll into the yard, and sprang to my feet, only to find that it was some cart passing in the street. Its non-arrival in the time we had given it found me almost too frightened to think coherently. I conjured up all sorts of catastrophes in my mind. I saw the horses fall, the driver tumble from his box, I saw our policemen suspected and the plot found out. Then suddenly in the middle of it all I heard the roll of wheels, they came closer and closer, then they stopped, the gates were thrown open, and a second or two later the van rolled into the yard. Before I could have counted ten the guard was down from his perch, the gates were closed again, the door of the van was opened, and Alie ran down the steps. Then, forgetting those about us, I rushed out and took her in my arms. But Walworth would have no delay.

“Come inside quickly,” he said. “There is not a second to lose! They may be after us already!”

We followed him into the house, and then for the first time I saw that Alie had dressed herself in the van 264 for the part she had to play. Throwing herself down upon the stretcher, she pulled the coverlet across her, donned a wig with corkscrew curls, drew a veil over her face, and announced herself ready. Janet picked up her reticule, smelling salts, shawls, fans, etc.; the maid brought an armful of rugs; I took one end of the stretcher, Walworth the other, and so we went down the steps to the carriage. Then the invalid was hoisted in, Janet and I stepped in and seated ourselves beside her, Walworth sprang onto the box beside the coachman, and away we went for Waterloo as fast as our spirited horse could trot.

Not a word was spoken all the way, and in less than ten minutes we had rattled up the causeway and were disembarking our precious load upon the platform. As the porters came crowding around us, I thought this a fitting opportunity for assuming the rôle I had elected to play. So calling upon two of them to take up “Mrs. Wakeman” and be very careful not to shake her, I led the way toward the Pullman which had been specially reserved for us. Walworth, in his capacity of family servant, had mounted guard at the door, and, when we were inside, went off to his own carriage. A minute later the guard waved his flag, the whistle sounded, and the train steamed slowly out of the station. So far we were safe. But oh! what an awful risk we had run.

Fortunately the train by which we were travelling was an express, and did not stop anywhere until it reached Eastleigh; so that as soon as we were under weigh Alie could remove her wig and bedclothes, and sit upright.

“Alie,” I whispered, taking her hand and looking 265 into her beautiful eyes, “can you believe that, so far, you are safe?”

“Hardly,” she said. “But we must not relax any of our precautions. By this time the police will have learned the truth, and I shouldn’t be at all surprised if the train is searched at Eastleigh. They’re certain to telegraph in every direction to stop us.”

“But surely they won’t suspect us?”

“I hope not, but we must not make too sure.” Here she crossed the carriage and took my sister’s hand. “Janet, what could George have been thinking of to allow you to run this risk? Why did you do it?”

In reply Janet patted her hand, and looked affectionately into her face.

“If you really want to know the reason, it was because we both love you.”

“You are too good to me,” Alie answered, her dear eyes swimming with tears, “far too good.”

“Hush, you must not say that. Let us be thankful that our venture has prospered as it has done.”

Mile after mile sped by, and soon we had passed Winchester and were drawing close to Eastleigh. Then Alie resumed her wig and veil, and, having done so, laid herself down once more upon her couch. Closer and closer we came, till presently we entered the station itself, and, with a great rattle and roar of brakes, drew up at the platform. Then ensued the usual scurrying of passengers, the “by your leave” of porters with trucks of luggage, after that the gradual subsidence of bustle, and in three minutes all was ready for proceeding upon our way once more. But just as the guard was about to give his signal the station master stayed his hand. 266 Next moment an inspector of police, accompanied by a sergeant and two or three constables appeared upon the scene and began slowly to inspect the various carriages. I leaned out of the window and watched them, outwardly calm, but inwardly trembling. Every moment they were drawing nearer to our carriage. I looked behind me. Janet was seated by Alie’s side slowly fanning her. From them I turned and glanced down the platform again. The police were already at the next carriage and in a minute would be at my door. What should I do? What should I say? But I dared not think. I felt I must leave it all to chance. A moment later the inspector arrived, and was about to turn the handle.

“Excuse me,” I said, pretending to mistake his meaning, “but this carriage is engaged! I think you will find room in the next compartment.”

“I’m not looking for a seat,” the officer replied, civilly enough, “I’m looking for an escaped criminal.”

“Hush! Hush! My good sir, not so loud for mercy’s sake,” I whispered, as if in an ecstacy of fear. “I have my wife inside dangerously ill. She must not be frightened.”

“I beg your pardon, sir,” he answered. “I’m sorry I spoke so loud!” Then, as I moved aside to admit him: “Don’t trouble, sir, I don’t think I need come in, thank you!”

“I’m glad of that,” I replied. “And pray who is this escapee you are looking for?”

“The woman there has been such a talk about lately, ‘The Beautiful White Devil.’ She managed to effect an escape on the way to Holloway Gaol this afternoon. 267 But I am keeping the train. I must get on! Good afternoon and thank you, sir!”

“Good afternoon.”

I sat down with an inarticulate expression of my gratitude to Heaven, and, a minute or so later, the train continued its journey, not to stop again until we were in Portsmouth town.

When we arrived at the docks, Walworth and I carried Alie down the steps to the wharf, and as soon as this was accomplished my faithful friend went off in search of the launch which, it had been arranged, should meet and take us out to the yacht, then lying in the harbour. When he had discovered it, we lifted our precious burden on board, and steamed out to where our craft lay. Ten minutes later we had Alie aboard and safely in her own cabin, and were proceeding down the Solent under a full head of steam. Our rescue was accomplished.

The yacht was a large one, of perhaps three hundred tons; she was also a good sea boat, and, what was better still, a fast one. By nightfall we had left the Isle of Wight behind us, and brought Swanage almost abeam. Then we stood further out into the Channel and in the gathering darkness lost sight of land altogether. At seven o’clock we dined together in the saloon — the skipper, an old shellback whom Walworth had picked up, sitting down with us. At first he seemed a little surprised at Alie’s sudden convalescence, but when I informed him that it was nothing but nerves, he accepted the explanation and said no more.

After the meal was over we left the rather stuffy cabin and went on deck. It was a glorious night. In 268 the west a young moon was dropping on to the horizon, the sea was as smooth as a mill pond, and the air just cool enough to make exercise pleasant. Leaving Walworth and Janet to fight the battle of our escape over and over again on the port side of the deck, we paced the starboard, only to find ourselves aft at our favourite spot, the taffrail.

“George, dear,” said Alie softly, when we had been standing there a few moments. “What a lot has happened since we last stood like this, looking out across the sea.”

“Yes, darling; a great deal has indeed occurred to us both,” I answered. Then, after a little pause, “Alie, do you know if you had not escaped to-day I should never have been able to forgive myself, for remember it was I who was the means of bringing you home.”

“You must not say that!”

“But I must say it; it is true.”

“Then I will forgive you on one condition! Will you make a bargain with me?”

“What is it?”

“That — that — —” Here a little fit of modesty overcame her. “That we put into Madeira and you marry me there.”

“Alie, darling, do you mean it?” I cried, delighted beyond all measure at the proposal.

“Of course I mean it.”

“But would it be safe, think you?”

“Perfectly! They will never dream of looking for us there. You must allow the skipper to understand that it is a runaway match. That will remove his scruples, and make it all plain sailing.” 269

“And you will really be my wife then, Alie?”

“Have I not already been bold enough to ask you to marry me?”

“Then, please God, we will put into Madeira and do as you suggest!”

And that’s how it was settled!


CHAPTER XVI.

270OUR MARRIAGE, AND THE SETTLEMENT AGAIN.
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I AM DRAWING near the end of my long story now, and, when two more circumstances connected with our flight have been reported, I shall be able to lay down my pen and feel that the story of the one and only romance of my life has been written.

The first of the two circumstances to be recorded is my marriage. On July 18th, seven days exactly after saying good-bye to England, we reached Madeira. Previously to sighting the island, Walworth, in a conversation with the captain, had allowed him to suppose that Alie was a great heiress, and that ours was a runaway match. His nautical spirit of romance was stirred, and he found early occasion to inform me that he would do everything in his power to further the ends we had in view.

As soon, therefore, as we were at anchor in harbour, and the necessary formalities had been complied with, I went ashore, hunted up the proper authorities, and obtained a special license. A parson was the next person required, and when I had discovered him in the little vicarage next door to his church, on the outskirts of the town, our wedding was arranged for the following day at ten o’clock.

Accordingly next morning after breakfast a boat was manned, and Alie, Janet, Walworth, the captain, and myself went ashore. To avert suspicion we separated on landing, but met again at the church door half an hour 271 later. It was a lovely morning, a heavy dew lay upon the grass, and when the sun came out and smiled upon us, the world looked as if it were decked with diamonds in honour of our wedding.

While we were waiting in the little porch and the clerk was opening the doors, Walworth went off and hunted up the parson. Five minutes afterwards they returned together, and then, before the bare little altar, with the sun streaming in through the open door, George De Normanville and Alie Dunbar were made man and wife. The register was then signed and witnessed, and having feed the clergyman and tipped the clerk, we all went back to the town again. It had all been most satisfactorily managed, and I had not the slightest doubt but that the half-imbecile old clergyman had forgotten our names almost before he had discarded his surplice in the vestry.

An hour later we were back on board the yacht, which had by this time replenished her supply of coal; steam was immediately got up, and by three o’clock we were safely out of sight of land once more. Now we had nothing to be afraid of save being stopped and overhauled by a man-of-war. But that was most unlikely, and even in the event of one heaving in sight and desiring to stop us, I had no doubt in my own mind that we possessed sufficiently quick heels to enable us to escape it.

But I am reminded that I have said nothing yet as to the joy and happiness which was mine in at last having Alie for my wife. I have also omitted, most criminally, to give you a full account of the wedding breakfast, which was held with becoming ceremony in the saloon of the yacht, as soon as we had got safely on our way once more. The captain’s attempt at speech-making has not been 272 reported, nor have I told you what a singular ass I made of myself, and how I nearly broke down when I rose to reply to the toast of our healths. No! an account of those things, however interesting to those who actually took part in them, could be of little or no concern to anyone else. So for that reason, if for no other, I will be prudent and hold my tongue.

Of the rest of the voyage to the Mascarenhas, there is little to chronicle, save, perhaps, that we sighted Table Mountain in due course, rounded the Cape of Good Hope safely — though we had some choppy, nasty weather in doing so, — and passing into the Indian Ocean, eventually arrived off the island of Reunion an hour before daybreak.

I was on deck before it was light, waiting eagerly for the first signs of day. Not a breath of wind was stirring and as we were only under the scantiest sail our progress was hardly discernible. Then little by little dawn broke upon us, a clear, pearl-gray light, in which the world appeared so silent and mysterious a place that one almost feared to breathe in it. While I was watching, I heard someone come across the deck behind me, and next moment a little hand stole into mine. It was Alie, my wife.

“Can you discern any sign of the schooner?” she asked.

Before answering I looked round the horizon, but there was not a sign of any sail at all. To port showed up the dim outline of the island, with a few small fishing boats coming out to meet the rising sun, but in every other direction, there was nothing but grey sea softly heaving.

“No, darling,” I answered, “I can see nothing of her. 273 But we must not be too impatient. There is plenty of time for her to put in an appearance yet.”

Five minutes later Walworth came up the companion ladder and joined us. Alie turned to him.

“I hope Captain Patterson thoroughly understood your instructions, Mr. Walworth?” she said.

“I wired to him to be here a week ago,” Walworth answered; “he was to expect us to-day, but, in case of our non-arrival, to continue cruising about in these waters until the end of the month.”

“Then we need have no fear,” she replied confidently; “we shall sight him before very long, I feel sure.”

We then fell to pacing the deck together, talking of the future and all it promised for us.

Half an hour later the lookout whom the captain had sent into the fore crosstrees to report anything he might see, sang out, “Sail ho!”

“How does she bear?” cried the skipper from the deck.

“Dead ahead, sir!” was the man’s reply.

“What does she look like?”

“A big topsail schooner, painted white.”

“The Lone Star for certain, then,” said Alie, taking my hand again.

As she spoke, the breakfast bell sounded and we went below to our meal. When we returned to the deck the distance between the two boats had diminished considerably, and we could make out the schooner quite distinctly. She was little more than five miles away now, and there could be no possible doubt about her identity. Then, as we watched, she went slowly about and next moment we saw a string of signals break out at her masthead.

Walworth took up a glass from the deck chair and 274 reported that she was anxious to know our name and where we hailed from.

“Shall I answer?” he inquired.

“By all means,” Alie replied; “did you bring the signals with you?”

“I have them in my berth,” he answered, and dived below, to reappear a moment later with a bundle of bunting under his arms.

Having asked the skipper’s permission, he bent them on to the halliards and ran them up to the gaff end. They streamed out upon the breeze, and as he watched them Walworth cried to Alie, with the first and only sign of excitement I have ever known him show:

“That will let them know that you are safe aboard!”

“Do you wish me to bring the yacht as close alongside as I can?” asked our skipper, who had been made aware of our intention to say good-bye to him immediately we sighted the Lone Star.

“If you will be so kind,” I answered.

The necessary manœuvre was thereupon executed, and presently the two yachts lay less than half a mile apart.

“What a lovely craft that is,” said Janet, who had just come on deck and was watching her with increasing admiration.

“That is the Lone Star,” said Alie, putting her arm round Janet’s waist in her usual affectionate manner. “The boat which is to carry us to our home, dear Janet! May you be as happy on board as I have been.”

“I think,” I said, taking the opportunity of a pause in their conversation to make a practical suggestion, “if you ladies will allow me to say such a thing, it would be as well if we facilitated our transhipping by getting our 275 luggage ready. If I mistake not, Patterson is piping a couple of boats away even now!”

I was right, for as we looked the boats were descending from the port davits.

“George is ever practical, is he not, Alie?” said Janet in a teasing tone. “I fear there is not much romance in his constitution!”

“I am not quite so sure of that,” said Alie, with a roguish glance at me, “and, all things considered, I think I may claim to be a very good judge.”

“If I am to get the worst of it in this fashion,” retorted Janet, with a great pretence of anger, “I shall go below and look after my luggage.”

“Let us all go,” said Alie, and down we accordingly went.

By the time the necessary work was accomplished and the crew had conveyed our luggage to the deck, the boats from the Lone Star were alongside. They were in charge of Gammel, the third officer, who, when he came aboard, raised his hat respectfully to Alie; in return she shook him warmly by the hand and expressed the joy it was to her to see the Lone Star again. The luggage was then conveyed down the gangway and put aboard one boat, which immediately set off for the schooner. At Alie’s desire I then called the captain aft.

“Captain Brown,” I said, “before we leave the yacht I should very much like with your permission to say a few words to your crew.”

My request was granted, and the hands were immediately summoned aft. Then, having descended to the cabin for something I wanted, I prepared to make a little speech.

“Captain Brown,” I said, “officers and crew of this 276 yacht, before we leave you to join yonder craft I wish, in my wife’s name and my own, to thank you for the manner in which you have performed your respective duties. A pleasanter time than we have had aboard this yacht during the past six weeks no one could desire, and now that we are leaving you I desire to hand you some little souvenirs of our acquaintance. Accordingly I am presenting to your captain a sum of money which will allow each man of you five pounds when he arrives in England, and to the captain and his chief officer these two gold chronometers, which I hope will remind them of our short but intimate acquaintance.”

When I had finished and had made the presentations, the captain, on behalf of the ship’s company, replied, and then, amid hearty cheers, we descended the gangway, took our places in the boat, and set off for the Lone Star.

When we came alongside we discovered the whole ship’s company drawn up to receive us. Patterson was at the gangway, and, to my surprise, welcomed us with more emotion than I had previously thought his character capable of exhibiting. I did not know until afterwards that he had become aware by cable of the dangerous situation from which we had rescued his leader.

As soon as we were safely on board, the boats were hoisted to the davits, sail was made, and after an exchange of salutations between the two yachts we separated, each proceeding on our different ways.

Of the voyage across the Indian Ocean there is little or nothing to be told; for the greater part of the distance fine weather accompanied us. We sat on deck or in the saloon, read, related our experiences, “fought our battles o’er again,” and watched the ever-changing ocean. 277

It was our intention not to risk the China Sea, but to pass up through the Straits of Lombok and Macassar to the settlement.

Just before sunset one evening, the dim outlines of the coast of Bali, with Agung Peak towering aloft, was sighted ahead, then Lombok Peak, on the island of the same name, came into view, and before darkness fell we were in the Straits themselves, choosing the eastern channel between Penida Island and the Cape of Banko as the safer of the two. Hereabouts the tides run very strong, and between us and the land there was such a show of phosphorescent water that night as I never remember to have seen elsewhere. We entered the straits at eight o’clock and were clear of them again by eleven.

All next day we were occupied crossing the Java Sea, the water still as smooth as glass, and the sun glaring down fiercely upon us. Naturally we were all most keen to arrive at the settlement and truly rejoiced next day when Patterson informed us that by the evening of the day following we should be within easy reach of it.

The next night passed, and sun-time (mid-day) once more came round. The heat was still intense, the brass work was too hot to touch, and the pitch fairly bubbled in the seams. All the morning we panted in our deck chairs, and only left them to go below to lunch. One thing was remarkable; now that we were almost within touch of safety, Alie had grown strangely nervous, so much so that I felt compelled to remonstrate with her.

“I cannot tell you why I am so frightened,” she answered, “but do you remember that night on which we first met when we watched the moon rise and talked of the sea?” 278

“Of course, I remember it perfectly,” I replied, “but why do you allude to it now?”

“Because I have that same feeling to-night about my fate being mixed up with the sea. I told you I should die at sea, and I have a strange foreboding that, successful as this escape has proved so far, it will yet end in disaster.”

“My darling,” I cried. “You must not talk like that. What on earth has put such a notion into your head. No, no, my wife; having brought us safely through so much, our luck will not desert us now.”

But she was still unconvinced, and no argument on the part of Janet or myself could raise her spirits. Wonderful is the instinct of danger in the human mind; for in a measure what Alie prophesied actually did come true, as will be seen.

Next morning, just after daylight, I was awakened by a loud thumping at my cabin door.

“Who is there?” I cried.

“Walworth! We want you on deck at once.”

Pyjama clad though I was, I thrust my feet into slippers and ran up the companion ladder. I found Patterson there anxiously awaiting me.

“What is the matter?” I asked breathlessly. “Why did you send for me?”

“If you want my reason,” he said, pointing over our starboard side, “look there.”

I looked, and to my horror saw ahead of us, commanding the whole strait, two enormous men-of-war. They were within six miles of us, and were evidently making preparations for stopping us.

“What’s to be done?” I cried. “Another quarter of an hour and they’ll blow us into atoms if we don’t heave-to.” 279

“Will you inform your wife, and then, perhaps, we had better hold a council of war,” answered Patterson.

Without another word I went below and told Alie. In the presence of this definite danger she was a new woman.

“I will dress and come on deck at once,” she said.

I went off to my own cabin and, hastily clothed myself; having done so I returned to the deck to find Patterson looking through his glass at something astern.

“We’re nicely caught,” he said on becoming aware of my presence. “There’s another of them behind us.”

I took the glass and looked for myself; what he reported was quite correct. We were caught like rats in a trap. Just as I returned the glass to him Alie appeared and joined our group.

“This is bad news, gentlemen,” she said quite calmly. “I suppose there can be no doubt they are after us. What have you to suggest?”

“It is difficult to say,” answered Patterson. “Two things, however, are quite certain.”

“What are they?”

“The first is that unless we are prepared to run the schooner ashore, we must go backwards or forwards. There is no middle course. In either case the result will be the same.”

“Have you sent word to the engine-room to get up steam?”

“We have had a full pressure this hour past.”

Alie turned to me.

“What do you advise, my husband?”

“There is nothing else for it,” I answered, “but to run the gauntlet of them. We must try and get through.”

“Very good, then — run it shall be! Are you satisfied, Mr. Patterson?” 280

“Quite. I agree with Dr. De Normanville it is our only chance.”

“Then let us get as close to them as we can, and directly their signals go up, race for it! We shall probably be hit, but we mustn’t mind that.”

The wind was blowing from the most favourable quarter, and every moment was bringing us nearer to our enemies. So far they had made no sign, but it was evident now that they were drawing closer to each other.

When we were within easy range the second officer reported that the larger of the two cruisers was signalling.

“What does she say?” asked Patterson.

The officer put up his glass again and, having looked, studied the Admiralty book lying upon the hatchway.

“Heave-to and let me examine you.”

“Very kind, indeed,” said Alie. “But we’re not to be caught in that way. No, no! my friend, if you want us you will have to use sterner measures than that.”

Patterson gave an order and presently a stream of bunting was flying from our own gaff end.

“What are you saying?” I asked when the signals had unrolled and caught the wind.

“I’m asking him why he wants to stop us?” answered Patterson.

All this time we were creeping up between them. Once more a signal broke out, and again the officer reported. This time it ran, “Heave-to and I’ll send a boat.” But this was equally unregarded.

For ten minutes there was no change save that we had now come up level with them. Then down fluttered the string of flags, and at the same instant a flash of fire came from the nearest vessel followed by a cloud of white smoke. 281 Almost at the same instant a sharp report reached our ears.

“A blank cartridge to show that they mean business,” I answered.

“Hadn’t we better go ahead?” Alie remarked.

“I think so,” said Patterson, and rang the telegraph. The needle flew round to “Full steam ahead,” and off we went.

“Give her every ounce she can carry,” shouted Patterson down the speaking tube, and the engineers proved fully equal to the occasion. Before very long the whole fabric of the vessel trembled under the pressure. She quivered like a frightened stag, and cut through the green water at a furious pace. Then, seeing our ruse, the cruiser fired. But, either intentionally or because they had not accurately gauged our distance, the ball went wide.

“We’re in for it now,” said Alie; “this looks as if it will be the most exciting flight in the Lone Star’s history.”

“If only we could give them one in return,” I said longingly. “However, we can’t stop for that. So go on, little barkie!” I cried enthusiastically, patting the bulwark with my hand, as if to encourage her, “you know how much depends upon you.”

As if she were really aware of it, the gallant little craft dashed on — throwing off the foam in two great waves from her cutwater, and sending the spray in clouds above her bows. The pace was terrific, and it seemed already to have dawned upon the cruisers that if they wanted to catch us they must be quick about it. By this time we had run between them, and therefore they had to turn round before they could pursue us, which meant a 282 start for us that was of the utmost importance in our race for freedom.

Before they attempted to turn, however, both decided on letting us know their tempers, and two guns crashed out almost simultaneously. Again the ball from the bigger of the two fell wide, but that from her consort was more scientifically aimed, and our foretop mast came down with a crash.

“That’s the first blood drawn,” I said to Alie, as the crew sprang aloft to clear away the raffle. “I wonder what the next will be.”

“If we can continue this pace we shall soon be out of range,” she answered.

“But can we continue it?” I asked. “The strain must be enormous. Do you feel how every timber is quivering under it?”

As I spoke Alie turned and I saw that Janet had come on deck. With a white face she looked at the two vessels behind us and asked what their presence meant.

“It means,” said Alie, going to her and assuming possession of her hand, “that England is determined to try and have the Beautiful White Devil after all.”

“But she shan’t,” said Janet loyally, “not if I have to keep her off with my own hands.”

“Bravo, my sister,” I cried enthusiastically, “that’s the sort of spirit we boast aboard this boat. Never fear, we’ll slip them yet; won’t we, Alie?”

The girl answered me with a smile that went to my heart, so brave and yet so sad was it.

By this time the men-of-war had turned and were in full pursuit of us; but we had the advantage of a start and were momentarily increasing our lead. Again one ship 283 fired, but as we were all steaming too fast for correct aiming, the ball did no damage. After that they saved their powder, and concentrated all their energies on the task of catching us. All the morning we steamed on, and by three o’clock were a good ten miles ahead.

“If we can only keep this pace up till dusk I think we may manage to give them the slip after all,” said Alie, going to the taffrail and looking behind her at the pursuing ships.

Their commanders seemed to realise this too, for they once more began to try long shots at us. But though two fell very close, no harm was done.

About half-past three Patterson left the bridge and came down to where we were sitting aft. He held a chart in his hand, and when he came up with us he knelt down and pinned it to the deck.

“May I draw your attention to this chart?” he said, as soon as his preparations were complete. “You will remember that the first time we were ever chased, it was in this very place! Well, on that occasion we managed to escape by taking this channel between these two reefs. Our pursuer, as doubtless you have not forgotten, drew too much water and could not follow us. Now, if you are willing to chance it, we might try the same plan again.”

“What do you think?” asked Alie, turning to me. “It is a desperate risk to run, but then we must remember that we are in a desperate position.”

I knelt down upon the deck and carefully examined the chart. It showed a long, straggling reef shaped something like a wriggling snake with an opening in the middle, just wide enough, if the measurements were to be depended upon, to permit our vessel to pass through. One 284 fact was self-evident, and that was that if we did get through we should be saved.

“I am for chancing it,” I said, after I had given the matter proper consideration.

“Then we will follow your advice,” said Alie. “We will try the passage.”

“Very good,” Patterson answered quietly, and, having rolled up the chart, returned to the bridge.

After that for nearly half-an-hour we raced on at full speed, the warships coming after us as fast as their steaming capabilities would permit.

Then our pace began somewhat to abate, and looking ahead I could distinguish in the gathering dusk what looked like an unbroken line of breakers stretching away for miles to port and starboard, from far out in the open sea almost to the ragged coast line on our left. Our course had long since been altered and now we were steering directly for the troubled water. The pace was still terrific, but we were slowing down perceptibly.

“We are close to the opening now,” said Alie, leading the way up onto the bridge. “If we make a mistake and touch, we shall go to pieces in five minutes. Let us therefore keep together, husband mine.”

We stood to windward of the binnacle and watched what was about to happen. The breakers were scarcely half a mile ahead, the warships perhaps six miles astern.

Then two men crawled into the chains and set the leads going — the second officer was sent forrard to reconnoitre and Patterson, dismissing the steersman, took the wheel himself. The third officer was stationed at the telegraph.

Suddenly Patterson drew himself up, spun the spokes 285 with a preliminary twist to see that all was in working order, and then turned to his subordinate at the telegraph.

“Stop her!” he cried.

The bell tinkled in the engine-room and answered on the bridge. The throbbing of the propeller ceased as if by magic, and next moment we were only moving forward by our own impetus. Almost before one could think, we were among the breakers, but still going forward. I glanced at Patterson out of the corner of my eye. He was standing as erect and passionless as a marble statue, looking straight before him. On both sides the breakers dashed and roared — the spray rising into our faces and falling upon the decks like rain. There was a slight grinding noise for a second or two, and then Patterson gave a shout:

“Full steam ahead!”

The bell answered like magic and instantly the schooner shot forward. Next moment we were through the reef in smooth water, and safe.

Looking behind us we could see that the cruisers had stopped and turned, they knew too well what the result would be if they attempted to follow us.

An hour later a large island hid us from sight of the reef and our pursuers. But still, in the gathering gloom, we steamed ahead as fast as our propellers could drive us.

At seven o’clock the gong sounded for dinner, and after a last look round we went below to it. When we remembered how hopeless it had appeared at the beginning, it was difficult to believe that we had emerged so safely from our awkward scrape.

During the meal I could hardly eat for looking at Alie and thinking of all the events which had occurred since first I sat at that table with her. She must have been 286 thinking something of the same kind, for at the end of dinner, just as we were about to go on deck, she bade the steward charge our glasses and proposed this toast:

“I drink to the Lone Star and those who have saved us to-day.”

We drank the toast with enthusiasm and set our glasses down again. But just as we did so, there was a loud crash, a trembling of the entire vessel, a curious pause, and then another awful crash.

“We have struck something!” I cried, springing to my feet. Then, as if by instinct, I said, “Run to your cabins and get your shawls!”

They did so, and, by the time they emerged again, the hubbub was deafening; the sound of rending and tearing could only be described as awful. Then there was sudden and complete silence which was almost worse than the noise. We ran on desk and made our way as fast as we could to the bridge.

“What has happened?” I cried to Patterson, who was issuing orders as fast as his tongue could utter them.

“We have struck a rock that is not on my chart,” he said. “And I have reversed the engines to pull her off.”

I could see that we were going astern — but even a child could have told by the way the schooner moved that it was a hopeless case with her.

Even while he was speaking she was sinking perceptibly.

“There is no hope,” he said at last, “we must leave her.”

All the hands by this time were at their stations, and the boats were lowered with exquisite care and precision. Fortunately they had been that very day uncovered and equipped, in case of accident, so that there was no possible cause for delay. 287

Keeping Alie and Janet by my side I descended to the boat allotted to us and we took our seats in the stern. By the time we had pulled to a distance of about a hundred yards, the deck of the yacht was level with the water. Five minutes later the gallant but ill-fated Lone Star tipped up on end, gave a sullen plunge, and disappeared beneath the waves to be no more seen by mortal man. I slipped my arm round Alie’s waist and drew her closer to my side. She was trembling violently.

“Be brave, dear love,” I whispered. “For all our sakes, be brave.”

She turned her head in the direction where the poor yacht had disappeared and said, almost under her breath:

“Good-bye, Lone Star, good-bye.”

Then she stooped forward and buried her face in her hands.

To divert her thoughts, I turned to the boat nearest us, which was commanded by Patterson, and asked what he thought we had better do.

“Sail up the coast as fast as we can,” he answered. “My boat will take the lead, the rest had better follow in single file. If this wind holds we shall fetch the settlement, or be somewhere thereabouts, by daybreak.”

The wind did hold and we did make the settlement by the time he specified. Then passing behind the great doors which, as I have said before, concealed the entrance to the canal so cleverly that even from the close distance of a mile I had not been able to detect where the imitation began and the real cliff ended, we pulled inside. Then, to cheer us, standing before them all, I unbared my head, and cried, perhaps a trifle theatrically: 288

“Gentlemen! the queen has come back to her own again!”

As the cheers that greeted my announcement died away we left the canal and entered the little landlocked harbour.


L’ENVOI.
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THREE YEARS HAVE passed since the wreck of the schooner Lone Star, and to-day is the third anniversary of our return to the settlement. It is a lovely morning, and I am sitting in the verandah of our bungalow on the hillside, pen in hand, waiting for a step whose music grows every day more welcome to my ears. My patience is rewarded when a woman, to whose beauty Time has but added, turns the corner, closely followed by an enormous white bull-dog, and comes towards me. When she reaches me she sets down the rosy toddling infant she carries in her arms, and, taking a seat beside me, says:

“What news had you by the mail this morning, my husband?”

“Nothing of very much moment, Alie,” I answer. “The negotiations in England are still proceeding, and Brandwon confidently hopes, in view of certain considerations, that he will be able to carry out his plans and win a free pardon for a certain beautiful lady of my acquaintance.”

“Then it is all as satisfactory as we could wish?” she says. “I am thankful for that! And now I have some news for you!”

“Are you going to tell me that I am the happiest husband in the world? or that that boy, playing with old Bel yonder, whom we both worship a good deal more than 289 is good for him, is being spoiled by the entire population of the settlement?”

“Neither of those things! No, it has to do with your sister Janet.”

“Ah! then I can guess. She is so enraptured with the settlement that she is willing to prolong her stay indefinitely.”

“How did you guess?”

“Have I not eyes, my wife? You don’t mean to tell me that you think you alone have seen the outrageous court Walworth has been paying her these six months past?”

“You have no objection, I hope?”

“Not the very slightest. She is a good woman, if ever there was one, and he is certainly a man after my own heart. If they marry and are destined to be as happy as we are, then they’ll be lucky people; that’s all I can say, my wife.”

“Can you truthfully affirm that you have never regretted giving up so much for me?”

“Regretted! How can you ask me such a question? No, my darling; rest assured, if there is one thing for which I am grateful to Providence it is — —”

Here I placed my arm round her neck and drew her lovely head down to me.

“What is it?” she whispered.

“That I was permitted to be the husband of the Beautiful White Devil.”

THE END


Sheila McLeod (1897)
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PROLOGUE VAKALAVI IN THE SAMOAN GROUP
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LOOKING BACK ON it now I can recall every circumstance connected with that day just as plainly as if it had all happened but yesterday. In the first place, it was about the middle of the afternoon, and the S.E. trade, which had been blowing lustily since ten o’clock, was beginning to die away according to custom.

There had been a slight shower of rain in the forenoon, and now, standing in the verandah of my station looking across the blue lagoon with its fringe of boiling surf, it was my good fortune not only to have before me one of the finest pictures in the South Pacific, but to be able to distinctly smell the sweet perfume of the frangipani blossom and wild lime in the jungle which clothed the hillside behind me. I walked to one end of the verandah and stood watching a group of native girls making tappa outside the nearest hut — then to the other, and glanced into my overflowing copra shed, and from it at the bare shelves of the big trade room opposite. The one, as I say, was full, the other sadly empty, and for more than a week I had been bitterly lamenting the non-arrival of the company’s schooner, which was supposed to visit the island once every six months in order to remove my gains and to supply me with sufficient trade to carry me safely through the next half-year. The schooner was now ten days overdue, and I had made sure she would put in an appearance that morning; but the wind was failing, and it was, therefore, ten chances to one against our seeing her before the next forenoon. I was more than a little disappointed, if only on the score of the company I should have had, for you must understand that it was nearly six months since I had seen a white face, and even then the face was only that of a missionary. But, in common fairness, I must confess that that missionary was as different to the usual run of his cloth as chalk is to cheese — a good fellow in every way, not a bit bumptious, or la-di-dardy, or fond of coming the Oxford scholar-and-a-gentleman touch, but a real white man from top to toe. And my first meeting with him was as extraordinary as anyone could imagine, or wish for. It’s a yarn against myself, but as it shows you what queer beasts we men are, I may as well tell you about it. It happened in this way: — 

About ten o’clock one fine spring morning I was coming down the hillside behind my house, and, according to custom, pulled up at the Big Plateau and looked out to sea. To the north and south nothing was in sight, but to the eastward there was a tiny blotch on the horizon which gradually developed into a small fore-and-aft schooner of about fifty tons. When she was level with the island she worked steadily up the reef until she found the passage through the surf; then, having edged her way into the lagoon, came to an anchor opposite my house. Seeing that she was going to send a boat ashore, and suspecting some sort of missionary mischief from the cut of her jib, down I went to the beach and got ready to receive her.

The craft she was sending ashore was a double-ended surf boat, and a well-built one at that, pulled by two Solomon boys, and steered by a white man in a queer kind of helmet that I believe they call a ‘solar topee’ in India. The man in the helmet brought her up in first-class style, and was preparing to beach her just in front of where I stood when I held up my hand in warning.

‘Who are you, and what do you want here?’ I asked, looking him up and down.

‘I’m the new missionary at Futuleima,’ says he, as bold as brass, ‘and as I had a couple of spare days at my disposal I thought I would come across and talk to the people on this island. Have you anything to say against it?’

‘Not much,’ I answered, feeling my dander rising at the cool way in which he addressed me, ‘but what I do say I mean.’

‘And what is it you mean, my friend?’ he asked.

‘I mean that you don’t set foot ashore if I can prevent it,’ I replied. ‘You understand me once and for all. I’m the boss of this island, and I’m not going to have any of your nonsense talked to my men. I’m civilising ‘em on my own lines, and I won’t have you interfering and shoving your nose in where it ain’t wanted.’

‘I’m afraid you speak your mind with more candour than courtesy,’ he said, mopping his forehead with a snow-white pocket-handkerchief which he had taken from his pocket.

‘You think so, do you?’ I cried. ‘Well, you just set as much as your little toe on this beach and you’ll see that I mean it!’

‘So I’m to choose between fighting you and going away with my errand unaccomplished?’ he answered, still as cool as a cucumber. ‘Do I take you properly?’

‘That is my meaning, and I reckon it’s a bigger one than you can digest,’ I replied, like the hot-tempered fool I was. ‘Let me tell you, you’re not the first of your breed that has tasted my fist and gone away with his appetite satisfied.’

‘Then since it is to be the Church Militant here on Earth, and there’s no other way out of it, I suppose I must agree to your proposal,’ he said, after a moment’s thought, and forthwith jumped out of the boat on to the beach. ‘But let it be somewhere where my boatmen cannot see. I don’t know that the example would be altogether beneficial to them.’

As he stood on the beach before me, Heaven knows it was a poor enough figure of a man he made. He was not as big as me by a head and a half; for I stand close on six feet in my socks, and am bigger in the beam than the ordinary run of men; besides which, I am always, of necessity, in the pink of condition. To think, therefore, that such a little whipper-snapper should contemplate fighting me was too absurd. I stood and stared at him.

‘You don’t mean to say you intend to put your fists up?’ I cried, letting him see how astonished I was.

‘That I do!’ he said, and bidding his men wait for him he led the way up the path to the jungle at the back of the station house. ‘Since you deem it necessary that I should introduce myself to you in such a strange fashion, I feel it incumbent upon me to do so. Besides, I want to teach you a lesson you will not forget.’ Then, stopping short in his walk, he felt the muscle of my right arm critically and smiled. ‘You’ll be a man worth fighting,’ he said, and continued his walk.

Well, here I was in a mighty curious position, as you will understand. Having seen the plucky way he had jumped ashore and taken me up, right in my teeth, so to speak, I felt I had made a precious fool of myself in being so ready with my challenge. He was a man and not a monkey, like most of his fraternity, and he might have converted every nigger in the South Pacific for all I should have cared. I wouldn’t have stopped a man like him for all the world, for I reckon he wouldn’t have taught ‘em anything shady for the life of him. But there was no hope for it now, so I walked up the path beside him, as meek as a new-born lamb, till we came to an open patch at the base of a small waterfall.

‘This should suit our purpose, I think,’ he said, taking off his helmet and coat and placing them beneath a tree. ‘If you’re quite ready, let us get to business.’

‘Hold on,’ I cried, ‘this won’t do. I’ve changed my mind, and I’m not going to fight you after all! Missionary or no missionary, you’re a man, and a proper sort of man too; and what’s more, you shall waltz every nigger on this island backwards and forwards in and out of Purgatory as often as you please, for all I’ll say you nay.’

‘That’s very kind of you,’ he answered, at the same time looking me in the face in a curious sort of fashion. ‘Nevertheless, for the good of your own soul, I intend that you shall fight me, and at once.’

‘I won’t, and that’s the end of it,’ I said.

‘You will, and immediately,’ he answered quietly. Then, walking up to me, he drew back his arm and hit me a blow in the face. For a second I was too much surprised to do anything at all, but, recovering myself, I lifted my fist and drove it home under his jaw. He went down like a ninepin and rolled almost over, but before I could say ‘knife’ he was up and at me again. After that I didn’t stop to consider, but just let him have it, straight from the shoulder, as fast as he could take it. Take it he did, like a glutton, and asked for more, but it was sickening work for all that, and though I did my best to give him satisfaction, I found I could put no heart in it.

When I had sent him flying head over heels in the grass for the sixth time, and his face was a good deal more like an underdone beefsteak than anything else, I could stand it no longer, and I told him so. But it made no difference; he got on to his feet and ran at me again, this time catching me a good one on the left jaw. In sheer self-defence I had to send him down, though I loathed myself as a beast of the worst kind for doing it. But even then he was not satisfied. Once more he came in at me and once more I had to let him have it. By this time he could hardly see out of his eyes, and his face was streaming with blood.

‘That’s enough,’ I cried, ‘I’ll have no more of it. I’m a big bully, and you’re the best plucked little fellow this side of Kingdom Come! I’ll not lay another finger on you, even if you knock me into a jelly trying to make me. Get up and shake hands.’

He got on to his feet and held out his hand.

‘All things considered, this is the queerest bit of proselytizing I have ever done,’ he said. ‘But somehow I think I’ve taught you a lesson, my friend!’

‘You have,’ I answered, humbly, ‘and one that I’ll never forget if I live to be a hundred. I deserve to be kicked.’

‘No! You’re a man, and a better man, if I’m not mistaken, than you were half-an-hour ago.’

He said no more on the subject then, but went over to the little pool below the waterfall and bathed his face. I can tell you I felt pretty rocky and mean as I watched him. And any man who knows my reputation among the Islands will tell you that’s a big admission for Jim Heggarstone to make.

After that he stayed with me until his bruises disappeared; and when he went away I had made a firm friend of him, and told him all the queer story that I have set myself to tell you in this book. Ever since that time he’s been one of my staunchest and truest pals on earth, and all I can say is if there’s any man has got a word to say against the Rev. William Carson-Otway, he had better not say it in my hearing — that’s all.

But in telling you all this I’ve been wandering off my course, and now I must get back to the afternoon of the day when I was awaiting the arrival of the schooner Wildfowl with a cargo of trade from Apia. As I have told you the wind had almost dropped, and for that reason I had given up all hope of seeing anything of her before morning. But, as it happened, I was mistaken, for just about sundown she hove in sight, rounded the bit of headland that sheltered the bay on the eastern side, and, having safely made the passage, brought up in the lagoon. Her arrival put me in the best of spirits, for after all those months spent alone with natives, I was fairly sick for a talk with a white man again. Long before her anchor was down I was on the beach getting my boat into the water, and by the time the rattle of the cable in the hawse-hole had died away, I was alongside and clambering aboard. I shook hands with the skipper, who was standing aft near the deck-house, then glanced at another man whose back was towards me. By-and-by he swung round and looked me in the face. Then I saw that it was Dan Nicholson of Salfulga Island, on the other side — the biggest blackguard and bully in the Pacific, and I don’t care where you look for the next. An ugly smile came over his face as he recognised me, and then he said very politely, — 

‘And pray how do we find our dear friend, the Rev. James Heggarstone, to-day?’

‘None the better for seeing your face, Dan Nicholson,’ I answered sharply. ‘And now since you’re here I’ll give you a bit of advice. Don’t you set your foot ashore while this boat’s at anchor, or, as sure as you’re born, I’ll teach you a lesson you’ll not forget as long as you live.’

‘As you did that poor, soft-headed Futuleima missionary cuss, I suppose,’ he answered, turning a bit red and shifting uneasily on his feet. ‘Well, having something else on hand just now, I don’t think I’ll trouble you this time, beloved brother.’

I saw that he had taken the hint, so I could afford to forgive the way he spoke.

After a bit more palaver I got my budget of letters, which I put into my pyjama pocket, and then, accompanied by the skipper and supercargo, went ashore. We strolled up to the station together, and while they sat and smoked in the verandah I hunted up some food and set it before them, with the last two bottles of gin I had in the store. I am a strict teetotaler myself, and have been ever since the events I have set myself to tell you about occurred. It was mainly the drink that did that bit of mischief, and for the same reason — but there, whatever the reasons may have been, I don’t see that I need bother you with them till they come into the story in their proper places. This yarn is not a temperance tract, is it?

While they were at their meal I wandered outside to look through my mail. Two of the letters were from the trading firm I represented at Vakalavi. One was from Otway the missionary, warning me of an intended visit, another was a circular from an Apia storekeeper, enclosing a list of things a man in my situation could never possibly require; but the fifth was altogether different, and brought me up all standing, as the sailors say. With trembling hands, and a face as white as the bit of paper I’m now writing on, I opened it and read it through. Then the whole world seemed suddenly to change for me. The sun of my life came out from behind the cloud that had covered it for so long, and, big, rough man as I was, I leaned my back against the wall behind me, feeling fairly sick with thankfulness. What a moment that was! I could have gone out and shouted my joy aloud to the world. The one thing of all others that I had longed for with my whole heart and soul had come at last.

I remained where I was for a while, thinking and thinking, but at the end of half-an-hour, having got my feelings under some sort of control, I went back to the verandah, where I found my guests smoking their pipes. Then we sat talking of mutual friends and common experiences for something like an hour, myself with a greater happiness in my heart than I had ever felt in my life before.

Living as I had lived for so long, the only white man on the island, with never a chance of hearing from or of my old Australian world, it may not be a matter for surprise that I had many questions to ask, and much news to hear. Since the schooner had last come my way great changes had occurred in the world, and on each I had to be rightly and exhaustively informed. The skipper and supercargo were both fluent talkers, and only too eager to tell me everything, so I had nothing to do but to lie back in my chair and listen.

Suddenly, in the middle of the narrative, a woman’s scream rang out on the night air. Before it had finished I had jumped to my feet and run into the house, to return a moment later with a Winchester and a handful of cartridges.

‘For God’s sake, man, what are you going to do?’ shouted the skipper, seeing the look upon my face, as I opened the magazine of the rifle and jammed the cartridges in.

‘I’m going to find out what that scream meant,’ I answered, as I turned towards the verandah steps.

‘Be careful what you’re up to with that rifle,’ he said. ‘Remember two can play at that game.’

‘You bet your life,’ I replied, and ran down the steps and along the path towards the bit of jungle on the left of the house.

Out on the open it was all quiet as death, and I knew exactly why. I entered the thicket pretty cautiously, and before I had gone ten yards discovered what I had expected to find there. It was Dan Nicholson sure enough, and one glance showed me that he held in his arms buxom little Faauma, the daughter of Salevao, the head man of the island. By the way he was standing, I could tell that she had been struggling, and, from the tilt of his right arm, I guessed that his fingers were on her throat, and that he was threatening to choke her if she uttered another sound. I moved out of the undergrowth and took stock of him.

‘So this is the way you attend to my instructions, is it, Mr Nicholson?’ I said, kicking a bit of dead wood out of the way, and bringing my rifle to the port in case of mischief. ‘Look here, I don’t want to shoot you on my own grounds, when you’re, so to speak, my guest, but, by God, if you don’t put those hands of yours up above your head and right-about-face for the beach this very instant, I swear I’ll drill you through and through as sure as you’re born. You understand me now; I’ve got nine deaths under my finger, and all of ‘em waiting to look into your carcase, so, if you turn round as much as an inch, you’re booked for Kingdom Come.’

He never said a word, but dropped the girl right there, and put his hands up as I had ordered him.

‘That’s right, I said. ‘Now march.’

Without a word he turned to the rightabouts and set off through the scrub for the beach. I followed behind him, with the rifle on my arm ready to come to the shoulder at an instant’s notice. The surf rolled upon the reef like distant thunder, the stars shone down upon the still lagoon, and through the palm-leaves I could just discern the outline of the schooner.

‘Now, sir,’ I said, when we arrived at the water’s edge, ‘I’ll have to trouble you to swim out to yonder vessel. Don’t say no, or dare to turn round; for if you disobey me, you’re dead pig that instant.’

‘But I can’t swim,’ he cried, grinding his teeth so savagely that I could hear him yards away.

‘That be hanged for a yarn,’ I said quietly. ‘You swam well enough the day Big-head Brown fired you off his lugger at Apia. Come, in you go, and no more palaver, or you and I will quarrel.’

‘But I shall be eaten by sharks,’ he cried, this time meaning what he said very thoroughly.

‘And I wish them joy of a dashed poor meal,’ I answered. ‘Come, in you go!’

With that he began to blubber outright like a great baby, and while he was doing so I couldn’t help thinking what a strange situation it was. Picture for yourself two men, with the starlit heavens looking down on them, standing on the edge of a big lagoon, one talking and the other blubbering like a baby that’s afraid of the water. I was about tired of it by this time, so I gave him two minutes in which to make up his mind, and promised him, in the event of his not deciding to strike out then, that I’d fire. Consequently he waded in without more ado, and when I had seen him more than half way out to the schooner, I put the rifle under my arm and went back to the house.

My guests had evidently been listening to our conversation, and at the same time amusing themselves with my gin bottles.

‘You seem to have turned mighty strait-laced all of a sudden, Mr Heggarstone,’ said the skipper, a little coldly as I came up the steps and stood the rifle in a corner.

‘You think so, do you?’ I answered. ‘And why so, pray?’

‘It was only a native girl at the best calculation,’ said he. ‘And, in my opinion, she ought to think herself mighty well honoured to be taken notice of. She ain’t a European queen or an extra special female martyr, is she?’

‘I reckon she’s a woman, anyhow,’ I replied. ‘And no Nicholson that ever was born, or any other living man for the matter of that, is big enough to play fast and loose with the women of my island while I’m about! So don’t you make any mistake about that, my friend.’

‘You seem to think a precious deal more of the sex on your patch than we do down our way,’ says he.

‘Perhaps so! And what if I do?’

‘Nothing, of course, but I don’t know that it’s a good idea to side with the niggers against white men. That’s all,’ he continued, looking a trifle foolish, as he saw the way I was staring at him.

‘Don’t you? Well, when you’ve had sufficient experience, perhaps you’ll think differently. No, sirree, I tell you that the man who says a word against a woman, black or white, in my hearing has to go down, and I don’t care who he is.’

‘Of course, you’ve a right to your own opinions,’ he answered.

‘I have, and what’s more, I think I’m big enough to back them!’



The supercargo, all this time, had sat as quiet as a mouse. Now he put his spoke into the conversation.

‘I suppose there’s a yarn at the back of all this palaver.’

‘There is,’ I answered, ‘and a mighty big one too. What’s more, if you like, you shall hear it. And then, when I’ve done, if it don’t make you swear a woman’s just the noblest and sweetest work of God’s right hand, and that the majority of men ain’t fit to tie her shoe laces, well, then, all I can say is you’re not the fellows I take you to be.’

‘Give me a light for my pipe,’ the skipper said, ‘and after that fire away. I like a yarn first-rate. The night’s young, this bottle’s about half-full, and if it takes till morning, well, you’ll find I’m not the chap to grumble.’

I furnished him with a box of matches, and then, seating myself in a long cane chair beside the verandah rails, lit my pipe and began the yarn which constitutes this book.


CHAPTER I OLD BARRANDA ON THE CARGOO RIVER, SOUTH-WESTERN QUEENSLAND
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WHEN FIRST I remember old Barranda Township on the Cargoo River, South-Western Queensland, it was not what it is to-day. There were no grand three-storeyed hotels, with gilded and mirror-hung saloons, and pretty, bright-eyed barmaids, in the main street then; no macadamised roads, no smart villa residences peeping from groves of Moreton Bay fig-trees and stretching for more than a mile out into the country on either side, no gas lamps, no theatre, no School of Arts, no churches or chapels, no Squatters’ Club, and, above all, no railway line connecting it with Brisbane and the outer world. No! There were none of these things. The township, however, lay down in the long gully, beside the winding, ugly creek just as it does to-day — but in those days its site was only a clearing out of the primeval bush; the houses were, to use an Irishism, either tents or slab huts; two hotels certainly graced the main street, but they were grog shanties of the most villainous description, and were only patronised by the riffraff of the country side. The only means of communicating with the metropolis was by the bullock waggons that brought up our stores once every six months, or by riding to the nearest township, one hundred and eight miles distant, and taking the coach from there — a long and wearisome journey that few cared to undertake.

One thing has always puzzled me, and that was how it came about that my father ever settled on the Cargoo. Whatever his reason may have been, however, certain was it that he was one of the earliest to reach the river, a fact which was demonstrated by the significant circumstance that he held possession of the finest site for a house and the pick of all the best country for miles around the township. It was in the earliest days that he made his way out west, and if I have my suspicions of why he came to Australia at all, well, I have always kept them religiously to myself, and intend to go on doing so. But before I say anything about my father, let me tell you what I remember of the old home.

It stood, as I suppose it does to-day, for it is many years since I set eyes on it, on a sort of small tableland or plateau on the hillside, a matter of a hundred yards above the creek, and at just the one spot where it could command a lovely view down the gully and across the roofs of the township towards the distant hills. It was a well-built place of six rooms, constructed of pisa, the only house of that description in the township — and, for that matter, I believe, in the whole district. A broad verandah, covered with the beautiful Wisteria creeper, ran all round it; in front was a large flower garden stretching away to the ford, filled with such plants and shrubs as will grow out in that country; to the right was the horse and cow paddock; and, on the left, the bit of cultivation we always kept going for the summer months, when green food is as valuable as a deposit at the bank. At the rear was another strip of garden with some fine orange and loquot trees, and then, on the other side of the stockyard rails, the thick scrub running up the hillside and extending for miles into the back country. The interior of the house was comfortably furnished, in a style the like of which I have never seen anywhere else in the Bush. I have a faint recollection of hearing that the greater part of it — the chairs, tables, pictures, bookcases and silver — came out from England the year that I was born, and were part of some property my father had inherited. But how much truth there was in this I cannot say. At anyrate, I can remember those chairs distinctly; they were big and curiously shaped, carved all over with a pattern having fruit in it, and each one had a hand clasping a battle-axe on a lozenge on the back — a crest I suppose it must have been, but whose I never took the trouble to inquire. The thing, however, that struck people most about the rooms was the collection of books — there were books in hundreds, in every available place — on the shelves and in the cupboards, on the tables, on the chairs, and even on the floor. There surely never was such a man for books as my father, and I can see him now, standing before a shelf in the half light of the big dining-room with a volume in his hand, studying it as if he were too much entranced to put it down. He was a tall, thin man, with a pale, thoughtful face, a high forehead, deep-set, curious eyes, that seemed to look you through and through, a big, hooked nose (mine is just like it), a handsome mouth, white teeth, and a heavy, determined-looking chin. He was invariably clean-shaven, well dressed, and so scrupulously neat and natty in his appearance that it seemed hard to imagine he had ever done a stroke of rough work in his life. And yet he could, and did, work harder than most men, but always in the same unostentatious fashion; never saying a word more than was absolutely necessary, but always ready at a moment’s notice to pick a quarrel with you, or to say just the very one thing of all others that would be most calculated to give you pain. He was a strange man, was my father.

Of my mother my recollections are less distinct, which is accounted for by the fact that she died when I was only five years old. Indeed, the only remembrance I have of her at all is of a fragile little woman with a pale, sweet face, bending down to kiss me when I was in bed at night.

Drink and temper were my father’s chief failings, but I was nearly eight years old before I really found that out. Even to-day, when I shut my eyes, I can conjure up a picture of him sitting in the dining-room before the table, two large candelabras lighting the room, drinking and reciting to himself, not only in English, but in other outlandish tongues that I can only suppose now must have been Latin and Greek. So he would go on until he staggered to his bed, and yet next morning he would be up and about again before sunrise, a little more taciturn, perhaps, and readier to take offence, but otherwise much the same as ever.

That he had always a rooted dislike to me, I know, and I am equally aware that I detested and feared him more than any other living being. For this reason we seldom met. He took his meals in solitary grandeur in the dark, old dining-room, hung round with the dingy pictures that had come out from England, of men in wigs, knickerbockers and queer, long-tailed coats, while I took mine with the old housekeeper in the kitchen leading off the back verandah. We were a strange household, and before I had turned eight years old — as strong an urchin as ever walked — I had come to the conclusion that we were not too much liked or trusted by the folk in the township. My father thought them beneath him, and let them see that he did; they called him proud, and hinted that he was even worse than that. Whether he had anything to be proud of is another matter, and one that I cannot decide. You must judge from the following illustration.

It was early in the year before the great flood which did so much damage in those parts, and which is remembered to this day, that news got about that in a few weeks’ time the Governor of the colony would be travelling in our district, and would probably pay our township a visit. A committee of the principal folk was immediately chosen to receive him, and big preparations were made to do him honour. As, perhaps, the chief personage in our little community, my father was asked to preside over their deliberations, and for this purpose a deputation waited upon him. They could not possibly, however, have chosen a more unpropitious moment for their call; my father had been drinking all day, and, when they arrived, he burst into one of his fits of anger and drove them from the house, vowing that he would have nothing at all to do with the affair, and that he would show His Excellency the door if he dared to set foot within his grounds. This act of open hostility produced, as may be supposed, a most unfavourable impression, and my father must have seen it, for he even went so far as to write a note of apology to the committee, and to suggest, as his contribution to the general arrangements, that he should take His Excellency in for the night. Considering the kind of hotels our township boasted in those days, this was no mean offer, and, as may be supposed, it was unhesitatingly accepted.

In due course the Governor arrived with his party. He was received by the committee in the main street under an archway of flags, and, after inspecting the township, rode up the hill with the principal folk towards our house. When he came into the grounds my father went out into the verandah to receive him, and I followed close in his wake, my eyes, I make no doubt, bulging with curiosity. The Governor got off his horse, and at the same moment my father went down the steps. He held out his hand, His Excellency took it, and as he did so looked at him in a very quick and surprised way, just for all the world as if my father were somebody he had seen before, in a very different place, and had never expected to meet again.



‘Good gracious, can it be?’ he said to himself under his breath, but all the same quite loud enough for me to hear, for I was close beside him. ‘Surely you are—’

‘My name is Heggarstone,’ said my father quickly, an unwonted colour coming into his face, ‘and you are His Excellency, the Governor of the colony. If you will allow me, I will make you welcome to my poor abode.’

They looked at each other for a moment, pretty straight, and then the Governor pulled himself together and went into the house, side by side with my father, without another word. Later on, when the dinner given in honour of Her Majesty’s representative was over, and the townsfolk had departed, His Excellency and my father sat talking, talking, talking, till far into the night. I could hear the hum of their voices quite distinctly, for my bedroom was next to the dining-room, though, of course, I could not catch what they said.

Next morning, when his horse was at the door, and the escort was standing ready to be off, His Excellency drew my father a little on one side and said in a low voice, so that the others should not hear, — 



‘And your decision is really final? You will never go back to England to take up your proper position in society?’

‘Never!’ my father replied, viciously crumpling a handful of creeper leaves as he spoke. ‘I have thought it over carefully, and have come to the conclusion that it will be a good thing for society if the name dies out with me. Good-bye.’

‘Good-bye,’ answered His Excellency, ‘and God help you!’

Then he mounted his horse and rode away.

I have narrated this little episode in order to show that I had some justification for believing that my father was not merely the humble, commonplace individual he professed to be. I will now tell you another, which if it did not relieve my curiosity, was surely calculated to confirm my suspicions.

It happened that one day, early in winter, I was in the township at the time when the coach, which now connected us with civilisation, made its appearance. This great event happened twice weekly, and though they had now been familiar with it for some considerable time, the inhabitants, men, women and children, seemed to consider it a point of honour that they should be present, standing in the roadway about the Bushmen’s Rest, to receive and welcome it. For my own part I was ten years old, as curious as my neighbours, and above all a highly imaginative child to whom the coach was a thing full of mystery. Times out of number I had pictured myself the driver of it, and often at night, when I was tucked up in my little bed and ought to have been asleep, I could seem to see it making its way through the dark bush, swaying to and fro, the horses stretched out to their full extent in their frenzied gallop.

On this particular occasion there were more passengers than usual, for the reason that a new goldfield had sprung into existence in the ranges to the westward of us, and strangers were passing through our township every day en route to it. It was not until the driver had descended from his box and had entered the hotel that the crowd saw fit to disperse. I was about to follow them when I saw, coming towards me, a tall, dignified-looking man whom I had noticed sitting next to the driver when the coach arrived. He boasted a short, close-cropped beard, wore a pair of dark spectacles, and was dressed better than any man I had ever seen in my life before, my father not excepted. In his hand he carried a small portmanteau, and for a moment I thought he was going to enter the Bushmen’s Rest like the remainder of the passengers. He changed his mind, however, and after looking about him came towards where I stood.

‘My lad,’ said he, ‘can you tell me which path I should follow to reach Mr Heggarstone’s residence?’

My surprise at this question may be better imagined than described. It did not prevent me, however, from answering him.

‘My name is Heggarstone,’ I said, ‘and our house is on the hill over there. You can just see the roof.’

If I had been surprised at his inquiry, it was plain that he was ever so much more astonished when he heard my name. For upwards of half a minute he stood and stared at me as if he did not know what to make of it.

‘In that case, if you will permit me,’ he said, with curious politeness, ‘I will accompany you on your homeward journey. I have come a very long way to see your father, and my business with him is of the utmost importance.’



My first shyness having by this time completely vanished, I gazed at him with undisguised interest. I had not met many travellers in my life, and for this reason when I did I was prepared to make the most of them.

‘Have you come from Brisbane, sir?’ I inquired, after a short silence, feeling that it was incumbent upon me to say something.

‘Just lately,’ he answered. ‘But before that from London.’

After this magnificent admission, I felt there was nothing more to be said. A man who had come from London to our little township, for the sole purpose of seeing my father, was not the sort of person to be talked to familiarly. I accordingly trudged alongside him in silence, thinking of all the wonderful things he must have seen, and wondering if it would be possible for me at some future date to induce him to tell me about them. At first he must have inclined to the belief that I was rather a forward youth. Now, however, I was as silent as if I were struck dumb. We descended the path to the river without a word, crossed the ford with our tongues still tied, and had almost reached our own boundary fence before either of us spoke. Then my companion moved his bag to the other hand and, placing his right upon my shoulder, said slowly, — 

‘So you are — well, Marmaduke Heggarstone’s son?’

I looked up at him and noticed the gravity of his face as I answered, ‘Yes, sir!’

He appeared to ruminate for a few seconds, and my sharp ears caught the words, ‘Dear me, dear me!’ muttered below his breath. A few moments later we had reached the house, and after I had asked the new-comer to take a seat in the verandah, I went in to find my father and to tell him that a visitor had arrived to see him.

‘Who is it?’ he inquired, looking up from his book. ‘How often am I to tell you to ask people’s names before you tell them I am at home? Go back and find out.’

I returned to the verandah, and asked the stranger if he would be kind enough to tell me his name.

‘Redgarth,’ he said, ‘Michael Redgarth. Tell your father that, and I think he will remember me.’

I returned to the dining-room and acquainted my father with what I had discovered. Prepared as I was for it to have some effect upon him, I had no idea the shock would be so great. My father sprang to his feet with what sounded almost like a cry of alarm.

‘Redgarth here,’ he said; ‘what on earth can it mean? However, I’ll soon find out.’

So saying he pushed me on one side and went quickly down the passage in the direction of the verandah. My curiosity by this time was thoroughly excited, and I followed him at a respectful distance, frightened lest he should see me and order me back, but resolved that, happen what might, I would discover his mysterious errand.

I saw my father pass through the door out on to the verandah, and as he did so I heard the stranger rise from his chair. What he said by way of introduction I could not catch, but whatever it may have been there could be no doubt that it incensed my father beyond all measure.

‘Call me that at your peril,’ I heard him say. ‘Now tell me your errand here as quickly as you can and be gone again.’

As I stood, listening, in the shadow of the doorway, I could not help thinking that this was rather scurvy treatment on my father’s part of one who had come so many thousand miles to see him. However, Mr Redgarth did not seem as much put out by it as I expected he would be.

‘I have come to tell you, my—’ he began, and then checked himself, ‘well, since you wish it, I will call you Mr Heggarstone, that your father is dead.’

‘You might have spared yourself the trouble,’ my father replied, with a bitter little laugh. ‘I knew it a week ago. If that is all you have to tell me I’m sorry you put yourself to so much inconvenience. I suppose my brother sent you?’

‘Exactly,’ Redgarth replied dryly, ‘and a nice business it has been. I traced you to Sydney, and then on to Brisbane. There I had some difficulty in obtaining your address, but as soon as I did so I took the coach and came out here.’

‘Well, and now that you have found me what do you want with me?’

‘In the first place I am entitled by your brother to say that provided you—’

Here my father must have made some sign to him to stop.

‘Pardon my interrupting you,’ he said, ‘but before we proceed any further let me tell you once and for all that I will have none of my brother’s provisoes. Whatever threats, stipulations, or offers he may have empowered you to make, I will have nothing whatsoever to do with them. I washed my hands of my family, as you know, many years ago, and if you had not come now to remind me of the unpleasant fact, I should have allowed myself to forget even that they existed. You know my opinion of my brother. I have had time to think it over, and I see no reason at all for changing it. When we were both younger he ruined my career for me, perjured himself to steal my good name, and as if that were not enough induced my father to back him up in his treatment of me. Go back to them and tell them that I still hate and despise them. Of the name they cannot deprive me, that is one consolation; of the money I will not touch a sixpence. They may have it, every halfpenny, and I wish them joy of it.’

‘But have you thought of your son, the little fellow I saw in the township, and who conducted me hither?’

‘I have thought of him,’ replied my father, sternly, ‘and it makes no difference to my decision. I desire him to be brought up in ignorance of his birth. I am convinced that it would be the kinder course. Now I’ll wish you a very good evening. If you have any papers with you that you are desirous I should sign, you may send them over to me and I will peruse them with as little delay as possible. I need not warn you to be careful of what you say in the township yonder. They know, and have always known me, as Marmaduke Heggarstone here, and I have no desire that they should become aware of my real name.’

‘You need not fear. I shall not tell them,’ said Redgarth. ‘As for the papers, I have them in this bag. I will leave them with you. You can send them across to me when you have done with them. I suppose it is no use my attempting to make you see the matter in any other light?’

‘None whatever.’

‘In that case, I have the honour to wish your lor — I mean to wish you, Mr Heggarstone, a very good evening.’

As he spoke I heard him buckle the straps of his portmanteau, and then I slipped noiselessly down the passage towards the kitchen. A moment later his step sounded upon the gravel and he was gone.

On the Thursday following he left the township, and we saw no more of him. Whatever his errand may have been, never once during his lifetime did my father say anything to me upon the subject, nor did I ever venture to question him about it. Perhaps, as he said, there is something behind it all that I am happier in not knowing. So far as I have ever heard such skeletons are generally best left in undisturbed possession of their cupboards.

After that we resumed the same sort of life as had been our portion before his arrival.

This monotonous existence continued undisturbed until the time of the great flood, which, as I have said before, is even remembered to this day. It occurred at the end of a wet season, and after a fortnight’s pouring rain, which continued day and night. Never was such rain known, and for this reason the ground soon became so thoroughly saturated that it could absorb no more. In consequence the creeks filled, and all the billabongs became deep as lakes.

In order to realise what follows you must understand that above the township, perhaps a couple of miles or so, three creeks joined forces, and by so doing formed the Cargoo River, on the banks of which our township was located. There had been heavy rain on all these creeks, and in consequence they came down bankers, united, as I have just said, and then, being penned in by the hills and backed up by the stored water in the billabongs, swept down the valley towards the township in one great flood, which carried everything before it. Never shall I forget that night. The clouds had cleared off the sky earlier in the evening, and it was as bright as day, the moon being almost at the full. I was having my supper with old Betty in the kitchen when suddenly I heard an odd sort of rumbling in the distance. I stopped eating to listen. Even to my childish ears the sound was peculiar, and as it still continued, I asked Betty, who was my oracle in everything, what she thought it meant. She was a little deaf, and suggested the wind in the trees. But I knew that this was no wind in trees. Every moment it was growing louder, and when I left the kitchen and went through the house to the front verandah, where I found my father standing looking up the valley, it had grown into a well-defined roar. I questioned him on the subject.

‘It is a flood,’ he answered, half to himself. ‘Nothing but water, and an enormous body of it, could make that sound.’

The words were scarcely out of his mouth before a man on horseback appeared round the bend of the hill and galloped up the path. His horse was white with foam, and as he drew up before the steps he shouted wildly, — 

‘The flood is coming down the valley. Fly for your lives.’

My father only laughed — a little scornfully, I thought — and said, in his odd, mocking voice, — 

‘No flood will touch us here, my friend, but if you are anxious to do humanity a service, you had better hasten on and warn the folk in the township below us. They are in real danger!’

Long before he had finished speaking, the man had turned his horse and was galloping down the track, as fast as he had come, towards the little cluster of houses we could discern in the hollow below us. That young man was Dennis O’Rourke, the eldest son of a Selector further up the valley, and the poor fellow was found, ten days later, dead, entangled in the branches of a gum tree, twenty miles below Barranda Township, with a stirrup iron bent round his left foot, and scarcely half a mile from his own selection gate. Without doubt he had been overtaken by the flood before he could reach his wife to give her the alarm. In consequence, the water caught her unprepared, she was never seen again, and only one of her children escaped alive; their homestead, which stood on the banks of the creek, was washed clean off the face of the earth, and when I rode down that way on my pony, after the flood had subsided, it would have been impossible to distinguish the place where it had once stood.

But to return to my narrative. O’Rourke had not left us five minutes before the rumbling had increased to a roar, almost like that of thunder. And every second it was growing louder. Then, with a suddenness no man could imagine who has never seen such a thing, a solid wall of water, shining like silver in the moonlight, came into view, seemed to pause for a moment, and then swept trees, houses, cattle, haystacks, fences, and even large boulders before it like so much driftwood. Within a minute of making its appearance it had spread out across the valley, and, most marvellous part of all, had risen half way up the hill, and was throwing a line of yeast-like foam upon our garden path. A few seconds later we distinctly heard it catch the devoted township, and the crashing and rending sound it made was awful to hear. Then the noise ceased, and only a swollen sheet of angry water, stretching away across the valley for nearly a mile and a half was to be seen. Such a flood no man in the district, and I state this authoritatively, had ever in his life experienced before. Certainly I have not seen one like it since. And the brilliant moonlight only intensified the terrible effect.

Having assured himself that we had nothing to fear, my father ordered me off to bed, and reluctantly I went — only to lie curled up in my warm blankets thinking of the waters outside, and repicturing the effect produced upon my mind by O’Rourke’s sensational arrival. It was the first time I had ever seen a man under the influence of a life-and-death excitement, and, imaginative child as I was, the effect it produced on my mind was not one to be easily shaken off. Then I must have fallen asleep, for I have no recollection of anything else till I was awakened in the middle of the night by the noise of people entering my room. Half-asleep and half-awake I sat up, rubbing my eyes, and blinking at the brightness of the candle my father carried in his hand. Old Betty was with him, and behind them, carrying a bundle in his arms, stalked a tall, thin man with a grey beard, long hair and a white, solemn face. His clothes, I noticed, were sopping wet, and a stream of water marked his progress across the floor.

‘Take James out and put the child in his place,’ said my father, coming towards my bed. The man advanced, and Betty lifted me out and placed me on a chair. The bundle was then tucked up where I had been, and, when that had been done, Betty turned to me.

‘Jim,’ she said, ‘you must be a good boy and give no trouble, and I’ll make you up a nice bed in the corner.’ This was accordingly done, and when it was ready I was put into it, and in five minutes had forgotten the interruption and was fast asleep once more.

As usual, directly there was light in the sky, I woke and looked about me. To my surprise, however, for I had for the moment forgotten the strange waking of the night, I found myself, not in my own place, but on a pile of rugs in the corner. Wondering what this might mean, I looked across at my bed, half-expecting to find it gone. But no! There it stood, sure enough, with an occupant I could not remember ever to have seen before — a little rose-leaf of a girl, at most not more than four years old. Like myself she was sitting up, staring with her great blue eyes, and laughing from under a tangled wealth of golden curls at my astonishment. Her little pink and white face, so charmingly dimpled, seemed prettier than anything I had ever seen or dreamed of before; but I did not know what to make of it all, and, boy-like, was inordinately shy. Seeing this, and not being accustomed to be slighted, the little minx climbed out of bed, and, with her tiny feet peeping from beneath one of my flannel night-shirts, came running across to where I lay. Then standing before me, her hands behind her back, she said in a baby voice — that I can hear now even after twenty years, — 

‘I’se Sheilah!’

And that was my introduction to the good angel of my life. Five minutes later we were playing together on the floor as if we had been friends for years instead of minutes. And when Betty came into the room, according to custom, to carry me off to my bath, her first remark was one which has haunted me all my life, and will go on doing so until I die.

‘Pretty dears,’ she cried, ‘sure they’re just made for each other.’

And so we were!

It was not until some time later that I learnt how it was that old McLeod and his baby daughter came to be under our roof that night. This was the reason of it. The man and his wife, it appears, were but new arrivals in the colony, and were coming out our way to settle. They were finishing their last day’s stage down the valley when the flood caught the bullock dray, drowned his wife and all the cattle, and well-nigh finished the father and child, who were carried for miles clinging to a tree, to be eventually washed up before our house. My father, standing in the verandah, heard a cry for help, and waded out into the water just in time to save them. Having done this he brought them up to the house, and, as there was nowhere else to put her, I was turned out and Sheilah was given my bed.

Next morning a foaming sea of water cut us off from the township, or what few houses remained of it, and for this reason it was manifestly impossible that old McLeod could continue his journey. I remember that poor, little motherless Sheilah and I played together all day long in the verandah, as happy as two birds, while her father watched us from a deep chair, with grave, tear-stained eyes. In the death of his wife he had sustained a grievous loss, from which somehow I don’t think he ever thoroughly recovered.

Three days later the water fell as rapidly as it had risen, and as soon as it had sufficiently abated, McLeod, having thanked my father for his hospitality, which I could not help thinking had been grudgingly enough bestowed, took Sheilah in his arms, right up from the middle of our play, and tramped off, a forlorn black figure, down the path towards the township. As far as the turn of the track, and until the scrub timber hid her from my gaze, I could see the little mite waving her hand to me in farewell.

That week McLeod purchased Gregory’s farm on the other side of the township, and installed himself in the house on the knoll overlooking the river, taking care this time to choose a position that was safely out of water reach. Once he had settled in, I was as often to be found there as at my own home, and continued to be Sheilah’s constant companion and playmate from that time forward.

And so the years went by, every one finding us firmer friends. It was I who held her while she took her first ride upon the old grey pony McLeod bought for the boy to run up the milkers on. It was I who taught her to row the cranky old tub they called a boat on the Long Reach; it was I who baited the hook that caught her first fish; it was I who taught her the difference in the nests in the trees behind the homestead, and how to distinguish between the birds that built them; in everything I was her guide, philosopher and her constant friend. And surely there never was so sweet a child to teach as Sheilah — her quickness was extraordinary, and, bush-bred boy though I was, it was not long before she was my equal at everything where strength was not absolutely required. By the time she was twelve and I sixteen, she could have beaten any other girl in the township at anything they pleased, and, what made them the more jealous, her beauty was becoming more and more developed every day. Even in the hottest sun her sweet complexion seemed to take no hurt, and now the hair, that I remembered curling closely round her head on the morning when we first became acquainted, descended like a fall of rippling gold far below her shoulders. And her eyes — but there, surely there never were such eyes as Sheilah’s — for truth and innocence. Oh, Sheilah, my own sweetheart, if only we could have foreseen then all the bitterness and agony of the rocky path that we were some day to tread, what would we not have done to ward off the fatal time? But, of course, we could not see it, and so we went on blindfold upon our happy-go-lucky way, living only in the present, and having no thought of the cares of the morrow. And the strangest part about it all was that, thrown together continually as we were, neither of us had taken any account of love. The little god had so far kept his arrows in his quiver. But he was to shoot them soon enough in all conscience.

To say that my father forbade my intercourse with the McLeods would not be the truth. But if I said that he lost no opportunity of sneering at the old man and his religion (he was a Dissenter of the most vigorous description, and used to preach on Sundays in the township) I should not be overstepping the mark.

I don’t believe there was another man in the world who could sneer as could my father. He had cultivated that accomplishment to perfection, and in a dozen words would bring me to such a pitch of indignation that it was as much as I could do to refrain from laying violent hands upon him. I can see him now lying back in his chair in the old dining-room, when he was hearing me my lessons (for he taught me all I know), a book half-closed upon his knee, looking me up and down with an expression upon his face that seemed to say, ‘Who ever would have thought I should have been plagued with such a dolt of a son!’ Then, as likely as not, he would lose his temper over my stupidity, box my ears, and send me howling from the room, hating him with all the intensity of which my nature was capable. I wonder if ever a boy before had so strange and unnatural a parent.


CHAPTER II HOW I FIRST LEARNED MY LOVE FOR SHEILAH
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IT WAS THE morning of my eighteenth birthday, and, to celebrate it, Sheilah and I had long before made up our minds to ride to, and spend the day at, the Blackfellow’s Cave — a large natural cavern in the mountains, some fifteen or sixteen miles distant from the township. It was one of our favourite jaunts, and according to custom we arranged to start early.

For this reason, as soon as light was in the sky, I was astir, took a plunge in the creek, and then ran down to the paddock and caught the horse I intended riding that day — a fine, well set-up thoroughbred of our own breeding. And, by the same token, there were no horses like ours in the district, either for looks, pace, stamina, or pedigree. What my father did not know about horse and cattle breeding no man in the length and breadth of Australia could teach him. And a good bushman he was too, for all his scholarly ways and habits, a first-class rider, and second to none in his work among the beasts in the stockyard. All I know myself I learnt from him, and I should be less than grateful if I were above owning it. But that has nothing to do with my story. Having caught my horse, I took him up to the stable and put a first-class polish on him with the brush, then, fastening him up to the bough-shade to be ready when I wanted him, hurried in to my breakfast. When I entered the room my father was already seated at the table. He received me after his usual fashion, which was to look me up and down, smile in a way that was quite his own, and then, with a heavy sigh, return to his reading as if it were a matter of pain to him to have anything at all to do with me. When we were half through the meal he glanced up from his book, and said, — 

‘As soon as you’ve done your breakfast, you’d better be off and muster Kidgeree paddock. If you come across Bates’s bull bring him in with you and let him remain in the yard until I see him.’

This was not at all what I had looked forward to on my birthday, so I said, — 



‘I can’t muster to-day. It’s my birthday, and I’m going out.’

He stared at me for nearly a minute without speaking, and then said with a sneer, — 

‘I’m sure I very much regret that I should have inadvertently interfered with your arrangements. Miss McLeod accompanies you, of course!’

‘I am going out with Sheilah! Yes!’

Again he was silent for a few moments — then he looked up once more.

‘As it is your birthday of course you consider you have an excuse for laziness. Well, I suppose you must go, but if you should chance to honour the father with your society you might point out to him that, on two occasions this week, his sheep have been on my frontage.’

‘It’s our own fault; we should mend our boundary.’

‘Indeed! And pray how long have you been clear-headed enough to see that?’

‘Anyone could see it. It’s not fair to blame Mr McLeod for what is not his fault.’

‘Dear me! This perspicuity is really most pleasing. An unexpected Daniel come to judgment, I declare. Well, at anyrate, I’ll give you a note to take to the snuffling old hound and in it I’ll tell him that the next beast of his I catch on my property I’ll shoot. That’s a fair warning. You can come in for it when you are starting.’

‘I shall not take it.’

‘Indeed! I am sorry to hear that. Your civility is evidently on a par with your industry.’

Then, seeing that I had risen, he bowed ironically, and wished me a ‘very good morning.’

I did not answer, but marched out of the room, my cheeks flushed with passion. Nothing, I knew, gave him greater pleasure than to let him see that he had hurt me, and yet, do what I would, I could not prevent myself from showing it.

Having passed through the house, I went into the kitchen to obtain from Betty, who still constituted the female element of our household, some provender for the day. This obtained, I saddled my horse, strapped a quart pot on to my saddle, mounted, and rode off. As I passed the front of the house I heard my father call to me to stop, but I did not heed him, and rode on down the track to the ford, thence, through the township, to McLeod’s selection.

And now a few words about the latter’s homestead — the house which has played such a prominent part in my life’s drama. I think I have already told you that it stood on the top of a small rise about a quarter of a mile above the river and looked right up the valley over the township roofs, just in the opposite direction to ours. In the twelve years that McLeod had lived there he had added considerably to it — a room here and there — till it had grown into a rambling, disconnected, but charming, old place, overgrown with creepers, and nestling in a perfect jungle of peppermint trees, gums, oranges and bamboos. The stockyard, for the selection carried about five hundred cattle and a couple of thousand sheep, was located at the back, with the stables and Sheilah’s poultry-yard; and it had always been one of my greatest pleasures to be allowed to go down and give the old man a hand with his mustering or branding; to help Sheilah run up the milkers, or to hunt for eggs in the scrub with her when the hens escaped and laid outside.

Reaching the slip panels I jumped off and tied my horse to the fence; then went up the shady path towards the house. Bless me! how the memory of that morning comes back as I sit talking now. The hot sun, for it was the middle of summer, was streaming through the foliage and dancing on the path; there was the creeper-covered verandah, with its chairs and old-fashioned sofa inviting one to make oneself at home, and, last but not least, there was Sheilah standing waiting for me, dressed in her dark green habit and wearing a big straw hat upon her pretty head.

‘You’re late, Jim,’ she said, for, however much she might spoil me, Sheilah always made a point of telling me my faults, ‘I’ve been waiting for you nearly half-an-hour.’

‘I’m sorry, Sheilah,’ I answered. ‘I could not get away as soon as I expected.’

I did not tell her what had really made me so late; for somehow, even if I did think badly of my father myself, I had no wish that other people should do so too.

‘But I am forgetting,’ she continued, ‘I ought first to have wished you many happy returns of the day, dear old Jim, and have scolded you afterwards.’

‘Somehow I never seem to take offence however much you scold, Sheilah,’ I said, as we left the verandah and went round by the neat path to the stables.

‘Then it’s not much use my trying to do you any good, is it?’ she answered with a little laugh.

We found her pretty bay pony standing waiting at the rails, and when she was ready I swung her up into the saddle like a bird. Then mounting my own horse, off we went down the track, through the wattle scrub, across the little bubbling creek that joined the big river a bit below the township, and finally away through the Mulga towards the mountains and the Blackfellow’s Cave.

It was a breathless morning — the beginning of a typical Australian summer day. In the trees overhead the cicadas chirped, parroquets and wood pigeons flew swiftly across our path; now and again we almost rode over a big silly kangaroo, who went blundering away at what looked a slow enough pace, but was in reality one that would have made a good horse do all he knew to keep up with him. Our animals were in splendid trim and, in spite of the heat, we swung easily along, side by side, laughing and chattering, as if we had never known a care in our lives. Indeed, I don’t know that we had then. At least not as I understand cares now.

About ten o’clock we halted for half-an-hour in the shadow of a big gum, and alongside a pretty water-hole. Then, continuing our ride, we reached the Blackfellow’s Cave about mid-day.

How the cave received its name must remain a mystery; personally, I never remember to have seen a black fellow within half-a-dozen miles of it. In fact, I believe they invariably avoided it, being afraid of meeting ‘debil-debils’ in its dark and gloomy interior.

On arrival, we hobbled our horses out, lit a fire, and, as soon as we had procured water from a pool hard by, set our quart pot on to boil. This done, we made tea, ate our lunch, and then marched in to explore the cavern. It was a queer enough place in all conscience, cave leading from cave and passage from passage, and for each we had our own particular name — the church, the drawing-room, the coach-house, and a dozen others. Some were pitch dark, and necessitated our lighting the candle Sheilah had brought with her, others were open at the top, enabling us, through the aperture, to see the bright blue sky overhead. From one to another we wandered, trying the echoes, and making each resound with the noises of our voices. The effects produced were most weird, and I could not help thinking that any black fellow who might have penetrated inside would soon have collected material for ‘debil-debil’ yarns sufficient to last him and his tribe for generations.

At last, having thoroughly explored everything we made our way out into the open air once more. By this time it was nearly three o’clock and a terribly hot afternoon. Not a breath of wind stirred the leaves, while the parched earth seemed to throw back the sun’s scorching rays with all the fierceness of a burning-glass. It was too hot even for the birds, and though we could hear the monotonous cawing of crows in the distance, and the occasional chatter of the parakeets, not one was visible; indeed, when an old-man kangaroo hopped on to the little plateau before the cave’s mouth, and saw us, it was nearly half-a-minute before he could find sufficient energy to hop away again. The cicadas were still busy in the trees, and in the dead atmosphere their chirrup seemed to echo half across the world.

When it was time for us to think of returning home, we crossed to where our horses were standing idly whisking their tails under a big gum, and having saddled them, mounted and started on our journey. We had not, however, proceeded more than five miles before thick clouds rose in the sky, driven by a strong wind that rustled the dry twigs and grass, and sent the dust flying about our ears like so much small shot.



Suddenly Sheilah brought her pony to a standstill and began to sniff the wind.

‘What is it?’ I asked, stopping my horse and looking round at her. ‘What do you smell?’

‘Burning grass,’ she answered. And as she spoke I got a distinct whiff of it myself.

‘There’s a fire somewhere,’ she said; ‘I hope it’s not coming our way.’

‘It is probably on the top of the ranges,’ I answered. ‘And the wind’s funnelling it down to us.’

For some time we rode on in silence, the smell growing stronger and stronger as we progressed. Overhead, dense smoke was floating towards us, while the air was becoming momentarily hotter.

‘It is a fire, and a big one,’ I said, pulling my horse up again and signing to Sheilah to do the same. ‘The question is whether we are wise in going on, without first finding out which way it is coming.

‘It’s somewhere in the gully ahead of us,’ said Sheilah. ‘Let us proceed as far as we can.’

Accordingly we rode on, the smoke getting every moment thicker, and the heat more powerful. Presently we reached a slight eminence, from which we knew we should be able to command a good view of the gully we were about to enter. As we ascended the little rise, however, something caught my eye, and I turned and shouted to Sheilah — 

‘Round — round, and ride for your life!’

As I spoke I wheeled my horse and she followed my example — but not before we had both seen a thin line of fire run through the dry grass not fifty yards from where we stood. Next moment there was an awful blaze behind us, and our terrified horses were dashing down the gully, as fast as they could lay their legs to the ground. It was perilous going, over rocks and logs, across rain chasms and between trees, but heedless of anything we rode on at breakneck speed, knowing that we were racing for our very lives. And the flames came after us with the fury and noise of an express train. When we had gone about a hundred yards I looked at Sheilah. She was sitting back in her saddle, her mouth firmly set, steering her terrified and almost unmanageable pony with all the skill and dexterity of which she was mistress.

As we turned the corner I looked back and saw that the fire had stretched high up the hills on either side, while it was also sweeping down the valley behind us with terrifying rapidity. Fast as we were going, the flames were overtaking us. What were we to do to escape? The heat was so intense that it was sapping every atom of strength out of the horses, and one crash into a tree, one stumble in a hole, one little mistake and the result would be an awful and agonising death. On all sides were terrified animals — cattle, horses, sheep, kangaroo, emu, wallabies, dingoes even, all like ourselves flying for their lives, while overhead thousands of birds flew screeching before the hot blast. I endeavoured to keep my horse by the side of Sheilah’s in order to be ready to help her in case of accident, but it was almost an impossibility. Seeing that we might be separated I called to her.

‘Steer to your left, and if possible try to reach the cave.’

She nodded to let me see that she understood, and then on we went as before. Strong man as I was, the heat behind, the choking smoke and the awful glare all round were almost more than I could bear, and I dared not think of their effect on Sheilah. But whatever her sufferings may have been, she was riding as carefully as if nothing out of the common were occurring.



Leaving a little bit of open ground we plunged into the scrub again, but had not gone twenty paces in it before an awful thing happened. Sheilah’s pony, who for the last hundred yards had been going very heavily, now put his foot into a hole and went down with a crash, throwing the girl over his head a dozen feet or more. With a cry of terror I pulled my horse to a standstill, and jumped off, but Sheilah lay as if she were dead, her legs curled up under her and her head curiously twisted round. The pony was screaming with agony where he had fallen. What was to be done? There was not an instant to be lost. Dragging my own frightened horse over to where she lay, I picked her up. She was unconscious and for a moment I thought the fall had broken her neck. Then I turned to her poor pony, who by this time had struggled to his feet. One glance told me the worst. He had broken his off fore leg and it was useless counting further on him for assistance. Here was a terrible position. As far as I could see only one thing was to be done. The flames were drawing closer and closer — there was scarcely time for thought. A large log lay near at hand. I backed my horse against it, and then lifting poor Sheilah in my arms, placed her on his wither and climbed into the saddle. Being only a youngster and very high-spirited, he did not take very kindly to this curious proceeding, but I forced him to it with a strength and determination I did not know that I possessed, and then, holding Sheilah in my arms, off we went again, leaving her own pony to meet his fate from the on-rushing flames.

If my ride had been difficult before, I will leave you to imagine how much more perilous it was now that I had not only to guide my horse in order to escape low hanging branches and other dangers, but at the same time to hold Sheilah in her place. She lay with her pretty head hanging over my arm, as white and still as death.

On — on we dashed for our very lives. The pace had been fast before — now, even with the additional burden my animal had to bear, it was terrific. But I knew we could not be more than a couple of miles at furthest from the cave. If he only could keep it up till then, it was just possible we might be saved.

But even as this thought passed through my brain I felt his powers begin to fail. The old elasticity was quite gone, and I had to rouse him with my voice and heel. Oh, how awful seemed my utter helplessness — my life, Sheilah’s life, her father’s happiness, all depending on the strength, pluck and endurance of an uncomprehending animal. I called him by name; in an ecstasy of fear I even promised him perpetual ease for the rest of his equine existence if only he would carry me as far as the cave. And then it was, in that moment of despair, when death seemed inevitable for both of us, that I discovered that I loved Sheilah with something more than the brotherly affection I had always supposed myself to entertain for her. Yes! I was a man and she was a woman, and with all the certainty of a man’s knowledge, I knew that I loved her then. On, on brave horse and give that love a chance of ripening. On, on, though the clammy sweat of death bedews and paralyses thy nostrils, on, on, for on thy courage and endurance depends the happiness of two human lives.

By this time the wind had risen to the strength of a hurricane and this could only mean that the flames would travel proportionately faster. They could not be more than half a mile behind us now at the greatest calculation, and the cave was, perhaps, half that distance ahead. It was a race for life with the odds against us, but at all hazards, even if I had to lay down my own to do it, I knew that Sheilah must be saved. Looking back on it now I can truthfully say that that was my one and only thought. On and on we went — the horse lurching in his stride, his powers failing him with every step; and yet we dared not dismount, for I knew that I could not run fast enough with Sheilah in my arms to stand any possible chance of saving her.

At last we turned the corner of the gully, and could see before us, scarcely more than a hundred yards distant, the black entrance to the cave. I looked round, and as I did so saw a narrow tongue of fire lick out and seize upon the grass scarcely fifty yards behind us. Great beads of sweat rose upon my forehead; blisters, caused by the intense heat, were forming on my neck; my hat was gone, and my horse’s strength was failing him with every stride. God help us, for we were in desperate straits. And only a hundred yards lay between us and safety. Then I felt the animal under me pause, and give a shiver — he struggled on for a few yards, and then down in a heap he went without more ado, throwing us gently from him in his fall. Death was surely only a matter of a few moments now. However, I was not going to die without a struggle.

Springing up I again took Sheilah in my arms, and set off with her as fast as I could run towards the cave. Short distance though it was, it seemed an eternity before I had toiled to the top of the little hill, crossed the plateau, and was laying my precious burden upon the ground inside the cave. Then I fell beside her, too much exhausted to care very much what became of me. As I did so, I heard the fire catch great trees outside, and presently little flames came licking up almost to the entrance of the cave where we lay. Still Sheilah remained unconscious, and for some few moments I was but little better. As soon, however, as my strength returned to me, I picked her up again and bore her through the first cave into the second, where it was comparatively light and cool. Leaving her alone here for a minute I picked my way into the third cave, where there was a small pool of spring water. From this I took a deep draught, and then, wetting my handkerchief thoroughly, hurried back to Sheilah’s side. Thereupon I set to work to bathe her hands and face, but for some time without any satisfactory result. Then her eyes opened, and she looked about her. At first she seemed scarcely to comprehend where she was, or what had happened, but her memory soon came back to her, and as she heard the roar of the fire outside and felt the hot blast sweeping into the cave, a great shudder swept over her.

‘Ah! I remember now!’ she said. ‘I had a fall. What has become of poor Rorie?’

‘We had to leave him behind.’

She put her little hands up to her eyes, as if to shut out the dreadful picture my words had conjured up.

‘But how did you get me here?’ she asked.

‘I carried you on my saddle before me till my own horse dropped,’ I said, ‘and then I brought you the rest of the distance in my arms.’

She closed her eyes and was silent for a minute or so, then she opened them again and turned to me with a womanliness I had never before remarked in her.

‘Jim,’ she said, laying her little hand upon my arm, ‘you have saved my life! As long as I live I will never forget what you have done for me to-day!’

From that moment she was no longer Sheilah, my old playfellow and almost sister. She was Sheilah, the goddess — the one woman to be loved by me for the remainder of my life.

I took her hand and kissed it. Then everything seemed to swim round me — a great darkness descended upon me, and I fell back in a dead faint.

When I recovered myself and was able to move, I left her and went into the outer cave. The fire had passed, and was sweeping on its way down the gully, leaving behind it a waste of blackened earth, and in many cases still flaring timber. But prudence told me that the ground was still far too hot to be safe for walking on. So I went back to Sheilah, and we sat talking about our narrow escape until nightfall.

Then just as we were wondering how, since we had no horses, we could best make our way home, a shout echoed in the outer cave, and we ran there to be confronted by McLeod, my father and half-a-dozen other township men who had come out in search of us. Sheilah flew to her father’s arms, while I looked anxiously, I must confess, at mine. But, whether he felt any emotion or not, he allowed no sign to escape him. He only held out his hand, and said dryly, — 



‘This, you see, is the outcome of your obstinacy.’

Then he turned and called to a black boy, who stood outside holding a horse. The lad brought the animal up, and my father signed to me to mount, which I did, and presently we were all making our way home.

At the entrance to the township, where we were to separate, I stopped the animal I was riding and turned to Sheilah to say good-bye. She drew the horse her father had brought for her up alongside mine, and said softly, — 

‘Good-bye, and God bless you, Jim! Whatever may happen in the future, I shall never forget what you have done for me to-day.’

Then old McLeod, who had heard from Sheilah all about our ride for life, came up and thanked me in his old-fashioned way for having saved his daughter’s life, and after that we rode home, my father and I, silently, side by side. As soon as supper was over, I went to bed, thoroughly worn out, but the stirring events of the day had been too much for me, and so hour after hour I lay tossing about, unable to sleep. At last I dozed off, only to be wakened a short while later by a curious sound coming from my father’s room. Not knowing what it might be, I sprang from my bed and went into the verandah, where I had a clear view into his apartment. And a curious sight it was that I saw.

My father was kneeling at his bedside, his head hidden in his hands, praying as if his whole life depended on it. His hands were white with the tenacity of their grip on each other, and his whole figure quivered under the influence of his emotion. When he raised his head I saw that his face was stained with tears and that others were still coursing down his cheeks. But the reason of it all was more than I could tell.

Having satisfied my curiosity, and feeling somehow rather ashamed of myself for having watched him, I went back to bed and fell fast asleep, not to wake next morning till the sun was high in the sky.


CHAPTER III WHISPERING PETE
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AFTER THE EVENTS described in the preceding chapter it was a new life that Sheilah opened up for me — one as different from that which had existed before as could well be imagined. Every moment I could spare from my work (and I was generally pretty busy for the reason that my father was increasing in years and he had resigned a large measure of the management of his property to me) was spent in her company. I thought of her all day and dreamed of her all night.

For two important reasons, however, I was compelled to keep my love a secret, both from herself and from the world in general. My father would have laughed the very notion of an engagement to scorn, and without his consent I was in less than in no position at all to marry. Therefore I said nothing on the subject to anybody.

And now having introduced you to the good angel of my life, I must do the same for the reverse character.

About two years after the bush fire described in the last chapter, there came to our township, whither nobody was ever able to discover, a man who was destined to exercise a truly sinister influence upon my life.

In appearance he presented a strange individuality, being of medium stature, with a queer sort of Portuguese face, out of which two dark eyes glittered like those of a snake. He arrived in the township late one summer evening, mounted on a fine upstanding bay mare and followed by a couple of the most diabolical-looking black boys any man could possibly set eyes on, stayed the night at the grog shanty, and early next morning rode off up the hill as far as Merther’s old homestead, which it was said he had taken for a term of years. Whatever its intrinsic advantages may have been, it was a queer place for a man to choose; firstly, because of the strange stories that were told about it, and secondly, because it had stood empty for nearly five years and was reported to be overrun by snakes, rats and scorpions. But Whispering Pete, by which name he afterwards became known to us (from a peculiar habit he had of speaking in a voice but little louder than a whisper) seemed to have no objection to either the rumours or the vermin, but just went his way — doing a bit of horse and cattle dealing as the chances turned up — never interfering with his neighbours, and only showing him self in the township when compelled by the exigencies of his business to do so.

It was not until some considerable time after the events which it is my purpose to describe to you now that I heard the stories, that were told about him, but when I did I could easily credit their truth. Among other peculiarities the man was an ardent and clever musician, and strangely enough, considering his brutality towards grown-up people, a great lover of children. It was well known that the little ones could do more with him in five minutes than anyone else could hope to do in a lifetime. Women, I believe, had never filled any place in his life. The following episode in his career will, I fancy give you a better notion of his character than any amount of explanation upon my part could do.

Somewhere on the Murray River, Pete, who was then running a flash hotel for squatters and skippers of the river steamers, managed to get himself into hot water with the police on a charge of working an illicit still. They had had suspicions of him for some considerable time, but, knowing the character of their man, had waited in order to make certain before effecting his arrest. One of his acquaintances, however, a man, who for some reason or another bore him no good will, put them on the right track, and now all they had to do was to ride up to his residence and take him into custody. By the time they reached it, however, Pete had been warned by somebody and had taken to the bush to be out of the way. He did not return to the neighbourhood but left South Australia forthwith, and migrated into New South Wales, where he embarked upon a new career, much to the relief of the man who had betrayed him, whose life, as you may imagine, had up to this time been cursed with the very real fear of Pete’s revenge.

The months went slowly by, Pete was not heard of again, and at last it so happened that this self-same individual was also compelled, by the exigencies of his business, to leave South Australia, and to cross into the oldest Colony, where, being a sanguine man, he hoped to lay the foundation of a fortune. By the time he reached his destination Pete was once more an outlaw, and the police were looking for him, but on what charge I cannot now remember. It is sufficient that he was known to be in hiding near the identical township where his old enemy had taken up his abode. Of course, when the latter made his choice and had fixed upon this particular locality, he did not know this; but he was to learn it before very long, and in a manner that was destined to prove highly unpleasant, if not dangerous, to himself and his family.

It was a terribly hot summer that year, and the country was burnt up to a cinder; bush fires were of almost daily occurrence, and the loss of life during that particular season was, so the oldest inhabitants asserted, exceptional. Beeton, the new-comer — the man who had betrayed Pete in South Australia, as narrated, nearly two years before — had taken up a selection some few miles outside the township, had built himself a homestead, and had settled down in it with his wife and family, blissfully unconscious that the man whom he dreaded meeting more than he would have done the Father of Evil himself was hidden in a large cavern in the ranges scarcely ten miles, as the crow flies, from his own verandah steps. He imagined that everything was safe, and went about his daily work feeling as contented with his lot in life as any man who takes up new country and begins to work it can expect to be. The sword, however, which was suspended above his head by a single hair, was beginning to tremble, and would fall before very long and cut him to pieces in so doing.

Now it had so happened that in the old days in South Australia, when Pete and Beeton had still been friends, the former had been a constant playfellow of the latter’s youngest child, a bewitching little girl of two, who returned with interest the affection the other bestowed upon her. Two days before Christmas, this mite, now nearly three years old, strayed away from her home and was lost in the scrub. Search parties were organised and sent out in every direction, but without success; look where they would, they could find no trace of her. And for a very good reason. All the time they were hunting for her she was safe and sound in Pete’s cavern. The outlaw had found her when she was about ten miles from home, and had conveyed her there with all possible speed. He was well aware what he was doing, for the child had recognised him at once, and he had never forgotten her. It would probably have surprised some of those who were wont to regard him with so much apprehension could they have seen him during the evening, playing with his little guest upon the floor of the cavern; and later on, seated by her side, telling her fairy stories until she began to feel sleepy, when she insisted upon saying her prayers to him, and compelled him to listen with all the gravity at his command.

The following morning he made up his mind, mounted his horse and, lifting the child up before him, set off through the scrub in the direction of the father’s selection. Reaching the boundary fence, from which the house could be easily seen, he kissed the youngster and set her down, bidding her run home as fast as she could go and let her mother see that she was none the worse for her adventure. When he had made sure that she had reached her destination, he wheeled his horse and set off on his return journey to the ranges. As he did so he saw the signs of a bush fire rising above the trees ahead of him, dense clouds of smoke were rolling up into the azure sky, and, as if to make the danger more complete, the wind was freshening every minute. A quarter-of-an-hour later it looked as if his fate were sealed. Behind him was civilisation, with its accompaniment of police; ahead, and on either hand, the fire and seemingly certain destruction by one of the most terrible deaths imaginable. What was he to do? It did not take him very long, however, to make up his mind. At one spot, a couple of miles or so to his left, the smoke was not so heavy, and his knowledge of the country told him the reason of this. It was due to a dry water-course in which there was nothing that would burn. Urging his horse forward he made for it as fast as he could go. But he was not destined to get there quite as quickly as he expected, for, when he was only a hundred yards or so distant from the bank, his quick eye detected the body of a man lying on the ground beneath a casuarina tree. With his habitual carelessness of human life he was about to leave him to be dealt with by the on-rushing flames, when he chanced to catch sight of the other’s face. Then he pulled his horse to a standstill, as if he had been shot. The individual on the ground was Beeton, the man who had betrayed him in South Australia, and the father of the child whom he had risked so much that day to save. The recognition was mutual, for the man, though quite incapable of moving (he had broken his right leg, so it transpired later) was still conscious. Here was a glorious chance of revenge, and one of which Pete was just the sort of man to take the fullest advantage. He brought his terrified horse a little closer, and lolling in his saddle looked calmly down on his prostrate foe.

‘How d’ye do, Beeton?’ he said, with the easy familiarity of an old acquaintance, to all intents and purposes quite oblivious to the fact that an enormous bush fire was raging in their vicinity, and was every second drawing closer to them. ‘It is some time since we last had the pleasure of meeting, or my memory deceives me. Let me see, I think it was in South Australia, was it not?’

Beeton’s complexion was even whiter than it had been before as he glanced up at his enemy and marked the relentless look upon his face. He did not answer, however.

‘Looks as if you’ve been inconsiderate enough to have forgotten the circumstance,’ continued Pete, mockingly, ‘and yet, if I’m not making a mistake, there was every reason why you should have remembered it. However, that does not matter; it seems as if I’m to have a chance of getting even with you after all. D’you see yonder fire? Well it will pass this way in a few minutes. There’s only one chance of escape and that is to make your way into the creek bed yonder. I should advise you to hurry up and get there unless you wish to be roasted to a cinder.’

‘Curse you, you can see I’m done for and can’t move,’ cried the other in a tone of agony. ‘If you were not the devil you are, you would help me to get there. But you will leave me to die, I know.’

‘Why should I help you?’ inquired Pete, with continued calmness. ‘Who was it put the police on my track at Yackamunda, eh — and drove me out here? Why, you did! And now you want me to save you. No, my lad, you can lie there and burn for all I care or will help you.’

‘Then be off,’ cried the man on the ground, with the savageness of despair. ‘If I’m to die let me die alone, not with those devilish eyes of yours watching me!’

By this time the heat was almost unbearable, and Pete’s horse was growing unmanageable. He plunged and snorted at the approaching flames, until none but a man of Pete’s experience and dexterity could have retained his seat in the saddle.

‘Since you do not desire my presence,’ said Pete, ‘I’ll wish you a good afternoon.’

So saying he lifted his hat with diabolical politeness and started for the creek. He had not gone very far, however, before he changed his mind and once more brought his horse to a standstill, this time with even more difficulty than before, for the animal was now almost beyond control. Glancing round to see how far the flames were away, he leapt from the saddle to the ground, and realising that he would not have time to make the beast secure, let him go free, and set off as fast as his legs would carry him back to the spot where he had left his enemy to meet his fate. As he reached it, the flames entered a little belt of timber fifty yards from the place.

‘Come, Beeton,’ he cried. ‘If you’re going to be saved there’s not an instant to lose. Let me get a good hold of you and I’ll see what I can do. Confound the man, he’s fainted.’

Picking the prostrate figure up as if he weighed only a few pounds, he placed him on his shoulder and set off at a run for the creek. It was a race for life with a vengeance, and only a man like Pete could have hoped to win it. As it was, he reached the bank just as the foremost flames were licking up the dry grass not a dozen paces from where he had stood. When they reached the bottom Beeton was saved, but what it was that had induced his benefactor to do it it is doubtful if he himself could tell. That evening, when the fire had passed, he walked into the township and gave himself up to the police, at the same time bidding them send out for the man he had risked his life to save.

I have narrated this incident at some length in order that you may have an idea of the complex character of the man who was later on to exercise such a potent influence on my life. That it was a complex character I don’t think anyone will attempt to deny. And it was to those who knew him best that he appeared in the strangest light. How well I remember my first meeting with him.



It was about a month after his arrival in the district that I had occasion one morning to cross the river and visit his selection in order to inquire about a young bull of ours that had been seen working his way down the boundary fence. I rode up to the slip panels, let myself in, and went round the tangled wilderness of green stuff to the back of the house. Much of it was in a tumble-down state; indeed, I had heard that only three rooms were really habitable. In the yard I found the two black boys previously mentioned, and whom I had had described to me, playing knuckle bones on a log. They looked up at me in some surprise, and when I told one of them to go in and let his master know that I wanted to see him, it was nearly a minute before he did so. In response to the summons, however, Whispering Pete emerged, his queer eyes blinking in the sunlight, for all the world like a cat’s. He came over to where I sat on my horse, and asked my business.

‘My name is Heggarstone,’ I replied. ‘And I come from the station across the river. I want to inquire after a young brindle bull that was last seen working his way down your boundary fence. I believe he crossed the river above the township.’



‘I don’t know that I’ve seen him,’ whispered Pete, at the same time looking into my face and taking stock of me with those extraordinary eyes of his. ‘But I’ll make inquiries. In the meantime get off your horse and come inside, won’t you?’

Anxious to see what sort of place he had made of Merther’s old shanty, I got off, and, having made my horse fast to a post, followed Pete into his dwelling. A long and dark passage led from the back door right through the house to the front verandah. Passing along this, we proceeded to a room on the right hand side, the door of which he threw open.

I’d only been in the house once before in my life, and that was when old Merther had the place and kept it like a pig-sty. Now everything was changed, and I found myself in a room such as I had never in my life seen before. It was large and well-shaped, with dark panelled walls, had a big, old-fashioned fireplace at one end, in which half-a-dozen people could have seated themselves comfortably, and a long French window at the other, leading into the verandah, and thence into the tangled wilderness of front garden.

But it was not the shape or the size of the room that surprised me as much as the way in which it was furnished. Books there were, as in our rooms at home, and to be counted by the hundred, mixed up pell-mell with a collection of antique swords, quite a couple of dozen silver cups on brackets, pictures, a variety of fowling-pieces, rifles and pistols, a couple of suits of armour, looking very strange upon their carved pedestals, an easel draped with a curtain, a lot of what looked like valuable china, a heavy, carved table, two or three comfortable chairs, and last, but by no means least, a piano placed across one corner with a pile of music on the top. Though I had it all before me, I could hardly believe my eyes, for this was the last house in the township I should have expected to find furnished in such a fashion.

‘Sit down,’ said Pete, pointing to a large chair. ‘Perhaps you will let me offer you some refreshment after your ride?’

It was a hot morning, and I was thirsty, so I gladly accepted his hospitality. Hearing this, he went to a quaint old cupboard on one side of the room and from it took a bottle with a gold cap — which I knew contained champagne. This was a luxury of which I had never partaken, for in the bush in those days we were very simple in our tastes, and I doubt if even the grog shanty itself had a bottle of this wine upon the premises, much less any other house in the township. Pete placed two strange-shaped glasses on the table, and then unscrewed the cork, not using a corkscrew as I should have done had I been in his place. The wine creamed and bubbled in the glasses, and, after handing one to me, my host took the other himself, and, bowing slightly, said, ‘I drink to our better acquaintance, Mr Heggarstone.’

I knew I ought to say something polite in return, but for the life of me I could think of nothing, so I simply murmured, ‘Thank you,’ and drank off my wine at a gulp, an action which seemed to surprise him considerably. He said nothing, however, but poured me out another glassful, and then took a small silver case from his pocket which, when he offered it to me, I discovered contained cigarettes.

‘Do try one,’ he said. ‘If you are a cigarette smoker, I think you will enjoy them. They are real Turkish, and as I have them made for myself I can guarantee their purity.’

I took one, lit it, and by the time it was half smoked felt more at my ease. The wine was having a tranquillising effect upon me, and the strings of my tongue were loosened. I even went so far as to comment upon his room.

‘So glad you like it,’ he murmured softly, with an intonation impossible to imitate. ‘It’s so difficult, as possibly you are aware, to make a room in any way artistic in these awful up-country townships — the material one has to work upon is, as a rule, so very, very crude. In this particular instance I can scarcely claim much credit, for this old room was originally picturesque, and all I had to do was to put my things in it, and give them a certain semblance of order.’

‘And how do you manage to employ your time up here?’ I asked.

He looked at me a little curiously for a moment and then said, — 

‘Well, in the first place, I have my work among my cattle, and then I paint a little, as you see by that easel, then I have my piano, and my books. But at the same time I feel bound to confess existence is a little monotonous. One wants a friend, you know, and that’s why I took the liberty of asking you to come in and see my room.’



Though I did not quite see what my friendship had to do with his room, I could not help feeling a little gratified at the compliment he paid me. Presently I said, — 

‘I hope you won’t think me rude, but would it be too much to ask you to play me something?’

‘I will do so with great pleasure,’ he answered. ‘I am glad you are fond of music. But first let me fill your glass and offer you another cigarette.’

Having made me comfortable, he went across to the piano and sat down before it. For a few moments he appeared to be thinking, and then his fingers fell upon the notes, and a curious melody followed — the like of which I never remember to have heard before. I have always been strangely susceptible to the influence of music, and I think my host must have discovered this, for presently he began to sing in a low, silky sort of voice, that echoed in my brain for hours afterwards. What the song was I do not know, but while it lasted I sat entranced. When it was finished he rose and came across to me again.

‘I hope you will take pity upon a poor hermit, and let me see you sometimes,’ he said, lighting another cigarette. ‘For the future you must consider this house and all it contains yours, whenever you care to use it.’

I took this as a dismissal and accordingly rose, at the same time thanking him for the treat he had given me.

‘Oh, please don’t be so grateful!’ he said, with a laugh, ‘or I shall begin to believe you don’t mean it. Well, if you really must be going, let me call your horse.’

He opened the door and gave a peculiar whistle, which was immediately answered from the back premises. A few moments later my horse made his appearance before the front verandah. I shook hands, and, having mounted, looked once more into his curious eyes, and then rode away. It was only when I reached home, and my father asked what answer I had brought back, that I remembered I had learned nothing of the animal about which I had ridden over to inquire.

My father said nothing, because there was nothing to be said, but he evidently thought the more. As for me, I could think of nothing but that curious man, and the peculiar fascination he had exercised over me.

A few days later I met him in the township. Directly he saw me he stopped his horse and entered into conversation with me.

‘I have been wondering when I should see you again,’ he said. ‘I was beginning to be afraid you had forgotten that such a person existed.’

‘I have been wanting to come up and see you,’ I answered, ‘but I did not like to thrust myself upon you. You might have been busy.’

‘You need never be afraid of that,’ he answered, with his usual queer smile. No — please come up whenever you can. I shall always be glad to see you. What do you say to Thursday evening at eight o’clock?’

I answered that I should be very glad to come, and then we separated, and I rode on to see Sheilah.

Thursday evening came, and as soon as I had my supper, I set off across the creek to the old house on the hill. It had struck eight by the time I reached it, and to my surprise I heard the sound of voices coming from the sitting-room. I knocked at the door, and a moment later it was opened by my host himself, who shook me warmly by the hand and invited me to enter. Thereupon I passed into the lamp-lit room to discover two young men of the township, Pat Doolan and James Mountain, installed there. They were making themselves prodigiously at home, as if they had been there many times before. Which I believe they had.

‘I need not introduce you, I suppose?’ said my host, looking round. ‘You are probably well acquainted with these gentlemen.’

As I had known them all my life, played with them as children, and met them almost every day since, it may be supposed that I was.

We sat down and a general conversation ensued. After a while our host played and sang to us; drinks were served, and later on somebody — I really forget who — suggested a game of cards. The pasteboards were accordingly produced, and for the first time in my life I played for money. When, two hours later, we rose from the table, I was the winner of twenty pounds, while Pete had lost nearly fifty. I went home as happy as a man could well be, with the world in my watch pocket, not because I had won the money, but because I had been successful in something I had undertaken. How often that particular phase of vanity proves our undoing. Two evenings later I returned and won again, yet another evening, and still with the same result. Then the change came, my luck broke. I followed it up, but still lost. After that the sum I had won melted away like snow before the mid-day sun, till, on the fifth evening, I rose from the table having lost all I had previously won and fifteen pounds into the bargain. The next night I played again, hoping to retrieve my fortune, but ill-luck still pursued me, and I lost ten pounds more. This time it was much worse, for I had not enough capital by twenty pounds to meet my liabilities. I rose from the table like many another poor fool, bitterly cursing the hour I had first touched a card. The others had gone home, and when I prepared to follow them, Pete, to whom I owed the money, accompanied me into the verandah.

‘I’m sorry you’ve had such bad luck lately,’ he said quietly. ‘But you mustn’t let the memory of the small sum you owe me trouble you. I’m in no hurry for it. Fortune’s bound to smile on you again before very long, and then you can settle with me at your convenience.’

‘To tell the honest truth,’ I blurted out, feeling myself growing hot all over, ‘I can’t pay. I ought not to have played at all.’



‘Oh, don’t say that,’ he answered. ‘Remember we only do it for amusement. If you let your losses worry you I shall be more than miserable. No! come up next Monday evening, and let us see what will happen then.’

Monday night came and I played and won!

I paid Pete, and then, because I was a coward and afraid to stop lest they should laugh at me, began again. Once more I won, then Fortune again began to frown upon me, and I lost. We played every evening after that with varying success. At last the crash came. One evening, after liquidating my liabilities to the other men, I rose from the table owing Whispering Pete a hundred pounds.

Bidding him good-night, I went down the hill in a sort of stupor. How I was to pay him I could not think. I had not a halfpenny in the world, and nothing that I could possibly sell to raise the money. That night, as may be imagined, I did not sleep a wink.

Next morning I asked my father to advance me the amount in question. He inquired my reason, and as I declined to give it, he refused to consider my request.

After that, for more than a week, I kept away from the house on the hill, being too much ashamed to go near it. My life, from being a fairly happy one, now became a burden to me. I carried my miserable secret locked up in my breast by day, and dreamed of it by night.

Then the climax came. One evening a note from Whispering Pete was brought to me by one of his black boys. I took it into the house and read it with my coward heart in my mouth. It ran as follows: — 

‘Dear Jim, — Have you quite forgotten me? I have been hoping every evening that you would come across for a chat. But you never put in an appearance. I suppose you have been too busy mustering lately to have any time to spare for visiting. If you are likely to be at home to-morrow evening, will you come across to supper at eight? — Yours ever,

‘Pete.

‘P.S. — By the way, would it be convenient to you to let me have that £100? I am sending down to Sydney, and being a trifle short it would just come in handily for a little speculation I have on hand.’



Telling the boy to inform his master that I would come over and see him first thing in the morning, I returned to my own room and went to bed — but not to sleep.

Next morning I saddled my horse and rode over as I had promised. When I arrived at the house, Whispering Pete was in the stable at the rear examining a fine chestnut horse that had just arrived. As soon as he saw me he looked a little confused I thought, and came out, carefully closing the door behind him. From the stable we passed into the house and to the sitting-room, where Pete bade me be seated.

‘I was beginning to fear I had offended you in some way, and that you wished to avoid me,’ he began, as he offered me a cigarette.

‘So I did,’ I answered boldly, ‘and it’s on account of that wretched money. Pete, I’m in an awful hole. I cannot possibly pay you just yet. To tell you the honest truth, at the present moment I haven’t a red cent in the world, and I feel just about the meanest wretch in all Australia.’

He gave his shoulders a peculiar twitch, as was his habit, and then rose to his feet, saying as he did so, — 



‘And so you’ve worked yourself into this state about a paltry hundred pounds. Well, if I’d been told it by anybody else I’d not have believed it. Come, come, Jim, old man, if that debt worries you, we’ll strike it off the books altogether. Thank God, I can safely say I’m not a money-grubber, and, all things considered, I set a greater value on your society than on twice a hundred pounds. So there that’s done with, and you must forget all about it!’

Generous as was his speech I could not help thinking there was something not quite sincere about it. However, he had lifted a great weight off my mind, and I thanked him profusely, at the same time telling him I should still regard myself as in his debt, and that I would repay him on the first possible opportunity.

‘Would you really like to pay me?’ he said suddenly, as if an idea had struck him. ‘Because, if you are desirous of doing so, I think I can find you a way by which you can not only liquidate your debt to me, but recoup yourself for all your losses into the bargain.’

‘And what is that?’ I asked. ‘If it’s possible, of course I should like to do it.’

‘Well, I’ll tell you. It’s like this! You know, next month the township races come off, don’t you? Well, it’s to be the biggest meeting they have ever had, and, seeing that, I have determined to bring up a horse from the South and enter him for the Cup. Now, here’s what I propose. I know your reputation as a horseman, and I think with you in the saddle my nag can just about win. I’ll pay you a hundred pounds to ride him, and there you are. What do you say?’

I thought for a moment, and then said, — 

‘I won’t take the hundred, but I’ll ride the horse for you, if you wish it, with pleasure.’

‘Thank you,’ he answered. ‘I thought I could depend on you.’

Little did I dream to what misery I was condemning myself by so readily consenting to his proposition.

From Whispering Pete’s house I went on through the township to see Sheilah. It was a lovely morning, with just a suspicion of a coming thunderstorm in the air. I found her in the yard among her fowls, a pale blue sun-bonnet on her head, and a basket full of eggs upon her arm. She looked incomparably sweet and womanly.

‘Why, Jim,’ she said, looking up at me as I opened the gate and came into the yard, ‘this is, indeed, an unexpected pleasure. I thought you were out mustering in your back country.’

‘No, Sheilah,’ I replied. ‘I had some important business in the township, which detained me. Directly it was completed I thought I’d come over and see you.’

‘That was kind of you,’ she answered. ‘I was wondering when you would come. We don’t seem to have seen so much of you lately as we used to do.’

Because there was a considerable amount of truth in what she said, and my conscience pricked me for having forsaken old friends for a new-comer like Whispering Pete, I naturally became indignant at such an accusation being brought against me. Sheilah looked at me in surprise, but for a few moments she said nothing, then, as we left the yard and went up the path towards the house, she put her little hand upon my arm and said softly, — 

‘Jim, my dear old friend, you’ve something on your mind that’s troubling you. Won’t you tell me all about it and let me help you if I can?’

‘It’s nothing that you can help me in, Sheilah,’ I replied. ‘I’m down on my luck, that’s all; and, because I’m a fool, I’ve promised to do a thing that I know will make a lot of trouble in the future. However, as it can’t be helped, it’s no use crying over it, is it?’

‘Every use, if it can make you any happier. Jim, you’ve not been yourself for weeks past. Come, tell me all about it, and let me see if I can advise you. Has it, for instance, anything to do with Whispering Pete?’

I looked at her in surprise.

‘What do you know about Whispering Pete?’ I asked.

‘A good deal more than you think, or I like,’ she answered, ‘and when I find him making my old playfellow miserable, I am even more his enemy than before.’

‘I didn’t say that it had anything to do with Whispering Pete,’ I retorted, beginning to flare up, according to custom, at the idea of anything being said or hinted against those with whom I was intimate.

‘No, Jim, you didn’t say so, but I’m certain he is at the bottom of it, whatever it is! Come, won’t you tell me, old friend?’

She looked into my face so pleadingly that I could not refuse her; besides, it had always been my custom to confide in Sheilah ever since I was a little wee chap but little bigger than herself, and somehow it seemed to come natural now. What’s more, if the truth were known, I think it was just that very idea that had brought me down to see her.

‘It’s this way, Sheilah,’ I stammered, hardly knowing how to begin. ‘Like the fool I am, I’ve been playing cards up at Whispering Pete’s for the last month or so, and, well, the long and the short of it is, I’ve lost more money than I can pay.’

She didn’t reproach me, being far too clever for that. She simply put her little hand in mine, and looked rather sorrowfully into my face.

‘Well, Jim?’ she said.

‘Well, to make a long story short, I owe Whispering Pete a hundred pounds. He wrote asking me for the money. I couldn’t pay, so I went over and told him straight out that I couldn’t.’

‘That was brave of you!’

‘He received me very nicely and generously, and told me not to bother myself any more about it. Then I found there was something I could do for him in return.’

‘And what was that?’

‘Why, to ride his horse for the Cup at the township races next month.’

‘Oh, Jim — you won’t surely do that, will you?’



‘Well, you see I’ve promised, and it’s that that’s worrying me.’

‘Jim, what is the amount you want to pay him off?’

‘A hundred pounds, Sheilah.’

‘Well, I have more than that saved. Jim, do let me lend it to you, and then you can pay him in full, and you needn’t ride in the race. You know, Jim, that nobody among our friends in the township ever goes to them, and you must see for yourself what would be said if you rode.’

‘And what business would it be of anybody’s pray, if I did? I go my way, they can go theirs.’

‘But I don’t want people to think badly of you, Jim.’

‘If they’re fools enough to do so because I ride a good horse in a fair race they’ll think anything; and, as far as I’m concerned, they’re welcome to their opinions.’

‘And you won’t let me lend you the money, Jim?’

‘No, Sheilah, dear, it’s impossible. I couldn’t think of such a thing. But I thank you all the same from the bottom of my heart. It’s like your goodness to make me such an offer.’



‘And you’ve made up your mind to ride for this man.’

‘See for yourself how I am situated. How can I get out of it? He has done me a kindness, and in return he asks me to do him one. If I can’t do anything else I can ride, and he is pinning his chance of winning on me. Am I therefore to disappoint him because the old goody-goodies in the township disapprove of horse-racing?’

‘Jim, that isn’t the right way to look at it.’

‘Isn’t it? Well, it’s the way I’ve got to look at it anyhow, and, as far as I can see, there’s no other. Only, I’ll give you one bit of advice, don’t let any of the people hereabouts come preaching to me, or they’ll find I’m not in the humour for it.’

Sheilah was quiet for a little while. Then she said very sorrowfully, — 

‘This man’s coming into the township will prove to have been the beginning of trouble for all of us. Jim, mark my words; your decision will some day recoil upon those you love best.’

This was not at all what I expected from Sheilah, so like a fool I lost my temper.

‘What nonsense you talk,’ I cried. ‘At any rate, if it does it will do us good. We want a bit of waking up, or I’m mistaken.’

‘Oh, Jim, Jim,’ she said, ‘if only I could persuade you to give this notion up.’

‘It’s not to be thought of, Sheilah,’ I answered, ‘so say no more about it. One thing I know, however, and that is, if all the rest turn against me, you will not.’

‘I shall never turn against you, Jim. And you know that.’

‘Well, then, that’s all right. I don’t care a scrap about the rest.’

‘But does it never strike you, Jim, that in thus following your own inclinations you are being very cruel to those who love you best in the world.’

‘Those who love me best in the world,’ I repeated mockingly. ‘Pray how many may there be of them?’

‘More than you seem to think,’ she answered reproachfully. ‘If only you were not so headstrong and proud, you would soon discover that you have in reality lots of friends — even among those whom you affect to despise. Some day you may find this out. God grant it may not then be too late.’

How true her words were destined to prove you will see for yourself. Surely enough the time was to come, the bitterest time of all my life, when I should see for myself in what estimation I was held by the people of the township. Strange are the ways of Providence, for then it was I discovered that my best friends were not those who had been my companions in prosperity, and whom I had every right to think would stand by me through evil and good report — but the very people whom I had been accustomed to call old fossils and by a hundred other and similar terms of reproach. However, I was not going to give in that Sheilah was right.

‘Too late or not too late,’ I answered, ‘I must go my own way, Sheilah. If it turns out that I’m wrong, I shall have to suffer for my folly. If I’m beaten, you may be sure I sha’n’t cry out. I’ll take my punishment like a man, never fear. I’ll not ask anyone to share my punishment.’

She gave a little sigh.

‘No, you’re not asking us to share your punishment,’ she replied. ‘Nevertheless we must do so. Can you not think and see for yourself what it must mean to those who are your friends and have your welfare most at heart, to see you so blindly thrusting your head into the trap that is so cunningly set for you by the arch enemy of all mankind?’

‘How do you know it is a trap?’ I cried. ‘Why will you always make such mountains out of molehills, Sheilah? If, as you say, Pete is my enemy, which, mind you, I do not for a single moment admit, he cannot do me very much harm. I may lose a little money to him at cards, but I shall soon be able to pay him back. I may ride his horse for him at the township races and offend some of the strait-laced goody-goody folk by so doing — but their censure will break no bones, and in a few weeks they will have forgotten it and be much the same to me as ever. It is not as if I were going to continue race riding all my life, because I do it this once. I may never ride another. Indeed, I’ll even go so far as to give you my promise to that effect if you wish it.’

‘You will make me very happy if you will.’

‘Then I’ll do so,’ I answered. ‘From this moment I promise you that, without your permission, I will never ride another horse in a race. There! Are you satisfied now?’



‘I am much happier. I thank you, Jim, from the bottom of my heart. For I know you well enough to be sure that if you have once given your word you will stick to it. God bless you.’

‘God bless you, Sheilah. And now I must be off. Good-bye.’

‘Good-bye.’

I jumped on to my horse, and, waving my hand to her, went back up the track to the township with a strange foreboding in my heart that her prophecy would some day be realised.


CHAPTER IV THE RACE
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SLOWLY THE MONTH rolled by, and every day brought the fatal races nearer, till at last only a week separated us from them. With each departing day a greater nervousness took possession of me. I tried to reason it out, but without success. As far as I could see, I had nothing very vital to fear! I might lose the esteem of the grey heads of the township, it was true, and possibly get into trouble with my father — but beyond those two unpleasantnesses I was unable to see that anything serious could happen to me.

Since giving him my promise I had only once set eyes on Whispering Pete. To tell the truth, I felt a desire to keep out of his way. At the same time, however, I had not the very slightest intention of going back on my promise to ride for him. At last, one morning, I met him riding through the township on a skittish young thoroughbred. As usual he was scrupulously neat in his dress, and, when he stopped to speak to me, his beady black eyes shone down on me like two live coals.

‘You’re not going to throw me over about that race are you, Jim?’ he said, after we had pulled up our horses and saluted each other.

‘What should make you think so?’ I answered. ‘When I give my word I don’t go back on it as a general rule.’

‘Of course, you don’t,’ he replied; ‘I know that. But I heard yesterday that the folk in the township had been trying to persuade you to withdraw your offer. The time is drawing close now, and I shall have the horse up here to-night. Come over in the evening and have a look at him, and then in the morning, if you’re agreeable and have nothing better to do, we might try him against your horse Benbow, who, I take it, is the best animal in the district. What do you say?’

‘I’m quite willing,’ I answered. ‘And where do you intend to do it?’



‘Not where all the township can see, you may be sure,’ he answered, with one of his peculiar laughs. ‘We’ll keep this little affair dark. Do you know that bit of flat on the other side of Sugarloaf Hill?’

‘Quite well,’ I said. ‘Who should know it better than I?’

‘Very well, then; we’ll have our trial spin there.’ Then bending towards me he said very softly, ‘Jim, my boy, it won’t be my fault if we don’t make a big haul over this race. There will be a lot of money about, and you’ve no objection, I suppose?’

‘None whatever,’ I answered. ‘But do you think it’s as certain as all that? Remember it’s a pretty stiff course, and from what I heard this morning, the company your horse is likely to meet will be more than usually select.’

‘I’m not the least afraid,’ he answered ‘My horse is a good one, and if he is well, will walk through them as if they were standing still. Especially with you on his back.’

I took this compliment for what it was worth, knowing that it was only uttered for the sake of giving me a bit of a fillip.



‘I shall see you, then, this evening?’ I said.

‘This evening. Can you come to dinner?’

‘I’m afraid not,’ I answered; and with a parting salutation we separated and rode on our different ways.

When I reached the corner I turned and looked back at him, asking myself what there was about Whispering Pete that made him so different to other men. That he was different nobody could deny. Even the most commonplace things he did and said had something about them that made them different from the same things as done and said by other people. I must confess that, while I feared him a little, I could not help entertaining a sort of admiration for the man. Who and what was he? He had been in the township now, off and on, for two years, and during the whole of that time, with the exception of myself and a few other young men, he had made no friends at all. Indeed, he used to boast that he had no sympathy with men above a certain age, and it was equally certain that not one of the elderly inhabitants of the town, from my father and old McLeod downwards, had any sympathy or liking for him.



When I had watched him out of sight, I rode on to the McLeods’ selection, and, having tied up my horse, entered the house. Sheilah, I discovered, was not at home, having ridden out to their back boundary to see a woman who was lying ill at one of the huts. Old McLeod was in the stockyard, branding some heifers, and I strolled out to give him a hand. When we had finished we put away the irons, and went up the path to the house together. On reaching the dining-room, a neat and pretty room, with Sheilah’s influence showing in every corner of it, the old man turned and put his hand on my shoulder. He was a strange-looking old chap, with his long, thin face, bushy grey eyebrows, shaven upper lip, and enormous white beard. After looking at me steadily for a minute or so, he said, with the peculiar Scotch accent that time had never been able to take away from him, — 

‘James, my lad, it is my business to warn ye to be verra careful what ye’re about, for I ken, unless ye mend your ways, ye’re on the straight road to hell. And, my boy, I like ye too well to see ye ganging that way without a word to so stay ye.’



‘And what have you heard about me, Mr McLeod?’ I asked, resolved to have it out with him while the iron was hot. ‘What gossip has been carried to your ears?’

‘Nay! nay!’ he answered. ‘Not gossip, my laddie. What I have heard is the sober truth, and that ye’ll ken when I tell ye. First an’ foremost, ye’ve been card-playing up at the house on the hill yonder these many months past.’

‘That’s quite true,’ I replied. ‘But I can also tell you that I have not seen or touched a card for close upon five weeks now; and, if I can help it, I never will do so again. What else have you been told about me?’

‘Well, lad,’ he said, ‘I’ve heard that ye’re going to ride in the races out on the plain yonder next week. Maybe that’ll not be true, too?’

‘Yes. It’s quite true; I am.’

‘But ye’ll think better of it, laddie. I’m sure of that!’

‘No! I have no option. I have promised to ride, and I cannot draw back.’

‘And ye’ll have reckoned what the consequences may be?’

‘I think I have!’



‘Well, well; I’m sorry for ye. Downright sorry, laddie. I thought ye had more strength of mind than that. However, it’s no care of mine; ye’ll have your own day of reckoning I make no doubt.’

‘I cannot see that what I do concerns anyone but myself,’ I answered hotly.

He looked at me under his bushy eyebrows for a second or two, and then said, shaking his old head, — 

‘Foolish talk — vain and verra foolish talk!’

By this time my temper, never one of the best, as you already know, had got completely out of my control, and I began to rage and storm against those who had spoken against me to him, at the same time crying out against the narrowness and hypocrisy of the world in general. Old McLeod gravely heard me to the end, visibly and impartially weighing the pros and cons of all I said. Then, when I had finished, he remarked, — 

‘Ye’re but a poor, half-baked laddie, after all, to run your head against a wall in this silly fashion. But ye’ll see wisdom some day. By that time, however, ‘twill be too late.’

Never has a prophecy been more faithfully fulfilled than that one. I have learned wisdom since then — learned it as few men have done, by the hardest and bitterest experience. And when I got it, it was, as he had said, too late to be of any use to me. But as that has all to be told in its proper order, I must get on with my story.

Leaving the house, I mounted my horse again and rode off in the direction I knew Sheilah would come, my heart all the time raging within me against the injustice of which I considered myself the victim. What right had old McLeod to talk to me in such a fashion? I was not his son; and, poor fool that I was, I told myself that if I liked I would go to a thousand races and ride in every one of them, before I would consider him or anyone else in the matter. But one thing puzzled me considerably, and that was how he had come to know so much of my private affairs. Since it had been kept such a profound secret, who could have told him about my gambling, and my promise to ride Pete’s horse in the steeplechase? So far as I was aware, no one but Sheilah knew, to whom I had told my whole story. Could she have revealed my shortcomings to her father? In my inmost heart, I knew that she had not said a word. But I was so angry that I could not do justice to anybody, not even to Sheilah herself. God help me!

For an hour I rode on; then, crossing a bit of open plain, I saw Sheilah ahead, mounted on a big brown horse, coming cantering towards me. When she made out who I was, she quickened her pace, and we were presently alongside each other, riding back together. Angry as I was, I could not help noticing how pretty her face looked under her big hat, and how well she sat her horse.

‘You seem put out about something, Jim,’ she said, when I had turned my horse and we had gone a few yards.

‘I am,’ I answered, ‘very much put out. Sheilah, why did you tell your father what I told you the other day?’

‘What have I told him?’

‘Why, about my playing cards at Whispering Pete’s, and my resolve to ride in the steeplechase next week?’

‘I have not told him, Jim. You surely don’t think I would be as mean as that, do you?’

‘But how did he come to hear of it?’ I asked, ignoring the last portion of her speech. ‘He taxed me with it this morning, and was kind enough to preach me a sermon on the strength of it.’

‘I have not said a word to him. You seem to have a very poor opinion of me, Jim.’

‘You must admit that it’s strange he should have known!’

‘Don’t you think he may have heard it in the township?’

‘Your father’s not given to gossiping among the township folk; you know that as well as I do, Sheilah!’

‘Then you still think, in spite of what I have told you, that I did tell him? Answer me, straightforwardly, do you think so?’

‘If you want it in plain English, without any beating about the bush, I do! There, now I have said it.’

For a moment her face flushed crimson, then her eyes filled with tears and she looked another way, thinking I should not see them. As soon as I had spoken I would have given all I possessed in the world to have recalled those fatal words; but my foolish pride would not let me say anything. Then Sheilah turned to me with a white face.

‘I am sorry, Jim,’ she said slowly, ‘that you should think so badly of me as to believe me capable of telling you a lie. God forgive you for doubting one who would be, if you would only let her, your truest and best friend on earth.’

Then giving her horse a smart cut with her whip, she set off at a gallop, leaving me behind, feeling just the meanest and most contemptible cur on earth. For two pins I would have made after her, and licked the very dust off her boots in apology. But before I could do so my temper got the better of me again, and I turned off the track, made for the river, and, having forded it, rode home, about as miserable a man as could have been found in the length and breadth of Australia.

When I reached the house it was hard upon sundown, and old Betty was carrying in dinner. I turned my horse into the night paddock, hung my saddle and bridle on the peg in the verandah, and then went inside. The old woman met me in the passage, and one glance at my face told her what sort of state I was in. She drew me into the kitchen in her old affectionate way, and, having got me there, said, — 

‘Jim, boy, it’s ye that must be very careful to-night. Your father’s been at his old tricks all day, and he’s just quarrelsome enough now to snap your head off if you say a word. Don’t cross him, lad, whatever you do.’



‘All right, old girl,’ I answered, patting her weather-beaten cheek, and going past her into my room. Then, having changed my things, I went into the dining-room, where my father was sitting with a book upon his knee, staring straight before him.

He looked up as I entered, and shut his volume with a snap; but for some time he did not utter a word, indeed it was not until our meal was well nigh finished that he spoke. Then he put down his knife and fork, poured himself out some whiskey, drank it slowly, with his eyes fixed on me all the time, and said, — 

‘Pray, what is the meaning of this new scandal that I hear about you?’

‘What new scandal?’ I asked; for I did not know what false yarn he might have picked up.

‘This story about your having promised to ride a horse in the steeplechase next week?’

‘It is perfectly true that I have promised,’ I answered. ‘What more do you want me to tell you about it?’

‘I won’t tell you what I want you to tell me. I’ll tell you what I command, and that is that you don’t as much as put your leg over any horse at those races.’



‘And, pray, why not?’

He filled himself another glass of whiskey and sipped it slowly.

‘Because I forbid it at once and for all. That’s why!’

‘It’s too late to forbid it now. I have given my promise, and I cannot draw back.’

‘You both can and will,’ he said hotly. ‘I order you to.’

‘I am sorry,’ I answered, trying hard to keep my temper. ‘But I have no option. I must ride.’

He staggered to his feet, and stood for a moment glaring down at me, his fingers twitching convulsively as he rested them on the table.

‘Listen to my last word, you young dog,’ he cried. ‘I tell you this on my word of honour. If you ride that horse, you leave my house there and then. As surely as you disobey me, I’ll have no more to do with you.’

I rose to my feet and faced him. My whole future was trembling in the balance. Little I cared, however.

‘Then, if I understand my position aright, I am to choose between your house and my word of honour. A pretty choice for a father to give his son, I must say.’



‘Don’t dare to bandy words with me, sir!’ he cried. ‘Take your choice. Give up that race, or no longer consider this your home. That’s all I have to say to you. Now go.’

I left the room and went out into the yard. Then, leaning upon the slip rails of the horse paddock, I reviewed the situation. My world was toppling about my ears. I had quarrelled with old McLeod, I had plainly told Sheilah that I disbelieved her, and now I was being called upon to break my plighted word to Pete or lose my home. A nice position I was in, to be sure. Look at it how I would, I could come to no decision more plain than that, in persisting in my determination to ride, I was doing what is generally called cutting off my nose to spite my face. On the other hand, I had given my word, and was in honour bound to Pete. On the other I — but there, what did it all matter; if they could be obstinate, so could I, and come what might I would not give in — no, not if I had to resign all I possessed and go out into the world and begin life again as a common station hand. It’s all very well now to say what a fool I was. You must remember I was young, I was hot-headed, and as if that were not enough, I came of a race that were as vile-tempered as even the Tempter of Mankind could wish.

After a while I crossed the creek and went up the hill to Whispering Pete’s abode. I found him in his verandah, smoking. As soon as he saw me he rose and shook hands. One glance at my face must have told him that something was wrong, for he immediately said, — 

‘You look worried, Jim. What’s the matter?’

‘Everything,’ I answered. ‘My promise to ride that horse for you has got me into a rare hot-bed of trouble.’

‘I’m sorry for that,’ he replied, offering me one of his splendid cigars, and pushing up a chair for me. ‘But never mind, you’re going to win a pot of money, and that will make them forgive and forget, or I don’t know my world. I’ve got the weights to-day. My horse has to carry twelve stone. What do you ride?’

‘A little under eleven,’ I answered.

‘Then that should make it about right. However, we’ll arrange all that to-morrow.’

‘Has the horse arrived yet?’

‘No,’ he answered. ‘But I’m expecting him every minute.’



For a while we chatted on, then suddenly my host sat upright, and bent his head forward in a listening attitude.

‘What do you hear?’ I asked, for I could only distinguish the rustling of the night wind in the leaves of the creepers that covered the verandah.

‘I thought I heard a strange horse’s step,’ he answered, still listening. ‘Yes, there it is again. I expect it’s my animal arriving.’

A few moments later I could plainly distinguish the clatter of a horse’s step on the hard beaten track that led up to the door. How Pete had heard it so long before I could not imagine. Presently a dark form appeared against the starlight, and pulled up opposite where we sat. Pete sprang to his feet and went forward to the steps.

‘Is that you, Dick?’ he cried.

‘My word, it is,’ came back a voice from the darkness. ‘And a nice job I’ve had of it.’

‘Well, then, follow the track round to the left there, and I’ll meet you at the stables.’

The horseman did as he was ordered, and when he had disappeared, Pete turned to me and said, — 



‘If you would care to see the horse, come with me.’

I accordingly rose and followed him through the house to the back regions. When we reached the stables we found the stranger dismounted and in the act of leading a closely-rugged horse into a loose-box, which had evidently been specially prepared for his reception. Pete followed him, and said something in a low voice, to which the man, who was a tall, weedy individual, murmured some reply. Having done so, he spat on the floor with extreme deliberation, and wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

‘Now, let us have a look at him,’ said Pete, signing to a blackboy to strip him of his clothing. The boy did as he was ordered, and for the first time I saw the horse whose destiny it was to change the whole course of my life.

He was a fine-looking, bright bay, with black points, standing about fifteen hands, long and low, with short, flat legs, large, clean hocks, good thighs, and as sweet a head and neck as any man ever saw on a horse. Long as was the stage he had evidently done that day, he looked as fresh as paint as his big eyes roamed about and took in the lamp-lit box which was ever so much below what a beauty of his kind deserved. Somehow it seems to come natural to every Australian, man or woman, to be a lover of a good horse, and I know that, as I looked at that beautiful beast, all my regrets were forgotten and my whole soul rose in longing to be upon his back.

‘What do you think of him?’ said Pete, who had been closely watching my face. ‘Isn’t he a beauty, and doesn’t he look as if he ought to be able to show the animals about here the way to go?’

‘He does, indeed,’ I answered. ‘But don’t you think it seems a waste of good material to bring a horse like that up here to take part in a little country race meeting.’

‘I want to show the folk about here what I can do, my boy,’ he said, and dropping his voice lower even than usual, he continued, ‘Besides, as I told you to-night, the race will be worth more than a little. Between ourselves, I stand to win five thousand over it already, and if you’ve got any savee you’ll have a bit on him, especially as you’re going to ride him yourself, and therefore know it must all be fair, square, and above board.’



‘I intend, all being well, to back him as far as my means will permit,’ I said. ‘And now, with regard to this trial, is that to come off to-morrow morning?’

‘No! I think not. The horse is not ready for it. The day after to-morrow, perhaps, at three in the morning, on the flat behind the Sugarloaf Hill. Is old Benbow anything like well?’

‘As fit as possible,’ I said. ‘If your horse can give him a stone, I shall be quite satisfied.’

‘Well, bring him over and we’ll try. The result should give us some idea of how this chap can go.’

‘By the way, you’ve never told me his name.’

‘He is called The Unknown, if that tells you anything.’

‘Not much,’ I answered, at the same time giving a final glance at the beautiful animal now undergoing his toilet. He had only one blemish as far as I could see, and I had to look him over pretty closely to find it, and that was a small, white mark on the point of the bone of his near hock. It caught the eye, and, as I thought, looked unsightly. Just as we were leaving the box, Pete, who was behind me, suddenly stopped, and turned angrily on the man sponging the horse’s legs.

‘You clumsy fool,’ he cried, ‘are you quite without sense? One more piece of forgetfulness like that and you’ll spoil everything.’

What it was that he complained of I could not say, for when I turned round he was carefully examining the horse’s off fore knee, but the man he addressed looked woefully distressed.

‘Attend to that at once,’ said Pete, with an ugly look upon his face. ‘And let me catch you neglecting your duties again, and I’ll call in the One-eyed Doctor to you. Just you remember that.’

Then taking my arm, Pete drew me across the yard back to the house. There I took a glass of grog, and, after a little conversation, bade him good-bye.

It was a lovely night when I left the house and started for home. A young moon lay well down upon the opposite hilltop, and her faint light sparkled on the still water of the creek. Now and again a night bird hooted in the scrub, and once or twice ‘possums ran across and scuttled up into the trees to right and left of my path. My thoughts were still full of my awkward position, but I would not alter my determination a jot; I had only one regret, and that was my conduct towards Sheilah. From the place where I stood by the ford I could see the light of her bedroom window shining distinctly as a star down the valley. I watched it till my eyes ached, then, with a heavy sigh, continued my walk up the hill, and, having reached the house, went straight to bed.

On the morning appointed for the trial I was up before it was light, had saddled old Benbow, whom I had kept in the stable for two days, so that he might be the fitter for the work which would be required of him, and was at the Sugarloaf Hill just as the first signs of dawn were making their appearance. I had not long to wait before the others put in an appearance — Pete mounted on the handsome black I have elsewhere described, and the man he had called Dick on The Unknown. We greeted each other, and then set to work arranging preliminaries.

‘You had better get on The Unknown, Jim,’ said Pete, ‘and let Dick, here, ride Benbow. I’ll give you a lead for the first half of the distance, then Dick can pick you up and take you on to the end. That should tell us pretty well what the horse can do, I think.’

I changed places with the man, and for the first time realised what a compact horse The Unknown was. The course was then pointed out to me, and the groom went on to his place to wait for us. The sun was just in the act of rising, and already the magpies were making day musical in the trees above us. A heavy dew lay upon the grass, and the air was as cool and fresh as the most luxurious could desire.

‘Now,’ said Pete, gathering up his reins preparatory to business, ‘when you’re ready we’ll start.’

‘I’m quite ready,’ I said, taking my horse in hand.

With that we walked back a yard or two, and turned round. No sooner had we done so than Pete cried, ‘Go!’ As the word left his lips the two horses sprang forward and away we went. The wind whistled and shrieked past our ears — the trees and shrubs came into view and fell behind us like objects seen from the windows of an express train — but I was only conscious of the glory of the gallop and the exquisite action of the beast beneath me. By the time we had picked up Benbow, Pete’s horse was done. Then I took the other horse on, and at the appointed tree had beaten him easily, with a couple of lengths to spare. After that I gradually eased him down and returned to the others, his head in the air, his ears pricked, and his feet dancing upon the earth as if he were shod with satin instead of steel.

‘What do you think of him now that you’ve tried him?’ said Pete, as I came back to where he and his companion were standing waiting for me.

‘I think he’s as good as he’s handsome,’ I replied enthusiastically, ‘and if he doesn’t make the company he is to meet next week sing small — well — I don’t know anything about horses.’

‘Let us hope he will. Now, Dick, change saddles and then take him home, and be sure you look after him properly.’

The animal and his rider having disappeared round the hill, we mounted our horses again and made our way back to the river. As we went Pete gave me an outline of the scheme he had arranged for backing his horse. I had understood all along that he intended to make it a profitable speculation, but I had no idea it was as big as he gave me to understand it was.

At last the day before the races arrived. For nearly a week before the township had been assuming a festive garb. The three hotels, for the one grog shanty I have mentioned as existing at the time of the Governor’s visit so many years before, had now been relegated to a back street, and three palatial drinking-houses, with broad verandahs, bars, and elegant billiard and dining-rooms, had grown up along the main street, were crammed with visitors. Numbers of horsey-looking men had arrived by coach from the nearest railway terminus, a hundred miles distant, and the various stables of the township were filled to overflowing. The race week was an event of great importance in our calendar, and, though the more sober-minded of the population professed to strongly disapprove of it, the storekeepers and hotelkeepers found it meant such an increase of business, that for this reason they encouraged its continuance. The racecourse itself was situated across the creek, and almost directly opposite the McLeod’s selection. It consisted of a plain of considerable size, upon which the club had made a nice track with a neat grand stand, weighing-shed saddling-paddock, and ten pretty stiff jumps.

I rose early on the morning of Cup Day, and had finished my breakfast before my father was out of bed. I had no desire to risk an encounter with him, so I thought I would clear out before he was astir. But I was bargaining without my host; for just as I was setting off for the township, he left his room and came out into the verandah.

‘Of course you know what you’re doing,’ he called to me.

I answered that I did.

‘Well, remember what I told you,’ he replied. ‘As certainly as you ride that horse to-day, I’ll turn you out of my house to-night. Make no mistake about that!’

‘I quite understand,’ I answered. ‘I’ve given my word to ride and I can’t go back on it. If you like to punish me for keeping my promise and acting like a gentleman, well, then, you must do so. But I’ll think no more of you for it, and so I tell you!’

‘Ride that horse and see what I’ll do,’ he shouted, shaking his fist at me, and then disappeared into his room. I did not wait for him to come out again, but went down the track whistling to keep my spirits up. Having crossed the creek I made my way up the hill to Whispering Pete’s house, reaching it in time to find him at breakfast with a man I had never seen before. The first view I had of this individual did not prepossess me in his favour.

His hair was black as — well, as black as Pete’s eyes — but his face was deathly pale, with the veins showing up blue and matted on either temple. To add still further to his curious appearance, he had but one eye and one arm. The socket of the eye that was missing gaped wide, and almost made one turn away in disgust. But his voice was, perhaps, the most extraordinary thing about him. It was as soft and caressing as a woman’s, and every time he spoke he gave you the idea he was trying to wheedle something out of you.

Pete rose and introduced him to me as Dr Finnan, of Sydney, and when we had shaken hands I sat down at the table with them. The Doctor asked me my opinion of the season, the prospects of the next wool clip, my length of residence in the district, and finally came round to what I knew he was working up to all the time — namely, my opinion of my chance in the race to be run that day. I answered that, having considered the various horses engaged I thought I could just about win, and on inquiry, learnt that the animal I was to ride had not started for the course, and would not do so until just before the time of the race.

‘And I commend your decision,’ said the Doctor, sweetly; ‘he is a nervous beast, and the turmoil of a racecourse could only tend to disturb his temper.’

After breakfast we sat and smoked for perhaps half-an-hour, and were in the act of setting off for the racecourse, when a boy rode up to the verandah and called to Pete to know if I were inside. On being informed that I was, he took a note from his cabbage-tree hat and handed it to me. It was from Sheilah, and ran as follows: — 

‘Dear old Jim, — Is it too late for your greatest friend to implore you not to ride to-day? I have a feeling that if you do, it will bring misery upon both of us. You know how often my prophecies come true. At any hazard, give it up, I implore you, and make happy — Your sincere friend,

‘Sheilah.’

I crushed the note in my fingers, and told the boy to say there was no answer. It was too late to draw back now.



Nevertheless, I felt I would have given anything I possessed to have been able to do what Sheilah asked.

A little before twelve we left the house and went down the path to the township, crossed the river at the ferry, and walked thence to the course. Already numbers of people were making their way in the same direction, while more were flocking in from the district on the other side. The course itself, when we reached it, presented an animated appearance with its booths and lines of carriages, and by the time we entered the grand stand enclosure the horses were parading for the first race. That once over we lunched, and then I went off to the tent set apart for the jockeys, to dress. Pete’s colours consisted of a white jacket with black bars and a red cap, and I found one of his blackboys waiting with them at the door.

As soon as I was ready I took my saddle and bridle and went down to the weighing-shed in the saddling-paddock. Then, on my weight being declared ‘correct,’ set off in search of Pete and the horse. I found them under a big gum-tree putting the final touches to the toilet of an animal I scarcely recognised. Since I had last seen him a few important changes had been made in his appearance; his mane had been hogged and his tail pulled a good deal shorter than it was before. What was more, the peculiar white spot on his hock had been painted out, for not a sign of it could I discover though I looked pretty hard for it. I was about to ask the reason of his altered appearance when the bell sounded, and the Doctor cried, — 

‘All aboard. There’s no time to lose. Be quick, Mr Heggarstone.’

Pete gave me a lift, and I settled myself comfortably in the saddle. Then gathering up my reins I made my way into the straight. As I passed the scratching board I glanced at it, and saw that three competitors were missing; this left eight runners. One thing, however, surprised me; the Unknown was only quoted at eight to one in the betting ring — the favourite being a well-known Brisbane mare, Frivolity by name. The Emperor, a big chestnut gelding, and Blush Rose, a bonny little mare, were also much fancied. Nobody seemed to know anything at all of my mount.

After the preliminary canter, we passed through a gate in the railings on the opposite side of the straight, and assembled about a hundred yards below the first fence. I was second from the outside on the left, a big grey horse, named Lochinvar, being on my right, and Frivolity on my left. There was a little delay in starting, caused by the vagaries of Blush Rose, who would not come into line. Then the starter dropped his flag, and away we went. For the first hundred yards or so it was as much as I could do to keep my horse in hand; indeed, by the time I had got him steadied we were in the quadruple enclosure, charging in a mass at the first fence, a solid wall of logs placed on top of each other. Blush Rose and a big bay named Highover, ridden by a well-known Brisbane professional, were the first to clear it. I came third, with the Emperor close alongside me. Where we left the ground on taking off and where we landed on the other side I have no notion. I only know that we did get over, that the big post and rail fence came next, and that after that we raced at the stone wall. At the latter two horses fell, and by the time we reached the other side of the course, opposite the stand, two more had followed suit. When we reached the quadruple again our number had dwindled down to three — The Emperor, Blush Rose, and The Unknown. Then as we passed through the gate in the quadruple picket fence, the rider of The Emperor challenged me, and we went at the logs together neck and neck. The result was disastrous; my horse took off too soon, hit it with his chest and turned a complete somersault, throwing me against the rails. I could not have been on the ground more than a minute, however, before I was up again, feeling as sick as a dog, and looking for my horse. A man had caught him and was holding him for me. Hardly knowing how I did it, I scrambled into the saddle and set off again in pursuit of the others. It seemed at first impossible that I could overtake them, but I was always hard to beat, and gradually I began to draw a wee bit closer. Little by little I decreased the distance until, at last, I was only a few lengths behind them.

In spite of the distance he had had to make up The Unknown was still full of running, so as fast as our horses could lay their legs to the ground we rode at the last fence. With a blind rush the trio rose into the air together, and came safely down on the other side. Then on we went, amid a hurricane of cheers, past the stand, between the two lines of carriages, and towards the judge’s box. I have but an imperfect recollection of the last hundred yards. I was only conscious that Blush Rose was alongside me, that we were neck and neck, and that we were both doing all we knew. Then, as we approached the box, I lifted my whip and called upon my horse for a last effort. He responded gamely, and half-a-dozen strides later I had landed him winner by a neck.


CHAPTER V CONSEQUENCES
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AS SOON AS I reached the scales after the race, and had dismounted and weighed, Pete pushed his way through the crowd and clapped his hand upon my shoulder.

‘A beautiful race,’ he cried enthusiastically, ‘and splendidly ridden. You eclipsed even yourself, Jim. Now you must come along with me and let us drink your health.’

I wanted a stimulant pretty badly, for my fall had been a severe one, and I was still feeling dizzy from it. So I followed him to the booth at the back of the grand stand, where I found the One-eyed Doctor and another man, whom I had never seen before, awaiting our coming in close conversation. The stranger was a medium-sized, sandy-haired person, with mutton-chop whiskers and sharp, twinkling eyes. He might have been a member of any profession from a detective to a bookmaker. His name was Jarman, and when I came up he was good enough to congratulate me on winning my race. Then, turning to Pete, he said quietly, — 

‘By the way, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you for the last half-hour. How’s your horse bred?’

Pete seemed surprised for a second, then he quickly recovered himself and answered, — 

‘Don’t ask me, for I’m sure I couldn’t tell you. I picked him up, quite by chance, out of a likely-looking mob from the South. He may be well bred, he certainly looks it, but, on the other hand, he may not, so as I shall soon sell him again, and don’t want to tell any lies about it, I think it safest not to inquire; you can see his brand for yourself.’

Then two or three more men came up, and we had another, and yet another, round of drinks, till I began to feel as if, after all my excitement, I had had more than was prudent. But somehow I didn’t care. I was desperate, and drink seemed to drive the blue devils away! I knew that by riding the race I had done for myself, lock, stock, and barrel, so far as my own prospects were concerned, so what did anything else matter. At last it was time to start for home.



‘By the way, Mr Jarman,’ said Pete, turning to the man who had asked the question about the horse’s breeding, ‘if you’ve nothing better to do this evening, won’t you come up to my place to dinner. You’ll join us, Jim?’

I jumped at the opportunity — for I was certainly not going home, to be insulted and shown the door by my father. Jarman accepted the invitation with companionable alacrity, and then the four of us set off together for the township. By the time we reached it my head was swimming with the liquor I had taken, and I have only a very confused recollection of what followed. I know that we sat down to dinner, waited on by one of the blackboys; I know that I drank every time anything was offered to me, and that I talked incessantly; I am also horribly aware that, do what I would, I could not drive the picture of poor little Sheilah’s troubled face out of my brain. I also recollect seeing Jarman sitting opposite me with his impassive, yet always closely-observant face, listening to everything that was said, and watching Pete continually. Great as had been my success that day, and triumphant as I naturally felt at winning the race — I think that that was the most ghastly meal of which I have ever partaken. At last an idea seized me, why or wherefore I cannot tell, and would not be denied. It urged me to go home and get my trouble with my father over. I staggered to my feet, and as I did so the whole room seemed to reel and fall away from me. Feeling like a criminal going to execution, I bade them all good night. Pete looked at me with a queer, half-contemptuous smile upon his face, and I noticed that Jarman rose as if he were going to stop me, but evidently changed his mind and sat down again in his chair. Then reeling out into the verandah, I picked my way carefully down the steps, and set off for my home.

How I managed to get there I cannot say, for my rebellious legs would not, or could not, carry me straight for three yards on end. But at last I managed it, and went boldly up the steps into the front verandah. Nobody was there, so I passed into the dining-room, where a lamp was burning brightly. Pushing my way round the chairs, I came to a standstill before the table and confronted my father, who sat in the furthest corner with a book upon his knee as usual. He looked up at me, and I looked down at him. Then he said very calmly, ‘Well, what do you want here?’



I tried to speak, but my voice failed me.

‘You rode the horse in spite of my orders to the contrary, I suppose?’

‘I did,’ I answered — my poor head swimming all the time.

‘And I suppose, having defied me to the very best of your ability, you have come back expecting me to forget and forgive?’

‘I do not expect anything,’ I stammered; ‘I only want to know what you intend doing with me. That’s all.’

‘Well, that’s easily told,’ he answered. ‘Of course I intend sticking to my share of the bargain. As I warned you, you leave this house to-night, and until I ask you, you’d better not come near it again.’

‘And then you can ask as long as you please and you’ll find I won’t come,’ I replied. ‘No, no! You needn’t be afraid of my troubling you. My home has not been made so sweet to me that I should love it so devotedly. You’ve been an unnatural father to me all my life, and this is the only logical outcome of it.’

He pointed furiously to the door, and without another word I took the hint and left the room. Then I fumbled my way across the verandah down into the garden, and having reached it, stopped to look back at the house. My father was now standing on the steps watching me. His head was bare, and his grey hair was just stirred by the cool night wind. I held on to a post of the wire fence, and looked at him. Seeing that I did not go away he shook his fist at me, and dared me to come back on peril of my life; assuring me with an oath that he would shoot me like a dog if I ever showed my face in his grounds again. There was something so devilish about the old man’s anger, that I was more afraid of him than I should have been of a young man twice his size and strength, so I said no more, but went back on my tracks down the hill, over the ford, and up again to Whispering Pete’s. It was as if Pete were deliberately drawing me towards the tragedy that was to prove the undoing of all my life.

Reaching the house, I stumbled up the steps on to the verandah. I had not been gone more than three-quarters of an hour, but it seemed like years. Remembering all that had happened to me in the interval, it came almost like a shock to me to find Pete, the One-eyed Doctor and Jarman still seated at the table, conversing as quietly as when I had left them. The room was half full of smoke, and it was to be easily seen that they had been drinking more than was good for them. I can recall Pete’s evil face smiling through the cigar smoke even now.

As my footsteps sounded in the verandah Jarman rose to his feet and, putting his hand on Pete’s shoulder, said, in a loud voice, ‘In the Queen’s name, I arrest you, Peter Dempster, and you, Edward Finnan, on a charge of horse-stealing.’ For upwards of a minute there was complete silence in the room. Then Pete turned half round, and, quick as a cat, sprang at Jarman, who had stepped back against the wall. There was a wild struggle that scarcely lasted more than half-a-dozen seconds, then Pete forced his antagonist into a chair, and, while holding him by the throat, picked up a knife from the table, drove it into his breast, plucked it out, and drove it in again. The blood spurted over his hands, and Jarman, feeling his death agony upon him, gave a great cry for help that rang far out into the dark night. Then there was silence again, broken only by a horrible kind of choking noise from the body on the chair, and the hooting of a mopoke in the tree above the house. Try how I would I could not move from the place where I stood, until Pete sprang to his feet and put the knife down on a plate, taking particular care that it should not touch the white linen cloth. The meticulous precision of his action gave me back my power of thinking, and what was more, sobered me like a cold douche. What should I do? What could I do? But there was no time for anything — I must have moved and made a noise, for suddenly the Doctor, revolver in hand, sprang to the window and threw it open, discovering me.

‘You!’ he cried, as soon as he became aware of my identity. ‘My God! you can thank your stars it’s you. Come inside.’

Almost unconsciously I obeyed, and stepped into the room. Pete was at the further end, examining his finger. He looked up at me, licking his thin lips, cat fashion, as he did so.

‘Damn it all, I’ve cut my finger,’ he said, as coolly as if he had done it paring his nails.

‘For pity’s sake, Pete,’ I cried, gazing from him to the poor bleeding body in the chair, ‘tell me why you did it?’

‘Hold your jaw!’ said he, twisting his handkerchief round his cut finger, and looking, as he did so, with eyes that were more like a demon’s than a man’s. ‘But stay, if you want to know why I did it, I’ll tell you. I did it because the rope is round all our necks, and if you move only as much as a finger contrary to what I tell you, you’ll hang us and yourself into the bargain.’

Here the mysterious, One-eyed Doctor reeled out into the verandah, and next moment I heard him being violently sick over the rails. By the time he returned, Pete had tied up his hand, and was bending over the figure in the chair.

‘He’s dead,’ he said to the Doctor. ‘Now, we’ve got to find out what’s best to be done with him. Jim, you’re in a tight place, and must help us all you know.’

‘For God’s sake explain yourself, Pete!’ I cried, in an agony. ‘How can I do anything if you don’t. Why did you do it?’

‘I’ll tell you,’ he answered, ‘and in as few words as possible, for there is no time to waste. This individual is a Sydney detective (here he pointed to the dead man). The horse you rode in the race to-day is none other than Gaybird, the winner of the Victorian Grand National and the Sydney Steeplechase. The Doctor there and I stole him from his box at Randwick, three months ago, and brought him out here by a means we understand. Information was given to the police, and Jarman followed him. He got in tow with me. I recognised him the moment I set eyes on him, and invited him to dinner to-night. When you turned up the second time he must have imagined it was the local trooper whom he had ordered to meet him here, and decided to arrest us. He found out his mistake, and that is the result. Now you know how you stand. You must help us, for one moment’s consideration will show you that you are implicated as deeply as we are. If this business is discovered, we shall all swing; if the horse racket is brought home, the three of us will get five years apiece, as sure as we’re born: so don’t you make any mistake about that!’

‘But I am innocent,’ I cried. ‘I had nothing whatever to do with either the murder or the stealing of the horse.’

‘Take that yarn to the police, and see what they will say to you. Look here!’

He crossed to the dead man again and fumbled in his coat pocket. Next moment he produced three blue slips of paper — one of which he opened and laid on the table before me. It was a warrant for my arrest.

‘This is your doing, Pete,’ I cried. ‘Oh, what a fool I was ever to have anything to do with you.’

I fell back against the wall sick and giddy. To this pass had all my folly brought me. Well might Sheilah have prophesied that my obstinacy would end in disaster.

‘My God, what are we to do?’ I cried, in an agony of terror as thought succeeded thought, each blacker and more hopeless than the last. ‘If the man expected help from the township it may be here any minute. For Heaven’s sake let us get that body out of the way before it comes.’

‘You begin to talk like a man,’ said Pete, rising from the chair in which he had seated himself. ‘Let us get to business, and as quickly as possible.’

The Doctor got up from his chair and approached the murdered man.

‘The first business must be to get rid of this,’ he asked; ‘but how?’

‘We must bury him somewhere,’said Pete. ‘Where do you think would be the best place?’

‘Not near here, at any rate,’ said the Doctor. ‘Remember when he doesn’t put in an appearance after a few days they’ll be sure to overhaul this house and every inch of the grounds. No, it must be done at once, and miles away.’

‘You’re right as usual, Doctor,’ said Pete. Then turning to me he continued, ‘Look here, Jim — this falls to your share. I have schemed for it and worked it out, so don’t you fail me. This morning I sent away a mob of five hundred fat cattle via Bourke to Sydney. Yates is in charge for the reason that I could get nobody else. At the present moment they’ll probably be camped somewhere near the Rocky Waterhole. You must set off after them as hard as you can go, and take over the command. Do you see? You can take my bay horse, Archer, for your own riding, a pack horse, and for a part of the way, The Unknown, with this strapped on his back and properly hidden. You’ll go across country as far as the Blackfellow’s Well at the dip in the Ranges; once there, you’ll bury him up among the rocks, conceal the place as craftily as you can, and drop the spade into the well. After that you’ll go on to Judson’s Boundary fence, where you’ll be met by a man on a grey horse. You’ll hand The Unknown over to him, and then hurry on as fast as you can travel to catch up the cattle. Having taken over the command, you’ll see them on to Bourke, deliver them to Phillips, the agent, and then come back here as if nothing had happened.’

‘But why can’t you take the body, Pete? Why should you push it on to me?’

‘Because, if I left here to-night, it would give the whole thing away. They will never suspect you. The Doctor and I must remain to answer inquiries.’

‘But supposing the police visit the house to-night and search the stable, how will you account for the absence of the horse?’

‘I sha’n’t try to account for it at all. I’ve got a horse in the box now as like him as two peas. They can collar him if they want to, but there’ll be one vital difference, I’ll defy them to win a Grand National with him, let them be as clever as they will. But now let’s get on with our work, it’s close on twelve o’clock, and we haven’t a moment to lose.’

Between them, Pete and the Doctor carried the body of the murdered detective out of the room, and I was left alone to think over my position. But it did not need much thought to see what sort of a fix I was in. Supposing I went down to the township and gave evidence, I should hang Pete and do myself little good, for who in their sober senses, seeing that I had ridden the horse at the races that day, had backed him to win me a large stake, and was known to have spent the evening at Pete’s house, besides having been hand and glove with him for weeks past, would believe me innocent? Not one! No, everything was against me, and the only chance for me now was to fall in with their plans and to save my own neck by assisting them to carry them out to the best of my ability — at any rate, the fright I had experienced had made me as sober as a judge.

In about ten minutes Pete returned to the room.

‘Now, Jim,’ he said, ‘everything is ready. Here’s a note to Yates telling him I’ve sent you to take charge, and another to Phillips at Bourke. If you’re going to do what we want you’d better be off. Anything to say first?’

‘Only that I hope you see what I’m doing for your sake, Pete,’ I answered. ‘You know I’m as innocent as a babe unborn, and you’re making me appear guilty. I’m fool enough to let you do it. But all the same I don’t know that it’s altogether square on your part.’

‘Don’t you, Jim? Then, by Jove! you shan’t do it. I like you too well to let you run the risk of saving me against your will. Ride away down to the police station as hard as you can go, if you like, and tell them everything. Only don’t upbraid me when I’m trying to save your neck as well as my own.’

Though I knew I was an arrant fool to do it, when he spoke like that I couldn’t desert him. So I followed him out of the room into the yard like the coward I was.

Directly I got there I came to a sudden stop.

‘This won’t do at all,’ I said. ‘Look here, I’m dressed for the races and not for over-landing.’

And so I was. Whatever happened, I knew I must change my things.

‘Take the horses down to the Creek Bend,’ I said. ‘I’ll run home as fast as I can — change my duds, get my whip, and meet you there.’

He nodded, and off I set as hard as I could go — forded the creek, and in less than a quarter of an hour was back once more at my old home. Not a light of any kind shone from it. Seeing this, I crept round to my own window. Then, lifting the sash as quietly as I possibly could, I crept in like a thief. Knowing exactly where to find the things I wanted, in less than ten minutes I had changed my clothes, packed my valise, and let myself out again. Then down the track I sped once more, to find Pete waiting with the three horses in the shadow of a gum.

‘I’ve been counting the minutes since you left,’ he cried impatiently, as I buckled my valise on to the pack-saddle. ‘Now jump up and be off. Keep away from the township, and steer for the well as straight as you can go. You ought to be at the camp before daybreak.’

As he spoke he led the horses out of the shadow, and I was in the act of mounting when he suddenly dragged them back into it once more.

‘Quiet for your life,’ he whispered; ‘here are the troopers, coming up the path.’

Sure enough, on the other side, three mounted troopers were riding up the track. A heavy sweat rose on my forehead as I thought what would happen if one of our horses were to move or neigh and so draw their attention to us. With the body in the pack-saddle, we should be caught red-handed.

Morgan, our township officer, rode a little in advance, the two other troopers behind him. They were laughing and joking, little dreaming how close we stood to them. When they had safely passed, Pete turned to me. ‘Now,’ he whispered, ‘as soon as they are out of hearing be off as hard as you can go. I shall slip through the wattles and be back at the house and smoking with the Doctor in the verandah before they can reach it.’

The troopers went on up the track, and, when they got on to the top of the hill, turned off sharp to the left. As they disappeared from view I took a horse on either side of me, not without a shudder, as I thought of The Unknown’s burden, and set off through the scrub towards some slip rails at the top of Pete’s selection, which I knew would bring me out a little to the northward of the township. By the time the troopers could have reached the house I was through the fence and making my way down the hill as fast as my beasts could travel. It was a beautiful starlight night now, without a cloud or a breath of wind. Within a quarter of an hour I had left the last house behind me, and was heading away towards the south-west, across the open plain that surrounded the township on its northern side. Then, plunging into the scrub again, I made for the Blackfellow’s Well as straight as I could steer. Considering the hard race he had run that day and the additional weight he was now carrying, The Unknown was wonderfully fresh, and the other two horses found it took them all their time to keep pace with him.

The silence of the scrub was mysterious in the extreme, ‘possums scuttled across my track, a stray dingoe had a long stare at me from some rocks above a creek, while curlews whistled at me from every pool. I hardly dared look at the bundle strapped upon the thoroughbred’s back, and yet I knew that when half my journey was done I should have to undertake a still more gruesome bit of business.

By two o’clock I was within sight of the well, as it was called. It was more like a deep pool than a well, however, and lay in the shadow of a high rock. It derived its name from a superstition that existed in the neighbourhood that on a certain night in every year the blacks came down and cleaned it out. It was one of the loneliest spots in the district, and as it lay in a barren region, remote from the principal stock and travelling route, it was not visited by the general public more than once or twice a year. A better place could not have been selected for burying the man Pete had killed.

On arrival at the rock I jumped off and secured the horses to a tree — then taking the shovel from the old pack horse’s back I set off, clambering up among the rocks, on the look-out for a likely spot where I might dig the grave. At last, having discovered a place that I thought suitable, I set to work. The ground was hard, and nearly half-an-hour had elapsed before I had dug a deep enough hole for my purpose. Then putting down my shovel I went back to the well. The horses stood just as I had left them, and as soon as I had assured myself that there was not a soul about to spy upon me, I unstrapped the body and took it in my arms. However long I may live I shall never be able to rid myself of the horror of that moment. Having taken my ghastly burden in my arms, I set off, staggering and clambering up the hillside again till I found the grave I had dug. Then, when I had laid the body in it, I began hastily to cover it with earth. The sweat rolled off my face in streams before I had finished, but not so much with the labour as by reason of the horrible nature of my work. I hardly dared look at what was before me, but worked away with stubborn persistence until the greater part of the earth I had taken out was replaced. Then using the handle of the shovel as a lever, I wedged a big rock, a step or two up the hill, over on one side, worked round, and undermined it on the other, and finally rolled it down upon the grave itself. When this was done it was completely hidden from the most prying gaze, and I knew that every day would hide it better. Then giving a hasty glance round me to see that no one was about, and that I had left nothing behind me to furnish a clue, I picked up the shovel and set off, as hard as I could go, down the hill towards the horses. Arriving at the well, I threw the shovel into the pool and watched it disappear from view — then, untying my animals, I mounted, and, with a somewhat lightened heart, resumed my journey. The horses were cold with standing so long, and we soon made up for lost time, arriving at Judson’s Boundary fence shortly before half-past two. One thing struck me as peculiar, and that was how Pete could have communicated with the man, but surely enough at the corner of the fence was an individual seated on a grey horse and evidently waiting for me.

‘Good evening,’ he said, in a gruff voice, as I rode up. ‘A nice night for travelling — ain’t it?’



‘A very nice night,’ I answered, looking him carefully over, ‘and pray who are you waiting for?’

‘For a messenger from Whispering Pete,’ he answered. ‘Is this the horse?’

I informed him that it was, and gave him the reins of The Unknown. He looked at him pretty closely, and then wheeled him round.

‘Good night,’ he said, ‘and good luck to you. I’ve got a hundred miles to do before sundown.’

‘Good night,’ I cried in return, and then changing my course, set off across country for the place where I knew I should find the cattle. The sun was in the act of rising from the night fog when I made them out and rode up to the camp. The fire burnt brightly, and the cook was bustling about getting breakfast. Seeing me, Yates, who was not at all a bad sort of fellow, sat up in his blankets and stared, as well he might.

‘Well, bless my soul, and how on earth did you get here?’ he cried, ‘and now you’re here, what do you want? Anything wrong?’

‘No, of course not; what on earth should make you think so?’ I replied. ‘Only I happened to be going to Bourke on business, so Pete asked me to come on and take charge. Here’s a letter from him to you.’

I took Pete’s note out of my pocket and handed it to him. Having torn it open, he read it through slowly. When he had done so he said, ‘Well, I’m precious glad. It was against my will that I came at all; now I’m free, and all the responsibility, and in this dry season there’s plenty of that, rests upon your shoulders and not on mine. I don’t envy you!’

‘I must take my chance,’ I said. ‘Now, supposing we have breakfast, and afterwards get on the move.’

Yates stared in surprise, for I must have looked more dead than alive after my long night ride, and all the excitement I had passed through.

‘You don’t mean to say you intend going on before you’ve had a rest,’ he cried. ‘Why, man, you’re a death’s head already. No, let’s wait a bit and have a sleep; the cattle are on good feed and water, and, if all’s true that I hear, they won’t get any more like it on the other side of the border.’

‘I don’t want a rest,’ I said, ‘and if I do I can take it in the saddle as we go along. Tell one of the blackboys to run up the horses, will you? and then we’ll have breakfast and start.’

‘As you please, of course,’ he said, but it was evident that he regarded my proposal in the light of madness. He was not very fond of work, was Mr Yates, and never had been since I had first known him, which was a matter of well nigh fifteen years.

In less than half-an-hour breakfast was ready, and, as soon as it was eaten, we mustered the cattle and got under way. It was not a very big mob, but the animals were all valuable, and in the pink of condition.

To those who have never seen a mob of cattle on the march, the picture they present would be a novel and exciting one. Imagine marching on ahead, day after day, as proud as a drum-major, some old bull, the leader of the mob; behind him are some hundreds of cattle; on either flank vigilant stockmen ride, ever on the look-out for stragglers; the drover in command and the rest of the party follow as whippers-in, while the cart containing the blankets, camp and cooking utensils, driven by the cook, travels on some miles ahead. The latter individual chooses the night’s camp, prepares it, and has the evening meal cooked and ready by the time the mob puts in an appearance. After nightfall, a perpetual two hours’ watch is kept by mounted men, while emergency horses are fastened near the camp to be ready in the event of a stampede or other trouble occurring.

Our journey, in this instance, was an uneventful one, lasting something like six weeks. When we reached Bourke, and had handed over our cattle to the agent for trucking to Sydney, our mission was accomplished. As soon, therefore, as I had obtained my receipt from Mr Phillips, the agent to whom the mob was consigned, I took the train to Sydney, and once there hunted about for a medium-sized class hotel where I could put up while I remained in the metropolis. A big city was a new experience to me, and you may be sure I made the most of my opportunity of seeing it; at the same time, I kept a watchful eye on the daily papers for anything that transpired at Barranda during my absence. But from what I could gather, nothing unusual seemed to have happened in that sleepy hollow; so I was gradually recovering my old peace of mind when I received a shock that knocked my feeling of security about my ears again. I had been to the theatre one night, I remember, and was standing outside the door, after the fall of the curtain, thinking about getting back to my hotel, when who should come along the pavement but Finnan, the One-eyed Doctor, himself, dressed in evening clothes, and looking as contented and happy as you please. He seemed a bit surprised, not to say nonplussed, at seeing me, but shook hands with every appearance of heartiness. Then putting his arm through mine, he led me into a side street.

‘You managed that bit of business splendidly,’ he said, when we were sure there was no one near enough to overhear us. ‘Pete was delighted at the way you did it.’

‘Has anything turned up about it yet?’ I asked anxiously.

‘Nothing important,’ he answered. ‘The Government are wondering what can have become of Jarman, who is supposed to have gone north, but the people in the township have discovered somehow that Pete is suspected of having stolen Gaybird. Of course, they all implicate you in it; and if I were you I should keep out of their way till the fuss blows over.’

This was unpleasant hearing with a vengeance, but I was not going to let him see that I thought it, so I said, — 



‘Where is Pete now?’

‘Goodness only knows. He remained hanging about the township for a fortnight after you went away, just to allay suspicion, then he announced that he was off to buy cattle on the Diamintina. Since then he has not been heard of.’

‘A nice kettle of fish he has let me in for,’ I answered hotly. ‘I can’t say that I think he has acted at all like a man.’

‘I don’t know that I think he has acted altogether fairly towards you,’ said the agreeable Doctor. ‘However, what’s done can’t be undone; so I suppose we must make the best of it. Anything more to say? Nothing? Well, perhaps we’d better not be seen together for very long, so good night!’

I bade him good night, and having done so, walked slowly back to my hotel, wondering what was best to be done. To remain away from the township would look as if I were afraid of facing its inhabitants. And yet it was pretty dangerous work going back there. However, knowing my own innocence, I wasn’t going to give them the right to call me guilty, so I determined to risk it, and accordingly next morning off I set for Bourke en route for the Cargoo again. In about a fortnight I had reached the township.

Darkness had fallen when I rode up the main street, and as I did not know quite what to do with myself now that I had no home to go to, I halted at the principal hotel and installed myself there. A good many men were in the bar when I entered, and from the way one and all looked at me, I could see that they were aware of the rumours that were afloat concerning me. However, nobody said anything on the subject, so I called for a glass of whiskey and, having drunk it, went into the dining-room, where about a dozen people were seated at the table. I took my place alongside a man I had known ever since we were kiddies together, and more for the sake of making myself agreeable than anything else, said ‘good evening’ to him. He replied civilly enough, but I could see that he did not care to be friendly, and, when he made an excuse and went round and sat on the other side of the table, I saw significant glances flash round the board. ‘All right,’ I thought to myself, ‘I’ll say nothing just now, but the first man who drops a hint about that horse or my connection with the race, I’ll go for tooth and nail, if it costs me my life.’ But never a hint was dropped, and when the meal was over I went out into the verandah to rage alone. I was in an unenviable position, and the worst part of it all was, I had nothing to thank for it but my own consummate obstinacy and stupidity.

About nine o’clock I filled my pipe afresh and set off for a stroll down the street, keeping my eyes open to see if any of my old friends would take notice of me. But no one did till I had almost left the township. Then an elderly man, by name Bolton, who kept one of the principal stores in Main Street, and had always been a special crony of mine, crossed the road and came towards me.

‘Jim Heggarstone,’ said he, when he got on to the footpath alongside me, ‘I want to have a few words with you, if you don’t mind.’

‘I’m your man!’ I answered. ‘Shall we sit on the rail here, or would you rather walk along a bit?’

‘No, let us sit here,’ he replied, and as he spoke, mounted the fence; ‘we’re not likely to be interrupted, and I don’t know that it would matter particularly if we were. Look here, Jim, I’ve always been your friend, and I am now. But certain things have been said about you of late in the township that I tell you frankly are not to your credit. What I want is authority to deny them on your behalf.’

‘You must first tell me what they are,’ I answered; ‘you can’t expect a chap to go about explaining his actions every time a township like this takes it into its head to invent a bit of tittle-tattle against him. What have they to say against me? Out with it.’

‘Well, in the first place, they say that Whispering Pete on the hill up yonder knew that the horse he raced as The Unknown was Gaybird, the winner of the Victorian Grand National and the Sydney Steeplechase. Do you think that’s true?’

‘How can I say? He may or may not have known it. But I don’t see that it has anything to do with me if he did?’

‘No! Perhaps not! But you will when I tell you that it’s also said that you were aware of it too, and that you laid your plans accordingly.’



‘Whoever says that tells a deliberate falsehood,’ I cried angrily. ‘I did not know it. If I had I would rather have died than have ridden him.’

‘I know that, Jim,’ he answered, ‘and so I have always said. Now, if you will let me, I’ll call the next man who says so a liar to his face, on your behalf.’

‘So you shall, and I’ll ram it down his throat with my fist afterwards. This has been a bad business for me, Bolton. In the first place, I have been kicked out of doors by my father for riding that race, and now my character is being taken away in this shabby fashion for a thing I’m quite innocent of.’

‘You ought never to have got in tow with Whispering Pete, Jim.’

‘Nobody knows that better than I do!’ I cried bitterly. ‘But it’s too late to alter it now.’

‘Well, good night. And keep your heart up. Things will come right yet. And remember, Jim, I’m your friend through all.’

We shook hands, and having done so, the kind-hearted fellow went his way down the street while I strolled on as far as the McLeods’ homestead. There was a light shining from the sitting-room window, and I could hear the music of a piano. Then Sheilah’s pretty voice came out to me singing a song, of which I am very fond. The words are Kingsley’s, I believe, and the last verse seemed so appropriate to my case, that it brought a lump into my throat that almost choked me. It ran as follows: — 

When all the world is old, lad,

And all the trees are brown,

And all the sport is stale, lad,

And all the wheels run down,

Creep home, and take your place there,

The spent and maimed among;

God grant you find one face there

You loved when all was young.


CHAPTER VI COLIN McLEOD
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NEXT MORNING AS soon as I had finished my breakfast I put on my hat and went down to McLeod’s selection, resolved to find out once and for all in what sort of light I stood with Sheilah. In my own inmost heart I knew that I deserved to be shown the door on presenting myself, but somehow I had a sort of conviction that my fate would not be quite as hard as that. Reaching the gate, I let myself in, and walked down the path, under the little avenue of pepper-trees, that entwined overhead, to the house. Everything was just as I had left it, but, oh, how different were my own feelings!

I found old McLeod on his knees in the verandah fastening up some creepers that had fallen out of place. When he saw me he rose and without a second thought came forward and shook me warmly by the hand.



‘Welcome home, James, my lad,’ said he, looking me full and square in the face, ‘I’m glad ye’ve come back to us, and so will Sheilah be, ye may depend. Ye’ve been a long time away.’

This kindly reception was more than I had bargained for, and like the big baby I was I felt the hot tears rise and flood my eyes. There was that in my heart then which would have made me lay down my life for old McLeod if need have been. That was always the way with me, I could be brought to do anything by kindness, when force could not make me budge an inch. For the self-same reason old Betty at home had always been able to manage me — my father never.

‘Mr McLeod,’ said I, as I returned the pressure of the hand he held out to me, a hand that was as knotted and gnarled as any ti-tree in the scrub, ‘after all that has happened this is a generous way for you to receive me. Do you know that only one soul in the township up yonder has spoken to me since my return.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that, James,’ said he, seating himself in a chair near by, and mopping his forehead with his red pocket-handkerchief. ‘No young man can afford to lose his friends in that extravagant fashion.’

‘Do you know the charge they bring against me?’

‘I have heard it,’ he answered, looking straight at me. ‘But I think it only right to ye to say that I do not believe it all the same.’

‘It is not true, so help me, God,’ I burst out impetuously. ‘If I had dreamt that the horse had been stolen I would no more have ridden him in that race than I would have shot him. I hope you know me well enough to believe that, Mr McLeod.’

‘I think I do,’ he answered; ‘at any rate, this has been a lesson that should last you all your life.’

‘It has,’ I answered bitterly; ‘but all the same I don’t think I have been at all fairly treated over it. Whispering Pete was generous to me, and when he asked me to do him the favour of riding his horse I could not refuse. Then I was told by my father that he would turn me out of doors if I did not obey him. But having given my promise to Pete, how could I be expected to break it again?’



‘James, James,’ the old man said, when I had finished, ‘the devil had ye in a tight place just then, and ye ought to thank God right down on your bended knees that He has permitted ye to come out of it as well as ye have. I shall say a word for ye next Sunday, and if ye’ll mind what’s right ye’ll be there to hear it.’

‘That I will,’ I answered, completely carried away by the good old man’s earnestness. ‘Mr McLeod, you’ve treated me as I did not expect I should be treated, and I’ll never forget it as long as I live. Now, may I see Sheilah?’

‘And why not, laddie? Of course ye may, and right glad the lassie will be to have ye back again, I’ll warrant. She’s out with her chickens just now, I fancy, for I saw her going down the path with her egg basket on her arm but a wee bit since. Go and find her, and hear for yourself what she has to say to ye.’

I went round the verandah, passed Sheilah’s own window, with its little cluster of pot plants on the sill, and then down the path towards the fowl-yard. True enough, there she was, dressed all in white, with her pretty face looking out from the large blue sun-bonnet she always wore on summer mornings. At first she did not see me, so I stood still watching her. One thing I can always assert, and that is that I have seen many pretty girls in my time, but never one to equal Sheilah. There was a softness and natural grace about her that was beyond the power of other girls to imitate; a grace which could never have been taught in any school or dancing academy. And as I watched my heart rose in love to her, then I suppose I must have made some noise among the bushes, for she suddenly turned round and stood face to face with me. As she saw me a glad smile leapt into her face, and she ran towards me with hands outstretched in welcome.

‘Jim, dear old Jim,’ she cried, ‘I knew you would come back to us before long. Oh, I have missed you so dreadfully! Remember, you have been away nearly two months.’

‘Don’t, Sheilah!’ I cried, ‘don’t speak so kindly to me. Scold me a little or I shall make a fool of myself, I know.’

‘Scold you!’ she cried, with her little hands in mine. ‘Scold you, old Jim, when you’re only just come back to us. Oh no, no! This is, indeed, a happy day. Have you seen my father? He was talking of you only this morning.’

‘I left him to come to you. His welcome was as warm as yours. Oh, Sheilah, I feel that I have been such a brute to you. And it hurts me the more because I know you will so freely forgive me.’

‘Hush, we will not talk of that. All that part of your life is done with and put away. It was a miserable time for all of us, but thank goodness it’s over.’

Just at that moment a young man appeared from the fowl-house and came towards us with some eggs in his hand.

‘I can find no more,’ he said to Sheilah. Then he looked at me with a searching glance, and did not seem altogether pleased.

‘Jim,’ said Sheilah, noticing my surprise, ‘this is my cousin, Colin McLeod, who has come up to be our new trooper in Barranda. He has only been eighteen months in the Colonies, and was sent out from Brisbane last week. Colin, this is my old playfellow of whom you have so often heard me speak, Jim Heggarstone.’

We nodded to each other, and when I saw that he was going to make the eggs he held an excuse for not shaking hands with me, I put my own in my pockets, and stared hard at him. He was a fine, well-set-up young fellow of about my own age, with blue eyes and peculiar sandy-coloured hair.

‘Now,’ said Sheilah, who must have noticed that it was not all plain sailing with us, ‘suppose we go inside and see what my father is doing. He intended to brand some colts this morning, and if he does I expect you’d like to help him in the yard, Jim?’

‘Of course I should,’ I answered readily enough. ‘I’m pining to get to work again.’

‘You have not been doing much work lately, then,’ says Mr Colin, with a shadow of a sneer.

‘I’ve just returned from taking a mob of cattle down to Bourke,’ I answered.

‘Ah!’ was his sole reply, and then we went into the house.

Half-an-hour later I was with old McLeod in the yards, had the fire for heating the branding-irons lighted, and was running the green hide lasso through my hands to see that it was supple and ready for use. I don’t want to boast, seeing that, all things considered, I’d far better be holding my tongue, but lassoing was a thing I could challenge any man in the country at. However, I was not so successful on this occasion. Whether it was Colin McLeod sitting on the rails watching me, or whether it was that I was out of practice, I cannot say; I only know that time after time I missed, and on each occasion, as the noose fell to the ground, I saw the sneer spread out on Colin’s face, and once I could have sworn I heard him chuckle. But I managed to keep my temper under control. Then my old skill suddenly returned, and after a while I could not miss a beast. But here I must do Colin justice. For a new chum he was as good a man in the yard as ever I’ve met, being quiet and gentle with the beasts, and, what is still more to the point, always ready to do what he was told. He only wanted practice to make a really good hand. I found occasion to tell him so when the work was finished, and I could have bitten my tongue out with vexation when he replied with his long Scotch drawl, still with the same diabolical sneer on his face, — 

‘Ye see, I’ve not had so much experience with horses as ye’ve had, Mr Heggarstone.’

It was plain to what he referred, and it took me all my time, I can assure you, to prevent my tongue from replying something sharp. However, I had no desire to celebrate my return to the selection by thrashing the owner’s nephew, so I did manage to control myself, and side by side we returned to the house. At first, seeing how things stood, I was for going back to the township for lunch, but of this neither Sheilah nor her father would hear. So I was forced to stay where I was and endure the other man’s treatment as best I could. One thing was very plain, and that was that Colin was madly in love with Sheilah. He could hardly take his eyes off her, almost trembled when he addressed her, lost no opportunity of doing her little services, and glared madly at me whenever I spoke to her or attempted to do anything for her. It was a queer sight, and one that was not calculated to fill me with pleasure, you may be sure. At last, after the mid-day meal was over, his conduct became so outrageous that I made the first excuse that suggested itself and said good-bye, promising to come down again next day. As I shook hands with her, Sheilah looked at me with rather a wistful expression on her face, I thought; while even old McLeod seemed to wonder that my first visit should terminate so abruptly. To tell the truth, however, I could not have bottled up my feelings another minute; so rather than make an exhibition of myself I preferred to go away.

Back I went to the hotel, my whole being raging against the man. In the face of this rivalry I learned what Sheilah really was to me, and for the first time I understood how I should feel if any man were to win her from me.

Next day, according to promise, I went down to the selection again, to find Sheilah sitting in the verandah. She was alone and received me very sweetly. I sat beside her talking of old days, and firmly resolved not to let her imagine that I had been in any way put out by her cousin’s curious behaviour on the preceding day.

‘We must celebrate your return in some way, Jim,’ she said after a little while. ‘It is a lovely morning, so what do you say to a ride?’

‘The very thing!’ I answered, only too thankful to do anything that would take me away from the house, and prevent my seeing the irate Colin again.

With that we went out to the back, and borrowing the milkboy’s pony, I ran up two horses from the paddock for our use. After I had rubbed them down a bit I saddled them, and by the time I had done this Sheilah was dressed and ready. With a thrill running through me such as I had never known before, I swung her up into the saddle, and then mounted my own beast; after that, when the boy had let down the slip rails, away we went across the plains towards the hills. It was as lovely a morning as any man could wish to be out in. The soft breeze rustled among the trees and high grass, the clouds chased each other across the blue vault of heaven, the air was musical with birds, and now and again we would put up a kangaroo and send him hopping away from us as if his very life depended upon it. Sheilah was in the best of spirits and looked incomparably sweet and graceful. Just swaying to the motion of her horse as he covered the ground in a gentle canter, her body well balanced and her head thrown back, the wind nodding the feather in her pretty hat, and just a suspicion of a neat little boot showing beneath her habit, she made a picture pretty enough for a king. And now that Colin McLeod had come to make me understand how much I really loved her, I was induced to notice her beauties even more closely than before.



For nearly an hour we rode on, all the past forgotten, living only in the keen enjoyment of the present. Then, like a flash, the memory of my ride to the Blackfellow’s Well — part of the very route we were now pursuing — rose before me. I saw again the dark night, the flashing tree trunks, the horses galloping on either side of me, and that horrible burden swaying on The Unknown’s back. Then I saw the Blackfellow’s Well, pictured myself digging that lonely grave among the rocks, and seemed again to hear the curlews crying from the pool below. I suppose something of the horror of the memory must have been reflected on my face, for Sheilah looked at me and then said, — 

‘Jim, what is the matter? You’re as pale as death.’

‘Nothing,’ I answered hoarsely. ‘A twinge of an old pain, that is all.’

‘It must have been a bad one,’ she answered quietly. ‘Your face looked really ghastly.’

‘It has passed,’ I cried, giving myself a vigorous shake. ‘I don’t know what brought it on. However, we’ll have no more dismal thoughts to-day, Sheilah, by your leave.’

‘That’s right,’ she answered. ‘I do not like to see such an expression upon your face. Now let’s turn round and go back by the Pelican Waterhole. See here’s a nice piece of turf, we can give our horses a gallop.’

The words were hardly out of her mouth before she had shaken up her horse and we were off like the wind. Good as my animal was, Sheilah’s was better, and, when we reached the fringe of timber on the opposite side of the little plain, she was leading by a good five lengths. Then, seeing that the ground did not look very safe ahead, I was about to call to her to pull up, when her horse crossed his legs, and went down with a crash, throwing Sheilah, and rolling completely over her.

For a second my heart seemed to stand still, then to the ground I sprang and ran swiftly to her side. Her horse by this time had risen, and was shaking himself, but Sheilah lay just as she had fallen, horribly white and still.

‘Sheilah!’ I cried, as I knelt by her side, ‘for pity’s sake speak to me!’

But not a word came from her pallid lips, and seeing this I picked up my heels and ran to the creek for water. Filling my cabbage-tree hat I hurried back to her, but by the time I reached her she was conscious once more.



‘Jim,’ she said, with a fine show of bravery, ‘this is a very bad business. I’m dreadfully afraid I’ve broken my leg. What am I to do? I can’t get up.’

‘Oh, Sheilah, you don’t mean that!’ I cried in agony. ‘It’s all my fault, I should not have brought you for this ride.’

‘Don’t be silly, Jim,’ she answered stoutly. ‘It was not your fault at all. But what am I to do? We are at least four miles from home?’

I considered for a moment before I answered.

‘If you can’t move, the best thing for me to do would be to make you as comfortable as possible here, and then ride off as fast as I can go for the tray buggy and a mattress. We could bring you in in that way better than any other.’

‘That’s it, Jim. Now go as fast as you can. My poor father will be in a terrible state when he hears the news.’

‘First let me make you as comfortable as possible,’ I replied. ‘I think it would be better for you to lie just where you are.’

Taking off my coat, I rolled it into a pad. Next I caught her horse and removed her saddle. This I placed flaps upward, beneath her head, with my coat upon it, and so made a fairly comfortable pillow.



‘Do you feel easier now?’ I asked, looking down at her.

‘Much easier,’ she answered; ‘but don’t be any longer than you can help, Jim.’

‘Not a second,’ I replied, and ran towards my own horse and climbed into the saddle. Then with a last call of encouragement I set off, and within half-an-hour was at the stable slip panels. Then without waiting to let them down I sprang off and ran into the house. Old Mrs Beazley, the cook, was standing at her kitchen door.

‘Where is Mr McLeod?’ I asked, almost trembling with excitement.

‘Gone up to the township,’ she answered. ‘What is the matter? Has anything happened?’

‘Miss Sheilah has met with an accident out by Pelican Creek,’ I answered. ‘She thinks she has broken her leg. You had better send for the doctor and her father at once. In the meantime, I’ll take the buggy and a mattress, if you will give me one, and go out and bring her in?’

At this moment Colin McLeod, with a face the colour of zinc, appeared from the house and stood staring at me.

‘What’s that you say?’



‘Sheilah has broken her leg out yonder. I’m going with the buggy to bring her in. If you like you can come and help me lift her,’ I answered, all my former animosity forgotten in this new and greater trouble.

‘Come on,’ he cried in a voice I hardly recognised. ‘Are you going to stand talking all day?’

He ran into the yard as he spoke, and after giving a final instruction to Mrs Beazley, I followed, to find him leading a horse from the stable. Without a word I went to the coach-house and drew out McLeod’s big tray buggy, took the harness from the peg and threw it down by the horse’s nose, then back into the house again for the mattress Mrs Beazley was stripping off a bed for me. This I placed on the tray, and by the time I had done so the horse was harnessed and ready for putting in. Colin held up the shafts while I backed him to his place. By the time this was done the slip rails were down and I drove through. Then Colin sprang up beside me, and off we went across the plain towards the place where I had left Sheilah.

When we reached it we found her lying exactly as I had left her. Colin jumped down, ran to her side, and said something in a low voice that I did not catch. Without losing a second, I lifted the seat from its place and lowered it overboard; then I, too, jumped down and went towards the sufferer.

‘How can we lift you, do you think, with the least likelihood of hurting you?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know,’ she answered. ‘I think you had better put the mattress down here beside me, and then lift me on to it.’

I saw the wisdom of this idea, and forthwith dragged the mattress out and laid it on the ground by her side. Then, with all the tenderness of which we were capable, Colin and I lifted her and placed her on it. She paled a little while we were doing it, but did not let a sound escape her. After that I brought the buggy as close as possible, helped Colin to lift the mattress on to the tray, and then climbed aboard and placed her in such a position that her head lay against the splashboard. Having done this, I signed to Colin to hand me the saddle and my coat, with which I once more constructed a pillow for her. The seat was then refixed without touching her, and her own horse having been fastened on behind, I chose the straightest and least rutty track, and set off slowly for the homestead. It took us nearly an hour to reach it, and when we did old McLeod met us at the slip rails. He looked very nervous, but bore up bravely for Sheilah’s sake.

Pulling the buggy up at the kitchen door, we withdrew the seat again, removed the pillows, and then lifted our precious burden down. Just as we did so the doctor rode up to the door, and, having tied his horse to the fence, gave us a hand to carry Sheilah to her room. Then leaving her to his care, with Mrs Beazley to assist him, we went into the verandah, where Mr McLeod asked me to tell him how it had happened.

I gave him a full description of it, but though it appeared to satisfy him it was more than it did for Colin, who listened with the same expression on his face that was always there when I was present. How it was that I had aroused such antagonistic feelings in him I could not imagine. Whether he would have been the same with any other rival I could not tell, but that he hated me with all the strength of his powerful nature was plain to the least observant. After I had finished my narrative, and had discovered that I could do no more good by remaining, I rose to say good-bye.

‘Good-bye, James, my lad,’ said the old man, giving me his hand. ‘I know that what has happened has given you as much pain as it has me. But, remember, you must not reproach yourself. It was in no way your fault. And are you going too, Colin, my lad?’

‘I’m on duty this afternoon,’ Colin said, putting on his hat, ‘and I must get back and prepare for it. Good-bye, uncle!’

‘Good-bye, my lad.’

Old McLeod retired into the house, and we went up the garden path together. When we got into the road outside, Colin McLeod turned to me and said, ‘Have you any objection to my walking a little way with you? I’ve got something I want to say to you.’

‘Come along, then,’ I answered, ‘and say it for mercy’s sake. I’m sick of all these black looks and sarcastic speeches. What is it? Out with it!’

‘It’s this,’ he said. ‘First and foremost, I’ll have no more of you down yonder.’ He nodded his head in the direction of his uncle’s house.

‘Indeed! and, pray, what right have you to say you will, or you won’t?’

‘If you don’t know, I’ll tell you,’ he answered; ‘but I think you do!’

‘I don’t,’ I answered, stopping and facing him, ‘and I’ll be glad if you will tell me.’



‘Well, in the first place, I won’t have you there because of that business with the man they call Whispering Pete, and, in the second, because, in my official capacity, I know more about you than my uncle and cousin do — and I tell you I won’t let you mix with them.’

‘Colin McLeod,’ I said, looking him straight in the face, and speaking very slowly, ‘you’re either a plucky man or a most extraordinary fool. Remember this once and for all — neither you nor the whole police force of Australia know anything that would keep me away from my old friends the McLeods. And if you say you do, well, I tell you you’re a liar to your face. So there now!’

‘Fair and softly,’ he said in reply. ‘Listen to what I have to say before you talk so big. I tell you we know a good deal more than you think we do, and when we lay our hands on Whispering Pete we shall know still more. In the meantime, I’m not going to trade on my official knowledge against you. I’ll meet you as man to man, and chance the consequences. I tell you that I love my cousin to desperation, and I’m not going to have a man like you hanging round her. Keep away from her, and I’ll do no more than my duty demands. Continue to visit them, and, I warn you, you’ll have to take the consequences.’

‘And what are the consequences, pray?’ I said, wishing he would come to the point.

‘That you’ll have to deal with me,’ he answered, as if he were threatening me with death.

‘That’s rather big talking on your part, isn’t it?’ I asked. ‘I don’t know that I’m altogether afraid of dealing with you.’

‘I’m glad to hear you say that! Now, will you fight me for her?’

He stopped in his walk and, turning round, clutched me by the arm.

‘No, I will not,’ I replied firmly, at the same time feeling that I would have given anything in the world to have been able to answer ‘Yes.’

‘I thought not,’ he continued, with a sigh. ‘You’re a coward, and I knew it.’

‘Steady! steady!’ I said. ‘One more remark like that and you’ll get into trouble.’

‘Then let me see if this will help you,’ he cried, and at the same time he lifted his arm and hit me a hard blow across the mouth with the back of his left hand. I was about to strike back, when I suddenly changed my mind.

‘You have raised your hand to me,’ I said quietly. ‘And a blow dealt in anger I’ll take from no man on God’s earth, much less you, Colin McLeod. I refused to fight you just now — for the simple reason that you are Sheilah’s kith and kin. But since you’ve struck me, I’d do it if you were her own blood brother. One thing first, however. Be so good as to do me the justice to remember that you yourself have forced the quarrel on me.’

‘I will remember,’ he said sullenly. ‘And where is it to be?’

‘Down in the bit of scrub by the Big Gum at the creek bend,’ I answered. ‘We’re not likely to be disturbed there.’

‘At eight to-night. I am on patrol duty and can’t get away before.’

I nodded, and then we separated; he went up the hill to the police station, while I continued my walk towards the township. As I went I thought over my position; here was another pretty fix I had got myself into. My old luck had certainly deserted me, for what would Sheilah say, if by any chance she should come to hear of it. When all was said and done, however, was it my fault? I didn’t want to fight the man, I would far rather not have done so, but since he had struck the first blow I could not very well get out of it. Any man who knows me will tell you that I haven’t the reputation of being a coward. Ruminating in this fashion I went on up the street to my hotel, and arrived there as the lodgers were sitting down to lunch. While I was eating, a curious notion seized me. What if I went up to the old home and interviewed my father? I had quite lived down my animosity, and if he proved willing to forgive I was quite ready to do the same.

As soon, therefore, as I rose from the table I went to my room, tidied myself up a bit, and set off. It seemed an eternity since I had forded the creek and trod that familiar path. I recalled with a shudder that horrible night when I had sneaked home to change my things prior to going off to bury Jarman. It was like a part of another life to look back on now — a nightmare, the remembrance of which always seized me in my happiest moments — like the skeleton at the Egyptian feast. And all the time I had to remember that the horrible secret lay hidden under those rocks only waiting for some chance passer-by to discover it.

At last I reached the verandah and paused upon the threshold like a stranger, not knowing quite what to do. My doubts, however, were soon set at rest by the appearance of my father in the passage. A great change had come over him. He looked years older, and was evidently a much feebler man than when I had left him last. So different was he that the shock almost unnerved me. But I soon saw that his disposition had not changed very much.

‘Good morning,’ he said, just as if he were greeting a total stranger. ‘Pray what can I do for you?’

‘Father, I have come up to see if I can’t induce you to forgive me, and let us patch this quarrel up!’

‘I beg your pardon,’ he answered slowly, but still with the same exquisite politeness; ‘I don’t know that I understand you. Did I understand you to address me by the title of father?’

‘I am your son!’

He seated himself in one of the verandah chairs, and I noticed that his hand trembled on the arm as he laid it there.

‘I have forgotten that I ever had a son,’ he said, after a moment’s pause, ‘and I have no desire to be reminded of the disagreeable fact.’

‘Then you will not forgive me,’ I cried bitterly, amazed at his obstinacy.

‘My son was a horse coper and a blackguard,’ he continued, ‘and even if I were to admit him to my house I should certainly not forgive him!’

‘Thank you,’ I said, moving towards the steps to go away again. ‘You wronged me before — and now you do so again. I will trouble you no more.’

‘One moment before you go,’ he cried, tapping on the floor with his stick. ‘You have not come up here to work upon my feelings without having some object in view, I suppose. I hear you are living in the township at the principal hotel, doing nothing for your living. Your presence here means, I presume, that you want money. If that is so, I will give you five hundred pounds to enable you to start afresh in the world, provided you leave this place within twenty-four hours, and do not let me ever see you or hear of you again.’

‘And you refuse me your forgiveness for the wrong you have done me?’

‘I am not aware that I have done you any wrong,’ he answered. ‘I only believe what everybody in the township down yonder knows to be a fact. To-morrow morning you shall have that money if you wish it. After that I will not give you a halfpenny to save you from starving.’



Then, as if to justify himself, he continued, ‘I do it on principle.’

‘Very good — then, on principle, I refuse to receive even a penny from you.’

He looked at me in surprise.

‘You won’t take the five hundred pounds?’

‘Not one halfpenny,’ I answered; ‘I would not if I were dying. Good day.’

‘You are very foolish. But you will change your mind in a few hours; so may I. Good day.’

Without more ado I left him and strode angrily back to the township. Surely no man ever had a more pig-headed, unnatural father?

That evening, a few minutes before eight o’clock, I left the hotel and strode off down the path by the creek to the place where I had arranged to meet Colin. Bitterly as I hated him, and angry as I was over the blow he had dealt me, I was not at all reconciled to the notion of fighting him. My position was already sufficiently precarious without my endeavouring to make it more so.

The moon was up, and it was a glorious night. In the little open space where I sat down to wait, it was almost as bright as day. In a gum to the back of me a mopoke was hooting dolefully, and to my right, among the bracken, the river ran sluggishly along, the moonlight touching it like silver. It was the beginning of summer, and there was still sufficient water coming down from the hills to make a decent stream.

Almost punctually at eight o’clock Colin put in an appearance, and came across the open towards me.

‘I was half afraid I might keep you waiting,’ he said, as he took off his coat and threw it on the ground.

‘You’re punctual, I think,’ I answered, rising. ‘But look here, McLeod, I’m not going to fight you after all. I can’t do it!’

‘Turning cocktail again, are you?’ he said coldly. ‘Do you want me to find your courage for you in the same fashion as this morning?’

‘Don’t push me too far,’ I said, ‘or God alone knows what I may not do. I’m a bad man to cross, as you may have heard.’

‘Your reputation is only too well known to me,’ he answered. ‘Are you going to stand up or not?’



‘Since you wish it so much,’ I said wearily, seeing that further argument was useless.

‘I thought you would hear reason,’ he said, and took up his position.

We faced each other, and he led off with a blow that caught me on the chin. That roused my blood, and there and then I let him have it. He was not a bad boxer, and by no means deficient in courage, but he was like a baby in my hands. I can say that safely without fear of bragging. Three times in succession I sent him down to measure his length upon the ground. And each time he got up and faced me again. At last I could stand it no longer.

‘That’s enough,’ I cried. ‘Good God, man, you don’t know what you’re doing! If I go on I shall murder you.’

‘We’ll go on then till you do,’ he said, getting up for the fourth time and preparing to renew the battle. But just as he did so a loud voice behind us called ‘Stop!’

It was old McLeod.

‘And pray what does this mean?’ he cried, as he came between us. ‘James Heggarstone, I am ashamed of ye. Colin, surely ye must have taken leave of your senses.’

Then Colin gave me another sample of his curious character.

‘You must not blame Heggarstone,’ says he. ‘I assure you it was all my fault. I challenged him, and when he refused to fight I struck him.’

I could not let him take all the blame in this fashion, so I was just going to chip in when old McLeod stopped me by holding up his hand.

‘I don’t care whose fault it is. Ye are both to blame. I’ve seen it coming on day by day, and I can tell ye both it has distressed me beyond measure. I’ll have no more of it, remember. Ye’ll shake hands, lads, here now, and be good friends for the future, or ye’ll both quarrel with me.’

‘I’ve no objection at all,’ I said, holding out my hand.

‘Nor I,’ says Colin, doing the same.

And then and there we shook hands, and that was the last of my enmity with Colin McLeod.


CHAPTER VII I PROPOSE TO SHEILAH
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NEXT MORNING, AS soon after breakfast as was fit and proper, I set off to inquire after Sheilah. I found her looking very pale and jaded, poor girl; and no wonder, for the business of setting the broken limb had been a painful one.

‘Sit down,’ she said, pointing to a chair by her sofa. ‘I want to have a good talk with you. Jim, I hear you were fighting with Colin last night.’

I hung my head and did not answer.

‘What you two should have to fight about I’m sure I don’t know,’ she went on. ‘But, remember, I’ll have no more of it. If I thought you were to blame I should be very angry with you. But Colin has already been here and cleared you of everything. Poor Colin!’

‘I’m sorry I ever laid my hand upon him,’ I said. ‘He’s a better man than I am by a good deal.’



‘I’m not so sure of that, Jim,’ she said, holding out her little hand to me; ‘but, remember, on no account are you two to be anything but the very best of friends for the future. And now we’ll forget all about it. I want to talk to you about another matter.’

‘What is that, Sheilah?’

‘About yourself. What do you intend to do? You must not — and, indeed, you cannot — go on living here without employment. Have you thought of looking for anything?’

‘I have. And what’s more I have made inquiries all round, but for the life of me I can hear of nothing. I’m no good for anything but bush work, as you know, or I might apply for the billet there is vacant in the bank up yonder. No, Sheilah! I’m afraid I shall have to clear out and look for work elsewhere. There’s a drover, Billy Green of Bourke, going up North as far as the Flinders River for a mob of fat cattle next week. He might take me on.’

‘No! no! Jim, you’re fit for something better than that,’ she answered. ‘Why not stay here and take a place for yourself. With your knowledge of cattle, backed up by patience and hard work, you might make a very good thing of it in time.’

‘There’s one serious drawback to that, Sheilah, and that is the fact that I haven’t got the money. If I had, I admit I might be able to do something in a small way. But as I haven’t, well, you must see for yourself it’s impossible.’

‘It’s not so impossible as you imagine, old friend,’ said Sheilah, with a smile.

‘What do you mean?’ I asked, surprised at the confident way in which she spoke. ‘Has anyone told you of the money I refused to take from my father yesterday?’

‘You refused to take money from your own father? Oh, Jim, that was foolish of you. How much did he offer you?’

‘Five hundred pounds,’ I answered. ‘I almost wish now I had put my pride in my pocket and accepted it. It would have come in very handily, wouldn’t it?’

‘You must go up and see him directly you leave here,’ she said with authority. ‘Whatever you do, you must not let such an opportunity slip through your fingers. It was too foolish of you to decline his help.’

‘I’m afraid I’m a very foolish fellow altogether, Sheilah,’ I answered. ‘But my father insulted me; he called me — well, never mind what he called me; at any rate, having done it, he said he would give me five hundred pounds, and not another halfpenny, if I were to come to him starving. I flared up in reply, and told him that I would not touch his money if I were dying, and came away in a huff.’

‘Well, you must go back and get it now, whatever happens. Why, with five hundred pounds you might lay the foundation of a splendid fortune. Now, pay attention to me, and tell me if there is any place about here you would like to take?’

‘I should just think there is. Why, there’s Merriman’s selection on the other side of the creek; it’s as good a little place as any in the district, and better than most. I’ve been coveting it for years, and if I had the money I would take it, stock it by degrees, and as time went on, and opportunity served, get possession of the land on either side of it. Yes! If I had that place, I do believe I could make it pay.’

‘How much capital would you want to take it and stock it?’

I picked up a bit of paper from the table by where I sat, and, finding a pencil, set to work to figure it all out. Sheilah was quite excited, and offered suggestions and corrections as we proceeded, like the clever little business woman she always was. At last it was done.

‘I reckon,’ I said, looking up at her from the paper in my hand, ‘that if I had eight hundred pounds cash, and a balance in the bank of five hundred more, I could do it, and I’m certain I could make a success of it. But, then, what’s the use of all this calculation. I haven’t got the money, and, what’s more, I’m certain my father won’t go higher than the five hundred he mentioned, even if he lets me have that now.’

Sheilah was silent for nearly a minute, looking out of the window to where the tall sunflowers were nodding their heads in the scorching glare. A little dry wind rustled through the garden and flickered a handful of earth on to the well-swept boards of the verandah. Then she turned to me again and said rather nervously, — 

‘Jim, you have known me a long time have you not?’

‘What a question, Sheilah,’ I cried. ‘Why, I’ve known you ever since the night of the great storm — when you were a little toddling blue-eyed baby. Of course, I’ve known you a long time.’

‘Well, in that case, you mustn’t be angry with an old friend for making a suggestion.’

‘Angry with you, Sheilah! Not if I know it. What is it you wish to say?’



‘That — well, that you let me lend you the money. No! No don’t speak,’ she cried, seeing that I was about to interpose. ‘Let me say what I want to say first, and then you can talk as much as you please. Yes! I repeat, let me lend you the money, Jim. My father, as you know, has always put by so much a year for me, to do as I like with, ever since I was born. The sum now amounts to nearly fifteen hundred pounds. Well, I want to lend you a thousand pounds of it. And that, with the five hundred from your father, will give you fifteen hundred pounds to begin with, or two hundred more than you consider necessary. There, Jim, I have done; now what have you to say?’

‘What can I say? How can I tell you how deeply I am touched by your generosity and goodness. Oh, Sheilah! what a true friend you have always been to me.’

‘You accept my offer, then, Jim?’ she cried, her beautiful eyes at the same time filling with tears.

‘I cannot,’ I answered. ‘Deeply as I am touched by it, I cannot. It would not be right.’

‘Oh, Jim, I never thought you would refuse. You will break my heart if you do. I have been thinking this out ever since you returned from Bourke, and always hoping that I should be able to persuade you to accept it. And now you refuse!’

She gave a deep sigh, and the big tears trembled in her eyes as if preparatory to flowing down her cheeks.

‘Don’t you see my position, Sheilah?’ I said. ‘Can’t you understand that if I took your money, and invested in this enterprise, and it did not turn out a success, I might never have the means of repaying you. No! At any cost I feel that I ought not to take it.’

‘Jim, you are giving me the greatest disappointment I have ever had in my life. Really you are.’

‘Do you mean it?’

‘I do.’

‘Will it really make you happy if I accept?’

‘Perfectly happy.’

‘Then I will do so. And may God bless you for it. By giving me this chance you are saving me.’

‘You will work hard then, won’t you, Jim?’

‘I will work my fingers to the bone, Sheilah.’

It was as much as I could do to speak, so great was my emotion. My brain surged with words, but my mouth could not utter them. I took her hand and kissed it tenderly. A declaration of love trembled on my tongue, and wanted but one little word to make me pour it out.

‘You must go and see your father this afternoon,’ she said after a little pause, ‘and then come down and tell me what he says. When you’ve done that you’d better inquire about the place. Oh, if only I were able to see it with you!’

‘So you shall directly, Sheilah,’ I cried. ‘You shall guide and counsel me in all I do; for you are my guardian angel, and have always been.’

‘Do you mean that, Jim?’ she asked very softly.

‘Before God, I do,’ I cried vehemently. ‘Sheilah, I know now what you are to me. I know that the old brotherly affection I have felt for you all these years is dead.’

‘Dead, Jim!’ she cried. ‘Oh, surely not dead!’

‘Yes, dead,’ I answered; ‘but out of its ashes has risen a greater, a nobler, a purer love than I ever believed myself capable of feeling. Sheilah, I love you with all my heart and soul, I love you more than life itself.’

She did not answer. For a minute or so there was only to be heard the chirping of the cicadas in the trees outside, and the dry rustle of the wind among the oranges bushes.

‘Darling,’ I said, when I found my voice once more, ‘if I take this money and work as hard as any man can, is it to be for nothing? Or may I toil day and night, knowing that there is a reward, greater than any money, saving up for me at the end? Sheilah, do you love me well enough to be my wife!’

This time she answered, without a falter in her voice, and as she did she took my great brown hand between hers and smoothed it.

‘Jim, I have always loved you’ she said, ‘all my life long. I will gladly; nay, that doesn’t seem to express it at all. Let me say only that I love you, and that I will be your wife whenever you come to claim me. Will that satisfy you, dear?’

I bent over and kissed her on her sweet, pure lips.

‘God bless you, Sheilah,’ I replied so softly that I scarcely knew my own voice.

Then we both sat silent again for some time. Sheilah it was who spoke first.



‘Now, Jim, how are you going to begin?’

‘I’m going to find your father, and tell him everything,’ I said. ‘He ought to know before anyone else.’

‘Very well, find him and tell him. Then go and see your own father and ask him for the money. After that, if you like, you may come back here and tell me how you have succeeded.’

I bade her good-bye, and went off to find her father.

He was in the act of leaving the stockyard when I encountered him, and I suppose he must have seen from my face that I had news for him — for, when he had shaken hands with me, he stepped back to the rails and leaned against them.

‘Now, James,’ he said, ‘what is it ye have to tell me?’

‘Something I’m rather doubtful whether you’ll like,’ I answered, wondering how to begin.

‘Supposing I can guess already,’ he said, with a smile. ‘Ye have been a long time with Sheilah!’

‘I have been deciding a very important matter!’ I replied.

‘Have ye accepted her offer?’



‘I have; but how do you know that she had made one?’ I answered.

‘We discussed it together last night,’ he said. ‘My Sheilah is a generous girl, and she takes a great interest in ye, James, lad.’

‘Who knows that better than I?’ I answered. ‘And I will do my best to show her that her trust is not misplaced. But her generous loan is not the chief thing I wish to speak to you about.’

‘What is the other, then?’ he said, looking a little nervously at me, I thought.

‘It concerns Sheilah’s own happiness,’ I replied. ‘Mr McLeod, your daughter has promised to be my wife.’

He was more staggered by this bit of news than I had expected he would be, and for a little while gazed at me in silent amazement. At last he pulled himself together, and said solemnly, — 

‘This is a very serious matter.’

‘I hope it is,’ I replied, ‘for I love Sheilah and she loves me. We are both deeply serious, and I hope you have nothing to say against it?’

‘Of course, if ye both love each other — as I believe ye do,’ he answered, ‘and ye, laddie, work hard to prove yourself worthy of her, I shall say nothing. But we must look things squarely in the face and have no half measures. Ye must bear with me, lad — if in what I’m going to say I hurt your feelings — but my duty lies before me, and I must do it. Ye see, Jim, ye have been foolish; your reputation in the township is a wild one; ye admitted to me having been a gambler; remember ye rode in that race against your father’s and your best friends’ wishes; ye were mixed up with a very disreputable set hereabouts, one of whom has been openly accused of felony; remember, I do not believe that ye had anything at all to do with the stealing of that horse — if he was stolen, as folks say; and now ye have also been turned out of house and home by your own father. Ye must yourself admit that these circumstances are not of a kind calculated to favourably impress a father who loves his only daughter as I love mine. But, on the other hand, my lad, I have known ye pretty nearly all your life, and I know that your errors are of the head, not of the heart, so I am inclined to regard them rather differently. Now, your path lies before ye. Ye have an opportunity of retrieving the past and building up the future, let us see what ye can do. If, we’ll say, by this day year ye have proved to me that ye are really in earnest, ye shall have my darling, and God’s blessing be on ye both. I can’t say anything fairer than that, can I?’

‘I have no right to expect that you should say anything so fair,’ I answered. ‘Mr McLeod, I will try; come what may, you shall not be disappointed in me.’

‘I believe ye, laddie,’ he said, and then we went towards the front gate together. I wished him good-bye, and having done so, left him and went up the hill towards the township.

Never in my life do I remember to have walked with so proud and so confident a step. My heart was filled with hope and happiness. Sheilah loved me, and had promised to be my wife. Her father had, to all intents and purposes, given his consent. It only remained for me to prove myself worthy of the trust that had been reposed in me. And come what might, I would be worthy. Henceforward, no man should have the right to breathe a word against me. I would work for Sheilah as no man ever worked for a girl before; so that in the happy days before us she might always have reason to look up to and be proud of me. Then in a flash came back the memory of that gruesome ride to the Blackfellow’s Well. Once again I saw the murdered man lying so still in his lonely grave among the rocks on the hillside. I shuddered, and with an effort I put the memory from me. And just as I did so, I arrived at the hotel.

As soon as I had eaten my lunch I set off to call upon my father. I found him sitting in the verandah, as usual, reading. He did not seem at all surprised at my appearance. On the other hand, he said, as I came up to the steps, — 

‘You have thought better of it and come back for that money, I suppose?’

‘I have,’ I answered. ‘A chance has been given me to-day of settling down to a good thing, if I can only raise a certain sum of money. If you are still of the same mind as you were yesterday, I should feel grateful if you would let me have your cheque for the amount you mentioned?’

Without another word he rose and went into the house; when he returned he held between his finger and thumb a little slip of pale blue paper which I well knew was a cheque. Giving it to me he said, — 

‘There it is. Now go!’

I thanked him, and turned to do as he ordered, but before I had time to descend the steps he stopped me by saying, — 



‘I have asked no questions, but I trust this business you are now embarking on will prove a little more reputable than that in which you have been hitherto engaged.’

‘You need have no fear on that score,’ I answered. ‘At the same time, I do not admit that there was anything in the last matter, to which you refer, of which I need be ashamed.’

‘I think we have discussed that before. We need not do so again.’

I was once more about to leave him, when something induced me to say, — 

‘Father, is this state of things to go on between us much longer? Will you never forgive a bit of heedless obstinacy on the part of one so much younger than yourself?’

‘When I see signs of improvement I may be induced to re-consider my decision, not till then,’ he answered. ‘The sad part of it is that so far those signs are entirely wanting.’

‘I am turning over a new leaf now.’

‘I desire to see proof of it first,’ he replied. ‘I must confess my experience makes me sceptical.’

‘It is useless, then, for me to say any more on the subject.’



‘Quite useless. For the future let your actions speak for themselves. They will be quite significant enough, believe me.’

‘Then I wish you good day.’

‘Good day to you.’

And so we parted.

Leaving the old home, I strode down the hill, crossed the ford, and made my way to the principal bank in the township, where I opened an account with my father’s cheque. This business completed, I passed on to the agent who had Merriman’s selection under offer, and when I left his office an hour later I was in a fair way towards calling myself the proprietor of the property for a term of years.

Next morning I rode over to the selection and thoroughly examined it. It was about 10,000 acres in extent, splendidly grassed, and had an excellent frontage to the river. Merriman had built himself a hut on a little knoll, and there I determined to install myself, utilising all the time I could spare from my work among the stock in building another and better one, to which I could bring Sheilah when she became my wife. That afternoon the arrangements advanced another step, and by the end of the week following the papers were signed, and I was duly installed as possessor.

The next business was to secure the services of a man. This accomplished, I set to work in grim earnest, the fences were thoroughly overhauled and renovated — a new well was sunk in the back country — a new stockyard was erected near the hut, and, by the time Sheilah was able to get about again, I had bought a couple of thousand sheep at a price which made them an undoubted bargain, had erected my bough-shearing shed, and was all ready for getting to work upon my clip.


CHAPTER VIII A VISIT FROM WHISPERING PETE
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THREE MONTHS LATER the shearing of my small flock was at an end, and the result, an excellent clip, had been dispatched to market. Then, having a good deal of spare time on my hands, I held a consultation with Sheilah, planned our house, and set to work upon it. Like my own old home, it was to be of pisa, would consist of five rooms and a kitchen, and have a broad verandah running all round it. No man, who has not built a house under similar circumstances, will be able properly to understand what the construction of that humble abode meant to me, and how I worked at it. Every second that I could possibly spare was given to it, and as bit by bit it raised itself above the earth, my love for Sheilah seemed to grow stronger and purer with it. It was a proud day for me, you may be sure, when the roof was started, and a still prouder when it was completed. The windows and doors were then put into the walls, the floors of the rooms and verandah laid, the papering and painting completed, until at last it stood ready for occupation. A prettier position no man could possibly have desired, and as far as construction went, well, when I say that I had worked at it with the patience and thoroughness that can only be brought to bear by a man in what is a labour of love, you will have some idea of what it was like. Ah! what a glorious time that was — when everything animate and inanimate spoke to me of Sheilah. When I rose from my bed in the morning, with the sun, it was to work for her, and when I returned to it again at night it was with the knowledge that I had done all that man could do for her, and was just so many hours nearer the time when she would be my wife. It may be a strange way of putting it, but if you’ve ever been in love yourself you’ll understand me when I say that her gentle influence was with me always, in the wind blowing through the long bush grass, in the whispering of the leaves of the trees, in the rising of the moon above the distant ranges, and in the murmur of the water in the creek. Nor did I want for encouragement. When the day’s work was done I would cross the creek and discuss it with my sweetheart and her father, and even Colin McLeod, now that it was all definitely settled between us and he knew his fate, treated me quite as one of the family, and without a sign of his old antagonism.

Then, at last, the joyful day was fixed, and I knew that on a certain Thursday two months ahead, all being well, Sheilah would become my wife. The house was completely finished, painted, papered, and furnished, and even the garden, which I had constructed so that it should slope down to the river, was beginning to show signs of the labour that had been expended on it. Then, in the midst of my happiness, when I felt so secure that it seemed as if nothing could possibly come between me and the woman I loved, something happened which was destined to be the precursor of all the terrible things I have yet to tell, and which were to bow Sheilah’s head and mine in sorrow and shame down even to the very dust.

It was a night at the end of the first week after the completion of the new house. Having finished his supper, my factotum had gone across to the township, and I was paying my evening visit to Sheilah. About ten o’clock I started for home. It had been hot and thundery all the afternoon and evening, and now a mass of heavy cloud had almost covered the heavens. The wind whistled dismally through the she-oak trees in the scrub and moaned along the valley. A premonition of coming ill was upon me, and when I reached the new house, where I had already installed myself, I went into the kitchen feeling ready to jump away from my own shadow. The fire just showed a red glow, and to my amazement gave me the outline of a man sitting beside it.

‘You’re up late, Dick,’ I cried, thinking it was my man returned from his evening’s outing. But he did not answer.

I lit a candle and held it aloft. Then I almost dropped it in horror and astonishment.

The man sitting beside the fire was Whispering Pete!

‘Good heavens, how did you get here?’ I cried, as I set the candle down upon the table.

‘Rode,’ he answered laconically, getting on to his feet. ‘My horse is in your stockyard now. I’ve ridden three hundred miles this week, and must be over the border before Tuesday.’

‘But why have you come here of all other places?’ I asked, resolved to let him see that I was not at all pleased to have him on my premises.

‘Because I had to see you, Jim, for myself.’ Here he stopped and went over to the door and looked out. ‘Nobody about is there?’ he asked suspiciously.

‘Not a soul,’ I answered. ‘Go on, out with it, what do you want to see me for?’

He came closer and sank his voice almost to a whisper, as he said, — 

‘Because, Jim, if we’re not careful there’ll be trouble, and what’s more, big trouble. The police are looking high and low for Jarman, and naturally they can’t find him. The rumour which I had circulated that he followed the horse Gaybird up to Northern Queensland has been exploded, and now they’re coming back to the original idea — that we know something of his whereabouts.’

‘Don’t say “we” if you please,’ I answered hotly. ‘Remember I had nothing at all to do with it.’



Once more he leant towards me. This time he spoke in the same curious undertone, but with more emphasis.

‘Indeed, and pray who had then? Jim Heggarstone, if you’re wise you won’t try that game with me. It will not do. Just review the circumstances of the case, my friend, before you talk like that. What horse did you ride in that race? Why, the horse that was discovered to have been stolen. Where did you spend the evening after the race? In my house. Jarman was among the guests, wasn’t he? Who took his dead body away and buried it in the mountains, and then disappeared himself? Why, you did. Are those the actions of an innocent man? Answer me that question before you say anything more about having had nothing to do with it!’

I saw it all, then, with damning distinctness. And oh, how I loathed myself for the part I had played in it.

‘You have contrived my ruin, Pete!’ I cried, like a man in agony.

‘Don’t be a fool,’ he answered. ‘I only tell you this to show you that we must stand by each other, and sink or swim together. If they ask me, I shall admit that he dined with us and went away about ten o’clock. I should advise you to do the same. If you did your work well they can hunt till all’s blue and they’ll not find the body. And as long as they can’t find that we’re safe. I came out of my way here to warn you, because inquiries are certain to be made, and then we must all give the same answer. Present a bold front to them, or else clear out or do away with yourself altogether.’

I could say nothing — I was too stunned even to think. I wanted air and to be alone, so I opened the door, and went out into the night. The wind had dropped and an unearthly stillness reigned, broken at intervals by the sullen booming of thunder in the west. It was a night surcharged with tragedy, and surely my situation was tragic enough to satisfy anybody.

‘And where are you going to now, Pete?’ I asked, when I went into the room again.

‘I’m off to Sydney,’ he replied. ‘I shall show myself there as much as possible, for I do not want it to be supposed that I am in hiding. Then I shall wait awhile, and, when things get settled down a bit, clear out of Australia altogether. If you are wise, I should advise you to do the same!’

‘Never!’ I answered firmly. Then, after a little pause, I continued, ‘Pete, does it never strike you what a cruel wrong you have done me? Fancy, if the girl I am about to marry — whom I love better than my life — should hear of my part in this dreadful business? Imagine what she should think of me?’

‘She would think all the more of you,’ he answered quickly. ‘Remember you are sacrificing yourself for your friend, and as long as it doesn’t make any difference to them, women like that sort of thing.’ Then, changing his voice a little, he said, ‘Jim, you must not think I’m ungrateful. If ever the chance serves I’ll set it right for you — I give you my word I will.’

He held out his hand to me, but I would not take it. It seemed to me to reek with the blood of the murdered man.

‘You won’t take my hand? — well, perhaps you’re right. But I tell you this, man, if you think I haven’t repented the stab that killed him, you’re making the greatest mistake of your life. My God! that poor devil’s cry, to say nothing of the expression on his face as he fell back in his chair, has been a nightmare to me ever since. I never go to sleep without dreaming of him. Out there, in the loneliness of the West, I’ve had him with me day and night. Think what that means, and then see if you can judge me too harshly.’

‘God help you!’ I cried. ‘I cannot judge you!’

‘And you will help to save me, Jim,’ he said, with infinite pleading in his voice. ‘You will not draw any tighter the rope that is round my throat — will you?’

‘What do you mean by drawing it tighter?’

‘I mean, you will not say or do anything that may lead them to suspect?’

‘What do you take me for?’ I cried. ‘I am not an informer. No; I will do my best for you, come what may. But, remember this, Pete, I’ll not have you coming round here any more. It isn’t safe.’

‘I’ll remember it, never fear,’ he answered. ‘You shall not set eyes on me again. Now I’ll lie down for an hour, and then I must be off.’

There and then he laid himself down on my kitchen floor near the wall, and in less than five minutes was fast asleep, for all the world as if he had not a care upon his mind. I sat by the window, thinking and thinking. What a position was I in! Just as I had thought myself clear of my old life for ever, it had sprung up again, hydra-headed, and threatened to annihilate me. A deadly fear was tearing at my heart-strings; not fear for myself, you must understand that, but fear for Sheilah — Sheilah, who believed in me so implicitly.

At the end of an hour, almost to the minute, Pete sat up, rubbed his eyes, and then leapt to his feet.

‘Time’s up,’ he said briskly. ‘I must be getting on again. Will you come down to the yard with me?’

‘Of course,’ I answered, and followed him out of the door. We walked across the paddock together, and when his horse was saddled, he turned to me and said, solemnly, — 

‘As you deal by me, Jim, so may God deal with you! I’m not the sort of chap you would associate with religion, but, little though you may be able to square it with what you know of me, I tell you I am a firm believer in a God. My account with Him is a pretty black one, I’m afraid; but yours, old man, is made a bit whiter by what you’ve done, and will do for me — there’s a sermon for you! Now, good-bye; perhaps we may never meet again.’

‘Good-bye,’ I answered, and this time, almost without knowing it, I shook him by the hand. Then he swung himself into his saddle, and without another word drove in his spurs and galloped off into the darkness. I stood and watched him till I could see him no longer, then back I went to the house, my heart full of forebodings. Try how I would, I could not drive the memory of his visit out of my mind. An unknown, yet all-consuming, terror seized me at every sound. I thought of the lonely grave among the rocks near the Blackfellow’s Well, of the mysterious man in grey who had appeared, no one knew whence, to relieve me of the horse on that awful night. Then I fell to wondering what Sheilah and her father would say if they knew all. I never thought of bed. Indeed, when the sun rose, he found me still gazing into the ash-strewn fireplace thinking and thinking the same interminable thoughts.

That afternoon Sheilah commented on my haggard appearance, and I had to invent an excuse to account for it. Then under her gentle influence my fears slowly subsided, until I had forgotten them as much as it would ever again be possible for me to do.

On the Thursday following Pete’s visit, I wrote to my father informing him of my approaching marriage and imploring him to make the occasion an opportunity for a reconciliation. To my letter I received the following characteristic reply: — 

‘Sir, — I have to acknowledge the receipt of your communication of yesterday’s date, and to thank you for the same. In reply, I beg to state that I have noted the contents as you desire me to do. With regard to the step you intend taking, as it has been arranged without any consideration of my feelings, I am not prepared to venture an opinion of its merits. As to the latter portion of your communication, I may say that on and after your wedding-day I shall be pleased to consider you once more a member of my family. — I am, Your paternal parent,

‘Marmaduke Heggarstone.

‘P.S. — I may say that I have in my possession certain jewels which were the property of your mother, and which are heirlooms in our family. On your wedding-day I shall, according to custom, do myself the honour of begging your wife’s acceptance of them.’


CHAPTER IX SHEILAH’S LOYALTY
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A FORTNIGHT BEFORE my wedding-day it became necessary for me to send a small mob of cattle away to Bourke, and as I had no drover, and could not afford to wait for one to put in an appearance, I determined to take them down myself. Accordingly, having bidden Sheilah good-bye, off I went, and, after what seemed an eternity, delivered them to the agent and paid the cheque I received in return into the bank to my account. Then, with a joyful heart, I turned my horse’s head towards home once more. The journey back was a quicker one than it had been going, and only occupied four days. Night was falling as I reached the township, and as soon as I had turned my horses loose and snatched a hasty meal, I changed my clothes and crossed the creek to McLeod’s homestead. It was the night before my wedding-day, and with a wave of happiness flooding my heart I shut the gate behind me and went up the path. A warm glow of lamplight streamed from the window of the sitting-room, and as the blind had not been drawn, I could see Sheilah, her father and Colin McLeod sitting talking earnestly together at the table. The solemn expressions on their faces frightened me, though I could not tell why, and it was with almost a feeling of nervousness that I pushed open the door and walked into the room.

When I entered there was a little embarrassed silence for a moment, and then Sheilah came across the room and kissed me before them all and wished me joy of being home again. Both old McLeod and Colin then shook me by the hand, but it seemed as if there were something they were keeping back from me. I passed with Sheilah to the other end of the room, and stood leaning against the mantlepiece waiting for the matter to be explained to me. It was Sheilah who spoke first. She stood beside me, and, taking my hand, said to her father, — 

‘Dad, dear, do not let us beat about the bush. Tell Jim straightforwardly what is said about him.’



I pricked up my ears and felt a chill like that of death pass over me. What was coming now? I asked myself. Old McLeod rose from his chair as if he were going to make a speech, while Colin looked another way.

‘James, my lad,’ said the old man, ‘ye must forgive us for ever listening to such talk on the eve of your wedding-day, but we will trust to your good sense to understand why we do it. Remember, none of us believe it. But we feel we ought to have your word against those who are hinting things against ye.’

‘What is it they are saying against me?’ I asked, my heart fairly standing still with fear of what his answer would be.

Old McLeod paused for a moment, and then, looking me full in the face, said, — 

‘James, while ye have been away inquiries have been made concerning the disappearance of the Sydney detective, Jarman, who was here at the time of the races last year, and who has never since been heard of.’

‘But what has that got to do with me?’ I asked, feeling all the time that my face must be giving damning evidence against me. ‘Do they accuse me of having murdered him, or what?’

‘No, no! Not quite as bad as that! But they say he was last seen walking through the township towards Whispering Pete’s house in your company; and that he has never been seen since.’

‘Of course, he was seen with me,’ I said. ‘He dined and spent the evening with us at Pete’s house. But I don’t see anything suspicious in that — do you?’

‘Not at all,’ said the old man. ‘But what became of him afterwards?’

‘How can I tell you?’ I cried impatiently. ‘I was told that he went after the horse up North. He did not make me his confidant. Why should he? I had never seen him before that day, and I have never seen him since.’

‘Don’t be angry with father for telling you what people say, Jim, dear,’ said Sheilah, looking into my face with her beautiful eyes. ‘Remember, none of us have ever doubted you for a moment.’

‘Thank God for that, Sheilah,’ I answered. ‘It would not be like you to believe ill of an innocent man.’

Colin McLeod was the next to speak, and what he said was to the point — straightforward and honourable, like himself.

‘Heggarstone,’ said he, ‘in my official capacity I have to follow any instructions that are given to me; but I want you to understand that personally I do not believe you had any hand in the man’s disappearance.’

‘Thank you, Colin,’ I said. ‘I don’t believe you do.’

Old McLeod seemed to me to be considering something in his mind, for presently he turned from looking out of the window and said, — 

‘James, it’s a nasty thing to ask ye to do. But I do it for motives of my own. Here is a Bible.’ He took one down from a shelf and laid it on the table before me. ‘For form’s sake, will ye swear on it that ye know nothing of, and had nothing to do with, the disappearance of this man? It will make my mind easier if ye will, because, then, I can give your accusers the lie direct.’

I looked from the old man to the open Bible, then at Sheilah, then last at Colin. But before I could do anything, Sheilah had sprung forward and snatched up the Bible, crying, as she did so, ‘No! no! There shall be no swearing. I won’t have it. Jim’s word is the word of a God-fearing, honest man, and we’ll take that or nothing. Then, turning to me, she said, ‘Jim, you will tell them, on your love for me, that you know nothing of the matter, won’t you, dear?’

The room seemed to rock and swing round me. A black mist was rising before my eyes. I was conscious only that I was lost; that I was about to lie, and wilfully lie, to the one woman of all others that I wanted to think well of me. What could I do? If I refused to tell them I would be giving assent to the charges brought against me, and in that case send Pete to the gallows, while, by being compelled to give her up, I should break Sheilah’s heart. If I perjured myself and swore that I knew nothing, then some day the truth might come out; and what would happen then? Like a flash up came the remembrance of Pete’s visit, and my oath to him. Already I felt that they were wondering at my silence. Oh, the agony of those moments! Then I made up my mind; and, taking Sheilah’s hand, lifted it to my lips, and said deliberately, with a full knowledge of what I was doing — but with every word cutting deeper and deeper into my heart, — 

‘I swear, by my love for you, Sheilah, that I know nothing of the man’s fate.’ Then she pulled my face down to hers and kissed me before them all.



‘Jim,’ she said, ‘you know that I never doubted you.’

The others shook me by the hand, and then, after a few words about the arrangements for the morrow, I said good night and went home. But I went like a man who did not know where he was going. I took no heed of my actions, but walked on and on — turning neither to the right hand nor to the left — conscious only of my degradation, of my lie to Sheilah. I was ruined! Ruined! Ruined! That was my one thought. Then, arriving at the river bank, I threw myself down upon the ground, and cried like a little child. Never shall I be able to rid my mind of the memory of that agonising night. From long before midnight till the stars were paling in the east, preparatory to dawn, I lay just where I had dropped, hopeless even unto death! All joy had gone out of existence for me. And this was my wedding-day — the day that should have been the happiest of my life.

Gradually the darkness departed from the sky, and in the chill grey of dawn I rose to my feet, and, worn and weary past all belief, like a hunted criminal fearing to be seen by his fellow-man, I crept down to the water’s edge and laved my burning face. Then, fording the river higher up, I went back to my home. There, in the morning sunlight, stood the pretty house I had built, surrounded by the garden on which I had expended so much loving thought and care. On the posts of the verandah and along the eastern wall the geranium creeper was just beginning to climb. My dog came from his kennel near the wood heap and fawned upon me; my favourite horse whinnied to me from the slip panels near the stockyard gate; everything seemed happy and full of the joy of living — only I, who by rights should have been happiest of them all, was miserable. I stooped and patted the dog, and then went into the house. In every room was the pretty furniture of which Sheilah and I were so proud. The dining-room, with its neat appointments, seemed to mock me; the drawing-room, in the corner of which stood Sheilah’s piano, sent over the previous day, turned upon me in mute reproach. All the happiness of my life called me coward and liar, and taunted me with my shame. I went into my bedroom and looked at myself in the glass. I could hardly believe that it was my own face I saw reflected there, so drawn and haggard was it. As it was not yet five o’clock, I threw myself upon my bed and tried to sleep; but it was impossible. I could do nothing but think. Over and over last night’s scene I went; with horrible distinctness every circumstance rose before me. At last I could bear it no longer; so I got up and went out of the house again. And this was my wedding-morn. God help me! My wedding-morn!

In ten hours — for the ceremony was fixed for three o’clock in the afternoon — I should be standing by Sheilah’s side to swear before God and man that I would take her into my keeping, that I would love and cherish her all the days of my life. How had I already shown my love for her? How had I cherished her? Oh, wretched, wretched man that I was! It were better for me that I should die before I took that vow!

In an attempt to discover some relief from my awful thoughts I set myself some work, fed the animals, milked the cow, boiled myself some water, and made a cup of tea; and then, finding that it was not yet eight o’clock, I caught a horse and rode off into the back country. How far I went I could not say, for I took no heed of time or distance. But it must have been a good journey, for when I returned to the homestead my horse was completely knocked up. By this time it was one o’clock, and I knew that in another hour I should have to begin my preparations for the ceremony. A bath somewhat revived me, and I passed to my bedroom, where my wedding suit lay staring at me from the bed, feeling a little refreshed. By half-past two I was ready and waiting for the kind-hearted storekeeper I have mentioned before, and whom I had asked to act as my best man. I dreaded his coming, for some unknown reason; yet when I heard his firm step upon the path it seemed to brace me like a tonic. I called him into the house.

‘Good luck to you,’ he said, as he entered and shook me by the hand. ‘If ever a man deserves a change of fortune, you’re that one. Heaven knows you’ve worked hard enough for it.’

‘It’s about time, for hitherto luck hasn’t run my way, has it?’ I answered bitterly.

‘Hullo!’ he cried, looking at me in surprise. ‘This is not the sort of humour to be in on your wedding-day. Jim, my boy, if I didn’t happen to know that you love the girl you are going to marry with your whole heart and soul, I should feel a bit concerned about you.’

‘Yes, you know I love her, don’t you?’ I answered, as if I desired that point to be reassured on by an independent witness. ‘There can be no possible doubt about my love for Sheilah — God bless her! But I’m afraid! — horribly afraid.’

‘Of what?’ he asked; then, mistaking my meaning, ‘but, there, it’s only natural. They say every bridegroom’s afraid.’

‘Then God help every bridegroom who feels as I do — that’s all I can say.’

‘Come, come,’ he said, picking up his hat, ‘this won’t do at all. I can’t have you talking like this. Anyhow, we had better be off. It’s close upon a quarter to three now, and it would never do to keep them waiting.’

Accordingly we passed out of the house, and set off for the church, which stood on a little hill above the township. All through that walk I stumbled along like one in a dream, talking always with feverish eagerness, afraid even to trust myself to think of what I said. For was I not marrying Sheilah with a lie upon my lips?

As it happened, we were the first to arrive at the church, so we went inside and waited. Presently others began to put in an appearance, until by three o’clock the little church was well filled. A few moments later there was a turning of heads, and a whisper went about that the bride was arriving. By this time I was trembling like a leaf, and, I don’t doubt, looked more like a man about to be hanged than a bridegroom waiting for his bride. Then the doors were pushed open, and in a stream of sunshine Sheilah, dressed all in white, entered leaning on her father’s arm. When she got half-way up the aisle I went down to meet her, and we walked to the altar rails, where the old clergyman was waiting for us, together. Then the ceremony commenced.

When the last words were spoken, I, James, had taken Sheilah to be my wedded wife, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, swearing to love her and to cherish her, till death should us part. The good old man gave us his blessing, and then, with my bride upon my arm, I passed down the aisle again towards the porch. The greatest event of my life was celebrated, Sheilah and I were man and wife.

The little crowd, gathered on either side of the porch, parted to let us through, and we were in the act of turning down the path which would bring us out opposite McLeod’s gate, when I was conscious of a tall figure in uniform coming towards me. It was Sergeant Burns, chief of the township police. He came up and stood before us — then, placing his hand upon my shoulder, said, — 

‘James Heggarstone, in the Queen’s name, I arrest you on a charge of murder. I warn you that anything you may say will be used as evidence against you.’

Darkness seemed suddenly to fall upon me but before it enveloped me completely I saw the crowd draw closer to us. I felt Sheilah slip from my side and fall, with a little moan, to the ground. After that I remember no more of what happened, till I woke to find myself in a cell at the police station, feeling the most miserable man in the whole scheme of the universe.

The blow had fallen at last.


CHAPTER X THE TRIAL
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IT WAS STRANGE, but nevertheless a fact, how to be accounted for I do not know, that when I came to my senses again and found myself in the cell at the police station, I was easier in my mind than I had been at all since Pete’s visit to my house. The truth was the blow had fallen and my mind was set at rest once and for all. At first I was like a man dead, but now that my wits had returned to me, I was like a man who had still to die. Of Sheilah I dared not think.

About sundown the Sergeant entered my cell and found me lying on the rough bed-place with my face turned to the wall. He had known me since I was a boy, and it didn’t take much to see that he was really sorry for me.

‘Come, come, Jim, my lad,’ he said kindly, walking over and sitting down on the bed beside me. ‘Don’t give way like this. Look your difficulties in the face and meet them with a bold front like a man.’

‘It’s all very well for you to say meet them with a bold front,’ I answered, sitting up and looking at him. ‘But think what all this means to me.’

‘I know about that, my poor lad,’ he replied. ‘And there’s not a soul but is downright sorry for you. Unfortunately we had no option but to arrest you as we did. We received our instructions by telegraph from Brisbane.’

‘But what made you arrest me?’ I asked. ‘Surely they’re not going to try to prove me guilty of the murder of this man?’

‘I can’t tell you anything about that, of course,’ he answered. ‘But we had to arrest you, and as you are to be brought before the magistrates first thing to-morrow morning you’ll know then. In the meantime, if you want to send for a lawyer, you are, of course, at liberty to do so!’

‘I’ll do so at once then,’ I answered eagerly, clutching, like a drowning man, at the straw held out to me. ‘I’d like to have Mr Perkins if you will let him know. And might I have some paper, pens, and ink? I must write some letters.’



‘Of course, you can have anything you want in reason,’ the Sergeant answered. ‘Remember, Jim, you’re innocent until you’re proved guilty.’

When he went away he did not forget to send in the things I had asked for, and as soon as I had received them I sat down and wrote a letter to Sheilah. With a mind that was not nearly as easy as I tried to make it appear, I told her to keep up her heart, and tried to make her believe that this absurd charge must be quickly disproved, as, indeed, I confidently expected it would be. Even if the stigma should remain upon my character, they could never convict me of connivance for want of evidence. As long as the grave under the rocks remained undiscovered, all would be well. By this time Pete was probably in America, and the One-eyed Doctor with him. The man who had taken the horse from me at the corner fence could say nothing about the body, because he had not seen it. So that in any case I could scarcely fail to be acquitted. With this idea firmly implanted in my mind, I described my arrest as the only possible result of all the malicious reports that had lately been circulated concerning me, and even went so far as to say that I was glad the business had been brought to a head at last. What was more, I stated that I felt so far convinced of the result as to arrange to meet her the following day — after the examination before the magistrates — when we could enter our new home together freed of all false charges and suspicions. How far my hopes were destined to be realised you will see for yourself.

During the afternoon Mr Perkins, a solicitor who had done two or three little bits of legal business for me in brighter days, arrived at the station, and was immediately brought to me. He was a sharp, ferrety-faced little fellow, with a bald head, clean-shaven chin and upper lip, and bushy grey eyebrows. He had a big knowledge of Colonial law, and had the wit to remain in the country, quietly working up an enormous business for himself, when so many of his fraternity were rushing to the cities to take their chances of losing or making fortunes there. He seated himself on a stool near the door, and, while doing so, expressed himself as exceedingly sorry to see me in such an unpleasant position. Then, taking his note-book from his pocket, he set himself to ask me a few questions.

‘I understand that you are prepared to admit having seen the man Jarman on the day of the race in question?’ he began.

‘Quite prepared,’ I answered. ‘I was introduced to him immediately after I had weighed out!’

‘By whom was this introduction effected, and at what spot?’

‘By Whispering Pete,’ I replied. ‘And alongside the refreshment bar at the back of the grand stand.’

‘And he dined with you a couple of hours later, I understand. At whose invitation?’

‘At Whispering Pete’s, of course. It was his house.’

‘To be sure. Now think for one moment before you answer the question I am going to ask you. Were you present when Whispering Pete invited him? And what words did he use, to the best of your recollection?’

‘It came about in this way. We had finished our drinks and were moving along the track that leads up to the township, when Jarman said he was sorry the amusement was all over, as there was nothing to do in a little up-country township like ours in the evening. Then Pete said, “Well, if you’re afraid of being dull why not come up and dine with us?” “I’ll do so with pleasure,” said Jarman, and then we started off for home.’

‘That was exactly what occurred, to the very best of your remembrance?’

‘It was. I think I have given you an exact description of it.’

‘And when you reached Pete’s house — you sat down to dinner, I suppose?’

‘Not at once. We each had a glass of sherry first, and sat for a while in the verandah.’

‘After which you went into dinner? Next to whom did Jarman sit?’

‘Between Pete and myself.’

‘Was he in good spirits, think you? Did he seem to be enjoying himself? I am not asking these questions out of idle curiosity — you will of course understand that.’

‘In excellent spirits. He told several good stories, described two or three sensational arrests he had made in his career, and I should say enjoyed himself very much.’

‘And after dinner? What did you do then?’

‘We sat at the table smoking and talking — then I rose to go.’



‘Leaving them still at the table, I presume? Please be particular in your answer.’

‘Yes, they were still at the table. I bade them good-night, and then started for home.’

‘Had you any reason for going away at that moment? By the way, what time was it when you said good-bye to them?’

‘Ten o’clock exactly. I remember looking at my watch and thinking how quickly the evening had passed.’

‘And what was your reason for going?’

‘I could hardly tell you, I’m afraid. You see I was expecting trouble with my father because I had ridden the horse for Pete, and I wanted to get the fuss over and done with as soon as possible.’

‘And when you reached your home, what happened?’

‘I saw my father, and we had a violent quarrel. He ordered me out of his house then and there, and I went.’

‘Where did you go?’

‘I went back to Pete, having nowhere else to go.’

‘And when you got there was Jarman still there?’

I stopped for a second. This was the question I had all along been dreading. But I had no option. If I was going to keep my plighted word, and Pete was to be saved, I could not tell the truth. So I said, — 

‘He had gone.’

‘Did you see him go — or meet him on the road?’

‘No. I am quite sure I did not.’

‘And when you were alone with Pete and the other man, Finnan, what did you do?’

‘I told Pete what a nasty fix I was in, and let him see that my father had turned me out of doors for riding The Unknown.’

‘You still consider, then, that the horse was The Unknown — and not the Gaybird, as people assert?’

‘I cannot say. I never saw Gaybird. I only know that Pete told me his horse’s name was The Unknown, and having no reason to doubt his veracity, that satisfied me, and I asked no further questions.’

‘I see! And what had Pete to say when you told him your condition?’

‘He said he was extremely sorry to hear it, and asked how he could help me.’

‘And what answer did you give him?’

‘I told him that he could best help me by finding something for me to do. I said I was not going to remain in the township idle, to be gaped at and talked about by everybody.’



‘A very proper spirit. And I understand Pete said he would find you something?’

‘Yes. He told me he had a mob of cattle then on the way to Sydney. He had had to put a man in charge who was not quite up to the work, and then he went on to say that if I liked to have the post I was welcome to it. He said he thought, if I looked sharp, I could catch them up by daybreak.’

‘So you started off there and then to try and overtake them?’

‘Not at once. I had on my best clothes, you see; so I went home again, crept in by a side window, changed my things, got a stock whip, packed a few odds and ends into a valise, and then rejoined Pete, who had a saddle-horse and a pack-horse waiting for me by the creek. Then off I went, and by riding hard caught the mob just as day was breaking.’

‘Well, if that is exactly what happened,’ said the worthy old lawyer, ‘I really think I can get you off.’

‘I hope and pray you may. Fancy being arrested on such a charge on your wedding-day. How would you have liked that, Mr Perkins?’

‘Provided it happened before the ceremony, and they did not lock me up for more than ten years, I should think it the most fortunate thing that could befall me,’ he answered. And as he said it I remembered that he was a confirmed woman-hater.

Shaking me by the hand, he left me, and I sat down again to my thoughts. But my reverie was soon interrupted by the reappearance of the Sergeant.

‘There is a lady here who wishes to see you,’ he said, and forthwith ushered Sheilah into my cell. Then, softly closing the door behind him, he left us together. Sheilah ran into my arms, and for some minutes sobbed upon my shoulder. When she had recovered her composure a little, I led her to a seat and sat down beside her.

‘Sheilah — my poor little wife,’ I said, with my arm round her neck, ‘to think that I should have been separated from you like this on our wedding-day. But we must be brave, little wife, mustn’t we?’

‘Oh, Jim! My poor Jim,’ was all she could say in answer. ‘You are innocent. I know you are innocent. Oh, why are they so cruel as to bring this charge against you?’

‘Of course I am innocent, darling,’ I replied, kissing her tear-stained cheeks. ‘I would not have laid a finger upon the man to hurt him for all the world. But you need have no fear. I have Perkins’s word for it that he can get me off. He has just left me after asking half-a-hundred questions.’

‘But if the man was not murdered as they say, he must be alive at this moment, and in that case he will be sure to come forward and clear your character.’

‘Of course he will, if he’s alive. But, thank goodness, I think I shall be able to clear myself without troubling him.’

‘Pray God you may. Oh, Jim, I feel like an old woman instead of a young bride. I have been so ill all the afternoon that my father would not let me come to you before. But I am going to be brave now, and to-morrow I shall have you with me again. Then I will make it up to you for all the misery you are suffering now.’

‘Who knows that better than I do, my darling.’

She rose to her feet, and then, stooping, kissed me on the forehead.

‘My own true husband,’ she said, ‘I believe in you before all the world, remember that. Now I must be going. But first, my father is outside. May he come in?’

‘I should like to see him before all others,’ I said — and she went to the door. The officer outside opened it for her, and next moment old McLeod entered and shook me by the hand.

‘I wonder that you care to do this,’ I said, as I returned his salutation. ‘I hope it shows me that so far you do not believe me guilty of the horrible charge they have brought against me?’

‘I do not!’ he answered stoutly. ‘No, James, my lad, in Sheilah and myself ye have two stalwart champions.’

‘And I thank God for it,’ I replied fervently. ‘I will repay it you both, as you will see, when I am released.’

The time was soon up for them to leave, so bidding me good-bye, they went out, and once more the heavy door closed upon me. But they had done that which had cheered me and made me happier than I had been for some time past. Half-an-hour later my tea was brought to me, and by eight o’clock I was in bed and asleep. For the reason that I had had no rest at all on the previous night, I slept like a top now — a heavy dreamless slumber that lasted well into next morning. In fact, it must have been considerably after six o’clock before I opened my eyes. Then for a moment I was puzzled to know where I was, but my memory soon returned to me, and the recollection of the arrest and all that had followed it rushed back upon me. However, I was quite confident that in another few hours I should be at liberty, so my present captivity and inconvenience might only be regarded as temporary, and, therefore, easily to be borne. Outside the cell window the birds were chirping merrily, and now and again I could hear the voices of passers-by. Giving up an attempt to hear what they said, I began to wonder what Sheilah was doing, and whether she was as anxious to see me as I was to see her.

Then breakfast was brought in, and by the time I had finished my meal and taken some exercise in the yard it was time to be going into Court.

The Court House at Barranda adjoins the police station, so that, fortunately, I was not called upon to face the public before my case was called on. Then a constable signed to me to follow him, and I crossed the yard and went towards a narrow door. This led directly into the Court itself, and as soon as I had passed through it, I found myself standing in the centre of a large room, of which the gallery at one end and a daïs at the other were all densely crowded. A trooper opened the gate of the dock, and I immediately went up two steps and entered it. Almost every face in the Court was familiar to me, and the magistrate on the Bench I had known ever since I was a little boy. At the further end of a long form, below the daïs, I saw old McLeod sitting. Mr Perkins was just in front of him, and the Lawyer, who was to act as prosecutor for the Government, stood opposite him. Then, just as the case was about to commence, the door at the back of the Bench opened, and who should appear but my father. He looked very bent and old, and seemed to be labouring under the influence of some powerful excitement. He glared round the Court as a little buzz of astonishment naturally went up, and then took his place on the form where the witnesses were seated. The case then commenced. First and foremost the charge was read to me, and in reply to questions asked, I gave my name, age and address, and pleaded not guilty. A witness was then called to prove that I had ridden the horse The Unknown, supposed to be the property of, and entered in the name of Peter Dempster, in the race for the Barranda Cup, and that I was afterwards seen in the company of the missing man. The landlord of the hotel deposed that Jarman had dined out on the evening in question, and had not returned since then, either to pay his bill or to remove his effects. This evidence created a sensation, which was intensified when another witness stepped into the box, and swore that on the night in question, somewhere about half-past ten, he was taking a short cut across Pete’s paddock to reach the township when he heard a sharp scream, such as would be made by a man in pain come from the direction of Dempster’s house.

‘And what did you do on hearing it?’ asked the Lawyer, who, as I say, was conducting the prosecution.

‘I stood still and listened for it again,’ answered the witness.

‘And did you hear it?’ asked the Lawyer.

‘No, not again,’ replied the witness.

‘And then?’

‘I continued my walk towards the township.’

‘You did not consider it sufficiently peculiar as to warrant your making inquiries?’

‘It was so sharp and sudden that I did not know what it was.’



The Prosecuting Lawyer resumed his seat, and Mr Perkins thereupon jumped up and began to cross-examine the witness after his own fashion. When he had finished and had sat down again, he had elicited from the man — first that he could not even swear it was a human scream he heard; secondly, that it was so sudden and so short that he would hardly like to swear solemnly that he heard anything at all. It might have been, so the cross-examination elicited, the wind in the grass, a mopoke in a tree, perhaps, or a curlew down by the river side. The man could not state anything definitely, and Mr Perkins asked the Bench to severely censure the police for bringing such paltry and unreliable evidence before the Court. This was decidedly a point in my favour.

Pete’s cook and housekeeper was the next witness called. After a good look at me, she asserted that she remembered seeing me sitting next to Jarman in the dining-room when she took in some hot water which had been ordered by Pete. That was about nine-thirty o’clock. The missing man, she said, was talking and laughing, and seemed to be enjoying himself immensely. When she entered a second time, about ten-fifteen, I was not present in the room, though Jarman was. She did not hear a scream, nor did she see any of the visitors leave the house. She went to bed early, having to be up by daybreak next morning to bake her bread. On being asked if she had noticed anything peculiar about the dinner, either while it was proceeding or afterwards, she answered that she had not. Thereupon a small and dirty square of linen was produced by the police and laid on the table in the centre of the Court. The witness was asked if she recognised it, and she was obliged to admit that it was a tablecloth that had once belonged to Whispering Pete. It had been discovered by the police about a week after the dinner on the edge of a burned-out bonfire. The rest of the cloth had evidently been consumed by the fire. She was next asked if she could swear to the cloth that had been used on that occasion. This she could do, she answered, on account of a small iron mould in the corner. She was thereupon shown a mark of that description in a corner of the cloth. Having recognised it, she was told to step down, and Marmaduke Heggarstone was called.

With a hasty glance at me, my parent walked into the box and took the customary oath. In reply to the Lawyer’s questions, he asserted that I had ridden the race against his wishes, and that he had promised to turn me out of his house if I did so. I rode, and when I visited him shortly after ten o’clock on the night mentioned, he acted upon his word and turned me out. At the time I was the worse for liquor, and to the best of his belief was in a very quarrelsome condition. I had remained with him about a quarter-of-an-hour. Where I had gone after that he could not say, but he had since learned from his housekeeper that I had returned to the house later and had changed my clothes. After a short cross-examination by Perkins, which elicited very little, he sat down, and old Betty, our housekeeper, was called. She went into the box in fear and trembling, and immediately she got there began to cry. But the Lawyer was very easy with her, and in a few minutes she was able to answer his questions after her usual fashion. She deposed to hearing me come back to the house about half-past eleven, and to finding my best clothes hanging on the peg next morning when she went into my room. The Lawyer thereupon took up a coat from where it lay on the table and showed it to her.

‘Do you recognise this garment?’ he asked. She signified that she had seen it before.

‘Where did you see it last?’ he went on.

‘When it was hanging up in Master Jim’s room,’ she said. ‘Before you took it away.’

‘How do you account for this stain on the left cuff? Or, perhaps, you have not yet seen it?’

The witness answered that she had noticed it on the morning following the dinner, and had intended to sponge it out, but had forgotten to do so.

Mr Perkins then cross-examined her as to the time at which she thought she had heard me re-enter the house, but he failed to shake her. When she left the box, the Government analytical chemist from Brisbane was called, and to my horror and astonishment swore that the stain upon the coat cuff was undoubtedly that of blood, and human blood. He had carefully examined it and tried it by all the known tests, and his opinion was not to be shaken. When he had finished his evidence my case had altogether changed. My tongue seemed to cleave to the roof of my parched mouth. I clung to the rail of the dock, and felt as if by this time all the world must be convinced of my guilt. I glanced at the form on which old McLeod sat, and saw that his face was ashen pale.

Then the last witness was called. He was a stranger to me. A tall, black-bearded man, with a crafty, unpleasant face. In answer to the usual questions he said his name was Bennett and that he was a settler on the Warrego River. On the day preceding the night in question, he had been in Carryfort township, when he received a letter sent by special messenger from Peter Dempster to say that he had a valuable horse which he wanted him to take charge of for a few months. A man would meet him at a certain corner of Judson’s Boundary fence near the Blackfellow’s well, outside Barranda township, about one in the morning, and give delivery. Yes! he had had many dealings in horses and cattle with the before-mentioned Dempster, and not liking to disappoint him in this case, camped near the place mentioned and waited for his messenger to make his appearance. At about twenty minutes past one o’clock, a man came into view bringing with him three horses, one of which, carrying an empty pack-saddle on its back, was the animal he was to take away. He had no difficulty in recognising the prisoner as the man who had brought him the horse. On being asked what he did with the animal after he had received it, he informed the Court that he took it back to the Warrego River, where it was afterwards seized by the police, with the pack-saddle which had been reposing on a shelf in his store ever since he had brought it home. Try how he would to do so, Perkins could not shake his assertion that I was the man who had handed him the horse.

The Government Analyst was then recalled and asked certain questions regarding the pack-saddle before mentioned. He stated that he had examined it carefully and discovered on both sides large stains, which he unhesitatingly declared to be blood, but whether the blood on the coat cuff and that on the pack-saddle were identical he could not decide. Again Perkins was to the fore, and endeavoured to prove that the marks upon the saddle might have been there prior to the ride that night. But I could see with half an eye that the Court had counted this as another point against me. The evidence of the Government Analyst concluded the hearing, and the Prosecutor thereupon asked the Court to commit me for trial. Perkins followed, and submitted that there was not sufficient evidence before the Bench to warrant them in doing anything of the sort. It was a forcible speech but quite useless, for after a brief consultation the verdict was, ‘committed for trial at the next criminal sessions to be held in Marksworth.’

I was then removed and conducted back to my cell.

How I got through the rest of that miserable day I cannot remember. I believe I spent it cursing myself and the day I was born. Oh, what a pitiful fool I had been! If only I had listened to advice and had had nothing to do with Whispering Pete, what a different fate might have been mine. Even now it was possible for me to put myself right by giving evidence against him. But bad as my position was I could not save myself by doing that, and so I knew I must take the consequences whatever they might be.

All that afternoon and evening I sat with my head on my hands, thinking and wondering what Sheilah and her father would believe in the face of the evidence against me. They would see that I had perjured myself to them that night when I swore I had had nothing to do with Jarman’s disappearance. What their feelings would be now seemed too horrible to contemplate.

Soon after nightfall I heard a commotion in the yard, and presently the Sergeant entered my cell. He was booted and spurred as if for a journey.

‘Now, my man,’ he said in a very different tone to that in which he had addressed me yesterday, ‘you must prepare for a long ride. We’re off to Marksworth at once. I’ve got an old horse for you, and I’ll make it all as easy as I possibly can — provided you give no trouble, and don’t make any attempt at escape.’

I was too much surprised at the suddenness of it all to do anything but assent, and so I was accordingly conducted to the yard where several horses stood ready saddled. The Sergeant had his well-known iron-grey, the trooper who was to accompany us was on another fine beast, and held the leading rein of a pack-horse in his hand, while a strong but patent safety animal was waiting for me. I mounted, and my hands were thereupon chained to the front of the saddle, the Sergeant took my reins, and we were in the act of riding out of the yard when someone ran out of the office and came towards me. It was Colin!



‘Heggarstone,’ he said hurriedly. ‘Before you go I want to wish you good-bye and to say how sorry I am for you.’

‘Thank you, Colin,’ I said sincerely, more touched by his generosity than I could say, ‘Tell Sheilah, will you, that I still assert my innocence, and that my every thought is of her.’

‘I’ll tell her,’ he answered. ‘You may be sure of that! Good-bye!’

Then we rode out of the yard, and down the street. Fortunately it was quite dark so our passage through the township attracted no attention. I looked at the lamp-lit windows and thought of the happy folk inside, and could have cried for very shame when I remembered that I too might have been in my own house, happy with my pretty wife, but for my own obstinate stupidity. Then we turned away from the creek, and in doing so left the houses behind us. For nearly four hours we rode steadily on in the dark — then reaching the end of a long lagoon, we stopped and prepared to camp. The trooper jumped off his horse and lit a fire, unpacked the load of the animal he led, while the Sergeant dismounted and unfastened my handcuffs. Then I descended from the saddle and stood by the fire. As soon as the horses were hobbled and belled we had our supper, after which blankets were spread, and I laid myself down to sleep with my right hand handcuffed to the Sergeant’s left wrist. Overhead the stars shone brightly, and hour after hour I lay looking up into the vault of heaven, thinking of the girl who had trusted me and whose life I had wrecked. By-and-by a lonely dingo crept down from the Ranges behind and howled at us, and then I fell asleep and did not wake till daybreak.

As soon as breakfast was finished we mounted our horses and proceeded on our way again, not to stop until mid-day, and then only for half-an-hour. All the afternoon we continued our march and all the next day — indeed, it was not till nightfall of the day following that again that we saw ahead of us the lights of Marksworth, the biggest township on our side of Queensland. Arriving there, we rode straight up to the gaol, and I was duly handed over to the Governor. A cell was allotted to me, and, thoroughly tired out, I turned into my blankets and was soon fast asleep.

Three days later the Assizes commenced, and I learned from a warder that my case would be the last on the list. Mr Perkins had obtained an eminent Brisbane barrister to defend me, and I knew that, whatever the result might be, I should be able to say that I had had a good run for my money. The case had become widely known and had attracted an enormous amount of attention, so that when the morning of the trial came, and I entered the Court, I found it crowded to its utmost holding capacity. The Judge sat on the bench, clad in his robes and wig — the barristers in their gowns and wigs occupied their usual positions. But though I looked along the rows of staring people for the face of someone I knew, I could see nobody. Then my heart gave a great leap, for in the front row of the gallery, heavily veiled, sat Sheilah and her father. I was just going to make a sign to show that I saw her — when the door of the dock opened again, and who should be ushered in than Whispering Pete. My astonishment may be imagined. I had thought him thousands of miles away by this time, and had as little counted on seeing him as of having the Wandering Jew in the dock beside me. He was looking very ill; his face was pinched and haggard, and his eyes were ringed with dark circles. He bowed gravely to the Court, and then coolly shook hands with me. As he did so the work of empannelling the jury commenced, and when this had been satisfactorily accomplished, and we had both been charged and pleaded not guilty, the trial commenced. In its early stages it differed but little from the magistrate’s examination, save for the wrangling and disputing that went on between the barristers. A man who had seen me ride The Unknown in the race gave evidence, followed by the individual who had met us with Jarman on the road to Pete’s house, the person who had heard the cry came next, then Pete’s housekeeper, and the incident of the tablecloth, after which my father, who looked in even worse health than at the magisterial examination, gave his evidence in more than his usual irritable fashion. Betty and the incident of my clothes, the Government Analyst, and the selector who had taken the horse from me followed in due order. The latter’s complexion turned a sort of pea green when he was confronted with Pete. After that the Government Analyst deposed to the finding of the blood upon the pack-saddle.



When he left the box a sensation was caused by the appearance of the owner of the horse Gaybird. In answer to questions put to him he described the clever way in which the robbery of his famous horse had been accomplished. His stud groom and stable boys, it appeared, had been drugged, and the horse, with his feet swathed in flannel bandages, had been ridden out of the loose box between two and three in the morning. A blacksmith’s shop was next visited and broken into, and the forge fire lit. The horse had then been re-shod all round, the only difference being that the plates were put on backwards. The result of this was that when the police thought they were following the tracks, he had in reality been going in an exactly opposite direction. That was the last he saw of the animal until he heard that he had been discovered by the Queensland police on the Warrego River, and he had gone up to identify him. Some spirited cross-examination followed, but without doing either of us very much good. The witness then stepped from the box and a Sergeant of Police took his place.

The Crown Prosecutor glanced at his notes and prepared to question him.

‘On Thursday of last week, the day following the examination of one of the prisoners before the magistrates at Barranda, you received certain information, and on the strength of it you left Marksworth with another trooper and a black tracker. In what direction did you proceed?’

‘To the pool known as the Blackfellow’s Well, on the old Barranda road,’ was the reply.

My heart turned to ice — a deadly cold sweat broke out all over me. What was coming now?

‘Having arrived there, what did you do?’

‘I dragged the well.’

‘And what did you find?’

‘A workman’s shovel.’

The Crown Prosecutor took up a shovel from a heap of articles lying upon the table before him and handed it to the witness, who examined it.

‘Is that what you found?’

‘Yes! It is!’

‘How do you recognise it?’

‘By the brand upon the handle.’

‘Very good. Now step down for one moment.’

The Sergeant did as he was ordered, and Timothy Cleary was called and took his place in the box. When he had been sworn, the Crown Prosecutor looked at him for a moment, and the examination proceeded as follows, — 



Crown Prosecutor.— ‘You describe yourself as a station hand. Were you ever in the employ of either of the prisoners?’

Witness.— ‘I was!’

Crown Prosecutor.— ‘Which one?’

Witness.— ‘Mr Dempster.’

Crown Prosecutor.— ‘When, and for how long?’

Witness.— ‘It’s difficult reckoning, sir, but ’twas in October two years back I went to him, and ’twas three months come next Tuesday that I left.’

Crown Prosecutor.— ‘Very good. Now take this shovel in your hand and examine it carefully. Have you ever seen it before?’

Witness.— ‘Many’s the time, sir!’

Crown Prosecutor.— ‘Whose property was it when you knew it?’

Witness.— ‘Sure, it belonged to Mr Pete!’

Crown Prosecutor.— ‘The elder prisoner you mean — Peter Dempster. You are on your oath, remember, and you swear to this?’

Witness.— ‘I do, it’s the truth sure I’m telling ye, sir, if it’s my last word.’

Crown Prosecutor.— ‘Never mind your last word. Tell me this: How is it that you are so certain that this particular shovel was the prisoner’s property?’



Witness.— ‘Because of the brand on the handle, and the burn just above the blade, sir! I put both on meself.’

Crown Prosecutor.— ‘Acting on the elder prisoner’s instruction, of course?’

Witness.— ‘Of course, sir!’

Crown Prosecutor.— ‘That will do. I have done with you.’

Our barristers immediately began to cross-examine, but elicited nothing of any importance.

The Inspector of Brands was next called and sworn. His evidence was to the effect that the brand upon the shovel was that registered in the elder prisoner’s name, and after our counsel had stated that he had no desire to cross-examine him he withdrew, and the Sergeant of Police who had found the implement was recalled.

He informed the Court that after discovering the shovel in question in the well, he had instituted a thorough and careful search of the locality. The result was that a rock on the hillside showed signs of having been tampered with and moved from its original position. This struck him as being curious, so he had it cleared away altogether. He then discovered that under where it had stood a large hole had been dug.



Here the excitement in Court became intense. I dared not look to right or left but stood staring straight before me at the Judge upon the bench.

‘And having rolled away the stone, pray tell me what you found in that hole?’ the Crown Prosecutor continued in the same remorseless voice.

‘I found the decomposed body of a man sir!’

Great sensation in Court.

‘And when you had made this alarming discovery, what did you do?’ asked the Prosecutor.

‘I brought it into Marksworth as quickly as possible.’

‘Have you been able to discover whose body it was?’

‘At the Coroner’s inquest it was proved to be that of Jarman!’

‘How was that proved?’

‘By means of certain cards in a case,’ the man answered, ‘the name on the linen, certain letters in the pockets, and the inscription inside the cover of the watch.’

The witness then stepped down, and certain other people, strangers to me, were called. They affirmed that they had seen and identified the body as that of the Sydney detective, James Jarman.

Only one more witness remained to be examined, and he was now called. He informed the Court that he was a swagman, and that, on the night in question, he was camped near the main track on the outskirts of Barranda township. About a quarter past twelve o’clock, as nearly as he could fix it, he was awakened by the sound of horses approaching him at a smart pace. There was sufficient light for him to see that it was a man riding one horse and leading two others. The pack-horse on the right was loaded in the usual way; that on the left had a bulky package upon his back, and what looked very much like a shovel fastened to the top of it. On being asked by our counsel how he knew all this, he stated that he was lying under a tree scarcely ten yards distant from where the man passed. He could not say that he would know the rider again.

A doctor having given evidence as to the manner in which death had been caused, the case for the prosecution was at an end. For the defence a number of witnesses were called, particularly as to my character, and an attempt was made to prove that it was a matter of impossibility for me to have ridden from Barranda by the Blackfellow’s Well track, dug the grave, buried the body, delivered up the horse, and reached the cattle camp at the time I did. Both our counsels made eloquent speeches, and just as dusk was falling, the Judge began his summing up. He drew the particular attention of the jury to the way in which all the circumstances of the case dovetailed into one another. The murdered man was at the house for the express purpose of arresting the prisoners on a charge of horse-stealing; he had last been seen alive by the woman who acted as housekeeper to the elder prisoner when he was sitting in that prisoner’s dining-room. That was about a quarter past ten o’clock. It must be remembered by the jury, His Honour pointed out, that the younger prisoner, Heggarstone, was not present on the last occasion that she entered the room. From ten o’clock to ten-thirty it had been proved that he was in his father’s house, evidently the worse for liquor. It would probably have taken him fully ten minutes in the state he was then in to walk back to the elder prisoner’s house, which would bring it up to the time when another witness heard, or, more strictly speaking, thought he heard a scream come from the house. Then there were the two particulars about the burning of the tablecloth which had been used that night to be carefully considered, also the stain upon the cuff of the younger prisoner’s coat, which he had gone back to his father’s house to change at half-past eleven o’clock. Then it must be noted that at or about a quarter-past twelve o’clock a man was seen by another witness riding swiftly from the township on one horse, leading two others, one of which carried a peculiarly shaped burden with a shovel strapped upon it. At one-twenty, or thereabouts, the younger prisoner was met by another witness and relieved of one horse. That horse turned out to be stolen, by whom His Honour could not say, but without a doubt with the elder prisoner’s knowledge and sanction. It was necessary for him to point out that there were two other cases on record against the prisoner Dempster of horse and cattle stealing in Queensland and one in the Colony of New South Wales. For each he had suffered terms of imprisonment. The police had obtained possession of the horse and pack-saddle, and the latter was found to be stained with blood. Since that time the police had discovered the shovel, marked with the prisoner’s brand, at the bottom of the well near where the horse was handed over to the selector from the Warrego River; also the body of the murdered man buried beneath a rock on the hillside. The identification had been complete. In conclusion, he would draw their attention to the fact that there was a third man concerned in the case who had not yet been brought to justice, but who, doubtless, soon would be. It only remained for him to caution the jury to carefully weigh the evidence that had been submitted to them, giving the prisoners the benefit of every doubt that existed in their minds, and then to ask them to bring in a verdict in accordance with those beliefs.

When he had finished his address, the jury filed out of their box and left the Court, the Judge vanished into an adjoining room, and, amid a buzz of conversation, we were led to cells in the rear of the building. The heat was intense, and in the interval of waiting, which was less than a quarter-of-an-hour, I seemed to live my whole life over again. God help me, what a wretched man I was! Then we were called back to our places; the Judge entered, and silence was demanded. Next moment the jury filed in again. The foreman, I remember, was a little bald-headed fellow, in a long black coat, and wore spectacles. In reply to the usual questions by the Judge’s associate, he stated that he and his colleagues had arrived at a decision.

‘Do you find the prisoners guilty or not guilty?’

There was such a silence in the Court that you could have heard a pin drop as we waited for his answer.

It seemed years in coming. Then the foreman said, — 

‘We find both prisoners guilty. The younger, however, we strongly recommend to mercy, believing him to have been intoxicated at the time and under the influence of the elder.’

A little moan came from the gallery — followed by a cry of ‘Silence in the Court.’ Then came the solemn question, — 

‘Prisoners at the bar, have you anything to say why sentence should not be pronounced against you?’

Pete went to the front of the dock, and I thought he was going to give an explanation which would have saved me; but he only licked his thin lips and said, — 

‘I have nothing at all to say, Your Honour.’

I followed his example, with the addition that I reiterated my innocence.

Then the Judge turned to me and said, — 

‘James Heggarstone, you have been found guilty of complicity in the murder of James Jarman. You have had the benefit of the advice of a learned counsel, and you have had a fair trial. The jury, who have carefully weighed the evidence submitted to them, have recommended you to mercy, so nothing remains for me now but to pass sentence upon you.’ (Here he glanced at a paper before him.) ‘The sentence of the Court, therefore, is that you suffer penal servitude for the remainder of the term of your natural life.’

I murmured something in reply — what I could not tell you. Just as I did so there was the sound of a heavy fall at the back of the Court, and I looked round to see two policemen carrying my father out. Then the Judge fumbled about among his papers once more, and finally took up the awful black cap, and placed it upon his head. Then he turned to Pete, who was leaning quietly on the rail, and said, — 

‘Peter Dempster, you have been found guilty of the cruel murder of the man James Jarman, and with that verdict I most fully concur. Of the motive for the crime I say nothing, but the sentence of this Court is that you be taken back to the place whence you came, and there be hanged by the neck until you are dead. And may God have mercy on your soul!’

While the Judge was speaking Pete did not move a muscle of his face, but looked at him just as usual, and when he had finished, said as quietly as usual, — 

‘I thank Your Honour.’

After that we were led away.


CHAPTER XI HOW I ESCAPED
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I AM NOT going to attempt to furnish you with a description of my sensations during the first fortnight of my imprisonment. It would be quite impossible to give you any adequate idea of them. I believe for the greater part of the time I was on the verge of madness, one moment buoyed up with hope that Pete, seeing his own inevitable doom approaching, would make confession of my innocence, and the next hurled down into the depths lest he should not do it at all, and so leave me, an innocent man, to suffer undeserved punishment for the remainder of my natural existence. The day of his execution was drawing closer, and with every moment my anxiety was growing more and more unbearable. As if to make it harder, by the rules of the prison I could not appeal to him in any way. Of Sheilah I dared not think at all, and by the same token I could only speculate what had happened to my father.

One morning, however, I was destined to be enlightened on two of these subjects. The Governor, going his rounds, stopped at my cell, and when I saw him I dropped the work upon which I had been engaged and stood at attention.

‘Prisoner,’ he said, ‘you have this morning addressed a letter to me asking if the condemned man Dempster has made any confession of your innocence. In reply I have some news to give you which I fear will greatly distress you. Dempster died suddenly this morning of aneurism of the heart, leaving no confession of any kind.’

‘Dead!’ I cried, hardly able to believe my ears. ‘And left no confession. Then I am ruined indeed! I shall have to spend my life in prison and I am an innocent man.’

With that I fell back on my bed-place and fainted away. When I recovered, the Governor was still with me. But his face was less stern than it had been.

‘My man,’ he said, ‘if you are innocent, as you say, your case is indeed a hard one. But you must prepare yourself for some more sad news, which I think it my duty to communicate to you.’

I looked up at him with a white face. If the truth must be known, I feared some misfortune had befallen Sheilah.

‘What is it, sir?’ I whispered, almost afraid to speak.

‘I have to tell you that your father is also dead,’ he answered; ‘he was seized with a stroke of paralysis in Court and lingered until this morning, when he passed quietly away.’

Strange though it may appear, a feeling of positive relief seized me when I heard this last piece of news. I had so dreaded hearing that something had befallen Sheilah that the news of my father’s death failed to affect me as keenly as it would have done at any other time. Perhaps the calmness with which I received it struck the Governor as extraordinary, for he looked at me in a curious fashion, and then, with a few brief words of advice, to which I hardly listened, left the cell. When he had gone I had plenty of leisure to think over my position, and my consternation was boundless. Now that Pete was dead, and the One-eyed Doctor could not be found, my innocence might never be proved, and in that case I should have to remain a prisoner at least for thirteen years. Pete was dead, my father was dead! The words seemed to ring in my head like a passing knell. Pete was dead, my father was dead, and I — well, I was buried alive.

According to custom I was to remain at Marksworth Gaol for a month and then be transferred for the balance of my term to Burowie Convict Prison, in the township of that name, a hundred miles distant, and in the opposite direction to Barranda. So for the rest of that month I fretted on, doing the work set me almost unconsciously, dreaming all the time of my wife and the beautiful free world outside that I was not to see, save on my journey between the gaols, for thirteen long years. The mere thought of such captivity was enough to kill any man, especially one born and bred in the bush as I had been.

At last the day, long looked for, came for me to change gaols. It was scorchingly hot, and for this reason our departure was delayed till the cool of the evening. About seven o’clock I and two more prisoners were paraded in the central yard. Our guard, consisting of a sergeant and four troopers, well mounted and equipped, paraded with us, leading the three horses which were to carry us to our destination. They were not bad looking beasts, the horses I mean, but nothing like as good as those ridden by our guards. When all was ready we were ordered to mount, and having done so our hands were manacled behind us. Then the sergeant in charge taking the lead, we started off, skirted the town and the common, and at last entered the scrub.

Throughout the journey my mind was occupied, almost without cessation, endeavouring to find an opportunity to escape. But not one presented itself. Next morning we were on our way again by the time the sun was above the horizon, jogging quietly through the scrub. And now I come to recall it, I think that was the hottest day’s ride I ever remember. Little by little, however, the sun sank below the tree-tops, and at last, when we had arrived at a suitable spot, the sergeant called a halt. The troopers immediately dismounted, and we were told to follow their example. While the sergeant stood guard over us, two men unharnessed the horses and turned them loose, and the other two set about preparing the camp. Suddenly, like a flash, I saw my opportunity. The sergeant’s horse, the best of the whole lot, a well-bred young chestnut, had not been hobbled, and was grazing barebacked, with his bridle still on, a short distance from the others. Thinking all was safe, the sergeant had unfastened my handcuffs for a moment to give my arms a rest. I leaned idly against a tree, keeping my eye all the time fixed upon the horse. Then suddenly I called out at the top of my voice, leaping away as I spoke.

‘Great Scott, sergeant, look out for that snake!’

He jumped as if a dynamite cartridge had been exploded under his feet, and, while he was turning to look for the snake, I made a rush as hard as I could for the spot where his horse was standing. In less time than it takes to tell I had reached him, sprung upon his back, driven my heels into his sides, and was off across the plain at a racing gallop. When we had gone about fifty paces a carbine cracked in the air; but I was going too fast to be any sort of a mark for a bullet, so that did not trouble me very much. The shot, however, had one good effect; fast as my horse had hitherto been travelling, he now went even faster. Across the little open plain we dashed, into the thick scrub timber on the other side, and just as we did so I looked behind me. Short as the warning had been, two troopers were already scrambling into their saddles. Keeping well to the left, and having by this time secured the reins that at first had been flying loose about his head, I set the horse going in downright earnest. The ground was broken and by no means safe for galloping, but I trusted to be able to keep my pursuers at a distance until it was thoroughly dark, when I knew I should stand an admirable chance of giving them the slip altogether. As I left the timber, and emerged on to another bit of plain, I saw them descending the ridge behind me. What was worse, they had evidently cut a corner somehow, for now they were not more than a couple of hundred yards distant. My mind, however, was fully made up. I would risk anything, even my life, rather than be captured. If they came up with me, I was determined to fight to the death.

Once more I reached the security of the timber, but this time it was all down hill — broken ground, strewn here and there with big rocks, and the trunks of fallen trees. But if it had been paved with razor blades I believe I should have gone down it just as fast — for could I not hear the rattle of stones and the shouts of the men behind me. Suddenly my horse stuck his forelegs out and stiffened his whole body, and experience told me he had scented danger ahead. I looked over his ears, and there, straight before me, in the half dark, was a dry water-course, stretching away as far as I could see to right and left. In front it was at least thirty feet wide and sixty feet deep — a formidable jump, even on the best steeplechaser living. What was I to do? If I turned to the right or left, the men behind me would certainly head me off and capture me. If I went back up the hill I should come face to face with them; while, if I jumped, I might break my neck and so end my flight for good and all. But one thing was certain, to remain where I was meant certain capture, so at any cost I made up my mind to attempt the leap. Taking my horse by the head, I turned him round and rode him a little way up the hill. As I did so the troopers came into view, riding helter skelter, and making certain they had got me. The nearest was not more than half a dozen lengths or so from me, when I turned my animal’s head down hill again.

‘It’s no good, Heggarstone,’ he shouted, as he saw the ravine ahead. ‘You can’t escape, so throw up your hands.’

‘Can’t I,’ I cried, and digging my heels into my horse’s side, I set him going again at his top speed. He tried to pull off the jump, but it was no use, I’d got him too tight by the head for that, and I wouldn’t let him budge an inch. He tried to stop, but I shouted at him and forced him to go on. So, seeing that there was nothing for it but to jump, he made a dash forward, gathered his legs well under him, and went at it like a shot out of a gun. With a snort he sprang into the air. I heard the little stones he dislodged go tinkling down to the bottom of the ravine, and next moment he had landed with a scramble on the opposite bank. It was a wonderful leap, and I thanked God from the bottom of my heart that I was safely over. As I reached terra firma, I turned and looked round. The two troopers had pulled their horses up and were standing watching me. One of them was raising his carbine, so I did not stop, but waved my hand to them and disappeared into the scrub. In ten minutes I had left them far behind me, and by the time darkness had fallen was far beyond their reach.

But though I had come so well out of my scrape, I was not safe yet by any manner of means. After spelling my horse alongside a pretty little creek for half-an-hour, I mounted him again, and set off in the direction I knew Barranda to lie. About nine o’clock the moon rose, and by her rays I was able to pick my path quite comfortably. I had fully planned my movements by this time. Come what might, I was going to make my way back to the township and see Sheilah once more, if only for the last time. If she cast me off and refused to have anything more to do with me — well, then, God help me, I would either kill myself or give myself up to the police and go back to serve my sentence with the additional punishment for escape, whatever it might be.

All that night I made my way through the scrub, keeping my eyes wide open for chance travellers’ camps or station homesteads. Throughout the next day I lay hidden in a cave in the Ranges, hobbling my horse with his reins, so that he could not stray very far. Unfortunately I had nothing to eat, and by nightfall I was literally starving. As soon as it was dark I went on again, still keeping a constant watch about me. Towards midnight it seemed that I was on a definite track, and presently this supposition became a certainty. I could distinctly see wheel marks, and, for this reason, I knew I must be approaching a habitation of some sort. Then the outlines of a fence hove in sight, and after a little while the white roofs of buildings, glistening in the moonlight. It was a station; and, if I might judge by the number of huts and outhouses, a big one. Now, I told myself, if only I could get into the kitchen without exciting attention, I might be able to satisfy my hunger, and, perhaps, obtain a few provisions to carry along with me. Accordingly I got off my horse, and tied him carefully to the fence; then, stealthily as a thieving dingo, crept across the small paddock towards the building I had settled in my own mind was the kitchen. Every moment I expected some dog to bark and give the alarm, but all was quiet as the grave. I reached the hut, and crept round it, looking in at the side window to see if anyone slept there. I could not, however, distinguish a sign, so I went back to the door and turned the handle. It opened, and I crept in. Yes! I was right. It was the kitchen, and a fire was still glimmering on the hearth. A big, old-fashioned meat safe stood along one wall, and to this I made my way. A box of matches lay on the table, and having struck one I shaded it with my hand and commenced to explore. Cooked meat there was in abundance, and a loaf and a half of bread, which I took, with a knife I discovered in a box upon the dresser. Then out again I crept, softly closing the door behind me. A minute later I was back with my horse. Before unhitching him I had a good feed, and then stowed away the rest of my provender in my pockets. What a meal that was — never before had bread and meat tasted so good. Then, mounting and gathering up my reins, I went on again — to lie hidden all the day following and the day after that, in each case resuming my journey immediately the stars appeared. So far I had been fortunate almost beyond my expectations, but the nearer I approached the township the more afraid I became of being seen. At length, by the lay of the country, and by numerous land marks familiar to me from my youth up, I knew I could not be more than fifteen miles from my home; and accordingly I started that night almost at dusk, resolved to leave my horse in a bit of thick scrub, near where Sheilah had met with her accident the previous year, and to approach the house on foot. Reaching the timber in question, I accordingly turned my horse loose, and, after a short rest, made my way towards the homestead, which was now not more than three miles distant. Just as I reached it I heard a clock in the kitchen strike ten.

Little by little, taking infinite pains not to make a noise, I made my way along the garden fence, and then, crawling through it, went on under the old familiar pepper-trees into the verandah. A light was burning in the sitting-room, and when I was near enough, I craned my neck and looked inside. Sheilah, my wife, was there alone. She was sitting in her father’s arm-chair, knitting — though, at the moment that I looked, her work lay in her lap, and she was staring into the empty fireplace. Her face was just as beautiful as ever — but, oh, so worn and sad. While I watched her she heaved a great sigh, and I saw large tears rise in her eyes. Something seemed to tell me that she was thinking of me, so creeping closer to the window I rapped softly with my fingers upon the pane. Instantly she sprang to her feet and ran to the door; another minute and she was in the verandah and in my arms.

‘Oh, Jim, Jim! my husband! my dear, dear boy!’ she whispered again and again. ‘Thank God you have come back to me once more.’

The tears were streaming down my cheeks, and my heart was beating like a wheat flail against my ribs, but I had the presence of mind to draw her into the house and shut the door as quickly as possible. Then I disengaged myself from her arms and looked at her.

‘Sheilah,’ I said, ‘you should not receive me in this fashion. I am not worthy.’

‘Hush! hush!’ she cried; ‘you must never say that to me. Jim, to me you are innocent; let the world say what it will. I am convinced you did not do it.’

‘But, Sheilah, I am not as innocent as you think. No, no! Do not look so scared. I did not kill the man, but I told you a lie when I said that I knew nothing of his death. I did know something about it, for I saw him murdered — but I could not say so, or I must have betrayed another man. I had sworn to Pete that I would not reveal what I had seen. So my lips were tied.’



‘My own dear husband,’ she said, looking up into my face, and then led the way towards the sitting-room, ‘I have never thought you guilty. But come in here now — I must not let you be seen. Your escape is known to the police, and they were here looking for you only this afternoon.’

‘Where is your father, Sheilah?’

‘He has gone up to the township to attend a meeting of the Presbyterian Church. He may be back at any moment. First you must change your clothes. Go in there,’ and as she spoke she opened the door of her own bedroom. ‘You will find a suit hanging in the cupboard. While you are doing that, I will prepare a meal for you.’

I did not stop to ask how she had come to prepare for me in this way, but went into the room and changed my things as I was told to do. That done, and having folded the other hateful garments up and hidden them on the top of the cupboard, I rejoined her in the sitting-room. By this time she had a meal spread on the table for me, but I did not want to eat until I had told her the whole history of my trouble from beginning to end, without keeping anything back.

‘And now, Sheilah,’ I said, in conclusion of my narrative, ‘Whispering Pete is dead. And what is worse, he died without exonerating me. Therefore, if I am caught, I shall have to go back to gaol again and serve my sentence to the bitter end.’

‘But you must not be caught. I have taken steps to ensure your safety. As soon as you have eaten your meal you must start again. I have a saddle-horse and pack-horse ready in the stable — they have been there every night since you left here. You must take them, cross the border near Engonia, and set off by a roundabout route marked on this map for Newcastle — arriving there, you will go to this address (here she gave me a slip of paper which I deposited in my pocket) and interview the captain of the ship named upon it. I have got a friend whom I can trust implicitly to arrange it all. The captain will give you a passage to Valparaiso, and three hundred pounds when you land there. You can either settle in Chili or the South Sea Islands as you think best. In either case, when a year has elapsed, if you will let me know where you are I will join you. In the meantime, I am going to set to work to find this One-eyed Doctor, Finnan, and to prove your innocence.’

‘Sheilah!’ I cried, ‘what can I say to you?’

‘Say nothing, Jim, but do as I tell you. Remember your wife believes in you, whatever the world may say. So be brave and cautious for my sake.’

‘And, Sheilah, you forgive me for that lie I told you? Oh! my darling, what misery my foolish obstinacy has brought upon us all — my father included.’

‘But it will all end well yet, Jim; only you must do exactly as I tell you!’

At that moment my ear caught the sound of a footstep on the path. Sheilah heard it as soon as I did, and cried, — 

‘Jim, somebody is coming; you must hide. In here at once!’

She led the way to her own room, and made me go inside. A moment later I heard someone enter the room I had just quitted.

‘Colin,’ cried Sheilah, trying to speak in her natural voice, ‘what on earth brings you down here at this time of night?’

‘I have come to warn you, Sheilah,’ said her cousin, ‘that we have received information that your husband is on his way here. You know, don’t you, that if he is discovered he will be at once arrested and taken back?’

‘You would not arrest him, Colin, would you?’ Sheilah asked, in agonised tones. ‘Surely you could not be so cruel to me!’



Colin had evidently been studying her face.

‘I’m afraid I should fail in my duty for your sake, Sheilah,’ he said, after a moment’s pause. ‘But, my cousin, you know more than you are telling me. Sheilah! I see it all; Jim is here!’

Sheilah must have felt that she could trust him, for she answered, — 

‘You are right. He is here. Colin, you will not act against him?’

‘Have I not told you I shall not! But remember, Sheilah, this will cost me my position. I shall send in my resignation to-morrow.’

At this I walked out, and Colin stared; but did not say that he was glad to see me.

‘Jim,’ my wife said, ‘everything is prepared; you must go. Colin is your friend, you can trust him. Now come. Every moment you are here increases your danger.’

I went over to Colin McLeod and looked him in the face.

‘McLeod,’ I said, ‘you are acting the part of a brave and true man. God bless you for it. Tell me one thing, do you believe me guilty of the charge upon which I was convicted?’



‘No! I do not,’ he answered; ‘if I did I should not be helping you now.’

‘Then I’ll ask you to shake hands with me.’

We shook hands; and, after that, without another word, I followed Sheilah into the darkness. As she had said, two horses stood saddled and ready in the stockyard. I led them out, and, having done so, took Sheilah in my arms.

‘My wife,’ I said, ‘my Sheilah, what a wonderful and beautiful faith is yours! Who else would have believed in me as you have done, through good and ill report!’

‘It is because I love you so, and because I know you better than you know yourself that I believe in you as I do,’ she answered. ‘Now, Jim, darling, good-bye. Let me know what happens to you. Write, not only before you leave Australia, but when you arrive in Chili; and, for my sake, be careful. May the good God be with you and keep you safe for me. Good-bye — oh, Jim, Jim, good-bye.’

I kissed her sweet, upturned face again and again, and then, tearing myself away from her, passed through the slip panels, which she had let down for me, and with a last wave of my hand rode off into the dark night, feeling that I had left what was more than my life behind me.

Passing through old McLeod’s paddock I made my way carefully along the creek side to the old ford — the place where I had fought Colin McLeod one memorable evening, and where I had spent that awful night after I had lied to Sheilah about Jarman’s death and she had believed and kissed me before them all. Before I went down the steep bank to the water’s edge I checked my horse and looked back across the paddocks to where I could just distinguish the outline of the house that sheltered the woman I loved. How much had happened and how terrible had been my life since I had last stood in this place and had gazed in the same direction. Then, turning my eyes across the stream, I made out the house I had built with such pride and loving care; the home to which I was to have brought my wife after the wedding that had ended so disastrously. There it stood, dark and forlorn, the very picture of loneliness, a grave of disappointed hopes if ever there was one. The garden was straggling and overgrown, the building itself already cried aloud for attention. Almost unconscious of my actions, I crossed the ford and rode up to within a few yards of it, thinking of the happy days I had spent in building it, of the good resolutions I had then formed, and the way in which I had afterwards failed in the trust reposed in me. In the darkness and silence of the night the place seemed haunted with phantoms of the past. I almost fancied I could see my father in one corner, and Pete from another, watching me, the outlaw, as I sat in my saddle under the big Gum Tree, gazing at what might once have been the very centre of all that could have made life beautiful. At last, saddened almost to the verge of despair, I urged my horse forward and quitted the spot, heaving a heavy sigh as I did so for auld lang syne, and all the happiness that might have been my portion had I only shunned Pete at the commencement of our acquaintance instead of trusting him and believing in him against my better judgment. Now, however, that it was all over and done with, there was nothing for it but for me to eat my bread of sorrow and drink my water of affliction alone. In the words of the old saying, I had made my bed, and now it was my portion to lie upon it.



Leaving the house, I made my way by a path, which I had good reason to know as well as any man living, in the direction of my old home. Like the other house it was quite dark. Not a light shone from the windows, though instinctively I turned towards those of the dining-room where my father had been wont to sit, half expecting to see one there. For my own part I did not know whether there was anyone still living in the house. My father was dead, I was cut off from the society of the living, Betty might be dead, too, for all I knew to the contrary. Repressing a groan, I turned my horse’s head and set off through the scrub in the direction Sheilah had advised me to follow.

By the time the sun rose next morning I had put upwards of thirty miles between myself and Barranda township. I had travelled as quickly as possible in order that I might have more time to lay by later on, for I was determined to push on at night and to camp during the day. I had two reasons for this decision. In the first place, I wanted to give my beard a chance of growing, in order that my appearance might be altered as much as possible, and in the second, because I knew that in a district where I was so well known the chances would be a thousand to one that someone would recognise me in the daylight, and thus lead up to my recapture. For the first two or three days, however, complete success crowned my efforts. I was fortunate enough to be able to make my way across country each night without attracting attention. But a serious fright was saving up for me.

On the third day after I had said good-bye to Sheilah and Barranda township, I found myself leaving the Mallee scrub and entering more open country. Here I did not like to attract attention by camping during the day. Accordingly I made up my mind to risk meeting anyone who might know me, and, saddling my horse, started down the track. It was a warm morning, and seeing the amount of work that still lay before him, I did not push my horse too hard. I therefore jogged easily along, smoking my pipe, and thinking of Sheilah, my pretty wife, and of the old life I had left behind me. For upwards of an hour I had been following a faint track, which was now fast developing into a well-defined road. A little later I heard behind me the sound of a couple of horses coming along at a slow, swinging canter. For the reason that I was only travelling at a walk they soon caught me up, when I discovered that the new-comer was a smart, active, fresh-complexioned young fellow, obviously an Englishman, mounted on a neat bay and leading a clever-looking grey pack-horse beside him.

‘Good morning,’ he said, as he drew up alongside me. ‘Pretty warm, ain’t it? Travelling far?’

In case I should be questioned I had already decided upon the sort of answer I would return.

‘I’m thinking of turning off after the next township,’ I said, ‘and following the river down till I strike the track for Bourke.’ Then reflecting that if he were an experienced bushman he would find something wrong in this, I hastened to add, ‘I should have gone in higher up, I know, and followed the coach road along the foot of the Ranges, but they say the country thereabouts is all burnt up and travelling is next door to an impossibility.’

‘That is so,’ he answered. ‘I’ve come over the border myself, and had a pretty rough time of it out towards the Warrego. Are you droving?’

‘Going down for a mob to take out to the Diamintina,’ I answered. ‘One of Blake & Furley’s of Callington Plains.’

He shook his head.

‘I don’t know them,’ he said. ‘I’m next door to a new chum myself; been out on the Balloo best part of three years. Now, however, I’m going to take a jolly good holiday.’

For an hour or so we jogged on side by side, talking of horses, cattle, sheep, and half a hundred other things. Then the township came into view, and nothing would please my new friend but we must pull up at the grog shanty and take a drink. I would have made an excuse and have said good-bye to him, but he would not hear of such a thing. Accordingly, very loth, but unable to persist in my refusal for fear of exciting his suspicions, I consented and we pulled up at the Drover’s Arms, as the shanty was called, and having made our horses fast to the rail outside, went in to the bar. There were two or three other men of the usual bar loafer stamp present at the time, and according to bush custom they were invited to join us in our refreshment. To my horror, as we were satisfying their curiosity as to whence we had come and whither we were going, and what the track was like further up, a police trooper entered and called for a nobbler of whiskey.

‘How are you, Sergeant?’ asked one of the loafers with well simulated interest. ‘Any news to-day of the man you’re looking for?’

The Sergeant shook his head.

‘Not yet,’ he answered; ‘but we’ll nab him before long, never fear.’

‘Who are you looking for?’ inquired my companion, with sudden interest.

‘For Jim Heggarstone,’ replied the Sergeant; ‘the man who got a lifer for being mixed up with Whispering Pete in that murder case out Barranda way in Queensland. He escaped on his way to gaol, and we were told to look out for him in this direction, as it is supposed he is making south.’

My heart seemed to stand still for a moment as he turned round and ran his eye over me. I felt that I must make some remark, but what to say that would avert suspicion I could not for the very life of me think. At last I found my voice.

‘What is he like — this, what’s his name — Heggarfield?’ I inquired, as coolly as I knew how.

The Sergeant glanced at me again as he answered, — 

‘Oh, a decent-sized sort of fellow. About your height, or a little taller, I should say.’

To my intense relief I was not permitted to monopolize the great man’s attention for very long, as one of the loafers was desirous of learning what punishment the criminal would be likely to receive when he was captured and taken back to gaol.

‘A year in irons, most likely,’ I heard the Sergeant answer as I paid for the drinks and, lighting my pipe, sauntered out into the verandah, feeling ready to drop in my anxiety to be out of the township once more. As soon as my companion was ready, which seemed to me an eternity, we mounted our horses, and waving our adieux to the loafers in the bar, set off down the street, and in something less than a quarter-of-an-hour were clear of the houses and bidding each other good-bye at the spot where the three cross roads branched off. Two days later I joined a mob of fat cattle en route to Bourke, with whom I kept company until I reached the town. Then having sold my horse, saddle and bridle to the drover in charge, I found the railway station, purchased a ticket for Sydney, and placing myself on board the train was next day landed safe and sound in the capital. To make my way thence to Newcastle was a matter of small difficulty.

Once there, I hastened to seek out the address written on the paper Sheilah had given me. It was a nice house in a fashionable locality, and when I inquired for Captain Blake of the Amber Crown steamer, and gave my name as George Brown, I was told by the maid servant to walk in.

It appeared that old McLeod had once done a signal service for my new friend, which the latter had never forgotten. For this reason he was only too glad to have an opportunity of repaying his benefactor. Whether or not he knew who I was I cannot say; at any rate he said nothing to me on the subject. When I said good-bye to him I went straight off and boarded the Amber Crown, then lying in the harbour. The following morning I wrote to Sheilah, and during the afternoon we weighed anchor; by nightfall Australia lay beneath the horizon behind us. I was free!!!

Of the voyage across the Pacific there is nothing to tell. On arrival at Valparaiso I had an interview with Captain Blake in his private cabin.

‘Mr Brown,’ said he, for, as I have said, that was the name I was travelling under, ‘having landed you here, I have carried out half of my contract. Now I must fulfil the other half.’

As he spoke he handed me a canvas bag containing the three hundred pounds in English gold Sheilah had told me to expect. I thanked him for his kindness to me during the voyage, signed the receipt for Mr McLeod, and then went ashore. The same night I sailed aboard an island schooner bound for Tahiti, the capital of the Friendly Group, where I entered the employ of the firm for whom I am now trading here on Vakalavi.

Now, my friends, you know my curious story, and there remain but three things to tell. The One-eyed Doctor was discovered at last by Sheilah, after a tedious hunt, dying of consumption in a Melbourne slum. She nursed him, and in a moment of gratitude, with the hand of death clutching at his throat, he gave her, in the presence of a magistrate, a full and complete confession of the murder of Jarman by Whispering Pete, stating that, beyond burying the body, I had nothing whatsoever to do with it. So my innocence was established, and I was cleared before the whole world. That is the first thing. Now for the next. Your schooner to-day brought me a letter from my wife, in which she tells me that she is coming to join me by the next boat. God bless her! Her father, who is tired of Barranda, is accompanying her. That is the second! The third is that by my father’s death, so the lawyers and bankers tell me, I am a rich man. This being so, I shall send in my resignation to the firm, move across to Apia, and once there, set about building a big house on the mountain side overlooking the bay. In that lovely spot, for I shall never go back to Australia now, I shall hope to begin a new life, with Sheilah for my sweet companion. There is one point, doubtless, upon which you will agree with me, and that is, try how I will, I shall never be able to make up to her for her confidence and love during the bitterest period of my life. But I’ll try, God helping me, I’ll try! — you may be sure of that.

And now you know why I say that I believe in and reverence the name of woman. God bless the sex, and, above all, the girl, now my wife, who was once Sheilah McLeod!


Across the World for a Wife (1898)
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WHEN OLD CONSTANTINE Blake, of Burwell Court, in the county of Hertfordshire, gentleman, nominated my father and myself executors of his will, and trustees of his son and daughter’s fortunes, it is quite certain he had no idea of the trouble he was raising up for one of us in the days to come. How was he to know that some day I should be chasing half round the world, combating all sorts of dangerous people, and penetrating into the most extraordinary places in the interests of his family affairs?

Two years after we had taken up the trust imposed upon us my father died, and the management of the various affairs connected with his decease devolved upon me. In Constantine Blake’s place, another executor had to be appointed, and it became my duty to make the selection. For politic reasons I chose the family solicitor, and regretted it the moment he had set his signature to the deeds. He was essentially a man of business, which I never was, a dry as dust lawyer of the old school, who was prepared at a moment’s notice to create mountains out of the most insignificant mole-hills, and would not expend a sixpence in the interest of the estate until he had weighed all the pros and cons, and consulted me upon them. I have known brighter and more humorous trustees than old Humphrey Vargenal, yet never one for whom I feel a greater affection or entertain a more sincere respect.

My wards at that time I had never seen. The boy, Godfrey, had attained his twentieth birthday when my father died; the girl, Mildred, was a year or eighteen months his junior. When therefore Vargenal had been associated with me some ten months or so, the boy came into his estate, a charming old place in Hertfordshire, five miles from the county town, purchased a yacht, and disappeared from England forthwith. For upwards of three years we heard nothing of him. Then one day Vargenal called upon me with a letter dated from San Francisco, in which the youth asked that twenty thousand pounds might be at once despatched to him. The old fellow had passed a sleepless night over it before calling upon me, and was of opinion that such extravagance must inevitably bring ruin and disgrace upon the family.

“Nonsense, my dear fellow,” I answered, scarcely able to refrain from laughing at his long face. “You needn’t worry yourself. The lad has, in all probability, made a fool of himself, and is now being called upon to pay the piper. Besides, he can well afford the amount. With the excellent McDermott as bailiff-in-charge in the country, and you his solicitor at the other end of the tow-rope in London, there should be savings alone of nearly double that amount standing to his credit. Arrange the necessary formalities with the bank people, and don’t worry yourself about it any more than you can help.”

Next day the money was accordingly despatched to the address mentioned, but not without serious misgivings on Vargenal’s part. Two months later an acknowledgment arrived, and this time the letter was dated from New York.

The young man was then engaged, so he desired it to be understood, in perfecting a gigantic mining speculation, which was to keep him some time employed, and was to bring him in, at the very lowest computation, a fortune of a million pounds. From that day forward he wrote no more, nor was he ever heard of again. Meanwhile his sister stayed on in the old home at Burwell, leading a quiet country life, visiting her poor, assisting in the management of the parish and estate, and waiting and hoping always for her brother’s return.


CHAPTER I

SOME UNEXPECTED CALLERS
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IT WAS A cold, dreary winter’s afternoon, and by the time the hands of the clock upon my mantelpiece joined forces and stood at twenty minutes past four, my chambers were well-nigh as dark as midnight. I remember that I was in the act of banking up my fire, to use an engineering phrase, and was wondering in a dreamy sort of fashion, what the authorities would say if I were to burn the building down, when a knock sounded at the door. I was expecting a visit from Vargenal, and supposing it was he, invited him to enter. The door was forthwith opened, and, to my astonishment, two ladies stood before me. My humiliation may be better imagined than described, for it must be remembered I was upon my hands and knees on the hearthrug, with the coal shovel still in my hand, the room being lit only by the dancing flames.

“Would you be so kind as to tell us which is Mr. Cuthbert Brudenell’s room?” said the younger of the two, in a tone of inquiry.

“You are standing in it,” I answered, scrambling to my feet, and thrusting the shovel back into its home behind the coal scuttle, “and I am Cuthbert Brudenell.”

Thereupon I turned up the light, and examined my visitors more closely. The elder of the pair was a tall, austere-looking woman of the companion type, dressed entirely in black, and having each side of her face ornamented with bristling corkscrew curls. Having made myself conversant with her appearance, I turned to her companion, and as I did so I felt a thrill of admiration run through me, which, as a confirmed bachelor, for so I then thought myself, was a sensation I had not experienced for more than fifteen years.

A more beautiful girl could not have been discovered in a long day’s march. She was tall, considerably above the average height of her sex, I should say, and carried herself with an easy grace that spoke of perfect health, and the vigorous training of a country life.

Her eyes were grey, so I discovered on another occasion, and her hair just that happy shade between gold and brown that catches every gleam of sunshine and yet never seems to be twice the same colour.

At my invitation they seated themselves, and as soon as I had taken my place in what I was wont, somewhat sarcastically, to designate my business chair, I inquired in what way I could be of service to them.

“As you have never seen me before, Mr. Brudenell,” the younger lady began, “you do not, of course, recognise me. I am Mildred Blake.”

“Can it be possible?” I cried in astonishment, at the same time rising and shaking hands with her. “It seems rather late in the day to say that I am pleased to make your acquaintance, but I will do so nevertheless. We have had so many dealings together in the past, that it is strange we should never have met before.”

“I am afraid I am to blame for that,” she continued. “You see we live so very quietly, and you have always been so busy. As you have been so kind in the past, I expect you will think I am giving you poor proof of my gratitude when I say that I have come here in the hope that I may be able to induce you to help me again.”

“You may be sure I will do all in my power to serve you,” I answered. “Pray what is the nature of the business that brings you to me for assistance?”

“Mr. Brudenell, I am in terrible trouble.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” I answered. “And may I ask what form the trouble takes?”

She paused for a moment, and tapped upon the carpet with the point of her umbrella, as if she were wondering how she had better broach the subject to me.

“To be plain with you, I want news of my brother,” she said at last.

“Indeed, and has he not returned to England yet?”

She searched in her pocket, and presently produced a letter which she handed to me.

“We have not heard of him since he wrote this from New York three years ago. If you will be kind enough to read it, you will see what he says in it about coming home.”

I read the letter carefully. It was an ordinary frank, boyish epistle, and might have been written by any brother to his sister. Literary interest it had none. Jumbled up with other and more personal matters, was a bald account of a railway journey across the United States in winter, certain platitudes on the American character, a remark or two as to the probability of the present weather continuing, and then a page and a half of vague hints concerning some gigantic mining speculation, in which it would appear he was vitally concerned, and which was eventually to make him a millionaire several times over. In the postscript there was a slight reference to a visit to England when he had got his affairs in the States into some sort of order.

I handed it back to her.

“Am I to understand,” I said, “that since you received this letter you have had no communication of any sort from your brother?”

“Not one. I have written quite a dozen times to his last address in New York, and also to San Francisco, but the letters have all been returned to me by the post office authorities marked ‘unknown,’ or ‘left the neighbourhood.’ I have communicated with several consuls, who have caused inquiries to be made in their various localities, but always with the same result — entire failure! My brother seems to have disappeared without leaving a trace behind him.”

“And in what manner, then, can I be of service to you?” I inquired.

“I want you to help me in my search for him,” she answered. “Surely you can tell me what I had better do. I have been to Mr. Vargenal, who proposed a number of ways in which we might set to work. I’m afraid, however, and it’s really very wrong of me to say so, considering the trouble he has taken, but—”

“You are going to say,” I said, noticing her hesitation, “that by the time it would be possible to get his machinery properly set going, there would be no time left in your life either to find your brother, or for anything else.”

Serious as the subject was, she could not repress a smile, and I gathered from that that she regarded our worthy friend Vargenal in very much the same light as I did myself.

“In what way do you propose to commence operations?” I asked.

“I am afraid I cannot even tell you that,” she answered with a little sigh. “I have not the least possible idea what I ought to do. I want to find him, that is all. I thought you, who have such a knowledge of the world, would be able to direct me.”

“As I said when you first came in, I will do what I can,” I answered rashly, being strangely moved at the sight of her trouble, “but before I can embark upon my work, I must know all you have to tell me, and have every letter you have received from him in my possession.”

“It is very kind of you to say you will help me,” she replied. “I hoped and thought I should not appeal to you in vain, I imagined you would want his letters, so I took the precaution of bringing them with me.

So saying, she turned to her companion, whom she called Miss Priscilla, and asked for the parcel she had entrusted to her care. This being forthcoming, it was handed to me.

“If you will permit me,” I said, laying it on the table, “I will examine them when I am alone, and as soon as I have made up my mind upon the subject, will communicate with you further. Are you staying in town?”

“No,” she answered, “we return to Burwell tonight. If you will write to me there, you cannot think how much l shall appreciate your kindness. I have been hoping for a letter from poor Godfrey for the last three years, and the waiting has become more and more unbearable with every month. Mr. Brudenell, it may be foolish, but I cannot help fearing that something terrible must have befallen him. I have pictured him lying dead on the prairies, shipwrecked and starving on some desolate island, murdered in the mining countries, till sometimes I dare not even go to bed for fear of dreaming of him. At last I could bear it no longer, so acting on the advice of our dear old Vicar, and Miss Priscilla, I came up to see you.”

I glanced at Miss Priscilla, who gave a slight bow, and said with an air that defied contradiction, “A very sensible and judicious course to pursue, I feel convinced.”

“Very well, Miss Blake,” I said, “if you will leave the matter in my hands, I will seek advice as to the course we should pursue, from those best calculated to give it, and as soon as I am in a position to speak, will communicate with you further. In the meantime, as I expect you have not had tea, I will, if you will permit me, obtain some for you.”

“Please do not trouble,” she answered, “ we had some before we came to you. Now I really think we must be going, we have trespassed too long on your kindness as it is. Goodbye, and many, many thanks to you.”

She rose as she spoke, and held out her tiny hand to me with a girlish frankness that was infinitely charming. Miss Priscilla inclined her stately head towards me, and we moved towards the door.

“If you will allow me, I will accompany you to the street, and obtain a cab for you,” I said, and accordingly, taking up my hat, I escorted them into Fleet Street. A hansom was soon forthcoming, and in a few moments Miss Blake and her chaperone, having once more thanked me, were speeding along the lamp-lit streets on their way to Euston. Having seen them depart, I went back for my coat and umbrella and set off down Fleet Street, in the direction of the chop house I usually patronised. The place in question did not present a very luxurious outward appearance, but inside it was as comfortable, in a solid old world fashion, as any to be found in London. It was an historic building, once a favourite with the immortal Johnson, and now much frequented by the legal profession generally.

The table at which I usually took my meal was placed in a corner of the second room, which was separated from the larger apartment by an arch containing an oak beam, said to have been placed there in the time of Queen Elizabeth.

I took my seat, and when the waiter brought the bill of fare, decided upon my dinner, and, as soon as it arrived, fell to work upon it. My soup plate had scarcely been removed, however, before there was a stir in the front room, and, a moment later, a man passed under the arch and stood looking irresolutely about him, as if he were trying to make up his mind at which table he should seat himself. From the way he glanced over his shoulder, it was plain that there was some one behind him, but for the moment, I could not see who that some one was. When, however, he had made up his mind, and had taken his place at the table exactly opposite that at which I sat, I was able to take stock of them both.

As they strike me, now that I sit down to write the story of my strange adventures, as being among the principal, if not the chief of the many extraordinary characters I have met, I feel that I am justified in asking you to bear with me while I describe them at some length, and record the impression they originally made upon me. The man, he, I mean, who had decided the point about the table, was certainly the largest specimen of our race with whom I have ever come in contact. He must have stood six feet six if an inch, and have weighed, at the very smallest computation, twenty stone. His face was in keeping with the rest of his anatomy, broad and massive, with high cheek bones, large and well-shaped eyes, which looked out at one from beneath shaggy brows, a somewhat fleshy chin, large ears, and a preponderance of what is vulgarly termed jowl. He boasted an unusual wealth of curly hair, of a peculiar auburn tint, which harmonised well with his reddish complexion and the colour of his eyes, which I discovered later were of that peculiar shade of blue sometimes called slate.

So occupied had I been taking stock of this individual, that I had altogether failed to notice his companion. When I turned to look at him, however, I was sensible of a decided shock, a feeling of revulsion that made me almost involuntarily turn my face away. It struck me as an outrage of the laws of decency, that such a creature should have been permitted to enter a building where human beings were in the habit of taking their meals. The man affected me in much the same way as a loathsome monstrosity would have done, and yet while I felt my gorge rise at him, I could not refrain from watching him. Difficult as it will be, I must, for the sake of what is to follow, attempt to give you some description of him. He was small, scarcely more than four feet in height. The length of his legs, however, was out of all proportion to that of his body, and for the same reason, when he sat at table his head scarcely reached six inches above the board. But it was not his body that caused me the feeling of revulsion I have described, but his face. To put it bluntly it resembled that of a monkey more than a man’s. It was a terrible face, short in the forehead, narrow in the eyes, broad at the nostrils, and baggy in the pouches of the cheeks. As if to carry the likeness still further, the skin was as dark as a South Sea Islander, and covered with irregular patches of tawny-coloured hair. To hide this I discovered later that he was in the habit of wearing a veil, but on this occasion he had laid it aside. I only know that the effect his countenance produced upon me was such that I felt to proceed further with my meal would be impossible. As a last resource I begged the waiter to procure me an evening paper, and when I had propped it against my wine bottle, once more took up my knife and fork. It was no use, however, that simian face, those dark, and to my thinking, half-animal eyes, seemed to look right through my barricade and to find me out upon the other side. I battled with what I tried to tell myself was only a puerile prejudice, but, despite my endeavours, could not swallow a mouthful. At last fully convinced that to struggle further would be useless, I turned my back upon the occupants of the table, and fell to studying the sheet I had purchased. Still, however, the same extraordinary sensation of revulsion pursued me; I seemed to feel his hot breath on my neck, and the clutch of those monkey-like fingers about my windpipe. And yet when I came to argue it with myself, try how I would, I could assign no reason to my repugnance. I only knew that gradually, but with a strength there was no resisting, the presence of that man, if man he were, at the other table, was driving me from the room. By the time I had endured it for something like a quarter of an hour, my patience was exhausted, and I rose from my seat. Then, donning my coat, and taking up my hat and umbrella, I left the place, paying my bill at the counter as I went out.

Once in the street, however, the cold night air revived me wonderfully. I looked up at the winking stars, and listened to the rattling of the cab horses’ hoofs on the frosty road with a pleasure I never remembered to have found in them before. It was as if I were suddenly translated to a new and wholesome world after that hot room I had just left, and I breathed long and deep, filling my lungs to their utmost, as if I could not rid myself soon enough of the air I had drawn in, while in that terrible being’s company. Then fastening my coat closely about me, for the night, as I have said, was frosty, I turned and hastened homewards.

I had not proceeded more than twenty yards upon my way, however, before I heard the sound of hurrying feet behind me, and with that instinct which warns a man that he is being followed, looked round to discover, if possible, who it was that wanted me. To my surprise the person behind me was none other than the enormous individual I had noticed in the restaurant I had just left. A dark figure was following him at an interval of a few paces, and it needed no second thought to tell who he was. I stopped, intending to let them pass me, but when the tall man came up, and was only a few paces from me, he halted and lifted his hat.

“Mr. Cuthbert Brudenell, I believe,” he said, in a voice that struck me as being incomparably sweet and out of keeping with so huge a frame.

“That is my name,” I answered, throwing into my reply that peculiar note of stand-offishness so characteristic of the modern Englishman when answering a question put by a stranger. “What can I do for you?”

“You can render me a very vital service, if you will so far oblige me,” he answered, still with the same obsequious air. “Might I have the pleasure, and, at the same time the honour, of walking a short distance with you?”

“I am returning to my chambers at once,” I said, as if that were a good and sufficient reason for not letting him accompany me.

“So I imagined,” he answered, “and I may tell you that if I had not seen you enter the restaurant we have both of us so lately quitted, I should have done myself the honour of calling upon you later in the evening.”

Wondering what he could want with me, and at the same time not caring to show him that I was at all curious on the subject, I gave my umbrella a little shake, placed it under my arm with a jerk, and said — 

“Indeed!”

Thereupon we resumed our walk, this enormous man accompanying me step for step. We had proceeded possibly fifty yards before either of us spoke. Then my companion, stooping slightly to address me, said, with that indescribable utterance of his — 

“I fear, Mr. Brudenell, you are angry with me for stopping you, and yet, do you know, I feel sufficient confidence in myself to say that when I have told you the business which has brought me so many thousand miles to find you out, that harshness will give place to gratitude.”

I was about to answer that, like other members of my profession, I had my business hours and for that reason would ask him to call in the morning; but as the words rose upon my lips, I happened to glance at his face. It wore an expression that, for the life of me, I could not understand. It was one of entreaty, and yet, absurd as it may appear to say so, it was equally one of command. Under its influence all my resolutions vanished, and with a meekness that at any other time would have surprised me, I stated that if he would accompany me to my chambers, I would be glad to hear what he had to say to me.

“I thank you for your courtesy,” he answered gravely, but with a faint suspicion of sarcasm, and once more we fell into step. Still side by side we passed Somerset House, Norfolk Street, and St. Clement Danes. At the entrance to the Temple we came to a standstill, though I could scarcely tell why. I had my suspicions, however, for on looking back, I could see an ungainly figure, muffled in a black cloak, crossing the road and following us.

“Your chambers are in here, I believe, Mr. Brudenell,” said the tall man after the momentary pause. “Shall we go in?”

I threw a glance over my shoulder at his follower, who was now scarcely a dozen feet away, before I answered and was about to say, “not if that Thing comes too,” but my companion was too quick for me. Seeming to divine my intention he lifted his hand, and at the same time said something in a tongue that to my ears sounded very like Spanish. The other turned, and without a word, went swiftly down the pavement in a contrary direction. The big man placed his hand upon my shoulder. “I am afraid you are easily frightened, Mr. Brudenell,” he said. “My poor companion will not hurt you. He is — but there, it is too cold to-night to stand here discussing a miserable wretch upon whom Dame Nature has placed her finger of scorn. With your permission, therefore, I will follow you to your apartments.”

I accordingly passed under the arch, and led the way to my chambers, not, however, without a feeling of wonderment as to what the upshot of this curious encounter was to be.

On reaching my room, I turned up the light, and then, divesting myself of my great coat, invited my visitor to do the same. His was a magnificent garment, lined with some dark fur, and, when he had discarded it and thrown it over the back of a chair, it looked as if material sufficient to clothe three ordinary men might very easily have been taken from it.

I seated myself in my business chair, and as I did so could not help thinking how widely different this interview promised to be from the one I had that afternoon had with Mildred Blake. I found myself, to my astonishment, enjoying the recollection of her pretty face, and looking sentimentally at the chair she had occupied.

“Now, sir,” I said, after this short pause, “I shall be glad if you will tell me, in as few words as possible, what it is you desire to see me about.”

“To do that, my dear sir,” replied the man, and as he spoke he leant slightly forward and clasped his enormous hands, “will involve the telling of a story.”

I glanced at the clock upon the mantel-piece. The stranger took his watch from his pocket, and, as if he distrusted my chronometer, also noted the time. “It is exactly twenty minutes to eight,” he said, “and if you wish it you shall be rid of me before the clock strikes nine. You are agreed? Very well, then let us proceed. In the first place let me tell you that my name is Mulhausen; I am not a German, although my patronymic might lead you to suppose so. What countryman I am, I very much fear I could not tell you, and I don’t know that it would make much difference if I could. I am a citizen of the world, and for that reason am conversant both with its lighter as well as its darker sides. I have many enemies; you see I am candid with you; and one or two friends, among whom I hope you will some day allow me to number yourself.”

“You will excuse me,” I said in interruption, “but I should be glad if you would tell me to what all this is leading.”

“It is leading up to the point, sir, which has brought me to you; a point which has carried me upwards of a hundred thousand miles, has kept me awake on the Pampas of South America, on the prairies of the North, on Canadian Lakes, on palm fringed islands of the South Pacific, in Australian slab huts, and in hotels in almost every big city of the world.”

Here he paused, and drew his chair a little closer to mine. Laying his right arm upon my table, he tapped my writing pad softly with his hand, as if to better emphasize the importance of what he was about to say to me — and then asked me a question which brought me up, all standing, as the sailors say, with surprise.

“Mr. Brudenell, I want to know if you can give me the address of Godfrey Blake?”


CHAPTER II

A PROBLEM TO SOLVE
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I DON’T KNOW why it should have caused me so much surprise, but I am convinced that for upwards of a minute after he had put his question to me, I sat staring at Mulhausen in speechless amazement. In itself it was a perfectly simple question, and one which at any other time I should have answered without a second’s hesitation. My mind, however, had been so occupied during the day with young Blake’s affairs, and his strange disappearance from society, first with old Vargenal in the morning, secondly with Miss Blake in the afternoon, and thirdly with this curious individual later in the evening, that the coincidence struck me as being almost miraculous. Until lately I had been imagining myself done with the whole Blake family and their affairs. Now in a rush I seemed to be more drawn into them than ever. I noticed that my silence seemed to cause my gigantic companion no small measure of surprise. He watched me with an all-devouring eagerness and showed an amount of anxiety as he waited for my answer that made me as distrustful as I had before been curious. I had to be more than careful what I was about for I did not know into what trap I might be thrusting my head.

“You do not answer my question, Mr. Brudenell,” said my visitor with a little note of impatience in his voice. “Time is getting on and I have much to do before I can sleep to-night. I have to cable your answer to New York before midnight.

“Before I answer you,” I said, “you must furnish me with your reasons for asking the question. Remember that until to-night I have never set eyes on you; how am I to know, therefore, that the answer may not be prejudicial to the interests of the gentleman whose address you desire to obtain?”

My reply somewhat disconcerted him. A flush spread across his face and there was a glitter in his eye, that made me think he was about to answer me sharply. This irritation was only transitory, however. Almost before I had time to notice it it was gone and his eyes were as smiling, and his voice, when he spoke, as soft and conciliatory as when he had first accosted me.

“I’m sorry you should doubt me, Mr. Brudenell,” he said. “The more so as an explanation will involve a waste of time. Had you accepted my assurance and told me what I wanted to know, I should have been spared a somewhat wearisome repetition. Now I fear that there is nothing for it but for me to tell you my story in detail.”

“Forgive my saying so,” I replied, with a diplomacy that in these later days causes an involuntary smile, “but in that case would it not be better for you to do as I suggested a quarter of an hour since, and postpone our interview until to-morrow morning? I shall be more at liberty then to listen, and you will not only have had time to collect your thoughts, and to prepare your case, but to think over exactly what you have to say to me.”

Once more he leant towards me and this time he even ventured place his hand upon my arm.

“For Heaven’s sake relieve my anxiety to-night,” he said, with infinite persuasion in his voice. “You can have no idea what your answer means to me and mine.”

It has been said that man is not unfrequently guided to great issues by the smallest possible events. I don’t know that I can be considered in any way an impressionable man, but I am certain of this, that no argument he had yet brought forward appealed to me so strongly as those three words “me and mine.” So active is the brain and so instantaneous the picture that it is possible for a word to conjure up, that almost before the last sentence had reached my ear I could see, why I am not prepared to state, an old whitehaired woman, perhaps Mulhausen’s mother, sitting patiently in a chimney corner in an American village, waiting for news that was to mean ruin or perhaps death to the son she loved. I glanced at the latter as he sat expectantly watching me, and I can even now remember the pleading look upon his face. It was plain that the man was anxious to the very centre of his being, and for the first time I found myself regretting the poor answer I should be compelled to give him.

“Before we go any further, will you tell me why you have come to me,” I inquired, “when there are so many others to whom you might have applied for the information?”

“I have come to you for two reasons,” he answered. “First, because I was informed that you were Blake’s trustee, and second, because, to be candid with you, I knew of nobody else to whom I could’ apply. Now, what have you to tell me?”

In narrating what took place between us, I am forced to admit the man’s cleverness. As will be seen, he had as nearly as possible entrapped me into giving him the information he wanted without in his turn furnishing me with the preliminary explanation he had promised. I was fortunate enough, however, to realise this in time.

“You have not yet furnished me with your reasons,”

I said. “Let us be straightforward with each other, Mr. Mulhausen. You have told me that you have travelled upwards of a hundred thousand miles through Australia, the South Sea Islands, and both? North and South America, in search of the young man whose guardian I was, and, not being able to discover any trace of him, you have come to England in order to question me. You must see for yourself that all this mystery can only serve one purpose as far as I am concerned. In other words it induces me to be doubly cautious in what I say to you. Therefore, before I tell you even what little I know, I must and will understand exactly why you want to know it.”

He fell into the trap as I hoped and expected he would do.

“In that case I have no option but to tell you everything,” he said. “My reasons for desiring to ascertain the young man’s whereabouts are very simple. In the first place you must understand that it is upwards of four years since he and I first became acquainted. At that time I was living in the States, and he, so I had reason to believe, had but lately arrived from England.

I was introduced to him by one of our prominent citizens, and after a few weeks’ intercourse we became on extremely intimate, I might almost say, friendly terms. He was an engaging young fellow and the most misanthropic of men could scarcely have helped liking him. At that time, I may add, I was very much interested in an enormous mining venture in South America. The mines in question, besides being lucrative almost beyond the avarice of man, had a romantic history. This fired young Blake’s imagination. Are you following me?”

“Perfectly,” I answered.

“After a great deal of persuasion,” he continued, with what I could not help thinking was an excess of candour, “and when we were sufficiently intimate to be able to speak our minds on business subjects without fear of being misconstrued, Blake begged me to admit him as a partner in the venture. At first I was loth to do so. I dislike asking my friends to share my risks, besides which I had sufficient capital at my disposal just then to be able to run the concern myself for my own benefit. For this reason I stood out for some considerable time, until I saw that my refusal to comply with his wish was creating an antagonistic feeling between us that might ultimately lead to the rupture of our friendship. This being so, I finally relented and admitted him to the concern by agreeing to accept a certain sum down and afterwards to share expenses and gains equally with him.”

I nodded my head to show him that I followed him. So far what he had told me coincided with what I had read in Blake’s own letters.

“Having promised him a share in the venture what happened next?” I asked.

“He wanted money to complete the purchase. With this object he wrote to his solicitor in London, who will doubtless bear out what I am telling you, asking that twenty thousand pounds might be at once despatched to him.”

“And at this time I am to take it he was resident in Chicago,” I said.

“He was staying in my own house,” he answered somewhat abruptly.

“Exactly. And when the money arrived?”

“When it arrived we arranged our plans for developing the property. His yacht was lying in New York harbour, and in it we departed for the Argentine, where the mines were situated. From Buenos Ayres we travelled inland to Crux del Eje in the Province of Cordova, and thence to the field. For some months we were engaged there together. Then a misunderstanding arose, and in a fit of pique he returned to the coast, boarded his yacht, and sailed away. Since the moment when I bade him goodbye I have neither seen nor heard of him.”

“Was the misunderstanding between you of a very serious nature?” I inquired.

“I think not,” he replied. “Perhaps, however, Blake would say otherwise. For my part I am sorry, for I can see now that I was to blame. It originated in this way. We had an overseer, or manager perhaps it would be more prudent to call him, a Spaniard, named José de Campoda. From the very first Blake took a dislike to him, and on one occasion they nearly came to blows over the former’s treatment of the peons employed upon the properties. Campoda appealed to me, and, exasperated by Blake’s treatment, threatened to resign his post. As he was the only man in the country in any way fitted to hold the position, I tried to patch the quarrel up as best I could, believing that Blake, who, as perhaps you may be aware, had a strong prejudice against foreigners in general, and Spaniards in particular, had taken an unjust dislike to the man and would eventually see the folly of his behaviour. In this attempt I was partially successful. At any rate for another month, or possibly six weeks, things went more smoothly. The two men avoided each other as far as possible, and as they limited their antagonism to sneers and black looks when they did meet, no one suffered very vitally. Then one day Blake came forward with another accusation against his enemy, this time charging him with deliberately falsifying the pay sheets and appropriating our money to his own concerns. You may imagine the result. There was a stormy scene, and as his charges could not be substantiated and he seemed to think that I deliberately took Campoda’s part against himself, he packed his belongings and departed for the coast, eventually leaving the country in the manner I have already described. A fortnight later, and quite by chance, I discovered that the Spaniard was really the thief Blake had declared him to be, and that the charges the other had made against him were true. But by that time my partner had sailed away, and it was too late to remedy the matter beyond giving Campoda his discharge, and prosecuting him for his villainy towards us.”

“And what do you desire to do now?”

“As I said when I entered this room, I wish to find Blake as soon as possible, and for two reasons. First, I want to obtain from him some papers, of the utmost importance to our mutual interests, and second, to hand over to him some money which has been accumulating in my possession since he left us.”

The reasons were plausible enough, I thought, if they were the real ones. I hesitated, however, for a few minutes before I replied.

“It seems absurd to say so,” I said at length, “after what you have told me, but to tell you the truth I don’t think I can help you at all. As far as I can see you know as much as I do.”

“But you must have some information that would be of use to me,” he said nervously.

There was one point in his story which had struck me as remarkable, and that was his reference to the letter written to Vargenal by young Blake, in which he asked that the twenty thousand pounds should be sent to him. As I happened to know, that letter was not written in Chicago at all, but in San Francisco. Why, therefore, had he misled me on this point? Was it done intentionally, or was it merely a slip of the tongue? It did not seem feasible that the letter could have been written in Chicago and posted in San Francisco, but, as I have insinuated, this alteration in the story disquieted me. I resolved to try him with a question, in order to see what answer he would give.

“You referred to a letter in which Blake asked that the money might be despatched to him,” I said, and as I did so I watched his face carefully. “It may interest you to know that I saw that letter.”

To my delight he changed front visibly. But he recovered himself instantly, and I could see regretted having allowed the display of emotion to escape him.

“I am glad of that,” he answered quickly, “for in that case you will be able to corroborate what I say, and will be the more inclined to believe me.”

“That is all very well,” I continued, “but there was a slight inaccuracy in your story.”

“Ah! I know what you mean,” he interrupted. “I remember now that I did make a mistake. At the time that he applied for the money we were not in Chicago but in San Francisco. Still it was from New York that he acknowledged it.”

“That was so,” I replied. “And now all that I can tell you is that since I saw that letter I have not heard of him at all. Whether he is alive or dead I have no sort of idea.”

“You are quite certain of that, I suppose?” he asked, with disappointment plainly written on his face.

“If I were not I should not say so,” I answered a trifle sharply.

“You must forgive me for asking such a question,” he said, soothingly. “I do not doubt your veracity, of course, Mr. Brudenell, but I wish to be perfectly sure that since he wrote that letter to Mr. Vargenal acknowledging the receipt of the money, you have neither heard of, nor from him.”

“That is exactly what I do mean,” I replied. “From the moment that he posted that letter to Mr. Vargenal acknowledging the twenty thousand pounds, I have heard nothing whatever of him. Now you know all I can tell you.”

Mulhausen rose from his chair and held out his hand.

“In that case,” he said, “I think I will wish you good evening. I have trespassed upon your time, and, as far as you are concerned, it would seem I have had my long journey for nothing.”

He took up his heavy fur coat from the chair upon which he had placed it, and slowly drew it on. Until I saw him do that, I had no idea what an enormous man he really was. He must have stood six feet six if an inch, and must have measured at least fifty-four inches round the chest. He was a veritable giant, and at this moment rather a sad one. In my heart, for some reason or another, I could not help feeling sorry for the man, he was so palpably cast down by his lack of success. And yet all the time I was under the influence of this sympathetic emotion I could not repress a dim suspicion that, plausible as his story had been, he was in reality deceiving me. When he had donned his coat he moved towards the door. Arriving there, he touched the handle irresolutely, after which he turned and came slowly back to me.

“By the way,” he said, “ I think I remember having heard Blake say that he had a sister residing in England?”

“He has,” I answered briefly.

“In that case,” he continued, “ it is just possible she may be able to help me. Perhaps you would not mind furnishing me with her address.”

“I could not dream of doing such a thing,” I said hastily. “You must see for yourself that it would be impossible.”

This time the same vicious, ugly look that I had noticed on a previous occasion flashed back into his face. For a second, and only for that brief space of time, the man looked really dangerous. Once more, however, the expression vanished as quickly as it had come, and he was the old, smiling, courteous Mulhausen once more.

“I am exceedingly sorry that you cannot favour me with the information I want,” he said, “but if you will not, of course it is out of my power to make you, so with your permission I will once more wish you goodnight. I am afraid in my anxiety to discover traces of my friend I have trespassed sadly upon your valuable time.”

“I beg you will not mention that,” I replied. “ I only regret my inability to do more to help you. Good-night.”

I held the door open for him to go out, but he still paused upon the threshold.

“Let me see,” he said. “How do I find my way into the street? When I get to the bottom of this staircase do I turn to the right or to the left?”

“First to the left and then to the right,” I replied, “and then across the quadrangle. But if you will permit me I will show you the way.”

“I am obliged to you for your courtesy,” he answered gravely. “I fear I have put you to a great deal of trouble.”

To this polite speech I replied by picking up my hat and leading the way down stairs. It struck me that if I did not see him off the premises personally I should never get rid of him at all. He followed close behind me until we reached the quadrangle, then he came up alongside me, and we walked under the archway into the Strand together.

“Good-night, Mr. Brudenell,” he said, when we stood on the pavement. “ If it should be necessary for me to see you again, would you have any objection to my calling here?”

“None whatever,” I returned, “but I think it only right to tell you that I am quite certain it will be impossible for me to help you any further than I have done to-night.”

“There is no saying what you may not be able to do for me,” he observed gravely, and then, with an abruptness that was almost startling, stepped into the road, where he uttered a long and somewhat peculiar whistle, which was immediately echoed from a side street. A moment later I saw a dark figure cross and come towards him. Mulhausen did not wait for his companion to come up, however, but turned upon his heel and walked swiftly along the pavement in the direction of Charing Cross, the simian creature following with his ugly, animal-like gait, a dozen paces or so behind him. When they had disappeared in the distance I returned to my rooms to think over the curious interview through which I had just passed. The facts, as I read them, were as follows: — Godfrey Blake, a wild harum-scarum lad fresh from old Vargenal’s leading strings, and possessed of a larger fortune than he knew what to do with, had made the acquaintance of a man who was plainly a mining speculator. The latter had obtained a hold on him, and as a result had induced him to participate in a mining venture in South America on the understanding that he put twenty thousand pounds into the scheme. Blake had acceded to his request only too willingly, and they had visited their property together, worked it for some months in company, had then quarrelled, for a reason that I did not for one moment believe was the one Mulhausen had given me, and had at last separated, from which day nothing had ever been heard or seen of the younger man. Nearly four years later his partner visits England in order to obtain information which will lead to the discovery of the other’s whereabouts. Such information not being forthcoming, what will the next step be? I thought of Mildred Blake and her anxiety to glean some tidings of her lost brother. Against that picture I placed another of Mulhausen working like a bloodhound on the same trail. My position seemed to stand midway between them. I had given the sister my promise that I would help her to the best of my ability, and I had sent the ostensible friend empty away.

When I went to bed that night my dreams were troubled ones. I imagined myself chasing young Godfrey Blake round the world, with Mulhausen always close behind me, clamouring to know why I would persist in thinking ill of their villainous manager Campoda.

Next day I half expected Mulhausen to call upon me, but though I was compelled by circumstances to remain in my chambers the greater part of it, a most unusual thing for me, he did not put in an appearance. In consequence I had sufficient leisure to draw up a complete resumé of the case, putting in as evidence what I had learned from the young man’s sister on the previous afternoon, and adding to it the story I had been told by my other visitor in the evening. When it was finished I placed it in a drawer to await further developments. These came even sooner than I expected, for the post next morning brought me a letter, addressed in a handwriting with which I was by this time fairly familiar. I tore it open with a sense of eager expectation and read as follows: — 



              “BURWELL COURT, 

                         “Thursday Evening.



“DEAR MR. BRUDENELL, — I hope you will forgive me for again worrying you about my affairs, but, as I told you when I called upon you the day before yesterday, I have no relation in the world to whom I can turn for assistance. You were good enough to say that you would help me, and relying on this kind promise I am taking the liberty of communicating with you once more upon the subject. I could not help thinking, after I had seen you, that you must have regarded my fears for my brother’s safety as somewhat exaggerated. God grant they may be. By dint of long brooding upon a trouble one is apt to fall into a very despondent frame of mind, and I will not conceal from you the fact that when I reached home the other evening I was far from being happy. I felt as much convinced that my brother had met with some terrible misfortune as that I was alive and well myself. However, I had seen you and you had promised me your assistance, therefore I knew that I had advanced one step, and that it behoved me to wait patiently before taking the next. I determined not to worry you any more on the subject until you should see fit to communicate with me again. What it cost me to make this resolution I cannot tell you. Now, however, affairs have taken a new turn, and I am compelled by force of circumstances to forego my determination. At the risk of being tedious I must describe exactly what has happened in order that you may thoroughly understand the position I am in.

“It so happened that yesterday I had occasion to visit a farm some eight or nine miles distant from my home. The farmer is one of my brother’s tenants, and it was a matter connected with the estate that took me to him. The business occupied rather longer than I had anticipated, and it was nearly six o’clock before I reached home. I dismounted from my horse in the stable yard and went into the house to find Miss Priscilla in the drawing-room. She was visibly agitated and hailed my coming with delight.

“‘My dear,’ she said, starting up from her chair as I entered the room, ‘I am more thankful than I can say that you have returned. I have been worried almost past endurance since you left.’

“‘I am sorry, dear, to hear that,’ I answered. “What has been the matter? Have any of the maids been impertinent to you again?’

“‘I have nothing to complain of in their conduct in this instance,’ she answered. ‘Trying though, I must confess, they always are.’

“Her curls were trembling with excitement, and it was easy to see that something out of the ordinary had occurred.

“‘My dear, you must really forgive me,’ she said, ‘ but I cannot tell you when I have been more upset. My nerves are still quite shaken, and I know it will be days before I shall recover from it. You had not been gone more than half an hour this afternoon when a gentleman drove up to the door in Jenk’s fly from the Junction and asked if you were at home. He said he must see you on most important business, and without delay, as he desired to return to Town by the train leaving at four o’clock. I interviewed him and told him you were not at home, whereupon he seemed most distressed, and for nearly a minute walked up and down the room without speaking. Thinking it might be possible for me to help him, I informed him that I was your companion and had had the care of you from your youth up. This, however, did not appear to satisfy him. He inquired when he would be able to see you personally, and upon my informing him that you would certainly return before dusk he went away, promising to return before five o’clock. At half-past four he called again. Jefferies opened the door to him, and in reply to his question told him that you had not yet returned. He seemed even more disappointed than before, and asked, as he had now missed his train and there would not be another until eight o’clock, if he might be allowed to come in and wait until you did return. I acceded to his request, and he was accordingly shown into the dining-room. Since then I have been sitting at the window watching for you and hoping to see you every moment.’

“‘Is the gentleman here now,’ I inquired, with a little smile at the way in which she had worried herself over what was probably only an ordinary business call.

“‘He is in the dining-room at the present moment,’ she answered. ‘Jefferies says he has done nothing but tramp up and down the room ever since he showed him in.’

“‘I fear Jefferies has been listening at the door.’

I said, as I drew off my gloves and went out into the hall to place my crop upon the rack.

“‘Jefferies was very apprehensive as to his errand, as I must confess I was myself,’ she answered. ‘In these days one cannot regard strangers with too much suspicion,’ Then sinking her voice she added, ‘He is a most peculiar individual, and I took the precaution to warn Jefferies to be on his guard. When one has so much valuable silver in the house one can scarcely be too careful whom one admits.’

“‘You must not worry yourself so much, dear Miss Priscilla,’ I replied, and then leaving her standing with a perturbed face in the hall I made my way to the dining-room, where she had told me the visitor was waiting to see me.

“‘He is probably a clerk from one of the agents in London, come for particulars about the Manor farm,’ I said to myself as I turned the handle of the door.

“When I entered the room, however, I could scarcely contain my astonishment. Standing in front of the fireplace was the biggest man I think I have ever beheld in all my life. Such shoulders I don’t remember ever to have seen in a human being before. From where I stood he seemed to fill half the room, and when he advanced towards me and held out his hand, saying, ‘Miss Blake, I believe,’ the grip he gave me almost made me cry out with pain.

“‘I am Miss Blake,’ I answered. ‘Pray what can I do for you?’

“‘I have come to see you on a very important matter,’ he said. ‘One that I am prepared to believe will appear as important to you as it does to me. If I may put my story in a few words, I will introduce myself to you as an old American friend of your brother’s, probably one of the greatest friends he made on our continent.’

“‘You are a friend of my brother’s? ‘ I cried, almost carried away by my excitement. ‘Then, Mr.—’

“Here I paused confusedly, not being able to remember whether or not I had so far heard his name.

“‘My name is Mulhausen,’ he answered with a bow, ‘Herman Mulhausen, of Chicago.’

“‘As you say you are a friend of my brother’s,’ I continued, ‘you could not come to me with a better introduction. Pray where did you meet him?’

“‘In Chicago,’ he answered. ‘We were introduced to each other by a mutual acquaintance, after which he came to spend a short time with me at my house. Needless to say we soon became great friends. He was a noble young fellow indeed.’

“‘And may I ask what your business is with me?’ I said, not without a faint hope that he might be able to supply me with the information I was so anxious to obtain. This hope, however, was soon shattered when he answered — 

“‘I have come to you from America, after no small amount of trouble, in order to try and obtain your brother’s present address.’

“‘I cannot give it to you,’ I said, feeling as if I could sit down and cry with disappointment. ‘I do not know it myself. We have not heard of him for more than three years. I thought you had come to give me some news of him.’

“On hearing that I was as ignorant on the subject as he was himself he seemed very much cast down, and for a few minutes did not answer, but paced quickly up and down the room.

“‘I thank you sincerely,’ he said, ‘for the courtesy you have shown me. I regret that you cannot help me, but naturally you cannot do so if it is not in your power. Now I must return to London with the knowledge that my journey has been a futile one.’

“He rose to leave me, but I was not going to let him go without, in my turn, putting some questions to him.

“‘Would you mind telling me where and when it was you last saw my brother? ‘ I asked.

“‘In the Argentine,’ he replied. ‘We were partners in a big mining venture in that country. Owing to an unfortunate piece of business he left Buenos Ayres somewhat suddenly, and since then, though I have travelled thousands of miles and spent hundreds of pounds in the search, I have never been able to discover him again.’

“‘Have you no sort of idea,’ I continued, ‘where he went when he left South America? Surely he must have left some clue behind him?’

“‘He did not leave a clue of any sort,’ he answered. ‘I discovered that he sailed on board his yacht from Buenos Ayres, but where to I could never find out. Some said it was to Australia, others to England, but that could not have been so or you would surely have heard of him. Some tried to make me believe he had gone to San Francisco, and others to South Africa. You say he has never written to you from any one of these ports?’

“‘Not a line. We have waited and waited hoping always that a letter would arrive from him, but one has never come. The suspense has been too cruel. Mr. Mulhausen, what do you think can have become of him?’

“‘If I could answer you that question, I could inform you where he is now,’ he said, a little rudely I thought. ‘Miss Blake, I tell you truthfully I would give five years of my life for five minutes conversation with your brother. It is of the utmost importance that I should discover him soon. If I do not I am irretrievably ruined.’

“I paused for a moment before asking the question I had been anxious to put to him ever since he had told me his errand. Then, summoning up courage, I said, ‘May I ask you why you are so anxious to find him?’

“ He did not seem in the least put out by my rudeness, though he smiled rather strangely, I thought.

‘“I want to find him, young lady, because I must give him some information that is of the utmost importance to his peace of mind,’ he replied. ‘And because for me there are over two hundred thousand pounds depending upon his answer to a certain question.’

“Then having once more thanked me for my courtesy in seeing him, and with another expression of regret that our interview should have proved so fruitless, he bade me goodbye and left me. A few moments later, I heard his carriage pass down the drive.

“I must leave you to imagine the state of my feelings after he had gone. My mind of late has been so full of poor Godfrey and his mysterious disappearance, that to find a second person also eager for news of him, increased rather than decreased my anxiety. For nearly an hour after he had left me, I remained seated by the dining-room fire thinking over what he had told me. What was the unfortunate business which had induced Godfrey to leave Buenos Ayres so suddenly? and why, from the moment that he did so, had he never communicated with me? Frankly I could not help feeling a vague distrust for the man who had called upon me. There was something queer about him, something that made me think he is not quite what he pretends to be, but what it is I cannot of course tell. Unfortunately it did not strike me to ask what address would find him in case I should have any news to impart, and I have been reproaching myself ever since for omitting this simple precaution. Had I done so I think I should have taken the liberty of asking you to call upon him in the hope that, with your cleverness, you might have been able to extract something a little more tangible from him. I trust you will forgive me for having given you so much trouble. My love for my brother and my anxiety on his account must be my excuse. Needless to say I am awaiting your letter, advising me as to the course I should pursue, with breathless impatience. It is more than kind of you to help me, and my only fear is that in my anxiety to take some sort of action I may forget to thank you as you deserve. I hope, however, that you will believe me to be always very gratefully and sincerely yours, 

“MILDRED BLAKE,”



Having finished the letter I sat with it in my hand, staring into the fire for some moments in a brown study. However unimpressionable a man I might consider myself, there was something in this communication that could scarcely fail to interest me.

I glanced at the letter again. The handwriting was distinctly uncommon. It was bold, decided, and every letter was full of character. The wording, too, was unlike what I should have expected from Miss Blake, had I not already had the good fortune to make her acquaintance. Then there was one other point. From the fact that he had called upon her, it was plain that after all Mulhausen had discovered her address. How he had done so considering the number of Blakes in England, I did not stop to consider. It was sufficient for me to know that he had discovered her whereabouts, and, as far as he was concerned, with but small result.

Having come to this decision I opened the letter again, and re-read her account of their interview, making notes as I proceeded. There were several things in it which I considered remarkable, but there was one which attracted and held my attention to the exclusion of all others. This was his answer to the question as to why he was so anxious to discover her brother’s whereabouts. It was, so he now put it, to deliver him some news of the utmost importance to his peace of mind.

Opening a drawer in my writing-table, I took from it the resumé I had drawn up of my own conversation with him. In this I had placed it on record that his one aim and object was to obtain from him some papers, and also that he might pay to him a sum of money which had resulted from their partnership; two very laudable intentions when all was said and done, but which scarcely harmonised with the answer he had given to the young man’s sister. Was this another slip? or were both inventions of his own, intended to serve a purpose? For my own part, I did not know what to think. They served one purpose with me, however — they made me distrust the man even more than I had done before.

With this problem to keep me company, I sat for some time with the letter in my hand, looking into the fire. Taken altogether, it was as mysterious a business as a man could wish to have the handling of. Then an idea occurred to me. So far as I could see, I had worked out the case as far as was possible at present. Miss Blake was all impatience to hear what I thought of it. I had something to report, so why should I not catch the train and take a run down to Burwell Court. I could be back again if necessary that night, and by going out of town I should not only be out of the way in case Mulhausen should take it into his head to call upon me, but I should be showing Miss Blake how much eagerness I felt to help her in her trouble.

Having arrived at this decision I smartened myself up a little for the excursion, put on a thick overcoat, for the weather, as I have said, was intensely cold, and then made my way from the Temple along the Strand towards the nearest telegraph office. Having dispatched a message to warn Miss Blake of my intended visit, I hailed a hansom and ordered the man to drive me with all speed to Euston. It was fortunate that I made up my mind so quickly, for I arrived there only just in time to catch the express, which had begun to leave the platform as I entered it.

An hour later, after an entirely uninteresting journey, I arrived at Burwell Junction, and had negotiated a fly to convey me to the Court, which, as all the county knows, and every guide-book to Hertfordshire sets forth, is situated exactly five and three-quarter miles from the railway station. When I reached the lodge gates I had completed, though I did not know it then, exactly fifty miles of one of the most extraordinary journeys which it has ever fallen to the lot of mortal man to make — a journey so strange that although I have the best of all possible reasons for knowing it to be true, yet I cannot help sometimes believing I must have taken in another and very different existence.


CHAPTER III

BURWELL COURT

[image: img62.jpg]

IN MY LIFE which, as I think I admitted at the commencement of this story, cannot claim to have been a particularly long or brilliant one, it has been my good fortune to make the acquaintance of most of the seats of the historic families of England. Beautiful as they are, few of them can compare with that stately old residence which it is now my intention to describe to you. To write the history of Burwell Court would, in a certain measure, be like writing a rough outline of the history of England since the days of bluff King Hal. This gracious monarch bestowed the land upon the Blake of that day, Hugo Alaric Dé Benytot Blake, after his own royal and generous fashion, which consisted in first stealing it from the monks whose property it had been for upwards of a hundred years, and when he had turned them out, handing it over to his favourite on certain conditions which he very well knew would prove exceedingly irksome before many years were out. There can be no doubt, for the quaint family chronicles make the point very clear, that when he discovered, by staying there, the sort of residence his protégé had erected, he endeavoured by every means in his power to get possession of it again. The owner, however, had had experience of the royal ways. At any rate, with the proverbial good luck of the family, he managed, history does not relate how, to retain possession until death came to his assistance and removed his master from the throne. His Majesty’s famous daughter, the Virgin Queen, would seem to have made one of her usual peregrinations to the place, for the list of guests invited to meet her, and the cost of the entertainment provided in her honour, is preserved in the Muniment Room to this day, while there is still a chamber in the western wing called by her name. For the next few years the old place rested on its laurels. Then a prominent member of the Gunpowder Plot managed to make his way out of London without being caught, and lay hid for some time in one of its many secret chambers, while Charles the Unfortunate, then in the heyday of his kingly career, and still believed in by his dutiful subjects, is reputed to have enjoyed some excellent hawking in the meadows which lie to the southward of the park, and later on, when the troubles began, to have come within an ace of being captured by Roundhead cavalry while hiding in a copse beside the high road that runs to Hertford. The fighting having begun in real earnest, the Blake of the moment — they seem always to have been ready for a little headbreaking — espoused the Royal Cause, had a banner worked for him by his affectionate wife, and, with a couple of score of retainers, went forth to the wars, with a fine flourish of trumpets, no doubt, to be spitted by a Roundhead pikeman in his first engagement. Regardless of the family feeling, and what could scarcely have been anything but a cold welcome, Cromwell would appear to have passed the night there a year or so later, when with his usual pleasantry he amused himself doing damage to the village church, since the marks of his cannon-balls may still be observed on the walls of that ancient edifice.

In the year 1670 the Merry Monarch brought down a large and merry party from London, consisting of both males and females. That they enjoyed themselves is proved conclusively by the fact that they wrote their names and opinions of their host and the entertainment he had provided for them upon the fine old window panes in the great oaken dining hall, where they may be seen to this day. Among them they managed to burn a wing down in their frolics, a circumstance which does not appear to have caused much concern to anybody, least of all to the owner, who, it is recorded, bade his servants set fire to the other in order that he might have sufficient light to dance a measure with pretty Mistress Gwynne. In 1709 the heir of the house was killed, after an act of conspicuous heroism, at the battle of Oudenarde, and Marlborough, on his return to England, had the civility to travel down from London, in the midst of more important business, that he might express to the bereaved father and mother his sincere regrets. In 1720 a mania for public gambling set in, and as a consequence the South Sea Bubble came within an ace of shattering the fortunes of the family; a circumstance which the fact of the then head’s turning Jacobite and figuring at Prestonpans in a highly ridiculous capacity would not seem to have remedied. From that time to the present, save that a Blake was with Clive in India, and made a fortune there, that another took part in the Battle of Bunker’s Hill, and regretted it ever afterwards, while a third perished on board the Victory at the Battle of Trafalgar, and a fourth lost a leg and a wife at Waterloo (he was engaged to the prettiest woman in England when he departed for the wars, and she jilted him as soon as she heard of his accident, vowing that a man who did not know enough to look after himself was certainly not clever enough to look after a wife), the male members of the family would not appear to have created any great stir in the world. They had all been born and brought up in the old home, come to man’s estate and gone out into the world to fight, to make love, to assist in the founding of new empires, to make money and to lose it, and in the majority of cases to come home tired of things in general, and roving in particular, to settle down and smoke their pipes and strengthen their tastes for port, until Old Time arrived with his sickle and cut them down, when they departed like gentlemen to take their places among their ancestors in the enormous family vault at the south-western end of the Burwell churchyard.

Constantine Blake was the only one, for generations past, who had been content to live the simple, quiet life of a country gentleman. More singular still, he was the only one who had saved money. Under his rule the family prospered, new lands were added and lost ones reclaimed. Like the prudent man he was, he also endeavoured to instil into his son and heir some of his own stay-at-home feelings. It seems therefore like the irony of fate that that self-same son should have gone out into the world as soon as he had become his own master, invested a large portion of his father’s hoardings in more than doubtful American mines, and then have disappeared from the ken of his friends and relations seemingly for good and all. So much for the family; now for a description of the property itself.

Having once passed the lodge gates I discovered an undulating park, furnished with noble old trees, and seemingly tenanted only by herds of deer which stood and gazed at one from among the bracken with quiet, meditative eyes. There was a suggestion of the Great Park at Windsor about it, and in certain parts the Merry Wives might have been played with all the necessary mise en scene. The house itself cannot be descried until one has passed the lake and ascended a slight eminence, crowned with a fine old Georgian summer-house. From this vantage ground the visitor can look across a slight dip and see the building in all its architectural beauty. The drive approaches it in a somewhat circuitous fashion, enters the grounds by means of an ancient archway, standing some fifty feet or so lower than the house itself, crosses the moat by a drawbridge, and then enters a quadrangle, and so passes up to the massive front door which has stood more than one siege, and looks as if it could still withstand another. Intimate though my acquaintance with this ancient pile had been from a business point of view, I had never properly realised, and, since I had never seen it, it is only natural that I should not have done so, what an absolutely unique place it was. Now the truth came upon me with something like a shock. The Blakes and their interests had been familiar to me from my youth up, and I could remember old Constantine as long as I could remember any one. He and my father were faithful friends all their lives long, and I think I must have been about seven years old when I first saw him. He figures in my memory as a tall, fierce-looking man, with a bristling grey moustache, and piercing black eyes, who talked in a loud voice, and of whom I think my father, who did not fear many men, stood in a certain amount of awe. The first time I remember seeing him was at Euston, the day I made my début at school. The next time was a fortnight after I was taken into partnership by my father, when he came up to consult us about our trusteeship, and the last was about a month before his death. How little did I think then that some day I should be — but there, I must tell my story in the proper way, and not spoil it by anticipating.

When my cab pulled up at the front door I was received by a dignified, grey-haired butler, who, having inquired my name, immediately invited me to enter. I thereupon discharged my cabman, and complied with his request to be relieved of my coat and hat in the handsomest oak-panelled hall it has ever been my good fortune to behold. Without exaggeration, it must have been at least a hundred feet long, was panelled from its raftered roof to its polished floor with oak that was literally black with age. At the further end was a gallery, evidently intended for musicians, and on either hand, between the doors, the walls were lined with armour and a fine collection of family pictures, including one of the founder of the house, the same Hugo Blake who had obtained the property from bluff King Henry.

“Will you be pleased to step this way, sir?” said the butler respectfully, after I had looked about me with an interest that is only natural I should feel. “ My mistress received your telegram, and is now awaiting you in her morning room.”

I signed to him to lead the way, and then followed him to a door on the right hand of the hall. This he threw open, and at the same time announced with an air of importance that might very well have come down to him from all the stately servitors of the house, “Mr. Brudenell!”

It may possibly have been due to the feeling of nervousness, engendered by the beautiful old residence in which I was now a visitor for the first time, or it may have been my remembrance of the girl who had called upon me at my chambers only a few days before, that did it, at any rate, I know that when I walked into that room I felt more like a nervous schoolboy suddenly called into his master’s presence than I ever remembered to have done since I first donned a tail coat and attained my majority. If the hall through which I had just passed were beautiful, the room in which I now found myself was much more so. It was a noble apartment in every way, panelled like the hall with oak, and boasting the finest pair of mullioned windows I have ever yet beheld. There was this difference, however; while the hall had been kept as far as possible sombre and massive, as in the days when all the great social and state functions of the house were enacted in it, this apartment had the decorative art of the nineteenth century distinctly en evidence. As I entered Miss Blake had been sitting at her writing table, which stood in one of the windows I have just mentioned, and from which a noble view of the gardens and the park beyond could be obtained. When I was announced, however, she rose from her chair and turned to greet me with what I could not help flattering myself was a look of pleasure upon her face.

“I am indeed glad to see you, Mr. Brudenell,” she said, with that charming air of cordiality that added to the grace of all her utterances. “Your telegram this morning gave me sincere pleasure, I can assure you. I have not been out yet, but they tell me it is a very cold day. I am afraid you have had a long and cheerless journey, and must be tired. May I offer you some refreshment before lunch?”

I politely declined her hospitable offer.

“Then you must come up to the fire and endeavour to get warm,”

Here I must make a confession. If I were to tell you that I had thought of Miss Blake at all since the visit she had paid me in London a day or two before, I should have to say that it was only in the same manner as that in which I regarded her sex in general.

That is, I looked upon her as a decidedly pretty girl, typical of her class, quite unversed in the chicaneries and deceits of the great world, and, if I may so put it, incapable of arousing any very deep or extraordinary emotion. Now, however, in the space of perhaps five minutes, my ideas underwent a complete change. Perhaps the ancient house in which she was sole mistress lent her an air of dignity that I had not expected to find. Be that as it may, I know that when I watched her, clad in her neat tailor-made frock, with its white collar and cuffs, moving about the room, with a peculiar air of quiet self-possession that I never remember to have noticed in a woman before, my feelings took a decided turn. Having removed a few papers from a large chair standing beside the hearth she seated herself and signed to me to follow her example.

“I cannot tell you how very kind I think it is of you, Mr. Brudenell,” she began, “to come down to see me. I have already put you to so much trouble that I want you to understand I can be grateful too. You received my letter announcing Mr. Mulhausen’s visit, I suppose?”

“I did,” I answered, “and that very visit was one of the reasons which occasioned my presence to-day. Before I say anything further, will you tell me what you thought of Mr. Mulhausen?”

“I do not know what to think of him,” she said, after a moment’s pause. “He must be a most extraordinary man, and the possessor of a strange personality, for one moment I found myself instinctively disliking him for no ostensible reason, and the next won back to liking him by the charm of his manner and the sweetness of his voice.”

“He is certainly a very extraordinary man,” I answered, “and one with whom I think it behoves us to be very careful in our dealings. For my own part, I am not prepared to trust him any further than I can see him.”

She turned her beautiful eyes upon me and regarded me for a few seconds with more than usual attention. She had surely never looked prettier in her life than she did at that moment.

“What would you imply?” she said at length. “Why do you throw out these vague hints against the man? Though you do not say so, I cannot help feeling that there is something behind it all. Will you tell me what it is? I don’t want you to keep anything back from me.”

“You may be sure I will not do so,” I answered. “It is nothing very much when all is said and done. In the first place, the man’s very personality inspires us both with a feeling of singular distrust. Why it should be so I cannot say. I only know that from the very moment I set eyes on him I was as suspicious of him as though he had tried to pick my pocket. Apart from this, the man is somewhat careless in what he says. He does not make the details of his story fit in quite as well as he might. When he was giving me the history of his acquaintance with your brother, he made two important slips, and from what you told me in the letter you wrote me, giving an account of his interview with you, I find that he has made yet another. It seems to me that if the story he has to tell were as true as he undoubtedly wishes us to believe it is, there would not be so many deviations. If he contradicts himself so flatly he must not blame us if we come to the conclusion that there is a screw loose somewhere,”

“That you are not prejudiced in favour of his story I can plainly see, Mr. Brudenell,” she answered. “Pray what were the slips he made?”

Thus driven into a corner, there was nothing left for me but to set before her the arguments I had propounded to myself that morning. She listened with careful attention, and when I had finished sat looking into the fire for a few moments in earnest thought.

“I must admit,” she said at length, “that what you say almost inclines one to feel a little suspicious, but if he is not telling the truth what can his motive be? Why should he wish to deceive us? Since he is so desirous of finding my brother it seems to me certain that he cannot know what has become of him. And one other point. If he were responsible for his disappearance surely we should be the last people he would have anything to do with,”

“Your question as to his motive I am afraid I cannot answer,” I replied. “It is impossible for me to see his cards. It may be that he has given us a hint of some enormous conspiracy, while it may also mean that he is merely a little forgetful, and that he really is what he pretends to be, an honest, law-abiding citizen, whose one anxiety in life is to restore to its rightful owner property left in his charge.”

“But which story do you yourself feel inclined to believe? “ she asked, rising and standing before me. “Either he must be a thief or an honest man, but as you do not say which I am to think him, how am I to act? Shall I trust him and be deceived, or not trust him, and thus let slip the only chance — for I cannot help believing that he must know something, which may eventually enable me to discover my brother’s whereabouts?”

“I really do not know what to say,” I answered in despair. “There is one answer to a simple question which should set all right. If our friend would only give up beating about the bush and furnish us with his real reason for being so anxious to find your brother, then we should know what to do. As it is we are left entirely in the dark, and if there is any advantage to be gained he will reap it.”

“I quite agree with you,” she said, “but we will talk further of this afterwards. It is just luncheon time I think, and I’m sure after your journey you must be quite ready for it.”

Ten minutes later we were seated at lunch in the great oak dining hall. Miss Blake occupied the head of the board, as she was entitled to do; Miss Priscilla, who showed by the way she regarded me that she did not quite approve of young men visitors, sat opposite her, while I took the chair placed for me by the butler on Miss Blake’s right hand. As I looked round the room, and took in the long gallery of family portraits which lined the walls, beginning with Anthony Blake, in point lace and beaver above the chimney piece, and ending with that of old Constantine, Miss Blake’s father, in hunting costume near the window, I could not help thinking of the generations of gallant men and fair women who had assembled in this room, and possibly at this very table. Every one had had his own troubles in life, but I doubted very much if any had ever had more upon their minds than their fair young descendant now sitting by my side. Where was the present master at this moment? Why did he not come home? and what was his connection with the extraordinary individual who had called upon me in London? These were the three questions that were puzzling us all.

For some reason or another we were a silent party. Miss Blake was evidently occupied with her own thoughts, though now and again she remembered that she had a visitor and exerted herself to talk. Miss Priscilla, however, had no such scruples. She sat erect and stern, ate her food with evident enjoyment, and with the exception of an occasional remark, to show that she was present and on the watch, was as silent as one of the portraits hanging upon the walls. The meal at an end we rose from the table, and as we did so Miss Blake turned to me.

“It seems so strange,” she said, “remembering your long acquaintance with our family, that you should never have paid us a visit before. As you have not explored the house perhaps you would like to go over it, and also to see something of the grounds. The afternoon seems inclined to be fine, so, if you would care for a stroll, I should be very glad to show the place to you.”

“There is nothing I should enjoy more,” I replied.

“In that case I will get my hat and we will set off. Have you a cigar? If not I think I can find you one. I have never replenished the stock Godfrey left behind him, but I should think there are enough left in his room to prove to you that we are not altogether beyond the pale of civilisation.”

So saying she left the room, abandoning me to Miss Priscilla’s tender mercies, who immediately began to catechise me on all sorts of abstruse subjects such as the last Budget, the fates of certain bills then before the House, the prospects of war, and at least a dozen new scientific books of which up to that moment I had never even heard the names. My satisfaction therefore at Miss Blake’s return may be easily imagined. She was neatly dressed in a tailor-made walking costume, wore a boa of some soft fur round her neck, carried a muff of the same skin in one hand and a cigar case in the other. The latter she offered me.

“I hope you will find them satisfactory,” she said. “Godfrey was supposed to be a very good judge, I believe. And now if you are ready let us come along. The afternoons at this time of the year grow dark so quickly.”

So saying she led the way into the big hall and thence upstairs. I was shown the Picture Gallery, the Musician’s Gallery, the blue, green, white, red and purple bedrooms, the chamber in which all the Blakes for generations had been born, and another in which they had died; the haunted room in which a white-robed lady, presumably a Blake, enacts a tragedy once a year; the Chapel, Elizabeth’s bedroom, and lastly the room in which Godfrey Blake had slept the last night he spent in England and which had been kept exactly as he had left it. Then we went down a back staircase and out by a side door into a pretty square garden, enclosed by high ivy-covered walls, and which rejoiced in the old-fashioned and romantic name of the Ladies’

Bower. From it an excellent view was obtainable of the house, the roof of the great hall rising above the others with stately effect. With the snow upon the ground, and the blue sky overhead, the place looked very beautiful, and it struck me with a curious sort of wonderment that, being the possessor of such a home, Godfrey Blake should have gone abroad at all.

“How lovely it must be in summer-time,” I said, “when these rose trees are in bloom.”

“It is lovely indeed,” she answered with a little sigh. “On summer mornings the perfume of the roses in this old garden is a thing to remember all one’s life long. How Tennyson would have loved it, would he not? And what poems might it not have inspired in him? Now come along and let me show you what we call the Moat Garden.”

Passing from the Ladies’ Bower by a quaint old gate in the southern wall, we found ourselves standing upon a large lawn, now covered with snow to a depth of several inches. The length of this lawn could scarcely have been less than a hundred yards. It stretched away as far as the moat which, as I discovered later, ran round the entire building, and was now in fine trim for skating. A visit to the stables followed. These I found to my surprise were filled with carriage horses and hunters. Scarcely a loose box — and there must have been a dozen of them — or a stall was empty. I turned to Miss Blake for an explanation. “You keep a large stud?” I said, with an expression of wonderment upon my face.

“There are a good many, are there not?” she answered with a smile, “and I am afraid it costs a great deal to keep them, but I would not be rid of one of them for anything. They belong to my poor brother, and until I know what has become of him I shall not dream of parting with a single animal. This one, however, is my own particular property.”

As she spoke she led me down a passage, and opening the door of a loose-box showed me a neat-looking thoroughbred, who gazed at us with dark lustrous eyes from the further end of his box.

“A beautiful animal, indeed,” I said enthusiastically, for I am a great lover of the equine race. “Do you hunt much?”

“I have not been out this season,’’ she answered. “When my brother was at home we scarcely missed a meet, even if we had to go miles to it. Now I seem to have no time and no heart to enjoy myself. As doubtless you remember he left me a power of attorney to manage his property for him during his absence, so that my time is fully occupied.”

“You are indeed a model sister,” I said with a smile, which I almost instantly regretted as I saw the sad look it brought into her face. To change the subject, she gave an order to the stud-groom who was accompanying us on our tour of inspection, and then asked if I would care to stroll across to the Home Farm, which was situated on the opposite side of the park.

This I was only too willing to do, and accordingly we set off together. Having crossed the moat by means of a bridge at the rear of the stables, we plunged forthwith into the park, which rose and fell in picturesque unevenness as far as the eye could reach to right and left. A rabbit occasionally scuttled across our path, several times we disturbed the deer as they crouched among the snow-covered bracken, but with the exception of an old man gathering sticks and a gardener sweeping a path near the house, there was no sign of human life.

Half way on our journey it became necessary for us to pass through a small wood, or copse I believe it is more correctly termed. In this the trees and bushes on either side of our path grew so thick that it was impossible to see more than a few yards. As the paths branched off on either hand in a most confusing fashion Miss Blake preceded me, while I followed at a distance of not more than a few paces, half a dozen at most, behind her. We were about half way through the wood when she suddenly stopped and turned to me.

“Did you hear anything, Mr. Brudenell?” she asked.

“Only the ordinary sounds of the wood,” I answered. “What was it you thought you heard?”

“It sounded like a smothered cough,” she replied, and then suddenly held up her hand. “Hark, there it is again. Who can it be?”

This time there was no mistaking it. It was undoubtedly a human cough, and it came from the thickest part of the wood which lay a little to our right.

“It must be somebody hiding,” she said; “but I don’t know who would do that in this weather. I must really find out.”

She was about to step into the thicket when I laid my hand upon her arm and detained her.

“You must not venture,” I said. “You do not know who it may be. If you will wait here I will very soon find the person and bring him to you. He cannot be very far away.”

So saying I parted the leafless bushes and made my way towards the place whence the sound had proceeded, leaving her standing on the path looking after me. The man, whoever he may have been, was evidently an expert woodsman, for though we had heard the cough distinctly, and had made certain of its direction, yet no sign of him could I discover. I searched and searched, but without success. To all intents and purposes he had disappeared as completely as if the earth had swallowed him up.

“Cannot you find him?” I heard Miss Blake cry from the path, and a moment later she had pushed her way through the bushes and stood beside me. Almost as she did so my eyes caught sight of what looked like a small piece of brown cloth showing at the bottom of a bush. It was slowly drawing away, but before it could go very far I had sprung forward and seized it. It proved to be the tail of a great coat.

“Now, my man,” I said, “you can’t get away, so whoever you are I’ll trouble you to get up and give a satisfactory explanation of your presence to this lady.”

So saying, I stepped round the bush, and catching the fellow by the collar, for he was crouching upon the ground, lifted him on to his feet. As I did so I glanced at his face, and for a moment was so overwhelmed with surprise and disgust that I came near letting him go again.

You may scarcely believe it, but there, standing on the snow before us in the Burwell Woods, making a sort of mopping and mowing exhibition with his hands, and looking from one to the other of us with undisguised terror on his face, was that loathsome simian creature I had seen in Mulhausen’s company at the Fleet Street restaurant only a few nights before. Recovering my presence of mind, and losing my temper at one and the same moment, I gave him a vicious shake, and asked him how he had got there and what he was doing in such a place? He did not answer, but shook his head and watched me, uttering [image: img63.jpg] low groans at quick intervals like those made by an animal in pain.

“You’ve got a tongue in your head, I suppose,” I said, when my patience was exhausted. “ If so, use it. Speak up, and tell me as quickly as possible why you are hiding in this wood. If you don’t I’ll hand you over to the keepers, and they shall march you off to the lock-up without further waste of time.”

This time he muttered something in reply, but what it was I could not catch. Miss Blake, however, was quicker.

“The man speaks Spanish,” she said. “ I am certain that what he said then was in that tongue. Oh, how I wish I knew enough to ask him a few questions. The poor fellow may be in trouble.”

“As it fortunately happens,” I answered, “ I can do so for you.”

Accordingly I set to work and cross-questioned the fellow in his own tongue. It was no use, however, he only eyed me sullenly without answering. It soon became plain that we should get nothing from him. Seeing that it was useless questioning him further I turned to my companion.

“The man is either a lunatic or an idiot,” I said. “ But whatever he is he had better be turned out of the park. If you will tell me which is the nearest gate I will do it at once, in order that there may be no doubt about it.”

“The nearest gate is at the Home Farm,” she answered. “We are going in that direction, so we may as well take him with us; but would you mind making him walk on a few steps ahead. His face frightens me more than I can say. I have never seen anything like it before.”

Still with my hand upon his collar I led him back to the path from which we had entered the thicket, and then signed to him to march on ahead of us. This he did, trudging along with that same peculiar monkey-like gait I had noticed on each occasion that I had seen him, and occasionally throwing quick animal-like glances back over his shoulder at us as if to make sure that we did not intend doing him any harm.

Reaching the gate leading into the high road, some ten minutes’ walk from where we had found him, I opened it and thrust him out, making him understand with all the sternness at my command that his fate would be very different if he dared to show his nose on the premises again. While I was speaking he stood on the footpath outside, watching me, with his shoulders hunched up almost to his ears, and his hands picking at each other upon his breast, as loathsome an object as a man could hope to find outside a freak museum. I saw Miss Blake turn away from him with a shudder, and I must own I had not yet been able to conquer the aversion I had originally felt for him. I therefore shut the gate upon him as quickly as possible, and bolted it securely afterwards. Having done this I rejoined her, and we walked along beside the fence towards the Home Farm together.

“It will be a long time,” said Miss Blake, as we approached the buildings for which we were making, “before I shall be able to get the recollection of that man’s face out of my mind. I don’t remember ever to have seen anything so repulsive. Who do you think he can be?”

“Some poor wretch escaped from a museum or a lunatic asylum, I should imagine,” I replied, with a forced laugh, for you may be sure I was not going to frighten her by revealing his connection with Mulhausen. Had I done so it would only have added to her uneasiness, and she would have become more convinced than ever that something really serious had happened to her brother. Personally I am compelled to admit that the man’s presence in the park did not add to my own peace of mind. What did it signify? I asked myself this question half a hundred times during our walk home, but without being any nearer a solution of the difficulty. Was he spying upon us, and if so for what reason? If he were not, then why was he there at all? Then another question. Had Mulhausen left him behind to keep watch upon Miss Blake, or was his master still staying in the village in the hope of hearing some news that might be of service to him? I think I shall be forgiven if I say that the case was beginning to strike me as being a little more serious than I had at first imagined. Small wonder, therefore, if my interest in the Home Farm, with its spotless cleanliness, its hundred-and-one model arrangements and modern improvements, was a little less keen than it would otherwise have been. Every time I looked at the beautiful girl beside me I thought of her defenceless position, and came back to find myself wondering what Mulhausen’s reason could have been for sending his horrible companion to pry upon her. That he had done so, I had, by this time, no sort of doubt.

We had left the farm and were approaching the wood in which we met the individual I had ejected from the Park, when we descried a man running towards us. As he approached he proved to be one of the footmen from the house, and was evidently in a hurry.

“What is the matter, William? “ Miss Blake inquired, as the man came up to us.

“Jefferies thought, miss, I had better come and tell you,” he replied, as well as his want of breath would permit, “that Captain Morgrave has arrived and would like to see you.”

I saw an expression of annoyance flit across my hostess’s face as she heard the news. Then turning to the messenger she said, “Return to the house, and inform Captain Morgrave that we shall be at home directly. See also that tea is prepared,”

When the man had set off on his homeward journey we walked for a short distance in silence. Then turning to me she inquired whether I had met the Captain. I replied that I had not had that pleasure, whereupon she continued: “He is, as I think you know, my cousin, and if I may be quite frank with you, Mr. Brudenell, I do not like him. I cannot understand what his visit now means. As you are also aware, in the event of anything happening to my brother, the property passes to him, and I have been told on good authority that he has already begun to discuss the improvements he intends making upon it. However, you will soon see and hear him for yourself, and can form your own opinion.”

By this time it was growing dusk, and I knew it would soon behove me to think of setting out for the station if I wanted to catch the train back to town. I said as much to Miss Blake, but she immediately stopped me.

“I am going to ask a great favour of you,” she said, with pretty hesitation, “an almost unwarrantable one on such a short acquaintance, I fear, but you have been my guardian and must forgive me.”

“And what is the favour you desire to ask?” I inquired, looking at her.

“It is that you will not return to town to-night,” she answered. “There is so much I wish to say to you, and there is also another reason. Since my cousin has come down it will be so much nicer for us all if we have a second gentleman in the house. We will do our utmost to make you comfortable.”

“I have no doubt of that,” I replied, “ and if you wish it, I shall be only too pleased to stay, for as you say there is a good deal to be talked over in this scheme of ours, and if we are going to decide anything we must not do so in a hurry.”

To tell the truth, I was not at all sorry that she had asked me to remain. Apart from the business I desired to talk over with her, — the business connected with the scheme for finding her brother, — I also wished, if possible, to have an opportunity of visiting the village in order to discover if Mulhausen were staying there. Now I had a third reason, which was to see what this cousin, Captain Morgrave, who invited himself to Burwell and talked of making improvements upon the place, as soon as he came into possession of it, was like. I remembered the shadow of annoyance which had passed across my companion’s face as she heard his name, and I am weak enough to confess that it pleased me.

“Your cousin’s name is, of course, familiar to me,” I said, as we crossed the bridge over the moat and entered the garden, “but it is strange I should never have come in contact with him.”

“He has been a deal abroad,” she answered. “ He is the son of my father’s only sister, and, as I said just now, in the event of—” (here she paused for a moment and turned her face away in the hope that I should not see the tears that rose in her eyes). “In the event of anything happening to poor Godfrey this place will become his property. Now and again he comes down to see us, and when he does his visits invariably upset me for days afterwards. But it is wrong of me to talk like this. Perhaps he really does not mean to be unkind. It may be only his manner. But I am so touchy where my brother, or his affairs, are concerned, that I can make no allowances. You will not think any the worse of me for this candid confession, I hope?”

“I think I may safely promise you that I will not,” I answered, with a smile “If every man had such a faithful champion as your brother possesses in you, how much happier the world would be.”

Whatever she may have thought on the subject she did not let anything further pass her lips about her cousin, but led me quickly along the path towards the door opening into the cloisters, and through them into the house itself.

“Where is Captain Morgrave? “ she inquired of the butler, who happened to be passing through the hall at the moment we entered it.

“In the drawing-room, miss,” the other replied, with an expression which seemed to say, “and I wish he were in his grave.”

“And Miss Priscilla?”

“Miss Priscilla is in the library, Miss,” answered the servant. “She said she would remain there until you returned.”

“Miss Priscilla,” said Miss Blake in a whisper as we crossed the hall, “cannot bear my cousin. He has once or twice been insufferably rude to her, and now I never allow them to spend very much time in each other’s company if I can prevent it. Will you come in and make my cousin’s acquaintance now, or shall Jefferies show you your room first.”

“I think I will make Captain Morgrave’s acquaintance, if you have no objection,” I said.

“In that case come along,” she answered. Placing her walking stick and gloves upon the large oaken table which stood in the centre of the hall, she led the way towards the drawing-room. On entering it we found a tall, military-looking individual standing warming himself before the fire.

“Ah, my dear Mildred,” he said, coming to the edge of the hearthrug and holding out his hand to his cousin, “how do you do? You must forgive this unceremonious visit, but, as you are aware, I have not much time to spend gadding about the country side. However, I thought I would just take a run down, as it is getting near Christmas, just to wish you the compliments of the season, and to ask if you have received any news of Godfrey, don’t you know,”

I was watching Miss Blake’s face carefully, and it made my blood boil when I saw the way the poor girl winced at the flippant manner in which the other referred to her brother’s inexplicable absence. She tried hard, however, not to let him see that he had hurt her. Turning to me she said, in her usual quiet voice — 

“Mr. Brudenell, may I introduce my cousin, Captain Morgrave, to you? Richard — Mr. Brudenell.”

In this manner I was introduced to the man who, little as we thought so then, was destined to play such an important part in our drama.


CHAPTER IV

CAPTAIN MORGRAVE GIVES ME SOMETHING TO THINK ABOUT
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UPON MY BEING introduced to him Captain Morgrave placed his glass in his eye and favoured me with a stare, after which he extended his hand and said with a drawl that was as insulting as a blow — 

“How do you do, Mr. Brudenell? Beastly weather, ain’t it?”

I said something, I cannot now remember what, whereupon he returned to his place before the fire, whence, with his hands under his coat tails, he calmly surveyed the room. In appearance he was not an ill-looking fellow by any means, though of a kind and class to which I am not, and I admit it frankly, very partial. In height he must have stood fully six feet. His frame was well developed and evidently muscular.

His face was not unhandsome, but a close observer would have noticed that its expression was spoilt by the eyes being placed a little too close together. It was a face that, I have no doubt, would have exercised a considerable fascination over a large number of women, but it was not one that would have been likely to induce a judge of character to entrust its possessor with any very great amount of responsibility. I could see that he was visibly exercised in his mind as to the reason of my being in the house, and that he did not by any means approve of it was as apparent as his own presence there. For a long time we sat in comparative silence, an awkward period during which no one cared to make any serious bid for conversation. We discussed the weather, the distress it must inevitably cause among the poor, and the state of the roads from the Junction to the village. Then Miss Blake asked us to excuse her while she went to see that our rooms were prepared for us. After the door had closed the Captain became slightly more affable. But I soon found that this was with a purpose. He was desirous of ferreting out the reason of my being in the neighbourhood, and I was equally resolved not to gratify his curiosity.

“What do you think of Burwell?” he asked, after we had sat for some moments in silence staring into the fire. “Charming old place, ain’t it? But of course you have been down here many times before?”

“I have been connected with this house and its affairs for the last sixteen years,” I replied somewhat ambiguously.

“Ah, yes, I remember,” he said. “You were one of old Constantine’s trustees, were you not? You shared the honour of keeping young Godfrey in the path he should go with that dry-as-dust old stick Humphrey Vargenal. Whatever made my uncle choose that chap for one of his executors is more than I shall ever be able to understand. I hated him as a boy, and ‘pon my word I’m not very sure I don’t hate him now.”

He might have gone on to add, and with some show of truth, that he was prepared to bestow the same kind attention upon myself. Nor, if I am to be candid, can I say that I was altogether wanting in a feeling of antagonism towards himself. At any rate I am prepared to state that I had never up to that time met a man for whom I felt a more thorough dislike at the first meeting.

It is a fact beyond question that, if one desires to be a truthful historian, one must not attempt to shirk or to gloss over unpleasantnesses, no matter how small or seemingly insignificant they may be. It must be set down, therefore, that excellent as the cookery, the wine, and the service were, the dinner that evening at Burwell Court could not be regarded in the light of a success. Richard Morgrave was the wet blanket and his presence was sufficient to upset us all. Prim as I had always thought her, Miss Priscilla, whom Morgrave had the honour of taking in, on this occasion surpassed even herself. She sat like a pillar of salt on the side of the table opposite myself, her back as stiff as a poker, scarcely opening her mouth, save to put food into it, while the two corkscrew curls, which decorated either side of her head, seemed to breathe open and undisguised defiance at the person next her. Though both Miss Blake and I exerted ourselves to the utmost to try and create a little diversion, our efforts were completely wasted, and the rest of the dinner passed as uncomfortably as a meal could well do.

After the ladies had left the room Morgrave and I returned to the table to discuss some of the superb Blake port of which I had, in my father’s time, heard so much. Even this, however, did not draw us closer together. It is possible you may think I had taken an unreasonable dislike to the man and that nothing he could say or do would be calculated to please me. Whether or not this was the case I am not prepared to say. I only know that the fellow’s presence in the house irritated me beyond all measure. It was plain ‘ he openly believed his cousin to be dead. His manner when he referred to the estate, to which he was heir, said this as plainly as any words. Indeed, once I came very near remonstrating with him.

“Fine room this, ain’t it?” he said as he glanced up and down it, after he had sent the port round the table towards me. “A man might be very happy here. What do you say?”

“Very happy indeed,” I replied. “I consider it one of the most charming residences I have ever seen.”

“But it is beginning to show signs of requiring a man’s controlling hand,” he continued. “ Women are all very well in their way, don’t you know; but they can’t look after everything. Their management consists, as a general rule, in seeing that woodwork, where it adds to the picturesqueness of the landscape, gets a coat of paint occasionally. They like to see the garden paths of the keepers’ cottages and farm buildings neat and trim, and the lawns kept smooth and green. But they’ve no more idea of looking after the bigger details than the man in the moon. Matters of drainage, underpinning walls, repairing roofs, never as much as enter their pretty heads. Now, my cousin Mildred is a very nice girl, everybody will admit that, I think, but still—”

This was more than I could permit. I was not going to sit at her table, drink her wine, and discuss my hostess with him.

“I have been round the place this afternoon,” I said, “ and can only say that I never saw a property more excellently managed or in better order. I think if you could see it you would admit that it entirely defeats your argument.”

He smiled sardonically and muttered — 

“You must forgive me. I had forgotten that you had once the honour of being her trustee. You are naturally prejudiced. However, I can tell you this, as soon as I come into possession of the place, which, as you must yourself admit, cannot be very long now, I shall feel it necessary to make some radical changes in the administration.”

So the cat, whose presence we suspected, was out of the bag at last. This, on his own confession, was the reason of his presence in the house and also of the air of appropriation he gave himself when he referred to the property. It was as plain as a pikestaff that his only reason for coming down was that he might make sure no news had yet been heard of Godfrey Blake. When I thought of the effect this knowledge must have upon the poor girl, who was so wrapped up in her brother, it was as much as I could do to prevent myself giving utterance to the thoughts that were in my mind. Indeed, I could not prevent one little speech from slipping out.

“We are not at all sure yet,” I said, “that Godfrey Blake is dead. Would it not be as well to postpone counting your chickens until they are hatched; or, in other words, to put off thinking about the changes you will make until you have come into the property?”

“You are not sure he is dead? “ he cried impatiently “Then why does he not come home? Answer me that! There is a sum of money, amounting to upwards of a hundred thousand pounds, lying to his credit at his bankers, and he has one of the finest properties in England. Yet he has never touched a penny of one, or been near the other for close upon four years. He allows his sister, the girl who is so fond of him, to remain in total ignorance of his whereabouts, or even whether he is alive or dead, and as if to confirm the impression thus created he has never written a single line of any sort to any mother’s son or daughter of his family.”

“You seem to know a good deal about what he has done and what he has not done,” I continued coldly. “But I am not aware that that excuses your making Miss Blake unhappy.”

“I am not making Miss Blake unhappy,” he answered. “I regret that you should say so. I am only protecting myself. There can be no doubt about it that Godfrey Blake is as dead as a door-nail, and to all intents and purposes this is my property. If I don’t demand it just yet it is because I don’t want to be too hard upon his sister. I can tell you this, Mr. Brudenell, I have been very patient so far; but, by the Lord Harry, my patience won’t last for ever, and if I don’t receive a little more civility in this house when I do come down to have a look at the place and to see how things are going on, I’ll have just to set the ball rolling, don’t you know, and see what some folks have got to say for themselves.”

“When you do that you will be raising a nice point of law for yourself,” I said quietly. “A very nice point, and I should be most interested to see the case tried.”

He gave me a look which said as plainly as any words could speak that he knew with which side my sympathies would rest.

“You’re sure you won’t take any more port?” he inquired after a pause. “Then shall we go to the drawing-room?”

For the two hours that followed that evening I had as fine an opportunity of observing a woman’s tact and forbearance as any man could possibly desire, and when I went to bed it was to feel a more sincere admiration for Miss Blake’s cheerful disposition and her kindliness of heart than I had yet done in the short time I had known her. With Richard Morgrave I could see that it would not do for me to have very much intercourse. Our dislike and distrust for each other was already so well established that for the future the less I saw of him the better I knew I should get on with him.

“I hope you will be comfortable,” said my hostess as we paused in the Long Gallery to bid each other good-night. “I am afraid that you have had a wretchedly dull evening?”

“On the contrary, I have had a very pleasant one,” I answered, uttering one of those taradiddles which some one has called the small change of society.

“I am glad to hear it,” she said as she held out her hand. “Good-night, and thank you once more for your kindness in coming down to see me. I shall look forward to having another and longer chat with you to-morrow morning.”

“I shall be only too happy,” I replied, and then retired to my room to think over the events of the day.

Next morning I was awake long before it was light. When it was sufficiently so to enable me to see anything I rose and went to the window. There had been another hard frost during the night; the lawns were white, and every tree was decorated with most delicate lace embroidery. Looking at my watch, I discovered that it wanted an hour and a half to breakfast time, so, having a certain purpose in my mind, I dressed myself as quickly as possible and went downstairs, intending to take a stroll, and, if I could manage it, get as far as the village before the ladies came downstairs.

Leaving the house by the small door through which Miss Blake had conducted me when we went for our walk to the Home Farm on the previous day, I skirted the stables and set off at a brisk pace across the park. The sun was in the act of rising above the tree-tops as I crossed the moat, and as the snow was firm, it was just the morning for a walk. The village was scarcely more than a mile distant, and I was anxious to reach it before my presence there would be likely to attract attention. Ever since we had found him in the grounds the day before I had been very uneasy about Mulhausen’s strange protégé. — It was now my desire to discover, if possible, whether he and his master were located in the neighbourhood, and, if so, what their reason was for being there. The fact that he had, as I believed, set his man on to spy upon Miss Blake had had the effect of ridding me of all sympathy with his endeavours, and I intended, if I could find him, to make him understand very plainly that such a line of action not only would not do, but would have the effect of getting him into serious trouble. Miss Blake had told him all she knew about her brother’s disappearance. Why, therefore, was he remaining in the neighbourhood if not to watch her? For that he was so remaining I had not the least doubt. I have always been hard to beat, and I was not going to let Mulhausen have the satisfaction of saying that he had done so if I could prevent it. Accordingly, I crossed the park, let myself out by a small gate, the same through which I had ejected his companion the day before, and, within twenty minutes of leaving the house, had entered the village of Burwell.

It was a pretty little place, a true English hamlet in the very best sense of the word, and not at all to be confounded with the ugly red brick town which has of late sprung up at Burwell Junction, five miles away, and which bids fair to ruin the beauty of the whole neighbourhood.

In this little Hertfordshire village life went very quietly. Though it was by this time well after eight o’clock, as far as the business premises in the main street were concerned the day had scarcely begun. The saddler had not yet removed the shutters from his shop-front, and the boy had only that moment commenced to do so at the village store on the opposite side of the way. I stood for a moment looking up and down the street, deliberating in my own mind where I should commence my inquiries. I knew that a person built on such enormous lines as Mulhausen, were he in the place, could scarcely fail to attract attention, but I did not want to let it be supposed that I had come over from the Court at that early hour with the sole idea of questioning people about him. Then a scheme came into my head, and to carry it out I walked as far as the “Burwell Arms,” a neat-looking inn on the same side of the street as that upon which I was then standing. Reaching it, I went inside. The bar was of the old-fashioned sort, surrounded by old oak settles, ornamented with pictures of prize-fighters and antique hunting scenes, and tenanted only by a buxom woman of middle age, who, when I entered, was cleaning pewter pots. Rightly enough, I set her down to be the landlady.

“Good morning,” I said, “pray do you happen to have any good cigars?”

“Oh, yes, sir,” she answered with a cheery smile. “The gentlemen of the neighbourhood say that we have a very fair assortment.”

So saying, she unlocked the cupboard behind her and took out several boxes, which she placed upon the counter.

“It’s a very cold morning, sir,” she continued, “ but pleasant for walking, I daresay.”

“Very pleasant indeed,” I answered, as I slowly examined the cigars before me. “We had a sharp frost last night and if it continues I have no doubt we shall have some skating. Pray how far do you consider it is from the Court here?”

Before she answered I noticed that she looked at me with a little air of curiosity.

“It’s funny you should have asked that question, sir,” she replied, resuming her labour on the pewters, “ but as it happens I can tell you exactly.” Here she opened the cupboard again and consulted a slip of paper affixed to the inside of the door.

“From our front door, sir,” she said, “ entering the park by the gate at the bottom of the street, it is exactly forty yards short of a mile. The young squire measured it one day, about a month before he went away, to decide a bet, and that’s the very paper behind the door there on which he wrote it down. My husband was with him when he did it, and as he was a road surveyor in his time, we know it is correct.”

“I should have thought it was a longer distance than that,” I said, more for the sake of keeping her talking while I framed my next question than for any other reason.

“No, sir,” she replied, “that’s the exact distance, not a yard more or less.”

“But when I made the inquiry you said that you thought it strange I should have asked you the question,” I continued. “Pray what was your reason?”

“I hope, sir, I didn’t offend,” she said. “But I thought it funny, because you see, sir, you are not the first gentleman who has asked me the self-same question this very morning.”

At this piece of information you may be sure I pricked up my ears. Who could the other inquirer have been? Had Mulhausen been at work already? But then he knew the distance and, if he did not, why should he ask the question? What could it benefit him to know how far it was? As the thought flashed through my brain an idea struck me, and almost instantly I determined to act upon it. If it did no good it could at least do no harm.

“You don’t mean to say that he has got here already?” I said with a laugh, as if I had been having a race with some one. “Then he must know a shorter way. Where is he now?”

“In the coffee-room, sir,” the woman replied. “ He arrived quite five minutes before you did and is now taking something warm after his walk.”

Though I wondered who the gentleman could be and whence he had come I did not say so but, assuming a knowing air, said — 

“He has been quicker than I expected. I ought not to have tried the path through the wood. It’s that forty yards that makes the difference. Well, I’ve lost my bet and it can’t be helped. I must pay and look pleasant. Now would you mind taking me to the coffee-room?”

“Certainly, sir,” she replied, and putting down her cloth, she came out from behind the bar. “Will you be pleased to step this way?”

“Events are prospering,” I said to myself, as I followed her along a narrow passage towards a door which she threw open. “But I must say I should like to know who the other man is, so that I may be prepared to greet him.”

Without hesitation I entered and as I did so could almost have fallen back into the landlady’s arms with surprise. I don’t know that ever in my life I have felt greater astonishment. There, seated at the small table in the window, I discovered my old friend Mulhausen and seated opposite him, calmly pouring himself out another cup of coffee, was no less a person than Richard Morgrave, whom I had thought safely at home. and in bed. For a moment I was too surprised to say anything. However, my wits were not so dulled that I could not see Morgrave make as if he would rise, and the gigantic Mulhausen place his hand upon his arm to restrain him. Instantly I determined on a line of action.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” I said as blandly as a man could well do. “It’s a cold morning, is it not? I must have missed you somewhere, Morgrave. Which way did you come out of the park?”

“By the south gate,” he answered, not best pleased at the question and yet not seeing how he could very well get out of answering it. “This is a great surprise. I had no idea you were such an early bird.”

“Only in the country,” I replied. “ In town there is not sufficient inducement to make me get up. Elsewhere it is different, and a stroll before breakfast sets one up for the day. Besides, you seem to have forgotten that you occupied the room next to mine last night. I never sleep well in a strange bed, and when I heard you getting up this morning I thought I might as well do the same. I did not hear you go down, so I suppose I must have missed you somewhere.” Then turning to his companion I continued — 

“How do you do, Mr. Mulhausen? I had no idea you were here or that you and Captain Morgrave were acquainted.”

“You know the vital interest I am compelled to take in the Blake family,” my gigantic friend replied, “and hearing that Captain Morgrave was staying at the Court I took the liberty of asking him if he would call upon me before he left. He was kind enough to say that he would walk over this morning before breakfast. So here we are. But do not let me keep you standing. Won’t you sit down and have some breakfast?”

“No, thank you,” I replied. “ It is almost time for me to return to the Court. Breakfast there is at nine o’clock, I believe, and it is now close upon that time. I thought, Captain Morgrave, I would walk back with you. But if you are engaged I can easily tell Miss Blake that she need not expect you.”

“Of course not,” said Morgrave, jumping to his feet, “I shall go back with you, if you will allow me. I did not expect to have the pleasure of company on the return journey.”

Then turning to Mulhausen, who had been watching us with an uneasy expression upon his face, he continued in a distant tone that might almost have led one to believe that they had never met until that day, “Good-day, Mr. Mulhausen, I regret exceedingly that I cannot do anything to help you in your search. You are not the only person upon whom my unfortunate cousin has brought trouble. Our friend, Mr. Brudenell here, inclines to the belief that he is not dead. For my own part I am not so sanguine. If he were alive I feel sure he would have communicated with his family, or, since I am in a cynical humour, at least with his banker. He has done neither. Therefore I for one am reluctantly compelled to believe him dead.”

I had too much to think of in the mere fact that I had found these two worthies together to have any desire to participate in the argument, so I said nothing, but waited for Morgrave to make a move. He looked first at Mulhausen and then at myself. There was evidently some understanding between the pair, and it was probable that neither of them liked me any the more for having interrupted their tête-à-tête. Realising, however, that I had no intention of leaving them alone together, Morgrave nodded to his companion and then, taking my arm, half led, half pushed me from the room. During the walk back to the Court he did not say anything further about his having been out so early, nor, as I half expected he would do, did he endeavour to induce me to keep our meeting to myself.

When we reached the breakfast-room we found Miss Blake opening the post bag before the fire. A prettier picture than she presented then no man could wish to see.

“You have been out walking early, gentlemen,” she said with a smile as she shook hands with us. “I had no idea that you were either of you such early risers.”

Morgrave glanced at me a little uneasily, half fearing that I might reveal the company in which I had found him. I did not do so, however, but said something about the pleasure of a stroll in the country on a frosty morning, and so turned the matter aside. I did not want him to think my suspicions had been aroused, and I knew that, if I thought it advisable, I could just as easily tell his cousin after breakfast.

When the meal was finished we rose from the table, and while Miss Blake discussed some household matters with Miss Priscilla at the further end of the room, I walked to one of the windows and looked out over the park. Her conversation at an end she came to me.

“If you could spare me a few moments, Mr. Brudenell,” she said, in a low voice so that her cousin who was watching us from the fireplace, might not hear, “I should be so very grateful to you.”

“I shall be only too happy,” I answered. “If you will tell me when you wish to see me I will place myself at your disposal.”

“Will you come to my morning-room now?” she said, “I think we shall be less likely to be disturbed there than anywhere else.”

Accordingly, I accompanied her to the room she mentioned. It was the same cosy apartment I have already described, and after I had closed the door behind me I took the chair she offered me and continued the discussion of the subject which had caused my visit.

“You cannot think how grateful I am to you for your co-operation,” she said. “It is so terrible to feel that one wants to do so much and not to know quite how to do it. You said you would make inquiries and give me your advice as to what course I should pursue. What do you advise?”

While she was speaking I had come to a resolution that was destined to change the whole current of my after life.

“Miss Blake,” I said, “perhaps some of our mutual friends have told you the unfortunate truth that although I am by profession a barrister, nevertheless I am a very idle man. It has always been my ambition to travel, but either a lack of energy, an inability to make up my mind, or possibly the want of companionship, has hitherto prevented me from doing so. You are in trouble about your brother. You are determined to find him if possible. Now I hope you will not think me presumptuous if I make you an offer.”

“Will you tell me what sort of offer you mean? “ she asked.

“I am going to offer to take up the case and go off in search of your brother myself.”

“Mr. Brudenell,” she said, and I saw big tears rise in her eyes, “how can I thank you for your kindness? But it is impossible that I can let you undertake such a task.”

“Why is it impossible?” I asked. “I feel I am entitled to a holiday, and, if you will allow me to say so, there is nothing I should like better than to spend it in your service.”

“But when would you go and where would you begin your search?”

“I should first visit the Argentine Republic, find the mines in which your brother invested so much money, and endeavour to arrive at the truth or otherwise of what Mulhausen said to us about the quarrel which induced them to part as they did. After that I should act as circumstances dictate. It will be strange if by following up every clue and leaving no stone unturned I cannot discover what has become of him.”

For a few seconds she sat watching me with eager eyes. From her quick breathing and the way she clasped and unclasped her hands I could see that my words had exercised an extraordinary effect upon her. What was more, she did not seem to mind letting me witness her agitation.

“Mr. Brudenell,” she said at last, “ how shall I ever be able to repay you for your goodness? I accept your offer in the spirit you make it, and I do so because I firmly believe that you mean what you say. I have only one other request to make to you, and before I tell you what it is I want you to give me your promise that you will say yes or no to it, not with any idea of pleasing me, but that I may see how you yourself really feel upon the subject. If you do not think it can be managed, or if on the other hand you would rather I did not do so, I beg you will say so at once, and I promise you I will loyally abide by your decision.”

“What is it you are going to propose?” I asked with a certain amount of wonderment.

She rose from her chair, and walked to the fireplace before she answered. Then, turning round to me, she said quickly, “I want to know if you will let me come with you and help you in your search.”

Then seeing that I was about to offer some expostulation she held up her hand.

“Before you say anything further please let me finish,” she said. “ Remember I do not wish to be a hindrance to you. In that case I should be better at home. Miss Priscilla would, of course, accompany me, and if you would rather we did not travel with you we could surely follow after you. Imagine what it would mean for me to remain here in idleness while you were away on such an errand! My eagerness to know how you were succeeding would alone be unendurable. I should never be able to rest quietly. Is it so very terrible that I should ask such a thing?”

This was too much for me.

“You must not plead to me like this,” I said, as gently as possible. “I must confess I had not thought of it, but if your heart is set on assisting in the search, then by all means come. Why should I seek to prevent you? I should be only too glad of your society. Do you think, however, that you would be wise to attempt it? Remember, we shall in all probability have an exceedingly rough time.”

“Rough or smooth,” she cried, “I do not care. To obtain some tidings of my brother I would cross the world if I had to do it on my knees. What sacrifice would be too great to attain such an end?”

“But do you think Miss Priscilla would care to accompany you?” I asked. “She is — well, if I must put it so bluntly — not quite so young as she has been, and she may not like the idea of so much travelling.”

“If my heart is set on going you need not fear that she will offer any obstacles. I know her well enough to feel certain of that. Besides, she is almost as devoted to my brother as I am, and I feel sure she would go through fire and water to obtain some tidings of him. Is it agreed, then, that we go together?”

“Since you wish, it is agreed,” I answered. “We will go together.”

For nearly a minute after we had arrived at our momentous decision, we sat silent, each of us thinking, so it transpired later, of the gigantic undertaking upon which we were so sanguinely embarking. I wonder if we should have faced it with so bold a front if we had known all the troubles and perplexities and dangers that lay before us? Fortunately, or unfortunately, as we may care to take it now, the future was hid from us in a mist of rose-coloured light. Frankly I am prepared to confess, that having once pledged myself to a decision, it was not of the missing Godfrey Blake I thought, nor of the dangers and vicissitudes which might be my portion in the wild goose chase upon which I was embarking, but rather of the pleasure I should derive from the constant companionship, for so many months, of the beautiful girl for whose sake I was doing it all.

“And now that we have settled that point,” she cried, “when do you think we shall be able to start? I am all eagerness to be off?”

“It depends mainly upon yourself,” I answered.

“How soon do you think you can be ready?”

“As soon as you like,” she answered, “I will telegraph at once to Mr. Vargenal to come and see me, in order that the necessary arrangements for carrying on the work of this place in my absence may be made. That once done, nothing will remain for us but to pack our boxes, book our passages, and be off.”

“As far as Mr. Vargenal is concerned,” I answered, “I think I can help you. I shall be in town this afternoon, soon after three o’clock, and will make it my business to call upon him and acquaint him with your decision. I will take him a note, if you wish, and he will then be able to carry out your instructions as soon as you care to send them to him.”

“That would be the better way perhaps,” she answered with a flush of pleasure upon her face. “It is very kind of you to take so much trouble.”

An hour later I was on the platform of Burwell Junction waiting for the arrival of the express to town. The search for Godfrey Blake had reached another stage.


CHAPTER V

I COMMENCE OPERATIONS
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REACHING EUSTON I took a hansom and directed the cabman to drive me to Mr. Vargenal’s office in Bloomsbury Square. I had some questions I desired to ask, and that gentleman, so far as I could see, was the only person who could answer them in any way that would be likely to prove satisfactory to me. Arriving at his office I dismissed my cab and went inside. It was a strange old place, in certain features not unlike its owner. Once upon a time it had been a fashionable residence, but its grandeur had long since departed from it, leaving it a forlorn relic of a once gorgeous past. What had been the diningroom was now the clerk’s office, the library was the client’s waiting-room, while the big drawing-room upstairs was sacred to the use of the head of the firm. Accosting the veteran head clerk, a man who had been in Vargenal’s employ for upwards of forty years, and whom I found in the entrance hall, I inquired if his employer were at home, and if so whether I could see him?

“I am almost sure he’s in, Mr. Brudenell,” the man replied, “but if you will be good enough to step into the waiting-room, just for a moment, I will make inquiries.”

I made my way into the waiting-room as requested, and presently the clerk returned with the request that I would follow him upstairs.

Throwing open a door which faced us when we reached the first landing he said in a confidential tone, “Mr. Brudenell to see you, sir,” and after I had entered, closed the door carefully behind me. The room in which I now found myself was a large one, possibly fifty feet long by thirty wide, and when used for the purpose for which it was originally intended must have presented a handsome appearance. If one desired to be truthful it would be necessary to confess that it did not do so now. An ancient drugget covered the floor, and in the centre of it stood Humphrey Vargenal’s cloth-topped writing-table. Two massive bookcases, filled to overflowing with the works of eminent legal authorities, decorated two of the walls, while black deed-boxes occupied the spaces on either side of the fine old marble fireplace which was now the chief ornament of the apartment. Dusk had fallen long since and the room was lit only by four wax candles which stood in massive silver sticks, two upon the mantelpiece and two upon the desk. Apart from a severe attention to business, a fair knowledge of dry sherry, and a vile habit of taking snuff, this matter of illumination was the lawyer’s only foible. Gas, incandescent, and electric lights, might hem him in on either side, but he would have none of them. His father and his grandfather before him had burned candles in those selfsame sticks; he had had his first rudiments of law drilled into him by their light, and for these reasons he was determined to use them to his dying day. On seeing me he rose from his chair and held out his hand.

“Good day, Brudenell,” he said. “I am indeed glad to see you. I called at your chambers this afternoon, but was informed that you were out of town. I am obliged to you for coming round so promptly on receipt of my message.”

“I am afraid you are giving me credit for a courtesy I do not deserve,” I replied. “Not having been to my chambers yet, I have not received your message. I have been down to Burwell Court and only reached town a quarter of an hour since. Pray what has made you so anxious to see me? I hope nothing is the matter?”

“Nothing serious,” he replied. “I merely wished to consult you on a matter connected with the Blake estate. Last evening I received a visit from an individual who said he had been advised by you to call upon me. He claimed, according to his own account, to have been my young client’s partner in that mining adventure in Argentina of which we at one time heard so much. He told me he had called upon you within the past few days, but beyond advising him to see me, you were unable to render him any assistance. As far as I can gather he seems particularly anxious to find Godfrey Blake. I called upon you to find out if you could give me any information concerning him.”

“You mean about this man?”

“Yes, this” (here he consulted a card which lay upon his table) “Mulhausen.”

“The man is an impudent rascal to say that I sent him to you,” I replied hotly. “ I did nothing of the sort. I know absolutely nothing about him, save that he called upon me and told me very much the same tale as he in all probability told you. On the other hand, if you want to know what I think of him I am prepared to so far depart from the reticence usually attributed to our profession as to say that I would not trust him as far as I could see him. There is something very funny behind all this mystery. Something which, I feel sure, vitally affects Godfrey Blake’s welfare.”

“You surprise me,” said the lawyer, seating himself in his chair again and putting up his glasses to look at me. “ Pray what reason have you for taking this alarming view of the situation?”

Thus encouraged I told him all that had transpired. He sat bolt upright in his chair listening to my tale with an absolutely expressionless face. An elbow rested on either arm of his chair, his hands were clasped, his fingers were interlaced and tapped gently upon each other; his steely grey eyes watched me from beneath their bushy brows, and it was as plain as the nose upon his face that he was carefully weighing the value of every single word I uttered. When I had finished he watched me in silence for some moments.

“As you said just now there is certainly something behind it all,” he remarked at last, as if he were talking to the silver candlestick before him and not to me. “ I agree with you in fearing that some disaster has befallen my unfortunate client, and this Mulhausen has only himself to blame if we suspect him of knowing more than he tells us. Did I understand you to say that while you were at Burwell Captain Morgrave got up early in order to visit this man?”

“He rose at eight o’clock,” I replied. “ I happen to know that for the reason that I occupied the next room to him.”

“And when you reached the village inn he was closeted with this man?”

“Exactly. When I entered the coffee-room of the ‘Burwell Arms’ he was seated at the table, engaged in earnest conversation with the person we have just been discussing,”

“It must have been a very important matter that could occasion such an early meeting,” said Mr. Vargenal with conviction, “for I happen to have good reason to know that Richard Morgrave is one of the laziest men in existence.”

“I am interested to hear that,” I said. “ I want to find out all I can about that gentleman. As you have known him so long you should be well acquainted with his character.”

The old chap pursed up his thin lips.

“Yes,” he answered, very slowly, “ I suppose, with the exception of perhaps two men, whose names need not transpire, I can perhaps tell you more about the individual in question than any one living.”

“Please do so then,” I said. “ I have told you about Mulhausen, you must return the compliment with Morgrave.”

“In the first place, he is the only son of William Morgrave, gentleman, of Belvington, Northumberland, sometime Sheriff of the County, and Martha his wife. The latter, as you are perhaps aware, was the only sister of Constantine Blake, of Burwell. The year before Richard came of age his father died, and he inherited a snug little property in the North, and another in the Midlands, with about thirty thousand pound, carefully invested He had not been in the enjoyment of his property four years before his mother died and he came into twenty thousand more. Three years later there was not a single halfpenny of the fifty thousand left, and as if to make his ruin more complete, what little landed property he still possessed was mortgaged up to the hilt. At this juncture an old aunt in Somersetshire conveniently died and willed him five thousand more, which went the way of the first, but in half the time. After that he was compelled, by force of circumstances, to leave the army, with none too clean a record, and then he went down the ladder rung by rung.

“To every friend who would seem at all likely to help him he applied for assistance. Some did so willingly enough, others grudgingly and only for the sake of his family. Those who did never received their money back, and those who did not had good reason to congratulate themselves upon their astuteness in summing up his character so correctly. By this time he was hard put to it to live at all. Sometimes the devices he tried, in order to obtain sufficient money to stave off his creditors, were scarcely consistent with one’s ideas of what goes to make up a gentleman. On such occasions, for the sake of the family honour, I had to step in and endeavour to pull him out of the mire. It was not a pleasant task, but it had to be done. Occasionally he was grateful, at other times, when I took the liberty of addressing a few words of warning and remonstrance to him, he swore at me and called me by names that were the reverse of endearing. Then I rang my bell and had him shown the door. At last he got into one terrible piece of trouble and had to clear out of England altogether, at less than twenty-four hours’ notice. Where he went nobody knew. At any rate the family were not troubled by him again until two years or so ago, when he turned up, looking somewhat older and rather better off, but otherwise much the same as when we had last seen him. It seems a pity that in the event of young Godfrey’s death the Blake estates should pass to such a fellow, but I suppose in that case the family must do as it has so often done before, grin and bear it.”

“The property has not come into his possession yet,” I said with a burst of temper that made the old fellow put up his head and stare at me in amazement. “Very soon we shall know the real state of the case.”

“What do you mean? “ he asked. “I’m afraid I do not quite understand.”

“I mean that somebody has got to set the matter of Godfrey Blake’s death at rest for good and all,” I answered. “In other words he has got to be found, or his death so clearly proved that there shall be no further doubt about it.”

The lawyer removed his glasses from his nose and rapped his knuckles meditatively with them. I fancied I detected the ghost of a smile hovering round the corners of his mouth.

“And pray who is going to travel to the ends of the earth in order to accomplish this herculean task?” he inquired after the slight pause that followed my speech.

“I am,” I replied, with a little touch of vanity as I noticed his astonishment. “I have made up my mind to leave England in search of him.”

“Indeed,” he said with irritating quietness “I fear you will have a long and troublesome task before you.”

There was a look upon his face which gave me the idea that he rather ridiculed the notion of my accomplishing anything useful in the search. This behaviour on his part spurred me like a goad, and thereupon I made up my mind upon a course of action.

“I leave for South America,” I said, “ on Thursday next. I shall make inquiries in Buenos Ayres and at the mines, and if I cannot collect sufficient information there I shall sail for the United States, and try New York, Chicago, and San Francisco. In fact I shall make inquiries in every city which Blake was known to have visited.”

“In that case,” said Vargenal drily, “you will probably have a good many interesting adventures to tell us when you return, that is of course provided you do return. For my part I shall expect to hear that our interesting friend Mulhausen has followed you and cut your wizand within a fortnight of your arrival in the Argentine. But seriously, have you not arrived at this decision a trifle suddenly? The last time I saw you you had no such intention. But there, I had forgotten your visit to Burwell Court. If I may put my meaning in a few words, you have met Mildred Blake.”

I felt myself blushing up to the roots of my hair. Whether old Vargenal noticed it is more than I can say. If he did he refrained from commenting on it, and for his silence I was sincerely grateful.

“And pray who accompanies you? “ he asked, after a little pause during which I saw him smiling blandly at the candlesticks before him. “Surely you will not go alone?”

I thought I had a surprise in store for him; a shell to drop into his camp in return for the one he had sent into mine.

“Miss Blake and her companion Miss Priscilla go with me,” I answered.

He sprang to his feet with alacrity.

“The devil,” he cried.

“No! His Satanic Majesty will not be one of the party.”

“Do you mean to tell me,” he cried, “that Mildred Blake and Priscilla Hemp are going to accompany you on this wild goose chase?”

“I do. It was arranged yesterday. Hence my reason for calling here to-night,”

“Then all I can say is that you’re mad, the whole pack of you, stark, staring mad and you ought to be confined in Bedlam.” There was a humorous twinkle in his eye as he continued “You dog, I can see now why you are so anxious to go to these outlandish places. And I envy you, ‘pon my soul I do. If I were a young man I’d do the same myself. But mark my words, Priscilla Hemp will prove a thorn in your side. There’s a thirst for general information about that old woman that would drive Socrates himself into an early grave. Why, you may scarcely believe it, but the last time I was at Burwell she tackled me after dinner and asked me to describe to her the events which led up to the passing of the Reform Bill, and also if I could tell her what effect, if any, it had had upon our profession since? What is to be done with a woman like that? But to return to our discussion. Am I to understand that Miss Blake and her chaperone really accompany you on Thursday next?”

“On Thursday next,” I answered. “And the former asked me to tell you that she would be very grateful if you would make the necessary arrangements to ensure the satisfactory management of the Court during her absence?”

“I will,” he replied. “And what’s more, I’ve a very good mind to—”
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He stopped abruptly, stuck his hands under his coat tails, and paraded the room for upwards of a minute without speaking, his lips pursed up and his spectacles thrust well on the top of his head, as he had a trick of doing when thinking deeply. At last he stopped and faced me. That something important was coming I had no doubt.

“Cuthbert Brudenell,” he said, “I have always liked you, as you know, and I think we can say that we have got on well together, even though at times you have thought me a dry-as-dust old fossil. No, not a word till I have done! Now I’ve made up my mind, and in return for your good fellowship, I’m going to show you the greatest kindness you have ever received in your life. In other words, I am going to come with you and assist in your search for Godfrey Blake.”

“The deuce you are!” I cried, almost overcome with astonishment; and then added, assuming a rueful countenance, “Confound it, who asked you?”

“Nobody,” he answered calmly, “and perhaps that’s the very reason I’m coming. You’ll want watching and taking care of. I’ve been going to take a holiday for a long time, and was half thinking of running out to Australia next month. Even dry-as-dust old fossils like myself want a change occasionally you know. Besides,” here he approached a little closer to me and dug me in the ribs with his finger, “who knows that you may not be anxious, some time or other, to have a friend at hand who will be sufficiently charitable to take Priscilla Hemp out of the way for a few minutes. Though, egad, I’m not certain that friend would not deserve the Victoria Cross for so doing.”

I did not know whether to be pleased or angry at the old chap’s proposition, but it was evident he was quite in earnest.

“Come,” he said, after he had watched my face with a little anxiety for a few seconds, “ as far as you are concerned are you agreeable to my making one of the party?”

“Quite agreeable,” I answered promptly, “that is, of course, provided Miss Blake does not object. I think, however, that I know what she will say when she hears your proposition.”

He looked at me again.

“And what do you think she will say?” he inquired.

“I must be off now,” I said, pretending not to have heard his question. “I’ll look round to-morrow morning about eleven. We can then talk the matter over more thoroughly. Good-night.”

Putting on my coat and taking my hat and umbrella from the chair upon which I had placed them, I moved towards the door. Vargenal, however, was not going to let me get away without answering his question. He placed one hand upon my shoulder while he took me by the button-hole with the other.

“One moment, Brudenell,” he said, “You haven’t told me yet what Miss Blake will have to say on the subject of my accompanying you.”

“Well then, if you will have it, I think she will say that she will be very happy to have your company on one condition — and only one.”

“And that condition?”

“Will be that you promise to set aside two hours of your time every morning,” I said, “to the task of amusing Miss Priscilla.”

“‘Gad, in that case I shall be compelled to take the Encyclopaedia Britannica with me,” he replied, as I bade him good-night and ran down the stairs.

Leaving the office, I passed round the square, intending to make my way into Oxford Street, and thence along Chancery Lane to the place where I usually dined. As I passed along the pavement of Southampton Street, I was thinking about the old solicitor’s decision to accompany us, and it was not until I was exactly opposite the Holborn Restaurant that I remembered that before I left Burwell I had promised Miss Blake to let her know at once whether or not I had seen Humphrey Vargenal. Then another idea struck me. The other side of the street was a telegraph office, why should I not send her a wire? With this thought in my mind I crossed the road and hastened towards the office in question. As I reached the door, however, I ran into the arms of a man who was hurrying along the pavement in the direction in which I had hitherto been proceeding. Whoever he was he must have recognised me, for he stopped short, with a little exclamation of surprise, and then tried to slip away again. The light of the lamp overhead shone full and fair upon his face, and in a flash I recognised Mulhausen’s loathsome emissary, the apelike creature whom I had turned out of Burwell Park the preceding afternoon. My astonishment was even greater than I can hope to make you believe. For a moment I stood stock still, as if rooted to the pavement, too surprised to say or do anything. If I had thought of the matter at all I should have been prepared to state on oath that this man was fifty or sixty miles away, domiciled at a small inn in a Hertfordshire village. To find him now close behind me, to all intents and purposes dogging my footsteps, was a surprise that well nigh took my breath away. I turned to accost him, but before I could do so he had crossed the road and disappeared into the darkness of a bye street. Seeing that it would be a useless task for me to attempt to catch him, and realising that even if I did so I could scarcely hope to derive any benefit from it, I went into the telegraph office and transacted my business. On reaching the street again I looked carefully about me in order to make sure that I was no longer being spied upon, then hailing a hansom, I sprang in and directed the Jehu to drive me to the restaurant where I had arranged to dine.

Next morning I called upon Vargenal, according to arrangement, only to find him in the act of leaving for Burwell. I told him of my curious encounter on the previous evening and of the suspicions to which it had given rise.

“Are you still bent on accompanying us to South America?” I inquired, when I had finished my story.

“More than ever,” he answered. “That is to say, always provided Miss Blake has no objection. Am I to suppose that you have none?”

“Not one,” I replied, for I had been thinking the matter over in the night. “As far as I am concerned I shall be only too glad of your assistance. The more heads in this business the better for all parties concerned. If we can’t find Godfrey Blake between us I shall be very much surprised. What do you say?”

“We’ll do our best,” he answered earnestly. “No man can ask or expect us to do more. Now I must be off if I want to catch my train. I will let you know what I have done when I return.”

That evening when I returned to my chambers after dinner, I found a letter awaiting me on my writing-table.

I tore open the envelope and extracted the contents: it ran — 



“DEAR MR. BRUDENELL, — Mr. Vargenal has just arrived. He comes with a very surprising offer. I can scarcely believe it, but it is evident he desires to accompany us on our journey in search of Godfrey. His assistance will of course be invaluable to us, and as I understand that you have no objection to offer to his proposal I have taken the liberty of accepting it. He tells me that he will at once make the necessary arrangements for our departure, and will book our passages on the steamer. Needless to say I am all anxiety to commence our search.

“We shall of course regard you as our leader in the expedition.

“Always your grateful friend.

“MILDRED BLAKE.



“P.S. — That strange individual, Mr. Mulhausen, called upon me this morning again. He seems to have some idea that we are making a move in the direction of trying to find Godfrey, and, before he left, asked if this were the case and whether he would be allowed to accompany us. Remembering your advice, I told him I could not accept his offer until I had communicated with you.”



Within a minute of reading the postscript I was down the stairs, had crossed the courtyard, and was making my way along Fleet Street as hard as I could go. Reaching the telegraph office I went inside and, appropriating a stand, wrote the following message: — 

“BLAKE, Burwell Court, Burwell.

“Decline offer mentioned in postscript; will explain later. — BRUDENELL.”


CHAPTER VI

WE START UPON OUR TRAVELS
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AS SOON AS I had breakfasted on the morning following the receipt of Miss Blake’s letter, I hastened off to consult Vargenal upon the matter of the passages. I found the old fellow in a great state of excitement and certainly in a more youthful and excited frame of mind than I had ever seen him in the course of my experience. He had never yet been out of England, and the prospects of this trip had the effect of making him for the time being, at least, a young man. There was an air of reckless joviality about him that was indescribably comic, and when he went to a cupboard and produced a bottle of dry sherry and two glasses, and I noted that the hour was as yet scarcely half-past ten, my astonishment could scarcely be contained.

“Come, Brudenell,” he cried with airy bacchanalianism, as he filled the glasses and handed one to me. “We’ll drink to the success of our trip. Though my old housekeeper thinks I’m mad to undertake such a journey at my age, I am prepared to admit that I have never looked forward with more eager anticipation to anything in my life. The mere preparation is delightful, and I have been examining a few of these lists to see what things I shall require. If you’ve got nothing better to do for five minutes or so you might just run your eye through them and tick off a few items.”

“My dear fellow,” I said with a laugh, “my advice to you is not to purchase anything. In your own wardrobe you have everything you can possibly need. A cap and a pair of deck shoes are the only extras you will require.”

Having thus set his mind at rest I discussed the details of the trip, more fully than we had yet done, and afterwards referred to the booking of the passages.

“Ah, that was one of the points upon which I wished to speak to you,” he said. “When I saw Miss Blake yesterday she told me very plainly that it was not only her desire, but her intention, to defray all the cost of the expedition herself. Her argument is that as we are only undertaking it in the interest of her family, she is entitled to do as she pleases in the matter.”

“What did you say on the subject?” I inquired.

“I took the liberty of disagreeing with her,” he answered, “both on your behalf and my own. I pointed out to her that we were both regarding it in the light of a holiday, and that if we did not visit America to find her brother, we should in all probability visit Central Africa, and discover a new river, shoot lions or slave dealers, or something of that sort.” The picture of this dry-as-dust Bloomsbury solicitor wandering through the Dark Continent like the proverbial Englishman in search of something to kill, struck me as a distinctly humorous idea. However, I  quite agreed with him in the answer he had given to Miss Blake.

“Now, my idea is,” he continued, “that if you are to take command, I should be appointed treasurer to the expedition. I will disburse all the necessary money and you can repay me when we return to England.”

“But supposing we do not return,” I replied. “What then?”

“In that case, having no one dependent upon me, it will not matter whether I bear the loss or not,” he replied. Then, rubbing his hands, he continued: “There is an element of uncertainty about this trip, to say nothing of danger, that is positively delightful. I feel already that my clerks regard me in the light of a second Christopher Columbus.”

I could not help smiling at the notion of Columbus wearing a frock coat and spectacles, and wondered whether he took snuff and spilt it on his waistcoat. Then an inspiration came to me. I remembered Mulhausen’s anxiety about our projected trip and also the fact that I had been watched by his companion. Could this have been an attempt to find out where, when, and how we were going, in order that he might either accompany or follow us? I explained what had happened to Vargenal, at the same time showing him the note I had received from Miss Blake on the preceding evening.

“It certainly looks as if he is spying on us,” he answered. “If so he will be certain to go on doing so, and we must put him off the scent as quickly as possible. In that case the better plan would be for one of my clerks to book the passages, while you, if you find that you are still being followed, should make a point of calling at an entirely different office, say to the office of the direct line for New York. This will lead them to suppose we are visiting the United States first, and should serve to put them off the scent. We will advise Miss Blake to be very reticent in what she says to him, should she by any chance see Mulhausen again.”

“I consider your scheme an admirable one,” I answered, “and I will act as you suggest. In any case it would be as well that Mulhausen should not be made aware of our plans.”

“I cannot see that it would serve any good purpose,” he said. “And now the question we have to consider is, shall we warn my fair client? It would require a very long letter to put the case plainly before her, and then there is always the likelihood of its falling into wrong hands. Besides, Mulhausen may have friends among the servants who would help him. I suppose you couldn’t spare the time to run down there to-day?”

To tell the truth I had thought of doing so, but was not able to discover an excuse. Now, however, that Vargenal had found one for me and I was acting, so to speak, upon compulsion, I expressed myself as willing to undertake the journey. Accordingly I bade him goodbye and set off, reaching Burwell about two o’clock.

On arrival at the Court I was shown into the drawing-room, where presently Miss Blake joined me. Her face was flushed with excitement, and from the expression upon it I felt justified in believing that she once more hailed my arrival with satisfaction.

“I do not know what to say to you, Mr. Brudenell,” she began, after I had explained the reason of my visit and had reported the progress made in the preparations for our departure, “you have taken so much trouble that merely to say thank you seems like the basest ingratitude. I can scarcely believe we are going yet.”

“One of Mr. Vargenal’s clerks is to book our passages this afternoon,” I replied. “ Then nothing remains but for us to pack our trunks and meet on board the vessel at Southampton. I fear you will find the life you are going to lead for the next few months a great change from beautiful Burwell.”

“I shall not mind that, you may be sure,” she replied, “if only I can hear something of Godfrey. I pray night and morning that our search may be successful.”

“God grant it may,” I returned. “It will certainly not be our fault if we do not glean some information about him. By the way, is your cousin Captain Morgrave still with you?”

She shook her head.

“No,” she answered, “he returned to town yesterday. Important business necessitated his presence in the City. He left by the train following that by which you yourself travelled.”

I could not help wondering if that important business had any connection with the fact that Mulhausen’s man had followed me on the previous evening, but I did not say anything to her on the subject. Much as she disliked her cousin, I don’t think she really believed him capable of doing anything to prevent her discovering the whereabouts of her brother. Her own nature was too open and straightforward for that.

“And what about our inquisitive friend Mulhausen?” I inquired. “Has he troubled you with his presence again?”

“Not once,” she answered. “He has not been near the house since I wrote to you, nor have I seen or heard anything of him in the village.”

“Should you meet him,” I continued, “I think it would be as well if you made a point of not telling him of our intended departure from England. I have a feeling that it would be better for our interests if he did not know. You do not think it would be possible for him to discover it from the servants?”

“I am sure it would not,” she answered.

“I am glad of that, for I think it would be as well, for many important reasons, that he should be kept in the dark concerning our movements. He seems so anxious to find your brother, to have travelled such immense distances in search of him, and to have spent such large sums of money on the quest, that I cannot believe his motives are as simple as he evidently desires us to believe. Besides, there have been too many variations in the story he tells to make me feel quite easy.”

“He shall not find it out from me,” she answered sturdily. And as she did so her lips hardened in a fashion that boded ill for any attempt that Mulhausen might make to obtain from her what she did not desire to tell.

“And what does Miss Priscilla say to the notion of so much travelling?” I asked after a short silence.

“To be candid I am not quite sure that she altogether likes it,” Miss Blake replied. “But rather than let me go alone I think she would willingly pack her trunks and travel with me to the centre of Africa.”

For upwards of an hour we discussed the work that lay before us, little dreaming what a momentous period it would prove to be. Then I had afternoon tea, paid my respects to Miss Priscilla, who questioned me closely on the subject of our voyage, and at five o’clock bade them goodbye, and set off on my return journey to Burwell Junction, where I caught the express to town.

For the next two or three days nothing of any moment occurred. With every twenty-four hours, however, our arrangements were brought nearer and nearer completion. In the interval I got together my small affairs, put them in some sort of order, and handed the management of them over to an intelligent and competent relative. Vargenal had acted in the same capacity for Miss Blake, and had taken due care that while she was absent no sort of harm could befall the estate. As for the old fellow himself, he was becoming more and more juvenile every day. His dress was illustrative of the change, and one day, when I met him in Piccadilly I found to my amazement that he had blossomed out into a coloured tie, a thing which I had never known him do during all the years in which we had been acquainted.

On Thursday morning I was occupied in my chambers until nearly midday. There were one or two important bits of business to be transacted, and, if I remember rightly, the hands of the clock upon the Law Courts stood at ten minutes to twelve when I passed out into the street. It was a bright, fresh morning, and I was thinking, with pleasurable expectation, that within forty-eight hours I should be on salt water in about the most delightful company a man could imagine, when I happened to glance across the street to find, watching me from the other side, no less a person than Mulhausen himself. That he was aware I saw him I felt morally certain, but for many reasons I pretended I did not. Turning on my heel, I walked rapidly along Fleet Street in the direction of Ludgate Hill; not so rapidly, however, but that I could tell I  was being followed. In fact, I had scarcely reached Bouverie Street before I heard a deep voice say behind me, “May I have the pleasure of a few moments’ conversation with you, Mr. Brudenell?”

As he had caught me there was nothing for it but to stop and turn. I did so, and faced him with ill-concealed impatience.

“I can scarcely tell you how glad I am to see you,” said Mulhausen, holding out his enormous hand, and shaking mine with a heartiness I was far from reciprocating. “I was on my way to call upon you just now when I saw you leave the Temple. If you are in a hurry perhaps you will let me walk a little way with you? I have something of importance to say to you.”

“Let us walk then,” I said. “I am in rather a hurry, and, as I have an important appointment, and cannot spare you much time, perhaps it will be as well if you tell me at once what it is you want with me?”

“I will do so with much pleasure,” he answered, and forthwith we passed down the street towards Ludgate Circus, side by side.

“You are about to leave for South America, I believe,” he said abruptly, as we approached the Circus and prepared to cross the road.

“Indeed,” I answered shortly. “Pray who told you that?”

“I cannot see that that concerns the question at issue,” he continued, undeterred by the sharpness of my tone. “You go in search of Godfrey Blake, I believe?”

“If I were going at all, I should scarcely do so for any other reason.”

“Miss Blake accompanies you, I understand?”

“Indeed,” I said, appearing, for the sake of gaining time to think, to take his question literally.

“Does she not do so? “ he inquired.

“Why do you ask?”

“Because I wish to hear from your own lips that what I have been told is correct,” he said, this time with the old nasty look upon his face.

“I must decline to give you any information on this or any other point, Mr. Mulhausen,” I said. “Should you desire to make any other inquiries I beg to refer you to Miss Blake’s solicitor, Mr. Humphrey Vargenal, of Bloomsbury Square, to whom you have already introduced yourself, using my name in a most unwarrantable manner. He will answer your questions, or not, as he may think fit.”

“It is evident you do not desire to be communicative to-day, Mr. Brudenell,” he said with a sneer. “The reticence of your profession seems to cling to you even when on pleasure bent.”

“I cannot understand,” I said with a display of temper which I immediately regretted, “why arrangements which have plainly nothing whatsoever to do with you, should cause you so much concern. If all the Blake family, your friend Captain Morgrave included, were going to Kamskatka or Peru it would at least be no business of yours.”

“Pardon me, Mr. Brudenell, there you are wrong. I am interested, as you know, in trying to find my unhappy partner. For that reason alone it is only natural I should take a vital interest in anything his family are doing. I fear, my dear sir, if you will allow me to say so, that you have taken a violent dislike to myself and nothing I can do or say will appear good in your eyes. Is not that so?”

“I am not upon my trial, Mr. Mulhausen,” I cried, “and I object exceedingly to being cross-questioned in this way. While I am upon the subject, let me also say that to my thinking there has been too much prying and spying on your part of late. I caught your diabolical companion dogging Miss Blake and myself in the park at Burwell, and as if that were not enough the following evening he had the impudence to try the same trick upon me in Oxford Street. If you permit that sort of thing you have only yourself to blame if you are taken to task for them.”

His face looked very troubled.

“I am afraid you are labouring under a misapprehension, Mr. Brudenell,” he said. “It is as evident that you mistrust my unfortunate companion as that you have taken a dislike to me. You surely do not suppose it was by my orders he followed you? The poor fellow is half witted, and the first time he saw her he took a great fancy to Miss Blake. So absorbing was this, indeed, that, during my stay in Burwell village (where as you know I went to make inquiries about Godfrey Blake, but stayed on because I was so charmed with the beauty and old-world simplicity of the spot), he could scarcely be prevented from following her about. It must have been on one of those occasions that you caught him. As for the second time, in Oxford Street, you must forgive me, but I fear you were mistaken. The man only returned with me from Hertfordshire late last evening, so that he could scarcely have been in London when you think you saw him. But since you do not wish to help me it is plain that it is no use my wasting either your time or my own. One word, however, before we part, perhaps never to meet again. I can only say that I hope it may never fall to your lot, when you are anxious to discover traces of a lost friend, to meet with such opposition as has been shown by you to me.”

To this I scarcely knew what reply to make, and by the time I had collected my thoughts sufficiently to discover one, he had left me and was striding up the street in the direction we had come.

Try to reason it out how I would I could not help feeling that I had placed myself in an invidious position. The man had defended his position with a certain amount of cleverness, and for hours afterwards the uneasy feeling that it was possible I might have wronged him, kept me company. Little by little this wore off, and by the time it became necessary for me to start for Southampton, for I intended going that night in order that I might be the better prepared for the work of the morrow, my mind was down on the other side once more, and I was as suspicious of him as ever. His assertion that I must have been mistaken as to the man I had met in Oxford Street was the main cause for this, for I was as certain of the identity of that individual as I was of my own name. If, then, he had lied to me in this particular, why should he not have done so in the others? However, I thought I had done with him now, and like the poor innocent I was, congratulated myself upon my astuteness, in having come so well out of the adventure.

Next morning when I woke in my bed at the Southampton hotel, my first thought was of the importance, in the history of my life, of the day that was just commencing. In a few hours I should be saying farewell to old England for many months, and who knew what sort of story I should have to tell when I came back to her once more.

Immediately after breakfast I set off to the railway station to meet Miss Blake and her companion, who, by my advice, had travelled by a somewhat circuitous route. I had been waiting for this moment with an eagerness that a month before I should not have believed possible. And when I remembered that that length of time ago I had not seen Miss Blake, Miss Priscilla, Mulhausen, his ape-like companion, or even Richard Morgrave, it seemed almost too strange to be true.

As soon as the train came to a standstill I hastened along the platform in search of my friends, and was fortunate enough to discover them in time to assist them to alight. Miss Priscilla came first, looking prim and proper as usual, then a stranger, and after that Miss Blake. The latter was dressed in a neat travelling costume of dark tweed, and had a boa of some soft fur round her neck. How sweet and ladylike she looked I cannot hope to make you understand. When I shook hands with her and she looked into my face with her beautiful grey eyes I thought I had never seen a finer specimen of an Englishwoman, and I use the word in its truest sense.

As soon as I had arranged about their lighter luggage (the heavier had been conveyed direct to the vessel on the previous day), I procured a cab and took them to my hotel, where I had ordered breakfast to be prepared for them. It was the first time I had had the pleasure of arranging anything for Miss Blake’s comfort, and the amount of thought I had given to that simple meal would have afforded a number of my friends no small amusement, could they have heard of it. They had scarcely finished their repast before the door opened and Humphrey Vargenal put in an appearance. He was swaddled up in furs like a Russian prince, and was evidently tired after his railway journey.

“Welcome,” I said, offering him my hand and then helping him out of his enormous coat. “ You are just in time for breakfast. You look as if you need it.”

“I am nearly famished, both with cold and with hunger,” he answered, and when he had paid his respects to the ladies he sat down and made a meal that would have done credit to a coal-heaver.

To Miss Blake his manner was courtly to the last degree, but I could see that he viewed Miss Priscilla with no small amount of alarm. Shortly after eleven o’clock, when he and the two ladies had rested a little, we made our way to the docks in search of the vessel which was to convey us so many thousand miles. Arriving on board we inspected our cabins and then set to work to make them as comfortable as circumstances would permit. The ladies had agreed to share a state-room amidships, Vargenal and I doing the same a little further forward on the starboard side.

By the time we had finished our survey the whistle had sounded for shore folk to leave the ship. We accordingly ascended to the promenade deck in order to watch her get under weigh.

“It looks as if we have been successful after all in giving our friend Mulhausen the slip,” I said, as we moved away from the wharf. “I was half afraid we should find him on board. Such, however, is not the case. He probably expects us to sail in the boat leaving next week. If he visits Southampton in order to see her off he will be grievously disappointed, will he not?”

A quarter of an hour later we were fairly under weigh and the Isle of Wight was looming large ahead of us. Before another hour had passed she had dropped behind again, and we were shaping a course for mid-channel.

As the coast line disappeared I found myself standing beside the rails of the promenade deck with Miss Blake. Vargenal and Miss Priscilla were strolling up and down near the saloon companion entrance.

“There goes old England,” I said, as the last speck of land disappeared beneath the horizon. “Let us hope that when we see her again good fortune may have crowned our enterprise.”

“God grant it may,” my companion answered softly, and as she did so I glanced at her face and saw that her eyes were full of tears.

As night fell the wind rose, and with it the sea, until the weather was sufficiently boisterous to cause inconvenience to a considerable number of our fellow-passengers. Miss Priscilla was the first of our party to succumb. Even her strength of mind was not sufficient to withstand that sea-fiend mal-de-mer. Vargenal was not ill, so he found an early occasion to inform me, but, as he expressed it, he felt tired after his journey, and preferred to go and lie down for a little before dinner. Strangely enough, however, he paid no attention to the bell, and when Miss Blake and I took our places at the table his chair was still empty.

The first two or three days of our voyage passed quietly enough. By the time we reached Lisbon, our last European port of call, Vargenal had recovered sufficiently to accompany us ashore; Miss Hemp, however, was still too ill to venture from her bunk even for so short a time. That evening I amused myself playing besique with Miss Blake in the saloon. The captain was only waiting for the Sud-Express, with the mails on board, so he informed us, to be off again.

“It sounds as if we must be getting under weigh,” said Miss Blake, as we finished our game and I picked up the cards. “Yes, there goes the screw. Now I think, if you will excuse me, I will say good-night, Mr. Brudenell, and go to my cabin. Miss Priscilla will be wondering where I am.”

As she spoke two or three new passengers made their appearance in the saloon on their way to their cabins. With the usual show of curiosity I glanced at them and then almost shouted my surprise aloud.

The last to enter was no less a person than Miss Blake’s cousin, the man I so thoroughly detested, Richard Morgrave.’


CHAPTER VII

AT SEA 
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OUR SURPRISE AT seeing Richard Morgrave standing before us may be better imagined than described. Had he come up through the deck, or made his way down through the skylight, I don’t believe our consternation could have been greater. We stood and stared at him in silent amazement. Miss Blake was the first to speak.

“Richard,” she said, “what does your presence here mean?”

Morgrave smiled blandly and advanced with outstretched hand. There was a nasty glitter in his eye, that spoke for his satisfaction in the trick he had played us.

“My dear Mildred,” he said, “I don’t know whether I ought to regard your surprise at seeing me in the light of a compliment or the reverse. It was only yesterday I heard of your intention to set out in search of poor Godfrey, and I can assure you I did not take it as very kindly of you not to have told me what was in your mind. I thought the matter over as quickly as possible, and came to the conclusion that it was my duty, as your nearest relative, to accompany you on your travels. Godfrey is your brother and my cousin, and if any one is to find him surely it should be his own kith and kin. No one appreciates Mr. Brudenell’s kindness (here he threw a glance at me) more than I do. I am only sorry that he should not have thought it worth his while to consult me upon the subject. However, I am here, at great personal inconvenience, and, if I can be of any assistance to you, my dear Mildred, all I ask is that you will command me.”

The man was plainly ill at ease, but he masked his nervousness with an affected geniality which deceived nobody.

“It’s a pity since you were so anxious to accompany us,” I said, “that you did not join the boat at Southampton.”

“I could not, even had I desired to do so,” he replied. “I did not discover your intention in time. As it was, I only managed to catch the Sud-Express by a miracle. If I had not started there and then, with what luggage I could carry in my hands, I should have missed her altogether.”

While I felt certain that his cousin did not believe a word he said, I was not prepared for the coldness with which she greeted his assurance.

“It is getting late, Mr. Brudenell,” she said, turning to me, “and I am very tired, I will therefore ask you to excuse me. Good-night, and many thanks to you for your kindness to me this evening,”

We shook hands, and then with a stately bow to her cousin she passed us and went along the alley way to her cabin.

“‘Gad, women are extraordinary creatures,” said Morgrave when she had left us. “ From her behaviour I might very well suppose her to be angry with me for taking an interest in the one thing of all others that concerns her most.”

“You think then,” I said, “ that this quest concerns her more than it does you? I understood that it affected you very vitally.”

“I’m afraid I don’t quite understand you,” he answered. “In what way does it concern me?”

“If you don’t know I’m afraid it’s rather late to tell you now, so with your permission we’ll postpone consideration of it until another time. We have plenty of leisure before us in which to do so. Now I will wish you good-night.”

So saying, I left him and departed to my cabin, though not with the intention of retiring for the night. Arriving there I found Vargenal fast asleep in his bunk, unconscious of the old acquaintance who had so inopportunely made his appearance among us. Taking an ulster from behind the door I put it on and made my way to the deck. There I found a starlight night. Bitterly cold though it was I began to perambulate the deck. There was something in the sharp, cold air that was infinitely refreshing after the warmth of the saloon, and the heated interview through which I had just passed. Later on I went to the rail and stood looking down at the black sea through which the great ship was cleaving her way like a thing of life. Scarcely a sound was to be heard save the moaning of the wind in the rigging and the splash of the dark waves against the side. Far away to starboard the outline of the Portuguese coast could be discerned, with here and there a cluster of glittering lights. I felt that I would have given anything to have been able to tell, with some degree of certainty, why Morgrave had elected to come with us. Had it anything to do with the interview I had interrupted at the “Burwell Arms”? In that case, however, why had Morgrave come and Mulhausen remained behind? Morgrave’s anxiety to know whether his cousin was alive or dead could be easily understood, but the question which required more consideration was why the man, who did not want his cousin to be found, had come, and the cleverer man who did desire it should have remained behind, inactive in London. I paced the deck for upwards of an hour, and then went below without arriving at any satisfactory conclusion.

Next morning I was up betimes, and when I returned from my bath, discovered old Vargenal also wide awake, and quite ready for conversation.

“How do you feel this morning?” I inquired politely, though I was scarcely able to repress a smile at the comical figure he presented.

“Quite myself again,” he answered cheerily enough. “I feel as well as ever I did in my life. The walk ashore did me a world of good. I hope for the rest of the voyage I’m going to be a good sailor. I suppose there is no news?”

“You are mistaken,” I answered. “There is some very unpleasant news.”

“You alarm me,” he said. “ Pray what has happened? I trust Miss Blake is not ill?”

“On the contrary, I believe she is very well,” I answered. “If you want to know what my news is you must answer a question. Who do you think put in an appearance on board last night?”

“I can guess at once,” he answered. “ Mulhausen!”

“No, not Mulhausen, nor his diabolical companion, but our friend Richard Morgrave.”

“Richard Morgrave?” he cried. “ Surely you don’t mean it? You do? Then what can have made him turn up on board this boat?”

“That’s a bigger question than I can answer offhand,” I replied. “ Nevertheless, the fact remains that he is here and must of necessity remain as long as the voyage continues, I assure you I was dumbfounded when he made his appearance down the saloon companion. Miss Blake and I stared at him as if he were a ghost. I think the beggar enjoyed our consternation. There can be no doubt about it, Vargenal, there’s some devilry going forward, and it behoves us to keep our eyes open in order that we may get to the bottom of it.”

“Where Richard Morgrave is,” returned the old fellow, “you may be very sure there will always be devilry. He and the master of all deceit hunt in couples. Wait and see, that’s all. There is no love lost between us as it is, and there will be less if he tries to interfere with our arrangements. I will give him fair warning, he will receive no mercy from me.”

So saying, the old fellow got out of bed and gravely pulled on his socks, with an expression of determination on his face that was indescribably comic.

The meeting of these two differently constituted beings on the promenade deck after breakfast was an edifying sight. Up to that moment I do not believe Morgrave had heard that Vargenal was included in our party. His astonishment, therefore, was as great as ours had been when we had beheld him walking into the saloon on the previous evening.

“Good-morning, Captain Morgrave,” said Vargenal, with a smile of satisfaction as he noticed the effect his presence produced on the other man. “ This is a most interesting and instructive encounter. Pray, are you visiting America in the hope of benefiting your health? Or is it from a desire to please us that you give us the benefit of your company?”

“It is not necessary to my health that I should visit any place,” the other answered hotly, “and you know it. As for my company pleasing you, I don’t believe any of you would care a rap if you never saw me again. I’m sure I should be very thankful if I thought I should never see you again.”

“And yet I have managed to be of some service to you at times, I think,” retorted the lawyer. “It is plain that you are not disposed to be very grateful.”

Morgrave scowled and made as if he would turn on his heel. He had already had an encounter with his cousin that morning and had come off second best. From all appearances it looked as if his stay on ship board would be far from pleasant if he had to depend on the society of the people who had known him in England. As for Vargenal, he was so overcome with indignation that he could carry the dispute no further, so with a flourish of his coat-tails, indicative of defiance, he thrust his arm through mine and led me down the deck, leaving Richard Morgrave gazing after us with an expression that was almost diabolical upon his face.

“If you want to know what I think, I will tell you, Brudenell,” said the old fellow as we turned the corner by the saloon companion entrance and went forward again. “Morgrave has been put up to follow us by another person, and if I’m any hand at guessing, that other person is Mulhausen. Mark my words, it will some day prove to be so.”

“With what idea, do you think?” I inquired. “If Mulhausen wanted to watch us why didn’t he come himself? To trust so much to another person, and that person Richard Morgrave, does not seem to me like the work of a man so clever as Mulhausen.”

“Well, I have no doubt we shall find it out soon enough,” returned Vargenal. “In the meantime we’ll be very careful what we say before our friend Richard. Big pitchers have long ears as well as little ones, so by your leave we’ll avoid both.”

For the rest of the day we saw very little of the enemy. He kept himself religiously to himself, and as far as I could gather, spent the greater part of his time in the smoking-room, snoozing in his own cabin, and playing écarté with a dapper little Frenchman, who, from what I heard, was as clever as himself at the game. His cousin did not once mention his name to me throughout the day, but from the way in which her eyes constantly reverted to the smoking-room entrance, I gathered that she feared he would again molest her. For our part we had plenty of occupation, promenading the decks, playing quoits in the sunshine, and chess in the saloon. Later in the afternoon Miss Priscilla had so far recovered from her indisposition as to be able to join us. It was evident that she also had been informed of Morgrave’s appearance on board. That she resented it as much as we did, it was not necessary for her to say. Her manner when he approached her, which he did while we were sitting in the music saloon before dinner, could scarcely have been equalled by the haughtiest grandee in Spain.

On the evening of our seventh day at sea, and when we were beginning to settle down to our life on board, I happened to be alone in the smoking-room when Morgrave entered. It is just possible the unenviable and friendless position in which he found himself placed may have been responsible for it; at any rate, I had noticed of late that his manner had been softer and more conciliatory towards me when we spoke than I had ever found it before. On the strength of the sympathy thus invoked I returned his good-evening with a measure of friendliness such as I had never yet shown him, and which I could see pleased him exceedingly. He seated himself a short distance from me and lit a cigar. I thought it very probable he had come in in the hope of having a chat with me, and I soon saw that I was not mistaken.

“Has it ever struck you that Priscilla Hemp is not in love with me?” he began, with a forced laugh, as if he were determined to come to the point without loss of time.

“I am afraid, if you wish me to adhere to the strict truth, I must say that I do not think she has fallen under the influence of your charms,” I answered with a smile.

“And by Jove, you can scarcely wonder at it,” he continued with a fine show of candour. “I think I have plagued her from my earliest youth up. When I was a youngster, and used to go down to the Court for my holidays, I fancy I derived more pleasure from worrying her than from anything else. From morning to night I was a regular thorn in her side. What was worse, I used to set young Godfrey on to tease her, and you can imagine the effect that had upon her. Poor young beggar, I wonder where he is now?”

If he thought that he could draw me out in this simple fashion he was very much mistaken. I answered drily that I had no notion and then turned my attention to my book again. But he was not to be put off so easily.

“Perhaps it’s a funny thing for a man in my position to say,” he began after a momentary pause, “since you are perfectly well aware how much his death means to me, but ‘pon my word if I could hear to-morrow that the young beggar is alive and well, I’d willingly forfeit any claim I may have upon the estate.”

“You are very generous,” I replied sarcastically, not believing for an instant that he meant what he said.

“You don’t believe me? “ he replied, with a lapse into his own tone and manner.

“If you wish me once more to be strictly candid,’ I answered, “I am afraid I must say that I do not,”

As far as I could see he was not in the least offended, but laughed as good humouredly as ever.

“You think, then, that twenty thousand a year, to say nothing of a magnificent property like Burwell, is not calculated to make a man feel charitably disposed towards those who stand between him and it. Well, you may be right, but I can assure you of one thing and that is that I am perfectly honest when I say that I was really very fond of poor Godfrey. No one could help liking him. He was a jolly boy, full of life and generous as the day.”

“If I am not mistaken you tested his generosity pretty severely, did you not?” I asked.

“Times out of number,” he replied with perfect candour. “ He was a very good friend to me; but there, few people appealed to Godfrey Blake in vain. If you were in trouble you had only to ask him a favour and he would grant it. But then, what were a few hundreds to him? Not as much as so many pence to me. I wonder what on earth has become of him?”

“If we knew that we should none of us be aboard this ship,” I replied, “and I should not be talking to you now.”

“Look here, Mr. Brudenell,” he said, sinking his voice and drawing a little closer to me. “I’m going to ask a particular favour of you, and I assure you you will be doing me a great service if you grant it.”

“May I know what it is,” I inquired, “before I give my promise?”

“Certainly. It’s simply this. We are all going to the Argentine on the same errand. Between you, you have not made my life on board this ship any too pleasant. I think you will admit that if sarcasms and nasty looks could kill a man, I should have been a gone coon before we had been two days out of Lisbon. Fortunately, however, my skin is pretty thick, and by this time I am fairly used to that sort of thing. But why should it continue? Even if I wanted to, I could do you no harm. It’s evident we’ve got the same interests at heart, so why shouldn’t we join forces and try to live amicably together? Who knows but that I may be able to help you more than you suppose. No, don’t laugh — it’s not a joking matter. The fable tells us that the mouse helped the lion, then why shouldn’t the poor relation help the rich one. Has it never struck you, Mr. Brudenell, that it is just possible I may have later information in my possession concerning Godfrey Blake and his American career than yourself?”

This had certainly never struck me, and I turned to him a face filled to overflowing with surprise. “ What do you mean?” I asked. “How could you possibly know more than we do?”

“Steady, my friend,” he said. “I must warn you that I’m not going to let you pump me. If my information is worth anything it must be paid for with a little more courtesy by your party. Only let me say this to you. As all the world knows, Godfrey Blake was not a good correspondent. You are prepared to admit that, I suppose? Very good; but while he was not much of a letter writer, as I explained to you just now, a more generous-hearted fellow never breathed. Now I don’t mind telling you, if you don’t know it already, that I’m always hard up — absolutely stoney broke, in fact. It’s one of the beastliest positions in which a man can find himself, but it can be somewhat alleviated if you have a wealthy young relative who never says ‘no’ to any appeal you may make to him. You can go to old Vargenal and ask him for assistance till you’re black in the face. He’ll give you a glass of brown sherry, a pinch of snuff, and his best wishes for your reformation, after that he will ask you what security you can offer him, and when you admit that you have none, he will politely, but firmly, consign you to the devil. On the other hand you go to Godfrey Blake and ask him for fifty pounds, and if he has it on him he’ll push it into your hand, and begin to talk about the weather and the crops, or anything so that you may not thank him. If he hasn’t it on him you may stake your life he’ll send it to you by return of post. Besides that, he often goes out of his way to make little periodical presents. Now, you surely don’t suppose that a generous man such as he was would be likely to cut off supplies because he was in America, do you? Not he. Why, he repeatedly sent me money. I fancy the date and the name of the place from which the last of those letters was written would be of service to you, would it not?”

I sat and stared at him in complete astonishment. Here was a revelation indeed, and from an unexpected quarter. While we had been endeavouring to keep Richard Morgrave at arm’s length, in order to prevent his knowing anything of our plans, it appeared that it was he who could supply us with the very information we were so anxious to obtain.

“Come,” he said, as he noticed my hesitation, “ let us understand one another very thoroughly. Is it to be peace or war between us? One thing is very certain, without my assistance you will make no headway, however much you try, and of course unless it is made worth my while, you cannot expect me to return good for evil and take you into my confidence.”

“You’re a nice sort of relation, I must say,” I replied at last. “If, knowing your cousin Mildred’s anxiety to discover the last address of her unfortunate brother, you have kept that information back in order to sell it to the best advantage, when the time was ripe, then all I can say is, speaking as man to man, you’re a lower cur than I took you for.”

He sprang to his feet, crying angrily, “By Jove, Brudenell, don’t you drive me too far! I’ve put up with this sort of treatment longer than most men would do, but I’ll not stand much more of it, and so I warn you.”

“That’s for yourself to decide,” I answered with corresponding warmth; “but I’ll tell you one thing, and that is, if you want to attain the object you have in view you must leave bluster of this kind out of the programme. I for one will not put up with it.”

Before I finished speaking his manner had changed completely.

“You’re quite right,” he said. “I am a hot-tempered beggar, and I am always upsetting my apple cart by getting into a rage at the wrong moment. But, you know, Brudenell, you do try a fellow almost past endurance.”

To this speech I returned no answer, but presently rose and bade him good-night.

“Just think over what I’ve said,” he answered, “and if you can do anything for me in the direction I have indicated, I hope you will believe I shall be very grateful to you.”

“I will think it over and give you my answer in the morning,” I returned.

“Many thanks. Good-night.”

To my delight Vargenal was not asleep when I reached the cabin.

“You’re a late bird,” he said. “What on earth have you been doing all this time?”

“Talking to Morgrave in the smoking-room,” I answered.

“Talking to Morgrave? “ he cried in astonishment. “What on earth can you have had to say to him?”

“Not so much as he had to say to me,” I replied. “The fellow has been complaining of the way in which he is treated by our party.”

“Well, he has only himself to thank for that,” replied the solicitor. “If he were a different sort of fellow he would be treated differently.”

“That’s all very well, but I must confess he sprang a surprise on me to-night. He wants to make me believe that he is in possession of the latest information about young Blake.”

“He does, does he? And pray, what sort of information is it? I shall not believe a word of it without the best of proofs, and so I warn him.”

“I’m afraid I cannot tell you what it is. He is too sharp for that. But from what he says, I gather that while Blake was in South America he appealed to him for money and received a letter from him in reply, acceding to his request. I think he wants to make us believe that the date and place from which that document was written will give us just the clue we want.”

“And why won’t he give it to us without so much fuss? Let him prove that he really can do what he says and then we’ll talk to him.”

“He will do nothing until he is admitted to our council,” I answered; “and to put it plainly, and in his own words, until he is treated in a little more friendly fashion by Miss Priscilla and yourself.”

“Oh, that is his little grievance, is it?” said the old fellow. “He wants us to show a little more affection, does he? Well, what is your own private opinion about his precious information?”

“I don’t know what to think,” I answered. “I should like to have your views on the subject.”

“I don’t believe a word of it,” he cried. “Once and for all, I don’t believe a word of it. If Richard Morgrave possesses the information he pretends, he would have sold it to us when he knew we were so anxious about Godfrey Blake two years ago. No, no! When I have got Godfrey Blake’s letter in my hand, and have satisfied myself that it is not a forgery, then I will believe him, but not before. In the meantime we will go to sleep and leave the course of events to direct itself.”

Thereupon I got into bed, and after a little further conversation fell asleep to dream that Richard Morgrave and I were writing thousands of letters daily to Mulhausen, who was endeavouring to assure Vargenal, on his word of honour, that he had never heard of or seen either of us.

A fortnight later we obtained our first view of the Argentine Republic, between three and four in the afternoon. As we had seen the last of England together, so Miss Blake and I watched the: coast line of the New World rise above the waves, standing side by side.

“The Argentine at last!” I said, clapping my hand upon the bulwark before us.

“And the place where poor Godfrey disappeared,” replied Miss Blake. “ To-morrow morning, Mr. Brudenell, please God, we shall be in Buenos Ayres and then we will commence our search for him in earnest.”


CHAPTER VIII

THE ARGENTINE. A GREAT SURPRISE
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ARRIVING AT BUENOS Ayres we made our way ashore and installed ourselves at an hotel which had been recommended to us by a fellow-passenger, who had spent many years in the country. Here our first difficulty arose, and, as may be supposed, it was Morgrave who occasioned it. Needless to say, his information had turned out to be valueless, and the question that arose, now that we had reached our journey’s end, was what to do with him? For the last week of the voyage our party had shown a somewhat more conciliatory spirit towards him; that is to say, Miss Blake and I had spoken to him, while Miss Hemp and Vargenal had not been so openly aggressive as before. In return he had been somewhat better behaved towards them. Partly for this reason, but more in consequence of his relationship with Miss Blake, it was impossible for us to tell him on landing that we desired to see no more of him. If he chose to accompany us to our hotel and to take up his abode with us, what right had we to say that he should not do so? The Argentine was a free country, and he was quite at liberty to do as he pleased. If, while knowing in his own heart that he was not only not wanted, but that his presence was distasteful to every member of our party, he chose to continue the acquaintance, behaving at the same time in a fit and proper manner towards us, we could scarcely invent an excuse for telling him that we desired no more of his company. Under the circumstances there was nothing left but for us to accept the inevitable and put the best face we could upon it. We were not, however, any the more disposed to trust him with our secrets.

After the cooping up of ship-board it was a relief to be able to stretch one’s legs on dry land once more, and yet I, for one, could not help feeling sorry that the voyage was ended. Apart from the matter of Morgrave’s presence, it had been very delightful while it had lasted. Long before it was over Mildred Blake and I had come to understand each other with a thoroughness only to be appreciated by those who have developed an acquaintance under similar circumstances. After what I have already said of her, it would be needless to add that with every week the voyage lasted I found my admiration for her growing stronger. He would indeed have been less than human who could have failed to be charmed by this beautiful English girl.

The morning following our arrival I went out to make a few purchases in the city, and on returning to our hotel discovered Miss Blake seated in the Patio, or courtyard, which forms the centre of most Argentine dwellings. This quiet retreat was a charming place in which to spend an idle morning; in the little square beyond the rails of the verandah were graceful trees, many of them in full flower, while in the centre a fountain played, filling the air with tinkling music. Miss Blake had been tired after the work of landing, and neither she nor Miss Priscilla had put in an appearance at breakfast that morning. This, therefore, was the first time I had seen her since we had said good-night to each other the previous evening.

“Good-morning, Mr. Brudenell,” she said, as I approached her chair. “Is not this a delightful spot?”

“Delightful indeed,” I answered. “At any rate a good deal pleasanter than the streets outside, which are well nigh knee deep in dust. I trust you do not feel so tired this morning?”

“I feel quite myself again,” she answered, with a bright smile. “The only ailment from which I am now suffering is an intense desire to get to work. When can we commence our inquiries?”

“I have commenced already,” I answered. “This hotel you must remember was not in existence when your brother was here, but I have made inquiries at several others located in different parts of the town in the hope of tracing him.”

“And with what success?” she asked eagerly.

I shook my head.

“None at all,” I answered. “It would appear that none of the hotels in this country keep any record of their visitors.”

“But he must have stayed somewhere,” she persisted. “First when he came to the place, that is to say before he went up to the mines, and again when he came down, prior to leaving the country.”

“It does not follow that because he was in Buenos Ayres that he stayed at an hotel,” I replied. “He may have put up with friends, if not those of his own making, perhaps those of Mulhausen. However, we must not be discouraged so soon; all being well I intend to make another search this afternoon, and at the same time to insert advertisements in the various papers, offering a handsome reward for the latest information concerning Signor Godfrey Blake, late of the Plaza Toro Mines, near Cruz del Eje. Surely that should bring some tidings of him.”

“Let us hope so,” she answered. “But do you not think we had better visit the mines ourselves? It is more than likely that we shall find some one there who will be able to tell us on what terms Mulhausen and Godfrey stood to each other, and why they separated so suddenly. Mr. Brudenell, I know it is very wicked of me to say so, since I have only my own convictions to go upon, but if it is proved that my brother is dead, I shall say that Mulhausen was his murderer.”

“But in that case,” I answered, “why should he be so anxious to find him? No, I am afraid I cannot agree with you there. With all his faults I do not believe that it will be proved that Mulhausen is as bad as that.”

“Then what is the mystery?” she asked. “ Why has Godfrey never communicated with us, and why did he leave this man?”

I could give her no answer to that question. I did not add that the most likely thing was that Godfrey Blake’s yacht had foundered at sea, and he had gone to the bottom with all hands. It would have been foolish, as well as unkind, to frighten her before it was absolutely necessary. Any moment might bring some one to us who could throw a new light upon affairs.

Later on in the day I made another tour of the hotels. Vargenal on this occasion accompanied me and gave a ludicrous turn to an otherwise solemn business by airing the Spanish he had managed to pick up on shipboard. It was no use, however; try where we would, we could find no trace of the missing man, nor could we discover any one who appeared to remember him. If Godfrey Blake had visited Buenos Ayres, as we had good reason to be certain he had done, then he must have kept very quiet during his stay there. And yet it seemed scarcely feasible that a man of his importance would have stayed in a town where every small circumstance is the subject of gossip, without having done something which would have caused him to be remembered by somebody.

“It’s no use, Vargenal,” I said, as we walked back to our hotel. “For some reason we are hopelessly at fault. It remains to be seen whether our advertisements to-morrow morning will have any better result.”

“Oh, why did not the lad write to me before he disappeared!” said Vargenal gloomily. “If he had only started an action against Mulhausen, it would have been something. I shall visit the Law Courts tomorrow and make inquiries, on the chance that he may have done so.”

“What news have you for me? “ inquired Miss Blake, when we entered her presence half an hour later.

“None, I am sorry to say,” I answered. “We have finished our round of the hotels, and have visited one or two of the principal banking establishments.”

“Can they not tell you anything? “ she asked, with a look of great disappointment upon her face.

“Not a word,” I answered, feeling that I would have given anything to have been able to offer her one little grain of comfort.

“It is too terrible,” she cried. “Oh, what can have become of the poor boy?”

“Come, come, Miss Blake,” I said, “you who have been so brave hitherto must not break down now. Remember we are at the seat of operations, and because we have not succeeded on the first day, it does not follow that we shall not be more successful later on. Any moment now may put us on the right track.”

“Oh, how I hope so!” she answered. “I will try to be brave — believe me, I will. I know it is cowardly of me to break down in this way, but — but—”

To see her in this state was more than I could bear, so I sat down beside her and endeavoured to comfort her with assurances of what might happen within the week. Vargenal glanced at us, and then, seeing how matters stood, behaved in a most cowardly manner, and took himself off on the weak excuse that he had promised Miss Priscilla to escort her to a shop in the neighbourhood in search of some silk she wanted. I shall remember that afternoon as long as I live. Much as I had always respected her, I don’t believe until that moment I had ever regarded Mildred Blake in any light save that of friendship. I had thought of her as a charming girl, honest as her own eyes, and a delightful companion in every sense of the word. Her anxiety about her brother seemed so thoroughly to have filled her life that it never struck me she might some day come to love any one else. Now the veil seemed suddenly lifted, and I saw in a flash how intimate our acquaintance had become, and how much she really was to me. This was no time for love making, however, so, keeping myself well in hand, I did my best to calm her, and at length succeeded.

Next morning our advertisement appeared in all the papers, standing out, bold and prominent, with the name and reward at the top in large type. It attracted no small amount of attention, and it soon became evident that, apart from any success we might hope to achieve from it, it was likely to be the means of causing us no inconsiderable amount of inconvenience. The morning was but young when our first visitor arrived. He was an elderly man, a Spaniard of the Spaniards, and, in spite of his woe-begone appearance, carried himself with a pride that was literally overwhelming. He had known an Englishman, he said, in reply to my first question, who answered the description of the advertisement exactly. After Vargenal’s cross-examination, however, we elicited the fact that their acquaintance had sprung up about the same time that young Blake was being birched at Eton. His indignation when I made it clear to him that his information was useless gave us some inkling of what lay ahead of us. Before nightfall we had interviewed upwards of a couple of dozen citizens of the Argentine Republic, every one of whom came to us with a new story, and the description of a new man. The Godfrey Blakes we were asked to recognise were a cosmopolitan lot. They embraced every calling, from cooks to members of the Republican Government. Some were dead, others were still living in the city or the camp, one was running a monté hell at Monte Video, quite half a dozen were in prison, and one had so far distinguished himself as to have been shot for treachery by his excited countrymen during the last revolution. Not one, however, seemed in any way to resemble the man we wanted. When we closed our inquiry office for the night we were as far removed from finding Godfrey Blake as we were when we inserted the advertisement on the preceding day.

Richard Morgrave had not been invited to be present at the interviews, and I thought, when we informed him of the result, that I detected a smile of triumph playing about the corners of his mouth. I had not observed that so far he had put himself to any great trouble in order to find the missing man. When on shipboard he had talked a great deal of what he was going to do, and had cheered his cousin with many high-sounding promises. She, however, had not been in the least deceived thereby. Though she did not share Vargenal’s intense dislike and distrust of the man (she was too generous for that), we had the best of reasons for knowing that she was not too much prepossessed in his favour. For my part, however, now that I had got over my first antipathy for him, I neither liked nor disliked him. On the contrary, I found myself deriving a certain amount of amusement from his company. It interested me to watch his eagerness to discover if we had any news, and his scarcely concealed satisfaction when he learned that we had been unsuccessful. With Vargenal and Miss Priscilla, however, the case was different. There it was once more war to the knife. They seldom met the man without exchanging a few thrusts. If hard words and harder looks could have frightened him out of the country, then Richard Morgrave would not have been in Buenos Ayres many hours.

After we had been a fortnight in the capital and had achieved no satisfactory result, it was arranged that on the Tuesday following we should start for the mines in which poor young Blake had been so vitally interested. After careful consideration we had arrived at the conclusion that we would not inform Morgrave of our plans. Unfortunately, however, the half-hearted answers he received to the questions he put to us made him suspicious, and in an unguarded moment his cousin allowed the cat to slip from the bag. The surprise he could not help showing struck me as being a little peculiar for a man who had hitherto taken such small interest in our plans. It set me thinking, and after dinner, while escorting the ladies to some public gardens in the neighbourhood, where a fine military band was giving an open-air concert, I said as much to Vargenal.

“There is something in the wind,” the old fellow replied. “I have been watching him lately, and I feel certain that the rascal is endeavouring to spoil our work in some way or another.”

“I don’t quite see how he can do that,” I replied. “It doesn’t lie in his power. But did he not say he was coming with us to-night?”

“So he was, but at the last moment he made an excuse that he had a bad headache, and thought he would go to bed early. Mark my words, Brudenell, we shall some day have reason to regret having allowed Richard Morgrave to be on such terms of intimacy with us. The leopard cannot change his spots at will, nor can the wolf become a lamb, however much he may desire to appear like one. I have known Richard Morgrave for a scoundrel ever since he came to man’s estate, and plausible as he has been these last few weeks, I feel as certain that it is all assumed as that my name is Vargenal.”

After the concert we returned to our hotel. It was a glorious night, such moonlight as we never see in England, and in the streets it was as bright as day. Vargenal and the ladies were tired, and as soon as we reached our hotel retired to bed. For my part, however, I determined to go for a stroll in order to see something of the city at night. Donning a poncho and a sombrero, which I had that day purchased in the Calle Rivadavia, I lit a cigar and left the hotel. Dressed as I was I flattered myself that it would be scarcely likely I should be recognised even by any one who should be familiar with my appearance at another time. There was a flavour of adventure in thus making my way about a strange city, and particularly a South American one, that was distinctly pleasant. I strolled down the Calles Florida, Peru, and Victoria, passed through the Plaza La Valle, and after an hour’s ramble retraced my steps to my hotel. But, however much I might think so, I was not yet at the end of my adventures. As I neared the building, and was about to cross the road towards it, I noticed two men walking in the same direction on the opposite side. A third appeared to be dogging their footsteps at a distance of about fifty yards. When they stopped he stopped, and when they went forward he continued to advance in his turn.

On reaching the door of my hotel they paused, and for upwards of five minutes stood talking together, the third drawing back into the shadow of a doorway, whence he appeared to be watching them, just as I was doing from the other side of the street. A few moments later the taller of the pair wished his companion good-night in English, to my surprise, and, turning on his heel, came across the road towards the spot where I was standing. As he approached me I started back with astonishment. How it was that I had failed, until that moment, to recognise him I cannot say, but now there could be no doubt about it; he was none other than Herman Mulhausen. Who, then, could his companion be? But it was not very difficult to answer that question.

Making up my mind on the spur of the moment, I pulled my sombrero over my eyes in order that he should not be able to see my face, stepped forward as he reached the pavement, and accosted him in my own tongue.

“Sir,” I said in an assumed voice, “from the fact that you said ‘good-night’ to the gentleman who has entered the hotel on the other side of the road, I gather that you, like myself, are an Englishman. In that case I hope you will forgive my making such a request to you, but it is possible you will assist one who, through no fault of his own, has had the misfortune to—”

“To the devil with you!” cried Mulhausen, pushing me on one side. “Get out of my way. I’ve had enough of you Britishers to last me a lifetime.”

So saying, he would have passed on had I not been too quick for him.

“You were rather more polite when last we met, Mr. Mulhausen,” I said in my own voice, laying my hand upon his arm. “However much you may have wished me with the devil then you were wise enough not to say so.”
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He stepped back as if he had been shot and seized me by the arm.

“Who are you?” he asked. “I seem to know your voice.”

I took off my hat and stood before him bareheaded in the moonlight. If he was startled before, he was much more so now.

“Mr. Brudenell!” he cried.

“Cuthbert Brudenell, at your service,” I replied, scarcely able to repress a smile at the fellow’s astonishment.

“Had I known that I was speaking to you I should not have used the words I did,” he replied. “I took you for a beggar.”

“So it appeared,” I answered. “It is plain to me that, however deserving he might be, such a person would not be likely to receive much consideration at your hands.”

He uttered a forced laugh, but it was plain that the man was ill at ease. I thought I knew why. At any rate I was going to try him with a question, and see what answer he would scrape together for it.

“Was Captain Morgrave able to give you any information as to our movements?” I asked.

He, however, was not to be caught napping.

“Captain Morgrave?” he asked. “What have I, in the Argentine, to do with Captain Morgrave in London?”

“He is not in London,” I replied. “And you know that as well as I do.”

“Indeed, and if he is not in London, pray where is he? You may be able to tell me that since you know so much about him.”

“At the present moment he is in all probability in his bedroom in the hotel across the way. A few moments since, however, he was your companion upon the pavement opposite.”

The shot told, and for a moment he was silent, not knowing, I suppose, what answer to give. However, I had scored my point, and for the time being was satisfied to let things stand as they were.

“You are very sharp, Mr. Brudenell,” said Mulhausen, “but why you should put yourself to the trouble of believing that every one is plotting and planning against you, I cannot say. Am I not as interested as you are in finding Godfrey Blake?”

“That remains to be seen,” I answered. “At present you conduct your search in such a hole and corner fashion that you must forgive people if they become a little suspicious of your motives.”

“At any rate,” he replied, “you must acquit Captain Morgrave of having any desire to play you false. Let me put the case properly before you. You want to find Mr. Blake, so do I. This therefore is the question for your consideration — is Captain Morgrave equally anxious? You know as well as I do that if his cousin turns up again he loses a magnificent estate, and an income of twenty thousand a year. How, therefore, would it benefit me to employ a man who, if he were the sort of individual you suppose him to be, would have but one aim and object in life, and that to thwart me? If you will permit me I will bid you good-evening, and will leave you that poser for your consideration.”

So saying, he raised his hat politely and disappeared down a side street, followed a moment later by the same horrible ape-like creature whom I had seen in his company in England.

After he had gone I stood for a few moments on the spot where I had been talking with him. The question he had left me was certainly what he had described it — a poser. If he wanted to find Blake, Morgrave was plainly not the man he should have employed. If he did not want to find him, then what possible reason could he have had for coming to England in the first place to see me, and also why had he followed us so many thousand miles to Argentina? However, one thing was self-evident; improbable as it might seem, he and Morgrave were plainly in league with each other. Having arrived at this conclusion, I crossed the road and entered the hotel. I did not go to my own room at once, but went round the patio to the apartment occupied by Vargenal. He must have been sleeping, and pretty soundly too, for though I rapped hard upon the panels of his door it was some time before I roused him.

“Who is it? “ he asked suspiciously. “ And what do you want?”

“It is I, Brudenell,” I answered, “ and I want you to unlock the door and let me in. I have news for you.”

When he had admitted me he lit a candle, and then went back to his bed, upon which he sat nursing his knees, and looking at me over them like a Japanese Bhudda.

“You’re a nice sort of fellow,” he said, “to wake a man up at this hour. Why are you dressed, and what is your news?”

“I have been amusing myself strolling about the town,” I answered, “ and I think I’ve got something to tell you that will make you open your eyes wider than they’ve done for many a long day.”

“Then for Heaven’s sake tell me,” he replied testily. “ Get on with your story, man, and let me be off to sleep again. I seem to have been awake half the night already.”

I could not refrain from tantalising him.

“Who do you think is in Buenos Ayres?”

“How should I know? “ he asked. “ Who is it?”

“No less a person than Mulhausen,” I answered.

To my surprise, however, Vargenal did not show the astonishment I had looked for.

“I expected as much,” he answered. “It has been in my mind for some considerable time that he only sent Morgrave with us to spy upon us and to report our doings until he could follow and look after them himself. If you had taken my advice at the beginning you would not have let that individual into our councils. Mulhausen now probably knows everything.”

“Much good may it do him,” I answered. “Our progress so far has not been very brilliant, and if an account of it is of any use to him I shall be only too pleased myself to furnish him with a full summary. He need not wait for Morgrave.”

“Morgrave has already done that you may be sure,” my friend answered. “It is for that reason Mulhausen retains his services.”

“Are you sure that he is in his service?” I inquired. “As sure as I am of anything. Are not you?”

“I was until half an hour ago,” I replied, “but I am not quite so certain about it now.”

“Indeed, and what has induced you to change your views upon the subject?”

Here I asked him the question that Mulhausen had asked me. The old man was struck by the ingenuity of it, but I could not see that it made any great impression upon him. I requested his opinion on it.

“My opinion is exactly what I have so repeatedly expressed to you,” he replied, “and that is that there is something at the back of it all which we do not suspect or understand. But neither you nor anybody else will ever be able to make me believe that those two are not acting in concert. Why is Richard Morgrave  here otherwise? And since you are so fond of posers, I’ll furnish you with another. Where did Richard Morgrave, who, as I happen to know, went down to Burwell in the hope of being able to borrow a hundred pounds of his cousin Mildred, in order to meet a bill which was to fall due next day, find the wherewithal to undertake an excursion to Argentina?”

“He might have borrowed it.”

“He might have done many things,” the other replied scornfully, “but from what I know of the state of that gentleman’s finances I do not think his action in this case consistent with your theory. If he had borrowed the money he would scarcely have spent it helping his family to find the very person who would deprive him of the chance of one day being a rich man.”

“I give it up,” I answered. “It is altogether too much for me. And now having told you my news, and given you something to think over, I’ll wish you good-night.”

“Good-night, good-night,” said the old fellow in a voice which told me as plainly as any words that he was thinking of something else.

I had reached the door when he called me back.

“Do you know, Brudenell,” he said, “that I should very much like to have five minutes’ conversation with Mr. Mulhausen. With all due respect to our united wisdom, I think that, to use a nautical expression, we have been sailing on the wrong tack from the first.”

“How so?” I asked in surprise. “What is coming now?”

“I mean,” he answered slowly, as if he were weighing every word before he uttered it, “that since Mr. Mulhausen is so anxious to find young Blake, it would perhaps have been wiser to have accepted his offer of assistance. He couldn’t have done us any harm, and as likely as not he would have done us some good.”

“I am not quite certain that I agree with you,” I answered.

“I am sorry to hear it,” he replied. “Now go to bed and sleep upon it, if you can.”

I went to my own room as he suggested, but when I turned in it was not to sleep. And it was small wonder I could not do so, considering the excitement through which I had passed that evening. My interview with Mulhausen alone would have been sufficient to have kept most men awake. As it was, I don’t think I slept a wink until long after the sun was up next morning, and when I rose I was as tired as when I lay down. I had spent the night trying to arrive at an understanding of the position in which we found ourselves, and, if the truth must be told, felt no nearer a solution of it than I had done when I had left Vargenal’s bedroom so many hours before.

Immediately breakfast was finished Miss Priscilla, Miss Blake, Vargenal, and I, held a meeting in the patio and discussed the situation. The solicitor was still of the opinion that it would be a good move on our part to try the effect of admitting Mulhausen to our councils.

And he added, “There is always the fact to be remembered, that we have had good warning that he is a rogue, and we can watch him accordingly. If we find him endeavouring to play fast and loose with us we can drop him there and then.”

“I am not so sure of that,” I replied. “Mulhausen is not the sort of man to be easily dropped, as we have discovered to our cost. However, I do not think we could do much harm in trying him, and, as you say, it is just possible we may do some good. What is your opinion, Miss Blake?”

“I am prepared to agree to anything,” she answered, “that will be likely to assist in the object we have in view.”

“And you, Miss Priscilla?”

As became her dignity, and to show her sense of the importance of the occasion, Miss Hemp took time to consider her reply.

“Personally,” she said, “I shall be exceedingly sorry to see the man again; but if, in the opinion of the majority, his co-operation is likely to afford us assistance in our search, I do not feel justified in withholding my consent.”

“So be it then,” I said. “I will write a note to Mulhausen inviting him to meet us here, preparatory to accompanying us to the mines. I think I can imagine the man’s delight.”

“Captain Morgrave, I have no doubt, will see that it is forwarded to its destination,” said the lawyer.

I went to my room to write the letter, and having done so discovered Morgrave in the verandah outside.

“I have here a letter for Mulhausen,” I said. “You will be conferring a favour upon me if you will see that it is forwarded to its destination.”

He gave a guilty start, and for a moment I thought his face paled a little. He, however, recovered his selfpossession almost instantly and said, with his usual sly smile upon his face, “My dear Brudenell, you seem to delight in enigmas. Why should you ask me to forward a letter to Mulhausen in England?”

This was exactly what I expected.

“Indeed,” I answered, “in England is he? Then how was it I saw you walking with him in the street last night?”

At first I thought he was going to deny it, but he must have judged from my face that such a course would be useless.

“Another question. Pray how long, my friend,” he said with a sneer, “have you been playing the rôle of eavesdropper?”

“It was quite by chance I saw you,” I answered. “You were standing at the door of this hotel when I returned from a stroll.”

“You are smarter than I thought,” he replied. “But with regard to the letter. How am I to know that it is not a trick? Before I deliver it you must tell me its contents.”

“It’s like you to ask such a thing?” I answered. “However, I have no objection to telling you. It contains an acceptance of your friend’s offer to join us in our search for Godfrey Blake.”

“Bravo! “ he cried. “And so, after all, our precious family party has had to climb down the tree, has it? I congratulate you.”

Then taking the letter from my hand he thrust it carelessly into his pocket. “ All right, you need have no fear; it shall be delivered.”

An hour later he found me out and handed me a reply. Scarcely doubting that it would contain his acquiescence to our request, and a desire to arrange an immediate interview, I tore open the envelope and withdrew the contents. This is what I read:

“DEAR MR. BRUDENELL, — Many thanks for your letter and for the offer it contains. I regret exceedingly that, for the present, it will be impossible for me to accede to your request. Yesterday I should have been only too happy to do so, but to-day matters have changed somewhat. I am going into the Camp this evening for a few days. When you return from the mine, should you care to see me, and if you will communicate with me through our mutual friend Morgrave, I shall only be too pleased to wait upon you.

“With the usual good wishes for your success.

“I remain, 

“Yours very sincerely, 

“HERMAN MULHAUSEN.”



Had he openly stated his intention to withdraw from the case and to abandon the search altogether I could not have been more surprised than I was at his refusal. The man seemed bent on mystifying us. Up to the previous night he had been so eager to become a member of our party that it had been difficult to refuse him, now he seemed to decline the offer we had made him, and to my thinking in rather off-hand terms. I went in search of my friends and, having found them, read them the letter I had just received. The effects with which the contents of this precious epistle were received were as varied as the greatest student of character could have desired. From Miss Priscilla’s face it could be easily seen that she was shocked at the man’s ingratitude; Miss Blake said nothing, but she looked at me for a moment with sad and reproachful eyes, in which it was plain hope was well-nigh dead; while old Vargenal took snuff, pinch after pinch, shut the box with a snap, replaced it in his pocket, and, as if to add to the general bewilderment, said slowly — 

“The man’s sharper than I thought him. I half expected he would refuse.”

Next morning found us leaving, as arranged, by the early train for Cordova, whence we were to make our way on, by the Chilecito Branch, to Cruz del Eje.

It was a long and wearisome journey of twenty-eight hours, though its tediousness was somewhat relieved by the interesting country through which we passed. At Cordova it became necessary for us to obtain mules in order to continue the journey to our destination. Here, with all the persuasiveness of which we were masters, Vargenal and I endeavoured to induce the ladies to forego their intention of accompanying us to the mining centre. We pointed out to them the dangerous nature of the roads, the entire absence of comfort, and the bodily fatigue to which they must of necessity be subjected. It was only waste of time, however. Miss Blake had made up her mind to see the property which had proved her brother’s undoing, and Miss Hemp would on no account consent to be left behind. Accordingly, hiring guides and mules, we started off up the mountain track. High in front of us rose the hills clothed in many places with woods of quebrache trees, pines, and many varieties of aromatic gums. The views were magnificent in the extreme and seemed to become every moment more impressive. Deep, and in many cases precipitous, valleys alternated with the bold sweep of mountain sides; one moment we stood on wind-swept plateaux, and the next were deep down in what seemed to be the very bowels of the earth. Our march was necessarily extremely slow, and it was not until the sun was sinking behind the mountain peaks that we saw ahead of us, on the other side of the valley, and across the swift-rushing mountain stream, the mining township of which we had heard and thought so much, and which we had come so far to reach.

Having descended into this valley and forded the stream, I left my party at the small inn, if by such a name the miserable hut standing at the entrance to the village could be designated, and then rode forward to interview the manager of the mine. He proved to be a handsome Spaniard, a resolute man, well fitted to control the turbulent crowd whose head he was. I introduced myself to him as an Englishman, the leader of a party, two of whom were ladies, which had travelled from Europe in the hope of being able to discover traces of a fellow countryman, who had once been part proprietor of the concern of which he was now the representative.

On hearing this he betrayed some surprise, but as I could see was too courteous to hint that he doubted my assertion.

“Might I inquire the gentleman’s name?” he said at length.

“His name was Blake,” I replied, “Godfrey Blake; and his sister is now anxiously awaiting my return at the inn at the entrance of the pass.”

“And am I to understand from you that he was once part proprietor of the mine which I have now the honour to control?” he inquired.

“To the best of my belief that is so,” I answered. “We have been assured that he invested twenty thousand pounds of English money with the then owner, a man named Mulhausen, an American, whom it is unnecessary for me to describe, as of course you are well acquainted with him.”

To my astonishment the manager seemed even more puzzled than before. He shook his head.

“The man to whom we owe the success of these wonderful mines was certainly an American, but his name was not Mulhausen,” he said. “I fear, if the senor will excuse my saying so, there is some little mistake.”

“A mistake l “ I cried. “What mistake can there be?” — 

Were we on the threshold of another discovery, and was poor Miss Blake to endure yet another disappointment?

Then I remembered that I had in my pocket a photograph of the missing man. I accordingly placed it upon the table.

“This is a portrait of the gentleman for whom we are searching,” I said. “The young man purchased a share in the mine, and left the States with the owner to come here in order to develop the property.”

The manager took up the photograph and examined it carefully.

“I have been here,” he said, “as manager for the last six years, and I can assure you on my word of honour, senor, that I have never seen this young man’s face before.”

I stared at him this time in blank amazement.

“You have never seen him before,” I said slowly. “You cannot imagine what a terrible disappointment this is to me, and I believe it will break his sister’s heart. She has been counting so much on hearing something from you. Now what can you tell me of the other man, the individual who informed me that he had sold a share in these mines to my friend for twenty thousand pounds?”

“His name?”

“Herman Mulhausen,” I answered.

“In that case I fear I must also say that I know nothing whatsoever of him,” replied the manager; “but perhaps you would know his face again if you saw it.”

“You need not have any fear on that score,” I replied with a bitter smile; “I should know him again wherever I saw him, even if twenty years were to elapse between now and then.”

“In that case,” said the manager, “if the senor will condescend to follow me into my own apartment, which adjoins this room, I shall be happy to show him the portrait of the gentleman who obtained the original concession from the government of this country.”

I thanked him for his courtesy and followed him into the apartment of which he spoke. Pausing before a picture hanging upon the wall near the window, he pointed to it and said, “That is the gentleman of whom I have been speaking.”

The portrait represented a short, stout man, with a close-cropped beard, an individual as unlike Mulhausen as could be imagined.

I gazed at the picture for some minutes as if to stamp every feature upon my memory. I understood now why Mulhausen had refused to accompany us to the mines. He was afraid of detection. But if his story were thus proved to be false, two questions arose for my consideration. The first was, What had become of the twenty thousand pounds he had received for what was supposed to be a share in the mine? The second was what we had been asking ourselves for so long, namely, What had become of Godfrey Blake who had paid the money and who had accompanied Mulhausen to South America?


CHAPTER IX

WE OBTAIN A CLUE
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LEAVING THE MANAGER’S residence I went slowly down the hill again towards the inn where I had left my party. After the hopes I had held out to them of the good news I expected to bring back, it hurt me like a touch of physical pain to remember the disappointment I must now, of necessity, cause them. From being an ordinary case of disappearance Godfrey Blake’s was beginning to assume the proportions of a crime. By the time I reached the inn door I was wondering whether it would not be better for me to tell my story and then return with all haste to Buenos Ayres in the hope of effecting Mulhausen’s arrest before he could take the alarm and leave the country.

When I entered the house I found our party awaiting my coming with breathless impatience. I had been longer than I had expected to be, and for one of the party at least the suspense had been terribly trying.

My appearance was hailed with delight. The door of the room having closed behind me, I was implored to narrate all that had transpired at our meeting. The task was not a pleasant one. I was fully aware that what I had to tell must be told, and yet I knew to do so would inevitably be to crush one already stricken woman to the ground. Miss Blake must have seen that there was something serious coming, for she leant across the table towards me and, placing her hand upon my arm, said in a low and agonised voice—” I can see by your face, Mr. Brudenell, that you have bad news for me. Will you not tell me what it is? Believe me, I will be brave.”

I saw Miss Priscilla, who was sitting next her, place her arm round her waist as if to support her, and never in my experience did she make such headway in my estimation. Vargenal meanwhile took snuff, and glanced nervously at me.

“What is it, man?” he asked impatiently, seeing that I did not begin. “What is it? Why do you keep us waiting so long?”

If the truth must be told I hesitated because I did not know exactly how to commence. I had no desire to be too abrupt and yet I did not see how I was to tell my story without being so.

“I have seen the manager of the mines,” I began.

“We know that,” said Vargenal sharply, drumming with his fingers upon the table as he spoke. “ What questions did you ask him, and what answers did he give you?”

“I told him the story Mulhausen had told us,” I said. “I referred to the latter as the original owner of the mines, and then showed him the photograph of your brother, Miss Blake, and inquired if he remembered him.”

“And what did he say?” she cried eagerly. “Surely, if he has been there as long as they say, he must have done so?”

“I regret to say that, as far as we are concerned, his answer was most unsatisfactory. He stated that no man named Mulhausen had ever had any connection with the mines, nor had he, during the time he has been managing the property, a period of more than six years, ever seen or heard of such a person as Godfrey Blake.”

“Mulhausen has no connection with the mines, and he has never heard of my brother! “ cried Miss Blake. “Oh, Mr. Brudenell, what does it mean? What terrible deception are we about to learn? Mr. Mulhausen himself assured us that he had sold half the mine to Godfrey for twenty thousand pounds?”

“I confess it seems to me impossible,” I said, “that his story can be altogether false, and yet I have had his own assurance that he knows nothing.”

She seemed utterly crushed and broken down by the failure of our hopes, and indeed it was not to be wondered at, seeing that for upwards of three months she had been living a life of continual anxiety and suspense. The mines had been her last hope. There she had felt certain at least of hearing something of her brother’s life, if not of obtaining a clue to the mystery which surrounded him. To have every hope swept away in one moment was more than she could bear. I would have given all I possessed to have had the right to comfort her. As it was she sat before us, her face hidden in her hands, unable to say or do anything. Miss Priscilla, however, was not so quiet.

“I should like very much to tell Mr. Mulhausen what I think of him,” she said vindictively. “I distrusted the man from the beginning. I knew he was a cheat.”

With this expression of her opinion she rose and led Miss Blake from the room. We knew it was better they should be alone for a little while together, so we did not attempt to stop them. When they had gone Vargenal turned to me.

“Things seem to be working up to a crisis, my dear Brudenell,” he said, “and I think, when we return to Buenos Ayres, it will be well for us to put the police upon the track of our prevaricating friend. As a general rule I object to violence, but in matters like this, where so much depends upon the truth being told, one feels almost inclined to regret that the thumbscrews have gone out of fashion. I think that, perhaps, it would be as well for us, to-morrow morning, to pay another visit to the manager in order to question him a little further. What sort of a fellow does he seem?”

“Courteous and obliging in the extreme,” I replied. “He treated me with the greatest civility, and expressed himself as being more than sorry that he was not in a position to help us.”

“Very well, then we’ll arrange to call upon him again. In the meantime I shall go to bed. I am dead tired. I have never ridden a mule before, and I never desire to do so again; every bone in my body is aching.”

When he had left me I lit a cigar and strolled out on to the little plateau in front of the inn. It was a lovely night and the view up the moonlit valley was beautiful in the extreme. On either side towered the mountains, clothed here and there with brushwood, but, for the greater part, showing only bare masses of rock, with which the shadows of the ravines and passes contrasted with admirable effect. The beauty of the picture was heightened by the glimmering lights of the township which lay to the right of us, and of the mine buildings beyond them again. As I watched it I thought of the romantic, picturesque story that had doubtless been told Godfrey Blake concerning the mine, and of the Jesuit Fathers who in bygone days had toiled and burrowed in these selfsame hills; from this I passed on to think of the many thousand weary miles we had travelled to reach it, with what result? Disappointment, complete and absolute. However, I for one was not beaten yet. Happen what might, I was determined I would not give up the search until I had discovered what had befallen the unfortunate young squire of Burwell. This was my firm resolve, and when I remembered the misery of the poor girl in the inn behind me I felt even more determined in it than before.

Next morning I sent a peon up to the manager’s house to inquire whether he would see our party if we visited the mine. To this he returned a reply to the effect that he would be delighted to place himself at our disposal.

Accordingly, after we had breakfasted, and a poor enough meal it was, we started for his residence.

The manager himself received us on the threshold, and when I had introduced our party to him, courteously invited us to enter. As soon as we were seated he inquired in what way he could be of assistance to us.

“I have told my friends of your kindness in answering my questions yesterday,” I said, “and of the regrets you expressed that your news was not more satisfactory. As you may suppose it came to them as a great shock. Perhaps, if it would not be wasting your time too much, you would not object to my narrating the circumstances which have brought us so far from home. You will then see exactly how the matter stands with us.”

“I beg that you will not consider the time,” he answered with a bow, casting a look of admiration at Miss Blake. “If I can serve you in any way I shall be only too happy to do so. Pray tell me your story with as many details as you may consider necessary.”

Thus invited I furnished him with a rough outline of all that had transpired since Godfrey Blake had come into his property and had sailed in his yacht for America. I explained his position in English society, and then went on to read the letters, particularly the one asking for the twenty thousand pounds, which he had written to his friends at home. After this I added that nothing had been heard of him until this man Mulhausen’s arrival in search of him. I then related the story the latter had told me, laying particular stress upon the various portions of it which affected the mine. When I had finished, the manager looked up from the paper on which he had been making some notes.

“From his description there seems to be no doubt at all,” he said, “that this is the property to which he referred. You say he declared the manager’s name to be José de Campoda. Now let me see. I think I can settle that point at once.”

Here he took down a book from a shelf above his head, and having placed it on the table, turned the pages. Discovering what he wanted, he invited me to examine it.

“If you will look here,” he said, “you will see that there has never been a man of that name employed in that capacity or any other upon the mine. I regret to say that I fear Campoda must rank with his owner, and the rest of the story he told you.”

I translated for the benefit of my friends, and then Vargenal said — 

“It is as plain as a pikestaff that we have been swindled, but if there’s a law in Argentina we’ll be even with the rascal yet.”

Miss Blake was silent, but her face was more eloquent than any words.

“Stay,” said the manager, “a thought has occurred to me, and it is just possible that, instead of being useless to you I may be able to help you after all.”

He crossed to a cupboard, and from it took a book that was evidently a diary. Having found a certain entry he turned to me again.

“How long ago was it,” he asked, “that your friend was supposed to have visited these mines?”

I gave him the date as near as we could estimate it.

“Ah,” he said, “then it is exactly as I thought. I am afraid, senor, we are in the same box, as you English say. My company shares with you the honour of having been swindled by one of the most notorious rascals on the face of this continent, or any other.”

“What do you mean?” I inquired quickly. “How was your company swindled?”

“The facts of the case,” he answered, “are as follows. About the middle of the year you mention, we had obtained from the mines, which — as doubtless you are aware, are among the richest yet discovered in the world — more than two hundred thousand pounds worth of gold. This was stored in our strong room to await the time when we should be able to despatch it to the capital. A few days before it was destined to start, a man put in an appearance bringing with him a letter from the directors, in which I was ordered to show him the workings of the mines. The letter described him as a mining expert, and I was instructed to give him any information in my power in order that he might prepare an exhaustive report upon the property.”

“What was he like, this man?” I inquired.

“Well,” said the manager, “in the first place he was the biggest specimen of the human race I have ever seen in my life, a veritable giant. When he stood in my office he seemed to reach from floor to ceiling.”

“And his manners?” I asked. “What were they like?”

“He had the most wonderful manners I have ever seen in a man, and I believe if he desired to do so could ingratiate himself with any one.”

“The very man,” I cried, almost shouting in my excitement; “you have described Mulhausen exactly. What did he call himself?”

“The name mentioned in the letter he brought with him was O’Sullivan,” the other replied. “He claimed to be a citizen of the United States.”

“And when he arrived, you, of course, carried out the instructions of your directors?”

“In every particular,” said the manager. “I showed him all there was to see. He resided in my own private house, and a more delightful companion no man could have desired. Then, one morning, forty-eight hours before the gold was to leave for the coast, he took his departure, thanking me profusely for what I had done for him, and I saw him no more. A surprise, however, was in store for us. Prior to packing the precious metal for its journey to Buenos Ayres I took the precaution of opening the boxes in which it had been placed. At first glance they seemed as heavy as when we had placed them in the safe, but as soon as the covers were lifted we found to our amazement that they were filled, not with gold as we supposed, but with sand. In other words, the whole two hundred thousand pounds worth of precious metal had been stolen, and though, of course, I had the strongest possible suspicion, there was not a clue by which we could trace the thief. I sent special messengers off to the police, and at the same time informed the directors. It was only then that we discovered that the letter of introduction and instruction brought by Senor O’Sullivan was a forgery. You may imagine our consternation. The country was searched for the thief, but nothing more was heard of him. He had disappeared, and not a trace of him could be found. Not a soul to this day knows how either he or the gold got out of the country.”

“Good Heavens!” I cried, “this throws an entirely new light upon the affair. Turning to my companions, who had been watching our faces with the utmost eagerness, though from their limited knowledge of Spanish they were unable to understand very much of what we said, I translated the story the manager had told me.

“The resemblance is too perfect for it not to be our friend,” said Vargenal, when I had finished. “Now the question is, what is the best thing to be done?”

“I think we had better return with all speed to Buenos Ayres,” I replied. “ Once there we must make inquiries, not about your brother this time, Miss Blake, but about his demoniacal companion. It is just possible that we may then be able to discover where he stayed when he was here as Mr. O’Sullivan, and whether or not your brother was with him.”

“I hope you do not believe for an instant that poor Godfrey took any part in the robbery,” said Miss Blake.

“Of course not,” said Vargenal emphatically. “A man who would believe that would be a fit and proper inmate for a lunatic asylum. No; when we discover Mulhausen’s whereabouts, and by means of threats induce him to confess, it is my opinion we shall find that he borrowed your brother’s twenty thousand pounds to help him in his scheme for robbing the mine. I am beginning to have quite a respect for the man’s astuteness. It is almost Satanic.”

After a few moments more conversation we thanked our friend the manager for his courtesy, and returned to our inn. An hour later we were on our way back to Buenos Ayres, with heavier hearts than we had taken with us to the mines.

If the journey up had seemed long, the return seemed longer. At last, however, we reached the capital, and once more took up our abode at our hotel. Richard Morgrave was still there, and received us with the blandest of smiles, inquired in a pointed manner after our success, and was kind enough to express his sorrow that it had not been greater. Our lunch that day was a silent meal. We were all depressed, and it did not look at present as if anything could happen to raise our spirits. When the meal was over Vargenal and I took Morgrave on one side. The ladies had retired to their rooms for the siesta, but we had too much important business to transact to think of sleep.

“I am anxious to send a most private and particular message to Mulhausen, Morgrave,” I said, when we were alone together. “ It must go at once. There is not a moment to lose. Will you deliver it?”

“My dear Brudenell,” he answered sharply, “I am not here for the purpose of carrying messages to and from Mulhausen. But if the matter is really so very urgent I will do so on this occasion, but only as a favour to yourself. What is it?”

“You might tell him that we have at last discovered news of the utmost importance concerning Godfrey Blake. As we have given our promise to admit him to our councils, we are prepared to share this information with him; that is, provided he calls upon us, without fail, before eleven o’clock to-night. If he does not do so we shall take action without him.”

“You are not very communicative,” said Morgrave, looking askance at us, as if he feared we might be laying some trap for him.

“There is no need for us to be,” replied Vargenal. “As I suppose you will accompany your friend, you will hear all we have to say then. Now, if you will add to the favour you are doing us, you will be off and give him our message.”

Morgrave accordingly departed, and towards evening reappeared with the information that Mulhausen would be pleased to see us if we would call upon him at his residence at nine o’clock, “But we don’t know where his residence is,” I said.

“I am empowered to conduct you to it,” replied Morgrave. “It is not a very difficult place to find.”

“Perhaps not,” said Vargenal drily. “On the other hand, I have no doubt it is a peculiarly difficult place to get out of if the proprietor does not wish it. No, thank you, Morgrave, with your permission we will not wait upon your friend at his private residence. On the other hand, should Mr. Mulhausen be desirous of availing himself of our information, he had better meet us in the Calle Victoria at the time mentioned. Let us know what he says.”

An hour later we were informed that the arrangement would suit Mulhausen admirably. We accordingly informed Miss Blake of what we intended doing, and amused ourselves discussing and perfecting our plans until the time should arrive for us to set off for the rendezvous.

The clocks were striking the hour as we turned into the square.

At first we could not see any one at all resembling the individual we had come to meet, but at length, almost opposite the Cathedral, we saw a man who, from his build and general appearance, could scarcely have been any other than Mulhausen. For the reason that he lifted his sombrero as we approached him it was evident that he recognised us.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” he said, in his most affable tones. “I must congratulate you on your extreme punctuality.”

“We, at least, keep our engagements,” I said pointedly.

“And I, you would insinuate, do not,” he replied. “Well, well, perhaps it is sometimes better business to be a little remiss.”

“We are not here to speak in paradoxes,” interrupted Vargenal. “If Mr. Mulhausen will accompany us to the centre of the square out of the shadow of these buildings, for which I must confess I have no great liking, we might get to business.”

“I shall be delighted,” said Mulhausen. “Pray let us seek the centre of the square, as Mr. Vargenal suggests.”

Accordingly we strolled towards the place indicated. There were but few people about, and those who were paid no attention to us. When we were about half way towards the place for which we were making I chanced to look back. A dark figure was coming along behind us.

“You are playing false with us, Mr. Mulhausen,” I said, stopping, and turning sharply on our companion. “There is a man following us.”

“You must not mind him,” said Mulhausen, with a laugh. “It is only Simeon, whom I think you have met before,”

As he spoke he gave the same peculiar whistle I had heard opposite the Law Courts in London. A moment later the same horrible creature, whose personality had struck me as being so repulsive on that occasion, came mopping and mowing towards us. When he was only a few yards distant, Mulhausen held up his hand and said in Spanish: “Stand a short distance away, and take care that no one approaches us.” Almost instantly it flashed through my mind that on the occasion when I had caught and questioned him in Burwell Park, the creature had denied any knowledge of that language. I counted it another part of his master’s duplicity.

“What do you call him?” I asked, more for the sake of saying something than for any desire of obtaining information.

“Simeon,” he answered. Then turning to the man he said, “Take off your hat.” The other obeyed.

“Look at him now,” said his master, “and tell me if it is not a good name.”

Neither Vargenal nor I answered this question, and then with a bow this monstrosity, if I may so designate him, left us and took up his position forty or fifty feet away.

“He has an extraordinary sense of hearing,” said Mulhausen, by way of explanation, “and he will allow no one to interrupt us, you may be sure.” Then with a laugh he added, “Now let us get to business, gentlemen. What is this information which I understand from Mr. Morgrave you desire to impart to me?”

“Let us sit down,” I said, pointing to a seat. “We can talk more comfortably then.”

We did so, but not before I saw Vargenal throw a keen glance in the direction of the solitary figure standing fifty yards or so away. There was a silence, and I saw that it behoved me to be spokesman.

“The time has arrived when it is necessary for us to be very plain with you, Mr. Mulhausen,” I said.

“It would, perhaps, be better for all parties that we should speak our minds openly,” replied Mulhausen, graciously. “I, too, will be perfectly candid with you. Now don’t let us waste any more time beating about the bush. What is it you have to say to me?”

“To put it plainly, we have found you out.”

“Then you score a point,” he answered coolly, “provided, of course, you can prove in what way you have found me out.”

“I am in a position to prove,” I answered, “that you are the person who stole the two hundred thousand pounds worth of gold from the mine of which you told me you and Godfrey Blake were the owners.”

I expected and was prepared for a vehement denunciation. To my surprise, however, he uttered a little laugh.

“So you have discovered that,” he said. “Well, as I promised to be quite candid with you, I am prepared to admit it. I did steal the gold; and I think you, in your turn, must own that I managed it very cleverly.”

“You have the audacity to admit your guilt? “ cried Vargenal, in amazement.

“I confess to the robbery, if that is what you mean,” returned the other, still smiling sweetly upon us. “Now, what else have you to say?”

“I want to know,” I answered, “why you deceived Godfrey Blake, and what you did with his twenty thousand pounds?”

“Am I to continue to tell you the plain, unvarnished truth? “ he inquired, lighting a cigarette as he did so.

“If it is possible, and quite convenient to you,” I answered, scarcely able to suppress a smile at my own mild sarcasm.

“Then I am prepared to state, in answer to your first question that I deceived Godfrey Blake for the reason that at the time I wanted money. In answer to your second, I can only say that I used his twenty thousand pounds for the purpose of getting possession of that gold at the mines. There were people to be bought, bribes to be paid, mules to be hired, and I don’t know what all.”

“As you are in such a truthful frame of mind tonight,” I answered, a little distrustful of this ready compliance with our wishes, “perhaps you will have no objection to telling us how it is we have not been able to trace him in this city.”

“Because during the time he was here he was living under an assumed name,” he answered, with the same admirable candour.

“Why should he be living under an assumed name?” asked Vargenal, sharply, thinking, I suppose, of the family honour. “I warn you you had better not tell me he had done anything dishonourable, for I give you my word I will not believe you.”

“You need have no uneasiness on that score,” answered the other. “I persuaded Blake, when he arrived here in his yacht, to assume an alias, making the excuse that as we wished to obtain certain concessions with regard to the mines, and he was known to be wealthy, while my name was comparatively famous in mining circles, it would be better that our real identities should not be disclosed. For that reason I became Mr. O’Sullivan, he Mr. Reginald Burke. They were not great flights of fancy, I am willing to admit, but they served the purpose we had in view as well as any others could have done.”

“Let there be no misunderstanding,” said Vargenal. “You say it answered the purpose you had in view. You do not mean the robbery, I hope, for you will never convince me that Godfrey Blake was aware of your intentions.”

“My good sir,” said Mulhausen with a laugh, “your friend was as immaculate as even you could desire. For reasons of my own I kept him in ignorance of my plans, and even on the day I got the money down here, and had stowed it away on board his yacht, he knew absolutely nothing of my intentions.”

“You had the money stowed away upon his yacht? “ I cried. “What on earth do you mean by that?”

“Exactly what I say,” he answered. “Forgive my rudeness, but you do not appear to have grasped the situation as quickly as I should have thought you would have done. Let me give you a summary of the case. I was in Chicago at the time that I received from a correspondent the news of an amount of gold which was stored at the mines you have just visited. To effect the transfer of it from their possession to my own it was plain that I must have a large sum of money. I was at a loss to know where to turn for it. If I could not obtain it, it was plain I could not carry out the project I had in view. No one would lend me a halfpenny, and I knew, therefore, unless I could obtain it by guile from some unsuspicious stranger, I must relinquish all thought of appropriating the fortune which seemed to be lying ready and waiting for me to pick up. That very week your young friend Blake put in an appearance. It was as if Providence had sent him to assist me in my desires. He was as guileless as a babe unborn, and about as trusting. Moreover, although he had not very much money in his possession at that time, he could raise a good deal by writing home, I took him in hand, put certain ideas, which I had prepared for the occasion, into his head, led him to suppose that I was going to help him to make a gigantic fortune, and eventually induced him to hand me over the sum I wanted — namely, twenty thousand pounds. With this we sailed in his yacht for South America, and immediately on our arrival in Buenos Ayres took up our abode, under the names I have already given you, at the hotel opposite that in which you are now staying. This fact you can verify at your leisure.”

“Believe me, we shall be sure to do that,” returned Vargenal drily; “and pray what happened then?”

“I started off for the mines, secured the gold, and returned with all speed with it to the port. In the meantime I had arranged with Blake’s steward (I might here tell you that I had taken the precaution to select a new crew for him in this place, an able and efficient body of men, all nominees of my own) to have a special hiding-place constructed for the gold we were to remove from the country. Having seen it on board and safely stowed away, I returned to the hotel in search of my companion. It is just possible I may have had a little too much to drink that day. At any rate we had not said half a dozen words before we fell to quarrelling. Blake accused me of appropriating his money for reasons other than those which I had named to him. The upshot of it all was that he left the house in a towering rage, went off to his yacht, and before I could catch him next morning had sailed away, taking with him the treasure I had been at such pains to secure. You may imagine my consternation. Unknown to any one on board, and only to the steward, whom I had taken the precaution from motives of safety, to keep on shore with me, I had hidden my wealth away. Now it was gone, and I had not a clue as to the direction the boat had taken. I felt morally certain Blake had not returned to England, for the reason that he had only a few days before revealed to me his desire to see more of the world. I made a list of the places, therefore, that, he would be likely to visit, and tried them all in turn in search of the vessel and the man I wanted. But my labours were in vain. Within the last three years I have visited almost every port in Australia, the South Sea Islands, South Africa, and at least a couple of dozen in North and South America, but without success. At last, wearied to death of my voyaging, I travelled to England to see you two gentlemen, in the hope that you might be able to give me the address of the man whose whereabouts, or rather whose yacht’s whereabouts, I was so anxious to discover. You, Mr. Brudenell, if you will remember, could tell me nothing; you, Mr. Vargenal, absolutely refused to open your lips upon the subject. But I was not to be beaten. After a good deal of inquiry I managed to discover Miss Blake’s address and interrogated her, without, however, achieving any greater success.

“As it turned out, Godfrey had not been heard of by his family since he left New York for the Argentine, and for this reason I was possessed of the latest information. Instead, therefore, of learning anything from these good people, I was in reality furnishing them with news. Then I fell in with Richard Morgrave, induced him to stifle his scruples, not a very difficult matter as you will suppose, and to enter my service as a spy. Hearing that you were leaving England for the Argentine, I instructed him to accompany you, while I waited to learn the result of certain inquiries I was making in Europe. He was to join the boat at Lisbon, in order not to frighten you out of your intention to visit South America, and was to report to me all that he discovered. His endeavours, however, had no good result. He did not manage to become a member of your family council as I directed, and, what was worse, he did not prevent you from visiting the mines, where my secret had so far remained undiscovered. For all the good he accomplished I might just as well have not employed him. Now you know the whole story.”

“And, as I supposed, it is not a very edifying one,” said Vargenal. “ I wonder you are not ashamed to tell it.”

“I am ashamed that it has not been more successful,” replied Mulhausen. “However, it may soon be set right now.”

“What do you mean?” we both asked in one breath.

“Simply that I think I hold trump cards at last,” he answered. “I am, of course, aware that you two gentlemen came here to night with the intention of informing me that unless I complied with your conditions you were prepared to hand me over to the tender mercies of the police; and I must admit that you would be quite within your rights in so doing. That I have deceived you I am also prepared to confess. On the other hand, I think I have paid pretty dearly for my shortcoming. Fortunately, however, whatever course you may adopt, I am in a position to defend myself.”

“You have behaved abominably,” said Vargenal, “and were you to come up at Bow Street I could promise you you would get your deserts.”

“Perhaps,” the other replied; “but you see I am not coming up at Bow Street. I tell you this, in order to show you that it is quite impossible for you to frighten me.”

“And why not?” I asked a little scornfully, for the man’s boasting was beginning to make me angry. “ You deserve punishment by your own confession; why should we not, therefore, take care that you receive it?”

“Because you dare not,” he answered quietly, taking another cigarette from his pocket and lighting it. “Because, to put my meaning into plain English, I still carry too many guns for you,”

Once more we asked him to explain his meaning. This time if anything a little more humbly.

“I simply mean that you dare not threaten me. It is possible for me to make any terms with you I please.”

“You are very confident,” I said. “What reason have you for this assertion?”

“Because I am in a position to tell you that I know the exact whereabouts of Godfrey Blake,” he answered quietly, but with a triumph in his voice there was no disguising.

“The deuce you do l “ I cried, springing to my feet. “And why did you not tell us this before?”

“Because I only knew it myself this afternoon,” he replied. “Do you imagine that if I had not a trump card in my hand I should have placed myself in your clutches so calmly this evening? I’m afraid you do not understand me yet.”

“Is this another trap?” I inquired, disregarding the latter portion of his speech, “or are you telling us the truth?”

“For once in a way I am telling you the plain, sober, unvarnished truth,” he answered. “As I say, I no longer require your assistance, for the very good reason that I can do without it. I leave the Argentine tomorrow,”

“I am afraid not,” I answered. “And, to quote your own words, for one very good reason: the police are already looking for you, and it is our intention to put them on your track immediately.”

“You dare not do it,” he answered with the utmost suavity and coolness; “ for Miss Blake’s sake you dare not do it. Listen to me. I have in my pocket a telegram from my agent, in what place I shall not say. He informs me that a young man named Godfrey Blake, who answers in every way to my description, and who can be proved to have been in the Argentine the same year as our friend, is now confined in one of the principal gaols of the country, awaiting his trial for taking part in a certain insurrection. My correspondent seems to think he will be condemned to death, but with a little pluck there is still a chance of rescuing him. Only if it is done it must be done at once.”

I rose to my feet, having no other thought than that the man was deceiving us. It was plain to me that, finding himself driven into a corner, and knowing that any moment might see him arrested, he was going to try to get out of it by means of a plausible story. One lie would serve as well as another, provided, of course, it was deceptive enough.

“Surely you don’t suppose that you can take us in in this simple fashion?” I said. “Foolish as we may appear to you, we are not so weak-minded as that. You have told us so many lies before that you must not expect us to believe you now. How are we to know that you have any such correspondent, and, even if you have, that he is telling the truth.”

“I do not at all see how you are to know it,” he answered; “but I assure you of this, that unless some steps are at once taken to rescue Godfrey Blake from the place in which he is now imprisoned, you will never hear of, or from, him again.”

“And since you know so much, pray where is this place? “ inquired Mr. Vargenal innocently.

Mulhausen laughed openly. He was not to be caught napping.

“You cannot expect me to tell you that just yet,” he replied. “Before I do so it is necessary that I should obtain certain specific promises from you. When you have given them I shall be delighted to furnish you with the details. In the meantime you must pardon me if I seem to show a reluctance to part with what is just now my chief stock-in-trade.”

“What, then, are we to do? “ I asked.

“I will tell you,” he replied “In the first place you must charter a vessel to carry us from Buenos Ayres to the place in question. You must fit her out for the voyage, since I am both unable and unwilling to bear the expense, and you must agree to take Richard Morgrave, myself, and Simeon with you. You must promise to forgive and forget all past differences, and you must pledge yourselves in writing that when you do find Godfrey Blake, you will permit me not only to have free conversation with him for as long a period as I may desire, but that you will allow me to depart unhindered afterwards,”

“But you surely don’t suppose we’re going to do all this on your bare assurance that you are telling us the truth?” I said.

“That is exactly what I do suppose,” he answered.

“Then you’re very much mistaken,” I replied. “You must give us some substantial guarantee first that your information is correct.”

“I am giving you the best possible guarantee,” he replied. “I am giving you myself. Suppose I were to deceive you, what would be the result? All you would have to do would be to clap me in irons, put into the nearest extradition port, and hand me over to the authorities for shipment back to the Argentine on the charge of stealing two hundred thousand pounds worth of gold from the Plaza Toro Mine. Believe me, the owners would be only too glad to reimburse you your expenses.”

From that moment I began to look at his proposition in a more favourable light.

“But there is one other question I should like to put,” said Vargenal. “What is it you desire to ask Godfrey Blake?”

“My dear sir,” answered Mulhausen, “what do you think I want to ask him? Remember I have a vessel, with two hundred thousand pounds worth of gold on board, which has disappeared in a most unaccountable fashion. The question I desire to ask Godfrey Blake is where he lost her, and how he came to do it. Can’t you see that until I obtain that information I can do nothing?”

“Then as I understand it,” I said, “provided we agree to believe you, we are to let bygones be bygones, to permit you to accompany us, to compound a felony, and when we have allowed you speech with Godfrey Blake to permit you to retire again unmolested. Is that so?”

“Quite so,” he answered. “That is exactly what I require.”

“Will you permit me a few moments’ conversation with Mr. Vargenal alone?” I asked.

“With pleasure,” he replied, and immediately walked a pace or two away.

A few moments later we recalled him.

“We are prepared to agree to the course you propose,” I said. “Prove to us that Godfrey Blake is really where your correspondent says he is, and we will sail from here in less than forty-eight hours, taking yourself, Richard Morgrave, and your horrible companion, Simeon, with us.”


CHAPTER X

FAREWELL TO BUENOS AYRES
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MULHAUSEN RECEIVED OUR decision to leave the Argentine to search for Godfrey Blake in other lands with ill-concealed satisfaction.

“In that case,” he said, “it would be as well if you made your preparations for the departure with as little delay as possible. In the meantime I shall take care not to be much en evidence. Your silly visit to the mines very nearly upset my calculations.”

“You should have told us the truth at first then,” I answered bluntly.

“It was impossible,” he answered. “And if you consider for one moment you will see why. Believe me, I should not be telling you now if I had sufficient money to get to the place in time without you. As it is I can’t help myself. In order to get there at all it is imperative I should take you into my confidence. Needs must when the devil drives, you know. At any rate I tell you this very plainly, if we’re not at our destination within three weeks, Miss Blake will not see her brother alive; you will not see your friend, and I shall not see the man who alone can tell me what has become of the yacht containing the money I was at so much trouble to acquire.”

“But where are we to look for a boat?” I asked. Being a landsman and never having had to do with ships before, my breath was almost taken away by the herculean nature of the task he was setting us.

“You need not worry yourself on that score,” he answered. “There are any number of boats to be had if you are prepared to pay the price. I do not, of course, wish to influence you, but there is a very decent craft now lying in the river, called The Wealth of Argentina. Her owner, and captain, is a man rejoicing in the humble name of Brown — Septimus Brown. He is a very decent fellow, and if I had the money I should charter him myself. In point of fact I endeavoured to induce him only to-day to take me as a speculation. He did not, however, seem to be able to trust me sufficiently. A man of discernment, as you will say, I have no doubt, Mr. Vargenal.”

“And if we can induce him to accept a charter, where is it to be for?” I asked in the hope that he would commit himself.

“That must be my secret until we are out of sight of Argentina.”

“But you don’t mean to tell us that you think we are going to take you on trust like this,” I cried. “How are we to know that you are not doing it in order to escape from this country, where you know the police are after you? I am afraid you are asking us to purchase a pig in a poke,”

“You must purchase that particular pig, or go without bacon,” he answered. “It is a case of ‘Hobson’s Choice,’ as far as you are concerned. Accept my terms or go without altogether. What is more, you had better make up your minds at once.”

“Our minds are made up,” Vargenal answered. “Have we not said so? We’ll see the captain you mention first thing in the morning, and endeavour to charter his ship. But how are we to arrange anything if we do not know to what place we are sailing? No man would trust us if we went to him on such an errand and with such a request.”

“Money will do anything,” said Mulhausen. “Pay enough and he’ll take you where you please. And now with your permission I’ll be going. Should you desire to communicate with me further, you have only to tell Morgrave and he will see that I receive your message.”

“You seem to be on very friendly terms with Richard Morgrave,” said Vargenal.

“Excellent terms,” replied the other, with a fine show of candour. “For the present Richard Morgrave is exceedingly useful to me. The poor beggar wants to know his fate. Consider for a moment what all this means to him, and you won’t wonder that he is desirous of having it settled for good and all. All the same, were I in your place I don’t think I should tell him anything about what I have told you; at least, not until the last moment, and then I should not give him any idea of the direction in which we are sailing. However, you can take the warning, or disregard it, as pleases you best. And now I have the honour to wish you good evening. I shall hope to hear from you, if not before, at least by, to-morrow morning.

So saying he lifted his hat to us, and with a sweeping bow took himself off. When he had gone I turned to Vargenal, if the truth must be known, half in anger.

“The responsibility of this decision lies with you,” I said. “For my own part I think we are mad to trust him after what we know of him.”

“Time will prove,” said Vargenal calmly. “At present I cannot see that there is any other course open to us. For my part, I believe we have at last come to the bottom of our friend’s reason for wanting to find Blake. His story, you see, fits in so admirably with what we have been told concerning him. Besides, consider the hold we shall have upon him. If we charter the vessel and take him with us we shall have him completely in our power. So surely as he deceives us will we bring him back here and hand him over to justice.

No, acting on my knowledge of the gentleman, I think he is at last playing straight with us.”

“Do you think, then, that there can be any truth in what he says about Godfrey Blake? Do you believe he is likely to be executed for having taken part in this conspiracy?”

“How can I possibly tell? “ he answered. “It may be true, or it may not. Godfrey Blake was a wild, harum-scarum young fellow, always ready for a bit of excitement, and for that reason there’s no saying what he might not have been drawn into. But how he got to wherever he is, and how Mulhausen came to hear of it, are two questions that are a good deal more difficult to answer. However, as I said before, time will prove whether he’s right or wrong. What we have got to do is first to charter the boat, and then to get away from Argentina. Funnily enough, I am not so anxious that the police should catch Mulhausen as I was an hour ago.”

We walked for some distance in silence.

“I think,” he said, “when we are informing Miss Blake of the news we have received, it would be as well if we made no mention of the more serious portion of Mulhausen’s story — namely, the dangerous position in which he says her brother now lies.”

“I quite understand,” I answered, “ and you may be sure I will bear it in mind. By the way, Vargenal, does it ever strike you, when you are playing these desperate games in the Argentine Republic, that less than two months ago you were sitting in your office, the respectable old family solicitor of Bloomsbury Square?”

“I can scarcely believe it,” he answered. “And I think it would be just as well that my clerks should not come to hear of my adventures. It would demoralise them altogether. I must confess, if you press me to it, that I never thought in my old age I should be prowling about a South American city at midnight with a revolver in my pocket.”

“You had the prudence to bring a shooting-iron with you then?” I said with a laugh.

“I should not have come without one,” he answered with a chuckle. “And you?”

“There is something heavy in my pocket that might possibly be what you imagine,” I answered. “I am afraid, Vargenal, we are developing into a desperate pair of ruffians. We shall have to forget our evil habits before we return to London.”

“If we ever do return,” said Vargenal. “I think it’s a good thing that the directors of my insurance company are not aware that I am proposing to start on a voyage with Mulhausen and Richard Morgrave, otherwise they would be certain to double my premium.” Late as was the hour when we reached our hotel, we were informed that Miss Blake was still sitting up for us.

As soon as he heard this Vargenal bade me goodnight, and said he should go to bed.

“The news will come better from your lips than from those of an old fogey like myself,” he said.

Then with a sly chuckle (he had been indulging in a good many of them of late) he patted me on the back and went off to his room, leaving me to find Miss Blake alone.

“Have you any news for me?” she asked, as soon as I discovered her.

“At last we have something to report,” I said. “But before I tell you what it is, I must warn you that we have only Mulhausen’s bare word that his story is true.”

“What is it?” she cried. “If only, Mr. Brudenell, you can give me one little ray of hope I shall be eternally grateful to you. What has Mr. Mulhausen told you?”

“He has learnt to-day, but how I cannot tell you, that your brother is alive, but that he is in prison in some place a long way from here.”

“Thank God he is at least alive! “ she cried, lifting her clasped hands in an ecstasy of relief. “Thank God! Thank God!” Then after a pause she added, “Oh, I cannot tell you how happy you have made me! But you say he is in prison. What has he done, and where is he?”

“Mulhausen says he has taken part in some insurrection, and that he has been caught and imprisoned by the authorities in consequence. He will not tell us the name of the country until we are out of the Argentine and on our way to find him.”

“But what are we to do? Cannot we take some action at once?”

“Mr. Vargenal and I are going to see about chartering a steamer to-morrow morning. If we can get her we shall set off for the place at once, taking him with us. The man is in hot water here and must get away. Only when we are out at sea will he divulge the name of the country.”

“That seems very strange, does it not? Do you think he can be speaking the truth?”

“It is impossible to say; we have no means of telling, you know. We can only hope for the best. He seems desperately anxious to set off on the search, and beyond the fact that he wants to get out of this country, I cannot see what reason he can have for deceiving us. Besides, if he does deceive us, we shall have him in our power. No, I don’t think he will try that.”

“Is there no way of discovering in what country there has been an insurrection lately?”

“Mr. Vargenal and I discussed that question as we walked home, but could come to no decision. Within the last year there have been insurrections in Bolivia, Brazil, Nicaragua, Cuba, Venezuela, and Guatemala.”

“But still, if we can get away, Mr. Mulhausen will tell us where it is, and then we can rescue him. But, Mr. Brudenell, we must lose no time, we must start at once. If my brother is in any danger there is surely not a moment to lose. Where is this vessel you speak of, and how soon can we set out?”

“Mr. Mulhausen has given us the name of one which he thinks will suit our purpose,” I answered. “And as I said just now, to-morrow morning, or rather this morning — for I see it is now considerably past midnight — Mr. Vargenal and I will go down to the port and endeavour to come to some arrangement with the captain.”

“I thank you from the bottom of my heart,” she answered, holding her little hand out to me with a pretty gesture of gratitude that was infinitely becoming to her. “ You have made me happier than I can tell you.”

“Miss Blake,” I said with sudden earnestness, “I hope you know that I would do anything for you; that I would even give my life to save you an hour’s pain.”

“You have been kindness and consideration itself,” she answered, looking down at the ground, and beginning to tremble, though why she should have done so I could not understand, since it was I who, in view of what I was about to say to her, had the greatest right to feel afraid. I had been battling with myself for days past, and now it looked as if the passion which I had managed hitherto to subdue, was about to burst its bonds and rend me in pieces.

“Miss Blake,” I said, still holding her hand, “Mildred, if I may call you by that name, in this moment of happiness I can keep silence no longer. I want you to tell me if you know why I have done, and am still doing, all that a man can do to help you.”

“I am afraid I do not understand,” she answered; a little equivocation for which, under the circumstances, she may I think be very fairly excused.

“Since you do not understand then I will tell you,” I continued. “Mildred, I have done it because I have been presumptuous enough to — no, I will not say to love you — that does not mean enough — to worship the very ground you walk upon.”

She did not answer, but I noticed with joy that she did not attempt to draw away from me.

“Mildred,” I said again, but this time I scarcely recognised my own voice, “can you not see that I love you with my whole heart and soul. It is no idle passion, but a love that will last my life. I believe I have loved you ever since that day you called upon me at my chambers to ask my advice. Is it possible that you can love me a little in return?”

This time she looked boldly up at me, her sweet eyes filled with a light I had never before seen in them; the radiance that shines in a woman’s eyes, or a man’s for that matter, but once in a lifetime — the light of a great love that can never, under any circumstances, be thoroughly extinguished.

“I love you,” she said, and so softly that I could scarcely hear the words.

As she stood before me then, looking up into my face with those dear, trusting eyes, she seemed the most beautiful and holy thing into which God had breathed the breath of life.

“You love me?” I asked, in a sort of stupefaction, as if, though it was the one thing of all others I desired in the world, it were impossible my wish should be realised.

“I love you,” she answered again.

How is it possible for me to make you understand the joy, the happiness of that moment. I had won the woman of my heart; her love was mine now beyond question of dispute.

“Now we will go forward together,” I said, “and find your brother hand in hand.”

“Please God we will; and when we have found him he will tell you how grateful he is to you for all you have done.”

“I do not want thanks from any one,” I replied; and then added with a lover’s fervour: “Why should I? Have I not received a greater reward than I dared to hope for?”

For the next half hour our conversation was too sacred to be recorded here. Suffice it that when I retired to my room a happier man could not have been found in the whole world. Once more sleep was out of the question. So I opened the window and gazed out into the night, watching the stars twinkling overhead, and thinking of my darling, and of the happiness the future had in store for me.

Next morning I was up betimes. There was so much to be done, and so little time in which to do it, that I felt it would be criminal to waste a moment. Before breakfast I had despatched a messenger to the port, or Boca, as it is called, to make an appointment with Captain Septimus Brown, of The Wealth of Argentina. This done I returned to the patio and set myself to think how I could best broach the subject of my engagement to Miss Priscilla and old Vargenal. Of the latter I had no fear, but I must honestly confess that I regarded the former with a feeling that was very near akin to dread. Vargenal was the first to put in an appearance.

“Good morning,” he said, on seeing me. “Pray how does it come about that you are up so early?”

“If I wished to pose as a sayer of smart things,” I answered, shaking hands with him, “I should remark that it was because I was up so late.”

“I don’t believe you have been to bed at all, you rascal,” he continued. “If you have, you walk in your sleep, for I have heard you perambulating that room of yours half the night.”

“I must apologise if I kept you awake,” I said; “I am afraid I did not sleep very well.”

“When a man sits up talking to a pretty girl till nearly one o’clock, and then goes to bed whistling, he is not usually in the frame of mind that conduces to a good night. I wonder how the young lady slept?”

“I have not seen Mildred yet,” I answered.

Vargenal paused for a moment, and then regarded me steadfastly.

“My young friend,” he said, “I am very much afraid you have let the cat out of the bag. Will you permit me, as her legal adviser and one of her oldest friends, to ask how long it is since you first began to call her by her Christian name?”

“Since one o’clock this morning,” I answered.

“Then I suppose we are to regard the fact of your interview, the lateness of the hour at which you retired to your chamber, and the whistle with which you perambulated the patio, and the fact that you marched up and down your room half the time you ought otherwise to have spent in sleep, as forming part of one harmonious whole? In other words, I presume you have proposed to Miss Mildred Blake?”

“I have,” I answered, “and I am both proud and thankful to be able to say that she has accepted me.

Vargenal, my old friend, there does not exist a happier man in the world to-day than Cuthbert Brudenell.”

“Egad,” cried the old fellow, as he whipped out his snuff-box and offered me a pinch, “if Mildred Blake has accepted you and you’re not a happy man, you deserve to be kicked from here to — well, shall we say to New Orleans? You have spoilt my chance of a charming wife, and I’ve a very good mind to call you out for it.”

The words had scarcely passed his lips before Mildred herself, for by that name I must henceforth call her, opened her door at the end of the patio and came towards us. Vargenal and I rose from our seats to receive her. I was a little nervous, I’m afraid, but my companion was quite at his ease.

“Good morning, my dear,” he said, with more than his usual kindliness of tone, as she shook hands with him. “Our friend, Brudenell, here, has been telling me some extraordinary news. He desires me to believe that it is possible you can have discarded a hale and hearty young bachelor of sixty-eight summers in favour of a whipper-snapper like himself. Is this true?”

“If Mr. Brudenell says so, I am in duty bound to agree with him,” she answered.

“Then as far as I am concerned,” he answered, “I consider you a heartless minx; but as far as you and he are concerned, I wish you every joy life can give.” Whereupon the old fellow gave us each a hand, shook them warmly, and when he released us turned upon his heel and walked a few paces away, where we could hear him taking snuff with more than usual energy. During his absence I seized the opportunity to say a few hasty words to my sweetheart. There was not time, however, for very much, for almost before we had exchanged our greetings Miss Priscilla put in an appearance and a moment later Richard Morgrave did the same. Taking me on one side Miss Priscilla shook me by the hand and with a show of emotion which, at any other time, I should have believed her to be incapable said — 

“Mr. Brudenell, I congratulate you from the bottom of my heart. You have won a noble girl, and, if I am any judge of character, you love her, and will do your best to make her happy,”

Coming after what I had looked for, the kindness of the old lady’s greeting almost took my breath away. I shook her bony old hand, and whispered my thanks in a voice as agitated as her own. Having done so we went into breakfast.

As soon as the meal was over we donned our hats and, leaving the ladies to do some shopping in the Calle Florida, set off for the Boca. We found The Wealth of Argentina lying out in the pool, and for this reason it was necessary for us to charter a boat in order to board her. She proved to be a smart looking craft of well nigh three thousand tons, as trim and taut as any to be seen in the neighbourhood. Hailing a man on deck we inquired if Captain Septimus Brown were aboard, to which he nodded assent. We, therefore, hooked on to the accommodation ladder, and a few seconds later had ascended and were standing on the deck, looking about us for some one from whom we could ascertain the captain’s whereabouts. Then a small and very dapper individual, dressed in white flannels and wearing a sombrero upon his head, came out of the alley way by the engine-room and strolled towards us.

“Good-morning, gentlemen,” he said, without taking his hands out of his pockets or removing the cigar from his mouth. “Which of you is Mr. Brudenell?”

I owned to being the individual in question, and at the same time introduced Vargenal to him as a London solicitor of considerable eminence. He bowed and spat on the deck at one and the same time, doing both without withdrawing the cigar from his lips.

“I am honoured to make your acquaintance, gentlemen,” he said, “and I reckon if you’ll step with me into the cuddy, we’ll sit down and talk business right away.”

Accordingly we followed him along the deck into the small saloon, passing the pantry on the way, where an enormous negro was washing dishes. The captain called to him to place spirits on the table.

“You’ll wet your whistles, of course,” he said as he seated himself and pushed his cigar-case towards us.

“There’s nothing that makes a man talk such good business as a drop of old Scotch,” said the skipper authoritatively, and as if to act up to his theory he poured into our glasses such good measures that I began to wonder whether our heads would be capable of standing the strain.

“Now, gentlemen,” he said, “I’d be glad if you would tell me to what circumstance I’m indebted for the honour of this visit.” As he spoke he laid himself back in his chair and clasped his hands behind his head.

“To put the matter in a nutshell,” I said, “we are anxious to charter your vessel for a voyage.”

The captain tried not to show his surprise, but his eyes betrayed him. He moved a little in his seat, blew two or three clouds of smoke, and then said: “You’ve something to do with Mulhausen, I suppose?”

I admitted that I had the honour of Mulhausen’s acquaintance, and also that it was that individual who had suggested his name and vessel to us.

“Before we go any further,” he said, “I should be glad if you would tell me your reason for wanting to do this trip. I tried to get it out of Mulhausen, when he came hanging round here on the same errand, but he wouldn’t own up.”

“Very likely,” I answered. “I, however, am prepared to be more communicative. We are in search of a missing relative, and it is of the utmost importance that we should reach the place where he is supposed to be, within a given time. If you will take us, and will start at once, we are prepared to pay handsomely for the privilege.”

“That’s all very well,” said he, “but first let me understand why you don’t tell me where the place is.”

“Because we do not know ourselves,” I replied. “Mulhausen, who is also trying to drive a bargain with us, declares he will not tell until we are out at sea. I am, therefore, unable to give you any more definite information.”

“I don’t know what you think,” remarked the skipper, “ but I think myself that Mulhausen is a pretty hard case. However, that is nothing to do with you. As I said to him the other day, ‘If you want to charter my boat and turn her into a pleasure yacht you’ve got to jolly well pay for it, that’s all. I can’t afford to go running picnic parties round the continent of America for nothing.’”

“Naturally,” said Vargenal, “ and supposing you do go, what will your charge be?”

The captain considered for a few moments before he replied. “Well, it’s this way, you see,” said he. “I had a contract with the British Government to carry mules to South Africa as fast as I could get ‘em over. That was when they thought there was going to be war. Now things have settled down again and they want no mules so I’m left here stranded. My price to you for a run to, well, say New Orleans, will be eight thousand pounds, to be paid in advance. You will have to be content with the ordinary fare of a tramp steamer. If you want kickshaws you’ll just have to bring them with you at your own expense.”

“Eight thousand pounds is rather a large sum, is it not?” I asked.

“If you think so you had better charter another craft,” he said. “There is a German boat further down the Boca that will do it for half the money I don’t doubt, but at the same time you’ll be the best part of a year getting to your destination. There’s a Sunderland boat alongside, she might do it for you for a couple of thousand, but I happen to know her shaft has a flaw in it, and you’ll probably never get there at all. No, if you want to take me, eight thousand pounds is my price, and I’ll not come down a halfpenny, but mind you this if I do take you I am the man to do the job in style. The Wealth of Argentina is out and away the fastest boat in these waters, and you may be sure I’ll grease her heels for you. More I can’t say.”

Before we boarded the vessel Vargenal and I had held a consultation and decided upon the amount we were prepared to pay. We had settled seven thousand pounds as our limit, but seeing that Brown would not take less than eight thousand, I looked towards Vargenal in the hope that he would help me to make up my mind, “If you’re willing to risk it,” he said, “I will do the same.”

“Very well,” I answered, “then you may take it, Captain Brown, that we agree to your terms, heavy though I am compelled to admit I consider them. First, however, we must make a stipulation. Our party will consist of two ladies and four men who will berth aft in the saloon. There will be one other individual for whom you will have to find accommodation forrard. You must be ready to start in twenty-four hours and we shall look to you to fulfil your promise to complete the voyage in as short a time as possible.”

“Twenty-four hours will be rather sharp work,” he said. “However, you may rely upon it I will do my best for you. Now, gentlemen, with your permission I will accompany you to the city, in order to see that the money is all right, for in my profession I can’t afford to trust anybody. After that I will return here and get to work, head down. You needn’t be afraid of the result. If Septimus Brown, of The Wealth of Argentina, gives his word you may calculate that you’ve got his bond, just as sure as if it were on stamped paper. I’ve a couple of good mates, one of them is ashore now, but he’ll be aboard again within an hour; they’ll see to things while I’m gone, and I’ll speak to the engineer at once about getting the coal on board, Pompey in there will attend to the stores, and you bet your life before you can look round we’ll have left the river behind us and be out on the high seas. I’m not the man to hang around when there’s any necessity for haste.”

“You’re a man after my own heart,” I said, “and I prophesy that when you’ve got the whole of our story by heart, you’ll be as eager to assist in the search as we are.”

“I shall want to hear your version of it, though,” he said, answering my compliment with another, “not Mulhausen’s. I’ve known Bully Mulhausen off and on for the last fifteen years, and though he has done me a good turn this trip in recommending you to me, well I don’t know that I’d believe him if he told me that there was a sun in the sky above us. Any way, not till I had a look and satisfied myself.”

With this candid expression of his trust in our absent friend and future shipmate, he led the way down the gangway to our boat which was still waiting alongside.

Returning to the city we conducted him to our bank, where the manager most obligingly negotiated the sum mentioned in the charter. Having done so we separated on the pavement; he to return to his ship, we to make our way back to our hotel. That I was anxious to do so will not be doubted for a moment. It was nearly midday, and I had not seen my sweetheart since breakfast time.

“Have you succeeded in finding a vessel?” she inquired, after the preliminaries inseparable from such an occasion. “I have been thinking of you all the morning.”

“We have chartered a steamer of about three thousand tons,” I answered. “A fast boat from all accounts. We have arranged the whole matter with the captain, who is also the owner, and to-morrow morning at daybreak, if all goes well and it suits your convenience, we will weigh anchor and be off.”

“I have no convenience in the matter,” she answered. “I am all eagerness to be off, and I hope I may never see this place again.”

“Has everything that occurred in it been so very distasteful to you, then?” I inquired, with peculiar meaning.

She blushed divinely and, at the same time, I felt the pressure of a tiny hand in mine, which told me that I was understood. During the afternoon, however, there was no time for love-making. We were kept busy packing, for we had made up our minds to get on board that night. I had sent a message through Morgrave  to Mulhausen telling him of our decision and warning him of the hour at which we proposed to sail. This was evidently the first Miss Blake’s cousin had heard of the arrangement, and it was clear that it caused him no small amount of surprise.

“Why, what’s in the wind now?” he cried, searching my face with his dark eyes as if he hoped to read my secret there. “How much more money are you and Vargenal going to waste in this futile search? I tell you if you think that when I come into the Blake estate I shall sanction it, you’re mistaken.”

“You have not yet come into your property,” said old Vargenal drily. “In the meantime, I believe Miss Blake holds a power of attorney to manage her brother’s affairs during his absence. It is therefore quite within her province to act as she pleases.”

“We’ll see about this later on,” retorted Morgrave. “If, as I suspect, Godfrey Blake died three years ago, there will be a pretty little sum for somebody to refund when I ask for a statement of my affairs.”

“And I shall be most happy to oblige you, my dear Richard,” returned the lawyer. “But for the present permit me to remind you that there is no evidence before the court that Godfrey Blake is dead. These South American seaports are curious places, and there are South Sea Islands where a man might be wrecked and live for many years without his friends being a scrap the wiser. Such things have happened, you know, Richard.”

There must have been something that pleased the fellow in what old Vargenal said, for he recovered his amiability immediately.

“My dear Brudenell,” he said as affably as if I were one of his oldest friends, “what with the chopping and changing of your plans and our friend Vargenal’s little attempts to score off me at repartee, I had quite forgotten to congratulate you upon your engagement to my cousin Mildred. I am sure I wish you every happiness.”

“Thank you,” I answered; “but when did you hear of it?”

“Because you regard me with suspicion,” he answered, still smiling as sweetly as before, “am I not to hear anything. If you want to know how I learnt it I can only tell you that Miss Priscilla acquainted me with the fact. Stony old cat though she is on the surface, she has still enough of the woman left to relish the pleasure of retailing a bit of news. As Vargenal knew your secret, and you both knew it yourselves, there was nobody else for her to tell it to, so she was kind enough to forget her hatred for a few minutes in order that she might enlighten me.”

“Indeed,” I said, and then having made an excuse, returned to my room in order to see my trunks conveyed to the van outside.

That night about ten o’clock we boarded The Wealth of Argentina and selected our cabins. I don’t know what Captain Brown had expected, but I shall always remember the look of admiration that came into his face when he caught his first glimpse of my pretty sweetheart. When I introduced him he bowed with a grace and stateliness that would not have disgraced a dancing-master.

“I am most happy and honoured to make your acquaintance, miss,” he said, “and if I can do anything to render your voyage comfortable and pleasant you may reckon it will be done. There’s my own cabin now alongside the companion ladder. If you would do me the honour to occupy it, I shall count it a favour. It’s bigger than the others, and not only that but it’s fitted up a bit better.”

“Indeed I could not dream of doing such a thing,” Mildred answered. “It would not be fair to deprive you of it.”

“Oh, you needn’t think about me,” he said. “There’s plenty of room elsewhere, and you may be sure I’ve not been to sea all these years without learning how to make myself comfortable.”

“Since you are so kind, I shall be only too glad to accept your offer,” said Mildred, interpreting from a glance I threw at her, that I thought she had better accept.

“Then step this way, if you please,” cried the captain, marching to a door at the end of the saloon nearest the companion ladder. “This is the cabin, and as you can see for yourself it’s twice the size of any of the others. Besides that, there’s a bit of carpet on the floor and a chest of drawers fitted up between those bulk heads.”

“It’s very comfortable indeed,” said Mildred, “ and very pretty too. I shall appreciate your kindness. But I see there are two bunks, would it therefore be taxing your generosity too much to ask that my companion, Miss Hemp, may share it with me?”

“I shall be doubly honoured,” replied the captain with another flourish of his cap, and turning to the seaman who had informed us that the captain was on board, that morning, he bade him bring the two ladies’ boxes aft and place them in the cabin. Then closing the door behind him he went along the alley in search of the steward.

“You loafing nigger, Pomp,” he said, as if an idea had just struck him, “you just take a boat and go ashore. Hunt up a store, even if you’ve got to wake them up to do it, and bring off some fixin’s for the cuddy table, a cheese, and a dozen pots of jam, half-a-dozen pots of bloater paste, ditto of sardines, and don’t you be long gone, or I’ll raise blisters on you the size of marbles.”

The negro disappeared, and a few moments later as I reached the deck I heard him shoving off from the gangway. The skipper was going forward to the hurricane deck, but just as he reached the poop another thought struck him, and he bounded aft to the poop. Springing to the taffrail he funnelled his mouth with his hands and shouted: “Kippered ‘errins, you lubber, and mind they’re good ‘uns.”

It was plain that the captain had been impressed by Mildred’s charms.

As he returned I accosted him.

“I must thank you for your courtesy to Miss Blake in permitting her to use your cabin,” I said. “It was most considerate of you.”

“Don’t you mention that,” he answered, patting me on the arm affectionately. “As I said this morning, all I can do for you I’ll do. Treat me fair and I’ll play fair by you. That’s the way with Septimus. He’s a lion when he’s roused, but a lamb when you treat him right. Why, did you hear what I ordered just now? — kippered ‘errins, sardines, bloater paste, and jam. Fit for a Sunday-school treat. Why, I tell you there’s not been such a show aboard this boat since she first came off the slips.”

“When do you expect to be able to weigh anchor?” I inquired.

“All being well, about half-past two,” he answered. “We’ve got our coal aboard, and as soon as the pilot comes off I reckon we’ll do the trick. You can turn in and rest easy; no time will be wasted.”

It was past midnight before the boat containing Mulhausen and his horrible companion came alongside. When the former reached the deck I went forward and accosted him. Since we were to be boxed up together for so long, I wanted to start on good terms with the man.

“Come aboard, sir,” he said jocularly, as he greeted me with submission and respect. “I hope it’s going to be the beginning of a good thing for both of us.”

“I hope so, too,” I answered, but not without a certain feeling of wonderment at my position. What was I doing but to all intents and purposes aiding and abetting a man to obtain possession of stolen goods. On the other hand, however, it was plain that I could not find my sweetheart’s brother without doing so. Having got his luggage on board, Mulhausen inquired from the captain where the man was to sleep, showed him his quarters, and then returned to the place where I was standing.

“That’s what I call getting around nice and spry,” he said patronisingly. “In two hours time the captain hopes to be under weigh. I think I shall go and turn in. Good-night to you, Mr. Brudenell, and pleasant dreams.”

When I ascended to the deck next morning there was no sign of land in sight. A merry breeze was blowing, and the vessel was slowly ploughing her way through the green water. While I was watching the curdling wake, my sweetheart came on deck and bade me good morning. The wind played with her hair until she had to put up one white hand to keep her hat upon her head. She looked around her as she did so, and her eyes flashed.

“Oh, how delightful this is, Cuthbert,” she said, “after the stagnation of the last fortnight. You cannot imagine how thankful I am that Buenos Ayres lies behind us, and that we are moving on once more upon our search.”

While we were talking Vargenal and Morgrave made their appearance from below, and a few moments later Captain Brown joined us. He had evidently given himself an extra polish in honour of the occasion. He had donned a clean collar and his close-cropped beard had been brushed and pointed to a nicety. He wished us good morning and sidled up alongside Mildred. Ashe did so, however, Mulhausen appeared on deck.

“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “Captain Brown, I congratulate you upon your boat. I guess she’ll prove a clipper when she smells her road. The River Plate lies behind us back yonder, I suppose?”

He pointed with his finger over the taffrail.

“That’s so,” replied the skipper, without very much interest; and then, turning to me, he added: “I shall be glad, sir, if you will now fulfil your promise, and tell me to what port we are bound?”

I turned to Mulhausen, who smiled and prepared to take us all into his confidence.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said in his most theatrical manner. “I promised that I would tell you all I have discovered when we were once fairly at sea. I had my own reasons, as you may suppose, for not doing so sooner. You, Mr. Brudenell, and you, also, Mr. Vargenal, know what those reasons were. Now, I am happy to inform you that the necessity for secrecy has passed away. I have discovered that Mr. Godfrey Blake is not dead.”

Feeling Mildred give a little quiver, I put my hand on her arm.

“No, ladies and gentlemen, he is no more dead than I am, but in gaol in the Spanish town of San Juan, in the island of Cuba. And Portillo is the port we’re bound for.”

He looked round at us as if for applause. But we were too busily engaged watching Richard Morgrave’s face to give it. The latter had turned a ghostly white and as Mulhausen finished speaking, he staggered for a moment, and then fell upon the deck in a dead faint.


CHAPTER XI

FOUND AT LAST
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FOR SOME MOMENTS after Morgrave had dropped upon the deck he received no sort of assistance from any of us, for the reason, I suppose, that we were all too much overcome with astonishment to move. Then Mulhausen and I picked him up between us and carried him to the saloon skylight upon which we laid him. The skipper, meanwhile, with a celerity that did him credit, had dived down the companion ladder to the saloon for some brandy. When he returned with the bottle, we poured some of the spirit into his mouth. The effect was magical, for almost immediately he began to revive.

“What is the matter?” he asked, as he sat up and stared about him.

“You fainted,” I answered, I’m afraid a little coldly. “How do you feel now?”

“Quite myself again,” he answered, though his looks belied him. “I think I must have had a touch of the sun, otherwise I can’t account for it. I am much obliged to you for the trouble you have taken.”

The skipper, however, was not satisfied. He insisted on giving him another dose of the spirit, and, when he had drunk it, Morgrave pulled himself together and went below to his cabin, leaving us free to put what construction we pleased upon his behaviour.

For my own part I must confess that this little incident produced a most unfavourable impression upon me. I could not help remembering his concern, when he had heard we were leaving the Argentine, as to which route we were taking in search of Godfrey Blake, and his relief when he discovered that we were going south, not north. Was it possible, therefore, I had to ask myself, that he had all the time known something of Blake’s whereabouts which he was keeping back? In that case it might have been the shock consequent upon his realising that we had discovered the right track that had made him faint. The thing had a nasty look about it, which had the knack of growing uglier the more I thought about it. I only know that from that moment I distrusted Richard Morgrave even more thoroughly than I had ever done before. After breakfast we held a council meeting in the chart room, which the captain had been obliging enough to place at our disposal. Mulhausen was present and, for the first time, furnished us with the proofs we required and which he had promised us in Buenos Ayres. These latter consisted of a letter and two cablegrams from a correspondent in Cuba. In the letter this correspondent stated that he had discovered that between two and three years before, a young Englishman, giving the name of Blake, had been captured by the Spanish forces in Cuba, shortly after he had landed with a filibustering party from the United States. He had been condemned to death there and then, but for some reason or another had been respited and sent up country, where he was now kept in close confinement. A description of the prisoner followed which tallied exactly, so both sister and lawyer said, with that of the missing man. One of the cablegrams contained the name of the town in which the unfortunate youth was confined, and the other, of later date, stated that there had been a rising in the gaol and that Blake and three others were about to stand their trial for attempting to escape.

Much as I should have liked to spare my poor sweetheart the pain of this news, I felt that it would not be fair to do so. If she were to realise the situation in all its gravity, as she had a right to do, it was necessary that she should understand every part of it. That the curt wording of the last telegram frightened her I could see.

“What do you think they will do with him?” she asked, after a little pause. “You do not think there is any fear of their (she paused and looked from one to the other in an agony of dread) — of their killing him?”

To prevent Mulhausen putting into words the thoughts I could see were in his mind, I managed to kick his shins from where I sat, and thus warned him to keep back the answer on his lips.

“Of course not,” I answered. “They will probably lengthen his term of imprisonment. But if Mr. Mulhausen’s information be correct, which I have no sort of reason to doubt it is, we ought to be on the spot before they can do very much. Then we must work out some scheme which will assist him to escape. It will be a strange matter if we can’t hit upon something. We have plenty of time before us, and must all set to work.”

“I will promise to do my best,” said Miss Priscilla; and this was the one little touch that was wanting to raise poor Mildred’s spirits. The idea of prim Miss Priscilla, the perfect figure of a dignified spinster, concocting a scheme which was to enable a prisoner to escape from a Spanish gaol was too humorous not to raise a smile.

And now as time presses and there is still so much of importance to be told, and so little space in which to tell it, I will forego a detailed account of the remainder of our voyage, and content myself with giving you a rough summary of what happened until we sighted the long-looked-for coast of Cuba. Fortunately we had the best of weather, and our boat, though somewhat lacking in comfort, proved to be what her owner had predicted — the possessor of a very fair turn of speed. As for our company aft, I can only say that though we did not start very well, it was surprising how soon we settled down to comparative harmony.

After his first exhibition on the day we said goodbye to the Argentine, Morgrave changed his tone completely, and it seemed to us that he was setting himself to remedy as far as lay in his power the impression his momentary weakness had occasioned. But it was in Mulhausen that I noticed the greatest change. To my surprise he proved, on closer acquaintance, to be a delightful companion. Though he made no secret of his past, and though we were all aware that he was a swindler of the first water, yet when we were brought into daily contact with him it was impossible to help feeling well disposed towards the man. His mind had a humorous bent, he had a quaint way of looking at things, he had seen almost every known portion of the globe, and for this reason was invariably an interesting talker. Towards the ladies, and, strangely enough, towards his old enemy, Miss Priscilla, his manner was courtesy and kindness itself. Mildred he treated with a distant reverence that for some inscrutable reason, if I must be weak enough to own it, flattered my self-esteem. Taken altogether his behaviour was a pattern of decorum. He was always amusing, always polite, and invariably anxious to please. By the time we had crossed the equator even Mildred, who you may be sure had not forgotten his treachery to her brother, had come to regard him, if not with friendliness, at least with a greater liking than under other circumstances I should have believed possible. Indeed, when I come to look back on it all, after this lapse of time, I am struck with the reflection that even if we had tried to find one we could not have hit upon a better way of winning the man’s confidence. A more complex character I cannot remember to have met. Many times when we found ourselves alone together on the fo’c’s’le head in the early morning, or promenading the deck when the ladies had gone below at night, he gave me portions of his history, and an extraordinary one it certainly was.

He was the son of a Methodist parson of Baltimore. His father had died when he was a little more than a year old, and before he was six his mother had married again. It was to his stepfather’s cruelty that he attributed his longing to leave home. This desire he soon carried into effect, making his bolt two days after his fourteenth birthday. He started his business life as errand boy in New York, afterwards rising to be junior clerk to a firm of wine merchants in the same city; thence he passed to a shipping agency, where he laid the foundation of his love for travel and the sea. Six years later, on a capital of five hundred dollars, which he had accumulated by means of the most abject thrift, he became a railroad scalper. This venture proving a failure he drifted into Mexico, where he led a varied and picturesque life for upwards of five years, when he returned to the States to bestow his attention on the career of a euchre and a seven-up professor on the Trans-Continental Railway, eventually aspiring to the Atlantic steamers. A more chequered and varied career it would be impossible for a man to have seen. He had picked up a knowledge of everything, and when I came to compare his experiences with my own humdrum life, I must confess I was staggered by the successful manner in which I had conducted my campaign against the man.

At last, after what seemed an eternity of voyaging, we left Trinidad away to port, and entered the Carribean Sea. In less than a week, all being well, we should be at our destination, and then the real and dangerous part of our work would commence. By this time our friend the skipper was quite au fait with our arrangements, and had entered into our plans with a zest that surprised me. Many were the schemes we discussed for effecting Blake’s release, but none seemed to afford us any real satisfaction. We were working in the dark, you see, and until, to use a hunting phrase, we knew the run of the country it would be hopeless for us to decide upon any definite line of action.

The night upon which we sighted the coast of Cuba was a dark and somewhat stormy one. The sea ran high, and, in spite of the captain’s assurance to the contrary, I could not help feeling that the wind was more than the mere capful he described it to be. It was our intention to dodge off and on the coast until daybreak, when it would be safe for us to enter Portillo Harbour, the nearest seaport to the town of San Juan where Blake was confined. Even Captain Brown, who, probably, knew it as well as any man afloat, confessed that it was a dangerous coast line, abounding in reefs and shoals, upon which many a good ship had ended her voyages.

Mildred confessed to me next morning that during the night she did not sleep a wink, and for my own part I am certain I did not. Miss Hemp and Vargenal gave me the same account later on. One thing is certain, the first grey light of dawn found me on deck. Far away on our port bow, just discernible above the sea-line, was a faint smudge which the skipper declared to be land.

“There you are,” he said. “There is the island you are so anxious to reach.”

“Do you mean to tell us that that is Cuba?” I said.

“Yes, Cuba,” he answered. “The brightest jewel, as they reckon it, in the Crown of Spain.”

“Now,” I replied, “we’ve got to see what Destiny has in store for us ashore. I wonder if Godfrey Blake [image: img69.jpg] dreams how near his sister is to him. The next question is, what is best to be done? It’s a thousand to one against there being an English consul in the place, and if there is, and Blake is still imprisoned there, it will take months to get him released.”

“Take my advice,” said the captain, “and don’t wait for a consul. Help him to escape if you can, but at the same time don’t get locked up yourselves. I’ve had some experience of Spanish prisons myself, and I can tell you one thing, there are nicer places to spend your time in. I pity the poor beggar if he’s been there three years. He must have had about enough of it by this time, and I guess he’d rather be shot outright than stay there another twelve months.”

As soon as it was light enough to see what we were doing our course was changed, and we steered back for Portillo Harbour. Viewed from the sea it presented a highly picturesque appearance. The harbour was but a small one, not more than three-quarters of a mile in length by half a mile in depth, and surrounded on all sides by thickly wooded hills, which in two instances rose to quite a respectable height. On the northern and eastern sides was the town, numbering, perhaps, three hundred houses, most of which were built of white stone. The picture presented by the blue sky and sea, the dark green hills, and the white houses, was one that will live in my memory for many years. Once inside the harbour we anchored alongside a large hulk, which occupied the centre of the bay, and the skipper immediately commenced the operation of coaling, as if to serve as an excuse for our presence there. We breakfasted almost in silence, being too anxious to eat, and immediately the meal was finished, adjourned to the chart room to hold a council of war. In my own mind I had formed a good many plans for rescuing Godfrey Blake, but now that the time had come for putting them into practice I realised how impracticable they were. Mulhausen, however, with his usual craftiness, was prepared with a scheme that seemed to contain all the elements of success.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, when we were assembled to discuss our movements. “In this matter we have all the same interest to serve. I cannot have my talk with Godfrey Blake unless he is rescued, and he cannot accompany you to England unless that self-same event takes place. Now, what I am going to propose is that you should permit me to go ashore at once. As you are aware, I am gifted by Providence with a persuasive tongue” — (here he looked round the company as if for approval). “ If I can only find my agent, get an introduction to the Governor, and have a quarter of an hour’s talk with him, I think — mind, I only say that I think — I can lay the foundation of the whole matter. Having done so, it will remain for you to take the necessary action. Is there any one present who has an objection to raise?”

“As far as I am concerned,” I answered, and I knew I was speaking for the rest, “I am prepared to agree.”

Then turning to the remainder of our company, as a matter of form, I asked their opinion. It proved that they were one and all of the same way of thinking as myself, and it was accordingly determined that Mulhausen should at once set off on his ambassadorial errand, but only on the condition that he promised to return without fail by midday.

Accordingly he retired to his cabin and prepared himself for his excursion. Having done so, he bade us goodbye, descended into a shore boat, and took his departure.

Hour after hour went by and he did not put in an appearance. Luncheon time passed, and still there was no sign of him. As the afternoon wore on we found ourselves growing more and more nervous, and wondering if we had proved ourselves too trusting. Then the skipper, who had been watching the shore through a glass from the bridge, cried out that a boat was putting off and was making its way towards us. Nearer and nearer it came until we could distinguish, seated in the stern sheets, the bulky figure of the man for whom we had been so anxiously waiting. He seemed to sit a little heavier than usual, and when he came alongside I noticed that it was some moments before he could leave the boat and get a firm footing on the ladder. His face told me, as he ascended, that on this occasion of all others he was undeniably the worse for liquor. Reaching the deck he paused for a moment and seemed to pull himself together. He must have possessed a wonderfully strong will, for from that moment, save that his voice was a trifle huskier than usual, he both spoke and acted in his usual manner.

“We have been waiting for you for some time,” I said, I’m afraid a trifle angrily, as he stepped on to the deck. “ Since you have been so long away, pray what have you succeeded in doing?”

“I am filled with sorrow that I have kept you waiting,” he answered blandly, “but you must remember that it was all done in the interests of our cause. This has been a great day.”

“It is plain you have been celebrating it,” I continued sharply as I led the way to the chart room.

“I’m afraid you’re vexed with me,” he said. “However, you must not blame me. The Governor of the city is a thirsty soul, and his one ambition in life, so it would appear, is to try conclusions with every stranger who comes to the place. The last man but one was an Italian, whom he proudly told me he had vanquished in half an hour; the next was an Englishman, who held out against him for three hours, but was eventually compelled to succumb.”

“This is really very interesting. And pray how did you succeed? “ inquired Vargenal with a satirical smile.

“I drank him under his own table,” said Mulhausen proudly. “He had no chance against me, and I venture to think it will be many a long day before he forgets his bout.”

“And was that all you did? “ asked Mildred, expressions indicative of reproach and disgust struggling in her face for the mastery. “Surely to-day of all others was one upon which it would have been better for you to have kept your wits about you?”

“You will forgive me, Miss Blake,” replied Mulhausen, “but in this case I am afraid I must, for the first time since I have known you, take the liberty of disagreeing with you. Had I kept sober I should have done nothing. As it is I drank with him, and see what I have brought?”

As he spoke he took from his pocket a letter, which he opened and read with no small amount of complacency.

“This epistle is addressed to the Governor of San Juan,” he said, “the town, I may explain, where your brother, Miss Blake, is incarcerated. It introduces to him, as you may see for yourselves, his very good friend Don Herman Mulhausen and Don Cuthbert Brudenell, travellers from the Argentine Republic, in Cuba. I have also discovered,” he continued, after a pause, “that the information with which I furnished you is correct. Blake landed, on a filibustering expedition from Florida, three years ago, and has been imprisoned ever since that time in the place, of which the person to whom this letter is addressed is the Governor.”

“Thank God, he is then alive,” said Mildred softly. “Thank God, oh, thank God!”

She put her handkerchief to her eyes and stepped out of the chart room for a moment to recover herself. I deemed it best not to accompany her, so sat down again and began to cross-question Mulhausen.

“Since you have obtained an introduction to the governor of the prison,” I said, “what do you consider is the next best thing to do?”

“We must make our way to the town in question,” he answered, “and when we have once got there act as circumstances dictate.”

“But you have only got an introduction for two of us.”

“For a very good reason,” he answered. “If more of us were to go we should be doubling, if not trebling, the risk. Remember there will be a third to come back with us. Besides,” here he glanced a little spitefully at Vargenal— “besides, I do not know that gaol breaking would be altogether in Mr. Vargenal’s line.”

“You do not know what may, or may not be in my line,” retorted Vargenal quickly and with a show of being a little hurt. “Since I left London I think I have given good proof that I am able to adapt myself to all sorts of circumstances. However, that is neither here nor there. If it is better for the cause we have in [image: img70.jpg] hand that only two should go, then by all means let that be the arrangement.”

And so it was settled.

Accordingly that afternoon I bade Mildred goodbye, and with her prayers and good wishes for our success ringing in my ears, left the vessel, accompanied by Mulhausen. On reaching the shore we made our way up the miserable main street to the principal inn, where we hired horses, at exorbitant rates, for the journey inland. They were sorry beasts at the best, but being unable to obtain better we had perforce to make such use as we could of them. As we left the yard the landlord praised our appearance in enthusiastic terms, but we were not to be deceived by his flattery. A poorer pair of equestrians could scarcely have been discovered in the length and breadth of America than we were as we passed into the open country beyond the town.

Putting the value of our steeds on one side, I am compelled to admit that anything like the beauty of that ride I had never met with before. When you remember that we were fresh from salt water, and that the track we were advised to follow, after we had left the town, took us through the jungle of one of the most beautiful tropical islands of the world, this may be readily understood.

So tangled and complicated is the road, if by such a name the path can be dignified, leading from Portillo to San Juan, that, although the distance could not have been more than fifty miles as the crow flies, it took us nearly five hours to complete the first day’s stage of it. We accordingly camped for the night at a wayside inn, and as soon as it was light in the morning resumed our journey.

It was considerably after seven o’clock, and night had fallen by the time we saw ahead of us the lights of the town. In accordance with the plan we had arranged, we rode up to the principal inn and surrendered our horses to the native grooms we found there. Having done this we refreshed ourselves with a hasty meal, and then, inquiring our way from the landlord, set off for the Governor’s residence to present our letter of introduction. From the directions given us by the innkeeper we might very well have been excused had we imagined it to be situated some miles outside the town. In reality we discovered that it was on the summit of a hill scarcely ten minutes’ walk from the inn door.

We found it to be a long adobe structure of about six rooms, thatched with palm-leaf, and boasting a broad verandah on every side. A bright light streamed from the front, and guided by this we passed through the gate into a tangled network of garden, and, mounting the steps, entered the verandah. The sound of voices came from within, and, after a moment’s hesitation, we knocked at the door. The hubbub ceased as if by magic, and next moment a voice invited us to enter. With a feeling of trepidation, which I hope under the circumstances may seem excusable, I followed Mulhausen into a large bare room, furnished with a long table and about a dozen chairs. Seated at the board, enjoying their evening meal, were six or eight men who, on seeing us, showed some slight astonishment.

“Who are you, and what do you want here?” inquired a short, fiercely moustached person, seated at the end of the table.

Mulhausen gave one of his inimitable bows, and taking the letter, which he had brought with him for that purpose, from his pocket, handed it to the person sitting nearest him, who passed it up the table until it reached the individual at the head of the board. He opened and read it with a nonchalant air, which at any other time would have exasperated me beyond measure. In our present position, however, I was neither disposed or prepared to be too squeamish about trifles. It was plain that what he found there must have pleased him, for he sprang to his feet and bowed with a ceremony that offered a vigorous contrast to his former churlishness.

“I am happy to make your acquaintance, senors,” he said, “and still more so to find that you are friends of my old comrade, Rodrigo. In this letter he tells me that you hail from Argentina, and that you have come up to take a look at the interior of our beautiful island of Cuba. I regret that we have so little to show you. Were it in Madrid, now, we might indeed be able to amuse you, but as it is,” here he spread his hands apart with a gesture more expressive than any words. Then with another bow he bade his officers make room for us, and a moment later we were seated one on either side of him. Of the rest of the evening I have only a confused recollection. The ice once broken, the colonel and his subordinates proved themselves the most agreeable of hosts. For the reason that they saw but few strangers in the course of a year, they laid themselves out to make the most of those that did come their way. Flagon after flagon of wine made its appearance and was as quickly despatched. Cigars, such as only connoisseurs could appreciate, were tossed in a heap upon the table in order that all might help themselves. In return we did our best to please, and, if perhaps I was a little troubled with nervousness, Mulhausen amply made up for me. His good humour was infectious, and before we had been half an hour in the house he had constituted himself the boon companion of every man present. He laughed, joked, sang, told the most amusing anecdotes with a verve that no professional entertainer could have exceeded, until I firmly believe, had he attempted to bid them goodnight, he would have been forcibly prevented from leaving the room. At last cards made their appearance, and a game was proposed. Only too glad to do anything which would conduce to the harmony of the evening we accepted the offer to play, and, as good fortune had it, the game chosen was one with which I was familiar. My knowledge, however, proved of small use to me, for when we rose from the table a little before daylight I had lost twenty dollars to the commanding officer. I did not grudge the money, however, for none was ever better spent. When we left the house, which was not until the first flush of dawn was lighting the sky, and made our way down the hill again towards our inn, we were only suffered to depart on the strict understanding that we were to return again on the morning following.

“Things are prospering as well as we could possibly wish,” said Mulhausen, as we entered the town and made our way along the dirty street towards our hotel. “You may take my word for it, Blake is a good deal nearer liberty now than he was twenty-four hours ago.”

“Thanks to your exertions,” I said. “But for you we should not have succeeded nearly as well as we have done.”

“You are satisfied, then, that I did my best,” he said. “I am glad of that for a good many reasons. But you must not imagine that by our behaviour tonight we have altogether smoothed away the difficulties. To-morrow morning will be the crucial test. The colonel and his subordinates will have had a night’s sleep, and will, in all probability, be somewhat sober and sorry. Then will be the time that we shall have to walk warily. One false step and the whole business will be irretrievably ruined. We must gain their complete confidence before we can do anything.”

“I can only pay you the compliment of saying that with you as my companion I am not afraid,” I answered. “If it is to be done by anybody I am certain you will do it.”

“You are very generous,” he answered, “and I appreciate your good opinion.”

As he said this we entered the inn and made our way to the room we had chosen, and which was situated at the back of the house. We were both thoroughly tired, and it was not very long before we were in bed — not, however, you may be sure, before we had satisfied ourselves that the window and door were securely fastened. Before the light was extinguished Mulhausen sat up in bed and looked steadfastly at me.

“Mr. Brudenell,” he said, “I wonder if the humour of the situation strikes you? Can you believe that you are here in the village of Cuba, in the hopes of helping a convict to escape from prison, and that you are being assisted in your project by the man who called upon you at your chambers in the Temple that cold winter’s night, only a few months since, and whom you so cordially distrusted and disliked?”

“I can scarcely realise it,” I answered. “But of one thing I am very certain, if ever I get back to England again nothing will induce me to undertake such another journey.”

“Your wife will take very good care of that,” he answered with a chuckle. “Then you will settle down into a staid and respectable citizen, and the longest journey you will be allowed to take will be to Rome or Switzerland for the summer holidays. As for me, I shall no sooner have had my talk with Godfrey Blake than I must be off again in search of his yacht, and the money that is hidden on board her. Even swindlers like myself, you see, are compelled to work hard in order to make their villainy pay. And now good-night.”

“Good-night,” I answered, and laid myself down to sleep.

This, however, I soon discovered was quite impossible. What with the excitement of the day, the thoughts of our work upon the morrow, and the incessant plaguing of the mosquitos, I soon discovered that I could not rest. Dawn had long since broken when I dropped off, and then it seemed only a few moments until Mulhausen was waking me again. We dressed, ate our breakfast, took a look at our steeds, and finally made our way up the hill towards the Governor’s residence. He received us with the same courtesy as before, it is true, but there was something in his manner now that showed us very unmistakably that he thought that on the previous evening he had unbent too much. We accepted cigars from him, and lit them in the verandah.

“If there is anything in my power I can do to pass your time pleasantly while you are here,” he said, after we had been conversing a few minutes, “ I trust you will command me.”

“Would it be permissible to see the prison? “ asked Mulhausen. “My companion has no interest that way, but for my part I think it would be a pity to visit San Juan and not to see the one, and I suppose the only, reason for its existence,”

“If you desire to inspect it,” answered the Governor, “it is quite at your service. If you will accompany me I shall be only too glad to escort you myself. After which we might return here and endeavour to discover some means of amusing ourselves. You, senor,” he said, turning to me, “have yet to have your revenge for the success we won from you last night.”

“I am prepared to take it,” I answered, “whenever your excellency is ready to give me battle.”

“Bravo,” he said, “that is the spirit I like. We will try conclusions when we return.”

So saying he led the way along the verandah towards a high stockade which could just be seen peeping up beyond the wealth of vegetation at the further end of the garden.

On approaching it we discovered that it was indeed a formidable affair, and built in such a fashion that for a prisoner to escape from it without assistance from the outside would be almost, if not quite, an impossibility.

With my heart beating against my ribs like a wheat flail, I crossed the narrow bridge which separated the governor’s garden from the prison, and prepared to enter.

The Spanish sentry on duty at the gate presented arms as we approached and permitted us to pass him. On a signal from the Governor the great gates were opened from within, and a moment later we stood in the large yard of the prison, in which we had been assured Godfrey Blake was confined. To any one who has seen anything of the trimness and neatness that obtain in our English penal establishments, the filth and indescribable horror of the loathsome place we were now visiting would have seemed terrible beyond all words. Inside the stockade were a number of small huts set apart for the accommodation of the prisoners. In order that discipline might be maintained another sentry with loaded rifle paced up and down the central avenue; while two others were placed within easy distance to be ready in case of emergency. The prisoners themselves, it would seem, comprised all sorts and conditions of men. Indeed, as I afterwards learned from the Governor, Spaniards, Frenchmen, Englishmen, Germans, Russians, Italians, Negroes, and Mulattos, were to be found among them. It was plain, also, that they were being punished for every kind of offence, from the most heinous to the most absurd; and many for no reason at all except that those in authority had considered them an obstacle in their road to success. No occupation seemed to be found for them, but they spent the time quarrelling amongst themselves, gambling for their rations, and at intervals making efforts to escape. This latter amusement was seldom, if ever successful; and if by any chance they did manage to get outside they were usually recaptured before they had succeeded in getting very far.

“Is it permissible to hold any conversation with the prisoners?” I inquired, after we had walked once round the stockade.

“By all means, if it will interest you,” replied the Governor, “only I should advise you to be careful. The dogs get desperate at times, and are apt to wreak their vengeance upon any one they can get hold of. We have no desire to be rid of any more just now,” he continued; and then added with sinister meaning: “In this warm weather grave digging is a tedious occupation,”

We were more than half way round, and I was beginning to give up hope of finding Godfrey Blake, when we saw a man coming towards us with chains upon his legs, carrying a bucket of water in his hand.
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The Governor signed to him to pause, and then turning to us said by way of explanation — 

“An Englishman, senors, and one of our most troublesome prisoners. He is an insubordinate fellow, and if I had my way he would have been shot long ere this. However, there’s a chance for him yet. The Governor-in-Chief will be passing this way in a week’s time, and then when he hears of all the trouble this rogue has put us to I have no doubt he will give us our orders to do away with him.”

As he said this I glanced at the miserable creature standing before us. Piteous and emaciated beyond all expression as he was, I recognised him at once. He was Godfrey Blake, the man to find whom we had travelled so many thousand miles. Had I met him anywhere I should have known him immediately for my sweetheart’s brother.

“A nice looking ruffian, isn’t he? “ said the Governor. “It would seem a waste of good powder and shot to use it on him.” Then turning to the unfortunate prisoner, who was staring at Mulhausen as if scarcely able to believe his eyes, he bade him be off to his hut and give no more trouble unless he desired to be flogged again, this time within an inch of his life. Next moment we had resumed our walk, but we had not gone many paces when Mulhausen said: “Have you any objection, Excellency, to my giving a cigar to that poor devil?”

The Governor laughed good-humouredly.

“None in the least,” he answered. “It only strikes me as a waste of good tobacco. These scoundrels don’t appreciate luxuries.”

Taking out his cigar case Mulhausen carelessly chose a weed and strolled back with it to the man who was now making his way towards his hut. Having handed it to him he rejoined us; we thereupon completed our inspection, and a few moments later left the prison. The next two hours were spent gambling in the governor’s hut, and for this reason we did not return to our hotel until it was time for the siesta.

“Insuperable as the difficulties seemed,” I said as we went down the hill, “we have found Godfrey Blake at last.”

“At last,” he answered laconically; “and a pretty object he looked.”

“God help him,” I answered; “his life must have been a perfect hell these years past. The next thing to be settled is how we are to communicate with him? It would appear to be a matter of impossibility to get him out of that prison unaided from within, and we daren’t try to bribe any of the sentries. Unless we can hit upon some way of communicating with him it looks as if he must stay there for ever.”

“I have communicated with him already,” said Mulhausen quietly.

“The deuce you have?” I answered. “And pray how did you manage it without the Governor or the sentries suspecting your intention?”

“Quite easily,” he replied. “Did you see the cigar I asked permission to give him? Yes? Well, then, that cigar contained a letter, which I had written beforehand. When I handed it to him I said simply, I  Note inside,’ By this time he has read it, and understands how his escape is to be managed.”

“Managed!” I cried. “How is it to be done then?”

“Quite simply,” he answered. “While you were talking to those men on the verandah this morning an idea came to me, and I acted on it. Mark my words, if all goes well, within forty-eight hours from midnight to-night Godfrey Blake will be on board The Wealth of Argentina, and on his way to England once more.”

“But how is this wonder to be accomplished?” I asked.

“Without any trouble,” he said. “Sit down there and I will tell you.”

I did as he ordered, and he then revealed to me his plot. When he had finished I rose and held out my hand.

“I believe you have hit it,” I said; “and now all that remains for us is to put it into execution.”


CHAPTER XII

THE ESCAPE
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“WE WON’T GO up to say goodbye to the Governor and his officers to-night until a little later,” said Mulhausen, after we had carefully discussed the whole matter of Godfrey Blake’s escape, “but when we do we’ll be sure to take our revolvers with us. Also this little bottle which I brought with me from Buenos Ayres for the purpose.”

Here he took from his pocket a small phial containing perhaps an ounce of some dark coloured liquid.

“This is our principle stand by,” he said, as he replaced it in his pocket. “We must not forget it whatever happens.”

It was barely nine o’clock that evening when we reached the Governor’s house. To our delight all the officers were present, and the programme of the previous evening was carried out. Soon after our arrival we proclaimed our intention of saying “goodbye “ to them and of returning to the coast next day.

Thanks to Mulhausen we had evidently achieved some measure of popularity during our stay, for when we made our minds known the protestations that went up were most vigorous and sincere. As before, Mulhausen exerted himself to the utmost to please, and you may be sure I seconded his endeavours to the best of my ability. Flagon after flagon made its appearance and was emptied, but still the Governor was not satisfied. He was going to give his true friends and brave comrades, as he called us, an evening to remember, if it cost him every bottle in his cellar. Knowing what lay before us, and seeing the way in which the wine was circulating, I trembled for the stability of my head. Not to have drunk with them would have seemed unfriendly and for this reason would have been the most foolish policy; while to have allowed myself to become intoxicated would have been to irretrievably lose what we were risking so much to gain. At last I hit upon an idea and immediately acted upon it. Feigning to be overcome with my potations I dropped my head upon my folded arms on the table, and pretended to fall asleep. My behaviour, however, had no effect upon the rest of the company who continued to regale themselves regardless of the fact that a third of their number were by this time helplessly incapable.

“And now,” I heard Mulhausen say, “according to a custom we have in our country, I, your guest, alone, since my companion has succumbed to your hospitality, must ask you to drink with me a bumper to the Goddess of Good Fortune. Thus prosperity will follow us when we are parted.”

As he spoke he filled his glass to overflowing, and, though no one else observed it, and I had only my suspicion to lead me to this conclusion, must have emptied the contents of the bottle he had brought with him, into it. His idea was hailed with acclamation. Seeing that he had their consent, he divided the contents of his glass into four portions, one for each of those who remained capable of drinking, and having done so, sent them up and down the table. At the same time he poured into his own glass a small quantity fresh from the flagon.

“I drink,” he cried, holding his glass aloft, “to the Spanish nation and to the good fortune of my noble hosts.”

A moment later every glass was standing upon the table empty.

You may be sure, however, that Mulhausen was not going to allow the gaiety of the evening to stop there. Picking up a guitar which lay on a chair beside him, he struck a few preliminary chords and burst into a love song. He was the possessor of a beautiful tenor voice, and I noticed with astonishment that the wine he had imbibed seemed to have produced little or no effect upon it. At its conclusion he was easily persuaded to sing another, after which more wine was ordered and later on still more. But this sort of thing could not continue very long. There came a time when the babel began to slacken; the voices grew thick and indistinct and finally ceased altogether as their owners found the desires for slumber overpowering them. The Governor was the last to succumb. This hero met his fate in the midst of a drinking song, and with a final hiccough fell forward upon the table. Mulhausen sat back in his chair and lit a fresh cigar, and having done so, calmly surveyed his prostrate hosts. For upwards of a quarter of an hour we continued in the same positions, I and three others of our hosts still sitting with our heads upon the table.

Then Mulhausen made a sign to me to rise.

“There is no further need of fear,” he whispered. “Our friends here are safe for the next six hours. Now let us get to business.”

So saying he threw his cigar away, and sprang to his feet. “Follow me,” he said, and led me from the room into another at the back.

“Tread softly,” he whispered, “for we do not know who may be about. Remember that the entire success of our enterprise depends upon the way we acquit ourselves during the next half hour. If we make a mistake now, Godfrey Blake will, in all probability, remain here for the rest of his life, which I have no doubt will be a particularly short one. See, here is a coil of light rope, which I managed to smuggle in unknown to our friends yonder; bring it with you.”

As he spoke he pointed to the cord in question, which had been cunningly hidden beneath a chair. I  picked it up as directed and followed him through the second room into an outhouse.

“Now listen,” he said. These are your instructions. You will crawl out upon the roof of this shed, which overlooks the drawbridge in front of the prison, and when I give the signal and the sentry comes towards you, drop the noose over his head and pull it as tight as you can. I happen to know that he has no cartridge in his rifle, so that all you have to guard against is his calling out and so giving the alarm. As soon as you have done it I will slip down and place a gag in his mouth, after which I shall make my entry into the gaol itself. Follow me.”

So saying he opened the door of the outhouse and led me into the fresh air. Overhead the stars shone in all their tropical brilliance, and from where we stood the cries of night birds could be heard in the jungle beyond the prison walls. Assisted by Mulhausen, I clambered up on to the roof, taking my rope with me.

Taking the utmost care not to make a sound, I crawled along until I reached the top. Below me I could hear the murmur of the torrent and the steady tramp, tramp of the soldier upon the bridge. How I devoutly trusted that all inside the house would continue asleep I must leave you to imagine. My rope was coiled under me, the noose being ready in my hand. All I was waiting for was for my victim to come close enough. Years seemed to elapse between the time when he reached the end of the bridge and when he turned to retrace his steps towards me again. It seemed scarcely possible that he could fail to hear the beating of my heart as I lay upon that flimsy woodwork. Tramp, tramp, tramp he came towards where I lay, until he came so close that I could even hear his breathing. By this time I was so frightened that I could no more have lifted my arm to drop the lasso than I could have flown. For this reason I had to let him pass me again and re-cross the bridge, in the hope that I should be able to do better when he returned. As he approached me once more I pulled myself together and gave my right hand a shake, to make sure that the lasso was ready for the work it had to accomplish. When the man was once more directly beneath me I gave myself a hoist, threw up my arm, and dropped the circle of rope over his head. Then with a dexterity of which I should not at any other time have believed myself capable, I hauled in the slack and drew it tight about the man’s throat before he had time to call out. Almost at the same instant a black figure darted out from somewhere below the wall, there was a sound of a blow, and the wretched sentry fell senseless upon the bridge. Then looking up at me, Mulhausen, for it was he, bade me descend and lend him a hand. The words were scarcely out of his mouth before I was down from the roof and had taken my place at his side.

“Off with his coat as quickly as possible, and get into it yourself,” he whispered.

I did as I was ordered and by the time it was buttoned Mulhausen had made the unfortunate man secure.

“That’s right,” he said, as he lifted the body up and placed it in the shadow. “Now take this rifle and act sentry upon that bridge. I’ve got to get inside and find Godfrey Blake before they discover what has happened. Heaven send they don’t relieve guard before I return. If they do you must manage as best you can.”

I took up the rifle as directed and stepped on to the bridge, which I immediately began to patrol with true military regularity, devoutly hoping in my own heart that no member of the garrison would take it into his head to come and see what sort of watch the sentry was keeping. Mulhausen meanwhile had unlocked the great gate with a key he had managed to obtain somewhere, and disappeared.

If I live to be a hundred I shall never forget the next ten minutes. The night was as still as the most desperate conspirators could have desired. Scarcely a leaf moved, and the only sound to be heard was the bubbling of the torrent beneath the bridge. Indeed, so intense was the silence that at last I ceased my perambulation of the bridge lest the sound of my footsteps should chance to reach the house and so give the alarm. I pictured Mulhausen crossing the yard, imagined him approaching the hut in which the prisoner was confined, and wondered how, seeing he had no key, he would manage to unlock the door. I got no further, however, when a sound greeted my ears which for a moment seemed to make my heart stand still. It was a loud cry for help, in Spanish, a cry so shrill and penetrating that it rang through the silent air and echoed from the jungle with startling reverberation. What did it mean? For a moment I scarcely dared to frame an answer to the question. One thing was self-evident, however, it meant trouble for somebody, and since the cry was in the language I have mentioned it was plain that it had not been uttered by either Blake or Mulhausen. Once more it rang out, and once more I trembled as I listened. By this time I had made up my mind. Happen what might, I had to discover what had occasioned it. Accordingly I rushed towards the great gates and, pushing them open, entered the prison. It was the work of a second to close and lock them behind me. This done, I had at least prevented the foe from following. Then taking to my heels I ran as fast as I could go in the direction of the hut where Blake had been confined, and as it transpired I was only just in time. In another moment the whole reason of our being there would have been obviated, and instead of helping Blake to escape we should have been prisoners ourselves. To my astonishment the door of the hut stood open, and on the space before it Mulhausen, Blake, and another man were fighting three Spanish soldiers for their lives. Mulhausen had plainly mastered his opponent, and as I put in an appearance the third man had just brought his adversary to the ground. Blake, however, had been less fortunate, and had been defeated earlier in the fray.

One glance enabled me to take it all in. I saw that however successful Mulhausen and the third man might be, they could not hope to prevent the fellow who had overcome Blake from giving the alarm. If I wanted to save the situation I knew I must act promptly. Accordingly I threw myself upon the soldier just mentioned and pulled him backwards to the ground. To clutch him by the throat and seat myself astride of him occupied less time than it takes to tell. The man was a brawny fellow, but I had the advantage of him, and seeing that I had managed to get first hold it was impossible for him to do anything to help himself. As soon as he was secure I turned to look at Mulhausen.

“Close thing that, Brudenell,” he said, as calmly as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. “I don’t know when I’ve had a closer. Your arrival was most opportune. Now Blake, my man, just come over here for a minute and hold this gentleman while I make him secure. Give me his sash and I’ll tie his hands and feet together. We must not let him give the alarm.”

Blake did as he was ordered, and when his adversary had been rendered hors de combat, Mulhausen rose and came across to me.

“This is the fellow who was the occasion of all the trouble,” he said. “We must take particular pains with him.”

He was as good as his word, and when he rose to his feet again, the soldier I had pulled off Blake was lying bound hand and foot, with my handkerchief in his mouth as a gag. The third man, Blake’s companion, was next relieved of his adversary, and the same precautions adopted. We were still occupied with him when a cry from Blake, who had been mounting guard on the other side of the hut, reached our ears.

“Quick, quick! “ he cried. “They’re coming.”

“The deuce they are,” said Mulhausen calmly. “In that case there is no time to waste.”

With that he tested the various knots for the last time, and having satisfied himself that they were secure, rose to his feet again. As he did so we heard a noise on the bridge, and a voice calling to the guard inside for admittance. It was fortunate for us that I had had the presence of mind to lock the door on the inside when I entered, otherwise we could scarcely have failed to be caught. Now, however, we had at least a few moments grace.

“Bravo, Brudenell,” cried Mulhausen, who grasped the situation at once. “We have been saved by your foresight. Now let us pick up these men and carry them into the hut. After that we’ll take our departure as quickly as may be. If I’m not mistaken there’s but little time to lose.”

We carried the soldiers into the hut as he desired and laid them upon the floor. Then, having locked the door upon them, we followed our gigantic leader across the yard towards the palisading on the further side. How we were to surmount it I had no sort of idea, but Mulhausen was one of those men whose plans one never thinks of doubting, and the mere fact of whose leadership is sufficient to inspire a belief that he has thought of everything, and that it is quite impossible for any of his calculations to miscarry.

When we reached the wall in question, which, as I have already said, was at least thirteen feet in height, and constructed of heavy slabs of timber driven into the ground and rivetted together from the outside, Mulhausen went straight up to it at a certain spot, and turning, placed his back against it. Until that moment I don’t think I had ever properly realised what an enormous man he was.

“You are the next strongest of our party, Brudenell,” he cried. “Just get up on to my shoulders as quickly as you can.”

I did as I was ordered, reversing the order of things, however, and standing with my face to the wall.

Mulhausen then took my feet in his enormous hands, and putting forth his strength lifted me bodily to the full extent of his arms. When he had done so I found that it was quite easy for me to draw myself to the top of the wall.

“Seat yourself there,” our leader cried, “and if you can manage it give the next man a hand to drop over. Mr. Blake, it’s your turn. Be quick please, unless you wish to be caught.”

Blake mounted to his shoulders and I drew him up beside me. The strain was tremendous, but we had no time to think of that. Scarcely had we pulled Blake’s companion in misery up on to the wall and lowered him over into the jungle on the other side than we heard the great gates fall in with a crash.

“But how are you to get up?” I inquired of Mulhausen breathlessly. For it seemed to me impossible now that he could escape.

“Never fear, I have arranged all that,” he cried cheerfully. “Just tell them on the other side to look under a bush at the foot of the wall. They will find a rope ladder. Let them throw it over to me, keeping the rope that is attached to the end of it tight in their hands.”

I did as he directed, and when I had seen him set his foot on the bottom rung, dropped over myself and helped the others to pull. Before we could have counted fifty Mulhausen was with us once more, and we were all running as hard as we could go through the jungle. Needless to remark it was the first time in my life I had had such a run, and I can truthfully say that I never want another like it. You will understand something of what it was like when I remind you that the hour was well after midnight, and even out in the open it was so dark that you could scarcely see your hand before your face. In broad daylight a Cuban jungle, with its thick undergrowth and tangled network of creepers, is no easy place to make one’s way through; what, therefore, it is like on a pitch dark night when one is flying for one’s life, I must leave to my reader’s imagination. One moment we were scrambling as best we could through the trailing creepers, cutting and blistering our hands with the sharp, and in some cases stinging leaves; the next, we were forcing a passage through clumps of thick and seemingly endless bamboos; one moment we were on hard ground, the next knee deep in some stream or loathsome morass. How fast we progressed I had no leisure to think; all my thoughts were concentrated on keeping in touch with my party. It was like a nightmare in which one has to run and keep on running, without appearing to advance a step. Blake was nearest to me, and from what I could hear of his running, when we had been going about half an hour, I could tell that his strength was failing him. Indeed, as we left a boggy piece of ground and began to ascend the hill on the other side, he slipped and fell almost at my feet.

“Go on,” he gasped, “never mind me. Leave me and escape yourself. ‘I’m hopelessly done for,”

“Nonsense,” I replied as I came to a standstill. “Of course we will not leave you. We must sink or swim together. Mulhausen!”

On hearing me call Mulhausen stopped and came back to where we were standing.

“What’s wrong?” he inquired quickly. “Why don’t you two come on? You don’t want to be caught, do you, Blake?”

“Not if I know it,” gasped Blake, “but I can run no further. However, don’t let me stop you. Go on and leave me.”

“Fiddlesticks,” said Mulhausen. “The rest can stay or go on, as pleases them best. For my part I remain.”

As I had already given my vote in favour of staying, it only remained for the man we had rescued to say what he was going to do. He gave his decision quickly, being a man of few words.

“Stay,” he replied, and immediately seated himself beside his comrades.

“I reckon the man who embarks on these little undertakings without being properly prepared for contingencies is no better than an ass,” said Mulhausen, as he thrust his hand into his breast pocket and produced a flask. “I’ve had experience of Cuban swamps before.”

So saying he filled a small cup with brandy and handed it to Blake.

“Drink that,” he said. “It will put new life into you.”

Blake drank and returned the glass to him without remark. He then poured out a cupful for me, and afterwards for the man whose name I had not yet heard, and of whose personality, seeing that it was pitch dark, I had as yet only the vaguest notion. Having done this he helped himself, and then thrust the flask back into his pocket with a grunt of satisfaction.

“How do you feel now? “ he inquired of Blake. “ At all like pushing on?”

“I’ll do my best,” the other replied, and was about to get on to his feet when I said, “Before we continue our run, Mr. Mulhausen, I want to be permitted an opportunity of telling Mr. Blake how glad I am that we have found him,” Then turning to Blake I added, “I do not expect for a moment that you remember me. My name is Brudenell.”

“Brudenell!” cried the young man in astonishment. “You don’t mean Cuthbert Brudenell who was once my guardian?”

“The same,” I answered.

“This is a great surprise,” he said. “But how on earth did you get here?”

I was about to reply when Mulhausen interrupted me.

“I reckon, gentlemen,” he said, “that if you’re going to start giving each other your family histories we may as well make up our minds at once to fall into the hands of our enemies.”

“Mr. Mulhausen is quite right,” I answered. “There will be time for explanations later on. If you feel equal to it, Mr. Blake, let us hurry forward once more.”

“I am quite ready,” he replied, and with that we began our ascent of the hill.

So far our success had been wonderful. Close behind us as our enemies had been at the prison, they had not managed to gain much ground since we had scaled the wall. On the other hand we had the disadvantage of knowing nothing of the country, and for all we knew to the contrary, we might be proceeding in the exactly opposite direction to that in which safety lay. For how long we continued our march I should not like to say. I only know that when day dawned we found ourselves still in the jungle, in a most picturesque spot beside a small waterfall, surrounded by a thick growth of bamboos and palms.

“I think we will call a halt here,” said Mulhausen, and forthwith threw himself upon the ground. “We’ve been travelling upwards of four hours, and must have put at least a dozen miles between ourselves and our enemies.”

He reckoned it at a dozen miles, but to me it seemed as if we had walked hundreds. How Blake and his companion must have felt, seeing that they had had no exercise for so long, I could not imagine. In point of fact they were both utterly exhausted, and lay upon the ground seemingly incapable even of speech.

After a few moments’ silence, when the others were fast asleep, Mulhausen sat up and looked at me.

“What a strange thing is life,” he said, “with its changes and chances. And how in the most unlikely manners and places extremes meet. Here you sit in Cuba beside the man whose guardian you once were, and whose walk in life you were supposed to direct. On the other side of him I sit, his bad angel. And we twain keep watch over him while he sleeps tattered and torn, an escaped convict, in a Cuban jungle. Here’s an opportunity that the moralists would not throw away.”

I looked at him to see if I could tell what sort of humour he was in, but it was too dark. His voice, however, was somewhat sterner than usual. For some reason I answered him almost sharply.

“This is not the time for moralising,” I said. “ We are both worn out, so I think I’ll imitate our companions’ example and take some rest while I can.”

“Don’t let me hinder you, I beg,” said Mulhausen politely. “Since you are all bent upon sleeping I will stand sentry. It is necessary that some one should take care that we are not surprised.”

So saying he rose and walked towards a palm growing at the edge of the clump of brushwood, and whence a good view of the valley could be obtained. I have a dim recollection of seeing him standing there, lonely as Prometheus, but I can remember no more, and suppose I must have fallen fast asleep while watching him.

When I woke again, the sun was well above the tree tops, and innumerable birds were making the air melodious round our camp. I looked about and wondered if a more grotesque party could have been discovered in all Cuba. Mulhausen was its only respectable member, and even he would have been considered dilapidated by a professional beggar. His clothes, where they were not covered with mud and filth, had been torn almost into shreds during our rush through the forest on the preceding night. Blake and his fellow prisoner were beyond description; the clothes they boasted were those they had worn on the day of their arrest, and now scarcely sufficed to cover their limbs. I glanced at the former, who still lay on the ground beside me, sleeping as peacefully as a little child. He was a handsome young fellow, and even if I had not been told his name, I should have recognised him anywhere from his likeness to his sister. That was quite unmistakable, and as I noticed it I felt my heart warm to him as it had never done before. It was difficult to believe that this ragged young fellow could really be the owner of Burwell Court and the descendant of the long line of ancestors whose portraits graced the walls of that noble old mansion. His companion, who was also still asleep, was of another class. He was short and thick-set, boasted a crop of the reddest hair I have ever seen on a human being, and an enormous moustache of the same colour. The latter curled almost to his eyebrows, and gave him a ferocious appearance which his nature entirely belied. As I soon discovered, he was an Irishman, and like his companion, a man of good family. As he himself told me later on, he was the O’Barry of Barrycombah, a race whom he gave me to understand traced their descent so far back that Brian Boroihme is too much up to date even to be considered a connection. As a matter of fact, he was one of those sons of Erin who travel all over the universe in an endeavour to accumulate a fortune, and who, let the world toss them as it will, invariably manage to tumble upon their feet. Honest as the day, brave as a lion, and yet as simple and gullible as a little child, I found him, when I came to know him, to be one of the most delightful companions I have ever come in contact with in a tolerably good experience. It was plain that he and Blake had derived a sincere liking for each other during the time that they had been in prison. How strange their history had been we did not of course know then, but we were to learn later on.

As soon as it was light enough Mulhausen gave it as his opinion that it would be advisable for us to continue our flight once more.

“We must put as great a distance as possible between ourselves and our enemies while we have the chance to do it,” he said. “They’re certain to scour the country for us, and to offer rewards for our apprehension.”

“For the latter reason we had better steer clear of all villages,” I answered. “But in that case how are we to obtain food?”

“We shall obtain it, never fear,” replied Mulhausen. “But there is one thing which, I must confess, does bother me.”

“What is it?” enquired Blake.

“It concerns The Wealth of Argentina,” he replied. Then seeing that both Blake and the O’Barry did not understand, he said, “the vessel, you know, that brought us from the Argentine in search of you.”

“What are you afraid of about her?” I inquired, as Blake was about to speak.

“Cannot you see?” answered Mulhausen. “When we left the vessel in Portillo Harbour to make our way to San Juan it was on the understanding that the captain was to keep her in the port until we returned. Directly this fuss gets known the authorities will be certain to telegraph to the port and seize the vessel, anticipating, of course, that we shall make back to her. In that case our retreat will be cut off and it will only be a matter of time before we are run down and captured.”

“You don’t think, then, that the skipper will have the sense to put out to sea while we are gone?” I inquired.

“I am afraid I do not,” answered Mulhausen. “You must see for yourself that he won’t know when we may want to come aboard. In my opinion, gentlemen, and I don’t disguise the fact from you, we’re in a nasty bit of a hole.”

“Bedad, it looks as if we shall never get out of it,” said the Irishman, after the momentary silence that followed.

“I’m not altogether certain that I want to just yet,” said Blake, in a voice that made us all turn and look at him in surprise.

“What do you mean?” we inquired, almost in a breath.

“To tell you that,” he answered, “would take too long now. Perhaps we had better postpone it until a more fitting opportunity. As Mulhausen says, it behoves us to be pushing on again without waste of time. In which direction do you intend to proceed?”

In answer Mulhausen took from his pocket a small roll of paper, which proved to be a chart of the island. He examined it carefully for a moment, and then spread it out upon the ground before us. Placing an enormous forefinger upon it he said, “Here is Portillo, and here is San Juan. By my reckoning we are now about twelve miles from the latter place. The sun rose over there, so taking it all round I reckon our position is about here. Under the circumstances, I should say, our best plan would be to keep along in a westerly direction, travelling as far as possible by night and resting by day, until we get to about here, when we must trust to luck to get into the port and aboard the vessel without being discovered.”

For some reason we all looked at Blake as if to find out whether or not he had any objection to urge against this course. All he said was, “How far do you consider we are from Torreblanco?”

“Torreblanco?” inquired Mulhausen. “What on earth has Torreblanco to do with the case?”

“Everything,” said Blake. “For my part I don’t leave this island until I have been there.”

“What on earth do you mean by that?”

“As I said just now,” he answered, turning to me, “in order to give you a proper explanation it would be necessary for me to narrate all that has happened since I said goodbye to Mulhausen here in Buenos Ayres three years ago. As that, however, is impossible under present circumstances, I will postpone it until a future occasion. But reach Torreblanco I must and will. You would do the same if you were situated as I am. Now where is it upon your map?”

For a few moments Mulhausen busied himself searching for the place in question. Then placing his finger on a certain spot, he said, “Here it is. Nearly thirty miles due south of what I suppose to be our present position.”

“Then as far as I can see,” said Blake, “it would lie straight in our course, supposing we were making for the coast. What is there, therefore, to prevent us going in that direction. As you have pointed out, it would be the greatest folly possible to think of returning to Portillo, where you may be very sure, by this time, the authorities have been warned to look out for us. What do you think, Mr. Brudenell?”

“As far as your idea of reaching the coast is concerned, I am disposed to agree with you,” I answered. “But if you are contemplating any further adventures in the place you mention, I tell you candidly I think you are wrong. You must remember, Mr. Blake, that we have others besides ourselves to consider in the matter. There is your sister, for instance, who is so eagerly awaiting you on board the boat.”

“My sister?” he cried, with greater astonishment than he had yet shown. “What do you mean? Are you going mad?”

And then it dawned upon me for the first time that so far, he knew really nothing of the events which had brought us to Cuba in search of him.

“Of course your sister is on board the boat,” I answered, feeling that in this matter I had the right to be spokesman. “It was she who first put it into my head to come in search of you.”

“And pray who is with her?” he next inquired.

“Miss Priscilla Hemp,” I answered, “and if you do not consider her a sufficient chaperone, there is Mr. Humphrey Vargenal, your solicitor, and also your cousin, Richard Morgrave.”

He sat upright at once with a cry.

“Richard Morgrave?” he almost shouted. “Do you mean to tell me he is there too?”

“I do,” I replied. “He accompanied us from England.”

“You surprise me more and more,” he said, with an expression I did not then understand on his face. “As for your own part in it I don’t know how to thank you.

However, I may be able to find out a way to make you believe how grateful I am before we separate again. One question, however, first. How is it that Mulhausen comes to be of the party? I don’t mind telling you before him, that he played me a dog’s trick in the Argentine.”

I was about to offer some sort of explanation when I caught a look upon Mulhausen’s face that caused me to change my mind.

“Wouldn’t it be better,” I said, “for us to reserve all explanations for a more fitting time and place? If we’re going to make a move at all it’s my opinion we should do so before anybody is likely to be abroad.”

“I’m quite agreeable,” said Blake, and as he did so he sprang to his feet. We all imitated his example, and a few moments later were making our way down the hillside towards the plain.

By the time we reached it the sun was well above the tree tops, and the air in the jungle was almost stifling. Its beauty, however, surpassed anything I had ever seen or dreamed of. Birds of the gayest plumage flew from tree to tree. Flowers of all hues and descriptions decked the ground, while more than once snakes of the most bewitching colours, disturbed by our feet, made their way out of the undergrowth and wriggled across our path.

How long our tramp lasted I cannot say. I only know that it seemed to me the longest walk I had ever undertaken in my life. Up hill and down dale, through jungle and over torrent, we continued to push on, until at last, almost before we had time to take the necessary precautions, we found ourselves standing on the edge of a small cliff overlooking an open space upon which were crowded together a dozen or so impoverished dwellings. At last we had arrived at a place where food could be obtained.

“Lie down,” whispered Mulhausen, “and keep as quiet as you can until we know more of the character of the place. We must not let ourselves be seen,”

So saying he threw himself down among the bushes, and we followed his example.

“Now,” he continued, “the question is how we’re going to obtain the food of which we stand so much in need? The place looks innocent enough, so the boldest course, I think, will be the best. For that reason I will myself go down and see what can be purchased. You had better remain here, and take care that you are not observed.”

We wished him good luck, and watched him stride off on his errand. He had scarcely disappeared, however, before he was back amongst us once more.

“Up, up,” he whispered excitedly. “We must fly for our lives. The soldiers are coming this way, and will be here before we can look round.”


CHAPTER XIII

BLAKE TELLS HIS STORY
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THE DREADFUL NEWS that Mulhausen had so unexpectedly brought back with him had no sooner left his lips than we were scuttling back through the undergrowth and up the hill for all the world like so many frightened rabbits. The knowledge that capture would mean, if not death itself, at least a lengthy term of imprisonment in a more than undesirable gaol, put speed into our heels, and if we had run on the previous evening to escape the gaol, we literally flew now to elude the gaolers. Possibly we made a noise, and thus gave them a clue as to our whereabouts, or as is more likely they caught a glimpse of us as we crossed the ridge of open ground that separated us from the thicker jungle. At any rate this much is certain, a yell of triumph went up that had much the same effect upon us as the view halloo of the huntsman has upon the fox when he breaks cover, with a pack of yelping hounds at his heels, and heads away for another and more distant hiding place. Careless of how we went, dashing through bamboo thickets, as if they were made of so much paper, twining our way through interlacing creepers, splashing in and out of streams, and dragging our weary limbs through morasses whose stickiness threatened to hold us until our enemies should come up, we rushed on, knowing that our sole chance of safety lay in putting as great a distance as possible between ourselves and our pursuers while we had the strength to do it. Mulhausen, as usual, led the way. The Irishman, O’Barry, came next, I followed him, and Blake was last of all. Descending a steep incline, we passed from the jungle into the open once more. To show how, even in such moments of intense excitement, the mind is still capable of receiving and recording other impressions, I remember that over head the sky was as blue as an English summer day, and that five hundred feet above us, free as the air in which they floated, were three white birds, about the size of pelicans. I had scarcely glanced at them before Mulhausen stopped and held up his hand.

“Take care,” he cried, “there is a dangerous quagmire here.”

As he gave the warning the soldiers appeared on the slope behind us. They were scarcely a quarter of a mile distant now.

Half way across the morass I heard Blake, who was behind me, utter a cry, and turning I saw that he had fallen and was unable to rise again.

Mulhausen and O’Barry were already nearing the firmer ground on the other side, so that it was useless to expect help from them. Under these circumstances there was nothing for it but for me to go to his assistance. Accordingly I retraced my steps, jumping from tuft to tuft of grass as before. The young fellow had fallen in a particularly treacherous place, and being so tired after his long run was unable to extricate himself without assistance.

“Don’t wait for me, Brudenell,” he cried. “If you do those devils on the hill yonder will be sure to catch you. This stuff is holding me like birdlime, and I can’t get out, do what I will.”

I offered no reply, but stooping over him took him in my arms, and with an effort of which I should have believed myself at any other time to have been incapable, lifted him up on to my shoulder and set off after my companions; not, however, before the Spanish soldiers on the bank had fired two shots to hurry me. Fortunately their zeal was better than their marksmanship, and though I never expected to do so I reached the firm land unscathed. Then I put my burden down, and sank for a moment on the ground beside him, too exhausted to speak.

“This will never do, Brudenell,” cried Mulhausen, who had been waiting for us. “Pull yourself together and tell me if you think you can go on again. I will look after Blake.”

I was too fagged to answer, but nodded my head to signify that I had still sufficient strength left to desire to save my life.

“Then follow me,” he said, and stooping he picked Blake up in his arms as easily as if he were a little child, and once more dived into the jungle, followed closely by O’Barry and myself. How long that run lasted I have no notion. We toiled hopelessly on, every step seeming a mile, and every mile an eternity. At last we could go no further.

“I’ll not move another step until I have had a rest,” gasped O’Barry, throwing himself on the ground beneath a tree “They shall kill me first.”

“Me too,” I answered. “I don’t feel as if I shall ever be able to use my legs again.”

Mulhausen, in spite of his bulk and the burden he had carried, was the only one of our party who still seemed capable of action. Seeing our condition he produced his flask from his pocket and insisted upon each of us taking a share of such precious fluid as remained. The generous spirit did its work quickly and well, putting new life into us, and after a rest of ten minutes or so we felt sufficiently recovered to be able to move on again.

A mile or so to our right a range of high hills rose above the jungle, and towards these we made our way.

It was well after midday when he had warned us that the soldiers were on our track, and dusk had fallen before we reached the spot for which we were making. It was plain that we had distanced our pursuers, for, though we stopped and listened at intervals, we neither could see nor hear anything of them.

“Let us choose a spot for our camp,” said Mulhausen, “and then we’ll make ourselves as comfortable as circumstances will permit. I fear, however, we must subsist on jungle fruit for to-night, of which I am glad to see there is a good supply hereabouts, and hope to obtain something better to-morrow. It’s poor enough fare, but when all’s said and done I think we shall find it easier to digest than Spanish bullets.”

“Hear, hear to that,” said Blake, “and now while I’m about it, let me do what I should have done long since, only I have not been permitted an opportunity, and that is thank you two for saving my life. If it hadn’t been for you, Mr. Brudenell, I should be dead by this time, or, what would be worse, on my way back to prison.” Then turning to our leader he extended his hand and said, “Mulhausen, I thank you too. As I said this morning you played me a shabby trick in the Argentine, but, by the Lord Harry, I think you have amply made up for it to-day. Now I think we can fairly cry quits.”

“Put it there then,” said Mulhausen, and gripped the other’s hand in his great hairy fist. It was a strange scene, but the strangest part of it was the effect Blake’s words seemed to exercise upon his old enemy. He was visibly affected, and I fancy I detected something very closely resembling a tear in his eye. We are strange creatures, we men, and when the greatest judge of human character the world has seen has put it on record that one man shall never be able to say with truth that he understands another, then I may be excused in declaring that I did not understand the great mass of humanity whom I had first met and hated in London, and who I was now coming to know and like under such peculiar circumstances in this far distant quarter of the globe. Mulhausen had shown me very plainly on more than one occasion that there was scarcely any villainy he was not prepared to perpetrate. He could lie, cheat, and steal with an equal audacity and lack of conscience, but, as a set off against all these failings, he was now showing us that he could undergo hardships without complaining, be patient, and make allowances for the weaknesses of others in moments of suspense and danger. I am even prepared to go further, and to assert that I believe he would have sacrificed himself to save another had the occasion arisen for it, and have done it without a second thought.

It was the O’Barry who first brought us back to the stern realities of the moment.

“I’m hungry,” he said, “and if you others will remain here I will go off in search of fruit. We must not lose time or it will be too dark to see, and then we shall have to go supperless to bed.”

But I was not going to permit him to take this work entirely upon himself, so bidding Mulhausen and Blake remain where they were we set off together, and in less than a quarter of an hour were back once more with an excellent supply. And how we enjoyed it! The sense of present security proved a piquant sauce, while the knowledge that we had managed to baffle our pursuers and were still at large endowed even the water from a neighbouring stream with a flavour that made it equal to the rarest wine. By the time we had finished it was quite dark. A better hiding place could scarcely have been discovered. We had fixed our camp in a spot sheltered by three large rocks on the side from which our enemies would have been most likely to come, and on the other by a dense clump of bamboos that masked it as effectually as we could wish.

“As there is no fear of a surprise,” said Mulhausen, “these can scarcely prove a source of danger.”

As he spoke he took from his pocket a cigar case and invited each of us to choose a weed. Funnelling the match with our hands we lit up and smoked in luxurious enjoyment. Blake and O’Barry gave vent to long sighs of satisfaction as they inhaled the fragrant smoke and then let it slowly out again. For some time we puffed away in silence, too fatigued after our day’s terrible exertion to have very much desire for conversation.

“It seems to me,” I said, after the long pause which followed the lighting of the cigars, “that this would be a good time for you, Blake, to tell us your story. On our side, we have so many questions to ask that it seems as if it will take a year to satisfy our curiosity. You must remember that we have heard nothing at all of you or from you since you wrote Vargenal that extraordinary letter from the States, asking him to despatch that twenty thousand pounds to you, more than three years ago.”

“In that case you have, as you say, a good deal to learn,” Blake answered, “for I’ve had such a multiplicity of adventures during that time as no man would believe.” — , “Hadn’t you better tell us your story? “ said Mulhausen drily. “We shall then be able to understand what you have been through for ourselves.”

“Do you mean you want it in detail? “ Blake inquired. “After what you did for me this afternoon I don’t want to hurt your feelings, you know, but you must see for yourself that an explanation to be at all satisfactory would scarcely be flattering to your selfesteem.”

“You need have no fear on that score,” said Mulhausen. And a moment later, with a quiet chuckle, he added: “I take it very kindly that you should desire to spare my feelings, but the charity is not required. Our friend, Mr. Brudenell here, has discovered all the ins and outs of the business, and now knows as much about it as either you or I could tell him.”

“In that case I can go ahead with a clear conscience,” said Blake. “You must remember, Mulhausen, that the day on which we separated in Buenos Ayres was the same on which you returned from the mines, a share in which you professed to have sold me in Chicago for twenty thousand pounds. Quite by accident, and in a most roundabout fashion, I had, during your absence, discovered the fraud you had perpetrated.

“That I was exceedingly angry with you it would be idle to deny, and for some time I even went so far as to contemplate giving you into the charge of the police for what you had done. Had I done so I should not in all probability have suffered upwards of three years’ imprisonment in Cuba, nor would three of our company be sitting here to-night. However, mercifully inclined as I was to you, I was fully prepared to tell you what I thought of your conduct when you returned to the capital.

“As doubtless you will remember, when you did return you were in such a condition that you had no notion of what you said or did. We had a violent altercation, in which you called me some hard names and I threatened you with legal proceedings unless you at once refunded the amount I had advanced to you. This, with much reiteration, you professed yourself unable to do, and when, an hour later, you fell senseless upon the floor, I resolved to have done with you and the whole affair, and accordingly left the house.

“Making my way to the Boca, where my yacht was ‘ lying, I gave instructions that preparations should be made for leaving the country at daylight. This was accordingly done, and when the sun rose next morning the yacht was already under weigh, and Buenos Ayres, you, and the troubles I had had in connection with the money and the mine, were things of the past.

“The less said of that voyage to the States the better. To speak plainly, I soon discovered that the crew were as choice a collection of ruffians as any man could desire to see. They began to grumble before we were clear of Argentine waters, first at their food, then at their duties, and lastly at the vessel upon which they had to serve. By the time we were off the coast of Brazil, and I had become aware of their little peculiarities, the mischief was done, and from that day forward I never went on deck without a revolver in my pocket. If they thought they could take me by surprise they were mistaken.

“To make things still more unpleasant, I was none too sure of my officers. The captain seemed a decent enough fellow in his way though a trifle lacking in stamina, but his mate eventually proved to be a blackguard of the first water. On several occasions I found him in conversation with the crew, and whatever trouble was to occur later on I had made up my mind that I could not rely on him to stand by me.

“By the time we had left Brazilian waters the men were in a state of semi-mutiny. That some one was urging them on to this I felt morally certain, but who it was, and what his reason could be, I could not, for the life of me, discover.

“A week later we entered the Caribbean Sea, and then after one or two trials just to see how the wind lay, the crisis came. My first intimation of the fact that it was their intention to seize the yacht and to rid themselves of me came from a chance conversation I overheard one night on deck, when a capful of wind was blowing, and they thought I was safely in my bunk below. The mate, it appears, for he was one of the speakers, was in favour of knocking me on the head forthwith, and thus preventing any chance of my appearing to give evidence against them. The bos’un, however, a more conscientious salt, demurred. If there was going to be bloodshed, he for one would have no hand in it. Sending a man adrift, however, in an open boat was altogether a different matter, and a course to which he, as a peaceable man, could entertain no objection. For upwards of ten minutes they continued to wrangle together, then the bos’un, having gained his point, left his companion and went forrard.

I hid myself in the shadow of one of the boats until they were out of sight, and then went below to my cabin to think the situation over. To this day — and I have had sufficient leisure to give it plenty of thought — 

I have never been able to discover the reason of it all.

It could not have been that they were overworked. There were more of them forrard than was at all necessary for the size of the vessel. It could not have been their pay, for they had good wages and very different food to that which they would have received on any merchant vessel, either English or American. One thing was certain, however, in spite of all I had done for them the ungrateful dogs were about to mutiny, and either knock me on the head outright, or do what was infinitely worse, cast me adrift in an open boat. Under the circumstances, therefore, I think I may be excused if I say that I regarded the future with no small amount of apprehension.

“That self same night, during the middle watch, I was awakened by a terrific crash. It shook the vessel from stem to stern, and almost threw me from my bunk on to the floor of the cabin. It was followed by another, and, after an interval of a moment, by still another. Then succeeded a period of comparative quiet, a few brief seconds of uncertainty, which were perhaps more difficult to bear than the first noise.

“Fortunately I had taken the precaution, in view of possible trouble, to turn in in my clothes, so all I had to do was to snatch up my cap and run on deck.

“It was a brilliant starlight night, with scarcely enough wind to ruffle the surface of the water. I shouted to the skipper, who was standing near the binnacle, to know what had happened?

“He answered that we had struck something, and that he had sent the mate forward to make inquiries.

“As I had that night examined the chart before turning in, and had ascertained from it that there was no land near us, I could not understand what had occasioned it. It was apparent, however, that we were not to be permitted much time for reflection. The little vessel was filling fast, and before we could determine on any definite plan of action, her chain plates were within a few inches of the water. I was scarcely convinced of this before the engineers came scuttling up from below, crying that the engine-room was full of water and that she was sinking. A moment later she gave a curious sort of pitch forward, trembled for a few seconds like a wounded doe, and then went down head first, before a boat-fall could be let go.

“Realising that if I did not desire to be sucked down with her, I had better make haste to jump off, I ran aft up the steep incline to the taffrail, and leaping upon it took a header over the side, avoiding the propeller, which was now some feet above the water. The whole affair, from the moment I had been roused from my slumbers by the first crash, until I rose to the surface, after my dive, could not have occupied more than sixty seconds.

“When I did come to the top, and had given my head a shake to get the water out of my eyes, I looked about me. Not a sign of the yacht was to be seen, nor could I discover that the crew, who had so lately been endeavouring to encompass my destruction, had been successful in lowering a boat. I heard several cries for help, but these gradually grew fainter, until at last it seemed as if I were the only human being left alive on the surface of the deep,”

All “this time Mulhausen had sat silent, but I knew as well as if he had told me what agonies of disappointment he was undergoing. At last he spoke, but it was in a voice which I should not have recognised had I not been prepared for the change.

“Do you mean to tell me,” he said, “that your yacht, The Stephanotis, went to the bottom with everything on board?”

“I do,” answered Blake, and then, slowly repeating his words, he added, “she went to the bottom with everything on board.”

Mulhausen was silent once more. He was evidently trying to pull himself together before he asked the next question.

“You don’t happen to know the exact spot, I sup pose,” he said, “and also the soundings?”

“I don’t,” the other replied, “but I should say the soundings would be between five hundred and seventy and six hundred fathoms. Why do you ask?”

“Mere curiosity,” replied Mulhausen quickly. “I was wondering what chance you would stand of getting her up again.”

As he said this he rolled over towards me and whispered hoarsely, “ Invent any excuse you can think of, for God’s sake, but get me out somewhere where I can speak to you alone.”

“Hark,” I cried immediately. “What was that noise?”

We all sat up and listened. But the only sound to be heard was the babbling of a stream further down the hillside.

“I hear nothing,” said Blake. “ What do you think it was?”

“I don’t know,” I answered. “ I only thought it sounded suspicious. To make certain I think I shall creep down and investigate.”

“Good for you,” said Mulhausen with companionable alacrity. “ I’ll accompany you.”

With that we scrambled to our feet, and telling the others not to move until we returned, left the little enclosure and made our way a short distance down the hillside. Reaching a favourable spot Mulhausen paused and called to me to do likewise. I half expected he would give vent to his feelings in a torrent of imprecation, but he did nothing of the kind. He sat himself down on a boulder and for a short time covered his face with his hands. At last he looked up at me.

“Mr. Brudenell,” he said, “ you may think it strange that I should say so, but I reckon I’m a broken man. You mustn’t think me a baby to carry on like this, but I tell you the world’s just been swept away from under my feet. If I could only make you understand how carefully I plotted and planned to get hold of that gold, and how, when I had obtained young Blake’s money, I gradually built up my scheme until at last everything was as perfect as I, or any other human being could make it, and how at last after numberless dangers and difficulties I managed to get it on board that yacht, and then to lose it all like this—”

He ceased abruptly.

“I’ve lived on the thought of that money,” he began again after a few moments, “I’ve hunted for that vessel, as you know, all round the world; I’ve dreamt of what I would do if I ever recovered it; I had my plans for a new sort of life cut and dried, and now, just as I thought I was on the point of getting it into my possession once more, it is all pulled away from me again, and this time for ever.”

Strange to say, although I knew the man had stolen the gold in the first instance, and had swindled my future brother-in-law in order to do so, yet now that I saw him broken down like this I could not help feeling a certain amount of pity for him. Whatever he was he was at least thorough in his villainy, and I had to remember that it was to his endeavours we owed Godfrey Blake’s escape. Under the circumstances I was about to make some conciliatory remark when he stopped me.

“I know very well what you are going to say,” he cried, half angrily, “and I don’t want to hear it. No, I reckon it’s all up, and no amount of whining will make it any better. But it wasn’t for that I asked you to come out here. I had another reason. I want you to do me a favour. I know it’s rather strange under the circumstances, but the whole business is strange.

I want you to promise me that you will not tell young Blake anything about the gold until we have separated.

I don’t know why I should ask such a thing of you, for he knows as well as if I’d told him what sort of a blackguard I am already. But, though you may not believe it, I’ve a sort of delicacy about this last business. And it’s only come over me since I carried him up here this afternoon. I can’t explain it and I’m not going to try. If I could have got the information I wanted from him, and could have gone off in search of the yacht, and never have seen him again, I should have done so without bothering either about it or him. As it is I’ve failed, and to tell the honest truth, I don’t want him to know that or anything else about it. You can call it vanity, you can call it disappointed villainy, call it what you will, but the fact remains. It’s the first favour I’ve asked of you and I believe it will be the last, will you grant it or will you not?”

“Let me have a minute to think,” I answered. “I don’t want to pledge myself rashly.”

There was another pause, and then I said, “I agree. I will give you my promise that he shall not learn it from my lips, while you and he are together.”

“And you will endeavour to prevent any one else telling him?”

“I will even go as far as that,” I answered after another short pause.

“In that case let us return to our friends,” he said. “I am sincerely obliged to you.”

Accordingly we tramped back up the hill.

“Did you hear anything?” asked Blake and O’Barry, almost in a breath, as we rejoined them.

“Nothing but the wind in the trees,” I replied. “With the exception of a few birds the valley seems deserted. I think we can say we are safe for to-night at any rate. Now then, Blake, after this long interruption, suppose you finish your story.”

“Are you sure it will interest you?”

“Quite sure,” I answered.

“In that case I will fire away. Let me see, where had I got to? Ah, I remember. I was telling you of what I saw or, rather, to be more exact, of what I did not see, when I rose to the surface after the sinking of my unfortunate yacht. Well, as I said, I looked about me to see if I could discover a boat or even a piece of wreckage upon which I might support myself until daylight, or until a vessel should come in sight. But to my dismay I could find nothing. The sea was as empty, it appeared, as if it had been mid ocean. You will agree with me that the look-out was by no means a pleasant one. If I could not find anything to carry me, I must swim, but I could not swim for very long. There was neither land nor ship in sight, and even if I managed to keep alive till morning, which was presuming the sharks did not get me in the meantime, I could not possibly do so for very much longer. While these thoughts were passing through my mind I’d been swimming aimlessly on, taking no heed of my direction. Suddenly I thought I descried a dark mass ahead of me. I had no time to wonder what it might be before my hands struck it a violent blow, and I discovered that, whatever it might form part of, it was at least wood. Needless to say I clutched it with the despair of a drowning man. Then it occurred to me that in blundering aimlessly about I had in all probability chanced upon the very thing which had brought my unfortunate yacht to grief. Eventually it proved to be nothing less than the hull of a submerged derelict. One thing was certain, if I could only manage to get on board her I should at least run no immediate risk of drowning, though I might perish of hunger. Clutching at what my hands had first lighted upon, and which proved to be the remains of the starboard bulwark, I pulled myself on board, to discover to my delight that it was just possible for me to stand on the deck, though the water reached almost to my shoulders. Having rested there for a few seconds to regain my strength, I waded aft to where I could discern the dim outline of the poop. This I discovered was nearly a foot above the level of the water and, overjoyed at my success, I stretched myself full length upon it.

“Better though my position now was, it was however still sufficiently unpleasant to render me very miserable. My crew had perished it is true, but under the circumstances I could very well dispense with them; my yacht, and my personal belongings had all gone to the bottom. However, my life had been spared, but on the other hand unless a vessel soon made its appearance it looked as if I should be rescued from drowning only to perish of starvation.

“Slowly the night wore on, and when day broke it found me eagerly awaiting its coming. After what seemed an eternity, the eastern heavens became suffused with colour, and then the sun rose above the waste of water and showed me my unhappy position in all its ghastly nakedness. Unable to remain inactive long, I got upon my feet and began to pace the deck, straining my eyes in every direction in the hope of discovering help of some kind, but neither a sail nor a sign of land was to be seen.

“At last, utterly worn out, I laid myself down on the deck, and was soon fast asleep. I have no idea how long I slept. I only know that I dreamt that I was once more on board my yacht, that the crew had mutinied, and that they had come down to my cabin in search of me, intending to carry me on deck, and send me adrift in the long boat. I remember thinking in my dream that I should be safer if I pretended to be asleep.

“‘He’s not dead,’ said one of them. ‘You may take my word for it. He’s asleep. Let me try my hand on him.’

“Next moment I was awakened by a violent shaking. Resolved to sell my life as dearly as possible I sprang up to a sitting posture, only to find myself on the deck of the derelict, surrounded by a group of men.

“He who had uttered the speech, which I had attributed to the leader of the mutineers, was still on his knees beside me.

“‘I knew I was right,’ he cried, in a tone of triumph. ‘Well, my man, how did you come to be in this plight?’

“‘I am the owner of the English yacht Stephanotis,’ I replied, looking round the group as I spoke.

‘She came into collision with this derelict shortly after midnight last night and sank within five minutes, carrying to the bottom with her her officers and every one of her crew. I managed to escape, I don’t know how, and got on board this hulk, where I have been ever since. Thank God you’ve come, for I don’t believe I could have held out much longer.’

“‘ Poor beggar ‘ I heard one of them say, ‘ he’s had a close shave in all conscience.’

“‘Who are you I next asked.

“‘There’s our craft, the Wildfowl, yonder,’ said the man who knelt beside me, and who was evidently in command. ‘We’ve got a boat alongside. Do you think you can manage to get into her, or shall we lend you a hand?’

“‘ I think I can manage,’ I answered, and assisted by one of the sailors, I got on to my feet and made my way towards the side. As he had said a boat was fastened to the main chains, and into her I clambered. A moment later the crew had taken their places, the man who had first addressed me had taken possession of the yoke lines, and when he had given the word to shove off, the boat’s head was turned in the direction of the neat white schooner I had seen lying a mile or so away to windward.

“The schooner presented a pretty picture as we approached her, and when we drew up alongside I noticed that her starboard bulwark was lined with faces.

“Anticipating that I would be too weak to clamber aboard, an accommodation ladder had been rigged for me, and up this I made my way. A dozen kindly hands were thrust out to assist me, but fortunately I stood in no need of their services. When I reached the deck the captain, a tall, white-bearded individual, came forward to receive me, but just as he was holding out his hand, another man stepped to the front and cried, I  Good Heavens, it’s Godfrey Blake!’

“I glanced round and saw advancing towards me no less a person than my cousin, Richard Morgrave!”


CHAPTER XIV

BLAKE FINISHES HIS STORY
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“RICHARD MORGRAVE?” CRIED Mulhausen and I in one breath. “ Surely you must be mistaken. Are you certain of what you say?”

“Quite certain,” he answered. “ But what is the matter? Why are you so surprised?”

“For the simple reason,” I cried, “ that, as we told you this morning, Morgrave is with your sister, Miss Hemp, and Vargenal on board The Wealth of Argentina, and though he has been with us throughout our search he has always steadfastly denied ever having heard of or from you since the day when you first arrived in the Argentine. Are we to suppose, then, that he has known all that time that you were in Cuba?”

“Of course he knew,” Blake replied, “and he had very good reason for so knowing, as I will show you presently.”

“By the piper that played before Moses, it seems we’ve all been sold, and badly too,” said Mulhausen. Then he added under his breath, but not so softly that I could not hear, “Richard Morgrave, I shall hope ere long to have a little conversation with you. When I do I promise you there’ll be trouble. Now, Mr. Blake, pray continue.”

“Up to the moment when my cousin came towards me I had borne up fairly well, but this last surprise was too much for me. I heard him call me by name; I saw his look of astonishment; I saw him hold out his hand, but after that I remember no more. My senses deserted me and I fell in a heap upon the deck. When I recovered myself again I was lying in a bunk in Morgrave’s cabin. He was sitting on the locker beside me, and when he saw that I was once more conscious hastened to set food before me. It was from him I learnt the character of the vessel to which I owed my most opportune rescue. She had sailed from New Orleans, and was employed in running a filibustering expedition into Cuba. A more reckless and hot-headed set I don’t know that I have ever met before. They were more like schoolboys than men, and as unconscious of the hardships and dangers to which they would be subjected in the land for which they had embarked, as they would have been had they been setting out for the moon. Strangely enough the greater number were English, many of them men of good family — my friend the O’Barry for instance, who by the way is an Irishman, and, as I can hear, is fast asleep. What reasons had induced them to take to filibustering in Cuba I did not ask, nor did they seem to know or care. They wanted excitement and some hard fighting, plenty of which they would be sure to get before they were many hours in the country.

“On the following day it became apparent that we were approaching our destination. The rifles and accoutrements of the party were brought up from below and distributed, and for some hours the decks were covered with little groups of men, polishing and cleaning as if their lives depended on the quickness with which the operation was completed.

“You may be sure I had long before this been permitted an opportunity for talking with my cousin. I had not recovered from my surprise at finding him on board the vessel. He, on his side, seemed to have changed a good deal since I had last seen him. He was less talkative, and much less communicative than of old.

“Late the same night the vessel brought up off the coast and began to signal the shore. It was not, however, until considerably after midnight that a boat put off to us. When she came alongside we found that she was manned by a crew of darkies, and steered by a tall, aristocratic-looking old fellow, a white man, who was received at the gangway by the skipper with every sign of respect. It transpired afterwards that he was a wealthy Creole, living in the neighbourhood, who made it his business to meet the filibustering parties on their arrival in order that he might conduct them to a place of safety, where they might remain until they were sufficiently recovered from their voyage to join the rebel forces, with whom they had come to serve.

“It was not until this gentleman arrived on board that I discovered that my cousin had taken part in this sort of adventure on many previous occasions. In point of fact, he it was who made all the arrangements on the mainland for obtaining the volunteers, purchased their arms and stores for them, and chartered the vessel that carried them to their destination. As far as I could gather he was exceedingly well paid for doing so. On arrival in the island it was his custom to go ashore with the men, to see them safely on their way to the troops, and then to return to the States for another consignment. It was dangerous work, for the Spanish authorities were always on the look-out for expeditions of this kind, and when they caught them were apt to show but small mercy.

“To make a long story short, having nothing to do at the time, and being exceedingly anxious to see something of the country, and the manner in which these little affairs were worked, I gladly accepted Don Manuel de Ferrara’s invitation to accompany my cousin, and to take up my abode at his residence during my stay on the island. Accordingly we went ashore, and an hour later the volunteers and stores were safely disembarked, and hidden in a place which had been arranged for them.

“The Don’s estate proved to be a fine property. His home itself was large and luxurious in the extreme. The latter was managed for him by his only child, his daughter Donna Inez, one of the most beautiful girls you can imagine, and then about eighteen years of age. Hospitality was the motto of that house, and when my story had been told them, and they realised how destitute I was, their generosity almost overpowered me.

“Under cover of darkness on the night following that on which we landed, the men, whom Morgrave had brought over, departed to join the main body of the rebel forces, while my cousin and I stayed on with the Don.

“It was an ideal home in which we were now domiciled; a long, low, Spanish-looking house, surrounded by one of the most beautiful gardens the mind of man could picture. Don Manuel proved to be a perfect host, and his daughter ably seconded his efforts. To idle away a morning with Donna Inez in the shady verandahs, or among the orange groves beyond, was a pleasure that never palled, and, to make a long story short, by the time we had been their guests a fortnight I found myself head over ears in love with the beautiful Creole. Indeed it would have been impossible for a young fellow with his heart in the right place not to have been drawn towards her, so gentle, so unaffected was she.

“It was about this time that I began to think my Cousin Morgrave was not quite so fond of me as he pretended to be. He shunned my company, and when we did meet treated me only to sour looks and sourer words. Being able to guess the reason of it, for any one could see that he was furiously jealous, I bore with him to the best of my ability. That he himself was also desperately smitten with the young lady’s charms, it only needed a few glances at his face when they were together, to see. As soon as I appeared upon the scene his face invariably clouded over, and it was as much as he could do to force himself into being decently civil to me. His ill-feeling at last reached such a pitch that I found it advisable to keep out of his way as much as possible, never knowing when he might not break out and what he might not do or say when the fit was on him.

“There is not very much more of my story to tell. One afternoon when we had been resident in the house upwards of a month I found Inez alone in the garden. The picture she presented as she stood by the fountain, would have made a pretty subject for a painter.

“It was plain from the start she gave as I approached her that she had not expected to see me, and I noticed with delight that the warm young blood mounted to her cheeks as she looked up at me. I determined that I would now try my fate for good and all. Accordingly I proposed that we should walk to a seat near at hand, from which we could admire the peep of blue sea just obtainable between the palms at the end of the garden.

“‘This is the most beautiful view I have ever seen in my life,’ said my companion, after we had been seated there a few moments; ‘perhaps you, senor, have seen many finer?’

“‘I think not,’ I answered, and as I did so could not refrain from sighing, as the thought crossed my mind that it was just possible it might not be very long before I should be compelled to say goodbye to it and her for good and all.

“‘But you sigh as you say it,’ she cried. ‘You are sad to-day. Will you tell me why? I hope I have not offended you in any way. I am thoughtless sometimes.’

“‘It is not in your power to offend me, Donna Inez,’ I said. ‘No, I was only thinking that the time is coming, perhaps has now arrived, for me to bid you and your kind father goodbye. I have been your guest for a month now, and I must not abuse your hospitality any longer.’

“‘You are not abusing it,’ she said quickly. ‘You must not say that. I think you know how much my father has enjoyed your visit.’

“‘You only mention your father,’ I said; ‘am I to understand by that that I have not been equally fortunate in pleasing you?’

“She hung her head, and did not reply.

“Seeing this I became emboldened, and, taking her hand, opened my heart and told her how fondly I loved her. Half an hour later we returned to the house, as far as our own feelings were concerned, betrothed lovers, and as happy as any two people could wish to be.

“Don Manuel was away from home that day, but as soon as he returned I asked the favour of an interview, and explained to him the position in which I stood towards his daughter.

“To my delight he was kind enough to bestow his unqualified approval of the match, and after having made a few preliminary inquiries as to my means and position, told me that I might consider the matter settled, and that he would be very glad to welcome me as a son-in-law. Two days later he left home on a visit to his brother, who lived at Torreblanco, a town some forty miles distant. This gentleman I had met but once, and had no desire to renew the acquaintanceship. He was small, and rather deformed, was unmarried, and had the reputation of being not only a hard master, but a confirmed miser.

“When Don Manuel bade us goodbye he left his daughter in charge of her duenna, Donna Isabella, a matronly old party, who as long as she was not interfered with and was allowed to sleep the greater part of her time away in the verandah, was not likely to give us much trouble. To my surprise, Morgrave, who since I had told him of my engagement had scarcely deigned to speak a word to me, now suddenly became as friendly as he had hitherto been the reverse. He joked with me about the surprise my marriage would cause my friends at home, and was kind enough to compliment me upon the charming chatelaine Burwell Court would soon possess.

“As for my sweetheart and myself, we were as happy as two human beings could well be. We spent the greater part of our time in the garden, building our castles in the air, castles that we hoped would so soon be realised. Little did we know what the future had in store for us.

“During the afternoon of the day following her father’s departure, I was sitting with Inez on the same seat where I had proposed to her, when my cousin came running down the path towards us. Seeing his excitement I rose and inquired the reason of it.

“‘Something of the greatest importance has occurred,’ he cried, ‘and I feel that it is my duty to consult you upon it. As you are in your father’s secrets, Donna Inez, it will be quite safe for me to speak before you. I have received important information concerning the movements of the Spanish troops, and it is necessary that Don Manuel should receive it with as little delay as possible. The only thing that troubles me is how to communicate with him. It is quite impossible for me to leave here, in case another messenger should arrive, otherwise I would carry the news myself.’

“He paused, and looked first at me and then at my sweetheart.

“I could see very well what he wanted me to do, and, like the unsuspecting fool I was, fell only too willingly into the trap he had baited for me.

“‘If you think the information is likely to be of service to Don Manuel and I can carry the message for you, I am quite willing to do so,’ I said. ‘It is only a forty-mile ride, and I can spend the night at the half-way inn.’

“‘If you wouldn’t mind going, Godfrey,’ said Morgrave, with a look of satisfaction on his face, ‘I tell you plainly it would be a kindness. I know the Don is anxious to receive the information in order that he may pass it on to our leaders. Do you not think so, Donna Inez?’

“‘I think you are quite right,’ she answered; but I flattered myself that I could see that she was not best pleased at the idea of my leaving her, even for that short time. ‘If you go, Godfrey, I am sure my father will be deeply grateful to you.’

“That settled it, and I turned to my cousin.

“‘Am I to take a note with me, or merely to repeat a verbal message? ‘ I asked.

“‘To deliver a letter,’ he replied. ‘It is quite ready for you, and according to the Don’s instructions I have had a horse kept saddled in case of emergency.’

“‘Then I will start at once,’ I replied.

“‘I am infinitely obliged to you,’ he replied, ‘and I am sure he will be. Should any later information come to hand I will myself bring it on.’

“He then left us, and when I had bidden my sweetheart farewell I followed him up to the house to prepare for my ride. Half an hour later I was ploughing my way along the jungle track in the direction in which I knew the town of Torreblanco to lie.

‘‘The sun was sinking behind the hills when I reached the inn which was to be my stopping place for the night. It was a tiny place of one storey, containing about eight rooms, and built of mud in the usual Cuban fashion. I rode up to the door, and beckoned to a groom to take my horse; then dismounting I entered the public room. A man was already seated at the table enjoying his evening meal, and when I caught sight of his face I uttered an exclamation of surprise, for who should it prove to be but the Don himself, the very person of whom I was in search.

“‘Senor Blake,’ he cried, ‘what brings you here? What does this mean?’

“‘I was coming in search of you,’ I replied. ‘This afternoon my cousin gave me a letter which he said contained important news respecting the movements of the royal troops, which he thought you ought to receive at once. He asked me as a favour to himself and to you to carry it to you and to place it personally in your hands. But how is it you are here? I expected to find you at Torreblanco.’

“‘I received a message to come home at once,’ he answered, ‘and started off immediately on receipt of it.’

“For a moment or two we looked at each other in silent consternation. The Don was the first to speak.

“‘May I look at that letter? ‘ he inquired, holding out his hand.

“I took from my pocket the note Morgrave had given me, and handed it to him. He tore it open and extracted the contents. They consisted of two large sheets of paper, both of which were covered with close writing.

“‘Santa Maria!’ cried the Don, aghast at the discovery he had made, ‘how did he manage to obtain possession of these papers?’

“Before I had time to reply the old landlord came rushing into the room.

“‘Senors,’ he cried, in breathless excitement, ‘the troops are here, and the house is surrounded!’

“The Don sprang to his feet, and I as quickly followed his example.

“‘This is a trap,’ he cried. ‘We have been decoyed,’ Then as an afterthought he added, ‘ Oh, my poor girl! My poor girl!’

“‘ And it is all Morgrave’s doing,’ I cried, clenching my fists with fury. ‘ If I come out of this alive he shall pay dearly for his treachery.’

“Then, turning to the landlord, who now stood trembling in the doorway, the brave old Don cried, ‘ They know too much about me; I must not fall into their hands alive. How many of them do you think there are?’

“‘About fifty,’ replied the innkeeper. ‘Certainly not more.’

“‘And how many men and guns have you in the house?’

“‘ There are three men and three guns.’

“‘ And I have my revolver,’ replied the Don, and then glanced at me as if to see in what manner I was armed.

“‘ And I have mine,’ I answered.

“‘ But it is not fair,’ said the old fellow, ‘ to draw you into this quarrel. Inez would never forgive me if anything were to happen to you.’

“‘Inez would never forgive me,’ I answered, ‘if I were to desert you when you most need my assistance. Besides, sir, if our enemies have arranged that we should be brought here together, and have sent the soldiers to surround us, it is very plain that I am in the same boat with yourself. That being so, do not let us waste any more time talking.’

“The old chap gave me his hand, which I shook heartily.

“‘You’re a brave man,’ he said, ‘and I thank you from the bottom of my heart.’

“Then, turning to the innkeeper, he continued, ‘Bar the doors and the windows, Pedro. You and yours are with us, I know, and we must make a fight for it. Come, I will give you a hand.’

“So saying, we set to work, and as quickly as possible made the doors and windows secure, the innkeeper’s two stalwart sons assisting. This having been done, we made our way up to the flat roof, and prepared to receive the foe. As it turned out, however, we were only just in time, for a few moments later the officer in command of the soldiers, whom we could see placed in the brushwood all round the house, came forward and demanded in insolent terms that we should surrender.

“‘Do you know to whom you are speaking, senor? ‘ inquired the Don haughtily, rising from behind the low battlement and addressing the man.

“‘To that arch rebel, Don Manuel de Ferrara.’ replied the officer, ‘and the young Englishman, Godfrey Blake, who landed from the filibustering schooner Wildfowl a month ago. In his Majesty’s name I call upon you both to surrender at once, or abide the consequences.’

“‘And what if we refuse?’

“‘Then I shall fire the house and compel you to come forth. My instructions are to carry you both back with me, dead or alive.’

“‘Then make up your minds that it will be dead,’ replied the Don, ‘for I promise you you shall never take us alive.’

“The words had scarcely left his lips before a perfect hailstorm of bullets whistled about his head, fortunately without doing him any harm. Thereupon we returned the fire, and for upwards of an hour — that is to say until dusk came on and prevented us from doing much execution, we succeeded in effectually holding them at bay. Concealed as we were behind the parapet, we afforded no mark at all, while they dared not venture out into the open for fear we should pick them off. But now that darkness had fallen it had become a more serious matter with us. Not being able to see them, they would be able to rush the house from all sides without our preventing them. We immediately held a council of war.

“‘The position is beginning to grow serious,’ I said.

What is to be done?’

“‘ The only thing I can think of,’ replied the Don, I  is for Pedro here to place a light in the passage downstairs, and then in some way to throw open the front door. While he is doing so we must manage to slip out of one of the back windows and run as fast as we can towards the one small point of brushwood which comes nearest the house, and where I cannot see that they have any men posted.’

“Under the circumstances this seemed the only plan open to us, and we hastened to put it into execution. Having placed a light in the hall, the innkeeper constructed an arrangement by which he could open the door without himself affording a mark for the bullets of the enemy. As soon as this was ready we raised the window in the room at the back.

“‘Now,’ cried the Don, I open the door.’

“This was immediately done, and at the same moment we made our exit from the house in the manner arranged. Our success, however, was but short-lived. We had scarcely set foot in the verandah before there was a blinding flash of rifles, seeming to be scarcely a dozen paces from us. I heard the old Don utter a piercing shriek, and saw him fall to the ground before me. Then there was another flash, and I felt something pierce me in the shoulder, and the next moment I was lying upon my face full length across his body.

“When I recovered my senses I found myself on the table in the living room of the inn, the same in which I had seen the old Don eating his supper only half an hour or so before. I had a bullet wound in my shoulder and another in my side. The Don was lying upon the floor dead, shot through the heart. To make a long story short, after passing a restless night, I was conveyed next morning under special escort to Portillo, and sent thence, without trial, to the prison at San Juan, where I have been confined ever since. Six weeks ago there was a rising in that establishment, and an attempt was made by several prisoners to escape. Being one of those concerned in it, I was told I had better make up my mind for death, but when you rescued me the authorities had not yet given their decision. If I am captured now you may be sure of one thing, and that is that they’ll not give me another chance. Now, gentlemen, you know my story.”

When Blake had finished I leant across to him and held out my hand.

“You have, indeed, had a hard time of it,” I said, “but, please God, we will get you out of this accursed country at last. But you have not told us what became of the Donna Inez while you were imprisoned?”

“Ah, there you touch upon a sore point,” he answered. “God alone knows what her fate has been. I heard, however, that she had gone to live with her uncle, the old miser at Torreblanco, after her father’s death, and that she believes I am dead. Now you know why I want to call there on our road to the sea.”

There was a long silence, and then Blake, turning to me, said very slowly, “Did you say that Richard Morgrave  was on board The Wealth of Argentina?”

“I did,” I answered simply, and, strangely enough, the subject dropped. But however great his villainy may have been we felt that there was a day of retribution dawning for Richard Morgrave, and it could not be denied that he richly deserved it. That it was due to his treachery that the brave old Don had met his death and that Blake had spent three years in the Spanish prison of San Juan there could not be a shadow of a doubt.

After Blake had finished his story no one seemed to have any desire left for conversation. For my own part, I am prepared to state that I did not sleep a wink for the remainder of the night, and perhaps it was not to be wondered at that I did not.

Just as day was breaking Mulhausen rolled over and touched me on the arm.

“Listen,” he whispered, “and tell me if you hear anything?”

I did as he wished, but save the splash of the waterfall, previously mentioned, I could hear nothing. Then the sound of a stealthy footstep reached my ears. Once more I listened, and once more I heard it, after which there was a pause. Then it came on quicker than before.

“What is it?” I whispered. “Who do you think it can be?”

“That’s more than I can say,” answered Mulhausen. “But one thing is evident. The sound is only made by one man. It could scarcely be an enemy for that very reason.”

Once more we waited, and once more we heard the footsteps distinctly approaching our camp. Whoever he might be, we were at least prepared for his coming. Then we saw that the bushes at the further end of the glade were being carefully parted. A figure followed, and as it made its appearance Mulhausen and I prepared to rush upon him and to seize him before he could give the alarm. Our precautions were not necessary, however, for a complete surprise was in store for us. There, standing before us, looking from one to the other, mopping and mowing according to his habit, was no less a person than Mulhausen’s diabolical companion, Simeon. According to the old-fashioned saying, my astonishment was so great that you could have knocked me down with a feather. Mulhausen was the first to recover his presence of mind.

“Good heavens! Simeon,” he cried in Spanish, “is it really you or your ghost?”

In answer the creature came forward and seized Mulhausen’s hand, kissing and fondling it like a dog who has long been parted from the master he loves, making as he did so an odd crooning noise that made my blood run cold. Me he did not deign to notice.

“Come, come, Simeon,” said Mulhausen, who had to admit to me afterwards that he was really touched by the creature’s display of affection. “How did you get here, and what has brought you so far?”

The other mumbled something which to me was quite unintelligible; Mulhausen, however, seemed to understand.

“He says that he brings a letter from Septimus Brown, that he followed us to San Juan, and on learning what had happened there, tracked us through the jungle to this place. No mean feat, all things considered.”

Then, turning to the man, he patted him kindly upon the shoulder.

“You have done well, Simeon,” he said, “and I am pleased with you. You could not have brought us the information at a better time. Now give me the letter.”

Simeon dived his hand into his pocket and produced not one, but two letters, which he handed to his master.

“Hullo,” said Mulhausen, “here is one for you too, Brudenell. I think if you ask me I can give a very good guess who wrote it.”

When he handed it to me I examined the writing. One glance was sufficient to tell me that it was from my sweetheart. I clutched it, as you may imagine, as eagerly as a starving man seizes upon food. So much did I value it that I believe I would have fought the whole world for the possession of it.

“Now let us see what Brown says,” said my companion. “This letter should have an important bearing on our affairs,”

So saying we strolled back to the group, and when he had explained to Blake and the O’Barry what had happened he seated himself upon the ground and tore open the envelope.

“S.S. The Wealth of Argentina.

“DEAR SIR, — I am sending this note to you by your servant, in the hope that it may reach you within a week at latest. After many discussions with Miss Blake and her companions I have come to the conclusion that to remain any longer in Portillo Harbour will be to run too great a risk altogether. I shall therefore weigh anchor this evening and stand out to sea, cruising around out of sight of land until Wednesday next, when I shall stand in for Cape Tortosa after dark, bringing up a mile off the headland. Exactly at midnight I shall send a boat ashore in charge of the chief officer or one of your friends. If you have got Mr. Blake out of prison, and can make your way to the cape, we shall thus be able to get you off. The boat will wait an hour on the eastern side of the promontory near the tall rocks, and if you have not put in an appearance by that time, will return to the vessel, when I shall put out to sea again, returning every other night for a week. If you have not shown up, or communicated with me in some way by that time, I shall steam with all haste to Havana and place the matter in the hands of the English Consul there, to take what steps he may deem necessary.

“Trusting you have been fortunate in your endeavours, and that you are all well, 

     “I remain, 

            “Yours obediently, 

                 “SEPTIMUS BROWN.”



“I thought that was what he would do,” said Mulhausen, with quiet satisfaction, as he folded up the letter and placed it in his pocket. “Now the question is whether we can get as far as Cape Tortosa in the time he mentions?”

“Where is the place?” asked Blake, rather anxiously. “I have never heard of it.”

Mulhausen once more pulled out his map and spread it upon the ground.

“There it is,” he said, while we all crowded round to look over his enormous shoulder. “It is a very small affair, as capes go, but, as you can see for yourselves by the soundings, it has the advantage of deep water running pretty close inland. That was Brown’s reason for choosing it, you may be sure.”

“Let me look at the map,” said Blake, and when he had examined it handed it back to Mulhausen, saying as he did so, “To get there from the place where we are supposed to be now, Torreblanco will be only a slight deviation out of our path.”

We all understood, without his telling us, why he wanted to call there, and I think we all sympathised with him.

“How far do you think it is from where we now are to the cape?” I inquired of Mulhausen.

“Upwards of forty miles,” he answered, “that is as the crow flies. To make the deviation Blake talks about will add an additional ten, and this is Tuesday morning.”

“Twenty-five miles a day,” said the O’Barry. “We ought to be able to do it easily enough if we are not driven out of our track by the troops.”

“We’ll try at any rate,” said Mulhausen, and so the matter was finally settled.

Then being free at last, I left the group, and strolled a short distance away to read the letter I had all the time been lovingly fingering in my pocket. I cannot hope to make you understand with what delight I gazed upon the writing, or how ravenously I devoured every word it contained. When I had finished it I read it again, and yet again, dwelling affectionately on every term of endearment, and trying to picture the writer as she must have been when she had been writing it. From what she said I gathered that she agreed with Captain Brown that the course he was pursuing was the best that could be adopted. She told me that she had been hoping and praying for our success ever since we had left the vessel, and that it already seemed like years since we had bidden each other goodbye. A sweeter letter no lover could have desired or expected.

Replacing it in my pocket, I returned to the group to find them quite ready and eager for the march. Five minutes later we were on our way.

All through that hot, stifling day we continued to push on, only pausing to rest and to refresh ourselves with such jungle fruit as we were fortunate enough to find. That night found us encamped in a cane-brake outside a small village about three miles from Torrebianco. We had completed a distance of twenty-seven miles since morning — no mean attempt when the nature of the country is taken into consideration.

By this time Blake’s impatience was almost pitiful to behold; he could scarcely contain himself in his anxiety to know what had been the fate of the girl he loved and from whom he had been parted so long. However, we were going to set that question at rest for him very soon, for good and all. Darkness had overtaken us before we made up our minds that we would go no further that day, and thereupon Mulhausen despatched his man to the village that we could see below us, to make inquiries there as to the direction in which Don Isidor de Farrara’s house was situated, and to find out if possible whether his niece, the daughter of his dead brother, were living with him. An hour and a half elapsed before he returned, but when he did he brought with him not only a good supply of food, of which we stood so much in need, but also the information we required. When Mulhausen, who as usual translated his henchman’s speech into English, reported that he had discovered that the daughter of the old miser’s brother was living with her uncle, I thought Blake would have gone off at once in the hope of finding her.

“Thank God!” I heard him mutter to himself. “Thank God she is alive at least!”

Then turning to us all he inquired what we thought could be done to enable him to obtain an interview with her.

“Some one must see her first and explain the position of affairs,” said Mulhausen. “To tell her abruptly that you are alive and near her would only have the effect of frightening her, and it is just possible might cause a scene which would lead to our being discovered. The better plan would be for Simeon here, whom nobody knows to be one of our party, to convey a message to her, asking her to arrange in some way to meet one of our party in some secluded spot near the house. Then after she has been prepared Blake can have his interview, and settle with her whatever he thinks best.”

This plan was freely discussed and ultimately agreed to. Thereupon Simeon was once more despatched on his errand. Upwards of two hours elapsed before he returned, but when he did he reported that he had seen Donna Inez herself, who, though frightened, stated that she would manage to be at a certain spot in her uncle’s plantation, the whereabouts of which she had explained to him, at ten o’clock, but that it could only be for a few moments, as the old man was of a very suspicious nature, and it had come to his ears that certain prisoners had escaped from the gaol at San Juan and were supposed to be making for the sea in that direction.

This was unpleasant news, but we were quite prepared for it.

By this time it was getting on for the hour mentioned, and at half-past nine we began to think about choosing the man who should accompany Blake on his errand. For various reasons I was the one selected, and then, guided by Simeon, we bade our party goodbye and set off.


CHAPTER XV

THE END
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TO REACH DON Isidore’s property from our hiding-place it was necessary for us to make a large détour in order to avoid the village. This entailed a somewhat longer walk than I had expected, for which I was none too grateful, seeing that I had already accomplished twenty-seven miles that day, and that my feet were so blistered and sore that I suffered agonies every time I put them to the ground. However, at last the village was behind us, and having crossed a small stream, we found ourselves approaching the plantation of which we had come in search. The dim outline of the house could just be distinguished through the trees, with one solitary light shining from a window. Having scaled the low fence that surrounded the property, Simeon guided us to a certain portion of the grounds, where he and Blake waited while I made my way to an open spot in the cane-brake, where it had been arranged Donna Inez should come and speak with me.

Three minutes had scarcely passed before I heard footsteps on the path ahead of me, and a moment later a woman’s figure emerged from the cane-brake and approached the spot where I was standing. I went forward to greet her.

“Senor,” she said, as she gave me her hand, “I fear I have kept you waiting a long time, but I could not leave my uncle sooner. What is it you have to tell me? God grant you bring news of Senor Godfrey Blake?”

“I have more than news for you,” I replied. “I have something that will, I think, please you more than any tidings.”

“What do you mean? “ she cried, with a little catch in her breath. “You cannot mean that — that he is really here? Oh, for Heaven’s sake, do not deceive me. I have suffered so much.”

I thought the truth could do her no harm now that she was prepared for it, so I said, “He is here, but when you see him you must remember that he is a prisoner who has escaped from gaol, and that the soldiers are in pursuit of him. For this reason you must not detain him long.”

She turned her head away from me, and I heard her whisper softly to herself, “Oh, my love, my love, thank God!”

Then placing her hand on my arm again she said, “Senor, we are wasting time. I implore you to take me to him.”

“It would be better if I sent him here to you,” I answered, and then bidding her remain where she was, I returned to the spot where I had left Blake and Simeon.

“Come, Blake,” I said, “follow me and I will take you to your sweetheart. She is waiting for you yonder. Be careful, however, what you do, for we cannot tell who may be about, and the smallest mistake may lead to our arrest.”

“You may be sure I will remember,” he answered, and then accompanied me along the path to the glade where the woman he loved was waiting. I saw her throw herself into his arms with a little cry of joy, and then I left them together and returned to Simeon. As I stood with him beneath the shadow of the trees, while Blake and his sweetheart were making up for the years in which they had been separated, I could not help thinking of my own dear girl and of all that had befallen us since she had first called upon me that wintry afternoon in London to ask me what course she should adopt to find her brother. And as if that were not enough, here I was hidden in a cane-brake with the creature, I can scarcely call him a man, whom I had turned out of Burwell Park, and whose personality had always been, and for that matter was still, so indescribably loathsome to me. For upwards of a quarter of an hour we waited, and then feeling that it was scarcely safe to delay any longer, I bade Simeon remain where he was and went forward to call Blake. I found them still talking eagerly together.

“Time is up,” I whispered to Blake. “I don’t think it would be wise to prolong this interview any further.”

Blake said nothing, but the Donna came forward and took my hand.

“Godfrey has been telling me of your goodness,” she said. “How can I thank you for all you have done for him? But for you he would still be in prison, and in a week’s time my uncle would have compelled me to marry another.”

“In that case I am indeed thankful to have been of such assistance,” I said. “And how do you propose to avert this catastrophe?”

“I shall not stay to give him the opportunity,” she answered bravely. “My mind is made up, and Senor Blake has promised to take me with him to England.”

“Indeed,” I replied; “but will not that be rather a hazardous proceeding?”

“Hazardous or not, I must go with you,” she replied, turning to her lover. “I cannot stay here. If I do I shall be compelled to marry the man I hate, and give up the man I love.”

“You shall never do that,” said Blake, with determination.

“But, my dear fellow,” I cried “it will be impossible for Donna Inez to make her way through the jungle with us, and for obvious reasons we cannot travel along the main roads. You know, as well as I do, that it is at least twenty-two miles from here to the cape, and she could never manage that.”

“I have thought out a scheme,” she answered, “which I have told to Godfrey. He will talk it over with you, and you can let me know what decision you come to. Now I must go back to the house. If my uncle suspects anything it will spoil our plans. Godfrey has told me where you are hiding, and I will find means to communicate with you later on.”

She bade us goodbye, and before a man could have counted twenty we had forded the stream once more and were making our way back to our camp. Throughout our walk, Blake scarcely spoke, but it needed no questioning to ascertain that he was happy. On reaching our hiding-place, we found our party awake and eagerly expecting us. We threw ourselves down on the ground beside them, and then Blake explained what Donna Inez had proposed. It proved to be nothing more than that she should obtain the use, for the time being, of a number of her uncle’s horses, upon which our party could make its way to the cape quicker, and with less fear of arousing suspicion, than by proceeding on foot through the jungle. In either case she herself was to accompany us. It was easily seen that her plan had commended itself to Mulhausen and the O’Barry, but for my own part I must confess I did not regard it with so much favour. A large party like ours, travelling along the public roads, even under cover of night, could scarcely fail to attract attention and to arouse suspicion. On the other hand, I was prepared to admit the fact that we should be able to travel much quicker, and that in case we were pursued we should stand a better chance of distancing our foes and of reaching the cape than we should otherwise do. In any case I was prepared to side with the majority.

Whatever else that night’s camp may have been it was at least a happy one. We shared Blake’s joy in the knowledge that his sweetheart was not only alive, but true to him, and we had also the satisfaction of knowing that our journey to the sea was well nigh accomplished. If all went well, in less than forty-eight hours we should be on board The Wealth of Argentina, and Cuba and its miseries would be things of the past. Then hey for old England once more, and the joys that awaited us there.

Before we laid down to sleep Blake grasped my hand.

“Brudenell, old man,” he said, “you have been a true friend to me, and I shall never forget it as long as I live. Of one thing I am convinced, and that is, that my sister Mildred has chosen wisely in taking you for her husband.”

“I am glad to hear you say that,” I answered. “God knows my chief thought is to be worthy of her. I can well imagine her happiness when she has you back with her once more. Now good-night.”

“Good-night,” he answered, and after that we spoke no more.

All next day we remained hidden in our camp. The waiting was most trying, particularly for Blake. Towards midday, however, his spirits were somewhat cheered by the receipt of a note from Donna Inez, in reply to one he had sent her telling her of our decision. In it she informed him that she had completed the arrangements necessary for getting away that evening. At half-past eight horses would be awaiting us in the cane-brake where we had met her on the previous evening. She would be ready, and we would then set off for the cape together as fast as the animals could carry us, guided by a faithful servant of her father’s, who would return with the horses by another route.

As soon as it was dusk, therefore, that evening, we left our hiding place, and once more guided by Simeon, made our way by the same circuitous route to the spot to which I had accompanied Blake on the previous evening. It was a glorious night, the heavens just lit by a young moon, and you may be sure we were all looking forward to what lay before us with the keenest anticipation.

For my own part I am willing to confess I was nervous. So much seemed to depend on the next few hours — our loves, our liberty, or even our very lives.

Strangely enough, as the evening progressed, Malhausen became very silent. His old buoyant spirits seemed entirely to have deserted him.

“I can’t think what can be the matter with me Brudenell,” he said in reply to my question when I asked him what ailed him, “but I’ve a sort of conviction that this business is not destined to end well for some of us.”

“Nonsense, man,” I replied. “After all your pluck and resourcefulness during the last few days we can’t have you losing heart at the end. Why, in another five hours, at most, we shall be on board the boat and safely out of harm’s way. What’s more, you’ll have the satisfaction of knowing — and I suppose it must be a satisfaction to you — that you have earned the life-long gratitude of at least half a dozen people, and under the most trying circumstances. For there can be no doubt that the success which has attended our enterprise is due almost entirely to you.”

“It is very good of you to say so,” he replied, “and I shall always value your praise. I don’t mind telling you that I like you, Brudenell, and though perhaps we didn’t start very well there’s nothing I would not do to make you think better of me. As you see, I’m a poor sort of villain when all’s said and done.”

As he said this we reached the plantation for which we had been making, and took up a position at a point where we could detect the approach of our friends, but from which we could not ourselves be observed. Here for upwards of a quarter of an hour we waited, every moment expecting that the horses would come into view, and every moment becoming more and more nervous as we found that they did not put in an appearance. What was detaining them we could not think.

So desperate, indeed, did our position at length become, that when they were twenty minutes overdue we began to seriously contemplate leaving Blake and the O’Barry to watch for Donna Inez, while Mulhausen, Simeon, and I went off in search of other steeds. Then Simeon’s quick ears detected the sound of some one running in our direction, and laying his hand upon Mulhausen’s arm he pointed straight ahead of him. An instant later an old man appeared upon the scene, looking cautiously about him, and then, coming to the centre of the glade a dozen paces from where we lay hidden, he inquired in a low voice for Senor Blake.

Blake immediately stepped out and confronted him.

“Thank heaven, my old friend Gomez,” he said, as he recognised the man before him, “it is you! Where is your mistress, and what has caused this delay?”

“She has been detained, senor,” the man answered. “There are soldiers in the house. But she has made an excuse that she has a headache, and she has gone to her room. It will not be long before she is here. I have the horses in readiness, and if you will collect your party and bring them with you I will lead you to them.”

Upon this we stepped out, and followed the old man along the path for upwards of a hundred yards, then through a heavy wooden gate into a sort of yard, where a number of horses were standing ready saddled. One was kept a little apart from the rest, and this we were told by the old man was reserved for his mistress. From the rest we were told we might make our choice. We did so, and having adjusting our stirrups to our requirements, stood in readiness to mount on receiving the word of command.

Once more, however, we did not get away as soon as we expected, and this time the delay was even more difficult to bear. Our nerves were strung to such a pitch that any hitch in the arrangements looked doubly big and seemed as if it would frustrate our plans altogether. What could have become of Donna Inez? We strained our ears for her step in the direction whence the old man told us it would come, but our efforts were in vain; not a sound rewarded us. Then the noise of flying feet reached us, accompanied by a somewhat heavier step, and a moment later the gates were pushed open and Donna Inez rushed into the yard, closely followed by a man in Spanish uniform. As we were standing in the shadow of the wall, and he was so busily occupied with his chase, he did not at first glance perceive us. I saw him catch the girl in his arms, I also heard Blake, who was standing beside me, utter an exclamation and rush out. I saw his fist go up and next moment the man go down, measuring his full length upon the ground.

“That will teach you to let ladies alone, you blackguard,” he cried, careless of who might hear. Then taking his sweetheart in his arms he asked anxiously if she were hurt.

“No, no, I am not hurt,” was the Donna’s reply. “We must be off, as quickly as possible. I assure you there is not a moment to lose. They have probably discovered my absence by this time, and when this man does not return, they will at once begin their search for us.”

With that she ran towards her own horse, and Blake immediately lifted her into the saddle. Almost at the same instant the sound of voices came from the house.

“They’re after us,” cried Mulhausen. “If we’re not off at once they’ll catch us for a certainty.”

“This way, senors,” cried the old manservant, Gomez, and placing himself at the head of the party, he led us through another gate, on the opposite side of the yard to that by which we had entered. Behind us we could hear the shouts growing louder every moment, and as we turned down a path that led in the direction of the ford, where we were to cross the river and once more enter the jungle, we heard a bugle call ring out.

“They have received information that you are in the neighbourhood,” said Blake’s sweetheart, “and were going to commence their search for you as soon as it was light to-morrow morning.”

“I wonder who could have told them,” I said. “We have not seen a soul save yourself and Gomez since we reached Torreblanco.”

“It is quite certain, however, that they knew,” replied the Donna.

A minute or two later we had crossed the river, and were heading away across country for the sea. Fortunately the horses were fine animals, and required little or no persuasion to do their best.

It was a strange experience that night ride, and one that I shall not soon forget. Gomez and Mulhausen, the latter closely followed by Simeon, took the lead. Blake and his sweetheart followed a few paces behind them, while the O’Barry and myself brought up the rear. In this order we continued our march mile after mile, encountering neither human beings nor human habitations in our course. Overhead the stars shone brightly, the fireflies flitted and glistened among the canes, and once we heard the sound of a dog barking in the distance, otherwise the night was strangely still.

When Gomez considered that half our journey had been accomplished, he called a halt for a few moments, but as soon as our horses had rested a little we pushed on even faster than before. It was now about half-past ten o’clock, and, as near as we could reckon it, we had still sixteen miles to do before we reached our destination. For the last part of the ride we did not talk much. We were all too much occupied with our own thoughts to care about conversation; Mulhausen thinking that, while he had accomplished his original desire, and had found Blake, he had nevertheless failed in the one great aim of his life; Donna Inez thinking of the island she was leaving and would in all probability never see again; Blake of her, and of his three years’ imprisonment; and I of the girl I loved, and of the happiness she would feel when she clasped her brother in her arms once more. In this fashion we continued until we were within a few miles of the cape. Then it became necessary for us to proceed with even greater caution. The country along the coast was rough and broken, thickly wooded in parts, and for that reason necessitating the exercise of considerable caution in riding through it. At last, like a whiff of liberty, we caught a breeze from the sea, which set our hearts beating with double quickness. In a very few minutes we should know our fate.

Urging our horses forward, we began to ascend the slope that led towards the cape. Fortunately the night was very dark, indeed for our purpose a better could scarcely have been desired. A couple of hundred yards from our destination we dismounted, and gave our horses into Gomez’s charge, realising that it would be necessary for us to complete the remainder of the distance on foot.

The parting between Donna Inez and her father’s faithful old retainer, who had known her from her childhood, and now would in all human probability never see her again, was affecting in the extreme. He would have been indeed a callous man who could have watched it unmoved. Then having bidden him goodbye and thanked him from the bottom of our hearts for the service he had rendered us, we left him and went forward on foot towards the edge of the cliff. Down in the depths below we could hear the thunder of the waves upon the rocks, but though we strained our eyes to do so we could see no signs of any vessel. Pulling my watch from my pocket I held it as close to my face as possible in the hope of being able to read the time upon it, but without success. It was too dark even to see the dial.

“Now,” said Mulhausen, “we have got to find a way down to the sea. The big rocks the captain told us to look out for are just below us, and the boat should by this time be in readiness beside them. Let us once get aboard, and then, thank God, we shall be done with Cuba for ever.”

The words had scarcely left his mouth before Simeon, who had been following a short distance behind, came running towards his master, and said something to him in an undertone. Mulhausen jumped as if he had been shot.

“Quick,” he cried, “down the cliff side for your lives! The soldiers are close behind us.”

He had scarcely spoken before we heard a voice in the dark a short distance behind us cry “Surrender every one of you, or I fire.”

He might as well have talked to the wind, for before the order was out of his mouth we were each of us over the cliff side scrambling down the steep bank as fast as we could go. And such a scramble as it was, too! In broad daylight, with all one’s wits about one, it would have been sufficiently dangerous; but how we came to make our way down it so well under cover of darkness without breaking our necks I shall never be able to properly understand. It abounded with enormous rocks, deep holes, and quantities of brushwood, aloes, and other abominable growths, nevertheless we continued our headlong course towards the water for all the world as if it had been as free from obstacles as an English public road.

“On, on,” shouted ‘Mulhausen, “they’re coming down the cliff after us. Heaven send we find the boat at the bottom!”

A moment later there was a shout from our right, followed by another from our left. The enemy had hemmed us in on every side, and in order to make certain of preventing our escape had sent a detachment of men to head us off. Now if the boat were not at the place arranged by Captain Brown, ready to receive us, we were caught like rats in a trap. As it was, a distance of scarcely fifty yards separated us from the water. The foe, on either side, had more than a hundred to cover before they could catch us, while the men coming down the hill behind us had barely left the top. So there was still a chance, but it must be confessed it was a very slender one.

Reaching the bottom, we made our way out on to the rocks where Captain Brown had stated the boat would be waiting for us. So nervous were we that we scarcely dared look over when we reached the edge, but having done so we uttered a cry of thankfulness for there, ready and waiting, as promised, was the steamer’s boat. But there was this difference. The officer we had expected to find in charge of her was not aboard, but in his place was Richard Morgrave, and standing beside him old Humphrey Vargenal.

“Quick,” shouted Mulhausen, as he leapt down on to one of the flat rocks beside the boat, and turned to help Donna Inez, “the soldiers are upon us. Jump in all of you.”

Morgrave, meanwhile, was standing in the stern with a boat-hook in his hand, as if to keep her steady for us [image: img73.jpg] to embark, but on hearing how closely we were being pursued he leant forward and attempted to give the boat a push off before any of our party could board her. In a flash I saw Vargenal pick up something and bring it down upon the traitor’s head. He fell upon the bottom of the boat, and as he did so the soldiers reached the rocks above us.

“Back, back,” I shouted in a frenzy to the men rowing; “back water as hard as you know how.”

They did so, and as the boat touched the rocks again we all sprang in. We were only just in time, however, for as the men bent to their oars and our little craft shot out from the cleft in the rocks where she had been lying, the Spanish soldiers reached the place where we had only a moment before been standing. A second later a volley rang out. Fortunately, however, though the bullets came pretty close to us, and one even chipped the rudder of the boat, not one of our party was hit. Morgrave, however, lay just as he had fallen. As old Vargenal explained later, he had had his suspicions of Morgrave and had been watching him closely. When he saw him shove off, in the hope that the Spanish soldiers might come up before we could get on board, he promptly seized a stretcher and brought it down upon his head with all his force.

“Thank God, we have got you back at last,” he cried, when the excitement was over for the moment and we felt that we could speak again. “This has been a terrible night for us all, but, God be praised, it has ended happily.”

A few moments later we could discern the black outline of the steamer ahead of us, the boat drew up to the accommodation ladder, and by the time we had got over our first emotion, and the boat had been brought to the davits, with Morgrave lying in her, just as he had fallen, The Wealth of Argentina was steaming out to sea. After all his troubles Godfrey Blake was among his own people once more.

* * * * *

Having described to you our arrival on board, little more remains to be narrated. Almost before we had reached the saloon the steamer was proceeding under full steam on her course for New Orleans. The delight we experienced in the feeling of security I must leave you to imagine. Mildred’s happiness at having her brother with her once more was almost beyond expression in words, while her reception of Donna Inez must have made the poor girl, who had suffered so much for the man she loved, feel at home with her immediately. Even Vargenal and Miss Priscilla betrayed some emotion. Indeed the latter had large tears trickling down her cheeks when she greeted me, and with very little encouragement I believe she would have gone so far as to have embraced me. Of Morgrave, for the moment, we none of us thought, and it was not until we had partaken of a hearty meal and the ladies had been informed of our adventures and had retired to rest, that we adjourned to the chart-room to consider what the punishment for his duplicity should be.

“The man deserves lynching,” said the skipper candidly, bringing his fist down upon the table with a thump, “and, as far as I am concerned, nothing would give me greater pleasure than to have the job of running him up to my yardarm.”

“He betrayed Don Manuel and myself,” said Godfrey, “and though he has known my whereabouts for upwards of three years he never told my sister of the fact.”

“He is what I always thought him,” said Vargenal, “a contemptible hound. Still, Blake, you must remember he is the son of your father’s only sister. Richly as he deserves punishment that must count for something.”

Eventually it was settled that we should postpone consideration of the matter till the following morning. It was then that we came to a decision.

That afternoon, shortly after lunch, the officers on the bridge reported a sail to the westward.

She proved to be the Esdras W. Dyson of New Orleans, bound for Trinidad, and in response to our inquiry as to whether she would convey a passenger to that port, her skipper replied to the effect that he was quite willing to do so, provided, of course, the remuneration was satisfactory. This point having been settled, nothing remained but for him to send a boat, and for us to acquaint the man below with the course we had determined to adopt. By common consent this unpleasant duty fell upon me. I accordingly sought the man’s cabin, and having knocked was told to enter.

I found Morgrave leaning against his bunk, his hands in his pockets and a cigarette between his lips. He was evidently not in the least ashamed of himself, and I could see was determined to carry the matter off with a high hand.

“Well,” he said, as I entered and closed the door behind me, “to what do I owe the honour of this visit?”

“I have come to acquaint you with the decision arrived at by all who know you on board this ship,” I said. “Your treachery to Don Manuel de Ferrara, to Godfrey Blake, and to your cousin Mildred has at last come to light, and it would be useless to me to explain to you how utterly we despise you. On account of your relationship to the Blake family, however, it is impossible for us to punish you as you deserve. We only wish to rid ourselves of you as speedily as possible.”

“That’s very kind of you,” he said, with a sneer; “and pray in what manner do you intend to accomplish it?”

“There’s a vessel bound for Trinidad alongside now,” I answered. “Your passage on board her to that port has been taken, and I shall be glad if you will at once leave this vessel and join her,”

He flicked the ash off his cigarette with consummate calmness. Then pointing to his luggage, he said, “ My baggage, as you see, is quite ready. Have you a boat alongside?”

“The schooner was sending one when I left the deck.”

“In that case I am at your service.”

I accordingly opened the cabin door and called to Pompey, the black steward, to bring the luggage, and having done so led the way up the companion ladder. When we reached the deck we discovered the whole family party assembled there. Morgrave, however, was not in the least abashed. He lifted his hat with easy grace as he strolled towards the gangway. Reaching it he turned and facing the company, removed the cigarette from his lips and spoke.

“I have to congratulate you, ladies and gentlemen,” he said, “ on the success that has attended your efforts to discover the whereabouts of my dear cousin Godfrey, whom I see looking the picture of health and happiness. It would seem that Burwell Court is out of my reach altogether, but I can soothe myself with the reflection that I did my best to secure possession of it. Mildred, my cousin, I offer you my compliments upon your choice of a husband; Miss Priscilla, I congratulate you on the ease with which you have become a traveller in your old age; Humphrey Vargenal, you will be more conceited than ever, now that your prophecy that I should come to a bad end has proved true; as for you, Mulhausen, I scarcely know what to say to you; our happy family first considered you a rogue in grain, now you repose in the odour of sanctity, fawned upon by young and old alike. I wish you joy of it. Like myself, however, you are a disappointed man. We both played a bold game, and lost it. Captain Brown, I thank you for your hospitality, and wish you farewell,”

There was only one person to whom he had not addressed himself — and that was Donna Inez. But even his impudence could not go as far as that.

Whether he expected us to say anything in reply to his speech or not I do not know, but he appeared rather disconcerted when he found that we all stood watching him without a word.

Lifting his hat again he bade us goodbye, and then went down the ladder to the boat which was waiting for him alongside. A quarter of an hour later the Esdras W. Dyson was standing on her course, and Richard Morgrave had disappeared out of our lives, we devoutly hoped, for good and all.

On the Thursday following we left New Orleans, where we bade farewell to Captain Brown and The Wealth of Argentina. The same evening Mulhausen sought me out.

“Brudenell,” he said, “the time has now come for us to say goodbye to each other. I have already made my adieux to the other members of our party. To-morrow, as I understand it, you leave for New York en route to England, while the O’Brady and myself sail for Nicaragua, where men with their wits about them can always make a living. In all human probability we shall never meet again. Our connection has been an extraordinary one. Had I been able to beat you at the game we were playing I’m afraid I should have done so without a second thought. You, however, have won, and I will be generous enough to say I am not sorry for it. When you reach England you will marry a girl who will be certain to make you a good wife, and from the bottom of my heart I hope you may be happy. Will you shake hands with me?”

“With very great pleasure,” I answered, and I accordingly gave him my hand, “and I will also wish you good luck in whatever you may be going to do.”

Thereupon we bade each other goodbye, and a few moments later I saw him striding down the street accompanied by the O’Barry and followed at a short distance by his terrible retainer Simeon. Since then I have neither heard nor seen anything of either of them.

And now to bring my long story to a close. Two months after the day we bade New Orleans farewell, the old church at Burwell was the scene of a double wedding. On that day the young squire, whose return to his ancestral home you may be sure had been right worthily celebrated, took to wife Inez, the only daughter of the late Don Manuel de Ferrara, of the Island of Cuba; while I, Cuthbert Brudenell, barrister-at-law, followed his example with his sister Mildred, only daughter of the late Constantine Blake, of Burwell Court, in the County of Hertfordshire, England. Humphrey Vargenal, to his own intense satisfaction, gave both brides away, and Miss Priscilla lent an air of dignity to the proceedings from the Blake pew.

In the beautiful old Hall at the Court afterwards, when the carriage was at the door and I was waiting for my bride to come downstairs prior to starting on our honeymoon, Humphrey Vargenal came up and took my hand.

“God bless you, my boy,” he said, “and may you have a long and happy life with the woman you have chosen. This is a fit and proper termination to all the adventures we have been through together, is it not?”

“Most fitting,” I replied. “And as for those adventures, why we could make a book out of them, could we not? But what should we call it?”

“Were I in your place,” he answered, “I think I could choose a name. Surely the most appropriate would be:

“ACROSS THE WORLD FOR A WIFE”

THE END


Pharos, the Egyptian (1899)
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One of Boothby’s most popular works, Pharos the Egyptian (1899) is a tale of Gothic Egypt, featuring mummies’ curses and supernatural revenge. The romance concerns a sinister old man, Pharos, who proves to be Ptahmes, a mummy that has survived through the centuries with full magical powers. Written in the narrative style from the point of view of a man that becomes unwittingly embroiled in events which he does not even begin to understand, the narrative fuses the world of the late 1800’s with the exoticism of ancient Egypt and all its arcane mysteries.
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PREFACE.

BEING A LETTER FROM SIR WILLIAM BETFORD, OF BAMPTON ST. MARY, IN DORSETSHIRE, TO GEORGE TREVELYAN, OF LINCOLN’S INN FIELDS, LONDON.
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“MY DEAR TREVELYAN: Never in my life have I been placed in such an awkward, not to say invidious, position. I am, as you know, a plain man, fond of a plain life and plain speaking, and yet I am about to imperil that reputation by communicating to you what I fancy you will consider the most extraordinary and unbelievable intelligence you have ever received in your life. For my own part I do not know what to think. I have puzzled over the matter until I am not in a position to judge fairly. You must, therefore, weigh the evidence, first for us both. For pity’s sake, however, do not decide hastily. In dubiis benigniora semper sunt præferenda, as they used to say in our school days, must be our motto, and by it we must abide at any hazards. As far as I can see, we are confronted with one of the saddest and at the same time one of the most inexplicable cases ever yet recorded on paper. Reduced to its proper factors it stands as follows: Either Forrester has gone mad and dreamed it all, or he is sane and has suffered as few others have done in this world. In either case he is deserving of our deepest pity. In one way only are we fortunate. Knowing the man as we do, we are in a position to estimate the value of the accusations he brings against himself. Of one thing I am convinced — a more honourable being does not walk this earth. Our acquaintance with him is of equal length. We were introduced to him, and to each other, on one and the same occasion, upward of twelve years ago; and during that time I know I am right in saying neither of us ever had reason to doubt his word or the honour of a single action. Indeed, to my mind he had but one fault, a not uncommon one in these latter days of the nineteenth century. I refer to his somewhat morbid temperament and the consequent leaning toward the supernatural it produced in him.

“As the world has good reason to remember, his father was perhaps the most eminent Egyptologist our century has seen; a man whose whole mind and being was impregnated with a love for that ancient country and its mystic past. Small wonder, therefore, that the son should have inherited his tastes and that his life should have been influenced by the same peculiar partiality. While saying, however, that he had a weakness for the supernatural, I am by no means admitting that he was what is vulgarly termed a spiritualist. I do not believe for an instant that he ever declared himself so openly. His mind was too evenly balanced, and at the same time too healthy to permit such an enthusiastic declaration of his interest. For my part, I believe he simply inquired into the matter as he would have done into, shall we say, the Kinetic theory of gases, or the history of the ruined cities of Mashonaland, for the purpose of satisfying his curiosity and of perfecting his education on the subject. Having thus made my own feelings known to you, I will leave the matter in your hands, confident that you will do him justice, and will proceed to describe how the pathetic record of our friend’s experiences came into my possession.

“I had been hunting all day and did not reach home until between half-past six and seven o’clock. We had a house full of visitors at the time, I remember, some of whom had been riding with me, and the dressing-gong sounded as we dismounted from our horses at the steps. It was plain that if we wished to change our attire and join the ladies in the drawing-room before dinner was announced, we had no time to lose. Accordingly we departed to our various rooms with all possible speed.

“There is nothing pleasanter or more refreshing after a long day in the saddle than a warm bath. On this particular occasion I was in the full enjoyment of this luxury when a knocking sounded at the door. I inquired who was there.

“‘Me, sir — Jenkins,’ replied my servant. ‘There is a person downstairs, sir, who desires to see you.’

“‘To see me at this hour,’ I answered. ‘What is his name, and what does he want?’

“‘His name is Silver, sir,’ the man replied; and then, as if the information might be put forward as some excuse for such a late visit, he continued: ‘I believe he is a kind of foreigner, sir. Leastways, he’s very dark, and don’t speak the same, quite, as an Englishman might do.’

“I considered for a moment. I knew of no person named Silver who could have any possible reason for desiring to see me at seven o’clock in the evening.

“‘Go down and inquire his business,’ I said, at length. ‘Tell him I am engaged to-night; but if he can make it convenient to call in the morning, I will see him.’

“The man departed on his errand, and by the time he returned I had reached my dressing-room once more.

“‘He is very sorry, sir,’ he began, as soon as he had closed the door, ‘but he says he must get back to Bampton in time to catch the 8.15 express to London. He wouldn’t tell me his business, but asked me to say that it is most important, and he would be deeply grateful if you could grant him an interview this evening.’

“‘In that case,’ I said, ‘I suppose I must see him. Did he tell you no more?’

“‘No, sir. Leastways, that wasn’t exactly the way he put it. He said, sir, “If the gentleman won’t see me otherwise, tell him I come to him from Mr. Cyril Forrester. Then I think he will change his mind.”’

“As the man, whoever he was, had predicted, this did make me change my mind. I immediately bade Jenkins return and inform him that I would be with him in a few moments. Accordingly, as soon as I had dressed, I left my room and descended to the study. The fire was burning brightly, and a reading-lamp stood upon the writing-table. The remainder of the room, however, was in shadow, but not sufficiently so to prevent my distinguishing a dark figure seated between the two bookcases. He rose as I entered, and bowed before me with a servility that, thank God! is scarcely English. When he spoke, though what he said was grammatically correct, his accent revealed the fact that he was not a native of our Isles.

“‘Sir William Betford, I believe,’ he began, as I entered the room.

“‘That is my name,’ I answered, at the same time turning up the lamp and lighting the candles upon the mantelpiece in order that I might see him better. ‘My man tells me you desire an interview with me. He also mentioned that you have come from my old friend, Mr. Cyril Forrester, the artist, who is now abroad. Is this true?’

“‘Quite true,’ he replied. ‘I do come from Mr. Forrester.’

“The candles were burning brightly by this time, and, as a result, I was able to see him more distinctly. He was of medium height, very thin, and wore a long overcoat of some dark material. His face was distinctly Asiatic in type, though the exact nationality I could not determine. Possibly he might have hailed from Siam.

“‘Having come from Mr. Forrester,’ I said, when I had seated myself, ‘you will be able to tell me his address, I have neither seen nor heard of or from him for more than a year past.’

“‘I regret exceedingly that it is impossible for me to give you the information you seek,’ the man replied, civilly but firmly. ‘My instructions were most explicit upon that point.’

“‘You come to me from him, and yet you are instructed not to tell me his address?’ I said, with natural surprise. ‘That is rather extraordinary, is it not? Remember, I am one of his oldest, and certainly one of his firmest, friends.’

“‘Nevertheless, I was instructed on no account to reveal his present residence to you,’ the man replied.

“‘What, then, can your business be with me?’ I asked, more nettled at his words than I cared to show.

“‘I have brought you a packet,’ he said, ‘which Mr. Forrester was most anxious I should personally deliver to your hands. There is a letter inside which he said would explain everything. I was also instructed to obtain from you a receipt, which I am to convey to him again.’

“So saying, he dived his hand into the pocket of his greatcoat, and brought thence a roll, which he placed with some solemnity upon the table.

“‘There is the packet,’ he said. ‘Now if you will be kind enough to give me a note stating that you have received it, I will take my departure. It is most necessary that I should catch the express to London, and if I desire to do so, I have a sharp walk in front of me.’

“‘You shall have the receipt,’ I answered; and, taking a sheet of notepaper from a drawer, I wrote the following letter: — 

“‘The Grange, Bampton St. Mary,
“‘December 14, 18 — .

“‘Dear Forrester: This evening I have been surprised by a visit from a man named — —’

“Here I paused and inquired the messenger’s name, which I had, for the moment, forgotten.

“‘Honoré de Silva,’ he replied.

“‘ —— from a man named Honoré de Silva, who has handed me a packet for which he desires this letter shall be a receipt. I have endeavoured to elicit your address from him, but on this point he is adamant. Is it kind to an old friend to let him hear from you, but at the same time to refuse to permit him to communicate with you? Why all this mystery? If you are in trouble, who would so gladly share it with you as your old friend? If you need help, who would so willingly give it? Are the years during which we have known each other to count for nothing? Trust me, and I think you are aware that I will not abuse your confidence.

“Your affectionate friend,

“‘William Betford.’

“Having blotted it, I placed the letter in an envelope, directed it to Cyril Forrester, Esq., and handed it to De Silva, who placed it carefully in an inner pocket and rose to take leave of me.

“‘Will nothing induce you to reveal your employer’s present place of residence?’ I said. ‘I assure you I am most anxious to prove his friend.’

“‘I can easily believe that,’ he answered. ‘He has often spoken of you in terms of the warmest affection. If you could hear him, I am sure you would have no doubt on that score.’

“I was much affected, as you may imagine, on hearing this, and his assertion emboldened me to risk yet another question.

“‘Upon one point, at least, you can set my mind at rest,’ I said. ‘Is Mr. Forrester happy?’

“‘He is a man who has done with happiness such as you mean, and will never know it again,’ he answered solemnly.

“‘My poor old friend,’ I said, half to myself and half to him. And then added, ‘Is there no way in which I can help him?’

“‘None,’ De Silva replied. ‘But I can tell you no more, so I beg you will not ask me.’

“‘But you can surely answer one other question,’ I continued, this time with what was almost a note of supplication in my voice. ‘You can tell me whether, in your opinion, we, his friends, will see him again, or if he intends to spend the remainder of his life in exile?’

“‘That I can safely answer. No! You will never see him again. He will not return to this country, or to the people who have known him here.’

“‘Then may God help him and console him, for his trouble must be bitter indeed!’

“‘It is well-nigh insupportable,’ said De Silva, with the same solemnity; and then, picking up his hat, bowed, and moved toward the door.

“‘I must risk one last question. Tell me if he will communicate with me again?’

“‘Never,’ the other replied. ‘He bade me tell you, should you ask, that you must henceforth consider him as one who is dead. You must not attempt to seek for him, but consign him to that oblivion in which only he can be at peace.’

“Before I could say more he had opened the door and passed into the hall. A moment later I heard the front door close behind him, a step sounded on the gravel before my window, and I was left standing upon the hearthrug, staring at the packet upon the table. Then the gong sounded, and I thrust the roll into a drawer. Having securely locked the latter, I hastened to the drawing-room to meet my guests.

“Needless to say, my demeanour during dinner was not marked with any great degree of gaiety. The interview with De Silva had upset me completely; and though I endeavoured to play the part of an attentive host, my attempt was far from being successful. I found my thoughts continually reverting to that curious interview in the study, and to the packet which had come into my possession in such a mysterious manner, the secret contained in which I had still to learn.

“After dinner we adjourned to the billiard-room, where we spent the evening; consequently it was not until my guests bade me ‘Good night,’ and retired to their various rooms, by which time it was well after eleven o’clock, that I found myself at liberty to return to the study.

“Once there, I made up the fire, wheeled an easy-chair to a position before it, arranged the reading-lamp so that the light should fall upon the paper over my left shoulder, and having made these preparations, unlocked the drawer and took out the packet De Silva had handed to me.

“It was with a mixture of pain, a small measure of curiosity, but more apprehension as to what I should find within, that I cut the string and broke the seals. Inside I discovered a note and a roll of manuscript in that fine and delicate handwriting we used to know so well. After a hasty glance at it, I put the latter aside, and opened the envelope. The note I found within was addressed to you, Trevelyan, as well as to myself, and read as follows: — 

“‘My dear old Friends: In company with many other people, you must have wondered what the circumstances could have been that induced me to leave England so suddenly, to forfeit the success I had won for myself after so much up-hill work, and, above all, to bid farewell to a life and an art I loved so devotedly, and from which, I think I may be excused for saying, I had such brilliant expectations. I send you herewith, Betford, by a bearer I can trust, an answer to that question. I want you to read it, and, having done so, to forward it to George Trevelyan, with the request that he will do the same. When you have mastered the contents, you must unitedly arrange with some publishing house to put it before the world, omitting nothing, and in no way attempting to offer any extenuation for my conduct. We were three good friends once, in an age as dead to me now as the Neolithic. For the sake of that friendship, therefore, I implore this favour at your hands. As you hope for mercy on that Last Great Day when the sins of all men shall be judged, do as I entreat you now. How heavily I have sinned against my fellow-men — in ignorance, it is true — you will know when you have read what I have written. This much is certain — the effect of it weighs upon my soul like lead. If you have any desire to make that load lighter, carry out the wish I now express to you. Remember me also in your prayers, praying not as for a man still living, but as you would for one long since dead. That God may bless and keep you both will ever be the wish of your unhappy friend,

“‘Cyril Forrester.

“‘P. S. — Matthew Simpford, in the Strand, is keeping two pictures for me. They were once considered among my best work. I ask you each to accept one, and when you look at them try to think as kindly as possible of the friend who is gone from you forever.’

“So much for the letter. It is possible there may be people who will smile sarcastically when they read that, as I finished it, tears stood in my eyes, so that I could scarcely see the characters upon the paper.

“You, Trevelyan, I know, will understand my emotion better. And why should I not have been affected? Forrester and I had been good friends in the old days, and it was only fit and proper I should mourn his loss. Handsome, generous, clever, who could help loving him? I could not, that’s certain.

“The letter finished, I replaced it in its envelope and turned my attention to the manuscript. When I began to read, the hands of the clock upon the chimneypiece stood at twenty minutes to twelve, and they had reached a quarter past five before I had completed my task. All that time I read on without stopping, filled with amazement at the story my poor friend had to tell, and consumed with a great sorrow that his brilliant career should have terminated in such an untoward manner.

“Now, having completed my share of the task, as required of me in the letter, I send the manuscript by special messenger to you. Read it as he desires, and when you have done so let me have your opinion upon it. Then I will come up to town, and we will arrange to carry out the last portion of our poor friend’s request together. In the meantime,

“Believe me ever your friend,

“William Betford.”



Six months later.

Trevelyan and I have completed the task allotted to us. We have read Forrester’s manuscript, and we have also discovered a publisher who will place it before the world. What the result is to be it remains for time to decide.


CHAPTER I.
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IF EVER A man in this world had a terrible — I might almost go so far as to add a shameful — story to relate, surely I, Cyril Forrester, am the one. How strange — indeed, how most unbelievable — it is I do not think I even realised myself until I sat down to write it. The question the world will in all probability ask when it has read it is, why it should have been told at all. It is possible it may be of opinion that I should have served my generation just as well had I allowed it to remain locked up in my own bosom for all time. This, however, my conscience would not permit. There are numberless reasons, all of them important and some imperative beyond all telling, why I should make my confession, though God knows I am coward enough to shrink from the task. And if you consider for a moment, I think you will understand why. In the first place, the telling of the story can only have the effect of depriving me of the affection of those I love, the respect of those whose good opinion I have hitherto prized so highly, the sympathy of my most faithful friends, and, what is an equal sacrifice as far as I am personally concerned — though it is, perhaps, of less importance to others — the fame I have won for myself after so hard a struggle. All this is swept away like drift-wood before a rising tide, and as a result I retire into voluntary exile, a man burdened with a life-long sorrow. How I have suffered, both in body and mind, none will ever understand. That I have been punished is also certain, how heavily you, my two old friends, will be able to guess when you have read my story. With the writing of it I have severed the last link that binds me to the civilized world. Henceforth I shall be a wanderer and an outcast, and but for one reason could wish myself dead. But that is enough of regret; let me commence my story.

Two years ago, as you both have terrible reason to remember, there occurred in Europe what may, perhaps, be justly termed the most calamitous period in its history, a time so heart-breaking, that scarcely a man or woman can look back upon it without experiencing the keenest sorrow. Needless to say I refer to the outbreak of the plague among us, that terrible pestilence which swept Europe from end to end, depopulated its greatest cities, filled every burial-place to overflowing, and caused such misery and desolation in all ranks of life as has never before been known among us. Few homes were there, even in this fair England of ours, but suffered some bereavement; few families but mourn a loss the wound of which has even now barely healed. And it is my part in this dreadful business that I have forced myself with so much bitter humiliation to relate. Let me begin at the very beginning, tell everything plainly and straightforwardly, offer nothing in extenuation of my conduct, and trust only to the world to judge me, if such a thing be possible, with an unbiassed mind.

I date my misery from a wet, miserable night in the last week of March — a night without a glimpse of the moon, which, on that particular evening, was almost at its full. There had been but one solitary hour of painting-light all day; short as it was, however, it was sufficient for my purpose. My picture for the Academy was finished, and now all that remained was to pack it up and send it in. It was, as you remember, my eighth, and in every way my most successful effort. The subject I had chosen had enthralled me from the moment it had first entered my head, and the hours of thought and preparation it had entailed will always rank among the happiest of my life. It represented Merenptah, the Pharaoh of the Exodus, learning from the magicians the effect of his obstinacy in the death of his first-born son. The canvas showed him seated on his throne, clad in his robes of state. His head was pushed a little forward, his chin rested in his hand, while his eyes looked straight before him as though he were endeavouring to peer into the future in the hope of reading there the answer to the troubled thoughts inside his brain. Behind him stood the sorcerers, one of whom had found courage to announce the baneful tidings.

The land of Egypt has always possessed a singular attraction for me — a taste which, doubtless, I inherit from my poor father, who, as you are aware, was one of the greatest authorities upon the subject the world has ever known.

As I have said, it was a miserable night, dark as the pit of Tophet. A biting wind whistled through the streets, the pavements were dotted with umbrella-laden figures, the kennels ran like mill-sluices, while the roads were only a succession of lamp-lit puddles through which the wheeled traffic splashed continuously. For some reason — perhaps because the work upon which I had been so long and happily engaged was finished and I felt lonely without it to occupy my mind — I was stricken with a fit of the blues. Convinced that my own company would not take me out of it, I left my studio in search of more congenial society. This was soon forthcoming; and you will remember, Betford and Trevelyan, that we dined together at a little restaurant in the neighbourhood of Leicester Square, and followed the dinner up with a visit to a theatre. As ill-luck would have it, I was in the minority in the choice of a place of entertainment. The result was disastrous. Instead of ridding myself of my melancholy, as I had hoped to do, I intensified it, and when, at the end of the evening, I bade you farewell in the Strand, my spirits had reached a lower level than they had attained all day. I remember distinctly standing beneath a gas-lamp at the corner of Villiers Street, as the clocks were striking midnight, feeling disinclined to return to my abode and go to bed, and yet equally at a loss to know in what manner I should employ myself until there was some likelihood of slumber visiting my eyelids. To help me make up my mind I lit a fresh cigar and strolled down toward the river. On the pavement, at the foot of the steps leading to Hungerford Bridge, a poor tattered creature, yet still possessing some pretensions to gentlemanly address, came from beneath the archway and begged of me, assuring me most solemnly that, as far as he was concerned, the game was played out, and if I did not comply with his request, he would forthwith end his troubles in the river. I gave him something — I can not now remember what — and then, crossing the road, made my way along the Embankment toward Cleopatra’s Needle. The rain had ceased for the moment, and in the north a few stars were shining. The myriad lights of the Embankment were reflected in the river like lines of dancing fire, and I remember that behind me a train was rolling across the bridge from Charing Cross with a noise like distant thunder. I suppose I must have been thinking of my picture, and of the land and period which had given me the idea. At any rate, I know that on this occasion the ancient monument in front of which I soon found myself affected me as it had never done before. I thought of the centuries that had passed since those hieroglyphics were carved upon the stone, of the changes the world had seen since that giant monolith first saw the light of day. Leaning my elbows on the parapet, I was so absorbed in my own thoughts that when a sudden cry of “Help, help!” rang out from the river it was with a sensible shock that I returned to the commonplace and found myself standing where I was. A moment later I was all action. The cry had come from the other side of the Needle. I accordingly hastened to the steps farthest from me, shouting, as I went, in my excitement, that a man was drowning. It might have all been part of some evil dream — the long line of silent Embankment on either side, the swiftly-flowing river, and that despairing appeal for help coming so suddenly out of the black darkness. Then I became aware that I was not alone on the steps. There was another man there, and he stood motionless, peering out into the dark stream, scarcely a dozen paces from me.

I had reached the top of the steps and was about to descend them in order to accost him, when something occurred which stopped me and held me spell-bound. The moon had emerged from its pall of cloud and was now shining clear and bright across the river. Thirty seconds must have elapsed since we had heard the cry for assistance, and now, as I looked, the drowning man was washed in at the foot of the steps upon which we stood. It would have needed but the least movement on the part of the man below me to have caught him as he swept by and to have saved him from a watery death. To my amazement, however — and even now, after this lapse of time, my gorge rises at the very thought of it — the other did not offer to help, but drew himself back. Before I could return my eyes, the wretched suicide had passed out of sight and had vanished into the darkness again. As he did so a pronounced chuckle of enjoyment reached me from the man below — a burst of merriment so out of place and so detestable that I could scarcely believe I heard aright. I can not hope to make you understand how it affected me. A second later a fit of blind fury overtook me, and, under the influence of it, I ran down the steps and seized the murderer — for such I shall always consider him — by the arm.

“Are you a man or a fiend,” I cried in jerks, “that you could so allow another to perish when you might have saved him? His death is upon your conscience, brute and monster that you are!”

So extreme was my emotion that I trembled under it like a man with the palsy.

Then the other turned his head and looked at me; and, as he did so, a great shudder, accompanied by an indescribable feeling of nausea, passed over me. What occasioned it I could not tell, nor could I remember having felt anything of the kind before. When it departed, my eyes fixed themselves on the individual before me. Connecting him in some way with the unenviable sensation I had just experienced, I endeavoured to withdraw them again, but in vain. The others gaze was riveted upon me — so firmly, indeed, that it required but small imagination to believe it eating into my brain. Good Heavens! how well I recollect that night and every incident connected with it! I believe I shall remember it through all eternity. If only I had known enough to have taken him by the throat then and there, and had dashed his brains out on the stones, or to have seized him in my arms and hurled him down the steps into the river below, how much happier I should have been! I might have earned eternal punishment, it is true, but I should at least have saved myself and the world in general from such misery as the human brain can scarcely realise. But I did not know, the opportunity was lost, and, in that brief instant of time, millions of my fellow-creatures were consigned unwittingly to their doom.

After long association with an individual, it is difficult, if not impossible, to set down with any degree of exactness a description of the effect his personality in the first instance had upon me. In this case I find it more than usually difficult, for the reason that, as I came more under his influence, the original effect wore off and quite another was substituted for it.

His height was considerably below the average, his skull was as small as his shoulders were broad. But it was not of his stature, his shoulders, or the size of the head which caused the curious effect I have elsewhere described. It was his eyes, the shape of his face, the multitudinous wrinkles that lined it, and, above all, the extraordinary colour of his skin, that rendered his appearance so repulsive. To understand what I mean you must think first of old ivory, and then endeavour to realise what the complexion of a corpse would be like after lying in an hermetically sealed tomb for many years. Blend the two and you will have some dim notion of the idea I am trying to convey. His eyes were small, deeply sunken, and in repose apparently devoid of light and even of life. He wore a heavy fur coat, and, for the reason that he disdained the customary headgear of polite society, and had substituted for it a curious description of cap, I argued that he was a man who boasted a will of his own, and who did not permit himself to be bound by arbitrary rules. But, however plain these things may have been, his age was a good deal more difficult to determine. It was certainly not less than seventy, and one might have been excused had one even set it down at a hundred. He walked feebly, supporting himself with a stick, upon which his thin yellow fist was clutched till the knuckles stood out and shone like billiard balls in the moonlight.

Under the influence of his mysterious personality, I stood speechless for some moments, forgetful of everything — the hour, the place, and even his inhumanity to the drowning wretch in the river below. By the time I recovered myself he was gone, and I could see him crossing the road and moving swiftly away in the direction of Charing Cross. Drawing my hand across my forehead, which was clammy with the sweat of real fear, I looked again at the river. A police boat was pulling toward the steps, and by the light of the lantern on board I could make out the body of a man. My nerves, already strained to breaking pitch, were not capable of standing any further shock. I accordingly turned upon my heel and hurried from the place with all the speed at my command.

Such was my first meeting with the man whom I afterward came to know as Pharos the Egyptian.


CHAPTER II.
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AS YOU ARE aware, my picture that year was hung in an excellent position, was favourably received by those for whose criticism I had any sort of respect, attracted its fair share of attention from the general public, and, as a result, brought me as near contentment as a man can well hope or expect to be in this world. Before it had been twenty-four hours “on the line,” I had received several tempting offers for it; but as I had set my heart on obtaining a certain sum, and was determined not to accept less, you may suppose I did not give them much attention. If I received what I wanted, I promised myself a treat I had been looking forward to all my life. In that case I would take a long holiday, and, instead of spending the next winter in England, would start for Egypt in the autumn, taking in Italy en route, make my way up the Nile, and be home again, all being well, in the spring, or, at latest, during the early days of summer.

Ever since I first became an exhibitor at Burlington House, I have made it a rule to studiously avoid visiting the gallery after varnishing day. My reasons would interest no one, but they were sufficiently strong to induce me to adhere to them. This year, however, I was led into doing so in a quite unintentional fashion, and as that exception vitally concerns this narrative, I must narrate in detail the circumstances that led up to it.

On a certain Friday early in June, I was sitting in my studio, after lunch, wondering what I should do with myself during the afternoon, when a knock sounded at the door, and a moment later, after I had invited whoever stood outside to enter, my old friend, George Merridew, his wife, son, and three daughters, trooped into the room. They were plainly up from the country, and, as usual, were doing the sights at express speed. George Merridew, as you know, stands six feet in his stockings, and is broad in proportion. His face is red, his eyes blue, and he carries with him wherever he goes the air of a prosperous country squire, which he certainly is. Like many other big men, he is unconscious of his strength, and when he shakes hands with you, you have reason to remember the fact for five minutes afterward. His wife is small, and, as some folks declare, looks younger than her eldest daughter, who is a tennis champion, a golfer, and boasts a supreme contempt for Royal Academicians and, for that matter, for artists generally. The son is at Oxford, a nice enough young fellow with limpid blue eyes, who, to his father’s disgust, takes no sort of interest in fox-hunting, racing, football, or any other sport, and has openly asserted his intention of entering the Church in the near future. There are two other girls, Gwendoline and Ethel — the latter, by the way, promises to be a second edition of her mother — who, at present, are in the advanced schoolroom stage, dine with their parents, except on state occasions, and play duets together on the piano with a conscientious regard for time and fingering that gives their father no small amount of pleasure, but with other people rather detracts from the beauty of the performance.

“Thank goodness we have got you at last!” cried Merridew, as he rushed forward and gripped my hand with a cordiality that made me suffer in silent agony for minutes afterward. “But, my dear fellow, what on earth induces you to live in a place that’s so difficult to find? We have been all round the neighbourhood, here, there, and everywhere, making inquiries, and shouldn’t have found you now had it not been for an intelligent butcher-boy, who put us on the right scent and enabled us to run you to earth at last.”

“Such is fame, you see,” I answered with a smile. “One should be humble when one reflects that the knowledge of one’s address is confined to a butcher-boy. — How do you do, Mrs. Merridew? I am sorry you should have had so much difficulty in discovering my poor abode.”

I shook hands with the rest of the family, and when I had done so, waited to be informed as to the reason of their visit.

“Now, look here,” said the squire, as he spoke producing an enormous gold repeater from his pocket, which by sheer force of habit he held in his hand, though he never once looked at it, during the time he was speaking. “I’ll tell you what we’re going to do. In the first place you’re to take us to the Academy to see your picture, which every one is talking about, and at the same time to act as showman and tell us who’s who. After that you’ll dine with us at the Langham, and go to the theatre afterward. No, no, it’s not a bit of use you’re pretending you’ve got another engagement. We don’t come up to town very often, but when we do we enjoy ourselves, and — why, man alive! just consider — I haven’t seen you since last autumn, and if you think I am going to let you escape now, you’re very much mistaken. Such a thing is not to be thought of — is it, mother?”

Thus appealed to, Mrs. Merridew was kind enough to say that she hoped I would comply with her husband’s wishes. The daughters murmured something, which I have no doubt was intended to be a complimentary expression of their feelings, while the son commenced a remark, failed to make himself intelligible, and then lapsed into silence again.

Thus hemmed in, it remained for me to invent a valid excuse, or to fall in with their plans. I effected a compromise, informed them that I should be much pleased to accompany them to the Academy, but that it was quite impossible I should dine with them afterward, or even visit the theatre in their company, having, as was quite true, already accepted an invitation for that evening. Five minutes later the matter was settled, and we were making our way toward Piccadilly and Burlington House.

In the light of all that has happened since, I can only regard my behaviour on that occasion with a contemptuous sort of pity. The minutest details connected with that afternoon’s amusement are as clearly photographed upon my brain as if they had occurred but yesterday. If I close my eyes for a moment, I can see, just as I saw it then, the hawkers selling catalogues in the busy street outside, the great courtyard with the lines of waiting carriages, the fashionable crowd ascending and descending the stairs, and inside the rooms that surging mass of well-dressed humanity so characteristic of London and the season. When we had fought our way to the vestibule, I was for doing the round of the rooms in the orthodox fashion. This, however, it appeared, was by no means to George Merridew’s taste. He received my suggestion with appropriate scorn.

“Come, come, old fellow,” he replied, “we’re first going to see your picture. It was that which brought us here; and, as soon as I have told you what I think of it, the rest of the daubs may go hang as far as I am concerned.”

Now, it is an indisputable fact that, whatever Nature may, or may not, have done for me, she has at least endowed me with an extremely sensitive disposition. My feelings, therefore, may be imagined when I tell you that my old friend spoke in a voice that was quite audible above the polite murmur of the crowd, and which must have penetrated to the farthest end of the room. Not content with that, he saluted me with a sounding smack on the back, bidding me, at the same time, consign my modesty to the winds, for everybody knew — by everybody, I presume he meant his neighbours in the country — that I was the rising man of the day, and would inevitably be elected President before I died. To avert this flood of idiotic compliment, and feeling myself growing hot from head to foot, I took him by the arm and conducted him hastily through the room toward that portion of the building where my picture was displayed.

Whether the work was good, bad, or indifferent, the public at least paid me the compliment of bestowing their attention upon it, and their behaviour on this occasion was no exception to the rule. I hope I shall not be considered more conceited than my fellows; at the risk of it, however, I must confess to a feeling of pride as I glanced, first at the crowd wedged in before the rail, and then at the party by my side. George Merridew’s face alone was worth the trouble and time I had spent upon the canvas. His eyes were opened to their fullest extent: his lips were also parted, but no sound came from them. Even the face of my formidable friend, the tennis champion, betrayed a measure of interest that, in the light of her previous behaviour, was more than flattering. For some moments we stood together on the outskirts of the throng. Then those who were directly in front moved away, and my friends immediately stepped into the gap and took their places. As there was no reason why I should follow their example, I remained outside, watching the faces and noting the different effects the picture produced upon them.

I had not been alone more than a few seconds, however, before I became sensible of a curious sensation. It was accompanied by a lowering of the pulse that was quite perceptible, followed by an extraordinary feeling of nausea. I battled against it in vain. The room and its occupants began to swim before me. I tottered, and at length, being unable any longer to support myself, sat down on the seat behind me. When I looked up again I could scarcely credit the evidence of my senses. Approaching me from the crowd, leaning upon his stick, just as I remembered him on the previous occasion, and dressed in the same extraordinary fashion, was the old man whose personality had given me such a shock at the foot of Cleopatra’s Needle. His face was as thin and as wrinkled as I had seen it then, and I also noticed that he wore the same indescribable look of cruelty and cunning that I remembered so well. One thing was quite plain, however profoundly I may have been affected by my proximity to this singular being: I was not the only one who came within the sphere of his influence. Indeed, it was strange to notice the manner in which the polite crowd drew away from him, and the different expressions upon their faces as they stepped aside in order to give him room to pass. Had he been a snake, they could scarcely have shown a more unanimous desire to withdraw from his neighbourhood. On this occasion he was evidently not alone. I gathered this from the fact that, as soon as he had emerged from the crowd, he paused as if to wait for a companion. A moment later a woman come to his side — a woman who carried herself like a daughter of the gods; the most beautiful creature, I can safely assert, that I have ever seen either in this or any other country. If her companion’s height was below the average, hers was at least several inches above it. But it was neither her stature, the exquisite symmetry of her figure, the beauty of her face, the luxuriance of her hair, nor the elegance of her attire that fascinated me. It was the expression I saw in her dark, lustrous eyes.

It is essential to my profession that I should be continually studying the human face, attempting to obtain from it some clew as to the character of the owner, and learning to read in it the workings of the mind within. And what I read in this woman’s face was a sorrow that nothing could assuage, a hopelessness that was not limited to this earth, but was fast passing into the Eternal.

Having once freed herself from the crowd, who, you may be sure, turned and stared after her as if she were some rare and beautiful animal, she took her place at her companion’s side, and they passed along the room together, finally disappearing through the archway at the farther end. A moment later the eldest of my friend’s daughters joined me. I had never credited her with the possession of so much emotion as she displayed at that moment.

“Mr. Forrester,” she said, “I want you to tell me if you have ever seen anything so awful as that old man’s face?”

“I think I can safely say that I never have,” I answered; and then, in an attempt to conceal the emotion I was still feeling, added, “I wonder who he can be?”

“I can not imagine,” she continued, “but I’m certain of this, that I never want to see him again.”

At that moment we were joined by the remainder of the family.

“By Jove! Forrester,” said the squire, but without his usual heartiness, “I don’t know what is coming to this place. Did you see that little chap in the fur coat and skullcap who came out of the crowd just now with that fine-looking woman behind him? You may scarcely credit it, but his face gave me quite a turn. I haven’t got over it yet.”

“The girl with him was very beautiful,” murmured his wife gently; “but there was something about her face that struck me as being very sad. I should like to know what relationship she bears to him.”

“His granddaughter, I should imagine,” said Miss Merridew, who was still watching the entrance to the next room as if she expected them to return.

“Nonsense!” cried the squire impatiently. “His great-granddaughter, you mean. I’ll stake my reputation that the old fellow is as old as Methuselah. What say you, Forrester?”

I can not now remember what answer I returned. I only know that we presently found ourselves on the pavement of Piccadilly, saying good-bye, and expressing our thanks in an aimless sort of fashion for the pleasure we had derived from each other’s society.

Having seen them safely on their way toward Regent Street, I strolled along Piccadilly in the direction of my studio, thinking as I went of that terrible old man whose personality had twice given me such a shock, and also of the beautiful woman, his companion. The effect they had produced upon me must have been something out of the common, for I soon discovered that I could think of nothing else. It was in vain I looked in at my club and attempted to engage in conversation with friends, or that, when I reached home, I threw myself into an easy-chair and endeavoured to interest myself in a book. Out of the centre of every page peered that wicked old face, with its pallid, wrinkled skin, and lack-lustre eyes. For upward of an hour I wrestled with the feeling, but without success. The man’s image was not conducive to peace of mind, and I knew very well that unless I found some distraction I should be dreaming of him at night. Accordingly I rose from my chair and crossed the room to a table on which stood a large Satsuma bowl, in which it was my custom to place the invitations I received. That evening fortune favoured me. I had the choice of four houses. Two I rejected without a second thought; between the others I scarcely knew how to decide. Though I was not aware of it, my evil destiny, for the second time that day, was standing at my elbow, egging me on to ruin. It appeared I had the choice of a dance in the Cromwell Road, another in Belgrave Square; private theatricals in Queen’s Gate, and a musical “at home” in Eaton Square. I did not feel equal to dances or private theatricals, and, thinking music would soothe my troubled mind, I decided for Eaton Square, and in so doing brought about the misery and downfall of my life.

Nine o’clock that evening, accordingly, found me ascending the staircase of Medenham House, greeting my hostess in the anteroom, and passing thence into the great drawing-room beyond. There is not a more conspicuous power within the range of her hobby than her ladyship, and at her house one hears all that is newest and most likely to be famous in the musical world. Many now celebrated artistes owe much of what they have since achieved to the helping hand she held out to them when they were struggling up the rugged hill of fame.

On entering the room I looked about me in the hope of finding some one I knew, but for some moments was unsuccessful. Then I espied, seated in a corner, almost hidden by a magnificent palm, a man with whom I possessed some slight acquaintance. I strolled toward him, and after a few moments’ conversation took my place at his side. He had himself achieved considerable success as an amateur violinist, and was a distant relative of our hostess.

“I suppose, like the rest of us, you have come to hear Lady Medenham’s latest prodigy?” he said, after the usual polite nothings had been said.

“I am ashamed to confess I have heard nothing at all about him,” I answered.

“Her, my dear sir,” he replied, with a little laugh. “Our hostess says she is marvellous.”

“A pianist?”

“Indeed, no! A violinist, and with, I believe, the additional advantage of being a very beautiful woman. Lady Medenham met her in Munich, and she has raved about her ever since. Needless to say, she invited her to visit her as soon as she reached London.”

What the connection could have been it is impossible to say, but by some occult reasoning I instantly associated this new wonder with the magnificent creature I had seen at Burlington House that afternoon.

“You have already made her acquaintance, I presume?”

I said in a tone of mild curiosity.

“No such luck,” he answered. “I have not been permitted that pleasure. From all accounts, however, she is really very wonderful. All the people I have met who have heard her declare they have never known anything like her playing. And the funniest part of it is, she is accompanied everywhere by a man who is as physically repulsive as she is beautiful.”

“A little old man with an extraordinary complexion, deep-set, horrible eyes, who wears a fur coat and a peculiar cap in the height of the season, and looks at least a hundred years old?”

“From all accounts you describe him exactly. Where did you meet him?”

“I saw them both at the Academy this afternoon,” I answered. “She is, as you say, very beautiful; but she scarcely struck me as being English.”

“She is not. She is Hungarian, I believe, but she has travelled a great deal and speaks English perfectly.”

“And her companion — what nation has the honour of claiming him as her son?”

“Ah, that I can not tell you! He is a mystery, for no one seems to know anything about him. Nor is it at all certain what relationship he bears to the woman. But see, here is Lord Medenham. The performance is evidently about to commence.”

As he spoke there was a general turning of heads in the direction of the anteroom, and almost simultaneously my hostess entered the room, accompanied by the exquisite creature I had seen emerging from the crowd before my picture that afternoon. If she had looked beautiful then, she was doubly so now. Dressed to perfection, as on the previous occasion, she towered head and shoulders above Lady Medenham, who is generally considered tall for her sex, and carried herself with a more imperial grace than is boasted by any empress I have ever seen.

A few paces behind her followed the man who had been her companion that afternoon. On this occasion also he disdained the orthodox style of dress, wore a black velvet coat, closely buttoned beneath his chin, and upon his head a skullcap of the same material. As on the previous occasions, he walked with a stick, leaning upon it heavily like an old man of ninety. Reaching that portion of the room in which the piano was situated, he dropped into a chair, without waiting for his hostess to seat herself, and, laying his head back, closed his eyes as if the exertion of walking had been too much for him. A servant, who had followed close behind, wrapped a heavy rug about his knees and then withdrew. Meanwhile his beautiful companion stood for a moment looking down at him, and then, with a little gesture the significance of which I could not then interpret, accepted her hostess’s invitation and seated herself beside her.

The first item on the programme was a nocturne rendered by the composer, a famous pianist who at the time was delighting all London. He seated himself at the piano and began to play. I am afraid, however, I spared but small attention for his performance. My interest was centred on that huddled-up figure under the fur rug and the beautiful creature at his side. Then a change came, and once more I experienced the same sensation of revulsion that had overwhelmed me twice before. Again I felt sick and giddy; once more a clammy sweat broke out upon my forehead, and at last, unable any longer to control myself, I rose from my seat.

“What on earth is the matter?” inquired my friend, who had been watching me. “Are you ill?”

“I believe I’m going to faint,” I replied. “I must get into the air. But there is no necessity for you to come. I shall be all right alone.”

So saying I signed him back to his seat, and, slipping quietly from the corner, made my way through the anteroom into the marble corridor beyond. Once there I leant against the balustrading of the staircase and endeavoured to pull myself together. A groom of the chambers, who was passing at the time, seeing there was something amiss, approached and inquired if he could be of service.

“I am feeling a little faint,” I replied. “The heat of the drawing-room was too much for me. If you can get me a little brandy I think I shall be quite well in a few moments.”

The man departed and presently came back with the spirit I had asked for. With the return of my self-possession I endeavoured to arrive at an understanding of what had occasioned the attack. I was not subject to fainting-fits, but was in every respect as strong as the majority of my fellow-creatures.

“It’s all nonsense,” I said to myself, “to ascribe it to that old fellow’s presence. How could such a thing affect me? At any rate, I’ll try the experiment once more.”

So saying, I returned to the drawing-room.

I was only just in time, for, as I entered, the lady who had hitherto been seated by her hostess’s side rose from her chair and moved toward the piano. As no one else stirred, it was plain that she was going to dispense with the services of an accompanist. Taking her violin from a table she drew her bow gently across the strings, and, when she had tuned it, stood looking straight before her down the room. How beautiful she was at that moment I can not hope to make you understand. Then she began to play. What the work was I did not then know, but I have since discovered that it was her own. It opened with a movement in the minor — low and infinitely sad. There was a note of unappeasable yearning in it, a cry that might well have been wrung from a heart that was breaking beneath the weight of a deadly sin; a weird, unearthly supplication for mercy from a soul that was beyond redemption or the reach of hope. None but a great musician could have imagined such a theme, and then only under the influence of a supreme despair. While it lasted her audience sat spell-bound. There was scarcely one among them who was not a lover of music, and many were world-famous for their talent. This, however, was such playing as none of us had ever heard before, or, indeed, had even dreamed of. Then by imperceptible gradations the music reached its height and died slowly down, growing fainter and fainter until it expired in a long-drawn sob. Absolute silence greeted its termination. Not a hand was raised; not a word was uttered. If proof were wanting of the effect she had produced, it was to be found in this. The violinist bowed, a trifle disdainfully, I thought, and, having placed her instrument on the table once more, returned to Lady Medenham’s side. Then a young German singer and his accompanist crossed the room and took their places at the piano. The famous pianist, who had first played, followed the singer, and when he had resumed his seat the violinist rose and once more took up her instrument.

This time there was no pause. With an abruptness that was startling, she burst into a wild barbaric dance. The notes danced and leaped upon each other in joyous confusion, creating an enthusiasm that was as instantaneous as it was remarkable. It was a tarantella of the wildest description — nay, I should rather say a dance of Satyrs. The player’s eyes flashed above the instrument, her lithe, exquisite figure rocked and swayed beneath the spell of the emotion she was conjuring up. Faster and faster her bow swept across the strings, and as before, though now for a very different reason, her audience sat fascinated before her. The first work had been the outcome of despair, this was the music of unqualified happiness, of the peculiar joy of living — nay, of the very essence and existence of life itself. Then it ceased as suddenly as it had begun, and once more she bowed, put down her violin, and approached her hostess. The programme was at an end, and the enthusiastic audience clustered round to congratulate her. For my own part I was curiously ill at ease. In a vague sort of fashion I had appropriated her music to myself, and now I resented the praise the fashionable mob was showering upon her. Accordingly I drew back a little and made up my mind to get through the crowd and slip quietly away. By the time I was able to emerge from my corner, however, there was a movement at the end of the room, and it became evident that the player and her companion were also about to take their departure. Accompanied by Lord and Lady Medenham they approached the spot where I was standing, endeavouring to reach the door. Had it been possible I would have taken shelter behind my palm again in order that my presence might not have been observed. But it was too late. Lady Medenham had caught my eye, and now stopped to speak.

“Mr. Forrester,” she said, “we have been permitted a great treat to-night, have we not? You must let me introduce you to the Fräulein Valerie de Vocxqal.”

I bowed, and, despite the fact that, regarded in the light of her genius, such a thing was little better than an insult, followed the example of my betters and murmured a complimentary allusion to her playing and the pleasure she had given us. She thanked me, all the time watching me with grave, attentive eyes, into which there had suddenly flashed a light that was destined to puzzle me for a long time, and the reason of which I could not understand. Then came the crucial moment when Lady Medenham turned to me again, and said:

“Mr. Forrester, Monsieur Pharos has expressed a desire to be introduced to you. I told him yesterday I thought you would be here to-night. May I have the pleasure of making you acquainted with each other?”

Those cold, dead eyes fixed themselves steadily on mine, and, under their influence, I felt as if my brain were freezing.

“I am indeed honoured, sir,” he said, “and I trust I may be permitted to express a hope of enlarging our acquaintance. I understand you are the painter of that very wonderful picture I saw at the Academy this afternoon? Allow me to offer you my congratulations upon it. It interested me more deeply than I can say, and on some future date I shall be grateful if you will let me talk to you upon the subject. The knowledge it displayed of the country and the period is remarkable in these days. May I ask how it was acquired?”

“My father was a famous Egyptologist,” I replied. “All that I know I learned from him. Are you also familiar with the country?”

“There are few things and fewer countries with which I am not familiar,” he replied, somewhat conceitedly, but still watching me and speaking with the same peculiar gravity. “Some day I shall hope to offer you conclusive evidence on that point. In the meantime the hour grows late. I thank you and bid you farewell.”

Then, with a bow, he passed on, and a moment later I, too, had quitted the house and was making my way homeward, trying to collect my impressions of the evening as I went.


CHAPTER III.
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TO INFER THAT my introduction that evening to the beautiful violinist and her diabolical companion, Monsieur Pharos, produced no effect upon me, would be as idle as it would misleading. On leaving Medenham House I was conscious of a variety of sensations, among which attraction for the woman, repugnance for the man, and curiosity as to the history and relationship of both could be most easily distinguished. What was perhaps still more perplexing, considering the small, but none the less genuine, antagonism that existed between us, by the time I reached my own abode I had lost my first intense hatred for the man, and was beginning to look forward, with a degree of interest which a few hours before would have surprised me, to that next meeting which he had prophesied would so soon come to pass. Lightly as I proposed to myself to treat it, his extraordinary individuality must have taken a greater hold upon me than I imagined, for, as in the afternoon, I soon discovered that, try to divert my thoughts from it how I would, I could not dispel his sinister image from my mind. Every detail of the evening’s entertainment was vividly photographed upon my brain, and without even the formality of shutting my eyes, I could see the crowded room, the beautiful violinist standing, instrument in hand, beside the piano, and in the chair at her feet her strange companion, huddled up beneath his rug.

By the time I reached home it was considerably past midnight; I was not, however, the least tired, so, exchanging my dress coat for an old velvet painting jacket, for which I entertained a lasting affection, I lit a cigar and began to promenade the room. It had been a fancy of mine when I first took the studio, which, you must understand, was of more than the usual size, to have it decorated in the Egyptian fashion, and, after my meeting with Pharos, this seemed to have a singular appropriateness. It was as if the quaint images of the gods, which decorated the walls, were watching me with almost human interest, and even the gilded countenance upon the mummy-case, in the alcove at the farther end, wore an expression I had never noticed on it before. It might have been saying: “Ah, my nineteenth century friend, your father stole me from the land of my birth, and from the resting-place the gods decreed for me; but beware, for retribution is pursuing you and is even now close upon your heels.”

Cigar in hand, I stopped in my walk and looked at it, thinking as I did so of the country from which it had hailed, and of the changes that had taken place in the world during the time it had lain in its Theban tomb, whence it had emerged in the middle of the nineteenth century, with colouring as fresh, and detail as perfect, as on the day when the hieroglyphs had first left the artist’s hand. It was an unusually fine specimen — one of the most perfect, indeed, of its kind ever brought to England, and, under the influence of the interest it now inspired in me, I went to an ancient cabinet on the other side of the room, and, opening a small drawer, took from it a bulky pocketbook, once the property of my father. He it was, as I have already said, who had discovered the mummy in question, and it was from him, at his death, in company with many other Egyptian treasures, that I received it.

As I turned the yellow, time-stained pages in search of the information I wanted, the clock of St. Jude’s, in the street behind, struck one, solemnly and deliberately, as though it were conscious of the part it played in the passage of time into eternity. To my surprise the reference was more difficult to find than I had anticipated. Entries there were in hundreds; records of distances travelled, of measurements taken, evidence as to the supposed whereabouts of tombs, translations of hieroglyphics, paintings, and inscriptions, memoranda of amounts paid to Arab sheiks, details of stores and equipments, but for some time no trace of the information for which I was searching. At last, however, it struck me to look in the pocket contained in the cover of the book. My diligence was immediately rewarded, for there, carefully folded and hidden away, was the small square of parchment upon which my father had written the name once borne by the dead man, with a complete translation of the record upon the cartonnage itself. According to the statement here set forth, the coffin contained the mortal remains of a certain Ptahmes, Chief of the King’s Magicians — an individual who flourished during the reign of Menptah (Amenepthes of the Greeks, but better known to the nineteenth century as the Pharaoh of the Exodus). For all I knew to the contrary, my silent property might have been one of that band of conjurors who pitted their wits against Moses, and by so doing had caused Pharaoh’s heart to be hardened so that he would not let the Children go. Once more I stood looking at the stolid representation of a face before me, guessing at the history of the man within, and wondering whether his success in life had equalled his ambition, or was commensurate with his merits, and whether in that age, so long since dead, his heart had ever been thrilled by thoughts of love.

While wrapped in this brown study, my ears, which on that particular occasion were for some reason abnormally acute, detected the sound of a soft footfall on the polished boards at the farther end of the room. I wheeled sharply round, and a moment later almost fell back against the mummy-case under the influence of my surprise. (How he had got there I could not tell, for I was certain I had locked the door behind me when I entered the house.) It is sufficient, however, that, standing before me, scarcely a dozen feet away, breathing heavily as though he had been running, and with what struck me as a frightened look in his eyes, was no less a person than Monsieur Pharos, the man I had met at the foot of Cleopatra’s Needle some weeks before, at the Academy that afternoon, and at Medenham House only a couple of hours since. Upward of a minute must have elapsed before I could find sufficient voice to inquire the reason of his presence in my room.

“My dear Mr. Forrester,” he said in a conciliatory tone, “while offering you ten thousand apologies for my intrusion, I must explain that it is quite by accident I am here. On reaching home this evening I pined for a breath of fresh air. Accordingly I went for a stroll, lost my way, and eventually found myself in this street, where, seeing an open door, I took the liberty of entering for the purpose of inquiring the way to my hotel. It was not until you turned round that I realised my good fortune in having chanced upon a friend. It is plain, however, that my presence is not as welcome as I could have desired.”

From the way he spoke I gathered that for some purpose of his own he had taken, or was pretending to take, offence at my reception of him. Knowing, therefore, that if I desired to see anything further of his beautiful companion, an idea which I will confess had more than once occurred to me, I must exert myself to conciliate him, I hastened to apologise for the welcome I had given him, explaining that any momentary hesitation I might have shown was due more to my surprise than to any intended discourtesy toward himself.

“In that case let us agree to say no more about it,” he answered politely, but with the same expression of cunning upon his face to which I have referred elsewhere. “You were quite within your rights. I should have remembered that in England an impromptu visit at one in the morning, on the part of an acquaintance of a few hours’ standing, is scarcely likely to be well received.”

“If you will carry your memory back a few weeks,” I said, as I wheeled a chair up for him, “you will remember that our acquaintance is not of such a recent date.”

“I am rejoiced to hear it,” he replied, with a sharp glance at me as he seated himself. “Nevertheless, I must confess that I fail for the moment to remember where I had the pleasure of meeting you on that occasion. It is not a complimentary admission, I will admit; but, as you know, age is proverbially forgetful, and my memory is far from being what it once was.”

Could the man be pretending, or had the incident really escaped his memory? It was just possible, of course, that on that occasion my face had failed to impress itself upon his recollection; but after the hard things I had said to him on that memorable occasion, I had to confess it seemed unlikely. Then the remembrance of the drowning man’s piteous cry for help, and the other’s demoniacal conduct on the steps returned to me, and I resolved to show no mercy.

“The occasion to which I refer, Monsieur Pharos,” I said, standing opposite him and speaking with a sternness that in the light of all that has transpired since seems almost ludicrous, “was an evening toward the end of March — a cold, wet night when you stood upon the steps below Cleopatra’s Needle, and not only refused help to, but, in a most inhuman fashion, laughed at, a drowning man.”

I half expected that he would offer a vehement denial, or would at least put forward the plea of forgetfulness. To my surprise, however, he did neither.

“I remember the incident perfectly,” he answered, with the utmost composure. “At the same time, I assure you, you wrong me when you declare I laughed — on my word, you do! Let us suppose, however, that I did do so; and where is the harm? The man desired death; his own action confessed it, otherwise how came he there? It was proved at the inquest that he had repeatedly declared himself weary of life. He was starving; he was without hope. Had he lived over that night, death, under any circumstances, would only have been a matter of a few days with him. Would you therefore have had me, knowing all this, prolong such an existence? In the name of that humanity to which you referred just now, I ask you the question. You say I laughed. Would you have had me weep?”

“A specious argument,” I replied; “but I own to you frankly I consider the incident a detestable one.”

“There I will meet you most willingly,” he continued. “From your point of view it certainly was. From mine — well, as I said just now, I confess I view it differently. However, I give you my assurance, your pity is undeserved. The man was a contemptible scoundrel in every way. He came of respectable stock, was reared under the happiest auspices. Had he chosen he might have risen to anything in his own rank of life; but he would not choose. At fifteen he robbed his father’s till to indulge in debauchery, and had broken his parents’ hearts before he was five-and-twenty. He married a girl as good as he was bad, and as a result starved not only himself but his wife and children. Though employment was repeatedly offered him, he refused it, not from any inability to work, but from sheer distaste of labour. He had not sufficient wit, courage, or energy to become a criminal; but throughout his life, wherever he went, and upon all with whom he came in contact, he brought misery and disgrace. Eventually he reached the end of his tether, and was cast off by every one. The result you know.”

The fluency and gusto with which he related these sordid details amazed me. I inquired how, since by his own confession he had been such a short time in London, he had become cognisant of the man’s history. He hesitated before replying.

“Have I not told you once before to-night,” he said, “that there are very few things in this world which are hidden from my knowledge? Were it necessary, I could tell you circumstances in your own life that you flatter yourself are known to no one but yourself. But do not let us talk of such things now. When I entered the room you were reading a paper. You hold it in your hand at this moment.”

“It is a translation of the inscription upon the mummy-case over yonder,” I replied, with an eagerness to change the subject that provoked a smile in Pharos. “At his death many of his Egyptian treasures came into my possession, this among them. For some reason or another I had never read the translation until to-night. I suppose it must have been my meeting with you that put the idea into my head.”

“I am interested in such matters, as you know. May I, therefore, be permitted to look at it?”

With a parade of indifference that I could easily see was assumed, Pharos had extended his withered old hand and taken it from me before I realised what he was doing. Having obtained it, he leaned back in his chair, and stared at the paper as if he could not remove his eyes from it. For some moments not a word passed his lips. Then, muttering something to himself in a language I did not recognise, he sprang to his feet. The quickness of the action was so different from his usual enfeebled movements that I did not fail to notice it.

“The mummy?” he cried. “Show me the mummy!”

Before I could answer or comply with his request, he had discovered it for himself, had crossed to it and was devouring it with his eyes.

Upward of three minutes must have elapsed before he turned to me again. When he did so, I scarcely recognised the man. So distorted was his countenance that I instinctively recoiled from him in horror.

“Thy father, was it, wretched man,” he cried, shaking his skeleton fist at me, while his body trembled like a leaf in the whirlwind of his passion, “who stole this body from its resting-place? Thy father, was it, who broke the seals the gods had placed upon the tombs of those who were their servants? If that be so, then may the punishment decreed against the sin of sacrilege be visited upon thee and thine for evermore!” Then, turning to the mummy, he continued, as if partly to it and partly to himself: “Oh, mighty Egypt! hast thou fallen so far from thy high estate that even the bodies of thy kings and priests may no longer rest within their tombs, but are ravished from thee to be gaped at in alien lands? But, by Osiris, a time of punishment is coming. It is decreed, and none shall stay the sword!”

If I had been surprised at the excitement he had shown on reading the paper, it was nothing to the astonishment I felt now. For the first time since I had known him, a suspicion of his sanity crossed my mind, and my first inclination was to draw away from him. Then the fit, as I deemed it, passed, and his expression changed completely. He uttered a queer little laugh, that might have been one of shame or annoyance.

“Once more I must crave your forgiveness, Mr. Forrester,” he said, as he sank exhausted into a chair. “Believe me, I had not the least intention of offending you. Your father was, I know, an ardent Egyptologist, one of that intrepid band who penetrated to every corner of our sacred land, digging, delving, and bringing to light such tombs, temples, and monuments as have for centuries lain hidden from the sight of man. For my own part, as you may have gathered from my tirade just now, my sympathies do not lie in that direction. I am one who reverences the past, and would fain have others do so.”

“At the same time, I scarcely see that that justifies such language toward myself as you used a few moments since,” I replied, with a fair amount of warmth, which I think it will be conceded I had every right to feel.

“It does not justify it in the least,” he answered, with ready condescension. “The only way I can hope to do so is on the plea of the exuberance of my emotion. My dear Mr. Forrester, I beg you will not misunderstand me. I would not quarrel with you for the wealth of England. Though you are not aware of it, there is a bond between us that is stronger than chains of steel. You are required for a certain work, and for that reason alone I dare not offend you or excite your anger, even if I otherwise desired to do so. In this matter I am not my own master.”

“A bond between us, Monsieur Pharos? A work for which I am required? I am afraid I do not understand what you mean.”

“And it is not in my power to enlighten you. Remain assured of this, however, when the time is ripe you will be informed.”

As he said this the same light that I have described before came into his eyes, causing them to shine with an unnatural brilliance. To use a fishing simile, it made me think of the gleam that comes into the eyes of a hungry pike as he darts toward his helpless prey. Taken in conjunction with the extraordinary language he had used toward me, I felt more than ever convinced of his insanity. The thought was by no means a cheerful one. Here I was, alone with a dangerous lunatic, in the middle of the night, and not a soul within call. How I was to rid myself of him I could not see. Under the circumstances, therefore, I knew that I must humour him until I could hit upon a scheme. I accordingly tried to frame a conciliatory speech, but before I could do so he had turned to me again.

“Your thoughts are easily read,” he began, with a repetition of that queer little laugh which I have described before; and as he uttered it he leaned a little closer to me till I was sick and faint with the mere horror of his presence. “You think me mad, and it will require more than my assurance to make you believe that I am not. How slight is your knowledge of me! But there, let us put that aside for to-night. There is something of much greater importance to be arranged between us. In the first place, it is necessary both for your sake — your safety, if you like — and for mine, that yonder mummy should pass into my possession.”

“Impossible!” I answered. “I could not dream of such a thing! It was one of my poor father’s greatest treasures, and for that reason alone no consideration would induce me to part with it. Besides, despite your assertion that it is for our mutual safety, I can not see by what right you ask such a favour of me.”

“If you only knew how important it is,” he repeated, “that that particular mummy should become my property, you would not know a single minute’s peace until you had seen the last of it. You may not believe me when I say that I have been searching for it without intermission for nearly fifteen years, and it was only yesterday I learned you were the owner of it. And yet it is the truth.”

If I had not had sufficient proof already, here was enough to convince me of his madness. By his own confession, until that evening he had had no notion of my identity, much less of the things I possessed. How, therefore, could he have become aware that I was the owner of the remains of Ptahmes, the King’s magician? Under the influence of the momentary irritation caused by his persistence my intention of humouring him quite slipped my memory, and I answered sharply that it was no use his bothering me further about the matter, as I had made up my mind and was not to be moved from it.

He took my refusal with apparent coolness; but the light which still lingered in his eyes warned me, before it was too late, not to rely too much upon this. I knew that in his heart he was raging against me, and that any moment might see his passion taking active shape.

“You must excuse my saying so, Monsieur Pharos,” I said, rising from my chair and moving toward the door, “but I think it would perhaps be better for both of us to terminate this most unpleasant interview. It is getting late and I am tired. With your permission, I will open the door for you.”

Seeing that I was determined he should go, and realising, I suppose, that it was no use his staying longer, he also rose, and a more evil-looking figure than he presented as he did so Victor Hugo himself could scarcely have imagined. The light of the quaint old Venetian hanging-lamp in the middle of the room fell full and fair upon his face, showing me the deep-set gleaming eyes, the wrinkled, nut-cracker face, and the extraordinary development of shoulder to which I have already directed attention. Old man as he was, a braver man than myself might have been excused had he declined the task of tackling him, and I had the additional spur of knowing that if he got the better of me he would show no mercy. For this reason alone I watched his every movement.

“Come, come, my foolish young friend,” he said at length, “in spite of my warning, here we are at a deadlock again! You really must not take things so seriously. Had I had any idea that you were so determined not to let me have the thing, I would not have dreamed of asking for it. It was for your own good as well as mine that I did so. Now, since you desire to turn me out, I will not force my presence upon you. But let us part friends.”

As he said this he advanced toward me with extended hand, leaning heavily upon his stick, according to his custom, and to all intents and purposes as pathetic an example of senile decrepitude as a man could wish to see. If he were going off like this, I flattered myself I was escaping from my horrible predicament in an easier manner than I had expected. Nevertheless, I was fully determined, if I could but once get him on the other side of the street door, no earthly consideration should induce me ever to admit him to my dwelling again. His hand was deathly cold — so cold, in fact, that even in my excitement I could not help noticing it. I had scarcely done so, however, before a tremor ran through his figure and, with a guttural noise that could scarcely be described as a cry, he dropped my hand and sprang forward at my throat.

If I live to be a hundred I shall not forget the absolute, the unspeakable, the indescribable terror of that moment. Till then I had never regarded myself in the light of a coward; on the contrary, I had on several occasions had good reason to congratulate myself upon what is popularly termed my “nerve.” Now, however, it was all different. Possibly the feeling of repulsion, I might almost say of fear, I had hitherto entertained for him had something to do with it. It may have been the mesmeric power, which I afterward had good reason to know he possessed, that did it. At any rate, from the moment he pounced upon me I found myself incapable of resistance. It was as if all my will power were being slowly extracted from me by the mere contact of those skeleton fingers which, when they had once touched my flesh, seemed to lose their icy coldness and to burn like red-hot iron. In a dim and misty fashion, somewhat as one sees people in a fog, I was conscious of the devilish ferocity of the countenance that was looking into mine. Then a strange feeling of numbness took possession of me, an entire lack of interest in everything, even in life itself. Gradually and easily I sank into the chair behind me, the room swam before my eyes, an intense craving for sleep overcame me, and little by little, still without any attempt at resistance, my head fell back and I lost consciousness.


CHAPTER IV.
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WHEN I CAME to myself again it was already morning. In a small square behind the studio the sparrows were discussing the prospects of breakfast, though as yet that earliest of all birds, the milkman, had not begun to make his presence known in the streets. Of all the hours of the day there is not one, to my thinking, so lonely and so full of dreariness as that which immediately precedes and ushers in the dawn; while, of all the experiences of our human life, there is, perhaps, not one more unpleasant than to awake from sleep at such an hour to find that one has passed the entire night in one’s clothes and seated in a most comfortable armchair. That was my lot on this occasion. On opening my eyes I looked around me with a puzzled air. For the life of me I could not understand why I was not in my bed. It was the first time I had ever gone to sleep in my chair, and the knowledge that I had done so disquieted me strangely. I studied the room, but, to all intents and purposes, everything there was just as when I had closed my eyes. I only was changed. My brain was as heavy as lead, and, though I did my best to recall the events of the previous evening, I found that, while I could recollect the “at home” at Medenham House, and my return to my studio afterward, I could remember nothing that followed later. I was still pursuing this train of thought when I became aware of a loud knocking at the street door. I immediately hastened to it and drew the bolts. My feeling of bewilderment was increased rather than diminished on discovering an inspector of police upon the threshold, with a constable behind him.

“Mr. Forrester, I believe?” he began; and as soon as I had answered in the affirmative, continued: “You must excuse my disturbing you, sir, at this early hour, but the reason is imperative. I should be glad if you would permit me the honour of five minutes’ conversation with you, alone.”

“With pleasure,” I answered, and immediately invited him to enter.

Having shut the door behind him, I led the way to the studio, where I signed him to a chair, taking up a position myself on the hearthrug before him. The constable remained in the passage outside.

“It is, as you say, rather an early hour for a call,” I remarked, making a mental note as I spoke of the man’s character as I read it in his large, honest eyes, well-shaped nose, and square, determined-looking chin. “What can I do for you?”

“I believe you are in a position to furnish me with some important information,” he replied. “To begin with, I might inform you that a diabolical murder was committed at the old curiosity shop at the corner of the next street, either late last night or during the early hours of this morning, most probably between midnight and one o’clock. It is altogether a most remarkable affair, and, from the evidence we have before us, though no cries were heard, the struggle must have been a desperate one. From the fact that the front door was still locked and bolted when we forced our way in, it is plain that the murderer must have effected his escape by the back. Indeed, a man was seen entering the alley behind the house between one and two o’clock, though this circumstance excited no suspicion at the time. The witness who saw him reports that he came along on this side of the street, in the shadow, and, though he is not at all certain on this point, believes that he entered one of the houses hereabouts. That on your right is empty, and the doors and windows are securely fastened. He could not, therefore, have gone in there. That on the left is a boarding-house. I have called upon the landlady, who asserts most positively that her front door was not opened to any one after ten o’clock last night. She informs me, however, that a light was burning in your studio all night, and I see for myself that you have not been to bed. May I ask, therefore, if you saw anything of such a man, or whether you can furnish me with such particulars as will be likely to help us in our search for him.”

Like lightning, while he was talking, the memory of everything connected with the visit Pharos had paid me flashed across my mind. I glanced involuntarily toward that part of the room where the mummy had hitherto stood. To my amazement — I might almost say to my consternation — it was no longer there. What had become of it? Could Pharos, after disposing of me as he had done, have stolen it and transported it away? It seemed impossible, and yet I had the best of evidence before me that it was no longer there. And then another question: had Pharos had any connection with the murder? The time at which it was supposed to have been committed, between midnight and one o’clock, was precisely that at which he had made his appearance before me. And yet what reason had I, but my own terrible suspicions, to lead me to the conclusion that he was the author of this fiendish bit of work? I saw, however, that my continued silence was impressing the inspector unfavourably.

“Come, sir,” he said, this time a little more sharply than before, “I must remind you that my time is valuable. Am I to understand that you are in a position to help me, or not?”

God knows, if I had been my own master I should have instantly loosed my tongue and revealed all I knew. I should have told him under what terrible circumstances I had met Pharos on the Embankment that wet night toward the end of March, and have commented on his inhuman conduct on that occasion. I should have informed him of the appearance the other had made in my studio early this morning, not only with a frightened look in his eyes, but breathing heavily, as though he had been running, a thing which would have seemed impossible in a man of his years. Then I should have gone on to tell how he had attempted to induce me to part with something upon which I placed considerable value, and, being disappointed, had hypnotised me and made off with the article in question. All this, as I say, I should have narrated had I been my own master. But God knows I was not. An irresistible force was at work within me, compelling me, even against my will, to screen him, and to tell the first deliberate lie to which, I think, I had ever given utterance in my life.

It is a poor excuse to offer, and I am aware that a world so censorious as our own will not, in all probability, believed this statement, but upon my hopes of forgiveness at the Last Great Day, at that dread moment when the sins of all men shall be judged and punishment awarded, I declare it to be true in every single particular: and what is more, I further say that even if my life depended on it I could not have done otherwise.

Though it has taken some time to place these thoughts on paper, the interval that elapsed between the inspector’s last question and my answer, which seemed to me so halting and suspicious, to the effect that I had neither seen nor heard anything of the man he wanted, was scarcely more than a few seconds.

Having received my assurance, the officer apologised for troubling me and withdrew, and I was left alone with my thoughts. Deep down in my heart there was the desire to hasten after him and to tell him that not only I had lied to him, but that it was possible for me to make amends by putting him on the track of the man who, I felt morally certain, was the criminal. The wish, however, was scarcely born before it was dragged down and stifled by that same irresistible force I have described a few lines since. It seemed to me I was bound hand and foot, powerless to help myself and incapable of doing aught save carry out the will of the remorseless being into whose power I had fallen so completely. But had I really so fallen? Could it be possible that such power was permitted to a human being? No, no — a thousand times no! If he had that influence he must be an agent of the Evil One, whose mission it was to draw to perdition the souls of helpless men. Filled with shame, I sank into a chair and covered my face with my hands, as if by so doing I could shut out the horrible thoughts that filled my brain. Could it be true that I, who had always regarded a liar as the most despicable of men, had sunk so low as to become one myself? God help me! God pity me! Of all the bitter hours my life has known, I think that moment was the worst.

For some time after the inspector had taken his departure I sat, as I have said, my face covered with my hands, trying to think coherently. Twenty-four hours before I had been one of the happiest men in England. Nothing had troubled me. I had lived for my art and in my art, and I believe I can confidently say that I had not an enemy in the world. Now, in a single hour, my whole life was changed. I had been drawn into the toils of a fiend in human shape and I was paying the awful penalty.

Hour after hour went by. My servant arrived and presently brought in my breakfast, but I put it aside; I had too much upon my mind to eat. It was in vain I tried to force myself. My food stuck in my throat and defied me. And all the time I was oppressed by the diabolical picture of that murder. The shop in which it had occurred was one with which I was familiar. In my mind’s eye I saw the whole scene as clearly as if I had been present at the time. I saw the shop, filled to overflowing with bric-a-brac, the light of the single gas-lamp reflected in a hundred varieties of brass and pottery work. At a desk in the corner sat the dealer himself, and before him, holding him in earnest conversation, the extraordinary figure of Pharos the Assassin. How he came to be there at such an hour I could not tell, but from what I knew of him I was convinced it was with no good purpose. I could imagine how off his guard and totally unprepared for attack the other would be; and, even if he had entertained any suspicions, it is extremely doubtful whether he would have credited this deformed atom with the possession, either of such malignity or of such giant strength. Then that same cruel light that had exercised such an influence upon me a few hours before began to glisten in the murderer’s eyes. Little by little he moved his right hand behind him until it touched an Oriental dagger lying on a table beside which he stood. Then, with that cat-like spring which I had good reason to remember, he leaped upon his opponent and seized him by the throat, driving the blade deep in below the shoulder. His victim, paralyzed with surprise, at first offered no resistance. Then, with the instinct of self-preservation, he began to struggle with his devilish opponent, only to discover the strength that seemingly attenuated form possessed. Little by little his power departed from him, and at last, with a crash, he fell back upon the floor. I pictured Pharos stooping over him to see if he were dead, chuckling with delight at the success he had achieved. When he had convinced himself on this head, he abstracted a key from the dead man’s pocket and approached a safe, built into the wall. The handle turned and the door swung open. A moment later he had taken a ring set with a scarabæus from a drawer and dropped it into his pocket. After that he paused while he considered in which direction it would be safest for him to make his escape. A policeman’s step sounded on the pavement outside, and as he heard it he looked up, and his thin lips drew back, showing the wolfish teeth behind. His horrible cunning pointed out to him the danger he would incur in leaving by the front. Accordingly he made his way through the sitting-room behind the shop and passed out by the gate in the yard beyond. A few seconds later he was in my presence, but whether by accident or design was more than I could say.

So vivid was the picture I had conjured up that I could not help believing it must be something more than mere conjecture on my part. If so, what course should I pursue? I had been robbed. I had given a murderer shelter at the very moment when he stood most in need of it, and, when the law was close upon his heels, I had pledged my word for his innocence and perjured myself to ensure his salvation. His presence had been repulsive to me ever since I had first set eyes on him. I hated the man as I had hitherto deemed it impossible I could hate any one. Yet, despite all this, by some power — how real I can not expect any one to believe — he was compelling me to shield and behave toward him as if he had been my brother, or at least my dearest friend. I can feel the shame of that moment even now, the agonising knowledge of the gulf that separated me from the man I was yesterday, or even an hour before.

I rose from the table, leaving my breakfast untouched, and stood at the window looking out upon the dismal square beyond. The sunshine of the earlier morning had given place to a cloudy sky, and, as I watched, a heavy shower began to fall. It was as if Nature were weeping tears of shame to see a Child of Man brought so low. I went to the place where, until a few hours before, the mummy had stood — that wretched mummy which had been the cause of all the trouble. As I had good reason to know, it weighed a considerable amount, more, indeed, than I should have imagined an old man like Pharos could have lifted, much less carried. I examined the floor, to see if the case had been dragged across it, but, highly polished as the boards were, I could detect no sign of such a thing having taken place. The wainscoting of the hall next received my attention, but with a similar result. And it was at this juncture that another curious point in the evening’s story struck me. When I had admitted the inspector of police, I had unlocked and unchained the door. I was the sole occupant of the building. How, therefore, had Pharos conveyed his burden outside, and locked, chained, and bolted the door behind him? Under the influence of this discovery I returned with all speed to the studio. Perhaps he had not gone out by the front door at all, but had made his escape by the windows at the back. These I carefully examined, only to find them safely bolted as usual. The riddle was beyond me. I had to confess myself beaten. Was it possible I could have dreamed the whole thing? Had I fallen asleep in my chair and imagined a meeting with Pharos which had really never taken place? Oh, if only it could be true, what a difference it would make in my happiness! And yet, staring me in the face, was the damning fact that the mummy was gone. When I rose from my chair my mind was made up. I would seek Pharos out, accuse him not only of the theft, but of the murder, and make him understand, with all the earnestness of which I was master, that justice should be done, and that I would no longer shield him from the consequences of his villainy. It was only then I remembered that I had no knowledge of the man’s whereabouts. I considered for a moment how I could best overcome this difficulty. Lady Medenham was, of course, the one person of all others to help me. Since she had invited the man to her house, it was almost certain that she would be able to furnish me with his address. I would go to her without further waste of time. Accordingly I made the necessary changes in my toilet and left the studio. The rain had ceased and the streets were once more full of sunshine. It was a pleasant morning for walking, but so urgent did my business seem that I felt I could not even spare the time for exercise. Hailing a hansom, I bade the man drive me with all possible speed to Eaton Square. To my delight Lady Medenham was at home, and I was shown forthwith to her boudoir. A few moments elapsed before she joined me there, and then her first remark was one of astonishment.

“Why, Mr. Forrester, what is the matter with you?” she cried. “I have never seen you look so ill.”

“It is nothing,” I answered, with a forced laugh. “I have had some bad news this morning, and it has upset me. Lady Medenham, I have come to beg a favour at your hands.”

“If it is within my power, you know it is already granted,” she said kindly. “Won’t you sit down and tell me what it is?”

“I want you to furnish me with the address of that singular old gentleman who was at your ‘at home’ last evening,” I replied, as I seated myself opposite her.

“London would say that there were many singular old gentlemen at my ‘at home,’” she answered with a smile; “but my instinct tells me you mean Monsieur Pharos.”

“That, I believe, is his name,” I said, and then, as if to excuse the question, I added, “he is, as I think you heard him say, an ardent Egyptologist.”

“I do not know anything about his attainments in that direction,” Lady Medenham replied, “but he is certainly a most extraordinary person. Were it not for his beautiful ward, whose case I must confess excites my pity, I should not care if I never saw him again.”

“She is his ward, then?” I said, with an eagerness that I could see was not lost upon my companion. “I had made up my mind she was his granddaughter.”

“Indeed, no,” Lady Medenham replied. “The poor girl’s story is a very strange and sad one. Her father was a Hungarian noble, a brilliant man in his way, I believe, but a confirmed spendthrift. Her mother died when she was but six years old. From a very early age she gave signs of possessing extraordinary musical talent, and this her father, perhaps with some strange prevision of the future, fostered with every care. When she was barely fifteen he was killed in a duel. It was then discovered that his money was exhausted and that the home was mortgaged beyond all redemption to the Jews. Thus the daughter, now without relations or friends of any sort or description, was thrown upon the world to sink or swim just as Fate should decree. For any girl the position would have been sufficiently unhappy, but for her, who had seen nothing of life, and who was of an extremely sensitive disposition, it was well-nigh insupportable. What her existence must have been like for the next five years one scarcely likes to think. But it served its purpose. With a bravery that excites one’s admiration she supported herself almost entirely by her music; gaining in breadth, power, and knowledge of technique with every year. Then — where, or in what manner I have never been able to discover, for she is peculiarly sensitive upon this point — she became acquainted with the old gentleman you saw last night, Monsieur Pharos. He was rich, eccentric, and perhaps what most attracted her, passionately fond of music. His extreme age obviated any scandal, even had there been any one to raise it, so that when he proposed to adopt the friendless but beautiful girl, and to enable her to perfect her musical education under the best masters, no one came forward to protest against it. She has, I believe, been with him upward of seven years now.”

I shuddered when I heard this. Knowing what I did of Pharos I could not find it in my heart to credit him with the possession of so much kindly feeling. But if it were not so, what could the bond between them be?

“What you tell me is extremely interesting,” I remarked, “and only adds to my desire to see the old gentleman once more. If you could let me have his address I should be more grateful than I can say.”

“I am very much afraid it is not in my power,” she replied. “It is one of the least of Monsieur Pharos’s many peculiarities to take extraordinary precautions to prevent his whereabouts becoming known; but stay, I think I can tell you of some one who may be of more service to you. You know Sir George Legrath, do you not?”

“The Director of the Egyptian Museum?” I said. “Yes, I know him very well indeed. He was an old friend of my father’s.”

“To be sure he was,” she answered. “Well, then, go and see him. I think it is probable that he may be able to assist you. Monsieur Pharos is an acquaintance of his, and it was to Sir George’s care that I sent the invitation to my ‘at home’ last night.”

“I can not thank you enough for your kindness, Lady Medenham,” I replied, as I rose from my chair. “I will go and see Sir George at once.”

“And I hope you may be successful. If I can help you in any other way be sure I will do so. But before you go, Mr. Forrester, let me give you another piece of advice. You should really consult a doctor without delay. I do not like your appearance at all. We shall hear of your being seriously ill if you do not take more care of yourself.”

I laughed uneasily. In my own heart I knew my ailment was not of the body but of the mind, and until my suspicions concerning Pharos were set at rest it was beyond the reach of any doctor’s science to do me good. Once more I thanked Lady Medenham for her kindness, and then left her and made my way back to the cab.

“To the Egyptian Museum,” I cried to the driver, as I took my seat in the vehicle, “and as quickly as you can go!”

The man whipped up his horse, and in less than ten minutes from the time the butler closed the front door upon me at Medenham House I was entering the stately portico of the world-famous Museum. For some years I had been a constant visitor there, and as a result was well known to the majority of the officials. I inquired from one, whom I met in the vestibule, whether I should find Sir George in his office.

“I am not quite certain, sir,” the man replied. “It’s only just gone half past ten, and unless there is something important doing, we don’t often see him much before a quarter to eleven. However, if you will be kind enough, sir, to step this way, I’ll very soon find out.”

So saying he led me along the corridor, past huge monuments and blocks of statuary, to a smaller passage on the extreme left of the building. At the farther end of this was a door, upon which he knocked. No answer rewarded him.

“I am very much afraid, sir, he has not arrived,” remarked the man, “but perhaps you will be good enough to step inside and take a seat. I feel sure he won’t be very long.”

“In that case I think I will do so,” I replied, and accordingly I was ushered into what is perhaps the most characteristic office in London. Having found the morning paper and with unconscious irony placed it before me, the man withdrew, closing the door behind him.

I have said that the room in which I was now seated was characteristic of the man who occupied it. Sir George Legrath is, as every one knows, the most competent authority the world possesses at the present time on the subject of ancient Egypt. He had graduated under my own poor father, and, if only for this reason, we had always been the closest friends. It follows as a natural sequence that the walls of the room should be covered from ceiling to floor with paintings, engravings, specimens of papyrus, and the various odds and ends accumulated in an Egyptologist’s career. He had also the reputation of being one of the best-dressed men in London, and was at all times careful to a degree of his appearance. This accounted for the velvet office-coat, a sleeve of which I could just see peeping out from behind a curtain in the corner. Kindly of heart and the possessor of a comfortable income, it is certain that but few of those in need who applied to him did so in vain; hence the pile of begging letters from charitable institutions and private individuals that invariably greeted his arrival at his office. I had not been waiting more than five minutes before I heard an active step upon the stone flagging of the passage outside. The handle of the door was sharply turned, and the man for whom I was waiting entered the room.

“My dear Cyril,” he cried, advancing toward me with outstretched hand, “this is indeed a pleasure! It is now some weeks since I last saw you, but, on the other hand, I have heard of you. The fame of your picture is in every one’s mouth.”

“Every one is very kind,” I replied, “but I am afraid in this instance the public says rather more than it means.”

“Not a bit of it,” answered my friend. “That reminds me, however, that there is one point in the picture about which I want to talk to you.”

“At any other time I shall be delighted,” I replied, “but to-day, Sir George, I have something else to say to you. I have come to you because I am very much worried.”

“Now that I look at you I can see you are not quite the thing,” he said. “But what is this worry? Tell me about it, for you know if I can help you I shall be only too glad to do so.”

“I have come to seek your advice in a rather strange matter,” I replied, “and before I begin I must ask that everything I say shall remain in the strictest confidence between us.”

“I will give you that promise willingly,” he said, “and I think you know me well enough to feel certain I shall keep it. Now let me hear your troubles.”

“In the first place I want you to tell me all you know of an extraordinary individual who has been seen a good deal in London society of late. I refer to a man named Pharos.”

While I had been speaking Sir George had seated himself in the chair before his writing-table. On hearing my question, however, he sprang to his feet with an exclamation that was as startling as it was unexpected. It did not exactly indicate surprise, nor did it express annoyance or curiosity; yet it seemed to partake of all three. It was his face, however, that betrayed the greatest change. A moment before it had exhibited the ruddiness of perfect health, now it was ashen pale.

“Pharos?” he cried. Then, recovering his composure a little, he added, “My dear Forrester, what can you possibly want with him?”

“I want to know all you can tell me about him,” I replied gravely. “It is the greatest favour I have ever asked of you, and I hope you will not disappoint me.”

For some moments he paced the room as if in anxious thought. Then he returned to his seat at the writing-table. The long hand of the clock upon the mantelpiece had made a perceptible movement when he spoke again. So changed was his voice, however, that I scarcely recognised it.

“Cyril,” he said, “you have asked me a question to which I can return you but one answer, and that is — may God help you if you have fallen into that man’s power! What he has done or how he has treated you I do not know, but I tell you this, that he is as cruel and as remorseless as Satan himself. You are my friend, and I tell you I would far rather see you dead than in his clutches. I do not fear many men, but Pharos the Egyptian is to me an incarnate terror.”

“You say Pharos the Egyptian. What do you mean by that?”

“What I say. The man is an Egyptian, and claims, I believe, to be able to trace his descent back at least three thousand years.”

“And you know no more of him?”

As I put the question I looked at Sir George’s hand, which rested on his blotting-pad, and noticed that it was shaking as if with the palsy.

Once more a pause ensued.

“What I know must remain shut up in my own brain,” he answered slowly and as if he were weighing every word before he uttered it; “and it will go down to my grave with me. Dear lad, fond as I am of you, you must not ask any more of me, for I can not satisfy your curiosity.”

“But, Sir George, I assure you, with all the earnestness at my command, that this is a matter of life and death to me,” I replied. “You can have no notion what it means. My honour, my good name — nay, my very existence itself — depends upon it.”

As if in answer to my importunity, my friend rose from his chair and picked up the newspaper which the attendant had placed on the table beside me. He opened it, and, after scanning the pages, discovered what he was looking for. Folding it carefully, he pointed to a certain column and handed it to me. I took it mechanically and glanced at the item in question. It was an account of the murder of the unfortunate curiosity dealer, but, so far as I could see, my name was not mentioned. I looked up at Sir George for an explanation.

“Well?” I said, but the word stuck in my throat.

“Though you will scarcely credit it, I think I understand everything,” he replied. “The murdered man’s shop was within a short distance of your abode. A witness states that he saw some one leave the victim’s house about the time the deed must have been committed and that he made his way into your street. As I said, when you first asked me about him, may God help you, Cyril Forrester, if this is your trouble!”

“But what makes you connect Pharos with the murder described here?” I asked, feigning a surprise I was far from feeling.

“That I can not tell you,” he replied. “To do so would bring upon me —— But no, my lips are sealed, hopelessly sealed.”

“But surely you are in a position to give me that man’s address? Lady Medenham told me you were aware of it.”

“It is true I was, but I am afraid you have come too late.”

“Too late! What do you mean? Oh, Sir George, for Heaven’s sake do not trifle with me!”

“I am not trifling with you, Forrester,” he replied seriously. “I mean that it is impossible for you to find him in London, for the simple reason that he left England with his companion early this morning.”

On hearing this I must have looked so miserable that Sir George came over to where I sat and placed his hand upon my shoulder.

“Dear lad,” he said, “you don’t know how it pains me to be unable to help you. If it were possible, you have every reason to know that I would do so. In this case, however, I am powerless, how powerless you can not imagine. But you must not give way like this. The man is gone, and in all human probability you will never see his face again. Try to forget him.”

“It is impossible. I assure you, upon my word of honour, that I shall know neither peace nor happiness until I have seen him and spoken to him face to face. If I wish ever to be able to look upon myself as an honourable man I must do so. Is there no way in which I can find him?”

“I fear none; but stay, now I come to think of it, there is a chance, but a very remote one. I will make inquiries about it and let you know within an hour.”

“God bless you! I will remain in my studio until your messenger arrives.”

I bade him good-bye and left the Museum. That he did not forget his promise was proved by the fact that within an hour a cab drove up to my door and one of the attendants from the Museum alighted. I took in the note he brought with him at the door, and, when I had returned to the studio, tore open the envelope and drew forth a plain visiting card. On it was written:



“Inquire for the man you seek from
Carlo Angelotti,
Public Letter-writer,
In the arches of the Theatre San Carlo, Naples.”


CHAPTER V.
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IF THERE IS one place more than another for which I entertain a dislike that is akin to hatred, it is for Naples in the summer time — that wretched period when every one one knows is absent, all the large houses are closed, the roads are knee-deep in dust, and even the noise of the waves breaking upon the walls of the Castello del’ Ovo seems unable to alleviate the impression of heat and dryness which pervades everything. It is the season when the hotels, usually so cool — one might almost say frigid — have had time to grow hot throughout, and are in consequence well-nigh unbearable; when the particular waiter who has attended to your wants during each preceding visit, and who has come to know your customs and to have survived his original impression that each successive act on your part is only a more glaring proof of your insular barbarity, is visiting his friends in the country, or whatever it is that waiters do during the dull season when the tourists have departed and their employers have no further use for them. It was at this miserable period of the year that I descended upon Naples in search of Monsieur Pharos.

Owing to a breakdown on the line between Spezia and Pisa, it was close upon midnight before I reached my destination, and almost one o’clock before I had transported my luggage from the railway station to my hotel. By this time, as will be readily understood by all those who have made the overland journey, I was in a condition bordering upon madness. Ever since I had called upon Sir George Legrath, and had obtained from him the address of the man from whom I hoped to learn the whereabouts of Pharos, I had been living in a kind of stupor. It took the form of a drowsiness that nothing would shake off, and yet, do what I would, I could not sleep. Times out of number during that long journey I had laid myself back in the railway carriage and closed my eyes in the hope of obtaining some rest; but it was in vain. However artfully I might woo the drowsy god, sleep would not visit my eyelids. The mocking face of the man I had come to consider my evil angel was always before me, and in the darkness of the night, when the train was rolling southward, I could hear his voice in my ears telling me that this hastily-conceived journey on my part had been all carefully thought out and arranged by him beforehand, and that in seeking him in Naples I was only advancing another step toward the fulfilment of my destiny.

On reaching my hotel I went straight to bed. Every bone in my body ached with fatigue. Indeed, so weary was I that I could eat nothing and could scarcely think coherently. The proprietor of the hotel was an old friend, and for the reason that whenever I visited Naples I made it a rule to insist upon occupying the same room, I did not experience the same feeling of loneliness which usually assails one on retiring to rest in a strange place. In my own mind I was convinced that as soon as my head touched the pillow I should be asleep. But a bitter disappointment was in store for me. I laid myself down with a sigh of satisfaction and closed my eyes; but whether I missed the rocking of the train, or was overtired, I can not say — at any rate, I was soon convinced of one thing, and that was that the longer I lay there the more wakeful I became. I tried another position, but with the same result. I turned my pillow, only to make it the more uncomfortable. Every trick for the production of sleep that I had ever heard of I put into execution, but always with entire absence of success. At last, thoroughly awake and still more thoroughly exasperated, I rose from my couch, and dressing myself, opened the window of my room and stepped out on to the balcony. It was a glorious night, such a one as is seldom, if ever, seen in England. Overhead the moon sailed in a cloudless sky, revealing with her exquisite light the city stretching away to right and left and the expanse of harbour lying directly before me; Vesuvius standing out black and awesome, and the dim outline of the hills toward Castellamare and Sorrento beyond. For some reason my thoughts no longer centred themselves on Pharos. I found the lovely face of his companion continually rising before my eyes. There was the same expression of hopelessness upon it that I remembered on the first occasion upon which I had seen her; but there was this difference, that in some vague, uncertain way she seemed now to be appealing to me to help her, to rescue her from the life she was leading and from the man who had got her, as he had done myself, so completely in his power. Her beauty affected me as no other had ever done. I could still hear the soft accents of her voice, and the echo of her wild, weird music, as plainly as if I were still sitting listening to her in Lady Medenham’s drawing-room; and, strange to relate, it soothed me to think that it was even possible we might be in the same town together.

For upward of an hour I remained in the balcony looking down at the moonlit city and thinking of the change the last few days had brought about in my life. When I once more sought my couch, scarcely five minutes elapsed before I was wrapped in a heavy, dreamless sleep from which I did not wake until well nigh nine o’clock. Much refreshed, I dressed myself, and having swallowed a hasty breakfast, to which I brought a better appetite than I had known for some days past, donned my hat and left the hotel in search of Signor Angelotti, who, as the card informed me, carried on his profession of a public letter-writer under the arches of the San Carlo Theatre.

In all the years which have elapsed since Don Pedro de Toledo laid the foundation of the magnificent thoroughfare which to-day bears his name, I very much doubt if a man has made his way along it on a more curious errand than I did that day. To begin with, I had yet to discover what connection Angelotti could have with Monsieur Pharos, and then to find out how far it was in his power to help me. Would he forsake his business and lead me direct to the Egyptian’s abode, or would he deny any knowledge of the person in question and send me unsatisfied away? Upon these points I resolved to satisfy myself without delay.

Of all the characteristic spots of Naples surely the point at which the Via Roma joins the Piazza San Ferdinando, in which is situated the theatre for which I was making, is the most remarkable. Here one is permitted an opportunity of studying the life of the city under the most favourable auspices. My mind, however, on this occasion was too much occupied wondering what the upshot of my errand would be to have any time to spare for the busy scene around me. Reaching the theatre I took the card from my pocket and once more examined it. It was plain and straightforward, like Sir George Legrath’s own life, and, as I have already said, warned me that I must look for this mysterious Angelotti, who carried on the trade of a public letter-writer under the arches of the famous theatre. As I glanced at the words “Public Letter-writer” another scene rose before my mind’s eye.

Several years before I had visited Naples with a number of friends, among whom was a young American lady whose vivacity and capacity for fun made her the life and soul of the party. On one occasion nothing would please her but to stop in the street and engage one of these public scribes to indite a letter for her to an acquaintance in New York. I can see the old man’s amusement now, and the pretty, bright face of the girl as she endeavoured to make him understand, in broken Italian, what she desired him to say. That afternoon, I remember, we went to Capri and were late in reaching home, for which we should in all probability have received a wigging from the elder members of the party, who had remained behind, but for the fact that two important engagements, long hoped for, were announced as resulting from the excursion. I could not help contrasting the enjoyment with which I had made a bet of gloves with the young American, that she would not employ the letter-writer as narrated above, with my feelings as I searched for Angelotti now. Approaching the first table I inquired of the man behind it whether he could inform me where I should be most likely to find the individual I wanted.

“Angelotti, did you say, signore?” the fellow replied, shaking his head “I know no one of that name among the writers here.” Then, turning to a man seated a little distance from him, he questioned him, with the same result.

It began to look as if Legrath must have made some mistake, and that the individual in whose custody reposed the secret of Pharos’s address was as difficult to find as his master himself. But, unsuccessful as my first inquiry had been, I was not destined to be disappointed in the end. A tall, swarthy youth, of the true Neapolitan loafer type, who had been leaning against a wall close by smoking a cigarette and taking a mild interest in our conversation, now removed his back from its resting-place and approached us.

“Ten thousand pardons, Excellenza,” he said, “but you mentioned the name of one Angelotti, a public letter-writer. I am acquainted with him, and with the signore’s permission will conduct him to that person.”

“You are sure you know him?” I replied, turning upon him sharply, for I had had dealings with Neapolitan loafers before, and I did not altogether like the look of this fellow.

“Since he is my uncle, Excellenza, it may be supposed that I do,” he answered.

Having said this he inhaled a considerable quantity of smoke and blew it slowly out again, watching me all the time. I do not know any being in the world who can be so servile, and at the same time so insolent at a moment’s notice, as a youth of the Neapolitan lower classes. This fellow was an excellent specimen of his tribe.

“Since you know Angelotti, perhaps you will be good enough to tell me his address?” I said at last. “I have no doubt I shall then be able to find him for myself.”

Seeing the advantage he held, and scenting employment of not too severe a kind, the young man made a gesture with his hands as if to signify that while he was perfectly willing to oblige me in so small a matter, business was business, and he must profit by his opportunity. He would be perfectly willing, he said, to act as my guide; but it must be remembered that it would occupy some considerable portion of his valuable time, and this would have to be paid for at a corresponding rate.

When I had agreed to his terms he bade me follow him, and leaving the precincts of the theatre struck out in the direction of the Strada di Chiaia. Whatever his other deficiencies may have been, he was certainly a good walker, and I very soon found that it took me all my time to keep up with him. Reaching the end of the street he turned sharply to the right, crossed the road, and a few seconds later dived into an alley. Of all the filthy places of Naples, that in which I now found myself was undoubtedly the dirtiest. As usual, the houses were many stories high; but the road was so narrow, and the balconies projected so far from the windows that an active man might have leaped from side to side with perfect safety. For the most part the houses consisted of small shops, though here and there the heavily-barred lower windows and carved doorways proclaimed them private residences. Halfway down this objectionable thoroughfare a still smaller and dirtier one led off to the right, and into this my guide turned, bidding me follow him. Just as I was beginning to wonder whether I should ever find my way out alive, the youth came to a standstill before a small shop, in which a number of second-hand musical instruments were displayed for sale.

“This, Excellenza, is the residence of the most illustrious Angelotti,” he said, with a wave of his hand toward the shop in question.

“But I understand that he was a letter-writer,” I answered, believing for the moment that the youth had tricked me.

“And it was quite true,” he replied. “Until a month ago the Signor Angelotti had his table at the theatre; but his cousin is dead, and now he sells the most beautiful violins in all Italy.”

As he said this the young man lifted his hand and gently waved it in the air, as if it were impossible for him to find words sufficiently expressive to describe the excellence of the wares I should find within. It is probable he considered me an intending purchaser, and I do not doubt he had made up his mind, in the event of business ensuing, to return a little later in order to demand from his avuncular relative a commission upon the transaction. Rewarding him for the trouble he had taken, I bade him be off about his business and entered the shop. It was a dismal little place and filthy to an indescribable degree. The walls were hung with musical instruments, the ceiling with rows of dried herbs, and in a corner, seated at a table busily engaged upon some literary composition, a little old man, with sharp, twinkling eyes and snow-white hair. On seeing me he rose from his chair and came forward to greet me, pen in hand.

“I am looking for the Signor Angelotti,” I said, by way of introducing myself, “whom I was told I should find among the public letter-writers at the Theatre San Carlo.”

“Angelotti is my name,” he answered, “and for many years I received my clients at the place you mention; but my cousin died, and though I would willingly have gone on writing my little letters — for I may tell you, Excellenza, that writing letters for other people is a pleasurable employment — business is business, however, and here was this shop to be attended to. So away went letter-writing, and now, as you see, I sell violins and mandolins, of which I can show you the very best assortment in all Naples.”

As he said this he put his little sparrow-like head on one side and looked at me in such a comical fashion that I could scarcely refrain from laughing. I had no desire, however, to offend the little man, for I did not know how useful he might prove himself to me.

“Doubtless you miss your old employment,” I said, “particularly as it seems to have afforded you so much interest. It was not in connection with your talents in that direction, however, that I have called upon you. I have come all the way from England to ask you a question.”

On hearing this he nodded his head more vigorously than before.

“A great country,” he answered with enthusiasm. “I have written many letters for my clients to relatives there. There is a place called Saffron Hill. Oh, Excellenza, you would scarcely believe what stories I could tell you about the letters I have written to people there. But I am interrupting you. I am an old man, and I have seen very many things, so it is only natural I should like to talk about them.”

“Very natural, indeed,” I answered; “but in this instance all I have come to ask of you is an address. I want you to find a person for me who left England a few days since.”

“And came to Naples? A countryman, perhaps?”

“No, he is no countryman of mine, nor do I even know that he came to Naples; but I was told by some one in England, from whom I made inquiries, that if I came here and asked for one Angelotti, a public letter-writer, I should, in all probability, be able to learn his whereabouts.”

As if convinced of the importance of the part he was to play in the affair, the old man laid his pen carefully down upon the table, and then stood before me with his hands placed together, finger-tip to finger-tip.

“If your Excellency would condescend to mention the individual’s name,” he said softly, “it is just possible I might be able to give him the information he seeks.”

“The name of the person I want to find is Pharos,” I replied. “He is sometimes called Pharos the Egyptian.”

Had I stated that I was in search of the Author of all Evil, the placid Angelotti could scarcely have betrayed more surprise. He took a step from me and for a moment gazed at me in amazement. Then the expression gradually faded from his face, leaving it as devoid of emotion as before.

“Pharos?” he repeated. “For the moment it does not strike me that I know the individual.”

I should have believed that he really had not the power to help me had I not noticed the look which had come into his face when I mentioned that fatal name.

“You do not know him?” I said. “Surely you must be making some mistake. Think again, Signor Angelotti. See, here is the card I spoke of. It has your name and address upon it, and it was given me by Sir George Legrath, the head of the Egyptian Museum in London, of whom I think you must at least have heard.”

He shook his head after he had examined the card.

“It is my name, sure enough,” he said, handing it back to me, “but I can not understand why you should have supposed that I know anything of the person you are seeking. However, if you will write your name and address upon the card, and will leave it with me, I will make inquiries, and, should I discover anything, will at once communicate with your Excellency. I can do no more.”

I saw then that my suppositions were correct, and that the old fellow was not as ignorant as he desired me to believe. I accordingly wrote my name, with that of the hotel at which I was staying, at the top of the card, and handed it to him, and then, seeing that there was nothing further to be done, bade him good-morning, and left the shop. Fortunately, the road home was easier to find than I had expected it would be, and it was not very long before I was once more in the Piazza S. Ferdinando.

I was still thinking of the curious interview through which I had just passed when, as I crossed the road, I was suddenly recalled to the reality of the moment by a loud voice adjuring me, in scarcely complimentary terms, to get out of the way, unless I desired to be run over. I turned my head in time to see a handsome carriage, drawn by a pair of horses, coming swiftly toward me. With a spring I gained the pavement, and then turned to take stock of it. It was not, however, at the carriage I gazed, but at its occupant. For, lying back upon her cushions, and looking even more beautiful than when I had seen her last, was Pharos’s companion, the Fräulein Valerie de Vocsqal. That she saw and recognised me was shown by the expression on her face and the way in which she threw up her right hand. I almost fancied I could hear the cry of amazement that escaped her lips. Then the carriage disappeared in the crowd of traffic and she was gone again. For some moments I stood on the pavement looking after her as if rooted to the spot. It was only when I had recovered myself sufficiently to resume my walk that I could put two and two together and understand what significance this meeting had for me. If she were in Naples, it was well-nigh certain that Pharos must be there too; and if he were there, then I hoped it would be in my power to find him and acquaint him with the determination I had arrived at concerning him. That he desired to avoid me I could well understand, and the very fact that his companion showed so much astonishment at seeing me seemed to point to the same conclusion. Poor blind worm that I was, I hugged this conceit to my heart, and the more I did so the more resolved I became in my own mind that, when I did meet him, I would show no mercy. Debating with myself in this fashion, I made my way along the Strada S. Carlo and so by a short cut to my hotel.

As I have already remarked, there is nothing drearier in the world than a foreign hotel out of the season. In this particular instance I seemed to have the entire building to myself. The long corridors were innocent of the step of a stranger foot, and when I sat down to lunch in the great dining-hall, I had not only the room, but the entire staff, or what was left of it, to wait upon me.

I had just finished my meal, and was wondering in what manner I could spend the afternoon, when a waiter approached and placed a note beside my plate. Had I never seen the writer, I should have been able to guess his profession by his penmanship. The caligraphy displayed upon the envelope was too perfect not to be professional, and, as I looked at it, it seemed to me I could see the queer, sparrow-like head of the writer bending over it and smell the odour of the dried herbs and the still drier violins hanging up in that quaint old shop to which I had paid a visit that morning. On the top was my name and address in my own writing, and below it the direction furnished me by Sir George Legrath. Seeing that there was nothing new on that side, I took it to the window, and, turning it over, read as follows:

“If Mr. Forrester desires to meet the person of whom he spoke this morning he should be in the Temple of Mercury at Pompeii this afternoon at four o’clock. Provided he brings no one with him, he will be permitted the interview he seeks.”

There was no signature, and nothing but the penmanship to show from whom it emanated; that it was genuine, however, I did not for a moment doubt. I looked at my watch, and finding that as yet it was scarcely half past one, tried to make up my mind whether I should go by train or drive. The afternoon would be hot, I was very well aware, and so would a long drive in an open carriage be; but the train would be hotter still. Eventually I decided for the road, and immediately despatched a waiter in search of a conveyance. Of the carriage and horses there is nothing to be said, and save the view, which is always beautiful, but little in favour of the drive. It was a quarter to four when I alighted at the entrance to the ruins, and by that time I was covered from head to foot with a coating of that indescribable dust so peculiar to Naples.

Informing the cabman that I should return to the city by train, I paid the admission fee and, declining the services of a guide, entered the grounds, keeping my eyes wide open, as you may suppose, for the man I had come to meet. Entering the ruins proper by the Marine Gate, I made my way direct to the rendezvous named upon the card, and, surely, never in the history of that ancient place had a man passed along its streets on a stranger mission. I need not have hurried, however, for on reaching the Forum, whence a full view of the Temple can be obtained, I found that I had the place to myself. Having satisfied myself on this point, I sat down on a block of stone and collected my thoughts in preparation for the coming interview. Times out of number I consulted my watch; and when the hands pointed to four o’clock I felt as if the quarter of an hour I had spent there had in reality been an hour. It was a breathless afternoon; beyond the city the blue hills seemed to float and quiver in mid-air. A lark was trilling in the sky above me, and so still was it that the rumbling of a wagon on the white road half a mile or so away could be distinctly heard.

“My dear Mr. Forrester, allow me to wish you a very good afternoon; I need scarcely say how delighted I am to meet you!” said a voice behind me; and, turning, I found myself face to face with Pharos.


CHAPTER VI.
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ANXIOUS AS I had been to see him, and eagerly as I had sought his presence, now that Pharos stood before me I was as frightened of him as I had been on the night I had first set eyes on him at the foot of Cleopatra’s Needle. I stood looking at his queer, ungainly figure for some seconds, trying to make up my mind how I should enter upon what I had to say to him. That he was aware of my embarrassment I could see, and from the way his lips curled I guessed that he was deriving considerable satisfaction from it. His face was as crafty and his eyes as wicked as ever I had seen them; but I noticed that on this occasion he leaned more heavily upon his stick than usual.

“I presume it is to my kind friend Sir George Legrath that I am indebted for the pleasure of this interview,” he said, after the short pause that followed his introductory speech; “for I need not flatter myself you will believe me when I say that I was fully aware, even before I met you in Lady Medenham’s house the other day, that we should be talking together in this Temple within a week.”

The palpable absurdity of this speech gave me just the opportunity for which I was waiting.

“Monsieur Pharos,” I said, with as much sternness as I could manage to throw into my voice, “successful as you have hitherto been in deceiving me, it is not the least use your attempting to do so on the present occasion. I am quite willing to state that it was my friend Sir George Legrath who put me in the way of communicating with you. I called upon him on Tuesday morning and obtained your address from him.”

He nodded his head.

“You will pardon me, I hope, if I seat myself,” he said. “It seems that this interview is likely to be a protracted one, and as I am no longer young I doubt if I can go through it standing.”

With this apology he seated himself on a block of stone at the foot of one of the graceful columns which in bygone days had supported the entrance to the Temple, and, resting his chin on his hands, which again leaned on the carved handle of his stick, he turned to me and in a mocking voice said: “This air of mystery is no doubt very appropriate, my friend; but since you have taken such trouble to find me, perhaps you will be good enough to furnish me with your reason?”

I scratched in the dust with the point of my stick before I replied. Prepared as I was with what I had to say to him, and justified as I felt in pursuing the course I had determined to adopt, for the first time since I had arrived in Naples a doubt as to the probability, or even the sanity, of my case entered my head.

“I can quite understand your embarrassment, my dear Mr. Forrester,” he said, with a little laugh, when he saw that I did not begin. “I am afraid you have formed a totally wrong impression of me. By some mischance a train of circumstances has arisen which has filled your mind with suspicion of me. As a result, instead of classing me among your warmest and most admiring friends, as I had hoped you would do, you distrust me and have nothing but unpleasant thoughts in your mind concerning me. Pray let me hear the charges you bring against me, and I feel sure — nay, I am certain — I shall be able to refute them. The matter of what occurred at Cleopatra’s Needle has already been disposed of, and I do not think we need refer to it again. What else have you to urge?”

His voice had entirely changed. It had lost its old sharpness, and was softer, more musical, and infinitely more agreeable than I had ever known it before. He rose from his seat and moved a step toward me. Placing his hand upon my arm, and looking me full and fair in the face, he said:

“Mr. Forrester, I am an old man — how old you can have no idea — and it is too late in my life for me to begin making enemies. Fate, in one of her cruel moments, has cursed me with an unpleasing exterior. Nay, do not pretend that you think otherwise, for I know it to be true. Those whom I would fain conciliate are offended by it. You, however, I should have thought would have seen below the surface. Why should we quarrel? To quote your own Shakespeare, ‘I would be friends with you and have your love.’ I am rich, I have influence, I have seen a great deal of the world, and have studied mankind as few others have done. If, therefore, we joined forces, what is there we might not do together?”

Incredible as it may seem after all I had suffered on his account, such was the influence he exerted over me that I now began to find myself wishing it were not necessary for me to say the things I had come to say. But I had no intention of allowing him to suppose I could be moved as easily as he seemed to imagine.

“Before there can be any talk of friendship or even of association between us, Monsieur Pharos,” I said, “it will be necessary for me to have a complete understanding with you. If I have wronged you, as I sincerely hope I have done, I will endeavour to make amends for it. Are you aware that on the night of Lady Medenham’s ‘at home’ a diabolical murder was committed at the old curiosity shop at the corner of the street adjoining that in which my studio is situated?”

“One could hardly read the English papers without being aware of it,” he answered gravely; “but I scarcely see in what way that affects me.”

Here he stopped and gazed at me for a moment in silence as if he were anxious to read what was passing in my mind. Then he began again:

“Surely you do not mean to tell me, Mr. Forrester, that your dislike to me is so great as to induce you to believe that I was the perpetrator of that ghastly deed?”

“Since you are aware that a murder was committed,” I said, without appearing to notice his interruption, “perhaps you also know that the deed was supposed to have been done between the hours of midnight and one o’clock. You may also have read that an individual was seen leaving the house by the back entrance almost on the stroke of one, and that he was believed to have taken refuge in my studio.”

“Now that you recall the circumstance, I confess I did see something of the sort in the paper,” he answered; “and I remember reading also that you informed the inspector of police, who called upon you to make inquiries, that to the best of your knowledge no such man had entered your house. What then?”

“Well, Monsieur Pharos, it was a few moments after the hour mentioned that you made your appearance before me, breathing heavily as though you had been running. Upon my questioning you, you offered the paltry excuse that you had been for a walk after Lady Medenham’s ‘at home,’ and that you had missed your way and come quite by chance to my studio.”

“As I shall prove to your satisfaction when you have finished, that was exactly what happened.”

“But you have not heard all,” I replied. “While in my rooms you became desirous of possessing the mummy of the Egyptian magician, Ptahmes. You expressed a wish that I should present it to you, and, when I declined to do so, you hypnotised me and took it without either my leave or my license — a very questionable proceeding if viewed in the light of the friendship you profess to entertain for me. How the law of the land would regard it doubtless you know as well as I do.”

As I said this I watched his face closely, but if I hoped to find any expression of shame there I was destined to be disappointed.

“My dear Forrester,” he said, “it is very plain indeed that you have developed an intense dislike to me. Otherwise you would scarcely be so ready to believe evil of me. How will you feel when I convince you that all the ill you think of me is undeserved? Answer me that!”

“If only you can do so,” I cried, clutching eagerly at the hope he held out. “If you can prove that I have wronged you, I will only too gladly make you any amends in my power You can not imagine what these last few days have been to me. I have perjured myself to save you. I have risked my good name, I have — —”

“And I thank you,” he answered. “I don’t think you will find me ungrateful. But before I accept your services I must prove to you that I am not as bad as you think me. Let us for a moment consider the matter. We will deal with the case of the mummy first, that being, as you will allow, of the least importance as far as you, individually, are concerned. Before I unburden myself, however, I must make you understand the disadvantage I am labouring under. To place my meaning more clearly before you, it would be necessary for me to make an assertion which I have the best of reasons for knowing you would not believe. Perhaps I made a mistake on that particular evening to which we are referring, when I induced you to believe that it was by accident I visited your studio. I am prepared now to confess that it was not so. I was aware that you had that mummy in your possession. I had known it for some considerable time, but I had not been able to get in touch with you. That night an opportunity offered, and I seized it with avidity. I could not wait until the next day, but called upon you within a few hours of meeting you at Lady Medenham’s ‘at home.’ I endeavoured to induce you to part with the mummy, but in vain. My entreaties would not move you. I exerted all my eloquence, argued and pleaded as I have seldom, if ever, done to a man before. Then, seeing that it was useless, I put into force a power of which I am possessed, and determined that, come what might, you should do as I desired. I do not deny that in so doing I was to blame, but I think, if the magnitude of the temptation were brought home to you, you would understand how difficult it would be not to fall. Let me make my meaning clearer to you if possible.”

“It would, perhaps, be as well,” I answered, with a touch of sarcasm, “for at present I am far from being convinced.”

“You have been informed already by our mutual friend Sir George Legrath that I am of Egyptian descent. Perhaps you do not understand that, while the ancient families of your country are proud of being able to trace their pedigrees back to the time of the Norman Conquest, a beggarly eight hundred years or thereabouts, I, Pharos, can trace mine, with scarcely a break, back to the nineteenth dynasty of Egyptian history, a period of over three thousand years. It was that very Ptahmes, the man whose mummy your father stole from its ancient resting-place, who was the founder of our house. For some strange reason, what I can not tell, I have always entertained the belief that my existence upon this earth, and such success as I shall meet with, depend upon my finding that mummy and returning it to the tomb from which sacrilegious hands had taken it. At first this was only a mere desire; since then it has become a fixed determination, which has grown in strength and intensity until it has become more than a determination, a craving in which the happiness of my whole existence is involved. For many years, with a feverish longing which I can not expect or hope to make you understand, I searched Europe from end to end, visiting all the great museums and private collections of Egyptian antiquities, but without success. Then, quite by chance and in a most circuitous fashion, I discovered that it was your father who had found it, and that at his death it had passed on to you. I visited England immediately, obtained an introduction to you, and the rest you know.”

“And where is the mummy now?” I inquired.

“In Naples,” he replied. “To-morrow I start with it for Egypt, to return it to the place whence your father took it.”

“But allow me to remark that it is not your property, Monsieur Pharos,” I replied; “and even taking into consideration the circumstances you relate, you must see yourself that you have no right to act as you propose doing.”

“And pray by what right did your father rifle the dead man’s tomb?” said Pharos quietly. “And since you are such a stickler for what is equitable, perhaps you will show me his justification for carrying away the body from the country in which it had been laid to rest and conveying it to England to be stared at in the light of a curiosity. No, Mr. Forrester, your argument is a poor one, and I should combat it to the last. I am prepared, however, to make a bargain with you.”

“And what is that bargain?” I inquired.

“It is as follows,” he replied. “Our interest in the dead man shall be equal. Since it was your father who stole the mummy from its resting-place, let it be the descendant of the dead Ptahmes who restores it. As you will yourself see, and as I think you must in common honesty admit, what I am doing in this matter can in no way advance my own personal interests. If I have taken from you a possession which you valued so highly, set your own figure upon it, and double what you ask I will pay. Can I say anything fairer?”

I did not know what answer to make. If the man were what he said, the veritable descendant of the king’s magician, then it was only natural he should be willing to sacrifice anything to obtain possession of the body of his three-thousand-years-old ancestor. On my part the sentiment was undoubtedly a much weaker one. The mummy had been left me, among other items of his collection, by my father, and, when that has been said, my interest in the matter lapsed. There was, however, a weightier issue to be decided before I could do him the favour he asked.

“So much for the mummy incident,” I said. “What you have to do now is to clear yourself of the more serious suspicion that exists against you. I refer to the murder of the curiosity dealer.”

“But surely, Mr. Forrester,” he said, “you can not be serious when you say you believe I had anything to do with that dreadful affair?”

“You know very well what I do and what I do not believe,” I answered. “I await your reply.”

“Since you press me for it, I will give it,” he continued. “But remember this, if I have to convince you of my innocence, your only chance will be gone, for I shall never feel the same toward you again.”

As he said this the old fierce light came into his eyes, and for a moment he looked as dangerous as on that evening in the studio.

“I repeat, I ask you to convince me,” I said as firmly as my voice could speak.

“Then I will do so,” he replied, and dived his hand into his coat pocket. When he produced it again it held a crumpled copy of a newspaper. He smoothed it out upon his knee and handed it to me.

“If you will look at the third column from the left, you will see a heading entitled ‘The mysterious murder in Bonwell Street.’ Pray read it.”

I took the paper and read as follows:

MYSTERIOUS MURDER IN BONWELL STREET.

EXTRAORDINARY CONFESSION AND SUICIDE.

“Shortly before nine o’clock this morning, a tall, middle-aged man, giving the name of Johann Schmidt, a German, and evidently in a weak state of health, entered the precincts of Bow Street Police Station, and informed the officer in charge that he desired to give himself up to justice as the murderer of Herman Clausand, the curiosity dealer of Bonwell Street, the victim of the shocking tragedy announced in our issue of Tuesday last. Schmidt, who spoke with considerable earnestness and seemed desirous of being believed, stated that several years before he had been in the deceased’s employ, and since his dismissal had nursed feelings of revenge. On the day preceding the murder he had called at Bonwell Street, and, after informing Clausand that he was out of employment and starving, asked to be again taken into his service; the other, however, refused to entertain his request, whereupon Schmidt very reluctantly left the shop. For the remainder of the day he wandered about London, endeavouring to obtain work, but about midnight, having been unsuccessful, he returned to Bonwell Street and rang the bell. The door was opened by Clausand himself, who, as we stated in our first account of the murder, lived alone. Schmidt entered, and once more demanded employment, or at least money sufficient to enable him to find shelter for the night. Again Clausand refused, whereupon the man picked up a dagger from a stand near by and stabbed him to the heart. Frightened at what he had done, he did not stay to rob the body, but made his way through the house and out by the back door. Passing into Murbrook Street, he saw a policeman coming toward him, but by stepping into a doorway managed to avoid him. Since that time, up to the moment of surrendering himself, he had been wandering about London, and it was only when he found starvation staring him in the face that he determined to give himself up. Having told his story, the man was about to be searched prior to being conducted to a cell, when he drew from his pocket a revolver and placed the muzzle to his forehead. Before the bystanders could stop him he had pulled the trigger; there was a loud report, and a moment later the wretched man fell dead at the officer’s feet. The divisional surgeon was immediately summoned, but on his arrival found that life was extinct. Inquiries were at once made with a view to ascertaining whether the story he had told had any foundation in fact. We have since learned that the description he gave of himself was a true one, that he had once been in Clausand’s employ, and that on the day preceding the murder he had openly asserted in a public-house in the neighbourhood of Soho his intention of being revenged upon the dead man.

“The coroner has been informed, and an inquest will be held to-morrow morning.”



After I had read it, I stood for some moments looking at the paper in my hand. Then I turned to Pharos, who was still seated on the block of stone watching me intently. Since this miserable wretch had confessed to the crime, it was plain that I had wronged him in supposing he had committed it. A weight was undoubtedly lifted from my mind, but for some reason or another the satisfaction I derived from this was by no means as great as I had expected it would be. At the back of my mind there was still a vague impression that I was being deceived, and, do what I would, I could not rid myself of it.

“That, I think, should convince you, Mr. Forrester,” said Pharos, rising and coming toward me, “how very unwise it is ever to permit one’s feelings to outweigh one’s judgment. You made up your mind that you disliked me, and for the simple reason that I had the misfortune to lose my way on that particular evening, and to reach your studio about the same time that that terrible murder was committed, you were ready at a moment’s notice to believe me guilty of the crime.”

“What you say is quite true,” I answered humbly. “I acted very foolishly, I admit. I have done you a great wrong, and you have behaved very generously about it.”

“In that case we will say no more about it,” he replied. “It is an unpleasant subject; let us forget it and never refer to it again. As I asked you to believe when last I saw you, my only desire is that you should think well of me and that we should be friends. As another proof of my kindly feeling toward yourself, I will go further than I originally intended and say that I am willing to restore the mummy I took from you. It is here in Naples, but, if you wish, it shall be at once returned to your house in London.”

This was more than I had expected from him, and it impressed me accordingly.

“I could not dream of such a thing,” I replied. “Since you have been so generous, let me follow your example. I have wronged you, and, as some small return, I ask you to keep the king’s magician, and do with him as you please.”

“I accept your offer in the spirit in which it is made,” he replied. “Now, perhaps, we had better be going. If you have nothing better to do this evening I should be glad if you would dine with me. I think I can promise you a better dinner than you will get at your own hotel, and afterward, I have no doubt, we shall be able to induce my ward to give us some music. You had better say ‘Yes,’ for, I assure you, we shall both be disappointed if you refuse.”

“You are really very kind,” I began, “but — —”

“With your permission we will have no ‘buts,’” he replied, with a wave of his hand. “The matter is settled, and I shall look forward to a pleasant evening. My carriage is at the gate, and if you will drive back with me I shall be doubly honoured.”

If there had been any way of getting out of it, I think I should have taken advantage of it; but as I could not discover one, I was perforce compelled to accept his invitation.

“I wonder if this city has the same fascination for you, Mr. Forrester, that it has for me?” said Pharos, after I had given my consent to the arrangement he proposed. “For my own part I never come to Naples without paying it a visit; but how very few are there of the numbers who visit it weekly that really understand it! What tales I could tell you of it, if only they interested you! How vividly I could bring back to you the life of the people who once spoke in this forum, bathed in yonder baths, applauded in the theatre nineteen hundred years ago! Let us follow this street which leads toward the Temple of Isis, that Temple in which the Egyptian goddess was worshipped by such as pretended to believe in her mysterious powers. I say pretended, because it was the fashion then to consult her oracles — a fashion as insulting as it was popular.”

By this time we had passed out of the Temple of Mercury and were making our way along the time-worn pavement toward the building of which he spoke. The sun was sinking in the west, and already long shadows were drawing across the silent streets, intensifying the ghostliness of the long-deserted city. Reaching the Temple, we entered and looked about us.

“See how its grandeur has departed from it,” said Pharos, with a note of sadness in his voice that made me turn and gaze at him in surprise. “Time was when this was the most beautiful temple in the city, when every day her courts were thronged with worshippers, when her oracles boasted a reputation that reached even to mighty Rome. On this spot stood the statue of the goddess herself. There that of her son, the god Horus. Here was the purgatorium, and there the bronze figure of the bull god Apis. Can you not picture the crowd of eager faces beyond the rails, the white-robed priests, and the sacrifice being offered up on yonder altar amid the perfumes of frankincense and myrrh? Where, Mr. Forrester, are these priests now? The crowd of worshippers, the statues? Gone — gone — dust and ashes, these nineteen hundred years. Come, we have lingered here long enough, let us go further.”

Leaving the Temple we made our way into the Stabian Street, passed the Temple of Æsculapius, and did not stop until we had reached the house of Tullus Agrippa. Into this Pharos led me.

“O Tullus Agrippa!” he cried, as if apostrophizing the dead man, “across the sea of time, I, Pharos the Egyptian, salute thee! Great was thy wealth and endless thy resources. Greedy of honour and praise wast thou, and this house was the apex of thy vanity. Here is that same triclinium where thy guests were wont to assemble when thou didst invite them to thy banquets. Here the room in which thou didst condemn thine only son to perpetual banishment. In those days, when the sun was warm and the table was laden with the banquet, and friends crowded about thee and praised the beauty of thy frescoes, the excellence of thy wine, the cunning of thy cook, and the service of thy slaves, little didst thou dream that nineteen centuries later would find thy house roofless, dug up from the bowels of the earth, and thy cherished rooms a show to be gaped at by all who cared to pay a miserable fee. Least of all didst thou think then that Pharos the Egyptian would be standing in the room where once thou didst rule so absolute, telling thy faults and follies to a man of a race that in thy day was well-nigh unknown.”

He stopped for a moment, and then, turning to me again, recommenced with fresh energy:

“The owner of this house, Tullus Agrippa, was avaricious, cruel, vain, and sensual. He gave of his wealth only when he was assured of a large return. He was hated on every hand, and by his own family and dependants most of all. What did his wealth avail him on that last dread day, when the streets were filled with flying citizens, when all was confusion and none knew which way to turn for safety? The catastrophe found him tossing on a bed of sickness and scarcely able to stand alone. With the first shock of the earthquake he called imperiously for his favourite slave, but received no answer. He called again, this time almost with entreaty. Still no answer came. The walls of his house trembled and shook as he rose from his couch and staggered out into the fast darkening street. Like a blind man he groped his way to yonder corner, calling upon the names of his gods as he went, and offering every sestertia in his possession to the person who would conduct him to a place of safety. A man brushed against him. He looked up and recognised the gladiator, Tymon, the man he had encouraged and whose richest patron he had been. Accordingly, he seized him and clung to him, offering gifts innumerable if he would only carry him as far as the Marine Gate. But this, as Tymon knew, was no time for helping others, with that terrible shower of ashes pouring down like rain. The gladiator cast him off, but the other was not to be denied. He struggled to his knees and threw his arms around the strong man’s legs, but only for an instant. Roused to a pitch of fury by his terror, Tymon struck him a blow on the temple with the full strength of his ponderous fist. The old man stumbled against the wall, clutched at it for support, and at length fell senseless upon the ground. The shower of ashes and scoria quickly covered him, and nineteen hundred years later the workmen, excavating the ruins, discovered his body at the base of yonder wall. Such was the fate of the noble Tullus Agrippa, citizen of Rome, and once the owner of this house.”

Before I could reply or ask how he had become familiar with these details, he had made his way outside and was in the road once more. I followed him to the Street of Fortune, passed the House of the Fawn, the Baths, and the Villa of Glaucus. Of each he had some story to tell — some anecdote to relate. From the graphic way in which he described everything, the names and characters he introduced, I might have been excused had I even believed that he had known the city in its prime and been present on the day of its destruction. I said as much to him, but he only shook his head.

“Think what you please,” he said. “If I were to tell you the truth you would not believe me. For that reason I prefer that you should credit me with the possession of an exceedingly vivid imagination. If I have succeeded in making the last hour pass pleasantly, I am amply rewarded. But it grows late; the guards are coming in search of us; let us return to the gate.”

Accordingly, we made our way back to the Porta Marina, and down the path toward the entrance to the ruins. My companion was evidently well known to the officials, for they treated him with obsequious respect, bowing before him and inquiring if he had seen certain new excavations, as if the success of the latter depended entirely on his good opinion of them. In the road outside a carriage was standing, to which was attached a magnificent pair of black horses. A coachman, dressed in a neat but unpretentious black livery, sat upon the box, while a footman stood beside the carriage door. The whole turn-out was in excellent taste, and would have made a creditable appearance in the Bois de Boulogne or Hyde Park. Into this elegant equipage Pharos invited me to step, and as soon as I had seated myself he took his place beside me. Hot though the night was, a heavy fur rug was wrapped round his knees, and when this had been done he laid himself back upon the cushions with a sigh of relief, as if the exertion of the afternoon had been too much for him.

“So much for Pompeii,” he said, as the horses sprang forward. “Now for Naples and the most beautiful creature it contains at present, my ward, the Fräulein Valerie de Vocsqal.”


CHAPTER VII.
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IF ANY ONE had told me on the night that I first met Pharos at the foot of Cleopatra’s Needle that within a very short space of time I should be driving from Pompeii to Naples alone with him, I believe I should have laughed that person to scorn. And what is perhaps stranger, seeing how intense my dislike for him had been less than two hours before, I was not only paying attention to what he said to me, but was actually deriving a certain measure of enjoyment from his society. In my time I have met some of the cleverest talkers in Europe, men whose conversational powers are above the average, and to whom it is rightly enough considered a privilege to listen. Pharos, however, equalled if he did not exceed them all. His range of topics was extraordinary, and his language as easy and graceful as it was free from the commonplace. Upon every conceivable subject he had some information to impart, and in the cases of events in the world’s history, he did so with the same peculiar suggestion of being able to speak from the point of an eye-witness, or, at least, as one who had lived in the same period, that I had noticed when he conducted me through the ruins of Pompeii that afternoon. The topography of the country through which we were passing he also had at his fingers’ ends. About every portion of the landscape he had some remark of interest to make, and when we had exhausted Italy and proceeded to more distant countries, I found that he was equally conversant with the cities they contained. How long the drive lasted I can not say; but never in my experience of the high road between Naples and Pompeii had it seemed so short. Reaching the Castello del Carmine we turned sharply to our right, passed up the Corso Garibaldi for some considerable distance, and eventually branched off to the left. After that, I have no further knowledge of our route. We traversed street after street, some of them so narrow that there was barely room for our carriage to pass along, until at last we reached a thoroughfare that not only contained better houses than the rest, but was considerably wider. Before a large, old-fashioned residence the horses came to a standstill; a pair of exquisitely wrought-iron gates guarding a noble archway were thrown open, and through them we passed into the courtyard beyond. Beautiful as many of the courtyards are in Naples, I think this one eclipsed them all. The house surrounded it on three sides; on the fourth, and opposite that by which we had entered, was the garden, with its fountains, vista of palm trees, through which a peep of the waters of the bay could be obtained, and its luxuriant orange groves. In the soft light of evening a more picturesque picture could not have been desired.

The footman, having descended from the box, opened the door of the carriage, and when he had withdrawn the rug from his master’s knees, assisted him to alight. I followed, and we proceeded up the steps into the house. Prepared as I was by the fact that both Lady Medenham and Sir George Legrath had informed me of Pharos’s wealth, I could scarcely contain my surprise when the beauty of the house to which I was now introduced was revealed to me. The hall in which we stood was filled from floor to ceiling with works of art, carvings, paintings, statues, tapestry, the value of which I could the better appreciate when I was permitted an opportunity of examining them more closely.

“I make you welcome to my abode, Mr. Forrester,” said Pharos, as I crossed the threshold. “You are not the first English artist who has honoured me with a visit, and I think, if you will glance round these walls, you will admit that you are in good company. See, here is a Fra Angelico, here a Botticelli, here a Perugino, to your right a Giorgione — all your fellow-guests. At the foot of the stairs is a Jan Steen, half-way up a Madonna by Signorelli; the monk above is, as doubtless you can see for yourself, an Andrea del Sarto, who has found many admirers. But that is not all. If you will follow me, I think I can show you something which will have an equal interest for you, though perhaps in a somewhat different way.”

Feeling as if I were walking in a dream, I followed him along the hall. Presently he stopped and pointed to a large canvas.

“Do you recognise it?” he inquired.

To my surprise it was neither more nor less than one of my own earlier works which had appeared in the Academy about three years before and represented a fantastic subject. It had been purchased by a dealer, and after it had left my possession I had lost sight of it altogether. To find it here, in the home of the man who had come to play such an extraordinary part in my life, overwhelmed me with astonishment.

“You seem surprised at seeing it,” said Pharos, as we stood before it. “If you will allow me I will relate to you the circumstances under which it came into my possession, and I think you will admit that they are highly interesting. It is now two years since the event occurred of which I am going to tell you. I was then in Baden. It was the height of the season, and the city was crowded, not only with interesting foreigners — if you will permit the unintentional sarcasm — but with a large proportion of your own English aristocracy. Among the latter was a certain nobleman to whom I was happily able to be of considerable service. He was one of life’s failures. In his earlier youth he had a literary tendency which, had the Fates been propitious, might possibly have brought him some degree of fame; his accession to the title, however, and the wealth it carried with it, completely destroyed him. When I met him in Baden he was as near ruined as a man of his position could be. He had with him one daughter, a paralytic, to whom he was devotedly attached. Had it not been for her I am convinced he would have given up the struggle and have done what he afterward did — namely, have made away with himself. In the hope of retrieving his fortune and of distracting his mind he sought the assistance of the gaming-tables; but having neither luck nor, what is equally necessary, sufficient courage, eventually found himself face to face with ruin. It was then that I appeared upon the scene and managed to extricate him from his dilemma. As a token of his gratitude he made me a present of this picture, which up to that time had been one of his most treasured possessions.”

“And the man himself — what became of him?”

Pharos smiled an evil smile.

“Well, he was always unfortunate. On the self-same night that he made me the present to which I refer he experienced another run of ill luck.”

“And the result?”

“Can you not guess? He returned to his lodgings to find that his daughter was dead, whereupon he wrote me a note, thanking me for the assistance I had rendered him, and blew his brains out at the back of the Kursaal.”

On hearing this I recoiled a step from the picture. While it flattered my vanity to hear that the wretched man who had lost fame, fortune, and everything else should still have retained my work, I could not repress a feeling of horror at the thought that in so doing he had, unconsciously, it is true, been bringing me into connection with the very man who I had not the least doubt had brought about his ruin. As may be supposed, however, I said nothing to Pharos on this score. For the time being we were flying a flag of truce, and having had one exhibition of his powers, I had no desire to experience a second. Whether he read what was passing in my mind or not I can not say. At any rate, he changed the subject abruptly and led me away from my own work to another at the farther end of the hall. From this we passed into an anteroom, which, like the hall, was hung with pictures. It was a magnificent apartment in every way, but, as I soon discovered, was eclipsed by the larger room into which it opened. The latter could not have been less than eighty feet long by forty wide. The walls were decorated with exquisite pictures, and, if such a thing were possible, with still more exquisite china. All the appointments were in keeping. At the farther end was a grand piano, and seated near this, slowly fanning herself with a large ostrich-feather fan, was the woman I had seen first at the Academy, then at Medenham House, and earlier that very day in the Piazza S. Ferdinando. Upon our entrance she rose, and once more I thought I discovered a frightened look in her face. In a second, however, it had passed and she had once more recovered her equanimity.

“Valerie,” said Monsieur Pharos, “I have been fortunate enough to meet Mr. Forrester, who arrived in Naples last night, and to induce him to dine with us this evening.”

While he was speaking I had been watching the face of the beautiful woman whose affecting story Lady Medenham had told me, and had noticed how white it had suddenly become. The reason of this I have since discovered, but I know that at the time it puzzled me more than a little.

“I bid you welcome, sir,” she said, in excellent English, but with no great degree of cordiality.

I made some suitable reply, and then Pharos departed from the room, leaving us together. My companion once more seated herself, and, making an effort, began a conversation that was doubtless of a very polite, but to me entirely unsatisfactory, nature. Presently she rose from her chair and went to the window, where she stood for some moments looking out into the fast-darkening street. Then she turned to me, as she did so making a little gesture with her hands that was more expressive than any words.

“Mr. Forrester,” she said, speaking rapidly in a low voice, but with great earnestness, “have you taken leave of your senses that you come here? Are you tired of your life that you thrust your head into the lion’s den in this foolish fashion?”

Her words were so startling and her agitation so genuine that I could make neither head nor tail of it. I accordingly hastened to ask for an explanation.

“I can tell you nothing,” she said, “except that this place is fatal to you. Oh, if I could only make you understand how fatal!”

Her beauty and the agitation under which she was labouring exercised a most powerful effect upon me, which was increased rather than diminished when I reflected that it was being exerted on my behalf.

“I scarcely understand you,” I stammered, for I was quite carried away by her vehemence. “From what you say I gather that you believe me to be in a position of some danger, but I assure you such is not the case. I met Monsieur Pharos at Pompeii this afternoon, and he was kind enough to ask me to dine with him this evening. Surely, there can be nothing dangerous in that. If, however, my presence is in any way distasteful to you, I can easily make an excuse and take my departure.”

“You know it is not that,” she answered quickly and with a little stamp of her foot. “It is for your own sake I am imploring you to go. If you knew as much of this house as I do, you would not remain in it another minute.”

“My dear madame,” I said, “if you would only be more explicit, I should be the better able to understand you.”

“I can not be more explicit,” she answered; “such a thing is out of my power. But remember, if anything happens, I have warned you, and your fate will be upon your own head.”

“But — —” I cried, half rising from my seat.

“Hush!” she answered. “There is not time for more. He is coming.”

A moment later Pharos entered the room. He had discarded his heavy fur coat and was now dressed as I had seen him at Medenham House — that is to say, he wore a tight-fitting black velvet coat buttoned high up round his throat and a skullcap of the same material. He had scarcely entered the room before dinner was announced.

“If you will take my ward,” he said, “I will follow you.”

I did as directed, and never while I live shall I forget the thrill that passed through me as I felt the pressure of her tiny hand upon my arm. Lovely as I had always thought her, I had never seen her look more beautiful than on this particular evening. As I watched her proud and graceful carriage, I could well believe, as Lady Medenham had said, that she traced her descent from one of the oldest families in Europe. There was something about her that I could not understand, though I tried repeatedly to analyze it — a vague, indescribable charm that made her different from all other women I had ever met.

The room in which we dined was a more sombre apartment than the others I had seen. The walls were hung with heavy tapestries, unrelieved by light or brilliant colour. The servants also struck me as remarkable. They were tall, elderly, dark-skinned, and, if the truth must be told, of somewhat saturnine appearance, and if I had been asked, I should have given my vote against their being Italians. They did their duty noiselessly and well, but their presence grated upon me, very much as Pharos’s had done on the first three occasions that I had met him. Among other things, one singular circumstance arrested my attention. While the dinner was in every respect admirable, and would not have discredited the Maison Dorée, or the Café de la Paix, Pharos did not partake of it. At the commencement of the meal a dish of fruit and a plate of small flat cakes were placed before him. He touched nothing else, save, when we had finished, to fill a wineglass with water and to pour into it a spoonful of some white powder, which he took from a small silver box standing before him. This he tossed off at one draught.

“You are evidently surprised,” he said, turning toward me, “at the frugality of my fare, but I can assure you that in my case eating has been reduced almost to a vanishing point. Save a little fruit in the morning, and a glass of water in which I dissolve one of these powders, and a meal similar to that you now see me making in the evening, I take nothing else, and yet I am stronger than many men of half my age. If the matter interests you I will some day give you proof of that.”

To this speech I made some reply and then glanced at the Fräulein Valerie. Her face was still deathly pale, and I could see by the way her hands trembled above her plate that the old fellow’s words had in some manner been the cause of it. Had I known as much then as I do now I should no doubt have trembled myself. For the moment, however, I thought she must be ill, and should have said as much had my eyes not met hers and found them imploring me to take no notice of her agitation. I accordingly addressed myself to Pharos on the subject of the journey from Paris to Naples, and thus permitted her time to recover her self-possession. The meal at an end, she rose and left the room, not, however, before she had thrown another look of entreaty at me, which, as I read it, seemed to say, “For pity’s sake remember where you are, and be careful what you say or do!”

The door had scarcely closed behind her before another on the other side of the room opened, and a servant entered carrying in his arms a monkey wrapped in a small rug, from which its evil-looking little face peered out at me as if it were wondering at my presence there. Pharos noticed my surprise.

“Let me make you acquainted with my second self,” he said, and then turning to the monkey continued, “Pehtes, make your salutation.”

The monkey, however, finding himself in his master’s arms, snuggled himself down and paid no more attention to me, whereupon Pharos pushed the decanters, which the servant had placed before him, toward me and invited me to fill my glass.

I thanked him, but declined.

“If you will permit me to say so, I think you are foolish,” he answered. “I have been often complimented on that wine, particularly by your countrymen.”

I wondered who the countrymen were who had sat at this table and what the reason could have been that had induced them to accept his hospitality. Could Legrath have been among the number, and, if so, what was the terrible connection between them? For terrible I knew it must have been, otherwise it would scarcely have made Sir George, usually the most self-contained of men, betray such agitation when I inquired if he were acquainted with the name of Pharos.

While these thoughts were passing through my mind I stole a glance at the old fellow as he sat at the head of the table, propped up with cushions, and with the monkey’s evil countenance peeping out from his hiding-place under the other’s coat. He was evidently in an expansive mood and as anxious as possible to make himself agreeable. The first horror of his presence had by this time left me, and, as I said at the commencement of this chapter, its place had been taken by a peculiar interest for which I found it well-nigh impossible to account.

“If you will not take any wine, perhaps you will let me offer you a cigarette,” he said, after I had declined his previous invitation. “I am not a smoker myself, but those who do enjoy the fragrant weed tell me the brand is excellent. It is grown on one of my own estates in Turkey, and can be obtained nowhere else in the world.”

So saying he produced a small silver case from his pocket and handed it to me. I took one of the cigarettes it contained, lit it, and for the next two or three minutes sat back in my chair silently smoking. The tobacco was excellent. To have wasted a puff of that precious smoke in conversation would have been a sacrilege that I was determined not to commit. Having finished one, I was easily persuaded to take another, and was compelled to declare the flavour to be even better than the first.

“I am delighted to see that you enjoy them,” said Pharos.

“I have never smoked any tobacco like it,” I replied. “It seems hard that you should not enjoy it yourself.”

“I could not enjoy it in a happier way,” he answered, “than through my friends. I am amply compensated when I see the pleasure it gives them.”

After this philanthropic contribution to the conversation of the evening we were both silent again for some moments. My cigarette was half-finished, but the case, still nearly full, lay upon the table for me to help myself when I felt inclined. Little by little the subtle intoxication of the weed was permeating my whole being; a gentle languor was stealing over me, and as a result my brain had never before seemed so bright or my capacity of enjoyment so keen as it did then.

“If you will not take wine we might adjourn to the drawing-room,” said Pharos at last. “It is possible we may be able to induce my ward to give us some music, and as she is partial to the aroma of these cigarettes, I think I may assure you beforehand that she will willingly give you permission to smoke in her presence.”

Accordingly, we sought the drawing-room, the same in which the beautiful Hungarian had uttered her curious warning to me earlier in the evening. She was seated in the same chair that she had then occupied, and on entering, Pharos, still carrying the monkey in his arms, crossed and patted her hand in a grand-fatherly fashion. Kindly, however, as the action appeared to be, I noticed that she trembled beneath it.

“I have assured Mr. Forrester, my dear Valerie,” he said, “that the odour of tobacco is not distasteful to you, and that you will permit him to smoke a cigarette in your presence. Was I not right?”

“Of course I will give permission,” she answered, but never had I heard her voice so cold and monotonous. It was as if she were repeating something under compulsion. At any other time I should have declined to avail myself of what I could not help thinking was permission grudgingly given; but since Pharos insisted, and the Fräulein begged me to do so, I at length consented and made a further raid upon the case. As soon as he had seen the cigarette lighted and myself comfortably seated, Pharos installed himself in an armchair, while his ward wrapped the inevitable rug about his knees. Having done this she took her violin from its case, and, when she had tuned it, took up her position and commenced to play. I had still the same feeling, however, that she was doing it under compulsion, but how that force was being exerted, and for what reason, was more than I could tell. Once more the same gentle languor I had felt at the dinner-table began to steal over me and again my senses became abnormally acute. Under the influence of the music, new ideas, new inspirations, new dreams of colour, crowded upon me thick and fast. In the humour in which I was then, I felt that there was nothing I could not do, no achievement of which I was not capable. What I had done in the past was as nothing compared with what I would do in the future. With this man’s help I would probe the very heart of Wisdom and make myself conversant with her secrets. Through half-closed eyes I could see the violinist standing before me, and it was as if her white hands were beckoning me along the road of Fame. I turned from her to Pharos, and found him still seated in his chair with his eyes fixed steadfastly upon me. Then the cigarette came to an end, the music ceased, and with a choking sob the violinist, unable to control herself any longer, fled from the room. I sprang to my feet and hastened to open the door for her, but was too late. She was gone.

“Mr. Forrester,” said Pharos, after we had been alone together for a few moments, “I am going to make a proposition to you which I shall be very much honoured if you can see your way to accept.”

“I shall be better able to tell you when I know what it is,” I answered.

“It is eminently simple,” he continued. “It is neither more nor less than this. I am the possessor of a steam-yacht — a comfortable craft, my friends tell me — and in her my ward and I start to-morrow for Port Said, en route for Cairo.”

“For Cairo?” I cried in amazement.

“For Cairo,” he answered, with a smile. “And why not? Cairo is a most delightful place, and I have important business in Egypt. Perhaps you can guess what that business is.”

“The mummy?” I answered at a hazard.

“Exactly,” he replied, nodding his head; “the mummy. It is my intention to restore it to the tomb from which your father sto — from which, shall we say, your father removed it.”

“And your proposition?”

“Is that you accompany us. The opportunity is one you should not let slip. You will have a chance of seeing the land of the Pharaohs under the most favourable auspices, and the hints you should derive for future work should be invaluable to you. What do you say?”

To tell the truth I did not know what answer to give. I had all my life long had a craving to visit that mysterious country, and, as I have said elsewhere, I had quite made up my mind to do so at the end of the year. Now an opportunity was afforded me of carrying out my intentions, and in a most luxurious fashion. I remembered the extraordinary interest Pharos had lent to the ruins of Pompeii that afternoon, and I felt sure that in Egypt, since it was his native country, he would be able to do much more. But it was not the prospect of what I should learn from him so much as the knowledge that I should be for some weeks in the company of Valerie de Vocxqal that tempted me. The thought that I should be with her on board the yacht, and that I should be able to enjoy her society uninterruptedly in the mystic land which had played such an important part in my career, thrilled me to the centre of my being. That her life was a far from happy one I was quite convinced, and it was just possible, if I went with them, that I might be able to discover the seat of the trouble and perhaps be in a position to assist her.

“What have you to say to my plan?” inquired Pharos. “Does not the idea tempt you?”

“It tempts me exceedingly,” I answered; “but the fact of the matter is I had no intention of being absent so long from England.”

“England will be still there when you get back,” he continued with a laugh. “Come, let it be decided that you will join us. I think I can promise that you will enjoy the trip.”

“I do not wish to appear discourteous,” I said, “but would it not be better for me to take till to-morrow morning to think it over?”

“It would be the most foolish policy possible,” he answered, “for in that case I feel convinced you would find some reason for not accepting my invitation, and by so doing would deprive yourself of a chance which, as I said just now, may never come again in your life. If Valerie were here I feel sure she would add her voice to mine.”

The mention of his ward’s name decided me, and, with a recklessness that forces a sigh from me now, I gave my promise to accompany them.

“I am very glad to hear it,” said Pharos. “I think you have decided wisely. We shall sail to-morrow evening at ten o’clock. My servants will call for your luggage and will convey it and you on board. You need not trouble yourself in any way.”

I thanked him, and then, finding that it was close upon eleven o’clock, took leave of him. That I was disappointed in not being permitted an opportunity of saying farewell to his ward I will not deny. I feared that she was offended with me for not having taken her advice earlier in the evening. I did not mention the matter, however, to Pharos, but bade him good-night, and, declining his offer to send me home in his carriage, made my way into the hall and presently left the house. Having crossed the courtyard, the ancient gate-keeper passed me out through a small door beside the gates. The night was exceedingly warm, and as I stepped into the street the moon was rising above the opposite house-tops. Having made inquiries from Pharos, I had no doubt of being able to make my way back to my hotel. Accordingly, as soon as I had rewarded the concierge, and the gate had closed behind me, I set off down the pavement at a brisk pace. I had not gone very far, however, before a door opened in a garden wall, and a black figure stole forth and addressed me by my name. It was the Fräulein Valerie.

“Mr. Forrester,” she said, “I have come at great risk to meet you. You would not listen to me this evening, but I implore you to do so now. If you do not heed me and take my warning it may be too late.”

The moon shone full and fair upon her face, revealing her wonderful beauty and adding an ethereal charm to it which I had never noticed it possessed before.

“Of what is it you would warn me, my dear lady?” I asked.

“I can not tell you,” she answered, “for I do not know myself. But of this I am certain, since he has interested himself in you and has declared his desire for your friendship, it can not be for your good. You do not know him as I do. You have no idea, it is impossible you should, of what he is. For your own sake, Mr. Forrester, draw back while you have time. Have no more to do with him. Shun his society, whatever it casts you. You smile! Ah, if you only knew! I tell you this — it would be better, far better, for you to die than to fall into his power.”

I was touched by the earnestness with which she spoke, but more by the sadness of her face.

“Fräulein,” I said, “you speak as if you had done that yourself.”

“I have,” she answered. “I am in his power, and, as a result, I am lost body and soul. It is for that reason I would save you. Take warning by what I have said and leave Naples to-night. Never mind where you go — go to Russia, to America, bury yourself in the wilds of Siberia or Kamchatka — but get beyond his reach.”

“It is too late,” I answered. “The die is cast, for I have promised to sail with him to Egypt to-morrow.”

On hearing this she uttered a little cry and took a step away from me.

“You have promised to visit Egypt with him?” she cried, as if she could scarcely believe she heard aright. “Oh! Mr. Forrester, what can you be thinking of? I tell you it is fatal, suicidal! If you have any regard for your own safety you will get away to-night, this very moment, and never return to Naples or see him again.”

In her agitation she clutched at my arm and held it tightly. I could feel that she was trembling violently. Her touch, however, instead of effecting the purpose she had in view, decided me on a contrary course.

“Fräulein,” I said in a voice I should not at any other time have recognised as my own, “you tell me that this man has you in his power? You warn me of the dangers I run by permitting myself to associate with him, and, having risked so much for me, you expect me to go away and leave you to his mercy. I fear you must have a very poor opinion of me.”

“I am only trying to save you,” she answered. “The first day I saw you I read disaster in your face, and from that moment I desired to prevent it.”

“But if you are so unhappy, why do you not attempt to save yourself?” I asked. “Come, I will make a bargain with you. If I am to fly from this man, you must do so too. Let us set off this moment. You are beyond the walls now. Will you trust yourself to me? There is a steamer in the harbour sailing at midnight. Let us board her and sail for Genoa, thence anywhere you please. I have money, and I give you my word of honour as a gentleman that I will leave nothing undone to promote your safety and your happiness. Let us start at once and in half an hour we shall be rid of him forever.”

As I said this I took her arm and endeavoured to lead her down the pavement, but she would not move.

“No, no,” she said in a frightened whisper. “You do not know what you are asking of me. Such a thing is impossible — hopelessly impossible. However much I may desire to do so I can not escape. I am chained to him for life by a bond that is stronger than fetters of steel. I can not leave him. O God! I can not leave him!”

She fell back against the wall and once more covered her face with her hands, while her slender frame shook with convulsive sobs.

“So be it then,” I said; and as I did so I took off my hat. “If you will not leave him, I swear before God I will not go alone! It is settled, and I sail with him for Egypt to-morrow.”

She did not attempt to dissuade me further, but, making her way to the door in the wall through which she had entered the street, opened it and disappeared within. I heard the bolts pushed to, and then I was in the street alone.

“The die is cast,” I said to myself. “Whether good or evil, I accompany her to-morrow, and, once with her, I will not leave her until I am certain that she no longer requires my help.”

Then I resumed my walk to my hotel.


CHAPTER VIII.
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THE CLOCKS OF the city had struck ten on the following evening when I left the carriage which Pharos had sent to convey me to the harbour, and, escorted by his servant, the same who had sat beside the coachman on the occasion of our drive home from Pompeii on the previous evening, made my way down the landing-stage and took my place in the boat which was waiting to carry me to the yacht.

Throughout the day I had seen nothing either of Pharos or his ward, nor had I heard anything from the former save a message to the effect that he had made arrangements for my getting on board. But if I had not seen them I had at least thought about them — so much so, indeed, that I had scarcely closed my eyes all night. And the more attention I bestowed upon them the more difficult I found it to account for the curious warning I had received from the Fräulein Valerie. What the danger was which threatened me it was beyond my power to tell. I endeavoured to puzzle it out, but in vain. Had it not been for that scene on the Embankment, and his treatment of me in my own studio, to say nothing of the suspicions I had erroneously entertained against him in respect of the murder of the curiosity dealer, I should in all probability have attributed it to a mere womanly superstition which, although it appeared genuine enough to her, had no sort of foundation in fact. Knowing, however, what I did, I could see that it behooved me, if only for the sake of my own safety, to be more than cautious, and when I boarded the yacht I did so with a full determination to keep my eyes wide open, and to be prepared for trouble whenever or in whatever shape it might come.

On gaining the deck I was received by an elderly individual whom I afterward discovered to be the captain. He informed me in French that both Monsieur Pharos and the Fräulein Valerie had already arrived on board and had retired to their cabins. The former had given instructions that everything possible was to be done to promote my comfort, and, having said this, the captain surrendered me to the charge of the servant who had escorted me on board, and, bowing reverentially to me, made some excuse about seeing the yacht under way and went forward. At the request of the steward I passed along the deck to the after-companion ladder, and thence to the saloon below. The evidence of wealth I had had before me in the house in Naples had prepared me in some measure for the magnificent vessel in which I now found myself; nevertheless, I must confess to feeling astonished at the luxury I saw displayed on every side. The saloon must have been upward of thirty feet long by eighteen wide, and one glance round it showed me that the decorations, the carpet, and the furniture, were the best that taste and money could procure. With noiseless footfall the steward conducted me across the saloon, and, opening a door on the port side, introduced me to my cabin.

My luggage had preceded me, and, as it was now close upon eleven o’clock, I determined to turn in and, if possible, get to sleep before the vessel started.

When I woke in the morning we were at sea. Brilliant sunshine streamed in through the porthole and danced on the white and gold panelling of the cabin. Smart seas rattled against the hull and set the little craft rolling till I began to think it was as well I was a good sailor, otherwise I should scarcely have looked forward with such interest to the breakfast I could hear preparing in the saloon outside.

As soon as I had dressed I made my way to the deck. It was a lovely morning, a bright blue sky overhead, with a few snow-white clouds away to the southwest to afford relief and to add to the beauty of the picture. A smart sea was running, and more than once I had to make a bolt for the companion-ladder in order to escape the spray which came whistling over the bulwarks.

In the daylight the yacht looked bigger than she had done on the previous night. At a rough guess she scarcely could have been less than four hundred tons. Her captain, so I afterward discovered, was a Greek, but of what nationality her crew were composed I was permitted no opportunity of judging. One thing is very certain — they were not English, nor did their behaviour realise my notion of the typical sailor. There was none of that good-humoured chaff or horseplay which is supposed to characterise the calling. These men, for the most part, were middle-aged, taciturn and gloomy fellows, who did their work with automaton-like regularity, but without interest or apparent good-will. The officers, with the exception of the captain, I had not yet seen.

Punctually on the stroke of eight bells a steward emerged from the companion and came aft to inform me that breakfast was served. I inquired if my host and hostess were in the saloon, but was informed that Pharos made it a rule never to rise before midday, and that on this occasion the Fräulein Valerie intended taking the meal in her own cabin and begged me to excuse her. Accordingly, I sat down alone, and when I had finished returned to the deck and lit a cigar. The sea by this time had moderated somewhat and the vessel in consequence was making better progress. For upward of half an hour I tramped the deck religiously and then returned to my favourite position aft. Leaning my elbows on the rail, I stood gazing at the curdling wake, watching the beautiful blending of white and green created by the screw.

I was still occupied in this fashion when I heard my name spoken, and, turning, found the Fräulein Valerie standing before me. She was dressed in some dark material, which not only suited her complexion but displayed the exquisite outline of her figure to perfection.

“Good-morning, Mr. Forrester,” she said, holding out her white hand to me. “I must apologise to you for my rudeness in not having joined you at breakfast; but I was tired and did not feel equal to getting up so early.”

There was a troubled look in her eyes which told me that while she had not forgotten our interview of two nights before, she was determined not to refer to it in any way or even to permit me to suppose that she remembered it. I accordingly resolved to follow her example, though, if the truth must be confessed, there were certain questions I was more than desirous of putting to her.

“Since you are on deck the first morning out, I presume you are fond of the sea?” I said, in a matter-of-fact voice, after we had been standing together for some moments.

“I love it,” she answered fervently; “and the more so because I am a good sailor. In the old days, when my father was alive, I was never happier than when we were at sea, away from land and all its attendant troubles.”

She paused, and I saw her eyes fill with tears. In a few moments, however, she recovered her composure and began to talk of the various countries with which we were mutually acquainted. As it soon transpired, she had visited almost every capital in Europe since she had been with Pharos, but for what purpose I could not discover. The most eastern side of Russia and the most western counties of England were equally well known to her. In an unguarded moment I asked her which city she preferred.

“Is it possible I could have any preference?” she asked, almost reproachfully. “If you were condemned to imprisonment for life, do you think it would matter to you what colour your captors painted your cell, or of what material the wall was composed that you looked upon through your barred windows? Such is my case. My freedom is gone, and for that reason I take no sort of interest in the places to which my gaoler leads me.”

To this speech I offered no reply, nor could I see that one was needed. We were standing upon dangerous ground and I hastened to get off it as soon as possible. I fear, however, I must have gone clumsily to work, for she noticed my endeavour and smiled a little bitterly, I thought. Then, making some excuse, she left me and returned below.

It was well past midday before Pharos put in an appearance. Whether at sea or ashore he made no difference in his costume. He wore the same heavy coat and curious cap that I remembered seeing that night at Cleopatra’s Needle.

“I fear, my dear Forrester,” he said, “you will think me a discourteous host for not having remained on deck last night to receive you. My age, however, must be my excuse. I trust you have been made comfortable?”

“The greatest Sybarite could scarcely desire to be more comfortable,” I answered. “I congratulate you upon your vessel and her appointments.”

“Yes,” he answered, looking along the deck, “she is a good little craft, and, as you may suppose, exceedingly useful to me at times.”

As he said this a curious expression came into his face. It was as if the memory of an occasion on which this vessel had carried him beyond the reach of pursuit had suddenly occurred to him. Exquisite, however, as the pleasure it afforded him seemed to be, I can not say that it pleased me as much. It revived unpleasant memories, and just at the time when I was beginning to forget my first distrust of him.

After a few moments’ further conversation he expressed a desire to show me the vessel, an invitation which, needless to say, I accepted with alacrity. We first visited the smoking-room on deck, then the bridge, after that the engine-room, and later on the men’s quarters forward. Retracing our steps aft we descended to the saloon, upon the beauty of which I warmly congratulated him.

“I am rejoiced that it meets with your approval,” he said gravely. “It is usually admired. And now, having seen all this, perhaps it would interest you to inspect the quarters of the owner.”

This was exactly what I desired to do, for from a man’s sleeping quarters it is often possible to obtain some clue as to his real character.

Bidding me follow him, he led me along the saloon to a cabin at the farther end. With the remembrance of all I had seen in the other parts of the vessel still fresh in my mind, I was prepared to find the owner’s berth replete with every luxury. My surprise may therefore be imagined when I discovered a tiny cabin, scarcely half the size of that occupied by myself, not only devoid of luxury, but lacking much of what is usually considered absolutely necessary. On the starboard side was the bunk, a plain wooden affair, in which were neatly folded several pairs of coarse woollen blankets. Against the bulwark was the wash-hand-stand, and under the port a settee, covered with a fur rug, on which was curled up the monkey Pehtes. That was all. Nay, I am wrong — it was not all. For in a corner, carefully secured so that the movement of the vessel should not cause it to fall, was no less a thing than the mummy Pharos had stolen from me, and which was the first and foremost cause of my being where I was. From what he had told me of his errand I had surmised it might be on board; but I confess I scarcely expected to find it in the owner’s cabin. With the sight of it the recollection of my studio rose before my eyes, and not only of the studio, but of that terrible night when the old man now standing beside me had called upon me and had used such diabolical means to obtain possession of the thing he wanted. In reality it was scarcely a week since Lady Medenham’s “at home”; but the gulf that separated the man I was then from the man I was now seemed one of centuries.

Accompanied by Pharos I returned to the deck, convinced that I was as far removed from an understanding of this strange individual’s character as I had been since I had known him. Of the Fräulein Valerie I saw nothing until late in the afternoon. She was suffering from a severe headache, so the steward informed Pharos, and was not equal to leaving her cabin.

That this news was not palatable to my companion I gathered from the way in which his face darkened. However, he pretended to feel only solicitude for her welfare, and, having instructed the steward to convey his sympathy to her, returned to his conversation with me. In this fashion, reading, talking, and perambulating the deck, the remainder of the day passed away, and it was not until we sat down to dinner at night that our party in the saloon was united. On board the yacht, as in his house in Naples, the cooking was perfection itself, but, as on that other occasion, Pharos did not partake of it. He dined as usual upon fruit and small wheaten cakes, finishing his meal by pouring the powder into the glass of water and drinking it off as before.

When we rose from the table my host and hostess retired to their respective cabins, while I lit a cigar and went on deck. The sun was just disappearing below the horizon and a wonderful hush had fallen upon the sea. Scarcely a ripple disturbed its glassy surface, while the track the vessel left behind her seemed to lead across the world into the very eye of the sinking sun beyond. There was something awe-inspiring in the beauty and stillness of the evening. It was like the hush that precedes a violent storm, and seeing the captain near the entrance to the smoking-room, I made my way along the deck and accosted him, inquiring what he thought of the weather.

“I scarcely know what to think of it, monsieur,” he answered in French. “The glass has fallen considerably since morning. My own opinion is that it is working up for a storm.”

I agreed with him, and after a few moments’ more conversation, thanked him for his courtesy and returned aft.

Reaching the skylight, I seated myself upon it. The glasses were lifted and through the open space I could see into the saloon below. The mellow light of the shaded electric lamps shone upon the rich decorations and the inlaid furniture and was reflected in the mirrors on the walls. As far as I could see no one was present. I was about to rise and move away when a sound came from the Fräulein Valerie’s cabin that caused me to remain where I was. Someone was speaking, and that person was a woman. Knowing there was no other of her sex on board, this puzzled me more than I can say. The voice was harsh, monotonous, unmusical, and grated strangely upon the ear. There was a pause, then another, which I instantly recognised as belonging to Pharos, commenced.

I had no desire to play the eavesdropper, but for some reason which I can not explain I could not choose but listen.

“Come,” Pharos was saying in German, “thou canst not disobey me. Hold my hand so, open thine eyes, and tell me what thou seest!”

There was a pause for a space in which I could have counted fifty. Then the woman’s voice answered as slowly and monotonously as before:

“I see a sandy plain, which stretches as far as the eye can reach in all directions save one. On that side it is bordered by a range of hills. I see a collection of tents, and in the one nearest me a man tossing on a bed of sickness.”

“Is it he? The man thou knowest?”

There was another pause, and when she answered, the woman’s voice was even harsher than before:

“It is he.”

“What dost thou see now?”

“I am in the dark, and see nothing.”

“Hold my hand and wait, thou wilt see more plainly anon. Now that thine eyes are accustomed to the darkness, describe to me the place in which thou standest.”

There was another interval. Then she began again:

“I am in a dark and gloomy cavern. The roof is supported by heavy pillars, and they are carved in a style I have never seen before. On the ceilings and walls are paintings, and lying on a slab of stone — a dead man!”

Once more there was a long silence, until I began to think that I must have missed the next question and answer, and that this extraordinary catechism had terminated. Then the voice of Pharos recommenced:

“Place thine hand in mine and look once more.”

This time the answer was even more bewildering than before.

“I see death,” said the voice. “Death on every hand. It continues night and day, and the world is full of wailing!”

“It is well, I am satisfied,” said Pharos. “Now lie down and sleep. In an hour thou wilt wake and wilt remember naught of what thou hast revealed to me.”

Unable to make anything of what I had heard, I rose from the place where I had been sitting and began to pace the deck. The remembrance of the conversation to which I had listened irritated me beyond measure. Had I been permitted another insight into the deviltry of Pharos, or what was the meaning of it? I was still thinking of this when I heard a step behind me, and turning, found the man himself approaching me. In the dim light of the deck the appearance he presented was not prepossessing, but when he approached me I discovered he was in the best of humours, in fact in better spirits than I had ever yet seen him.

“I have been looking for you, Mr. Forrester,” he said. “It is delightful on deck, and I am in just the humour for a chat.”

I felt an inclination to tell him that I was not so ready, but before I could give him an answer he had noticed my preoccupation.

“You have something on your mind,” he said. “I fear you are not as pleased with my hospitality as I could wish you to be. What is amiss? Is there anything I can do to help you?”

“Nothing, I thank you,” I answered a little stiffly. “I have a slight headache and am not much disposed for conversation this evening.”

Though the excuse I made was virtually true, I did not tell him that I had only felt it since I had overheard his conversation a few minutes before.

“You must let me cure you,” he answered. “I am vain enough to flatter myself I have some knowledge of medicine.”

I was beginning to wonder if there was anything of which he was ignorant. At the same time I was so suspicious of him that I had no desire to permit him to practise his arts on me. I accordingly thanked him, but declined his services, on the pretext that my indisposition was too trifling to call for so much trouble.

“As you will,” he answered carelessly. “If you are not anxious to be cured, you must, of course, continue to suffer.”

So saying, he changed the subject, and for upward of half an hour we wandered in the realm of art, discussing the methods of painters past and present. Upon this subject, as upon every other, I was amazed at the extent and depth of his learning. His taste, I discovered, was cosmopolitan, but if he had any preference it was for the early Tuscan school. We were still debating this point when a dark figure emerged from the companion and came along the deck toward us. Seeing that it was the Fräulein Valerie, I rose from my chair.

“How hot the night is, Mr. Forrester!” she said, as she came up to us. “There is thunder in the air, I am sure, and if I am not mistaken we shall have a storm before morning.”

“I think it more than likely,” I answered. “It is extremely oppressive below.”

“It is almost unbearable,” she answered, as she took the seat I offered her. “Notwithstanding that fact, I believe I must have fallen asleep in my cabin, for I can not remember what I have been doing since dinner.”

Recalling the conversation I had overheard, and which had concluded with the instruction, “In an hour thou wilt wake and wilt remember naught of what thou hast revealed to me,” I glanced at Pharos; but his face told me nothing.

“I fear you are not quite yourself, my dear,” said the latter in a kindly tone, as he leaned toward her and placed his skinny hand upon her arm. “As you say, it must be the thundery evening. Our friend Forrester here is complaining of a headache. Though he will not let me experiment upon him, I think I shall have to see what I can do for you. I will consult my medicine chest at once.”

With this he rose from his seat and, bidding us farewell, went below.

Presently the Fräulein rose and side by side we walked aft to the taffrail. Though I did my best to rouse her from the lethargy into which she had fallen, I was unsuccessful. She stood with her slender hands clasping the rail before her and her great, dark eyes staring out across the waste of water. Never had she looked more beautiful and certainly never more sad. Her unhappiness touched me to the heart, and, under the influence of my emotion, I approached a little nearer to her.

“You are unhappy,” I said. “Is there no way in which I can help you?”

“Not one,” she answered bitterly, still gazing steadfastly out to sea. “I am beyond the reach of help. Can you realise what it means, Mr. Forrester, to be beyond the reach of help?”

The greatest tragedienne the world has seen could not have invested those terrible words with greater or more awful meaning.

“No, no,” I said; “I can not believe that. You are overwrought to-night. You are not yourself. You say things you do not mean.”

This time she turned on me almost fiercely.

“Mr. Forrester,” she said, “you try to console me; but, as I am beyond the reach of help, so I am also beyond the reach of comfort. If you could have but the slightest conception of what my life is, you would not wonder that I am so wretched.”

“Will you not tell me about it?” I answered. “I think you know by this time that I may be trusted.” Then, sinking my voice a little, I added a sentence that I could scarcely believe I had uttered when the words had passed my lips. “Valerie, if you do not already know it, let me tell you that, although we have not known each other a fortnight, I would give my life to serve you.”

“And I believe you and thank you for it from the bottom of my heart,” she answered with equal earnestness; “but I can tell you nothing.” Then, after an interval of silence that must have lasted for some minutes, she declared her intention of going below.

I accompanied her as far as the saloon, where she once more gave me her hand and wished me good-night. As soon as her door had closed behind her I went to my own cabin, scarcely able to realise that I had said what I had.

I do not know whether it was the heat, or whether it was the excitement under which I was labouring. At any rate, I soon discovered that I could not sleep. Valerie’s beautiful, sad face haunted me continually. Hour after hour I lay awake, thinking of her and wondering what the mystery could be that surrounded her. The night was oppressively still. Save the throbbing of the screw, not a sound was to be heard. The yacht was upon an even keel, and scarcely a wavelet splashed against her side. At last I could bear the stifling cabin no longer, so, rising from my bunk, I dressed myself and sought the coolness of the deck. It was now close upon one o’clock, and when I emerged from the companion the moon was a hand’s-breadth above the sea line, rising like a ball of gold. I seemed to have the entire world to myself. Around me was the glassy sea, black as ink, save where the moon shone upon it. Treading softly, as if I feared my footsteps would wake the sleeping ship, I stepped out of the companion and was about to make my way aft when something I saw before me caused me to stop. Standing on the grating which extended the whole width of the stern behind the after wheel, was a man whom I had no difficulty in recognising as Pharos. His hands were lifted above his head as if he were invoking the assistance of the Goddess of the Night. His head was thrown back, and from the place where I stood I could distinctly see the expression upon it. Anything more fiendish could scarcely be imagined. It was not the face of a human being, but that of a ghoul, so repulsive and yet so fascinating was it. Try how I would, I could not withdraw my eyes; and while I watched he spread his arms apart and cried something aloud in a language I did not recognise. For upward of a minute he remained in this attitude, then, descending from the grating, he made his way slowly along the deck and came toward the place where I stood.

Afraid of I know not what, I shrank back into the shadow of the hatch. Had he discovered my presence I feel convinced, in the humour in which he then was, he would have done his best to kill me. Fortunately, however, my presence was unsuspected, and he went below without seeing me. Then, wiping great beads of sweat from my forehead, I stumbled to the nearest skylight, and, seating myself upon it, endeavoured to regain my composure. Once more I asked myself the question, “Who and what was this man into whose power I had fallen?”


CHAPTER IX.
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THE CAPTAIN WAS not very far out in his reckoning when he prophesied that the unusual calm of the previous evening betokened the approach of a storm. Every one who has had experience of the Mediterranean is aware with what little warning gales spring up. At daybreak the weather may be all that can be desired, and in the evening your ship is fighting her way along in the teeth of a hurricane. In this particular instance, when I turned into my bunk after the fright Pharos had given me, as narrated in the preceding chapter, the sea was as smooth as glass and the sky innocent of a single cloud. When I opened my eyes on the morning following, the yacht was being pitched up and down and to and fro like a cork. A gale of wind was blowing overhead, while every timber sent forth an indignant protest against the barbarity to which it was being subjected. From the pantry, beyond the saloon companion-ladder, a clatter of breaking glass followed every roll, while I was able to estimate the magnitude of the seas the little vessel was encountering by the number of times her propeller raced as she hung suspended in mid-air. For upward of an hour I remained in my bunk, thinking of the singular events of the night before and telling myself that were it not for the Fräulein Valerie I could find it in my heart to wish myself out of the yacht and back in my own comfortable studio once more. By seven o’clock my curiosity was so excited as to what was doing on deck that I could no longer remain inactive. I accordingly scrambled out of bed and dressed myself, a proceeding which, owing to the movement of the vessel, was attended with no small amount of difficulty, and then, clutching at everything that would permit of a grip, I passed out of the saloon and made my way up the companion-ladder. On glancing through the portholes there, a scene of indescribable tumult met my eye. In place of the calm and almost monotonous stretch of blue water across which we had been sailing so peacefully less than twenty-four hours before, I now saw a wild and angry sea, upon which dark, leaden clouds looked down. The gale was from the north-east and beat upon our port quarter with relentless fury.

My horizon being limited in the companion, I turned the handle and prepared to step on to the deck outside. It was only when I had done so that I realised how strong the wind was; it caught the door and dashed it from my hand as if it had been made of paper, while the cap I had upon my head was whisked off and carried away into the swirl of grey water astern before I had time to clap my hand to it. Undaunted, however, by this mishap, I shut the door, and, hanging on to the hand-rail, lest I too should be washed overboard, made my way forward and eventually reached the ladder leading to the bridge. By the time I put my foot upon the first step I was quite exhausted and had to pause in order to recover my breath; and yet, if it was so bad below, how shall I describe the scene which greeted my eyes when I stood upon the bridge itself? From that dizzy height I was better able to estimate the magnitude of the waves and the capabilities of the little vessel for withstanding them.

The captain, sea-booted and clad in sou’wester and oilskins, came forward and dragged me to a place of safety as soon as he became aware of my presence. I saw his lips move, but what with the shrieking of the wind in the shrouds and the pounding of the seas on the deck below, what he said was quite inaudible. Once in the corner to which he led me, I clung to the rails like a drowning man and regarded the world above my canvas screen in silent consternation. And I had excellent reasons for being afraid, for the picture before me was one that might have appalled the stoutest heart. Violent as the sea had appeared from the port of the companion hatch, it looked doubly so now; and the higher the waves, the deeper the valleys in between. Tossed to and fro, her bows one moment in mid-air and the next pointing to the bottom of the ocean, it seemed impossible so frail a craft could long withstand the buffeting she was receiving. She rolled without ceasing, long, sickening movements followed on each occasion by a death-like pause that made the heart stand still and forced the belief upon one that she could never right herself again. Times out of number I searched the captain’s face in the hope of deriving some sort of encouragement from it; but I found none. On the other hand, it was plain, from the glances he now and again threw back along the vessel, and from the strained expression that was never absent from his eyes, that he was as anxious as myself, and, since he was more conversant with her capabilities, with perhaps greater reason. Only the man at the wheel — a tall, gaunt individual, with bushy eyebrows and the largest hands I have ever seen on a human being — seemed undisturbed. Despite the fact that upon his handling of those frail spokes depended the lives of twenty human creatures, he was as undaunted by the war of the elements going on around him as if he were sitting by the fireside, smoking his pipe, ashore.

For upward of half an hour I remained where the captain had placed me, drenched by the spray, listening to the dull thud of the seas as they broke upon the deck below, and watching with an interest that amounted almost to a pain the streams of water that sluiced backward and forward across the bridge every time she rolled. Then, summoning all my courage, for I can assure you it was needed, I staggered toward the ladder and once more prepared to make my way below. I had not reached the deck, however, and fortunately my hands had not quitted the guide rails, when a wave larger than any I had yet seen mounted the bulwark and dashed aboard, carrying away a boat and twisting the davits, from which it had been suspended a moment before, like pieces of bent wire. Had I descended a moment earlier, nothing could have prevented me from being washed overboard. With a feeling of devout thankfulness in my heart for my escape, I remained where I was, clinging to the ladder long after the sea had passed and disappeared through the scuppers. Then I descended and, holding on to the rails as before, eventually reached the saloon entrance in safety.

To be inside, in that still, warm atmosphere, out of the pressure of the wind, was a relief beyond all telling, though what sort of object I must have looked, with my hair blown in all directions by the wind and my clothes soaked through and through by the spray that had dashed upon me on the bridge, is more than I can say. Thinking it advisable I should change as soon as possible, I made my way to my own cabin, but, before I reached it, the door of that occupied by the Fräulein Valerie opened and she came out. That something unusual was the matter I saw at a glance.

“Mr. Forrester,” she said, with a scorn in her voice that cut like a knife, “come here. I have something curious to show you.”

I did as she wished, and forthwith she led me to her cabin. I was not prepared, however, for what I found there. Crouching in a corner, almost beside himself with fear, and with the frightened face of the monkey Pehtes peering out from beneath his coat, was no less a person than Pharos, the man I had hitherto supposed insensible to such an emotion. In the presence of that death, however, which we all believed to be so imminent, he showed himself a coward past all believing. Terror incarnate stared from his eyes and rendered him unconscious of our scorn. At every roll the vessel gave he shrank farther into his corner, glaring at us meanwhile with a ferocity that was not very far removed from madness.

At any other time and in any other person such an exhibition might have been conducive of pity; in his case, however, it only added to the loathing I already felt for him. One thing was very certain, in his present condition he was no fit companion for the woman who stood clinging to the door behind me. I accordingly determined to get him either to his own cabin or to mine without delay.

“Come, come, Monsieur Pharos,” I said, “you must not give way like this. I have been on deck, and I can assure you there is no immediate danger.”

As I said this I stooped and placed my hand upon his shoulder. He threw it off with a snarl and a snap of his teeth that was more like the action of a mad dog than that of a man.

“You lie, you lie!” he cried in a paroxysm of rage and fear. “I am cursed, and I shall never see land again. But I will not die — I will not die! There must be some way of keeping the yacht afloat. The captain must find one. If any one is to be saved it must be me. Do you hear what I say? It must be me.”

For the abominable selfishness of this remark I could have struck him.

“Are you a man that you can talk like this in the presence of a woman?” I cried. “For shame, sir, for shame! Get up and let me conduct you to your own cabin.”

With this I lifted him to his feet and, whether he liked it or not, half led and half dragged him along the saloon to his own quarters. Once there I placed him on his settee, but the next roll of the vessel brought him to the floor and left him crouching in the corner, still clutching the monkey, his knees almost level with his shoulders, and his awful face looking up at me between them. The whole affair was so detestable that my gorge rose at it, and when I left him I returned to the saloon with a greater detestation of him in my heart than I had felt before. I found the Fräulein Valerie seated at the table.

“Fräulein,” I said, seating myself beside her, “I am afraid you have been needlessly alarmed. As I said in there, I give you my word there is no immediate danger.”

“I am frightened,” she answered. “See how my hands are trembling. But it is not death I fear.”

“You fear that man,” I said, nodding my head in the direction of the cabin I had just left; “but I assure you, you need not do so, for to-day, at least, he is harmless.”

“Ah! you do not know him as I do,” she replied. “I have seen him like this before. As soon as the storm abates he will be himself again, and then he will hate us both the more for having been witnesses of his cowardice.” Then, sinking her voice a little, she added: “I often wonder, Mr. Forrester, whether he can be human. If so, he must be the only one of his kind in the world, for Nature surely could not permit two such men to live.”


CHAPTER X.
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IT WAS ALMOST dark when the yacht entered the harbour of Port Said, though the sky at the back of the town still retained the last lingering colours of the sunset, which had been more beautiful that evening than I ever remembered to have seen it before. Well acquainted as I was with the northern shores of the Mediterranean, this was the first time I had been brought into contact with the southern, and, what was more important, it was also the first occasion on which I had joined hands with the Immemorial East. In the old days I had repeatedly heard it said by travellers that Port Said was a place not only devoid of interest, but entirely lacking in artistic colour. I take the liberty of disagreeing with my informants in toto. Port Said greeted me with the freshness of a new life. The colouring and quaint architecture of the houses, the vociferous boatmen, the monotonous chant of the Arab coalers, the string of camels I could just make out turning the corner of a distant street, the donkey boys, the Soudanese soldiers at the barriers, and last, but by no means least, the crowd of shipping in the harbour, constituted a picture that was as full of interest as it was of new impressions.

As soon as we were at anchor and the necessary formalities of the port had been complied with, Pharos’s servant, the man who had accompanied us from Pompeii and who had brought me on board in Naples, made his way ashore, whence he returned in something less than an hour to inform us that he had arranged for a special train to convey us to our destination. We accordingly bade farewell to the yacht and were driven to the railway-station, a primitive building on the outskirts of the town. Here an engine and a single carriage awaited us. We took our places and five minutes later were steaming across the flat sandy plain that borders the Canal and separates it from the Bitter Lakes.

Ever since the storm, and the unpleasant insight it had afforded me into Pharos’s character, our relations had been somewhat strained. As the Fräulein Valerie had predicted, as soon as he recovered his self-possession, he hated me the more for having been a witness of his cowardice. For the remainder of the voyage he scarcely put in an appearance on deck, but spent the greater portion of his time in his own cabin, though in what manner he occupied himself there I could not imagine.

Now that we were in our railway carriage, en route to Cairo, looking out upon that dreary landscape, with its dull expanse of water on one side, and the high bank of the Canal, with, occasionally, glimpses of the passing stations, on the other, we were brought into actual contact, and, in consequence, things improved somewhat. But even then we could scarcely have been described as a happy party. The Fräulein Valerie sat for the most part silent and preoccupied, facing the engine in the right-hand corner; Pharos, wrapped in his heavy fur coat and rug, and with his inevitable companion cuddled up beside him, had taken his place opposite her. I sat in the farther corner, watching them both and dimly wondering at the strangeness of my position. At Ismailia another train awaited us, and when we and our luggage had been transshipped to it, we continued our journey, entering now on the region of the desert proper. The heat was almost unbearable, and to make matters worse, as soon as darkness fell and the lamps were lighted, swarms of mosquitoes emerged from their hiding-places and descended upon us. The train rolled and jolted its way over the sandy plain, passed the battle-fields of Tel-el-Kebir and Kassassin, and still Pharos and the woman opposite him remained seated in the same position, he with his head thrown back, and the same death-like expression upon his face, and she staring out of the window, but, I am certain, seeing nothing of the country through which we were passing. It was long after midnight when we reached the capital. Once more the same obsequious servant was in attendance. A carriage, he informed us, awaited our arrival at the station door, and in it we were whirled off to the hotel, at which rooms had been engaged for us. However disagreeable Pharos might make himself, it was at least certain that to travel with him was to do so in luxury.

Of all the impressions I received that day, none struck me with greater force than the drive from the station to the hotel. I had expected to find a typical Eastern city; in place of it I was confronted with one that was almost Parisian, as far as its handsome houses and broad tree-shaded streets were concerned. Nor was our hotel behind it in point of interest. It proved to be a gigantic affair, elaborately decorated in the Egyptian fashion, and replete, as the advertisements say, with every modern convenience. The owner himself met us at the entrance, and from the fact that he informed Pharos, with the greatest possible respect, that his old suite of rooms had been retained for him, I gathered that they were not strangers to each other.

“At last we are in Cairo, Mr. Forrester,” said the latter, with an ugly sneer, when we had reached our sitting-room, in which a meal had been prepared for us, “and the dream of your life is realised. I hasten to offer you my congratulations.”

In my own mind I had a doubt as to whether it was a matter of congratulation to me to be there in his company. I, however, made an appropriate reply, and then assisted the Fräulein Valerie to divest herself of her travelling cloak. When she had done so we sat down to our meal. The long railway journey had made us hungry, but, though I happened to know that he had tasted nothing for more than eight hours, Pharos would not join us. As soon as we had finished we bade each other good-night and retired to our various apartments.

On reaching my room I threw open my window and looked out. I could scarcely believe that I was in the place in which my father had taken such delight and where he had spent so many of the happiest hours of his life.

When I woke, my first thought was to study the city from my bedroom window. It was an exquisite morning, and the scene before me more than equalled it in beauty. From where I stood I looked away across the flat roofs of houses, over the crests of palm trees, into the blue distance beyond, where, to my delight, I could just discern the Pyramids peering up above the Nile. In the street below stalwart Arabs, donkey boys, and almost every variety of beggar could be seen, and while I watched, emblematical of the change in the administration of the country, a guard of Highlanders, with a piper playing at their head, marched by en route to the headquarters of the Army of Occupation.

As usual, Pharos did not put in an appearance when breakfast was served. Accordingly, the Fräulein and I sat down to it alone. When we had finished we made our way to the cool stone veranda, where we seated ourselves, and I obtained permission to smoke a cigarette. That my companion had something upon her mind I was morally convinced. She appeared nervous and ill at ease, and I noticed that more than once, when I addressed some remark to her, she glanced eagerly at my face as if she hoped to obtain an opening for what she wanted to say, and then, finding that I was only commenting on the stateliness of some Arab passer-by, the beautiful peep of blue sky permitted us between two white buildings opposite, or the graceful foliage of a palm overhanging a neighbouring wall, she would heave a sigh and turn impatiently from me again.

“Mr. Forrester,” she said at last, when she could bear it no longer, “I intended to have spoken to you yesterday, but I was not vouchsafed an opportunity. You told me on board the yacht that there was nothing you would not do to help me. I have a favour to ask of you now. Will you grant it?”

Guessing from her earnestness what was coming, I hesitated before I replied.

“Would it not be better to leave it to my honour to do or not to do so after you have told me what it is?” I asked.

“No; you must give me your promise first,” she replied. “Believe me, I mean it when I say that your compliance with my request will make me a happier woman than I have been for some time past.” Here she blushed a rosy red, as though she thought she had said too much. “But it is possible my happiness does not weigh with you.”

“It weighs very heavily,” I replied. “It is on that account I can not give my promise blindfold.”

On hearing this she seemed somewhat disappointed.

“I did not think you would refuse me,” she said, “since what I am going to ask of you is only for your own good. Mr. Forrester, you have seen something on board the yacht of the risk you run while you are associated with Pharos. You are now on land again and your own master. If you desire to please me, you will take the opportunity and go away. Every hour that you remain here only adds to your danger. The crisis will soon come, and then you will find that you have neglected my warning too long.”

“Forgive me,” I answered, this time as seriously as even she could desire, “if I say that I have not neglected your warning. Since you have so often pointed it out to me, and judging from what I have already seen of the character of the old gentleman in question, I can quite believe that he is capable of any villainy; but, if you will pardon my reminding you of it, I think you have heard my decision before. I am willing, nay, even eager to go away, provided you will do the same. If, however, you decline, then I remain. More than that I will not, and less than that I can not, promise.”

“What you ask is impossible; it is out of the question,” she continued. “As I have told you so often before, Mr. Forrester, I am bound to him forever and by chains that no human power can break. What is more, even if I were to do as you wish, it would be useless. The instant he wanted me, if he were thousands of miles away and only breathed my name, I should forget your kindness, my freedom, his old cruelty — everything, in fact — and go back to him. Have you not seen enough of us to know that where he is concerned, I have no will of my own? Besides — but there, I can not tell you any more! Let it suffice that I can not do as you ask.”

Remembering the interview I had overheard that night on board the yacht, I did not know what to say. That Pharos had her under his influence I had, as she had said, seen enough to be convinced. And yet, regarded in the light of our sober, every-day life, how impossible it all seemed! I looked at the beautiful, fashionably-dressed woman seated by my side, playing with the silver handle of her Parisian parasol, and wondered if I could be dreaming, and whether I should presently waken to find myself in bed in my comfortable rooms in London once more, and my servant entering with my shaving-water.

“I think you are very cruel!” she said, when I returned no answer. “Surely you must be aware how much it adds to my unhappiness to know that another is being drawn into his toils, and yet you refuse to do the one and only thing which can make my mind easier.”

“Fräulein,” I said, rising and standing before her, “the first time I saw you I knew that you were unhappy. I could see that the canker of some great sorrow was eating into your heart. I wished that I could help you, and Fate accordingly willed that I should make your acquaintance. Afterward, by a terrible series of coincidences, I was brought into personal contact with your life. I found that my first impression was a correct one. You were miserable, as, thank God! few human beings are. On the night that I dined with you in Naples you warned me of the risk I was running in associating with Pharos and implored me to save myself. When I knew that you were bound hand and foot to him, can you wonder that I declined? Since then I have been permitted further opportunities of seeing what your life with him is like. Once more you ask me to save myself, and once more I make you this answer. If you will accompany me, I will go; and if you do so, I swear to God that I will protect and shield you to the best of my ability. I have many influential friends who will count it an honour to take you into their families until something can be arranged, and with whom you will be safe. On the other hand, if you will not go, I pledge you my word that so long as you remain in this man’s company I will do so too. No argument will shake my determination and no entreaty move me from the position I have taken up.”

I searched her face for some sign of acquiescence, but could find none. It was bloodless in its pallor, and yet so beautiful that at any other time and in any other place I should have been compelled by the love I felt for her — a love that I now knew to be stronger than life itself — to take her in my arms and tell her that she was the only woman in the wide world for me, that I would protect her, not only against Pharos, but against his master Apollyon himself. Now, however, such a confession was impossible. Situated as we were, hemmed in by dangers on every side, to speak of love to her would have been little better than an insult.

“What answer do you give me?” I said, seeing that she did not speak.

“Only that you are cruel,” she replied. “You know my misery, and yet you add to it. Have I not told you that I should be a happier woman if you went?”

“You must forgive me for saying so, but I do not believe it,” I said, with a boldness and a vanity that surprised even myself. “No, Fräulein, do not let us play at cross-purposes. It is evident you are afraid of this man, and that you believe yourself to be in his power. I feel convinced it is not as bad as you say. Look at it in a matter-of-fact light and tell me how it can be so? Supposing you leave him now, and we fly, shall we say, to London. You are your own mistress and quite at liberty to go. At any rate, you are not his property to do with as he likes, so if he follows you and persists in annoying you, there are many ways of inducing him to refrain from doing so.”

She shook her head.

“Once more, I say, how little you know him, Mr. Forrester, and how poorly you estimate his powers! Since you have forced me to it, let me tell you that I have twice tried to do what you propose — once in St. Petersburg and once in Norway. He had terrified me, and I swore that I would rather die than see his face again. Almost starving, supporting myself as best I could by my music, I made my way to Moscow, thence to Kiev and Lemburg, and across the Carpathians to Buda-Pesth. Some old friends of my father’s, to whom I was ultimately forced to appeal, took me in. I remained with them a month, and during that time heard nothing either of or from Monsieur Pharos. Then, one night, when I sat alone in my bedroom, after my friends had retired to rest, a strange feeling that I was not alone in the room came over me — a feeling that something, I do not know what, was standing behind me, urging me to leave the house and to go out into the wood which adjoined it, to meet the man whom I feared more than poverty, more than starvation, more even than death itself. Unable to refuse, or even to argue with myself, I rose, drew a cloak about my shoulders and, descending the stairs, unbarred a door and went swiftly down the path toward the dark wood to which I have just referred. Incredible as it may seem, I had not been deceived. Pharos was there, seated on a fallen tree, waiting for me.”

“And the result?”

“The result was that I never returned to the house, nor have I any recollection of what happened at our interview. The next thing I remember was finding myself in Paris. Months afterward I learned that my friends had searched high and low for me in vain, and had at last come to the conclusion that my melancholy had induced me to make away with myself. I wrote to them to say that I was safe, and to ask their forgiveness, but my letter has never been answered. The next time was in Norway. While we were there a young Norwegian pianist came under the spoil of Pharos’s influence. But the load of misery he was called upon to bear was too much for him and he killed himself. In one of his cruel moments Pharos congratulated me on the success with which I had acted as his decoy. Realising the part I had unconsciously played, and knowing that escape in any other direction was impossible, I resolved to follow the wretched lad’s example. I arranged everything as carefully as a desperate woman could do. We were staying at the time near one of the deepest fjords, and if I could only reach the place unseen, I was prepared to throw myself over into the water five hundred feet below. Every preparation was made, and when I thought Pharos was asleep I crept from the house and made my way along the rough mountain path to the spot where I was going to say farewell to my wretched life for good and all. For days past I had been nerving myself for the deed. Reaching the spot I stood upon the brink gazing down into the depths below, thinking of my poor father, whom I expected soon to join, and wondering when my mangled body would be found. Then, lifting my arms above my head, I was about to let myself go, when a voice behind me ordered me to stop. I recognised it, and though I knew that before he could approach me it was possible for me to effect my purpose and place myself beyond even his power forever, I was unable to do as I desired.

“‘Come here,’ he said — and since you know him you can imagine how he would say it— ‘this is the second time you have endeavoured to outwit me. First you sought refuge in flight, but I brought you back. Now you have tried suicide, but once more I have defeated you. Learn this, that as in life so even in death you are mine, to do with as I will.’ After that he led me back to the hotel, and from that time I have been convinced that nothing can release me from the chains that bind me.”

Once more I thought of the conversation I had overheard through the saloon skylight on board the yacht. What comfort to give her or what answer to make I did not know. I was still debating this in my mind when she rose and, offering some excuse, left me and went into the house. When she had gone, I seated myself in my chair again and tried to think out what she had told me. It seemed impossible that her story could be true, and yet I knew her well enough by this time to feel sure that she would not lie to me. But for such a man as Pharos to exist in this prosaic nineteenth century, and stranger still, for me, Cyril Forrester, who had always prided myself on my clearness of head, to believe in him, was absurd. That I was beginning to do so was, in a certain sense, only too true. I was resolved, however, that, happen what might in the future, I would keep my wits about me and endeavour to outwit him, not only for my own sake, but for that of the woman I loved, whom I could not induce to seek refuge in flight while she had the opportunity.

During the afternoon I saw nothing of Pharos. He kept himself closely shut up in his own apartment and was seen only by that same impassive man-servant I have elsewhere described. The day, however, was not destined to go by without my coming in contact with him. The Fräulein Valerie and I had spent the evening in the cool hall of the hotel, but being tired she had bidden me good-night and gone to her room at an early hour. Scarcely knowing what to do with myself, I was making my way upstairs to my room, when the door of Pharos’s apartment opened and to my surprise the old man emerged. He was dressed for going out — that is to say, he wore his long fur coat and curious cap. On seeing him I stepped back into the shadow of the doorway, and was fortunate enough to be able to do so before he became aware of my presence. As soon as he had passed I went to the balustrading and watched him go down the stairs, wondering as I did so what was taking him from home at such a late hour. The more I thought of it the more inquisitive I became. A great temptation seized me to follow him and find out. Being unable to resist it, I went to my room, found my hat, slipped a revolver into my pocket, in case I might want it, and set off after him.

On reaching the great hall, I was just in time to see him step into a carriage, which had evidently been ordered for him beforehand. The driver cracked his whip, the horses started off, and, by the time I stood in the porch, the carriage was a good distance down the street.

“Has my friend gone?” I cried to the porter, as if I had hastened downstairs in the hope of seeing him before he left. “I had changed my mind and intended accompanying him. Call me a cab as quickly as you can.”

One of the neat little victorias which ply in the streets of Cairo was immediately forthcoming, and into it I sprang.

“Tell the man to follow the other carriage,” I said to the porter, “as fast as he can go.”

The porter said something in Arabic to the driver, and a moment later we were off in pursuit.

It was a beautiful night, and, after the heat of the day, the rush through the cool air was infinitely refreshing. It was not until we had gone upward of a mile, and the first excitement of the chase had a little abated, that the folly of what I was doing came home to me, but even then it did not induce me to turn back. Connected with Pharos as I was, I was determined if possible to find out something more about him and his doings before I permitted him to get a firmer hold upon me. If I could only discover his business on this particular night, it struck me, I might know how to deal with him. I accordingly pocketed my scruples, and slipping my hand into my pocket to make sure that my revolver was there, I permitted my driver to proceed upon his way unhindered. By this time we had passed the Kasr-en-Nil barracks, and were rattling over the great Nile bridge. It was plain from this that whatever the errand might be that was taking him abroad, it at least had no connection with old Cairo.

Crossing the Island of Bulak, and leaving the caravan depot on our left, we headed away under the avenue of beautiful Lebbek-trees along the road to Gizeh. At first I thought it must be the Museum he was aiming for, but this idea was dispelled when we passed the great gates and turned sharp to the right hand. Holding my watch to the carriage-lamp, I discovered that it wanted only a few minutes to eleven o’clock.

Although still shaded with Lebbek-trees, the road no longer ran between human habitations, but far away on the right and left a few twinkling lights proclaimed the existence of Fellahin villages. Of foot-passengers we saw none, and save the occasional note of a night-bird, the howling of a dog in the far distance, and the rattle of our own wheels, scarcely a sound was to be heard. Gradually the road, which was raised several feet above the surrounding country, showed a tendency to ascend, and just as I was beginning to wonder what sort of a Will-o’-the-wisp chase it was upon which I was being led, and what the upshot of it would be, it came to an abrupt standstill, and towering into the starlight above me, I saw two things which swept away all my doubts, and told me, as plainly as any words could speak, that we were at the end of our journey. We had reached the Pyramids of Gizeh. As soon as I understood this, I signed to my driver to pull up, and, making him understand as best I could that he was to await my return, descended and made my way toward the Pyramids on foot. Keeping my eye on Pharos, whom I could see ahead of me, and taking care not to allow him to become aware that he was being followed, I began the long pull up to the plateau on which the largest of these giant monuments is situated. Fortunately for me the sand not only prevented any sound from reaching him, but its colour enabled me to keep him well in sight. The road from the Mena House Hotel to the Great Pyramid is not a long one, but what it lacks in length it makes up in steepness. Never losing sight of Pharos for an instant, I ascended it. On arriving at the top, I noticed that he went straight forward to the base of the huge mass, and when he was sixty feet or so from it, called something in a loud voice. He had scarcely done so before a figure emerged from the shadow and approached him. Fearing they might see me, I laid myself down on the sand behind a large block of stone, whence I could watch them, remaining myself unseen.

As far as I could tell, the new-comer was undoubtedly an Arab, and from the way in which he towered above Pharos, must have been a man of gigantic stature. For some minutes they remained in earnest conversation. Then, leaving the place where they had met, they went forward toward the great building, the side of which they presently commenced to climb. After a little they disappeared, and, feeling certain they had entered the Pyramid itself, I rose to my feet and determined to follow.

The Great Pyramid, as all the world, knows, is composed of enormous blocks of granite, each about three feet high, and arranged after the fashion of enormous steps. The entrance to the passage which leads to the interior is on the thirteenth tier, and nearly fifty feet from the ground. With a feeling of awe which may be very well understood, when I reached it I paused before entering. I did not know on the threshold of what discovery I might be standing. And what was more, I reflected that if Pharos found me following him, my life would in all probability pay the forfeit. My curiosity, however, was greater than my judgment, and being determined, since I had come so far, not to go back without learning all there was to know, I hardened my heart, and, stooping down, entered the passage. When I say that it is less than four feet in height, and of but little more than the same width, and that for the first portion of the way the path slopes downward at an angle of twenty-six degrees, some vague idea may be obtained of the unpleasant place it is. But if I go on to add that the journey had to be undertaken in total darkness, without any sort of knowledge of what lay before me, or whether I should ever be able to find my way out again, the foolhardiness of the undertaking will be even more apparent. Step by step, and with a caution which I can scarcely exaggerate, I made my way down the incline, trying every inch before I put my weight upon it and feeling the walls carefully with either hand in order to make sure that no other passages branched off to right or left. After I had been advancing for what seemed an interminable period, but could not in reality have been more than five minutes. I found myself brought to a standstill by a solid wall of stone. For a moment I was at a loss how to proceed. Then I found that there was a turn in the passage, and the path, instead of continuing to descend, was beginning to work upward, whereupon, still feeling my way as before, I continued my journey of exploration. The heat was stifling, and more than once foul things, that only could have been bats, flapped against my face and hands and sent a cold shudder flying over me. Had I dared for a moment to think of the immense quantity of stone that towered above me, or what my fate would be had a stone fallen from its place and blocked the path behind me, I believe I should have been lost for good and all. But, frightened as I was, a greater terror was in store for me.

After I had been proceeding for some time along the passage, I found that it was growing gradually higher. The air was cooler, and raising my head cautiously in order not to bump it against the ceiling, I discovered that I was able to stand upright. I lifted my hand, first a few inches, and then to the full extent of my arm; but the roof was still beyond my reach. I moved a little to my right in order to ascertain if I could touch the wall, and then to the left. But once more only air rewarded me. It was evident that I had left the passage and was standing in some large apartment; but, since I knew nothing of the interior of the Pyramid, I could not understand what it was or where it could be situated. Feeling convinced in my own mind that I had missed my way, since I had neither heard nor seen anything of Pharos, I turned round and set off in what I considered must be the direction of the wall; but though I walked step by step, once more feeling every inch of the way with my foot before I put it down, I seemed to have covered fifty yards before my knuckles came in contact with it. Having located it, I fumbled my way along it in the hope that I might discover the doorway through which I had entered; but though I tried for some considerable time, no sort of success rewarded me. I paused and tried to remember which way I had been facing when I made the discovery that I was no longer in the passage. In the dark, however, one way seemed like another, and I had turned myself about so many times that it was impossible to tell which was the original direction. Oh, how bitterly I repented having ever left the hotel! For all I knew to the contrary I might have wandered into some subterranean chamber never visited by the Bedouins or tourists, whence my feeble cries for help would not be heard, and in which I might remain until death took pity on me and released me from my sufferings.

Fighting down the terror that had risen in my heart and threatened to annihilate me, I once more commenced my circuit of the walls, but again without success. I counted my steps backward and forward in the hope of locating my position. I went straight ahead on the chance of striking the doorway haphazard, but it was always with the same unsatisfactory result. Against my better judgment I endeavoured to convince myself that I was really in no danger, but it was useless. At last my fortitude gave way, a clammy sweat broke out upon my forehead, and remembering that Pharos was in the building, I shouted aloud to him for help. My voice rang and echoed in that ghastly chamber till the reiteration of it well-nigh drove me mad. I listened, but no answer came. Once more I called, but with the same result. At last, thoroughly beside myself with terror, I began to run aimlessly about the room in the dark, beating myself against the walls and all the time shouting at the top of my voice for assistance. Only when I had no longer strength to move, or voice to continue my appeals, did I cease, and falling upon the ground rocked myself to and fro in silent agony. Times out of number I cursed myself and my senseless stupidity in having left the hotel to follow Pharos. I had sworn to protect the woman I loved, and yet on the first opportunity I had ruined everything by behaving in this thoughtless fashion.

Once more I sprang to my feet and once more I set off on my interminable search. This time I went more quietly to work, feeling my way carefully and making a mental note of every indentation in the walls. Being unsuccessful, I commenced again, and once more scored a failure. Then the horrible silence, the death-like atmosphere, the flapping of the bats in the darkness, and the thought of the history and age of the place in which I was imprisoned, must have affected my brain, and for a space I believe I went mad. At any rate, I have a confused recollection of running round and round that loathsome place and of at last falling exhausted upon the ground, firmly believing my last hour had come. Then my senses left me and I became unconscious.

How long I remained in the condition I have just described I can not say. All I know is that when I opened my eyes I found the chamber bright with the light of torches, and no less a person than Pharos kneeling beside me. Behind him, but at a respectful distance, were a number of Arabs, and among them a man whose height could scarcely have been less than seven feet. This was evidently the individual who had met Pharos at the entrance to the Pyramid.

“Rise,” said Pharos, addressing me, “and let this be a warning to you never to attempt to spy on me again. Think not that I was unaware that you were following me, or that the mistake on your part in taking the wrong turning in the passage was not ordained. The time has now gone by for me to speak to you in riddles; our comedy is at an end, and for the future you are my property to do with as I please. You will have no will but my pleasure, no thought but to act as I shall tell you. Rise and follow me.”

Having said this, he made a sign to the torch-bearers, who immediately led the way toward the door which was now easy enough to find. Pharos followed them, and, more dead than alive, I came next, while the tall man I have mentioned brought up the rear. In this order we groped our way down the narrow passage. Then it was that I discovered the mistake I had made in entering. Whether by accident, or by the exercise of Pharos’s will, as he had desired me to believe, it was plain I had taken the wrong turning, and, instead of going on to the King’s Hall, where no doubt I should have found the man I was following, I had turned to the left and had entered the apartment popularly, but erroneously, called the Queen’s Chamber.

It would have been difficult to estimate the thankfulness I felt on reaching the open air once more. How sweet the cool night wind seemed after the close and suffocating atmosphere of the Pyramid I can not hope to make you understand. And yet, if I had only known, it would have been better for me, far better, had I never been found, and my life come to an end when I fell senseless upon the floor.

When we had left the passage and had clambered down to the sands once more, Pharos bade me follow him, and leading the way round the base of the Pyramid, conducted me down the hill toward the Sphinx.

For fully thirty years I had looked forward to the moment when I should stand before this stupendous monument and try to read its riddle; but in my wildest dreams I had never thought to do so in such company. Looking down at me in the starlight, across the gulf of untold centuries, it seemed to smile disdainfully at my small woes.

“To-night,” said Pharos, in that same extraordinary voice he had used a quarter of an hour before, when he bade me follow him, “you enter upon a new phase of your existence. Here, under the eyes of the Watcher of Harmachis, you shall learn something of the wisdom of the ancients.”

At a signal the tall man whom he had met at the foot of the Pyramid sprang forward and seized me by the arms from behind with a grip of iron. Then Pharos produced from his pocket a small case containing a bottle. From the latter he poured a few spoonfuls of some fluid into a silver cup, which he placed to my mouth.

“Drink,” he said.

At any other time I should have refused to comply with such a request; but on this occasion so completely had I fallen under his influence that I was powerless to disobey.

The opiate, or whatever it was, must have been a powerful one, for I had scarcely swallowed it before an attack of giddiness seized me. The outline of the Sphinx and the black bulk of the Great Pyramid beyond were merged in the general darkness. I could hear the wind of the desert singing in my ears and the voice of Pharos muttering something in an unknown tongue beside me. After that I sank down on the sand and presently became oblivious of everything.

How long I remained asleep I have no idea. All I know is, that with a suddenness that was almost startling, I found myself awake and standing in a crowded street. The sun shone brilliantly, and the air was soft and warm. Magnificent buildings, of an architecture that my studies had long since made me familiar with, lined it on either hand, while in the roadway were many chariots and gorgeously-furnished litters, before and beside which ran slaves, crying aloud in their masters’ names for room.

From the position of the sun in the sky, I gathered that it must be close upon midday. The crowd was momentarily increasing, and as I walked, marvelling at the beauty of the buildings, I was jostled to and fro and oftentimes called upon to stand aside. That something unusual had happened to account for this excitement was easily seen, but what it was, being a stranger, I had no idea. Sounds of wailing greeted me on every side, and in all the faces upon which I looked signs of overwhelming sorrow were to be seen.

Suddenly a murmur of astonishment and anger ran through the crowd, which separated hurriedly to right and left. A moment later a man came through the lane thus formed. He was short and curiously misshapen, and as he walked he covered his face with the sleeve of his robe, as though he were stricken with grief or shame.

Turning to a man who stood beside me, and who seemed even more excited than his neighbours, I inquired who the new-comer might be.

“Who art thou, stranger?” he answered, turning sharply on me. “And whence comest thou that thou knowest not Ptahmes, Chief of the King’s Magicians? Learn, then, that he hath fallen from his high estate, inasmuch as he made oath before Pharaoh that the first-born of the King should take no hurt from the spell this Israelitish sorcerer, Moses, hath cast upon the land. Now the child and all the first-born of Egypt are dead, and the heart of Pharaoh being hardened against his servant, he hath shamed him and driven him from before his face.”

As he finished speaking, the disgraced man withdrew his robe from his face, and I realised the astounding fact that Ptahmes the Magician and Pharos the Egyptian were not ancestor and descendant, but one and the same person.


CHAPTER XI.

[image: img76.jpg]

OF THE CIRCUMSTANCES under which my senses returned to me after the remarkable vision, for that is the only name I can assign to it, which I have described in the preceding chapter, only the vaguest recollection remains to me.

When Pharos had ordered me to drink the stuff he had poured out, we were standing before the Sphinx at Gizeh; now, when I opened my eyes, I was back once more in my bedroom at the hotel in Cairo. Brilliant sunshine was streaming in through the jalousies, and I could hear footsteps in the corridor outside. At first I felt inclined to treat the whole as a dream; but the marks upon my hands, made when I had beaten them on the rough walls of that terrible chamber in the Pyramid, soon showed me the futility of so doing. I remembered how I had run round and round that dreadful place in search of a way out, and the horror of the recollection was sufficient to bring a cold sweat out once more upon my forehead. Strange to say, I mean strange in the light of all that has transpired since, the memory of the threat Pharos had used to me caused me no uneasiness, and yet, permeating my whole being, was a loathing for him and a haunting fear that was beyond description in words. This dislike was the outcome not so much of a physical animosity, if I may so designate it, as of a peculiar description of supernatural fear. Reason with myself as I would I could not get rid of the belief that the man was more than he pretended to be, that there was some link between him and the Unseen which it was impossible for me to understand. Arguing with myself in this way I was the more disposed to believe in the vision of the preceding night.

On consulting my watch I was amazed to find that it wanted only a few minutes of ten o’clock. I sprang from my bed, and a moment later came within an ace of measuring my length upon the floor. What occasioned this weakness I could not tell, but the fact remains that I was as feeble as a little child. The room spun round and round until I became so giddy that I was compelled to clutch at a table for support. What was even stranger, I was conscious of a sharp pricking on my left arm a little above the elbow, which eventually became so sharp that it could be felt not only on the tips of my fingers but for some distance down my side. To examine the place was the work of a moment. On the fleshy part of the arm, three inches or so above the elbow, was a small spot, such as might have been made by some sharp pointed instrument, a hypodermic syringe for instance, and which was fast changing from a pale pink to a purple hue. My wonderment was increased when I discovered that the spot itself, and the flesh surrounding it for more than an inch, was incapable of sensation. I puzzled my brains in vain to account for its presence there. I could not remember scratching myself with anything in my room, nor could I discover that the coat I bad worn on the preceding evening showed any signs of a puncture.

After a few moments the feeling of weakness which had seized me when I first left my bed wore off. I accordingly dressed myself with as much despatch as I could put into the operation, and my toilet being completed, left my room and went in search of the Fräulein Valerie. To my disappointment she was not visible. I, however, discovered Pharos seated in the veranda, in the full glare of the morning sun, with the monkey, Pehtes, on his knee. For once he was in the very best of tempers. Indeed, since I had first made his acquaintance I never remembered to have known him so merry. At a sign I seated myself beside him.

“My friend,” he began, “I am rejoiced to see you. Permit me to inform you that you had a narrow escape last night. However, since you are up and about this morning I presume you are feeling none the worse for it.”

I described the fit of vertigo which had overtaken me when I rose from my bed, and went on to question him as to what had happened after I had become unconscious on the preceding night.

“I assure you you came very near being a lost man,” he answered. “As good luck had it I had not left the Pyramid and so heard you cry for help, otherwise you might be in the Queen’s Hall at this minute. You were unconscious when we found you, and you had not recovered by the time we reached home again.”

“Not recovered?” I cried in amazement. “But I walked out of the Pyramid unassisted, and accompanied you across the sands to the Sphinx, where you gave me something to drink and made me see a vision.”

Pharos gazed incredulously at me.

“My dear fellow, you must have dreamed it,” he said. “After all you had gone through it is scarcely likely I should have permitted you to walk, while as for the vision you speak of — well, I must leave that to your own common sense. If necessary my servants will testify to the difficulty we experienced in getting you out of the Pyramid, while the very fact that you yourself have no recollection of the homeward journey would help to corroborate what I say.”

This was all very plausible; at the same time I was far from being convinced. I knew my man too well by this time to believe that because he denied any knowledge of the circumstance in question he was really as innocent as he was plainly anxious I should think him. The impression the vision, for I shall always call it by that name, had made upon me was still clear and distinct in my mind. I closed my eyes and once more saw the street filled with that strangely dressed crowd, which drew back on either hand to make a way for the disgraced Magician to pass through. It was all so real, and yet, as I am compelled to confess, so improbable, that I scarcely know what to think. Before I could come to any satisfactory decision Pharos turned to me again.

“Whatever your condition last night may have been,” he said, “it is plain you are better this morning, and I am rejoiced to see it, for the reason I have made arrangements to complete the business which has brought us here. Had you not been well enough to travel I should have been compelled to leave you behind.”

I searched his face for an explanation.

“The mummy?” I asked.

“Exactly,” he replied. “The mummy. We leave Cairo this afternoon for Luxor. I have made the necessary arrangements, and we join the steamer at midday, that is to say in about two hours’ time.”

I inquired after the Fräulein Valerie, whom I had not yet seen, whereupon Pharos informed me that she had gone to her cabin to prepare for the excursion up the Nile.

“And now, Mr. Forrester,” he said, rising from his chair and returning the monkey to his place of shelter in the breast of his coat, “if I were you I should follow her example. It will be necessary for us to start as punctually as possible.”

Sharp on the stroke of twelve a carriage made its appearance at the door of the hotel. The Fräulein Valerie, Pharos, and myself took our places in it, the gigantic Arab whom I had seen at the Pyramid on the preceding night, and who I was quite certain had held my arms when Pharos compelled me to drink the potion before the Sphinx, took his place beside the driver, and we set off along the road to Bulak en route to the Embabeh. Having reached this, one of the most characteristic spots in Cairo, we made our way along the bank toward a landing-stage, beside which a handsome steamer was moored. If anything had been wanting to convince me of the respect felt for Pharos by the Arabs, I should have found it in the behaviour of the crew of this vessel. Had he been imbued with the powers of life and death, they could scarcely have stood in greater awe of him.

Our party being on board, there was no occasion for any further delay, consequently, as soon as we had reached the upper deck, the ropes were cast off, and with prodigious fuss the steamer made her way out into mid stream, and began the voyage which was destined to end in such a strange fashion for all our party.

Full as my life had been of extraordinary circumstances during the last few weeks, I am not certain that my feelings as I stood upon the deck of the steamer while she made her way up stream, passed the Khedive’s Palace, the Kasr-en-Nil barracks, Kasr-el-Ain, the Island of Rodah, and Gizeh, did not eclipse them. Our vessel was a most luxurious one, and to charter her must have cost Pharos a pretty penny. Immediately we got under way the latter departed to his cabin, while the Fräulein Valerie and I stood side by side under the awning, watching the fast-changing landscape in silence. The day was hot, with scarcely a breath of wind to cool the air. Ever since the first week in June the Nile had been rising, and was now running a swift and muddy river only a few feet below the level of her banks. I looked at my companion, and as I did so thought of all that we had been through together in the short time we had known each other. Less than a month before, Pharos and I had to all intents and purposes been strangers, and Valerie and I had not met at all. Now I was embarking on a voyage up the Nile in their company, and for what purpose? To restore the body of Merenptah’s Chief Magician to the tomb from which it had been taken by my own father nearly twenty years before. Could anything have seemed more unlikely, and yet could anything have been more true? Amiable as were my relations with my host at present, there was a feeling deep down in my heart that troublous times lay ahead of us. The explanation Pharos had given me of what had occurred on the preceding night had been plausible enough, as I have said, and yet I was far from being convinced by it. There were only two things open to me to believe. Either he had stood over me saying, “For the future you are mine to do with as I please; you will have no will but my pleasure, no thought but to act as I shall tell you,” or I had dreamed it. When I had taxed him with it some hours before, he had laughed at me, and had told me to attribute it all to the excited condition of my brain. But the feeling of reality with which it had inspired me was, I felt sure, too strong for it to have been imaginary; and yet, do what I would, I could not throw off the unpleasant belief that, however much I might attempt to delude myself to the contrary, I was in reality more deeply in his power than I fancied myself to be.

One thing struck me most forcibly, and that was the fact that now we were away from Cairo, the Fräulein Valerie was in better spirits than I had yet seen her. Glad as I was, however, to find her happier, the knowledge of her cheerfulness, for some reason or another, chilled and even disappointed me. Yet, Heaven knows, had I been asked, I must have confessed that I should have been even more miserable had she been unhappy. When I joined them at lunch I was convinced that I was a discordant note. I was thoroughly out of humour, not only with myself, but with the world in general, and the fit had not left me when I made my way up to the deck again.

Downcast as I was, however, I could not repress an exclamation of pleasure at the scene I saw before me when I reached it. In the afternoon light the view, usually so uninviting, was picturesque in the extreme. Palm groves decorated either bank, with here and there an Arab village peering from among them, while, as if to afford a fitting background, in the distance could be seen the faint outline of the Libyan Hills. At any other time I should have been unable to contain myself until I had made a sketch of it; now, however, while it impressed me with its beauty, it only served to remind me of the association in which I found myself. The centre of the promenade deck, immediately abaft the funnel, was arranged somewhat in the fashion of a sitting-room, with a carpet, easy-chairs, a sofa, and corresponding luxuries. I seated myself in one of the chairs, and was still idly watching the country through which we were passing, when Pharos made his appearance from below, carrying the monkey Pehtes in his arms, and seated himself beside me. It was plain that he was still in a contented frame of mind, and his opening speech, when he addressed me, showed that he had no intention of permitting me to be in anything else.

“My dear Forrester,” he said in what was intended to be a conciliatory tone, “I feel sure you have something upon your mind that is worrying you. Is it possible you are still brooding over what you said to me this morning? Remember you are my guest; I am responsible for your happiness. I can not permit you to wear such an expression of melancholy. Pray tell me your trouble, and if I can help you in any way, rest assured I shall only be too glad to do so.”

“I am afraid, after the explanation you gave me this morning, that it is impossible for you to help me,” I answered. “To tell the truth, I have been worrying over what happened last night, and the more I think of it the less able I am to understand.”

“What is it you find difficult to understand?” he inquired. “I thought we were agreed on the subject when we spoke of it this morning.”

“Not as far as I am concerned,” I replied. “And if you will consider for a moment, I fancy you will understand why. As I told you then, I have the best possible recollection of all that befell me in the Pyramid, and of the fright I sustained in that terrible room. I remember your coming to my assistance, and I am as convinced that, when my senses returned to me, I followed you down the passage, out into the open air, and across the sands to a spot before the Sphinx, where you gave me some strange concoction to drink, as I am that I am now sitting on this deck beside you.”

“And I assure you with equal sincerity that it is all a delusion,” he replied. “You must have dreamed the whole thing. Now I come to think of it, I do remember that you said something about a vision which I enabled you to see. Perhaps, as your memory is so keen on the subject, you may be able to give me some idea of its nature.”

I accordingly described what I had seen. From the way he hung upon my words it was evident that the subject interested him more than he cared to confess. Indeed, when I had finished he gave a little gasp that was plainly one of relief, though why he should have been so I could not understand.

“And the man you saw coming through the crowd, this Ptahmes, what was he like? Did you recognise him? Should you know his face again?”

“I scarcely know how to tell you,” I answered diffidently, a doubt as to whether I had really seen the vision I had described coming over me for the first time, now that I was brought face to face with the assertion I was about to make. “It seems so impossible, and I am weak enough to feel that I should not like you to think I am jesting. The truth of the matter is, the face of the disgraced Magician was none other than your own. You were Ptahmes, the man who walked with his face covered with his mantle, and before whom the crowd drew back as if they feared him, and yet hated him the more because they did so.”

“The slaves, the craven curs!” muttered Pharos fiercely to himself, suddenly oblivious to my presence, his sunken eyes looking out across the water, but I am convinced seeing nothing. “So long as he was successful they sang his praises through the city, but when he failed and was cast out from before Pharaoh, there were only six in all the country brave enough to declare themselves his friends.”

Then recollecting himself he turned to me, and with one of his peculiar laughs, to which I had by this time grown accustomed, he continued: “But there, if I talk like this you will begin to imagine that I really have some association with my long-deceased relative, the man of whom we are speaking, and whose mummy is in the cabin yonder. Your account of the vision, if by that name you still persist in calling it, is extremely interesting, and goes another step toward proving how liable the human brain is, under stress of great excitement, to seize upon the most unlikely stories, and even to invest them with the necessary mise-en-scène. Now I’ll be bound you could reproduce the whole picture, were such a thing necessary — the buildings, the chariots, the dresses, nay even the very faces of the crowd.”

“I am quite sure I could,” I answered, filled with sudden excitement at the idea, “and what is more I will do so. So vivid was the impression it made upon my mind that not a detail has escaped my memory. Indeed, I really believe that it will be found that a large proportion of the things I saw then I had never seen or heard of before. This, I think, should go some way toward proving that my story is not the fallacy you suppose.”

“You mistake me, my dear Forrester,” he hastened to reply. “I do not go so far as to declare it to be altogether a fallacy; I simply say that what you think you saw must have been the effect of the fright you received in the Pyramid. But your idea of painting the picture is distinctly a good one, and I shall look forward with pleasure to giving you my opinion upon it when it is finished. As you are well aware, I am a fair Egyptologist, and I have no doubt I shall be able to detect any error in the composition, should one exist.”

“I will obtain my materials from my cabin, and set to work at once,” I said, rising from my chair, “and when I have finished you shall certainly give me your opinion on it.”

As on a similar occasion already described, under the influence of my enthusiasm, the feeling of animosity I usually entertained toward him left me entirely. I went to my cabin, found the things I wanted, and returned with them to the deck. When I reached it I found the Fräulein Valerie there. She was dressed in white from head to foot, and was slowly fanning herself with the same large ostrich-feather fan which I remembered to have seen her vising on that eventful night when I had dined with Pharos in Naples. Her left hand was hanging by her side, and as I greeted her and reseated myself in my chair, I could not help noticing its exquisite proportions.

“Mr. Forrester was fortunate enough to be honoured by a somewhat extraordinary dream last night,” said Pharos by way of accounting for my sketching materials. “The subject was Egyptian, and I have induced him to try and make a picture of the scene for our benefit.”

“Do you feel equal to the task?” Valerie inquired, with unusual interest as I thought. “Surely it must be very difficult. As a rule even the most vivid dreams are so hard to remember in detail.”

“This was something more than a dream,” I answered confidently, “as I shall presently demonstrate to Monsieur Pharos. Before I begin, however, I am going to ask a favour in return.”

“And what is that?” asked Pharos.

“That while I am at work you tell us, as far as you know it, the history of Ptahmes, the King’s Magician. Not only does it bear upon the subject of my picture, but it is fit and proper, since we have his mummy on board, that we should know more than we at present do of our illustrious fellow-traveller.”

“What could be fairer?” said Pharos after a slight pause. “While you paint I will tell you all I know and since he is my ancestor, and I have made his life my especial study, it may be supposed I am acquainted with as much of his history as research has been able to bring to light. Ptahmes, or, as his name signifies, the man beloved of Ptah, was the son of Netruhôtep, a Priest of the High Temple of Ammon, and a favourite of Rameses II. From the moment of his birth great things were expected of him, for, by the favour of the gods, he was curiously misshapen, and it is well known that those whom the mighty ones punish in one way are usually compensated for it in another. It is just possible that it may be from him I inherit my own unpleasing exterior. However, to return to Ptahmes, whose life, I can assure you, forms an interesting study. At an early age the boy showed an extraordinary partiality for the mystic, and it was doubtless this circumstance that induced his father to intrust him to the care of the Chief Magician, Ilaper, a wise man, by whom the lad was brought up. Proud of his calling, and imbued with a love for the sacred mysteries, it is small wonder that he soon outdistanced those with whom he was brought in contact. So rapid indeed were the strides he made that the news of his attainments reached the ears of Pharaoh. He was summoned to the royal presence and commanded to give an exhibition of his powers, whereupon the King ordered him to remain at Court, and to be constantly in attendance upon his person. From this point the youth’s career was assured. Year by year, and step by step, he made his way up the ladder of fame till he became a mighty man in the land, a councillor. Prophet of the North and South, and Chief of the King’s Magicians. Then, out of the land of Midian rose the star that, as it had been written, should cross his path and bring about his downfall. This was the Israelite Moses, who came into Egypt and set himself up against Pharaoh, using magic, the like of which had never before been seen. But that portion of the story is too well known to bear repetition. Let it suffice that Pharaoh called together his councillors, the principal of whom was Ptahmes, now a man of mature years, and consulted with them. Pthames, foreseeing what would happen, was for acceding to the request made by the Hebrew and letting the Israelites depart in peace from the kingdom. To this course, however, Pharaoh would not agree, and he allowed his favourite to understand that, not only was such advice the reverse of palatable, but that a repetition of it would in all probability deprive him of the royal favour. Once more the Hebrews appeared before Pharaoh and gave evidence of their powers, speaking openly to the King and using threats of vengeance in the event of their demands not being acceded to. But Pharaoh was stiff-necked and refused to listen, and in consequence evil days descended upon Egypt. By the magic of Moses the fish died, and the waters of the Nile were polluted so that, the people could not drink; frogs, in such numbers as had never been seen before, made their appearance and covered the face of the land. Then Pharaoh called upon Ptahmes and his Magicians, and bade them imitate all that the others had done. They did so, and by their arts frogs came up out of the land, even as Moses had made them do. Seeing this, Pharaoh laughed the Israelites to scorn and once more refused to consider their request, whereupon plagues of lice, flies, and boils broke out upon man and beast, with mighty storms, and a great darkness in which no man could see another’s face. Once more Pharaoh, whose heart was still hardened against Moses, called Ptahmes to his presence and bade him advise him as to the course he should pursue. Being already at war with his neighbours, he had no desire to permit this horde to cross his borders only to side with his enemies against himself. And yet to keep them and to risk further punishment was equally dangerous. Moses was a stern man, and as the King had had already good reason to know, was not one to be trifled with. Only that morning he had demanded an audience and had threatened Pharaoh with a pestilence that should cause the death of every first-born son throughout the land should he still persist in his refusal.

“Now Ptahmes, who, as I have said, was an astute man, and who had already been allowed to see the consequences of giving advice that did not tally with his master’s humour, found himself in a position, not only of difficulty, but also of some danger. Either he must declare himself openly in favour of letting the Hebrews go, and once more run the risk of Pharaoh’s anger and possible loss of favour, or he must side with his master, and, having done so, put forth every effort to prevent the punishment Moses had decreed. After hours of suspense and overwhelming anxiety he adopted the latter course. Having taken counsel with his fellow-Magicians, he assured Pharaoh, on the honour of the gods, that what the Israelite had predicted could never come to pass. Fortified with this promise, Pharaoh once more refused to permit the strangers to leave the land. As a result the first-born son of the King, the child whom he loved better than his kingdom, sickened of a mysterious disease and died that night, as did the first-born of all the Egyptians, rich and poor alike. In the words of your own Bible, ‘There was a great cry in Egypt; for there was not a house where there was not one dead.’ Then Pharaoh’s hatred was bitter against his advisers, and he determined that Ptahmes in particular should die. He sought him with the intention of killing him, but the Magician had received timely warning and had escaped into the mountains, where he hid himself for many months. Little by little his health gave way, he grew weaker, and in the fiftieth year of his life Osiris claimed him for his own. It was said at the time that for the sin he had caused Pharaoh to do, and the misery he had brought upon the land of Egypt, and swearing falsely in the name of the gods, he had been cursed with perpetual life. This, however, could not have been so, seeing that he died in the mountains, and that his mummy was buried in the tomb whence your father took it. Such is the story of Ptahmes, the beloved of Ptah, son of Netruhôtep, Chief of the Magicians and Prophet of the North and South.”


CHAPTER XII.
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STRANGE AS IT may seem, all the circumstances attending it being taken into consideration, that voyage up the Nile was one of the most enjoyable I have ever undertaken. It is true the weather was somewhat warmer than was altogether agreeable; but if you visit Egypt at midsummer you must be prepared for a little discomfort in that respect. From the moment of rising until it was time to retire at night our time was spent under the awning on deck, reading, conversing, and watching the scenery on either bank, and on my part in putting the finishing touches to the picture I had commenced the afternoon we left Cairo.

When it was completed to my satisfaction, which was on the seventh day of our voyage, and that upon which we expected to reach Luxor, I showed it to Pharos. He examined it carefully, and it was some time before he offered an opinion upon it.

“I will pay you the compliment of saying I consider it a striking example of your art,” he said, when he did speak. “At the same time, I must confess it puzzles me. I do not understand whence you drew your inspiration. There are things in this picture, important details in the dress and architecture, that I feel convinced have never been seen by this century. How, therefore, you could have known them passes my comprehension.”

“I have already told you that that picture represents what I saw in my vision,” I answered.

“You still believe that you saw a vision then?” he asked, with a return to his old sneering habit, as he picked the monkey up and began to stroke his ears.

“I shall always do so,” I answered. “Nothing will ever shake my belief in that.”

At this moment the Fräulein Valerie joined us, whereupon Pharos handed her the picture and asked for her opinion upon it. She examined it carefully, while I waited with some anxiety for her criticism.

“It is very clever,” she said, still looking at it, “and beautifully painted; but, if you will let me say so, I do not know that I altogether like it. There is something about it that I do not understand. And see, you have given the central figure Monsieur Pharos’s face.”

She looked up at me as if to inquire the reason of this likeness, after which we both glanced at Pharos, who was seated before us, wrapped as usual in his heavy rug, with the monkey, Pehtes, peering out from his invariable hiding-place beneath his master’s coat. For the moment I did not know what answer to return. To have told her in the broad light of day, with the prosaic mud-banks of the Nile on either hand, and the Egyptian sailors washing paint-work at the farther end of the deck, that in my vision I had been convinced that Pharos and Ptahmes were one and the same person, would have been too absurd. Pharos, however, relieved me of the necessity of saying anything by replying for me.

“Mr. Forrester has done me great honour, my dear,” he said gaily, “in choosing my features for the central figure. I had no idea that my unfortunate person was capable of such dramatic effect. — If at any time, Forrester, you should desire to dispose of that picture, I shall be delighted to take it off your hands.”

“You may have it now,” I answered. “If you think it worthy of your acceptance, I will gladly give it you. To tell the truth, I myself, like the Fräulein here, am a little afraid of it, though why I should be, seeing that it is my own work, Heaven only knows.”

“As you say, Heaven only knows,” returned Pharos solemnly, and then making the excuse that he would put the picture in a place of safety, he left us and went to his cabin, Pehtes hopping along the deck behind him.

For some time after he had left us the Fräulein and I sat silent. The afternoon was breathless, and even our progress through the water raised no breeze. We were passing the town of Keneh at the time, a miserable collection of buildings of the usual Nile type, and famous only as being a rallying place for Mecca pilgrims, and for the Kulal and Ballas (water-bottles), which bear its name.

While her eyes were fixed upon it I was permitted an opportunity of studying my companion’s countenance. I noted the proud poise of her head, and the luxuriance of the hair coiled so gracefully above it. She was a queen among women, as I had so often told myself; one whom any man might be proud to love, and then I added, as another thought struck me, one for whom the man she loved might willingly lay down his life. That I loved her with a sincerity and devotion greater than I had ever felt for any other human being, I was fully aware by this time. If the truth must be told, I believe I had loved her from the moment I first saw her face. But was it possible that she could love me?

“I have noticed that you are very thoughtful to-day, Fräulein,” I said, as the steamer dropped the town behind her and continued her journey up stream in a somewhat more westerly direction.

“Have I not good reason to be?” she answered. “You must remember I have made this journey before.”

“But why should that produce such an effect upon you?” I asked. “To me it is a pleasure that has not yet begun to pall, and as you will, I am sure, admit, Pharos has proved a most thoughtful and charming host.”

I said this with intention, for I wanted to see what reply she would make.

“I have not noticed his behaviour,” she answered wearily. “It is always the same to me. But I do know this, that after each visit to the place for which we are now bound, great trouble has resulted for some one. Heaven grant that it may not be so on this occasion!”

“I do not see what trouble can result,” I said. “Pharos is simply going to replace the mummy in the tomb from which it was taken, and after that I presume we shall return to Cairo, and probably to Europe.”

“And then?”

“After that — —”

But I could get no further. The knowledge that in all likelihood as soon as we reached Europe I should have to bid her good-bye and return to London was too much for me, and for this reason I came within an ace of blurting out the words that were in my heart. Fortunately, however, I was able to summon up my presence of mind in time to avert such a catastrophe, otherwise I can not say what the result would have been. Had I revealed my love to her and asked her to be my wife, and she had refused me, our position, boxed up together as we were on board the steamer, and with no immediate prospect of release, would have been uncomfortable in the extreme. So I crammed the words back into my heart and waited for another and more favourable opportunity.

The sun was sinking behind the Arabian hills, in a wealth of gold and crimson colouring, as we obtained our first glimpse of the mighty ruins we had come so far to see. Out of a dark green sea of palms to the left, rose the giant pylons of the Temple of Ammon at Karnak. A few minutes later Luxor itself was visible, and within a quarter of an hour our destination was reached, and the steamer was at a standstill.

We had scarcely come to an anchor before the vessel was surrounded by small boats, the occupants of which clambered aboard, despite the efforts of the officers and crew to prevent them. As usual they brought with them spurious relics of every possible sort and description, not one of which, however, our party could be induced to buy. The Fräulein Valerie and I were still protesting, when Pharos emerged from his cabin and approached us. Never shall I forget the change that came over the scene. From the expressions upon the rascals’ faces I gathered that he was well known to them, at any rate within five seconds of his appearance not one of our previous persecutors remained aboard the vessel.

“They seem to know you.” I said to Pharos, with a laugh, as the last of the gang took a header from the rail into the water.

“They do,” he answered grimly. “I think I can safely promise you that after this not a man in Luxor will willingly set foot upon this vessel. Would you care to try the experiment?”

“Very much,” I said, and taking an Egyptian pound piece from my pocket I stepped to the side and invited the rabble to come aboard and claim it. But the respect they entertained for Pharos was evidently greater than their love of gold; at any rate not a man seemed inclined to venture.

“A fair test,” said Pharos. “You may rest assured that unless you throw it over to them your money will remain in your own pocket. But see, some one of importance is coming off to us. I am expecting a messenger, and in all probability it is he.”

A somewhat better boat than those clustered around us was putting off from the bank, and seated in her was an Arab, clad in white burnouse and wearing a black turban upon his head.

“Yes, it is he,” said Pharos, as with a few strokes of their oars the boatmen brought their craft alongside.

Before I could inquire who the person might be whom he was expecting, the man I have just described had reached the deck, and, after looking about him, approached the spot where Pharos was standing. Accustomed as I was to the deference shown by the Arabs toward their superiors, I was far from expecting the exhibition of servility I now beheld. So overpowered was the new-comer by the reverence he felt for Pharos that he could scarcely stand upright.

“I expected thee, Salem Awad,” said Pharos, in Arabic. “What tidings dost thou bring?”

“I come to tell thee,” the man replied, “that he whom thou didst order to be here has heard of thy coming, and will await thee at the place of which thou hast spoken.”

“It is well,” continued Pharos. “Has all of which I wrote to thee been prepared?”

“All has been prepared and awaits thy coming.”

“Return then and tell him who sent thee to me that I will be with him before he sleeps to-night.”

The man bowed once more and made his way to his boat, in which he departed for the bank.

When he had gone, Pharos turned to me.

“We are expected,” he said, “and, as you heard him say, preparations have been made to enable us to carry out the work we have come to do. After all his journeying Ptahmes has at last returned to the city of his birth and death. It is a strange thought, is it not? Look about you, Mr. Forrester, and see the mightiest ruins the world has known. Yonder is the Temple of Luxor, away to the north you can see the remains of the Temple of Ammon at Karnak; five thousand years ago they were connected by a mighty road. Yonder is the Necropolis of Thebes, with the tombs that once contained the mortal remains of the mighty ones of Egypt. Where are those mighty ones now? Scattered to the uttermost parts of the earth, stolen from their resting-places to adorn glass cases in European and American museums, and to be sold at auction by Jew salesmen at so much per head, the prices varying according to their dates and state of preservation. But there, time is too short to talk of such indignity. The gods will avenge it in their own good time. Let it suffice that to-night we are to fulfil our errand. Am I right in presuming that you desire to accompany me?”

“I should be sincerely disappointed if I could not do so,” I answered. “But if you would prefer to go alone I will not force my presence upon you.”

“I shall only be too glad of your company,” he answered. “Besides, you have a right to be present, since it is through you I am permitted an opportunity of replacing my venerable ancestor in his tomb. Perhaps you will be good enough to hold yourself in readiness to start at eleven o’clock. Owing to the publicity now given to anything that happens in the ruins of this ancient city, the mere fact that we are returning a mummy to its tomb, of the existence of which the world has no knowledge, would be sufficient to attract a concourse of people whose presence would be in the highest degree objectionable to me.”

“You must excuse my interrupting you,” I said, thinking I had caught him tripping, “but you have just said that you are going to open a tomb of the existence of which the world has no knowledge. Surely my father opened it many years ago, otherwise how did he become possessed of the mummy?”

“Your father discovered it, it is true, but he stumbled upon it quite by chance, and it was reburied within a few hours of his extracting the mummy. If he were alive now I would defy him to find the place again.”

“And you are going to open it to-night?”

“That is my intention. And when I have done so it will once more be carefully hidden, and may woe light upon the head of the man who shall again disturb it!”

I do not know whether this speech was intended to have any special significance, but as he said it he looked hard at me, and never since I have known him had I seen a more diabolical expression upon his countenance. I could scarcely have believed that the human face was capable of such malignity. He recovered himself as quickly, however, and then once more bidding me prepare for the excursion of the evening, took himself off to his cabin and left me to ponder over all he had said.

Eleven o’clock had only just struck that night when the tall Arab, my acquaintance of the Pyramids, came along the deck in search of me. I was sitting with the Fräulein Valerie at the time, but as soon as he told me that Pharos was waiting and that it was time for us to start, I made haste to rise. On hearing our errand my companion became uneasy.

“I do not like it,” she said. “Why could he not do it in the daytime? This going off under cover of the night savours too much of the conspirator, and I beg you to be careful of what you do. Have you a revolver?”

I answered in the affirmative, whereupon she earnestly advised me to carry it with me, a course which I resolved to adopt. Then bidding her good-bye I left her and went to my cabin, little dreaming that upward of a week would elapse before I should see her again.

When I joined Pharos on deck I discovered that he had made no difference in his attire, but was dressed just as I had always seen him, even to the extent of his heavy coat which he wore despite the heat of the night.

“If you are ready,” he said, “let us lose no time in starting.” Then turning to the tall Arab, he bade him call the boat up, and as soon as it was at the ladder we descended and took our places in it. A few strokes of the oars brought us to the bank, where we found two camels awaiting us. On closer inspection I discovered that the individual in charge of them was none other than the man who had boarded the steamer that afternoon, and whom I have particularized as having shown such obsequious respect to Pharos.

At a sign from the latter, one of the camels was brought to his knees, and I was invited to take my place in the saddle. I had never in my life ridden one of these ungainly brutes, and it was necessary for the driver to instruct me in the art. Pharos, however, seemed quite at home, and as soon as he had mounted, and the camels had scrambled to their feet once more, we set off.

If my drive to the Pyramids, a week before, had been a singular experience, this camel ride among the ruins of ancient Thebes at midnight was much more so. On every side were relics of that long-departed age when the city had been the centre of the civilized world.

After the heat of the day the coolness of the night was most refreshing. Overhead the stars shone brilliantly, while from the desert a little lonely wind came up and sighed for the desolation of the place. Nothing could have been in better keeping with the impressiveness of the occasion. One thing, however, puzzled me, for so far I had seen nothing of the chief, and indeed the only reason of the expedition — namely, the mummy of the dead Magician. I questioned Pharos on the subject, who answered briefly that it had been sent on ahead to await our coming at the tomb, and having given this explanation lapsed into silence.

It must have been upward of half an hour later when the tall Arab, who had all the way walked in front of the camel upon which Pharos was seated, stopped and held up his hand. The animals immediately came to a standstill. Peering into the darkness ahead, I found that we were standing before a gigantic building which towered into the starlight. This proved to be the main pylon of the great Temple of Ammon, the most stupendous example of human architecture ever erected on the surface of our globe. On either side of the open space upon which we stood, rows of kriosphinxes showed where a noble road had once led from the temple to the river.

At a signal from Pharos the man who had boarded the steamer that afternoon left us and entered the building, leaving us outside.

Fully five minutes must have elapsed before he returned. When he did so he said something to Pharos in a low voice, who immediately descended from his camel and signed to me to do the same. Then we, in our turn, approached the gigantic pylon, at the entrance of which we were met by a man carrying a lighted torch. Viewed by this dim and uncertain light the place appeared indescribably mysterious. Overhead the walls towered up and up until I lost sight of them in the darkness. Presently we entered a large court — so large indeed that even with the assistance of the guide’s torch we could not see the farther end of it. Then passing through a doorway formed of enormous blocks of stone, the architrave of which could scarcely have been less than a hundred feet from the ground, we found ourselves standing in yet another and even greater hall. Here we paused, while Pharos went forward into the darkness alone, leaving me in the charge of the tall Arab and the man who carried the torch. Where he had gone, and his reason for thus leaving me, I could not imagine, and my common sense told me it would only be waste of time on my part to inquire. Minutes went by until perhaps half an hour had elapsed, and still he did not return. I was about to make some remark upon this, when I noticed that the man holding the torch, who had hitherto been leaning against a pillar, suddenly drew himself up and looked toward another side of the great hall. I followed the direction of his eyes and saw an old man approaching me. He was clad in white from head to foot, and with a long white beard descending to within a few inches of his waist. He signed to me to follow him, and then turning, led me across the hall in the direction he had come. I followed close at his heels, threaded my way among the mighty pillars carved all over with hieroglyphics, and so passed into yet another court. Here it was all black darkness, and so lonely that I found my spirits sinking lower and lower with every step I took. Reaching the centre of my court my guide stopped and bade me pause. I did so, whereupon he also departed, but in what direction he went I could not tell.

Had it been possible, I think at this stage of the proceedings I should have left Pharos to his own devices, and have made my way out of the ruins and back to the steamer without waste of time. Under the circumstances I have narrated, however, I had no option but to remain where I was, and in any case I doubt whether I should have had time to make my escape, for the old man presently returned, this time with a torch, and once more bade me follow him. I accordingly accompanied him across the court, and among more pillars, to a small temple, which must have been situated at some considerable distance from the pylon through which we had entered the ruins.

Approaching the farther corner of this temple, he stooped and, so it seemed to me, touched something with his hand. At any rate, I distinctly heard the jar of iron on stone. Then a large block of masonry wheeled round on its own length and disappeared into the earth, revealing a cavity possibly four feet square at our feet. As soon as my eyes became accustomed to the darkness I was able to detect a flight of steps leading down into a dark vault below. These the old man descended, and feeling certain that I was intended to accompany him, I followed his example. The steps were longer than I expected them to be, and were possibly some fifty in number. Reaching the bottom I found myself standing in a subterranean hall. The roof or ceiling was supported by a number of elegantly sculptured papyrus-bud columns, while the walls were covered with paintings, every one of which was in a perfect state of preservation. For what purpose the hall had been used in bygone days I could not, of course, tell, but that it had some connection with the mysterious rites of the god Ammon was shown, not only by the frescoes, but by the trouble which had been taken to conceal the entrance to the place.

When we had reached the centre of the hall the old man turned and addressed me.

“Stranger,” he said in a voice as deep and resonant as the tolling of a bell, “by reason of the share that has been allotted thee in the vengeance of the gods, it has been decreed that thou shalt penetrate the mysteries of this holy place, the like of which not one of thy race or people has ever yet beheld. Fear not that evil will befall thee; thou art in the hands of the Mighty Ones of Egypt. They will protect thee. Follow me.”


CHAPTER XIII.
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IN DESCRIBING WHAT occurred after the curious admonition addressed to me by the old man who had conducted me to the subterranean chamber mentioned in the last chapter, I am oppressed by the fear that my narrative may seem too extraordinary to carry with it any semblance of reality. The whole affair, from the moment when we left the steamer until I stood where I now was, had been so mysterious, so unbelievable, I might almost say, that I had passed from stage to stage of bewilderment, scarcely conscious of anything but what was occurring at the moment. In a vague fashion I wondered how it was that these rooms had never been discovered by the hundreds of Egyptologists who, since the time of Napoleon, had explored the temple. That it had not been so brought to light I felt convinced, otherwise the necessity would scarcely have existed for such secrecy as had been shown when I was conducted to it. Besides, I had studied my guide-books carefully on our voyage up the river, and was quite convinced that no mention of such places had been made in any one of them.

Having finished the speech with which I closed the preceding chapter, the old man led me toward a doorway at the farther end of the room. The posts which supported it, and which must have been something like ten feet in width, were covered with hieroglyphics, as were the neighbouring walls. On either side of the doorway stood two enormous kriosphinxes, similar to those which had once lined the avenue between the Temples of Karnak and Luxor. These had the bodies of lions and heads of rams, and were as perfect as on the day when they had left the sculptor’s hands, who knew how many thousand years ago. Entering the archway, for archway I should prefer to call it rather than door, I found myself standing between two rows of life-sized statues, all excelling in workmanship, and in the most perfect state of preservation. Though I was not sufficiently learned in Egyptian history to be able to assign names to them, I was nevertheless quite capable of appreciating their immense value, and could well imagine the find they would prove to any Egyptologist who, in days to come, might discover the secret of the stone and penetrate into this mysterious place.

From what I remember, and speaking at a guess, the passage could scarcely have been less than a hundred feet in length and must have contained at least a dozen statues. At the farther end it opened into a smaller chamber or catacomb, in the walls of which were a number of niches, each one containing a mummy. The place was intolerably close and was filled with an overpowering odour of dried herbs. In the centre, and side by side, were two alabaster slabs, each about seven feet long by three in width. A stone pillar was at the head of each, but for what purpose the blocks were originally intended I have no idea.

At a signal from my conductor two beings, I cannot call them men, who from their appearances I should have judged to be as old as Pharos himself, made their appearance, bringing with them certain vestments and a number of curiously shaped bottles. The robes, which were of some white material, were embroidered with hieroglyphics. These they placed about my shoulders, and when they had done so the old fellow who had conducted me to the place bade me stretch myself upon one of the slabs I have just mentioned.

Under other circumstances I should have protested most vigorously, but I was in such a position now that I came to the conclusion that it would not only be useless but most impolitic on my part to put myself in opposition against him thus early in the day. I accordingly did as I was ordered. The two attendants, who were small, thin, and wizened almost beyond belief, immediately began to anoint my face and hands with some sweet-smelling essences taken from the bottles they had brought with them. The perfume of these unguents was indescribably soothing, and gradually I found myself losing the feeling of excitement and distrust which had hitherto possessed me. The cigarettes Pharos had given me on the occasion that I had dined with him in Naples must have contained something of a like nature, for the effect was similar in more than one essential. I refer in particular to the sharpening of the wits, to the feeling of peculiar physical enjoyment, and to the dulling of every sense of fear.

It was just as well, perhaps, that I was in this frame of mind, for though I did not know it, I was about to be put to a test that surpassed in severity anything of which I could have dreamed.

Little by little a feeling of extreme lassitude was overtaking me; I lost all care for my safety, and my only desire was to be allowed to continue in the state of exquisite semiconsciousness to which I had now been reduced. The figures of the men who continued to sprinkle the essences upon me, and of the old man who stood at my feet, his arms stretched above his head as if he were invoking the blessing of the gods upon the sacrifice he was offering to them, faded farther and farther into the rose-coloured mist before my eyes. How long an interval elapsed before I heard the old man’s voice addressing me again I cannot say. It may have been a few seconds, it may have been hours; I only know that as soon as I heard it I opened my eyes and looked about me. The attendants had departed and we were alone together. He was still standing before me gazing intently down at my face.

“Rise, son of an alien race,” he said, “rise purified for the time of thy earthly self, and fit to enter and stand in the presence of Ammon-Ra!”

In response to his command I rose from the stone upon which I had been lying. Strangely enough, however, I did so without perceptible exertion. In my new state my body was as light as air, my brain without a cloud, while the senses of hearing, of sight, of smell, and of touch, were each abnormally acute.

Taking me by the hand, the old man led me from the room in which the ceremony of anointing had taken place, along another passage, on either side of which, as in the apartment we had just left, were a number of shelves each containing a mummy case. Reaching the end of this passage, he paused and extinguished the torch he carried, and then, still leading me by the hand, entered another hall which was in total darkness. In my new state, however, I experienced no sort of fear, nor was I conscious of feeling any alarm as to my ultimate safety.

Having brought me to the place for which he was making, he dropped my hand, and from the shuffling of his feet upon the stone pavement I knew that he was moving away from me.

“Wait here and watch,” he said, and his voice echoed and re-echoed in that gloomy place. “For it was ordained from the first that this night thou shouldst see the mysteries of the gods. Fear not, thou art in the hands of the watcher of the world, the ever mighty Harmachis, who sleepeth not day or night, nor hath rested since time began.”

With this he departed, and I remained standing where he had put me, watching and waiting for what should follow. To attempt to make you understand the silence that prevailed would be a waste of time, nor can I tell you how long it lasted. Under the influence of the mysterious preparation to which I had been subjected, such things as time, fear and curiosity had been eliminated from my being.

Suddenly, in the far distance, so small as to make it uncertain whether it was only my fancy or not, a pin point of light attracted my attention. It moved slowly to and fro with the regular and evenly-balanced swing of a pendulum, and as it did so it grew larger and more brilliant. Such was the fascination it possessed for me that I could not take my eyes off it, and as I watched it everything grew bright as noon-day. How I had been moved I know not, but to my amazement I discovered that I was no longer in that subterranean room below the temple, but was in the open air in broad daylight, and standing on the same spot before the main pylon where Pharos and I had waited while the man who had conducted us to the temple went off to give notice of our arrival. There was, however, this difference, the temple, which I had seen then was nothing more than a mass of ruins, now it was restored to its pristine grandeur, and exceeded in beauty anything I could have imagined. High into the cloudless sky above me rose the mighty pylons, the walls of which were no longer bare and weather worn, but adorned with brilliant coloured paintings. Before me, not covered with sand as at present, but carefully tended and arranged with a view to enhancing the already superb effect, was a broad and well-planned terrace from which led a road lined on either side with the same stately kriosphinxes that to-day lie headless and neglected on the sands. From this terrace the waters of the Nile could be distinctly seen, with the steps, at which the avenue I have just described terminated, leading down to them. Away to the southwest rose the smaller Temple of Khunsi, and from it the avenue of sphinxes which connected it with the Temple of Ammon two miles away at Luxor. From the crowds that congregated round these mighty edifices, and from the excitement which prevailed on every hand, it was plain that some great festival was about to be celebrated. While I watched the commencement of the procession made its appearance on the farther side of the river, where state barges ornamented with much gold and many brilliant colours were waiting to carry it across. On reaching the steps it continued its march toward the temple. It was preceded by a hundred dancing girls clad in white, and carrying timbrels in their hands. Behind them was a priest bearing the two books of Hermes, one containing hymns in honour of the gods, and the other precepts relating to the life of the King. Next came the Royal Astrologer bearing the measure of Time, the hour-glass and the Phoenix. Then the King’s Scribe, carrying the materials of his craft. Following him were more women playing on single and double pipes, harps, and flutes, and after the musicians the Stolistes, with the sign of Justice and the cup of Libation. Next walked twelve servants of the temple, headed by the Chief Priest, clad in his robes of leopard skins, after whom marched a troop of soldiers with the sun glittering on their armour and accoutrements. Behind, the runners were carrying white staves in their hand, and after them fifty singing girls, strewing flowers of all colours upon the path. Then, escorted by his bodyguard, the Royal Arms bearers, and seated upon his throne of state, which again was borne upon the shoulders of the chief eight nobles of the land, and had above it a magnificent canopy, was Pharaoh himself, dressed in his robes of state and carrying his sceptre and the flagellum of Osiris in either hand. Behind him were his fan bearers, and by his side a man whom, in spite of his rich dress, I recognised as soon as my eyes fell upon him. He was none other than the servant whom Pharaoh delighted to honour, his favourite, Ptahmes, son of Netruhôtep, Chief of the Magicians, and Lord of the North and South. Deformed as he was, he walked with a proud step, carrying himself like one who knows that his position is assured. Following Pharaoh were his favourite generals, then another detachment of soldiers, still more priests, musicians, and dancing girls, and last of all a choir robed in white, and numbering several hundred voices. If you can picture the blue sky overhead, the sunshine, the mighty pylons and temples, the palm trees, the glittering procession, the gorgeous uniforms, the avenues of kriosphinxes, and the waters of the Nile showing in the background, you will have some notion of the scene I have attempted to portray.

Reaching the main pylon of the temple, the dancing girls, musicians and soldiers drew back on either side, and Pharaoh, still borne upon the shoulders of his courtiers, and accompanied by his favourite magician, entered the sacred building and was lost to view.

He had no sooner disappeared than the whole scene vanished, and once more I found myself standing in the darkness. It was only for a few moments, however. Then the globule of light which had first attracted my attention reappeared. Again it swung before my eyes and again I suddenly found myself in the open air. Now, however, it was nighttime. As on the previous occasion, I stood before the main pylon of the temple. This time, however, there was no crowd, no brilliant procession, no joyous music. Heavy clouds covered the sky, and at intervals the sound of sullen thunder came across the sands from the west. A cold wind sighed round the corners of the temple and added to the prevailing dreariness. It was close upon midnight, and I could not help feeling that something terrible was about to happen. Nor was I disappointed. Even as I waited a small procession crossed the Nile and made its way, just as the other had done, up the avenue of kriosphinxes. Unlike the first, however, this consisted of but four men, or to be exact, of five, since one was being carried on a bier. Making no more noise than was necessary, they conveyed their burden up the same well-kept roadway and approached the temple. From where I stood I was able to catch a glimpse of the dead man, for dead he certainly was. To my surprise he was none other than Ptahmes. Not, however, the Ptahmes of the last vision. Now he was old and poorly clad, and a very different creature from the man who had walked so confidently beside Pharaoh’s litter on the occasion of the last procession.

Knowing as I did the history of his downfall, I was easily able to put two and two together and to ascribe a reason for what I saw. He had been in hiding to escape the wrath of Pharaoh, and now he was dead, and his friends among the priests of Ammon were bringing him by stealth to the temple to prepare his body for the tomb. Once more the scene vanished and I stood in darkness. Then, as before, the light reappeared, and with it still another picture.

On this occasion also it was night, and we were in the desert. The same small party I had seen carrying the dead man before was now making its way toward a range of hills. High up on a rocky spur a tomb had been prepared, and to it the body of the man, once so powerful and now fallen so low, was being conveyed. Unseen by the bearers, I followed and entered the chamber of death. In front was the Chief Priest, a venerable man, but to my surprise without his leopard skin dress. The mummy was placed in position without ceremony of any kind. Even the most simple funerary rites were omitted. No sorrowing relatives made an oblation before it, no scroll of his life was read. Cut off from the world, buried by stealth, he was left to take the long rest in an unhallowed tomb from which my own father, three thousand years later, was destined to remove his body. Then, like the others, this scene also vanished, and once more I found myself standing in the dark hall.

“Thou hast seen the splendour and the degradation of the man Ptahmes,” said the deep voice of the old man who had warned me not to be afraid. “How he rose and how he fell. Thou hast seen how the mortal body of him who was once so mighty that he stood before Pharaoh unafraid, was buried by night, having been forbidden to cross the sacred Lake of the Dead. For more than three thousand years, by thy calculation, that body has rested in an unconsecrated tomb, it has been carried to a far country, and throughout that time his soul has known no peace. But the gods are not vengeful for ever, and it is decreed that by thy hand, inasmuch as thou art not of his country or of his blood, he shall find rest at last. Follow me, for there is much for thee to see.”

Leading the way across the large hall, he conducted me down another flight of steps into yet another hall, larger than any I had yet seen, the walls of which were covered with frescoes, in every case having some connection with the services rendered to the dead. On a stone slab in the centre of this great place was the mummy case which had for so many years stood in the alcove of my studio, and which was undoubtedly the cause of my being where I now was. I looked again and could scarcely believe my eyes, for there, seated at its head, gazing from the old man to myself, was the monkey Pehtes, with an expression of terror upon his wizened little face.

I must leave you to imagine what sort of effect the solemnity of this great hall, the solitary mummy case lying in the centre, and the frightened little monkey seated at its head had upon me.

At a signal from my companion the men who had anointed me on my arrival in this ghostly place made their appearance, but whence I could not discover. Lifting the lid of the case, despite the monkey’s almost human protests, they withdrew the body, swaddled up as it was, and laid it upon the table. One by one the cloths were removed until the naked flesh (if flesh it could be called) lay exposed to view. To the best of my belief it had never seen the light, certainly not in my time, since the day, so many thousand years before, when it had been prepared for the tomb. The effect it had upon me was almost overwhelming. My guide, however, permitted no sign of emotion to escape him. When everything had been removed the men who had done the work withdrew as silently as they had come, and we three were left alone together.

“Draw near,” said the old man solemnly, “and if thou wouldst lose conceit in thy strength, and learn how feeble a thing is man, gaze upon the form of him who lies before you. Here on this stone is all that is left of Ptahmes, the son of Netruhôtep, Magician to Pharaoh, and chief of the Prophets of the North and South.”

I drew near and looked upon the mummified remains. Dried up and brown as they were, the face was still distinctly recognisable, and as I gazed I sprang back with a cry of horror and astonishment. Believe it or not as you please, but what I saw there was none other than the face of Pharos. The likeness was unmistakable. There could be no sort of doubt about it. I brushed my hand across my eyes to find out if I were dreaming. But no, when I looked again the body was still there. And yet it seemed so utterly impossible, so unheard of, that the man stretched out before me could be he whom I had first seen at the foot of Cleopatra’s Needle, at the Academy, in Lady Medenham’s drawing-room, and with whom I had dined at Naples after our interview at Pompeii. And as I looked, as if any further proof were wanting, the monkey, with a little cry, sprang upon the dead man and snuggled himself down beside him.

Approaching the foot of the slab, the old man addressed the recumbent figure.

“Open thine eyes, Ptahmes, son of Netruhôtep,” he said, “and listen to the words that I shall speak to thee. In the day of thy power, when yet thou didst walk upon the earth, thou didst sin against Ra and against the mighty ones, the thirty-seven gods. Know now that it is given thee for thy salvation to do the work which has been decreed against the peoples upon whom their wrath has fallen. Be strong, O Ptahmes! for the means are given thee, and if thou dost obey thou shalt rest in peace. Wanderer of the centuries, who cometh out of the dusk, and whose birth is from the house of death, thou wast old and art born again. Through all the time that has been thou hast waited for this day. In the name, therefore, of the great gods Osiris and Nephthys, I bid thee rise from thy long rest and go out into the world, but be it ever remembered by thee that if thou usest this power to thy own advantage or failest even by as much as one single particular in the trust reposed in thee, then thou art lost, not for to-day, not for to-morrow, but for all time. In the tomb from whence it was stolen thy body shall remain until the work which is appointed thee is done. Then shalt thou return and be at peace for ever. Rise, Ptahmes, rise and depart!”

As he said this the monkey sprang up from the dead man’s side with a little cry and beat wildly in the air with his hands. Then it was as if something snapped, my body became deadly cold, and with a great shiver I awoke (if, as I can scarcely believe, I had been sleeping before) to find myself sitting on the same block of stone in the great Hypostile Hall where Pharos had left me many hours before. The first pale light of dawn could be seen through the broken columns to the east. The air was bitterly cold, and my body ached all over as if, which was very likely, I had caught a chill. Only a few paces distant, seated on the ground, their faces hidden in their folded arms, were the two Arabs who had accompanied us from Luxor. I rose to my feet and stamped upon the ground in the hope of imparting a little warmth to my stiffened limbs. Could I have fallen asleep while I waited for Pharos, and if so, had I dreamed all the strange things that I have described in this chapter? I discarded the notion as impossible, and yet what other explanation had I to offer? I thought of the secret passage beneath the stone, and which led to the vaults below. Remembering as I did the direction in which the old man had proceeded in order to reach it, I determined to search for it. If only I could find the place I should be able to set all doubt on the subject at rest for good and all. I according crossed the great hall, which was now as light as day, and searched the place which I considered most likely to contain the stone in question. But though I gave it the most minute scrutiny for upwards of a quarter of an hour, no sign could I discover. All the time I was becoming more and more convinced of one thing, and that was the fact that I was unmistakably ill. My head and bones ached, while my left arm, which had never yet lost the small purple mark which I had noticed the morning after my adventure at the Pyramids, seemed to be swelling perceptibly and throbbed from shoulder to wrist. Unable to find the stone, and still more unable to make head or tail of all that had happened in the night, I returned to my former seat. One of the Arabs, the man who had boarded the steamer on our arrival the previous afternoon, rose to his feet and looked about him, yawning heavily as he did so. He, at least, I thought, would be able to tell me if I had slept all night in the same place. I put the question to him, only to receive his solemn assurance that I had not left their side ever since I had entered the ruins. The man’s demeanour was so sincere, that I had no reason to suppose that he was not telling the truth. I accordingly seated myself again and devoutly wished I were back with Valerie on board the steamer.

A nice trick Pharos had played me in bringing me out to spend the night catching cold in these ruins. I resolved to let him know my opinion of his conduct at the earliest opportunity. But if I had gone to sleep on the stone, where had he been all night, and why had he not permitted me to assist in the burial of Ptahmes according to agreement? What was more important still, when did he intend putting in an appearance again? I had half made up my mind to set off for Luxor on my own account, in the hope of being able to discover an English doctor, from whom I could obtain some medicine and find out the nature of the ailment from which I was suffering. I was, however, spared the trouble of doing this, for just as my patience was becoming exhausted a noise behind me made me turn round, and I saw Pharos coming toward me. It struck me that his step was more active than I had yet seen it, and I noticed the pathetic little face of the monkey, Pehtes, peeping out from the shelter of his heavy coat.

“Come,” he said briskly, “let us be going. You look cold, my dear Forrester, and if I am not mistaken, you are not feeling very well. Give me your hand.”

I did as he ordered me. If, however, my hand was cold, his was like ice.

“I thought as much,” he said; “you are suffering from a mild attack of Egyptian fever. Fortunately, however, that can soon be set right.”

I followed him through the main pylon to the place where we had dismounted from our camels the night before. The patient beasts were still there just as we had left them.

“Mount,” said Pharos, “and let us return with all speed to the steamer.”

I did as he desired, and we accordingly set off. I noticed, however, that on the return journey we did not follow the same route as that which had brought us to the temple. By this time, however, I was feeling too ill to protest or to care very much where we went.

“We are nearly there,” said Pharos. “Keep up your heart. In less than ten minutes you will be in bed and on the high road to recovery.”

“But this is not the way to Luxor,” I said feebly, clinging to the pommel of my saddle as I spoke and looking with aching eyes across the dreary stretch of sand.

“We are not going to Luxor,” Pharos replied. “I am taking you to a place where I can look after you myself, and where there will be no chance of any meddlesome European doctors interfering with my course of treatment.”

The ten minutes he had predicted seemed like centuries, and, had I been asked, I should have declared that at least two hours elapsed between our leaving the Temple of Ammon and our arrival at our destination. During that time my agony was well nigh unbearable. My throat was swelling and I felt as if I were suffocating. My limbs quivered as though they had been stricken with the palsy, and the entire landscape was blotted out by a red mist as thick as blood.

More dead than alive, I accommodated myself to the shuffling tread of the camel as best I could, and when at last I heard Pharos say in Arabic, “It is here; bid the beast lie down,” my last ounce of strength departed and I lost consciousness.

How long I remained in this state I had no idea at the time, but when I recovered my senses again I found myself lying in an Arab tent, upon a rough bed made up upon the sand. I was as weak as a kitten, and when I looked at my hand as it lay upon the rough blanket I scarcely recognised it, so white and emaciated was it. Not being able to understand the reason of my present location, I raised myself on my elbow and looked out under the flap of the tent. All I could see there, however, was desert sand, a half-starved dog prowling about in the foreground in search of something to eat, and a group of palm trees upon the far horizon. While I was thus investigating my surroundings the same Arab who had assured me that I had slept all night on the block of stone in the temple made his appearance with a bowl of broth which he gave to me, putting his arm round me and assisting me to sit up while I drank it. I questioned him as to where I was and how long I had been there, but he only shook his head, saying that he could tell me nothing. The broth, however, did me good, more good than any information could have done, and after he had left me I laid myself down and in a few moments was asleep again. When I woke it was late in the afternoon and the sun was sinking behind the palm trees to which I referred just now. As it disappeared Pharos entered the tent and expressed his delight at finding me conscious once more. I put the same questions to him that I had asked the Arab, and found that he was inclined to be somewhat more communicative.

“You have now been ill three days,” he said, “so ill, indeed, that I dared not move you. Now, however, that you have got your senses back, you will make rapid progress. I can assure you I shall not be sorry, for events have occurred which necessitate my immediate return to Europe. You on your part, I presume, will not regret saying farewell to Egypt?”

“I would leave to-day, if such a thing were possible,” I answered. “Weak as I am I think I could find strength enough for that. Indeed, I feel stronger already, and as a proof of it my appetite is returning. Where is the Arab who brought me my broth this morning?”

“Dead,” said Pharos laconically. “He held you in his arms and died two hours afterward. They’ve no stamina, these Arabs, the least thing kills them. But you need have no fear. You have passed the critical point and your recovery is certain.”

But I scarcely heard him. “Dead! dead!” I was saying over and over again to myself as if I did not understand it. “Surely the man cannot be dead?” He had died through helping me. What then was this terrible disease of which I had been the victim?


CHAPTER XIV.
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IN TRAVELLING EITHER with Pharos or in search of him it was necessary to accustom oneself to rapid movement. I was in London on June 7th, and had found him in Naples three days later; had reached Cairo in his company on the 18th of the same month, and was four hundred and fifty miles up the Nile by the 27th. I had explored the mysteries of the great Temple of Ammon as no other Englishman, I feel convinced, had ever done; had been taken seriously ill, recovered, returned to Cairo, travelled thence to rejoin the yacht at Port Said; had crossed in her to Constantinople, journeyed by the Orient Express to Vienna, and on the morning of July 15th stood at the entrance to the Teyn Kirche in the wonderful old Bohemian city of Prague.

From this itinerary it will be seen that the grass was not allowed to grow under our feet. Indeed, we had scarcely arrived in any one place before our remorseless leader hurried us away again. His anxiety to return to Europe was as great as it had been to reach Egypt. On land the trains could not travel fast enough; on board the yacht his one cry was, “Push on, push on!” What this meant to a man like myself, who had lately come so perilously near death, I must leave you to imagine. Indeed, looking back upon it now, I wonder that I emerged from it alive. Looked at from another light, I believe I could not have done so but for Pharos. Callous as he had been to my sufferings hitherto, he could scarcely do enough for me now. His first inquiry in the morning was as to how I felt, and his last injunction at night was to the effect that if I felt any return of fever I was to communicate with him immediately. From this show of consideration on his part it would probably be argued that I should at least have felt some gratitude toward himself. The contrary, however, was the case. Ever since he had announced the death of the Arab to me my fear and dislike of him had been intensified rather than diminished. I was afraid of him very much in the same way as a man is afraid of a loathsome snake, and yet with that fear there was a peculiar fascination which I was powerless to resist.

We had reached Constantinople early on Thursday morning and had left for Vienna at four o’clock in the afternoon. In the latter place we had remained only a few hours, had caught the next available train, and reached Prague the following morning. What our next move would be I had not the least idea, nor did Pharos enlighten me upon the subject. Times out of number I made up my mind that I would speak to him about it and let him see that I was tired of so much travelling, and desired to return to England forthwith. But I could not leave Valerie, and whenever I began to broach the subject my courage deserted me, and it did not require much self-persuasion to make me put the matter off for a more convenient opportunity.

Of the Fräulein Valerie, up to the time of our arrival in the city there is little to tell. She had evidently been informed of my illness at Karnak, for when I returned to the steamer she had arranged that everything should be in readiness for my reception. By the time we reached Cairo again I was so far recovered as to be able to join her on deck, but by this time a curious change had come over her, she was more silent and much more reserved than heretofore, and when we reached the yacht spent most of her days in her own cabin, where I could hear her playing to herself such wild, sad music that to listen to it made me feel miserable for hours afterward. With Pharos, however, it was entirely different. He, who had once been so morose, now was all smiles, while his inseparable companion, the monkey, Pehtes, for whom I had conceived a dislike that was only second to that I entertained for his master, equalled if he did not excel him in the boisterousness of his humour.

At the commencement of this chapter I have said that on this particular morning, our first in Prague, I was standing before the doors of the Teyn Kirche, beneath the story of the Crucifixion as it is told there in stone. My reason for being there will be apparent directly. Let it suffice that when I entered the sacred building I paused, thinking how beautiful it was, with the sunshine straggling in through those wonderful windows which in bygone days had looked down on the burial of Tycho Brahé, and had in all probability seen John of Nepomuc standing in the pulpit. Their light illumined the grotesque old organ with its multitude of time-stained pipes and dingy faded ornaments, and contrasted strangely with that of the lamps and candles burning before the various altars and shrines. Of all the churches of Europe there is not one that affects me so deeply as this famous old Hussite building. With the exception, however, of myself and a kneeling figure near the entrance to the Marian Capelle, no worshippers were in the church. I stood for a moment looking round the building. Its vague suggestion of sadness harmonised with my own feelings, and I wondered if, among all those who had worshipped inside its walls since the days when the German merchants had first erected it, there had ever been one who had so strange a story to tell as myself. At last, having screwed my courage to the sticking point, I made my way down the nave between the carved, worm-eaten pews, and approached the figure I have referred to above. Though I could not see her face, I knew that it was Valerie. Her head was bent upon her hands and her shoulders shook with emotion. She must have heard my step upon the stones, for she suddenly looked up, and seeing me before her, rose from her knees and prepared to leave the pew. The sight of her unhappiness affected me keenly, and when she reached the spot where I was standing I could control myself no longer. For the last few weeks I had been hard put to it to keep my love within bounds, and now, under the influence of her grief, it got the better of me altogether. She must have known what was coming, for she stood before me with a troubled expression in her eyes.

“Mr. Forrester,” she began, “I did not expect to see you. How did you know that I was here?”

“Because I followed you,” I answered unblushingly.

“You followed me?” she said.

“Yes, and I am not ashamed to own it,” I replied. “Surely you can understand why?”

“I am afraid I do not,” she answered, and as she did so she took a step away from me, as if she were afraid of what she was going to hear.

“In that case there is nothing left but for me to tell you,” I said, and approaching her I took possession of the slender hand which rested upon the back of the pew behind her. “I followed you, Valerie, because I love you, and because I wished to guard you. Unhappily we have both of us the best of reasons for knowing that we are in the power of a man who would stop at nothing to achieve any end he might have in view. Did you hear me say, Valerie, that I love you?”

From her beautiful face every speck of colour had vanished by this time; her bosom heaved tumultuously under the intensity of her emotion. No word, however, passed her lips. I still held her hand in mine, and it gave me courage to continue when I saw that she did not attempt to withdraw it.

“Have you no answer for me?” I inquired, after the long pause which had followed my last speech. “I have told you that I love you. If it is not enough I will do so again. What better place could be found for such a confession than this beautiful old church, which has seen so many lovers and has held the secrets of so many lives. Valerie, I believe I have loved you since the afternoon I first saw you. But since I have known you and have learnt your goodness that love has become doubly strong.”

“I can not hear you,” she cried, almost with a sob, “indeed, I can not. You do not know what you are saving. You have no idea of the pain you are causing me.”

“God knows I would not give you pain for anything,” I answered. “But now you must hear me. Why should you not? You are a good woman, and I am, I trust, an honest man. Why, therefore, should I not love you? Tell me that.”

“Because it is madness,” she answered in despair. “Situated as we are we should be the last to think of such a thing. Oh, Mr. Forrester, if only you had taken my advice, and had gone away from Naples when I implored you to do so, this would not have happened.”

“If I have anything to be thankful for it is that,” I replied fervently. “I told you then that I would not leave you. Nor shall I ever do so until I know that your life is safe. Come, Valerie, you have heard my confession, will you not be equally candid with me. You have always proved yourself my friend. Is it possible you have nothing more than friendship to offer me?”

I knew the woman I was dealing with. Her beautiful, straightforward nature was incapable of dissimulation.

“Mr. Forrester, even if what you hope is impossible, it would be unfair on my part to deceive you,” she said. “I love you, as you are worthy to be loved, but having said that I can say no more. You must go away and endeavour to forget that you ever saw so unhappy a person as myself.”

“Never,” I answered, and then dropping on one knee and pressing her hand to my lips, I continued: “You have confessed, Valerie, that you love me, and nothing can ever separate us now. Come what may, I will not leave you. Here, in this old church, by the cross on yonder altar, I swear it. As we are together in trouble, so will we be together in love, and may God’s blessing rest upon us both.”

“Amen,” she answered solemnly.

She seated herself in a pew, and I took my place beside her.

“Valerie,” I said, “I followed you this morning for two reasons. The first was to tell you of my love, and the second was to let you know that I have made up my mind on a certain course of action. At any risk we must escape from Pharos, and since you have confessed that you love me we will go together.”

“It is useless,” she answered sorrowfully, “quite useless.”

“Hush!” I said, as three people entered the church. “We can not talk here. Let us find another place.”

With this we rose and left the building. Proceeding into the street, I hailed a cab, and as soon as we had taken our places in it, bade the man drive us to the Baumgarten. Some of my pleasantest recollections of Prague in days gone by were clustered round this park, but they were as nothing compared with the happiness I now enjoyed in visiting it in the company of the woman I loved. When we had found a seat in a secluded spot we resumed the conversation that had been interrupted in the church.

“You say that it is useless our thinking of making our escape from this man?” I said. “I tell you that it is not useless, and that at any hazard we must do so. We know now that we love each other. I know, at least, how much you are to me. Is it possible, therefore, that you can believe I should allow you to remain in his power an instant longer than I can help? In my life I have not feared many men, but I confess that I fear Pharos as I do the devil. Since I have known him I have had several opportunities of testing his power. I have seen things, or he has made me believe I have seen things which, under any other circumstances, would seem incredible, and, if it is likely to have any weight with you, I do not mind owning that his power over me is growing greater every day. And that reminds me there is a question I have often desired to ask you. Do you remember one night on board the yacht, when we were crossing from Naples to Port Said, telling Pharos that you could see a cave in which a mummy had once stood?”

She shook her head.

“I remember nothing of it,” she said. “But why do you ask me such strange questions?”

I took her hand before I answered. I could feel that she was trembling violently.

“Because I want to prove to you the diabolical power the man possesses. You described a tomb from which the mummy had been taken. I have seen that tomb. It was the burial place of the Magician, Ptahmes, whose mummy once stood in my studio in London, which Pharos stole from me, and which was the primary cause of my becoming associated with him. You described a subterranean hall with carved pillars and paintings on the walls, and a mummy lying upon a block of stone. I have seen that hall, those pillars, those carvings and paintings, and the mummy of Ptahmes lying stretched out as you portrayed it. You mentioned a tent in the desert and a sick man lying on a bed inside it. I was that sick man, and it was to that tent that Pharos conveyed me after I had spent the night in the ruins of the Temple of Ammon. The last incident has yet to take place, but, please God, if you will help me in my plan, we shall have done with him long before then.”

“You say you saw all the things I described. Please do not think me stupid, but I do not understand how you could have done so.”

Thereupon I told her all that had befallen me at the ruins of Karnak. She listened with feverish interest.

“How is it that Providence allows this man to live?” she cried when I had finished. “Who is he and what is the terrible power he possesses? And what is to be the end of all his evil ways?”

“That is a problem which only the future can solve,” I answered. “For ourselves it is sufficient that we must get away from him and at once. Nothing could be easier, he exercises no control over our movements. He does not attempt to detain us. We go in and out as we please, therefore all we have to do is to get into a train and be hundreds of miles away before he is even aware that we are outside the doors of the hotel. You are not afraid, Valerie, to trust yourself and your happiness to me?”

“I would trust myself with you anywhere,” she answered, and as she said it she pressed my hand and looked into my face with her brave sweet eyes. “And for your sake I would do and bear anything.”

Brave as her words were, however, a little sigh escaped her lips before she could prevent it.

“Why do you sigh?” I asked. “Have you any doubt as to the safety of our plan? If so tell me and I will change it.”

“I have no doubt as to the plan,” she answered. “All I fear is that it may be useless. I have already told you how I have twice tried to escape him, and how on each occasion he has brought me back.”

“He shall not do so this time,” I said with determination. “We will lay our plans with the greatest care, behave toward him as if we contemplated remaining for ever in his company, and then to-morrow morning we will catch the train for Berlin, be in Hamburg next day, and in London three days later. Once there I have half a hundred friends who, when I tell them that you are hiding from a man who has treated you most cruelly, and that you are about to become my wife, will be only too proud to take you in. Then we will be married as quickly as can be arranged, and as man and wife defy Pharos to do his worst.”

She did her best to appear delighted with my plan, but I could see that she had no real faith in it. Nor, if the truth must be told, was I in my own heart any too sanguine of success. I could not but remember the threat the man had held over me that night in the Pyramid at Gizeh: “For the future you are my property, to do with as I please. You will have no will but my pleasure, no thought but to act as I shall tell you.” However, we could but do our best, and I was determined it should not be my fault if our enterprise did not meet with success. Not once but a hundred times we overhauled our plan, tried its weak spots, arranged our behaviour before Pharos, and endeavoured to convince each other as far as possible that it could not fail. And if we did manage to outwit him how proud I should be to parade this glorious creature in London as my wife, and as I thought of the happiness the future might have in store for us, and remembered that it all depended on that diabolical individual Pharos, I felt sick and giddy with anxiety to see the last of him.

Not being anxious to arouse any suspicion in our ogre’s mind by a prolonged absence, we at last agreed that it was time for us to think of returning. Accordingly, we left the park and, finding the cab which had been ordered to wait for us at the gates, drove back to the city. On reaching the hotel, we discovered Pharos in the hall holding in his hand a letter which he had just finished reading as we entered. On seeing us his wrinkled old face lit up with a smile.

“My dear,” he said to Valerie, placing his hand upon her arm in an affectionate manner, “a very great honour has been paid you. His Majesty, the Emperor King, as you are perhaps aware, arrived in the city yesterday, and to-night a state concert is to be given at the palace. Invitations have been sent to us, and I have been approached in order to discover whether you will consent to play. Not being able to find you, I answered that I felt sure you would accept his Majesty’s command. Was I right in so doing?”

Doubtless, remembering the contract we had entered into together that morning to humour Pharos as far as possible, Valerie willingly gave her consent. Though I did not let him see it, I for my part was not so pleased. He should have waited and have allowed her to accept or decline for herself, I thought. However, I held my peace, trusting that on the morrow we should be able to make our escape and so be done with him for good and all.

For the remainder of the day Pharos exhibited the most complete good-humour. He was plainly looking forward to the evening. He had met Franz Josef on more than one occasion, he informed me, and remembered with gusto the compliments that had been paid him the last time about his ward’s playing.

“I am sure we shall both rejoice in her success, shall we not, my dear Forrester?” he said, and as he did so he glanced slyly at me out of the corner of his eye. “As you can see for yourself, I have discovered your secret.”

“I looked nervously at him. What did he mean by this? Was it possible that by that same adroit reasoning he had discovered our plan for escaping on the following day?

“I am afraid I do not quite understand,” I replied, with as much nonchalance as I could manage to throw into my voice. “Pray what secret have you discovered?”

“That you love my ward,” he answered. “But why look so concerned? It does not require very great perceptive powers to see that her beauty has exercised considerable effect upon you. Why should it not have done so? And where would be the harm? She is a most fascinating woman, and you, if you will permit me to tell you so to your face, are — what shall we say? — well, far from being an unprepossessing man. Like a foolish guardian I have permitted you to be a good deal, perhaps too much, together, and the result even a child might have foreseen. You have learnt to love each other. No; do not be offended. I assure you there is no reason for it. I like you, and I promise you, if you continue to please me, I shall raise no objection. Now what have you to say to me?”

“I do not know what to say,” I said, and it was the truth. “I had no idea you suspected anything of the kind.”

“I fear you do not give me the credit of being very sharp,” he replied. “And perhaps it is not to be wondered at. An old man’s wits can not hope to be as quick as those of the young. But there, we have talked enough on this subject, let us postpone consideration of it until another day.”

“With all my heart,” I answered. “But there is one question I had better ask you while I have the opportunity. I should be glad if you could tell me how long you are thinking of remaining in Prague. When I left England I had no intention of being away from London more than a fortnight, and I have now trespassed on your hospitality for upward of two months. If you are going west within the next week or so, and will let me travel with you, I shall be only too glad to do so, otherwise I fear I shall be compelled to bid you good-bye and return to England alone.”

“You must not think of such a thing,” he answered, this time throwing a sharp glance at me from his sunken eyes. “Neither Valerie nor I could get on without you. Besides, there is no need for you to worry. Now that this rumour is afloat I have no intention of remaining here any longer than I can help.”

“To what rumour do you refer?” I inquired. “I have heard nothing.”

“That is what it is to be in love,” he replied. “You have not heard then that one of the most disastrous and terrible plagues of the last five hundred years has broken out on the shores of the Bosphorus, and is spreading with alarming rapidity through Turkey and the Balkan States.”

“I have not heard a word about it,” I said, and as I did so I was conscious of a vague feeling of terror in my heart, that fear for a woman’s safety which comes some time or another to every man who loves. “Is it only newspaper talk, or is it really as serious as your words imply?”

“It is very serious,” he answered. “See, here is a man with the evening paper. I will purchase one and read you the latest news.”

He did so, and searched the columns for what he wanted. Though I was able to speak German, I was unable to read it; Pharos accordingly translated for me.

“The outbreak of the plague which has caused so much alarm in Turkey,” he read, “is, we regret having to inform our readers, increasing instead of diminishing, and to-day fresh cases to the number of seven hundred and thirty-three, have been notified. For the twenty-four hours ending at noon the death-rate has equalled eighty per cent. of those attacked. The malady has now penetrated into Russia, and three deaths were registered as resulting from it in Moscow, two in Odessa, and one in Kiev yesterday. The medical experts are still unable to assign a definite name to it, but incline to the belief that it is of Asiatic origin, and will disappear with the break up of the present phenomenally hot weather.”

“I do not like the look of it at all,” he said when he had finished reading. “I have seen several of these outbreaks in my time, and I shall be very careful to keep well out of this one’s reach.”

“I agree with you,” I answered, and then bade him good-bye and went upstairs to my room, more than ever convinced that it behooved me to get the woman I loved out of the place without loss of time.

The concert at the palace that night was a brilliant success in every way, and never in her career had Valerie looked more beautiful, or played so exquisitely as on that occasion. Of the many handsome women present that evening, she was undoubtedly the queen. And when, after her performance, she was led up and presented to the Emperor by Count de Schelyani, an old friend of her father’s, a murmur of such admiration ran through the room as those walls had seldom heard before. I, also, had the honour of being presented by the same nobleman, whereupon his Majesty was kind enough to express his appreciation of my work. It was not until a late hour that we reached our hotel again. When we did Pharos, whom the admiration Valerie had excited seemed to have placed in a thoroughly good humour, congratulated us both upon our success, and then, to my delight, bade us good night and took himself off to his bed. As soon as I heard the door of his room close behind him, and not until then, I took Valerie’s hand.

“I have made all the arrangements for our escape to-morrow,” I whispered, “or rather I should say to-day, since it is after midnight. The train for Berlin via Dresden, I have discovered, leaves here at a quarter past six. Do you think you can manage to be ready so early?”

“Of course I can,” she answered confidently. “You have only to tell me what you want and I will do it.”

“I have come to the conclusion,” I said, “that it will not do for us to leave by the city station. Accordingly, I have arranged that a cab shall be waiting for us in the Platz. We will enter it and drive down the line, board the train, and bid farewell to Pharos for good and all.”

Ten minutes later I had said good night to her and had retired to my room. The clocks of the city were striking two as I entered it. In four hours we should be leaving the house to catch the train which we hoped would bring us freedom. Were we destined to succeed or not?


CHAPTER XV.
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SO ANXIOUS WAS I not to run any risk of being asleep at the time we had arranged to make our escape that I did not go to bed at all, but seated myself in an armchair and endeavoured to interest myself in a book until the fateful hour arrived. Then, leaving a note upon my dressing-table, in which was contained a sufficient sum to reimburse the landlord for my stay with him, I slipped into one pocket the few articles I had resolved to carry with me, and taking care that my money was safely stowed away in another, I said good-bye to my room and went softly down the stairs to the large hall. Fortune favoured me, for only one servant was at work there, an elderly man with a stolid, good-humoured countenance, who glanced up at me, and, being satisfied as to my respectability, continued his work once more. Of Valerie I could see no sign, and since I did not know where her room was situated I occupied myself, while I waited, wondering what I should do if she had overslept herself and did not put in an appearance until too late. In order to excuse my presence downstairs at such an early hour, I asked the man in which direction the cathedral lay, and whether he could inform me at what time early mass was celebrated.

He had scarcely instructed me on the former point and declared his ignorance of the latter, before Valerie appeared at the head of the stairs and descended to meet me, carrying her violin case in her hand. I greeted her in English, and after I had slipped a couple of florins into the servant’s hand, we left the hotel together and made our way in the direction of the Platz, where to my delight I found the cab I had ordered the previous afternoon already waiting for us. We took our places, and I gave the driver his instructions. In less than a quarter of an hour he had brought us to the station I wanted to reach. I had taken the tickets, and the train was carrying us away from Prague and the man whom we devoutly hoped we should never see again as long as we lived. Throughout the drive we had scarcely spoken a couple of dozen words to each other, having been far too much occupied with the affairs of the moment to think of anything but our flight. Knowing Pharos as we did, it seemed more than probable that he might even now be aware of our escape, and be taking measures to insure our return. But when we found ourselves safely in the train our anxiety lessened somewhat, and with every mile we threw behind us our spirits returned. By the time we reached Dresden we were as happy a couple as any in Europe, and when some hours later we stepped out of the carriage on to the platform at Berlin, we were as unlike the pair who had left the hotel at Prague as the proverbial chalk is like cheese. Even then, however, we were determined to run no risk. Every mile that separated us from Pharos meant greater security, and it was for this reason I had made up my mind to reach the German capital, if possible, instead of remaining at Dresden, as had been our original intention.

When our train reached its destination it was a few minutes after six o’clock, and for the first time in my life I stood in the capital of the German empire. Though we had been travelling for more than ten hours, Valerie had so far shown no sign of fatigue.

“What do you propose doing now?” she inquired as we stood together on the platform.

“Obtain some dinner,” I answered, with a promptness and directness worthy of the famous Mr. Dick.

“You must leave that to me,” she said, with one of her own bright smiles, which had been so rare of late. “Remember I am an old traveller, and probably know Europe as well as you know Piccadilly.”

“I will leave it to you then,” I answered, “and surely man had never a fairer pilot.”

“On any other occasion I should warn you to beware of compliments,” she replied, patting me gaily on the arm with her hand, “but I feel so happy now that I am compelled to excuse you. To-night, for the last time, I am going to play the part of your hostess. After that it will be your duty to entertain me. Let us leave by this door.”

So saying, she led me from the station into the street outside, along which we passed for some considerable distance. Eventually we reached a restaurant, before which Valerie paused.

“The proprietor is an old friend of mine,” she said, “who, though he is acquainted with Pharos, will not, I am quite sure, tell him he has seen us.”

We entered, and when the majordomo came forward to conduct us to a table, Valerie inquired whether his master were visible. The man stated that he would find out, and departed on his errand.

While we waited I could not help noticing the admiring glances that were thrown at my companion by the patrons of the restaurant, among whom were several officers in uniform. Just, however, as I was thinking that some of the latter would be none the worse for a little lesson in manners, the shuffling of feet was heard, and presently, from a doorway on the right, the fattest man I have ever seen in my life made his appearance. He wore carpet slippers on his feet, and a red cap upon his head, and carried in his hand a long German pipe with a china bowl. His face was clean shaven, and a succession of chins fell one below another, so that not an inch of his neck was visible. Having entered the room, he paused, and when the waiter had pointed us out to him as the lady and gentleman who had asked to see him, he approached and affected a contortion of his anatomy which was evidently intended to be a bow.

“I am afraid, Herr Schuncke, that you do not remember me,” said Valerie, after the short pause that followed.

The man looked at her rather more closely, and a moment later was bowing even more profusely and inelegantly than before.

“My dear young lady,” he said, “I beg your pardon ten thousand times. For the moment, I confess, I did not recognise you. Had I done so I should not have kept you standing here so long.”

Then, looking round, with rather a frightened air, he added, “But I do not see Monsieur Pharos? Perhaps he is with you, and will be here presently?”

“I sincerely hope not,” Valerie replied. “That is the main reason of my coming to you.” Then, sinking her voice to a whisper, she added, as she saw the man’s puzzled expression, “I know I can trust you, Herr Schuncke. The truth is, I have run away from him.”

“Herr Gott!” said the old fellow. “So you have run away from him. Well, I do not wonder at it, but you must not tell him I said so. How you could have put up with him so long I do not know; but that is no business of mine. But I am an old fool; while I am talking so much I should be finding out how I can be of assistance to you.”

“You will not find that very difficult,” she replied. “All we are going to trouble you for is some dinner, and your promise to say nothing, should Monsieur Pharos come here in search of us.”

“I will do both with the utmost pleasure,” he answered. “You may be sure I will say nothing, and you shall have the very best dinner old Ludwig can cook. What is more, you shall have it in my own private sitting-room, where you will be undisturbed. Oh, I can assure you, Fräulein, it is very good to see your face again.”

“It is very kind of you to say so,” said Valerie, “and also to take so much trouble. I thank you.”

“You must not thank me at all,” the old fellow replied. “But some day, perhaps, you will let me hear you play again.” Then, pointing to the violin-case, which I carried in my hand, he continued, “I see you have brought the beautiful instrument with you. Ah, Gott! what recollections it conjures up for me. I can see old — but there, there, come with me, or I shall be talking half the night!”

We accordingly followed him through the door by which he had entered, and along a short passage to a room at the rear of the building. Here he bade us make ourselves at home, while he departed to see about the dinner. Before he did so, however, Valerie stopped him.

“Herr Schuncke,” she said, “before you leave us, I want your congratulations. Let me introduce you to Mr. Forrester, the gentleman to whom I am about to be married.”

The old fellow turned to me, and gave another of his grotesque bows.

“Sir,” he said, “I congratulate you with all my heart. To hear her play always, ah! what good fortune for a man. You will have a treasure in your house that no money could buy. Be sure that you treat her as such.”

When I had promised to do so, the warm-hearted old fellow departed on his errand.

I must leave you to imagine the happiness of that dinner. Even now it sends a thrill through me to think of it. I can recall the quaint little room, so undeniably German in its furniture and decorations; the table laden with the good things the landlord had provided for us — even to the extent of a bottle of his own particular wine, which only saw the light on the most important occasions; the military-looking waiter, with his close-cropped hair and heavy eyes; and Valerie seated opposite, looking so beautiful and so happy that I could scarcely believe she was the same woman I had seen rising from her knees in the Teyn Kirche only the day before.

“I hope all this travelling has not tired you, dearest?” I said, when the waiter had handed us our coffee and had left the room.

“You forget that I am an old traveller,” she said, “and not likely to be fatigued by such a short journey. You have some reason, however, for asking the question. What is it?”

“I will tell you,” I answered. “I have been thinking that it would not be altogether safe for us to remain in Berlin. It is quite certain that, as soon as he discovers that we are gone, Pharos will make inquiries, and find out what trains left Prague in the early morning. He will then put two and two together, after his own diabolical fashion, and as likely as not he will be here in search of us to-morrow morning, if not sooner.”

“In that case, what do you propose doing?” she asked.

“I propose, if you are not too tired, to leave here by the express at half-past seven,” I replied, “and travel as far as Wittenberge, which place we should reach by half-past ten. We can manage it very easily. I will telegraph for rooms, and to-morrow morning early we can continue our journey to Hamburg, where we shall have no difficulty in obtaining a steamer for London. Pharos would never think of looking for us in a small place like Wittenberge, and we should be on board the steamer and en route to England by this time to-morrow evening.”

“I can be ready as soon as you like,” she answered bravely, “but before we start you must give me time to reward Herr Schuncke for his kindness to us.”

A few moments later our host entered the room. I was about to pay for our meal, when Valerie stopped me.

“You must do nothing of the kind,” she said; “remember, you are my guest. Surely you would not deprive me of one of the greatest pleasures I have had for a long time?”

“You shall pay with all my heart,” I answered, “but not with Pharos’ money.”

“I never thought of that,” she replied, and her beautiful face flushed crimson. “No, no, you are quite right. I could not entertain you with his money. But what am I to do? I have no other.”

“In that case you must permit me to be your banker,” I answered, and with that I pulled from my pocket a handful of German coins.

Herr Schuncke at first refused to take anything, but when Valerie declared that if he did not do so she would not play to him, he reluctantly consented, vowing at the same time that he would not accept it himself, but would bestow it upon Ludwig. Then Valerie went to the violin-case, which I had placed upon a side table, and taking her precious instrument from it — the only legacy she had received from her father — tuned it, and stood up to play. As Valerie informed me later, the old man, though one would scarcely have imagined it from his commonplace exterior, was a passionate devotee of the beautiful art, and now he stood, leaning against the wall, his fat hands clasped before him, and his upturned face expressive of the most celestial enjoyment. Nor had Valerie, to my thinking, ever done herself greater justice. She had escaped from a life of misery that had been to her a living death, and her whole being was in consequence radiant with happiness; this was reflected in her playing. Nor was the effect she produced limited to Herr Schuncke. Under the influence of her music I found myself building castles in the air, and upon such firm foundations, too, that for the moment it seemed no wind would ever be strong enough to blow them down. When she ceased I woke as from a happy dream; Schuncke uttered a long sigh, as much as to say, “It will be many years before I shall hear anything like that again,” and then it was time to go. The landlord accompanied us into the street and called a cab. As it pulled up beside the pavement a cripple passed, making his way slowly along with the assistance of a pair of crutches. Valerie stopped him.

“My poor fellow,” she said, handing him the purse containing the money with which, ten minutes before, she had thought of paying for our dinner, “there is a little present which I hope may bring you more happiness than it has done me. Take it.”

The man did so, scarcely able to contain his surprise, and when he had examined the contents burst into a flood of thanks.

“Hush,” she said, “you must not thank me. You do not know what you are saying.” Then turning to Schuncke, she held out her hand. “Good-bye,” she said, “and thank you for your kindness. I know that you will say nothing about having seen us.”

“You need have no fear on that score,” he said. “Pharos shall hear nothing from me, I can promise you that. Farewell, Fräulein, and may your life be a happy one.”

I said good-bye to him, and then took my place in the vehicle beside Valerie. A quarter of an hour later we were on our way to Wittenberge, and Berlin, like Prague, was only a memory. Before leaving the station I had purchased an armful of papers, illustrated and otherwise, for Valerie’s amusement. Though she professed to have no desire to read them, but to prefer sitting by my side, holding my hand, and talking of the happy days we hoped and trusted were before us, she found time, as the journey progressed, to skim their contents. Seeing her do this brought the previous evening to my remembrance, and I inquired what further news there was of the terrible pestilence which Pharos had declared to be raging in eastern Europe.

“I am afraid it is growing worse instead of better,” she answered, when she had consulted the paper. “The latest telegram declares that there have been upward of a thousand fresh cases in Turkey alone within the past twenty-four hours, that it has spread along the Black Sea as far as Odessa, and north as far as Kiev. Five cases are reported from Vienna; and, stay, here is a still later telegram in which it says” — she paused, and a look of horror came into her face, “Can this be true? — it says that the pestilence has broken out in Prague, and that the Count de Schelyani, who, you remember, was so kind and attentive to us last night at the palace, was seized this morning, and at the time this telegram was despatched was lying in a critical condition.”

“That is bad news indeed,” I said. “Not only for Austria but also for us.”

“How for us?” she asked.

“Because it will make Pharos move out of Prague,” I replied. “When he spoke to me yesterday of the way in which this disease was gaining ground in Europe he seemed visibly frightened, and stated that as soon as it came too near he should at once leave the city. We have had one exhibition of his cowardice, and you may be sure he will be off now as fast as trains can take him. It must be our business to take care that his direction and ours are not the same.”

“But how are we to tell in which direction he will travel?” asked Valerie, whose face had suddenly grown bloodless in its pallor.

“We must take our chance of that,” I answered. “My principal hope is that knowing, as he does, the whereabouts of the yacht he will make for her, board her, and depart for mid-ocean to wait there until all danger is passed. For my own part I am willing to own that I do not like the look of things at all. I shall not feel safe until I have got you safely into England, and that little silver streak of sea is between us and the Continent.”

“You do love me, Cyril, do you not?” she inquired, slipping her little hand into mine, and looking into my face with those eyes that seemed to grow more beautiful with every day I looked into them. “I could not live without your love now.”

“God grant you may never be asked to do so,” I answered; “I love you, dearest, as I believe man never loved woman before, and, come what may, nothing shall separate us. Surely even death itself could not be so cruel. But why do you talk in this dismal strain? The miles are slipping behind us; Pharos, let us hope, is banished from our lives for ever; we are together, and as soon as we reach London, we shall be man and wife. No, no, you must not be afraid, Valerie.”

“I am afraid of nothing,” she answered, “when I am with you. But ever since we left Berlin I seem to have been overtaken by a fit of melancholy which I can not throw off. I have reasoned with myself in vain. Why I should feel like this I can not think. It is only transitory, I am sure; so you must bear with me; to-morrow I shall be quite myself again.”

“Bear with you, do you say?” I answered. “You know that I will do so. You have been so brave till now, that I can not let you give way just at the moment when happiness is within your reach. Try and keep your spirits up, my darling, for both our sakes. To-morrow, you will be on the blue sea with the ship’s head pointing for old England. And after that — well, I told you just now what would happen then.”

In spite of her promises, however, I found that in the morning my hopes were not destined to be realized. Though she tried hard to make me believe that the gloom had passed, it needed very little discernment upon my part to see that the cheerfulness she affected was all assumed, and, what made it doubly hard to bear, that it was for my sake.

Our stay at Wittenberge was not a long one. As soon as we had finished our breakfast, we caught the 8.30 express and resumed our journey to Hamburg, arriving there a little before midday. Throughout the journey, Valerie had caused me considerable anxiety. Not only had her spirits reached a lower level than they had yet attained, but her face, during the last few hours, had grown singularly pale and drawn, and when I at last drove her to it, she broke down completely and confessed to feeling far from well.

“But it can not be anything serious,” she cried. “I am sure it can not. It only means that I am not such a good traveller as I thought. Remember, we have covered a good many hundred miles in the last week, and we have had more than our share of anxiety. As soon as we reach our hotel in Hamburg I will go to my room and lie down. After I have had some sleep, I have no doubt I shall be myself again.”

I devoutly hoped so; but in spite of her assurance, my anxiety was in no way diminished. Obtaining a cab, we drove at once to the Hôtel Continental, at which I had determined to stay. Here I engaged rooms as usual for Mr. and Miss Clifford, for it was as brother and sister we had decided to pass until we should reach England and be made man and wife. It was just luncheon-time when we arrived there; but Valerie was so utterly prostrated that I could not induce her to partake of anything. She preferred, she declared, to retire to her room at once, and believing that this would be the wisest course for her to pursue, I was only too glad that she should do so. Accordingly, when she had left me I partook of lunch alone, but with no zest, as may be supposed, and having despatched it, put on my hat and made my way to the premises of the Steamboat Company in order to inquire about a boat for England.

On arrival at the office in question it was easily seen that something unusual had occurred. In place of the business-like hurry to which I was accustomed, I found the clerks lolling listlessly at their desks. So far as I could see, they had no business wherewith to occupy themselves. Approaching the counter, I inquired when their next packet would sail for the United Kingdom, and in return received a staggering reply.

“I am afraid, sir,” said the man, “you will find considerable difficulty in getting into England just now.”

“Difficulty in getting into England?” I cried in astonishment, “and why so, pray?”

“Surely you must have heard?” he replied, and looking me up and down as if I were a stranger but lately arrived from the moon. The other clerks smiled incredulously.

“I have heard nothing,” I replied, a little nettled at the fellow’s behaviour. “Pray be kind enough to inform me what you mean. I am most desirous of reaching London at once, and will thank you to be good enough to tell me when, and at what hour, your next boat leaves?”

“We have no boat leaving,” the clerk answered, this time rather more respectfully than before. “Surely, sir, you must have heard that there have been two cases of the plague notified in this city to-day, and more than a hundred in Berlin; consequently, the British Government have closed their ports to German vessels, and, as it is rumoured that the disease has made its appearance in France, it is doubtful whether you will get into a French port either.”

“But I must reach England,” I answered desperately. “My business is most important. I do not know what I shall do if I am prevented. I must sail to-day, or to-morrow at latest.”

“In that case, sir, I am afraid it is out of my power to help you,” said the man. “We have received a cablegram from our London office this morning advising us to despatch no more boats until we receive further orders.”

“Are you sure there is no other way in which you can help me?” I asked. “I shall be glad to pay anything in reason for the accommodation.”

“It is just possible, though I must tell you, sir, I do not think it is probable, that you might be able to induce the owner of some small craft to run the risk of putting you across, but as far as we are concerned, it is out of the question. Why, sir, I can tell you this, if we had a boat running this afternoon, I could fill every berth thrice over, and in less than half an hour. What’s more, sir, I’d be one of the passengers myself. We’ve been deluged with applications all day. It looks as if everybody is being scared off the Continent by the news of the plague. I only wish I were safe back in England myself. I was a fool ever to have left it.”

While the man was talking I had been casting about me for some way out of my difficulty, and the news that this awful pestilence had made its appearance in the very city in which we now were, filled me with so great a fear that, under the influence of it, I very nearly broke down. Pulling myself together, however, I thanked the man for his information, and made my way into the street once more. There I paused and considered what I should do. To delay was impossible. Even now Pharos might be close behind me. A few hours more, and it was just possible he might have tracked us to our hiding-place. But I soon discovered that even my dread of Pharos was not as great as my fear of the plague, and as I have said before, I did not fear that for myself. It was of Valerie I thought, of the woman I loved more than all the world; whose existence was so much to me that without her I should not have cared to go on living. The recollection of her illness brought a thought into my mind that was so terrible, so overwhelming, that I staggered on the pavement and had to clutch at a tree for support.

“My God,” I said to myself, “what should I do if this illness proved to be the plague?”

The very thought of such a thing was more than I could bear. It choked, it suffocated me, taking all the pluck out of me and making me weaker than a little child. But it could not be true, I said, happen what might I would not believe it. Fate, which had brought so much evil upon me already, could not be so cruel as to frustrate all my hopes just when I thought I had turned the corner and was in sight of peace once more.

What the passers-by must have thought I do not know, nor do I care. The dreadful thought that filled my mind was more to me than anyone else’s good opinion could possibly be. When I recovered myself I resumed my walk to the hotel, breathing in gasps as the thought returned upon me, and my whole body alternately flushing with hope and then numbed with terror. More dead than alive I entered the building and climbed the stairs to the sitting-room I had engaged. I had half hoped that on opening the door I should find Valerie awaiting me there, but I was disappointed. Unable to contain my anxiety any longer, I went along the passage and knocked at the door of her room.

“Who is there?” a voice that I scarcely recognised asked in German.

“It is I,” I replied. “Are you feeling better?”

“Yes, better,” she answered, still in the same hard tone, “but I think I would prefer to lie here a little longer. Do not be anxious about me, I shall be quite myself again by dinner time.”

I asked if there was anything I could procure for her, and on being informed to the contrary, left her and went down to the manager’s office in the hope that I might be able to discover from him some way in which we might escape to our own country.

“You have reached Hamburg at a most unfortunate time,” he answered. “As you are doubtless aware, the plague has broken out here, and Heaven alone knows what we shall do if it continues. I have seen one of the councillors within the last hour, and he tells me that three fresh cases have been notified since midday. The evening telegrams report that more than five thousand deaths have already occurred in Turkey and Russia alone. It is raging in Vienna, and indeed through the whole of Austria. In Dresden and Berlin it has also commenced its dreadful work, while three cases have been certified in France. So far England is free, but how long she will continue to be so it is impossible to say. That they are growing anxious there is evident from the stringency of the quarantine regulations they are passing. No vessel from any infected country, they do not limit it even to ports, is allowed to land either passengers or cargo until after three weeks’ quarantine, so that communication with the Continent is practically cut off. The situation is growing extremely critical, and every twenty-four hours promises to make it more so.”

“In that case I do not know what I shall do,” I said, feeling as if my heart would break under the load it was compelled to carry.

“I am extremely sorry for you, sir,” the manager answered, “but what is bad for you is even worse for us. You simply want to get back to your home. We have home, nay, even life itself at stake.”

“It is bad for everyone alike,” I answered, and then, with a heart even heavier than it was before, I thanked him for his courtesy and made my way upstairs to our sitting-room once more. I opened the door and walked in, and then uttered a cry of delight, for Valerie was at the farther end of the room, standing before the window. My pleasure, however, was short lived, for on hearing my step she turned, and I was able to see her face. What I saw there almost brought my heart into my mouth.

“Valerie,” I cried, “what has happened? Are you worse that you look at me like that?”

“Hush!” she whispered, “do not speak so loud. Can not you see that Pharos is coming?”

Her beautiful eyes were open to their widest extent, and there was an air about her that spoke of an impending tragedy.

“Pharos is coming,” she said again, this time very slowly and deliberately. “It is too late for us to escape. He is driving down the street.”

There was a long pause, during which I felt as if I were being slowly turned to stone.

“He has entered the hotel.”

There was another pause.

“He is here.” And as she spoke the handle of the door was turned.

As the person, whoever he might be, entered, Valerie uttered a little cry and fell senseless into my arms. I held her tightly and then wheeled round to see who the intruder might be.

It was Pharos!


CHAPTER XVI.
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FOR MORE THAN a minute neither of us moved. Valerie lay in my arms just as she had fallen, Pharos stood a foot or so inside the door, while I stood looking first at her and then at him without being able to utter a word. As far as my own feelings were concerned the end of the world had come, for I had made up my mind that Valerie was dying. If that were so, Pharos might do his worst.

“My friends, it would seem as if I have come only just in time,” he said with sarcastic sweetness. “My dear Forrester, I must offer you my congratulations upon the neat manner in which you effected your escape. Unfortunately I was aware of it all along. Knowing what was in your heart, I laid my plans accordingly, and here I am. And pray, may I ask, what good have you done yourself by your impetuosity? You chase across Europe at express speed, hoping to get to England before I can catch you, only to find on arrival here that the plague has headed you off, and that it is impossible for you to reach your destination.”

“Are you going to stand talking all day?” I said, forgetting caution and the need that existed for humouring him, everything in fact, in my anxiety. “Can not you see that she is ill? Good heavens, man, she may be dying!”

“What do you mean?” he asked quickly, with a change of voice as he crossed the room and came over to where I was standing. “Let me see her instantly!”

With a deftness, and at the same time a tenderness I had never noticed in him before, he took her from me and placed her upon a sofa. Having done so, he stooped over her and commenced his examination. Thirty seconds had not elapsed before he turned fiercely on me again.

“You fool!” he cried, “are you mad? Lock that door this instant. This is more serious than I imagined. Do you know what it is?”

“How should I?” I answered in agony. “Tell me, tell me, can not you see how much I am suffering?”

I clutched him by the arm so tightly that he winced under it and had to exert his strength to throw me off.

“It is the plague,” he answered, “and but for your folly in running away from me she would never have caught it. If she dies the blame will rest entirely with you.”

But I scarcely heard him. The knowledge that my darling was the victim of the scourge that was ravaging all Europe drove me back against the wall faint and speechless with terror. “If she dies,” he had said, and the words rang in my ears like a funeral knell. But she should not die. If any power in the world could save her, it should be found.

“What can I do?” I whispered hoarsely. “For pity’s sake let me help in some way. She must not die, she shall not die!”

“In that case you had better bestir yourself,” he said. “There is but one remedy, and that we must employ. Had it not been for your folly I should have it with me now. As it is, you must go out and search the town for it. Give me writing materials.”

These were on a neighbouring table, and when I had put them before him he seized the pen and scrawled something upon a sheet of notepaper, then folding it, he handed it to me.

“Take that with all speed to a chemist,” he said. “Tell him to be particularly careful that the drugs are fresh, and bring it back with you as soon as you can. In all probability you will have a difficulty in procuring it, but you must do so somewhere. Rest assured of this, that if she does not receive it within an hour nothing can possibly save her.”

“I will be back in less than half that time,” I answered, and hastened from the room.

From a man in the street I inquired the address of the nearest chemist, and, as soon as he had directed me, hastened thither as fast as my legs could carry me. Entering the shop, I threw the prescription upon the counter, and in my impatience could have struck the man for his slowness in picking it up. If his life had depended upon his deciphering it properly he could not have taken longer to read it. Before he had got to the end of it my impatience had reached boiling heat.

“Come, come,” I said, “are you going to make it up or not? It is for an urgent case, and I have wasted ten minutes already.”

The man glanced at the paper again, smoothed it out between his fat fingers, and shook his head until I thought his glasses would have dropped from his nose.

“I can not do it,” he said at length. “Two of the drugs I do not keep in stock. Indeed, I do not know that I ever saw another prescription like it.”

“Why did you not say so at once?” I cried angrily, and snatching the paper from his hand, I dashed madly out and along the pavement. At the end of the street was another shop, which I entered. On the door it was set forth that English, French and German were spoken there. I was not going to risk a waste of time on either of the two first, however, but opened upon the man in his own language. He was very small, with an unwholesome complexion, and was the possessor of a nose large enough to have entitled him to the warmest esteem of the great Napoleon. He took the prescription, read it through in a quarter of the time taken by the other man, and then retired behind his screen. Scarcely able to contain my delight at having at last been successful, I curbed my impatience as well as I could, examined all the articles displayed in the glass case upon the counter, fidgeted nervously with the india-rubber change mat, and when, at the end of several minutes, he had not made it up, was only prevented from going in search of him by his appearance before me once more.

“I am exceedingly sorry to say,” he began, and directly he opened his mouth I knew that some fresh misfortune was in store for me, “that I can not make up the prescription for you at all. Of one of the drugs I remember once reading, but of the other I have never even heard. However, if — —”

But before he could utter another word I had seized the paper and was out of the shop. This was the second time I had been fooled, and upward of half an hour, thirty precious minutes, had been wasted. Even then Valerie might be dying, and I was powerless to save her. Never in my life before had time seemed so precious. I stopped a passer-by and inquired the direction of the nearest chemist. He referred me to the shop I had just left; I stopped another, but he confessed himself a stranger in the city. At last, at my wit’s end to know what to do, finding myself before the office of the steamship company I had visited that afternoon, I determined to go inside and make inquiries.

To my surprise, in place of the half dozen clerks who had stared at me only a few hours before, I found but one man, and before he had opened his lips I realized that he was drunk.

“Ha, ha!” he said, with a burst of tipsy laughter, “so you have come back again, my friend? Want to get a boat to take you to England, I suppose. Oh, of course you do. We know all about that. We’re not as blind, I mean as blind drunk, as you suppose.”

With that he lurched against the desk, and cannoned off it on to me. Then, having reached that stage of inebriation when music becomes a necessity, he leant against the wall and burst into song: — 

Drink to me only with thine eyes, And I will pledge with mine, Or leave a kiss within....

He had got no farther when I took him by the collar, and pushing him back against the wall, bumped his head against it until it is a wonder I did not fracture his skull.

“Hold your tongue, you drunken fool!” I said, feeling as if I could kill him where he stood, “and tell me where the man is who attended to me this afternoon.”

The energy with which I had administered the punishment must have somewhat sobered the fellow, for he pulled himself together, and rubbing the back of his head with his hand asked me if I had heard the news.

“I have heard nothing,” I cried. “What news do you mean?”

“Why, that the man you spoke to this afternoon is dead. He died of the plague within an hour after you were here, rolling on the floor, and making an awful mess of things. Then all the other fellows ran away. They didn’t know there was a bottle and a half of brandy in the cupboard in the manager’s room, but, bless your heart, I did, and now I’m not afraid of the plague. Don’t you believe it!”

“Dead?” I cried, for I could scarcely credit that what he told me could be true. The man had seemed so well when I had seen him only a few hours before. However, I had no time to think of him.

“I want a chemist,” I cried. “I must find one at once. Can you give me the address of one?”

“The first turning to the left,” he cried, “and the third shop on the right; Dittmer is the name. But I say, you’re looking precious white about the gills. Though you did treat me badly just now, I don’t bear any malice, so you can have a drop of this if you like. There’s enough here for two of us. You won’t? Well, then, I will. A short life and a merry one’s my motto, and here’s to you, my buck.”

Before he could have half filled his glass I had passed out of the office and was in the street he had mentioned. Drunk as he was, his information proved correct, and a chemist’s shop, with the name of Dittmer over the door, was the third house on the right hand side. I entered and handed the prescription to the venerable-looking man I found behind the counter.

“I am afraid you will have some difficulty in getting this made up,” he said after he had read it. “Two of the drugs are not in common use, and personally I do not keep them. Is the case an urgent one?”

“It’s a matter of life and death,” I answered. “All my happiness in life depends upon it. If you can not help me, can you direct me to any one who will? I assure you there is not a moment to be lost.”

Evidently the man was touched by my anxiety. At any rate he went out of his way to do a kindly action, for which no amount of gratitude on my part will ever be able to repay him.

“I do not know anything about the merits of the prescription,” he said, “but if these two drugs are necessary, I don’t mind telling you that I think I know where I can procure them. I have an old friend, a quack, so the other chemists call him, who is always trying experiments. It is within the bounds of possibility he may have them. If you will wait here for a few minutes I’ll run up to his house and see. It is only a few doors from here, and he is always at home at this hour.”

“I will await only too willingly,” I answered earnestly. “Heaven grant you may be successful!”

He said no more but ran out of the shop. While he was gone I paced up and down in a fever of impatience. Every minute seemed an hour, and as I looked at my watch and realized that if I wished to get back to the hotel within the time specified by Pharos I had only ten minutes in which to do it, I felt as if my heart would stop beating. In reality the man was not gone five minutes, and when he burst into the shop again he waved two bottles triumphantly above his head.

“There’s not another man in Hamburg could have got them!” he cried with justifiable pride. “Now I can make it up for you.”

Five minutes later he handed the prescription to me.

“I shall never be able to thank you sufficiently for your kindness,” I said as I took it. “If I can get back with it in time you will have saved a life that I love more than my own. I do not know how to reward you, but if you will accept this and wear it as a souvenir of the service you have rendered me, I hope you will do so.”

So saying, I took from my pocket my gold watch and chain and handed them across the counter to him. Then, without waiting for an expression of his gratitude, I passed into the street and, hailing a cab, bade the man drive me as fast as his horse could go to my hotel.

Reaching it, I paid him with the first coin I took from my pocket and ran upstairs. What my feelings were as I approached the room where I had left Pharos and Valerie together I must leave you to imagine. With a heart beating like a sledge-hammer I softly turned the handle of the door and stole in, scarcely daring to look in the direction of the sofa. However, I might have spared myself the pain, for neither Pharos nor Valerie were there, but just as I was wondering what could have become of them the former entered the room.

“Have you got it?” he inquired eagerly, his voice trembling with emotion.

“I have,” I answered, and handed him the medicine. “Here it is. At one time I began to think I should have to come back without it.”

“Another ten minutes and I can promise you you would have been too late,” he answered. “I have carried her to her room and placed her upon her bed. You must remain here and endeavour to prevent any one suspecting what is the matter. If your medicine proves what I hope, she should be sleeping quietly in an hour’s time, and on the high road to recovery in two. But remember this, if the people in this house receive any hint of what she is suffering from they will remove her to the hospital at once, and in that case, I pledge you my word, she will be dead before morning.”

“You need have no fear on that score,” I answered. “They shall hear nothing from me.”

Thereupon he took his departure, and for the next hour I remained where I was, deriving what satisfaction I could from the assurance he had given me.

It was quite dark by the time Pharos returned.

“What news do you bring?” I inquired anxiously. “Why do you not tell me at once how she is? Can you not see how I am suffering?”

“The crisis is past,” he replied, “and she will do now. But it was a very narrow escape. If I had not followed you by the next train, in what sort of position would you be at this minute?”

“I should not be alive,” I answered. “If her life had been taken it would have killed me.”

“You are very easily killed, I have no doubt,” was his sneering rejoinder. “At the same time, take my advice and let this be a lesson to you not to try escaping from me again. You have been pretty severely punished. On another occasion your fate may be even worse.”

I gazed at him in pretended surprise.

“I do not understand your meaning when you say that I escaped from you,” I said, with an air of innocence that would not have deceived any one. “Why should I desire to do so? If you refer to my leaving Prague so suddenly, please remember that I warned you the night before that it would be necessary for me to leave at once for England. I presume I am at liberty to act as I please?”

“I am not in the humour just now to argue the question with you,” he answered, “but if you will be advised by me, my dear Forrester, you will, for the future, consult me with regard to your movements. My ward has given you her experiences and has told you with what result, she, on two occasions, attempted to leave me. At your instigation she has tried a third time, and you see how that attempt has turned out. You little thought that when you were dining so comfortably in Herr Schuncke’s restaurant in Berlin, last night, that I was watching your repast.”

“I do not believe it,” I answered angrily. “It is impossible that you could have been there, if only for the reason that there was no train to bring you.”

He smiled pityingly upon me.

“I am beginning to think, my friend,” he said, “that you are not so clever as I at first supposed you. I wonder what you would say if I were to tell you, that while Valerie was playing for Schuncke’s entertainment, I, who was travelling along between Prague and Dresden, was an interested spectator of the whole scene. Shall I describe to you the arrangement of the room? Shall I tell you how Schuncke leant against the wall near the door, his hands folded before him, and his great head nodding? How you sat at the table near the fireplace, building castles in the air, upon which, by the way, I offer you my felicitations? while Valerie, standing on the other side of the room, made music for you all? It is strange that I should know all that, particularly as I did not do myself the honour of calling at the restaurant, is it not?”

I made no answer. To tell the truth, I did not know what to say. Pharos chuckled as he observed my embarrassment.

“You will learn wisdom before I have done with you,” he continued. “However, that is enough on the subject just now. Let us talk about something else. There is much to be done to-night, and I shall require your assistance.”

The variety of emotions to which I had been subjected that day had exercised such an effect upon me that, by this time, I was scarcely capable of even a show of resistance. In my own mind I felt morally certain that when he said there was much to do he meant the accomplishment of some new villainy, but what form it was destined to take I neither knew nor cared. He had got me so completely under his influence by this time that he could make me do exactly as he required.

“What is it you are going to do?” I inquired, more because I saw that he expected me to say something than for any other reason.

“I am going to get us all out of this place and back to England without loss of time,” he answered, in a tone of triumph.

“To England?” I replied, and the hideous mockery of his speech made me laugh aloud; as bitter a laugh surely as was ever uttered by mortal man. “You accused me just now of not being as clever as you had at first supposed me. I return the compliment. You have evidently not heard that every route into England is blocked.”

“No route is ever blocked to me,” he answered. “I leave for London at midnight to-night, and Valerie accompanies me.”

“You must be mad to think of such a thing!” I cried, Valerie’s name producing a sudden change in my behaviour toward him. “How can she possibly do so? Remember how ill she is. It would be little short of murder to move her.”

“It will be nothing of the kind,” he replied. “When I want her she will rise from her bed and walk down stairs and go wherever I bid her, looking to all appearances as well and strong as any other woman in this town.”

“By all means let us go to England then,” I said, clutching eagerly at the hope he held out. “Though how you are going to manage it I do not know.”

“You shall see,” he said. “Remember, you have never known me fail. If you would bear that fact in mind a little oftener, you would come nearer a better appreciation of my character than that to which you have so far attained. However, while we are wasting time talking, it is getting late, and you have not dined yet. I suppose it is necessary for you to eat, otherwise you will be incapable of anything?”

“I could not touch a thing,” I answered in reply to his gibe. “You will not therefore be hindered by me. But how can we go out and leave Valerie behind in her present condition?”

“I shall give her an opiate,” he said, “which will keep her sleeping quietly for the next three or four hours. When she wakes she will be capable of anything.”

He thereupon left the room, and upward of a quarter of an hour elapsed before he rejoined me. When he did, I noticed that he was dressed for going out. I immediately picked up my hat and stick and followed him down stairs. Once in the street, Pharos started off at a smart pace, and as soon as he reached the corner, near the first chemist’s shop I had visited that afternoon, turned sharply to his left, crossed the road, and entered a bye lane. The remainder of the journey was of too tortuous a description for me to hope to give you any detailed account of it. Up one back street and down another, over innumerable canals, we made our way, until at last we reached a quarter of the town totally distinct from that in which our hotel was situated. During the walk Pharos scarcely spoke, but times out of number he threw angry glances at me over his shoulder when I dropped a little behind. Indeed, he walked at such a pace, old man though he was, that at times I found it extremely difficult to keep up with him. At last, entering a dirtier street than any we had so far encountered, he stopped short before a tall, austere building which from a variety of evidences had seen better days, and might a couple of centuries or so before have been the residence of some well-to-do merchant. Mounting the steps, he rapped sharply upon the door with his stick. A sound of laughter and the voice of a man singing reached us from within, and when Pharos knocked a second time the rapidity of the blows and the strength with which they were administered bore witness to his impatience. At last, however, the door was opened a few inches by a man who looked out and inquired with an oath what we wanted.

“I have come in search of Captain Wisemann,” my companion answered. “If he is at home, tell him that if he does not receive Monsieur Pharos at once, he knows the penalty. Carry him that message and be quick about it. I have waited at this door quite long enough.”

With an unintelligible grunt the man departed on his errand, and it was plain that the news he brought had a sobering effect upon the company within, for a sudden silence prevailed, and a few moments later he returned and begged us with comparative civility to enter. We did so, and followed our guide along a filthy passage to a room at the back of the dwelling, a magnificent chamber, panelled with old oak, every inch of which spoke of an age and an art long since dead. The dirt of the place, however, passes description. Under the régime of the present owner, it seemed doubtful whether any attempt had ever been made to clean it. The ceiling was begrimed with smoke and dirt, cobwebs not only decorated the cornices and the carved figures on the chimneypiece, but much of the panelling on the walls themselves was cracked and broken. On the table in the centre of the room was all that remained of a repast, and at this Pharos sniffed disdainfully.

“A pig he was when I first met him, and a pig he will remain to the day of his death,” said Pharos, by way of introducing the man upon whom we were calling. “However, a pig is at all times a useful animal, and so is Wisemann.”

At this moment the man of whom he had spoken in these scarcely complimentary terms entered the room.

I have elsewhere described the Arab who met Pharos at the Pyramids, on the occasion of my momentous visit, as being the biggest man I had ever beheld in my life, and so he was, for at that time I had not the pleasure of Herman Wisemann’s acquaintance. Since I have seen him, however, the Arab has, as the Americans say, been compelled to take a back place. Wisemann must have stood six-foot nine if an inch, and in addition to his height his frame was correspondingly large. Though I am not short myself, he towered above me by fully a head. To add to the strangeness of his appearance, he was the possessor of a pair of enormous ears that stood out at right angles to his head. That he was afraid of Pharos was shown by the sheepish fashion in which he entered the room.

“Three years ago I called upon you,” said Pharos, “and was kept waiting while you fuddled yourself with your country’s abominable liquor. To-night I have been favoured with a repetition of that offence. On the third occasion I shall deal with you more summarily. Remember that! Now to business.”

“If Herr Pharos will condescend to tell me what it is he requires of me,” said the giant, “he may be sure I will do my best to please him.”

“You had better not do otherwise, my friend,” snapped Pharos with his usual acidity. “Perhaps you remember that on one occasion you made a mistake. Don’t do so again. Now listen to me. I am anxious to be in London on Friday morning next. You will, therefore, find me a fast vessel, and she must leave to-night at midnight.”

“But it is impossible to get into England,” replied the man. “Since the outbreak of the plague the quarantine laws have been stricter even than they were before. Heinrich Clausen tried last week and had to return unsuccessful.”

“How does Heinrich Clausen’s failure affect me?” asked Pharos. “I shall not fail, whatever any one else may do. Your friend Clausen should have known better than to go to London. Land me on the coast of Norfolk and that will do.”

“But it is eight o’clock now,” the man replied, “and you say you wish to start at midnight. How am I to arrange it before then?”

“How you are to do it does not concern me,” said Pharos. “All I know is that you must do it. Otherwise, well then the punishment will be the same as before, only on this occasion a little more severe. You can send me word in an hour’s time, how, and where, we are to board her. I am staying at the Continental, and my number is eighty-three.”

The man had evidently abandoned all thought of refusing.

“And the remuneration?” he inquired. “The risk will have to be taken into account.”

“The price will be the same as on the last occasion, provided he lands us safely at the place which I shall name to him as soon as we are on board. But only half that amount, if, by any carelessness on his part, the scheme is unsuccessful. I shall expect to hear from you within an hour. Be careful, however, that your messenger does not arouse any suspicions at the hotel. We do not want the English authorities put upon their guard.”

Wisemann accompanied us to the door, and bowed us out. After that we returned as quickly as possible to our hotel. My delight may be imagined on hearing from Pharos, who visited her as soon as he returned, that throughout the time we had been absent Valerie had been sleeping peacefully, and was now making as good progress toward recovery as he could desire.

At nine o’clock, almost punctual to the minute, a note was brought to Pharos. He opened it, and having read it, informed the man that there was no answer.

“Wisemann has arranged everything,” he said. “The steamer Margrave of Brandenburg will be ready to pick us up in the river at the hour appointed, and in fifty hours from the first revolution of her screw we should be in England.”

“And what would happen then?” I asked myself.


CHAPTER XVII.
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WHEN THE SUN rose on the following morning, nothing but green seas surrounded us, and the Margrave of Brandenburg was doing her best to live up to the reputation I soon discovered she possessed — namely, of being the worst roller in the North Sea trade. She was by no means a large craft, nor, as I soon remarked, was she particularly well found; she belonged to a firm of Altona Jews, and, as the captain was wont to say pathetically, “The only thing they did not grudge him was the right to do as much work on the smallest amount of pay on which it was possible for a man to keep body and soul together.” The captain’s nationality was more difficult to determine than that of his employers. He called himself an Englishman, but, unfortunately for this assertion, his accent belied him. In addition to English, he spoke German like a Frenchman, and French like a German, was equally at home in Russian — which, to say the least of it, is not a language for the amateur — Italian also, while in a moment of confidence he found occasion to inform me that he had served for three years on board a Spanish troop-ship, an assertion which would lead one to suppose that he was conversant with that language also. In point of fact, he was one of that curious class of sailor commonly met with outside the British mercantile marine, who, if you asked them, would find it difficult to tell you where they were born, and who have been so long at sea that one country has become like another to them, provided the liquor is good and they can scrape together a sufficient living out of it; and one flag is equal to another, provided, of course, it is not Chinese, which as everyone knows is no use to anyone, not even to themselves.

For the week, and more particularly for the forty-eight hours preceding our departure from Hamburg, I had been living in such a state of nervous tension that, as soon as we were once clear of the land, the reaction that set in was almost more than I could bear. The prophecy Pharos had given utterance to regarding Valerie had been verified to the letter. At the hour appointed for leaving, she had descended from her room, looking at first glance as healthy and strong as I had ever seen her. It was only when I came close up to her and could catch a glimpse of her eyes that I saw how dilated the pupils were and how unnatural was the light they contained. From the moment she appeared upon the stairs, throughout the drive through the city, and until we reached the steamer, not a word crossed her lips, and it was only when we were in the saloon and Pharos bade her retire to her cabin, that she found her voice and spoke to me.

“Good night,” she said very slowly, as if it hurt her even to speak the words, and then added with infinite sadness, “You have been very good and patient with me, Cyril.” Having said this, she disappeared into her cabin, and I saw no more of her that night.

As I remarked at the commencement of this chapter, the sun when it rose next morning found us in open water. Not a trace of the land was to be seen, and you may be sure I was not sorry to be away from it. Taking one thing with another, I had not spent a pleasant night. I had tried sleeping in my bunk, but without success. It was filthy in the extreme, and so small that I found it quite impossible to stretch myself out at full length. Accordingly, I had tumbled and tossed in it, tried every position, and had at last vacated it in favour of the settee in the saloon, where I had remained until the first signs of day showed themselves. Then I went on deck to find a beautiful pearl-grey dawn, in which the steamer seemed a speck on the immensity of sea. I tried to promenade the deck, only to find that the vessel’s rolling rendered it extremely difficult, if not well-nigh impossible. I accordingly made my way to a sheltered spot, just abaft the saloon entrance, and, seating myself on the skylight, endeavoured to collect my thoughts. It was a more difficult matter than would at first be supposed, for the reason that the side issues involved were so many, and also so important, and I found myself being continually drawn from the main point at issue, which was the question as to what was to become of Valerie and myself since we found it impossible to escape from Pharos. How the latter had become possessed of the secret of our intention to escape from him I could not imagine, nor could I understand how he had been able to pursue and capture us with such accuracy and despatch. As it had turned out, it was just as well that he did follow us, and I shivered again as I thought of what Valerie’s fate might have been had he not come upon the scene so opportunely. Of one thing I was quite convinced, in spite of the threats he had used, and that was that, as soon as we reached England, I would find some way — how I was to do so I did not for the moment quite realise — of getting the woman I loved out of his clutches, this time for good and all.

I breakfasted that morning alone. Valerie being still too ill to leave her bunk, while Pharos, as usual, did not put in appearance until close upon midday. By the time he did so the sea had lost much of its former violence, and the vessel was, in consequence, making better progress. How I longed to be in England no one can have any idea. The events of the last few months, if they had done nothing else, had at least deprived me of my taste for travel, and as for the land of Egypt, the liking I had once entertained for that country had given place to a hatred that was as vigorous as I had deemed the other sincere.

I have already said that it was midday before Pharos made his appearance on deck; but when he did, so far as his amiability was concerned, he would have been very much better below. Being accustomed by this time to note the changes in his manner, it did not take me very long to see that this was one of his bad days. For this reason I resolved to keep out of his way as far as possible, but in my attempt I was only partly successful.

“In thirty-eight hours, my friend,” he said, when he had found me out, “you will be in England once more, and the desire of your heart will be gratified. You should be grateful to me, for had I not followed you to Hamburg, it is quite certain you would still be in that plague-ridden city, and where would Valerie be? Well, Valerie would be —— But there, we will have no more of those little escapades, if you please, so remember that. The next time you attempt to play me false, I shall know how to deal with you. All things considered, it was a good day for me when you fell in love with Valerie.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, for I neither liked the look on his face nor the way he spoke.

“I mean what I say,” he answered. “You love Valerie, and she loves you; but —— Well, to put it mildly, she does what I tell her, and for the future so must you! It would be as well, perhaps, if you would bear that fact in mind.”

I rose from the skylight upon which I had been sitting and faced him.

“Monsieur Pharos,” I said, holding up my hand in protest, “you have gone quite far enough. Let me advise you to think twice before you make use of such threats to me. I do not understand by what right you speak to me in this fashion.”

“There are many things you do not understand, and at present it is not my intention to enlighten you,” he answered, with consummate coolness. “Only remember this — while you act in accordance with my wishes, you are safe, but if at any time you attempt to thwart me, I give you fair warning I will crush you like a worm.”

So saying, he darted another glance at me full of intense malignity, and then took his departure. When he had gone I seated myself again and endeavoured to solve the riddle of his behaviour. What his purpose could be in keeping me with him, and why he was always threatening me with punishment if I did not act in accordance with his wishes, were two questions I tried to answer, but in vain. That there was something behind it all which boded ill for myself, I felt morally certain, but what that something was I had yet to discover. If I had known all, I wonder what course of action I should have pursued.

For the remainder of the day I saw nothing of Pharos. He had shut himself up in his cabin with only the monkey for company. Towards the end of the afternoon, however, he sent for the captain, and they remained closeted together for a quarter of an hour. When the latter appeared again, it was with an unusually white face. He passed me on the companion-ladder, and from the light I saw in his eyes I surmised that Pharos had been treating him to a sample of his ill-humour, and that he had come out of it considerably scared. Once more I partook of the evening meal alone, and, as I was by this time not only thoroughly tired of my own company, but worn out with anxiety and continual brooding upon one subject, I sought my couch at an early hour. My dreams that night were far from good. The recollection of that terrible afternoon in Hamburg, when Valerie had been taken ill, and Pharos had so unexpectedly appeared in time to save her, was sufficient to wake me up in a cold sweat of fear. When I had somewhat recovered, I became aware that someone was knocking on my cabin door. To my surprise it proved to be the captain.

“What is the matter?” I inquired, as he entered. “What brings you here?”

“I have come to you for your advice,” he said nervously, as he fidgeted with his cap. “I can tell you we’re in a bad way aboard this ship.”

“Why, what has happened?” I inquired, sitting up and staring at his white face. “Have we met with an accident?”

“We have,” he answered, “and a bad one. A worse could scarcely have befallen us.” Then, sinking his voice to a whisper, he added, “The plague has broken out aboard!”

“The plague!” I cried, in consternation. “Do you mean it? For Heaven’s sake, man, be sure you are not making a mistake before you say such a thing!”

“I only wish I were not sure,” he replied. “Unfortunately there is no getting away from the fact. The plague’s upon us, sure enough, and, what’s worse, I’m afraid it’s come to stay.”

“How many cases are there?” I asked, “and when did you discover it? Tell me everything.”

“We found it out early this morning,” the captain replied. “There are two cases, the steward aft here, and the cook for’ard. The steward is dead; we pitched him overboard just before I came down to you. The cook is very nearly as bad. I can tell you, I wish I was anywhere but where I am. I’ve got a wife and youngsters depending on me at home. The thing spreads like fire, they say, and poor Reimann was as well as you are a couple of hours ago. He brought me a cup of coffee and a biscuit up on to the bridge at eight bells, and now to think he’s overboard!”

The captain concluded his speech with a groan, and then stood watching me and waiting for me to speak.

“But I can’t understand what brings you to me,” I said. “I don’t see how I can help you.”

“I came to you because I wanted to find out what I had better do,” he returned. “I thought most probably you would be able to advise me, and I didn’t want to go to him.” Here he nodded his head in the direction of Pharos’s cabin. “If you could only have heard the way he bulliragged me yesterday you would understand why. If I’d been a dog in the street he couldn’t have treated me worse, and all because I was unable to make the boat travel twice as fast as her engines would let her go.”

“But I don’t see how I’m to help you in this matter,” I said, and then added, with what could only have been poor comfort, “We don’t know who may be the next case.”

“That’s the worst part of it,” he answered. “For all we can tell it may be you, and it might be me. I suppose you’re as much afraid of it as I am.”

I had to confess that I was, and then inquired what means he proposed to adopt for stamping it out.

“I don’t know what to do,” he answered, and the words were scarcely out of his mouth before another rap sounded on the cabin door. He opened it to find a deck hand standing outside. A muttered conversation ensued between them, after which the captain, with a still more scared look upon his face, returned to me.

“It’s getting worse,” he said. “The chief engineer’s down now, and the bosun has sent word to say he don’t feel well. God help us if this sort of thing is going to continue! Every mother’s son aboard this ship will make sure he’s got it, and then who’s to do the work? We may as well go to the bottom right off.”

Trouble was indeed pursuing us. It seemed as if I were destined to get safely out of one difficulty only to fall into another. If this terrible scourge continued we should indeed be in straits; for the Continent was barred to us on one hand, and England on the other, while to turn her head and put back to Hamburg was a course we could not dream of adopting. One thing was plain to me; to avoid any trouble later we must inform Pharos. So, advising the captain to separate those who had contracted the disease from those who were still well, I left my cabin and crossed to the further side of the saloon. To my surprise Pharos received the news with greater equanimity than I had expected he would show.

“I doubted whether we should escape unscathed,” he said; “but the captain deserves to die of it himself for not having informed me as soon as the first man was taken ill. However, let us hope it is not too late to put a stop to it. I must go and see the men, and do what I can to pull them round. It would not do to have a breakdown out here for the want of sufficient men to work the boat.”

So saying he bade me leave him while he dressed, and when this operation was completed, departed on his errand, while I returned to the saloon. I had not been there many minutes before the door of Valerie’s cabin opened and my sweetheart emerged. I sprang to my feet with a cry of surprise and then ran forward to greet her. Short though her illness had been, it had effected a great change in her appearance, but since she was able to leave her cabin, I trusted that the sea air would soon restore her accustomed health to her. After a few preliminary remarks, which would scarcely prove of interest even if recorded, she inquired when we expected to reach England.

“About midnight to-night, I believe,” I replied; “that is, if all goes well.”

There was a short silence, and then she placed her hand in mine and looked anxiously into my face.

“I want you to tell me, dear,” she said, “all that happened the night before last. In my own heart I felt quite certain from the first that we should not get safely away. Did I not say that Pharos would never permit it? I must have been very ill, for though I remember standing in the sitting-room at the hotel, waiting for you to return from the steamship office, I cannot recall anything else. Tell me everything, I am quite strong enough to bear it.”

Thus entreated, I described how she had foretold Pharos’s arrival in Hamburg, and how she had warned me that he had entered the hotel.

“I can remember nothing of what you tell me,” she said sadly when I had finished. Then, still holding my hand in hers, she continued in an undertone, “We were to have been so happy together.”

“Not ‘were to have been,’” I said, with a show of confidence I was far from feeling, “but ‘are to be.’ Believe me, darling, all will come right yet. We have been through so much together that surely we must be happy in the end. We love each other, and nothing can destroy that.”

“Nothing,” she answered, with a little catch of her breath; “but there is one thing I must say to you while I have time, something that I fear may possibly give you pain. You told me in Hamburg that up to the present no case of the plague had been notified in England. If that is so, darling, what right have we to introduce it? Surely none. Thing of the misery its coming must inevitably cause to others. For aught we know to the contrary, we may carry the infection from Hamburg with us, and thousands of innocent people will suffer in consequence. I have been thinking it over all night, and it seems to me that if we did this thing we should be little better than murderers.”

I had thought of this myself, but lest I should appear to be taking credit for more than I deserve, I must confess that the true consequences of the action to which she referred had never struck me. Not having any desire to frighten her, I did not tell her that the disease had already made its appearance on board the very vessel in which we were travelling.

“You are bargaining without Pharos, however,” I replied. “If he has made up his mind to go, how are we to gainsay him? Our last attempt could scarcely be considered a success.”

“At any cost to ourselves we must not go,” she said firmly and decidedly. “The lives of loving parents, of women and little children, the happiness of an entire nation, depend upon our action. What is our safety, great as it seems to us, compared with theirs?”

“Valerie, you are my good angel,” I said. “Whatever you wish I will do.”

“We must tell Pharos that we have both determined on no account to land with him,” she continued. “If the pestilence had already shown itself there it would be a different matter, but as it is we have no choice left us but to do our duty.”

“But where are we to go if we do not visit England? And what are we to do?” I asked, for I could plainly see the difficulties ahead.

“I do not know,” she answered simply. “Never fear; we will find some place. You may be certain of this, dear — if we wish God to bless our love we must act as I propose.”

“So it shall be,” I answered, lifting her hand to my lips. “You have decided for me. Whatever it may mean to ourselves, we will not do anything that will imperil the lives of the people you spoke of just now.”

A few moments later I heard a footstep on the companion-ladder. It was Pharos returning from his examination of the plague-stricken men. In the dim light of the hatchway he looked more like a demon than a man, and as I thought of the subject I had to broach to him, and the storm it would probably bring down upon us, I am not ashamed to confess that my heart sank into my shoes.

It was not until he was fairly in the saloon that he became aware of Valerie’s presence.

“I offer you my congratulations upon your improved appearance,” he said politely. “I am glad of it, for it will make matters the easier when we get ashore.”

I had already risen from my seat, though I still held Valerie’s hand.

“Your pardon, Monsieur Pharos,” I said, trying to speak calmly, “but on that subject it is necessary that I should have a few words with you.”

“Indeed,” he answered, looking at me with the customary sneer upon his face. “In that case, say on, for, as you see, I am all attention. I must beg, however, that you will be quick about it, for matters are progressing so capitally on board this ship that, if things go on as they are doing at present, we may every one of us expect to be down with the plague before midday.”

“The plague!” Valerie repeated, with a note of fear in her voice. “Do you mean to say that it has broken out on board this steamer?” Then, turning to me, she added reproachfully, “You did not tell me that.”

“Very probably not, my dear,” Pharos answered for me. “Had he done so, you would scarcely have propounded the ingenious theory you were discussing shortly before I entered.”

Overwhelming as was Valerie’s surprise at the dreadful news Pharos had disclosed to her, and unenviable as our present position was, we could not contain our astonishment at finding that Pharos had become acquainted with the decision we had arrived at a few moments before. Instinctively I glanced up at the skylight overhead, thinking it might have been through that he had overheard our conversation. But it was securely closed. By what means, therefore, he had acquired his information I could not imagine.

“You were prepared to tell me when I appeared,” he said, “that you would refuse to enter England, on what I cannot help considering most absurd grounds. You must really forgive me if I do not agree with your views. Apart from the idea of your thwarting me, your decision is ludicrous in the extreme. However, now that you find you are no safer on board this ship than you would be ashore — in point of fact, not so safe — you will doubtless change your minds. By way of emphasising my point, I might tell you that out of the twelve men constituting her crew, no less than four are victims of the pestilence, while one is dead and thrown overboard.”

“Four,” I cried, scarcely able to believe that what he said could be true. “There were only two half an hour ago.”

“I do not combat that assertion,” he said; “but you forget that the disease travels fast, faster even than you do when you run away from me, my dear Forrester. However, I don’t know that that fact matters very much. What we have to deal with is your obliging offer to refuse to land in England. Perhaps you will be good enough to tell me, in the event of your not doing so there, where you will condescend to go ashore! The Margrave of Brandenburg is only a small vessel, after all, and with the best intention she cannot remain at sea for ever.”

“What we wish to tell you is,” I answered, “that we have decided not to be the means of introducing this terrible scourge into a country that so far is free from it.”

“A very philanthropic decision on your part,” he answered sarcastically. “Unfortunately, however, I am in a position to be able to inform you that your charity is not required. Though the authorities are not aware of it, the plague has already broken out in England. For this reason you will not be responsible for such deaths as may occur.”

He paused and looked first at Valerie and then at myself. The old light I remembered having seen in his eyes the night he had hypnotised me in my studio was shining there now. Very soon the storm which had been gathering broke, and its violence was the greater for having been so long suppressed.

“I have warned you several times already,” he cried, shaking his fist at me, “but you take no notice. You will try to thwart me again, and then nothing can save you. You fool! cannot you see how thin the crust is upon which you stand? Hatch but one more plot, and I will punish you in a fashion of which you do not dream. As with this woman here, I have but to raise my hand, and you are powerless to help yourself. Sight, hearing, power of speech, may be all taken from you in a second, and for as long a time as I please.” Then, turning to Valerie, he continued, “To your cabin with you, madam. Let me hear no more of such talk as this, or ‘twill be time for me to give you another exhibition of my power.”

Valerie departed to her cabin without a word, and Pharos, with another glance at me, entered his, while I remained standing in the centre of the saloon, not knowing what to do nor what to say.

It was not until late that evening that I saw him again, and then I was on deck. The sea was much smoother than in the morning, but the night wind blew cold. I had not left the companion-ladder very long before I was aware of a man coming slowly along the deck towards me, lurching from side to side as he walked. To my astonishment it proved to be the captain, and it was plain that something serious was the matter with him. When he came closer I found that he was talking to himself.

“What is the matter, captain?” I inquired, with a foreboding in my heart. “Are you not feeling well?”

He shook off the hand I had placed upon his arm.

“It is no good, I will not do it!” he cried fiercely. “I have done enough for you already, and you won’t get me to do any more.”

“Come, come,” I said, “you mustn’t be wandering about the deck like this! Let me help you to your cabin.” So saying, I took him by the arm and was about to lead him along the deck in the direction of his own quarters, when, with a shout of rage, he turned and threw himself upon me. Then began a struggle such as I had never known in my life before. The man was undoubtedly mad, and I soon found that I had to put out all my strength to hold my own against him.

While we were still wrestling, Pharos made his appearance from below. He took in the situation at a glance, and as we swayed towards him threw himself upon the captain, twining his long, thin fingers about the other’s throat and clinging to him with the tenacity of a bulldog. The result may be easily foreseen. Overmatched as he was, the wretched man fell like a log upon the deck, and I with him. The force with which his head struck the planks must have stunned him, for he lay, without moving, just where he had fallen. The light of the lamp in the companion fell full upon his face and enabled me to see a large swelling on the right side of the throat, a little below the ear.

“Another victim,” said Pharos, and I could have sworn a chuckle escaped him. “You had better leave him to me. There is no hope for him. That swelling is an infallible sign. He is unconscious now; in half an hour he will be dead.”

Unhappily his prophecy proved to be correct, for though we bore him to his cabin and did all that was possible, in something under the time Pharos had mentioned death had overtaken him.

Our position was even less pleasant now than before. We had only the second mate to fall back upon, and if anything happened to him I did not see how it would be possible for us to reach our destination. As it turned out, however, I need not have worried myself, for we were closer to the English coast than I imagined.

Owing to the stringency of the quarantine laws, and to the fact that the coastguards all round the British Isles were continually on the look-out for vessels attempting to land passengers, orders had been given that no lights should be shown; the skylights and portholes were accordingly covered with tarpaulins.

It wanted a quarter of an hour to midnight when Pharos came along the deck and, standing by my side, pointed away over our bow.

“The black smudge you can distinguish on the horizon is England,” he said abruptly, and then was silent, in order, I suppose, that I might have time to digest the thoughts his information conjured up.


CHAPTER XVIII.
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PHAROS AND I stood leaning against the bulwarks, gazing at the land. For my part I must confess that there was a feeling in my heart that was not unlike that of a disgraced son who enters his home by stealth after a long absence. And yet it would be impossible to tell you how my heart warmed to it. Times out of number I had thought of my return to England, and had pictured Valerie standing by my side upon the deck of the steamer, watching the land loom up, and thinking of the happiness that was to be our portion in the days to come. Now Valerie and I were certainly nearing England together; Pharos, however, was with us, and while we were in his power happiness was, to all intents and purposes, unknown to us.

“What do you propose doing when you get ashore?” I inquired of my companion, more for the sake of breaking the silence than for any desire I had for the information.

“That will very much depend upon circumstances,” he replied, still without looking at me. “Our main object must be to reach London as quickly as possible.” Then, changing his tone, he turned to me. “Forrester, my dear fellow,” he said, almost sorrowfully, “you cannot think how I regret our little disagreement of this morning. I am afraid, while I am touchy, you are headstrong; and, in consequence, we misunderstand each other. I cannot, of course, tell what you think of me in your heart, but I venture to believe that if you knew everything, you would be the first to own that you have wronged me. Bad as I may be, I am not quite what you would make me out. If I were, do you think, knowing your antagonism as I do, I should have kept you so long with me? You have doubted me from the beginning; in fact, as you will remember, you once went so far as to accuse me of the crime of murder. You afterwards acknowledged your mistake — in handsome terms, I will own; but to counterbalance such frankness, you later on accused me of drugging you in Cairo. This was another fallacy, as you yourself will, I am sure, admit. In Prague you ran away from me, taking my ward with you, a very curious proceeding, regarded in whatever light you choose to look at it. What was your object? Why, to reach England. Well, as soon as I knew that, I again showed my desire to help you. As a proof of that, are we not now on board this ship, and is not that the coast of England over yonder?”

I admitted that it was. But I was not at all prepared to subscribe to his generous suggestion that he had only undertaken the voyage for my sake.

“That, however, is not all,” he continued, still in the same tone. “As I think I told you in Prague, I am aware that you entertain a sincere affection for my ward. Many men in my position would doubtless have refused their consent to your betrothal, if for no other reason, because of your behaviour to myself. I am, however, cast in a different mould. If you will only play fair by me, you will find that I will do so to you. I like you, as I have so often said, and, though I am doubtless a little hasty in my temper, there is nothing I would not do to help you, either in your heart, your ambition, or your love. And I can assure you my help is not to be despised. If it is fame you seek, you have surely seen enough of me to know that I can give it to you. If it is domestic happiness, who can do so much for you as I?”

“I hope, Monsieur Pharos,” I answered, in as dignified a manner as I could assume, “that I appreciate your very kind remarks at their proper value, and also the generous manner in which you have offered to forget and forgive such offences as I have committed against yourself. You must, however, pardon me if I fail to realise the drift of your remarks. There have been times during the last six weeks when you have uttered the most extraordinary threats against myself. Naturally, I have no desire to quarrel with you; but, remembering what has passed between us, I am compelled to show myself a little sceptical of your promises.”

He glanced sharply at me, but was wise enough to say nothing. A moment later, making the excuse that he must discover where the mate intended to bring up, he left me and went forward to the bridge.

I was still thinking of my conversation with Pharos, and considering whether I had been wise in letting him see my cards, when a little hand stole into mine, and I found Valerie beside me.

“I could not remain below,” she said, “when we were nearing England. I knew the effect the land would have upon you, and I wanted to be with you.”

I then gave her an account of the interview I had had with Pharos, and of all he had said to me and I to him. She listened attentively enough, but I could see that she was far from being impressed.

“Do not trust him,” she said. “Surely you know him well enough by this time not to do so. You may be very sure he has some reason for saying this, otherwise he would not trouble himself to speak about it.”

“I shall not trust him,” I replied. “You need have no fear of that. My experience of him has taught me that it is in such moments as these that he is most dangerous. When he is in one of his bad humours, one is on the alert and prepared for anything he may do or say; but when he repents and appears so anxious to be friendly, one scarcely knows how to take him. Suspicion is lulled to sleep for the moment, there is a feeling of security, and it is then the mischief is accomplished.”

“We will watch him together,” she continued; “but, whether he is friendly or otherwise, we will not trust him even for a moment.”

So close were we by this time to the shore, and so still was the night, that we could even hear the wavelets breaking upon the beach. Then the screw of the steamer ceased to revolve, and when it was quite still Pharos and the second mate descended from the bridge and joined us.

“This has been a bad business, a very bad business,” the mate was saying. “The skipper, the chief engineer, the steward, and three of the hands all dead, and no port to put into for assistance. I wish I was going ashore like you.”

We shook hands with him in turn, and then descended the ladder to the boat alongside. The thought of the mate’s position on board that plague-stricken vessel may possibly have accounted for the silence in which we pushed off and headed for the shore; at any rate, not a word was spoken. The sea was as calm as a mill-pond, and for the reason that the night was dark, and we were all dressed in sombre colours, while the boat chosen for the work of landing us was painted a deep black, it was scarcely likely our presence would be detected. Be that as it may, no coastguard greeted us on our arrival. Therefore, as soon as the boat was aground, we made our way into the bows, and with the assistance of the sailors reached the beach. Pharos rewarded the men, and remained standing beside the water until he had seen them safely embarked on their return journey to the steamer. Then, without a word to us, he turned himself about, crossed the beach, and carrying his beloved monkey in his arms, began slowly to ascend the steep path which led to the high land on which the village was situated. We did not, however, venture to approach the place itself.

The remembrance of that strange night often returns to me now. In my mind’s eye I can see the squat figure of Pharos tramping on ahead, Valerie following a few steps behind him, and myself bringing up the rear, and all this with the brilliant stars overhead, the lights of the village showing dimly across the sandhills to our right, and the continuous murmur of the sea behind us.

For upwards of an hour we tramped on in this fashion, and in that time scarcely covered a distance of four miles. Had it occurred at the commencement of our acquaintance I should not have been able to understand how Pharos, considering his age and infirm appearance, could have accomplished even so much. Since then, however, I had been permitted so many opportunities of noting the enormous strength and vitality contained in his meagre frame that I was past any feeling of wonderment. Valerie it was who caused me most anxiety. Only two days before she had been stricken by the plague; yesterday she was still confined to her cabin. Now here she was, subjected to intense excitement and no small amount of physical exertion. Pharos must have had the same thought in his mind, for more than once he stopped and inquired if she felt capable of proceeding, and on one occasion he poured out for her from a flask he carried in his pocket a small cupful of some fluid he had doubtless brought with him for that purpose. At last the welcome sight of a railway line came into view. It crossed the road, and as soon as we saw it we stopped and took counsel together. The question for us to consider was whether it would be wiser to continue our walk along the high road, on the chance of its bringing us to a station, or whether we should clamber up the embankment to the railway line itself, and follow that along in the hope of achieving the same result. On the one side there was the likelihood of our having to go a long way round, and on the other the suspicion that might possibly be aroused in the minds of the railway officials should we make an appearance at the station in such an unorthodox fashion. Eventually, however, we decided for the railway line. Accordingly we mounted the stile beside the arch, and having clambered up the embankment to the footpath beside the permanent way, resumed our march, one behind the other as before. We had not, however, as it turned out, very much further to go, for on emerging from the cutting, which began at a short distance from the arch just referred to, we saw before us a glimmering light, emanating, so we discovered later, from the signal-box on the further side of the station. I could not help wondering how Pharos would explain our presence at such an hour, but I knew him well enough by this time to feel sure that he would be able to do so, not only to his own, but to everybody else’s satisfaction. The place itself proved to be a primitive roadside affair, with a small galvanised shelter for passengers, and a cottage at the further end, which we set down rightly enough as the residence of the stationmaster. The only lights to be seen were an oil-lamp above the cottage door, and another in the waiting-room. No sign of any official could be discovered.

“We must now find out,” said Pharos, “at what time the next train leaves for civilisation. Even in such a hole as this they must surely have a time-table.”

So saying, he went into the shelter before described and turned up the lamp. His guess proved to be correct, for a number of notices were pasted upon the wall.

“Did you happen to see the name of the station as you came along the platform?” he inquired of me as he knelt upon the seat and ran his eye along the printed sheets.

“I did not,” I replied; “but I will very soon find out.”

Leaving them, I made my way along the platform toward the cottage. Here on a board suspended upon the fence was the name “Tebworth” in large letters. I returned and informed Pharos, who immediately placed his skinny finger upon the placard before him.

“Tebworth,” he said. “Here it is. The next train for Norwich leaves at 2.48. What is the time now?”

I consulted my watch.

“Ten minutes to two,” I replied. “Roughly speaking, we have an hour to wait.”

“We are lucky in not having longer,” Pharos replied. “It is a piece of good fortune to get a train at all at such an early hour.”

With that he seated himself in a corner and closed his eyes as if preparatory to slumber. I suppose I must have dozed off after a while, for I have no remembrance of anything further until I was awakened by hearing the steps of a man on the platform outside, and his voice calling to a certain Joel, whoever he might be, to know if there were any news of the train for which we were waiting.

Before the other had time to answer Pharos had risen and gone out. The exclamation of surprise, to say nothing of the look of astonishment upon the stationmaster’s face — for the badge upon his cap told me it was he — when he found Pharos standing before him, was comical in the extreme.

“Good evening,” said the latter in his most urbane manner, “or rather, since it is getting on for three o’clock, I suppose I should say ‘Good morning.’ Is you train likely to be late, do you think?”

“I don’t fancy so, sir,” the man replied. “She always runs up to time.”

Then, unable to contain the curiosity our presence on his platform at such an hour occasioned him, he continued, “No offence, I hope, sir, but we don’t have many passengers of your kind by it as a general rule. It’s full early for ladies and gentlemen Tebworth way to be travelling about the country.”

“Very likely,” said Pharos, with more than his usual sweetness; “but you see, my friend, our case is peculiar. We have a poor lady with us whom we are anxious to get up to London as quickly as possible. The excitement of travelling by day would be too much for her, so we choose the quiet of the early morning. Of course you understand.”

Pharos tapped his forehead in a significant manner, and his intelligence being thus complimented, the man glanced into the shelter, and seeing Valerie seated there with a sad expression upon her face, turned to Pharos and said — 

“When the train comes in, sir, you leave it to me, and I’ll see if I can’t find you a carriage which you can have to yourselves right through. You’ll be in Norwich at three-twenty.”

We followed him along the platform to the booking-office, and Pharos had scarcely taken the tickets before the whistle of the train, sounding as it entered the cutting by which we had reached the station, warned us to prepare for departure.

“Ah, here she is, running well up to time!” said the stationmaster. “Now, sir, you come with me.”

Pharos beckoned us to follow; the other opened the door of a first-class coach. We all got in. Pharos slipped a sovereign into the man’s hand; the train started, and a minute later we were safely out of Tebworth and on the road once more. Our arrival in Norwich was punctual almost to the moment, and within twenty minutes of our arrival there we had changed trains and were speeding toward London at a rate of fifty miles an hour.

From Norwich, as from Tebworth, we were fortunate enough to have a carriage to ourselves, and during the journey I found occasion to discuss with Pharos the question as to what he thought of doing when we reached town. In my own mind I had made sure that as soon as we got there he would take Valerie away to the house he had occupied on the occasion of his last visit, while I should return to my own studio. This, however, I discovered was by no means what he intended.

“I could not hear of it, my dear Forrester,” he said emphatically. “Is it possible that you can imagine, after all we have been through together, I should permit you to leave me? No! no! Such a thing is not to be thought of for an instant. I appreciate your company, even though you told me so plainly last evening that you do not believe it. You are also about to become the husband of my ward, and for that reason alone I have no desire to lose sight of you in the short time that is left me. I arranged with my agents before I left London in June, and I heard from them in Cairo that they had found a suitable residence for me in a fashionable locality. Valerie and I do not require very much room, and if you will take up your abode with us — that is to say, of course, until you are married — I assure you we shall both be delighted. What do you say, my dear?”

I saw Valerie’s face brighten on hearing that we were not destined to be separated, and that decided me. However, for the reason that I did not for an instant believe in his expressions of friendship, I was not going to appear too anxious to accept his proposal. There was something behind it all that I did not know, and before I pledged myself I desired to find out what that something was.

“I do not know what to say,” I answered, as soon as I had come to the conclusion that for the moment it would be better to appear to have forgotten and forgiven the past. “I have trespassed too much upon your hospitality already.”

“You have not trespassed upon it at all,” he answered. “I have derived great pleasure from your society, and I shall be still more pleased if you can see your way to fall in with my plan.”

Thereupon I withdrew my refusal, and promised to take up my residence with him at least until the arrangements should be made for our wedding.

As it turned out, my astonishment on hearing that he had taken a London house was not the only surprise in store for me, for on reaching Liverpool Street, who should come forward to meet us but the same peculiar footman who had ridden beside the coachman on that memorable return journey from Pompeii. He was dressed in the same dark and unpretentious livery he had worn then, and while he greeted his master, mistress, and myself with the most obsequious respect, did not betray the least sign of either pleasure or astonishment. Having ascertained that we had brought no luggage with us, he led us from the platform to the yard outside, where we found a fine landau awaiting us, drawn by a pair of jet-black horses, and driven by the same coachman I had seen in Naples on the occasion referred to above. Having helped Valerie to enter, and as soon as I had installed myself with my back to the horses, Pharos said something in an undertone to the footman, and then took his place opposite me. The door was immediately closed and we drove out of the yard.

We soon left the City behind and proceeded along Victoria Street, and so by way of Grosvenor Place to Park Lane, where we drew up before a house at which, in the days when it had been the residence of the famous Lord Tollingtower, I had been a constant visitor.

“I presume, since we have stopped here, that this must be the place,” said Pharos, gazing up at it.

“Do you mean that this is the house you have taken?” I asked in astonishment, for it was one of the finest residences in London.

“I mean that this is the house that my agents have taken for me,” Pharos replied. “Personally I know nothing whatsoever about it.”

“But surely you do not take a place without making some inquiries about it?” I continued.

“Why not?” he inquired. “I have servants whom I can trust, and they know that it is more than their lives are worth to deceive me. Strangely enough, however, it is recalled to my mind that this house and I do happen to be acquainted. The late owner was a personal friend. As a matter of fact, I stayed with him throughout his last illness and was with him when he died.”

You may be sure I pricked up my ears on hearing this, for, as everyone knew, the later Lord Tollingtower had reached the end of his extraordinary career under circumstances that had created rather a sensation at the time. Something, however, warned me to ask no questions.

“Let us alight,” said Pharos, and when the footman had opened the door we accordingly did so.

On entering the house I was surprised to find that considerable architectural changes had been made in it. Nor was my wonderment destined to cease there, for when I was shown to the bedroom which had been prepared for me, there, awaiting me at the foot of the bed, was the luggage I had left at the hotel in Prague, and which I had made up my mind I had lost sight of for ever. Here, at least, was evidence to prove that Pharos had never intended that I should leave him.


CHAPTER XIX.
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AFTER THE EXCITEMENT of the past few days, and her terrible experience in Hamburg, to say nothing of the fact that she had landed from a steamer under peculiar circumstances, and had been tramping the country half the night, it is not to be wondered at that by the time we reached Park Lane Valerie was completely knocked up. Pharos had accordingly insisted that she should at once retire to her room and endeavour to obtain the rest of which she stood so much in need.

“For the next few weeks — that is to say, until the end of the Season — I intend that you shall both enjoy yourselves,” he said with the utmost affability, when we were alone together, “to the top of your bent. And that reminds me of something, Forrester. Your betrothal must be announced as speedily as possible. It is due to Valerie that this should be done. I presume you do not wish the engagement to be a long one?”

“Indeed I do not,” I answered, not, however, without a slight feeling of surprise that he should speak so openly and so soon upon the subject. “As you may suppose, it cannot be too short to please me. And our marriage?”

“Your marriage can take place as soon after the Season as you please,” he continued with the same extraordinary geniality. “You will not find me placing any obstacles in your way.”

“But you have never asked me as to my means, or my power to support her,” I said, putting his last remark aside as if I had not heard it.

“I have not,” he answered. “There is no need for me to do so. Your means are well known to me; besides, it has always been my intention to make provision for Valerie myself. Provided you behave yourselves, and do not play me any more tricks such as I had to complain of in Hamburg, you will find that she will bring you a handsome little nest-egg that will make it quite unnecessary for you ever to feel any anxiety on the score of money. But we will discuss all that more fully later on. See, here are a number of invitations that have arrived for us. It looks as if we are not likely to be dull during our stay in London.”

So saying, he placed upwards of fifty envelopes before me, many of which I was surprised to find were addressed to myself. These I opened with the first feeling of a return to my old social life that I had experienced since I had re-entered London. The invitations hailed, for the most part, from old friends. Some were for dinners, others for musical “at homes,” while at least a dozen were for dances, one of the last-named being from the Duchess of Amersham.

“I have taken the liberty of accepting that on your behalf,” said Pharos, picking the card up. “The Duchess of Amersham and I are old friends, and I think it will brighten Valerie and yourself up a little if we look in at her ball for an hour or so to-night.”

“But surely,” I said, “we have only just reached London, and — —” Here I paused, not knowing quite how to proceed.

“What objection have you to raise?” he asked, with a sudden flash of the old angry look in his eyes.

“My only objection was that I thought it a little dangerous,” I said. “On your own confession, it was the plague from which Valerie was suffering in Hamburg.”

Pharos laughed a short, harsh laugh, that grated upon the ear.

“You must really forgive me, Forrester, for having deceived you,” he said, “but I had to do it. It was necessary for me to use any means I could think of for getting you to England. As you have reason to know, Valerie is possessed of a peculiarly sensitive temperament. She is easily influenced, particularly by myself, and the effect can be achieved at any distance. If I were in London and she in Vienna, I could, by merely exercising my will, not only induce her to do anything I might wish, but could make her bodily health exactly what I pleased. You will therefore see that it would be an easy task for me to cause her to be taken ill in Hamburg. Her second self — that portion of her mind which is so susceptible to my influence, as you saw for yourself — witnessed my arrival in Prague and at the hotel. As soon as I entered the room in which she was waiting for me, the attraction culminated in a species of fainting fit. I despatched you post haste to a chemist with a prescription which I thought would be extremely difficult, if not impossible, for you to get made up. At any rate it would, I knew, serve my purpose if it kept you some time away.”

“Then you mean that while I was hurrying from place to place like a madman, suffering untold agonies of fear, and believing that Valerie’s life depended upon my speed, you were in reality deceiving me?”

“If I am to be truthful, I must confess that I was,” he replied; “but I give you my word the motive was a good one. Had I not done so, who knows what would have happened? The plague was raging on the Continent, and you were both bent on getting away from me again on the first opportunity. What was the result? Working on your fears for her, I managed to overcome the difficulties and got you safely into England. Valerie has not been so ill as you supposed. I have sanctioned your engagement, and, as I said just now, if you will let me, will provide for you both for life, and will assist in lifting you to the highest pinnacle of fame. After this explanation, surely you are not going to be ungenerous enough to still feel vindictive against me?”

“It was a cruel trick to play me,” I answered; “but since the result has not been so serious as I supposed, and you desire me to believe you did it all with a good object, I will endeavour to think no more about it.”

“You have decided sensibly,” he said. “And now let us arrange what we shall do this evening. My proposal is that we rest this afternoon, that you dine with me at my club, the Antiquarian, in the evening, and that afterwards I show you London as I see it in my character of Pharos the Egyptian. I think you will find the programme both interesting and instructive. During the evening we might return here, pick Valerie up, and go on to the Duchess of Amersham’s ball. Does that meet with your approval?”

I was so relieved at finding that Valerie had not really been attacked by the plague, that, however much I should have liked to spend the evening alone with her, I could see no reason for declining Pharos’s invitation. I accordingly stated that I should be very glad to do as he wished.

We followed out his plan to the letter. After lunch we retired to our respective apartments and rested until it was time to prepare for the evening. At the hour appointed I descended to the drawing-room, where I found Pharos awaiting me. He was dressed as I had seen him at Lady Medenham’s well-remembered “at home” — that is to say, he wore his velvet jacket and black skull cap, and, as usual, carried his gold-topped walking-stick in his hand.

“The carriage is at the door, I think,” he said as I entered, “so if you are ready we will set off.”

A neat brougham was drawn up beside the pavement; we took our places in it, and ten minutes later had reached the Antiquarian Club, of all the establishments of the kind in London perhaps the most magnificent. Wide and lofty, and yet boasting the most harmonious proportions, the dining-room at the Antiquarian Club always remains in my mind the most stately of the many stately banqueting halls in London. Pharos’s preference, I found, was for a table in one of the large windows overlooking the Embankment and the river, and this had accordingly been prepared for him.

“If you will sit there,” said Pharos, motioning with his hand to a chair on the right, “I will take this one opposite you.”

I accordingly seated myself in the place he indicated.

The dinner was perfect in every respect. My host himself, however, dined after his own fashion, in the manner I have elsewhere described. Nevertheless, he did the honours of the table with the most perfect grace, and had any stranger been watching us, he would have found it difficult to believe that the relationship existing between us was not of the most cordial nature possible.

By eight o’clock the room was crowded, and with as fine a collection of well-born, well-dressed, and well-mannered men as could be found in London. The decorations, the portraits upon the walls, the liveried servants, the snowy drapery and sparkling silver, all helped to make up a picture that, after the sordidness of the Margrave of Brandenburg, was like a glimpse of a new life.

“This is the first side of that London life I am desirous of presenting to you,” said Pharos, in his capacity of showman, after I had finished my dessert and had enjoyed a couple of glasses of the famous Antiquarian port— “one side of that luxury and extravagance which is fast drawing this great city to its doom. Now, if you have quite finished, we might move on.”

I acquiesced, and we accordingly descended to the hall and donned our coats.

“If you would care to smoke, permit me to offer you one of the same brand of cigarettes of which you expressed your approval in Naples,” said Pharos, producing from his pocket a silver case, which he handed to me. I took one of the delicacies it contained and lit it. Then we passed out of the hall to Pharos’s own carriage, which was waiting in the street for us. “We will now return to pick up Valerie, after which we will drive to Amersham House, where I have no doubt we shall meet many of those whom we have seen here to-night.”

We found Valerie awaiting us in the drawing-room. She was dressed for the ball, and, superb as I thought she looked on the evening she had been presented to the Emperor in Prague, I had to confess to myself that she was even more beautiful now. Her face was flushed with excitement, and her lovely eyes sparkled like twin stars. I hastened to congratulate her on her altered appearance, and had scarcely done so before the butler announced that the carriage was at the door, whereupon we departed for Carlton House Terrace.

On the subject of the ball itself it is not my intention to say very much; let it suffice that, possibly by reason of what followed later, it is talked of to this day. The arrangements were of the most sumptuous and extravagant description; princes of the blood and their wives were present, Cabinet Ministers jostled burly country squires upon the staircase, fair but haughty aristocrats rubbed shoulders with the daughters of American millionaires, whose money had been made goodness knows where or how; half the celebrities of England nodded to the other half; but in all that distinguished company there was no woman to eclipse Valerie in beauty, and, as another side of the picture, no man who could equal Pharos in ugliness. Much to my astonishment the latter seemed to have no lack of acquaintances, and I noticed also that everyone with whom he talked, though they paid the most servile attention to his remarks while he was with them, invariably heaved a sigh of relief when he took his departure.

At two o’clock Valerie was tired, and we accordingly decided to leave. But I soon found that it was not to return home. Having placed my darling in her carriage, Pharos directed the coachman to drive to Park Lane, declaring that we preferred to walk.

It was a beautiful night, cool and fresh, with a few clouds in the southwest, but brilliant starlight overhead. Leaving Carlton House Terrace, we passed into Waterloo Place, ascended it as far as Piccadilly, and then hailed a cab.

“Our evening is not completed yet,” said Pharos. “I have still some places to show you. It is necessary that you should see them, in order that you may appreciate what is to follow. The first will be a fancy dress ball at Covent Garden, where yet another side of London life is to be found.”

If such a thing could possibly have had any effect, I should have objected; but so completely did his will dominate mine, that I had no option but to consent to anything he proposed. We accordingly stepped into the cab and were driven off to the place indicated. From the sounds which issued from the great building as we entered it, it was plain that the ball was proceeding with its accustomed vigour, a surmise on our part which proved to be correct when we reached the box Pharos had bespoken. A floor had been laid over the stalls and pit, and upon this upwards of fifteen hundred dancers, in every style of fancy dress the ingenuity of man could contrive, were slowly revolving to the music of a military band. It was a curious sight, and at any other time would have caused me considerable amusement. Now, however, with the fiendish face of Pharos continually at my elbow, and his carping criticisms sounding without ceasing in my ear, mocking at the people below us, finding evil in everything, and hinting always at the doom which was hanging over London, it reminded me more of Dante’s Inferno than anything else to which I could liken it. For upwards of an hour we remained spectators of it. Then, with a final sneer, Pharos gave the signal for departure.

“We have seen the finest club in Europe,” he said, as we emerged into the cool air of Bow Street, “the most fashionable social event of the season, and a fancy dress ball at Covent Garden. We must now descend a grade lower, and, if you have no objection, we will go in search of it on foot?”

I had nothing to urge against this suggestion, so, turning into Long Acre, we passed through a number of squalid streets, with all of which Pharos seemed to be as intimately acquainted as he was in the West-end, and finally approached the region of Seven Dials — that delectable neighbourhood bordered on the one side by Shaftesbury Avenue, and on the other by Drury Lane. Here, though it was by this time close upon three o’clock, no one seemed to have begun to think of bed. In one narrow alley through which we were compelled to pass at least thirty people were assembled, more than half of which number were intoxicated. A woman was screaming for assistance from a house across the way, and a couple of men were fighting at the further end of an adjoining court. In this particular locality the police seemed as extinct as the dodo. At any other time, and in any other company, I should have felt some doubt as to the wisdom of being in such a place at such an hour. But with my present companion beside me I felt no fear.

We had walked some distance before we reached the house Pharos desired to visit. From its outward appearance it might have been a small drinking-shop in the daytime; now, however, every window was closely shuttered, and not a ray of light showed through chink or cranny. Approaching the door he knocked four times upon it, whereupon it was opened on a chain for a few inches. A face looked through the aperture thus created, and Pharos, moving a little closer, said something in a whisper to it.

“Beg pardon, sir,” said the woman, for a woman I soon discovered it was. “I didn’t know as it was you. I’ll undo the chain. Is the gentleman with you safe?”

“Quite safe,” Pharos replied. “You need have no fear of him. He is my friend.”

“In you come, then,” said the woman to me, my character being thus vouched for, and accordingly in I stepped.

Dirty as were the streets outside, the house in which we now stood more than equalled them. The home of Captain Wisemann in Hamburg, which I had up to that time thought the filthiest I had ever seen, was nothing to it. Taking the candle in her hand, the old woman led us along the passage toward another door. Before this she paused and rang a bell, the handle of which was cleverly concealed in the woodwork. Almost instantly it was opened, and we entered a room the like of which I had never seen or dreamt of before. Its length was fully thirty feet, its width possibly fifteen. On the wall above the fireplace was a gas bracket, from the burner of which a large flame was issuing with a hissing noise. In the center of the room was a table, and seated round it were at least twenty men and women, who, at the moment of our entering, were engaged upon a game the elements of which I did not understand. On seeing us the players sprang to their feet with one accord, and a scramble ensued for the money upon the table. A scene of general excitement followed, which might very well have ended in the gas being turned out and our finding ourselves upon the floor with knives between our ribs, had not the old woman who had introduced us called out that there was no need for alarm, and added, with an oath — what might in Pharos’s case possibly have been true, but in mine was certainly not — that we had been there hundreds of times before, and were proper sort o’ gents. Thereupon Pharos contributed a sovereign to be spent in liquid refreshment, and when our healths had been drunk with a variety of toasts intended to be complimentary, our presence was forgotten, and the game once more proceeded. One thing was self-evident: there was no lack of money among those present, and when a member of the company had not the wherewithal to continue the gamble, he in most cases produced a gold watch, a ring, or some other valuable from his pocket, and handed it to a burly ruffian at the head of the table, who advanced him an amount upon it which nine times out of ten failed to meet with his approval.

“Seeing you have not been here before,” said Pharos, “I might explain that this is the most typical thieves’ gambling hell in London. There is not a man or woman in this room at the present moment who is not a hardened criminal in every sense of the word. The fellow at the end narrowly escaped the gallows, the man on his right has but lately emerged from seven years’ penal servitude for burglary. The three sitting together next the banker are at the present moment badly wanted by the police, while the old woman who admitted us, and who was once not only a celebrated variety actress, but an exceedingly beautiful woman, is the mother of that sickly youth drinking gin beside the fireplace, who assisted in the murder of an old man in Shaftesbury Avenue a fortnight or so ago, and will certainly be captured and brought within measurable distance of the gallows before many more weeks have passed over his head. Have you seen enough of this to satisfy you?”

“More than enough,” I answered truthfully.

“Then let us leave. It will soon be daylight, and there are still many places for us to visit before we return home.”

We accordingly bade the occupants of the room good-night, and, when we had been escorted to the door by the old woman who had admitted us, left the house.

From the neighbourhood of Seven Dials Pharos carried me off to other equally sad and disreputable quarters of the city. We visited Salvation Army Shelters, the cheapest of cheap lodging-houses, doss-houses in comparison to which a workhouse would be a palace; dark railway arches, where we found homeless men, women, and children endeavouring to snatch intervals of rest between the visits of patrolling policemen; the public parks, where the grass was dotted with recumbent forms, and every seat was occupied; and then, turning homewards, reached Park Lane just as the clocks were striking seven, as far as I was concerned sick to the heart, not only of the sorrow and the sin of London, but of the callous indifference to it displayed by Pharos.


CHAPTER XX.
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WHEN I WOKE next morning the feeling I had had in my heart the evening before, that something terrible was about to happen, had not left me. With a shudder of intense disgust I recalled the events of the previous night. Never, since I had known him, with the exception of that one occasion on the Embankment, had Pharos appeared so loathsome to me. I remembered the mocking voice in which he had pointed out to me the follies and frailties of our great city, the cruel look in his eyes as he watched those about him in the different places we had visited. For the life of me I could not comprehend what his object had been in taking me to them. While I dressed I debated the subject with myself, but though I had a very shrewd suspicion that the vengeance to which he alluded, and which he had declared to be so imminent, was the plague, yet I could not see how he was able to speak with such authority upon the subject. On the other hand, I had to remember that I had never yet known him fail, either in what he had predicted, or anything he had set himself to do. Having got so far in my calculations I stopped, as another thought occurred to me, and with my brushes still in either hand stared at the wall before me. From the fact that he had informed me of the existence of the plague in London it was certain that he knew of it, though the authorities did not. Could it be possible, therefore, that he had simply crossed from the Continent to London in order to be able to gloat over the misery that was to come?

The diabolical nature of the man, and his love of witnessing the sufferings of others, tallied exactly with the conclusion I had arrived at; and if my reasoning were correct, this would account for the expression of triumph I had seen upon his face. When I descended to the breakfast-room I found Valerie awaiting me there. She was looking quite her own self again by this time, and greeted me with a pretty exhibition of shyness upon her face, which I could understand when she handed me a number of letters she had received, congratulating her upon our engagement.

“You were late last night,” she said. “Hour after hour I lay awake listening for your step, and it was broad daylight when I heard you ascend the stairs. I cannot tell you how frightened I was while you were away. I knew you were with him, and I imagined you exposed to a hundred dangers.”

I told her where and with whom I had been.

“But why did he take you with him?” she inquired, when I had finished. “I cannot understand that.”

“I must confess that it has puzzled me also,” I replied.

“The whole thing is very strange,” she continued, “and I do not like the look of it. We have reason to know that he does nothing without a motive. But what can the motive have been in this particular instance?”

“That is more than I can say,” I answered, and with that we changed the subject, and interested ourselves in our own and more particular concerns. So engrossing were they, and so pleasant were the thoughts they conjured up, that when breakfast was finished I remained in the dining-room, and did not open any of the morning papers which were lying in a heap upon the library table. At half-past ten I said good-bye to Valerie, who was practising in the drawing-room — Pharos I had not yet seen — and, putting on my hat, left the house. It was the first opportunity I had had since my return to London of visiting my studio, and I was exceedingly anxious to discover how things had been progressing there during my absence. It was a lovely morning for walking, the sky being without a cloud, and the streets in consequence filled with sunshine. In the Row a considerable number of men and women were enjoying their morning canter, and nurse-maids in white dresses were to be counted by the dozen in the streets leading to the Park. At the corner of Hamilton Place a voice I recognised called to me to stop, and on turning round I found my old friend, Sir George Legrath, hastening after me.

“My dear Cyril,” he said, as he shook hands with me, “I am indeed glad to see you. I had no idea you had returned.”

“I reached London yesterday morning,” I answered, but in such a constrained voice that he must have been dense indeed if he did not see that something was amiss. “How did you know I had been away?”

“Why, my dear fellow,” he answered, “have you forgotten that I sent you a certain address in Naples? and then I called at your studio the following morning, when your man told me you were abroad. But somehow you don’t look well. I hope nothing is the matter?”

“Nothing, nothing,” I replied, almost sharply, and for the first time in my life his presence was almost distasteful to me, though if I had been asked the reason I should have found it difficult to say why. “Sir George, when I called on you at the Museum that morning, you told me you would rather see me in my grave than connected in any way with Pharos.”

“Well?” he inquired, looking up at me with a face that had suddenly lost its usual ruddy hue. “What makes you remind me of that now?”

“Because,” I answered, “if it were not for one person’s sake I could wish that that opportunity had been vouchsafed you. I have been two months with Pharos.”

“Well?” he said again.

“What more do you expect me to say?” I continued. Then, sinking my voice a little, as if I were afraid Pharos might be within hearing distance, I added, “Sir George, if I were to tell you all I know about that man — —”

“You must tell me nothing,” he cried hastily. “I know too much already.”

We walked for some distance in silence, and it was not until we were opposite Devonshire House that we spoke again.

Then Sir George said abruptly, and with a desire to change the subject that could not be disguised, “Of course you have heard the terrible news this morning?”

Following the direction of his eyes I saw what had put the notion into his head. A news-seller was standing in the gutter on the other side of the street, holding in his hand the usual placard setting forth the contents of the papers he had for sale. On this was printed in large letters — 

TERRIBLE OUTBREAK OF THE PLAGUE IN LONDON.

“You refer to the plague, I presume?” I said, with an assumed calmness I was far from feeling. “From that headline it would seem to have made its appearance in London after all.”

“It has, indeed,” said Sir George, with a gloominess that was far from usual with him. “Can it be possible you have not seen the papers?”

“I have scarcely seen a paper since I left London,” I replied. “I have been far too busy. Tell me about it. Is it so very bad?”

“It has come upon us like a thunderclap,” he answered. “Two days ago it was not known. Yesterday there was but one case, and that in the country. This morning there are no less than three hundred and seventy-five, and among them some of our most intimate friends. God help us if it gets worse! The authorities assure us they can stamp it out with ease, but it is my opinion this is destined to prove a grave crisis in England’s history. However, it does not do to look on the black side of things, so I’ll not turn prophet. Our ways part here, do they not? In that case, good-bye. I am very glad to have seen you. If you should be passing the Museum I hope you will drop in. You know my hours, I think?”

“I shall be very glad to do so,” I answered, and thereupon we parted with the first shadow of a cloud between us that our lives had seen. On reviewing our conversation afterward I could recall nothing that should have occasioned it; nevertheless, there it was, “that little rift within the lute,” as Tennyson says, “which by and by would make the music mute.”

After we had parted, I crossed the road and walked by way of Dover Street to my studio. Scarcely two months had elapsed since that fatal day when I had left it to go in search of Pharos, and yet those eight weeks seemed like years. So long did I seem to have been away that I almost expected to find a change in the houses of the street, and when I passed the curiosity shop at the corner where the murder had taken place — that terrible tragedy which had been the primary cause of my falling into Pharos’s power — it was with a sensible feeling of surprise I found the windows still decorated with the same specimens of china, and the shop still carrying on its trade under the name of Clausand. I turned the corner and crossed the road. Instinctively my hand went into my pocket and produced the latchkey. I tapped it twice against the right-hand pillar of the door, just as I had been in the habit of doing for years, and inserted it in the lock. A few seconds later I had let myself in and was standing amongst my own lares and penates once more. Everything was just as I had left it; the clock was ticking on the mantelpiece, not a speck of dirt or dust was upon chair or china; indeed, the only thing that served to remind me that I had been away at all was the pile of letters which had been neatly arranged upon my writing-table. These I opened, destroyed what were of no importance, and placed the rest in my pocket to be answered at a more convenient opportunity. Then, leaving a note upon my table to inform my servant that I had returned, and would call again on the following morning, I let myself out, locked the door, and returned to Piccadilly en route to Park Lane.

A great writer has mentioned somewhere that the gravest issues are often determined by the most insignificant trifles. As I have just remarked, I had, in this instance, made up my mind to return to Park Lane, in the hope that I might be able to induce Valerie to take a stroll with me in the Park, and had left Bond Street in order to turn westward, when, emerging from a shop on the other side of the road, I espied the writer of one of the most important of the many letters I had found awaiting me at the studio. He was a member of my own club, and thinking I had better apologise to him while I had the chance for not having answered his letter sooner, I hastened after him. He, however, seemed to be in a hurry, and as soon as it came to a race between us it was evident that he had the advantage of me on a point of speed. I chased him until I saw that he was bound for the club, whereupon, knowing I should be certain to catch him there, I slackened my pace and strolled leisurely along. In other days I had often been twitted in a jocular fashion by my friends about my membership of this particular club. The reputation it possessed was excellent in every way, but it certainly must be confessed that what it gained in respectability it lacked in liveliness. For the most part the men who made use of it were middle-aged — in point of fact, I believe there were but two younger than myself; consequently the atmosphere of the house, while being always dignified, was sometimes cold almost to the borders of iciness.

On this particular day there was an additional air of gloom about it that rather puzzled me. When, however, I had finished my conversation with the man I had been following, and sought the smoking-room, the reason of it soon became apparent. That terrible fear which was destined within a few hours to paralyse all London was already beginning to make its presence felt, and as a result the room, usually so crowded, now contained but four men. These greeted me civilly enough, but without any show of interest. They were gathered round one of their number who was seated at a table with a pencil in his hand and a map of Europe spread out before him. From the way in which he was laying down the law, I gathered that he was demonstrating some theory upon which he pinned considerable faith.

“I have worked the whole thing out,” he was saying as I entered, “and you can see it here for yourselves. On this sheet of paper I have pasted every telegram that has reached London from the time the disease first made its appearance in Constantinople. As each country became affected I coloured it upon the map in red, while these spots of a darker shade represent the towns from which the first cases were notified. At a glance, therefore, you can see the way in which the malady has travelled across Europe.”

On hearing this, you may be sure I drew closer to the table, and looked over the shoulders of the men at the map below.

“As you see,” said the lecturer, with renewed interest as he observed this addition to his audience, “it started in Constantinople, made its appearance next in Southern Russia and the Balkan States. Two days later a case was notified from Vienna and another in Prague. Berlin was the next city visited, then Wittenberg, then Hamburg. France did not become infected until some days later, and then the individual who brought it was proved to have arrived the day before from Berlin. Yesterday, according to the official returns, there were twelve hundred cases in France, eighteen thousand in Austria, sixteen thousand in Germany — of which Hamburg alone contributes five thousand three hundred and fifty — while in Italy there have been three thousand four hundred, in Spain and Portugal only two hundred and thirty, while Turkey and Russia have forty-five thousand, and thirty-seven thousand three hundred and eighty, respectively. Greece returns seventeen thousand six hundred and twenty, Holland seven thousand two hundred and sixty-four, Belgium nine thousand five hundred and twenty-three, while Denmark completes the total of Europe with four thousand two hundred and twenty-one. The inferences to be drawn from these figures are apparent. The total number of deaths upon the Continent up to midnight last night was one hundred and fifty-nine thousand eight hundred and thirty-eight. The nations most seriously affected are Turkey and the countries immediately surrounding her, namely, Greece, Russia, and Austria. Germany follows next, though why Hamburg should contribute such a large proportion as five thousand three hundred and fifty I must admit it is difficult to see. England hitherto has stood aloof; now, however, it has broken out in London, and three hundred and seventy-five cases have been notified up to eight o’clock this morning.”

On hearing this, the men standing round him turned pale and shuffled uneasily upon their feet. As for myself, I might have been changed to stone, so cold and so incapable of moving was I. It was as if a bandage had suddenly been removed from my eyes, enabling me to see everything plainly and in its proper light.

“The returns for our own country,” continued this indefatigable statistician, without noticing my condition, “are as interesting as those from the Continent. I have filed everything already published, and have applied the result to this map of London. The two cases that occurred in Norfolk, the porter in Norwich, and the stationmaster at Tebworth Junction, I omit, for the reason that they tell us nothing. Of the cases notified in this city, careful inquiries on the part of the authorities have elicited the information that twenty-five spent the evening at the Antiquarian Club last night, seventy-one at the Fancy Dress Ball at Covent Garden, while, strangely enough, no less than thirty-seven can be proved to have been among the guests of the Duchess of Amersham at her ball in Carlton House Terrace. The others are more difficult to account for, being made up of costermongers, homeless vagrants, street hawkers, and others of the same class.”

I could bear no more, but stumbled from the room like a drunken man out into the hall beyond. A servant, thinking I was ill, hastened to inquire if he could be of any assistance to me.

“Get me a cab,” I faltered huskily.

The man ran into the street and blew his whistle. A hansom drove up, and I made my way into the street and scrambled into it, scarcely knowing how I managed it, and then fell back upon the cushions as if I were in a fit. The cab sped along the streets, threaded its way in and out of the traffic with a dexterity and a solicitude for my safety that was a more biting sarcasm than any lips could utter. What was my safety to me now? Knowing what I knew, I had better, far better, be dead.

The dreadful secret was out. In less than five minutes the mystery of two months had been solved. Now I knew the meaning of the spot I had discovered upon my arm on the morning following my terrible adventure in the Pyramid; now I could understand my illness in the desert, and the sudden death of the poor Arab who had nursed me. In the light of this terrible truth, everything was as clear as daylight, and all I wanted was to get back to Park Lane and find myself face to face with Pharos, in order that I might tax him with it, and afterwards go forth and publish his infamy to the world. Fast as the man was driving, he could not make his horse go fast enough for me. Though at first my blood had been as cold as ice, it now raced through my veins like liquid fire. A feverish nervousness had seized me, and for the time being I was little better than a madman. Regardless of the passers-by, conscious only of the vile part I had been induced to play — unwittingly, it is true — in his unbelievable wickedness, I urged the driver to greater speed. At last, after what seemed an eternity, we reached our destination. I alighted, and, as I had done in Hamburg, paid the cabman with the first money I took from my pocket, and then went up the steps and entered the house. By this time the all-consuming fire of impatience which had succeeded the icy coldness of the first discovery had left me, and was succeeded by a strange, unnatural calm, in which I seemed to be myself, and yet to be standing at a distance, watching myself. In a voice that I scarcely recognised, I inquired from the butler where I could find his master. He informed me that he was in the drawing-room, and I accordingly went thither in search of him. I had not the least notion of what I was going to say to him when I found him, or how I should say it, but I had to relieve my mind of the weight it was carrying, and then —— Why, after that, nothing would matter. I opened the door and entered the room. The sunshine was streaming in through the windows at the further end, falling upon the elegant furniture, the embroideries and draperies, the china, and the hundred-and-one knick-knacks that go to make up a fashionable drawing-room. Of Pharos, however, there was no sign. In place of him Valerie rose from a chair by the window and greeted me with a little exclamation of delight. Then, seeing the look upon my face, and the deadly pallor of my complexion, she must have realised that something serious had happened to me, for she ran forward and took my hands in hers.

“My darling!” she cried, with a look of terror upon her face, “what has happened? Tell me, for pity’s sake, for your face terrifies me!”

The pressure of her hands and the sight of those beautiful frightened eyes gazing up into mine cut me to the heart. Overwhelmed with sorrow as I was, she alone of all the world could soothe me and alleviate the agony I was suffering. It was not possible, however, that I could avail myself of her sympathy. I was dishonoured enough already, without seeking to dishonour her. Here our love must end. For the future I should be an outcast, a social leper, carrying with me to my grave the knowledge of the curse I had brought upon my fellow men. I tried to put her from me, but she would not be denied.

“Oh, what can have happened that you treat me like this?” she cried. “Your silence breaks my heart.”

“You must not come near me, Valerie,” I muttered hoarsely. “Leave me. You have no notion what I am.”

“You are the man I love,” she answered. “That is enough for me. Whatever it may be, I have the right to share your sorrow with you.”

“No, no!” I cried. “You must have no more to do with me. Drive me away from you. I tell you I am viler than you can believe, lower than the common murderer, for he kills but one, while, God help me, I have killed thousands.”

She must have thought me mad, for she uttered a little choking sob and sank down upon the floor, the very picture and embodiment of despair. Then the door opened and Pharos entered.

Seeing me standing in the centre of the room with a wild look upon my face, and Valerie crouching at my feet, he paused and gazed from one to the other of us in surprise.

“I am afraid I am de trop,” he said, with the old nasty sneer upon his face. “If it is not putting you to too much trouble, perhaps one of you will be good enough to tell me what it means.”

Neither of us answered for upward of a minute; then I broke the spell that bound us and turned to Pharos. How feeble the words seemed when compared with the violence of my emotions and the unbelievable nature of the charge I was bringing against him I must leave you to imagine.

“It means, Monsieur Pharos,” I said, “that I have discovered everything.”

I could say no more, for a lump was rising in my throat which threatened to choke me. It soon appeared, however, that I had said enough, for Pharos must either have read my thoughts and have understood that denial would be useless, or, since I was no longer necessary to him, he did not care whether he confessed to me or not. At any rate, he advanced into the room, his cruel eyes watching me intently the while.

“So you have discovered everything, have you, my friend?” he said. “And pray what is this knowledge that you have accumulated?”

“How can I tell you?” I cried, scarcely knowing how to enter upon my terrible indictment. “How can I make you understand your wickedness? I have discovered that it is you who are responsible for the misery from which Europe is now suffering. I know that it was I, through you, who introduced the plague and carried it from Constantinople to London. Inhuman monster!” I continued, having by this time worked myself to a white heat. “I was in your power and you made me your tool. But you shall not escape. It is not too late even now to punish you. Within an hour the world shall know everything, and you will be dead, if devils can die. I have been your tool, but, since I know your wickedness, I will not be your accomplice. Oh, my God! is it possible that a man breathing the pure air of heaven can be so vile?”

All the time I had been thus denouncing him I had been standing just as I was when he entered the room, with Valerie still crouching at my feet. The dangerous light I remembered so well of old had returned to his eyes, making him look indescribably fiendish.

“Are you mad that you dare to talk to me in this fashion?” he said at last, but with a calmness the meaning of which there was no mistaking. “Since it is plain that you do not remember the hold I have upon you, nor what your fate will be if you anger me, I must enlighten you. You bring these accusations against me and you threaten to betray me to the world — me, Pharos the Egyptian, and to your pitiful world which I spurn beneath my feet. Once more I ask you, are you mad? But since there is no further need for concealment, and you desire the truth, you shall hear it.” He paused, and when he spoke again it was noticeable that he had dropped his former conversational tone and had adopted a manner more in keeping with the solemnity of what he had to say. “Know, then, that what thou sawest in the vision before the Sphinx and in the Temple of Ammon was the truth, and not a dream, as I desired thee to believe. I, whom thou hast known as Pharos, am none other than Ptahmes, son of Netruhôtep, prophet of the north and south, the same whom Pharaoh sought to kill, and who died in hiding and was buried by his faithful priests under cover of night more than three thousand years ago. Cursed by the Gods, and denied the right of burial by order of the King, I have inhabited this shape since then. Darest thou, knowing this, pit thyself against the servant of the Mighty Ones? For I tell thee assuredly that the plague which is now destroying Europe was decreed by the Gods of Egypt against such nations as have committed the sin of sacrilege.”

He paused, and for a moment I thought he would have sprung upon me as he had done that night in my studio. But he controlled himself with an effort, and a moment later his voice was as soft and conciliatory and yet as full of malice as before. I also noticed that he had returned to his ordinary and more colloquial tone.

“Are you anxious to hear more? If you are determined to proclaim my doings to the world, it is only fit you should know everything. I will willingly confess. Why should I not do so? You are mine to do with as I please. Without my leave you are powerless to hurt me, and who would believe you if you were to tell? No one! They would call you mad, as you undoubtedly are, and say that fear of the plague had turned your brain. In Naples you accused me of the murder of Clausand, the curiosity dealer. I denied it because the time was not then ripe for me to acquaint you with the truth. Now I confess it. I stabbed him because he would not give me a certain scarabeus, and to divert suspicion willed that the half-crazy German, Schmidt, whom the other had cast out of his service, should declare that he did the deed. In obedience to my desire you followed me to Italy and accompanied me thence to Egypt. I it was who drew you to the Pyramid and decreed that you should lose your way inside, in order that when fear had deprived you of your senses I might inoculate you with the plague. Seven days later you were stricken with it in the desert. As soon as you recovered I carried you off to Europe to begin the work required of you. In Constantinople, Vienna, Prague, Berlin, Hamburg, wherever you went you left the fatal germs of the disease as a legacy behind you. You infected this woman here, and but for me she would have died. To-day the last portion of that vengeance which has been decreed commences, and when all is finished I go to that rest in ancient Thebes which has been denied me these long three thousand years. Hark! Even now the sound of wailing is to be heard in London. Hour by hour the virulence of the pestilence increases, and the strong men and weak women, youths and maidens, children and babes, go down before it like corn before the reaper. On every hand the voices of mourners rise into the summer air, and it is I, Ptahmes, the servant of the Gods, the prophet of the King, the man whom thou hast said thou wilt proclaim to the world, who has brought it about.”

Then, lifting his right hand, he pointed it at me.

“Fool — fool!” he cried, with withering scorn. “Frail atom in the path of life, who art thou that thou shouldst deem thyself strong enough to cope with me? Learn then that the time is not yet ripe. I have further need of thee. Sleep again, and in that sleep do all I shall require of thee.”

As he said this his diminutive form seemed to grow larger and more terrible, until it appeared to have attained twice its ordinary size. His eyes shone in his head like living coals and seemed to burn into my brain. I saw Valerie rise from the place where she had hitherto been crouching, and snatch an Oriental dagger from a table. Then, swift as a panther, she sprang upon him, only to be hurled back against the wall as if struck by an invisible hand. Then, obedient as a little child, I closed my eyes and slept.


CHAPTER XXI.
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FOR NO LESS a period than five days and six nights Pharos kept me in the same hypnotic condition, and, incredible though it may seem, I have not the slightest recollection of any one single circumstance that occurred during the whole of that time. Valerie has since informed me that I moved about the house very much as usual, that I went in and out with Pharos, but that I never spoke to her, and while I seemed conscious of my actions and well enough in my bodily health, I did everything with that peculiar listless air that one notices in a man while walking in his sleep. I also gather from the same source that Pharos’s behaviour during that terrible period was equally extraordinary. Never for one instant did he allow her to remain alone with me. The greater portion of his time was spent out of the house with myself, though in what pursuit he was engaged she could not discover. He would take me away with him early in the morning and not return until late at night, when he would conduct me to my room and then retire himself. At times he would scarcely speak a word, then a fit of loquacity would come over him, and he would openly boast to her of the misery he had caused, and find a diabolical delight in every bulletin that proclaimed the increasing virulence of the plague. To this day the picture of that impish creature perambulating the death-stricken streets and alleys to the accompaniment of tolling bells, watching with ghoulish satisfaction the futile efforts of the authorities to cope with the disease, haunts me like a nightmare. Every day fresh tidings were pouring in of the spread of the infection into other cities and towns until the entire kingdom was riddled like a honeycomb.

How long Pharos would have kept me under his influence, had he possessed the power, I cannot say. I only know that on the morning of the sixth day I woke with a strange and confused feeling in my head. Though my eyes were open and I was to all outward appearances wide awake, I was like a man hovering on the borderland of sleep. My senses were gradually coming back to me; the strength of my brain was reasserting itself, and by some strange process, how arrived at it is impossible for me to say, the hold Pharos had obtained upon me was slowly weakening. Then it was as if I suddenly awoke to find myself standing fully dressed in my own room. My bed had been slept in, and one glance out of my window showed me that it was early morning. And yet I had not the least recollection of having been in bed or of having made my toilet. Then the scene with Pharos, and the awful knowledge if had given rise to, came back to me, and I remembered how he had pointed his hand at me, and how I had fallen asleep before him. Here was the logical explanation of the whole thing. It was plain that after I had become unconscious, Pharos had caused me to be carried to my room and put to bed. This, then, I argued, must be the morning following. Now that the effect he had produced had worn off, there was still time for me to do what I had originally intended. Having arrived at this decision I opened my door and went downstairs. A curious silence prevailed, not only in the house, but outside. I stopped on the first landing and looked out of the window. So far as I could see there were no cabs or carriages in the street, no riders in the Row, no children with their nurses upon the pavements, and yet the old Chippendale timepiece in the hall told me that the hour was considerably past nine o’clock. A curious feeling of drowsiness still possessed me, but it was fast leaving me, and, what was more, leaving me filled with but one purpose in life, which was to seek out the authorities and proclaim to them the devilry of Pharos and the part I had myself played in his abominable wickedness. After that I would wait for Fate to say what should become of me.

Putting on my hat I opened the front door and stepped out into the street. At any cost I would endeavour to reach the Home Office, and tell my story there, before Pharos could prevent me. With this end in view I hurried toward Piccadilly, intending to take a cab there and so save time. But when I set out I had not the least notion of the misery that had befallen London, nor of anything that had happened since Pharos had pointed his finger at me. In my wildest dreams I had never imagined such a picture of desolation as that which was now presented to me. It seemed impossible that so terrible a change should have come over a city in so short a time (I must remind you here that I still believed that only twenty hours had elapsed since I had had my fatal interview with Pharos). In all Park Lane not a house, save that occupied by Pharos, showed any sign of being inhabited. Without exception the blinds were down, and in most cases the shutters had been put up, while in numerous instances broad lines of red paint had been drawn across the pavement opposite them, but for what purpose, or their indication, I had not the remotest idea. In Piccadilly, from Apsley House to Berkeley Street, it was the same, though here a few solitary foot-passengers were to be seen. Thinking I must have mistaken the hour, and that it was earlier than I supposed, I looked at my watch, but it said a quarter to ten. In vain I searched for a cab of any sort. In the road, usually so crowded at that hour with vehicles of all descriptions, omnibuses, hansoms, private carriages, vans, and even costermongers’ barrows, two dogs were fighting over a piece of food. But the silence was the worst part of it all. Not a sound, save the chirruping of the sparrows in the trees of the park, was to be heard. Realising that it was useless waiting for a cab, I crossed the road and entered the Green Park, intending to make my way to St. James’s Park, and thence to the Home Office. With feverish haste I pushed on, walking as if every life in England depended on my speed.

Reaching the Mall, I crossed into St. James’s Park and passed over the bridge which spans the lake. Here the water-birds were swimming about as happily as if nothing out of the common were occurring in the great city around them. At last I reached the office for which I was making. The Home Secretary at the time was a man I had known all my life, an upright, honest Englishman in every sense of the word, beloved by everybody, and respected even by his political opponents. If any man would listen to my story, I felt convinced he would be that one. When, however, I reached the office, what a change was there! Only the day before, as I still imagined, the place had been teeming with life, every room filled with clerks, and exhibiting all the machinery of a great Government office. Now, at first glance, it appeared deserted. I entered the hall in which I had been accustomed to inquire from the porter for my friend, only to find it occupied by a sergeant of the Guards, who rose on seeing me.

“What do you want?” he inquired brusquely.

“I desire to see the Home Secretary without loss of time,” I answered. “I am the bearer of very important information, and it is most imperative that I should see him at once.”

“What is the information?” the man inquired suspiciously. “The Home Secretary sees no one except on the most urgent business now.”

“My business is the most urgent possible,” I returned. “If you will take my name to him, I feel sure he will see me.”

“I shall do nothing of the kind,” replied the sergeant, “so you had better take yourself off. We don’t want any of your kind about here just now. There’s enough trouble without having you to look after.”

“But I must see him!” I cried in despair. “You don’t know what you are doing when you try to stop me. I have a confession to make to him, and make it I will at any hazard. Take me to him at once, or I shall find him myself.”

The man was moving toward me with the evident intention of putting me into the street, when a door opened and the Home Secretary, Sir Edward Grangerfield, stood before me. When last I had seen him at the Duchess of Amersham’s ball — I remembered that he congratulated me on my engagement on that occasion — he had looked in the prime of life. Now he was an old man, borne down by the weight of sorrow and responsibility which the plague had placed upon his shoulders. From the way he looked at me it was plain he did not recognise me.

“Sir Edward,” I said, “is it possible I am so much changed that you do not know me? I am Cyril Forrester.”

“Cyril Forrester!” he cried in amazement, coming a step closer to me as he spoke. “Surely not? But it is, I see. Why, man, how changed you are! What brings you here, and what is it you want with me? I have not much time to spare. I have an appointment with the Public Health Commission in a quarter of an hour.”

“So much the better,” I answered, “for you will then be able to acquaint them with the circumstances I am about to reveal to you. Sir Edward, I must have a few moments’ conversation with you alone. I have a confession to make to you — the most hideous tale to pour into your ears that ever man confided to another.” Then, recollecting myself, I continued, “But it must not be here. It must be in the open air, or I shall infect you.”

He looked at me in a curious fashion.

“You need have no fear on that score,” he said. “I have had the plague, and have recovered from it. So far it has not been known to attack anyone twice. But since you wish to speak to me alone, come with me.”

With this he led me down the long passage to an office at the further end. Like the others this one was also deserted. Once inside he closed the door.

“Be as brief as you can,” he said, “for during this terribly trying period my time is not my own. What is it you wish to say to me?”

“I wish to confess to you,” I said, and my voice rang in my ears like a death knell, “that I am the cause of the misery under the weight of which England and Europe is groaning at the present time.”

Once more Sir Edward looked at me as he had done in the passage outside.

“I am afraid I do not quite understand,” he said, but this time in a somewhat different tone. “Do you mean that you wish me to believe that you, Cyril Forrester, are the cause of the plague which is decimating England in this terrible manner?”

“I do,” I answered, and then waited to hear what he would say.

In reply he inquired whether I had suffered from the disease myself.

“I was the first to have it,” I answered. “My story is an extraordinary one, but I assure you every particular of it is true. I was inoculated with the virus while I was in Egypt — that is to say, in the Queen’s Hall of the Great Pyramid of Gizeh. I afterward nearly died of it in an Arab tent out in the desert beyond Luxor. Later I was taken by a man, of whom I will tell you more presently, to Constantinople, thence through Austria and Germany, and finally was smuggled across the Channel into England.”

“And who was the man who inoculated you?” inquired the Home Secretary, still with the same peculiar intonation. “Can you remember his name?”

“He is known in England as Pharos the Egyptian,” I replied— “the foulest fiend this world has ever seen. In reality he is Ptahmes the Magician, and he has sworn vengeance on the human race. Among other things he was the real murderer of Clausand, the curiosity dealer, in Bonwell Street last June, and not the inoffensive German who shot himself after confessing to the crime at Bow Street. He smuggled me into England from Hamburg, and the night before last he took me all through London — to the Antiquarian Club, to the Duchess of Amersham’s ball, to the Fancy Dress ball that was held at Covent Garden the same night, and to many other places. Everyone I spoke to became infected, and that, I assure you, on my word of honour, was how the plague originated here. Oh, Sir Edward, you cannot realise what agonies I have suffered since I became possessed of this terrible knowledge!”

A short silence followed, during which I am convinced I heard my companion say very softly to himself, “That settles it.”

Then, turning to me, he continued, “You say you were at the Duchess of Amersham’s ball the night before last? Do you mean this?”

“Of course I do,” I replied. “Why, you spoke to me there yourself, and congratulated me upon my engagement. And, now I come to think of it, I saw you talking with Pharos there.”

“Quite right,” he said. “I did speak to Monsieur Pharos there. But are you sure it was the night before last? That is what I want to get at.”

“I am as sure of that as I am of anything in this world,” I replied.

“What you tell me is very interesting,” he said, rising from his chair— “very interesting indeed, and I am sincerely obliged to you for coming to me. Now, if you will excuse me, I must be going, for, as I told you, I have a meeting of the Health Commission to attend in a few minutes. If I were you I should go back to my house and keep quiet. There is nothing to be gained by worrying oneself, as you have evidently been doing.”

“I can see that you do not believe what I have told you,” I cried with great bitterness. “Sir Edward, I implore you to do so. I assure you on my honour as a gentleman, I will swear, by any oath you care to name, that what I say is true in every particular. Pharos is still in London, in Park Lane, and if you are quick you can capture him. But there is not a moment to lose. For God’s sake believe me before it is too late!”

“I have listened to all you have said, my dear Cyril,” he answered soothingly, “and I can quite understand that you believe it to be true. You have been ill, and it is plain your always excitable imagination has not yet recovered its equilibrium. Go home, as I say, and rest. Trust me, you will soon be yourself once more. Now I must go.”

“Oh, heavens! how can I convince you?” I groaned, wringing my hands. “Is there nothing I can say or do that will make you believe my story? You will find out when it is too late that I have told you the truth. Men and women are dying like sheep to right and left of us, and yet the vile author of all this sorrow and suffering will escape unpunished. Is it any use, Sir Edward, for me to address one last appeal to you?”

Then a notion struck me. I thrust my hand into my coat pocket and produced the prescription which Pharos had given me for Valerie in Hamburg, and which, since it had done her so much good, I had been careful not to let out of my possession.

“Take that, Sir Edward,” I said. “I came to make my confession to you because I deemed it my duty, and because of the load upon my brain, which I thought it might help to lighten. You will not believe me, so what can I do? This paper contains the only prescription which has yet been effectual in checking the disease. It saved the life of Valerie de Vocxqal, and I can vouch for its efficacy. Show it to the medical authorities. It is possible it may convince them that I am not as mad as you think me.”

He took it from me, but it was plain to me, from the look upon his face, that he believed it to be only another part of my delusion.

“If it will make your mind any easier,” he said, “I will give you my word that it shall be placed before the members of the Commission. If they deem it likely that any good can result from it, you may be sure it will be used.”

He then wished me good-bye, and, with a feeling of unavailing rage and disappointment in my heart, I left the Offices and passed out into Whitehall. Once more I made my way into St. James’s Park, and reaching a secluded spot, threw myself down upon the turf and buried my face in my arms. At first I could think of nothing but my own shame; then my thoughts turned to Valerie. In my trouble I had for the moment forgotten her. Coward that I was, I had considered my own safety before hers. If anything happened to me, who would protect her? I was still debating this with myself when my ears caught the sound of a footstep on the hard ground, and then the rustle of a dress. A moment later a voice sounded in my ears like the sweetest music. “Thank God!” it said, “Oh! thank God! I have found you.”

Her cry of happiness ended in a little choking sob, and I turned and looked up to discover Valerie, her beautiful eyes streaming with tears, bending over me.

“How did you find me?” I inquired, in a voice that my love and longing for her rendered almost inaudible. “How did you know that I was here?”

“Love told me,” she answered softly. “My heart led me to you. You forget the strange power with which I am gifted. Though I did not see you leave the house, I knew that you were gone, and my instinct warned me not only where you were going, but what you were going to do. Cyril, it was brave of you to go.”

“It was useless,” I cried. “I have failed. He would not believe me, Valerie, and I am lost eternally!”

“Hush!” she said. “Dear love, you must not say such things. They are not true. But rise. You must come to him. All this morning he has not been at all the same. I do not know what to think, but something is going to happen, I am certain.”

There was no need for her to say to whom she referred.

I did as she commanded me, and side by side we crossed the park.

“He has made arrangements to leave England this afternoon,” she continued, as we passed into Piccadilly. “The yacht is in the Thames, and orders have been sent to hold her in readiness for a long voyage.”

“And what does he intend doing with us?”

“I know nothing of that,” she answered. “But there is something very strange about him to-day. When he sent for me this morning I scarcely knew him, he was so changed.”

We made our way along the deserted streets and presently reached Park Lane. As soon as we were inside the house I ascended the stairs beside her, and it was not until we had reached the top floor, on which Pharos’s room was situated, that we paused before a door. Listening before it, we could plainly hear someone moving about inside. When we knocked, a voice I failed to recognise called upon us to enter. It was a strange picture we saw when we did so. In a large armchair before a roaring fire, though it was the middle of summer, sat Pharos, but so changed that I hardly knew him. He looked half his usual size; his skin hung loose about his face, as if the bones had shrunken underneath it; his eyes, always so deep-set in his head, were now so much sunken that they could scarcely be seen, while his hands were shrivelled until they resembled those of a mummy more than a man. The monkey also, which was huddled beside him in the chair, looked smaller than I had ever seen it. As if this were not enough, the room was filled with Egyptian curios from floor to ceiling. So many were there, indeed, that there barely remained room for Pharos’s chair. How he had obtained possession of them I did not understand; but since Sir George Legrath’s confession, written shortly before his tragic death by his own hand, the mystery has been solved, and Pharos confronts us in an even more unenviable light than before. Hating, loathing, and yet fearing the man as I did, there was something in his look now that roused an emotion in me that was almost akin to pity.

“Thou hast come in time,” he said to Valerie, but in a different voice and without that harshness to which we had so long grown accustomed. “I have been anxiously awaiting thee.”

He signed to her to approach him.

“Give me your hand,” he whispered faintly. “Through you it is decreed that I must learn my fate. Courage, courage — there is naught for thee to fear!”

Taking her hand, he bade her close her eyes and describe to him what she saw. She did as she was ordered, and for upward of a minute perfect silence reigned in the room. The picture they made — the worn-out, shrivelled body of the man and the lovely woman — I cannot hope to make you understand.

“I see a great hall, supported by pillars,” she said at last, speaking in that hard, measured voice I remembered to have heard on board the yacht. “The walls are covered with paintings, and two sphinxes guard the door. In the centre is an old man with a long white beard, who holds his arms above his head.”

“It is Paduamen, the mouthpiece of the Gods,” moaned Pharos, with a look of terror in his face that there was no disguising. “I am lost for ever — for ever; not for to-day, not for to-morrow, but for all time! Tell me, woman, what judgment the Mighty Ones pronounce against me?”

“Hush — he speaks!” Valerie continued slowly; and then a wonderful thing happened.

Whether it was the first warning of the illness that was presently to fall upon me, or whether I was so much in sympathy with Valerie that I saw what she and Pharos saw, I cannot say; at any rate, I suddenly found myself transported from Park Lane away to that mysterious hall below the Temple of Ammon, of which I retained so vivid a recollection. The place was in semi-darkness, and in the centre, as Valerie had described, stood the old man who had acted as my guide on the other occasion that I had been there. His arms were raised above his head, and his voice when he spoke was stern yet full of sadness.

“Ptahmes, son of Netruhôtep,” he was saying, “across the seas I speak to thee. For the second time thou hast been found wanting in the trust reposed in thee. Thou hast used the power vouchsafed thee by the Gods for thine own purposes and to enrich thyself in the goods of the earth. Therefore thy doom is decreed, and in the Valley of Amenti thy punishment awaits thee. Prepare, for that time is even now upon thee.”

Then the hall grew dark, there was a rushing sound as of a great wind, and once more I was back in Park Lane. Pharos was crouching in his chair, moaning feebly, and evidently beside himself with terror.

“What more dost thou see?” he said at length, and his voice was growing perceptibly weaker. “Tell me all.”

There was another pause, and then Valerie spoke again.

“I see a rocky hillside and a newly-opened tomb. I see three white men and five Arabs who surround it. They are lifting a mummy from the vault below with cords.”

On hearing this Pharos sprang to his feet with a loud cry, and for a moment fought wildly with the air. Meanwhile the monkey clung tenaciously to him, uttering strange cries, which grew feebler every moment. Valerie, released from her trance, if by such a name I may describe it, and unable to bear more, fled the room, while I stood rooted to the spot, powerless to move hand or foot, watching Pharos with fascinated eyes.

As if he were choking, he tore at his throat with his skeleton fingers till the blood spurted out on either side. Little by little, however, his struggles grew weaker, until they ceased altogether, and he fell back into his chair, to all intents and purposes a dead man, with the dying monkey still clinging to his coat.

After all I had lately gone through, the strain this terrible scene put upon my mind was too great for me to bear, and I fell back against the wall in a dead faint.



When I recovered from the attack of brain fever which followed the ghastly event I have just described, I found myself lying in my bunk in my old cabin on board the yacht. Valerie was sitting beside me holding my hand in hers and gazing lovingly into my face. Surprised at finding myself where I was, I endeavoured to obtain an explanation from her.

“Hush,” she said, “you must not talk! Let it suffice that I have saved you, and now we are away from England and at sea together. Pharos is dead, and the past is only a bitter memory.”

As she spoke, as if to bear out what she had said, a ray of sunshine streamed in through the porthole and fell upon us both.

THE END


Love Made Manifest (1899)
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IT WAS THE island of Upolu, in the Samoan group, and a breathless morning. The sun was almost at its meridian, the palms that lined the beach were as motionless as trees cut out of cardboard, and the lagoon dazzling as a dish of quicksilver set in sand. The only signs of life were the tumbling surf upon the outer reef, and a white boy lying upon his stomach, reading, on the edge of a grove of wild oranges and cocoanut palms, a hundred yards above high-water mark. There was not a human habitation of any sort to be seen in the whole landscape, though a native village existed round the corner of one headland, and the European Settlement of Apia was in the flood-tide of life and trade behind the other. That the youth was absorbed in his book admitted of no doubt, for he lay as still as a sleeping turtle, his eyes glued to the page, oblivious to everything around him, though all the time the sun was driving off the shade and climbing higher and higher up his lightly clad back, and the surf was rumbling like thunder upon the reef on the other side of the lagoon.

“Yet some men say in many parts of England,” he read, “that King Arthur is not dead, but is had by will of our Lord Jesu in another place. And men say that he shall come again and he shall win the Holy Cross. I will not say it shall be so, but rather I will say that here in this world he changed his life. But many men say that there is written upon his tomb this verse:

“‘ Hic jacet Arthurus Rex Quondam Rex que Futurus. ‘“

At this point he reverently closed his copy of Sir Thomas Mallory’s immortal poem, and looked about him. It was a curious old book, that by some strange chance boasted a Balliol label inside its coverlid, and was coated and begrimed with the filth and dust of a career embracing fifteen chequered years in the Pacific. In the wild orange bushes on his right two green and yellow “jaos” were searching for honey, and at the same time chattering noisily; among the pink blossom of a group of fuafuas to the left, half a dozen Senga parrakeets, feathered in all colours of the rainbow, uttered their extraordinary cries, while through breaks in the foliage overhead glimpses of the blue sky could be obtained, showing a flock of white birds soaring up and up into what seemed the very eye of heaven itself. It was a day when it would appear impossible to work, and for this reason, perhaps, very few, save natives, were abroad, and even they, accustomed to the warmth as they were, preferred to lie in the shade, to swap reminiscences, and to generally absorb the heat, rather than run the risk of injuring their constitutions by any violent exertion.

He was a strange boy, this ill-clad, ill-kept Claude de Carnyon — perhaps as extraordinary a specimen of the genus as could have been found in the whole length and breadth of the Pacific. What his right to his high-sounding patronymic may have been is more than I can say. It is sufficient, however, for the purposes of this history that his father was a dissolute old beachcomber, who had arrived in the Samoan group early in the seventies. Among other things he claimed to have once been an English University man, but he was now a complete wreck, and lived with a Samoan wife in a native village a mile or two outside Apia. Whatever other faults he may have had, neglect of his son’s education could not have been included among them; for a more accomplished youth for his age — he was barely fifteen — could not have been found on the island, or, for the matter of that, in the whole Southern Hemisphere. Indeed, this teaching of his son was the brilliant old ruffian’s one remaining amusement; and, perhaps as the result of some hereditary tendency, the lad had proved himself eager to make the most of it. In mathematics, it must be confessed, he was by no means reliable, but in Latin and Greek he could have easily held his own with many older men upon whose education thousands of pounds had been expended. The sonorous ancient poets were as familiar to him as the quaint Samoan sagas his dusky stepmother was wont to croon before the hut door at sundown, while his acquaintance with the best English, German, Spanish, and Italian literature was, if a trifle fragmentary, at least three years in advance of that acquired by many students of even twice his age at our most cherished universities. In his way the old beachcomber was a genius; but, judging from the proofs he had so far given, his son bade fair to eclipse him.

In physique the boy was tall and well made, his hands and feet were small and neatly shaped. His head, from a phrenological, and indeed from any other point of view, was a magnificent one, and crowned with a wealth of curly hair that in the sunlight shone like molten gold. His features were a trifle disappointing, perhaps, but on the other hand they bore unmistakable promise of improvement with age. For the present they were refined and in some respects harmonious; the eyes were large and dreamy, the forehead broad, and the mouth somewhat small and sensitive, but not sufficiently so to be out of keeping with the remainder of the face. The weakest part was undoubtedly the chin, which was hardly square enough to indicate that amount of determination necessary for the formation of a really strong character. Taken altogether, however, it was the head and face of a scholar, and one who would live by his brains rather than by his hands.

As he put his book away from him and dropped his chin on to his folded arms, there was a stir in the long grass in front of him. Next moment a beautiful little specimen of the Veha bird came steadily into view, searching for insects. Seeing the boy, and realising how close he was to danger, he dropped back into the grass and disappeared without a rustle in the direction he had come. For a moment or two all was quiet; then the lad espied, making his way through the dry herbage, à gorgeous black and gold beetle. His imagination, fired by the book he had been reading, and always on the lookout for the poetic, pictured him as a knight in black and gold armour, making his way through a dense forest in search of adventure. The path was a difficult one, and several times the course he steered led him beside great chasms. In some cases they were of sufficient depth to swallow him up half a dozen times over, and in not a few they measured at least eight inches from top to bottom. Leaving the track proper, he branched off to the left, and at this juncture an episode occurred that heightened the make-believe and brought the boy’s chin down to the dust, that he might not lose one scrap of what was going forward. On one side of the knight’s path was a high rock; to think of climbing it was out of the question; on the other was a yawning precipice, to fall into which would mean but one fate — certain death. The path was scarcely wide enough for one, for two it was impossible. Yet, as the knight passed along it, an enormous spider, of the tarantula breed, climbed down the cliff and blocked his passage. Evidently, thought Claude, this was the guardian of the pass. The knight considered for a moment. To go back would be to own himself a coward, to go forward would mean a desperate battle and possible, if not probable, destruction. The foes on meeting had stopped, and now regarded each other for upwards of a minute. Then the black knight, without further thought, metaphorically couched his lance, stuck in his spurs, dashed forward, and before a prosaic Nineteenth Century could have said “Jack Robinson,” had grappled with his antagonist. The demon of the pass was not behind him in desire, and for this reason they fought upon the narrow ledge with indomitable courage. The boy watched the combat with all his being, hardly daring to breathe when he saw the valiant knight overhanging the precipice, and feeling as if he must shout his joy aloud when the wicked ogre was compelled to give back a pace against the mountain-side. It was a struggle after his own heart, and he was still watching it with minute attention when he heard a rustling in the bushes on the bank above him, and, looking up, saw the face of a young girl smiling down at him.

“Loie,” he cried, in surprise, “I didn’t hear you coming.” Then, as if by attending to her he might miss some detail of the battle going on before him, he said, “Come down here and look at this fight! It’s worth seeing, I can tell you.”

The girl parted the bushes, and did as she was told. She was a pretty little creature, dressed all in white, with a wealth of silken hair hanging down her back and a broad-brimmed straw hat stuck coquettishly on the back of her head.

“And what mischief are you up to now?” she inquired, as she threw herself down on the sand beside the boy and brought her face to a corresponding level with his.

“No mischief,” he answered quickly. “But look here. Do you see that knight in there? He’s a brave fellow, I can tell you. I call him Sir Lancelot, because of his black and gold armour. When first I saw him he was riding his brave destrier through that forest in search of adventure, but had so far met with none. When, however, the reached this pass the Ogre of the Mountain dashed from his hiding-place and blocked his way. He would not yield, of course, and now they are fighting for the path.”

Side by side, head pressed against head, the boy and girl lay and watched the combat. It was not, however, long before it was decided. The wicked ogre, employing some magic spell for which the other had no antidote, wrapped his arms about the valiant knight, and, putting forth an effort, hurled him from the path into the abyss.

“Farewell, brave Sir Lancelot,” cried the boy, in perfect seriousness, as the beetle disappeared. “You fought a good fight, but the spells of Merlin have proved too strong for you.”

Rolling over on to his back, he lay there for a moment staring up at the motionless palm fronds above his head, and finally sat up. His companion did the same, and then they looked at each other and laughed. The girl’s laugh was something to hear and to remember; it was as unlike the ordinary expression of happiness or amusement as the boy’s character was dissimilar to those of the youths in the township round the corner. It seemed to contain the whole essence of raillery with the smallest modicum of mirth, and yet, while one was somewhat bound to participate in it, one could not help feeling that it was not altogether a sincere expression of the author’s feelings.

The owner of this unusual attribute was, as I have said, a beautiful child; among other things she boasted a fine oval face, large expressive eyes, a tiny rosebud mouth, small teeth, even and white as pearls, and last, but not least, a complexion so perfect that it seemed impossible that it could have been subjected to the attacks of fourteen consecutive Pacific summers. She was the daughter and only child of a whisky-drinking coffee planter, of Irish extraction and good family, who lived on the other side of Apia, and she had been the boy’s constant companion ever since he could remember. To-day he discovered that she was better dressed than he had ever seen her before. She wore, as I have said, a white dress, a large hat trimmed with lace, shoes, which were quite unusual additions to her attire, and stockings of superfine texture and newness. He could not understand it; she saw his bewilderment, and as she did she threw back her head and laughed again. That laugh decided him.

“You were always vain, Loie,” he said, with the agreeable candour of youth, “and now that you’ve managed by some means or other to get some fine clothes you’ve come to show them off and try to make me jealous. But you can’t; I’ll have quite as good some day, if not better, for all my jacket’s so threadbare now.”

He scrutinised his ragged top garment with an exacting eye, became painfully conscious of its dirt, tried to remove a portion of it by brushing it with his fingers, and finally, seeing that it was quite impossible to better it, threw himself down again on the sand and steadfastly took stock of his companion. She laughed a little defiantly at his outburst of passion, checked herself as suddenly, and, changing her tone, said with a petulance that sat very prettily upon her — 

“I didn’t think you would have wanted to quarrel with me on the day that I’m going away, Claude, or I shouldn’t have come. You may never see me again, you know.”

This overture did not have the effect she intended upon the boy. He only said scornfully — 

“You’re always talking about going away, but you never go.”

“Well, we’re going this time, sure as gospel,” she said. “My uncle in Ireland — the one, you know, who drank O’Hara’s whisky and fought the ghost — is dead; and now my father’s rich, and what’s more, I’m a lady — Lady Loie Fanchester — and he’s the Earl of Kilgovan. I shall go to Court and kiss the Queen’s hand, and wear the most beautiful dresses in all the world, and never have a thing at all to do but ride in a carriage and enjoy myself from morning till night, There! what do you think of that?”

For a moment the boy was too dazed by the brilliant prospect conjured up by her words, and the vague possibility of there being some truth in what she said, to reply. He only wriggled his shapely brown toes into the sand and stared at her.

“I don’t believe a word of it,” he said at last, but with a visible effort. “You imagine such a lot; and you always were such a little liar, Loie!”

She laughed and clapped her hands, not in the least abashed by his candid criticism.

“It’s not a lie this time,” she cried, her eyes sparkling with mischievous mirth. “It’s what dad calls God’s sober truth. The mail came in this morning and brought a letter for him. When he had read it he had to have three drinks before he could understand it. Then he sent me off to the store to buy whatever I liked; so I bought this dress, and we’re going home to England this very afternoon. Though they wanted me to stay and pack my things, I ran away from them all to tell you.”

By this time he had arrived at the conclusion that there was something in what she said. The tangible evidence offered by her gorgeous apparel, combined with her last speech, helped him to a decision. But clever as he undoubtedly was, he was not capable of grasping in an instant all that her going away would mean to him. Loie had been his sole friend and playfellow, the sharer of his ambitions and dreams for as long as he could remember, and now to be told that she was going to leave him in order that she might take her place in a sphere to which it would seem impossible he could ever attain, struck him as not only a great injustice, but in the light of a positive personal injury.

“Dad says I shall be the prettiest woman in England, as well as one of the richest,” said Loie, brushing her hair back from her face with a gesture more expressive; than any words.

“You’re conceited enough now; you’ll be worse! then,” asserted the other, brutally.

“If you’re going to be rude I shall go away at once, without saying goodbye at all. No, no! This is our last day, so don’t be cross, Claude!”

“I’m not cross,” the boy replied. “But I don’t like your going away like this, Loie. Why need you go? I’m sure we’re happy enough as we are. I’ve got heaps of new stories ready to tell you, and I’ll write poetry about you as often as you want me to. You know you like that. You’ll not find a bathing-place anywhere else to equal Rippling Falls, and it’s so cold and shivery in England — not warm and comfortable like this.”

He traced a half-circle in the sand with the toes of his right foot, and sniffed the smell of the dried earth! and withered palm leaves that pervaded everything.

“You don’t suppose I’m never coming back here, do you?” asked the girl indignantly. “Why, when I’m tired of England I shall travel about. Besides, I must go, you see, because my father’s a Peer and has to sit; in the House of Lords in his robes, with his coronet on I his head, like the picture we have in the dining-room at home. I’m going to be a Maid of Honour, and stand on the Queen’s right hand.” — 

“I wouldn’t give a fig for that,” answered Claude. “I’m going to be a great author and painter some day, and have everybody buying my books and my pictures. That’s a good deal better than being a Peer or a Maid of Honour, I think.”

“Then we’ll be married in Westminster Abbey, like the princesses,” said the girl, “and be happy ever after. Remember, Claude, you’ve promised to marry me.”

“I’ve not forgotten,” answered the boy sturdily. “When I’m a great author I’ll be sure to come and claim you. And, Loie” — here his voice faltered a little as he realised for the first time how near the parting was— “mind you never forget me.”

“I will remember,” she whispered, and as she spoke the rich blood of youth mantled her cheek and made her face lovelier than ever. “Now I must be going home. They’ll think I’m lost.”

“I shall comedown to the ship and say goodbye,” said Claude.

“Mind you do, and I’ll be on the lookout for you,” she cried, and sprang to her feet like a young fawn. Then, with another “goodbye,” she parted the bushes and went up the hillside singing, in a voice that was as sweet and true as any blackbird’s, the chorus of a drinking song that she had picked up from her father — 



“Gramachree ma cruiskeen 

Slainte glad mavoumeen, 

Gramachree ma coolin bawn, bawn, bawn, 

Oh, Gramachree ma coolin bawn.”



After she had gone the boy sat for some time completely absorbed in thought. His world seemed suddenly to have fallen about his ears. Enthusiastically as he had spoken to her of their island home, he was not so bound up in it as to be without some ambition to make the acquaintance of the great world, and now that Loie was leaving it its beauties seemed to crumble before his eyes, and it became drearier than any desert. Over and over again kind-hearted captains of trading vessels had offered him trips among the islands, and once he had been tempted to venture even as far as San Francisco. But on each occasion, though he had pleaded hard, his father, who, in addition to being as poor as a church mouse and disreputable as an average travelling tinker, was as proud as Lucifer, had forbidden him to take advantage of such kindness.

Perhaps because he had never known a better, the home in the native hut was not as distasteful as it would otherwise have been. Nevertheless, in his own way, he had derived a notion that his father was looked down upon, that in spite of his brilliant education and boasted breeding, he was not on a par with the Consuls, the captains of the trading schooners, or the principal storekeepers. He was not by any manner of means an affectionate son, nor could he find in his heart any reverence for the gin-drinking, debased old ruffian who called himself his father, and who lay from morning to night on his mat at the door of the hut spouting Latin and Greek, and trying to induce any one who would listen to him to believe that once upon a time he really had been what he pretended, an Oxford don. If Loie were going away, why should he not go too? If he did his father would hardly miss him. He would probably swear very fluently for some minutes, and, when that was safely through, would beat his Samoan wife, quote some lines from an obscene old Latin poet, more or less to the point, and then order more gin, and in absorbing that forget altogether his rebellious offspring.

The very thought of such an adventurous undertaking was almost too much for him. But if he did run away, the principle question to be decided was where to go. Then he remembered that old Captain Bowler, whose schooner, The Morning Glory, plied between Samoa and Sydney, was in harbour, and was due to sail that very day. If he had not already gone, and he could only persuade him to take him with him in any capacity, it did not matter what, then his flight would be arranged for him, and he would have started on the ambitious career he had marked out for himself. Once in Australia, he could either remain in one of the big cities or work his way to England, as he pleased. He resolved to see Captain Bowler without delay.

As he rose to his feet a young Samoan of good birth, hailing from his own village, passed along the beach and accosted him.

“Talofa!” cried the new-comer, halting alongside the grove.

“Talofa alii!” returned the boy politely. Then gathering from the expression on the other’s face that something unpleasant was toward, he questioned him. As a result he learned that his father had been searching for him in all directions in order that he might send him into the township for gin; and, not being able to discover him, he was promising him the finest thrashing he could imagine when he should come to hand. This seemed a good way out of the difficulty, and so, bidding his friend “farewell,” he set off towards Apia on his father’s errand. By the time he reached the grog shanty from which he was accustomed to obtain the spirit it was well past midday, and at four o’clock the mail boat, with Loie on board, was to sail.

The bar was crowded, but it was not long before he discovered the man he wanted, seated in a corner with a bottle of lager beer before him. He was a big, burly fellow, with a kindly face, blue eyes, and a beard that reached almost to his belt. He greeted the boy with a friendly nod, and, elephantine facetiousness being the order of the day, inquired how his new book was selling, and when he intended to sail with him.

“To-day, if you will take me,” replied the youngster quickly. “I’ll go aboard this afternoon.”

The skipper laughed good-humouredly. It was a joke that lost nothing by a pretence of seriousness.

“That’s the sort of talk,” he said. “Mind you get your traps aboard early, for we sail at daybreak.”

“I won’t forget,” said the boy; and having achieved his purpose, he bade his friend “goodbye,” and with flushed cheeks and sparkling eyes, and a couple of bottles of gin under his arm, left the hotel and made his way home to the village, where his father’s hut stood.

When he reached it he found his paternal parent stretched out on a mat before the door, attired in an old suit of striped pyjamas, and very much the worse for such drink as he had been able to procure. He cursed his son fluently in three languages for a few minutes, and then, his attention being distracted by the sight of the bottles his offspring carried under his arm, forbore to abuse him further. The lad handed them to him with the old tin pannikin from which he usually imbibed his liquor, and then, with the first few sentences of an ode to Bacchus ringing in his ears, went round to the back to obtain some food from his Samoan stepmother. While eating it he sat on the trunk of a fallen tree and reviewed his position. The skipper of The Morning Glory had laughingly offered him a chance to leave the island; he had taken him at his word, and intended to stow himself away on board overnight. When they were safely out of sight of land he would make his appearance and claim the hospitality which had been offered to him. He felt compelled to adopt this course, for he knew very well if he were to go on board openly, the skipper, in spite of his invitation, would not think twice about putting him ashore again. From a contemplation of his own plans his thoughts passed to his father, whom he could hear regaling himself between drinks with thoughts of bygone glories and excesses. A shiver of disgust passed over the son, which was more an innate distaste for the vulgar than any personal dislike to his sire.

The mail boat that was to convey Loie from Samoa was advertised to sail at four o’clock, and at half-past three Claude was on the beach endeavouring to persuade some natives of his acquaintance to row him out to her.

If the morning had been hot, the afternoon was stifling. The surface of the lagoon gleamed like molten silver, and when he came alongside the great vessel her plates were so hot that he could hardly bear to touch them. However, he clambered aboard and found Loie, true to her promise, on the outlook for him, tricked out in all her finery. Her father was in the smoking-room on the hurricane deck, surrounded by the principal inhabitants of the beach, treating all present to champagne, and commenting enthusiastically on the change of fortune which had come to him.

Now that the actual moment of parting from his old playfellow had arrived, and he realised that it was no longer possible to prevent it, a desire to express his real feelings took possession of the boy. But an unaccustomed nervousness was upon him, and, try how he would to make it, his tongue would not utter the words that were in his heart. And every moment the time permitted him was growing shorter. Already the passengers were saying their last “goodbyes,” the shore boats were pushing off from the ship’s side, and the officers and crew were commencing their operations for getting the anchor aboard. In despair Claude turned to the girl beside him.

“Loie,” he whispered, “you will not forget?”

“Forget what?” asked the girl, with unusual humility.

“That when I become a great author you are to marry me,” replied the boy.

“No! I will not forget,” answered Loie; “but, oh, Claude, don’t be long!”

“I won’t be long,” the lad answered confidently. “I have made one step to-day towards it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Why, that” — here he bent his head down and whispered in her ear— “that without you here I cannot live in Upolu. Loie, I am going to run away.”

However serious the situation may have been, she only clapped her hands and laughed.

“Going to run away from Apia, Claude? Why, what a funny boy you are, to be sure! Where will you go to?” — 

This was not the sort of reception he had hoped his news would receive, and she saw that he was hurt by her ridicule. With quick womanly tact she turned to a side issue.

“If you are going to run away you must come to England, and then we may be friends again. Oh, that will be nice!”

“Friends! Loie,” he said, with a gravity beyond his years. “We are going to be more than that. I am going to come home and make my name, and then we’re going to be married and live happily ever afterwards.”

As he spoke, he shuddered, though he could not tell why.

“I feel cold,” she said, almost at the same moment, “and yet it’s such a hot day.”

At the same instant the whistle sounded for shore folk to leave the ship. Claude leant forward and placed his arm round her waist. For the first time in his life his lips touched her cheek.

“Goodbye, Loie,” he whispered; “darling Loie, goodbye.”

“Goodbye,” she faltered, with drooping eyes. Then, as if an afterthought had struck her, she added, “Remember, Claude, we’re to be married, and you’re never to love any one else in the whole world.”

“I will never love any one but you, Loie, darling,” he said, and clambering over the side dropped into the boat, which his native friends had kept waiting alongside for him. Half an hour later the steamer was a tiny speck on the horizon, and Loie had gone out into the great world into which he was soon to follow her.

By eight o’clock he had collected his greatest treasures and his meagre wardrobe, and was on board Captain Bowler’s schooner, The Morning Glory, stowed away in a safe hiding-place. His presence on board was not discovered until the vessel had been nearly twelve hours at sea. Then he made his appearance on deck, and claimed the hospitality the skipper had so effusively offered him the previous day. A stormy five minutes was the result, but as it was quite impossible to put him ashore, and Captain Bowler was forced to remember that he had been the first to proffer the invitation, the best had to be made of a bad bargain, and the boy was accordingly carried on to Sydney.

When he left the vessel and found himself standing on Circular Quay, with the hum of the city in his ears and not a friend in the place, the great ocean-going boats about him and only five shillings in his pocket, he began to realise that his acquaintance with the outside world had indeed commenced.


CHAPTER I

FIFTEEN YEARS LATER
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FIFTEEN YEARS HAD passed over his head since the day when Claude de Carnyon said “goodbye” to the islands of Samoa, and even in his happiest moments he could not with truth affirm that those fifteen years had in any way proved equal to the future which, as a boy, he had so sanguinely mapped out for himself. Clever as he undoubtedly was, success had so far refused to crown his efforts. It was certainly not for lack of industry. He had written book after book, and play after play, and had painted picture after picture, during his residence in Australia, but not a book had been published, a play produced, or a picture purchased, in all that time. The Colonies, ever ready to claim talent when it has been thoroughly recognised elsewhere, were almost stoical in their firmness not to encourage him in his endeavours, and as a natural consequence his life as an usher in a small up-country school had seemed the most dreary existence possible to any living child of man. Not once, but several times, he had felt tempted to give up the quest of fame and return to the island home from which he had come. But somehow on each occasion his faith in his own ultimate success had proved too strong, and he had postponed it for a while. All the time he was saving every penny he could scrape together for the campaign. At last, one lovely day in May, he found himself standing on the wharf of the Shadwell Basin in the Port of London, looking over a pool of peasoup-coloured water, with a small bullock-hide trunk, full of manuscripts, on the stones beside him, thirty pounds in Bank of England notes safely stowed away in an inner pocket, wondering if it could be true that his desire was accomplished, and he was really in England after all.

Though he was but newly arrived, he told himself no time must be lost in getting to business. Within a couple of hours of his setting foot on shore, he had conveyed his one trunk up to Town and installed himself in a small room at the top of a large house in Great Coram Street, North, to which he had been directed from Sydney. An hour later he had purchased a pen and a bottle of ink, had unpacked his belongings, and posted his best manuscript to a famous publisher, whose very name was as sweet as music to his ears.

Now, if there is one part of London, north of Oxford Street, which to my mind is more depressing than another, it is that little bit of Town bounded on the top by St. Pancras Station, on the south by Russell Square, on the east by the Foundling Hospital, and on the west by Tottenham Court Road. And perhaps of all the dingy thoroughfares that here abound, the most depressing, dirtiest, and dingiest, is that dignified by the magnificent appellation of Great Coram Street. Here there is absolutely nothing to cheer the eye. The houses are old and gloomy, so much of their appointments as can be seen from the pavement more than match them, while the inhabitants of the district invariably show signs of having fought the battle of life for indeterminate periods, and in the majority of instances would appear to have been badly worsted in the struggle.

To one favoured with a sharp eye, it is observable in this salubrious locality that the police are given to scrutinising passers-by more closely than would be considered consistent with their duty in the regions on the other side of Hyde Park; while the very butchers, bakers, milkmen, and other small tradesmen in the neighbourhood, would appear to have banded themselves together against the inhabitants, and to live in constant fear of moonlight flittings and of failure on the part of the said inhabitants to pay debts incurred for articles of human consumption. In Great Coram Street and its environs it may be confidently asserted that the art of enjoyment has long since been lost in the face of the more obtuse problem of actual living.

Though de Carnyon had all his life entertained a desire that was almost a craving to see and know for himself the life of the greatest city in the world, he did not waste his time in exploring it, but set himself to work upon a new book immediately he was installed. London would not run away, but his savings would, so he postponed amusement till after business hours. His slender means would not permit him the luxury of a sitting-room, and for this reason he used to take his glimpses of the Town during the time the tow-headed maid-of-all-work was making his bed every morning, and when she was clearing away his supper in the evening. In this fashion he learnt to understand the difference between Burton Crescent, which is north, and Bedford Square, which is decidedly south. On the third day after his landing he walked to Oxford Street, where he stood on the pavement watching the endless stream of traffic, and dreaming dreams of all that his future was to do for him. Presently he saw that he had attracted the attention of a policeman across the way, and also that he was considered in the light of likely game by two precocious young thieves secreted in a neighbouring alley. When he found he had lost his purse he went home a sadder and a wiser man.

A fortnight later his first manuscript was returned to him with a polite note from the managing partner of the firm of publishers to whom he had sent it, informing him that unfortunately they did not consider that at the present moment they had a sufficiently advantageous opening for it. The two following posts brought him more refusals.

He looked from the letters to the neatly tied-up parcels upon his table, and thought if he had not sold two little water-colour sketches of South Sea life to a Jew in the Tottenham Court Road that morning, for a sovereign apiece, he would indeed have had good cause to feel unhappy. He did not guess that that selfsame dealer had resold his work, within an hour, for six times the price he had paid for it. If he had he would have been able to take them as an example, and have worked out for himself a pretty little problem in political economy, which would seem to argue that the original manufacturer of an article must first be mulcted in order that subsequent vendors may achieve a profit.

However, though his manuscripts had been returned to him in a way he had been far from expecting, he was not at all cast down by the blow. He was barely thirty, he told himself, and even at that great age one can surely afford to look upon the future with a certain amount of hopefulness. Besides, he was confident of the real value of his own work, and by no means wanting in push and self-assertion. He knew that sooner or later his chance would come, and then he would make the most of it. Therefore he redirected the parcels, tied up and addressed another bundle of new MSS., and sallied forth to the post. When he had deposited them with the clerk he came out of the office in better spirits, and as the afternoon was fine and he wanted to think, set off, at his best pace, for a long walk. Ultimately he found himself in Hyde Park, leaning against the railings, regarding the movements of the fashionable world.

“Yes, my friend,” he said to himself, as he watched a smart mail phaeton driven by a popular novelist go by, “some day you are going to drive in this park in exactly the self-same style; and perhaps another poor literary devil leaning upon these rails may see you and derive some sort of encouragement from the look of fatted contentment upon your face. Yes, it’s got to come — the good time has certainly got to come, and when it does, by Jove, I’ll make the most of it. It ought not to be far off now; it seems to me I’ve struggled long enough.”

In the brightness of this summer evening, success somehow seemed closer and more assured than it had ever done before. In thus looking into the future he forgot the fact that his books, upon which he had counted so much, had been summarily rejected by the publishers; he forgot that his hard-earned and still harder-saved captial was reduced almost by a half; he only remembered that he was at last in England and in London, the hub of the Universe as some one has called it — at any rate the place where publishers, and the hanging committee of the Royal Academy live, move, and have their being. Moreover, when all was said and done he was not quite unknown, for had he not sold two pictures and received payment for them? Those pictures would have to hang somewhere, and then there would be at least one person who would know his name and have paid money for his work. The thought comforted him. But if he could have seen at that moment those self-same works of art being exhibited in a Royal Academician’s drawing-room, and have heard the great man describing to an audience, consisting of a sculptor, an impressionist, a peer, and an M. P., how he picked them up for a mere song in the Tottenham Court Road, and expressing his firm conviction that whoever the poor devil might have been who painted them, he was an artist to his finger-tips, he would have felt even more certain of his future than ever. But Destiny, like Justice, must perforce go blindfold, and therefore cannot be expected to describe, either to warn or encourage, the nature of the land that lies ahead.

Leaving the Park, he made his way homeward, and as he went his thoughts reverted to Upolu, and then by a natural sequence to Loie, whom he had not seen since that hot afternoon, when he had kissed her on the deck of the mail boat in Apia harbour and had promised never to forget her. It was not the first time by a great many that he had thought of her. Since he had been in England he had made constant inquiries about her, and had also endeavoured to ascertain her whereabouts. All he could learn was that her father had quickly dissipated his inheritance and was now living abroad for economic and several other reasons.

He was still thinking of his old playfellow, when he reached the Tottenham Court Road and prepared to cross into Store Street. Just, however, as he was wondering what sort of a girl she had grown to be in her new life and surroundings, he became aware of a commotion further up the street. At first it was only a confused shouting, that swelled into a roar and then died down to a sudden silence. Next moment, however, a runaway horse, drawing a hansom cab, appeared in sight, making towards Oxford Street. The animal was flying down the street as fast as the vehicle to which he was attached would permit him, and the other traffic was drawing on either side that he might have uninterrupted play for his talents. Just as he reached Goodge Street an old man and a girl made their appearance from Windmill Street, and without noticing what was happening further up, began to cross the road. Every eye being turned to the advancing horse no one saw them, or thought to warn them, till they were in the middle of the road. By this time the animal was not thirty yards distant. The girl turned her head and saw their danger, but it was too late. In another moment, unless he were checked, the terrified horse would be upon them. It looked as if no human power could save them. Women upon the pavement screamed. One or two men sprang forward, and afterwards stopped and stood still as if paralysed. Then, with a quickness that was more than half-instinctive, de Carnyon made up his mind, rushed into the road and threw himself upon the horse as it went by. The crowd stood breathless, expecting every moment to see him dashed to the ground and his life trampled out of him. But he make a good leap, and had caught the animal by the bridle. His weight was sufficient to check him for an instant, and then to divert his course altogether. Unable to support the strain upon his head, the animal swerved, missed the terrified couple in the road by an arm’s length, crashed into a water-trough and fell exhausted upon the pavement. In falling one of his hoofs grazed the young man’s knee, but otherwise he was none the worse for his adventure.

It had been a most plucky rescue, and the crowd, who had hitherto done nothing to assist, seeing that the danger was over, rushed up to bestow congratulations upon the hero. Claude rose to his feet, and finding that he was unhurt, dusted his clothes, and was looking for a chance of slipping away when he saw another small crowd gathered on the pavement a little further to his right. He strolled along to see the reason of it, only to discover that it was occasioned by the girl, whose life he had saved, having fainted in the gutter. Seeing that he could do no good he withdrew as quickly as possible and, hastening his steps, lest he should be again recognised, made his way home.

Once out of sight of the crowd he slackened his pace; his knee had become rather painful, and there was no need for any hurry. As he reached his house a cab was drawing up at the door, and to his surprise, just as he passed up the steps, the selfsame old man and girl, whom he had rescued, alighted from it.

The girl seemed to have quite recovered, and as Claude opened the door she ran up the steps and recognised him.

“Surely, you are the gentleman who saved our lives?” she cried eagerly. “How can I thank you? Oh, if it hadn’t been for you we should have been dead now.”

“I was very fortunate in being able to stop the horse,” he answered. “But you mustn’t thank me too much, for after all it wasn’t such a very difficult matter.”

By this time he had realised that the girl was tall and singularly handsome. But for all that it was not an alluring style of beauty. Her face was cold and hard, and her mouth had lines round it that Claude’s painting knowledge told him ought not to be in the face of a woman who, at the very most, could not be more than five-or-six-and-twenty. Her voice was soft, and well modulated, and she spoke with a fair show of refinement.

While she was talking to Claude, her father, who had been arguing the matter of distance with the cabman before paying him, put in an appearance, and seemed surprised to find his daughter in conversation with a stranger. He was an elderly man, perhaps sixty years of age, with a not unhandsome face, grey hair, and a long grey beard; he was dressed in a suit of solemn black that age was dyeing a peculiar shade of bottle-green. There was a decided flavour of the clerical about him.

“Father,” said the girl, as the old gentleman reached the top step, “this is the young man” (Claude observed that she did not say gentleman) “who risked his life to stop the horse just now. I thought you would like to express your thanks to him.”

The father paused for a moment and looked hard at the person referred to as if he were anxious to be quite certain, before he committed himself, that he was not being imposed upon.

“Dear me!” he said at last, pursing his lips up tight between each sentence. “And so you are that very courageous young man. Well, well, I’m sure you ought to be very gratified at the success that attended your efforts. Your assistance was most opportune, and, as you doubtless noticed, the crowd gave you quite an ovation.”

“I’m glad to have assisted you,” said Claude, feeling he could not tell why, both hurt and angry at the old man’s speech. “I hope you will be none the worse for your fright to-morrow.”

“I trust not, I trust not,” answered the old man.

“God’s merciful hand has been strong upon me this day. He will not suffer my feet to fall” (then, as if another thought had struck him, he added), “nor will he permit my body to become the prey of runaway hansom cabs.”

When he had said this he passed into the hall, and ascended the staircase without another word. Claude and the girl stood in the entrance.

“How is it we chance to meet like this?” she asked. “Do you live in this house?”

“Yes,” said Claude; “I have a room at the top. I pass up and down stairs several times a day; I wonder I have never seen you before. Have you been here long?”

“No, we only arrived yesterday. My father is the minister of the Last Day Resurrectionists, whose tabernacle is in Woodmerrow Street. We have three rooms on the second floor, and if you will come and see us of an evening I’m sure we will try to make you welcome.”

“Thank you,” said Claude, as he looked at the girl’s pale, passionless face. “I will come with pleasure. And now may I ask your name?”

“My name is Hebstone; Marcia Hebstone. And yours?”

“Mine is Claude de Carnyon.”

As he spoke a door opened on the floor above, and her father came to the banisters.

“Marcia,” he cried, pettishly, “are you going to stand there talking all night, and let your father go wanting his tea?”

The girl turned to the young man before her, and, bowing slightly, bade him “good-night,” and ran upstairs.

Claude followed more leisurely, thinking of the curious acquaintance he had just made. Reaching his room he threw himself down in a chair, and tried to recall the girl’s face as he had seen it in the shadow of the doorway. He wanted, if possible, to understand it. That it was not a common face by any manner of means he was aware; there was something about it that made it different to any countenance he had ever seen before. In the first place he could see plainly that it was the face of a woman who knew the pangs of the keenest genteel poverty, and also of one who only looked upon the world from two standpoints — the religious and the commercial. It was the face of a woman as bigoted as woman could well be; one who would show no tolerance, and who would prefer going to the stake in martyrdom rather than to abate the smallest jot of her belief. All that was very plain. It was also evident that she had never known the power of love; whether that knowledge would ever come to her, and whether she would be capable of appreciating it when it did, was more than Claude could say.

He went across to a cupboard in the corner of the room, and took from it a panel upon which he had once painted a likeness of Loie as he remembered seeing her that last morning on the beach at Apia. Even if he could not write, it was evident he had the true gift of portrait painting, and this little picture was instinct with life and truth. The face upon the panel was as beautiful as it would be possible to imagine a young girl’s could be; the eyes were full of mirth, and the little rosebud mouth twitching with life and mischief. Placing it upon his mantelpiece, he sat down to his table and planned the opening chapter of his new book. When it was too dark to write any longer, he went to bed to dream, not of Loie, but of the girl in the room below — Marcia Hebstone, of the remembrance of whose pale, earnest face he could not rid his brain.

One night, about a week later, as he was on his way upstairs after a visit with a picture to his old friend the Jew dealer, the door at the end of the second landing opened, and Marcia Hebstone stood before him. As usual, she was dressed in black, with a plain white linen collar round her neck, made somewhat after the Puritan fashion of the seventeenth century. She was without her bonnet, and he could see that her hair, which was of a deep brown colour, was parted in the middle and brushed flat down to either ear without curl or ripple. The simplicity of this coiffure added to rather than detracted from the religious austerity of her appearance.

“I was under the impression that you promised to come in and see us some evening, Mr de Carnyon,” she said, as Claude approached her. “We have been expecting you this week past.”

“I have been very busy,” said Claude, “and have not had time for visiting. May I come in now?”

“We shall be very glad if you will,” said Marcia simply, and stepping back she allowed him access to the room. It was not a large apartment, nor was it at all well furnished: the carpet on the floor was old, stained, and in several places worn almost threadbare; the sofa by the door was minus one leg and a back, while its leather showed several gaping rents through which the horsehair was slowly but surely making its way out and about the room; a cheap mirror, the tarnished gilt edge of which was protected by still more faded yellow muslin, hung above the chimney-piece, and, where it was not cracked, reflected the three dust-covered geraniums in the window-box outside, and the two impossible oil-paintings of German origin that hung upon the opposite wall. On either side of the fireplace stood two armchairs whose disrepair almost equalled that of their kinsman the sofa before mentioned; in one of these sat the Reverend Josiah Hebstone himself, chief minister and guide of the sect known to some two hundred human beings out of London’s five millions as the Last Day Resurrectionists. He had just peeled, and was now engaged in eating, an apple. When Claude entered he did not stop or offer to rise, but merely signed to him to the chair on the other side of the hearth, and continued his employment. When the last section had been disposed of, and it became evident that nothing remained save the core, he threw that into the empty grate with a sigh, rubbed his mouth and moustache vigorously with a red cotton handkerchief, and prepared to make himself agreeable. His method was scarcely more artistic than his manner of eating his apple, and it soon became evident that a life devoted to denunciatory preaching had quite unfitted him for sober conversation. The Last Day Resurrectionists require, above all things, that their ministers shall be vigorous in their rhetoric, propounding their theories with clenched fists, and driving home their arguments with roars and bellowings that would do no discredit to the lungs of the Bulls of Bashan.

“I’m told that you’re a writer of books and a painter of pictures, and that you live upstairs,” he began severely, as if the three facts enumerated were criminal indictments, and he felt bound to treat them as such.

“Yes, that is quite true,” Claude replied, with a smile. “I both write and paint, and I am reluctantly compelled to admit that I live upstairs. If I were permitted a choice, there are other houses I would rather dwell in, but since I am not able to pick and choose, why this one suits me well enough.”

“Few of us would remain satisfied with our lots in life if we could change them,” said the old gentleman dogmatically. “It is in that we see the frailty of this poor human existence. And now, one other question — What faith hold ye?”

Claude answered humbly that he held none, and but for a look in Marcia’s face would have gone on to say that up to the present he had never found occasion to require one. It was an unfortunate remark, for it served to give the minister the chance he wanted. Lifting himself a little in his chair and placing his hands together, finger-tip to finger-tip, he opened his mouth and began to reprove him. He saw the prospect of a convert, and at any cost he was not going to let him slip without a struggle. He began his discourse in a voice low as the whisper of the evening breeze outside. For some moments he spoke jerkily and unconnectedly, not having found his proper footing. Then inspiration came to him, and his voice took a fuller note; words crowded on each other thick and fast, his face grew animated, his eyes glistened, and he was at once the true orator and leader. There was the ring of sincerity in his voice, and it was evident for the time being his heart meant every sentiment his mouth uttered. His words were of no consequence. What affected Claude was his manner of saying them — his delivery, the impassioned glance of his eyes, and the waving of his long, thin hands. He sat entranced. Never in his life before had he heard such preaching.

All the time he was talking Marcia sat beside the table in the centre of the room, her hands folded in her lap and her eyes fixed upon the golden eagle that, with outstretched wings, ornamented the summit of the looking-glass. Once Claude looked at her, and as he did so he saw that her face was transformed. Hitherto he had only thought of her as a woman, handsome, but cold; now, under the influence of her father’s words, all that was changed, and she was radiantly beautiful.

While he was watching her the preacher’s voice shifted from its former denunciatory style to a low note of tenderest entreaty. It lasted scarcely longer than a minute, and then with a startling peroration the discourse came to a conclusion.

Claude rose from his chair, his heart too full for speech. Hitherto he had never thought of religion as a stimulus to life. In some vague way he had always regarded it as a peculiar sort of accessory to death; to be considered in the same category with sextons, shovels, hearses, tolling bells, and all the grim appurtenances of the undertaker’s craft. He shook hands with father and daughter in a sort of bewilderment, thanked them for letting him come in, and then made his way upstairs with a tumult, for which he could in no way account, raging in his heart. He sat down in his chair by the window and looked out across the houses, to where he could just catch a glimpse of St. Paul’s rising from the sea of roofs into the gathering gloom Never before had the sight of that wonderful dome struck him in such a peculiar way. Some day, so he told himself, he would attend a service there and see if any of the aristocratic clergy officiating in that venerable pile possessed the power of stirring him as did the humble minister of the Last Day Resurrectionists downstairs.

His reverie was at length interrupted by a knock at the door. In answer to his call of “Come in,” the dirty, bedraggled housemaid, who usually attended to his wants, entered with a letter. He took it, thanked her and when she had left the room turned the envelope over and looked at the address. The handwriting was stiff and quite unknown to him, the paper was good, and the flap was an embossed stamp, representing Minerva’s classic head.

Wondering what it might mean, he broke the seal and removed the contents. The room was nearly dark, and he had to hold the paper close to the window before he could decipher it. It proved to be from the firm of publishers to whom he had offered his latest MS., and ran as follows: — 



“FLEET STREET, 6th July.



“DEAR SIR, — With respect to your book, ‘His Firm Conviction, ‘ the manuscript of which you were good enough to submit for our perusal, I am glad to be able to inform you that our reader has reported favourably upon it. Though feeling that it is not exactly up to what we consider our usual standard, we shall be pleased to give you fifty pounds for the copyright, and at the same time to offer to consider any further works from your pen that you may care to submit to us, at an increased remuneration. Soliciting the favour of an early reply, we beg to subscribe ourselves, your obedient servants, 



“JACOBS, TRENT, AND TIDMARSH.



“Claude de Carnyon, Esq.”



Claude put the letter down with a sigh of relief, and also a peculiar feeling of bewilderment. The one great desire of his life was accomplished — a book of his own writing had been accepted by a London publisher. The offer was certainly not a generous one, but still it was an opening that might lead to greater things. He picked up the letter again, read it carefully, and then leant out of the window to watch the progress of the night and to think.

Almost instinctively his thoughts went back to the Pacific. He saw himself a boy again, studying with his father, chasing Loie along the beach, bathing in the mountain pools, and dreaming always of the career that now seemed really to be opening to him. And all this time, he wondered, where was Loie, and what was she doing? Had she forgotten her old playfellow, and were they destined ever to meet again? He remembered her last words to him when he bade her goodbye on board the German mail boat: “Goodbye. Remember, we’re to be married, and you’re never to love any one else in the whole world.”

With the remembrance of this speech in his mind he drew in his head, shut down the window and went to bed. His dreams were many, but figuring in them all was one person, who was not Loie. Marcia Hebstone was always before him, with her pale, determined face, just as he had seen her while her father was preaching that evening. It was the face of a woman who would either make or mar a man’s career. His dream was a perfect nightmare. He saw himself successful, but in the hands of Marcia and her father. Together they held him tight and were drawing him down, down, to his ruin, while Loie tried hard to save him and lost her own soul in the attempt. He woke in a cold sweat of fear, and discovering that it was on the borderland of day resolved on no account to go to sleep again.


CHAPTER II

A PROSAIC LOVE AFFAIR

[image: img76.jpg]

TWO MONTHS LATER the book was published, was well advertised, and attracted a moderate amount of attention. The latter fact was partly accounted for by its extraordinary subject, but more so as being the work of a new man who had been brought up, so the publishers caused it to be artfully stated, entirely among savages, on a remote island in the Western Pacific. It was fairly well reviewed, sold to the extent of some five or six hundred copies, and then lapsed into that torpid state which in book-life precedes the condition of complete oblivion. Its production, however, did its author good in two ways: it showed him in which direction his power lay, and it opened to him the pages of the magazines. Offers from editors to consider his work began to dribble in; slowly at first, but more quickly as his contributions appeared in the more popular prints. It soon became evident that his tide had turned, and now it only remained for him to work hard and to make the most of it.

As soon as his position became really assured, and money began to flow in, he resolved upon a change in his manner of living. Accordingly he said “goodbye” to Great Coram Street, and transferred his belongings to one of a nest of studios in Camden Town. Here he would be free to lead his own life and do just as he pleased. His furnishing was not a big item. A ten-pound note bought him all he required, including cooking and eating utensils, a camp-bedstead and mattress, two pairs of cheap blankets, a table, a chair, a wash-hand basin, and an easel. He was his own cook and housemaid, did his own marketing at a general store in the Camden Road, and with the exception of a charwoman who came in on Saturday afternoons to clean up, and an occasional model, had no woman near the premises. Day in, day out, he toiled like a galley-slave for the success that he had determined should be so big some day. It was neither a luxurious nor an aesthetic life, but he had the satisfaction of knowing that by dint of hard work it might be made so some day. The occupants of the other studios could not understand him at all. They respected his reserve for nearly a week, but when the first Sunday night came round and he still evinced no desire for their society, the bolder spirits resolved to show their appreciation of his standoffish behaviour by inviting themselves to supper and bringing their musical instruments with them. The latter took the shape of tin trumpets and bicycle bugles: both desirable in their proper spheres, but rather too demonstrative for a supper party.

To their surprise and disappointment they discovered that the door was open on arrival, so that their amiable intention of breaking it in was frustrated. They also found his table laid for supper — a round of cold beef in the centre, flanked by a ham and a dozen or so bottles of English beer. Their victim had been warned of their coming by the charwoman aforesaid, and was standing pipe in mouth before the fireplace ready to receive them. On their appearance he greeted them courteously and invited them to remain to supper with him. They accepted, and as they did so it was borne in upon them that he stood well over six feet, was broad in proportion, and also that he had a look in his eye which seemed to suggest that he could take the best possible care of himself and would not be at all averse to giving them proof of it, should they so desire. Not feeling desirous, they put their instruments of music in their pockets and sat down to make themselves agreeable to the best of their ability. When the beef was no longer visible and all that remained of the ham was bone, when the beer bottles were empty and every man had sung his song and told his yarn, to his own if not to his neighbour’s satisfaction, the party broke up with many expressions of goodwill. From that day forward de Carnyon was allowed to pursue his own course unmolested, and I am told that to this day he is referred to as the most popular man who ever occupied his studio.

He had now been in England nearly five months, and during the whole of that time he had heard nothing of Loie. Her address seemed to be quite unattainable; and from what he gathered from those whom he asked, it looked as if it would be likely to remain so for some considerable time to come. Her father, it would appear, had dissipated his inheritance in something under five years. His reign had been a short but merry one, and ever since the day when he had put the white cliffs of Dover behind him, he and his daughter had been compelled to remain religiously in exile.

But though Claude had seen nothing so far of his old Samoan playfellow, he had in a measure made up for it by seeing a great deal of the Hebstones. Despite the fact that he had shaken the dust of Great Coram Street off his feet, he had been careful to retain their acquaintance, and on several occasions he had even gone so far as to attend the place of worship of the flock of whom the old gentleman was shepherd. On each occasion he was more and more struck with the old man’s oratory. Though his education was almost nil, and his theology was not as sound as it might have been, he possessed the peculiar power of being able to retain the undivided attention of his congregation for hours at a stretch. And every time he heard him Claude’s wonderment increased.

A more complex and extraordinary character did not exist. Though arrogant and dictatorial to a degree, he was still not above petty vices. The income he derived from attending to the spiritual welfare of the Last Day Resurrectionists it must be confessed was small, but with ordinary care it should have sufficed to support an old man and his daughter in simple comfort. In the case of the Rev. Hebstone it certainly did not do so. Ever since Marcia could remember they had been harassed by difficulties, and the actions of the minister to escape payment of just debts could not have been considered consistent with his sacred office by even his most enthusiastic admirer. In addition to these commercial peccadilloes, the old gentleman was undoubtedly a Tartar in his own house, and at times was in the habit of leading his daughter a fine life. Not once but several times Claude had been on the point of remonstrating with him, but a moment’s reflection convinced him that it would be worse than useless. It had gone on too long to be remedied in a day.

But able as he was to sum up the father’s character, when he came to consider the daughter’s Claude was compelled to confess himself badly beaten. That Marcia was religious to a degree that bordered on bigotry had been evident to him on his first meeting her: and that she was obstinate beyond the reach of argument would only follow as a natural sequence. To Marcia Hebstone there was no such thing as Art, either literary, musical, or pigment. Her life and mind were closed in, like the district in which she lived, by Oxford Street and the Tottenham Court Road on one side, by the Grays Inn and the Euston Roads on the other; and she only understood the life and character she saw therein. That it was necessary to a human being’s existence to read books, to see plays, and to hear beautiful music she would have considered a theory inconsistent with a rational mind. On the other hand, it would have been equally difficult to convince her that there really were people living in the world to whom it was not of the utmost importance to know exactly what sort of personal appearance they would present when they fronted the Throne on the last Great Judgment Day. It may have been by reason of some unappreciated; but still responsive, note in his own character that Claude de Carnyon found himself being drawn more and more into a genuine liking for this extraordinary girl, who was without one real friend, if one might except her father, who hardly came under that category, in the whole of the universe. That Marcia had developed a liking for him soon became evident.

Where this strange couple had hailed from prior to their appearance in London, Claude had never been able to ascertain. There was some mystery connected with it that had not been properly cleared up so far as he was concerned. And not desiring to pry into their secrets, he had not attempted to press the point. He was their only friend, and they clung to him as to a long-expected legacy. He made it a rule to spend two evenings in every week with them, and every Sunday night he accompanied them to the chapel, sat out the service, and returned with them to Great Coram Street to supper. It was by no means a cheerful life, but he was cram full of spirits, working with the whole strength of his exuberant nature, and as confident of the future as if his fame were already assured to him.

He was now at work on the last chapters of a new book that treated, after his own fashion, of a daring subject, of which many had thought, but, being trammelled with reputations, had dared not put into print. It promised to make or break his fame. His magazine articles were exciting more and more attention every month, and they were so arranged that they might educate the public up to, and so pave the way for, his new production.

It so happened that the night it was finished and despatched was his evening for visiting the Hebstones.

On the outside of the front door it was by no means pleasant; a thick fog had enveloped the city all day, and now at dusk a steady drizzle was descending. The pavements were streaming wet, the majority of passers-by had their umbrellas up, and all who had homes to go to were hurrying along as fast as they could, intent on being indoors and comfortable as soon as possible.

As he turned into the Euston Road from Charlton Street and steadied his umbrella against a gust of wind that met him at the corner, Claude was run into by somebody. Both looked round from behind their shelters and immediately recognised each other. To his surprise his assailant was Marcia Hebstone.

“Miss Hebstone!” he cried in astonishment. “I must really beg your pardon for being in your way. What a miserable night it is, isn’t it? I was on my way to see you.”

“We are expecting you, Mr de Carnyon,” she answered. “I am just going up to a street near here to see one of our flock who is on the point of death. If you will go on you will find papa at home, and I shall be back within half an hour.”

“I would rather walk back with you, if you will allow me,” said Claude. “No, you must not prevent me. I have nothing at all to do, and besides the pleasure of your society I should really enjoy the walk.”

“Very well,” she answered, quietly, and perhaps a little ungraciously, “but we must make haste, if you please, for there is no time to lose. The messenger who came for my father said the old lady was almost gone when he left.”

“Was your father unable to go, then?” he was going to ask, but fortunately he stopped himself in time.

She had told him that her father was at home, and for the moment it struck him unpleasantly that the old gentleman could not disturb himself sufficiently to turn out of his warm room in order to soothe the last moments of a dying adherent. However, he was too wise to say anything to Marcia on the subject.

For some moments they hurried along in silence, and as they went he looked closer at the thin little figure beside him, cased in the well-worn waterproof, and at the pale, thoughtful face with its habitual expression of dogged determination about the eyes and mouth. He had always felt sorry for her cheerless life, with its bigotry and its complete absence of real comfort, and wondered what sort of flower she would have blossomed into under gentler influences and more artistic surroundings. He felt he would like to show her such a life; to see if she were capable of better things. In his own existence he was beginning to feel the need of some one to love and toil for, some worthier incentive to good work than a mere desire for earthly fame and its accompaniment, a substantial banking account. He wanted some one to cheer him when the world looked black: some one to comfort him in those hours when the wheels refused to run quite smoothly. And he fancied that when he should have educated her it would be very pleasant to be cheered by Marcia.

He looked at her little feet peeping in and out from beneath her mud-stained skirt, and saw that the cap of one of her boot toes was worn through and that the other had an ominous rent between wind and water. They were passing a shoemaker’s shop at the moment, and, knowing how keen was her poverty, he felt he should like to take her in and buy her a new pair. But, of course, such a thing was not to be thought of. In spite of their friendship Marcia would never have forgiven the impertinence of the offer.

By this time they had left Charlton Street behind them and had entered Clarendon Square. Having passed half-way round this dingy place she stopped and insinuated that they had arrived at their destination.

“I shall not be very long, I expect,” she said, lowering her umbrella and preparing to leave him.

“Please don’t hurry on my account,” he answered, politely, and then was struck with the incongruousness of his speech, “I shall find plenty to amuse me while you are gone.”

She looked up at him a little reproachfully.

“Ah, yes,” she said, “that is always the way with you, Mr de Carnyon. You will find something with which to amuse yourself wherever you are. Perhaps you imagine I am calling at this house to amuse myself; or that the old lady I am going in here to see is thinking of amusement. And yet we are all three at this instant equally liable to be called before the Judgment Throne. Oh, Mr de Carnyon, think of that, I entreat you!”

This outburst was so vehement and so entirely unexpected, that it was some moments before Claude could collect his wits sufficiently to think of anything satisfactory to say in reply. When he did it was too late; she had left him and had entered the house before which they had been standing. He therefore turned upon his heel and began to tramp up and down the pavement while he was waiting for her. Though he did not know it at the time, that walk was destined to embrace the most momentous period in his life’s history.

Either on account of her last speech or as a sort of foreshadowing of future events, the whole cheerlessness of the world seemed suddenly to have settled upon him its irremovable melancholy. The steaming pavement, the dull, lead-coloured sky, the greasy puddles, the flickering flames of the street lamps, the rain-stained shop windows, and the hurrying foot-passengers, all served to remind him of his utter loneliness in the world. To-night more than ever he wanted some one to love and to work for, and Marcia, now that Loie was lost to him, was the only woman he knew. As he waited his brain conjured up her pale, determined face, with its self-reliant expression, and in it he thought he saw what he wanted — the countenance of a woman who would make a proud and ambitious wife, one who would keep him on the right path, help him in his life’s work, and share his success with him. But then came the old question, was Loie really lost to him? He was just debating this point with himself when he reached the house again, and found Marcia standing on the steps buttoning up her mackintosh.

As soon as she was ready they set off together in the direction of Great Coram Street. Until they had left Charlton Street, had crossed the Euston Road, and were nearly at Burton Crescent, neither of them spoke. Then Claude said, a little timidly — 

“How did you find the old lady? Better, I hope.”

“She is dead,” returned Marcia briefly, and then after a little pause, “and in her death she let slip her surest hold on Everlasting Life. In her last moments she forsook my father’s fold, forgot his teaching, and went back to her old vain belief. When I arrived, I found the vicar of the parish with her. Oh, it was sad to see such a backsliding in one so near her end.” She spoke with such bitterness that Claude felt it would be better to change the subject. They therefore chatted on other matters till they arrived at the house, when he hung up his hat upon a peg in the hall and accompanied her upstairs to the sitting-room.

Having reached it they found the Rev. Hebstone seated in his usual easy-chair in a faded dressing-gown and with his handkerchief still covering his venerable head. It was evident that he had been sleeping placidly, while his former disciple was in extremis, and as his visitor soon discovered, he had not waked in the best of tempers.

He received Claude without rising, with a brief “Good evening,” and then grumbled about the weather, after which he remembered that Marcia had been out, and leisurely inquired after the old lady whom she had gone to visit. On her apostasy being revealed to him he showed neither chagrin nor surprise, and changed the subject by asking how long it would be before the evening meal was likely to be placed upon the table. Marcia promised to hurry it upon its way, and left the room for that purpose.

While she was gone her parent rose from his chair and stood before the empty fireplace. He made a tall, weird figure in his antiquated attire. His feet were clad in a pair of greasy carpet slippers, his trousers were shiny at the knees and much frayed at the ankles, while his waistcoat bore peculiar testimony to the culinary capabilities of his cook. His skin was yellow and lined, his hands were far from clean, and his nails were invariably long and in the depth of mourning. Yet in spite of all this there was something about the man that spoke for him, some magnetic quantity that in most cases made his friends forget for the moment the blemishes in his character, and when that was no longer possible endeavour to invent excuses for them.

At the present moment, if one might judge by the expression of the eyes beneath the shaggy brows, he was trying to make up his mind on some course of action and was wondering what sort of reception it would be likely to receive. Presently he arrived at a determination, cleared his throat, and then began to speak of the various struggles for existence he had seen practised in London. At first he spoke slowly, as if calculating the exact value of his words; then he warmed to his subject, allowed his usual pulpit style of oratory full play, and, never pausing to think of word or phrase, continued for upwards of half an hour. His eloquence had the usual effect upon Claude, and for the time that the other was speaking the younger man sat entranced, fearful of losing a word. From a recital of the miseries of various cases that had come under his personal observation he passed to those of his acquaintances, and thence, by natural transition, to those of his own household. He painted himself in the light of a martyr, and almost allowed it to be supposed that he lamented the fact that his own steadfastness in the matter of doctrine had prevented his taking advantage of some of the fat prizes of the Established Church, which should have enabled him to support his daughter in the manner to which she was entitled. But, as he took care to point out, Marcia was one in a hundred, and had never complained or allowed him to imagine that she was in any way dissatisfied with her lot in life. This point he insisted on, and when he proceeded to refer, in his most persuasive tones, to the sweetness of her disposition, to her filial piety, to her devotion to the tenets of her religion, and to her strong moral character, Claude, who by this time had quite caught the infection, found himself regarding the girl in a new and entirely different light.

His susceptible heart was touched by the pathetic picture the other had conjured up, and throughout the meal, and for the rest of the evening, he found himself watching her with a deeper feeling of reverence in his heart than he had ever entertained for her before. Even if she were not quite in sympathy with him in his work, he argued, she would at least be a wife in whom any man might feel confidence, one who would give him love and good counsel and who would help him to the best of her ability to avoid the moral pitfalls and quicksands of this wicked world. She was beautiful, she was virtuous. Her temper was amiable and her manner was refined. One question recurred again and again. Why should he not take the fatal step once for all and ask Marcia Hebstone to become his wife? He felt he would do so if only he knew something more definite about Loie.

The evening meal had been cleared away some time, and they had just lit the lamp. A lodger from downstairs had sent the reverend gentleman the Globe newspaper, and he had drawn his chair up to the light to scan the contents, and to comment on them sarcastically, according to custom. In order that everything might be done in its usual fashion he folded the paper in half upon his knee, and having smoothed it out, glanced over the list of Births, Deaths, and Marriages Something he saw there excited his attention, for he suddenly put the paper down and looked at Claude above his spectacles.

“De Carnyon,” he said, “I think this will interest you. ‘On the 8th instant, at the English church of St. Paul, Geneva, by the British chaplain, Augustus William, only son of the late John Porter Beckleton, of London, to Loie, only surviving child of Denis, sixth Earl of Kilgovan. ‘“

“Isn’t that the old playfellow of whom you have so often told us?” asked Marcia, with quiet interest, as Claude sat too thunderstruck to say anything.

“Yes,” he managed to get out at last, “that is Loie. To think of Loie being married! I can hardly believe it!”

“‘To Augustus William, son of the late John Porter Beckleton, of London. ‘ Why, that must surely be the infamous millionaire son of the notorious old Whitechapel brewer: the man who was respondent in that big divorce case last year. One thing is very certain — she has married money.”

“She has been sold to him,” said Claude, between his clenched teeth; “she has been sold to pay her father’s debts. It’s monstrous. It’s inhuman!”

“Perhaps you are judging by inference,” said the old man. “In spite of his reputation he maybe a very presentable fellow, this Beckleton, and for all we know to the contrary the young folk may be thoroughly in love with each other.”

“I fear not. I have a sort of presentiment that they are not. Oh, poor Loie! But there — it is no business of mine, so why should I worry about it? We were children together, but by this time she has probably forgotten that I ever existed. Let dead memories bury their dead. If she’s married it’s no reason I should hang myself.”

At this juncture Mr. Hebstone made an excuse and departed from the room, and Marcia and Claude were left alone together. She was sewing at the table in the centre; he had hitherto been sitting opposite her.

For the first minute or so after her father’s departure neither of them spoke. His pride had come to his rescue, and, manlike, oblivious of the fact that hitherto he had not considered himself strictly bound by it, he was reproaching Loie for having forgotten the compact she had made with him that last day in Samoa. With this humiliating feeling of having been discarded in his heart, he looked at Marcia, as she sat with bowed head, her eyes intently fixed upon her work. He thought how pleasant it would be to see her sitting like that in his own home. Again came the question, Why should he not take the bull by the horns, and ask her to marry him? Thus he would be doing himself good, and at the same time be revenging himself upon the faithless Loie. He rose from his chair, and stood beside her for a moment. Then drawing a little nearer, he said quietly — 

“Marcia, we have known each other a good many months now, and during those months you have had time to learn to understand me. Do you think you know me well enough to trust yourself altogether to me — that is, to be my wife?”

She looked up at him with a startled face.

“Mr de Carnyon,” she said, “you have no right to ask me such a question.”

Her reception of his proposal was not encouraging, but he was not to be baulked so easily.

“Marcia,” he said earnestly, “don’t trifle with me. I have asked you a plain question, and I expect you to give me a plain answer. You must know how much I honour you. I am a lonely man, you are a lonely woman. Why should we not marry? Then I can devote my life to working for you and—”

“But you do not love me,” she broke in passionately. “Why should you want to marry me if you do not love me?”

“Because I honour you, and I know that my life with you cannot fail to be happier than it is now. Out of my respect love will grow if it be properly nurtured. I will work harder for you than you can imagine. My name is getting known, my work is already appreciated, and it shall be better known and better appreciated when it is for you that I do it.”

“But I don’t understand your work. And then my father? What of him?”

Up to the present this point had not struck de Carnyon. In his own heart he had to confess that he did not want to give an asylum to the Reverend Hebstone. To win Marcia for his wife, however, and to have some human interest in life, he was prepared to make many sacrifices.

“Your father shall share our home with us,” he said. “Between us we will try and make his old age happy. And think, Marcia, how much good you and he may be able to do when we are richer.”

The temptation to this poverty-stricken girl to join forces with a man so handsome and resolute as Claude was almost more than she could bear. To be away from boarding-houses, to be done in a measure with momentary troubles, to have some one to work for her and to think for her, and above all to have a husband and a home of her own — her face flushed at the very thought. And yet she knew in her inmost heart that she had no love for him, that they were mainly selfish considerations that were inducing her to consent. She rose from her seat and confronted him. The excitement was very nearly too much for her. She had been subsisting on short rations for nearly three weeks past in order that her father might not complain of the household bills, and in consequence was not overstrong.

“Go away,” she cried fiercely, feeling that if he persisted she must inevitably go into hysterics. “Oh, go away, for mercy’s sake! You don’t know how you are tempting me!”

“You consent then, Marcia,” he cried, taking her hand in his, and putting his left arm round her waist. “I may consider it settled; you will be my wife.”

She only choked in answer and tried to free herself from his grasp. There was even a temptation in the force he was exerting to restrain her. A step sounded in the passage. It was her father coming back to the room.

“You consent, Marcia?” he asked again.

The handle of the door turned.

“I consent,” she answered, in a hoarse whisper, and then he released her and stepped back on to the tattered hearthrug. As soon as her father was in the room Marcia fled and left them alone together. It struck Claude that he had an awkward interview before him. However, it had to be got through, so he determined to tackle it at once.

“Mr, Hebstone,” he said, when the other had seated himself in his armchair once more, and was preparing to resume his reading, “I should be glad if you would allow me a few moments’ conversation. You may or may not be surprised when I tell you that I have just asked your daughter to be my wife.”

“Marcia to be your wife?” the old gentleman cried, with an expression of astonishment that Claude could not help feeling was more than half assumed. “God bless my soul, you don’t mean it! And pray what answer has the girl given you?”

“She has consented,” said Claude. “And I hope you will ratify her decision with your approval.”

“I don’t know what to say,” returned the other, after a moment’s thought. “You see, de Carnyon, it’s all very well for you young people, but it will mean a great change in my life, and since her poor lamented mother’s death Marcia has been everything to me. We have never been separated in our lives.”

“And I hope you won’t be now, Mr. Hebstone,” said Claude. “I am already doing well in my profession. I am not a lazy man, and by dint of hard work I shall undoubtedly do much better. You have a little money, I suppose. Well, then, if you will join forces with us, we might all live together, and not only be comfortable, but be in a position to extend our sphere of usefulness.”

“I must confess that aspect of the case did not strike me,” replied the old gentleman. “It is worthy of consideration. In the meantime, when do you propose to be married?”

“As soon as I can get a little home together. Say three months hence. Would you have any objection to that? I should hardly like to wait longer, and I fear I shall not be in a position to make Marcia really comfortable sooner.”

“In three months’ time will suit me admirably. Of course I shall not be able to give Marcia a trousseau — but you won’t expect it, I know.”

“I want only Marcia,” said the young man proudly. “If she is content to do without one I’m sure I shall be. We shall begin very quietly, of course — but we shan’t be any the worse for that.”

“Very well, then, let us consider it settled. I give my consent, and all being well you are to be married in the time you stipulate. I trust you may both be happy.” As he uttered this pious wish he raised his eyes to the ceiling, and at the same time lifted his right hand. The action struck Claude as unreal and somewhat theatrical, but he had grown accustomed to the Reverend Hebstone’s little peculiarities by this time, and in consequence they did not irritate him as much as they had done at first.

It was now considerably after ten o’clock, and high time for him to be saying “good-night,” and getting home, if he wished to be up to work early on the morrow. He accordingly bade his prospective father-inlaw farewell and left the room, intending to knock at Marcia’s door on his way downstairs. He was spared this trouble, however, for she was standing waiting for him on the landing outside. Her face was very white, but there was a light in her eyes that Claude knew for that of happiness.

“I have seen your father and told him all,” he said, as he took her hand.

“And what did he say?” she asked, looking shyly up at him.

“He gave his consent freely, and hoped we may be happy. I feel sure we shall, don’t you, Marcia?”

“I hope we may, Claude,” she answered solemnly. “But oh, it seems to me we know so very, very little of each other to be taking so grave a step.”

“That’s a drawback we shall lessen every day we spend together,” he answered lightly. “Marcia, I am not afraid, nor are you in your heart of hearts.”

“I fear I am not so brave as you,” she said, with a little sigh. “But I will do my best. You believe that, don’t you?”

“I believe it,” he answered. “I believe that you will be the best little wife I could possibly have, and if that isn’t looking well into the future I don’t know what is.”

“Ah, but you are too sanguine,” she said. “You look on the bright side of everything.”

“I am not going to look at the dark side of this, at any rate, if that’s what you mean.”

“I sometimes wish you were a little more serious, Claude,” she said, looking up at him. “You are so impetuous, and you take this world so lightly.”

“Never mind, dear. I’ll do and be everything you wish when we’re married. In the meantime, you must forgive me if I feel light-hearted on the night that you are promised to me for my wife. It wouldn’t be human nature for me to be other wise,”

As he finished speaking the door of the sitting-room at the end of the passage opened, and the Reverend Hebstone put his head out and said querulously — 

“Marcia, you have not brought me my hot water yet, and I find there is next to no whisky in the bottle. It is really too bad that I should be obliged to complain so often.”

“I am very sorry, papa, but I’ll bring it at once,” was his daughter’s reply; then turning to Claude, she said, “I must bid you ‘Good-night’ now, and go and get papa his water.”

“Good-night,” he said. “Sleep well and dream of the happiness that is to be ours in three months’ time. It’s not very long to wait, is it?”

For some reason, one that would have been impossible for her to explain, she shivered as she bade him “Good-night,” and turned to go.

He went slowly down the stairs, passed through the shabby linoleum-covered hall, took his hat from a peg, and then made his way out into the street. As he went down the steps he realised that he had not asked Marcia to seal their compact with a kiss. But this did not strike him as being altogether extraordinary, for somehow Marcia did not strike him as the sort of girl who would care much for kissing; her sad, pale face was not one that would be likely to tempt a lover overmuch. But as this was rather a curious way for a man to think about the girl he had half an hour before asked to be his wife, he changed the current of his thoughts, and began to consider what sort of house he would choose for his home. In its way it must be unique, small, yet exquisitely comfortable. There would probably be a dining-room, drawing-room, and study on the first floor, and three bedrooms upstairs. So much was imperative. The rest would be a matter of luck. Planning all this as he marched along he was at his studio before he had done much more than choose the carpet for the hall and stairs.

He unlocked the front door and went inside. It was pitch dark, but while he had been at Great Coram Street the rain had drawn off, and now, on looking up through the skylight, he could see the heavens bright with stars.

For some unaccountable reason, ever since he had put the key in the lock he had become strangely nervous. This led him to knock half the things off his mantelpiece before he could find the box of matches. At last, however, he did discover it, and, having found the bracket, lit the gas.

There was neither the corpse of a murdered man upon the bed nor an Anarchist Death Warrant pinned to the door. In other words the studio was just as he had left it, the table in the centre littered with papers, a half-finished picture on the easel, a kettle on the hearth, and an old painting-coat on a nail behind the door. He could find nothing to account for the feeling which had taken possession of him.

At last a thought struck him, and he went across to the post-box behind the front door. It contained three letters, which he carried back to the light.

The first was from the editor of an important magazine congratulating him upon the cleverness of his first published book, and offering to consider any short stories he might care to send on approval. This he filed, to be attended to later on, and then took up the second. It was from the literary agent to whom he had been induced to confide the management of his affairs, and informed him that the publishers of his first novel had accepted the second, and then proceeded to detail the terms, which he was thankful to see were infinitely better than those he had obtained for his first. He filed that also, and then examined the last letter. It was in a handwriting that was quite unknown to him and bore a French stamp. Moreover, it did not come to him direct, but had been forwarded by his publishers, to whose care it had been addressed. He turned it over and looked at the expensive paper and the raised crest, and then, having broken the seal, withdrew the contents.

It was written from Paris and bore the address of the Hotel de Luxe. Directly he saw the first line he turned the paper swiftly over and looked at the signature. It was from Loie. On this night of all others he received his first communication from his boyish sweetheart. It was a long letter and ran as follows: — 



“MY DEAR CLAUDE,  ‘Talofa alii,’ as we used to say in Samoa. This morning when I was out shopping I happened to chance upon an English bookseller’s shop. On his counter, to my delighted surprise, I discovered a work bearing as its writer’s name, Claude de Carnyon. Surely, I thought to myself, there cannot be two of that uncommon name in the world of authors. At any rate, I was prepared not to believe in the coincidence, so I purchased the book, and now hasten to write you a line to the care of your publishers to tell you how happy I am about it. Can it be possible that after all we are soon likely to see each other again? For after another weary exile I too am returning to England. What a meeting it will be, won’t it? I will write and give you my address as soon as we reach London, and then you must come and see me without a moment’s delay. I long to hear all your news, as you may imagine; and now perhaps you would like a little of mine.

“After we left the island — oh, the dear old island, how I should like some day to see it again! — my father posted straight off with me to Ireland, where we were received with open arms by the countryside. Our Irish home, you must know, was within an hour’s drive of Dublin, and while our London house was being prepared for us we settled down there. At first I don’t think I was altogether happy, in spite of the novelty of my position. I wanted the dear old island where I knew everybody, and perhaps I was a little sorry to have lost my old playfellow. But when the season came round and we went to London, I learnt for the first time what life was really like, and soon fell into the swing of it. At first I was too young, of course, to go out much, but as soon as I was old enough I was presented at Court, and am vain enough to tell you that I created a prodigious sensation. Her Majesty was most kind, and several notabilities said nice things, so that I soon gained confidence and began to enjoy myself immensely.



“That particular season I was all the rage, partly, let us hope, on account of my looks, but more, I suspect, on account of papa’s money. Before August I had received no less than fourteen offers of marriage, including a foreign prince, a duke, two earls, an armful of lords, and more baronets and commoners than I could count upon both fingers. It was great fun, and I know you will believe me when I say that I made the most of it. Papa was to the fore in everything; he had racehorses and yachts, that cost mints of money but never won a prize or a cup; he had twice as many houses, servants, horses and carriages as he had any need for or he could possibly ever hope to use, the most expensive cook in Europe, and, in fact, went the pace so fast that the fifth year found us on the verge of bankruptcy, and the next out of England, looking very much as if we should never return to it again. Ever since then we have lived abroad, for a year in France, then in Italy, and last in Switzerland.

“Of the next piece of news I will give you but the baldest facts and leave you to imagine the rest. Three days ago I was married at the English Church, Geneva, to a Mr. Augustus Beckleton, only son of the eminent brewer and philanthropist of, I think, the Mile End Road. My father, who has gone into the matter very thoroughly, would be able to tell you more about him than I can, but there is one thing of which you may be very sure, and that is that he is a millionaire two or three times over. Our engagement was brought about by as much diplomacy as would have settled the fate of a kingdom; and when all was arranged, we were married very quietly, and came on here after the ceremony, where we shall remain until papa’s lawyers have compounded — I believe that is the term — with his creditors in England. Then we shall come back in triumph to resume as far as possible our old life.

“To tell you how I long to hear all your news would not give you any idea of my feeling. Your success, they tell me, is now quite assured. Oh, Claude, I am so very, very glad. Go on and show them what you can do, and remember that directly I arrive you are to come and see me for old sake’s sake, and tell me all your story. Remember, no one takes a keener interest in your doings or is more proud of your success than 

“Your old playfellow, 

“LOIE.”


CHAPTER III

CLAUDE TURNS DRAMATIST
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WHEN HE HAD finished Loie’s curious epistle, Claude found himself sitting motionless with it in his hand, staring hard at the opposite wall. So Loie was married — beautiful little Loie, with whom he used to play happily on the island, and round whom he used to weave so many romances. It seemed impossible that it could be so; that she had preferred another to himself, after all her promises. And yet there it was, in her own handwriting, to convince him. He understood the letter perfectly, and the reference to her husband’s wealth grated on him almost as much as she evidently desired and intended it should do. He imagined the scorn that must have flashed in her eyes as she penned those words, and he quite understood what she meant when she asserted that her father could tell him more about her bridegroom than she knew herself. “Poor little Loie!” he said to himself. “So, after all your ambition, your beautiful young life has been sacrificed to another’s greed.” Yes, when she came to England he certainly would call upon her. And, what was more, he would take Marcia to see her. Any resentment he had felt towards her when he first heard the news had quite died away by this time, and now he was only filled with pity that she should have ended a career of so much promise in this sordid fashion.

When he went to bed he lay for hours thinking of the only two women with whom he had come much in contact in his life — Marcia, the sad-eyed and solemn, and Loie, whom he remembered so young, beautiful, and wilful. When all was said and done, with which would he have been the better man? But this he felt was a question disloyal to Marcia, so he put it away and returned to the consideration of his house-furnishing. Still, try how he would to prevent it, the thought of Loie, who had sold her beautiful young life for the brewer’s gold, came back upon him and would not be driven out. With it the idea of a new story began to shape itself in his head. He lay staring up at the stars through the glass in the studio roof, thinking, thinking, thinking. Still the same idea worked its way through his brain, and reiterated its chief points with relentless persistency. It took dramatic form at last, and in his mind’s eye he seemed to see it being acted upon the stage with all the appropriate scenery and costume. Then, like a flash of lightning on a summer night, another thought came to him. Why should he not make a play of it? The thought was no sooner born in his brain than he sprang out of bed and lit his gas. In less than five minutes he had dressed himself sufficiently to prevent himself from taking cold, and was seated at his table. Then drawing pen and paper towards him he began to write. Without thought of time he worked on and on. It was a case of genuine inspiration, and the characters walked on to the stage and ranged themselves before him, played their parts, and made their entrances and exits like human beings. He was simply putting on paper what he saw them do and heard them say, and by the time the milkman put down his cans with a clatter on the stones outside, and rapped upon the door, the play was finished. Then he went to bed and slept like a top.

When he rose again he read what he had written, half-expecting to find it crude and useless. But to his surprise it was instinct with life and motion; the dialogue was to the point, terse, and epigrammatic, pathos and humour blended to a nicety. The situations were dramatic, and the tragedy at the close seemed consistent with the general idea of the story. Here and there it needed a little retouching and writing up, but on the whole he knew he should not be able to better it very much. The next thing to be decided was what to do with it. He was not going to put it by. His tide was at the flood, and he was going to make the most of it So rolling up the MS. he placed it in his pocket, and having locked his door, went out into the street. It was but a short walk to Hampstead Road, and within ten minutes of leaving the studio he was on an omnibus making his way to the West End. It was not his intention to eat humble pie, or in any way to belittle the value of his work, so he intended to tackle the high gods first, and only in the event of their refusing, to try lower down. Having walked along Oxford Street he turned down a side street which he knew would bring him out within a hundred yards or so of the Shakspere Theatre, and made his way towards it Having reached it he inquired where he could find the manager, and on being informed made his way to a side entrance in the direction indicated. A commissionaire was on duty at the door, and asked his business.

“I wish to see Mr. Claverson, if you please,” said Claude boldly. “I should be glad if you would give him my card, and tell him I will not detain him very long.”

The commissionaire took the card as requested, and disappeared down a passage. While he was gone Claude waited in the doorway, reading the notices, on the call board, and wondering if he should ever see the name of his piece figuring there.

Now it so happened that that very morning, prior to rising from the connubial couch, the manager had been reading “His Firm Conviction,” and had been struck with the general tone of it. He recognised the smartness of the dialogue and the unusual sense of dramatic proportion shown throughout the book, and he had wondered whether the author had ever turned his thoughts to the making of a play. He was in search of one at that moment. He took the card from the commissionaire’s hand and glanced at it.

“Claude de Carnyon,” he said reflectively. “Now, where have I heard that name before? Ah, I remember. Why, he’s the very man I was thinking of this morning; the author of ‘His Firm Conviction.’ Send him in, Wilkins.”

“Very good, sir,” replied Wilkins, and returned to usher the young man into the managerial presence.

“Good morning, Mr de Carnyon,” said the manager, when Claude made his appearance in the sanctum and took the seat proffered him. “What can I have the pleasure of doing for you?”

“I want you to listen to a play I have written, if you will be so kind,” said Claude.

“Is it typewritten? If so, and you will leave it with me, it shall have my best attention. Unfortunately, I expect some people here in a few minutes, so that I’m afraid I cannot give you sufficient time this morning.”

Claude did not say that he did not believe him, for the reason that that would be impolitic as affairs stood, but he did the next best thing to it — he took the manuscript from his pocket and smoothed it out upon the table.

“It will not take very long,” he said. “If I hurried I could give a synopsis of it in, say, a quarter of an hour. At any rate, if you’ll let me, I’ll go on till your visitors arrive.”

The manager smiled. This, he told himself, was, without doubt, an original sort of a creature, and deserved to be honoured as such. Besides, had he not himself thought of him for a play that selfsame morning? He began to regard himself in the light of a patron of genius, and the developer of unconscious talent “Very well, go on,” he said. “I’ll tell you when to stop.”

Thereupon Claude began. In a few brief sentences he sketched the outline of the story — showed how the scenes fell in, and where he thought the dramatic chances existed. After which he began his dialogue.

At first the manager hardly listened, but later on he was attracted by an epigram and a wittily turned sentence. He paid more attention after that, and had certain parts re-read to him. By the time he reached the end of the second act he was enthusiastic. He rose and rang the bell, which was answered by the same commissionaire who had shown Claude into his presence.

“I am not in to anybody, Wilkins,” he said. “Remember that, and don’t disturb me.”

The commissionaire bowed and left the room, shutting the door carefully after him.

“Ah!” said Claude to himself, “this begins to look like business. The iron is evidently hot, and it only remains for me to strike while I have the chance.”

The manager sat down in his chair, and, leaning back, looked at the dramatist.

“That seems pretty good,” he said encouragingly. “Now read me your last act.”

Claude smiled and did as he was ordered. The other heard him to the end. When the curtain had dropped on the final tragedy the author looked up at the manager and said — 

“There it is. Now, what do you think of it?”

The manager was balanced between business reticence and artistic admiration.

“It looks as if it would be admirable when touched up a bit,” he said at last, “and if we could arrange terms I might see my way to producing it.”

“I’ll talk terms with you now. There’s nothing like promptness. What do you offer?”

“Five per cent, of the profits.”

“Thank you,” said Claude. “I’m afraid that isn’t quite usual, is it? I believe I ought to ask five per cent of the gross takings; but I’m young at the business, and if you will agree to produce the piece I’ll take three — that is, of course, reserving to myself all the usual rights.”

“Give me a few hours to think it over,” said the manager. “Let me have your address, and I’ll wire you this evening. In the meantime, leave me the manuscript.”

Claude wrote his address on the budget of MS., and then bade the other “Goodbye.” When he got into the street he felt inclined to dance a fandango to express his joy. He could hardly believe his good fortune. Why would night not come quicker, that he might know his fate? If his play were only produced and well received his fortune would be made, and then Marcia and he (he resolved to put it that way) would have money enough and to spare. He took the train home again, and without wasting time sat down to his new book. He was on the high-road to Fortune, and he felt that it was doubly incumbent upon him not to grow lazy by the way. Another thought struck him. How pleased Loie would be! But he instantly reflected that he had no right to think of Loie first. Marcia was his affianced wife. But the question was, would Marcia be pleased?

The afternoon dragged its slow length along. The day had been hot, and the night was very close. He kept his door open for coolness, but really that he might hear the telegraph messenger’s step the sooner. Until it had become too dark to see, he had been hard at work. Then he had lit his pipe and stood at his studio door, watching the faces of the passers-by, and trying to understand from them what sort of lives their owners led.

At eight o’clock no telegram had arrived, and he was beginning to grow anxious. All his happiness seemed to be at stake. He went in and lit the gas, then, drawing up a chair to the table, sat down and began to make a list of the furniture he would require for his house. The work interested and pleased him, and it had the additional advantage of keeping his thoughts occupied for nearly an hour. Then there was the sound of a quick young step upon the path outside, and the next moment a telegraph boy stood upon the threshold with a message in his hand. To take it from him was the work of an instant. He tore open the envelope and read — 

“Will take play on terms named. Call here at eleven to-morrow.”

“Thank God!” he said, reverently, and laid the message down upon the table. As he did so he again heard a step outside. To his surprise his next visitor was Marcia.

“Why, Marcia,” he cried, crossing to receive her, “this is an unexpected pleasure. What does it mean?”

“I have brought a note from papa,” she said. “I don’ t know what it is about, but he said he should be glad of an answer.”

She handed him the note, and when he had offered her a seat he opened it and read it 

“DEAR CLAUDE” (it ran)— “I find myself suddenly placed in an unexpected difficulty not unconnected with a trifling tradesman’s account. If you would let me borrow, say five pounds, from you for a few days, I should be infinitely obliged. One does not care to be under obligations to tradesmen, but with one’s own family it is a different matter. Marcia will wait.



“Yours truly, 

“JOSIAH HEBSTONE.”



Claude went across to where his coat was hanging, and when he had given the garment a shake, put it on. Then he took a five-pound note from his pocket-book, and having retired into his scullery so that Marcia should not see, scribbled a few lines on a sheet of paper, enclosed it with the money, and gave the envelope to his sweetheart. Then he led her outside, locked the door, and accompanied her home. As her father was not very well she would not let him come in, so they parted on the steps.

“You have not regretted, Marcia?” he said, as he held her hand after saying goodbye.

“No,” she answered, with the first smile she had shown since he had proposed to her. “I certainly have not regretted. Have you?”

“How can you ask such a question?” he replied. “I feel certain that I never shall.”

“I hope not. Good-night.”

“Good-night.”

She let herself in, and he went back again down the street. As he crossed the Euston Road he remembered that he had forgotten to tell her about the play.


CHAPTER IV

WEDDING BELLS
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THE DAYS AND weeks slipped quickly by until the three stipulated months that were to elapse before Claude’s wedding had almost expired. During that time he had not been idle for an instant. His new book had come out and had created an enormous sensation. Its original treatment of a daring subject, combined with a certain peculiarity of style, had roused a storm of controversy that had shaken literary England to its core. A certain illustrious statesman had given it as his deliberate opinion in a high-class monthly that its inferred Atheistic tendency was likely to prove harmful to the general run of novel readers, and this notice, instead of prejudicing its sale, had the effect of drawing public attention still more closely to it, and thereby causing a more determined run on it than ever. During the first month of its existence no less than three fashionable preachers had declaimed against it from the pulpit, and at the end of the fourth week the sixth edition was announced as exhausted, while a seventh was declared to be already bespoken. Its bright crimson cover, gold lettering and device, had by this time come to form an integral part of every bookstall and shop window, while no drawing-room table, in easy-going households, that is to say, appeared to be complete without it. Within six weeks of its first appearance “God’s Microcosms” had reached a sale of fifty thousand copies in England alone; while it was reported to have almost doubled that number on the other side of the Atlantic.

From being a comparatively unknown author Claude suddenly awoke to find himself famous. Offers that, a few weeks before, he would have considered fabulous, came showering in upon him from all sides, and, had he been desirous of so doing, he could have sold the new work upon which he was engaged a dozen times over for almost a hundred times the sum he had obtained for his first literary endeavour.

The astute manager of the Shakspere Theatre was not slow to profit by the success his young dramatist had achieved. “A Martyr of Society” was in active preparation, and its production was definitely announced for the first Saturday in November. Already the papers were flooded with mysterious paragraphs concerning it, and, to judge by the popular prints, one might have been tempted to believe that there was only one dramatist or novelist in the world, and that his name was de Carnyon.

Great as was his success, however, Claude did not take it seriously or make any change in the routine of his life. His balance at his banker’s was growing larger every day, but though he could now well afford to launch out, he saw no reason for leaving the studio. He told himself there would be plenty of time to make a change after he was married. When that event was celebrated he was going to take a flat in Kensington for six months, and during that time look about him for their permanent home.

Somehow or other he had never yet spoken to Marcia of his work, nor had she in talking to him ever referred to it As she never read the morning paper, and her father had quarrelled with the lodger downstairs, and in consequence no longer received his Globe, it was extremely doubtful whether she even knew that a play of her fiance’s writing was about to be produced, while it was plainly evident that she had no possible notion of the success his last book had achieved. To any other man this would have constituted a barrier sufficient to prevent marriage. But to Claude it did nothing of the kind. On the contrary, he rather enjoyed the novelty of the situation than otherwise. He had invested his future wife with all the attributes of an earthly saint, and it seemed quite as impossible that she should take any interest in such mundane affairs as plays and books, as that he could appreciate the proper tenets of the Last Day Resurrectionists. It was sufficient for him that she should be an absolutely good woman; one who could be as honest and true as the daylight, like Caesar’s wife above suspicion, and a good mother to his children if he ever had any. Indeed, when he came to think of it, there was a something about Marcia’s self-denial and striving after godliness that made him almost afraid of her. It did not seem as if an ordinary man, such as he considered himself, could be good enough to live his life beside her.

Her father was of a different stamp altogether. Claude soon discovered that he could get on with him so well that on closer acquaintance he began to despise him. The old man’s greed, his continual monetary difficulties, and his perpetual excuses for obtaining small loans which he never by any chance repaid, would have engendered the same feeling in the most amiable of men. That the Rev. Hebstone regarded his future with a favourable eye was evident to the least observant. Was he not exchanging his out-at-elbow lodgings in Great Coram Street for a fashionable ménage in an aristocratic quarter, and at the same time shifting the burden of his own and his daughter’s support to younger and more capable shoulders? His anxiety to get the wedding over, and have everything settled and done with, was almost pitiable. Hardly a day passed without his making some inquiry as to the progress of affairs, and when at last the date was fixed, and the arrangements completed, his satisfaction knew no bounds.

The Reverend Hebstone’s tabernacle not being licensed for the solemnisation of marriages, and his religious scruples preventing his sanctioning its performance in any place of worship other than his own, it was settled that the ceremony should be conducted before the Registrar for the district. The honeymoon was to be spent at Brighton, and after a week’s absence the young couple were to return to South Kensington, and take up their new life in that fashionable quarter.

Claude spent the evening preceding his wedding-day with Marcia and her father, and returned to the studio about ten o’clock. For some reason he was not altogether happy, and yet, argue with himself as he would, he could not understand why. By the light of one solitary candle, for he had paid his gas bill and finished with the meter that day, the studio looked very desolate; all his belongings, save those he needed for his last night’s comfort, had been packed and sent off to his new home, and now there only remained the camp bedstead in the corner, the ink-stained table in the centre, and a few pots and pans which he intended to bequeath to a less fortunate neighbour when he should have cooked his last breakfast with them. He looked round the room and thought of the pretty home for which he was exchanging it.

His reverie ended, he crossed to the letter-box behind the door, to see if there was anything there for him. Yes, a letter was lying at the bottom, and when he carried it to the light he discovered that it was from Loie. Her letters always seemed to reach him at the most vital periods of his existence. He felt almost angry with his old playfellow that on the very night when he desired that his thoughts should be most with Marcia, she should have come as a sort of disturbing influence between them.

He opened the letter and looked at it. It bore traces of having been written in great haste, and was addressed from the same hotel as the previous communication he had received from her. It ran as follows: — 



“HOTEL DE LUXE, PARIS.



“MY DEAR CLAUDE, — An old friend has sent me the Morning Post, and in it I see an announcement of your approaching marriage. I hasten to offer you every good wish. May your bride fulfil all your hopes, and may your future life be as successful as it has been hitherto. I shall think of you on the eventful day you may be sure, and hope soon to know your wife.



“Your affectionate friend, 

“LOIE BECKLETON.”



Claude read it through a second time and then tore it into shreds. There was something in that expression “may your bride fulfil all your hopes” that made him furious. Of course Marcia would fulfil all his hopes. If he thought not he would not be marrying her.

At this point he sat himself down on his bed, and, dropping his chin on to his hands, gave himself up to thought. He reviewed his life and its work, and tried to formulate his hopes for the future. By this time to-morrow, all being well, he would have taken the irrevocable step, and if either of them found then that they had made a mistake it would be too late to turn back. Too late! He said it over again with a little shiver. It was characteristic of the man that he was not so much afraid of Marcia as of himself. He knew her nature, he thought, by this time, and felt he could rely upon it more than upon his own. He rose to his feet and began to pace the bare floor in anxious thought. He knew that Marcia did not love him, and that he did not love her. He doubted very much if on her side there was any real feeling of respect. He had also a sort of painful conviction that she was only making the sacrifice for her father’s sake, in order to lift him out of the mire of debt and difficulty, and to find him an assured home for his old age. All this was very noble he knew, but was it a fit and proper reason for indissolubly linking together two human lives? On the other hand, he was perfectly well aware that whatever he might think, as a man of honour, there was no possibility of his drawing back at this late hour. And if there were he would not take it. No, he would go through with it to the best of his ability, and trust to Providence to guide him aright. Having made up his mind on this point he went to bed, but not to sleep. The striking of every hour found him still awake, thinking and thinking with all his might and main. — 

Shortly before daylight he dozed off, and dreamed a dream. It seemed to him that he was back again on an island in the Pacific. It was not Upolu, for this place he had never seen before. It was bleak and cheerless, and rose from the sea in mountainous uplands towards the centre. It struck him, moreover, that he was not visiting the place in the flesh, but rather in a spiritual body, looking for something that was very difficult to find. He had searched among the huts of the scattered native village along the shore, but it was not there; had climbed the side of the mountain, but still the search was unsuccessful. Suddenly ahead of him, beneath a group of palms on the cliff edge, he saw a fluttering of garments in the wind. He hurried towards the spot to find a man lying there, stretched upon his back, dead. The mouth had dropped, and the sightless eyes were staring up to where a flock of white birds wheeled in the windy expanse of heaven. Horrified at what he saw, he stooped and looked closer at the man; then with a cry that was inaudible — for it must be remembered he was only a spirit — he fell down upon his knees, and buried his face in his hands. That man was himself!

When he looked again he discovered he was not alone. Two women were watching beside the dead. Their faces were covered with their hands — but he had no need to see their countenances to discover who they were. They were Marcia and Loie. He spoke to them, but they could not hear, they only rocked themselves to and fro, and moaned. Then just as he was about to question them again he woke, perspiring from every pore. The dream had been so real that for some minutes he could not shake off the fear that had taken possession of him. He could not understand it. Surely it must have some meaning, he thought. For weeks he had been too busy to think of the Pacific save in a casual way, and even then he was quite certain he had never seen that particular island before.



Feeling that it was quite impossible to try to go to sleep again, he rose and dressed himself. Then, having made himself a cup of tea, he drank it, and went out into the street intent upon a long walk. He was not due at the Registrar’s office until twelve o’clock, and the time looked as if it would hang heavily on his hands.

Leaving the studio, he set off and tramped by way of Chalk Farm Road to Hampstead, and leaving that thriving suburb on his left, he crossed the Heath to Dartmouth Park and returned to Camden Town by Kentish Town Road. The walk did him good. It swept the cobwebs from his brain, and by the time he got back to the studio he was a new man. He then set to work and dressed himself in his new clothes, after which he hailed a cab and drove to the Registrar’s office.

It was not by any means an imposing place, and when he entered Claude found it difficult to believe that he had come into this little pokey room, in which still lingered the smell of last night’s tobacco smoke, to undertake the greatest responsibility of his life. While he was talking to the Registrar he heard the sound of wheels drawing up outside, and next moment he saw Mr Hebstone helping his daughter to alight from a four-wheeler. A little later they entered the office and, when all was prepared, Claude and Marcia took their places before the Registrar’s table. Marcia was attired in a dark blue travelling dress that showed her pretty figure and pale complexion to the best advantage. Her father was tricked out in a bran new clerical costume to which he lent an air of peculiar dignity. The ceremony was not a long one, and almost before he knew it had begun, Claude found himself putting a ring on Marcia’s finger and the Registrar pronouncing them, to the buzzing of a few half-stupefied flies on the window-pane and the jingling of a piano organ outside, man and wife. There was something almost ghastly about the matter-of-fact speed with which the whole business had been accomplished. That it might, however, be made a little more impressive than it would otherwise have been, the Reverend Hebstone requested permission to say a few words. This favour being granted with no good grace, for the Registrar was anxious to be off to his dinner, the old gentleman commenced an address which lasted the better part of half an hour. When it was finished and the customary fees had been paid, the wedding party left the house, Marcia on her husband’s arm. An hour later the happy couple were at Victoria, seated in the train for Brighton.

It was the first time that Marcia had ever travelled in luxury, and the situation was very novel to her. Claude was proud of his pale-faced but beautiful wife, and would have given her anything she might have asked and his pocket could have afforded, in addition to the gold bracelet that encircled her wrist. But she shrank instinctively from extravagance of any kind, and even viewed the first-class carriage in which they were travelling with a sort of horror. The Reverend Hebstone had been left behind to fend for himself as best he could till his children returned. It was not until they were fairly under way and the express was dashing along past Clapham Junction that Claude realised that he was now the old gentleman’s legal son-in-law. Somehow the thought did not strike him altogether as a pleasing one.

A little before they reached their destination Claude took his wife’s hand, and, while he held it, asked her if she was happy.

“Yes,” she answered timidly, but without looking into his face.

“Then why are you so quiet?” he asked, resolved to try to find out what was ailing her.

“I am naturally very quiet,” she answered. Then as if she must speak the thoughts that were in her mind, she said, “Oh, Claude, you will bear with me to-day, won’t you? I can’t realise yet what I have done. Be good to me, Claude, or I don’t know what will become of me.”

“Good to you, Marcia?” he cried. “Of course I will be good to you. Are you ill, dear, or what is it makes you talk like this?”

“There is nothing the matter with me,” she answered. “But I think the excitement has been a little too much for me.”

She dared not tell him that she was beginning to think she had done wrong in allowing herself to marry him when she knew it was only for her father’s sake. The temptation had been so great, and she had fallen. The thought was agony to her.

At last they reached Brighton and left the train. While Claude was looking after their belongings, Marcia stood idly on the platform, dodging passengers and porters with trucks of luggage. Presently the bookstall came under her notice, and she strolled across to it. The first thing that caught her eye was a placard printed in large type referring to the last new novel by Claude de Carnyon. It bore a number of Press notices in smaller type at its foot, and, Claude not being forthcoming, she began to read them. They were all alike. All highly laudatory, but all referring in the same set tones to the daring nature of the subject treated of in the book. One in particular riveted her attention. It was from an artistic monthly of considerable importance, and ran as follows: “Whatever may be the opinion of the general public concerning the moral aspect of the book, there can be but one voice as to its literary merit. It is art, and art of the very highest order. Even if Mr de Carnyon’s thoughts on certain matters of the Christian faith are not quite in accord with our own, there can be no doubt at all that in this extraordinarily clever book he has thrown an entirely new light upon the subject of our religion, and one that is certain to cause a vast amount of controversy in the near future.”

As she finished reading Claude came into view, followed by a porter with their luggage. She fell into step behind him, and together they made their way to the cab rank. A hansom was soon obtained, and the luggage having been placed upon the roof, and the porter rewarded, Claude helped his wife to her place, stepped in beside her, and they started for their hotel. A few moments later there burst upon their view the sea. A brisk breeze was blowing, and big waves were tumbling in glorious confusion upon the beach. It was the first time Claude had seen the sea since his arrival in England, and the very sight of it made him gasp with joy and longing. He looked from it to Marcia, who sat in the corner repeating over and over to herself the words she had read upon the bookstall placard. What were the topics treated of in her husband’s book? she was asking herself. Why should the critics consider Claude s book so daring? And why should the general public be divided in their opinions about it? The idea disquieted her. She wished she had not read the placard.

When they arrived at their hotel she alighted first and went into the building. The steps led into a small vestibule, and thence into a handsome hall built in the form of a square, with seats placed about in it. A cheerful fire was burning in a large, old-fashioned grate at the further end, and a considerable number of people were seated and standing round it, talking and reading the papers. Close by where she waited, two elderly gentlemen were standing. The taller, who had but that moment come downstairs, turned to the shorter, and said — 

“What are all the folk down here for, Williamson?”

His friend sank his voice a little, but not so much as to prevent Marcia hearing what he said.

“They’re waiting to see this Claude de Carnyon who is expected directly. The manager says he telegraphed to say he should arrive by this train.”

“Claude de Carnyon!” said the other. “And who the dickens may he be?”

“Why, the writing man, to be sure. The author of the book, ‘God’s Microcosms,’ that they’re all raving about. I haven’t read it myself, but my wife tells me I’m not to buy it for the girls.”

“Is that so? Why, what’s the matter with it? Indecent?”

“A good deal that way, I should imagine. But from what I can gather, more blasphemous than anything else.”

‘Wonder why they let such books be printed?” said his companion. “A father of a family of girls might so easily put his foot in it if he didn’t chance to see the reviews.”

Marcia moved away; she could bear to hear no more. Feeling sick and giddy, she waited until Claude had questioned the manager about their rooms, and then, preceded by a servant, accompanied him upstairs. It was nearly four o’clock, and the sky was overcast with clouds, so that the room, when they entered it, struck them as dark and cheerless. She shivered, and walked to the window.

“You’re cold, Marcia, I’m afraid,” said her husband, when the servant had departed. “The manager should have had the sense to have had a good fire ready for us. I’ll ring the bell, and have it lit at once. On second thoughts I think I’ll do it myself.”

He went over to the fireplace, and, stooping down, struck a match and lit the paper beneath the sticks and coal. It caught quickly, and very soon the wood was ablaze. He then wheeled an armchair up beside it, and bade his wife seat herself. She did so without either thanks or protest, and sat looking at the flames. Claude could not understand her behaviour at all. Quiet as she always was, he had never seen her like this before. He was about to question her when the servant entered again with afternoon tea. As soon as he had put down the tray and left the room Claude poured out a cup of tea and gave it to Marcia. She took it and drank it, but still without a word. Then she suddenly rose to her feet.

“Claude,” she said, trying to speak quietly, “I want you to get me a copy of your last book. The one that is advertised so much.”

“Of course I will,” he answered, glad to find her trying to take an interest in his work. “You shall have a copy of it first thing to-morrow morning.”

“No, not to-morrow morning,” she answered. “I must see it to-night. I want you to get it for me at once. I feel as your wife I ought to know more of your work, now that every one is talking of it.”

“But I can’t go out and get a copy at once,” he said, amazed at her request. “Surely you don’t want to read it to-night?”

“To-night, Claude; I must see it before I sleep,” she cried. “Oh, you don’t know how wicked I feel for not having read it before.”

Her conduct seemed to him to be growing more and more inexplicable every minute. She appeared to be getting hysterical; and to pacify her he promised to go out at once and procure a copy of the work in question.

As he went down the stone staircase a vague sense of impending calamity was upon him, and when he stepped out of the front door into the street he felt almost inclined to cry off his errand and turn back. For the first time the construction that a deeply religious woman would be likely to place upon his work struck him, and almost took his breath away. He had written the book under the influence of a feeling that was in no sense immoral, yet now that he looked at it through his wife’s eyes, it wore a completely different aspect.

As they had driven from the station he had noticed a large bookseller’s shop at the corner of the street. He wended his way towards it, and when he reached it stood for a moment looking into the window.

Copy after copy of his first work stared him in the face, but not one of the second, though a card hanging from a flaring gas-bracket above the door, proclaimed in six-inch letters the fact that it could be obtained within. Summoning up his courage, for it required all the pluck he possessed to make the purchase, he opened the door and went inside. Nemesis, in the shape of a little grey-haired man with bright, twinkling eyes and a ruddy complexion, stood behind the counter waiting for him.

“I see you advertise copies of ‘God’s Microcosms,’” said Claude. “Will you let me have one?”

The little man bowed politely and rubbed his hands together.

“I regret to say, sir, that we’re quite out of it,” he replied. “We’ve had a very large supply, but there’s a great run on the book just at present. We shall be having more copies in a day or two, when I shall be delighted to send you one.”

“I’m afraid that will not do,” said Claude. “I must have one to-night. Can you direct me to another shop where I should be likely to procure it?”

“Certainly, sir,” the man replied. “There is Burden’s on this side about a hundred yards down, and Warmley’s on the other, at the corner. I’m exceedingly sorry we can’t supply you.”

“So am I. Good-night.”

“Good-night, sir,” said the affable shopman, and bowed him out. When the door closed on Claude he turned to his fellow-assistant and said, “Another ‘Microcosm.’ What a ran there is on that book, to be sure! If the author ain’t a happy man he ought to be.”



From this it may be inferred that in some minds success is synonymous with happiness.

Luck seemed both for and against Claude, as he chose to take it; for though he tried both the places to which he had been recommended, he was unable to obtain that of which he stood in need. At last, however, in a much smaller shop in a side street he was rewarded, and turned in the direction of the hotel with his purchase under his arm.

Reaching his sitting-room again, he found Marcia still seated in the armchair staring into the fire. He handed her the book, and she retired with it into her bedroom. He respected her privacy, and for nearly two hours sat alone in the room waiting for her to return. At the end of that time the same impassive servant who had introduced them to their apartment came in to lay the table for dinner. While he was engaged on this work Claude went to his dressing-room and changed his attire. By the time he returned dinner was on the table and a neat chambermaid was standing inside the door.

“Mrs de Carnyon desires me to tell you, sir, that she does not feel very well and will not take any dinner this evening.”

This message was almost too much for Claude’s equanimity, but he was not going to let the maid witness his discomfiture, so he said, “Very well,” and sat down to his meal alone. It was difficult to believe that this could be his wedding-day.

He was not hungry, but he forced himself to eat, in order that the servant waiting upon him should not think anything was amiss. The meal finished, he lit a cigarette and stood before the fire. It was then halfpast eight, and he had not seen his wife for more than three hours. The remorseless hands of the clock crawled slowly round the dial till they stood at ten o’clock. By this time he had reached such a state of nervous tension that he felt if things did not come to a crisis soon he should be obliged to do something to accelerate it. At that moment he heard a light step in the dressing-room which adjoined the sitting-room. The handle of the door turned and his wife entered, carrying his book. He was about to greet her, but she stopped him by holding up her hand.

“I have read your book,” she said, throwing it on the table and speaking in a hard, dry voice, “and I cannot tell you what I think of it. I can only say this — that if I had read it before to-day, I should never have dreamed of allowing myself to become your wife. May God forgive me for innocently taking the devil’s side against Him. I shall never forgive myself!”

“Marcia,” cried Claude, “you must be mad to talk in this strain on your wedding-day. What on earth harm has my book done?”

“Harm? I am not thinking of the harm it has done. I am thinking of the man who wrote it. I am thinking that my soul is linked forever to the soul of a man who has blasphemed and insulted his God as you have done.”

“I? Marcia, what do you mean? Surely you are not going to be mad enough to judge me by the words I make my puppets speak?”

“God forbid that I should judge you at all,” she answered bitterly. “I only know that it is absolutely impossible that I can live with you. Henceforward I cannot be your wife except in name. I am well punished. I married you to save my poor old father, but I find I cannot take your side against my God.”

As she said this she fell upon the floor beside the armchair in which she had been sitting before dinner and sobbed aloud. Her face was as white as the wax candles upon the mantelpiece; in her excitement her hair had fallen in a tangled mass about her shoulders and her white hands were clinging to the arm of the chair with a tenacity that made them colourless as marble. She was quite worn out and beginning to choke in a hysterical manner that frightened Claude almost out of his senses. Outside, above the rattle of the passing traffic, he could distinctly hear the roar of the sea. It reminded him of the surf upon the reef of his native island, and for a moment he was the boyish Claude de Carnyon again without a thought of an unhappy marriage. To what a fate had his ambition brought him!

After what seemed an hour, but was in reality scarcely five minutes, Marcia rose; and standing rigidly erect before him, drew off her wedding-ring.

“By the law of England,” she said, “I am your wife, but in my heart I am a stranger to you. I am going back to my father.”

“Marcia,” cried her husband, “I cannot allow you to talk like this. For Heaven’s sake think what you are doing.”

She held up her hand again.

“Hush! You mustn’t say ‘for Heaven’s sake.’ Remember, for you there is no such place. Yes, I am going back to my father to-night. There is a train in half an hour. I have sent him a telegram asking him to meet me at Victoria.”

“But I will not let you go. You seem to forget that you are my wife.”

“Would to God I could forget it. There might then be some chance of my being a happy woman again. Yes! I am your wife — the wife of the man who wrote that book.”

She pointed a finger of scorn at the work in question as it lay spread out, just as she had thrown it, upon the table. He noticed, as if it were part and parcel of the situation, that the force with which it had been cast down had broken the binding. So was she breaking the binding of his life’s volume.

“You evidently forget, Marcia, that as your husband I can compel you to live with me.”

“No law can compel me against my will; or, if it can, I will not submit to it. To ask me to live with you after what I know of you through your work would be to proclaim me lower than even the poor abandoned wretches who tramp the streets. Bad as you are, you dare not try to make me that.”

“I do not try to make you anything,” answered Claude quietly. “Marcia, God knows, though you think I do not believe there is such a person, that you wrong me — you do, indeed. You are judging my life by my books, and you are cruelly unjust to me. I recall what I said about forcing you with the help of the law to live with me. If you wish to leave me you are free to do so, now, this moment. Some day you will discover how cruel you have been, and then it will be too late.”

“I can never discover that,” she answered bitterly, pointing to the book. “There is evidence against you there that will endure for all time. Now, if you will ring for a servant to carry down my trunk, I will go.” He rang the bell, and as soon as he had done so she left him and returned to her bedroom. When a servant answered it, he said quietly — 

“Send some one up to carry Mrs de Carnyon’s trunk downstairs and call a cab. She has received bad news, and is compelled to return to town.”

The imperturbable servant bowed and retired. When he had closed the door Claude stood leaning against the mantelpiece looking into the fire. A moment or two later Marcia re-entered the room. She carried something in her hand which she placed upon the table. Then, turning to her husband, she said, by way of explanation — 

“You gave me five sovereigns yesterday. Here they are.”

“You insult me, Marcia.”

“I am sorry if I am needlessly unkind,” she answered. “But you must see, in my present position I cannot take your money.”

“But you cannot go to town without any money.”

“I have a sovereign in my purse which papa gave me,” she answered. “He will meet me, and that will be amply sufficient.”

“You are still bent on going, Marcia? Is there nothing I can do to prevent your taking this wilful step?”

“Nothing. Please say no more. I could never live with the man who wrote that book. It would haunt me day and night. Oh, Claude, I pray of you to repent before it is too late. God is merciful; He will forgive if you ask aright. Repent, Claude; oh, repent, I beseech you.”

She knelt at his feet and held her clasped hands up to him.

“My dear Marcia,” he said coldly, for he was really angry by this time, “this sort of thing is really very painful. I pray you excuse me. You tell me I have sinned against God in my work. One question on my part before you go. Do you think you are acting as He would wish you to do by leaving the husband to whom you have given yourself this day?”

“Yes,” she said, rising to her feet, “I am taking’

His side against sin. ‘Those who are not for us are against us,’ says His Holy Word, and I am for Him.”

There was a knock at the door. Claude called out, “All right,” and then turned to his wife.

“In that case I will not stop you. I think your cab is at the door. I will accompany you to the station, if you will allow me, lest the people in the hotel should be inclined to talk.”

Without another word they left the room together and went downstairs to the cab. Ten minutes later they were at the railway station. Claude would have given her the return half of the ticket he had taken for her at Victoria, but she would not let him; so he left her at the booking-office, and went off to see that her luggage was labelled and put into the van. This done, he walked down the length of the train until he found her seated in an empty third-class carriage. She had shut the door, but on seeing him she lowered the window.

“Would it be any use my making one last appeal?” he asked.

“No! It would be useless,” she answered, looking the other way. “Our marriage was wrong from the very beginning; we never loved each other, and we had no right to dream of living together. If I thought I had really encouraged you to think of me as your wife I should regret it all my life long.”

“You are not to blame, Marcia,” he said humbly. “Let all the blame rest upon me.”

It was time for the train to start, and the porters were already warning those upon the platform to stand back.

“Marcia, it is not too late,” he cried. “Will you wreck my life as well as your own? Jump out and come back with me. I swear you shall never regret it.”

She shook her head sadly, and as she did so the whistle sounded, and the train began to move out of the station. He strained his eyes towards the window where she sat, but she would not look. The train gradually drew away from the lamplight, and finally disappeared into the darkness beyond the platform end. He watched it until he could see it no longer, and then turned to go. As he did so he put his hand into his pocket, and his fingers touched his wedding ring.

“So much for my chance of happiness in married life,” he said bitterly, and strode out of the station.

On the evening of the following day he received a long and eminently characteristic letter from his father-in-law. Marcia had evidently furnished him with her reasons for the step she had taken, and it would seem that the old gentleman, not having read the work in question, was not particularly inclined to agree with her. After a short treatise, embodying the principal points of his own faith, occurred this suggestive passage: — 

“Still, my dear Claude, when all is said and done, there remains this point for our consideration. Marcia is your wife, and as your wife she must be supported. Gladly as I would contrive to give her a home in the future as in the past, I feel I am hardly justified in doing so. In fact, it is beyond my capabilities. I presume you would hardly like her to return to Great Coram Street; and yet where else can we go? That she will persist in her determination not to return to you, in spite of my arguments, I think only too likely. What, then, is to be done?”

To this Claude, who had crossed to Paris after Marcia’s secession from him, hastened to reply that it was his intention to allow his wife the sum of five hundred pounds a year; and, to avoid any chance of her refusing to accept it, the amount would be paid to the Reverend Mr. Hebstone’s account in any bank he might like to name. The old gentleman wrote by return of post, gratefully accepting this bounty, and suggesting that a certain business house would receive it on his behalf.

A fortnight later, when Claude had returned to London and was domiciled in the fiat he had engaged prior to his marriage, there arrived a letter from Marcia herself, stating that she had only that day heard of the arrangement her father had entered into on her account, and returning what was left of the money. This she had positively forbidden her father to accept. In a postscript she stated that she would on no account communicate with him again.

Claude put the letter in the fire, the bank-notes that accompanied it into his pocket-book, went downstairs, hailed a hansom, and drove to the Shakspere Theatre to keep an appointment with the manager. That night his play was to be presented to a London audience for the first time.


CHAPTER V

A MARTYR OF SOCIETY
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IT SEEMED TO Claude when he was dressing for the theatre that night, and heard the rain splashing upon the window-pane, that he was fated to have bad weather at every crisis of his life. It had rained the day he had left Samoa, it had poured the day he reached Australia, he had landed in England in a thunderstorm, on the evening on which he had first met Marcia there was a slight shower, while the night that he had proposed to her and that terrible evening when she had left him were both wet ones. Now it was coming down in torrents on the night of the production of his first play. However, on this particular occasion it did not matter very much, as he had discovered at the box-office that morning that every reserved seat in the house had been taken, and could have been let without difficulty at least half a dozen times over. That he was nervous it would be idle to deny. His hands trembled so much as he stood before his glass that it was as much as he could do to adjust his tie. However, he was dressed at last; and having pretended to dine, went down into the hall and despatched a boy to whistle for a cab. When he stepped into the vehicle he gave the order, “Shakspere Theatre,” in a voice that he hardly recognised as his own, and was whirled away.

Half an hour later, just as the clocks in the neighbourhood were striking seven, he reached his destination and paid his cab off. By this time he was well known to every servant at the theatre, and had no need to inquire his way to the stage door. The doorkeeper wished him “Good-evening and good luck”; and, in response to his inquiry, informed him that the manager had already arrived, and was to be found in his dressing-room.

“Shall I take you up, sir?” he inquired civilly.

“No, thank you,” said Claude, “I can find my way. What sort of success are we going to have, do you think, to-night?”

“A thumping big one, sir,” replied the man. “That’s if all’s true as I hear. I’m sure I wish you luck, sir!”

“Thank you, Wilkins; if your prophecy turns out a true one, I’ll give you something with which to drink my health.”

So saying he ran down the passage, turning up half a dozen steps on to the stage, and made his way to the manager’s dressing-room, which was situated in a corridor on the prompt side.

When he had knocked he was told to enter, and in he went to find the gentleman of whom he was in search busily engaged in making himself up before a large mirror. He turned his head to see who his visitor might be, and discovering that it was Claude, bade his dresser remove some clothes from a chair and let Mr de Carnyon sit down.

It was a curious little den, this dressing-room, in shape almost square. Facing the door stood the making-up table, littered with grease, paints and crêpé hair. Above it was suspended the large mirror into which the manager had been gazing when Claude entered the room. In the centre was a small leather-topped writing-table, opposite the mirror a dwarf bookcase, and on every available inch of wall pictures and photographs of theatrical, literary, musical, or fashionable celebrities.

“Do you know the time?” said Claude, amazed to find the other so advanced in his preparations.

“Perfectly,” returned the manager calmly. “If you look at the clock in front of you you will see that it has just struck seven. You are surprised to find me dressing so soon. Well, it’s a habit I have. I like to be dressed and ready before the audience come into the house. Then I’m at liberty if I’m wanted for anything; besides, I have a sort of superstition that getting accustomed to my make-up helps me to a proper conception of the part I am about to play. I hope you think I carry out your idea of Prince Meckerstein?”

“You have it exactly,” said Claude. “No man could have come nearer it. But oh, I wish I were not so confoundedly nervous. I’m trembling like a coward.”

“A very proper feeling for a young author making his début before a discriminating public. Never fear; write me a few more plays like the one we’re producing to-night, and I’ll take it upon myself to guarantee you’ll soon outgrow your nervousness. I prophesy that to-morrow you’ll be the talk of the town.”

“I would gladly dispense with that to have to-night over. What are you going to do?”

The actor had put down his brushes and was slipping on a light velvet coat his dresser was holding for him.

“Going to have a final look round. Will you come with me — or perhaps you would prefer to remain here?”

“I’d rather come with you,” said Claude, and he followed the other out on to the stage.

Here all was confusion. Four men were busily occupied laying the painted cloth that was to represent the gravelled walk before the castle windows, and two more were placing in position the marble balustrading against which Prince Meckerstein was to lean while cynically commenting on the imperfections of our English marriage system; others were setting the wings in position, and uncovering the furniture that was to be used in the second act. All seemed busy as bees. The balance of the company were just arriving and making their ways to their various dressing-rooms, while the voices of some members of the orchestra, talking to the doorkeeper, could plainly be overheard along the dark passage.

Though it still wanted half an hour of the curtain’s rising, it was evident that the pit and gallery were filling fast, and when Claude heard the sound they made on entering and realised that it was the work of his brain they had come to criticise, he first felt a thrill of intense exultation, which was succeeded by a cold shiver of dread that made him tremble like an aspen leaf.

“Would you care to have a look at your patrons?” asked the manager, who had left for a minute to speak to the master carpenter.

Claude nodded, and was thereupon conducted to the prompt proscenium door where two holes, bored in the woodwork, permitted him an uninterrupted view of the house. It was now only a matter of ten minutes before the curtain would go up, and the pit and gallery were packed, while the stalls and boxes were decidedly well filled. The orchestra were taking their places, and while he watched the conductor assumed his chair and tapped the stand before him. Instantly the band burst into a bright melody, and the call-boy sped off to the dressing-rooms to warn the company that the music had begun.

“Now we’ll go back to my room if you’ve no objection,” said Claverson. “I come on early, as you know, and I’ve no time to spare. Is all ready, Jackson?”

The stage manager intimated that everything was prepared, and they set off for the dressing-room.

“Are you going in front? Or what do you intend to do?” asked the actor of the author.

“I shan’t stay here at all,” was the other’s prompt reply. “I shall go out and amuse myself till eleven o’clock. Then I shall come back and learn my fate. If I stay here I shall be only in the way, and if I go in front I verily believe I shall die in a fit.”

Both were silent again, while the manager gave a few finishing touches to his make-up and then donned the irreproachable frock-coat the Austrian Prince was to wear in the first act.

At this moment the call-boy entered again to say that it was within a minute of eight o’clock, and “Mr. Jackson would be glad to know if he should ring the curtain up.”

“Tell him I am quite ready and that he can ring it as soon as he pleases. Now, Mr. Carnyon, time’s up. I must be going. Let us hope for the best of good luck, and don’t forget to be here at eleven. There’s certain to be a call for the author, and I don’t want to have to say that he has run away. That would never do, you know.”

“I’ll be here without fail,” said Claude, with the air of a condemned man promising to be present at his own execution.

“Very well; till then, au revoir!”

The manager went out and he was left alone. He could just hear the braying of the trumpets in the orchestra, and every now and then the sound of some scurrying foot in the corridor outside. He waited a few moments, his heart beating like a piston-rod, and then opened the door and went out. From where he stood he could see that the curtain was up and that the popular manager was on the stage receiving an ovation. He did not look again, but seized his hat and scurried down the passage towards the box-office.

“I shall be back at eleven,” he cried to the astonished Wilkins, and then passed out and plunged into the darkness. — 

Which way he went he did not stop to think. He was only conscious that he must walk — walk — walk. As he hurried along he looked at the passers-by and wondered what they were thinking about, and if there was one among all he met who had ever undergone the same ordeal as he was passing through then.

Leaving Trafalgar Square behind him he passed down Northumberland Avenue, and presently reached the Embankment. Once there he turned citywards with the intention of walking as far as Blackfriars and then taking the Underground back to Charing Cross. He had passed under the dark arch of Waterloo Bridge, and had come opposite the Temple Railway Station when he saw a man cross the road, and after deliberating for a moment begin to climb the parapet of the Embankment. Divining his intention and without losing a moment, Claude ran forward and caught him just as he was clambering to his feet, preparatory to hurling himself over. Another second and it would have been too late. As it was the would-be suicide struggled like a maniac to get free. Claude, however, was much the stronger man, and held him in a grip of iron. Finally he dragged him down, threw him on his back upon the pavement, and stooped to look at him. To his surprise he was quite a lad, only two-or three-and-twenty at most. He was well dressed and showed unmistakable signs of being of gentle birth.
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“You young idiot!” cried Claude, surveying him with unutterable scorn. “What do you mean by attempting to throw yourself over like that?”

“Let me go! let me go!” cried the wretched youth, struggling to free himself. “Oh, why did you stop me? If you hadn’t done so it would have been all over by this time, and I should have been free.”

“Very likely; but fortunately for you I was in time. Now, look here. Either you’ve got to tell me why you tried to do it or I’ll hand you over to the first policeman who comes along and leave him to find out. Which is it to be?”

“The police — never! I think I should try to kill you first and myself afterwards. Oh, why do you want to know? What business is it of yours if I put an end to my misery or not? I have never done you any harm, so why should you try to make me live? There is nothing but sorrow behind me and disgrace ahead. It is best that I should die and be out of it all.”

“Don’t be a fool. How do you know that there is only disgrace ahead? Never mind, we won’t waste time talking of that now. I’m going to take you home with me.”

A hansom was approaching. Claude made the wretched youth rise, led him to the kerb edge and hailed the cabman. He pulled his horse up and threw open the apron. When he had done so Claude bade the young man get in, and having seated himself beside him, gave the cabman the address to which he was to drive.

“Don’t lose any more time than you can help,” he said, “and there’ll be an extra shilling for you at the end.”

The cabby proved equal to the emergency, and very soon they were bowling down the Embankment at a rapid pace. Within twenty minutes they had reached their destination, had paid off the Jehu, and were entering the building. The lift conveyed them to the floor on which Claude resided, and when they reached the front door of Flat No. 41, he opened it with his latchkey, and bade his companion enter. Presently they were seated in the dining-room, the electric light was switched on, and the young man had been given a stiff glass of whisky and water. Then Claude spoke.

“Now,” he said, “I want you to try and tell me all your trouble, and let me see if I can help you.”

“I can’t! I can’t!” the unhappy young fellow replied, throwing his head down on to his arms upon the table, and groaning like a wounded bull. “Don’t ask me. I can’t bear to think of it myself.”

“But you must. I want you to tell me everything, and let me see if I can help you. Take my word for it, you’ll find your mind much easier when you have unburdened yourself of your trouble.”

He crossed to where the young fellow sat, and placed his hand kindly upon his shoulder.

“Believe me,” he said, “I shall be able to sympathise with you. I’ve had a lot of trouble myself lately. So I know something about it. Come along, out with it I don’t suppose it’s so very bad after all.”

The youth raised his tear-stained countenance and looked at his questioner. Something in the handsome face before him must have decided him, for he sat himself back in his chair and unbosomed himself to his newly-found friend. His story was sad but an eminently simple one. His name, so Claude discovered, was Vincent Lee, and he was a medical student at St. Nicholas’ Hospital in the East End. His father and mother were dead, and he had only one living relative in the world, a sister named Jessie, who was younger than himself and governess in a nobleman’s family in the north of England. They had each been left five hundred pounds by their father, who had been a doctor in the Midlands, and the son’s amount was to enable him to follow his sire in the profession of medicine. Fired with ambition, the youth had come to London and enrolled himself as a student of St. Nicholas’. His progress had been brilliant, and great things were prophesied for him. Unfortunately, however, he fell into a bad set, began to gamble in a small way, which was destined soon to become a bigger. His little capital vanished like snow before the noonday sun. Before very long he found himself on the verge of bankruptcy. Not knowing which way to turn, he at last appealed to his sister for help. She, with the characteristic self-sacrifice of a woman, placed her little all at his disposal. He then set himself seriously to work. A studentship, one of the best in the hospital’s gift, was vacant, and for this he determined to try. The authorities noticed his talent and his assiduity, and encouraged him in his endeavours. The result seemed almost certain, when evil influences again intervened to mar his career.

He was lodging at the time in a hothouse of gambling, and his morals were perhaps a little relaxed under the pressure of his work. At any rate, one night he was persuaded to take a hand at cards. He complied and won, played again and once more won. Then the luck changed and he lost; he ventured on another game and lost. Again and again the same luck pursued him. To recoup himself he doubled his stakes and lost again. The thought of the money he had paid away haunted him, and he tried to drown it in drink. The authorities noticed his condition and cautioned him. Again he played and again he lost. In a fit of despair, knowing that so small an amount was useless to him, he placed all that remained of his sister’s money upon the board, played his hand, and lost. Drink was the only solace left — he drank, insulted one of the authorities, and next day received a letter from the Dean informing him that he had decided to remove his name from the list of competitors for the studentship, and that he had better apologise to the gentleman whom he had insulted and be very careful for the future, or he would be compelled to leave the hospital altogether. To crown it all, he that day received a letter from his sister advising him of a contemplated visit to Town. Unable to face her after what he had done, he resolved to destroy himself, and would have carried out his intention had he not been prevented by Claude.

His host heard him out to the end, and then said— “Tell me this, young man: if you get out of this scrape, and the authorities give you another chance for the studentship, will you make the most of it?”

“My God, yes!” the wretched youth answered hoarsely. “If they will only give me another chance, I swear I will never touch a card again. But they won’t How can they? I’ve been such a blackguard that they will never forgive me. And poor little Jessie! I’ve taken all her money and lost it. She must know, and then — Oh, why didn’t you let me die?”

A paroxysm of weeping seized him, and while it lasted, and for some minutes afterwards, further conversation was impossible. Then Claude said— “Listen to me, Vincent Lee. I’m going to talk to you as man to man. First and foremost, my name is Claude de Carnyon, and — —”

“Claude de Carnyon? Do you mean to say that you are Claude de Carnyon, the author of ‘God’s Microcosms’?”

“Yes, that is my book. Now pay attention to what I am going to say. Supposing I interest myself in your case, get the authorities to give you another chance for the studentship, place myself as a surety for your good behaviour, pay back to your sister on your behalf her five hundred pounds, and take you to live with me for the rest of your course, so that I may be certain of keeping you out of harm’s way, will you promise, on your word of honour as a gentleman, to drop cards and drink, and go straight for the future?”

“You will do all this for me, not knowing any more about me than I have told you?”

“Yes, I am willing to show myself sufficiently trustworthy or quixotic, as you may please to call it, for that Do you feel inclined to let me have your promise?”

“You are giving me new life — new life and new hope. Oh, you are too good — I cannot believe it. It cannot be real. For God’s sake don’t say you are jesting with me.”

“No, I am not. I mean exactly what I say. If you will go straight and work hard, I will give you my work to fulfil my promise. You shall come and live with me for as long a time as you behave yourself, and I’ll do my best to help you, as far as I can. I presume I have your promise?”

“I promise, and I thank God for your goodness to me.

“Then that’s settled. My servants will give you a bedroom across the passage, which you shall occupy till we leave this place and move into some new quarters I am thinking of. Then to-morrow morning I will interview the hospital authorities, and after that, if they forgive, your future will be your own care.”

Here he pulled out his watch and looked at the dial.

It was just a quarter past ten. He had no time to lose if he desired to reach the theatre by eleven o’clock. This evening’s adventure had been a godsend to him, for it had taken his thoughts completely away from the play then in progress, and had dispelled his nervousness as the night mist is dispelled by the rising sun.

“I’m afraid I shall have to leave you now,” he said to his guest. “I am due at the theatre, where my play is being produced for the first time, at eleven. You must make yourself at home as well as you can, and if I were you I should soon go to bed. Remember, I trust you; don’t let me find that trust misplaced.”

“I swear you shall never do that,” replied the young man, with the ring of sincerity in his voice.

Claude thereupon touched the electric bell, and when it was answered by his servant, bade him see that a bedroom was prepared for his guest, and do all in his power to make Mr. Lee comfortable. Then wishing him a good night’s rest and bidding him endeavour to forget his troubles, he went downstairs, haileh a hansom, and set off for the theatre.

By the time he reached it, it only wanted a few minutes of eleven. He passed down the little side court, and after a moment’s hesitation entered by the stage door. Making his way along the passage, he could see that the piece was still proceeding, and from what he could hear of the dialogue he realised that they were about half-way through the last act. While he listened the manager made his exit and came across to where he stood. Then slipping his arm through the other’s, he led him to his dressing-room.

“Well, what news have you for me?” asked Claude, who was almost afraid to ask the question.

“The very best of all news,” the manager replied enthusiastically. “The piece has been magnificently received. I told you it would be. Now you can go on and make your bow when the curtain falls, without any fear at all. If I know London this piece will run a year. By that time you must have another ready for me.”

“You are satisfied then?”

“Wait till you see the booking that will take place as soon as the office is open to-morrow morning. Then come and ask me that question. But tell me: how have you spent your evening?”

Claude narrated his adventures, and found time to ask the other if he could help him to become acquainted with any of the hospital authorities.

“Strangely enough, that’s the very thing I am in a position to do,” said Claverson. “You’re coming home with me to supper, aren’t you? Very well then, among the two or three habitual first-nighters who make it a rule to sup with me after a first production is Fenway Manning, the Dean of St. Nicholas. He is a most worthy old fellow and a great friend of mine. It will be strange if between us we can’t do something for your unhappy young friend.”

“We will try, at any rate. I seem to be in luck’s way to-night.”

“Indeed yes. Now I must be getting back for my last entrance. Don’t go away; we shall want you directly the curtain falls.”

“I’ll be ready, never fear.”

The manager went back to the stage, and Claude followed and took up his position beside the prompter. The play was nearly at an end, and, strangely enough, since he had heard the manager’s news, even though he knew he was to face that vast assemblage in a few moments, his nervousness had entirely left him.

Five minutes later the curtain was down, the actors and actresses had retired to their dressing-rooms, and the author found himself standing before the curtain, looking up at a vast sea of faces, and bowing his acknowledgments of their vociferous applause. A more complimentary reception could hardly have been imagined; and when Claude made his way behind the curtain again he felt that his efforts had indeed been rewarded.

“Well,” said the manager, patting him on the shoulder, “you certainly can’t complain of the way the house has treated you, can you? A better reception I’ve never seen since I’ve had this theatre. To-morrow you’ll find yourself the talk of artistic London. But who’s this?”

One of the female attendants from the front of the house was approaching, carrying in her hand a slip of pasteboard, which she presented to Claude. He looked at it, and gave a little start of astonishment. It was Loie’s card, with a few words scribbled on it, begging permission for herself and her husband to come behind and pay their respects to the author. He handed the card to the manager.

“Lady Loie Beckleton!” said Claverson. “Why, she was Lady Loie Fanchester, wasn’t she? By all means ask her to come round. I didn’t know you knew her.”

The servant had disappeared by this time on her errand.

“As children we were playfellows in Samoa,” answered Claude, whose heart was beating like a wheat-flail. “I have not seen her since she was fifteen.”

“I knew her very well a few years ago,” said Claverson. “And now I come to think of it I remember hearing that she had married Beckleton, the millionaire brewer, who sits in the House for Upplesborough. Four years ago she was the most beautiful girl in London and the cleverest, but awfully wild. Her trip abroad has probably improved her in that respect — though it would be hard to do so in any other. You are a lucky dog to be in her good graces, I can tell you.”

“Did you know her father?”

“As well as I know you. One of the most extraordinary men I ever met. A spendthrift to his backbone. He used to keep establishments in Grosvenor Square and elsewhere that couldn’t have cost him a halfpenny under twenty thousand a year. It was a short life but a merry one. Then there was a sudden flare-up, and after that nobody ever heard of him again.”

As he spoke there was a sound of rustling silks upon the little staircase that led to the front of the house. A moment later a woman made her appearance through the doorway, and after glancing round the stage came towards them. Claude looked at this magnificent creature, whose movements were as graceful as a fawn’s, and whose face was as lovely as any woman’s well could be, and could hardly believe that this was really Loie, the tomboy who used to play with him on the beach at Apia.


CHAPTER VI

LOIE
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“LOIE!” CRIED CLAUDE, hastening forward to greet her and taking her outstretched hand. “Can it be really possible that I am shaking hands with you again?”

“With Loie and no other, Claude,” she answered, with a little laugh; and when he heard that he knew there could be no further doubt about the matter. He would have defied you to find another laugh like Loie’s in the whole length and breadth of Christendom.

“Talofa alii,” she cried, her eyes sparkling with delight. “Only to think of our meeting in this romantic fashion after all these years of separation! Did I not always say you would be a great man some day, Claude? And now you see the excellence of my judgment. Your play is splendid, and you thoroughly deserved the brilliant reception you received.”

At that moment the manager, having finished his conversation with some celebrities who had come behind to offer their congratulations, joined the group. Loie recognised him instantly, and gave him her hand.

“How do you do, Mr. Claverson?” she said. Then with an arch glance, “I wonder if you remember me?”

“I should be better fitted to be an inmate of a lunatic asylum than to be manager of a fashionable theatre like the Shakspere, if my memory were as defective as that,” he answered. “I remember Lady Loie Fanchester perfectly, and now I hasten to offer my congratulations to Lady Loie Beckleton.”

“Lady Loie Beckleton returns her sincere thanks,” said Loie, sweeping a little curtsey. “But that reminds me I have not introduced my husband to you. Claude, you must know my husband at once.”

She looked round the stage, but for a moment could not see the person she wanted. Then she discovered him talking to two gentlemen at the foot of the staircase by which they had reached the stage. When she beckoned to him he came over to her. He was a short, stout man, with a dull face, showing dark pouches under heavy eyes, was slightly bald, and boasted enormous ears which were flattened back like pancakes against his head. His ears and his millions were his principal attributes, as the caricaturists of the day were so well aware.

“Do you want me?” he asked, as he approached his wife.

“I want to present you to Mr. Claude de Carnyon,” she said, with a tinge of sharpness in her tone, “and also to Mr. Claverson. Both are old friends of mine.”

“I am honoured, I’m sure,” said Mr. Beckleton, and shook hands with the gentlemen mentioned. Claude he congratulated on the success of his play, the manager upon his acting and the staging of it. Then after a few commonplaces, having considered that he had done his duty, he made an excuse, and returned to his former conversation near the staircase.

“Have you been very long in England?” Claude inquired politely when they were alone once more.

“We only arrived last Monday,” she answered. “Our address is — Belgrave Square, where I hope you will come and see me as soon as you can.”

“I shall be delighted, I’m sure,” said Claude; and as he said it for the second time, he almost wondered if it could be really the Loie he used to tease, whom he was addressing in this formal fashion. It seemed impossible.

“I am longing to know your wife,” said Loie, after a moment’s pause. “Is she here to-night?”

“No, she is not here,” Claude answered shortly, and as he said it his face assumed a different expression. He felt a sudden and unaccountable spasm of anger with Loie for inquiring after Marcia, and at the same time with Marcia for having acted in a fashion that compelled him to give her such an answer.

Claude looked at her as she stood before him sweeping her large ostrich-feather fan to and fro, and thought there could be no doubt at all about her beauty. It was perfection in every way — the perfection of a hothouse flower. He noticed that she was taller than the ordinary run of women, and that she carried herself superbly. She was dressed in the height of fashion; her hair was raised above her head in some new style, and held in place by three diamond-tipped pins of great value; her complexion was as perfect in its dainty colouring as the petal of a rosebud and as delicate. But her best features, and those which attracted people most to her, were her eyes: they were wonderful eyes, as lustrous as black diamonds, and looked as if they could be anything, and express anything, in the whole range of human emotion. But there were faint little lines on either side of her mouth that ought not to have been there, and to Claude they were as expressive as any words.

“Well, I shall hope very soon to have the pleasure of making Mrs de Carnyon’s acquaintance,” she said, in response to his last speech. “Now, where has my husband gone? Ah, here he comes. Augustus, we really must be going. We are hindering Mr. Claverson and Mr de Carnyon.”

“May I take you to your carriage?” said Claude.

As Loie accepted his escort a thrill shot through him such as he had not experienced since that day in Apia so many years ago, when he had kissed her and wished her “goodbye” on board the mail boat that was to take her away to England. He led her down the passage past the box-office, into the street where her carriage was waiting for her, the footman standing at the open door.

“Good-night,” he said, as he helped her in and tucked her dress into position.

“Good-night,” she answered, “and remember I shall expect you to come and see me very soon.”

“I shall be only too glad,” he replied, and at that moment her husband arrived and, with a final congratulation on the success of the evening, wished Claude “good-night,” and stepped in beside his wife.
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When the carriage had rolled away Claude went back into the theatre. So after all he had met Loie again, and on the very night that the greatest of his boyish dreams was realised. But in what a way they had met! She was married, and so was he; and, as he had reason to feel certain, neither of them to their taste.

On the stage he was informed that the manager was in his dressing-room, and thither he repaired. The room was crowded, and when he arrived he had to be introduced to a dozen different well-known personages before he was allowed to sit down. Among them was Fenway Manning, the Dean of St. Nicholas Hospital. Claude shook him warmly by the hand, and prepared to make himself as agreeable as he knew how. Claverson, as soon as he was ready, proposed, the rain having ceased, that they should walk to his chambers, where he was to entertain them at supper. This course was adopted, and they set off. Arriving there they sat down to supper; and a merry meal it was. Every one present had been struck with the cleverness of the play they had witnessed that evening, and at the end of the banquet Claude’s health was drunk with much enthusiasm.

About two o’clock the party broke up and the different members, having bade their host farewell, sallied forth in search of cabs. Claude made his way to Dr. Manning’s side and asked him in which direction his home lay.

“I live in Stanhope Gardens,” the other replied.

“Then you are quite close to me,” said Claude.

“May I have the pleasure of your company on the journey?”

“I shall be delighted. It’s a fine night, so we may as well walk. What do you think?”

“I feel just in the humour. Let us be going.”

Bidding the others “Good-night,” they turned down Berkeley Street into Piccadilly. For the first few hundred yards they talked about the production of the play. The old gentleman had been a regular theatregoer all his life, and, as he found early occasion to remark, he had seen every play and every actor of importance since ‘45. His conversation was therefore of more than ordinary interest to the young dramatist. But when they had turned into the Brompton Road, Claude thought it was about time to commence the real business of the walk.

“Dr. Manning,” said he, “I’m going to be rude enough to trespass upon your good nature on our first meeting.”

“And pray in what way are you going to do that, Mr de Carnyon?” asked the other.

“Well, to put it in a few words, I’m going to intercede with you for a young fellow who is in disgrace.”

The old gentleman stopped and faced his companion.

“Dear me!” he said; “and pray who may this young man be who has been fortunate enough to secure your interest?”

“His name is Lee — Vincent Lee — and he is a student of your hospital.”

“Ah! I know the young man well,” said the old gentleman, with a snap. “But as you appear to know so much, perhaps I need not tell you, Mr de Carnyon, that he is really in disgrace.”

“Nobody knows that better than I do,” said Claude. “But I want to know if you can find it in your heart to give him another chance. He is a clever young fellow, is he not?”

“No, he is not,” said Dr. Manning abruptly. “That word does not describe him at all — he is brilliant. A young man of more promise I never came across in the whole course of my professional career. Unfortunately that fact only makes his fall the greater. Why, I tell you, sir, that that young fellow might have accomplished anything he pleased, and but for his own senseless folly he might have been a leading specialist in ten years. But he did not choose to work; he fell into a bad way of living, consorted with the wrong set, drank, gambled away his small inheritance, and finally brought his career to a conclusion by openly insulting a prominent member of the Council. What made his case more deplorable was the fact that he had entered his name for one of the best studentships in the hospital’s gift, worth something like two hundred pounds a year, and tenable for three years; and not only that, but he stood a very good chance of obtaining it.”

“It is a heavy indictment,” said Claude, “but supposing a friend were to take that young man to live with him, in order that he might keep him out of harm’s way, and supposing that friend stood surety for his good behaviour, would you feel at all inclined to give him another chance? I can assure you the poor lad is overwhelmed with remorse, and I feel sure that if you were to stretch a point in his favour, he would do his very utmost in the future to be worthy of your consideration. I don’t think, nay, I am certain, you would never regret your clemency.”

“But there is the example to the other students to be considered, Mr de Carnyon,” said the Dean. “The lad has behaved abominably, and if he is let off we shall have others thinking they can follow his pernicious example without fear of punishment.”

“You can soon undeceive them. Come, Dr. Manning, I pay you the compliment of feeling sure that in your heart you would like to forgive the lad. He is staying with me now, and if you will accept me, I will gladly become a surety for his future good behaviour. Will you allow me to take him home a message that he is forgiven? Let me tell you this, sir: if you give him another chance it will be the kindest act of your life, and, what’s more, you’ll lay me under an eternal obligation.”

“If you put it like that, Mr de Carnyon, what can I say?”

“Why, that you will do what I ask,” said Claude. “Let me tell the lad that if I send him to you ‘ to-morrow you will give him another opportunity of retrieving his position. I’m sorry to have to commence our acquaintance by appealing to you in this way, but I am interested in this unfortunate young man, and I want to get him out of his scrape if I possibly can. What am I to tell him?”

“Tell him that he had better come and see me at the hospital first thing to-morrow morning. I’ll give him a smart wigging and then send him back to his work. I’m sure he ought to be very grateful to you, Mr de Carnyon.”

“Let’s hope he will be. I’m sure I’m very grateful to you for the generous way in which you have complied with my request.”

“Don’t mention it. Now, I think we separate here. Good-night, or rather good-morning, to you. I’m very glad to have had the pleasure of making your acquaintance. I hope we shall soon meet again.”

“So do I! Good-night, and many thinks to you for your kindness.”

They separated; the old gentleman to walk along the Square to his own house and Claude to pass, by way of Courtfield Gardens, to his abode.

It was nearly half-past two when he let himself in, and he was very tired. For this reason he lost no time in getting to bed. But when he was there it was a long while before he fell asleep. His brain was still under the influence of the evening’s excitement. He began to think of Loie, and from her his thoughts passed on to Marcia. What would she say to his success, he wondered. He knew her well enough to feel sure that it would make no difference in their attitudes towards each other. It was possible, if she read a synopsis of the piece in the papers, that it would strengthen rather than weaken her determination to have no more to do with him.

When he awoke it was close upon eight o’clock. He sprang out of bed and rang for his shaving-water and letters. A bath freshened him up considerably, and that important function concluded he set to work to dress, opening his correspondence as he did so. Three of his communications were letters of congratulation on his success from people who had been present at the performance, but of whom he had otherwise no knowledge. Another was from a firm of house-agents informing him that they had discovered a gentleman who would be willing to take the lease of the flat off his hands at a slightly increased rental; and the next was from the manager of a well-known theatre, stating that he would be willing to consider a play if one could be submitted to him at an early date. The last was a dainty little envelope of best hand-made paper with a tiny gold crest upon the label edge. The writing by this time was well known to him, and when he recognised it he felt the same nervous sensation which had swept over him when he had given his arm to Loie on the previous evening. He tore the envelope open and withdrew the contents. It was written from Belgrave Square, and was brief and to the point.



“DEAR CLAUDE” (it ran),  “It has just struck me that if Mrs de Carnyon will be at home to-morrow afternoon I should very much like to call and make her acquaintance. I feel sure she will excuse my haste when it betrays such anxiety to know the wife of my old friend. Will you ask her?



“Always sincerely yours, 

“LOIE BECKLETON.”



Claude looked at the letter, and as he looked a frown gathered upon his face. This desire on Loie’s part to know Marcia seemed to him to be totally unreason able. However, as it was clearly impossible that she could know her there was nothing for it but to explain how matters stood between himself and his wife. He was growing daily more and more angry with Marcia, and if she did not come to her senses very soon he felt there could never be any possibility of a reconciliation between them. Oh, how much, when he allowed himself to think of it, he regretted his senseless haste! He must have been nothing short of a madman, he told himself, ever to have imagined that a girl with a disposition such as Marcia undoubtedly possessed, could have made a man of his nature happy. They were as opposite as the poles, and Marcia was almost as cold. He finished his dressing, slipped his letters into his pocket, and then went down the passage to the diningroom. When he entered it he found Vincent Lee standing on the hearthrug before a cheerful fire, waiting for him.

“Good-morning, Lee,” said Claude, heartily, as he proffered his hand.

“Good-morning, Mr de Carnyon,” answered the young man, a little shamefacedly, as he took it “How did you sleep?” asked Claude, looking at the other’s pale face and dark eyes.

“I could not sleep at all,” was his reply. “Is it likely? Oh, Mr de Carnyon, I don’t know how to thank you for your goodness to me. When I think of what I might have been by this time but for your stopping me last night, I don’t know what to do with myself.”

He shuddered and swept his right hand across his eyes.

“Don’t think about it at all, then,” said Claude. “That’s the best way out of the difficulty. But see, breakfast is on the table; let us sit down to it, and while we’re eating I’ll tell you the news.”

They sat down, Claude officiating at the tray, Lee manipulating the ham opposite him.

“In the first place,” said the host, passing a cup of coffee, “I was introduced to Dr. Manning, the Dean of St. Nicholas’, last night.”

“Dr. Manning?” Lee cried. “Did you speak to him?”

“Yes, I did,” answered Claude. “I walked home with him from Mr. Claverson’s house. But you needn’t look so scared. I told him nothing of — well, of what happened on the Embankment. I simply described you as a friend in whom I took a great deal of interest. I said I knew you were in trouble, and the upshot of our conversation was that I offered, if he would give you another chance, to place myself as a guarantee for your future good behaviour.”

“How good you are to me!”

“Well, the long and short of it is, he at first thought it impossible that your behaviour could be passed over. But I stuck to him, and eventually he decided that you should go and see him this morning first thing; and perhaps if you express your sorrow for what you have done, he will forget and forgive. I fancy, however, you’ll catch it pretty hot from him.”

“I shan’t mind that if he will only forgive me and let me try for that studentship again.”

“Well, I think he will, and then it only remains with yourself to decide how you get on. As I said last night, if you care to come and live with me I shall be very glad of your society.” (Claude hurried a little as he saw that the young man was again about to protest his gratitude.) “You must adapt yourself to my ways as nearly as possible, and I don’t doubt we shall do very well. I always breakfast at eight, and dine at seven. I presume you will lunch in the city.”

“You are so good to me that I cannot thank you sufficiently.”

“I don’t want to be thanked. Let your deeds speak for you. Now, let’s drop the subject. You will be pleased to hear that the play last night was a success.”

“I have been looking at the paper. They speak of you as the dramatist London has been so long waiting for. I do congratulate you.”

“Yes, it is a good thing, isn’t it? But you mustn’t believe all they say. You must come and see it with me some night, and judge for yourself.”

The boy’s sensitive face glowed with pleasure as he accepted the invitation. Taken altogether it was a handsome countenance, perhaps a little weak, but undoubtedly that of a gentleman. Claude was glad to see that he was neat and natty in his personal appearance, and that he spoke like a youth who had been brought up in good society. When the meal was finished Claude rose and Lee imitated his example.

“I suppose you will be off now. You had better arrange to-day to have your belongings transferred from your former lodgings here. In the meantime you will want some money. You mustn’t be angry with a friend for suggesting it, but I hope you will let me be your banker until things improve a little.”

He walked across the room to an escritoire in the corner, and having unlocked a drawer took out his chequebook and sat down to write. When he rose again he handed a cheque for a hundred pounds to the other.

“That will help you to pay any little outstanding debts you may have incurred,” he said; “and it will also serve to keep you in pocket-money until you get the studentship. I think you said the amount you owe your sister is five hundred pounds. Is she in any immediate want of money, do you think?”

“Oh, no!’”

“Well, then, if you’ll give me her full name and address I will have half the amount deposited in a bank to her credit at once; the remainder shall be paid in six months. I would give you the entire amount now, but we must remember that she knows you have very little money, and if we were to return all her loan at once she might suspect something, and be uneasy.”

“You are goodness itself to me! I have no right to take your money.”

“Of course you have, if we are friends. And I thought I told you not to thank me. Well, write your sister’s name on that piece of paper and then be off, and be sure you take the Dean’s wigging in the proper spirit. I shall expect you to dinner at seven to-night.” The lad said “goodbye” and took his departure in a very different mood to that which Claude had found him in on the previous night. When he had gone, Claude took up the papers and read the critiques on his work. They were without exception laudatory, and when he put the last down he felt that after all his struggling and waiting he had really reached the top of the tree at last.

While the breakfast was being cleared away he smoked a meditative pipe, and as soon as this was finished made his toilet and went out for a stroll. An idea for a new play was germinating in his brain, and to enable it to take definite shape he made his walk a rather longer one than usual. It was a bright day, the streets were flooded with sunshine, and though the air was cold, it was sufficiently crisp to make walking pleasant. At the end of an hour he found himself in the Park pacing along beside the Row. The Lady’s Mile contained one or two carriages, but the Row itself was almost deserted. Suddenly his attention was attracted by the sound of a horse galloping along the tan behind him. He turned to the rails to watch it go by. It was ridden by a lady, and to his surprise that lady was Loie. She did not see him at first, but as soon as she did she tried to bring her spirited horse to a standstill. This she managed to do when he had gone about fifty yards; but not before Claude had been permitted an opportunity of seeing how well she sat in her saddle and to what advantage her beautiful figure showed in a riding habit. Her groom rode to a little distance and waited for her.

“Good morning, Claude,” she said merrily, as she drew up alongside the rails. “You are out very early after last night’s dissipation.” Then, without giving him time to speak, she continued, “Your play was very clever, but awfully sad. Do you know, until the beginning of the third act I had a sort of uneasy conviction that I was in some way concerned in it. You did not take me for your model, I hope?”

“How can you imagine such a thing?” he answered, looking up at her and thinking, for about the hundredth time, what a really beautiful face it was. “I don’t know how you can possibly see any resemblance.”

“Well, we won’t discuss that. It is sufficient that it is a beautiful play, and that the public appreciated it. I have heard this morning that it is impossible to get a seat for nearly three months ahead. You are a man to be envied.”

“I suppose I am a lucky man, but still—”

“But still you want more. Ah! you men! Why will you always be so greedy? By the way, did you receive the letter I posted you last night? I hope your wife will be at home. I am most anxious to make her acquaintance.”

Claude had been dreading this question. However, now that it had been put, it behooved him to set the matter right without delay.

“Loie,” he answered, after a moment’s reflection, “I have to get through rather a nasty little bit of explanation. It will be impossible for me to have the pleasure of introducing Mrs de Carnyon to you.”

“Why impossible? I hope she is not ill?”

“No, she is not ill. Only — only — well, to tell you the honest truth, my wife has left me and returned to her father. No, you needn’t look at me in that startled way. I did not drink, nor did I beat her. I ought to have explained first that she is an intensely religious woman — a Last Day Resurrectionist, if you know the sect, and when she read my book, ‘God’s Microcosms,’ she decided that she could not reconcile it with her conscience to live with the man who wrote it. So for that reason she went home, and has since refused to have any more to do with me.”

“Oh, Claude!”

“It’s very sad, isn’t it?”

Then for some reason, for which he was never able afterwards to forgive himself, he said — 

“But it is not quite so dreadful as it seems. You see, we were not in love with each other, at any time. So that we’re neither of us as heartbroken as we might have been had that been the case.”

Loie’s face looked troubled.

“I am so very sorry for you,” she said at last, tapping the pummel of her saddle with her whip. “And yet they say, and ask us to believe, that marriages are made in heaven. Well, well, perhaps they may be, but it rather alter’s one’s childish notions of heaven, doesn’t it? How little either of us suspected what was before us that last hot morning in Apia, did we?”

As she finished speaking, the remembrance of one circumstance connected with that eventful day flashed into her brain. She stole a glance at Claude and felt certain that he was also thinking of it Her face flushed crimson, and her manner instantly changed.

“Well, if I cannot come and see you this afternoon,” she said, “will you come and see me? I shall be at home all the afternoon, so that if you come you will be sure to find me in. I have been painting and sculping a good deal lately, and I should like to have your opinion on my work.”

“I will come with great pleasure,” Claude answered. “About four o’clock?”

“Yes, that will suit me admirably. I shall look forward to a long talk about bygone days. Till then goodbye.”

She wheeled her horse and set him going towards Hyde Park Corner. A moment later she was round the bend and out of sight.

Claude watched her till he could no longer see her. Then he turned and made his way in the direction of Prince of Wales Gate, repeating what he had heard her say: “How little either of us suspected what was before us that last hot morning in Apia!”


CHAPTER VII

BELGRAVE SQUARE
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THAT AFTERNOON, BETWEEN half-past three and four, faithful to his promise, Claude called at Mr. Beetleton’s house in Belgrave Square. As he stood in the massive porch and heard the front door bell echoing in the subterranean regions below the steps, he could not help contrasting his present position with the day when he landed in the Shadwell basin from Australia. Then he had not a single friend or even an acquaintance, so far as he knew, in the whole length and breadth of the land. In literature, or indeed art of any sort, he was a totally unknown quantity. Now his name was in everybody’s mouth. If the numbers of copies sold and the run on them in the libraries were any criterion, there could be very few houses in the Metropolis, boasting any pretension to a taste in art, that did not contain, or had contained, at least one of his books; and in a few weeks’ time there would be few people, in the West End at least, who had not witnessed his play. His study table was already littered with invitations to “At Homes,” dinners, dances, and public meetings — all visible proofs of his rise in life. Four prominent firms of photographers had requested to be allowed to take his portrait, fashionable tailors and bootmakers solicited his patronage, and a firm of hatters had informed him that they had invented a new style of headgear to which they were anxious to give the name of de Carnyon. An affable duchess requested his co-operation in a scheme for enlightening the costers of the Walworth Road and the New Cut, by means of a course of diluted Wagner, while people of all ranks, sexes, and ages, wrote offering to sell him things or imploring his photo or autograph. Already he had submitted himself to the tender mercies of three interviewers, who had commented on his furniture, his taste in dress, the colour of his eyes, and his preference for tea or coffee, as if such a thing mattered, and he was firmly resolved that nothing under the sun should ever induce him to let one inside his doors again.

The door was presently opened to him by a dignified butler. Claude asked if Lady Beckleton was at home, to which the irreproachable being before him was good enough to reply that she was, and to invite him to enter. Once inside he was relieved of his hat, coat, and umbrella by two pompous footmen, and when this had been done he was requested to follow the butler across the hall to a door on his right hand. Having crossed the threshold he found himself in a large room that was study, boudoir, and studio combined. It was magnificently furnished and filled to overflowing with bric-à-brac of all sorts and descriptions. He looked round for his hostess, but at first could not see her. On the butler announcing his name, however, Loie rose from the depths of an enormous chair, in which she had been cuddled up before the fire, and came across to receive him. She was dressed in a pink tea-gown, with a quantity of filmy lace about her throat. The latter gave her a very soft and fragile appearance. She was evidently not in a good temper, for as soon as she had welcomed Claude she reseated herself and gazed into the fire with a pouting expression.

“It’s very good of you to come and see me,” she said at last, as if she felt she ought to make an effort to be civil. “But I expect you’ll wish you hadn’t when you find what a diabolical humour I’m in. I’ve been grumbling at and finding fault with everybody ever since I came in this morning.”

Claude laughed. He saw that after all she was still the same spoilt, impetuous Loie he had known so well of old. He told her as much.

“I’m sure it’s very horrid of you to say so,” she answered. “You don’t know what my life is. I’m just bored to death. I never was a saint, I’ll admit, but to have all you want, every desire anticipated, to be continually surrounded by sober-faced servants who bow and scrape and smirk till you feel inclined to shake them, would try the temper of a Job. Bah! I’m sick of all this conventionality and nonsense. I’m sure I was much happier in Upolu, where I ran about barefooted and had only one dress to my back.”

Claude thought he would try her temper again, so he said quietly — 

“But what does Mr. Beckleton say to this despondency?”

“You are not aware, perhaps,” she answered, “that there are some persons whom you should not mention to me. Mr. Beckleton is one of them. I have no possible interest or concern in what he does or says. He is my husband, it is true; but I don’t know that that matters. Our marriage was purely a matter of business. My father wished to return to England, but he could not do so without money. He had none of his own, and Mr. Beckleton is several times a millionaire, so they put their heads together, with the result that I was sold to the opulent brewer for a sum mutually decided upon between them as my value. There was no mention of love in the matter at all; but you may be sure when I agreed to marry him I made certain stipulations which I now compel him to observe. I am his wife, inasmuch as I introduce him to my friends, control his servants, sit at the head of his table, bear his name, and shall go to Court functions with him. In every other sense we live apart. I don’t pretend to love him and I certainly do not respect him. But don’t let us talk any more about him on your first visit. To think of him irritates me more than I can tell you. Let us forget that I am probably the richest married woman in England, and then you can tell me all your doings and your triumphs. You will have to be amusing, and you must excuse me if I fly out at you. I have got the fidgets, if you know what they are, and for two pins would scratch my dearest friend.”

She was silent for a minute, and then, fancying she saw something in Claude’s face, she began again — this time more defiantly than before.

“I suppose you are thinking that it is funny of me to talk in this strain to you when I’ve been married something less than a month; possibly you think it bad form. I can’t help it if you do. Why should I think or speak differently? I wasn’t consulted on the subject of my marriage. My father and Mr. Beckleton between them disposed of my person and future without asking what I thought. When the latter bought my life he did not buy my mind, did he? You are thinking that I promised to love, honour, and obey him, I suppose; yes, I can see you are. Well, so I did with my lips, for the simple reason that it would have made a scene if I had refused, and as we had several royalties present, that would never have done. Before all let us observe the proprieties even if our hearts break. Besides, it was only a matter of form, and as I don’t believe there is a God to listen, and if there is, and He does chance to hear, He is so taken up with other things that he wouldn’t care a scrap what such an obscure person as Loie Fanchester promised or did not promise, I don’t see that it matters a scrap. Oh, you can stare as much as you please, but after all you’re only Claude, my old playfellow, and the author of ‘God’s Microcosms.’ Perhaps I ought to keep silence; but then you see I never could hold my tongue. And in this case I certainly don’t want to.”

Claude had a speech ready, but he managed to keep it back. Beautifully scornful and wilfully unhappy as she was, he still had sufficient presence of mind to refrain from attempting to comfort her. So soon as she gave him an opportunity he asked to be permitted to see the pictures she had told him of that morning.

In an instant her humour changed and she sprang to her feet.

“Of course you shall,” she cried. “I promised you you should. And I want to know what you think of them more than anything. Come along, they’re in here.”

As she spoke she made her way across the room towards some curtains at the further end. Suddenly she stopped and wheeled round to face him.

“How do you like my room?” she asked. Then, as usual, without giving him time to reply, she continued, “Isn’t it pretty? And it’s all my own design, every single bit of it. I’ve had it arranged since we arrived, though they all said it couldn’t be done. The things were picked up here, there, and everywhere. That picture in the corner is a Gerard Dow; I found it in a slum in Paris. There’s an Etty opposite that I bought from the funniest old Jew dealer you can imagine in a little shop down in the Latin Quarter; how he obtained possession of it goodness only knows. You should have seen him. He was like Vandyck’s Rabbi — you know the picture I mean — but not so fat and ever so much more stately. I could have kissed him if he would have sat to me, and if he had not been so dirty and smelt so much of fried fish. Bah! My dresses reeked of him for days afterwards. That little bronze on that bracket over there came from Milan, and is supposed to be unique; that china from Florence, Dresden, and Vienna; most of the glass from Venice and Turin; that tapestry from Algiers, and that carved oak from Munich and Prague. This drinking-cup was unearthed in Pompeii; but you mustn’t ask how I obtained it. Look at the inscription on the front. You’ve kept up your Latin, haven’t you? Of course you have. I remember so well in Upolu how you used to pore over those horrid old books when I wanted you to play with me. Now translate me the inscription.”

Claude took the cup up and looked at the place touched by her little white finger.

“To the honour of the gods and the service of the fair Lydia,” he read.

“Quite right; you’ve not forgotten, I see. I wonder who Lydia was. Sometimes I sit before that cup for hours, thinking of her. I wonder whether she married the writer of the inscription. Perhaps she did, and when they were disillusioned by Time he used to get drunk out of it and insult her. But we won’t continue in this strain or I shall begin to get unhappy again. Now come here. Do you recognise this picture?”

She led him to a corner and pointed to a large frame. He found that it was one of his own works; the second he had painted in England and one that he had sold to the old dealer in the Tottenham Court Road the day he had first met Marcia. It represented a boy and a girl sitting together on a beach backed by tropical trees and bushes. The boy was reading and the girl was playing with the sand and looking with dreamy eyes across a large lagoon towards where the surf broke on rocks that sparkled in the sunshine every time the water uncovered them.

“Where did you get this?” asked Claude, when he had glanced at it.

“It was given me yesterday by a Royal Academician who fancied he traced some likeness in the girl’s face to myself. Do you?”

“When you’re in a good temper I think I do,” said Claude, with a sudden coldness for which he could not account. “Not when you behave as you did just now. I feel that it is my duty to tell you that you ought to be ashamed of yourself.”

She put her hands behind her back and made a face at him.

“Pooh!” she said. “I don’t care for your scoldings. Besides, I shall talk as I please. I always did and I always shall. So there! But don’t let us quarrel, Claude; you must keep your naughty little temper in subjection if you want to get on with me. I’m always in hot water for speaking my mind too plainly. But, tell me candidly, what do you think of my room?”

“I think it’s delightful,” Claude answered, “and I should very much like to have a companion to it. Next week I am leaving the flat where I am at present domiciled, and I’ve taken a funny old studio and residence combined in a little back street close by. I shall come to you for hints.”

“You’re going to furnish,” she cried suddenly, turning and gazing at him with an eager face. “Then I shall take the worry off your hands. I simply adore furnishing, and it will give me something to occupy my mind; for though I’ve only been in London a week I’m tired of it already. I’ve got the real gift, and you’ll never regret confiding yourself to my care. Oh, this is delightful; I’m a happy woman again. But we’ll have to wait till to-morrow. Where is your studio?”

“In Kemplin Street.”

“Then we’ll begin at once. I know the place perfectly. It’s splendid; and we won’t wait till to-morrow. I’m always impatient. I don’t think I’ve ever been known to wait for anything in my life. I’ll ring the bell, and have the carriage round in less time than you can count. Then we’ll go down there and you shall show me the capabilities of the place.”

Before Claude could stop her she had rung the bell. When it was answered by the butler she said — 

“Tell them to send my brougham round without an instant’s delay,” and turned to Claude again.

“This is a perfect godsend to me,” she said. “I shall have something to think about. Come, don’t stand there, looking at me like a calf through a gate. Bustle about, pretend to be busy if you’re not. Lift the lid of that box and you’ll find a tape measure inside; put it in your pocket, for we shall want it. Have you a pocket-book, in which you can make notes of any ideas that may strike us? You have one? That’s all right. Now I’ll go and dress. You stay here — or, better still, go into the next room and look at my daubs. I won’t be more than a minute getting ready. There are cigars in that drawer and cigarettes of all brands upon the tables. Help yourself.”

Having done her best to ensure his comfort during her absence, she ran out of the room, leaving her guest standing, bewildered, looking after her. He picked up a cigarette and lit it, and when he had done so drew back the curtains and passed into the adjoining room. In the splendour of its appointments it very much resembled the one he had just left. In structure, however, it was widely different. Evidently it had been specially designed for the purpose for which it was now being used. Overhead was a large skylight, and at the end opposite the curtains a large window, the bow of which contained a broad and comfortably cushioned seat. On the walls were several fine paintings, and in the centre of the room, opposite a dais, a large easel upon which stood a half finished picture.

“So she belongs to the Impressionist School, does she?” said Claude to himself, when he had walked over and glanced at the work upon which she was engaged. “She gets a good effect, by Jove! I wonder where she picked up her ideas.”

In a corner near the window were a pile of canvases. He went across to them and turned those on top to the light. The first three were faces of unknown people, but when he saw the fourth he gave a little whistle of astonishment. It was a portrait of himself, evidently from memory, and he was startled at the fidelity of the likeness. In the face was all the old yearning for fame that he had once possessed, and another expression that made his heart leap up and then stand almost still. It was the look of love. He turned the canvas over to see if he could discover when the portrait had been painted, but there was no date upon it. He looked at it for a few moments, and then put it back again with its companions. He had seen quite enough, and he was fearful of prying further lest he should discover some other skeleton which would also be better left unearthed. One thing was very certain. To have been in a position to put that look into his face, Loie must have — But at that moment the picture of Marcia struggling for life in the wastes of North London rose before his mind’s eye, so he dropped that line of reasoning and went back to the half-finished work on the easel. While he was looking at it the curtains parted and Loie entered the room. She was wrapped in furs from head to foot, and, as Claude noticed, had lost some of her former enthusiasm.

“I hope you like my cigarettes,” she said, taking a little gold case from her pocket and opening it.

“Very much indeed,” he answered. “I must get you to give me the name of your tobacconist.”

Then, when he saw her take one from the case, place it between her own rosy lips and light it, he continued, in amazement — 

“But surely, Loie, you don’t smoke them?”

“My dear Claude,” she replied, “for goodness’ sake, don’t put on that ridiculous look. Of course I smoke. Why not? Are you men to have the monopoly of all the vices? I smoke all the time I’m painting. I should drink brandies and sodas, as my husband does, if I liked cognac, which I don’t, and it agreed with me, which it does not If I like tobacco, why in the name of all that’s reasonable should I not partake of it? My dear boy, when I saw your play last night I said to myself, ‘This is the man who knows his world and is tolerant and reasonable where women are concerned’; but since I’ve seen your stares of wonderment and heard your talk I’ve said to myself, ‘This is the man who is not tolerant, and who does not regard women as he should do.’”

“You despise me, then?”

“No, I won’t go as far as that I don’t know that I despise you any more than I despise myself. But then it seems to me I despise every one. Claude, compared with you, I’m as old as the Pyramids. I seem to have seen all the centuries go by and to be the concentrated meanness and stupidity of them all! Oh, what a mean, horrible world it is when you come to look beneath the surface, isn’t it? Look at myself, for instance, and tell me if you could find a better example. I have everything the world can give except love; I’ve got wealth, health, youth, and beauty. No, don’t laugh, I know I’m beautiful, and I’m not going to be prudish enough to pretend that I don’t. But I’m not happy. If I hadn’t my art and could not keep myself moving in the midst of perpetual excitement, I should go mad and probably kill myself out of sheer ennui. I hate flattery, I hate adulation, I hate servility, and yet it is my fate to live  in a very hotbed of it. I go into a shop and am served by a young girl; she sees my gold, she envies me my face, my beautiful clothes, my servants, and my position; and yet perhaps that girl loves, and is loved by a good man who is saving his money to marry her. They are destined to have a little house in Kentish Town, and to be as happy as any two people in the world could wish to be. And yet she envies me whose husband — but never mind him. My butler, who has a permanent situation as long as he can work and behaves himself, and should not know a care or trouble from week’s end to week’s end, envies his master, who soaks brandy all day long, and hasn’t a ha’porth of pleasure with all his millions. Three nights ago a man, boasting one of the greatest names in England, if not in Europe, did us the honour of dining with us. Doubtless the little crowd who saw him alight from his carriage and mount our steps envied him for coming, and us for entertaining him. What would they have thought could they have known that his only object was to negotiate a loan with my husband, the greater part of which would be expended in satisfying the rapacious demands of a prominent member of the Parisian demimonde? Oh, Claude, Claude, I tell you as a woman of the world, who, as you know, was once a pure-minded, honest girl, that when I see all that goes on around me in this fashionable world of ours, the striving after place and power, the sordid scheming, the infidelity of wives, the dishonourable double lives of husbands who are supposed to be miracles of chivalry, the cheating and the lying, kindness only valued for what it costs, woman’s honour a commodity with a price set upon it, I feel as if I would give anything to be dead and out of it all!”

She threw herself into an easy-chair, and discovering that her cigarette had gone out during her harangue, tossed it into the fire. As she did so, the staid butler entered.

“Your ladyship’s carriage is at the door.”

“Then let it go back again. I shall not go out this evening.”

The man bowed without an expression on his face and left the room.

“You must forgive me, Claude,” she said, her former vivacity quite gone, “but I’m down to zero again. We must put off our excursion till to-morrow morning. I couldn’t look at anything to-day. Shall we say eleven o’clock? Will that suit you?”

“I shall be delighted,” Claude replied. “But do you think you had better come at all? I should be immensely grateful to you, of course, for suggestions, but perhaps Mr.—”

“Hush!” she cried. “Don’t say it. I know what you mean, and if such a thing were to pass your lips I could never forgive you. You have not learnt to understand me yet, I see I’m a creature of nerves; one moment I’m up, all life and spirits, the next I’m down. Of course I’m going to help you with your rooms. It will amuse me, and I’ve got nothing else interesting to do this week. To-night we dine with the Duke and Duchess of Powysworth in Grosvenor Square. It is to be a quiet affair, as they are in mourning; which means that her Grace will go to sleep after dinner and snore, I shall talk Primrose League with her daughter, and Mr. Beckleton will discuss investments with the old man and end by lending him a thousand pounds. To-morrow night we dine out, and afterwards go to two dances, one in Baton Square.”

“I am asked to a dance in Eaton Square to-morrow night,” said Claude. “Lady Bellington was, I think, the name. Why she asked me, as I have never met her, I can’t think.”

“Because you are a celebrity, Claude, and everybody wants to entertain and stare at you. Do go, and we’ll meet there. Shall we say about midnight? That will be great fun — I shall look forward to it. Can you dance?”

“A little.”

“Well, then you shall have a waltz with me for the sake of Auld Lang Syne. Oh, that happy island, how I should love to see it again! Do you ever find time to think of it, Claude?”

She was sitting looking up at him, her elbow on her knee and her chin in the hollow of her palm. The room by this time was almost dark, lit only by the leaping flames of the fire. She did not see how pale his face had suddenly become.

“Yes, I often think of it,” he answered. “I can see it now just as it was that hot day you went away.”

They were both silent for a few moments. It is probable they were thinking of the same thing. Loie was the first to speak, and then he saw that she wished to change the subject.

“You have never told me of your life since we bade each other ‘goodbye’,” she said.

“There is very little to tell,” he answered, “but what there is I will gladly tell you whenever you care to hear it Now I think I must be going.”

“Must you really? It is quite early. Only a quarter to five. I think the truth is you are afraid of me and think I may break out again. Well, perhaps you are right. Goodbye. I shall call at your studio in Kemplin Street to-morrow morning about eleven o’clock.”

“At eleven. Goodbye.”

He shook hands with her and then left the room. In the hall one of the footmen helped him on with his coat, while another presented him with his stick. The butler opened the door and shut it after him when he had descended the steps. Then he set off to walk home. For the first time in his life he had seen Loie in her own house, and he did not know what to think of the exhibition she had afforded him. There was something indescribably sad about the reflections it conjured up, and, what was more, there was a lurking demon behind them that would not be driven away, try how he would. When he reached home and let himself in he found Lee in the dining-room. There was a different look on the young fellow’s face as he bade Claude “good-evening.”

“Well, how have you got on to-day?” inquired the latter cheerily, seating himself in an easy-chair before the fire.

“Far better than I expected or deserved,” said Lee; “thanks to your great kindness. The Dean gave me a good wigging and then told me to be off to my work and remember how I behave myself for the future. I think this has been the happiest day of my life.”

“I’m very glad to hear it. I hope it will be the beginning of a brighter time for you. Remember, I shall take as great an interest in all you do as if it were myself.”

“If I were not so fond of my work that alone would make me do my best.”

“There’s nothing like the work one loves, is there? If only it were not for outside influences and the crookedness of Fate, how happy we should all be!”

After dinner, while Lee worked in the dining-room, Claude went to his study to employ himself on the comedy he was writing. In reality he wanted to be alone to think. He had a sort of premonition that Fate was arranging a disaster for him, and that try how he might he would not be able to steer clear of the rocks ahead.


CHAPTER VIII

A DAY’S SHOPPING
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THE FIRST GREY signs of morning found Claude still at work. A large heap of manuscript lay on the floor at his side, and another was growing under his left hand. The play was more than half-finished, and if he progressed at this rate it would not be long before it was out of his hands altogether.

He rose from his chair stiff and cold, glanced into the ash-strewn fireplace, and then went across to the window and drew back the curtains. As he did so the clock upon the mantelpiece struck five. He had been writing for eight hours. He switched off the electric light, left the study, and went to his bedroom.

Undressing, he turned into bed and slept like a top until it was time to dress for breakfast. When that meal had been disposed of, and Lee had gone off to the hospital, Claude lit a pipe and sat down to peruse the morning papers. He was deep in the foreign telegrams when his servant entered to inform him that a gentleman would like to see him.

“Who is he?” asked Claude suspiciously, for he feared it might turn out to be an interviewer.

“A clergyman of the name of Hebstone, sir,” the servant replied.

Claude’s face underwent a change as he bade the man show him up.

“I wonder what he wants with me!” he asked himself while he was waiting. He was not to be long left in doubt, however, for a moment later Marcia’s father entered the room.

“Good morning, Mr. Hebstone,” said Claude politely, “I must confess this is an unexpected honour. What can I do for you?”

The old gentleman placed his hat upon the table, and took a seat beside the fire before he replied. Then he said — 

“Claude, I have come to see you in order to try and discover if this — well, shall we say, this little misunderstanding between yourself and Marcia cannot be cleared up. I need not tell you how deeply it has distressed me.”

Claude had no doubt at all as to the sincerity of this speech. Since Marcia had declined his allowance, the old gentleman had been obliged to put his shoulder to the wheel again, and the old life of debt and difficulty had evidently recommenced.

“I am sorry you should have been made unhappy by it,” Claude replied, “but I think you will do me the justice to remember that I am not altogether to blame. Marcia chose to take an absurd view of my work, “and she also refused to accept my allowance. Loth as I am to say it, on her head the blame must fall.”

“You must forgive the child and bear with her,” said the old gentleman. “She has strange notions regarding these sort of things, and her will is a very powerful one. I fear she will not come in.”

“Then what can we do? Of course, I could invoke the aid of the law and make her return to me; but I would not do that under any circumstances.”

“No, don’t do that, Claude. I fear if you did Marcia would prove more stubborn than ever. Remember, you don’t know her as I do.”

“What is she doing now?”

“She has started a little school for infants in the neighbourhood of the Euston Road. But the people are poor, and it hardly suffices to pay the rent.”

“Then, to put it bluntly, what have you come to see me about?”

“To discover if anything can be done. Claude, when I see your name in every paper, on every hoarding and bookstall, and find you living like this in your beautiful home, surrounded by every comfort and luxury, I can hardly believe that you are the same young man who used to rent the room, above us in Great Coram Street.”

“Your daughter, if she were not so obstinate, might be mistress of all you see about you. But, as I say, she chose to raise absurd objections to my profession and left me of her own accord, though I did my best to dissuade her, to return to poverty. It may seem selfish to say so, but I don’t see that I am to blame.”

“No one is blaming you, Claude. Now, I suppose you would not feel inclined to give up your writing and take to some other sort of work. Say a good clerkship in some Government Office, or something of that sort, which I don’t doubt one of your friends could easily procure for you. In that case I think it might be possible for me to persuade Marcia to return to you.”

“My dear Mr. Hebstone,” said Claude, “if that is your errand, you cannot surely have supposed for an instant that you would be successful. No. When your daughter is prepared of her own accord to come back to me and express regret for having left me as she did I will take her in and forgive and forget the past. But until she does that I shall not attempt to coerce her.”

“But you can have no notion what a struggle we have to make both ends meet. It is wearing her to a shadow. She is nothing like the girl she used to be.”

“I am indeed sorry to hear it. If you can persuade her to allow me to resume the allowance I wished to make her, I shall be only too happy to do so.”

“You could not do so without compelling me to ask her, I presume?”

“No, I could not. Remember how she behaved over the last amount I sent you.”

Seeing that it was useless his staying any longer, the old gentleman rose and began to make excuses for having called. Claude cut him short by saying “Goodbye!” There was something cruel and cunning in the old fellow’s face that he did not like, and he felt that the room would not be wholesome until he had got him out of it. After he had escorted him down the stairs he went back to his study to write some letters. He had a difficulty, however, in concentrating his attention. He was thinking of Marcia grinding her life away in her infant school.

By the time he had finished his correspondence and was ready to go out it was well-nigh half-past ten. If he wished to catch Loie he must lose no time. Leaving the house, he turned to the right and made his way in the direction of the street where his new residence was situated. It was a bright, fresh morning, just cold enough to make the exertion of walking pleasant. Apart from the interview with his father-in-law, he was not altogether easy in his mind: he had a sort of hazy conviction that he ought not to be going to see Loie. But he pacified himself with the assurance that it was only in the light of an old friend that he regarded her, and at the same time hurried his steps that he might not keep her waiting.

The house containing the studio, which Loie was so anxious to furnish for him, was an old one and very picturesque. It had been built early in the eighteenth century, had passed through several famous hands, and was much coveted by the artist world. It possessed a small porch in front with a room of comfortable size on either side of it. Above these two rooms were bedrooms, and at the back was the studio itself. This was a room of noble proportions, wainscoted from floor to ceiling with beautiful oak, black with age. There was a magnificent carved fireplace, big enough almost to sit in, and a fine diamond-paned window at the further end opening into a small courtyard. Claude was first at the rendezvous, and was examining the house when he heard a carriage drive up to the door. He hastened out just in time to see Loie descend from her brougham.

At the same instant a little gutter-child, who had been performing acrobatic feats upon the railings that supported either side of the porch, turned to look at her, let go his hold, and fell backwards on to the pavement, striking his head a terrific blow and rolling over almost at her feet. She uttered a little cry and sprang back. But it was only for a second she hesitated, then, stooping, she picked the dirty little mite up in her arms and carried him into the hall. Once there she sat down on the bottom step of the stairs.

“Oh, you poor little wee thing!” she cried, as she bent over him and rocked him to and fro. “Why did you do it? What made you tumble like that? You might have killed yourself. Oh, Claude, do you think he is much hurt?”

“Let me look,” said Claude, and then, kneeling down beside her, he began to examine the child. There was a big lump on the side of his head where he had struck himself, but no sign of any fracture. To have seen it, if there had been, would have been a difficult matter, for he was so coated with dirt that his skin was almost unrecognizable. After a while, however, he recovered himself a little and ceased his sobs. Loie still held him in her arms, his head nestling among her furs. When he was able to stand she put him on his feet, and taking out her purse gave him half-a-crown. At the sight of so much money the child stared at her open-mouthed, and finally left the studio, without a word of thanks, almost unable to realise his good fortune. Loie rose and shook herself with a laugh.

“I hope that will count in my favour,” she said, leading the way into the studio. “And now, Claude, wish me good morning nicely, and show me over your new possession. This will make an ideal room to paint in, and I see great possibilities in it. The wainscoting is perfect — simply perfect; and though the ceiling is dirty, it might be very much worse. Now come along and show me the other rooms.”

But she did not wait to be shown. She went on ahead, and explored everything for herself. Opening the door on the left of the porch she looked in, and then turned to Claude.

“A sweet little room,” she said, “wainscoted like the rest. This will be your dining-room. All Chippendale, and willow-pattern plates. Remember, I wish it, and you mustn’t disobey me.”

Then running across to the other door she looked into the second apartment. “This will be your own sanctum, when you want to be quiet and alone.”

“I’m afraid not,” he answered. “I want to set that aside for a young medical student who lives with me.

“A medical student who lives with you?” She turned and stared at him in amazement. “You have a man to live with you, and you never told me? Claude, I won’t be treated in this fashion. Why does he live with you?”

“Because I take an interest in his career. He’s a poor young fellow who nearly got into trouble, and I want to have him by me so that I may keep my eye on him.”

“How sweet of you! And is he clever? Is he going to be a genius and discover some new bacillus who will fight germs, and keep us alive, or whatever it is those delightful creatures do?”

“I believe he is supposed to be very clever.”

“And you befriend him, and watch over him. How charming of you! You live like brothers, Damon and Pythias in a studio. Claude, you must introduce your friend to me, and I must help you with him. I love helping people when it isn’t a trouble, which it generally is. But now let’s talk of something else. I have told you that I am in love with your house, haven’t I? Very well, then, we will now set about furnishing it.”

“There are four more rooms upstairs. A bedroom for Lee and another for myself, with two others for the servants. Would you like to see them? Then there is the kitchen at the back.”

“Never mind the rooms upstairs or the kitchen. You shall furnish the top rooms, and I’ll do the rest. I’m all anxiety to begin. You must move in at once, remember. To-day if possible. I may be tired of the business by to-morrow, and then I don’t know what you’d do, unless you wrote to the papers, and brought an action against Beckleton, which is what most people seem to do when they’ve a grievance. Then he pays and says England is going to the dogs.”

“You’re in a very erratic mood this morning, Loie,” said Claude.

“That reminds me of the days when we were children, doesn’t it you? Do you remember, when I told you we were going away from the island, you said, ‘You’ve got such an imagination — and you always were such a little liar, Loie.’ I do perfectly. But there, I am what I am, and I suppose I shall always be the same. I want the world to be made for me. I must always be kept at concert pitch, or I’m unbearable — just a bundle of nerves and a headache. On those days my maids wear harassed faces, and Beckleton makes excuses and dines at his club. He has learnt that in a month. But we’re wasting time. We’ve got to find some one to scrub these floors. They must be done at once, if I’ve got to do them myself.”

“Why must they be done at once? I see no particular hurry.”

“Then you’ll excuse my saying so, but you’re a goose. Don’t you see I must get the furniture in to-day? Of course they must be done at once. I must find a charwoman. Where shall I look? Ah! I know. There is a baker’s shop at the corner. I’ll inquire there. They always know everything at bakers’ shops, don’t they?’

Claude laughed outright, and she joined him.

“Isn’t it fun?” she said. “I feel quite important Are you coming with me, or must I go alone?”

“Of course I shall come with you,” Claude replied. “But I wish you wouldn’t put yourself to so much trouble. I’m not nearly ready to come in here yet.”

“Then you’ll have to be. I can’t wait, come along.”

He meekly followed her out into the street, and then down the pavement in the direction of the baker’s shop that she had remembered seeing as she drove along. Her face was flushed with excitement, her eyes sparkled, and Claude could not help seeing that she looked more than usually lovely. At the same time he could not rid himself of his uneasy feeling that this sort of thing was not quite right, that even their old friendship, that was dragged in by the heels every few moments to serve as an excuse, would hardly justify such intimacy.

Loie entered the shop confidently. A man and a woman were behind the counter. But it was the woman she chose. The man looked as heavy as one of his own Bath buns, and was probably more accustomed to the sordid details of baking than to the ins and outs of household management.

“I want a charwoman,” Loie began, as if it were the business of bakers to supply these necessary helps to existence. “I saw your shop and felt sure you would be able to tell me where I could obtain one. She must be able to come at once.”

“But, madam, I’m afraid I’m not in the position to assist you,” said the woman.

“You mustn’t say that,” said Loie. “I know you can help me if you will. I want the studio — you know the one I mean, half-way down Kemplin Street on this side — cleaned at once. Surely you know a woman who could do that for me?”

“Well, I do know of one, I must say,” returned the other, who had by this time fallen under the charm of Loie’s manner. “But whether she’s at work or not, I can’t say. I could send my little boy round to inquire, if you like, and let you know.”

“That will do capitally,” said Loie. “But she must come and bring her things at once. Tell her Lady Loie Beckleton wants her, and will pay her well. There’s a shilling for your little boy’s trouble. I shall be at the studio for half an hour.”

“I’ll send round at once, and then let your ladyship know. I’m much obliged to your ladyship.”

“I’m very much obliged to you. I was certain you could help me. Claude, let us go back. In half an hour we shall be ready to begin business.”

In less than a quarter of an hour there was a knocking at the door, and when Claude opened it in walked a charwoman carrying the implements of her trade.

“So you’re able to come?” said Loie; “well, that’s good. Now I want you to get to work and scrub these three rooms thoroughly, and you must be as quick as you can. I shall be back in an hour to see how you are getting on.”

Then turning to Claude she signed to him to follow her out to the carriage. The footman held the door open and they got in. A few moments later they were rolling down the street behind Lady Beckleton’s prize pair of Cleveland bays. To Claude there was something almost intoxicating about riding in the same carriage with this beautiful creature. The very fact of sharing the same rug with her sent a thrill through him.

“Where are we going?” he asked, as they left Queen’s Gate behind them and turned into the Cromwell Road.

“First to Baker and Hilby’s in the Tottenham Court Road,” replied Loie.

“But isn’t that rather an expensive place?” said Claude, all his old money-saving propensities coming back to him with the mention of that sordid thoroughfare and the district surrounding it.

“It’s the best place for old oak in London, and that’s why we are going there,” asserted Loie. “I should never feel happy about anything purchased elsewhere.”

After that Claude said no more. But when he reached the shop in question, and followed Loie into it to see her buy a cabinet here, a secretaire there, chairs of all patterns and descriptions by the halfdozen, monk’s benches, enormous carved chests, sideboards which looked as if they had been purloined from some baronial hall, and tables with twisted legs that seemed too good for anything but to be looked at, he wondered where such extravagance was going to stop. He tried to remonstrate, but she bade him hold his tongue and not disturb the notion she had got in her head. When she had chosen as much as she wanted she made her way towards her carriage again, Claude still following meekly behind her.

“To what address would your ladyship like these goods sent?” inquired the man who had served them, and who evidently was well acquainted with his customer.

She gave him the address of the studio, and made the stipulation that the things were to be delivered within two hours. The man thought it impossible.

“Choose for yourself,” she said, with an imperious gesture; “either deliver them in the time I gave you or I will cancel the order. Which do you prefer?”

“Your ladyship may depend we shall do our best.”

“I don’t ask you to do more. I may consider it settled, then. Very well. Now, Claude, come along.”

She stepped into the carriage, and Claude took his place beside her. The footman stood at the door waiting for his orders.

“Acklemburg’s in Regent Street,” she said. Then, when they had set out, “We are going there for Persian prayer-rugs and skins. Your floors are oak, and they must be polished. It would be a sin to cover them with carpets.”

On reaching the shop in question she continued her former headlong course, and when they left it again Claude was almost afraid to guess what the purchases she had made would amount to. The next place was a dealer’s shop, a little lower down, for china and curios.

“Pictures,” she explained, as they came out on to the pavement again, “you don’t want to buy. Everybody will be only too glad to paint them for you. I will begin one to-morrow myself, and I’ll make my friends contribute. Now we will go back to Kemplin Street and see how that woman is getting on.”

She gave the order, and they made their way back to South Kensington. When they reached the studio the carriage was dismissed, Loie saying she would find her way back in a hansom.

They went inside, to discover that the woman had done her best, and that the rooms were finished. They presented a vastly different appearance.

Claude pulled out his watch and looked at the time. It was half-past two.

“Half-past two?” cried Loie, “and we haven’t lunched. Oh, this will never do! Can you eat buns, Claude?”

“I feel as if I could eat anything,” he answered. “But why talk about buns?”

“Because I’m going off to my old friend the baker’s to get some. We’ll have a picnic here in the middle of this deserted studio.”

He tried to persuade her to allow him to execute the errand, but in vain. She disappeared, and he was left alone. He walked up and down the studio trying to think. He seemed to be in a dream. There was only one thing about which there could be no dispute at all, and that was Loie’s extraordinary charm. He had never encountered anything like it in his life before, and while it fascinated him it almost frightened him.

Five minutes later she returned, followed by a boy carrying a tray, on which was a bag of buns, a teapot, cups, milk, sugar, and a plate of bread and butter. He stood with it in his hands, not knowing where to put it. — 

“Place it on the floor,” said Loie; and then, giving him a sixpence for his trouble, she continued, “You can come back in half an hour and fetch the things.”

When he had gone she sat down beside the tray and poured out tea. Then the impromptu meal commenced.

By the time they had finished, and the boy had called for the tray again, the van had arrived with the furniture, followed half an hour later by carts with the balance of the goods ordered.

“Now we have got all our work cut out for us,” said Loie. “We must arrange where the different things are to go.”

All the afternoon they were kept busily occupied, and it was not until half-past five that everything was declared straight.

Loie heaved a deep sigh of relief and looked at Claude.

“What do you think of it now?” she cried, glancing round the studio.

“I think it looks splendid!” he answered. “But I must confess I tremble when I think of the cost.”

“What does the cost matter if it pleases you?” she cried. “Besides, this is not going to cost you anything. It is to be my present to an old friend.”

“Thank you,” said Claude, with a little laugh, “but you must know as well as I do that that can never be.”

“Can never be?” she cried. “And, pray, why not? If I wish it of course it will be. And I do wish it. So we’ll say no more about it.”

“But we must say more about it,” he answered, seeing that she was really in earnest. “Loie, deeply as I appreciate your kindness, I cannot accept your gift.”

“Then you must throw the things into the street.

I’m not going to take them back. Nonsense, Claude, why shouldn’t you take a present from an old friend?”

“Because it would never do. What would the world think?”

She faced him with noble scorn.

“What do I care what the world thinks? I’m Loie Beckleton, and that’s sufficient for the world. Come, Claude, you will take my present, won’t you? I shall never forgive you if you refuse.”

He saw that she really meant what she said.

“I will take it on one condition,” he answered.

“And what is that?”

“That you tell your husband.”

“I will do that with pleasure. But I don’t like the way you say it, Claude. There is something in your mind that I don’t understand. Are you afraid of me? Are you afraid of being friends with me on account of what the world will say? If that is what you think, Claude, go away now, or you may regret it later on. I am not a heroine out of a novel who hesitates and simpers. I will live my life just as I please, regardless of society or anything else. If you’re so careful of what the world may think, that you will not be friends with a woman you have known all your life, you need never speak to me again. I’m sure I’ll not attempt to make you.”

With this Parthian shot she picked up her furs and wrapped them about her. For a moment she stood looking at him with a blaze of anger in her eyes. Then she gradually subsided, and she came across to where he stood staring at her too astonished to speak.

“Forgive me, Claude,” she said humbly. “You know what a villainous temper I have. I’m sorry if I have offended you. I did so want you to let me do all this for you. I forgot that you might have grown too proud to take a present from an old friend.”

“I am not too proud, Loie,” he answered. “And if you will forgive me I will accept it only too gladly. I was not thinking of myself when I made that stipulation, but of you.”

“Then shake hands with me. You don’t know how I want to be friends, Claude. You’re the only one I have in all the world.”

He shook her hand warmly, and then escorted her into the street. When he had found a hansom for her, and put her into it, he watched her drive away, and then returned to the studio. In the semi-darkness the furniture seemed like phantoms warning him to beware of what he was doing. But above all was a voice saying over and over again — 

“You don’t know how I want to be friends, Claude. You’re the only one I have in all the world.”


CHAPTER IX

CLAUDE TAKES A HOLIDAY
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WHEN THE EVENTS to be narrated in this chapter occurred, Claude had left the flat and had been installed in the studio nearly two months. During that time he had not heard or seen anything of his wife, but to compensate for it he had seen Loie almost daily. At her desire he had purchased a horse, and on four mornings a week rode with her in the Park.

He had also, much against his wish, become a Society lion; and to make up for it, met her at almost every house he visited. His handsome face, his courtly manners, and the extraordinary quickness with which he made his jump into fame, gave him an almost unique reputation, which his acquaintance with the rich and beautiful Lady Loie Beckleton only served to heighten. A greater success than he had achieved it would be impossible to imagine. His photographs were for sale in all the principal shops and stores, his opinions were quoted in nearly every journal and magazine, while it was stated that Mudie’s alone had subscribed for no less than two thousand copies of his latest book. But, while thoroughly appreciating his good fortune, Claude was far too wise to set much store upon the adulation he received. He knew only too well that if anything should happen to him he would be forgotten in a week, and that if his power departed there would be hardly one of all his flatterers who would take the trouble to walk across the street to speak to him. At present it was supposed to be chic to quote his sayings, and to find a savour of genius in all he did.

That people were beginning to notice and comment upon his friendship with Loie was another thing that was becoming only too evident. He had reproached himself repeatedly for having allowed it to go so far. But, he asked himself, what was he to do? She was his oldest friend in the world, and, whatever people might say, his liking for her had never led him beyond the confines of pure friendliness. Whether he would be always able to keep himself so well in hand was quite another matter. Once or twice he had found himself standing on very uncertain ground, and had made all possible haste to get off it again. Some day he might be taken unawares, and what would the result be then? With Beckleton himself he had always been on the best of terms, but of late he had begun to fancy that even he was perceptibly cooling towards him.

During the past fortnight he had been sitting to Loie for his portrait, and on the 22nd of February he was to do so for the last time. It was an Impressionist head and shoulders, and an extraordinary likeness. Loie was most keen about it, and talked of exhibiting it at the Rossetti Gallery later in the season.

When he reached the house on the date of the last sitting he was conducted to the studio at the rear. There he found Loie on the hearthrug, playing with a fox-terrier puppy. As soon as he was announced she rose and shook hands with him.

“Do you know that it is considered very rude to keep a lady waiting?” she asked. “You promised to be here at eleven o’clock punctually, and it’s now a quarter to twelve. What have you to say for yourself?”

He did not tell her that he had been spending his time wondering what sort of excuse he could invent to get away from her for a week or two. He simply stated his inability to tell her, and took with meekness the scolding she had prepared for him. She looked inexpressibly lovely in her painting blouse, and not the less so for the fragrant little cigarette nestling between her coral lips.

“Well, I suppose I must forgive you,” she said resignedly, “as it’s the last time you’re to sit to me. Now go and take your seat on the throne and let me get to work. The light is perfect, and I want to make the most of it.”

He did as he was ordered, and for some minutes she painted away in silence. Then she threw the end of her cigarette into the fire and stood, brush in hand, looking at him.

“I’m in disgrace,” she said solemnly, “and in consequence things have not been going at all smoothly in this house to-day.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Claude. “What has happened? Has the chef betrayed a desire to return to his native Paris? or has Worth made your dress for the next Drawing Room a shade too green?”

“Don’t be silly, Claude,” she answered. “You never seem able to be serious for a moment. You evidently don’t realise the gravity of what has happened, and I’m not quite sure that I shall tell you after the way you have behaved.”

“In that case I will repent of all my sins and humbly beg for pardon. What is it, Loie?”

“It’s really very serious,” she replied. “And I don’t know what the end of it will be. You know that old cat Victoria Melbenham?”

“Yes, I have the pleasure of knowing Lady Melbenham.”

“Well, you won’t think it a pleasure when I’ve done. Prepare yourself for that. Well, the other day she called here under pretence of bothering me about one of her tiresome fads — Primrose League, Mothers’ Meeting, Curates’ Summer Holiday Fund, or something of the kind, but really to pry into my affairs. As I was painting at the time, filling in the background of this picture in fact, she was shown in here. Perhaps I wasn’t in a very amiable humour — I don’t suppose I could have been — at any rate, when she began pushing her stupid old nose — which, by the way, is so sharp that it cuts her pocket-handkerchiefs — in to every hole and corner about the place, and at last unearthed an old portrait of you, I fairly gave way.

“‘Dear me!’ she said, ‘a portrait of Mr de Carnyon here and another on the easel, and, as I live, the same gentleman again as a boy — why, Loie, what a lucky girl you are to have such chances of painting a genius! I’m told even the great portrait painters can’t get a sitting from him. If I were Mr. Beckleton I should really be disposed to feel quite jealous.’

“‘ Mr de Carnyon and I have known each other since we were children, ‘ I said, keeping my temper as well as I could, but feeling that if she went on for another minute I should lose control of myself.

“She looked at me out of her nasty little cat’s eyes and said, with an emphasis on the last word — 

“‘A quite sufficient explanation for your friendship, my dear. ‘ At that I gave way altogether.

“‘It’s not intended to be an explanation at all,’ I cried. ‘And, what’s more, if you try, in your usual fashion, Victoria Melbenham, to spread a report that there is anything more in my intercourse with Mr de Carnyon than becomes an honest woman, I’ll do what any other decent woman would do — and that is, I’ll smack your face in public and call you the liar that you are. I’m not going to have you raining me as you did poor little Emily Markworth with your cruel tongue. So remember that!’

“If you only could have seen her expression as I finished speaking I think you would have screamed. I very nearly did. Of course, I know what you’re going to say. It wasn’t a ladylike speech, and it wasn’t politic. I don’t care a scrap; she shouldn’t have said what she did and then it wouldn’t have happened. She ran out of the house there and then, popped into her carriage like a rabbit into his burrow, and last night when we met at the Wetheringale’s dance she cut me dead. Wasn’t it a joke?”

“I’m afraid,” said Claude seriously, “I don’t exactly see where the joke comes in. Really, Loie, you are most imprudent.”

“I always was,” replied Loie, seating herself on the studio table and lighting another cigarette. “It was always my rôle to be different to other people. There are so many stiff and starchy highly moral folk in this world that it must be delightful to meet a child of nature like myself. I wish you could have seen her face — that is all. I really and truly believe she thought I was going to carry out my first threat there and then.”

“You made an unjustifiable use of my name. I object to being drawn into things of this kind.”

Loie’s face went down to zero. Tears rose in her eyes, and, as if by magic, all the bravado disappeared. After a moment she said humbly — 

“I never looked at it in that light, Claude; I really am very sorry. You see what a fool I am, after all. I always act on the impulse of the moment. What can I do? I didn’t mind so much when it was only Victoria Melbenham, but when it does you harm I feel as if I could bite my tongue out. Would it be any use my writing her a note, and begging her pardon, do you think?”

“You shall never do that, Loie. No, now that it is done let it go. To do anything more would only be to make it worse. One warning, however: be very careful how you act in the future or I must go away. I cannot stay to get you into trouble.”

“Go away, Claude? You can’t mean that you will do that?”

Something Claude saw in her face must have frightened him, for he rose suddenly as if to leave.

“Claude,” she said, in a hard and passionless voice that was quite unnatural to her, “listen to me before you say or do anything further. You know my position in the world. If you don’t, I’ll tell it to you. To begin with, do you know where my father is at the present moment? Of course you don’t. Well, he is exiled for the second time, and this time he will never come back. His companion is the wife of his oldest and best friend. My mother has now been dead eighteen years, and when I learnt her history for the first time four years ago I could only say, ‘Thank God, she is gone!’ If you are a believer in heredity here is fine scope for you. For the first fifteen years of my life, as you know, I lived in squalor. The first half of the second was spent in reckless extravagance; the latter half saw us again in poverty — living from hand to mouth as best we could, on money found by our relations to keep us out of England. As if we should have dared come back to face the tradesmen we had swindled! Then a chance of returning offered itself again, and I was sold to a notorious blackguard who was anxious to purchase a position in Society. There are three ways, I may tell you, in which this can be done. First, by becoming a member of the House of Commons and putting your wealth at the disposal of your party. Mr. Beckleton did that, but he was still left out in the cold. The second is to lend money to Royalty. This plan he also tried. But Royalty was as sharp as he, and though it took the money it would not open the gate. The last, and probably the best, is to marry a woman of title and so force your way in by making the stipulation that her friends shall recognise you. Urged on by my father, who saw a way of getting back to England, I was sold. I protested to the last minute, but in vain. Three days after I was married I discovered the real character of the man I was to call my husband. He was a liar, a profligate, a coward, and a drunkard; he had emerged from one scandal, and was on the verge of another. But whatever he was I was bound to him. Can you, with your cleverness, imagine a more hopeless position than mine? I married him and came home to England. Then my oldest friend in the world put in an appearance, and for a time I did not feel quite so lonely. When it is certain that there is a chance of my being slightly happy, scandal steps in to spoil it all for me, and my old friend talks of abandoning me to my fate. I tell you this, Claude: if you do abandon me I will kill myself. I swear that on my mother’s hon ——  — I mean, on my word of honour.”

“For Heaven’s sake, Loie,” cried Claude, aghast at the torrent and fierceness of the words she had poured out upon him, “try to be calm. You don’t know what you’re saying. Do you want to bring the house about your ears? You must be mad to talk in this fashion.”

“Perhaps I am,” she answered. “I have fallen low enough to be anything. So, Claude, you cannot sympathise with me, then?”

“Of course I sympathise with you from the bottom of my heart. Would to God I could help you. But I don’t see what I can do. My hands are tied.”

“You are thinking of your reputation, I suppose? Yes, one must be very careful of one’s reputation. I fear I have never thought of mine. It’s the failing of our family, you know. It’s not for nothing that ours is called the wildest blood in England. I wonder if one can be born without a reputation, Claude. What do you think?” She was beginning to make a choking noise in her throat that Claude knew from experience meant trouble.

“Loie,” he cried, coming across to where she stood beside the chimneypiece, and laying his hand upon her wrist, “for goodness’ sake try to pull yourself together. If you don’t I must go. I cannot risk a scene here.”

“I shall be all right directly,” she answered, “really I shall. Only, Claude, don’t be angry with me. I can stand anything but that.” She dropped on to the hearthrug, and leaning her head against a chair sobbed as if her heart would break.

Claude looked about him, not knowing what to do. He saw that any attempt at comfort would only make her worse, and yet to remain where he was, and risk being found by her husband, or the servants, would mean a complication that might involve him in infinite future trouble. Cold as he had made his words, it was no easy matter for him to restrain himself. His heart was beating tumultuously in his breast, and if he had followed its dictates he would have taken her in his arms and comforted her with words of love. But to do that would be to ruin everything; and Loie was the last person in the world he desired to injure. At any cost to himself he must not let her see that he cared. When she was a little quieter he helped her to rise, and then bade her “goodbye.”



“You are going away from me?” she said, between her sobs.

“I must go, Loie, and when you are calmer you will see why. Try not to be angry with me. You know very well that there is no one in the world who would do as much for you as I. Some day I will help you if I can, but in the meantime we must be very careful how we act. Remember, Loie, that both our future happinesses depend upon it.”

“Happiness? What chance have I of happiness? If you want to go I suppose you must, but — but there — perhaps I had better not say what I was going to.”

“I think you had better not. Goodbye, Loie; be brave, there’s a good girl, and don’t let us have a repetition of this scene.”

“Goodbye. I am sorry to have been naughty. You will forgive me, won’t you?”

It was as much as he could do to keep himself from taking her in his arms and kissing her tear-stained face.

“Of course, I forgive you,” he said. “Who would not?”

“I don’t want forgiveness from anyone in the world but you, Claude. Oh, if only we could be young again and back in Upolu! Sometimes I have such a craving for the blue Pacific that I feel as if to stay in this hateful city another hour will kill me. Goodbye.”

They shook hands, and when they had done so he went out into the hall. The butler and the footman were lolling about as usual, and he could not help wondering if it had been possible for them to overhear what had occurred in the room he had just left.

Leaving the house he set off for a long walk. It was past his lunch-time, but he did not feel as if he could touch a mouthful. In order to have time to think, he crossed the Park and tramped as far as Hampstead. It reminded him of the long walk he had on his wedding morning, and with the recollection of all that had followed that walk in his brain he made haste to think of something else.

It was nearly four o’clock by the time he reached home, a cold, cheerless afternoon, with a biting east wind whistling down the streets. Probably in Samoa the days were bright and warm, and the palms were rustling, and the surf breaking on the reef just as when he had said goodbye to the island. He began to feel that he himself was tired of London, in a measure tired even of success. Then a thought struck him. Why should he not go away for a little time? It need not be far or for very long. Things were decidedly getting too complicated in London just at present to be pleasant, and a month’s absence might make an enormous difference in them. It would be a bit of a wrench saying goodbye to Loie, but all things considered, perhaps it would be better to go without doing so. In less than half an hour he had made up his mind. He would go. The next thing was to find out where to go. This was decided for him in an unexpected way. He had reached home, and was sitting-before the studio fire toasting his feet and having afternoon tea, when his servant announced a man with whom he had of late been rather intimate. He was a young man of vast wealth, combined with a pleasant exterior, good manners, and a modicum of brains.

“Good evening, de Carnyon,” he said pleasantly, as he entered. “I hope I’m not intruding, but you remember you invited me to drop in if I were passing, and look you up. I happened to be passing now, so I’ve come.”

“Don’t apologise at all, my dear fellow,” said Claude. “I’m very glad to see you. I’ve only just this moment come in myself. May I offer you a cup of tea or a brandy and soda?”

“I should prefer a cup of tea, if I may have it. What a cosy den you’ve got here. I’d no idea there was such a place in the neighbourhood.”

“Like all places, it has its advantages and its disadvantages.”

“Too close to the main street, perhaps. Are you working as hard as ever?”

“The pity is I’m not doing enough,” answered Claude. “I’m thinking of going away for a little trip; but the trouble is to know where to go. Can you help me?”

“That’s the very thing I’ve come to do. Now, look here; I’ve got a little place, not much of an one, it is true, but large enough to swing a cat in, just outside Cannes. I’m going down there to-night; what you say to accompanying me? You shall do just as you like when you’re there, and they tell me the weather is simply perfect. If you’ll come, there’s your difficulty decided for you. What do you say?”

“Say? Why, I’ll jump at the chance,” cried Claude. “I’ll go with you by all manner of means, and be thankful to you into the bargain. You start to-night by the eight o’clock train, I suppose? That gives us four hours to pack and have dinner.”

“I’ll meet you at Charing Cross, say five minutes before the hour. How will that suit you?”

“Admirably!”

“You can’t think how glad I am you are able to come. The holiday will do you good.”

“I hope it will. Meanwhile, Faversham, I have one favour to ask of you.”

“Granted before you ask it. What is it?”

“That you keep the fact that I am going with you a secret. I want to have a really quiet time, and you don’t know what a life people lead me.”

“I will give you my word that I will not mention it to any living soul. Will that do for you?”

“I want nothing more. I am very much obliged to you. Must you go? Well, then, goodbye until eight o’clock. I won’t keep you waiting, you may rely on that.”

“Till eight, then, goodbye.”

Faversham had hardly left the house before Lee entered it. He was a very different Lee to the young man whom Claude had rescued that wet night on the Embankment. He was doing admirably in his work and stood well for the studentship. The examination was to come off the following week, and he was working night and day preparing for it. When he had changed his things he entered the studio. Claude was packing a trunk near the fire.

“You’re not going away, I hope, Mr de Carnyon,” he said, on seeing the work upon which his friend was engaged.

“I’m off for a month’s holiday to-night, to the south of France, Lee,” Claude answered. “I’m not quite the thing, and I think a change will do me good. I’m afraid you’ll be very lonely while I’m away, but you must try and rub along as best you can.”

“I’m not thinking of that,” the other answered, “I’m thinking how different it will seem without you. But I mustn’t be selfish. I hope you will have a pleasant time.”

“I’m sure I shall. And now, one word, Lee, before we go any further; I want you to bear in mind the fact that no one save yourself must know my address. I’m going for a real holiday, and I don’t want to have it spoilt by any one at all. Any papers or letters which may come I shall be glad if you will send on to me at the address I give you when I write. But anything else can wait. In the meantime, if any one should call, never mind who, take care that they don’t find out where I have gone. One person in particular I must warn you against.”

“What is his name — and how shall I know him?”

“She is a lady; and her name is Lady Loie Beckleton. If she should call and see you, don’t let her worm it out of you. I have particular reasons for asking this favour of you, and I know I can rely on your promise.”

“It shall not be my fault if she finds out, I’ll promise you that.”

“I feel sure it won’t. And now, how is the work getting on?”

“Very well, indeed, thank you. I suppose I may send you a wire directly the result is known. I should like you to be the first to hear the news if I am successful, and I also think I should like you to be the first to know if I fail.”

“Of course, you must let me know at once. If you succeed you must take a holiday and get your sister to go with you, and we’ll try a trip together somewhere. Now, I wonder if I’ve got everything in. I think I’ll risk it. While I’m away remember you’ll have to be your own housekeeper. Post the total of all the bills that come in on to me, and I’ll send you a cheque in return.”

“I’ll try to be as economical as I can.”

Claude stopped and slapped his knee.

“I’ve a brilliant notion,” he said. “Look here. Why not have your sister up to stay with you for the time I’m away? You said the other day she was doing nothing just now; she’d be glad of the chance of seeing you, and she’d also manage for you and make you comfortable. Write to her to-night and ask her to come as soon as she can. What do you say?”

“That it’s like your usual kindness to think of it. I’ll certainly ask her.”

“Go and write your letter, then, and by the time you’re ready we shall have to sit down to dinner. There’s not much time to lose.”

Two hours later Claude was at Charing Cross, standing at the door of a first-class carriage in the Continental train. Faversham had strolled off to buy a newspaper, and Claude and Lee were left alone together.

“There is nothing else I can do for you, I suppose, while you are away?” asked Lee.

“Nothing, I think,” answered Claude. “Stay — there is one other thing which I might get you to do, if you would. There’s a poor young chap coming out of prison on Friday next. His name is Burndale, and he’s the son of a tailor in the Euston Road, who did me a good turn once. He got into trouble over a forged cheque, and I promised his father I would pay his passage to America when he came out. I’ll send you a cheque to-morrow, and if you would receive him when he calls, you might accompany him to the steamship office and see that he takes his ticket I should be very much obliged to you if you would.”

“I will do it with great pleasure. But how kind you are to every one!”

“My dear fellow, if you keep on telling me this I shall begin to believe it. But see, time’s up — and now, where’s Faversham? Ah, here he is. Goodbye, old fellow, and God bless you! Look after your sister, and see that you enjoy yourselves. Take this envelope and open it when you get home. It will help you to show her the sights. Wire me directly your studentship is known, and” (here he dropped his voice to a whisper) “don’t forget about Lady Beckleton.”

“You maybe sure I won’t forget,” said Lee, and then the train began to move out of the station. “Goodbye, and a pleasant holiday to you.”

“Now,” said Claude to himself, as the express rolled over Hungerford Bridge, “I’ve run away — like the coward I am.”

Half an hour later London was far behind them and they were speeding on their way to the sea.


CHAPTER X

LOIE PLAYS DETECTIVE
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ONE MORNING, TEN days later, breakfast in the studio had just been cleared away, when Loie rode up Kemplin Street and stopped at the door. On being informed that Lee was at home she went in to see him. Now, though by name Lady Loie Beckleton was exceedingly well known to him, and he had often spoken of her to his sister, Lee had never up to that time set eyes on her. His astonishment, therefore, may be imagined when she was announced and entered the room. His sister Jessie, a shy little mouse with big brown eyes, came to the conclusion at once that never in her life before had she seen such an exquisite creature.

“You must be Mr. Lee, I feel sure,” she began, as she crossed the room and shook hands with Vincent. “My old friend, Mr de Carnyon, has so often spoken of you to me.”

“And of you to me, Lady Beckleton,” answered Lee. “Won’t you sit down? But first may I introduce my sister to you? She has been kind enough to pay me a little visit during Mr de Carnyon’s absence.”

“So I heard,” said Loie, with a fine assumption of truth, realising how Fate had played into her hands.

“And I thought I would call and find out if you would both lunch with me to-morrow. I’m going to be busybody enough to take it upon myself to look after you while he is away. By the way, have you heard from him since he left?”

“Once or twice,” said Lee guardedly, for he remembered Claude’s warning.

“He seems to be enjoying himself, does he not?” said Loie, with apparent unconcern. “Don’t you wish you could be with him? I think the country down there is so nice at this time of the year. Don’t you?”

While she had been speaking she had taken off her gloves and was now smoothing them out on her knee with her riding-whip.

“I have never been there, I am sorry to say,” said Lee, who saw her game and was resolved not to let himself be caught so easily.

“Haven’t you really? Well, some day you really should do the trip,” continued Loie, feeling that she had met her match in this pale, thoughtful-looking youth. Then an idea struck her, and she determined upon a bold stroke, and said, “From all accounts he had a very pleasant crossing?”

“Yes, it seems he had,” said the guileless Lee, unsuspectingly.

Loie bent her head to hide a smile of exultation.

“He’s out of England, then,” she said to herself. “Probably he’s in Paris. I wonder how I can find out. He has evidently warned this boy against letting me know his address, and if I ask him he will probably ref use to tell me.”

She looked about the room, and at last her eyes fell upon the waste-paper basket near the writing-table.

“What a lovely little Cupid!” she said, crossing to the table and taking up a bronze paper-weight that lay upon it. “I have not seen this before. Do you know where Mr de Carnyon obtained it?”

“Somewhere in Piccadilly, I fancy,” said Lee, with alacrity, glad to have got her off dangerous ground at last. “But I’m afraid I can’t tell you exactly where.”

“I must try and find one like it. It is charming. Now I must be going. Would you mind seeing if my horse is at the door, Mr. Lee?”

Lee left the room at once, congratulating himself on his astuteness. How little he understood the sort of woman with whom he had to deal! When the door had closed upon him, she stood still for a moment admiring the bronze in her hand, but no sooner did she hear him open the front door than she dropped it as if by accident, into the waste-paper basket.

“Oh dear! oh dear!” she cried, as if in a fright, “I do hope I haven’t done any harm. How careless I am! Where did it go?”

Before Jessie could reach her, she had knelt down beside the basket and was rummaging among its contents. It was not long before she found what she wanted — an envelope addressed to Lee in Claude’s handwriting. It bore a French stamp, and a fairly legible postmark. Pinching it up into as small a compass as possible, she picked up the bronze and replaced it on the table.

“I should never have forgiven myself if I had broken it,” she said. “But I don’t think any damage has been done. Now I must be going. What did I do with my gloves?”

She put her hand into her pocket, as if to search for the articles she wanted, and so secreted the envelope she had confiscated. Then, seeing that her gloves lay with her whip upon a chair near the door, she picked them up and turned towards Jessie Lee.

“Goodbye,” she said. “I’m so glad to have found you at home. No! You really mustn’t come to the door.”

The girl, however, insisted; for which Loie was not sorry, as it would make her call appear more consistent to her groom, who, she had good reason to know, was a sharp fellow. On the steps she shook hands with the brother and sister.

“Goodbye,” she said. “You will come and lunch with me to-morrow, won’t you? Or better still, come and dine at seven o’clock, and we’ll go to a theatre afterwards; that would be the better plan, perhaps. Your sister must be amused you know, Mr. Lee, and though the ‘Bacteriology of Leprosy’ may be interesting it is not amusing enough to be worth a trip to Town.”

Lee looked at her in astonishment. He wondered how she had come to hear of his favourite hobby.

“Oh, you are puzzling yourself to know how I knew that you had made that your study?” she said, with a laugh. “Mr de Carnyon has often spoken of you to me, and I gathered that he has been helping you in your work.”

“Mr de Carnyon knows almost as much about it as I do,” said Lee. “He has mastered that subject as thoroughly as he does everything else.”

“Really, we shall have to form ourselves into a de Carnyon Admiration Society, if this sort of thing goes on. Well, here is my horse. Goodbye, and remember you dine with me to-morrow evening at seven sharp. You know my house, don’t you? — Belgrave Square.”

“I think we shall be able to find it, thank you,” said Lee.

A minute later she had disappeared round the corner, and the brother and sister had returned to the studio. When they reached it, Lee said with great relief — 

“Thank goodness she didn’t learn Mr de Carnyon’s address from me.”

“You fenced with her splendidly,” said his admiring sister. “But what a beautiful creature she is! I never saw any one so lovely. And how kind she is, Vincent! I shall be so nervous to-morrow evening. Whatever can I wear? I’ve only got my black satin, and even that seems too old and shabby to go to her house in.”

“Wear it,” said her brother, patting her plump little cheek. “We shan’t expect to be swell. Besides, if she is the sort of woman I imagine her she won’t notice what we’ve got on.”

Having furnished her with this evidence of his worldly wisdom the young man donned his hat, bade his sister goodbye, and set off for the hospital.

Loie by this time had reached Belgrave Square, and immediately on arrival had gone straight to her boudoir. Then, seating herself in an easy-chair by the fire, she took from the pocket of her habit the envelope she had found in de Carnyon’s waste-paper basket. The French postmark told her all she wanted to know. But, as she was very well aware, the place was only a tiny hamlet overlooking the sea a few miles from Cannes, and that there were only three villas of any importance in it, and no hotel of any sort at all. Then enlightenment came to her.

“Vivé-sur-Mer!” she said. “Why, that’s where Reggie Faversham has a place. And now I come to think of it, Reggie told me last week he was going to run down there for a fortnight. He is a great friend of Claude’s. I’ve often seen them together, and it’s a million to a halfpenny they’ve gone in company.”

For nearly half an hour she sat in deep thought, tapping the arm of her chair with her fingers and staring into the fire. Then a footstep sounded in the hall, and a moment later Beckleton himself entered the room. He was not by any means the man he had been, even a few months before, when Claude had first made his acquaintance. The most casual observer could have seen that he was drinking heavily. His complexion was a peculiar sort of pinky white, his hands trembled continually, and his eyes had a shifty, uncertain look about them that told their own tale better than any words.

Loie looked at him in surprise when he entered. She had thought him in the city, occupied with one of his interminable business engagements. He walked across and sat down by the fire.

“This is an unusual honour,” she said, with a little sneer. “You don’t often pay me the compliment of visiting me at this hour of the day.”

“No, and that’s the very reason I am here,” answered Beckleton, brushing some microscopical dust off the knees of his trousers, and looking at her out of the corners of his eyes. “I’ve come because I want to have a talk with you. Loie, we have been married now five months, and during that time we have seen next to nothing of each other. I have a sort of hazy conviction that I have not been quite as attentive to you as I might have been. But you’re always so stand-offish to me, that, pon my word, I’m afraid to make any overtures. I want to see if we can’t be better friends in the future — more like husband and wife to each other, don’t you know. We’ve got to live our lives together, so why shouldn’t we be? I don’t expect you to love me, of course; but I wish we might be a little more kindly towards each other.”

Loie threw a suspicious glance at him. It was not his habit to speak of himself in this humble fashion, and she wondered if his motives were as sincere as his words were plausible. She glanced at his face, but there was nothing there to lead her to suppose that he did not mean what he said.

“I shall be only too glad to be friends with you, provided you do not expect me to be anything more,” she answered coldly. Try how she would she could not prevent a feeling of disgust getting the better of her, for the man who was by the law of the land her husband.

“Why must we be only friends, Loie?” he asked, when she had finished. “You know I love you.”

“Pardon me, I do not know that. I believe it is generally understood that Miss Tottie Carysfort has the first claim upon your affections.”

Beckleton rose and steadied himself against the mantelpiece.

“What do you know of her?” he asked sharply.

“A good deal more than you think,” she answered calmly. “But do not let us abuse each other like a pair of costermongers. People might develop the idea that I am jealous; and I would not have that happen for the world. No, Mr. Beckleton, I will not quarrel with you, and if you really are sincere in your desire to please me I will permit you to give me proof of it. Where is the yacht at present?”

“At Plymouth.”

“Very well, then, let us join her at once and set sail for the Mediterranean. I am sick of England and pining for a breath of the sea again. You can ask whom you please to accompany you, with one or two exceptions, and we’ll be away a month or six weeks. Do you agree?”

“Who are you going to ask?” inquired Beckleton suspiciously.

“I have not thought of any one yet,” she answered innocently. “If I do invite any woman it will be Fanny Laverstock, and I don’t think you can object to her.”

“By no means,” said Beckleton. “I have a great admiration for her Grace.”

“Then it is settled,” she said. “We will start the day after to-morrow. You had better telegraph to Captain Thompson at once to say we will join her at Plymouth on Thursday afternoon.” — 

Beckleton stood where he was by the fireplace, drumming his fingers on the marble slab and looking at her. He was still a little puzzled and a good deal more than a little suspicious.

“But why is it, Loie?” he asked at length. “I don’t understand it at all.”

“Understand what?”

“Why you are suddenly so anxious to go.”

“Do you want the real reason? Then I’ll tell you. Because I’m sick of London; sick of all my friends, sick of flattery, insincerity, and fraud, sick even of life itself. Take me away — take me out of it, and let me breathe the pure air of heaven or I shall destroy myself in sheer despair.”

She dropped her head on to her hands and a moment or two later began to sob. Beckleton had seen her in a hundred different moods during their short married life, but never quite like this before. He didn’t know what to make of it, and in his own way he attempted to show his sympathy.

“Steady, steady, Loie,” he said. “Don’t cry like that. I can’t bear to hear you.”

“Then, will you take me away as I ask?”

“Yes, I’ll see about it at once, if you will promise not to cry any more.”

She stopped and wiped her eyes. When she was almost herself again he made a little hesitating move towards her, and said timidly — 

“Loie, why can’t we be something more to each other than the friends I spoke of just now?”

“Because it’s impossible. Our marriage was one of those hideous tragedies that are sometimes enacted in our social world. You bought me for the head of your house, to sit at the head of your table, to receive your friends for you, and to give you the place you wanted in Society. If I had not been Lady Loie Fanchester, and beautiful, you would not have looked twice at me. And if you had not been rich enough to pay my father’s debts and to make me enormous settlements, I should not have looked at you. Each possessing what the other required, we married — but it would be folly to think that we could expect to live happily together. No, for pity’s sake, let us have no hypocrisy. Now leave me, and see about the yacht. I will write to Fanny Laverstock, and you might perhaps ask Godfrey Belworth. If you promise him your best wines and unlimited Chateau Yquem he will come, and if he comes he will be sufficiently amusing without being vulgar.”

“I should like to ask Bertram, if you have no objection.”

“But I do object, most strongly. I won’t have the party spoilt. Bertram is a gentleman; and he detests both Fanny Laverstock and Belworth. The former would blow cigarette smoke in his face at dinner and tell him “risqué” stories though she is a Duchess, and the latter would probably get drunk and want to talk Atheism to him. The former would bore him and the latter’s pet hobby you must see for yourself cannot be very agreeable to a man who is still sufficiently uncivilised to believe in a God. No, Bertram is your one respectable friend; whatever you do, look to it that you keep him.”

“As you will, of course. But why not ask your friend de Carnyon?”

“Because he has left Town and buried himself in the country somewhere. I don’t wonder at it, seeing the way in which he has been bored and pestered by the semi-civilised mob we mix with.”

“He shouldn’t have become a celebrity — and you shouldn’t have taken him up.”

“I am the best judge of what I should do or should not do, I think. Now go and send your telegrams. Tell your butler to reserve the cabin next to mine for my maid, and above all let him see that Fanny Laverstock is not put on the same side as Belworth, he snores like a grampus and keeps her awake. When you tell him of it he insists that he doesn’t, and tries to argue there’s something wrong with the engines.” Beckleton promised to see that her instructions were carried out, and then bade her “goodbye” and went to his club.


CHAPTER XI

CANNES
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ON ONE FINE afternoon, a fortnight later, Claude and his host had walked into Cannes on shopping thoughts intent. The supply of tobacco at the villa had run out, and until it was replenished there could be no possible thought of happiness for any one. Having made their purchases the two young men strolled along the Boulevard de la Croisette, and when they found a vacant seat, sat down to smoke and admire the view. All the afternoon Claude had been silent and preoccupied, and Faversham, surmising that he might be planning some new book, did not interrupt him. In reality he was trying to anticipate a crisis. He knew in his inmost heart that he had left London because Loie was there, and because he had discovered himself to be madly, distractedly, over head and ears in love with her. So far Honour had managed to keep the upper hand, and he had fled on finding that there was a chance of Love endeavouring to usurp the throne. Now that he had been permitted leisure to think the whole matter out, and to ascertain exactly how deeply his heart was involved, he had discovered that the result was terribly disastrous.

He struggled with the feeling with all his strength, tried to show himself the madness of his passion, battled with it, argued with himself, and in doing so only drew his bonds the tighter. He pictured Loie as he had first seen her that night at the theatre, and the following morning on her horse in the Park. He remembered that drive to the shops in Tottenham Court Road the day she had furnished his studio for him. And as he thought of these things an irresistible craving to go back to London and tell her of his love took possession of him. A world in which he could not have Loie seemed a very desolate place to him.

As he sat on the boulevard looking across the blue sea, and listening to the rippling of the waves upon the shore, he idly watched a large steam yacht steam into the bay. She was a magnificent vessel, and made a pretty picture as she dropped her anchor and slowly swung round on the tide. Ten minutes later a boat was lowered and brought to the gangway, and a party descended the ladder, and, having taken their places in her, set out for the shore. It soon became evident that they were steaming directly for the steps just in front of where the two men were seated.

As they approached Claude stared harder at the boat. The man steering looked strangely familiar. A moment later he saw that it was Beckleton. And the lady sitting beside him was Loie.

His heart gave a leap that almost choked him, and all the blood in his body seemed to rush to his head. Was this meeting accidental, or had Loie discovered his address and arranged it? He dared not try to think which it might be. It was sufficient that Loie was here, and that his flight from London was, after all, of no avail.

By this time the party had landed and were coming up the steps.

“By Jove, de Carnyon,” said Faversham, who had been watching them, “I do believe Lady Loie Beckleton and the Duchess of Laverstock are in that boat. Yes, here they are, coming up the steps. Beckleton himself is behind with Belworth — and, by Jove! how bad he looks. Another attack of the old complaint, I should think.”

“Do you mean by that that he is a dipsomaniac?”

“Of course. His attacks are notorious. Old Kilgovan knew it well enough when he married his daughter to him.”

“The beast! It was a fiendish thing to do. But steady; they have seen us, and here they are coming towards us.”

Loie and her party were approaching. She had seen the two men some minutes before, and had time to collect her thoughts and affect some surprise upon meeting them. Beckleton looked sharply at his wife to see if this meeting were intentional, but she was an accomplished actress, and behaved with perfect sangfroid.

“Mr de Carnyon and Mr. Faversham,” she said, advancing and shaking hands with the two men before the rest came up, “this is a most wonderful surprise. Who would have thought of seeing you in Cannes? Why, I imagined,” she continued, looking at Claude, “that your new play was to be produced to-night at the Frivolity.”

“So it is,” said Claude, “but for the best of all reasons I shall not be there to see it Surely, a poor dramatist is as much entitled to a holiday as a hard-worked lady of fashion. But how is it you are here? I thought you had no intention of leaving London for some time to come.”

“I was tired of Town, and wanted a change. But here are more of your friends. Fanny, isn’t it wonderful to find Mr de Carnyon and Mr. Faversham here?”

“Very wonderful,” said her Grace of Laverstock, trying to look as if she really meant what she said. “Mr. Faversham, I have a bone to pick with you. I asked you to dinner a fortnight ago, and you didn’t come. I believe you ran away to escape me.”

While Faversham was setting himself right with the Duchess, Claude had shaken hands with Beckleton and Lord Belworth. The former was plainly in the worst of health, his eyes were unusually bright and restless, his fingers twitched as continually as did his mouth. Belworth was a small man, suggesting a cross between a stud-groom and a family solicitor, with a shrewd little wizened-up countenance, and a habit of making faces that was rather disconcerting until one became accustomed to it. He had the reputation of being able to drink a greater quantity of mixed liquors at one sitting than any man in London, and also of being able to vault over the corner of a billiard-table — two accomplishments of which he was inordinately proud. He had been bankrupt twice, and divorced once, and it was said he had been more than once within an ace of being warned off the Heath at Newmarket. He could be exceedingly amusing in a dry, sarcastic fashion when he pleased, and yet in spite of his own sinister reputation he had never been known to spread a report or to say an unkind thing about any one. He was notoriously impecunious, and was generally believed to be deeply in Beckleton’s debt “Where are you staying?” asked Loie of Claude, as she looked at him through the lace of her parasol.

“I am staying with Faversham,” he replied, “at his villa in Vivé-sur-Mer.”

“I know it well,” she answered. “And now, Mr. Faversham, I am going to appeal to you. We are dying to be amused. Won’t you and Mr de Carnyon come and dine with us to-night at the Mont Doré, say eight o’clock; we are all coming ashore.”

“I shall be delighted to come if de Carnyon would care to,” answered Faversham, who saw how the land lay.

“It will give me great pleasure,” said Claude.

“Very well, then, we’ll expect you both at eight. If you forget I’ll never forgive you. Come along, Fanny; we must get your cigarettes or you’ll soon be fit for nothing. Goodbye.”

Claude and Faversham raised their hats as the other party went up towards the town. Then, in their turn, they started on their walk home.

The dinner that night was a great success. Every one was in the highest spirits, and even Beckleton, who ate nothing but drank continually, seemed to have forgotten for the moment his usual distrust of Claude. Before parting, it was arranged that they should lunch the following day at Faversham’s villa, and afterwards dine on board the yacht.

The lunch was voted charming, and when, during the repast, a telegram arrived from the manager of the Frivolity, announcing the great success achieved by Claude’s new play the preceding evening, his health was drunk with great enthusiasm. On this occasion, however, Beckleton was not so much at his ease. He was helped liberally to wine, and every time he emptied his glass the more certain he became that there was something suspicious in Claude’s behaviour towards his wife. The latter watched him uneasily. There was the presage of disaster in his Dale face and restless eyes. For this reason her manner towards Claude was marked by a conspicuous coldness, that the object of it could not at all understand. It piqued his vanity, and made him more than ever desirous of leaving. The jealous husband he either did not or would not see. Faversham, who was in a position to understand the feelings on both sides, felt as if he were smoking a cigar in a powder factory. He was not sorry when the meal came to an end, and his guests had said goodbye and returned to the yacht. He walked with them as far as the gate, and then returned to where Claude was standing on the little terrace before the drawing-room windows.

“You’ve been very quiet this last half-hour, de Carnyon,” he said. “I hope there is nothing wrong.”

“I’ve been thinking that I ought to be getting back to Town to-morrow,” said Claude. “There are several important bits of business that require my attention.”

“I’m sorry you can’t stay longer,” replied Faversham quietly. “But if you can’t, well, we must make the best of it. I think myself I shan’t be altogether sorry to see Piccadilly again. This place is all very well for a short time, but it soon grows monotonous.”

They took one or two turns up and down the terrace, and then Claude stopped and said suddenly, as if continuing a conversation — 

“What a queer world it is, isn’t it? The law of our enlightened country hangs for murder and imprisons for cruelty, but there is no law to protect a young girl when her father, to satisfy his own greed, desires to marry her to a beast.

Faversham was too staggered to know quite what to say. Claude savagely kicked a stone down into the road, and said — 

“And what’s worse, there’s no remedy for the poor unfortunate girl when he succeeds.”

Then, without another word, he turned and went into the house. Faversham watched him, and as he did so he whistled softly, and then said, enigmatically, to himself — 

“It only wants one little spark, and then there’ll be an explosion that will shake our social circle to its core. Personally I don’t blame them, but at the same time I don’t feel safe.”

And with that candid expression of his opinion he followed his guest into the house.


CHAPTER XII

A TEMPTATION AND A SACRIFICE
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THE MOON WAS just rising above the land when Claude and Faversham put off in a boat from the shore and made their way out to the yacht. The water was as smooth as a mill pond, and the little vessel, with its clear-cut outline and delicate tracery of rigging, made as pretty a picture as a man could wish to see. Away to the left, as they looked back, was the old town, nestling at the foot of its peculiar hill, and to the right and left stretched the Boulevard de la Croisette, where they had met Loie the previous afternoon. Though it was still March the evening was quite warm enough to make sitting on deck possible, so that the two men were not surprised to find their hostess there when they came alongside. Belworth was standing beside her, and as soon as he saw the shore-boat draw up at the gangway he told her, and went across to receive them.

It was the first time Claude had seen Beckleton’s yacht, and he was struck with the elegance and luxury of its appointments. The owner was not on deck, and a sort of cold shudder passed over him when Loie explained that her husband was not at all well, and would not be able to join them at dinner. There was also something strange about Loie herself this evening. At Faversham’s lunch at midday she had been all gaiety, now she was strangely subdued and silent Nor was Belworth himself quite as cheery as usual. The reason was soon forthcoming. After a little conversation Loie made an excuse and went below, and as soon as she had disappeared down the companion ladder he turned and walked aft with the two visitors. Faversham had noticed his unwonted quietness, and attempted to rally him upon it.

“Don’t,” said Belworth, with a shudder; “my ‘nerves have gone all to pieces. By Jove! we’ve had a nice business here this afternoon. Ever since we left Plymouth, you know, Beckleton has been drinking like a fish, and though I pretended not to notice anything I could see that he was on the verge of the jumps. About four o’clock this afternoon, soon after we got back to the yacht from your place, Faversham, he came on deck, and after a little preliminary nonsense, started running here, there, and everywhere, swearing the devil was after him. I’ve seen chaps in the same condition before, but never such a sudden cold-blood exhibition as that.”

“Were the ladies on deck at the time?”

“Yes, and that was the worst part of it. Little Fanny Laverstock jumped up on a hatch, and held her skirts as if there was a mouse about, screaming all the time like a good ‘un.”

“What did his wife do?”

“She was sitting down close to the binnacle when he first appeared, but as soon as she saw what it was she rose from her chair like a woman in one of the Greek plays they talk so much about, and said very quietly to me, ‘This is a disgusting exhibition, Lord Belworth. Do you think you could manage to persuade Mr. Beckleton to go to his cabin?’ By this time poor Mr. Beckleton was hiding behind the companion hatch, and moaning like old boots, and every now and again singing out that Old Nick was getting him by the leg with red hot pincers. He talked the silliest rot imaginable about white frogs with pink eyes, and when I got him down to his berth it was as much as I could do to keep him there. Eventually I left Parman, his man, with him, and sent a note ashore to a doctor to come aboard and see him. He’s pretty quiet now because he believes we’ve locked the Old Gentleman up in the ice-chest; but if he gets it into his head that he’s escaped we shall have him trying to prance round the boat again.”

“Perhaps the ladies would rather we didn’t stay to dinner,” said Claude, whose face was as white as a sheet — a fact which his two friends had not failed to notice.

“Oh, but they would, though,” said Belworth. “I questioned ‘em on the subject, and they both agreed it would cheer them up to have company.”

As he spoke the gong sounded for dinner, and the men descended to the yacht’s saloon, where they discovered the ladies awaiting them.

Try how they would to enliven it, the meal that evening was as dull as ditchwater. Claude, Belworth, and Faversham heroically did their best to break the spell that bound the others, but in vain. Indeed, it was not until the coffee and cigarettes had gone round that the party in any way cheered up. Then, under the influence of the superb liqueurs and cigarettes, of which their owner was so proud, things inclined a little more towards conviviality. Her Grace of Laverstock related the adventures of some of her friends in Paris with that smartness for which she was so celebrated, and Belworth endeavoured to out-Herod her. Faversham, who was philosophically inclined, lay back in his chair and smoked, smiling when necessary, and officiating in the capacity of an audience, a little bored, but still willing to be amused. Only Claude and their hostess were silent and preoccupied. Somehow Claude could not help feeling that he was very near the one supreme crisis of his life. Loie’s face was pale, and her eyes looked heavy for want of sleep. Once or twice Claude glanced across the table at the little bewigged, painted Duchess, chattering away so glibly on the other side, and could have found it in his heart to strike her. It seemed a profanation for Loie to be sitting at the same table with her.

When the cigarettes were finished and the coffee had gone round, their hostess proposed that they should visit the deck. As soon as the ladies had obtained shawls from their cabins this was done, and presently Claude found himself standing beside Loie at the taffrail. The others were laughing and chattering at the bulwark opposite the saloon companion hatch. The night was very still, and the little town ashore looked almost ghostly in the pale moonlight. While they had been at dinner another steam yacht had entered the bay, and was now lying at anchor near them.

“Loie,” cried the Duchess of Laverstock, leaving her group and coming along the deck to where the other two were standing, “Belworth and I are having a dispute. I say that is Tremorden’s yacht, the Lotus Eater; he says it is George Custhaven’s Sapphire Queen. To decide the matter, will you let us have a boat so that we may go and explore?”

“Of course you can have one if you want it,” answered Loie, who was not at all ill-pleased to get them out of the way. She called up the mate, who was leaning on the bulwarks near the engine-room skylight, and gave him the necessary orders. He touched his cap and went forward, while the Duchess lit another cigarette.

“Mind, Belworth,” she said, when she had induced the smoke to blow in dainty clouds to her satisfaction, “if I’m right, I win ten pounds, and you pay on the nail. This is going to be a ready-money transaction.”

“Ready money!” cried Belworth, with mock consternation. “Impossible! You shall have my bill. If you want cash you will take your place between my tailor and my hatter, and it won’t be their turn till 1901.”

“The bet is off then. Loie,” said the Duchess, “I’m sorry I troubled you for the boat!”

“You’d better not quarrel, I think,” said Loie solemnly. “You make admirable friends, but I really couldn’t have you on board as foes. See, here is the boat. Now go away and inspect the yacht. If Belworth won’t take you up, Fanny, I’ll bet you double the amount, with pleasure, that you’re both wrong.”

“Done with you,” shrieked the Duchess. “Now let’s be off.”

The boat left the gangway and was soon pulling across the streak of moonlit water towards the shadowy yacht at anchor in the distance. Long after its occupants were out of hearing Loie remained standing where she was, motionless and silent. Claude watched her uneasily. He was dreading what he knew was coming, and yet for the life of him could not get away from or prevent. Suddenly she wheeled round upon him and took him by the wrist. Drawing him closer to her she said fiercely — 

“Claude de Carnyon, fifteen years ago you used to be my friend — my true friend. What are you to-day?”

“Your friend still, Loie. Can you doubt that?”

“Yes, I doubt it very much. But I would give my soul to know that it was true. Claude, for God’s sake, if there is a God, listen to me patiently to-night or you will never forgive yourself. You don’t know how I am suffering. You have been told, I suppose, what is the matter with the man whom the law orders me to call my husband?”

Claude nodded.

“Of course you have. It is common property, even among the men forward, I suppose. Well, then, you can tell yourself exactly what my life is and is likely to be. Knowing how I loathed him before, you can imagine how I loathe and abhor him now. You know his character, you see to what degradation he condemns me. And you don’t know half. He is mixed up in another awful scandal, and directly we get back to England it will come to light. My God! Claude de Carnyon, tell me how I can escape from this living death.”

“Hush! hush! Loie, you must not talk so loud,” said Claude in a fierce whisper. “You don’t want all the ship’s company to hear, do you?”

“I don’t care who hears. I am desperate — desperate.”

Her beautiful figure was convulsed with the vehemence of her emotion. Claude felt that if something did not happen to save him he would soon be throwing prudence to the winds.

“Loie,” he said softly, “you know that I would do anything under the sun to help you, that I would count no sacrifice too great if I could only make your life happier, but what can I do?”

“You can do everything,” she said, raising her white face, and looking straight at him. “It is in your power to end my misery when you will. You must be indeed blind, Claude de Carnyon, if you have not been able to see these many weeks past how madly I love you.”

“Be quiet, Loie, for God’s sake, be quiet. You don’t know what you are saying. You must be mad to talk like this.”

“Mad! Aye, of course I must be mad to imagine any one could care for me. But you cared for me once, Claude. You cared for me when we were children on the island together. You swore then that you would love me always, that you would never forget me, and that when you became famous you would marry me. And this is the result. Here we are, together, but apart. You are famous, and I am the wife of that drunken debauchee in his berth downstairs.”

She laughed scornfully, such a laugh as was destined to echo in Claude’s ears like a death-knell. He did not answer, for the reason that he did not know what to say to soothe her. Every pulse in his body was throbbing fiercely, his whole being was longing to comfort her; his heart bade him take her in his arms and hold her thus against all the world. But for her sake he dared not do it. To do that, he knew, would be to ruin her body and soul, and she was Loie, the woman he loved better than all the world.



“Ah, you have no answer for me,” she said, after a moment’s pause, seeing that he did not speak. “I might have known that you could not have.”

“I did not answer because I saw no way of comforting you,” he said lamely. “What can I do or say? Don’t tempt me further, Loie. I am only human.” She came a little closer to him before she spoke again.

“Say that you love me as I love you,” she answered, almost under her breath. “Say that, and you will make me the happiest woman on the face of this earth. Don’t you hear me tell you that I love you, that I worship you as man was never worshipped before? Claude, I could kiss the very ground you walk upon. To me you are a god — my god, my religion, my life. And is it nothing to be loved by me, Claude? Look at me, and tell me if I am beautiful or not.”

She had hitherto been leaning against the bulwarks, now she stood at her full height before him, and as she moved her cloak fell back from her shoulders. Claude gazed at her and uttered a little involuntary cry of admiration. If the whole world had depended upon it he could not have kept it back. Never in her life before had the famous Lady Loie Beckleton looked so supremely beautiful. She heard his tribute and was swift to make use of it.

“See what I am!” she whispered, and there was the subtlest temptation imaginable in her voice. She paused to let her words take effect. Then changing her tone to tenderest pleading she said, “See what I am, and remember that if you will that loveliness can all be yours. Isn’t it worth it, Claude? Can’t you find it in your heart to love me just a little?”

He turned his head away and groaned.

“Loie!” he cried fiercely. “Hush, for God’s sake. You don’t know how you are tempting me.”

On hearing this she came even closer, and sinking her head to a corresponding level with his, whispered — 

“Love me, Claude, and you will make me the happiest woman in the world. For your sake, Claude, I will make any sacrifice known to woman.”

“Give me time to think, Loie. For pity’s sake, give me time to think.”

“Must you, then, think before you can love me, Claude?”

But he only answered as before.

“Give me time to think.”

“You shall have time,” she answered. “Leave me now, and come back tomorrow. You must be mine now, Claude; I have shown you that I love you with all my being, and you cannot say me nay. There is no one in the world for me but you.”

Hitherto he had been keeping his feelings back by sheer strength of will. Now, in the face of parting, he could contain himself no longer. She was so close to him; the scent of her hair and the perfume of her laces was in his nostrils, and it intoxicated him like draughts of rarest wine. He put his arms about her. What did anything matter now? Success, Fame, and even Life itself were nothing since Loie loved him and he loved her.

“I love you, Loie,” he whispered passionately. “I have always loved you. There is no other woman in the world for me but you.”

He rained kisses upon her beautiful soft mouth, to which she offered no resistance. The trembling form in his arms maddened him. Prudence was thrown to the winds. Suddenly his ear caught the chirp of oars under the counter and the next moment the yacht’s boat came into view and made towards the gangway.

“Let me go, dear love,” she whispered, as she disengaged herself from his arms. “Come to me tomorrow. I cannot live without you now.”

“I will come,” he answered, and just as he spoke the Duchess of Laverstock and her two squires appeared on deck. Her Grace was prodigiously excited.

“I knew I was right,” she cried to Loie. “It is the Lotus Eater, and I’ve won twenty pounds you and Belworth have both got to pay, or I shall distrain upon your personal belongings. We’ve had such a jolly row.”

“I’m indeed glad, dear,” said Loie, with such unaccustomed humility that the vivacious little Duchess stared at her in surprise. Then she threw a glance at Claude; and after that suggested that it was cold on deck and it would be better for all parties if they went below.

At the companion hatch Claude, who had whispered to Faversham his intention, said good-night, and the captain immediately called up the boat that was to take them ashore. On the way they spoke but little, and it was not until they had landed and were in the full glare of the gas-lamps that Faversham said suddenly, after a glance at his companion — 

“My gracious, Carnyon, how ill you’re looking! You’re as white as a sheet.”

“I’m not feeling very well,” said Claude. “But I’ve no doubt I shall feel better in the morning.”

“Well, let’s find a conveyance of some sort. You’ll never be able to walk home in this state.”

“No, don’t get a cab,” said Claude. “I would far rather walk. It will do me good, I swear it will.” Faversham saw that he was in earnest, so did not press the matter further, and they accordingly set off. It was long after midnight by the time they reached the villa, and when they did they passed directly into the dining-room, where spirits were placed upon the table. The smart walk out from the town had given Claude a somewhat better colour, but he still looked like a corpse. Faversham poured him out a stiff glass of brandy and made him drink it neat. He gulped it down, and then bidding his host unceremoniously “good-night,” went to his room. Once there he threw himself down on a chair and resigned himself to his thoughts. The world seemed to be racing round and round him, and he hardly knew whether he was on his head or his heels. He had heard at last from Loie’s own lips that she loved him, and he had also told her of his passion. The Rubicon was passed, but he had still a conscience left, and that conscience was now putting forth all its strength in one last appeal. He insisted to himself that he had only behaved as he had for the sake of pacifying Loie. But in his inmost heart he knew that such was not the case. His conscience told him as plainly as any words could speak that he was only using Beckleton’s outbreak as an excuse for appropriating his wife, and desperate as he was, his honour recoiled at the suggestion. He rose from his chair and began to pace the room. What was to be done? He had pledged himself, and to go back would be almost the action of a coward, and yet to go forward would be to prove himself worse. That he loved Loie with his whole heart and soul there could now be no sort of doubt, and he was going to prove it by — But he dared not let himself think of what he was going to do.

Hour after hour he paced the room. When the first grey signs of dawn made their appearance in the sky he was still tramping and thinking. He glanced at his Gladstone, and remembered the occasion for which he had bought it. With that a remembrance of Marcia, his wife, came into his mind. He had had no time lately to think of her. Now her pale, sad face seemed to be gazing reproachfully at him. He stopped in his walk and leaned against the mantelpiece. This was the bitterest hour of his life, and he was well aware of it. He had to choose between his honour and his love. If only there were some one in the world to whom he could apply for help — some person who would protect him against himself! But there seemed to be no one, search how he would. Then an inspiration came to him. What if he sacrificed his love and placed himself beyond the reach of Loie! Perhaps then she would learn in time to forget him. At any rate it would save her soul. Yes, that was the one chance left to him. He would sneak back to England and appeal to Marcia, make any sacrifice in order to induce her to take him back. His life would thenceforward be Hell, nothing could prevent that, but he would have saved Loie’s soul, and probably his own. He would begin a new life, forget his ambition, and thus save the honour of the woman he loved. He sat down at the table by the window, and, having unlocked his despatch-box, took out some notepaper and prepared to write a letter. It was only a matter of half a dozen lines, but it took him an hour. When it was finished he set to work, packed his bag and then crossed the passage to Faversham’s room. Three hours later they were both on their way back to England, and Loie was lying in a dead faint in her cabin on board the yacht.


CHAPTER XIII

AN INTERVIEW WITH MARCIA 
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IT WAS WITH a heart from which every spark of life seemed to have been taken that Claude sat in the Nice express as it sped across France. With the warmth and brightness of the South he was leaving behind him all that made life worth the living. He had made his sacrifice for the sake of the honour of the woman he loved best in the world, and now his future could only be likened to a living death.

When they reached Calais the sky was still cloudless, and the sea almost smooth. Across the strait they could clearly define the cliffs of Dover. Claude looked at them, and thought of the hundreds of men to whom that white line had meant peace and safety. To him it could at best mean only despair. So far he had hardly realised what he was doing. With Loie he was giving up his career, his fame, and his fortune. If Marcia would take him back no other way, he would be anything she might wish: an usher in a school again, a clerk, it would not matter what. As her husband it did not seem possible to him that Loie could ever allow herself to think of him again. But would Marcia take him back? If not he must leave England, never to return.

Nearer and nearer the little steamer approached the English coast. Already the houses of Dover were to be seen ahead. Faversham was busily engaged collecting his impedimenta, and to have something to do Claude went along the deck and assisted him.

When they were in the train and nearing London, Faversham spoke his mind.

“Look here, de Carnyon,” he said, “I don’t like the look of your face at all. I don’t want to be inquisitive, but I can’t stand seeing you as you are and hold my tongue. Tell me my interference is impertinent if you don’t like it, and I’ll not bother you any more; but if I can help you, you know very well I’ll go to a lot of trouble to do it, don’t you?”

“It’s very good of you,” answered Claude, looking out of the window. “But I’m afraid in this matter you can do nothing for me. I’m a bit worried about a certain matter, it is true, but I don’t doubt it will all come right in time.”

“In the meantime you’ll be making yourself seriously ill; oh, don’t say you won’t, I know better. You’ve been fretting yourself into a shadow this fortnight past, and I’ve had to stand by and see it. I can’t do so any longer. Look here, old man, I don’t want to rile you, but I think I know your trouble. Why not go away with me? Let’s run down to South Africa and shoot big game for a few months. I should enjoy it, and I believe you would when once you got away. What do you say to the motion?”

“I like it,” said Claude. “But I fear it’s impossible.”

“Will you take two or three days to think it over?”

To satisfy him Claude agreed to do so, and then they were both silent again.

To Faversham the whole thing seemed as clear as daylight. He remembered that Loie and de Carnyon had been left alone on the deck of the yacht the evening they had dined on board, and that directly the boating party returned, the other had expressed a desire to go ashore. He remembered the ashen pallor of his face when they reached the villa, and the way he had tossed off the glass of brandy he had poured out for him. Claude’s sudden resolve to return to England on the day they had resolved to extend their stay a fortnight had struck him as peculiar at the time — now it only seemed to fit in with all the other symptoms. Being a man of the world, he put his own construction on the matter, and came to the conclusion that Claude had made his love known to Loie, and that she had given him his congé. How little he guessed the truth!

On arriving at Charing Cross they alighted, and followed their luggage towards the cab rank. Having reached it they stopped and faced each other.

“Well, Faversham,” said Claude, “I’m in your debt for a most charming holiday. I cannot thank you sufficiently for all your kindness.”

“Nonsense, my dear fellow,” replied Faversham. “The boot is quite on the other foot. However, don’t let’s part like this. Come along to the club with me and have lunch. We shall hear all the news of the Town there, be able to talk over our trip to the South, and then you can go off and do whatever business you want to after.”

“Impossible!” said Claude. “My business must be attended to at once. However, I may possibly see you this evening. Goodbye, and ever so many thanks.”

“Goodbye, old chap,” answered Faversham. “I wish I could see your face a little brighter before you go.”

“What! Is my face as bad as all that?” said Claude, with a smile. “Never mind, it will be all right again when I have had my chat with Claverson.”

Faversham got into his cab and took his seat, muttering to himself, “ — Claverson. He can’t bluff me that that’s the reason.”

From the station Claude drove direct to the studio in South Kensington. He was dreading something he might find there. On reaching it he jumped out and opened the door. No one was in the dining-room, so he passed into the studio itself. There he was more successful, for he found a girl sitting before the fire with a book in her lap. On hearing some one enter she rose and turned towards the door. Then she saw, standing before her, a man whom she will always declare to have been the handsomest she had ever seen in her life. He advanced towards her holding out his hand. “Since there is no one to introduce me,” the new arrival said, “I must perform the ceremony for myself. You should be Miss Jessie Lee. I am your brother’s friend, Claude de Carnyon.”

Even before he spoke she was certain of his identity. She knew him from her brother’s description. She held out her hand timidly, and bade him welcome home.

“You have come quite unexpectedly,” she said. “Vincent was only wondering last night when he should hear from you. He went out about half an hour ago to send you a telegram telling you of his success in the studentship. He only knew this morning.”

“I did not receive it, of course,” answered Claude. “I left Cannes yesterday. Do you mean that he has come out on top? Well, that is something like good news. Sit down, please, and tell me all about it. You know that no one rejoices at his success more thoroughly than I do.”

As he said this the little grey-eyed woman in the black stuff gown looked at him as if he were a god come down to earth.

“I am aware,” she answered, with an old-world air that sat becomingly upon her, “that there is no one in the world to whom my brother owes so much as to you. And I think you know how deeply grateful he is. He came home an hour ago wild with excitement, and the first thing he said after he had told me was that he owed his success to your encouragement and help.”

“I’m afraid he gives me more credit than I deserve, Miss Lee,” said Claude. “But still it is nice to know that one has done a good turn for somebody. Now I must be going out again about my business. By the way, are there any letters or telegrams for me?”

He put the question with almost a tremor in his voice He was afraid of receiving an answer in the affirmative. In response, Jessie Lee crossed the room to the writing-table and took up three letters and a telegram. — 

“These came this morning,” she said. “The telegram only a few minutes before you arrived.”

He put the letters in his pocket and then opened the telegram. It was, as he expected, from Cannes, and was signed “Loie.” It contained only these three words, “Was it fair?”

He tore the thin paper into a hundred shreds and threw them into the waste-paper basket. As he did so it seemed to him that he was on the yacht’s deck once more, hearing Loie pleading to him. Had he acted fairly? He hoped he had. God knew he had surrendered what was more to him than his life to do so.

Jessie Lee watched him out of the corner of her eye, and seeing that he was upset by some news, stole quietly from the room. He stood for a few minutes looking out of the window into the courtyard, then, putting on his great-coat again, he took his hat and prepared to set off about his business. In the hall he met the girl. He asked her if she were comfortable, and hoped that she would prolong her visit to its utmost capacity. Then, telling her that he hoped to be home to dinner in the evening, and bidding her tell her brother how sincerely he congratulated him, he left her and passed out into the street.

Having hailed a hansom, he told the driver to take him to Great Coram Street. During his ride through the well-remembered streets he thought of the days when he had tramped them as an unknown man.

Now he was one of the leading dramatists and novelists of the day. He looked out of the window as he was passing a hoarding on which four posters proclaimed his name. Three of his plays were being acted in London at one and the same time, while his books were selling by tens of thousands. One thing was very certain: he was not nearly as happy now as when he had trudged along dreaming dreams of what the future had in store for him. He had realised his ambitions, only to find them Dead Sea fruit. To-day he was going to begin a new life, and to sacrifice himself to save a woman’s honour.

When the cab pulled up in the old familiar street he ran up the steps of the house in which he had once lodged and rang the bell. He had hardly done so before a maid appeared to answer it. He had never seen her before, nor she him.

“Good morning,” he began politely. “Will you be kind enough to tell me if Mr. Hebstone resides here?”

“Yes, sir, he do,” replied the maid, “but he’s not in just now.”

Claude gave a little sigh of relief.

“Is Mrs de Carnyon at home?”

“No, sir, she’s round at the school. She don’t come home till one o’clock, and not always then, sir.”

“And perhaps you can tell me where the school is? I wish to see Mrs de Carnyon at once on important business.”

“Yes, sir, I can tell you. Do you know Chesapeake Street, sir?”

“Yes, I know it.”

“Then, sir, if you go down Chesapeake Street and take the first turning to the left you will see it straight in front of you. There’s a board over the door, and you can’t miss it.”

Claude gave the maid a shilling, and returned to his cab. As the driver knew the street in question, there was no necessity to give him instructions, so they accordingly rattled off. In something under ten minutes they reached the thoroughfare in question, and proceeded down it in search of the lane to which they had been directed. This found, Claude told the man to wait for him, and got out. As he passed down the narrow alley and looked about him for the sign of which the maid had spoken, he felt like a criminal going to execution. Presently he discovered it, and from it obtained the information that the house within was a seminary for the education of the children of respectable tradesmen. In reply to his knock, a girl about sixteen appeared and asked his business.

“Is Mrs de Carnyon within?” he inquired. “If so, will you be good enough to tell her that a gentleman would be glad if she could spare him five minutes?”

While he was waiting for an answer he was permitted a view of an inner room in which a number of small children were seated at their studies. A smell of wet sponges, slates, and cheap hair-oil greeted him and made him almost sick at the repulsiveness of Marcia’s surroundings.

Two or three minutes later the pupil teacher returned with the information that if the gentleman would step into the parlour Mrs de Carnyon would be at liberty in a few moments, and would see him. He accordingly followed her into a small room at the end of the passage. The door was shut upon him and he was left alone to the contemplation of a map of the world on Mercator’s projection, a small shelf of badly bound school-books, a couple of tables embellished with green worsted mats, a glass shade covering a basket of palpably wax fruit, and three anti macassared, but rickety, cane chairs.

He had not very long to wait before he heard a door open somewhere, and a footstep came along the passage towards the apartment in which he was seated. He would have known that step among a thousand. A hand was placed upon the handle of the door, it turned, and Marcia entered the room. She had evidently guessed who her visitor was, for her pale face expressed no surprise. Having closed the door behind her, she bowed and requested his business.

Claude saw that she was as hard as ever, and one glance at her face told him he must not expect his errand to be successful.

“Marcia,” he said, “I have not seen you for more than six months; and have you no warmer welcome for your husband than this?”

“After what has passed between us I cannot see that you have any right to expect a welcome at all,” she said quietly. “But why are you here? What have you come for?”

A look of fear settled on her face as she looked at him.

“I have come to ask your forgiveness,” he said, “and to try and induce you to come back to me again.”

She drew herself up proudly.

“Is this a jest, or am I to consider it in the light of another insult?” she asked.

“I cannot see why you should consider it either,” he replied. “Marcia, I mean every word I say. I want you to come back to me, and I will do anything in reason to induce you to do so.”

“It would be useless,” she answered. “I wonder that you can come to me and ask it.”

He looked up at her, and saw that her face was harder and even more set than when she had first entered. There was a look of invincible determination in it that almost frightened him.

“Why do you wonder?” he asked.

“Because I cannot understand how a man who has led the life you have done these last six months can have the audacity to come and ask me to return to him.”

“Of what are you accusing me?”

“Of everything that is bad, of everything that is vile. Do you think that because I do not live in the West End I have not heard of your doings? Look at your writings — look at your books — look at your plays and if you want more, consider your behaviour with that other woman.”

“What other woman are you referring to?” — 

“To Lady Beckleton.”

“Marcia, you misjudge me and you misjudge her; upon my soul you do.”

“If I do, God will forgive me. As I told you on our wedding-day, I am fighting His battle, not my own.”

“Will nothing I can do or say induce you to reconsider your decision? To prove that I am really in earnest, Marcia, I will even promise that if you will come back to me I will give up my books and my work for the stage, and will try to make you happy in any other walk of life you may choose.”

But she only shook her head.

“It cannot be. I will not be bribed.”

“For pity’s sake, Marcia, consider what you are doing,” he cried. “I am in desperate straits. I am trying to save my honour and what is more precious to me than life itself. You can save me if you will. If you let me go now I believe I shall perish, body and soul.” She sat down on a rickety little chair by the window and buried her face in her hands. Claude rose and approached a step nearer to her.

“For God’s sake, Marcia, save me,” he said. “Take me back as your husband, and I will lead any sort of life you may choose for me. If you drive me away now I warn you my sins will lie at your door.”

Marcia rose and faced him.

“Tell me this,” she said, “and answer me truthfully as you fear God’s punishment on the Last Great Day. Are you asking me to take you back for your own sake or for the sake of another?”

To this Claude offered no reply; he only bowed his head.

When she saw this her face became even harder than before.

“Now, one more question, and then I will give you my decision. Answer me truthfully, Claude de Carnyon — do you love me?”

“If you—”

“No! I only want your answer to that question. As God is above you, do you love me — yes or no?”

“No!”

“Very well, then, you have decided for yourself. Now go. I never wish to see your face, or even to hear of you, again. Why you have come to me like this, I cannot tell; but you have your answer. Go!” He rose as heavily as an old man, and went towards the door.

“Marcia,” he said, as he turned for the last time to her, “I have asked you to save my soul and you have refused. Whatever I do now will lie at your door.” She did not answer, but still stood looking out of the window with her back towards him. Seeing that further entreaty was useless, he went down the little passage and out into the street.

“Where to, sir?” asked the cabman when his fare had taken his seat again.

“Back to where you first picked me up.”

On reaching his house he passed straight to the studio. Another telegram lay on the table. Trembling like a leaf, he picked it up and tore it open. It was not signed, but he knew from whom it came. The message flickered before him like letters of fire.

“Bellaker’s dance. For pity’s sake do not fail. If you are not there you know the consequences.”

“To-morrow night!” said Claude to himself. “Then she is coming home to-day. This is the end. I will resist no longer. I have tried to go straight, but Fate won’t let me. Why should I struggle any further?”

At that moment a key turned in the lock of the front door, and a quick step entered the hall and came along the passage to the studio. The door opened, and Lee entered the room.

“Why, Mr de Carnyon,” he cried in astonishment at seeing the other, “this is a lovely surprise. I did not expect to see you.”

“I hope you’re not disappointed,” said Claude, smiling at the look of pleasure on the young man’s eager face.

“I’m more delighted than I can say,” replied the other. Then, seeing how pale his benefactor was, he said, “But you’re not looking well, Mr de Carnyon!”

“I’m not very fit,” Claude replied. “But it’s nothing very much, and I shall be all right to-morrow. By the way, Lee, I have to offer you my heartiest congratulations on your success. I always knew you’d do it, and I can tell you I’m proud of you.”

“If it hadn’t been for you I never should have done it,” said Lee. “As I have said, over and over again to my sister, I owe all my success to you.”

They shook hands, and as they did so Claude realised that when he disappeared there would be at least one person in his old world who would regret him.


CHAPTER XIV

THE DUCHESS OF BELLAKER’S BALL

[image: img80.jpg]

OF ALL THE brilliant social functions that winter, the ball given by the Duchess of Bellaker at her superb residence in Eaton Square may surely claim to have been the most brilliant. All the leaders of the fashionable world from Royalty down to commonplace millionaires were present, and everything that art, hospitality, and wealth could do to render it successful was done.

Claude did not put in an appearance until nearly midnight, and so bitter had been his conflict with himself all day that when he descended from his cab on to the carpeted pavement he felt more dead than alive. Entering the great hall, he followed his name up between the lines of powdered footmen to the spot, on the first landing, where his hostess was still receiving her guests. On seeing him she took a few steps forward to meet him. She was a magnificent woman and carried herself superbly.

“How good of you to come to us, Mr de Carnyon!” she said, as she gave him her hand. “I did not in the least expect you, as I had heard that you were still abroad.”

“I returned yesterday,” answered Claude. “I should be worse than discourteous if I allowed any distance to prevent my accepting your hospitality.”

“I’m afraid you’re a sad flatterer,” her Grace replied, tapping him on the arm with her fan. Then, turning to a little wizened man by her side, she said, “By the way, I don’t think you know my husband, do you? My dear, let me introduce you to Mr de Carnyon, whose play you remember you enjoyed so much last night.”

“Ah! To be sure, to be sure!” murmured his Grace of Bellaker, who had certainly visited the theatre in question the previous evening, but had slept in a corner of the box from the moment of entering until it was time to leave again. “A remarkable play, indeed. You are to be highly congratulated, sir.”

Seeing some other people coming up behind him, Claude bowed his acknowledgments of the compliment and went on up the stairs to the great ball-room.

Large as the room was, it was crowded to excess, but every one seemed to know the tall, handsome man with the clear-cut face and wavy hair who entered. He had received a programme from the footman at the door more for appearance’ sake than for anything else. Now he wandered about the room, stopping occasionally to speak to some acquaintance, but always on the look-out for one particular face. While he was searching, the orchestra commenced the introduction to the next waltz, and following the example of others near him he stepped into an alcove to allow the dancers room. Eagerly he scanned every couple as they passed him, but for some time he could not distinguish the person he wanted. Then, just as he was beginning to imagine she could not be present, he saw her gliding by in the arms of a famous Austrian statesman, then the rage in London. As she came directly in front of him she lifted her eyes and saw him. That one look overcame all his scruples, and with breathless impatience he waited for the music to stop. As soon as it did he crossed the room to where she was standing, near the door of the great conservatory, sweeping her enormous fan slowly to and fro before her face. Never in his life before had Claude seen her look so beautiful. She was exquisite in face and figure.

“You are late, Mr de Carnyon,” she said languidly, for the benefit of the bystanders.

“Not too late for one dance, I hope,” pleaded Claude, with an expression of repentance.

“Well, as Sir Philip Oxborough, to whom I promised one yesterday, is not coming, it just happens that I can give you the next, but you don’t deserve it.”

“I am the more grateful,” answered Claude.

The orchestra recommenced, and Claude and his partner started. Their steps suited each other perfectly, and as they swayed round the room, his arm round her waist, the scent of her hair, and the delicious consciousness of her presence stole into his brain and intoxicated him like finest wines. When they came back to the place where she had been standing when he had asked her for the dance, she whispered — 

“Take me out of this. I want to talk to you.”

Offering her his arm, he led her from the ball-room into the conservatory, and finding a snuggery prepared among the palms, he bade her seat herself. Not until he had ascertained that they could not be spied upon, or their conversation overheard, did he take his place beside her.

“I received your telegram,” he began, when he had done so, “but I confess I did not understand it.”

“Claude,” she answered, “that’s not true. You know very well why I sent it.”

Claude examined the button of his left glove carefully. His heart was beating so violently that he could hardly trust himself to speak. At last he found his voice, and, to gain time to think, said politely — 

“I hope you had a pleasant crossing.”

“Don’t! don’t!” she cried, as if in pain. “How can you talk so calmly? It seems like the most cruel mockery. Oh, Claude, my dear old friend, my lover, are you going to let me go on much longer like this? You told me the other night that you loved me. I have nursed that thought and treasured it ever since more fondly than a miser does his gold. It has given me fresh life, fresh hope. Oh, Claude! I love you so — I love you so.”

Her voice ran down to a little sob, and then gave way entirely.

“Loie,” he answered huskily, “God knows I love you, and would give my life for you. This sort of thing cannot go on, it is killing us both. But have you thought what it means — have you thought what you are asking me to do?”

“I have thought of everything,” she answered. “I am asking you to take me away. To take me away to some place where nobody will know us, and where we can live our own life together for love. Claude, I love you more fondly than woman ever loved man before; and you love me — I am convinced of that. If I had been allowed to marry you I should have been a good woman. But we did not meet until too late, and then I had been sold to that man instead. You see the result. If you will take me away, Claude, I will give you such love as other men never dream of. If you will not I will destroy myself, and there will be an end to it. I cannot live without you, nor can I go on living as I am now. I know it is unwomanly of me to plead like this, but I cannot help it, I am desperate.”

“Hush! hush! you mustn’t talk in this fashion. Be quiet for a moment and let me think.”

“No, no. Don’t think until you have promised me. Will you take me away, Claude, or will you let me go home to my death to-night? For I swear to you that if you refuse me I will kill myself before to-morrow morning. Won’t that convince you?”

Claude put his arm round her and drew her towards him.

“Loie,” he whispered passionately, “God knows I love you to distraction. The world has no other woman to me but you. I have been your slave ever since that first night at the theatre. If I have hesitated it has only been for your sake. Now my mind is made up, and I will do whatever you wish.”

He kissed her on the lips.

“You give me a new existence,” she cried. “A new life of love is opening to me. Oh, Claude, you shall never regret it! I will be your slave — your loving, willing slave. I will give my whole being into your keeping. Take me away somewhere; let us go back to the blue Pacific; let us find some island where we can be alone out of the world, to live only for our Love and Art.”

“Yes,” said Claude softly, “we will go back to the Pacific, and, as you say, we will live only for Love and Art”


CHAPTER XV

AN UNEXPECTED DISCOVERY
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A LETTER FROM the Rev. Herbert Perceval, of the island of Rokhama, in the Sandwich group, to the Rev. George Mainwaring, Rector of Upper Domning, in the county of Somerset, England: — 



“ROKHAMA, July 15, 18 — .



“MY DEAR MAINWARING, — Your cheery monthly epistle reached me by the mail on Tuesday last, and as usual gave me unqualified pleasure. It would be impossible for you, in your pretty little English Rectory in your model village, with the railway line to London running almost to your door, your daily paper, your Primrose League, Temperance Society, Penny Readings, and all your thousand and one interests, to imagine how welcome those three closely written sheets of cheery gossip can be to a man who loves the life and yet is outside it all. I suppose one ought not to hanker after the fleshpots of Egypt, if I may so characterise the things mentioned above, but one is only human after all. The smallest things are of moment to me. Your little reference to the weight of the pig you were to sell on the day of writing, seemed of vital importance because, as I read, in my mind’s eye, I could see the fat old fellow reclining in his sty at the bottom of your garden, and could well remember the time when we used to take our almost daily stroll in the same direction in order to poke our sticks into the sides of, and to allow you the chance of extolling the merits of, I suppose, this prodigy’s ancestor.

“You tell me you have named your youngest boy, born since last I saw you, after me. I thank you from the bottom of my heart. It is a new link between us, I shall pray to our Father in heaven to bless his life and raise him up for a joy to you.

“And now I must tell you something of my doings since I last wrote you. And, between ourselves, I think I have the makings of an extraordinary story for you. At the same time I feel I must ask you to keep what I tell you to yourself. But I should like your advice upon it.

“As you know, it is my custom to visit in my mission schooner the different outlying islands under my charge every three months. First I sail for Honolulu, where I obtain my supply of stores, and then put off to call at my various stations in their proper order. Well, at the beginning of this month I followed my usual programme, called at the capital and then made my way slowly back to Rokhama, visiting my native pastors, holding services, baptising and marrying as I found necessary en route.

“This time I returned by a somewhat different way, and three days from my own island found myself abreast of a small island which has the reputation of being very beautiful but at the same time sparsely populated. Hitherto I had never landed on it. However, as the afternoon was well advanced, and the lagoon across the reef seemed likely to afford a good anchorage, I resolved to spend the night there, and accordingly bade my skipper make the necessary preparations for getting inside. That done, and as soon as the anchor was down, my boat was manned and I was pulled ashore.

“To you, my dear fellow, whose notion of the beautiful in Nature is made up of your own quiet English valleys, the Caledonian Canal in the autumn — and shall we say a bi-annular visit to the Swiss Alps? — the scene which I had before me as I approached the shore would have appealed with a new and irresistible force. Behind me was the lagoon as smooth as glass, and set in a girdle of foaming breakers with the schooner poised upon it like a white swan. In front I had a narrow strip of blue water, then a saffron beach running up to a pair of palm-clad hills with a broad valley between them. As my boys pulled me towards the beach I can assure you I thought I had never seen such an exquisite place before.

“My own island is considered one of the prettiest of the group, but it could not compare in the smallest particular with the one I am now describing.

“Just as I was about to land, to my astonishment I saw a man dressed completely in white and wearing a pith helmet upon his head come down a path that led from the valley to the beach. That he was a white man there could be no doubt, and that he was a splendid specimen of his race was equally certain. He must have stood well over six feet, was broad in proportion, and carried himself with a grace that is unusual in such big men. His face I was not able to see just then on account of the shadow thrown by his helmet. Evidently he had seen my schooner in the lagoon and had come down to welcome me. This was a pleasurable surprise, and I must confess to a certain curiosity as to who he might be. Probably, I thought, he is a trader settled on the island. But as there were only half a hundred or so inhabitants, what business he could find to do there puzzled me. At any rate the solar topee and the good clothes seemed to speak of a comfortable house, so I began to think I might not be compelled to spend the night on board my schooner after all.

“As soon as we grounded on the beach I sprang out and hastened towards the man who was coming down to receive me.

“‘Good afternoon,’ he said, lifting his hat with one hand and holding out the other to me. ‘I saw your vessel making for the break in the reef and thought I would come down and welcome you. Have you come far?’

“‘Only from Falaa to-day. My name is Perceval, and I am a missionary. My headquarters are Rokhama, but once every three months I beat up my parish in my schooner. Returning this time I thought I would call here and see if I could do any good with the few islanders that are left. Are there many?’

“‘Scarcely fifty,’ he answered, with a peculiar smile. ‘I don’t encourage them, you see. When all’s said and done they’re a confounded nuisance. But don’t let us stand here. You will be my guest for to-night, I hope. We do not often have visitors, and when we do they are not, as a rule, cultivated. My wife will be very glad to see you, I’m sure.’

“‘I shall have much pleasure in accepting your hospitality,’ I answered. And as I spoke I looked a little more closely at him. I give you my word, Mainwaring, I have never before or since seen such a handsome type of man. To me his face seemed to embody the pure Greek type. Recall the countenance of Hermes, the Greek Mercury, as represented by the production of the torso on the bracket in your own hall, and you have my host as nearly as I can give him to you. It was a face that could only belong to a man of intellect, as I felt my new acquaintance must be. One other thing struck me as remarkable, and that was his voice. It was assuredly the voice of a gentleman, of a man who had mixed in the best society, not perhaps the voice of an Oxford man, if ‘Varsity men can be distinguished from any others as I contend, but the sort of voice you can hear for yourself any afternoon in Bond Street in the season. Altogether his manners were perfection. But I must not continue any longer in this strain or you will grow tired of my narrative before I am half through with it.

“Leaving the beach behind us we ascended the narrow path that led up the valley between the two hills. The view was indeed a lovely one. Exquisite palms that have never yet, in spite of their familiarity, quite lost their charm, reared their graceful heads from a jungle of almost every sort of green stuff the heart of man could imagine. Here all that could delight the palate or charm the eye seem to grow in grandest luxuriance.

“We followed the track along, talking on general island topics, until we reached a stout fence almost covered with creeper. Where the path met it was a gate, and this my companion opened and held open for me to pass through. My surprise was every moment increasing, but when we had threaded a luxuriant orange grove and found ourselves before a charming bungalow residence, round which ran a deep, cool verandah, my astonishment reached its climax. Surely, I thought to myself, as I looked at it, this can be no trading station. But if it were not, what else could it be? Having crossed the lawn that encircled the house my conductor led me up the steps into the verandah. Then turning to me he said — 

“‘I have not yet told you my name. It is Riversdale — at your service. And now I make you welcome to my home.’

“After pausing for a moment to point out the view he conducted me into the house itself. A handsomer or more comfortable dwelling could hardly be imagined; and I could well picture the surprise of some rough trading captain when, having landed and tracked the smoke that he would have observed from the sea, he found himself admitted to such a house. A brief description of it may interest you in the light of what is to come.

“In the centre of the building was a large square hall or room lighted by a skylight. The floor was of some highly polished wood not unlike chunam, and was partly covered with skins. Between the doors that led out of it the walls were covered with pictures, many of them I should say of considerable worth. No less than four easels stood about the room upholding unfinished works. The most luxurious chairs and divans were scattered about here and there, and the two furthest corners were occupied, one by a superb grand piano, and the other by an enormous writing-table, the latter covered with papers and manuscripts. The lower portions of the walls, from the bottom of the pictures to the floor, were occupied with bookcases, containing altogether, I should imagine, nearly a thousand books, which must have proved a source of considerable anxiety to their owners in such a moist climate.

“So far I have only described the room. Now I must go further and try to give you some notion of the principal and most beautiful thing in it This, as you will have guessed already, was a woman. When I entered the verandah I caught a glimpse of her standing before one of the easels painting. On my conductor passing into the hall ahead of me she turned, and, seeing me, came forward.

“‘Mr. Perceval,’ said my host, ‘my wife.’

“She held out her hand and bade me welcome. Then I knew that I had seen and spoken to one of the most beautiful women in all the world. You will say that I am growing too enthusiastic in my old age First one of the handsomest men and then one of the most beautiful women. But I assure you I am not exaggerating. Such another pair it would be almost impossible to discover. And when I tell you of the discovery I made later on you will probably be able to agree with me.

“‘You arrived in the beautiful little schooner I saw anchored in the lagoon, I suppose, Mr. Perceval,’ she said.

“‘Yes, that is my vessel,’ I answered. ‘She is a handy little craft, and in the course of the year carries me a great many miles.’

“‘We have a schooner, too,’ she continued. ‘At present, however, she is away at Honolulu, bringing us stores.

“‘Should I be considered impertinent if I asked if you live here all the year round then?’ I said. ‘I had no idea until I saw your husband that the island was inhabited save by a few natives.’

“‘Yes,’ said the man, answering for his wife, and with an expression upon his face I could not quite understand. ‘We live here always. That is, of course, with the exception of the periods when we are cruising in the yacht. My wife and I both desire solitude, and as we could not get it elsewhere we came here.’

“‘I should have imagined you would have found it almost too quiet,’ I said.

“‘If you had my experience of the world I expect you would agree with me that it is impossible to be too quiet anywhere,’ he replied, with a bitterness of expression there was no mistaking. Then suddenly changing his tone, he said, ‘But perhaps as you are interested in the islands you would like to see the place. All things considered it is rather remarkable.’

“I eagerly accepted his offer, and we left the house together.

“From the verandah we passed into the garden. Everywhere I noticed the same air of wealth and care. Nothing was overlooked. The grounds were as perfectly kept as even your own Rectory garden, the fences were strong and well made, the outbuildings all that the most fastidious could desire. At the end of our walk he led me back to the house. By the time we arrived there a room had been prepared for me, and I was conducted to it.

“‘We dine in half an hour in the verandah,’ said my host; and with an offer to supply any wants I might have in the way of toilet necessaries he left me.

“Not to go too deeply into details — which, as you will have noticed, I am rather prone to do — let me say that we dined, as he had said we should do, in the verandah. It was a warm evening, and the lights and shadows added to the charming effect of the napery and silver upon the table. I don’t think I am overstepping the mark when I say that the meal was as perfect as the house and its occupants. We were waited on by native servants who had evidently been well schooled in their duties. They were quick, noiseless and attentive, and what more could you, or any man, desire? It was the first time for nearly five years that I had dined in such a way, and the experience was an exceedingly pleasant one, I can assure you. Both my host and hostess were brilliant talkers on almost every conceivable subject, and if it had not been for the palms beyond the verandah rails, the cooked bananas, and the other Pacific dishes upon the table, the native servants, and the perfume of frangipanni blossom and wild lime that pervaded everything, I might very well have imagined myself back in Europe. I can safely say I never enjoyed myself more.

“When coffee made its appearance, cigars and cigarettes were placed upon the table, and for the first time in my life I saw a lady smoke. It was a novel and, I must confess, not altogether a displeasing sight.

“For something like an hour and a half we sat smoking and talking of men, books, pictures, plays, music, and a hundred other things which were of immense interest to me, seeing how long I had been cut off from the enjoyment of them. An hour’s delightful music followed, in the central hall, and then I began to think it would soon be time to retire.

“Here, however, I must narrate a little circumstance which, because I could not understand it, puzzled me a good deal at the time. In the papers which you were good enough to send me with your letter, and which arrived at my hermit’s cell a day prior to my starting on this cruise, I had read a notice of a new play produced at the Shakspere. As far as the dramatist’s name went it was by a new and entirely unknown man. But I noticed that the critics seemed inclined to believe it showed too much cleverness of construction to be the work of a ‘prentice hand. One in particular tried to prove that the methods and the general style were not unlike those of the famous Claude de Carnyon, who, as you know, suddenly disappeared with a prominent lady of fashion a couple of years ago. I commented on this similarity of treatment, and asked my new friends if they had seen any account of the play. Instantly another change was observable in my host, and he answered shortly that he had seen the account, and then abruptly changed the conversation by inquiring if I were tired, and whether I would care to go to my room. I could see that I had, as the saying goes, put my foot in it, but what I had done I was at a loss to conjecture. Seeing, however, that I was expected to retire, I bade them both good-night and departed. Not being in the humour for sleep I took down a book from a shelf near my bed, and glanced into it. It was an old battered copy of the Morte d’Arthur, and had inside the cover, above a Balliol label — just fancy that! — the owner’s name, Claude de Carnyon. When I saw that I understood everything.

“Next morning I was the first astir, and having dressed went out into the verandah. It was a perfect morning. The sun was just rising over the hilltop, and every tree and shrub was gemmed with dew. From the right-hand corner a glimpse could be obtained of the sea, with my schooner riding at her anchor on the lagoon.

“Suddenly I heard a step behind me, and on turning confronted my host.

“As on the previous day, he was dressed in white from top to toe. Perhaps that may have had something to do with it, for you know how white often intensifies a sallow complexion, but I could not help thinking that he looked ill and careworn, and also as if he had passed a sleepless night that was not the first by many. He shook hands with me and then asked if I could spare him five moments’ conversation. I said I would willingly do so, and we walked into the garden.

“‘Mr. Perceval,’ he said, coming to a standstill when we reached the gate, ‘you told me yesterday that you could not spend longer with us than one night. If you must go to-day I want to know if you will do me a favour first. I want you to hold a little service for us. I will not tell you any more than that I want you to pray for an erring man and woman. God knows they need your prayers.’

“‘I will do so most willingly,’ I answered. ‘I am glad you asked me.’

“Then we went back to the house.

“Accordingly, as soon as breakfast was finished, having obtained my hostess’s permission, I read Psalm li and offered up a few prayers for the forgiveness of any sins our little party might have committed. The man and woman followed me with the deepest attention.

“When we rose from our knees I saw that Mrs. Riversdale was very pale. She thanked me impressively for my kindness and then bade me goodbye and vanished from the room. Her husband and I were left alone together. He was even more silent than before, and seemed rather relieved than otherwise when I told him I must be going.

“‘I’ll walk with you to the beach,’ he said, and when we had found our hats we accordingly set off.

“Having reached my boat I shook hands again with him and asked if he would care for me to fit in my arrangements so as to give him a call on my next trip round.

“‘We shall be very pleased to see you,’ he answered solemnly. Then, as if he felt he ought to say something on the subject, he added, ‘I am exceedingly obliged to you for your kindness this morning. It may be some satisfaction to you to know that you have made me a happier man.’

“‘I am truly glad to hear it,’ I answered. ‘If I can ever help you in any way be sure I shall be only too glad to do so.’

“‘You are very kind,’ he answered, this time almost carelessly. Then, after a pause, with a sort of sudden and fierce eagerness, he said, ‘Tell me this, Mr. Perceval, before you go, and I ask you as a man of God. Do you think God would allow a man to save another’s soul by sacrificing himself?’

“I told him it was my earnest conviction that God would forgive anything if the repentance were only sincere.

“‘Aye,’ he said, ‘I understand. But you beg the question. What I ask is, supposing the person herself does not repent, can another save her?’

“‘That must remain with God,’ I answered. ‘He alone can decide.’

“He drove the stick he carried in his hand deep into the sand, and then dragged it out again. Having done so he glanced at the boat that was waiting to take me off to the schooner, and, holding out his hand, bade me goodbye, and retraced his steps up the beach without another word. I stepped into my boat, boarded my craft, and in an hour’s time was out of sight of the island.

“Ever since then I have been thinking over that curious experience. God knows I would do anything in my power to help the man. But since I can only guess his trouble, I do not see in what way I can assist him. But ever since I left him the recollection of his face has haunted me. For the life of me I cannot rid myself of it, and my object in telling you all this is to see if you can advise me as to the course I should pursue. My own opinion is, the man is capable of anything — I mean of any sacrifice. He looks desperate and afraid. But of what I cannot say. That he loves the woman, one has only to see them together to be certain of. She also loves him beyond anything; but it is in a different way. God alone knows what the end of their affection is to be. I intend to call upon them on my next round and see what I can do. In the meantime I can only send up my earnest prayers to the Throne of Grace for their forgiveness and salvation.

“I had intended to ask you many questions as to the welfare of mutual friends, but I find time and space will not permit of it. I must, therefore, postpone them for a month.

“Remember me to your good wife and family, and believe that God may bless you and yours is ever the sincere prayer of “Your affectionate old chum, HERBERT PERCEVAL.”


CHAPTER XVI

A STORM AND A RESOLVE
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IT WAS THE second anniversary of the Duchess of Bellaker’s famous ball. On the little landspot in the Pacific upon which Claude and Loie had installed themselves after their hegira, it was the hottest day they had experienced that year. Overhead the sun shone with dazzling brightness; there was neither a cloud in the sky nor a breath in the air. The palms beyond the verandah rails stood motionless in the glare, and the only sound to be heard was the thunder of the surf upon the reef half a mile or so away.



In a corner of the hall Loie reclined upon a cane sofa, fanning herself with a kadjang leaf and puffing the smoke of a cigarette which she held between her lips into dainty circles above her head. In the two years that had passed since she had made her willing sacrifice for love, she had scarcely changed at all. Indeed, had it not been for a certain faint expression of anxiety that seemed to have settled itself upon her face, her old friends would most probably have failed to notice any difference in her at all.

Clad only in a flannel shirt and a pair of white duck trousers, the latter rolled up above his bare ankles, Claude stood painting at the larger easel. In spite of the intense heat, he was working with feverish energy, only stopping to examine his work or to address some remark to his companion.

But if the woman had not altered since they had left the Great World together, as much could not be said of the man. Though, as I have already twice stated, only two years had elapsed, a great change had come over him, and in the last two months, that is since the visit of the missionary Perceval to the island, it had become even more pronounced than before. His face looked older, the hair upon his temples was not so thick as it had once been, and what there was was becoming every week more and more flaked with grey; ominous lines were making their appearance round his eyes and mouth, and the old sunny, alert expression that had once been his chief characteristic was fast giving way to another that at times seemed almost one of terror.

The explanation was not far to seek. His love for Loie was not waning in the least degree; very far from it. And yet for the reason that every day he was growing to care for her more and more, it was on her account alone that he was frightened. He loved her with the whole force of his exuberant nature. To him the world was well lost that he might have her by his side. But he was not so sure as to the justice to Loie of what he had done. An innately religious man, he had been convinced from the beginning that in taking her from her husband he was violating one of God’s most stringent commands, and so earning for himself eternal punishment. Now he was beginning to fear lest in consenting to her pleading he had brought the woman whose love he valued more than his own soul to the same irretrievable ruin. Shut up in the solitude of the island, working always at high pressure, seeing scarcely one strange face in six months, he had been thinking and thinking in the same peculiar strain. In the silence of the island God seemed so very near. He fancied he could hear His voice in the roll of the surf, the roar of the thunder, and the whistle of the wind, and that he could see His majesty in the clouds by day and in the flashing of the lightning and the shining of the star-lit heavens by night.

Being quite convinced as to his own doom, he did not waste time thinking of himself, but put all his energy into the task of discovering a way to save her. He knew that she had no religious belief, that she lived only for him day by day, without care, in blissful unconsciousness of the future. This made his anxiety doubly acute. It was with him when he slept, and it was with him when he rose up; work as he would, exert himself as he would, it never left him. He was chained hand and foot to this one great deed. Having once crossed the Rubicon he was aware there could be no drawing back, nor could he persuade her to leave him, for the deed was done and there would be nowhere now for her to go to. She was an outcast, and so was he. It was wonderful, he thought, that the thunderbolts of heaven did not descend and destroy them where they stood.

Suddenly Loie rose from her sofa and went out into the verandah. She had not been there a minute before she was back again in the room.

“A visitor, Claude,” she cried. “There is a schooner anchored in the lagoon.”

He put down his palette and brushes on the table and joined her. Sure enough there was a topsail schooner in the act of dropping her anchor.

“I wonder who it can be,” he said. “It’s not the Water Witch, nor is it Perceval’s craft; I think I shall go down and find out.”

Taking his hat from a chair, he put it on and went down the path towards the beach. It was still intensely hot, and with the exception of the little brown and gold lizards that wriggled through the hot sand across his path, he seemed to be the only bit of active life upon the island.

When he reached the shore he was able to take better stock of the visitor. She was a vessel of about a hundred and fifty tons, and was evidently a trader. Seeing that she made no sign of sending ashore, he pushed his own boat into the water and paddled out to her. The lagoon was as dazzling as a dish of quicksilver, and so clear was the pale green water that he could have distinguished a pin at a depth of thirty feet had there been one to see.

On reaching the vessel, whose name he discovered was the Maid of Orkney, he hitched on and clambered aboard. His arrival had evidently not been noticed, though when he made his appearance there were at least half a dozen native hands on deck. Without paying any attention to them, he walked aft and rapped with his knuckles on the door of the house. As no one answered, he pushed it open and entered. What he saw there nearly made him recoil with horror. In the centre of the floor were two men, one tall and the other short, wrestling as if for their lives, while a native seaman crouched in a corner watched them with the light of pure terror in his eyes. The taller of the pair was a fine muscular young fellow, about four-and-twenty years of age; his opponent was smaller, but very broad, and might have been anything from forty-five to fifty. He had a head of bright red hair and a ragged beard of the same colour, and while the taller man was fully dressed, he wore only a ragged suit of striped pyjamas. His early experience, and one glance at his face, told Claude that he was in an advanced stage of delirium tremens.

At last the elder man fell to the ground exhausted, and the combat came to an end. Before he could rise, however, his adversary was upon him, and calling the native to his assistance, had clapped him, raving like a madman, into a strait-waistcoat. This done, he was lifted into his bunk, and the victor turned and saw Claude.

“Good-day!” he said, coming towards the door, and examining, as he did so, a long scratch upon the back of his left hand. “I’m sorry I didn’t see you come aboard, but it was about time I got that joker made secure. He’s been raising merry hell aboard this boat to-day with a revolver.”

“I’m afraid I’m rather in the way,” Claude said, as the young man shut the door. “Where are you from?”

“From Manila vid Honolulu to Sydney,” replied the other. “The man you saw in there is the skipper, I’m the mate. The carpenter is dead, shot by that old ruffian when he began to go cracked yesterday. But won’t you come inside and sit down? I can offer you some prime gin if he hasn’t finished it all.”

Claude declined both invitations as civilly as he could. He had no desire to enter the house with that maniac raving in his bunk, so he proposed that they should talk outside.

“You seem to have had a rough time of it,” he said, when they had got into the shade. “What was the reason of the captain’s outbreak?”

“Because he’s had as precious a fright as ever a man had,” answered the mate. “A week ago yesterday we put into Vaamoa for water.”

“That’s the leper island in the Ladrones, is it not?”

“Yes. The place where they put away every poor devil who catches the disease. Better far knock ‘em on the head there and then, I say. What do you think?”

“Far better,” said Claude. “Well, and what happened at Vaamoa?”

“That I can’t exactly tell you,” said the mate, “but one thing’s pretty certain. Whatever he saw or did he came off again at night in such a fright that he couldn’t sleep a wink, but must needs have us to make sail and clear out there and then. He kept saying he’d seen hell — he’d seen hell — he’d seen hell. And every time he said it he took another swig at the bottle to pull himself together.”

“Is the island, then, really so bad?”

“Bad? It’s just what he said it was and a bit more besides. Cranky as he generally is, he wasn’t wrong there. It’s hell — simply hell. Imagine it for yourself. The Dons hunt up every poor devil of a nigger that’s got any sign of the disease on him, take him away from his home without a ‘by your leave’ or wherefore, and ship him off to Vaamoa just to die or live as best he can. They’re supposed to, have huts, but I wouldn’t put a dog I’d given sixpence for in one of ‘em. There they live anywhere and anyhow. If they die they’re sometimes buried, but as often as not they’re left just where they drop. If they live it’s only till they can’t hang on any longer. Yes; I reckon if there’s no hell anywhere else it’s on Vaamoa.”

“And so your skipper has been ashore there, and doesn’t want to go back again?” said Claude, more for the sake of saying something than for any other reason.

“Again? Well, I believe you,” answered the mate. “He’d rather be strung up to the yardarm. And yet I can’t understand it, for he’s seen a good deal in his time, has Captain Blockyear, and it takes a goodish bit to turn his stomach, I can tell you.”

“And do you mean to tell me the Spanish Government let this place exist? Is nothing ever done?”

“Bless you, no! Who’s to do it? And besides, who knows about it? There ain’t many ships go there, and those who do clear out again as soon as they jolly well can. I’ll bet we don’t go there again. ‘If you could have heard the old man carrying on last night you wouldn’t either.”

“Well, now, what can I do for you? Will you come ashore, or can I send you anything down?”

“No, I don’t know that you can,” the young fellow replied. “I shall spend the night here, fill my beakers at that spring yonder in the morning, and then get under way again directly the tide serves. By the time we reach Sydney Heads the old man ought to be pretty well himself again.”

“You are sure I cannot assist you in any way?”

“Quite sure, and I thank you kindly. Are you going? Well, then, good-day to you. Hot, isn’t it? The glass is down to nothing. I shouldn’t be surprised if there is trouble ahead.”

“It looks very much like it,” said Claude, and then scrambled down into his boat again. “I suppose you’ll be all right in here?”

“Oh, we shall be all right,” said the young man, and then waved his hand in farewell.

All the time he was pulling himself ashore, while he was walking back to his house, throughout the midday meal, and all the afternoon, the recollection of the mate’s description of the plague-stricken island of Vaamoa haunted Claude like the remembrance of an evil dream. He could not rid his thoughts of it, try how he would.

Towards the end of the afternoon the heat became more oppressive than ever. There was a dry, thundery feel about the air that, as the mate had said, suggested trouble later on.

As usual, Claude and Loie dined in the verandah. During the progress of the meal heavy clouds gathered in the sky, and a low moaning noise, that could not mean anything but wind, came from over the sea.

“We are in for a storm,” said Claude, as a flash of lightning flickered over the horizon; “and if I am not mistaken it will be a big one.”

“‘Blow winds, and crack your cheeks! Rage! Blow!’”  quoted Loie, dipping her fingers in her finger-bowl, and flicking them towards the rising storm. “I love a hurricane. I remember as a child how I used to lie awake and listen to the shrieking of the wind, laughing when the others shivered with fear. I think there must have been something uncanny about me as a child, Claude. What do you think?”

“You certainly were peculiar.”

“It seems to me I’ve been different to other people ever since. Old Lady Marmadon once told my father, when I’d given her an exhibition of my temper, that she thought I was hardly human. I’m sure Bec — —”

She stopped herself suddenly, and leaning forward, took up her case and extracted a cigarette.

“Never mind. Vive la joie!” she said, as she lit it and threw the match away. “What does anything matter in the wide, wide world, Claude, since I have you, and you have me? ‘Since I have you and you have me?’ Now where on earth have I heard that line before? Ah, I remember. It was part of a song Marjory Denville used to sing. Can’t you seem to see her opening her froggy mouth and making faces before she begins — just like this?”

She gave an imitation, but Claude did not see it. He was watching the lightning and thinking of the island of which the mate had told him that morning. His vivid imagination pictured it for him, and supplied the horrors of the inhabitants ad libitum. Loie, however, would not let him be silent long.

“Amuse me, Claude,” she cried imperiously. “I am ‘under the weather,’ as the American girl used to say, and must be taken out of myself to-night.”

“What is the matter with you?”

“I don’t know. I feel as if something horrible is about to happen.”

“It’s the thunder that does it. My God!”

A flash of lightning cut the sky. It was so vivid that it made them both start back. A moment later the thunder pealed out and shook the house to its foundations. It was followed by another flash and still another clap. Loie rose from her chair with her hands pressed to her face.

“I shall go inside,” she said. “I am frightened, Claude. This sort of thing is too awful.”

The lightning was now almost incessant, and the moaning noise from over the sea was increasing in volume every moment. Claude stood leaning against the verandah rails, watching, listening, and thinking all the time.

About eleven the storm died down, and for nearly an hour a ghostly quiet reigned, in which it was possible for him to plainly hear the ticking of the various clocks in the house behind him.

He wondered what had become of Loie, and went into the house to find out. To his surprise he found her huddled up on the green cane sofa, half dressed, with her face as white as snow and her glorious hair lying in confusion upon her shoulders.

“Come to me, Claude,” she cried. “I ‘am frightened — I am terrified.”

He went across, and kneeling beside the sofa, put his arm round her. She was silent for some minutes, and then she whispered — 

“I have never known such a night as this, Claude. It’s too dreadful — first the storm and then this awful quiet. What does it mean? Do you think it’s the end of the world?”

“Only an atmospheric disturbance, dear,” he answered. “You must not distress yourself. By morning it will be all gone and we shall have blue sky and sunshine again.”

But his cheerful words had no effect upon her. She was trembling like a leaf. Claude saw that she was more than half hysterical, and this knowledge only added to his anxiety.

Suddenly the clock on the wall above their heads struck twelve, and almost at the same instant, as if it were regulated by the same machinery, the storm rose with quadrupled fury. First came a flash of lightning that lit up the whole room and enabled him even to see the pictures on the easels, then a roar of thunder that was like the booming of a thousand cannon. This had hardly passed before there came the hissing noise of the wind rushing up the valley. Next moment it was upon the house, shrieking through the verandah, banging the doors like thunder-claps, and bending the palms before it almost to the ground. It was impossible to hear one speak. Claude saw Loie throw herself face downwards on her cushions and he could feel that she was trembling. Still the thunder and the lightning continued, and still the wind whistled. The flame of the lamp upon the table spluttered and guttered and threw strange shadows upon the walls. Then once more the storm dropped and there came another hush, this time so awe-inspiring, so complete, that it seemed, after the noise of the hurricane, to touch the man and woman like positive pain. Loie lifted her head and faced her companion, her eyes wide with terror.

“What does it mean?” she whispered hoarsely. “Tell me, Claude — are we to die?”

Claude did not answer, but waited and listened.

“Is it intended for a judgment on us?” cried Loie, clinging to him with the tenacity of despair.

“Be quiet, for God’s sake! Don’t speak!”

“Why should I not? If it is a judgment let it come. I am not afraid. If you love me, Claude, I don’t care what happens. If there is a God He’ll —— —”

“Be silent!” cried Claude. “You don’t know what you’re saying. You cut me to the heart.”

He rose from his place beside her, and leaving her to take care of herself, went out into the verandah. Once there, he knelt down beside the rails and covered his face with his hands. He was wrought up to a pitch that was almost madness.

“O God of heaven,” he cried, and his voice sounded in the stillness with extraordinary clearness, “be merciful to me a sinner. Give light, I implore Thee, to this woman in her darkness, and save her. Do with me as Thou wilt, but teach me in what way I may redeem her soul. O God, I confess my fault, and my sin is ever before me. Show me Thy way that I may teach her to walk therein.”

As he finished a fresh gale of wind came up the valley, and the house trembled before it. It shrieked amid the trees rising and falling like the notes of an Eolian harp.

With his head bent down upon his hands, Claude still knelt and prayed, putting the whole strength of his being into his supplications for enlightenment and guidance. It was not for himself he pleaded, but that he might be permitted to save from destruction the soul of the woman he loved. He was trembling under the weight of his emotion, and his condition was almost as hysterical as Loie’s had been an hour before.

Suddenly he lifted his head and looked into the dark night before him. And as he looked he saw, or thought he saw, a vision. Among the wind-tossed trees in front of him was a circle of blue light, and in this light the figure of a man — a leper in the last straits of his disease. He was holding out his stumps of arms as if imploring help, and his cry seemed to be — 

“Come over and help us. Lift us out of our misery. Give us some comfort, and then God will save the soul of her you love.”

Claude dropped his head on to his hands once more, and when a few minutes later he looked up again all was dark as before.

To Claude the vision seemed as real as the black night in which he was now plunged. Not for one moment did he doubt but that it was a call from God in direct answer to his prayer. There was no uncertainty now, no asking for enlightenment. He knew what was expected of him, his path of duty lay clear before him, and he meekly bowed his head and said, “Thy will be done!”

As he rose to his feet a wild cry rang out into the darkness, and next moment a terrified native sprang into the verandah shrieking that the high cliff behind the house was slipping. Without pausing an instant Claude flew into the hall and made for the couch where he had left Loie. She lay there fast asleep. Then taking her in his arms he rushed out into the verandah again, down the steps, and across the garden towards the hill on the opposite side. The coarse grasses and sharp stones cut his naked feet like razor-blades; but he did not think of that, he only flew on for dear life, carrying the woman in his arms and accompanied by a crowd of terrified natives. They were only just in time, for as they reached a little plateau directly opposite the house they heard an ominous cracking noise behind them. Then there was a moment of breathless uncertainty, and an instant later a terrific rumble and a crash that sounded as if the world were falling in pieces. It was still so dark that they could not see what had happened, and Claude would allow no one to move till it was light.

When day dawned an extraordinary scene presented itself. The great wall of cliff that had hitherto upreared itself behind the house had fallen forward, burying the house beneath it. Nothing but broken timbers, giant rocks, and mounds of earth and debris remained to show what a few hours before had been a sumptuous dwelling-house.

“What are we to do now?” wailed Loie, to whom this catastrophe seemed only a fitting conclusion to the other horrors of the night Then, kneeling beside her, Claude told her all his thoughts, finishing with an account of the vision he had seen in the night.

She listened, white to the very lips. His haggard face, the air of resolve that sat upon him, the new and extraordinary light in his eyes, frightened her almost as much as the storm had done.

“And if you are resolved upon this madness what is to become of me?” she asked, with forced calmness, when he had finished.

“You need have no fear on that score,” he answered slowly, wondering in what way it could be managed. “I shall see that you are provided for.”

“You are going to send me away from you?”

“I cannot take you with me, Loie,” he said. “You have no notion of the sort of place to which I am going.”

“You cannot send me away — that is, unless you wish to kill me.”

“Then what can I do?”

“You must take me with you,” she answered. “You must let me help you. Claude, you know I would give my life for you. I can help. I am not afraid. Even hell itself would be heaven to me with you, and without you heaven would be hell.”

“No! no! I cannot take you with me, Loie,” he said. “It would be an inhuman thing to do.”

“Then I swear I will kill myself the moment you have gone. Think of that. Remember, Claude, I can keep my word. I swear solemnly by my love for you, that if you go without me I will kill myself that instant. Now, will you take me? Do you love me, Claude?”



“Oh, how can you ask such a thing? God knows I do!”

“Then take me with you. By our love I swear you shall not go alone. If our sin has been as great as you say, it is right that I should share your work with you. If you are making your sacrifice to God, why should you deny me the opportunity of making mine?”

He looked at her with a startled face. This was putting a new complexion on the matter. If this chance were given her to work out her own salvation he had no right to take it from her. He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it.

“God’s hand is in this, love,” he answered. “Who am I that I should attempt to defeat His ends? We will go together.”

And so it was settled between them.


CHAPTER XVII

THE ISLAND OF VAAMOA 
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THE SUN WAS like a ball of fire upon the western sealine when the schooner which was conveying Claude and Loie to Vaamoa first sighted the island. The sea was as smooth as green glass, and all the world was hushed, as if in contemplation of the sacrifice the man and woman standing on the deck of that tiny craft were making.

Side by side, they had been waiting for some time in the bows of the boat, watching for the first sign of the island to make its appearance above the waves. They had been ten days at sea, and during that time they had passed through an awful period of probation. Furnished with sufficient leisure for thought, they had come to understand something, but not all, of what they had set themselves to do. Upon Claude, the remembrance that Loie was to share the danger with him sat with a heaviness and a sense of grim despair that never lifted night or day. It had been God’s will that he should take upon himself the work of succoring the lepers of Vaamoa. It was an opportunity granted to him by Heaven for retrieving his own sin, and saving the soul of the woman he loved. But in allowing her to accompany him and to bear her share in the work, he was suffering all the agonies of a punishment that was greater than even the promise of eternal damnation.

Loie, on the other hand, after the first dread of contracting the disease had left her, regarded her future in an altogether different light. She was perfectly well aware that having once taken the irrevocable step she would in all human probability never be allowed to return to civilised life again. But her love for the man with whom she had said goodbye to England was greater than any fear of death, and so if he were intent upon proceeding she would surely do so too, let the result be what it might. Claude had always, so she felt compelled to tell herself, been full of fads. This was probably the last and greatest. But for all that he was Claude, and she loved him, and if he cared to surrender a life of happiness and comfort with herself in order to ameliorate the condition of a couple of hundred or so natives in whom he was not called upon to take any possible interest — well, she was certainly not going to let him do it alone. At the very idea of such a thing she tossed her head back and laughed. Claude, in the adjoining cabin, heard her, and the sound carried him back instantly to the morning when he had decided to leave Samoa to seek fame and fortune in the great world. He had sought and found it, and the trip to Vaamoa was the result.

Suddenly, across the plain of opal-coloured sea, there was a break in the horizon, from which rose, little by little, the ragged outline of a mountain range. An hour later, just as dusk was falling, they had arrived within a few miles of it and could plainly distinguish the breaking of the surf upon the reef and the cluster of huts on the little plateau above the beach. A more desolate, barren, wind-tossed place it would be scarcely possible to imagine. The mountains were high and rugged, broken by innumerable ravines and water-courses, and seamed and scarred by the volcanic struggles which had been going on below the surface for a thousand centuries perhaps. In the half-dark of evening, as the schooner, fearing to enter the lagoon without a better light, brought up outside the reef, it looked bleak and cheerless enough to have daunted the soul of the bravest son of man.

To Claude there was a sort of grim fascination about the island lying so still and cold across the stretch of water. Even Loie seemed to be impressed by it, for she was more silent than was usual with her. They stood watching it until darkness descended and they could see it no longer. Then Claude shuddered and turned away. He had still enough of the old leaven left to wish that events had made it possible for him to have acted otherwise than he was doing.

The meal that night in the little cabin was an unusually silent one, and as soon as it was over Claude went on deck. He had not been there many minutes before the moon rose above the mountain-peaks ashore, round as a half-crown piece, and yellow as a sovereign, and flooded the scene with her mellow light. Saving the thunder of the surf upon the reef, the wearing noise made by the cable in the hawse hole, and the subdued voices of the crew seated in the bows, there was not a sound to be heard. Presently Loie came on deck and joined him. Slipping her little arm through his as he leant against the bulwarks, she asked him about his thoughts.

“I have been thinking of the work we are going to undertake to-morrow,” he answered. Then turning suddenly to her he said — 

“Loie, there is still time for you to turn back. Will you do it? The schooner will convey you to Honolulu, and I will see that your future is well provided for. I have discovered that I am a coward, and I cannot let you make this sacrifice.”

“Claude,” she answered, with unwonted seriousness, “it is useless for you to talk of my turning back now. You know very well that I will not do so. Where you go I will go. ‘Your people shall be my people.’ And if we are to live and die upon that island — well, we will live and die together. While you love me I will never leave you.”

“But think, Loie,” he said, feeling that he was arguing against his own desire. “Supposing you were to contract the disease? What should I do then?”

“Do as I should do if you were to take it — nurse you well again. But, Claude, why are you talking like this? You know very well that my mind is made up. In other things I may be foolish, but in this my resolve is not to be shaken. Now let us talk about something else.”

Claude said no more on the subject, but he was not by any means happy in his mind. When Loie was tired he went below to spend the greater part of the night in prayer for guidance and help in his new work. Ever since the storm upon the island, described in the last chapter, he had been a changed being as far as his belief went. Always, in a sense, a superstitious man, he was now religious almost to fanaticism. He believed himself the one person of all the others in the world chosen by God to carry help to these outcasts, and it was to the sincerity and firmness of that belief that he owed the facility with which he had been able to put his old life and its attendant comforts behind him so easily.

When he did go to bed his thoughts went back to Marcia. In the light of his present enthusiasm he seemed to be able to see her character more clearly, to be able to understand why she had taken such a stand against him. Poor Marcia! He wondered what she was doing at that moment, and whether she would ever come to hear of his sacrifice. If she did, what would she think of it? And how would she reconcile his action with the sentiments she had imputed to the author of “God’s Microcosms”?

His preparations for the work upon which he was going to engage himself had been as complete as it had been possible for him to make them. Prior to leaving the island he had visited the schooner Maid of Orkney, anchored in the lagoon, and had interviewed his friend the mate. The skipper was still in his strait-waistcoat in the house, and as Claude had clambered over the port bulwark and gained the deck he heard him raving in his delirium. Taking the mate on one side he entrusted to his care a telegram and a letter. The letter was addressed to a firm of chemists in Sydney, the telegram to Vincent Lée. The first contained a request that the firm in question would at once dispatch to Manila, addressed to him, the articles contained in the list he enclosed. In his telegram to Lee he made him aware of the resolve he had come to, and implored him to advise him by return of post as to the course he should pursue in his treatment of the wretched beings with whom he was about to cast his lot. In the time that had elapsed since they had parted, Lee’s reputation had grown by leaps and bounds, and now his researches and opinions had a value considerably in advance of his years. It looked as if Fate had drawn the two men together for mutual help.

The sun had been half an hour above the horizon next morning when Claude reached the deck. A long, steady swell was rolling in towards the land, breaking in a line of creamy foam upon the reef. The tops of the mountains were cloaked with cloud, in contrast to which the ravines showed black and awesome. A few shore birds and half a dozen white gulls were the only signs of life that met his eye. He leant upon the bulwarks and studied his future home. What did it hold for him? The roll of destiny seemed to echo in the thunder of the surf upon the reef. And as if in proof that God’s hand had directed him thither, while he watched a brilliant light was thrown by the sun upon the clouds that hid the mountain-peaks. He took it as a good omen, and turned to go below again. By seven o’clock the skipper had taken advantage of the tide’s serving, and manoeuvred the schooner through the passage into the lagoon. Once at anchor there, they breakfasted, and then the baggage was brought on deck ready for the boat which was to convey it to the island.

As soon as the boat contained as much as she could safely carry she was pulled ashore and unloaded on the beach beside a grove of palm-trees.

So far Claude had seen none of the inhabitants. But he was to do so before long.

He had just carried his tool-chest from the boat and placed it beyond the reach of the water, when he heard a rustling in the bushes in front of him and looked up. Gazing at him from among the leaves was something which compelled him to recoil with a cry. It was certainly a face, but one so disfigured and distorted by disease that he could hardly believe it belonged to a human body. As he looked, a hand appeared and parted the branches that screened the body from view. Next moment a man, or the semblance of one, made his appearance and came down the bank. When he was within a dozen paces of Claude he seated himself on a boulder and prepared for conversation. Claude noticed, to his surprise, that he was a white man, and that when he spoke he did so with some show of education.

“Good morning!” he said, with a sort of sarcastic politeness. “If you will not consider it an impertinent question, who the devil may you be?”

Claude had been prepared for horrible sights, but somehow he had not expected to find his own countrymen among the sufferers. He furnished the other with his assumed name, which for many reasons he had resolved not to dispense with, and then he inquired if his things would be safe where he had put them upon the beach. The man on the boulder eyed the heap before he spoke.

“I see no liquor,” he said. “So they will be perfectly safe. If you had any spirits I should probably steal it myself. But truck of that kind is of no earthly use to me. What have you brought it for?”

“To build a hut with,” replied Claude. “And now, one other question. You know the island, probably you can recommend me a good spot to set about my work.”

“Your hut? You don’t mean to tell me you’re coming ashore to live?”

“That is my intention.”

“You don’t look like a leper. But then, perhaps you have committed a crime?”

“I am neither a leper nor a criminal.”

This time it was the other’s turn to be astonished.

“You’re not a leper, and you’re not a runaway from gaol, and yet you come to Vaamoa! There’s only one other thing left. You must be mad.”

“I don’t think I’m mad either.”

“Then what the deuce have you come for?”

“To try to be of some service to those like yourself who are here.”

The other laughed as uproariously as his condition would allow him. Then he stopped suddenly and eyed Claude cunningly.

“So you’ve come to play the rôle of St. Francis Xavier, have you? Ha! ha! I’ve not heard such a joke since I said goodbye to the world myself. My friend, what do you think lies before you?”

“Service to those who are here, I hope,” said Claude.

“Good! Good! Very good! You need go no further, my dear sir. I appoint you my valet de chambre this instant. Remember, you are appropriated. You may bring up my shaving water to-morrow at eight.”

The natives waiting in the boat for Claude looked from one to the other and wondered. What did it all mean? They were far from liking the look of the white man upon the boulder, and were anxious to get back to the schooner without delay.

“Is there any little comfort I can bring you ashore from the schooner?” asked Claude. “If it is in my power I should be very glad to do so.”

“A thousand things; but one will suffice,” returned the other. “Since you are so accommodating, I should like some rum for my own personal drinking — not to be shared with the dogs up yonder. I am tired of ki — you can get drunk on it, certainly, but it’s not a pleasant intoxication, and when I’ve taken it I always feel as if I shall never be properly happy until I’ve murdered somebody. You’ll bring the rum?”

“I’m afraid I could not do that,” said Claude quietly. “It would not be a good beginning for either of us.”

On hearing this the other replied with a volley of oaths.

“How do you know what’s good for me?” he cried. “The devil fly off with you and your cant. I’ll have none of it. Don’t you come here snivelling and prying, or you’ll find yourself pitched out, and very quickly, too. Bring the rum, or stay away.”

This was not a promising beginning, Claude thought to himself, as he took his place in his boat, and was once more pulled out to the schooner.

When he returned with his next load the leper was still there, seated on his boulder as before. He did not speak, however, but seemed sunk in a sort of torpor.

By midday Claude had got all his belongings ashore, and nothing remained but for Loie and himself to bid those on board the schooner goodbye. Before he left, however, Claude had a piece of business to undertake. Approaching his skipper, he led him to the taffrail.

“Martin,” he said, “the end of our voyage has come, and now we are going ashore. You have been a good servant to me, and, as I shall never require her again, I am going to reward you by making you a present of this vessel and all she contains. You will find a letter on the table downstairs to that effect. I wish you good luck with her.”

Martin was too surprised at the suddenness and generosity of the gift to be able for a moment to say anything. When he recovered himself he cried — 

“But how will you get away from here yourself, sir?”

“I shall never come away,” said Claude.

“Never come away?” answered Martin incredulously.

“But surely, sir, you and your good lady are not going to live for ever among them poor devils ashore there?”

“That is our intention.”

The captain stared at him in complete amazement for nearly a minute. — 

“You’re going to live among them lepers?” he said, slowly, as if trying to gauge the importance of every word. “It can’t be true. Are you aware of the sort of place it is, sir? And do you know that it is possible that one of you may catch it yourselves?”

“If God so wills that we do, it is not our place to repine.”

“But I can’t believe it, sir.”

“Perhaps not, Martin. But still, you see, it is a fact. And now we must be getting ashore.”

Martin only shook his head. He had been at sea for something like fifty years, and in the whole of his career he had never heard of such a foolhardy thing before. Then it suddenly struck him that he had not thanked his employer for his generous gift. He proceeded to do so at some length. Claude, however, cut him short. Time was pressing, and he had much to do before darkness fell.

But the skipper was not to be baulked so easily. He felt it was his duty to try to persuade the other against taking such a step.

“Mr. Riversdale,” he said, “I don’t like the idea of what you’re going to do at all. Surely, sir, as I said just now, you’re not aware of the character of that place ashore, or you wouldn’t be taking your good lady to it.”

“I am quite aware, Martin,” Claude replied, “and so is she. We know that our duty lies there, and, God helping us, we are going to do it. Now, one last request. I have just given you this schooner, but I want you to do something for me in return. I sent off a letter from the old island to a firm in Sydney, asking that some cases of medical comforts might be sent to Honolulu addressed to me. On the table in the cabin you will find a paper authorising you to receive them in my name. I want you to take charge of them and bring them here with the utmost despatch; also any letters or telegrams that may be lying at the post-office addressed to me. If you will do that, you are free thenceforward to do as you please with the craft.”

“I will do it at once, and with pleasure,” said Martin. “In the meantime, sir, I should like to tell you what I think of the sacrifice you and your good lady are making for them poor fellows yonder.”

“Hush, Martin,” said Claude. “It would be better if you said nothing on the subject. Keep a silent tongue in your head, for my sake. Now goodbye.”

Martin took Claude’s hand, and as he did so he removed his hat. Then he bade them both farewell, and watched them go down the gangway to the boat.

As they were rowed ashore Claude held Loie’s hand in his. She was very pale, and he could feel that she was trembling. Reaching the beach, they sprang out, and for the last time Claude assisted the crew to unpack the boat. The leper had vanished, and when Claude saw this he felt relieved.

From the deck of the sçhooper he had decided upon a little plateau on the mountain-side as the place where he would build his hut, and accordingly, as soon as he was ashore, he bade the crew carry up to it the tool-chest and the boards he had brought with him. They dug holes for the supporting posts, and when these had been erected, and the rest of his belongings carried up, Claude rewarded them liberally and despatched them back to the schooner.

Their martyrdom had now commenced.

All the afternoon they laboured together on the construction of the hut, working with feverish energy that they might not have time to think. High above them towered the mountain, the slope covered with wild ginger, Ki, and yellow hibiscus-trees; below was the leper village, and across the reef the blue Pacific slowly heaving in the soft evening light.

At last, after infinite exertion, the frame of the hut was completed and the roof was ready for thatching — a work which would necessitate grass being cut and binding stakes prepared. This could not be done without daylight. In the meantime a tarpaulin would afford a sufficient shelter for the night. At the side of the house a cooking place was erected of large stones, and by the time this work was completed dusk had fallen.

Claude had just gone inside their new home, and was arranging it as far as possible for Loie’s comfort, when he heard his companion, who was at the cooking place outside, utter a cry. Throwing down his hammer, he ran to see what was the matter.

He found Loie leaning against the wall, her face white with terror, and sitting on a stump opposite her, steadfastly regarding her, the same leper whose acquaintance he had made that morning. Claude went over to Loie and put his arm round her.

“You mustn’t be frightened, dear,” he said soothingly. “This poor fellow is one of the unfortunates we have come to help. You must try and grow accustomed to them.”

Then, with his arm still around her, he turned to the man on the stump and said — 

“One caution, my friend. For all our sakes, it is only proper that we should be careful. I shall be pleased to see you up here whenever you care to come, provided you do not on any account come closer than you are now.”

“So you are afraid, are you?” said the leper, still looking at Loie. “Well, perhaps you are right But when all’s said and done, what a villain you must be to bring this woman here! If you could have seen how they carry on in the village down yonder when they’ve been drinking ki, you’d have left her behind. Oh, it’s a glorious place in the season, is Vaamoa — there’s not a fashionable watering-place in England to compare with it — only it has no church parade on Sundays. I’ve been here a year, and I don’t know what month it is, or even the day of the week. Days, weeks, and months are all alike. Years we don’t reckon at all; because few of us see more than three.”

“Poor fellow!” said Loie softly. “We will see if we can’t make you happier now that we have come.”

“Happier?” cried the other. “How can we ever be happier? You don’t understand. But you will when you have seen the village down below to-morrow. Ho! ho! I shall enjoy that. The only enjoyment left me is watching the sufferings of others, and you’ll both be—”

“Stop!” said Claude sternly. “If you talk like that I shall not let you come here at all. I want you to be a help to me, not a hindrance. God has sent us here to do what we can to relieve the misery that exists, and we shall do our duty — if not with your help, then without it. But I think your own common sense will counsel you to throw in your lot with us.”

“You don’t know the people with whom you have to deal,” returned the other. “If you had seen as much of them as I have, you wouldn’t talk so confidently. It’s not the vice which will beat you, it’s the apathy — the dull, senseless stupor — that is the hardest thing to overcome. When a man can sit still and see his leg cooking on the fire and never take the trouble to move it, he is not the sort of man to worry much about the squalor of his surroundings. Look at me. You may not think it, but I once held a commission in one of her Majesty’s crack cavalry regiments, and married one of the beauties of a London season. My father sits in the Commons to this day — or did when I last heard of him. Now look at the other side of the picture. Do you think I worry myself because I don’t get sugar in my tea, because I have to wear pyjamas like this instead of a frock-coat? But I’d give my soul in exchange for a brandy-soda, such as I used to get at the dear old Rag.”

The man rose to his feet and prepared to hobble away. “Yon will come up in the morning,” said Loie quietly, “and let us see what we can do for you?”

“You are very kind,” answered the other, with a grotesque attempt at his old manner. “I shall be very glad to do so if I feel equal to the walk. Generally, I lie in the sun on the beach and imagine myself once more at home. Now I really think I must be going.” Then, with an outburst of mock politeness, he added, “Good evening, and good dreams to you.”

“Good evening,” answered Claude. Loie, however, noticing how ill-clad he was, went into the hut, to reappear a moment later with a travelling rug.

“If this will be any use to you,” she said, “I hope you will please me by taking it.”

“Your kindness really overpowers me,” returned the poor wretch, and then, wrapping the rug about him, he attempted to raise his dilapidated hat, failed to do so, and went down the hillside muttering to himself.

After they had cooked and eaten their evening meal, Claude and Loie sat outside. The night was as still as the day had been. In the distance they could hear the roar of the surf, and now and again a voice travelling up the hillside from the village below. Overhead the stars shone brightly, as only stars in those latitudes can, but above the summit of the mountain they were paling, preparatory to the rising of the moon.

“When will Mr. Lee receive your telegram?” asked Loie, who had been silent for some time.

“Within forty-eight hours of the arrival of the Maid of Orkney in Sydney.”

“And do you think he will send the necessary things out to you at once?”

“As soon as he can get them together, I am certain. I told him it was a matter of life and death.”

“Hark! what was that?”

Both listened, and an instant later a little cry came up the hillside.

“It sounds like a child in distress,” cried Claude, springing to his feet. “Stay here; I will go and see.”

“I must come with you,” said Loie. “I could not be left alone — I should die of fright.”

By this time the moon was high above the mountain, and the whole island was bathed in its mellow light. Hand in hand, Loie and Claude picked their way down the hillside among the rocks and bushes, pausing every few moments to listen for the cry. At last they heard it quite distinctly to their left, and a walk of a few yards showed them what it was. In the middle of the little open space upon which they stood, and at the base of a large boulder, lay the body of a little child in the last stage of the disease. Fortunately, whatever strength it may once have had to utter the cries which had brought Claude and Loie to his assistance was now gone, and kindly Death had put an end to its sufferings. Claude knelt down and examined the body as closely as he could without touching it. He was in the act of rising to his feet again when he heard a low laugh, and turned to see, sitting on the ground a few paces from them, the same individual with whom they had already come in contact.

“I feel quite interested,” he said. “On the way down from your hut I heard this child crying and stopped to see what you would do.”

“How did it come here?” cried Loie, feeling that her wrath was rising.

“Its mother carried it here and left it The child was dying, and its body interfered with the hula dancing down below.”

“And you stayed to watch it perish without coming to tell us? Oh, shame upon you! Shame! Can you call yourself a man?”

“Not exactly,” replied the man. “A leper would be nearer the mark, perhaps.”

Loie was furious, but Claude made no remark. He was kneeling by his first dead body, praying with all his soul to God.

“I might have come up to tell you, certainly,” said the man, after a few moments’ pause, “for I owe you for this rug. But it meant a climb up the hill, and I knew that the youngster would be better dead. So I did not bother. You have now had a practical illustration of what I meant when I said this afternoon that apathy will be the hardest foe you will have to fight.”

Claude had risen to his feet. Taking Loie’s arm, he led her away, but as he went he turned to the man, who was still sitting on the ground shivering in his rug, and asked him if the body might be safely left where it was till morning.

The man laughed in the same horrible fashion as he had done when Claude had first told him the reason of his coming to the island.

“Quite safe,” he answered. “You need not be afraid of any one taking the trouble to touch him. The mother is probably drunk on ki by this time, and the father is almost moribund. Listen to that.”

Claude listened, and from the huts on the slope, just below the plateau on which they were standing, came up the noise of drunken revelry.

“Go to the edge and look over,” said the other man.

Claude went, and, parting the bushes, looked down. The moonlight was bright as day, and he could see the open space between the huts distinctly. A few moments later he was back by Loie’s side, leading her up the hill as fast as he could go. If they had not been in the shadow of a grove of palms she would have noticed that his face was as white as the body of the child they had just left. He had seen a sight that made him feel sick nearly unto death.

When they reached the hut he stood for a moment with her beside the door. It seemed as if he were trying to make up his mind to do something that would cut his heart in two.

“Loie,” he said at last, and his voice was thick and almost guttural with the intensity of his emotion, “I have something to say to you that I know will distress you greatly. But come what will, it must be said. I am going to ask you to let me touch your hand and kiss your lips now for the last time in my life.”

“My God, Claude!” she cried. “What do you mean?”

“I mean what I say, Loie,” he answered. “Henceforward, save that I can see you, and help you, and speak with you, I must be as a dead man in your eyes.

From to-morrow until God takes me I shall be amongst the poor wretches down yonder — dressing their wounds, touching their sores, living with them if need be. To kiss you, or even to touch you then, might be to give you the disease. I cannot do that, and I cannot draw back from my duty. This is why I am going to make my sacrifice even more complete in God’s eyes than before.”

Loie was looking across the moonlit sea with a face like the Death of which he spoke.

“You wrong me,” she answered softly. “I should not care if you did give it me. Besides, I shall go about among them too. The mere fact that you do not kiss me will not prevent my catching it.”

Claude did not reveal the scheme that he was cherishing in his heart.

“Kiss me, Loie, for the last time,” he said. “And for pity’s sake do not tempt me. God knows that I love you better than life itself. In the past we have sinned, but God is merciful and has given us a chance to retrieve our error. Let us both be brave, and do our duty. You will occupy this hut; to-morrow I shall build myself another on the other side of the plateau.”

“But to-night, Claude?”

“To-night I shall sleep, if sleep is possible, beneath that palm. Kiss me, Loie.”

Seeing that he was desperately in earnest she raised her white face to his and let him kiss her. Then kneeling at her feet, he raised and kissed the hem of her dress.

“Loie, Loie,” he murmured so softly that she could barely hear him, “through all eternity you will be my only love.”

After which, picking up a rug and a pillow from a heap inside the hut, he crossed the plateau and placed them beneath a palm. Then, dropping on to his knees, he offered up his heart to God. “O God in heaven,” he prayed, “show mercy and have regard to this my sacrifice. Thou knowest it is for her sake I plead. For her I ask forgiveness. Merciful Father, I am not worthy to approach Thy throne, but forgive her all her trespasses.”


CHAPTER XVIII

AN OFFER OF HELP
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CLAUDE AND LEO had been a month upon the island, and the thirty days had seemed to both a lifetime. It was not long before the former discovered that even the ghastly stories he had been told in olden days by traders and others concerning Vaamoa, and which he had felt inclined at the time to disbelieve, were really nothing as compared with the horrors of the place. Such were his own personal experiences in his first twenty-four hours’ explorations, that ever since that time he had positively refused to allow Loie to visit the village on any pretext whatever. Even he himself was at times compelled to leave the huts in order to ascend the hillside and draw a few breaths of pure air. It was almost impossible to believe that human beings could have fallen so low. Law, order, and the very commonest rules of decency were totally disregarded. To the horrible issues of the disease the wretched victims had added drunkenness and immorality of every sort and description, seeming to take a positive delight in the degradation to which they had brought themselves. To every feeling of friendship or kinship their hearts were deadened. No attention of any kind was bestowed upon those who could not help themselves; the dying were cast out of the huts to breathe their last uncared for, and in most cases unthought of, while the dead were allowed to remain just where they died, without any attempt being made at burial.

The population of the island consisted of one Englishman, the man Stephens already referred to, a couple of dozen half-caste Spaniards, a dozen Europeans of different nationalities, fifty or sixty Caroline Islanders, the same number of Chamorros or aborigines, and a baker’s dozen or so of other South Sea Islanders generally. In spite of his first disgust, Claude soon came to feel a great pity for the wretched beings. On their side they regarded him with considerable suspicion and no small amount of wonder. They could not understand why a white man not afflicted with the disease should come among them, and they suspected some further trick on the part of the Government, who had taken them from their homes. It was not until he had been on the island a month, and they had had repeated opportunities of convincing themselves that his motives were honest, that they gave him any real sign of their appreciation. Then this took the form of accepting his gifts without any expression of gratitude, and stealing his belongings the instant his back was turned. It was a long and uphill fight against the overwhelming odds of apathy and vice, and again and again his heart felt almost hopeless of success as he realised how great were his efforts and how small his success. Still, however, he pushed on with a dogged patience that was born of despair, feeling that God was behind him and that with every victory won the salvation of Loie’s soul was a little more assured. — 

His first business had been to win the confidence of the least afflicted of the male population, and when he had done that to induce them to assist in the building of better huts. For a fortnight he laboured day in, day out, sometimes helped, but oftener working alone, and at the end of that time, after disappointments too numerous to mention, he had the satisfaction of seeing the population transferred to new and more sanitary abodes. The next work was to destroy by fire the old dwellings, and then to inaugurate a series of rules for regulating the public health. Here, for the first time, he met the full force of that terrible apathy against which the unfortunate Englishman Stephens had warned him when he had at first arrived upon the island. To put his people into new dwellings was a matter of no difficulty, but to induce them to pay any attention to matters involving a little personal inconvenience was quite another. He expostulated, pleaded, threatened, but all in vain. So he left them in despair and went up to consult with Loie.

“What did I tell you?” said Stephens, who followed him about continually, and now met him on the hillside. “You’ll never do it. They’ll promise as often as you like, but they won’t perform. I warned you of that a month ago. Will you take another bit of advice?”

“What is it?”

“Go away. Leave us. Let us fall back into our old tracks. We’re not worth the trouble; and you seem to forget that the worse we become the sooner we shall die, and our misery be ended. You’ve done your best to pull us out of the mire, but you’ll never make any headway if you live to be a hundred. And suppose you do, what will you gain by it?”

“I have no wish to gain anything for myself,” replied Claude, with a sort of hazy conviction that he was not altogether speaking the truth.

“Then more fool you to come,” said Stephens abruptly. “I wish I had your chance of going away. As it is, I shall die here like a dog, and nobody will care or be a bit the wiser. If I had the pluck I’d throw myself over the cliff there. But I haven’t — so I die by inches.”

“Hush! hush! you mustn’t talk in this fashion.”

“And why not? Man, just look at me and tell me if you can find it in your heart to say that you don’t think I should be better dead. Remember what I was once, and see what I am now. What I shall be later on you dare not think. Is there another man in the world more wretched, do you think?”

“You know very well that I pity you from the bottom of my heart,” said Claude, putting his hand on the other’s shoulder. “And if I could help you I would give anything to do so.”

“Ah! You talk very fine, but it’s easy to talk. Nobody knows that better than I.”

“If you do not think I wish to help you,” said Claude, “why do you suppose I am here?”

The other looked at him craftily.

“I can hazard a very good guess,” he said, and declined to say any more. Claude questioned him, but he only answered with another of his horrible laughs, and went his way down the hillside. The other continued his walk till he reached the plateau upon which Loie’s hut stood. Arriving there, he waited on the furthest edge and called to her according to his custom. Presently she came out.

“I have been expecting you all the morning,” she said a little pettishly. “I have wanted you so bad. Where have you been?”

“I have been down at the hospital,” he answered, referring to a building he had been at work upon ever since he had finished the huts. It was intended for the reception of those unfortunates whose ends were approaching, and who could not receive proper attention in their own huts.

“It is always the hospital, Claude,” she answered. “You’re slaving there day and night, wearing yourself out. I see nothing of you, and it is so lonely up here. Why will you never let me do a thing to help you?”

“You must not be angry with me, dear,” he answered. “The building is on the verge of completion, and to-morrow should see it finished. You must not grudge my labour. Think what a boon it will be to our little colony when it is in use.”

Loie came a little closer. She looked very lovely in her simple nurse’s dress.

“Claude,” she said softly, “you see how selfish I am, after all. I prefer having you with me, even to allowing you to do good work for the people down yonder.

When I see how much you deny yourself, and how good you are, I feel as if I could kneel down and worship you.”

“You mustn’t say that, Loie,” he answered simply. “It is only by God’s grace that I am able to work as I do, and even this morning I had still sufficient of the old leaven in me to be angry because the poor folk would not comply with my rules and regulations. How I wish the schooner would come with her stores! I am beginning to grow anxious about her. She should have been her three days ago.”

“You must not worry about her,” Loie replied. “She is certain to be here in a day or two. And now one other question, Claude. When am I to be allowed to begin my work? As I said just now, I am sick to death idling my days up here. Remember, you promised that I should help you.”

Claude had been dreading this question, but now that it had been put it behooved him to answer it in the way he had intended.

“Loie,” he said, with a little diffidence, “I have been thinking it over, and have come to the conclusion that I cannot let you remain here. The mere thought that you may incur this hideous disease haunts me, waking and sleeping; I cannot rid myself of it, and I find that it makes me neglectful of the work I ought to do. For this reason, alone, Loie, I have been keeping you up here, hoping that when Martin and the schooner put in an appearance I may be able to induce you to return to civilisation in her.”



Loie made a little gesture of impatience. Claude looked at her and saw that tears were in her eyes.

“It is unkind,” she said, “to treat me like a child. I have told you over and over again, Claude, that I will not be sent away from you. My work lies with you, and come what may I am going to do it. If you deceive me again I shall cease to respect you.”

“But, Loie—”

“I will have no ‘buts,’” she cried impetuously. “I will have my work to do. I will not go away.”

“You are very wilful, and you are also a little cruel to me. If you only knew the agony I suffer when I even see any of my poor people near this hut, I feel sure you would not condemn me to it.”

“I cannot help it, Claude; I cannot leave you. And you must not ask me to do so. I should never know an instant’s happiness if I went away. It would be too dreadful.”

Loie came still closer and tried to take his hand. “Claude, my own dear love,” she said, with all the softness of which her voice was capable, “when I ask you from the bottom of my heart to let me bear my share of your labour here how can you refuse me? You said once that it was your chance of heaven. May I not have my chance, too? You can see that I am in earnest. Try to forget, then, that there is any risk, and let me work with you at what you are doing.”

“Do you mean it, Loie?”

“I mean it, so help me God,” she answered, with supreme earnestness. “Let me be with you, and you could not make me happier. I only want to be by your side — to be labouring at the same task. Come, Claude, will you consent?”

Claude saw she meant every syllable she uttered.

“If you’re so set upon it there is nothing for me, I suppose, but to consent,” he answered, and the words seemed to ring his death-knell.

“I thank you,” she answered humbly; and so the matter was finally settled.

All the afternoon Claude was busily occupied thatching the hospital. It was a fine building, the largest in the township, and had taken an incredible amount of labour and material. It contained three rooms, each of which was capable of holding six beds; the walls were slabs, the floor of earth, beaten hard, and the roof of thatch. By nightfall it was almost completed, and at most a couple of hours’ work on the morrow would make it ready to receive its occupants. As the sun was setting over the sea he stood with Loie before it, and as they regarded it he felt proud of his handiwork. Descending the little slope upon which it stood they entered the village, followed by a little leper boy named Mallata, who had from the very first taken an extraordinary fancy to Claude.

It struck them both that this evening the village was unusually quiet, and that such of the inhabitants as they met did not regard them with their customary confident air. Claude was too busy, however, thinking of his labour on the morrow and of the good work he would be able to accomplish when the schooner should bring him the stores he needed, and the hospital should be furnished, to wonder very much at it.

Arriving at his hut, be bade Loie goodbye, and was about to go inside when he heard the sound of a cough behind him, and turned to see who uttered it.

“Why, Mallata,” he cried cheerily to the native, seeing that it was the same urchin who had followed him through the village, “what does this mean? Is there no poi down yonder to-night that you follow me up here?”

The little fellow eyed him wistfully. He was palpably struggling with some emotion that prevented him from giving free utterance to his thoughts. Claude repeated his question, and this time he answered — 

“Not poi,” he said; then, with significant emphasis, “but all same plenty of ki me think.’

Claude pricked up his ears. He had expected something of the sort from the behaviour of the people.

“Mallata,” he said, “can you tell me who makes this wretched ki, that eats up the hearts of the men and makes them go mad?”

It is made in the house of Tomas of Niihan,” said the little chap, without a second’s thought, rolling his dark eyes at Claude as he spoke.

“Very well,” said Claude, to himself, “then to-morrow I will deal with Tomas of Niihan so that he will sin no more.” Then aloud, “Remain where you are, little man, and I will give you food.”

After this frugal evening meal had been eaten Claude went across to Loie’s hut. He found her sitting before her door sewing. The night was dark, and a fine breeze was blowing.

For nearly an hour they sat talking. Then Claude rose to return to his own abode. As he did so a sound of shouting came up from the beach, and a moment later a bright tongue of flame leapt up into the dark night.

“They are drinking ki again,” said Claude impatiently. “And now a hut is on fire; I must go down to them.”

“I will come with you,” said Loie.

After their conversation that morning Claude did not attempt to stop her, and together they made their way down to the village. Higher and higher the tongues of flame were leaping into the air, and at a considerable distance the sound of crackling timber could be distinctly heard.

On leaving the trees that had hitherto hid the village from their sight, they were presented with a clear view of the conflagration. And when he saw where it was, Claude could hardly believe his eyes. The house on fire was none other than his brand-new hospital — the building that was to be ready to receive his patients on the morrow. — 

By the time he reached it, all hope of saving it was past and gone. The whole front was ablaze, and suspicious columns of smoke were already going up from the rooms at the rear. Sitting at safe distances on either side were groups of natives calmly regarding the conflagration, but when Claude questioned them they one and all expressed entire ignorance as to the means which had caused it.

Claude gazed at the devouring flames, and as he did so he for a moment lost his temper. It was worse than provoking, after his weeks of wearisome labour, to have his whole work undone in a few moments. But as he was powerless to do anything towards punishing the guilty, even if he could have discovered them, he felt there was nothing to be gained by a display of wrath. So he turned to Loie, who was standing beside him, and said quietly — 

“Let us be going back, dear; it is no use our remaining to watch it burn. To-morrow I must set to work and build another.”

“My poor Claude, I am so very sorry,” she said, seeing his bitter disappointment. “It seems too hard that all your work and trouble should be wasted like this. Do you think it was set on fire on purpose?”

“I have no possible means of judging; but one thing is very evident, and that is, for all our sakes I must find the makers of and stop the supply of ki manufactured on the island. It is killing the population.”

In accordance with his resolution, the following morning, as soon as it was light, Claude went down to the village, and made his way to the house of Tomas of Niihan. He was fully aware of the consequences likely to ensue from what he was about to do. He knew that a certain amount of odium would accrue to him, but to benefit the people in general he was willing to risk that. None of those whom the world has been pleased to call heroes ever reached their goal without incurring the displeasure of somebody.

Reaching the hut, which stood on a little eminence on the outskirts of the village, he walked inside, and called for the owner. A sleepy grunt from one of the corners was the sole response. He tracked the sound, and found Tomas of Niihan stretched put upon his mat, fast asleep. He had been a finely built, powerful fellow before the disease had laid hands upon him; now he had fallen away to a shadow.

Claude called him again by name, and finding this did not rouse him, shook him till he opened his eyes. If he felt any surprise at seeing his visitor he did not show it.

“Get up, Tomas,” said Claude sternly, “and give me the things with which you make this ki.”

It was some time before the other could grasp what was meant, but when he did he absolutely refused to comply with the demand made upon him. Claude thereupon gave him notice that he intended to search for what he wanted, and forthwith passed out of the hut and round to a smaller one at the back. Here he found all that he required, and taking the implements in his arms, in spite of the owner’s protest, set off down the path again towards the village square. By the time he arrived there the whole population able to move about had assembled to witness what was going to happen.

Placing the bowls and other vessels on the ground, Claude spoke for a few minutes on the evil effects of the spirit in the manufacture of which they were used. Then, before their eyes, he raised the hammer he had put in his pocket for that purpose, and pounded every one of the utensils to atoms. As he did so an angry groan went up from the crowd, and many of the dusky faces round him, particularly those whose owners boasted Spanish blood, scowled savagely at him. But no one interfered.

Having finished his work of destruction he spoke to them again for a few moments, and then prepared to return to his abode for breakfast.

As he went away he happened to glance out to sea. To his surprise and delight a schooner was approaching the break in the reef. He would have known it anywhere for his own boat. He hurried up the hill to tell Loie, and then together they went down to the beach. By the time they reached it, the Water Witch had entered the lagoon and dropped her anchor opposite the village. Ten minutes later Captain Martin had lowered a boat, and was making his way ashore.

As he landed Claude and Loie approached the water’s edge to receive him. Martin eyed them both with evident curiosity, and a small amount of apprehension.

“I’m afraid I’m a bit behind time, sir,” he said; “but it wasn’t exactly my fault. The English mail hadn’t come in, and then there was one thing and another to attend to — papers to sign and what not — such as there always is in these ‘ere Spanish ports. Howsomever, I’m here at last, and I’ve brought your stores, and this packet of telegrams and letters for you.”

As he spoke he handed a bundle to Claude.

“Thank you, Martin,” said the latter. “We’ve been expecting you for the past few days, but that hardly matters since you’ve come at last? And now, what about getting the stores ashore?”

“It shall be done at once, sir. I’ll see to it myself. I’d have brought them with me now, but I thought maybe you’d like to have your letters first.”

“You were quite right. And now that I’ve got them I think I’ll look into them while you’re getting aboard again. What sort of a voyage did you have?”

“Al, sir, and no mistake. Splendid winds and splendid weather. But you and your good lady, sir, are lookin’ a sight too thin and pale to please me. The place doesn’t suit you, sir.”

“I haven’t time to think about that. Now, Martin, be off for the stores, if you don’t mind. I’m all impatience to have them ashore.”

As soon as the boat was on its way back to the schooner Claude and Loie sat down on the beach, and the former opened the telegram lying on the top of the bundle. As he expected, it was from Lee. It contained only ten words, and ran as follows: — 

“Have started to come to you. Think cure discovered. — LEE.”

In those few words he saw all the affection of the lad he had rescued, for himself. He handed the paper to Loie without a word. Somehow he felt as if he could have put his head down on his hands and wept for very gratitude.

Before nightfall the entire village was aware that a doctor was coming across the seas to succour them.


CHAPTER XIX

A CHAPTER OF ACCIDENTS
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TWO MONTHS AND a fortnight had elapsed since the schooner had brought to the island Lee’s telegram announcing the fact of his coming to their assistance. During the whole of that period of waiting Claude had not been idle for a second, and as a result he was able to assure himself he made considerable headway, not only in the good graces of his people, but in the preparations for the doctor’s advent. His hospital had been entirely rebuilt, and for something like a month Loie had been installed as matron in it. The settlement by this time was composed entirely of new huts, every one raised above the ground to avoid the damp, and however small might be the amount of gratitude shown by the inhabitants for the boon, it was at least beyond doubt that they appreciated the change.

The news of the English doctor’s coming had spread like wildfire, and there was hardly a heart but was animated with some hope of a cure. Claude, however, had been careful to explain to them that it would be impossible for his friend to reach the island under two months, and that it would behoove them to patiently await his coming. He himself, though he tried hard not to show it, was scarcely less anxious than they.

Every time he looked upon the distorted faces of those about him he became more and more desirous of seeing the sails of the boat that was to bring them relief.

But a disappointment was in store for them. Day after day went by and still no sign of the boat put in an appearance. Every morning prior to descending to their labours Claude and Loie walked to the top of the headland and scoured the sea for it. But their vigilance was never rewarded. It was now three weeks overdue, and the grumbling of the unfortunates in the settlement below was growing louder and louder with each succeeding day. Claude began to see what a difficulty he had raised up for himself, and from that time forward he deeply regretted his want of foresight in having ever shared his secret with them. One thing was very evident: if Lee did not arrive very soon his people would begin to suspect him of playing false with them. In that case the influence he had managed to obtain over them would soon be undermined, and what the next step would be it would be impossible to foretell. To folk situated as they were such a serious disappointment might end in anything.

To add to his anxiety, Loie had of late not been at all well. Her appetite had vanished; she complained of severe headaches, and of feeling feverish at night. Her face had grown very pale, and her eyes had dark circles under them that frightened Claude more and more every time he noticed them. He had prescribed for her times out of number, but his physic seemed to do her little or no good. She needed complete rest, but nothing he could say would induce her to take it. She laboured on, from morning till night, nursing, comforting, soothing, and oftentimes even chiding, as if nothing at all were the matter. To Claude the change in her character was almost bewildering. In face and voice she was still the same Loie whom he remembered so passionate and wilful, and yet in character how widely different she was! When he watched her moving about among the poor wretches in the village, and saw her slaving from morning till night amid the most repulsive surroundings, never thinking of herself at all, working only for the good of others, and realised that she had undertaken it all without enthusiasm, merely for love of him, he felt that there was some power at work within her greater than he was capable of understanding.

Still the days went by, and still no sign came of the man whose arrival was so eagerly expected. Every morning Claude had to answer the inquiries of the township with a negative, and of late it had seemed to him that his reception was growing less and less cordial every day. He felt that if the vessel with Lee on board did not soon put in an appearance another week might see anything happen.

Oh the evening of the hundredth day dating from the arrival of the telegram announcing Lee’s coming, he was climbing the hill to his hut feeling more miserable than he had ever done in his life before. A great terror had laid its hand upon him. Loie had not been well since she got up, she had been growing worse all day, and when towards the middle of the afternoon he had at last been able to induce her to give up work and return to her hut, she had only given in for the reason that she had no longer sufficient strength to resist.

On the outskirts of the village he chanced upon the leper Englishman, Stephens. Claude stopped and spoke to him.

“You’re looking better already, Stephens,” he said. “I thought that gurjun oil would do you good. How are you feeling in yourself?”

“A different man altogether,” the other replied. “And I owe it all to you. I’m not going to be fulsome, but I tell you candidly, Mr. Riversdale, when you first came among us I was your enemy. And I can be a bad enemy, too. But you’ve beaten me by kindness, and now I’m your friend through thick and thin. To prove it, I’m going to give you a bit of advice.”

“I’m obliged to you; and what is it?”

The other eyed him closely for a moment without speaking.

“Can’t you guess?” he asked. “Don’t you see that you’re nearly found out by the people down yonder?”

“In what way am I nearly found out? What have I done?”

“Haven’t you promised them a doctor from England? A man who is to do what no living being can do, and that is, save them? It was a foolish move on your part — a supremely childish move. If you had thought for a moment, you must have seen that a time would come when, if you had really expected him, he would have to put in an appearance. Then you would have foreseen that his failure to do so would naturally destroy at one blow all the influence you have been so earnestly striving to build up. Of course, and very naturally too, they think you wanted to bribe them into giving you a hearing. In consequence they allowed you to experiment upon them, believing that it was only preparing the way for the man who was to come later. Now that they find you have been deceiving them, and that he’s not coming after all, they’re mad with rage. If you could have heard them talking as I have done lately you’d understand.”

“But you have made a great mistake, my friend,” said Claude sorrowfully. “I was not misleading them. I really meant what I said. A very clever young doctor whom I knew in England, who has made a special study of the disease, sent me a telegram to say that he was really coming.”

“You mean it?”

“I do mean it. Here is his telegram; look for yourself. There is no doubt about it He may be here any day.”

“But if he started when he sent this wire he should have been here at least three weeks ago. Even then he would have had ample time to do the journey. Three weeks have gone by, and yet you see there is no sign of him. You cannot wonder at their grumbling, can you? One thing is very certain, however; if he doesn’t come before next week is over, there’ll be trouble in the settlement, and big trouble too.”

This was exactly what Claude thought himself, but he was not going to let the other see it. He only said quietly — 

“Then let ns hope he will not fail to put in an appearance. Now, good night, and thank you.”

Claude was about to continue his walk, but Stephens stopped him again.

“If trouble does come, and I am alive, you may count upon me.”

“I honestly believe I can,” said Claude solemnly; and then with a renewed expression of his thanks, continued his walk up the hill.

When he reached the plateau he called to Loie, but received no answer. He called again, with the same result. When he had done so three times he began to fear lest something ill had befallen her. With his heart down at zero, he determined to go in and see for himself. Crossing the little plot of ground, he entered the hut for the first time since they had parted there on the night of their arrival.

He found Loie seated on the ground, rocking herself to and fro, and talking in a strangely excited way.

“Loie,” he cried, approaching her, “what does this mean? What is the matter with you?”

Loie looked up at him and said gravely — 

“My dear, one can never be certain what people will say. The world is so ill-natured, you know, and Victoria Melbenham is a cat at the best of times. I suppose I was foolish, but I did it all for the best. You believe that, don’t you?”

“Loie! Loie!” cried Claude, aghast at the condition he found her in. “Don’t you know me?”

“Of course I know you,” she replied. “You’re Claude; and you always will read stupid books when I want to play with you.”

He took her hand. It was hot and dry. She was plainly in a high fever. Stooping down, he picked her up and laid her on her bed, and then set to work to doctor her as well as his knowledge would permit. But it was not destined to be a case that would yield to instant treatment. All that night, and day and night for a week after it, Loie hovered between life and death. Throughout the whole of that time Claude watched by her side almost continually, only absenting himself at intervals that he might hasten down to the village to discover how his patients there were progressing. How he bore the anxiety and strain will never be known. The schooner with Lee on board had not yet arrived, and matters were fast coming to a crisis. Over and over again, as he went about among his people, he was assailed with questions regarding the promised help, and in reply he could only bid them have patience. The burden of his comfort was always the same. The doctor would surely come if they would only wait. But despairing men are hard to hold at the best of times, and renewed promises are but poor food on which to sustain them.

When on the evening of the hundredth and fifteenth day the vessel had not put in an appearance the climax was reached, and he trembled when he thought what might have happened by the end of another day.

That night Loie was, if anything, a little better. Her pulse was certainly stronger, and her temperature had dropped to slightly above normal. More important still, she was quite conscious.

Claude was sitting by her side telling her of his day’s work, when he heard his name called from outside. He sprang up and ran to the door. It was bright moonlight, and standing some few yards from the threshold he could see the little boy, Mallata, mentioned in the preceding chapter. He had evidently come up the hill at his best pace, and was in a great state of fear.

“What is it, Mallata?” asked Claude in the native language, when he realised who it was.

“Tomahawk Nose” (the sobriquet by which Stephens was known in the settlement) “say you go long bush quick. Plenty ki — big one fight — plenty kill down there.”

He pointed into the dark behind him, and Claude understood what he meant. The time of trouble had come at last. He made up his mind instantly, and went back into the hut.

“Loie,” he said, “do you think you will be all right if I leave you for half an hour alone? I am going down to the village. By some inexplicable means they have got hold of another supply of ki, and as usual they are driving themselves mad with it.”

“Go, Claude,” said Loie quickly. “Do not fear for me, I shall be quite safe alone. Only be careful of yourself, I implore you.”

“Have no fear,” he answered. Then, picking up his hat, he left the hut and strode down the hillside. As he went he could hear the noise of the battle in the village below. When he reached the huts he found the open square turned into a perfect pandemonium. It was a beautiful moonlight night, and every person in the place able to move about seemed to be taking part in the fray. All who were capable of carrying arms had brought them with them, and judging by the screams and groans which were going on, they were undoubtedly using them to the best advantage upon their opponents. Claude heard the reports of four rifles, but fortunately the majority of the weapons used were clubs and tomahawks. He saw that the fighting was undoubtedly serious and called for prompt action.

Pushing his way through the crowd, regardless of the blows aimed at him, he reached the wall, and mounting the stone coping, held up his hand. The result was a bullet within a couple of inches of his right ear. Next moment the riot, which had died down a little on his appearance, recommenced with renewed fury It was plain that those present were divided into two parties, one of which was led by the Englishman Stephens, the other by a Spanish halfcaste, who had never borne Claude any good-will. Claude pushed his way towards the former, and at the top of his voice ordered him to lay down his arms. He might as well have spoken to the wind for all the attention he received. Smarting under their disappointment, the usual apathy of the inhabitants had completely vanished, and now they knew only the thirst for blood.

Regardless of his own safety he rushed hither and thither, endeavouring to disarm whom he could. But he was only one among so many, and for this reason his efforts were well-nigh useless. The men fought like wild cats, and he soon realised it would be impossible to deal with them until their present excitement had somewhat subsided.

At last the side led by Stephens began to get the upper hand, and in proof of this they presently drove the enemy from the square into the dark bush beyond the houses, leaving their wounded on the field.

Order once restored, Claude looked about him for Stephens, but for some time could not discover him; when he did, he soundly rated him for what he had done, and then asked the reason of it all.

“It’s what I told you this morning,” gasped the man. “They say you have deceived them, and there was a plot on foot to murder you to-night. I interfered, and then fighting commenced. Take care of yourself, and send your wife out of it at once. I warn you, your lives are in danger. They are liars and dogs, these Spaniards, and no man is safe among them.”

‘And so you were fighting for me?”

“If you like to put it that way, perhaps we were. But don’t talk of what is past; you must think of what is to come. Discover a plan for getting away.”

“Impossible!” said Claude. “I shall not go. My friend will arrive in a day or two, and I must be here to receive him. By some means or other he has been delayed upon the road, but I am as certain that he will come eventually as I am that I am talking to you at this moment. Now I am going to see to the wounded.

By the time the gruesome task of attending to the injuries of the combatants was completed it was broad daylight, and the sun was well above the mountain-top. Claude dismissed his last patient, and then hastened up the hillside to see how Loie was. To his consternation he could not find her. She was not in the hut, or, as far as he could see, anywhere about it.

In an agony of fear he set off in search of her, but for some time was unsuccessful. When he did discover her she was crouching down among the rocks higher up the mountain-side, moaning piteously.

“Save me! Oh, save me!” she cried, in an agony of fear. “They are following me, and they will kill me. Oh, Claude, Claude! why don’t you save me?” Without more ado Claude picked her up in his arms, carried her down to her hut, and placed her on her bed. It seemed to be part of some horrible dream from which he could not waken. What was the matter, and why she had suffered this relapse he could not tell. His burden was heavier than he could bear. Murder and the lust of battle in the village below, and now Loie’s life in jeopardy on the hillside. One cry was ever on his lips — 

“Oh, if only Lee would come!”


CHAPTER XX

FAREWELL TO LOIE
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TO CLAUDE THE four-and-twenty hours that succeeded his discovery of Loie among the rocks on the hillside were hours of complete despair. Not for one single instant, save to get her food, did he leave her side.

He watched her and waited on her with that absorbing devotion that only love can inspire. In her delirium she referred to bygone days with a memory that betrayed an acuteness of perception that cut him to the quick. He winced and tried not to listen, but in vain. The sun rose above the mountain and found him by her bedside, reached his meridian and sank slowly down to the horizon again, and still he was at his post.

On the bed, as darkness fell, Loie tossed and tumbled, moaning at intervals, and always talking, talking, talking.

“Remember, Claude,” she said, for the fiftieth time, “when you’re a great author we’re to be married in Westminster Abbey, and after that we’ll live happily for ever and ever. You’ve promised, you know, and you won’t forget, will you?”

Claude took possession of the little thin hand nearest him, and felt as if his heart were breaking.

“I won’t forget, Loie,” he answered hoping his voice might soothe her.

“Of course you won’t,” she said, “because if you did I don’t know what I should do. You see, I’ve loved you from the very first — the very, very first. We’ll both be grown up some day, and when we are we’ll be married. Won’t we? And then you shall see how proud I’ll be of you.”

She was silent for a few moments, and then she continued, as if in explanation — 

“You see, I’m going to be a Maid of Honour some day, and stand on the Queen’s right hand. You’re going to be a great author, Claude, and everybody will buy your books. But it all seems so funny, doesn’t it? I’m not myself, you know, at all, but somebody else, and Victoria Melbenham says I’ve got no heart. They’re quite wrong, are they not, Claude? You know better than that?”

The tears were rolling down Claude’s cheeks, and for some moments he could not trust himself to speak. When he did find his voice, he said softly — 

“Lie down, darling, and try to sleep. You’ll soon be better if you will only do that.”

With the ready obedience of a little child, she laid her head down, and, holding Claude’s hand in hers, presently fell asleep. It was nearly three hours before she let his hand drop, and all that time he never moved lest he might wake her. A night bird was hooting in the tree above the hut, and in the distance he could hear the monotonous roll of the surf on the reef half a mile away. He knelt down beside the bed and prayed with all his heart and soul to God to spare | her life, or if that were impossible, at least to grant her an interval of consciousness before her soul was taken from her, in which he might bid her goodbye.

While he was on his knees he heard his name called as on the previous night.

Treading lightly, in order that he might not disturb Loie, he left the hut. Outside he found a woman, whom he recognised as the wife of one of the Spanish half-castes, a native of the Caroline group.

“What is the matter? What do you want?” he asked, almost under his breath.

“They are fighting again down in the village yonder,” she gasped. “And if you don’t come to them soon we shall all be killed.” — 

“Again!” he said. “Oh, foolish, foolish people!”

“Come and save them,” cried the other. “My husband is fighting, and if you do not come he will be killed.” — 

“It is impossible for me to come,” said Claude, with the monotonous utterance of a man upon whom so much sorrow had fallen as to prevent him from taking other than a secondary interest in the doings of the world. “I am wanted here. Sister Loie is dying.”

The woman gave a little cry. Loie had often been good to her, and had always seemed too bright and beautiful a creature for mortal ailments to have any effect upon her. It was a difficult matter for her to believe that she was dying.

“Go down, and if possible seek out the Englishman Stephens,” said Claude, “Tell him that at any cost he must withdraw from the fight. Tell him also that I will come down as soon as I possibly can and talk with them.”

The woman left him, and he returned to the hut.

To his delight he found Loie awake and in her right mind. He tried to induce her to take some nourishment — he had provided against this contingency — but she would not touch it.

“Claude,” she said very softly, “for your sake it seems cruel to say it, but I know that this is the end. I have a feeling that I shall not be alive at sunrise, and while there is time I want to talk to you.”

He knelt beside the bed and raised his white, haggard face to hers. It needed but one glance at her face to be convinced as to the truth of what she said.

“What do you wish to say to me, dear?” he asked.

“I want to know what you intend to do when I am gone, Claude.”

“For pity’s sake don’t ask me. I cannot think — I do not know.” Then with a passionate outburst that he could not control he cried, “Loie, you shall not go. I could not let you — I could not live without you.”

“Ah, darling, I wish I could stay with you,” she said, “but you see I can’t. Now I want you to think. Will you remain on here, or will you go back to England — and the Great World?”

“Never to England,” said Claude firmly. “I could not do that. No, if God will not take me with you, as I hope and pray He may, I shall remain here to carry on the work I have shared with you. Oh, Loie, Loie, my darling, I cannot let you go!”

His head dropped on to the bed, and he burst into a paroxysm of weeping.

Loie stroked his hair and tried to cheer him, but it was a long time before he could speak again. And every moment she was growing weaker. At last she could hardly speak above a whisper. Claude prayed aloud for her, putting all his heart and soul into the words he uttered. When he had done, she said, but so faintly that he could scarcely hear her — 

“Darling, I am convinced that God will forgive us our trespasses and that we shall be allowed to be together in heaven. Somehow, I think it won’t be very long before you come to me.” She was silent for a moment, and then she continued in a whisper, “Oh, Claude, how I have loved you! You were all that made life worth the living.”

“You do not regret, then, Loie?”

“Never — not for an instant. You are my lover, as you always have been — my lover and my king.”

For nearly five minutes she did not speak again. When she did she whispered — 

“Take me in your arms, Claude. Hold me tight.” Then, with a little moan, “It is getting so dark, and I am so cold — so very cold.”

Claude bent over her, and took her in his arms as she had asked him to do. It was the bitterest moment of all his life. Time seemed to stand still as he waited. Suddenly his ear caught a sound that forced a cry of fear from him. He disengaged his arms and laid her on the pillow, then picking up the lamp from the table hurried with it to the bedside.

One glance told him the truth. The conflict was ended. Loie was dead.

For some minutes he stood regarding her, unable to move, unable to realise even in the faintest degree the loss that had come to him. At last, with a choking sob, he fell upon his knees.

“O God,” he prayed, “I am alone. Take me too. O most merciful God, I pray you take me too.”


CHAPTER XXI

THE END
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LOIE WAS BURIED at midday in a grave upon the hillside, which Claude had dug for her with his own hands. He worked upon it with a dull, hopeless energy that was unconscious of fatigue. Until it was finished he could think of nothing else, and when he rose from his knees after the last earth had been cast upon the mortal remains of her he had loved better than life itself, he looked like a man who had known the accumulated sorrows of the world. All that made life happy to him had been suddenly taken away, and now he walked like one who feels the hand of Death pressing heavily upon him.

His last prayers said, he stood gazing for a few moments at the grave before him with a heart as near breaking as a man’s could be, and then with a suddenness that came upon him almost as a shock, he remembered his duty to the living, and made his way slowly down to the village to inquire into the fighting of the previous night. It was a sad sight he saw before him when he reached the square. On all sides were the bodies of those who had perished in the fray, left just as they had fallen. Several huts were in ruins, and of his beautiful new hospital, in which Loie had done so much good work, all that remained was a heap of smouldering ashes.

From a child, playing unconcernedly about among the dead, he learned that Stephens had been wounded, and was lying in a hut near that in which dwelt Tomas of Niihan. He walked in that direction, and found the man for whom he was in search stretched out unconscious upon his mat. For some time he was unable to rouse him, but when at last he managed to do so, and he was in a condition to bear questioning, he learnt that the encounter on the previous evening had been commenced by the enemy. In the fray that followed twelve had been killed and twenty-one wounded, four of whom had since been added to the list of the dead. In the middle of his ambulance work he became aware of a commotion outside. A cry was going up that a ship was in sight. Could it be Lee at last? Springing to his feet, he ran to the door to look. One glance, however, at the stranger, as she entered the lagoon, was sufficient to disabuse him of this notion. The new arrival was a Spanish man-of-war — one of the vessels whose duty it was to visit the island once every six months. He heaved a little sigh of disappointment, and went back to the little crowd of patients, whose wounds he was dressing.

It struck him that to go on board and report the rioting that had occurred would be the correct course to pursue, but the mishaps of the unfortunate combatants called for attention first. For this reason the vessel had been at anchor the greater part of an hour before he was at liberty to go on board. He left the hut, where he had been working, with that intention, but just as he turned seawards he saw approaching him from the beach a young officer and a dozen or so of marines, all armed to the teeth.

On seeing Claude, the former gave an order, and when his men had halted, approached him, saying in Spanish — 

“You are my prisoner, Senor. I have been sent ashore to arrest you. I must ask you to accompany me on board.”

For a moment Claude was too astonished to say anything. But he soon recovered himself, and in a tone of weariness stated his willingness to comply with the other’s demand. Once on board he was arraigned before the commanding officer, a fiery little potentate, dressed in a brilliant uniform and seated under an awning on the quarter-deck. There he was accused of having by false pretences and a long career of deception incited the unfortunate people of the island to rise in rebellion against the crown of Spaing as a result there had been severe fighting and a number of law-abiding civilians had lost their lives. Claude listened with great astonishment, and it was not until he heard the complete list of accusations brought against him, including that of forcing the inhabitants into embracing the faith he held, that he realised how busily his enemies in the township had been at work against him since the vessel’s arrival. But he was too weary of the struggle to protest. Had Loie been alive it would have been a different matter; now that she was gone, all that made life worth the living had vanished with her.
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“What answer have you to give to the charges preferred against you?” asked the captain.

“Only that they are false in every particular,” replied Claude. “I have not endeavoured to make any one single man forsake his faith. I have incited no one to rebellion, nor have I, to the best of my knowledge, deceived any one.”

“Then what were the services you held in the church you built in the village yonder? How did the natives who took your part become possessed of English rifles? And where is the doctor whom you promised was to save them?”

“To your first question I can only answer that my services were strictly undenominational. I cannot tell you how the men became possessed of the rifles. I did not give them to them, and as to your last, my friend has not arrived yet, but he will certainly come. I have his promise contained in his telegram.”

“Show it to me.”

Claude produced the paper, and handed it to his questioner.

The captain glanced at it, and seeing that it was written in English said insolently — 

“I don’t believe it. This has been prepared for the occasion. Any fool could see that it’s a forgery.”

He tore the telegram into shreds and threw it away.

“There is the fact of the importation of the rifles, and there are fifty deaths of his Majesty’s law-abiding subjects for you and the leper Englishman to account for between you. Do so.”

“As to the first, I have told you that I am innocent.

As to the second, I can only say how deeply I deplore what has happened, but —— —”

“But you would do the same again directly my back was turned. Madre de Dios, but you are an insolent dog, like all your countrymen, and you shall be taught a lesson. Where did you get those rifles?”

“I know nothing of them.”

“You lie — and you know that you lie.”

Even then Claude showed no sign of anger.

“I am not lying,” he said quietly but firmly.

“You dare to contradict me?”

“I simply tell you what is the truth.”

“It is not the truth. I have the sworn evidence of three Spaniards that you sold them the guns. Answer me now! Don’t you know I can have you shot for the least of the things you have done yonder?”

“I know that it lies in your power to kill me, but even then I cannot tell you what is not the truth.”

“You dare to give me the lie direct? Refuse me once more the information I ask, and I’ll not offer you another chance. Where did you obtain the arms you sold to these men?”

Claude looked at the dark and angry face before him and answered simply — 

“I did not sell the rifles.”

“Madre de Dios, if you can be contumacious after I have warned you, then you die at daybreak.”

Turning to an officer near him he cried — 

“Take him away. Imprison him in his hut, and shoot him at daybreak.”

“May I ask for what crime I am condemned to die?” asked Claude.

“For selling arms to the natives — for rebellion — for insolence. Will you tell me now?”

“I regret that I cannot tell you what is not true, even to save my life.”

The captain waved his hand, and next moment Claude was hurried to the gangway by a party of marines and placed in the same boat which had conveyed him to the warship. On reaching the shore he was marched to his own hut, and made a prisoner there. Sentries with fixed bayonets were placed on every side, and when it had been ascertained that it was impossible for him to escape, he was left to himself to think over the fate that awaited him on the morrow.

He had not tasted food since the previous day, but that fact hardly troubled him. His senses were still so numbed by the shock of Loie’s death that he was incapable of appreciating such minor bodily inconveniences. He was thinking of her prophecy, and realising that the end had come very soon, as she had predicted. One thing was very certain, and he thanked God for it: by the same time on the following day his troubles would be over for good and all. He felt no sorrow; no regret; only a little curiosity as to the reason which had prevented Lee from coming, and a small amount of wonderment as to what would be the fate of the settlement when he had been taken from it.

At sundown a meal was brought to him, and during the evening a messenger arrived to inquire if he had any answer to give the commander of the warship.

“Only one. Tell him that I am innocent of the charge he brings against me,” said Claude.

“You will not give him the information he seeks?”

“I cannot furnish him with what I do not know myself.”

The officer withdrew, and for the rest of the night Claude was left in peace. He laid himself down upon his bed and tried to sleep. Possibly his mind was a little unstrung by Loie’s death, and by the other extreme excitements of the day; at any rate a little before midnight he developed the notion that Loie was with him again. She seemed to be standing by his bedside, looking down at him, with a loving smile upon her face, telling him not to fear, that God had forgiven him, and that when the end came he would be with her never to be separated more. When she faded away from his sight Marcia came and stood beside him. There was a new expression on her face, and he saw that she had at last forgiven him.

After she, too, had left him he fell asleep and dreamt that he was a boy once more, playing with Loie on the beach at Apia. He was just about to promise her that some day, as soon as he was a famous man, he would marry her, when he was awakened by some one shaking his shoulder. It was the young officer of marines who had arrested him on the previous day.

“It is time, Senor, for you to get up,” he said, when Claude opened his eyes.

The other rose immediately.

“Is it certain, then, that I am to die?” he asked, with a little expression of anxiety upon his face.

“I regret to say that my orders have not been countermanded,” replied the other.

“You need not regret it, my friend,” said Claude. “It is the best news you could give me. I am quite prepared.”

The officer looked at his prisoner and saw that he showed no sign of fear. He was a courageous young fellow himself, and could appreciate bravery in others.

“If you would like any time alone first, or if there is any other way in which I can be of service to you, I shall be glad to do it.”

“I am obliged to you,” said Claude. “There is nothing you can do for me. Stay — there is one thing. Have you received any instructions as to where the execution is to take place?”

“None whatever.”

“Then if you will allow me to choose the spot I shall be very grateful.”

“There can be no possible harm in that,” answered the man. “At any rate, if there is I’ll risk it. Where is the place?”

“Shall I conduct you to it?”

The officer bowed and Claude left the hut, accompanied by a guard, and led them across the plateau to the little open space where Loie was buried. Then, turning to the young man who had shown him this indulgence, he said, pointing to the grave — 

“The woman I loved lies here. She died yesterday.

If you will bury me beside her you will do me the greatest kindness I could ask you.”

“It shall be done,” said the officer. “I only wish it were possible for me to spare you.”

“That would be no service to me. I have done with life. Now carry out your work.”

“Not yet There is another to die with you.”

“Another? And who is he?”

“An Englishman — a leper. He was one of the leaders of the fighting yesterday. On being taken aboard ship he insulted our commander most grossly. See, here he comes.”

Claude turned, and saw another party of marines leading Stephens up the hill. When they reached the plateau the latter caught sight of Claude and greeted him.

“So we are to die together,” he said in English. “Well, next to killing me it’s the best thing they have done for me. It’s a shame that you should suffer; you are innocent, and I told the commander so pretty plainly yesterday. However, as there’s no other way out of it let us show them that we can die like English gentlemen.”

“We are quite ready,” said Claude, turning towards the soldiers, who had fallen back a few paces. He then took his place with Stephens beside Loie’s grave and waited.

The officer wished to bind their eyes, but they would not hear of it.

“I held her Majesty’s commission once,” said Stephens, proudly, “and no Spaniard shall think I’m afraid. Will you shake hands with me?”

Claude held out his hand, and his companion took it.

“You can see now that the warning I gave you when you first arrived was a good one. You have given her life and your own for those cowardly curs watching us from over yonder, and what good have you accomplished? None whatever! But you are a man, every inch of you, and if there is a God He’ll reward you.”

“It was my work,” said Claude. “You remember the text, ‘Work while ye have light, for the night cometh wherein no man shall work.’”

“This is our night, then.”

“No, not our night. This is the dawning of our glorious day.”

“Senors,” cried the officer in command, “time is up.”

“Then goodbye!” said Stephens.

“Goodbye!” answered Claude, and as he spoke he looked at the sun shining on the blue sea, and the white gulls circling above their heads. Then a curious revelation came to him. He realised that the scene he was now looking upon was exactly that he had had revealed to him in the dream that had frightened him so much the night before he married Marcia. Instantly he dropped the handkerchief he held in his hand.

The rifles rang out, and Claude and Stephens fell together across Loie’s grave, each shot through the heart.

On the last morning of that gruesome week, a little before midday, a schooner put into the lagoon. She had on board her a man who had been shipwrecked on an island, scarcely a hundred miles distant from the settlement, and whom a boat’s crew had found and rescued when going ashore for water. He said his name was Vincent Lee, and that he was on his way from England, to help an old friend who had given up his life to the service of the lepers of Vaamoa, when his vessel was wrecked. He went on shore, but returned in something under an hour to the vessel which had brought him, his eyes swollen with tears.

He is back in London now, and a famous man; but though he is communicative enough on most subjects, there is one thing about which he cannot be induced to speak, and that is the greatest event of his life — his voyage to the Southern Seas. That he likes to remember it himself is proved by a glass case that decorates the wall above his consulting-room chimney-piece. It contains a little withered palm-leaf that once fluttered above three lonely graves in the North Western Pacific.
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CHAPTER I
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IF JOHN GRANTHAM Browne had a fault — which, mind you, I am not prepared to admit — it lay in the fact that he was the possessor of a cynical wit which he was apt at times to use upon his friends with somewhat peculiar effect. Circumstances alter cases, and many people would have argued that he was perfectly entitled to say what he pleased. When a man is worth a hundred and twenty thousand pounds a year — which, worked out, means ten thousand pounds a month, three hundred and twenty-eight pounds, fifteen shillings and fourpence a day, and four-and-sixpence three-farthings, and a fraction over, per minute — he may surely be excused if he becomes a little sceptical as to other people’s motives, and is apt to be distrustful of the world in general. Old Brown, his father, without the “e,” as you have doubtless observed, started life as a bare-legged street arab in one of the big manufacturing centres — Manchester or Birmingham, I am not quite certain which. His head, however, must have been screwed on the right way, for he made few mistakes, and everything he touched turned to gold. At thirty his bank balance stood at fifteen thousand pounds; at forty it had turned the corner of a hundred thousand; and when he departed this transitory life, a young man in everything but years, he left his widow, young John’s mother — his second wife, I may remark in passing, and the third daughter of the late Lord Rushbrooke — upwards of three and a half million pounds sterling in trust for the boy.

As somebody wittily remarked at the time, young John, at his father’s death and during his minority, was a monetary Mohammed — he hovered between two worlds: the Rushbrookes, on one side, who had not two sixpences to rub against each other, and the Brownes, on the other, who reckoned their wealth in millions and talked of thousands as we humbler mortals do of half-crowns. Taken altogether, however, old Brown was not a bad sort of fellow. Unlike so many parvenus, he had the good sense, the “e” always excepted, not to set himself up to be what he certainly was not. He was a working-man, he would tell you with a twinkle in his eye, and he had made his own way in the world. He had never in his life owed a halfpenny, nor, to the best of his knowledge, had he ever defrauded anybody; and, if he had made his fortune out of soap, well — and here his eyes would glisten — soap was at least a useful article, and would wash his millions cleaner than a good many other commodities he might mention. In his tastes and habits he was simplicity itself. Indeed, it was no unusual sight to see the old fellow, preparatory to setting off for the City, coming down the steps of his magnificent town house, dressed in a suit of rough tweed, with the famous bird’s-eye neck-cloth loosely twisted round his throat, and the soft felt hat upon his head — two articles of attire which no remonstrance on the part of his wife and no amount of ridicule from the comic journals could ever induce him to discard. His stables were full of carriages, and there was a cab-rank within a hundred yards of his front door, yet no one had ever seen him set foot in either. The soles of his boots were thick, and he had been accustomed to walk all his life, he would say, and he had no intention of being carried till he was past caring what became of him. With regard to his son, the apple of his eye, and the pride of his old age, his views were entirely different. Nothing was good enough for the boy. From the moment he opened his eyes upon the light, all the luxuries and advantages wealth could give were showered upon him. Before he was short-coated, upwards of a million had been placed to his credit at the bank, not to be touched until he came of age. After he had passed from a dame’s school to Eton, he returned after every holiday with sufficient money loose in his pocket to have treated the whole school. When, in the proper order of things, he went on to Christ Church, his rooms were the envy and the admiration of the university. As a matter of fact, he never knew what it was to have to deny himself anything; and it says something for the lad’s nature, and the father’s too, I think, that he should have come out of it the honest, simple Englishman he was. Then old John died; his wife followed suit six months later; and on his twenty-fifth birthday the young man found himself standing alone in the world with his millions ready to his hand either to make or mar him. Little though he thought it at the time, there was a sufficiency of trouble in store for him.

He had town houses, country seats, moors and salmon-fishings, yachts (steam and sailing), racehorses, hunters, coach-horses, polo-ponies, and an army of servants that a man might very well shudder even to think of. But he lacked one thing; he had no wife. Society, however, was prepared to remedy this defect. Indeed, it soon showed that it was abnormally anxious to do so. Before he was twenty-two it had been rumoured that he had become engaged to something like a score of girls, each one lovelier, sweeter, and boasting blood that was bluer than the last. A wiser and an older head might well have been forgiven had it succumbed to the attacks made upon it; but in his veins, mingled with the aristocratic Rushbrooke blood, young John had an equal portion of that of the old soap-boiler; and where the one led him to accept invitations to country houses at Christmas, or to be persuaded into driving his fair friends, by moonlight, to supper at the Star and Garter, the other enabled him to take very good care of himself while he ran such dangerous risks. In consequence he had attained the advanced age of twenty-eight when this story opens, a bachelor, and with every prospect of remaining so. But the Blind Bow-Boy, as every one is aware, discharges his bolts from the most unexpected quarters; and for this reason you are apt to find yourself mortally wounded in the very place, of all others, where you have hitherto deemed yourself most invulnerable.

It was the end of the second week in August; Parliament was up; and Browne’s steam-yacht, the Lotus Blossom, twelve hundred tons, lay in the harbour of Merok, on the Gieranger Fjord, perhaps the most beautiful on the Norwegian coast. The guests on board had been admirably chosen, an art which in most instances is not cultivated as carefully as it might be. An ill-assorted house party is bad enough; to bring the wrong men together on the moors is sufficient to spoil an otherwise enjoyable holiday; but to ask Jones (who doesn’t smoke, who is wrapped up in politics, reads his leader in the Standard every morning, and who has played whist every afternoon with the same men at his club for the last ten years) and De Vere Robinson (who never reads anything save the Referee and the Sportsman, who detests whist, and who smokes the strongest Trichinopolis day and night) to spend three weeks cooped up on a yacht would be like putting a kitten and a cat-killing fox-terrier into a corn-bin and expecting them to have a happy time together. Browne, however, knew his business, and his party, in this particular instance, consisted of the Duchess of Matlock, wife of the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, and her two pretty daughters, the Ladies Iseult and Imogen; Miss Verney, the beauty of the season; the Honourable Silas Dobson, the American Ambassador; his wife and daughter; George Barrington-Marsh, of the 1st Life; and little Jimmy Foote, a man of no permanent address, but of more than usual shrewdness, who managed to make a good income out of his friends by the exercise of that peculiar talent for pleasing which rendered him indispensable whenever and wherever his fellow-creatures were gathered together. In addition to those I have mentioned there was a man whose interest in this story is so great that it is necessary he should be described at somewhat greater length.

Should you deem it worth your while to make inquiries at any of the Chancelleries in order to ascertain whether they happen to be acquainted with a certain Monsieur Felix Maas, you would probably be surprised to learn that he is as well known to them as — well — shall we say the Sultan of Turkey himself? though it would be difficult to mention in exactly what capacity. One thing is quite certain; it would be no easy task to find a man possessed of such peculiar characteristics as this retiring individual. At first glance his name would appear to settle his nationality once and for all. He would tell you, however, that he has no right to be considered a Dutchman. At the same time he would probably omit to tell you to which kingdom or empire he ascribes the honour of his birth. If you travelled with him you would discover that he speaks the language of every country west of the Ural Mountains with equal fluency; and though he would appear to be the possessor of considerable wealth, he never makes the least parade of it. In fact, his one and only idea in life would seem to be always irreproachably dressed and groomed, never to speak unless spoken to, and at all times to act as if he took no sort of interest whatever in any person or thing save that upon which he happened to be engaged at the moment. When necessity demands it he can be exceedingly amusing; he never allows himself to be seen with a man or woman who would be likely to cause him the least loss of prestige; he gives charming little dinners à la fourchette at his rooms in town twice or thrice during the season, and is rumoured to be the author, under a nom de plume, of one of the best works on Continental politics that has seen the light since Talleyrand’s day. So much for Felix Maas.

At one time or another there have been a number of exquisite yachts built to satisfy the extravagances of millionaires, but never one so perfect in every detail, and so replete with every luxury, as Browne’s Lotus Blossom. The state-rooms were large and airy; beds occupied the places of the usual uncomfortable bunks; the dining-saloon was situated amidships, where the vibration of the screw was least felt; the drawing-room was arranged aft; and a dainty boudoir for the ladies extended across the whole width of the counter. The smoking-room was in a convenient position under the bridge, and the bathrooms, four in number, were luxury and completeness itself. Add to the other advantages the presence of Felicien, that prince of chefs, and little Georges, once so intimately connected with the English Embassy in Paris, and it is unnecessary to say more.

Browne himself was an excellent host; and by the time the Norwegian coast had been sighted the party had settled down comfortably on board. They visited Christiania, the Bukn, Hardanger, and Sogne, and eventually found themselves at anchor in the harbour of Merok, on the Gieranger Fjord. It is in this lovely bay, overshadowed by its precipitous mountains, that my story may be properly said to commence.

It is sometimes asserted by a class of people who talk of the Eiffel Tower as if it were a bit of natural scenery, and of the Matterhorn as though it were placed in its present position simply for the entertainment of Cook’s tourists, that when you have seen one Norwegian fjord you have seen them all. But this statement is, as are the majority of such assertions, open to contradiction. The Ryfylke bears no sort of resemblance, save that they are both incomparably grand, to the Hardanger, or the Fjaerlands to the Gieranger. There is, of course, the same solemnity and the same overwhelming sense of man’s insignificance about them all. But in every other essential they differ as completely as Windermere does from the Bitter Lakes of Suez — shall we say? — or the Marble Arch from the Bridge of Sighs.

“Knowing what we know, and seeing what we see,” Maas remarked confidentially to the Duchess of Matlock as they sat in their chairs on deck, gazing up at the snow-capped mountains at the head of the fjord, “one is tempted to believe that Providence, in designing Europe, laid it out with the express intention of pleasing the British tourist.”

“I detest tourists,” replied her Grace, as she disentangled the straps of her field-glasses. “They cheapen everything, and think nothing of discussing their hotel bills in the Temple of the Sphinx, or of comparing and grumbling at their dhobie’s accounts under the façade of the Taj Mahal.”

“The inevitable result of a hothouse education, my dear Duchess,” said Jimmy Foote, who was leaning against the bulwarks. “Believe a poor man who knows, it is just those three annas overcharge in a dhobie’s bill that spoil the grandeur of the Sphinx and cast a blight over the Great Pyramid; as far as I am personally concerned, such an imposition would spoil even the Moti Masjid itself.”

“People who quarrel over a few annas have no right to travel,” remarked Mrs. Dobson, with the authority of a woman who rejoices in the possession of a large income.

“In that case, one trembles to think what would become of the greater portion of mankind,” continued Miss Verney, who was drawing on her gloves preparatory to going ashore.

“If that were the law, I am afraid I should never get beyond the white walls of Old England,” said Jimmy Foote, shaking his head; “it is only by keeping a sharp eye on the three annas of which we have been speaking that I manage to exist at all. If I might make a suggestion to the powers that be, it would be to the effect that a university should be founded in some convenient centre — Vienna, for instance. It would be properly endowed, and students might be sent to it from all parts of the world. Competent professors would be engaged, who would teach the pupils how to comport themselves in railway trains and on board steamboats; who would tell them how to dress themselves to suit different countries, in order that they might not spoil choice bits of scenery by inartistic colouring. Above all, I would have them instructed in the proper manner of placing their boots outside their bedroom doors when they retire to rest in foreign hotels. I remember a ruffian in Paris some years ago (truth compels me to put it on record that he was a countryman of yours, Mr. Dobson) who for three weeks regularly disturbed my beauty sleep by throwing his boots outside his door in the fashion to which I am alluding. It’s my belief he used to stand in the centre of his room and pitch them into the corridor, taking particular care that they should fall exactly above my head.”

“It seems to me that I also have met that man,” observed Maas quietly, lighting another cigarette as he spoke. “He travels a great deal.”

“Surely it could not be the same man?” remarked Mrs. Dobson, with an incredulous air. “The coincidence would be too extraordinary.” A smile went round the group; for an appreciation of humour was not the lady’s strong point.

“To continue my proposal,” said Foote, with quiet enjoyment. “In addition to imparting instruction on the subjects I have mentioned, I would have my pupils thoroughly grounded in the languages of the various countries they intend visiting, so that they should not inquire the French for Eau de Cologne, or ask what sort of vegetable pâté de foie gras is when they encountered it upon their menus. A proper appreciation of the beautiful in art might follow, in order to permit of their being able to distinguish between a Sandro Botticelli and a ‘Seaport at Sunrise’ by Claude Lorraine.”

“A professor who could give instruction upon the intricacies of a Continental wine list might be added with advantage,” put in Barrington-Marsh.

“And the inevitable result,” said Browne, who had joined the party while Marsh was speaking, “would be that you might as well not travel at all. Build an enormous restaurant in London, and devote a portion of it to every country into which modern man takes himself. Hang the walls with tricky, theatrical canvases after the fashion of a cyclorama; dress your waiters in appropriate costumes, let them speak the language of the country in which you are supposed to be dining, let the tables be placed in the centre of the hall, have a band to discourse national airs, and you would be able to bore yourself to death in comfort, for the simple reason that every one would talk, eat, drink, and behave just as respectably as his neighbour. Half the fun of moving about the world, as I understand it, lies in the studies of character presented by one’s fellow-creatures. But, see, the boat is alongside; let us go ashore while it is fine.”

Beautiful as Merok undoubtedly is, it must be admitted that its amusements are, to say the least of it, limited. You can lunch at the hotel, explore the curious little octagonal church, and, if you are a walker, climb the road that crosses the mountains to Grotlid. The views, however, are sublime, for the mountains rise on every hand, giving the little bay the appearance of an amphitheatre.

“What programme have you mapped out for us?” inquired Miss Verney, who, as was known to her companions, preferred an easy-chair and a flirtation on the deck of the yacht to any sort of athletic exercise ashore.

Browne thereupon explained that the Duchess, who was dressed in appropriate walking costume, had arranged everything. They were to visit the church, do the regulation sights, and, finally, make their way up the hillside to the Storfos Waterfall, which is the principal, and almost the only, attraction the village has to offer. The usual order of march was observed. The Duchess and the Ambassador, being the seniors of the party, led the way; the lady’s two daughters, escorted by Barrington-Marsh and Jimmy Foote — who was too obvious a detrimental to be worth guarding against — came next; Maas, Mrs. and Miss Dobson followed close behind them; Miss Verney and Browne brought up the rear.

Everything went merrily as a marriage bell. After those who had brought their cameras had snap-shotted the church, and made the usual mistake with regard to the angles, the party climbed the hill in the direction of the waterfall. It was only when they reached it that those in front noticed that Miss Verney had joined the trio next before her, and that Browne had disappeared. He had gone back to the boat, the lady explained, in order to give some instructions that had been forgotten. From her silence, however, and from the expression of annoyance upon her beautiful lace, the others immediately jumped to the conclusion that something more serious must have happened than her words implied. In this case, however, popular opinion was altogether at fault. As a matter of fact, Browne’s reason for leaving his guests to pursue their walk alone was an eminently simple one. He strolled down to the boat which had brought them ashore, and, having despatched it with a message to the yacht, resumed his walk, hoping to overtake his party before they reached the waterfall. Unfortunately, however, a thick mist was descending upon the mountain, shutting out the landscape as completely as if a curtain had been drawn before it. At first he was inclined to treat the matter as of small moment; and, leaving the road, he continued his walk in the belief that it would soon pass off. Stepping warily — for mountain paths in Norway are not to be treated with disrespect — he pushed on for upwards of a quarter of an hour, feeling sure he must be near his destination, and wondering why he did not hear the voices of his friends or the thunder of the fall. At last he stopped. The mist was thicker than ever, and a fine but penetrating rain was falling. Browne was still wondering what Miss Verney’s feelings would be, supposing she were condemned to pass the night on the hillside, when he heard a little cry proceeding from a spot, as he supposed, a few yards ahead of him. The voice was a woman’s, and the ejaculation was one of pain. Hearing it, Browne moved forward again in the hope of discovering whence it proceeded and what had occasioned it. Search how he would, however, he could see nothing of the person who had given utterance to it. At last, in despair, he stood still and called, and in reply a voice answered in English, “Help me; help me, please.”

“Where are you?” Browne inquired in the same language; “and what is the matter?”

“I am down here,” the voice replied; “and I am afraid I have sprained my ankle. I have fallen and cannot get up.”

Browne has since confessed that it was the voice that did it. The accent, however, was scarcely that of an Englishwoman.

“Are you on a path or on the hillside?” he inquired, after he had vainly endeavoured to locate her position.

“I am on the hillside,” she replied. “The fog was so thick that I could not see my way, and I slipped on the bank and rolled down, twisting my foot under me.”

“Well, if you will try to guide me, I will do all in my power to help you,” said Browne; and as he said it he moved carefully towards the spot whence he imagined the voice proceeded. From the feel of the ground under his feet he could tell that he had left the path and was descending the slope.

“Am I near you now?” he asked.

“I think you must be,” was the reply. And then the voice added, with a little laugh, “How ridiculous it all is, and how sorry I am to trouble you!”

Had she known to what this extraordinary introduction was destined to lead, it is very doubtful whether she would have considered it so full either of humour or regret as her words implied.

Inch by inch Browne continued his advance, until he could just distinguish, seated on the ground below him, and clinging with both her arms to a stunted birch-tree, the figure of the girl for whom he was searching. At most she was not more than five feet from him. Then, with that suddenness which is the peculiar property of Norwegian mists, the vapour, which had up to that moment so thickly enveloped them, rolled away, and the whole landscape was revealed to their gaze. As he took in the position, Browne uttered a cry of horror. The girl had wandered off the path, slipped down the bank, and was now clinging to a tree only a few feet removed from the brink of one of the most terrible precipices along the Norwegian coast.

So overwhelmed was he with horror that for a moment Browne found himself quite unable to say or do anything. Then, summoning to his assistance all the presence of mind of which he was master, he addressed the girl, who, seeing the danger to which she was exposed, was clinging tighter than ever to the tree, her face as white as the paper upon which I am now writing. For a moment the young man scarcely knew how to act for the best. To leave her while he went for assistance was out of the question; while it was very doubtful, active as he was, whether he would be able, unaided, to get her up in her injured condition to the path above. Ridiculous as the situation may have appeared in the fog, it had resolved itself into one of absolute danger now, and Browne felt the perspiration start out upon his forehead as he thought of what would have happened had she missed the tree and rolled a few feet farther. One thing was quite certain — something must be done; so, taking off his coat, he lowered it by the sleeve to her, inquiring at the same time whether she thought she could hold on to it while he pulled her up to the path above. She replied that she would endeavour to do so, and thereupon the struggle commenced. A struggle it certainly was, and an extremely painful one, for the girl was handicapped by her injured foot. What if her nerve should desert her and she should let go, or the sleeve of the coat should part company with the body? In either case there could be but one result — an instant and terrible death for her.

Taken altogether, it was an experience neither of them would ever be likely to forget. At last, inch by inch, foot by foot, he drew her up; and with every advance she made, the stones she dislodged went tinkling down the bank, and, rolling over the edge, disappeared into the abyss below. When at last she was sufficiently close to enable him to place his arm round her, and to lift her into safety beside himself, the reaction was almost more than either of them could bear. For some minutes the girl sat with her face buried in her hands, too much overcome with horror at the narrowness of her escape even to thank her preserver. When she did lift her face to him, Browne became aware for the first time of its attractiveness. Beautiful, as Miss Verney was beautiful, she certainly could not claim to be; there was, however, something about her face that was more pleasing than mere personal loveliness could possibly have been.

“How did you come to be up here alone?” he inquired, after she had tried to express her gratitude to him for the service he had rendered her.

“It was foolish, I admit,” she answered. “I had been painting on the mountain, and was making my way back to the hotel when the fog caught me. Suddenly I felt myself falling. To save myself I clutched at that tree, and was still clinging to it when you called to me. Oh! how can I thank you? But for you I might now be — —”

She paused, and Browne, to fill in the somewhat painful gap, hastened to say that he had no desire to be thanked at all. He insisted that he had only done what was fit and proper under the circumstances. It was plain, however, from the look of admiration he cast upon her, that he was very well satisfied with the part he had been permitted to play in the affair.

While, however, they were progressing thus favourably in one direction, it was evident that they were not yet at an end of their difficulties, for the young lady, pretend as she might to ignore the fact, was undoubtedly lame; under the circumstances for her to walk was out of the question, and Merok was fully a mile, and a very steep mile, distant from where they were now seated.

“How am I to get home?” the girl inquired. “I am afraid it will be impossible for me to walk so far, and no pony could come along this narrow path to fetch me.”

Browne puckered his forehead with thought. A millionaire is apt to imagine that nothing in this world is impossible, provided he has his cheque-book in his pocket and a stylographic pen wherewith to write an order on his banker. In this case, however, he was compelled to confess himself beaten. There was one way out of it, of course, and both knew it. But the young man felt his face grow hot as the notion occurred to him.

“If you would only let me carry you as far as the main road, I could easily find a conveyance to take you the rest of the distance,” he faltered.

“Do you think you could carry me?” she answered, with a seriousness that was more than half assumed. “I am very heavy.”

It might be mentioned here, and with advantage to the story, that in his unregenerate days Browne had won many weight-lifting competitions; his modesty, however, prevented his mentioning this fact to her.

“If you will trust me, I think I can manage it,” he said; and then, without waiting for her to protest, he picked the girl up, and, holding her carefully in his arms, carried her along the path in the direction of the village. It was scarcely a time for conversation, so that the greater portion of the journey was conducted in silence. When at last they reached the mountain road — that wonderful road which is one of the glories of Merok — Browne placed the girl upon the bank, and, calling a boy whom he could see in the distance, despatched him to the hotel for assistance. The youth having disappeared, Browne turned to the girl again. The pain she had suffered during that short journey had driven the colour from her face, but she did her best to make light of it.

“I cannot thank you enough for all you have done for me,” she said, and a little shudder swept over her as the remembrance of how near she had been to death returned to her.

“I am very thankful I happened to be there at the time,” the other replied with corresponding seriousness. “If you will be warned by me, you will be careful for the future how you venture on the mountains without a guide at this time of the year. Fogs, such as we have had to-day, descend so quickly, and the paths are dangerous at the best of times.”

“You may be sure I will be more careful,” she replied humbly. “But do not let me keep you now; I have detained you too long already. I shall be quite safe here.”

“You are not detaining me,” he answered. “I have nothing to do. Besides, I could not think of leaving you until I have seen you safely on your way back to your hotel. Have you been in Merok very long?”

“Scarcely a week,” the girl replied. “We came from Hellesylt.”

Browne wondered of whom the we might consist. Was the girl married? He tried to discover whether or not she wore a wedding-ring, but her hand was hidden in the folds her dress.

Five minutes later a cabriole made its appearance, drawn by a shaggy pony and led by a villager. Behind it, and considerably out of breath, toiled a stout and elderly lady, who, as soon as she saw the girl seated on the bank by the roadside, burst into a torrent of speech.

“Russian,” said Brown to himself; “her accent puzzled me, but now I understand.”

Then turning to the young man, who was experiencing some slight embarrassment at being present at what his instinct told him was a wigging, administered by a lady who was plainly a past mistress at the art, the girl said in English: — 

“Permit me to introduce you to my guardian, Madame Bernstein.”

The couple bowed ceremoniously to each other, and then Browne and the villager between them lifted the girl into the vehicle, the man took his place at the pony’s head, and the strange cortège proceeded on its way down the hill towards the hotel. Once there, Browne prepared to take leave of them. He held out his hand to the girl, who took it.

“Good-bye,” he said. “I hope it will not be long before you are able to get about once more.”

“Good-bye,” she answered; and then, with great seriousness, “Pray, believe that I shall always be grateful to you for the service you have rendered me this afternoon.”

There was a little pause. Then, with a nervousness that was by no means usual to him, he added: — 

“I hope you will not think me rude, but perhaps you would not mind telling me whom I have had the pleasure of helping?”

“My name is Katherine Petrovitch,” she answered, with a smile, and then as frankly returned his question. “And yours?”

“My name is Browne,” he replied; and also smiling as he said it, he added: “I am Browne’s Mimosa Soap, Fragrant and Antiseptic.”


CHAPTER II
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WHEN BROWNE REACHED the yacht, after bidding good-bye to the girl he had rescued, he found his friends much exercised in their minds concerning him. They had themselves been overtaken by the fog, and very naturally they had supposed that their host, seeing it coming on, had returned to the yacht without waiting for them. Their surprise, therefore, when they arrived on board and found him still missing was scarcely to be wondered at. In consequence, when he descended the companion ladder and entered the drawing-room, he had to undergo a cross-examination as to his movements. Strangely enough, this solicitude for his welfare was far from being pleasing to him. He had made up his mind to say nothing about the adventure of the afternoon, and yet, as he soon discovered, it was difficult to account for the time he had spent ashore if he kept silence on the subject. Accordingly he made the best excuse that occurred to him, and by disclosing a half-truth induced them to suppose that he had followed their party towards the waterfall, and had in consequence been lost in the fog.

“It was scarcely kind of you to cause us so much anxiety,” said Miss Verney in a low voice as he approached the piano at which she was seated. “I assure you we have been most concerned about you; and, if you had not come on board very soon, Captain Marsh and Mr. Foote were going ashore again in search of you.”

“That would have been very kind of them,” said Browne, dropping into an easy-chair; “but there was not the least necessity for it. I am quite capable of taking care of myself.”

“Nasty things mountains,” said Jimmy Foote to the company at large. “I don’t trust ‘em myself. I remember once on the Rigi going out with old Simeon Baynes, the American millionaire fellow, you know, and his daughter, the girl who married that Italian count who fought Constantovitch and was afterwards killed in Abyssinia. At one place we very nearly went over the edge, every man-jack of us, and I vowed I’d never do such a thing again. Fancy the irony of the position! After having been poverty-stricken all one’s life, to drop through the air thirteen hundred feet in the company of over a million dollars. I’m perfectly certain of one thing, however: if it hadn’t been for the girl’s presence of mind I should not have been here to-day. As it was, she saved my life, and, until she married, I never could be sufficiently grateful to her.”

“Only until she married!” said Lady Imogen, looking up from the novel she was reading. “How was it your gratitude did not last longer than that?”

“Doesn’t somebody say that gratitude is akin to love?” answered Foote, with a chuckle. “Of course I argued that, since she was foolish enough to show her bad taste by marrying somebody else, it would scarcely have become me to be grateful.”

Browne glanced at Foote rather sharply. What did he mean by talking of life-saving on mountains, on this evening of all others? Had he heard anything? But Jimmy’s face was all innocence.

At that moment the dressing gong sounded, and every one rose, preparatory to departing to their respective cabins.

“Where is Maas?” Browne inquired of Marsh, who was the last to leave.

“He is on deck, I think,” replied the other; but as he spoke the individual in question made his appearance down the companion-ladder, carrying in his hand a pair of field-glasses.

For some reason or another, dinner that night was scarcely as successful as usual. The English mail had come in, and the Duchess had had a worrying letter from the Duke, who had been commanded to Osborne among the salt of the earth, when he wanted to be in the Highlands among the grouse; Miss Verney had not yet recovered from what she considered Browne’s ill-treatment of herself that afternoon; while one of the many kind friends of the American Ambassador had forwarded him information concerning a debate in Congress, in order that he might see in what sort of estimation he was held by a certain portion of his fellow-countrymen. Never a very talkative man, Browne this evening was even more silent than usual. The recollection of a certain pale face and a pair of beautiful eyes haunted him continually. Indeed, had it not been for Barrington-Marsh and Jimmy Foote, who did their duty manfully, the meal would have been a distinct failure as far as its general liveliness was concerned. As it was, no one was sorry when an adjournment was made for coffee to the deck above. Under the influence of this gentle stimulant, however, and the wonderful quiet of the fjord, things brightened somewhat. But the improvement was not maintained; the pauses gradually grew longer and more frequent, and soon after ten o’clock the ladies succumbed to the general inertness, and disappeared below.

According to custom, the majority of the men immediately adjourned to the smoking-room for cards. Browne, however, excused himself on the plea that he was tired and preferred the cool. Maas followed suit; and, when the others had taken themselves off, the pair stood leaning against the bulwarks, smoking and watching the lights of the village ashore.

“I wonder how you and I would have turned out,” said Maas quietly, when they had been standing at the rails for some minutes, “if we had been born and bred in this little village, and had never seen any sort of life outside the Geiranger?”

“Without attempting to moralize, I don’t doubt but that we should have been better in many ways,” Browne replied. “I can assure you there are times when I get sick to death of the inane existence we lead.”

“Leben heisst träumen; weise sein heisst angenehm träumen,” quoted Maas, half to himself and half to his cigar. “Schiller was not so very far out after all.”

“Excellent as far as the sentiment is concerned,” said Browne, as he flicked the ash off his cigar and watched it drop into the water alongside. “But, however desirous we may be of dreaming agreeably, our world will still take good care that we wake up just at the moment when we are most anxious to go on sleeping.”

“In order that we may not be disillusioned, my friend,” said Maas. “The starving man dreams of City banquets, and wakes to the unpleasant knowledge that it does not do to go to sleep on an empty stomach. The debtor imagines himself the possessor of millions, and wakes to find the man-in-possession seated by his bedside. But there is one cure; and you should adopt it, my dear Browne.”

“What is that?”

“Marriage, my friend! Get yourself a wife and you will have no time to think of such things. Doesn’t your Ben Jonson say that marriage is the best state for a man in general?”

“Marriage!” retorted Browne scornfully. “It always comes back to that. I tell you I have come to hate the very sound of the word. From the way people talk you might think marriage is the pivot on which our lives turn. They never seem to realise that it is the rock upon which we most of us go to pieces. What is a London season but a monstrous market, in which men and women are sold to the highest bidders, irrespective of inclination or regard? I tell you, Maas, the way these things are managed in what we call English society borders on the indecent. Lord A. is rich; consequently a hundred mothers offer him their daughters. He may be what he pleases — an honourable man, or the greatest blackguard at large upon the earth. In nine cases out of ten it makes little or no difference, provided, of course, he has a fine establishment and the settlements are satisfactory. At the commencement of the season the girls are brought up to London, to be tricked out, regardless of expense, by the fashionable dressmakers of the day. They are paraded here, there, and everywhere, like horses in a dealer’s yard; are warned off the men who have no money, but who might very possibly make them happy; while they are ordered by the ‘home authorities’ to encourage those who have substantial bank balances and nothing else to recommend them. As the question of love makes no sort of difference, it receives no consideration. After their friends have sent them expensive presents, which in most cases they cannot afford to give, but do so in order that they may keep up appearances with their neighbours and tradesmen, the happy couple stand side by side before the altar at St. George’s and take the most solemn oath of their lives; that done, they spend their honeymoon in Egypt, Switzerland, or the Riviera, where they are presented with ample opportunity of growing tired of one another. Returning to town, the man usually goes back to his old life and the woman to hers. The result is a period of mutual distrust and deceit; an awakening follows, and later on we have the cause célèbre, and, holding up our hands in horror, say, ‘Dear me, how very shocking!’ In the face of all this, we have the audacity to curl our lips and to call the French system unnatural!”

“I am afraid, dear Browne, you are not quite yourself to-night,” said Maas, with a gentle little laugh, at the end of the other’s harangue. “The mistake of believing that a marriage, with money on the side of the man and beauty on that of the woman, must irretrievably result in misfortune is a very common one. For my part, I am singular enough to believe it may turn out as well if not better than any other.”

“I wasn’t aware that optimism was your strong point,” retorted Browne. “For my part I feel, after the quiet of this fjord, as if I could turn my back on London and never go near it again.”

He spoke with such earnestness that Maas, for once in his life, was almost astonished. He watched his companion as he lit another cigar.

“One thing is quite certain,” he said at length, “your walk this afternoon did you more harm than good. The fog must have got into your blood. And yet, if you will not think me impertinent for saying so, Miss Verney gave you a welcome such as many men would go through fire and water to receive.”

Browne grunted scornfully. He was not going to discuss Miss Verney’s opinion of himself with his companion. Accordingly he changed the subject abruptly by inquiring whether Maas had made any plans for the ensuing winter.

“I am a methodical man,” replied the latter, with a smile at his companion’s naive handling of the situation, “and all my movements are arranged some months ahead. When this charming voyage is at an end, and I have thanked you for your delightful hospitality, I shall hope to spend a fortnight with our dear Duchess in the Midlands; after that I am due in Paris for a week or ten days; then, like the swallow, I fly south; shall dawdle along the Mediterranean for three or four months, probably cross to Cairo, and then work my way slowly back to England in time for the spring. What do you propose doing?”

“Goodness knows,” Browne replied lugubriously. “At first I thought of Rajputana; but I seem to have done, and to be tired of doing, everything. They tell me tigers are scarce in India. This morning I felt almost inclined to take a run out to the Cape and have three months with the big game.”

“You said as much in the smoking-room last night, I remember,” Maas replied. “Pray, what has occurred since then to make you change your mind?”

“I do not know, myself,” said Browne. “I feel restless and unsettled to-night, that is all. Do you think I should care for Russia?”

“For Russia?” cried his companion in complete surprise. “What on earth makes you think of Russia?”

Browne shook his head.

“It’s a notion I have,” he answered; though, for my own part, I am certain that, until that moment, he had never thought of it. “Do you remember Demetrovitch, that handsome fellow with the enormous moustache who stayed with me last year at Newmarket?”

“I remember him perfectly,” Maas replied; and had Browne been watching his face, instead of looking at the little hotel ashore, he would in all probability have noticed that a peculiar smile played round the corners of his mouth as he said it. “But what has Demetrovitch to do with your proposed trip to Russia? I had an idea that he was ordered by the Czar to spend two years upon his estates.”

“Exactly! so he was. That accounts for my notion. He has often asked me to pay him a visit. Besides, I have never seen Petersburg in the winter, and I’m told it’s rather good fun.”

“You will be bored to death,” the other answered. “If you go, I’ll give you a month in which to be back in England. Now I think, with your permission, I’ll retire. It’s after eleven, and there’s something about these fjords that never fails to make me sleepy. Good-night, mon cher ami, and pleasant dreams to you.”

Browne bade him good-night, and when the other disappeared into the companion, returned to his contemplation of the shore. The night was so still that the ripple of the wavelets on the beach, half a mile or so away, could be distinctly heard. The men had left the smoking-room; and save the solitary figure of the officer on the bridge, and a hand forward by the cable range, Browne had the deck to himself. And yet he was not altogether alone, for his memory was still haunted by the recollection of the same sweet face, with the dark, lustrous eyes, that had been with him all the evening. Do what he would, he could not endow the adventure of the afternoon with the common-place air he had tried to bestow upon it. Something told him that it was destined to play a more important part in his life’s history than would at first glance appear to be the case. And yet he was far from being a susceptible young man. The training he had received would have been sufficient to prevent that. For upwards of an hour he remained where he was, thinking and thinking, and yet never coming any nearer a definite conclusion. Then, throwing away what remained of his cigar, he bestowed a final glance upon the shore, and went below to his cabin, to dream, over and over again, of the adventure that had befallen him that afternoon.

Whatever else may have been said of it, the weather next morning was certainly not propitious; the mountains surrounding the bay were hidden in thick mist, and rain was falling steadily. After breakfast the male portion of the party adjourned to the smoking-room, while the ladies engaged themselves writing letters or with their novels in the drawing-room below.

Browne alone seemed in good spirits. While the others were railing at the fog, and idly speculating as to whether it would clear, he seemed to derive a considerable amount of satisfaction from it. About ten o’clock he announced his intention of going ashore, in order, he said, that he might confer with a certain local authority regarding their proposed departure for the south next day. As a matter of politeness he inquired whether any of his guests would accompany him, and received an answer in the negative from all who happened to be in the smoking-room at the time. His valet accordingly brought him his mackintosh, and he had put it on and was moving towards the gangway when Maas made his appearance from the saloon companion.

“Is it possible you are going ashore?” he inquired in a tone of mild surprise. “If so, and you will have me, I will beg leave to accompany you. If I stay on board I shall go to sleep, and if I go to sleep I shall wake up in a bad temper; so that, if you would save your guests from that annoyance, I should advise you to take me with you.”

Though Browne could very well have dispensed with his company, common politeness prevented him from saying so. Accordingly he expressed his pleasure at the arrangement, and when they had descended the gangway they took their places in the boat together. For the first time during the excursion, and also for the first time in the years they had known each other, Browne felt inclined to quarrel with Maas; and yet there was nothing in the other’s behaviour towards him to which he could take exception.

Maas could see that Browne was not himself, and he accordingly set himself to remedy the trouble as far as lay in his power. So well did he succeed that by the time the boat reached the tiny landing-stage his host was almost himself again.

“Now you must do just as you please,” said Maas when they had landed. “Do not consider me in the matter at all, I beg of you; I can amuse myself very well. Personally I feel inclined for a walk up the mountain road.”

“Do so, then, by all means,” said his host, who was by no means sorry to hear him arrive at this decision. “If I were you, however, I should stick to the road; these mists are not things to be taken lightly.”

“I agree with you,” said Maas. Then, bidding the other good-bye, he set off on his excursion.

Browne, who was conscientiousness itself, walked along the hillside to the residence of the functionary whom he had professedly come ashore to see, and when he had consulted him upon the point at issue, made his way in the direction of the hotel. Accosting the manager in the hall, he inquired whether it would be possible to obtain an interview with Madame Bernstein.

“Most certainly, sir,” the man replied. “If you will follow me I will conduct you to her.”

So saying, he led the way down the long wooden passage towards a room at the further end. Into this Browne was ushered, while the man departed in search of the lady. What occasioned the delay it is impossible to say, but fully a quarter of an hour elapsed before madame made her appearance. She greeted him with a great appearance of cordiality. Taking his hands in hers, she held them while she thanked him, in fluent French, for what she called his bravery on the preceding afternoon.

“Mon Dieu!” said she. “What should I have done had you not been there to help her? Had she been killed I should never have known happiness again. It was such a risk to run. She is so reckless. She fills me with consternation whenever she goes out alone.”

This was not at all what Browne had bargained for. However, under the circumstances, it would not only have been unwise, but practically impossible, for him to protest. You cannot save a young lady’s life and expect to escape her relatives’ thanks, however much you may desire to do so. After these had been offered to him, however, he managed to discover an opportunity of inquiring after her.

“The poor child is better this morning,” Madame replied, solemnly wagging her head. “But, alas! it will be several days before she can hope to put her foot to the ground. She begged me, however, to thank you, monsieur, should you call, for your goodness to her.”

Try as he would to conceal it, there could be no sort of doubt that Browne was pleased that she should have thought about him. He begged Madame Bernstein to inform her that he had called to inquire, and then bade her good-bye. He had hoped to have discovered something concerning the girl’s history; but as it was plain to him that Madame was not one who would be easily induced to make disclosures, he abandoned the attempt.

He had passed down the passage, and was in the act of leaving the hotel, when a voice reached him from a room on the right which caused him no little surprise. At the same instant the door opened, and no less a person than Maas stood before him.

“Why, my dear Browne, really this is most charming,” he cried, with a somewhat exaggerated enthusiasm. “I had not the very least idea of finding you here.”

“Nor I of seeing you,” Browne retorted. “I understood that you were going for a walk up the mountain.”

“I did go,” the other replied, “but the mist was so thick that I changed my mind and came in here for a glass of Vermouth prior to going on board. Believe me, there is nothing like Vermouth for counteracting the evil effects of fog. Will you let me persuade you to try a glass? What they have given me is excellent.”

Browne thanked him, but declined. He did not like finding the man in the hotel; but as things were, he could not see that he had any right to complain. He only hoped that Maas knew nothing of his reason for being there. Conversant, however, as he was with his friend’s peculiarities, he felt certain he would say nothing about it to any one, even supposing that he had discovered it.

Leaving the hotel together, they made their way down to the boat, and in something less than a quarter of an hour were on board the yacht once more. The fog still continued, nor did it lift for the remainder of the day.

On the following morning they had arranged to leave Merok for Aalsund, and thence to turn south on their homeward journey. Fortunately the weather had cleared sufficiently by the time day dawned to admit of their departure, and accordingly at the appointed hour, dipping her ensign to the village in token of farewell, the yacht swung round and headed for the pass under the Pulpit Rock. Browne was on the bridge at the time, and it was with a sensible feeling of regret that he bade farewell to the little village nestling at the foot of the snow-capped mountains. Never did he remember having experienced such regret in leaving a place before. Whether he and Katherine Petrovitch would ever meet again was more than he could tell; it seemed to him extremely unlikely, and yet —— But at this juncture he shook his head very wisely at the receding mountains, and told himself that that was a question which only Fate could decide.


CHAPTER III
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SIX MONTHS HAD elapsed since the Lotus Blossom had steamed out of the Gieranger Fjord and its owner had taken his last look at the little village of Merok. During that interval Browne had endeavoured to amuse himself to the best of his ability. In spite of Maas’s insinuation to the contrary, he had visited Russia; had shot bears in the company and on the estates of his friend Demetrovitch; had passed south to the Crimea, and thence, by way of Constantinople, to Cairo, where, chancing upon some friends who were wintering in the land of the Pharaohs, he had been persuaded into engaging a dahabîyeh, and had endured the tedious river journey to Luxor and back in the company of a charming French countess, an Austrian archduke, a German diplomatist, and an individual whose accomplishments were as notorious as his tastes were varied. A fortnight in Monte Carlo and a week in Paris had succeeded the Nile trip; and now the first week in March found him, free of engagements, ensconced in the luxurious smoking-room of the Monolith Club in Pall Mall, an enormous cigar between his teeth, and a feeling of regret in his heart that he had been persuaded to leave the warmth and sunshine of the favoured South for what he was now enduring. The morning had been fairly bright, but the afternoon was cold, foggy, and dreary in the extreme. Even the most weather-wise among the men standing at the windows, looking out upon the street, had to admit that they did not know what to make of it. It might only mean rain, they said; it might also mean snow. But that it was, and was going to be still more, unpleasant, nobody seemed for an instant to doubt. Browne stretched himself in his chair beside the fire, and watched the flames go roaring up the chimney, with an expression of weariness upon his usually cheerful countenance.

“What a fool you were, my lad, to come back to this sort of thing!” he said to himself. “You might have known the sort of welcome you would receive. In Cannes the sun has been shining on the Boulevard de la Croisette all day. Here it is all darkness and detestation. I’ve a good mind to be off again to-night; this sort of thing would give the happiest man the blues.”

He was still pursuing this train of thought, when a hand was placed upon his shoulder, and, turning round, he discovered Jimmy Foote standing beside him.

“The very man I wanted to see,” said Browne, springing to his feet and holding out his hand. “I give you my word, old fellow, you couldn’t have come at a more opportune moment. I was in the act of setting off to find you.”

“My dear old chap,” replied his friend, “that is my métier: I always turn up at opportune moments, like the kind godmother in the fairy tale. What is it you want of me?”

“I want your company.”

“There’s nothing I’d give you more willingly,” said Jimmy; “I’m tired of it myself. But seriously, what is the matter?”

“Look out of the window,” Browne replied. “Do you see that fog?”

“I’ve not only seen it, I have swallowed several yards of it,” Foote answered. “I’ve been to tea with the Verneys in Arlington Street, and I’ve fairly had to eat my way here. But why should the weather irritate you? If you’re idiot enough to come back from Cairo to London in March, I don’t see that you’ve any right to complain. I only wish Fate had blessed me with the same chance of getting away.”

“If she had, where would you go and what would you do?”

“I’d go anywhere and do anything. You may take it from me that the Bard was not very far out when he said that if money goes before, all ways lie open.”

“If that’s all you want, we’ll very soon send it before. Look here, Jimmy; you’ve nothing to do, and I’ve less. What do you say to going off somewhere? What’s your fancy — Paris, south of France, Egypt, Algiers? One place is like another to me.”

“I don’t want anything better than Algiers,” said Jimmy. “Provided we go by sea, I am your obedient and humble servant to command.”

Then, waving his hand towards the gloom outside, he added: “Fog, Rain, Sleet, and Snow, my luck triumphs, and I defy ye!”

“That’s settled, then,” said Browne, rising and standing before the fire. “I’ll wire to Mason to have the yacht ready at Plymouth to-morrow evening. I should advise you to bring something warm with you, for we are certain to find it cold going down Channel and crossing the Bay at this time of the year. In a week, however, we shall be enjoying warm weather once more. Now I must be getting along. You don’t happen to be coming my way, I suppose?”

“My dear fellow,” said Jimmy, buttoning up his coat and putting on his hat as he spoke, “my way is always your way. Are you going to walk or will you cab it?”

“Walk,” Browne replied. “This is not the sort of weather to ride in hansoms. If you are ready, come along.”

The two young men passed out of the club and along Pall Mall together. Turning up Waterloo Place, they proceeded in the direction of Piccadilly. The fog was thicker there than elsewhere, and every shop window was brilliantly illuminated in order to display the wares within.

“Oh, by the way, Browne, I’ve got something to show you,” said Foote, as they passed over the crossing of Charles Street. “It may interest you.”

“What is it?” asked Browne. “A new cigarette or something more atrocious than usual in the way of ties?”

“Better than that,” returned his companion, and as he spoke he led his friend towards a picture-shop, in the window of which were displayed a number of works of art. Occupying a prominent position in the centre was a large water-colour, and as Browne glanced at it his heart gave a leap in his breast. It was a view of Merok taken from the spot where he had rescued Katherine Petrovitch from death upwards of seven months before. It was a clever bit of work, and treated in an entirely unconventional fashion.

“It’s not by any means bad, is it?” said Foote, after Browne had been looking at it in silence for more than a minute. “If I had the money —— But I say, old chap, what is the matter? You are as pale as if you had seen a ghost. Don’t you feel well?”

“Perfectly well,” his friend replied; “it’s the fog.”

He did not say that in the corner of the picture he had seen the artist’s name, and that that name was the one he had cherished so fondly and for so long a time.

“Just excuse me for a moment, will you?” he said. “I should like to go into the shop and ask a question about that picture.”

“All right,” said Jimmy. “I’ll wait here.”

Browne accordingly disappeared inside, leaving Foote on the pavement. As it happened, it was a shop he often visited, and in consequence he was well known to the assistants. When he made his business known to them, the picture was withdrawn from the window and placed before him.

“An excellent bit of work, as you can see for yourself, sir,” said the shopman, as he pulled down the electric light and turned it upon the picture. “The young lady who painted it is fast making a name for herself. So far this is the first bit of her work we have had in London; but the Continental dealers assure me they find a ready market for it.”

“I can quite believe it,” said Browne. “It is an exceedingly pretty sketch. You may send it round to me.”

“Very good, sir; thank you. Perhaps you will allow me to show you one or two others while you are here? We have several new works since you paid us a visit last.”

“No, thank you,” Browne replied. “I only came in to find out whether you could tell me the address of the young lady who painted this. She and I met in Norway some months ago.”

“Indeed, sir, I had no idea when I spoke, that you were acquainted. Perhaps you know that she is in London at the present moment. She honoured me by visiting my shop this morning.”

“Indeed,” said Browne. “In that case you might let me know where I can find her.”

“I will do so at once,” the man replied. “If you will excuse me for a moment I will have it written out for you.”

He disappeared forthwith into an office at the end of the shop, leaving Browne staring at the picture as if he could not take his eyes off it. So engaged was he with the thoughts it conjured up that he quite forgot the fact that he was standing in a shop in London with hansoms and ‘buses rolling by outside. In spirit he was on the steep side of a Norwegian mountain, surrounded by fog and rain, endeavouring to discover from what direction a certain cry for help proceeded. Then the fog rolled away, and, looking up at him, he saw what he now knew to be the sweetest and most womanly face upon which he had ever gazed. He was still wrapped in this day-dream when the shopman returned, and roused him by placing on the counter before him an envelope upon which was written: — 

Miss KATHERINE PETROVITCH.
    43, German Park Road, West.



“That is it, sir,” said the man. “If it would be any convenience to you, sir, it will give me the greatest pleasure to write to the young lady, and to tell her that you have purchased her picture and would like her to call upon you.”

“I must beg of you not to do anything of the kind,” Browne replied, with the most impressive earnestness. “I must make it a condition of my purchase that you do not mention my name to her in any way.”

The shopman looked a little crestfallen. “Very good, sir; since you do not wish it, of course I will be sure not to do so,” he answered humbly. “I thought perhaps, having purchased an example of her work, and being such a well-known patron of art, you might be anxious to help the young lady.”

“What do you mean by helping her?” inquired Browne. “Do you think she needs assistance?”

“Well, sir, between ourselves,” returned the other, “I do not fancy she is very well off. She was in a great hurry, at any rate, to sell this picture.”

Browne winced; it hurt him to think that the girl had perhaps been compelled to haggle with this man in order to obtain the mere necessaries of life. He, however, thanked the man for his courtesy, and bidding him send the picture to his residence as soon as possible, left the shop and joined Foote on the pavement outside.

“Well, I hope you have been long enough,” remarked that gentleman in an injured tone, as they proceeded up the street together. “Have you purchased everything in the shop?”

“Don’t be nasty, Jimmy,” said Browne, with sudden joviality. “It doesn’t suit you. You are the jolliest little fellow in the world when you are in a good temper; but when you are not — well, words fail me.”

“Don’t walk me off my legs, confound you!” said Jimmy snappishly. “The night is but young, and we’re not performing pedestrians, whatever you may think.”

Browne was not aware that he was walking faster than usual, but he slowed down on being remonstrated with. Then he commenced to whistle softly to himself.

“Now you are whistling,” said Jimmy, “which is a thing, as you are well aware, that I detest in the street. What on earth is the matter with you to-night? Ten minutes ago you were as glum as they make ‘em; nothing suited you. Then you went into that shop and bought that picture, and since you came out you seem bent on making a public exhibition of yourself.”

“So I am,” said Browne; and then, suddenly stopping in his walk, he rapped with the ferrule of his umbrella on the pavement. “I am going to give an exhibition, and a dashed good one, too. I’ll take one of the galleries, and do it in a proper style. I’ll have the critics there, and all the swells who buy; and if they don’t do as I want, and declare it to be the very finest show of the year, I’ll never buy one of their works again.” Then, taking his friend’s arm, he continued his walk, saying, “What you want, Jimmy, my boy, is a proper appreciation of art. There is nothing like it in the world, take my word for it. Nothing! Nothing at all!”

“You’ve said that before,” retorted his friend, “and you said it with sufficient emphasis to amuse the whole street. If you’re going to give me an exposition of art in Regent Street on a foggy afternoon in March, I tell you flatly I’m going home. I am not a millionaire, and my character won’t stand the strain. What’s the matter with you, Browne? You’re as jolly as a sandboy now, and, for the life of me, I don’t see how a chap can be happy in a fog like this and still retain his reason.”

“Fog, my boy,” continued Browne, still displaying the greatest good humour. “I give you my word, there’s nothing like a fog in the world. I adore it! I revel in it! Talk about your south of France and sunshine — what is it to London and a fog? A fog did me a very good turn once, and now I’m hanged if another isn’t going to do it again. You’re a dear little chap, Jimmy, and I wouldn’t wish for a better companion. But there’s no use shutting your eyes to one fact, and that is you’re not sympathetic. You want educating, and when I’ve a week or two to spare I’ll do it. Now I’m going to leave you to think out what I’ve said. I’ve just remembered a most important engagement. Let me find a decent hansom and I’ll be off.”

“I thought you said just now this was not the weather for driving in hansoms? I thought you said you had nothing to do, and that you were going to employ yourself entertaining me? John Grantham Browne, I tell you what it is, you’re going in that hansom to a lunatic asylum.”

“Better than that, my boy,” said Browne, with a laugh, as the cab drew up at the pavement and he sprang in. “Far better than that.” Then, looking up through the trap in the roof at the driver, he added solemnly: “Cabby, drive me to 43, German Park Road, as fast as your horse can go.”

“But, hold on,” said Foote, holding up his umbrella to detain him. “Before you do go, what about to-morrow? What train shall we catch? And have you sent the wire to your skipper to have the yacht in readiness?”

“Bother to-morrow,” answered Browne. “There is no to-morrow, there are no trains, there is no skipper, and most certainly there is no yacht. I’ve forgotten them and everything else. Drive on, cabby. Bye-bye, Jimmy.”

The cab disappeared in the fog, leaving Mr. Foote standing before the portico of the Criterion looking after it.

“My friend Browne is either mad or in love,” said that astonished individual as the vehicle disappeared in the traffic. “I don’t know which to think. He’s quite unnerved me. I think I’ll go in here and try a glass of dry sherry just to pull myself together. What an idiot I was not to find out who painted that picture! But that’s just like me; I never think of things until too late.”

When he had finished his sherry he lit a cigarette, and presently found himself making his way towards his rooms in Jermyn Street. As he walked he shook his head solemnly. “I don’t like the look of things at all,” he said. “I said a lunatic asylum just now; I should have mentioned a worse place— ‘St. George’s, Hanover Square.’ One thing, however, is quite certain. If I know anything of signs, Algiers will not have the pleasure of entertaining me.”


CHAPTER IV
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WHILE FOOTE WAS cogitating in this way, Browne’s cab was rolling along westward. He passed Apsley House and the Park, and dodged his way in and out of the traffic through Kensington Gore and the High Street. By the time they reached the turning into the Melbury Road he was in the highest state of good humour, not only with himself but the world in general.

When, however, they had passed the cab-stand, and had turned into the narrow street which was his destination, all his confidence vanished, and he became as nervous as a weak-minded school-girl. At last the cabman stopped and addressed his fare.

“The fog’s so precious thick hereabouts, sir,” he said, “that I’m blest if I can see the houses, much less the numbers. Forty-three may be here, or it may be down at the other end. If you like I’ll get down and look.”

“You needn’t do that,” said Browne. “I’ll find it for myself.”

It may have been his nervousness that induced him to do such a thing — on that point I cannot speak with authority — but it is quite certain that when he did get down he handed the driver half-a-sovereign. With the characteristic honesty of the London cabman, the man informed him of the fact, at the same time remarking that he could not give him change.

“Never mind the change,” said Browne; adding, with fine cynicism, “Put it into the first charity-box you come across.”

The man laughed, and with a hearty “Thank ye, sir; good-night,” turned his horse and disappeared.

“Now for No. 43,” said Browne.

But though he appeared to be so confident of finding it, it soon transpired that the house was more difficult to discover than he imagined. He wandered up one pavement and down the other in search of it. When he did come across it, it proved to be a picturesque little building standing back from the street, and boasted a small garden in front. The door was placed at the side. He approached it and rang the bell. A moment later he found himself standing face to face with the girl he had rescued on the Gieranger Fjord seven months before. It may possibly have been due to the fact that when she had last seen him he had been dressed after the fashion of the average well-to-do tourist, and that now he wore a top-hat and a great coat; it is quite certain, however, that for the moment she did not recognise him.

“I am afraid you do not know me,” said Browne, with a humility that was by no means usual with him. But before he had finished speaking she had uttered a little exclamation of astonishment, and, as the young man afterwards flattered himself, of pleasure.

“Mr. Browne!” she cried. “I beg your pardon, indeed, for not recognising you. You must think me very rude; but I had no idea of seeing you here.”

“I only learnt your address an hour ago,” the young man replied. “I could not resist the opportunity of calling on you.”

“But I am so unknown in London,” she answered. “How could you possibly have heard of me! I thought myself so insignificant that my presence in this great city would not be known to any one.”

“You are too modest,” said Browne, with a solemnity that would not have discredited a State secret. Then he made haste to add, “I cannot tell you how often I have thought of that terrible afternoon.”

“As you may suppose, I have never forgotten it,” she answered. “It is scarcely likely I should.”

There was a little pause; then she added, “But I don’t know why I should keep you standing out here like this. Will you not come in?”

Browne was only too glad to do so. He accordingly followed her into the large and luxuriously furnished studio.

“Won’t you sit down?” she said, pointing to a chair by the fire. “It is so cold and foggy outside that perhaps you would like a cup of tea.”

Tea was a beverage in which Browne never indulged, and yet, on this occasion, so little was he responsible for his actions that he acquiesced without a second thought.

“How do you prefer it?” she asked. “Will you have it made in the English or the Russian way? Here is a teapot, and here a samovar; here is milk, and here a slice of lemon. Which do you prefer?”

Scarcely knowing which he chose, Browne answered that he would take it à la Russe. She thereupon set to work, and the young man, as he watched her bending over the table, thought he had never in his life before seen so beautiful and so desirable a woman. And yet, had a female critic been present, it is quite possible — nay, it is almost probable that more than one hole might have been picked in her appearance. Her skirt — in order to show my knowledge of the technicalities of woman’s attire — was of plain merino, and she also wore a painting blouse that, like Joseph’s coat, was of many colours. To go further, a detractor would probably have observed that her hair might have been better arranged. Browne, however, thought her perfection in every respect, and drank his tea in a whirl of enchantment. He found an inexplicable fascination in the mere swish of her skirts as she moved about the room, and a pleasure that he had never known before in the movement of her slender hands above the tray. And when, their tea finished, she brought him a case of cigarettes, and bade him smoke if he cared to, it might very well have been said that that studio contained the happiest man in England. Outside, they could hear the steady patter of the rain, and the rattle of traffic reached them from the High Street; but inside there was a silence of a Norwegian fjord, and the memory of one hour that never could be effaced from their recollections as long as they both should live. Under the influence of the tea, and with the assistance of the cigarette, which she insisted he should smoke, Browne gradually recovered his presence of mind. One thing, however, puzzled him. He remembered what the shopman had told him, and for this reason he could not understand how she came to be the possessor of so comfortable a studio. This, however, was soon explained. The girl informed him that after his departure from Merok (though I feel sure she was not aware that he was the owner of the magnificent vessel she had seen in the harbour) she had been unable to move for upwards of a week. After that she and her companion, Madame Bernstein, had left for Christiania, travelling thence to Copenhagen, and afterwards to Berlin. In the latter city she had met an English woman, also an artist. They had struck up a friendship, with the result that the lady in question, having made up her mind to winter in Venice, had offered her the free use of her London studio for that time, if she cared to cross the Channel and take possession of it.

“Accordingly, in the daytime, I paint here,” said the girl; “but Madame Bernstein and I have our lodgings in the Warwick Road. I hope you did not think this was my studio; I should not like to sail under false colours.”

Browne felt that he would have liked to give her the finest studio that ever artist had used a brush and pencil in. He was wise enough, however, not to say so. He changed the conversation, therefore, by informing her that he had wintered in Petersburg, remarking at the same time that he had hoped to have had the pleasure of meeting her there.

“You will never meet me in Petersburg,” she answered, her face changing colour as she spoke. “You do not know, perhaps, why I say this. But I assure you, you will never meet me or mine within the Czar’s dominions.”

Browne would have given all he possessed in the world not to have given utterance to that foolish speech. He apologised immediately, and with a sincerity that made her at once take pity on him.

“Please do not feel so sorry for what you said,” she replied. “It was impossible for you to know that you had transgressed. The truth is, my family are supposed to be very dangerous persons. I do not think, with one exception, we are more so than our neighbours; but, as the law now stands, we are prohibited. Whether it will ever be different I cannot say. That is enough, however, about myself. Let us talk of something else.”

She had seated herself in a low chair opposite him, with her elbows on her knees and her chin resting on her hand. Browne glanced at her, and remembered that he had once carried her in his arms for upwards of a mile. At this thought such a thrill went through him that his teacup, which he had placed on a table beside him, trembled in its saucer. Unable to trust himself any further in that direction, he talked of London, of the weather, of anything that occurred to him; curiously enough, however, he did not mention his proposed departure for the Mediterranean on the morrow. In his heart he had an uneasy feeling that he had no right to be where he was. But when he thought of the foggy street outside, and realised how comfortable this room was, with its easy chairs, its polished floor, on which the firelight danced and played, to say nothing of the girl seated opposite him, he could not summon up sufficient courage to say good-bye.

“How strange it seems,” she said at last— “does it not? — that you and I should be sitting here like this! I had no idea, when we bade each other good-bye in Norway, that we should ever meet again.”

“I felt certain of it,” Browne replied, but he failed to add why he was so sure. “Is it settled how long you remain in England?”

“I do not think so,” she answered. “We may be here some weeks; we may be only a few days. It all depends upon Madame Bernstein.”

“Upon Madame Bernstein?” he said, with some surprise.

“Yes,” she answered; “she makes our arrangements. You have no idea how busy she is.”

Browne certainly had no idea upon that point, and up to that moment he was not sure that he was at all interested; now, however, since it appeared that madame controlled the girl’s movements, she became a matter of overwhelming importance to him.

For more than an hour they continued to chat; then Browne rose to bid her good-bye.

“Would you think me intrusive if I were to call upon you again?” he asked as he took her hand.

“Do so by all means, if you like,” she answered, with charming frankness. “I shall be very glad to see you.”

Then an idea occurred to him — an idea so magnificent, so delightful, that it almost took his breath away.

“Would you think me impertinent if I inquired how you and Madame Bernstein amuse yourselves in the evenings? Have you been to any theatres or to the opera?”

The girl shook her head. “I have never been inside a theatre in London,” she replied.

“Then perhaps I might be able to persuade you to let me take you to one,” he answered. “I might write to Madame Bernstein and arrange an evening. Would she care about it, do you think?”

“I am sure she would,” she answered. “And I know that I should enjoy it immensely. It is very kind of you to ask us.”

“It is very kind of you to promise to come,” he said gratefully. “Then I will arrange it for to-morrow night if possible. Good-bye.”

“Good-bye,” she answered, and held out her little hand to him for the second time.

When the front door had closed behind him and he was fairly out in the foggy street once more, Browne set off along the pavement on his return journey, swinging his umbrella and whistling like a schoolboy. To a crusty old bachelor his state of mind would have appeared inexplicable. There was no sort of doubt about it, however, that he was happy; he walked as if he were treading on air. It was a good suggestion, that one about the theatre, he said to himself, and he would take care that they enjoyed themselves. He would endeavour to obtain the best box at the opera; they were playing Lohengrin at the time, he remembered. He would send one of his own carriages to meet them, and it should take them home again. Then a still more brilliant idea occurred to him. Why should he not arrange a nice little dinner at some restaurant first? Not one of your flash dining-places but a quiet, comfortable little place — Lallemand’s, for instance, where the cooking is irreproachable, the wine and waiting faultless, and the company who frequent it beyond suspicion. And yet another notion, and as it occurred to him he laughed aloud in the public street.

“There will be three of us,” he said, “and the chaperon will need an escort. By Jove! Jimmy called me mad, did he? Well, I’ll be revenged on him. He shall sit beside Madame Bernstein.”


CHAPTER V
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IF BROWNE HAD ever looked forward to anything in his life, he did to the dinner-party he had arranged for the evening following his visit to the studio in the German Park Road. On more than one occasion he had entertained royalty at his house in Park Lane, and at various times he had invited London society to functions which, for magnificence and completeness, had scarcely ever been equalled and never excelled. Upon none of these affairs, however, had he bestowed half so much care and attention as he did upon the dinner which it is now my duty to describe. Having written the formal invitation, he posted it himself; after which he drove to the restaurant which was to be honoured with Katherine Petrovitch’s presence, and interviewed the proprietor in his own sanctum.

“Remember, Alphonse,” he said to that delightful little man, “good as the others have been, this must be the very best dinner you have ever arranged for me. It must not be long, nor must it be in the least degree heavy. You know my taste in wine, and I give you carte blanche to ransack London for what you consider necessary in the way of rarities. Reserve ‘No. 6’ for me, if it is not already engaged; and make it look as nice as you possibly can. I will send the flowers from my house, and my own man shall arrange them.”

Alphonse chuckled and rubbed his hands. This was just the sort of order he delighted to receive.

“Ver’ good; it shall be done, M’sieu Browne,” he said, bowing and spreading his hands apart in his customary fashion when pleased. “I have made you many, many dinners before, but I give you the word of Alphonse that this shall be the best of all. Ma foi! but I will give you a dinner zat for its betterment you cannot get in England. Ze cost I will — —”

“Never mind the cost,” answered the reckless young man; “remember, it must be the best in every way. Nothing short of that will do.”

“I will satisfy you, m’sieu; never fear that. It is my honour. Perhaps it is royalty zat you have to come to my house?”

“It is nothing of the sort,” Browne replied scornfully. “I am asking two ladies and one gentleman.”

Alphonse’s face expressed his surprise. It looked as if his beautiful dinner was likely to be wasted.

Having arranged the hour and certain other minor details, Browne returned to his cab once more, and drove off in search of Jimmy Foote. It was some time before he found him, and, when he did, a considerable period elapsed before he could obtain speech with him. Jimmy was at the Welter Club, playing black pool with two or three youths of his own type. From the manner in which their silver was changing hands, it certainly looked as if that accomplished young gentleman was finding his time very fully taken up, picking half-crowns off the rim of the table, placing them in his pocket, and paying them out again.

“Hullo, Browne!” said Bellingham of the Blues, after the black ball had disappeared into the top pocket and while the marker was spotting it again. “Are you coming in?”

“Not if I know it,” said Browne, shaking his head. “Judging from the anxious expression upon Jimmy’s face, things are getting a little too hot with you all.”

At the end of the next round, the latter retired from the game, and, putting his arm through that of his friend, led him to the smoking-room on the other side of the hall.

“I hope you have calmed down, old fellow,” said Jimmy as they seated themselves near the fire. “To what do I owe the honour of seeing you here to-night?”

“I want you to do me a favour,” Browne returned, a little nervously, for he was afraid of what Jimmy would say when he knew everything.

“Anything you like in the world, old man,” said the latter. “You have only to ask. There is nothing wrong, I hope?”

“Nothing at all,” replied Browne. “Rather the other way round, I fancy. The fact of the matter is, I have asked two ladies to dine with me to-morrow evening at Lallemand’s, and to go to the Opera afterwards. I want you to make one of the party.”

“The young lady is the painter of that charming Norwegian picture,” said Jimmy, with imperturbable gravity, “and the other is her chaperon.”

“How on earth did you know it?” asked Browne, blushing like a schoolboy, for the simple reason that he thought his secret was discovered.

“It’s very plain that you never knew I was a wizard,” returned his companion, with a laugh. “You old duffer; put two and two together for yourself — that is to say, if you have any brains left to do it with. In the first place, did you not yesterday afternoon invite me to accompany you on a delightful yachting trip to the Mediterranean? You were tired of England, you said, and I gathered from your remarks that you were counting the hours until you could say ‘good-bye’ to her. We went for a walk, and as we passed up Waterloo Place I happened to show you a picture. You turned as white as a sheet at once, and immediately dived into the shop, bidding me wait outside. When you reappeared you acted the part of an amiable lunatic; talked a lot of bosh about preferring fogs to sunshine; and when I informed you that you were on the high-road to an asylum, said it was better than that — you were going to the German Park Road. Our yachting cruise has been thrown to the winds; and now, to make up for it, you have the impudence to ask me to play gooseberry for you, and try to propitiate me with one of Lallemand’s dinners, which invariably upset me for a week, and a dose of Wagner which will drive me crazy for a month.”

“How do you know I want you to play gooseberry?” asked Browne savagely. “It’s like your impudence to say such a thing.”

“How do I know anything?” said Jimmy, with delightful calmness. “Why, by the exercise of my own common-sense, of course — a commodity you will never possess if you go on like this. You are spoons on this girl, I suppose, and since there’s another coming with her, it’s pretty plain to me somebody must be there to keep that other out of the way.”

“You grow very coarse,” retorted Browne, now thoroughly on his dignity.

“It’s a coarse age, they say,” Foote replied. “Don’t I know by experience exactly what that second party will be like!”

“If you do you are very clever,” said Browne.

“One has to be clever to keep pace with the times,” Jimmy replied. “But, seriously, old man, if you want me, I shall be only too glad to come to your dinner; but, mind, I take no responsibility for what happens. I am not going to be called to account by every London mother who possesses a marriageable daughter.”

“You needn’t be afraid,” said Browne. “I will absolve you from all responsibility. At any rate you assure me that I can depend upon you?”

“Of course you can, and anything else you like besides,” Foote replied. Then, laying his hand upon Browne’s shoulder, he added: “My dear old Jack, in spite of our long acquaintance, I don’t think you quite know me yet. I talk a lot of nonsense, I’m afraid; but as far as you are concerned you may depend the heart’s in the right place. Now I come to think of it, I am not quite certain it would not be better for you to be decently married and out of harm’s way. Of course, one doesn’t like to see one’s pals hurried off like that; but in your case it’s different.”

“My dear fellow,” said Browne, “as you said just now, you certainly do talk a lot of nonsense. Whoever said anything about marriage? Of course I’m not going to be married. I have never contemplated such a thing. It’s always the way; directly a man shows a little extra courtesy to a woman, talks to her five minutes longer than he is accustomed to do, perhaps, or dances with her twice running, you immediately get the idea that everything is settled between them, and that all you have to do is to wonder what sort of wedding present you ought to give them.”

“When a man gives himself away as completely as you have done in this particular instance, it is not to be wondered that his friends think there is something in the air,” said Jimmy. “However, you know your own business best. What time is the dinner?”

“Seven o’clock sharp,” said Browne. “You had better meet me there a few minutes before. Don’t forget we go to the Opera afterwards.”

“I am not likely to forget it,” said Jimmy, with a doleful face.

“Very well, good-bye until to-morrow evening.”

There was a little pause, and then Browne held out his hand.

“Thank you, Jimmy,” he said with a sincerity that was quite inconsistent with the apparent importance of the subject. “I felt sure I could rely upon you.”

“Rely upon me always,” Jimmy replied. “I don’t think you’ll find me wanting.”

With that Browne bade him good-bye, and went out into the street. He hailed a cab, and bade the man drive him to Park Lane.

Once it had started, he laid himself back on the cushions and gave free rein to his thoughts. Though he had to all intents and purposes denied it a few minutes before, there could be no doubt that he was in love — head over ears in love. He had had many passing fancies before, it is true, but never had he experienced such a strong attack of the fever as at present. As the cab passed along the crowded street he seemed to see that sweet face, with its dark eyes and hair; that slender figure, and those beautiful white hands, with their long tapering fingers; and to hear again the soft tones of Katherine’s voice as she had spoken to him in the studio that afternoon. She was a queen among women, he told himself, and was worthy to be loved as such. But if she were so beautiful and so desirable, could she be induced to have anything to do with himself? Could she ever be brought to love him? It was consistent with the man’s character to be so humble, and yet it was strange that he should have been so. Ever since he had been eligible for matrimony he had been the especial prey of mothers with marriageable daughters. They had fawned upon him, had petted him, and in every way had endeavoured to effect his capture. Whether or not Katherine Petrovitch knew of his wealth it was impossible for him to say. He hoped she did not. It was his ambition in life to be loved, and be loved for himself alone. If she would trust him, he would devote his whole life to making her happy, and to proving how well founded was the faith she had reposed in him. Vitally important as the question was, I believe he had never for one moment doubted her. His nature was too open for that, while she herself, like Cæsar’s wife, was of course above suspicion. The fact that she had confessed to him that her family was prohibited in Russia only served to intensify his admiration for her truthful qualities. Though he knew nothing of her history or antecedents, it never for one moment caused him any uneasiness. He loved her for herself, not for her family. When he went to bed that night he dreamt of her, and when he rose in the morning he was, if possible, more in love than before. Fully occupied as his day usually was, on this occasion he found it more than difficult to pass the time. He counted the hours — nay, almost the minutes — until it should be possible for him to set off to the restaurant. By the midday post a charming little note arrived, signed Katherine Petrovitch. Browne was in his study when it was brought to him, and it was with the greatest difficulty he could contain his impatience until the butler had left the room. The instant he had done so, however, he tore open the envelope and drew out the contents. The writing was quaint and quite un-English, but its peculiarities only served to make it the more charming. It would give Madame Bernstein and the writer, it said, much pleasure to dine with him that evening. He read and re-read it, finding a fresh pleasure in it on each occasion. It carried with it a faint scent which was as intoxicating as the perfume of the Lotus Blossom.

Had the beautiful Miss Verney, who, it must be confessed, had more than once written him letters of the most confidential description, guessed for a single moment that he preferred the tiny sheet he carried in his coat-pocket to her own epistles, it is certain her feelings would have been painful in the extreme. The fact remains, however, that Browne preserved the letter, and, if I know anything of human nature, he has it still.


CHAPTER VI
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THE DINNER THAT evening must be counted a distinct success. Browne was the first to arrive at the rendezvous, and it was not wonderful that he should have been, considering that he had spent the whole of his day waiting for that moment. The owner of the restaurant received him personally.

“Well, Lallemand,” said Browne, with an anxiety that was almost ludicrous, “how are your preparations? Is everything ready?”

“Certainly, monsieur,” Lallemand replied, spreading his hands apart. “Everything is ready; Felix himself has done ze cooking, I have chosen ze wine, and your own gardener has arranged ze flowers. You have ze best men-servants in London to wait upon you. I have procured you four kinds of fruit that has only a few times been seen in England before; and now I give you ze word of Lallemand zat you will have ze most perfect little dinner in ze city of London.”

“I am glad to hear it,” said Browne. “I am exceedingly obliged to you for the trouble you have taken in the matter.”

“I beg you will not mention ze trouble, monsieur,” replied Lallemand politely. “It is ze pleasure of my life to serve you.”

He had scarcely spoken before a cab drew up before the door, and Jimmy Foote made his appearance, clad in immaculate evening-dress. He greeted Browne with a somewhat sheepish air, as if he were ashamed of himself for something, and did not quite know what that something was.

“Well, old man,” he said. “Here I am, you see; up to time, I hope. How d’ye do, Lallemand?”

“I hope you are most well, Monsieur Foote,” replied Lallemand, with one of his inimitable bows.

“I am better than I shall be after your dinner,” Foote replied, with a smile. “Human nature is weak. I am tempted, and I know that I shall fall.”

Browne all this time was showing signs of impatience. He glanced repeatedly at his watch, and as seven o’clock drew near he imagined that every vehicle pulling up outside must contain the two ladies for whom he was waiting so eagerly. When at last they did arrive he hastened to the door to greet them. Madame Bernstein was the first to alight, and Katherine Petrovitch followed her a moment later. She gave her hand to Browne, and as he took it such a thrill went through him that it was wonderful the young man did not collapse upon the pavement.

Having conducted them to the room in which they were to take off their wraps, Browne went in search of Foote, whom he found in the dining-room.

“Pull yourself together, old chap,” said Jimmy as he glanced at him; “you are all on the jump. What on earth is the matter with you? Take my advice and try a pick-me-up.”

“I wouldn’t touch a drop for worlds,” said Browne, with righteous indignation. “I wonder you can suggest such a thing.”

Instead, he went to the table and moved a flower-vase which was an eighth of an inch from the centrepiece farther than its companion on the other side.

“This is as bad a case as I ever remember,” said Foote to himself; and at the same moment Katherine Petrovitch and Madame Bernstein entered the room. A somewhat painful surprise was in store for Browne. There could be no doubt about one thing: Madame Bernstein had dressed herself with due regard to the importance of the occasion. Her gown was of bright ruby velvet; her arms were entirely bare; and while her bodice was supported by the most slender of shoulder-straps, it was cut considerably lower than most people would have considered compatible with either her age or her somewhat portly appearance. Round her neck and studded in her hair were many diamonds, all so palpably false as to create no suspicion of the means by which she had obtained them. Her companion’s costume, on the other hand, was simplicity itself. She was attired in black, unrelieved by any touch of colour; a plain band of velvet encircled her throat, and Browne confessed to himself afterwards that he had never in his life seen anything more becoming. He presented Foote to the ladies with due ceremony; and when their places had been allotted them they sat down to dinner, madame on Browne’s right, Katherine on his left.

Despite the knowledge that the dinner had been prepared by one of the most admirable chefs in the world, and the fact that Lallemand himself had given his assurance that everything was satisfactory, Browne was nevertheless exercised in his mind lest anything should go wrong. He might have spared himself the anxiety, however, for the dinner was perfection itself. One other thing troubled him, and that was that the person he was most anxious to please scarcely touched anything. But if she did not, Madame Bernstein made ample amends for her. She allowed no dish to pass her untasted; the connoisseur was apparent in her appreciation of the wines, while her praise of the cooking was volubility itself. From what he had seen of her, Browne had been prepared to dislike her intensely; to his surprise, however, he discovered that she improved on acquaintance. Seemingly, she had been everywhere and had seen everything; in her youth she had known Garibaldi personally, had met Kossuth, and been brought into contact with many other European liberators. For this reason alone her conversation could scarcely have failed to prove interesting. Katherine, on the other hand, was strangely quiet.

The dinner at an end, the ladies withdrew to put on their cloaks; and while they were absent Browne ascertained that his carriage was at the door. In it they drove to Covent Garden. The box was on the prompt side of the house, and was the best that influence and money could secure. Madame Bernstein and Katherine Petrovitch took their places in the front, while Browne managed to manoeuvre his chair into such a position that he could speak to Katherine without the others overhearing what he said.

“You are fond of music, are you not?” he inquired as the orchestra took their places. He felt as he said it that he need not have asked; with such a face she could scarcely fail to be.

“I am more than fond of it,” she answered, playing with the handle of her fan. “Music and painting are my two greatest pleasures.”

She uttered a little sigh, which seemed to suggest to Browne that she had not very much pleasure in her life. At least, that was the way in which he interpreted it.

Then the curtain went up, and Browne was forced to be silent. I think, if you were to ask him now which was the happiest evening of his life, he would answer, “That on which I saw Lohengrin with Katherine Petrovitch.” If the way in which the time slipped by could be taken as any criterion, it must certainly have been so, for the evening seemed scarcely to have begun ere it was over and the National Anthem was being played. When the curtain descended the two young men escorted the ladies to the entrance hall, where they waited while the carriage was being called. It was at this juncture that Jimmy proved of use. Feeling certain Browne would be anxious to have a few minutes alone with Katherine, he managed, with great diplomacy, to draw Madame Bernstein on one side, on the pretence of telling her an amusing story concerning a certain Continental military attaché with whom they were both acquainted.

“How long do you think it will be before I may venture to see you again?” Browne asked the girl when they were alone together.

“I cannot say,” she replied, with an attempt at a smile. “I do not know what Madame Bernstein’s arrangements are.”

“But surely Madame Bernstein does not control all your actions?” he asked, I fear a little angrily; for he did not like to think she was so dependent on the elder woman.

“No, she does not altogether control them, of course,” Katherine replied; “but I always have so much to do for her that I do not feel justified in making any arrangements without first consulting her.”

“But you must surely have some leisure,” he continued. “Perhaps you shop in the High Street, or walk in the Park or Kensington Gardens on fine mornings. Might I not chance to find you in one of those places?”

“I fear not,” she answered, shaking her head. “If it is fine I have my work to do.”

“And if it should be wet?” asked Browne, feeling his heart sink within him as he realised that she was purposely placing obstacles in the way of their meeting. “Surely you cannot paint when the days are as gloomy as they have been lately.”

“No,” she answered; “that is impossible. But it gives me no more leisure than before; for in that case I have letters to write for Madame Bernstein, and she has an enormous amount of correspondence.”

Though Browne wondered what that correspondence could be, he said nothing to her on the subject, nor had he any desire to thrust his presence upon the girl when he saw she was not anxious for it. It was plain to him that there was something behind it all — some reason to account for her pallor and her quietness that evening. What that reason was, however, he could not for the life of him understand.

They had arrived at this point when the carriage reached the door. Madame Bernstein and Foote accordingly approached them, and the quartette walked together towards the entrance.

“I thank you many times for your kindness to-night,” said Katherine, looking shyly up at Browne.

“Please, don’t thank me,” he replied. “It is I who should thank you. I hope you have enjoyed yourself.”

“Very much indeed,” she answered. “I could see Lohengrin a hundred times without growing in the least tired of it.”

As she said this they reached the carriage. Browne placed the ladies in it, and shook hands with them as he bade them good-night. He gave the footman his instructions, and presently the carriage rolled away, leaving the two young men standing on the pavement, looking after it. It was a beautiful starlight night, with a touch of frost in the air.

“Are we going to take a cab, or shall we walk?” said Foote.

“Let us walk, that is if you don’t mind,” Browne replied. “I feel as if I could enjoy a ten-mile tramp to-night after the heat of that theatre.”

“I’m afraid I do not,” Foote replied. “My idea is the ‘Périgord’ for a little supper, and then to bed. Browne, old man, I have been through a good deal for you to-night. I like the young lady very much, but Madame Bernstein is — well, she is Madame Bernstein. I can say no more.”

“Never mind, old chap,” said Browne, patting his companion on the shoulder. “You have the satisfaction of knowing that your martyrdom is appreciated; the time may come when you will want me to do the same thing for you. One good turn deserves another, you know.”

“When I want a turn of that description done for me, I will be sure to let you know,” Foote continued; “but if I have any sort of luck, it will be many years before I come to you with such a request. When I remember that, but for my folly in showing you that picture in Waterloo Place, we should by this time be on the other side of the Eddystone, en route for the Mediterranean and sunshine, I feel as if I could sit down and weep. However, it is kismet, I suppose?”

Browne offered no reply.

“Are you coming in?” said Foote as they reached the doorstep of the Périgord Club.

“No, thank you, old man,” said Browne. “I think, if you will excuse me, I will get home.”

“Good-night, then,” said Foote; “I shall probably see you in the morning.”

Having bidden him good-night, Browne proceeded on his way.

Next morning, as soon as breakfast was over, he betook himself to Kensington Gardens, where he wandered about for upwards of an hour, but saw no sign of the girl he hoped to meet. Leaving the Gardens, he made his way to the High Street, with an equally futile result. Regardless of the time he was wasting, and of everything else, he passed on in the direction of Addison Road. As disappointment still pursued him, he made up his mind to attempt a forlorn hope. Turning into the Melbury Road, he made for German Park Road, and reaching the studio, rang the bell. When the door was opened he found himself confronted with an elderly person, wearing a sack for an apron, and holding a bar of yellow soap in her hand.

“I have called to see Miss Petrovitch,” he said.

“She is not at home, sir,” the woman replied. “She has not been here this morning. Can I give her any message?”

“I am afraid not,” Browne replied. “I wanted to see her personally; but you might tell her that Mr. Browne called.”

“Mr. Browne,” she repeated. “Very good, sir. You may be sure I will tell her.”

Browne thanked her, and, to make assurance doubly sure, slipped five shillings into her hand. Then, passing out of the garden, he made his way back to the High Street. He had not proceeded more than a hundred yards down that interesting thoroughfare, however, before he saw no less a person than Katherine herself approaching him.

They were scarcely a dozen paces apart when she recognised him.

“Good-morning, Miss Petrovitch,” he said, raising his hat and speaking a little nervously. “I have just called at your studio in the hope that I might see you. The woman told me that she did not know when you would return. I thought I might possibly meet you here.”

It was a poor enough excuse, but the only one he could think of at the moment.

“You wanted to see me?” she said in a tone of surprise.

“Are you angry with me for that?” he asked. “I did not think you would be; but if you are I will go away again. By this time you should know that I have no desire save to make you happy.”

This was the first time he had spoken so plainly. Her face paled a little.

“I did not know that you were so anxious to see me,” she said, “or I would have made a point of being at home.”

All this time they had been standing on the spot where they had first met.

“Perhaps you will permit me to walk a little way with you?” said Browne, half afraid that she would refuse.

“I shall be very pleased,” she answered promptly.

Thereupon they walked back in the direction of the studio.

At the gate they stopped. She turned and faced him, and as she did so she held out her hand; it was plain that she had arrived at a decision on some important point.

“Good-bye, Mr. Browne,” she said, and as she said it Browne noticed that her voice trembled and her eyes filled with tears. He could bear it no longer.

“Miss Petrovitch,” he began, “you must forgive my rudeness; but I feel sure that you are not happy. Will you not trust me and let me help you? You know how gladly I would do so.”

“There is no way in which you can help me,” she answered, and then she bade him good-bye, and, with what Browne felt sure was a little sob, vanished into the studio. For some moments he stood waiting where he was, overwhelmed by the suddenness of her exit, and hoping she might come out again; then, realising that she did not intend doing so, he turned on his heel and made his way back to the High Street, and so to Park Lane. His afternoon was a broken and restless one; he could not rid himself of the recollection of the girl’s face, and he felt as sure as a man could well be that something was amiss. But how was he to help her? At any rate he was going to try.

The clocks in the neighbourhood were striking eleven next morning as he alighted from his hansom and approached the door of the studio. He rang the bell, but no answer rewarded him. He rang again, but with the same result.

Not being able to make any one hear, he returned to his cab and set off for the Warwick Road. Reaching the house, the number of which Katherine had given him, he ascended the steps and rang the bell. When the maid-servant answered his summons, he inquired for Miss Petrovitch.

“Miss Petrovitch?” said the girl, as if she were surprised. “She is not here, sir. She and Madame Bernstein left for Paris this morning.”


CHAPTER VII
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WHEN BROWNE HEARD the maid’s news, his heart sank like lead. He could scarcely believe his ill-fortune. Only a moment before he had been comforting himself with the thought that he would soon be standing face to face with Katherine, ready to ask her a question which should decide the happiness of his life. Now his world seemed suddenly to have turned as black as midnight. Why had she left England so suddenly? What had taken her away? Could it have been something in connection with that mysterious business of Madame Bernstein’s of which he had heard so much of late? Then another idea struck him. Perhaps it was the knowledge that she was leaving that had occasioned her unhappiness on the previous afternoon. The maid who had opened the door to him, and whose information had caused him such disappointment, was a typical specimen of the London boarding-house servant, and yet there was sufficient of the woman left in her to enable her to see that her news had proved a crushing blow to the man standing before her.

“Can you tell me at what hour they left?” Browne inquired. “I was hoping to have seen Miss Petrovitch this morning.”

“I can tell you what the time was exactly,” the girl replied. “It was on the stroke of nine when they got into the cab.”

“Are you quite certain upon that point?” he asked.

“Quite certain, sir,” she answered. “I know it was nine o’clock, because I had just carried in the first floor’s breakfast; and a precious noise, sir, he always makes if it is not on the table punctual to the minute. There were some letters for Madame Bernstein by the post, which the other girl took up to her bedroom. As soon as she read them she sent down for Mrs. Jimson and called for her bill. ‘I leave for Paris in an hour’s time, Mrs. Jimson,’ says she, sort of short-like, for I heard her myself; ‘so make me out my bill and let me have it quickly.’”

“And did Miss Petrovitch appear at all surprised or put out at having to leave London at such short notice?” Browne asked, not without a little trepidation.

“Well, sir, that was exactly what I was a-going to tell you,” the girl replied, dropping her voice a little, and glancing back over her shoulder into the house, as if she were afraid of being overheard. “She did seem precious put out about it; at least so the other girl says. Jane tells me she feels certain Miss Petrovitch had been crying, her eyes were that red, and when she went into the room she and madame were at it hammer and tongs.

“I suppose they left no message for any one?” Browne inquired, refusing to comment on what the girl had just told him.

“Not as I know of, sir,” the young woman replied. “But if you will just wait a minute I’ll go in and ask Mrs. Jimson. She will be sure to know.”

Browne contained his patience as best he could for some five or six minutes. Then the girl returned and shook her head.

“There’s no message of any sort, sir,” she said; “at least not as Mrs. Jimson knows of.”

“Thank you,” said Browne simply. “I am much obliged to you.”

As he said it he slipped half a sovereign into the girl’s hand. The bribe completed the effect the touch of romance, combined with his pleasing personality, to say nothing of his smart cab drawn up beside the pavement, had already produced. Not only would she have told him all she knew, but, had she dared, she would have gone so far as to have expressed her sympathy with him.

Browne was about to descend the steps, when another idea occurred to him, and he turned to the girl again.

“You do not happen to be aware of their address in Paris, I suppose?” he inquired. “I have a particular reason for asking the question.”

“Hush, sir!” she whispered. “If you really want to know it, I believe I can find out for you. Madame Bernstein wrote it down for Mrs. Jimson, so that she could send on any letters that came for her. I know where Mrs. Jimson put the piece of paper, and if you’ll just wait a minute longer, I’ll see if I can find it for you and copy it out. I won’t be a minute longer than I can help.”

Feeling very much as if he were being guilty of a dishonourable action, Browne allowed her to depart upon her errand. This time she was somewhat longer away, but when she returned she carried, concealed in her hand, a small slip of paper. He took it from her, and, once more thanking her for her kindness, returned to his cab.

“Home, Williams,” he cried to his coachman, “and as quickly as possible. I have no time to spare.”

As the vehicle sped along in the direction of the High Street, Browne unfolded and glanced at the paper the girl had given him. Upon it, written in a clumsy hand, was the address he wanted, and which he would have fought the world to obtain.

“Madame Bernstein,” so it ran, “35, Rue Jacquarie, Paris.”

“Very good,” said Browne to himself triumphantly. “Now I know where to find them. Let me see! They were to leave London in an hour from nine o’clock; that means that they started from Victoria and are travelling viâ Newhaven and Dieppe. Now, there’s a train from Charing Cross, viâ Dover and Calais, at eleven. If I can catch that I shall be in Paris an hour and a half after them.”

He consulted his watch anxiously, to find that he had barely an hour in which to pack his bag and to get to the station. However, if it could be done, he was determined to do it; accordingly he bade his man drive faster. Reaching Park Lane, he rang for his valet, and when that somewhat stolid individual put in an appearance, bade him pack a few necessaries and be ready to start for the Continent at once. Being a well-drilled servant, and accustomed, by long usage, to his master’s rapid flittings from place to place, the man offered no comment, but merely saying, “Very good, sir,” departed to carry out his instructions.

Two minutes to eleven found Browne standing upon the platform at Charing Cross Station. It was not until he was comfortably installed in the carriage and the train was rolling out of the station, that the full meaning of what he was doing struck him. Why was he leaving England? To follow this girl. And why? For one very good reason — because he loved her! But why should he have loved her, when, with his wealth, he could have married the daughter of almost any peer in England; when, had he so desired, he could have chosen his wife from among the most beautiful or most talented women in Europe? Katherine Petrovitch, attractive and charming as she was, was neither as beautiful, rich, or clever as a hundred women he had met. And yet she was the one in the world he desired for his wife.

So concerned was he about her that, when they reached Dover, his first thought was to examine the sea in order to convince himself that she had had a good crossing. He boarded the steamer, the lines were cast off, and presently the vessel’s head was pointing for the Continent. Little by little the English coast dropped behind them and the shores of France loomed larger. Never before had the coast struck him as being so beautiful. He entered the train at Calais with a fresh satisfaction as he remembered that every revolution of the wheels was bringing him closer to the woman he loved. The lights were lit in the cafés and upon the boulevards, when he reached Paris, and as he drove through the crowded streets in the direction of the hotel he usually affected the city seemed all glitter, gaiety, and life.

Familiar as he was with the city, it seemed altogether different to him to-night. The loungers in the courtyard of the hotel, the bustling waiters, the very chambermaids, served to remind him that, while in the flesh he was still the same John Grantham Browne, in the spirit he was an altogether separate and distinct individual from the man they had previously known. On reaching his own room he opened the window, leant out, and looked upon Paris by night. The voice of the great city spoke to him, and greeted him as with the sweetest music. Once more he was sharing the same city with Katherine Petrovitch, breathing the same air, and hearing the same language.

Shutting the window at last, he washed off the stains of travel, changed his attire, and descended to the dining-hall.

Having no desire to lose time, he resolved to institute inquiries at once about the Rue Jacquarie, and to seek, and if possible to obtain, an interview with Katherine before she could possibly depart from Paris again. How was he to know that Madame Bernstein’s plans might not necessitate another removal to Rome, Berlin, or St. Petersburg? — in which case he might very easily lose sight of her altogether. He had never trusted madame, and since her departure from England he was even less disposed to do so than before. There was something about her that he did not altogether appreciate. He had told himself that he did not like her the first day he had met her at Merok, and he was even more convinced of the fact now. What the link was between the two women he could not think, and he was almost afraid to attempt to solve the mystery.

Dinner at an end, he rose and went to his room to put on a cloak. In love though he was, he had still sufficient of his father’s prudence left to be careful of his health.

Descending to the courtyard once more, he called a fiacre, and, when the man had driven up, inquired whether he knew where the Rue Jacquarie was. The man looked at him with some show of surprise.

“Oui, m’sieu,” he replied, “I know the Rue Jacquarie, of course; but — —”

“Never mind any buts,” Browne replied, as he jumped into the cab. “I have business in the Rue Jacquarie, so drive me there at once.”

“To what number?” the man inquired, in a tone that implied that he was not over-anxious for the job.

“Never mind the number,” said Browne; “drive me to the corner and set me down there.”

The man whipped up his horse, and they started viâ the Rue Tronchet. Turning into the Rue St. Honoré, and thence into the Place de la Madeleine, they proceeded in the direction of Montmartre. For some time Browne endeavoured to keep tally of the route; eventually, however, he was obliged to relinquish the attempt in despair. From one street they passed into another, and to Browne it seemed that every one was alike. At last the driver stopped his horse.

“This is the Rue Jacquarie,” he said, pointing with his whip down a long and somewhat dingy thoroughfare.

Browne bade him wait for him, and then proceeded down the street on foot in search of No. 35. After the magnificent quarter of the city in which he had installed himself, the Rue Jacquarie seemed mean and contemptible in the extreme. The houses were small and dingy, and it was plain that they were occupied by people who were not the possessors of any conspicuous degree of wealth. He walked the whole length of the street in search of No. 35, and, not finding it, returned upon the other side. At last he discovered the house he wanted. He thereupon crossed the road, and, standing on the opposite pavement, regarded it steadfastly.

Lights shone from three of the windows, and Browne’s pulses beat more quickly as he reflected that it was just possible one of them might emanate from Katherine’s room.

It was now close upon ten o’clock, and if all had gone well with them the girl should now have been in Paris some three hours. It was extremely unlikely that, after such a journey, she would have gone out, so that he had every reason for feeling certain she must be in the house before him. In spite of the thin rain that was falling, he stood and watched the building for some minutes. Once a woman’s shadow passed across a blind upon the second floor, and Browne felt his heart leap as he saw it. A few moments later a man and a woman passed the concierge. They paused upon the doorstep to wish some one within “good-night”; then, descending the steps, they set off in the same direction in which Browne himself had come. Before doing so, however, they turned and looked up and down the street, as if they were afraid they might be observed. Seeing Browne watching the house, they hastened their steps, and presently disappeared down a side thoroughfare. For an ordinary observer this small event might have had little or no significance; but to Browne, in whose mind indefinable suspicions were already shaping themselves, it seemed more than a little disquieting. That they had noticed him, and that they were alarmed by the knowledge that he was watching the house, was as plain as the lights in the windows opposite. But why they should have been so frightened was what puzzled him. What was going on in the house, or rather what had they been doing that they should fear being overlooked? He asked himself these questions as he paced down the street in the direction of his cab. But he could not answer them to his satisfaction.

“Drive me to the Amphitryon Club,” he said, as he took his place in the vehicle once more; and then continued to himself, “I’d give something to understand what it all means.”


CHAPTER VIII
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NOW THE AMPHITRYON Club is situated in the Avenue de l’Opéra, as all the world knows, and is one of the most exclusive and distinguished clubs in Europe. Browne had been a member for many years, and during his stays in Paris was usually to be found there.

It was a fine building, in which everything was done in the most sumptuous and luxurious fashion. You might lunch there on bread and cheese or a Porter-house steak; but the bread, the cheese, and the steak, while unpretentious in themselves, would be the very best obtainable of their kind. What led him there on that particular evening Browne did not quite know. It was Destiny! Blind Fate had him in hand, and was luring him on to what was to be the most momentous half-hour of his life. He knew he was pretty certain of finding some one there with whom he was acquainted; but he was certainly not prepared for the surprise, which greeted him, when he pushed open the swing-doors and passed into the smoking-room. Seated in a chair by the fire, and looking into it in the meditative fashion of a man, who has dined well and feels disinclined for much exertion, was no less a person than Maas.

“Mon cher ami,” he cried, springing to his feet and holding out his hand, “this is a delightful surprise. I had no notion you were in Paris.”

“I only arrived this evening,” Browne replied. “But I might return the compliment, for I thought you were in St. Petersburg.”

“No such thing,” said Maas, shaking his head. “Petersburg at this time of the year does not agree with my constitution. To be able to appreciate it one must have Slav blood in one’s veins, which I am discourteous enough to be glad to say I have not. But what brings you to the gay city? Is it on business or pleasure? But there, I need not ask. I should have remembered that business does not enter into your life.”

“A false conclusion on your part,” said Browne as he lit a cigar. “For a man who has nothing to do, I have less leisure than many people who declare they are overworked.”

“By the way,” Maas continued, “they tell me we have to congratulate you at last.”

“Upon what?” Browne inquired. “What have I done now that the world should desire to wish me well?”

“I refer to your approaching marriage,” said Maas. “Deauville was in here the other day, en route to Cannes, and he told us that it was stated in a London paper that you were about to be married. I told him I felt sure he must be mistaken. If you had been I should probably have known it.”

“It’s not true,” said Browne angrily. “Deauville should know better than to attach any credence to such a story.”

“Exactly what I told him,” said Maas, with his usual imperturbability. “I said that, at his age, he should know better than to believe every silly rumour he sees in the press. I assured him that you were worth a good many married men yet.”

As he said this Maas watched Browne’s face carefully. What he saw there must have satisfied him on certain points upon which he was anxious for information, for he smiled a trifle sardonically, and immediately changed the conversation by inquiring what Browne intended doing that night.

“Going home to bed,” said Browne promptly. “I have had a long day’s travelling, and I’ve a lot to do to-morrow. I think, if you’ll excuse me, old chap, I’ll wish you good-night now.”

“Good-night,” said Maas, taking his hand. “When shall I see you again? By the way, I hope, if it’s any convenience to you, you’ll let me put my rooms at your disposal. But there, I forgot you have your own magnificent palace to go to. To offer you hospitality would be superfluous.”

“You talk of my house as if I should be likely to go there,” said Browne scornfully. “You know as well as I do that I never enter the doors. What should I do in a caravanserai like that? No; I am staying at the usual place in the Place Vendôme. Now, good-night once more.”

“Good-night,” said Maas, and Browne accordingly left the room. When the swingdoors had closed behind him Maas went back to his chair and lit another cigarette.

“Our friend Browne is bent upon making a fool of himself,” he said to his cigarette; “and, what is worse, he will put me to a lot of trouble and inconvenience. At this stage of the proceedings, however, it would be worse than useless to endeavour to check him. He has got the bit between his teeth, and would bolt right out if I were to try to bring him to a standstill. The only thing that can be done, as far as I can see, is to sit still and watch the comedy, and step in like the god out of the machine, when all is ready.”

Having thus expressed himself, he lit another cigarette, and went off in search of the supper Browne had declined.

Browne’s first night in Paris was destined to prove a restless one. Whether it was the journey or his visit to the Rue Jacquarie that was responsible for it, I cannot say; one thing, however, is quite certain: do what he would, he could not sleep. He tried all the proverbial recipes in vain. He walked about his room, drank a glass of cold water, tried to picture sheep jumping over a hedge; but in vain. Do what he would, the drowsy god would not listen to his appeal. Indeed, the first beams of the morning sun were stealing into his room before his eyelids closed. When his man came in to dress him he felt as drowsy as if he had not closed his eyes all night. He was not going to lie in bed, however. During breakfast he debated with himself what he should do with regard to the Rue Jacquarie. Should he loiter about the streets in the hope of intercepting Katherine when she went abroad? Or should he take the bull by the horns and march boldly up to the house and ask for an interview? Anxious as he was to see her, he had no desire to thrust his presence upon her if it was not wanted. He knew that she would be the first to resent that, and yet he felt he must see her, happen what might. As soon as breakfast was finished he put on his hat and set out for a stroll. The clouds of the previous night had departed, the sky was blue, and the breeze fresh and invigorating. Many a bright eye and captivating glance was thrown at the healthy, stalwart young Englishman, who carried himself as if fatigue were a thing unknown to him. Then, suddenly, he found himself face to face with Katherine Petrovitch!

He lifted his hat mechanically, but for a moment he stood rooted to the spot with surprise, not knowing what to say or do. Great as was his astonishment, however, hers was infinitely greater. She stood before him, her colour coming and going, and with a frightened look in her eyes.

“Mr. Browne, what does this mean?” she asked, with a little catch of the breath. “You are the last person I expected to see in Paris.”

“I was called over here on important business,” he replied, with unblushing mendacity; and as he said it he watched her face, and found it more troubled than he had ever yet seen it. “But why, even if we are surprised to see each other, should we remain standing here?” he continued, for want of something better to say. “May I not walk a short distance with you?”

“If you wish it,” she replied, but with no great display of graciousness. It was very plain that she did not attach very much credence to his excuse, and it was equally certain that she was inclined to resent it. Nothing was said on the latter point, however, and they strolled along the pavement together, he wondering how he could best set himself right with her, and she combating a feeling of impending calamity, and at the same time trying to convince herself that she was extremely angry with him, not only for meeting her, but for being in Paris at all. It was not until they reached the Rue des Tuileries that Browne spoke.

“May we not go into the Gardens?” he asked a little nervously. “I always think that the children one sees there are the sweetest in Europe.”

“If you wish,” Katherine replied coldly. “I shall not be able to stay very long, however, as Madame Bernstein will be expecting me.”

Browne felt inclined to anathematise Madame Bernstein, as he had done several times before; but he wisely kept his thoughts to himself. They accordingly crossed the road and entered the Gardens by the Broad Walk. Passing the Omphale by Eude and the statue of Æneas bearing Anchises through the flames of Troy, they entered one of the small groves on the right, and seated themselves upon two chairs they found there. An awkward silence followed, during which Katherine looked away in the direction they had come, while Browne, his elbows on his knees, dug viciously into the path with the point of his umbrella, as if he would probe his way down to the nether regions before he would let her get an inkling of his embarrassment. Three children with their attendant bonnes passed them while they were so occupied, and one small toddler of four or five stopped and regarded the silent couple before him. Katherine smiled at the child’s chubby, earnest face, and Browne took this as a sign that the ice was breaking, though not so quickly as he could have wished.

“I am afraid you are angry with me,” he said, after the child had passed on his way again and they were left to each other’s company. “How have I been unfortunate enough to offend you?”

“I do not know that you have offended me at all,” the girl replied, still looking away from him. “After all your kindness to me, I should be very ungrateful if I were to treat you so.”

“But there can be no doubt you are offended,” Browne replied. “I could see from the expression on your face, when I met you on the boulevard just now, that you were annoyed with me for being there.”

“I must confess I was surprised,” she answered; “still, I certainly did not wish you to think I was annoyed.”

Browne thereupon took fresh heart, and resolved upon a bold plunge. “But you were not pleased?” he said, and as he said it he watched her to see what effect his words produced. She still kept her face turned away. “Don’t you think it was a little unkind of you to leave London so suddenly without either saying good-bye or giving the least warning of your intentions?” he continued, his spirits rising with every word he uttered.

“I was not certain that we were to leave so soon,” the girl replied. “It was not until yesterday morning that we found it would be necessary for us to set off at once. But how did you know that we had left?”

Browne fell into the trap unheedingly.

“Because I called at your lodgings an hour after you had left, in the hope of seeing you,” he answered promptly. “The servant who opened the door to me informed me that you and Madame Bernstein had departed for Paris. You may imagine my surprise.”

“But if you were there within an hour of our leaving, what train did you catch?” she inquired, with a simplicity that could scarcely have failed to entrap him.

“The eleven o’clock express from Charing Cross viâ Dover and Calais,” he replied.

“You admit, then, that your important business in Paris was to follow us?” she answered, and as she said it Browne realised what a mistake he had made. She rose without another word, and made as if she would leave the Gardens. Browne also sprang to his feet, and laid his hand upon her arm as if to detain her.

“Again I fear I have offended you,” he said; “but believe me, I had not the least intention of doing so. I think at least you should know me well enough for that.”

“But you should not have followed me at all,” she said, her womanly wit showing her that if she wished to escape she must beg the question and attack the side issue. “It was not kind of you.”

“Not kind?” he cried. “But why should it not be? I cannot see that I have done anything wrong; and, even if I have, will you not be merciful?”

Large tears had risen in her eyes; her manner was firm, nevertheless. It seemed to Browne later on, when he recalled all that had happened on that memorable morning, as if two emotions, pride and love, were struggling in her breast for the mastery.

“Will you not forgive me?” he asked, more humbly than he had probably ever spoken to a human being in his life before.

“If you will promise not to repeat the offence,” she replied, with a feeble attempt at a smile. “Remember, if I do forgive you, I shall expect you to adhere to your word.”

“You do not know how hard it is for me to promise,” said Browne; “but since you wish it, I will do as you desire. I promise you I will not follow you again.”

“I thank you,” she answered, and held out her hand. “I must go now, or madame will be wondering what has become of me. Good-bye, Mr. Browne.”

“But do you mean that I am never to see you again?” he inquired in consternation.

“For the moment that is a question I cannot answer,” she replied. “I have told you before that my time is not my own; nor do I know how long we shall remain in Paris.”

“But if I am to promise this, will you not promise me something in return?” he asked, with a tremble in his voice that he could not control.

“What is it you wish me to promise?” she inquired suspiciously. “You must tell me first.”

“It is that you will not leave Paris without first informing me,” he answered. “I will not ask you to tell me where you are going, or ask for an interview. All I desire is that you should let me know that you are leaving the city.”

She was silent for a moment.

“If you will give me your address, I will promise to write and let you know,” she said at last.

“I thank you,” he answered. Then, refusing to allow him to accompany her any farther, she held out her hand and bade him good-bye. Having done so, she passed up the Broad Walk in the direction they had come, and presently was lost to his view.

“Well, I am a fool if ever there was one,” said Browne to himself when he was alone. “If only I had kept a silent tongue in my head about that visit to the Warwick Road, I should not be in the hole I am now. I’ve scored one point, however; she has promised to let me know when she leaves Paris. I will stay here until that time arrives, on the chance of meeting her again, and then —— . Well, what matters what happens then? How sweet she is!”

The young man heaved a heavy sigh, and returned to his hotel by the Rue de Rivoli.

From that moment, and for upwards of a week, he neither saw nor heard anything further of her. Although he paraded the streets with untiring energy, and even went so far as to pay periodical visits on foot to the Rue Jacquarie, he was always disappointed. Then assistance came to him, and from a totally unexpected quarter.

Upon returning to his hotel, after one of his interminable peregrinations, he found upon the table in his sitting-room a note, written on pale-pink paper and so highly scented that he became aware of its presence there almost before he entered the room. Wondering from whom it could have come, for the writing was quite unknown to him, he opened it and scanned the contents. It was written in French, and, to his surprise, proved to be from Madame Bernstein.

“My dear Monsieur Browne,” it ran, “if you could spare a friend a few moments of your valuable time, I should be so grateful if you could let me see you. The matter upon which I desire to consult you, as my letter would lead you to suppose, is an exceedingly important one. Should you chance to be disengaged to-morrow (Thursday) afternoon, I will remain in, in the hope of seeing you. — Always your friend, and never more than now,

“SOPHIE BERNSTEIN.”



Browne read this curious epistle three times, and each time was farther from being able to understand it. What was this matter upon which Madame Bernstein desired to consult him? Could it have any connection with Katherine? If not, what else could it possibly be? And why did she call herself his friend, and wind up with “and never more than now”? It had one good point, however; it would, in all probability, furnish him with another opportunity of seeing the girl he loved. And yet there were twenty hours to be disposed of before he could possibly keep the appointment. Never in his life had time seemed so long.

Punctually to the minute he arrived at the door of the commonplace building in the Rue Jacquarie. The concierge looked out from her cubby-hole at him, and inquired his business. In reply he asked the number of Madame Bernstein’s rooms, and, having been informed, went upstairs in search of them. He had not very far to go, however, for he encountered madame herself on the landing half-way up.

“Ah, monsieur!” she cried, holding out her hand with an impetuous gesture, that was as theatrical as her usual behaviour, “this is most kind of you to come to see me so promptly. I know that I am trespassing both upon your good nature and your time.”

“I hope you will not mention that,” said Browne politely. “If I can be of any use to you, I think you know you may command me.”

“It is not for myself that I have asked you to come,” she answered. “But do not let us talk here. Will you not accompany me to my rooms?”

She accordingly led the way up the next flight of stairs and along a corridor to a room that was half drawing-room half boudoir. Madame carefully closed the door, and then bade him be seated. Browne took possession of an easy-chair, wondering what was going to happen next.


CHAPTER IX
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“NOW, MONSIEUR BROWNE,” said Madame Bernstein, as she seated herself with her back to the window, “we can talk in comfort, and, what is better still, without fear of being disturbed. It is indeed kind of you to come and see me, for I expect you were considerably surprised at receiving my poor little note yesterday. What you must have thought of it I dare not think; but I must console myself with the reflection, that it was written in the interests of another person, whose happiness is dearer to me than I can make you understand. To tell you the truth, it is a most delicate matter. I think you will admit as much when you have heard what I have to say.”

Browne accordingly reserved his judgment. His distrust of the woman, however, was rapidly coming back upon him, and he could not help feeling that, plausible as her words were, and desirous as she appeared to be of helping a third person, she was in some way attempting to deceive himself.

“I beg that you will not consider me at all in the matter,” he said, seeing that he was expected to say something. “I am, as you know, only too glad to do anything I can to help you. Perhaps it is regarding Mademoiselle Petrovitch that you desire to speak to me?”

“You have guessed correctly,” said madame. “It is about Katherine. The poor child, as I have reason to know, is in terrible trouble just now.”

“I am indeed sorry to hear that,” said Browne, a fear of he knew not what taking possession of him. “But I hope the trouble is one that can be easily set right.”

“It is possible it may,” madame replied. “But I think it depends, if you will permit me to say so, in a very great measure upon yourself.”

“Upon me?” cried the young man, this time with real surprise. “How can that be? I should never forgive myself if I thought I had made Miss Petrovitch unhappy.”

“Not perhaps exactly in the sense you mean,” said madame, moving a little nearer him, and speaking in a tone that was low and confidential; “but still you have done so in another way, Monsieur Browne. Before I go any further, however, it is necessary that I should remind you that I am an old woman.” Here she smiled a little coquettishly, as if to remind him that her words, in this particular instance, must not be taken too literally. “I am an old woman,” she continued— “old enough to be your mother, perhaps; at any rate, old enough to be able to say what I am going to say, without fear of giving offence, or of having my motives misconstrued. Monsieur Browne, as you are well aware, Katherine is only a young girl, and, like other young girls, she has her dreams. Into those dreams you have come, and what is the result? I will leave it to your common-sense, and perhaps a little to your vanity, to read between the lines. Had you been differently situated it would not have mattered. At the time that you rendered her that great service on the mountains above Merok, she had no idea who you were. But later on, when you were so kind to us in London, though you did your best to prevent it, we discovered all about you. Immediately, as is often the way with young girls, a change came. She is simplicity itself. She is also the soul of honour. She feared to let her true soul be seen, lest you might think that we were cultivating your acquaintance for the sake of your wealth.”

“I never dreamt of such a thing,” Browne replied indignantly. “That is the worst part of being a rich man, Madame Bernstein. One-half of the world preys upon you for your money, while a large number will not be friendly to you lest they may be supposed to be doing the same. I should be a cad of the first water if I had ever thought for a moment, that Miss Petrovitch was capable of such a thing.”

From the way he spoke Madame Bernstein saw that she had overshot her mark, and she was quick to make up for her mistake.

“I do not think I said that we thought so, Monsieur Brown,” she said. “I only remarked that I feared my ward was afraid lest you might do so.”

“She might have known me better than that,” said Browne a little reproachfully. “But perhaps you will tell me what it is you wish me to do?”

“Ah! In asking that question you bring me to the most difficult point in our interview,” she replied. “I will show you why. Before I do so, however, I want you to give me your promise that you will not be offended at what I am about to say to you.”

“I will certainly promise that,” Browne answered.

“I am going to put your friendship to a severe test,” Madame continued. She paused for a moment as if to collect her thoughts. When she spoke again it was with an abruptness that was most disconcerting. “You must be blind indeed,” she said, “if you cannot see, Monsieur Browne, that Katherine loves you.”

The revulsion of feeling caused by her announcement of this fact was so strong that, though Browne tried to speak, he found he was incapable of uttering a word. And yet, though she seemed so certain of what she said, there was something in the way she said it that did not ring quite true.

“Monsieur Browne,” she went on, leaning a little forward and speaking with still greater earnestness, “I feel sure you will understand how much all this means, not only to her but to me. Since my poor husband’s death she has been all I have had to live for, and it cuts my heart in pieces to see her so unhappy.”

“But what would you have me do?” inquired Browne.

“That is the very subject I wished to speak to you about,” Madame replied. Then, shaking her head sadly, she continued: “Ah, Monsieur Browne, you do not know what it is to love, and to love in vain. The favour I am going to ask of you is that you should go away; that you should not let Katherine see you again.”

“But, madame,” said Browne, “why should I go away? What if I love her as you say she loves me?”

The lady uttered a little cry as if of astonishment.

“If you loved her all would be different,” she cried, clasping her hands together— “so very, very different.”

“Then let it be as different as you please,” cried Browne, springing to his feet. “For I do love her, and with my whole heart and soul, as I should have told her, had she not left London so suddenly the other day.”

Looking back on it now, Browne is obliged to confess that the whole scene was theatrical in the extreme. Madame Bernstein, on hearing the news, behaved with a most amiable eccentricity; she sprang from her chair, and, taking his hand in hers, pressed it to her heart. If her behaviour counted for anything, this would seem to have been the happiest moment of her life. In the middle of it all the sound of a light footstep reached them from the corridor outside.

“Hush!” said Madame Bernstein, holding up her finger in warning. “It is Katherine! I implore you not to tell her that I have said this to you.”

“You may depend upon my not doing so,” Browne answered.

An instant later the girl, whose happiness they appeared to be so anxious to promote, entered the room. Her surprise and confusion at finding Browne there may be better imagined than described. But if the position were embarrassing for her, how much more so was it for Browne! He stood before her like a schoolboy detected in a fault, and who waits to be told what his punishment will be.

“Monsieur Browne was kind enough to take pity on my loneliness,” said Madame Bernstein, by way of explanation, but with a slight falter in her voice which told the young man that, although she wished him to think otherwise, she really stood in some awe of her companion. “We have had a most interesting discussion on modern French art. I had no idea that Monsieur Browne was so well acquainted with the subject.”

“It is the one thing of all others in which I take the greatest possible interest,” replied Browne, with corresponding gravity. But he dared not look at Katherine’s face, for he knew she was regarding him with a perplexed and somewhat disappointed look, as if she were not quite certain whether he was telling the truth. She did not know how to account for his presence there, and in some vague way it frightened her. It was plain, at any rate, that she placed no sort of reliance in her guardian’s somewhat far-fetched explanation.

Seeing that she was likely to be de trop, that lady made an excuse and left the room. After she had gone, and the door had closed behind her, things passed from bad to worse with the couple she had left behind. Browne knew exactly what he wanted to say, but he did not know how to say it. Katherine said nothing at all; she was waiting for him to make the first move.

At last Browne could bear the silence no longer. Advancing towards the girl, he managed to obtain possession of her hands before she became aware of his intention.

Holding them in his, he looked into her face and spoke.

“Katherine,” he said, in a voice that trembled with emotion, “cannot you guess why I am here?”

“I understood that you came to see Madame Bernstein,” she faltered, not daring to look up into his face.

“You know as well as I do that, while I made that the excuse, it was not my real reason,” he answered. “Katherine, I came to see you because I have something to say to you, which must be said at once, which cannot be delayed any longer. I would have spoken to you in London, had you vouchsafed me an opportunity, but you left so suddenly that I never had the chance of opening my lips. What I want to tell you, Katherine, is, that I love you with my whole heart and soul; God knows I love you better than my life, and I shall love you to the day of my death.”

She uttered a little cry, and endeavoured to withdraw her hands from his grasp, but he would not let them go.

“Surely you must have known all this long since,” he continued with relentless persistence. “You believe, don’t you, that I mean what I say?”

“I must not hear you,” she answered. “I cannot bear it. You do not know what you are saying.”

“I know all I want to know,” said Browne; “and I think, Katherine, you on your part know how deeply in earnest I am. Try to remember, before you speak, that the whole happiness of my life is at stake.”

“That is exactly why I say that I cannot listen to you,” she answered, still looking away.

“Is my love so distasteful to you, then, that you cannot bear to hear me speak of it?” he said, a little reproachfully.

“No, no,” she answered; “it is not that at all. It is that —— But there, I cannot, I must not hear you any further. Please do not say any more about it; I beg of you to forget that you have ever told me of it.”

“But I must say more,” cried Browne. “I love you, and I cannot and will not live without you. I believe that you love me, Katherine; upon my honour I do. If so, why should you be so cruel to me? Will you answer me one question, honestly and straight-forwardly?”

“What is it?”

“Will you be my wife?”

“I cannot. It is impossible,” she cried, this time as if her heart were breaking. “It is useless to say more. Such a thing could never be.”

“But if you love me, it both can and shall be,” replied Browne. “If you love me, there is nothing that can separate us.”

“There is everything. You do not know how impossible it is.”

“If there is a difficulty I will remove it. It shall cease to exist. Come, Katherine, tell me that you love me.”

She did not reply.

“Will you not confess it?” he repeated. “You know what your answer means to me. Say that you do, and nothing shall part us; I swear it. If you do not, then I give you my word I will go away, and never let you see my face again.”

This time she looked up at him with her beautiful eyes full of tears.

“I do love you,” she whispered; and then added, in a louder voice, “but what is the use of my saying so, when it can make no difference?”

“It makes all the difference in the world, darling,” cried Browne, with a triumph in his voice that had not been there a moment before. “Now that I know you love me, I can act. I am not afraid of anything.” Before she could protest he had taken her in his arms and covered her face with kisses. She struggled to escape, but he was too strong for her. At last he let her go.

“Oh! you do not know what you are doing,” she cried. “Why will you not listen to me and go away before it is too late? I tell you again and again that you are deluding yourself with false hopes. Come what may, I can never be your wife. It is impossible.”

“Since you have confessed that you love me, we will see about that,” said Browne quietly but determinedly. “In the meantime, remember that I am your affianced lover. Nothing can alter that. But, hark! if I am not mistaken, I hear Madame Bernstein.”

A moment later the lady in question entered the room. She glanced from one to the other as if to find out whether they had arrived at an understanding. Then Browne advanced and took her hand.

“Madame,” he said, “I have the honour to inform you that mademoiselle has decided to be my wife.”

“No, no,” cried Katherine, as if in a last entreaty. “You must not say that. I cannot let you say it.”

Madame Bernstein took in the situation, and adapted herself to it immediately. In her usual manner, she expressed her delight at the arrangement they had come to. There was nothing like love, she averred, in the world.

“I always hoped and prayed that it would be so,” she went on to say. “It has been my wish for years to see you happily married, Katherine. Now I can feel that my work in life is done, and that I can go down to my grave in peace, knowing that, whatever happens, you will be well protected.”

Could one have looked into her brain, I am inclined to believe it would have been found that, while she gave expression to these beautiful ideas, they were far from being a true record of her feelings. Such sentiments, however, were the proper ones to use at that particular moment, and, having given utterance to them, she felt that she had done all that could reasonably be expected of her.

“With your permission, madame,” said Browne, to whom the idea had only that moment occurred, “Katherine and I will spend the whole of to-morrow in the country together. I should like to take her to Fontainebleau. As you are aware, there are a number of pictures there, which, according to your own argument, it is only fit and proper I should study in order to perfect myself on the subject of modern French art.”

After this Parthian shot, Madame, although she knew that such a proposal was far from being in accordance with the notions of propriety entertained by the parents and guardians of the country in which they were at present domiciled, had no objection to raise. On the contrary, she had her own reasons for not desiring to thwart Browne at the commencement of his engagement, and just when he was likely to prove most useful to her. Accordingly she expressed great delight at the arrangement, and hoped that they would spend a happy day together. Having said this, she wiped away an imaginary tear and heaved a sigh, which, taken in conjunction, were doubtless intended to convey to the young people the impression that she was dwelling on the recollection of similar excursions in which she and the late lamented Bernstein had indulged at a similar period.

“To-night we must all dine together to celebrate the event,” said Browne enthusiastically, taking no notice whatsoever of the good lady’s expression of woe. “Where shall it be?”

Katherine was about to protest, but she caught Madame’s eye in time, and desisted.

“I am sure we shall be charmed,” returned Madame. “If you will make the arrangements, we will meet you wherever you please.”

“Shall we say the Maison Dorée, then, at eight? Or would you prefer the Café Anglais, or Au Lion d’Or?”

“The Maison Dorée by all means,” said Madame, “and at eight. We will make a point of being there in good time.”

Seeing that it was impossible for him to stay any longer, Browne bade Madame good-bye, and went across the room to where Katherine was standing by the window.

“Good-bye,” he said, and as he did so he took her hand.

Looking into her eyes, which were filled with as much love as even he could desire, he put the following question to her, so softly that Madame, standing at the other end of the room, could not hear: “Are you happy, Katherine?”

“Very happy,” she answered in a similar tone. “But I cannot help feeling that I am doing very wrong.”

“You are doing nothing of the sort,” the young man answered dogmatically. “You are doing just the very best and wisest thing a woman could do. You must never say such a thing again. Now, au revoir, until we meet at eight. I shall count the minutes till then.”


CHAPTER X
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HOW BROWNE GOT back to his hotel is a mystery to this day. He had an insane desire to tell every one he met of his good fortune. He wanted to do something to make other people as happy as himself, and, for the reason that he could find no one else at the moment, had to be content with overtipping his cabman, and emptying all his spare change into the hands of a beggar in the Place Vendôme. The afternoon was gray and cold; but never had the world seemed so fair to him, or so full of sunshine. He told himself over and over again that he was the luckiest man on earth. He had already built himself several castles in the air, from the battlements of which the banner of Love was waving gaily. What a difference he would make in Katherine’s life! She had been poor hitherto; now his wealth, the proper use of which he had never before realised, should be devoted to giving her everything that a woman could dream of or desire. In his satisfaction with himself and the world in general, he even forgot his usual dislike for Madame Bernstein. Was it not due to her action, he asked himself, that the present happy state of affairs had been brought about? In return he would show her that he was grateful. As for the morrow, and the excursion to Fontainebleau, he would send his man at once to arrange for a special train, in order that they might run no risk of being disturbed or inconvenienced by other tourists. On second thoughts, however, he changed his mind. He would not do anything so absurd. He might be a parvenu, in a certain sense, but he did not want to prove himself one to her. No; they would go down quietly, sensibly, and unostentatiously like other people. They would enjoy the outing all the more if they did not attract unnecessary attention. Then another idea struck him, and he acted upon it immediately. Putting on his hat once more, he left the hotel, and proceeded in the direction of a certain jeweller’s shop. Having entered it, he approached the counter, and asked for a plain gold ring of heavy pattern. He had at first been tempted to buy her one set with diamonds and a bracelet to correspond — two articles that should be so perfect that even millionaires’ wives should envy. That time, however, would come later on. At present all that was wanted was something good, plain, and in perfect taste. He felt sure she would understand his action, and think the better of him for it.

Anticipating a large order from the wealthy young Englishman, whom he recognised immediately, the shopkeeper was a little disappointed. But he tried not to show it. With his precious purchase in his pocket, the happy young man returned to his hotel to dress for the evening’s entertainment. Needless to say, he was the first to arrive at the rendezvous, but it was not very long before Madame Bernstein and Katherine put in an appearance. Browne met them at the door and conducted them upstairs to the room he had reserved. If the dinner he had given them in London had proved a success, this one was destined to prove much more so. Madame and Browne were in the highest spirits, while Katharine, though a little shy and reserved, had improved considerably since the afternoon. Before they separated, arrangements were completed for the morning’s excursion. Browne, it was settled, was to call for Katherine in time to catch the early train, and, in return for the trust reposed in him, he pledged himself to return her safely to her guardian before nine in the evening. Before he retired to rest that night he opened the window of his bedroom and studied the heavens with an anxious face. A few clouds were to be seen away to the north-west, but elsewhere the stars were shining brightly. Taken altogether, there seemed to be every reasonable chance of their having a fine day for the excursion.

But, alas! how futile are human hopes, for when he woke next morning a grievous disappointment was in store for him. Clouds covered the sky, and a thick drizzle was falling. A more miserable and dispiriting prelude to the day could scarcely be imagined. His disappointment was intense; and yet, in a life that seemed as dead to him now as the Neolithic Period, he remembered that he had gone cub-hunting in England, had fished in Norway, and shot over his deer-forest in the Highlands in equally bad weather, and without a grumble or a protest. On the present occasion, however, everything was different; it seemed to him as if he had a personal grievance to settle with Dame Nature; and in this spirit he dressed, ate his breakfast, and finally set off in a cab for the Rue Jacquarie. Whether Katherine would go out or not he could not say, but he half-expected she would decline. Having passed the concierge, he made his way upstairs to Madame Bernstein’s sitting-room. Neither of the ladies was there, but, after he had waited for a few minutes, Katherine put in an appearance, dressed in a tight-fitting costume of some dark material which displayed her slender figure to perfection.

“What a terrible day!” she said, as she glanced out of the window. “Do you think we can go?”

“I will leave it for you to decide,” he answered. “If you consider it too wet we can easily put it off for another day.”

Something in his face must have told her how disappointed he would be if she refused. She accordingly took pity on him.

“Let us go,” she said. “I have no doubt it will clear up later on. Must we start at once?”

“If we wish to catch the train we should leave here in about ten minutes at latest,” he answered.

She thereupon left the room, to return presently with a cup of steaming chocolate.

“I made this for you myself,” she said. “It will keep you warm. While you are drinking it, if you will excuse me, I will go and get ready.”

When she returned they made their way to the cab, and in it set off for the railway station. Rain was still falling as the train made its way along the beautiful valley of the Yerès, and it had not ceased when they had reached Melun. After that Dame Nature changed her mind, and, before they reached their destination, the clouds were drawing off, and long streaks of blue sky were to be plainly observed all round the horizon. They left the station in a flood of sunshine; and by the time they had crossed the gravelled courtyard and approached the main entrance to the palace, the sun was as warm and pleasant as on a spring day.

It would be difficult to over-estimate the pleasure Browne derived from that simple excursion. He had visited Fontainebleau many times before, but never had he thought it so beautiful or half so interesting as he did on the present occasion. When she had overcome the first novelty of her position, Katherine adapted herself to it with marvellous celerity. Side by side they wandered through those rooms of many memories, in the wake of the custodian, whom they could not persuade to allow them to pass through alone, even under the stimulus of a large gratuity. Passing through the apartments of Napoleon, of Marie Antoinette, of Francis the First, they speculated and mused over the cradle of the infant king of Rome, and the equally historic table upon which Napoleon signed his abdication.

The wonders of the palace exhausted, they proceeded into the gardens, visited and fed the famous carp, tested the merits of the labyrinth, and marvelled at the vineries. Finally they returned to the village in search of luncheon. The afternoon was devoted to exploring the forest, and when dusk had descended they dined at the Hôtel de France et d’Angleterre, and afterwards returned to Paris. It was during the homeward journey, that Browne found occasion to carry out a little scheme, of which he had been thinking all day. Taking from his pocket the ring he had purchased on the previous evening, he secured Katherine’s hand and slipped it on her slender finger.

“The symbol of my love, darling,” he said softly. “As this little circlet of gold surrounds your finger, so my love will encompass you on every side throughout your life. Wear it in remembrance of my words.”

Her heart being too full to answer him, she could only press his hand, and leave it to him to understand.

Faithful to his promise, he delivered Katherine into the keeping of her guardian before nine o’clock. Both declared that they had had a delightful day, and Madame Bernstein expressed her joy at hearing it. It seemed to Browne, however, that there was an air of suppressed excitement about her on this particular evening which he could not understand. When he bade them good-bye he returned to his hotel, feeling that he had come to the end of the happiest day of all his life.

Next morning he was standing in the hall preparatory to going out, when his servant approached him and handed him a note. One glance at the address was sufficient to tell him from whom it came. He had only seen the handwriting once before, but every letter had been engraved upon his heart. He tore it open, delighted at receiving it, yet wondering at her reason for communicating with him.

“Dear love,” it began, “when you asked me the other day to be your wife, I tried so hard to make you see that what you wished was quite impossible. Yesterday we were so happy together; and now I have had some news which makes me see, even more clearly than I did then, that I have no right to let you link your life with mine. Hard as it is for me to have to say it, I have no choice left but to do so. You must forget me; and, if you can, forgive me. But remember always this promise that I give you: if I cannot marry you, no other man shall ever call me wife. — KATHERINE PETROVITCH.”

Browne stood for some moments, like a man dazed, in the hall among the crowd of happy tourists, holding the letter in his hand, and staring straight before him. His whole being seemed numbed and dead. He could not understand it; he could not even realise that she was attempting to put herself out of his life for ever.

“There must be some mistake,” he whispered to himself; and then added: “She admits that she loves me, and yet she wants to give me up. I will not allow myself to think that it can be true. I must go to her at once, and see her, and hear it from her own lips before I will believe.”

He thereupon went out into the street, called a cab, and set off for the Rue Jacquarie.


CHAPTER XI
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WHEN BROWNE REACHED the Rue Jacquarie, after his receipt of the letter which had caused him so much pain and consternation, it was to learn that Katherine was not at home, and to find Madame Bernstein in her sitting-room, sniffing vigorously at a bottle of smelling-salts, and on the verge of hysterics. Seeing Browne, she sprang to her feet with a cry that was half one of relief, and half of fear.

“Oh, Monsieur Browne,” said she, “Heaven be praised that you have come! I have had such terrible trouble this morning, and have passed through such a scene with Katherine that my nerves are quite unstrung.”

“Where is Katherine?” Browne inquired almost angrily, and quite ignoring the description of her woes; “and what is the meaning of the letter she wrote me this morning?”

“You must not be angry with her,” said Madame, approaching and laying her hand gently upon his arm, while she looked up into his face, with what was intended to be a piteous expression. “The poor child is only doing what she deems to be right. You would not have her act otherwise, I know.”

“You understand my feelings, I think,” Browne replied bluntly. “At the same time, I know how over-conscientious she is apt to be in such matters. Cannot I see her? Where is she?”

“She has gone out,” said Madame, with a sigh. “She and I, I am sorry to say, had a little disagreement this morning over her treatment of you. I know it was very wrong of me, and that you will hate me for it; but I could not help it. I could not let her spoil her own life and yours without uttering a protest. As a result, she did what she always does — that is to say, she put on her hat and cape, and went for a walk.”

“But have you no notion where I could find her?” asked Browne, who was beginning to feel that everything and everybody were conspiring against him. “Has she any usual haunts, where I should run a moderate chance of coming across her?”

“On that point I am afraid I can say nothing,” answered Madame. “She seldom takes me into her confidence. Yet, stay; I do remember having heard her once say that, when she was put out by anything, the only thing that could soothe her, and set her right again, was a visit to the picture galleries at the Louvre.”

“You are sure you know of no other place?”

“None whatever,” replied the lady. “The pictures at the Louvre are the only things in Paris in which she seems to take any interest. She is insane on the subject.”

“In that case I’ll try the Louvre at once,” said Browne, picking up his hat.

“But let me first explain to you the reason of all that has happened,” said Madame, stretching out her hand as if to detain him.

“Thank you,” Browne returned, with greater coldness than he had ever yet spoken to her; “but, if you do not mind, I would rather hear that from her own lips.”

With that he bade Madame good-bye, and made his way down to the street once more. From the Rue Jacquarie to the Louvre is not more than a ten minutes’ drive at most — that is to say, if you proceed by the Avenue de l’Opéra, — and yet to Browne it seemed as if he were hours in the cab. On entering the museum he made his way direct to the picture galleries. The building had not been long open, and for this reason only a few people were to be seen in the corridors, a circumstance for which Browne was devoutly thankful. It was not until he reached Room IV. that he knew he was not to have his journey in vain. Standing before Titian’s “Entombment of Christ,” her hands clasped before her, was Katherine. Her whole being seemed absorbed in enjoyment of the picture, and it was not until he was close to her that she turned and saw him. When she did, he noticed that her face was very white and haggard, and that she looked as if she had not slept for many nights.

“Oh, why have you followed me?” she asked piteously.

“I have come to acknowledge in person the letter you sent me this morning,” he answered. “Surely, Katherine, you did not think I should do as you asked me, and go away without even bidding you good-bye?”

“I hoped you would,” she answered, and her lips trembled as she uttered the words.

“Then you do not know me,” he replied, “nor do you know yourself. No, darling; you are my affianced wife, and I refuse to go. What is more, I will not give you up, come what may. Surely you do not think that mine is such a fair-weather love that it must be destroyed by the first adverse wind? Try it and see.”

“But I cannot and must not,” she answered; and then she added, with such a weight of sorrow in her voice, that it was as much as he could do to prevent himself from taking her in his arms and comforting her, “Oh, you can have no idea how unhappy I am!”

“The more reason that I should be with you to comfort you, darling,” he declared. “What am I here for, if not to help you? You do not seem to have realised my proper position in the world. If you are not very careful, I shall pick you up and carry you off to the nearest parson, and marry you, willy-nilly; and after that you’ll be obliged to put the management of your affairs in my hands, whether you want to or not.”

She looked at him a little reproachfully.

“Please don’t joke about it,” she said. “I assure you it is by no means a laughing matter to me.”

“Nor is it to me,” answered Browne. “I should have liked you to have seen my face when I read your letter. I firmly believe I was the most miserable man in Europe.”

She offered no reply to this speech, and perhaps that was why a little old gentleman, the same old man in the threadbare black cloak and old-fashioned hat who haunts the galleries, and who entered at that moment, imagined that they were quarrelling.

“Come,” said the young man at last, “let us find a place where we can sit down and talk unobserved. Then we’ll thrash the matter out properly.”

“But it will be no use,” replied Katherine. “Believe me, I have thought it out most carefully, and have quite made up my mind what I must do. Please do not ask me to break the resolutions I have made.”

“I will not ask you to do anything but love me, dear,” returned Browne. “The unfortunate part of it is, you see, I also have made resolutions that you, on your side, must not ask me to break. In that case it seems that we have come to a deadlock, and the only way out of it is for us to start afresh, to discuss the matter thoroughly, and so arrive at an understanding. Come along; I know an excellent corner, where we can talk without fear of being disturbed. Let us find it.”

Seeing that to protest would be useless, and deriving a feeling of safety from his masterfulness, she allowed him to lead her along the galleries until they reached the corner to which he had referred. No one was in sight, not even the little old man in the cloak, who was probably gloating, according to custom, over the “Venus del Pardo” in Room VI.

“Now let us sit down,” said Browne, pointing to the seat, “and you must tell me everything. Remember, I have a right to know; and reflect also that, if there is any person in this wide world who can help you, it is I, your husband in the sight of God, if not by the law of man.”

He took her hand, and found that it was trembling. He pressed it within his own as if to give her courage.

“Tell me everything, darling,” he said— “everything from the very beginning to the end. Then I shall know how to help you. I can see that you have been worrying yourself about it more than is good for your health. Let me share the responsibility with you.”

She had to admit to herself that, after all, it was good to have a man to lean upon, to feel that such a pillar of strength was behind her. For this reason she unconsciously drew a little closer to him, as though she would seek shelter in his arms and defy the world from that place of security.

“Now let me have your story,” said Browne. “Hide nothing from me; for only when I know all, shall I be in a position to say how I am to help you.”

He felt a shudder sweep over her as he said this, and a considerable interval elapsed before she replied. When she did her voice was harsh and strained, as if she were nerving herself to make an admission, which she would rather not have allowed to pass her lips.

“You cannot imagine,” she said, “how it pains me to have to tell you my pitiful tale. And yet I feel that I should be doing you a far greater wrong if I were to keep silence. It is not for myself that I feel this, but for you. Whatever may be my fate, whatever may come later, I want you always to remember that.”

“I will remember,” her lover replied softly. “But you must not think of me at all, dear. I am content to serve you. Now tell me everything.”

Once more she was silent for a few moments, as though she were collecting her thoughts; then she commenced her tale.


CHAPTER XII
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“TO BEGIN WITH, I must tell you that my name is not Petrovitch at all: it is Polowski; Petrovitch was my mother’s maiden name. Why I adopted it, instead of bearing my father’s, you will understand directly. I was born in Warsaw, where my parents at the time had a temporary home. Though she died when I was only seven years old, I can distinctly remember my mother as a tall, beautiful Hungarian woman, who used to sing me the sweetest songs I have ever heard in my life every evening when I went to bed. Oh, how well I can recall those songs!” Her eyes filled with tears at the recollection. “Then there came a time when she did not put me to bed, and when I was not allowed to see her. Night after night I cried for her, I remember, until one evening an old woman, in whose charge I had often been left, when my father and mother were absent from the city, told me that I should never see her again, for she was dead. I did not know the meaning of death then; but I have learnt since that there are things which are worse, infinitely worse, than merely ceasing to live. My recollections of that period are not very distinct; but I can recall the fact that my poor mother lay in a room at the back of the house, and that old Maritza wept for her continually. There was much mystery also; and once an old gray-haired man said to some one in my presence, ‘Do you think he will be fool enough to come when they are watching for him at every turn?’ To which the other replied, ‘I am sure he will come, for he loved her.’ Then came the funeral, a dark and dreary day, which, when I look back upon it all now, seems like the beginning of a new life to me. I was only a little child, and when they brought me home from the cemetery I fell asleep almost before my head touched the pillow. In the middle of the night I was awakened by a loud cry, a trampling on the stairs, and a moment later the noise of men fighting in the corridor outside my room. Terrified almost out of my senses, I crouched in my little bed and listened. Then an order was given by some one, followed by the sound of more trampling on the stairs, and after that all was silence. Though, of course, I did not know it then, my father had been arrested by the police as a dangerous Nihilist, and, a month later, was on his way to Siberia. It was not until I was old enough to understand, that I heard that he had been concerned in an attempt upon the life of the Czar. From what was told me then, and from what I have since learnt, there seems to have been little or no doubt but that he was connected with a dangerous band of Nihilists, and that he was not only mixed up in the affair for which he was condemned to penal servitude for life, but that he was one of the originators of the plot itself. And yet the only recollection I have of him is of a kind and loving father who, when he was at home, used to tell me fairy stories, and who declared his wife to be the sweetest woman in the world.”

“Poor little girl,” said Browne, pressing the hand he held, “you had indeed an unhappy childhood; but you have not yet told me how you came to be placed under the guardianship of Madame Bernstein.”

“She was an old friend of my father’s,” Katherine replied; “and when my mother died, and he was sent to Siberia, she adopted me. I owe her a debt of gratitude that I can never repay; for, though she is perhaps a little peculiar in some things, she has been a very good and kind friend to me.”

“And have you always been — well, shall we say — dependent on her?” asked Browne, with a little diffidence, for it was a delicate matter for a young man to touch upon with a proud and high-spirited girl.

“Oh no,” Katherine replied. “You see, soon after my mother’s death it was discovered by some one — I cannot remember who — that one of her brothers was dead, and that by his will I, as his sole heiress, inherited his money. From your point of view it would be nothing, but to me it meant a great deal. It was carefully invested, and it brings me in, in English money, just three hundred pounds a year. Of course we cannot do much with such a sum; but, as we have no expensive tastes, Madame Bernstein and I find that with it, and the sum I make by my painting, we are just able to make both ends meet.”

On hearing this Browne pricked up his ears. This was putting a new complexion on the affair.

“Do you mean to say that Madame Bernstein has no income of her own, and that all these years she has been living upon you?”

“Yes. And why not? You cannot realise what a wonderful manager she is. I should not be able to do half as much with it if I had the sole control of my money.”

“This is a matter which will have to be attended to in the near future,” said Browne to himself. Then, aloud, he added, “Never mind, little woman; when you are my wife Madame shall retire in luxury. She shall not find us ungrateful, believe me. But continue your story. Or, I fancy, you had better let me finish it for you. You have told me that you have lived with Madame Bernstein, or rather, to be correct, that she has lived with you, for many years. You have travelled from place to place about Europe; for some reason or another you have had no fixed home; then you began to paint, and during the whole time you have denied yourself all sorts of things in order that Madame should live in the lap of luxury. Oh, don’t dispute it, for I know what has happened as well as if I had been there to see. In the course of your peregrinations you went to Norway. There we met. Six months later you came to London, during which time I had been wondering whether I should ever see you again. Fate arranged that we should meet. I found you even more adorable than before, followed you to Paris, proposed and was accepted, and, like all pretty stories, ours must, and shall end with the music of wedding bells.”

“Impossible,” she answered. “From what I have already shown you, you must see that it could not be. Had my life been differently situated I should have been proud — you do not know how proud — to be your wife; but, as it is, it is quite out of the question. Some day you will see that yourself, and will thank me for having prevented you from spoiling your life by a foolish marriage.”

Browne saw that she was in deadly earnest. He was about to argue the question with her, but the look upon her face stopped him. For the moment he was frightened in spite of himself, and could only stammer out, “I shall never see it.”

“You must see it,” she answered. “There is a task I have set for myself, which I must finish, come what may.”

“Then, whatever it may be, I will share it with you,” said Browne. “You must doubt my love, Katherine, if you refuse to let me help you.”

“I do not doubt your love,” she answered, “but it is quite out of the question that I could avail myself of your assistance in this matter.”

“I will not believe it,” he continued. “You are only saying it because you do not wish to inculpate me. But I will be inculpated, come what may. Tell me what it is you have to do, and I will help you to carry it through to the best of my ability; helping you where help is needed, and counselling you where you stand in need of advice. In other words, I place myself and all I have in the world at your disposal, darling, to do with as you will.”

“You are too noble,” she answered; “too good and true. What other man would do as much?”

“Any man,” he answered, “who loves a woman as I love you.”

“There can be but few who love so well,” she replied softly, for her heart was touched more than she could say; “and yet, good as you are, I cannot accept your help. You do not know what I am about to attempt.”

“I do not care what it is,” he answered; “it makes no sort of difference to my promise.”

“But it would afterwards,” she said. “Why, do you not remember that I am the daughter of a convict; that my father was sent to Siberia to live in chains to the end of his days? He remained there for many years. Afterwards he was despatched to the island of Saghalien, where he now is. News has reached us within the last few days that he is ill, and that unless he leaves the island he will not live another year.”

“How did you hear that?” Browne inquired.

“Through Madame Bernstein,” Katherine replied. “Ever since my father was first arrested she has managed somehow or other to obtain news of him.”

“And what is it you intend to do?”

“To help him to escape,” the girl replied.

“But it would be impossible,” said Browne, horrified at her declaration. “You must not dream of such a thing.”

“But I do more than dream of it,” she replied. “Remember, he is my father, my own flesh and blood, who is ill and suffering. You say you love me?”

“I think you know by this time that I do,” said Browne.

“Then what would you do if I were seized and carried away to a terrible island, where my life would be one long torture? Would you not do your best to rescue me?”

“Of course I would,” said Browne indignantly. “You need not ask that.”

“Very well, then, you can see now how I feel. I do not say that he was right in his beliefs or in what he did; on the contrary, I think that he was distinctly wrong. The fact, however, remains that he is my father; and, however great his faults may have been, he has at least been punished for them. Can you picture what his existence must have been these many years? But of course you cannot. You do not know anything of Russian prisons. They have been described to me, however, by one who has seen them, and the account has filled me with such terror as I have never known in my life before.”

“But it would be sheer madness for you to attempt to rescue him,” said Browne. “You could not possibly succeed. Your effort would be foredoomed to failure.”

“It is very probable,” she answered; “but would you have me for that reason draw back? It is my duty to make the attempt, even if I fail. You would have done the same for your own father, I know, had he been in the same position. Why should I not therefore do it for mine?”

“Because — why, because it is too preposterous,” said Browne, at loss for a better reason. “I never heard of such a thing. You have not the least idea of the magnitude of the danger of what you are attempting.”

“Perhaps not,” she said. “But if all those who make an attempt could foresee the result, I fancy only a very small percentage would continue to strive. No; if you love me, you will not try to make a coward of me, just at the time when I am trying to do what I consider right.”

Browne took counsel with himself. The position was the most extraordinary he had ever faced. In his life he had met with many peculiar people, but never had he been brought in contact with a young girl who was willing to give up love, wealth, comfort, every prospect of happiness, even life itself, in order to attempt what was neither more nor less than a hopeless and impossible undertaking. And yet, short as his acquaintance with Katharine had been, he felt that he knew her well enough to be convinced that she would not abandon her purpose without a struggle. “Loyalty before all” was his motto where she was concerned. He loved her, and if it was her desire to assist a by no means respectable father to escape from the prison in which he was very rightly confined, he must help her to the best of his abilities, without considering the cost to himself. It would be a terrible business; but, at any rate, he would then be able to assure himself that she did not come to any harm.

“And you are determined to carry out this foolish scheme?” he asked. “Is there nothing I can say or do that will be at all likely to dissuade you from your purpose?”

“Nothing at all,” she answered slowly, looking him steadily in the face. “My mind is quite made up.”

“Very good, then,” he continued; “in that case I will not oppose you further. Tell me how you propose to set about it.”

She shook her head. “I do not know yet,” she answered. “But you may be sure I will do it somehow. There must be a way, if I can only find it. At any rate, I am not afraid to look for it.”

Browne glanced at the pale yet determined face before him, and noted the strength of the mouth and chin. There was sufficient strength of mind there to carry the matter through, provided the needful opportunities were supplied. But would they be forthcoming? One thing was quite certain, she could not possibly manage with the limited means at her disposal. There at least she would be compelled to apply to him.

“Katherine,” he said at last, “I have told you repeatedly that I love you, and now I am going to try to prove it to you. You say you are desirous of rescuing your father. Very good; then I am going to help you to do so. It will at least demonstrate the sincerity of my love for you, and will show you that all the assertions I have made are not merely so much idle chatter, but what I really feel.”

“You would help me?” she gasped, staggered for the moment at the magnitude of his proposal. “Surely you do not know what you are saying?”

“I mean what I say,” he answered. “If you are bent on rescuing your father I will help you. But I only offer my services on one condition.”

“And what is that?”

“That as soon as this business is finished you become my wife.”

“But I cannot let you do it,” she answered. “Why should I draw you into it?”

“I do it because I love you, and because you love me,” he answered. “Surely that is sufficient reason.”

“But — —”

“We’ll have no more buts, if you please,” said Browne. “If it is a bargain, say so. This is going to be a genuine business contract, of which the terms are, that I am to do my best to assist your father to escape, and in return you are to be my wife as soon as the work is completed.”

She looked at him almost tearfully. Though she felt it was her duty as a daughter to help her father, she nevertheless could not reconcile it to her conscience to draw the man she loved into danger. By this time they had risen from the seat, and were standing facing each other.

“Is it to be a bargain, Katherine?”

She did not answer, but, drawing his face down to hers, she kissed him on the lips.

“I understand,” he said; “then we’ll count it settled. I’ll commence work to-day, and let you know what arrangements I am able to make. You trust me, Katherine, do you not?”

“With my whole heart and soul,” she answered. “Who has ever been so good to me as you have been?”

“That has nothing at all to do with it,” he said. “Now I’ll take you down to the street, put you in a cab, and send you home to Madame to tell, or not to tell her, as you think best, the arrangement we have come to.”

“She will thank you as I have done,” said Katherine.

“I hope not,” said Browne, and, as he said it, he laughed.

She saw his playful meaning, and followed his example. Then Browne conducted her to the street, and, having placed her in a cab, sent her home, promising to call later on in the day to report progress. When she was safely on her way he glanced at his watch, and, finding it was not yet twelve o’clock, turned into the Amphitryon Club. He found Maas in the hall putting on his fur coat preparatory to leaving.

“My dear Browne,” he said, “where on earth have you hidden yourself since your arrival in Paris? We have seen nothing of you here.”

“I have been too busy,” Browne replied, with an air of great responsibility. “If you only knew all that I have gone through this morning you would be very much surprised.”

“My dear fellow,” said Maas, “I believe I should be nothing of the kind. Vellencourt was married yesterday, and since I heard that news I am past being surprised at anything. I leave for London to-night. When do you return?”

“I scarcely know,” Browne replied. “It may be to-day, and it may not be for a week. I am sick of Europe, and am half-thinking of arranging a yachting trip to the Farther East.”

“The deuce you are!” said Maas. “What on earth has put that notion into your head?”

“What puts notions into anybody’s head?” Browne inquired. “I have often wanted to have a look at the Japanese Sea and the islands to the north of it. How do you know that I don’t aspire to the honour of reading a paper on the subject before the Geographical Society — eh?”

“Geographical fiddlesticks!” replied the other; and, when he had shaken Browne by the hand, he bade him “good-bye,” and went down the steps, saying to himself as he did so, “Madame Bernstein, her adopted daughter, and the islands to the north of Japan. It seems to me, my dear Browne, that when you start upon this wonderful cruise your old friend Maas will have to accompany you.”


CHAPTER XIII
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IT MAY VERY safely be taken for granted, I think, that the happiness or unhappiness, success or non-success, of one’s life is brought about not so much by deliberate education or design, if I may so express it, as by some small event, the proper importance of which is far from being recognisable at the time. For instance, had Browne not undertaken that yachting cruise to Norway when he did, it is scarcely probable he would ever have met Katherine Petrovitch. In that case he would very possibly have married the daughter of some impecunious peer, have bolstered up a falling house with his wealth, have gone into Parliament, received a title in due course, and would eventually have descended to the family vault, in most respects a mediocre man. But, as Fate willed, he did go to Norway — met Katherine, fell in love with her, and now —— But there, with such a long story before me, it will scarcely do for me to risk an anti-climax by anticipating. Let it suffice that, after he had said “good-bye” to Maas, he lunched at the club, deriving a certain amount of pleasure meanwhile from the knowledge that he was engaged in a business which, should it become known, would undoubtedly plunge him into a considerable amount of hot water! And when you come to think of it, how strange is the pleasure the human mind finds in the possession of a secret! In our childhood it is a joy second only to the delight of a new toy. Anarchism, Nihilism, Fenianism, and indeed the fundamental principle of every order of secret society, is the same thing, only on a larger and more dangerous scale, carried out by perverted imaginations and in the wrong direction. The fact, however, remains, that Browne, as I have said, derived a considerable amount of satisfaction from the feeling that he was, in a certain sense, a conspirator. Plainly as he had expressed himself to Katherine, however, it is extremely doubtful whether he himself realised how difficult and dangerous the task he had taken upon himself was likely to prove. The Russian Government, at the best of times, is like dynamite, a thing to be handled carefully; and one minute’s consideration was sufficient to show him that the work he had pledged himself to undertake was not one that, in the event of things going wrong, would entitle him to the sympathy of his own Government. He thought of the Duke of Matlock, and wondered what he would say if it should ever become known that he, John Grantham Browne, had assisted in the escape of a Russian Nihilist from the island of Saghalien. He could very well imagine the pious horror of the Duchess when the various rumours, which would be certain to go the round of the clubs, should reach her ears. And this suggested a still more unpleasant reflection. What if he should fail in his attempt to rescue the man, and should find himself in the clutches of the Russian Bear? What would his fate be then? His own country could scarcely demand his release, seeing that he would, in all probability, be caught red-handed. He put the thought away from him, however, as having nothing to do with the case. It was Katherine’s father who stood in need of assistance, and it was Katherine’s happiness which was at stake. That was enough for him. With the remembrance of her gratitude, and of the look he had seen in her face, when he had promised to help her, still fresh in his mind, such a thing as counting the cost was not to be thought of. Having finished his lunch, he returned to his hotel, to find a note upon his sitting-room table. It was from Katherine. He opened it, with a feeling that was half eagerness and half fear in his heart, and read as follows:

“DEAR LOVE, — How can I make you see how good I think you are, and how little I deserve such treatment at your hands! There is no one else in the world who would do what you have done, and I shall thank God always for sending you to my assistance. Believe me, I know how much you are risking, and how much you are giving up, and are willing to forfeit, for my sake. Oh, if I could only repay you as you deserve! But, come what may, you will always have my love, and my life-long gratitude. To-night an old friend will be with us, who in happier days knew my father. Will you not come and let me introduce you to him?”

The letter was signed, “Your loving Katherine,” and to Browne this seemed to be the pith and essence of its contents. How different it was from the note he had received that morning! They were as different as light and darkness, as black and white, as any simile that could be employed. In one she had declared that it was impossible for her ever to become his wife, and in the other she signed herself, “Your loving Katherine.” Of course he would go that evening, not because the old man had been acquainted with her father, for he would have gone just as willingly if he had had a bowing acquaintance with her grandmother. All he wanted was the opportunity of seeing Katherine, of being in the same house and room with her, of watching the woman he loved, and who had promised to be his wife.

Accordingly, that evening after dinner, he hailed a cab and drove to the Rue Jacquarie. As he passed along the crowded thoroughfares, he could not help contrasting the different occasions on which he had visited that street. The first time had been on the night of his arrival in Paris, when he had gone there in order to locate the house; the next was that on which he had repaired there in response to the note from Madame Bernstein; then, again, on the morning of that happy day they had spent together at Fontainebleau; while the last was after that miserable letter he had received from Katherine, in which she bade him give up the idea that she could ever become his wife.

On this occasion it was indeed a happy young man who jumped out of the vehicle and nodded to the concierge as he passed her and ran up the stairs. When he knocked at the door of Madame’s sitting-room, a voice from within told him to enter. He did so, to find Katherine, Madame, and an old gentleman, whom he had never seen before, seated there. Katherine hastened forward to greet him. If he had not already been rewarded for all the anxiety and pain he had experienced during the last few days, and for the promise he had given that morning, the look upon her face now would have fully compensated him.

“I thought you would come,” she said; and then, dropping her voice a little, she added, “I have been watching the hands of the clock, and waiting for you.”

But, even if Katherine were so kind in her welcome to him, she was not destined to have the whole ceremony in her hands, for by this time Madame Bernstein had risen from her chair and was approaching him. Browne glanced at her, and his instinct told him what was coming. Knowing the lady so well, he felt convinced she would not permit such an opportunity to pass without making the most of it.

“Ah, Monsieur Browne,” she began, her voice trembling with emotion and the ready tear rising in her eye, “you cannot understand how we feel towards you. Katherine has told me of your act of self-sacrifice. It is noble of you; it is grand! But Heaven will reward you for your goodness to an orphan child.”

“My dear Madame Bernstein,” said Browne, who by this time was covered with confusion, “you really must not thank me like this. I do not deserve it. I am not doing much after all; and besides, it is for Katherine’s sake, and that makes the difference. If we succeed, as I hope and trust we shall, it will be an adventure that we shall remember all our lives long.” He stopped suddenly, remembering that there was a third person present who might not be in the secret. Being an ingenuous youth, the thought of his indiscretion caused him to blush furiously. Katherine, however, was quick to undeceive him.

“You need have no fear,” she said; “we are all friends here. Let me introduce you to Herr Otto Sauber, who, as I told you in my letter, is an old friend of my father’s.”

The old man, sitting at the farther end of the room, rose and hobbled forward to take Browne’s hand. He was a strange-looking little fellow. His face was small and round, his skin was wrinkled into a thousand furrows, while his hair was snow-white, and fell upon his shoulders in wavy curls. His age could scarcely have been less than seventy. Trouble had plainly marked him for her own; and if his threadbare garments could be taken as any criterion, he was on the verge of actual poverty. Whatever his nationality may have been, he spoke French, which was certainly not his mother-tongue, with considerable fluency.

“My dear young friend,” he said, as he took Browne’s hand, “allow me, as an old man and a patriot, to thank you for what you are about to do. I sum up my feelings when I say that it is an action I do not think you will ever regret.” Then, placing his hand on the girl’s shoulder, he continued: “I am, as I understand Katherine has told you, an old friend of her father’s. I remember him first as a strong, high-spirited lad, who had not a base thought in his nature. I remember him later as a man of more mature years, whose whole being was saddened by the afflictions and wrongs his fellow-countrymen were suffering; and still later on I wished him God-speed upon his weary march, with his brother exiles, to Siberia. In God’s good time, and through your agency, I look forward to welcoming him among us once more. Madame Bernstein tells me you love the little Katherine here. If so, I can only say that I think you are going the right way to prove it. I pray that you may know long life and happiness together.”

The old gentleman was genuinely affected. Large tears trickled down his weather-beaten cheeks, and his voice became thick and husky. Browne’s tender heart was touched by this unexpected display of emotion, and he felt a lump rising in his throat, that for a few seconds threatened to choke him. And yet, what was there to account for it? Only a young man, a pretty girl, a stout middle-aged lady in a puce gown, and a seedy old foreigner, who, in days long gone by, had known the young girl’s father. After this little episode they quieted down somewhat, and Madame Bernstein proposed that they should discuss the question they had so much at heart. They did so accordingly, with the exception of the old gentleman, who sat almost silent. It was not until he heard her expound the subject, that Browne became aware of the extent and thoroughness of Madame’s knowledge concerning Russia and her criminal administration. She was familiar with every detail, even to the names and family histories of the various governors and officers; she knew who might be considered venal, and whom it would be dangerous to attempt to bribe; who were lenient with their charges, and who lost no opportunity of tyrannizing over the unfortunates whom Fate had placed in their power. Listening to her one might very well have supposed that she had herself travelled every verst of that weary road. Plan after plan she propounded, until Browne felt his brain reel under the strain of it. A little before midnight he rose to leave, and Herr Sauber followed his example.

“If Monsieur Browne is walking in the direction of the Rue de l’Opéra, I should be glad of his company,” he said. “That is to say, if he has no objection to being hindered by a poor old cripple, who can scarcely draw one foot after the other.”

Browne expressed the pleasure such a walk would afford him; and, when they had bidden the ladies good-night, they set off together.


CHAPTER XIV
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ONCE IN THE street the old man slipped his arm through that of his companion, and hobbled along beside him. “My dear young friend,” he said, when they had been walking for some few minutes, “we are out of the house now, and able to talk sensibly together without fear of making fools of ourselves or of being overheard. First and foremost, tell me this: have you any notion of what you are doing?”

[image: img86.jpg]

“‘Have you any notion of what you are doing?’”

“Of course I am not very well up in it,” Browne replied modestly; “but I think I know pretty well.”

“Then, let me tell you this, as one who is probably more conversant with the subject than any man living: you know absolutely nothing at all!”

After this facer Browne did not know quite what to say. Herr Sauber stopped and looked at him.

“Has it struck you yet,” he said, “that you, a young Englishman, without the least experience in such things, are pitting yourself against all the organization and cunning of the Great Russian Bear?”

“That point has certainly struck me,” Browne replied.

“And do you mean to say that, knowing the strength of the enemy you are about to fight, you are not afraid to go on? Well, I must admit I admire your bravery; but I fear it is nearer foolhardiness than pluck. However, since you are determined to go on with it, let me give you a little bit of advice that may be of service to you. I understand you have not long enjoyed the honour of Madame Bernstein’s acquaintance?”

Browne stated that this was so, and wondered what was coming next. He was beginning to grow interested in this queer old man, with the sharp eyes, who spoke with such an air of authority.

“Before I go any farther,” continued the old gentleman, “permit me to remark that I yield to no one in my admiration for the lady’s talent. She is an exceedingly clever woman, whose grasp of European politics is, to say the least of it, remarkable. At the same time, were I in your position, I would be as circumspect as possible in my behaviour towards her. Madame is a charming companion; she is philosophic, and can adapt herself to the most unpleasant circumstances with the readiness of an old campaigner. In matters like the present, however, I regret to say, her tongue runs riot with her, and for that reason alone I consider her little short of dangerous.”

This may or may not have been the exact thought Browne had in his own mind. But the woman was Katherine’s friend; and, however imprudent she might be, that circumstance alone was sufficient, in a certain sense, to make him loyal to her. Herr Sauber probably read what was passing in his mind, for he threw a glance up at him in his queer sparrow-like way, and, when he had eyed him steadfastly for a few seconds, continued what he had to say with even greater emphasis than before.

“I do not want you to mistake my meaning,” he said. “At the same time, I have no desire to see the mission you have taken in hand turn out a failure. I have been acquainted with Madame Bernstein for more years than either she or I would probably care to remember, and it is far from my intention or desire to prejudice your mind against her. At the same time, I have known Katherine’s family for a much longer period, and I must study them and their interests before all.”

“But what is it of which you desire to warn me?” Browne inquired. “It seems to me that Madame Bernstein is as anxious to assist Katherine’s father to escape as any of us.”

“I sincerely believe she is,” the old man replied. “In spite of the life she has led these twenty years, she still remains a woman, and impetuous. You must see for yourself that, in a matter like the present, you cannot be too careful. Let one little hint reach the Russian Government, and farewell to any chance you may stand of effecting the man’s escape.”

“But what am I to do to prevent her from giving them a hint?” asked Browne. “She knows as much as I do, and I cannot gag her!”

“But you need not tell her of all your plans,” he answered. “Tell Katherine what you please; she has the rare gift of being able to hold her tongue, and wild horses would not drag the secret from her.”

“Then, to sum up what you say, I am to take care that, while Katherine and I know everything, Madame Bernstein shall know nothing?”

“I do not say anything of the kind,” said Herr Sauber. “I simply tell you what I think, and I leave it to your good sense to act as you think best. You English have a proverb to the effect that the least said is the soonest mended. When the object of your expedition is accomplished, and you are back in safety once more, you will, I hope, be able to come to me and say, ‘Herr Sauber, there was no necessity to act upon the advice you gave me’; then I shall be perfectly satisfied.”

“I must confess that you have made me a little uneasy,” Browne replied. “I have no doubt you are right, however. At any rate, I will be most careful of what I say, and how I act, in her presence. Now, perhaps, you can help me still further, since you declare you are better acquainted with the subject than most people. Being so ignorant, I should be very grateful for a few hints as to how I should set to work.” In spite of the old man’s boast, Browne thought he had rather got the better of him now. He was soon to be undeceived, however.

“You intend to carry this through yourself, I suppose?” asked his companion. “If I mistake not, I heard you say this evening that you proposed to set sail at once for the Farther East. Is that so?”

“It is quite true,” Browne replied. “I leave for London to-morrow afternoon, and immediately upon my arrival there I shall commence my preparations. You will see for yourself, if the man is so ill, there is no time to waste.”

“In that case I think I can introduce you to a person who will prove of the utmost assistance to you; a man without whom, indeed, it would be quite impossible for you to succeed in your undertaking.”

“That is really very kind of you,” said Browne; “and, pray, who is this interesting person, and where shall I find him?”

“His name is Johann Schmidt,” said Sauber, “and for some years past he has taken up his residence in Hong-kong. Since we are alone, I may as well inform you that he makes a speciality of these little affairs, though I am not aware that he has done very much in that particular locality in which you are at present most interested. New Caledonia is more in his line. However, I feel sure that that will make little or no difference to him, and I do not think you can do better than pay him a visit when you reach Eastern waters.”

“But how am I to broach the subject to him? And how am I to know that he will help me? I cannot very well go to him and say straight out that I am anxious to help a Russian convict to escape from Saghalien.”

“I will give you a letter to him,” replied Herr Sauber, “and after he has read it you will find that you will have no difficulty in the matter whatsoever. For a sum to be agreed upon between you, he will take the whole matter off your hands, and all you will have to do will be to meet the exile at a spot which will be arranged, and convey him to a place of safety.”

“I am sure I am exceedingly obliged to you,” said Browne. “But will you answer me one more question?”

“I will answer a hundred if they will help you,” the other replied. “But what is this particular one?”

“I want to know why you did not tell us all this, when we were discussing the matter at the house just now.”

“Because in these matters the safest course is to speak into one ear only. If you will be guided by me you will follow my example. When no one knows what you are going to do, save yourself, it is impossible for any one to forestall or betray you.”

By this time they had reached the corner of the Rue Auber. Here the old gentleman stopped and held out his hand.

“At this point our paths separate, I think,” he said, “and I have the honour to wish you good-night.”

“But what about that address in Hong-kong?” Browne inquired. “As I leave for England to-morrow, it is just possible that I may not see you before I go.”

“I will send it to your hotel,” Herr Sauber replied. “I know where you are staying. Good-night, my friend, and may you be as successful in the work you are undertaking as you deserve to be.”

Browne thanked him for his good wishes, and bade him good-night. Having done so, he resumed his walk alone, with plenty to think about. Why it should have been so he could not tell, but it seemed to him that, since his interview with the old man, from whom he had just parted, the whole aspect of the affair to which he had pledged himself had changed. It is true that he had had his own suspicions of Madame Bernstein from the beginning, but they had been only the vaguest surmises and nothing more. Now they seemed to have increased, not only in number, but in weight; yet, when he came to analyse it all, the whole fabric tumbled to pieces like a house of cards. No charge had been definitely brought against her, and all that was insinuated was that she might possibly be somewhat indiscreet. That she was as anxious as they were to arrange the escape of Katherine’s father from the island, upon which he was imprisoned, was a point which admitted of no doubt. Seeing that Katherine was her best friend in the world, it could scarcely have been otherwise. And yet there was a nameless something behind it all that made Browne uneasy and continually distrustful. Try how he would, he could not drive it from his mind; and when he retired to rest, two hours later, it was only to carry it to bed with him, and to lie awake hour after hour endeavouring to fit the pieces of the puzzle together.

Immediately after breakfast next morning he made his way to the gardens of the Tuileries. He had arranged on the previous evening to meet Katherine there, and on this occasion she was first at the rendezvous. As soon as she saw him she hastened along the path to meet him. Browne thought he had never seen her more becomingly dressed; her face had a bright colour, and her eyes sparkled like twin diamonds.

“You have good news for me, I can see,” she said, when their first greetings were over and they were walking back along the path together. “What have you done?”

“We have advanced one step,” he answered. “I have discovered the address of a man who will possibly be of immense assistance to us.”

“That is good news indeed,” she said. “And where does he live?”

“In Hong-kong,” Browne replied, and as he said it he noticed a look of disappointment upon her face.

“Hong-kong?” she replied. “That is such a long way off. I had hoped he would prove to be in London.”

“I don’t think there is any one in London who would be of much use to us,” said Browne, “while there are a good many there who could hinder us. That reminds me, dear, I have something rather important to say to you.”

“What is it?” she inquired.

“I want to warn you to be very careful to whom you speak about the work we have in hand, and to be particularly careful of one person.”

“Who is that?” she inquired; but there was a subtle intonation in her voice that told Browne that, while she could not, of course, know with any degree of certainty whom he meant, she at least could hazard a very good guess. They had seated themselves by this time on the same seat they had occupied a few days before; and a feeling, that was almost one of shame, came over him when he reflected that, in a certain measure, he owed his present happiness to the woman he was about to decry.

“You must not be offended at what I am going to say to you,” he began, meanwhile prodding the turf before him with the point of his umbrella. “The fact of the matter is, I want to warn you to be very careful how much of our plans you reveal to Madame Bernstein. It is just possible you may think I am unjust in saying such a thing. I only hope I am.”

“I really think you are,” she said. “I don’t know why you should have done so, but from the very first you have entertained a dislike for Madame. And yet, I think you must admit she has been a very good friend to both of us.”

She seemed so hurt at what he had said that Browne hastened to set himself right with her.

“Believe me, I am not doubting her friendship,” he said, “only her discretion. I should never forgive myself if I thought I had put any unjust thoughts against her in your mind. But the fact remains that, not only for your father’s safety, but also for our own, it is most essential that no suspicion as to what we are about to do should get abroad.”

“You surely do not think that Madame Bernstein would talk about the matter to strangers?” said Katherine, a little indignantly. “You have not been acquainted with her very long, but I think, at least, you ought to know her well enough to feel sure she would not do that.”

Browne tried to reassure her on this point, but it was some time before she was mollified. To change the subject, he spoke of Herr Sauber and of the interest he was taking in the matter.

“I see it all,” she said; “it was he who instilled these suspicions into your mind. It was unkind of him to do so; and not only that, but unjust. Like yourself, he has never been altogether friendly to her.”

Browne found himself placed in somewhat of a dilemma. It was certainly true that the old man had added fresh fuel to his suspicions; yet he had to remember that his dislike for the lady extended farther back, even as far as his first meeting with her at Merok. Therefore, while in justice to himself he had the right to incriminate the old man, he had no desire to confess that he had himself been a doubter from the first. Whether she could read what was passing in his mind or not I cannot say, but she was silent for a few minutes. Then, looking up at him with troubled eyes, she said, “Forgive me; I would not for all the world have you think that I have the least doubt of you. You have been so good to me that I should be worse than ungrateful if I were to do that. Will you make a bargain with me?”

“Before I promise I must know what that bargain is,” he said, with a smile. “You have tried to make bargains with me before to which I could not agree.”

“This is a very simple one,” she said. “I want you to promise me, that you will never tell me anything of what you are going to do in this matter, that I cannot tell Madame Bernstein. Cannot you see, dear, what I mean when I ask that? She is my friend, and she has taken care of me for so many, many years, that I should be indeed a traitor to her, if, while she was so anxious to help me in the work I have undertaken, I were to keep from her even the smallest detail of our plans. If she is to be ignorant, let me be ignorant also.” The simple, straightforward nature of the girl was apparent in what she said.

“And yet you wish to know everything of what I do?” he said.

“It is only natural that I should,” she answered. “I also wish to be honest with Madame. You will give that promise, will you not, Jack?”

Browne considered for a moment. Embarrassing as the position had been a few moments before, it seemed even more so now. At last he made up his mind.

“Yes,” he said very slowly; “since you wish it, I will give you that promise, and I believe I am doing right. You love me, Katherine?”

“Ah, you know that,” she replied. “I love and trust you as I could never do another man.”

“And you believe that I will do everything that a man can do to bring about the result you desire?”

“I do believe that,” she said.

“Then let it all remain in my hands. Let me be responsible for the whole matter, and you shall see what the result will be. As I told you yesterday, dear, if any man can get your father out of the terrible place in which he now is, I will do so.”

She tried to answer, but words failed her. Her heart was too full to speak. She could only press his hand in silence.

“When shall I see you again?” Browne inquired, after the short silence which had ensued. “I leave for London this afternoon.”

“For London?” she repeated, with a startled look upon her face. “I did not know that you were going so soon.”

“There is no time to lose,” he answered. “All our arrangements must be made at once. I have as much to do next week as I can possibly manage. I suppose you and Madame have set your hearts on going to the East?”

“I could not let you go alone,” she answered; “and not only that, but if you succeed in getting my father away, I must be there to welcome him to freedom.”

“In that case you and Madame had better hold yourselves in readiness to start as soon as I give the word.”

“We will be ready whenever you wish us to set off,” she replied. “You need have no fear of that.”

Half an hour later Browne bade her good-bye, and, in less than three hours, he was flying across France as fast as the express could carry him. Reaching Calais, he boarded the boat. It was growing dusk, and for that reason the faces of the passengers were barely distinguishable. Suddenly Browne felt a hand upon his shoulder, and a voice greeted him with, “My dear Browne, this is indeed a pleasurable surprise. I never expected to see you here.”

It was Maas.


CHAPTER XV
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WHY HE SHOULD have been so surprised at meeting Maas on board the steamer that evening Browne has never been able to understand. The fact, however, remains that he was surprised, and unpleasantly so. The truth of the matter was, he wanted to be alone, to think of Katherine and of the work he had pledged himself to accomplish. Even when one is head over ears in love, however, the common usages of society may claim some moderate share of attention; and, all things considered, civility to one’s friends is perhaps the first of these. For this reason Browne paced the deck with Maas, watching the lights of Calais growing smaller each time they turned their faces towards the stern of the vessel. Every turn of the paddle-wheels seemed to be taking Katherine farther and farther from him; and yet, was he not travelling to England on her errand, was he not wearing a ring she had given him upon his finger, and was not the memory of her face continually with him? Maas noticed that he was unusually quiet and preoccupied, and attempted to rally him upon the subject. He was the possessor of a peculiarly ingratiating manner; and, much to his own surprise, Browne found himself, before they had been very long on board, telling him the news, that was destined sorely to trouble the hearts of mothers with marriageable daughters before the next few weeks were out. “I am sure I congratulate you most heartily, my dear fellow,” said Maas, with a fine show of enthusiasm. “I have had my suspicions that something of the kind was in the air for some considerable time past; but I did not know that it was quite so near at hand. I trust we shall soon be permitted the honour of making the young lady’s acquaintance.”

“I am afraid that will not be for some considerable time to come,” Browne replied.

“How so?” asked Maas. “What are you going to do?”

“As I told you the other day, I am thinking of leaving England on a rather extended yachting cruise to the Farther East.”

“Ah, I remember you did say something about it,” Maas continued. “Your fiancée will accompany you, of course?”

Browne scarcely knew what reply to offer to this speech. He had no desire to allow Maas to suspect his secret, and at the same time his conscience would not permit him to tell a deliberate untruth. Suddenly he saw a way out of his difficulty.

“We shall meet in Japan, in all probability,” he answered; “but she will not go out with me.”

“What a pity!” said Maas, who had suddenly become very interested in what his companion was saying to him. “There is no place like a yacht, I think, at such a time. I do not, of course, speak from experience; I should imagine, however, that the rippling of the water alongside, and the quiet of the deck at night, would be eminently conducive to love-making.”

To this speech Browne offered no reply. The train of thought it conjured up was too pleasant, and at the same time too sacred, to be shared with any one else. He was picturing the yacht making her way across a phosphorescent sea, with the brilliant tropical stars shining overhead, and Katherine by his side, the only sound to be heard being the steady pulsation of the screw and the gentle lapping of the water alongside.

At last the lights of Dover were to be distinctly seen ahead. The passage had not been altogether a smooth one, and for this reason the decks did not contain as many passengers as usual. Now, however, the latter were beginning to appear again, getting their luggage together and preparing for going ashore, with that bustle that usually characterises the last ten minutes on board a Channel steamer. Always an amusing and interesting companion, Maas, on this particular occasion, exerted himself to the utmost to please. By the time they reached Charing Cross, Browne had to admit to himself that he had never had a more enjoyable journey. The time had slipped by so quickly and so pleasantly that he had been permitted no opportunity of feeling lonely.

“I hope I shall see you again before you go,” said Maas, as they stood together in the courtyard of the station on the look-out for Browne’s hansom, which was awaiting its turn to pull up at the steps. “When do you think you will be starting?”

“That is more than I can tell you,” said Browne. “I have a great many arrangements to make before I can think about going. However, I am certain to drop across you somewhere. In the meantime, can I give you a lift?”

“No, thank you,” said Maas. “I shall take a cab and look in at the club before I go home. I could not sleep until I have heard the news of the town; who has married who, and who has run away with somebody else. Now, here is your cab; so let me wish you good-night. Many thanks for your society.”

Before Browne went to bed that night, he ascended to his magnificent picture gallery, the same which had been the pride and glory of his father’s heart, and, turning up the electric light, examined a picture which had lately been hung at the farther end. It was a Norwegian subject, and represented the mountains overlooking the little landlocked harbour of Merok. How much had happened since he had last looked upon that scene, and what a vital change that chance meeting had brought about in his life! It seemed scarcely believable, and yet how true it all was! And some day, if all went well, Katherine would stand in the self-same hall looking upon the same picture, mistress of the beautiful house and all it contained. Before that consummation could be brought about, however, they had a difficult piece of work to do. And what would happen supposing he should never return? What if he should fall into the hands of the Russian Government? That such a fate might befall him was far from being unlikely, and it would behove him to take all precautions in case it should occur. In his own mind he knew exactly what those precautions would be. Waking from the day-dream into which he had fallen, he glanced once more at the picture, and then, with a little sigh for he knew not what, made his way to his bedroom and retired to rest. Next morning he was up betimes, and by nine o’clock had telegraphed to Southampton for the captain of his yacht. At ten o’clock he ordered his hansom and drove to his lawyers’ office in Chancery Lane. The senior partner had that moment arrived, so the clerk informed him.

“If you will be kind enough to step this way, sir,” the youth continued, “I will conduct you to him.”

Browne did as he was requested, and followed him down a passage to a room at the farther end. Browne’s visits were red-letter days in the calendar of the firm. When the lad returned to his high stool in the office, it was to wonder how he would spend his time if he were the possessor of such enormous wealth. It is questionable whether he would have considered Browne so fortunate had he been made acquainted with all the circumstances of the case. He was an irreproachable youth in every way, who during the week wore a respectable black coat and top-hat, and lived at Blackheath; while on Sundays he rode a tandem bicycle with the girl of his heart, and dreamt of the cottage they were to share together, directly the firm could be persuaded to make the salary, on which it was to be supported, a little more elastic.

“How do you do, my dear Mr. Browne?” inquired the lawyer, rising from his chair as Browne entered, and extending his hand. “I understood you were in Paris.”

“I returned last night,” said Browne. “I came up early because I want to see you on rather important business.”

“I am always at your service,” replied the lawyer, bringing forward a chair for Browne’s use. “I hope you are not very much worried.”

“As a matter of fact, Bretherton, I have come to see you, because at last I am going to follow your advice, and — well, the long and the short of it is, I am going to be married!”

The lawyer almost jumped from his chair in surprise. “I am delighted to hear it,” he answered. “As I have so often said, I feel sure you could not do a wiser thing. I have not the pleasure of knowing Miss Verney; nevertheless — —”

Browne held up his hand in expostulation. “My dear fellow,” he said, with a laugh, “you are on the wrong scent altogether. What on earth makes you think I am going to marry Miss Verney? I never had any such notion.”

The lawyer’s face was a study in bewilderment. “But I certainly understood,” he began, “that — —”

“So have a great many other people,” said Browne. “But I can assure you it is not the case. The lady I am going to marry is a Russian.”

“Ah, to be sure,” continued the lawyer. “Now I come to think of it, I remember that my wife pointed out to me in some ladies’ paper, that the Princess Volgourouki was one of your yachting party at Cowes last summer.”

“Not the Princess either,” said Browne. “You seem bent upon getting upon the wrong tack. My fiancée is not a millionairess; her name is Petrovitch. She is an orphan, an artist, and has an income of about three hundred pounds a year.”

The lawyer was unmistakably shocked and disappointed. He had hoped to be able to go home that night and inform his wife, that he was the first to hear of the approaching marriage of his great client with some well-known beautiful aristocrat or heiress. Now to find that he was going to espouse a girl, who was not only unknown to the great world, but was quite lacking in wealth, was a disappointment almost too great to be borne. It almost seemed as if Browne had offered him a personal affront; for, although his client was, in most respects, an easy-going young man, still the lawyer was very well aware that there were times when he could be as obstinate as any other man. For this reason he held his tongue, and contented himself with bowing and drawing a sheet of note paper towards him. Then, taking up a pen, he inquired in what way he could be of service.

“The fact of the matter is, Bretherton,” the other began, “I have a communication to make to you which I scarcely know how to enter upon. The worst of it is that, for very many reasons, I cannot tell you anything definite. You must fill in the blanks according to your own taste and fancy; and, according to how much you can understand, you can advise me as to the best course for me to pursue.”

He paused for a moment, and during the interval the lawyer withdrew his glasses from his nose, polished them, and replaced them. Having done so, he placed his finger-tips together, and, looking at Browne over them, waited for him to proceed.

“The fact of the matter is,” said the latter, “before I marry I have pledged myself to the accomplishment of a certain work, the nature of which I cannot explain — I have given my word that I will reveal nothing. However, the fact remains that it will take me into some rather strange quarters for a time; and for this reason it is just possible that I — well, that you may never see me again.”

“My dear Mr. Browne,” said the lawyer, aghast with surprise, “you astonish me more than I can say. Can it be that you are running such risk of your own free-will? I cannot believe that you are serious.”

“But I am,” Browne replied; “perfectly serious.”

“But have you considered everything? Think what this may mean, not only to the young lady you are about to marry, but to all your friends.”

“I have thought of everything,” said Browne.

The lawyer was, however, by no means satisfied. “But, my dear sir,” he continued, “is there no way in which you can get out of it?”

“Not one,” said Browne. “I have given the matter my earnest attention, and have pledged myself to carry it out. No argument will move me. What I want you to do is to make my will to suit the exigencies of the case.”

“Perhaps it would not be troubling you too much to let me know of what they consist,” said the lawyer, whose professional ideas were altogether shocked by such unusual — he almost thought insane — behaviour.

“Well, to put it in a few words,” said Browne, “I want you to arrange that, in the event of anything happening to me, all of which I am possessed, with the exception of such specific bequests as those of which you are aware, shall pass to the lady whom I would have made my wife had I not died. Do you understand?”

“I understand,” said the lawyer; “and if you will furnish me with the particulars I will have a fresh will drawn up. But I confess to you I do not approve of the step you are taking.”

“I am sorry for that,” Browne replied. “But if you were in my place I fancy you would act as I am doing.” Having said this, he gave the lawyer the particulars he required; and, when he left the office a quarter of an hour or so later, he had made Katherine Petrovitch the inheritor of the greater part of his enormous wealth. Whatever should happen to him within the next few months she would at least be provided for. From his lawyer’s office he drove to his bank to deposit certain papers; then to his tailor; and finally back to his own house in Park Lane, where he hoped and expected to find the captain of his yacht awaiting him. He was not disappointed. Captain Mason had just arrived, and was in the library at that moment. The latter was not of the usual yachting type. He was short and stout, possessed an unusually red face, which was still further ornamented by a fringe of beard below his chin; he had been at sea, man and boy, all his life, and had no sympathy with his brother-skippers who had picked up their business in the Channel, and whose longest cruise had been to the Mediterranean and back. He had been in old Browne’s employ for ten years, and in that of his son after him. What was more, he had earned the trust and esteem of all with whom he was brought in contact; and when Browne opened the door and found that smiling, cheerful face confronting him, he derived a feeling of greater satisfaction than he had done from anything for some considerable time past.


CHAPTER XVI

[image: img87.jpg]

“GOOD-MORNING, MASON,” BROWNE said, as he shook hands. “I am glad that you were able to come up at once, for I want to consult you on most important business. Sit down, and let us get to work. You were not long in getting under way.”

“I started directly I received your message, sir,” the man replied. “Perhaps you would not mind telling me what it is I have to do.”

“I’ll very soon do that,” Browne replied; “and, if I know anything of you, you will be glad to hear my needs. I want to see you with regard to a cruise in Eastern waters. I am tired of the English winter, and, as you are aware, I have never yet visited Japan, I’ve suddenly made up my mind to go out there. How soon do you think you could be ready to start?”

“For Japan, sir?” the captain replied. “Well, that’s a goodish step. Might I ask, sir, how long you can give me? Are you in a very great hurry?”

“A very great hurry indeed,” Browne said. “I want to get away at the shortest possible notice; in fact, the sooner you can get away, the better I shall be pleased. I know you will do all you can.”

“You may be very sure of that, sir,” said the captain. “If it is really necessary, I fancy I could be ready — well, shall we say? — on Monday next. Would that suit you, sir?”

“It would do admirably,” said Browne. “I may count, then, on being able to sail on that day?”

“Certainly, sir,” said the captain. “I will catch the next train back, and get to work without loss of time. Your own steward, I suppose, will accompany you?”

“Yes,” said Browne, for he was convinced that the man was one in whose honesty and courage he could place implicit reliance, which was just what would be wanted on such a voyage.

“And how many guests will you be likely to have, sir?” inquired the captain. “I suppose you will fill all the cabins as usual?”

This was a question to which Browne had not yet given any proper consideration, though he had practically decided on one person. The voyage from England to Japan, as all the world knows, is a long one, and he felt that if he went alone he would stand a very fair chance of boring himself to death with his own company.

“I am not able to say yet who will accompany me; but in any case you had better be prepared for one or two. It is more than possible, however, that we shall pick up a few others in Japan.”

“Very good, sir,” said Mason. “I will see that all the necessary arrangements are made. Now I suppose I had better see about getting back to Southampton.”

Having consulted his watch, he rose from his chair, and was about to bid his employer good-bye, when Brown stopped him.

“One moment more, Mason,” he said. “Before you go I have something to say to you, that is of the utmost importance to both of us.” He paused for a moment, and from the gravity of his face the captain argued that something more serious was about to follow. “I wanted to ask you whether you had any sort of acquaintance with the seas to the northward of Japan, say in the vicinity of the island of Yesso and the Gulf of Tartary?”

“I cannot say that I have any at all, sir,” the other replied. “But I could easily make inquiries from men who have sailed in them, and procure some charts from Potter, if you consider it necessary.”

“I should do so if I were you,” said Browne; “it is always as well to be prepared. In the meantime, Mason, I want you to keep what I have said to yourself. I have the most imperative reasons for making this request to you. A little mistake in this direction may do me an incalculable amount of harm.”

Though he did not in the least understand what prompted the request, the captain willingly gave his promise. It was easy for Browne, however, to see that it had caused him considerable bewilderment.

“And there is one other point,” Browne continued. “I want you to be more than ordinarily careful that the crew you take with you are the best men procurable. I am not going to say any more to you, but leave you to draw your own conclusions, and to bear in mind that this voyage is likely to be one of the most, if not the most, important I have ever undertaken. You have been with me a good many years now, and you were with my father before me — it is not necessary for me to say not only as captain, but also as a man who is an old and well-tried friend.”

“I thank you, sir, for what you have said,” said the captain. “In reply, I can only ask you to believe that, happen what may, you will not find me wanting.”

“I am quite sure of that,” said Browne, holding out his hand.

The captain took it, and, when he had shaken it as if he would dislocate it at the shoulder, bade his employer good-bye and left the room.

“So much for breaking the news to Mason,” said Browne to himself, when the door had closed behind the skipper. “Now I must see Jimmy Foote, and arrange it with him.”

He glanced at his watch, and found that it wanted only a few minutes to twelve o’clock. Ringing the bell, he bade the footman telephone to the Monolith Club, and inquire whether Mr. Foote were there; and if he were not, whether they could tell him where it would be possible to find him. The man disappeared upon his errand, to return in a few moments with the information that Mr. Foote had just arrived at the club in question.

“In that case,” said Browne, “beg the servants to tell him that I will be there in ten minutes, and that I want to see him on most important business. Ask him not to leave until I come down.”

The appointment having been duly made, he ordered his cab and set off in it for the rendezvous in question. On reaching the club — the same in which he had seen Jimmy on that eventful night, when he had discovered that Katherine was in London — Browne found his friend engaged in the billiard-room, playing a hundred up with a young gentleman, whose only claim to notoriety existed in the fact, that at the time he was dissipating his second enormous fortune at the rate of more than a thousand a week.

“Glad indeed to see you, old man,” said Jimmy, as Browne entered the room. “I thought you were going to remain in Paris for some time longer. When did you get back?”

“Last night,” said Browne. “I came over with Maas.”

“With Maas?” cried Jimmy, in surprise. “Somebody said yesterday that he was not due to return for another month or more. But you telephoned that you wanted to see me, did you not? If it is anything important, I am sure Billy here won’t mind my throwing up the game. He hasn’t a ghost of a chance of winning, so it will be a new experience for him not to have to pay up.”

Browne, however, protested that he could very well wait until they had finished their game. In the meantime he would smoke a cigar and watch them. This he did, and as soon as the competition was at an end and Jimmy had put on his coat, he drew him from the room.

“If you’ve nothing you want to do for half an hour or so, I wish you would walk a little way with me, old chap,” he said. “I have got something to say to you that I must settle at once. This place has as long ears as the proverbial pitcher.”

“All right,” said Jimmy. “Come along; I’m your man, whatever you want.”

They accordingly left the club together, and made their way down Pall Mall and across Waterloo Place into the Green Park. It was not until they had reached the comparative privacy of the latter place that Browne opened his mind to his friend.

“Look here, Jimmy,” he said, “when all is said and done, you and I have known each other a good many years. Isn’t that so?”

“Of course it is,” said Jimmy, who noticed his friend’s serious countenance, and was idly wondering what had occasioned it. “What is it you want to say to me? If I did not know you I should think you were hard up, and wanted to borrow five pounds. You look as grave as a judge.”

“By Jove! so would you,” said Browne, “if you’d got on your mind what I have on mine. It seems to me I’ve got to find some jolly good friend who’ll see me through as delicate a bit of business as ever I heard of in my life. That’s why I telephoned to you.”

“Very complimentary of you, I’m sure,” said Jimmy. “But I think you know you can rely on me. Come, out with it! What is the matter? Is it a breach of promise case, or divorce, or what is it?”

“Look here, old man, before we go any farther,” said Browne, with great impressiveness, “I want to ask you not to joke on it. It may seem humorous to other people, but I assure you it’s life and death to me.”

There was a little silence that might have lasted a minute; then Jimmy took his friend’s arm. “I’m sorry,” said he; “only give me a decent chance and I’m sure to make a fool of myself. I had no idea it was such a serious matter with you. Now then, what is it? Tell me everything from beginning to end.”

“I will,” said Browne. “But I ought to tell you first that I am not supposed to say anything about it. The secret, while it is mine in a sense, concerns another person more vitally. If I were the only one in it I shouldn’t care a bit; but I have to think of others before myself. You may remember that one night — it seems as if it were years ago, though in reality it is only a few weeks — you and I were walking down Regent Street together. You told me you had seen a picture in a shop window that you wanted to show me.”

“I remember the incident perfectly,” said Jimmy, but this time without a smile. “It was a very foggy night, and you first kept me waiting half an hour outside the shop, and then acted like a lunatic afterwards.”

“Well,” said Browne, without replying to his friend’s comments upon his behaviour on that occasion, “you may remember that the night following you dined with me at Lallemand’s, and met two ladies.”

“Madame Bernstein and Miss Petrovitch,” said Jimmy. “I remember. What next?”

Browne paused and looked a trifle sheepish before he replied, “Well, look here, old man; that girl, Miss Petrovitch, is going to be my wife.” He looked nervously at Jimmy as if he expected an explosion.

“I could have told you that long ago,” said Jimmy, with imperturbable gravity. “And, by Jove! I’ll go further and say that I don’t think you could do better. As far as I could tell, she seemed an awfully nice girl, and I should think she would make you just the sort of wife you want.”

“Thank you,” said Browne, more pleased with Jimmy than he had ever been before.

“But that only brings me to the beginning of what I have to say,” he continued. “Now I want you, before we go any further, to give me your word as a friend that, whatever I may say to you, you will not reveal to any one else. You cannot think how important it is, both to her and to me.”

“I will give you that promise willingly,” said Jimmy. “You can tell me whatever you like, without any fear that I shall divulge it.”

“Your promise is all I want,” said Browne. Then, speaking very slowly, and as earnestly as he knew how, he continued: “The truth of the matter is that that girl is by birth a Russian. Her father had the misfortune to get into trouble over an attempt upon the Czar’s life.”

“A Nihilist, I suppose?” said Jimmy.

Browne nodded. “Well, the attempt was discovered, and Katherine’s father was arrested and sent to Siberia, condemned to imprisonment for life. He was there for many years, but later on he was drafted to the island of Saghalien, on the eastern coast of Siberia, where he now is.”

Jimmy nodded. “After that?”

“Well, on the morning of the second day after that dinner at Lallemand’s, Miss Petrovitch and Madame Bernstein left for Paris, on some important business, which I now believe to have been connected with the man who was exiled. I followed her, met her, and eventually proposed to her. Like the trump she is, she did her best to make me see that for me to love her was out of the question. Thinking only of me, she tried to put me off by telling me how impossible it all was. But instead of doing what she hoped, it only served to show me what a noble nature the girl possessed.”

“She is not rich, I suppose?” asked Jimmy.

“She has not a halfpenny more than three hundred a year assured to her,” the other replied; “and she shares that with Madame Bernstein.”

“And yet she was willing to give up a hundred and twenty thousand a year, and the position she would have in English society as your wife?”

“She was,” said Browne.

“Then all I can say, is,” said Jimmy, with considerable conviction, “she must be one in a million. But I interrupted you; I’m sorry. Go on.”

“Well,” continued Browne, “to make a long story short, she finished by telling me the sad story of her life. Of course she said that she could not possibly marry me, being the daughter of a convict. Then she went on to add that news had lately come to her — how I cannot say — that her father is dying. It seems that he has been in failing health for some years; and at last the terrible climate, the roughness of the living, and the knowledge that he was hopelessly cut off for the rest of his existence from all he held dear in the world, has resulted in a complete collapse. To hope to obtain a pardon from the Russian Government would be worse than futile. All that remains is to get him away.”

“But, surely, my dear old Browne,” said Jimmy, who had listened aghast, “it cannot be possible that you dream of assisting in the escape of a Russian convict from Saghalien?”

“That is exactly what I do think,” replied Browne, with unusual earnestness. “Come what may, if it costs me all I am worth in the world, I am going to get the man out of that hell on earth. Try to think, my dear fellow, how you would feel if you were in that girl’s place. Her father, the man whom she has been brought up to believe has been sacrificed for his country’s good, is dying. She declares it is her duty to be with him. How can I let her do that?”

“I admit it is impossible.”

“Well, what remains? Either she must go to him, or he must come to her.”

“In plain words, she wants you to risk your good name, all you have in the world, your happiness, your very life indeed, in order to get a fanatic out of the trouble he has brought upon himself.”

“You can put it how you like,” said Browne; “but that is practically what it means. But remember she is the woman who is to be my wife. If I lose her, what would life be worth to me?”

This was the crucial part of the interview. For the first time it struck Browne that he was figuring before his friend in rather a selfish light.

“I wanted to see you,” he began, “in order to find out whether you would care to accompany me to the Farther East. Remember, I don’t want you to pledge anything. All that I ask of you is to say straight out whether you would care to come or not. I shall sail in the yacht on Monday next for Japan. We shall touch at Hong-kong en route, where I am to have an interview with a man who, I believe, has brought off one or two of these little affairs before. He will tell me what I am to do, and may possibly do it for me. After that we proceed to Japan, where we are to pick up Madame Bernstein and Miss Petrovitch. From that moment we shall act as circumstances dictate.”

“And now I want you to tell me one thing,” said Jimmy; “what is your reason for wanting me to accompany you?”

“I will tell you,” said Browne. “I want you to come with me, because I am anxious to have one man on board, a friend, in whom I can place implicit confidence. Of course Mason will be there; but, as he will have charge of the boat, he would be comparatively useless to me. To tell the truth, Jimmy, it will make me easier to know that there is some one else on board the boat, who will take care of Miss Petrovitch, in the event of anything happening to me.”

“And how long do you propose to be away from England?” his friend inquired.

“Well, that is a very difficult question to answer,” said Browne. “We may be away three months, possibly we may be six. But you may rest assured of one thing; we shall not be absent longer from England than is absolutely necessary.”

“And when do you want an answer from me,” said Jimmy.

“As soon as you can let me have one,” Browne replied. “Surely it should not take you long to make up your mind?”

“You don’t know my family,” he answered. “They say I can never make up my mind at all. Will it do if I let you know by seven o’clock to-night? I could arrange it by then.”

“That would suit me admirably,” said Browne. “You don’t think any the worse of me, old chap, for asking so much of you, do you?”

“Angry with you?” answered the other. “Why should I be? You’re offering me a jolly good holiday, in excellent company; and what’s more, you are adding a spice of danger too, which will make it doubly enjoyable. The only question is whether I can get away.”

“At any rate, I’ll give you until to-night to make up your mind. I shall expect to hear from you before seven o’clock.”

“You shall hear from me without fail,” said Jimmy; “and, if by any chance I can’t manage it, you will understand — won’t you? — that it is not for any want of feeling for yourself.”

“I know that, of course,” said Browne; and thereupon the two young men shook hands.

A few moments later Browne bade him good-bye, and, calling a hansom, drove back to his own house. As soon as he had lunched he wrote to Katherine to tell her how things were proceeding. The afternoon was spent in the purchase of various articles which he intended to take with him. For this reason it was not until after six o’clock that he returned to his own house. When he did, the butler brought him a note upon a salver. He opened it, and found, as he expected, that it was from Jimmy.

“Dear old man,” it ran, “I am coming with you, happen what may. — Always your friend, J. FOOTE.”

“That is another step upon the ladder,” said Browne.


CHAPTER XVII
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IN THE MORNING following the receipt of the letter from Foote, as described in the previous chapter, Browne was walking from his house in Park Lane in the direction of Piccadilly, when he saw Maas coming towards him.

“This is a fortunate meeting, my dear Browne,” said the latter, after they had greeted each other; “for I was on my way to call upon you. If you are walking towards Piccadilly perhaps you will permit me to save time by accompanying you.”

Browne was not feeling particularly happy that morning, and this may have been the reason that he was glad of Maas’s company. He stood in need of cheerful society. But though he wanted it, he was not destined to have it. It was a bleak, dreary morning, and once or twice during the walk the other coughed asthmatically. Browne noticed this, and he noticed also that Maas’s face was even paler than usual.

“I am afraid you are not very well, old man,” he said.

“What makes you say that?” asked Maas.

Browne gave him his reasons, and when he heard them the other laughed a little uneasily. “I am afraid you’ve hit it, my friend,” he said. “I am not well. I’ve been to see my doctor this morning, and he has given me some rather unpleasant news.”

“I am sorry indeed to hear that,” said Browne. “What does he say is the matter with you?”

“Why, he says that it is impossible for me to stay in England any longer. He declares that I must go away for a long sea voyage, and at once. To tell the truth, I do not come of a very strong family; and, by way of making me feel better satisfied with myself, he tells me that, unless I take care of myself, I may follow in their footsteps. Of course it’s all very well to say, ‘Take care of yourself’; but the difficulty is to do so. In a life like ours, what chance have we of guarding against catching cold? We dance in heated rooms, and sit in cold balconies between whiles: we travel in draughty railway carriages and damp cabs, and invariably eat and drink more than is good for us. The wonder to me is that we last as long as we do.”

“I’ve no doubt we are awfully foolish,” said Browne. “But our fathers were so before us.”

“A small satisfaction, look at it how you will,” returned Maas.

“And so you’re going to clear out of England, are you?” said Browne very slowly, after the pause that had followed his companion’s speech. “Where are you thinking of going?”

“Now, that was just what I was coming to see you about,” replied his friend. “You may remember that in Paris the other day, you spoke of undertaking a trip to the Farther East. I laughed at it at the time, for I thought I should never move out of Europe; since then, however, or rather since the doctor gave me his unwholesome news this morning, I have been thinking over it. I dined last night with the Rocktowers, who, as you know, are just back from Japan, and found that they could talk of nothing else. Japan was this, Japan was that, possessed the most beautiful scenery in the world, the most charming people, and the most perfect climate. So fascinated was I by their description that I went home and dreamt about it; and I’ve got a sort of notion now that, if I could only get as far as Japan, all would be well with me.”

Now, from the very first moment that Maas had spoken of leaving England, Browne had had an uneasy suspicion that something of the kind was coming. In his inmost heart he knew very well what his companion wanted; but, unfortunately for him, he did not see his way to get out of it. When he had told Maas in Paris that he intended taking a yachting cruise to the Farther East, and had laughingly suggested that the latter should accompany him, he had felt quite certain in his own mind that his invitation would be refused. To find him now asking to be allowed to accept after all was almost too much for his equanimity. Pleasant companion as Maas undoubtedly was, he was far from being the sort of man Browne would have taken with him on such an excursion, had he had the choice. Besides, he had already arranged that Jimmy should go with him. Therefore, like the ingenuous youth he was, he took the first way of getting out of his difficulty, and in consequence found himself floundering in a still greater quagmire immediately.

“You have not booked your passage yet?” he inquired, as if the matter of the other’s going with him had never for a moment crossed his mind.

Maas threw a searching glance at him. He had a bold stroke to play, and he did not quite know how to play it. Though he had known Browne for some considerable time, and was well aware that he was far from being an exceptionally clever young man, yet, for a reason which I cannot explain, he stood somewhat in awe of him.

“Well, to tell the truth,” he said, “that was just what I was coming to see you about. I wanted to find out, whether you would permit me to withdraw my refusal of your kind invitation, in favour of an acceptance. I know it is not quite the thing to do; but still our friendship is old enough to permit of such a strain being placed upon it. If, however, you have filled your cabins, do not for a moment consider me. It is just possible I may be able to secure a berth on one of the outgoing mail-boats. Get away, however, I must, and immediately.”

Browne scarcely knew what to say in reply. He knew that every person he added to the party meant an additional danger to all concerned; and he felt that, in common justice to Maas, he could not take him without giving him some hint of what he was about to do. Maas noticed his hesitation; and, thinking it betokened acquiescence to his plan, was quick to take advantage of it.

“My dear fellow,” he said, “if I am causing you the least inconvenience, I beg of you not to give it a second thought. I should not have spoken to you at all on the subject had you not said what you did to me in Paris.”

After this speech Browne felt that he had no opening left, save to declare that nothing would give him greater pleasure than to have the other’s society upon the voyage.

“And you are quite sure that I shall not be in the way?” Maas inquired.

“In the way?” Browne replied. “Not at all; I have only Jimmy Foote going with me. We shall be a snug little party.”

“It’s awfully good of you,” said Maas; “and I’m sure I don’t know how to thank you. When do you propose to sail?”

“On Monday next from Southampton,” answered Browne. “I will see that you have a proper notice, and I will also let you know by what train we shall go down. Your heavier baggage had better go on ahead.”

“You are kindness itself,” said Maas. “By the way, since we have come to this arrangement, why should we not have a little dinner to-night at my rooms as a send off? I’ll find Foote and get him to come, and we’ll drink a toast to the Land of the Rising Sun.”

“Many thanks,” said Browne, “but I’m very much afraid it’s quite out of the question. I leave for Paris this afternoon, and shall not be back until Saturday at earliest.”

“What a pity!” said Maas. “Never mind; if we can’t celebrate the occasion on this side of the world, we will do so on the other. You are turning off here? Well, good-bye, and many, many thanks to you. You cannot imagine how grateful I feel to you, and what a weight you have taken off my mind.”

“I am glad to hear it,” said Browne; and then, shaking him by the hand, he crossed the road and made his way down St. James’s Street. “Confound it all!” he said to himself, as he walked along, “this is just the sort of scrape my absurd mania for issuing invitations gets me into. I like Maas well enough as an acquaintance, but I don’t know that he is altogether the sort of fellow I should have chosen to accompany me on an expedition like this. However, what’s done cannot be undone; and it is just possible, as his health is giving way, that he will decide to leave us in Japan; then we shall be all right. If he doesn’t, and elects to go on with us — well, I suppose we must make the best of it.”

As he came to this philosophical conclusion, he turned the corner from St. James’s Street into Pall Mall, and ran into the arms of the very man for whom he was in search. Foote was evidently in as great a hurry as himself, and, such was the violence of the shock, that it was a wonderful thing that they did not both fall to the ground.

“Hang it, man, why don’t you look where you’re going?” Foote cried angrily, as he put his hand to his head to hold on his hat. As he did so he recognised Browne.

“Hullo, old chap, it’s you, is it?” he cried. “By Jove! do you know you nearly knocked me down?”

“It’s your own fault,” Browne answered snappishly. “What do you mean by charging round the corner like that? You might have known what would happen.”

They stood and looked at one another for a moment, and then Foote burst out laughing. “My dear old fellow,” he said, “what on earth’s wrong with you? You don’t seem to be yourself this morning.”

“I’m not,” said Browne. “Nothing seems to go right with me, do what I will. I tell you, Jimmy, I’m the biggest ass that walks the earth.”

Jimmy whistled softly to himself. “This is plainly a case which demands the most careful treatment,” he said aloud. “From what I can see of it, it will be necessary for me to prescribe for him. My treatment will be a good luncheon and a pint of the Widow to wash it down. Come along.” So saying, he slipped his arm through that of his companion, and led him back in the direction of the Monolith Club. “Now, Master Browne,” he said, as they walked along, “you will just tell me everything, — hiding nothing, remember, and setting down naught in malice. For the time being you must look upon me as your father-confessor.”

“In point of fact, Jimmy,” Browne began, “I have just seen our friend Maas.”

“Well, what of that?” replied the other. “How has that upset you? From what I know of him, Maas is usually amusing, except when he gets on the topic of his ailments.”

“That’s exactly it,” said Browne. “He got on the subject of his ailments with me. The upshot of it all was that he reminded me of an invitation I had given him in Paris, half in jest, mind you, to visit the East with me.”

“The deuce!” said Jimmy. “Do you mean to say that he has decided to accompany us, now?”

“That’s just it,” said Browne. “That’s why I’m so annoyed; and yet I don’t know exactly why I should be, for, all things considered, he is not a bad sort of a fellow.”

“Nevertheless, I wish he were not coming with us,” said Jimmy, with unwonted emphasis. “Did you tell him anything of what you are going to do?”

“Of course not,” said Browne. “I did not even hint at it. As far as he knows, I am simply visiting Japan in the ordinary way, for pleasure.”

“Well, if I were you,” said Jimmy, “I should let him remain in that belief. I should not say anything about the real reason at all, and even then not until we are on the high seas. Of course I don’t mean to imply, for an instant, that he would be likely to say anything, or to give you away in any possible sort of fashion; but still it would be safer, I should think, to keep silence on the subject. You know what we are going to do, I know it, Miss Petrovitch knows it, and Madame Bernstein also. Who else is there you have told?”

“No one,” said Browne. “But I dropped a hint to Mason that the errand, that was taking us out, was a peculiar one. I thought he ought to know as much as that for more reasons than one.”

“Quite right,” said Jimmy; “and what’s more, you can trust Mason. Nevertheless, say nothing to Maas.”

“You may depend upon it I will not do so,” said Browne.

“Now here’s the club,” said Jimmy, as they reached the building in question. “Let us go in and have some luncheon. After that what are you going to do?”

“I am off to Paris this afternoon,” the other replied. “Madame Bernstein and Miss Petrovitch leave for Japan in one of the French boats the day after to-morrow, and I want to see them before they go.”

After luncheon with Foote, Browne returned to his house, wrote a letter containing the most minute instructions to Captain Mason, and later on caught the afternoon express for Paris. The clocks of the French capital were striking eleven as he reached his hotel that night. He was worn out, and retired almost immediately to bed, though it would have required but little persuasion to have taken him off to the Rue Jacquarie. As it was, however, he had to content himself with the reflection, that he was to see her the very first thing in the morning.


CHAPTER XVIII
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NINE O’CLOCK ON the following day, punctual almost to the minute, found Browne exchanging greetings with the concierge at the foot of the stairs, who, by this time, had come to know his face intimately. The latter informed him that Mademoiselle Petrovitch was at home, but that Madame Bernstein had gone out some few minutes before. Browne congratulated himself upon the latter fact, and ran upstairs three steps at a time. Within four minutes from entering the building Katherine was in his arms.

“Are you pleased to see me again, darling?” he inquired, after the first excitement of their meeting had passed away.

“More pleased than I can tell you,” she answered; and as she spoke Browne could see the love-light in her eyes. “Ever since your telegram arrived yesterday, I have been counting the minutes until I should see you. It seems like years since you went away, and such long years too!”

What Browne said in reply to this pretty speech, it does not behove me to set down here. Whatever it was, however, it seemed to give great satisfaction to the person to whom it was addressed. At length they sat down together upon the sofa, and Browne told her of the arrangements he had made. “I did not write to you about them, dear,” he said, “for the reason that, in a case like this, the less that is put on paper the better for all parties concerned. Letters may go astray, and there is no knowing what may happen to them. Therefore I thought I would keep all my news until I could tell it to you face to face. Are you ready for your long journey?”

“Yes, we are quite ready,” said Katherine. “We are only waiting for you. Madame has been very busy for the last few days, and so have I.” She mentioned Madame’s name with some little trepidation, for she feared lest the old subject, which had caused them both so much pain on the last occasion that they had met, might be revived. Browne, however, was careful, as she was, not to broach it.

“And when will your yacht leave England?” she inquired, after he had detailed his arrangements to her.

“On Monday next at latest,” he answered. “We shall not be very far behind you.”

“Nevertheless it will be a long, long time before I shall see you again,” she continued in a sad tone. “Oh, Jack, Jack, I cannot tell you how wicked I feel in allowing you to do so much for me. Even now, at this late hour, I feel I have no right to accept such a sacrifice at your hands.”

“Stop,” he replied, holding up his finger in warning. “I thought we had agreed that nothing more should be said about it.”

At this juncture there was the sound of a footstep in the passage outside, and a few seconds later Madame Bernstein entered the room. On seeing Browne she hastened forward, and greeted him with all the effusiveness of which she was mistress. “Ah, Monsieur Browne,” she said, “now that I see you my courage returns. As Katherine has doubtless told you, everything is prepared, and we are ready to start for Marseilles as soon as you give the order. Katherine is looking forward to the voyage; but as for me —— Ah! I do hate the sea more than anything in the world. That nasty little strip of salt water which divides England from France is a continual nightmare to me, and I never cross it without hoping it may be the last time.”

Browne tried to comfort her by telling her of the size of the vessel in which they were to travel, and assured her that, even if she should be ill, by the time they were out of the Mediterranean she would have recovered. Seeing that no other consolation was forthcoming, Madame was compelled to be content with this poor comfort.

Though Browne had already breakfasted in the solid, substantial English fashion, he was only too glad to persuade Madame Bernstein and his sweetheart to partake of déjeuner at one of the famous cafés on the Boulevards. After the meal Madame returned to the Rue Jacquarie in order to finish a little packing, which she had left to the last moment; while Browne, who had been looking forward to this opportunity, assumed possession of Katharine, and carried her to one of the large shops in the Rue de la Paix, where he purchased for her the best dressing-bag ever obtained for love or money; to which he added a set of sables that would have turned even Russian Royalty green with envy. Never had his money seemed so useful to Browne. These commissions executed, they returned to the Rue Jacquarie, where they found Madame Bernstein ready for the journey. The express was due to leave Paris for Marseilles at 2.15 p.m. Twenty minutes before that hour a cab drove up to the door, and in it Browne placed Madame Bernstein and Katherine, following them himself. Wonderful is the power of a gift! Browne carried the bag, he had given Katherine that morning, down to the cab with his own hands, and without being asked to do so, placed it on the seat beside her. He noticed that her right hand went out to take it, and held it lovingly until they reached the station, where she surrendered it to him again.

When they made their appearance on the platform an official hurried forward to meet them, and conducted them forthwith to the special saloon carriage Browne had bespoken for their use that morning. As she stepped into it Katherine gave a little grateful glance at her lover to show that she appreciated his generosity. Poor as she had always been, she found it hard to realize what his wealth meant. And yet there were many little signs to give her evidence of the fact — the obsequious railway officials; his own majestic English servant, who brought them a sheaf of papers without being instructed to do so; and last, but by no means least, the very railway carriage itself, which was of the most luxurious description. On Madame Bernstein entering the compartment she placed herself in a corner, arranged her travelling-rug, her smelling-salts, her papers, and her fan to her satisfaction; and by the time she had settled down the journey had commenced. The train was an express, and did not stop until it reached Laroche at 4.40. Here afternoon tea was procured for the ladies; while on reaching Dijon, two hours and a half later, it was discovered that an unusually luxurious dinner had been ordered by telegraph, and was served in the second compartment of the carriage. Having done justice to it, they afterwards settled themselves down for the night. It is a very significant fact that when Browne looks back upon that journey now, the one most important fact, that strikes his memory, is that Madame Bernstein fell asleep a little after eight o’clock, and remained so until they had passed Pontanevaux. During the time she slept, Browne was able to have a little private conversation with Katherine; and whatever trouble he had taken to ensure the journey being a successful one, he was amply compensated for it. At ten o’clock the polite conductor begged permission to inform mesdames and monsieur that their sleeping apartments were prepared for them. Browne accordingly bade the ladies good-night.

As the young man lay in his sleeping compartment that night, and the train made its way across France towards its most important sea-port, Browne’s dreams were of many things. At one moment he was back in the Opera House at Covent Garden, listening to Lohengrin, and watching Katherine’s face as each successive singer appeared upon the stage. Then, as if by magic, the scene changed, and he was on the windy mountain-side at Merok, and Katherine was looking up at him from her place of deadly peril a few feet below. He reached down and tried to save her, but it appeared to be a question of length of arm, and his was a foot too short. “Pray allow me to help you,” said Maas; and being only too grateful for any assistance, Browne permitted him to do so. They accordingly caught her by the hands and began to pull. Then suddenly, without any warning, Maas struck him a terrible blow upon the head; both holds were instantly loosed, and Katherine was in the act of falling over the precipice when Browne awoke. Great beads of perspiration stood upon his forehead, and, under the influence of this fright, he trembled as he did not remember ever to have done in his life before. For upwards of an hour he lay awake, listening to the rhythm of the wheels and the thousand and one noises that a train makes at night. Then once more he fell asleep, and, as before, dreamt of Katherine. Equally strange was it that on this occasion also Maas was destined to prove his adversary. They were in Japan now, and the scene was a garden in which the Wistaria bloomed luxuriously. Katherine was standing on a rustic bridge, looking down into the water below, and Maas was beside her. Suddenly the bridge gave way, and the girl was precipitated into the water. Though she was drowning, he noticed that Maas did nothing to help her, but stood upon what remained of the bridge and taunted her with the knowledge that, if she were drowned, her mission to the East would be useless. After this no further sleep was possible. At break of day he accordingly rose and dressed himself. They were passing through the little town of Saint-Chamas at the time. It was a lovely morning; not a cloud in the sky, and all the air and country redolent of life and beauty. It was a day upon which a man might be thankful for the right to live and love. Yet Browne was sad at heart. Was he not about to part from the woman he loved for nearly two whole months? Brave though he was in most things, it must be confessed he feared that separation, as a confirmed coward fears a blow. But still the train flew remorselessly on, bringing them every moment nearer and nearer their destination.

When they reached it they drove direct to an hotel. Here they breakfasted, and afterwards made their way to the steamer. Browne’s heart was sinking lower and lower, for never before had Katherine seemed so sweet and so desirable. Once on board the vessel they called a steward to their assistance, and the two ladies were shown to their cabins. As they afterwards found out, they were the best that Browne could secure, were situated amidships, and were really intended each to accommodate four passengers. While they were examining them Browne hunted out the chief steward, and the stewards who would be likely to wait upon his friends. These he rewarded in such a way that, if the men only acted up to their protestations, the remainder of the passengers would have very good cause to complain. Having finished this work of bribery and corruption, he went in search of the ladies, only to be informed by the stewardess that they had left their cabins and had gone on deck. He accordingly made his way up the companion-ladder, and found them standing beside the smoking-room entrance.

“I hope you found your cabins comfortable,” he said. “I have just seen the chief steward, and he has promised that everything possible shall be done to make you enjoy your voyage.”

“How good you are!” said Katherine in a low voice, and with a little squeeze of his hand; while Madame protested that, if it were possible for anything to reconcile her to the sea, it would be Monsieur Browne’s kindness. Then the warning whistle sounded for non-passengers to leave the ship. Madame Bernstein took the hint, and, having bade him good-bye, made her way along the deck towards the companion-ladder, leaving the lovers together. Katherine’s eyes had filled with tears and she had grown visibly paler. Now that the time had come for parting with the man she loved, she had discovered how much he was to her.

“Katherine,” said Browne, in a voice that was hoarse with suppressed emotion, “do you know now how much I love you?”

“You love me more than I deserve,” she said. “I shall never be able to repay you for all you have done for me.”

“I want no repayment but your love,” he answered.

“Si vous n’êtes pas un voyageur, m’sieu, ayez l’obligeance de débarquer,” said a gruff voice in his ear.

Seeing that there was nothing left but to say good-bye, Browne kissed Katherine, and, unable to bear any more, made for the gangway. Five minutes later the great ship was under way, and Katherine had embarked upon her voyage to the East.


CHAPTER XIX
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AS SOON AS the mail-boat, which was carrying Katherine and Madame Bernstein to the East, was out of sight, Browne turned to his man, who was waiting beside him, and said: “Now, Davis, a cab, and quickly too. We must not miss that train for London whatever happens.”

As it was, they were only just in time. He had scarcely taken his seat before the train began to move out of the station. Placing himself in a corner of the carriage, he endeavoured to interest himself in a book; but it was of no use. Though his material body was seated in the carriage being whirled away across the green plains of Southern France, his actual self was on board the great mail-boat, which was cutting its way through the blue waters, carrying Katherine mile by mile farther out of his reach. Dreary indeed did Europe seem to him now. It was a little before twelve o’clock when the train left Marseilles; it was nearly four next afternoon when he sighted the waters of the Channel at Calais. Much to his astonishment and delight, Jimmy Foote met him at Dover, and travelled back to town with him. During his absence Browne had entrusted their arrangements to his care; and in consequence Jimmy carried about with him an air of business, which at other times was quite unusual to him.

“I have been down to Southampton,” he reported, “and have seen Mason. He was hard at work getting the stores aboard, and asked me to tell you he will be able to sail without fail early on Monday morning. When do you think we had better go down?”

“On Sunday,” said Browne. “We may as well get on board as soon as we can.”

Though he spoke in this casual way, he knew that in his heart he was waiting the hour of departure with an impatience, that bordered almost on desperation. He longed to see the yacht’s head pointed down Channel, and to know that at last she was really in pursuit of the other boat, which had been granted such a lengthy start. On reaching London they drove together to Browne’s house. It was Saturday evening, and there were still a hundred and one things to be settled. Upon his study table Browne discovered upwards of fifty invitations from all sorts and conditions of people. He smiled cynically as he opened them, and, when the last one had been examined, turned to Jimmy.

“Thank Heaven, I can decline these with a clear conscience,” he said. “By the time the dates come round we shall be on the high seas, far beyond the reach of dinners, dances, and kettledrums. I wonder how many of these folk,” he continued, picking up one from the heap and flicking it across the table to his friend, “would have me in their houses again if they knew what I am about to do?”

“Every one of them, my boy,” the other replied; “from the Duchess of Matlock downwards. You might help a thousand Russian convicts to escape from Saghalien, and they will pardon you; but you are doing one other thing for which you must never hope to be forgiven.”

“And what may that be?” Browne inquired.

“Why, you are marrying Miss Petrovitch,” answered Jimmy. “If she were a famous beauty, a great heiress, or even the daughter of a peer, all would be well; but you must remember that no one knows her; that, however much you may love her, and however worthy she may be, she is nevertheless not chronicled in the Court Guide. To marry out of your own circle is a sin seldom forgiven, particularly when a man is a millionaire, and has been the desire of every match-making mother for as long as you have.”

“They had better treat my wife as I wish them to, or beware of me,” said Browne angrily. “If they treat her badly they’ll find I’ve got claws.”

“But, my dear fellow, you are running your head against the wall,” said Jimmy. “I never said they would treat her badly. On the contrary, they will treat her wonderfully well; for, remember, she is your wife. They will accept all her invitations for dances in London, will stay with her in the country; they will yacht, hunt, fish, and shoot with you; but the mothers, who, after all is said and done, are the leaders of society, will never forget or forgive you. My dear fellow,” he continued, with the air of a man who knew his world thoroughly, which, to do him justice, he certainly did, “you surely do not imagine for an instant that Miss Verney has forgotten that — —”

“We’ll leave Miss Verney out of the question, Jimmy, if you don’t mind,” replied Browne, with rather a different intonation.

“I thought that would make him wince,” murmured Jimmy to himself; and then added aloud, “Never mind, old man; we won’t pursue the subject any further. It’s not a nice one, and we’ve plenty else to think about, have we not? Let me tell you, I am looking forward to this little business more than I have ever done to anything. The only regret I have about it is that there does not appear to be any probability of our having some fighting. I must confess I should like to have a brush with the enemy, if possible.”

“In that case we should be lost men,” Browne replied. “No; whatever we do, we must avoid coming into actual conflict with the Authorities. By the way, what about Maas?”

“I saw him this morning,” Foote replied. “I told him what arrangements we had made, and he will meet us whenever and wherever we wish. He seemed quite elated over the prospect of the voyage, and told me he thought it awfully good of you to take him. After all, he’s not a bad sort of fellow. There is only one thing I don’t like about him, and that is his predilection for wishing people to think he is in a delicate state of health.”

“And you don’t think he is?” said Browne.

“Of course I don’t,” Jimmy replied. “Why, only this morning I was with him more than an hour, and he didn’t cough once; and yet he was continually pointing out to me that it was so necessary for his health — for his lungs, in fact — that he should go out of England at once. It is my idea that he is hypochondriacal.”

“Whatever he is, I wish to goodness he had chosen any other time for wanting to accompany us. I have a sort of notion that his presence on board will bring us bad luck.”

“Nonsense,” said his matter-of-fact friend. “Why should it? Maas could do us no harm, even supposing he wanted to. And he’s certain not to have any desire that way.”

“Well,” answered Browne, “that is what I feel, and yet I can’t make out why I should do so.” As he said this he pressed the ring Katharine had given him, and remembered that that was his talisman, and that she had told him that, while he wore it, he could come to no harm. With that on his finger, and his love for her in his heart, it would be wonderful indeed if he could not fulfil the task he had set himself to do.

It is strange how ignorant we are of the doings, and indeed of the very lives, of our fellow-men. I do not mean the actions which, in the broad light of day, lie in the ordinary routine of life, but those more important circumstances which are not seen, but make up, and help to weave the skein of each man’s destiny. For instance, had a certain well-known official in the office of the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, who stood upon the platform of Waterloo station, waiting for the train that was to carry him to the residence of a friend at Woking, dreamt for an instant that the three gentlemen he nodded so affably to, and who were standing at the door of a saloon carriage in the same train, were leaving England next day, in order to cause considerable trouble to a Power that, at the moment had shown signs of being friendly, what would his feelings have been? He did not know it, however; so he seated himself in his comfortable smoking-carriage, lit a cigar, and read his Sunday paper, quite unconscious of the circumstances.

It was nearly eight o’clock before they readied Southampton. When they did they made their way to the harbour, where a steam-launch from the yacht was awaiting them. The Lotus Blossom herself lay off the Royal Pier; and when they reached her, Captain Mason received them at the gangway.

“Well, Mason,” said Browne, “is everything ready for the start to-morrow?”

“Everything is ready, sir,” Mason replied. “You have only to say when you desire to get off, and we’ll up anchor.”

Browne thought that he would like to get under way at once; but it could not be. He looked along the snow-white decks and upon the polished brasswork, and thought of the day that he had left the boat when she was anchored in the harbour of Merok, to accompany his guests on their walk to the falls, and of the wonderful things that had happened since then. Before many weeks had passed over their heads he hoped that Katherine herself would be standing on these self-same decks. He pictured the delight he would feel in showing her over his trim and beautiful vessel, and thought of the long conversations they would have on deck at night, and of the happiness they would feel when they were speeding towards safety once more, with the rescued man on board. What they were to do with her father, when they had got him, was one thing he wanted to leave to Katherine to decide. He was awakened from these dreams by Foote, who inquired whether he intended to allow his guests to remain on deck all night, or whether he was going to take them below.

“I beg your pardon,” said Browne. “It’s awfully rude of me to keep you standing here like this. Come along.”

They accordingly made their way down the companion-ladder to the saloon below. Everything had been prepared for their reception, and the stewards were already laying dinner as they entered. Having finished that important meal, and drunk the toast of a pleasant voyage, they ascended to the deck once more, when Foote and Maas made their way to the smoking-room, while Browne went up to the bridge to have a talk with the captain. When he descended again, he announced to his guests that the yacht would be got under way as soon as it was light in the morning, and that the first coaling-place would be Gibraltar.

“Bravo!” said Jimmy, rapping the table with his pipe. “Thank goodness, by midday we shall be well out in the Channel.”

At the same moment Maas’s cigar slipped from between his fingers and dropped on the floor. He bent down to pick it up, but at first could not find it. By the time he had done so the conversation had changed, and Browne had drawn his watch from his pocket. A cry of astonishment escaped him: “Have you any idea what the time is?”

They confessed that they had not.

“Well, it’s nearly twelve o’clock,” he said. “If you won’t either of you take anything else, I think the best thing we can do is to get to bed as soon as possible.”

So tired was Browne that night that he slept without waking until well on in the following morning. Indeed, it was past nine o’clock when Davis, his man-servant, entered and woke him; he sat up, and rubbed his eyes, as if he could very well have gone on sleeping for another hour or two.

“By Jove! we’re under way,” he said, as if he were surprised to find the yacht moving. “Where are we, Davis?”

“Off Swanage, sir,” the man replied. “Captain Mason couldn’t get away quite as early as he hoped to do; but he’s making up for lost time now, sir.”

“What sort of a day is it?” Browne inquired.

“Beautiful, sir; it couldn’t be no better if you’d ordered it special,” said Davis, who was a bit of a wag in his way, and was privileged as such. “There’s just a nice bit of swell running, but no more. Not enough to shake the curls of a schoolmistress, in a manner of speaking.”

This Browne discovered to be the case, when he ascended to the deck. The yacht was bathed in sunshine, and she sat as softly as a duck upon a large green swell, that was as easy as the motion of a rocking-horse. Far away to starboard the pinewood cliffs of Bournemouth could be descried; while a point on the starboard-bow was Poole Harbour and Swanage headland, with Old Harry peering up out of the sunlit waves. Browne ascended to the bridge, to find Foote and Captain Mason there. The latter touched his cap, while Foote came forward and held out his hand.

“Good-morning,” said Jimmy. “What do you think of this, my boy? Isn’t it better than London? Doesn’t it make you feel it’s worth something to be alive? I wouldn’t change places this morning with any man in England.”

“And you may be very sure I would not,” said Browne; then, turning to the skipper, he inquired what the yacht was doing.

“Thirteen knots good, sir,” the latter replied. “We shall do better, however, when we’ve put Portland Bill behind us.”

As he spoke the breakfast-bell sounded, and simultaneously with it Maas appeared on deck. Browne and Foote descended from the bridge to greet him, and found him in excellent spirits.

“I feel better already,” he said, as they went down the companion-ladder and took their places at the table. “How beautiful the air is on deck! Alchemists may say what they please, but this is the Elixir of Life. What a pity it is we cannot bottle it, and introduce it into the crowded ballrooms and dining-rooms during the London season!”

“That’s rather an original notion,” retorted Jimmy. “Fancy, after a waltz with a heavy partner, taking her off to a room set apart for the purpose, seating her in a chair, and, instead of asking her the usual insipid question, whether she would have an ice, or coffee, or claret cup, inquiring what brand of air she preferred — whether she would have a gallon of Bournemouth, which is relaxing, or Margate, which is bracing, or Folkestone — shall we say? — which is midway between the two. It could be laid on in town and country houses, and, combined with the phonograph, which would repeat the nigger minstrel melodies of the sands, and the biograph, which would show the surrounding scenery, would be a tremendous attraction. Having purchased one of these machines, paterfamilias need not trouble his head about taking his family away for the annual trip to the seaside. Rents would not affect him; he would be free from landladies’ overcharges. All he would have to do would be to take his wife and bairns into a room, turn on the various machines, and science would do the rest.”

“Perhaps, when you have done talking nonsense,” said Browne, “you will be kind enough to hand me the pâté de foie gras. I remember so many of your wonderful schemes, Jimmy, that I begin to think I know them all by heart.”

“In that case you must admit that the majority of them were based upon very sound principles,” replied Jimmy. “I remember there was one that might have made a fortune for anybody. It was to be a matrimonial registry for the upper ten, where intending Benedicts could apply for particulars respecting their future wives. For instance, the Duke of A —— , being very desirous of marrying, and being also notoriously impecunious, would call at the office and ask for a choice of American heiresses possessing between five and ten millions. Photographs having been submitted to him, and a guarantee as to the money given to him, meetings between the parties could be arranged by the company, and a small commission charged when the marriage was duly solemnized. Then there was another scheme for educating the sons of millionaires in the brands of cigars they should give their friends. For a small commission, Viscount B —— , who has smoked himself into the bankruptcy court, would call at their residences three times a week, when he would not only show them how to discriminate between a Trichinopoli and a Burma Pwé, which is difficult to the uninitiated, but also between La Intimidad Excelsos of ‘94 and Henry Clay Soberanos, which is much more so.”

“I remember yet another scheme,” said Maas quietly, as he helped himself to some caviare from a dish before him. “You told me once of a scheme you were perfecting for forming a company to help long-sentenced burglars of proved ability to escape from penal servitude, in order that they should work for the society on the co-operative principle. If my memory serves me, it was to be a most remunerative speculation. The only flaw in it that I could see was the difficulty in arranging the convict’s escape, and the danger, that would accrue to those helping him, in case they were discovered.”


CHAPTER XX
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HAD A BOMBSHELL fallen through the skylight of the saloon and settled itself in the centre of the table, it could scarcely have caused greater consternation than did Maas’s simple remark. Browne felt that his face was visibly paling, and that guilt must be written on every inch of it. As for Jimmy, his mouth opened and shut like that of an expiring fish. He could scarcely believe he had heard aright. He had certainly once in an idle moment joked in the fashion Maas had attributed to him; but what had induced the latter to remember and to bring it up now, of all times, when their nerves were so tightly stretched? Maas’s face, however, was all innocence. He seemed not to have noticed the amazement he had caused, but ate his caviare with the air of a man who had said something worthy, the point of which had fallen a trifle flat. It was not until the meal was over, and they had ascended to the deck once more, that Browne found an opportunity of having a few words with Jimmy.

“What on earth did he mean by that?” he asked. “Do you think he can have heard anything? Or do you think he only suspects?”

“Neither,” said Jimmy. “I’ll tell you what I think it was; it was a perfectly simple remark, which by sheer ill-luck just happened to touch us in the wrong place. It was, as the shooters say, an unintentional bull’s-eye. But, by Jove! I must confess that it made me feel pretty bad at the moment.”

“Then you think we need not attach any importance to it?”

“I’m quite sure we need not,” his friend replied. “Look at it in this way: if the man had known anything he most certainly would not have said anything about it. If we had suspected him of knowing our secret, and had put ourselves out in order to bring him to the point, and he had kept silence, then we might have thought otherwise; as it is, I am positive we need not be afraid.”

As if to reassure them, Maas said nothing further on the subject. He was full of good-humour, absorbed the sunshine like a Neapolitan, and seemed to enjoy every hour he lived. He also did his best to make the others do likewise. He talked upon every conceivable subject, and did not feel in the least annoyed when the others appeared occupied. They passed Plymouth soon after twelve next day, and said good-bye to Old England shortly afterwards. How little those on board guessed what was to happen before they could see her shores again? Five days later they were at Gibraltar, anchored in the harbour beneath the shadow of the batteries. Though he grudged every minute, and though he had seen the Rock a dozen times before, Browne accompanied them ashore, explored the Galleries, and lunched at the Officers’ Mess.

“What rum beggars we are, to be sure!” said young Bramthwaite, of the 43rd Midlandshire, to Browne, as they lit their cigars afterwards. “Here are you, posting off for the East, and as anxious as you can be to turn your back on Old England; while I, poor beggar, am quartered here, and am longing to get home with all my might and main. Do you think, if I had your chance, I would go abroad? Not I.”

“Circumstances alter cases,” returned Browne. “If you were in my place you would want to be out of England. You should just have seen London as we left. Fogs, sleet, snow, drizzle, day after day, while here you are wrapped in continual sunshine. I don’t see that you have much to grumble at.”

“Don’t you?” said his friend. “Well, I do. Let us take my own case again. I am just up from a baddish attack of Rock-fever. I feel as weak as a cat — not fit for anything. And what good does it do me? I don’t even have the luck to be properly ill, so that I could compel them to invalid me. And, to make matters worse, my brother writes that they are having the most ripping hunting in the shires; from his letters I gather that the pheasants have never been better; and, with it all, here I am, like the Johnny in the heathen mythology, chained to this rock, and unable to get away.”

Browne consoled him to the best of his ability, and shortly afterwards collected his party and returned to the yacht. The work of coaling was completed, and Captain Mason, who resembled a badly blacked Christy Minstrel, was ready to start as soon as his owner desired. Browne, nothing loath, gave the order, and accordingly they steamed out of the harbour, past the Rock, and were in blue seas once more. They would not touch anywhere again until they reached Port Said.

That night on deck Browne was lamenting the fact that the yacht did not travel faster than she did.

“My dear fellow,” said Maas, “what a hurry you are in, to be sure! Why, this is simply delightful. What more could you wish for? You have a beautiful vessel, your cook is a genius, and your wines are perfect. If I had your money, do you know what I would do? I would sail up and down the Mediterranean at this time of the year for months on end.”

“I don’t think you would,” replied Browne. “In the meantime, what I want is to get to Japan.”

“I presume your fiancée is to meet you there?” said Maas. “I can quite understand your haste now.”

There was a silence for a few moments, and then Maas added, as if the idea had just struck him: “By the way, you have never told me her name.”

“Her name is Petrovitch,” answered Browne softly, as if the name were too precious to be breathed aloud. “I do not think you have ever met her.”

“Now I come to think of it, I believe I have,” Maas responded. “At least, I am not acquainted with her personally, but I have met some one who knows her fairly well.”

“Indeed!” said Browne, in some astonishment. “And who might that some one be?”

“You need not be jealous, my dear fellow,” Maas continued. “My friend was a lady, a Miss Corniquet, a French artist. Miss Petrovitch, I believe, exhibited in the Salon last year, and they met shortly afterwards. I remember that she informed me that the young lady in question showed remarkable talent. I am sure, Browne, I congratulate you heartily.”

“Many thanks,” remarked the other; and so the matter dropped for the time being.

Port Said and the work of coaling being things of the past, they proceeded through the Suez Canal and down the Red Sea; coaled once more at Aden, and later on at Colombo. By the time they reached Singapore, Browne’s impatience could scarcely be controlled. With every day an increased nervousness came over him. At last they were only a few hours’ steam from Hong-kong. It was there that Browne was to interview the famous Johann Schmidt, of whom Herr Sauber had spoken to him in Paris. What the result of that interview would be he could only conjecture. He wanted to get it over in order that he might have his plans cut and dried by the time they reached Japan, where Katharine and Madame Bernstein must now be. If all went well, he would soon join them there.

At ten o’clock on a lovely morning they entered the Ly-ee-moon Pass, steamed past Green Island, and at length they came in sight of the crowded harbour of Victoria. Once at anchor, the steam-launch was slung overboard and brought alongside, Browne and his friends took their places in her, and she forthwith made her way to the shore. None of the men had seen the wonderful city, they were now visiting, before, so that all its marvels, its wealth, and its extraordinary mixture of races were new to them. Though they had encountered him in his American hybrid condition, it was the first time they had been brought into actual contact with their marvellous Yellow Brother, who in Hong-kong may be seen in all the glory of his dirt and sumptuousness. Reaching the Praya, they disembarked, and ascended the steps. Accosting an English inspector of police whom they met, they inquired in what direction they should proceed in order to reach the Club. He pointed out the way, and they accordingly set off in search of it. Turning into the Queen’s Road, they made their way along it until they reached the place in question. Browne had a letter of introduction to one of the members, given to him in London, and he was anxious to present it to him in order to learn something, if possible, of Johann Schmidt before going in search of him. Leaving his two friends outside, he entered the Club and inquired for the gentleman in question. The servant who received him informed him that the member was not at the time in the building.

“Can you tell me his address?” said Browne. “It’s just possible I may find him at his office.”

The man furnished him with what he wanted, and showed him how he could reach it. Rejoining his companions, Browne proceeded down the street, passed the Law Courts, and went in the direction of the Barracks. At last he reached the block of buildings of which he was in search. The name of the man he wanted was to be seen on a brass plate upon the door. He entered, and accosting a white-clad Englishman in an enormous solar topee, whom he found there, inquired if he could tell whether his friend was at home.

“I believe he is,” the man replied. “At any rate, if you will wait a moment I’ll soon find out.” Leaving them, he departed down the passage, to return presently with the information that the person they wanted to see was in his office.

Foote and Maas remained in the street, while Browne entered a cool and airy room at the farther end of the passage. Here, seated at an office-table, was another white-clad Englishman. He had a cigar in his mouth, and possessed a handsome face and a close-cropped beard.

“Mr. —— ?” said Browne, after he had thanked his conductor for his courtesy.

“That is my name,” the gentleman replied. “What can I have the pleasure of doing for you?”

“I have a letter of introduction to you,” said Browne, producing the document in question from his pocket, and handing it across the table. “I believe we are common friends of George Pellister?”

“George Pellister!” cried the man. “I should rather think so; when I was home three years ago he was awfully kind to me. So you are a friend of his? Pray forgive my not having come out to greet you. Come and sit down. How long have you been in the island?”

“Only an hour and a half,” Browne replied.

“An hour and a half!” the other repeated. “I had no idea there was an English mail-boat in. The P. & O. only left yesterday.”

“I didn’t come in a mail-boat,” said Browne. “I’ve got my own tub. We left London on the 7th of last month.”

The man behind the table opened his eyes in surprise. Gentlemen who travelled as far as Hong-kong in their own steam-yachts, were few and far between, and had to be treated with proper respect. He accordingly found an opportunity of opening the letter of introduction. Had Browne been watching his face, he would have seen the expression of astonishment that spread over it, as he realized that his visitor was no less a person than the fabulously wealthy John Grantham Browne, of whose doings in the social and sporting world he had so often read.

“I am very glad indeed that you have called on me,” he said, after he had somewhat recovered from his astonishment. “While you are here you must let me do the honours of Hong-kong, such as they are. Of course I can put you up at the Club, if that’s any use to you, and show you all there is to be seen, though I fear it will bore you fearfully after London. How long are you staying?”

“Well,” answered Browne, “I’m afraid I shall not be able to remain very long on the outward voyage. I should not have called here at all, but that I had some rather important business to transact. I’m on my way to Japan.”

“Indeed!” exclaimed the other. “Well, I shall be only too happy if you will let me help you in any way I can.”

“It’s not a very big matter,” replied Browne. “All I want to know is the address of a certain person living in Hong-kong whose name is Schmidt — Johann Schmidt.”

“Johann Schmidt?” asked the other. “I am not quite certain that I know this particular one; there are so many of that name here, and I dare say a large proportion of them are Johanns. However, I will send some one to find out; and if you will take tiffin with me at the Club, my clerks shall make inquiries while we are doing so.”

Browne thereupon explained that he had two friends travelling with him, with the result that the other replied that he would only be too happy if they would join the party. They accordingly adjourned, and, picking up Maas and Foote in the street, proceeded to the Club. Tiffin was almost at an end, when a servant entered and placed a card beside their host’s plate. He glanced at it, and, turning to Browne, he pushed it towards him.

“If I’m not mistaken, that is the man you want,” he remarked. “I think it only fair to tell you that I know the fellow, and he is rather an extraordinary character. Between ourselves, he does not bear any too good a reputation.”

“Oh, that doesn’t matter to me in the least,” responded Browne. “My business with him is purely of a commercial nature.”

After that no more was said on the subject, and, when they rose from the table, Browne proposed that he should go in search of the man in question. “I am anxious, if possible, to leave Hong-kong at daybreak to-morrow morning,” he said; and then added, by way of explanation, “I am due in Japan, and have no time to spare.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” returned the other. “I had hoped you would have stayed longer. However, while you are away, your friends had better remain with me. I will do my best to amuse them.”

Browne thereupon rose to take leave. His host accompanied him to the street, and, having put him in a rickshá, told the coolie where he was to take him.

“I am exceedingly obliged to you for your kindness,” said Browne, as he shook hands. “Will you not let me return it by asking you to dine with us on board my boat to-night? She is the Lotus Blossom. I don’t suppose you will have much difficulty in finding her.”

“I shall be delighted,” replied the other. “At what time do you dine?”

“At half-past seven,” answered Browne.

“Au revoir, then, until half-past seven.”

They waved hands to each other, and Browne laid himself back in the rickshá, mumbling as he did so, “Now for our friend Johann Schmidt.”


CHAPTER XXI
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LEAVING THE CLUB, the rickshá coolie proceeded in the opposite direction to that which Browne had followed, when in search of the gentleman to whom he had presented the letter of introduction. At first, and while he remained in the Queen’s Road, there was but little difference to be observed; the thoroughfare was a fine one, broad and commodious. After one or two turnings, however, matters changed somewhat, and he found himself in a labyrinth of narrow, tortuous streets, the shops on either side of which were small and mean, the names over the doors being for the most part in the Celestial characters. The confusion that existed in the streets was indescribable. Here the Mongolian was to be seen in all his glory. But, in addition to the Chinamen, almost every nationality known to the Asiatic world was represented; while through it all, towering head and shoulders above the crowd, stalked the stately Sikhs on patrol duty. At last, after a drive that had occupied perhaps a quarter of an hour, the coolie drew up, before what was probably the largest shop Browne had yet seen in the neighbourhood. It was built in the Chinese fashion, and, in order that West and East may meet on an equal footing, had two names over the door, one in Chinese writing, the other plainly printed in English characters: “Johann Schmidt.” Browne alighted, and, having told his coolie to wait, entered the shop. He was greeted on the threshold by a stout Chinaman, who was plainly in charge.

“What for you piecee look see?” inquired the latter.

Browne, not being adept at pidgin-English, replied to the effect that he desired to see and speak with Herr Schmidt. Whether the man comprehended or not he could not tell; at any rate he left him alone in the shop, while he disappeared behind a curtain at the farther end. When he returned, a few seconds later, he was accompanied by a portly individual, whose nationality the veriest tyro could not mistake. As if to make it doubly sure, he carried in his hand an enormous pipe fashioned after the pattern of the Fatherland. His face was large and almost spherical; his hair was close-cropped, as was his beard; he was attired in white trousers, a flannel shirt, which would have been none the worse for a wash, and a black alpaca coat. The Teutonic stolidity was certainly well developed in him. On seeing Browne he stopped and sucked contentedly at his pipe, but said nothing. The younger man was the first to speak.

“You are Herr Schmidt, I believe?” said Browne, in English. The other nodded his head, but still did not venture upon speech. “I bring a letter of introduction to you,” said Browne, dropping his voice a little, as though he were afraid of being overheard. “It is from a certain Herr Otto Sauber, whom I met in Paris about two months ago. He told me that you would do all you could for me in a certain matter.”

“Herr Sauber?” inquired the German. “I cannot dink that I am mit him acquainted.”

Browne’s disappointment was plainly discernible on his face. He had fully expected that, immediately he presented the letter Sauber had given him, this mysterious Johann Schmidt would understand and arrange everything. This, however, did not appear to be the case. The man before him sucked stolidly at his pipe, and watched him with eyes that had no expression in them. The position was embarrassing, to say the least of it. Was it possible that his mission was going to prove futile after all, and that, for the good he was to get out of it, he might just as well not have wasted his time by calling at Hong-kong at all? For upwards of thirty most uncomfortable seconds the two men stood watching each other. Then Browne spoke.

“You are quite sure, I suppose,” he asked, “that you do not know the gentleman in question? I certainly understood from him that you had been acquainted with each other for many years.”

The German shook his head. Then he said slowly, “Perhaps, mein frien, if you would mit me come, I will talk mit you ubon the madder. So many men do say dot they know Johann Schmidt. But Johann do not know dem. If you to mine office would come, we will talk mit each other dere.”

Browne accordingly followed him behind the curtain to which I have alluded. There he found, to his surprise, a most comfortable and, I might almost add, luxurious apartment. The walls were hung with pictures of considerable merit, interspersed with innumerable curios, collected from almost every country in the Farther East. In any other place the room might have ranked as a fairly noteworthy apartment; but here, surrounded by so much that was sordid — nay, almost barbaric — it was little short of unique. Pointing to a long bamboo chair which fitted a corner beneath an enormous Cantonese dragon, used for burning pastilles, the German bade Browne seat himself. Before the latter did so, however, he handed the German the letter with which Herr Sauber had furnished him. The other took it, cut the flap of the envelope with a jade paper-knife, and, drawing forth the contents, placed an enormous pair of spectacles upon his nose, and read them thoroughly. Upwards of five minutes had elapsed between the time Browne had given him the letter until he spoke again. These long delays were having a bad effect upon the young man’s temper; they strained his nerves to breaking-pitch. He felt that this phlegmatic individual would not hurry himself, even if another’s existence depended upon it. To all intents and purposes he had united in his person the apathy of the Asiatic with the stolidity of the Teuton.

“Now dat I look ubon it, I do remember Herr Sauber,” the other replied. “It was once dat we very good friends were, but it is many years dat I heard of him.” The old fellow wagged his head solemnly until his glasses shook upon his nose. The recollection of the incident, whatever it was, seemed to afford him considerable satisfaction, though why it should have done so was by no means apparent to Browne.

“But with regard to what he says in the letter?” the young man at last exclaimed in desperation. “Will you be able to help me, do you think?”

“Ah! I know noddings about dat,” answered Schmidt. “I do not understand what dis business is. If it is Chinese silk, or curios, or gondiments of any kind, den I know what you want. Dere is no one on dis island can subbly you so goot as Johann Schmidt.”

Browne did not know what to say. For his own sake he knew that it would not be safe to broach such a delicate subject to a man, like the one seated before him, whose only idea in life seemed to be to cross one fat leg over the other and to fill and smoke his pipe until the room was one large tobacco-cloud, unless he was quite certain of that person’s identity with the individual, to whom he had been directed to apply.

“To put the matter in a nutshell,” said Browne, lowering his voice a little in order that it should not carry farther than the man seated before him, “I understood from Herr Sauber that if any one happened to have a friend, who had the misfortune to be compelled to stay rather longer in a certain place, than was quite conducive to his health or peace of mind, by applying to you an arrangement might possibly be made, whereby his release might be effected.”

Herr Schmidt for the first time took the pipe out of his mouth and looked at him. “Bardon, mein frien, but I do not understand what is meant by dat speech,” he replied. “If de place, where dat frien of yours is living, is not to his health suited, why does not he elsewhere go?”

Though Browne felt morally certain that the man understood what he meant, he did not feel justified in speaking more plainly at the moment. He had to feel his way before he definitely committed himself. However, a little reflection was sufficient to show him, that it would be impossible to make any progress at all unless he spoke out, and that even in the event of his doing so, he would not be placing himself in any way in the other’s power. He accordingly resolved upon a line of action.

“The truth of the matter is, Herr Schmidt,” he began, leaning a little forward, and speaking with all the emphasis of which he was master, “I happen to have a friend who is at the present time confined on a certain island. He is in delicate health, and his friends are anxious to get him away. Now, I have been informed that, if suitable terms can be arranged, it would be possible for you to effect this escape. Is this so?”

“Mine goot frien,” returned the German, “let me tell you dat you speak too plain. The words dat you talk mit me would make trouble mit my friens de police. Besides, dere is no esgaping from der jail ubon dis island.”

“I did not say anything about the jail upon this island,” retorted Browne; “the place I mean is a very long way from here.”

“Well then, Noumea, perhaps?”

“No, not Noumea,” answered Browne. “If I am to enter into more explanations, I might say that my friend is a Russian, and that he is also a political prisoner.” He stopped and watched Herr Schmidt’s face anxiously. The latter was sitting bolt upright in his chair, with a fat hand resting on either knee; his spectacles were pushed on to the top of his head, and his long pipe was still in his mouth. Not a sign escaped him to show that he understood.

“I dink dat mein old comrade, Herr Sauber, must have been drunken mit too much schnapps when he talk mit you. What should Johann Schmidt have to do mit Russian bolitical brisoners? His piziness is mit de curios of China, mit silk, rice, ginger, but not mit de tings you do speak to him about.”

“Then I am to understand that you can do nothing to help me?” said Browne, rising from his chair as if to take leave.

“For mineself it is not possible,” returned the other, with great deliberation. “But since you are a frien of mein old comrade Sauber, den I tink over tings and gause inquiries to be made. Dis a very strange work is, and dere are many men in it. I do not tell you dat it gannot be done, but it will be difficult. Perhaps dere may be a man to be found who will gommunicate mit your friend.”

The meaning of this speech was perfectly clear to him. In plain English, it, of course, meant that, while Herr Schmidt was not going to commit himself, he would find some one else who would.

“I should be under a life-long obligation if you would do so,” answered Browne. “And what is more, I may as well say now I am not afraid to pay handsomely for the service rendered.”

This time there was a twinkle to be seen in the German’s eye. “I know noddings at all about what you speak; you will remember dot,” continued he. “But I will do de best I can. If you write me now on a paper de name of your frien, and de place where he is — what shall we say? — now staying, I will let you know what de price would be, and when der work can be done. It will be — how you call it? — a ready-money transaction.”

“I desire it to be so,” replied Browne a little shortly.

There was silence between them for a few moments. Then Schmidt inquired where Browne’s yacht was anchored. Browne informed him; and as he did so, it struck him that this was a rather curious remark upon his companion’s part, if, as he had led him to believe at the beginning of the interview, he knew nothing whatever about his coming to Hong-kong. However, he did not comment upon it.

“Dat is goot, den,” said Schmidt. “If I find a man who will run de risk, den I will gommunicate mit you before den o’clock to-night.”

Browne thanked him; and, feeling that they had reached the end of the interview, bade him good-bye and passed through the shop out into the street once more. His coolie was still seated on the shafts of his rickshá; and, when Browne had mounted, they returned at a smart trot, by the way they had come, to the Club. Here he found his friends awaiting him. They had done the sights of the city, and were now eager to get back to the yacht once more.


CHAPTER XXII
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“DID YOU FIND your friend Schmidt?” inquired their host of Browne as he seated himself in a chair and lit a cigar.

“Yes,” the latter answered, “I found him, and a curious character he is. He has some wonderful curios in his shop, and I could have spent a day there overhauling them.”

“I should be very careful, if I were you, what sort of dealings you have with him,” said the other, with what struck Browne as a peculiar meaning. “He does not bear any too good a reputation in these parts. I have heard some funny stories about him at one time and another.”

“Oh, you need not be afraid on my account,” replied Browne. “As I told you in your office, my dealings with him are of a purely commercial character, and I don’t think he has robbed me of very much so far. Now, what would you say if we were to make our way to the yacht?”

They accordingly adjourned to the boat. Perhaps, as the result of his interview that afternoon, Browne was in the highest of spirits. He did the honours of his table royally, and the new-comer, ever since that day, has been wont to declare that it was the jolliest dinner of which he has ever partaken in his life. How little he guessed the tragedy that was overhanging it all! Of the quartette, Maas was the only one in any way silent. For some reason or another he seemed strangely preoccupied. It was not until some months later that Browne heard from Jimmy Foote that that afternoon, during their perambulations of the city, he had excused himself, and having discovered the direction of the telegraph station, had left them for upwards of three-quarters of an hour.

“I am not quite myself to-night,” he remarked, in reply to a remark from Browne. “But I have no doubt I shall be all right again to-morrow.”

Dinner being at an end, they adjourned to the deck, where they settled down to coffee and cigars. The myriad lights of the city ashore flashed out, and were reflected like countless diamonds in the still waters of the bay. Browne was irresistibly reminded of another harbour-scene. At another momentous epoch of his life, he had sat on this self-same deck, and looked across the water at the lights ashore. And what a different man he had been then to the man he was now! So much had happened that it seemed scarcely possible it could be the same.

Their friend of the afternoon proved a most interesting companion. He had spent the greater portion of his life in the Farthest East, and was full of anecdotes of strange men he had met, and still stranger things he had seen. They reclined in their deck-chairs and smoked until close upon ten o’clock. Then the new-comer thought it was time for him to see about getting ashore. He accordingly rose from his chair, and was commencing the usual preparatory speeches, when a hail from alongside reached their ears. A quartermaster went to the bulwark and inquired who was calling, and what he wanted. A voice answered him in educated English: — 

“Can you tell me if this is the Lotus Blossom?” it said.

“Yes,” answered the quartermaster. “What do you want?”

“I want to see Mr. Browne, if he is aboard,” the other answered.

“He is aboard,” returned the quartermaster. “But I don’t know whether he can see you. I will inquire.”

“Who is he?” asked Browne. “Tell him to give you his name.”

The quartermaster hailed the sampan again. “He says his name is MacAndrew, sir,” he replied after a short pause, “and if you will see him, he says he will not detain you many minutes.”

“Let him come aboard, then,” said Browne. “Just tell him to look sharp.” Then, turning to his guests, he continued, “I wonder who the fellow is, and what he wants with me at this hour of the night.” In his own heart he thought he knew pretty well.

“By the way,” remarked his guest, “I should advise you to keep your eyes open while you are in this port. You can have no idea what queer sort of people you will have to do with; but when I tell you that it is the favourite meeting-place for half the villains of the East, you will have some very good notion.”

“Thanks for the warning,” returned Browne. “I’ll bear it in mind.”

He had scarcely finished speaking, before the figure of a man appeared at the top of the gangway and came towards them. He was tall and slimly built, was dressed entirely in white, and wore a helmet of the same colour upon his head. From an indescribable something about him — it may possibly have been his graceful carriage or the drawl in his voice when he spoke — he might very well have passed for a gentleman.

“Mr. Browne?” he began, lifting his hat, and, as he did so, looking from one to another of the group.

“My name is Browne,” said the young man, stepping forward. “What can I do for you?”

“I should be glad if you would favour me with a few minutes’ private conversation,” answered the other. “My business is important, but it will not detain you very long.”

“I can easily do that,” replied Browne, and as he said it his guest of the evening came forward to bid him good-bye.

“Must you really go?” Browne inquired.

“I am afraid I must,” the other responded; “the boat has been alongside for some considerable time, and to-morrow the homeward mail goes out, and I have my letters to finish. I must thank you for a very jolly evening. My only regret is that you are not staying longer in Hong-kong. However, I hope we shall see you on the return voyage, when you must let us entertain you, in a somewhat better fashion, than we have been able to do to-day.”

“I shall be delighted,” said Browne as he shook hands; but in his own heart he was reflecting that, when he did return that way, there would, in all probability, be some one with him, who would exercise such control over his time and amusements, that bachelor pleasures would be out of the question. The man having taken his departure, Browne begged his friends to excuse him for a few moments, and then passed down the deck towards the tall individual, whom he could see waiting for him at the saloon entrance. “Now, sir,” he began, “if you wish to see me, I am at your disposal.”

“In that case, let us walk a little farther aft,” replied the tall man. “Let us find a place where we shall run no risks of being disturbed.”

“This way, then,” said Browne, and led him along the deck towards the taffrail. He climbed up on to the rail, while his companion seated himself on the stern grating. The light from the after-skylight fell upon his face, and Browne saw that it was a countenance cast in a singularly handsome mould. The features were sharp and clear cut, the forehead broad, and the mouth and chin showing signs of considerable determination. Taken altogether, it was the face of a man who, having embarked upon a certain enterprise, would carry it through, or perish in the attempt. Having lit a cigarette and thrown the match overboard, he began to speak.

“It has been brought to my knowledge,” he began, “that you are anxious to carry out a certain delicate piece of business connected with an island, a short distance to the north of Japan. Is that so?”

“Before you go any farther,” continued Browne, “perhaps it would be as well for you to say whether or not you come from Johann Schmidt.”

“Johann Schmidt!” replied the other, with some little astonishment. “Who the devil is he? I don’t know that I ever heard of him.”

It was Browne’s turn this time to feel surprised. “I asked because I understood that he was going to send some one to me this evening.”

“That is very possible,” MacAndrew answered; “but let me make it clear to you that I know nothing whatsoever of him; in matters like this, Mr. Browne, you will find it best to know nothing of anybody.”

After this plain speech, Browne thought he had grasped the situation. “We will presume, then, that you know nothing of our friend Johann,” he said. “Perhaps you have a plan worked out, and can tell me exactly what I ought to do to effect the object I have in view.”

“It is for that reason that I am here,” resumed MacAndrew, with business-like celerity, as he flicked the ash from his cigarette. “I’ve got the plan fixed up, and I think I can tell you exactly how the matter in question is going to be arranged. To begin with, I may as well inform you that it is going to be an expensive business.”

“Expense is no difficulty to me,” replied Browne. “I am, of course, quite prepared to pay a large sum, provided it is in reason, and I am assured in my own mind, that the work will be carried out in a proper manner. How much do you think it will cost me?”

“Five thousand pounds in good, solid English gold,” answered MacAndrew; “and what is more, the money must be paid down before I put my hand to the job.”
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“Five thousand pounds in good, solid English gold.”

“But, pardon my alluding to it, what sort of a check am I going to have upon you?” Browne next inquired. “How am I to know that you won’t take the money and clear out?”

“You’ve got to risk that,” said MacAndrew calmly. “I see no other way out of it. You must trust me absolutely; if you don’t think you can, say so, and I’ll have nothing whatever to do with it. I won’t make you any promises, because that’s not my way; but I fancy when the business is finished you’ll be satisfied.”

“I hope so,” returned Browne, with a smile. “But can you give me no sort of guarantee at all?”

“I don’t see that I can,” muttered MacAndrew. “In cases like this a guarantee is a thing which would be a very unmarketable commodity. In other words, we don’t keep them in stock.”

“It’s to be a case of my putting my money in the slot, then, and you do the rest?”

“As the Yankees say,” said the other, “I reckon that is so. No, Mr. Browne, I’m very much afraid you must rest content with my bare word. If you think I’m straight enough to pull you through, try me; if not, as I said just now, have nothing more to do with me. I cannot speak fairer than that, I think, and I shall now leave it to you to decide.”

“Well, I must see your plan,” continued Browne. “When I have done that it is just possible that I may see my way to undertaking the business.”

“The plan, then, by all means,” replied the other, and, as he did so, he thrust his hand into his pocket and drew out an envelope, which he handed to Browne. “Here it is. I have roughly sketched it all out for you. You had better read it when you are alone in your cabin, and after you have got it by heart be sure to burn it carefully. I wrote it down in case I should not be able to see you, and also fearing, even if I did have speech with you, I might not be able to say what I wanted to, without being overheard. I will come off at daybreak to-morrow morning for your answer. In the meantime you can think it over. Will that suit you?”

“Admirably,” said Browne. “I will let you know my decision then without fail.”

“In that case, good-night.”

“Good-night. I shall expect you in the morning.”

“In the morning.”

A quarter of an hour later Browne was alone in his own cabin. Having locked his door, he took the letter, the other had given him, from his pocket and opened it. A half-sheet of note-paper, upon which scarcely five hundred words were written, was all he found. But these words, he knew, meant all the world to him. He read and re-read them, and, as soon as he had got them by heart, lit a match and set fire to the paper, which was reduced to ashes. Then he returned to the deck, where Maas and Foote were still seated, and settled himself down for a chat. They had not been there many minutes before Maas found, that he had smoked the last cigar of a particular brand he affected, and rose to go to his cabin in search of another. He had not been very long absent before Browne remembered that he had left the envelope of MacAndrew’s letter on his dressing-table. Accordingly he set off in search of it, intending to destroy it as he had done its contents. Having reached the companion, he was descending to the saloon below, when a sound resembling the careful, though hurried, closing of a door attracted his attention. A moment later he stepped into the saloon, to find Maas there, who, for once in his life, appeared to be flurried and put out by something.

“I have lost my cigar-case, my dear Browne,” he said, as if in explanation. “Is it not annoying?”

Browne felt sure that this was not the truth. However, he did not say so, but when he had condoled with him, entered his own cabin, where a surprise was in store for him. The envelope he had come down to burn, and which he distinctly remembered having placed upon the table less than half an hour before, was missing. Some one had taken it!


CHAPTER XXIII
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TAKING ONE THING with another, Browne’s night after the incident described at the end of the previous chapter was far from being a good one. He could not, try how he would, solve the mystery as to what had become of that envelope. He had hunted the cabin through and through, and searched his pockets times without number, but always with the same lack of success. As he lay turning the matter over and over in his mind, he remembered that he had heard the soft shutting of a door as he descended the companion-ladder, and also that Maas had betrayed considerable embarrassment when he entered the saloon. It was absurd, however, to suppose that he could have had any hand in its disappearance. But the fact remained that the envelope was gone. He rang for his valet, and questioned him; but the man declared that, not only did he know nothing at all about it, but that he had not entered the cabin between dinner-time and when he had prepared his master for the night. It was a singular thing altogether. At last, being unable to remain where he was any longer, he rose and dressed himself and went up to the deck. Day was just breaking. A cloudless sky was overhead, and in the gray light the Peak looked unusually picturesque; the water alongside was as smooth as a sheet of glass; the only signs of life were a few gulls wheeling with discordant cries around a patch of seaweed floating astern.

Browne had been pacing the deck for upwards of a quarter of an hour, when he noticed a sampan pull off from the shore towards the yacht. From where he stood he could plainly distinguish the tall figure of MacAndrew. He accordingly went to the gangway to receive him. Presently one of the women pulling brought her up at the foot of the accommodation-ladder, when the passenger ran up the steps, and gracefully saluted Browne.

“Good-morning,” he said. “In spite of the earliness of the hour, I think I am up to time.”

“Yes, you are very punctual,” answered Browne. “Now, shall we get to business?”

They accordingly walked together in the direction of the smoking-room.

“You mastered the contents of my note, I suppose?” asked MacAndrew, by way of breaking the ice.

“Perfectly,” replied Browne; “and I was careful to burn it afterwards.”

“Well, now that you have perused it, what do you think of it?” inquired the other. “Do you consider the scheme feasible?”

“Very feasible indeed,” Browne replied. “With a decent amount of luck, I think it should stand a very good chance of succeeding.

“I’m very glad to hear that,” returned MacAndrew. “I thought you would like it. Now, when the other preliminaries are settled, I can get to work, head down.”

“By the other preliminaries I suppose you mean the money?” queried Browne.

MacAndrew looked and laughed.

“Yes; the money,” he admitted. “I’m sorry to have to be so mercenary; but I’m afraid it can’t be helped. We must grease the machinery with gold, otherwise we shan’t be able to set it in motion.”

“Very well,” rejoined Browne; “that difficulty is easily overcome. I have it all ready for you. If you will accompany me to my cabin we may procure it.”

They accordingly made their way to the cabin. Once there, Browne opened his safe, and dragged out a plain wooden box, which he placed upon the floor. MacAndrew observed that there was another of similar size behind it. Browne noticed the expression upon his face, and smiled.

“You’re wondering what made me bring so much,” he remarked. How well he remembered going to his bank to procure it! He seemed to see the dignified, portly manager seated on his leather chair, and could recall that worthy gentleman’s surprise at the curious request Browne made to him.

“But how do you propose to get it ashore?” said the latter to MacAndrew. “It’s a heavy box; and what about the Customs authorities?”

“Oh, they won’t trouble me,” answered MacAndrew coolly. “I shall find a way of getting it in without putting them to the inconvenience of opening it.”

“Do you want to count it? There may not be five thousand pounds there.”

“I shall have to risk that,” MacAndrew replied. “I haven’t the time to waste in counting it. I expect it’s all right.” So saying, he took up the box, and followed Browne to the deck above.

“You quite understand what you’ve got to do, I suppose?” he asked when they once more stood at the gangway.

“Perfectly,” said Browne. “You need not be afraid lest I shall forget. When do you think you will leave?”

“This morning, if possible,” MacAndrew replied. “There is no time to be lost. I’ve got a boat in my eye, and as soon as they can have her ready I shall embark. By the way, if I were in your place I should be extremely careful as to what I said or did in Japan. Excite only one little bit of suspicion, and you will never be able to rectify the error.”

“You need have no fear on that score,” rejoined Browne. “I will take every possible precaution to prevent any one suspecting.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” MacAndrew returned. “Now, good-bye until we meet on the 13th.”

“Good-bye,” said Browne; “and good luck go with you!”

They shook hands, and then MacAndrew, picking up his precious box, went down the ladder, and, when he had taken his place in the well, the sampan pushed off for the shore.

“A nice sort of position I shall be in if he should prove to be a swindler,” reflected the young man, as he watched the retreating boat. “But it’s too late to think of that now. I have gone into the business, and must carry it through, whatever happens.”

When Jimmy Foote put in an appearance on deck that morning he found that the city of Victoria had disappeared, and that the yacht was making her way through the Ly-ee-Moon Pass out into the open sea once more.

It was daybreak on the morning of the Thursday following when they obtained their first glimpse of Japan. Like a pin’s head upon the horizon was a tiny gray dot, which gradually grew larger and larger until the sacred mountain of Fujiyama, clear-cut against the sky-line, rose from the waves, as if to welcome them to the Land of the Chrysanthemum. Making their way up Yeddo Bay, they at length cast anchor in the harbour of Yokohama. Beautiful as it must appear to any one, to Browne it seemed like the loveliest and happiest corner of Fairyland. He could scarcely believe, after the long time they had been separated, that, in less than half an hour, he would really be holding Katherine in his arms once more. During breakfast he could with difficulty contain his impatience, and he felt as if the excellent appetites which Foote and Maas brought to their meal were personal insults to himself. At length they rose, and he was at liberty to go. At the same moment the captain announced that the steam-launch was alongside.

“Good luck to you, old fellow,” said Jimmy, as Browne put on his hat and prepared to be off. “Though love-making is not much in my line, I must say I envy you your happiness. I only wish I were going to see a sweetheart too.”

“Madame Bernstein is a widow,” remarked Browne, and, ducking his head to avoid the stump of a cigar which Jimmy threw at him, he ran down the accommodation-ladder, jumped into the launch, and was soon steaming ashore.

Reaching the Bund, he inquired in which direction the Club Hotel was situated, and, having been informed, made his way in that direction. He had reached the steps, and was about to ascend them to enter the verandah, when he saw, coming down the passage before him, no less a person than Katherine herself. For weeks past he had been looking forward to this interview, wondering where, how, and under what circumstances it would take place. Again and again he had framed his first speech to her, and had wondered what she would say to him in return. Now that he was confronted with her, however, he found his presence of mind deserting him, and he stood before her, not knowing what to say. On her side she was not so shy. Directly she realized who it was, she ran forward with outstretched hands to greet him.

“Jack, Jack,” she cried, her voice trembling with delight, “I had no idea that you had arrived. How long have you been in Japan?”

“We dropped our anchor scarcely an hour ago,” he answered. “I came ashore the instant the launch was ready for me.”

“How glad I am to see you!” she exclaimed. “It seems years since we said good-bye to each other that miserable day at Marseilles.”

“Years!” he cried. “It seems like an eternity to me.” Then, looking up at her, as she stood on the steps above him, he continued: “Katherine, you are more beautiful than ever.”

A rosy blush spread over her face. “It is because of my delight at seeing you,” she whispered. This pretty speech was followed by a little pause, during which he came up the steps and led her along the verandah towards two empty chairs at the farther end. They seated themselves, and, after their more immediate affairs had received attention, he inquired after Madame Bernstein.

“And now tell me what you have arranged to do?” she said, when she had satisfied him that the lady in question was enjoying the best of health. “I received your cablegram from Hong-kong, saying that everything was progressing satisfactorily. You do not know how anxiously I have been waiting to see you.”

“And only to hear that?” he asked, with a smile.

“Of course not,” she answered. “Still, I think you can easily understand my impatience.”

“Of course I understand it, dear,” he replied; “and it is only right you should know all I have arranged.”

He thereupon narrated to her his interview with MacAndrew, speaking in a low voice, and taking care that no one should overhear him. When he had finished he sat silent for a few moments; then, leaning a little nearer her, he continued, “I want to remind you, dear, to be particularly careful to say nothing at all on the subject to any one, not even to Madame Bernstein. I was warned myself not to say anything; but in your case, of course, it is different.”

“You can trust me,” she returned; “I shall say nothing. And so you really think it is likely we shall be able to save him?”

“I feel sure it is,” said Browne; “though, of course, I, like you, am somewhat in the dark. Every one who is in the business is so chary of being discovered, that they take particular care not to divulge anything, however small, that may give a hint or clue as to their complicity.”

For some time they continued to discuss the question; then Katherine, thinking that it behoved her to acquaint Madame Bernstein with the fact of her lover’s arrival, departed into the house. A few moments later she returned, accompanied by the lady in question, who greeted Brown with her usual enthusiasm.

“Ah, monsieur,” she cried, “you do not know how triste this poor child has been without you. She has counted every day, almost every minute, until she should see you.”

On hearing this Browne found an opportunity of stroking his sweetheart’s hand. Madame Bernstein’s remark was just the one of all others that would be calculated to cause him the greatest pleasure.

“And now, monsieur, that you are here, what is it you desire we should do?” inquired Madame, when they had exhausted the topics to which I have just referred.

“We must be content to remain here for at least another fortnight,” said Browne. “The arrangements I have made cannot possibly be completed until the end of that time.”

“Another fortnight?” exclaimed Madame, in some astonishment, and with considerable dismay. “Do you mean that we are to remain idle all that time?”

“I mean that we must enjoy ourselves here for a fortnight,” Browne replied. Then, looking out into the street at the queer characters he saw there — the picturesque dresses, the jinrickshas, and the thousand and one signs of Japanese life — he added: “Surely that should not be such a very difficult matter?”

“It would not be difficult,” said Madame, as if she were debating the matter with herself, “if one had all one’s time at one’s disposal, and were only travelling for pleasure; but under the present circumstances how different it is!” She was about to say something further, but she checked herself; and, making the excuse that she had left something in her room, retired to the house.

“Do not be impatient with her, dear,” said Katherine softly, when they were alone together. “Remember that her anxiety is all upon my account.”

Browne admitted this, and when he had done so the matter was allowed to drop.


CHAPTER XXIV
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THAT AFTERNOON THEY boarded the yacht, and Katherine renewed her acquaintance with Jimmy Foote. Maas was also introduced to her, and paid her the usual compliments upon her engagement. Later she explored the yacht from stem to stern, expressing her delight at the completeness of every detail. The pleasure she derived from it, however, was as nothing compared with that of her lover, who never for one instant left her side.

“Some day,” he said, as they stood together upon the bridge, looking at the harbour and watching the variety of shipping around them, “this vessel will be your own property. You will have to invite whoever you like to stay on board her with you. Do you think you will ever let me come?” He looked into her face, expecting to find a smile there; but, to his astonishment, he discovered that her eyes were filled with tears. “Why, my darling,” he cried, “what does this mean? What is the reason of these tears?”

She brushed them hastily away, and tried to appear unconcerned. “I was thinking of all your goodness to me,” she replied. “Oh, Jack! I don’t know how I can ever repay it.”

“I don’t want you to repay it,” he retorted. “You have done enough already. Have you not honoured me, dear, above all living men? Are you not going to be my wife?”

“That is no return,” she answered, shaking her head. “If you give a starving man food, do you think it kind of him to eat it? I had nothing, and you are giving me all. Does the fact that I take it help me to repay it?”

What he said in reply to this does not come within the scope of a chronicler’s duty to record. Let it suffice that, when he went below with her, he might very well have been described as the happiest man in Japan. The history of the following fortnight could be easily written in two words, “love and pleasure.” From morning till night they were together, seeing everything, exploring the temples, the country tea-houses, spending small fortunes with the curio dealers, and learning to love each other more and more every day. In fact, there was only one cloud in their sky, and that was the question of what was to be done with Maas. Up to that time, that gentleman had shown no sort of inclination to separate himself from the party. Browne could not very well ask him to leave, and yet he had the best of reasons for not wanting him to go on with them. What was to be done? He worried himself almost into a fever to know what he should do. Then, almost at the last minute, Maas settled the question for them, not in an altogether unexpected fashion. Finding his host alone in the verandah of the hotel one evening, he asked outright, without pretence of beating about the bush, whether he might, as an old friend, continue to burden them with his society. Browne found himself placed in a most awkward position. Though he did not want him, he had known Maas for so many years, and they had always been on such a footing of intimacy together, that he felt he could do nothing but consent. He accordingly did so, though with scarcely the same amount of grace, that usually characterized his hospitality. Jimmy Foote, however, expressed himself more freely.

“Look here, Jack, old man,” said the latter to Browne, when he was informed what had taken place, “you know as well as I do that Maas and I were never the greatest of friends. I tell you this because I don’t want you to think I am saying, behind his back, what I would not say to his face. At the same time, I do think that you ought to have told him straight out that he couldn’t come.”

“How on earth could I do that?” asked Browne. “Besides being exceedingly rude, it would have given the whole show away. What possible sort of excuse could I have made for not wanting him on board?”

“I don’t know what sort of excuse you could have made,” replied Jimmy; “all I know is that you ought to have made it. You have other people besides yourself to consider in the matter.”

The deed was done, however, and could not be undone. For this reason, when the yacht said good-bye to the lovely harbour of Yokohama, and Treaty Point was astern, Maas stood upon the deck watching it fade away and drop below the sea-line.

“And now that we are on our way again, my dear Browne,” said Maas when the others had gone below, “what is our destination?”

“Of our ultimate destination I am not yet quite certain,” answered Browne, who was anxious to gain time to think before he committed himself. “But at first we are going north to have a look at the Sea of Okhotsk. My fiancée’s father has been residing on an island there for many years, and it is our intention to pick him up and to bring him home, in order that he may be present at our wedding.”

“In other words,” put in Maas, “you are conniving at the escape of a Russian convict from Saghalien. Is that so?”

Browne uttered a cry that was partly one of astonishment, and partly one of terror. He could scarcely believe he had heard aright. This was the second time, since they had been on board the yacht, that Maas had played him this sort of trick, and he did not want to be taken in again. Was the other really aware of what they were going to do, or was this, as on the previous occasion, a shot fired at random?

“My dear fellow,” he began, as unconcernedly as his excitement would permit, “what on earth do you mean? Help a Russian convict to escape? Surely you must have taken leave of your senses.”

“Look here,” said Maas with unusual emphasis, “what is the use of your attempting to keep a secret? Nature never intended you for a conspirator. You may not have guessed it, but I have seen for some considerable time past, long before we left Europe in fact, that there was trouble in the wind. Otherwise, why do you think I should have accompanied you to the East, so many thousand weary miles from Paris and civilization?”

“Because your health was bad,” Browne replied. “At least, that is what you said yourself. Was that not so?”

“My health is as good as your own,” the other answered. “No, Browne, I invented that excuse because I wanted to come with you; because I had some sort of notion of what you were about to do.”

“But, even supposing it should be so, how could you have known it?”

“I will tell you. Do you remember the night at the Amphitryon Club when you told me that you were thinking of taking a trip to the Farther East?”

Browne admitted that he did remember it.

“Well, I happened to know who the lady was to whom you were paying such marked attention. I happened to mention her name one day to an old friend, who immediately replied, ‘I know the young lady in question; she is the daughter of the famous Polowski, the Nihilist, who was sent to Siberia, and who is now confined upon the island of Saghalien.’ Then you spoke of your yachting voyage to the Farther East, and I put two and two together, and resolved that, happen what might, I would see you through the business. You see how candid I am with you.”

“And do you mean to say that you knew all the time what I was going to do?”

“All the time,” said Maas. “Did not I give you a hint at breakfast on the morning following our joining the yacht at Southampton? I am your friend, Browne; and, as your friend, I want to be allowed to stand by you in your hour of danger. For it is dangerous work you are engaged upon, as I suppose you know.”

“And do you really mean that you are going to help me to get this man out of his place of captivity?” inquired Browne, putting on one side the other’s reference to their friendship.

“If you are going to do it, I’m certainly going to stand by you,” Maas replied. “That’s why I am here.”

“And all the time I was wishing you at Hanover, because I thought, that if you knew, you would disapprove.”

“It only goes to show how little we know our true friends,” continued Maas. “If you feel that you can trust me now, do not let us have any more half-measures. Let me be with you hand and glove, or put me ashore somewhere, and get me out of the way. I don’t want to push myself in where I am not wanted.”

Browne was genuinely touched. “My dear old fellow,” he answered, putting his hand on Maas’s shoulder, “I must confess I feel as if I had treated you very badly. If you are really disposed to help me, I shall be only too glad of your assistance. It’s a big job, and a hideously risky one. I don’t know what on earth I shall do if we fail.”

Then, in the innocence of his heart, Browne told him as much of their arrangements as he had revealed to Jimmy Foote. Maas expressed his sympathy, and forthwith propounded several schemes for getting the unhappy man to a place of safety, when they had got him on board the yacht. He went so far as to offer to land on the island, and to make his way into the interior in the hope of being able to render some assistance should it be necessary.

“Well, you know your own business best,” said Jimmy Foote to Browne, when the latter had informed him of the discovery he had made. “But I can’t say that I altogether like the arrangement. If he had guessed our secret, why didn’t he let us know that he knew it? It seems to me that there is a little bit of underhand work somewhere.”

“I think you are misjudging him,” returned Browne; “upon my word I do. Of one thing there can be no sort of doubt, and that is, that whatever he may have known, he is most anxious to help.”

“Is he?” exclaimed Jimmy, in a tone that showed that he was still more than a little sceptical concerning Maas’s good intentions. “I don’t set up to be much of a prophet; but I am willing to go so far as to offer to lay a hundred pounds to a halfpenny, that we shall find he has been hoodwinking us somewhere before we’ve done.”

Jimmy spoke with such unusual gravity that Browne looked at him in surprise. “Oh, you may look,” answered Jimmy; “but you won’t stare away what I think. Browne, old man,” he continued, “you and I were at school together; we have been pals for a very long time; and I’m not going to see you, just when you’re booked to settle down happily with your wife, and become a respectable member of society, upset and spoil everything by a foolish action.”

“Thank you, Jimmy,” said Browne. “I know you mean well by me; but, at the same time, you must not let your liking for me make you unjust to other people. Maas has proved himself my friend, and I should be mean indeed if I ventured to doubt him.”

“All right,” replied Jimmy; “go your way. I’ll say no more.”

That evening Browne realized his long-felt wish. He and Katherine promenaded the deck together, as the yacht sped on its way, across the seas, towards their goal, and talked for hours together of their hopes and aspirations. When at last she and Madame Bernstein bade the gentlemen good-night, the latter adjourned to the smoking-room to discuss their plan of action. Maas had been evidently thinking the matter over, for he was prepared with one or two new suggestions, which struck the company as being eminently satisfactory. So sincere was he, and so anxious to be of service, that when at last they bade each other good-night, and he had retired below, Jimmy turned to Browne, who was standing beside the bulwark, and said: — 

“Jack, old boy, I believe, after all, that I’ve done that man an injustice. I do think now that he is really anxious to do what he can.”

“I’m glad indeed to hear you say so,” Browne rejoined; “for I’m sure he is most anxious to be of use. Forgive me if I was a bit sharp to you this afternoon. I cannot tell you how grateful I feel to you for all your kindness.”

“Fiddlesticks!” muttered Jimmy. “There’s no talk of kindness between us.”

Fourteen days after leaving Yokohama, and a little before sunset, those on board the yacht caught their first glimpse of the Russian island, of which they had come in search. At first it was scarcely discernible; then, little by little, it grew larger, until its steep and abrupt rocks could be distinctly seen, with a far-away line of distant mountain-peaks, stretching to the northward.

Katharine, Madame Bernstein, and the three young men were upon the bridge at the time. Browne, who held his sweetheart’s hand, could feel her trembling. Madame Bernstein appeared by far the most excited of the group. Advanced though the time of year was, the air was bitterly cold. But, for once in a way, the Yezo Strait, usually so foggy, was now devoid even of a vestige of vapour. The season was a late one, and for some hours they had been passing packs of drift ice; but as they closed up on the land it could be seen lying in thick stacks along the shore.

“That is Cape Siretoko,” said Browne. “It is the most southerly point of Saghalien.”


CHAPTER XXV
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THREE WEEKS HAD elapsed since that memorable afternoon, when the party on board the yacht, had obtained their first glimpse of the island of Saghalien. In pursuance of the plan MacAndrew had revealed to him in Hong-kong, Browne had left his companions upon the vessel, and for upwards of forty-eight hours had domiciled himself in a small log-hut on the northern side of the Bay of Kroptskoi, awaiting news of the man whom they had come so far, and undertaken so much, to rescue. It was the night of full moon, and the scene which Browne had before him, as he stood, wrapped up in his furs, outside the door of the hut, was as miserable as a man could well desire to become acquainted with. The settlement, as I have said, was located at the northern end of a small bay, and had once consisted of upwards of six huts, built upon a slight eminence, having at its foot a river still ice-bound. At the back rose a still more precipitous hill, densely clothed with taiga, or forest. So impenetrable, indeed, was it, that even the wolf and bear found a difficulty in making their way through it. To the right, and almost unobservable from the huts, was a track that once connected with the coal-mines of Dui, but was now overgrown and scarcely to be distinguished from the virgin forest on either side.

On this particular evening, Browne was the reverse of easy in his mind. He had left the yacht buoyed up by the knowledge that in so doing he was best serving the woman he loved. It had been arranged with MacAndrew that they should meet at this hut, not later than the thirteenth day of that particular month. This, however, was the evening of the fifteenth, and still neither MacAndrew, nor the man they were endeavouring to rescue, had put in an appearance. Apart from every consideration of danger, it was far from being the sort of place a man would choose in which to spend his leisure. The hut was draughty and bitterly cold; the scenery was entirely uninviting; he had no one to speak to; he had to do everything — even his cooking — for himself; while, away out in the bay, the ice chinked and rattled together continually, as if to remind him of his miserable position. It was nearly nine o’clock, and he could very well guess what they were doing on board the yacht. His guests would be in the drawing-room. Katharine would be playing one of those soft German folk-songs, of which she was so fond, and most probably thinking of himself; Madame Bernstein would be knitting in an easy-chair beside the stove; while the gentlemen would be listening to the music, and wondering how long it would be, before they would be at liberty to retire to the smoking-room and their cigars. He could picture the soft electric light falling on a certain plain gold ring on Katherine’s finger, and upon the stones of a bracelet upon her slender wrist. Taken altogether, he did not remember to have felt so home-sick in his life before. As if to add to his sensation of melancholy, while he was pursuing this miserable train of thought, a wolf commenced to howl dismally in the forest behind him. This was the climax. Unable to bear any more, he retired into the hut, bolted the door, and, wrapping himself up in his blanket, laid himself down upon his bed and was soon asleep. When he looked out upon the world next morning he found himself confronted with a dense fog, which obscured everything — the forest behind him, the ice-girdled shore in front, and, indeed, all his world. It is, of course, possible that, in this world of ours, there may be places with more unpleasant climates than Saghalien, but it would be difficult to find them. On the west coast the foggy and rainy days average two hundred and fifty-three out of every three hundred and sixty-five, and even then the inhabitants are afraid to complain, lest it might be worse with them. As Browne reflected upon these things, he understood something of what the life of Katherine’s father in this dreadful place must be. Seeing that it was hopeless to venture out, and believing that it was impossible the men he expected could put in an appearance on such a day, Browne retired into his hut, and, having closed the door carefully, stirred up the fire, and, seating himself before it, lit a cigar. He had another day’s weary waiting before him. Fortunately, when his boat had brought him ashore from the yacht, it had also brought him an ample supply of provisions and such other things, as would help to make life bearable in such a place. On the rough table in the centre of the hut were arranged a collection of books of travel and adventure, and, since he did not pretend to be a blue-stocking, a good half-dozen novels, yellow-back and otherwise. One of the latter, a story by Miss Braddon, he remembered purchasing at the Dover bookstall the day he had returned from Paris with Maas. As he recalled the circumstances he could see again the eager, bustling crowd upon the platform, the porters in their dingy uniforms, the bright lamps around the bookstalls, and the cheery clerk who had handed the novel to him, with a remark about the weather. How different was his position now! He opened the book and tried to interest himself in it; the effort, however, was in vain. Do what he would, he could not rivet his attention upon the story. The perilous adventures of the hero in the forests of Upper Canada only served to remind him of his own unenviable position. Little by little the sentences ran into each other; at length his cigar dropped from his fingers, his head fell forward, and he was fast asleep. How long he slept it would be impossible to tell, but when he rose again and went to the door the fog had drawn off, darkness had fallen, and the brilliant northern stars were shining in the firmament above. Once more his hopes had proved futile. Another day had passed, and still he had received no news of the fugitives. How long was this to go on? Feeling hungry, he shut the door and set about preparing his evening meal. Taking a large piece of drift-wood from the heap in the corner, he placed it upon the fire, and soon the flame went roaring merrily up the chimney. He had made his tea, and was in the act of opening one of his cans of preserved meat, when a sound reached him from outside, and caused him to stop suddenly and glance round, as if in expectation of hearing something further. It certainly sounded like the step of some one who was carefully approaching the hut. Who could it be? The nearest civilization was the township of Dui, which was upwards of a hundred versts away. He had been warned, also, that the forest was in many places tenanted by outlaws, whose presence would be far from desirable at any time. Before he went to the door to draw the bolts he was careful to feel in the pocket of his coat for his revolver. He examined it and satisfied himself that it was fully loaded and ready for use. Then, turning up the lamp, he approached the door, and called out in English, “Who is there?”

“The powers be thanked, it’s you!” said a voice, which he plainly recognised as that of MacAndrew. “Open the door and let us in, for we’re more dead than alive.”

“Thank God you’re come at last,” exclaimed Browne, as he did as the other requested. A curious picture was revealed by the light which issued from the open door.

Standing before the hut was a tall man with a long gray beard, clad in a heavy cloak of the same colour, who held in his arms what looked more like a bundle of furs than a human being.

“Who are you?” cried Browne in astonishment, for this tall, gaunt individual of seventy was certainly not MacAndrew; “and what have you got there?”

“I’ll tell you everything in good time,” replied the other in English. “In the meantime just catch hold of this chap’s feet, and help me to carry him into the hut. I am not quite certain that he isn’t done for.”

Without asking any further questions, though he was dying to do so, Browne complied with the other’s request, and between them the two men carried the bundle into the hut and placed it in a chair before the fire.

“Brandy!” said MacAndrew laconically; and Browne immediately produced a flask from a bag and unscrewed the lid. He poured a quantity of the spirit into a cup, and then placed it to the sick man’s lips, while MacAndrew chafed his hands and removed his heavy boots.

“I have been expecting you for the last two days,” Browne began, as soon as they had time to speak to each other.

“It couldn’t be managed,” returned MacAndrew. “As it was I got away sooner than I expected. The pursuit was so hot that we were compelled to take to the woods, where, as ill-luck had it, we lost ourselves, and have been wandering about for the last four days. It was quite by chance that we reached here at all. I believe another day would have seen the end of this fellow. He knocked up completely this morning.”

As he spoke the individual in the chair opened his eyes and gazed about him in a dazed fashion. Browne looked at him more carefully than he had yet done, and found a short man with a small bullet head, half of which was shaven, the remainder being covered with a ferocious crop of red hair. Though he would probably not have confessed so much, he was conscious of a feeling of intense disappointment, for, from what he had heard from Katherine and Madame Bernstein, he had expected to see a tall, aristocratic individual, who had suffered for a cause he believed to be just, and whom sorrow had marked for her own. This man was altogether different.

“Monsieur Petrovitch,” said Browne in a tone, that might very well have suggested that he was anxious to assure himself as to the other’s identity; “or rather, I should say, Monsieur — —”

“Petrovitch will do very well for the present,” the other replied in a querulous voice, as if he were tired, and did not want to be bothered by such minor details. “You are Monsieur Browne, I presume — my Katherine’s affianced husband?”

“Yes, that is my name,” the young man answered. “I cannot tell you how thankful your daughter will be to have you back with her once more.”

To this the man offered no reply, but sat staring into the fire with half-closed eyes. His behaviour struck Browne unpleasantly. Could the man have lost his former affection for his daughter? If not, why was it he refrained from making further inquiries about the girl, who had risked so much to save him? MacAndrew, however, stepped into the breach.

“You will have to be a bit easy with him at first, Mr. Browne,” he said. “They are always like this when they first get free. You must remember that, for a good many years, he has never been asked to act or think for himself. I have seen many like this before. Once get him on board your yacht, away from every thought and association of his old life, and you will find that he will soon pick up again.”

“And Madame Bernstein?” asked the man in the chair, as if he were continuing a train of thoughts suggested by their previous conversation.

“She is very well,” said Browne, “and is also anxiously awaiting your coming. She has taken the greatest possible interest in your escape.”

“Ah!” said the man, and then fell to musing again.

By this time Browne had placed before him a large bowl of smoking beef-extract, which had been prepared by a merchant in England, who had little dreamt the use it would be put to in the Farthest East. As soon as the old man had satisfied his hunger, Browne led him to his own sleeping-place, and placed him upon it, covering him with the fur rugs. Then he returned to the table, and, seating himself at it, questioned MacAndrew, while the other stowed away an enormous meal, as if to make up for the privations he had lately endured. From him Browne learnt all the incidents of their journey. Disguised as a Russian fur merchant, MacAndrew had made his way to the town of Dui, where he had made inquiries, and located the man he wanted. At first it was difficult to get communication with him; but once that was done the rest was comparatively easy. They reached the forest and made for the coast, with the result that has already been narrated.

“Between ourselves,” said MacAndrew, “our friend yonder is scarcely the sort of man to travel with. He hasn’t the heart of a louse, and is as suspicious as a rat.”

Browne said nothing; he was thinking of Katherine, and what her feelings would be, when he should present this man to her as the father she had so long revered. He began to think that it would have been better, not only for the man himself, but for all parties concerned, if they had left him to meet his fate on the island.


CHAPTER XXVI
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“NOW, WHAT ABOUT the yacht?” inquired MacAndrew. “We mustn’t be caught here. It is impossible to say how soon the troops may be after us. There is a guard-house in Aniwa Bay; and they are certain to know before long, that a man has escaped from Dui and is heading this way.”

“The yacht will be within signalling distance of this hut to-night at midnight,” said Browne. “And you can see for yourself there are some rockets in that corner which I can fire. Then, within half an hour, she will send a boat ashore.”

“Good,” he remarked in a tone of approval. “Very good. You are the sort of man I like to do business with. For my part, I shall not be sorry to get out of this.” He pointed to his disguise.

“I dare say you will not,” answered Browne. “You have succeeded wonderfully well. I cannot tell you how much obliged I am to you.”

“I am equally obliged to you,” said MacAndrew, “so we can cry quits. I flatter myself that, all things considered, it has been a pretty good escape; but I could tell you of one or two which have been better. We mustn’t shout too soon, however; we are not out of the wood yet.” As he spoke he mixed himself another glass of grog and lit a cigar, the smoke of which he puffed through his nose with the enjoyment of a man, to whom such a luxury had been forbidden for some time past. Browne followed his example, and the two men smoked in silence, while the ex-Nihilist snored on the bed in the corner. Hour after hour they talked on. As Browne had suspected, MacAndrew proved the most interesting companion in the world. His life had been one long series of hairbreadth escapes; he had fought both for civilization and against it; had sold his services to native sultans and rajahs, had penetrated into the most dangerous places, and had met the most extraordinary people. Strange to relate, with it all, he had still preserved the air of a gentleman.

“Oxford man?” asked Browne after a moment’s pause, without taking his eyes off the fire, and still speaking in the same commonplace tone. The other mentioned the name of a certain well-known college. Both felt that there was no more to be said, and they accordingly relapsed into silence.

“Rum thing this world of ours, isn’t it?” said MacAndrew after a little while. “Look at me. I started with everything in my favour; eldest son, fine old place in the country, best of society; for all I know I might have ended my days as a J.P. and member for my county. The Fates, however, were against it; in consequence I am sitting here to-night, disguised as a Russian fur-trader. It’s a bit of a transformation scene — isn’t it? I wonder what my family would say if they could see me?”

“I wonder what some of my friends would say if they could see me?” continued Browne. “If I’d been told a year ago that I should be doing this sort of thing, I should never have believed it. We never know what’s in store for us, do we? By the way, what’s the time?” He consulted his watch, and discovered that it only wanted ten minutes of twelve o’clock. “In ten minutes we’ll fire the first rocket,” he said. “It’s to be hoped it’s clear weather. Let us pray that there’s not another vessel outside, who, seeing our signal, may put in and send a boat to discover what is the matter.”

“You’re quite sure that the yacht will be there, I suppose?” asked MacAndrew.

“As sure as I can be,” replied Browne. “I told my captain to hang about at night, and to look round this coast at midnight, so that if we did signal he might be ready. Of course, there’s no saying what may have turned up; but we must hope for the best. How is our friend yonder?”

MacAndrew crossed the hut and bent over the man lying on the bed. He was still sleeping.

“Poor beggar! he is quite played out,” said the other. “It will be a long time before he will forget his tramp with me. I had to carry him the last three miles on my back, like a kiddy; and in that thick scrub it’s no joke, I can assure you.”

Though Browne was quite able to agree with him, he did not give the matter much consideration. He was thinking of Katherine and of the meeting, that was shortly to take place between the father and daughter. At last, after what seemed an infinity of waiting, the hands of his watch stood at midnight. Having acquainted MacAndrew with his intention, he took up a rocket, opened the door of the hut, and went outside. To his intense relief, the fog had drawn off, and the stars were shining brightly. Not a sound was to be heard, save the sighing of the wind in the trees behind the hut, and the clinking of the ice on the northern side of the bay. To the southward it was all clear water, and it was there that Mason had arranged to send the boat.

“To be or not to be?” murmured Browne, as he struck the match and applied it to the rocket. There was an instant’s pause, and then a tongue of fire flashed into the darkness, soaring up and up, until it broke in a myriad of coloured lights overhead. It seemed to Browne, while he waited and watched, as if the beating of his heart might be heard at least a mile away. Then suddenly, from far out at sea, came a flash of light, which told him that his signal had been observed.

“They see us,” he cried in a tone of delight. “They are getting the boat under way by this time, I expect, and in less than an hour we shall be on board. We had better get ready as soon as possible.” With that they turned into the hut once more, and MacAndrew shook the sleeping man upon the bed.

“Wake up, little father,” he cried in Russian. “It’s time for you to say good-bye to Saghalien.”

The instantaneous obedience, which had so long been a habit with him, brought the man to his feet immediately. Browne, however, could see that he scarcely realized what was required of him.

“Come,” said Browne, “it is time for us to be off. Your daughter is anxiously awaiting you.”

“Ah, to be sure — to be sure,” replied the other in French. “My dear daughter. Forgive me if I do not seem to realize that I shall see her so soon. Is it possible she will know me after all these long years? When last I saw her she was but a little child.”

“Her heart, however, is the same,” answered Browne. “I can assure you that she has treasured your memory as few daughters would have done. Indeed, it is to her, more than any one else, that you owe your escape. But for her endeavours you would be in Dui now. But let us be off; we are wasting our time talking here when we should be making ourselves scarce.”

“But what about these things?” asked MacAndrew, pointing to the books on the table, the crockery on the shelf, and the hundred and one other things in the hut. “What do you intend doing with them?”

“I scarcely know,” replied Browne. “The better plan would be for us to take with us what we can carry and leave the rest. If they are of no other use, they will at least give whoever finds them something to think about.”

“I wish him joy of his guesses,” rejoined MacAndrew, as he led the old man out of the hut.

Browne remained behind to put out the lamp. As he did so a smile passed over his face. How foolish it seemed to be taking precautions, when he would, in all human probability, never see the place again! The fire upon the hearth was burning merrily. Little by little it would grow smaller, the flames would die down, a mass of glowing embers would follow, then it would gradually grow black, and connection with the place would be done with for ever and a day. Outside it was brilliant starlight, and for this reason they were able easily to pick their way down the path towards the place where Captain Mason had promised to have the boat.

So weak was the old man, however, that it took something like half an hour to overcome even the short distance they had to go. He could scarcely have done as much had not MacAndrew and Browne lent him their support. At last they reached the water’s edge, where, to their joy, they found the boat awaiting them.

“Is that you, Phillips?” inquired Browne.

“Yes, sir, it’s me,” the third mate replied. “Captain Mason sent us away directly your signal was sighted.”

“That’s right,” said Browne. “Now, just keep your boat steady while we help this gentleman aboard.”

The boat’s crew did their best to keep her in position while MacAndrew and Browne lifted Monsieur Petrovitch in. It was a difficult business, but at last they succeeded; then, pushing her off, they started for the yacht. For some time not a word was spoken. MacAndrew had evidently his own thoughts to occupy him; Katherine’s father sat in a huddled-up condition; while Browne was filled with a nervousness that he could neither explain nor dispel.

At last they reached the yacht and drew up at the foot of the accommodation-ladder. Looking up the side, Browne could see Captain Mason, Jimmy Foote, and Maas leaning over watching them. It had been previously arranged that the meeting between the father and daughter should take place in the deckhouse, not on the deck itself.

“Is he strong enough to walk up?” the captain inquired of Browne. “If not, shall I send a couple of hands down to carry him?”

“I think we can manage it between us,” said Browne; and accordingly he and MacAndrew, assisted by the mate, lifted the sick man on to the ladder, and half-dragged, half-carried him up to the deck above.

“Where is Miss Petrovitch?” Browne asked, when they reached the deck.

“In the house, sir,” the captain replied. “We thought she would prefer to be alone there. She knows that you have arrived.”

“In that case I will take you to her at once,” said Browne to the old man, and slipping his arm through his, he led him towards the place in question. When he pushed open the door he assisted the old man to enter; and, having done so, found himself face to face with Katherine. She was deadly pale, and was trembling violently. Madame Bernstein was also present; and, if such a thing were possible, the latter was perhaps the more agitated of the two. Indeed, Browne found his own voice failing him as he said, “Katherine, I have brought you your father!”

There was a moment’s hesitation, though what occasioned it is difficult to say. Then Katherine advanced and kissed her father. She had often pictured this moment, and thought of the joy she would feel in welcoming him back to freedom. Now, however, that the moment had arrived it seemed as if she could say nothing.

“Father,” she faltered at last, “thank Heaven you have escaped.” She looked at him, and, as she did so, Browne noticed the change that came over her face. It was as if she had found herself confronted with some one she did not expect to see. And yet she tried hard not to let the others see her surprise.

“Katherine, my daughter,” replied the old man, “do you remember me?”

“Should I be likely to forget?” answered Katherine. “Though I was such a little child when you went away, I can remember that terrible night perfectly.”

Here Madame Bernstein interposed, with tears streaming down her face. “Stefan,” she sobbed, “Heaven be thanked you have at last come back to us!”

Thinking it would be as well if he left them to themselves for a short time, Browne stepped out of the house on to the deck, and closed the door behind him. He found MacAndrew, Maas, and Jimmy Foote standing together near the saloon companion-ladder.

“Welcome back again,” began Jimmy, advancing with outstretched hand. “By Jove! old man, you must have had a hard time of it. But you have succeeded in your undertaking, and that’s the great thing, after all — is it not?”

“Yes, I have succeeded,” returned Browne, in the tone of a man who is not quite certain whether he has or not. “Now, the question for our consideration is, what we ought to do. What do you say, MacAndrew; and you, Maas?”

“If I were in your place I would get away as soon as possible,” answered the former.

“I agree with you,” put in Jimmy. “By Jove! I do.”

“I cannot say that I do,” added Maas. “In the first place, you must remember where you are. This is an extremely dangerous coast about here, and if anything goes wrong and your boat runs ashore, the man you have come to rescue will be no better off than he was before. If I were in your place, Browne — and I’m sure Captain Mason will agree with me — I should postpone your departure until to-morrow morning. There’s nothing like having plenty of daylight in matters of this sort.”

Browne scarcely knew what to say. He was naturally very anxious to get away; at the same time he was quite aware of the dangers of the seas in which his boat was, just at that time. He accordingly went forward and argued it out with Mason, whom he found of very much the same opinion as Maas.

“We have not much to risk, sir, by waiting,” said that gentleman; “and, as far as I can see, we’ve everything to gain. A very strong current sets from the northward; and, as you can see for yourself, a fog is coming up. I don’t mind telling you, sir, I’ve no fancy for manoeuvring about here in the dark.”

“Then you think it would be wiser for us to remain at anchor until daylight?” asked Browne.

“If you ask me to be candid with you,” the skipper replied, “I must say I do, sir.”

“Very good, then,” answered Browne. “In that case we will remain.” Without further discussion, he made his way to the smoking-room, where he announced to those assembled there, that the yacht would not get under way till morning.

“‘Pon my word, Browne, I think you’re right,” continued Maas. “You don’t want to run any risks, do you? You’ll be just as safe here, if not safer, than you would be outside.”

“I’m not so sure of that,” retorted Jimmy; and then, for some reason not specified, a sudden silence fell upon the party.

A quarter of an hour later Browne made his way to the deck-house again. He found Katherine and her father alone together, the man fast asleep and the girl kneeling by his side.

“Dearest,” said Katherine softly, as she rose and crossed the cabin to meet her lover, “I have not thanked you yet for all you have done for — for him and for me.”

She paused towards the end of her speech, as if she scarcely knew how to express herself; and Browne, for whom her every action had some significance, was quick to notice it.

“What is the matter, dear?” he asked. “Why do you look so sadly at me?”

She was about to answer, but she changed her mind.

“Sad?” she murmured, as if surprised. “Why should I be sad? I should surely be the happiest girl in the world to-night.”

“But you are not,” he answered. “I can see you’re unhappy. Come, dear, tell me everything. You are grieved, I suppose, at finding your father so changed? Is not that so?”

“Partly,” she answered in a whisper; and then, for some reason of her own, she added quietly, “but Madame recognised him at once, though she had not seen him for so many years. My poor father, how much he has suffered!”

Browne condoled with her, and ultimately succeeded in inducing her to retire to her cabin, assuring her that MacAndrew and himself would in turns watch by her father’s side until morning.

“How good you are!” she said, and kissed him softly. Then, with another glance at the huddled-up figure in the easy-chair, but without kissing him, as Browne had quite expected she would do, she turned and left the cabin.

It was just two o’clock, and a bitterly cold morning. Though Browne had declared that MacAndrew would share his vigil with him, he was not telling the truth, knowing that the other must be worn out after his travels of the last few days. For this reason he persuaded Jimmy to take him below, and to get him to bed at once. Then he himself returned to the deck-house, and set to work to make Katherine’s father as comfortable as possible for the night.

Just after daylight Browne was awakened by a knocking at the door. He crossed and opened it. It proved to be the captain. He was plainly under the influence of intense excitement.

“I don’t know how to tell you, sir,” he said. “I assure you I would not have had it happened for worlds. I have never been so upset in my life by anything.”

“But what has happened?” inquired Browne, with a sudden sinking at his heart. “Something has gone wrong in the engine-room,” replied the captain, “and until it has been repaired it will be impossible for us to get under way.”

At that instant the second officer appeared, and touched the captain on the shoulder, saying something in an undertone.

“What is it?” asked Browne. “What else is wrong?”

“He reports that a man-o’-war can be just descried upon the horizon, and he thinks she is a Russian!”


CHAPTER XXVII
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THE HORROR WHICH greeted the announcement that a man-o’-war had made its appearance upon the horizon may be better imagined than described.

“By heaven, we have been trapped!” cried MacAndrew, as he ran out of the smoking-room in Browne’s wake, and gazed out to sea.

They formed a small group in front of the door: Browne, MacAndrew, Maas, Jimmy Foote, the captain, and the chief-engineer. Day was scarcely born, yet the small black spot upon the horizon could be plainly descried by every one of the party, and was momentarily growing larger. Without doubt it was a man-o’-war. What was more to the point, she was coming up at a good rate of speed. The position was an eminently serious one, and what those on board the yacht had to decide was what should be done.

“If she’s a Russian, we’re in no end of a hole,” said MacAndrew; “and, when you come to think of it, she’s scarcely likely to belong to any other nationality.”

“Let us come into the smoking-room and talk it over,” replied Browne; and as he spoke he led the way into the room he mentioned. Once inside, they seated themselves, and fell to discussing the situation.

“We’ll presume, for the sake of argument, that she is Russian,” began Browne. “Now what is to be done? Mr. M’Cartney,” he added, turning to the chief-engineer, “what was the cause of the breakdown in your department?”

“A bit of foul play, if I know anything about such things,” replied the other. “Early this morning, or last night, somebody removed the main crosshead-pin of the high-pressure engine.”

“With what result?” inquired Browne.

“That we’re as helpless as a log, sir,” answered the chief-engineer. “Until it has been replaced it would be useless for us to attempt to get any steam out of her.”

“But surely you have some duplicate pins,” said Browne a little testily. “Why not put one in, and then let us get ahead again without further loss of time?”

“For the simple reason, sir, that all the duplicates have been taken too,” the old man returned. “Whoever worked the plot must have the run of the ship at his fingers’-ends. I only wish I could lay my hands upon him, that’s all. I’d make him smart, or my name’s not M’Cartney.”

“Surely such an important point can easily be ascertained,” remarked Maas. “Will you leave it to me to make inquiries?”

“Oh, don’t you trouble,” responded Browne. “I shall sift the matter myself later on.” As he said this he noticed that Jimmy Foote had not entered the smoking-room with them. In an idle sort of a way he wondered at his absence.

“How long will it take you to repair the damage, do you think?” Browne inquired of the chief-engineer.

“Well, sir, it all depends upon circumstances,” said that officer. “If we find the duplicate pins we can do it in less than an hour; if we cannot, it may take us twelve hours, and it may take us twenty-four.”

“And how long do you think it will be before that boat comes up?” asked Browne, turning to the captain.

“Oh, a good hour at least, sir,” the captain replied. “She has seen us; and I’m afraid it would be of no use our even thinking of trying to get away from her.”

“But how do you know that she wants us?” Maas inquired. “Being aware of our own guilt, we naturally presume she knows it too. As Shakespeare says, ‘Conscience doth make cowards of us all.’”

“I don’t think there can be very much doubt, but that she’s after us,” said Browne lugubriously. “Her appearance at such a time is rather too much of a coincidence. Well, Mr. M’Cartney, you’d better get to work as soon as possible. In the meantime, Captain Mason, keep your eye on yonder vessel, and let me know how she progresses. We,” he continued, turning to MacAndrew and Maas, “must endeavour to find some place in which to hide Monsieur Petrovitch, should the commanding officer take it into his head to send a boat to search the ship.”

The captain and the engineer rose and left the room; and, when the door had closed behind them, the others sat down to the consideration of the problem, which Browne had placed before them. It was knotty in more points than one. If, as Browne had the best of reasons for supposing, the warship was in search of them, they would hunt the yacht from stem to stern, from truck to keelson, before they would be satisfied that the man they wanted was not on board. To allow him to be found would be the most disastrous thing that could possibly happen to all of them. But the question that had to be settled was, where he could be hidden with any reasonable chance of safety. They had barely an hour in which to make up their minds on this point, and to stow the fugitive away before the man-o’-war’s boat would arrive. In vain they ransacked their brains. Every hiding-place they hit upon seemed to have some disadvantage.

“The only place I can think of,” said Maas, who was lolling in a corner smoking a cigarette, “would be in one of these lockers. He might manage to crouch in it, and they would scarcely think of looking for him there.”

“It would be one of the first they would try,” retorted MacAndrew scornfully. “No, Mr. Browne; the only spot I can think of is in the tunnel of the tail shaft. We might squeeze him in there, and I could go with him to take care that he makes no noise.”

“The very idea,” Browne replied. “There’s plenty of room, and no one would ever suspect his presence there. If you will take charge of him, and get him down there at once, I will go off and see Miss Petrovitch, and tell her what has happened, and what we intend to do.”

“And is there nothing I can do to help?” Maas inquired, raising himself to a sitting posture.

“Oh yes,” continued Browne. “You can keep your eye on the warship, and warn us when she gets too close to be pleasant. By the way, I must confess I should like to know where Jimmy Foote is. It’s not like him to be out of the way, when there’s trouble in the wind.”

Without waiting for a reply, he ran down the companion-ladder and made his way along the saloon in the direction of Katherine’s cabin. On reaching it he rapped upon the panel of the door, and bade Katherine dress as quickly as possible, and come to him in the saloon. The girl must have gathered from his voice that something very serious had occurred, for it was not long before she made her appearance with a scared look upon her face.

“What has happened?” she asked. “I can see something is the matter. Please tell me everything.”

“Something very unpleasant,” Browne replied. “In the first place, some evilly-disposed person has tampered with the engines so that we cannot go ahead for the present; but, worse than that, a man-o’-war — presumably a Russian — has come up over the horizon, and is steaming towards us.”

“A Russian man-o’-war?” she exclaimed, with a look of terror in her eyes. “Do you mean that she has come after us?”

“I cannot speak positively, of course,” said Browne, “but since she is here, it looks very much like it.”

“Oh, Jack, Jack,” she cried excitedly, “what did I tell you at the beginning? This is all my fault. I told you I should bring trouble and disgrace upon you. Now my words have come true.”

“You have done nothing of the kind,” Browne answered. “There is treachery aboard, otherwise this would never have happened.”

Afterwards, when he came to think it all over, it struck Browne as a remarkable fact that on this occasion her first thought was not for her father, as was her usual custom, but for himself. What did this mean? Had she been disappointed in her parent, as he had half-expected she would be? Her quick womanly intuition must have told her what was passing in his mind, for her face suddenly flushed scarlet, and, clenching her hands together, she said slowly and deliberately, as if the question were being wrung from her, and she were repeating something she had no desire to say: — 

“But if it is a Russian man-o’-war, what will become of my poor father?”

“We are going to hide him,” returned Browne. “MacAndrew has taken him below to a certain place where he will be quite safe. He will remain there, while the ship is in sight, and rejoin us when she has disappeared again. Believe me, dear, they shall not get him, whatever happens.”

There was a little pause, and then Katherine said, as if she were following up the conversation: — 

“It would be too cruel if he were to be captured, just as he has got away.”

“He shall not be captured; never fear,” continued Browne. “And now, dear, you had better go and tell Madame Bernstein all that has happened. I think you had better both remain in your cabins for the present. When the Russian officer arrives, if all turns out as I am very much afraid it will, I will ask you to dress and come on deck, for they will ask to be allowed to search your cabins for a certainty.”

“I will go to Madame at once,” she answered; “but I think — —”

She was about to say more when a footstep sounded upon the companion-ladder, and a moment later Jimmy Foote, his face surcharged with excitement, looked down upon them.

“For heaven’s sake, Browne,” he cried, as he held on to the brass hand-rail, “come up to the smoking-room at once! There is not a moment to lose.”

“What on earth has happened?” Browne inquired, as he left Katherine’s side and bounded up the ladder.

“Just what I suspected,” said Jimmy. “I never could have believed such villainy could be possible.”

Having reached the deck, they hastened towards the smoking-room. As he did so, Browne glanced out to sea, and noticed that the man-o’-war was now so close that her hull could plainly be distinguished. At most she could not be more than eight or nine miles away.


CHAPTER XXVIII
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IT WAS A curious sight that met Browne’s gaze, when he entered the snug little cabin, in which he and his friends had spent so many happy hours together. The skipper was standing near the door, M’Cartney was next to him, the second engineer in the corner opposite, and half-seated, half-forced down on the cushioned locker under the starboard port-hole was Maas, with MacAndrew, revolver in hand, leaning over him. Browne glanced from one to another of the group, but failed to take in the situation.

“What does this mean?” he cried, and, as he did so, he looked at Jimmy Foote, as if for explanation.

“It’s a bad business, Browne, old chap,” Jimmy replied; “a very bad business. I wish to goodness I had not to say anything to you about it. But it must be done, and there is very little time in which to do it. While you were away on shore a small incident occurred which aroused my suspicions. I determined to watch, and did so, with the result that they were confirmed. I saw that our friend Maas was a good deal more familiar with your officers and crew than I thought was good, either for them or for himself. I did not know he was the traitorous cur he is.”

By this time Maas’s usual sallow face was ashen pale. His lips seemed to be framing words which were never spoken.

“For heaven’s sake, Foote,” cried Browne, in an agony of impatience, “get on with what you have to say! What have you discovered?”

Jimmy turned to the second engineer, who was almost as pale as Maas. “Tell him everything,” he said; “and see that you speak the truth.”

“I scarcely know how to tell you, sir,” the young fellow answered. “I only wish I’d never lived to see this day. What made me do it I don’t know; but he, Mr. Maas there, got round me, sir, and — well, the long and short of it is, I gave in to him, and did what you know.”

“You mean, I suppose, that you and he between you are responsible for this break-down in the engine-room this morning? Is this so?”

“Yes, sir,” the man admitted.

“And, pray, what reason did Mr. Maas give you for desiring you to do this?”

“He told me, sir,” the young man continued, “that he had your interests at heart. He said he happened to know that, if you had started for Japan at once, as you proposed, you would be running the yacht into a certain trap. He said that, though he had pleaded and argued with you in vain, you would not listen to him. You were bent on going on. The only way, he said, that he could stop you, was for me to do what I did.”

“Surely, my dear Browne,” interposed Maas, speaking for the first time, “you are not going to believe this cock-and-bull story, which is quite without corroboration. Your own common-sense should show you how absurd it is. What can have induced this man to trump up this charge against me I cannot say. Our friendship, however, should be proof against it. Knowing the amount of worry you have upon your shoulders at the present time, I have no desire to add to it; at the same time, I cannot permit your servant here to insult me before your face.”

Browne took no notice of what he said. Turning to the engineer, he continued: — 

“How much did Mr. Maas offer you, or what inducement did he bring to bear, to get you to do what you did?”

“He offered me five hundred pounds, sir,” the other returned. “I told him, however, that I wouldn’t take his money. You have been very good to me, sir, and I did not want to be paid for doing, what I thought was a kindness to you. It wasn’t until Mr. M’Cartney told me about that cruiser having put in an appearance, that I saw what I had been led into doing. Then I went straight to him and made a clean breast of everything.”

“It was the best course you could have pursued,” said Browne, “and I shall remember it, when I come to deal with your case later on. In the meantime, gentlemen, what are we to do?”

As he spoke the second officer descended from the bridge and made his appearance at the cabin door.

“The cruiser, sir, has signalled that she intends sending a boat,” he reported, touching his cap.

“Very good,” answered Browne; and when the officer had taken his departure he turned to Maas.

“So it is as we suspected,” he began, very slowly and deliberately. “While we have been trusting you with our secret, you have been playing the traitor all round. Maas, I can scarcely believe it. I did not think a man could fall so low. However, there is no time to talk of that now. Come, gentlemen, what are we to do?”

Ever since the second officer had announced that the man-o’-war was about to send a boat, Maas had undergone a complete change. Though he had been found out, he still felt himself to be master of the situation; and with every minute’s grace his pluck returned to him. Springing to his feet, he cried: — 

“You ask what you should do, do you? Then I will tell you. You can do nothing at all. You are in my power, one and all. Remember that I represent the Russian Government, and, if you attempt anything against my safety, I shall place myself in the hands of the commander of the cruiser you can see over there. You must surely see that the game is hopeless, and that further resistance would be as foolish as it would be futile.”

“Well, if anybody had told me — —” Browne heard Jimmy remark; then MacAndrew struck in: — 

“I think I take in the position,” he said. “I have met with a similar case once before. Perhaps you would not mind leaving it in my hands, Mr. Browne?”

“What do you mean to do?” inquired Browne.

“I will very soon show you,” replied MacAndrew. “Perhaps Mr. Foote will assist us?”

“I will do anything you like to be even with him,” returned Jimmy vindictively.

“That’s the sort of talk,” answered MacAndrew. “Now let us make our way to his cabin. Mr. Maas, I shall have to trouble you to accompany us.”

“I’ll do nothing of the sort,” responded Maas. “I decline to be left alone with you.”

“I’m very much afraid you’ve no option,” remarked MacAndrew calmly; and as he spoke he gave a little significant twist to the revolver he held in his hand. “Come, sir,” he continued more sternly than he had yet spoken. “On to your feet, if you please. Remember you are playing with desperate men. If by hesitating you get into trouble, you will have only yourself to thank. Your friend, the cruiser, is still a couple of miles away, as you must be aware, and a revolver-shot would scarcely be heard as far.”

Seeing that there was nothing for it but to obey, Maas rose to his feet and passed out of the smoking-room, along the deck, and down the saloon companion-ladder to his own cabin. Once there, MacAndrew handed his revolver to Jimmy, with the request that he would be good enough to watch the prisoner during his absence, and to put a bullet through his skull if he should attempt to escape or give the alarm.

“For my part,” resumed MacAndrew, “I’m going to test the resources of Mr. Browne’s medicine-chest.”

Five minutes later he returned with an ounce or so of some dark fluid in a graduating-glass.

“Good heavens! You’re surely not going to poison him,” exclaimed Browne; while Maas stared at the glass with frightened eyes.

“Poison him?” answered MacAndrew coolly. “My dear fellow, is it likely I should do anything so absurd? No; I am simply going to place him in a position of safety, so that he cannot harm us during the time the warship is in sight. Now, Mr. Maas, I shall have to trouble you to swallow this.”

“I’ll do nothing of the kind,” asserted Maas sturdily. “You shall not persuade me to put my lips to it.”

“In that case, I’m afraid there will very probably be trouble,” replied MacAndrew. “If I were you, sir, I should make up my mind to the inevitable. Remember there are unpleasant arguments we could bring to bear, should you still remain obdurate.”

Maas gasped for breath. He looked right and left, as if for some loophole of escape, but could find none. He was surrounded on every side by inexorable faces, which gazed upon him without pity or remorse, while on the table before him stood the small glass half-full of the dark-coloured liquid.

“Come, sir,” said MacAndrew, “I shall be glad if you would toast us. Let me remind you that there is no time to lose. It always pains me, in cases like the present, to have to apply physical argument when moral might produce the same result. In the event of your not drinking, as I request, perhaps Mr. Browne will be kind enough to permit us the use of his galley fire. The method, I admit, is barbarous; nevertheless it is occasionally effective.”

The perspiration rolled down Maas’s cheeks. Bantering as MacAndrew’s tones were, he could still see that he was in deadly earnest.

Browne glanced out of the port-hole, and noticed that the man-o’-war’s boat had left its own vessel. In less than a quarter of an hour it would be alongside, and then —— But he did not like to think of what would happen then.

“I will give you one more minute in which to drink it,” rejoined MacAndrew, taking his watch from his pocket. “If you do not do so then you must be prepared to take the consequences.”

Silence fell upon the group for a space, during which a man might perhaps have counted twenty.

“Half a minute,” murmured MacAndrew, and Browne’s heart beat so violently that it almost choked him.

“Three-quarters of a minute,” continued MacAndrew. “Mr. Foote, would you mind giving me the revolver and standing by that door? I am afraid that we shall be driven into a tussle.”

Jimmy did as he was requested, and another pause ensued.

“Time’s up,” said MacAndrew, shutting his watch with a click. “Now we must act. Mr. Browne, take his legs if you please.”

They moved towards their victim, who shrank into a corner.

“I give in!” he cried at last, affecting a calmness he was far from feeling. “Since there is no other way out of it, I will do as you desire, provided you will give me your assurance that the stuff is harmless.”

“It is quite harmless,” replied MacAndrew; and then, with an air of braggadocio that could be easily seen was assumed, Maas tossed off the decoction, and, having done so, seated himself on the settee. A quarter of an hour later he was in his bunk, fast asleep, and Jimmy was sitting by his side in the capacity of sick-nurse.

“You had better bear in mind the fact that he has been ill for the past week,” MacAndrew remarked, before he left the cabin. “He caught a chill through falling asleep on deck, and pneumonia has set in. Now I shall retire to join my friend in the tunnel, and leave you to your own devices. Don’t forget to let me know, Mr. Browne, as soon as the Russian has bidden you farewell.”

“You may depend on me,” Browne answered; and, as he spoke, the captain hailed him from the deck above, to inform him that the boat was coming alongside.


CHAPTER XXIX
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IT WOULD BE idle to say that Browne will never forget his feelings, when the hail reached him from the deck, announcing the fact that a boat from the Russian man-o’-war was coming alongside. It was the most desperate moment of his life; and there are times, even now, when only to dream of it is sufficient to bring him wide awake with a cold sweat upon his forehead. As he heard it, he turned to Jimmy, who was leaning over the bunk in which Maas lay, and said anxiously: — 

“I suppose I may leave him to you, Jimmy? You will take care that they don’t get any information out of him?”

“You may trust me for that,” Jimmy replied, and there was a look of determination in his face as he said it, that boded ill for any attempt Maas might make to communicate with the enemy. “I hope for his own sake that he won’t wake while they are here. Jack, my son, this is going to be a big deal for all of us. Keep your head while they’re aboard, or you’ll be in Queer Street.”

Thereupon they shook hands solemnly.

“Thank Heaven, I’ve got you with me, old chap,” continued Browne fervently. “You don’t know what a relief it is to me to know that. Now I must go and warn Miss Petrovitch and Madame Bernstein.”

“Good-bye, old fellow,” said Foote. “Good luck go with you.”

Browne glanced again at Maas, then he went out, closing the door behind him, and made his way through the saloon in the direction of Katherine’s cabin. He had scarcely knocked at the door before she opened it. From the pallor of her face he guessed that she knew something of what was happening. This proved to be so; for Browne afterwards discovered that the cruiser had all the time been plainly visible from her port-hole.

“I have just seen a boat pass,” she said. “Have they come to search the yacht?”

“Yes,” answered Browne. “You need not be afraid, however; they will not find him. He is hidden in a place where they would never think of looking; and, to make assurance doubly sure, MacAndrew is with him.”

“But what was that noise I heard just now? It sounded as if you were struggling with some one, and trying to drag him down into the saloon.”

Browne informed her in a few brief words of what had occurred, and bade her, in case she should be questioned, keep up the fiction that Maas was seriously ill. Then, bidding her inform Madame Bernstein of what was going on, he left her and returned to the deck. Simultaneously with his arrival the Russian officer made his appearance at the gangway. He was a tall, handsome man of about thirty years of age. Having reached the deck, he looked about him as if he scarcely knew whom to address; then, seeing that the captain looked to Browne as if for instructions, he saluted him, and said in French: — 

“Your pardon, monsieur, but this is the yacht Lotus Blossom, is it not?”

“It is,” replied Browne, “and I am the owner. What can I have the pleasure of doing for you? You find us in rather a fix. We have had a break-down in the engine-room, and, as you can see for yourself, it has left us in a by no means pleasant position.”

“I have to present the compliments of my captain to you, and to request that you will permit me to overhaul your vessel.”

“To overhaul my vessel!” cried Browne. “Surely that is a very curious request For what reason do you wish to inspect her?”

“I regret to say that we have heard that an attempt is being made to rescue an escaped convict from the island yonder. From information received, it is believed he is on board your vessel.”

“A runaway convict on board my yacht?” exclaimed Browne in a tone that suggested complete surprise. “You must excuse me if I do not understand you. You surely do not suppose that I make it my business to go about the world, assisting convicts to escape from captivity?”

“That is no business of mine,” answered the officer. “All I have to do is to obey my instructions. I should, therefore, be glad if you would permit me to inspect your vessel.”

“You may do so with pleasure,” said Browne. “But let it be understood, before you commence, that I resent the intrusion, and shall, immediately on my return to civilization, place the matter before my Government to act as they think best. You have, of course, considered what the consequences of your action will be?”

“It is not my business to think of the consequences,” responded the other. “All I have to do is to obey the orders I receive. May I therefore trouble you to permit me to carry them out? I should be loath to have to signal to my ship for assistance.”

“Such a course will not be necessary,” rejoined Browne, with all the dignity of which he was master. “If you persist in your absurd demand, I shall raise no further objection. Only, I should be glad if you could do so with as little delay as possible. I have a friend below who is seriously ill, and I am anxious to return to him.”

“In that case, it would be as well for us to proceed without further loss of time,” continued the officer.

Turning to Captain Mason, who was standing beside him, Browne gave the necessary orders. The Russian officer immediately called up a couple of hands from his boat alongside, and then, escorted by Browne, set off on his tour of inspection. Commencing with the men’s quarters forward, he searched every nook and cranny, but without success. Then, little by little, they worked their way aft, exploring the officers’ and engineers’ quarters as they proceeded. The engine-room and stoke-hole followed next, and it was then that Browne’s anxiety commenced. The convict, as he had good reason to know, was the possessor of a hacking cough, and should he give proof of its existence now they were ruined indeed.

“I presume you do not wish to look into the furnaces,” ironically remarked the chief-engineer, who had accompanied them during their visit to his own particular portion of the vessel. “Should you desire to do so, I shall be pleased to have them opened for you.”

“I have no desire to look into them,” answered the officer, who by this time was beginning to feel that he had been sent on a wild-goose chase.

“In that case let us finish our inspection, and be done with it,” said Browne. “It is not pleasant for me, and I am sure it cannot be for you.” As he spoke he turned to the officer, and signed him to make his way up the steel ladder to the deck above. Just as he himself was about to set foot on it, the sound of a smothered cough came from the spot where the men lay hidden, and at the same instant the officer stopped and looked round. Browne felt his whole body grow cold with terror. Fortunately, however, even if he had heard it, the other failed to place the proper construction upon it, and they left the engine-room without further comment. Then, having explored the smoking-room and deck-house, they made their way aft to the drawing-room by way of the main companion-ladder.

“I have two ladies on board, monsieur,” said Browne as they reached the drawing-room and stood for a moment looking about them, “also the sick friend of whom I spoke to you just now. Perhaps you would not mind waiving your right to inspect their cabins.”

“Monsieur,” returned the officer, “I must see every cabin. There must be no exceptions.”

“In that case,” replied Browne, “there is no more to be said. Will you be kind enough to accompany me?”

So saying, he led him forward a few paces, and, having shown him the pantry and stewards’ quarters, the storerooms, bathrooms, and other domestic offices, took him to the cabin in which Maas was undergoing his involuntary confinement. Browne knocked softly upon the door, and a moment later Jimmy Foote opened it, with his finger on his lips as if to warn them to be silent.

“Hush!” he whispered. “Don’t wake him; he has been asleep for nearly half an hour, and it will do him a world of good.”

Browne translated this speech to the officer, and, when he had done so, they entered and approached the bedside. The representative of Imperial Russia looked down upon Maas, who was sleeping as placidly as a little child; at the same time his eyes took in the rows of medicine bottles on the table and all the usual paraphernalia of a sick-room. It was plain not only, that he imagined Jimmy Foote to be the doctor in charge, but also that he knew nothing of the identity of the man before him.

“What is the matter with him?” he asked a little suspiciously of Browne.

“Pneumonia, following a severe chill,” the other replied. “We want to get him down to Yokohama as quickly as possible in order that we may place him in the hospital there. I presume you are satisfied that he is not the man you want?”

The officer nodded his head. “Quite satisfied,” he answered emphatically. “The man I want is a little, old fellow with red hair. He is thirty years this gentleman’s senior.”

Thereupon they passed out of the cabin again, and made their way along the alley-way towards the drawing-room once more.

When they reached it they found Katherine and Madame Bernstein awaiting them there. Browne, in a tone of apology, explained the reason of the officer’s visit.

“However, I hope soon to be able to convince him that his suspicions are unfounded,” he said in conclusion. “We have searched every portion of the yacht, and he has not so far discovered the man he wants.”

“Do you say that the person you are looking for is a Russian convict?” continued Madame Bernstein, who felt that she must say something in order to cover the look of fear, that was spreading over Katherine’s face.

“Yes, Madame,” the officer replied. “He is a most dangerous person, who in his time has caused the police an infinity of trouble.”

“A Nihilist, I suppose?” remarked Browne, as if he thought that that point might be taken for granted.

“Indeed, no,” continued the officer. “His name is Kleinkopf, and he is, or rather was, the most noted diamond-thief in Europe.”

“What?” cried Browne, startled out of himself by what the other said. “What do you mean? A diamond — —”

What he was about to add must for ever remain a mystery, for at that moment Madame Bernstein uttered a little cry and fell forward against the table in a dead faint. With a face as ashen as a cere-cloth, Katherine ran to her assistance, and Browne followed her example. Together they raised her and carried her to a seat.
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“Katherine ran to her assistance.”

“You see, sir, what mischief you have done,” said Browne, addressing the Russian officer, who stood looking from one to another of them, as if he scarcely knew what to say or how to act. “You have frightened her into a faint.”

Picking her up in his arms, he carried her to her cabin, and laid her in her bunk. Then, resigning her to the care of Katharine and the stewardess, whom he had summoned to his assistance, he rejoined the officer outside.

“If you will come with me, sir,” he began, “I will show you the remainder of the vessel, and then I think you will be able to return to your ship and inform your commander that, on this occasion, at least, he has committed an egregious blunder, of which he will hear more anon.”

“I am at monsieur’s disposal,” replied the officer; and together they entered Katherine’s cabin. Needless to say there was no sign of any fugitive there. Browne’s own cabin followed next, with the same result. At last they reached the deck once more.

“You are satisfied, I presume, sir, that the man you want is not on board my yacht?” asked Browne, with considerable hauteur.

“Quite satisfied,” replied the other. “And yet I can assure you, monsieur, that we had the best reasons for believing that you were conniving at his escape.”

“I am very much obliged to you, I am sure,” retorted Browne. “I fancy, however, that, even presuming I contemplated anything of the sort, I have convinced you that I have not carried it out yet. And now I have the honour to wish you a very good morning. My engineer informs me that the break-down in the engine-room has been repaired; and, if you have any suspicions left, you will have the satisfaction of seeing us get under way without further delay. I tell you this in case you should imagine, that I intend hanging about here, in the hope of picking up the man to whom you allude. By the way, did you say that his name is Kleinkopf, and that he was originally a diamond-thief?”

“He was the most expert diamond-thief in Europe, monsieur,” the officer replied. “Now, permit me to offer my apologies for the trouble to which I have put you, and to bid you farewell. At the same time, if you will allow me to do so, I will give you a little advice. If I were in your place I should leave this coast as soon as possible.”

“I shall do so within a quarter of an hour, at latest,” Browne answered.

With that the officer saluted once more and disappeared down the companion-ladder. A few moments later his boat was to be seen making her way in the direction of the man-of-war. Browne stood and watched her, scarcely able to realize that all danger was now passed and clone with. Then he turned to go in search of his friends, and as he did so a thought came into his mind, and brought him to a standstill once more. What could the officer have meant when he had said that the escaped convict’s name was Kleinkopf, and that he was not a Nihilist, as they had been informed, but a diamond-thief; not a man who plotted and risked his life for the welfare of his country, but a common felon, who lived by defrauding the general public? Was it possible that Katherine’s father could have been such a man? No; a thousand times no! He would never believe such a thing. But if it were not so, what did it all mean? Madame Bernstein had recognised the fugitive as Katherine’s father, and the man himself had rejoiced at being with his daughter again after so long a separation. There was a mystery somewhere, upon which he would have to be enlightened before very long.

As he arrived at this conclusion Captain Mason approached him.

“The chief-engineer reports that all is ready, sir,” he said. “If you wish it we can get under way at once.”

“The sooner the better, Mason,” Browne replied. “I shall not be happy until we have put the horizon between ourselves and that gentleman over there.”

He nodded in the direction of the cruiser, which the boat had just reached.

“I agree with you, sir,” answered the captain. “I will get the anchor away at once.”

“Before you do so, Mason,” said Browne, “just get those two men out of the tunnel and send them aft. Don’t let them come on deck whatever you do. They’re certain to have their glasses on us over yonder.”

“Very good, sir,” Mason returned, and went forward to execute his errand.

Anxious as he was to go below, Browne did not leave the deck until the screw had commenced to revolve. When he did, it was with a great fear in his heart — one that he would have found it extremely difficult either to describe or to account for. As he argued with himself, it was extremely unlikely that the Russian Authorities would make a mistake; and yet, if they did not, why had Madame Bernstein always been so anxious to assure Katherine that the man, he had saved, was her father? And, what was still more important, why had she fainted that morning when the officer had given his information concerning the fugitive? When he entered the drawing-room, to his surprise, he found Katherine alone there. Her face was still very white, and it struck Browne that she had been crying.

“What is the matter, dear?” he inquired, as he placed his arm round her and drew her towards him. “Why do you look so troubled?”

“I do not know,” she answered, burying her face in his shoulder, “but I am very, very unhappy.”

He did his best to soothe her, but without success. A weight was pressing upon her mind, and until it was removed relief would be impossible. For some reason Browne made no inquiry after Madame’s condition. It seemed, for the moment, as if he had forgotten her very existence. At last he bade Katherine put on her hat and accompany him to the deck. The fresh air would revive her, he said. She accordingly departed to her cabin, and in five minutes rejoined him. In the meanwhile Browne had visited the cabin on the starboard side, and had informed Foote of all that had transpired. Maas was still sleeping quietly in his bunk.

“Thank goodness they’ve cleared out,” said Jimmy. “Now our friend here can wake up as soon as he pleases.”

“The sooner the better,” Browne replied. “In the meantime, Jimmy, I’ve something awfully important to say to you.”

In a few words Browne told him what he had discovered, and what he suspected. Foote listened with attention, and when he had finished, scratched his chin and regarded his own face in the mirror opposite, looking the very figure and picture of perplexity.

“What did I always tell you?” he remarked at last. “I was as certain then, as I am now, that the woman was playing some underhand game, though what it is I cannot say. However, I’ll find out somehow or another. Upon my word, when we return to civilization, I think I shall embark upon the career of a private inquiry agent.”

Feeling that there was nothing more to be said upon the subject just then, Browne left him, and returned to the drawing-room in search of Katherine. He found her ready to accompany him to the deck above.

“The fresh air will soon bring the roses back to your cheeks,” he whispered, as they made their way along the drawing-room in the direction of the companion-ladder.

She was about to reply, when the sound of footsteps reached them from the port alley-way, and, before they had set foot upon the first step, MacAndrew and the fugitive stood before them. Browne noticed that Katherine instinctively shrank away from the latter. He accordingly slipped his arm round her, and, telling MacAndrew that he would like to speak to him in a few minutes, led her to the deck above.


CHAPTER XXX
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THEIR FIRST BUSINESS when they reached the deck was to glance in the direction whence they had last seen the cruiser. Then she had been a living and very present reality to them; now she was only a tiny speck upon the horizon, and in a quarter of an hour, or even less, she would have vanished altogether. They made their way aft to the taffrail, and stood there leaning on the rail, looking at her. Both felt that it was a crisis in their lives, that had to be tided over, and knew that, if ever they desired to be happy together, they must fight the next ten minutes on their merits. For this reason, perhaps, they began by being unusually silent. It was Katherine who spoke first.

“Dearest,” she commenced very slowly, “I want you to listen to me and not to speak until I have finished. I have something to say to you, and I don’t quite know how to say it. I don’t want you to think that I am capricious, or that I think only of myself. In this I am thinking of you, and of your happiness only.”

“I can quite believe that,” Browne replied, trying to force down the lump that was rising in his throat. “But I must hear you out before I can say more. What is it you have to say to me?”

“I want you” — here she paused as if she were fighting for breath— “I want you to give up any idea of marrying me, and to put me ashore at the first port at which you call. Will you do this?”

Nearly a minute elapsed before Browne answered. When he did his voice was curiously husky.

“Katherine,” he said, “this is just like you. It is like your noble nature to try and make my path smoother, when your own is so difficult that you can scarcely climb it. But you don’t, surely, suppose that I should do what you ask — that I should give you up and allow you to go out of my life altogether, just because you have been tricked as I have been?”

She glanced up at him with a face as white as the foam upon which they looked. What she would have replied I cannot say; but at that moment MacAndrew, accompanied by Jimmy Foote, appeared on deck. The latter approached them and asked Browne if he could spare him a few minutes. Not being averse to any proposal, that would tend to mitigate the severity of the ordeal he was then passing through, Browne consented.

“What is it you want with me?” he asked, as savagely as if he were being deliberately wronged. “For Heaven’s sake, Jimmy, be easy with me! You can have no idea what the strain of the last few minutes has been.”

“I know everything, my son,” rejoined Jimmy quietly. “Do you think I haven’t been watching you of late? That is exactly what I am here for. Poor old boy, you’ve been on the rack a shade too long lately; but I think I can put that right if you’ll only let me. I’ve great news for you.”

“I don’t know what sort of news you can have that will be acceptable to me,” replied Browne lugubriously. “I’m carrying about as much just now as I can possibly manage. What is it?”

“Do you think you’re altogether fit to hear it?” he asked. “And what about Miss Petrovitch? Can you leave her for a few moments?”

“I will speak to her,” Browne answered, and accordingly went back to Katherine. A moment later he rejoined Foote.

“Now then, what is it?” he cried almost fiercely. “What fresh treachery am I to discover?”

“Come to the smoking-room,” Jimmy began. “I can’t tell you here on deck, with all the world trying to overhear what I have to say.”

When they reached the cabin in question Browne discovered MacAndrew there, sitting on one of the marble tables and smoking a cigarette.

“I don’t know what you think about it, Mr. Browne,” remarked the latter; “but it strikes me now, that we have come very well out of that little encounter with our Muscovite friend over yonder. The idea they’ve got in their heads is that the runaway and myself are not on board; and if I know anything of their tactics, they will patrol the coast for the next week or ten days in the expectation of your coming back to pick us up.”

“I wish them joy of their stay,” Browne replied. “By the time they’re tired of it we shall be safely out of reach. But what is it you have to say to me, Jimmy? You didn’t bring me here to talk about the cruiser, I suppose?”

“I did not,” said Jimmy, with a great show of importance. “I brought you to talk about something far more interesting. Look here, old man, I don’t, of course, know what your feelings may be; but I’ve got a sort of a notion that — well, to put it in plain words — that you’re none too pleased with your prospective father-in-law. He doesn’t quite come up to your idea of the man whom you had been told suffered martyrdom for his country’s good — eh?”

“I have never said that I disapproved of him,” Browne retorted. “I don’t know why you should have got this notion into your head.”

“You’re very loyal, I must say, old man,” continued Jimmy; “but that cat won’t fight — not for an instant. Any one could see that. No, no; I know as well as if you had told me, that you’re as miserable as a man can well be, and so is Miss Petrovitch. I don’t wonder at it. I expect I should be as bad if I were likely to be blessed with such a papa. I should be inclined to wish him back again in the wilds of Saghalien.”

“Oh, for Heaven’s sake, get on with what you’ve got to say!” cried Browne. “Why do you keep me on the rack like this?”

Jimmy, however, was not to be hurried. He had never had such a hand to play before, and he was determined to make the most of it.

“It was MacAndrew there who made the discovery,” he replied. “I only came in at the end, like the Greek Chorus, to explain things. The fact of the matter is, Browne, when our friend here and the little red-haired gentleman were shut up together in the tunnel, the former elicited the information (how he managed it I am not prepared to say) that the name of the ex-convict is not Polowski or Petrovitch, but Kleinkopf; that he is not a Nihilist, as we have been led to believe, but a diamond-thief of the first water.”

He paused to hear what Browne would say, and, if the truth must be confessed, he was mortified to find that the other betrayed no sort of surprise.

“I know all that,” answered his friend. “Have you discovered nothing else?”

“A heap more,” continued Jimmy; “but perhaps you know that, too. Are you aware that the convict is the famous Red Rat, who once defied the united police of Europe? Well, he is! He is also — and, mark you, this is the greatest point of all — he is no less a person than Madame Bernstein’s husband!”

“Madame Bernstein’s husband?” cried Browne, in stupefied surprise. “What on earth do you mean by that? I warn you not to joke with me. I’m not in the humour for it.”

“I’m not joking,” Jimmy returned, with all gravity. “I’m telling you this in deadly earnest. The Red Rat is Madame Bernstein’s husband. He was sentenced to transportation for life in St. Petersburg, was sent to Siberia, and later on was drafted to Saghalien.”

“Is this true, MacAndrew?” inquired Browne. “You should know.”

“It is quite true,” said MacAndrew. “For my part, I always thought he was the man you were trying to rescue. If you will look at it you will find that he tallies exactly with Madame’s description of the man we wanted.”

“Oh heavens! how we have been deceived!” groaned Browne. Then, as another thought struck him, he added, “But if this is so, then Miss Petrovitch’s father is still in captivity.”

“No,” said MacAndrew; “he has escaped.”

“What do you mean? When did he escape?”

“He is dead. He died early last year.”

A silence that lasted upwards of five minutes fell upon the trio.

“The more I think of it the farther I am from understanding it,” Browne said at last. “Why should I have been singled out for the task of rescuing this man, in whom I don’t take the least bit of interest?”

“Because you are rich,” muttered Jimmy. “Why, my dear fellow, it’s all as plain as daylight, now that we’ve got the key to the puzzle. Madame was aware that Miss Petrovitch would do anything to rescue her father, and so would the man she loved. Therefore, when you, with your money, your influence, and, above all, your yacht, came upon the scene, she took advantage of the opportunity Providence had sent her, and laid her plans accordingly. You know the result.”

“And while Miss Petrovitch has been wearing her heart out with anxiety to save her father, this heartless woman has been deceiving her — to whom she owes everything — and adapting our means to secure her own ends.”

“It looks like it — does it not?” said Jimmy. “Now, what do you intend doing? Remember, you have two traitors to deal with — Madame Bernstein and Mr. Maas.”

“I don’t know what to do,” replied poor Browne, “It is sufficiently vexatious. I shall have to tell Miss Petrovitch, and it will break her heart. As for Maas, we must consider what is best to be done with him. I’ll have no mercy on the brute.”

“Oh yes, you will,” argued Jimmy. “Whatever you are, you are not vindictive, Jack. Don’t try to make me believe you are.”

Leaving the two men together, Browne went in search of his sweetheart. When he found her, he summoned up all the courage he possessed and told her everything from the beginning to the end. She was braver than he had expected, and heard him out without comment. Only when he had finished, she rose from her seat, and asked him to excuse her, saying that she would go to her cabin for a little while.

A little before sunset that afternoon a small brig was sighted, five miles or so away to the south-west. A course was immediately shaped to intercept her. Her attention having been attracted, she hove to and waited for the boat, that Mason warned her he was sending. When she put off the third officer was in charge, and MacAndrew was sitting beside him in the stern sheets. They returned in something under an hour, and immediately on his arrival on board MacAndrew made his way to the smoking-room, where he was closeted with Browne for upwards of an hour. After that he went below with Jimmy Foote.

The orb of day lay like a ball of fire upon the horizon when they reappeared. This time they escorted no less a person than Maas himself, who looked as if he were scarcely awake. Without inquiring for them or asking leave to bid his host and hostess farewell, he disappeared down the accommodation-ladder, and took his place in the boat alongside, and his traps were bundled in after him. Half an hour later the boat returned, but this time Maas was not in her. MacAndrew ascended to the deck, and once more made his way to the smoking-room. He found Browne and Jimmy there as before.

“They will land him at Tomari in the Kuriles in three months’ time,” he reported, with what appeared to be considerable satisfaction.

“Tomari is the capital of Kunashiri Island,” said Jimmy, who had turned up a copy of the China Sea Directory during the short silence that followed. “It has a permanent population of about one thousand five hundred souls, which is largely increased in summer time by fishermen.”

“You are sure he will be quite safe,” asked Browne. “Scoundrel and traitor though he is, I shouldn’t like to think that any harm would befall him.”

“You need not be afraid,” replied MacAndrew. “He is quite able to look after himself. Besides, the skipper is an old friend of mine, and a most respectable person. He will take every care of him, you may be sure. You have paid him well enough to make it worth his while.”

After that, for the remainder of the voyage, the name of Maas was never mentioned by any of the party. Even to this day Browne scarcely likes to hear it spoken. Nor does he permit himself to dwell very often upon what happened a few days later, when, after a most uncomfortable interval, the yacht rounded Hakodate Headland and came to an anchor in the harbour.

“Leave everything to me,” said MacAndrew, when he went into the smoking-room to bid Browne farewell. “I know how painful an interview would be for you all, and I think you can very well dispense with it. I believe they are ready to go ashore.”

“In that case, let them go. I never wish to see their faces again.”

“I can quite understand it; and now I must bid you farewell myself. I am sorry our adventure has not turned out more successfully; but at any rate you have had a run for your money, and you have seen something of life in the Far East.”

“I have, indeed,” said Browne. “Now, tell me of the arrangements you have made concerning these two miserable people. What will happen to them eventually?”

“They can do as they think best,” replied MacAndrew. “They can either stay here or go wherever they please. The Nippon Yusen Kwaisha Line call here thrice weekly; and from Yokohama you can reach any part of the known world.”

“But they are practically penniless,” said Browne. Then, taking an envelope from his pocket, he handed it to MacAndrew. “If you can find an opportunity of delivering it, will you contrive to let them have this? There is something inside that will keep the wolf from the door, for a time at least.”

MacAndrew looked at him a little curiously. He was about to say something, but he checked himself, and, stowing the envelope away in his pocket, held out his hand.

“You were not inclined to trust me when first we met; but I hope you are satisfied now that I have done my best for you.”

“I am more than satisfied,” replied Browne. “I am very grateful. I wish you would let me do something to help you in return.”

“You have helped me,” MacAndrew answered. “You have helped me amazingly; more perhaps than you think. Now, good-bye, and may good luck and every happiness go with you.”

“Good-bye,” said Browne; and then the tall, graceful figure passed along the deck in the direction of the main companion-ladder. A few moments later the sound of oars reached his ears; and when they could no longer be heard Browne went in search of Katherine and Jimmy Foote.

“Well, old man,” asked the latter when the screw had begun to revolve once more, “what now? What is the next thing?”

“The next thing,” Browne replied, seating himself beside Katherine as he spoke, and taking her hand, “is Yokohama, and a wedding, at which you shall assist in the capacity of best man.”

That night the lovers stood on deck, leaning against the bulwarks watching the moon rise from behind a bank of cloud.

“Of what are you thinking, sweetheart?” Browne inquired, looking at the sweet face beside him. “I wonder if I could guess.”

“I very much doubt it,” she answered, with a sad little smile. “You had better try.”

“You were thinking of a tiny land-locked harbour, surrounded by snow-capped mountains, were you not?”

“Yes,” she replied; “I certainly was. I was thinking of our first meeting in Merok. Oh, Jack! Jack! how much has happened since then!”

“Yes,” he continued slowly. “A great deal has happened; but at least there are two things for which we should be thankful.”

“And what are they?”

“The first is that we are together, and the second is that you are not THE RED RAT’S DAUGHTER!”

THE END
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CHAPTER I
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PHILIP DUDLEY, R.N., was certainly a good-looking young fellow. He was of medium height, as becomes a sailor, and his shoulders were sufficiently broad to give his figure an appearance of strength without any suspicion of clumsiness. The young ladies, God bless them, who may surely claim to be the best judges of such matters, were wont to declare that he looked as well out of his uniform as in it, and, as all the world knows, that is a greater compliment than can be paid to the general run of sailormen. His face was clean shaven, his hair curly, though closely cropped, while his eyes, which were blue, had an honest look in them that said something for the straightforward nature of their possessor. Whether he was destined to rise to any great position in the Service it was impossible to say; for the present, however, he was content to do his duty with a zeal which spoke for his affection for his calling, to obtain as much leave in every port as possible, and to dance and flirt as often as occasion and opportunity permitted.

“Good-looking boy that navigating lieutenant of yours, Redfurn,” said his Excellency the Governor of Cape Colony to the Rear-Admiral as they stood together upon the dais at the further end of the ball-room at Government House, and surveyed the animated crowd below them. “I like his face.”

“He is a nice lad, and a promising officer,” the Admiral replied. “Surely you remember Jack Dudley of the 83rd?”

“The man who ran away with Lord Bellamy’s daughter at Secunderabad in’71?” returned his Excellency with sudden interest “Poor fellow, he was killed in the trenches at Tel-el-Kebir.”

“The same,” the Admiral answered. “Well, this lad is his son.”

“Egad! you don’t say so?” the Governor continued, regarding the youth with even greater interest “Now I look at him more closely I can see the likeness. Well, his father was one of the best soldiers of our time, and certainly one of the most unfortunate. Poor Dudley, I should think I did remember him! Redfurn, I must see more of that lad.”

The Admiral laughed pleasantly. “You had better look sharp about it, then,” he responded,” for he will be off to sea directly. I have some information for the young rascal that will raise him to the seventh heaven of happiness, or I’m much mistaken.”

“In that case you shall tell him to-night. For his father’s sake the lad shall have an evening to remember.”

Turning to one of his aides, who was passing at the moment, the Governor gave him an instruction in an undertone. He was only just in time, for the waltz was over, and the dancers were promenading the room, or making their way into the verandahs in search of flirtation corners and a cooler atmosphere. A few minutes later the aide returned, accompanied by the young man of whom the Governor and Admiral had been speaking. He presented a fine, sailor-like figure as he approached the dais upon which the two men were standing.

“My dear lad, how do you do?” said his Excellency, as he held out his hand. “I have just learnt from the Admiral that you are the son of my old friend Jack Dudley. I wonder I did not recognize you before, for you are very like your father as I first remember him. You, I see, have patronized the rival service. By the way, I hope you have good news of your mother?”

A shadow flitted across the young man’s face. “My mother is dead, sir,” he replied simply. “She died last winter at Nice, after a short illness.”

“Dear me! dear me! “resumed the kind-hearted Governor in some confusion. Then he added with all the naïveté of a schoolboy, “I am sorry I gave you pain. And so you have lost your poor mother? How proud your father was of her! As a matter of fact I believe I was at the identical dance at which they first saw each other. Such a pretty girl, and such a dancer too. It was no wonder Dudley fell in love with her. But I must not keep you; come and see me again, my boy, and let us have a talk together. Now be off to your partners, but as you are strong, be merciful. Remember girls’ hearts are not like your own battleships; if you break them, they can’t be sent into dock for repairs.”

The young man bowed to the Governor, and was about to take his departure when the Admiral placed his hand upon his arm.

“I don’t want to interfere with your amusements, Dudley,” he said in an undertone, “but if you can spare me a few minutes later on, I think I have some news for you which will give you pleasure.”

“I am at your service, sir, whenever you wish to speak to me,” the other replied.

The Admiral shook his head. “No, no,” he continued, “there is no immediate hurry. What I have to say to you will keep for a little while. But if by any chance the ladies can spare you for a few minutes later on, come to me. Now be off about your business.”

The young man departed, wondering what it was that the Admiral desired to speak to him about His conscience remembered a certain little escapade in which he had been forced to play apart, very much against his will. But that had happened upwards of a month ago, and his common sense told him that it was scarcely likely, even if he had heard of it, that the Admiral would choose a dance at Government House as a place in which to inflict a wigging. His curiosity was certainly aroused.

He was entering the verandah in search of his partner, when he was the recipient of a hearty smack upon the back.

“Whither away, so bold and gay, Duddy, my lad?” inquired the Torpedo Lieutenant of the flagship. “Did my eyes deceive me, or did I really see you conversing just now on terms of equality with the high gods? Duddy, beware of bad company. What did they want with you, old son?”

“My advice as to the desirability of abolishing the rank of Torpedo Lieutenant,” Dudley answered with a chuckle. “The Admiralty seems to have come to the conclusion that it is stronger in theory than in practice.”

“Very good, my lad,” retorted the other. “I’ll teach you the use of a Torpedo Lieutenant when I get you aboard. But steady, who’s this coming across the room on the Attorney-General’s arm? I thought I knew every girl in Cape Town, but I can’t remember having seen her before. By Jove, what a face and figure! She’s the most beautiful woman here to-night, and for the honour of the Service it is necessary that I should be introduced.”

He accordingly took his departure, leaving Dudley alone. The latter looked at the girl approaching him, and was compelled to confess that, never in his life before, had he seen so beautiful a creature. She was young, at most not more than one and twenty. Her height was slightly above that of the average woman; her figure was exquisitely moulded, while her face, which, as I have already said, was very beautiful, betrayed an amount of character that gave it a distinction quite beyond the ordinary. Feeling that his attention might run the risk of being considered impertinent, Dudley was about to continue his search for his partner, when the Attorney-General hailed him.

“One moment, Mr. Dudley,” said the latter. “Permit me to have the pleasure of introducing you to Miss Erskine.” Then, when the young people had bowed to each other, he continued, “Lieutenant Dudley, I might tell you, Miss Erskine, is one of a band of charitable young men whom the Admiralty, with that consideration for which it is so justly famous, sends from place to place throughout the Empire in order that the British nation abroad may be kept au fait with the latest dances and methods of flirtation.”

The Attorney-General’s jokes were like himself, a trifle longwinded; but he was a genial man, and for this reason much was forgiven him.

“I am afraid your programme must be very full at this hour of the evening, Miss Erskine,” said Dudley, when the other had finished his somewhat embarrassing remarks. “But if it is not too late may I solicit the pleasure of a dance?”

“I have only just arrived,” the girl replied, offering him an empty programme in corroboration of the fact. “As you may judge from this, I am a comparative stranger in Cape Town.”

“In that case,” returned Dudley, “perhaps I may be allowed to put my name down for numbers twelve and fifteen?”

She acquiesced, and he wrote his name upon her card; and then, with a bow, passed on, having a settled conviction in his own mind that the two dances in question promised to be among the most pleasant of the evening. A few moments later he found the partner for whom he had been looking, and learnt, with satisfaction, that she preferred to sit out the next number rather than to dance it. He was anxious to hear all that any one could tell him about the beautiful girl to whom he had just been introduced. He was, however, too old a campaigner to approach the matter abruptly. He accordingly addressed it from a side issue. Unfortunately, his diplomacy was of no use to him. His partner saw through his ruse, and regarded him with laughing eyes.

“Why don’t you tell me at once that you want to find out what I know about Miss Erskine?” she inquired, with a smile. “I will tell you with pleasure. I am afraid it is not very much.”

“However little it be, it must necessarily be interesting,” Dudley replied.

“That is a very pretty speech. To begin with, then, she is an orphan, and only arrived in the Colony from England six months ago. Her father was a Government contractor, I believe, and several times a millionaire, as you have probably heard” — this was said, with a little touch of malice. “When she came out she went up-country to visit a school friend, For the present, that is to say, during the remainder of her visit, she is staying with her uncle, Doctor Lampion, who I believe is her only relative in the world. You know Doctor Lampion, of course?”

“Very slightly,” Dudley acknowledged. “He dined with us on board one night, and I have met him a few times ashore.”

“And you don’t like him,” his partner continued. “Why are you not frank?”

“Because I don’t know enough of him to either like or dislike him,” the young man replied.

“I wonder if I altogether agree with you?” the young lady answered. “Perhaps you are not aware that I am supposed to be somewhat of a thought reader. By the way, would you like me to tell you your fortune, Mr. Dudley?”

“I should like it above all things,” he admitted, with a half wish that she would return to the subject of Miss Erskine. “Do you tell it by palmistry, by cards, or coffee beans?”

“By the hand, if you please,” she answered. “Show me your palm, and let me tell you what the Fates have in store for you?”

Dudley did as he was directed, and for upwards of a minute she studied his hand attentively.

“You are young and ambitious; you are also a rover.”

Dudley laughed. “My face tells you the first,” he said; “the second is a foregone conclusion; my uniform answers for the third. You must be cleverer than that, fair wizard, if you would make me believe that it is in your power to reveal the secrets of the future.”

“I have not finished yet,” the girl resumed. “Let me look at your hand again. You have considerable administrative ability. You are not to be easily beaten. If you take a thing up, you like to carry it through.”

“Unfortunately, that is all in the abstract. Now tell me something of my future.”

The girl once more bent over his hand.

“You have been in love several times, but so far your heart has never been seriously affected. A change, however, is coming. You will fall in love with a tall woman with a beautiful face and fair hair. She will return your affection, but your love-making will at first be far from smooth. You will part soon after your first meeting, and you will find each other again in a place that is far away. You will come very near losing your life, but you will not lose it, and when you die it will be as a rich man.”

“The last is cheerful, at any rate,” said Dudley. “You can’t tell me any more, I suppose?”

She shook her head. “I can only read what is written upon your hand.”

“That is unfortunate. I should like to have heard a few more particulars. By the way, I think you said that the lady in question was to be tall, and was to have fair hair.”

“That is as I read it,” she answered.

As she spoke they both looked up. By some strange chance Miss Erskine was passing at the moment.

“Tall and with fair hair,” said the girl at Dudley’s side. “Mr. Dudley, it seems as if this is going to be a memorable evening in your life.”

He was destined in after days to remember that speech. Fortunately for him, however, Providence has especially arranged that naval officers shall not take things too seriously. For this reason, when Dudley surrendered his clairvoyante to her chaperon, he did not think any more of what she had told him until he found himself searching the room for Miss Erskine.

“This is Number 12, I think,” he began, when he discovered her. “Shall we dance it, or would you prefer to sit it out in the verandah?”

“I should like to dance it above all things,” she replied, rising from her chair.

He placed his arm round her waist, and they entered the revolving throng together. The waltz was the “Blue Danube,” an old favourite, and one that is gifted with perennial sweetness. As Dudley was soon to discover, Miss Erskine danced perfectly, while he himself was no mean adept at the art Round the room they circled, the young officer steering his fair partner over the glassy floor as dexterously as the vessels of his own squadron manœuvre on the open ocean. One of her tiny hands rested on his arm, while the other was enclosed by his muscular fingers. With such a partner, he felt as if he could dance for hours. Then gradually, but with what seemed to be ever-increasing sweetness, the music died down, and finally ceased altogether.

“I cannot thank you enough,” said Dudley, as they stopped. “That is the best waltz I have had for years.” Then they left the ball-room together, and made their way to the cool verandah, where his fortune had been told half an hour before. Discovering a comfortable settee under a spreading palm, they seated themselves. “I think you said that you have not been very long in Cape Colony, Miss Erskine,” her partner remarked, after they had been resting for upwards of a minute.

“I have been here nearly six months,” the girl replied, as she slowly fanned herself with her ostrich plume. “For the present I am staying with my uncle, Doctor Lampion. Perhaps you know him?”

“I have met him once or twice,” Dudley answered. “He is spoken of as being one of the coming men, I believe.”

“He is thought to be very clever,” she continued. “I know that he is very ambitious. In his own mind, I believe, he aspires to something higher than colonial politics; he would like to try his chance in the great world at home. Perhaps some day he may do so. Are you ambitious, Mr. Dudley?”

There was almost a look of surprise in the young man’s face as she put the question.

“It is strange that you should ask me that,” he said, “for you are the second person who has spoken of my ambition this evening.”

“Indeed!” she retorted. “That is very interesting. But of course you are ambitious; I can see it in your face. I always think that if a man does not determine at the outset of his career to win for himself the highest place possible in the ranks of Fame, he is not likely to achieve any very great success. To be able to tell himself afterwards that he has conquered where others have failed, must be one of the proudest boasts imaginable.”

After this there was a little pause, during which Dudley contemplatively smoothed the back of his left hand with the first two fingers of his right. Then he looked up at Miss Erskine, and it was observable that his face was a little flushed.

“It seems a strange request to make,” he began, “seeing that we have met this evening for the first time; but do you think I could get you to wish me success in my life’s undertaking, Miss Erskine? I know it’s rather cheek my asking it, but I have a sort of notion it would bring me luck.”

“I will wish you success with all my heart,” she answered, without either embarrassment or hesitation. “Go on and prosper, Mr. Dudley. You have all the world before you. But, hark! if I am not mistaken, there is the music for the next dance. Had we not better return to the ball-room?”

“Perhaps we had,” returned the other, not however with an expression of pleasure upon his face.

They accordingly rose, and returned to the ballroom, where Dudley restored his partner to her chaperon. He had not been introduced to Miss Erskine more than an hour, and yet he could not help feeling convinced that, however absurd it might appear, he had met his fate. Having thanked her for the dance she had given him, he consulted his programme, and then went off in search of his partner, only to discover that she had met with an accident on the slippery floor, and had been compelled to return home. The dance having no attraction for him, here was his opportunity for his talk with the Admiral. He accordingly approached the dais upon which the latter was seated in conversation with the Governor’s wife. Seeing him, the Admiral rose, and, when he had made his excuses to his hostess, advanced towards the young man.

“Come along, Dudley,” he said. “Let us discover a place where we can talk undisturbed. You need not look so anxious, my boy; I am not going to inflict a wigging, nor will I detain you very long.” Having reassured the young man on these points, he led him across the room into an antechamber, where, having lighted upon a secluded comer, they seated themselves.

“It was not my intention to say anything to you on this matter to-night,” he began; “but his Excellency, who is an old friend of your father’s, particularly requested me to do so. Now, my lad, let me tell you that an occasion has arisen for enabling me to place considerable reliance upon you.”

“You pay me a great compliment, sir,” Dudley answered. “I only hope I may prove worthy of it.”

“Unusual though it may be, I will go as far as to admit that I have no doubt upon that score,” replied the Admiral. “I might add that I have watched your career with great interest, and, taking one thing with another, I fancy I know my man. Now what I have to say to you is of the utmost possible importance, and you must pay every attention to it.

I believe you are rather partial to an adventure in which there is a spice of danger? Is not that so? In that case I think I can give you as much as will satisfy you. Since you have been on this station I fancy you have heard of Achmet ben Hassein?”

“The Arab slave-dealer of Lake Nyassa?” Dudley inquired. “The man we have been trying for so long to catch? Yes, sir, I have heard of him.”

“Very good,” responded the Admiral. “Then you must be aware that he is one of the most astute rascals in all Africa. He seems to know everything, and there can be no denying the fact that he has outwitted us at every turn. Information has to-day reached me that he is about to run a cargo of rifles up the Shiré River into Lake Nyassa. At first his intention was to land them at Kiliman, but he has evidently received a hint that the Portuguese, generously minded in such matters, as they are, will not stand that. In consequence he has arranged to meet the vessel off Comoro Island, out of sight of land; there he will tranship the arms and ammunition to his own dhow, after which he will smuggle them up to the Lakes as best he can. Now, unfortunately for us, while we have certain proof that the arms are on board the steamer in question, we have only hearsay and our own suspicions to tell us that they are intended for this man. Under these circumstances it would be manifestly impolitic for us to stop the steamer and overhaul her on mere suspicion. All we can do is to wait our opportunity, let them be transhipped to the dhow, and then, if Achmet is in command, seize her with the goods on board. But how is that to be managed? For a hundred reasons it would be impossible to trust it to a native, and there is only one man in my fleet I feel justified in sending. Now it has occurred to me that you are an excellent hand at disguising yourself — never mind how I know it, it is sufficient that I do. As a matter of fact, I believe there was a certain little adventure in Zanzibar some six months ago that has never been properly explained. Well, never mind that now. You have also the advantage of being able to talk Arabic with sufficient fluency to escape detection. Now what would you say if I were to entrust the carrying out of this delicate bit of work to you. I will pay you the compliment, my lad, of saying that I believe if any man can bring this rascal to book, you are the one. D’you know, if I were a young man I should jump at the chance. What do you think about it?”

“I can only say, sir,” said Dudley, his face flushed with pleasure at the compliment the other was paying him, “that I am sincerely grateful to you for having given me the opportunity. There is nothing I should like better. If you think, sir, that you can entrust the work to me, you may be sure I will do all I possibly can to bring it to a successful issue. If I should not succeed, I hope you will believe that I shall have done my best.”

“Whatever happens, I shall always do that,” the Admiral answered. “Of course you must understand that the whole proceeding is very irregular — very irregular indeed. I am afraid, however, it is our only hope of catching the man. He has eluded us so often, and is such a slippery customer, that we are compelled to adopt any means we can think of to effect his capture. To allow the arms in question to be smuggled into the Lake country would be fatal to our interests, and would destroy the good work we have done there during the last five years.”

“And when is it necessary that I should start, sir?” Dudley inquired.

“On Saturday, at latest,” the Admiral returned. “That is to say, in three days time. You are quite sure that you are willing to go? Remember, you are under no compulsion. This is a voluntary matter. I give you a free hand to refuse, should you think proper.”

“You need not be afraid that I shall refuse, sir,” Dudley answered. “I shall be ready to start as soon as you wish. But, sir, there is one thing that I do not quite understand. Supposing, luck favouring me, I get on board this dhow — and Adimet ben Hassein is certain to be very careful as to who he ships for his crew on a job like this — how shall I be in a position to seize her after he has got the arms aboard?”

“I have arranged that to the best of my ability,” the Admiral replied. “When you reach Mozambique you will call upon our consul, who knows all the ins and-outs of the matter. He will find the necessary man to go with you, and will also post you in all that transpires up to the moment of your going aboard. One word of advice, however: you must be more than careful, while you are in the place, not to attract much notice, for you may be quite sure Hassein will be on the watch. That is enough about the matter for the present. To-morrow morning I will send for you again, and we will discuss it further. In the mean time be off to your partners, and enjoy yourself while you can, my lad. You won’t get much of this sort of thing in Mozambique.”

They rose and faced each other. There was a look of resolution upon the young man’s countenance, and the Admiral smiled as he saw it “I hope, sir,” said Dudley, “that you will believe how grateful I am to you for the confidence you have placed in me.”

“Tut, tut!” laughed the Admiral. “You needn’t say anything about that. I only wish I was a young man and could go with you. It’s just the sort of thing I should have enjoyed.”

With that they returned to the ball-room, to discover that the next dance was about to commence. Dudley found his partner, and took his place with her in the set of lancers which was just forming.

“You seem very pleased about something, Mr. Dudley,” said she, as she noticed the radiant expression upon the other’s face.

“How could I help being?” he answered. “Am I not dancing with you?”

The young lady shook her pretty head. “I thought we were too old friends to pay each other compliments,” she said.

At that moment Miss Erskine, who was dancing in a neighbouring set, looked across the room and happened to catch Dudley’s eye. The General’s daughter saw the look that passed between them, and her little heart sank in her breast. In the most secret recesses of that oft-abused receptacle she had cherished certain dreams, and her womanly instinct told her now that they never could be realized. By such little actions, seemingly so small and irrelevant, is decided the sorrow or happiness of a life.

Ten minutes later, when Dudley went in search of Miss Erskine, in order to claim his second dance, she admitted that she was tired, and suggested that they should sit the next number out. Nothing loth, Dudley consented, and they accordingly left the hot ball-room and strolled out into the cool verandah together. For some reason his companion was quieter than she had been on the previous occasion. There was a peculiar stand-offishness, a mute obstinacy, if I may so express it, about her manner that he had not seen before.

“I am afraid you are tired, Miss Erskine,” said Dudley at last, when the conversation had been flagging for some minutes. — 

“I am afraid I must be,” she answered. “To be called upon to make one’s self agreeable to people one has never seen before, and in whom one takes the least possible interest, exercises a decided strain upon the nerves.”

On hearing this, Dudley had to confess to himself that they had reached what the French very graphically term an impasse.

“I am, indeed, sorry you should have been bored,” he retorted a little coldly, as he stooped to pick up his programme which had fallen on the floor.

When he looked up again he saw that her eyes were filled with tears.

“Oh, Mr. Dudley, pray forgive me!” she said with great contrition. “I don’t know what you must think of me for being so rude. I did not mean it, really I did not.”

Her sorrow was so unaffected that Dudley was disarmed at once.

“Of course I forgive you,” he answered. “I think there is a great deal of truth in what you say.” Then, as if he were anxious to divert the conversation into another channel, he continued with unwonted seriousness: “Has it ever struck you, Miss Erskine, how strangely people dodge in and out of each other’s lives? You may meet some one to-day in a quite haphazard fashion; for an hour or so you may possibly derive pleasure from his or her society; you feel that if you had a chance of knowing that person better it might result in your becoming firm and faithful friends; then you shake hands in a casual way, and never meet again. He goes his way, becomes a wealthy merchant in Australia, an unsuccessful soldier in India, a rear-admiral, or what you will; eventually he is drowned at sea, dies on the Afghan frontier, or, more probably, finishes his career like a respectable citizen in his four-post bed at home — and you are none the wiser. That is how you and I have met to-night I wonder if we shall ever see each other again. You are returning to England?”

“In a fortnight,” she answered.

“And I say good-bye to Cape Town in three days.”

“Indeed,” she replied, with a look of surprise. “Is the fleet leaving South Africa then?”

“No,” he said. “I am going away on special business. If you are leaving in a fortnight, I shall not see you when I return.”

“I hope you will have a very pleasant holiday,” she continued with what seemed almost an excess of sincerity, carefully studying the embroidery upon her fan as she spoke.

“I am going on business,” he repeated, in a tone that suggested that he would not be leaving Cape Colony at all if he were not compelled to do so. “It was not of my work I was thinking.”

“Of what were you thinking, then?”

He paused for a moment, and carefully adjusted the sleeve-link in his shirt-cuff before he answered.

“I was thinking,” he said, slowly and deliberately, “that, had it been possible, I should like to have been permitted an opportunity of seeing something more of you.”

His speech was so frank and sincere that it was impossible for her to be offended by it. Her face, however, flushed crimson, and to hide her confusion she pretended to be interested in another couple seated under a palm further along the verandah, “Really, Mr. Dudley,” she began at last, “you pay me a very great and unexpected compliment, but I fear—”

“You mean that the Interest to which I referred has only one side. In that case I must beg your pardon for saying what I did. It was an unwarrantable liberty, and I do not wonder that you are angry with me.”

“You jump to conclusions too quickly,” she answered gravely. “I was not thinking anything of the sort. I was merely wondering why you should wish to continue an acquaintance which you have only made within the last hour. Remember, you know nothing of me.”



As she spoke, the recollection of her vast wealth rose in Dudley’s mind. He was about to speak, but he checked himself. He was extremely sensitive, and the thought that she might imagine it was her money that made him so anxious to develop the acquaintance cut deep into his pride. To disclaim any such thought or intention was manifestly impossible. But in that case what a cur she must think him! He felt glad now that he was leaving Cape Town so soon. If ever love had flashed into being at first sight it had done so with him, and now there was nothing for it but to choke it down, to smother it as soon as it was born. Was not the barrier of her millions between them? She noticed his hesitation, and a little smile flickered round the corners of her mouth.

“We have only known each other for about an hour, Mr. Dudley,” she said, “and even on that small introduction we are on the verge of a quarrel. It seems rather a waste of time, does it not? Shall we fly a flag of truce, and forget that we have both said things we would wish unuttered?”

“I am afraid I cannot agree to that proposal,” he answered, “and for the simple reason that I do not feel I have said anything I wish to retract.”

“With me the opposite is the case,” she retorted. “And as a result we are at cross purposes once more. But see, here is my uncle, Doctor Lampion, coming in search of me. He is not a dancing man, and I have no doubt he has grown weary of whist long since.”

“May I ask for one moment more, Miss Erskine?” said Dudley, hurriedly. “We have met, and we are going to part to-night. In all probability we shall never see one another again. I wonder if you would think me insane if I were to put one last question to you?”

She answered with a little nod. “That would depend very much upon the question, would it not? What is it?”

“Will you promise me that you will give me a candid answer?”

“I will endeavour to do so.”

“In that case I want you to suppose for one moment that it is within the sway of chance that we may some day meet again.”

“I am quite willing to suppose that,” she answered with a smile. “What then?”

“If the choice were given you, would you decide in favour of continuing our acquaintance or not?”

“Yes, provided that you promised not to quarrel with me, as you have tried to do to-night, I think I might decide in favour of continuing it,” she replied, smiling at him over the top of her fan. “Will that satisfy you? Now, here is my uncle. It is evident we are going home.”

When Doctor Lampion joined them, she said, “You know Mr. Dudley, I think?”

“I have had the pleasure of meeting Mr. Dudley,” the other returned, holding out his hand.

The two men looked at each other, and, as they did so, something told them that it would never be possible for them to be friends.

“Good night, Miss Erskine,” said Dudley.

“Good night,” she replied. “I hope you will be successful in the business that is taking you away, and that you will have good news to tell me when next we meet.”

How little either of them guessed when, and under what circumstances, that meeting was destined to take place!


CHAPTER II
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ON THE MORNING following the dance at Government House, Dudley received an order to wait upon the Admiral at eleven o’clock. There is no necessity for me to describe the official residence of the Commander-in-Chief in South African waters, for the reason that every one who has visited the capital of Cape Colony must be familiar with it. Dudley himself had been there many times before, but, needless to say, he had never entered its doors upon such a curious errand as that which now occasioned his call. He was saluted at the gates by that retired son of the sea who knows as much of men and things naval as even the Admiralty itself, and who informed him that, at the moment of speaking, the Admiral was to be found smoking a cigar in the front verandah.

With that innate courtesy which is one of his leading characteristics, and which has made his name honoured throughout both hemispheres, the latter rose from his chair and accorded the young man a cheery welcome.

“Good morning, Dudley,” he said. “I am glad to see you looking so fresh after your exertions of last night! Nothing seems to tire you young fellows.”

When the other had declared that he felt no worse for his dissipation, he followed the Admiral into the house, and for upwards of an hour they were closeted together in the study, poring over charts and papers. It was then that the young man learnt all the ins and outs of the intricate business upon which he was to be engaged. So complete was his attention, that when he rose to leave he was thoroughly grounded in every particular of the scheme he was to carry out; knew exactly how far her Majesty’s Consul in Mozambique would be able to help him, and what he was to do in the event of certain contingencies arising.

“In conclusion, bear one thing always in mind, Dudley,” continued the Admiral with great seriousness. “When you get to Mozambique don’t be too precipitate. Don’t attempt to rush matters. One little mistake in that direction may upset all our calculations, and do more harm even than the importation of the arms themselves into the Lake Territory.”

“I will be very careful, sir,” the young man replied. “And when the dhow is my prisoner I am to make sail for Zanzibar — hand her over to the authorities, and wait there until the flagship puts in an appearance.”

“Exactly,” the Admiral answered. “We should reach Zanzibar, if all goes well, within a few days, or a week at the latest, of your arrival. Should we not find you there, we shall continue our cruise until we pick you up. As for the remainder of your instructions, I will let you have them in writing in order that you may study them at your leisure. When you are sure that you have mastered them, they had better be destroyed, lest by any chance they should fall into other hands. Do you follow me?”

“I understand exactly, sir,” Dudley answered. The grey eyes under the bushy brows looked at him approvingly. This was a young man after his own heart; in his youth the Admiral had been just such another. He was about to say something to this effect; but he remembered the sanctity and solitariness of his position, and checked himself in time. He rose and held out his hand.

“You had better see Matthews at once, and after you have done so book your passage by the Deutsche Ost Afrika’s steamer leaving on Saturday next. In the mean time, if you should want a couple of days’ leave, I have no doubt it could be managed.”

Dudley thanked the Admiral and withdrew. He did not stand in any particular need of leave just then, but he was not going to refuse it since it had been offered to him.

That afternoon Fate, which is more concerned in these things than many people imagine, lured him into a certain club of which he had been for some time a member. It was a warm afternoon, and he discovered that he stood in need of refreshment. Accordingly he entered the smoking-room and rang the bell, and when he had given his order to the servant, seated himself in a bamboo chair, stretched his legs out on the foot-rest, lit a cigarette, and settled himself down to think over his interview with the Admiral. He had scarcely entered upon the first stage of it, however, before the door behind him opened and another man entered the room. The new comer, whoever he was, crossed to the fireplace and rang the bell, not gently, as if he were anxious to spare the nerves of the attendants, but irritably, as if he were in a hurry and would stand no trifling. Having done so, he went to a table in the further corner, where the files of papers reposed, and after he had selected one from the heap, was about to ensconce himself in an easy-chair when he realized that he was not the sole occupant of the chamber.

“Ah! Mr. Dudley,” he said, with a curt little nod. “How do you do? Nasty day outside, isn’t it?” As he said this, he moved from the chair he had first chosen, to one somewhat nearer the man he addressed. There was a certain significance in the action that did not escape the other’s notice. “I hope you enjoyed the dance at Government House last night? Plenty of people there!”

“More than usual, I fancy,” said Dudley, in a tone which suggested that he was only answering for politeness’ sake. “I trust Miss Erskine was not very tired?”

“She has not complained to me,” her uncle replied. “She is not like that. Some women are so deuced unreasonable; they dance themselves into a collapse, and then win for themselves the reputation of a domestic martyr, in as much as they don’t complain. I could give you a dozen instances, if necessary.”

Then, taking up his paper, he studied it with an attention that looked very much as if he had changed his mind and were anxious to limit the conversation to as few words as possible.

He was admittedly a curious specimen of the genus man, was Wilfred Lampion. The fault was not altogether his own, for half South Africa had declared that he was more than ordinarily clever; and that sort of indiscriminate praise is fatal. A big authority had said so in a moment of mental aberration, and the rest had followed his lead like sheep: in certain circles it was supposed to be the correct thing to say. There were some people, however, — there always will be, I suppose — who out-heroded Herod, and added that, had it not been for certain untoward circumstances, which combined to render him a poor man, Wilfred Lampion would have been one of the most distinguished of our fellow residents upon the planet When, however, these enthusiastic admirers were put to the test, and were challenged to declare in what way Doctor Lampion showed himself superior to his neighbours, they were compelled to admit that their powers were insufficient to the task. The truth lay in a somewhat narrow channel Lampion was ambitious to his finger tips; he was also a man boasting a decided personality. Providence had given him the fatal power of making other people believe that he was cleverer than he really was, and this was the cause of half the trouble. He was an easy and fluent speaker, an excellent debater, and, what was infinitely more to his advantage, he had the faculty of being able to carry conviction in his voice, when his words, set down in matter of fact print, were quite inadequate to the task. He was the possessor, moreover, of a somewhat caustic wit, which he was wont to use with effect upon such of his adversaries as displeased him; a fact which rendered them chary of offending him. To complete the portrait, it might be added that the proportion of his friends lay amongst the more excitable section of the female community, and the shallower members of the male, while with men and children he found few if any admirers. Such of them as were capable of judging saw through him, while the younger strata of the population discovered in him, with an instinct that only children possess, something that was not always sincere, and for this reason they stood aloof while their elders sang his praises and talked of the brilliant future that was to dawn for him some day. He was tall, somewhat above the middle height, partially bald, possessed a high forehead, a somewhat sharp nose, and a drooping moustache which entirely covered his mouth. His appearance was always neat and natty, and he had earned the reputation of being one of the best dressed men in the Colony, a fact to which, by the way, he attached no small importance.

But I have wandered from the point. Having partaken of his refreshment, glanced casually through the paper, and smothered a yawn, Lampion dropped the file upon the floor, and turned to his companion.

“How I envy you your chance of getting away,” he began simply and unaffectedly, knocking the ash off his cigarette against the arm of his chair as he spoke. “I suppose your only regret is that it isn’t England?”

Dudley was so taken aback at the abruptness, as well as the appositeness of the question, that he was for the moment tongue-tied. How had the other arrived at the knowledge that he was going away at all? And why did he mention it at that minute? His surprise was only momentary, however, for a moment later he remembered the fact that Lampion had been standing beside them, on the previous evening, when Miss Erskine had wished him a pleasant journey and success in the enterprise upon which he was embarking.

“I’m afraid we shan’t go home for another year, or possibly eighteen months,” he said at last. “We’re comparatively new on the station, you see!”

His reply must have somewhat disappointed his auditor, for the latter was silent for upwards of a minute, and sat slowly inhaling the cigarette he held in his hand, and peering at the ceiling as if he expected to derive some sort of inspiration from what he saw there. Then he sucked his moustache and recrossed his legs.

“Have you travelled by the Deutsche Ost Afrika’s line before?” he inquired casually.

“The Deutsche Ost Afrika’s line?” Dudley repeated, as if he did not quite grasp the purport of the question that had been put to him. “No, I have never travelled by that line. I am told they do you rather well. Do you know them?”

“I went up in one of their boats as far as Mozambique a year ago,” the other replied. “What a rat-hole it is! I suppose you know Burton there? Big man — red hair — agent for the Dark Continent Development Company.”

“I have met him,” Dudley answered, without any enthusiasm. “He was going home on leave the last time I was there.”

“He is back now,” returned Lampion, glancing complacently at his boots. “I had a letter from him the other day. If you happen to run across him, remember me to him, will you?”

“You seem to have come to the conclusion that I am going up the East Coast,” said Dudley, after a moment’s pause. “What put that notion into your head?”

“I am sure I don’t know,” Lampion replied. “You may have told my niece, and possibly she told me.”

Now, Dudley was quite certain that, while he had said that he was leaving Cape Town, he had not told Miss Erskine in which direction he was travelling. As a matter of fact, he had been particularly careful not to do so. He was aware how news travels, and how eager people are to know the private affairs of every one else and to profit by them. For this reason he looked at Lampion a little more intently than before; the latter’s face, however, was innocence itself — so much so that the other began to think he might have been mistaken. It was impossible the man could have any reason for pumping him. And yet, on the other hand, there could be no sort of doubt that, whatever Dudley’s future movements might be, they interested the doctor more than was consistent with his pretended indifference. He was still exercising his mind on this subject, when the other rose from his seat and prepared to leave the room. Before he went, however, he turned to Dudley in what was intended to appear a casual way, but had still a touch of arrangement in it.

“I was going to ask you,” he said, “if you have not left Cape Town, to lunch with us on Sunday next I am sure my niece, Miss Erskine, would be very pleased to see you, and I need not say how much pleasure it would give me.”

His tone and manner was simplicity itself, but the keen eyes watching Dudley from beneath the overhanging brows belied the impression he intended his words to convey.

“I am not sure whether it will be possible for me to come,” Dudley answered. “If I am in Cape Town I shall be delighted. Would you mind very much if I leave it an open question until to-morrow? I shall be able to tell better then.”

“Leave it by all means,” Lampion returned. “If I don’t hear from you to-morrow I shall presume you will be able to come. We lunch at two, and I fancy you know my house.”

Considering that Dudley had passed it twice that day, and that he had looked up at the windows on each occasion, in the hope of catching a glimpse of Miss Erskine, it was more than probable that he did know it. He accordingly answered in the affirmative, and then, with an affable nod, Doctor Lampion put on his helmet and left the room. Dudley thereupon lit another cigarette and settled himself down to consider the conversation they had had together.

“I wonder what the deuce is the reason of it all?” he began to himself. “Why on earth is he so anxious to find out whether I am going up the East Coast or the West, and when I sail? It’s all bosh his saying that Miss Erskine told him I was going to Mozambique. I never told her anything of the sort, and he knows it. I must confess I should like to know what his little game is.”

He shook his head solemnly over the problem, and then passed on to another train of thought. He was quite convinced in his own mind, by this time, that Miss Erskine was the most beautiful girl he had ever met; he was also prepared to endow her at short notice with an assortment of the other virtues. It became necessary for him to recall her face, the colour of her eyes, the shape of her head, and the picture she had presented, as she sat fanning herself under the big palm in the verandah at Government House, before he could properly understand his feelings towards her. The thoughts thus engendered were evidently of a pleasant nature, for he was encouraged to greater efforts. For away in the heart of the New Forest, in distant England, Dudley possessed a small property, left him by his mother, comprising a delicious old Elizabethan manor-house, and a demesne of perhaps a couple of dozen acres. When he married, if ever he did, this was where he would settle down. To indicate the wild flights of a young man’s fancy, I might add that he even went so far as to picture Mary Erskine descending the old oak staircase to greet him on his return from a day’s shooting or hunting. Carried away by the success of the picture he had succeeded in painting for himself, he went even further — planned certain alterations to the house; threw out a boudoir here and a conservatory there, and was going even further, when the door behind him opened and two men entered the room. They were plainly in search of some one, and it soon became evident that that some one was Dudley himself. One of them was Bradford, the Torpedo Lieutenant of his own ship — the same who had been so struck by Miss Erskine’s beauty on the previous evening; the other was Percivale of the Andromeda.

“Run to earth at last, Duddy my lad,” said the former, clapping him enthusiastically upon the back. “We’ve been hunting high and low for you. What have you been doing?”

“Enjoying a well-earned rest,” Dudley replied lazily. “I’ve got two days’ leave, and I’ve been trying to put in some of it in this armchair. What do you want with me?”

“We’ve got an invitation for you,” the Torpedo Lieutenant’s companion replied. “The Pontefract Castle is in, and Dick Poynder is on board, on his way home. We saw him in the street just now, and he wanted to know if we three could come down and dine with him on board. What do you say?”

“I’d like it above all things,” Dudley answered. “So Poynder’s going to have a holiday after all?”

“I should rather think he is,” returned the Torpedo Lieutenant, seating himself on the arm of Dudley’s chair. “He’s going home for the first time for twelve years. I gathered from what he said, that as soon as he reaches London he intends investing his savings in paint wherewith to daub the Metropolis red. I can imagine I see him doing it.”

The dinner on board the mailboat that evening was a merry one in more senses than one. The Honourable Richard Poynder, third and youngest son of the Earl of Wimperdon, had been located for twelve years on a certain island on the East Africa coast, where he had gained experience in a variety of diseases, had learnt to distinguish between the vagaries of the Arab and the villainies of the uneducated Swahili, to swear in a variety of dialects, and to forswear that liquor which had originally brought him low, and which now meant all the difference between life at midday and death at sundown.

“By Jove! I can’t believe that I am really going home,” he said, as he led his guests to the purser’s cabin prior to their leaving the vessel. “It seems too good to be true. How I wish you boys were coming! Lummy, what larks we would have!”

“No such luck for us,” said the Torpedo Lieutenant, lugubriously. “We are booked out here for goodness only knows how long. For two pins I’d cut the service and settle ashore. Oh, why doesn’t some nice girl with money come along and marry me! I’m sure I’m capable of making her very happy.”

“I’ve half a mind to get married while I’m at home,” said Poynder, reflectively, as he crawled into the purser’s bunk and sat there swinging his legs, looking down upon his friends and the world in general. “A girl with five thousand a year would just suit me. Why don’t you get spliced, Duddy?”

“Duddy has missed his opportunity,” the Torpedo Lieutenant answered. “Last night, at Government House, he was as thick as thick could be with a girl with millions. Why on earth did you let the chance slip, old man? You should have proposed on the spot.”

“Bradford’s an ass,” retorted Dudley, by way of explanation. “He is jealous because the lady had the good taste to prefer a navigating to a torpedo lieutenant.”

“You fellows have all the luck,” Poynder went on, with a sigh. “Girls with millions don’t come my way. Who is the particular specimen?”

Dudley endeavoured to change the conversation, but Bradford, upon whom the wine he had drunk at dinner was beginning to take effect, forestalled him.

“She’s a Miss Erskine,” he replied; “and when you’ve said that you’ve said everything. She came out in the Carrickfergus about six months ago. She’s an awfully pretty girl, and, what’s more, I believe there is no doubt about the money.”

“If that’s so, I’ve a good mind to wait here for the next boat,” remarked Poynder. “It’s plain that you fellows don’t know the value of your chances. Who are her friends hereabouts?”

“She is staying with her uncle — Lampion the doctor — man they say is going to be no end of a swell some day.”

“Lampion’s niece, is she?” Poynder inquired with sudden interest “Rum beggar that same Lampion. You mark my words, he’ll come an awful cropper before long.”

“How do you mean?” Dudley asked.

“I mean that he’ll come to smash, because there’s more in him than meets the eye,” the other replied. “I could tell you a funny story about him. I rather fancy, if some of his admiring friends down here knew all the ins and outs of his career, they’d be a bit surprised.”

“What on earth do you mean? Don’t talk in riddles, man. Tell us straight out.”

“I mean — well, do you remember that nasty little bit of business connected with those Arab dhows a degree or so to the westward of Mfuka about eighteen months ago?”

“Of course we do,” Dudley replied, with an interest that he could not conceal. “What about it?”

“Well, when Pierney went through the papers that were discovered in the chief’s possession afterwards, he found — But there, perhaps I’d better not say anything about it, after all. Mustn’t talk out of office hours, you know, especially when I’ve sunk the shop for twelve months.”

“That’s so like Dick,” said the Torpedo Lieutenant. “He raises our curiosity to fever-heat and then refuses to gratify it What secretive beggars these political agents are, to be sure! Duddy, my lad, it strikes me it’s about time we went ashore. Little Percivale here is very nearly asleep. He’s young, and late hours don’t agree with him.”

Ten minutes later they were ashore, Poynder accompanying them, in order to see that they did not loiter on the homeward journey. Leaving the wharf, they passed into the town. It was growing late, and in consequence but few people were abroad. Suddenly Poynder discovered that the thirst of which he had tried so hard to rid himself at dinner had returned, and he declared that he would know no peace until it had been quenched.

“Something deep and cool I must have at once,” he said. “Bradford shall guide us. Torpedo lieutenants are invariably well informed.”

“My dear fellow, you must either come up to the club with us, or return to your own boat. This is only a small pothouse for sailors.”

“And that is exactly what I want,” Poynder answered. “What is good enough for the mercantile marine of England is good enough for me. Besides, we may have an adventure. Dudley, you would not desert an old friend. Come along, this looks like the sort of place.”

They were standing before a mean-looking hostelry of the sort usually frequented by firemen and seamen of vessels lying in the docks. It was not a prepossessing place by any manner of means, and Dudley and the other men did their best to persuade Poynder to abandon his idea of entering it Their endeavours were in vain, however. He had made up his mind, and was not to be turned from his resolution. Under these circumstances there was nothing for it but to accompany him.

“If he goes in there in his present position, they’ll have every cent he’s got on him,” said Dudley. “Confound the fellow! why did he come ashore with us?”

Poynder had meanwhile discovered a side door, and had entered the building before the men could stop him. They accordingly followed him down a dark passage towards a room at the further end, whence a light streamed forth. The front bar was filled with men, and from the angry voices that proceeded from it, it appeared as if a fight were imminent The room they Were approaching was evidently reserved for captains, mates, and a better class of company. It consisted of a small bar, a couple of tables, and a few well-worn easy chairs. When they entered it was not occupied, but they had not been there more than a minute before a tall, good-looking young woman made her appearance from a room at the back and asked the customers’ requirements. While she was serving them her eyes fell upon Poynder. A little exclamation of surprise escaped her, and then, without another word, she put down the bottle she held in her hand and left the room.

“Good gracious!” exclaimed Poynder, “I know that girl. Where on earth did I see her last?”

He tried to cudgel his brains, but his efforts were in vain. He was still puzzling over it when a man appeared through the door by which the girl had left, and took possession of the bar.

“I must find that young woman and discover why she cleared out in that mysterious fashion,” Poynder began, moving towards the door. “I told you when we came in that we should meet with an adventure. You can see from that the sort of prophet I am.”

So saying, he left the room. “This won’t do at all,” said Dudley. “He’ll get himself and us into trouble if he’s not careful. I’ll go after him and see if I can bring him back.”

He accordingly went off in search of Poynder.

As I have said, the passage was only dimly lighted. On either side of it were doors, one of which was standing open a few inches. Near this door Dudley paused. Not a sign could he see of the man he was in search of. Suddenly he gave a little start. From the room with the open door there issued a voice which he could not help recognizing. There was no mistaking it. It belonged to the man who had spoken to him at the club that afternoon — to Miss Erskine s uncle, Doctor Lampion.

“No, no,” he was saying; “it’s too great a risk — far too great a risk.”

“Risk or no risk, it’s your only chance,” another deep voice replied. “Besides, when you come to think of it, where does the risk come in? You say you must have the money?”

There was a little pause.

“Must have the money? Of course I must have it. You know that; it’s life and death to me. If I don’t find it my career is ruined. People will discover everything, and just when I’ve got my foot on the highest rung of the ladder, I shall be toppled down again. Come what may, I must find it somewhere — but where?”

“You can only find it by falling in with my plans,” the same deep voice continued. “You’re quite sure the will is in your favour?”

“I have the best of reasons for knowing that it is.”

“Then you must do as I propose; but remember always that my price is fifty thousand pounds. I will not run the risk for a penny less.”

“What will your risk be compared with mine?”

“At any rate, it will be enough for me. Shut that door. It’s leaving doors ajar that hangs people.”

At this moment there was the sound of some one moving in the room, and Dudley had only just time to hide himself before the door was opened and some A Sailor’s Bride one looked out Not seeing any one in the passage, he went in again, closing the door carefully behind him. Then Dudley returned to the bar. The memory of what he had heard was destined to remain with him for many a long day.


CHAPTER III
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LOOKED AT FROM the sea there are few places, if any, on the East African coast, that present a more picturesque outward appearance than does the island of Mozambique. From the handsome old fortress of San Sebastian at one end, to the cemetery and fort of San Lorenzo at the other, it is all an artistic conglomeration of colour. By order of the authorities it is forbidden to paint one’s house pure white, a small thing seemingly, but one which assumes imposing proportions when it is remembered that by this means the eyes of Europeans are protected, and their sight preserved much longer than would be the case if the dwellings of the inhabitants were all one dazzling white. The result, however, is apt to be somewhat bewildering, for the colours chosen by the occupants are, in many cases, such as would drive an artist, with a general scheme in his head, to despair. It is also a fact to be deplored that the solicitude for the general welfare is not carried further in other and more necessary directions. At the western end of the island a cemetery exists, the arrangements connected with which are, when they permit themselves to think of it, of a nature calculated to excite the wildest apprehension on the part of all but those who have ceased to take interest in things connected with this life. Indeed, it has been remarked by many that — but there, perhaps it would be better to draw the curtain. Least said is soonest mended, if one may believe the proverb, so let us return to the pleasanter and more picturesque side of Mozambique.

If the traveller approaching the island from the sea, is favourably impressed by the prospect presented to him there, he is likely to be even more so when he sets foot ashore. A handsome promenade, shaded by umbrageous trees, reaches from one end of the island to the other. The public offices are in some cases almost noteworthy, while the Governor’s Palace, the old Cathedral, the British Consulate, the Bishop’s House, and the New Custom’s Buildings are by no means to be despised. It is true that the flat roofs, the dhows at anchor in the harbour, the variety of costume — and perhaps the lack of it — in the streets ashore, give the place an Oriental air, but there are times when Mozambique can be very European.

It was a little before sunset on a glorious evening that the Deutsche Ost Afrika’s boat sighted the island. Twenty-three miles to the west-nor-west rose Pao Mountain, with Meza Mountain looking up some eighteen or twenty miles to the northward. After that, the islands of St. George and St. Jago came into view, then Fort Sebastian, and finally the town itself. Dudley was on deck at the time, stretched out in a long cane-chair under the awning. On hearing from an old Portuguese priest, who had been sitting beside him, that the town was in sight, he rose and went to the bulwarks to look at it. He had touched at Mozambique in his own ship on one or two occasions, but never had he thought of doing so in such a strange capacity as this. He wondered what the upshot of it all would be? Would Achmet ben Hassein permit him an opportunity of getting on board the dhow, and if he did, would he be successful in the task he hoped to accomplish? In any case he was determined not to draw back. The Admiral had shown the trust he reposed in him, and he was going to let him see that it was not misplaced. A quarter of an hour later the steamer was at anchor, and as soon as the necessary formula had been complied with, Dudley was at liberty to go ashore. He accordingly collected his baggage, and having chartered a boat, found himself, in something less than a quarter of an hour, standing upon the wharf opposite the Governor’s Palace. He was immediately surrounded by the usual crowd of jabbering niggers, who clamoured, and in some instances fought, for the possession of his bag. Having decided upon one, apparently less villainous than the rest, he gave him his marching orders, and followed in his wake to the British Consulate.

“My dear Mr. Dudley, how do you do?” said the Consul, when his guest was admitted to his presence. “This is a very unexpected pleasure. I thought you were in Cape Town!”

“I am the bearer of a letter to you from Admiral Redfurn,” Dudley answered. “You will find that it explains the reason of my presence here.”

He took from his pocket the letter the Admiral had given him and handed it to the Consul, who opened it and read it through two or three times most carefully, locking it in a drawer of his writing-table as soon as he had mastered its contents.

“I need scarcely tell you that this is a very difficult and, I might also add, a very desperate business upon which you have engaged yourself,” he said, looking intently at the young man as he replaced the keys in his pocket; “a very dangerous business indeed.”

“No one is more aware of that fact than myself,” Dudley returned. “Believe me, I am going into it with my eyes open. If you can help me, I shall be more obliged to you than I can say. I understand from the Admiral that I may count upon your co-operation.”

The other was silent for upwards of a minute.

“It is my duty of course to help you,” he said, at length, “and you may rest assured that I shall do so to the very best of my ability. At the same time, I cannot help thinking that you are running too great a risk. The man in question is a desperate fellow. He knows that he is very nearly at the end of his tether, and that if he falls into our hands nothing can possibly save him. If by any chance he should discover your identity, your life will not be worth five minutes’ purchase.”

“I am fully conscious of that fact,” Dudley replied, “and it makes me the more eager to effect his capture.”

“In that case I need say no more,” the Consul returned. “Let us postpone consideration of the matter for a while. As the Admiral says in his letter, there is nothing to be gained by haste; and, if I am to help you, it will be necessary for me to act with great circumspection. In the mean time, let me have the pleasure of introducing you to Mrs. Spurfield. I do not think you have ever met.”

So saying, he led the way from the office up to the flat roof of the house, where his wife was sitting at her needlework.

Few, if any, more charming ladies have dwelt upon the African coast than the wife of Consul Spurfield, and many indeed are the hearts that respond to the mere mention of her name. Hidden away in a drawer in her own room, I happen to know that there are a number of letters from grateful women in England — mothers, sweethearts, and sisters of men, who, stranded, sick, and dying on a lee shore, had been nursed by her, and whose last moments were soothed by her gentle ministrations.

“Let me introduce Mr. Dudley to you, my dear,” said her husband, as they approached her. “He has just arrived from Cape Town, and I have persuaded him to give us the pleasure of his company for a few days.”

As he said this, he made a sign to her not to ask questions as to the young man’s business in Mozambique.

“We shall be very pleased if you will stay with us,” she replied, in her motherly tone. “It is always a great pleasure to us to entertain any of our own countrymen; we see so few. You arrived in the Deutsche Ost Afrika’s boat this afternoon, I suppose?”

Dudley answered in the affirmative, and then, after the fashion of dwellers on the East Coast, they proceeded to discuss the merits and demerits of the various lines touching at the island. The sun had sunk to his rest long since, and the view from the housetop at the moment was an exceedingly picturesque one. Between the palms and the houses they caught glimpses of the blue harbour, with the mail-boat lying well out from shore, and the dhows clustered, like evil-looking sea-birds, a short distance from her.

After dinner they returned to the house-top, where they sat conversing on many topics until a late hour. Finally, Mrs. Spurfield, feeling that they must have something of a private nature to say to each other, rose and bade them good night; after which the Consul drew his chair a little closer to that occupied by his guest.

“You will be interested to hear that I have already advanced one step in the direction in which you are anxious to proceed,” he said, smoothing the leaf of his cigar as he did so.

“You have not lost much time,” Dudley replied. “The sooner it comes off the better I shall be pleased. May I ask what you have done?”

“Well, to begin with, I have discovered the whereabouts of a certain man; the very one of all others who would be most likely to be useful to you.”

“That is indeed a step in the right direction. And who may he be?”

“His name is Samweli. He is a Swahili by birth, and a wanderer up and down the coast by profession, A better man for this particular work I do not think you could find. He is honest, trustworthy, obedient, and as brave as a lion. What is more, though the latter is not aware of the fact, he hates Achmet ben Hassein with a deadly hatred. I have sent an order to him to come here to-night, and, as it is getting late, I have no doubt he will soon put in an appearance. When he comes you had better leave the conduct of arrangements to me.” Ten minutes later Spurfield’s servant ascended to the roof to inform his master that Samweli had arrived. The man in question was accordingly conducted to their presence. He proved to be a splendid specimen of his race. His height could scarcely have been less than six feet; his hair was crisp, short, and curly — the usual top covering, in fact, of the Zanzibari; his muscular development would have put to shame many of the most famous strong men, and as a result his strength was that of a giant When he entered the room he smiled graciously, with that large-hearted smile that is the peculiar property of the African.

“You speak Swahili, Mr. Dudley, I believe?” said Spurfield.

“Very fairly,” the other replied.

“That is fortunate,” said the Consul. “At the same time it is a fact worth remembering that our friend Samweli here talks as many languages, or perhaps I should say as many dialects, as he has fingers on his hands. Is not that so?”

Samweli treated them to another of his amiable smiles, at the same time insinuating that what Mr. Spurfield had said was in accordance with fact “Let us proceed, then,” said the Consul. “It may be that you have heard of Achmet ben Hassein — Samweli?”

The negro grunted an acquiescence. The expression upon his face had changed, and now was by no means pleasant “Well, Samweli,” continued Mr. Spurfield, “information has reached me that Achmet ben Hassein is about to make an attempt to smuggle guns and powder up to the Lakes. It is my will that he shall not do this thing. Do you understand?”

Once more Samweli grunted. It looked as if there would be an opportunity of getting even with his enemy at last “Now the man of whom we speak has a dhow, and in this dhow he will meet a steamer near Comoro Island. He will take the guns and other things from her, land them on the coast, and afterwards carry them up the river. He must not do this thing. If he is caught, and the arms are taken, there will be great reward. Where is the dhow?”

Samweli replied that he did not know, but that if he were given time he might be able to find out.

“Go; search quickly, and bring me word again,” said the Consul. “Find out when he will leave and who goes with him. This Englishman, my friend, is an officer of the Queen, whom I serve; he must sail on board the dhow, and you must go with him. Between you, you must capture Ben Hassein and carry the dhow to Zanzibar. But remember this, if Achmet should discover what is in our minds there will be cutting of throats, so be swift and secret When you have news return again to me, but do not let them know that you come. As you act in this matter so will I deal with you hereafter. Now go!”

When the Swahili had left them the Consul turned to Dudley.

“That is the man upon whom you will have to depend for your life,” he said. “He is as sharp-witted as any man along the coast So far, I fancy, the Arab does not suspect him, but when they find each other out it will be war to the knife. And now shall we say good night? It is growing late, and there is much to do to-morrow.”

So saying, he conducted Dudley to his bedroom, and at the door shook hands with him.

“Let me say, once and for all,” he remarked, as they clasped hands, “that I do not envy you the task you have set yourself. It is a good thing for you that you have no one dependent upon you. If you had a wife and children, I fancy you would think differently about it. Good night.”

“Good night,” answered Dudley, and then went into his bedroom and shut the door.

He undressed himself slowly. Spurfield’s last remark had raised a curious train of thought in his mind. Ever since that evening when he had dined on board the Pontefract Castle at Cape Town, he had been pondering over the curious conversation he had had the good fortune, or the misfortune, to overhear in the public-house near the Docks. Its real meaning he was still at a loss to understand, but that Doctor Lampion had been one of the speakers he had never entertained any sort of doubt Several things puzzled him about the affair. If the doctor were so hard pressed for money, as might naturally be inferred from his remarks on that occasion, what course was he adopting to secure it? Whose will was it he was so certain had been made in his favour and why had he been so reluctant to fall in with the mysterious scheme his companion had proposed for refilling his pockets. That he was an intensely ambitious man Dudley had long been aware, that he was invariably impecunious, and was reputed to be not over-scrupulous as to how he obtained his money, were other traits that, to a certain extent, had become matters of public gossip. Dudley could not hide from himself the knowledge that he entertained a great admiration for Miss Erskine. As he thought of her he recalled the girl’s beautiful face and figure, and a vague fear ran through him as he reflected that it was just possible the conversation of which he had had so vivid a recollection, referred in some way to her.

“I wonder if I should have been justified in giving her some hint?” he said to himself, as he paced his room. “But, there, perhaps it would not have done. It is just possible I might have been deceived, and in that case I should have frightened her unnecessarily. Lampion might have been talking to the other man on some every-day business topic, and what I thought referred to her was capable of the simplest explanation. The next time I hear of her she will probably be in England, as safe and sound as when I saw her last. If she should not, then all I can say is, her uncle had better look out for himself. What a pity it was I did not catch a glimpse of his companion. However, I shall know his voice again, if ever I hear it”

When all was ready he blew out his candle and crawled in beneath the mosquito curtains to compose himself for the night. He must have fallen asleep almost immediately, for he had no remembrance of anything else until he found himself sitting upright in bed with a man bending over him. The latter held in his hand a long, thin-bladed knife, with which he made a vicious stab, which fortunately missed its mark, at the man beneath him. To leap up and seize the fellow was the work of a moment. With one hand upon his throat, and the other clutching the wrist of the hand that held the knife, they left the bed and staggered out into the centre of the room together. The intruder, whoever he was, was a tall, muscular man, but fortunately for Dudley he also was big, and, what was more, he was possessed of more than his fair share of strength. It was a question of skill against skill, of muscle against muscle. For the reason that both were barefooted their struggle produced little or no sound, and it was not until they came into contact with a table and brought it, with its contents, crashing to the ground, that the household received any intimation of the conflict going on so close to them. It was fortunate for Dudley, when they rolled over on to the floor, that he fell uppermost, for had he been underneath nothing could have saved him. As it was, he seated himself astride of his prostrate foe, pinioning his arms to his side as he did so. He had scarcely achieved his purpose before the door opened, and the Consul, carrying a candle in his hand, entered the room.

“My dear fellow,” he cried in some alarm, as he saw the couple upon the floor, “what on earth is the matter?”

“It looks very much as if some one has been attempting to murder me,” Dudley replied in gasps, for the struggle, short though it had been, had still been a fairly sharp one. “If you wouldn’t mind sending a couple of your men along to give me a hand, we will make sure of our friend here while we’ve got him. He’s as slippery as an eel.”

The Consul hastened into the passage and called some of his servants who were waiting outside. When they entered the room they seized the vanquished ruffian and lifted him to his feet More lights were forthcoming, and with their assistance the intruder was examined. Of one thing there could be no doubt: he was an Arab, and not a pleasant one at that “Now, Dudley,” said the Consul, when the malefactor had been secured, “tell me all that has happened?”

“There is not very much to tell,” Dudley replied. “I woke ten minutes or so ago to find this rascal standing over me with a knife in his hand. Before he could do me any harm, however, I was out of bed and had got hold of him. We fell across that table and made the racket that brought you in.”

“Thank God you were not killed. You have had a terribly narrow escape.”

“It looks like it, doesn’t it? Perhaps you wouldn’t mind questioning our friend and finding out what he has to say for himself?”

“Who are you and what brings you here?” asked Mr. Spurfield in Arabic.

The other, however, offered no reply, nor was it possible to elicit an answer from him with the help of any other dialect. He merely shook his head to intimate that he did not understand, and the cross examination could go no further.

“There seems to be small doubt that his motive was robbery,” the Consul said, when he had made up his mind that the other did not intend to be communicative. “How does it strike you?”

“I don’t know quite what to think,” Dudley replied. “If his motive were robbery, as you say, why did he not make his choice of my possessions and clear out without waking me? So far as I can see nothing is missing!”

“It is altogether extraordinary,” Mr. Spurfield answered. “It is the first case of the kind I have known since I have been in this house. Well, I shall hand the man over to the authorities at once, and go into the case more thoroughly to-morrow. I cannot tell you how sorry I am that you should have been disturbed in this fashion. As your host, I feel as if I were in some measure to blame.”

“You must not say that,” said Dudley. “I am thankful he entered my room instead of yours! He would have frightened Mrs. Spurfield horribly. Please don’t worry about me; I haven’t received a scratch. Good night.”

“Good night,” answered the Consul, as soon as the prisoner had been led away. “Under the circumstances I am afraid it would be absurd to wish you pleasant dreams. I can say, however, that I hope you will not be disturbed again.”

“I am not afraid of that,” said his guest. “Good night.”

Dudley’s nerves must have been in excellent order, for in spite of the struggle from which he had so recently emerged, and the narrowness with which he had escaped death, he had not been lying many minutes upon his bed before he was fast asleep. Perhaps, all things considered, it would have been better for him had he remained awake, for he had scarcely closed his eyes before he embarked upon a succession of bad dreams. As a rule he slept as only men do who are the possessors of perfect health and quiet consciences. On this occasion, however, he was not so fortunate. Perhaps as a reflection of his recent achievement, he found himself engaged upon a series of deadly hand to hand encounters with no less a person than the redoubtable Achmet ben Hassein himself. They fought on the deck of the dhow, with his own Admiral alongside to see fair play; in the steam launch of the flag-ship, with half a dozen Kroo boys dodging round them, armed with coal hammers and fire rakes, ready to strike on the first convenient opportunity; and when these amusements palled, they continued to struggle in the fair way of the Mozambique Channel with none but the sharks at hand to enjoy the fun. The combats were somewhat one-sided for the reason that, while his adversary was armed with a long knife, Dudley had nothing with which to defend himself save a lady’s fan. He remembered that fan quite distinctly, for Miss Erskine had carried it on the night of the ball at Government House, and it had her monogram in gold upon the handle. Suddenly, so it seemed to him, the Arab made a rush, closed with him, and having seized him by the throat, drew his arm back preparatory to plunging his knife in behind the shoulder-blade. Then with a start Dudley woke.

It was some time before he fell asleep again, but when he did he was in even worse case than before. This time he was himself and yet not himself, a composite being, perfectly simple in construction at first glance, yet complex to the borders of insanity when he endeavoured to come to a proper understanding of him. A ship’s boat was floating on the surface of the deep; no land was in sight, nor could any sign of a vessel be observed from horizon to horizon. At first the boat did not appear to contain an occupant, and only Dudley, of all the inhabitants of the globe, was at hand to watch her drift Moved by a curiosity he could not explain, he drew nearer and looked into her. Not altogether to his surprise he found that she contained the dead body of a man. From his attitude he had probably been sitting on the sternmost of the thwarts when his death agony took possession of him. Then he must have fallen forward, for he now lay curled up upon the bottom. With a pity in his heart that was almost like a touch of physical pain, he turned the body over and looked upon the face. Then with a cry he awoke. The face of the dead man was none other than his own! He was the man in the drifting boat; it was over his dead body that the gulls wheeled and screamed. The perspiration of a fear such as he had never known before coursed down his cheeks. As he clapped his hands to his eyes to shut out the remembrance of that dreadful sight, he sat up and thanked God most fervently that it was daylight. Had darkness still prevailed, his brain must have turned. In vain he tried to throw off the feeling it had aroused in him; he had received a fright that had shaken him to the centre of his being. A cold bath, however, acted as a restorative, and when, later on, Mr. Spurfield came to inquire whether he felt any ill effects from his adventure, he had almost recovered his equilibrium.

“I have been thinking over that affair,” said the Consul, when they were seated in his office an hour or so later, “and I must confess I do not understand it. Had you wakened to find the fellow appropriating your belongings, and had closed with him to prevent his escaping, I could have understood his action; but for the man to have taken nothing and yet to have gone out of his way to attempt your life when you were not even aware of his presence, passes my comprehension. However, we shall see what the authorities have to say on the subject They may know something of the rascal’s antecedents.”

“My only regret is that it should have happened at all,” said Dudley, lugubriously. “As things are now, it is imperative that I should not attract attention. It is just possible that this fuss may bring about complications that may serve to put Achmet ben Hassein upon his guard, and in that case it is probable we shall lose him for good and all.”

“Possible, but not very probable,” returned his companion. “At any rate, we must hope for the best.”

An hour later, the Consul, accompanied by Dudley, made his way to the Governor’s Palace, where the former had been informed that the circumstances connected with the outrage would be thoroughly investigated. Dudley was introduced to his Excellency as a friend and guest of the Consul, whereupon the Governor offered his condolences and apologies for the unpleasantness to which he had been subjected.

“I pledge you my honour, senor, that the villain shall be most thoroughly punished,” said the little man, rubbing his hands together and bowing between every word. “Domingo, have my commands been obeyed?”

An officer standing by informed him that everything had been done that was ordered.

“Then bring the prisoner before me. In the mean time, senors, permit me to offer you coffee and tobacco.”

By the time the excellent cigar the Governor had given him was fairly alight, the prisoner had been brought into the room, and Dudley was able to renew his’ acquaintance with his opponent of the previous night The interval had not been sufficiently long to detract from his sinister appearance; if possible it had added to it He proved to be, as has already been remarked, a stalwart ruffian with a treacherous, hang-dog face, and was plainly of Arab descent On being interrogated by the Governor as to his reasons for entering the house, he adopted his former tactics and declined to answer. Nothing would induce him to speak. Throughout the cross examination he maintained a sullen silence that eventually roused the Portuguese Governor to a pitch of ungovernable fury.

“He shall tell us his motive and the names of his accomplices, or I will cut his liver out!” cried the little man, his moustaches stiffening with rage.

He might, however, have spared himself the trouble of talking, for neither threat nor persuasion could induce the prisoner to confess. He simply watched his interrogators with sullen eyes, and declined to say anything whatsoever.

“Take him away!” cried the Governor at last. “If he will not speak he shall be flogged until he does. That will bring the words out of him like a running river, or I am much deceived. In the name of his Majesty the King I tender you my sincere apologies, Senor Spurfield, and I give you my word, senor” (turning to Dudley), “the word of the Governor, that whatever the rascal’s reason may have been for the outrage, it shall not go unpunished.”

His visitors thanked him for his courtesy, and, having once more accepted the assurance of his unbounded esteem, withdrew and returned to the British Consulate.

During the afternoon Dudley was engaged upon his correspondence in his own apartment, when Mr. Spurfield hurriedly presented himself before him. Feeling sure that something out of the common must have occurred to induce a man, usually so self-contained, to forget himself in this fashion, he inquired what had happened.

“Something of a most exasperating nature,” the Consul replied, seating himself in a chair beside the table. “I have just received an intimation from the Authorities, that while your assailant was being escorted back to prison this morning, he managed to effect his escape. I have been assured that the Governor is furious, but — —”

“I think I understand,” said Dudley. “He is undone, his honour has been sullied, he will court-martial the officer of the guard, he will hang, draw, and quarter the prisoner when he catches him — but the question for our consideration is, will he try to catch him? One thing is quite certain; the fact that the fellow has escaped doesn’t clear up the mystery surrounding the case, does it?”

“It only deepens it,” Spurfield answered. “As I said this morning, there is more behind this business than meets the eye. However, I have sent a vigorous protest to the Governor, and we shall see what comes of it. It strikes me as a pity now that we did not detain the prisoner until Samweli had taken stock of him. Possibly he might have been able to throw a little light upon the subject.”

“I wonder when we shall see Samweli again?” Dudley replied. “Time presses, and whatever else happens we must not permit Achmet ben Hassein to give us the slip.”

“You need have no fear on that score,” said Spurfield. “Samweli will take good care he doesn’t do that.”

That evening they were sitting upon the housetop, smoking and talking affectionately, as so many hundred exiles do, of England and her many joys, when a voice hailed them from the street below. They looked over the parapet to discover a villainous native hawker offering his wares. The Consul shook his head; he wanted nothing. Dudley was about to follow his example, when something in the hawker’s manner attracted his attention.

“Tell him to bring his things up and we’ll buy all he has,” he whispered to the Consul. “Can’t you see it is Samweli?”


CHAPTER IV
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EVER SINCE THE moment when Dudley saw Samweli standing in the street before the Consul’s house, he had been wondering what it was that made him recognize, in the bit of misfortune below him, the man for whom they were so anxiously waiting. He resembled a mad Indian fakir more than the stalwart Swahili who had waited upon them the previous evening. Such garments as he wore were in tatters, while the assortment of wares he carried on the tray slung before him were such as would have insulted the intelligence of the most irresponsible purchaser. However, Dudley was convinced that it was Samweli; and this being so, Mr. Spurfield gave the order that he should be admitted to the house and brought before him.

“Well, Samweli,” said the Consul, after the other had revealed his identity, and had been welcomed with a heartiness that almost bordered on enthusiasm, “since you have come back to us so soon, I hope it means that you have been able to secure some information.”

“It is even as you say,” Samweli answered. “I have seen Achmet ben Hassein, that dog without teeth, and have learned his plans.”

“And where is his dhow anchored?” inquired Spurfield.

“In the bay that is called Mazazima,” Samweli replied.

“But is not that a long way from Mozambique?” asked Dudley, watching the other’s face as he put the question. “What is the meaning of this, Samweli? Why is he sailing from Mazazima instead of from this port? Has he been warned that I am on the watch for him?”

“It is because he fears to come to Muhibidi (Mozambique), lest the English sailor should hear of it and seize him.”

Both Spurfield and Dudley looked at each other with real surprise. If what Samweli had said were correct, the wind was indeed taken out of their sails.

“Do you mean to say,” cried Dudley, “that he knows what I am going to do?”

Samweli shook his head. “No,” he answered. “All he knows is that the Englishman has left his ship, and now is in Muhibidi.”

“But how on earth did he become aware of my presence here?” asked Dudley.

“That I do not know,” returned Samweli, simply; “but it is certain that he does know it.” Then he added more cheerfully, “He is the son of a dog, and by the grace of the Prophet, whose name be ever blessed, we will cut his throat ere he be many days A Sailor’s Bride older. Since he has heard my news, has the Englishman still a desire to sail in the dhow?”

“It is more than ever my wish,” Dudley replied. “But now that he knows of my presence here, and has decided to sail from Mazazima, how is it to be managed?”

“I have thought of that while I have been coming,” said Samweli, “and have good news to tell thee. Because Achmet ben Hassein is a fool, and the son of a fool, he thinks no one is so clever as himself. But he will learn wisdom before he is much older. When he sets sail in the dhow, he will take with him ten men, of whom I, Samweli, will be one.”

The giant rubbed his hands together, and beamed with satisfaction. This was a joke he could appreciate.

“Yes, I go, even I,” he went on, licking his lips. “There comes a time when the tooth of vengeance shall bite on the flesh of hate. But it must be done carefully, or he will suspect, and then our work will be in vain.”

“That is all very well,” answered Dudley. “But you have not told me what I am to do, and how I am to do it.”

“Peace, and I will tell thee everything,” Samweli replied. “Be it known to thee that Achmet ben Hassein is one who is afraid of his, what the Wazungu (White men) call luck.”

“Samweli desires to infer that the Arab is superstitious,” interpreted the Consul. “Go on. We understand.”

“For this reason he has prayed to the blessed Prophet to permit him a sign that he will succeed in that which he is about to attempt Now, there is but one thing which would bring him good fortune. It is believed by the Arabs that men who have not their right senses are blessed by Allah. This Achmet ben Hassein thinks to be true.”

“I think I understand,” said Dudley, with a smile, turning to Spurfield. “I have often heard it said that the Arabs have a notion that if a lunatic or idiot happens to put in an appearance, just as they are about to embark on some enterprise, he is certain to bring them good fortune. I suppose Samweli has been driving this idea into his head.” Then, turning to the Swahili, who had been listening to their conversation with curious eyes, he continued, “You have spoken to Achmet ben Hassein about this, is that not so?”

Samweli did not deny the soft impeachment. “It was for our good,” he answered. “Why should I not speak to him?”

“There is no reason at all. If you had tried for a year you could not have hit upon a better plan,” Dudley replied. “You are a genius, Samweli, and I salute you as such. Now, I suppose there is only one inference to be drawn from your remarks, and that is that I am to act the part of a lunatic? I’ll be hanged, however, if I see how I am to do it. Perhaps you can enlighten me, Spurfield?”

“You had better ask Samweli,” the Consul returned. “He knows more about it than I do.”

Dudley put the question to the gigantic negro.

“It will be very easy,” the latter answered with a chuckle. “Give heed, and I will show thee. It is necessary that the white man should speak Arabic?”

He looked anxiously at Dudley. So much depended upon the other’s answer to his question.

“Not so well as Achmet does, of course,” Dudley returned, “but well enough to act the part of a lunatic, I fancy. How will this sort of thing do?”

As he said this he seated himself on the floor and began to rock himself backwards and forwards, intoning verses from the Koran, and sonorously calling upon the name of Allah.

It was an excellent piece of acting, and it impressed the two men, as he had hoped it would do.

“You will pass muster beautifully, if you can only keep it up,” began Spurfield, when he had finished. “I had no idea you were such an actor. Where did you learn it?”

“In Cairo,” Dudley replied. “I used to visit the Howling Dervishes, and take notes. What do you think of it, Samweli?”

Samweli was good enough to express his approval.

“Now there remains but the dress and the skin,” he said.

“The skin!” cried Dudley. “What do you mean by that?”

“The Wazungu’s skin is too fair,” the Swahili answered. “He could not board the dhow as he is. He must stain his skin and dress like an Arab.”

“That is a cheerful look out,” rejoined Dudley. “I wonder what my friends in Cape Town would say if they could see me in the guise of a mad Arab? How little the Admiral contemplated, when he first spoke to me of this business in the ball-room at Government House, the sort of figure I should be compelled to cut in order to bring it to a successful issue!” Then, turning to Samweli, he continued, “How are you going to procure me the disguise and the dye?”

“Even now they are here,” said the other. “I have brought them with me to-night.”

So saying, he produced from his basket a bundle of rags and a small bottle containing a dark mixture. These he placed at Dudley’s feet. From the satisfaction upon his face it was evident that, in his own mind, he was playing the game in the most approved fashion.

“So much for the disguise,” Dudley answered. “Now for the other arrangements. To begin with, how am I to reach the harbour where the dhow is lying? And how am I to get on board the vessel herself without attracting attention?”

“There is but one way,” said Samweli. “The Wazungu must cross the strait, and make his way along the coast to the bay. When he gets there, he must swim off to the dhow at the last moment, and so come aboard. I will take care that Achmet ben Hassein shall believe that good fortune will not sail with him unless an answer be given to his prayer. When he finds thee aboard he will be a happy man.”

“And at what hour will the dhow sail?” inquired Mr. Spurfield, who had been listening attentively to the arrangements. “My friend must know that before he leaves here.”

“She will sail with the wind that blows off the land at daybreak,” Samweli answered.

“Very good: I will be there,” Dudley replied. “Now, one other question before you go. How are you armed? When Achmet has got his goods on board the dhow our turn will come. Can you use a revolver?”

Here the Consul interposed. “I happen to know that Samweli is an excellent marksman,” he retorted. “You will be quite justified in entrusting him with a weapon.”

“In that case I had better give him one at once,” Dudley answered. “I shall not see him again until we meet on board the dhow.”

With that he retired to his room below, to return presently with a revolver and a supply of ammunition.

“Take this with you,” he said. “Hide it carefully, so that Ben Hassein shall not know that you are armed. Between us, when an opportunity arrives, we should be able to render a very fair account of ourselves.”

“I sincerely trust you may,” responded Spurfield. “I shall not know any peace until I have received a message from you, telling me that you are safe in Zanzibar. Be faithful, Samweli, and your fortune is made. If you are not, beware; for nothing can save you. You remember what befell M’bwena?”

“I remember,” Samweli answered. “But the white man need have no fear. It is because I am at enmity with Achmet ben Hassein, that I am embarking on this enterprise. He slew my brother; I shall slay him. Fear not; I shall be faithful. And when your friend returns to Muhibidi, he will render a good account of me.”

“That is well spoken,” said the Consul, “and I believe it to be true talk.”

When Samweli had taken his departure, the Consul and Dudley remained smoking upon the house top for upwards of an hour, discussing the various items of the programme.

“Tell me candidly,” Spurfield began at last, “now that you have had all the arrangements explained to you, and have been given an opportunity of seeing what risks it will entail, are you still as keen on going as you were?”

“Of course I am,” Dudley answered, with a laugh. “What did you expect? It seems to me I am in for rather a good thing. I never thought private theatricals would stand me in such good stead.”

“Take care that they don’t prove too much for you,” remarked Spurfield. “Remember that you are not playing in a back drawing-room to an audience of enthusiastic relatives, but are setting out to hoodwink a man who would think as little of sticking a knife into you as he would of wringing the neck of a jungle partridge.”

“Knowing, as I do, that my life depends upon my playing, it will only serve to make me act the A Sailor’s Bride better,” replied Dudley. “There is nothing to equal an appreciative house, believe me. And now, good night I think, if you will excuse me, I will turn in. It is just possible that I may not be able to obtain a good night’s rest for some little time to come.”


CHAPTER V
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IF I WERE to continue the simile with which I concluded the previous chapter, I might go on to say that the rage for amateur theatricals, which has taken possession of the latter portion of the nineteenth century, has, if it has done nothing else, at least taught us what is meant by that very significant term “stage fright” Those who have experienced it will be able to appreciate, in some small measure, therefore, Dudley’s feelings as he stood by the water’s edge in the Bay of Mazazima on the African coast, an hour before daylight, preparatory to embarking on his swim out to the dhow upon which he had engaged himself to play so important a part. His smart naval uniform was on board the flagship at Cape Town; the civilian attire, in which he had figured at Mozambique, was in his bag at the Consul’s house; and now he stood upon the fore shore of the bay, with the wavelets lapping round his feet, a dyed, distorted, and disfigured abomination, such as no living soul could possibly have recognized as Navigating Lieutenant Dudley, R.N. A strange quiet seemed to brood over the world. Save the ripple of the water at his feet, not a sound was to be heard, and to the young man himself it seemed as if he were standing on the threshold of a new world. To say that he was not nervous would be absurd; the situation was one that would have been sufficiently hazardous to have shaken the nerves of the most fearless of human beings. For the first time since he had embarked upon it, a very real notion of the danger attending the enterprise forced itself upon him. He knew that there was still time to draw back if he desired to do so; and he was also aware that, when once he had set foot upon the dhow, that chance would be taken from him for ever. He thought of Miss Erskine, and, in spite of the gravity of his position, a smile flitted across his face as he compared his present appearance with that which he had presented when he had been introduced to her in the ball-room at Government House. He wondered what she would think of him, if she could only see him now.

“Well, I suppose there is nothing for it but to get aboard,” he said to himself, as he waded into deeper water. “Here goes to try my luck for good and all. It’s a good thing for me that this dye doesn’t come off, or I should be a washed-out remnant indeed when I get aboard.”

So saying, he lowered himself into the water and struck out for the dhow, which he could just see dimly outlined against the sky a couple of hundred yards or so from the bank. It was not a very long swim, but such as it was it was quite enough for the purpose at hand. The bay was famous for its sharks, and Dudley had no desire to make their acquaintance.

Achmet ben Hassein, he felt certain, would be quite dangerous enough.

Having come alongside the vessel, he seized the first thing available, and hauled himself on board. As it proved, it would have been an easy matter to have captured the dhow and her entire company, for no anchor watch was kept, and his arrival on board was quite unperceived. With the water dripping from his rags upon the deck, he stood looking about him for a place in which to hide himself until his presence on board the vessel should be discovered. Then making his way forward, he clambered from the well up to the foc’s’le head, and ensconced himself in the very nose of the vessel She was a rambling old concern, of possibly a hundred tons; she boasted a well amidships, out of which rose a couple of rakish masts and a high, ungainly poop. Of her crew Dudley could find no trace, though he searched the deck for them. He wondered whether Samweli was aware that he had come aboard, and if so, how he would comport himself towards him when they first met It would be an awkward moment for them both, and if they should allow the slightest sign to escape them that they had seen each other before, all would be lost Slowly the night wore on, and from his place of vantage in the bows Dudley watched the dawn make its appearance in the sky. Even on one never-to-be-forgotten morning, when the first glimpse of the coming day was to be the signal for his vessel going into action, his first engagement, he had not watched more anxiously for the rising of the sun. First, a weird, grey light along the sea-line, so faint that it was scarcely perceptible; then, and so very gradually that it was hardly apparent, a flush of palest salmon pink that little by little merged itself into the grey. Afterwards a tremulous dawn wind that just ruffled the surface of the deep and served to sweep the few remaining stars from the sky. Then, when the grey had disappeared, and the breeze had for the moment died down, the God of Morning came to paint the heavens with the thousand and one colours of his palette. Not to be outdone, the shore wind grew gradually stronger, until the clumsy old dhow began to bow and curtsey to it. Presently a sleepy voice on the lower deck called upon Salim, Ramachan, Kopa, and others to awake, for night was past and day was born. In answer to the summons, the crew made their appearance on the deck, and were almost immediately at prayer, their heads turned towards Mecca. While they were thus engaged, Dudley prepared himself for the surprise he proposed to give them. Choosing the moment when they were rising to their feet, he cried aloud upon the name of Allah, and, whirling his arms about his head, pirouetted towards the break of the foc’s’le. The wonderment of the men below may be better imagined than described. For a moment they stood looking at him as if bewitched. How had this lunatic come aboard? they asked themselves. What did his presence signify? Then an old man, with a cunning, evil face, emerged from the seclusion of the poop, and Dudley knew that, for the first time in his life, he stood face to face with the redoubtable slaver — Achmet ben Hassein. Once more he waved his arms about his head and executed a pas-seul upon the deck, shouting as he did so some verses from the Koran. At last, having reached the main-deck, he fell exhausted at the Arab leader’s feet It was a critical moment in the adventure, for he knew that if he betrayed himself in the least possible particular, his fate was decided, and nothing on earth could save him. Pulling himself together, he began to rock his body backwards and forwards, as he had done on the roof of the Consul’s house at Mozambique, intoning portions of the Koran, and promising the blessings of Allah upon such as would take pity upon the sorrows of the poor.

“Whence comest thou?” inquired the Arab; “and how didst thou come on board this dhow?”

“Who maketh the wind to whistle in the long grass, and putteth words of wisdom in the mouth of the simple?” asked the madman, oracularly. “Give me food, and fortune shall follow thee whithersoever thou goest.”

As he had not been discovered yet, Dudley began to breathe more freely. Samweli had spoken the truth. It was plain that Ben Hassein believed the madman’s presence to be a direct sign that Heaven intended his enterprise should be a successful one.

“I will give thee food and shelter, and thou shalt bring me good fortune, as thou sayest,” said the other at last. “But if thou failest me, I will cut thy throat from ear to ear.”

Without appearing to notice this threat, Dudley recommenced his slow rocking backwards and forwards, muttering to himself. In his own heart he rejoiced at the success his scheme had met with, but his common sense told him that he must not show his satisfaction until he was safely out of the wood. There was still time for some untoward event to upset all his calculations.

The breeze having freshened considerably by this time, Achmet gave orders that sail should be set upon the dhow. Accordingly, the great lateens were cast loose, the primitive anchor was lifted aboard, and, after much shouting and apparent confusion, the dhow began slowly to draw ahead, the land dropped astern, and the crazy old vessel headed for the open sea.

Hugging the southern shore, they passed out between the Capes Mocuo and Mblamo, and then steered an almost due northerly course, as if they were heading for Zanzibar. The wind was favourable, and slowly but steadily the dhow ploughed her way along, with a rippling of water under her fore foot that was as soothing as the softest music.

The better to carry out the part of the witless person he was supposed to represent, Dudley seated himself in the same place where he had interviewed Ben Hassein an hour before, rocking himself to and fro, and muttering continually. By the Arab’s orders food was brought to him, but he allowed it to remain where it was placed, as if he had not noticed its presence. Once or twice, however, he permitted himself to look up, in the hope of attracting Samwelfs attention, but it was not until well after midday that he caught a glimpse of that secretive individual. Even then he did not attempt in any way to communicate with him. An opportunity would come sooner or later, he felt sure, and, situated as he was, he was not going to run the risk of speaking to him until he was sure it would entail no evil consequences. By sunset they had reached Pomba Bay, called by the natives Mwambi, and had anchored near the village of Nyamazezi on the southern side. When all was ready, Achmet ben Hassein went ashore, and did not return until a late hour. It was during his absence that Dudley was permitted the chance for which he had been so patiently waiting. He had scarcely made his way forward and seated himself in his old place in the bows, when a tall figure came up and stood beside him. One glance was sufficient to show that it was Samweli.

To ward off suspicion, he continued to recite his Koran for some minutes, without appearing to have observed the other’s presence. Then he stopped, and, without turning his head, asked the man standing before him, in an undertone, whether he thought that the Arab suspected his identity.

“Rest content; he does not know,” Samweli replied. “He thinks that thou art what thou pretendest to be. Indeed, his disguise is so good, that the Englishman almost deceived me.”

“That is good hearing, indeed,” said Dudley.

“And now tell me what his arrangements are? When shall we sail again, and where are we to pick up the steamer?”

“We shall sail at dawn,” the other answered, “and we shall meet the vessel we look for off Ras Baku to the north of the island of Comoro, at day-break of the second day.”

“That is to say, on the morning of the day after to-morrow,” Dudley retorted. “You still have your revolver?”

“It is quite safe,” Samweli returned. “I wait only for the time to use it And now I will go back, or they may think there is something amiss. Salaam!”

“Salaam!” said Dudley. “Be careful, and we may find a time to talk again.”

It was, perhaps, as well that Samweli did as he suggested; for within a few minutes Ben Hassein returned on board. Despite his faith, he had evidently been indulging in strong waters, for he reeled as he made his way along the deck.

Next morning at dawn the dhow was got under way once more, and as soon as Sid Ali Point, with its heavy jungle reaching down to the water’s edge, was behind them, her head was pointed out to sea, or in other words, for Comoro Island. When Dudley came to consider the question, he was struck with the cleverness which had dictated the choice of these islands as a rendezvous. To define their position correctly, it may be observed that the Comoros, four in number, lie almost midway between the northern extremity of the island of Madagascar and the African coast Though under the protection of the French Government, they are ruled by their own sultans, and are to all intents and purposes independent kingdoms. There is little traffic among them, though dhows plying from Zanzibar to the Mozambique coast in the south-west monsoon, are reported to touch there. Of larger craft the steamers of the Messageries Maritime Company call once a month, but only at one point, Mayotta, on the island of the same name. The headland of Ras Baku, the most northerly point of Comoro, the chief of the group, is of volcanic origin, concerning which but little is known. It lies off the beaten track, for vessels bound for South Africa hug the continent religiously, until they make Cape Delgado, whence they pass to the westward of the Lazarus Bank, and so go on their way down the coast to Mozambique.

That evening Achmet ben Hassein, as soon as he had eaten his meal, sent for Dudley. The latter was in his usual place forward, but on the message being brought to him, he rose and immediately hastened aft to comply with it “I only hope and trust my Arabic may prove equal to the strain,” he said to himself. “If it doesn’t, I shall be in a pretty fix. Why could he not have left the interview until to-morrow night? Our positions might have been reversed then.”

Making his way to the poop, he discovered Ben Hassein reclining on his carpet He received him with every sign of cordiality, and bade him seat himself beside him.

“The blessing of the Prophet be upon Achmet ben Hassein,” began the supposed lunatic, as soon as an opportunity presented itself. “May his sons be like strong lambs, and his daughters beautiful as the rivers that flow through the gates of Paradise. May his enemies fall before him, and those who—”

“Peace, peace,” interrupted the other. “Tell me who thou art, and whence thou comest.”

To this question, however, Dudley vouchsafed no reply. He had his assumed name, as well as the name of his father, ready upon the tip of his tongue, and he was also prepared with a description of his birthplace; but, acting on a flash of inspiration, he decided not to utter them. It was just possible, he argued, that the man might chance to be a native of the same place, or, even if he were not, that he might be sufficiently well acquainted with it to be in a position to criticize his assertions. In that case detection would be certain. He decided, therefore, to persist in this rôle of lunatic, and, in answer to the other’s interrogations, offered only a vacant reply. Tired at last of questioning him, Ben Hassein bade him retire, and right gladly the other complied with the order. Feeling that he had come very well out of what promised to be an extremely awkward predicament, he made his way forward to his usual camping-place, and, once there, settled himself down for the night, furtively eating such scraps of food as he had been able to collect without being seen. So far as the crew had observed, he had hitherto eaten nothing, and it was plain that this asceticism on his part had raised him to a high pitch in their estimation; only a holy man, they argued, would deprive himself of food when it was offered to him in such profusion. All that night and well into the next day the dhow sailed on. Indeed, it was nearly midday before they obtained their first glimpse of the island of Comoro. Then, keeping the land well away to starboard, they crawled along the coast, until the headland of Ras Baku came into sight Then, having brought the small township of Mpanuhli abeam, they anchored in thirty fathoms of water, and once more Ben Hassein went ashore. He had not been gone more than an hour before Samweli was permitted an opportunity of conversing with Dudley. He hastened to avail himself of it.

“To-morrow morning at daybreak the steamer will be in sight,” said the Englishman, by way of introduction. “We will then permit them to tranship their goods, and allow the steamer to get well out of sight before we attempt to take possession of the dhow. At the moment when they are eating their midday meal will be the best time, for they will not suspect any treachery then. You will be sitting with them, but at a signal from me you will spring to your feet, and, producing your revolver, will call upon them to put their hands up, promising to shoot the man who disobeys. In the mean time I will make Ben Hassein safe. Do you understand?”

Samweli replied in the affirmative, and then, A Sailor’s Bride after they had arranged various other details, they separated. When he was alone, Dudley sat in his corner, looking up at the blazing stars overhead, and wondering what the morrow would bring forth. So far he had succeeded beyond his wildest expectations; but would his luck carry him through to the end? This was a question that only time could answer.

Next morning the crew of the dhow were up and about long before the sun showed any signs of rising. There was a look of expectation upon every man’s face, and it seemed to Dudley that Ben Hassein’s evil countenance was even more truculent than usual.

“He little dreams what is in store for him,” said the young man, as he seated himself and folded his arms in order to make sure that his revolver was ready to hand in case it should be needed. “It will come to him as a bit of a surprise, I expect.”

As soon as the first meal of the day had been cooked and eaten, the dhow got under way. It was a perfect morning, the air was soft and balmy, and the sea as smooth as a sheet of glass. A better day for the work in hand could scarcely have been imagined. The great sails filled and the wind sighed pleasantly among the cordage. Suddenly Dudley heard a shout, a cry of warning, then the sounds of blows and a heavy fall. Anticipating some treachery, he was about to spring to his feet, when he received a violent blow upon the back of his head, and fell forward, senseless, upon the deck.


CHAPTER VI
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WHEN DUDLEY RECOVERED from the state of insensibility in which he had been thrown by the vicious blow upon his head, as described in the previous chapter, his whole body seemed one excruciating pain. He tried to move, only to find that every effort was in vain, his arms and legs were pinioned, and he could not stir an inch. It was well-nigh midday, the heat was intolerable, and, to add to his torture, the sun beat down full and fair upon his face. The more conscious he became of his surroundings, the greater were his sufferings. His tongue had swollen, and his skin was so parched that it felt as if it were being strained to breaking pitch. Once more he tried to raise his head, but, as before, the attempt was useless. He tried to think, but his head swam, and it was with difficulty he could collect his thoughts. The situation was painfully apparent; he was in a native boat, and adrift upon the open sea. But how had he got there? and was Achmet ben Hassein the instigator of this fiendish cruelty? Then, in a flash, it occurred to him that he had passed through all this before, and in a dream. He remembered how, in the Consul’s house at Mozambique, on the night that the attempt had been made upon his life, he had dreamed that he saw himself lying dead in an open boat, drifting upon the open sea.

“O my God,” he cried in an agony of fear, as the recollection of that terrible picture came to him, “be merciful and kill me at once! Spare me further torture.”

The sound of his voice had scarcely died away before a low moan came from the bows of the boat, and a voice that he scarcely recognized cried piteously for water.

“Is that you, Samweli?” he asked, speaking with difficulty.

A heavy moan was the only answer he received; Samweli was too far gone by this time for speech. Another silence followed, during which Dudley endeavoured to remember what had happened on board the dhow. One thing was self-evident, the Arab had been fooling them all the time. By some means, he had become aware of the attempt that was to be made to take him prisoner, and, with his natural cunning, he had foreseen that it would be a safer course for him to take his enemies with him on the voyage to the steamer, and thus have them at hand, to be made secure at his leisure, rather than to allow them to remain behind, and perhaps cut him off before he could reach the land. But, if this were so, and he had made up his mind to kill them, why had he not done so outright, instead of playing with them in this fiendish fashion? Hell itself could have produced no greater torture. He closed his eyes, but the burning sun shone through the lids, until it seemed as though the very eyeballs were scorching in the heat The ropes that bound his wrists and ankles ate into his flesh, and stopped the circulation of his blood; his head swam, his eyes became glassy; surely this suffering could not endure much longer. At last a merciful delirium took possession of him, and for a time his soul knew peace. He fancied himself in England once more, back in the forest he loved so well. How delightful was the shade of the grand old trees! how cool and tempting the water of the brooks! Then that beautiful picture faded away, and he awoke to his former agony, to find the boat drifting on and on, and the sea-bird wheeling above it, screaming upon the death they dared not hasten. Samweli’s piteous entreaties for water had ceased long since.

Then a wonderful thing happened, something so extraordinary that to chronicle it would seem like courting ridicule. While Dudley lay gazing up at the pitiless sky above him, a shadow fell upon the boat, and a moment later two great sails set on a rakish mast made their appearance between it and the sun. Then the dhow, the same from which they had been so mercilessly expelled that morning, sailed slowly by, so close indeed, that the ripple of the water at her bows could be distinctly heard, and even the faces of the crew, as they gathered at the bulwarks to watch the effect of their handiwork, could be distinguished. She had succeeded in her enterprise, and was now making her way back to the African coast with her contraband cargo, Dudley looked up at her as she passed. He could see Achmet ben Hassein, rifle in hand, standing on the raised poop, watching him. A moment later a bullet struck the boat and tore off a splinter within a few inches of Dudley’s head. Was it possible that, at the last moment, a touch of pity had stirred the Arab’s heart, and that in firing the shot he was endeavouring to cut short the agony he had himself inflicted? or was it his intention merely to frighten or to wound, and thus to add another touch to his first malicious cruelty? In either case the result was the same, for slowly the shadow of the dhow passed away, leaving them, as before, to silence and despair.

Sometime later Dudley called to Samweli; but as no answer came, he decided in his own mind that the gigantic negro was dead. The sun sank lower and lower, and at last disappeared altogether in a wealth of gorgeous colouring. How different their position was now from what it had been when he had made his appearance that morning! Then they had looked forward with almost a feeling of certainty to the successful issue of their plan; now it had failed, and death was their reward. As the sun disappeared, a cool breeze sprang up, and played upon Dudley’s face with a softness that was almost caressing. Desperate though his position was, it revived new hopes in him. Only half conscious of what was happening, he watched the day die out, and night descend, till one by one the stars appeared and looked down upon him as if in pity. When the moon rose and sailed like a ball of gold into the sky, the sea rose also, until the boat was tossed like a frail shuttle-cock upon the waters. More than once she stood in imminent danger of capsizing, but Providence stood by her, and, though the waves broke over her repeatedly, she took no hurt. To Dudley it seemed as if strange shapes were following her, peering at him and mocking him in his misery. They were the ghosts of men and women he had known long since in other parts of the world. He called to them, but they did not answer, only smiled and pointed at him, as if in derision. Then they passed on as a woman came floating through the moonlight towards the boat, and, leaning on the gunwale, stooped to look at him. There could be no mistaking that sweet and gentle face — it was his mother’s. As he raised his head and looked up at her, the love he had ever felt for her came back to him, and when she placed her hand upon his forehead and breathed his name, his pain departed, and he sank back dying, so he thought When he opened his eyes again, a great and wonderful change had come over his position. To his amazement, he was no longer lying pinioned in the boat but was stretched out on a heap of coarse canvas on the fore hatch of a fair-sized steamer. He could scarcely believe that it was not a return of his delirium, a creation of his overwrought fancy, that would presently fade away. He could see the crew moving about the deck; a group of firemen off duty clustered at the entrance to their quarters in the foc’s’le. Then when he heard the mate’s voice give an order from the bridge above, he came to the conclusion that it was not a dream after all, but a God-sent reality. At the same moment, one of the men standing near him, seeing that he was awake, shouted something in the direction of the galley. In response, a stout man, with a white cap on his head and wearing an apron, put in an appearance, carrying in his hand a bowl of broth, which he stirred with a spoon.

“Ha, ha! my poor benighted heathen,” he said as he approached the hatch, “so you’ve managed to bring up alongside your senses again, have you? Well now, what you’ve got to do is to put yourself outside this broth before you’re much older. Can’t move? Up with your head, then, and open your mouth, and I’ll feed you with the spoon like a blessed baby!”

Dudley tried to raise himself to a sitting posture, but could not manage it He had therefore to be content with opening his mouth and allowing the other to pour some spoonfuls of the fluid into it. It was poor-enough stuff; but such as it was it put new life into him. When he had swallowed a little he closed his eyes once more. He had not even strength enough to ask the name of the vessel that had rescued him, or to inquire under what circumstances the rescue had taken place. A few minutes later he was in a dreamless sleep.

When next he opened his eyes it must have been midday, for the crew were seated upon the deck near him at their dinner. His sleep had done him a world of good, and he felt like a new man. On learning that he was again awake, his friend, the cook, once more put in an appearance, and gave him food.

“You’re not going to peg out this voyage, after all,” he began, with his customary cheerfulness, when his patient had swallowed the last spoonful of the broth. “But you may take my word for it, you looked precious like it when we picked you up. When you’re on your legs again, you’ll have to spin your yam, and tell us how you came to be adrift tied up like that I suppose you can speak English if you want to?”

Until that moment Dudley had forgotten that he was still to all appearances an Arab. He was about to explain his nationality when he saw the man, who had up to that moment been seated beside him, rise and touch his cap. He was wondering what could have occasioned this exhibition of politeness, when another man appeared from the alley way behind them, and approached the hatch upon which he was lying. It was a fortunate circumstance for Dudley that he had time to look at him before the other reached his side, otherwise it would have been extremely unlikely that he could have got his features under control in time. Indeed, the shock, as it was, proved well-nigh too much for him. The whole thing seemed scarcely believable; for there, walking towards him, looking just the same as when he had last seen him in Cape Town, was no less a person than Doctor Lampion, Miss Erskine’s uncle. He was dressed entirely in white, had a large cigar between his lips, and a broad-brimmed hat upon his head. He strolled leisurely along the deck, and when he reached the hatch-side blew a cloud of smoke as he looked down upon the man stretched upon it. It was plain that, however ill the sick Arab might be, nothing was further from his thoughts than to offer any professional assistance.

“Well, cook, how does the beggar seem now?” he inquired casually, taking his cigar out of his mouth.

“I fancy he’s on the mend, sir,” the cook replied. “But it must have been a touch and go case with him, any way. I never thought we should have pulled him round.”

“Much better to have left him in the boat to die,” the other answered contemptuously. “It would have saved a lot of trouble. The officer of the watch would have done so, had it not been for my niece’s supplications. It was she who first sighted the boat, and implored the skipper to see whether there was any one in it.”

At this news Dudley’s heart gave a great leap in his breast, and then almost as suddenly seemed to stand still. Could it be possible that Miss Erskine was on board the vessel? He could scarcely believe it. It seemed so wildly improbable; and yet if she were not, to whom did her uncle refer?
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In order that the doctor should not recognize him, Dudley turned his face away.

“Sulky brute!” said Lampion. “He has the manners of a pig. Do what you will for an Arab, he is never grateful; the more you consider him, the less he’ll think of you. The stick is the only thing that appeals to their intelligence.”

He was about to walk aft when a laughing voice hailed him from the bridge above.

“How’s your patient this afternoon, doctor?” the speaker inquired. “Doing you credit, I hope.”

Dudley gave another start Where had he met the owner of that voice? It was as familiar to him as his own, yet for the moment he could not recall where he had heard it Then he remembered. It was the voice of the man he had overheard talking to Doctor Lampion in the room at the hotel in Cape Town, just before he left for Mozambique. Yes, he was quite certain of it There could be no mistake about it In that case what did the doctor’s presence upon this vessel betoken?

He was still puzzling his brain to find an explanation for it, after Lampion had left him, when he chanced to look up at the hurricane deck above him. The afternoon was full of surprises, for there, standing by the rails, was no less a person than Miss Erskine herself. But, oh! how ill she looked! Her beautiful face was worn almost to a shadow; her complexion was deathly white, and from it her large dark eyes looked out upon the world with an almost ghostly effect. Why was she there? and why did she look so ill? — she who only a few weeks before had been the embodiment of health. Was it? — here he paused for a moment, the thought seemed too terrible for him to dwell upon. But the position had to be faced. Was it possible that her presence on board the steamer was the outcome of the conversation he had overheard in the hotel at the Docks? Was it to this that Lampion’s mysterious friend had referred when he had said, “If you must have the money, do as I propose; but remember, my price is fifty thousand pounds. I will not run the risk for a penny less”? If the dark suspicion that he had in his mind were in any way correct, what a pair of fiends these men must be! One thing was very certain, at any hazard he must set his doubts at rest And if it were as he could not help fearing, then Miss Erskine must be saved. But how could he do it? He knew nothing of their plans, and he had only his own ghastly suspicions upon which to work. If ever a man found himself placed in a terrible position, he was that one. Of one thing he was quite determined, as things were now, he was not going to discard his disguise. To do that he must reveal his identity, and thus set Lampion upon his guard.

“Good God!” he muttered to himself, “if my suspicions are correct, then Lampion must be the vilest hound that walks this earth! But surely it cannot be true. I must be deceiving myself. And yet, if it is not, what did those two men mean; and why is Miss Erskine upon this boat, looking so different from her former self?”

The question was easier asked than answered. Suspicions once aroused are proverbially hard to allay. He turned the question over and over in his mind, looked at it from every standpoint and in every light, endeavouring, as far as lay in his power, to arrive at some logical solution of it But his efforts were in vain. There was Miss Erskine’s pale face continually rising in evidence before him. When she had left the deck and gone aft, the memory of her sad, dark eyes haunted him for hours afterwards.

“Something must be done — something must be done,” he repeated. “Her life is in my hands. What am I to do? I can’t go to Lampion and tax him with his treachery, and I can’t stand by and let him kill her. I must find some way of outwitting them.”

Half an hour later, when Dudley’s obliging friend the cook put in an appearance with another bowl of soup, he found his patient so far recovered as to be able to sit up.

“You’ve turned the corner now,” he said. “Eat enough, and you’ll do, I’m thinking. What do you say?”

Dudley grunted a reply in Arabic, but the other only shook his head.

“No savee,” he replied. “Haven’t you a few words of good honest English about you, old man?”

Dudley saw that, in view of certain contingencies arising, it would be as well that he should own to some small knowledge of English, so he replied to the effect that he could speak a few words of the White Man’s tongue.

“Then why didn’t you say so at once, and be done with it?” said the cook, wrathfully. “Now, just tell me how it was that you came to be aboard that boat, tied up in such a cut-throat fashion? The whole ship’s company wants to know.”

Dudley had been expecting this question, and was consequently prepared with his narrative. In broken English, eked out with Arabic, he told the story of a certain dhow’s voyage from Zanzibar to Pomba Bay. He had the misfortune to be the nephew of the owner, he declared, and his uncle had always hated him because he was rich and would not give him money when he wanted it They had not been many days at sea before they quarrelled, and at last, having rendered hint unconscious, his uncle had sent him adrift in an open boat with one slave, both of them tied up as the men had seen.

“I never took much stock in uncles myself,” the cook replied, when he had finished. “They ain’t the real thing any way you look at them. I used to live with one before I went to sea — a butcher he was, down Shadwell way. He used to knock me about with a strap when he had nothing else to do, which was most always, so I took my oath I’d bolt for sea just as soon as I got the chance. He was a beauty; but I don’t mind telling you that this uncle of yours beats him out and back again. When you clap eyes on him next time, take my tip, and speak to him pretty brisk-like. Have it out, and settle it once for all. It’s not a bit of good unless you do.”

Dudley shook his head, to indicate that he did not quite understand, and then, feeling tired, laid himself down again upon the hatch. As he did so, a feeling of remorse came over him; he remembered that, in A Sailor’s Bride his anxiety for Miss Erskine’s safety, he had forgotten to ask what had been the fate of poor Samweli. He questioned the cook upon the subject.

“Dead,” the latter answered, shaking his head. “When we got you alongside he was done for, so they just lifted you out, and sent him adrift in the boat once more. Thank your stars, my lad, you are not with him.”


CHAPTER VII
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THE MOMENT DUDLEY closed his eyes that night he fell into a dreamless sleep, from which he did not wake till morning. The truth was, he was worn out, mentally and physically, and Dame Nature, being aware of this, stepped in to remedy matters in the one way of all others that was likely to prove most beneficial to him. Her treatment certainly succeeded, for when he woke next day he felt almost himself once more. His mind was clearer than it had been since Ben Hassein’s blow, his energies were comparatively renewed, and what was, perhaps, a surer sign that he was approaching convalescence, his appetite had in a great measure returned to him. He found the crew engaged washing down decks, and, after all he had gone through, the homely splashing of the water and the familiar tap of the squeegees upon the planks were like music in his ears. He had been very near never hearing it again.

“Now then, Uncle Ned,” cried one of the hands, in a spasm of facetiousness, when the water approached his resting-place, “tumble off that hatch now, or we’ll see if we can wash some of the colour off you.”

As the man spoke he turned the hose full and fair upon Dudley, who had to jump for the ladder leading to the foc’s’le head in order to avoid being wet through.

“He little guesses how near his words were to the truth,” he said, as he settled himself down by the starboard lighthouse. “It’s to be hoped this wretched dye will bear out Samweli’s guarantee. If it doesn’t, my secret is certain to be discovered, and then goodbye to any help I may be able to render Miss Erskine.”

It was a perfect morning, the sea, save for a long oily swell, was as smooth and glassy as a mill-pond. From the foc’s’le head the ship looked very cool and inviting, with her white awnings and spotless decks. She was not a big craft, possibly three thousand tons at the highest calculation, but as far as her appointments were concerned she could challenge comparison with the best That she had no respect for time was evidenced by the slow progress she was making; with everything in her favour, her speed could scarcely have exceeded seven knots — possibly it was a little less. Watching her led Dudley to think of his own ship. For a moment he felt he would have given anything to have seen her heave in sight, and yet one second’s consideration was sufficient to show him that such a circumstance would not at all have suited the game he was playing. Had she overtaken the steamer, it would have been necessary for him to make his presence known, and to have returned to her forthwith; and in that case what would Miss Erskine’s fate be? He had to remember that, when all was said and done, his suspicions were only suspicions, and for this reason he could not have gone to the Admiral and denounced Doctor Lampion on so flimsy a pretext as a half-heard conversation. No; on second thoughts, it would not suit his book at all for the Coriolanus to pick them up. He could serve Miss Erskine much better by remaining on board and protecting her from her enemies.

While the watch was at its breakfast, Dudley went in search of his friend the cook, who received him with a pleasant nod.

“Hullo!” said the latter, “this looks a bit better! On your feet again, and feeling a bit peckish, I suppose? Well, I’ll see what I can do for you.”

So saying, he deposited some food in a bowl, and handed it to him. Still acting up to his — of Arab, Dudley salaamed in response, and went forward once more to ensconce himself under the lee of the starboard lighthouse. He liked the place, because from there it was possible to obtain a view of the hurricane deck, and he could satisfy himself as to whether Miss Erskine put in an appearance there or not Meanwhile he ate his breakfast; and poor stuff though it was — bad even for a ship’s foc’s’le — enjoyed it as he had not enjoyed food for some time past. He had scarcely finished before the chief mate, accompanied by the bosun, came up the ladder and made his way along the foc’s’le head towards the spot where he was sitting.

“Here! what’s this?” inquired the former, gazing wrathfully down at him. “Oh, I remember — the nigger we took aboard out of that boat! and blowing himself out at the owner’s expense. This will never do.” Turning to the bosun, he continued— “Find some work for him, Watson, and keep him at it He can polish brass, if he can do nothing else. Let him earn his keep! We can’t feed him for nothing.”

“Ay, ay, sir!” answered the bosun; and then, as soon as they had inspected what it was that brought them forward, returned aft again, leaving the young man almost beside himself with rage.

Was he, Navigating-Lieutenant Dudley, of H.M.S. Coriolanus, a Queen’s officer and a gentleman, to be set to clean brass-work by a long-legged, lantern-jawed son of a Dutchman, who — But by the time he reached this point his own good sense came to his rescue, and he had the wit to see that, even in this minor detail, Fate was working on his behalf. Furnished with such an excuse, it would be possible for him to wander about the vessel unquestioned, and perhaps, if he had a little luck, to find an opportunity of communicating with Miss Erskine unperceived. To do that, he told himself, he was prepared to clean brass-work or anything else. Accordingly, when the bosun came in search of him half an hour later, and conducted him to the deck above, where he set him to work on the brass handles of the chart-room and cabin doors, he descended upon his new employment with an alacrity that even elicited from the somewhat sceptical son of the sea an expression of his unreserved approval.

“Any one ‘ud believe that he’s been at it all his life by the way he slips into it,” that individual remarked to the cook, as he passed the galley a few moments later. “Most Arabs as I’ve a-met with in my time have been skrimshankers right through, but this one strikes me as being a bit different. But there, perhaps he’s only playing a game of bluff. They’re as cunning as pet monkeys.”

Having thus expressed himself, he went aft to talk in unparliamentary language to a couple of his own men who were relashing a portion of the awning upon the poop.

“I’ll take his hint, and not work quite so hard,” Dudley began to himself when the other had disappeared. “I must make it my business to remain here as long as possible, and that can only be done by spinning the work out.”

He accordingly resumed his labour, but with somewhat less haste than before. He had finished the doors on the starboard side, and was contemplating moving round to those on the port, when the captain emerged from the cabin, and made his way towards the ladder leading up to the bridge. He was a man of medium height, broad, swarthy, and boasting a somewhat foreign caste of countenance. Could this be the same individual who had spoken yesterday, and who had been Lampion’s companion on that momentous evening at the docks? Feeling that he should be certain to recognize his voice, Dudley waited for him to speak with an anxiety that was so great that he almost feared it might find expression on his face. To hide it he turned his head away, and pretended to devote his entire energies to the work he had in hand. He might have spared himself the trouble, however, for though the bosun, who had returned to the deck, addressed a question to the captain at the foot of the ladder, no answer escaped his lips; he merely shook his head and went up to the bridge.

“Never mind,” said the young man to himself, “an opportunity will be sure to come sooner or later. I am quite certain it was his voice I heard yesterday. In the mean time I’ll watch and wait.”

He was not called upon to exercise his patience for very long, however, for the captain had not been on the bridge many minutes before Lampion made his appearance at the after end of the deck. He was dressed entirely in white, and wore a hat of the same colour upon his head, while in his mouth was the invariable cigar. Whether it was the effect of the clothes, the reflection of the white awning, or the outcome of some secret agitation, Dudley could not say, but it seemed to him that the doctor looked even paler than usual this morning. So occupied was he with his own thoughts, that when he passed the spot where Dudley was seated he very nearly fell over him. The impact brought him to his senses.

“Get out of the way, you ugly brute!” he said angrily; and as he did so he administered a vicious kick to the man before him.

Needless to say Dudley’s first impulse was to spring to his feet and return the insult with a blow that would in all probability have landed Lampion in the scuppers. But in a flash his presence of mind returned to him, and, drawing his legs out of harm’s way, he returned to his work as if nothing had happened, while Lampion, having relieved his overcharged feelings by this little act of cruelty, passed on to the ladder leading to the bridge. The officer of the watch crossed to inquire his business.

“Is the captain up there?” Lampion inquired. “If so, tell him I should be glad to speak to him for a minute, will you?”

The mate did as he was requested, and a moment later the captain made his appearance, and descended the ladder.

“Good morning, doctor,” he began. “As I breakfasted in my own cabin this morning, this is our first meeting. It’s going to be warm again, I’m afraid.”

Whether Lampion had any opinion on the subject will ever remain a mystery, for he did not reply to the other’s question, but waited until the skipper had joined him; and then, taking his arm, went with him along the deck in the direction of the latter’s cabin. If, however, his speech possessed no importance for the doctor, it was of absorbing interest to the supposed Arab seated near the cabin door; it satisfied his curiosity. Now he was aware that the captain and the man who had stipulated for the payment of fifty thousand pounds, in return for a certain service, were one and the same person. There could be no doubt of it If nothing else were discovered that point at least was set at rest.

Reaching the cabin door the captain opened it, and they entered together, closing it carefully behind them. It argued something for the excellence of Dudley’s disguise that they did not consider it necessary to protect themselves against his overhearing their conversation.

Little by little, making almost imperceptible progress, in order that his behaviour might not attract attention, he moved himself along the deck until he was near enough to hear their voices.

“Well,” the captain was saying, “what news have you for me this morning?”

There was a little pause; and then a voice, that Dudley scarcely recognized as belonging to Lampion, answered slowly — 

“She is not so well.”

There was another short interval. Then the captain spoke again.

“You take a long time over your little affairs, I must say,” he answered, with what was probably a sneer upon his face. “I thought, when we arranged matters in Cape Town, that it was to be done long before this.”

“I told you that it could not be!” Lampion retorted angrily. “Do you want to excite the suspicions of your officers and crew, and so pave the way to our both being locked up as soon as we reach our destination? It looks very like it.”

“It will look still more like it if you keep it hanging on day after day. If you don’t look sharp I should advise you to postpone it altogether. It would be safer.”

Then followed two or three sentences that Dudley could not catch. Whatever their import may have been, they plainly had the effect of raising the captain’s anger to a still greater pitch.

“Have your way! — have your way!” he cried, with a bang of his fist upon the cabin table. “But don’t blame me if anything goes wrong. Take your opportunities when they present themselves has always been my motto. You had better make it yours.”

There was another break in the conversation which lasted long enough for a man to have counted fifty slowly. Then Lampion began in a more conciliatory tone — 

“Look here, my friend, it’s not a bit of use our quarrelling. We’re in the same boat in this matter, and, for the safety of both parties, it is essential that we should both pull together. It’s too late to back out or to fight over it even if we wanted to.”

“Who wants to back out?” inquired the captain, “or to fight? I don’t for one. But I do object to running my head into the hangman’s noose because you are too thin-skinned to make up your mind, and be done with the work in hand while you’re safe.”

“I have made up my mind. You know that as well as I do.”

“Then let’s say no more about it When do you think it will be?”

“In three days’ time — that is to say, if all goes well, on Friday next,” Lampion replied. “Will that suit you?”

“Excellently — if you really mean what you say.

That will allow plenty of time for the excitement to cool down before we reach port. However well things may go, it is always best in these little matters to avoid idle chatter.”

“In these little matters?” cried Lampion, in a voice of horror. “Good God! you don’t mean to say that you’ve done this sort of thing before?”

“I did not say that I had, did I?” returned the skipper, angrily. “Why do you put such infernally stupid constructions on what a man says? You say you can arrange it for Friday. Then do so, and let’s be done with it once and for all!”

A moment later there was the sound of some one rising from a chair in the cabin, and Dudley had only time to shuffle along the deck back to his old position before the door opened and the two men emerged once more. On seeing him they looked apprehensively at each other. -

Lampion, however, shook his head. “Can’t speak English,” he said.

And then they separated, the doctor going aft and the captain returning by the ladder to the bridge.

For a while after they had gone Dudley sat where he was, feeling so sick and giddy that he could scarcely think. His suspicions were correct, then, after all? It was against Miss Erskine’s life that these two villains were conspiring. By means of some slow poison which the doctor was administering they were encompassing her death, which Lampion had timed to take place in three days’ time. A more hellish plot could scarcely be imagined. Brought to the verge of bankruptcy by his own improvidence and mad speculation, Lampion was determined to replenish his resources by the greatest sin it is in the power of man to commit For the sake of her wealth his sister’s child, the young girl who trusted him, was to die. And it was here upon the high seas that the vile deed was to be done.

“But not if I can help it,” said Dudley to himself. “Now that I know their plans it is with me that they have to reckon. With love on one side and hate on the other, we’ll see which can play the better game.” So saying he returned to his work, with such excellent results that even the mate, when he passed that way, condescended to throw him a word of encouragement For the remainder of the morning — that is to say, until eight bells, when the watch went to its dinner — Dudley stuck to his brass-cleaning, in the hope that Miss Erskine might be tempted to make her appearance on deck. He was destined to be disappointed, however, for, anxiously as he watched for her, his patience was not rewarded. Immediately he had finished his meal, which he took in his favourite place on the foc’s’le head, he picked up his apparatus and made his way aft with it. The bosun saw him go, and made a mental note of the fact “That’s the first African I’ve struck that’s in any way decent,” he said. “He don’t mind work, and I only wish some of my hearties would take a lesson from him. Knows he’s finished on the hurricane deck, and there he is going aft to the poop. There’s the making of a man in that nigger, or I’m much mistaken.”

Had he known what the supposed nigger’s real intention was, his good opinion of him would in all probability have undergone a change. Seeing, however, that he was not aware of it, he was for once in the position of a man who pays an undeserved compliment, and does not discover his mistake until too late. The truth was, Dudley was convinced, from what he had overheard that morning, that since Miss Erskine had not made her appearance, she must be feeling worse. If she were equal to taking the air at all, she would be most likely to do so on the poop during the afternoon, where she would be quieter and less likely to be disturbed. At any hazard he felt that he must see her, and before many hours were passed. Knowing what he did, he was convinced there was not a moment to lose. A day’s delay would be fatal for both of them. It was a fight against time, and every minute was strengthening the advantage the other side possessed.

With these thoughts in his mind he made his way aft to the poop, and, taking up his position beside the binnacle, began to polish the brasswork of that cumbersome but necessary piece of furniture with the same ardour that he had displayed on the hurricane deck that morning. From where he sat he could command an excellent view of the vessel, and in consequence he was able to satisfy himself that Miss Erskine could not appear on deck without his being aware of the fact As it turned out, he was not very far wrong in his calculations, for the afternoon was not far advanced before the steward made his appearance from the companion ladder, carrying a rug and a couple of soft cushions, which he proceeded to arrange in a deck chair beside the saloon skylight. Having done this he went below again, and a few minutes later Miss Erskine herself appeared, escorted by her uncle. Oh, how pale and ill she looked! A change was perceptible in her condition even in the short time that had elapsed since he had seen her on the previous afternoon. When he looked at her, Dudley felt his blood boil within him. He knew, however, that he must be content, for the time being at least, to hide his emotion, and to wait for the hour when it would be possible for him to release her from the network of conspiracy and murder that was fast enclosing her, and to punish her enemies as they deserved. Still polishing his brasswork, and pretending not to notice what was going on, he saw her seat herself in her chair, watched her uncle’s pretended solicitude for her comfort, and then observed him take his departure with a crafty, self-satisfied smile upon his face. In his own mind the latter imagined that everything was progressing satisfactorily towards the end he had mapped out, and he could not help showing the elation he felt at the success of his plans. How little he was aware that only a few paces from him Retribution was seated, ready to call him to account as soon as the opportunity should arise!

When her uncle left her, Miss Erskine endeavoured to interest herself in the book she had brought with her, but in vain. Before many minutes had passed it had slipped from her fingers, and was lying on the deck beside her. A long weary sigh escaped her, and a moment later a tear trickled down her pallid cheek. This was more than Dudley could bear. He was determined that, happen what might, he would communicate with her now or never. Accordingly, having made sure that there was no one within earshot, he moved himself along the deck until he reached the saloon skylight, when, sitting with his back towards her, and at the same time pretending to be absorbed in his occupation, he prepared to reveal his identity to her. If he should frighten her, or she should permit a cry of astonishment to escape her, the game was up; but he felt that he must chance that Sinking his voice almost to a whisper, so that it should not carry further than her chair, he murmured her name.

“Miss Erskine,” he said. “Do you recognize me?”

She was so absorbed in her own thoughts that at first she took no notice; but when he repeated his question, a low gasp issued from the chair. It was plain that at last her attention had been aroused.

“Miss Erskine,” he murmured again. “Don’t speak too loud, but tell me if you can hear me.”

“You uttered my name,” she answered, in a voice so low that it was with difficulty he could distinguish what she said. “What do you want with me?”

In reply Dudley turned his face half towards her.

“Do you not recognize me?” he asked. “I am Lieutenant Dudley of the Coriolanus. Look at me well, so that you may be sure of the truth of what I say.”

“Mr. Dudley,” he heard her mutter. “Oh, what does this mean?”

Lest any one might be watching, he turned his face away once more and returned to his work before he answered.

“It means that I am here to save you. You do not know what a dangerous position you are in, nor can I explain now. Tell me where your cabin is situated.”

“Right in the stern,” she replied, still in the same quiet voice. “But, Mr. Dudley—”

“Hush!” he continued. “Do not say anything more for the present. Keep your porthole open to-night, and at any hazard I will communicate with you. In the mean time take no medicine which your uncle may prepare for you. Make any excuse you like, but on no account permit it to pass your lips.”

There was a slight pause, during which Dudley felt instinctively that he had frightened her out of her composure. This was the one thing of all others he wished to avoid.

“You terrify me,” she whispered. “What do you mean by the insinuation?”

“Only that I am here to save you,” he answered. “When the ship is quiet to-night I will discover a means of seeing you and of telling you everything.

Till then, remember my warning; take no medicine, and don’t eat anything save what the steward himself brings you. Above all things, remember that my identity must not be suspected. Our mutual safety depends upon that.”

Then, fearing that if he remained any longer beside her suspicion might be aroused, he picked up his things and crossed the deck to the other side of the skylight, where he settled himself once more to his interminable brass. It was as well that he did so, for a few minutes later Lampion and the Captain made their appearance and joined Miss Erskine. From where he was seated Dudley could see and hear all that passed between them.

“I trust you are feeling better this afternoon,” the Captain began, raising his hat to her as he spoke. “It is a thousand pities that you should feel poorly just when the weather is so beautiful. However, I hope it will not be long before you are yourself once more.”

“I prophesy that in a week from to-day she will be on her feet again,” said her uncle, as he picked up the book she had dropped and placed it upon her knee.

“And may the lie choke you where you stand!” muttered Dudley under his breath.

“You have taken the medicine I gave you this morning?” the doctor inquired after a little pause, during which the Captain walked to the skylight and looked down into the saloon below.

The girl answered in the affirmative.

“Persevere with it then,” he went on; “it will do you a world of good. When you have finished what the bottle contains I will make you a fresh supply, and after that I hope you will require no more.”

“You’re too late, Doctor Lampion,” said Dudley to himself. “Thank God you’re too late. Long before then I sincerely trust she will require no more.”

After a few moments’ more conversation, during which the Captain inquired whether there was anything else that he could do to promote his passenger’s comfort, the two men bade each other good-bye and went forward together. Dudley, having finished his work, followed their example. Not, however, before he had made his way to the stern and taken in the formation of that part of the ship, with a view to future proceedings.

To communicate with Miss Erskine by means of the porthole in question would be a difficult undertaking — he could see that; but he knew that it would be the only way in which he would be able to converse with her without running the risk of attracting attention.

The evening which followed the scene I have just described will ever be a memorable one in Dudley’s life. He spent it on the foc’s’le head, looking up at the great stars, and thinking of the interview that lay before him. Whether he would be able to reach the stern of the vessel unobserved, he could not say, but he knew that it would be the most foolish policy possible to make the attempt until the ship was quiet For this reason he decided that half an hour or so after eight bells, in the middle watch, would be the best time, and he accordingly set himself to wait with as much patience as he could command.

Slowly the hours wore on. The departure of each was signalled by the clanging of the bells; the watches were changed; sleepy men issued from the foc’s’le, and tired men entered into it; the ash lift grated at regular intervals, and the look-out repeated his monotonous “All’s well!” At last eight bells struck, and Dudley, who had left the foc’s’le head some little time before, and had taken up his old position on the forrard hatch, began to look about him for an opportunity of carrying out his plan. He heard the skipper leave his cabin and visit the bridge, remaining there a few minutes, and then, after a short conversation with the mate, return to bed once more. Then, when the excitement of changing the watch had subsided, he rose from his couch and slipped into the alley-way that passed the cook’s galley and the engine-room to the after-deck. Finding something to fear in every shadow, and coming to a halt at every sound, he passed the chief engineer’s cabin, crossed the spar-deck, and climbed the ladder to the poop. Under the awning it was as dark as the Pit, save where a faint light came through the skylight from the saloon below. So far he had not been noticed, but he knew that he must not congratulate himself too soon, for the most dangerous part of his errand still lay before him.

Treading softly, in order that his footsteps might not be heard in the cabins below, he approached the taffrail and looked over the counter. The latter was of the turtle-back description, and was abnormally broad and deep for a vessel of the steamer’s size. What he had seen that afternoon had been sufficient to show him that, to communicate with Miss Erskine, he would have to lower himself right over until he was on a level with the porthole. To do this was not only an extremely dangerous, but also a difficult, undertaking. However, it was too late to draw back, even if he had any desire to do so. He accordingly set to work and uncoiled a rope, upon which he had set his affections that afternoon. When he had made it into a loop, which he reckoned would be just long enough to effect his purpose, he secured one end to the poop railing, allowing the loop to drop out over the stern. Then looking round once more to make sure that he was not being watched, he mounted the rails and clambered down the turtle back on the other side. Clutching a rope in either hand, he slowly slid along until he had passed the edge, and was hanging directly over the vessel’s wake. By the time his foot rested in the loop he found that his face was almost on a level with the porthole, which, to his delight, stood open. Bringing his face as close as he possibly could to it, he whispered Miss Erskine’s name. He had scarcely done so before he heard some one moving in the cabin, and the next moment her face appeared at the opening.

“Mr. Dudley, is it really you?” she whispered.

“You may set your heart at rest on that score,” he responded. “It is I, Philip Dudley, sure enough. We must not speak too loud, or somebody may chance to overhear us. I have so much to say to you, Miss Erskine.”

“But how do you come to be here in this extraordinary disguise?” she inquired. “You told me in Cape Town that you were going away upon an important mission.”

“It was quite true,” he asserted. “I was sent by the Admiral to Mozambique to endeavour to effect the capture of a well-known Arab slaver, and, in order to do this successfully, it was necessary that I should disguise myself. I went, but I failed to secure him. Some one had warned the rascal of my attempt, and on the very day that I was preparing to seize his vessel he knocked me on the head and sent me adrift with one companion. But for the fact that you implored the Captain to examine the boat, I should not be here. I owe you my life, Miss Erskine, and I am going to repay the obligation. But we must not waste time discussing my affairs. We have quite enough to talk about and to arrange without that. You have not taken any more of the medicine of which I spoke to you?”

“I have not,” she answered in a trembling voice. “But you do not know what agonies I have suffered since you spoke to me about it this afternoon. What reason had you for saying it?”

He was silent a moment before he answered.

“There is not much time for explanation,” he whispered fiercely. “Let me sum it up in as few words as possible. By this time, Miss Erskine, you must have come to some decision concerning your uncle’s character. Do you like him?”

“I — I do not know that I — that I  Oh, Mr.

Dudley, why do you ask me such a question?”

“Hush, hush! You must be aware that while he is an exceedingly ambitious man, he has been far from a successful one. For some time past he has stood greatly in need of money. Certain rumours have been circulated concerning him which do not redound to his credit One evening, just before I left Cape Town, I chanced to overhear a conversation between Doctor Lampion and a man whom I have since recognized as the captain of this steamer. The exact purport of the conversation I need not reveal to you now, but it was to the effect that if Doctor Lampion were sure that a certain will was made in his favour it was possible for him to obtain the money of which he stood in such need. To whom would your wealth go if anything should happen to yourself?”

“With the exception of a few legacies, it would pass to my uncle,” she admitted. “But oh! you cannot mean that he would attempt to kill me in order to gain possession of it? I cannot believe that he would be so wicked. You don’t know how you frighten me.”

A sob broke from her, which was followed by another, and yet another, until Dudley began to fear lest the sound might reach the saloon.

“Hush, hush!” he whispered. “Be silent! You do not know who may be listening. Pull yourself together whatever you do. We are in such danger that one little mistake now may hurl us over the precipice, and all chance of my being able to rescue you will be gone. Your uncle is as bad a man as you could find, and the captain is his equal; but, thank God! I am here, and I intend to save you or die in the attempt Now let us discuss our plans. I cannot remain here much longer, in case my absence should be noticed, and the ship searched for me. Listen attentively to what I say. In the first place, you must promise me that you will take no more of any sort of medicine that your uncle may give you. I leave it to you to arrange how this is to be best done. What is its colour?”

“It resembles water more than anything else.”

“Then empty it out of your porthole and fill the bottle with water. Then, if by any chance he should ask you to take it in his presence, you can do so with perfect safety. Be careful to withdraw the due proportion from the bottle each time, in order that he may not suspect. Then there is one other point: where do you take your meals?”

“Of late I have had them brought me in my cabin. I have not felt well enough to go into the saloon.”

“In that case continue to take them in your cabin, but do not touch them. Throw a small portion away in order that they may suppose you have eaten it, but allow what remains to go back to the galley. I am afraid you must be prepared to live on ship’s biscuit for the next few days.”

“I have some biscuits of my own,” she answered. “I invariably carry a supply with me on a voyage.”

“Then eat only those. If you obey me implicitly I feel sure you will find yourself much better at once.”

“But in that case, will they not come to the conclusion then that I have discovered their secret?” she inquired.

Dudley saw the wisdom of her remark. “Do not allow them to suppose that you are any better,” he returned. “Try to make them believe that you are growing gradually worse. We must not let them on any account suspect—”

“But I cannot go on growing worse for ever,” she retorted. “Oh, Mr. Dudley, what am I to do?”

“Put your trust in me,” he replied. “If necessary, I will give my life to save yours. I have thought of a scheme, but I must have more information on a certain point before I can put it into practice. Be brave, and we will yet come safely out of this dreadful business. Now I must go. Remember what I have said to you, and, above all, do not lose heart.”

“I will be brave,” she responded. “God has sent you to my assistance, and I know that you will do all you can to save me from these wicked men. I dare not think what would have happened to me if you had not come to my rescue. May God bless you!”

She held her hand through the porthole to him. Still clutching at the ropes that supported him, he bent forward and kissed it. The screw churned the A Sailor’s Bride water to a foam beneath him, the great ship seemed to be revolving through space away from him, the pressure of the ropes on which he stood had numbed his bare feet, but he forgot everything in the remembrance that Miss Erskine was entrusting her life to him, and that she had prayed God to bless him.


CHAPTER VIII
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IT IS PERHAPS as well that there should be some people in this world of ours who are content to find their compensation merely in doing what they consider to be right, without expecting in any way to be rewarded for it For a man to risk his life in a hopeless endeavour to effect the capture of a person whose imprisonment, or death, could only have an indirect bearing upon his personal career, is no doubt exceedingly meritorious, but to be willing to risk life — and all that is supposed to make it worth living — in order to save a girl who may, or may not, ultimately be something more than a friend to him, and to feel that he is well repaid if he is merely permitted to kiss her hand, is perhaps as good a proof as can be found of his singleness of purpose. This reads like an involved sentence, but it perfectly expresses the feelings that animated Dudley when he returned to the fore-part of the steamer after his interview with Miss Erskine at the stern.

Like a desperate gambler, he was staking his all upon the throw of the dice, and yet he felt he had an ample return for the trouble he was taking and the danger he was running, because she had simply given him her hand to kiss. He could feel its touch upon his lips for hours afterwards, and every time the recollection of that moment came back to him, he resolved that whatever the upshot, however much it might cost himself, he would not turn back until he had rescued Miss Erskine from her dangerous position. But would he be able to do all that he hoped? Would he be able to save her from the men who were so villainously conspiring against her? As if in answer, the look-out in the bows cried, “All’s well!” The answer came so pat upon the occasion, so apropos of the matter in hand, that he could not but regard it as an omen. Yes, he would save her, and then — then, perhaps when they were free once more, she would remember that he had earned some claim to her generosity. But no, he did not want that; he had no desire to be rewarded. He did not want to feel that some day she might consider it her duty, though not her pleasure, to recompense him for all that he had done for her. If she were to come to love him, it must be for himself alone, and not for any debt of gratitude she might fancy she owed him. Then, feeling certain of one thing, and that was that he had at least done a good night’s work, he curled himself up in his corner, and presently fell asleep.

When he woke next morning it was with a sense of the unreality of his position. Half asleep and half awake he endeavoured to recall his interview with Miss Erskine. He could remember all that had happened, yet, when he came to consider his own curious appearance, and the strange circumstances under which that interview had taken place, he could scarcely believe that it was not a creation of his fancy. This doubt, however, lasted for only a brief period, and was succeeded by a feeling of joy when he remembered that, by warning her, he had at least put a stop to the attempt that was being made upon her life. Henceforward she would be on her guard. She would partake of nothing that would be likely to hurt her, and, as the dreadful effects of the poison she had taken since she had left Cape Town wore off, her strength would return to her.

All that now remained for him was to find some opportunity of getting her safely away. But how was this to be managed? To attempt to leave the vessel in the daytime would be the act of a madman; to do so at night, under the most favourable circumstances, unless they had a knowledge of their whereabouts, and were satisfied that it would not be very long before they could reach land, would be almost as bad. He recalled the conversation he had overheard between the captain and Lampion, and was reminded that the latter had promised that the end should be brought about before the expiration of three days. Under these circumstances there was only one conclusion he could come to. If they wished to make their escape it must be before the third day — that is to say, on the night of Thursday. In that case he must manage to obtain a glimpse of the chart upon which was pricked out the vessel’s course. Until he knew where she was likely to be on that night he could do nothing.

Then there was another point to be considered — how, and under what circumstances, was he to lower a boat? and then, even provided he did lower it, how should he obtain the provisions with which it was necessary she should be stocked? After his recent experience, he had no wish to launch Miss Erskine upon the deep until he had made quite sure that her safety would be assured while she was there. It would be kinder, all things considered, to allow her to perish by her uncle’s hand on board the steamer than to let her suffer in an open boat as he and poor Samweli had done. — 

In order that he might continue to stand well with the chief mate and the bosun, as soon as he had finished breakfast he collected his brass-cleaning apparatus and departed for the hurricane deck. Just then his chief and gravest anxiety was to obtain a glimpse of the chart, and this he was determined to do at the earliest possible moment Once satisfied upon that head, he felt he would have at least made a good start, and the rest would be in a measure comparatively easy. But while he was so anxious to obtain access to the chart-room he had no desire to attract attention in so doing. He accordingly fell to work upon the brass rims of the portholes of the captain’s cabin, and gradually worked along until he found himself before the entrance to the chart-room. The captain was on the bridge at the time, and when three of the hands, who had been working in the starboard lifeboat, left her and went below, he had the deck to himself.

With his heart beating as it had never done before, he slipped into the cabin and approached the table upon which the chart, that was more precious to him than gold, was spread out. How many times as navigating-lieutenant had he pored over a copy of the same sheet in the chart-room of the Coriolanus? But how little had he imagined then that he would some day do so under circumstances such as the present Like a thief, who trembles lest he may be detected, and who finds something to fear in every sound, he leant over it and devoured it with his eyes. The vessel’s course had been most carefully pricked out up to eight bells that morning, and he was thus able to guage her present position with a fair amount of accuracy. Appropriating a pair of dividers he found lying upon the table, he worked her speed out, and discovered that she was doing, as nearly as possible, seven knots an hour. For the reason that she had maintained this rate of progress for some days past, it was only fair to suppose that she would keep it up till she turned the point of Gardafui. This being so, it was possible for him to hazard an approximate guess as to what part of the coast they would be off at midnight on Thursday. If his surmises were in any way correct, they should be somewhere abreast of the Island of Lamu, and the mere thought was sufficient to send a thrill of exultation through him.

To make my meaning clearer I must explain that Lamu is the most important town northward of Mombasa, and, as Dudley remembered with heartfelt gratitude, it is connected with Zanzibar and Mozambique by telegraph. What is more, the steamers of the Deutsche Ost Afrika Company from Bombay call there every six weeks en route for Mombasa and Zanzibar! If therefore Fate favoured him, and he could only manage to leave the steamer, and to reach this place in safety, he might consider himself at the end of his troubles. But whether he could so manage it was quite another matter.

In order to clear up certain other doubts that existed in his mind, he took from the shelf above his head a copy of the “Admiralty Pilot” dealing with that portion of the African coast. He had scarcely opened it, however, before a step sounded on the deck outside. In less time than it takes to tell he had dropped into a sitting posture on the floor, and, having picked up his rags, was hard at work upon the brass handles of the chart-table. Next moment the chief mate entered the cabin.

“What!” he cried. “Loafing about in here, are you? On the look-out to see what you can steal? Get out, or I’ll take my boot to you!”

Dudley had only just time to avoid the vicious kick that the other aimed at him, and to make his escape through the cabin door. How profoundly thankful he was that the mate had not caught him looking at the chart, I must leave you to imagine. Had he detected him, there is no saying what suspicions might have been aroused in his mind. As matters stood now, however, Dudley knew enough to be able to form his plans with some sort of definiteness. Consequently, when at eight bells he returned to the deck below, it was not as one who had spent an altogether useless morning.

That afternoon he once more made his way to the poop. In his own mind, he felt sure that if Miss Erskine could possibly manage it, she would make her appearance there during the afternoon. Nor was he destined to be disappointed. He had not been at work more than an hour when, as on the previous occasion, the steward made his way up to the deck, carrying the cushions and the other paraphernalia of the invalid lady. Having arranged everything he retired below again, and a few moments later Doctor Lampion and his niece came on deck. Though he pretended to be absorbed in his work, Dudley nevertheless managed to keep an observant eye on them both. From her appearance, Miss Erskine seemed even weaker than she had yet been. She leant heavily upon her uncle, walked with a slower step, and when she reached her chair seated herself in it, and lay back upon her cushions with a deep sigh, as if the exertion of climbing the companion-ladder had been too much for her. Dudley glanced at Lampion’s face, and it seemed to him he could detect an expression of satisfaction upon it “You must not give way,” he was saying, with that appearance of solicitude which he knew so well how to assume. “It is only the heat that is affecting you, believe me. To-morrow you will be quite yourself once more. Are you sure you would rather be alone? Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to stay and read to you.”

The girl shook her head. “No, no,” she faltered. “I would rather be alone.”

“As you please,” the doctor replied. “If by any chance you should want me, you have only to call the steward, and he will fetch me.”

With that Lampion took himself off, leaving Miss Erskine to her own devices. For some minutes after he had retired she remained in her former position, her head resting on the back of her chair, and her eyes closed as if she were asleep. Then they slowly opened and she looked about her. Dudley, meanwhile, had drawn a little nearer her chair.

“You cannot imagine how you have frightened me,” he whispered. “I began to be afraid that you were feeling worse.”

“On the contrary, I am much better,” she answered, with more cheerfulness in her face than he had seen there since he first came aboard. “Did you not tell me to make my uncle believe that I was not so well?”

Dudley breathed more freely. He had been frightened lest she might have been forced into taking more of her uncle’s medicine.

“You are quite sure that you really do feel stronger?” he asked, in a low voice. “You have not been induced to take any of that medicine?”

“Neither the medicine, nor the food,” she replied. “I have obeyed you most conscientiously.”

There was silence for a few minutes. Then it was Miss Erskine who spoke.

“You told me last night that you would let me know as soon as your plans were prepared,” she continued. “Have you been able to decide upon anything yet?”

“I have come to the conclusion,” he answered, “that it will be necessary for us to leave this vessel at the latest to-morrow night Do you think you can be ready then?”

“I can be ready as soon as you wish,” she asserted. “You need have no fear for me. To escape from these men I am prepared to fall in with any plan you may propose. You have only to tell me what you wish done, and I will carry it out. You will see how brave I can be. Only, let me know in time.”

“I will give you plenty of warning,” Dudley answered. “I have still many preparations to make before I can speak definitely, but get away we must to-morrow night In the mean time I must set my wits to work. The hand I have to play is an extremely difficult one, and it is imperative that there should be no mistake.”

He would have said more, had not Lampion made his appearance again at that moment, bringing with him a cup containing something that looked like beef-tea.

“I have brought this for you,” he said. “It will brace you.”

Miss Erskine, however, shook her head. “I do not want it,” she answered. “I could not touch it Really I could not.”

Neither the doctor’s expostulations nor his entreaties were sufficient to make her change her mind.

“She did not feel inclined for food,” she repeated, and seeing that it was useless arguing with her, her relative was compelled to admit himself vanquished. His face, however, as he placed the cup upon the skylight, afforded Dudley a good idea of the state of his feelings. For once, at least, his villainy had miscarried.

“I will leave it here for you,” he went on. “Perhaps, if you do not care about it now, you may like it later on. It is most essential that you should keep your strength up. So much depends upon that.”

She uttered a little sigh. “It seems to me there is more the matter with me than you let me suppose,” she said. “Do you really think, Uncle Wilfred, that I shall recover?”

As she said this she looked up at him with such a strange, beseeching expression upon her face, that for a moment Dudley felt tempted to believe that she must have misunderstood his own assurances.

“Of course you will recover,” her uncle retorted, angrily, as if the question were one that should not have been addressed to him. “What is there to prevent it? You are merely a little run down, nothing more; all you require is time and careful treatment to set you up again. But to do that you must take my medicines.”

“I’m afraid you think me very ungrateful, since you have been so kind to me as to give up your valuable time in order to come with me on this voyage,” she continued. “I do not know why you should have done it.”

Lampion suddenly found it necessary to walk to the break of the poop.

“There is no necessity for you to talk of gratitude,” he said, when he returned. “It is only fit and proper, since I am your sole relative, that I should do what I have done. Do not let us discuss the matter further.”

“You are too generous,” was his niece’s reply. “I can see why you do not desire me to speak. You do not wish to be thanked. I hope my poor mother in heaven can see and appreciate the true meaning of all you have done for me.”

Doctor Lampion could bear no more. Without another word he turned on his heel and vanished down the companion ladder to the saloon below. When he had gone, Dudley once more drew closer to Miss Erskine.

“I must go forward now,” he whispered. “I hope to be able to perfect my arrangements this evening, so that to-morrow night we may get away. It would be better, perhaps, in order to avert suspicion, that you should not come on deck to-morrow at all. They must suppose that you are not feeling well enough to move. When I am ready to communicate with you, which should be about this time to-morrow afternoon, I will do so by dropping a note tied to a string over the counter.”

“You mean over the stern, I presume,” she said.

“Exactly, over the stern,” he answered with a smile. “You can take it in through your portholle.

A Sailor’s Bride Whatever instructions I give you in it you must endeavour to carry out to the smallest particular.”

“You may be sure I will do that,” was her reply. Then bidding her good-bye, Dudley collected his materials and went forward. Successful as he had been so far, one of the most difficult portions of his scheme had still to be arranged.


CHAPTER IX
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IT OCCURRED TO Dudley that evening, when he was standing on the foc’s’le head, his elbows resting on the rail, and his face looking across the sea, that once when he was a boy, inspired by some romantic story of adventure, he had wished that it might some day fall to his lot to rescue a distressed damsel upon the ocean. The kind fairy who has the dispensing of the gifts of Fate had now granted his request, and in an even more thorough manner than he could either have expected or desired.

“If I had only known how things were going to turn out, I wonder whether I should have been so keen on it,” he said to himself. “Heigho! what a yarn I shall have to spin, if ever I get back to the flagship again.”

He was still thinking of all that had happened since he left Cape Town, and wondering what his brother officers would say after they had heard his story, when some one came along the deck and drew up alongside him.

“Nice sort of evening, ain’t it?” said his friend the cook, for it was he.

It is just possible that Dudley’s thoughts were still with the subject that had been engrossing them when the cook made his appearance. Let that be as it may, it is quite certain that his command of himself was relaxed. He had forgotten for the moment that, far from being the cook’s equal, he was only a despised Arab.

“A beautiful evening, indeed,” he answered, in his best quarter-deck style. “Just look at that touch of gold and salmon pink under the cloud yonder. It’s a gorgeous sunset, but I am not quite certain that it doesn’t mean bad weather to-morrow.”

The words had scarcely left his lips before he realized the awful mistake he had made. The other had caught him off his guard, and now the mischief was done. He felt sick and giddy, as he realized what the consequences of his forgetfulness might be.

“I thought as much,” said the other, triumphantly. “I had my doubts about you all along. Nice sort of Arab you are, for all your broken lingo! It’s my thinking you’d be the better for a talk with the skipper before you’re much older. White men don’t go sailing about dressed up like niggers without there being some reason for it.”

Dudley tried to understand what he should do or say, but his wits seemed to have deserted him. How could he silence him? How prevent him from informing against him? The man had always seemed a decent sort of fellow: should he throw himself upon his mercy? One thing was certain: half measures would not do. He had gone too far to draw back.

“I confess you have caught me,” he said. “Whatever happens I am in your hands. If you like to do so, you can take me to the skipper, and so ruin me beyond hope of redemption.”

“That’s the way you talk, is it?” said the cook, calmly knocking the ashes out of his pipe. “Ruin you, can I? And what might I want to be ruining you for? Tell me that! You don’t seem very far off it, as it is!”

Dudley was silent for a minute. There seemed to be no other course open to him but to pin his faith on this man.

“I wonder if I can trust you with my terrible secret?” he began at last, looking the other fairly and squarely in the face. Until that moment he had never known what it was to have life, happiness, and what was more terrible still, the life and happiness of another, dependent upon a stranger’s whim. “You have been a very good friend to me, and I think I will run the risk.”

“Fair and easy now, my lad,” the cook replied. “Before we come to talking about terrible secrets, let’s have an understanding. You don’t know me and I don’t know you; when you come to think of it, you’ll see that, and you may say more in a minute than you’d be able to take back all your life. I’ve had my doubts about you ever since I went down into that boat and helped to get you aboard. You may thank me for keeping to myself what I heard when you came to again, and, what’s more, for having prevented the hands from having found it out too. I don’t say but what I’d like to hear what it is that has brought you down to what you are now, but I don’t want you to tell me anything unless you feel sure that you can trust William Blake — that’s me — to hold his tongue. One other word first. If there’s anything in it that’s likely to get you or me into trouble, keep your mouth shut. I’ve a wife and three kiddies at home, and I’m not going to run no risk. Mark that! Now make up your mind.”

“My mind is made up,” Dudley returned. “I do honestly believe I can trust you. God knows I want to be able to do so; for I want a friend just now more than ever I did in my life. I doubt very much whether you could find a man in this world in such a desperate position as I am at this moment. If you will listen I will tell you everything, and leave it in your power to help me, or not, as you may feel disposed.”

Without more ado, leaning upon the rail, with his back towards the hurricane deck and his face towards the darkening sea, Dudley told his story. He revealed his identity, described the futile attempt to effect the capture of Achmet ben Hassein, and last, but not least, made the man beside him acquainted with the terrible fate that had been arranged for Miss Erskine. The cook heard him out, his face growing graver at every stage of the other’s narrative.

“If what you say is true, then the skipper of this boat is a bigger blackguard than ever I thought him, and that’s saying a good deal. But how am I to know that it is?”

“I can only give you my bare assurance,” said Dudley. “It is not in my power to — But stay. I believe there is a way in which I can prove it to you. This afternoon when I was cleaning brass-work on the poop, Doctor Lampion brought the young lady a cup of beef-tea. She did not drink it, and it was left upon the skylight. Where is it now?”

“The steward must have had it,” the cook replied. “There isn’t much passes his mouth. But what has a cup of beef-tea to do with it?”

“If you want to be convinced of the truth of my assertion, get possession of the contents of that cup, and give it to one of those kittens in your galley. It is possible, of course, that it may not have been tampered with; but if it has, you may be quite sure that it will have an effect upon it Go and get it, and I will wait here for the result.”

The man departed on his errand, and was absent for upwards of a quarter of an hour. When he returned, it was with a white and solemn face.

“By God!” he said, “I believe you are right after all The villains! The bloodthirsty, sneaking villains! To think that they should be wanting to murder a sweet young lady like that!”

“But why do you come back in this state?” Dudley inquired eagerly. “What have you discovered?”

“I am willing to own that at first I did not quite believe what you said about the poisoning,” the cook replied. “The beef-tea was hocussed, as sure as you’re alive, for there’s been the deuce and all to pay aft there to-night.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that the steward went up and fetched the cup from off the skylight, and, being his own greedy self, put it inside him as soon as he could — that it shouldn’t be wasted, so he says. He hadn’t got it down more than half an hour before he began to feel terrible pains a-creepin’ round inside him. Then he was suddenly taken all of a heap. ‘That there beef-tea’s out of a bad tin,’ cries he, ‘and I’m poisoned! I’ll never live to see old England again.’ With that he begins to groan, and shake all over, turning a nasty grey colour, so that the boy went off to find Doctor Lampion. ‘Doctor,’ says the steward, ‘I’m a-going to die. I’ve taken one of them beef essences, an’ it’s fairly clawed me up. Put me out of my misery, for I’m suffering all the pains of hell.’”

“And what did Doctor Lampion say?” Dudley asked, with an eagerness that showed the interest he was taking in every word the other uttered.

“From what the steward’s boy tells me — mind you, they’ve kept it all to themselves aft, by the Doctor’s orders — Lampion was fairly taken aback. He turned as white as a sheet, and palmed it off by saying that he’d do all he could to pull him round, making out that he was so fond of the steward that he couldn’t bear to see him so ill.”

“And what reason did he offer for the man’s condition?” Dudley inquired.

The quick change of expression on the cook’s face furnished him with his answer before he had time to put it into words.

“He wanted to make out as how it was all my fault for opening a bad tin, and he went so far as to say that if anything happened to the steward he’d hold me responsible. The murderer! It’s a good thing for me, sir, that you let me know what was in the wind. If I hadn’t ha’ been told beforehand, I should have believed it was my doing.”

“But you didn’t allow them to suppose that you knew anything of their plot against Miss Erskine?” Dudley continued, in some alarm.

“I didn’t breathe a word about ft, sir,” retorted the cook. “It’s not likely I should, seeing how matters stand. But I’m not going to have that Lampion, big man as he is, trying to make out that I want to poison my shipmate, when it’s himself as did it all. ’Tisn’t human nature.”

Dudley did not reply for a moment Here was his opportunity, and, whatever happened, he must make the most of it “Look here, Blake,” he began, when he had fully considered the matter, “you have now had good proof that the terrible charge I have brought against Doctor Lampion and the Captain is not founded on mere suspicion, have you not?”

“That I have, sir, and sorry I am to have to say so.”

“I have told you that I am an officer of the Queen’s Navy, and I might even go so far as to say that I am here, at this moment, by the express orders of Admiral Redfurn, the Commander-in-Chief of the South African station. Though I don’t look like it, as I stand now, I am nevertheless fairly well off. Miss Erskine, the young lady whom they are so basely trying to murder, is immensely wealthy, and it is to get possession of her money that Doctor Lampion, her uncle, is attempting her life, and the Captain is assisting him. As a proof of what I am saying, the Captain is to receive no less a sum than fifty thousand pounds for his share in the transaction. Now, I’ll tell you what I will do, Blake. If you are willing to help me to escape from this vessel to-morrow night with Miss Erskine, I will give you a written order on my bankers in London to pay you the sum of one thousand pounds, and will leave it to Miss Erskine’s generosity, which I feel sure you will not doubt, to add the same amount. What do you say?”

The man drummed with his fingers on the rail before he replied.

“What you say is all right, sir,” he returned, “and I’m not going to argue that it ain’t very generous on your part. It seems to me that you are willing to pay a lot of money for what ain’t a very big thing after all. That you’re in a fix, I don’t deny; but, when you come to look at it, a couple of thousand pounds is a rare big sum — and how do you know I shouldn’t give you away at the last moment? Such things has been done by better men nor me. I might bilk you, and you’d be none the wiser.”

“In all probability I should not At any rate, I am willing to trust you. You’re a good sort of fellow, Blake, and you’re not going to lead me to suppose anything to the contrary.”

“I don’t want you to suppose anything,” said Blake. “I only want to let you see that I mean to be straightforward with you. You’re going to put a couple of thousand pounds’ worth of trust in me, and what I want is for you to be satisfied in your own mind that I’m not trying to take advantage of you. I’ll help you to get away from this here vessel with the young lady if I can; and I’ll leave it to you, sir, to pay me afterwards whatever you may think the job is worth. I know the young lady’s got money, and you say you have. Mind, I’m not saying you ain’t telling the truth; but how am I to know to the contrary?”

“You have my word for it,” Dudley replied, with a sharpness for which next moment he was sorry. “If you don’t believe me, I can say no more.”

“Fair and softly, sir,” the man answered. “Don’t lose your temper, when there’s no occasion for it. You don’t see what I am driving at. What I want you to understand is as follows. You say you’re willing to pay me for helping you, but I don’t know as how you’ve got the means to do it. I’m willing to help you, but how do you know I’m not going to the skipper directly your back is turned? Don’t you see, sir, how we stand? We’ve both got to trust each other. I’m ready for my part. What do you say to yours?”

“I have already said that I will trust you,” Dudley returned. “And I am even more inclined to do so since you have spoken so fairly.”

“You know how to put your words together, at any rate,” said the cook. “Howsomever, that’s neither here nor there. The Captain and that Doctor Lampion between them are serving the young lady a scurvy trick; but we’ll outwit them. Now, sir, tell me what you want me to do. Let me into your plans, and I’ll see if I can’t fall in with them.”

Thus encouraged, Dudley revealed what was in his mind.

“To-morrow night,” he said, “I must by some means get possession of one of the ship’s boats. She must be stocked with provisions, and, if we have the good fortune to get away without attracting attention, we must endeavour to reach the coast in her. Before I leave, I must also find a suit of clothes; for if I were to land like this, it is scarcely likely any one would believe my story. You are about my height; have you a suit you can spare me?”

“You’re very welcome to anything I have got,” the man answered. “If you’ll accept my things, I fancy I can rig you out. The boat, when you come to think of it, is a more serious matter. Whichever way you look at it, she belongs to the ship, and to take her is no more nor less than stealing, is it? Of course, I don’t say but what you’d be right in collaring her, seeing how you are situated; but you must see for yourself, sir, that it wouldn’t do for me to be mixed up in it.”

“And what about the provisions?” Dudley inquired, with some apprehension; for by this time he had come to see that he had to deal with a character.

“If you won’t help me to get possession of the boat, how can you reconcile letting me have them?”

“Very easily,” returned the other. “I reckon Miss Erskine’s paid for her passage, hasn’t she? Well, that being so, she’s entitled to be fed by this ship until she reaches her destination. There’s nothing wrong with that, I hope?”

He looked so slyly at Dudley as he said this, that the latter felt compelled to smile, in spite of the gravity of the situation.

“Then I may count on the food, at any rate,” he remarked. “As for the boat, since I must have it, the better plan would be for me to give you a letter to the Captain, which you can place somewhere so that he will be sure to see it. In it I will tell him that I have taken the boat, and whatever hire he may place upon it shall be paid immediately upon application to Lieutenant Dudley, of Her Majesty’s ship Coriolanus.” — 

“I should reckon that would about meet the case,” said the cook. “Now we’ve settled about the clothes, the provisions, and the boat: what else is there I can do to help you?”

“I shall want your assistance in lowering the boat. That is all. After that your responsibility ceases.”

“I’ll help you to lower her, and I only hope you will come safely out of it,” answered the man. “I must say as how you deserve to. When I think of those two villains, and the chief mate’s about as bad as either of them, trying to take the life of that innocent young lady, well, it fairly makes my blood boil.”

After a few more moments’ conversation, the cook bade him good night, and went off to his quarters.

“Heaven send I have done right,” murmured Dudley to himself, when he was alone once more. “I’ve put my trust in the man, and he has it in his power to upset all my plans and to ruin us hopelessly. Somehow, I don’t think he will, however. If I know anything of the human countenance, his is an honest one. The rest is with Allah.”

An hour or so later he left the foc’s’le and returned to his favourite spot on the forrard hatch. There he composed himself to sleep, feeling that, since he had left it last, he had made as favourable progress as he could well have hoped to do. All that remained now was to arrange about the lowering of the boat, and to settle the means whereby Miss Erskine was to be brought up from her cabin and placed in it He had also to decide the exact time of their departure, in order that she should know when to be ready, so as not to run any chance of keeping them waiting. With a feeling of thankfulness in his heart for the little he had been able to accomplish, he settled himself down to rest, but, though the deck was deserted, and he himself was quite prepared for slumber, he was not to be permitted to sleep, as he had hoped to do. He had scarcely closed his eyes before a hand was laid upon his shoulder, and he looked up to find the cook standing beside him. For a moment he could only suppose that something had gone wrong, and that the man had come to warn him. Fortunately, however, this was not the case.

“I have come to say,” the other whispered, “that if you care to turn into my bunk you’re welcome to do so. Nobody will be any the wiser, and you can be out of it again before they wash down.”

Dudley thanked the man, but declined his hospitable offer. While recognizing the kindliness which had prompted it, he had no desire to allow the cook to run any risk of getting into trouble through his fault If, by any chance, one of the officers should pass the cabin and find him there, it might lead to other discoveries, and perhaps result in the total failure of their plans. He said as much to the man.

“As you please, sir,” he answered. “You may be right. But if you change your mind, I hope you will remember you are heartily welcome.”

“I am quite sure of that,” returned Dudley. “And I give you my hearty thanks for the offer. By the way, do you happen to have heard how the steward is?”

“He is a bit better, sir,” the cook replied. “I went aft to see a few minutes ago. Doctor Lampion has been making a mortal fuss of him. He’s been shoving a pump down his throat, I understand, and fairly took hold of the inside of him. I reckon they thought they’d half killed the wrong man between them.”

“It’s a wonder they didn’t quite do so,” Dudley remarked. “It would have been a bad day’s work for them if they had. And now, good night. I cannot thank you enough for the kindness you have shown me.”

When the cook had disappeared, Dudley composed himself for sleep once more. Try how he would, however, he could not go off. The excitement of the evening alone, to say nothing of the dangerous nature of his position, was sufficient to destroy any chance of slumber. His excited brain went over the situation again and again, with the result that the more he considered it, the uglier it looked. It was true he had been fortunate to secure an ally in the person of the cook; but while he might consider that a point gained, it was one that could be of no real advantage to him unless everything else went equally well. So far as he could see, the success of the plan he had formed depended almost entirely upon his being able to get Miss Erskine into the boat, and the boat into the water, without attracting the attention of the officer of the watch or any members of the crew. At first glance this seemed impossible. He remembered that the moon was well-nigh at the full, and, for the first time in his life, he felt that he had a grievance against the Goddess of the Night However, it was no use meeting trouble half-way. He had to look his difficulties in the face, and combat them as they arose. Still, the feeling of uncertainty that hung over everything was sufficient to spoil his rest, and to keep him tumbling and tossing about on the hatch-top long after he should have been asleep.

Next morning, when he went to the galley to obtain his breakfast in the usual fashion, the cook received him with a greater assumption of mystery. Dudley noticed that he no longer greeted him with either familiarity or facetiousness. He did not address him as his “dusky beauty,” or accuse him of having “forgotten to wash his face,” as he had been wont to do at an earlier stage of their acquaintance.

“Good morning, sir,” he whispered. “You don’t know what a time I’ve had of it, thinking over all you told me last night. If anybody had said to me, when we left Cape Town, that all this was going to happen, I wouldn’t have believed them. I give you my word I wouldn’t But since I’ve been thinking it over, and putting two and two together, I find I can understand a lot of things that puzzled me before. Howsomever, this is no time to be talking of them now. What can I give you for breakfast? It won’t do for the crew to see you have anything out of the way, but if you like I can slip a few better things under your rice, and you can get them out yourself when you have the chance and there’s nobody looking.”

“No, no,” Dudley replied. “Let me go on as before. If all goes well this will be the last morning that I shall have to play the part of an Arab. Now what have you decided about the provisions for the boat to-night? Will you have them ready?”

“They’re quite ready now,” the man returned. “I’ve got them put away in a box under my bunk. I can have them out at a moment’s notice. And that reminds me you haven’t told me yet which boat you intend to take.”

“The port quarter-boat,” Dudley answered. “She will be easier to get at and to lower than any of the others. I had better tell you now, while I have the opportunity, what my arrangements are. I worked it all out in the night. I shall not make any attempt to get away until after midnight, and then only when the watch has had time to settle down. Miss Erskine will be on the look out for us, and a line thrown over the stern alongside her port will be sufficient to let her know that it is time to come on deck. She will join us at once and take her place in the boat, which we shall then lower with as much speed as possible. It will be a risky proceeding, on account of the way the vessel will have on her; but that can’t be helped. We must risk something, and, after all, she is only doing seven knots. As soon as she is afloat I shall lower myself down into her, unhook the tackles, and drop quietly astern. You must then go forward as quickly and with as little noise as possible. I leave it to you, when the trouble comes, and the skipper questions you, to say whether you know anything about the matter or not.”

“I shall know how to take care of myself. You need not be afraid, sir, about that,” the other replied.

“I am glad to hear it Now give me my breakfast, and let me get forward with it. We don’t want the hands to think we’re on too friendly terms. Some of them are watching now, and they may remember the circumstance afterwards.”

So saying he salaamed gravely, took up his bowl of rice, and, having left the galley, departed to eat his breakfast in his usual place on the forrard hatch. The crew off duty were similarly employed, and Dudley noticed that one of them, a young fellow some six or seven and twenty years of age, to whom he had taken an intense dislike, had seated himself within a few yards of him, and was watching him with inquisitive eyes. It had struck him on several occasions that this youth seemed to take a greater interest in him than was altogether consistent with his humble character; but whether he suspected anything, Dudley could not, of course, tell The thought, however, that he might have some suspicion that he was not the Arab he pretended to be, was sufficient to cause him considerable anxiety. To let the other see that he was aware of his attention would, however, have been the greatest folly possible, so he continued his meal with as apparent unconcern as if the man were a hundred miles away from him.





[image: img96.jpg]







After breakfast, following the custom of the past few days, he commenced his interminable brasscleaning. Miss Erskine, he felt sure, would not make her appearance on deck that day, and he was anxious, if possible, to learn what sort of report her uncle would make concerning her to the Captain. That they would take counsel together he was quite convinced, and it was his intention to be an unseen participator at that interview. How this was to be managed he did not as yet understand, but he trusted to the luck that had hitherto stood him in such good stead to arrange it satisfactorily. Arguing out the pros and cons of the matter, he came to the conclusion that it was extremely unlikely that the two men would talk anywhere but in the Captain’s cabin, and for this reason Dudley determined to locate himself within sight of that compartment. He was destined to wait somewhat longer than he anticipated, however, for it was close upon eight bells before Lampion emerged from the cuddy, and walked with what was evidently intended to be a careless air towards the ladder which led to the hurricane deck. Dudley, who was at work upon the brasses of the engine-room skylight, kept his eye upon him, and, as soon as he had seen him pass along the starboard side of the deck towards the Captain’s door, he left the skylight and made his way to a point under the ports of the cabin in question. Then he strained his ears to catch any sound that might come from within. Both men’s nerves were overstrung by anxiety. Their voices told him as much.

“Well?” said the skipper, by way of introduction. “And how is she to-day? Any change to report?”

There was a pause before Lampion replied. When he did Dudley scarcely recognized his voice; it was curiously husky and uncertain.

“It is the beginning of the end,” he answered. Then he stopped, and there was a noise like that made by some one sinking heavily into a chair.

“Come, come,” began the skipper in an aggrieved tone, “pull yourself together, man. You’re trembling like a leaf.”

He must have crossed the cabin, for a moment later there was the clinking of glass, followed by the sound of liquid being poured from a bottle.

“Drink that,” said the Captain, “You look as if you need it. It will put a bit more heart into you. Now what have you got to tell me?”

Lampion said something which Dudley could not catch, to which the Captain retorted angrily, and with an oath.

“I’ll be dashed if the man’s not drunk, and on the one day of all others that he should have been most careful to keep his wits about him!”

“Drunk? Who says I’m drunk?” Lampion replied huskily, and with a great assumption of dignity. “If you do, Captain, you lie, and I tell you so to your face. You’d better not insult me. I’ve warned you. Do I look or talk as if I am drunk? Small blame to me if I were, seeing what we’ve done between us.”

He spoke with so much bitterness, that the Captain derived a wrong impression from his words.

“She is dead, then?” he exclaimed; and in his excitement he must have knocked one of the tumblers off the table, for there was the sound of breaking glass, followed by a long silence.

“She is sinking fast,” muttered the wretched Lampion, after the pause to which I have referred. “O Heavens, what brutes we are!”

“Thank you kindly for the compliment, my friend,” the Captain retorted. “I must admit you express yourself very eloquently. Perhaps you will tell me next that you’ve only done it for my sake.”

“I begin to wish I had never had anything to do with it.”

Here the Captain’s temper fairly gave way.

“Hold your silly tongue,” he whispered hoarsely. “Have you gone mad, that you talk like this? I don’t mind your getting drunk, but I am not going to let you start that sort of raving. You’ll land us both on the gallows if you do. Remember that both our necks depend upon your keeping your head for the next few days. Let me know when all is over, and I’ll take command. In the mean time, if you touch another drop of liquor without my consent, by Jingo! I’ll clap you in irons, so mark my words.”

Dudley felt that he had heard enough; he accordingly crept quietly away, and was fortunate enough to reach the deck below, before Lampion made his appearance from the cabin. Though he knew in his heart that Miss Erskine would certainly not have taken any of the medicine, or have eaten any food that was offered her, he could not repress a feeling of anxiety at the doctor’s news. A medical man of his standing and experience would scarcely allow himself to be imposed upon so easily. In a case like the present it seemed well-nigh impossible that he would be guided merely by the patient’s apparent condition, without verifying it for himself. This, however, was afterwards proved to be the case.

As he made his way along the alley way, which, as I have said elsewhere, led past the engine-room to A Sailor’s Bride the forrard deck, a man knocked violently against him. It was done with such evident purpose that to deem it an accident was impossible. As good fortune had it, however, Dudley’s presence of mind did not desert him. It enabled him to substitute an exclamation in Arabic for the English expression which, a moment before, had trembled on the tip of his tongue. He was thankful that he had had the wit to do so, when he realized that his assailant was none other than the young seaman who had watched him so closely on the hatch that morning.

“I’ll learn you to get out of my way, my beauty,” the latter remarked, as they approached the galley door. So saying, he aimed a blow at Dudley that caught him on the jaw, and sent him staggering back against the bulkhead. It was so entirely unexpected, that for a moment the recipient was taken completely aback. When he recovered himself, he was about to rush at the youth and furnish him with the fellow to the blow, when the cook emerged from his cabin and stepped between them.

“Now then, you Tomkins,” he cried, “what’s your little game anyway? Want your comb cutting, do you, my cockrel? Well, if you don’t keep your hands off that Arab there, I’ll see if I can do it for you. Can’t fight a white man, but must try your hand on a poor chap who hasn’t properly recovered from the trouble we got him out of the other day. Let me hear of your lifting your hand on him again, and I’ll walk round you, so that you won’t know yourself for a week of Sundays.”

Tomkins muttered something under his breath about cooks and Arabs and their uses in the world, and on board ship in particular, and slouched forward.

“I was mortally afraid you’d hit him, sir,” said the cook, when the other was safely out of hearing. “If you had, there’d ha’ been a fight, sure enough, and then the skipper would have put you in irons as soon as look at you. There’s times when you’ve just got to be a Christian, and take a whack on the cheek and not give another back in place of it This is one of them. For the young lady’s sake that’s in her cabin aft there, keep out of that fellow’s way. He’s a special favourite of the skipper and the chief officer, and you can see for yourself that he don’t like you over and above.”

“You need not be afraid,” said Dudley. “I’ll keep out of his way. But if ever I meet him ashore let him beware, for he shall feel the weight of my fist Now, if you’ll give me my dinner, I’ll go forrard. How I wish night would come! This suspense is too trying. By the way, I want a pencil, a piece of paper, and some string. I must write my note to Miss Erskine this afternoon, and must make sure that she gets it.”

The cook furnished him with the articles he required, and when he had concealed them under his jibba, he went forrard. That afternoon he made his way to the poop as usual, and while he was at work upon the binnacle, wrote his note to Miss Erskine, telling her, in detail, all the arrangements he had made for their escape that night Weighting the note with a chunk of wood, which he had brought with him for that purpose, he tied it securely with the string, and then went aft to the taffrail. Fastening one end to the rail, he dropped the parcel over the stern, tossing it about for a few minutes in order, if possible, to attract her attention, in case she might not be on the look out for it He was still doing this when suddenly the line dropped from his fingers, and he stood for the moment paralyzed with terror. It had suddenly occurred to him that it was within the bounds of possibility that Doctor Lampion, knowing his niece’s desperate condition, might be in the cabin at the moment, and that, seeing something fluttering about outside the port, he might take it in, and so become cognizant of their arrangements. Screwed up to such a pitch as he was, the thought was almost more than he could bear, and he sank back beside the binnacle, feeling as if the last straw had been laid upon his already overburdened shoulders, and that every hope was gone. At last he managed to get himself somewhat in hand, and a quarter of an hour or so after he had thrown the packet over once more approached the rail. Having made sure that he was unobserved, he pulled in the string. The note was gone — somebody had taken it. It would have been a very big price that Dudley would have paid at that moment to have known who that somebody was. But he would know in time, and for the next eight hours there was nothing for it but for him to possess his soul in patience.


CHAPTER X
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I SCARCELY FANCY, if you were to ask Dudley to-day how he spent the remainder of that afternoon and evening, he would be able to tell you. He has a dim recollection of standing on the foc’s’le head and watching the moon rise, and of wondering where he and Miss Erskine would be when next she made her appearance. He confesses to having been so nervous that he looked for an enemy in every man who approached him, and to have found something suspicious in every sound and shadow. He came to no harm, however. The vessel ploughed her way through the water, tossing off the foam on either bow; the officer of the watch paced up and down the bridge, pausing now and again to look out to sea; while the monotonous clatter of the ash-tip, and the occasional cry of the look-out man, were the only sounds that could be heard. Dudley, to pass the time, tried to picture the Captain and Lampion, and wondered how they thought, if they dared to do so, of the poor girl they were murdering so cruelly. Lampion had offered an expression of his sorrow when he was with the Captain that morning, but was that to be taken as the outcome of the liquor he had drunk? or was it the result of a very real fear for his own safety? In all probability it was a mixture of both.

About eleven o’clock Dudley came to the conclusion that the time for action had arrived. Until then he had been afraid to leave the deck, lest his absence should be noticed and suspicions aroused. Now, however, he felt that he dared not postpone it any longer. There was so much to do, even before they could go aft and get to work upon the boat, that every moment was of supreme importance. Accordingly, he rose from the hatch, and went down the alley-way to the cook’s cabin. The door was ajar, and he could see its owner lying in his bunk reading. Dudley stepped inside, and, having done so, bolted the door carefully after him.

Descending from his bunk the cook produced a suit of clothes from a chest, and spread them out for the other’s inspection.

“I hope they’ll come somewhere near fitting you, sir,” he said anxiously. “We are not very far off the same build.”

Dudley, not to waste time, sat down and tried them on, to discover that they fitted him admirably. He felt like a new man. The cook was plainly impressed with the change in his appearance.

“You look a regular toff and no mistake, sir,” he was good enough to remark.

“So much for the clothes,” Dudley replied. “Now for the letter to the skipper.”

So saying, he seated himself beside the neat little chest of drawers, which furnished one side of the cabin, and, dipping the pen he took from the rack into the ink, he composed a letter to the skipper. In it he informed him of his identity, and also of his reasons for taking possession of the provisions and the boat. Both he asserted would be handsomely paid for as soon as he reached civilization. That literary effort finished, he was about to rise, but he stopped himself.

“Now that I’ve a pen in my hand,” he said, “I’ve a good mind to write a line to our friend Lampion, just to let him know what I think of him. It will make him feel a trifle uneasy as to the fate which is in store for him when next we meet.”

He accordingly set to work again, and when his letter was finished, sealed and addressed it While he had been thus occupied, the cook had been rummaging at the bottom of his chest “I’ve something here, sir,” he said, “if I can only find it, that may be of use to you when you get ashore. If you’ll take it I give you my word you’re very welcome to it.”

A moment later he discovered what he wanted, and handed to Dudley a formidable “Colt’s” revolver and a tin box of cartridges.

“Take it, sir,” he began solemnly. “You don’t know how handy you may find it when you get ashore. It’s no use to me, and by right I oughtn’t to have it. It will only save me a wigging if you will take it.”

“I’ll do so with a thousand thanks,” Dudley answered. “It was the one thing of all others I wanted, and did not know how to procure. That rascal ben Hassein robbed me of my own. I’m afraid I’m getting very deep in your debt, Blake. You’d better let me write that letter to my bankers, and at the same time you must furnish me with your address in England.”

“As you please, sir,” the man replied, and handed him another sheet of paper.

Dudley thereupon wrote an order upon the banking firm who had the care of his money, authorizing them to pay William Blake the sum of one thousand pounds sterling, and handed it to him.

“Thank you, sir,” he said simply. “I’ve never touched so much money in my life before, nor a quarter of it. It’s my hope you and the young lady may come out of this big bit of trouble as safely as you deserve. There’s my London address written on this card. Perhaps you will let me know how you get on, if you’ve time to spare for writing. I must say as how I should like to know.”

“You may be very sure I shall tell you,” returned the other. “And now, if all is ready, we had better be seeing about the boat Heaven grant we may reach the poop without being observed. What is the time?”

“Close on eight bells,” responded the cook.

“In that case,” retorted Dudley, “we’ll wait here until the watch is changed and the officer has gone his rounds. Then, when all is quiet once more, we’ll get aft as quickly as possible.”

The words were scarcely spoken before the bell sounded. Five minutes or so later — for he was seldom punctual — the steps of the chief officer sounded on the deck above them, and two or three minutes more elapsed before the mate he relieved passed on his way aft The men in the cabin waited until they heard him go into his own berth and shut the door. Then they crept quietly out into the dark alley-way, and, carrying the beaker of water and the box of provisions, in their turn made their way aft It was not until they reached the poop that they felt as if they might venture to breathe. Putting the water down, Dudley crawled under the awning, and began to cast loose the canvas cover of the boat This done the stores were lifted in and made secure. As he observed with satisfaction, she contained her full complement of oars, a mast, and a handy sail. He slipped the rowlocks into their holes, and then, being satisfied that everything was in order, turned to leave her. Before doing so, however, his sailor’s instinct made him throw a glance round the horizon. During the day he had noticed certain symptoms in the sky, which seemed to prognosticate a change in the weather. Heavy clouds had come up since nightfall, and now, as good fortune had it, the moon was almost obscured. Nevertheless, he could not say that he was any too well pleased to see the change. He knew with what rapidity gales spring up on the East Coast of Africa, and he had not the least desire to be caught in one while in an open boat.

Descending to the deck once more, he went aft, and threw the rope which had stood him in such good stead on a previous occasion over the stern. In a very few seconds now he would know whether Lampion or Miss Erskine was the possessor of the note he had written that afternoon.

“Stand by the companion-ladder to give Miss Erskine a hand with her parcel, will you?” Dudley whispered to Blake. “I must get some of this awning unlashed so that she can get into the boat.”

He climbed on to the rails again, while the cook disappeared into the dark companion. To unlash that part of the awning alongside the boat was the work of only a few minutes, and when it was finished, he waited impatiently for Miss Erskine. She did not come, however. Five minutes went by, and still she did not put in an appearance.

“Good heavens!” said Dudley to himself, “what can be the reason of this delay? Why doesn’t she come? Somebody may come aft and find us here, and then we shall be done for.”

At last he could bear the suspense no longer; he accordingly descended from the rail and approached the companion. The cook was still standing inside, but there was no sign of Miss Erskine either on the ladder or in the dimly lighted saloon. Then, while they were waiting, they heard a door at the further end open, and some one come out “Thank God!” Dudley muttered; and was about to descend a few steps in order to help the girl with her parcel, when there was the sound of a fall followed by a hasty curse.

“My God! it’s Lampion, and he has discovered everything,” Dudley muttered to himself.

For a moment he felt inclined to rush down into the saloon, to hurl himself upon Lampion, and, after he had silenced him, to carry Miss Erskine off bodily before the alarm could be raised. Before he could move, however, the cook reached him, and held up his hand to him to be silent and remain where he was. Side by side they waited and watched. They saw Lampion struggle to his feet, stand for a moment clutching at the table, and then reel off across the saloon in the direction of his own cabin.

“The man’s drunk,” whispered Dudley. “What are we to do?”

“Wait where we are for a minute and see what happens,” his companion replied. “You may take my word for it this is what has kept the young lady.”

His patience, however, was destined to be sorely tried. For upwards of ten minutes not a sound was to be heard in the saloon. They had almost given up hope when a female form stole into the lamplight and came towards the ladder. There could be no mistake about it this time. It was Miss Erskine herself without a doubt.

Knowing that the steward was still confined to his bunk, and would not be likely to suspect anything, and that Lampion was not in a condition to appreciate what was going on around him, Dudley descended the companion-ladder and went to meet her.

“Thank God you have come,” he whispered as he took the roll of shawls she carried. “You can have no idea what agony I have suffered on your account.”

Without answering, she accompanied him up the ladder to the deck above. As soon as they had reached it, Dudley showed her the boat, and in an undertone informed her how she was to enter it. She was evidently prepared for anything, for she climbed the rail without demur.

“We are going to lower the boat with you in it,” Dudley began, when she was seated. “Hold on tight and do not be afraid. I shall join you as soon as she is in the water.”

She nodded to show that she understood, and then Dudley and the cook seized the falls and commenced to lower away. It was no easy matter, and as Dudley heard the fall-ropes whining through the sheaves, he wondered that the whole ship was not aroused by the noise they made. Little by little the boat went down, the two men watching her descent with evident anxiety.

“I think she is all right now,” said the cook, as she began to draw through the water.

Then, throwing a rope overboard, Dudley prepared to join her. He made the end fast, and had already set his foot upon the lower rail, when an exclamation from the cook induced him to turn back.

“What was that?” he cried, turning quickly round.

As he spoke, a dark figure made its appearance from behind the companion hatch. Knowing that the man’s presence boded no good, Dudley made a rush at him. On the verge of liberty as they were, he was not going to allow his plans to be overthrown in this fashion. His anger was increased a hundred-fold when he discovered that the interloper was none other than the man, Tomkins, who had pushed against him so roughly that morning.

“What’s up now?” cried the latter. “Trying to sneak away from the ship, are you? Well, Arab or no Arab, you don’t do it while I’m about.”

He had turned his face forward, and was about to give the alarm when Dudley seized him by the throat with his left hand.

“I’m in your debt already,” he muttered hoarsely.

So saying, he struck him a heavy blow with his right Then pushing him back against the mizzenmast, he continued his punishment until his adversary fell prone upon the deck.

“Lend me a handkerchief, Blake,” he whispered. “We must gag him or he’ll rouse the ship. Quick! there’s not a moment to lose.”

To tie the prostrate man’s hands and to stuff a handkerchief into his mouth was the work of only a few minutes. When this was done, Tomkins lay like a log upon the deck, powerless to hinder or to injure them.

“Come, Blake,” said Dudley, hurriedly. “I am afraid this will alter our plans. That fellow has evidently been watching us for some time. He has recognized you, and will give you away to the skipper as soon as they find him. What are you going to A Sailor’s Bride The cook stood irresolute. “I don’t know,” he answered feebly. “It seems to me I’m done for.”

“Then come with us,” Dudley returned. “You’ve been a good friend to us hitherto, and I give you my word if you throw in your lot with us, you shall never regret it Your future shall be my care. What do you say?”

“I am with you,” said the cook, with an alacrity that took Dudley by surprise. “If you’ll have me, I’ll come, and be damned to Lampion and the crowd of them.”

“Overboard, then,” cried the other; and the next moment the cook had seized the rope, and was lowering himself into the boat below. Dudley followed his example, between them they unhitched the patent clips by which it was held, and before they could have counted twenty, she had dropped behind the steamer, and was pitching and tossing in the boiling wake.


CHAPTER XI
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SOME MINUTES ELAPSED before any one in the boat spoke. They sat just as they had taken their places — Miss Erskine in the stern, Dudley amidships, and Blake in the bows, watching the ship draw further and further from them. For the moment it seemed impossible to believe that they were free. Then suddenly Miss Erskine buried her face in her hands, and, as she confessed afterwards, became a prey to the most agonizing thoughts. Strange though it may appear, she had never until that moment properly realized the extent of her uncle’s villainy. Now in this first flush of freedom it all seemed to come home to her, and the burden was more than she could bear. “My mother! my poor mother!” Dudley heard her say to herself, and with each repetition a sob burst from her. Blake did not utter a word. The suddenness of the whole proceeding, the change from the monotonous regularity of ship life to that of wild outlawdom, had taken him so much by surprise that it deprived him of speech. As he has said since “he was that flustered that for a few minutes he didn’t know whether he was on board the ship or in the boat.” It was Dudley who recalled his friends to the reality of the moment.

“Give me a hand, Blake, will you?” he cried. “We must step that mast and get sail on her at once. The steamer may discover our absence at any moment, and as soon as she does it’s a hundred pounds to a halfpenny that she will put back in search of us.”

So saying, he lifted the mast, and, with the cook’s assistance, set it in the socket Sail was presently set, and the small craft, with Dudley at the tiller, was soon ploughing away before a fair breeze, on an almost due westerly course. Already the steamer was a dim speck under the clouds, and in less time than it takes to tell, she had disappeared from view altogether. Dudley threw a glance over his shoulder and convinced himself of this fact, and when he had done so turned to the girl beside him.

“Can you realize that you are free, Miss Erskine?” he said.

“Free?” she repeated very softly. Then, taking his hand impulsively, she cried, “Yes, thank God, I am free, and it is to you I owe my liberty. But for you I should not be here. Oh, Mr. Dudley, how can I thank you? How can I show you the gratitude I feel?”

She looked up into his face, and by the light of the moon, which at that moment was sailing between the fast-driving clouds, he saw that tears were streaming down her cheeks. Her condition bordered upon hysteria.
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“My dear Miss Erskine,” he said, “you must not give way. However sad your condition may have been, it is at an end now. Your uncle was a villain, but fortunately we have been able to save him from the sin he contemplated. He at least should be thankful to us for that Now let us discuss our position. All being well, we shall make our way to the coast, which I estimate is about a hundred miles distant; reach the Island of Lamu, and thence proceed by mail-boat to Zanzibar, where it will be possible for us to return to Cape Town or to follow any other route we please. So you see you have no reason to feel sad about your position. It has improved a thousand-fold within the last hour.”

“I am not thinking of that,” she said. “I am overcome by the gratitude I feel for my escape. If God had not sent you to my assistance, Mr. Dudley, I should in all probability have been dead by this time. If you will be patient with me for a few minutes I will promise you soon to be all right again.”

In order to give her time to recover herself, Dudley addressed a question to Blake, asking him whether he could discern any sign of the steamer.

“She has gone clean out of sight, sir,” the man replied. “I thought I spotted her a few minutes ago, but since then she has disappeared entirely. Let her go; we don’t want to see any more of her.”

A long pause ensued, during which Dudley occupied himself with the management of the boat He could understand how both his friends would be likely to feel. Blake had befriended him against his own interests, as had been proved, with the result that he was now, not only an outcast on the ocean, but a deserter of his ship, likely to lose all he had in the world, and to become amenable to the criminal code besides. Miss Erskine was somewhat differently situated. She had been saved from a cruel death and was on her way to freedom once more. Still, she was ill and very weak; while the shock she had received was certain to render her a prey to the gloomiest thoughts for some time to come. However, Dudley knew it would not do to allow them to brood upon their troubles, so, to furnish them with something else to think about, he bade the cook open the box of provisions and see what he could find for supper.

“You don’t happen, by any chance, to have included a bottle of wine or spirits in our picnic basket, do you?” he inquired in a jocular tone.

“There’s a bottle of brandy,” the man replied. “I’m glad now that I thought of it. I will pass it aft to you, sir. A little drop would do the young lady good, if I’m not mistaken.”

At first Miss Erskine declared that she would not touch it, but Dudley insisted, and at last prevailed upon her to do so. Giving her the tiller to hold for a moment, with a laughing injunction to keep her head pointed straight for England and happiness, he proceeded to pour a small portion of the spirit into the glass with which the cook had furnished him. Then, when it had been filled with water from the beaker, he presented it to her, inviting her to drink to a successful voyage.

“Have you another tumbler there, cook?” he inquired.

“Yes; I put in one for each of you, sir.”

“Then pour out a glass of grog for yourself, my man, and help Miss Erskine to drink the toast. We ought to think ourselves lucky to have got off so cheaply. We’ve a smart little hooker under us, and if the breeze holds, as I fancy it will, we ought to sight the coast in something like fourteen or fifteen hours. Have you a watch upon you?”

“Yes, sir,” the man answered. “I make the time twenty minutes past one.”

“In that case,” put in Miss Erskine, who had been listening attentively, “we should be on land between three and four o’clock this afternoon. Oh, what a relief it will be!”

“And what part of the coast might it be that you reckon we’re alongside of now, Mr. Dudley?” the cook inquired, as he produced a tin of beef from the box, and, holding it between his knees, proceeded to open it “It is difficult to say,” the other returned; “that is, of course, with any hope of being accurate. I had only time to steal a glance at the chart the other day, but I should say we should be somewhere between Kwyhu Island and Formosa Bay. That is mere supposition on my part, but I feel sure it cannot be very far from the mark. In either case it should not be a very difficult matter for us to make Lamu, even if some boat does not pick us up before.”

“That would be the best thing that could befall us, I think,” said Miss Erskine. “Let us hope that when day dawns a vessel will be in sight.”

By this time the cook had opened the tin of meat and had prepared two portions. Dudley noticed that he did not take any himself. He accordingly questioned him on the subject “Oh, that’s all right, sir,” he answered. “Don’t you trouble about me. I’ll have something myself when you have finished.”

“Nonsense!” retorted Dudley; “you’ll have it now. Take some at once. Neither Miss Erskine nor I will eat anything if you do not.” — 

Blake accordingly consented, and a few minutes later they were all busily engaged, Dudley feeding himself with one hand, the other being engaged with the tiller. And, indeed, the boat required some watching. The breeze had freshened considerably, and in consequence a fair, sea was running. When they had finished their meal — and it was not very much that Miss Erskine could be prevailed upon to eat — Dudley unfastened the roll of shawls she had brought with her, and wrapped one about her.

“Are you quite sure that you do not feel cold? “he asked.

“Not in the least,” she answered. “I am very comfortable and happy now. You cannot guess what a weight has been taken off my mind, and I think perhaps the happiest part of it is the knowledge that my wretched uncle was saved from committing the sin he intended.”

“And that reminds me of a question I wished to ask you,” Dudley continued. “Did your uncle pay your cabin a visit ten minutes or so before you left it?”

“Yes,” she replied. “That was why I did not come up at once. He came in about nine o’clock and said he would return at midnight You may imagine my consternation, for I knew you would be waiting for me, and would be anxious when I did not make my appearance on deck. As long as I live I shall remember the fright I had when he entered the cabin and leant over my bunk. He had brought some medicine with him, and he intended that I should take it To my horror I discovered that he was intoxicated. When, therefore, he told me to drink it, I begged him not to make me, informing him that I felt so ill that I was sure it would kill me outright He answered that I must have it as it would do me good; and when I still declined, he tried to force it upon me. In the struggle that ensued, it was spilt in the bunk, whereupon he declared that he would mix some more, and that I should take it in the morning whether I liked it or not.”

“The brute!” said Dudley, viciously. “I’d liked to have been behind him at the moment. However, his prophecy is not destined to be fulfilled. When he enters your cabin to carry out his threat he will discover that his bird has flown. By the way, Blake, were those letters left in your cabin, or did you bring them with you?”

“They’re lying on the chest of drawers beside my bunk, sir,” the man replied. “Just where you put them. They’ll find them for certain when they go in to look for me.”

Here he laughed sardonically.

“What is it that is causing you so much amusement?” Dudley inquired, for he felt sure there must be some joke to account for the other’s good humour.

“I was thinking, sir, that that vessel won’t be what you might call a bed of roses, so to speak, for the rest of the voyage — at any rate, not until she reaches Aden. I’ve just remembered that there’s only my mate to cook for the whole ship’s company, and he knows as much about it as that tiller in your hand, sir. They won’t wish me back again! Oh no, of course not!”

He chuckled again at the hugeness of his joke. He could picture the discomfort occasioned aft by his absence, and he could almost hear the imprecations that would greet his name forrard.

“I always did say,” he went on, “that my mate would get himself into trouble sooner or later for not knowing his business. Well, he’s gone and done it now, or I’m much mistaken.”

“I’m afraid the prospect, as far as he is concerned, is not a very happy one,” Dudley remarked; and then turning to Miss Erskine, he inquired whether she felt sleepy. “I think, if you will let us, we could make you a fairly comfortable bed at the bottom of the boat,” he said. “Just see what you can do, will you, Blake?”

Miss Erskine protested that she was very comfortable in her present position; but Dudley had made up his mind, and he and Blake between them accordingly constructed a resting-place for her on the floor.

“You are very good to me,” began the girl, as she laid herself down on the couch they had improvised for her. “I only wish I could be of some assistance to you.”

“So you can,” Dudley replied, “by continuing to bear this little temporary inconvenience as cheerfully as you are now doing. Some day you will laugh when you think of it.”

“I’m afraid not,” she answered; and Dudley saw that he had made a mistake.

Feeling that his unfortunate remark might occasion a return of her sadness, he spoke of the mail service from Lamu to Zanzibar, and then wished her good night, promising to call her as soon as it was light.

“Make yourself as comfortable as you can forrard there, Blake,” he continued; “and if by any chance you should sight a vessel, let me know at once, will you?”

“Ay, ay, sir,” the cook replied. “But watch and watch about is only fair play. Why won’t you take a bit of a rest, sir, and let me have the tiller for a while?”

“You may be sure I will when I feel tired,” Dudley answered. “In the mean time you had better get off to sleep if you can. Good night, and many thanks to you for the brave and generous part you have played in this affair.”

“Don’t mention it, sir,” the man returned; “I’m glad now that I came.”

From that moment, so to speak, Dudley had the boat to himself. He sat in the stem-sheets, tiller in hand, steering always for a certain star, and dodging the seas which were now running with considerable velocity. Heavy clouds still held possession of the sky, but there were not wanting signs which showed that they would soon draw off and the moon shine out again. This had but one meaning, namely, that there was more wind behind; and when he saw this, Dudley could not repress a feeling of uneasiness.

“Let us hope it doesn’t rise until we are safe ashore,” he said to himself. “This sea is quite heavy enough as it is. The boat rides very well, but I’m not quite sure that if they grow any bigger she won’t run the risk of being swamped.”

From the consideration of the safety of his craft, Dudley’s thoughts passed to other matters. From where he sat he could catch a glimpse of Miss Erskine’s profile, as her head lay upon the pillow he had improvised for her. And as he watched her he thought of all she had passed through since she had left Cape Town, and of the terrible shock the discoveries she had made must have been to a girl so delicately nurtured. He carried his mind back to the evening when he had first made her acquaintance at Government House, and it was with a sensible shock that he recalled the fate his palmist partner had foretold after reading his hand. “You will fall in love with a tall woman,” she had said— “a woman with a beautiful face and fair hair. She will return your affections, but your love-making will be far from smooth. You will part soon after you first meet, and you will find each other in a place that is far away. You will come very near losing your life, but you will not do so.”

As he thought of this he remembered his sudden infatuation for the girl whose safety was now his one and only care. It was certainly correct that they had parted soon after their first meeting, and it was equally true that they had found each other in a place that was far away. Was this only a freak of chance, or had the prophecy been the genuine outcome of inspiration? It looked very like the latter. Of one thing, at any rate, there could be no sort of doubt; so far as Dudley was concerned, there was but one woman in the world, and she was sleeping peacefully at his feet It was for her sake that he had risked so much, for her sake that they were where they now were. So far fortune had rewarded his efforts, but what was the end to be? He would have given something to have been able to see that When he had been at the helm something like an hour, he leant forward and looked at Miss Erskine again. To his delight, she was sleeping as peacefully as before; and, since he had not seen Blake’s head rise above the gunwale for a considerable time, he could only suppose that he too was in the Blessed Land of Forgetfulness. Feeling that it was better that he should be allowed to slumber, he remained at his post without waking the man, and it was not until the first signs of dawn were in the sky that either of them roused. Then it was the cook who lifted his head and looked at Dudley with a sleepy face. He was about to rise and make his way aft, but the other stopped him. Shaking his head, he pointed to the girl at his feet, and so gave the man to understand that if he moved it would only have the effect of waking her. He nodded cheerfully, to allow Blake to see that he was in no way fatigued by his long watch, and then settled down again to keep the boat’s head fixed in the proper direction. Little by little the daylight crept into the sky — a wild, cheerless dawn, that offered few prospects of a fine day. The wind had fallen somewhat, but the sea was still running higher than Dudley liked. One moment they were perched on the crest of a wave, with a wide horizon opening around them; the next they were down in a deep green trough, a watery ascent before them, and half an acre of boiling foam behind them. Dudley found that all his seamanship was required to prevent the boat from being swamped. Several times sharp dashes of spray, blown by the wind from the crest of swift-flowing waves, rattled upon them like so much hail, and more than once they were carried down a swift decline upon a bank of water that ran level with the tiller-head. They breakfasted with difficulty at six o’clock, and at nine Dudley announced that, at a rough guess, half their voyage was accomplished. Miss Erskine, despite the inconvenience to which she was subjected, seemed better for her night’s rest. She ate her breakfast with an appetite that had been sadly wanting before, and altogether looked more like her old self. When the meal was at an end Dudley called the cook aft.

“Do you think you can take the tiller,” he said, “while I go forward and try to obtain a little rest? Keep her as she is going, and be careful to watch the seas. You will find that they require all your attention.”

“No, Mr. Dudley,” Miss Erskine put in with determination; “I cannot agree to your going forward. Here at least is something I can do for you. You shall rest in comfort at the bottom of the boat, while I keep a look-out No; please do not prevent me. Let me at least have the satisfaction of doing something to help you.”

Realizing that it would probably afford her pleasure to be of some assistance, Dudley allowed her to do as she wished, and as soon as he had seen her safely seated in the bows, and had given the cook instructions to call him should there be any change in the weather, or should any vessel heave in sight, he laid himself down upon the rugs upon which Miss Erskine had slept the previous night, and in less time than it takes to tell, was fast asleep. If the truth must be confessed, he was completely worn out The anxiety of the last few days, and all that had befallen him the night before, taken in conjunction with his long vigil at the helm, had combined to wear him out, and in consequence, when he did fall asleep, it was to enjoy a rest such as he had been a stranger to for some time past He seemed scarcely to have been sleeping more than a few minutes, however, when he was awakened by feeling his shoulder violently shaken. He looked up, half asleep and half awake, to find the boat still careering across the open seas, and a large steamer of between three and four thousand tons heading directly towards them. She was barely a cable’s length away when he looked — so close, indeed, that he could read the name upon her bows, United Italy.

“Good Heavens! if you’re not careful she’ll run us down!” he cried, springing to his feet and clambering aft beside Blake. Seizing the tiller, he put it over, and the next minute the steamer had passed them at a distance of fifty yards or so, and they were tumbling and tossing in her wake.

“She’ll heave-to and pick us up in a few moments,” Dudley began, as he put the boat on her course again, for he dared not attempt to bring her to.

His prophecy was not destined to be fulfilled, however; for the vessel held on her way, and was presently only a speck in the distance.

“They couldn’t have realized our condition,” continued Dudley, for the sake of the others suppressing the bitter anger that rose in his heart “However, we mustn’t lose heart We cannot be more than thirty miles from the coast now.”

Neither Miss Erskine nor Blake offered any reply to this speech, and the boat still went on her way, rising and falling, pitching and tossing, towards the west By midday the sea had somewhat abated, and the waves, which had hitherto been so boisterous, had given place to a long and uncomfortable swell. Before many hours were over now, they should be in a position to catch their first glimpse of land, and they would then know how Fate had treated them. It was just possible, as Dudley pointed out, that, if they struck Lamu, they might be lucky enough to hit the arrival of the Deutsche Ost Afrika’s boat for Mombasa, and thus be able to get on to Zanzibar without loss of time. If not, it would be necessary for them to wait patiently until she did put in an appearance.

“Get out lunch, Blake,” said Dudley. “Let us hope it will be our last meal in the boat. I can assure you I shall not be sorry to stretch my legs ashore.”

In spite of their indignation at the treatment they had received from the steamer, they made an excellent meal, and Dudley noticed with delight that Miss Erskine’s appetite was slowly coming back to her. What was more, a faint tinge of colour was making its appearance in her hitherto haggard cheeks. After lunch he persuaded her to lie down and rest again, but it was sorely against her will.

“You will promise to call me directly land is in sight, will you not?” she stipulated. “After all that has happened lately, you may imagine haw anxious I am to catch a glimpse of it.”

“You shall be called at once,” Dudley answered; “but I don’t somehow fancy we shall see anything of it for some considerable time to come. We are not making the progress we were doing a few hours ago.”

As a matter of fact, the wind dropped to the faintest zephyr about three o’clock, and in consequence it was well-nigh five before Blake, who had been on the look-out in the bows, reported that he could discern what looked like land ahead. Five minutes later it had grown plainer, and lay, like a long faint smudge upon the horizon.

“How far do you think we are from it?” Miss Erskine inquired, clutching Dudley’s arm in her excitement, and speaking with an eagerness that she did not attempt to conceal.

“Probably about five miles,” the other replied. “Certainly not more. I should like to know what land it is before I venture near it. However, beggars can’t be choosers, and I have no doubt that if it is not Lamu we shall soon be able to get there. So we’ll try it at any rate.”

Very slowly, too slowly for her passengers, who were watching it with straining eyes, the boat approached the land. So far as they could see, it appeared to be densely wooded, and rose gradually from the beach towards the centre. Away to the starboard the sea was breaking heavily on shoals and reefs, but the course Dudley was steering at the A Sailor’s Bride moment seemed, so far as he could judge, a safe one.

“Keep a good look-out ahead, Blake!” he cried. “We mustn’t trust this coast too far. Let me know at once if you see anything suspicious.”

“Ay, ay, sir,” the cook replied, and, kneeling in the bows, a hand on either gunwale, he stared steadfastly ahead.

By this time every detail of the shore could be plainly distinguished. The island, whatever its name might be, was a fair-sized one, possibly from fifteen to twenty miles long. Not a vestige of a village, however, could be seen, only a dense mass of mangroves on the shore, and of cocoa-nut trees on the higher land. At last, after innumerable twistings and turnings to avoid rocks and shoals, they reached the beach, and ran the boat ashore. It was not an inviting spot, but it was at least terra firma, and as such was felt by all hands to be superior to the steamer or the boat They disembarked, and then Dudley and Blake pulled the boat up out of harm’s way. Having done this, they rejoined Miss Erskine. Taking Dudley’s hand in hers, she looked up at him.

“Let us thank God, Mr. Dudley, most earnestly,” she said, “for having brought us so safely to land.”


CHAPTER XII
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“WELL,” SAID DUDLEY, “we have reached land at last The next question for us to decide is what to do now that we are here. From what we can see of our surroundings, they do not appear to be very hospitable. We may, however, discover a better place when we proceed further inland. It seems to me that the most advisable thing to do is to have a meal first, for we have eaten nothing since this morning, and then set off in search of a village. There must surely be one somewhere at hand. What do you think?”

His companions agreed that, all things considered, this course would be the best, and they accordingly obtained the provisions from the boat, and, sitting down under a palm tree, commenced their meal. It was certainly a happier repast than that which they had eaten shortly after leaving the steamer. Still, their position was sufficiently precarious to cause them no little anxiety as to the future.

“If only I can discover the name of the island, and its distance from Lamu, I shall not mind so very much,” muttered Dudley to himself, after he had given the matter some thought “Until I can do that, we are like children lost in a wood; we cannot tell where we are, or in which direction we should proceed.”

As soon as they had finished their meal, he called a council of war, and the question was argued as to whether it would be safer to leave the boat where she was, while they went in search of a village, or whether they should pull round the coast in her in the hope of discovering some sign of human habitations.

“It seems to me we shall have to chance it, sir,” said Blake. “If we decide to leave her, and you and Miss Erskine go off in search of a town, and the niggers come down and find her here and me in charge alone, I shouldn’t very well be able to prevent them from collaring her, should I? While if you get into trouble inland, I fancy you would find it useful to have me alongside of you. Every one helps, you know, sir, when it comes to rough - and - tumble fighting.”

“I agree with you there,” Dudley answered. “Loth as I am to do so, I am afraid there is nothing for it but to leave the boat here and to trust to chance and the honesty of the inhabitants not to steal her, or to do her any harm during our absence. What remains of the provisions I think we had better carry away with us for safety’s sake, and, above all, let us take the brandy. The island does not look a particularly healthy place from what I can see of it, and if there is fever hanging about, we shall find the spirit worth its weight in gold. Before we start, in case of accident, I will load the revolver you gave me, Blake. There is nothing like taking precautions. We may count it a fortunate circumstance that we brought it with us.”

“That’s just what I said to you, sir, when I wanted you to take it, do you remember?” the man replied, evidently delighted that his prophecy had turned out a true” one. “‘Forewarned is forearmed,’ they do say, but give me a trigger with six cartridges to work upon for my money.”

“I only hope you won’t have to use it,” said Miss Erskine to Dudley. “Let us pray that there may be no fighting. I am quite ready to start when you give the word.”

“In that case I think we had better be off.”

Giving Blake Miss Erskine’s rug to carry, and himself taking what remained of their store of food, Dudley gave the signal, and they accordingly left the little beach on which they had landed, and entered the thicker scrub behind. As they were destined soon to discover, it was by no means easy walking. On the beach itself the mangroves grew so close together that it was a difficult and, in some cases, an almost impossible task to make one’s way through them. When they reached the higher ground, however, and found themselves among the palms, they were able to make better progress. So far they had discovered no signs of any native village, nor of any path which looked as if it would lead to one. This afforded Dudley food for serious reflection. Had they stumbled upon an uninhabited island? or were the villages upon the farther side? He was still pondering this question in his own mind, when a cry from Miss Erskine attracted his attention. She had been walking a few paces ahead, but had now stopped, and was pointing to the ground.

“See, here is a path,” she cried, with a note of triumph in her voice. “It must have been made by human feet, and it is only logical to suppose that it must lead somewhere.”

“Let us follow it and find out,” Dudley answered. “I am afraid, however, it is some time since it has been used. Do you notice the grass that has grown in the middle? If it were in daily use, that would scarcely be.”

“If it only takes us to a place where we can camp for the night, it is better than nothing, sir, is it not?” inquired Blake, with an earnest face. “It will very soon be dark now: there are clouds coming up, and it may rain. In that case even a deserted hut would be better than nothing at all.”

“I agree with you,” Dudley returned. “Let us push on and see whither it takes us.”

They accordingly followed the track over the shoulder of the hill, and across a plateau in a southwesterly direction. The sun by this time was low in the west; long shafts of light filtered in through the palms and fell upon the path. Other than their own footsteps, however, not a sound was to be heard.

Suddenly Dudley stopped and pointed ahead.

“What is that I can see through the trees?” he asked, shading his eyes with his hand.

“It looks like a house,” answered Miss Erskine “ — a house with white walls. And if I am not mistaken, this path leads directly to it.”

“In that case,” said the cook, “it won’t be long before we can settle the question of a village for ourselves.”

They quickened their pace, and in a few minutes were close enough to the object in question, to see that it was all that remained of an Arab dwelling. It was constructed of dried mud and coral, and had once been whitewashed. The roof had fallen in, and so had one of the walls, but the remainder of the structure was still standing. In the evening light, and in the silence of the palm grove, the effect produced was almost ghostly.

“I am afraid this place is not likely to be of very much service to us,” remarked Dudley, as he surveyed it with evident disapproval. “With the roof off and one of the walls missing, we might just as well camp in the open, possibly a great deal better, if there is wind about Are those houses down there?”

He pointed down a somewhat steep declivity to where a few other white objects could be seen in the gathering gloom.

“Possibly we may be more fortunate if we descend to them.”

“Let us do so by all means, then,” replied Miss Erskine. “We must not postpone our search too long, or night will fall before we have arranged where we are to sleep.”

They accordingly descended the hill, and approached the cluster of buildings they could see among the trees at the bottom. As it turned out they were all that remained of an Arab village, of which the house on the hill was undoubtedly the largest For some reason these buildings were in a better state of preservation than that on the hill, but even then they were none too good. In one, the first they encountered, the roof still stood; but Dudley, who had explored the interior, was compelled to confess that it did not look Inviting. Still, it was a house, and the best they could find. They had, therefore, to make the most of it “I am afraid we shall not do better,” he said ruefully, as he reported its condition to his friends. “Do you think you would be afraid to trust yourself inside it for the night, Miss Erskine?”

As he said this he glanced at the beautiful girl before him, and thought what a miserable place it was for her to spend the hours of darkness in.

“I am not afraid to trust myself anywhere if you are with me,” she returned, simply, looking at him as she spoke. Then, realizing the construction that might be placed upon her words, she made an excuse and fled into the house, as if to hide her face.

Dudley stood looking after her almost dumbfounded. He could scarcely believe that he had heard aright But if he had, what glorious possibilities her words conjured up! Great, indeed, is the magic of a young woman’s tongue upon a man who loves her. For a moment the whole scene was transformed. The tumble-down miserable hovel before him became almost palatial in its grandeur, and the whole earth seemed to ring with celestial music. He was in the clouds; but he was to be brought to earth with startling rapidity.

“I fancy when all is said and done, that this one’s about the best of them, sir,” said Blake, who had been exploring the other houses. “That’s not saying very much. Talk about beetles, if there’s not one of every kind to be found in them old shanties, I don’t know a cockroach from a centipede. It’s like the Plagues of Egypt. The houses must have been deserted for years.”

“Very likely,” Dudley answered. “Still, such as they are, we must make the best of them. Do you think you could manage to find your way back to the boat and bring up the sail? With it we might possibly be able to rig up some sort of a hammock for Miss Erskine. I don’t like the notion of her sleeping upon the floor.”

“I’ll go at once, sir,” the willing fellow replied. “I can find my way there and back as easily as falling off a log. I’ll hurry up and have the sail here before you can look round.”

Without more ado he set off, and the last Dudley saw of him he was waving his hand at the top of the hill by the house they had inspected a quarter of an hour or so before. Then he turned and went into the building in search of Miss Erskine. On second inspection its squalor seemed to have increased rather than diminished. Such light as entered through the broken wall served only to bring its innumerable imperfections more prominently before their eyes. Boughs of trees, withered palm-leaves, filth, rags, and — strange waif of luxury — an empty Pomeroy and Greno’s champagne-case, littered the floor.

“As I said just now, it’s a terrible place in which to ask you to spend the night, Miss Erskine,” said Dudley; “but I am afraid it’s the best we can offer you. Blake has explored the other houses, and reports that they are all equally bad. It’s just possible that we may be able to clean it up a little before you come in. Then if we can turn the sail of the boat into some sort of hammock, you will at least be kept from actual contact with the floor. I think, if you don’t mind going outside, I will commence my housemaid’s duties at once.”

“I am not going outside,” she answered, with determination. “And I am not going to let you put yourself to the trouble of cleaning it.”

“But I have set my heart upon doing so.”

“Then I shall stay and help you.”

“You will do nothing of the kind,” he retorted, with equal firmness. “If you desire to help me, you will do as I ask. Please go, in order that I may have it ready by the time Blake returns. We are only wasting time in argument.”

“You are very obstinate. Do you really wish me to leave you?”

“I do indeed. You will make me much happier if you obey me.”

“In that case I will go,” she rejoined. “But it makes me feel even more selfish than before. You do everything for me, but you never let me do one little thing in return to help you. It is not fair.” With this parting shot she left the hut. The sun had disappeared’, and a soft breeze was ruffling the palms above the house. Armed with a large stick, which he used partly as a rake, and partly as a broom, Dudley commenced his task. It proved a bigger one than he had expected. But in something like a quarter of an hour it was comparatively finished; that is to say, sufficient filth had been dragged and pushed outside to bring the place within a day’s march of cleanliness. More could not be done.

When he had finished, he rejoined Miss Erskine. “I fancy it’s a good thing for me,” he said, with an attempt at laughter, “that the dye has not altogether departed from my skin, otherwise I should look disgracefully dirty. I wonder where Blake is? He ought to be back by this time.”

But minute after minute went by and still the man did not put in an appearance. When upwards of three quarters of an hour had elapsed and darkness had fallen, Dudley began to grow anxious.

“Can he have lost his way?” he reflected. “And yet it was not a very difficult path to find. We came almost straight up from the beach, and it runs, or appears to run, diagonally across the island. He would be almost certain to hit it I wish now that I had not let him go.”

“You should reproach me for it,” said Miss Erskine. “It was your kind thought for my comfort that made you send him.”

“That was not my meaning at all,” the other answered. “I was thinking that, instead of despatching him, I should have gone myself.”

“In that case you can understand what my feelings would be now,” said the girl,” if, like Blake, you did not return.”

An answer to this speech was on the tip of Dudley’s tongue, but he forced it back. The present, he compelled himself to see, was no time for lovemaking. Ten minutes more went by, and still there was no sign of Blake. Dudley was nearly beside himself with anxiety. He did not know what he should do if the man did not come soon. If he had fallen into the hands of the natives, or Arabs, he must be rescued; but how was Dudley to do this with Miss Erskine in his charge? He could not leave her if there was the remotest chance of trouble, nor could he take her with him. It was so dark by this time that they could scarcely have seen the man even had he put in an appearance on the hill. All they could do was to wait patiently and to conjecture as to what was detaining him. At last the sound of footsteps greeted their ears. Dudley, who had been seated on a fallen tree, sprang to his feet.

“Thank goodness,” he cried,” he is safe after all!”

“Are you quite sure that it is Blake?” Miss Erskine inquired anxiously. “Might it not be a native?”

“Impossible,” answered Dudley. “That man is wearing boots.”

The words were barely out of his mouth before the cook dashed out of the darkness and came to a standstill before them.

“Good heavens, Blake!” Dudley began almost angrily. “Where have you been? You don’t know how anxious we have felt about you! What has detained you?”

“I lost my way,” the cook replied humbly, after a moment’s consideration. “I knew you would be anxious, sir.”

“Anxious!” Dudley rejoined. “I should just think we have been. I have been imagining all sorts of things. Couldn’t you find the boat? I see you haven’t brought the sail.”

“No, sir, I couldn’t find her,” the man answered, but not in a very confident voice. Then, managing to edge round to Dudley’s side, without Miss Erskine’s observing his action, he touched him on the arm, and made a sign to him that he had something of importance to report Dudley took in the situation at a glance.

“I am extremely sorry, Miss Erskine,” he said. “I fear for to-night we must do what we can for you with your rugs. I will go and spread them out I should have liked to have had the sail, but since we can’t find the boat, we must do without it Such is the fortune of war.”

“I can do very well without the sail,” she answered promptly. “I wish you had not taken the trouble to go for it, Blake.”

So saying, she picked up the rugs and went into the hut “Now, my lad,” Dudley began, “for Heaven’s sake speak out and tell me what is the meaning of all this mystery. What kept you away so long, and why did you return without the sail? You have given me such a fright that I feel as if I shall not get over it for some weeks to come. What is the matter?”

Before he replied, Blake drew him a little further from the house.

“Come over here, sir,” he said. “Miss Erskine must not hear what I’ve got to say to you. It’s a good deal more important than you think for. You may say you’ve had a fright because I did not come back, but lor’ bless you, sir, it is nothing to the startler that I have had.”

“Get on, get on,” Dudley found strength to ejaculate. “In Heaven’s name, man, get on with your story. What has happened, or what have you discovered?”

“It’s just this, sir,” the man returned, drawing closer to him, and dropping his voice to a whisper. “At this moment Doctor Lampion and the Captain are on our track. They’re close upon us now, sir.”

If he had intended to frighten Dudley, he could not have done so more effectively. The latter looked anxiously about him, as if he half expected to see his enemies appear from behind the house, or out of the scrub. Then he seized Blake by the wrist “The Captain and Doctor Lampion are following us, do you say?” he answered. “Are you sure of your facts? For God’s sake don’t play with me! You can’t have been drinking, and I don’t believe you can have gone suddenly mad. How, therefore, can you say that they are following us?”

“Because I’ve seen the steamer out in the bay, sir; over yonder, not five miles from where we’re standing now,” the cook replied. “I had just got to the top of the hill, and was running down it towards where we left the boat, when I happened to look out to sea. There I saw a vessel making for the island. She was a steamer, and I knew her as soon as I set eyes upon her. ‘Goodness sake alive, Bill!’ says I to myself, ‘that’s our boat; and what are they here for, if they’re not looking for us?’ With that I set to work to figure out what I should do. At first I was for coming back to tell you, sir, then I thought I’d stay where I was and watch her. Thinks I to myself, ‘Blake, my lad, what you’ve got to do is to stay just where you are, and see what her line of action is, so to speak. You’ll be able to tell Mr. Dudley everything, then.’”

“Make haste, make haste,” Dudley continued in a tone of impatience. “Never mind your ‘so to speaks,’ or your ‘says I to myself.’ Tell me what you saw, and reserve the rest for another time.”

“Very good, sir,” said the man, quietly. “I’ll do my best, but I’m not a great speaker, as you know. It’s the want of eddycation, I suppose. But I’ll tell you all I know, and you may take your affeedavee it’s the truth that I’m speaking. ‘Tell the truth, William,’ my mother used to say to me, ‘and you’ll get believed.’”

Dudley felt as if he could tear his hair. Try how he would, there seemed to be no way of making the man unburden himself of his narrative quickly and concisely. He felt as if he could have taken him by the shoulders and have shaken him, but he knew in his heart that that would do no good. It would prove quicker in the long run to let him tell his story in his own way.

“Well, sir, as I was saying,” Blake continued, “I looked out to sea, and there I sees the steamer. She was just coming to anchor away there at the other end of the island, and while I watched her I saw that she was lowering a boat ‘Going ashore to see if you can pick up any information concerning the young lady, are you?’ says I to myself. ‘Don’t you wish you may find her?’ For you see, sir, I looks at it in this light myself. Supposing that they send a boat ashore, and that there’s a village at the other side of the island, the folk as live in that village has seen nothing of us, and that being so they can tell no tales. ‘ Have you seen a white man and a lady, and a gent that ain’t neither white nor black, so to speak?’ says Lampion to the chief. ‘No, sir,’ the chief would say to Lampion. ‘ Can’t say like as we have.’ Then the steamer would up anchor and clear out for the next island, and we should be saved.”

Hope revived in Dudley’s breast If, as the cook had said, no one knew of their presence, it was just possible that the steamer might proceed down the coast without pausing to examine the island for herself.

“Then she has gone?” he said. “Thank goodness, for in that case we need not bother any more about her.”

“That’s just the worst part about it, sir,” said Blake, shaking his head lugubriously. “If she’d gone I shouldn’t have worried about it so much.”

“Then what has she done?” Dudley inquired, a feeling of hopelessness once more stealing over him. “Why can’t you tell me at once? Why can’t you give up all this roundabout talk, and tell me straight out what has happened?”

“I thought I was doing so, sir,” the man replied humbly. “But you confuses of me. Where was I? Let me think. Oh, I know, the steamer was a-lying there at the end of the island, and she had sent a boat ashore. As I told you just now, I thought as it was all right as long as the natives didn’t know we were ashore. Well, that’s where the worst part of the whole story comes in. What I was going to say was, that I had no sooner made up my mind that we was going to get off scot-free, when I saw a party of niggers a-coming along the beach. They were carrying some basket things upon their heads, and when they saw our boat they stopped and put ‘em down just as if they were struck all of a heap. Then they held a bit of talkee-talkee together, and went up and examined her for themselves. I saw ‘em lift the oars out, and the mast and sail, and look at them. When they had done that, they had another talk together, and the upshot of it all was they began to pull her down towards the water. I’d have gone and told them to leave her alone, but then, you see, sir, they’d have known we was on the island, and would have blown the gaff to Lampion. The last I saw of them they was a-paddling of her along the shore, just in the very direction where the steamer was anchored. ‘Now,’ says I to myself, ‘what you’ve got to do, William, is to cut away back there and tell Mr. Dudley as quickly as you can. He’ll know what’s best to be done.’”

Dudley turned away, and began to walk quickly up and down. Despite the cook’s assurance, he did not know at all what to do. He could imagine all that had transpired on board the steamer, and he could very well picture the rage and mortification that filled the hearts of the Captain and Lampion when they discovered that their victim had been stolen from them. That Miss Erskine and Dudley were aware of the deadly plot which had been planned against the former, would be plain to them, and in that case, unless they wished exposure to follow, nothing remained for them but to make an effort, and, if possible, to seize the persons of the informers. For this reason they had put about immediately they had learnt what had transpired. They had searched the islands further along the coast without success, and were now making their way down in the hope of discovering or hearing something of the fugitives.

“What am I to do?” groaned Dudley. “What A Sailor’s Bride can I do? The natives will be certain to inform them of their discovery of the boat on the beach, and they will search the island, and our capture will only be a question of time.”

It was, indeed, an awful position for a man to be placed in. He had taken upon himself the responsibility of Miss Erskine’s protection, and he was quite aware that, if these men succeeded in capturing them when they were so far removed from civilization, they would stick at nothing. What could he do? The island, from what he had seen of it, was only a small one, and even if they were to hide themselves; it could not be very long before their presence would be discovered. Hunger, among other things, would drive them out To reach the mainland, or at least some of the adjacent islands, without a boat was impossible; while to secure one, now that their own had been taken from them, seemed equally out of the question.

“I am thankful that you did not say anything about this before Miss Erskine,” Dudley said at last “It would have frightened her terribly, and it could have done no good.”

“I thought of that, sir,” the man replied. “The poor young lady has got enough on her mind at present without our adding to it. If you will allow me to say so, sir, I should keep the knowledge from her as long as possible.”

“I shall do so, you need not be afraid,” retorted his companion. “In the mean time we must not lose heart Please God, we shall be able to extricate her from her troubles, though I must confess at present the future looks black indeed. I must think the position over at greater length, and see what is to be done. Have you managed to gather any idea where the principal town of the island is situated?”

“It must be somewhere along the east end, I should say,” Blake replied. “It stands to reason, sir, that it would be, or the steamer wouldn’t have anchored off that end. They have the charts aboard, and can see the lay of the country at a glance.”

Dudley was silent for a moment “There’s something in what you say,” he answered. “Now the question for our consideration is, whether it would be better for us to hide until we can find an opportunity of getting away, or to go direct to the Sheik of the village and attempt to buy his influence and protection. Lampion and the Captain are not in a position to give very much, if they pay anything at all, while Miss Erskine and I are prepared to put up a very large sum. The Arab cannot run any possible risk, for the reason that if he accompanies us to Mombasa or Zanzibar, he can collect his money there and then. As far as I can see that is the best way out of the difficulty. What do you think?”

“I don’t see anything else for it,” the cook returned. “But do you think, sir, you’ll be able to manage to talk him over?”

“I can only do my best,” Dudley rejoined. “I can try all the wiles I know, and leave the rest with Allah. In either case there is not very much to lose.

If I knew where the village is situated I’d be off there at once.”

“And what about Miss Erskine, sir? How are you going to explain matters to her? She’d never forgive us if we didn’t tell her; and yet, as we said just now, to do so may be to frighten her nearly out of her senses.”

The other thought for a minute or so before he replied.

“I have changed my mind,” he said at last “I think, all things considered, it would be the better plan to tell her everything. If we don’t, she will be sure to suspect, and then it may not only cause her pain, but may give rise to additional complications. Just take a stroll for a few minutes, there’s a good fellow, and leave me to explain matters to her.”

Blake did as he was requested, and Dudley approached the house.

“Miss Erskine,” he began, when he reached the door, “may I have a few moments’ conversation with you? I have something of the utmost importance to report.”

She emerged immediately. “I am here, Mr. Dudley,” she said. “Why do you ask if you may speak to me? Who has so good a right? What is it you want to say? I am afraid you must have bad news, or your voice would not be so sad. If so, please tell me everything at once. I don’t think you will find me a coward.”

“I am sure of that,” he answered. “I am afraid, however, that you will have to summon all your pluck to your assistance, for we are in dreadful straits. The news I have to tell you is of the worst possible description. I have just learned from Blake that your uncle and the Captain have followed us.”

Courageous as she had determined to be, she could not suppress an exclamation of terror as she heard the news. But when she spoke again there was no trace of fear in her voice. She knew that if she gave way it would add to the difficulties of the man before her, and she was resolved that, happen what might, she would not hamper or harass him.

“As you say, this is bad news indeed,” she said. “But I am not afraid, Mr. Dudley. You have saved me before, and I feel sure that you will do so again. I am as convinced of that as that I stand upon this ground before you now. Please tell me what you propose to do?”

He repeated to her what he had said to Blake.

“It is a very good plan, I think,” she answered, when he had finished. “As for the money, I place all I have at your disposal. Promise the man whatever you like for his protection, and when we reach Mombasa or Zanzibar it shall be faithfully paid to him. When do you propose to go and see him?”

“I was thinking of going to-night,” Dudley replied; “that is, provided I can find the whereabouts of the town. That there is a town I am convinced, and it is certain that it must boast a head man, who can be of assistance to us. In the mean time you must remain here with Blake, and I will return to you as soon as I have transacted my business.”

“Go,” she answered quietly; “and may God bless your endeavours. Do not consider me at all. There are three lives to be thought of, and my fear is very small in comparison. Remember only that we shall be thinking of you and awaiting your return with all the anxiety in the world.”

Having told Miss Erskine, Dudley recalled Blake, and as soon as they had discovered a comfortable place they sat down to their evening meal. It was not the happiest they had taken together by any means. The shadow of the new fear lay heavily upon them, and though Dudley tried his hardest to let it appear that he thought lightly of the danger, his efforts were unavailing. As soon as they had finished he rose to his feet “Now I am going off to see what I can do to propitiate the Sheik of the village,” he said, with an attempt at cheerfulness he was far from feeling. “You will promise me not to move away from here until my return?”

“We will give you our promise,” Miss Erskine replied. “But oh, Mr. Dudley, do not be longer than you can help. You know how anxious we shall be to see you again.”

“For my own sake,” Dudley answered, “you may be quite sure that I shall be as expeditious as possible.”

He took her hand and pressed it. “Good-bye,” he said, “and above all do not lose heart.”

“Good-bye,” she replied, “and may God in His mercy bless you.”

A Sailor’s Bride He held out his hand to Blake, who took it and returned the squeeze with interest “Good-bye, sir,” he began. “Keep your eyes open, and don’t let those rascals get the best of you. Remember it’s for the young lady you are fighting.”

“I shall bear that in mind,” the other responded; and in a lower voice he added, “Take care of her, Blake, while I am away.”

Then he walked off, and the darkness, which was frought with so many mysteries for them all, swallowed him up.


CHAPTER XIII
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AS MAY BE remembered, Dudley had been inclined on the previous evening to resent the appearance of the moon, for the reason that he was afraid the light might reveal to the officer of the watch his attempt to leave the steamer. To-night, however, his sorrow was, not that there was a moon, but that she did not rise until so late. He soon discovered, after leaving his party, that it was easier to talk of making his way to the east end of the island than actually to get there. In the shelter of the trees it was pitch dark, and in consequence he could scarcely see a yard before his face. More than once he caught his foot in some unseen obstacle and came near measuring his length upon the ground, and when he remembered that any accident to himself would in all probability bring ruin to his friends, his anxiety was increased rather than diminished. At last, however, the trees became thinner, and when he had been walking, or stumbling — for that perhaps would be a better way of expressing it — for more than an hour, he found himself looking upon the sea at the further end. How still and peaceful the scene was! The stars were mirrored in the placid surface of the water like the reflection of a city’s lamps in a smooth river, and he could even hear the lapping of the tiny waves upon the beach among the mangroves below. Lying well out from the shore he could discern the lights of the steamer, and, as he looked at her, he wondered whether Lampion and the Captain were on board. He trusted they were, for he had no desire to visit the village and be confronted with them. By appropriating the ship’s boat without permission he had placed himself in the Captain’s power, and he had not the smallest doubt but that the latter would be fully prepared to take advantage of the fact at the earliest possible opportunity. Having recovered his breath after his climb, he turned to the left, and made his way along the side of the hill in the hope of discovering the village. That it would be found there he had no doubt, nor was he wrong, for, after he had passed round the bend of the hill, he was brought face to face with a collection of white houses of the same description as those in the centre of the island. He knew that he must exercise all his caution; one false step would be fatal to the success of his enterprise. Little by little, like a thief in the night, he approached the cluster of buildings. It was a fairly large place, boasting perhaps as many as a hundred houses, which straggled irregularly along the foot of the hill. When he was within a short distance of the nearest house, he paused and took stock of his position. He wanted to discover the residence of the Chief, or head man, but in the dark that was rather a difficult matter. However, it had to be found, and, foreseeing that he was likely to have a long interview before him when he reached it, he determined to set about it as quickly as possible. He had just made up his mind to approach the house nearest him in order to make inquiries, when voices burst upon his ear. Almost instinctively he sprang back into the shadow of the trees, and then, crouching amongst the bushes, waited to find out who the talkers were.

“Tell him again,” said some one in English; and as he heard it his heart seemed to leap into his mouth. It was the voice of his enemy, the Captain. “Tell him that we know they are on the island, and that if he doesn’t find them by midday to-morrow, we’ll give him such a warm time of it that he’ll wish he had died before he saw us. Don’t beat about the bush with him, Lampion; you’ll spoil everything if you do. I only wish to goodness I could talk his lingo.”

“We must be diplomatic, my dear fellow,” returned Lampion, who was evidently the more sober of the two; “it will do no good to get his back up. In that case he will turn obstinate, and do nothing to help us.” Then, turning to the Arab who had been walking beside him, he continued in Arabic, “My friend is desirous that these people shall be found to-morrow morning. If it be done he promises great reward. We know that they are here because their boat has been found by your people, and they can only have landed since midday, for the reason that it was but yesterday they left the ship. They are thieves and murderers, and you will do well to be rid of them. Moreover, they have a woman with them, who is of my house, and my honour is concerned.”

“I will see what can be done,” the Arab replied. “If they are here they shall be found. I can say no more.”

“What is his answer?” inquired the Captain, suspiciously.

“He says that if they can be found they shall be,” Lampion replied. “Now, my idea is this.”

They were some considerable distance along the path by this time, so that it was not possible for Dudley to hear what Lampion’s idea was. That it would not be to his advantage he felt sure.

As soon as they were out of sight he rose to his feet once more.

“Fate could not have played into my hands more kindly,” he said to himself. “What I have to do is to waylay that old rascal on his return from the beach, and put the question to him. Thank goodness I am armed, and, if he does not feel inclined to do what I wish with moral persuasion, I am afraid I must try to achieve my purpose in another fashion. It looks as if it is likely to be a pitched battle between us for his favour. Later on we shall see which of us carry the heavier guns.”

As he said this he made his way along the path in the direction that the others had followed. It was his intention, if possible, to have the matter out with the Chief, when he was at a safe distance from his own people. This, Dudley argued, was his only chance of arriving at a favourable conclusion of the matter.

Having descended the hill in the direction of the sea, as far as he deemed prudent, he seated himself on the butt of a mangrove tree, and awaited the Arab’s return. He was destined to have a longer vigil than he expected, for upwards of an hour elapsed before he heard the sound of a man ascending the path. As soon as he did so, however, he pulled himself together and prepared for battle. During his wait he had overhauled all that he was going to say to the other, and was in consequence quite ready with an argument In his own mind he entertained no doubt whatever that the other would agree to his proposal, seeing the advantages it offered; at the same time he was acquainted with the shiftiness of the Arab race, and for this reason was not inclined to place too much reliance in any promise the Chief might make.

The steps came closer to where he was seated, until he could plainly hear the fat man grunting and grumbling as he ascended the path. Then the other left the shelter of bushes and entered the little open space, where Dudley was waiting to receive him. He rose, and advanced to greet him.

“Salaam!” began Dudley, gravely; and then continued in Arabic, “May the blessing of the Prophet be upon thee and thy house. I have travelled afar to have words with thee, O Chief; let us, therefore, rest awhile here and talk together.”

“And who art thou who wouldst talk with me in this place?” the other inquired, when he had recovered from his surprise. “What is thy errand with me, and why dost thou accost me in such a fashion? Knowst thou that I am the Chief of this island?”

“I know that full well, O Chief,” Dudley replied, with the same air of respect mingled with firmness. “And it is for this reason that I am here to speak with thee, face to face, and as man to man. Knowst thou who I am?”

“Knows the rain the earth it falls upon?” asked the Chief. “Thou art one of those of whom the men down yonder spoke to me. Thou art he who I am to deliver to them before the sun sets to-morrow. Is that not so?”

“It is even so,” Dudley answered. “But it shall not be as thou sayest Those men are my enemies. They have sought to destroy the woman I love, and it is in their heart that they would kill me also. Now, O Sheik, wilt thou aid them in this evil? We are strangers upon thy shores, and we crave thy protection. If thou wilt bestow it, great honour and reward shall be with thee, and also the respect of the White Queen, whom I serve. Help us so that we may reach Lamu safely, and anything thou mayest ask will be thine. I swear this upon the beard of my father and the honour of my name.”

He paused, and waited for the Arab to reply. It was an awkward moment, and Dudley has since told me that it seemed to him as if he could hear his own heart beating like the surf upon the reef half a mile away.

“And what is it that thou wilt give, O Stranger?” the Chief inquired. “Promises are like the winds of Heaven, here this minute, and gone the next. It is in my power to save thee, and those with thee, but I must know the reward first.”

Dudley saw that it was no time for half-measures. “Thou hast only to name thy price,” he said, “and it shall be granted thee. Hast thou a knowledge of English money?”

The Arab grunted.

“I have sailed to Zanzibar, and I know everything. I do not lie, and my beard is grey. How much wilt thou give me?”

“Thou shalt have five hundred pounds of gold in English money if thou wilt land us safe and sound at the Administrator’s House in the Island of Lamu without delay. What dost thou say?”

The Arab pushed back his turban and proceeded to scratch his shaven crown.

“It is a great risk, but if the money is good it can be done,” he said. “But how am I to know that, when I have carried thee hither, thou wilt not play me false, and so I shall lose my reward?”

This was a poser, and Dudley scarcely saw how to overcome it He had no pledge to give to the Arab that, in the event of his carrying out his own portion of the compact, the other side would do the same.

“There is no way I can see of proving my honour,” he answered, “save that thou shouldst accompany us to Lamu. Nay, I will go further. If all does not fall out as I have said, I will pledge myself to return with thee here. Think of five hundred pounds in English money. It is more than thou hast ever dreamed of. With it thou couldst buy many dhows and trade among the islands, and be the richest man upon this coast. Do I not serve the White Queen, and is it likely I should tell thee lies upon this matter, when my life and the lives of the others are at stake?”

“And what of these others whom thou speakest of? What shall I answer them who come searching for thee?”

“Only that thou canst not find us,” Dudley replied. “It will not be difficult, for thou needst not look for us. Thou hast only to swear that we are not here, and they will believe thee, and so thou shalt earn the reward.”

“I will think of it,” the Arab answered. “In the mean time come thou with me to my house in order that I may see thy face, for at present thou art not known to me.”

Dudley rose as the other said this, and while he did so he fingered the revolver in his pocket. Situated as he was, he could not very well make an excuse to get out of accompanying the Arab to the house, however dangerous or unnecessary the excursion might appear to him.

“Lead on,” he said, “and I will follow thee. But remember this, if there is any appearance of treachery thou wilt not get thy reward, and moreover, the ships of the White Queen will come here and exact the penalty.”

“There is no treachery in my heart towards thee,” the Arab returned. “Why shouldst thou speak of such a thing to me?”

Then stalking on ahead, he led the way towards the village that Dudley had seen on the slope of the hill. Strangely enough, when he reached it, the latter found himself standing before the very house at which he had thought of inquiring earlier that evening for the head man of the village.

Having entered, the Chief called loudly for a light, which was presently brought him by a slave. It consisted of a piece of fibre floating in a basin of oil, but its sickly gleam was sufficient to permit of Dudley’s taking stock of the man before him. He was of medium height, but very fat and corpulent, and, to add to his already sinister appearance, he was the possessor of a squint which would have discredited an even greater man. So far as Dudley could see, he did not appear to be the sort of person to whom one would be willing to entrust one’s safety, much less one’s life. However, like all Arabs, he was naturally avaricious, and it was upon this string that Dudley intended to play.

The lamp having been set upon the floor, the Chief seated himself upon an angareb at the further end of the room, and invited his guest to do the same. The latter complied with the request, but it was observable that he still kept his hand in his pocket as if to be ready in case of emergency. He had had to do with Coast Arabs before, and he was familiar with many of their little pleasantries.

“And where is thy party now, O Stranger?” the Arab inquired, when they had been seated for a few moments in silence.

Dudley had anticipated this question, and could see nothing for it but to give a truthful answer. Had he withheld their hiding-place, the Arab would have become suspicious, and then the advance he had made would have been, to all intents and purposes, useless. He accordingly informed him that they were encamped in a deserted village halfway down this island. After a little questioning the other seemed to recognize the spot, and, as far as could be gathered, he regarded it as a safe hiding-place.

“Remain there until thou hearest from me,” he answered. “They that seek thee will not do so before midday, and, if all goes well, they may not do so at all. It is five hundred pounds in English money that I am to receive for carrying thee to Lamu? Thou art certain of that?”

“Five hundred pounds English money is what I will give thee, provided thou doest act as I say,” Dudley replied; “but if there is treachery, then beware, for thou wilt get nothing.”

“Manghobo, the son of Mwahini, is no traitor,” asserted the Arab, vigorously. “That which he promises he will fulfil; therefore let it be seen that others do likewise. And now farewell. I will find means to get thee away to-morrow. Till then lie hid.” Seeing that nothing further could be gained by remaining, Dudley bade the Chief farewell, and took himself off; not, however, until he had once more impressed upon the other the advantages that were to be derived from acting as he desired.

“I wonder if I have done right?” he said to himself, as he left the house and climbed the hill once more. “Let us hope that he will prove true to his bargain. If not, we are undone indeed.”

He had plenty to think of as he scrambled and pushed his way through the scrub on the way back to his friends. Fortunately for him the moon had risen, and the return journey was a somewhat more pleasant experience than the outward had been. He was not destined, however, to reach his quarters as soon as he expected. It may possibly have been that, in his anxiety concerning the arrangements he had made, he allowed his thoughts to wander from the matter in hand; at any rate, when he had been walking for upwards of an hour he could not but come to the conclusion that he had lost his way. He had searched this way and that, and when at last he did see the cluster of houses in front of him, he was perfectly worn out He felt as if he could not have walked another mile had his life depended upon it. Needless to say, his friends were eagerly awaiting his return. Miss Erskine came to meet him with both hands outstretched. Taking his in hers, she looked him in the face, and then, almost as if it were an afterthought, inquired what success he had met with. Before he answered, Dudley crossed the little space before the hut, and seated himself upon the trunk of the fallen tree, upon which he had awaited Blake’s return that evening.

“I have seen the Chief,” he began, “and though you may scarcely believe it, I have also seen the Captain and Doctor Lampion. They passed within a few paces of me, but fortunately they were not aware of my presence. The Chief I met afterwards, and accompanied him to his house.”

“And what did he say?” inquired Miss Erskine, eagerly.

Dudley thereupon informed her of all that had passed between them, and of the arrangement they had come to.

“Do you think he will play fairly by us?” she asked, when he had concluded his narrative.

“That I cannot say,” answered Dudley. “We must hope that the inducement we are holding out to him will be sufficient to make him do so. Unfortunately, however, he has no guarantee that our offer is a bona fide one. He entertains a doubt as to whether we will act up to our part of the bargain, even if he carries us to Lamu. The Captain and your uncle are in a somewhat different case. Their steamer is anchored off the island — a very tangible proof that they are what they pretend to be. However, we will talk of that in the morning. And now, Miss Erskine, I think it is time for you to retire to rest You must be worn out by all your exertions. Go in and lie down, remembering always that Blake and I are keeping watch at your door.”

With childlike obedience she did as he requested, pausing at the door to offer him her hand. He took it and raised it to his lips. At that moment he would have given anything he possessed to be able to take her in his arms, and tell her how much she was to him, and how gladly he would give his own life to save her even an hour’s pain. But I think she knew that already.

When they settled themselves down for the night, it was questionable whether either of them slept very well Dudley, it is certain, did not. All sorts of wild projects for saving the girl he loved flashed through his brain, and were discarded as unworkable. When day dawned he was as far off the solution of the difficulty as he had been at the beginning. So far as he could see, there was nothing for it but to trust to the Arab’s honesty to fulfil his promise.

On Miss Erskine making her appearance from the house next morning, Dudley guessed that she had some important news to communicate. Her face was smiling and her eyes sparkled.

“You said last night, I think,” she began, when they had wished each other good morning, “that as we have no ready money, it is impossible for us to offer any preliminary bribe to this Arab, in order to show our good faith and to induce him to take us to Lamu. I expect you will say that it is just like a woman to have thought of such a thing; but, before I left the steamer, I took the precaution of bringing away with me all that I valued most of my jewellery. At the present moment I have a diamond necklace round my neck, while my rings and bangles are hidden away in a safe place. Here is a bracelet. Why should you not give it to him?”

As she spoke she took from her pocket a beautiful diamond bracelet, and handed it to Dudley.

“It is, indeed, one way out of the difficulty,” the other replied, balancing the article in his hand, as if uncertain whether to take it. “I expect the old rascal’s eyes will twinkle when he sees it. But are you quite sure that you feel disposed to let him have it?”

“I value our lives at more than a bracelet,” she answered with a smile. “Please take it, Mr. Dudley, and remember that if you want anything else I have more to spare.”

Although Dudley had expected that the Arab would put in an appearance as soon as it was light, the morning was well advanced before they saw anything of him. When he did come, it was not from the direction of his own village, but from the opposite end of the island. This time he was accompanied by another man of scarcely more prepossessing appearance than himself.

“Peace be with you,” was his greeting, as he approached the house. “I have been looking for thee since the rising of the sun. They from the ship have been to me again, and are even now searching for thee over yonder. Had it not been for the tales I told them, thou wouldst have been taken long since.”

Whether his assertion was true or not, Dudley did not pause to inquire. He thanked the man for his assistance, and once more promised him a large reward if he would convey them as far as Lamu.

“I have thought of that,” said the Arab, “and for the money of which thou spoke to me last night it might be done. But how am I to know that thou art rich enough to pay this large sum? Moreover, it will cost much money for the boat.”

In reply Dudley took him a little on one side, and showed him the bracelet Miss Erskine had furnished him with. A hungry look came into the Arab’s face, and Dudley noticed that his companion watched his proceedings with avaricious eyes.

“And what is this thing?” the Chief inquired, after he had handled it for a moment and watched the sunlight play upon the stones.

“It is a present to thee, O Chief,” Dudley replied. “Let it prove to thee that, when we say we will give thee five hundred pounds of English money to take us to this island, we are able to pay it That alone is worth more than one hundred pieces of English gold.” — 

The Chief shook his head, as if that were a statement he was not quite able to swallow. However, he was careful to put it away in a safe place, and to be sure that his companion did not see him do it Then he turned to Dudley again.

“It shall be even as you say,” he answered. “When the time is ready I will take thee and thy party to Lamu. There thou shalt speak well of me to the Governor, and shalt be sure to pay me as thou hast promised.”

“Thou shalt receive thy money,” Dudley replied. “And when will we be able to start?”

To this question the Chief protested that at the moment he could not tell. “There is much to be done first, and those of the ship must be made to understand that thou art no longer on the island. This will take me much time.” Then he added, with meaning, “And it may be another present.”

Then, promising to communicate with them again, he took his departure with his companion, bidding them at the same time lie closely hid; for, as he remarked, if any of his people should chance to see them, there would be the danger of their carrying the news to the ship.

After he had gone, the three outcasts took counsel together. Miss Erskine, who had watched the proceedings from the house, had come to the conclusion that she did not trust the Arab.

“I’m with you there, miss,” said Blake. “I don’t like the cut of his jib a little bit. What do you say, sir?”

“Like you, I am doubtful as to whether he is to be trusted,” Dudley answered. “That reference to another present makes me feel uncomfortable. However, I’m afraid we’re in his power, and I don’t see any other means of escape. If only the steamer would take her departure, I expect he would carry us to Lamu in a few hours.”

“Excuse me, sir,” continued Blake, “but I have been turning something over in my mind. It’s only a bit of an idea like; but it seems to me that it might be managed. How would it be, sir, if we could find out where our boat is, get her back from the natives, and set sail in her again, hoping to pick up this here Lamu before we’d been very long at sea?”

He looked anxiously at Dudley, to see with what favour his plan would be received.

“It would be all very well if we could get hold of the boat,” the latter replied. “I thought of it myself in the night, but in all probability she has been taken back to the steamer. They would be scarcely likely to allow her to remain on shore. We might try and get hold of one of their own craft, but it would be running a big risk, and I am afraid for the present we are not in a position to do that No; until we find the Chief out in any duplicity, I fear we must be content to trust him.”

To add to their discomfort, the midday meal proved to be the last of the food they had brought from the steamer. Unless they were prepared to starve, it would be necessary for them to obtain a fresh supply.

“In that case,” said Dudley, “I am afraid there is nothing for it but for me to pay another visit to the Chiefs house. He must furnish us with provisions sufficient to last us until we can get away. I’ll be off as soon as it grows dark.”

True to his word, as soon as dusk fell, he departed on his errand. This time he was more acquainted with the road, and, as he had started earlier than on the previous occasion, he was able to make better progress. Long before he reached the town, however, it had grown dark enough to afford him the protection he wanted. He had mapped out his interview with the Arab, and had thought of a scheme which he fancied might be of some service. As he approached the first building, and was wondering in what manner he could make sure that Lampion and the Captain were not on shore, he received a fright that he is likely to remember for years to come. The place was darker than usual at that point, and he was not, perhaps, paying so much attention as he should have done to the route; at any rate, he suddenly found himself confronted by a man.

“Be silent,” whispered the new-comer. “I have been looking for thee, but missed thee in the dark. Had it not been for my haste, thou wouldst have been a prisoner ere this.”

“Who art thou?” Dudley inquired in Arabic. “And what dost thou want with me?”

“I am he who accompanied Manghobo to the place where thou art hidden. There is treachery toward. Let me speak to thee in a private place.”

So saying, he led Dudley along the path, and, when they were at some distance from the town, stopped and spoke to him.

“Listen thou,” he began, “I am Segbani, cousin of Manghobo, and I speak true talk. Thou hast promised my cousin that he shall receive five hundred pounds of English money, if he will take thee to Lamu safely. Now, hearken, for there is much that thou shouldst hear. To-night those of the ship are with him. They are angered, inasmuch as he has not yet given thee into their hands. Now, to make it sure that he shall not play false with them, they have taken his only son and put him on their ship, swearing that they will kill him when darkness falls to-morrow, if he has not already delivered thee and thy companions up to them. Now, Manghobo loves his son with a greater love even than his riches, and it is in his heart to act in this way. He will come to thee early in the morning and ask for yet greater reward. Having received it, he will tell thee that he has a dhow waiting to take thee away. When sail is set he will carry thee, and those who are with thee away, but not to Lamu. He will take thee to another island, where it is arranged he shall slay all thy party, and so get his reward, and his son go free. That is true talk, as thou wilt find if thou puttest thy trust in Manghobo.”

For a moment Dudley did not know what to do. “I felt sure the old villain was playing a double game,” he said to himself at last, in English. “The treacherous hound; but I’ll be even with him yet Now, I wonder what this fellow’s little game can be? He is evidently acting against his cousin, and his avarice is urging him to try and get the reward for himself.”

“I have heard what thou hast said,” he continued in Arabic, “and have pondered it well. Now, what canst thou do to save us? Canst thou bring us to Lamu thyself? If so, the reward I promised Manghobo shall be paid to thee. Speak what is in thy mind, and let there be no treachery.”

“I am a true man,” the other answered. “From the first my heart inclined towards thee. I will do as thou sayest Let there first be given me, moreover, such a thing as thou didst give to my cousin this morning.”

“When we are once safely on the water,” Dudley replied, “then thou shalt have even better than was given thy cousin this morning. Where is thy dhow?”

“In yonder bay,” the other answered, pointing to the harbour on the further side of the town. “She is a good boat, and will carry thee to Lamu with the swiftness of a bird.”

“And where wilt thou take us aboard?” he inquired. “It would not be safe to come here.”

“There is the bay that is near thy hiding-place,” the other remarked. “There it is deep water, and it is also behind the island on the channel leading to Lamu. Is it agreed that ye go?”

“It is agreed,” said Dudley, solemnly. “And now there is another thing that thou must do. Go to thy house, and bring me again food sufficient to last a day. Be silent, and I will reward thee for that also.”

“Wait here,” answered the man, “and I will come again quickly.”

He disappeared into the darkness, and Dudley sat down to wait A desperate plan had suddenly formed itself in his mind, and he was going to carry it out at any hazard. If what the man had told him were true, it was manifestly unsafe for them to remain any longer upon the island. They must get away before daylight, and before the crafty Chief could suspect their intention.

In something less than a quarter of an hour the Arab returned, carrying a bag of provisions in his hand.

“See, here is food enough for six men,” he began. “Now bestow upon me the reward.”

Dudley drew his hand from his pocket, and it contained, not a bracelet, but a revolver.

“My friend,” he said very quietly, but distinctly, “before I bestow the reward upon thee I must have more service. It has occurred to me that this island is not safe to dwell upon. It is my will, therefore, that we should leave it at once. Rest thy eyes upon my hand, and thou shalt see I have in it that with which I can end thy life, upon the bending of a finger. Make no sound, but lead me to the dhow of which thou didst speak just now. We will set sail in her at once, and so shalt thou earn thy money when we reach Lamu.”

The man was prepared to expostulate, but Dudley bade him hold his peace.

“This is no time to talk,” he said. “Pick up that bag and lead the way. Remember, if thou dost betray me thy life pays forfeit.”

They stood face to face, looking at each other in silence for upwards of a minute. Then the Arab, seeing that the other held the stronger hand, and, being a philosopher as well as a rogue, answered quietly — 

“Be it so. I submit But let it be seen that thou payest me the reward in the end.”

Realizing that there was nothing else for it, he passed the town and led the way to the beach. Here they found the dhow of which the Arab had spoken so highly. They boarded her, and Dudley bade the man cast her loose.

“We will start at once,” he said.

But the other demurred. “It is not possible,” he cried. “I do not know the way, and there is no wind.”

“Thou canst find the way in the dark,” Dudley retorted sternly, “and there is wind enough. Let us sail for the little bay which is near the house where my friends lay hidden, without more talk. Be faithful, and thou shalt be the richest man along the coast; take me into a trap, and thou diest at that moment.”

Seeing that there was nothing for it but to obey, the man cast the dhow off, and a few minutes later they were drawing across the harbour.

“If only our luck holds, we are safe;” said Dudley to himself, rapturously. “I ought to consider myself fortunate. If I had not met this man to-night; we should certainly have believed that rascal’s statements, and in that case nothing could have prevented us from being murdered. Lampion is, indeed, a villain of the first water.”

They had been sailing for upwards of an hour when Segbani, from whom Dudley never allowed his eyes to wander, put the vessel on another tack, and entered a small indentation in the coast that could scarcely be dignified by the name of a bay.

“It is here that thy friends lie hidden,” he said sullenly. “Wilt thou go ashore and call them?”

“Even so,” Dudley answered. “And thou shalt come with me.”

The Arab gave a grunt of disapproval, but seeing that it was hopeless to resist, he brought his craft alongside a projecting slab of rock, which served as a jetty. To secure her it was necessary that he should land, but, as a matter of precaution, Dudley accompanied him. After that had been done, they set out, in the same order that they had adopted in making their way to the dhow, in search of the house where he knew Miss Erskine and Blake were so anxiously awaiting him. They were surprised to find that he was accompanied by an Arab, but feeling sure that he had good reason for it, they offered no remark at the time.

“Blake, my good fellow,” he said, “just get Miss Erskine’s things out of the house at once, will you? Our chance has come, and we must be off without loss of time. This worthy gentleman is going to carry us to Lamu. Miss Erskine, may I trouble you to assist Blake? I would do so myself, but I must watch our friend here. He is as slippery as an eel.”

In less time than it takes to tell, they had collected their belongings, and were marching back to the dhow. To board her and to cast her off occupied scarcely more time than it takes to tell, and in something less than a quarter of an hour they were en route for Lamu. As soon as they had settled down on board, Dudley described the adventures he had met with that evening.

“When daylight comes a stronger breeze should get up,” he said, after he had finished his narrative. “Then we shall make better progress. Please God we shall be thirty miles from the island before Manghobo turns out to look for us. I shall always regret that I did not put a bullet into his old body before we said good-bye to him.”

“No, no,” Miss Erskine returned gently. “Let him go. Badly as he has treated us, there are others even more to blame.”

Turning to Segbani, who was steering, Dudley asked him how far the island was from Lamu.

“A day’s sail, with a good wind,” the other replied, and then relapsed into silence once more.

When the sun rose a fair breeze came with him, as Dudley had predicted. The dhow sped merrily before it; hour after hour slipped by, until at last they found themselves abreast of a larger island than they had yet seen. They were still in the channel that separated them from the mainland, but what the name of that channel was Dudley did not know, nor could Segbani enlighten him. It was gradually widening, however, and presently on turning a corner a fair-sized town came into view.

It was situated on a slight eminence, and to their eyes, after all they had been through, it looked as imposing as Zanzibar itself.

“We are saved! we are saved!” Dudley cried, turning to Miss Erskine, and seizing her hand. “Thank God, you are delivered from your enemies at last!”

Blake, who had been forward, came aft to add his congratulations to theirs. They were unheard, however, for Dudley, after his last speech, had fallen in a dead faint at Miss Erskine’s feet His anxiety and the strain of the last few weeks had proved too much for him.

When he recovered consciousness, he found Miss Erskine and Blake kneeling beside him. The former’s face was very pale.

“Be brave, miss, be brave,” Blake was saying as Dudley opened his eyes. “He’ll be all right soon. See, he is coming-to now. How do you feel, sir?”

“Better, much better,” Dudley answered. “I cannot think what made me go off like that I’m as bad as an hysterical schoolgirl.”

He rose to his feet to find that they were approaching the town. In less than five minutes, if all went well, they would be ashore.

“Can you believe that you are really safe?” he asked in an undertone of the girl beside him.

Her eyes filled with tears. “Scarcely,” she replied, looking at the buildings ashore. “Oh, Mr. Dudley, what a debt of gratitude I owe you. How can I ever repay you for all you have done for me?” Her voice trembled, and Dudley saw that she was on the verge of tears.

“Mary,” he said very softly, taking her hands in his, “I will tell you how you can repay me. I have loved you from the first moment I saw you. I felt then that you were my fate. Providence has given me an opportunity of showing you the quality of my love. If you love me there is a way you can repay me, and that is by consenting to become my wife.”

“I do love you,” she answered simply; “and if you will have me I will gladly be your wife.”

Whether there was anything more that should have been said I do not know; if so, neither of them said it. They were content to stand hand in hand, thinking their own thoughts, and watching the dhow draw nearer to the shore. In the first glow of their happiness the bitter past was forgotten. As the palmist had said in Cape Town, “their love had not been all smooth sailing;” but what did that matter, since they were to be happy at the end? After a while Blake once more came aft and stood beside them.

“Blake,” said Dudley, “we owe our safety to you. But for your assistance on board the steamer we should never have been so successful. You have been a good and true friend to us, and, come what may, you shall never regret it Give me your hand.”

The two shook hands; and then Miss Erskine held out hers to the cook.

“God bless you! and I thank you with all my heart,” she said.

For some reason the honest fellow was compelled to turn his face away.

Ten minutes later they were ashore and on their way to the Administrator’s residence, closely followed by Segbani, who, in his turn, was not going to lose sight of them for a moment It was, indeed, a curious tale they had to pour into the Administrator’s ears. During his residence on the island he had heard many strange stories, and from all sorts of men, but never one like this.

“My dear young lady,” he said, addressing Miss Erskine, “you have indeed had a terrible experience. But let us thank Providence that you have come so safely out of it Mr. Dudley, Admiral Redfurn will be glad indeed to hear of your safety; he believes you to be dead. I congratulate you most heartily upon the courage you have shown; you deserve your good fortune if ever a man did. With regard to the adventure with Manghobo, I wonder that you escaped as easily as you did. I know the old rascal well, and the reputation he bears is by no means a good one. I shall not fail to talk to him next time I see him, and let him understand very plainly what I think of his treatment of you. As for Segbani, if you will leave him in my hands, I think I can promise you that he will be content with a much smaller reward than you have offered him.”

“No, sir,” Dudley replied earnestly, “I cannot consent to that The man, with your permission, must receive what I promised him. When you consider that he saved our lives, it is not very much to give him in return.”

Then followed some business talk as to the arrangement for the payment of the money to the Arab. This settled, the Administrator invited Miss Erskine to follow him in order that she might be presented to his wife, who, he felt sure, would attend to her comfort “Perhaps you will wait here for a few moments,” he said to Dudley, as they were leaving the room. “I shall not be very long.”

With that he departed accompanied by Miss Erskine, and Dudley was left to his own devices. He had not been alone very long, however, before he heard some one enter the Administrator’s public office, which was in the adjoining apartment “Is Mr. Burling in?” inquired the new-comer; and as Dudley heard the voice he sprang to his feet He would have recognized it among a thousand. A moment later he was shaking the other wildly by the hand, crying — 

“Bradford! Bradford! what on earth does this mean?”

It was the Torpedo-lieutenant of his own ship!

It might be said with truth that if Dudley seemed astonished, the other was even more so. “Duddy, old man,” he cried, shaking his hand, “is it you or your ghost? What does it mean? How do you happen to be here? Do you know we have searched this side of Africa for you? And the Admiral has been mourning you as he would his own son. Where have you been? Why are you here? And — well, come along, sit yourself down and tell me all about it.”

What Bradford said when he had heard Dudley’s long story, what the Admiral said when it was narrated to him, and the reception the hero of it received from the entire ship’s company of the Coriolanus when he went on board that afternoon, I must leave you to imagine for yourselves.

“I have never forgiven myself for having sent you on that foolish errand in search of Achmet ben Hassein,” said the Admiral to his junior, when they were closeted together in the former’s cabin. “I had quite given you up for lost, but, God be thanked! you have turned up again safe and sound. It is, indeed, fortunate that we happen to be here just now. But for certain little complications that have arisen, and with which you will be made acquainted in due course, we should have been in Zanzibar to-day. And so you are really engaged to Miss Erskine, the beauty and the millionairess? Well, you have fought hard for her; I congratulate you most heartily; God bless you, my boy.”

* * * * *

It would take too long for me to tell you how, on the same afternoon, the man-o’-war made her way up the coast in search of the steamer that had played such a prominent part in Miss Erskine’s and Dudley’s drama. Needless to say they did not find her. The departure of Segbani with his dhow, when they came to hear of it, must have convinced them that their prey had once more slipped through their fingers. Realizing that to follow them to Lamu would be as useless as it would be dangerous, they had doubtless put the steamer about, and continued their voyage to Aden. Inquiries made at the latter A Sailor’s Bride place elicited the information that Lampion had left the ship at that port, and had disappeared, no one knew whither. The Captain relinquished his command at Fort Said and had not been heard of since. As for Segbani, he received his reward, but has not returned to the island. He has taken up his abode at Mombasa, and considers it better suited to his health.

A fortnight later Dudley and Miss Erskine were married at the English Church in Zanzibar. The Admiral gave the bride away; Bradford attended the bridegroom as best man; Blake smiled approval upon every one, and himself in particular, and as the young couple, still accompanied by their faithful servant (he is now a well-to-do confectioner in a country town hard by Dudley’s country seat), steamed out of harbour next morning in the mail-boat, bound for the South, the entire ship’s company of the flagship threw discipline to the winds, and cheered them so long as they remained in hearing and they had breath to do it Dudley has left the Service now. He still takes the greatest interest in things naval, however, and in that he is encouraged by his wife, who is often heard to declare that she knows as much about the sea as most girls.

“It seems to me I should,” she continues; “for was it not at sea, and under the most terrible circumstances, that my husband and I learnt to love each other? Consequently I have every right to call myself a ‘Sailor’s Bride!’”

THE END


“Long Live the King!” (1900)
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The first edition


CHAPTER I.
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HOW STRANGE IT seems, after this long lapse of time, to look back upon those days, and after all that has come between. When I think of the child whose curious fancies, strange whims, and still stranger life, I am about to portray, I find myself inclining towards what is certainly a feeling of bewilderment, and one that might almost be said to be akin to physical pain. That the little fellow I see in my mind’s eye, playing so happily on the far side of that River of Years, can be myself, the man sitting in this chair, who, pen in hand, is trying so hard to arrange his thoughts, is to me scarcely believable. Between the two there looms so vast a difference, that it would appear as if no possible connecting link could serve to unite them with each other. Whether I am better or worse for the change must be left for more competent judges to declare.

Looking back, I can scarcely determine which is the first event in my life that I can recall. I have always declared that I have the very faintest recollection of being held up by my mother at a window to see my father present some new colours to his favourite regiment of Guards in the square below. But if, as they say, that occurrence happened exactly five-and-twenty years ago, and the records of the Regiment are there to prove it, my memory must be a more than ordinarily good one, seeing that, at the time, I could not have been more than three years of age. Imperfect though that recollection may be, however, it is quite certain that I can distinctly recall the day, two years later, when my brother, the Crown Prince Maximilian, being then a big boy of nine, led his regiment past my father on parade for the first time. I can also remember crying bitterly, because I was not permitted to accompany him, which eagerness on my part, so I have been informed since, was taken by my mother’s Ladies-in-Waiting to be a sign that a great military career awaited me. That I have never so far justified either their hopes or their good opinion of me must be set down by the charitably-minded as the result of a lack of opportunity. In a sense, however, I must confess it has proved almost true, but how it came about will be told in its proper place. In the meantime, having a long story to tell, and not much space to tell it in, it is necessary that I should return to my earliest recollections with as much speed as possible.

To enter upon my story proper, it is only fit that I should commence with a brief description of the life of my poor father. Maximilian the Second, King of Pannonia, as all the world is aware, was a monarch foredoomed to trouble from his cradle. His succession to the throne was the result of an accident. But for a fatal shot, fired in the excitement of a wolf hunt, and which stretched the heir lifeless upon the snow, he would in all human probability never have been called upon to undertake the responsibilities for which he was, not only by nature, but also by inclination, so totally unfitted. A scholar of the finest type, essentially a recluse, more at his ease in his library than in the Council Chamber, happier when holding a pen than when carrying a sword, I must admit it is to me a matter of wonderment that he succeeded even as well as he did. A loveless marriage, thrust upon him by the exigencies of State, when his inclinations tended in another and very different direction, marked the next downward step in his career. My mother was the eldest daughter of Alexander the Tenth, King of Gothia, and was as ambitious as my father was the reverse. Where he was only too glad to find an opportunity of effacing himself, she, at first, boldly courted the admiration of the world. Among other things, she insisted upon all the extremes of court ceremonial being observed, and under her rule the sleepy old palace woke to new life. Neighbouring Sovereigns were repeatedly our guests, entertainment followed entertainment, each conducted on the most lavish scale, until the country, which at first had inclined towards applause, began to show unmistakable signs of disapproval. Things were said in the Reichsrath that should have enabled any one less absorbed in his own private affairs than my father, and less wilful than my mother, to have seen how foolish was the course each was pursuing. When, eventually, the Prime Minister of the day, the Count von Marquart, ventured upon a remonstrance, my mother cut him short with a hasty speech that was destined to rankle in his heart and to lay the foundation-stone of the misunderstanding that, for the rest of their lives, existed between them. Fortunately, however, for the affairs of men, Time is able to accomplish what argument and diplomacy cannot hope to achieve. The duties of motherhood, and a long and serious illness, which followed my advent into the world, put it out of her power to adhere to the dangerous course she had hitherto been running. Much to everyone’s surprise, when she was fully recovered, it was found that the craving for excitement, which she had formerly possessed, had completely left her. The change, however, as is so often the case, came too late; the mischief was already done. The Pannonians as a race are, so it has been said, amongst the most undemonstrative of the inhabitants of Europe. It is possible that this may be so. I am not going to admit or to combat the accusation. This much, however, is quite certain: if they are phlegmatic, they are also retentive; and, having once derived an impression, or allowed themselves to become prejudiced in any given direction, they seldom, if ever, return to their original condition. For this reason, while the change in my mother was apparent to all who were brought into immediate contact with her, and by hearsay to many who were not, the greater proportion of the populace were of the opinion that every calamity that befell the nation for years to come was attributable, either directly or by inference, to her recklessness and her extravagance in the past. That the great ceremonials and festivities, balls, concerts, and hunting parties, were no longer to be witnessed by the public eye, was, in their minds, no sort of proof that they did not exist. With the strange perversity that so often characterises the actions of a nation, those who had been most dazzled and delighted when she had lifted the sombre old court life from its former stagnation into its then glittering effervescence now constituted themselves her most bitter accusers. Thus the inevitable drew nearer, while my mother attended to her nursery with as much devotion as could have been displayed by any bourgeoise parent, and my father pored over his books in the north-west tower of the palace, translating Ovid when he should have been pulling at the ropes of Government, and enjoying the selfish pleasures of the student when he should have been endeavouring to prevent the ship of State from foundering. The country, being delivered over to the mercy of party politics, rushed blindly on towards the maelstrom that was to engulf it, and with it our devoted family.

Having thus formally introduced my father and mother to your notice, it is necessary that I should now perform the same ceremony for my brother and myself. Surely two lads were never more different. Max, the Crown Prince, was, as I have already remarked, my senior by four years, and the incarnation, so far as I was concerned, of all that was manly and heroic. At the time of which I am about to tell you, and which was the turning point of our fortunes, he was twelve years old, advanced for his age, and showing promise of development into a tall and powerful man. In face he resembled our mother more than our father; he had her dark, piercing eyes, and, if the truth must be told, he was also gifted with a very large amount of her imperiousness and love of power. It was said that he was a born ruler of men, and some went even so far as to predict that when he ascended the throne, Pannonia, under his influence, would resume her proper place as the leading nation of the earth. But, alas! how strangely things fall out. That which we count a certainty seldom comes to pass, while it has become a commonplace amongst us that the unexpected nearly, if not always, happens. As an example, I must put on record an incident as strange as, at the time, it was disconcerting.

One day Max and I, accompanied by our tutor, were riding on the road that leads from the city towards the village of Schartzvam, at the foot of the mountains. Five miles from home, the pony Max was riding cast a shoe, and it became necessary for us to call a halt at a blacksmith’s shop, in order that the defect might be remedied. We had dismounted, and were standing at the door watching the work in hand, when a party of gipsies made their appearance in the street. The majority had passed us and turned the corner; only a withered beldame, hobbling along with the assistance of a stick, remained behind. On seeing us she paused, and, addressing Max, asked for charity. Upon his giving her a coin she inquired whether he would like his fortune told in return. Doctor Liechardt, feeling a certain responsibility in the matter, was about to order her away, but Max, who had always a touch of the mystical and romantic in his character, begged him to allow her to remain.

“She shall tell my fortune,” he said, taking some money from his pocket and handing it to the old woman. “Who knows but that she may be able to give me a hint which may some day be of use to me?”

The worthy doctor, who never willingly thwarted Max in anything, was perforce compelled to agree. Accordingly he held out his hand, and the old crone took it. For a few moments she studied its lines attentively.

“You have started on good terms with the world,” she began at last. “Fortune favours you now, but the time will come when she will not, and you will be obliged to go on your way alone. You have a proud heart, and desire great things. When the time is ripe, you will walk rough paths, and will travel to a far country. Your dreams will go with you, but, when you return, it will be too late. Your heart’s desire will have passed from you. I can say no more.”

“You have not said very much,” replied Max, with what I could not help noticing was not his usual laugh. “Nor is what you have told me encouraging. However, I suppose it will prove as true as most of your prophecies. And now, Paul, you must have your fortune told. Perhaps you can find something better in your lucky bag for my brother.”

At first I would have drawn back, being at that time rather a timid boy, but Max’s orders were always law to me. I accordingly held out my hand, at the same time giving the old woman the necessary money wherewith to cross it. As before, she bent over and studied the palm attentively. I can see her wrinkled face now, peeping out, with its raven tresses, from beneath her coloured hood. As soon became apparent, the prophecy in my case was to be infinitely happier than that she had offered Max. I was to retain the love of my friends, to enjoy long life, to possess a beautiful wife, and to see many happy children clustering round my knee. She had got this far when she looked into my face. What she saw there appeared to startle her.

“I read it on his hand,” she resumed, as though speaking to herself. Then, looking fixedly at me once more, she continued, but with greater respect than she had hitherto shown: “Go on and prosper, child; though they know it not, the people’s heart goes with you.”

Then, in a strange sing-song voice, and still looking steadfastly at my face, she repeated the old distich, which has been popular in the country for many hundreds of years. Translated roughly into English, it runs somewhat as follows:

“Pannonia’s King shall firmly sit, So long as Michael’s Cross doth fit.”

After bidding me remember what the gipsy had said, and before we could stop her, or question her further, she had left us and was hobbling after her party. Even now I can feel the awkwardness of the next few moments. It had all been so sudden and so unexpected, that it had taken us completely by surprise. I was only a child, and I knew I was not to blame; nevertheless, I looked appealingly at Max as if for forgiveness. His handsome face was black with passion. Placing my hand upon his arm, I asked him to forgive me, begging him not to be angry at a gipsy’s idle words, but he threw my hand off, saying that he was scarcely likely to allow himself to be made angry by an old fool. Be that as it may, however, for the rest of the ride he held himself aloof from us, only speaking when he was spoken to, and then with a bitterness that was older than his years, and, if possible, more uncomfortable than his silence. In my own mind I believe it was from that day that the estrangement which afterwards existed for some years between us might be said to have dated; yet the mere fact that I happened to possess — though at that time very faintly — the peculiar cross-like indentation between the brows, that, tradition says, was bequeathed to us by Duke Michael, the founder of our House, and which it is maintained none but those destined to rule the kingdom ever possess, should not have made any difference in our feelings towards each other.

One more digression from the direct path of my narrative, and I shall be at liberty to proceed at my best pace.

Among certain nobles of the kingdom, and one who commanded an influence in some quarters, second only to that of the King himself, was Prince Ferdinand of Lilienhöhe, a brilliant man in every way, but a bitter enemy of the Ramonyi family. It was his misfortune that he was never able to allow himself to forget that, more than a hundred years ago, one of his family had, for a brief period, sat upon the throne of Pannonia, and this knowledge had proved the evil factor of his life. Out of it he had permitted an idea to take root and grow, until it had passed beyond his control. Being well thought of by a certain section of the community, particularly in the northern portion of the kingdom, where he had large estates, he did not despair, even now, of accomplishing his desires. Plotting and scheming were integral parts of his nature, and it seemed out of his power to check them. It is not of the Prince himself, however, that I am going to speak, but of his only child, his daughter, who was destined in the future to play a most important part in the drama of my life.

One morning, just as we were preparing to leave the palace for our daily ride, we were the witnesses of what promised to be, and might very easily have become, a terrible catastrophe. A carriage, drawn by a pair of handsome horses, had just turned from the Jungferngasse into the Michael Platz, when something caused them to take fright, and they dashed off at terrific speed in the direction of the palace. In vain the coachman, assisted by the groom beside him, endeavoured to restrain the frightened animals. They had become unmanageable, and it looked as if nothing could save the carriage, and any one who might be in it, from annihilation. Even now I can feel the terror that possessed me as I watched them come dashing headlong across the square, making straight for the iron gates of the palace. Instinctively I put up my hand to shut out the sight from my eyes. Then I heard a crash, succeeded by a short silence which in its turn was broken by the screams of the injured horses. When I looked again, the guards had turned out, and some of the men were assisting the coachman, who fortunately was not hurt, with the animals, while the officer of the day was removing a little girl from the carriage to the guard-room beside the gates. It was miraculous that she had not been hurt, for, as it was afterwards discovered, she had only fainted from the shock she had received. My mother, who had witnessed all that had transpired from one of the windows, immediately sent a servant with instructions that the child was to be brought to the palace, where she could be properly attended to. This was done, and presently the little one, who had been examined by our own surgeon, was in my mother’s boudoir, recovering from the effects of the fright she had received. Side by side, unconscious of the part she was one day to play in our several destinies, Max and I stood and watched her. For myself, I can say that never in my life before had I seen so dainty and bewitching a little creature. Beautiful as she is now — the loveliest woman in Europe, they say, and I believe they speak the truth — she was even more beautiful then. There was a spirituality about her — a frailness, if I may so express it — that was almost fairylike.

“You have nothing to fear now, little one,” said my mother, who held her in her arms. “You have had a wonderful escape, and you must thank the good God for your preservation.”

Then, turning to one of the servants, she asked whether he had discovered whose carriage it was. The man paused for a moment before he replied.

“Why do you not answer?” my mother inquired. “Surely you must know?”

“I have been given to understand, your Majesty,” the man answered respectfully, “that the carriage was the property of His Highness the Prince of Lilienhöhe, and that this young lady is his daughter, the Princess Ottilie.”

It was well known in the city that the Prince of Lilienhöhe had at last reached the end of his treasonable tether, and that, only that day, to save him further disgrace, he had been given a stated time in which to quit the country. You may, therefore, imagine the effect the man’s words produced upon us, and my mother in particular. Being a child, I could not of course understand what it meant, but the name of Lilienhöhe had of late been of such ominous report in my ears, that I could scarcely fail to be struck by the importance of the incident. The very title of the Prince who was to go into exile had an ogreish ring about it for me; and, though I had been told on good authority that he was a man of remarkably handsome appearance, possessing the most pleasant manners, and was devoted to little children, I was very far from crediting the statement. In my youthful mind a man who was notoriously inimical to my own family, and who had publicly called my mother the Enemy of Pannonia, and had stated his wish to have us turned neck and crop out of the country, could never be anything but a fiend in human shape. To see this beautiful creature before me, however, and to have it on reliable evidence that she was his daughter, somewhat disconcerted me. I looked at the little maid seated in my mother’s lap with a fresh curiosity, and endeavoured to take soundings of the position. It was beyond me, however. Could she be a second Gerda (I was busy with Hans Andersen at the time); and would she turn out to be a robber maiden who tickled reindeers’ throats with a sharp knife, and laughed to see their fear? I was in the midst of my cogitations, and was vaguely wondering what the Count von Marquart would say if he knew that his enemy’s daughter was in the palace, when the little maid, yearning for younger sympathy, I suppose, slipped from my mother’s knee, and, crossing the room to where I stood, took possession of my hand.

“I like you,” she said, looking up into my face with her beautiful eyes; and from that moment the pressure of her tiny fingers, and the remembrance of the look she gave me then, have been among my most cherished memories.

By my mother’s orders, a carriage had been brought for her, and one of the ladies-in-waiting had been deputed to take her back to her father’s house. While the necessary preparations were being made, we passed out, still hand-in-hand, into the great vestibule.

It was the first time for more than a hundred years that a Ramonyi and a Lilienhöhe had walked together, and there were some who looked upon it as an augury.

It was quite certain that she had not yet altogether recovered from the shock the accident had given her, for her face was still pale, and her hand trembled in mine.

“What is your name?” she asked in childish accents, as we stood before the statue of the Great Founder, the same who had bequeathed to me the Michael Cross of famous memory.

“Paul,” I answered: “Paul Michael George.” I gave it in full in order that the fact might be more clearly impressed upon her memory.

“I shall ‘member,” she returned gravely; and for the second time she added— “I like you.”

At this moment the carriage made its appearance, and the Baroness Rabovsdin, to whom my mother had entrusted the responsibility of conveying the child back to her father’s house, went down the steps and entered it. With a gravity beyond my years, I led Princess Ottilie down to it, and helped her to her seat beside the Baroness. Then the carriage drove away, and that was the last I saw of the daughter of the Prince of Lilienhöhe for many years to come.


CHAPTER II.
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ALTHOUGH MY FATHER, acting on the advice of his Ministers, had taken the decisive step of banishing the Prince of Lilienhöhe from the country, he had not been able altogether to rid himself of the trouble the latter had occasioned. The Ogre had been growing larger and uglier for years, and, on looking back upon it now, I am of the opinion that it was his last, and I cannot help thinking his greatest, imprudence, that brought about the disastrous end. Be that as it may, however, the result was quickly apparent. The contempt the populace felt for us was to be observed in every direction. My father, who seldom left the palace, was not brought into actual contact with it, but I remember on one occasion my mother and I being hooted while driving in the Graben. What we had done to deserve it I cannot say, but the incident was sufficient to show me a side of my mother’s character that I had never encountered before. In her home life she had, as I have observed already, developed into a quiet and loving woman. Now, in the face of danger, her old spirit reasserted itself, and I can recall the flash that lighted her eyes, and the contemptuous curl of her lips, as she faced the crowd that surged about the carriage. Turning to me she took my hand and bade me not be frightened; then, looking at the Baroness Niedervald, who was sitting opposite, and who appeared as if she were about to collapse, added sternly, “I am sure you are not afraid, Madame, so I beg you will not permit them to think so.”

The Baroness, who stood in greater awe of my mother than a thousand street ruffians, pulled herself together, and immediately repaid their jeers with looks of scorn.

Ten minutes later we were back at the Palace once more, and my father had been made acquainted with what had occurred. A curious smile flickered over his sphinx-like face as he heard the news.

“You fed your hounds too well at first, my dear,” he said, with that cynicism that always characterised him. “They are grumbling now because the supply of bones is finished, and they are compelled to fall back on stones.”

I did not realise the force of this allusion then, but it has become more plain to me since. One thing is quite certain — it angered my mother beyond measure, and from that time she carried no more complaints to him. Even had she done so, it is doubtful whether it would have been of any use. “Go to von Marquart, your Majesty,” he would have said. “He is the real king; I am only the figurehead — the puppet, if you like.”

As a matter of fact the time had gone by for active interference, and all that could now be done was to wait, and to endeavour, as far as possible, to hold the rabble in check, until some new sensation should arise to divert their attention. To make matters worse, the country was split up into factions; thus for every step gained in one place we lost ground elsewhere, and, by propitiating one, we enraged another. Some were for deposing my father outright, and inviting Prince Ferdinand to mount the throne; while others went even so far as to contemplate doing away with Royalty and nobles altogether, and establishing a Republic, in which every man was to be the equal of his fellow, and caste should be swept away entirely. They could not realise the fact that their present ruler, if he had done nothing else, had at least permitted them to enjoy the benefits of peace. He was not ambitious like his neighbour on the north, nor aggressive like his fellow on the south, and in consequence the country flourished as it could not otherwise have hoped to have done. It has often struck me since that a nation is not unlike a defective dam. So long as it holds together it is solid and watertight, but let even the faintest trickle of moisture percolate through its massive sides and more will surely follow; later, a gaping rent will show itself, where first the dampness appeared; then, in one brief instant, before man can prevent it, the mighty flood bursts its bonds, dashes forth and sweeps all the old order away before it.

Being at this time only nine years old, I could not, of course, appreciate the gravity of the situation. But I was quite aware that those I loved were in trouble. It was brought home to me more convincingly by one little incident than by anything else.

It was nine o’clock on a winter’s night. Snow was falling, and the palace courtyard was covered with a white mantle. According to custom, Max and I had been to our mother’s room to bid her good-night, and had crossed the great hall on our way to our own apartments, when, at the top of the grand staircase, we met the Prime Minister, Count von Marquart, ascending. As a rule we were afraid of him; his manner was harsh and overbearing, and it had been wittily observed that there were only two persons in the world, the Count von Marquart and himself, with whom he was on terms of anything approaching intimacy. To-night, however, we noticed that he was disturbed about something. On seeing us, he paused and bade us a polite good-evening. Then, gazing into our faces with those cold, piercing eyes of his, which seemed to look one through, he patted us on the shoulders, heaved a heavy sigh, and muttering “Poor lads, poor lads!” followed the servant along the corridor in the direction of my father’s study.

For the next few days Council followed Council, and from each the Ministers drove away with gloomier faces. I have since learnt that the failure of the crops in the northern provinces, and the consequent dearness and scarcity of bread, had precipitated matters, and forced the hands of those who were really at the bottom of the mischief. Somehow I do not fancy that my father even at this, the gravest crisis of his life, properly realised what the near future had in store for us. Having devoted his attention to other matters for so long, he had lost his grip of the public pulse, and in consequence was unable to realise the deadliness of the disease that was taking possession of his country. Like the dipsomaniac, who, in his own heart, is quite aware that to indulge his craving is to court a certain and most terrible death, my father persisted in his former line of action — or shall I say inaction? — finding, it would seem, a recondite pleasure in contemplating the approach of ruin. With my mother it was entirely different. Wayward and impetuous as she had once been, she now proved herself, by the feminine rule of contrary, I suppose, the best wife he could have had under the circumstances. Where he was weak, she was strong; she threw herself into the breach, and with counsel and encouragement, and with an insight that marked her as a daughter of a race of rulers, endeavoured, so far as lay in her power, to beat back and outwit the foes who were hemming us in on every side. Upon one person only, and then always excepting on one memorable occasion, the peril in which we stood seemed to produce no outward effect. I allude to Count von Marquart, the man whose personality stands out in that terrible period, clear cut, impressive, and invariably heroic. The waves of discord might dash and break at his feet, the winds of hatred shriek about his devoted head, but, like a lighthouse in a storm, he stood immovable — a guiding light to the end.

Though we did not think so at the time, and flattered ourselves that everything would soon be set right, we were nearer the end than we supposed. It was on the sixteenth of December, a date engraved in letters of fire upon my brain, that the climax came. For several days the city had been in an uproar, crowds had paraded the streets, and had even clamoured at the palace gates. So violent did they at last become, that it was necessary that the military should be called out in order to disperse them. But — and it was here that the shoe pinched — it was unmistakably borne in upon those at the head of affairs, that the army itself was in sympathy with the rioters. For upwards of a week Max and I had not been permitted to leave the palace, the streets being considered unsafe for us at such a time. During the afternoon of the sixteenth a council meeting was held, after attending which the members had been compelled to disperse secretly, and by different doors, for fear the mob should get hold of them. By chance I happened to be near my mother’s boudoir when von Marquart acquainted her with the result of their deliberations. They had never been friends, but at such a time they felt they must cease to be enemies.

“If you will give me warning when it will be necessary for us to start, I will take care to be ready,” I heard my mother say, in answer to a speech of his.

“You may count upon me,” Marquart replied gravely. “I will allow your Majesty as much time as possible.”

Then, having kissed her hand, he withdrew without another word. When he had gone, my mother crossed to the window, and drawing back the curtain, looked out upon the snow-covered Platz. Presently a convulsive sob reached my ears. Proud woman though she was, in the face of this new trouble, her fortitude for the moment deserted her. I emerged from my hiding place and went over to her, slipping my hand into hers. Sinking down upon the window-seat she drew me to her and kissed me passionately.

“Paul, Paul, my little son,” she cried, her voice breaking with tears, “this is my work. It is your mother who has brought about this ruin. And yet God knows I am innocent of any evil intention.”

“Those who say that it is your fault lie, mother,” I began, with an indignation that at any other time would have been ludicrous in one so young. “Max says it is a lie, and when he is king he will punish them. He told me this morning. Don’t cry, mother dear; Max and I will take care of you.”

The unintentional irony of my remark must have occurred to her, for she rose from her seat and walked a few paces away. How bitter her thoughts must have been at that moment! Her husband was alive, and yet her honour was to wait for vengeance until her sons should be come to man’s estate. My little speech, spoken in all good faith, strikes me now as the most cruel indictment yet urged against my father’s memory.

That night, when Max and I were in bed, I told him what I had heard and seen.

“Why doesn’t our father order out the troops and shoot them down?” said bloodthirsty Max. “That was what Maximilian the Seventh did, and they left him in peace. If I were king I would show them no mercy.”

It seemed to me a pity under these circumstances that Max was not upon the throne, for then by his own showing we should have nothing to fear, and should be able to go for our daily rides, instead of being shut up within the palace from morn till night. Then I fell asleep and remembered no more until I was awakened by hearing a stern voice ordering us to get up and dress as quickly as possible. I opened my eyes and to my surprise found the Count von Marquart standing beside my bed. What his presence there, and at such an hour, betokened, I could not for the life of me understand; but such was my respect for him, by day or night, that I did not hesitate to do as he bade me. Half asleep and half awake Max and I huddled on our garments, and, as soon as we were dressed, followed the Count down the stairs to one of the audience chambers leading out of the great hall. There we found my mother and father, dressed for going out. My favourite captain of the Guard, Baron Bathony, covered with snow, entered the vestibule as we crossed it. He shook himself like a great dog, and then, seeing von Marquart standing by the door, hastened towards him. That he had some bad news to report was plain to all of us. It was written on his face.

“Well, sir, what tidings do you bring?” asked von Marquart in a fierce whisper, that was as audible as his usual voice.

“The very worst,” replied Bathony. “The citadel has fallen and the garrison has gone over to the Revolutionists. The enemy are even now marching in the direction of the palace. I have come to warn his Majesty.”

“And his Majesty is infinitely obliged to you,” said my father, who had approached unobserved. “The farce of kingship is played out, and now it is perhaps as well that we should ring the curtain down. What say you, Marquart?”

“I think it is time your Majesty considered the safety of your wife and children,” answered the Prime Minister bluntly. “If you would save their lives it would be as well that you should leave the palace and start on your journey at once. There is no saying how soon the mob may be here, and then escape may be impossible.”

On hearing this my mother rose from her chair. All traces of the agitation I had noticed earlier that evening had left her, and she was as calm and collected as ever I had seen her.

“We are quite ready,” she said. “If your Majesty will give the necessary orders, there need be no further delay.”

“So be it,” remarked my father. Then turning to Max, who had been listening attentively to all that passed between them, he added, in his usual cynical fashion, “I had once hoped, my boy, to have had the pleasure of abdicating in your favour. It would appear that even kings may be mistaken. It is only the Sovereign people who are invariably right. Now, Marquart, if you are quite ready, let us bid the Capital good-bye.”

With Bathony leading, my father and Max following close behind him, my mother and I, hand-in-hand, coming next, and Marquart bringing up the rear, we left the audience chamber and passed across the great hall, under the staring statues, many of which had looked down on at least three generations of our race, and which were destined to be hurled from their pedestals and smashed to atoms within a few hours of our departure. Then out by a side door into the walled-in space called the Guard’s Parade, from the fact that on sunny mornings the band of the Household Regiment was wont to play there. On opening the door we were assailed by the cold blast, which, blowing across the snow, gave us a foretaste of what our journey would be like. The night was fine, and overhead the stars shone brilliantly. The glow of the city lights could be seen on every hand, while in the distance the low hum of the mob fell upon our ears like a wild beast roaring for its prey. This alone served to make us quicken our pace towards a gate on the opposite side of the courtyard, which Bathony unlocked, and which, when we had passed through it, he again secured behind him. Only once in my memory have I heard of a reigning family leaving their palace in so unostentatious a fashion.

Twenty yards or so from the gate, two carriages were drawn up. Towards the first of these Marquart hurried us. The other was for my mother’s maid and my father’s faithful valet, and also for our luggage, of which we could not carry very much. The leave-taking of the two men who had stood by us so faithfully was affecting in the extreme.

“Your Majesty knows the route that has been arranged?” began Marquart. “The men, I pledge myself, are trustworthy, but I should not delay at any place longer than is absolutely necessary for the business in hand. The rebellion is spreading through the country, and one scarcely knows upon whom to pin one’s faith. For your children’s and your Queen’s sake, let me implore you to be careful!”

Even then, at this late hour in the tide of his affairs, my father could not resist a jibe at the other’s expense.

“I must endeavour to remember your advice, Marquart,” he said. “At first it is a little difficult to understand that one is out of leading strings. I suppose, however, I shall get used to being my own master in time.”

To this speech Marquart offered no reply. Taking the hand my mother offered him, he bent over it and kissed it.

“Farewell, your Majesty,” he said, “and when we next meet I pray it may be in happier times.”

Then he took leave of my father and afterwards of Max and myself. Bathony followed suit, and then we entered the carriage and drove rapidly away.

Choosing deserted streets and avoiding every thoroughfare in which there was the remotest chance of our carriages being recognised, we eventually reached the outskirts of the city and took the high-road that leads across the mountains to the town of Aschenberg. So far, admirable success had accompanied us, but it was no sort of guarantee that such good fortune would continue. Hour after hour we rolled along the silent country roads, drawing gradually nearer the mountains, whose snow-clad peaks loomed dense as a wall against the starlit sky.

It had been arranged that we should spend what remained of that night and also the next day at the house of a distant kinsman of the Count von Marquart. On the second night we were to continue our journey, putting up at an inn in the mountains, and so on, as fast as horses could take us, and circumstances would permit, until we should have crossed the border and be in safety. The night was well spent before we reached the mountains, and it wanted only an hour or so to daybreak when we began the climb up the last ascent that led to our refuge for the night. Already the first grey dawn was creeping across the landscape, showing the snow-covered slopes of the mountains on the one side, and the rock-strewn valley on the other, in all their dreary nakedness. Then we looked out of the carriage window and saw the castle itself, standing out on the bold side of the mountain, and commanding a view that is possibly without its equal in all Pannonia. The rusty old drawbridge — for this ancient place still possessed one — was lowered in readiness for our approach, and since the owner and his three stalwart sons were beside it on the look-out for our coming, it seemed as if our arrival were more anxiously awaited than we imagined. Glad as they were to see us, we were still more pleased to leave the carriage. For two of our number at least the journey must of necessity have been an agonising one. Yet no word of reproach had been spoken on either side.

“I offer your Majesties the heartiest welcome in my power,” said our host, coming forward and bowing before my father and mother. “I would to God it were not under such circumstances.”

“The fortune of war, my dear Count,” replied my father. “Let us be thankful our enemies have allowed us even to live. I believe I am not the first of my House that your castle has sheltered in adverse days. If I am not mistaken my ancestor, Stephen Ramonyi, was its guest in 1553 when — but there, the present is sufficient for our needs, without raking up the troubles of the past, and it is rather cold here for such a discussion. Her Majesty and the children are tired after their long journey.”

On hearing this the old man led the way across the great courtyard towards the flight of steps which led up to the main entrance of the castle. I cannot hope to make you understand how the dreariness of the place struck me, and what a chill it set upon my heart. Yet for the time being it meant safety, even life itself, for us.

The Countess received my mother on the steps, and then we passed into the castle together. A meal had been prepared for us, and as soon as we had discarded our wraps we sat down to it. What transpired further I do not know, for, quite worn out, I fell asleep in my chair before I had swallowed half a dozen mouthfuls. When I awoke again I was in bed, and the wind was whistling round the turret as if in mockery of our fallen fortunes.

Next evening, as soon as it was dark, we bade our friends farewell, and once more resumed our journey. It was necessary that, if possible, we should reach a lonely inn on the other side of the mountains before daylight, and the road, so we were informed, was by no means a good one. As we soon discovered, this proved a correct assertion; for a more discouraging thirty miles could scarcely have been found in the length and breadth of the country. In consequence, instead of arriving at our destination, as it was most important we should do, while it was still dark, it was full morning before we came in sight of it. If the castle of Elfrinstein had seemed a lonely spot, this, our second stopping place, was infinitely more so. The inn itself stood within a deep gorge, the rugged sides of which towered some hundreds of feet above its roof. The building was a mere hovel of four rooms, and at one time was much frequented by those engaged in smuggling spirits across the border.

When we drew up at the door, the landlord, an enormous man, possessing the reddest hair I have ever seen on a human being, and a beard that reached almost to his waist, emerged, rubbing his eyes and yawning cavernously. He was followed by a woman, his wife. Together they approached the carriage, and as soon as my father had alighted, knelt before him with bowed heads. The picture seemed so incongruous, so out of keeping with the other attributes of that grim place, that, miserable as we all were — for the previous night’s journey had been comfort itself compared with that we had just completed. I don’t think one of us was able to suppress a smile.

“Get up, my friends,” said my father in a kindly tone, “and lead us into the house. We are worn out after our night’s travelling. No one has been this way in search of us, I hope?”

“Not a living soul, your Majesty,” the man replied. “They’d best not come about here now. ’Twould be a bad case for them if they found your Majesties here.”

Having uttered this somewhat ambiguous speech, he led the way into the house, where, it was soon apparent, great preparations had been made for our reception.

It was early in the afternoon when a terrible incident, which came so near our undoing, occurred, and it happened in this way. Being determined that no one should approach the inn during the time we occupied it, our shock-headed friend had stationed one of his sons at the entrance of the defile, with definite instructions to bring the news to him with all speed should he detect the approach of any suspicious persons. For the greater portion of the day the lad saw no one; just when his brother arrived to relieve him, however, they espied approaching them, as rapidly as the rough nature of the ground would permit, a body of horsemen, who presently proved themselves to be soldiers. To rush back to the inn and give the alarm was the work of a few minutes.

“The soldiers! the soldiers!” cried the lads, bursting together into the room where their mother was busily engaged in preparing a last meal for us.

Their father rose to his feet.

“You know what to do, wife?” he said quietly, and then entered the room where we were sitting listening to the dreadful tidings.

“The soldiers are coming, your Majesty,” he remarked, still quite unperturbed. “You must be away before they reach the house.”

“But how is it to be done?” inquired my mother anxiously. “I see no way of escape, and there are the children to be thought of.”

“When the little princes are ready, I’ll show your Majesty a way, never fear,” the man replied, and surely enough, as soon as our outdoor garments had been donned, he took me in his arms and led the way through the house to the back. The great blank wall of the cliff abutted close upon it, but how this was to help us I could not understand. At one place his eldest son was busily engaged removing a pile of brushwood, and making straight for this he put me down and began to assist the boy. When the stack had been partially removed, a circular hole in the cliff, about the size of a large barrel, became apparent.

“If your Majesties will follow me, I don’t think the soldiers will catch you,” he said, and forthwith went down upon all-fours. A moment later the King and Queen of Pannonia and their somewhat fastidious children might have been seen on their hands and knees, crawling into safety, if I may so express it, through a hole in the wall.


CHAPTER III.
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I HAVE DESCRIBED the ignominious fashion in which our family, led by the giant innkeeper, made its way through the hole in the cliff, and thus escaped the soldiers, who otherwise would certainly have arrested us. As soon as Gabriel, my father’s valet, who was the last of our party to enter, had disappeared, the innkeeper’s son, who remained outside, once more covered the aperture with brushwood, thus effectually concealing its existence. Provided the soldiers did not become aware of our subterranean hiding-place as they were scarcely likely to do, we had every right to consider ourselves safe, at least for the time being.

Much to our relief the small tunnel through which it was necessary for us to crawl was only a few feet in length; for this reason we seemed scarcely to have entered it before our guide informed us that we might resume an upright position. He then struck a match, and its light enabled us to see that we were standing in a large cave, the walls of which streamed with moisture. Taking a torch, made of some resinous wood, from a small box covered with a sack, he fired it and turned to us again.

“It is for your Majesty to say what you will do now,” he observed, addressing my father. “Do you prefer to wait until the soldiers have gone, and then return to the inn, or will you permit me to guide you across the mountains to the Border by a track which is difficult but safe, and which will shorten the distance by nearly one half? I await your Majesty’s orders!”

The King turned to my mother as if for her opinion. Her mind was soon made up.

“Let us endeavour to reach the Border by all means,” she answered. “There is nothing to be gained by returning to the inn, and there is always the risk of the soldiers finding us there. The sooner we are under the protection of King George, the better for us all.”

“So be it,” my father replied, with his usual equanimity. Then, turning to the innkeeper, he added, with what must have been a touch of his old sarcasm, “If it will not be troubling you too much to conduct us to the Border, we will do our best to follow you.”

The man bowed, and having advised us to step carefully, led the way to the back of the cave. Hitherto it had looked as if we were standing in a chamber to which the tunnel was the only entrance. This was not the case, however. In the further corner, hidden by a projecting rock, was a narrow passage, perhaps seven feet high by three in width. Whether it had been cut by the hand of man, or whether it was the work of Nature, I cannot say. In either case it enabled us to escape from what promised to be a most embarrassing situation, for had the troops caught us, I tremble to think what our fate must have been. Enraged as the populace were by our departure from the Capital, and flushed with their recent triumphs, it is difficult to say to what extremes they might have resorted.

Leaving the cave, we climbed the narrow passage in single file, the landlord leading the way, Gabriel bringing up the rear. Sometimes in my dreams I climb that passage now, see the streaming walls, feel the rough stones under my feet, and hear my mother’s voice bidding me step carefully. From what I can remember of it now, the path must have sloped upwards very gradually. It was long, and certainly difficult. As the innkeeper, with a desire for explanation that unconsciously attained a fine height in the realms of irony, confessed to my father afterwards, it had been used in bygone days by smugglers, who were in the habit of bringing their booty across the border by the self-same track we were to follow that night. Having reached the western slope of the mountains, they carried it down by the passage to the cave below, whence it was despatched to its destination by different hands. It is possible that our guide had himself participated in this amusement; if he had, however, he did not commit himself. Once on the road my father gave him a home thrust:

“You seem to know the road extremely well, my friend,” he said. “Doubtless you have carried many a valuable cargo over it with your friends. I fancy, however, this must be the first time you have convoyed a king.”

The man looked sheepish.

“Well, well,” continued my father, noticing his confusion, “if you have defrauded the king, you have at least made up for it by giving him his life. Since the bargain would strike you as a fair one, we will cry quits.”

It was noticeable, as we approached the end of the passage, that the incline was not so steep. Indeed, at the mouth it was almost level walking. A moment later the guide put out his torch by knocking it against the wall, and as he did so, the daylight poured in upon us. We had reached the end of our underground journey. Outside, the world was covered with snow, and the air that blew in through the passage was bitterly cold.

“Would your Majesties care to rest awhile, or shall we push on?” inquired the innkeeper, after he had inspected the sky.

“Let us go on by all means,” my mother replied. “How far shall we have to travel to reach the Border?”

“Fully thirty miles,” the man answered. “It is about twenty from here as the crow flies. There is a hut half-way in which we can spend the night. If we are to reach it before dark, however, we must step out.”

We accordingly rose and prepared for our long tramp. It was a terrible undertaking for most of our party. My mother and her maid were by no means strong; my father had lived a recluse’s life for so many years that he was ill-fitted for so much exertion; Max and I were children, while Gabriel was a man who had led a decidedly easy life, and was by no means accustomed to outdoor exercise. Our minds having been made up for us by our mother, we left the passage and set out. The mountains, covered with their white mantle, looked very beautiful, but the silence was awesome in the extreme. Not a sound save the crunching of the snow under our feet fell upon the ear. All things considered, it was far from being a joyous procession. The remembrance of what we had before us, and the recollection of what we had already passed through, weighed upon us like lead. As a matter of fact, we had not proceeded more than a mile before I was quite exhausted. Seeing this, the innkeeper waited until I approached him, then took me up and carried me, sometimes in his arms, sometimes on his shoulder, for the remainder of the journey.

The sun had fallen and day was drawing to its close when we saw ahead of us the hut in which we were destined to spend the night. It was a tiny place, built of wood, and of the roughest possible description. Poor as it was, however, our hearts were gladdened by the sight of it, and on its appearance the others unconsciously hastened their steps. With the approach of night the cold had increased a hundredfold, and a heavy fall of snow seemed imminent. My mother and her maid could scarcely draw their feet along, and the remainder of our party were in almost as bad a case. For my own part, I believe I must have fallen asleep in our guide’s arms, for I have but the faintest recollection of what occurred during the latter portion of the march. But we reached the hut at last, and, for the time being at least, were able to consider our troubles at an end. In such a place we were scarcely likely to be disturbed. Unfastening the door of the hut, the man threw it open and invited us to enter.

I am often tempted to wonder whether in the history of the Nineteenth Century, when it comes to be written, it will be possible to find a parallel in the record of any single royal family for that strange evening’s lodgings. For my own part, I know that whenever my mother’s description of it occurs to me, I am compelled to a feeling of wonderment that she should not only be able to recall it with so much equanimity, but that she should have come through it at all. As I have said, dusk had fallen before we reached the hut.

As we entered it and closed the door behind us, the wind rose, and a long gust whistled drearily round the building as if loth to let us escape so easily. The snow was piled high against the walls, so that at a distance the hut must have resembled a white heap rather than a human dwelling. Fortunately for our comfort, however, the last occupant of the hut had accumulated a good supply of fuel, and this being so it was not long before the innkeeper and Gabriel had a large fire blazing on the hearth. Provisions were next obtained from some mysterious hiding-place, and then might have been seen, had there been any stranger there to witness it, the curious spectacle of the King and Queen of Pannonia, their children, and their faithful adherents, sitting before the cheerful blaze munching black bread with its accompaniment of goat’s milk cheese. After that I must have become drowsy, for I remember resting my head upon my mother’s arm, watching the sparks hop from the logs, and listening to the moaning of the wind outside.

I can recollect nothing else, however, until I was awakened by a loud knocking at the door. “Who can it be?” was the question that each one asked of him or her self. Had the soldiers discovered our whereabouts? Were we destined to be captured after all? My father, who had his place on the further side of the hearth, had risen, and was watching the innkeeper, who had approached the door, while my mother placed her arm round me as if she were prepared to protect me to the last gasp. Once more the knocking sounded, and the innkeeper turned to my father for instructions.

“Open it,” said the latter with a nod. “If they want us they must have us, so we may as well make a virtue of necessity.”

The other obeyed, and a moment later a blast of cold air entered, bringing with it a quantity of snow that melted as soon as it touched the floor. Outside, within the range of firelight, stood three men, each of whom, it was to be observed, carried upon his back a pack of curious shape. That they were not soldiers was happily apparent. The luck which had stood by us so far was once more triumphant. The innkeeper must have recognised the new arrivals, for, uttering a cry of surprise, he threw his cloak round his shoulders and went out to them, closing the door behind him. He was absent some ten minutes. When he returned he approached my father and informed him, with a candour quite in keeping with his character, that the men were three of the band of smugglers of whom he had spoken to us that afternoon. The hut was their property, and it was they who kept it stocked and provisioned.

“But the point is what they intend doing with us?” said my father. “Surely they do not wish to turn us out? And there seems scarcely room for us all.”

“They have no thought of turning your Majesties out,” the other replied. “All they desire is to be permitted to share the hut with you to-night. They have come far to-day and are weary.”

“If that is all, let them enter by all means. It would be hard indeed if we were to keep them out of their rightful property.” Then turning to my mother, he continued, “It is only consistent with the topsy-turvey state of things at present existing, that a king and those who are defrauding him of his revenues should spend the night together. I wonder what von Marquart would say if he could see us now?”

He had scarcely finished speaking before the three men, whose arrival had caused us so much anxiety, entered the hut, the last of the three closing the door carefully behind him. Needless to say we eyed them critically. And indeed they were a singular trio. Two were enormous men, so tall indeed that, when they stood upright, their heads came within a few inches of the roof. The third, the leader and their spokesman, was built on different lines; in other words, he was as small as his companions were large; as talkative as they were taciturn. He was the possessor of an enormous head, which was quite out of proportion to his body; and his face, which was without hirsute adornment of any sort or description, derived an added comicality from the fact that his left eye was partially closed, giving it the appearance of a perpetual wink. When they had deposited their burdens in a corner of the hut, they turned and saluted my father and mother.

“Welcome, my friends,” said my father, who could be graciousness itself when he pleased. “You have chosen a rough night for travelling. Approach the fire and warm yourselves.”

In response to his invitation, the men drew a step or two nearer the blaze, but no persuasion could induce them to come further. Their leader had not given them the signal, and they were not accustomed to act on their own initiative. Consequently, they took up their positions on blocks of wood at the back of the hut, and sitting there stared at us with a solemnity that at any other time would have been laughable in the extreme. It was in vain that my father sought to lure them into conversation. They answered him, it is true, but in so few words as possible. They had been engaged in this illicit traffic all their lives, and, as they protested, and we could believe, made but little out of it. The risks were great, the hardships never ceasing, dangers surrounded them on every hand, and yet they braved them for a reward which they could have doubled had they confined their energies to the humbler tranquility of trade. They were brothers, and their father had been in the business before them, a fact which they regarded as a good and sufficient reason that they should continue the enterprise after he had ceased to participate in it.

Suddenly the small man turned and whispered something to his companion. The idea, whatever it was, seemed to give him considerable satisfaction, for he nodded his head approvingly. Still true to his rôle of leader, the smaller rose and went to the corner where their illicit merchandise was stored. Having broached one of the kegs he poured from it a cup of spirit for the refreshment of the party. It was offered first to my mother, who refused it. Then to my father, who took a sip and passed it on; the others drinking in their turn. From that moment matters improved a little, and a desultory conversation followed, my father and the little man doing most of the talking, the others throwing in occasional remarks, like the firing of minute guns at sea. Thus the night wore on.

At length the pauses in the conversation grew longer and more frequent. The sound of breathing resounded through the hut, until only my mother remained awake, thinking her own thoughts, which, it may be supposed, were far from being of the most pleasant description. Poor Queen, though she lived for many years after our flight, she never fully recovered from the shock of that dreadful time. The recollection of those days remained a nightmare to her until the end, and it may be remembered that in her last delirium she fancied herself back in the hut with her children crouching by her side.

As soon as it was light next morning we ate a hasty meal, and then prepared to continue our journey. It was a white world that we looked upon when we opened the door. Fortunately, snow was no longer falling, but it had been doing so all night, and every sign of the path by which we had approached the hut had entirely disappeared. A consultation had taken place earlier between the innkeeper and the smugglers, the result of which was an offer on their part to assist in the work of conducting us to the frontier, which, needless to say, was only too gladly accepted. Accordingly, as soon as day was sufficiently advanced, we bade the hut good-bye and set out on the last stage of our momentous journey. A strong breeze was still blowing across the snow, and, as we were soon to discover, it cut like a knife. When we had decided upon the route, the little man went on ahead, in order, so he explained, to spy out the country, and to make sure that we did not fall into a trap. As on the previous afternoon, the big innkeeper carried me, and one of the smugglers did the same at intervals for Max, while the other helped my mother and her woman whenever the path became more difficult than usual. It was perhaps as well that we had their assistance, for, as we soon found, the road we were following, if road it can be called, was far from being an easy one. For the first few miles it lay along the mountain side, then by a long and gradual descent to the valley below. For the women of our party it proved even more trying than that of the previous day, but, with the assistance of the guides, it was in the end safely accomplished, and we stood upon the plain, only a matter of ten or a dozen miles from safety. Even that short distance, however, contained a sufficiency of dangers. On one occasion we were within an ace of stumbling upon a camp of gipsies, on another we discovered that we were being followed by three men, whose intentions could scarcely have been conducive to the end we had in view. It was within half a mile of the Border, however, and just when we were beginning to deem ourselves safe, that we received the greatest shock. We had left the fields behind us and had entered a small wood, when the little man, who, as usual, was leading the way, suddenly stopped, and held up his hand to the others not to advance. Then he crept forward to discover, if possible, of what the danger consisted. He was absent for upwards of five minutes, and when he returned it was with a solemn face.

“Soldiers!” he whispered; “they are resting on the far side of the wood.”

“There are at least a dozen of them,” he replied in answer to a question of my father’s. “They are eating a meal. They have not unsaddled, so that they will go on when they have rested.”

Comforting as this last assurance was, we dared not place too much reliance on it. If the men were really searching for us, as we felt sure they were, it was more than likely that they would make an examination of the wood before leaving it. In that case we could scarcely fail to be captured. My father pointed this out to the innkeeper, who he still regarded as the leader of the party.

“We must hope for the best, your Majesty,” that stalwart individual replied. “They have not caught us yet.”

I can recall the whole scene now — the white trees, the snow-covered ground, and the anxious faces of our party, as we clustered together in the most sheltered spot we could find. While we were deliberating, snow once more began to fall in heavy flakes. It was the only touch that was wanting to complete our misery, and I heard my mother give a heavy sigh as if her endurance were giving way under the strain placed upon it.

“Go back again,” said my father to the little man, “and watch them closely. As soon as they have finished their meal and you are in a position to divine their intentions, return and tell us, in order that we may know how to act.”

The man slipped away in the same noiseless fashion as before, and once more we settled ourselves down to wait. The snow was falling thicker and faster every minute, and before the man had been absent ten minutes his footmarks were completely hidden. Of all the trials to which we were subjected during those three terrible days, I fancy that time of waiting was the worst. We were cold, tired, hungry, and in immediate danger. Small wonder, therefore, that everything seemed hopeless to us. Years afterwards, when I spoke of it to my mother, she confessed that, at the time, she did not expect to cross the Border alive. Hitherto, she had borne up as bravely as any woman could do; now, however, her fortitude gave way. To me it was all one long bewilderment. Accustomed as I was to be treated as a king’s son, used to all the luxuries that rank and wealth could bestow, I could only imperfectly realise the change in our position. The guard turned out and saluted me when I entered the palace gates, my name was even associated with one of the crack regiments — Prince Paul’s Own Hussars. How was it then, I asked myself, that the self-same troops were engaged in hunting instead of protecting us? It was a riddle I could not answer, try how I would, and my mother’s explanation, that it was because they hated her, served to intensify rather than to dispel my bewilderment. I was about to interrogate Max, on whose wisdom I was accustomed to rely, on the subject, when we were suddenly called to action. Running as fast as his short legs could carry him, the little man burst upon our group with the alarming intelligence that the soldiers were about to search the wood. Though we had been expecting it, and were even waiting for it, the news came upon us like a thunder clap.

“What can we do to escape them?” cried my mother, wringing her hands in an agony of terror. Then turning to my father she continued: “Whatever happens they must not take the children. Save them at any hazard.”

Even in that moment of danger she gave no thought to herself. It will always remain my firm conviction that she would have yielded up her own life joyfully, if by so doing she could have been sure of saving ours.

“There is nothing for it but for us to hide in the trees and take our chance,” began my father, for once coming forward with a suggestion. “If we are perfectly quiet and the snow covers our tracks, it is just possible that they may not become aware of our presence.”

In order that you may understand the value of the idea, it should be explained that the trees of which the wood was composed were a species of pine — I cannot recall their botanical name — with long, low branches that stretched out and touched the ground on every side. It was within the bounds of possibility that if we scrambled in among the snow-laden boughs and crouched down, our presence might not be observed, but it was a very slender chance upon which to trust our lives. However, within a few seconds of the man’s sounding the alarm, we were all stowed away out of sight. I scrambled into a tree with my mother and Max; my father, Gabriel, and my mother’s woman were hidden in another; while the remainder of the party distributed themselves as best they could. Then followed another interval of suspense, during which we expected to hear every moment the tramp of the soldiers’ chargers on the snow, and to find a lance come driving into the tree to turn us out. With anxious eyes we watched the tell-tale footmarks on the ground, knowing that upon them our lives depended. Heaven be thanked, however, the snow was falling fast, and every second’s delay meant a greater chance of safety. A quarter of an hour went by and still the troopers did not come. The delay was difficult to account for. Had the man made a mistake when he had said that he had seen them preparing to search the wood? I had turned my face up to my mother’s and was about to address a remark to her on the subject, when a look of terror flashed into her face, and she had clapped her hand upon my mouth to prevent me from speaking. It was well that she did, for, looking through the branches, I saw coming towards us, and not a dozen paces distant, a stalwart cavalryman, mounted upon a bay horse. He was covered by a heavy cloak and had a bundle of hay tied behind his saddle. As he rode toward the tree in which we lay hidden, he hummed a song, the words of which we could plainly distinguish. That he noticed nothing unusual about the ground, and that he was not troubling himself very much on our account, was as plain as his appearance there. At any rate, he passed us without becoming aware how close we were to him. A moment later we heard him call to his companion to know if he had discovered anything.

“I’ve got the ague, I believe,” the other answered. “That’s all I’ve found. I wish his Majesty had discovered it instead of me.”

“He’s worse off than you are, I’ll be bound,” returned the first speaker with a considerable amount of truth. “For my part, I wouldn’t change places with him.”

Then the voice of the officer in command interrupted them. Five minutes later they had left the wood and were on their way along the road upon the other side. We were saved! But it was some time before we recovered from our fright.

An hour later we crossed the Border, and in less than two hours we had placed ourselves under the protection of King George of Gota. Our leave-taking of the brave innkeeper and his equally brave friends the smugglers was of an affecting description. For once my father dropped his cynicism and spoke his mind direct. My mother added her thanks to his, and distributed her rings among the men in token of the gratitude she felt for the service they had rendered us. If we had no other friends in Pannonia we had at least four upon whom we knew we might depend.


CHAPTER IV.
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AT THE END of the previous chapter I described our arrival in the kingdom of Gota, and the farewell we took of the men who had risked so much to bring about our safe arrival there. As it transpired, we arrived only just in time, for two days later my mother was taken seriously ill, and for upwards of a month lay at death’s door. During that time the news we received from Pannonia was far from being satisfactory. The Prime Minister, the Count von Marquart, who still remained staunch to my father, had done his best to reduce the country’s affairs to something like order, but his efforts were in vain. In consequence he was compelled to beat a hasty retreat to his country seat, and to leave it to its own devices. Trading on the popularity he believed himself to enjoy, the Prince of Lilienhöhe returned from exile, and, assisted by certain notorious enemies of the Ramonyi dynasty, made a vigorous attempt to seize the throne. He also was disappointed in his endeavour, for the country would have neither a Lilienhöhe nor a Ramonyi. What it wanted was a Republic of the French and American description, and a Republic, in hot haste, it was determined to have. As a result the Prince followed our example and crossed the Border with as much despatch as possible.

As soon as my mother was convalescent, it became necessary to arrive at some sort of an understanding as to what our future was to be. To return to our own country was out of the question; for many reasons, too numerous to mention, it was impossible for us to remain in Gota; while the neighbouring kingdoms were equally unsafe. It was King George himself, our host, who solved the problem for us. As a result my tenth birthday found us on English soil. Nowhere else in Europe could we hope to be so safe, and the affection I feel for that country may be said to have originated at the moment we set foot upon her shores. We were welcomed by the country at large, while, with thoughtful generosity, a royal residence was placed at our disposal until we should be in a position to find one for ourselves. This done, however, we settled down to the enjoyment of a quiet country life, and to wait until the course of events should make it possible for us to return to Pannonia once more. The change in our affairs proved exactly to my father’s taste. He was no longer worried with the cares and responsibilities of kingship, but was able to give himself up entirely to the studies he so ardently loved. In my own heart I believe that, during the period of years that elapsed before his death, he had but one real fear, and that was the dread lest affairs should right themselves in Pannonia and he be called upon to resume his old life. With my mother it was altogether different. Where he rejoiced at his new-found liberty, she chafed and worried about the change in our lives. She could not forget that she was a king’s wife and a king’s daughter, and that in England we were exiles, turned out of our country and defrauded of our just rights. Where he scarcely spoke of his old life, and took but small interest in the country of his birth, she was invariably well informed as to all that occurred. She was fighting for her children’s rights, and declared that she could never rest, or know any peace of mind, until we had come to our own again. Alas! for her happiness, poor soul, she did not live to see that day.

To Max and myself, accustomed as we were to the excitement of a Court, the new life came as a decided, and by no means welcome, change.

It was not long, however, before we became reconciled to it, and by the time we had been a year in England we could not only speak the language fluently, but were to all appearances veritable sons of the soil. It was a quiet life we led, but not an aimless one. The best of tutors were engaged for us, and the smallest detail of our studies was attended to by my mother with scrupulous exactness. We learnt to play cricket and football, to fence and box like English boys; and in order that our military education should not be neglected, it was decided that as soon as we were old enough, Max and I should enter the British Army, for which my mother entertained the greatest admiration. “The training,” she was accustomed to say, “will prove of the greatest value to them when they return to Pannonia,” and that seemed to settle it. Strangely enough, however, Max did not hail the arrangement with the delight that she had expected him to show. For some reason, as he grew up, his disposition seemed to change. He, who was at first a headstrong, impulsive boy, was developing into a silent and almost taciturn young man. The notion that he would not succeed to the throne of his ancestors, which he had conceived as a boy, now returned to him with renewed force. It grew with him and thrived upon the thoughts that fostered it. One little incident will be sufficient to show the hold this strange idea had upon him. He was nineteen at the time; I was scarcely sixteen. In appearance he was a tall, fine-looking young fellow, with clean-cut features, dark resolute eyes, and black hair, that he wore in a somewhat foreign fashion. While he was, to all intents and purposes, a man, I was still a boy, fairly well grown it is true, perhaps somewhat advanced for my years, but in many respects as inferior to Max as a child of six is to a lad of twelve.

“My dear,” said my father, one morning, addressing my mother, when we sat at breakfast, which, en passant, we took together in the homely English fashion, “I have received a letter that you will doubtless consider of some importance. The Count von Marquart is in England, and, with your permission, will pay us a visit to-day. May I instruct Beckerstein to telegraph to the effect that you will receive him?”

A look of pleasure came into my mother’s face. What did Marquart’s presence in England mean? Did it foretell a change in our lives? She hastened to assure my father that it would give her the utmost pleasure to see the old Minister who had served our House so faithfully. I thought of the Chancellor as I had last seen him, bending over my mother’s hand as he bade her good-bye in the street beyond the palace, that terrible night on which we had fled from the Capital, and informed her in answer to her question that I remembered him perfectly. Strangely enough the enthusiasm which took possession of my mother and myself did not extend to my father and Max. The former, I am inclined to think, dreaded lest the Count’s presence meant the commencement of an intrigue, which would eventually land him in Pannonia; but Max’s reception of the news I am altogether at a loss to understand. The fact, however, remained, that the Count was in England, and that in a few hours we should see him once more.

For the remainder of the time that elapsed before he could be with us, my mother was filled with the greatest impatience. Never before had she been so well disposed towards the old man.

At last his carriage was seen rolling up the drive. Contrary to custom, and, perhaps, to etiquette, we had assembled on the terrace before the house, to await his arrival. Gradually the carriage drew nearer, and at last it pulled up at the steps. When the servants had opened the door, the figure of the aged statesman appeared, and ascended to where we were standing waiting to receive him. The time that had elapsed since we had last seen him had not played such havoc with him as we had expected. His back was still as straight, his glance as piercing; his moustache and hair may have been a little whiter, but it curled as fiercely as before. His age must have bordered close upon eighty, but his intellect was as keen as in his prime. He saluted my father and mother; then turned to Max. I saw his eyes wander over him with evident approval, taking in and appreciating the details of his appearance. “Here,” doubtless he was saying to himself, “is a man worthy to be called king.” Then he turned to me and took my hand. Immediately his expression changed and a look of bewilderment spread over his face. “Good Heavens! Michael’s cross!” I heard him mutter to himself, and I could not have been mistaken, for the others of the party heard it also.

An awkward pause followed, during which I thought of that interview with the gipsy so many years before. Perhaps Max was thinking of it also, for his face grew very hard, and I knew by experience that he was battling with the temper that was trying to get possession of him. Nothing was said on the subject, however, and when Marquart had recovered his self-possession (why he should have lost it I cannot say) we followed our elders into the house. Though he endeavoured not to show it, I am inclined to believe that my father was more touched by his old Minister’s visit than he would have liked us to suppose. At any rate, he forebore to indulge in his usual fits of cynicism. Though at dinner that evening he did not once refer to Pannonia, I feel certain a large portion of his thoughts were with her. Indeed, all things considered, it could scarcely have been otherwise. Since the establishment of the Republic, the old Chancellor had held aloof from public affairs. Nothing would induce him to take any part in the new state of things. “They have mounted their horse of folly,” he had observed when he had been approached on the subject, “let them ride it to death. I, for one, will not attempt to stop them.” With that he had retired to his castle at Friedelbain, and had sat himself down to work out his Logarithms and to wait for the old order to reassert itself. This he confidently believed would some day come to pass.

After dinner, my father and Marquart withdrew to the former’s study, while Max and I joined our mother in the drawing-room. Her lady-in-waiting, for though we were in exile we still preserved the semblance of a Court, was reading to her; but when we entered, at a signal from my mother, she stopped and put away her book. It was easily seen that the former had been upset by something, for, when we spoke to her, her thoughts seemed far away, and she answered with a hesitation that was by no means usual to her. Another thing struck me as remarkable, and that was her treatment of Max. They had not quarrelled; indeed, I had never known them to do such a thing, and yet her behaviour towards him seemed based on something that I could not for the life of me understand. It was as if she were trying to make up to him for an unintentional wrong that she had done him, and which she feared he might not forgive when he discovered. To add further to this strange state of affairs, the more amiable she was towards him the more ill at ease did he become with her. He seemed restless, discontented, and yet particularly anxious to be on friendly terms with myself, the one person of all others, after what had happened that afternoon, whom he might have been forgiven had he ignored. I could not understand it all, and the more I thought of it the more it troubled me. Surely Max did not imagine that I deemed it likely I should ever ascend the throne! I could not believe that he would be so foolish as to attach any credence to the old superstition concerning the Michael cross, or that even if he did, he would be weak enough to allow it to embitter his life.

If I live to be a hundred I shall not forget that evening, every detail connected with which, as I have shown, is engraved upon my memory. It was considerably after ten o’clock before my father and Marquart joined us in the drawing-room. The former seemed in excellent spirits, the latter scarcely so happy. Doubtless he had come expecting to find his old master pining to be back in his own country once more. His shrewd common sense, however, must have shown him, before they had been very long together, that this was far from being the case. He found him contented with his lot, and far from desirous of again taking up the load of responsibility he had been so fortunate as to cast off. Knowing nothing of the strained state of affairs that had existed prior to their entrance, Marquart must not be blamed if he unwittingly intensified the unpleasantness of the situation. He seated himself by the side of my mother, and talked with her of bygone days, and of friends of whom she had long lost sight, thus raising a train of thoughts in her mind that could only give birth to hopes she must have felt in her heart would never now be realised. It was noticeable also that the Count’s eyes wandered continually in my direction. In consequence, I did not appear at my best. Knowing that Max was watching me, and that my mother was nervous on his account, I would have given anything to have been able to slip quietly from the room, and not make my appearance in public again until Marquart had left the house. This, however, was out of the question. The Count was our guest, and it behoved me to remain with him. How thankful, therefore, I was when the time arrived for us to say good-night, I must leave you to imagine. In silence Max and I made our way to our own quarter of the house. I wanted to say something to him, and yet I did not know with what words to approach him. I remembered the look I had seen on his face that afternoon, and dreaded lest an explosion were imminent. Such, however, was not the case. Having reached my bedroom, we paused to bid each other good-night. Then Max put his hand on my shoulder and looked sadly down at me. There was an expression upon his face that I had never seen there before. It told me that he had battled with himself, and that, after a severe struggle, his better nature had come out triumphant.

“Poor old Paul!” he said in a kindlier tone than I think he had ever yet spoken to me. “Come what may, we will be friends. Whatever the future may have in store for us, we will not quarrel, will we? Shall we swear to that?”

“Of course we will be friends, Max,” I answered. “We’ll never be anything else, happen what may. Why should we?”

He did not answer my question, but shook me by the hand, and then, with a little sigh, turned and went along the corridor to his own room, while I went into mine, vainly trying to arrive at an understanding of the situation. One thing, at any rate, was certain: Max and I had agreed not to quarrel. Yet instinctively I felt that it had cost him something to speak to me as he had done. Poor Max! Poor Max! I have known many men, but few with such honest hearts as yours.

A few minutes later I was in bed, but, as I soon discovered, not to sleep. The stirring events of the day had exercised a greater effect upon my brain than I had imagined. My interview with Max was still too fresh in my memory to permit of my settling down to slumber. My heart was upbraiding me for not having met his advances with a greater show of warmth. While he had been all generosity to me, it struck me that I had been almost cold to him. How devoutly I wished that Marquart had never come to England at all! Unconsciously, it is true, he had done his best to estrange my brother and myself; he had put all sorts of thoughts in my mother’s head that had better not have been there, and for what purpose? For the life of me I could not tell. What a strange world it is, after all, and what blind bats we mortals may consider ourselves! While I was fretting and worrying because Max was unhappy, Destiny was slowly moving forward her chessmen, in the ranks of which we none of us knew what parts we were to play. Looking back at that time, I am struck by two strange facts. If my mother could see sufficiently far into the future to entertain vague fears upon Max’s account, and the latter, forewarned by fate, perhaps, thought it necessary to make me swear that we should ever remain friends, how was it that they could not see further? Had they done so, Max would have —— but there, we could not see, so what more remains to be said? Let me return, therefore, to the point at which I broke off.

I had retired to rest for upwards of an hour when I caught the sound of a door being shut further along the corridor, and a moment later of a soft footfall outside my room. I wondered who it could be, for there was no room save Max’s and my own in that quarter of the house, and I did not know of any one who would be likely to visit it. As I listened, the footfalls were accompanied by something that was very like a sob. I could restrain my curiosity no longer, but, springing from my bed, opened the door and looked out. A figure was making its way towards the main portion of the house, and one glance was sufficient to show me that it was my mother. She had been to Max’s room, and was returning to her own, weeping bitterly. Had there been the remotest chance of my catching her, I should have run after her and attempted to comfort her, but I was too late. Feeling as if I were the cause of her unhappiness, I returned to bed, and once more set to work to try and unravel the mystery that surrounded us. Had I been able to guess what the future had in store for us, I might have been able to set it right. I wonder if I should have had the pluck to do so? In my own heart I like to think it possible.


CHAPTER V.
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IN COURSE OF time and in accordance with the parental plans, Max had joined a regiment, the 123rd Lancers, and was quartered in the Midlands, while I was to embark upon my quest for military distinction as soon as I should be old enough for a commission. Eventually I was gazetted to a lieutenancy in Her Majesty’s Household Cavalry. This necessitated my living in town; a distinct change from the quiet country life I had hitherto led. I was fortunate in being kindly received by my brother officers, and as my father and mother’s friends went out of their way to show me attention, it may be taken for granted that I was about as satisfied with my lot in life as a man could well be. Pannonia seemed slipping every day further into the background, and there were even times when I was scarcely conscious of her existence. Strangely enough, my mother, upon whom time was steadily laying her hand, seemed to be abandoning the notion that we should return, and to be resigning herself to the idea that England was likely to be her home for the remainder of her existence. And that leads me to venture upon a little piece of moralising, the first and last, I trust, I shall indulge in.

We are led to believe by the doctors that once in every seven years our physical being undergoes a change. Might this not be so in other matters? Be that as it may, there is certainly a strange concurrence in numbers. I was eight years old when the gipsy woman told me my fortune, and brought about the first trouble between Max and myself; I was sixteen when von Marquart made his appearance in England, and marked another epoch in my life; and if the line of coincidence may be followed further, I might also observe that I was twenty-four when the third, and, perhaps in a certain sense, the most important event occurred, for the reason that from it so many other issues were developed. At the same time I must confess it is not a subject upon which I care to dwell for any length of time. It has both a pleasant and painful side, and while I am willing to state that it has proved my greatest blessing, I am also bound to admit that it has inflicted upon me a wound, the scar of which time will never be able to obliterate. And this brings me to another argument. Surely it must have struck you how often the greatest events find their origin in the simplest things. I will supply an instance. John Noakes, a village mechanic, drops in one Sunday afternoon, having nothing better to do, to take a cup of tea with Matthew Stoakes, whose daughter Jane, by the way, boasts a pretty face and a comely figure. Hitherto, John has never thought of sweethearting, or indeed of anything else but his carpenter’s bench, and his bit of garden behind the cottage. Somehow this afternoon, however, he feels impelled towards his neighbour’s house. He goes; old Matthew, to while away the time, reads to the assembled company a letter he has received from a brother in Australia. Though the writer himself would not appear to have done as well as he could have wished, he describes, with fine descriptive touches, the wealth other men have accumulated in that Eldorado of the South. John goes home with a notion at the back of his head that he too would like to try his luck there. The idea grows and flourishes. Eventually he sets sail for the Antipodes, and for upwards of thirty years nothing more is heard of him. When he returns to England after this long lapse of time he is several times a millionaire, and in a position to purchase half the country-side, which he promptly does. He plumes himself upon his shrewdness, and talks of his business capacity to his fellow-justices! He quite forgets, however, that, had it not been for that chance visit to old Matthew’s house that sunny Sunday afternoon, and the letter that was read to him there, he might still be planing at his bench, a poorer and, in every respect, a humbler man. And so, gentle reader, I venture to suggest, it is with all of us. However we may be born, whatever may come to us from other people, there is always one little chance permitted us, and according as we seize it or neglect it, so it will make or mar our lives. Mine came to me in a quite unexpected fashion, and I must leave you to discover for yourselves in what manner I treated it, and what befell me and mine in consequence.

It has been popularly supposed that Her Majesty’s Household Troops have no other occupation in life than to act as escorts to Royal carriages, to take part in public processions, and to sit like statues upon their chargers, in the pigeon-houses that ornament the front of the Horse Guards. A certain popular novelist has gone further, and has accused their officers of being as luxuriously housed as young duchesses, of breaking the hearts of beautiful ladies-in-waiting, and of committing various other petty sins, very charming no doubt in themselves, but much too improper for me to mention here. However that may be, I am prepared to state that my military duties were of a somewhat more arduous nature. Relaxations there were, it is true, and of the most pleasant description; and he would have been hard indeed to satisfy who could have been discontented with them. Nevertheless, the fact remains that our lives were not so easy as many people are wont to declare.

Despite a certain witty diplomatist’s assertion that Paris is pre-eminently “the city of pretty women, while London is that of immaculate wives,” I am prepared to contend that never in any other part of Europe have I seen so many beautiful women gathered together at one time as in the foggy metropolis of England. At the risk of being considered conceited, I must admit their kindness to myself. A heart less susceptible to their fascinations could not have failed to have been broken a dozen times in each successive season. As for me, I gave in at once without a struggle, and did not utter even a cry for mercy.

“It’s a good thing for you that your position protects you,” said one of our majors one afternoon as we drove home together from Hurlingham. “Had it been otherwise, you would have been caught long since.”

A certain young unmarried American had been present that afternoon, and I am not going to say that there had not been some excuse for his admonition. At the same time I would not admit that he was right. To have done so would have been to deprive myself of a considerable amount of pleasure in the future.

“My dear fellow,” I answered, “when Providence vouchsafes one such opportunities, it would be scarcely respectable on a mere mortal’s part to neglect them. Miss Gedge was kind enough this afternoon to tell me that she ‘just fairly adored princes,’ and after an invitation of that description what could one do but make oneself as agreeable as possible? Put yourself in my place and see what you would do!”

“Not if I know it,” he replied. “I would not run such a risk for the world.”

Favoured though I had been, I was happy enough, so far, not to have been smitten by the Bow Boy’s dart, and with this little explanation I will proceed to narrate the incident to which it is the prelude.

The week in question had been an exceptionally busy one. We had had a field day at Wormwood Scrubs on Monday, a regimental polo match at Hurlingham on Tuesday, a mess dinner given to the Hereditary Prince of Liedenvald on Wednesday, while on Thursday there was a garden party at Marlborough House, a state dinner at Buckingham Palace, and dances at no less than four houses afterwards. When I opened my eyes in the morning, it was with the feeling that I had a vast amount of work to get through before I should be able to close them again. How little I imagined the variety of emotions to which I was to be subjected before that event could take place! That afternoon, at the last moment, I was detained at the barracks for some little time; in consequence, it was considerably past four o’clock before I entered the gates of Marlborough House. Having paid my respects to the most charming hostess in England, if not in the world, I crossed the lawn in search of acquaintances. Seated under a tree I discovered my kind friend the Duchess of Laverstock. She was talking to the Russian Ambassador at the moment, but was kind enough to receive me very graciously.

The good fairy at her birth had bestowed upon Her Grace the rare gift — and, believe me, it is a rare one — of being able to make the person to whom she was speaking think that the amusement of the moment would be like leather and prunella to her, but for his, or her, participation in it.

“You are late, Prince Paul,” she said, moving her parasol a little, in order to shade her face. “I have been expecting you for the last half-hour.”

“Am I to be flattered by your interest or grieved at your disappointment?” I replied, seating myself beside her. “Perhaps you will decide for me. In any case, could you not induce the Duke to bring in a Bill to ameliorate the condition of lieutenants in Her Majesty’s Household Cavalry? Think how they have worked us this week. It will take at least three months’ leave to put me on my feet again.”

The Duchess laughed good-humouredly.

“You must dine with us and give him your ideas on the subject,” she said. “In the meantime I am going to talk seriously to you. I have brought a young friend with me to-day to whom you must really be introduced.”

“Who is this friend you are so anxious I should meet? You have aroused my curiosity.”

“Is it really in my power to do that?” she retorted. “You have at last paid me a compliment I can appreciate. But let us walk across the lawn; I fancy we shall find her at the further end. I saw her a few minutes since walking with Lord Newmarket.”

“I only hope he has not been regaling her with any of his sporting reminiscences. It was Mary Bethbridge, I think, who declared that, when she was staying at Markingdale, even the wording of the family prayers reeked of the stables.”

Talking in this strain, the amiable lady led me across the lawn towards a group of people who were clustered near the band. She was on the look-out for her friend, but who that friend was I am prepared to admit I had not the slightest idea. As all the world is, or should be, aware, the Duchess of Laverstock is an inveterate matchmaker. It is said that, at their place in Devonshire, she allows such of her farm servants as are bachelors a month to choose a sweetheart, six months to court in, a week to propose in, another month in which to marry, and — well, the long and the short of it is that since there were reasons of State why she could not do me an injury in that respect, I could not understand why she could have been so eager to find the lady in question. Putting up her glasses she examined the people about her attentively.

“Ah! there she is!” she said at last. “Come this way, Prince, and remember that you are to behave yourself very nicely, under pain of my severest displeasure.”

So saying, she led the way towards a lady and a gentleman who had hitherto been hidden from our sight by the fashionable crowd. The man I recognised immediately; but his companion I could not remember ever to have seen before. One thing was certain, she was a wonderfully beautiful girl. She was exquisitely dressed, and carried herself with a distinction that raised her above the level of the other beauties. I seemed to know her face, and yet I could not recall where I had seen it before. Then, in a flash, I remembered.

“Princess Ottilie,” I began, as soon as we stood face to face.

The Duchess stared at me in surprise.

“Can it be possible that you know each other?” she cried. “I had quite made up my mind that you had not met, and I was hoping to do you both a charitable action.”

Turning to the girl before me, I said, “You are the Princess Ottilie, are you not?”

“Yes,” she answered; “and if I am not mistaken you are Prince Paul of Pannonia. Do you remember that dreadful day when the horses ran away and nearly killed me at the palace gates?”

“Is it likely I shall ever forget it?” I returned. “The whole scene rises before my eyes at this moment. What an age has elapsed since then!”

The Duchess and Lord Newmarket, who were kindly souls, strolled away, leaving us together. I looked again at the girl; really she was remarkably beautiful. There could be no sort of doubt about that. I had never seen anyone in my life half so fair.

“Can we not discover a couple of chairs, and try to recall some other impressions?” I inquired.

“It would be very pleasant,” she replied; and we accordingly strolled away together.

“If I may be allowed to say so, you have altered a great deal since I last saw you,” I began, when we had found our chairs and had seated ourselves upon them.

“And perhaps I might return the compliment,” she continued. “How strange it seems that we should meet here, does it not?”

“Very strange indeed,” I answered. “You have not been back to Pannonia since that dreadful time?”

As I said it the folly of the remark became apparent to me. Was it not my own father who had sent the Prince of Lilienhöhe into exile? And had not the latter, as soon as the Ramonyi dynasty was overthrown, stepped into the breach and attempted to seize the throne for himself? That for the moment I had embarrassed her I could see. However, she evaded it with a cleverness that showed she was not wanting in that rarest of all gifts — tact.

“We have been living in England for the last seven years,” she replied, with a candour that concealed her real feelings. “My father declares that he is getting too old to move about, and sometimes I think he will never cross the Channel again.”

I did not say so to her, though I thought it, that I deemed it a fortunate thing, not only for himself, but also for Pannonia, that he had come to so sensible a conclusion. How foolish and futile the whole business appeared when looked at through the diminishing glass of years! The feud between the two families, the constant quarrels, the scarcely veiled hatred on both sides, and then the last outbreak and its consequences! My father had sent Lilienhöhe into exile only to follow himself, a few days later. And now, strangest part of all, here was I, Paul of Pannonia, talking to Ottilie of Lilienhöhe in the garden of the Heir Apparent to the throne that had given us both shelter.

When Fate takes it into her head to jest, she does not do so in a half-hearted fashion. After a little while I inquired how it was I had not met her before.

“I was only presented last year,” she answered; “and this season we were late in coming to town. Indeed, had it not been for the Prince of Liedenvald’s visit to England, I doubt very much whether we should have come at all.”

For once in my life I was grateful to my cousin Wilhelm.

Really she was beautiful. I remembered what a dainty, fragile child she had seemed that day when I had led her hand-in-hand, after the accident, to see the statues in the great hall at Pannonia. In that respect she had scarcely altered. Her beauty seemed of a different description from any I had met before. Her skin was so transparent, her hands and feet so small, her head so daintily poised, that the most fastidious critic could scarcely have discovered a fault in her. Later on she inquired for Max, and I furnished her with a faithful description of him, trying to make her realise what a splendid fellow he was.

“You admire him as much as ever, I can see,” she said. “Your brother is fortunate in having so able a champion.”

I did not grasp her meaning then, but it has become more plain to me since. We changed the topic, and after a while, feeling that it would not do for me to monopolise her altogether, I rose, remarking, as I did so, that I hoped to have the pleasure of meeting her again very soon. I ran over the list of houses to which I had invitations that evening, and inquired whether she was likely to be at any one of them.

“We are going to Lady Cummingdale’s musical first,” she said; “then we go on to the Countess of Winterbourne’s dance, and afterwards to Lady Basingstoke’s.”

“Then perhaps I may have the pleasure of a dance with you at Winterbourne House?” I answered.

“I shall be very pleased,” she returned.

At that moment a tall, handsome man, perhaps sixty years of age, with a fierce grey moustache and almost snow-white hair, crossed the lawn and made his way towards us. I did not know him, but I was soon to do so, for the Princess Ottilie took a step forward to meet him, saying as she did so:

“Papa, let me introduce you to Prince Paul of Pannonia.”

The other gave a start and drew himself up to his full height.

“I am honoured in being permitted to make the acquaintance of his Royal Highness,” he replied, a little stiffly, so I thought. “The last time I saw you, sir, was on the day you were baptised. I trust his Majesty and the Queen enjoy good health?”

I replied to the effect that they were as well as could be expected of people of their years, and after a few polite nothings made my adieu, vaguely wondering what my mother would say when she heard of the interview, as I had no doubt she very soon would.

That evening, during the long state dinner at Buckingham Palace, I found myself continually thinking of the pretty Princess. Never had an admirably arranged banquet seemed so tedious. I was all anxiety for it to be over, in order that I might get away to Winterbourne House. At last it came to an end, and very soon after I was bowling along in my cab towards Carlton Terrace. On entering the house I made my way up the crowded staircase to the ball-room, where dancing was in full swing. Having paid my respects to my hostess, I searched the room for Princess Ottilie. I discovered her dancing with one of the foreign military attachés. She was not aware of my presence, so I took up a position in an alcove and watched her. If she had looked beautiful that afternoon, she was doubly so now. I noticed that she was taller than the majority of women present, but her slender figure was so exquisitely proportioned that the fact at first glance was not apparent. The dance over, I accosted her.

“I hope your dances are not all bespoken, Princess,” I said. “I have the liveliest recollection of your promise this afternoon.”

“You may have the next waltz if you like,” she answered. “We shall be going on to Lady Basingstoke’s in half an hour, so that I do not know how many I shall have time for here.”

“In that case I must have this one and endeavour to extort a dance from that house also,” I retorted. “Experience has taught me that there is nothing like being beforehand in these little affairs.”

Seeing how matters stood, the attaché, with all the aplomb of a Frenchman, paid her a charming compliment, and gracefully took himself off. We thereupon passed into the conservatory together.

“Is your father here to-night?” I inquired. “I have not seen him.”

“No,” said she. “Papa never condescends to dance. He is probably playing ecarté at this moment at his club. I need not describe to you the pleasure it gave him to make your acquaintance this afternoon.”

I glanced at her to see whether she were joking, but her face was as serious as even she could wish. Naturally, I expressed my delight at what she had told me, but I could not help believing that she had derived a wrong impression from her father’s compliments. The Prince of Lilienhöhe had been such a determined foe of my family for so many years, that I could not see how making my acquaintance could possibly afford him pleasure. However, I had no time to give to the subject then, for the band was playing the introduction to the next waltz, and it was time to return to the ball-room. A few steps were sufficient to show me that the Princess, like all Pannonians, was an excellent dancer. To the melody of one of Strauss’ waltzes I steered her through the crowd. The fragrance of her hair was intoxicating, and for some reason, I cannot explain what, it carried me back to the day, so many years ago, when she had taken my hand in hers, and had cemented our friendship with the three magic words, “I like you.” How little we had dreamed then of the place where we should next meet, and under what circumstances it would be brought about! In those days the Ramonyi dynasty had seemed as firmly seated upon the throne as that of any other ruling family in Europe. Now we were in exile, and our country was given over to the tender mercies of the populace.

“Are you tired?” I inquired, when we had made the circuit of the room three or four times.

“Not in the least,” she answered. “I am never tired of waltzing, and, if I may say so, you dance beautifully.”

“I am afraid it is my only accomplishment,” I replied.

“I shall hope to be a better judge of that later,” she retorted. “You must remember that, so far, you have told me more concerning your brother than yourself. Are you always so enthusiastic about him and so reticent concerning yourself?”

“Always.”

“Really! In that case I shall be quite anxious to see this Admirable Crichton. Does he never come to town?”

“Very seldom,” I replied. “He is devoted to his profession.”

“But surely he is fond of dancing, and of some of the little amusements that ordinary mortals indulge in?”

“I don’t think he cares very much for them. I fear Max is not in any sense a lady’s man.”

“You are prepared then to admit that he has at least one fault?” she said. “I was beginning to believe he was scarcely human.”

The waltz was gradually dying down, expiring like the fabled swan in softest music. When it had ceased altogether, I thanked my partner, and led her into the cool conservatory. The admiration I had felt for her from the beginning was fast turning to enthusiasm.

Half an hour later I followed her to Lady Basingstoke’s house, and when, after another delicious waltz, I escorted her to her carriage, and was introduced to her chaperone, I was as near enchantment as a man could well be. Next day I did myself the honour of calling at her house, and was most graciously received; the morning following I met her in the Row. She was mounted on a neat thoroughbred, which she sat and handled with the grace and dexterity of an accomplished horsewoman. With the sunshine sparkling in her eyes and playing among the tresses of her hair, her trim figure clad in its well-cut habit, with just the suspicion of a tiny foot peeping from beneath her skirt, she presented a picture that a man would have been justified in walking miles to see. On the Monday following we met at a dance in Eaton Square, on the Tuesday at another at Wiltshire House, on Wednesday at the state concert at Buckingham Palace, and on Thursday and Friday at a multiplicity of dances. Take these things into consideration, and is it necessary for me to add that by the end of the week I was head over ears in love?


CHAPTER VI.
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“MY DEAR OLD fellow, how well you are looking!” said Max, as he drew off his gloves and brushed some dust from his coat sleeve. He had just arrived from Yorkshire, and had arranged to spend a portion of his leave in town before going down to Hampshire to visit our respected parents.

“I am wonderfully fit,” I answered. “How are you?”

“Only pretty well,” he replied, and I noticed as he spoke that his face looked older and more careworn than when I had last seen him. What was more, his manner seemed to have lost much of its old vivacity. The change startled me more than I can say, and my fears were far from being allayed when, half an hour later, he communicated to me the direful intelligence that he had determined to resign his commission in the army.

“I cannot get on with it,” he said. “I do not take the least interest in it; and, if the truth must be told, I am far better out of it. I am only sorry that they ever permitted me to take it up.”

“My dear old fellow,” I answered, “this is the worst news that I have heard for a long time. You surely cannot be serious?”

“I could not be more serious if my life depended upon it,” he returned. “Don’t imagine that I have acted hastily and without thought. I have given the matter the fullest possible consideration, and the step I am about to take is the result. It will hurt our mother terribly, I fear, but it cannot be helped.”

“And what do you intend to do when you have left the army?” I asked, more for the sake of saying something and having time to collect my thoughts, than for any other reason.

“I don’t know,” he replied gloomily. “Upon my word, I do not. The truth of the matter is, Paul, old man, I’m a failure, an abject failure. I have guessed it for years, and now I am certain of it.”

He looked so sad, that I crossed the room and took his hand. “You musn’t say that,” I began. “You know how proud we all are of you, and how our hopes are centred on you.”

Then, with what was for me unusual earnestness, I continued, “Think of Pannonia! This wretched fiasco of a republic cannot endure much longer, and then our father will abdicate in your favour, and you will be king. Isn’t that something to look forward to and to work for?”

He shook his head.

“If it were likely to happen, it might be,” he answered. “But I know better. I am as certain, Paul, old boy, that I shall never sit upon the throne of Pannonia, as I am that I am standing before you now. I don’t know why I should be so sure of it, but I am quite convinced that it is the case.”

“It seems to me,” I said in a fit of temper, “that the best thing you could do would be to consult a Harley Street physician. You are not yourself; you have run down and want a fillip.”

He shook his head once more.

“It would take more than a Harley Street tonic to set me up,” he replied. “But there, do not let us talk of my own wretched affairs. Tell me of yourself — what you have been doing, and how you like soldiering?”

I satisfied him upon these points, and then went on to tell him of my meeting with the Princess Ottilie. Though it was a difficult thing to do, I spoke of her with apparent unconcern. I had no wish that he should read my secret, not yet at any rate. He was extremely interested, and expressed a desire to be presented to her himself. Only too glad to agree to anything that would take him out of himself, I proposed that we should ask permission to call upon her. He assented, and I accordingly sat down to write a note to her, inquiring whether she would be at home that afternoon, and if so, if she would permit me to call and present my brother to her? This note I despatched, and when Max had made some changes in his attire, we went out and lunched together at the club. On our return, two hours later, my servant handed me a note. The handwriting was small, and in some respects un-English.

“The Princess will be very pleased to see us at four o’clock this afternoon, if we will call,” I said in explanation.

Returning the note to its envelope, I placed it carefully in my pocket. The faint perfume of the paper seemed to linger in the room and to endow it with a sweetness it had not possessed before. With what eagerness I looked forward to that call! It seemed as if the laggard hours would never pass. At last, however, the time arrived, and Felix entered the room to inform us that the cab was at the door. Soon we turned into Curzon Street, and drew up before the door of the Prince of Lilienhöhe’s residence. On entering, we were conducted to the drawing-room, where the Princess and the Baroness Roqsal, her chaperone, were awaiting our coming.

“Princess,” I began, as I crossed the room and took her hand, “will you permit me the pleasure of presenting my brother to you?”

“It is very kind of you to bring him,” she answered. Then, turning to Max, she continued: “I am delighted to see you. It is many years since we last met, but I remember you perfectly.”

As he answered her, I glanced at his face and noticed the expression of admiration upon it.

“Do you know I am almost afraid of you,” she said, when he had been presented to the Baroness, and we had seated ourselves.

“I am sorry to hear that,” he replied. “I was not aware that I was such a dreadful personage. What have I done that you should fear me?”

“You have done nothing,” she answered. “If anyone is to blame it is your brother. He has been singing your praises to an extent that has made me deem you almost superhuman.”

“It seems almost a pity that I should shatter such a beautiful illusion, does it not?” he asked. “However, now that you know me, I fear its destruction is inevitable.”

“I must ask for grace before I reply to that speech,” she said with a smile. “I have scarcely had time to form my own opinion of your character yet.”

At that moment afternoon tea made its appearance, and with it the conversation branched off into other channels. We touched upon Pannonian politics guardedly, spoke of our childish recollections of the country somewhat more freely, and then, with positive relief, of the many friends with whom we were mutually acquainted. At last we rose to take leave.

“Will you let me say au revoir, not adieu, Princess?” inquired Max, as he took her hand. “I hope I may be permitted to see more of you during the time I am in town.”

“I shall be very happy to see your Highness,” she replied. “Will you remember that I am always at home to my friends on Thursday afternoons?”

When I bade her good-bye, I could have staked my word that her hand trembled.

“Good-bye,” I said simply.

“Good-bye,” she answered with corresponding brevity, and, as I looked into her face, I saw what I felt sure were tears rising in her eyes.

“What could it mean?” I asked myself, as we made our way downstairs. As far as I could see, nothing had occurred to cause her so much emotion.

That evening Max was my guest at mess, and afterwards we went on to two or three houses together, at none of which were we fortunate enough to meet the Princess. Next morning, however, we encountered her in the Row, and in the evening at a succession of dances. From that time forward, during the remainder of Max’s stay in town, we seemed to be continually in her company. That Max had followed my example, and was by this time as madly in love with the Princess as I was myself, I am quite convinced. Never by word or deed, however, did he try to make me aware of the fact. But I could see that it existed. Of my own feelings I am not going to say anything. All things considered, it is better I should not. Those who have the wit to understand will be able to read between the lines.

It was during Max’s stay in town that he completed the formalities connected with his decision to resign his commission in the Lancers.

At this juncture it is necessary that I should depart from the direct course of my narrative, in order to offer a few remarks upon Max’s own personal condition during the few weeks he was with me in town. This, I must frankly confess, was at times of such a nature as to cause me the greatest possible alarm. He was as changeable as the summer breezes. At one moment he seemed all happiness; the next he was plunged into the depths of despair. At one time he would talk of Pannonia with the greatest affection, and appear to be sanguine as to his chance of some day ascending the throne; the next he would assure me that the Republic would last longer than we expected, and that, even if it did not, he would never live to be king. Extravagant though it may seem to say so, I feel bound to confess that there were occasions when I wondered whether the troubles of our unhappy House had not exercised an undue influence upon his mind. As may be supposed, my position at this particular time was far from being a happy one. To make it worse, the Princess had, for some reason or other, taken it into her head to be vexed with me. What I had done to offend her I could not see, but that she was angry with me was quite clear. It may possibly have been that she thought I was growing tired of the acquaintanceship, inasmuch as I was not quite so often with her. But I was resolved that, happen what might, Max should have a fair chance. He was the elder, and, if he were going to be king, their marriage would be only fit and proper. Therefore, if she preferred him to myself, he should have her, and I would do my best to appear delighted. If not, well, then it would be my turn to put my fortune to the test. It took some time to arrive at this decision, but that once done, the rest was easy. Oh, that dreadful time! It has often struck me as extraordinary that Max and I should have managed to come through it as satisfactorily as we did. Surely he must have guessed something of what was in my mind. But it is quite certain that, if he did, he never for one moment allowed me to suspect it. We met continually, discussed the various topics of the day with well-simulated interest, occupied ourselves with our round of amusements, as if the wolves were not all the time gnawing at our heartstrings, and to each other and the world in general were as friendly as two brothers could hope to be. Meanwhile, we both knew that every day was bringing us nearer the inevitable end.

To be precise, it was on Monday, the fourteenth day of July, that the climax came. Max had left me soon after lunch to ride in the Park with the Princess Ottilie. I was on duty that afternoon, so was unable, even had I desired to do so, to accompany them. Indeed, it was after six o’clock before I returned to my house, where I expected to find Max awaiting me. To my surprise, however, he was not there.

“Has not the Crown Prince returned?” I inquired of Felix, my imperturbable groom of the chambers.

“His Royal Highness left the house nearly an hour and a half ago,” the man replied. “I thought your Highness was aware of his intention to leave London.”

“To leave London!” I cried in astonishment. “What do you mean? What reason have you for supposing that he has left London?”

I was certain that he had not the least intention of doing so when we had lunched together.

“His Royal Highness gave me to understand that he intended paying a visit to their Majesties in the country,” the man replied apologetically.

This sudden and entirely unexpected action on Max’s part was inexplicable to me. Could he have proposed to the Princess, and had she refused him? I was still turning this problem over in my mind, when a letter, balanced against the inkstand on my writing table, attracted my attention. It was addressed to myself, and the handwriting was quite familiar to me. To pick it up and open it was the work of a moment.

My dear Paul (it ran) — 

At last, thank Heaven, I have been able to come to a decision with myself. After years of doubt and darkness I can see light ahead. God knows whether I am doing right or wrong, but my belief is that it is my duty. I want you to be the first to hear it, and then to act as may seem best to you. Do you think, my brother, that your secret is unknown to me? Have you flattered yourself that I am not aware that you love Ottilie of Lilienhöhe as truly as I do myself? If so, you are wrong. I knew it from the first moment that you spoke of her to me. It was written on your face as plain as any words. At that time I had not seen her, and, in consequence, I was as careless of the future as I was of the present. From the fatal moment, however, that we crossed the threshold of the Prince’s house in Curzon Street, I realised that I was destined by fate to be your rival. (Here followed a tribute to my own behaviour in the affair, which, with your permission, I will pass over.) ... I saw her and loved her from the moment that I looked into her eyes. At first I resolved that nothing should induce me to play you false; but I did not know then the strength of my love, or the violence of the temptation to which I was to be subjected. I give you my word, Paul, that for the first fortnight I wrestled with myself and my love with all the strength of a man, who was despairing, and who wished to be honourable. But it proved too powerful for me in the end, and at last I was obliged to succumb. The devil was at my elbow whispering continually that it was not myself alone that I had to think of, but of my country. To marry the daughter of the Prince of Lilienhöhe would be to unite the two strongest factions in Pannonia, to bring peace and happiness to it as a nation, and to lift it again, from its place in the mire, to its former proud position among the great peoples of the earth. I can only wonder how it was that you did not see my misery. That it was misery for me I can only ask you to believe. The uncertainty was heart-breaking. One day I felt sure that she loved me, and, in consequence, I walked in an earthly paradise; the next I was certain that she did not, and then I tasted all the bitterness of hell. Meanwhile, my conscience was calling upon me to be as loyal to you as you had been to me. But it was of no avail. The temptation was more than I could withstand; at last I fell. My punishment, however, was not long in coming. This afternoon, as you know, I arranged to ride with the Princess in the Row. I met her near Hyde Park Corner, and I assure you, that I, who have never since our escape from Pannonia known the meaning of the word “fear,” felt a tremor run through me as she rode towards me. But I soon discovered that I was not alone in my fear. The moment I saw her face I knew that she also was dreading our meeting. That was sufficient to tell me my fate. Failure had dogged me all my life, and it was scarcely likely that, when I desired something that was more to me than life itself, she would grant it to me. Having exchanged greetings with an appearance of pleasure on either side, we turned our horses’ heads and made our way down the Row together. With a make-believe of composure, we discussed the trivialities of the day. This, however, did not last long. We began sentences and did not finish them, and at last lapsed altogether into silence. I stole a glance at her face, and, as I did so, enlightenment came to me. Her secret was a secret no longer. I knew, not only that she did not love me, but that her love was given elsewhere. I would have had pity on her, and have left my question unasked, but that the devil was still behind me, whispering in my ear, “Why do you trouble yourself about her feelings? What does it matter to you whether she loves anyone else or not? There are reasons of State why she should be your wife, and you have only to put them before her, backed up by her father’s authority, and she must surrender.” However, I had not fallen so low as that yet. I had still sufficient of the gentleman left to declare to myself that, if she did not love me, and the union was distasteful to her, I would not force it upon her. When we turned our horses, I brought mine a little closer to hers.

“Princess,” I said, “will you take pity on me, and give me a plain answer to a question I want to ask you?”

Her face was bloodless in its pallor. She tried to answer, but no word escaped her lips. My God! man, you can’t conceive what a brute I felt at that moment. And yet I was well aware that I must go on, that I should know no peace until I had tortured her to the end. All this time she was striving to be brave. Fortunately, there were few people about in that particular part of the Row, otherwise her agitation could scarcely have failed to attract attention.

“What is the question your Highness desires to ask me?” she faltered.

“Surely you can guess,” I answered. “Ottilie, I love you, and I want you to tell me whether in return you can love me well enough to be my wife.”

Though she must have known what was coming, a little cry escaped her.

“What can I say? What can I say?” she repeated in a choking voice. “Can you not see that I am prepared to do my duty at any cost to myself?”

“But you shall not do it at the expense of your heart,” I answered. “Ottilie, do you love me?”

“Oh, why do you ask me?” she cried, with a catch of her breath that was almost hysterical. “How can I answer as you wish?”

“You have given me my answer,” I returned. “It seems I have lived in a fool’s paradise. But I have loved you, and, as God is my witness, I will not force you into a loveless marriage.”

What I said to her after that can have no interest for anyone save our own two selves; let it suffice that, when I left her, I came on here. Strangely enough, I had no sooner quitted the Park than my composure returned to me, and by the time I had reached this room, I could stand off and look at everything in its proper light. And now one other matter, and the last. I know what you have thought of me these last few weeks, and the suspicions you have entertained — well, I might also say, concerning my sanity. But you are in error, my dear brother. No man was ever saner than I am at this moment. The result of it all is, as I said at the commencement of my letter, that I have arrived at a decision. I have come to an understanding with myself. By the time you open this letter I shall have left London, never, I hope, to return to it. As far as I am concerned, the farce of kingship is played out. I, for one, have been wearied to death by the performance. With this letter I cast it off. To-night I enter upon a new life, in which, please God, I shall comport myself more like a man than I have done hitherto. I have chosen a name which will not furnish any clue as to my identity, so that it will be impossible for you to trace me. Under it, as under a new banner, I shall fight and endeavour to win that self-respect which up to now I have never been able to attain. Look upon me as one who is dead, and try, if you can, to forgive me for the pain I have caused you these few weeks past. Remember always that, even though I gave way, I did not fall altogether. Try also to understand that my victory over myself was, in a great measure, a proof of my love for you. God bless you always. Think sometimes of

Your ever affectionate brother,

Max.

In a postscript there were a few directions as to what should be done with his valet, Theodore, and the manner in which his horses and other belongings should be disposed of.

For some moments after I had read it, I stood holding the letter in my hand, staring at it in blank amazement. I read it again and again, trying, in vain, to arrive at a proper understanding of it. Of one thing there could be no doubt. He had proposed to the Princess, and she had told him that she did not love him. He had accordingly determined to relinquish his position in society and to go abroad, rather than allow her to be forced into a marriage with a man she did not love. Was ever a man more noble? At the same time it occurred to me that he had often stated that nothing would give him greater pleasure than to endeavour to win a position for himself in a new country, where nobody knew him, and his rank could be of no assistance to his efforts. This was what he was going to do now. But it was impossible we could permit it. At any hazard I felt that I must find him, and argue it out with him, before he could leave England. For my father’s and mother’s, for his own, for mine, and for Pannonia’s sakes, he must be prevented from committing this rash act. At that moment Felix entered the room once more.

“I have made inquiries,” he began, “but Theodore declares he knows nothing of his master’s movements. He was told to wait here until he received his instructions from your Highness.”

“Tell him that I will see him later,” I answered. “In the meantime give me my hat and call a hansom. I am going out.”

A cab having been obtained, I bade the man drive me to the nearest telegraph office. Once there I wired to my father to know if he had seen anything of Max, and implored him, should he put in an appearance, to keep him until I arrived. Then I drove to Scotland Yard, where I sent in my card to the Chief Officer of the Detective Department. To him, in confidence, I imparted my fears, and told him that, if possible, I wanted my brother’s whereabouts ascertained before it would be possible for him to leave England, convincing him, at the same time, of the necessity that existed for secrecy. This precaution he promised most religiously to observe. After that, I returned to my own abode to await the telegram from my father. At last it came. It was worded as follows: “Max left here more than an hour ago, having said good-bye to us prior to leaving for the Continent.” I immediately sat down and scribbled a note to Scotland Yard, informing them of the discovery I had made. Then, when I had written another to my hostess of that evening, asking her to excuse me not being present at her dinner, on account of urgent private trouble, I took a hansom and drove to Waterloo. Instantly on my arrival at home I gave my father and mother a full account of all that had occurred. They, like myself, were overwhelmed by the suddenness of the catastrophe, and could give me no further information than that Max, after bidding them good-bye, had driven to Eastleigh, in order to catch, so they supposed, a train either for London or Southampton. I inquired at the station, but in vain. The station-master had not seen him, nor could he tell by what train he would have been likely to have travelled.

“There was the 6.50 up to town, your Royal Highness,” he said, “and the 6.45 down to Southampton. He might have taken either.”

Feeling sure that he would have not returned to London, I took the next train to Southampton and made inquiries there. But my efforts were in vain. No one seemed to have seen a person answering to his description. When next morning I called at the various shipping offices I was equally unsuccessful. Almost despairing, I applied for leave and remained at Southampton, day by day, for a week, watching the various boats that left for America and South Africa. So far as I could discover, however, Max was not on board any one of them. At last, wearied with waiting, and hopeless of hearing anything of him, I returned to town, calling en route at Rendlehurst to inform my father and mother of my ill-success.

From that moment, for many years, nothing was heard of poor ill-fated Max of Pannonia.


CHAPTER VII.
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AND NOW A word to preface the story of Max’s adventures as set forth by himself — from the time he wrote the famous letter to me.

Headstrong and wilful as he undoubtedly was, Max was the possessor of a habit which would not be supposed to agree in any way with his other characteristics. In our school days, prompted by a tutor who was method and preciseness in itself, we had been induced to cultivate the habit of keeping a diary. My own fits of application had their limits, and in consequence the record of my own daily life died a natural death within a week of its commencement. Max, however, must either have looked at it in another light, or have been composed of entirely different material. Having set his hand to it, his dogged determination insisted upon his carrying it through; in consequence, the habit grew upon him, and, fortunately for the story I have to tell, it lasted until the day of his death. It is from the last two volumes of this concise, and I might even add remarkable, history that I take the record as it is set down in the following pages. It will be observed that I have put it in the form of a narrative, told by myself, adding explanations where necessary, but in the main preserving the whole in as complete a form as it was originally written. How Max left the Princess Ottilie in the park after his ill-starred interview with her and rode away has already been told. A few other details, however, may prove of interest. As soon as he arrived, it would appear that Felix offered him refreshment, but he declined it, saying that he was in a hurry to catch a train to Hampshire. Seating himself at my writing-table he took a sheet of notepaper and composed the letter which was destined, a few hours afterwards, to cause me so much unhappiness. “Thank heaven, that’s done,” he said to himself, as he rose to his feet and placed the envelope, which he secured with his private seal, in a conspicuous position upon the table. “Paul will be certain to see it directly he returns.” Then having rung the bell for Felix, he bade him send some one to call a cab. Telling him to inform Theodore, his valet, that he would receive his orders from myself, he went down to it, sprang in, and bade the man drive him with all speed to Waterloo. He had barely time to take his ticket, to see that the luggage he himself had packed and sent on ahead earlier in the day had started for Bristol, and then to catch the train. Indeed, the starting bell had already sounded as he crossed the platform.

“This won’t do at all,” Max said to himself, when they had rolled out of the station, and he had time to look round the luxurious compartment in which he was seated. “If I am going out into the world to win my way I should not be riding first class. I must travel third and save my money as much as possible. On the other side, wherever that may be, it will have to be corduroys instead of tweeds, and (here he took his cigar-case from his pocket and selected a weed) a clay pipe, I suppose, in place of the mess’ extra special Laranagas.” The train was an express, stopping only at Basingstoke and Eastleigh. At the latter place he alighted, and taking a cab in the station yard bade the man drive him as quickly as possible to Rendlehurst. It was nearly half-past six by the time he reached the house, where Anton, the head of my father’s household, received him at the door.

“Anton,” he said, “I must see my father and mother at once. Where are they?”

“Her Majesty is in the boudoir,” the old man replied, in measured tones that contrasted forcibly with the other’s excited state. “His Majesty has but lately returned from a walk, and is now in his study. I will acquaint him with your Royal Highness’s arrival.”

What transpired at that meeting is not set forth in the diary. It is sufficient, however, that in something less than half an hour he had said good-bye to them, though he did not know it, for ever, and was back in his cab en route, so it was popularly supposed, for Eastleigh. At the Foresham cross-roads he stopped the driver. “Pull up,” he said. “It is a beautiful evening, and as I have plenty of time, I think I will walk the remainder of the distance.” He paid his fare and, in order to avert suspicion, strolled slowly along the road the cab was following. When the man had turned the corner and was out of sight, he retraced his steps and set off at a brisk pace in the opposite direction. The evening was close and sultry, and signs of thunder were in the air. The roads and hedges were white with dust, and by the time he had reached the small station for which he was making, he was coated with a fine white powder. Interrogating the station-master, whom he found upon the platform, he inquired what time the next train was due for Salisbury.

“There is not one for nearly an hour, sir,” the man replied. “It leaves here at half-past eight and reaches Salisbury at 9.25.”

“That’s a pity,” said Max, who saw that he would not be able to get on to Bristol that night. “However, as it can’t be helped, I must wait for it. I am much obliged to you.”

The station-master, as a matter of form, compared his watch with the clock in the little waiting-room, then glanced up and down the line, and finally disappeared into his cottage, leaving Max to his own devices. The latter examined the various railway advertisements on the notice board, criticised the name of the station arranged in white flints on a neatly-kept bank beside the platform, and then decided that he felt hungry after his walk. Fifty yards or so further along the road was a small inn, and toward this he made his way. Entering the bar, which was unoccupied, he inquired of the buxom landlady if she could supply him with a meal.

“It all depends, sir, what you want,” the latter replied, shaking her curls coquettishly at him; “if you’d like ham and eggs we can manage that, or maybe a bloater if so be you’d relish it, but I don’t know that I can do better for you at this time o’ night, at any rate.”

Max decided in favour of the former, and a quarter of an hour later might have been observed in the landlady’s own private parlour, seated before a steaming dish of ham and eggs, which he was devouring with an appetite that was the outcome of a four-mile walk. I have seen that landlady since, and have tried to make her understand who her guest was.

“Lor’ bless you, sir,” she said — for though I told her about Max, she had not the least notion of my identity— “I don’t know anything about his being a prince, but what I do know is, that he ate his ham and eggs hearty enough for a king, as I told my old man afterwards.”

His meal disposed of, Max paid the bill, and returned to the station to await the arrival of his train. The sun was sinking behind the trees on the other side of the cutting, and the whole heavens were suffused with crimson light. A belated cuckoo was wishing the world good-night in the far distance, and the tinkling of bells on the harness of a waggoner’s team was wafted to him like faintest music upon the still evening air. As he strolled up and down the platform, his thoughts involuntarily returned to the Princess. He wondered whether she were thinking of him, and how long it would be before he would be able to school himself to forget her.

The first sign that heralded the train’s approach was the arrival of a hobbledehoy rustic of about sixteen on the platform. He carried in one hand a bundle, tied up in a red pocket-handkerchief, and in the other a ground-ash stick, with which he beat his leg to the tune of a music-hall melody that had been popular in London some six months before. As Max passed him on his way to the booking-office to take his ticket, he civilly wished him good-evening. When the train entered the station, he followed the lad to a third-class compartment, and seated himself opposite him. They were the only two occupants of the carriage, and Max was in the humour for conversation. He felt as if he had been alone in the world for countless years, and for some reason the boy’s broad Hampshire dialect was soothing to his ears. The lad was on his way to a new situation, so he informed his companion, a farm on the outskirts of the village of Dean. It was his first absence from home, and Max noticed that an ominous snuffle followed his statement of the fact. To the elder man there was something engaging about this encounter. They were both stepping out of their old into a new world, in order to gain experience, and were equally anxious, yet equally loth to say farewell to their old surroundings.

“I knew it was coming for a long time, sir,” said the boy in a burst of confidence. “Father always had a sort of feeling that he wanted me to go along o’ Mr. Simpkins, but, somehow, mother didn’t kind o’ fancy it. Not but that I can do my work, sir. I bain’t afraid of work — not a bit of it. It’s the going away from home and mother, that’s the worst of it. But there, it will seem kind of strange at first, sir, I don’t doubt; but bless you, I reckon somehow it will come right in the end. Anyways, I am going to do my best to make it.”

For many a long day that homely speech was destined to live in Max’s memory. It was an augury for the future; at any rate, he determined to regard it as such. When they reached Dean, and the boy had made his preparations to alight, Max held out his hand.

“Good-bye,” he said. “I hope you may prosper in your undertaking. Like you, I, too, am starting out into the world to gain experience. I have wished you good luck; won’t you do the same for me?”

The boy shyly took the hand held out to him, and, as he did so, he said: “God speed ye, sir, and thank ye kindly for the way you’ve let me talk to you. It’s done me a world o’ good.”

A second later he was gone, and the train was on its way once more. In something under twenty minutes they had reached Salisbury, where Max discovered, as he had quite made up his mind he would do, that the last train for Bristol had departed. In consequence, he would be compelled to wait in Salisbury until morning for another. The disappointment was a severe one, for he had hoped to reach his destination before the night was over. In his present state, rapid travelling was exactly what he wanted; to feel he was dashing through the country, drawing nearer his goal with every mile, was like an antidote to pain, it prevented him from thinking. Now there was nothing for it but to find an hotel and to wait for morning.

As he made his way out of the station and down into the town, he thought of the last time he had visited that ancient city. Then he had been the favoured guest of a well-known nobleman in the neighbourhood, and his arrival had been the signal for quite a respectable crowd to gather in the station yard to see the Crown Prince of Pannonia. Flags had decorated the streets, and the civic authorities had offered him a hearty welcome in their council-house. Now a thick drizzle was falling as he walked along the muddy street, and the only welcome he received was the curse of a tipsy man who reeled and almost fell against him. When he had discovered a convenient hostelry he engaged a room, and afterwards strolled about the town. At last he found himself standing before the ancient cathedral, in what is perhaps the most peaceful and beautiful close in all the length and breadth of England. The graceful spire towered hundreds of feet into the moonlit sky, and as he watched it the clock struck ten, slowly and solemnly, as if it were aware of the important part it was playing in the passage of time. At the same moment I was alighting from my train at Southampton Docks, whither I had gone in search of him. Small wonder was it, since he was in Salisbury, that I could not find him.

Next morning, shortly before five o’clock, he rose and continued his journey, catching a London train at Westbury, reaching Bath at eight o’clock, and Bristol thirty-five minutes later. Before leaving the station he secured the luggage he had sent on ahead, and then once more departed in quest of an hotel. This accomplished, he was at liberty to go in search of a vessel. From the collection of advertisements in the coffee-room, it would appear that there was no place on the face of the habitable globe that could not be reached from that port. He could find nothing, however, to suit him. The United States did not appeal sufficiently to his sense of the romantic; South Africa had another and still more vital objection; Canada was impossible, for the simple reason that he had already visited it, and was exceedingly well known there. He wanted to find a vessel on which there would be no possible chance of his being recognised, and for this reason also the big liners were unsuitable. Leaving the hotel, he went into the town, scanned the wharves, and entered into conversation with men who had their dealings in great waters. At last, and quite by chance, he happened upon the very vessel he wanted. She was the Diamintina, a steamer of some three thousand tons, engaged in the South American trade. Her steam was already up, and, as Max was informed, she was to sail that afternoon for Rio de Janeiro. He inquired the name of the agents, and as soon as he had discovered their address, set off in search of the office post-haste. The clerk who did him the honour to inquire his business informed him that he was quite right in supposing that she would sail that afternoon, and went even so far as to add that she had sufficient accommodation for half a dozen passengers, four of which were already booked. The chance seemed too good to be lost. Brazil was the country he had always had a desire to visit; now he paid the money demanded of him and received his ticket in exchange. An hour later he had made his way on board and the voyage to South America had commenced. Max stood at the port bulwarks as the vessel steamed slowly down the river, and watched the shore slip past with what was almost a feeling of wonderment at his position. At last he might consider himself freed from his past life. He had a hundred pounds in the belt that was safely clasped round his waist, ten pounds in his pocket, and when that was gone he would have nothing to depend upon, save his health and his determination to succeed. By nightfall they were out in more open water, and a brisk sea was running. Fortunately, Max was an excellent sailor, and enjoyed rather than disliked the active motion of the steamer. To his surprise, when the dinner-bell rang at six o’clock, he, the captain, and one solitary passenger were all who sat down to table. They were the only three to sit down at subsequent meals during the voyage. The captain was inclined to be agreeable, and Max’s fellow saloon passenger was the Señor Francisco Moreas, and he was, by his own account, an old resident in Brazil. Be that as it may, and I am certainly not in a position to contradict it, he had seen more of the world than the average man. His age must have been between forty and forty-five; his appearance was that of a typical Spaniard, debilitated partly by fever and partly by his own excesses; he was tall but sparely built, boasted keen, hawk-like eyes, a nose that at first glance reminded one of the same bird’s beak, a small and carefully-trimmed moustache, and last, but not least, exceedingly small hands and feet, of which he was inordinately proud. The fingers of the former, which were dirty, were invariably ornamented with rings.

The captain, who, as I have already said, had laid himself out to be agreeable to Max, found an occasion to invite him to the chart-room alone. Once there he spoke his mind freely and to the point.

“I want to give you a hint, Mr. Mortimer,” he said, for that was the name Max had assumed. “I must put you on your guard against our friend Moreas.”

“I am exceedingly obliged to you for the trouble you are taking,” Max returned, as he seated himself on the chart locker. “What has he done that you should warn me against him?”

The captain sank his voice a little as he replied.

“I have known him for a good many years. He is a notorious gambler, and, as far as my observation goes, I can say that I have seen him win a good deal oftener than he loses. When I say that he is a dead shot with a revolver, and that he is not above calling a man out and putting a bullet into him before breakfast, you will understand that I’ve gone out of my way to tell you something that might land me in difficulties if he came to know of it.”

“I am obliged to you,” said Max. “You may be quite sure I shall respect your confidence. I will be on my guard for the future.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” the captain replied and added: “I’ve noticed that you’ve been playing cards with him lately.”

Max admitted the soft impeachment. He might have added that he had lost more than he cared to remember. He felt certain in his own mind, however, that Moreas had obtained the money honestly, and in common fairness he felt compelled to say so to the captain.

“I don’t doubt it,” the other answered. “He is not such a fool as to try anything else while it is possible for him to get it by straightforward play. But if you must play with him I should advise you to keep your eyes and wits open. It is not in my interest to say so, for if you find him out you will come to quarrelling, and then possibly to blows, and at that point it will be my duty to step in. But I don’t want to have to do it. As a rule, we carry very few passengers on this boat, but I can tell you that I have seen some funny scenes on board her now and again, and Moreas has figured conspicuously in more than one of them.”

As it transpired, the captain’s warning reached Max just in time. Another day and it might have been too late. The incident I am about to relate took place on a warm morning. They were nearing the Equator, and Max was stretched on the poop skylight, reading, when Moreas made his appearance. The latter offered him an excellent cigar, and after they had been smoking for a time proposed a game of ecarté. Max, who, I regret to say, was an inveterate gambler, immediately assented, not, however, without thinking of the captain’s warning. His companion immediately produced a pack of cards. The steward, on being appealed to, brought a small folding table from below, whereupon the game commenced. For some time they played with varying success, then Max, contrary to custom, began to win. They doubled the stakes and played again. Once more Max won. They played another hand, still with the same result. An ominous look flashed into Moreas’ eyes, but it was gone again as quickly.

“I am glad to see that your luck has turned at last, Señor,” he said, with a suspicion of a sneer about his lips.

“Fortune must smile some time or other,” retorted Max coolly. “It would be hard indeed if I were always to have the same luck that I’ve had of late. It is your deal, I fancy.”

Moreas accordingly dealt, and they played the next hand. Suddenly Max laid down his cards, back uppermost, and leant across the table.

“Forgive me, Señor,” he said, “but I feel sure there is some little mistake. We have played two rounds, and I see that you still have four cards in your hand.”

The remainder of the pack was lying at the Spaniard’s elbow, and Max noticed a suspicious movement of the other’s sleeve a few seconds before. Had he not spoken when he did, the other would have rid himself of one of his cards without delay.

“Carambo! so I have,” he said, with a well-simulated astonishment. “I must offer you ten thousand apologies, Señor, for having unwittingly made such a mistake. I do not know how it occurred.”

As he said this he fixed his beady eyes upon Max’s face, as though to give him warning that if he had anything to say on the subject it had better be of a conciliatory nature.

“I feel sure of that,” Max answered good-humouredly, for he had not the least intention of quarrelling with him. He only wanted to let the other see that he was quite aware of his man[oe]uvres, and that they must not be attempted in the future. “Are you tired or shall we play another hand?”

“I think a little rest, Señor, would be acceptable,” Moreas responded. “It is so hot under this awning. I will ask you for my revenge another time.”

With that he rose and lit a fresh cigar. Going to the companion hatch, he called to the steward to bring a couple of bottles of beer and some glasses on deck. When these arrived, he insisted that Max and the captain, who had just arrived on the poop, should join him. To all appearances he was as calm and as friendly as usual, but there was still a gleam in his eyes that spoke for the smouldering fire in the brain behind.

“It is too hot,” he said, spreading his arms abroad. “How shall we amuse ourselves? We have read, we have played, and now we have drunk beer. What else is there for us to do?”

Then, as if an idea had struck him, he continued:

“I wonder if our good friend, the captain, here, would permit us to have some pistol practice. There would be no danger, believe me, if we shoot over the stern.”

Max understood what was in his mind. Though he had pretended to do so, the other had not forgotten the incident of the cards, and now he was going to give him, in case he should be inclined to spread the report abroad, an exhibition of his powers with the pistol. It was a hint delicately administered.

“I don’t know that I ought to allow it,” said the captain doubtfully; “but seeing that we have no ladies aboard, and that you promise to fire over the stern, we will risk it. Don’t shoot each other, and don’t keep it up too long, that’s all I ask.”

Moreas gave his promise and immediately disappeared below, to appear a few moments later, carrying in his hand a revolver, a piece of string, and a dozen medium-sized apples. Reaching the deck, he made one of the apples fast by the string to the wire rope that carried the awning. When this was done it hung midway between the awning and the taffrail, and afforded an excellent target.

“Have you done much shooting with the revolver?” Moreas inquired of Max, as he returned from placing the fruit in position.

“A little,” the other replied.

“In that case shall we say thirty paces?”

“Whatever you like,” said Max.

The distance was accordingly measured, and a chalk line drawn upon the deck.

“Shall we bet on the shot,” remarked Moreas, taking a box of cartridges from his pocket and carefully filling the chambers of the revolver.

“Why not?” answered Max, still with the same imperturbability. “What shall it be? Name the sum.”

“Let it be whatever you please,” returned his polite adversary. “Since we are loaded with English gold shall we say half a sovereign?”

“Half a sovereign will suit me admirably,” the other replied. “Perhaps you will commence?”

Nothing loath, Moreas toed the line, and, when he had examined the revolver to make sure that it was in working order, fired. The bullet hit the apple dividing it as neatly as if it had been cut with a knife.

“Bravo!” said Max. “I owe you half a sovereign.”

The Spaniard handed him the revolver, and he, in his turn, took his place at the line. As boys, Max and I had been keen pistol shots, and I was quite prepared when I reached this part of his narrative to find that he had imitated Moreas’ example and destroyed the target. To my surprise, however, he chronicled a miss.

“I owe you a sovereign,” he said, handing the revolver to his adversary.

“You will come to it directly,” the other replied patronisingly.

Once more Moreas toed the line and fired. He missed his mark, however, by some inches. An oath in Spanish escaped his lips as he handed the revolver to Max. The latter had recovered his presence of mind by this time, and when he pulled the trigger the ball pierced the apple in the centre.

“A good shot,” said one of the men behind him, and Moreas, who, though he deemed it a fluke, felt compelled to agree.

“We are equal now,” said Max quietly.

Again Moreas fired, but this time he hit the apple on its side, causing it to swing backwards and forwards like a pendulum. One cartridge still remained in the revolver. Max waited until the target was ready, then fired and again hit his mark. The shot was a good one, and this time there was no question of chance about it. Moreas changed colour as far as it was possible to do, and began to think that his exhibition was scarcely likely to serve the purpose for which it was intended. Once more the revolver was charged, and out of the six shots fired Max struck the apple three times and Moreas twice. Whether it was the salutary lesson he had received, or whether it was because, as he informed him later, he had taken a great liking to Max, I cannot say; the fact remains, however, that from that moment they agreed most amicably together. That he was aware Max did not trust him very far did not appear to detract from their friendliness. On the other hand, it may have added a spice to it, somewhat as bitters at times improve a glass of sherry. One day he asked Max point-blank what he intended doing when he reached his destination.

“Up to the present I have settled nothing,” Max replied. “I am leaving it to chance to decide.”

“It’s not a bad idea,” Moreas answered. “Brazil is a great place for chance. Your life is one long gamble from the time you set foot ashore until they put you under ground.”

“The picture you draw is not a very cheerful one,” remarked Max; “particularly for the confiding emigrant.”

“Oh, you need not be afraid,” said Moreas confidently. “A man who can shoot as you do will always be able to keep his head above water. And now I am going to make you a little offer, which it may possibly be worth your while some day to accept. My advice to you is to try your luck first in your own fashion, and if you don’t succeed, just come to me and see what I can do for you. Will you agree to this proposal?”

“It’s extremely kind of you to take so much interest in me,” Max returned, “and of course I agree. I should be foolish if I did not. But where and how am I to find you in the event of my being compelled to accept your offer?”

“That is easily arranged. I will give you my address before I leave the vessel.” Then he added, with pardonable vanity, “It is scarcely necessary, however; I believe I am fairly well known in Rio.”

Next day he handed Max his card, on which his name and address was set forth with many flourishes.

“At least,” said Max to himself as he stowed it away in a safe place, “there is something here to fall back upon.”


CHAPTER VIII.
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TO DISEMBARK IN a strange port, particularly a foreign one, is, to the thinking man, invariably an interesting experience. The difference in architecture, in costume, in language, and in custom, attracts the attention and, if one may employ the expression in such a case, titillates the senses, like the first taste of a rare wine to which one has yet to grow accustomed.

Of all the cities of South America, Rio de Janeiro is, perhaps, the most cosmopolitan, the most representative, and at the same time the most contradictory. It is up to date, yet in many things it is sadly behind the times; it is beautiful in some respects, yet indescribably hideous in others; taken altogether it is a human abode full of bizarre contrasts, that step out and confront one at every turn. Generous and hospitable in certain directions, it is cruel and treacherous, almost to the borders of fanaticism, in others. To the right one sees a desire to copy Europe, to the left what would appear to be a deliberate attempt to disregard her altogether. It is these little idiosyncrasies that make Rio de Janeiro what it is, namely, one of the most instructive and fascinating cities in the world.

As soon as he had breakfasted on board in the harbour, Max hired a boat and made his way ashore. His luggage had already preceded him to the Custom House. Reaching the quay he set off, by way of the Rua Direita, in search of that building. What a strange collection of humanity he found crowded together in the streets! Faultlessly attired ladies, elegant gentlemen in frock coats and high hats, negroes and negresses, the latter decked out in the gayest colours, deformed, haggard, slouchy soldiers, Italian newspaper boys, cigarette-smoking policemen, clad in brown holland and quaint shakos, all helped to constitute a human jumble of the most varied and interesting description. Following the Rua Direita he entered the Rua d’Ouvidor, the fashionable street, indeed, one might almost say the Bond Street, of the city. Thence he continued his walk by way of the Rua dos Ourives, the Palais Royale of Rio, to the Custom House, where his baggage was examined and be told that he was at liberty to take it where he pleased. Chartering a small tilbury, a species of cab peculiar to Brazil, he drove to the Candido Hotel, in the Larangeiras, where he engaged a room, installed himself in it, and then prepared to look about him. He had considerably less than thirty pounds left in his money-belt; and when he became aware of this fact he could have cursed himself for his folly in having gambled with Moreas on board the Diamintina. It was done, however, and now he had to face the consequences. As he told himself, it was no use crying over spilt milk, and no amount of regret would bring the money back. One thing, however, was painfully certain — he must find some employment without delay. But in what direction was he to look for it? Putting on his hat, and stowing the key of his room away in his pocket, he set off on a tour of inspection. When he reached the principal business thoroughfares he kept his eyes open for an English name. It was some time, however, before he discovered one. Why he should have decided in favour of England, and have rejected Germany and Pannonia, both of whom were of nearer kin to him than the Island of the West, I can only hazard a guess. The fact remains, however, that he did so. When he had selected one that looked promising he entered, and inquired if he might see the merchant. Unfortunately, the clerk informed him, he was not in town that day. He left, and tried another further down the street. This one had already more clerks than was sufficient for his purpose, and could not dream of engaging another. The next was courteous, but equally firm in his refusal. A hundred yards or so further on he discovered a German firm, and, thinking a change of nationality might influence his luck, went in and asked his usual question. Yes; it was quite true that they stood in need of a clerk, but what experience and what references had he to offer? He informed his interrogator that he had none. He had only to add that he had spent the last five years of his life in the English army to have his services declined with thanks, and to find himself in the street once more. His next attempt was with a Portuguese Jew, who offered him employment at a wage that would have meant little else than genteel beggary for him. This post he declined of his own free will. “Things are beginning to look cheerful, I must say,” he remarked to himself when he was in the street once more. “If I’m not more successful than this I shall have to fall back on Moreas after all.” At last, and just when he was beginning to think that he would give up trying for that day, he found himself face to face with an office, on the window of which, written in gold letters, was “Brockford, Brent, & Kerton, English Merchants and Importers.” He determined to go inside once more and try his luck. He accordingly entered the office, and, as usual, inquired for the head of the firm. A clerk, who was entering some figures in a large ledger, looked up and informed him that Mr. Brockford was engaged for a moment, and, having done so, inquired his business.

“To see Mr. Brockford,” Max replied curtly. “If you don’t think he will be long, I’ll wait a few moments.”

Five minutes or so later a man emerged from the inner office, and Max was conducted to Mr. Brockford’s presence. The latter was a tall, thin man, with a somewhat hatchet-shaped face, clean-shaven cheeks, grey hair, and shaggy eyebrows. According to Brazilian custom, he was in his shirt-sleeves, and equally according to custom, the inevitable cigar was between his lips. Seeing that he had a gentleman, and one who was also a stranger to the country, to deal with, he invited Max to be seated, at the same time pushing a box of cigars towards him.

“What may I have the pleasure of doing for you?” he inquired in English, and with a courtesy that Max attributed to the anticipation of a large order, but which was in reality habitual to him.

“Well,” said Max, “to tell the truth, I have come to see you in the hope that you may be able to give me something to do. I arrived from England this morning in the steamship Diamintina, and as I’ve not much money, I want to find employment as soon as I possibly can. I’ve tried a number of offices, but cannot hear of anything.”

The other glanced at his visitor’s well-cut clothes, elegant boots, and general air of refined dandyism. He was not accustomed to receiving applications for employment from young men who looked like princes in disguise.

“I’m afraid I have nothing to offer you,” he said after a momentary pause. “Things are very quiet in Rio just now, and we are more inclined to discharge our clerks than to take fresh ones on. What were you doing before you came out here?”

This was the question Max had been dreading. It had brought him to grief so many times that day.

“I was in the English army,” he replied. “I held a commission in a cavalry regiment. I’m afraid I do not know much about business, but I am fairly quick at picking up things, and if you will give me a chance, I fancy you will not find me wanting in diligence.”

The other drummed with his fingers on the desk before him, and as he did so he pulled almost savagely at his cigar. It was a trick he had when thinking.

“I don’t ask you any questions as to why you gave up the army and came out to take a clerkship in Rio,” he said at last; “but if I were you I should keep that part of my history to myself. An officer from a crack regiment seldom develops into a good clerk.”

“You are probably right. I must try to remember it. And now to return to my request. Is it quite impossible for you to do anything for me?”

“I am afraid I can do nothing personally,” the other replied. “That is to say, I cannot take you into my office, but I rather fancy I can help you in another direction. Do you speak Spanish?”

“I speak Spanish, German, Pannonian, and English, with equal fluency,” Max answered, feeling that for once the education of a Crown Prince, in the matter of languages at least, had its uses.

“That is very much in your favour,” said Mr. Brockford, “and now, perhaps, you will have no objection to telling me your name? I have not heard it yet.”

“My name is Mortimer,” Max returned, with a momentary hesitation, that was not lost on his companion— “Max Mortimer.”

“Well then, Mr. Max Mortimer, I am prepared to tell you that although I never saw you until a few moments ago, although you have held a commission in a cavalry regiment in England, and have seen fit to give it up in order to take to clerking in Brazil, and last, but not least, although you call yourself Mortimer, which I feel quite certain is not your name, as I say, I am prepared — —”

“Pardon me,” said Max, interrupting him. “Since you have such a poor opinion of my character, it would perhaps be better that I should look elsewhere for employment.”

He had risen and was going to leave the office, when the other signed to him to sit down again.

“Hoighty-toighty,” he said, “what is the matter with you now? Why are you so thin-skinned? Surely you are not foolish enough to be offended because I speak my mind plainly to you when you want assistance? Leaving everything else out of the question, it is a poor return you are willing to make me for trying to help you.”

Max saw the mistake he had made, and was quick to apologise for his apparent rudeness.

“Forgive me,” he said. “I’m afraid I’ve a hasty temper. To be candid with you, I haven’t quite shaken down yet to my lot in life.”

Brockford blew a cloud of smoke before he answered.

“I was going to say, when you interrupted me, that although I cannot help you myself, I think I know of a man who may be able to do so. He is a Spaniard, but none the worse for that. His name is Señor José de Montezma. I happen to know that he is in want of an English corresponding clerk. We are on friendly terms, and I shall be very happy to take you along with me and introduce you to him at once; that is, of course, providing you think the position is likely to suit you.”

It seemed to Max as if his luck were going to change at last, and, needless to say, he gladly accepted the invitation. Lighting another cigar, the senior partner led him from the office into the street, where they made their way along the pavement in the opposite direction to which Max had come. At length they reached the office of Montezma & Co.

Having requested his companion to wait in the counting house, while he interviewed the head of the firm, Brockford disappeared into the inner sanctum. Five minutes later he reappeared, and invited Max to enter. The latter did so, to find himself in the presence of a fat little man, who he soon discovered was one of the cheeriest and most popular merchants in Brazil.

“My friend, Señor Brockford, informs me that you are desirous of obtaining the position of corresponding clerk in my employment,” observed the Spaniard.

“What Señor Brockford says is quite true,” Max replied. “If you will give it to me, I will do my best to show you that your confidence is not misplaced.”

The other smiled and rubbed his hands.

“On my friend Señor Brockford’s introduction, I shall be happy to engage your services,” he said, with as much dignity as if he had been conferring upon the other the order of the Golden Fleece.

After the disappointments of the morning Max felt that he had fallen upon his feet indeed.

“I only hope I shall be able to repay you for your kindness,” he said. “Doubtless Mr. Brockford has informed you that I have had but little experience in business matters. If you will bear with me for a short time, however, I have no doubt I shall be able, in the end, to give you satisfaction.”

“I have not the least doubt of it,” the Senhor replied.

The office hours having been explained to him, the salary arranged, and various other minor details settled to their mutual satisfaction, Max and Mr. Brockford left the office together.

“I cannot tell you how thankful I am to you for what you have done for me,” said the former when they were in the street once more. “It seems all the kinder for the reason that I am an entire stranger to you.”

“One Englishman can never be an entire stranger to another in a foreign country,” said Brockford oracularly. “We always feel called upon to do the best we can for each other. Besides — —”

He stopped abruptly, as if he had suddenly changed his mind, and did not feel inclined to put his thoughts into words. Five minutes later they had reached his own office.

“You will feel rather lonely on your first night in a new country,” he said. “Won’t you dine with me, and spend the night at my house? I am a bachelor, and live on the Island of Paquetá. I shall have much pleasure in taking you back with me. No, don’t thank me! You can do that later on if you like. You are staying at Candido’s Hotel, I fancy you said? In that case, if you take the first turning to the left, and then the next to the right, and afterwards continue straight on, you will reach it. I shall expect to see you at half-past four.”

Without giving Max time to accept or decline his invitation, he retired into his office, leaving him free to make his way back to his hotel. This he did with a heart overflowing with gratitude for the kindness he had received.

“I certainly can’t grumble at my luck now,” he said to himself, as he walked along.

Punctual to the moment he returned to Mr. Brockford’s office. This time he entered it with the air of a man who occupied an assured position in the world. Even the clerks, having had evidence before them that their employer was well disposed towards the stranger, treated him in a different fashion to what they had done when he had first made his appearance.

“You are punctual,” said Mr. Brockford, as soon as he was admitted to his presence. “It is a good omen in a country like this, where everything is put off to be done at a future date; a business habit of that description cannot be too highly commended. Though I fear, however well we start, we all fall into evil ways in the end. Even our friend Montezma, who is an excellent business man in his way, is no exception to the rule. Now, if you are ready, let us be off.”

Then they set off in the direction of the quay. As they passed through the city Max had an opportunity of seeing how well his companion was known. He was occupied almost continually receiving and returning salutations. Reaching the waterside they descended a flight of steps, at the foot of which a neat steam launch was awaiting them. They took their places and were soon steaming down the bay, bound for the Island of Paquetá, one of the loveliest spots in Rio Bay, and ten miles distant from the city.

As Max was soon to discover, Mr. Brockford’s residence was on a par with his reputation. It was a charming place in every way, exquisitely quiet and restful after the bustle and excitement of the city. The house itself, a long one-storied building, surrounded by a deep verandah, was comfortably, but not ostentatiously, furnished. In the dining-room were several good pictures, among others a view of Carisbrooke Castle. It was by a well-known artist, and Max stood for some little time before it.

“Is not this Carisbrooke?” he inquired, turning to his host, who was mixing a cool drink at the sideboard.

“Yes, Carisbrooke,” the other replied, turning round. “When I was a boy I lived in the Isle of Wight, not a mile from the ruins. Do you know the place?”

“We drove over there one day when I was last at Osborne,” said Max, without thinking. “It was one of the jolliest excursions I can remember.”

Brockford looked at him sharply. The description of man who talked of staying at Osborne with all the assurance of an old friend did not often come within the sphere of his existence. For the second time he wondered what Max’s history could be.

That evening’s entertainment was destined to linger in Max’s memory for many a long day to come. In his diary I find a note setting forth the fact that he looks upon his acquaintance with Mr. Brockford in the light of one of, if not the best, pieces of good fortune he met with during his life in Brazil. He might well say that. Next morning he returned with his host to the city to enter upon his new employment. The day’s work at an end, he was able to call upon his benefactor, in order to inform him that it had not proved so difficult as he imagined it would, and that he felt quite capable of carrying out the work expected of him. By the end of the week he had settled down to his business life, and was feeling moderately comfortable and happy in his new surroundings. A surprise, however, was in store for him.

One afternoon, a month or so after he had entered Montezma’s office, a note was brought to him by a diminutive nigger. It emanated from Mr. Brockford, who was anxious that Max should pay him a call on his homeward journey that afternoon, if he could do so without inconvenience to himself. Max sent a reply by the messenger, to the effect that it would give him great pleasure to do as his friend asked; and in due course he arrived at Messrs. Brockford, Brent, & Kerton’s place of business. The day’s work was over and the clerks were preparing for departure. The senior partner, however, was still in his sanctum.

“I’m glad you’ve come, Mortimer,” he said, as they shook hands, “for I want to have a little talk with you? Sit down, will you? You’ll find a cigar in that box.”

Max seated himself, lit a cigar, and wondered what was coming next.

“By the way, you’re still staying at Candido’s, are you not?” the other inquired, in what was intended to be a matter-of-fact tone.

Max replied that he was still occupying his old room, and went on to add that he thought of looking for another elsewhere, as the hotel charges made rather too large an inroad into his slender resources.

“Well, I’ve a little suggestion to make to you before you do that,” said Brockford. “I’m a bachelor, as you know. Now what I am going to propose is that you shall come over and take up your abode with me. I like you; I’ve already told you that we’d be first-rate company for each other; and if you don’t mind putting up with my faddy ways, I fancy we should hit it off admirably together. What have you to say to my arrangement?”

For a moment Max was too overwhelmed to say anything.

“Good gracious!” he cried at last, “do you know what you are offering me? Do you realise what it means to a man like myself, situated as I am now, to be asked to share a home like yours? Mr. Brockford, your kindness overpowers me. I don’t know what to say to you.”

“Say nothing at all, or, at any rate, only say that you will accept my offer,” he answered. “You have no idea what a kindness it will be to me.”

“You hide your own kindness too well,” said Max. “I do not know how to thank you. And I haven’t the pluck to refuse.”

“I should not allow you to do so,” the other replied. “No, we’ve settled it very well, I think. Have your things ready to-morrow afternoon, and we’ll take them over in the launch with us.”

True to the terms of their agreement, Max next day transported himself and his belongings to Brockford’s island home. His life for the future seemed all smooth sailing. After the heat and bustle of the city, it was infinitely soothing at night to be able to cross to the island, and to stretch oneself out after a good dinner on a lounge chair in the broad verandah, and do nothing but listen to the sighing of the wind in the palms overhead, and the musical splash of the wavelets on the beach. He was not only bettering himself in this way, but the fact that he was living with a man so highly respected in the city was doing him a large amount of good from a social point of view. It was generally felt that if Brockford were prepared to stand sponsor for him, he might very well be admitted by other well-known men to their houses and to intercourse with their families.


CHAPTER IX.
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FROM THE MOMENT that Mr. Brockford took Max to live with him the latter’s lot in life seemed to change. Hitherto, apparently, no one had been aware of his existence; now scarcely a day passed in which he did not receive some sort of invitation from people who, as a rule, prided themselves upon their exclusiveness. Their favour may possibly have been due to the fact that he was of a different type to that to which they were accustomed. At any rate, his handsome face, charming manners, tall graceful figure, and insouciant cavalry swagger, possessed a fascination for them which they seemed incapable of resisting. It was not long before he had made himself extremely popular, not only with the English portion of the population, but also with the Spanish.

“Be careful, Mortimer, my boy,” Brockford would say to him, when he greeted him on his return from a ball or similar social function. “When you have seen as much of this little corner of the world as I have, you will know how dangerous women can be, and how they have it in their power to mar a man’s career at its commencement. Many an excellent young fellow have I seen out here, only too anxious and ready to make his way in the world; then he has fallen in love, been egged into matrimony, only to find himself shelved and done for by all save his wife’s relations, as soon as the knot was tied. I don’t want that to happen to you.”

“You needn’t have any fear on my account,” answered Max with a laugh. “I’m not very likely to fall in love. I have been inoculated, and I fancy I am proof against the infection.”

“No man is proof against it,” replied Brockford solemnly. He was well acquainted with the traps and pitfalls of Rio society, and he did not want the man, to whom he had taken such a liking, to make a fiasco of his life, just when there seemed a good chance of his succeeding in it. He need not have bothered himself about it just then, however, for another factor had been imported into the problem, and, before the week was over, Max was down with fever. For some time he lay at death’s door, but, thanks to his wonderful constitution, he managed in the end to pull through. It was a near enough chance, however, to cause his friends a considerable amount of anxiety.

Indeed, from what I have since learned, there was one period in the course of the fever when the gravest apprehensions were entertained for his safety. All things considered, it was perhaps as well for him that Brockford was with him during his delirium. Although even then, he did not altogether reveal his secret, he said enough to show his friend that, in his old life, he had been something more than the mere cavalry officer he pretended.

“From the very first I felt sure there was some mystery about him,” said the latter to himself one evening, when he had left the sick-room for a well-earned rest. “I don’t fancy, however, that I have quite got to the bottom of it yet. But there, it’s his secret and not mine, and, if he doesn’t care to tell me, why should I bother myself?”

So saying, the kindly old fellow returned once more to the sick-room to minister as patiently to the wants of his restless patient as if he had been a nurse all his life. Strangely enough, as Brockford has since told me, it was of myself that Max talked most. “His constant cry,” said the latter, “was something to this effect: ‘As I cannot win her for myself, I will not spoil Paul’s life. No! Paul shall have his chance with her!’ and so he would continue for hours at a time. Sometimes he would vary it by informing the world that ‘Paul should have her, for he could make her happier than I could ever do.’ Then he would suddenly sit up in bed and call wildly for a horse, adding that he had made an appointment to meet the Princess in the Park, and must not, on any account, keep her waiting.”

At last consciousness returned, and little by little he grew stronger, until, in due course, he was pronounced to be out of danger. Some time, however, elapsed before he was in a position to return to his duties. He had now been in Brazil upwards of eighteen months, and was beginning to regard himself as an old inhabitant.

On the day that he was sufficiently recovered to be able to return to the office he was invited to dine in the evening at the house of his employer.

It was a jovial party that sat down to dinner. The old merchant kept a liberal table, and he and the Señora, between them, did the honours with regal dignity. The two pretty daughters of the house laid themselves out to be charming, the younger, Estrella, taking care that Max wanted nothing. After dinner they adjourned to the verandah, where a lovely view of the city, stretched out on the plain below, and of the harbour was obtainable. Max was in the best possible spirits, and seemed to be thoroughly enjoying the society of the pretty Estrella, who was seated beside him, fanning herself, as only a Spanish girl can, with a coquettish lace fan, and airing her scanty knowledge of the English language. The elder sister, Maraquinha, who was an accomplished musician, was playing a variety of dreamy melodies in the room behind them. The Señora had gone to sleep, according to custom, and Brockford and the merchant were smoking like volcanoes, and talking politics, at the further end of the verandah.

When a young man, whose heart has once been shattered, is willing to admit that he has admired another young woman, ever since he set eyes on her, it is only natural to suppose that his heart is still capable of feeling some emotion. Though Max was not in the least in love with the pretty Señorita, he could not but confess that he entertained a sincere regard for her. A great love, such as he had felt for the Princess Ottilie, for instance, could never come to him again; but he asked himself why, if it were true that he had decided never to return to his old life, he should not choose a wife from the people with whom he had thrown in his lot, and settle down to a quiet married life in his new home? Moreover, he was quite aware that Montezma was anxious that his daughters should marry, and he felt confident enough of the old man’s liking for himself to be sure that, in spite of the difference in nationality, the union would be far from distasteful to him. On the contrary, it was just possible that — but there he came to a sudden stop. He had got on to dangerous ground, where it behoved him to walk warily.

At last it became time for Brockford and himself, if they wished to get back to the island before midnight, to bid the family good-bye. They accordingly entered the house to take a stirrup cup, and it was then that an event occurred which was destined to cause Max more uneasiness than anything that had happened since his arrival in Brazil, the fever excepted. They were standing beside the table in the dining-room, when Maraquinha, who, as I have already explained, had hitherto been occupied at the piano in the drawing-room, made her appearance, carrying in her hand an illustrated newspaper.

“Señor Mortimer,” she cried, with a smile upon her face, “are you aware that we are fortunate enough to possess a portrait of yourself?”

At first Max did not realise the importance of her words. She was of a jocular disposition, and his first thought was that, following her favourite pastime, she had made a caricature of himself.

“I am honoured indeed, Señorita,” he said. “I trust the likeness is a flattering one.”

“You shall judge for yourself,” she answered. “Here it is.”

So saying, she opened the paper she had brought with her, and placed it on the table before him. One glance was sufficient to show him that it was a reproduction of an old photograph of himself, taken by a London firm of photographers shortly after he had joined his regiment. Underneath was printed “The Missing Crown Prince of Pannonia.”

As Max looked at it, he felt himself grow deadly pale. A great fear lest it should be noticed swept over him, and for a moment, do what he would, he could not recover his self-control. At last, almost by a superhuman effort, he managed to get himself in hand, and, while pretending to look more closely at the picture, said:

“All things considered, it is not a bad likeness, is it? I wonder if I were to go to England, and pretend to be the original, whether they would let me take his place in society. He does not look so tall as I am, but the likeness is certainly remarkable.”

“So like that, without a very great stretch of imagination, we might even take it to be the same person,” said Maraquinha suspiciously.

“Permit me to see it?” said Brockford, stretching his arm across the table.

The paper was accordingly handed to him, and he studied it attentively.

“What do you think of it?” asked Max, who felt as if a cold hand were being placed upon his heart.

“I’m afraid the likeness doesn’t strike me as being such a good one,” he answered, more to shield Max, I fancy, than for any other reason. “Judging from this picture, I should say the eyes of the Crown Prince must have been of a different colour to yours, and his hair would certainly not be so dark. However, dark or fair, it is time we were thinking of making a start for the island. Good-night, Señor Montezma; Señora and Señoritas, I have the honour to bid you good-night; your hospitality has charmed us.”

Max followed his example, and five minutes later they were on their way back to the beach.

The journey back to the island that evening was a silent one. Max, for one, had more than sufficient wherewith to occupy his mind. The existence of the portrait had come to him as a decided shock. It had roused suspicions in other people’s minds that years might not be able to allay. He had begun to think himself free of the old life and to feel convinced that it would never influence him again. And now, here it was, rising like a ghost of the past, to confront him at the very moment when a life of peaceful happiness seemed within his grasp.

When they reached the island they left the launch and walked up to the house, still in silence. For the first time since they had known each other, a dark shadow lay between them. As soon as they reached the verandah, however, Brockford placed his hand upon Max’s shoulder.

“You and I have got to have a talk together before we go to bed to-night,” he said. “There are things that must be settled once and for all.”

“I am at your disposal, of course,” Max replied, but not with too much grace. “What is it you want to say to me?”

“There is nothing I want to say to you,” Brockford answered, with an accent on the want. “It’s what I feel I must say, both in your interests and my own. Don’t think I am going to pry into your private affairs. My sole desire is to help you, if I possibly can. It’s a delicate position for a man to be placed in; for, you see, I have only my suspicions to go upon, and I may give you pain without intending it. I think, however, that those suspicions are strong enough to bear the weight of what I’m going to say to you. The picture you saw to-night came to you as a painful surprise, did it not? And yet it did not astonish me, for I had seen it before. That you were not best pleased to be confronted with it, I gathered from your face, and, as I looked at it, I remembered certain things you had let slip in your delirium. No!” he cried, seeing that Max was about to speak, “let me finish before you begin. I have a young friend, I might even go so far as to say, a dear young friend, who came to me eighteen months ago, in rather an extraordinary fashion. He had been in an English cavalry regiment, he informed me; so, I reflected, had the Crown Prince of whom we have been speaking. He informed me in my own dining-room, by accident I will admit, that he had been a guest at Osborne; I believe the Crown Prince enjoyed a similar honour; the latter, so report says, has black hair and dark eyes, his height is about six feet one, and he is slimly built. If I wanted to carry the coincidence further, I might add that, when my friend, Max Mortimer, was ill, he spoke continually of a certain beautiful princess. ‘Paul loves her and I will not stand in his way,’ he cried. Now, strangely enough, the Crown Prince has an only brother whose name is Paul. I happen to know this, because the very next morning, while you were still lying at death’s door, the newspapers announced the fact that Prince Paul of Pannonia had been betrothed to the Princess Ottilie, daughter of Prince Ferdinand of Lilienhöhe.”

Whether Brockford intended his information to come as a surprise to Max I cannot say, but there is no doubt that the news of my engagement took the latter wholly aback. He clutched at the verandah rail, and for a moment seemed stunned by the intelligence. The only explanation I can furnish for his not having heard it before is, that while it was impossible for him to see any newspapers during his illness, he had not bothered to look up the back files afterwards, to see what had been going on in Europe during the time he was cut off from the world.

“That settles it,” said Brockford to himself, as he watched him. “He is the Crown Prince, as I thought, and he left England in order that his brother might be in a position to marry the woman he loved. I thought such chivalry had vanished from the world.”

A few moments later, when Max had recovered somewhat from the shock he had received, he turned to Brockford and held out his hand, which the other took.

“Forgive me,” he said. “I was not quite myself a few moments ago. I am all right now, however. As you say, it is best that we should come to an understanding with each other. What is it you wish me to say or do?”

“Nothing,” answered Brockford. “I have been reproaching myself for having said so much already. I am a meddlesome old fool, but I had not the least intention of hurting or offending you. I hope you will believe that. My only desire is to let you see plainly that you possess a friend in me, upon whom you can rely, happen what may.”

“I am quite aware of that,” returned Max. “You don’t surely think I doubted it for a moment. You have proved yourself one of the best friends a man could possibly have, and I should be the meanest hound on earth if I did not remember that, and be grateful to you for it all the days of my life.”

“Tut, tut! you must not talk like that,” said Brockford. “I did no more for you than I should have done for anyone else. I helped you because I liked your face. But we are wandering away from the point. What I want to say to you is that, come what may, the Crown Prince’s secret, if he has one, poor fellow, is quite safe with me. Not a hint concerning it shall pass my lips.”

With that the kind-hearted old fellow shook Max heartily by the hand once more, and then, bidding him a hurried good-night, hastened into the house, and was seen no more.

Next morning when he and Mr. Brockford met at breakfast, they conducted themselves towards each other as if no such conversation as that I have described had taken place between them on the previous night. At the allotted hour they crossed the bay to the city and made their way to their respective places of business, parting at the same street corner, and with the usual commonplace farewell.

That week, on the other side of the globe, I received information that Max was alive, and that Rio de Janeiro was the name of his hiding-place.


CHAPTER X.
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A FEW DAYS later Max was walking along the Rua d’Ouvidor, when he heard his name called. Turning round, he found himself, much to his surprise, confronted by Moreas, the man who had accompanied him from England.

“This is well met, indeed,” cried the latter, holding out his hand with great cordiality. “You are just the man, of all others, I wanted to see. I was only wondering this morning whether you were still in Brazil, and, if so, where I could find you. Your residence south of the Equator does not seem to have done much harm to your appearance.”

Max replied that he thought, on the contrary, it had done him a large amount of good, and, having offered the country this justice, he was prepared to utter a few commonplaces, and then to pass on his way along the street. This, however, was not at all what Moreas desired or intended should happen. He explained at some length that he had only arrived in Rio that morning, and that he was going on to Buenos Ayres in the afternoon.

“In the interval you and I must have a chat,” he said. “There is something I want to talk to you about. But that I have had a proper look at you, I had perhaps better not mention it. You seem to be prosperous. Had you been hard up, I was going to propose that you should join me in a little piece of business, which may prove to be worth nothing at all, or, on the other hand, may mean a gigantic fortune for both of us.”

“You allow a good margin,” said Max. “If I were allowed a preference, I should declare for the million. And pray what is this business?”

“Diamonds,” answered Moreas quietly, as leaning across the table and clasping his hands together. “Diamonds such as you have never dreamed of. With the information I have received I tell you I am able to put my hand on the biggest diamond mine on the face of the habitable globe. How I obtained the information doesn’t matter just now. I’ll tell you about it another day. It is sufficient for the present that I am fully posted. Unfortunately, however, there are others, besides myself, who are acquainted with it. It is of those others that I am afraid. If the truth must be told, and you don’t mind a simple pun, I might say it is a case of diamond cut diamond with us. I don’t trust them, and I am not at all certain that they trust me. Now, situated as I am, what I want to do is to import another man into the concern, a man whose interests, though they must not be aware of it, will be identical with my own. Two of us would be a match for the whole pack of them. Particularly if I can get hold of a man who can use a pistol as you can. Taken all round, Mortimer, you’re just the sort of fellow I want. You’d enjoy a piece of adventure of this kind. We should be away about four months, and I don’t think you would be able to complain, when you returned, of having had a dull time of it. Now what have you to say?”

“It is impossible,” said Max, though in his own mind he felt that he would have given anything to have been able to take a hand in it. “There was a time when I should have liked nothing better, but I have settled down to a staid business life now, and an affair such as you propose is quite out of the question.”

“I am sorry for that,” answered Moreas, his spirits visibly sinking as he heard the other’s decision. “I had quite made up my mind that, when I told you about it, you would throw everything else to the dogs and go in for it with me. However, there is one good point about it. I have to go south to-day. I shall be back in Rio in about six weeks’ time. Nobody knows how you may be situated then. If anything has happened, and it is possible for you to change your mind, all you have to do will be to send a letter to the old address, the same that I gave you eighteen months ago, and it will find me. We shall start as soon after I return as possible. Will you promise to bear this in mind?”

“I will remember it with pleasure,” Max replied; “but you may rest assured it will be of no use. I am clinging to respectability like a limpet to his rock, and, so far as I can see now, nothing will shake me from it.”

“You don’t know how I had set my heart upon having you with me,” answered Moreas. “It is at times like this that one wants a good man at one’s elbow. I am not going alone with those other fellows; of that you may be very sure. If I did, I’d never come back alive. With you at my side, however, I wouldn’t mind if there were a hundred of them.”

“You pay me a very high compliment,” said Max; “but I am afraid that, unless you can find somebody else to take my place, you will have to do as you fear, that is to say, go on alone.”

“Well, I will put my trust in faith,” said the other. “Stranger things than that have turned up trumps before now. I’ve got a very solid belief in my luck, and somehow I’ve got a fancy that it won’t desert me.”

“We shall see,” replied Max, “and now, if you have no more to say to me, I think I must be going on.”

“You’re quite sure I can’t tempt you?” said Moreas.

“Quite,” Max answered. “If I had nothing else to do, I’d go with you to-morrow; but, situated as I am, wild horses would not shift me.”

“Well, bear the fact in mind that I shall be back in a month,” said Moreas. “And also that the address I have already given you will find me. Farewell, Señor.”

“Farewell, and bon voyage to you,” replied Max.

Then, with a wave of their hands, they parted, and Max continued his way towards the office for which he had been making when he had met Moreas.

He had been spending the greater portion of the day superintending the removal of some cargo on board a ship in the harbour, and, towards evening, made his way ashore again to meet Brockford. Leaving the landing-stage, he proceeded up the street till he reached the Rua Direita. As he crossed the road he came within an ace of being knocked down by a cab, which was coming at a swift pace towards him. He looked up, as if to expostulate with the driver, and then, as suddenly, turned and fled. Had anyone been near enough to see, he would have told you that his face was deathly pale, and that, when he reached the pavement, he trembled like a man with the palsy. For the person in the cab was myself, his brother Paul!

And yet, by some unhappy chance, I did not see him.

“Good heavens!” he muttered, when he had partially recovered. “Paul is searching for me. What am I to do now?”


CHAPTER XI.
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IN ORDER TO make my narrative more clear to you, it is necessary that I should hark back for a short distance and give you an account of my own doings, from the time Max left us up to that never-to-be-forgotten day, when I received the information that he was in Brazil.

Then some eighteen months had gone by, during which period we neither saw nor heard anything of, or from, him. He might have been dead for all we knew to the contrary. In the meantime my engagement to the Princess Ottilie of Lilienhöhe was publicly announced. Of our happiness, and mine in particular, it is not necessary that I should speak. Let me sum it up by saying that if poor Max could have been found, there would not have been a cloud upon our horizon. If the truth must be told, however, I fear the match was not altogether what the Prince of Lilienhöhe himself desired. Max was the Crown Prince, and he would rather have had him for his son-in-law; as, however, for reasons already stated, that was not possible, he was fain to content himself with the next best person, hoping, I suppose, that Max would never appear again, and that, in due course, I should take his place upon the throne. And now let me describe the day on which the information came to us that Max was in Brazil.

It was Christmas Day on which the first really reliable news of Max reached us. I remember that Ottilie and I had been to church alone together, my father and mother not feeling equal to accompanying us. Leaving the churchyard afterwards, we let ourselves into the park by means of a side gate.

“I wonder what Max is doing to-day?” I said to my companion, as we walked along.

“Poor Max!” she answered, and there was a world of sadness in her voice.

“Do you know, Ottilie,” I said, “I have a sort of conviction that we shall hear something of him very soon. I don’t know why I should think so, but the notion has been in my head for the last few days. Let us hope it may be true.”

“God grant it may,” she replied. “It would make a different woman of your mother. She is wearing her heart out thinking and grieving about him.”

Ottilie and I let ourselves into the house by a side door, and, when we had removed our wraps, proceeded to the Queen’s boudoir, where our Christmas mail awaited us. My mother, who had not left her room when we departed for church, received us very graciously. Poor lady, the trials and troubles with which her life had been afflicted were beginning to tell upon her. She seemed to be ageing faster than was consistent with her years. While we were talking, my father entered the room. Time had also laid his finger heavily upon him; his hair was almost snow-white; he walked with a stick, and, as we have been made aware, his heart had not been equal to the work demanded of it for some time past.

When we had saluted him, we sat down to the perusal of our mails. I had opened the greater portion of my correspondence, when I came upon a letter, the handwriting of which was quite unknown to me. Before reading it, I glanced at the signature, but “James Whittadge,” or the fact that he was the house surgeon at the famous Samaritan Hospital, told me nothing. I accordingly turned the page and began to read the letter. This is what I found:

“The Samaritan Hospital, London,

“24th December, 18 —— 

“To H.R.H. Prince Paul of Pannonia.

“Sir, — 

“The fact that I have been requested by a patient named Thomas Gulliver, now an inmate of this hospital, to communicate with you with as little delay as possible, must serve as my excuse for my presumption in addressing you direct. In common with all the world, I have heard of your Royal Highness’ attempt to discover the whereabouts of your brother, the Crown Prince of Pannonia. I am not aware, however, whether you have since learnt his address; if not, it may be of service to you to know that the man Gulliver, to whom I referred just now, declares that he is in a position to give you important information upon that point. He is extremely reticent upon the subject, and avers that he will say nothing about it to anyone, until he has seen you. Should you deem his story worthy of your consideration, I would take the liberty of suggesting an immediate interview, as I fear the man, who is in an extremely dangerous condition, is scarcely likely to be alive for any length of time.

“I have the honour to be,

“Your Royal Highness’ obedient servant,

“James Whittadge,

“House Surgeon, Samaritan Hospital.”

When I had finished the letter, I read it aloud to the others. Then there was a silence, which lasted while a man might have counted twenty. My mother was the first to speak.

“Can it be true, Paul, do you think? or is it only another attempt to extort money from us?” she asked, in a choking voice.

“It is impossible to answer that question until we have seen the man himself,” I replied. “As far as the writer of the letter is concerned, it seems genuine enough. What do you think I had better do?”

“Would it not be advisable for you to go up to town and see the man at once?” said Ottilie, who, noticing that my mother was trembling, had crossed the room and taken her hand.

“Go to London at once, and see this Gulliver, Paul,” said my father. “It is just possible he may have something to tell you. If you delay it may be too late.”

“In that case I will go,” I replied.

With that, I had a hurried lunch, and was driven to the station.

As good luck had it, a mail boat had arrived in Southampton that morning, and, in consequence, I was able to travel to town by the special train conveying the passengers and mails. It stopped only at Basingstoke; in consequence, Big Ben was striking four o’clock when my cab pulled up before the big doors of the Samaritan Hospital.

Having discharged my cabman, I ascended the steps, and rang the bell. A moment later the door was opened by a porter. He inquired my business in an off-hand manner, and, when I informed him that I wished to see a patient named Gulliver, told me to step inside, and sit down in the hall while he made the necessary inquiries.

“What name shall I say?” he asked, giving me very plainly to understand by his look that he reserved the right to say whether he would believe my statement or not.

“You might tell Dr. Whittadge that Prince Paul of Pannonia is here, in response to a letter he received from him this morning,” I said.

The man’s eyes opened, and his mouth followed suit. In a moment his manner had entirely changed.

“I beg your Royal Highness’ pardon,” he said apologetically, and then, with delightful ingenuousness, added, “I didn’t know it was you. If your Royal Highness will be kind enough to step this way to the secretary’s office, I will go in search of Dr. Whittadge at once.”

I accordingly followed him down the stone corridor to a comfortably furnished apartment, where I waited while he went off on his errand. By this time I was as nervous as any schoolgirl. So much depended upon the next half-hour, that I could scarcely contain my impatience or my anxiety. I paced up and down the little room, examined the photos of various benefactors that decorated the walls, and then rejoiced, as my ears caught the sound of a business-like step on the stones outside. A moment later the door opened, and a tall, gentlemanly man, who I rightly guessed was none other than Doctor Whittadge, entered the room.

“Have I the honour of addressing Prince Paul of Pannonia?” he inquired, closing the door behind him.

“That is my name,” I answered. “I received a letter from you this morning, informing me that a patient named Gulliver under your charge, declares that he knows the whereabouts of my brother.”

“That is so,” the doctor replied. “The man states that he has not only seen your brother, but has spoken to him. He will not, however, reveal the name of the place, or say anything more concerning it, to anyone save yourself. If you would care to see him, I will conduct you to the ward. I must ask, however, that you will make the interview as short as possible, for the man is in a highly dangerous condition.

“He is a sailor, and was badly injured two days ago by a fall from the rigging of a ship. If your Highness is ready, shall we proceed upstairs?”

“By all means,” I answered.

Then without delay he led me upstairs to one of the principal wards.

“Gulliver is in here,” he said in a whisper. Beckoning one of the nurses to him, he said something to her in a low voice, after which, inviting me to follow him, he led the way towards a bed at the further end of the room. A screen had been placed before it, and, when we approached, a nurse was feeding the sick man from an invalid cup. He proved to be a rough-looking fellow, between thirty and forty years of age.

The doctor felt his pulse, and then, placing a chair beside the bed, invited me to seat myself.

“Gulliver,” he said, bending over him and speaking in a low voice, “this is Prince Paul of Pannonia, whose brother’s whereabouts you profess to be able to reveal.”

“So I can, sir,” said the sick man feebly, turning his head and staring at me. “I know where ‘e is, or ought to be, at this ‘ere moment. But afore I gives it away, I want to know what I’m a-goin’ to git for my information. That’s only business, I reckon.”

He paused for a moment to recover his breath.

“It isn’t for meself I cares,” he continued, “but the doctor ‘ere tells me I’m a-goin’ to slip me cable before long, and that bein’ so, who’s a-goin’ to pervide for the missus and the kids?”

He gazed fixedly at me, as if he were waiting for an answer to his question.

“If your information is really valuable,” I replied, “I shall be very happy to pay you a substantial price for it. But you must be able to convince me first that it is genuine. Have you any definite sum in your mind?”

“Well, sir,” the man returned, “if I puts you on his track, I reckon it’s worth a ‘undred quid to yer, isn’t it?”

“I will pay you a hundred pounds with pleasure,” I answered.

“But you must let me see the brass first,” he returned. “I can’t afford to take no risks.”

“Come, come, my man,” said the doctor, shocked at his discourtesy, “if his Royal Highness is good enough to promise you the money, surely that should be sufficient. Remember with whom you are dealing.”

“I shall be past rememberin’ anything, d’rectly,” the other replied. “I don’t mean to offend, but wot I wants is to make sure of the blunt. Prince, or no Prince, I don’t part with no information till I have seen that for myself. You wouldn’t either if you was me.”

Fortunately, I had brought my cheque-book with me, thinking circumstances might arise in which I might stand in need of it.

“Never mind,” I said to the surgeon, “we won’t dispute the matter. If you can let me have a pen and ink, I will draw a cheque in favour of his wife for the amount in question. Should his information prove to be worth it, she can keep the money; if not, well, in that case, the cheque can be destroyed.”

The draft was soon completed, and we returned with it to the bedside. The dying man took the cheque in his hand and examined it carefully.

“I ‘ate these ‘ere bits of paper,” he said. “But I reckon it’s all right. Anyways, I’m willing to chance it. Now, sir, leastways, your Royal Highness, if you’re ready, I’ll tell yer all I knows. You mustn’t mind if I’m a bit slow. Talking ain’t as easy as it used to be.”

He paused once more while the doctor glanced anxiously at him. Then he nodded his head, and the man commenced.

“It was this way, yer see, twelve months ago, come March, I shipped from Cardiff A.B. aboard the Brazilian Monarch steamer, owned by Guthrie, Blake & Williamson, bound for Rio, and consigned to Montezma & Co., merchants, of that city. As soon as we got in we anchored in the harbour, and the Spaniard’s managin’ clerk came aboard as usual to see the skipper. Now I make bold to say that the managin’ clerk I saw that day was your Royal ‘Ighness’s own brother.”

My heart sank. It did not look as if the information he was able to give me were likely to have any greater value than that we had received from other people.

“What reason have you for supposing that the individual in question was my brother?” I inquired. “Had you ever seen the Crown Prince?”

“Never, not as I knows on,” the man replied. “But if you don’t flummux me by asking questions, I’ll do my best to tell yer all about it, and yer’ll see as I’m not very far out in my reckonin’. Maybe it will be the last yarn I shall spin, so I must make the most of it. How do I know it was the Crown Prince? Well, I’ll tell ye. You see, it was this way. Among the passengers there was a gent a-goin’ out to Buenos Ayres as took photographs. And precious well ‘e did ‘em too, when yer come to think on it. Well, after they’d had a bit o’ dinner, the day we got into port, the captain, who was mighty friendly with this ‘ere Mr. Mortimer, the agent’s clerk, suggested that the passenger gent should take their likenesses, them sittin’ together on the ladder to the poop. ‘It will be somethin’ to remember this day by, and also this ‘ere werry nice company,’ says he, and so the gent he dives down below to his cabin and fetches up his box of tricks. There they sat, as happy as yer please, smokin’ of their segars while their photos was a-bein’ took. Next morning we sailed for the Argentine, and about three bells the chief sings out for me to lend a hand to rig up the second officer’s cabin for a dark room, so that the gent could fix up the photografts all right. The werry next day he ‘ad ‘em on deck to show the skipper, and everybody was askin’ for one, ‘cause they was done so natural. ‘E was a free ‘anded young gent, and one way an’ the other I’d done a good deal for him while ‘e was aboard. At last he ups alongside ‘o me and says, ‘Gulliver,’ says he, ‘I’ve got one of them picters left; would yer like to have it?’ ‘Thank yer kindly, sir,’ says I, and with that ‘e gives it to me.”

The man paused, and whispered something to the nurse, who left him and went to the other side of the room. When she returned she handed him an envelope.

“Well, sir, when we got back to Liverpool again I left the Brazilian Monarch and shipped aboard one of the liners for the Cape. One day, on the homeward voyage, I was a-doin’ something on the promenade deck — I forget what — while the passengers was below at their lunch. On one of the chairs was a lot of newspapers, and the one a-lyin’ on the top had a big picter of a gent in milingtary uniform. ‘Bill,’ says I, turning to Bill Collings, who was a-coilin’ of a rope alongside o’ me, ‘you’re a scholard, what’s the readin’ under this ‘ere picter?’ Mind you I recognised it at once. ‘The missing Crown Prince of Pannonia,’ says Bill, as slick as the doctor there or you might do yourself. ‘That’s the cove,’ said he — beggin’ your ‘Ighness’s pardon—’ ‘as cleared out some time back. His family has been a searchin’ for ‘im ‘igh and low, and can’t lay their ‘ands on him nohow.’ ‘Have they so?’ says I to myself. ‘Well, then, when I go home I reckon I can put ‘em on his track! For you see I know’d that that photograft was at home if the missis hadn’t throwed it away. Well, as soon as we was paid off, I went to the old place and rummaged a bit. There it was sure enough. Next day I took a job on down at the docks, went alof, and bein’ a bit shaky, I suppose, after the drink I’d had the night afore, I missed me footin’ and tumbled head over heels from the yard-arm to the deck below. And that’s wot brought me ‘ere. Now you know why I says I could tell where your ‘Ighness’s brother is.”

“Is that the photograph to which you refer?” I inquired, pointing to the envelope he held in his hand.

“Yes, sir,” he replied, “and just you see if you can pick out your brother from among the party.”

The doctor took the envelope from the man’s hand and passed it on to me. The photograph represented five men, all of whom were dressed in white. Three were seated on the ladder leading to the after part of a steamship, the poop, I suppose, while the other two had placed themselves on either side of it. With an eagerness that will be readily understood I scanned the various faces. Then my heart gave a leap, for the man standing on the left of the rails was without a doubt my brother Max. Quite overcome by my emotion, I continued to stare at it until my eyes ached. Then in a voice I scarcely recognised, I asked the man the name of the merchant’s agent.

“Mortimer, sir,” he replied. “The names of the party are written on the back. The gent had put ‘em there afore he gave ‘em to me.”

I turned the card over, and there saw, corresponding with their respective positions in the photograph, the names of the sitters. The three seated on the steps were Messrs. Thompson, Elford, and Gallagher, respectively. He on the right, wearing the uniform cap, was Captain Ganesford, Commander of the Brazilian Monarch, while the other, the man whose identity I was so anxious to decide, was a Mr. Max Mortimer.

“Thank God!” I said earnestly to myself. “I really believe it is Max.” Then turning to the man in the bed, I said, “You have rendered me a service for which I can never be sufficiently grateful. There can be no doubt that the individual you speak of is my brother.”

“I am indeed glad to hear it,” said the doctor. “I fancied, from the beginning, that there must be something in his tale. Your Christmas Day has not been wasted after all.”

“Wasted!” I answered. “If this only leads to our finding him, it is likely to be the happiest day of my life. I never paid a hundred pounds away more willingly. May I keep this photograph?”

“Keep it, sir, by all means,” said the man. “You’re mighty welcome to it. Lord, it’s the first time in my life I’ve ever given a present to a Prince or been worth a ‘undred quid.”

“I think we had better leave him now,” said the doctor. “The excitement can only have a prejudicial effect upon his condition.”

I accordingly rose to say farewell to the man.

“Good-bye, your Royal ‘Ighness,” he said, as I touched his hand, “and good luck to ye. When yer find your brother yer might tell him that it was old Tom Gulliver, of Shadwell, as laid yer on the scent of ‘im.”

I promised him that I would, though I did not fancy Max would appreciate the circumstance as much as he appeared to do.

Then, having wished him good-bye, I thanked the nurse, and left the ward, the doctor accompanying me as far as the main entrance. There I thanked him for his kindness, and for the trouble he had taken.

I must leave you to imagine how eager I was to reach home.


CHAPTER XII.
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LATE AS IT was when I reached Rendlehurst, I found my father, mother, and Ottilie sitting up for me, consumed with anxiety, as you may suppose, to hear the news I had brought. When I entered the drawing-room there was complete silence, that spoke for the strain upon their nerves. Each seemed for the moment to be too anxious to venture a question. They had hoped so many times for news, and on each occasion had been so grievously disappointed, that they scarcely dared to place too much reliance in any fresh clue. I crossed the room and took my mother’s hand.

“Mother,” I said, “thank God I have good news for you at last!”

She uttered a little hysterical sob, and sank back into her chair, pale to the lips.

“Tell us what you have discovered, Paul,” said my father, and even his voice trembled as he said it.

Thereupon I sat down and gave them a complete summary of all that had happened that afternoon. In conclusion I produced the photograph the dying man had given me, and handed it to my mother for her inspection.

“Yes, it is undoubtedly he,” she began at last, when she had been gazing at it with tearful eyes for upwards of a minute. “It is my poor Max! God be thanked for His mercy!”

My father next examined it, after which he handed it to Ottilie, whose opinion coincided with ours. Indeed there could be no possible doubt about the matter. Anyone who had ever seen Max would have been sure to recognise him in the picture.

It was indeed a happy party that retired to rest that night. At last it looked as if the lost one would be found, and the wandering sheep brought back to the fold.

Early next day, after bidding those at home a fond good-bye, I travelled to Southampton, and by nightfall was on board ship and in mid-Channel. Fortunately, there were no passengers travelling by the boat with whom I was acquainted, or who even knew me by sight. This at least was something to be thankful for. To make assurance doubly sure, however, I had adopted another plan. Feeling certain that, if it became known that Prince Paul of Pannonia were visiting Brazil, telegrams would be dispatched to the newspapers of that country, and thus Max would be given sufficient warning to enable him to get out of my way; I had followed his example, and booked my passage in the name of Mortimer. As plain Mr. Mortimer, therefore, I was known on board.

Of the voyage out nothing need be said. We touched at Lisbon and St. Vincent in due course, and, when that island lay behind us, settled ourselves down to while away the voyage across the Atlantic as pleasantly as we knew how.

At last we reached Rio. It would be impossible for me to describe the varied emotions that filled my breast as we steamed through those wonderful straits into the harbour behind. Save for short excursions to Paris, I had not been out of England since we had taken up our abode in it, and, in consequence, this South American port was like a new world to me. The brightness, the variety of colour, the picturesque placing of the city, and the giant mountain Corcovado, rising behind it, made up a picture that I shall never forget as long as I live. As soon as it was possible for me to do so, I made my way ashore, and, chartering a cab, set off in search of Señor Montezma’s office. The cab drivers in Brazil are like their brothers all the world over. They are excellent drivers, but their workmanship is occasionally leavened with a recklessness that is sufficient to bring your heart into your mouth half a dozen times in a hundred yards. It was so in my case. We had not proceeded more than that distance before we as nearly as possible knocked down a pedestrian. Had I only known that that man was Max, what a very different tale I should have to tell! But I did not recognise him, and, in consequence, I drove on to Montezma’s office, quite unconscious that I had warned him, and for all the good I could do now I might just as well be back in England. At last I reached the office. In response to my inquiries I was informed that Señor Mortimer was out at the moment, but that doubtless it would not be very long before he would return. While I was making my inquiries Montezma himself emerged from his private office.

“Do I understand that you are inquiring for Señor Mortimer?” he asked, rubbing his hands together as he spoke, and bowing like an automaton. “In that case, if you will honour me by stepping into my office, and taking a seat till he returns, you will place me under an obligation. Señor Mortimer’s friends are mine.”

With that he bowed once more, and spread his hands apart, presenting such a comical appearance that I could scarcely repress a smile. I accepted his invitation in the spirit in which it was offered, and when I had seated myself, lit the cigar he pressed upon me. Señor Montezma, I discovered, was a small, podgy man, with a round bullet head, and a most happy and humorous cast of countenance. He had evidently settled it in his own mind that I was a new arrival in Rio, and I could also see that, for the same reason, his curiosity was excited as to what my relationship with Mr. Mortimer could be.

“I’m afraid I’m inconveniencing you, Señor,” I said, observing that he did not proceed with his work. “Perhaps my brother may be absent for some time. In that case it will be better for me to call later on.”

“Your brother?” he cried, springing to his feet and running towards me. “Señor, why did you not say before that you were Señor Mortimer’s brother? You overwhelm me! I wish you ten thousand welcomes to our city. No, no, you must not move; I could not let you stir. All I have is at your disposal.”

He shook me effusively by the hand, while his face beamed all over.

“Your brother will be pleased beyond measure to see you,” he went on, still in the same impulsive fashion. “That he knows nothing of your arrival, I pledge you my honour. It will come upon him as a surprise. He will be overcome with delight. He will be the happiest man in Brazil!”

I was not quite so sure of this. Nevertheless, I wished Max would return, in order that we might get the meeting over. However, time slipped by, and he did not put in an appearance. When our patience was well-nigh exhausted, a clerk was despatched to the office at which it was known that he had intended calling. Ten minutes later the lad returned with the information that Max had visited the office and had left it nearly an hour before. Once more we sat down, and possessed our souls in such patience as we could command. Still the time went by and there was no sign of Max.

“It is really very strange,” said Montezma at last. “I cannot understand it at all. As a rule he is punctuality itself. It is just possible he might have gone round to see his friend Brockford, with whom he lives. If, Señor, you will honour me by accompanying me, I will conduct you there.”

Needless to say I accepted his offer only too willingly, and we accordingly set off together. At any other time I should have enjoyed the bustle and variety of the streets, but this afternoon I was too nervous, too full of anxiety concerning Max, to have much attention to spare for anything else. When we reached Mr. Brockford’s office, we went in, to find the gentleman himself at home.

“No,” he said, in answer to our inquiries, “I have not seen him since this morning. Unless he has business to transact with me, he seldom calls here until it is time for us to return to Paquetá. I trust nothing serious is the matter?”

As he asked the question he looked at me with searching eyes.

“This gentleman is Señor Mortimer’s brother,” Montezma observed with great importance. “He has arrived from England this afternoon.”

“His brother?” cried Brockford, with what was plainly an expression of alarm upon his face. “You don’t mean to say that you are Prince Paul?”

“I am Prince Paul,” I answered. “How do you come to be aware that my brother is the Crown Prince?”

“It is sufficient that I am aware of it,” he replied gravely, “I have known it for some time.”

“Gentlemen, gentlemen,” cried Montezma in alarm, “what does this mean? What is this I hear about Crown Princes?”

“It means, Señor Montezma,” I answered earnestly, “that your clerk is no less a person than the missing Crown Prince of Pannonia, whose absence has caused such unending sorrow to his family. It is to persuade him to return to his friends that I am now in Rio.”

The news seemed to stagger the old man. He could not take it in.

“A Crown Prince! a Crown Prince,” he repeated, as if he were trying to convince himself of the truth of my announcement.

“If you will forgive me for saying so, I am afraid your brother will not be best pleased to see you,” said Brockford, paying no attention to the other’s state of bewilderment.

“It was necessary for me to come,” I returned. “We have searched for him all the world over, but without success. His absence is breaking my mother’s heart.”

“Poor Max,” said Brockford with a sigh, more to himself than to me.

Realising that it would be of little use our remaining where we were, we returned to Montezma’s office, Mr. Brockford accompanying us. We had been absent something like half an hour, and were hoping that we should find Max awaiting us. To our dismay, however, this did not prove to be the case. The clerks had seen nothing of him. Once more we sat down to wait. The suspense, for me at least, was growing unbearable.

“What can have become of him?” I cried at last. “Do you think he has heard of my arrival, and is purposely keeping out of my way?”

Brockford shook his head.

“I should consider it very improbable,” he answered. “He certainly had no idea of such a thing this morning, and, as I take it, you did not travel under your own name he would scarcely have penetrated the mystery of your alias.”

In the interval, clerks had been sent out in all directions, in the hope that one of them might find him. They invariably returned, however, with the same reply: he was not at the place where they had searched. It was nearly six o’clock before we were confirmed in our belief that there was something more in his absence than met the eye. Our minds, mine especially, were filled with the gloomiest forebodings. At last, just as Brockford was beginning to wonder whether Max could have been taken ill, and have chartered a boat and returned to the Island before his time, a small nigger made his appearance in the outer office. He carried in his hand a letter, which was addressed to Señor de Montezma.

“It is from Señor Mortimer himself!” he cried. “Now we shall know the reason of his strange behaviour.”

With that he opened the envelope, and, spreading the letter out upon the table, began to read it. It was not a very long one; but, such as it was, it was sufficient to cause him not only great astonishment, but also a considerable amount of pain. Tears trickled down his cheeks before he had finished, and when he laid it down it was with an audible sob.

“My Generous Friend and Benefactor (it began),

“How will you feel towards me, when I tell you that it is necessary I should leave Rio at once, perhaps never to return to it, I dare not think. A circumstance, so unexpected that I can scarcely realise it yet, renders it imperative that I should seek a hiding-place elsewhere and without a moment’s delay. I can only ask you to believe, if you do not know it already, that the secret which forces me to take this step is not one of which I need be in any way ashamed. Were it so I should never have been your friend. That I should have treated you like this, after all you have done for me, cuts me to the heart. Forgive me, if you can, and believe that while I live, I shall remain,

“Yours in all gratitude and respect,

“Maximilian Mortimer.”

When he had finished reading a long silence fell upon us all.


CHAPTER XIII.
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THERE WAS ONLY one construction that could conscientiously be placed upon Max’s behaviour. This was, that he had got wind of my arrival in Brazil. But how he had managed to do so — for, of course, I did not know then that he had recognised me as the occupant of the cab that had so nearly knocked him down — I could not imagine. No, I only knew that he was aware of my intentions, and was resolved that we should not come face to face.

“I feared as much,” said Brockford gloomily. “But he cannot have succeeded in getting very far away in such a short space of time. The question is, where we are to look for him. Your Royal Highness would, of course, wish to accompany me on my search?”

I thanked him, and declared that I should be only too grateful, if he would allow me to do so. It was impossible that I could remain inactive at such a time. Under such circumstances I should have given way entirely.

We accordingly bade Montezma good-bye, and set off to the quay, where his launch was waiting for him, in order that we might interrogate Manuel, the engineer in charge. The latter, however, declared most emphatically that he had seen nothing of Señor Mortimer since he had brought him across from the Island that morning. Nor did he believe that he had returned thither by any other means. Having satisfied ourselves on this point we returned to Brockford’s office, where, as we expected, we found a letter couched in similar terms to that received by Señor Montezma. It had, however, one significant addition. In the postscript were these words, “Should you see my brother, as you are almost certain to do, tell him that, dearly as I love him, I shall not let him find me if he tries for a hundred years. Tell him to return to England, to marry the woman of his heart, and henceforth to treat me as if I were dead.”

“Would it be of any use our putting our case in the hands of the police?” I inquired. “It would not be necessary for us to tell them who my brother is.”

Brockford shook his head.

“I am afraid they would not be of the least assistance to us,” he answered. “No, if we are to find him at all, we must do it on our own initiative. One thing is quite certain: he would not be likely to remain in the city any longer than he could help. There would always be the risk of your discovering his whereabouts. Now, the question we have to decide for ourselves is, where would he and where could he, go at such short notice? To decide that, we must find out whether he possessed sufficient money to take him very far. The manager of his bank and I are on excellent terms, and I feel sure, if we call upon him, he will give us all the information in his power.”

“Let us call on him by all means,” I answered; “and with as little delay as possible.”

We accordingly set off once more, and, in due course, reached the bank. Passing to the private door, Brockford inquired whether the manager was at home, and, if so, whether he would see us. The servant replied that he had just returned, and we were forthwith conducted to his presence.

Having apologised for the intrusion, Brockford explained the reason of our visit. Max and the manager had always been great friends, and, in consequence, the latter was only too glad to do all that lay in his power to help us in our search. Begging us to be seated for a few moments, he retired into the business portion of the house, to presently return with the information that Max had not visited the bank that day.

“I happen to be aware that he had only a small sum in his pocket this morning,” said Brockford. “I asked him for some change, and he could not give it to me. If he has not called here, or drawn a cheque on you and cashed it elsewhere, which he wouldn’t be very likely to do, that settles the question of the money. Our next course is to find out what vessels have left the port, or are leaving, this afternoon.”

After thanking the manager for his courtesy, we left the bank and once more returned to the harbour. After diligent inquiry there, we discovered that only two vessels had left the port that afternoon. One was bound to Bahia and the north; the other for Buenos Ayres and the south. The first was only a small trading boat; the other a tramp steamer of three thousand five hundred tons. The first, after inquiry, we dismissed from consideration. To the agents of the second we repaired in hot haste. It was just possible we had the key to the mystery in our hands.

“No,” said the clerk, who waited upon us, in response to our inquiries, “I am quite sure no fresh hand was taken on board in Rio, and I am equally certain that she carried no passengers.”

So minute and searching were our inquiries that it was well-nigh midnight before we had finished them. As on the previous occasions, Max had disappeared without, apparently, leaving a clue of any sort behind, to tell us of his whereabouts.

Next morning we were early at work again. By mid-day we had visited all the principal hotels, and many of less repute, had made inquiries at the various labour offices, at the railway stations, had interrogated the police and harbour officials, but still without success.

All that afternoon we continued our inquiries, on the day following also, and so on, day after day, for upwards of a month. In Mr. Brockford’s company I scoured the country in railway trains, on horseback, and on foot. But always with the same result.

Feeling certain at last that he must have left Brazil, I bade Brockford and Montezma, both of whom were most assiduous in the help they rendered me, good-bye, and proceeded to Buenos Ayres. I could hear nothing of him, however, in the Argentine Republic. Thence, almost heartbroken, I caught the mail steamer and returned to England, once more to confess myself a failure.


CHAPTER XIV.
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HAVING DESCRIBED TO you the failure of my attempt to find Max in Rio, I will now continue the record of his adventures, as narrated by himself in his diary, from the moment that he caught sight of me in the cab en route for Señor Montezma’s office. Scarcely conscious of what he was doing, he had gained the pavement once more, muttering, as he did so, “Good heavens! Paul is searching for me. What am I to do?” A frantic desire to hasten after me and speak to me, so his diary confesses, took possession of him, but he put it away from him. He knew that to do so would only be to re-open the old wound, and later on to draw him back to the life he had made up his mind never to lead again. Consequently, he walked, even faster than before, in the opposite direction to which he had been proceeding when he caught sight of me. He scarcely knew what action to take. To return to Señor Montezma’s office was impossible. But if he were going to give up his employment, what was he to do for a living? One thing was quite certain — he could not remain in Rio, and he could not starve. Then he remembered the offer Moreas had made him. If the latter had returned from Buenos Ayres, here was the chance he wanted. The thought was no sooner born in his brain than he searched his pocket-book for the piece of notepaper on which the address was written, and, having found it, set off to find the house. As he soon discovered, it was at the further end of the city, a fact for which he was more than grateful, when he remembered that I should scarcely be likely to venture so far in search of him. At last, after half an hour’s walk, he reached the house. From the style Moreas had put on on board the steamer, he had expected to find a comfortable, if not a luxurious residence. To his great surprise, however, the house was situated in a back street, was tall, narrow, and inexpressibly dirty. Every window of that dismal thoroughfare was occupied by male and female heads, craned out in true Rio fashion to scrutinise the passers-by. His reason for being in the street at all, his personal appearance, even the very details of his walk were discussed. He paid no attention, however, but when he had located the house, entered it and made his way upstairs to the second floor. Having ascertained from a woman whom he met on the landing that he had selected the right door, he knocked. A voice within immediately bade him enter, and he did so, to find himself in a large room, scantily furnished, if indeed it could be said to have been furnished at all, and as dirty as the street outside. Moreas, in a state of déshabillé, was reclining on a cane settee beside the window, and, as usual, he had a cigar in his mouth. On seeing Max he sprang to his feet.

“Señor Mortimer, by all that’s wonderful!” he cried, with an expression of the liveliest satisfaction upon his face. “I was only thinking of you a few moments ago, and now you turn up like the genii in the children’s fairy stories. I hope your appearance means that you have been thinking over what I said to you some weeks back, and that you are prepared to accept my offer?”

“It is for that purpose that I am here,” Max answered. “If we can come to a satisfactory arrangement together, I shall be glad to fall in with your plans.”

“My dear fellow,” the other cried enthusiastically, “I am quite sure we can agree on that and every other point. What is it you want to know?”

“Well, in the first instance, I want you to tell me when you intend starting on this expedition?” asked Max. “It is most imperative.”

“The deuce it is!” returned Moreas, “what is the reason of it all — forgery, murder, or only petty larceny? I thought you had settled down to a respectable business career, and that you were determined to emulate the clinging propensities of the limpet?”

“My business career, as you call it, has suddenly come to a standstill,” said Max gloomily, without thinking or caring very much what construction the other might place upon his statement. “It is sufficient that I must not be seen in Rio for some time to come, if ever.”

“That is where the wind sits, is it?” retorted Moreas. “Well, it’s no business of mine, of course; but, without wishing to be rude, I must say that I didn’t think you had it in you. Hadn’t you better make a clean breast of it to me, and see what I can do to help you? I’m rather resourceful in such matters.”

“Good heavens! man,” Max cried, “you don’t surely suppose I’m wanting to keep out of the way because I’ve done anything wrong, do you? If you should — —”

“My dear fellow,” said Moreas with a deprecatory wave of his hand, “I don’t think anything of the kind. I never do. It only makes trouble. You have overrun the constable, I suppose, and want to lie by until the pursuit has ended. Most of us do that at some time or other in our lives.”

“I’ve done nothing of the kind,” said Max with warmth. “I don’t owe a halfpenny in the world. What’s more, I have a considerable sum of money lying to my credit at my bank. No, the sole reason I have for wanting to get away quickly is because to-day I saw somebody connected with my old life. He’s looking for me in Rio, and I want to make sure that he shall not find me.”

“That is very easily managed.”

“How am I to do it, then?”

“Stay here,” said Moreas. “They will never think of looking for you in this quarter of the town. Until we leave, you will be as safe here as if you were in the centre of Africa. You don’t surely suppose I haven’t good and sufficient reasons for living in this hole? Of course I have, and this is one of them. If you think you can make yourself comfortable here, you are welcome to stay. What have you to say to my proposal?”

“That I shall be only too glad to accept your offer,” Max replied. “The arrangement will suit me admirably. And now tell me something of the business in which you want my co-operation. You said, I think, that it was connected with diamonds.”

“It is very much connected with diamonds,” the other answered. “Eight or nine months ago I happened to be travelling in the diamond country, and it so happened that on this particular field there was a half-witted old lunatic who was everybody’s butt. He was an extraordinary individual in many ways, and was always spying about for diamonds, and never finding them, in places where no sane man would dream of looking for them. He had theories of his own, he used to say, though there was no evidence that those theories ever turned up trumps. Every now and then he would mouch off by himself into the wilds, be away for a month or six weeks, and when he put in an appearance again, look as near starvation as a man could well do and still live. But according to his own tale he had never brought anything of value back with him. He had just returned from one of these little expeditions when I tumbled across him. His friends in the mining camp were making great game of him. I should say they got more fun out of that poor old lunatic over that journey than they had ever had from him before. He took it well, however.

“‘You laugh at my diamonds,’ he would cry, when they had gone a little too far with him; ‘well, never mind, Señors, mark my words, the time will come when I shall find more diamonds than all the rest of you put together.’ Then he would take two or three old pebbles out of his pocket and fall to polishing them as if he expected to improve their value. I wouldn’t have lived that old boy’s life amongst those men for something. The practical jokes they played upon him would have raised the temper of a mummy.

“Somehow, I had got the notion in my head that there was more in the old boy than met the eye. He seemed to be sharp enough when there was nobody about. In consequence, I kept my weather eye upon him. As doubtless you know, some of those daft chaps have curious instincts, and, as I have said before, seem able to find things in places where men with better brains would never think of looking for them. I shouldn’t have been at all surprised to hear that the old chap had got a cache hidden away somewhere. Having come to this conclusion, I made up my mind as to the part I was going to play. I had plenty of time on my hands just then, and if there was anything worth learning from the old boy I was going to learn it. Accordingly the next time they thought of playing one of their monkey tricks upon him, I determined to be present. Presently rumours got abroad that they were preparing a new joke. It was to be a wonder, I was given to understand. Then I found out what it was, and I tell you it fairly made my blood boil. The first part of the programme I discovered was to drug his liquor and to throw him into a deep sleep. ‘Here,’ thought I to myself, ‘is my chance. As soon as they get everything fixed up and are ready to begin their performance, I’ll step in and ring the curtain down.’ Things had been a little flat in the district for some time, and a bit of amusement of this sort was just to their liking. The remainder of the day was devoted to anticipating the fun. A couple of hours before sundown, the old fellow looked in at the inn for his usual glass of cachaca. In due course the doctored spirit was handed to him. He was about to put his lips to it, when I crossed and took possession of the glass.

“‘Don’t touch that,’ I said, removing it to a safe distance. ‘Some of your friends here have been playing a trick upon you. I’ll show you directly what is the matter with it.’

“On hearing this an ominous murmur rose in the room. The crowd were not going to be disappointed of their fun by my interference. Presently the principal author of the joke, a Portuguese, and the bully of the neighbourhood, advanced and began to threaten me. The old man looked from one to the other of us, as if he did not know quite what to make of it all. He had had many practical jokes played upon him, but never before had a person come forward as his defender. The Portuguese by this time was looking as dangerous as possible.

“‘Be careful, my friend,’ said I, as he flourished a pistol before my face, and talked of what he intended doing if I did not leave the room. ‘It is my will that this old man shall not drink the stuff you have poured out for him. Surely that is sufficient.’

“‘It is not sufficient,’ he answered, his temper fairly getting the better of him. ‘You have intruded where you are not wanted, and I, for one, am not content to tolerate your behaviour.’

“‘Of course that is for you to decide,’ I retorted. ‘If you don’t like it, you can go outside. I don’t intend to budge.’

“I could see that he was anxious for a row, and determined to give him a little lesson in the proprieties. I had not been very popular for some time, and was glad of the opportunity to show them what I was able to accomplish if the occasion should arise. Accordingly, I took my revolver from my pocket, and, bidding one of the bystanders toss a coin into the air, clipped it first shot.

“‘Now,’ I said, turning to the individual who, a moment before, had been so anxious to have my blood, ‘you have seen what I can do with this little instrument. I am even better when the target is a man. Perhaps you are still dissatisfied with my behaviour.’

“‘No, Señor,’ he replied. ‘Allow me to say that I am more than satisfied.’

“‘Very good,’ I answered. ‘In that case you will oblige me by drinking with me.’

“Turning to the landlord, I ordered a glass of Agoadente de Cana, and when it had been supplied to me once more addressed my antagonist.

“‘Let us clink glasses together,’ I said, holding mine out to him.

“‘But I have no glass,’ he replied, and thinking that I did not intend to provide it, was about to order some refreshment for himself.

“‘One moment,’ I answered; ‘there is a glass upon the table. Oblige me by drinking what it contains.’

“This he absolutely refused to do, knowing, of course, that it was drugged. I was firm, however. He had had an opportunity of playing his game and had failed, and now I was going to try mine.

“‘Pick it up,’ I said, ‘and drink what it contains without further delay. If it is good enough for our friend here, it is surely good enough for you.’

“Once more he refused to do as I ordered.

“‘I am sorry for that,’ I said. ‘It seems a pity you should be so anxious to quarrel with me. Let me say, once and for all, that you must either drink, or show me your skill with that weapon in your belt. There is no middle course.’

“On hearing this his swarthy skin turned a sort of sickly green. The man was a coward right through. He did not want to fight after what he had seen of my skill with the revolver, and it was equally certain he had no desire to drink the mixture he had himself prepared. Eventually I gave him three minutes to decide, and, at the expiration of the time, had the happiness to persuade him to decide in favour of my proposal.

“‘Your health, Señor,’ I said, tossing off the contents of my own glass. ‘Your health, and, if you will permit me to wish them to you, pleasant dreams.’

“If he had had half an opportunity he would have upset the glass, but I was on the watch for that. My right hand was in my pocket; the same in which I had placed the revolver, and from the expression upon his face I gathered that he was aware of the fact. At last, seeing that there was nothing for it but to do as I desired, he lifted the glass and tossed off the contents. I assured myself that he had left no heel-tap, and then bade him be seated, returning myself to the game of cards which the old man’s entry had interrupted. The strength of the drug must have been considerable, for we had not played more than a dozen hands before his head had fallen forward on the table, and he was fast asleep. I convinced myself that he was not shamming, and then turned to the old man.

“‘You see, my venerable friend,’ I said, ‘what your fate would have been had you drunk what was in that glass. For the future were I in your place, I should bestow my patronage elsewhere. This inn is not safe for you. And now let me escort you to your dwelling. Our friends here are none too amiably disposed towards you, and it is just possible they might take their revenge as soon as my back was turned.’ With that we left the inn together and tramped along the track, till we reached the miserable hovel in which he lived. During our walk the old fellow had scarcely spoken. Now he became somewhat more communicative.

“‘I am obliged to you, Señor, for what you have done for me,’ he began. ‘They hate me over there because they think I know more about diamonds than they do.’ He was silent again for a few moments. ‘And it’s quite true,’ he added solemnly to himself.

“At the time I regarded this as only another proof of the old boy’s idiocy. I had often seen him polishing his pebbles, and, like every one else, had come to the conclusion that he believed them to be diamonds. Now, however, I have the very best of reasons for knowing that it was only another proof of his cleverness. It suited him to pose as a softy, and the pebbles were only a means he had adopted for putting us off the scent.

“‘When you come to think of it, it was rather a good thing for you that I visited the hospederia to-night,’ I said, when I had seated myself on a log that did duty for a chair, and had lit a cigar. For you see I wanted him to understand plainly that I had rendered him a service, and also that I expected him to be grateful for the same. ‘If I hadn’t been at hand they’d have played a nice game on you.’ I thereupon furnished him with a brief outline of the intended amusement.

“As I proceeded I noticed the same look on his face that I had observed on a previous occasion. Had the jokers seen it, I fancy they would have treated him with more respect than they had hitherto done.

“‘It was certainly good for me that you were there,’ he replied, ‘and I am very grateful to you, Señor, for the service you have rendered me.’

“After that he went to a corner of his hut, and having fumbled about for some time, produced a small leather bag. Taking his place once more on the log beside me, he unlaced the bag, and tilted half a dozen medium-sized stones into the palm of his hand. If the others he carried about with him, and of which he appeared to be proud, were only glittering pebbles, these were undoubtedly diamonds. Possibly they were not as valuable as he supposed, but, at any rate, they were worth quite enough to show me that what I had suspected was correct, namely, that his supposed ignorance was only a blind to cover his real cleverness. ‘If the Señor will honour me by accepting one of these stones, he will add to the debt I already owe him,’ he observed with a certain quiet dignity. ‘It may remind him, in days to come, of his kindness to an old man who had no sort of claim upon him.’

“But I was not to be caught napping. The old fellow wanted me to believe that these few stones were the collection of a lifetime, stored as a provision against a rainy day. I knew better, however. My common sense told me that he wouldn’t have been so ready to give them away if they had been the sole result of so much misery and toil. I accordingly declined his generous offer, taking a high hand, and stating that I had no desire to be paid for doing what was, after all, only a friendly act. The old fellow pretended to be hurt by my decision, and stowed the diamonds away once more in their hiding-place. Well, to make a long story short, I kept in close touch with him for the next fortnight. The practical jokers in the neighbourhood had had a lesson, and, seeing that I had constituted myself his protector, they left him severely alone. Presently I saw that he was contemplating some important step. A couple of fresh mules had made their appearance in his corral, and there were evident signs in the hut itself that he intended clearing out. I wondered what this could mean, and, since he had said nothing to me on the subject, I resolved to watch him the more closely. Knowing what I did, and guessing the rest, I had no intention of allowing him to give me the slip. For several days I watched him in this fashion. Then I noticed that his visits to the village became less and less frequent, and, when he did put in an appearance there, he invariably talked in such a way as to lead people to suppose that he had quite settled down in the neighbourhood, and had not the least intention of removing elsewhere for many a long day to come. Being aware of his character, this in itself was sufficient to put me on my guard.

“A night or two later, and fortunately when I was spending the evening with him, the climax came. The old fellow had, or pretended to have, taken a great fancy to me, and more than once he reiterated his desire that I should accept the diamond he had first offered to me. I steadfastly refused to do so, however, and could see that my decision increased his good opinion of me. On this occasion it was nearly ten o’clock before I left the hut. It was a beautiful moonlight night, and so still that you could have heard a leaf drop a hundred yards away. It was his own proposal that he should walk a portion of the way with me. We therefore set out, and had proceeded about half the distance, when there was a loud report of a rifle in the bushes close beside us, and a second later he uttered a cry and fell into my arms. That the shot was intended for myself, and that it was fired by one of my enemies in the village, I had not the least doubt. Bending over the old fellow, I asked him how he felt, but he did not answer. Then, carrying him as best I could, I retraced my steps as quickly as possible. When I reached the hut I laid him upon his bed, and, by the light of a lamp, endeavoured to discover the nature of his wound. The bullet, it appeared, had penetrated his right breast, and, from such knowledge of gun wounds as I possessed, it was evident to me that it was a fatal one. He was breathing heavily and with a considerable amount of difficulty, and must have realised that it was all up with him, for, when he spoke, he said as much.

“‘Lay me down on the bed,’ he said. ‘They’ve got me this time, the cowardly dogs! If only I had been able to get away from here safe and sound, they’d have treated me a bit different when they next met me. In three months’ time, if all had gone well, I should have been one of the richest men in the world. But I suppose it wasn’t to be, so what’s the use of grumbling?’

“After this philosophical expression of his feelings he was silent for a while. Once more I wiped the blood from his lips, and once more he spoke.

“‘Señor Moreas,’ he said, ‘you’re the only friend I’ve had these many years past. You wouldn’t take what I offered you here, but I can give you some information now that will make it up to you a dozen times over. You may think I am not quite right in my head, but, right or not right, I know of the whereabouts of a place in this country where the finest diamonds in all Brazil are to be found.’

“From what he told me I gathered that he had learnt about the place from an old Indian woman for whom he had in his turn done a kindness. Twice he had made attempts to reach the place, but on each occasion he had been unsuccessful. That it existed, however, he was quite convinced. With his dying breath he gave me full particulars, informing me in what direction I was to proceed, and how I should recognise the place when I did come upon it. Then, having told me where to find several small bags of stones in the hut, and which, I might add, I afterwards sold for upwards of two thousand pounds in English money, he breathed his last in my arms. As soon as I was sure that he was dead, I made a final examination of the hut, took what I thought would be of service to me, and then returned to the village.

“A fortnight later I was on my way to Europe, and when I met you on board the Diamintina, I had found a market for the stones the old fellow had given me. They proved to be more valuable than I had supposed, and when I was convinced of this, I was anxious, as you may believe, not to let the grass grow under my feet before I set out in search of the place of which he had spoken to me. Circumstances, however, combined to prevent my doing so at once. A year went by, and still the opportunity did not arrive. If the truth must be told, the money I had brought from England I had lost at cards, and until I could find more, I knew it was impossible for me to embark upon such a costly expedition. What was more, I discovered that I was being shadowed by three men who were, to all intents and purposes, participators in my secret. How they obtained their knowledge, unless they had got it from the old man some time before, when he was drunk and talkative, I cannot say; but that they knew I had it, and that they did not intend to let me escape with it, soon became painfully apparent. Wherever I went those three men followed me, until at last their leader, an Englishman, came boldly up and placed a proposal before me. If I were prepared to allow them to participate to a certain extent, they were willing to find a proportion of the necessary money; they would also accompany me, and do their best to find the place in question. If I would not consent, then they would not allow me to go without them. I argued, threatened, and even attempted to buy them off, but it was of no use. They stuck to their point like bulldogs. Either they must be permitted to go with me, or I should not go at all. At last, seeing that I could do nothing else, I was perforce compelled to agree to their terms.”

“And what do you intend doing now?” Max inquired.

“To-night we are going to meet here, and make the final arrangements; after that we shall start away on our journey.”

“And what part am I to play in the performance?”

“That’s exactly what we have to arrange,” Moreas replied. “As I have already told you, these fellows are none too well disposed towards myself. If it should come to fighting, as it may very well do, they could act as they please with me. I should be powerless to resist them. My idea, therefore, is to get hold of some good man, and import him into the business, not as a friend of my own, but in the capacity of another enemy. To all appearances he would be hand-in-glove with them, but in reality he would be my ally, ready to step up and turn the tables, should they make themselves objectionable. Do you understand?”

Max replied that he understood perfectly well, but he was not quite certain that he altogether liked the idea. He was certainly not going to act in the capacity of a spy, either for Moreas or for anyone else. He said as much to the other, who laughed the matter off.

“My dear fellow, I don’t want you to be a spy at all,” he said. “What on earth put that notion into your head? I should be the last to suggest such a thing. No, all I want you to do is to prevent them from playing me false. If you come with me as my friend, they’ll turn you out again. Don’t you see? They’re much too sharp to let me employ a bodyguard to act against themselves. All you will have to do will be to stand between us in the capacity of an umpire, and see that there is fair play on both sides. Now, what have you to say?”

“Under those circumstances I have no objection to acting as you propose.”

“Very good; that settles it. Now we’d better arrange one or two other little matters while we’re about it, and then postpone the remainder until they arrive.”

It was not until nearly nine o’clock that evening that the three men, whom Moreas had informed Max were so determined to share the chances of the expedition with him, put in an appearance. It was part of the plan, that Max and he had arranged together, that the former should not be in the room when they arrived. He was to drop in half an hour or so later, as if by chance, and then to appear annoyed at finding them there. When he did so, Moreas greeted him with well-simulated surprise. The others stared at the intruder, as if they scarcely knew what to make of him, and then at Moreas, as if they were suspicious of his action in the matter. On his part Max studied them with equal interest. The taller of the trio was an Englishman, possibly thirty-five years of age, who boasted a frank and extremely pleasing countenance. His name was Bertram, and, as Max discovered later, he had occupied a good position in the world, from which he had fallen, more by his own folly than on account of any material wrong-doing. The other two were unmistakably Spaniards. The name of one was Diego Pereira, that of the other Antonio Rodriguez. Neither of them were particularly pleasant-looking fellows, and Max wondered as he looked at them what it was that had made the Englishman associate with them.

At the moment Max entered, the two Spaniards were talking vociferously. From what he could catch of their conversation it appeared that they were extremely dissatisfied with something Moreas had done, and desired to make trouble out of it if only such a thing were possible. Their grievance eventually proved to be his own importation into the affair, of which Moreas had been telling them.

“But what can I do?” the latter asked snappishly. “He swears that he will come with us, and how am I to prevent him?”

“As it appears that I am the subject of your conversation,” said Max coolly, seating himself on the table, “perhaps I may be permitted to say a word. Let me inform you, therefore, once and for all, that it is not a bit of use Moreas or anybody else trying to keep me out of the business. I know all the ins and outs of it, and, I tell you plainly, our friend here doesn’t leave Rio without me. You can buy me off if you’re willing to pay my price, but, I give you fair warning, it will be a stiff one. Otherwise, I go. Take your choice.”

“What did I tell you?” said Moreas angrily to the others. “I wish to goodness you were all at the bottom of the sea.”

“That is very likely,” returned Max. “But as we’re not, you’ve got to give yourself the pleasure of our society. Has anyone else any objection to raise?”

He looked round at the assembled company. His coolness had evidently impressed them.

“If you are determined to go, and Moreas is willing to give half of his share to you, I don’t know that anything more need be said,” observed the Englishman. “Personally, I think it’s a pity to bring a fifth person in; but, as he says, it is his affair, not ours. I’ll give you one piece of advice, however, if you are coming; don’t try to play any tricks with us.”

“Or with me,” put in Moreas sulkily. “If you do, you’ll find yourself in the wrong box. By the time I’ve paid all of you your shares there will be nothing left for myself. I only hope nothing will go wrong.”

“It had better not,” answered Max. “At least, so far as you are concerned. You know me, I think, and I know you.”

Moreas instinctively thought of the game of cards they had played together on the Diamintina, and of the pistol practice that had followed it. Was Max’s speech only a part of the game of bluff they were both playing, or was it really intended as a warning to himself? A look of real apprehension flashed across his face. The Englishman observed it, and, if he had entertained suspicions before as to their complicity in the affair, this effectually dispersed them. They thereupon proceeded to make the final arrangements for the journey. A rendezvous was agreed upon for the following morning, and, this done, Max rose to take his leave.

“Adeos, Señors,” he said, bowing to them with graceful insolence. “I have the honour to bid you farewell until to-morrow.”

Then he left the room and went downstairs. But he did not leave the neighbourhood. According to the plan they had arranged, he took up his position in a dark corner of the street until he had seen the others depart. Then he returned to the house and rejoined Moreas.

“You played your part extremely well,” said the latter patronisingly. “It’s a long time since I witnessed a prettier bit of acting than when you told me I had better see that nothing went wrong while we were away.”

“Don’t be too sure it was all acting,” replied Max quietly. “You have brought me into it to look after your interests; but I fancy you’ll agree with me that a man’s first duty, in affairs like this at any rate, is to look after his own.”

Moreas tried to laugh unconcernedly, but the result was a comparative failure.


CHAPTER XV.
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TO ATTEMPT A detailed description of Max’s wanderings for the next few months would, even with the help of his diary, prove, I fear, a task altogether beyond my abilities. On the morning following the interview I have just described as taking place at Moreas’ house, they embarked upon the train at a wayside station, a few miles out of Rio, and remained in it until they had proceeded as far as it was possible for the line to take them. Having reached the end of the construction, they alighted at a miserable village consisting of some twenty or thirty houses of the typical Brazilian type, and collected their impedimenta. Such stores and equipments as they intended carrying with them had already arrived, as also had the mules which had been purchased for the journey. Moreas, by virtue of being the only person who knew the secret, was duly installed as leader of the expedition; and, seeing that the day was too far advanced for them to make a start, he decided on remaining in the village that night, and proceeding as soon as it was light next morning. Being anxious to obtain as much information as possible concerning the track they were to follow for the next hundred miles, Moreas invited certain of the leading inhabitants to sup with them that night. This gave rise to a regular orgie. By midnight Moreas was decidedly intoxicated, while the two Spaniards were incapable of even sitting upright, so were stretched at full length upon the floor. Disgusted beyond measure with what he saw, Max left the room and passed into the verandah. There he found the Englishman, Bertram, smoking a cigar. He had taken a liking to the man, and cherished a belief that the feeling was reciprocated. “So you have had enough of it, too,” said the latter as Max approached. “I couldn’t stand any more of it, so I came out here.”

“My case is very similar,” answered Max. “It’s a good thing this sort of thing is not likely to occur very often.”

“I agree with you,” returned the other. “Moreas and the Spaniards are very well when they are sober, but when they are drunk they are altogether impossible. Forgive me asking the question, but have you known Moreas very long?”

“A matter of two years,” Max replied. “I met him first on the steamer that brought me out from England.”

“Ah! I was right then,” said Bertram, in a somewhat kindlier tone than he had yet spoken. “I felt certain that you were an Englishman when I saw you yesterday; and yet, do you know, if you don’t mind my saying so, you don’t altogether look like one.”

“I’m not,” said Max. “By birth I am a Pannonian, but I have lived in England since I was quite a youngster. You, of course, are English. There can be no sort of doubt about that.”

“Am I so dreadfully insular, then?” the other inquired with a laugh. “I thought the knocking about the world I have had would have rubbed the edges off. Yes, I am an Englishman, I suppose, if ever there was one. I hail from Gainsthorpe, in Yorkshire. Do you happen to know the place?”

“I should think so,” said Max, with sudden animation. “I’ve stayed there often.”

After that they were both silent. The simple fact that they both happened to be acquainted with the same obscure village struck them as a marvellous coincidence; after a time, however, it became a bond that bound them very closely together. Later on, for some reason not altogether explainable, they left England, and talked of Brazil and life in South America generally. Of the subject upon which they were for the time being engaged they said nothing. They did not know each other particularly well yet, and both felt it would be safer to let it alone. Presently Moreas staggered into the verandah, stared wildly about him for a few seconds, as if he were looking for some one, and then reeled towards them.

“Come, come, Señors,” he said with a hiccup, “I don’t call this sociable at all. Here we are enjoying ourselves in the room yonder, and you keep away from us as if you don’t desire our company. It isn’t the sort of thing to make us friendly.”

He seized Max by the arm, and attempted to lead him in the direction of the door, but the other shook him off.

“You must excuse me,” he said. “I don’t feel up to it to-night. Besides, if the noise you are making is any criterion, you are getting along well enough without us.”

The other’s mood had changed by this time. He turned and faced them, supporting himself by the verandah rails.

“I suppose you don’t want to offend me on the first evening of this mem — mem — (hic) memorable journey?” he said.

“I have not the least desire to offend you,” Max retorted. “Nevertheless, I am not coming in. It is useless for you to ask me.”

Moreas thereupon transferred his attentions to Bertram, who proved equally intractable.

“Very well,” he said at last, when he had tried to arrive at a proper understanding of the position; “if you won’t come I suppose you won’t, so I’ll go myself, and leave you to conspire against me in peace.”

With that he took himself off, and the two men were left to construe his last speech according to their inclinations.

“That is a cur who will require some watching,” said Bertram, when they were alone once more together. “Thank goodness, however, I’m up to most of his tricks.”

Max offered no reply to this remark. Angry as he was with Moreas, he felt that he himself was in an invidious position. To all intents and purpose he was the other’s servant, and an innate feeling of loyalty, to however unworthy a master, kept him silent.

“If we are to be up as early to-morrow morning as we arranged had we not better begin to think about bed?” said Max at last.

“Perhaps we had. But I am rather afraid the others will not be in a condition after their carouse to-night to travel as soon as we imagine. However, if you are tired, by all means let us turn in.”

They walked towards the door. Suddenly Bertram stopped, and, with a little hesitation, addressed his companion once more.

“I want to ask you,” he said, “whether you have any objection to telling me the name of your friend; I mean the man who you visited at Gainsthorpe. It’s just possible I might know him.”

“His name was Beverley,” Max replied, without thinking of the trouble to which his answer might possibly give rise.

“Do you mean Dick Beverley, the cross-country man?” said Bertram, after a momentary pause.

“The same,” said Max. “Do you know him?”

“I ought to,” the other replied, and then, after another display of hesitation, added, “Dick Beverley is my brother. Bertram is only my assumed name.”

Max uttered an exclamation, that was partly one of surprise and partly one of pain. “Good heavens! can it be possible that you are Beverley’s brother?” he cried. “I can scarcely credit it.”

“It’s more than possible, however, it’s a certainty,” returned his companion. “And now, d’you know, I fancy I can tell who you are. Your face has been haunting me ever since I first saw it. I knew I had seen it somewhere. You don’t remember me, because I never saw you at the old place, but, the year after I cleared out of England, Dick sent me a photograph of himself, taken with a group of his brother officers. You and he were standing side by side, I remember. If you don’t mind my saying so, you are the man who has been missing for so long, and about whom there has been so much talk — the Crown Prince of Pannonia.”

“Hush, hush!” cried Max, as if he were afraid some one might overhear the other’s words. “For heaven’s sake don’t talk so loud. You see, I don’t deny the truth of your words. I suppose it would be no use. What a strange world it is, to be sure! My only reason for coming on this journey was because I was afraid of being recognised in Rio. Now it appears that it is destined for one of the men I am travelling with to find me out. What a fool I was ever to talk to you about Yorkshire!”

“It was I who started it,” said the other apologetically, as if he were anxious to bear his proper share of the blame. “I’m sorry I asked you such questions, since it has caused you pain. I’m not much of a fellow, and I suppose there are a good many people who wouldn’t trust me as far as they can see me; all the same, if you like, I will give you my word that your secret shall never pass my lips. I’ll do that for the sake of poor old Dick, whose friend and comrade you once were.”

“I thank you from the bottom of my heart,” said Max. “Since my reasons were of sufficient importance to induce me to leave home, and give up everything that a man ought to hold dear, it may be supposed I am not anxious that other people should recognise me and drive me further afield again. If you will keep my secret, you will lay me under an everlasting obligation.”

“Your secret is safe with me,” answered Bertram solemnly. “I will pledge you my word on it, if you like.”

“I’ll believe you without that,” said Max. “Let us shake hands upon it.”

They accordingly did so. Though they could not, of course, realise it then, that hand-shake was significant in a variety of ways. Among other things, it laid the foundation of a friendship that was as sincere as it was mutual.

A few minutes later they retired into the house, and, when they had found a corner in which the night might be spent in comparative peace, if not in any degree of comfort, they wrapped themselves in their blankets and were soon asleep. Max and Bertram were early astir next morning. Not so the revellers of the previous evening. Like warriors on a battlefield, they lay just where they had fallen. Moreas was in the verandah, Rodriguez and his compatriot rested under the table, while the others were scattered in various picturesque, but undignified, attitudes about the different rooms.

“My prophecy of last night is likely to prove a true one,” said Bertram, as they stood side by side surveying the prostrate figures. “They will not open their eyes till mid-day, and it will be some hours afterwards before we shall be able to get upon the road.”

It turned out as he had said. Mid-day had arrived and passed before the remainder of the party seemed capable of getting upon their feet, much less of exerting themselves. Even then, the two Spaniards, Rodriguez, and Pereira, would have needed but little persuasion to make them continue the orgie for another night. Of this, however, Max and the Englishman would not hear, and even Moreas, who was by this time comparatively himself once more, joined in the chorus of disapproval. Accordingly, the horses and mules were caught and saddled, and, half an hour later, the party bade the village farewell and embarked upon their journey proper. For three days they traversed through well-vegetated forests, and over long rolling plains, with never a bush or a tree, until they entered a forbidding mountain range, and some stiff climbing became the order of the day. By the time they had had twenty-four hours of this, the strength and temper of both mules and men were well-nigh exhausted. It was in one of these gloomy passes, or cañons, as perhaps it should be properly termed, that an incident occurred that might very well have ended disastrously for the whole company concerned. It happened in this way. Ever since they had left the forest and set foot upon the sterile plateau, the commissariat, once so plentifully supplied, had been impoverished to a degree that bordered upon starvation. As a result, they were compelled to fall back upon the preserved food they had brought with them, and which was only to be used in case of emergency. This had given rise to a considerable amount of grumbling, and from grumbling certain members of the party found it a very short step to open quarrelling. Antonio Rodriguez and Moreas were the principal offenders in this respect. Indeed, it was noticeable to more than one that, in the last few days, the latter’s character had changed completely. He was silent, morose, rarely smiled, and equally seldom allowed an opportunity to pass him of saying something that was likely to give offence. What was perhaps worse, he had become exceedingly jealous of the attention paid to him. Because he took it into his head that Max preferred Bertram’s company to his own, he held aloof from him and conversed only with the Spaniards. But, in thus describing the change that had come over his character, I have wandered away from the incident I was about to put on record.

As I have said, the commissariat stood in great need of replenishment. Being anxious to give the animals a rest, it was agreed that the party should remain in camp for another day. This being so, Bertram took his rifle and started off into the mountains in search of game. When he had been gone about half an hour, Moreas, who had been in one of his tantrums all day, also decided to set out upon the same errand. Climbing the side of the mountain, he, in his turn, disappeared from view, and Max, who had been watching him, returned to the tailoring operations upon which he had hitherto been busily engaged. As he worked, the recollection of a quarrel that had taken place in the morning between Moreas and Bertram returned to his mind. It had been brewing for a long time, and, had it not been for Max’s own repeated interventions, it would long since have taken a serious turn. Both men were equally ready to fight, but Max was aware that Bertram, good shot as he was, when pitted against such a man as Moreas, would stand but a small chance of success. He was still pondering over this, when another thought occurred to him. It placed a more serious aspect upon the case. He liked Bertram, and he had no intention of allowing the Spaniard to do him a mischief, if he could help it. He accordingly rose, stowed away his work in his saddle-bag, and, having explained to the two other men, that he felt inclined for a walk, and was going after Moreas, he also climbed the side of the hill. On reaching the summit he looked anxiously about him for the man he was seeking, both on the neighbouring hills and also in the valley below. For a long time, however, he was unsuccessful. Then a mile or so distant, along the hillside to the right, his quick eye detected a small black object, creeping slowly but steadily towards the west. He was evidently stalking something, and Max, remembering Moreas’ skill with the rifle, resolved to follow him, in the hope that he might be of some service in helping to carry home the game.

Seeing the slow pace at which the other was travelling, it was not very long before he was close behind him. Moreas was now crouching behind a rock, as if he were anxious that the game he was pursuing, and which Max could not see, should not become aware of his presence. A moment later he rose and peeped over the boulder, at the same time lifting his gun into position. Being some distance above him, it was possible for Max to see over his head into the valley in the direction in which the rifle was pointing. Then, to his horrified amazement, he beheld Bertram leave a little coppice, and walk out into a piece of open ground, a couple of hundred yards or so distant from where the other man was waiting. In a flash the whole truth dawned upon him. It was Bertram whom Moreas was stalking so carefully, and it was Bertram he intended to shoot. He was about to call out in the hope of diverting the Spaniard’s attention, or of warning the Englishman; but, before he could do so, the other had pulled the trigger. There was a report, and when Max, who had closed his eyes, as if he were afraid of what he might be called upon to witness, opened them again, Moreas was once more crouching down behind the rock, while Bertram was examining something, evidently, the splash of a bullet, on the face of a boulder behind him. Moreas had failed in his attempt; but the man he had aimed at had been standing directly before the rock, and it could only have been by a few inches that he had missed him.

“This is a terrible state of things,” said Max to himself, when he had recovered a little from the shock Moreas’ treachery had caused him. “What on earth am I to do?”

At first he felt inclined to descend hastily upon Moreas, and accuse him, there and then, of attempting to murder the Englishman. A moment later, however, the folly of this proceeding became apparent to him. Had he done so, it would have been necessary for the others to know of it, and, in that case, it was very probable that Moreas’ life would have paid forfeit. This, for a variety of reasons, was undesirable. At the same time, he felt that he must protect his friend against any similar attacks. Bearing this in mind he watched Moreas’ movements with the greatest anxiety. He was not at all certain that the latter, finding that his first shot had proved unsuccessful, might not attempt a second. Moreas, however, did not do so; he knew that Bertram, once placed upon his guard, would be on the look out, and he had no intention of allowing himself to be captured red-handed, which would certainly have been his fate had he missed. He accordingly remained in hiding until the Englishman had passed round the bend of the hill and was safely on his way back to the camp. Then he emerged, and, in his turn, retraced his steps by the way he had come, in so doing passing within fifty yards of the spot where Max lay concealed. When the latter reached the camp he found the evening meal prepared, and the two men amicably seated, side by side, near the fire, to all appearances better friends than they had been for some time past. Max fancied that Moreas looked rather apprehensively at him as he came into the firelight; but whatever he may have thought, he said nothing to him, either then or on a subsequent occasion, concerning that mysterious shot upon the hill. Bertram also followed his example, and, though he had plenty of opportunity, he did not once refer, either directly or indirectly, to the attempt that had been made upon his life that afternoon.

Next day they resumed their march, and twenty-four hours later left the mountains behind them, and once more entered a zone of fertile country. This continued for upwards of three hundred miles, until Moreas informed them that he felt sure they must be approaching the second range, that it would be necessary for them to cross before they could reach the country in which the old woman had declared that the diamonds existed. This proved to be the case, for the next day a faint blue haze on the northern horizon showed them that they were nearing what they might consider the half-way house to their destination. It was true that they had been warned that the road over these mountains would be likely to prove a serious obstacle in their path, and also that the long stretches of desert on the further side were good for neither man nor beast. They did not give that much consideration, however. Great though the present difficulties might be, the reward at the end would be much larger, if all they had been told were true. When, however, they reached the foot of the mountains they were able to realise something of what lay before them. Unlike the other range through which they had passed a fortnight before, this one consisted of high, rocky peaks, where even a goat could scarcely retain his footing, and dark, gloomy cañons, both almost grassless and entirely destitute of water. What was worse, their animals by this time were sadly out of condition, and often it was as much as the poor beasts could do to drag one foot after the other. Still they persevered. The Spaniards grumbled incessantly, it is true. Moreas, on the other hand, scarcely spoke at all, while Max thought he could even detect on the Englishman’s handsome face a growing belief that they had attempted something that was beyond the power of human beings to accomplish. Whatever his feelings may have been, however, he never once permitted a word of complaint to pass his lips. The outlook was by no means a cheerful one. After the privations the party had been through so far, it seemed hard, indeed, that they should not be able to reach the goal for which they had been aiming. With such overwhelming odds against them, however, it seemed impossible that they could hope to succeed. But they were slow to own themselves beaten. Indeed, it was not until they stood face to face with almost certain death, that they realised how futile it was to continue the fight. Then, in one of the loneliest cañons of all that lonely range, they called a halt and took counsel with each other. The two Spaniards, as on a previous occasion, were openly mutinous, and showered black looks on everyone, each other included. Remembering what he had seen a fortnight before, Max never once permitted Moreas to leave the camp unaccompanied. The man’s temper was by this time in such a condition that it was within the bounds of possibility that he would have chosen a vantage on the hill side above, and have shot them down without either a second thought, or a feeling of compunction.

“It seems to me we’re in a pretty sort of a fix,” said Bertram after some little discussion had taken place on their position. “The animals are giving way, and if we go on like this, it won’t be long before we all follow suit. Now the question for us to decide is, what are we going to do. If the remainder of you are desirous of pushing ahead, then I’m willing to do the same. If not, let us turn back without further parleying. The matter, however, must be decided once and for all. There has been too much grumbling lately, and it seems to me the best thing we can do is to hold a meeting now, and settle everything. What do you say, Mortimer?”

“I quite agree with you,” Max answered, “and so I feel sure does Moreas. Let us talk the question over like sensible men, and come to some definite decision.”

Popular feeling being in favour of a discussion, they sat down by the camp fire and talked it over, as quietly and rationally as the racial tendencies of the various members of the party would permit. The result was as follows.

It was decided that, while it was out of the question that the entire party could succeed in reaching the spot for which they were making, it was still possible that two men, taking with them the best of the animals, might be able to do so. But who those two men should be was rather more difficult to determine. It was certain that Moreas must go, since he was the only man who was acquainted with the secret, and he was scarcely likely to impart it to anyone else. On his side, however, he flatly declined even to think of taking either of the two Spaniards with him. They might fume and curse as much as they pleased, he said, but their bluster would not alter his decision. The man who went with him must be either Bertram or Max. For his own part he professed not to care very much which of them it was.

A solemn silence descended upon the group.

“Perhaps we had better draw lots for it,” began Bertram. “I may say that, if I am chosen, I am perfectly willing to go; if it falls upon you, Mortimer, I have no doubt you will not raise any objection. What do you say?”

“Let us draw lots for it by all means,” Max answered. “But how shall we decide?”

One of the Spaniards, true son of a gambling race, immediately produced a dice box, which he still carried with him, long after he had parted with other apparently more valuable possessions. By the flickering light of the camp fire, the two men threw, to decide which should have the honour of courting what, each must have felt in his own heart, was almost certain death. As a result Max was declared to be the winner.

“It is settled then,” said Moreas, with what Max could not help feeling was a note of satisfaction in his voice. “You are perfectly satisfied? Well, to-morrow, Señor Mortimer, if you are prepared, we will push on together, and see what fate has in store for us.”

“I shall be quite ready,” Max replied. “And, as I understand it, the remainder of the party will retrace their steps to the fertile country at the entrance to the Ranges, and await our coming there.”

“That is how I understand it also,” replied Bertram, looking steadily at Max. “We shall give you three months’ grace, and if you have not returned by the end of that time, we shall conclude that you are dead, and will either attempt to reach you, or return to civilisation, as circumstances may dictate.”

“That is the arrangement,” said Moreas.

After that the party lapsed into silence once more.

As nobody seemed inclined for conversation when these details had been settled, they rolled themselves up in their blankets and said good-night to the world. Silence had not taken possession of the camp more than half an hour before Max felt the pressure of a hand upon his arm. He rolled over to find Bertram making signals to him. He accordingly arose and followed him to a spot at some little distance from the camp. When they had assured themselves that they were not being followed, the Englishman spoke.

“Your Royal Highness,” he said; then, seeing that the other was about to interrupt him, held up his hand. “Pardon me, but for a few minutes it is necessary that I should forget our supposed equality, and remember that you are a royal personage, and I only the son of a Yorkshire gentleman. I’m not as a rule a man who thinks very much of titles, but there is no getting away from the fact that a man who is, or should be, going to rule a country, is called upon to take more care of his life than other people. When we drew lots to-night as to who should accompany Moreas, I hoped and believed that chance would favour myself. Fate, however, willed otherwise. Now, sir, what I am going to say to you is this; if you will consent to allow me to go forward in your place, it will be conferring an honour upon me for which I shall be grateful to you to my dying day. I can easily make an excuse to Moreas, and convince him that we have come to the arrangement together. Nobody will suspect, and so you will be saved from doing, what I really and truly believe to be, a wrong act.”

Max was more touched by the other’s words than he could say.

“I thank you,” he said, holding out his hand. “I know that you speak out of kindness to me, but what you ask is impossible — quite impossible! Really it is! The lot has fallen upon me, and, indeed, I can only ask you to believe that I would not have it otherwise. I am quite willing to go forward, and, when all is said and done, I believe I am the best person for the work. You and Moreas are not particularly friendly, as you must be aware, and there is no saying what might happen if you were thrown so much into each other’s society, without any one to see fair play.”

“You are thinking of the day when he fired that rifle at me in the mountains, I suppose,” Bertram replied. “I suppose you did not think I was aware of it. I was, however, and I knew also that you were behind him. If it hadn’t been for that fact, I should have taxed him with his treachery on my return to the camp. But we are wasting time. Is it quite impossible for me to make you change your mind?”

“Quite,” said Max. “Though I am none the less grateful to you for your kindness in offering to go, I cannot accept it.”

“Are you quite sure that no argument on my part will make you alter your decision?”

“I am quite sure,” Max replied. “My mind is irrevocably made up.”

“So be it,” returned Bertram quietly. “In that case, I suppose, we may as well return to the camp. Should Moreas have seen us leave it, he may have got the idea into his head that you are scheming against him. That would be a bad beginning as far as you are concerned.”

They accordingly retraced their steps, and, so far as they knew, reached the camp without anyone being the wiser that they had absented themselves from it.

Next morning, as soon as it was light, the camp was roused by Moreas. The best mules had been set apart for the onward journey, and, as soon as the morning meal had been eaten, and the beasts were saddled, the two adventurers prepared to set off. When all the final arrangements had been made, and the place of meeting, should the pair return, settled, it was time for them to bid the rest of the party farewell. It was a solemn moment in their lives, and every one seemed aware of the fact. Moreas shook hands with the two Spaniards first, and then approached Bertram.

“Farewell, Señor,” he said, with a bow. “I trust I shall have good news for you when next I see you.”

Max observed that they did not shake hands. The hatred that existed between them was so mutual and so strong, that even the fact that, in all human probability, they would never see each other again, was not sufficient to make them part friends. Then came Max’s turn. He shook hands with Antonio and Diego, and, having done so, approached the man for whom he entertained such a genuine liking.

“Good-bye,” he said. Then looking him straight in the face, he added, “If by any chance I should not return, you know whom to make acquainted with my fate. Good-bye.”

“Good-bye,” answered the other, his voice shaking as he said it. Then, seeing that Moreas was out of earshot, he added, “For heaven’s sake, your Highness, run no undue risks. If you will not think of yourself, think of those in England who love you.”

“You may be sure I shall do that,” Max replied. Then, uttering another hearty good-bye, and shaking Bertram once more by the hand, he set off in pursuit of his partner.

As they turned the corner of the cañon, he looked back and waved his hand. Bertram was standing where he had left him, still looking after him.


CHAPTER XVI.
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THE FIRST DAY’S march, after they left the main camp, could not be said to have been, in any sense of the word, either a pleasant or a comfortable one. Both the men were ill at ease, not only with their present lot, but also with each other. Moreas entertained the unpleasant suspicion that Max, while he never failed in his duty, was, in reality, more in sympathy with Bertram than with himself. The anxiety of what was before them lay heavily upon their minds, while there was a nameless, indescribable something that Max could not understand, and yet which stood like a shadow between them. It soon became apparent to him that the dangers to which they were to be subjected had not been in the least exaggerated. For no less than four days they continued on through the mountains, and it was only after incredible hardships that they managed to reach the plains on the other side. Here, however, as it turned out, they were in scarcely a better plight. As they expected, on leaving the mountains they found themselves confronted by a stretch of desert. To attempt to cross it seemed to be to run too great a risk, and yet to turn back, when they were so near the end, seemed an equally foolish undertaking. With a dogged determination, worthy of a better cause, and with which Max had never credited him, Moreas decided in favour of pushing on. It was a rash decision, for with every hour the condition of the mules was becoming more and more pitiable, while the men themselves were in scarcely a better case. Still Moreas remained in a state of sullenness. When the animals were no longer able to bear their weights, he got off and walked sulkily beside his own beast, grudged them the delay when they rested, and after they had prepared their camp at night, went so far as to insinuate that Max had been keeping the mules back to serve his own purpose. It was indeed a dreary resting-place they had that night. There was no shelter; no water, save that they had brought with them; no food to revive their starving animals, save a few mouthfuls of corn and half a dozen handfuls of parched grass. As soon as his own meal was eaten, Moreas rolled himself up in his blankets and went to sleep, leaving Max by the fire, watching its dull glow and wondering whether he was destined to come safely out of this perilous adventure or not. Overhead the great stars shone brilliantly, while the low wind moaned like a banshee across the waste. He thought of those who loved him in England, of Ottilie, and later of myself. At such a moment his curiosity was excited as to what I had done when I discovered he had left Rio.

Next morning, as soon as it was daylight, they saddled up once more, and continued their march. For the moment the country, which consisted of barren plains in front, behind, and on either side, showed no signs of changing. As on the previous day, Moreas stalked grimly in front, never looking behind him, and to all appearances oblivious of his companion’s presence.

One thing was growing more certain every hour, and that was the fact that the hardships through which they had passed had combined, with natural greed, to turn Moreas’ brain.

“I shall have to keep my eyes on him, day and night,” said Max to himself. “In his present condition there is no saying what he may do.”

This knowledge added a fresh horror to the situation. It is bad enough to be starving anywhere, but it is a thousand times worse to have to do so when alone in the wilds with a madman. As soon as they got into camp that night, the second on that awful plain, Moreas commenced to walk in circles round the fire, talking to himself meanwhile, and shaking his fist at the darkening desert. When Max offered him a portion of the dried biltong — all that remained to them in the way of food — he refused it with an oath, adding, that he could not eat when they should be pushing towards their destination!

“You won’t be strong enough to reach it at all, if you don’t eat something,” said Max philosophically.

He, himself, made as good a meal as possible, and then lay down to rest, but he was too anxious for his own safety to fall asleep, until he was quite convinced that Moreas was asleep also. He had no desire that the other should steal a march on him during the night. What he had seen that day in the mountains, when Moreas had stalked Bertram, was quite sufficient to show him that his companion was not one who would stick at trifles. At last, however, he dozed off.

As the afternoon of the next day approached, they saw before them another low range of hills. These, when they approached them, proved to be of iron-stone formation, a fact, which, as soon as he heard it, caused Moreas to utter a cry of joy.

“We are nearly there!” he cried. “Those are the hills of which the Indian told the old man. We have only to cross them, and we shall be at the place where the diamonds are. Let us push on, push on. For heaven’s sake, man, stir yourself; there is not a moment to lose.”

At last they reached the summit of the last hill, and looked down upon the plains on the other side.

“It is the place! it is the place!” cried Moreas, almost beside himself with excitement. “Yonder is the river he spoke of, and there, away to the right, is its old course. You can even see the big black rocks that he told me of, rising out of the sand. The Saints be praised, we are here at last! We are here at last!”

So overcome was he by his excitement, that it was as much as Max could do to prevent him from setting off at a run down the hillside. This was the place, then, of which the poor, old, half-witted diamond hunter had told Moreas. The place where diamonds were as large as hazel nuts, and could be had for the picking up. He wondered how true the story would prove to be. For his own part, he was not going to pin too much faith upon it. If it turned out trumps, well and good; if not, he could console himself with the reflection that the old fellow had played off on Moreas a grimmer practical joke than had ever been perpetrated on himself. The afternoon was well spent before they reached a spot which they considered favourable for a camp. Max had already noticed with satisfaction that there was a fair amount of game to be had for the shooting, water was abundant, while for the animals there was a greater supply of herbage than they had seen for many a long day. By this time Moreas’ head appeared to be quite turned. They had scarcely reached their camp before he was off to try his luck among the sands of the old river bed.

It was almost dark when he returned. When he did so, however, he shook like a man with the palsy.

“Look what I have found!” he said, scarcely able to contain himself for joy. “The old man did not deceive me after all. They are here. Here, I tell you. I shall be the richest man on earth.”

As he spoke he unclasped his fist, and showed Max two fair-sized diamonds lying in the hollow of his hand.


CHAPTER XVII.
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THE WEEK FOLLOWING their arrival at their destination was remarkable in more senses than one. After the success which had attended Moreas’ search among the sands of the river-bed it was impossible for him to be idle for a moment. It was no sooner light than he was at work; he kept at it with feverish eagerness until darkness fell; and grudged every hour until dawn should reappear again. Under the influence of their success his old antagonism for Max seemed to have left him. If he were not quite so friendly as he had once been, it seemed as if he were at least anxious to make amends for his conduct in the immediate past. One thing, however, puzzled Max more than he liked to say, and made him suspicious of the other’s overtures. This was the fact that Moreas invariably preferred to do his work alone, and did not appear to mind very much what excuse he made so long as he achieved his object. It is true that in the evening he invariably added his day’s findings to the general store with scrupulous exactness, but on no account would he allow his companion to be present at the washings. Scarcely a day passed without their discovering something of value.

By the end of the month they had discovered six stones of considerable size, fourteen medium, and some twenty or thirty small ones, varying from a quarter to a carat each. These they placed in a small bag and religiously counted every evening.

Influenced by such a run of luck, Moreas’ manner underwent yet another change. He became geniality itself, upbraided himself for his former treatment of Max, and declared that if he had searched the whole world through he could not have found a better companion. He vowed that he entertained the affection of a brother for him.

How, considering all this, Max’s suspicions were first aroused, I cannot say. It may have been that the other’s excessive eagerness to recognise the honesty with which every evening he himself handed over the stones he had collected may have had something to do with it. It is certain, however, that, little by little, a feeling of positive distrust was born in his mind. In vain he tried to dismiss it from his thoughts. The more he told himself that he was doing the other an injustice, the stronger the feeling became that Moreas was playing a double game. He determined to watch him closely, and did so without, however, detecting anything suspicious. For the reason that they worked in different places, it was impossible for him to check all that was found. To propose to work with him, in order that he might keep an eye on him, was equally out of the question.

No, there was nothing for it but for him to watch and wait, hoping that if anything were wrong, some happy chance would enable him to detect and rectify it.

When they had been two months upon the field, and had explored the river up and down for a distance of nearly twenty miles, Max inquired of Moreas whether he did not think it was time for them to return to their friends.

“Perhaps it is,” said Moreas slowly. “And I think it will be better if we tried the other route, through Peru into Brazil. It is just possible it might be both safer and quicker than the way we came.”

“It’s just possible it might,” Max answered, realising at once what the other was driving at.

“But what about the party who are waiting for us on the other side of the mountains? How would it affect them?”

“They would in all probability return to civilisation,” said Moreas, “believing us to be dead. I can’t see that it would be altogether to our disadvantage if they did. What do you say?”

Max was silent for a moment. When he spoke again there was a note in his voice that should have warned the other not to proceed too far with his suggestions.

“Look here, Moreas,” he said, “I can see quite plainly what is in your mind, and, once and for all, let me tell you I will not have it. We are here in the interests of Bertram and the others, as well as to look after ourselves. We have pledged our honour to return within a certain time, and that is what we are going to do! You know me, I think, and you are aware that if I say a thing I mean it. Let that end the matter.”

“Well, well, let it be as you wish,” said Moreas, with extraordinary calmness. “Perhaps it wouldn’t be the thing, and if you are determined to play straight with them I will do the same. You’re a good fellow, Max, and I’m sorry I suggested anything else. Try to forget it.”

Though he spoke so fair and appeared so repentant, Max did not feel any the more inclined to trust him. As a matter of fact, the other’s ready compliance had made him even more suspicious of his motives than before. He knew that unless Moreas had some other plan in his mind he would not have given up his point or dismissed the matter so calmly.

“The rascal has got something up his sleeve,” said Max to himself, when he thought the matter over. “I wish I could discover what it is. The fellow is a thorough-paced thief as well as a would-be murderer. And I’m not going to trust him as far as I can see him.”

For some days after the conversation just recorded, they continued their work as if the subject of their return to civilisation had never been mentioned. Max noticed, however, that his companion did not show as good results as before, the stones were small, milky, and very poor in quality. He spoke to him on the subject.

“The place seems to have suddenly panned out,” the other replied angrily. “Above the bend there is not even an indication of the formacao diamante. I am beginning to think that for the future it is only on the flat we shall discover them.”

Yet even this disastrous intelligence did not prevent him from returning next day to work at the same place. From a vantage spot on the side of the hill to which Max had climbed for the purpose, he could see him busily engaged there, digging and washing as if for dear life. This set Max thinking. Moreas, he knew, would not waste his time, every second of which he valued like so much gold, on unprofitable labour. Then an idea occurred to him, and he determined to act upon it. He had noticed that, every afternoon, a considerable interval elapsed between the time that Moreas had ceased work and his appearance at the camp. What did he do during the time? Max determined to find out. Accordingly, that afternoon, a quarter of an hour or so before the usual time for returning to their camp, he set off along the side of the hill, keeping under cover of the rocks. At last he was near enough to be able to see Moreas in the river-bed, working away with his usual persistence. Five minutes later the other put down his tools and began making his way in an opposite direction to the camp. From the stealthy way in in which he walked, and the manner in which he constantly looked behind him, it was plain that he was afraid of being followed. But, as Max asked himself, if his motives were honest, what should he have to fear?

At last he reached what was evidently his destination, a peculiar cluster of rocks some three-quarters of a mile from the camp. A moment later he had disappeared from view, not to reappear for something like a quarter of an hour. When he did so he looked anxiously about him as before, and then, as soon as he had satisfied himself that his proceedings had not been overlooked, started back for the river-bed, keeping as much cover as possible between himself and the place where he supposed Max to be still working.

Max, in his turn, waited until the other was out of sight and then, skirting the base of the hill, approached the rocks where, a quarter of an hour or so before, Moreas had been so mysteriously engaged. He was quite aware that if by any chance Moreas should return and find him there, it would put an end to their partnership.

“Let that be as it may,” he said to himself, “I’m determined to find out what it was that brought him here.”

When he reached the open space between the rocks, he looked eagerly about him. No sign, however, of anything unusual was to be discovered there. He could not see that the ground had been touched, nor could he find any place where things, such as he was thinking of, could be hidden. The ground was of a sandy description, bare for the most part, but varied here and there with tufts of rough grass, some eight to ten inches in height. After patient investigation he found that one of these showed signs of having lately been pressed down by a heavy weight.

“Now I think I understand,” he said to himself, and immediately resolved to overhaul the smaller rocks in its neighbourhood.

A few minutes later he uttered a cry of delight, and immediately replaced the stone he had lifted. Moving to the other side of the circle he carefully overhauled the neighbourhood, in order to make quite sure that Moreas was not returning. Nothing was to be seen of him, however. He accordingly returned to his examination of the hole. As it proved, he was not wrong in his conjecture. In it reposed what he had quite expected to find there, namely, a small leather bag, similar to that in which the diamonds at the camp were kept.

“So, friend Moreas, you turn out to be a thief after all,” he said, as he sat down upon the ground and opened the bag. “You hand over to me, for the welfare of the syndicate, the small stones you find, while the more valuable you hide here for your own benefit.”

So saying he shot the contents of the bag into the palm of his hand and studied them attentively. It was impossible to say what the collection was worth in its entirety, but the total could scarcely have been less than thirty thousand pounds.

He placed the bag in his pocket, and retraced his steps to the hillside. Once there he sat down and considered the position. To have taken his haul back to the camp, as things stood, would have been the height of folly. In that case they would have been ready at hand for Moreas to take possession of them, should he be lucky enough to put a bullet into Max before the latter could defend himself. No! he must find a new hiding-place for them. He looked the hillside up and down without discovering what he wanted. Then half way to the summit, and a quarter of a mile on his right, he saw a conspicuous rock, the shape of which reminded him irresistibly of a church steeple. For some distance to the eastward the hill was entirely bare. He accordingly hurried thither, and having measured the distance carefully, foot by foot, dug a large hole, seventy-one feet due east from the rock just mentioned. In this hole he placed the bag containing the precious stones, and afterwards returned the soil to its former position, covering it with a small rock, in order that the fact that he had been digging should not be apparent to the casual observer, should one ever chance to pass that way. Then, to make sure that there was no error in his calculations, he carefully stepped the distance once more. As before, it was seventy-one feet exactly. To further impress this fact upon his memory, he took his hunting-knife, bared his breast, and drew, regardless of the pain, a rough picture of the spire rock, and below it the number “seventy-one,” with a large E to indicate the east. The blood gushed out before he had finished, the pain was excruciating, but he showed no sign of flinching. When he had done this he picked up his rifle once more and set off for camp.

On his arrival there he found Moreas seated on a log beside the fire. He looked up as Max came near, and seeing that he was carrying his rifle, asked what sort of luck he had had. The other noticed that there was the same shifty look upon his face that always heralded the approach of mischief. However, since he was prepared for all eventualities, he did not mind so very much. It was when Moreas was genially disposed that he feared him.

“I did not see anything to shoot,” Max replied, as he approached the fire. “What luck have you had?”

“Only two small stones,” answered the other; “One runs, perhaps, to a carat, and the other to about a half. To tell the truth, I’m getting tired of it. Our luck is but half so good as it was.”

“Surely you are not dissatisfied,” said Max, seeing that the moment had come for him to bring his accusation. “You should be the last to say that, seeing the nest-egg you’ve got in the bag under that stone yonder. What more could you want?”

Moreas sprang to his feet with a cry.

“You have taken my stones!” he cried, at the same time producing his pistol. “What have you done with them? Curse you!”

“I have hidden them where you will never find them,” answered Max. Then, seeing that the other was advancing threateningly towards him, he cried, “Stand back, Moreas! I warn you, stand back! If you come a step closer, your blood be upon your own head.”

“Damn your waste of words!” stormed the other, scarcely able to speak for the rage that was consuming him. “Give me my stones. Tell me where you have hidden them.”

“I’ll tell you nothing,” retorted Max, “save that you had better not come any nearer. I know you for the traitorous cur you are, and if you advance another step I’ll shoot you.”

But Moreas was too far gone to hear or heed him. A fit of demoniacal rage had taken possession of him. The madness he had shown in the desert, and which had since died down, had returned to him once more and with a yell of fury he pointed his revolver at Max and fired. The bullet whistled past the other’s ear. He fired again, this time with better execution, for Max felt a stab, as of a red-hot knitting needle passing through his shoulder, and knew that he was hit. Still able, however, to lift his arm, he raised his rifle, pointed it, and pulled the trigger. Moreas leapt into the air with a cry, and an instant later fell forward on his face. His body quivered for a moment, and then all was still.

“Exit Moreas,” said Max quietly, and then, letting his rifle fall, put up his right hand to his face. The world was swimming before his eyes. He staggered and fell to the ground in a dead faint. How long he lay there he could not tell, but when his senses returned to him it was night and the stars were shining brightly. His shoulder hurt him terribly, but he gave it scarcely a thought. “What shall I do?” he muttered, as he staggered to his feet. “I cannot stay here. This place is accursed.”

His one all-mastering desire was to be done with that plain for ever. He felt that it would drive him mad to stay on it another hour. The fire was still burning, though very faintly; sufficient light, however, came from it to show him Moreas’ body still lying beside it. The man’s dying shriek rang in his ears, as it would ring so long as he could hear anything. He shuddered, as the recollection of the scene occurred to him. There was no doubt about it, he must get away at once. With as much haste as he could command, he stumbled about the camp, collecting the two mules and loading them with such things as he desired to carry away with him. The small bag of diamonds, to which Moreas had contributed a minor share, he resolved to take with him. With the others, however, which had been the cause of all the trouble, and for which Moreas had paid with his life, he would have nothing to do. If the other members of the party desired to possess them, let them come after them and find them for themselves. For his part, he was not going to handle them again. Then, throwing another shuddering glance at his dead foe, he reeled away in the dark up the hillside, en route for civilisation once more. The spirit of Moreas seemed to be walking beside him, and it was as if his last dreadful shriek echoed continually among the hills. Scarcely knowing what he was doing, weak and exhausted from loss of blood, he staggered on as best he could, willing to do or bear anything rather than remain in a place, the mere thought of which was as bitter to him as hell. At last, unable to go any further, he threw himself down upon the ground and fell into a deep sleep that was something more than a mere slumber. He can remember nothing more save that one longing continually possessed him, namely, to push on in search of Bertram, and never to see that plain again.

How he managed to accomplish it in the condition in which he was then, no one will ever know. It is quite certain that he himself could not tell. Cross the range, however, and that terrible desert on the other side of it, he certainly did. A month later, with both mules missing, though where he had lost them he could not tell, and his own frame reduced to a skeleton, he reached the spot in the mountains where he and Bertram had drawn lots and had said good-bye to each other so many months before. Then he dropped, as he thought, to die.


CHAPTER XVIII.
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MAX’S SURPRISE MAY be imagined when, after he had fallen unconscious, he opened his eyes to find Bertram kneeling beside him.

“Thank God!” said the latter, as soon as he saw that his friend recognised him. “We had begun to think it was all over with you.”

Max endeavoured to speak, but his voice was too weak to utter a word. A moment later he had closed his eyes once more. Though so near death’s door, he had managed to slip out before that grim portal had actually closed upon him. The effect of all that he had been through, however, was not to be shaken off in a day. For a week he hovered between life and death, devotedly attended by Bertram, who scarcely left his side for a moment. Needless to say, the curiosity of the trio was painfully excited to know what had become of Moreas, and how it was that Max had returned alone. The bullet-wound in his shoulder and the marks upon his chest, which, by the way, were beginning to heal, only added to their wonderment. But, anxious as they were to hear the story, Bertram would not allow him to give them as much as a hint of it until he was strong enough to do so without fear of injury to himself. Then, for one never-to-be-forgotten hour, Max spoke. He described all that had befallen them since they had said farewell to each other; he told them of the success that had attended their labours on the field, and then went on to speak of Moreas’ treachery, and of the last great discovery he had made.

“Feeling that it was the only thing to be done, I returned to the camp and taxed him with it,” he continued. “As soon as he knew that he was discovered, and not only discovered, but that his precious stones had been found and hidden elsewhere, he was beside himself with rage. For my own part, I believe it was his intention, in any case, to have shot me as soon as I should return; be that as it may, however, he certainly fired at me, and his bullet pierced my shoulder. In return, I shot him dead. Then, without thought of anything else, save to see the last of it, I gathered my goods together and fairly bolted from the plain.”

“But what about the second bag of diamonds?” cried Rodriguez, and Pereira echoed the question.

“I left them in the place I had chosen for them,” Max replied. “There let them remain.”

“Hear, hear!” said Bertram. “I for one will have nothing to do with them.”

The two Spaniards, however, thought otherwise. If Moreas were dead, and the two others were willing to forego their share, here was a chance of a glorious fortune for both of them. Max, however, encouraged by Bertram, remained obstinate. He was determined that the two men, even provided they were willing to run the risks attendant on reaching the plain, should not obtain the stones. They might curse, implore, threaten, and cajole, but without success.

“There are diamonds there,” said Max. “If you are desirous of making your fortunes, go and search for yourselves; but the stones which cost Moreas his life, and very nearly cost me mine, shall remain where they are hidden.”

With that decision the two men were compelled to be content, but black looks and sinister mutterings became the order of the day, and more than once it was necessary for Bertram to give them very plainly to understand what course he should adopt in the event of certain contingencies arising.

“And what are we going to do now?” Bertram inquired of Max, when the latter had recovered sufficiently to make it possible for them to think of retracing their steps to civilisation.

“That’s more than I can say,” Max replied. “Let us get back into the world first.”

Next day they accordingly started on their homeward journey, but for the first week they were compelled to travel slowly, on account of Max’s still enfeebled condition. Little by little, however, his strength returned to him, until, by the time they had reached the forest, which alone separated them from the village at the end of the railway, the same at which they had purchased the mules, he was almost himself again. On arrival they installed themselves at the hospederia, the same at which Bertram had announced his recognition of Max as the Crown Prince of Pannonia, and at which Moreas and the Spaniards had indulged in their orgie so many months before. What a variety of things had happened since they had said good-bye to it! Then, they had been setting out on the expedition, full of hope and confidence; now, they had returned, minus one of their party, and without the great wealth which they expected to bring with them. They had, however, the small bag which Max had brought with him, and this being so, on the morning following their arrival, Bertram set off for Rio, returning next day with an elderly individual who weighed, tested, and valued the stones. A price having been agreed upon between them, the money was paid over and each man received his share, after which the old gentleman returned to the capital, and all that was left was for Max and Bertram to decide what their future movements should be. The two Spaniards had determined to take a holiday, then they intended purchasing fresh mules with which to make another attempt to reach the place where the diamonds were hidden. Again and again they had endeavoured to induce Max to reveal the hiding-place, but without success. Finding entreaty useless, they attempted to bribe him, promising him first a quarter and at last half the stones, if he would supply them with the necessary information. But he was not to be tempted. Bertram and he had decided that since Moreas had paid for the stones with his life, they should not be touched. Accordingly, they departed next day for Rio.

“Have you formed any plans for the future?” inquired Bertram of Max, when they were alone together.

“None,” Max replied, “except that I am determined to leave Brazil as soon as possible. Have you anything to propose?”

“Not at present,” the other replied. “If only there were some fighting to be had, I should have liked to have tried my hand at soldiering. But when we left the world was so confoundedly peaceful, and I suppose it is still. There’s one idea that I have at the back of my head, however. I don’t know whether it would commend itself to you?”

“Tell me about it,” said Max.

“Well, it concerns the South Sea Islands,” said Bertram a little diffidently. “Ever since I was a youngster I’ve had a hankering to visit them. In fact, it was my original intention to do so, and if I hadn’t got stranded in this country, who knows but what I might have been a king by this time.”

“The South Sea Islands?” said Max at once. “I’m inclined to think that’s not by any means a bad idea. And what was it your intention to do there besides founding a kingdom?”

“I thought of purchasing a schooner and going in for the island trade,” the other answered. “It must be a jolly life, if all one hears is true. Sailing continually across blue seas, amongst the loveliest islands man can imagine, dealing with the pleasantest people on earth — —”

“And figuring as the pièce de résistance at some native banquet, I suppose,” answered Max with a laugh. “Seriously, I like the idea immensely. Why shouldn’t we try it together? We’re both in possession of a decent sum of money, and if we make our way to Buenos Ayres, and then across the Andes into Chili, we could easily get a boat from Valparaiso to Honolulu. We shouldn’t find much difficulty in picking up a handy schooner I expect, and then the firm of Bertram & Mortimer could be placed on a definite footing. What do you say?”

“It’s just the very thing I should enjoy,” answered Bertram. “But what about yourself? Are you as determined as ever not to return to Europe?”

“Every bit as determined,” Max replied. “In point of fact, I intend going a step further. As soon as we get to Rio I shall have a document drawn up in which I shall renounce, once and for all, any claim I may have upon the throne. Let my brother take it; he is a far better man in every way, and though you may think me a fool for saying so, I have felt for many years positively certain in my own mind that he is decreed by fate to occupy it.”

With that, Max told Bertram the old legend of Michael’s cross, and of the gipsy’s prophecy concerning it.

“Do you really mean to say that you believe it?” asked Bertram when he had finished.

“I certainly do,” Max answered, “and you can see for yourself how much of it has come true. Paul has Michael’s cross upon his brow, and he will sit upon the throne as soon as the Republic shall come to an end. I am as confident of that as I am of anything. And now let us discuss the pros and cons of this South Seas business. I am all eagerness to embark upon it.”

They did as he suggested, and for over an hour were busily engaged working out the details of the scheme. Eventually it was arranged that they should start for Rio next morning, and find some one there to draw up the deed of which Max had just spoken, and who could be trusted to keep his secret, and when it had been despatched to the proper quarter, make for the capital of the Argentine, and thence across the Andes into Chili, embarking as soon as a vessel could be found for the islands. That night Max dreamed of tropical islands lifting their palm-clad heads out of azure seas, of fast-sailing schooners, and a life that was all sunshine and excitement. When he woke he was even more keen on the notion than he had been on the previous day. They caught an early train for Rio, and towards the middle of the afternoon found themselves once more in the capital of the Republic. Now what Max had to do was to get his money out of the bank and to transact his legal business without Brockford or De Montezma becoming aware of it.

“I will give you my cheque,” he said to Bertram, when they had taken up their abode at a small hotel at the opposite end of the town to that at which his friends had their offices. “You can cash it while I remain in the background.”

Bertram agreed, and set off upon his errand. On entering the bank he placed the cheque upon the counter. The cashier picked it up and examined the signature with a look of surprise upon his face. The manager happened to be passing at the moment, and when the draft was shown to him he glanced sharply at Bertram.

“Pardon me,” he began, “but might I request the favour of a few moments’ conversation with you while the cashier is counting the money?”

“I shall be very pleased,” said Bertram, and when the manager had given an instruction in an undertone to one of his clerks, he followed him into his private room. The door having been closed, and when the other had pushed forward a chair, Bertram inquired what he could do for him.

“I notice that you have presented a draft signed by Mr. Mortimer, who, a few months since, was employed in the firm of Montezma & Co., of this city. I also notice that the cheque is dated to-day, a circumstance which would seem to point to the fact that Mr. Mortimer is in Rio at the present moment.”

“That is quite possible,” Bertram returned stiffly. “He may be or he may not. I don’t see how it concerns anyone but himself. I am not aware that he has done anything to necessitate his keeping out of the way!”

“I am afraid we are playing at cross purposes,” said Doubleday. “Pray do not imagine that I am in any way antagonistic to his Royal — —”

Bertram pricked up his ears. So the manager was also aware that Max was the Crown Prince of Pannonia? He was sorry for that; it might lead to complications.

“My only desire,” the other continued, “for speaking to you about — well, about Mr. Mortimer, was that, should you know his address, you might be able to tell him how anxiously his friends have been seeking his whereabouts. If he would only grant them an interview, they would be so thankful.”

“That, I feel sure, he will not do,” said Bertram. “Nothing would induce him to think of such a thing.”

The manager sighed.

“It seems a pity,” he went on. “I cannot think why he should be so wilful.”

“Nor I,” answered Bertram. “The fact, however, remains that it is his own business, and he is entitled to conduct it as he pleases.” As he said this he rose.

“I will see if your money is prepared,” said the manager, following him.

“Many thanks,” returned Bertram, and when he had received it from the cashier, he left the bank, the manager bidding him good-bye upon the doorstep. Then, having made sure he was not being followed by anyone from the bank, he set off as fast as he could go in the direction of the inn where he and Max had taken up their abode. He was not aware that Mr. Brockford had been standing on the opposite side of the street waiting for him to come out, and that as soon as he did so and had started on his walk, the other followed him, keeping a safe distance behind, but never for one moment losing sight of him. Reaching the inn, Bertram made his way to their sitting-room and handed Max the money. He was in the act of informing him of what had taken place at the bank, when there was a tap at the door. A moment later it opened, and Brockford stood before them.

Max sprang to his feet with an exclamation of astonishment.

“Brockford!” he cried, “what on earth does this mean? How did you know I was here?”

He looked at Bertram as if he thought he must be responsible for the other’s presence.

“You do your friend an injustice if you suspect him,” said Brockford. “He did not know that I was following him. It was Doubleday, the bank manager, who put me on the trail. He sent word to me that your friend was at the bank, and when he left I followed him here. Thank God, I have found you at last. We have searched the country for you. Oh, you foolish man, why did you run away like that?”

“Because my brother Paul was in Rio looking for me,” Max replied simply. “To have remained here would have been to have fallen into his hands.”

“And could you have fallen into kinder hands?”

“That is beside the point,” said Max. “It is because of his love for me that I must keep out of the way. It may sound paradoxical to say so, but it is the truth.”

“Well, you can keep out of the way no longer now,” answered Brockford. “You have returned in the nick of time.”

“Returned for what?” Max inquired in astonishment.

“Do you mean to say that you don’t know?” asked the other.

“I know nothing,” Max replied, with an unmistakable faltering in his voice. “We have been in the wilds so long that we are ignorant of all that has happened elsewhere. What is it?”

Bertram noticed that the hand resting on the back of the chair trembled.

“What have you to tell me?” he asked again.

“Is it possible that you are not aware that you are the King of Pannonia?” continued Brockford in an awed voice.

Max started back with an exclamation of horror.

“King!” he cried in a choking voice. “My God, man! What do you mean? You don’t mean — that — that — —”

“I mean that your father is dead, Sire,” said Brockford quietly. “He died three months ago, and your mother followed him six weeks later.”

This was more than Max could bear. He dropped into a chair and covered his face with his hands. For some minutes silence reigned in the room. Then he rose and, with a face white and haggard as a sere cloth, turned to Brockford.

“Tell me everything,” he said. “I’m stronger now and can bear it.”

Thereupon, Brockford, to whom I had written, in case he should hear of him, gave a complete résumé of all that had occurred during his absence. He informed him of our father’s death, just at the time when there was a possibility of Pannonia becoming a Monarchy once more. He told him of our mother’s end such a short time afterwards; of the gradual crumbling away of the Republic, and of the war with Mandravia to which it had given rise. He revealed to him the fact that being unable to find Max, search how I would, and seeing that there was no time to lose, I had sprung into the breach, and, supported by the Count von Marquart, now a very old man, but as keen and self-assertive as of yore, and the majority of the nobles, had seized the throne and declared myself Regent in his stead. Max’s face, so Brockford has since told me, when he heard the news, was almost transformed.

“I have heard a great deal during my life,” said the latter, “of what is called kingly dignity. I never realised what it was, however, until I looked at his. At that moment he was every inch a king.”

“Father and mother dead,” he said, “and my country in danger. There is no doubt now; no doubt at all.”

The others did not understand what he meant at the time, but they have learnt since.

“My friends,” he began in a softer voice than he had yet used, “my kind friends, you see how this news has affected me. Will you give me time to think it over?”

They were about to withdraw in order to leave him alone with his thoughts.

“Will your Majesty believe that all I have is at your Majesty’s disposal?” said Brockford, in an undertone before he left.

Max started as if he had been stung.

“No, no!” he cried, “you must not call me that.”

An hour later he was back at Brockford’s house at Paquetá, where for some hours he shut himself up and would see nobody. He was fighting the greatest battle of his life. During the afternoon he called for all the newspapers that could be procured, in order that he might study the war from its commencement. Later on he left his room and found the other two men in the garden. Traces of the struggle he had passed through still lingered on his face as he greeted them. It was plainly seen that he had arrived at a decision.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “I ask you to give me your words of honour, that what I am about to say shall never pass your lips.”

He waited for them to speak. They looked first at each other and then at him. At last they gave him their assurance that his wish should be respected.

“I have fought it out by myself,” he said, “and have come to a conclusion. I shall return to Pannonia at once!”

“God bless you!” muttered Brockford, but not so low that Max could not hear it.

“My country is at war, and if she is to be victorious, every son who has the strength to wield a sword should rally to her assistance. It is my intention to go back and offer my services, not in the capacity of her king, but taking my place beside the humblest in the ranks. I place my life in the hands of God, and leave the issue with Him. If Pannonia is victorious, then I shall have proved my love for her, and it is possible that what you wish may some day come to pass. If not, then I shall have done what I shall always believe to have been my duty.”

“In that case, I have a request to make,” said Bertram nervously.

“What is it?” Max inquired. “It would be hard if I could not grant it, seeing that I already owe you a debt I never can repay.”

“It is that, if you are going, you will allow me to accompany you?”

“You shall do so if you wish,” said Max quietly, and as he said it he held out his hand, which the other took.

Two days later Max and Bertram sailed for Europe.


CHAPTER XIX.
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OF THE VARIOUS vicissitudes which befell our unhappy country from the time that, egged on to ruin by unscrupulous men, she drove her sovereign across the border to seek an asylum elsewhere, it would be impossible for me to speak in anything like detail. It must suffice, therefore, that the long record of chicanery and blundering, of mismanagement and oppression found its climax in the war to which I referred at the end of the previous chapter. Dark as the outlook seemed, it was destined to become even blacker before many months were passed. The battles which marked the opening of the campaign have long since become a matter of history, partly by reason of the desperate heroism shown by our troops, but more, I fear, on account of the inability and blunderings of their leaders. How heartrending that time was to us I must leave my readers to imagine. Max seemed lost for ever; I was in exile, and yet we were compelled to remain inactive, watching our devoted country rushing headlong to the ruin which had been so long prophesied for it. Had it not been for the counsels of my friends I should have returned to Pannonia at the outbreak of hostilities, and have offered myself for service in her army in any capacity they might have chosen for me. This, however, I was earnestly implored not to do. Accordingly I remained in England, watching the struggle with an aching heart, dreading the worst, yet unable to do anything to avert the catastrophe I felt sure must come. Then came the chance I was so eagerly awaiting, and, as all the world knows, on the sixteenth of September, a most fateful day in Pannonia’s history, the Republic was overthrown, and, at the unanimous wish of the country, I returned to act as Regent until my brother’s whereabouts should be discovered. Of the emotions I experienced when once more I set foot upon Pannonian soil, I will not speak here. They are too sacred for the cold publicity of print.

Having thus roughly summarised the events that occurred between the time that Max and Bertram had decided to see service in Pannonia, and my return to that country, I must now follow the record of my brother’s doings. Of all the strange events in Max’s life, there was not one stranger or more characteristic of him than his decision in this matter. It was on the 31st of July, that is to say, a fortnight before the battle of Depzig, the same in which our forces suffered such a disastrous defeat, that he set foot with his faithful companion upon his native soil. A week later, as if to make amends, General Groplau, with a zeal and gallantry that is beyond all praise, met and defeated a force of the enemy much greater than his own. It was with his army that Max took service, not as became his rank, but in the capacity of a private soldier. That he and his companion had seen service before soon became apparent, but little did anyone guess that the stalwart, handsome man, who did not know the meaning of the word fear, who was never tired, and whose only apparent desire was to be placed where the danger was greatest, was none other than their king. During the first month of his new life he was present at no less than three battles, in each of which he displayed conspicuous heroism. Brave as our soldiers were, such valour as his could scarcely fail to have passed unnoticed. But it was not until that dreadful day when Gredlau was lost, and all the officers of his own regiment had been killed, and he had rallied what remained of the men, continuing the fight until they were nearly all disabled and shot down, that any recognition of his bravery was afforded him. Then he was summoned to the general’s presence. He had been wounded in the arm, and was still weak from loss of blood.

“Your conduct has been reported to me,” said the general, who, being a brave man himself, could recognise courage in others. “I can only regret that your efforts were not rewarded with success. I am proud to offer you a commission in the regiment you have served so well. I know of no man who has a better right to it.”

Max saluted.

“Pardon me, general,” he said respectfully, but firmly, “but — but, with your permission, I must decline the honour.”

“Decline the honour!” cried the other in surprise, and also with some asperity. “What do you mean? Surely you understand the honour that has been done you?”

“I understand perfectly,” Max replied. “Yet I would prefer to remain as I am.”

Whatever the general’s thoughts may have been, it is certain that his surprise equalled them. His experience of men had shown them to be more ready to seek rewards than to decline them. However, he had no time to analyse such a phenomenon just then.

“As you please, as you please,” he answered. “Remain in the ranks if you prefer it. It seems to me, however, that you are throwing away the one chance of your life.”

Then calling one of his aides-de-camp, he turned his attention to another matter, and Max, having saluted, returned to his bivouac. But though the general appeared to have set the matter aside, it did not seem as if he had altogether forgotten it, for later on, commenting on the incident, he said to one of his officers, “That man’s face worries me. He is like a person I have seen before, but I cannot, for the life of me, think whose face it is, or where I met its owner.”

On two other occasions Max came even nearer to being discovered. A week or so later he was on sentry duty, when a man, who had for many years acted as intermediary between the Count von Marquart and our father in England, stopped his horse and addressed a question to him. For a moment Max thought he could scarcely fail to recognise him, but the beard he wore, and the uniform of a private soldier must have changed his appearance, for the officer passed on without comment. The third occasion, however, was more desperate than either I have yet described.

It was in the early morning on the day when the battle of Hehnsdorff was fought, and Max’s regiment, with two others of the line, were sent to occupy the village on the right bank of the river. For hours they defended it with the tenacity of despair. At last, the general, seeing that it was hopeless to continue to hold it, despatched an aide with an order to the officer in command to abandon it and to fall back upon a wood some three-quarters of a mile or so to the rear. The aide had scarcely entered the main street of the little hamlet, when a shell burst in the road, killing his horse and tearing a great gaping wound in the young fellow’s side. Seeing what had happened, Max, who, with Bertram and several others, was in a cottage close at hand, ran to his assistance. It was a shocking spectacle they had before them, but, despite the blood, Max recognised the man. Picking him up as tenderly as possible, he bore him to the cottage where the commander was located.

The poor fellow had just strength enough left to say, “The general bids you retire, and take up your position in the wood behind the church,” when his head fell forward and he fainted. A moment later the order was given, the village was vacated, and the troops were slowly and sullenly retiring in the direction indicated. The aide-de-camp still lay where they had placed him, his life-blood slowly ebbing from him and forming a pool by his side.

“He’s a man I’ve known all my life,” said Max hoarsely to Bertram. “I can’t leave him here. Between us we’ll carry him to the rear, though I fear the surgeons can do nothing for him.”

Thus encumbered they set off across the open ground, now being ploughed by the shells of the enemy. How it was they were not hit it is impossible to say, yet, incredible as it may appear, they reached the wood in safety. On the further side the surgeons were at work, and thither they bore the dying man. But officer or no officer, it was necessary that he should wait his turn, and seeing this, Max placed him upon the ground and endeavoured to make him as comfortable as possible. That his case was hopeless there could be no sort of doubt. Indeed, he was little more than a dead man as it was. Rising to his feet, for he had been kneeling beside the other, Max was about to return to where his comrades had taken up their position, when the wounded man opened his eyes and looked up at him. Max saw that he was trying to speak, and he accordingly knelt down beside him, for he saw that the other had recognised him.

“Your Majesty,” he whispered. Then after a pause he added, “Thank God you are found at last!”

“Hush! hush!” Max replied. “I am no king, only a Pannonian soldier!”

“You are both,” gasped the dying man. “They have searched everywhere for you. This must be told.”

“No, no!” answered Max. “I can never consent.”

But the other was not to be denied. Putting forth all the strength that remained in him, he raised himself and called one of the doctors by name.

The surgeon, who happened to be disengaged at the moment, hastened towards him. Before he could reach him, however, the poor fellow had fallen upon the ground, and was dead. With a cold sweat upon his forehead, such as the fear of battle had never been able to produce, Max staggered to his feet.

“He is dead,” said the doctor, after a brief examination. “Poor Fritz! poor Fritz! it will break his mother’s heart. Where did this happen, my man?”

“In the village yonder,” Max replied. “He was conveying an order to our colonel to retire.”

Then with a choking feeling in his throat he made his way, accompanied by Bertram, to the wood.

“That was a very near thing for you,” said the latter, as they hurried along. “Oh, why won’t you declare yourself and take up the position which is yours by right?”

“Not yet, not yet,” said Max, shaking his head. “Fate will decide everything for me in good time. I intend to leave it to her.”

Fate very nearly decided it for him on three occasions during the next few hours. Once his helmet was knocked off by a bullet, once he was only saved by the butt of his rifle, which he had lowered to reload, while on the third occasion he was giving water to a wounded man, who had fallen beside him, when a bullet shattered the bottle he held in his hand.

Next morning it was rumoured in the camp that I, Prince Paul, had returned to Pannonia, that the Republic was no more, and that the Ramonyi dynasty had come to its own again. Later in the day the news was officially communicated to the troops, and with his comrades, ragged, tattered, weary, half-starved, and altogether forlorn, Max swore allegiance to himself. A more grotesque situation could scarcely be imagined.

“Prince Paul is declared Regent for his brother,” said a grey-haired sergeant, as they ate their frugal supper by the camp fire. “I wonder where the king is?”

I have often conjectured what he would have said had he known that the missing man was at that moment seated beside him.

Strange though it may seem, from the very moment of the return of our family to Pannonia, a change took place in the war. Success after success crowned our efforts, in consequence of which our troops took heart, until, at last, instead of carrying on the strife in our own country, on the twenty-second day of October we, for the first time, crossed the borders, driving the enemy before us. Little by little, but with a sureness and steadiness there could be no mistaking or denying, Groplau was working out the plan he had long since formed in his mind. With what sort of good fortune it was attended all those who have followed the history of the war will be familiar. They will recall how fifty thousand troops, by culpable negligence on the part of the enemy’s leaders, were divided into two portions and were prevented from uniting again; how the Count von Leckstein, by a swift flank movement, cut off their retreat, thus compelling them to take refuge in the city of Zaarfburg. No success could have been more complete, no movement more thoroughly prepared, or more admirably carried out. Contesting every inch of the way, fighting with the fury that was the outcome of despair, for they must have known that they were lost, hemmed in on every side, they at length entered the gates of the same city as that into which Rudolf the Brave had once brought a victorious army and more than two thousand prisoners. Still working with the same mathematical precision, Groplau’s army took up its position on the plain that surrounded it, and there and then the siege commenced. Winter came and found the garrison still holding out. It was, however, as impossible for them to escape as it was for us to get in. Their vigilance was only equalled by our own. In other parts of the country the war was proceeding with varying success; here, however, save for the continual artillery duel, there was little or no fighting. The suspense, to say nothing of the inactivity, was wearying in the extreme, until, at last, every one felt convinced that something must be done to relieve it.

“It seems strange,” said Bertram to Max one day, as they stood watching the picturesque old city across the river, “that it should be so difficult to get inside those walls. Surely there must be some way of managing it?”

“That’s just what I’ve been thinking lately,” answered Max. “I should very much like to make the attempt. It would be an adventure after my own heart.”

“If you are willing to try,” returned the other, “I would go into it with you. What a grand thing it would be!”

“If only we could open the gates to admit our troops!” said Max. “It seems impossible at first glance, but we might do our best. Even if we did not succeed it would not very much matter. I’ve a good mind to ask permission to make the attempt.”

That evening he announced that he had been fortunate enough to obtain his commanding officer’s consent to investigate the walls and river bank with a view to entering the city.

“You can never succeed,” said that gruff and grim old officer when he had heard everything, “and your life will in all probability pay the forfeit. But you have earned the right to make the attempt, my lad, and if you are willing to be such a fool as to run the risk, Heaven forbid that I should attempt to prevent you. Try your luck, and let me know, if you are not killed, how you succeed.”

Permission having been thus grudgingly obtained, Max and Bertram repaired to their quarters to work out their plans and to make the preparations for the adventures of the evening. Undeterred by any thought of the risk they would run, they worked away as happily as schoolboys. A little before midnight they left the camp and made their way cautiously across the open country toward the somewhat sluggish river that made the circuit of the city walls. Fortunately for them the night was dark, and a thick drizzle was falling, blotting out the landscape effectually, and making it extremely difficult to see more than a few yards ahead. Though they knew that for this reason the guards would in all probability be more on the alert than usual, they had the consolation of knowing that the chances were that, hidden by the mist, their presence would be less likely to be discovered than on other occasions. For some time past a certain portion of the wall had exercised a great fascination for Max. The particular section in question was not a great distance removed from the main gate, and, for more reasons than one, it seemed to him that if an attack was to be made at all this was the place at which it should be attempted. It was towards this point, accordingly, that they directed their steps, proceeding with the greatest caution, until at length they reached the river’s bank.

“It strikes me we’re likely to have a cold swim,” Max whispered to his companion, as he looked across the water. “Keep as close to me as you can, and, above all, make no noise. If you do they’ll fire upon us that instant.”

A few moments later they were in the water, striking out for the opposite bank. As Max had predicted, the water was bitterly cold; fortunately, however, they were both strong swimmers, and the distance was not sufficiently great to subject them to any great amount of risk so far as cramp was concerned.

As they got a footing on the opposite bank, above them towered the city wall, rising to a height of scarcely less than forty feet. At its foot, and directly in front of them, was a strip of sloping bank some six or eight feet in width. Taking care to make no noise, even though it would be scarcely likely to be heard had they done so, they climbed up, and then carefully walked along this narrow platform, pausing now and again to carefully examine the wall and to make a note of the facilities it presented for effecting the purpose they had in view. Much to their disappointment, however, no fitting place presented itself. It is true that with the assistance of a ladder it might have been possible to scale the wall, but the strip of bank before referred to was so short and narrow, and the height of the wall itself was so great, that the number of ladders which could have been set upon it would have been quite inadequate to carry the force of men necessary to ensure the success of such a gigantic undertaking.

“And yet it is the only place,” said Max, in a disappointed whisper, “in the whole circuit of the walls where it would be safe to try. Let me get fifty men over at this point and I guarantee to seize the main gate and to have the troops in the city before anyone could tell what had happened. As it is, there is nothing for it but for us to return and to test some other place another night.”

Seeing that it was no use their remaining, and remembering that every moment they delayed added to their danger, they determined to set off. As noiselessly as otters, therefore, they slipped into the water and re-crossed the river. Immediately on their return to camp, Max reported himself to his commanding officer and informed him of the ill-success which had followed their enterprise.

“As I expected,” he answered, when they had unfolded to him the various details of the attempt.

“However, it’s a good thing you got back safely and without arousing their suspicions. Do I understand you to say that you desire to try your luck again?”

“Again and again until we succeed,” Max replied. “There must be some way of getting in, if it can only be found. I mean to find it.”

The colonel looked curiously at the man before him. He noticed that he did not speak like a common soldier, and he wondered what his history could be. He asked one or two further questions, and then bade him return to his quarters, giving them permission to make the attempt again, if they were still crack-brained enough to desire to do so.

The next night proved too fine for the attempt, but on the night following, having made a careful inspection of the neighbourhood during the day, and finding that it was sufficiently dark for them to cross the river, they set off. This time, however, they met with no better success than before, and returned from their expedition disappointed, but by no means disheartened.

“No,” said Max to Bertram, when they discussed the matter in solemn conclave afterwards, “there can be no sort of doubt about one thing, and that is the fact that the place we first tried near the main gates is the point, and the only one that is likely to serve our purpose.”

For the next few days he was occupied in a brown study, turning and twisting the situation in his mind. Then an idea occurred to him, an idea so luminous that he wondered he had not thought of it before. He described it to Bertram, who, sanguine as ever, declared that it could not be anything but successful. They therefore set off once more to interview the colonel, to whom Max explained his scheme.

“I scarcely know what to say,” the other replied, when he had heard him out. “The notion certainly seems feasible enough, and, given a considerable slice of luck, might possibly succeed; the question is, however, whether the enemy would allow it to be carried out. One small slip and it would result in a fiasco. However, I will lay it before General Groplau without delay, and hear what he has to say. If there is any chance of success in it you may be sure it will be tried. The Prince Regent is expected here next week, and I have no doubt the general would like to present him with the keys of the city as a souvenir of his first visit to his army.”

Bertram has since informed me that Max turned very pale on hearing this. The colonel, however, was too much occupied with another matter, which had just been presented to him to notice his consternation. Even had he done so, I doubt very much whether he would have had any suspicion of the cause which had given rise to it. Later that evening he sent an orderly to call Max to his presence once more.

“I have spoken to the general,” he said, “and I may tell you that he is favourably inclined towards the scheme you have submitted. He desires to question you upon the subject personally, so that you had better make your way to his quarters with me and tell him everything.”

Max did as he was directed, and followed his colonel along the hillside to the château, where General Groplau had taken up his residence. The General was in his study.

“Your commanding officer,” he said, as Max entered, “has informed me that you and one of your fellow-men are desirous of making an attempt to enter the city. Furnish me, in detail, with your plan.”

Thus encouraged, Max set to work and gave the general an outline of the idea he had formed in his own mind. After he had finished, the other rapped upon the writing-table softly with his fingers, and his brow was knitted in thought. On his calling for a plan it was brought to him, and he studied it attentively.

“I hear you have already crossed the river under cover of night. Is this so?”

Max respectfully replied that it was, whereupon the other put several further questions to him. When he had heard the answers he once more turned to the plan before him.

“You have an adventurous spirit,” he said, looking up after some minutes had elapsed, “I have heard of you before. If I am not mistaken, you are the man to whom I offered a commission, and who surprised me by declining it. Is not that so?”

Max replied in the affirmative, and when he saw the searching way in which the general scanned his face, began to wish he had not been so ready to come to headquarters.

“Well, well,” said the other at last, “you have your own reasons, I suppose; reasons which have nothing whatsoever to do with me. However, with regard to this scheme of yours, it seems feasible, and if you are willing to make the attempt I shall be pleased to grant you the necessary permission. A dark night must be chosen, however, and the men must be selected with the utmost care. If your attempt is successful, you will have done a deed which I do not think you will have reason ever to regret. If it fails, I don’t suppose we shall hear of you again. Now you can go and make your preparations. Inform your commanding officer of everything you do. And, above all, do not act until you hear from me.”

Thus encouraged, Max spent the next few days in preparing for the desperate attempt upon which he and Bertram had so set their hearts. There was so much to be done, so many matters to be arranged; there were competent and trustworthy men to be chosen and instructed in the parts they were to play, and, above all, there was the necessity of preventing the enemy from having any suspicion of what they were about to do.

December 12th, as, alas! many unfortunate families have good reason to remember, opened with sunshine, and was more like a spring than a winter’s day. Towards noon, however, clouds appeared in the sky, and as day closed in, snow commenced to fall, and showed every sign of continuing. Nothing could have been better suited to the expedition Max had in view. To his commanding officer he applied for permission to act that night, which permission, all the necessary preparations being made, was readily accorded him. It was still snowing heavily, and, in consequence, the night was so dark and thick that it was scarcely possible to see half a dozen steps ahead. Sad though the recollections of that dreadful time must naturally be to me, for the honour of my House, I like to try and picture Max as he was at that moment. It was his fertile brain which had originated the scheme; it was he who was leading the assault. His valour was well known to the men who were accompanying him, and they would follow wherever he might lead; nevertheless, I fancy they would have gone with him with even greater eagerness had they been aware that their leader was also their king. In order that their presence should run no risk of attracting attention, the order was given to advance towards the river in skirmishing order. Once there they laid themselves down in a sheltered spot upon the bank and waited while Max, who this time would not permit Bertram to accompany him, made his preparations for crossing the river. A small raft, capable of carrying the implements and the stores it was necessary he should take with him, had already been built, and this, with its precious cargo, was now placed in the stream. The men had been instructed before setting out that not a word was to be spoken or a movement made until Max rejoined them. Then, creeping down the bank he lowered himself into the black, icy water below, and struck out for mid-stream, pushing his raft before him as he went. So heavy was the snowstorm, and consequently so dark was the night, that he could see nothing of his direction, and was therefore compelled to trust mainly to chance, in order to arrive safely at the proper spot on the other side. Above all, he knew he must make no noise. While, under existing conditions, he had small fear of being observed by the sentries on the battlements above, yet he had no desire to run any unnecessary risks.

Only let one of them, he argued, entertain the least suspicion of what was going on below, and farewell to the success of his plans. As events turned out, he was luckier than he expected to be. Having made better allowance for the sluggish current than he had imagined, he was at last rewarded by feeling the further side of the raft grating against the bank. Next moment his feet touched the bottom, and he knew that he was at his destination. So far, everything had progressed admirably, but it was at this point that his real work began. Having reached the security of the bank, he removed the various articles from the raft, drew it out of the water, and placed it carefully against the wall. He feared that if he sent it floating on down stream, it might chance to be observed from the gates, and thus suspicion be aroused. Then, with as little noise as possible, he set to work to dig a hole at the foot of the wall; this finished, he began another one, a short distance further along the shelving bank. The ground was frozen, and so loud did the ring of the pick seem upon it that every moment he expected to receive a challenge from the walls above and to hear a bullet whistle across the water.

In something less than an hour, however, the mines with which he had been furnished were properly laid, after the fashion in which he had been instructed by the engineers. Now, if only he could manage to apply the match to the slow fuses unseen by the enemy, and to make his way back to the men who were waiting for him on the opposite bank, all appeared as if it would be well. Using the raft he had brought with him as a screen, he lit a match and applied it to the fuse. As soon as it had ignited, he crept along the bank and did the same to the second mine; then, having reassured himself that both were burning steadily, he slipped into the water and struck out to join his comrades, and to await the result of his labours. As he reached the opposite shore the clocks in the beleagured city struck midnight, the hour at which the remainder of troops were to take up their positions at the various posts assigned to them. Snow was still falling heavily, and the wind blew mournfully across the plain as if in anticipation of the agonising drama that was soon to be acted. The fuses were timed to burn in twenty minutes, and before that time had elapsed it was certain that the guards would be changed at the main gates, the objective it was so necessary they should reach. To the hundred men crouching upon the bank every minute seemed an hour. To Max, wet and cold as he was, each was like an eternity. He was possessed by all sorts of fears. What if the fuses should have gone out! What if any mistake should have been made in the arrangements, and the troops not be in their proper places at the stipulated time! What if, when they had broken in, the garrison should turn out and intercept them before they could reach the main gate and overpower the guard! In the horrible uncertainty of the moment, anything seemed likely to happen. Again and again he tried to be patient, but his efforts were in vain. Surely the fuses must be near the mines by this time. If daylight should come all would be lost. He looked about him as the thought occurred, almost expecting to see the dawn breaking over the mountains. Then, with a suddenness that was terrifying, and with a roar that might have been heard for many miles, and with a wealth of flame that lit up the country-side, the first of the mines exploded, followed scarcely an instant later by its fellow. For a moment the air was filled with the shattered fragments of the walls, some of which fell among the men waiting on the river bank, some in the river itself, but none in the doomed city. Then Max sprang to his feet.

“Come, my lads,” he cried, “follow me!”

Rifle in hand he dashed into the river, the men imitated his example, and almost before anyone could have told what had happened they were half-way to the other side. Before they reached the opposite bank, however, the sound of another explosion on the further side of the city came to them, followed by a heavy cannonading and the shrieking of shells. It was the ruse which they had arranged to adopt in order to make the enemy believe that the principal attack would take place on that side. Panting after their swim, the men clambered up the bank, which was now littered with fragments of masonry. A breach between thirty and forty feet in length had been made in the wall, and through this they dashed. In the city, by this time, the bells were pealing and bugles sounding. The street, however, immediately behind the breach was empty, and now a distance of scarcely a hundred yards separated them from the main gate.

“On, on, my lads!” cried Max; and with his party behind him he dashed along the thoroughfare. As he was well aware, the success of their enterprise depended upon the next few minutes. If they could not capture the gate, all the rest was useless. At last they reached the corner of the street in which stands the ancient church of Saint Peter and Saint Paul. It looked very peaceful in its white mantle, but, sad to say, that mantle was destined to be stained with crimson soon enough. Only a few yards now separated them from the gate, and already, by the light of the great lantern above the arch, they could discern the hurrying figures of the guard.

“Charge!” cried Max, in a voice that rang through the deserted square like a trumpet-call. A moment later, they were upon the enemy, and the ghastly carnage had commenced. Never before had the old church looked down upon such a scene. The issue, however, was never for a moment in doubt. Outnumbered as they were, desperate as were their efforts to hold the gate, the struggle had scarcely begun before it was ended. The main entrance to the city being now in their possession, Max struck a match and applied it to the precious rocket he had brought with him for that purpose. There was a slight hissing noise, and then the fiery note of triumph shot up into the darkness, throwing out myriad blue lights to acquaint the troops who were waiting outside that the capture of the gate had been effected. By this time, however, the guns which had been trained upon the bridge from the market square were manned by gunners, and a hail of grape was showered upon the gallant little band. The keys of the gate were, of course, in the possession of the governor of the city, but Max knew that before many minutes could elapse the engineers would be blowing it in, as if it were of tissue paper. All this time the three guns were doing terrible execution. Almost half of his small force had fallen, and he knew that unless they were stopped certain death would be the portion of the remainder.

“Those guns must be silenced!” he cried. “Forward, my lads, and let us do it!”

The gallant fellows replied with a cheer, and, regardless of the storm of bullets that was being poured in upon them, dashed across the stones of the market-place towards the spot where the guns stood. It was madness even to dream that they could be successful, but the madness, if madness it were, was certainly heroic. Rudolf Kellerman, the giant corporal of Max’s own company, fell, shot through the heart, before they had advanced ten yards; fair-haired Otto Stedicz, who looked like a poet, and who fought like a devil, was struck down a few yards further on. The heavy fire was more than flesh and blood could face, and for a moment the men wavered. Max, however, called to them to come on. Gaining fresh courage by his example, they hurled themselves upon the gunners. Once there nothing could stand against them. The men went down like corn before the sickle. They had scarcely captured them, however, before the welcome sound of an explosion reached them from the main gate. The great doors, which had remained closed for so long, were burst asunder, and immediately our troops poured into the city. Furious cannonading was still proceeding on the other side, while the garrison, roused from sleep, and surrounded on every hand, were unable to tell what to do or whom to attack first. One portion of the troops hastened to the west side, the remainder, marching to the east, were met by the brigade which had entered through the main gate. Meanwhile, another strong detachment of our army had crossed the river, and having made its way in, by means of the breach by which Max and his party had entered, passed quickly through the streets to the great square of the city, thus effectually preventing the two forces from joining company again. So swiftly and well were these arrangements carried out, that no hitch of any sort occurred, and though for some little time the fighting was very severe in certain quarters, when day dawned the enemy’s general, seeing how futile further resistance would be, capitulated, and thus the city fell into our hands.

All the arrangements having been completed, and as soon as General Groplau was at liberty to think of other things, he gave orders that inquiries should be made concerning the whereabouts of the man to whom their great success was mainly due.

To take up the thread of my story again at the point where I left off, in order to describe the victory gained by our troops, it is necessary that I should revert to the disastrous effect upon Max’s small force. Feeling sure that it would only be a question of time before the guns would be retaken from him, and realising that if they were left in their present position, they would in all human probability be turned upon the brigade now entering by the main gate, he and his men between them dragged them from the spot to a dark alley on the other side of the square, where it was unlikely they would be found in time to work further mischief. They had scarcely done this before they, in their turn, were compelled to beat a retreat before a regiment that was coming towards them at the double. Nothing was left, therefore, but for them to ascend the steps leading to the old church to which I have before referred. Seeing them, the enemy poured a volley into the portico of the sacred building, and then prepared to drive them out with the bayonet. Here, however, the small band that was left had somewhat of an advantage. Being in the dark themselves, and having what light there was in front of them, they could see their foes, who could not see them. Wearied, however, as they were, it was impossible that they could hold out for long. The pile of the dead that lay at the foot of the steps when dawn broke was a proof, if any were wanted, of the gallantry with which they fought. It was not long before a force was despatched to their assistance, and the enemy retired, having lost thirty men in that short encounter.

“Who are you, and how do you come to be here?” inquired the officer of the relieving force, as he ascended the steps. Max informed him, but had scarcely sufficient strength left to articulate the words. When he had finished he fell back against the wall, knowing that he was wounded, and believing it to be to the death. The officer — it was Fritz von Mulhaus — caught him in his arms before he could touch the ground, while Bertram, who was unwounded, hastened to his side. Between them they laid him gently down.

“Let me lie so,” said Max; “I think it is all over with me now. Can you tell me if the city is ours?”

“There is not the least doubt about it, I should say,” Mulhaus replied. “And if it is, we owe it to you.”

“And to the brave fellows who accompanied me,” answered Max, faintly. “I could have done nothing without them. And now you must not stay with me. I shall be quite comfortable here.”

But Mulhaus would not be sent away. Whatever the circumstances might be, he would not leave him until he had seen him conveyed to a house near by, and until he himself had given orders that a surgeon should be sent for.

“Have you discovered what became of the man who led the storming party?” inquired General Groplau, when his aide-de-camp returned to the house which he had made his headquarters.

“I have seen him, sir,” the officer replied; “and I have questioned the surgeon who is attending him. If he is not a dead man by this time, he very soon will be.”

“That is sad news, indeed,” answered the general. “He was a brave man, and there is no doubt that we owe all our success to him. I should have liked to have presented him to Prince Paul. He would have rewarded him as he deserves. Well, well, it’s the fortune of war.”

Two hours earlier I had crossed the Border, and at mid-day, if all went well, I should be with the army. At ten o’clock, as we halted in a tiny village, news was brought me from the front, and, for the first time, I learnt the story of the city’s downfall. The officer who brought it gave me a description of a certain private soldier’s bravery, and informed me that the brave fellow was reported to be mortally wounded.

“God grant he may live till I have an opportunity of giving him my thanks for the service he has rendered his king and country.”

Then turning to one of the equerries, with whom Max had played as a boy, I continued, “This is a deed which the king would have loved to share.”

Then we pushed on for the city, little knowing the surprise that awaited me there.


CHAPTER XX.
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IT WAS WITH feelings of the liveliest gratitude to Providence, and pride in our gallant soldiers, that I reached the city of Zaarfburg, some ten hours or so after its capitulation. A large proportion of the army corps which had so long invested it was drawn up on the plain to receive me. The remainder were occupied in the city itself, where also, at the time of my arrival, was General Groplau himself, busied with affairs of State. A more triumphal progress than I made through the cheering soldiery could scarcely be imagined; indeed, if any proof were wanting of the popularity of the return of our house to Pannonia, it might have been discovered in their enthusiasm. For the time being discipline appeared to be thrown to the winds; helmets were waved on bayonet points, salvo after salvo of cheering followed me along the line, until, at one point, it was with the utmost difficulty I could urge my horse forward, so eager were the men to press about me and to assure me of their loyalty and devotion. At last, however, we reached the bridge, the same which leads to the now famous city. What would I not have given to have had Ottilie beside me then? It was a moment to be remembered all one’s life long. As I write, the whole scene rises before my eyes. Once more I can see the old stone gateway, the long wall on either side of it, broken in one place, where Max and his storming party had made their desperate entry, and from the gateway itself General Groplau and his staff advancing to receive me. There were tears in the old man’s eyes as he came forward to welcome me in the name of the army, and an unaccustomed huskiness in his voice as he spoke the words. He had done his duty, and the pleasure of being in a position to hand me the keys of the city, whose fall it was well known would practically bring about the end of the war, was not the smallest part of his reward. Side by side we passed under the arch, and emerging into the city itself, made our way towards the Council House, which, for the time being, he had made his headquarters. Here a State Council was convened, at which many important matters connected with the capture of the city and the treatment of the prisoners were discussed. After this the various officers who had especially distinguished themselves during the siege, and also in the capture of the city that day, were presented to me.

“And now, General,” said I, this latter ceremony being at an end, “what news have you to give me of the man to whose bravery we, to all intents and purposes, owe the city? The messenger you sent to me this morning informed me that he was seriously wounded, and that the gravest doubts were entertained as to his recovery.”

“I regret having to inform your Royal Highness that the man’s condition is desperate in the extreme,” the general replied. “He now lies in the house to which he was conveyed immediately after he was discovered. All that is possible has been done, but I fear without avail. His condition was hopeless from the first.”

“Pray take me to him,” I said, “in order that I may thank him for the service he has rendered his king and country. Since his condition is so dangerous, it would be inadvisable to postpone the matter for any length of time. Let us, therefore, set off at once.”

So saying, we left the Council Hall, and made our way towards the house to which the dying man had been carried. There is nothing in this world presents a sadder picture, I think, than a city a few hours after it has been captured by the enemy. While the actual fighting continues there is an excitement which relieves the tension, but when all is over, and nothing more remains to be done, its condition is pitiable in the extreme. Traces of the recent struggle were to be observed on every hand. Half-starved men, women, and children wandered aimlessly about the streets, patrols marched by continually with prisoners; here and there were bodies of dead men, which the bearers had not yet had time to collect and remove; while the guns, which had wrought such havoc on the little band who had first entered the city and seized the main gate, still stood in the place to which they had been dragged, bearing eloquent testimony to the heroism which had conveyed them thither. At last we reached the house for which we were making. It was the residence of one Jacob Hertz, a watchmaker, whom, when we entered, we found seated on his bench, as deeply immersed in his work as if there had been no such thing as war, and nothing worth attending to in life save the mechanism of the chroniclers of time on the shelf beside him. It was not until later that we learnt that his wife and daughter had died during the siege, and that his only remaining son had been killed that morning in the attack upon the gate. Providence, more merciful than man, had deprived him of his senses, and thus his misery sat more lightly upon him than others. I made it my business, when everything was settled, in memory of the brother I loved so well, to provide for his remaining days. It was reported to me, however, that my action, well intended though it was, was of small avail, for he took no interest in anything save his business, remaining to the end an eloquent, though a by no means solitary, witness of one of the most sanguinary struggles this nineteenth century has seen.

A messenger had previously informed the doctor in charge of the sick man of our coming, and that official now waited upon us. Groplau presented him to me, and I inquired the condition of his patient.

“I fear it is a hopeless case,” he answered, shaking his head, “’Tis a wonder indeed that he is alive now to see your Highness. All that science can do has been done for him, and now I think it would be more charitable to allow him to reach the end without subjecting him to any further torture.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” I said. “It certainly seems hard that he should not live to reap the reward of his bravery. By the way, have you any idea of his history? General Groplau informs me that some time since, when he offered him a commission, he declined the honour for reasons of his own. I should like to know all you can tell me concerning him, that I may help him if possible.”

“I can tell your Highness nothing,” the doctor replied. “From what I know of him, he is a very reserved fellow, and though his comrades have for a long time regarded him as a hero, and would do anything for him, he has only one friend, an Englishman, who is in the room with him now, and who seldom leaves his side.”

“An Englishman?” I said, with some surprise. “That is strange. The man himself is, of course, a Pannonian?”

“Without a doubt,” the doctor replied. “But since he converses fluently in English with his friend, I should say it is probable that he has spent some considerable time in that country.”

Fearing to waste more time, I bade the doctor conduct me to the dying man’s room. How little did I dream the discovery I was to make there!

The chamber was situated on the first floor, and looked out upon the street. When I entered the room, a private soldier was bending over the bed, smoothing the pillow beneath the dying man’s head. His figure came between us, and for this reason the other’s face was hidden from me. The doctor advanced to the bedside, and felt the man’s pulse.

“My friend,” said he, “let me tell you that you are the recipient of a great honour. His Royal Highness the Prince Regent has paid you the compliment of coming himself to see you.”

The man did not answer, but, knowing all that I do now, I can well understand the struggle that was going on within his breast. Then I advanced to the bedside.

“My man,” I said, “it is seldom one hears of such bravery as yours. Your general has told me everything, and I have come to thank you in the name of your — —”

I had progressed no further than this when I stopped suddenly. A fear such as I had never known in my life before had taken possession of me, rendering me speechless and almost paralysed. No, it could not be true! It was impossible that such a thing could be even thought of. Scarcely daring to trust the evidence of my eyes, I looked again. No, there could be no doubt of it, no doubt at all. The man lying upon the bed before me was none other than Max, Max my brother, the man for whom I had searched throughout the world. With a cry that came from my heart I threw myself beside the bed and took his hand in mine.

“Max! Max!” I cried, regardless of the people standing by, “have I found you at last? At last, Max, at last?”

“At last, Paul,” he answered, with a curious smile upon his face. “Yes, you have found me at last.”

I could not utter another word, but repeated his name again and again. I had found him, the man for whom I had searched so long, and whom I had scarcely even dared to hope to see again. Yes, it was quite true that I had found him, but in what a state! Mad, indeed, had I been not to have looked for him in the ranks of Pannonia’s army. I might have known that when she called he would not be the last to answer. And yet to think of him as he was now.

“Max,” I faltered, “why did you not let me know you were here?”

“Because you would have sought me out,” he answered. “Believe me, Paul, it is far better as it is. I have no regrets. I have fought for you and for her, and that makes me quite happy.”

“You do not know how we have loved you, or how we have searched for you,” I said; “and to meet like this! Oh, Max! it is more than I can bear.”

At this point the doctor came forward and examined him. I glanced anxiously at the former’s face, but what I saw there was not calculated to reassure me. I accordingly drew him on one side.

“Tell me frankly,” I said, “is his condition quite hopeless?”

“Quite,” he replied. “It is marvellous that he has lingered for so long.”

“You are quite sure that nothing can be done for him? Remember that he is the King!”

“I regret having to say that nothing more can be done,” said the doctor, visibly moved at my distress.

I turned to Groplau, who was standing at the foot of the bed.

“General,” I said, “unknown to you, it was your King who won for you the city.”

The general came forward and dropped upon his knee.

“Oh, if your Majesty had only told me!” he said; “if only I had not been so blind!”

“So blind?” asked Max, as if he did not quite understand what the other implied.

“Yes, so blind,” the general continued. “Ever since that day on which I offered you the commission, your face has haunted me. I felt sure I had seen it before, but I could not tell where. I did not think of the days when you were a little boy, and played with my sword. If only I had known, how different things would have been!”

“I would rather have them as they are,” said Max feebly. “’Tis better so, believe me. If I had to live my life again, I would not omit this portion of it for anything. And now leave me alone with my brother. Something tells me we shall not have much more time together.”

The others did as he commanded, and when the door was closed upon them once more, I took my place at his side. He took my hand in his, and his dark eyes looked lovingly upon me.

“Paul,” he said, “that old gipsy woman was right after all when she inferred that you would be King. My dear old brother, don’t think I grudge you the honour. Heaven knows I do not. You will make a better king that I should ever have done. I have never even been able to rule myself; how much less, then, should I have been able to rule others? And now tell me of yourself. There is not much time to waste. Our mother and father are dead?”

“Yes,” I answered; “and they died loving you and speaking of you to the last.”

“And Ottilie?”

“She loves you too,” I replied. “She has encouraged me in my search for you, and will be stricken with grief when she hears that I have found you too late.”

Here I broke down altogether, and sobbed with my head upon my hands.

“My dear old fellow,” said Max, stroking my hair, “you must not give way like this. There is nothing to be sorry for. I have fought for my country, and have given my life for her, as so many thousands of other men have done. Fate has played with me all my life, but in death she is kinder than she has ever been before.”

There was another short pause, during which I knelt beside him, his hand resting upon my shoulder. Never in my life before had I suffered such agony as I did then. Max, on the other hand, was quite calm; he spoke of our father and mother; later, of our country and her future.

“Please God, happier days are in store for her,” he said. “You will make a good king, Paul, and under your rule she will prosper as she has not done for years past. Ottilie will make you a noble queen, and together you will win the love and admiration of your people. I should have liked to see you happy together.”

At this I again broke down completely.

“Oh, Max!” I faltered, “do not talk of us. What will anything mean to Ottilie and myself when we have lost you?”

As I spoke I thought of our boyhood, of the old, happy days in Pannonia, when we had been such firm and dear companions. I could recall nothing in Max’s character that was not self-sacrificing, and to think that his life should end like this! I took his hand and held it tenderly in mine. Oh, why could I not give my life for his, and thus draw him back from that dark land into which he was so swiftly passing? That the end was very near there could be no doubt. Once more opening his eyes, which had remained closed for upwards of a minute, he whispered to me that he would like to bid farewell to the general and to the man who had been his companion in so many strange places and under such different circumstances. Accordingly, I went to the door and called them in. Groplau was the first to advance towards the bed. The old man was genuinely affected. Max looked up at him and gave him his hand. Not a word passed between them; indeed, speech was unnecessary. There was a long silence, a hand-grip, and then Groplau stepped back, and Bertram, the Englishman, took his place. He made no attempt to conceal his grief. “Good-bye,” said Max. “You have been a good friend to me, Bertram; be as faithful to my brother. It is my wish that you should serve him. God bless you both!”

Bertram tried to speak, but his voice failed him, and he turned away with the tears streaming down his face. Then Max looked at me, and I went to him again.

“Paul,” he said, but so feebly that I could scarcely hear the words, “it is very near now. God bless you, Paul. Kiss me, dear old brother; we’ve been — —”

Stooping, I kissed him on the forehead, on which the dews of death were quickly gathering.

Then, softly as a tired child, he fell asleep.

Maximilian, the uncrowned King of Pannonia, was dead!


CHAPTER XXI.
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THE LAST MOMENTS of a loved friend or relative are, and must be, sacred. Let it suffice, therefore, that for some minutes after my poor brother had drawn his last breath I knelt beside the bed in silent prayer, then, with one last look at the face I loved so well, I left the room, taking Bertram with me. General Groplau would, I knew, make all the necessary arrangements. In the meantime it behoved me to summon another council, and that done, to despatch messengers to the capital with the sad intelligence. Within an hour a proclamation had been issued, and it was known that the King, who had been missing for so long, had in reality been serving with his army, and had given his life, as unostentatiously as its humblest unit, for the country he loved so well. The announcement was received with a sort of stupefaction by the army. If the news caused a sensation in their ranks, however, I could imagine how much greater the surprise would be in Europe generally. Remembering this, one of my first acts was to communicate with Ottilie, in order that she might hear the sad intelligence from me personally, before receiving it from any other source. For you to realise the effect that the finding of Max, under such mournful circumstances, had upon me would be impossible. Indeed, every one and everything around me seemed to share the impression. The silent, almost deserted streets, the unhappy townsfolk (though they were unhappy from another cause), and even the dull, leaden sky overhead, seemed to mourn with me. We had won a great victory, it is true, but at what a cost to me and to the nation of which I was now the head!

The council being over, and the official communication of the news sent forth to the world, I gave orders that Bertram should be admitted to my presence. So far I had not had much opportunity of observing him; now, however, I found him a tall, well-set-up young Englishman of the higher middle class.

“Mr. Bertram,” I said in English, “you may remember what my poor brother said to me concerning you, just before he died. He said he trusted that you would be as good a friend to me as you had been to him. May I hope that you will enter my service, as he wished?”

“I will do so, if your Majesty really desires it,” he answered. “Though I scarcely know in what capacity I can serve you.”

“You can do so by proving yourself my friend,” I answered.

Traces of grief still remained upon his face. It was certain that the affection he had shown to Max was genuine, and that he mourned him almost as sincerely as I did myself.

“And now,” I said, “I want you to tell me as much as you can of his life since you first met him. Remember, I know nothing. It is all mystery to me. Where did you meet him, and how does it come about that you’re in Pannonia together?”

Thereupon he furnished me with a summary of Max’s life from the time when they first met in Brazil, beginning with the unhappy diamond expedition, and continuing until the moment was reached when Max fell mortally wounded on the steps of the church in the market-square. From his narrative, I was able to gather something, not only of Max’s past life, but also of the character of the man I had before me now. Never once during his recital of the tale did he sound his own praises, or represent himself as playing anything but a secondary part in the drama that was destined to end so tragically. Instinctively I took a liking to the man; perhaps not so much because of the fact that he had been Max’s friend as because of what I felt to be his inherent good qualities. When, at my request, he consented to serve me as one of my gentlemen-in-waiting, I felt that I had secured a friend whose fidelity was in no way dependent upon the rewards or emoluments he might receive.

That evening the body of my brother was to be conveyed to the Council Hall, where it would remain closely guarded until the time should arrive for it to be removed to the capital for interment in our grand cathedral, where repose so many of our House. Before Max’s remains were taken from the house, I had a last look at his face, and Bertram and I walked quickly back, for the night was cold, to the residence where I had taken up my abode. We had only just left the market-square, and were approaching our destination, when we were suddenly confronted by a man. So cutting was the wind, so keen the sleet that was now driving straight into our faces, that we did not become aware of his proximity until he had collided with Bertram.

“Why don’t you look where you are going, my friend?” inquired the other, with a somewhat foreign accent. “Have you no eyes in your head?”

Then he uttered a cry of surprise, and next moment was running down the street as fast as his legs could carry him.

“That was an unmannerly fellow,” I said to Bertram, who was standing on the pavement watching the other’s receding figure.

To my surprise, however, he did not answer. When he turned his face to me again, dark though it was, I could see that there was a look of extreme astonishment, if not of almost consternation, upon it.

“What is the matter?” I inquired, I fear a little sharply. “Why do you look like that?”

“That man,” he answered. “I must be mistaken, and yet — —”

“And yet what?” I inquired. “Come, my friend, tell me the reason of your extraordinary behaviour.”

Bertram hesitated again before he replied.

“I only caught a glimpse of his face,” he said at length, “and yet I feel almost certain that the person who ran into me, and who bade me look where I was going, was none other than Rodriguez, one of the men who accompanied us on that fatal journey to the diamond fields in Brazil.”

For a moment, for some reason that was not quite apparent to me, he seemed almost beside himself. He must have communicated this feeling to me, for I remember taking him by the arm and laughing loudly, though, Heaven knows, I was not in the humour to laugh at anything.

“Have you taken leave of your senses?” I inquired scornfully, as soon as I had somewhat recovered my self-control. “How could he be here now, and why, since he was then in South America, should he be in Zaarfburg, of all places in the world?”

But Bertram did not answer. For the moment it looked as if the shock he had received had been too much for him. Whoever, or whatever, this man Rodriguez may have been, it is quite certain that the mere thought of meeting him again was sufficient to exert a powerful influence over Max’s faithful friend. In silence we resumed our walk, and presently reached the house in which I had, for the time being, taken up my residence. Two hours later my poor brother’s coffin was conveyed from the clockmaker’s house to the city hall, the great council chamber of which had been converted into an impromptu chapelle ardente. A guard was placed upon it, while additional sentries were posted at the outer doors.

At the council meeting that evening, it had been arranged that the remains should be conveyed to Pannonia on the day following, and that I should accompany them to the capital. Accordingly, at noon, amidst the thunder of artillery and the respectful homage of the army, we set out, escorted by a regiment of cavalry, of which Max, as a boy, had been colonel-in-chief. Bertram, who was now a recognised member of my suite, accompanied me.

My story has taken so long to tell that I have no time or space left me in which to do more than briefly summarise that mournful journey. Let it suffice, therefore, that every hamlet and town through which we passed received us with tokens of respect and sorrow. Whenever I think of that mournful time, the picture of our return rises before my mind’s eye. Dusk was falling as we entered our ancient capital — the dusk of a cold, raw day, quite in keeping with the sorrow which filled our hearts. We found the streets crowded to their utmost holding capacity. Signs of mourning were to be observed on every hand. Short though the notice had been, the majority of the houses were draped in black, while overhead sounded the mournful tolling of bells. At the entrance to the city I gave up my horse, and for the remainder of the distance followed the cortége my suite, the governor of the city and his staff, the chief burgomaster and his councillors, imitating my example. As we passed slowly along the Graben towards the cathedral, I recalled the night when Max and I, with our father and mother, had said good-bye to the capital, and had gone into exile. My father and mother had never seen their country again, and now Max was coming back to it, unconscious of the fact, to take his last long rest in the old grey cathedral in which so many of our race lay buried. Slowly and solemnly, to the accompaniment of wailing bands, we crossed the King’s Square and approached the majestic pile, whose roofs and parapets towered above us, thickly coated with snow. The deep tones of the bell echoed mournfully in the gathering darkness, while the troops that lined the streets presented arms, and the crowd stood bareheaded as we passed. At last we reached the foot of the cathedral steps, where the white-robed clergy, with the archbishop — the same who had baptised us — at their head, were waiting to receive us. The coffin having been removed from the hearse, and a new procession formed, we entered the church and passed up the central aisle, to the music of the Dead March, towards the spot where a catafalque had been prepared for the lying-in-state. Upon this we placed the casket that contained the remains of our dear one, and when a short service had been conducted, and the guard of honour mounted, we left the cathedral and returned, through the still waiting crowd, to the palace on the other side of the square. On the morrow and the next day there was to be a public lying-in-state; and on the day following, the funeral would take place. In the meantime there was much for us to do. There were the representatives of the various European sovereigns to be received and lodged, the precedence of each to be settled, and their positions allotted by the chamberlains; while there was also the progress of the war, to which it was necessary that I should give almost unremitting attention. Fortunately, however, that was nearly at an end. Indeed, it was as if Max’s death had set the final seal upon it. As a matter of fact, it was rumoured that proposals for peace were already in course of formation, and were soon to be submitted. Later in the evening came the news by telegram that Ottilie and her father had crossed the Channel, and were on their way to Pannonia. I had scarcely received it when old Antoine, my ever-faithful groom of the chambers, entered my study to inform me that the Count von Marquart had arrived at the palace, and craved an audience with me.

“Admit him at once,” I said; and, indeed, I was glad to see him. His devotion to our House had never wavered. He had been one of the first to greet me on my return to Pannonia, and it seemed only fit and proper that he should hasten to my side when I was in such dire distress as now. Needless to say I greeted him most cordially, and I could see that he was much touched by my reception of him.

“This is a sad meeting indeed,” said he, as I gave him my hand. “It has affected me more deeply than I can say.”

I could see that what he said was true, for the old man, as he stood before me, was visibly overcome. He asked me certain questions concerning all that had transpired, and furnished me with an outline of the various arrangements he had made. Never before had I realised the extent of the ceremonial which must be observed in such cases. We were still discussing this important matter when Antoine, with a scared expression upon his face, an expression which even his long training could not conceal, entered the room. Through the half-open door I could see old Strekwitz, the Grand Chamberlain, and several people standing outside. Something was undoubtedly wrong, but what that something was I could not even conjecture.

“The Count von Strekwitz craves an audience,” said Antoine, more abruptly, I think, than he had ever addressed me before.

“Ask him to be good enough to see me in the morning,” I answered sharply. “Do you not notice that I am engaged with the Count von Marquart?”

“But, your Majesty, he states that his business is of the most important nature,” Antoine persisted. “He implores you to see him at once, and says that there is not a moment to lose.”

“Something has evidently gone wrong with his arrangements,” said von Marquart. “Perhaps it would be as well if he were admitted.”

“As you please, as you please,” I continued, I am afraid, with a little irritation. Then, pulling out my watch, I added, as I looked at it, “It is nearly eleven o’clock. What possible business can he have with me that will not keep until the morning?”

“You will very soon discover,” the Count replied. “Perhaps you would wish me to withdraw?”

“By no means,” I answered. “It is possible I may stand in need of your advice.”

A moment later Strekwitz entered the room, and from the moment that I looked at his face I saw that, whatever his news might be, it was certain he had not disturbed me without good cause. The man was more upset than I had ever yet seen him; his face was as white as the paper upon which I am now writing, while his hand, when he rested it upon the table beside which he stood, shook so that the pens upon the pen-rack trembled and rattled against each other.

“Well, Count, what is the matter?” I inquired. “What brings you here at this hour of the night?”

“The saddest news possible,” he replied. “I scarcely know how to tell your Highness.”

On hearing this a great fear took possession of me. What was I to learn? Could any disaster have befallen Ottilie? Had that been so, however, von Marquart would have known it before Strekwitz, and I should have heard before both; but it was impossible to be logical at such a moment. When next I spoke I scarcely recognised my own voice, so anxious was it.

“There is nothing to be gained by beating about the bush,” I said. “Whatever your tidings may be, let me know the worst. Have you bad news concerning the Princess?”

He shook his head.

“No, it does not concern her Highness,” he answered, “yet I fear it will distress your Majesty as much. For my own part, I do not know what to think.”

“For goodness sake, man, get on with what you have to say,” I answered. “Can’t you see how you are distressing me? Let me hear your story at once.”

“Your Majesty gave me orders to make the necessary arrangements for the lying-in-state of your lamented brother.”

“I did,” I replied. “What of that? I know you better than to imagine that you have failed in your duties. What has occurred?”

“Your Majesty informed me that you had brought the body from Zaarfburg?”

“I did. And you were present when it was admitted to the cathedral. What has happened since? Why do you not speak, man?”

“I fear that I must so far contradict your Majesty as to say that I was not present when it was admitted to the cathedral. A great crime has been committed. I mean that it cannot be laid in state, since it is not there!”

“Not there?” I cried, springing to my feet, scarcely able to believe that I had heard aright. “What do you mean by making such a statement? What makes you say such a thing? Are you not aware that I brought it with me from Zaarfburg?”

“I venture to say that it is not there,” he returned. “The necessary preparations were made in my presence. On opening the coffin, however, we were amazed to find it empty, save for a few heavy weights. If the body had ever been placed in it while in the city, it must have been removed, either there or en route for this place.”

“My God! what can this mean?” I cried. “Can you swear, Strekwitz, that what you say is correct? Be careful, for I give you my word I am in no mood to be played with.”

“Your Majesty should know me well enough by this time to be aware that I would not trifle with you upon such a matter,” he answered, somewhat reproachfully. “It has caused me the acutest sorrow. Alas! however, it is as I state.”

“In that case what is to be done?”

For the moment the news stunned me, but it was not very long before I realised its dread importance. Von Marquart must also have done so, for once more came the question, this time from him: “What is to be done?” We had not only ourselves, and the country, but the whole of Europe to consider. Von Marquart was the first to recover his composure. Turning to Strekwitz, he said, — 

“How many people know this?”

From what the other said it appeared that there were only three people in the secret, in which number he included himself. As soon as the direful discovery was made he had been quick to insist upon the others keeping the intelligence to themselves. He had been so imperative on this point that there was very little fear, he assured me, of their making mischief. To make sure, however, I gave orders that they should be admitted to my presence in the morning, that I might further caution them. Then addressing myself to von Marquart, I said:

“My poor brother’s body must be recovered at any cost. But that will take time, and how are we to set about the task? To offer a reward would only be to publish the news abroad.”

“Impossible, your Majesty, impossible,” von Marquart replied. “In the interests of the country that is not to be thought of. It would be taken as a bad omen, and until the dynasty has been more firmly established, public opinion must be considered before everything else. Let us review the facts of the case and endeavour to discover when and where the crime could have been perpetrated. Where did your Majesty see the dead man for the last time?”

“In the clockmaker’s house at Zaarfburg,” I replied.

“And the house itself?”

“Was closely guarded,” I answered. “From the house the coffin was conveyed to the city hall, where it lay until we started on the journey here.”

“Would it have been possible, think you, for it to have been tampered with while at the city hall?”

“Quite impossible, I should say. There were guards at the entrance to the room itself, and sentries were posted at the great doors below. In fact, I would be prepared to swear that no one entered the room save myself and my brother’s faithful friend.”

“Your brother’s friend?” von Marquart repeated suspiciously. “Who is he? Perhaps he can throw some light upon the affair.”

This point had never struck me, and I thereupon told Strekwitz to summon Bertram to my presence without delay. He did so, and a few minutes later, the man we wanted entered the room. Strekwitz had told him nothing, so that he was quite unprepared for the news I had to give him. On hearing it his grief was as great, and plainly as sincere, as my own had been.

“I can scarcely believe it,” he said, after he had heard what we had to tell. “What possible motive can anyone have had for such a dastardly deed?”

I could furnish him with no answer that would be in any way satisfactory. Strekwitz inclined to the belief that it was the work of the enemy — an act of revenge, in fact, for the defeat they had suffered at our hands. Von Marquart, however, ridiculed the notion.

“No,” he said, “there is more behind it than meets the eye. We must look elsewhere for a solution of the mystery.”

Suddenly Bertram uttered an exclamation.

“Why on earth didn’t I think of it sooner?” he cried. “If I’m not mistaken, I can explain everything.”

“What do you mean?” I asked impatiently. “What do you remember? Tell us quickly.”

“The man I ran into, in the street at Zaarfburg,” he replied. “Rodriguez, who was with us in South America. Was it possible that his appearance in the city was only a coincidence, or had he some more sinister object in view? He was aware of the mysterious marks upon your brother’s body, and knew they were connected with the hidden diamonds. Seeing that he was dead, and that he might never have another opportunity, is it not quite possible that he would be anxious to penetrate the secret before it was too late?”

All this was so much Greek to von Marquart and Strekwitz. They knew nothing, it must be remembered, of Max’s past life, consequently they had not heard of Moreas, or of the now famous expedition in search of the diamonds. In a few words I enlightened them, and then we fell to considering the problem that Bertram had set before us. His theory, though extraordinary, certainly seemed feasible enough.

“This is what puzzles me, however,” said Bertram, who had been silent for a few moments. “If he were able to get near enough to the body to examine it, why did he take it away? It would be of no use to him, and would be a source of continual danger. No! I am very much afraid that there is something else behind it. Some other person is pulling the strings. Rodriguez would be a mere tool.”

“One thing is quite certain,” said von Marquart, walking towards the fireplace as he spoke, “and that is that we must find this man. If we can once get hold of him we shall be able to discover a way to make him speak. The rest should then be easy.”

“But how on earth are we to catch him?” I inquired. “He would scarcely be likely to remain in Zaarfburg. Besides, there is no time. It is only three days before the State funeral will take place, and it is most improbable that we shall be able to regain possession of the body in that short space of time. It will be sad news indeed to give to the world.”

“It must not be given,” said von Marquart imperatively. “They must know nothing of it.”

“But, good heavens! man,” I cried, “how is the funeral to take place if the body is still missing?”

“Very easily,” he replied. “The public did not doubt you to-night when you passed through the city to the cathedral; the archbishop did not doubt you when he led the way up the aisle; and if every one else holds his tongue, why should not the coffin be placed in the vault without suspicion having been aroused?” Then, dropping his voice a little, and speaking with even greater emphasis than before, he continued: “I tell you as plainly as I can speak that we have no other course open to us. After struggling with what at one time appeared to be insurmountable difficulties, we have at last succeeded in replacing the Ramonyi dynasty upon the throne. It behooves us, therefore, to proceed with the greatest caution possible. One false step may result in destruction to all our hopes. Your poor brother’s mysterious absence did a vast amount of harm; his death, however, fighting for his country as he did, retrieved it. I must leave you to understand what the result will be if you reveal to the nation this fresh catastrophe. The sensible will describe it as a regrettable incident; the foolish will declare it to be a sign that Heaven is against your house. That will be the opportunity your enemies want, and they will be sure to make capital out of it.”

“And when we have recovered that which we are seeking? What then?”

“Then his body can be laid to its rest, and what has been placed in the vault in the meantime can be removed.”

“Very well,” I answered. “I suppose it must be so. And who is to carry out the search?”

“There is one man who most certainly must go,” von Marquart replied, “since he is the only person who is familiar with the features of the man you saw at Zaarfburg; our friend here must undertake the mission.” Then, turning to Bertram, he continued: “You understand, sir, I presume, the difficulty of the task we are setting you? Believe me, it will be no light one. Nor will the responsibility be lighter. You will have to proceed with the utmost circumspection. His Majesty’s honour, and the honour of the country, will be in your hands. I do not doubt your integrity, but I should like to be also assured of your discretion.”

“I will answer for Mr. Bertram,” I said. Then, turning to him, I continued: “Mr. Bertram, my poor brother trusted you when he was alive; I am sure you will do what you can for him, and for me, now that he is dead.”

“Your Majesty may trust me in everything,” he returned simply, and with a sincerity that spoke for itself. “I loved him, and would serve him alive or dead.”

For a minute we were all silent, then Bertram inquired when he should start.

“The sooner the better,” I answered. “I will give you a letter to General Groplau, informing him that you are on personal business for myself, and asking him to give you all the assistance that lies in his power. You may imagine with what eagerness I shall await news from you. And now you had better retire to rest. I will see you before you start.”

Bertram accordingly left the room, and when he had gone Strekwitz received his final instructions.

We discussed the arrangements for the funeral for a little longer, and then Strekwitz and von Marquart withdrew, and I was left alone with my gloomy thoughts.

When I retired to rest, I lay awake hour after hour, thinking of Max, and of the vile deed of which his poor body was the innocent victim. Long before it was light I had said good-bye to Bertram, and he had left the city, after which I set myself to wait and hope. Of what transpired during the next three days I scarcely like to think, even now. The grim mockery that was daily taking place in the cathedral, and the knowledge of the still grimmer one that was to follow it, weighed upon my heart like lead. All day long, from my study window, I could see the crowd passing into the building by one door and out by another. I could not but watch it, though the sight irritated me beyond measure. Had it not been for the constant letters of love and sympathy that I received from Ottilie, I believe I could not have borne it as well as I did.

Of the funeral ceremony itself I will say but little. Its grandeur and pomp could not have been excelled. I did my best to bear myself as a man should, but as I looked at the coffin, and thought of what it contained, my feelings well-nigh overcame me. When all was over, I left the cathedral and entered the carriage that awaited me at the foot of the steps. The great square was crowded, till it resembled one vast sea of heads, upon which a gleam of wintry sunshine played as if with a caressing hand. Slowly I drove along to the accompaniment of the respectful salutations of the people, though, wrapt as I was in my own thoughts, I was scarcely conscious of their presence. We were not half-way across the square, however, before my feelings underwent a complete change. Looking from the carriage I saw among the multitude of faces one that stung me to instant action. I could scarcely believe the evidence of my own eyes. I looked again, only to become doubly certain that there was no mistake. To the best of my belief, there, looking up at me, was the man we suspected, the individual who had cannoned into Bertram at Zaarfburg, and to search for whom Bertram had returned to the scene of Max’s death. A moment later it had disappeared, and I was left wondering what I should do. To stop the procession and to go in search of the man was out of the question, and yet to continue our journey to the palace would be to run the risk of allowing him to escape. Situated as I was, there was nothing for it but to go on and to trust to Providence for the rest. One thing, however, was quite certain. A message must be sent to Bertram telling him to return to Pannonia at once. Drawing Strekwitz aside as soon as we reached the palace, I told him what had happened, and gave him the necessary instructions.

For the remainder of the day the memory of the face I had seen in the crowd haunted me like that of a ghoul. Please God, Bertram would not be too late to catch him after all.


CHAPTER XXII.
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I WAS WELL aware that, even should my telegram have the good fortune to catch him at once, Bertram could not reach the capital in less than twenty-four hours. During that time, however, I had not much leisure to think of him; I was kept incessantly busy, bidding my guests farewell, and attending to the various important matters of state, which had perforce been neglected under the stress of the last few days. Busy as I was, however, the face of the man I had seen in the crowd was continually before my eyes. Whenever I went abroad, I scanned the countenances of the people I met, in the hope that I might discover him again. But I was not successful. Look as I would I could find no trace of him. Could I have been mistaken? No! I felt certain I had not. The man’s image had printed itself so firmly upon my memory that I could entertain no doubt upon the matter. I was still thinking of this when word was brought to me that my father-in-law elect, the Prince of Lilienhöhe, had reached the palace and desired an audience. On the previous day, that is to say, the day of the funeral, I had only time to salute him. Having received no letter from Ottilie that morning, his presence was the more welcome. I bade them conduct him to my presence.

“You are surprised to see me,” he said, as we shook hands. “I have come to acquaint you with the fact that Ottilie is in the city.”

“Ottilie here?” I cried, my heart leaping at his words. “When did she arrive?”

“This morning,” he answered. “She bids me say that it will give her great pleasure to see you, whenever you can spare the time to come to her. When I left the house she was resting after her journey.”

The old city looked brighter now that I knew Ottilie was within its confines. An hour or so later I drove to the Lilienhöhe Palace, where I found her in her boudoir eagerly awaiting my coming. Never had she looked more beautiful than at that moment.

“My poor Paul,” she said, as I took her in my arms and kissed her, “you have indeed known great sorrow lately. But, please God, happier times are in store for us.”

She spoke of Max, referring to him as a loving and sorrowing sister might have done. Her soft voice and tender words soothed me, and when we walked to the window and looked out upon the great square, I was happier than I had been for many days. The significance of my action did not at first strike me, but presently, when a cheer went up from the street below, and I saw that a crowd had gathered and was watching us, I realised the thought that was in the public mind. Ottilie would have drawn back, but I prevented her.

“Let them see us together,” I said, and led her a little nearer the window.

Our action pleased the people below, and cheer after cheer went up. Suddenly, pushing his way through the crowd, I saw the tall figure of Bertram. He had, indeed, returned from Zaarfburg with dispatch. Having learnt my destination at the palace, he had lost no time in following me. On he came, not perhaps as gently as he might have done. Then I saw him stop and look towards his left. A moment later he had turned, and was moving back through the crowd. What could be the matter with him? With straining eyes I watched him pushing and squeezing his way through the throng, then I lost sight of him altogether. Had he seen anything of the man whose whereabouts we were so anxious to discover? I had to wait for an answer to that question.

At last, my impatience quite getting the better of me, I bade Ottilie good-bye, and descended to the courtyard, where my carriage was waiting. Slowly I drove across the yard, and passed out through the great gates. By this time the crowd was so great that it was only with difficulty sufficient space could be cleared for my horses to pass through. Cheer after cheer was given me with the heartiest goodwill. I could see that my being without equerry or escort gave them pleasure. When we turned towards the palace I looked back at the house I had just left, and could see Ottilie’s white figure still standing at the window watching me. At the same moment something white was thrown into the carriage. It was a letter without address or writing of any description upon the envelope.

“A petition of some sort,” I said to myself, and placed it in my pocket to read at my leisure. As it happened, however, when I reached the palace I found von Marquart there. Important despatches had reached him from the war, and a council meeting was to be called without delay. Though I made inquiries, I could hear nothing of Bertram, save that he had reached there soon after my departure, and had set off for the Lilienhöhe Palace in search of me. It was almost evening by the time he returned, and when he was admitted to my presence there was a look of disappointment upon his face. I praised his diligence in returning so quickly on receipt of my message from Zaarfburg, but this did not make him happy.

“To think that I should have let such a chance slip through my fingers!” he cried angrily.

“To what do you refer?” I inquired.

“I saw Rodriguez in the crowd outside the Prince of Lilienhöhe’s gates this morning,” he answered. “Unfortunately, however, he also saw me. Only a dozen paces or so separated us, but, try how I would I could not get near him. I searched the crowd through and through, but he had managed to give me the slip. I’ve been hunting the city for him ever since, but not another sign or trace of him can I discover. What I fear is, that, as he must be aware that I recognised him, he may derive the impression that the game is up, and then they will take to flight. However, with your Majesty’s permission, I will go out again to-night and see if I can run across him.”

I readily gave that permission, and then bade him go to his room and rest, for the poor fellow looked worn out. He promised to do so, and withdrew. When he had gone I crossed to my writing-table, and sat down before it. The letter which had been thrown into the carriage that morning lay before me.

Scarcely conscious of what I was doing I opened it. On the paper I drew from the envelope were about five lines of writing, which read as follows:

“If it is desired to find that which is lost, hasten to the Buchengasse; enter the fifth house on the right-hand side, and proceed up the stairs to the room on the top floor, overlooking the street, and there will be found that for which you are seeking.”

That was all. But the effect it produced upon me I must leave you to imagine. I rang my bell violently.

“Request Herr Bertram to come to me immediately,” I said to the servant who appeared in answer to it. Then, when the door had been closed behind the man, I read the message again. Was it a hoax? or was it an attempt to draw us into a trap? Whichever it might be, I was determined to see the matter through. A few minutes later, for he had not had time to retire to rest, Bertram put in an appearance. His quick eye saw that something unusual had happened.

“What is it, your Majesty?” he inquired. “I can see that you have had some news.”

“Read that,” I said, handing him the letter.

He took it, and did as I commanded.

“Thank God!” I heard him mutter when he had carefully perused the contents of the note.

“What do you think of it?” I inquired. “Can it be true?”

“Let us hope so,” he replied. “At any rate, it would be as well for me to go to the house and make certain.”

“Yes,” I answered; “and I will accompany you. We will start at once.”

“Is it wise for your Majesty to come?” Bertram asked anxiously. “If you will entrust the errand to me — —”

“It is useless for you to argue,” I answered sharply. “My mind is made up, and go with you I must, and will. Prepare yourself, and return here.”

Seeing that it would be a waste of time to expostulate further, he departed without another word. Ten minutes or so later we had left the palace by the same door which had witnessed our departure into exile so many years before. Before leaving the palace I had taken the precaution to slip a revolver into my pocket, and, on inquiry, I found that Bertram had done the same. If we were to be the victims of a conspiracy, we should at least be able to render a good account of ourselves. Having crossed the great square, and passed the Lilienhöhe Palace, in the windows of which many lights still showed themselves, we steered for the southern portion of the city, where we had discovered the Buchengasse was situated. It was not a savoury neighbourhood, I had been given to understand, and certainly, when we had left the more fashionable portion of the town behind us, we found ourselves in a quarter where the streets were narrow, and the houses far from prepossessing. Muffled up as we were, it was scarcely likely that anyone would have recognised us, even had the thoroughfares been thronged with pedestrians. As it was, however, they were well-nigh deserted, and for this reason we were able to reach the street, for which we were directing our steps without hindrance.

“This is evidently the one,” I said, as we turned into a narrow alley, which was, if anything, darker and more unsavoury than those through which we had hitherto been walking. “Now we have to discover the fifth house on the right-hand side.”

We accordingly proceeded down it, counting the houses as we went. They were tall, rambling edifices, and must have ranked amongst the oldest in the city. The upper stories projected far beyond the lower, so that, the street itself being narrow, the roofs were almost within touching distance of each other. One solitary lamp illumined it, but that might as well have been dispensed with, for the wind-tossed jet of flame only served to make the place look even more desolate than before. Number five differed from its fellows in the fact that it was, if possible, dirtier and more uncared for than the remainder of the houses. A faint light shone from one of the upper windows, but the lower portion of the house was in total darkness. Approaching the door, I knocked upon it with my stick. No answer, however, rewarded us. I did so again, with the same result. Once more I knocked; this time with greater success. The first-floor window of the adjoining house was opened, and a man’s head appeared.

“What do you want?” said its owner. “This is not the time of night to come banging at peaceable folk’s doors.”

“We want to gain admittance to this house,” I replied, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “Is there anyone in it?”

“Nobody,” the man replied. “He who was there went away this afternoon. He left the key with me.”

“In that case, I beg you will be good enough to give it to me.”

“Not till I know you are the right man,” he answered. “The fellow said I was to be sure to only hand it to one person. Have you got the letter he sent you?”

“I have,” I hastened to reply, producing the letter from my pocket as I spoke. “Here it is.”

When I had passed it up to him he withdrew with it into the room again, to reappear a few moments later with the letter and a key in his hand.

“I suppose it’s all right,” he said. “At any rate, I’ll risk it. Bear in mind, however, that I know nothing of the business that brings you here. I’m only following his instructions.”

I took the key and inserted it in the lock. Then we entered the house, and Bertram struck a match and lit a taper he had brought with him. Holding the revolver in my right hand, in case it should be wanted, I passed into the room opening out of the little passage. It was untenanted, save by a mouse, that scuttled away across the floor on seeing us. Finding nothing to reward us there, we passed out into the passage again, and made for the flight of stairs at the further end. The letter had mentioned the top floor, and for this reason our failure to find anything in this room did not disappoint us.

“We must look higher,” I whispered to Bertram as we began our climb. The next floor, however, was as barren as its predecessor, and now only the top remained to us. The last flight of stairs was somewhat narrower than the others, and there was an awkward turn in it, which would have been just the spot to have served as a hiding-place for an enemy. We passed it, however, in safety, and at last stood upon the top landing of that strange house. Here there were only two doors. One was in the rear, while the other overlooked the street. Once more recalling the wording of the letter, we decided upon investigating the latter room first. This must be the chamber in which the light we had observed from the street was located. Our revolvers ready in our hands, we approached the door, and I turned the handle.

When we entered the room it was a strange and terrible picture we had before us. The room was only a small one. Its furniture consisted of a bed and two chairs, one of which was overturned upon the floor, a large box, which also served as a table, a bucket, and a number of medicine bottles. Upon the bed lay the body of poor Max, while, half-supported upon the bed and half-resting upon the floor, was the figure of a man lying face downwards. Stepping softly across the room, as if I feared I might wake them, I approached the stranger, for a stranger to me he certainly was. By this time Bertram had also approached the bed, and was leaning over me in order to examine him. Suddenly he uttered a cry and staggered back, as if he had received a blow.

“My God!” he cried. “What does this mean? Am I going mad?”

“What is it, man?” I inquired, springing to my feet and wondering what fresh horror he was going to bring to light.

Once more he advanced towards the bed. His face was ashen in its pallor as he stooped over the dead man.

“It’s Moreas!” he said. “Good God, it’s Moreas!”

“Moreas!” I repeated, as if I could scarcely believe I heard aright. “How can it be Moreas? Did you not tell me that Max shot him on the plains where they found the diamonds?”

“Yet it is Moreas sure enough,” Bertram asserted, still speaking in the same strained voice. “And see, he has been stabbed from behind. This is Rodriguez’s handiwork.”

He continued to stare from one dead man to the other, as if he were still unable to comprehend the situation. As for me, I had no attention to spare for anyone or anything save that I had once more recovered what had been lost, and that I must act without loss of time. At last I made up my mind as to what was best to be done.

“Return to the palace at once,” I said to Bertram, who by this time had somewhat recovered his presence of mind, “and send Strekwitz to me. Afterwards go on to the Count von Marquart’s house. He must see the archbishop and arrange the matter of the real burial without delay. It must take place within the next few hours; at any rate, before dawn. Go now as quickly as you can, and when you have seen them return to me here.”

“But to leave your Majesty here with — —” he began.

I cut him short.

“Never mind me,” I replied. “I shall be quite safe. Hasten away to fulfil your errand. There is no time to lose.”

Very reluctantly he did as I commanded him, and I heard him go down the stairs and presently leave the house.

In something less than an hour Strekwitz arrived with Bertram following close upon his heels. The latter had seen Von Marquart, who, in his turn, had set off to arrange matters with the archbishop. Within an hour of our entering the room for the first time, everything was settled. From Von Marquart, who received us at the archbishop’s palace, I learnt that the good old man had been greatly pained at the news the count had communicated to him. Nevertheless, he was quite agreed that the course we had adopted was the best, both for State and personal reasons. Realising that the fewer people who became cognisant of our secret the less chance there would be of its becoming public property, he took the direction of affairs into his own hands. It was he who unlocked the postern door and admitted our party to the cathedral. It was he who waited with me in the sacristy while the necessary arrangements were being made for the interment, and who conducted me through the great building, so vast and eerie in the light of the lantern he carried in his hand, into the little chapel near the vault. A short service followed, then Maximilian of Pannonia was carried by loving hands, and placed in his last resting-place in the vaults below. When all was over, like a band of conspirators we left the cathedral, and with the archbishop’s blessing ringing in my ears, I returned to the palace, to obtain what rest I could before I should be called upon to begin the duties of the day. Dawn was breaking as we let ourselves in; a soft grey light stole across the heavens like an augury of still happier days to come.

And now a few words of explanation before I put down my pen.

It was only after the most careful inquiries had been made, and when we had put together the various items of information we had been able to obtain, that we were in a position to derive any notion as to how, where, and why the dastardly plot, that had caused me so much unhappiness, had been carried out. That Max had not shot Moreas in Brazil, as he had imagined, was only too certain; though how the latter managed to escape from the plain, and ultimately to track his enemy to Zaarfburg, is not quite clear. One thing is certain, however. He must have discovered Rodriguez, possibly in Rio de Janeiro, have heard from him of the curious marks Max had cut upon his chest, after leaving the plain, and having convinced himself that they referred to the cache of diamonds, he had determined to spare no effort to get possession of the information he required. Unfortunately for his own schemes, he fell ill in Pannonia, en route to Zaarfburg. Finding himself unable to push on, Rodriguez was dispatched to the city in hot haste. On the night of his arrival the body was stolen from the clockmaker’s house, with the assistance of one of the family, who had been heavily bribed. Pretending that it was the body of his brother, who had perished in the war, he brought it to the capital, and to the house where Moreas lay hidden in the Buchengasse. There the latter was able to read the signs, which were unintelligible to Rodriguez, for the reason that he was not familiar with the topography of that villainous plain. What happened after that is only conjecture. Doubtless, the two men had quarrelled, when Rodriguez, taking advantage of an opportunity that presented itself, stabbed the other in the back, and then fled for his life. And so ends the life story of my brother, the man I loved best in the world; he who, had he lived, would have been Maximilian, King of Pannonia.

And now, as it is possible there may be some who have been induced to take an interest in myself and my fortunes, let me bring my long story to a close by saying that if there is any country in Europe that boasts a happier sovereign than does Pannonia, I do not know it. No man’s life, however, is altogether free from trouble; but in these days, thank God, I fancy I have less than most men. I have a good wife and happy, healthy children, the eldest of whom, little Max, bids fair to equal his ever-lamented uncle, the National Hero, in disposition and good looks. In one thing, however, he differs from poor Max; low down between his eyebrows are two curious little lines, that form something not unlike a cross.

“Superstition or not,” says my sweet wife, “I can only say that I am glad it is there.”

Then for my edification she proceeds to recite the old distich: — 

“Pannonia’s King shall surely sit So long as Michael’s cross doth fit.”

THE END
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CHAPTER I
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“I ACCUSE MONSIEUR of cheating!” — 

A moment before the room had been a veritable babel of voices; now there descended upon it a sudden silence that was more the outcome of polite curiosity than of any real interest in what was going forward. As a matter of fact, no one seemed to quite realize what had happened. The tall, good-looking Greek talking with the bullet-headed Russian near the fireplace at the end of the first room paused in his whispered description of the profitable but somewhat illicit business in which of late he had been engaged on the coast of Arabia, and glanced languidly in the direction whence the voices proceeded; while the voluble little Frenchman playing écarté in the alcove with an elderly compatriot paused with a card in his hand, looking round over his shoulder, and then continued his game, marking the king as a memento of the occasion, and as a warning against the folly of inordinate curiosity.

“I repeat, I accuse monsieur of cheating! The pack we are using is a marked one; let monsieur disprove it if he can.”

This time his voice penetrated even into the farther room, where the roulette tables were located, and the crowd, numbering between twenty and thirty persons, of both sexes, immediately abandoned their game and hastened in, in the hope of discovering the reason of the excitement. One glance at the various faces was sufficient to show that half the nations of Europe were represented there. What was more to the point, the apathy which had characterized them a few moments before had now quite vanished, and its place was taken by an interest which, it must be confessed, had in it a considerable savour of cruelty. Some one was about to be made unhappy, and they were afraid lest they might be too late for the sensation. Bankrupt in the majority of emotions as they were, the pleasure of being able to enjoy suffering in others still remained with them.

The group at the table where the trouble had originated was in many respects a singular one. There were four players, and each presented several peculiarities of his own. Seated nearest the wall was the young man against whom the accusation of cheating had been brought. He was an Englishman, slimly built, and possessed of a weak though by no means unhandsome face. His age could scarcely have been more than five and twenty; possibly it was not so much. His countenance at the moment was white with fear, and several of the bystanders noticed that his hand, in which the cards still rested, trembled as it rested upon the table. Standing opposite him, his chair overturned upon the floor, was his accuser, an individual whose nationality at first glance was by no means easy to determine; on his left was another Frenchman, a dapper little person, wearing many rings, a turquoise stud, and boasting a faint resemblance to the third Napoleon. The man on his right, lolling back in his chair and regarding the ceiling with a contemplative air, as if he were trying to discover what it was in human nature that induced people to waste their time in quarrelling with each other when they might be so much better employed, was the man with whom this story is very considerably, if not most importantly, concerned, and whom it is necessary, for that reason, I should describe to you at greater length. Like the unfortunate youth on his left, he also was an Englishman, a fact which would have been apparent to the least observant. Though he was seated, it could be plainly seen that he was taller than the average Briton; he was good looking, his hair was crisp and curly, and he boasted honest brown eyes that looked full and fair into your own, and at the same time permitted you to understand that their possessor was a man who not only liked his own way, but usually managed to get it. Indeed, everything about him, the shape of his brow, the moulding of his chin, and even the set of his firm white teeth, which could occasionally be seen peeping out from beneath his mustache, bespoke him a man of determined character.

“I accuse monsieur of cheating!” said the man at the farther end of the table for the third time, and as he said it he picked up the cards that had already been played, and spread them out in the shape of a fan before him. The wretched youth made an attempt to protest his innocence. It was useless, however: his voice died in his throat. Anxious as he might be to deny the accusation, his own face condemned him, and not one of the bystanders believed in him for a moment. Suddenly there was a stir in the crowd, and the pompous little Greek, the proprietor of the rooms, pushed his way through and approached the table.

“Gentlemen, gentlemen!” he cried, wringing his hands. “What does this mean? I implore you not to quarrel. The authorities are none too well disposed toward me as it is, and if you attract their attention now I shall be ruined forever.”

In his excitement he placed his hand on the arm of the man who had furnished the accusation. The other threw him off with an angry gesture.

“To the devil with you, Polyannetis!” he cried in French. “What do you mean by interrupting me? Haven’t I told you that monsieur opposite has deliberately cheated?”

As he spoke he stooped over the green-clothed table and drew the cards toward him.

“You were clever enough at this sort of thing at one time,” he continued. “Examine these cards for yourself, and tell me whether they are those you provide for the use of your guests?”

Though nothing could have been fairer, it was plain that the proprietor of the rooms did not regard the proposal with very much favour. He would be compelled to decide in favour of one or the other, and by so doing he must of necessity offend a patron. The young Englishman had spent a considerable amount with him during the last few days, and might still have something left, while the other was a person of whom he stood in considerable awe. However, for the reason that there was no other way out of it, he reluctantly did as he was requested. He accordingly turned the cards this way and that, held them up to the light, and tested them in the most approved fashion. One thing was self-evident — the charge which had been brought against the younger man was only too true. Reluctant though he might be to admit it, there was no gainsaying the fact. The unfortunate young fellow’s complexion by this time was of a death colour. He gasped for breath, and looked as if at any moment he might fall from his chair in a faint. Already an ominous murmur was running through the room. People who, provided they are not found out, are only too eager themselves to cheat are invariably the most ready to punish those who have the misfortune or the stupidity to be discovered. It was plain that he could hope but for little mercy from any one there.

“What have you to say for yourself, monsieur?” Polyannetis began, in a tone that suggested that he had good reason to find fault with the young man for disturbing the tranquility of an otherwise well-ordered establishment.

The young man offered no reply.

“Turn him out!” cried a voice from behind. “We want no cheats here!”

Hearing this, two muscular attendants hastened forward, with the evident intention of executing the threat proposed. On seeing them, the second Englishman, who up to this time had appeared to take little or no interest in what was going forward, rose from his chair and turned toward the man who had brought the accusation.

“This has gone far enough, Monsieur le Vicomte,” he said. “I give you my word you are accusing this gentleman unjustly.”

“Unjustly?” cried the other, with genuine surprise. “What do you mean? Have I not said that monsieur substituted this pack for that with which Polyannetis furnished us?”

“I am quite aware of that,” said the Englishman coolly. “But you are wrong.”

“What do you mean?”

“What I say! You have declared that this gentleman has cheated.”

“And has he not?”

“Why should you say that?”

“Because I have the best of proofs. You can examine the cards for yourself.”

“The cards prove nothing. How do you know that it was he who substituted them?” The vicomte laughed scornfully.

“Ma foi, monsieur, your defence astonishes me. If he did not, who did?”

“I did!”

Had a thunderbolt crashed through the roof and fallen in the middle of the floor it could scarcely have caused greater surprise than did this speech. Each man looked at his neighbour as if he were scarcely able to believe that he had heard aright. Was it possible that Dick Durrington, the most notorious gambler and the finest pistol shot in Europe, was prepared to acknowledge that he had cheated at cards? The very idea of such a thing was preposterous. And yet he had said it, and, as he very well knew, there was no one in the room — or in Cairo, for that matter — who would dare to contradict or to hold him accountable for his words. Of course, he had not really done it — every one felt sure of that; but if not, why had he thus committed himself? He had not played with the younger man until that night, and they were not even acquaintances. This was what puzzled them, and the Vicomte de Vernier was more puzzled than all the rest put together.

“Monsieur Durrington,” he began, after the short pause which followed the other’s announcement, “you will forgive me, I hope, if I say that I scarcely catch your meaning. Am I to understand that you deliberately confess that you have cheated?”

“You may understand what you please,” the other replied imperturbably. “What I want you to understand is that if the ownership of these cards is to be called in question I am quite prepared to account for them.” There was another awkward pause, during which the spectators watched the two men, as if they were wondering what the next step in this extraordinary drama would be.

Meanwhile the young man at the farther end of the table was slowly recovering his self possession. He had found an unexpected ally, and in a totally unexpected quarter.

“There is a mystery somewhere,” said the vicomte, with a still more puzzled air. “I can not believe that monsieur is prepared to confess himself a cheat.”

“As I have said, you may believe what you please,” Durrington returned coolly. “If you feel aggrieved, I shall be happy to oblige you when and where you please. You know my address, I fancy. If not—”

He took a card from his pocket and threw it down upon the green-topped table. Then turning to the young man on his left, he said: “Come, sir, it is time we thought of getting home. If you will give me your company for a short distance I shall be obliged.”

The old pallor returned to the young man’s face; from Durrington’s speech it was plain he was not to escape scot free, after all. However, he rose as he was ordered and followed the other across the room to the hall outside, where a servant brought their cloaks. When they had donned them they passed down the steps.

It was a beautiful night, the stars shone with Oriental brilliance, and a soft wind from the Nile sighed softly among the orange trees in the garden. It was the first week in December, and the Cairene winter season might therefore be said fairly to have commenced. As Durrington and his companion made their way into the street an araabeyah passed them, conveying some guests from the British consul general’s reception back to their hotel. Durrington smiled grimly as the laughing voices of the ladies reached his ears. By dint of much perseverance he had acquired the habit of telling himself that he did not regret his loss of caste, that he was just as happy as he ever had been, and that nothing mattered so long as he had his life, and the health and strength to enjoy it. And yet, do what he would that night, the voices of those laughing girls in the carriage recurred to his memory again and again, long after the cab had turned down a side street. Possibly this may have been why they walked for upward of a hundred yards without a word passing between them. Indeed, they had left the thoroughfare in which the French gaming house was situated and had entered the Sharia Kamel Pacha before Durrington referred to the incident which had brought them together. Then, placing his hand upon the young man’s arm, he said:

“I wonder if it has struck you, my young friend, that you got off rather cheaply just now?”

The other hesitated before he replied. While he felt quite certain that his companion was aware of his guilt, some lingering touch of caution or vanity prevented him from making any confession until he was directly accused of it. At the same time he was aware that he owed a debt of gratitude that he could never repay to the man standing beside him. But for his generous interference and the fact that he had so opportunely taken the blame upon himself there was no knowing what the end of it all might have been. Durrington noticed his hesitation, and with the quick eye of a man who has made the human face his study appreciated it correctly. A smile that was almost one of contemptuous pity flitted across his face. Educated by the world as he had been in its roughest and most dangerous school, he was able to read the youth’s mind as if it had been a book laid open before him.

“I hope you will believe I am very grateful to you,” the young man said diffidently. “It was awfully good of you to get me out of that scrape as you did.” Then, with an ingenuousness that was almost pathetic, he added, “These foreign gaming houses are the very deuce and all unless you know the ropes.”

“I agree with you,” said Durrington. “You do require to know the ropes. And, what is more, you require to be very careful of how you pull those ropes when you are familiar with them. There are things which happen even in Cairo of which society in general, and the consuls in particular, know little or nothing. If I were you, I should make it a rule not to play until I got back to London. If, however, you must play, be careful that you use only the orthodox implements. Little mistakes like that of to-night are apt at times to entail unpleasant results.”

The youth was silent again for a few moments. He felt even more convinced than before that he was behaving ungenerously, and yet he did not quite see what he could do in return.

“Look here,” he faltered at last, “I know you must think me a beast for doing what I did, but — but — you don’t know how I was drawn into it. You don’t think that you’ll be getting into any sort of a hole yourself over this business, do you? That French chap is a bad hat, I should say, and I shouldn’t like you to get into any trouble with him when it’s all my fault. Do you see?”

“You need not allow yourself to be disturbed on that score,” said Durrington calmly. “I am quite able to take care of myself. Besides, if I know anything about our friend the vicomte, he won’t fight. If I were in your shoes, however, I should not cultivate his acquaintance for a week or two.”

“You think, then, that he will remember what has happened this evening?”

“Well, it’s not exactly the sort of thing one would be likely to forget,” answered Durrington. “Do you think it is?”

This time there was no shirking the question. The two men looked each other firmly and squarely in the face, and it was the younger’s eyes that dropped first.

“I am a cad,” he replied. “And I deserved to be kicked out of the place to-night.

I know that, but—”

“But the result has not quite justified the. cleverness of the original idea,” said Durrington. “I understand exactly. I shouldn’t do it again, that’s all.”

“I give you my word I won’t. But still I want you to understand how grateful I am to you.”

“Don’t trouble yourself about that,” said the other for the second time. “If I wanted to moralize, which isn’t in my line, I might preach you a sermon that would be to the point. I will spare you, however. Our paths separate here, I think. You are staying at the Oriental, are you not?”

“How did you know that?” his astonished companion inquired, for he had never seen or heard of Durrington until that evening.

“It is my business to know a good many things,” said Durrington. “And now, good night.”

“Good night,” the younger man replied.

“If my governor only knew what you’ve done for me to-night I wonder whether he would be glad or sorry?”

“You should know best,” Durrington replied, and then, ignoring the hand held out to him and speaking with an abruptness he had not used before, he bade the other “Good night,” and went quickly down the pavement.

“What a fool I am!” he said viciously to himself as he walked along. “Try how I will, I seem never to be able to forget. I suppose it was the young idiot’s face that brought it back to me so clearly. And a nice little scrape I’ve got myself into if Vernier turns nasty! Of course, they’ll never believe that I had a hand in the business, but they’ll suspect I’ve some game on for certain. They know Dick Durrington too well to suppose he’d allow his feelings to run away with him so far as to permit himself to be charged with a clumsy bit of business like that, unless he had a good and sufficient reason at the back of it all. Heaven, what recollections that young fellow’s face brought back to me! I seemed to see her — 

At this moment there crept out of the heavier shadow one of those terrible beings who haunt the darkness of every semi-European, semi-Asiatic city, and approached him, imploring charity in the name of God. Keeping pace with Durrington, he whined for help, for money, for anything that would save him from his present misery. He was an Englishman, he said, and had been a Queen’s officer. Durrington repulsed him savagely, but the other man was not to be denied. Then a light fell upon his face, and the other saw to whom it was he had appealed. He followed no farther. He knew that neither threats nor entreaties would avail him there.

Reaching his lodgings, Durrington let himself in and made his way past the sleeping servants in the corridor to his bedroom on the first floor. Once there, he stood and regarded himself steadfastly in the cheap French mirror hanging upon the wall.

“I never knew that it was so difficult to forget,” he said. “One chance likeness, and all the past comes back to me. I thought I had forgotten her, and that I had ever been anything but what I am — an outcast who was once a gentleman!”


CHAPTER II
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THE TIME WAS between three and four o’clock in the afternoon, and the place was the terrace before the entrance to Shepheard’s Hotel. The band of the English cavalry regiment quartered in Cairo was playing in the garden adjoining, and the well-dressed crowd, composed of tourists of all nationalities, was seated at the small tables, sipping its afternoon tea, talking scandal, and pretending to be interested in the music. On the pavement at the foot of the steps half a dozen dragomans were waiting for their patrons, smart araabeyahs took up and set down passengers continually, while water sellers, peddlers of every sort and description, coal-black soldiers of the Soudanese battalions, Copts, and stately Arabs stopped on their several ways to look at the strange gathering on the terrace, and to marvel at the still stranger doings of the Franks. In the middle of the long, swinging Western waltz his Highness the Khedive flashed by, preceded and followed by a glittering escort, and with saises running at the horses’ heads. Taken altogether, it constituted a brilliant picture, full of bright colours and sunshine. There was one person, however, upon the terrace who seemed to find little to interest him in it. He was seated in the extreme left-hand corner, and, as the waiters were painfully aware, had monopolized the use of an entire table for upward of an hour. If hard looks and whispered anathemas could have killed, he would have been annihilated a long time since; but he was not the sort of person to be easily disconcerted. He smoked his cigarette, read his newspaper, and sipped his coffee with the air of a man who cared less than nothing for public opinion, and for whom sightseeing had long ceased to possess any sort of attraction.

At first glance Joseph Spielman might have been anything from forty to fifty years of age. When his face was in repose he appeared to be nearer the half century than he himself would have altogether cared about; but when he smiled he might almost — I say almost advisedly — have been taken for a younger man. To his credit be it remarked, he more often smiled than not, for he was a man who found the world very well suited to his tastes, and he was quite disposed to make it aware of the fact. At the present moment he was wearing that sort of felt hat usually described as terai, but when he removed it and placed it on a chair beside him, it was seen that he was slightly bald. Such hair, however, as he still possessed was straight and black, and as undemonstrative as himself. His face was clean shaven, and, if one were disposed to be spiteful, it would have to be admitted that he boasted more than a suspicion of a double chin. His appearance was neat and natty in the extreme; his feet and hands were small, and the nails of the latter had been trimmed and polished to a high pitch of perfection. It was one of his peculiarities when engaged upon any business that necessitated careful thought to devote considerable attention to these important accessories, and, could they have spoken, strange indeed would have been the secrets they might have revealed. What Mr. Spielman’s nationality was it was difficult to determine. At first glance his name would suggest Semitic origin, but such was not the case. His speech, moreover, told you nothing. In New York it was said that he spoke like an Englishman; in London like an American; in Paris he had several times been mistaken for a German; while there were people in Berlin who declined altogether to believe that he was not a Frenchman. He was intimately acquainted with the most out-of-the-way corners of the world, and possessed, what is so essential to the comfort of the traveller, the faculty of being able to adapt himself to the manners and customs of the land he happened to be in at the moment. If he had been asked what country he considered his home, he would have replied, “My home is the wide world, and I want no other.” This would not, perhaps, be quite the truth, but it would be as near it as Joseph Spielman ever felt justified in venturing.

Having exhausted the news contained in his paper, he carefully folded it up and placed it in his pocket. It contained nothing of sufficient importance to justify him in keeping it, and he might just as well have thrown it away, but it was typical of his character that he did so. As he was well aware, the smallest clews often lead to the greatest discoveries, and, though he had little enough to conceal, he was nevertheless desirous that that little should remain his own property. One half of his existence might be said to have been spent in making tracks across the great desert of life, while the other half was occupied in obliterating them.

Having stowed away his paper and replaced his hat upon his head, he looked about him. He was aware that the waiters were watching for him to take his departure; he also knew that the young couple at the next table were on their honeymoon, and for this reason were anxious to acquire his place in order that they might be farther from the crowd, but he had no intention of obliging either party. He was waiting for a friend, and that friend was already upward of a quarter of an hour late. This fact, however, did not appear to cause him very much inconvenience. As a matter of fact, he had expected it, and was not displeased to find himself, as usual, in the right. Regarded in the proper light, it was a confession of weakness, for he was well aware that the person in question stood in considerable awe of him. He accordingly settled it in his own mind that this unpunctuality was intended to conceal the fact.

Though he did not appear to be noticing, he carefully scanned the occupant of every araabeyah that drew up at the steps. An ordinary man in an excess of his diplomacy would in all probability have taken his paper from his pocket again and have pretended to be absorbed in its contents, thereby implying that the other’s non-arrival was a matter of the least importance to himself. Spielman, however, as I have endeavoured to show, was far from being an ordinary man. He knew very well that if he pretended to be unconcerned the individual for whom he was waiting would see through his action and jump to the conclusion that he was desirous of concealing something. For the simple reason, therefore, that he had something to hide he affected considerable anxiety, which found its expression in a constant examination of his watch and the unhappy look upon his face. That the other was not there to see them did not matter; the little performance only cost him the trouble of acting it, while there was still the chance that the person in question had arrived earlier and was watching from the windows of the hotel behind. In this supposition, however, he was wrong. He had not examined his watch a dozen times before a carriage drawn by a pair of magnificent black Orloffs, and boasting a handsomely uniformed dragoman on the box beside the coachman, to say nothing of a couple of saises with white wands running at the horses’ heads, put in an appearance and drew up at the steps. In it was seated a lady, and it was for her coming that Joseph Spielman had been waiting so impatiently. On seeing her he rose, conscious all the time of the ripple of admiration that ran along the terrace, and made his way down to the street. And it must be confessed that the lady in question was fully entitled to any homage she might receive. She was young, perhaps a little older than she looked, but at most scarcely more than thirty-two or thirty-three years of age. She was, moreover, extremely beautiful, and, in order that her charms might be displayed to the fullest advantage, she was dressed in the height of Parisian fashion. It was not her beauty, however, that fascinated people so much as what might be described as her daintiness, that wonderful and yet indescribable something that seems to be the peculiar property of so many French and American women. As a matter of fact, in this case it was Brother Jonathan who possessed the right to be proud of so fair a daughter.

On seeing Spielman, she smiled graciously.

“I am afraid I am terribly late,” she said, holding out her tiny hand to him. “Will you forgive me?”

“I must deem myself fortunate in seeing you at all,” answered Spielman gravely. “Knowing how fully your time is occupied, I can not help feeling that I am doing a sinful action in trespassing upon even a moment of it.”

She threw a swift glance at him through the lace of her parasol, and then made room for him in the carriage beside her.

“It is nearly five o’clock,” she said. “Shall we take a turn in the Gezireh?”

Spielman declared his delight at the proposal, but his pleasure at her condescension did not prevent him from noticing with quiet satisfaction that she prepared a place for him first, and invited him afterward. This, he considered, augured well for what was to follow. As soon as he was comfortably seated the dragoman ascended the box and gave the signal; the saises flourished their wands and set off, uttering their curious cries of warning; the horses sprang forward, and before a spectator could have counted twenty they had turned the corner and were out of sight of the hotel and the curious crowd upon the terrace. It was not until they had proceeded some distance, however, that either of the occupants of the carriage spoke. Spielman was the first to break the silence.

“Do either of your servants understand English, my dear Coralie?” he inquired.

“Neither,” she answered. “You may say what you please before them with perfect safety.”

“That is fortunate,” he replied, “for I have something of considerable importance to say to you. From the fact that you have been kind enough to call for me, I argue that you received my note of this morning. I should have given myself the pleasure of paying my respects to you in person had I not been prevented. You like Cairo, I presume?”

“If I did not I should scarcely be here,” she answered, with a momentary sharpness that was by no means lost upon him.

He smiled complacently upon the wide expanse of gold embroidery which the dragoman’s back presented to him. The Oriental work displayed there must have given him his cue, because for the next five minutes or so he talked of the unabated charms that the East still possessed for him.

“After all,” he said as they passed over the Kasr-on-Nil bridge and dropped their saises at the entrance to the park, under the shadow of the great stone lions, “I am not at all sure that the Oriental life is not the correct one. The lack of hurry, the dignity of movement, and the imperturbability of temper are things which we Europeans would do well to imitate.”

His companion allowed a little smile to cross her face; she quite understood the meaning of what he had just said. She realized how foolish she had been to let him see that he had angered her.

They drove along the bank of the river, down the avenue of lubback trees, passed over the bridge and the road that leads to Gizeh, and then turned once more toward the point whence they had originally started. By this time the park was filled with equipages of every sort and description. The rank and fashion of Cairo was taking its afternoon drive, and the victorias of the consuls general of the great powers rubbed shoulders with mail phaetons of pachas, while miniature broughams, containing daintily veiled ladies of the harem, came in perilous proximity to the dogcarts of reckless British subalterns.

“Has it ever struck you, dear Coralie,” said Spielman in that gentle voice that made one think of the purring of a cat, “how very different your life would have been had you been born in the East, of Asiatic parents?”

“I have never given the question a thought,” she replied. “The Muski is some considerable distance from the Broadway, you see!”

“Charming as you could not have failed to be in your own sphere, you would not have known the pleasure and, shall — shall we say, the excitement of your present life.”

Knowing her man so well, she was quite aware that there was something behind all this, something that he was leading up to very gradually, and that in all probability would not be altogether pleasant when it came.

“Does it never strike you,” she said at last, as though she had been carefully considering his last speech, “that I may have tired of all this pleasure and — and this excitement of which you speak?”

“I must confess I have been foolish enough never to have contemplated that,” he replied. “I am sorry you have been bored. It is unfortunate, very unfortunate. I remember so well your telling me in Rome—”

He stopped suddenly. His companion’s eyes had filled with tears. Hunting about for a reason to account for it, he remembered that her husband had died in the Italian capital. Accordingly, he leant a little toward her, and, placing his hand upon hers, he said tenderly: “Forgive me, dear Coralie; I had forgotten poor Vanhoysen for the moment.”

Then to himself he added: “That was by no means badly done. She gave me checkmate when I least expected it. If one could only forget that Vanhoysen was an undersized, red-faced man, with a bald head and a cosmopolitan taste in liquor, one might almost believe that she still cared for him.” Under the circumstances any further reference to Rome was impossible. Accordingly, they drove for some distance in silence. The hand Spielman had to play was an extremely difficult one, but he preferred difficulties at all times. He liked an uphill fight, and he had a consummate belief in his own powers. A victory was no victory that had not required some skill to win.

“How pleasant the evening air is!” he said as they approached the river again; “and how charming it is to be driving with you once more! How long is it since we met? To me it seems an eternity.”

“We saw each other last in Petersburg, I fancy,” she said, and as she said it she bowed to Sulieman Pacha, who passed them, driving tandem.

“In Petersburg, to be sure,” he answered. “The Neva was frozen, I remember, and we skated together. Do you remember how angry you were with poor Golgourouski for his unfortunate remark concerning your sables?”

She replied to the effect that she had no recollection of the incident in question, but the shudder that passed over her belied the truth of her words. Woman of the world though she was, her feelings occasionally managed to get the better of her.

“And since then you have been where?” he asked. — 

He raised his eyes inquiringly as he put the question. He knew perfectly where she had been, but he did not wish her to be aware of the fact.

“Here, there, and everywhere,” she returned airily. “You know my passion for travelling.”

“Perfectly,” he answered. “Hence my presence in Cairo, and the little note I wrote, asking you to make an appointment for this aftemoon.”

“I am afraid I do not quite understand,” she replied.

Spielman smiled indulgently.

“Conceited as it may appear to say so, I fancy I have been able to be of some little use to you in your life.”

Before she answered him she looked away over the railings to the spot upon the race course where the polo club was entertaining its friends that afternoon. That Spielman had, in a certain sense, been useful to her was quite true, but, while she was prepared to admit as much, she could not shut her eyes to the fact that that usefulness had had its origin solely in her power and ability to serve himself.

“The truth of the matter is, my dear Coralie,” he said, “I need your assistance just now; more, perhaps, than I have ever yet done. I am in a position of some little difficulty, and without you I can do nothing.”

She had heard him talk like this before, so she waited for what would inevitably follow.

“The fact is,” he continued, after a little pause, “I have hit upon a scheme which I can not help thinking may not only be of some interest to you, but may be exceedingly profitable to us both. You are aware how prone I am to take the affairs of other people into my own hands. It is an amiable weakness of which I have never been able to rid myself. There are various sorts of philanthropy, and the mere fact that mine has the good fortune to repay me occasionally should not detract in any way from its usefulness. Do you follow me?”

“I fancy I understand,” she answered, as if she were emerging from some abstruse calculation. “You do good on the ordinary principle of trade, in order that a profit to yourself may follow.”

“And why not?” he answered. “Would you have me neglect the opportunities Providence vouchsafes me? But we are wandering from the point, I think.”

His companion bowed to the French minister, who was passing at the moment.

“And that point is?”

“The fact that I require your help, my dear Coralie,” he answered. “As I have already explained, I have inaugurated a scheme which promises to be one of the most successful I have yet undertaken. To arrive at this happy conclusion, however, I must have your assistance, and this I feel sure you will grant me when you have heard everything. This is not the first time we have worked together, but, if you are tired of the partnership, I sincerely trust, for your sake, that it may be the last.”

“You said the same thing when you asked me to help you in that Cochin-China affair,” she said. “You promised me then that if I would do as you wished you would never ask me to assist you again.”

“Forgive me, and forget that I was ever so foolish,” he answered, purposely mistaking her meaning. “It was the purest self-conceit that made me think I was strong enough to do without you.”

She understood. He had her completely in his toils, and she knew it. Experience had taught her that he was never so humble as when he had gained his point. There were other reasons, however, and — But there, human nature is proverbially weak, and if one does wrong it is comforting to be able to salve one’s conscience afterward with the reflection that the act was committed only on compulsion.

“And this scheme is?” she asked.

“An intensely interesting one from every point of view,” he answered. Then with a return to his old semi-serious, semi-mocking manner, he continued: “With your permission, I will furnish you with a brief résumé of the position. For a greater number of years than either you or I would care to contemplate, a certain South American republic, the name of which may possibly occur to you, has been afflicted with a scourge such as, I am pleased to say, overtakes but few countries in that portion of the habitable globe. I refer to its prolonged prosperity and peace. Under the influence of this tranquility, the gentle art of making itself objectionable to its neighbour and the world in general has been almost, if not entirely, lost. The lion has lain down with the lamb so long that he has well-nigh forgotten his taste for mutton. Any one but a politician might foresee the result. The sword, having been turned into a ploughshare, will in course of time be sold for old iron. The country’s reputation, so far as revolutionary sentiment is concerned, is at its lowest, and what was at one time the hatching place — the incubator, I might almost say — of half the plots that have given zest to life in South America is now a wilderness of Clapham-like respectability. Attempts to alter this deplorable state of affairs have been made at intervals, but always without success. If it continues much longer, the credit of the South American citizen as a revolutionist will be lost for good and all. In the interests of civilization this must not be.”

An almost imperceptible smile flickered round the corners of his companion’s mouth.

“I think I understand,” she answered. “It is at this particular juncture that you appear on the scene. The patriots of whom you speak, who have hitherto been debarred from occupying their proper places in the management of affairs, appeal to you, confident that they will not ask in vain, provided always—”

“Provided what, dear Coralie?”

“That their prayers for help are couched in language such as you can understand and the securities they offer are such as can be readily realized in the event of disaster overtaking them.”

He patted her hand complacently. She had not offended him in the least by her plain speaking.

“In our world,” he continued, still adopting the same conciliatory tone, “motives by which I am actuated must always incur the risk of being misconstrued. That, however, matters but little to me. The question for our consideration is, whether you are prepared to assist me in the herculean task I have set myself?”

“For the second time I must ask you to tell me what I am to do.”

“I will explain,” he replied. “The position, I take it, is as follows: The president of the republic, an elderly and wealthy gentleman, has happened by mischance to win the esteem of his compatriots. These misguided people speak of him as the Father of his Country. What they will say of him later is quite another matter. We have run no risks. The army has been carefully sounded, with the result that a large proportion has been found to be in favour of a return to its proper employment. These have been assiduously cultivated, and are now engaged in sowing the seeds of discontent throughout the various regiments. All things considered, we have been more successful than we dared at first to hope, and now all that is required is that a man should be sent there to take over the management of affairs, and also that the sinews of war should be supplied.”

“And the man and the money?”

“I am finding both,” he replied. “A little speculation on my part, nothing more. The money has already been despatched. The man will follow next week.”

“And he is?”

“Who but MacCartney?”

“But I thought he was still in—”

Spielman held up his hand.

“He was,” he replied. “But the business was not what we had a right to expect. His army melted away like snow before a summer sun. The whole affair was a fiasco, and unworthy of his reputation and my own. General Palaisto, accordingly, resigned his command, bade his troops a hurried and somewhat unceremonious ‘farewell,’ and to-night will make his appearance in Cairo as plain Mr. MacCartney once more.”

“And you are sending him to South America to promote and take charge of this revolution in your interests?”

“That is what I propose,” said Spielman. “I can think of no man better suited for the work.”

She laughed a little uneasily. Do what she would, she could not induce him to come to the point.

“Now, for the third time, what part am I to play in the drama?” she inquired.

“I shall occupy the position of supreme authority,” said Spielman slowly and very deliberately, as if he saw that it was no use procrastinating further. “MacCartney will be our fighting head. Now what we want is a head for the intelligence department. That is where I propose, with your permission, to place you.”

“And what if I do not feel disposed to fall in with your plans?”

She pursed her pretty lips up and gazed intently at the embroidery on the dragoman’s back. Spielman understood what was passing through her mind. She was frightened of him, and he intended that she should continue to be so.

“I have made it a rule of my life never to make allowance for impossible contingencies,” he said. Then dropping his voice a little and putting as much persuasion as he knew into it, he added: “You have done so much for me, Coralie, in the past that I can not believe that you would of your own free will disassociate yourself from me in the future, particularly just when I need you most. Do you remember that little affair in the Balkans in 18 — Well, never mind the year. How useful you were to me then! Without your assistance I should never have been able to do what I did. Then there was that French business in Algiers, and that little passage at arms with the Sublime Porte two years later. Had it not been for your quick wit and readiness of resource on a certain memorable occasion Cavarrez would certainly have reached Constantinople, and in that case I should have been ruined forever. There have been other episodes in our career of which we might both be equally proud. The one I am arranging now, however, looks more promising than anything we have yet attempted. May I count upon your help?”

The woman beside him clenched her pretty teeth. Smooth spoken as he was, she could calculate the weight of the iron hand inside the velvet glove to a nicety.

“I had hoped that all that sort of thing had gone out of my life forever,” she said at last.

Spielman smiled benignly upon her.

“Dear child,” he said, “believe me when I say that one is never able to say with truth that he or she is done with that sort of thing. For the moment you are inclined to the romantic. You picture a life spent in a cottage embowered in honeysuckle, far from the rush and strife of the great world — an existence into which ambition never enters, and where the word politics means the telegrams in the fifth page of the morning paper. While you are so picturing, the cynic that is in every man and woman reminds you that you are wintering in Cairo, driving black Orloffs in the Gezireh Park; that last night you dined with an ambassadress; and that to-night you will attend the khedivial reception, where you will receive that attention and respect your talents merit. To be able to retire from the world one must have lost all interest in its affairs. This, I can safely assure myself, you have not done. After the life you have led, could it be otherwise? To return to a simile I have already used, you pick up your Times, your Figaro, your Novoe Vremya, Il Populo, or, shall we say, Egyptian Gazette, and you instinctively turn to the Continental telegrams. And why? For the very simple reason that they interest you more than the rest of the paper put together. You have been schooled in these matters from your youth up, and you know exactly how the strings are pulled and how it is the puppets work. The lady residing in the honeysuckle cottage to which we have referred reads that the Czar has been graciously pleased to appoint Count Michael Barotouski to be governor of Central Siberia. It is an item of foreign intelligence to her, and nothing more. You, the owner of the black Orloffs, give it greater attention, for the reason that you have known for some months past of a secret meeting on the frontier, of a duel at short range, and of the unpleasantness at headquarters that was the natural consequence. Instances of a similar kind might be adduced, if necessary, ad infinitum. Surely, my dear Coralie, you do not desire for the next forty years to reduce yourself to the level of one who believes all she reads in the morning papers?”

“Is it not possible to imagine a life in which there are no newspapers?” asked the lady with the air of one who is anxious to dispose of the argument for good and all.

“As possible as it is to imagine a life in which there are no Parisian tailors and no Cairene villas,” he replied. “However, that is beside the mark. What concerns us for the moment is the question whether I may assure myself of your co-operation? The adventure promises to be an exciting one, and, if I know anything of such things, it will certainly be remunerative. The risk you will run will be an exceedingly small one, and if we succeed I think I may promise you at least ten thousand pounds.”

She appeared not to notice the latter portion of his speech. They were approaching the Kasr-en-Nil bridge at the time, and the horses, finding their heads turned for home, were inclined to be a little restive. Dusk was falling, and a cool wind reached them from the river. — 

They had passed the barracks, and were proceeding at a fast pace down the Sharia Masr-el-Atika, when Spielman returned to the subject in which they were both so much interested.

“I may count upon your co-operation, then?” he said.

“You must tell me first what I have to do,” she replied. “I can not give you a definite answer until I know that.”

“That is easily told,” he answered. “The president of the republic with which we are concerned has one daughter, his only child. She is at present travelling in Europe, and, as I have good reason to know, arrives in Cairo to-night. What you have to do is to make her acquaintance. It should not be a very difficult matter. I will arrange that you shall render her some signal service, and from what I know of her she will be grateful. You must become friends, and later on you will give her to understand that it is your intention at an early date to travel in South America. In return for the kindnesses you show her here, she will invite you to visit her there. After that all will be plain sailing. Do you understand?”

“But what if I do not get a chance of rendering her this service of which you speak?”

“Never fear, you will have the opportunity. Leave it to me. I will arrange it. All you will have to do is to carry out my instructions.”

By this time they had turned into the street in which her villa was situated.

“It seems to me a good thing for both of us,” she said more sadly than she had yet spoken, “that we have long ago given up the habit of wondering what the world would say if it knew the sort of people we are. As I understand the arrangement, I am to make the acquaintance of this unsuspecting girl, to win her confidence, to sneak into her home like a thief, and eventually to help to betray her father and his country.”

Spielman laughed pleasantly.

“My dear Coralie,” he said, “words, like figures, can be made to prove anything. Now I look at the matter from an entirely different standpoint. If I desired to pose before you, I should say that human beings are like chessmen, and that the man who would succeed must use them to the best advantage if he desires to win the game.”

She gave a little sigh. She knew how useless it was to argue with him. Having once set his face toward his goal, nothing she could say or do would turn him from his purpose. And yet she was so tired of plotting and scheming, so wearied of intrigues and conspiracies. Between them they were making her quite old. She felt as if her face already contained a thousand crowsfeet. Why could he not leave her alone? Why could he not permit her to lead the sort of life she desired unmolested?

At this moment the carriage pulled up before her residence. The dragoman descended from the box and rapped upon the panels of the gate with the hilt of his sword. When the doors had been thrown open they drove into the courtyard.

“You referred just now to the reception at the Abdin Palace to-night,” she said, as she prepared to alight. “Shall you be present?”

“Since I know that you are going, of course,” he answered. “I have not had the honour of meeting his Highness since my arrival in Cairo. You will perhaps be able then to assure me that I was not wrong when I promised myself the pleasure of your assistance.”

“I will let you know then,” she replied, only too glad to obtain a respite, however short.

“It is possible you might perhaps permit us to come on here afterward?” he said, in the tone of a man who asks a question and is rather doubtful as to what sort of answer he will receive.

“You say tis,” she continued. “To whom do you refer?”

“I was thinking of the men who are to assist us in the matter of which we have been speaking.”

“MacCartney, I presume?”

“And his companion,” Spielman replied, “who, I may inform you, is no less a person than our old friend Durrington.”

The colour entirely departed from her face. For a moment every atom of her self control deserted her. When she spoke again her voice trembled so that she could scarcely frame the words she desired to utter.

“Do you mean that he is also going to take part in this affair?”

“Why not?” he asked, as he noticed the expression upon her face. “It is too big a business for MacCartney to manage singlehanded.”

“And he is in Cairo now?”

“He has been here upward of three weeks,” Spielman replied. “It will be quite a meeting of old friends, will it not?”

To this she offered no reply. The news she had heard had quite unnerved her. She was aware that her companion was watching her, and that he was reading her inmost thoughts. But she could not recover her self possession, try how she would.

“Forgive me,” said Spielman at last. “I am keeping you standing here. If you catch cold I shall never pardon myself. Let me bid you au revoir for the present. We shall meet this evening without fail.”

“Au revoir,” she answered, and then, declining her offer of the carriage to take him to his hotel, he bowed and left her.

Once in the street, he paused to light a cigarette, and then continued his walk at a brisk pace.

“I had an idea my news would surprise her,” he said to himself as he tramped along. “It is plain that ‘La Belle Coralie ‘ has not got over her weakness for the good Durrington, after all. All things considered, it is perhaps as well. I have always found that there is nothing that makes a man or a woman do such good work as love. I wonder whether ‘ he still cares for her? I must be satisfied on that point before I trust them too far.”

Having reached his hotel, he dressed, dined, and when he had smoked a cigar and had discussed the latest developments in a certain section of European politics with an entirely amiable though somewhat secretive Austrian attaché who was in Cairo on leave, set off for the Palace Abdin.

“These functions are alike all the world over,” he said to himself with a touch of weariness after he had paid his respects to his Highness and was making the circuit of the rooms. “At St. James’s, the Hoffburg, at Potsdam, the Quirinal, or even here in semi French, semi-English, semi-Turkish Cairo; always the same air of unreality, disquiet, the same stuffy atmosphere, and the same show of combined gaiety and secrecy that would not deceive an intelligent schoolgirl. Ah! here comes dear Coralie, looking eighteen and feeling eight and forty. She has been taking chloral, that is very evident. Mais pourquoi, mademoiselle? Cela ne peut que vous aviez peur?”

There may be some people in this carping world of ours who would assert that there have been occasions in the life of Coralie Vanhoysen when her beautiful face has been of more assistance to her than the resources of all the banks of Europe put together. If this were so, it is doubtful whether she ever looked handsomer than she did on the occasion to which I am referring. For the reason that an attempt to describe her costume in detail would necessitate an exhaustive dredging of the dictionary in search of adjectives, it would perhaps be as well for me to limit myself to citing the interesting fact that she was dressed to perfection, and that she carried herself like a woman who knows she is beautiful, and is disposed to set sufficient value on her charms. The French minister, on whose arm her hand rested, seemed proud of the distinction accorded him. Discourteous as it may appear to say so, it is doubtful whether he would have been quite so elated had he known the true state of affairs, for he prided himself on being a discreet individual, who feared a risk as much as he did a poor relation.

Presently they encountered Spielman. Coralie stopped and held out her hand, smiling bewitchingly as she did so.

“Then you have come, after all?” she said.

“Did you not say that I should have the pleasure of meeting you?” he answered, with a bow. “How, then, could I remain away?” Then, turning to the dapper little Frenchman before him, he continued: “Permit me, Monsieur le Comte, to offer you my congratulations on the success which has attended your efforts to bring about a termination of the unfortunate Umbabah incident. Your policy of inaction was Machiavellian in its simplicity, and I confess I envy you the success it has achieved.”

“Approbation from Sir Hubert Stanley is praise indeed,” quoth the ambassador sarcastically. He did not like Spielman, and he had not the least objection to letting him know it. Then, seeing that Coralie desired to remain with him, he left her and crossed the room to pay his respects to a famous Parisian beauty who had but lately arrived in Cairo. Even ambassadors sometimes know when they are de trop.

“What a crush it is!” said Coralie, as she surveyed the people about her. “The sweeping of the chancellaries, I should think.” Then, turning to the Duke of Perrambino, who at that moment made his appearance at her elbow, and who could scarcely have failed to hear her last remarks, she continued: “Ah, Monsieur le Duc, how nice it is to see you here! I had no idea you were in Egypt. The rooms are very full, are they not? All one’s friends seem to be here.”

The Duke of Perrambino rubbed his fat white hands together.

“I can not believe that, madame,” he said. “For in that case the walls of the Palace Abdin would surely present the same appearance as those of Jericho after the sounding of Joshua’s trumpets.”

“Perrambino has reduced the art of paying compliments to an exact science,” said Coralie when the little Italian had made his bow and proceeded on his circuit of the room. “It’s my belief that he gets them up beforehand, and fires them off like minute guns when occasion permits. Now take me somewhere out of this crush to a place where we can sit down and talk undisturbed.”

“I know the very spot,” said Spielman. Then to himself he added: “She is going to be reasonable. That means that she wants me to tell her about Durrington. Very well; I have not the least objection, provided, of course, I get my own way eventually.”

When they had found the place they wanted they seated themselves, and Spielman entered upon his business forthwith.

Two hours later Coralie and Spielman stood side by side in the small but tastefully furnished drawing-room of the villa she had rented for the season. They were waiting for MacCartney and Durrington, and Spielman noticed that, while her conversation was as animated as usual, her eyes wandered continually toward the clock upon the mantelpiece. The hands of the timepiece indicated half past eleven when the portière was drawn aside and a tall gray-haired man, with a bristling mustache of the same colour and dark, piercing eyes, entered the room, accompanied by the individual who we last saw abjuring himself for his inability to forget the past. Coralie rose and went across the room to meet them. She shook hands with the taller man, and expressed the pleasure it gave her to see him again; then she turned to Durrington. Her face was still pale, but the moment’s respite she had had while welcoming MacCartney had given her time to get her feelings under control. As for Durrington, he had been dreading this moment for the last eight hours — that is to say, ever since he had been informed that she was in Cairo. Now that he was in her presence, however, he found to his surprise that he was not as much affected as he had expected he would be. Presently they went into an adjoining room for supper. During the progress of the meal nothing was said concerning the matter which was the occasion of their meeting that night. When the cigarettes were lighted afterward, however, the matter was fully discussed.

“You have no objection to joining us, Durrington, I presume?” asked Spielman, with a sharp glance at the other’s face.

“Not in the least,” Durrington replied.

“I am anxious to get to work again. Ever since that wretched business in Cuba fizzled out so disgracefully I have been an idle man.”

Spielman looked at MacCartney.

“And you?” he asked.

The other nodded. It was not his habit to talk much; he had risked love, life, and most of what makes life worth living on a nod before now. Spielman turned to Coralie, who was seated at the piano. Her eyes were bright and her face a little flushed.

“And are we to have the pleasure of counting you one of us, dear Coralie?” he asked.

“If you wish it, I shall be only too pleased,” she answered warmly.

And so, in a cloud of cigarette smoke, and to the accompaniment of one of Schumann’s sweetest melodies, the future of a South American republic was arranged for.


CHAPTER III
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THE NIGHT WAS bitterly cold, and the wind from the mountains, driving down the passes out to the plains beyond, cut like a whip, causing the skins of such unfortunates as chanced to be exposed to it to tingle and burn as though they had been soundly flogged. High up in the firmament, above the snow-clad peaks, the stars shone with marvellous brilliance. A faint sigh came from the stunted pines at the foot of the slope; otherwise everything was preternaturally still. Only the lights shining from the windows of the estancia at the entrance to the pass gave evidence of human life, and they seemed to be looking out upon the world with angry eyes, as though they were aware that the reason of their being alight at such an hour was a menace to the peace of the country of which the mountains were the outer guard. Situated at the mouth of one of the loneliest passes in all that lonely range, this farmhouse from a distance appeared to be a somewhat pretentious building; as a matter of fact, however, it consisted of but five rooms, though the veranda, which surrounded it on every side, gave it an appearance of being larger than was warranted by its actual size. In all other respects it was a typical South American building. Its history had been a checkered one. It had been designed and built by an extraordinary individual, who, when other employments had failed, had taken to farming as a last experiment. An experiment it certainly had been, and, as the result proved, a disastrous one in every sense of the word. That he had ever expected it to be successful showed the hopeless inefficiency of the man, for had he searched the whole length of the mountain range he could scarcely have discovered a more unsatisfactory spot on which to try his luck. Nothing had grown there in the past, and it was equally certain that nothing would do so in the future. And yet I am wrong, for at the time I am attempting to describe it was engaged in producing as fine a crop of sedition and privy conspiracy as could have been discovered anywhere on the surface of our terrestrial sphere. The principal living room — that is to say, the room looking on to the veranda on the side nearest the pass — was brilliantly lighted. It was, however, far from being a luxurious apartment; as a matter of fact, the greater portion of its furniture was of home construction, and was the handiwork of that eccentric individual to whom the house itself owed its existence. At the present moment the individuals using it were five in number — all men. They were, moreover, as busy as human beings could well be. On the table in the centre innumerable papers were deposited, though they could scarcely be seen by reason of the large map which was spread above them. It was around this map that the men were grouped. Three of them I have already described. The person seated at the head of the table, in the place of most importance, was none other than our old friend Joseph Spielman, as cool and unimpressionable as when we saw him driving in the Gizereh Park. On his right, holding in his hand a sheet of paper, upon which he occasionally made notes, was MacCartney, who, when we made his acquaintance in Cairo, had lately returned from conducting a campaign in the Philippines. Opposite him was Durrington, the man who had so carefully schooled himself to forget the past, and yet found it difficult to do so. At the farther end of the table, no less interested, but displaying much more excitement, were two strangers. The taller, a by no means unpleasant-looking man of fifty, was a well-known character in the state. He was of Irish descent, a member of Congress, and a determined foe of the Government then in power. His companion was a shorter and stouter man, whose jet-black hair, sallow skin, and piercing eyes proclaimed him a Spaniard of the Spaniards. Twice already he had come into contact with the authorities for attempting to overthrow the existing order of things. The third time must either prove successful or it would be necessary for him to make a hurried exit from the country. The name of the first was O’Donoghue, that of the second Larralde.

Spielman made a note with his pencil on the margin of the map, and then looked at the Spaniard.

“You are quite certain that your preparations are complete?” he said. “That you have neglected nothing?”

“Quite certain,” the Spaniard replied. “The rifles and the extra men reached me safely, and since my receipt of both I have drilled my peons as often as occasion offered. I have also sounded my neighbours on the subject, and, while they are not disposed to make a move at present, I do not think there is any fear but that they will join us as soon as our success is established.”

“That is so characteristic of one’s neighbours,” replied Spielman, with a little sneer. “In the meanwhile keep your eye on Martinez and his troops, and if you think he has the least suspicion do not fail to let me know. We can not afford to be watched just now.”

He turned to O’Donoghue.

“Did you receive the hundred men I sent you last week?”

“I did,” the other replied, “and distributed them as you directed. Bedad, they’re a fine cut-throat lot to let loose on a countryside.”

“They will fight, at any rate,” answered Spielman. “If your unhappy republic is ever to be placed on a basis of prosperity — that is the term, I fancy, is it not? — they are the men to do it. As soon as you hear from me you will move to this point, thirty miles due south of the port. You will take up your position with your men in the little village of Quirique, and at any cost you will prèvent Martinez from joining forces with the president.”

“And you — where will you be?”

“Nowhere,” Spielman replied quietly, but with emphasis. “By that time I shall have effaced myself completely, and our friend MacCartney will have taken over command. You will look to him for instructions.”

MacCartney raised his huge bulk from the chair upon which he had been sitting, and stood with his back to the wall, his hands behind him. He looked the typical soldier, calm, collected, and accustomed to command. Whatever the circumstance might have been that had caused him to leave his own proper service, it certainly had not been a deficiency in soldierliness, if I may so express it. Nature had fitted him for the profession of arms, and he was as capable in that direction as he was incapable in others.

“Bear one thing in mind,” he said shortly, for, strange though it may seem, he could never forget that the man he was addressing was practically a traitor to his country. “Don’t let Martinez take you by surprise. The revolution will commence at midnight on the 23d. I shall seize the port at daybreak, land my additional forces, and march upon the capital forthwith. If Martinez has not passed you by nightfall, you will cross the mountains and establish yourself at Querida, where I can get at you if I want you.”

The other looked a little crestfallen. This was by no means the programme he had mapped out for himself. When one takes part in revolutions one feels entitled to do a little fighting, and O’Donoghue had pictured himself performing prodigies of valour. To be relegated to the background — or, in other words, to be kept kicking his heels in small villages while others who had not half so much interest in the matter at issue were breaking heads — struck the Irishman as being beyond a joke, and for a moment he felt inclined to protest. Spielman noticed what was passing in his mind, and laid his hand upon his arm.

“Remember one thing,” he said in a voice that was as soothing as that of a mother talking to her infant child, “when Cavarro is deposed your life will be of value to the republic. We can not allow you to run too many unnecessary risks.”

A smile of gratified vanity spread over O’Donoghue’s face. There was not the least likelihood that he would ever occupy the presidential chair, but Spielman had been made aware of his aspirations, and, as he had done in other cases, he used them to further his own ends. Later on more drastic measures could be employed if necessary. It was a trait in his character that so long as he could cajole a person into carrying out his wishes he never threatened. He remembered that for the donkey which is always being beaten the stick is no longer an article of terror.

At this moment Spielman’s imperturbable man servant, an Albanian, who had been twice condemned to be shot as a spy, and who feared no other being on the face of the globe but his master, entered with a tray, upon which were a number of cups of coffee. Each person took one, and for the next few minutes the only sound to be heard was the sipping of the men and the sighing of the wind round the corner of the house.

“And now,” said O’Donoghue, as he placed his empty cup on a chair beside him, “I think I had better be getting along. It’s a good thirty-mile ride to my place, and if I am not there by daybreak there are folk who may possibly be talking. Senor Larralde, may I have the pleasure of your society upon the road?”

Spielman’s eyes met MacCartney’s. There was an expression in them that the other understood. The former knew that if he were to attempt to detain the Spaniard the Irishman would suspect that he was deliberately attempting to keep them apart. MacCartney could do it in his bluff, soldierly way, and O’Donoghue would be none the wiser.

“In that case you’ll certainly not be home by daybreak,” said MacCartney, picking up a sheaf of documents as he spoke. “I have all these to go through with Larralde before we separate. Let your horse remain in the corral, and we’ll get to work again.”

The very clumsiness of the excuse blinded the future president. He rose to his feet, little dreaming that he had been tricked, and that all his life’s ambition had been lost in so simple and unostentatious a fashion.

“I’m afraid it’s impossible,” he said, holding out his hand to Spielman. “I’d better be off. We don’t want to excite suspicion just now, do we?”

“It would be the height of folly,” the other replied gravely. “Well, if you think you must go, good night. We will keep you informed of the course of events.”

O’Donoghue shook hands all round, and then moved toward the door.

“I’ll help you with your horse,” said Durrington, and accordingly he rose and followed him out into the darkness. When the Irishman had saddled up and had taken his departure the other stood looking down the track in the direction in which he had disappeared.

“Spielman wants to keep them apart,” he said to himself. “He knows that it is the ambition of both men to be president, and, for his own sake as well as theirs, he does not like to trust them too much together — particularly in the mountains on a dark night. One of them might have the misfortune to lose the other, and then there would be trouble all round. What a beast of a world this is, and what a lot of wolves we are, to be sure!”

This apostrophe was addressed to a wicked-looking cactus that reared its head out of the sand before him like a spirit of the waste. Then he glanced up at the mountain peaks, and as he did so, had it been daylight, it might have been observed that a different expression came over his face. It looked for the moment as if the habitable globe was a little more desirable, and one’s fellow-creatures not quite so near akin to the vulpine tribe as they had appeared to him a minute or so before.

Spielman was essentially a creation of his own epoch; Durrington, on the other hand, might very well have lived in the twelfth or thirteenth century. He was a soldier of fortune in the true sense of the word. Content to take life as he found it, he appreciated its pleasures at their full value, and endured its hardships as the price to be paid in return for its benefits. Accustomed from his youth up to regard all men with suspicion until he was convinced to the contrary, he was seldom imposed upon. On the other hand, his confidence having once been won was not easily shaken. He was a perfect leader of men, a quick and accurate judge of a situation, could keep his head amid the greatest excitement, and act promptly and in the right way at the critical moment.

Cold though the night was, he appeared to be in no hurry to return to the room where he had left his companions. The black outline of the mountains probably possessed a fascination for him, for he stood, leaning on the rail of the veranda, watching them intently for upward of a quarter of an hour. On this particular evening he was scarcely himself. He was out of joint with his world. Part of his life as it had been for years passed, the plotting and planning of his companions was unendurable to-night. The very sound of Spielman’s silken voice, the high-pitched, almost querulous tones of the Spaniard, the broad, liquid brogue of the Irishman, even MacCartney’s ponderousness, irritated him beyond measure. And all the time he was endeavouring to convince himself that he could not account for it. If the truth must be told, however, the explanation was an eminently simple one — he was in love.

Three months before, immediately following his arrival in the republic — that is to say, while he was waiting at the port for instructions from Spielman, who had not yet put in an appearance — he had met with an adventure which had left, and seemed likely to leave, a lasting impression on him. As all the world knows, San Pedro is the principal port as well as the largest city of the republic. It is a place of many attractions, and probably the most picturesque of the South American seaports. The harbour is admirably constructed, the fortifications are worthy of a country where one anticipates revolutions as regularly and naturally as one does the return of spring, while the inhabitants are a warm-hearted, easily led, pleasure-loving people, who have come to regard life with an indulgent eye, and perhaps, for the reason mentioned above, would appear at first glance to have no care or thought for the morrow or its affairs. Nearer the front, or water side, the town is practically European; the rows of warehouses, stores, government departments, etc., have been said to remind travellers of Liverpool, but for the artist the streets lying farther back in the older Spanish residential quarter would possess most attraction. Here are houses of old gray stone, the windows of which are invariably hidden behind jalousies, most of which in some almost forgotten period have been painted green. Elaborately worked iron gates in most instances open into the street, and through these the curious may catch a glimpse of the flower-stocked patio, which in nine cases out of ten forms the centre of South American houses within. It is on a moonlight night, however, that the picturesqueness of the street is most apparent. With the great Southern moon sailing in a cloudless sky, the old houses look more like mediaeval fortresses than commonplace dwellings of the nineteenth century. In the centre of the road, perhaps, it is as clear as day; the darkness on one of the footpaths, however, is usually that of Erebus.

On one auspicious evening, therefore, Durrington, having no other occupation, set off for a ramble through the older portion of the city. Leaving behind him the Plaza del Madrid, in which his hotel was situated, he walked just as the humour seized him, following street after street, until he lost all count of his direction. But for the difference in the vegetation and a slight but scarcely perceptible change in the architecture of the houses, he might have been in old Spain. Indeed, this was the very thought that was passing through his mind at the moment when the little incident, which was destined to have such a marked effect on his after life, occurred. Leaving the broad street along which he had been hitherto making his way, he turned to his left, and passed down a somewhat narrower one. The houses, which were still large, were wider apart, the spaces between them being gardens, whose high walls helped to throw an additional shadow across the roadway. Once when Durrington stopped in his walk to light a fresh cigar the music of a guitar reached him, and added to the romance of the walk and of the night. He had proceeded upward of half the length of the street, and was wondering whether he had not better retrace his steps to his hotel, when his quick eye detected the figure of a man standing in the deeper shadow a short distance in front of him. Instinct told him one thing — he was there for no good purpose. What, therefore, were his intentions?

Feeling sure the other had not observed him, so taken up was he in watching the house before which he stood, Durrington drew into the shadow, and settled himself down to watch. He was curious to know what business the other could have with the house in question. A moment later a flood of light streamed out into the street, the patio gates were opened, and a man emerged, saying in Spanish as he did so, “I shall return in a few minutes.” At the same instant the retiring individual in the shadow of the wall straightened himself up and prepared for business. Humming an air from the Barber of Seville, the newcomer stepped into the centre of the road and began to walk quickly in the direction Durrington had come, the spy following him at a distance of scarcely fifty paces. Suddenly he found himself confronted by Durrington.

“Well, my friend,” said the latter quietly, “perhaps you will be kind enough to tell me the meaning of this espionage?”

The man did not answer. One thing was certain — at close quarters he looked even less prepossessing than he had done at long range. He endeavoured to shake off the retaining hand upon his arm. This was a foolish policy, for had he given even a fairly satisfactory account of himself it is doubtful whether Durrington would have proceeded any further in the matter. He was not prone to meddle in other folks’ affairs. When, however, the stranger declined to answer his inquiry, and endeavoured to use force in order to escape, the other’s obstinacy was roused, and he determined to see the matter through, whatever the result might be. He accordingly tightened his grip on the man’s arm, at the same time giving him to understand very plainly that he was not going to let him escape until he had received a more satisfactory explanation. Hearing a voice, the man who had lately left the house stopped and looked round. He had not noticed the presence of two men, and in South American cities after dark one jumps to conclusions quickly. He argued that in some way he must be connected with the affair; accordingly, he retraced his steps. Seeing this, Durrington’s captive struggled the more wildly to escape. But the more he fought the tighter he was held.

“Let me go, senor!” he hissed. “By what right do you detain me? Let me go!”

“Not until this gentleman has had a look at you,” replied Durrington. “For all I know to the contrary, he may be glad to make your acquaintance.”

The stranger in question was scarcely more than a dozen paces away by this time. The man’s struggles had ceased for the moment, but Durrington noticed that his right hand was working under his poncho in a suspicious manner. Before he could prevent him, however, the man had drawn a knife, and with a muttered “Your wages for meddling, senor!” had plunged it into the other’s shoulder. So unexpected was the blow and so great was the shock that Durrington relaxed his hold and staggered back against the wall. Then with a laugh the man turned on his heel and ran down the street in the opposite direction. So quickly had this little drama been acted that scarcely five minutes had elapsed since Durrington entered the street, and less than sixty seconds since the man who was now approaching had left the house. By the time he came up Durrington had come to the conclusion that he had met his fate; his senses were leaving him, and he had only time to answer the stranger’s question as to what had happened by saying, “He was following you,” when a sudden coldness passed over him and he fell to the ground unconscious.

When his senses returned he found himself lying on a bed in a room he had never seen before. It was not the apartment he had occupied at his hotel, and for the moment he was at a loss to understand where he could be. Unable to bear the fatigue of trying to solve the mystery, he closed his eyes again and was soon asleep. When next he woke it was to find a small elderly gentleman, with the kindliest of faces and the whitest of hair, leaning over him.

“This is very good,” the other was muttering to himself in Spanish when he noticed that his patient was conscious once more. “This is exceedingly good. Ah! so you are awake, senor? How do you find yourself now?”

Durrington tried to analyze his feelings, but not being able to do so, answered the other’s inquiry with a question.

“Will you be good enough to tell me where I am, and how I got here?”

“I shall be delighted,” the little man replied in the same cheery tones. “Delighted, I am sure. You are in the house of General José de Martinez, whose life you so heroically saved from the knife of an assassin. After that villain had stabbed you you were brought here, I was sent for, and for several days you have been lying at death’s door. However, that is over now, and you may consider yourself on the high road to recovery. I’m delighted, delighted, I’m sure!”

“Martinez? Did you say Martinez?” gasped Durrington, whose surprise was almost overwhelming.

“I did,” replied the medico. “This is the house of the illustrious General José de Martinez, commander in chief. And now, my young friend, you must talk no more, or you will do yourself some harm. In that case his Excellency would never forgive me — never.”

He need not have given himself the trouble of saying it, for Durrington had not the least desire to talk. All he wanted to do was to be allowed to think, to try and arrive at some sort of understanding of his position. Almost the last instructions he had received from Spielman prior to his leaving Cairo were to the effect that immediately on his arrival in the republic he was to use his best endeavours to get on friendly terms with the commander in chief of the presidential army. Since he had landed he had certainly done his best, but Martinez, as he soon discovered, was not a man to be easily approached. He was reserved, in a manner unsociable, had but few friends, and no intimates, was a strict disciplinarian, adored by the majority of his army, and feared by those who affected to hold him in most esteem. Small wonder, therefore, that Durrington could scarcely believe his good fortune in having gained admittance to his house under such favourable auspices. Martinez could scarcely deny the privilege of his friendship to a man who had rendered him such a signal service. All that was necessary now was to play the cards he held with care, to keep his eyes and ears open, and, above all, to take special precautions not to allow Martinez to suspect either his identity or his errand. A stab in the shoulder, even though it had come near to costing him his life, was a cheap price to pay for so great an opportunity.

That afternoon, when Durrington woke again, he found an elderly lady seated by his bedside, watching him with kind, motherly eyes. She was a fine figure of a woman, and showed unmistakable signs of having once possessed more than her fair share of good looks. Seeing that Durrington was awake, she introduced herself to him as Madame Martinez, at the same time expressing the gratitude of herself and her children for the service he had rendered them. The patient inquired whether the would-be assassin had been arrested, only to learn that nothing whatsoever had been heard of him. It was supposed that he must have been a discharged soldier, who had cherished a grudge against the commander in chief. This, however, was mere conjecture. Still the fact remained that Martinez owed his life to Durrington’s thoughtfulness, and when later on he visited the sick room he was not slow to express his sense of obligation.

“You have rendered me a service, senor, which I can never repay,” he said in his bluff, soldierly way. “If the chance ever arises in which you stand in need of a friend, you may count on José de Martinez.”

In this brief recapitulation of all that occurred up to the night when we left Durrington at the estancia, looking up at the mountains and apostrophizing the world in general, I am not permitted sufficient space to describe the young man’s feelings when he found himself the hero of the hour and of the Martinez establishment. He had achieved his purpose, and had worked his way into the commander in chiefs good graces; but now that he had done so, he had to ask himself what the next step would be. Was he prepared to play the traitor in return for the hospitality that was lavished upon him? Every instinct recoiled at the mere thought of such a thing.

A day later the little Spanish surgeon who had attended him throughout his illness pronounced his wound to be sufficiently healed to render it safe for him to leave the room. He accordingly dressed himself, and, having done so, made his way, preceded by Gomez, the ancient man servant of the establishment, to the patio in the centre of the building. Durrington had feared lest Martinez might be there, waiting to receive him in order to express his thanks. This, however, was not the case. There was only one person in the patio — a young lady, who had a few moments before been reading a novel, but who was now reclining in an easy chair, listening to the music of the fountain in the courtyard, and, if the truth must be told — and why should it not? — sighing a little for the days of romance, that seemed dead and gone beyond recovering.

How was it possible for her to guess that, far from being dead, romance was only a few paces from her? A romance that she had never dreamed of in her life before.

Seeing Durrington, the young lady rose from her chair and received him with scarcely a trace of embarrassment. For, it must be admitted, the situation was not without its awkward side. This, however, she combated by meeting him on the broad basis of an invalid. In spite of his protests, she insisted that he should occupy the most comfortable chair, which she placed in position for him with her own hands. While thus engaged, the young man stole a look at her. He was a connoisseur of female beauty, and here was as pretty a bit of Eve’s flesh as any impressionable young man could desire to gaze upon. Having made him comfortable to her satisfaction, she returned to her own chair, and proceeded to furnish the fortunate young man with her opinion of the action which was the occasion of his presence in the house.

“It was certainly fortunate that I was there,” said Durrington. “But it is scarcely fair to give me all the credit. Your father doubtless would have been quite capable of defending himself.”

“My father!” she cried with a little laugh, which was as silvery and full of music as the splashing of the fountain. “Then who do you suppose I am?”

“Are you not the daughter of General Martinez?”

“Oh, dear, no!” she answered. “You have made a delightful mistake. My name is Cavarro — not Martinez. I am the daughter of the president.”

Here was another and, if possible, a greater surprise. If what she said were true — and there was no sort of reason for doubting it — she would be the young lady with whom Coralie Vanhoysen was instructed to ingratiate herself in Cairo. Whether she had done so or not he was not aware, and in his present humour was not inclined to make inquiries. It was not long, however, before he was enlightened upon that point. A chance remark brought up the East, one idea suggested another, and ere long they were walking in the bazaars, visiting the Pyramids, and were embarking in a dahabeah in search of Philæ and the Cataracts. This visit had been the girl’s first glimpse of the East, and her enthusiasm knew no bounds. Every one had been so kind, but kindest of all was a certain pretty widow named Vanhoysen. He made up his mind instantly. It might give rise to complications later on if he feigned ignorance.

“Do you mean Coralie Vanhoysen?” he asked.

“Yes, of course,” she replied. “Do you know her? I am so glad. I can not tell you how kind she was to me. By the way, you may be interested to learn that she is on her way to South America at this moment. She has promised to stay with us at Constancia.”

“Indeed!” said Durrington; but though he spoke with such apparent unconcern, his whole being was up in arms at the vileness of the idea. He had disliked the notion from the first, long before he had ever seen the president’s daughter. Now, for the first time since he had embarked upon the business, he wished himself done with it. To the actual fighting, when it came, he had not the least objection: far from it. In the excitement of actual warfare there was no time for regrets, no leisure in which a man might think of all he might have done had life been different, and a career that had opened so well and was destined to finish in such a dismal fashion. He stole a glance at the girl beside him. Hers was a beautiful and thoughtful face, that of a typical well-bred Creole. The eyes were large, soft, and dreamy, and their jet-black lashes seemed to sweep her soft cheek as the eyelids rose and fell. In every particular she was as different from Coralie Vanhoysen as night from day, as light from darkness. And yet he had once thought Coralie the most beautiful woman in the world.

For the next few days — that is to say, until his wound was completely healed — Durrington remained a member of the Martinez household. The commander in chief would not hear of his leaving until every trace of weakness had disappeared and he was quite himself again. It was during that period that Durrington found it difficult to account for his presence in the country. Seeing, however, that his guest was not inclined to be communicative upon the point, the old man did not press it; he, however, thought fit one day, while assuring him of his interest, to warn him against allowing himself to be drawn into any of the revolutionary conspiracies which he happened to know were so rife at the moment. Durrington could scarcely prevent himself from betraying his surprise.

“Do you mean to say you think there is going to be trouble?” he asked, trying to appear as though he were only taking a mild interest in the matter from a tourist point of view.

“I am quite sure of it,” the other replied gravely. “The Government has known for some considerable time past that there is mischief brewing. The unhappy part of it is, that we can not discover the centre of the trouble, nor find out who the wretches are who are the principal promoters. God grant our suspicions may be incorrect, for civil war in this country would be inexpressibly dreadful. Under the presidency of Cavarro we have known the blessing of peace for so long that we have almost forgotten the horrors of war.”

Durrington was silent for a few minutes. Had Martinez been as quick an observer as he was brave a soldier, he would have noticed the little catch in the breath which preceded his companion’s next speech. It was as though the other were forcing himself to say something which was opposite both to his own inclinations and also to his better judgment.

“But surely, General Martinez,” he began, “your forces should be able to stamp out any little trouble of that kind. It can not have assumed very great proportions yet.”

“The army will do what it can, of course,” he replied, and as he said it a look of affection spread over his face like that which illuminated it when he smoothed the soft cheek of his youngest and favourite daughter. “But when traitors are in the camp, Senor Durrington, one never knows how thickly or how deeply their hateful seed may be sown, or how near one’s own person the very men themselves may be.”

After that Durrington asked no more questions: the general’s last speech had been too much of a home thrust to permit him to venture upon such thin ice again.

Four days later he bade the commander in chief and his household good-bye, and returned to his hotel. He seemed to breathe more freely directly he was on the other side of the patio gates. He had promised, however, not to dissociate himself from them entirely. Mademoiselle Cavarro, being a guest, had, of course, said nothing, but she had found occasion to refer to Coralie Vanhoysen’s approaching arrival.

“She will be here in a week,” she had observed, “and Madame Martinez has been kind enough to ask me to prolong my visit until then. After that we return to Constancia together, when my father and I will endeavour to let Madame Vanhoysen participate in some of the gaieties of the capital. Should you come to the city, I am sure my father will be very pleased to make your acquaintance.”

That was all, but it was sufficient to start a train of thoughts in the young man’s mind that had made him happy and unhappy in turn. He made a mental resolution that, happen what might, he would have an understanding with Spielman as soon as he should put in an appearance. Eventually, however, Spielman did put in an appearance, and so extreme was his haste and so overwhelming his desire to hear what the others had done that Durrington found himself drafted off into the country before he had time to protest or to ask to be relieved of his appointment in connection with the expedition. Had it not been for the knowledge that he might be able to prove of assistance to his friends of the opposite party in the event of the revolution being successful, he would have given up all participation in it, and have turned his back upon the republic for good and all. It was of this he was thinking as he stood beside the corral, looking up at the black outline of the mountains, with the sound of O’Donoghue’s horse’s hoofs growing fainter and fainter in his ears.


CHAPTER IV
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FOR THE REMAINDER of the week which followed the evening described at the commencement of the preceding chapter Durrington was permitted but small leisure in which to discuss either the present state or the ultimate result of his participation in the approaching revolution. Spielman, at the best of times, was a hard taskmaster, not only to his subordinates, but also to himself. And in this particular instance he eclipsed even his own record. For the reason that he was risking so much, he dared not leave anything to chance. Every item of the scheme, from the smuggling into the country of the men and the munitions of war to the formation of the ministry which was to take up the reins of government as soon as the men at present in power should be driven out, had been exhaustively arranged. Night after night messengers arrived at the estancia from all parts of the state, bringing with them reports which set forth the progress being made by those in charge of the military centres. As they were favourable or otherwise so was Spielman’s temper; gentle as a summer breeze when all was well, freezing as an arctic night when the report was ill. Never for an instant did he lose his grasp of the situation, and unhappy indeed was the lot of the man who attempted to deceive him either in the hope of pleasing or for any other reason. The cold, passionless eyes would scan his face, and seem to look into his very soul. The judgment would be pronounced, not only as a punishment for the crime itself, but as a warning to others not to trifle with a man to whom the giving of false evidence was a sin greater, and infinitely more despicable, than mere murder. Lying was a fine art, he would have argued; a weapon only to be employed by skilled hands, and which should on no account be intrusted to the vulgar. On the evening of the third day after O’Donoghue’s appearance at the estancia Durrington returned from a long and extremely dangerous errand into the mountains, which he had undertaken in order to meet and direct a party of men who were due to arrive from the neighbouring state. It was necessary that the greatest vigilance should be exercised, for the presidential troops were in the habit of patrolling the foot of the mountains at irregular intervals, and should they put in an appearance just then the arrival of so large a number of men, and in so secretive a fashion, could scarcely fail to excite remark, and might very probably hasten the crisis — a thing which Spielman did not at all desire.

Having handed his horse to a peon, he made his way to the house, where he found Spielman seated in the veranda, smoking a cheroot and reading a French novel. On seeing Durrington, he placed his book on the floor and greeted him with a pretence of astonishment. — 

“Bravo, my friend!” he began. “Since you are back so early, you must have succeeded in your attempt. I congratulate you! You have accomplished the seemingly impossible — no small feat, all things considered! Tell me all about it.”

Durrington seated himself before he replied. He was by no means easy in his mind; the proper moment, he felt, had arrived for an explanation with Spielman, and he was going to extort one from him if such a thing were possible. At the same time he fully realized the difficulty of his position.

“I met Gonsalvez at the place agreed upon,” Durrington began, speaking through teeth that bit hard upon the butt of his cigar. “From what he said to me, I gathered that he had had a fairly rough time of it, but the men seemed as jolly as sand boys. I told him to take the Chiaca Pass and to make his way to Almarez’s estancia by way of the San Juan road, distributing his men as he went according to the written instructions you sent him, and keeping a bright lookout for the enemy’s cavalry.”

“And how did the brave Gonsalvez incline with regard to the work in hand?” Spielman inquired. “He realizes, of course, that if he is caught he will be shot without trial, I suppose?” — 

“I don’t fancy he thinks very much about it,” replied Durrington. “He has been through too many of these little affairs to have much care for his own safety left. I found him reading Roman history and eating tinned pheasant. They agreed excellently, he said.”

“He had Germanicus in his mind, I have no doubt,” said Spielman. “Unfortunately for Gonsalvez, Germanicus went in for eagles on the eve of battle, not for tinned pheasants. The allegory, however, is the same in either case. By the way, have you dined?”

Durrington replied to the effect that he had eaten his evening meal in the mountains. Spielman looked at him out of the corner of his eye. He had known from the moment the other had entered the veranda that there was something amiss. What it was, however, he could not guess, but he had his suspicions. Durrington had seemed to him uneasy in his mind for several days, and he was not the sort of man to be affected by any but the most unusual events. He determined to let him broach the matter himself. It is always bad statesmanship to meet trouble halfway. But for some reason or another the other did not seem inclined to begin his explanation. It had looked so easy from a distance. In point of fact, he had arranged exactly what he intended saying to Spielman. Now that he was face to face with him, however, it struck him differently. And yet he was far from being a coward. He moved one foot over the other, and to gain time for reflection lit a match and applied it to his cigar, which had gone out.

“Look here, Spielman,” he said at last, and with a visible effort that was not lost upon his companion, “I don’t want to appear to be acting the part of a prig, but I am anxious to throw up this business and clear out. I’ve come to the conclusion that my nerve is not what it used to be. I can’t somehow stand the strain as I once did. To cut a long story short, I think I’d make a better looker-on than an actual combatant.”

Spielman took his cigar from his mouth and examined it carefully; a small piece of the leaf at the end required adjusting. Having replaced it between his teeth, he looked his companion fairly and squarely in the face.

“If you think so, try it by all means, dear boy,” he said calmly, and without a trace of anger or disappointment in his voice. “Don’t let me stand in your way. Only let me say this, once and for all: I’m afraid you’ll find yourself deuced lonely. In a fortnight’s time, possibly before, we shall be at it hammer and tongs, and you’ll be feeling out of it. Of course, I don’t say anything about our side of the business — what you know of our affairs and that sort of thing. It is not necessary, for you know how we feel. The trouble is, Dick, old man, you’ve unfortunately come to be part and parcel of my life, and I shall find it difficult, if not impossible, to do without you.” — 

Having delivered himself of this speech, he was silent for a few moments. He wanted to see the effect of his subtle flattery before he ventured further. He knew very well that to compliment the other upon his coolness, his bravery, and his knowledge of men would be very much like firing peas at an armoured hull — it would be so much waste of time. To pay him a back-handed compliment by leading him to suppose that he was altogether indispensable to himself was altogether another matter. Joseph Spielman knew his own power, and he had not studied men for nothing. He watched Durrington, and saw an involuntary expression of pleasure appear upon his face. I say “involuntary,” for the reason that it was choked back as soon as it appeared.

“I’m awfully sorry,” he said, but not quite as resolutely as before, “but I’ve come to the conclusion that it would be better for me to act as I say. Feeling as I do about it, I don’t see that I could be of any use to you.”

“I don’t know how you feel, of course,” Spielman replied, “but I do know one thing, and that is, that we shall be awfully sorry to lose you. What is more, it will make a great difference to the cause. We’ve so few dependable men among us that to lose one like yourself is a national calamity. However, I suppose you’ll not be wanting to leave us immediately — I mean not until the actual outbreak of hostilities?”

Durrington walked into the trap without thinking. He was so thankful that Spielman had not actively resented his proposal that for the moment he quite forgot his usual prudence. All things considered, it would be ungenerous, he argued, to desert his friends at a time when they most needed his help. For this reason he gave his promise to remain at his post until the actual fighting should commence. Then he would stand aside and await results, ready in either case to help the woman he had so suddenly come to love. But the question he had never yet been able to satisfactorily answer, though he put it to himself a hundred times and more, was, Would she  let him help her if by any chance she should come to know the part he had played in the affair?

“Very well,” said Spielman, after the little pause that followed Durrington’s last speech, “we’ll leave it like that. You are to continue your work until the fun actually commences, then you drop out of the ranks to play the part of umpire — or, shall we say, of a foreign military attaché? You’ll have rather a good time of it, all things considered — that is, if the other side don’t hang you for having once been associated with us.”

“I’ll risk that,” Durrington replied briefly. There was something in the way the other spoke the words “the other side”  that set a spark to the tinder of his old antagonism.

“I thought as much,” said Spielman to himself. “This decision has something to do with the other side. Now, what can be the meaning of it?”  Then enlightenment came to him. “Ah!” he said, “I see it all. The pretty Coralie! I had forgotten for the moment that there had ever been anything between them. Now I can appreciate the situation at its true value, and, with a little diplomacy, I fancy I can set it right. Madame Vanhoysen shall be the shepherd who turns this wandering sheep back into the proper fold.”

All of which goes to show that even a clever man may sometimes make a mistake, and, what is worse, may persevere in it.

The following morning Spielman found Durrington in the veranda. Drawing him out of hearing of any one in the house, he handed him a letter. It was addressed to Madame Vanhoysen, to the care of President Cavarro, at his palace in the city of Constancia.

“I’ve an errand for you, my dear Durrington,” he said with his usual suavity. “After what you said last night, I would not ask you to do it had I any one else to send. It is impossible, however, for me to go; MacCartney is too busy, while all the others are too well known to make it safe for them to venture near the capital just at present.”

Durrington hesitated before he replied. If he took this letter to Coralie Vanhoysen he would, in all probability, have an opportunity of seeing the woman he loved. This in itself was sufficient temptation to make him accept, but, on the other hand, he had already resolved never again to play the part of a spy — and to enter the president’s house and accept his hospitality, when all the time he was in the service of the enemy, struck him as savouring somewhat of the action of a traitor. “Have I anything to do beyond delivering this letter?” he asked.

“Nothing at all,” Spielman replied. “Unless it is to amuse yourself with the gaieties of the capital. The information I want will take at least three days to acquire. During that time your leisure is your own. Use it as you please.”

“And I have your word that I have not any part to play myself — that all I have to do is to hand this letter to Coralie, and to bring you her reply?”

“You have my word,” Spielman replied, with a little smile hovering round the corners of his mouth. “Bring me the answer within a week, and I shall be quite satisfied. If it will make your mind any easier, I will read you the contents of the note with pleasure.”

“That is quite unnecessary,” Durrington replied. “To tell you the truth, I would rather not know.”

Spielman was not sorry he had arrived at this decision. He had played a game of bluff, and, had Durrington accepted his offer, it would have been necessary for him to invent some excuse for keeping the contents of the letter from him. His reason will become apparent when I say that, among other things, it contained an announcement that, in the writer’s opinion, Durrington was wavering in his allegiance to the cause. At all hazards she was to persuade him to withdraw his decision, said the letter in conclusion, “for if there is any one in this world can do this, I believe you are that one.” Alas! how fatal and how futile are the endeavours of even the cleverest men when pitted against fate! Spielman was despatching Durrington to Coralie Vanhoysen in order that she might persuade him to remain loyal to those who called themselves his friends, little knowing that by so doing he was despatching him to the very place where the strongest influence would be brought to bear to make him forget his allegiance and secede to the enemy.

Finding that he was not expected to compromise himself in any shape or form, Durrington accepted the mission without further parley, and, as if for token of his surrender, stowed the letter away in an inner pocket of his coat. — 

“I will deliver it,” he said, “and bring you an answer without fail in a week. You do not want me any more just now, I suppose? If I’m to do the journey comfortably, I had better start at once.”

“Do so by all means,” said Spielman, and with that Durrington left him and went into the house to prepare himself for the road.

“My dear Dick,” began Spielman when he found himself alone once more, “I sincerely hope, for your own sake, that after our long intimacy you are not going to be so foolish as to try to sever your connection with me. At the present juncture I have the utmost need of your services, and, like the Old Man of the Sea, when I have once taken a fancy to a man, I am rather hard to shake off. It would be so foolish if we were to quarrel, and so very unfortunate for you. However, I have no doubt that the fair Coralie will be able to bring you to a proper way of thinking before many days are over. If she can not, well, of course, painful as it would be, we can always fall back upon more drastic measures.”

At this moment MacCartney appeared upon the scene. He carried a budget of papers in his hand, the contents of which he was anxious to discuss with Spielman.

“Don Felix has arrived,” he said as he approached. “He has come direct from Villa Maya, and is as full of his own import as he can well be. He has carefully sounded the regiment stationed there, and in proof of the miracle he has wrought with them he has brought a list of thirty-five men who, he says, are prepared to come over to us as soon as the time is ripe. Among other things, he seems to have a notion that the Government has at last come to the conclusion that there is something in the wind, and they are using every means in their power to find out where the seat of the mischief lies. He also brings a letter from Varscow, who has managed to pass the arms we sent him on to the headquarters of Penasque. He is anxious, so Felix says, to know whether he may move on to the port. There are several matters which require immediate attention there, and every day is making the situation more difficult.”

“Let him go, by all means,” answered Spielman. “Only write to him on no account to have very much to do with his old companion Lazard Garcia. I have distrusted that man for some considerable time past, and I also know that he dislikes me. He’d do me a mischief if he dared, but I think I may safely promise him that as soon as we have put matters on a definite basis I’ll find time to give him his deserts. By the way, MacCartney, there is something else I want to speak to you about. Let us walk to the end of the veranda.”

They did so, and when they had reached it Spielman paused for a moment and knocked the ash of his cigar off on the veranda rail.

“I wonder if it has ever struck you,” he said, “that our old friend Dick Durrington of late has not been quite the same as he used to be?” — 

He looked the other straight in the face as he put this question.

MacCartney, however, only shook his head.

“I have not noticed it,” he answered. “Beyond grumbling morning, noon, and night at the vileness of the republic cigars, he seems to me very much the same as usual. What do you think is the matter with him?”

“That is exactly what I am trying to make out,” replied Spielman meditatively. “He wanted to make me believe last night that his nerve was giving way, and when he had talked a lot of bosh he said he would be glad if I would accept his resignation as soon as actual hostilities commence.”

“Accept his resignation?” cried MacCartney, as if thunderstruck. “You surely don’t mean to tell me that Dick Durrington has said that he wishes to resign?”

“I was as loath to believe it as you are,” said Spielman. “But that is exactly what he told me, and the excuse he made was that his nerve is giving way. A pretty thing for the man who shot Hellfire Steve, and who went into Quong Pah’s stronghold and captured the most desperate outlaw in China single handed, isn’t it? If any one had told me a week ago that I should have heard such a thing from Dick Durrington, I should not have believed him.”

“But what is the meaning of it all?” MacCartney inquired, with a puzzled look upon his face. “I can’t believe that he meant it. He must have been joking.”

“That is exactly what I thought at first,”

Spielman answered. “But I soon found that he was serious enough. For some reason of his own he wants to clear out.”

“But he mustn’t be allowed to do it,” MacCartney replied with conviction. “We can not afford to lose him. He’s my right-hand man.”

“I know that,” Spielman answered. “It’s for that reason and for no other I’m sending him on an errand to the capital.”

“To the capital? Good heavens, what is he to do there? It’s the last place he should go to.”

“Not for Dick. He is taking a letter to Coralie Vanhoysen. If my memory does not deceive me, there was something between them once?”

“That was ages ago,” MacCartney replied. “They have probably forgotten all about it by this time.”

Spielman remembered the look that had come into Coralie’s face that evening in Cairo when he had told her that Durrington was to be concerned with her in the work which had brought them to South America.

“My dear MacCartney,” he said with a little laugh, “that shows how small your knowledge is of your fellow-creatures. If you knew more about them you would be aware that, while a man may forget, a woman never does. That is exactly why I am sending our friend Richard to Coralie. If any one can reclaim him, she will. At any rate, let us try the experiment. It would be better that he should not suspect either our intentions or our hopes.”

“You can trust me, I think,” said MacCartney. “I sincerely trust it will be successful, for I don’t want to lose Dick any more than you do. It’s not just now, but when we come to the actual fighting that his assistance will be invaluable to us. Now I’ll go and see where he is. He’s not a gregarious animal at the best of times, and at the present moment a little company may do him good. When there’s a crisis about it does not do, so I’ve found, to leave a man to himself too much.”

Handing the papers he had brought to Spielman, he strolled off in search of his friend.

“Dicky, my lad,” he said when he found him, seated on his bed, pulling on his riding boots, “what’s this idea about your wanting to leave us? Surely it can’t be true? You’re not going to be idiot enough to think you can play that game with me?”

“It’s quite true, old man,” said Durrington calmly. “As things are just at present, I’m feeling I’m not playing fair by you, and so I’ve made up my mind to clear out “But, my dear fellow, what on earth is the reason of it all? You used to be so keen on this sort of thing once upon a time. I remember in Cairo, as it were only the other day, that you said you were looking forward with pleasure to the row we were about to have here. Now you say that you’ve changed your mind, and you want to leave us. I don’t understand it. As for the excuse you made to Spielman — that your nerves were giving way — why, that’s all nonsense. It couldn’t possibly be true. You’re not that sort of man.”

Though he spoke so confidently, it was noticeable that he looked at Durrington almost imploringly. They had been friends for so long a time that they could afford to speak to each other face to face and man to man without either being afraid that the other would misunderstand.

“True or not true,” said Durrington, “it’s a fact that I’ve made up my mind to clear out. To tell the truth, old chap, I don’t mind the fighting a bit; what I do object to is this hole-and-corner sort of work, this plotting and spying. To my thinking, it’s every bit as bad as stabbing a man in the back. When we did that business out in the Philippines and in Cuba I didn’t mind it in the least, for I knew it was fair and square fighting against a tyrannous Government. What is this? Why is Spielman doing it? Because it is an investment that pays a dividend equal to ten thousand per cent. He knows as well as we do that the people of this country don’t want a revolution. Why should they? They’re peaceable, law-abiding folk, who are happy enough as it is. The president has been like a father to them, and under his rule the country has prospered as no other in South America has done. Then Spielman, who makes a business of this sort of things, steps in, finds the money and the men, and plots and plans until he has plunged the country into war, which is only another word for ruin. Then, again, look at the men we have associated with us — Gonsalvez, Larralde, O’Donoghue, and the rest of them; a nice lot of people they are, to be sure, any way you take them. Every one playing for his own end, and Spielman deceiving them all. No, old man, if you want the truth, I’m sick of it, and I want to be out of it. If it weren’t for you, I’d clear out at once. I’ve promised Spielman, however, to make no move until hostilities commence.”

“I’m glad of that, at any rate,” said MacCartney. “You’re too thin skinned, Dicky, my lad. I don’t see why you need consider the feelings of the people who live in this beastly hole. They’ve nothing at all to do with you or your life. We’re here for a purpose, and when that purpose is achieved shall clear out and never see one of them again. Why, therefore, desert your old friends, just when they want you most? It’s not rational; it’s absurd. Enjoy your life while you’ve got it, my boy, and for Heaven’s sake don’t talk nonsense!”

Durrington rose to his feet. There was still the same look of deliberate determination upon his face.

“You may call it rot, nonsense, stupidity — anything you please,” he said. “But the fact remains that I’ve made up my mind. Nothing you can say or do, Mac, will shake me or alter my determination. Until the 23d I’ll help you in any possible way I can — that is to say, bar spying — but after that time I shall efface myself, and, if you want to, you can forget me as soon as you please. In the meantime I’m off to Constancia to deliver a note to Coralie Vanhoysen. Can I give her any message from you?”

“Give her my respectful salaams,” said MacCartney, who was watching his friend’s face. Then to himself he added: “Spielman’s wrong, quite wrong. If I know anything about the human countenance, and I ought to by this time, Coralie Vanhoysen is no more to Dick Durrington now than the man in the moon. Whatever may have existed between them once is all over now; at least, as far as Dick is concerned.”

By this time Durrington was equipped and ready for the road. He had packed his valise with such articles as he thought he might require during his short stay at the capital, while the letter which was the occasion of his errand was safely stowed away in the lining of his coat. Making his way, accompanied by MacCartney, to the corral at the back of the house, he mounted his horse, and then, bidding his friend “Good-bye,” set off down the track in the direction of the capital, a hundred and twenty miles distant. By nightfall, if all went well, he would have completed a distance of fifty miles, then he would camp at a roadside inn with which he was acquainted, and continue his journey in the morning. Unfortunately, his horse fell lame before he had completed his thirty-fifth mile, and for this reason it was quite dark before he reached the little inn of which I have spoken, and at which he intended to spend the night. It was a miserable little place in every sense of the word, scarcely bigger than a cottage, and furnished as only South American houses of the same class can be. Approaching the door, Durrington dismounted and called to a peon to take his horse, at the same time bidding him see that the animal was well rubbed down and fed. The landlord met him on the threshold; he was a surly fellow, with a hangdog face and a shifty look about his eyes. Possibly the slackness of trade may have exercised an outward effect upon his amiability; at any rate, his guest had not to complain of an excess of politeness upon his part. Entering the house, Durrington discovered to his great disappointment that he had other companions. One, an elderly man with a quaint, quizzical little face and a quantity of gray hair, was seated at the table, busily engaged upon his evening meal. Seated opposite him, with a glass of bad spirits in his hand, was a man with whom Durrington was slightly acquainted. He was a member of their own party, and a small landholder in the district; unfortunately, however, at the present time he was more than three parts intoxicated. Prior to Durrington’s entrance he had been laying down the law upon some point. The older man, however, had long since lost all interest in what he was saying, and now continued his meal as placidly as if the other had not been in the room. Durrington gave his orders to the landlord, and approached the table as he did so, wishing those seated there a polite good evening. The elder man nodded, said something in an undertone, and then returned to his meal. Not so the other man. He recognised Durrington at once, and staggered to his feet, bowing with tipsy gravity as he did so.

“Ah, senor,” he cried with a great show of amiability, “this is well met indeed! I have been endeavouring to explain to our friend here the necessity that exists in this country for reform. As one who has studied the political question carefully, I am in a position to say that, unless something is done to remedy the existing evil — I say the existing evil — a country which might have — which might have—”

By this time he had lost the thread of his discourse. He accordingly stopped and applied to the glass he held in his hand for enlightenment.

Seeing the state of affairs, Durrington began to wish that he had ridden on to the next inn, twelve miles distant. He had no desire to be drawn into an argument on a revolutionary topic with a stranger in a public caravansary. To attempt to induce the idiotic individual to hold his tongue was only so much waste of time. He had embarked on his harangue, and nothing short of violence would stop him. Meanwhile the stranger at the table stolidly continued his meal, glancing up occasionally at Durrington, but taking no more notice of the other than if he had not been in the room.

“Come, senor,” babbled the drunkard, “you are a thinking man, and you understand the — the — political situation. You can see for yourself what is the only remedy for the existing state of affairs. That remedy is a change of government. A change of government, I say. And if we can not do it ourselves, we must find others who will help us. I know what I am talking about. If I wanted to, I could tell some pretty tales, for I know what’s going to happen, if other people don’t.” At this moment the landlord brought in Durrington’s supper, and he accordingly sat down to it, leaving the other to babble to the company collectively. This he did, appealing to Durrington at intervals for confirmation. At last the latter could stand it no longer. He accordingly rose and departed to the miserable apartment in which he was to sleep that night. Had he looked into the living room a quarter of an hour later, he would have found the drunkard asleep, with his head on the table, and the quiet man seated opposite him, busily engaged making notes in an enormous pocketbook. He did not see it, however, and perhaps it was as well that he did not.

Next morning he was early astir, had breakfasted, paid for his night’s lodging, saddled his horse, and was on the road by the time the sun was above the horizon. He was not the only early bird, however, for within a quarter of an hour of his leaving the house the quiet man who had made the notes in the pocketbook the preceding evening also saddled his horse and rode off in the same direction. Meanwhile the indiscreet gentleman lay fast asleep, unconscious of the ball of trouble his foolish tongue set rolling down the hill.


CHAPTER V
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THE CITY OF Constancia is certainly one of the most beautiful, if not the most beautiful, of all the abodes of men on the vast extent of the continent of South America. Whoever was responsible for the original selection could scarcely have made a better choice. As a well-known traveller once remarked, “it was as if Dame Nature had prepared the site on purpose that man should build on it.” Situated at some considerable height — nineteen hundred feet, if my memory serves me — above the sea level, it stands in the centre of a fertile plain, which again has at its back a lofty chain of mountains, a continuation of that range whose peaks look down upon Spielman’s lonely estancia, nearly one hundred and fifty miles distant. The streets are broad and well paved, and are, moreover, clean, showing none of those signs of damp and decay so often associated with the thoroughfares of South American cities. This is one of the points that invariably strike the newcomer favourably. Then there is, or rather was, one other which impressed new arrivals — I refer to the absence of any noticeable poverty among the inhabitants. This, in a part, was attributable to the fact that as soon as work failed in the capital the artisan did not remain there in the hope of its coming back to him some day, but migrated to the port, where there was never any lack of employment. In a greater degree, however, the credit lay with President Cavarro, under whose rule trade had flourished to an unprecedented degree. “Only those,” he would say, “need be idle who have a distaste for work; an industrious man should always find his opportunity, and a skrimshanker would learn to work if he were put in jail.” It was by his continual solicitude for their welfare that he earned the title “Father of his People.” The sun was setting behind the snow-clad peaks when Durrington entered the city, and eventually reached his hotel. This proved to be a palatial abode, built, like most of the others in its vicinity, of white stone, and surmounted by a roof of terra-cotta-coloured tiles. The broad colonnade — one might almost say cloister — which surrounded it on every side gave it an air of coolness which was very refreshing and restful after the dazzling glare of the street outside. Durrington gave up his horse in the stable yard, entered and engaged a room. Accustomed as he had been all his life to hard work, the long ride he had just completed produced little or no effect upon him; he enjoyed a cold bath, changed his attire, and entered the dining salon almost as fresh as when he had left the hacienda the previous day. To his surprise, he found the hotel somewhat more crowded than he had expected. He was sorry for this for several reasons. He was not in the humour just then for the society of his fellow-men. Knowing as he did what lay before the devoted city and its inhabitants, he could not help feeling that he was still playing the part of a traitor. Every one was so happy, so peaceable, under the rule of the dear president that it seemed impossible to believe that in a fortnight, or even less, they would be plunged into all the horrors and agonies of war. Argue as he would with himself, there seemed no way out of it. If he were not true to Spielman and MacCartney, he must, by all the rules of contrary, be a traitor to them; if, on the other hand, he carried a message to Coralie, who was enjoying the hospitality of the president under false pretences, he was equally a traitor to Martinez, who was responsible for his introduction, and also to the woman whom he loved. To a highly sensitive man the situation would have been unendurable. Durrington, however, partly by reason of the life he had led, and partly through a certain lingering belief in the innate justice of his own actions, was rather more hardened. At the same time he had still sufficient honesty left to be ashamed of what he was doing.

Dinner at an end, he lit a cigar and went for a stroll. He was anxious to discover the direction in which the palace was situated — a by no means difficult matter, since it was scarcely two blocks away. It proved to be a large and handsome building, standing in finely timbered grounds of at least a dozen acres, and overlooking a public square. A high iron fence surrounded the gardens, and two beautifully wrought gates composed the main entrance. Before these gates stood a sentry, whose principal occupation seemed to consist in answering the salutations of the passers-by. Durrington seated himself on a bench in the square, and fell to watching the lighted windows of the great house opposite. It was a night on which the most prosaic might have been excused had he felt romantic, for the stars shone brilliantly out of a cloudless sky, and the air was heavy with the scent of perfumed shrubs.

As I have said, Durrington sat and watched the house, and as he did so he thought of the strange places he had visited in the course of his life, and of the still stranger things that had befallen him there. His career had been eventful beyond the ordinary. Fatherless and motherless at fifteen, he had been thrown upon the world with a public-school education and a considerable belief in his own abilities to sink or swim. He came of a good old northern family, and possessed many relations who would have been glad to help the handsome lad had he not been so independent. Independent, however, he was, and independent he was likely to remain. Having only one hundred and eight pounds to his name when his father’s debts were paid, he took counsel with himself, and, as the result of such a conference, made his way to Liverpool, paid a heavy premium to a firm of shipowners, and sailed as an apprentice aboard a clipper ship for South America. For nearly two years he earned his bread upon the waters, and then, tiring of the sea, returned to London to seek it in another direction. It was characteristic of the lad that, despite the fact that he had seen something of hard life, he should still have preserved his love of independence. Nothing would induce him to accept assistance from such members of his family as had not been rebuffed by his first refusal. He fought his own battle with poverty, and was eventually compelled to own himself worsted in the struggle. Of his life in London at that time little is known; it must have been an unpleasant experience, for he never referred to it. One thing, however, is quite certain: his endurance had its limits, and one sultry morning in August he found himself standing in the courtyard of St. George’s barracks, a soldier of the Queen. Two years later he was a sergeant and in Burmah. In five years he had been given his commission. His career might now be said properly to have commenced. It was, however, to receive a sudden and disastrous check. Eight years from the day when he had accepted the shilling and pledged himself to be a faithful and true servant of her Majesty the Queen, he sat on a seat in the public gardens at the end of the Bund in Shanghai, a ruined and, as far as the English army went, a disgraced man. For the reason that he had declined to call evidence or to offer any sort of defence it would seem that the facts of the case were not to come to light; but the decision of the court-martial was sufficient to deprive him of his right to wear the uniform and to put him beyond the pale of military society forever and a day. There are those who even now believe in his innocence, and who say that so good a soldier and so brave a man would never have been guilty of the act imputed to him, and it must be confessed that such people are few and far between. One thing is quite certain: on the day that he sat on the bench in the Shanghai Gardens, looking at the muddy waters of the Hwang-pu, he was as nearly broken as a man could well be. The story of his resurrection, however, would take too long for me to venture upon in detail here. Let me briefly sketch it by saying that just when Despair was setting her finger on his heart he was rescued by a man who was destined soon to become his most intimate and, at that time, his only friend on earth. This was none other than MacCartney, who, like himself, had been at one time a soldier, and who, still more like himself, had also been disgraced. Fate had brought him to Shanghai, and it had also brought him to the Bund that morning. For some reason or another he liked the look of the other’s face, and, seeing that he was in trouble of some sort, went up and spoke to him.

“You seem down on your luck,” he said by way of commencement. “What is the matter?”

“Down on my luck?” said Durrington scornfully, but without looking round to see who spoke to him. “It doesn’t seem to me I’ve got enough luck left to be down upon. There couldn’t have been very much in the first place, but what there was I used up precious soon.”

MacCartney looked him well over, and satisfied himself upon certain points before he spoke again.

“You’re an army man, I can tell,” he said. “You’ve seen some service, too — Burmah?

Chivvying dacoits isn’t all beer and skittles, is it?” — 

“You’ve tried it?” said Durrington, looking up for the first time into his interlocutor’s face.

“I should think I had,” replied MacCartney, and then suddenly checked himself. “That’s got nothing to do with the present, though. The question is, What are you going to do now?”

“That’s just what I’ve been asking myself,” answered Durrington. “I have tried everywhere, but nothing seems to offer in this hole. I suppose you couldn’t put me in the way of employment?”

“It’s just possible,” MacCartney replied. “To tell the truth, I am looking for a man myself.”

“The deuce you are! And what for?”

“To assist in a delicate little bit of business in Cochin-China,” said MacCartney. “He must be a good plucked ‘un, and it is imperative that he shall have seen some service. I think you would suit me admirably. You wouldn’t mind, I suppose?”

“Does a starving man mind being fed?” asked Durrington by way of an answer. “Try me, that’s all. You’ll find me eternally grateful.”

“I think I will give you a trial,” MacCartney answered slowly and deliberately, as if he were arguing it out with his own self. “But before I can settle anything I must have a talk with somebody else. Look here, I’ll meet you here at six o’clock, and give you a definite answer then.”

“I’ll be here,” said Durrington, and then he watched the other leave the gardens, get into a rickshaw, and drive away. He has been known to say since that those hours of waiting were the most trying in his experience. One moment he was buoyed with hope, and the next he was cast down to the uttermost depths by despair. Would the business, whatever it was, be worth having? Would he be able to keep it if he got it? And, worse than all, was it possible that his late companion had been deceiving him all the time, and had no such appointment to offer? He asked himself these questions a hundred times, and suffered unimaginable torture every time he tried to answer them. When he is feeling the actual pinch of hunger it is wonderful how humble a man can be. It is possible that Durrington had never in his life thought so poorly of himself as he did just then. He need not have troubled, however, for punctual almost to the minute MacCartney put in an appearance.

“It’s all right,” he said. “I’ve got the billet for you. Wages twelve dollars a week and your expenses, and if you are ready we will leave in a Saigon steamer to-morrow morning.”

“I’m ready to be off this moment,” said Durrington, feeling as though he would like to sit down and cry like an overwrought woman. “By Jove! I’m awfully grateful to you. I don’t know how to thank you for the chance you’ve given me. I believe if to-morrow had found me still unemployed I should have pitched myself into the Hwang-pu yonder.”

“Skittles!” replied the tall, grave-faced man beside him, who talked like a schoolboy and looked like a major general.

“Skittles it would have been, and of the roughest and most desperate description,” said Durrington gravely. “I can tell you, I was just about played out. I haven’t eaten anything since yesterday morning.”

“Good heavens!” cried the other; “why on earth didn’t you tell me that before? No, not another word. Come along with me at once.”

He took him away and fed him there and then, and next morning at daylight the two men embarked upon an expedition the very thought of which would have been sufficient to put caution into the brain of even the most reckless British subaltern. Unaided, they were to knock an army of savages into something like military shape and to fight battles with them of which no European general might have been ashamed. Their position was to be often desperate, and always dangerous, but it would have one good side — during that time they would come to know each other as few men have the luck to do. From Saigon they had proceeded to South Africa, thence to Algiers, then after an interval — in which certain wonderful things happened and many more even more wonderful failed — to the Balkan States, and later on to Madagascar, to Mexico, and Cuba. Often they had quarrelled; on more occasions than could be described women came between them and did their best to separate them, but so far they had been unsuccessful. Spielman, the conspirator, the maker of nations, the man whose sole amusement was the promotion of revolutions and wars, was the only person who had in any measure been their master. To him they rendered loyal and obedient service, and in return he worked them beyond the capacity of ordinary men. Now for the first time in their united careers there was the probability of a separation. Now, for the sake of the girl who had probably never given him a second thought since they had parted, Durrington was about to sacrifice the man he loved the best in the world, and to throw himself once more upon the mercy of the world.

As he watched the windows of the house he thought of Coralie. He remembered their first meeting, and he also recalled the fact that he had once been convinced in his own mind that she was the only deemable woman in the world. How strange that seemed now!

Had he been told in those days that a time would come when she would be nothing to him he would have laughed the insinuation to scorn. But then Coralie was not Nita Cavarro. He spoke the name softly to himself, as if the very sound of it was music to his ears.

It was growing late by this time, so, rising to his feet, he prepared to stroll homeward. He had not proceeded many paces, however, before he heard his name softly spoken. He stopped, surprised, not knowing who would have recognised him in such a place. It was spoken again, and he immediately recognised the voice. The speaker was none other than Coralie Vanhoysen, and she was standing among the bushes within a few feet of the railings.

“Dick,” she said, speaking in a low voice, in order that the sentry at the main gate should not hear her, “come over here. I want to talk to you.”

“Coralie!” he answered. “Is it really you? I did not expect to see you to-night. How did you know I was here?”

She had come closer to the rails by this time, and was able to speak to him in a whisper.

“I saw your face by the light of a match when you lit a cigar,” she replied. “I was walking in the garden with the president’s daughter.”

Dick gave a little start. While he had been thinking of Nita and wondering what she was doing she had been close to him.

“When we went into the house,” Coralie continued, “I made an excuse and went to my room, slipped out of the window, and hastened here to you. Come farther along the fence; I have the key of a little side gate, and will let you in. We can talk without fear of being overheard.”

Durrington did as he was ordered, and followed her along the fence until they reached a small iron gate, which she unlocked. It was very dark at this point, and even had any one been there to see, he or she would have found it a difficult matter to have recognised them. Feeling very like a thief, Durrington entered, and the gate was shut and locked behind him. Coralie placed her hand upon his arm and led him along the path until they reached a seat. She sat down, and bade him follow her example.

“Now we can talk,” she began. “Tell me first how long you have been in Constancia, and what it is that has brought you here?”

“I only arrived this evening,” Durrington replied. “Spielman sent me with a letter to you, I was to deliver it to you personally, and am to take him an answer in a week’s time.”

He took the letter from his pocket and handed it to her, glad to be rid of the hateful thing. She slipped it into her pocket with what he thought a little sigh.

“I wonder what it can be about?” she said. “It’s not like Spielman to write letters. You can never induce him to believe that he is not the only person who makes a habit of destroying them.”

She wanted to gain time to think. Had it been daylight, and Durrington had been able to see her face, he would have found it deadly pale. He also was more agitated than he expected to be. Old Father Time may be able to assuage pain, but he can never altogether insure forgetfulness.

“And how are things prospering at headquarters?” she inquired at last. “You must remember that I know nothing of what is going on.”

“Spielman’s preparations are well-nigh complete,” Durrington replied. “He hopes to be in a position to declare war in about a fortnight. Of late he has been keeping us hard at it. Do you think the other side have any suspicion as to who is at the back of it all?”

Coralie was silent before she replied.

“I do not think so,” she said at last. “At least I feel certain they do not suspect Spielman, or you, or MacCartney, but from little things that have been said in my hearing I fancy that they’ve a knowledge O’Donoghue and one or two others are mixed up in it. By the way, your friend Martinez was here yesterday. He spoke of you, and asked me if I had any idea where you had been and what you had been doing since you left the port. He knows you have been a soldier in the past, and I’ve an idea he would like to appoint you to the command of one of his own regiments. It rather amused me, though, of course, I was careful not to let him see it.”

Durrington winced. Had it not been for this hateful revolution, there would be nothing he would have liked better. But now that and everything else was impossible. It was not outside the bounds of possibility, he argued, that the very regiment he might, under happier circumstances, have been appointed to command would now have the proud distinction of placing him with his back against a wall and shooting him when they got him there. Coralie must have understood what was passing in his mind, for she hastened to change the subject, passing, without being aware of it, from bad to worse.

“You may be interested to learn,” she said, “that in the palace yonder you are regarded as a hero. To-morrow morning you must come up and be presented to the president. He has often said that he should like to meet you, in order that he might have an opportunity of thanking you for saving the life of his pet general. He is a dear old man, and I am sure you will like him.”

“Like him?” cried Durrington with all the emotion of which he was capable. “Do you think I should be able to like him? Do you think I shall like the man I shall meet with a false smile upon my face — like the man whose kindly rule, whose love and thoughtfulness for others has made this country what it is, and which I and my friends are going to plunge into the blackest ruin! Good heavens, Coralie, you must have strange notions if you think that!”

He spoke with such sudden and desperate bitterness that she was startled beyond measure. She could make nothing of it. A moment later he had risen to his feet and was tramping up and down the path before her, almost beside himself with hatred and loathing of the part he was being called upon to play. Coralie left her seat and approached him.

“Dick,” she said soothingly, “you mustn’t talk like that. It will never do. For your own sake you must not say such things. Why should you despise yourself for what you are doing? You don’t think any the worse of British officers who go into foreign countries before a war begins in order to get an idea of the localities and to know something of what their future work will be.”

“There is no resemblance in the two cases,” Durrington replied. “A British officer, God help me! does not go into a country and try to upset the peace of it, and, while accepting the hospitality of the ruler, make his plans for stabbing him in the back, as we are doing. You don’t see it as I do — nor does Spielman. That’s the worst part of it.”

“Why should I not see it as you do?”

Coralie replied. “Do you think I have lost all notion of honour? You wrong me, Dick, indeed you do. I thought you were a better friend than that.”

“Forgive me, Coralie,” he said. “I know I ought not to have said what I did. This business has cut me up terribly; it has made me quite a different man. I don’t seem to look at things in at all the same light as I used to.”

“But what is the reason of it all?” she inquired. “When we were in Egypt the other day you seemed to be looking forward to it with so much eagerness. What has made you suddenly see that it is so desperately underhand and cruel?”

Durrington dared not tell her the truth. He had still sufficient caution to keep the secret of his love for the president’s daughter.

“Because I have only lately come to see it in its proper light,” he said abruptly. “And now I know myself for what I am and the work for what it is. But I must go. If you should by any chance be found out of the house at this time of night it might place you in an extremely awkward position.”

“What would my position be if they discovered the real reason of my presence in the palace at all?” she asked more bitterly than she had yet spoken. “I would leave you to imagine how the president would treat me then, and how his daughter, with her big serious eyes, would behave toward me.”

“God help you, Coralie!” he said. “It’s a bad business right through, and the sooner we’re both out of it the better. I’m thankful now that I’ve handed Spielman my resignation.”

“Your what?” she cried. “Dick, you don’t mean to say that you are going to give it all up?”

“I’ve done more than saying it,” he answered triumphantly. “It’s all settled, and I’m going on helping them with just the ordinary work for the present; but as soon as the fighting commences I’m to sever my connection with the whole business for good and all. Now, good night, Coralie. You had better read that letter as soon as you get into the house, and you can let me know when next we meet how soon you will be able to let me have the answer I am to take back to Spielman.”

“But when shall I see you again?” she asked. “If you won’t come to the palace, where can we meet?”

“You can write to my hotel,” he answered. “I am staying at the Cordova, in the Plaza Constitucion. If you tell me where I am to meet you, I will make my arrangements accordingly. Be careful, however, not to put your name in the letter, or to say anything that may give rise to suspicion should it fall into other hands.”

“Very well,” she answered, still in the same constrained voice. “Now I will let you out. It must be nearly eleven o’clock.”

They made their way to the gate by which he had entered, and she unlocked it. Having done so, they stood for a moment facing each other.

“Are you really in earnest, Dick?” she said. “Do you mean what you say about giving us up?”

“Quite in earnest,” he replied. “Good night, Coralie.”

“Good night, Dick,” she answered, and, having locked the gate again, she went up the path without another word. It was not until she was safely in her own room once more that her composure returned to her. Then she tried to argue the question out dispassionately. What was Dick’s real reason for having come to this extraordinary decision? She thought she knew him as thoroughly as any man or woman could do, and she had never met this trait in his character before. There was something behind it all — something that required to be explained. Suddenly she sat upright in her chair, with a silver-backed brush in one hand and a wealth of golden hair in the other. Enlightenment had come to her.

“Ah!” she said to herself, “I see one thing, at any rate. Dick has rebelled, and Spielman has sent him to me in order that I may try to reclaim him. That is the meaning of the letter. I wonder if I am right?”

She picked up the letter, which she had placed in a prominent place upon the dressing table, and tore open the envelope. It ran as follows:

“MY DEAR CORALIE: I send you this little note by the hand of our dear friend Durrington, who, I regret to say, stands in need of a holiday. This, for several reasons, I feel sure will be better spent in the city of Constancia than elsewhere. In that place alone dwells the physician who can minister to his malady. You, dear Coralie, are that distinguished person, and when I tell you that Richard has declared his intention of severing his connection with us, you will understand the course of treatment to be meted out to him. I hope when you return him to us, a week hence, to find that you have been entirely successful. With my salutations, 



“I remain, your friend, 



“J. S.”



Having finished the brushing of her hair, she rose and held the letter in the flame of the gas until it was utterly consumed. As the ashes floated down to the floor like the remains of a burned-out passion, she gave a little sigh, though she could not have said for what.

After he had bidden Coralie good night, Durrington returned to his hotel. Once in his own room, he threw up the window and leaned out to watch the stars and to think of all that had happened that evening. Like the inhabitants of many Eastern countries, he had a great superstition concerning the heavenly bodies. He thought of the beautiful Spanish girl who had come to play such a prominent part in his life, of Coralie, and then passed from both to the gentle loving mother he could just remember. What would she have thought could she have known the depths to which he would some day fall? There were tears in his eyes as he closed the shutters of his window — not tears of shame, but of sorrow for what he was, and also for what he might have been. There were not wanting in the world people who would have affirmed that Dick Durrington was made of such stern stuff that no tear could possibly dim his eye. Perhaps they were in a measure right, but there are times in all our lives when even the hardest man is somewhat less hard than usual.

By the time this unfortunate young man fell asleep he had arrived at a thorough understanding with himself. He would adhere to the agreement he had made with Spielman, and he would help him until hostilities commenced. More than that, he had made up his mind to dismiss Mademoiselle Cavarro from his thoughts. He would not call at the palace, he would not attempt to see her again.

Only in that way could he show that his love was pure and unselfish. But — but — and this was the most cruel stab of all — in that case she would never know that he loved her, and she would also never know of his sacrifice.


CHAPTER VI
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THE ISRAELITISH POET king must have realized how dependent the happiness of our human life is upon atmospheric conditions when he wrote that “heaviness may endure for a night, but joy cometh in the morning.” It was so with Durrington, for when he awoke next morning and looked out of his window he discovered a glorious day. The sky was blue, with here and there a white cloud hovering above the distant peaks, as if to add to the beauty of the picture; a fresh breeze blew from the mountains, and from the way in which the passers-by clung to their hats and gave laughing salutations to each other as they hurried along he settled it in his own mind that it was what in England is called “just the morning for a walk.” From his window he could catch a glimpse, over the red-tiled roofs, of the great flag of Constancia waving above the roof of the president’s palace. He stood and watched it, deriving an altogether novel pleasure from its picturesque vitality.

After he had breakfasted he took his hat and set off for a stroll, choosing a direction exactly opposite to that which he had taken on the preceding evening. As he had supposed, it was a perfect morning for walking. The keen air, the picturesqueness of the streets, and the sense of freedom must have possessed some magical effect, for he felt happier than he had done for many days past.

Presently he left the city behind him, and found himself in the open country beyond. The plain at the foot of the mountains was extremely fertile, and as a natural consequence every acre was under cultivation. Villages and farm homesteads were continually to be met with, labourers were busy in the fields, and prosperity smiled at him on every hand.

At last, having covered upward of five miles, he began to think it would be as well if he retraced his steps. When he came to his decision he was standing in the main street of a quaint little village, watching a group of negro boys who were engaged upon some game in the dust. They made a by no means unpleasant picture as they laughed and gesticulated at each other, and were so absorbed in their play that they had no thought to spare for Durrington or for anything else. Seeing this, he took a small copper piece from his pocket and dexterously tossed it into the air so that it might fall inside the circle between their feet. Had it been a shower of gold it could scarcely have caused greater surprise. For a moment they all sat stationary, as if afraid to move lest this beautiful and wonderful object should vanish and be no more seen by them. Then the spell broke; there was a sudden ducking of heads, followed by a wild scramble and a magnificent exhibition of black legs and arms, curly heads, and struggling bodies. Durrington was laughing at the change his money had wrought, and was about to repeat the experiment when he happened to glance down the street. A horse was galloping toward them, and on the horse was a young lady, who was leaning back in the saddle pulling with might and main. On the soft dust the animal, travelling at such a fast pace, had been able to approach within fifty feet unobserved by the boys, who were absorbed in their struggle, and by Durrington, who had been busy watching them. There could be no doubt that the rider was having all her work cut out for her. In point of fact, it was not until she had reached the exact spot on which a moment before the boys had been playing that she was able to bring the excited animal to a standstill. Durrington, who had made a rush forward, was just able to pick up the smallest youngster and carry him out of harm’s way, otherwise he could scarcely have failed to be killed. Giving the urchin a shaking, but still holding him in his hand by the slack of his nether garment, he turned to look at the lady. To his amazement, she was none other than Mademoiselle Cavarro, the daughter of the president, and the very person he had promised himself on the previous evening he would never see again. The sight deprived him of speech.

“Mr. Durrington!” she cried in surprise, as her handsome horse backed and sidled with impatience to continue his career. “Is it really you? How narrowly I escaped knocking you down!”

“The youngster had a greater escape,” he answered, trying to speak calmly. “I began to think it was all over with him. Your horse was a little out of hand, was he not?”

“I’m afraid he was, just a little,” she answered, stroking the animal’s neck with her whip as she spoke. “He doesn’t get enough work, and in consequence when he does go out he becomes a little too excited. But, Mr. Durrington, how long have you been in this neighbourhood, and why have you not been to see us? Your old friend Madame Vanhoysen is with us. Surely you would like to meet her?”

“I only arrived last night,” Durrington replied in a limp fashion, at the same time dropping the little negro, who immediately bolted for home like a frightened rabbit. “I have not had much time to go anywhere yet.”

“Well, when will you come?” the girl continued, quite unconscious of the trouble she was raising. “Let us arrange a time, and then there can be no mistake. Papa will be so pleased to see you. He has heard so much about you from General Martinez.”

Durrington’s heart was beating like a sledge hammer. Surely Saint Anthony in all his trials was never tempted like he was being tempted then.

“I hope General Martinez and his family are quite well?” he said, with a feeble attempt to stave off the fatal moment.

“Quite well,” mademoiselle replied. “I had a letter from one of the girls this morning. In it, by the way, she said that they wondered why they had never heard from you since you left the port. You should not forget your friends, Mr. Durrington.”

“I’m afraid I must seem very ungrateful,” he answered. “But I have been moving about, and—”

He stopped, not knowing quite how to continue.

“Well, never mind,” she said. “We’ll not scold you, provided you come to see us. By the way, we have not arranged the time yet. Perhaps you will dine with us this evening at eight o’clock? Would not that be the better plan? I will tell my father to write you a formal invitation this afternoon if you think it necessary.”

“Please do not trouble,” said Durrington. “I am very much afraid that it will be impossible for me to have the pleasure. I have some important business that must be attended to.”

Mademoiselle looked down at him with reproving eyes.

“Mr. Durrington,” she said sternly, “you know as well as I do that you are not telling the truth. You know that you only say that because you think that we are only asking you on account of your friendship with Madame Vanhoysen. But it will not avail you, sir. Coralie’s friends are our friends, and, besides, it is only fit and proper that you should dine with the president, seeing that you have saved the lives of two of his fellow-countrymen—”

“Two of his fellow-countrymen?” asked Durrington, with an expression of surprise upon his face. “General Martinez is one. Who, then, is the other?”

“That little negro boy who ran away just now,” she answered with a laugh. “We shall expect you at eight o’clock, then. For the present, au revoir.”

Before he could say anything further her horse had given a plunge in the air that sent the dust flying, and a moment later was halfway down the street. He had to confess himself beaten. Blind fate had taken over the guidance of affairs, and nothing remained for him but to allow himself to be washed along by the current in whatever direction it might be pleased to take him.

For the next five minutes Durrington was scarcely conscious whether he stood on his head or his heels. He looked out on his world in a strange bewilderment. Like the bird that is fascinated by the snake, he had been hypnotized by a pair of sparkling eyes, and was not master of his actions. How did the matter stand with him? He had promised that on no consideration would he go near the palace, and that he would never see Nita Cavarro again. Now here he was meeting her in a totally unexpected quarter, and accepting an invitation to dinner at her hands. But no, that was scarcely fair to himself, for he had not accepted it; he had declined it, and it had been forced upon him. She had not given him time to protest, so that if he went it would be under compulsion, not of his own free will. Having effected this compromise with his conscience, he set off on his homeward walk.

Punctual to the moment that evening he made his appearance at the presidential palace. He was received on the threshold by Manuel Ferrara, the president’s secretary, a white-haired old man, who had followed his master’s fortune with unswerving loyalty from the day when he had first come to the front in public affairs. Thus escorted, he made his way to the drawing room, where the president himself was waiting to receive him.

Though he was, of course, familiar with his features, having seen innumerable portraits of him in shop windows and in the Martinez household, this was the first time Durrington had actually come face to face with the president himself. He had heard so much about him that he was prepared to be a little disappointed with the actual man. He found, however, that he was not.

“Welcome, Mr. Durrington,” said the latter in English, a language which he spoke with remarkable purity, at the same time holding out his hand. “It gives me great pleasure to offer you a welcome to Constancia, and to have the opportunity of thanking you, in the name of the republic, for the signal service you rendered it some weeks ago. General Martinez is a man his country could ill spare, and in saving his life you have laid us under a deep debt of gratitude.”

“It is very kind of you to say so, sir,”

Durrington replied. “But I have already been thanked too much. It was not a very dangerous thing to do, after all. General Martinez would in all probability have been able to cope with the man himself.”

“The fact still remains that you saved the general’s life,” said the president.

“And the life of another citizen also,” said his daughter, who had entered the room unnoticed. “This morning Mr. Durrington added to his reputation by rescuing a coming patriot from a position of considerable danger.”

“Indeed, I have not heard of this,” replied the president gravely. “Pray tell me about it!”

Thereupon his daughter, slipping her arm through his, told him of her meeting with Durrington that morning, and of the youthful Ethiopian’s fortunate escape.

“I’m afraid my darling is very reckless,” said the president, stroking her hand as he spoke. “Zephyr is a beautiful animal, but I shall never feel that he is a safe mount for you.”

“Zephyr is a darling,” replied his daughter, “and I’ll hear nothing against him. His temper is a little erratic at times, I will admit, but he does not mean to do any harm. As for his speed, there is not another horse in Constancia that can come near him.”

While they were debating on the merits and demerits of the horse in question Durrington was permitted an opportunity of studying the president more closely. He saw a man upward of seventy years of age, slightly above the middle height, and of somewhat spare build. His head was grandly shaped, and crowned with a profusion of silvery gray hair. The face was without beard or mustache, the mouth firm, the forehead lofty and broad, while the eyes, large and dark as coals, seemed still to retain the fire they had possessed in youth. Altogether it was the countenance of a leader, cool, temperate, and, above all, honest. Having once seen it, it could be easily understood why he had so long retained the trust of his fellow-countrymen. Durrington watched the father and daughter together, and noted their love for each other. The father idolized his child, and the child loved and honoured her parent above all living men.

While he was still watching them the door opened, and Coralie Vanhoysen sailed into the room, radiantly beautiful. Her costume — or should I say her confection, since it hailed from the city which is said to be the particular paradise of good Americans — was a triumph of the milliner’s art; its colour was of the palest pink, and it suited her to perfection. She had taken the greatest care to look her best that evening, and the result satisfied even herself. Durrington thought she appeared younger than when he had seen her in Vienna five years before. On entering the room she crossed directly to where the latter was standing, and, holding out her hand to him, said, as if in astonishment:

“Why, Mr. Durrington, can it really be you?” Then, turning to her hostess, she added, “How kind of you to arrange such a pleasant surprise for me!”

Durrington said something appropriate to the occasion, and a moment later dinner was announced, and the president gave Madame Vanhoysen his arm. Durrington followed with his hostess, and the touch of her soft fingers resting on his sleeve went through him like an electric shock. Dressed entirely in black, with a narrow band of velvet round her slender throat, she was more beautiful in his eyes than Coralie with her Parisian costume, her diamonds, and her bewitching manner all put together. Yet how different his opinion had once been!

Among the number of pleasing eccentricities which had endeared him to the nation over which he had so long presided President Cavarro counted that of an extreme simplicity. He was unostentatious in everything he did. Quite prepared when necessary to comport himself with the grandeur that befitted his position, he preferred that his private life should resemble as far as possible that of any other citizen of comparative wealth under his rule. For this reason the great banqueting hall in the palace as often as not stood empty, while the snug little dining room in the more private portion of the house was the scene of many charming reunions, at which the president and his daughter played their respective parts of host and hostess to perfection. It was in this smaller room that Durrington presently found himself, seated opposite Coralie, with Senor Cavarro on his right and the latter’s daughter on his left.

I have the best of reasons for supposing that the memory of that evening will probably remain with Durrington as long as any other event of his life. To say that he thoroughly enjoyed himself, however, would scarcely be the truth; his conscience was not sufficiently elastic to permit of that. One thing, however, is quite certain, and that is, that he was more at his ease than he expected to be. It was only after the servants had left the room and the president had happened to touch upon the question of the possibility of revolutionary trouble in the state that he felt really unhappy. Coralie had been talking with Mademoiselle Cavarro a moment before; now she turned to her host with a startled look upon her face.

“But, dear sir,” she said, as if in alarm, “you surely do not mean to say that you think there is going to be war in this country? Oh, I should be too frightened if it were to happen while I were here!”

“Forgive me, madame,” replied the person she addressed. “It was foolish of me to have referred to the subject at all. I assure you, you need not feel the least alarm. My Government is quite capable of coping with any little difficulty that may arise.”

Durrington for reasons of his own said nothing, but he could not help feeling, from what the president had said, that the authorities were far from being aware of the real size of the egg of discord which Spielman was so industriously engaged in hatching. For the moment the mere thought of what the feelings of the president would be when he should learn the truth made his flesh creep. Could nothing be done to avert the catastrophe? Nothing, unless some one were to turn traitor and reveal the inner workings of the conspiracy. But there were only three who were familiar with them — Spielman, MacCartney, and himself. The first two were impossible, for obvious reasons; in that case, he alone remained. But it was quite out of the question that he could play such a part, even for the sake of the woman he loved. As he came to this decision he saw Coralie’s eyes fixed upon him. It was as if she were trying to read his thoughts. Knowing what she knew, she had sufficient reason to feel anxious. She need not have done so, however, for the hostess presently began to talk of Egypt and the East, and the subject of the approaching trouble was dropped and not again referred to.

At the conclusion of the meal the gentlemen accompanied the ladies to the drawing room — an arrangement for which Durrington was extremely grateful, seeing that he had no desire to be left alone with the president in the present perturbed state of his feelings.

“Perhaps we may be able to persuade Madame Vanhoysen to sing to us?” said Senor Cavarro to his daughter when they had been in the drawing room about ten minutes. “She is usually so kind.”

“I shall be delighted — that is to say, if you are quite sure you are not tired of hearing me,” replied the fair Coralie, who was by no means sorry to have an opportunity of working upon Durrington’s heart strings on her own account. She accordingly swept up to the piano in her own inimitable fashion, dropped her tiny lace handkerchief upon the candle rests, and arranged herself to advantage upon the music stool.

Her behaviour may have been a trifle theatrical, but playing for effect was Coralie’s weak point. She had so long performed upon the great stage of the world that to act had become second nature to her.

It is an accomplished fact, I believe, among a few of those acquainted with her history, that on three occasions at least Coralie Vanhoysen owed her success — and, indeed, I might almost go so far as to say “her life” — to the possession of an extremely beautiful voice. It was a soprano of the purest quality, which had been cultivated to its utmost limit. As a commencement, she sang a little song of Grieg’s, and after a little pause, during which the president found time to pay her one of his inimitable compliments, she was easily induced to sing again. This was the moment for which she had been waiting all the evening. When she reseated herself at ‘the piano she had lost something of her usual brightness. Then, looking at Durrington, who, by the way, was watching Nita Cavarro’s profile outlined against the wall behind her, commenced one of the most pathetic little songs in the range of operatic music. It was that morsel from Gounod’s Faust known in English as “When all was young.”

Her rendering of this little work was so pathetic and beautiful that it would have brought tears into the eyes of those least susceptible to the influence of music. As for Durrington, she had scarcely played the first three bars of the introduction before he was sitting upright in his chair, with his heart beating like a thermantidote paddle. What recollections that song conjured up for him! How well he could remember the occasion on which he first heard her sing it! That was many years ago, more perhaps than either of them would have cared to count, but even after this lapse of time he could recall the dress she wore and the colour of the ribbon round her slender neck. It was a glimpse of a long and almost forgotten life, and it stirred him to the very centre of his being. But not in the way she had hoped. What she had desired to do was, by bringing back to him a time when they had been something more than friends to each other, to reproduce the old tender feeling that had once existed between them, and thus to weld anew the chains that had once bound him to her. Unfortunately for her scheme, however, she had forgotten that there are opportune as well as inopportune moments for recalling the past. She had chosen the latter. At such a juncture in his life’s history the Durrington who loved Nita Cavarro in the present was not at all anxious to be reminded that he was the man who had felt so strongly toward Madame Vanhoysen in the past.

Coralie, having finished her song, rose and returned to the chair she had originally occupied. She bowed her thanks for the president’s praise, and for a few moments sat studying the handle of her fan in silence. Had she done herself good or harm by the experiment? She would have been sadly put out had she known that when Durrington walked back to his hotel that evening the song was still ringing in his brain; it was not the face of the singer, however, but that of the president’s daughter which accompanied it.

The ice once broken, Durrington found himself spending a considerable time at the palace. His old friendship for Coralie furnished him with an excellent excuse, of which he was not slow to avail himself. He had managed to relegate his conscience to the background for the time being, where, though it had an unpleasant habit of poking its head out at inconvenient times, it behaved itself comparatively well.

In this fashion the remainder of the week sped away, and the time drew near for Durrington to return to the estancia, taking with him Coralie’s answer to Spielman’s letter. If the truth must be told, his thoughts had been so constantly occupied in another direction that he had almost forgotten the existence not only of the letter in question, but even of Spielman himself. One thing was very certain, however: if he had cherished a liking for Nita Cavarro when he had met her at General Martinez’s house, he was over head and ears in love with her now. Had he been a little less so he might possibly have noticed that Coralie was growing daily more suspicious, and that every time she saw him pay any attention to the other a look invariably came into her eyes that meant mischief for one or both of them, and at no distant date. Force of circumstances had always prevented Coralie from being a particularly stanch friend, but she had had opportunities of proving herself an active and uncompromising enemy.

On the morning preceding the day of his departure Durrington made his way to the palace as usual, and, having passed the sentry at the gates, was proceeding along the main drive to the house when, to his surprise, he saw Coralie coming toward him. As she approached it struck him that she looked pale and heavy-eyed, as if she had not slept that night, and in an idle fashion he wondered what was the matter.

“Good morning, Dick,” she said as they met and shook hands. “I am sorry to say that Nita will be unable to come out this morning, as she promised. She has to preside at a meeting of ladies who are arranging a fête for some charitable object.” Then, seeing the expression on the other’s face, she added vindictively, “I’m afraid unless you can invent an excuse very quickly you will have to content yourself with my society this morning.

“I shall be delighted,” said Durrington, fighting down his disappointment and vainly hoping that his companion had not noticed it. “You know what a pleasure your society always gives me, Coralie.”

“It may have done so once,” she answered. “But I am afraid I was younger then, and that makes a great deal of difference, does it not?”

Feeling that she had said quite enough for the present, she changed the subject by asking in what manner he proposed to amuse her.

“It is a warm morning,” said Durrington. “Let us sit under the trees in the garden and talk of old days. I like to be lazy and reminiscent when I have the opportunity.”

They accordingly strolled down a side path until presently they found themselves opposite the seat to which she had conducted him on the night of his arrival in the capital. They sat down, and, with Coralie’s permission, Durrington lit a cigar. He was bitterly disappointed at not seeing Mademoiselle Cavarro, and he could not help feeling that he had allowed Coralie to become aware of the fact. He was not too far gone in love to recognise how fatal that would be.

For some minutes they sat in silence, she executing circles in the gravel with the ferrule of her parasol, he drawing in dense volumes of smoke and slowly letting them issue from his lips again. Metaphorically, they were standing side by side on the edge of a precipice, and each was afraid to move lest he or she should make a false step and topple over into the abyss.

“And so you are really determined to leave us to-morrow, Dick?” said Coralie, when the silence had lasted some minutes and was beginning to grow oppressive.

“Quite determined,” he replied. “I promised Spielman that I would bring back an answer to that letter in a week. Will you have it ready for me to-morrow morning?”

“I think so,” Coralie replied, smoothing out her gloves upon her knee as she spoke. “I have only a little more to add, and unfortunately, however, I can’t do that until I am quite convinced upon a certain point.” Had he only known what that point was, and how closely it concerned himself, he would perhaps have taken more interest in it. As it was, he was quite unsuspicious, and went to meet his fate as innocently as a lamb looks through a gate toward a butcher.

“And are you still determined to sever your connection with us as soon as war is declared?” Coralie continued, putting down her gloves on the seat beside her and clasping her hands upon the handle of her parasol.

“No! I have changed my mind on that subject,” Durrington replied. “I have come to the conclusion that this letter which I am to take back from you will be my last work for Spielman. When I have delivered it into his hands I’m going to give up the work of revolution promoting and clear out for good and all.”

Coralie uttered a little cry of astonishment and alarm. She had no idea he was going to act so soon.

“O Dick! you’re surely not in earnest when you say that?” she said. “You can not be. It would be madness.”

“Madness or no madness, I was never more in earnest in my life,” he replied. “I’m not going any further with this hateful affair. I only wish I had never gone so far. I shall hate myself forever for it. Since I have known Cavarro, and have come to understand something of his noble and unselfish character, I have realized what a vile business ours really is. I only wish I had never come into it. Coralie, can’t you see what I mean? Can’t you understand the infamy of it all?”

“I can see it quite plainly,” she replied in a voice that was as hard and cold as a human voice could be.

“Then why don’t you follow my example? Why don’t you leave it, as I am doing? Good heavens! woman, have you a heart of stone that you can win their friendship, accept their hospitality, talk and jest with them, and all the time know that you are playing the traitor and luring them on to such trouble as they never dreamed of? I can not, I will not believe it! It is impossible you could be so base.”

“What can I do? I am helpless,” she said wearily.

“You are nothing of the kind,” he answered. “Why should you be? You are your own mistress, and can defy Spielman. He has no more hold upon you than he has upon me. We have only allowed him to think that he has. Come, Coralie, be yourself. Let us get away and have done with all this hateful business. I will arrange everything for you, and take care that you come to no harm. You can trust me, I think.”

Her face had grown even paler than before. Then an eager, hungry look came in her eyes. It was as if she saw an opportunity of attaining some object or some end upon the possession of which she had long set her heart, and which until that moment she had believed to be out of her reach.

“Do you mean that you will take me away from South America and prevent me from falling into Spielman’s hands?” she inquired in a voice so low that Durrington could scarcely distinguish her words.

“I mean it,” he replied. “If you will come away, I will pledge my word to you that Spielman shall not harm you in any shape or form. There will be no possible risk. If for no other reason, he will have too much to occupy him here for the next six months to bother about following us. Are you prepared to risk it?”

“But I do not understand,” she faltered. “In what capacity am I to go with you? There are so many things to be thought of and to be explained before I can come to a decision.”

He was about to reply, but she stopped him by holding up her hand. Her face was still very pale, and now she was trembling like a leaf. Durrington saw that the storm was rising, and in a few minutes it would break upon him. He began to realize what he had done when it was too late to avert the catastrophe. She had taken his hand and was holding it in her own, bending over it, sobbing passionately. It was all so sudden and so unexpected that for a moment he did not know how to act.

“My dear Coralie,” he said at last, drawing his hand away as he spoke, “what on earth does all this mean? You must not cry here. If any one were to see you, what would they think? What is the matter? Tell me and let me help you.”

“Matter!” she cried with intense scorn. “Can’t you see what is the matter? Do you wish to force me into telling you? Richard Durrington—”

There was a pause, and then she continued:

“O Dick! Dick, are you so blind that you can not see why I am here, or why I am acting as I am? Have you forgotten the past, and what we once were to each other? Must I tell you that I only accepted Spielman’s offer to take part in this wretched business because he had told me that you were going to make one of the expedition? And now you ask me to give it up and to go away with you. Yes, I will go, and with all the thankfulness and gladness in the world, but it must be as your wife!”

Durrington rose to his feet. Of course, he remembered the state of things which had once existed between them, but that was all past and gone. Her proposition was impossible; there were a hundred reasons why it could not be entertained for a moment.

“Coralie, my dear girl,” he said as kindly as he knew how, “you can not dream how sorry I am that you have said this to me. It makes everything so very difficult both for you and for me. You have asked me something that is quite out of my power to do. If you will come away — and I honestly believe you will in the end — you shall never regret it. I will pass my word for that.”

She turned to him a face all drawn and haggard with emotion.

“On those terms and no others,” she answered very slowly, and as if she were driving every word by main force from between her lips.

“I have already said that it is impossible,” he replied. “It would mean misery to both of us. You must see that yourself.”

“I understand,” she answered sullenly. “You mean that it is impossible because you love Nita Cavarro?”

Durrington winced as if he had been struck.

“You have no right to say such a thing,” he said. “You have no right to associate her name with mine. It is an unwarrantable liberty.”

“But it is quite true. I have seen it in your face for days. You love her, and the reason you are trying to get me away from here is because you think I am not fit company for her. The president and his country are nothing to you; that is only your excuse. It is of the girl you are thinking.”

Her eyes were blazing, her breast heaving, and she was quickly working herself into a passion. Durrington was not sorry, for, all things considered, he preferred her rage to her tears. In either case, however, the position was sufficiently awkward.

“Coralie,” he said, in a vain attempt to arrest her wrath, “will you listen to me for a few moments? I shall not detain you very long. You have said that I love the president’s daughter. I decline to say whether I do or not. What I want to tell you is, that if, as I have said just now, you will consent to leave this place and come away, I will protect you as I would a dearly loved sister. You shall have no trouble, no anxiety, that I can prevent. Can you accept my assurance? Think for one moment.”

She paused before she replied. Her calmness, however, was only assumed.

“I can not decide now,” she answered. “I must have time to think. I will let you know this evening. You will be dining here?”

“No,” Durrington replied. “I shall not come here again.”

At this news her eyes brightened. If he loved Nita Cavarro as she had good reason to suppose he did, surely he would not go away without either attempting to see something more or of taking some farewell of her.

“You will let me know to-night?” he said.

“To-night,” she answered in a brighter manner than she had yet spoken. “I will write to you to-night without fail.”

“Heaven grant you may decide as I wish!” he replied. Then, bidding her goodbye, he left her and made his way to the main gates, and so back to his hotel. He had given Coralie his assurance that if she would leave this country with him he would take her. In that case Nita Cavarro was lost to him forever. Needless to say, the remainder of his day was far from being a happy one. All he wanted now was to get his interview with Spielman over, and turn his back upon the republic for good and all. He felt it had been a bad day for him when he had set foot in it.

As evening approached an irresistible desire to see once more the woman he loved took possession of Durrington. He could not withstand it. Even if he could not see her, he must at least see the house in which she dwelt. He would take away with him a leaf from the tree, a stone from the road, any little thing that might serve to remind him in future days of the sacrifice he had made for her. He remembered that on the night when he first arrived in the city Coralie had told him that she and the president’s daughter often walked in the garden in the cool of the evening. He would go, place himself in some favourable position, and, if Fortune were kinder to him than she had been of late, he might possibly catch a glimpse of her.

Accordingly, when he had dined he made his way to the palace. The stars shone down on him as they had done when he had first seen the house, the breeze sighed through the orange trees and among the palms, but how different were his feelings to what they had been then! For upward of an hour he watched, but saw no signs of her for whom he waited. Another quarter of an hour went by, and when he had almost given the case up as hopeless his quick eye detected a solitary figure coming down the broad path leading from the house. The instinct of love, which is surer than the keenest eyesight, told him that it was the president’s daughter. In a flash he made up his mind, and immediately hastened toward the main gates. The sentry on duty recognised him, and passed him through without comment or inquiry, and once inside the gates he hurried along the path in pursuit. What he was going to say when he found her he did not stop to think. All he wanted was to see her and to speak to her, face to face, once more.

Hearing a step behind her, the girl hesitated and turned round. As on the first night he had dined at the palace, she was dressed entirely in black, and wore a black lace mantilla upon her head. To the man before her she had never appeared so beautiful.

“Why, Mr. Durrington!” she said. “I thought we were not to have the pleasure of seeing you this evening?”

“I have come up to bid you good-bye,” he answered. “I wanted to thank you for your kindness to me during my stay in the capital.”

“It is a pity you can not stay longer,” she said. “You must pay the city another visit.”

He shook his head.

“I am afraid that will be impossible,” he said. “I leave South America at the end of the week.”

He had expected that she would show some sign of surprise, but she did not.

They had walked almost half the length of the path before she spoke again. When she did, she said:

“Have you not made up your mind very suddenly to leave us? I thought you had intended staying in the country for some considerable time to come?”

“Yes, that was my original intention,” he replied. “But something has occurred which compels me to leave at once.”

The temptation to tell her his feelings toward herself was more than he could bear. Why should he not let her know? As he was going away, it could do no harm; she would be none the worse for hearing it. It was not as if he were asking her to have mercy upon him, or even to give him her love in exchange. There was certainly no reason against it. How was he to know that Coralie, who had followed her hostess from the house, had seen him, and was now hidden among the bushes within earshot?

“Miss Cavarro,” he said at last, “shall I tell you why I am going away?”

She must have had some inkling of what was coming, for her manner suddenly changed, and in place of the frank and fearless girl who had stood before him only a moment ago he found a humble and frightened woman.

“Tell me,” was all she said.

They were standing in a secluded spot, surrounded by large orange trees.

He took possession of her hand.

“I am going away, Nita,” he said, very slowly and softly, “because I love you. Because there is not, and never will be, another woman I could love.”

He thought she would have protested, would have implored him to be silent. She did nothing of the kind. She only looked up at him with her great dark eyes, and said: “But if you think thus of me, why do you wish to leave me?”

“Because I am not worthy to speak to you, much less to love you,” he answered. “I have fought it out with myself, and I know that I must go away.”

“But why should you go? You have done no wrong!”

She did not say it as if she asked a question; she simply made an assertion which she knew to be irrefutable.

“You don’t know,” he replied. “If you knew me for what I am you would hate me as I hate myself.”

“You are unjust to yourself, I feel sure you are,” she said. “At any rate, I am content to believe in you.”

“Don’t say that!” he cried, as if in entreaty. “For pity’s sake, don’t say that! I tell you again that you would despise me beyond all measure if you knew everything. No, Nita, let me go; forget that you ever saw me. I shall love you and remember you as long as I can remember anything, but you must lock me out of your heart, you must only think of me as you would think of the dead. I have made a mistake in coming here to-night that I shall repent all my life. I thought it would be easy to go away when I had told you of my love. But I did not think you would receive the news like this. I expected you to order me to leave you as if I had insulted you. I was content to run the risk, and I thought you would spurn me.”

He raised her hands to his lips.

“But I can not let you go like this,” she faltered. “If you only knew — Is it possible that you—”

There was another little interval of silence, then, with a catch of her breath, she continued:

“Is it not possible that I, too, may feel as you do?”

His heart for a moment seemed to stop beating, and then it went on faster than before. Was it believable that such a miracle could happen as that she could love him? No, no, at any cost she must not say it. He could not bear it. It was the last straw on his load of misery.

“For pity’s sake, do not tell me that you love me!” he muttered hoarsely. “Do not add to my punishment by letting me think that I have brought you so low as that.”

“Your love would never bring me low,” she whispered. “If you love me, I am content — more than content.”

He turned his face away to hide his emotion. He felt as if he were choking.’

“No,” he said as soon as he could force himself to speak, “I must go. You must forget that such a man exists upon the earth. O God! why did you let me come into this world to cause this misery? Nita, let me kiss you once, and then bid you good-bye forever.”

He took her in his arms and kissed her passionately. When he released her his cheeks were wet with her tears.

“Good-bye,” he said, as if his heart were breaking, “good-bye, my own dear love.” Before she could prevent him he had left her and was making his way toward the gate.

Next morning two letters were handed to him. One was from Coralie; the other he tore open with feverish haste.

“She says she will love me and be true to me while life lasts,” he murmured when he had finished reading. “In that case, God help her and me, too!”

It was not until ten minutes later that he even thought of the second letter. He opened and found inside a note for himself and an envelope addressed to Spielman. It said something for Durrington’s character for honesty that this inner epistle was intrusted to his care after all that had happened. The first note to himself ran as follows:

“DEAR DICK: This morning I was not myself at all, and in consequence I said things I did not mean. Forgive and forget them as soon as you can. For myself, I don’t believe for an instant that you’ll carry out your threat of leaving us. Spielman will manage to talk you over somehow. As for myself, I intend remaining at my post. Vive la guerre! say I.



 — Your affectionate friend, 

“CORALIE.



“P. S. — I inclose my reply to Spielman’s letter.”


CHAPTER VII
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ON HIS ARRIVAL at the estancia on the afternoon following his departure from the capital Durrington found Spielman hard at work in the room which had once been the principal living room, but was now converted into an office. He was seated at a table almost buried in papers, and was writing as if for dear life. When the door opened he looked up, and found Durrington standing before him. The latter noticed at once that his face looked older and more careworn than when he had left him a week ago. It was plain that during that time Spielman had been working himself as remorselessly as he had worked the others. — 

“Glad to see you back again,” he said, with an attempt at cheeriness which the puckers round the corners of the mouth belied. “Hope you have had a good time of it. You won’t have such a good one here, I can promise you. We’re awfully hard pressed just now.

Mac’s in the next room pretty well off his head with the details of the commissariat department. He’s commander in chief’s adjutant general, quartermaster general, director of military intelligence, and staff officer for supplies and stores all rolled into one.”

Then an idea seemed to strike him, for he ran the blotting paper over what he had written and continued abruptly, “Have you brought me the answer from Coralie?”

Durrington produced the letter he had received the morning before from his pocket and handed it across the table to the other. How little he guessed the importance of his action! Spielman, who was thorough even down to the most minute detail, did not tear open the envelope, but, taking a paper knife, cut it as carefully and deliberately as if he were afraid of spoiling its appearance by any undue haste. Then he drew forth the contents and leaned back in his chair to peruse them. At that moment his likeness to the great Napoleon was even more striking than usual. There was the same impression of immovable resolution about the mouth, the same look of dogged determination about the chin. His nerves, in spite of the strain of work under which he had of late been labouring, must have been under perfect control, for, disturbing as the contents of the letter were, he never for a moment permitted them to find expression on his face. Having read the letter carefully through once, he read it again, then, lighting a match, held it over the flames and burned it, just as Coralie had burned his own in Constancia a week before. It had told him all he wanted to know, so there was no necessity for him to keep it. He knew now that Durrington was madly in love with Nita Cavarro; he was aware also that this was the reason why he intended to sever his connection with the revolution; and he also had been given to understand that the same unfortunate individual had done his best to induce Coralie to desert as well. In addition to all this, an insinuated something that was not — well, to put it mildly — in strict accordance with facts. It was certainly not true that Durrington intended to accept an offer, which it was said had been made to him by General Martinez, of an appointment in the presidential army. Spielman himself did not believe that for an instant, but for safety’s sake he determined to act as if he did. He did not, however, wish Durrington to suspect that he knew anything of his shortcomings. As the first move in the game he was going to play, he opened his cigar case, which was lying on the table, and pushed it across to his companion.

“And how did you find the fair Coralie?” he asked as the other lit his cigar and threw the match away.

“She seemed well enough,” Durrington answered a little nervously, for he was coming close to the explanation he had made up his mind to have with Spielman. “I fancy, however, that she is growing tired of the vile part she is playing. She was almost hysterical the day before yesterday when she spoke to me about it.”

Spielman knocked the ash off his cigar against the edge of the table before he replied. He had no intention of being drawn into an argument on the subject, either just now or at any other time. He considered that to consent to argue a question at all implied a weakness in defence. Accordingly, he preferred to keep quiet until the moment came to act.

“You must make allowances for her. Coralie is an emotional woman,” he remarked, as if it were a fault that might very easily be rectified. “I can remember her tiring of many things, but I can not recall the fact that it ever made a difference in the result of her work. Such little outbursts are merely the escape through the safety valve of hysteria. But we are wasting time talking, and I have so much to do. Would you like to rest for an hour after your journey, or are you ready to get to work immediately?”

Durrington was about to reply that he had no intention of doing any more work in connection with the revolution, but before he could do so Spielman rang a small bell which stood on the table at his elbow. A moment later MacCartney entered the room. Like Spielman, only in a greater degree, he seemed worn out with work. Durrington’s heart smote him as he looked at the old friend he had determined to desert. He knew in that moment that he was fonder of MacCartney than he had imagined.

“Back again, Dick, my son?” said the other cheerfully. “By Jove! you look as fat and jolly as a sand boy. — Doesn’t he, Spielman? — And in what excellent condition, too! Dickie, my lad, we shall have to work some of that adipose tissue off you for the good of your health. I never saw anything so disgraceful. As you are now, you’d be worth exhibiting at Smithfield. — By the way, Spielman, you rang?”

“When is the Ferdinand and Isabella due off Maraschino Point?” asked Spielman.

“At midnight to-night,” MacCartney replied. “They passed Madrid Island at seven forty-five yesterday morning.”

“At midnight!” Spielman repeated meditatively. “And how far is it from here to the point — if you take the mountain track, that is to say?”

“Forty-three miles, as near as can be,” MacCartney answered. “Allowing for the difficulties of the path, a smart man on a good horse should do it in — What do you say, Dickie? You ought to know, you’ve travelled it often enough.”

“Six hours,” said Durrington. “Not a minute under. It’s all very well while you’re on the plains; you can push along then. It’s when you get into the ranges that you lose time. In some places the track is almost as steep as the side of a house, and you have to lead your horse for miles.”

Spielman looked at him fixedly for a minute, as if he were carefully weighing the pros and cons of a certain project. He had a very pretty scheme in his head, but he wanted to be quite certain that it was feasible before he trusted too much to it. All things considered, it seemed the best way out of the Durrington difficulty. He took his watch from his pocket and looked at the dial. For upward of a minute the ticking of the watch was the only sound to be heard in the room.

“It is now half past three,” he said at length. “If, as Dick says, a smart man could do the distance in six hours, he could be there by eleven at latest — that is allowing him half an hour to get ready, and an hour’s rest on the way. MacCartney, my friend, I’m afraid I shall have to send you. You told Bennett to send a boat ashore in case we should want to communicate with him?”

“Yes,” said MacCartney. “I gave him positive instructions on that point. He is to bring up three miles from the point and send a boat in at midnight. The man who wants to communicate will burn a blue flare, which the officer in charge will answer with a red.”

“In that case I’m afraid I shall have to ask you to saddle up. I’m more sorry than I can say, for I know that you are worn out. But, as far as I can see, there’s no other way out of it. The letter must be in Bennett’s hands before daylight, or we shall have him arriving farther south before we are ready to disembark his men. Then we shall be in a pretty fix.”

The look of disappointment that flashed across MacCartney’s face as he heard the work proposed for him was gone again as soon as it appeared. Wearied almost to death as he was, the other was still sufficient of a soldier to accept his order and carry it out without discussion or demur.

“Very good,” he said. “How soon do you think you will have the letter ready for me?”

“In five minutes,” Spielman replied, taking up a pen and drawing a sheet of note paper toward him as he spoke. “I will write it at once. You had better take my horse; you’ll find him better than your own. He’s been eating his head off for the last three days, and should be fairly fresh.”

MacCartney nodded his head to show that he understood, and left the room without further speech.

“Excuse me for a few moments, will you, while I write this letter,” said Spielman to Durrington, who was standing opposite him. “You see the state we’re in? I’m sorry for poor MacCartney. He has had rather a hard time of it during your absence, and it’s not quite fair to give him a long ride like this in addition to his other duties. However, it’s better than writing when all is said and done. I don’t think he’ll be altogether sorry when he is called upon to exchange the pen for the sword. The former should certainly be the mightier, since it causes infinitely more trouble to a soldier.”

A moment later his own pen was scratching over the paper, and the more he listened to it the more uncomfortable Durrington became. He felt that if Spielman had decided to go on this errand himself he would not have attempted to stop him. With MacCartney, however, it was altogether different. He remembered poor Mac’s haggard face, and as he thought of the long dreary ride through the mountains his heart softened. He might be going to give up his employment, and he might also feel it his duty to sever his connection with Spielman and the revolution; but he did not wish by any action of his to increase the burden that was already weighing so heavily on MacCartney’s shoulders. Long as his ride that day had been, he was still comparatively fresh. Would it matter very much if he were to put himself out to do one last errand to save the man he loved? He took counsel with himself, and eventually came to the conclusion that it would not. He turned to Spielman, who was still writing.

“Look here, Spielman,” he said; “as you say, MacCartney is quite done up. Why should not I take this letter to Bennett for you? If it will be of any convenience to you, I am quite willing to do so.”

Spielman looked up from his writing. Then he smiled as only he could do.

“I scarcely liked to ask you,” he said. “After what you told me the other day, I did not think it fair to let you do anything more to help us. Besides, I thought you would have had enough riding for one day.”

“I’m not in the least tired,” said Durrington. “And if you will finish the letter I will get ready at once. There is not much time to spare.”

“I’m sure it’s very kind of you, Durrington,” he replied; “and I know Mac will be as grateful to you as I am. I would go myself, only I am expecting O’Donoghue tonight, and as he is inclined to be nasty just now, I must be here to meet him.”

“Don’t say any more,” Durrington answered. “There’s no necessity for you to thank me. I’ll go and get my things together and come back for the letter as soon as it’s ready.”

He went out of the office in search of MacCartney, whom he found in his own room very red in the face, battling with a riding boot.

“You can take those things off, my friend,” said Dick calmly, tossing a bootjack toward him as he spoke. “I’m going in your stead. Tell Antonio to put me up some grub, will you? And let me have those blue lights for the signalling.”

“But this is all nonsense! I’m not going to let you go.”

“Aren’t you? Well, I think you’d better. Spielman’s orders. By the way, I suppose old Rodriguez is still in the hut there?”

“Of course he is,” MacCartney replied, as he drew off his boot again and placed it beside its fellow on the floor. “He is supposed by the few who go near his place to be looking after the sheep and cattle. I should like to know what the Government think about it — that is to say, if they think at all. They must imagine he is as mad as a hatter. We are sending him orders, however, to clear out as soon as war is declared. They’d hang him if they knew the important part he has played in this trouble.”

“And when do you think war will be declared?” Durrington inquired, with an interest that he could not conceal.

“We shall see the start of it at daybreak on Thursday if all goes well,” MacCartney replied. “Bennett was to have been at the port on Wednesday night, but he must time his arrival now so that he will get in on Thursday morning about six o’clock. This is going to be a big business, Dick, my lad, but I’m not certain in my own mind that it is going to end well. There are too many outsiders concerned in it. O’Donoghue and the other local men, for instance. They are the people of whom I am most afraid. They are playing for their own hands, and they’ve got an idea among them that they are at the head of affairs, and that Spielman is helping them, instead of vice versa. However, they will be undeceived before long, and in a fashion they won’t appreciate. We expect O’Donoghue here to-night, and Spielman is going to talk to him pretty plainly. Now I’ll go and see about your things.”

As soon as he was ready, Durrington returned to Spielman’s office. The latter had written the letter he was to take to the coast, and was now standing beside the table holding it in his hand.

“Deliver this to Bennett himself,” he said. “It must fall into no other hands, remember that! Let him be quite certain when he has read it that he understands what he has to do, and let him write me a reply in order that I may be certain of that fact also. If you have luck, you should be back by breakfast time to-morrow morning.”

“I’ll do my best to be,” said Durrington, and took up his hat, which he had placed upon the table. “Before I go, however, Spielman, I think it is only fair that I should tell you why I am doing this.”

“For MacCartney’s sake, of course,” said Spielman, with a smile. “I saw it in your face when you proposed it. I think it is doubtful whether you would have done so much for me. Have you anything more to say?”

“Only this,” Durrington replied, rather hurriedly, for he was a trifle nonplussed at the other’s plain speaking. “When I return tomorrow I want you to let me go away for good and all. My decision may seem quixotic and absurd to you, but as it is my decision I must abide by it. I can not go on any longer as I am now.”

“My dear fellow,” said Spielman with great affability, “why make such a fuss about nothing? You know as well as I do that you are at liberty to do just as you please in the matter. I would not hinder you for worlds. But you know how we feel about your severing your connection with us, don’t you?”

“I do,” Durrington answered, “and I think it’s very generous of you to let me off so easily. I can only ask you to believe that there are circumstances connected with it which make it impossible for me to act otherwise than I am doing.”

“I can quite believe that,” said Spielman, still smiling sympathetically. “Don’t worry any more about it. Argue the matter out with yourself while you are away, and when you come back to-morrow act as you think best. I shall think no worse of you if you still decide to go.”

Durrington stowed the letter away in his pocket, and then, having shaken hands with Spielman, left the room and went out in search of his horse. MacCartney was holding it beyond the veranda rails. The few things he would want on his journey — his provisions and the lights with which he was to signal the steamer — were rolled up in a blanket and secured to the front of his saddle. He mounted and prepared to set off.

“Good-bye, Dick, old man,” said MacCartney, looking up at him and holding out his hand. “It is jolly good of you to go like this. I must confess I wasn’t looking forward to it. It’s a nasty ride at the best of times.”

“Don’t you worry about that,” said Dick, as he gathered up his reins. “I shall be back again before you can look round.” Then, stooping a little in his saddle, he added in an undertone: “I’ve just had a talk with Spielman. I’ve arranged it all with him, and when I’ve brought him back Bennett’s answer tomorrow I’m going to clear out.”

“And what did he say?”

“Oh, he was very nice about it,” said Durrington. “He told me to act as I thought best for my own happiness, and he assured me that he would not think the worse of me whatever I did.”

MacCartney shook his head.

“It’s not like him, Dick,” he said. “You ought to know by this time that he doesn’t forgive as readily as all that. There’s something behind it. He’s got something up his sleeve. I know, from things he has said to me during the time you’ve been away, what he thinks about your wishing to leave us. Why he should pretend not to care now is more than I can say. Don’t trust him too far is my advice to you.”

“He’d better not try any of his tricks with me,” said Durrington. “He’ll find if he does that I can bite as deep as he can.”

Durrington was silent for a moment after this outburst, then he leaned a little over in his saddle and placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder.

“I’d give something, Mac, old man,” he said, “to know that you were coming out of it with me. I don’t like leaving you behind. It’s the first time we’ve separated, and I thought such a thing would never happen. But go I must, come what may. However, this won’t do; if I stop any longer, I shall have to tackle those mountains in the dark, and that is out of the question. We’ll talk it over to-morrow. Now, good-bye.”

“Good-bye,” said MacCartney, and as Dick’s horse went careering down the track like a mad thing, sending the stones whistling through the air behind him like so many bullets, he returned to the house shaking his head. He was still turning Spielman’s inexplicable conduct over in his mind, and the more he did so the less he felt he understood it.

One thing is quite certain — Dick had not exaggerated the difficulties of the trail which led through the mountains to Maraschino Point. For the first ten or twelve miles from the estancia it was all plain sailing; the track across the plains was a good one, and that up the gradual slope leading to the first pass was almost as good. It was only when it entered this gloomy place, upon which the natives had bestowed the significant title of “Devil’s Mouth,” that the real trouble began. From that moment until the table-land on the other side was reached it was one long succession of difficulties and dangers, each of which had to be negotiated in a new way. In some places the track was little more than a goat path round the very face of the mountains; in others Durrington was compelled to dismount and lead his horse after him up what looked like the precipitous face of the cliff itself. More than once crevasses — he dared not think how deep — had to be crossed, after which, as if to vary matters a little, would come a long slide down a crumbling bank to safety below.

During his ride he was permitted plenty of leisure to think over his own position. Supposing he did leave Spielman on the following morning, what was he to do? He might make his way to the port and embark upon the first outward-bound vessel, and so secure his own safety; but how much better off would he be then? He had no desire to leave the country as matters stood at present. Supposing the revolutionists proved successful — as he felt almost convinced they must be — and the president shared the end of so many of his fellow-rulers, what would Nita’s fate be? But would he be able to protect her even if he remained? At any rate, he was going to try. While he was considering this important question he was passing round the shoulder of the mountain, and had reached the point where the path was narrower than it had yet been. On his right were hundreds of great boulders, piled upon each other; on his left, a sheer drop of something like seven hundred feet. Once his horse nearly stumbled, and in doing so dislodged a stone, which rolled over the edge and disappeared into the abyss. So still was the air that he could hear it reach the bottom. Would it not, all things considered, be better for him if, like that stone, he were to roll over and disappear for good and all. He found himself shuddering at the notion, however. He was not tired of his life; far from it. He was only wearied of the miserable part he had of late been called upon to play in it. When he left the mountains and had descended to the plains once more, he got off his horse and rested him an hour, during which time he ate his own frugal meal.

The time he had given Spielman for the distance proved to be a correct one, for almost punctually on the stroke of ten o’clock he saw before him the light of the hut on the point. He rode up and called the name of Rodriguez. A moment later the door was opened and the man in question stood before him, carrying a lantern in his hand. In the flickering light he looked as curious an object as one would be likely to meet in a long day’s march. His height could scarcely have been more than four feet; his face was destitute of hair, but what it lacked upon his cheeks and chin was compensated for upon his head. Long lovelocks, without curl or crinkle, fell upon his shoulders, giving him a curious weird appearance. Now it usually happens that with dwarfs and very much undersized men a feature of their deformity is the fact that their arms are much longer in proportion than their bodies. In Rodriguez’s case, however, it was different. His arms were too short rather than too long, while the hands and feet were on the scale of a man three times his size. The effect was most incongruous.

When he left the hut he held the lantern aloft and looked at Durrington.

“Is that you, Senor Durrington?” he inquired, as if he were not quite certain of the identity of the man before him.

“Yes, it is I, sure enough,” Durrington replied. “I have come down to wait for the Ferdinand and Isabella. She is expected at midnight. Do you think she can be lying off the point now?”

Rodriguez shook his head.

“I was down on the cliff when darkness fell,” he said. “She was not there then.”

“In that case I’ll get off and you can put my horse up in the corral,” he said. “You can find something for him to eat, I have no doubt.”

The little man grunted an acquiescence, and Durrington accordingly dismounted and gave the animal into his charge. When the pair had disappeared round the corner he made his way into the hut and shut the door. It was a miserable little place, consisting of but one room, and was as rough a dwelling as a human being could wish to live in. A table, made out of an old packing case, and with the name of a Liverpool firm stencilled upon the side, stood in the centre; opposite it was the man’s sleeping place; a block of wood did duty for a chair; on the walls were two or three coloured pictures from European papers; and that was all. The dwelling, like its owner, had few pleasing features to present to the public gaze.

Durrington began to think it would have been as well had he camped outside; but he reflected that in all probability he would only have a couple of hours to wait, and for that time, he argued, he could easily put up with things as he found them.

At the best of times Rodriguez was not sociable. On this occasion, however, he was somewhat better behaved than usual, for when he had attended to his guest’s horse he returned to the hut and placed such food as he could get together upon the table. After that he disappeared, and it was almost midnight before he returned.

“Senor,” he said as he appeared in the doorway, “the steamer has arrived, and is now lying about three miles outside the point.”


CHAPTER VIII
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DURRINGTON, WHO HAD been trying to snatch a little sleep on the hard earth floor, on hearing Rodriguez’s news that the steamer was in sight, immediately sprang to his feet, donned his cap, and, picking up the blue lights with which he was to signal her, ran out of the hut. Rodriguez leading the way, they proceeded across the open plain toward the cliffs. It was a wild and desolate part of the coast, bleak as its own winter gales, and for the reason that the nearest settlement was more than a hundred miles distant a better place for the work the conspirators had in hand could scarcely have been chosen. As good luck had it, the night was fine, and so bright was the starlight that it was possible to see for some considerable distance. In less than ten minutes from the time they had left the hut they found themselves standing on the edge of the cliffs. Durrington looked out to sea, but, strain his eyes as he would, he could not distinguish the vessel he had ridden so far to meet. He turned to his companion, as if he were angry with him for deceiving him.

“Can not the senor distinguish her?” the little man inquired. “I can see her distinctly; she lies out yonder.”

He pointed directly out to sea.

“No,” said Durrington, “I can’t make her out. If you are certain, we had better go down to the beach.”

“You will find that she is there, senor,” the man replied, and then led the way with his queer shambling gait toward a small path which eventually was to conduct them, by a breakneck descent, to the only strip of beach to be found along the whole length of the coast for upward of fifty miles. They had scarcely reached it, and were still panting after the exertions it had entailed, when to Durrington’s surprise a sudden flash of light came from the sea, and a second later a rocket soared up into the air.

“You’re right, after all,” he said, for he had been far from being convinced before. “She’s there, and yet, even now, I can not see her.”

He took from his pocket one of the blue lights with which MacCartney had furnished him, and, bidding Rodriguez hold his sombrero in such a position as to keep off the wind, he lit a match and applied it to the wick. In a moment the whole of the beach, the range of cliff behind and on either side of them, the waves rolling in upon the sand, and even the water itself far out to sea, was suffused with a brilliant blue light. When this had died away, Durrington sat down upon the beach to await the coming of the boat. He was not to be kept in suspense very long, for he had scarcely finished his argument with his companion as to the direction in which the steamer was lying when a red flare shone out midway between the shore and the place where the rocket had gone up. A few moments later a boat could be plainly seen pulling toward them. When she had been beached Durrington went down to the water’s edge to receive her.

“What is your vessel?” he inquired of the officer in charge, being anxious to satisfy himself on that point before he committed himself.

“The Ferdinand and Isabella, sir,” said a voice from the boat. “Are you from Mr. Spielman?”

“Yes,” Durrington replied. “I’ve a letter for Captain Bennett, which I must deliver immediately. Can you take me off?”

“Certainly, sir,” answered the man. “If you will be kind enough to step into the boat, I’ll put you aboard as soon as possible.”

Durrington clambered in over the bows, and when he had made his way aft seated himself in the stern sheets beside the officer who had spoken to him. She proved to be a roomy craft, painted white, and pulled by four men. That the latter had been instructed to use all despatch was evident by the way they bent to their oars as soon as she was once more afloat. Durrington looked at the black water around him, the star-strewn sky overhead, and the dark hull of the steamer, which he could now plainly see ahead of him, and as he did so he thought of the time when he had himself been a sailor and of all that had happened since then. If only he could pick up Nita to-morrow and carry her out on to the ocean, where they would be far removed from plots, conspiracies, and revolutions, how happy he would be! As things were now, the very thought that she loved him and had told him of her love was a pain that cut the deeper for the simple reason that he dared not combat it. As he thought of her he seemed to feel once more her tender form in his arms, the touch of his kiss upon her cheeks tingled his lips, and the scent of her hair filled his nostrils. He could hear her piteous cry as he left her, and his whole heart rebelled when he thought that it was probable that his love had come too late. Had it come earlier in his life, what a different man he might have been! To distract himself he turned to the mate sitting beside him.

“You are very punctual to-night,” he said. “They tell me you passed Madrid Island at seven forty-five yesterday.”

“We did,” the man replied. “We’ve made fair weather of it right down.” Then he added significantly: “You may take it from me that you want fine weather when you’ve a cargo aboard such as we have this trip. You should have seen them the first three days out. It would have sickened an emigrant skipper. They didn’t care whether they lived or died, or what became of them.

They were a mob. It beats me where Mr. Spielman could have picked them up. They’re an out-and-out bad crew, take ‘em all round — the sweepings of the city fronts, I should think.”

Durrington changed the question by inquiring what the other thought of the weather. Before the mate had time to reply, however, they were approaching the steamer, and there were other things to be thought of. The accommodation ladder was already down, and Durrington could see a hundred curious faces peeping at him from above the bulwarks. As soon as they were properly alongside he sprang from the boat, ran up the ladder, and was confronted at the top by Captain Bennett himself.

“Good evening, Mr. Durrington,” the latter said as he recognised the man before him. “We’re up to time, I think you must admit. Have you a message for me from Mr. Spielman?”

“I have,” Durrington replied. “May I see you alone?”

“By all means,” answered the skipper. “Will you come this way?”

So saying, he led him along the deck through the crowd, then down the companion ladder to the saloon below.

“We are berthing the officers of the expedition aft,” the captain said by way of an explanation of the untidiness of the saloon. “I wish you could know, Mr. Durrington, the trouble we’ve had on this trip. First there was the getting aboard of all these men without the authorities knowing what we were doing. Then there was the trouble of locating them when we got them aboard. After that we had to nurse them when they were sick, and to keep them from fighting when they were well. Now it looks as if we are going to have difficulties in getting them ashore. It’s my opinion the owners ought to be well repaid for the risk they are running.”

“Very likely,” said Durrington coldly. “I’m sorry for you, but, as you are aware, it has nothing to do with me. I’ve got a letter for you from Spielman, and he wants an answer as soon as you can let him have it. I was to deliver it into no other hands but your own.”

So saying, he took from his pocket the letter which Spielman had intrusted to his care and handed it to the captain. The latter took it as if it were something of which he had good reason to be mortally afraid, and then, inviting Durrington to be seated, proceeded to open the letter. A close observer would have noticed that what he read there caused him some considerable astonishment. More than once as he read he looked over the top of the paper at his guest, but what he saw there did not appear to afford him very much satisfaction. As a matter of fact, he had read it nearly four times before he arrived at a proper understanding of it. Then with a grunt he placed it in his pocket and turned to Durrington.

“You know what is in the letter, I suppose?” he said.

“I know nothing whatever about it,” Durrington replied. “I had instructions from Mr. Spielman to bring it to you, and I have carried them out. I can tell you no more.”

The captain stared at him incredulously. It seemed to him impossible that the other should be so ignorant of the dangerous predicament he was in.

“Well,” he said, “I suppose it’s likely you wouldn’t know. However, I’m sorry, really sorry.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Durrington replied. “If I were you, I’d write an answer as soon as possible. I shall have to start back for the estancia with it as soon as it’s daylight.”

“Will you excuse me?” he said a moment later. “I must make some inquiries among my officers before I can give you the answer you require. I sha’n’t be gone many minutes.”

With that he left the cabin and made his way up the companion ladder to the deck above. While he was absent Durrington studied the appointments of the saloon and speculated as to the captain’s peculiar behaviour. The smell of the ship was very soothing to him. It brought back all sorts of pleasant reminiscences. He would have liked to go away in her without returning to the estancia. That, however, was impossible under the circumstances.

After an absence of above five minutes the skipper returned to the saloon.

“I find I shall not be able to get under weigh for another hour, or possibly two,” he said. “I don’t like to trust the coast about here any more than I can help. For that reason I am going to wait until daylight. Won’t you stay aboard? You look tired, and perhaps a little rest in one of my bunks may set you up again. We can put you ashore in plenty of time.”

Durrington was only too glad to accept the invitation. He was quite overcome with fatigue. He had ridden upward of eighty miles that day, and had passed through such a variety of emotions that it is no wonder that the temptation to rest, if only for a short time, was more than he could withstand. He accordingly accepted the captain’s invitation, and was shown to a cabin forthwith. Tumbling into a bunk, he stretched himself out at full length, and almost before his head had touched the pillow he was fast asleep.

When he woke again it was broad daylight, the sun was shining brightly through the porthole, and a familiar noise greeted his ears. At first, not yet being thoroughly awake, he bestowed but little attention on his surroundings. Then in a sudden he was sitting up in his bunk.

“Good heavens!” he cried, as he realized what had happened, “that’s the screw. We are under weigh. The skipper has forgotten to call me, after all What the deuce will Spielman say?”

He sprang out of his berth and ran to the door. It was in vain, however, that he tried to open it. He turned the handle only to discover to his horror that the door was locked. He had been trapped, and was now a prisoner. What was to be done? And who was at the bottom of this treachery? For the moment it did not strike him that Spielman had had any hand in it.

There was an electric bell above the wash-stand. He pressed the button vigorously, but no answer came to his summons. Seeing that this was useless, he returned to the door, upon which he kicked for some seconds with all his strength. Such energetic action stood him in better stead, for he had not kicked very long before he heard the sound of a footstep in the saloon outside. Then a voice inquired in unparliamentary language what he meant by making such a fiendish noise. He replied that he desired to see the captain at once. If he did not, he gave fair warning that he intended to continue the performance until he did.

“What do ye want to see Captain Bennett about?” asked the voice. “If it’s wanting to be let out ye are, let me tell ye ye may as well save yer breath to cool yer porridge. We’ve our orders, and, by the piper that played before Moses, we’re going to obey them! So drop yer shindy noo, or ‘twill be the worse for ye.”

In a flash Durrington took in the whole situation. He had been tricked as simply as a man could be. Spielman had, probably through Coralie’s agency, become aware of his affection for the president’s daughter, and also that he was about to anticipate his intention of deserting them. The letter to Bennett was simply an excuse to get him out of the way and into custody on board the Ferdinand and Isabella. Spielman had traded on his affection for MacCartney in order to lure him on board the boat, and now that he was there he was a prisoner. He was ashamed of himself for having been so easily caught. But — and here a new light broke in upon him. If Spielman had thus openly declared himself his enemy, he, Durrington, was surely absolved from any allegiance he might hitherto have given him. In that case he was free to go over to the president if he pleased; Martinez would give him a commission, and then he might become Nita’s defender in something more than words. Since Spielman could treat him in such a scurvy fashion, he would show him what he could do. He would let him see, but — And after this was the humiliating thought, after all, what could he do? The cabin door was securely fastened, the porthole was too small for him to get his head through, much less his body. It would appear, therefore, as if any attempt to escape would be hopeless, and that his military endeavours must suffer accordingly. He called to the man who had been outside a few moments before to know if he were still there.

“I’m here, right enough,” the voice replied with the same mellifluous accent. “What is it ye want? Bedad, ye’re as full of wants as the peddler of Ballycorree, and phwat he didn’t want wasn’t worth asking for.”

“Just take my compliments to the skipper and ask him to be kind enough to spare me a few moments’ conversation,” Durrington replied. “He can bring as many men as he likes with him to make sure I don’t get away. But speak to him I must. Hurry up now, or you’ll find that I can begin on the door again.”

“All right, I’ll tell him,” said the voice. “But I’d advise ye not to go kicking the paintwork abut, or ‘twill be the worse for ye. There’s such a thing as a set of irons aboard this boat, let me tell ye, and, bedad, if ye don’t behave yourself a bit bether we’ll have to be afther seeing whether they fit the shape of yer pretty little legs. So be steady now, there’s a darlint, and wait till the skipper comes to talk wid ye.”

Durrington made sure that the man had taken himself off down the saloon, and when he had satisfied himself upon that point he went back to his bunk and sat down to wait for the captain to put in an appearance. Ten minutes later he heard the sound of footsteps on the brass-bound steps of the companion ladder. They came closer, and a key was inserted in the lock, and immediately the bolts shot back. When the door opened, Captain Bennett entered the cabin. His manner was now very different to what it had been on the previous evening. Before he had opened the letter Durrington was the accredited agent of a man of whom he stood in considerable awe.

Now he was the avowed enemy and prisoner of that man, and it was necessary that he should be treated accordingly.

“Good morning, Captain Bennett,” said Durrington, without rising. “This is a nice sort of a trick you have played upon me. What is the meaning of it?”

“It means that you’re my prisoner, Mr. Durrington,” the other replied.

“I am not so blind but that I can see that myself,” said Durrington. “What I want to know is your reason for doing it?”

“I have only acted on the instructions contained in Mr. Spielman’s letter,” the other replied. “Whatever blame there is belongs to him. I am not responsible. You must look to him for an explanation.”

“I shall certainly do so,” answered Durrington. “And how long am I to remain a prisoner?”

“Until I receive further orders,” the captain answered. “How long that will be I do not know.”

“And if I attempt to escape?”

“If you attempt to escape I am to shoot you forthwith. I hope for your own sake you won’t do that.”

“Shoot me, are you?” said Durrington. “Well, I must say that’s friendly of Spielman, all things considered. He’ll find, however, that two can play at that game. Tell him so from me. You don’t mean that I am to stay in this cabin altogether? Mayn’t I go on deck?”

“I’m afraid not,” said the captain, shaking his head. “My orders are most imperative on that point. If you give me your word to keep quiet in here, I’ll make things as easy and comfortable for you as I can; but the door must be kept locked, and if you attempt to get out I shall know how to deal with you.”

“If you mean by ‘keeping quiet’ not kicking that door or ringing that bell, I’ll give you my word,” said Durrington. “But I warn you, my friend, if I can get out I will, and you can’t blame me.”

“No,” said the captain; “in that case I shall blame myself for giving you the opportunity. Is there anything you are wanting just now?”

“You can send me in some cigars, if you will,” said Durrington. “Beyond that I want nothing except to be left alone.”

Thereupon the captain withdrew, locking the door carefully behind him.

Durrington’s meditations after the captain’s visit were far from being agreeable to him. It was as he had thought, then: Spielman had heard from Coralie how matters stood with him, and had taken prompt steps to prevent him doing him a mischief. As the result of such action he was a prisoner, and must remain so as long as his enemy chose to detain him. He paced up and down his narrow cell like a caged beast; then he examined the door, only to find that it was as safe as before; after which he looked out of his porthole, but only a waste of green water was to be observed there. However grandly he might talk of escaping, such a thing seemed almost, if not quite, out of the question.

At seven o’clock he once more heard footsteps approaching his cabin. The key was inserted in the lock, the door opened, and an enormous individual with a shock of red hair entered, carrying a tray, upon which was set out his breakfast. He endeavoured to lure the man into conversation, but he had evidently received his instructions, and refused to talk. He simply placed the tray on the little wash-hand stand and then withdrew, locking the door behind him as carefully as the captain had done. Durrington had at first entertained a wild idea that he might spring upon this individual, and, after he had overpowered him, make his way into the saloon and hide himself somewhere until he could make his escape altogether. One moment’s consideration, however, showed him the folly of this proceeding. In the first place, he would be no better off if he did get into the saloon, for he would be certain to be captured and brought back. In the second, he noticed, by looking out of the door while the steward was putting the tray down, that he had not come alone; two stalwart sentries with rifles accompanied him, and waited outside in case their assistance should be required.

“One thing is very certain,” he said to himself as he sipped his coffee and buttered a piece of bread as hard as ship’s biscuit, “they mean to keep me if they can. It’s no use running any risks. I shall have to wait my opportunity. Precipitous action would only have the effect of spoiling everything.”

He had to remember that he was fighting not only for himself, but also for Nita, who might stand in need of his assistance before very long.

In this fashion that day and the next wore slowly on. At twelve o’clock luncheon was brought to him, at five o’clock he had his tea; in the interval he lay in his bunk thinking over his position, and varying the monotony with occasional walks up and down his cabin. It was during one of these peregrinations that he remembered something of importance. He felt angry with himself for having forgotten it so long.

Over and over again he, Spielman, and MacCartney had discussed the question of the landing of the troops from the steamer at the port. It is a recognised fact, I believe, that the harbour of San Juan, the principal port of the republic of Constancia, is one of the most difficult and dangerous to enter on the whole of the coast line of South America. Knowing this, Spielman had arranged with the captain that, as no pilot would, of course, be available in the port itself, he should put in at Quirique, twenty miles away, and there pick up the man he wanted. After that he was to cruise about in the offing until the time should arrive for him to make his appearance on the scene of action. This item had been included in Bennett’s list of instructions, and it was scarcely likely that it would have been altered without Durrington’s knowledge. Here was his opportunity if he could only avail himself of it. But how was he to do so? He turned it over and over in his mind, evolved innumerable plots, but was eventually compelled to put them all aside as useless. If he could only manage to get out of his cabin somehow, and to hide somewhere about the time of their arrival off Quirique, it was just possible he might be able to find an opportunity of getting away. But he had to remember that the soldiers were using the saloon, and were gambling there morning, noon, and night. Besides, in order to escape he must first open his door, which was locked on the outside. And how was he to do that? He had to confess that this was a problem that required some solving. He approached the door, and, kneeling down before it, examined it carefully. It was of the usual pattern, neither stronger nor weaker than its fellows. The lock was a commonplace one, yet it was strong enough to withstand any attempt on his part to force it. If only he had a keyhole saw it was possible he might be able to cut round it, but, as he might just as well have wished for the moon, it struck him that it would be better if he were to think of something more practicable. But was there nothing in his possession of which he could make a saw? He looked round the cabin, and his eyes fell upon the knife lying upon his plate. It possessed a long thin blade and a sharp point. Would it not be possible, by making notches along the edge of the blade, to utilize it for the purpose? The idea seemed feasible. At any rate, it was worth trying. But, in that case, what was he to say to the man who brought his meals to him, and who would be certain to notice that it was missing? He knew that to excite suspicion at this juncture would be fatal to the success of his plan. Eventually he decided to do what he had often done before — that is to say, play a game of bluff. Taking out his own pocket knife, he opened it and placed it beside his fork upon the plate. When the man appeared with his supper he asked him jocularly whether he was afraid that if he trusted him with a knife he would take his own life. If not, why had he not brought him one? As he said this he picked up his own knife, wiped the blade carefully, and returned it to his pocket. The natural manner in which he did this quite disarmed the other’s suspicions, and he left the cabin, never doubting that he had failed to bring one in the first instance. Durrington, who had been carefully watching him during the time he was in the cabin, noticed one significant detail. When he had entered he had pushed the door open while he placed the tray upon the wash-hand stand. As he went out again he shut the door after him, and for this reason never saw the reverse side of the door. Here at least was something to go upon.

Having secured his knife, Durrington was now in a position to carry out his plan. He had to settle one point first, however. It would not do to set to work too soon. When was the steamer due to reach the little fishing village where she was to pick up her pilot? The revolution was to become an accomplished fact on the Thursday morning. It was now Wednesday night. In all probability, therefore, the steamer would touch at Quirique between midnight and one o’clock. In that case it would behoove him to be ready with his preparation by that time. It was now nearly nine; he had therefore at least three clear hours before him.

Seating himself by the door and placing his knee against it in order that it should not rattle, Durrington commenced his work. It was by no means an easy task he had set himself, for, in the first place, he had to be more than careful that he made no noise; in the second, he had to be still more cautious that no sign of his work should be apparent to any one on the farther side of the door. By half past ten he had cut two deep lines above and below the lock, and was about to connect them with another at the farther end. His idea was to get as close to the paint on the farther side as he could without being observed. Then when the time arrived all he would have to do would be to pull or push out the lock and to seize his opportunity for making his way on deck. He had only one fear, and that was that the captain or some one else might take it into their heads to pay him a visit that evening. In that case they could scarcely fail to discover what he had done as soon as they pushed the key into the lock. Fortunately, however, no one came, and by midnight, though he had raised a crop of most promising blisters on his hands, the task he had set himself to do was safely accomplished. All that remained now was to bide his time and to reach the deck unobserved. He had carefully weighed all the pros and cons, and had come to the conclusion that the odds were in his favour. In the first place, the skipper and his officers would be on the bridge at the time, while the saloon itself would be in all probability empty. Curiosity to see the pilot and something of the country in which they were about to serve would be certain, he felt, to lead such as were not asleep in their bunks up to the deck. Durrington, having satisfied himself that everything was in readiness, returned to his bunk and lay down. Half an hour, an hour, and even an hour and a half went by, and still the vessel continued to plough her way through the water. Then, just as he was wondering whether he could have made a mistake in his calculations, and was speculating as to whether Spielman could have cancelled his previous instructions, he heard the tinkle of the telegraph from the bridge sound in the engine room. A moment later the screw slowed down, and eventually ceased to revolve. Unfortunately for him, his cabin was situated on the port side of the vessel, so that he could see nothing of what was going on. He judged, however, from the fact that they were stationary, and also from the noise made by the men in the saloon, who were running up the companion ladder, that they had reached the place where they were to embark the pilot. He knew that he must act now or never. Turning up his coat collar and pulling his hat down over his forehead, in order that it should shade as much of his face as possible, he approached the door and took hold of the handle. The next few minutes, he knew, would decide his fate.

For a few moments he listened at the door, but no sound came from the saloon. Then putting all his strength out for one great exertion, he pulled at the lock of the door. He found that he had done his work even better than he thought, for with a short, sharp snap the piece he had undermined came away from the remainder of the door and he was free. Throwing the lock into his bunk, he hastened into the saloon. To his delight it was empty. Then, pulling his hat still farther over his eyes, he ran up the companion ladder and stepped from the hatch into the cool night air. He found the deck crowded with men, who were leaning over the starboard bulwark watching the approach of a sailing boat which could be seen coming toward them heeling over under a press of canvas. A mile or so distant the lights of the village could be plainly distinguished. For Nita’s sake he must attempt somehow to reach them. If he could do it no other way, he must swim it. While he was considering this point, the fishing boat with the pilot on board came alongside. During the excitement that followed Durrington mounted the bulwark on the port side, and, throwing off his coat, prepared for his long swim. It was a perilous undertaking, but he scarcely gave it a thought. What he wanted to do was to get ashore before the boat should return with the news that he had escaped.

As it will be remembered, O’Donoghue was stationed at Quirique, where he was to wait for instructions before marching on to Querida and the capital. Durrington felt certain that Spielman had not told the latter of his defection. The smallest things are calculated to give rise to feelings of suspicion, and Spielman was much too astute to allow it to be supposed that one of his most trusted officers had thought so little of his chance of success as to prove unfaithful to him. This being so, Durrington intended to make his way to O’Donoghue’s quarters, where, to account for his condition, he had resolved to pretend that he had fallen overboard while helping the pilot aboard. After that he would requisition a horse to ride to the city, where he would seek out General Martinez, confess everything to him, and at the same time warn him of the rising that was to occur that morning. From that moment, if Martinez would have him, he would throw in his luck with the presidential army, and fight Spielman with his own weapons. A thrill went through him at the very thought of such service. He would be fighting for the girl he loved!

By this time the pilot had reached the deck, and preparations were being made for getting the steamer under weigh again. Durrington realized that he had no time to lose if he wished to get away unseen. If by any chance they should descend to the saloon and discover that his door was open, search would immediately be made, and in all probability he would be captured before he could get very far from the steamer. He accordingly hitched a rope from a belaying pin and, dropping it over the side, let himself down until he reached the water. He had left his boots in the cabin, in order that he might make no noise crossing the saloon, so that his feet were unencumbered. Then, letting the rope go, he gave a little push off from the side and started on his long swim. He was famous in many countries for his prowess on the water, and tonight it certainly stood him in good stead. When he had gone about fifty yards he turned and looked back over his shoulder at the vessel he was leaving. The long black hull seemed to tower above the water, while the lights resembled those of a full-sized village. He wondered how long it would be before his absence would be discovered, and what Bennett would say when the news was brought to him. He chuckled as the thought occurred to him, but a wave coming along at that moment turned his mirth into sputters, and bade him have more care for the matter in hand than to waste his time triumphing over his enemies. From that moment he swam steadily on, steering a direct course for the nearest point of land. He was helped considerably by having the tide with him; nevertheless, it was no small undertaking. More than once he thought of sharks, but he trusted to his luck to pull him through. If fate had arranged that they should have him, nothing he could do would prevent it. If not, he argued philosophically, it was waste of time to worry about them. At last he was so close that he could distinguish objects ashore. As he did so his foot touched the sand, and he found that he was able to stand with his feet upon the bottom. More tired than he expected to be, he struggled up the beach, and as soon as he was out of the reach of the waves threw himself down upon the sand to rest for a few moments before going farther. Once again his luck had triumphed, and now all that remained was for him to make his way to O’Donoghue’s quarters and there requisition a horse for his ride to the capital.


CHAPTER IX
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DURRINGTON, HAVING SOMEWHAT recovered from the effects of his long swim, rose to his feet, and, after a hasty glance out to sea, to make sure that he was not being followed, prepared to set off in search of O’Donoghue’s house. It was the first time he had visited the village of Quirique, but he had studied its position so often upon the map that he felt as if he were quite familiar with the locality in which the estancia was situated. Above all things, he realized the necessity for haste. It only wanted four hours to daybreak, and there seemed an infinity of things to be done before the sun should rise. He had, in the first place, to find a horse, then to reach the city, to make his confession to Martinez, and — and — and what was to happen after that was a point for the commander in chief to decide. Having crossed what remained of the beach, he began to climb the hill behind it. O’Donoghue’s estancia was situated at the summit, and, as the crow flies, was more than a mile distant from the village. By the time he reached it his feet were bleeding from the cuts inflicted by the reeds and stones through and over which he had been obliged to walk, and he was so tired that his legs would scarcely support his body.

He found the house in the liveliest confusion. O’Donoghue’s regiment had arrived, and was encamped at the rear of the building, officers were passing in and out continually, while stores and arms were scattered about the veranda in reckless confusion. O’Donoghue’s management of affairs was exactly what Spielman had so often predicted it would be, and when Durrington saw the confusion that existed he was able to appreciate to the full the other’s wisdom in quartering the Irishman where he did, instead of permitting him to proceed direct either to the capital or the port, as he had at first desired.

So eager was everybody to give his own opinion and to hear his neighbour’s that Durrington’s approach was not noticed until he was within a few paces of the veranda. Then there was a cry of alarm, and one of the officers standing beside the door drew his sword, as if he scented danger and were resolved to die fighting to the last.

“You can put up that toasting fork,” said Durrington coolly, as he stepped on to the tiled floor. “You will have quite enough to do with it directly. In the meantime where is Senor O’Donoghue? Take me to him.”

The young man, who in private life was a large landowner in the neighbourhood, was about to answer that he did not join the revolutionary party to wait upon scarecrows. But, luckily for himself, he paused before he did so. There was something about this stranger, in spite of his soiled clothes, that compelled respect. He accordingly pointed to the room behind him, and informed the new arrival that he would find O’Donoghue there. Dick entered the house, and made his way to the apartment in question. O’Donoghue was certainly there. He had been there longer than was good for him, if the glasses and the bottles were any criterion. Dick discovered him seated in a high-back chair, a large cigar in his mouth, and a sombrero on the back of his head. He was not intoxicated, but he was not very far removed from it. He looked up as Dick entered, and, seeing a man dressed in a shirt and a pair of trousers, both of which were wringing wet, asked in a voice of thunder what the deuce he meant by this intrusion.

“Good evening, Mr. O’Donoghue,” said Dick, seating himself on the table as he spoke. “You don’t seem to recognise me?”

“Saints alive!” cried O’Donoghue, springing to his feet; “you don’t mean to tell me it’s Dick Durrington? My dear fellow, what on earth is the meaning of this? You look as if you’d been swimming with your clothes on.”

“That’s exactly what I have been doing,” said Durrington. “I have been swimming for my life.”

“But I thought you were with Spielman at the estancia?” continued the astonished Irishman. “He told me the night before last that he had sent you on business to the capital, and that he expected you back yesterday.”

Dick smiled to himself. Then it was as he supposed: Spielman had not spoken of his defection to the future president of the republic. That was satisfactory hearing at least. Now all he had to do was to play his hand carefully, and if his luck continued to favour him he could not only be able to help his own cause, but to upset Spielman into the bargain.

It required all his presence of mind, however, to conceal his satisfaction.

“You can think yourself lucky that you see me here at all,” said Durrington at last. “If I never come nearer my death than I’ve been to-night I shall live to old age.”

“What do you mean?” asked the other. Then, seeing that Durrington’s teeth were chattering with cold, he poured him out a stiff glass of grog. The younger man drank it and replaced the tumbler upon the table. Then he told his story. He described how, immediately on his return from the capital, Spielman had sent him through the mountains to meet the Ferdinand and Isabella at Maraschino Point, in order to instruct Bennett to pick up the pilot at Quirique and afterward to cruise on and off the port until daybreak.

“But, in that case, how do you come to be here?” inquired O’Donoghue. “This isn’t either Maraschino Point or the port.”

“I know that as well as you do,” returned Durrington. “I’m going to tell you about it if you’ll only listen instead of interrupting. Spielman’s orders were that, instead of returning to the estancia, I was to come as far as this place in the steamer. I was then to land, call upon you, borrow a horse, and afterward to make my way to the port as quickly as possible. I was to tell you that Spielman had changed his intentions as far as you are concerned. What were his last instructions to you?”



“To hold this place until midday, and then move on to Querida, where I was to remain until I received further instructions from him. What does he want me to do now?”

Durrington considered for a moment. The whole success of the plan he had in his mind depended upon the next few minutes. If he hesitated or appeared uncertain, the game was lost.

“Spielman has come to the conclusion that you are worth something better than to remain here,” he said. “He would be glad, therefore, if you will leave here as early as possible this morning and march to Paquillo. He has two reasons for this. In the first place, he has heard that Martinez has received information that we intend occupying Querida. This being so, he is despatching a large number of troops to cut us off. They will eventually discover their mistake, and, having done so, will attempt to join issue with the main body, which can only be done via Paquillo. As soon as the port is in our hands, MacCartney will despatch as large a force as he can spare to cut him off, but by that time you should have got them well in hand. He has also another reason for this plan. If you are successful at Querida, MacCartney at the port, and Larralde at the capital, you will be conveniently situated for making your triumphal entry into the city when it has capitulated.”

O’Donoghue’s eyes sparkled with delight. He quite understood Durrington’s allusion, and in his mind’s eye he pictured himself riding through the streets as president of the republic.

“I’m delighted, delighted, my boy!” he said, rubbing his hands together and chuckling with satisfaction. “If ye’d like to hear the truth, Spielman was not altogether pleasant to me when I saw him at the estancia two nights ago, but I could not help thinking that the divil had something up his sleeve. And so this is what it was. Begad, it’s a pleasant surprise, and I’m a new man. You mark my words, Durrington, me bhoy, I’ll make a new country of this old rag box before I’ve done with it. Is it remaining with me ye are to be when the war is over? If so, say but the word and I’ll find ye a comfortable little billet under the Government in memory of the services ye rendered Constancia’s president when he was in trouble. Meantime it’s looking I am that they’ll catch that old spalpeen Cavarro, the old fox. He’s had his pickings there many years; now we’ll nail his pads to the barn door.”

Durrington pricked up his ears. What was this fresh conspiracy? He saw that it would never do, however, for him to appear ignorant.

“You are referring to Spielman’s plot to seize the president, I presume?” he said in a matter-of-fact tone, though his heart was beating so violently that he felt sure that the other must hear it.

“What else?” O’Donoghue replied. “And, what’s more, he’ll do it. For isn’t he sending Gonsalvez and fifty men this morning to capture him? Begorra, I’d like to be there to see the fun!”

Durrington made a mental note of this intelligence. Gonsalvez, he knew, was at the capital, while the president and his family, according to arrangements made while Durrington was with them, would be spending a few days at his own private estancia in the mountains. It was more imperative than ever that he should see Martinez at once. Delay would be fatal.

“But you’ve not told me how ye come to be in this distress?”

Precious as every moment was to him, Durrington saw that there was nothing for it but to continue his story.

“I’ve been through a chapter of accidents,” he said. “Bennett, as I told you just now, was to put me ashore here. In the excitement of the pilot’s arrival he forgot about me, and got the ship under weigh again. Probably he thought I had gone ashore in the pilot’s boat, while in reality I was at the foot of the companion ladder waiting for her to come alongside again. It did not do so, however; so, seeing that I must be either carried on or swim for it, I whipped off my things and plunged in, with the result that I lost not only the ship but the boat as well. I got ashore at last, not much the worse for my ducking. And here I am. If you can rig me out in some things in which to ride to the city, I shall be eternally grateful.”

“That I will right gladly, me bhoy,” said O’Donoghue, who, under the influence of his liquor and the excitement of the news Durrington had brought, was generosity itself. “Come along with me.”

The other followed him to a bedroom, where a selection of clothes were laid out for him. He dressed himself in what he thought fitted him best, and then returned to the room where O’Donoghue was waiting for him.

“Now,” he said, “I want you to find me a horse — the best you have — to carry me to the city. It is imperative that I should be there at least an hour before dawn.”

“You shall have the best nag on the place,” the other replied. “It’s riding for the Government ye are, and it’s only fit and proper that the president should see ye well mounted.”

“I thank your Excellency,” said Durrington, without a smile upon his face. “I hope you will remember my services when you are in power.”

“Bedad, and I will then!” said the Irishman. “Ye shall be my prime minister, if ye like. I’ve always had a fancy for ye, Durrington, and I believe ye’d serve me well.”

“Try me,” said that gentleman, as he pocketed a handful of the future chief of the state’s cigars. “I’m no end of a swell at politics. Between us we’ll make this country the greatest on the continent — by Jove, we will!”

“We’ll do more than that!” cried O’Donoghue enthusiastically. “We’ll make it the greatest country on earth!”

Then he shouted for a peon, and when the native put in an appearance bade him saddle Mazeppa and bring her round without delay on pain of his severest displeasure. While the horse was being prepared he poured himself out another glass of grog, and as he sipped it favoured Durrington with some particulars of his family career. The other noticed that on this day of all others, when he should have kept his brain clear, he was fuddling his wits with strong waters. That would not matter, however, he told himself, if only he could get him safely installed at Paquillo and not at Querida.

“That’s my horse,” said Durrington as the sound of hoofs was heard upon the stones outside. “What’s the time?”

“A quarter past one,” said a man who was standing near.

“And how far is it to the port?”

“Twenty-two miles,” answered O’Donoghue. “If you don’t spare the mare, she will take you there in an hour and a half. Now a stirrup cup before you go.”

On hearing this, the men in the veranda crowded into the room, and before he knew where he was Durrington found himself with a glass in his hand, holding it aloft.

“Gentlemen, a toast!” he cried. “I ask you to drink to the future president of the republic of Constancia.”

“Viva! viva! the future president of Constancia!” cried the men, waving their glasses in the air.

O’Donoghue alone stood silent.

“Gentlemen, I thank you,” he said, when they had finished and silence was restored. “As soon as the time arrives, you will not find me wanting in my duty or neglectful of the interests of those who have helped me.” Then, accompanied by the men who were as ready to acclaim him, now that they saw he was O’Donoghue’s friend, as they had been to abuse him before, Durrington left the house and went out to where the horse, a magnificent chestnut, stood saddled.

“Good-bye, your Excellency,” he said. “When next we meet our positions may have changed somewhat.”

He flung himself into the saddle, took his horse by the head, and sent him down the track at racing pace, to the accompaniment of the vivas of those he had left behind.

“All things considered, this is rather different to last night,” he said to himself as he left the track which turned off to the estancia and joined the main road leading to the port. “I wonder what Bennett and Spielman would say if they could see me now? The former is biting his fingers, if I know anything of him. However, it won’t do to laugh too soon; we’re not out of the wood just yet. I’ve all my work cut out for me during the next four and twenty hours. Nita, my darling, I wonder if you will ever know how big the stake is that I am playing for you?”

The mere thought of the woman he loved was sufficient to put fresh spirit into him, and as he raced down the main street of the little village and headed away due south for the port he waved his hat in the air and shouted like an excited schoolboy.

The village once behind him, he settled down to a steady ten-mile gallop. The horse was good and willing, and he was resolved on no account to spare her. The news O’Donoghue had told him concerning the president’s proposed arrest dwarfed everything else. Happen what might, he must reach the port in time to warn Martinez, and then push on to save the other. He was too familiar with the way in which successful presidents are apt to treat their less successful rivals to leave anything to chance.

The clocks of the city were chiming a quarter to three when he clattered into the city and brought his horse to a standstill before the iron gates of General Martinez’s residence. He dismounted and pulled the bell until it seemed as if the handle must soon part company with the wall. Presently a window opened, and a voice inquired who it was that was ringing in such a fashion and what was the matter that occasioned it.

“Is that you, General Martinez?” Durrington inquired. “If so, I beg of you to come down at once. It is I, Richard Durrington, and I must speak with you at once. I have very serious news for you.”

Perhaps the general guessed what the news was, for there was a different note in his voice when he spoke again.

“Remain where you are until I come down,” he said in the tone of one who speaks with authority. “I shall not be many minutes.”

While he waited Durrington had to summon to his assistance all the patience at his command. He was at fever heat, and it hurt him like a physical pain to think that the precious moments were slipping by unutilized. He was not to be detained very long, however, for presently the general put in an appearance at the patio, accompanied by his servitor Domingo.

“Take Senor Durrington’s horse,” he said to the latter as soon as the gate was opened. “Now, Durrington, come with me and let me hear your news. Is it very bad?”

“It could scarcely be worse,” Durrington replied as he stepped into the courtyard. “I have been through such adventures to-night as no man would believe.”

“You are not wearing your own clothes, I can see,” the general answered quietly. “But follow me to my study, and we will discuss it there.”

With that he led the way across the patio toward his private sanctum. Once inside, he struck a match and lit the gas. Then, having closed the door behind Durrington, he bade the latter be seated. How well the young man remembered that room! On one side stood the bookcase at which he and Nita Cavarro had more than once discussed the various European authors whose works were contained within. From where he sat now he could see the dainty bindings of Alphonse Daudet’s Tartarin de Tarascon, the more sombre cover of Peace and War, the blue and gold of Kipling’s Many Inventions, and the ivory and white of Arnold’s Light of Asia. Each of these, widely different as they were, had peculiar associations for him. But, while he was in a manner conscious of these things, his thoughts were centred on the matter in hand. The general had seated himself at the writing table, and was now turning an inquiring face toward him.

“What have you to tell me?” he asked almost sternly. “Be as brief as you can.”

This was the moment Durrington had been dreading throughout his ride. How was he to let his kind friend know the traitor he had been? He paused, trying to consider how he should begin.

The general noted his embarrassment. He rose from his chair and approached him. Placing his hand upon the other’s shoulder, he dropped his military tone and said in his usual kindly voice:

“My dear young friend, believe me, I know exactly what is on your mind. You are here because your better nature has at last triumphed. I have been watching the struggle, and felt very sure it would end like this, and before very long.”

Durrington gazed at him in amazement. What did he mean? Was it possible that the general had been aware all the time how he had been engaged?

“What do you know?” he asked feebly, his tongue cleaving to the roof of his mouth.

“More than you suppose,” the other replied. “Would it surprise you if I knew of your connection with that notorious individual Joseph Spielman? Would it astonish you to hear that I know exactly the number of men he is prepared to put into the field, or of the re-enforcements he expects on board the Ferdinand and Isabella? My dear Durrington, I am afraid you have been adventuring your merchandise in a very leaky ship, and you may thank your good fortune that you have come safely to shore before she foundered.” — 

Never in the history of the world was there a man more surprised than Durrington at that moment. He had come prepared to make a confession, and he found on arrival that his guilt was already established.

“You know everything, then,” he said dejectedly.

“Not everything,” the general replied. “We know a great deal, but we have still much to learn. But it seems to me that it is I who am telling the story, and it is scarcely for that reason that you have called me up in the middle of the night. What have you to tell me?”

Thus encouraged, Durrington told the general all he knew of Spielman’s plot. Martinez listened without interrupting him, but he occasionally made notes on a sheet of paper. When the other had finished he was silent for upward of a minute.

“What do you intend to do now?” he asked. “You must know that if you join us and fall into their hands they will show no mercy.”

“Yet I have come to offer my services,” Durrington replied. “If you will take me, I will do all that is in my power to help you. I must figure in your eyes as a traitor both to them and to you, but I think if you will give me a trial you will have no cause to complain of any lack of zeal. Whatever my fate may be, I go into it with my eyes open.”

The general vouchsafed no answer to this speech.

“And have you any particular request to make?”

“I have only one desire,” Durrington replied.

“And what is that?” asked the other.

“That you will permit me to go to the rescue of the president and his daughter,” he said. “I should like to show them that I can make them some return for their kindness to me.

“You shall do so,” was the reply. “But I warn you you will probably be killed.”

He rang the bell upon his table, and when Domingo appeared to answer it bade him to request one of his aids-de-camp to come to him. A moment later a tall, good-looking young fellow made his appearance. The general received him standing by his table.

“Hasten to the fort at once,” he said. “Inform General Montarjo that I have received an intimation to the effect that an attempt will be made by the revolutionists to seize the city at daybreak. Bid him carry out the instructions I gave him yesterday afternoon. Let the boom be drawn across the mouth of the harbour, and say that I expect the Ferdinand and Isabella to put in an appearance shortly before daybreak. When she does, let a shot be fired across her bows to warn her to keep out in the offing. Telegraph to the capital that war has commenced, and in case the enemy should have cut the lines despatch Perez on a fast horse to Iglesias. See to these things at once, and report to me at headquarters in an hour. Is Manuel there?”

“Yes, sir,” the aid-de-camp replied.

“Then send him in at once, and be off yourself.”

The officer saluted and withdrew. When he had disappeared another aid-de-camp entered the room.

“Hasten to General MacNulty,” said the commander in chief, “and tell him to parade in the Plaza Mayor within a quarter of an hour. Inform Colonel Calzado that I desire him to mount a battery at the southern end of the Calle de la Independencia, and another at the juncture of the Paseo de Sta. Engracia with the Plaza de Cataluna. Then go on to the commissary of police and tell him that the arrests of which I spoke to him yesterday must be effected within an hour, and the men conveyed to the fort and confined there until I can come to examine them. Despatch an orderly to Borgona to take up his position at Aracena, and another to Barrios to be prepared to support him. I will attend to the other details myself.”

When the door had closed behind the officer Martinez turned to Durrington.

“I don’t think they will find us unprepared,” he said. “I fancy it will be an unpleasant surprise for Mr. Spielman. And now, if you are really desirous of going to the president’s rescue, I fancy you had better start at once.”

“I will go this instant,” said Durrington. “I have wasted so much time already, and every minute is of inestimable value.”

Martinez looked at him keenly. Durrington felt as if those piercing gray eyes were looking into his very brain.

“You shall go,” he said. “And I will give you a dozen of my best and most trusted troopers to accompany you. If I could spare you more, you should have them, but at present every man is of value.”

Bidding Durrington remain where he was, he went out of the room, but returned in a few moments.

“I have given the necessary instructions,” he said. “A horse will be found for you, and your escort will be here in five minutes. In the meantime you had better partake of some refreshment. You will not get anything until you reach your destination. Pray God you may be in time!”

“Amen to that!” said Durrington solemnly.

He accompanied the general into an adjoining apartment, where a repast had already been spread for him. He was far too excited, however, to eat. The thought of Nita’s danger lay upon his heart like lead. Even now Gonsalvez was probably on the road. In four hours he would be there, and then — Durrington felt a clammy sweat break out upon his forehead as he thought of what might possibly happen then. He rose from the chair in which he had been sitting.

“I can not eat anything,” he said. “It is impossible. Will those men never be ready?”

The general looked at him with what was almost a pitying smile.

“My friend,” he said, “you can understand something now of what our anxiety has been of late.”

Durrington did not reply. He was trying to think, and never before had he found it more difficult to collect his thoughts. At last he found his voice.

“I want you to answer me a question, general,” he said; “as man to man, I want you to tell me how you discovered my connection with this wretched business. You did not know it when I was your guest?”

“I was not certain,” the general replied. “I had my suspicions, however. It was a good thing for you, Durrington, that I liked you from the first. I could see that you were ashamed of the part you were playing, and that you wished that you were out of it. However, you have amply atoned for the trouble you and your friends have caused by the service you have now rendered us.”

“I don’t know what you must think of me,” the young man replied. “I seem to be a traitor to every side.”

“We will not discuss that now; we shall have plenty of opportunities later on. If I am not mistaken, here are your horses. It is time for you to start. You know the way?” Durrington nodded.

“Go out of the city by the Paseo de la Reforma, head due west, leaving the capital on the right,” he said. “Cross the Parana River at Atocha, and then go straight on to the mountains. Is not that right?”

“Quite right,” the general replied. “Now be off. And may good luck go with you!” Durrington did not move for a moment. He had an inquiry to make that was more painful than any other.

“One last question,” he said. “Does the president know what I am?”

“He knows everything,” the general replied. “And, despite that fact, he remains your friend.”

“And — and his daughter?”

“She knows nothing.”

“Thank God! Good-bye, General Martinez. It is just possible we may never meet again. If we do not, I hope that you will believe that I shall have gone to my death trying to do my duty.”

“Do your duty,” said the general, “and leave the rest to Providence. Tell the president he must communicate with me if possible, but on no account must he return to the capital until I send him word. I shall issue proclamations in his name, and allow it to be supposed that he is still resident at the palace. But he must not put in an appearance himself until order is completely restored. Will you remember that?”

“I will be sure to tell him,” said Durrington simply. Then he proceeded into the street, where his troopers were waiting him. The general said a few brief words to them, shook hands with him, bade him Godspeed, and a moment later they were clattering down the street.


CHAPTER X
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WHEN DURRINGTON HAD once turned his back on the city he made his escort put its best foot foremost. He explained to them in no measured terms that if they wished to rescue their beloved president from his position of danger they had no time to spare, still less to waste. As they had already been warned as to the object of the expedition, they were quite able to agree with him upon this point. Accordingly, the active little troop horses were urged to their uttermost, and right nobly they responded to the call. Mile after mile dropped behind them, and with each one Durrington felt his spirits rising. If by any happy chance Gonsalvez had been prevented from getting off as quickly as he had intended doing, it was just possible that they might still be in time. If not, well, Durrington felt in that case he must trust to the luck which had already stood him in such good stead  to grant him the success he was so anxious to achieve.

For the greater part of the way Durrington rode in advance of his troop. Despite the fact that within the last five hours he had swum a mile, ridden twenty-two, and was now embarking upon another thirty-five, he felt as fresh as if he had only just started. By this time day had broken, and a faint flush in the eastern heavens heralded the rising of the sun. As he turned in his saddle and looked back at it the boom of a gun reached his ears. It was followed by another, and yet another. What did it mean? He settled it in his own mind that it was the gun warning the Ferdinand and Isabella not to enter the harbour, and, as he discovered later, this was the case.

An hour after starting they crossed the Parana River at Atocha. The stream was in full flood, and the span from bank to bank was upward of a hundred yards. Halfway across an adventure occurred which not only delayed the expedition, but came perilously near costing one of the little band his life. In an ordinary season the water of the ford was scarcely more than six inches deep; now it was nearer six feet. The current, moreover, was running like a mill sluice. The party were halfway across when one of the horses swerved to avoid a large log which was drifting downstream, stumbled in a hole, and, trying to recover itself, lost its balance altogether and disappeared below the surface, carrying the trooper with it. For fully five seconds not a trace of the man could be seen, then both horse and rider, separated by this time, however, reappeared twenty or thirty feet lower downstream. Durrington, who had not witnessed the accident, turned round on hearing the sergeant call to him, and when he discovered what had occurred forced his own horse back into the stream again and set off in pursuit. He was only just in time, for the river below the ford was fully twenty feet deep, and the man, attired as he was in his heavy regimentals, hampered and weighted with his sword and carbine, could not have continued the struggle much longer. Calling to him not to give in, Durrington passed him, and then turned his horse for the shore, at the same time bidding the man catch hold of his horse’s tail. He did so, and with this assistance managed to reach the bank. His own charger had landed fifty or sixty yards farther down the stream, and was now standing on the bank, trembling with fear, but otherwise none the worse for his ducking.

“You have had a narrow escape, my friend,” said Durrington, as the trooper sat himself down on the bank to collect his wits a little. “This will be a lesson to you to keep your horse in hand when you are fording a stream.”

Leaving one of his comrades with him to bring him on when he was sufficiently recovered, Durrington spurred along the bank until he reached the main body. Then he gave the order to advance once more. He had scarcely done so before one of his men drew his attention to a number of confused marks upon the soft ground at the edge of the ford.

“Senor,” said the man, “if you will cast your eyes upon these tracks you will see that another body of horsemen has gone this way within an hour.”

At first Durrington was inclined to pooh-pooh the suggestion, but when the sergeant explained to him that the man in question was famous in the regiment for his skill in picking out tracks, and stated that he had often rendered the authorities valuable assistance in this respect, he was induced to pay more attention to it.

“Whose tracks do you think they are, then?” he inquired. “What is their business here?”

The man shook his head.

“It is impossible to say, senor,” he explained. “It is certain there were many, perhaps thirty, possibly fifty. They were not natives, for they had horses, not ponies. They were not soldiers of the Government, for, see, their horses are not shod with Government shoes. While they were crossing the ford the man in charge stood over there. His horse was a little lame; you can see that by the way he stepped off afterward. They travel with loaded carbines, and one of them had an accident and fired his off while they were in the water.”

“How do you know that?” Durrington inquired.

In answer the man dismounted and picked up something lying among the stones by the water’s edge. He handed it to Durrington. It proved to be an empty cartridge case. The latter examined it carefully. Here at least was indisputable evidence not only of the other party’s existence, but also of their identity. The cartridge was one of the particular kind that Durrington had himself served out to the revolutionists. Spielman had purchased the stock from a Birmingham manufacturer, and it is doubtful whether another of the same description could have been found in the length of South America. By this time he felt certain in his own mind that the band to whom the man belonged who had fired his was none other than that commanded by Gonsalvez. If that were so, one thing was selfevident: they were still ahead. But how far? That was what he had to find out. Calling his men together, he gave the order to continue their march. Far ahead of them the mountains could now be seen, at the foot of which was the president’s estancia. He would have given all he possessed in the world to have been able to overcome the intervening space and reach the place before the men whose tracks he had so lately seen. Times out of number he turned to his escort and bade them make their horses travel faster. To his impatient mind they seemed to be crawling like so many snails; many of the unfortunate animals were flecked with foam and bloody with much spurring. It is doubtful whether they had ever travelled such a distance at such a pace before.

Leaving the plain across which they had been making their way since they left the ford, they approached a heavily timbered stretch of jungle. Durrington, as usual, was some fifty or sixty yards in advance of his company when they reached it, and, having already turned the corner of the track, he was hidden from their sight by undergrowth. It was perhaps as well that they were not close behind him, for had they been there is no telling what might have happened. As I have said, the undergrowth at this particular spot was unusually thick, but directly before him, where the road widened out, was a large open space, perhaps a hundred yards in length by fifty or sixty in width, upon which no trees or shrubs grew. Durrington, however, had only been able to obtain a glimpse of this through the bushes; in another moment he would have been in the glade itself. It was fortunate for him that he checked himself in time, for he had scarcely covered twice his horse’s length when he saw, to his amazement, that another large party was already assembled there. They had dismounted from their horses, which were standing listlessly about at a short distance, and were grouped round a fire, at which one of their number was busily engaged cooking. Here without a doubt were the creators of the tracks which the trooper had discovered at the Parana ford. No sooner had Durrington’s eyes fallen upon them than he pulled his horse to a standstill. In another moment he might have been on them, and they could scarcely have failed to see him. As it was, he was able to wheel his horse and retrace his steps to meet his companions unobserved. Holding up his hand, he signed to them to halt and turn back. They did so, not, however, without expressions of wonder upon their faces. For the moment, remembering how eager he was to push forward, they could only have thought that he had taken leave of his senses. When they were safely out of earshot of the men in the glade he halted them once more.

“I have discovered,” he said, “that the party whose tracks Antonio discovered at the Parana ford are resting in an open space a quarter of a mile or so down the track there. It is a chance that may not occur again, so we must make the most of the opportunity afforded us.”

“What does the senor intend to do?” inquired the gray-haired sergeant. “We are only thirteen, and they are fifty; we could not shoot them all.”

Durrington shook his head.

“I don’t want to shoot any of them if we can help it,” he said. “What I propose is, that we make our way through the jungle and take up our position among the canes at the farther end of the glade. One of us will then remain with the horses while the rest at a signal from me will shoot as many of their animals as possible. The remainder will in all probability then stampede, and in so doing we shall destroy their only means of following us.”

The wisdom of the course commended itself to all the party, and Durrington, giving the word of command, they proceeded into the jungle and forced their way to the point proposed, where eleven of the men dismounted, leaving one in charge of the horses.

“Give me your carbine and some cartridges,” Durrington whispered to the man who remained. “Be very careful that when their animals stampede ours do not take flight with them.”

“You may be sure that I will take care of that, senor,” the man replied, and then the party followed their leader to the place he had chosen. It was admirably adapted for the purpose he had in view. While they were completely hidden by the brushwood, the troopers were still able to command the glade. Durrington looked along the line of faces as they laid down and pushed their cartridges into the breeches of their rifles. He was not afraid that they would render any but a good account of themselves.

“Let each man choose the horse in front of him, and fire when I give the word of command,” he said. “If any man should have time to get in a second shot, let him do so, and then stand by for retreat.”

It was certain that Gonsalvez’s party were still unaware that their enemies were so close to them. Snatches of song and laughter came from the camp fire, and even the horses nibbled at the grass, unconscious of the twelve rifles levelled at them from the bushes near which they fed.

Durrington gave the word of command, and almost simultaneously twelve rifles rang out and twelve horses fell to the ground. For a moment there was a scene of the wildest confusion, then such animals as remained standing gave a snort of terror and stampeded into the forest on the other side.

“To your horses!” cried Durrington, and immediately the men sprang up from the ground and ran back to the place where their animals were standing. In less time than it takes to tell they had mounted and were following their leader through the forest to a point where they could cut the road again. Durrington was delighted at the success which had attended his endeavour. Fortune had played into his hands, and now it looked as if he would be able to reach the estancia and get the president and the ladies away without any fear of being overtaken. Refreshed by the short rest, the horses seemed all the more eager to push forward, and they had put another five miles behind them before they drew rein once more. They were now within measurable distance of their goal, and, if all went well, another hour would see them there.

Ten miles from the president’s estancia the jungle country ends, and long rolling plains, interspersed with small belts of timber, lead up to the foot of the mountains. Across these plains they sped, spurring their tired horses on to fresh efforts. It was a race for life and for the welfare of their country, and each man, apart from any consideration of his own personal safety, felt that his honour demanded that he should do his best. Already some of the horses were lagging painfully behind, while more than one of the men rolled in his saddle as if he had had enough of fast travelling to last him for some considerable time to come.

At last — and you may be sure not before they desired it — they caught a glimpse of the estancia that the president had many years before erected for himself. It was a building of the old-fashioned type, long, low, and comfortable, designed for use and comfort, not for show. Like most others of the same class, it was built in the form of a square, and had a deep veranda on every side. To the president it had always been a pleasurable retreat from the cares of the state, and in consequence he entertained a great affection for the place.

Never had it entered his head that it was there that he would some day have his life attempted, and for the first time since he had been elected chief of the state.

The ground on either side of the house and for some distance before it was unencumbered by either undergrowth or trees, after which a slight fringe of jungle began. Behind the house, at a distance of perhaps a mile, rose the mountains, the highest peaks of which were crowned with eternal snows.

It was a tired little band that ascended the gradual slope that led to the house. Durrington seemed suddenly struck dumb. He could scarcely believe that in a few minutes he would be face to face with Nita Cavarro once more. When he had said good-bye to her at the palace at Constancia he had thought it was forever. He had little thought then that within a few days he would be with her once more, protecting her from the very men who had at one time been his friends. Of Coralie he scarcely thought at all. Strange to say, in a measure he was almost grateful to her for the mischief she had wrought. Had she not taken such energetic steps to get him into trouble, in all probability he would have left Spielman on friendly terms; in that case the revolution would have proceeded as if he had not been concerned in it, and Nita and her father would have fallen victims to Gonsalvez’s attempt to take them prisoners.


CHAPTER XI 
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“MR. DURRINGTON!”

“Dick!”

The two ladies seated in the veranda sprang to their feet with exclamations of astonishment. Though both had been thinking of him that morning, he was certainly the last man either of them expected to see. If it had been possible to look into their minds it would have been found that, while in numerous cases they had sympathies in common, in this particular instance they were as widely separated as the poles. While to one of them the dusty, haggard-faced man sitting on the horse before them was the most desired object in the world, to the other he was the one person of all mankind she least desired to see.

Durrington dismounted and reeled rather than walked up the steps into the veranda.

“Where is his Excellency?” he inquired, in a voice that he scarcely recognised as his own. “I must see him at once.”

“You bring bad news?” said Nita, with a look of anxiety on her face as she moved toward him with outstretched hands. “What is it?”

Before he answered Dick glanced at Coralie’s face. It was deadly pale, and he noticed that she was holding on to the rail of the veranda with so tight a grip that her hands were white with the strain placed upon them.

“I bring the worst possible news,” he answered. “I must see him without a moment’s delay. For Heaven’s sake, take me to him!”

He gave the order to his troopers to dismount, and then followed the woman he loved into the house. For a moment he felt as if his senses were leaving him. In a dreamy sort of fashion he was conscious of the neatness of her attire, of the whiteness of her cuffs and collar, of the beautiful symmetry of her figure, and of the neat coil of black hair behind her well-poised head. He noticed these things, but only as one becomes aware of things in a dream. It was consistent with her character that she thought of her father before herself. The man she loved, and whom she thought she had seen for the last time on the day when she had said good-bye to him in the palace garden of Constancia, had come back to her like one from the dead. Her whole heart went out to him in longing, but she saw from his face that this was no time for love-making. Where other women would have been piqued, or at least distressed, by his apparent coldness, she understood in which direction her duty lay, and honoured the man that he could think of it before herself.

The president knew his true character; Nita did not. To the former he could only appear in the light of one who had been a traitor not only to his newly made friends, but also to the cause he served. To the other he was in every respect a hero.

Having entered the house, she led him to her father’s study. It was a room the president loved, and the same in which he had been first persuaded to accept the position he had now so long occupied with distinction. To her surprise, however, he was not there. She had expected to find him, so she explained afterward, seated at his writing table, and when she saw that he was not there she turned with a frightened look to her lover.

“Dick,” she said, “you would not be here with those troopers unless something terrible were the matter. You say you have bad news for my father. What is it? Will you not tell me? I can be brave.”

“I have come to tell your father that the revolution he feared has become an accomplished fact, and that a party of men are even now on their way here to endeavour to effect his capture.”

“To capture my father?” she inquired, as if the very idea were incomprehensible to her. “They would never dare to do such a thing! I can not believe that.”

Durrington looked at the girl. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes sparkled; then in a moment she was as calm and collected as ever. She glanced at the vacant chair before the table and then at Durrington.

“I must find him,” she said. “This news will grieve him terribly. He has believed in the people so implicitly.”

While she was speaking the president entered the room.

“Senor Durrington,” he said in some surprise as he saw who his visitor was, “I did not expect to see you here. Pray, when did you arrive?” — 

“Five minutes ago,” the other answered.

“I have come from General Martinez with some bad news for you.”

His shrewd common sense told him what that news must be.

“Then the revolution has begun, after all,” he said. “My fears were not groundless, as Martinez tried to make me believe.”

“It commenced at daybreak this morning,” Durrington replied. “When I left the general was taking all the necessary precautions to insure the safety of the city.”

“Do I understand you to say that you have come from General Martinez this morning?” the president inquired.

Durrington guessed what was passing in his mind.

“From General Martinez, your Excellency,” he said. “I warned him before daybreak of what was going to happen, and I also informed him that I had learned an attempt was to be made to effect your capture during the day.”

“Sir, you must be mistaken,” the president answered. “I am sure you must be in error. I have done my best for them, and I believe they love me. Why, therefore, should they seek to arrest me?”

“Because,” said his daughter, “the men who are making this trouble hate you, and want to get you out of the way so that they may succeed in their wickedness.”

The old man turned from his daughter to Durrington.

“So you have come from the port to me?”

“Yes, sir, with twelve troopers. I was to implore your Excellency to leave here at once, and to instal yourself in a place of safety until the commander in chief has reduced the affairs of the country to something like their old state. I beg your Excellency to give orders for horses to be saddled at once. There is no time to lose. Gonsalvez and fifty men are on their way now’. Fortunately, I was enabled to delay their progress for a time, but we must run no risk.” — 

“Did you say Gonsalvez?” said the president with a heavy sigh; and when Durrington had answered in the affirmative, he continued: “Gonsalvez — the man I have so often helped, whom I have treated with the utmost kindness, who owes everything he has to me! O Judas! Judas!”

Even at this moment, one of, if not the most bitter of his life, the president did not think of himself, but of the man who was endeavouring to repay evil for good and treachery for trust.

“Well, Mr. Durrington,” he said at last, “it appears that I am not a good judge of characters, after all, and that I am about to be made to suffer for my mistakes. What is it you want me to do?”

“To come away at once, sir,” Durrington replied. “It is imperative that when these men arrive they should not find you here. We must discover some place where you will be safe, and where they will not think of looking for you.”

“My proper place is at the capital,” said the president. “It is there I must go if I leave here.”

“It is not to be thought of, your Excellency,” said Durrington. And then, turning to Nita, he added: “Will you not add your entreaties to mine? Can you not see what a blow it would be to the cause if by any chance your father should fall into the enemy’s hands?”

“Father, you must not go to the capital,” said Nita pleadingly. “General Martinez and Mr. Durrington are quite right in what they say. You must be patient, father, dear. It will not be for long.”

She crossed the room and put her arms round the old man’s neck.

They made a pathetic picture, and Durrington felt a lump rise in his throat as he watched them.

“Ah, little girl,” said the president, “if you are going to side against me too, I suppose I must surrender. But I can not help thinking my place is with my army. It would surely restore confidence if the people saw that I was at the head of affairs.” — 

“So you will be, sir,” said Durrington, “even though you are not there in person. General Martinez will communicate with you as often as possible, and all the proclamations and orders will be issued in your name. Forgive me, sir, for saying so, but at your age it is—”

“I never thought that to grow old in the service of one’s country,” the president interrupted sadly, “would some day be urged against me as an offence. However, I suppose I must give in to you. When do you wish to start?”

“Immediately, sir,” Durrington replied. “There is not a moment to be lost. Gonsalvez may have recovered his horses by this time, and may even now be on the road again.”

“I will tell Ferrara,” the president replied, but not without a touch of reluctance in his voice, “and he will see that the horses are prepared immediately. In the meantime, Durrington, you must eat. — Nita, my darling, will you see that a meal is arranged for Mr. Durrington and his men? Then you had better warn Madame Vanhoysen and prepare yourself for the journey.”

Nita left the room, and Durrington and the president were alone together.

“Now tell me everything,” said the latter. “I seem to know nothing of what has been going on during my absence from the capital. How did General Martinez learn that the revolution was to come to a head before he expected it? And how was it he sent you of all other people to me?”

In as few words as possible Durrington told him everything. He hid nothing, but left it to the president to analyze his motives and to decide whether the service he had rendered him and his country in any way atoned for the harm he might previously have done. The latter heard him through without interruption, and when he had finished he made no comment upon what he had heard, but, crossing the room, held out his hand.

“Senor Durrington,” he said, “I thank you from the bottom of my heart.”

“Sir,” said Durrington, “you are too generous. You treat me as if I had done something heroic, which is far from being the case. Remember how low I had fallen before.”

“Do not let us talk of that,” answered the president. “You have done your duty now, so let us forget that there was a time when you would have acted otherwise. Now come and refresh yourself, and by that time the ladies will probably be ready for the road.” Durrington followed the president into an adjoining room. Here a meal had already been prepared for him. He sat down to it, and while he was satisfying his hunger the president departed to prepare himself for leaving his beloved home.

As soon as he had finished Durrington rose from the table and went into the veranda to find out how the preparations were going on for getting away. He had scarcely set foot in it, however, before he gave a cry of horror and astonishment.

On glancing down the hillside he saw, riding quickly toward the house, at least twenty men. Though they rode in something like military order, it was plainly to be seen that they were not soldiers, and Durrington was certain that they did not belong to Gonsalvez’s band. They were now scarcely five hundred yards from the house, and in a few moments would be there. He could have cursed himself for his folly in not having placed outposts at a distance from the house to warn him of the enemy’s approach. But it was too late to think of that now.

Making up his mind in a flash, he sprang into the house and shouted to his men to come to him. In less time than it takes to tell they were in the veranda, drawn up in line, with their rifles loaded. The men approaching must have seen them, for they pulled up and for some minutes conferred together. Then one of their number left the group and came riding toward the house. Durrington descended the steps and held up his hand to him as a signal to halt. It was then he discovered that the newcomer was no less a person than Larralde himself, whom he had supposed was in command of the revolutionary forces at the capital.

“Ah, Senor Durrington!” said the latter. “So it is you, is it? I have come by Spielman’s orders to invite you to return to the capital.”

“If that is your business,” said Durrington calmly, “you can return with my compliments to Mr. Spielman, and inform him that I regret I can not avail myself of his hospitality.”

“Think well before you decide, for in that case I shall be compelled to order my men to advance and take you. The president is there too, it seems. I’ll escort him back to the capital as well. It’s no use your attempting to hold out against me. Gonsalvez is on his way here with a large force, so that you must see for yourself that resistance would be useless. I will give you ten minutes to surrender.”

“And if we decline to avail ourselves of it?”

“In that case the responsibility of the consequences will rest with you. If I were you, I should surrender quickly while I have the opportunity. Your forces are outnumbered, and, as you know, Gonsalvez with his men is on his way here. You have our terms.”

“And I refuse to accept them.”

“So much the worse for you,” said Larralde. “In ten minutes, remember, I shall act.” — 

“You need not wait ten minutes,” said Durrington. “I give you my answer now, and you may take it as final. I and my men will fight to the death before we surrender the house to you.”

“They shall have an opportunity, then,” he said with a sneer.

Having given this ultimatum, Larralde returned to his men, while Durrington made his way slowly back to the house. He did not know what to think of the other’s presence there. How had Spielman become aware of his attempt to rescue the president? To have known that he must have learned the fact of his visit to the port. Did he, therefore, know of his meeting with O’Donoghue, and had the scheme he had so artfully contrived for getting the latter to Paquillo, instead of to Querida, fallen through? These questions flashed through his mind as he walked back to the house. He bitterly blamed himself for what had occurred. If only they had not delayed so long at the ford the president and the ladies might even now be in safety. As it was, what would become of them? Knowing the revolutionists as he did, he tried to put the thought out of his head. As if in earnest of what was to follow, as he mounted the first step leading to the veranda a rifle rang out, and a bullet flattened itself on the wall within a few inches of his head, leaving a neat little lead splash to mark the spot.

“Into the house, men!” cried Durrington to the troopers. “Take up your positions at the windows, but be careful not to expose yourselves more than you can help. Pick off any man who may venture out into the open, but, above all things, don’t waste your fire.”

They had scarcely entered the house and Durrington closed the door before Nita made her appearance in the passage with a white and troubled face.

“What is the matter?” she inquired. “I heard a shot. You are not hurt, Dick?”

“Not a scratch even,” Durrington answered. “I am sorry to say, however, that the matter is even more serious than I at first anticipated. Another party has put in an appearance with Larralde, and they have given me ten minutes in which to surrender myself and your father or to abide the consequences. I decided for the latter alternative, and the shot you heard just now was the result.”

“And what do you intend to do? Tell me, and let me help you. Whatever happens you and my father must not fall into their hands.”

“Your father shall not do so if I can help it,” said Durrington. “You may trust me for that; and now I must make things safe here. Will you tell your father what has happened while I am doing so?”

She left the room to do as he asked. Durrington meanwhile busied himself distributing his troopers throughout the house. He had only twelve at his disposal, and the building was a large one for such a small number to defend effectually. These, however, he so posted that on whatever side the attack might be made he would receive timely warning. He was still occupied with his defences when he heard a step behind him, and on turning round found the president standing in front of him.

“How many men have you?” inquired the latter, and Durrington noticed that the martial spirit which had been dormant for so many years was again making itself evident in the old man’s bearing and voice.

“Thirteen, including myself,” he replied. “I wish there were more, but since there are not we must make the most of them.”

“You can add two to the number,” said the president. “Myself and Ferrara. Unfortunately, we are not very proficient, but we will do our best.”

“You must not expose yourself, sir,” said Durrington. “I don’t know what sort of marksmen these men are, but it would be foolish to permit them an opportunity of injuring you.”

“My dear Durrington,” replied the president, “I have given in to you in other matters. In return you must not deprive me of the right to share your danger with you.”

“That is for your own discretion, of course,” answered Durrington. “But before you run any risks I would implore you to think of your daughter and of those who love you. Consider the sorrow it would cause her should any harm befall you. But while I am talking here I should be continuing my work. Much still remains to be done before our safety can be considered assured.”

For the next half hour every one was kept busily employed upon the defences. Such windows as were not required as loopholes for firing through were barricaded with mattresses and furniture, while all other weak points were made as bullet proof as possible. Sentries were posted off at various points to watch and report the doings of the enemy, while the store of ammunition was collected and evenly distributed among the garrison. Then Durrington started on another round of inspection. Strange to relate, he had not yet spoken to Coralie since he had been in the house. He now encountered her in one of the corridors, when, with a face as ashen as a sere cloth, she laid her hand upon his arm and attempted to detain him.

There was a fear greater than the fear of death in her eyes as she said hoarsely:

“Dick, why have you avoided me so? Is it because you know this is all my doing? Have you discovered that the letter I gave you to take to Spielman was to tell him that you loved Nita, and that in consequence you were betraying him to the Government? Do you know that? I told him we were coming here, and that if he wanted to arrest the president this was the place to do it.”

“I guessed it,” Dick replied, without either anger or astonishment. “You have the satisfaction of knowing how successfully your plan is turning out. I presume you are satisfied. Of course, I don’t mind for myself very much; I always knew I should be caught some time or another, but I must confess I should have liked it better had you left the president and his daughter out of your arrangements. Coralie, why did you not listen to me that morning in the palace garden when I tried to persuade you to give up Spielman?” Then, in a softer tone, he added, noticing the look of anguish on her face, “You are trembling. Are you frightened?”

“Horribly!” Coralie answered with a shudder. “But not of what you think. You don’t know how I have suffered since I wrote that letter. My life has been one continual hell to me. Oh, if I could only die without their finding the traitress I am!”

The loungers on the terrace of the hotel at Cairo would have failed to recognise her for the same woman who had driven away so merrily that afternoon with Spielman. She had looked so pretty and dainty then, and she was so haggard and miserable now. Even Durrington, small cause though he had to do so, could not help feeling sorry for her. He had no time, however, to spare for her troubles. He had to guard against the effect their united misdoings had brought about.

Having assured himself that all his men were satisfactorily posted, and that there was no chance of the enemy approaching the house without being seen, Durrington borrowed a pair of field glasses from the president and mounted the steps to the small square platform on the roof. Once there he carefully examined the line of timber on either side of the open space leading up to the house. He could discover no trace of the enemy, however. Wherever they were, they had managed to hide themselves so that no trace of their whereabouts should be observed. He was still looking for them when a puff of smoke came from a patch of canes three hundred yards or so to his left, and a second later a bullet hit the wooden balustrading at his side and a large splinter fell at his feet. Almost simultaneously another shot whistled past his head from the opposite side of the plain.

“Whoever the rascals may be,” said Durrington to himself, “it is very certain that they can shoot. I suppose they’re going to lie up and pepper us until Gonsalvez arrives. Then, if I know anything of their little ways, they’ll rush the house under cover of darkness.”

Seeing that he was running useless risk by remaining where he was, he descended to the house and went round his garrison for a third time. He found the president and his secretary in the library, with rifles in their hands. His Excellency was genuinely moved, though he tried hard to pretend that he was all eagerness for the fray.

“For the future the comic cartoons will depict me as an armed leader of the Opposition, Durrington,” he said with a smile as the latter passed through the room. “I feel as if I could perform prodigies of valour.”

“In that case the commander in chief will be compelled to mention you in despatches to yourself,” said the other with a smile. “I would, however, far rather your Excellency would consent to remain in the background. Please God, we shall have you back in the capital before many days are over.”

“Amen to that!” said Manuel Ferrara, whose hands trembled upon his rifle.

Durrington noticed that the presidents eyes had filled with tears. He accordingly left the room and passed into the patio, in the centre of the building, where he found the ladies, assisted by the female servants of the establishment, busily engaged preparing meals for the garrison and making all ready should any one by chance be wounded. As he entered Nita looked up at him with a proud smile. Let her own heart be as heavy as it pleased, she was not going to add to his anxieties by letting him see it.

“Remember,” she said, “if you want any one else to use a rifle, I am here. You have no idea what a good shot I am. I shall not be afraid.”

As she spoke Durrington looked at Coralie. She was leaning against the wall, and it struck him that she had grown years older since that morning in Constancia when she had told him that she could only leave the republic as his wife. Fearing that he had hurt her when he had spoken to her half an hour before, he was about to address some remark to her when the sound of a report, followed by at least a dozen others, reached their ears. Then the noise of breaking glass was heard, and a call came from the sergeant, who was on duty in the dining room. A second later the latter’s rifle rang out, and the smell of powder was wafted down the passages and into the patio, where the women were.

“If I am not mistaken, those are the first bars of the overture,” said Durrington. “Now I must go and mount guard at my window.”

On hearing this Nita approached him and took his hand.

“God bless you and protect you, Dick!” she said simply. “Tell me the moment you want me to help you. I shall be quite prepared.”

“I will let you know, never fear,” he answered. “I hope, however, your services will not be required.”

The words had scarcely left his lips before a scream of pain reached them from one of the bedrooms on the southern side of the house.

“A man shot through the lungs!” cried Durrington, who had heard the sound too often to be mistaken in its meaning.

“Let him be brought here,” said Nita, as calmly and collectedly as if she were matron in an accident ward. “I have everything ready, and you may be sure we shall look after him thoroughly.”

Durrington nodded and hastened off in the direction whence the cry had proceeded. As he had imagined, it hailed from Ferrara’s bedroom, and, strange to relate, the wounded man was none other than the trooper who had been so unfortunate at the ford earlier in the day. A bullet had entered by means of the window, had ricochetted off the stonework of the sill, and had pierced his chest. He was lying on the floor when Durrington reached him, breathing spasmodically, and with every breath pumping a bloody froth from his lips. One glance was sufficient to show Durrington that the case was hopeless. He stooped over the poor fellow, and, taking him tenderly in his arms, carried him from the room, down the passage to the patio. Coralie and one of the women uttered little cries of horror as they saw him, but not a sound escaped Nita’s lips.

“Lay him down there,” she said, pointing to a mattress which had been placed upon the floor. “I will do all I can for him, poor fellow!”

“God bless you, darling!” said Dick, marvelling at her wonderful self-control. “I must go back and take his place.”

He did so, and when he reached the room picked up the rifle, pushed a cartridge into the breech, and then took a survey of the landscape from the window. By this time the firing was general all round the house, and the patter of bullets could be plainly heard as they rattled upon the woodwork. Larralde had evidently distributed his forces to the best advantage. The chances were by no means equal, for, while the defenders could not fire without appearing at the windows, and thus affording excellent targets for the enemy, the latter were not to be seen at all, and only the occasional puffs of smoke that emerged from the bushes and trees gave evidence of their position. For nearly two hours the position remained unchanged; then the sergeant appeared in Durrington’s room. He was wiping the blood from a nasty cut on the side of his forehead that had been caused by a wandering splinter.

“I came to tell you, sir,” he said, “that I think there’s mischief brewing on the other side of the house. It’s my belief Gonsalvez’s company has come up, for I noticed a body of men on horses crossing from one patch of timber to another a short while ago.”

“I should not be at all surprised,” said Durrington. “Go back to your post. Keep your eyes on them, and if you see anything else that is at all suspicious let me know at once. They must not take us by surprise.”

The sergeant saluted and retired. For five or ten minutes Durrington continued to watch the timber opposite his window. So far he himself had only fired twice, and even then he could not tell whether his shots had proved successful. He was in the act of thrusting a new cartridge into his rifle when a young trooper called to him from an adjoining room to tell him that the sergeant would be glad if he might speak with him immediately. He ran thither, to find the sergeant standing at his window watching a man on a gray horse, who was riding from clump to clump at a fast pace.

“There’s something in the wind now, sir, judging by that man’s actions,” said the sergeant. “It looks as if they are going to make an advance all along the line.”

“In that case we must be ready to receive them,” Durrington replied. “But what about the back of the house? We must have all the men we can spare on this side. Somebody, however, must remain to keep a lookout there, or we shall be surprised from that quarter. Who can you spare?”

“I’m afraid we can’t spare anybody,” the sergeant answered.

“Then what’s to be done?”

“Let me do it,” said a voice behind him, and, turning, Durrington found that Nita had entered the room. “Give me a rifle, and I will mount guard in the study. Even if I can’t shoot straight enough, I can let you know if anything is wrong. Will you trust me?”

“There is nobody I would trust more willingly,” said Durrington. “But, for Heaven’s sake, do not run any risks!”

She was about to answer him — indeed, her lips had opened to speak — when a bullet crashed through the window and hit the young trooper who had called him a moment before. He threw up his arms, uttered a cry, and then fell forward on his face, shot through the head. Durrington knelt beside him, turned him over on his side, and laid his hand on his heart. It was useless, however: the man was dead. He rose to his feet, turning an ashen face toward Nita, who had fallen back against the wall, trembling violently.

“It might have been you,” he said in a voice that was thick with emotion. “My God! what should I do if you were hit?”

By this time she had recovered her composure. — 

“I am going to the study,” she said. “I will let you know the moment I have anything to report.”

When she had left the room Durrington returned to the window. There could be no doubt that there was something in the wind, for the firing had ceased altogether. What, however, the next move was to be he could not tell; in any case it behooved him to be ready for it. His force was now reduced by two men, and under the circumstances that meant a very considerable diminution of strength. If only the women and the president were out of the way he would not have cared, but their presence in the house not only added to his anxiety, but detracted from his powers of movement.

A solemn silence reigned in the house. Every man’s nerves were strained to breaking pitch, for each one felt that the next five minutes would probably decide his fate. Then suddenly a bugle call was heard. It sounded the advance.

“Now, men,” said Durrington as the troopers sprang to attention, “steady, and be careful how you fire! We’ve no ammunition to spare, so do not throw away a shot.”


CHAPTER XII
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OF ALL THAT happened during the quarter of an hour which followed the trumpet call to charge Durrington to this day has only an imperfect recollection. He remembers ordering his men to be careful of their fire, and he can recall seeing the enemy leave the shelter of the bushes and emerge into the open. It is of what followed after that that his recollection is so vague. The enemy advanced upon the house at the double. They were led by Larralde in person, and it was plain that if the house was to be captured at all they had made up their minds to do it.

The foremost was little more than eighty yards distant from the windows when Durrington gave the order to fire, and almost simultaneously the rifles rang out. So short was the range and so careful the marksmanship that no less than nine of the oncomers bit the dirt. There was a momentary pause, and then the remainder came on faster than before. But this time, however, the garrison had had time to reload, and at the word of command they climbed into the veranda, where they once more fired a volley. This time, however, though they were scarcely so successful in the number rendered hors de combat, the execution done was sufficient to deter the enemy, who wavered, halted, and finally fell back upon their bushes, having lost in all twelve of their men in that short distance. Of the garrison, two were dead, three badly wounded, while several others had suffered damage too slight to be taken into consideration. Seeing that there was nothing to be gained by remaining where they were, while there was everything to lose, Durrington gave the order to retire into the house, taking with them their wounded. Then the old duel at long range recommenced.

After the lesson they had received, the enemy for the time were plainly adverse to running further risks. They contented themselves with keeping under cover of the bushes, and occupied themselves practising their shooting at the various windows of the house. In this fashion the day wore on, until morning was merged into afternoon, and afternoon into night. Toward dusk it was noticeable that the revolutionists’ fire was not so hot as it had been, and this caused Durrington more uneasiness than he cared to say. He felt sure there must be some reason to account for it, and his own common sense told him that whatever that reason was it was scarcely likely to be favourable to his party or to his plans. It had one good side, however: it gave the men a chance of obtaining that rest of which they stood in so much need. In order to guard against surprise during the siesta Durrington posted sentries at each corner of the building, and these were changed every hour. After one of his rounds he sought out Diaz, the veteran sergeant, and asked him what he imagined could be the reason for this sudden cessation of hostilities. The sergeant shook his head.

“If the senor will be guided by me,” he said, “he will not put any trust in them. It’s my belief they are waiting for darkness to fall; when that happens, they will make another dash at us.”

He had scarcely finished speaking before a hail from the south side of the house warned him that there was some new development of the case in that direction. He hastened to the dining room, which faced that way, to find that a man carrying a flag of truce and accompanied by another on horseback was approaching. Durrington immediately ordered the sergeant to get the garrison under arms, and then he himself went out into the veranda to receive the deputation. The mounted man proved to be none other than Gonsalvez, who carried in his hand a piece of note paper.

“You will observe, Senor Durrington,” said the latter, “that I am quite unarmed. You played me a scurvy trick this morning in the matter of those horses, but I leave it to your honour now to remember that I am escorted by a flag of truce.”

“You need not fear that I will hurt you,” said Durrington scornfully. “What is it you want? Say your say, and after that be off about your business. What do you want?”

“I have come to give you some information,” the man replied. “I have also come to offer you terms under which you can capitulate with honour to yourself and advantage to the men under you.”

“What is your information?” Durrington inquired, as if he had not heard the latter part of the other’s speech. “I give you my word beforehand that I shall not believe it. I may as well hear it, however.”

That this was not the reception that Gonsalvez had hoped to receive was apparent from his face. However, such as it was he had to make the best of it.

“I hold in my hand a letter from Mr. Spielman,” he said. “It was written at midday. In it he tells me that General MacCartney met the forces of the Government outside the village of Priego between nine and ten o’clock this morning, and after a battle lasting upward of two hours defeated them with great loss. The commander in chief is a prisoner, while General Montarjo was killed upon the field of battle. General MacCartney now occupies the capital, while Mr. Spielman has possession of the port.”

“And what about O’Donoghue? Have you no information to give me concerning him? Surely he has distinguished himself in some way.”

Gonsalvez looked hard at Durrington before he replied. He had an uneasy suspicion that the other was laughing at him.

“O’Donoghue defeated Borgona at Querida, and now is marching on the capital,” he said at last.

“Thank you,” said Durrington, who felt sure this was a fabrication. “Your information is very interesting, and I am glad for several reasons that I have heard it. It contains, however, a little too much fiction for me to swallow easily. I would advise you to be careful of your facts before you embark on such a narrative again.”

“Do you mean to say that you doubt my word?” cried Gonsalvez, with an attempt at bluster. “You will find to your sorrow when it is too late that it is correct in every particular.”

“In that case I shall have to beg your pardon,” answered Durrington. “Now, if that is all you have to say to me, I will bid you good afternoon.”

An awkward silence followed for upward of a minute.

“I have more to say to you,” said Gonsalvez. “I suppose you know that you are in a position of considerable danger, don’t you? Now you and I have always been good friends, and for that reason I want to save you if I can. Let me tell you that Spielman is far from being well disposed toward you. If he lays his hand upon you there can be no doubt that he will do you a mischief — that is, always provided you continue in your opposition. If, however, you will lay down your arms and return to him at once, I am authorized to say that he will be prepared to forgive and forget, and to give you back your old position. But it must be at once. He would be disposed to be more lenient, I fancy, if you were to bring the president with you. And why should you not? There must surely be some way in which it might be managed without compromising yourself. Tell him the day is lost, then put him on a horse, and start him out to ride away to safety. We shall be able easily to catch him, and when we’ve done so we’ll jog quietly back to the capital, and you can make your own peace with Spielman as soon as you like. It’s no use fighting us; we’ve got you in a corner, and you can’t get out. Your ammunition is almost exhausted, and it is only a matter of time now before you surrender whether you want to or not. What do you think about it?”

Durrington looked the other fair and full in the face.

“Shall I tell you what I think, Gonsalvez?” he inquired. “Just think for a moment what you want me to do. You are asking me to sell this old man’s life to you, to break his daughter’s heart, and also to betray the soldiers in my charge, and for what? To save my life. I always thought you were a blackguard, Gonsalvez, but I never expected to find that you were as bad as that.”

The other’s face grew white with passion. He slipped his hand into the pocket of his coat, and Durrington understood the meaning of the gesture.

“None of that, my friend,” he said. “Take your hand off your pocket, or I give the order to my men to fire, and you’ll be a dead man that instant. Now be off to your companions, and tell them that I will not surrender the president or his property come what may.”

Gonsalvez thereupon turned his horse and rode without another word back to his men. After his departure Durrington also retraced his steps. While he did not for a moment believe the news the other had given him, it was still sufficient to cause him considerable uneasiness. If it were true MacCartney had succeeded in defeating the presidential forces — and it was quite probable there had been a battle — it might be quite impossible for Martinez to spare a force sufficient to send to their rescue. In that case, what was to be done?

When he reached the house he ordered his men to return to their original positions, while he sought out the president and Ferrara, and told them what Gonsalvez had said to him, only suppressing that portion of their conversation which referred to the offer of betrayal.

“It’s my belief the story is a fabrication from beginning to end,” said Ferrara.

“I quite agree with you,” Durrington replied. “But it behooves us to act as if we believed it to be true. There can be no denying the fact that our position is serious.”

“Mr. Durrington is quite right,” remarked the president to his secretary. “Our ammunition is running short, and, as Gonsalvez says, it is only a matter of time before we shall be compelled to surrender through sheer lack of the means to continue the fight. It seems to me, gentlemen, it would save useless loss of life if I were to trust myself to them. What harm could they do me?”

“My dear sir,” cried Durrington, with all the vehemence of which he was master, “such a thing is not to be thought of for a moment. It would be madness to trust yourself in their hands. Your life would not be worth a moment’s purchase. No, sir, you shall not do that while we have a man to detain you. Since my talk with that man I have been turning the subject over in my mind, and I believe he has furnished me with an idea that may ultimately prove a way out of the difficulty.”

“Let us hear it, by all means,” said the president eagerly.

“The plan I have in my mind is an extremely risky one,” said Durrington. “But it is just possible it might succeed; at any rate, it would be better than remaining on here, with every hour bringing us nearer inevitable capture. My idea is, that as soon as darkness falls we should despatch a man to collect the horses and to move them half a mile or so down the mountain side. When this has been done, you and the ladies will creep out by the back, mount, and be off. Surely there must be some place in the mountain where you can hide until we can find out how matters stand at the capital?”

Unfortunately, however, neither the president nor his secretary could think of any such place. — 

“Let us ask Nita,” said the former; “she is more familiar with the mountains than I am.”

Mademoiselle Cavarro was accordingly invited to join the council; and when the position had been explained to her, she immediately stated that she knew just the sort of place they required. It was a hut, situated eight miles or thereabouts from the estancia, at the end of a long and lonely pass. It was by no means a cheerful place, she explained, but, on the other hand, it possessed advantages that fully compensated for such a minor drawback as loneliness. If only they could reach it unobserved, it was, in her opinion, extremely unlikely that their presence would be discovered.

“The most difficult part of my plan,” said Durrington, “will be getting the horses away and your party out to join them. That once accomplished, however, the rest will be plain sailing. You will have to take a post horse with you, carrying a good store of provisions, as well as plenty of blankets and warm clothing. Perhaps you, mademoiselle, will be kind enough to attend to this matter?”

He spoke with an air of command that sat well upon him. Nita promised compliance, and the meeting was thereupon adjourned, the president and Ferrara departing to their posts, while Durrington went off to discuss the matter with the sergeant.

“You will have to accompany them, Diaz,” he said in conclusion; “I shall remain here to cover their retreat. Now I want you to choose me a man from your number that I can send to General Martinez. He must be trustworthy and prudent in every way, for he will carry not only his own life in his hand but ours. He must also, supposing he is captured, say nothing about the president’s escape from this house.”

“I can find you just the fellow, senor,” said the sergeant. “I will speak to him at once if you like, and then you can give him your instructions personally.”

An hour later their arrangements were completed, and all that remained was to await an opportunity for putting them into practice.

The enemy, however, who had evidently made up their minds to pursue a policy of inactivity, gave them little or no trouble. However, as Durrington proved to his complete satisfaction, they were by no means unwatchful of what went on in the house, for once, when he went into the veranda to test them, he had not been there many seconds before bullets were spattering upon the wall on either side of him. From the evidence before him he gathered that they had drawn a cordon from the mountain base on the right of the house to that on the left. Whether there would be room for the fugitives to pass between the pickets and the mountains was what Durrington was so anxious to find out. Upon that his hopes depended. As soon as it was dark he intended to find out.

Accordingly, later in the evening, when the Fates seemed propitious, he called the sergeant to him and told him what he was about to do, bidding him at the same time take particular care not to allow himself to be surprised during his absence. The latter promised to be careful, and Durrington accordingly set off on his perilous expedition.

It might well be termed perilous. Never, indeed, in his life, which had contained some eventful minutes, had he had such a difficult task set him. He had but the faintest idea of the enemy’s position on either side of the house, and to avoid being seen it was necessary for him to take advantage of every bit of cover he could discover, one moment creeping forward on his hands and knees, the next lying flat down and wriggling himself from bush to bush like a new kind of serpent. A twig snapping under him was sufficient to bring his heart into his mouth, and once when a night bird hooted from a tree above him some minutes elapsed before he recovered his presence of mind. Little by little, with an advance so gradual that it was scarcely perceptible, he made his way round the base of the hill. So far he had seen nothing of the enemy. Not a sound came from their lines. The whole country side might have been deserted for all that a stranger could have told to the contrary.

After what seemed an eternity of crawling he reached the belt of timber. It was here that he would find the danger if he discovered it anywhere. With all the woodcraft and wiliness of an Apache Indian he entered the undergrowth. No sound, however, save the gentle sighing of the wind through the trees overhead met his ears. Little by little he advanced, every faculty strained to its uttermost. At last it seemed to him he could hear voices. If that were so, he knew he must be approaching the enemy’s outposts. He still continued to push on, taking even more care than before not to be heard. He could scarcely have been more than fifteen yards from the men when he stopped. Peering through the bushes, he could see the house quite distinctly, a dark block under the starlight. One of the men near him was softly humming a Spanish love song to amuse himself.

“Why don’t they come out and have done with it?” asked the singer’s companion in a tone that seemed to suggest he was tired of his vigil.

“If you knew it meant certain death to do so, I don’t fancy you would try it,” the other replied. “Courage is a good horse to ride, as the proverb says, but Caution’s a better.”

“To the devil with you and your proverbs!” continued the man who had first spoken. “To think that we’ve got to wait for midnight before we can do anything!

It’s ridiculous! My teeth are chattering already.”

“And what may you be going to do at midnight, my friend?” said Durrington to himself as he listened. “I should like to find that out.”

The men, however, were now silent, and remained so for so long a time that Durrington thought it behooved him to return to the house without wasting more of his precious time upon them. He accordingly retraced his steps, feeling as he did so that at least he had scored two points. He had discovered that it was quite possible to get between the pickets and the mountains unobserved, and he had also learned that the enemy were going to make some move at midnight. It would behoove him to be prepared for them. Before he left the timber he sat down on a stump to consider his position. Though, as I have said, it was quite feasible that he could get his party by them, he felt that it would be impossible for him to bring the horses from the house round the side of the hill without being observed by the men on watch. If this could not be done, how was the escape to be effected? The sides of the mountains at the back were so steep that it was well-nigh impossible for even a goat to scale them, much less human beings. The enemy evidently knew this, hence their reason for not posting sentries at that point. Of course, had the party been differently composed, they might have got away on foot, but the president and Ferrara were old men, while four of the others were women. There were also the stores to be considered.

He had almost given it up as hopeless when enlightenment came to him in an unexpected fashion. He had risen to his feet and was making his way as carefully as before through the timber when he received such a fright as I don’t think he will ever forget as long as he lives. The wood at that particular place was as dark as the pit of Tophet. Imagining that he was not sufficiently far from the nearest sentries not to be heard, he quickened his steps somewhat, and as a result a moment later was stretched at full length upon the grass. He had stumbled over something which had been lying down, but was now struggling to get on to its feet, snorting vigorously as it did so. In a second he understood the situation. These were the enemy’s horses, resting after their hard day’s work. Why should he not secure them for the use of his party? He wanted nine, and there were at least fifty for him to choose from. It was a splendid way out of the difficulties, and, overjoyed at his success, he made his way back to the house, where he called another meeting of the council and explained to them what he had discovered.

“I do not anticipate any difficulties,” he said, “provided we can but reach the trees unobserved.”

The saddling, however, was destined to be a bigger business than he had expected; but eventually the stolen horses were prepared for the journey and secured to trees on the outskirts of the camp. In order that they should make no sound, and, what was more important still, leave no tracks behind them, Durrington had taken the precaution to bind up their feet with cloths. This took some time, and it was nearly eleven o’clock before he returned to the house to tell his friends that their animals were ready for their use. So proficient was he becoming at his work by this time that he had now made five journeys backward and forward without the enemy discovering what he was about. But the most dangerous part of the business was yet to come.

“All is ready now,” he reported when he had entered the house for the last time. “I think your Excellency, Senor Ferrara, the sergeant, and the trooper had better come first. I will return for the ladies when I have got you safely there.”

“But why the sergeant and the trooper?” asked his Excellency. “Would they not be better here while you are away?”

Durrington shook his head.

“The sergeant is to accompany you,” he said. “The trooper will take my letter to General Martinez.”

“But surely you are coming with us?” cried the party simultaneously.

“No,” said Durrington. “When I have seen you safely off I shall come back to keep their attention fixed upon the house to cover your retreat.”

Durrington noticed the agonized look that came into Nita’s face.

“But, my dear Durrington,” began the president, “this will never do. It was part of the arrangement that you should accompany us.”

“It is quite impossible, however,” said Durrington. “You see that yourself, sir. General Martinez has placed me in charge of these men, and in charge of them I must remain until I am relieved or we can get away safely.”

“But, my dear fellow,” the president began, “this is truly ridiculous. If you can not accompany us I for one—”

Durrington interrupted him.

“I pray of you, sir, not to try to shake my resolution,” he said. “It is the only favour I have to ask of you. You will find that the sergeant will take every care for your comfort and safety. Now, if you are ready to start, I shall not be happy until I have seen you safely on your way.”

The president drew Durrington on one side.

“Has it struck you,” he said, “that if you remain here it is to almost certain death?”

“I have thought of that,” said Durrington. “But it makes no difference. Believe me, sir, I am quite determined; we shall only waste time in arguing.”

The latter accordingly said no more, but accompanied Ferrara out of the room, leaving Nita and Durrington alone. She approached him and took his hand.

“Dear love,” she said, looking up at him with her lustrous eyes, “do you really consider it your duty to remain here?”

“I do,” Durrington replied. “My place is here with these men. You would not have me, after all they have done for us, leave them to their fate?”

“No, no,” she answered. “But — O Dick! I love you so, and I am so terribly afraid for your safety.”

He took her hand and pressed it tightly to his heart He would not trust himself to speak. If he died, he would have at least the joy of knowing that it was for her dear sake. At last he led her toward the door. Before they had reached it, however, she uttered a little cry and fell fainting into his arms. He carried her into an adjoining room, where alone in the house a light was burning. He found Coralie and the two women servants there. The latter were huddled together in a corner; the other stood in the centre of the room, ready dressed for riding, with a face as impassive as the Sphinx. She looked at Durrington as if she were going to say something to him, but suddenly changed her mind and remained as immovable as before. As he placed Nita upon the couch she recovered and opened her eyes. He thereupon left her to the care of the women, and himself returned to the patio, where the men were awaiting his arrival.

“Come, gentlemen,” he whispered hoarsely, “let us be going. Follow me and imitate me whatever I do. Remember always that the least noise or mistake may cost us our lives.”

In single file they passed out of the patio and down the short passage toward the door, which, at a signal from Dick, the trooper mounting guard there opened. Then they crept out into the darkness. Stooping low, so as to take advantage of the protection afforded by the cactus hedge, they passed along toward the corral, and then, still imitating Durrington in all he did, reached the bend of the hill. In ten minutes from the time they had left the house they were standing in the wood beside the horses.

“Now I must go back for the women,” said Durrington. “Do not move on any account until I return. Remember there is a picket only a short distance away, and if you attract his attention you will have the remainder of the force down upon you at once.”

Having thus impressed the necessity of caution upon them, he retraced his steps to the house. When he reached it he called the women together, told them what they had to do, and then led them out into the darkness, as he had done the men. Still Coralie did not speak; her movements seemed mechanical, like those of a woman walking in her sleep.

Once more Durrington commenced that well-known crawl. Once more they passed the cactus hedge, turned the corner of the corral, and navigated the bend of the hill in safety. Then suddenly, when they were scarcely fifty paces from the horses, there was a flash, followed by the sharp crack of a rifle at the farther end of the open plain. It was succeeded by another, and then another. Durrington remembered what the two troopers had said. The enemy were about to attack the house, and he was absent from it.

“Come,” he said quickly. “We must run!”

The terrified women followed him toward the spot where the horses and men were standing. As good fortune had it, the enemy were too much occupied arranging their attack upon the house to notice what was happening on their remote left. For this reason the fugitives were able to reach the horses without attracting attention.

“Mount as quickly as you can!” cried Durrington.

As he spoke he lifted Nita into her saddle.

“God bless you, my own true love!” he whispered as he did so. “What ever happens, I love but you, remember that.”

The only answer was a choking sob.

Having settled her in the saddle, he turned to help the others, and when they were mounted he bade Diaz steer well to the right and take advantage of every cover until they were out of sight and hearing of the enemy. Then, with a last silent handshake, he prepared to leave them. Coralie was the last to whom he wished good-bye. He held out his hand, and she took it without a word. Then he plunged into the darkness of the wood, while they proceeded on their way along the mountain side. After he had given the trooper his instructions and had watched him ride off on his attempt to find Martinez, he picked up his heels and ran across the open plain toward the house. A heavy fire was being maintained by both sides, and bullets were dropping on the devoted estancia like so much hail. Reaching the door once more, he beat three times upon it with his fists as arranged. The trooper on guard recognised his voice immediately, and opened it to him. Once inside, Durrington turned and shut it after him, replacing the great beam and turning the key in the lock.

Thank God, the women and the president were on their way to a place of safety! With them out of the way, he felt that he was afraid of nothing. Let the enemy come as soon as they pleased, they would find him ready to receive them.

The fight that followed, obscure though it was, is deserving of a place in history. Twice the enemy attempted to carry the house by storm, and twice the garrison managed to beat them off. The troopers fought with indomitable courage, but, alas for their endeavours! their ammunition was well-nigh at an end. When an examination was made, it was found that scarcely half a dozen cartridges remained between them. At the moment that this state of things was discovered the enemy had drawn back for a while to count their losses and to prepare themselves for another charge.

“I’ve fired my last shot, senor,” said the trooper standing next to Durrington, as he placed his rifle against the wall and loosened his sword in its scabbard. “What are we to do now?”

“Go on fighting,” said Durrington laconically. “We’ll barricade the windows and cut down every man who tries to get in through them. If we can only hold on for a few hours, General Martinez may be able to send us assistance.”

At this moment a cry of warning from the far side of the house reached his ears.

“They are coming again, senor,” and, sure enough, as he looked out of the window he could descry, in the first gray light of morning, the figures of the enemy emerging from the wood on the other side. With many vivas they rushed across the plain. Severe as their losses had been, they still far outnumbered the little garrison.

“It’s no use remaining in here, my lads,” cried Durrington, who had suddenly altered his plan. “Out into the veranda, and meet them with your swords!”

The troopers needed no second bidding. The enemy, however, were not going to give them the opportunity they wanted. When they were less than a hundred yards distant they halted and fired a volley into the veranda. Three of the troopers fell, shot dead; two others were mortally wounded. Durrington felt the sensation as if a red-hot knitting needle had been pressed through his shoulder, and knew that he had a bullet through his collar bone. The young fellow who had let him in when he returned from seeing the president and his party off lay at his feet with a bullet through his side and another in his throat. The veranda resembled a shambles more than anything else.

Once more the enemy came on, firing at intervals as they did so. Durrington, his left arm hanging useless by his side, picked up a sword that had fallen from the hand of a dead trooper, and prepared to sell his life at as dear a price as possible. Suddenly they stopped. A moment later a horse, terrified by the firing, galloped into sight and pulled up before the veranda steps. On it, hatless and with her beautiful hair streaming upon her shoulders, sat Coralie Vanhoysen. Almost at the same instant some fiend among the enemy fired. She gave a shriek and tumbled from her saddle to the ground. Then the world seemed to be rocking to and fro before Durrington’s eyes, and a great black cloud to be covering it. He tried to pull himself together, but in vain. His senses were leaving him; then, as the enemy rushed passed Coralie and entered the veranda, he fell upon the floor unconscious.


CHAPTER XIII

[image: img101.jpg]

WHEN HE RECOVERED his senses he staggered to his feet and looked about him. It was a piteous sight that met his gaze. The veranda itself and the gravel path beyond were strewn with bodies. His handful of men, true to his orders, had literally fought to the death, and now only himself and two others remained of the fine body of men who had left the port the previous morning. These two stood at the farther end of the veranda, with their hands tied behind their backs.

Durrington passed his hands across his eyes. He seemed to remember, as if it were in some other life, having seen Coralie fall from a horse’s back. Could it really have happened, or had he only dreamed it?

“Was there a woman shot out here?” he asked of one of the enemy’s sentries, who stood by him.

“Yes,” said the man. “She’s in there, dying.”

“Take me to her,” he said, and then followed the other into the house.

He found Coralie in Nita’s pretty boudoir, stretched upon a couch. Her face was deadly pale, and her eyes seemed clouded, as if she were only half conscious. Durrington went across and stood beside her.

“Dick,” she said, opening her eyes and looking up at him, “do you know that I am dying?”

“Dying, Coralie?” he said, as if he could not believe that he had heard aright. “No, not dying.”

In a moment all his old antagonism had vanished, and he only remembered that she was the woman he had once loved. He knelt beside her and took her hand. A convulsive shiver swept over her.

“Yes, Dick,” she answered, after a short silence, “I am dying, and I am glad that it is so. Now I want to speak to you while I have strength to do it. Do you know, Dick, that it was I who caused all this trouble? I did it because I loved you, and because I was jealous of Nita. That letter that I gave you to take to Spielman was to tell him that you were in love with her, and that you intended giving information to the president concerning the revolution.”

“I guessed that it was you who told him,” Dick replied. “But we won’t speak of that now, Coralie. Let me try to make you a little more comfortable.”

“No, no,” she said, “don’t move me; it would be useless. I am passed all thought of comfort now. I want you to—”

Her voice gave way, and she was silent once more. Dick wiped the blood from her lips. He could see that the end was not far distant now. Poor Coralie! he had once been angry with her, but he felt that he could forgive her everything now. After a silence that lasted more than a minute, she spoke again.

“Do you know why I left them and came back, Dick?” she asked then.

The other shook his head.

“I came,” she said feebly, speaking in gasps, “because you were here, and because I knew that you would fight until you were killed. So as we turned the corner of the pass I dropped behind, and, wheeling my horse round, rode back as fast as I could to die with you.”

She had just strength to finish. When she had done so she smiled feebly at him. There were only a few grains of sand left in the hour-glass of her life, and as he recognised the fact a feeling of remorse, for he knew not what, came over Durrington. He seemed no longer to be sitting in the daintily furnished boudoir. In fancy he was with Coralie on a terrace that overlooked a moonlit sea. The faint sound of music was wafted to him, and mingled with the rippling of the water on the beach below. He was holding his companion’s hand, and telling her that never so long as the world should last would their two lives be parted. Then he woke from the dream, or whatever it may have been, to find himself back again in the room holding Coralie’s clammy hand.

“Dick,” she whispered, “do you remember that night at Cannes when we sat together in the gardens, and you told me that you loved me?”

Dick admitted that he did, and a little sigh escaped him.

Coralie tried to laugh.

“We were never to part,” she continued, “and when Death came to take one of us he was to find us still together. Death has come now, and, see, we are together, are we not? You are holding my hand, and you will close my eyes when all is over. Even Nita can not rob me of that, can she?”

The instinct of jealousy remained with her to the last. Even at this supreme moment she could not forget that the other had won the love that she herself had once possessed. Dick waited for her to speak again. But she did not do so. Growing alarmed, he rose and stooped over her. She would never speak again. Coralie was dead.


CHAPTER XIV
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“AN INVESTMENT REMAINS an investment so long as it shows even the remotest chance of yielding a profit,” said Spielman to himself as he took a cigarette from his case and lit it. “It becomes a dead loss, however, and must be written off the books when both interest and capital have disappeared. That seems to be the case in this particular instance. Yakub, my friend,” he continued to his faithful Albanian servant, who was engaged at a table at the end of the room making him a pot of coffee, “before very long we shall be called upon to admit that we have made a mistake for once in our lives.”

The Albanian grunted in reply, and then continued his preparation of the coffee as unconcernedly as if the other had not spoken. He still believed in his master. He had served him for so long that it required something more important than the mere fizzling out of a South American revolution to shake his faith. There might be wars and rumours of wars, much marching up and down the world and shooting of men, but what was that to him compared with the fact that Spielman liked his coffee prepared in a particular way. Provided the ingredient were to hand, he would have made it as composedly on an iceberg or in the centre of the Sahara Desert as he was doing at the present moment.

Having drunk his coffee, Spielman went to the window and looked out upon the village street. It was the same in which Durrington had met Nita Cavarro on the morning following his arrival in Constancia, but at the moment that he looked it presented a vastly different aspect to what it had done on that highly auspicious occasion. Early as the hour was (it was only a few minutes after sunrise), the streets presented an animated appearance. A field battery was rumbling along to take up its position to the left of the village, a squadron of the revolutionist cavalry were parading in an open space a hundred yards or so down the street, while a foot regiment was hard at work to the right loop-holing the houses in preparation for the battle that was known to be imminent. Here and there a little negro boy who had been left behind by, or had deserted his parents when they had fled the village, stood and watched what went on with wide-open eyes. Overhead the sky was an azure blue, and against it the waving palm fronds across the way contrasted with admirable effect. As Spielman watched, the sound of voices reached him from an adjoining room.

“El mal que no tiene cura es locura,” he said to himself as he listened. “Now that they have taken to quarrelling among themselves, the summit of their mountain of folly is reached. What a fool I was ever to have had anything to do with them! A nice position I’m in! Durrington has gone over to the enemy, and is probably dead by this time; MacCartney has thrown up his command, and will be shot by the committee before sundown; and now, to crown it, they are beginning to have the audacity to accuse me of starting the rising for my own ends. As if I should ever be likely to do it for anybody else’s, much less theirs! One would imagine revolution promoting is another branch of the Charity Organization Society to hear them talk. However, I shall hope soon to undeceive them.”

At that moment O’Donoghue and two other members of the revolutionary committee entered the room. Their countenances were flushed, and from the expressions upon them it was very plain that the meeting they had just adjourned had been a more than usually stormy one. Spielman turned to greet them with what was almost a look of contempt upon his face.

“Well, gentlemen,” he said in his usual voice, that had always a suspicion of sneer in it, “pray what decision have you arrived at?”

“We have not come to any decision at all,” said O’Donoghue, with a glance at his companions. He was about to add that he did not believe they ever would do so, and then to go on to expound his views on the subject of the approaching battle, when a noise outside caused him to desist. A moment later the door was thrown open and Larralde entered the room. The others’ faces brightened perceptibly.

“Where is Cavarro?” inquired O’Donoghue breathlessly. “Have you brought him with you?”

Larralde shook his head.

“The old fox managed to escape with his daughter, after all,” he said. “We’ve got the next best person, however. We’ve got Durrington.”

Spielman smiled pleasantly. It was always the same procedure in every case. They couldn’t catch the president or they couldn’t do this, but they’d got the next best person or they’d done the next best thing. One moment’s consideration should have been sufficient to show them that Durrington could not be of any sort of assistance to them now. Larralde, however, had given the word of command, and before he could say anything Durrington was brought into the room.

His arm had been bandaged up, but the long ride had told upon his condition. Anxiety and worry had made him almost an old man. Now he was in a worse plight than ever. He was not, however, going to let them see that he realized how desperate his position was.

“Good morning, Spielman,” he said in English, nodding affably to his old employer, who was standing by the window. “So we meet again, after all?”

“After all,” Spielman repeated quietly. “I’m afraid, however, Dick, my lad, you’ve done it this time. I leave my own feelings out of the question, but I warn you that our friends here are not the best pleased with your latest endeavours to promote the republic’s happiness.”

“That scarcely expresses our feelings,” said O’Donoghue, with dignity. “There can be no doubt, I think, that Mr. Durrington has deliberately broken faith with us.”

“He has proved himself a traitor,” said another of the men. “As soon as he was conversant with our secrets he went over to the enemy. Had he not warned General Martinez of our intentions to seize the port we should be in possession there by this time, instead of losing two thousand men in an unsuccessful attempt to take it.”

“If things go against us to-day, as I prophesy they will unless we do as I suggest, we shall be ruined,” said the other, reverting to their old disagreement.

“Well, ye know what ye’ve got to do to put it right!” cried O’Donoghue. “If ye don’t do as I suggest, ye may as well throw up the whole thing, lock, stock, and barrel, and run for your lives.”

“We are each of us entitled to our own opinions, I think,” said the man who had accused Durrington of playing the traitor.

The old wrangle was then commenced, and for the moment Durrington and his misdeeds were forgotten. They had been debating all night, and upon no single point could they agree, yet with every moment the hour of battle was coming closer. Only once had they appealed to Spielman. Then he shook his head.

“Don’t ask me,” he said. “You know my opinions quite well, and you won’t follow them. Consequently, I wash my hands of the whole affair. I have done my best for you, but you will not listen. From this time forward I am only a spectator: you must get somebody else to do the work.”

O’Donoghue suddenly brought his fist down with a crash upon the table.

“It’s just what I expected,” he said. “You’ve got us into this muddle, Spielman, and now that we are in a fix, and you see the case is hopeless, you back out of it. By God! you’ve swindled us! You promised us that the port should be in our hands by daybreak yesterday, and the capital by midday. Neither of these things has happened. You promised us that the president should be a prisoner by nightfall, and that you would proclaim the new Government to-day. What is the result? Martinez is still in possession of the capital and port, Cavarro is at large, and here we are, boxed up in this corner like rats in a trap. But we are not beaten yet, whatever they may think. And while we are on the subject, gentlemen, let us decide how we shall punish the traitor. It will not take us a minute to settle that.”

He glared at Durrington as he said that as if he would have destroyed him on the spot. The other, however, was not affected by his menaces.

“Come, gentlemen, you know what he has done. What is his fate to be?”

“Death!” cried the committee with one accord. “That is the only punishment for a traitor.”

Spielman brushed the dust off his elegant riding boots with a silk pocket handkerchief. In spite of everything, he had still a liking for Durrington left.

“Forgive me,” he said, “but I can not help thinking you are in the wrong. I am his employer, not you.”

“He has passed out of your control,” said Larralde. “He has proved himself a traitor to the republic, and the republic has passed sentence upon him.”

“Did not I tell you how it would be, Dick?” he said. “Why on earth couldn’t you have stood by us, and not have got yourself into this fix? But what is the use of talking? We all make fools of ourselves sometimes. If these people had only left the management of affairs to me, instead of interfering, I could have pulled the whole business through. As it is, the game is played out, and we have all received checkmate. They shoot you to-day — the president will shoot them in a fortnight. So the pendulum swings and the balance is adjusted. Everything in life is a question of opportunity:



Saume nicht, dich zu erdreisten, 

Wenn die Menge zaudernd schweift; 

Alles kann der Edle leisten 

Der versteht und rasch ergreift,”



he quoted softly.

“Am I to be shot, then?” inquired Durrington as calmly as if it were a matter in which he was only remotely concerned.

The committee looked at each other.

The gruesome novelty of the situation weighed heavily upon them. Spielman saw his opportunity.

“I have already made a suggestion,” he said. “I will, however, venture upon one more. You can act upon it or reject it, as you think best.”

“What is the suggestion?” asked O’Donoghue suspiciously.

“It is that you should defer consideration of this matter until you see how you fare in the battle to-day,” he answered. “Lock our friend Durrington up in the meantime, if you please. Then, if you win to-day, you can act as you think fit toward him afterward. If you are beaten, you will have a hostage in your hands, and can demand your own terms. You may take it from me that you will stand in a better light with the president if you are able to deliver him intact than if you have destroyed him. There is a fair amount of common sense in my plan, believe me.”

The others consulted apart for a few moments, and then returned to the table to say that they agreed to Spielman’s proposal. Durrington was accordingly placed in charge of a guard and marched down the street until they arrived at a building which in more peaceful times had been the village church. Here they halted. A sentry was marching up and down before it, but when Durrington arrived he paused in his perambulations and unlocked the door.

“Enter,” he said, as soon as he had been acquainted with the committee’s order.

Durrington did so, and the door was closed behind him. He heard the key turned in the lock, and almost at the same instant became conscious of another figure standing halfway up the aisle of the little building. It was MacCartney!

“Good heavens, Dick!” cried the latter as he hastened forward to greet him, “is it really you?”

“Yes, here I am, sure enough,” Durrington said in answer. “But what are you doing here? I thought there was a battle coming off, and that you were in command.”

“So I should have been, but I resigned,” MacCartney replied. “There were too many masters in the business for me, and certain things occurred of which I did not approve. I accordingly resigned, and they locked me up here in case I should get away. They never know when they want me, you see. It looks, old man, as if we had brought our pigs to a pretty market this time. That Philippine business was bad enough; this, however, is a thousand times worse. But here am I drivelling on like this when I want to hear your news. Tell me about yourself. How do you come to be here? I thought you had got safely away. And, by Jove, you’re wounded, too! How did that come about?”

Dick told him as much as he thought advisable of what had befallen him since they parted at the estancia nearly a week before. He did not, however, acquaint him with the fact that his death was threatened that evening. Such a communication could only have caused him anxiety and unnecessary pain, and there was no need to add to their present troubles.

He brought his narrative to a conclusion with an account of Coralie’s death.

“Poor little Coralie!” said Mac. “Who would have thought she would meet her fate over a miserable failure like this?”

They talked for a little while, then Dick, who had not closed his eyes for three nights, went across to a heap of fodder that had been thrown down in a corner and lay down upon it. Before Mac could have counted twenty he was in a sound sleep. The god of sleep was certainly kind to him. He dreamed that he was walking in the garden at Constancia with Nita; he could hear her soft voice telling him that she loved him, and assuring him that she would be true to him all her life. Then, with the wonderful magic that prevails in the land of dreams, the scene shifted, and he and Nita were riding side by side through the shouting populace of the capital. It was their wedding day, and every one had turned out to do them honour. Crash! went a gun, and he looked up to find MacCartney attempting to climb the wall in order to reach one of the narrow little windows. The cannonading he had heard was no creation of his fancy. It was going on all round them, and mixed up with it was the crack and rattle of musketry. Shells were bursting overhead, and the sound of cavalry going by at a gallop came from the street outside. Durrington rose and called to MacCartney, who by this time had managed to reach his window, to know what was going on.

“I can see nothing on account of the palms,” MacCartney replied. “It is pretty certain, however, that the action is now safely under way. Heaven send that they don’t drop a shell through this roof before they’ve done!”

His sleep had done him good, and Durrington felt in better spirits now than he had been for the last twenty-four hours. If, as he hoped, the Government party won the day, it was very possible that the leaders of the revolution would do as Spielman had suggested and attempt to curry favour with the conquerors by handing him over to them alive. In that case — But he dared not speculate too far.

Hour after hour they waited and listened to what went on outside. The cannonading continued without cessation. Once a shell burst in a house across the street and set fire to it. They could even feel the heat of the flames in their prison. Later on another dropped in the street outside at the moment that a battery of artillery was passing, and for upward of half an hour afterward the dying horses lay moaning and squealing in the dust. Whoever might be winning, it was plain that both sides were fighting desperately for victory.

“Hark! What was that?” cried MacCartney, holding up his hand, as if he thought he could possibly obtain silence.

A dull roar could be heard in the distance. It gradually came closer.

“I know that sound,” said MacCartney. “The troops are being driven back. If I’m not mistaken, the Government are winning all along the line.”

The words had scarcely left his mouth before a shell burst on the right-hand corner of the building, shattering the wall, and leaving a large hole nearly twenty feet wide staring them in the face. As if by a miracle neither MacCartney nor Durrington was hurt, but the sentry at the door was killed.

“That was the hand of Providence,” said MacCartney as soon as they had recovered from the shock. “Come, Dick, let us get out of this while we have the chance.”

Together they made for the open hole in the wall. As they climbed out over the débris into the sunshine, disorganized crowds were appearing from the by-streets. Some carried their rifles, some had thrown them away in order to accelerate their flight, while overhead shells still whistled and rifle bullets screamed.

A dust-covered, blood-bespattered man, with the light of madness in his eyes, came running toward them. Suddenly he stopped and looked at MacCartney. He recognised him immediately, and shouted wildly as he did so.

“The general! the general! The man who deserted us and left us to die!”

Almost before any one had realized what had happened the cry was taken up on all sides, and the crowd of maniacs, forgetting their flight in their rage, and seeing before them only the man who, as rumour had it, had deserted them in the hour of need, and so brought about their defeat, rushed toward him with the intention of wreaking their vengeance upon him before it was too late. Durrington and MacCartney fell back against the wall.

“Keep behind me, Dick!” shouted the latter. “You can do nothing with your wounded arm.”

He stooped and picked up a sword that had been dropped by a cavalryman in his flight. In less time than it takes to tell he had the mob at bay. Cutting, slashing, thrusting, and parrying, he kept them at the end of his sword. Cool and collected, as if he were fencing in a school of arms with buttoned foils, he showed the mob brute force was of but little avail when pitted against science. But it was not to last very long. Somewhere at the back of the crowd a rifle went up, a trigger was pulled, and a bullet sped upon its fatal errand. MacCartney, sword in hand, dropped at Dick’s feet, shot through the heart. At the same instant the sound of horse hoofs was heard, and a squadron of Government cavalry appeared round the corner in pursuit of the runaways. Durrington looked up and saw that the trooper nearest him was none other than Diaz himself, whom he had imagined to be in hiding with the president. The recognition was mutual, and, with an exclamation of astonishment, Diaz spurred his horse toward him, cutting down a man who was lifting his rifle to fire as he did so.

Durrington had just time to grip the worthy sergeant’s hand when the world swam before him, and for the second time in forty-eight hours he fainted away. When he recovered himself he was lying upon a couch in the same room in which he had been sentenced to death by the revolutionary committee that morning. He looked up, and as he did so he uttered a little cry of surprise. The president was sitting beside him.

“My dear boy,” said the latter, with tears in his eyes. “Thank God that you are spared to us! We have had a terrible fright on your account. When the relief party sent by General Martinez reached us we were told that you had been killed at the estancia. Thank God, you are safe!”

“And Nita?”

The president smiled a little.

“She is safe at the capital. We have been victorious everywhere. The trouble that we feared so much only lasted a few days, after all, and now the revolutionists are coming in by hundreds to sue for pardon.”

An hour later the president and his staff, with General Martinez and the greater portion of the conquering army, set out for the capital. An attempt was made to persuade Durrington to remain where he was until a carriage should be sent to fetch him, but he would on no account agree to this proposal. He declared that he intended to enter the city with the army. Accordingly, a horse was found, and he was placed upon it. Riding behind the president and the commander in chief, he made his way up the plaza between the shouting lines of citizens. Bands played, flags waved, and bells pealed. And with it all Durrington knew that in a few minutes he would be face to face with Nita once more. But behind this pride of joy was an ever-present sorrow. He remembered Coralie, and as he thought of MacCartney for a few moments he could see nothing of the crowd around him.

When they had seen that the day was lost, Gonsalvez, Larralde, and O’Donoghue had fled into the mountains, where they were destined eventually to be recaptured and brought back to the capital for punishment. Of Spielman nothing had been heard. Realizing that his presence was no longer required, he had followed his usual custom, and had quietly taken himself off to a place of safety, where he intended to remain until he could get clear away. All these things Durrington learned at a later date.

Eventually the procession reached the presidential palace. The gates had already been thrown open, and a guard of honour presented arms as they passed into the grounds, while the populace remained outside to cheer. The president, the commander in chief, their staffs, and Durrington dismounted at the steps leading up to the great doors. They entered the hall, where Nita was waiting to receive them. Her father clasped her in his arms, Martinez kissed her hand, and then there was a pause.

Every one wondered what was about to happen; only the president guessed what it meant. She had seen Durrington standing among the crowd of officers. Then, with that incomparable grace that always characterized her movements, she made her way toward him, and, taking both his hands in hers, kissed him on the forehead before all present.

“But for you we should not be standing here,” she said. “I thank you for my life.”

Nothing more was needed.

Ten days later Durrington stood on the deck of a yacht that had put in to a little fishing village fifty miles below Quirique. Standing beside him, as trim and neat as ever, was Spielman. He had a cigarette in his mouth and a yachting cap upon his head, and he would have been a clever stranger who could have told that for more than ten days past he had been hiding from the wrath of an outraged Government. — 

“And so you were able,” he said, “to persuade the worthy old president to permit me to leave the country unmolested. Well, I’m sure I’m vastly obliged to you, Durrington. All things considered, he might have made himself extremely unpleasant had he wanted to. I am afraid I should have done so for him had things turned out otherwise than they have done.”

“You say so, but I don’t believe that you would,” Durrington replied. “You might have shot me at the estancia that evening when you heard from Coralie that I was going over to the enemy, but you did not do so; you might have allowed O’Donoghue to have done so that morning in the village, but you did not do so; you are usually a very fair promoter of revolutions, but I fancy you are a poor murderer. At least I like to think so.”

“I wonder if you really do?” said Spielman softly, as if he were trying to solve a difficult problem.

Durrington offered no reply.

“I remember,” he continued presently, “that in Cochin-China you — But, there, for Heaven’s sake, don’t let us get reminiscent. This has been an unfortunate business throughout. It was bad for poor Coralie, and it was equally so for poor MacCartney. Poor old Mac! Would you be surprised, Durrington, if I were to tell you that I honoured that man more than any one I have ever met? When I heard of his death I was more grieved than I have yet been. But why should we be sorry for him? He died as he always said he should like to die — that is to say, fighting.” Durrington turned away to look over the stern. There was a long silence, then Spielman said:

“And so you have really made up your mind to give up roving and to settle down?”

“Yes,” said Durrington, “I am about to enter the presidential army. It’s not a great service, but a very pleasant one. There may be chances in it, too, for it looks as if there may be trouble with the neighbouring state before very long. In that case they will want all the men of experience they can get hold of. And what do you intend doing?”

“I scarcely know,” Spielman replied. “There are several things offering. There’s a little eastern Europe affair brewing that seems as if it might be turned into something promising. Don Carlos, also, as things are just now, looks like a fair investment. I fancy, however, I shall be quiet for a time. With Coralie, yourself, and MacCartney gone, I feel like a lost child. I suppose, Dick, you will never come back?”

He looked anxiously at his companion.

“Never,” said Dick.

“You really think you will be satisfied to spend the rest of your days in such a quiet little republic as this?”

“I shall be quite satisfied, I am sure,” Durrington answered.

“But why are you so sure? Tell me that.”

“For the simple reason that I am going to be married to-morrow,” the other replied.

THE END
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“MILORD MIDDLESBOROUGH EST un bon garçon, mais c’est dommage qu’il trouvé le monde si ennuyant,” said the pretty Countess de Chevilhac as she leant over the parapet of the terrace of Middlesborough’s Villa and dropped a rose-leaf into the clear water of the Mediterranean below.

“If at the advanced age of thirty-two one reduces oneself by one’s own exertions to the condition of the Great Alexander, one should not complain if the world does prove a little wearisome,” replied her companion, the witty Duc de Rheims. “Middlesborough is like a child surfeited with sweetmeats; he has tired of his pralines and his nougat, and he would give anything for a new sensation.”

“He is altogether annoying,” the lady added, and as she said it she gave a vicious little tug at the petals of the rose she held in her hand. “Nothing interests him, nothing amuses him. He will lose fifty thousand francs at roulette with the same expression on his face that it wears when he orders his carriage. On the day that he won the Grand Prix nobody could tell whether he was pleased or annoyed at his success. The other afternoon, when we were caught in that terrible storm off Cape Camarat, and thought the yacht must inevitably founder, he was barely interested. It was a bore, no doubt, but it couldn’t be helped. If we had gone to the bottom, he would doubtless have made his adieu beneath the waves with a cigarette in his mouth and the same expression of gentle resignation upon his face that always makes me long to shake him.”

“You must admit, however, that he is at least thorough in his failing,” said her companion. “While some men affect it, Middlesborough’s ennui is quite genuine. Did you ever hear what that dainty little American dancer, who took all Paris by storm last year, said of him? I think she put the case better than any one else has done.

‘ Lord Middlesborough,’ said she, speaking with that indescribable accent of her country, ‘ from what I’ve seen of you, I reckon you’re just fairly tired of livin’; and yet you haven’t enough “Up and get” about you to go and kill yourself. You’ve got the dibs — why don’t you pay a hired man to put you out of your misery?’”

“I have not heard that story before,” the other answered. “And pray what was our friend’s reply?”

“He smiled sweetly, as he always does, and told her that he had no doubt the suggestion was an excellent one in every way, but so far as he was concerned, it was unfortunately impracticable, for the simple reason that he could not muster up sufficient enthusiasm to go in search of the necessary man.”

“That is so like him. Oh dear! what a dreary world it must be when one has outlived one’s enthusiasm! How much more pleasant is it to be like de Trailles, who is eighty, and has not yet outgrown his boyish love for rice-pudding. But, see! here is the man himself, coming down the path. We have been talking of you, Lord Middlesborough, for the last fifteen minutes.”

The individual addressed bowed gracefully. He was tall, possibly an inch and a half above six feet, and very graceful.

“In that case it is my duty, as your host, to offer you my apologies for a very uninteresting quarter of an hour,” he answered, as he seated himself on the balustrading. “I trust, however, that I have had the good fortune to secure you for my champion?”

The lady laughed musically. She was quite one of the prettiest women in Europe, and she had the advantage of knowing that he was aware of the fact.

“You would never forgive me,” she said, “if you could have heard how I have been abusing you. The Duke and I have come to the conclusion that you resemble Alexander the Great.”

“Alexander the Great? Good gracious! in what way?”

“For the reason, that the Duke thinks you sigh because you have no more worlds to conquer.”

“What a charming idea!” he said. “I fear, however, that you pay me too high a compliment. The positions should be reversed. I sigh, not for the reason that I have no more worlds to conquer, but because the world has conquered me. Edison, or some other man, should really invent a new universe in which everything would be changed.”

“What a delightful idea!” said the Duke. “A new world in which everything would be changed? Pray tell us with whom you would people it?”

Middlesborough smoked thoughtfully for a few moments before he answered.

“The election of course would be by ballot, after the manner of the clubs,” he replied. “Equally of course there would be no politicians, or, at least, only the nice ones, and they would have to abandon their politics on election. There would be no money, in consequence, no moneyed men; and, above all, there would be no match-making mammas, and for the reason that there would be no marrying or giving in marriage.”

The Countess made a little moue as she put the question — 

“Then there would be no love?”

“Certainly,” Middlesborough replied, with decision. “That is the one essential to the success of my scheme. Every one would love, and in the most intricate fashion possible.”

“Your world would be too charming,” the Countess replied. “I hope you will make it a stipulation that I am to be admitted. Like the monks of Medmenham, you will have to inscribe over your portals, ‘Fay ce que voudras.’”

“Scarcely,” said Middlesborough, “for to be compelled to do only as one pleased would imply the existence of a restraining hand, or, at any rate, of a dominating influence; neither would be permitted in my world. But while we are arranging these details, I am forgetting the commonplace motive of my presence here. Nina Larrandale and the others are anxious to drive into the Casino to-night, Countess. Will you permit me to be your charioteer? You will accompany us, of course, Duke?”

His companions having expressed their delight, they returned together to the house. A shudder ran through Middlesborough as he thought of the hot rooms of the Casino and the struggling specimens of humanity he would meet at the tables. He would far rather have spent the evening wandering in the orange groves, whispering soft nothings into the shell-like ear of the Countess de Chevilhac. However, he was their host, and if his guests chose to amuse themselves in this way he could only consent. ‘ Accordingly he climbed the box of his coach, helped Madame de Chevilhac to a seat beside him, and tooled his party into Monte Carlo with the workmanlike skill that had given him the reputation of being one of the best whips in Europe.

However sad it may be to have to confess such a thing, it must be admitted that his friends, when they had discussed him upon the terrace that afternoon, had not maligned him.

Evelyn Charles Devereux-Ducie, seventeenth Baron Middlesborough, was one of Fortune’s favourites. Born to the inheritance of an old and honoured name, immense wealth, and a singularly handsome person, it would seem that the gods had done all in their power to make his path smooth through life. And yet the very advantages they bestowed upon him were destined ultimately to prove his chief affliction. At Eton and Christchurch he had been immensely popular; he left both institutions, however, without achieving the reputation of a worker. He excelled in every branch of athletics, yet when the annual University Sports came round his name was invariably absent from the list of competitors. He was offered an oar in the Dark Blue boat, but declined it for the reason that he had suddenly lost all interest in matters aquatic. On attaining his majority he took his seat in the House of Lords, where he made a good impression, and it was supposed by some of his father’s old friends that he might, in the course of time, develop into a power. Unfortunately for their hopes, however, he tired of politics as he tired of everything else, and by the time he was twenty-six he was scarcely to be seen in the House at all. He was a finished and fearless horseman, and for three seasons in succession he hunted the family pack; he collected a big stud at Newmarket and backed his horses to an extent that caused the greybeards to wag their heads and prophesy that even his wealth would not bear the strain.

Then one day he found that he was tired of hunting and racing; his horses and hounds were accordingly advertised for sale, and he himself departed on a yachting cruise round the world. The circumference of the globe was not attained, however, for, by the time they reached Japan, he was weary of the sea. The yacht’s head was accordingly turned, and within an hour of arriving at this decision, he was on his way to South Africa, where he proposed to devote a year to shooting big game. Eventually he reached England, looking very brown and well, but, if possible, even less interested in the world, and its affairs, than he had been when he had first set out.

To do him justice, it was not because he was lazy, or that he in any way despised his neighbours, it was only a peculiar inability to enjoy amusement when the first novelty had worn off. An attachment to a hobby is often endangered by the lack of means to indulge it to its full. With almost unlimited wealth at his command, Middlesborough was able to commence where others, less favoured, were perforce compelled to leave off. It is possible, and more than probable, since his constitution possessed a considerable amount of obstinacy, that had he had more difficulties to contend with, he would not have tired of each amusement so quickly. Even deer-stalking — to quote a certain well-known writer — would pall as an amusement if one could shoot a “royal” every five minutes throughout the day. The world that criticised him so freely was apt to forget this, when it said that Lord Middlesborough “was as unstable as the wind, and as changeable as the shadows of an April day.”

Middlesborough had been entertaining a large house party for upwards of a fortnight, and this was the last day of their stay. On the morrow the Countess de Chevilhac was to go on to visit certain friends at Bordighera; de Trailles would travel as far as Rome, where he had an audience with the Holy Father; Anstruther and his pretty wife were returning to the fogs of England, while the Duke de Rheims and Middlesborough intended making their way to Paris in search of such amusements as the Gay City could discover for them. After that, the villa overlooking the blue Mediterranean would be given over to the hands of caretakers, and it might be months, or even years, before it would see its master again.

The play that evening at the Casino was of the usual description. Middlesborough began by winning and ended by losing. At last, having found no satisfaction in it, he rose from the table and resigned his chair to the man who, up to that moment, had been waiting so patiently behind him. He discovered that he had only followed the example of de Rheims, who was now standing at some little distance watching the players.

“So you have tired of it,” said the latter, as his host joined him.

“The room is stifling, let us go out and smoke in the gardens. What people can see in this sort of thing passes my comprehension.”

At the door their progress was delayed by the entrance of a small crowd of people. Middlesborough, whose thoughts were elsewhere, did not give very much attention to them, but when they had passed he noticed that a lady, who, accompanied by a gentleman, had been the last to enter, had dropped one of the gloves she had been taking off. He picked it up and followed her.

“Permit me to restore you this,” he said in French when he reached her.

She took the glove and, as she did so, looked up at him. Middlesborough saw a pale, sweet face, with large and serious eyes. She thanked him and then, with a bow, passed on.

“Surely she is not going to play like the rest?” he said to himself, as he watched the retreating figure. “She looks more fitted for the Sacred Heart than for the Casino. I wonder who she can be?” In his life he had seen many beautiful women — more perhaps than he could remember, but he did not know that he had ever seen a face the memory of which haunted him as did this one. And yet, if the truth must be told, it was not altogether beautiful. The mouth was a little too large, the forehead a trifle too high, for it to find merit in the eyes of many connoisseurs. Rejoining his friend, he passed into the cool night outside. A moment later de Rheims was accosted by a man who was about to enter the building. They stopped for a few minutes, while Middlesborough continued his walk down the path. When his companion joined him again there was an air of excitement about him that had not been there a few minutes before.

“My dear fellow,” he said, “we are certainly in luck’s way. Do you know that Madame d’Espère is at Monte Carlo?”

Middlesborough smiled at his friend’s excitement.

“Cher ami” he said, “I can safely assure you that I did not know it, and for the very simple reason that I had never heard of Madame d’Espère before. Who is she? Pray enlighten me.”

“She is Madame d’Espère,” his companion replied, “and when you’ve said that you’ve said everything. I had forgotten for the moment that it was possible you might not know her. When a man voluntarily goes off to the end of the earth and remains there for years at a time, he must not blame any one if he discovers on his return that new people have come to the front, new beauties dawned upon the world, and that So-and-so, who was probably starving in a garret when he left, is now one of the most sought-after people in Europe.”

“I am to understand, then, that Madame d’Espère is a celebrity?” replied the other. “I am afraid I am rather tired of celebrities. May I inquire what is her particular claim to notoriety?”

“She has a hundred claims,” de Rheims answered enthusiastically. “But if you like you shall judge for yourself. I am sufficiently acquainted with her to be able to introduce you to her presence, if you would care to accompany me. Her villa is only a short distance from here, and our friends will not be looking for us for another couple of hours at least. What have you to say to my proposal?” — 

“That it is an admirable one, in every way,” Middlesborough replied. “By all means introduce me to this wonderful creature who has the good fortune to interest you so strongly. Are you quite sure, however, that you would not prefer to go alone? If so, do not hesitate to tell me. I have no desire to be de trop.”

“You need have no fear on that score,” said the Duke. “I shall be only too glad to take you with me. We have often spoken of you, and I promised her I would take the first opportunity of making you known to her. As you can see for yourself, that opportunity has now arrived.” With that they passed out of the grounds of the Casino, and made their way in the direction that the Duke had indicated.

“Facile decensus Averni,” says the old Latin proverb, but easier still is the road that leads to Danger. In something less than ten minutes after they had left the Casino, Middlesborough found himself following his companion into the drawing room of Madame d’Espère’s villa. It was a finely proportioned room, and, at the moment of their entrance, contained at least a dozen people who were scattered here and there in little groups. On hearing the name of her visitors their hostess, who had been seated beside a well-known French diplomatist, at the further end of the room, rose, and came forward to greet them.

“Monsieur de St. Bérin was telling me less than five minutes ago that you were in Monaco,” she said to de Rheims, as she shook hands with him. “It is indeed kind of you to come and see me, and particularly to bring Lord Middlesborough with you.”

She seated herself in a comfortable chair and signed to the two men to follow her example. Of one thing there could be no sort of doubt: she was an extremely beautiful woman. It was a face that might have changed the destiny of a Caesar, have subjugated an Anthony, or caused a Paris to break the bonds of hospitality. That she possessed the power of catering for the intellectual, while she challenged physical admiration, was evidenced by the characters and professions of the men about her. In one corner was Prince Gologoffski, whose socialistic tendencies had brought him into trouble with his own Government, and had been the means of driving him into exile; talking to him was Herr Volker, the no less famous German scientist; while, on the further side of the room, conversing with a French military attaché, was a well-known English financier, and a famous member of the Austrian Bar.

Most of these present were known more or less well to Middlesborough, and remembering this fact he marvelled that he had never heard from them of the woman beside whom he was seated.

“You are a great traveller, Lord Middlesborough, I believe?” said Madame d’Espère; “I have been told that you know the world as we know the Elysées Champs. How pleasant it must be to feel that you have conquered all the barriers of Distance, that you have only to give your orders and to be transported from Paris to Pekin, or Vienna or Fiji, without trouble or inconvenience to yourself! Is it your intention to remain in Europe very long?”

“My friends would tell you that I seldom remain anywhere very long,” Middlesborough replied.

“I am afraid you have been too long away from Paris. The Duke here is inconsolable if he is absent for more than a month from his beloved boulevards. Are you not, monseigneur?” she added, turning to de Rheims.

“Only since I have known you, Madame,” the other replied, with a bow.

She tapped his arm playfully with her fan.

“I thought it was one of our strictest rules never to pay compliments,” she said.

Compliment or no compliment it seemed to Middlesborough that there was another meaning underlying de Rheims’ speech. In days to come that meaning was destined to be only too clear to him. For the present, however, he was too much in the dark concerning the present life and antecedents of Madame d’Espère to venture upon even a conjecture. For want of something better to say, he remarked that he had not seen her at the Casino.

“I never gamble,” she answered. “At least not in that way. You may scarcely credit it, but I have the most abject horror of losing money. When I tell you that five years ago I was an unknown woman, penniless and starving, that to-day I am rich, and in consequence I have many so-called friends, you will perhaps be able to understand it. I owe it all to the fact that I have hoarded every sou I could scrape together. I believe if I were tempted, there is scarcely anything I would not do for money. Where other people want fame, honour, and advancement, I want only wealth — to have the knowledge always with me that I shall never again be as I once was.”

She said this with a sincerity that left no mistake as to her words. While she had been speaking de Rheims had risen and crossed the room to speak to Gologoffski, leaving them alone together.

Middlesborough could not deny that he was supremely interested in his companion. He noticed the beautiful poise of her head, her wealth of hair, the colour of her skin, and the exquisite moulding of her hands. Her voice was full and musical, and her eyes had the peculiar faculty of being able to retain attention when once it had been aroused. That she was accomplished above the average of her sex was a fact of which there could be no doubt, but it struck Middlesborough that there was something more behind it all than he could at present understand.
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While he was talking to her it seemed to him that he was under a spell, that he was being influenced by a will stronger than his own.

She had been silent for a moment. When she spoke again her voice had changed a little. There was a shade of awe in it which he knew could not have been of him.

“Has it ever struck you, Lord Middlesborough, that you carry your Fate in your face?” she asked abruptly.

“Do we not all do so?” he inquired with a smile. “It is an accepted fact, is it not, that you may read a man’s character in his face? If his character, why not his Fate? One is in a great measure dependent on the other.”

“Yes,” she replied gravely, as if she were pondering over what he had said, “but how few are there who can see it. Do you believe it is possible for us to foretell the Future?”

“If you mean by palmistry, necromancy, or the wheel of life,” Middlesborough replied, “I must confess that I do not.”

“And yet I almost think you should,” she answered, “for if I am not mistaken you were afforded an illustration once that should have served to teach you that there is something more in it than meets the eye.”

Middlesborough started. It was quite true, but how did she know it?— “I am afraid I do not quite understand,” he said. “To what do you refer?”

“You were travelling in India at the time,” she said. “You had with you a friend who was young and high-spirited. At the termination of your visit to the Viceroy in Calcutta you were to go up-country where you were to be entertained by a native prince. Before leaving you showed a kindness to a poor fakir, who, in return bade you warn your friend that if he left the capital he would be dead within a week. You laughed at the notion, and resolved on no account to tell your companion, for fear it might make him nervous, and he might decline to go. What was the result?”

By this time Middlesborough’s suspicion had vanished and he was genuinely moved. He could well recollect the horror of that time.

“Your friend died of cholera in a tent by the roadside before you reached your destination,” she continued, still looking straight at him and speaking in a voice that was little above a whisper.

Middlesborough could not repress a shudder. The incident she had described had actually occurred. Every detail was correct. It was perhaps the most grizzly secret of his life, and the one he least liked to remember. Over and over again in the years that had elapsed since it happened, he had told himself there could not possibly have been anything in the fakir’s warning. Yet how terribly true it had proved to be! But how had Madame d’Espère become aware of it? he asked himself. He had been alone at the time that he received the warning; the fakir was a wandering Hindoo who could not possibly have seen or dreamt of this beautiful Parisienne. To Middlesborough himself it had been a memory too painful for him ever to speak about it to any one. How, therefore, she could have become acquainted with it was a mystery he could not solve. He tried to question her upon the subject, but she only shook her head.

“Did I not tell you,” she said, “that you carry your Fate in your face?”

“You did certainly say so,” Middlesborough answered, “but you did not add that I carry the fates of my friends there also.”

“Then I was right in what I told you,” she continued. “I am glad of that.”

She said this as if she attached far greater importance to it than he could understand.

“I wonder if you would believe, Lord Middlesborough,” she said even more seriously than she had yet spoken, “that it is fate that has brought you to me to-night? When I left Paris, a few days ago, I felt quite convinced in my own mind that it was to advance another step towards the completion of my destiny. You may think I am talking in a very strange way, at our first meeting, when I say that I firmly believe that our two lives, and that of one other person, are inextricably interwoven. You smile, but believe me it is so. Do not jest about it, for pity’s sake! You little know what may be before you.

Middlesborough saw that this was no acting; she was genuinely affected. Whatever her manner may have been before, it is quite certain that it was all seriousness now. For a moment he could have sworn that she trembled; then, with an effort, she pulled herself together, and her composure came back to her.

“Forgive me,” she said in a different voice. “How absurd I am! We have all of us our little failings, and I had forgotten for a moment that this was our first meeting. You will think me an hysterical schoolgirl.”

At this moment de Rheims crossed the room to them. Middlesborough took this as a signal that the other thought it time they made their adieux. He accordingly rose from his chair. When he spoke, de Rheims noticed that there was a significant change in their manner towards each other.

“You are returning to Paris to-morrow, I hear,” she said, after Middlesborough had bade her goodbye. “I hope, if I have not frightened you too much to-night, that you will come and see me there. Monsieur de Rheims will be able to give you my address.”

Middlesborough expressed the pleasure it would give him to do so, and then followed his friend out of the room. He had not been in the house half an hour, and yet it seemed to him as if he had known Madame d’Espère for a lifetime.

“Now that you have seen her, how did Madame strike you?” the Duke inquired as they passed down the street in the direction of the Casino.

“She is certainly a very beautiful woman,” said Middlesborough. “But I must confess I don’t know what to think of her.”

“Nobody ever does,” his companion replied. “She is perhaps the greatest enigma of the day. She did not happen to tell you anything about your Past, I suppose? Any circumstance that you thought was known only to yourself?”

“She did! She described a thing to me of which I am prepared to swear I have never spoken to any living soul. It made me feel quite superstitious for a moment. I wonder how she does it?”

“The strange part of it is,” the Duke continued, without answering his companion’s question, “that she affects every one in a different way. Do you remember little Pontevecchi?”

“Perfectly,” Middlesborough replied. “What about him?”

“As a rule he is a self-contained fellow enough, but when he was introduced to her, he acted like a madman. You cannot imagine how he behaved. He became almost hysterical, raved like a lunatic, vowed that she had the Evil Eye, and that it was death for any man to remain in her presence. There was quite a scene, and the man who brought him into her house had to get him away as quickly as possible. Nothing would induce him to go back again. I can well remember my own sensations when I was introduced to her. It was in Naples, and I had been yachting with Perrambino. As we entered the harbour, he turned to me and said, ‘Mark my words, Madame d’Espère is here.’ Like you I inquired who the lady in question might be. He answered that she was a new comet in the firmament of Europe, and that she had an extraordinary influence over man. So enthusiastic was he in his praise of her, that I made him promise that he would introduce me to her as soon as we got in. It was not until we did get in, and found that she had only arrived that afternoon, that I inquired how it was he had been so certain that she was in the city. We had been yachting for a fortnight before, and I did not see how he could have become aware of the fact.

“‘I cannot say how I knew it,’ was his reply. ‘I felt it, that is all. If she were in Paris or Vienna, and I arrived in either city, I should know it just as well. Think what you please, you can only admit that, in this instance, I was right.’ “Paul Delvitto says that when he is with her he always feels as if he must tell her all his secrets, good, bad, and indifferent. For her sake, as well as his own, I hope he does not.”

“And how does she affect you?” Middlesborough inquired.

“Very happily,” the other replied. “When I am with her I feel conscious of a pleasant exhilaration. She affects me like a rare vintage of champagne, that is all.”

“Do you know where she hails from? What countrywoman is she?”

“That is a question nobody but herself can answer,” de Rheims replied. “She is a mystery. She appeared first in Vienna, I believe, but she is neither an Austrian nor a Hungarian. Then she went on to St. Petersburg, where they believe her to be Russian, afterwards to Paris, where they feel sure she is French.”

“Is she wealthy?”

“That is another question I cannot answer,” said the Duke. “The villa she is occupying here belongs to Max Durrer; but in Paris she keeps an excellent establishment. When I tell you that Guillaume Péris is her chef you will understand that she does not do things by halves. Her dinners are delightful, and the nicest men in Paris are to be met at her receptions.”

“She is certainly very interesting,” said Middlesborough, “and in the present state of society a woman who is that, is a rara avis. When she returns to Paris I shall hope to see something more of her.”

The Duke looked at him sharply.

“I wonder if it would be wise?” he said to himself as they turned in at the gates and made their way up the path towards the Casino, but why it was he wondered he did not say.

They entered the rooms just in time to discover their friends leaving the tables. They had all lost, so the pretty Countess de Chevilhac informed Middlesborough, and in consequence they were quite ready, if not eager, to go home. “There never had been such luck,” the Countess declared. “People were winning all round her, but court as she would, the Sun of Fortune would not smile upon her.”

“I’ll never play roulette again,” she cried angrily. “It’s an odious game and I’m bored to death by it.”

She had recovered her spirits, however, when they reached the villa once more and sat down to the charming little supper which Middlesborough’s admirable Georges had prepared for them. Only one thing was wanting. Try how he would to rouse himself, their host could not fall into line with them. The introduction to Madame d’Espère had exercised a greater effect upon him than he had at first supposed. He found himself continually recalling his conversation with her, and the oftener he did so, the further removed he was from understanding it. What had she meant when she had said that their destinies were entwined with those of another person? Feeling as he did, even the animated chatter of Madame de Chevilhac, who, while being a great lady, possessed a tongue as sharp as a grisette, seemed distasteful to him. He wanted to be alone, to think.

When his guests, tired after their evening’s play, bade him good-night and departed to their respective bedrooms, he lit a cigar and went out for a stroll in the garden. Eventually he found himself standing on the terrace overlooking the sea, at the spot where he had discovered the Countess de Chevilhac and de Rheims that afternoon. The ripple of the waves below him, and the rustling of the wind in the shrubs behind was infinitely soothing. He could not remember ever in his life having felt as he did then. How was it that this woman had so suddenly fascinated him? He had known many more beautiful women than she, to whom he had not given a second thought. When he had smoked his first cigar he lit another, and, as soon as that was finished, returned to the house, where he bade his man get him to bed as quickly as possible.

He had scarcely closed his eyes before he was asleep. Then he began to dream; and it was a curious phantasy that his brain conjured up for him. He appeared to be alone in a wild and deserted country that was quite unlike any other he had seen before. If ever he had had a path he had lost it, and was now stumbling about amongst rocks and morasses in constant peril of his life. At every turn some fresh danger menaced him, and he was giving up all hope of reaching safety again, when, far ahead, twinkling like stars, two lights appeared. One was faint, but persistent in its advance, the other was bright, but moved with will-’o-the-wisp gyrations, now luring him this way, now that, but always dazzling in its brilliance. Which should he believe in? At first he followed the brighter, but it only led him into greater danger. Still, however, the other light burnt steadily but dimly on. Discarding the one he had hitherto been following, he quickened his pace towards the other. Guided by it, he passed from the treacherous pitfalls, and between the sharp rocks, up to a place of safety. Little by little the way grew plainer, until at last, wearied but unharmed, he stood in the fair country on the other side. Then, as he sat down, it seemed to him that the lights he had followed came closer, and grew gradually larger until they took upon themselves the semblance of human faces. He looked at that he had likened to a will-o’-the-wisp, and to his surprise discovered that it was the face of the woman he had met for the first time that evening — Madame d’Espère. She had lured him on to ruin, but the other had rescued him and helped him back to safety. Almost nervously he turned to examine the face of his saviour. A cry of astonishment escaped him. It was the face of the woman whose glove he had picked up and restored that evening!


CHAPTER II
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UPWARDS OF A fortnight had elapsed since Middlesborough’s return to Paris from Monte Carlo. During that time he had occupied himself with what was popularly supposed to be a round of reckless gaiety. If the truth were told, however, he had found it difficult to kill time. Since he had tired of everything, one enjoyment was much the same as another to him. He knew every one who was worth knowing, saw everything that was worth seeing, heard everything that was worth hearing, and was at last compelled to confess that he could find no satisfaction in anything. As far as he was concerned it was all Dead Sea fruit.

Not once, but a hundred times he had thought of the curious interview he had had with Madame d’Espère at Monte Carlo. He had also endeavoured to discover the girl for whose face he had taken such a strange liking at the Casino the same evening. All his attempts, however, to find her, were in vain. No one could tell him anything about her. She seemed to have vanished out of his life as suddenly as she had appeared in it.

One afternoon Middlesborough had returned from a reception at the British Embassy, which he had felt compelled to attend, not so much for diplomatic reasons as for the fact that the wife of the ambassador was a connection of his own, to find the Duke de Rheims in his chambers. He apologised for having kept him waiting, and as he did so wondered what the other’s presence could betoken at such an unusual hour. It was not long before the Duke enlightened him.

“Cher ami” he said, “I have come to inform you that Madame d’Espère has returned to Paris. I met her this afternoon driving in the Bois, and she inquired with particular kindness after you. She has asked me to bring you with me to her reception to-night. Have you any objection?”

“On the contrary, I should enjoy it immensely,” Middlesborough replied, only to regret, a moment later, that he had been so impulsive. If the truth must be told he had been thinking of Madame d’Espère for some considerable time past, and had been wondering when he would be permitted an opportunity of seeing her again. After the commonplace life he had led for the past few weeks, it came like a breath of fresh air even to think that he should soon be seeing some one so original.

“What time is the reception?” he inquired of his friend. “And how shall I find her house?”

“The reception is at ten o’clock,” the Duke replied, “and if you like I will pick you up here, or if you prefer it at the Amphitryon.”

“Let us say the club,” Middlesborough replied. “I have an appointment with Jimmy Foote, who crossed from London this morning. I would not miss him for worlds. He is always charged with the latest scandal, and it is occasionally diverting to fire him off, particularly when you have been absent some time from England. You learn, then, how many of the suspicions you once formed have been verified, you hear what the reasons are that induced Benedict to go suddenly shooting big game in South Africa, and why Beatrice has taken it into her head to spend six months with a maiden aunt in the north of Scotland. Believe me, it is diverting when you can see behind the scenes.”

“I have no doubt about that,” said the Duke. “Scandal is like alcohol, when you have once acquired the craving for it, it’s hard to live without it. Well, I will pick you up, then, at the Amphitryon at half-past nine.”

When the other had left him a change came over Middlesborough. Being in a speculative mood he tried a fall with his understanding, and endeavoured to convince himself that he did not in reality care very much whether he saw Madame d’Espère again or not. He had been interested in her when he had met her at Monte Carlo, and he had often thought of her since as one of the most remarkable women he had ever seen. That, however, was probably the result of not of any more sober attraction. Nevertheless, he found his eyes continually wandering towards the clock, and his friend Jimmy Foote, with whom he dined that evening, has since been heard to declare that he found him, for once in his life, an unusually blasé and uninteresting companion. At halfpast nine, punctual almost to the moment, the Duke put in an appearance, whereupon Middles borough bade Jimmy Foote good-night, and they passed into the street in search of his cab. When the two young men had entered the vehicle the Duke gave the order to the coachman and they set off. They passed through the Place de l’Opéra and along the Boulevard de la Madeleine, then down the Rue Royale into the Champs Elysées. For the first time for many years Middlesborough experienced a sensation of novelty as he drove through the streets of Paris. He was like a schoolboy on the way to his first pantomime, for, in spite of his arguments of the afternoon, he was compelled to acknowledge that his introduction at Monte Carlo had only served to whet his curiosity for what was to follow.

Reaching Madame d’Espère’s residence, they entered the courtyard by means of two elegantly wrought gates. The cab drew up at the steps and they alighted. Vehicles were entering behind them, while others were passing out through the gates upon the further side. From the accomplished manner in which her servants regulated the traffic it was plain to Middlesborough that Madame d’Espère was in the habit of receiving many visitors. In the hall soberly attired men-servants of approved decorum relieved them of their hats and cloaks, and afterwards passed them on to others, who in turn conducted them to the salon in which the reception was being held. As he passed up the stairs Middlesborough made good use of his eyes. He was anxious, if possible, to obtain some clue from the appointments of the house as to the taste and habits of its mistress. What he saw astonished him. The hall itself contained several fine statues and a large number of pictures, many of them of great value. The staircase was lined with some undeniable tapestries, while the woodwork was black and exquisitely carved.

Drawing back the curtains the entered the room and announced the two young men.

“Ah, Lord Middlesborough,” said Madame d’Espère, after she had shaken hands with the Duke, and bade him welcome to her house, “so M. de Rheims was able to persuade you to come to-night? Can it be possible that you have been in Paris so long and are not tired of Middlesborough smiled. He remembered what she had said to him at their last meeting.

“No,” he answered, “for once in my life I am proving constant to my divinity. I must confess, however, there are times when my patience is sorely tried.”

“How so?” inquired his hostess, when she had welcomed a prominent member of the Senate, and had paid a compliment to a somewhat pompous general of division. “Do you find your life so uninteresting that you get no pleasure out of it?” — 

“Very little,” Middlesborough answered. “Has not M. de Rheims informed you that it is consistent with my character to grow tired of everything?”

“Monsieur de Rheims is a good friend, and points only to your good qualities,” she answered. “He leaves me to discover the others for myself. But seriously, am I to understand that you find your life so very dull?”

“I say it in all seriousness,” Middlesborough replied. “I am half thinking of sailing for South America. There is always some chance of excitement there. What with earthquakes, murders, and revolutions, a man never knows when he rises in the morning whether he will be alive at sunset.”

“And are you so weary of life that you crave excitement of that kind?” asked Madame d’Espere, as she slowly fanned herself.

“Why not?” Middlesborough replied. “The greater the risk, the greater the enjoyment. That is as much a ride of life as it is of arithmetic.”

“Suppose it were possible then to help you to a little excitement of the kind you seek? What would you say?”

“I should be thoroughly grateful. I cannot give you a better answer.”

“In that case I will see what I can do,” she replied.

“And when shall I be permitted to hear the result?” Middlesborough inquired with a smile, for he still believed her to be jesting.

“I am unable to say,” she answered. “Remember I commit myself to nothing. I will do what I can for you, but before you take any step, consider well what you are doing. After that, if anything happens, do not hold me responsible.”

“I will promise to absolve you from all blame,” he replied. “I am already under an obligation to you, for you have done something for me that ho one else has accomplished — you have aroused my curiosity.”

At this juncture he was compelled by the arrival of more visitors to leave her. He accordingly made his way across the room in search of de Rheims. It was a magnificent apartment, large and lofty, and furnished in a fashion that showed its owner to be the possessor not only of taste but also of considerable wealth. The pictures on the walls were modern without exception, but they were by the best masters. Middlesborough noticed, however, that there was a sameness about the subjects chosen. One near the door depicted Saul consulting the Witch of Endor; that on the left of the fireplace showed an Egyptian magician reading the stars, while Pharaoh reclined upon a couch another portrayed Mephistopheles upon the Brocken with the lightning playing round his head and a host of little devils peeping at him from among the rocks. Middlesborough remembered the conversation he had had with his hostess, and also the stories de Rheims had told him at Monte Carlo, and after that her curious choice of pictures seemed in keeping with her character. He was studying the last of the works named, when a hand was laid upon his shoulder, and, turning, he found himself face to face with a man he had not seen for many years. He was a celebrity now, for he had lately penetrated into the heart of Africa, and had written a book of travels which had taken literary Europe by storm.

“My dear Fritz,” Middlesborough cried as he took the other’s hand, “I had no idea you were in Europe, and still less that I should find you in Paris. I thought you were on the other side of Albert Nyanza. Pray when did you return?”

“I have been at home nearly two months,” the other replied.

He was a fine-looking man, in the prime of life, bronzed with travel, and carried with him the air of one who had been accustomed to encounter life in its wildest moods. Middlesborough slipped his arm through the other’s and led him to a comfortable settee at the side of the room.

“I want you, Fritz,” he said, when they had talked for a while on other subjects, “to tell me how long you have known Madame d’Espère, and, in fact, to give me all the information you can about her.”

“I’m afraid that will not be very much,” the other answered. “I was introduced to her just before I left for Africa three years ago. When I returned she was one of the first to welcome me. Yesterday she heard I was in Paris and invited me to call upon her, hence my presence here.”

“And what can you tell me of her private history?”

“No more than any one else can,” the other replied. “She is a mystery, which to my thinking adds to her attractiveness. But you don’t mean to say that she interests you? I thought it was beyond the power of any human being to do that.”

“My dear Fritz,” said Middlesborough, “I am afraid your sojourn in Africa has made you sarcastic. I am quite as ready to study my fellow-man as you are, but you must agree with me that the usual run of people one meets are so devoid of anything but the commonplace, that it would require an Ibsen or Maetterlink to find anything of interest in them. Our hostess, however, is quite different. There is something about her that fascinates me. She, like you, has accused me of having lost all interest in my surroundings, and she has promised, only this evening, to remedy the defect as soon as possible. She is going to discover a new form of excitement for me; a panacea that will not fail to effect a cure.” His companion gave a start of surprise.

“Then you do not know?” he said. “I thought, since you were in the house, that you knew everything.”

Middlesborough shook his head.

“What is it that I should know?” he inquired. “Every one seems to think I am aware of something, when, as a matter of fact, I know nothing. Will you not let me into the secret?”

“Not for worlds,” said the other. Then with unusual seriousness he continued, “My dear Evelyn, for Heaven’s sake be careful what you are doing. Have no more to do with this woman than you can help? Above all, do not let her find you any amusement. If you do, I give you my word you will regret it to the end of your life.”

“My dear old friend,” answered Middlesborough, “this sort of thing is really delightful, at the same time it is slightly annoying. What does it mean? Is Madame d’Espère a female vampire, that you should warn me against her with so much seriousness? You have added fuel to my curiosity and whatever happens I must really go on. Come, make a clean breast of your story or let us drop the subject altogether.”

“I cannot,” his friend replied. “I have pledged my honour not to reveal anything. But once more I implore you to follow my advice. Go away, return to England, do anything, but on no account let her find you amusement.”

They had both risen by this time and the traveller was speaking with more than usual earnestness. So occupied were they, indeed, that they did not notice the approach of their hostess, who was close upon them before they became aware of her presence.

“Ah, Monsieur Fritz,” she said, “why are you so cruel as to endeavour to prevent me from having the pleasure of ministering to Lord Middlesborough’s happiness?”

“You must not be vexed with Fritz,” Middlesborough replied. “He does not mean half he says. As a matter of fact he has been talking in fables.”

“Why in fables?” Madame d’Espère inquired.

“He remembers the story of the boy and the frog, you see. He thinks that what may very probably seem enjoyment to you, may mean death to me.”

He spoke in jest, without the least idea of causing trouble, but he noticed that both his hostess and Fritz gave a start of astonishment.

Madame d’Espère looked at him curiously.

“Perhaps you are trying to pay me a compliment,” she said a little nervously, as if she were not quite sure of her ground.

“That was my intention,” Middlesborough replied, as he realised that he had made an unfortunate remark and that this was the best way out of the difficulty.

A few moments later he had thanked her for her hospitality, had made his adieux and was in the street once more. He was conscious of a pleasant titillation of the senses for which he could not account. He endeavoured to analyze it, as his neat little brougham drove along the Faubourg in the direction of his residence, but in vain. He had not solved it when his manservant, an individual of superhuman discreetness and experience, bade him a respectful good-night and closed his bedroom door upon him an hour and a half later.

Next morning, his letters were brought to him with his chocolate. His mail was generally a large one, and this morning it was even more so than usual. Invitations sufficient to occupy all his waking moments twice over poured in upon him; tradesmen implored his patronage; horsedealers desired to bring under his notice the merits and perfections of animals which, more by fortune than by good management, so it would appear, had fallen into their hands; charitable organizations endeavoured to persuade him that to endow homes for dilapidated drunkards and institutions for the reclamation of inveterate thieves by purely personal influence, was a better way of spending money than by wasting it upon long excursions to foreign lands that did no good to himself and for that matter to nobody else. More often than was altogether wise there were delicately scented little notes, which it was necessary should be reduced to ashes as soon as their contents had been perused. Middlesborough had tossed the begging letters aside to be answered later on, when he returned to England, and was about to get out of bed, when a somewhat bigger envelope than the rest caught his eye. The writing was bold, masculine, and quite unknown to him. Before he opened it he turned it over and examined it carefully. What was the reason of it he could not say, but his instinct told him as plain as any words could speak that it had some connection with Madame d’Espère. At last he tore it open and withdrew the contents. These proved to be a letter and a small ebony counter or disc, upon which a Greek word was inscribed. The document read as follows: — 

“If Lord Middlesborough desires to avail himself of an opportunity of joining a club which has for its sole object the dissipation of that ennui which has settled itself upon him, let him be standing before the Rameses monument in the Place de la Concorde, punctually at ten o’clock this evening. As the clock strikes the hour a brougham will drive up, a man will look out and speak to him. On being shown the accompanying talisman he will conduct him to a certain place where he can satisfy himself as to the attractions of the institution in question. Should Lord Middlesborough intend to avail himself of the privileges accorded him, it must be plainly understood that he pledges his word of honour that he will at no future date reveal to any one, either the object of his visit, or anything he may see or hear during his stay within the walls.” That was all! He scrutinised the writing carefully; it told him nothing, however. To the best of his belief he had never seen it before. He then examined the postmark, with the same result. All that he could discover was that it had been posted at the General Post Office in the Rue du Louvre before midnight the night before. Then he read it through again. It was an extraordinary epistle and it also contained an extraordinary suggestion. He was fond of an adventure. The question for him to decide was whether he should go or not? What was this Society which had founded itself solely for the destruction of ennui? It sounded original enough, while there was an air of mystery about the arrangement that appealed forcibly to his imagination. Weary as he was of the continual round of modern amusements, however, he had still sufficient prudence left in his constitution to prevent him committing himself to any definite action before he knew what was to follow. He therefore locked the letter up in his cabinet with the ebony talisman and resolved to decide upon his line of action sometime during the day. But, as he soon discovered, it was one thing to pretend to banish the matter from his mind, and another to do so.

As a result, by midday he had decided that the prospect of an adventure was more than he could withstand.

When he returned to his residence that evening to dress for dinner, he took from the cabinet the letter and disc he had received that morning. He stood looking at the latter meditatively. Engraved upon it in Greek was the word “Oblivion.” Dropping the disc into the pocket of his waistcoat, he resolved that the hour of ten should find him at the rendezvous. Happen what might he was determined to see the adventure through.


CHAPTER III
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PRECISELY AT THE appointed hour Middlesborough turned from the Quai des Tuileries into the Place de la Concorde. He crossed the Square, passed the fountains, and approached the spot where once the best blood of France had been spilt. Having reached the Obelisk he looked about him, expecting to see the carriage and the man who was to meet him there, and who would explain the mystery surrounding the letter he had that morning received. With the exception, however, of a Sergeant de Ville who was interrogating a ragged match-seller, that particular portion of the Square was deserted. Anxious to be sure that he had made no mistake, he walked to the nearest lamp post and took from his pocket the letter, which he carefully perused. No! There could be no doubt about it. He was to meet the messenger at this spot punctually at ten o’clock. He accordingly returned to the Obelisk, and once more took up his position before it. He had scarcely done so before a neat, single-horse brougham came through the Place and pulled up opposite the place where he was standing. A moment later the window nearest him was lowered and a man’s voice said: — 

“Have I the honour to address Lord Middlesborough?”

The other immediately reassured him upon that point.

“Possibly,” said the new-comer, “you may have something with you that will prove you the person whom I am to meet?”

By way of reply Middlesborough produced from his pocket the small ebony disc which had been sent him that morning.

“A thousand thanks,” the other replied, and as he said it he opened the door and invited Middlesborough to enter the carriage. The latter, on his side, however, was not prepared to do so until he had convinced himself of the messenger’s bond fides.

“I should be glad if you would tell me where you are going to take me,” he said. “So far, I know nothing, except what the letter I received this morning told me.”

“I am afraid I cannot give you any information upon that head,” the other replied. “My instructions were to meet you here and to escort you to a certain house in the suburbs. If, however, you have any fear for your safety, let me at once assure you that you may abandon it. All I ask in return is, that you will give me your word that nothing you may see or hear during the time you are there shall pass your lips. That once done, the rest is easy.”

“I will give you that assurance with pleasure,” said Middlesborough. “But I must confess I should like to know something more of what I am to do. However, as you cannot tell me that, I suppose I must do without it.”

So saying he entered the carriage and took his place beside the man. Immediately he had done so they started and passed out of the Place de la Concorde, along the Champs Elysées through the Place de l’Étoile and the Avenue de la Grande Armée, and finally crossed the Seine by the Pont Neuilly. They had been driving for upwards of five minutes before either of them spoke. Then Middlesborough begged permission to light a cigarette. He took his case from his pocket, and having opened it tendered it politely to his companion. The latter, however, respectfully declined the offer. Middlesborough thereupon placed one in his mouth, and was about to strike a match, when the other stopped him.

“Permit me,” he said, and as he did so he took from his pocket a small silver box. There was a clicking sound, and a little electric spark became visible inside. Middlesborough obtained a light from this, and also made a mental note of the circumstance. He had hoped, in lighting the cigarette, to be able to obtain a glimpse of his companion’s face. The other, however, had forestalled him with his clever little invention which threw the light, like a policeman’s lantern, only in one direction. It was evident that he was not the sort of person to be caught napping.

“We are crossing the Seine, I see,” said Middlesborough. “Then our address must either be Neuilly, Nanterre, Reuil, or Bougival?”

“Your Lordship must forgive me if I do not answer that question,” the man replied. “Under the circumstances it would perhaps be as well if we confined ourselves to subjects of more general interest. I am under orders, you see, and must be pardoned if I obey them.”

“Of course,” Middlesborough answered. “I congratulate Madame d’Espère on being so well served.”

To this the man returned no reply, and Middlesborough saw that this shot also had failed to reach its mark. It did not prevent him, however, from trying to keep a watchful eye upon the country through which they were passing. Unfortunately, however, the night was dark, and a sharp storm of rain rattled against the window-panes, rendering it impossible for him to see anything of their direction.

“Whatever our adventure may prove to be,” said Middlesborough to himself, “it is quite evident that they and the weather are taking great pains to prevent my finding my way to the place again. It is to be hoped that the end will justify the means.”

“Have we very much further to drive?” he inquired of his conductor, when they had once more been sitting in silence for upwards of a quarter of an hour.

“In less than ten minutes we shall be at our destination,” his companion replied. “I regret that your Lordship should find the time hang heavily upon your hands. I trust, however, that your evening’s amusement may compensate for that.”

“I sincerely hope it will,” Middlesborough returned. “Are you aware whether Madame d’Espère will be present herself?”

“I know no such person,” the other replied, but in a tone which led his companion to believe that his assertion was not altogether in accordance with the truth. Then they relapsed into silence once more and waited for the ten minutes to pass by. When five of their number had departed Middlesborough’s companion suddenly showed signs of animation.

“Your Lordship was kind enough before we started to give me your assurance that whatever you may see or hear to-night, you will never reveal upon any consideration. I presume, therefore, that you will have no objection to attaching your signature to a written promise?”

“I have given you my word,” said Middlesborough stiffly, “but if that is not sufficient, I will do as you request. It is quite unnecessary, however.”

“I am aware of that,” the other answered, “but unfortunately in this matter we are compelled to act with more than usual caution. A written promise is exacted from every member before he is admitted to the privileges of the club of which you will be an honorary member to-night.”

“Are there any other restrictions? If so, please acquaint me with them, for I have no desire to commit a solecism.”

“As you are, for this evening at any rate, only an honorary visitor, we will make no further demands upon your generosity, save to ask you to preserve your incognito. Here is a mask, my Lord, which you will be kind enough to wear during the time you are in the house.”

With that he produced from his pocket a small square of black velvet fringed with lace, which he invited Middlesborough to place upon his face. At first the other felt inclined to demur, but when he was informed that admittance to the club was impossible without it, he waived his objection and did as he was ordered. A moment later the coachman stopped his horse, there was a sound of opening gates, and then the carriage rolled in between them and passed along an avenue of sighing trees. The rain was still beating down, and, as Middlesborough told himself, there had hitherto been plenty of mystery but very little cheerfulness in the adventure. The darkness of the carriage, the beating of the rain outside and the general air of gloom must have affected his spirits, for he began to wonder whether he had been running his head into a trap. Only a week before, as he remembered, a young foreigner had been decoyed into a house in the suburbs and there murdered under particularly revolting circumstances. What was to prevent the same fate befalling himself? He thanked his stars that he had at least taken the precaution to slip a small revolver into the pocket of his coat before leaving the house. With that he would be able to give two or three of his enemies a fair quid pro quo before they brought him down.

“Your house stands a long way back from the road,” he said to his companion, after they had been driving for upwards of five minutes along the avenue. “Nor, from what I can see of it, does it appear to be a particularly cheerful sort of place.”

“You will alter your opinion in a moment,” the man replied. “One must not judge everything by externals. I have known many a dull prologue precede an extremely witty play.”

“I am glad to see that you have some sense of humour,” said Middlesborough. “Now perhaps you will tell me how I am to find my way home again when the entertainment, to which you are conducting me, is at an end!”

“You need not distress yourself on that score,” the other answered. “Everything has been arranged and I shall myself have much pleasure in conducting you back to Paris.”

He had scarcely said this before the carriage once more pulled up, and Middlesborough was invited to alight.

He did so to find himself standing on a flight of steps leading up to a large house, which appeared in the darkness to be of interminable length.

Upwards of fifty windows overlooked the terrace, but not a light in either showed one of them. The adventure, at this point, appeared even less satisfactory than it had done in the carriage, and Middlesborough could have found it in his heart to have said “goodbye” to his companion there and then, and, by taking himself off, have surrendered any chance of amusement with which the evening might otherwise have furnished him. At the same moment, however, his hand came in contact with the pistol in his pocket, and the cold metal of the barrel gave him a confidence he had not before possessed. Whatever the cost might be he was resolved to see the matter through. By this time the man who had accompanied him from Paris had inserted a pass-key in the lock of the front door, and had opened it.

“Enter, my Lord,” he said, turning to Middlesborough, who was standing on the steps below him.

The other did as he was ordered, to find himself in a large vestibule, or outer hall, the ceiling of which rose in the centre in the form of a dome. The hall itself was flagged with black and white marble in geometrical patterns; on either side were handsome statues, while at the further end, so he afterwards discovered, was a door, which, for the present, was concealed by a pair of heavy curtains.

“If you will permit me, I will lead the way,” said the elder man.

“Do so by all means, my dear sir,” Middlesborough replied. “We have been a considerable time coming from Paris, and I am anxious to discover the inducement which can have justified you in bringing me so far.”

While he was speaking the other had drawn aside the curtains and opened the door to which I have referred. They thereupon passed into a larger hall beyond. Prepared as he was by the long drive, the dark, cheerless aspect of the house, and — well, might I say — the austerity of his curious companion, Middlesborough expected to find himself in a building poorly furnished and considerably fallen to decay. To his surprise, however, he discovered a large and handsomely furnished room. A thick carpet covered the floor, pictures of more than average merit decorated the walls, while at the further end was a handsome staircase, at the foot of which were two statues holding bouquets of electric lights in their hands. After the cheerless vestibule through which they had lately passed it was like fairyland. Middlesborough was about to comment upon it when his companion held up his hand in warning.

“Your pardon, my Lord,” he whispered, “but I omitted to inform you that while you are in this house conversation is strictly prohibited. On the first occasion of offending, a member is warned; on the second he is invited to tender his resignation.”

“The deuce he is,” said the young man to himself. “Things seem to grow stranger every moment. This is certainly the most extraordinary club of which I have ever been the guest. I wonder what fresh surprises are in store for me?”

At the foot of the stairs his companion touched the button of an electric bell. Almost instantly a dignified servant, wearing a mask as white as his own powdered hair, made his appearance, and relieved them of their hats and cloaks, vanishing again as soon as he had done so. Middlesborough’s guide then beckoned to him to follow him upstairs. When they had reached the spacious landing they were confronted by two more menservants, who, like their colleague below, were also closely masked. At a signal from Middlesborough’s conductor they drew the curtain and opened the door for them to pass through. With a continued sense of expectation, which had been by no means blunted by his previous discoveries, Middlesborough followed his companion into a large and lofty room, as softly carpeted as the hall outside. At the further end was another door, and before this the old man paused as if to listen. What he heard must have reassured him, for he presently opened the door and invited Middlesborough to enter. Having done so he found himself standing in one of the most extraordinary rooms he had ever seen in his life. Its length might have been anything from a hundred and twenty-five to a hundred and fifty feet, while its breadth could scarcely have been less than half that amount. It was brilliantly illuminated, and at the moment of his entrance might have contained upwards of a hundred people, all men, and all masked like Middlesborough himself. Unlike him, however, they were dressed in a black costume that reminded him, almost ironically, of what he had himself worn at Court. In the centre of the room was an enclosed space resembling an arena, and round this, on every side, rose the chairs of the spectators, tier upon tier.

When he had conducted him to a chair and had seen him comfortably seated, the man who had brought him from Paris bowed and withdrew, leaving Middlesborough to his own reflections as to what was to follow. With a very natural curiosity he studied the men about him, but, for the simple reason that their faces were hidden like his own, he could make very little of them. They sat in silence, and the newcomer, watching the person nearest him, noticed that his hand, which rested on the chair in front of him, trembled violently. What was the cause of this silence and of this emotion? The silence he attributed to the same reason that necessitated the use of the mask, that is to say, to a fear of being recognised; the emotion he could not in any way account for. He was not destined, however, to be left very long in doubt, for while he was still pondering the question, the sharp rattle of an electric bell sounded through the room. The effect upon those present was widely different. Some sat bolt upright, others leant forward with their hands clasped upon the backs of the chairs before them, while not a few did their utmost to appear as though they had not noticed it. Middlesborough observed, however, that every face turned immediately towards the enclosed space in the centre of the room. Then a breathless pause ensued.

Thirty seconds or so after the bell had ceased to sound, the doors on either side of the room opened, and two men, in every respect attired like their companions, entered and met in the arena. They were followed by two servants, each of whom carried in his arms upwards of a dozen duelling rapiers. From these the two men in black proceeded to choose weapons, bending, twisting and trying each in turn. As soon as they had made their selection the servants withdrew with the remainder, while the men themselves took up their positions at either end of the enclosed space. Once more the bell sounded, and once more a thrill ran through those present. This was intensified when the doors opened once more and from each a man emerged, clad in black satin knee breeches and stockings, and a white cambric shirt, the sleeves of which were rolled up above the elbow. Like the rest of the assembly, however, both wore masks to conceal their features.

Having met in the centre of the arena they bowed to their seconds, and afterwards to the assembled company. Then each received from his second the sword which had been chosen for his use, and stood waiting with it in his hand. At this stage of the proceedings there was a short pause, and Middlesborough wondered what would happen next. Presently the door, through which he himself had entered the room a few minutes before, opened, and a woman advanced into the room. She was taller than the generality of her sex, and was clad entirely in black. As Middlesborough could see, she possessed an exquisite figure, and that this might be the better appreciated she was dressed to perfection. To conceal the upper half of her face she wore a white mask, but below it a beautiful mouth and chin, and a long, slender throat were visible. Middlesborough gazed at her in amazement. The figure was that of Madame d’Espère, but was it she? With a low bow to those assembled in the room, she passed down the gangway and made her way to an elevated seat, almost a throne, which overlooked the arena. The combatants lowered their sword points before her, after which they took their places and exchanged salutes with each other. By this time the excitement was intense. It seemed to Middlesborough he could hear the breathing of the men seated three or four feet away from him. Upon himself, the silence, the long drive, the precautions taken to prevent his locating the house, the crowd of masked faces, the combatants in the ring, and the beautiful woman seated upon the throne, combined to produce an effect that was unlike anything he had felt before.

That both men were past masters of the art they were expounding was evident as soon as they had crossed their blades. Middlesborough had himself studied the science under the best tutors of the day, and for an amateur was an exceptionally clever swordsman. Now he watched the glittering blades with a fascination he had never known before. The man furthest from him was, if anything, the superior, and more than once he pressed his opponent to a disadvantage, but on each occasion the other managed by a stroke of fortune to elude the glittering point. Then at a signal from the throne the seconds intervened and the combatants paused for breath. Middlesborough noticed that a thin stream of blood was trickling down the arm of the man nearest him, while the other, up to that time, did not appear to have received a scratch.

Again the Woman nodded, and once more the men faced each other. The blades crossed, and the combat recommenced. Having seen something of the mettle of his adversary, the man nearest him now fenced with greater caution, and for some time contented himself with parrying his adversary’s thrusts. The excitement was almost more than could be borne. Like his neighbours, Middlesborough could not withdraw his eyes from those two white-shirted figures in the arena. He felt as if he had never known what it was to live until that moment. Then, in a flash, and almost before he knew it, the taller of the men slipped through his adversary’s guard, the glittering point sped remorselessly on, and a moment later the other was a quivering mass upon the floor. A murmur ran through the audience; still no word was spoken. Middlesborough passed his hands across his eyes as if to assure himself that he was awake, not dreaming. When he looked again, the servants were carrying the wounded man out by the door by which he had entered, and the victor was kneeling upon the first step of the throne, kissing the hand of the woman seated upon it. Then he, in his turn, rose and left the room and the excitement was at an end.

The whole affair had not lasted ten minutes, but it had left an indelible impression upon the mind of at least one man who had been present. Middlesborough had long craved a new excitement; here, indeed, was one to his hand. The callousness, the deliberation, the machine-like progress of the whole matter almost passed belief; it revolted while it fascinated him. This, then, was the amusement Madame d’Espere had promised him. While this thought was passing through his brain, a hand was placed upon his arm, and, turning, he found the man, who had conducted him to the house, standing at his elbow. Seeing that he beckoned him to accompany him, Middlesborough accordingly rose and followed him from the room. His blood was coursing through his veins like liquid fire; his ears retained the click of the swords as they touched each other, while in his mind’s eye he could still see the vanquished man stretched out, sword in hand, upon the floor, a thin, red line of blood trickling from his side. He had a hundred questions to ask, but he remembered the rule of silence that had been imposed upon him.

Having crossed the ante-room once more, they found themselves in a smaller apartment, where refreshments of all descriptions were to be procured from the same impassive servants he had seen on the landing as he entered. Feeling that he required a stimulant of some description he swallowed a bumper of champagne, and then accompanied his conductor down the stairs to the hall. The same noiseless servant appeared and handed him his hat and cloak. Then, led by the man who had admitted him, he passed through the tesellated vestibule to the front door.

The night had certainly not improved. The wind met him with a buffet as he stepped out into the darkness, while the rain still poured relentlessly down. The carriage was drawn up at the foot of the steps, and in this they took their places once more. They had left the drive and passed out through the gates into the Public Road before either spoke.

“The obligation of silence ceases now, I presume,” said Middlesborough, a little scornfully, taking a cigarette from his case and removing his mask. “I have kept my promise, and in return I hope you will enlighten me upon a few points.”

“I will tell you all I am at liberty to reveal,” the other replied. “What is it you wish to know?”

“In the first place, I want to be informed as to the condition of the man who was wounded this evening?” said Middlesborough.

“He is dead,” his companion answered quietly. “He died before they could convey him to his dressing-room.”

“Dead!” cried Middlesborough, with horrified surprise. He had expected something of the kind, but he had not dared to put his fears into words. “Do you really mean that he is dead?”

“And why not?” inquired the other. “It is one of the rules of the society that the duel shall in every case be to the death.”

“And how often do these little affairs take place?” he asked, trying to speak coolly.

“On every alternate Friday,” the little man answered.

“And the combatants? How are they chosen, and by whom?”

“They are selected by the Woman of Death.”

Middlesborough determined on a random shot.

“When you say the Woman of Death, I presume you mean Madame d’Espere?” he said.

“I do not know her by that name,” the other replied.

After that it was useless to say more.

“Am I to understand, then, that since you have introduced me to-night, I may consider myself a member of your club permanence?” he inquired.

“That depends very much upon circumstances. As you can see for yourself we are unable to accept members haphazard. There are certain conditions to be fulfilled and certain promises to be made before it is possible for an election to take place. If you are prepared to give your unqualified adherence to the rules which govern the Club, I have no doubt it will be possible for you to become a member, not otherwise.”

“And these conditions and promises?”

“Are, that you should pledge yourself, in the first place, to inviolable secrecy; in the second, that you pay an entrance fee of twenty-five thousand francs.”

“Both simple and reasonable enough requests. But surely they cannot be the only rules?”

“No — there are others,” his companion replied. “I will furnish you with a copy.”

Thereupon he produced a small stiffly-bound book from his pocket and handed it to Middlesborough. Chief among these rules, he explained, was one by which it was insisted that while each member had the same opportunities as the others, no one should be permitted to resign until he had fought one duel, and only then on a payment of one hundred and twenty thousand francs.

“But surely that seems a trifle arbitrary, does it not?”

“Not at all. It is a very necessary precaution, as you will see for yourself when you have inquired into it more closely. There are, of course, certain little necessary liabilities connected with the scheme. For this reason it is imperative that each member should be involved to a corresponding degree.”

“In plain words you mean that you do not intend a member to leave the club unless he is implicated as fully as his fellows, and only then upon the understanding that he has made it worth your while to let him go.”

“That may possibly be so. I do not admit it, and I do not deny it. As great precautions are taken in electing a member as in permitting him to resign. You cannot blame us, therefore, if we make him pay us handsomely for our trouble.”

“I do not blame you, I was merely remarking the subtlety of the idea.”

If the drive out had been long and tedious, the drive home, in comparison, seemed only a matter of a few minutes. Middlesborough had so much to think of, and so many questions to ask, that he had scarcely reduced his thoughts to order when they rattled over the Pont de Neuilly and entered Paris. Once more they passed down the Champs Elysées, and again they approached the Place de la Concorde.

“Should you make up your mind to become a member, perhaps you will communicate with me,’ said his companion, as they passed the Rond Point.

“I must have time to think it over before I come to a decision,” said Middlesborough.

“Take as much time as you please,” the other replied, with composure. “It is purely a matter for your own amusement; there is no necessity for haste. Should you, however, desire to give us the pleasure of your society, you have only to advertise in the daily papers the word engraven upon the tablet you received this morning, and the necessary arrangements will be made.”

At the moment the carriage drew up beside the pavement opposite the Obelisk of Luxor, and his companion opened the door for him to alight.

“I have the honour to wish your Lordship goodnight,” he said.

“Good-night,” Middlesborough replied. Then, raising his hat, he turned upon his heel and passed across the Square in the direction of his own residence.

When he reached it he went direct to his bedroom, and after he had dismissed his man, took up the small ebony disc to which his late companion had referred, and examined it. It told him nothing, but while he held it in his hand the fascination of that terrible combat came over him again. He could see the combatants in the ring, the rows of silent spectators on either hand, and the beautiful woman, styled by his conductor “The Woman of Death,” seated on the throne giving the fatal signal. Should he join the club or not? He wondered whether any of the members were friends of his own, and also whether the man who had been killed that evening was known to him.

Next morning when he awoke he could scarcely believe that what he had witnessed the night before was not a dream. It seemed too strange, too impossible to be true. Had he really met the old man in the Place de la Concorde and driven out to the suburbs in the direction of St. Germain with him? Had he really visited a country house put to such strange uses? And had he seen that duel to the death? Then he went to his dressing-table only to find the black disc looking up at him like an evil eye. After he had breakfasted, he ordered his carriage and drove to the Amphitryon Club. He had made an appointment to lunch there with the young Vicomte de Chamberêt, and his watch told him he was already ten minutes after the appointed hour.

“My dear de Chamberêt,” he said as he entered the smoking-room, “I owe you ten thousand apologies for keeping you waiting in this fashion.”

“Don’t apologise, my dear fellow,” the other replied. “Have you heard the terrible news?”

“I have heard no news of any sort. What have you to tell me?”

“De Rheims is dead!”

De Rheims dead? Surely you must be mistaken. Why, we were lunching here together only yesterday.”

“Nevertheless he is dead. Varvilliers told me so himself. He has been to the house to make inquiries.”

“But what did he die of? He looked as well and strong as possible yesterday.”

“He was killed in a duel,” de Chamberêt replied. “And the strange part of it is that no one seems to know with whom or where it took place.”

Middlesborough gave a start. He had no reason for jumping to such a conclusion, but his instinct told him that, improbable as it might seem, his surmise was, nevertheless, a correct one. He had thought when at the Club that the figure of the taller of the duellists reminded him of some one with whom he was acquainted. Was it possible it could have been de Rheims?

“This is terrible news indeed,” he said, speaking only a little above his breath. “I can scarcely credit it. Are you quite sure that you have made no mistake?”

“Quite sure,” the other replied. “Every one knows it. Besides, as I say, Varvilliers has been to the Hôtel de Rheims, and the servants did not deny the truth of the story.”

After this news and the inferences he was compelled to draw from it, Middlesborough’s luncheon was only a farce. He swallowed his food mechanically, and when his guest addressed him replied only in monosyllables. He had been genuinely attached to the dead man; they had known each other for many years, and had been thrown into each other’s company more than usually falls to the lot of two inhabitants of such widely different countries.

Their meal at an end, Middlesborough proposed that they should call at de Rheim’s residence themselves and make personal inquiries. De Chamberêt assented, and they accordingly made way into the street, where they hailed a cab and directed a man to drive them to the house in question. They passed the gate-keeper and made their way to the front door, which was opened to them by the ancient major domo, who had known and loved his master since the time when the latter was a curly-headed boy.

“This is sad news indeed, Baptiste,” said Middlesborough. “I only learnt it an hour ago. Can you give me any particulars?”

Tears streamed down the old man’s cheeks as he solemnly shook his head.

“We know no more, my Lord, than is generally known,” he said. “The Duke left here last night at ten o’clock as happy as a man could be. It was just seven o’clock this morning when the police brought him home in an ambulance.”

“The police?” cried de Chamberêt in surprise. “Where did they find him?”

“In the garden of a deserted house at Montrouge,” the servant answered. “He was discovered lying in the centre of a grass plot, quite dead, with a sword thrust through his lungs. Oh, my master, my master, if only I might have died for you.”

The old man broke down completely at this point. He wrung his hands in an ecstasy of grief. Middlesborough, seeing that it would be useless to question him further, spoke a few words of sympathy to him, and then, followed by de Chamberêt, returned to the street. He determined to make his way to the house of Madame d’Espère at once, and, under the pretence of paying a simple call, to see how she received the news of the death of their mutual friend. If it were as he suspected, surely she would be affected, and would betray herself.

Bidding de Chamberêt goodbye at the corner of the Rue Royale and the Avenue Gabriel he proceeded in the direction of the house he had visited two evenings before. On reaching it he inquired of the servant who opened the door to him whether Madame d’Espère was receiving that afternoon. He had half expected to receive an answer in the negative, but to his surprise he was informed that Madame was at home, and the man felt sure would consent to see him. She was in her studio, the servant said, and “if milord would condescend to follow him, he would conduct him to her presence!”

“Can she have expected me to call?” Middlesborough asked himself, as he followed the man along the softly carpeted hall. “It certainly looks like it. But why?”

On entering the studio he found Madame d’Espère at work upon a model of a dancing child. Her costume was hidden by a clay-stained blouse. When the door opened her back was towards him, but on hearing his name she turned, and put down what she had in her hand.

“Ah! Lord Middlesborough,” she said, coming towards him with that inimitable grace that always characterised her, “I felt sure I should see you this afternoon. Is it not sad indeed about Monsieur de Rheims?”

Her tone betrayed such genuine grief that Middlesborough did not know what to think.

“It is sad indeed,” he answered with peculiar emphasis. “I have just called at his house. They tell me that he was killed in a duel and that his body was found lying in the garden of a deserted house at Montrouge.”

“So I have already been informed,” she replied. “To me it seems an inexplicable affair. It has affected me more than I can say. Has he spoken to you of any duel in which he was likely to be a combatant!”

“Never once,” Middlesborough replied, still keeping his eyes intently fixed upon her face. “On the contrary, we had made arrangements to spend this evening together.”

“It is altogether incomprehensible,” she continued. “With whom could he have fought? I have never heard that Monsieur had any enemy. He was of such a placid, easy-going disposition. With whom, then, would he have been likely to quarrel?”

“Has it not struck you, Madame,” Middlesborough began slowly, and all the time looking her steadily in the face, “that he might have perished by other means than in a quarrel?”

Their eyes met, but hers did not flinch. She was as calm and collected as she had been when she had received her guests at her reception two nights before.

“You surely do not imagine that he took his own life?” she inquired. “No, no, I feel sure you must be wrong. Monsieur de Rheims was gifted with a sense of humour, and he would scarcely have been likely, even had he intended to destroy himself, to do it in the garden of a deserted house at Montrouge. It was Montrouge I think you said?”

Middlesborough felt that she must either be a consummate actress or that she really knew nothing of the means by which the dead man had met his fate. While he was turning this over in his mind he looked at Madame d’Espère. He noticed the beauty of her face and the shapeliness of the hands that patted and moulded the clay she had again taken up. As he watched her he recalled the woman as he had seen her on the previous evening, reclining in her great chair and giving the signal for the fatal combat to commence. How easy it would have been to solve the mystery and to set matters right at once, had he not been bound by his word of honour to reveal nothing of what he had seen or heard while in the house. Under the circumstances he knew that he was powerless to proceed further. One bolt, however, remained in his quiver, and that he proposed to let fly at once, on the chance that it might prove successful. She had given him a chair, and had offered him one of her own dainty cigarettes.

“Might I remind you,” he said, “that at your reception the other evening you were kind enough to promise to find me an amusement that would not pall? Knowing my wretchedness, you may imagine how much the fulfilment of that promise means to me. Would it be indiscreet to ask how soon you propose to embark upon my reformation? — 

He thought, but he was not sure, that he detected a look of astonishment upon her face.

“I have not forgotten,” she answered. “Had I not seen you now I should in all probability have written to you this evening concerning it. You see for yourself how I am engaged at this moment, Lord Middlesborough? It is one of my happiest relaxations. What I am going to propose is that you should do something of the sort. I know that you paint, for I have seen some of your pictures. In fact, I have one in my possession now. It is altogether charming. I am trying to organise a small exhibition, to consist solely of the works of friends, for the benefit of a charity. Why should you not exhibit?”

Middlesborough could scarcely repress a smile. He felt certain that this was not the form of excitement she had really intended for him. And yet it was impossible for him to say anything in contradiction of her assertion.

“I fear, Madame, you do me too much honour,” he said gravely. “Even if my daubs were worthy of the fate you propose for them, it would be impossible. I have lost all interest in painting. Forgive me if I say that I had hoped that the excitement you proposed for me would be a little more original, may I say a little more biting.”

“In that case I fear I cannot help you,” she answered, with a shake of her head. “Unless you fall in love, Lord Middlesborough, or travel in Central Africa, I do not see where you are to find the sort of amusement you require.”

“I have travelled in Africa,” he answered, “and have found it all barren. Livingstone, du Chalet, and Stanley must be somewhat differently constituted, for I could not discover the faintest enjoyment in it.”

“Then only love remains.”

He shook his head.

“More wearisome than either,” he replied. “It is bad enough to have to find amusements for oneself; it must be doubly so to have to do so for another.”

She had seated herself on a chair closer to him and was regarding him with eyes in which there was a light that spoke for the smouldering fires within.

“May there not be some people left in the world who are old-fashioned enough to take love seriously?” she inquired.

“Very possibly,” he answered. “Unfortunately, however, I am not one of them. My life to me is worth exactly what the day brings forth for it. I have no ambitions, and, I trust, but few illusions. I am the last of my race, and when I die the Middlesboroughs will be extinct. I have, therefore, no one to consider but myself. I have not had so much enjoyment out of my life hitherto, that I need seek to link my fate with that of another. Taken altogether, I am one of life’s notes of interrogation, an enigma to the world; if you like, a hopeless riddle to myself.”

She placed her elbows on her knees, and rested her chin upon her clasped hands. It was a beautiful face, full of power, and one against which few men would have been proof. Fortunately for himself, however, Middlesborough happened to be one of those few. Her character and disposition interested him as a study, but there was no trace of any tenderer feeling.

Seeing that he had failed in the object of his visit, and prompted by a feeling of prudence that seldom animated him, he talked the ordinary chitchat of the day for a few minutes, and then rose to take leave of her.

“Au revoir, Madame,” he said. “I thank you for permitting me to see you. I only regret that it should have been occasioned by so melancholy a business.”

“You came, then, to tell me of Monsieur de Rheims’ death?”

She spoke as if she felt some surprise. Middlesborough realised that he had betrayed himself.

“I thought, since it was he who did me the honour to introduce me to you, that, if you had not heard of his death, it would come more gracefully from my lips. Poor de Rheims, it seems only the other night that he first spoke to me of you at Monte Carlo. However, I do not know that we should feel altogether sorry for him. It was no disgrace to be beaten by such a man.”

This time he was not mistaken. Madame d’Espere did allow a little start of surprise to escape her.

“Pardon me,” she said, “but you know then, who it was that killed him? I thought you said that he was found in the garden of a deserted house at Montrouge, and that the police have declared that his death is shrouded in mystery? How, therefore, do you know anything about it? If I were you, Lord Middlesborough, I should be careful what admissions I made.”

Once more had he failed to score.

“It was purely a matter of conjecture upon my part,” he said. “You will agree with me that, if he were killed in a duel, he could scarcely have met his death, unless by foul play, at the hands of any one less accomplished than himself. Remember he was one of the most expert swordsmen in France.”

“I misunderstood you,” she answered, as he made as if he would leave her. “Must you go? Then au revoir! You will bear in mind the fact that I am always at home to my friends on Wednesday and Saturday evenings.”

When he found himself in the street once more Middlesborough considered the interview he had had with her. Try how he would to understand it he could not do so. He still felt convinced in his own mind that she was the woman he had seen at the house at St. Germain. And yet he was not able to prove it. He would have given anything to know who the man was that had killed de Rheims, but from the care that was taken to conceal all traces of his identity, this appeared impossible. One question recurred to him continually. Should he or should he not avail himself of his privilege and visit the club once more? Why should he not? There was nothing to prevent him.


CHAPTER IV
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THAT EVENING MIDDLESBOROUGH was in one of his restless moods. Nothing seemed to please him. He hungered for an excitement that would relieve his overstrung nerves. De Rheims’ death had distressed him more than he cared to admit. Partly out of respect for his friend, and partly because he did not feel in the humour for the society of his fellow-man, he dined at home and alone. Finding, however, that his own society reduced him to a level of even greater despondency, he went out afterwards to a club, an establishment in the neighbourhood of the Avenue de l’Opéra, noted both for its exclusiveness and its high play. For the first hour that he wooed the fickle goddess he won repeatedly. Then his luck changed, and eventually he rose from the table some fifty thousand francs poorer than when he had sat down.

“If you will excuse me,” he said, as he pushed his chair back, “I think I will leave off now. Cards bore me to death. I owe you thirty thousand francs, de Gonville, and you eighteen, de Chamberêt. You must give me my revenge some other time. Now I’ll be off to bed. Goodnight!”

His friends bade him good-night, and he strolled into the adjoining room in search of refreshment. Only little Jimmy Foote, who had been watching the game, followed him.

“Have a brandy and soda, Jimmy?” Middlesborough inquired, as he dropped into an easy-chair, and lit a cigarette.

Jimmy, who was good nature itself, accepted his invitation, and, when the servant had left them, turned to his friend. Unlike the remainder of his family he was gifted with a fair share of worldly wisdom, and he saw that on this occasion Middlesborough was not quite himself.

“I say, old man,” he blurted out, “I hope you won’t think I’m meddling in what does not concern me, but — but — well, the fact of the matter is, we were at Eton together, weren’t we? and that gives a man a sort of right to say things he wouldn’t have uttered otherwise. I’ve been watching you to-night, and I’ve noticed that — —”

Middlesborough interrupted him.

“You’ve noticed that I have an ink spot on my left cuff,” he said abruptly. “I saw it myself, when I was dealing the first round. Dangerous thing, ink, makes mischief in all directions. Avoid it, Jimmy! Ah, here are the drinks. Well, good luck to you!”

“And better luck to you,” said Jimmy, who was shrewd enough to see that in Middlesborough’s present humour it would be useless for him to say more.

Five minutes later, the latter was in his cab on the way home. His mind was made up on one point.

“I’ll try it,” he said to himself. “I’ll put an advertisement in the Figaro to-morrow. At any rate it will be a vast improvement on this humdrum existence.”

Two days later an advertisement, consisting of the one Greek word engraved upon the disc, appeared in the paper mentioned.

He had not to wait very long for a reply, for that evening when he returned home to dress for dinner, he found a letter awaiting him, in which he was instructed to be at the rendezvous in the Place de la Concorde at the same time on the following Friday week.

As on the previous occasion, the clocks of Paris were striking ten when he reached the appointed spot and set himself to wait for the man to put in an appearance. Again the carriage crossed the Square, and pulled up before the railings of the Obelisk. The window was let down, and the same curious voice that he remembered so well invited him to enter. He did so, and the carriage immediately proceeded on its way.

“Permit me to congratulate you upon the decision you have arrived at,” said the man beside him, as they started. “If you desire excitement, such as you can obtain nowhere else, I venture to think you will discover it where you are now seeking it.”

“As the Duc de Rheims found it, I have no doubt,” Middlesborough answered quietly.

“Every one is conversant with the Duke’s lamentable death,” the other replied gravely. “But I know as little as you do of the cause that occasioned it. As I think I informed you before, we have no identities. The Duke may have been a member or he may not. Each of our members is known only by a number; you will figure upon the list as number 384. Such is the rule, and we adhere to it religiously.”

Once more they crossed the Seine, and once more, after a considerable interval, they reached the gates leading into the long avenue which approached the house. The carriage drew up before the steps, whereupon Middlesborough’s companion alighted and invited him to follow his example. As on the occasion of his last visit, the building was in total darkness. His conductor handed him his mask, after which he unlocked the front door, and they entered the vestibule, through which they passed into the hall beyond. A servant relieved Middlesborough of his hat and cloak, and when this had been done, he followed his guide upstairs and through the curtains into the apartment which formed the ante-chamber of the Hall of Combat. To-night, however, there was a slight change in the order of procedure. Instead of going direct to the room, he was conducted to a small dressing-closet in which a suit of clothes of the same description as those worn by the members was duly laid out for him. They fitted him exactly.

It was while he was making the change in his toilet that his companion explained to him the ceremonial of initiation that was about to take place. When he was ready Middlesborough entered the adjoining room to find it even more crowded than before. Every member was in his place, and the Woman of Death was seated upon her throne. The gaze of the whole assembly was fixed upon himself. In accordance with the instructions he had received, he passed boldly down the gangway between the chairs and approached the throne upon which the Woman was seated. At the same moment a servant presented her with a silver bowl into which she put her hand. When she withdrew it, it contained a small disc upon which was a number. Placing it upon another salver, the servant made his way to the seat indicated, the occupant of which immediately rose and passed into the arena. It had fallen to his lot to test the capabilities of the candidate for election. Buttoned foils were produced, and all that remained was for the Woman to give the signal for the test to commence. Middlesborough was an expert fencer. His father had been one of the best swordsmen of his day, and it had been one of his peculiarities that he had considered a knowledge of fencing as necessary to a gentleman’s education, as dancing and an acquaintance with the Latin and Greek classics.

As soon as the Woman had given the signal they engaged. His adversary was of his own size and build, but from the moment their foils crossed Middlesborough could see that, while the other was a good swordsman, he was no match for himself. At first they fenced without either obtaining an advantage, but after a couple of dozen passes had been exchanged Middlesborough scored point after point in rapid succession. Then the Woman lifted her hand and the combat ceased. A moment later the man who had conducted him to the house, rose, came to the middle of the room, and addressed the audience.

“Messieurs,” he said, “I have the honour to introduce to you a candidate for admission to your ranks. You have seen his skill. It is my duty, therefore, to ask whether you deem him worthy of such privileges as you can confer. Monsieur fully appreciates the honour you do him, and has promised absolute obedience to the rules. On his behalf I await your answer.”

When he had finished speaking the members, without exception, held up their hands in token of approval. Whereupon the man turned to Middlesborough again, and bowing low, said — 

“Monsieur, it affords me pleasure to be the means of informing you that you are duly elected a member of this Club.”

Having made this announcement, he led him to the steps of the throne, where the Woman extended her hand to him, and he knelt and kissed it. As he did so, he noticed that it was as cold as ice, and that it trembled violently. When he had paid his homage he was conducted to a seat and then the business of the evening commenced. As on the previous occasion, the seconds entered the room and selected the swords with which the combat was to be decided. This having been done, the opponents made their appearance and gravely saluted each other. Then the swords clashed and the duel commenced.

On this occasion the fight was longer and certainly of a more desperate description than that of the previous week. Twice the swords broke, and twice new ones were furnished by the ever-watchful seconds. The men were fighting for their lives and knew that the least mistake would be fatal. The excitement was overwhelming. Every eye was centred upon the glittering blades, and every movement was watched with breathless interest. On the second occasion that they paused to rest, Middlesborough noticed that the man nearest him staggered, and, for a moment, appeared as if he were about to fall. He recovered himself, however, and, after a brief interval, the signal was given for the combat to recommence. The men stood up and faced each other. This time they fought with greater caution. Neither could afford to throw away a chance. Then suddenly, after a brilliant rally, the man furthest from Middlesborough lunged, the other parried as quick as lightning, and, in his turn, thrust. His sword passed through the other’s guard, and, almost before any one was aware of it, had pierced his adversary’s chest and the latter had measured his length upon the floor. The prolonged sigh that escaped the audience showed how great the tension had been. At a signal the attendants entered the arena and removed the dying man, while as before, the victor was led by his second to the Woman, whose hand he kissed. Then the entertainment was at an end.

During his drive back to Paris, Middlesborough was furnished with the address of the Club House, he was also informed as to where he could find the secretary in the event of his desiring to communicate with him.

“Inquire for Monsieur Chartes at the little chemist’s shop on the right-hand side of the Rue Thebes,” said the man beside him—” I am always to be heard of there.”

* * * * *

When Middlesborough in these later days considers the life he led for the two months following the evening I have described, he is filled with a great wonderment. The fascination of the new amusement had taken such a hold upon him, that he never by any chance missed being in his place for a single evening. One by one the men around him were summoned to the arena, but so far the choice had never fallen upon himself. It was gambling carried to its extreme limits, and the excitement that prevailed until the numbers were known was, perhaps, the most intoxicating part of the whole affair.

Then, one morning, an urgent message reached him from his lawyers, calling him to England. He detested business of every description, but this summons was so imperative that it was not to be denied. Before starting he called at Madame d’Espere’s house to bid her farewell. In the weeks that had elapsed since de Rheim’s death he had been a constant visitor there. Its owner exercised an influence over him that he could not account for. She was quite unlike any other person he had met, and each time he saw her he seemed less capable than ever of understanding her. Her moods were as variable as the wind: one day she would be sympathetic, anxious to please and to amuse; the next wrapped in a mantle of impenetrable gloom. When he was admitted to her presence on this occasion Middlesborough found her in her studio, putting the finishing touches to a bust she had been making of himself. She was in a charming humour, and received him with a graciousness that would have been highly dangerous to a more susceptible man.

“Must you really go to England?” she asked, when he had acquainted her with the reason of his visit, “I fear so,” he answered sorrowfully. “My lawyers say they must see me at once, so I suppose there is nothing for it but to go. Why cannot they let me alone? I am quite happy as I am. Shall I find you here when I return, in a fortnight or so?”

“I do not know,” she replied dubiously. “I may be here, in Rome, in Constantinople, or in Bagdad. One never knows what may happen in a fortnight. It is an Eternity.”

Had he watched her closely he would have seen that her mood had changed, and that there were danger signals in her eyes. She drew a little closer to him.

“How nice it must be to be able to declare that one is entirely happy,” she said, as if she were resuming an interrupted conversation. “I suppose you are. You have everything you want: wealth, friends, beautiful houses — in fact all that the world can give. But are you sure that there is nothing else left?”

Then Middlesborough saw the look in her eyes. He had recognised for some little time past that her treatment of himself differed somewhat from that accorded to other men, but she had never shown it so plainly before.

“I do not know that there is anything else,” he answered, with an attempt at gaiety; “unless it is to be allowed to go my own way undisturbed.” The colour had entirely left her face, and her breathing was quicker than it had been. Middlesborough rose from his chair; but she was too quick for him.

“Forgive me,” she said, impetuously holding out her hands to him. “I must speak to you while I have the opportunity. Do you remember what I told you on the night of our first meeting? Did I not inform you then that I possessed the fatal gift of being able to see further into the Future than other people? Will you believe me when I say that your Fate and mine are involved in this sudden call to London? It is the cross current, and for me the beginning of the end. At Monte Carlo I told you that in meeting you I had advanced another step towards my Destiny. The controlling influence which has brought me so far upon my way, tells me now that another stage has been reached. Must you really go? Can you not stay in Paris, and so save me from my Fate?” Never had she looked more beautiful than at that moment. There was an indescribable something about her then that he had never been conscious of before. He was about to speak, but she stopped him abruptly.

“No! no!” she cried, as if she were forcing herself to utter the words. “Forget that I spoke. Why should I ask such a thing of you — you, who want nothing save to be undisturbed? It is too late now. What must be must. It is my Kismet, and who shall change it? Go! Leave me! I — I wish you a pleasant journey. Goodbye!”

“Goodbye,” he said, almost mechanically, for he had not yet recovered from the surprise her strange behaviour had caused him. “May I let you know when I return?”

“You need not do so,” she answered. “I shall know it as soon as you arrive. Come and see me then, that is, if it is not too late.”

He bowed and left the room without another word. As the door closed behind him he paused irresolutely. He had an uneasy feeling that he had not been sympathetic — in fact, that he had been almost rude. Should he go back and express his regret, and try to be of some assistance to her in her distress? It was with this intention that he pushed the door open, but what he saw there, when he stood inside, induced him suddenly to change his mind. Madame d’Espère was lying upon the couch at the further end of the room, her face buried in a cushion, sobbing convulsively. To have approached her in this state would only have made matters worse. He accordingly closed the door as softly as he had opened it, and a few seconds later had left the house. That night he slept in London.
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CHAPTER V
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IT WAS THE height of the season when Middlesborough reached London, and at the Duchess of Laverstock’s beautiful house in Eaton Square, perhaps the most fashionable ball of the season was in progress. Though he had long since ceased to find any pleasure in dancing, he felt compelled to put in an appearance. The Duke and he were neighbours in two Counties, and only that morning the affable old peer had encountered him at his club, and had insisted upon his accepting their hospitality that evening.

“The fault I have to find with you, my dear Middlesborough,” he said, “is that you spend so much of your time out of England. Now, that should not be. You have your duty to yourself and to your country to consider. If you will take an old fogey’s advice you will marry some nice girl and settle down. They tell me your estates are going to rack and ruin for want of a master’s controlling hand.”

“Very probably,” Middlesborough replied; “the pity of it is, however, that I detest the majority of my properties almost as much as I dislike the trouble of looking after them. Besides, there is another way of looking at it. Providence, realizing the necessity, has furnished us with servants. Should we then take the work out of their hands? As for the girl I am to marry, well, to tell you the truth, I have not so far made her acquaintance. You have no daughters, my dear Duke?”

“It is plain that you’ve picked up the contemptible habit of paying compliments from our neighbours across the Channel,” the other answered. “However, I’ll give you a Roland for your Oliver by promising that if you don’t come to us to-night our ball will not be complete. Who knows but that you may meet there the young lady of whom we have been speaking?”

“I fear not,” said Middlesborough, shaking his head. “I will give myself the pleasure of attending your ball, nevertheless.”

Faithful to his promise he made his appearance at Eaton Square that evening, and was most graciously received by his hostess; he danced once with Royalty, and sat out another with the recognized beauty of the season. After that he felt that he had done his duty, and began to wish himself out of it. When therefore he encountered young Mandever, who proposed that they should go along together to Middlesborough’s abode for a smoke and a chat, he had no objection to raise to the proposal. They accordingly slipped quietly away, descended to the street, and hailed a hansom.

Mandever and Middlesborough had been at Eton together, and had always been friends. The former had tried the Army in a crack cavalry regiment, but had resigned his commission for the reason, he was wont to say, that his uncle, who was Prime Minister at the time, had declined to enter upon a European war in order to afford his nephew a distraction. Since then he had been engaged in dissipating a splendid fortune at the rate of thirty thousand a year — in which endeavour, it might be added, he was, for the first time in his life, achieving a very considerable amount of success.

“What is the use of half-doing it?” he would say, when his relatives upbraided him, almost tearfully, for his extravagance, “the sooner the coin is gone, the sooner will these old women give up pestering me. From what I can see of it, a fellow is a marrying man so long as his money lasts; when that’s gone he might as well be in Timbuctoo.”

Then the wiseacres would shake their heads, as wiseacres do, and prophecy unutterable troubles.

Middlesborough’s house was situated in a quiet thoroughfare leading out of St. James’ Street.

It had been one of his fancies, when he left Oxford, to purchase this old house, and he had expended a small fortune upon it in order to make it one of the most artistic abodes in London. It was small, but from cellar to garret it was perfection itself. Every room was a gem, but a gem in a different setting. He had discovered an architect and a decorator of genius, had given them an idea of what he wanted, and carte blanche to carry it out. The result filled his friends with envy. As Lady Ullswater said, “it had only one drawback, and that was that its owner did not occupy it often enough.”

“It is not the house that I object to,” said Middlesborough in explanation of his conduct, “but London itself. When I am here I am Lord Middlesborough. On the Veldt or in the Rockies, I am plain Mr. Brown, or Mr. Thompson, or whatever else you please. If I were Mr. Thompson in London, without this house and my rent roll, I should be left alone; on the Veldt and in the Rockies I am somebody, for the reason that I am a fair shot and don’t grumble too much when there is a deficiency in the commissariat.”

To him this seemed a conclusive argument. What he hungered for, and what he had never yet been able to do, save in a few isolated instances, was to win regard for himself, as a man, alone. As a child his nurses had flattered and indulged him, for the reason that he was the future Lord Middlesborough, heir to enormous wealth and great estates; the tutor who had prepared him for Eton had done most of the lad’s work himself, and was lenient in matters scholastic, for the reason that he had in continual remembrance that his pupil would some day be a power in the land, with benefices to bestow. Even the old vicar of the village in which he was born, and whom, at one time, he had looked upon as the fairest of men, had boxed a ploughboy’s ears for daring to assert that, after all, the young lordling was only flesh and blood like himself. Gifted with a shrewdness beyond his years, the lad had the wit to see through all this, and had come gradually to derive his ideas of mankind in general therefrom.

During their drive from Laverstock House Mandever had regaled him with a rechauffe of the most interesting scandals that had monopolised the attention of Society since they had last met. Middlesborough allowed it to be supposed that he was interested; as a matter of fact he was thinking of something entirely different. He was wishing himself back in Paris. When the cab stopped and they alighted, he let himself and his friend in with his latch-key, and they proceeded to the study. His well-trained servant, to whom half-past two in the morning was in many respects the equivalent of midday, brought cigars and brandy and sodas, and suggested supper, which both declined.

“Now, old man,” said Mandever, when his cigar was once fairly alight, “I want to have a serious talk with you. What do you propose doing this autumn? It has struck me that it would be by no means a bad idea if you and I were to share a moor. We could get Carthwaite’s place if we were quick about it, and we could put in a fairly good time there for six weeks or so. I am rather keen on the notion myself.”

“I’m afraid, as far as I’m concerned, it’s out of the question,” said Middlesborough. “My time is fully taken up until the end of the year. Then I’m half-thinking of going to South America. They tell me there is likely to be trouble in one of the Southern States, and shooting men is, to my thinking, a far more interesting pastime than slaughtering unoffending grouse.”

“To say nothing of running the risk of being shot yourself,” Mandever returned. “But if you really mean it and want a companion, I’m on. It’s just the sort of chance I’ve been hoping to get for years. Say the word, and I’m with you.”

“Oh, you mustn’t count upon me,” Middlesborough replied. “I’ve decided upon nothing definite yet. You know how my notions change.

I may be off to Central Siberia in a week’s time.”

“You are just like Billy Bellew,” said Mandever. “I met Billy at a club one night. ‘Holloa, Jim, my boy,’ says he, ‘you’re just the man I’ve been looking for. What do you say to three months among the big game in Bechuanaland? I’m starting by the next boat.’

‘Just the sort of thing I’ve been looking for, old boy,’ I said. ‘I’ll book my berth to-morrow morning, first thing.’ We sat down there and then and made out a list of the tackle we should have to take with us. By Jove! I was so excited over the notion that I couldn’t sleep that night. First thing after breakfast next morning I wired down to the country for my guns, called upon old Scroggins and told him to rush me up an outfit, issued invitations for a farewell luncheon, said goodbye to half a dozen people, and refused an invitation to one of the jolliest places in the Highlands. After that I went on to the Shikarri for luncheon. There I found Billy warming himself before the smoking-room fire. ‘Morning, Billy,’ I said, ‘there’s nothing like taking time by the forelock. I’ve been gathering my things together this morning. Bought a ripping new gun, and no end of other contraptions. By the way, while we’re on the subject, which of us is to be in charge of the commissariat?’ I couldn’t help thinking that Billy looked a bit foolish. ‘I’m afraid there’s been a mistake, old chappie,’ he said. ‘Since I saw you yesterday, I’ve discovered that I shan’t be able to go to Bechuanaland after all. The fact of the matter is, my offer was only conditional upon another thing not happening. I went to Lady Kilbraddon’s hop last night, and — well, to make a long story short, I shan’t be able to go with you, because, you see, I’m going to be married in six weeks’ time. Won’t you wish me luck?’ You should have heard the way I talked to him. I called him every name I could lay my tongue to, but a lot he seemed to care. He could only think of Ermentrude Vansittart. Asked me in sober earnest whether I’d be his best man! And so I was done out of my big game shooting in Bechuanaland. Mark my words, if you’re not very careful, all your talk of going to South America will end in a similar fashion. Ever since I’ve known you, you’ve never been of the same mind for two days together.”

“That’s better than having no mind at all,” retorted Middlesborough, pointedly. “I always thought Billy Bellew was a weak-minded ass. Your story proves it conclusively. However, he’s a married ass now, and his punishment is upon his own head, so let him rest.”

“There are a good many asses of that description knocking about, old man,” said Mandever, shaking his head sagaciously. “Be careful you don’t degenerate into one. In any case, remember if you do go to South America, I’m going with you, that’s settled — isn’t it? Ever since that old idiot, my uncle, muddled up things with the French in the way he did, I haven’t had a chance of seeing any fighting. Revolutions in South America are ripping fun, they tell me. Plenty of hand-to-hand scuffling, with the Southern Cross blazing overhead, palm-trees rustling, and bright-eyed senoritas playing guitars, and glancing at you through green shutters. By Jove! it reminds one of Lever’s novels.”

“With the mosquitoes left out,” said Middlesborough. “I’m afraid, old chap, your notions of South America are a trifle hazy. The truth is not so alluring. It sometimes happens that you’re alive and kicking at midday and dead by sundown. There is such a thing as yellow fever, you know!”

Mandever’s face lengthened somewhat.

“By Jove! you’re a cheerful sort of a fellow!” he answered. “If a man were to listen to you he’d shut himself up in his house, and never go out for fear of catching a cold in his head. In any case, I’m willing to risk it. Now I’m going home to bed. I’m going down to Newmarket at eleven. You wouldn’t care about coming, I suppose?

“I’m afraid not, old man,” Middlesborough replied. “I’m supposed to be in town on business, and as soon as that’s finished I shall return to Paris. Must you go? Well, then, good-night.”

He accompanied Mandever to the front door and shook hands with him there. The hansom that had brought them from the Duke of Laverstock’s house was still waiting beside the pavement.

“Don’t forget about South America,” Mandever cried, as he sprang into it. “Cork Street, cabby, and look sharp. Night, night, old boy! Remember Billy Bellew.”

A moment later the hansom was round the corner and out of sight.

While he was bidding his friend goodbye Middlesborough had noticed a man standing on the other side of the street. He was about to retire into the house, when he saw that the individual in question was making a move in his direction.

As he approached, he bowed and said in French: “I believe I have the honour of addressing Lord Middlesborough?”

“That is my name,” the other replied, perhaps a little stiffly. “What can I do for you?”

“If you would bear with me for a few moments I would ask the honour of an interview,” said the other. “I have a communication to make to you of considerable importance.”

Middlesborough looked at his watch. It was close upon three o’clock.

“Perhaps you are not aware of the time?” he said, with a touch of sarcasm. “In England three o’clock in the morning is scarcely looked upon as a calling hour, except by firemen and policemen. Would it not be better for you to go home and sleep? Then, if you are still of the same mind, you could come and see me after breakfast? I shall be at home until midday.”

The other shook his head. It was plain that he was a man who was not to be easily put off.

“I have a train to catch at five o’clock,” he answered. “That being so I have no option but to throw myself upon your lordship’s generosity. Think what you will of my importunity, but permit me to speak to you in private for ten minutes.”

Middlesborough did not know what to say. At first he had been of the opinion that the stranger had been dining, and that he had no real errand with himself. He was by this time, however, quite disabused of that idea. The man was as rational and sober a being as could be found anywhere. What the business might be that was of sufficient importance to keep him hanging about until such an hour on the chance of seeing him, Middlesborough could not imagine.

“Well, since you insist, I suppose I must see you,” Middlesborough replied, but not too graciously. “Perhaps you will come in?”

“I thank you,” said the other, and immediately followed him into the hall.

It was only when the stranger had removed his hat and cloak, and was standing before him, clad in immaculate evening dress, that Middlesborough was able to see the sort of man with whom he had to deal. He was tall, graceful, and his age might have been between fifty and fifty-five years of age. Of his nationality there could be no sort of doubt. He was French to his fingertips. Middlesborough led him to his study, and when there invited him to take a seat, at the same time handing him a box of cigars. The other selected one, and while he was cutting it looked round the room with calm, critical eyes. As his host was destined to discover later, he was a man who drew his inferences from surrounding objects quickly and unerringly.

“Now perhaps you will be kind enough to tell me what I can do for you?” Middlesborough inquired. “I shall be obliged if you will do so in as few words as possible for I have had a hard day, and am anxious to get to bed.”

“In the first place I must apologise for keeping you up,” said the other, “but I will detain you no longer than is necessary. Permit me to preface my business by declaring that I am well acquainted with your family history, your title, your wealth, and your career. We have many friends in common, whose names it is unnecessary I should bring into the discussion at this stage, but who, I have no doubt, will be glad to guarantee my authenticity when the time arrives.”

“No doubt that is all very interesting,” said Middlesborough, “but seeing that it is past three o’clock, and that, as I have already said, I am very tired, you must forgive me if I ask you to tell me to what it is leading?”

The other held up his hand in mild deprecation of such haste.

“If you will refrain from interrupting me you shall know everything in a few moments,” he answered. “I have often heard it said that you complain of the monotony of your life. With your permission I propose to remedy that defect.” As he said this he produced from his pocket a small leather case, from which he took a miniature. This he handed to the astonished young man seated before him, who glanced at it, and then almost dropped it in surprise. It was none other than the likeness of the girl he had seen entering the Casino at Monte Carlo on the night that he had first met Madame d’Espère; of the girl who in his dream had been his saviour, and whose identity he had in vain endeavoured to discover. He looked at it again. No, there could be no doubt about it. The likeness was unmistakable. There was the same expression about the eyes and mouth, the same high-bred carriage of the head. He glanced from it to the man seated opposite him.

“It is a charming face,” he said, endeavouring to give his voice a note of indifference; “still, I do not see why you should bring it to me at this hour in the morning.”

“Permit me to continue my explanation,” replied the other. Then after a short pause he added, “That young lady is my daughter. She is motherless, and for reasons that do not concern this history, it is certain that any moment she may lose me. As you know by this time, my nationality is French, and, if you doubt it, I will give you good assurance that my birth is equal to your own.”

He paused once more, whereupon Middlesborough interposed — 

“If you will only come to the point it may facilitate matters,” he said, still holding the miniature in his hands as if he were loth to part with it.

“I am about to do so,” the stranger replied, without any sign of irritation. “Let me, however, assure you first, in case you should doubt it, that all I have to say to you is in the most deadly earnest. It is essential that there should be no misconception upon that point.”

“I am quite prepared to take that for granted,” Middlesborough answered. “Now will you kindly proceed?”

“To put the case in a nutshell,” said the stranger, addressing Middlesborough, “you are a bachelor, wealthy, and the owner of a good name. On the other hand, here is a young girl, beautiful, as you can see; accomplished; of birth equal to your own, and capable of conferring great happiness upon whom she bestows her hand. At any moment it may be necessary for me to leave England, and, if I am not to mince matters, Lord Middlesborough, I may add that I believe I go to my death. Once I am taken from her, she will be without a relation or indeed a friend in the world. She will have no one to protect her, no one to think of her, and no one to love her.” Middlesborough glanced at the miniature before he replied. The face appealed to him with its beautiful eyes.

“What you tell me is exceedingly sad,” he said. “But I do not quite see how I am to remedy it.” The other leant a little towards him and almost held out his hand.

“I am here to propose that you should marry her,” he said, slowly and distinctly.

Middlesborough uttered an exclamation of astonishment. He could scarcely believe that he had heard aright. Was this a joke that was being played upon him, or was his first supposition that the other had been dining a correct one after all? And yet the man appeared quite sober.

“My good sir,” began Middlesborough, a moment later, “you surely don’t mean to tell me that you have come here, at three o’clock in the morning, to propose that I should marry a lady of whom I know nothing, and whom I have only seen for a few seconds in my life?”

“That is exactly what I do mean,” the stranger replied, and as he said it he rose from his chair. Then he repeated very slowly, “I am here to propose that you shall marry my daughter.”

“In that case, all I can say is,” Middlesborough continued, “that, to put it mildly, you must be either intoxicated or insane. I have never heard anything more preposterous in my life.”

“In common fairness, then, you must confess that you are indebted to me for my visit to-night, inasmuch, as I for once have helped you across the borders of the Commonplace. But we are wasting time, and you are tired. Do not let us misunderstand each other. As I told you just now, I am standing face to face with Death. It may only be a matter of a few days, or may be a few hours, before the summons comes. Then go I must, whether I will or no. My girl, however, must be placed in a strong man’s keeping first. Believe me, I have not made this proposal haphazard. Before deciding upon you I have considered the claims of half the great names of Europe.”

“You pay me a great compliment, no doubt, but I fear you do not know me, or you would scarcely do so.”

“I know you better than you know yourself,” the other replied.

Middlesborough shook his head. “I am afraid not,” he said, “or you would not have come to me with such a request. Come, my friend, admit that you have been dining, and that your proposition has no foundation save in a superior vintage.”

“Alas! I grieve to say that what I have said is only too true,” he answered. “How true, you can have no idea. But can we not come to an understanding without further argument? Perhaps if you were to see my daughter you would be more amenable. What would you say to putting aside prejudice and accompanying me into the country? There is a train at five o’clock. It could do you no harm, and, if it is nothing else, it will at least be the beginning of an adventure.”

For a man who was always lamenting the monotony of his humdrum existence here was an opportunity indeed.

“Upon my word,” said Middlesborough, in a bantering tone which was intended to conceal his desire to make the acquaintance of the owner of the glove he had picked up at Monte Carlo, “you are really a most agreeable man. You choose three o’clock in the morning to pay a call; then, having induced me to let you in, you calmly propose that I shall marry a woman of whom I know nothing. Now you suggest that I should abandon what is left of my rest in order to accompany you into the country at such an unearthly hour as five o’clock.”

Here his eyes returned to the miniature, which he still held in his hand. He was gradually coming to the conclusion that after all it might prove an amusement to see what the end of the adventure would be.

“To what part of the country is it you desire to conduct me?” he inquired. “I must know that before I promise to go with you.”

“To the village of Todthorpe-by-the-Sea, on the Essex coast,” the other replied. “It is a quiet little place, but just what I require. No one knows me, and none of the inhabitants, when once they have settled down, ever seem to think of leaving it again. For that reason there can be no gossip with the outside world. There is a train from Liverpool Street at five o’clock, and if we catch it I shall be able to give myself the pleasure of introducing you to my daughter. You can breakfast with us and be back in London by lunch time, if you please. Will you come with me or not?”

Middlesborough looked at the miniature again, as if to obtain inspiration from it. There could be no doubt of the relationship existing between the original and the man standing before him.

“The eyes have done it,” he said to himself. “I’m going to see this adventure through, if only for their sake.”

Then, turning to his visitor he said aloud: “For the humour of the thing I am willing to do as you ask, that is to say, so far as accompanying you to the place you mention goes. I don’t pledge myself to anything further, remember that.”

“I will remember,” said the other gravely. “For some reason or other I did not think you would decline. Now let me wish you au revoir, until we meet upon the station platform at five o’clock.”

“Until five o’clock, then,” said Middlesborough; and then, when he had again apologised for having disturbed him at such an unseemly hour, the other took his departure.

When he had let him out, and had shut the door behind him, Middlesborough returned to his study and rang for his man. When the latter put in an appearance he informed him that he wished to catch a train at Liverpool Street at five o’clock.

“Very good, my Lord,” the man replied, and, without a trace of astonishment upon his face, departed to give the necessary instructions.

Middlesborough looked at his watch. It was now nearly a quarter to four.

“No use thinking of sleep,” he said, with a yawn. “When people arrange these sort of things for one’s amusement they should really have more respect for the time of day. I hope I shall be able to get a nap in the train, or I shall be fit for nothing when I get to Todthorpé-by-the-Sea.”

Then he added as an afterthought, “I wonder what the end of this absurd business will be?”


CHAPTER VI
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THE HANDS OF the clock stood at five minutes to five when Middlesborough alighted from his brougham in the courtyard at Liverpool Street Station. He purchased his ticket and inquired of a sleepy porter where he was to find the platform from which the train for Todthorpe-by-the-Sea would start. When the man had directed him he set off in search of it. At such an hour the station was well-nigh deserted, and when he reached the platform in question only one figure was to be seen upon it. In this individual, however, Middlesborough had no difficulty in recognizing his visitor of two hours before.

“I feel that I owe you ten thousand apologies for bringing you out at such an unearthly hour,” the latter said, when they had greeted each other; ‘“but the urgency of the case, however, must be my excuse.”

Middlesborough noticed that his companion had changed his attire since he had last seen him, and that in place of the cloak he now wore a long blue overcoat of fashionable shape. From this he gathered that he must be the possessor of rooms in town. One other point had also struck him, and that was the fact that the other had not yet told him his name. He said as much to him.

“I intentionally withheld it,” the man replied. “It would have been detrimental to my interests had I declared my identity, and you had decided not to accede to my request. Now, however, I am at liberty to tell you. My name is De Tarvenac, and I believe it has the honour to be known in French history. As I have already told you, my daughter, Cécile, is the last of our race.”

“So the name of the original of the miniature is Cécile,” said Middlesborough to himself. It was a pretty name, and he found himself repeating it.

While they had been talking the train had crept into the station, and after they had made inquiries of the guard, they entered a carriage and took their seats. For the first hour they discussed a variety of subjects, but as the train rolled across the Essex Marshes, Middlesborough found himself smiling at the absurdity of his position. Had it been suggested to him twelve hours before that he would be accompanying an absolute stranger to a seaside village in Essex in order to inspect a woman of whom he had never even heard, with a view to marriage, he would have laughed the notion to scorn. As such, however, was the case, he was determined to get as much amusement out of the adventure as possible, and, having come to this conclusion, he settled down in his corner to sleep and to await further developments.

To his dismay, he found that it was a longer and more tedious journey than he had expected. An hour after leaving London, and in the chilliest of dawns, they changed and embarked upon the little branch line which was to carry them to their destination. It is just possible, but it will be in the very far future, that Todthorpe-by-the-Sea may develop into a fashionable watering-place. At present, however, it possesses but few claims to popularity. The outlook when one leaves the railway station is an eminently cheerless one. It consists for the most part of the grey-green waters of the North Sea, a range of wind-tossed sandhills and a few stunted trees, behind which a village, consisting of perhaps fifty tiny cottages, nestles, as if hiding from the cutting breezes that sweep over it at all times of the year from the continent of Europe. Last, but not least, there is one long white road, which begins on the edge of the northern horizon and stretches across to the south. Half a day’s journey distant is Harwich with its fleet of fishing vessels and its much-advertised Continental service. There is as great a difference, however, between the two places as exists between that town and its Dutch confrere across the water.

“This is scarcely the sort of place in which you would care to settle down, is it, Lord Middlesborough?” said de Tarvenac, as they left the station and started to walk along the dusty road towards the village.

Middlesborough laughed and shook his head.

“I fear not,” he answered. “I am of the world, worldly. But there — who knows what a man may do? It is just possible I might be able to settle down even here, if I possessed the proper incentive. There have been times when I have found the silence of African forests and the gloom of the Rockies soothing beyond expression. After all, happiness and contentment in this world are only matters of environment. On the prairies I can eat and enjoy pemmican; in Paris I should in all probability turn up my nose at truffles and caviare.”

“I wonder if you really believe that?” said de Tarvenac, almost as if he were speaking to himself. “For my part, I disagree with you. In my opinion it is a question entirely of the Past. That which we sow in youth we reap in old age, and our sins are visited upon those who least deserve to be punished for them. But pardon me for talking in this fashion. I am offering you a sorry welcome to my house.”

They passed through the village and walked to a point upwards of half a mile on the other side of it. Then suddenly they found themselves confronted by a pair of large iron gates, on one side of which was to be seen all that remained of a building that had once been a lodge.

Seated on the doorstep of the latter was a small boy, who nursed a child almost as big as himself. Still side by side, Middlesborough and de Tarvenac passed up the drive, and approached the picturesque Elizabethan building they could see peeping through the trees. — 

“It is fortunate that my daughter is fond of a quiet life, is it not?” said her father, as they came face to face with the house itself. “I am afraid, however, she finds it very dull, poor girl.”

“I should think so,” Middlesborough replied, with conviction, and as he said it he thought instinctively of their first meeting at Monte Carlo. He remembered that when he had returned her glove to her he had been unable to reconcile her pale, sweet face with the roulette tables and the crowd that surrounded them. He was still recalling that evening when they reached the house.

“Permit me to offer you a hearty welcome,” said de Tarvenac as they stood together on the threshold.

Like most large dwellings of the period, this house was the possessor of a fine oak-panelled hall. From it a noble staircase ascended to the next floor, on the landing of which was a stained-glass window, through which a stream of colour descended to the hall below. Middlesborough was admiring the effect thus produced, when his ear caught the sound of a footstep on the polished steps of the stairs. A moment later he became conscious of a tall and graceful figure descending. The girl, for she was little more, was dressed from head to foot in white; she wore a white lace fichu round her neck, and long sleeves, which enveloped her arms above the elbow. As she stood before him, framed in the dark background of the staircase, with one hand resting on the old oak balustrade, and the point of a dainty foot peeping beneath her white dress, Middlesborough thought he had never seen a fairer picture. Carolus Durand might have painted her; no one else would have done her justice. Her father met her at the foot of the stairs, and took her hands in his.

“How is it that you have returned so soon?” she asked, as she kissed him. “I did not expect you until this evening.” Then her eyes fell upon Middlesborough, and she gave a start of astonishment.

“Can it be possible that you have met before?” said her father, as he noticed her confusion.

“We met at Monte Carlo,” the young man replied. “Your daughter dropped her glove, and I was fortunate enough to pick it up. That is all. I am glad to see, Mademoiselle, that you have done me the honour of remembering me.”

“I remember you quite well, Monsieur,” she replied, without a trace of embarrassment.

The formal ceremony of introduction having been accomplished, they passed into a room on the further side of the hall. It was a charming apartment, wide and lofty, while, like the hall, the walls were panelled from floor to ceiling. The furniture of the house must have been handed down from generation to generation intact, though there were certain little French touches here and there that Middlesborough instantly recognised and accounted for. Opposite the door were three large window-recesses with cushioned seats, and through the panes the morning sun streamed brightly in, falling upon the polished floor, and making the antique fender shine like so much gold. Outside, across the stretch of lawn and the fields beyond, the heavy foliage of a wood gave just the touch of coolness to the landscape that was wanting. There was an old-world air about it all, with which the tall, graceful figure in white harmonised very pleasantly.

“We left London at five o’clock this morning,” said de Tarvenac by way of explanation, “and we are consequently hungry. Do you think it would be possible to persuade your servants to push the breakfast forward.”

“It shall be served as soon as possible,” she replied.

With that she asked Middlesborough to excuse her, and departed from the room, and left the men alone together. After she had gone Middlesborough rose from his chair and strolled across the room to examine the handsomely carved mantelpiece. He considered himself a connoisseur of old oak, but he made this move more for the purpose of hiding his face from his companion for a few moments than for any other reason. De Tarvenac, who had noticed everything, said nothing. He had no desire to appear to be thrusting his daughter upon Middlesborough. Such a course would be fatal. He had managed to lure him down from London, and he was prepared to leave the rest to Cécile’s own personal charms. He proposed that they should walk in the garden while breakfast was being prepared.

When they were out of earshot of the house, Middlesborough stopped and turned to his companion.

“I want you to answer one question,” he said.

“Does Mademoiselle de Tarvenac know the reason of my presence here?”

“She does not,” her father replied. “I will pledge you my word upon that. She thinks that you are, and what I took the liberty of describing you as, a friend.”

Middlesborough was glad to hear this. Before he had seen her he had had an idea that possibly she might have been acting in collusion with her father. For upwards of half an hour they paraded the grounds. In days gone by it must have been a delightful old place; now, however, it had fallen grievously from its high estate. The park was sadly neglected, while of the Lady’s Rose Garden, once so trim and neat, only a straggling wilderness remained. In the stables, where in days of yore a dozen horses might have found comfortable quarters, rats scuttled before the intruder’s foot, while the orchard and fruit garden were so overgrown that it was impossible to distinguish the places where once the boundaries had been.

“To my thinking there is nothing sadder,” said de Tarvenac, as they leaned upon the rickety gate of the latter enclosure, and surveyed the general desolation, “than an old house of this class. Let us try to realise what it means. That ruin to our right was probably the dairy; there are the remains of the stables. At this gate Will, the groom, and Moll, the dairymaid, must have flirted two hundred years ago. In yonder garden my lady walked and dreamed her dreams of that long line of descendants, who were to carry on this place through years and years, as yet unborn. And here we have the result. My lady and her lord, and Moll and her husband, lie in yonder churchyard, with even their great grandchildren’s graves forgotten, and still the old house stands, looking towards the cold, grey sea, as in all probability it will continue to do long after you and I have passed away and are as far removed from memory as they of whom I have just spoken.”

Middlesborough looked at him in surprise. He had not expected such a flow of sentiment, and he was about to say something to his companion to that effect, when the flutter of a white dress in the shrubbery attracted his attention.

“It must be Cécile come to summon us to our dejeuner,” said her father. “Let us go in.”

They passed through the wicket gate, and crossed the lawn towards the house. Cécile met them on the threshold, and, putting her arm through her father’s, led them to the dining-room.

It is probable that if Middlesborough were asked to-day to describe the meal to which they then sat down, he would find it difficult to do so. He would perhaps remember that there was an omelette which was so light that he felt sure Cécile had prepared it with her own hands, and also that there was some coffee which she herself poured out, and which was, in consequence, like nectar from the gods. It is unlikely that he could tell you more, for the simple reason that he was too much absorbed in watching the girl seated opposite him to pay much attention to what he was eating.

The meal at an end, they returned to the garden. This time Cécile accompanied them. On the further side of the lawn there was an old pond, filled with water lilies; beyond this a rustic temple which the Comte de Tarvenac used as a writing-room on warm days, and which, in consequence, had been placed in some sort of repair. They seated themselves under the shadow of the lime-trees and talked of Paris, of the sunny Mediterranean, and of the thousand and one other places with which they were familiar. The sunshine filtered through the leaves, and touched the white and gold of the lilies in the pond, upon the broad, green leaves of which the dragon-flies poised themselves like creatures of a fairy world. Cécile had brought her needlework with her, and Middlesborough stole many a covert glance at her as she sewed. It was difficult to realize the grotesqueness of the situation. It cost him, at least, an effort to believe that de Tarvenac had really called upon him at three o’clock that morning, and that he had only been introduced to Cécile two hours before. It seemed to him that he had known her for years.

After a while de Tarvenac made an excuse and went into the house, leaving them alone together.

“I fear you must find Todthorpe very lonely, Mademoiselle,” said Middlesborough, after the little pause that followed. “I really believe it is one of the dullest spots I have seen in all my wanderings.”

“It is certainly a little quiet,” Cécile replied, looking up from her work. “But when my father is with me, I do not mind that very much; I act as his secretary, and that keeps me well employed. I cannot say, however, that I shall be altogether sorry when we return to France.”

“And have you any idea when that will be?” Middlesborough enquired.

“Not the slightest,” she answered. “As yet my father has said nothing to me about it. He is waiting for news, I think, which may come at any moment.”

The conversation then branched off into other channels. They talked of the theatres, few of which she had visited, of music, of books, both French and English. The latter language, he discovered, she talked and read with ease. Then the conversation came somewhat nearer home.

“Lord Middlesborough,” she said, “I hope you won’t think me very rude, but I should so much like to ask you why you have never written a second book. Your first was so successful that surely it should have spurred you on to greater efforts.”

“I fear, Mademoiselle, that as yet you are not aware of my failings,” Middlesborough replied, idly stripping the bark from a willow twig as he spoke. “I am stubbornness personified. Had my first effort been less successful I might have tried again. But for the reason that it received, to my mind, such unmerited praise, I tired of literary work, and resolved never to try my hand at it again. In those few words you have the story of my life.”

She looked at him gravely.

“You scarcely do yourself, or your talents, justice,” she said. “I have noticed, even in the short time I have known you, that you continually belittle yourself in the eyes of other people.”

“It may be so,” he answered. “But you must not err upon the other side. Let me assure you that I am neither humble nor modest. Far from it, as I fear you may presently find out. If the truth must be told, I am a riddle even to myself. As the Turkish proverb says, ‘Man is a bundle of contradictions, tied together with fancies.’”

“Is it not a Persian saying?” she asked, without any pretence of appearing learned.

“Of course it is,” he answered. “You are quite right. It was foolish of me to make the mistake.”

For some reason her correction pleased him.

More than once he had noticed the extent of her learning, and now he could not refrain, rude as it might seem, from commenting upon the fact.

“I owe it all to my father,” she said gravely. “He is a great scholar, and has directed my studies since I was a child.”

“You are fortunate in possessing such a parent,” Middlesborough continued. “Few people have such an opportunity.”

When de Tarvenac returned, Middlesborough looked at him with a new interest. Clever man as he had hitherto supposed him to be, he had no idea that he had employed his learning to so much advantage. They talked for a while, after which Middlesborough looked at his watch, and was surprised to find that the greater portion of the morning had slipped away. If he desired to return to town, it was little more than an hour before his train would start. As ill-luck would have it, there was not another until late in the afternoon.

“I fear I really must go,” he answered reluctantly in reply to de Tarvenac’s cordial invitation to remain. “I have an appointment this afternoon which it is most important I should keep. May I ask, Mademoiselle,” he added with a humility that was by no means customary with him, “if you will permit me to pay you another visit?”

“We shall be very glad to see you,” the girl replied.

“If you will allow me I will walk with you as far as the station,” said de Tarvenac. “Perhaps, since you must catch this train, we had better be starting.”

Middlesborough bade Cécile goodbye, and a few minutes later they were strolling along the highroad in the direction of the railway station. It was not until they had reached the platform, however, that de Tarvenac returned to the object of his guest’s visit.

“I am going to ask you, point blank, Lord Middlesborough,” he said, “whether, now that you have seen my daughter, you are prepared to accept my offer or not?”

“I scarcely know what to say,” the other replied, drawing patterns in the gravel with his stick. “It is all so sudden — so unexpected, that I am unable to weigh the matter carefully. You must give me more time. When may I see your daughter again?”

“Whenever you like,” de Tarvenac replied. “The sooner the better. As I have already pointed out to you, there is no time to lose. It is impossible to say when I shall have to leave England. For all I know to the contrary, it may be this week.”

“In that case, if you will allow me, I will come down to-morrow. I will not disguise from you, sir, that I am extremely interested in your daughter. When you placed your offer before me this morning, I treated it in the light of an adventure, and resolved to see it through in that light. Since I have seen her, however, I have become more serious in my attentions. I pay you the compliment of saying that I have never met any one who I would so willingly make my wife.”

“I am glad to hear that,” replied the Count gravely. “Come down to-morrow by all means. Afterwards you may be able to give me a more definite answer.”

A few minutes later Middlesborough took his place in the carriage, the whistle sounded, the train started, and he was on his way back to London. When he reached town he drove direct to his club, lunched, and then went on to his lawyers’ offices. For upwards of two hours he was compelled to give his attention to business, which appeared to his solicitors of paramount importance, but which bored him consumedly. From where he sat he could look through the wire blinds into a dingy little courtyard, black with the soot and dirt of London. In his mind’s eye he was picturing a garden in which there was a pond where the water-lilies grew. On one side of the pond was a summer-house, before which sat a girl dressed in white, hemming a cambric handkerchief. He had been thinking of that girl a good deal since he had left her, and was gradually coming to the conclusion that, after all, his loss of rest on the previous night had been well repaid by his visit to the seaside. He could not remember ever having seen a face so fair, or to have heard a voice so sweet.

“The computed rent of the three farms, therefore, at that reckoning would be eleven hundred pounds,” his lawyer was saying; “while the sum offered by the company in question would amount to — but I see your lordship is not listening to me. If I might suggest a little—”

“My dear Bennett, I must beg your pardon,” said Middlesborough, with great suavity; “I confess for the moment my thoughts were elsewhere. Your arguments are, of course, irrefutable, and I beg you will act in the matter as you may think best for my benefit. I know I can leave myself in your hands.”

“I thank your Lordship for the compliment you pay me,” Bennett replied, “but, as you are aware, the responsibility is a very great one, and it is not of yourself alone I have to think. We must bear the fact in mind that, in all probability, you will some day marry. In that case, if all goes well, as I trust it may, you will probably have a son, whose interests, as your heir, must of course be considered. That is why I am endeavouring to prove to you the advisability of adopting the course I suggest.”

Middlesborough started. He had not looked at the matter in this light. It was a new idea, and for some reason it was not altogether distasteful. The thought of marriage had, as may be imagined, come before him on many different occasions, but hitherto it had always been disagreeable to him. He argued that he had never yet discovered the woman he would care to make his wife. A fashionable lady who attended Drawing Rooms, and who would be as willing to live in Greenland for six months as out of London for three, would be unbearable; the daughters of country squires, who wore thick boots, who could tell the weight of a pig at a glance, and whose talk was redolent of the stables and the kennels, disgusted him; while the literary woman, the blue stocking, or the artless child of nature, were out of the question altogether. How different was Cécile!

That evening he dined with the Home Secretary, and went on to a reception at the French Ambassador’s afterwards. When he left Todthorpe he had had no intention of going, but he had suddenly changed his mind. The truth was he wanted to ask a question of the Ambassador, a question which had suddenly come to be of paramount importance to him. To find the opportunity, however, when he got there, was somewhat more difficult. The crush was so great, and the Ambassador was kept so constantly engaged, that it was not until late in the evening that Middlesborough obtained the opportunity he wanted.

“By the way, Baron,” he said, when they were standing alone together for a few moments, “I have a question to ask you. If there is any man who can answer it, you are he.”

“I’ll answer half a hundred with pleasure, if you like,” replied the polite representative of La Belle France. “What is the particular question?”

“I want you to tell me whether, by any chance, you happen to be acquainted with an individual named de Tarvenac?” Middlesborough asked, almost nervously. “If so, I am anxious to hear all you can tell me about him.”

“I have known the man for many years,” the other replied. “He is of good family, and was at one time the possessor of considerable wealth. The greater portion of his fortune, however, has, I believe, since been lost. He is an inveterate gambler; and if what I have lately heard of him is correct, he is at present on the verge of ruin. The case is the sadder for the reason that I understand he possesses a beautiful daughter.”

The Ambassador glanced at Middlesborough’s face as he said this.

“Ah, my young friend,” he said to himself, “I think I can understand the reason of these inquiries. It looks as if the blasé Middlesborough has been caught at last. Well, well, I always said it would be so.” Then he added aloud: “Pray, where did you happen to meet the man we are discussing?”

“I made his acquaintance for the first time this morning,” the other replied. “He struck me as being a particularly interesting individual.”

“He is a most interesting man,” the Ambassador replied. “At one time it was thought that he would have come to the front in the political world. But fate was against him. He lacked the one necessary quality — patience. Now, if you will excuse me, I must return to my duties. If I can help you in any other way, you have only to command me.”

Having no further reason for remaining, Middlesborough left the Ambassador’s residence. There were several other houses open to him, but he did not avail himself of his privilege. When his footman inquired in which direction he desired to be driven, he replied, “Home,” and then settled himself down in the corner of the brougham to think. It seemed to him that in the last twenty-four hours the whole current of his life had been changed. Never before had a woman obtained such an influence over him. Combat it as he would, argue with himself as diplomatically as he might, the fact remained that he had at last met the one woman of all others he would care to make his wife.

Reaching his house, he went into the study and lit a cigar. As the smoke rose into the air, strange thoughts filled the young man’s brain. At last he rang the bell for his valet.

“Perkins,” he said to that staid individual, “I am leaving London to-morrow morning. Have my things ready by eight o’clock, will you?”

“For Paris, sir?” the man inquired.

“No,” his master replied, “not for Paris. I am going down to a little village on the Essex coast, called Todthorpe-by-the-Sea. It is not a very lively place, I believe, but such as it is, you must make the best of it. I don’t know how long we shall be away, but you had better prepare for a week.”

The man bowed and left the room. He would have packed for Spitzbergen with as few words.

“I wonder what he’s up to now?” he said to himself as he made his way upstairs. “Todthorpe-by-the-Sea — who ever heard of such a place? Well, well, I suppose I shall find out what it’s all about before very long.”

A man may be no hero to his valet, but there are times when he may become a very big mystery to him. — 

When Middlesborough retired to bed he reviewed the situation for the hundredth time. There was only one thing which caused him uneasiness. Remembering the unquestioning obedience that French daughters are accustomed to render their parents in such matters, he had every reason to suppose that, should he do as de Tarvenac desired, he would be successful in his suit; in that case, what would Madame d’Espère say when she heard of his marriage?


CHAPTER VII
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THE MORNING WAS well advanced when Middlesborough stepped from the train on to the platform of the station of Todthorpe-by-the-Sea. During the journey down he had been permitted plenty of opportunity of thinking over the step he was taking. As a proof that his stock of common sense had not yet entirely forsaken him, he argued that it was merely the glamour of Cécile’s beauty, and perhaps the touch of romance which surrounded his introduction to her, that had captivated him so strangely. As if to excuse his behaviour he was compelled to confess that he had never met any one he liked better; on the other hand, to set the balance true, he had never before experienced a desire to become a married man. Putting one against the other he thought on the whole it would be better to leave things to chance and to let the Fates decide for him.

A fresh breeze was blowing in from the sea, and the sandhills were slowly removing themselves to the station platform. The venerable station-master touched his hat and disappeared into his private residence; the one and only porter stationed himself at the exit door in order to take the tickets of the five passengers who had travelled by the train; while Perkins was left standing near the guard’s van waiting for the luggage, and gazing disconsolately upon the surrounding scenery. During the years he had served his master he had visited many strange places, but he could not recall one that boasted so cheerless an exterior as Todthorpe-by-the-Sea. He approached Middlesborough and inquired to what address the luggage should be sent.

“When I was here yesterday I noticed a small hotel on the left-hand side of the main street,” the other replied. “We had better try to obtain rooms there.”

His valet’s face grew longer every moment. They were not going to a country house, then, as he had supposed. Indeed, it looked as if his master himself did not know where he was going. From Perkins’s point of view village inns were impossible places, and he began to have serious doubts as to his master’s sanity. However, he knew him too well to venture upon any remark. He accordingly carried the bags as far as the exit door, where he gave up his own and Middlesborough’s tickets, and interrogated the porter as to the best accommodation to be found in the village. The yokel scratched his head as if he did not quite understand the question put to him. Then a light broke upon his dull brain and he answered — 

“There bain’t none, not as I knows on, but there be the Black Bear Inn, sure enough. ’Tis Widow Brown’s house, and ye’ll find the beer none so bad.”

Perkins bestowed a look of contempt upon him. Matters seemed to be going from bad to worse. Could it be possible that the great Lord Middlesborough, one of the most fastidious men in Europe, would condescend to patronise a village pothouse? He could not believe it. However, something had to be done, and he accordingly looked about him for a vehicle in which to convey the luggage to the village.

“Haven’t you any cabs?” he inquired of the porter, in a tone that suggested that he considered that official responsible for the lack of vehicles.

The porter shook his head.

“I don’t know as I ever seed one,” he said at last. “But there’s the barrer back there on the platform, ye can take that, if ye’ve a mind to bring it back again.”

Middlesborough was forced to turn away in order to hide a smile. His wildest flight of fancy could not picture the stately Perkins pushing a hand-barrow along that dusty road.

“Never mind,” he said at last. “We won’t trouble about the barrow. You can carry a couple of the bags and I’ll take the rest. If we can’t ride we must walk, and make the best of it. I should say it is not more than a quarter of a mile.”

“Very good, my Lord,” said Perkins, resignedly. “If you don’t mind, m’lord, of course it’s not for me to object.”

They accordingly picked up the bags and started. It was a warm morning, and the luggage was by no means light. By the time they had reached the main, and, indeed, the only street, both were hot and dusty, and one had suffered considerably in his temper.

“If I’m not mistaken that is the Black Bear Inn,” said Middlesborough, pointing to a house some fifty or sixty yards down the street.

They made their way towards it to discover, from the announcement above the door, which set forth the fact that Martha Brown was licensed to sell beer and spirits, and also from the picture of the strangely constructed animal depicted on a board hanging from a post opposite, that his conjectures were correct.

Perkins accordingly entered the little passage which led past the bar-parlour, and inquired for the landlady, while Middlesborough went into the parlour and sat down.

A moment later a bustling, buxom creature, whose corkscrew curls danced on either side of her ruddy cheeks as she walked, appeared from a room at the end. Perkins made her a bow, and inquired whether it would be possible for her to find accommodation for a few days for a gentleman and his servant? From her reply it was very evident that she took Perkins for the gentleman.

“If you wouldn’t mind, sir, having things a bit rough, like, I’ve no doubt I can manage it,” she said. “But it’s only a small place, you see, and it’s not once a year we have a gentleman like yourself asking for a room. A commercial now and again, sir, or a Lloyd’s agent when a vessel goes ashore on the beach. That’s all. Is your servant here, sir?”

Middlesborough heard Perkins cough apologetically.

“His lordship is in the bar-parlour at this minute,” he said; and then added, “this is a terrible place of yours, we could get no carriage and no help in carrying the baggage up here. Consequently we had to do it ourselves, his lordship assisting. I don’t know that I ever saw things worse managed.”

The fact that she was going to have a live lord for her guest proved too much for the landlady. On hearing the news she fled precipitately to the kitchen, where she might have been heard, a moment later, adjuring some one to fly upstairs and get the front room ready for his lordship, “just as quick as ever you did a bit of work in your life, Sarah Jane, and you remember that.”

Having thus arranged matters for his master’s comfort, Perkins returned to the bar-parlour.

“It’s a terrible poor sort of a place, my Lord,” he said, “I don’t like to think what the commissariat department will be like. Perhaps your Lordship would wish me to telegraph to London for a few delicacies.”

“There is not the least necessity, my good Perkins,” Middlesborough replied. “I can rough it very well for a few days. Let me have lunch as soon as possible.”

When, half an hour later, a round of beef made its appearance, Middlesborough discovered that he possessed a good appetite. He drank success to his visit in a glass of excellent ale, and when he had lighted a cigar, felt as contented as he had ever done in his life.

He had now to decide when he should pay his first visit to the Manor House. He wondered what Mademoiselle de Tarvenac would say when she saw him, and whether she would be pleased or annoyed at his reappearance. His cigar finished, he put on his hat, and, taking a stick, set off up the road. Away to the right, over the sandhills, he could hear the waves breaking upon the beach, and the voices of fishermen hauling up their boat; on his left, when he had left the village behind him, the only human being in sight was a boy scaring crows.

Reaching the gates of the Manor House, he was about to enter the drive, when he witnessed what might have been a deplorable accident. From the further side of the lodge shouts of laughter were to be heard. A moment later a small boy, the same he had seen on his previous visit, came into view, dragging behind him a wooden box on wheels, in which a baby was seated. Unfortunately for the safety of the vehicle, he took the corner at two sharp an angle; the cart skidded on one wheel, and then overbalanced altogether. The boy tripped and fell forward, while the infant was thrown headlong into the long grass by the roadside, where it lay kicking and bellowing lustily. Middlesborough ran and picked it up, and when he had brushed away the dust, endeavoured to soothe the frightened child. He was still engaged in this work when a light step on the path attracted his attention, and he looked up to find Cécile de Tarvenac standing before him. At first she was too much surprised at seeing him to say anything. Then her astonishment gave place to amusement.

“How do you do, Lord Middlesborough?” she said. “I hope the poor little fellow has not hurt himself?

“I fancy not,” Middlesborough replied, as he handed the child to its brother, who by this time had scrambled to his feet and was staring openmouthed at Mademoiselle de Tarvenac. “He is more frightened than hurt, I think.”

Then, having slipped a shilling, unperceived by Cécile, into the boy’s hand, and thus making him wealthy beyond the dreams of avarice, he continued his walk up the drive at the girl’s side.

“I hope I have not offended you by making my appearance here again so soon,” he said, as they approached the house.

“Why should I be offended?” she answered. “We have not the monopoly of Todthorpe-by-the-Sea.”

He stole a glance at her as she said it. Her face, however, told him nothing.

“Papa will be very pleased to see you, I am sure,” she added. “He enjoyed your visit yesterday so much. I cannot tell you how much brighter and happier he seemed afterwards.” Middlesborough thought he could guess why. He expressed his pleasure at her news, and his willingness to do all that lay in his power to amuse her father.

“You are very kind,” she said simply. “I hope you will believe that I am grateful.”

They then entered the house together.

The seven days that followed made up a week of almost unalloyed happiness for Middlesborough. Poor as was his lodging at the inn, he, who had hitherto been accustomed to all the luxuries that the best hotels could furnish, was never heard to grumble. The greater portion of his time was spent at the Manor House, and in Cécile’s company. They sat by the lily pond together, they walked for miles upon the beach, while in the evening, Cécile played and sang to them in the quaint old pannelled drawing-room, where dainty ladies must have sung to their cavaliers two hundred years before. Never, since he was a lad, had Middlesborough led so simple an existence. The only person who found life unendurable was Mr. Perkins. He, it must be confessed, was entirely out of his element. It is true that he never grumbled openly, but from early morn to dewy eve his face was one long picture of dejection.

“If only I could see what good there was in it, I wouldn’t so much mind,” he would say to himself by the pig-stye in the inn garden, as he idly scratched the back of a porker with a stick. “He can’t surely be thinking seriously of that French girl when there’s so many of the greatest ladies in Europe as would be only too glad to have him?” At this point Mr. Perkins would shake his head solemnly, and tell himself that Middlesborough’s doings were too deep a mystery for even his great mind to solve.

One afternoon the latter reached the house to find de Tarvenac alone in the garden. He was reading a French newspaper which had arrived by the morning post; when his visitor appeared, however, he placed it on the ground beside him.

“Cécile has gone into the village to see a sick woman,” he said, in explanation of his daughter’s absence. “In advance of the times as she is on other matters, she still retains the feminine love of a sick-room. By the way, what progress are you making with her?”

“I am really unable to say,” Middlesborough replied. “Sometimes I ‘ think she likes me, at others I am afraid she merely tolerates me for your sake.”

De Tarvenac drew in some smoke and then puffed it slowly out again.

“Would you wish me to use my influence with her?” he asked.

“No, no,” Middlesborough replied hastily. “If I am to win her at all, I must do so in my own fashion. I have no desire for a wife of any one else’s choosing. You have said nothing to her yet, I hope?”

“Not a word,” de Tarvenac answered. “But I must confess I have found it difficult to account to her for your presence here. She is not a girl to be easily hoodwinked. Have you made up your mind when you mean to speak to her?”

“This evening — that is, if I can find a suitable opportunity,” Middlesborough replied.

“May every success attend you,” said her father. “If you could only know what a weight will be lifted off my mind, when I know that she is provided for, you would be able to understand my feelings. I have a continued presentiment that the end, of which I spoke to you at our first meeting, cannot be very far off. When I was in London I called upon a famous specialist. He examined me and informed me that my heart was in a sad condition. He did not say that there was any immediate danger, but he gave me his solemn assurance that a sudden shock might kill me. In that case, what Cécile would do here in a strange country, I do not know.”

“Let us hope that nothing will happen to you,” Middlesborough answered.

“Still one must remember that there is always the possibility,” said the other. “I have to think of her, not of myself.”

De Tarvenac rolled the leaf of his cigar meditatively.

“Forgive the question, but — but — well, to put it bluntly, is it possible that you have come to love her in so short a time?”

“It is more than possible — it is quite true,” said Middlesborough frankly. “I have jested and laughed at love all my life, but the Blind Boy has proved too much for me at last. If Cécile will take pity on my useless life, I will do all that a man can do to make her happy. But she must take me of her own free will, and without coercion of any kind.”

“You need not fear that she will do anything else. She is not a woman to be forced into doing anything. Dine with us to-night and speak to her afterwards.”

Middlesborough agreed, and, after an hour, seeing that Cécile did not return, he made his way back to his hotel.

It is popularly supposed that the few hours which precede a proposal are not the happiest in a man’s existence. In Middlesborough’s case it was certainly so. From the moment that he told de Tarvenac of his intention he was a different being. Until then he had been good temper itself, now nothing pleased him, he could not rest, nor could he settle to anything. His landlady’s voluble tongue irritated him beyond measure, the song of a tipsy loafer in the bar aggravated him to the verge of madness, while even Perkins’s silent movements in the small bedroom, as he laid out his master’s things, jarred upon his overstrung nerves.

“There is something in the wind, sure enough,” said Perkins to himself, as he brushed an almost imperceptible speck of dust off one of the boots. “That French girl’s been pitching into him, I suppose. Well, I don’t much mind if it gets me out of this hole back to Town. I’ve had enough of Todthorpe-by-the-Sea to last me all my life.”

“Hurry up there, Perkins, can’t you?” said Middlesborough irritably; “I don’t want to be all night dressing. Why on earth are you so slow?”

“Everything is quite ready, m’lord,” said Perkins, in a tone of gentle remonstrance.

Thereupon Middlesborough began to dress.

“I am afraid you’ve had rather a slow time, Perkins,” he said at last, feeling that he had not been quite just to his faithful henchman.

“To tell the truth, my Lord, it’s not exactly lively,” the other replied. “There is nothing to do, and the society is scarcely what I have been accustomed to. Pilchards and herrings are the only things they seem able to talk about, and I can’t say I’m familiar, so to speak, with either article in its rough state.”

“I thought you were more cosmopolitan, Perkins,” said Middlesborough, with a smile.

“No m’lord,” the other answered gravely. “I cannot say that I know anything about the sect you mention. But I have a cousin who was once a guard upon the Metropolitan. He used to say that it was the healthiest occupation in London.”

Middlesborough slipped on the coat the other was holding, put a handkerchief in his pocket, and then surveyed himself in the small mirror. He could have wished he were not quite so sallow, that his expression were different; in fact, that he were altogether a handsomer man, and one more likely to take a maiden’s eye. But, as he could not change himself, there was not much satisfaction to be got out of wishing, so he bade Perkins give him a light overcoat, and, when he had put it on, he set out for the Manor House.

It was a glorious evening, and as he left the inn the sun was sinking in a mass of golden splendour behind the sandhills. In the evening light even Todthorpe-by-the-Sea might claim to be considered beautiful. Reaching the lodge, he passed through the gates, nodded to the boy, who by this time considered him an old acquaintance, and made his way up to the Manor House. The aged woman-servant opened the door to him, and informed him that Cécile was in the drawing-room. He accordingly made his way thither, to find her standing by the big window watching the sun dropping to his rest behind the trees.

“How lovely it is!” she said, when they had greeted each other. “When I was a little girl I used to think that heaven must be like that, all silence and beautiful colouring.”

It is probable that she would have been shocked, or would have pretended to be, had she known what Middlesborough’s idea of Heaven at that moment was. He would have told her that it was to be with her.

An intense longing to confess what was in his heart, and to know his fate, was taking possession of him. Should he run the risk and win or lose it all? He thought he would, but he had no sooner arrived at this decision than his courage deserted him, and he resolved to postpone consideration of the matter until after dinner.

“You are very quiet this evening, Lord Middlesborough,” Cécile remarked after they had been standing for some minutes side by side.

Here was the opportunity he wanted, and, almost before he knew what he was doing, Middlesborough had entered upon his explanation.

“I am quiet because I have been thinking that it will be necessary for me very soon to bring my stay here to a close,” he said.

“That means that you have tired of Todthorpe-by-the-Sea, I suppose,” she answered. “And yet you surprise me, for you said only yesterday that you were so fond of its quiet, that you might stay for weeks.”

“It is not that I am weary of it,” he answered. “It is because I am beginning to think that it would be better for me to go away, because — well, because it is not quite safe for me to remain here any longer.”

“Not safe?” she asked, a startled look making its appearance in her face. “Why should it not be safe for you to remain here?”

Then the real meaning of his speech must have struck her, for next moment her face had flushed as crimson as the sky outside.

“I can see that you have guessed my reason,” he continued, drawing a little closer to her. “Yes, Cécile, that is why I think it would be better for me to go away. I love you with my heart and soul. There is no other woman in the world for me. Is it possible that you can feel for me any of the love I have for you?”

He took possession of her hand. She lowered her head, but only for a moment. Then she looked proudly up at him.

“Why should I deny it?” she said simply, but fearlessly. “I love you. I think I have done so always.”

Middlesborough stooped and kissed her hand.

“Thank God,” he said, and that was all.

Ten minutes later de Tarvenac entered the room. It is possible he had suspected what was going on and had remained away on purpose, for he looked from one to the other, as if to make sure of his ground. Then Middlesborough, taking Cécile’s hand, went forward to meet him.

“Sir,” said the former, “I have some news for you. Your daughter has done me the honour of promising to be my wife.”
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De Tarvenac took the girl in his arms and kissed her blushing face.

“Cécile, my darling,” he said, “you have made me more than happy. As for you, Lord Middlesborough, though she is my daughter, I think you are to be congratulated on your choice of a wife. May you both be as happy as you deserve!”

Middlesborough, relieved of his anxiety as to whether Cécile loved him or not, was a very different person from the man who had chided Perkins for his slowness at the “Black Bear” an hour and a half before. He was on the best of terms with himself and with the world in general.

Dinner at an end, Middlesborough and Cécile left de Tarvenac in his study writing letters, and passed into the garden. Night had fallen, and the young moon hung like a silver sickle above the tree-tops. Bats darted hither and thither among the trees, and round the gables of the old house, while far away the sound of a belated cuckoo could be heard wishing the world a monotonous goodnight. Middlesborough wondered whether the old garden had ever seen a man as happy as he. It seemed almost unbelievable that he had only known Cécile a week, and equally impossible that there could have ever been a time when they had been strangers to each other. A smile played upon his face as he thought of what the Great World would say when it heard the news of his engagement. But he told himself that he did not care for Public Opinion. Time after time they made the circuit of the garden, talking of the Future, and all it had in store for them.

Once Middlesborough reminded Cécile of their meeting at Monte Carlo. As he did so the memory of the dream he had had that fateful night came back to him. It was then that he thought for the first time for many days of Madame d’Espere. To think of her was to think of the house of St. Germain. And as he did so it was as if an icy hand had been laid upon his heart. How did he stand with regard to the club? Instead of being glad to gamble with his life, he was now only too anxious to preserve it.

It was nearly nine o’clock by this time, and they had passed the pond, and were once more approaching the house. It was their intention to enter by means of a side door, and to do this it was necessary for them to pass de Tarvenac’s study windows. The evening was warm and they were still open. To their surprise, as they drew nearer, the sound of voices reached them from within. It was plain that de Tarvenac had a visitor.

A second later Middlesborough stopped, paralysed with horror and astonishment. There could be no mistake, and yet — ? His face grew pale as death as the thought entered his brain. Could there be two men whose voices were exactly alike? If not, then the man in the room talking to Cécile’s father was none other than de Chartres, the man who had escorted him from the Place de la Concorde to that terrible house at St. Germain. In that case what was his business here? Cécile noticed the look upon his face.

“You are ill?” she said anxiously, seeing that he stopped in his walk and made an involuntary gesture with his hand.

“Only a sudden twinge of pain,” Middlesborough answered confusedly. “It was nothing more, and I am all right now. It was foolish of me to frighten you. Let us come into the house, the dew is falling, and you must not catch cold.”

But though he did his best to carry the matter off unconcernedly, some minutes elapsed before he recovered his presence of mind. Why was the man there? What was his business with de Tarvenac? He was convinced in his own mind that he had not been mistaken. There were certain peculiarities in the other’s voice that gave it a distinction of its own. He would have recognised it among a hundred. Half an hour later de Tarvenac joined them in the Drawing Room. As he came within the circle of the lamp’s light, Middlesborough noticed that his face was unusually pale.

“You have had a visitor, papa,” said his daughter, as she crossed the room and seated herself beside him.

“Yes, dear,” her father replied. “A visitor from Paris. I am sorry to say he has brought me news which will necessitate our crossing the Channel to-morrow.”

Middlesborough watched his face and made a mental note of the expression upon it. Whatever the news may have been that the stranger had brought, it was quite certain that it had unnerved the man who had received it.

“I am sorry to hear that,” said Middlesborough. “When do you think you will return to England?”

“It is impossible for me to say,” the other replied; and then he added, as if to himself, “Quite impossible!”

Then Cécile inquired at what time it would be necessary for them to start on the following day.

“We must catch the boat from Harwich,” her father replied.

“In that case I must make my arrangements to-night,” Cécile answered.

“If I can be of any assistance to you, I hope you will let me help,” said Middlesborough. “And what is more, if my company will not inconvenience you, I should like to cross with you to-morrow. I have nothing to detain me in England when you are gone; in fact I should have returned to Paris this week, but for another circumstance.”

Cécile guessed to what he alluded.

“And now,” he continued, rising from his chair, “as you are likely to have a hard and tiring day to-morrow, it would be as well for me to bid you good night.” — 

“Good night,” said de Tarvenac, as he shook hands, and then he added in a voice that had suddenly grown curiously husky, “I am glad to think that we shall have the pleasure of your company on the journey to-morrow.”

He had scarcely said this before he uttered a little cry and staggered back with his hand upon his heart. He stretched out his hand for a chair; but not finding it, fell backwards in a swoon. Fortunately, however, Middlesborough was able to spring forward and catch him before he reached the floor.

“Bring me a glass of water quickly,” he cried to the terrified girl beside him. “Do not be afraid, he has only fainted. He will be himself again in a few minutes.”

Cécile fled from the room to obey his order, and while she was absent, Middlesborough, who had had some little experience in these matters, loosened his tie and unfastened his collar. Almost immediately de Tarvenac opened his eyes.

“What has happened?” he asked in a startled tone. “Ah, I remember!”

He passed his hands across his eyes and looked about him for his daughter; not seeing her in the room, he whispered hoarsely to Middlesborough — 

“Has the end come at last? Thank God you have settled matters with Cécile in time. Lord Middlesborough,” he continued, taking his companion’s hand and holding it tightly in his own, “promise me that you will not forsake her, whatever may befall me.”

“I give you my word of honour that I will not,” Middlesborough replied. “Whatever may happen to you she will be safe in my keeping.”

De Tarvenac was about to say something else, when Cécile returned carrying the glass of water for which Middlesborough had sent her. Delighted as she was to find that her father was conscious once more, she still watched him with anxious eyes. Then Middlesborough, seeing that they might safely be left alone, bade them good-night, promising to be with them first thing in the morning.

When he reached the Black Bear Inn he found Perkins sitting on the bench before the door, smoking. He rose on seeing his master and placed his pipe in his pocket.

“Did you meet the gentleman on the road, my Lord?” he inquired.

Middlesborough gave a start.

“To whom do you refer?” he asked, with a sudden sinking of the heart.

“A French gentleman,” Perkins replied. “He called here about a quarter of an hour ago, and said he wanted to see your Lordship.”

“And what did you tell him?”

“I said that you were at the Manor House, m’lord,” Perkins replied. “When he heard that, he said he would not bother you, and went off up the road.”

“How long ago did you say it was since he spoke to you?” Middlesborough inquired.

“Between ten minutes and a quarter of an hour, m’lord,” the other replied. “I heard the clock in the bar go half-past when he bade me good-night.”

Middlesborough examined his watch. It wanted about three minutes to a quarter to eleven.

“Did you say that he went up the road?” he asked.

“Straight up the road, m’lord. Shall I hasten after him? I might catch him.”

“No,” said Middlesborough. “You need not trouble, I’ll go myself. It is a beautiful night for walking, and if I am lucky I may be able to overtake him.”

He lit a cigar, and then walked quickly down the road in the direction the other had taken. As he made his way along he reviewed his position in all its bearings. He was a member of the club of which de Chartres was secretary, and in joining he had promised implicit obedience to its rules. One of these, and probably the most important, second only to that of secrecy, was the rule that made it a condition that no one should cease to be a member until he had fought one duel and had paid a fine amounting to one hundred and twenty thousand francs to the funds of the club. In the event of his declining to fight the duel the Woman of Death would choose a member by lot, to whom the identity of the erring member would be made known, he would insult him in a Public Place, and insist upon a meeting; should this take place and the recalcitrant one be successful, another would step into the breach, and so on until the malcontent was removed from the face of the earth. Under these circumstances, to escape for very long would be practically impossible. There was nothing for it, therefore, but to fight and pay. If one could not pay, then one must continue to fight until three duels had taken place, after which permission to retire was granted, and the matter was at an end. It was plain to Middlesborough that de Tarvenac was a member, and, as he was aware, the other was practically penniless. Was it possible, therefore, that he was endeavouring to get out of the Club by fighting, and that de Chartres had crossed the Channel to summon him to another combat? It looked as if such a thing were not only possible, but exceedingly probable.

By the time Middlesborough reached the end of the village he had given up the pursuit as hopeless. He looked along the white road that led to Harwich, but could see no sign of his man upon it. He accordingly turned, and retraced his steps to the hotel. What was to be the outcome of his last night at Todthorpe-by-the-Sea?


CHAPTER VIII
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MIDDLESBOROUGH’S FIRST THOUGHTS on waking next morning were certainly happy ones. He was the betrothed lover of Cécile, and he had the satisfaction of knowing that he had won her on his own merits and without any extraneous assistance. It was only when he recalled the events of the preceding night that his spirits sank again. He remembered the visit paid by the man, who he now felt sure was de Chartres, the secretary of the club at St. Germain, and the agent of the Woman of Death; and also his fruitless endeavours to overtake him later in the evening. While he dressed, he informed Perkins of his decision to leave for Paris that day, and bade him make the necessary arrangements. The latter’s satisfaction knew no bounds. After Todthorpe-by-the-Sea, the French capital would be like Paradise. His face was as radiant as it was possible for the countenance of a well-trained servant to be. While Middlesborough was eating his breakfast, he heard him whistling as merrily as a blackbird in the room overhead.

As soon as he had finished his meal Middlesborough made his way to the Manor House, and with a feeling, that was not far removed from a foreboding, in his heart, walked up the drive. Thanks to Cécile, who had been hard at work since daybreak, he found them almost ready for the journey.

“I am proud of my morning’s work,” she said. “In less than an hour all our preparations will be complete.”

“You have certainly worked hard,” Middlesborough replied; “but you have not told me whether you will be sorry to leave this old house.”

“I shall be very sorry to say goodbye to it,” she answered. Then looking up at him, she added, “I should not have minded leaving it a week ago, but now everything is different.”

Before Middlesborough could reply to this speech, de Tarvenac entered the room. He looked white and heavy-eyed, as though he had spent a sleepless night.

Middlesborough expressed the hope that he was feeling better.

“I feel as well as ever I have done in my life,” de Tarvenac replied, in a tone which suggested that, comforting as the assurance might sound, it was scarcely the truth. “Are you still determined to accompany us to Paris?”

“Quite determined,” Middlesborough answered. “My man was packing when I left the inn. I am looking forward to spending a very pleasant time with you across the Channel.”

De Tarvenac turned away with a sigh that was not lost upon his companion. Middlesborough noticed also that Cécile watched her father continually with anxious eyes. He had changed a great deal of late, she said. At one time he was never happy anywhere but in Paris. Now it was quite different; he could scarcely bear to hear the name mentioned. Times out of number she had endeavoured to induce him to tell her the reason of the change, but it was always in vain. He declined to admit that his feelings had altered in any way. The eyes of Love, however, are seldom to be deceived, and Cécile felt certain there was something behind it all, and she waited for time to show her what that something was.

Towards midday the one and only vehicle in Todthorpe was chartered, the luggage was collected, Perkins was appointed to the post of courier, and they set off in the direction of Harwich. As they drove along the dusty road, they turned to take a last look at the place they were leaving. Touched by the wizard hand of Sentiment, even the sandhills and the rush-covered plain beyond seemed almost picturesque. Then the road turned abruptly to the left, and the village was lost to view.

It was between ten and eleven o’clock next morning when they reached Paris. Throughout the journey Middlesborough had done all in his power to promote the comfort of his friends, and the thanks he received from Cécile, when they reached their journey’s end, more than rewarded him. Strange to relate, they had no sooner set foot in Paris than de Tarvenac became a different man. He was no longer the moody, irritable individual that Todthorpe knew, but was once more the witty, cynical man of the world, who had called upon Middlesborough that evening in London.

“I trust we are not going to lose sight of you altogether?” he said, as they stood upon the platform of the Gare du Nord. “You have our address, I fancy, and I can only say that we shall be very pleased to see you whenever you can spare the time to call upon us.”

“It is probable you will see more of me than you care about,” Middlesborough replied, with a laugh. “If I were you, I would not put too much temptation in my way.”

He escorted his friends to a cab, saw their luggage placed in another, and then bade them goodbye.

A telegram had been sent to his servants from Harwich notifying his coming. He accordingly left Perkins to collect his luggage, and, calling another cab, bade the man drive him to his residence. When he arrived there his butler opened the door to him as if he had only been out to pay a morning call. He bathed, changed his travelling suit, and then breakfasted. A pile of letters lay upon his writing-table, over which he glanced impatiently. The first was a gossiping epistle from the Countess de Chevilhac, who was yachting in the Ionian Islands; another invited him to a shooting party in Russia. The writing of the third seemed strangely familiar to him. Turning over the page he glanced at the signature. He was not mistaken. It was from Madame d’Espère, and ran as follows:



“CHAMPS ELYSEES.



“CHER AMI, — I have a belief, why I do not know, that you will be in Paris when this reaches you. Should I be right, may I hope that you will come and see me?



“Toujours à vous, 

“STEPHANIE D’ESPERE.”



“How could she have known that I should be in Paris to-day?” he asked himself almost angrily.

Under existing circumstances he had no desire ever to see her again. He could only think of her in connection with the woman he had seen at the house in St. Germain, a far from pleasant association as matters then stood. Then it struck him that it was possible he might discover something about de Tarvenac if he called upon her, though he was well aware that if the latter were a member of the Club it was hopeless to expect that she would be communicative. He postponed consideration of the matter, however, for a while, and sat down to breakfast, wondering how he should kill time until it would be permissible for him to call upon Cécile. He could not help feeling that it would not be possible for him to see so much of her as he had done in the quiet Essex village. In consequence he, perhaps the only person who has ever done so, looked back upon Todthorpe-by-the-Sea with almost a regret.

At last, when he had finished breakfast, mastered the remainder of his correspondence, and skimmed the morning papers, he left the house and walked in the direction of the Amphitryon Club. It was a bright morning, and in consequence the Boulevards were crowded. He had always been one of the Gay City’s most ardent devotees, and he felt that if only he were the husband of Cécile, and that house at St. Germain did not exist, he would be content to spend the remainder of his life in it.

Presently he found himself in the hall of his favourite club. He had come there with a definite purpose, and to further this he made his way upstairs to the Secretary’s office. The latter was a man who numbered among his acquaintances most of the celebrities of Europe. Indeed, it was mainly due to his connection with its management, that the Amphitryon occupied the place it did.

“Ah, Lord Middlesborough,” said the latter when the other had been ushered into his presence. “This is a pleasure indeed. I understood from de Chamberêt that you were in England. When did you return?”

“Only this morning,” Middlesborough answered. “I came by Antwerp and Harwich for a change. There is nothing like varying your route occasionally.”

“I can quite believe it,” the other replied. “And now what can I have the pleasure of doing for you?”

“Since you are a sort of social detective, and know the movements of every one in the world of politics or fashion, I want you to tell me whether Sir William Ballister is in town, and, if so, where I shall be likely to find him? I saw in yesterday’s Morning Post that he was on his way from Vienna to London, travelling via Paris.”

“He arrived this morning,” the other replied. “Personally, I have not seen him yet, but I believe he has looked in here. As you are aware, he usually stays at the Bristol, but if it will be any convenience to you, I will find out where he is and let you know in the course of a quarter of an hour.”

“I should be vastly obliged to you if you would,” Middlesborough replied, and then made his way to the smoking-room, where he waited until the information he wanted should be brought to him. At the end of ten minutes a servant entered the room with a card upon a salver. Upon the former Middlesborough read the name of the hotel at which his friend was staying. He accordingly left the club, and set off in the direction indicated. On reaching the hotel he inquired for Sir William Ballister.

“If Monsieur will furnish me with his name, I will have it conveyed to His Excellency, who will doubtless see Monsieur at once,” the hall porter answered.

Middlesborough did so, and a few minutes later followed the man up the grand staircase to the suite of rooms which the ambassador was occupying.

“My dear Middlesborough, it is indeed a pleasure to see you,” said Sir William, as he hastened forward to greet his friend. “It is a long time since we met.”

“You so seldom come to Paris,” Middlesborough replied. “But that does not seem to have any ill effect upon your health. I never saw a man fitter in my life. I wish you would tell me your secret.”

“You are welcome to it,” said the other. “It is very simple, and it would do you a world of good to try it. Plenty of work, a fair amount of play, always in bed and asleep by midnight, and a cruise on the high seas every autumn. It is only when the newspapers manage to goad us into some wretched complication that I feel older than a schoolboy. But you have not come here to talk to me about politics or my health. Tell me what I can do for you?”

“I want you to give me some information,” Middlesborough replied. “I fancy you can do it, if you will.” — 

“You know very well that I will do anything I can to serve you,” Ballister answered. “What is the information you require?”

The other paused for a moment before he replied.

“It is rather difficult to explain,” he began at last. “I scarcely know how to commence. I have a secret to reveal to you, Ballister, which, so far, I have not told to any one. The fact of the matter is, I am about to be married.”

Ballister showed some signs of surprise.

“My dear fellow, let me congratulate you most heartily,” he said. “You could not have given me better news. Would it be discreet to inquire the name of the young lady? Perhaps I am acquainted with her.”

“I do not think so,” the other answered. “She is Mademoiselle de Tarvenac.”

“Surely not the daughter of Bouverie de Tarvenac? — the man who wrote ‘ The Confessions of a Misanthrope’?”

“His daughter,” said Middlesborough, laconically.

“But I was given to understand that he had been — well, to put it mildly, rather tabooed by Parisian Society.”

“Indeed,” said Middlesborough. “I was not aware of that. I know that he has lost whatever wealth he may once have had. But surely that does not affect his daughter?”

“Of course not,” Ballister replied. “Fortunately for us all, a father may be somewhat of a scapegrace without its being compulsory for his daughter to follow his example. Now what can I do for you? Am I to act as best man, or do you wish me to be a trustee for your marriage settlement?”

“You have very nearly guessed it,” said his companion. “I want you to be a trustee, but scarcely in the manner you propose. To tell the truth, Ballister, I am in a bit of a scrape. I do not actually anticipate disaster, but still there is always the possibility hanging over my head that something may happen; in other words, I — well, we won’t beat about the bush, that I may die before my wedding day.”

“Good Heavens!” cried Ballister, this time in genuine surprise. “What do you mean by that? Is your heart affected? or what is the matter with you? You look well enough.”

“There is nothing the matter with me in that way,” Middlesborough replied. “My heart is sound enough, I believe. It is not that that worries me. It is something else. Unfortunately, I have given a pledge of secrecy so I cannot tell you more. All that I want you to do for me is, to give me your promise that in the event of anything happening to me, you will take care that Mademoiselle de Tarvenac’s future is assured.”

“But why cannot her father see to that? Surely he would be the man.”

“Her father would be the person, of course, if he, himself, were all right,” Middlesborough answered, “but he is not right. His heart, the doctors say, is seriously affected. No, I want you to promise me that if anything should happen to me before I am married, you will be my executor so far as she is concerned. I have arranged that the sum of forty thousand pounds shall be placed in trust for her, and my lawyers have the fullest instructions in the matter. Should it be necessary, they will render you all the assistance in their power. I come to you as my oldest friend to implore your assistance. If you have any objection, I’ll look elsewhere, but I must confess I shall be bitterly disappointed. Will you do it for me?”

“If you wish it,” the other replied slowly, and with a proper appreciation of the responsibility he was incurring. “But I must say that I sincerely trust it is a sinecure with which you are endowing me. I am not going to ask you what mischief you have been getting into. But for Heaven’s sake, my boy, be careful.”

“It is too late now,” Middlesborough answered. “I’ve been a fool, and if necessary I must pay the price of my folly. Have you anything particular to do this morning?”

“Nothing,” the Ambassador replied. “I have paid my respects to those in authority, and my time is my own.”

“In that case perhaps you will let me take you to the Rue Josephine and present you to Mademoiselle de Tarvenac? I shall feel safer when I know that you have seen her.”

He asked this favour with such earnestness that Ballister felt he could not very well refuse.

“I will accompany you with great pleasure,” he replied. “I am not quite certain, however, that the Count de Tarvenac will care very much about renewing his acquaintance with me. We met many years ago over rather an unpleasant affair, and since then, though I am sorry to have to confess it, I have rather gone out of my way to avoid him. Now, if you will excuse me, I will make my toilette, and then we will set off together.” While his friend was absent from the room, Middlesborough went to the window and stood looking into the street. It seemed as if Providence had sent Sir William Ballister to him just at the moment that he wanted him most. Now he had the satisfaction of knowing that if by chance anything evil should befall himself, Cécile’s future would at least be provided for. She would receive nothing, he knew, from her father.

Half an hour later they reached the house in the Rue Josephine, and learnt from the concierge that Mademoiselle de Tarvenac was at home. They thereupon ascended the stairs. As good fortune had it, the Count himself was absent, so that Ballister’s fears lest he should not be a welcome guest were needless.

When they were ushered into the tiny drawing room, Cécile was seated by the window, reading. She rose with a little cry of pleasure on seeing Middlesborough, and then drew back abashed when she discovered that he was not alone. “Cécile, let me present you to one of my oldest friends, Sir William Ballister,” said her lover. — 

She bowed to the grey-haired man with that old-world grace that was such a continual delight to Middlesborough. Ballister was struck by her fresh young beauty, and congratulated them most heartily on their engagement. When they left the house an hour later he took Middlesborough’s arm.

“My dear boy,” he said, “allow me to say that I do not think you could have done better. If I know anything of women, she will make you a good wife.” — 

“And I have your promise that, should necessity demand it, which I sincerely trust it may not, you will do as I ask?”

“I will,” Ballister answered gravely. “You may rest assured of that. But, as I said to you before, be careful. Think of that young girl who loves you. Should anything happen to you it would break her heart.”

They shook hands and bade each other goodbye.

That afternoon, as he had nothing to do until the time should arrive for him to dress for the dinner he was giving Cécile and her father, Middlesborough strolled along the Champs Elysées in the direction of the Avenue du Bois de Boulogne. It was a perfect afternoon, and the finest street in Europe was crowded with smart equipages. He had reached the Place de l’Etoile, and was weaving plans for the future he was to spend with Cécile, when he became aware that some one was endeavouring to attract his attention. He looked up to see before him an exquisite victoria drawn by a pair of chestnut Arab horses. In it, lying back upon her cushions, and holding a dainty parasol above her head, was Madame d’Espère. She was dressed in the height of fashion, and, as Middlesborough was compelled to admit, looked more beautiful than ever. For the reason that she had observed him, there was nothing for it but for him to speak to her. He accordingly crossed the road and approached her carriage.

“Welcome back to Paris,” she said, as she held out her hand to him; “though why you should have come by way of Bâle instead of the more direct and quicker route, via Dover, I cannot understand.”

“My reason was not a very mysterious one after all,” he answered. “The explanation lies in the fact that I happened to be staying near Harwich at the time. But you have not told me how you discovered by which route I travelled.”

“By this time you should know me well enough not to ask me how I become aware of anything,” she replied. “Did I not tell you on the day we bade each other goodbye that I should know the exact hour of your arrival in Paris? Call it second-sight, or whatever you will, the fact remains that I not only did know it, but that I was also aware that I should see you here this afternoon. May I take you home with me and give you a cup of tea?”

Middlesborough saw nothing for it but to accept her invitation. He accordingly entered the carriage, and the horses continued their progress down the Champs Elysées.

Madame d’Espere’s boudoir had won for itself the reputation of being perhaps one of the most attractive in Paris. On reaching the house she begged Middlesborough to go direct to this apartment while she retired to change her toilette. When she rejoined him she was all lace and filmy whiteness. The windows were open, and the sun-blinds drawn; in consequence the room was filled with delightful shade and the perfume of many flowers. Middlesborough inquired in what manner she had been spending her time since he had last seen her.

“I could not tell you,” she replied. “I keep no account of my days. One is like another. I have amused myself as far as possible. And you? Was your business in England successful?”

“I believe so,” said Middlesborough. “If wading through endless parchments and spending more hours than I care to think of in a dingy back office, amid a stack of tin boxes and the reek of musty records makes for success, I have accomplished wonders.”

“I sympathise with you,” she returned. “Surely, however, you had something to compensate you for all this?”

She waved her fan slowly to and fro, and looked at him over the top of it as she put the question.

“One must amuse oneself somehow,” he answered apologetically. “But I am not altogether certain what the term ‘amusement’ implies. I was compelled to attend the Duchess of Laverstock’s ball because the Duke and I are neighbours.

Fear of giving offence induced me to accept three invitations to dinner, which I afterwards regretted.”

She still fanned herself slowly. A smile was hovering round her mouth.

“And was that all?” she inquired. “In that case my dreams have misled me. It is strange, for they so seldom fail.”

“Is it possible that you did me the honour to dream about me?” Middlesborough asked.

“Yes, I confess, weak as it may seem, I did. In my dream I saw you walking in an old-fashioned garden.”

Middlesborough started. When he saw that she had noticed it, he could have cursed himself for his stupidity.

“And pray what was I doing in the garden, Madame?” he inquired.

“You had a companion, a young girl, dressed in white. There was a look in your face as you spoke to her that I have never seen there. If I had not known you so well I should have imagined that you had at last been weak enough to fall in love.”

Middlesborough returned his cup to the tray before he replied. Was it only a dream, or had she met de Tarvenac and wormed it out of him?

“Must one necessarily be in love because one walks in an old garden with a young girl who happens to be dressed in white?” he asked.

“Not necessarily,” she answered; “but, in this case, probably. Are you prepared to assert that what I saw in my dream did not really occur?”

Then, in a flash he saw how she had become aware of it. How blind he had been not to think of it before. He remembered the voice he had heard in the room when he and Cécile had been walking in the garden. De Chartres was there, and on his return to Paris he had told the Woman of Death. If, as he felt certain was the case, Madame d’Espére was identical with the latter, here then was the explanation of her marvellous dream. He resolved to test his supposition.

“I was sorry not to have seen de Chartres when he visited Todthorpe,” he said as nonchalantly as possible. “He called at the inn where I was staying, but unfortunately I was not home at the time.”

Though he watched her face closely he could see no change on it. She fanned herself as leisurely as before.

“And pray who is Monsieur de Chartres?” she inquired. “I am afraid I do not remember his name upon my visiting list.”

Middlesborough was about to reply, but before he could do so she had sprung from her chair and was standing before him. All her apathy, all her listlessness, all her implied cleverness, was gone, scattered like chaff before the wind.

“Have you no pity?” she cried, “that you speak to me like this? Can you not see what you are doing? You are driving me mad. I believe I am mad, that I have been mad ever since I first saw you. No! no! don’t speak. Everything that you did in England is known to me, and all your hopes and aspirations are as plain to me as noonday. Can you not see what you are doing? Can you not realize the mistake you are making? Why will you throw yourself away upon a child when — when—”

She suddenly dropped on her knees and seized his hands before he could withdraw them.

“When I love you?” she added, in a voice that was but little louder than a whisper.

He tried to rise, but she held him so tightly that it was impossible for him to do so without using actual violence to her.

“No, no,” she said. “You must hear me out now. It is too late now to draw back. Can you not see that I love you; that I love you as I believe no man has ever been loved before. Think of it! Is it nothing I am offering you? You do not know me or my power. Have you a desire in life? Then I can gratify it. You have wealth, you have a great name, power, and social success. Love me, and you shall be anything else you please. Look at me. Am I not beautiful?”

He was compelled to admit that she was radiantly, wonderfully fair.

“You admit it? Say but the word and I am yours,” she whispered as fiercely as if she would compel him to take her against his own will. But by this time he had recovered from the first shock of her onslaught, and was able to decide upon his course of action. It was no time for half measures. He thought of Cécile, and that gave him strength.

“Forgive me, Madame,” he said, as coldly as he knew how to speak, “if I say that, while I am appreciative of the compliment you pay me, what you say is impossible. Since it is evident that you have heard of my engagement, I need not tell you why.”

For a moment she stood immovable and speechless. Her face was very white, but her eyes blazed with a fire that looked as if it would ultimately consume her. She was fighting for breath. When she got it the storm broke upon him in all its violence. Never before had he seen such a look of rage upon the human face.

“So,” she hissed, advancing towards him as she spoke, “it has come to this between us? I have offered you love, and you have received that offer with scorn. I would have been to you more than a lover, more even than your second self; you prefer me as an enemy. So be it. Go to that child and warn her that from this moment I am her enemy.”

“As you please, madame,” said Middlesborough. Then, taking up his hat, he moved towards the door. But she did not permit him to reach it. He was not half-way across the room before her manner once more changed, and she staggered towards him and threw her arms about him. She was weeping now, and the violence of her sobs well nigh choked her.

“No, no,” she cried, “you must not go like this. I cannot let you go. I was wrong to speak as I did, for pity’s sake forgive me. I did not mean it. I — I”

A moment later she had fallen in a dead faint at his feet. He picked her up and carried her to the nearest couch. Placing her upon it, he rang the bell, and then went out into the corridor to await the coming of a servant.

“Madame d’Espère has fainted,” he said to the man who appeared in answer to the summons. “You had better send her women to her.”

Then he, himself, went down the stairs and left the house.

“There is the hand of Fate in this,” he said to himself as he walked along the crowded pavement.


CHAPTER IX
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THE LITTLE DINNER to which Middlesborough had invited his bride-elect and his future father-in-law at the Café des Ambassadeurs that evening could scarcely be regarded in the light of a success. Cécile was tired after her journey, de Tarvenac was by no means in an amiable mood, while he, himself, had not as yet recovered from his scene with Madame d’Espère. He was annoyed with himself for not having exercised more diplomacy in his treatment of her. He should have smoothed her ruffled plumes, he told himself, instead of angering her. It is always bad policy to make enemies where it is possible to avoid doing so. Had he never met Cécile he would not have cared very much; now, however, he dreaded lest he might have done something that would ultimately have the effect of injuring her.

As I have already remarked, de Tarvenac that evening was not in a good humour. He was excited and morose in turns, ate little and drank less. His host noticed also that he examined his watch repeatedly, as if he were recalling an appointment and was afraid of missing it. What that appointment was Middlesborough could easily guess. Ever since he had heard de Chartres’ voice in the study at the Manor House his suspicions had been steadily growing. He remembered also that this was Friday evening, and that it was also the evening of the fortnightly duel at the club.

Shortly after ten o’clock they left the restaurant and returned to the Rue Joséphine.

“I fear that in half an hour I shall be compelled to leave you,” said de Tarvenac, as they entered the drawing-room. “I have an important appointment at eleven o’clock. In the meantime, Middlesborough, I should be grateful if you could spare me a few moments’ private conversation.”

On hearing this, Cécile immediately glided from the room, leaving the two men alone together.

“Do you remember what I said to you on the evening that I first had the pleasure of making your acquaintance?” the elder man inquired, after a pause that had lasted some few moments.

“I can recall every incident of that evening,” Middlesborough replied. “What is the particular one you desire to bring to my recollection?”

“You may recollect that I told you then that something might very shortly occur to separate me from my daughter. That something is now about to happen. To be plain with you, I am not well. My heart has been troubling me a great deal of late. In obedience to the summons I received in England, I am proceeding to-night to a certain place where it is just possible that I may receive a shock, which can certainly do me no good, and may bring about the end of all things, so far as I am concerned.”

Middlesborough saw that the other was trying to prepare him for the fatality that might occur.

“But must you go?” he inquired. “Is it wise, situated as you are, to run so great a risk?”

“I must,” de Tarvenac answered. “I have no option. My honour is involved.”

“Then what am I to do?”

“My desire is to remind you of your promise to take care of Cécile,” de Tarvenac replied.

“That you love her, I know. That you will be a good husband to her, I feel sure. Should I, by any untoward chance, not come back, I want you to break the news of my death to her as gently as you can. She loves me, poor child, she loves me.”

His voice shook with emotion. Sinking into a chair he covered his face with his hands. In a few moments, however, he had recovered his composure, and was able to talk freely once more.

“I may rely upon your doing what I ask?” he inquired.

“You may,” Middlesborough answered. “But I wish I could persuade you to let me know something more of what you are about to do. I do not like the idea of your running such a risk. It is impossible for you to tell me where you are going?”

The other shook his head.

“I cannot tell you anything more,” he returned. “I fear I have told you too much already. And now let me call Cécile.”

He left the room, and a few moments later Cécile entered. When she crossed to her lover, he saw that she had received a shock.

“Evelyn,” she said, “I want you to tell me what is the matter with my father? His manner is so strange to-night. It frightens me. He says he is going out, and does not quite know when he may return. What can he be going to do?”

“He is probably going to some political meeting,” Middlesborough replied, who scarcely knew what answer to give her. “Do not worry, dearest. He will be with you, safe and sound, in the morning.”

“I pray that he may,” she faltered. “Nevertheless, I am anxious about him. Evelyn, would you do something for me?”

“Anything that lies in my power,” he answered. “In what way can I serve you?”

“Do you think you could find out where he is going, and follow him, in order to see that he comes to no harm?”

“If you really wish it I will do so,” he replied. “But I do not know whether I have the right to spy upon him, and even if I do, whether I should be able to do much good.”

“It would relieve my heart of such a load of anxiety,” she said, “if you would. You know how dearly I love him.”

“In that case, I will do as you ask.”

“I thank you,” she said; “you are very good to me, Evelyn.”

He took her in his arms, and looked into her eyes. Was his own and her father’s folly to recoil upon her innocent head? He prayed that it might not.

Presently de Tarvenac returned, dressed for going out.

“Good-night, Cécile,” he said, drawing his daughter to him. Then he added once more, but very slowly, “Good-night, my own dear child.”

“I am afraid I must be going too,” Middlesborough remarked. “Good-night, Cécile, and remember that to-morrow morning we are going shopping together in the Rue de la Paix.”

She tried to smile, but the attempt was not very successful. A moment later de Tarvenac and Middlesborough left the room together.

“In which direction are you going?” Middlesborough inquired, when they stood upon the pavement before the house. “I shall take a cab. If you are going my way I might give you a lift.”

“My destination is at the opposite end of the town,” said the other. “I am afraid I have not much time to spare. If you will permit me I will wish you a good-night.”

They stood facing each other for a moment. Then Middlesborough said very earnestly: “Think of your daughter, Count. Whatever it is you are about to do, remember that her happiness is in your hands.”

“There is no need to fear that I shall forget her,” de Tarvenac answered bitterly. “I hope you, in your turn, will remember the implicit trust I place in you.”

“You may rest content upon that score,” said Middlesborough; and then they shook hands and parted. The younger man watched the other walk away down the pavement, then he called a cab and bade the man drive him home as quickly as possible. Happen what might, he knew that he must reach St. Germain in time to witness the duel that was to take place that night. But, as he asked himself, what good could he do if he did go? If de Tarvenac were killed he would be powerless to interfere. He had promised Cécile that he would follow her father, and in that case how was he to explain what had really occurred?

On reaching his own residence he procured his mask and the disc, which was his proof of membership, and then returned to the cab. It was only with the assistance of a bribe, that he was able to persuade the cabman to drive him such a distance beyond the fortifications, but at last he succeeded and they started on their journey. When they reached St. Germain he stopped him at the cross-roads, a hundred yards or so from the lodge gates, and alighted, waiting until the man had turned his horse and was driving Pariswards before he moved. Then he walked on to the gates, rang the electric bell, and was presently confronted by the gatekeeper. In response to the other’s inquiry as to what he wanted at such an hour, he produced the small disc which he had brought with him for that purpose, whereupon the man bowed and respectfully invited him to continue his walk to the house. It was a beautiful night, and the moon, now upwards of a week old, sailed in a cloudless sky. He remembered how Cécile and he had stood watching it in the old garden in Essex, and as he recalled that evening he seemed once more to be able to smell the sweet perfume of the flowers, and to hear the nightingale singing in the copse beyond the garden fence.

Having reached the house, he was about to ring the bell, when the door was opened to him by one of the impassive servants he remembered so well. Thus escorted, he crossed the vestibule and passed into the hall beyond. According to custom, he dressed as quickly as possible and made his way upstairs to the room in which the duels were conducted. Everything was just as he had seen it on his previous visits. While waiting for the combatants to enter the room, he thought of Cécile, who at that moment was probably thinking of her father. How bitterly he regretted ever having become a member of the Club, I must leave you to imagine. He felt that he would willingly have given all he possessed in the world never even to have heard of it. Then he recalled his interview with Madame d’Espère that afternoon, and as he did so his heart sank within him. Knowing her as he did, he could scarcely believe that she would be likely to pardon his treatment of herself. A slight a woman may sometimes forgive, but the chances are against it when that slight is the outcome of the man’s love for another. He was still thinking of this when the bell sounded for the seconds to enter the room. They were followed by the servants carrying the swords.

As on previous occasions the same parade was made of examining the weapons. The bright steel blades bent and quivered under the strain placed upon them, until a sufficient number had been declared to be perfect. Then the bell once more sounded; the doors on either side of the room opened, and the combatants entered the arena. The man who made his appearance from the right was of middle height, broad in shoulder, and as unlike de Tarvenac as it was possible for a human being to be. With a feeling of hope in his heart that he might have been wrong in his suspicions Middlesborough glanced at the man’s antagonist. Knowing him so well as he did, even the mask and the change of costume were not sufficient to conceal his identity. There was no mistaking the shape of the head and the contour of that long, slender body. Motionless as statues, the two stood waiting for the appearance of the Woman who was to give the fatal signal. That evening, however, she was a little later than usual. At last she entered and passed slowly down between the lines of masked spectators to her chair. With a grace there was no mistaking, she bowed to the assembled company, and as soon as she had seated herself, and the combatants had in their turn saluted her, gave the signal for the duel to commence. By the time their swords had crossed Middlesborough had experienced many sensations. A sickening fear had taken possession of him and, for the first time in his life, he was testing that anxiety for another, which is perhaps the keenest torture a man can endure. He gripped the rail of the seat before him, and watched the two black figures in the arena as if he were turned to stone. He heard the swords click, and watched the first few passages in a state of half stupefaction. Then a curious fascination, indescribable, yet enthralling, took possession of him, and even had he tried to, he could not have looked away. One thing was certain, de Tarvenac was an ideal swordsman, and luck, on this occasion at least, proved kind to him. His opponent, while being a good fencer, was by no means his equal. At last the seconds interposed, and called upon the combatants to rest, after which the duel was renewed with increased vigour. As before, Middlesborough hung breathlessly on every turn and twist of the swords. Then the idea dawned upon him that de Tarvenac was only playing with his man. More than once he was presented with an excellent opportunity of terminating the struggle, yet on each occasion he declined to avail himself of the advantage. It was like a cat playing with a mouse. There was a refined cruelty about it that was unmistakable. Middlesborough’s gorge rose at the man, and he noticed that several of the members in his vicinity moved uneasily in their seats. The strain was becoming more than human nerves could endure. Why did he not put the poor wretch out of his misery, instead of keeping him at the sword’s point, holding Death before him, yet never permitting himself to strike? After a time, however, he came to the conclusion that the farce had lasted long enough. Then, in a flash, his sword slipped within the other’s guard; his wrist turned, and a second later there was the sound of a heavy fall, and the duel was at an end. Middlesborough could bear no more. He did not wait to see the victor make his bow, nor to see the wounded man carried out, but rose to his feet and staggered into the ante-room, where he swallowed an amount of brandy that would have intoxicated him at any other time, and hurried to his dressing-room. Then, when he had changed his things, he left the house, filled with an intense loathing of himself, and also for the man who was Cécile’s father. When he reached the main road he removed his mask, and examined his watch. To his surprise he found that it was nearly one o’clock. He had no carriage, and for that reason it would’ be necessary for him to walk back to Paris. He did not mind, however, he wanted a sharp walk to brace up his nerves after what he had seen.

The clocks were striking two as he reached his own residence. A heavy shower had fallen and his clothes were wet and splashed with mud. But he paid no attention to them. He was thinking of de Tarvenac’s return, and was wondering whether he would feel any remorse when he found himself under the same roof with his daughter, and thought of the man he had killed that night. In his sleep he went through the whole of that dreadful scene again and again, and woke in the morning feverish and unrefreshed. Never, he vowed, happen what might, would he enter those unhallowed doors again.

It had been arranged that he should spend the following morning with Cécile. He had promised her one of the prettiest necklaces to be found in Paris, and they were to visit a shop in the Rue de la Paix together in order to choose it. Yet, try to overcome it as he would, he felt a repugnance in going near de Tarvenac’s residence. In vain he tried to make himself see the injustice of such a proceeding. Whatever his feelings might be towards the father, however, it was not fair to inflict punishment upon the daughter. Accordingly, after breakfast he drove to the Rue Joséphine and climbed the stairs to the flat occupied by the Count de Tarvenac and his daughter. For the reason that he was shown into Cécile’s boudoir, he began to hope that he would not see de Tarvenac. But he was destined to be disappointed. When he entered the room it was to find the Count seated at the writing-table in the window, busily engaged upon his correspondence. On hearing Middlesborough’s name he rose from his seat a very different man to what he was when the other had wished him goodbye on the previous night. Then he had been like a man under the sentence of death, now he reminded his visitor of one who had won for himself a new lease of life.

“Bon jour, my Lord,” he said heartily. “Is it not a lovely morning? Cécile has gone to her room to prepare for the excursion. She is looking forward to it like a schoolgirl fresh from the Sacred Heart.”

Middlesborough looked at the man before him, and thought of him as he had last seen him, standing in the arena looking down upon the prostrate antagonist. He felt that he must refer in some way to the other’s fears of the previous night, yet he scarcely knew how to approach the matter.

“Since I see you in such good spirits this morning,” he remarked at last, “I can only suppose that the business, of which you spoke last night, passed off better than you anticipated?”

“Very much better,” de Tarvenac replied. “I frightened myself unnecessarily. One of the most defective arrangements of our system is the fact that we cannot see further ahead into the Future.”

Middlesborough was about to offer some reply to this ambiguous speech when Cécile entered the room. She was dressed for walking, and her lover experienced a thrill of pride as he greeted her.

“I trust you will spend a happy morning together,” said de Tarvenac, with a suspicion of a sneer, as he bade them farewell. “Paris has more amusements to offer than Todthorpe-by-the-Sea, has it not, my Lord?”

“I think we are all happier than we were last night,” Middlesborough returned.

De Tarvenac threw a glance at him; the other’s face, however, told him nothing. By the time he had convinced himself of this Cécile had drawn on her gloves, and this important operation having been satisfactorily accomplished, they set off on their excursion.

It was the first time that Middlesborough had had Cécile to himself in Paris, and he was going to make the most of the opportunity presented to him. It was a lovely morning, and for this reason they decided to walk in preference to driving. They accordingly made their way on foot to the Rue de la Paix, where, as many a lover and husband has found to his cost, are to be found some of the most tempting shops in all the world.

Here the necklace which Middlesborough had seen and promised to Cécile was tried, and finally purchased. It consisted of a double rope of large pearls, and her lover found that he could easily imagine how they would become that fair young throat. From one shop they passed on to another, purchasing some souvenir at each, until Cécile stood aghast at the amount her lover had spent upon her. To her simple mind it seemed almost sinful to squander so much upon articles of mere personal decoration. Retracing their steps along the Rue de la Paix, they turned into the Place Vendôme, intending to make their way to the Palais Royal by means of the Rue Saint Honoré.

“How quiet you have suddenly become, dear!” said Cécile, after they had been walking for some little time in silence. “Is anything the matter?”

“Nothing at all,” he answered with a forced smile. “Forgive me if I have been dull. I am rude enough to confess that at the moment I was thinking of something else.”

The truth was, an indescribable feeling of depression had suddenly taken possession of him. Try how he would to shake it off, he could not rid himself of the notion that something unpleasant was about to happen to them. As it turned out he was not far wrong, for as they approached the Rue de Pyramides, Middlesborough descried a well-known figure walking along the pavement towards them was no less a person than Madame d’Espére! Had there been time to do so, he would have turned back in order to have avoided her, but a glance showed him that it was too late. She had seen them.

“I wonder what she will do?” he said to himself. “Heaven send she does not make a scene in the street.”

As they approached each other Madame d’Espere uttered an exclamation of astonishment, and then came forward with outstretched hand.

“Ah, Lord Middlesborough,” she said, as if the meeting were one that gave her unmistakable pleasure. “I had a presentiment when I set out this morning that I should meet you. May I ask you to present me to Mademoiselle de Tarvenac? As one of your friends, I am anxious to have the opportunity of offering her my heartiest congratulations.”

Middlesborough hesitated for a moment. He would have preferred to have kept Cécile away from her, but under the circumstances it was impossible.

“Cécile, dear,” he said, turning to his sweetheart, seeing there was nothing for it but for him to consent, “permit me the honour of presenting you to Madame d’Espère?”

Cécile bowed gravely, and as she did so Middlesborough noticed that her face was very white, and that there was a frightened look in her eyes.

“I am an old friend of Lord Middlesborough’s,” said Madame, as she watched the girl’s face and noticed the expression upon it. “He told me when he called upon me yesterday of the honour you had done him. Now that I have seen you, perhaps you will let me add that I think he is indeed to be congratulated?”

The compliment uttered so sweetly was but little better than an insult.

Cécile murmured something in reply, then her lips quivered, and for a moment she looked as if she were about to faint.

“You are not feeling well, I fear,” said Madame d’Espère, who was still watching the girl’s face. “Were I in your place, Lord Middlesborough, I think I should take Mademoiselle home at once. It is very warm for walking, and perhaps she is tired. Do not let me detain you.”

With a low bow she continued her walk, leaving Middlesborough too greatly concerned about his sweetheart’s condition even to notice her departure. He proposed to call a cab at once in order to convey her back to the Rue Josephine, but Cécile shook her head.

“I am much better now,” she said. “I wonder what it could have been that upset me? I felt quite well until I spoke to Madame d’Espère. Then I seemed to grow cold all over. I have never met any one like her before.”

“She is a strange woman,” Middlesborough replied. “And she effects people very strangely.”

“Have you known her long?” Cécile inquired, with what was almost a touch of fear and jealousy combined. “She spoke of herself as your old friend.”

“Scarcely six months,” he answered. “I was introduced to her by the late Duc de Rheims at Monte Carlo last winter.”

“I am afraid of her,” said Cécile. “You will think me foolish, I know, but all the time she was looking at me it seemed as though I could see blood dripping from her hands. Of course it was the wildest fancy, and yet so vivid was the delusion, that it made me feel quite faint and ill. What could it have been, I wonder?”

“I cannot think,” Middlesborough replied. “However, she is gone now, and you must forget all about her. In all probability you will never see her again.”

“I sincerely hope I shall not,” Cécile answered. “She has frightened me more than I can say.”

After that they continued their walk, and, to distract their thoughts, talked of other things as they did so. At intervals, however, Middlesborough noticed that his sweetheart gave little shudders, as if she had not yet been able to rid herself of the remembrance of her introduction to Madame d’Espère.

On their return to the Rue Josephine, they found de Tarvenac preparing to go out. He was still in excellent spirits.

“Cécile could not be happier if you had presented her with the contents of all the jewellers’ shops in the Rue de la Paix,” he said as he patted his daughter’s cheek. “There is nothing that can gladden a woman’s heart so quickly as a judicious expenditure in jewellery.”

“I am afraid Evelyn wasted a great deal of money upon me,” said Cécile. “I told him that I was not accustomed to such extravagance. It had no effect on him, however.”

“If you are wise you will make hay while the sun shines,” Middlesborough replied, with a laugh. “I have heard it said that a man is extravagant with his sweetheart, but mean with his wife.”

“I don’t think you will ever be mean,” she answered, with a smile at her lover.

Then, before he could warn her, Cécile had entered upon a description of their meeting with Madame d’Espère.

“Madame d’Espère?” cried de Tarvenac, with a face that in an instant had grown as ashen as his daughter’s had been in the Rue des Pyramides: “Do you mean to say, Middlesborough, that you introduced Cécile to that woman?”

“I am sorry to say that I could not help myself,” Middlesborough replied. “We met Madame d’Espère, and she solicited the honour of an introduction to Cécile. But what do you know of her?”

An awkward silence fell upon the trio; it was broken by de Tarvenac, who, turning to his daughter, said: — 

“Cécile, for your own sake as well as for mine, I implore you never to let that woman come near you again. She is one of the Devil’s agents, and if you give her an opportunity, she will drag your pure soul down to the hell in which she rules. Do not let her approach you. Spurn her, drive her away from you as you would the Foul Fiend, her master. Remember this, if she obtains any influence over you, you will never know happiness again.”

Cécile stared at her father aghast. Never in her life before had she heard him talk like this.

“Come, come, my dear Count,” said Middlesborough, who saw that Cécile was being frightened, “it is not quite so bad as that. Madame d’Espère may be a very singular woman, but it cannot be said that she is as wicked as your words imply.”

“In that case it is easily seen that you do not know her as well as I do,” answered the Count. “I am glad to hear it, for if you did, marriage between yourself and Cécile would be impossible.”
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His daughter uttered a little cry.

“Forgive me,” said de Tarvenac, putting his arm round her and looking at Middlesborough as he did so. “Perhaps I spoke with too much warmth. My dislike to Madame d’Espère carried me beyond the bounds of prudence. Nevertheless, she is a person with whom, if I were you, I should have as little to do as possible.”

Then, making the excuse that he had an important appointment, for which, if he did not hurry, he would be late, he left the room.

“How foolish it was of me to have said anything to him about our meeting with that woman!” Cécile began, when they were alone together. “I am always so thoughtless.”

“You were not to blame,” replied her lover. “How were you to know that your father was acquainted with her? But there, let us forget all about it. She has caused us enough unhappiness, and, as I said in the Rue des Pyramides, in all probability we shall neither of us see her again.” Feeling that she must be tired, and that it would be better for her to be alone for a while, he kissed her and bade her goodbye. When he reached his own house, his majordomo inquired whether he had seen the Vicomte de Chamberêt, who had called about ten minutes before? Not being successful in finding Middlesborough at home, the latter had asked to be allowed to write a note. When it was handed to him Middlesborough tore it open and scanned the contents. It contained an invitation to dinner for that night, but ended with a sentence that made the other’s heart stand still for a moment. It ran as follows: — 

“Is it not sad about poor de Gonville? By this time you have doubtless heard that his body was found this morning floating in the Seine, near the Pont de Neuilly. Like de Rheims he must have been killed in a duel, for there is the mark of a sword thrust through the chest. I am told that his family are distracted with grief.”

Middlesborough walked slowly to his study. When he endeavoured to remember the figure of the man who had fought de Tarvenac, the previous evening, he could recall the fact that he very much resembled de Gonville. If that were so, the latter was another of the Woman of Death’s victims. Through her agency two of his best friends had met their deaths, and one of them, without doubt, at the hands of Cécile’s father. Overwhelmed by the news, he ordered his carriage, and drove to one of his clubs to make further inquiries. From what he learnt there, he gathered that de Gonville had last been seen alive a little before eleven o’clock on the preceding evening, when he had appeared to be in excellent health, but in somewhat low spirits. Nothing was known of his movements after that, until a brief intimation from the Police Authorities reached his family to say that his body had been found by some boatmen, floating in the Seine, a little below the Pont de Neuilly. It was still in evening dress, and it was plain that he had not been killed for the purpose of robbery, for the reason that his watch and chain and money still remained in his pockets. On examining the body later, a wound, which had apparently made by a duelling rapier, was found on the left side.

“And this led to a curious discovery,” said Middlesborough’s informant.

“From the nature of the wound it was plain that he had been killed in a duel; it was also certain that, at the time he fought it, he must have been dressed in other clothes.”

“What makes you think so?” inquired Middlesborough, in a voice that, try as he would, he could not keep steady.

“Because there was no rent or cut in the clothes he was wearing when they took his body out of the Seine,” answered the other, with the air of a man who offers an irrefutable argument.

“Then it is as I supposed,” said Middlesborough to himself very slowly, as he went down the steps of the club a few minutes later. “Poor, poor de Gonville. I wonder who will be the next victim?”


CHAPTER X
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ON THE DAY following that upon which Middlesborough was so unfortunate as to be compelled to present Cécile to Madame d’Espère, the same on which he had learnt the news of de Gonville’s death, nothing of great importance occurred. Again and again, as if to salve his conscience, he had endeavoured to convince himself that while de Tarvenac had, without a doubt, been the cause of the catastrophe, yet no greater blame was attachable to him than that he had fought the duel and had come successfully out of it. He argued that if de Tarvenac had not had the misfortune to be chosen by the ballot, some one else would have been responsible for the death of the young man. It was at this point, however, that his argument broke down. He could not rid his mind of the cruelty his father-in-law elect had displayed in the encounter, and each time he recalled it he found that his dislike for the man increased. On the other hand, de Tarvenac himself, after his outburst concerning Madame d’Espère, endeavoured by every means in his power to conciliate his future son-in-law. But under it all there was a veiled hostility that was none the less active because it was concealed. The reason of it, however, was not very difficult to guess. The Count was passionately attached to his daughter, and was jealous of the influence Middlesborough was obtaining over her.

More than once Middlesborough had thought of that stately old mansion, “Burgrove,” and had even pictured Cécile in all her girlish beauty moving, as its mistress, about the grand old rooms and corridors. Behind these pleasant day-dreams, however, always lurked the spectre of the Woman of Death, and the remembrance of the solemn vow he had made. He had pledged his word that until he had fought one duel, he would not cease to become a member of the Club. That encounter had still to take place. During the afternoon he made it his business to call upon de Tarvenac. Cécile had told him that she would not be at home, and it struck him that this would be an excellent opportunity for speaking to her father on a certain matter. He found the latter in his study, busily engaged upon the concluding chapter of a book. On his guest being announced, he rose to greet him.

“I fear I am interrupting you,” said Middlesborough by way of apology, as they shook hands. “The truth is, I want to have a little conversation with you.”

“I am always delighted to see you, as you know,” the other replied, in a tone which suggested that he would rather have been permitted to continue his work undisturbed. “But what can you have to say to me that Cécile must not hear?”

“I want to know when you think my marriage can take place?” said Middlesborough. “If you have no objection to raise, I should like it to be as soon as possible. Our lawyers have arranged the settlements, and all that now remains is for Cécile to fix the day and for the ceremony to take place.”

De Tarvenac smiled.

“Forgive my saying so,” he returned, “but I can remember a time when you were not quite so anxious to be married.”

“I had not met Cécile then,” Middlesborough returned.

“And when you are married, where do you propose to reside?” the other inquired. “In your own country or this?”

“That depends very much upon circumstances,” Middlesborough answered. “If, as Cécile wishes, I am to take life a little more seriously in the future, which, I presume, means that I am to return to politics once more, and give my attention to the welfare of my estates, I suppose I shall spend the greater part of the year in England. The remainder, we shall divide between Paris and the Mediterranean.”

“You will permit me to see something of you, I hope?” said de Tarvenac drily. “As you may suppose, I shall feel my daughter’s loss. She has been everything to me for so many years.”

“I can quite understand that you will miss her,” Middlesborough replied. “But perhaps she will not be so lost to you as you imagine. We shall hope to persuade you to spend much of your time with us.”

“You are kind,” de Tarvenac replied. “When you have reached my age, however, you will find that it is better not to attempt to arrange for the Future. But to return to the object of your visit. Cécile must settle the date of your marriage. Whatever arrangements she may make, I will pledge myself to agree to. Like you, I think the sooner it is settled the better. As I have told you on several occasions, it is my desire to make Cécile’s safety assured.”

“That has been definitely arranged for,” Middlesborough replied. “In the event of my death she will be my sole heiress and executrix. I am the last of my house, and everything I have will pass to her.”

A close observer might have noticed that a faint smile flickered round the corners of de Tarvenac’s mouth as the other said this.

“You have been most generous,” he remarked. “I am under a great obligation to you.”

“I may leave it to you, then, to ask Cécile to settle the question of the date?”

“I will do so as soon as she returns, and will let you know the result.”

Then Middlesborough, seeing that de Tarvenac was anxious to resume his work, rose to take his leave. — 

That evening, between the first and second acts of “Fidelio” at the Opéra House, the date for the marriage was definitely settled. In three week’s time Cécile was to become Lady Middlesborough. It was to be a quiet affair in every way, without excitement of any sort, only de Chamberêt, who was to act as Middlesborough’s best man, and those immediately concerned, were to be present at the ceremony. They had arranged to spend their honeymoon at Middlesborough’s villa, near Monte Carlo, and to pay a visit to his English estates afterwards. As a little memento of the occasion the bridegroom elect took from his pocket a leather case, and from it a magnificent diamond bracelet which he clasped upon his fiancee’s wrist.

“You spoil me terribly,” she said, “and must not give me anything else for a long time. A month ago my jewel case contained only a few little mementoes of my mother. Now it groans under the weight of diamonds and pearls.”

“You have not seen half your treasures yet,” he answered, with a smile. “The famous Middlesborough jewels will come to you. They have lain in the safe at the bank for nearly twenty years, and it is about time they saw light. You will have to wear them when you are presented at Court.”

This news caused her some little alarm.

“Shall I really have to be presented?” she asked.

“Of course,” he replied. “You have all your troubles before you. However, I am sure you will be quite capable of overcoming them. I should like to see the faces of those present at the first Drawing Room when my Lady Middlesborough sweeps up to make her curtsey. I shall be the most envied man in London from that moment.”

“You are a sad flatterer, I’m afraid,” she said, shaking her head at him. Then, dropping her voice to a whisper, she added, “No woman there will be prouder of her husband than I shall be of mine.”

“God grant you may,” he said, with an earnestness that was by no means usual with him.

The next fortnight was spent in a bustle of preparation. A thousand things had to be thought of. There were papers to sign and inquiries to be made. Somehow or other the news had leaked out, and congratulations showered in upon the bridegroom from all classes of society. His own Royal Family sent presents, as did other crowned heads; the important manufacturing town in the Midlands, of which he owned upwards of a third, despatched an illuminated address; while his tenants, from all parts of the country, united in the presentation of a massive piece of plate. Cécile, on her side, received but few gifts. A distant connection of her mother’s sent her an antiquated coral necklace; while the nuns, who had had the care of her education, forwarded her a little gift, which served to remind her of the old convent looking down upon the Mediterranean.

In his great happiness Middlesborough had no time to think of anything that did not closely concern the question of his marriage. He scarcely thought of Madame d’Espère, who, he discovered incidentally, had left Paris for Vienna. Her hatred of Cécile and her threatened vengeance had not, as yet, taken active form, and, if he could prevent it, it never should.

On the evening preceding his wedding-day Middlesborough reached home somewhat earlier than usual. He had dined with Cécile and her father, but, feeling that they would prefer to spend their last evening together, he had left them soon after the meal was ended. Now he sat in his study, smoking, and thinking of what was to happen on the morrow. His thoughts were interrupted by a knock at the door. He bade the person outside “come in,” whereupon his butler entered to inform him that a gentleman had called who would like to speak with him.
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“Who is it?” he asked a little irritably.

The man replied that the stranger had refused to give his name.

“He would not detain his Lordship very long, he said, if he would permit him an interview.”

“Have you ever seen him before?” Middlesborough inquired.

The latter confessed that he had not. The man, whoever he was, was quite unknown to him.

“Oh, well! show him in,” said Middlesborough.

The butler withdrew. Presently he returned to usher in a man somewhat below middle height. He was the possessor of iron grey hair, a cleanshaven, and somewhat wizened face. He wore a frock coat, tightly buttoned, and his hands, which were small, were irreproachably gloved. Middlesborough looked at him, but could not remember that he had seen him before.

“Good evening,” he said. “To what do I owe the honour of a visit at such a late hour?”

“I have come upon an errand that I fear may not altogether commend itself to you,” the other replied, and, as he spoke, Middlesborough recognised the voice. It was de Chartres, the secretary of the Club at St. Germain, who hitherto he had never seen without a mask. He pulled himself together sufficiently to ask what the other wanted of him.

“I am here,” said de Chartres, slowly and impressively, as if he were anxious that every word should be impressed upon the listener, “to inform you that last night your number was drawn in the ballot, and that, consequently, you become one of the combatants at the meeting to be held on Friday next.”

For a moment Middlesborough scarcely realized the meaning of what he heard. It was as if all the blood in his body had rushed to his head, while his heart beat as if it would choke him. Then, with an effort, he regained his self-possession. He was not going to let this man think that he was unnerved.

“I am much honoured that the Club should deem me capable of giving them sufficient amusement,” he said without a falter in his voice. “I fear, however, that it will be impossible for me to attend. You are not aware, I presume, that I am to be married to-morrow?”

“I am quite aware of it,” the other replied, “and I regret the inconvenience the summons I have just given you must necessarily cause you. What you say, however, about not being able to be present on Friday next, is, as you know, out of the question. Marriage, I fear, was not taken into consideration when the rules of the Club were framed.”

“Is there no way in which I can arrange this matter,” Middlesborough inquired. “I do not, of course, wish you to think that I am endeavouring to avoid the consequences of the promise I gave, but, if I must fight, would it not be possible for the duel to take place at a later date?”

His companion shook his head.

“The rules of the Club admit of no postponement,” he replied. “May I therefore, to avoid further discussion remind you that your fellow-members hope to have the pleasure of your society on Friday evening next, at the usual hour?”

Middlesborough did not answer. His promise, and the iron rules of the society, held him as in a vice.

“Well, if you can do nothing else,” he said at last, “you can at least tell me with whom I am to fight.”

“That is a question I am not at liberty to answer,” said de Chartres. “As you know, it is one of our most stringent rules that one combatant shall not be aware of the identity of the other.”

“You can give me no sort of information on that head?”

“None whatsoever. I regret having to be so curt, but you have heard my reason.”

“Is there any one besides yourself who knows the names of those who have been chosen?” he inquired.

“Not one,” de Chartres replied. “I alone keep the records of the Society, and in consequence I only am aware to whom the numbers have been allotted.”

“Madame d’Espère, therefore, does nothing but draw the numbers and watch the combats?”

“I think I have told you on a previous occasion, my Lord, that I know of no such person,” de Chartres answered.

“But Madame d’Espère and the Woman of Death are one and the same,” Middlesborough asserted. “It is useless for you to deny the fact.”

“If, as you say, it is useless, I will not waste my time in such unprofitable employment,” the other replied, as he prepared to take his departure. “I can only repeat the assurance I gave you on the last occasion that we met. And now if you will permit me I will wish you revoir until next Friday evening.”

Middlesborough tried to answer him, but his voice died away in his throat. He thought of Cécile, and all his courage deserted him. Scarcely conscious of what he was doing, he walked to the fireplace, where he stood with his elbows leaning upon the mantelpiece, looking down at the ferns that masked the ironwork. When he turned again he discovered that he was alone. De Chartres was gone. What was he to do? Was there no way in which he could escape? Surely there must be one, if only he could find it. An hour before he had been so happy, thinking of Cécile and of the life they were to spend together. How little he had dreamed then, that in a week, in all probability, their married life would be at an end. He began to pace the room with feverish haste. In his mind’s eye he could see the arena in the house at St. Germain, the rows of masked faces, and the Woman of Death giving the signal for the combat to commence. Every detail of the ceremony was presented to him with pitiless accuracy. The clash of the swords sounded in his ears, and after a few passes had been exchanged, he saw himself lying stretched upon the floor, with his life-blood oozing from him. When he did not come home, search would certainly be made for him, and eventually the police would discover his body in the garden of a deserted house, in the river, or in some place in which it would be difficult, if not quite impossible, to account for its presence. By reason of his oath, he could give no warning to anybody; he had pledged his word of honour that nothing should induce him to speak of the Club, or his connection with it, to any living soul.

With his brain still in a whirl, he went to bed, to find that sleep was out of the question. It seemed a waste of time even to close his eyes, for every moment was of importance to him now. At last, unable to lie still and endure any longer the agony of regret from which he was suffering, he rose, dressed himself, and went downstairs. Then, taking a hat and stick, he let himself out into the street. It was nearly half-past one o’clock, and, as he reflected grimly, this was his wedding morn.

The night was fine, and the cool wind infinitely refreshing. Without caring which way he went, he strode forward, passed over the Pont Neuf, and then walked on and on, until at last he found himself standing on the hill of Montmartre. Day was just breaking, and the vast panorama of Paris lay spread out before him. Then descending the hill once more, he prepared to return to his house.

If his long walk had served no other purpose, it had, at least, helped him to recover his self-possession and to understand properly how he stood.

By the time he reached home he was as near composure as could be expected under the circumstances. Fortunately, his servants were still in bed, and for this reason he was able to let himself in without his absence being discovered. It is questionable what his staid butler would have thought, had he seen his master enter the house at such an hour, dusty, haggard, and dishevelled, as he was. It was nearly five o’clock, and Bennett was to breakfast with him at eight. He accordingly threw off his clothes, and went to bed, resolved, if possible, to forget his troubles in sleep. His head had scarcely touched the pillow before he was sound asleep. When he awoke again it was to find Perkins rapping at his door. At the moment he was dreaming that he was back in England, that it was a hunting morning, and that Cécile was to ride the new horse he had purchased for her. Then slowly, but with a pain that cut like a knife, the recollection of all that had occurred on the previous evening came back to him. It was his wedding-day, and within a week, for all he knew to the contrary, he might be dead, slain by some man who not only felt no animosity towards him, but whose only reason for fighting was, because he desired to find an amusement that would bite sufficiently deep. Could there have been a more hideous travesty of pleasure? Middlesborough thought of de Rheims and de Gonville, and wondered how they had received the fatal summons. In their cases, however, there was a difference. They were neither married nor in love.

When Middlesborough descended to the breakfast-room half an hour later, he discovered a pile of letters and telegrams awaiting him there. They contained messages of congratulation emanating from half the countries of Europe. Under happier auspices he would have been pleased by the thought that so many friends remembered him, but as things stood now, it seemed like a heartless jest for any one to wish that his married life might be long and happy. Among the letters was one from an old lady in England, who had always taken a great interest in his welfare. She had loved his father in her youth, and when he died she had transferred her affections to his son. “I pray for your happiness,” she said at the end of her letter; “if you have found a good woman — and I hope and trust that you have — and you really love her, your life can scarcely fail to be happy. You will then have everything the world can give; try, in return, to remember that there are others who are not so fortunate. We are accustomed to think that if we are happy, others must be so also, and we forget that, individually, we are only atoms in the immensity of the world.”

He stopped and walked to the window, holding the letter in his hand.

“Only atoms in the immensity of the world.” He repeated the words. In less than a week he and another atom were to come together out of that Immensity to attempt to kill each other. And Cécile’s heart, if not her life, was the stake for which they would fight.

A few moments later Bennett was announced. “Good morning, Bennett,” said Middlesborough, shaking him by the hand. “I am glad you were able to come over.”

“I made a special point of it,” the lawyer replied. “It would have been strange, all things considered, had I not done so. But I hope you will excuse me, my Lord, if I say that I do not think you are looking particularly well.”

“I have passed rather a bad night,” the other answered, as he endeavoured to avoid the lawyer’s eyes. “I suppose it’s only natural under the circumstances. It is the correct thing, is it not, for a bridegroom to sleep badly on the night before his wedding-day?”

“I only know that I didn’t sleep well for a week before mine,” Bennett replied, with conviction. “I can well remember how confoundedly nervous I was.”

They sat down to breakfast, and when the meal was finished, made their way to Middlesborough’s study, where the lawyer put before him innumerable papers for his signature. They were employed in this fashion until ten o’clock, when it was time for Middlesborough to dress for the service. Punctually at a quarter to eleven, de Chamberêt put in an appearance. He had officiated in a similar capacity on many such occasions, and, in consequence, was well versed in the etiquette of marriage. Owing to the bridegroom’s fear lest they should be late, they reached the church nearly half an hour before the time appointed. The bride and her father, however, were more punctual. Middlesborough vowed to himself that Cécile had never looked more beautiful than she did when she took her place beside him in the chancel of the church. Then, Evelyn, Baron Middlesborough, took to himself Cécile, daughter of the Comte de Tarvenac, for his wife, promising to love her and cherish her so long as they two might live. When the necessary papers had been signed, and Bennett and de Chamberêt had congratulated the happy couple, they entered their carriages and drove to the British Embassy, where the second portion of the ceremony was to be performed. At first, the Ambassador, who was an old friend of the Middlesborough family, had been anxious to hold a reception in their honour. The other, however, had prevailed upon him not to do so, and, in consequence, only the Ambassador’s wife and daughters, and the entourage of the Embassy were present. To save her the delay of returning to the Rue Joséphine, a room had been placed at Cécile’s disposal, and, when the necessary formalities were at an end, she retired to it to change her wedding gown for the dress she was to wear on the journey to the South of France. Half an hour later, with the congratulations and best wishes of their friends ringing in their ears, they entered the carriage and drove off to the railway station.

“Can you grasp the fact, dear, that we are really and truly married?” Middlesborough inquired, as the train rolled out of the station on its way towards the sunny Mediterranean.

“Scarcely,” she answered, placing her hand in his. “How little we thought on that evening when we first met at Monte Carlo, that the next time we should visit it it would be as man and wife!” Middlesborough had such a good reason, apart from Cécile, for remembering the visit, that he immediately changed the subject. Had he not gone to the Casino that night, he would not have met Cécile, nor, in all probability, would he have met Madame d’Espère. In the latter case he would not be in the predicament he now was.

“You are very quiet, dear,” said Cécile, after a little pause. “Are you happy?”

“Happy?” he answered, with almost a quaver in his voice, “God knows how happy I am Cécile, darling, I want you to promise me that you will remember this hour all your life long. Will you always try to think of me as you know me now? As the man who loves you better than all the world, better than life itself!”

“I shall always remember that,” she answered, simply. “Is it likely I should forget it? I will promise you that when we are both quite old I will remember you as you are now, sitting by my side, and holding my hand. Will that satisfy you?”

“Yes, dear, in that case I shall be quite satisfied,” he answered, with an earnestness that made her look at him again. She made no remark, however.

Then he thought of the journey he would have to make over the same line in less than a week’s time, and he wondered with what result. An intense hatred for the man he was to fight was rising in his heart. His own happiness, and even Cécile’s life, depended upon the manner in which he acquitted himself then. What did the death of the other matter when he had so much at stake? He knew a man in Monte Carlo who was an adept swordsman. He would find him out and practice with him. It would be strange, with his natural gift, and his knowledge of what he was fighting for, if he could not come out of the struggle a victor.

At last he roused himself and looked at his wife’s face.

“What are you thinking about, dear?” he inquired.

“I was thinking,” she replied, “how very thankful we should be for our great happiness. While other people have so much to trouble them, we seem to have nothing at all. You have no troubles, have you, husband mine?”

“Is it possible that I could have any?” he answered gallantly. “Are you not my wife?”


CHAPTER XI
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IT WAS A warm morning and Cécile reclined in a long, low chair under a silk awning on the terrace of Middlesborough Villa outside Monte Carlo. The blue Mediterranean sparkled and danced before her, and she was filled with a great content. She had been married three days and not a shadow, not even the faintest suspicion of a crumpled rose-leaf, had been allowed to disturb her peace. Middlesborough had driven into Monte Carlo that morning on business and she did not expect him to return until after midday. When, therefore, he made his appearance somewhat sooner than was expected, and she heard his step upon the terrace, she rose to greet him with a surprised and happy look upon her face. How sweet and graceful she was as she stood before him, dressed from head to foot in white and with an antique silver girdle encircling her waist!

“You have not been long,” she said. “Your horses must have travelled very quickly?”

“I grudge every moment I spend away from you,” he answered. “In that case one must employ fast horses.”

She patted his hand lovingly.

“You talk like this and you have already been three days married?” she said, with a smile. “Three whole days! Why, it scarcely seems as many hours.”

“You are happy, then, Cécile?”

“More than happy,” she replied. “I am so happy that sometimes it seems to me as if it were too good to last.”

Middlesborough winced, and her quick eyes saw that, for some reason her answer troubled him. She questioned him upon the subject.

“There is nothing the matter,” he answered. “It pains me to think that you should even suppose that there might ever come an end. I must not leave you alone again.”

“I suppose I am very foolish,” she said. “But, Evelyn, you do not realise how much you are to me. What you could ever have seen in me to make you love me as you do I cannot think. You have seen and known so many far more beautiful women. No,” she said, holding up her hand, “don’t interrupt me. You are going to say that there can be none so beautiful as I am. But that is not true. There is Madame de Chevilhac, Princess Petrovski, Lady Gwendoline Westford. They are all far more accomplished than I am. Why did you not marry one of them?”

“For several reasons,” he answered. “Madame de Chevilhac is already married, and, while a most delightful companion, she is scarcely the lady I should choose for my wife. Princess Petrovski is of royal blood, and would have nothing to do with me, even if I were to ask her; Lady Gwendoline Westford is out of the question altogether. As for your judgment upon their abilities, I am not going to permit you to depreciate yourself. If you are not careful you will have to be punished.”

“And how will you punish me, my Lord?” she inquired, looking up at him with the lovelight shining in her eyes.

“By giving you even more of my company than I have so far,” he answered.

At that moment a servant made his appearance on the terrace with their morning mail. There were at least a dozen letters for Middlesborough, and perhaps half as many for his wife.

“Lady Middlesborough,” said Cécile, reading the address upon an envelope. “How strange it sounds! I have not yet got over the novelty of it. I suppose, however, in a few weeks’ time I shall scarcely notice it.”

Middlesborough thought of all those few weeks might bring forth, and busied himself opening his letters in order that his agitation might not be noticed.

“Nothing very interesting,” he said, as he withdrew the contents of the last envelope. “One from Bennett, who cannot even let me alone on my honeymoon. The furnishers, he says, want to know what colour you would prefer for your boudoir at ‘Burgrove,’ and he reminds me that as I am now married I shall want some carriage horses for you. He says that those we have are not suitable for a lady’s use.”

“Whatever you used,” she answered, “will be more than good enough for me.”

“I am afraid not,” he replied. “I should live in a constant state of terror lest any accident should befall you.”

“And are those the sort of horses to which you have trusted yourself, Evelyn?” she said. “I am glad indeed that I know it. You must promise me never to have anything to do with them again. You do not know what agonies I should suffer if anything were to happen to you.”

Middlesborough rose from his chair, and walked across the terrace to the parapet. Every turn of the conversation seemed to bring them to an impasse. She rose and came over to where he was standing. “Evelyn,” she said, “you have something on your mind this morning. What is it, dear? Will you not tell me? Remember I have a right to know and share your worries.”

She seated herself on the stone wall beside him and took possession of his hand.

“My dear Cécile, I have told you before that there is nothing the matter with me,” he said this time almost irritably; for the strain he was enduring seemed more than he could bear.

Tears rose in her eyes. He had never spoken to her in that tone before.

“Forgive me, dear,” she said softly. “I had no intention of worrying you. It was only because you looked so unhappy that I asked the question. Only let me help you and I shall be quite content.”

“I am a brute,” he answered, “I don’t know what it was that made me speak to you as I did. Will you try to forgive me, Cécile?”

“I have nothing to forgive,” she answered, simply. “I love you too well, dear, for such a thing to be necessary.” Then, to change the conversation, she selected a letter from the number she had in her hand.

“Here is a note from papa,” she said. “In it he tells me that he finds it will be possible for him to get away from Paris for a day. He wants to know whether we will take him in to-morrow for one night. He must return, without fail, next day, he says.”

“Of course we can take him in,” Middlesborough replied. “It will be your first opportunity of playing your part as hostess. I envy his delight in seeing you in your new rôle. You see that I am capable of being jealous, even of your own father.”

“You must never be jealous of any one,” she answered. “To be jealous would imply distrust. You trust me, do you not?”

“I trust you with my whole heart,” he said. “It would be strange if I did not. Ah, that is the luncheon gong. Let us go in.”

Side by side they strolled up the path, under the palms, to the house. As I have already said, Middlesborough’s villa was one of the most charming along the length of the Riviera. It had sheltered many clever and beautiful women, but its owner thought, as he sat at the head of the luncheon-table, with Cécile opposite him, that it had never seen one so charming as his wife. He recalled the night that he had first met her, and the supper he had given in this self-same room afterwards. Then he remembered that when his guests had retired for the night he had gone into the garden to smoke, and this brought to his recollection the dream he had had that night. Cécile had certainly proved herself his good angel, and Madame d’Espère the opposite. The one had ennobled him, the other had done her best to drag him down into the Depths. Which would be successful in the end?

On the day following the receipt of his letter, de Tarvenac arrived. He travelled from Paris by the night train, and when he reached the villa was quite worn out. This may, in a measure, have accounted for his appearance, but it certainly struck both Middlesborough and Cécile that in the few days that had elapsed since they had said goodbye to him, he had changed visibly for the worse. His face was more haggard than when they had last seen him, and his eyes more sunken. Cécile was truly shocked at his condition, and said as much to her husband.

“I am afraid he misses your controlling hand,” said the latter. “You must keep him here with you if you can, and look after him for a while.”

If, however, there were any doubt about the state of de Tarvenac’s health, there could be no doubt about the fact that he was decidedly pleased to be with them again. He complimented Middlesborough upon Cécile, remarking that he never remembered to have seen her looking so well.

“One has only to look into her face to see that she is happy,” he continued; “and you are aware what that means to me. Only those who have known sorrow can properly appreciate another’s gladness.”

“Are you not happy, then, that you talk like this?” Middlesborough inquired.

“Happiness and I said goodbye to each other many years since,” de Tarvenac replied. “Mine has been a wasted life, and all that is left me now is remorse.” — 

He spoke with such bitterness that Middlesborough could not but be touched by it. Since he had loved Cécile he had come to have a greater sympathy with others. Until then, his naturally sweet disposition had been soured and embittered by the chicaneries, the deceits, and petty cruelties of his world; under her gentle influence, however, he was gradually becoming both morally and physically a better man. Though he had long known that de Tarvenac was devoted to his daughter, he had never seen him show such affection to her as he did during his short visit to the South. He scarcely left her side. They strolled through the gardens, sat upon the terrace together, and from the manner in which he behaved towards her, he might have been about to embark on a long journey which would occupy many years. Once when he was alone with him for a few moments, Middlesborough said as much in a jesting way. De Tarvenac laughed a little bitterly.

“One never knows what a day may bring forth,” he said. “You see the state of my health. I am alive now, but in five minutes the valve upon which my life depends may fail to act, and I shall be dead. My life is a gamble from minute to minute.”

“I hope you have said nothing of this to Cécile?” Middlesborough asked anxiously. “I do not mean, of course, that you would do so with the intention of giving her pain, but she loves you so devotedly, and is so anxious concerning your health, that she might attach an exaggerated importance to your words.”

“No, I have said nothing to her,” her father replied.

Next day, by dint of much pressing, de Tarvenac was prevailed upon to remain another night. Cécile thought the change was doing him good, and at dinner that evening she endeavoured to persuade him to prolong his visit for another week. Her husband seconded her efforts. He remembered his own dread appointment, and it struck him that it would be better for Cécile, in the event of anything happening to himself, that her father should be with her when she received the intelligence.

“Why will you not stay?” he inquired. “Unfortunately, it is necessary for me to return to Paris at the end of the week on important business, so that you might take care of Cécile during my absence.”





[image: img114.jpg]







“Impossible, impossible,” said de Tarvenac. “I, too, have a most important engagement in Paris, and one that it is absolutely imperative I should keep. At all hazards I must be there by Friday evening.”

Middlesborough was in the act of lifting a glass of champagne to his lips; suddenly his fingers relaxed their grip upon the slender stem; the glass fell from his hand, and the wine was spilt upon the cloth. The room swam before his eyes. A sudden fear, so awful, so intense, that for a moment it deprived him even of the power of thinking, had taken possession of him. What could it mean? Like a man in a dream he saw the butler come to his side, and remove the broken glass, while a footman mopped up the wine that had been spilt.

Then, little by little, he recovered his self-possession, but for the remainder of the meal he sat almost silent, battling with a fear, beside which that or his own death was a mere bagatelle.

When they rose from the table and de Tarvenac joined Cécile in the drawing-room, Middlesborough went out into the cool night air. Almost unconsciously he made his way down to the spot where they had been seated that afternoon. The waves broke against the walls with gentle rhythm, and the melancholy cry of a sea-bird came from across the water. He had no attention to spare for either, however. He was fighting a suspicion that was worse than Death itself. Could there even be the wildest possibility in the thought that had come to him at dinner? If so, what should he do? In two days’ time he would be standing in the arena of that house at St. Germain, to fight his duel. Who was the man to kill whom he had been practising so assiduously of late? He could not but remember his old suspicion that de Tarvenac, not being the possessor of sufficient means to pay the fine imposed, had determined to effect his release by fighting the number of duels required by the rules of the Club. He had evidently fought one before he had defeated de Gonville — could this be the last of the series? Presently he returned to the house, and, knowing that if he remained longer away his wife would think that something was amiss, made his way to the drawing-room. At the moment he entered, Cécile was playing a little lullaby of Grieg’s, and, as he heard it Middlesborough felt that the air would haunt him until he died.

“Where have you been, dear?” his wife inquired as she rose from the piano. “We have missed you.”

“I have been for a stroll on the terrace,” he answered. “I had a headache at dinner, and thought that the night air might cure it; it is a lovely night.”

When Cécile slipped her arm through his and led him to the window he found that it cost him almost an effort to refrain from drawing away from her. If his terrible suspicions were correct, it would be sacrilege to let her touch him.

Half an hour later Cécile bade them goodnight; she was tired, she said, and thought she would retire to bed. When she had left them, Middlesborough led de Tarvenac into the verandah. He had something to say to him, and it seemed as if his life depended on the answer he should receive.

“I am going to ask a favour of you,” he said to his guest when they were alone together. “I shall be under an eternal obligation to you if you will grant it.”

“If it is possible you may be sure I will do so,” the other replied. “What is it you want me to do?”

“It is absolutely necessary that I should go to Paris to-morrow,” said Middlesborough, after a moment’s hesitation. “My lawyer is there, and says he must see me.”

This, in a great measure was true, for he had received a letter from Bennett that morning, asking him if he should happen by any chance to be in Paris, to let him know in order that he might call upon him. He was, however, only desirous of finding out whether his suspicions were correct.

“And what is it that you wish me to do?” de Tarvenac inquired.

“I want you to remain with Cécile during my absence,” Middlesborough replied. “I shall return on Saturday, if all goes well. The change is doing you good, and another few days will probably make all the difference in the world to you. Is it possible for you to do what I ask?”

“I am sorry to say it is quite out of the question,” said de Tarvenac, vehemently. “As I have already told you, I also have a most important appointment in Paris on Friday. Why not take Cécile with you? She would be happier there, than remaining here alone.”

This was an aspect of the case that had not struck Middlesborough. As a drowning man is said to clutch at a straw, so he grasped at any opportunity of having Cécile with him, if only for a few hours longer. In his own heart he felt quite certain that de Tarvenac was the man he was to fight. Otherwise, why should he be so anxious to return to Paris on this particular day?

“Is it settled, then, that Cécile returns to Paris with us?” her father inquired. “For of course, since we are leaving here upon the same day, we shall travel together?”

As he said it, Middlesborough noticed that there was an eager look in the other’s face; it showed him that his own craving was being reflected in the heart of his father-in-law. Looked at in the bare and naked light of truth, how futile and absurd it all was. Why should he fight de Tarvenac, and why should de Tarvenac fight him? They had no quarrel with each other; on the contrary, they had the best of reasons for remaining friends. Why could they not speak openly to each other and so settle the matter? If he could only say to de Tarvenac, “I, the husband of your daughter, am the man you are hoping to kill on Friday night,” the other would probably answer, “For her sake you shall not do it. It would break her heart.” Against this, however, there was the ever present knowledge that he had pledged his word never to do or say anything, either directly or by insinuation, to any living person, concerning the Club of which he was a member. He might tell de Tarvenac if he chose, and refuse to fight, but in that case how much better off would he be? He would be branded as a man who had broken his oath, would be insulted in a public place, and would have to go on fighting until he was killed. He had far better get it over once and for all. In this diabolical arrangement he thought he could trace the hand of Madame d’Espère. Doubtless this was the vengeance she had vowed against him? It looked like it as the matter stood, for whichever man was killed, the effect upon Cécile would be the same. She, poor child, as Middlesborough was well aware, would suffer in either case.

“Perhaps she had better come with us after all,” said Middlesborough, in answer to the question de Tarvenac had put to him. “It will be rather early for her to start, but I’ve no doubt, under the circumstances, she will not mind that.”

A bitter smile flickered across his face as he thought of the irony contained in that apparently simple phrase “under the circumstances.”

“Having arranged our difficulty so satisfactorily, my dear Middlesborough,” said de Tarvenac, rising from his seat, “if you will permit me I will wish you good-night, it is growing late.”

“Good-night,” his host replied, and as he spoke he took the other’s outstretched hand. It was cold as ice.

When he was alone once more, Middlesborough went into the garden. From the path before the house he could see the light shining from his wife’s bed-room windows. He could picture her lying there, with her sweet face upon the pillow, her beautiful hair making a fitting frame for the lovely head. With a morbid probing into the very heart of his pain, he wondered which loss would affect her the more. That she loved himself passionately he had no doubt. On the other hand, he remembered what she had said to him, in the old garden at Todthorpe, on the night that her father had fainted—” If anything were to happen to my father, I believe it would kill me,” and he knew that she had meant it. Seldom had it fallen to the lot of a father to be loved as was de Tarvenac.

For more than an hour Middlesborough paced the garden paths — thinking, thinking, thinking. It was a tangled skein he had to unravel, but at last he accomplished it and came to an understanding with himself. Cécile loved her father passionately, and her father loved her with an equal fervour. Until he, Middlesborough, had appeared upon the scene, they had been all in all to each other. Why should they not be so in the future?

By his death Cécile would be a rich woman; on that score he had nothing to fear. If he, her husband, loved her, how could he give her better proof of his affection than by saving her father’s life for her. If no other way could be found out of the difficulty, he would meet de Tarvenac and accept his fate at his hands. Nothing, he vowed, should induce him to make an attempt on the other’s life. He would defend himself as long as was possible, then take his coup-de-grace, and say farewell to Cécile and the world. That neither she nor her father would know of his sacrifice, or of the circumstances connected with his death, did not affect him in the least. It was sufficient for him to feel that in doing what he proposed he was promoting Cécile’s happiness so far as lay in his power. Strange though it may appear, he had no sooner arrived at this decision than a peace such as he had not known since de Chartres had called upon him that night in Paris fell upon him. Then he went into the house, and before passing to his dressing-room entered his wife’s room. There she lay, exactly as he had pictured her, sleeping peacefully, one little hand resting upon the coverlet. He bent and kissed her, and at the touch of his lips she woke, and smiled up at him as happy as a little child.

“I was dreaming of you,” she said. “We were back in the old garden at Todthorpe, and you were telling me once more how much you loved me. Oh, Evelyn, what a happy woman I am to have the love of two such men!”

“No one could help loving you, Cécile,” he said in a voice that was curiously low and husky.


CHAPTER XII
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WHEN THEY REACHED Paris, de Tarvenac informed Middlesborough that he had made up his mind to remain in his old quarters in the Rue Joséphine, instead of continuing his visit to them as Cécile had endeavoured to persuade him to do. He had his library there, he said, and all the other necessaries for his work. Besides, as he further explained, they were so newly wed that it would be scarcely fair for a third party to intrude upon their happiness at such an early date.

“You make an ideal husband, my dear Middlesborough,” he had said to the latter as they stood upon the platform of the station at Monte Carlo, and saw the manner in which the other had arranged for his wife’s comfort on the return journey to Paris. “It was indeed a fortunate day for Cécile when I persuaded you to accompany me to our house at Todthorpe.”

Middlesborough returned his thanks for the compliment the other paid him, but he wondered what de Tarvenac would have said had he known everything.

In Paris they parted on the platform of the railway station, and Middlesborough and his wife drove to their own house, where, on their arrival, the majordomo threw open the door with a smiling face to receive them. He was an old retainer of the Middlesborough family, and this was the moment he had been looking forward to ever since his master had been a lad. His happiness was complete when Cécile thanked him for his kind wishes.

After luncheon Middlesborough excused himself to Cécile and went out to meet Bennett at his hotel. Most of his preparations were complete, but a few arrangements still remained to be made.

He found Bennett smoking in the verandah, which ran along the courtyard of his hotel. On seeing his client alight from his cab, he rose from his chair and came down the steps to greet him. His first feeling was one of shocked surprise.

“How wretchedly ill you are looking, my Lord!” he said. “Your face frightens me. I hope you have seen a doctor?”

“That is what brings me here,” Middlesborough replied. “I want to tell you the result. Have you a room in which we can be alone? There are too many people here?”

Bennett led the way to an apartment on the first floor.

“Nobody will disturb us here,” he said, as he shut the door behind him. “Now, my Lord, I beg of you to tell me your news. I hope it is nothing serious.”

“It is more serious than you imagine, Bennett,” Middlesborough replied. “I have come to you on a very grave matter indeed. In fact, it could scarcely be graver. To tell you the plain truth I am in such a state that I may go off at any minute.”

The lawyer gave a gesture of alarm.

“Is your heart, then, affected?” he asked, anxiously, for he could not but remember the wild life the other had led in bygone days.

“Yes, my heart is very seriously affected,” Middlesborough replied, but with a somewhat different meaning. “It is a terrible position for a man to find himself in who has only been married a week, is it not?”

“You alarm me beyond measure,” the other replied.

“I thought it would affect you,” Middlesborough answered gravely. To-night, however, I shall know exactly what my lease of life is. You are not leaving Paris to-day, I hope?”

“I was thinking of doing so,” Bennett replied. “But if you wish me to remain I will gladly do so.”

“I should be very much obliged if you would,” said the other. “Perhaps you would call at my house to-morrow morning at halfpast ten?”

“I will do so, of course, if you wish it,” the lawyer replied. “I sincerely hope you may have better news to tell me then.”

Middlesborough rose to leave. Then, as if a thought struck him, he turned to Bennett again.

“My dear old friend,” he said, taking his hand. “One never knows what may happen, even in a few hours, and it is best, under such circumstances, to say things while one thinks of them.

I am your debtor for a thousand kindnesses in the past. I hope you will believe that I am not ungrateful.”

“It has always been a pleasure to serve you, my Lord,” returned Bennett, in whose eyes the tears had suddenly risen. “Our house has worked for yours for generations, and, if you will allow me to say so, there is something more than a mere business liking behind all that.”

“There certainly is,” said Middlesborough. “Now, goodbye. By the way, in case anything should happen to me, I suppose there is no doubt about the validity of my settlements upon Lady Middlesborough?”

“None whatever,” the other answered. “You may rest assured on that score.”

“That lightens the load considerably,” said Middlesborough, and then, bidding the lawyer goodbye, and begging him to remember his appointment for the following morning, he left his hotel.

On reaching his own residence once more he wrote a letter to Sir William Ballister, reminding him of the promise he had given him on the day that he had introduced him to Cécile, and this he placed, with one he had already written Cécile, in the drawer of his writing-table, where both would be found when the lock should be forced in order to discover his papers.

“All my preparations are now complete, I think,” he said to himself as he stood before the fireplace, holding in his hand the key of the drawers he had just locked.

In the drawing-room which adjoined his study he could hear Cécile playing one of the “Lieder ohne Wort.” The music had a touch of mockery in it that he had never noticed before. Unconscious of what was taking place in the adjoining room, Cécile played on. Then, knowing that her husband was in the house, and wondering why he did not come to her, she left the drawing room and entered the study in search of him.

“I have come to look for you,” she said. “I heard you return, but you did not come to see me. What have you been doing?” He was sitting before his table and she placed her arms round his neck and bent over him to kiss him.

“I have been writing letters,” he answered.

“They accumulate so rapidly unless one takes them in time.”

“Were they so important that you could not leave them to come to me?” she asked, with a smile. “I shall be jealous of your correspondents, if that is so.”

“I thought I had better get them disposed of in time for the post,” he answered, not knowing quite what to say. “I wanted to have as much time with you as possible this evening. Do you know, Cécile, I am afraid that it will be necessary for me to go out this evening at eleven? I have an important appointment.”

“An important appointment at eleven?” she repeated, with a puzzled look on her face. Then recollecting herself, she continued, “But I am wrong to say anything about it. You would not go, of course, unless it were necessary. I am so selfish that I always want to keep you with me. I forget that others want you too. Go then, but come back to me as soon as you can.”

The remainder of the day was one of unspeakable horror to Middlesborough. He had no fear concerning the end that would come at the Club; no fear either as to the manner in which his body would be disposed of afterwards. The most trying part of the ordeal was that of waiting, the attempt to appear unconcerned, the necessity of discussing the trivialities of the day, and the arrangements for the morrow in an even tone, when he felt that, so far as he was concerned, there would be no to-morrow.

They had dined and were in the drawing room, where he was endeavouring to talk composedly to Cécile, when the man he least desired to meet, and whom he had least expected to see, de Tarvenac, was announced. A moment later he entered the room.

“My dear father,” said Cécile, moving forward to meet him, “how kind of you to come to see us!”

“I am here to tell you that I have been called into the country for two or three days,” de Tarvenac answered, when he had kissed his daughter. “I thought I would let you know in case you should wonder why you do not see me.”

Middlesborough looked at him searchingly while he was speaking. Save, however, for the fact that he was, if possible, a little paler than usual there was no change in his appearance.

“At what time does your train leave?” Middlesborough inquired.

“At half-past ten,” the other answered. “As you can see, I have not much time to spare.”

They talked for upwards of a quarter of an hour on trivial matters, and then de Tarvenac apologising for such a hasty visit, rose to leave. He took his daughter in his arms and kissed her fondly. After that he had followed Middlesborough downstairs. In the hall the servant handed him his hat and cloak, and, when he had put them on, he stopped and held out his hand to his son-in-law. “Goodbye,” he said, and it seemed to Middlesborough as if there were a greater significance in his voice than the words usually implied.

When he had seen him drive away in his cab, the other returned to the drawing-room. It was time for him to take leave of Cécile. Over the agony of parting it will be better if I draw a veil. He had no desire to rouse any suspicion in his wife’s mind, and for this reason it was necessary for him to act, even though his heart were breaking, as if he were only going to his club to keep an appointment, after which he would return.

“Good-night, dear love,” she said. “Do not be longer away than you can help, as you know I shall long for your return.”

“I shall long for your return,” he muttered to himself as he went down the stairs. When would he return?


CHAPTER XIII
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AS THE CLOCK struck midnight, Middlesborough stood in the handsomely furnished dressing-room which was his own private property at the house at St. Germain. He had exchanged the evening dress he had worn when he left Paris for the uniform of the Club, but on this occasion the latter varied, in as much that, in place of his member’s coat of solemn black, he wore a white cambric shirt, which, with deadly significance, he had found laid out for him upon a chair. As he stood waiting for the summons which was to take him to the arena, he took a locket from about his neck and looked at Cécile’s portrait which it contained. He had known her now less than six weeks, but in that short space of time she had diverted the current of his life into another channel, and he had come to love her with a love that knew no bounds. From Cécile his thoughts passed to de Tarvenac. He wondered whether the other would feel any remorse when, on the morrow, he should hear that his son-in-law was dead, and whether he would guess by whose hand he had met his fate. He crossed to the dressing-table and regarded his own reflection in the glass. He could not see that he was showing any sign of fear, his face was certainly pale, but when he put his hand upon the table it did not tremble. While he was satisfying himself on this point the bell above his door sounded with that imperative summons which is the peculiar property of electric alarms. As the bell of St. Sepulchre’s has tolled the knell of many a despairing wretch in Newgate, so this ingenious production of the nineteenth century rang out for him.

It had scarcely finished, and he had barely time to don his mask, before the door opened, and one of the same noiseless servants with whose appearance he was by this time so familiar, entered, and bowed before him. Middlesborough took this as an intimation that he was to follow him; he accordingly did so, passing in the other’s wake down a thickly carpeted corridor towards a door at the further end. The curtains covering the door were pulled aside, and, almost before he knew he had left the passage, he found himself standing in the room he knew so well. Rows of silent spectators sat on either side, while beside him was his second, who, on his entering, bowed and handed him his sword. As he took it he looked for the first time at his opponent. Always behind his settled conviction that it was de Tarvenac with whom he was to fight, there existed a faint hope that it was possible he might be mistaken. Now, however, he saw in a glance that he was not. The man standing opposite him, sword in hand, was the same individual who had killed poor de Gonville. He had no difficulty in recognising the tall figure, so elegantly proportioned, and with such a peculiar length of arm.

For upwards of a minute they stood confronting each other. Then the bell sounded once more and the Woman of Death entered the room. As on the previous occasions that he had seen her in her dread capacity, she was dressed entirely in white, the upper half of her face being concealed by a mask of the same colour. With that grace which characterised her movements, she passed down the room and approached her throne. Middlesborough watched her and he noticed that as she placed her foot upon the first step of the dais, she swayed a little, as if she were not quite certain of her balance. A second later, however, she had recovered her self-possession, had bowed to the company, and had taken her seat. There was another period of silence, during which the two opponents saluted her and each other, after which she gave the fatal signal.

Both men immediately stepped forward and took their places. The swords crossed and a moment later the combat had commenced. Middlesborough had been permitted an opportunity of judging something of his adversary’s skill on the occasion that the other had killed de Gonville, and from what he had seen then he felt sure that de Tarvenac must be one of the finest swordsmen in Europe. Though he himself was no mean exponent of the art, he knew that he was no match for the other.

Strange though it may be, a dozen passes had not been exchanged before Middlesborough found himself deriving an actual, though peculiar, delight from the encounter. It was that lust of fighting which, it is said, takes possession of the veriest coward as soon as the battle has actually commenced. Time after time de Tarvenac attempted to get within his guard, but always without success. Every attack was met with a parry, but there was no attack in return. The whole assemblage was beginning to wonder what this singular behaviour could mean.

At last the seconds, acting on a concerted sign, gave the order to disengage, whereupon the combatants separated. When they returned to their places in the centre of the room and the signal was again given for the duel to commence, Middlesborough discovered that his opponent was adopting different tactics. He had taken a leaf out of his adversary’s book, and, by furnishing him with sufficient opportunities of striking, was endeavouring to induce Middlesborough to relinquish the defensive and assume the aggressive. But the other was not to be drawn. On more than one occasion he permitted admirable opportunities to escape him of striking his opponent, and as they noticed this the wonderment of the spectators increased.

At last, de Tarvenac, wearied by his futile attempts to achieve his purpose, returned to his former line and pressed the attack with such vigour and dexterity that Middlesborough more than once found himself in a position of considerable danger. Once, so close was the other’s sword point, that it actually pierced the folds of his loose cambric shirt. An inch and a half further to one side and nothing could have saved him. A heavy perspiration covered his forehead as he realized this, and discovered that his wrist, tired by his long and obstinate defence, was gradually losing its strength and suppleness. Resolved as he was, however, to persevere until the very last, he still doggedly defended himself, knowing all the time that it could only be a few moments before the deadly point would find him out, and lay him low for ever.

Once more the seconds interposed. The spectators who, so far, had watched them as if fascinated, moved in their seats. Middlesborough looked at the Woman of Death. She was leaning forward in her chair, supporting her chin in the hollow of her hand. During the time they rested, she did not move, nor did she do so when for the third time the duel commenced. Once more the signal was given and once more the two men stood face to face with each other in the centre of the arena. Their swords crossed and a second later de Tarvenac made a feint, the other parried, and then, almost before the weapons had ceased to touch, Middlesborough’s opponent uttered a little cry, staggered, and then fell prone upon the floor. For a moment Middlesborough could scarcely realize what had happened. In a dazed fashion he saw the seconds bend over the fallen man. One of them felt his pulse, while the other placed his hand inside his shirt upon his heart. Then followed an agonising period of uncertainty which lasted while a man might have counted fifty; after which one of the men rose to his feet and said in a voice that could be heard throughout the room, “Messieurs, he is dead.” On hearing this Middlesborough’s own overwrought brain gave way and he fell fainting into his attendant’s arms.

How long he remained unconscious he had no idea, but when he recovered his senses and opened his eyes he was not in the arena, or even in his dressing-room. Moreover, he felt strangely cold and cramped. He sat up and looked about him. What he saw induced him to rub his eyes in order to find out if he were awake or dreaming. Nor, all things considered, was his surprise to be wondered at. He found that he was lying in what appeared to be an enormous stone archway. His head ached consumedly. At last he struggled to his feet, determined at all hazards to find out where he was.

As he stepped from beneath the archway into the open, a man approached him. His uniform proclaimed him a Sergeant de Ville. “Come, my friend, what are you doing here?” the latter began, suspiciously. Then noticing the other’s evening dress he became somewhat more polite. Evidently this was a swell who had been dining not too wisely but too well, and his experience led him to reflect that under such circumstances swells are usually more - free with their money than at other times.

“I have met with an accident,” said Middlesborough. “My head seems quite dazed. Would it be troubling you too much to tell me where I am?”

As he said it he produced a ten franc piece which he handed to the sergeant, who immediately became politeness itself.

“I regret that Monsieur should have been so unfortunate,” he said. “Surely Monsieur recognises that this is the Arc de Triomphe in the Place de l’Etoile. Perhaps Monsieur will permit me to escort him a short distance upon his homeward journey?”

Middlesborough reflected a minute before he replied.

“The Place de l’Etoile?” he said to himself. “How in the name of all that’s wonderful did I get here?”

But the longer he thought of it, the further he seemed to be from solving the mystery. Had he been drugged after the fight and brought here in order that he should not make any scene at the Chateau? That seemed the most feasible explanation. One thing was certain, however, he must now get home to Cécile as quickly as possible. He looked at his watch and discovered that it was after two o’clock. Nearly two hours had elapsed since he had seen de Tarvenac, lying dead upon the floor of that hateful room.

“I hope Monsieur is feeling better now,” said the Sergeant. “Perhaps with a little searching it would be possible to find a “You need not trouble, thank you,” Middlesborough answered. “I would rather walk home. I think it will revive me. Good-night, my friend, and many thanks to you.”

“Good-night to Monsieur, and a pleasant walk,” said the officer, who immediately entered the Arch in order to make sure there was no other person concealed there.

Leaving the Place de l’Étoile, Middlesborough passed down the Avenue des Champs Elysées, through the Place de la Concorde, not without a shudder as he thought of what his first meeting with de Chartres on that spot had led to, over the Bridge de la Concorde, and then down the Boulevard St. Germain to his own house.

As he walked, the effects of the opiate, that he felt sure had been administered to him, began to work off, his head cleared, and he looked at matters in a new light. One thought was uppermost in his mind: he was free. Free! to go where he pleased. Freed from his oath in connection with that awful club — and above all free to devote the remainder of his life to Cécile. Never had he dreamt that there was so much joy to be found in the world. Then another thought struck him and sobered him once more. What was he to say to Cécile if she should ask him about her father?

After a time he came to the conclusion that it would be better to defer all consideration of the matter until he discovered what excuse would be made for the other’s death upon the morrow. Having reached his own residence he turned the key and let himself in.

Before leaving the house that evening he had expressly ordered the servants not to sit up for him, and now he was glad that he had done so. When he had removed his hat and cloak he made his way upstairs, treading as softly as a thief. He was about to pass his wife’s door in order to proceed to his dressing-room, when the former was suddenly opened, and Cécile stood before him.

“Oh, thank God, you have come back!” she said in a voice overflowing with thankfulness. “You cannot think how frightened I have been concerning you!”

“Frightened concerning me?” Middlesborough repeated as if in surprise. “What does this mean?”

He led her back into her room and placed her in a chair. She was still trembling violently.

“I have had such a terrible dream,” she said. “Ever since it woke me up I have been praying for your return.” She paused for a moment and then continued, “I dreamt, Evelyn, that you were dead; in fact that you had been murdered.”

“But why, darling, should you let a mere dream frighten you like this?” he answered, not, however, without a shudder. “Who would be likely to murder me, and for what reason?”

“I dreamt that it was done at Madame d’Espère’s instigation,” she answered. Then covering her face with her hands she continued, “and it was my own father whom she employed to do the deed.”

Middlesborough gazed at her in horror. He was not a believer in dreams, but here was something that was likely to shake his doubt for the remainder of his existence.


CHAPTER XIV
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AFTER CÉCILE’S DESCRIPTION of her dream, and the remembrance of the events of the night through which he had just passed, it is small wonder that Middlesborough found it impossible to sleep. At last he rose and went to his room to dress. Cécile was slumbering peacefully once more, and remembering how restless she had been before, he was anxious not to disturb her. When he had dressed he descended to his study.

The morning sun streamed in through the windows as he opened the shutters, and they were like rays heralding the birth of a new life for him. How little had he expected to see this day?

Unlocking the drawer of his writing-table, he took from it the two letters he had written on the previous evening. Then he placed them on the hearth and set fire to them. Only when they were reduced to ashes was he satisfied. The last flickering flame had scarcely died down before the sound of a bell, ringing in the basement, reached him, followed by a loud knocking at the front door. A few moments later the butler, who had only that moment made his appearance downstairs, knocked at his door and entered, with a serious face.

“A Police Commissary is at the door, my Lord,” he said. “He would be glad if he could see you for a few moments on a matter of grave importance.”

Middlesborough endeavoured to assume a look of astonishment as he asked what the man wanted. He had expected that the intelligence that de Tarvenac’s body had been found would arrive during the day, but he had no idea that it would come so soon. “Show him in,” he said. “You say you have no idea what his business is with me?”

“No, my Lord,” the man replied. “He only said that it was most important, otherwise he would not have troubled your Lordship at such an hour.”

“Very well, show him in.”

The servant departed to presently return with the officer in question. The latter bowed gravely.

“My butler says you desire to see me on a matter of grave importance?” Middlesborough began. “Pray what is it that brings you here so early?”

“I regret having to inform your Lordship that I have some exceedingly sad intelligence to impart,” the man replied.

“I am sorry to hear that,” said Middlesborough. “What is it?”

Though he did his best to appear calm, his voice shook a little.

“I understand, my Lord, that the Comte de Tarvenac is your father-in-law.”

“That is so. What can you have to tell me concerning him?”

The other paused for a moment to consider how he should break the intelligence.

“I must beg your Lordship to be prepared for some very unhappy news,” he said.

“I am quite prepared,” Middlesborough replied. “I beg of you to tell me at once. Can it be possible that he has met with an accident?”

“I have to inform you that Monsieur le Comte was found this morning quite dead, lying before the high altar of the Church of St. Paul in the Rue des Marmousets,” said the Commissary.

“In the Church of St. Paul in the Rue des Marmousets?” cried Middlesborough, unable to conceal his astonishment. “Good Heavens! how did he get there?”

“That is a mystery we cannot solve,” the Police Officer answered. “However, the fact remains that he was found there by the Sacristan when he entered this morning to prepare the church for early Mass. He immediately communicated with us. When we arrived we found on the body a card bearing the dead man’s name and address. Remembering that Milady Middlesborough was his daughter, we thought we had better communicate with you at once.”

“This is sad intelligence, and I am greatly shocked at it,” said Middlesborough. “As you may suppose, it will have a most distressing effect upon my wife. What have you done with the body?”

“We have conveyed it to the deceased’s residence in the Rue Joséphine,” the officer replied. “I trust we did right?”

“You did very right,” Middlesborough replied.
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“I will go there at once. In the meantime I must thank you for the promptness you have shown in communicating with me.”

The officer withdrew, leaving Middlesborough alone. Then he considered what he should do. One thing was quite certain, Cécile must be told, and at once. He accordingly ascended to her room and, with the utmost gentleness, broke the news of her father’s death to her. To his surprise her grief was not so extreme as he had feared it might be. She declared that she had been prepared for it by her dream.

“Take me to him,” she said simply. “I must go to him at once.”

Middlesborough accordingly ordered a carriage to be prepared, and when she had dressed they set off together for the Rue Josephine. There Middlesborough left her alone with her dead.

When, half an hour later, he returned for her he found her much calmer. They accordingly returned to their own home, and, after they had breakfasted Middlesborough once more went out. He drove to the Rue Thebes, a street which in all probability his coachman had never entered before, and having discovered the little chemist’s shop on the right-hand side, entered, and inquired from the middle-aged assistant behind the counter where he would be likely to find a certain Monsieur de Chartres.

“Monsieur de Chartres occupies a room upstairs,” the man replied. “If Monsieur will have the goodness to wait for one moment, I will ascertain whether he is at home and can see him.”

The man departed and Middlesborough waited patiently for him to return. When he did so, he invited the other to accompany him. At the top of the first flight of stairs the man stopped and knocked at a door. A voice from inside bade him enter. Middlesborough did so to find himself in a room such as he had not expected to see. The walls were lined with bookshelves, the floor was softly carpeted, and an excellently painted window shut off the world outside. In the centre of the apartment stood a writing-table and at this sat Monsieur de Chartres.

“Good morning, Lord Middlesborough,” said the latter, rising and bowing to his guest. “You are abroad early this morning. What can I have the pleasure of doing for you?”

In reply Middlesborough took from his pocket an envelope, which he handed to the man before him.

“Last night,” he said, “I fought my first and only duel. I am now here to pay the amount of the fine imposed by the rules, and to inform you that henceforth I shall cease to be a member of the Club.”

De Chartres took the envelope and withdrew the cheque it contained. Having examined it carefully he opened a drawer and placed it inside.

“I am to understand, then,” he said, “that you pay me this amount in return for certain services I have had the happiness of rendering you. Is that not so?”

“Provided I have your receipt and your assurance that I shall never be called upon to have anything to do with the Club or its affairs again, you may certainly put that construction upon it,” Middlesborough replied.

Drawing a sheet of notepaper towards him, De Chartres wrote something upon it. This he handed Middlesborough.

“Here is your receipt,” he said.

Middlesborough scrutinized it carefully. What he read was as follows:— “Received from Lord Middlesborough the sum of one hundred and twenty thousand francs, which amount secures his release from any agreement he may have entered into with me.”

“I thank you,” said Middlesborough. “And now one other question.”

“What is that?”

“I want you to tell me where I can find the person you call the Woman of Death?”

“She has left Paris,” the other replied, “and she will never return. I am quite sure of that. Is there anything more I can do to serve you? No! Then I have the honour to wish your Lordship good-morning and goodbye.”

When Middlesborough had once more taken his place in his cab he bade his coachman drive him home by the way of the Champs Elysées. He wanted to see if what de Chartres had told were true. It certainly appeared to be so, for when the carriage reached Madame d’Espère’s residence he noticed that the shutters were up at the windows and that the house had the appearance of being unoccupied.

It wanted five minutes to half-past ten o’clock when Middlesborough reached his own house. At the half-hour his lawyer was to call upon him.

“Good morning, Bennett,” said Middlesborough, when the latter made his appearance. “You have heard the sad news, I suppose, concerning my father-in-law?”

“I have heard no news at all,” the lawyer replied. “Pray tell me what has happened.”

Middlesborough thereupon made him acquainted with the news of de Tarvenac’s death.

“It is very sad,” the lawyer replied. “Particularly for Lady Middlesborough, who will feel her loss acutely. I sympathise with her. At the same time I am glad to see that you are looking much better this morning. I hope the news your medical man gave you was more satisfactory than you anticipated?”

“I am glad to be able to report that my condition is not nearly so serious as I imagined,” Middlesborough answered. “If I lead a quiet life for the future and take ordinary care of myself, there is no reason that I should not live to be ninety.”

“I thank God for that,” said Bennett solemnly.

* * * * * *

True to the promise he had made to himself on the morning after his terrible adventure, Middlesborough and his wife crossed to England immediately after de Tarvenac’s funeral, to take up their residence at “Burgrove.”

In the years that have elapsed since that terrible night when he last saw the house at St. Germain, Middlesborough, as every one knows, has made his personality felt in English politics. He takes an overwhelming interest in all that appertains to his estates and tenants, and above all he loves his wife and children with an affection that grows stronger every day.

“There is only one subject upon which we differ,” his wife tells her friends, with a mock regret that has perhaps a touch of seriousness in it. “Try how I will, I cannot persuade him to remain for more than a week in Paris. He seems to have taken a dislike to the place.”

To this Middlesborough invariably answers that he has tired of the Gay City. He does not tell her that he can never dissociate the French capital in his memory from his acquaintance with a person of whom he has never since heard, but who was once known to himself and certain other people by the sobriquet of “THE WOMAN OF DEATH.”


A Cabinet Secret (1901)

[image: img117.jpg]

CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION II.

CHAPTER I

CHAPTER II

CHAPTER III

CHAPTER IV

CHAPTER V

CHAPTER VI

CHAPTER VII

CHAPTER VIII

CHAPTER IX

CHAPTER X

CHAPTER XI




[image: img118.jpg]

The original frontispiece


INTRODUCTION

[image: img119.jpg]

THE AUTHOR DEEMS it right to preface his work with the remark, that while the War between England and the South African Republics forms the basis of the story, the characters and incidents therein described are purely fictional, and have no sort of resemblance, either intended or implied, with living people. The Author’s only desire is to show what, under certain, doubtless improbable, conditions, might very well have happened, had a secret power endeavoured to harass the Empire by taking advantage of her temporary difficulties.


INTRODUCTION II.
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NIGHT WAS FALLING, and Naples Harbour, always picturesque, appeared even more so than usual in the warm light of the departing day. The city itself, climbing up the hillside, almost from the water’s edge, was coloured a pale pink by the sunset, and even old Vesuvius, from whose top a thin column of black smoke was issuing, seemed somewhat less sombre than usual. Out Ischiawards, the heavens were a mass of gold and crimson colouring, and this was reflected in the calm waters of the Bay, till the whole world was a veritable glow. Taken altogether, a more beautiful evening could scarcely have been desired. And yet it is not with the city, the mountain, or the sunset, that we have to do, but with the first movement of a conspiracy that was destined ultimately to shake one of the greatest Empires, the earth has ever seen, to the very foundations of its being.

Though the world was not aware of it, and would not, in all human probability, have concerned itself very much about it even if it had, the fact remains that for some hours past two men, from a house situated on one of the loftiest pinnacles of the city, had been concentrating their attention, by means of powerful glasses, upon the harbour, closely scrutinizing every vessel that entered and dropped her anchor inside the Mole.

“Can anything have happened that she does not come?” asked the taller of the pair, as he put down his glasses, and began to pace the room. “The cable said most distinctly that the steam yacht, Princess Badroulbadour passed through the Straits of Messina yesterday at seven o’clock. Surely they should be here by this time?”

“One would have thought so,” his companion replied. “It must be borne in mind, however, that the Princess is a private yacht, and it is more likely, as the wind is fair, that the owner is sailing in order to save his fuel,”

“To the devil with him, then, for his English meanness,” answered the other angrily. “He does not know how anxious we are to see her.”

“And, everything taken into consideration, it is just as well for us and for the safety of his passengers that he does not,” his friend retorted. “If he did, his first act after he dropped anchor would be to hand them over to the tender mercies of the Police. In that case we should be ruined for ever and a day. Perhaps that aspect of the affair has not struck you?”

“It is evident that you take me for a fool,” the other answered angrily. “Of course, I know all that; but it does not make me any the less anxious to see them. Consider for a moment what we have at stake. Never before has there been such a chance of bringing to her knees one of the proudest nations of the earth. And to think that if that vessel does not put in an appearance within the next few hours, all our preparations may be in vain!”

“She will be here in good time, never fear,” his companion replied soothingly. “She has never disappointed us yet.”

“Not willingly, I will admit,” the other returned; “but in this matter she may not be her own mistress. She is a beautiful woman, and for all we know to the contrary, this English milord may be prolonging the voyage in order to enjoy her society. Who knows but that he may carry her off altogether?”

“In that case his country should erect a memorial to him, similar to the Nelson Monument,” said the smaller man. “For it is certain he will have rendered her as great a service as that empty-sleeved Hero ever did.”

The other did not reply, but, after another impatient glance at the Harbour, once more began to pace the room. He was a tall, handsome fellow, little more than thirty years of age, and carried himself with soldierly erectness. The most casual observer would have noticed that he was irreproachably dressed, and that his manners were those of one accustomed to good society. His companion, on the other hand, was short and stout, with a round bullet head, and closely cropped hair. — He was also the possessor of a pair of small twinkling eyes, and a neck so thick, that one instinctively thought of apoplexy and sudden death in connection with its owner. The room they occupied was strangely at variance with the appearance of the younger and taller man. It was little more than a garret, very dirty, and furnished in the poorest fashion. But it had one advantage: it commanded a splendid view of Naples Harbour, and, after all, that was what its present occupants required. At last, the younger man, tired of his sentry-go up and down the room, threw himself into a chair and lit a cigarette. For some minutes not a word passed between them; all the time, however, the shorter man remained at the window, his glass turned seaward, watching for the smallest sign of the vessel they were so eagerly expecting. Suddenly he uttered an exclamation which caused the other to spring to his feet.

“What is it?” cried the latter; “what do you see?”

“I fancy she is coming up now,” his friend replied. “If you run your glass along the sky-line, I fancy you will be able to detect a white speck, with a tiny column of smoke above it.”

The other followed the directions given him, and, after a careful scrutiny, gave it as his opinion that what his companion had said was correct. Nearly an hour elapsed, however, before they could be quite certain upon the subject. At last the matter was settled beyond doubt, and when a magnificent white yacht rounded the Mole and came to its anchorage in the Mercantile Harbour, they prepared to make their way down to the water-side in order to board her. Before they started, however, the elder of the two men effected sundry changes in his attire.

“Forgive the mummery,” he remarked, as he took a somewhat clerical hat and cloak from a peg, “but, as they say upon the stage, ‘the unities must be observed.’ If our beautiful Countess has played her cards carefully, Monseigneur should be of great benefit to us hereafter. It would be a thousand pities to scare him away at the beginning. For this reason it will be as well for you to remember that I am her Excellency’s lawyer, who has hastened to Naples in order to confer with her on a matter of considerable importance, connected with her Styrian estates. No suspicion will then be excited.”

By the time he had finished speaking he had donned the hat and cloak, and when he had given another expression to his face — for the man was a consummate actor — he was satisfied that he looked the part he was about to play. After that they descended the narrow, rickety stairs together, and passed out into the street. It was a warm afternoon, and in consequence Naples was in her most unsavoury humour. The two men, however, did not appear to trouble themselves very much about it. Side by side they made their way through the crowded streets, almost in silence. Each was thinking of the approaching interview, and of what was to result from it. Reaching the Harbour, they chartered a boat and bade the rower convey them to the white yacht which had just dropped her anchor. The man obeyed, and in less than five minutes they were lying alongside one of the most beautiful pleasure vessels that has ever upheld the shipbuilding honour of the Clyde. The Port formalities had already been complied with, and now the accommodation ladder was hanging at the side in readiness for visitors. When they drew up at its foot, the tall man, addressing the quartermaster on duty at the gangway, enquired whether Madame la Comtesse de Venetza were aboard, and, if so, whether she would permit visitors to pay their respects to her.

It was noticeable that he spoke excellent English, with scarcely a touch of foreign accent.

The man departed with the message, to presently return with the report that Madame would be pleased to see the gentleman if they would “come aboard.” They accordingly climbed the ladder, and followed the quartermaster along the deck to a sumptuous saloon under the bridge. The owner of the beautiful craft was in the act of leaving the cabin as they approached it.

“Won’t you come in?” he said, pausing to open the door for them. “The Countess will be very pleased to see you.”

As he said this he glanced sharply at the two men, with an Englishman’s innate distrust of foreigners. He saw little in them, however, to criticise, and nothing to dislike. They, on their side, found him a tall, stalwart Englishman of the typical standard — blue eyes, ruddy cheeks, close cropped hair, the latter a little inclined to be curly, well, but not over dressed, and carrying with him an air of latent strength that, in spite of his good-humoured expression, would have made most people chary of offending him. When the two men entered the cabin, he closed the door behind them and ran lightly up the ladder to the bridge.

After his departure there was a momentary, but somewhat embarrassing, silence. A long shaft of sunlight streamed in through one of the windows (for they resembled windows more than port-holes) and revealed the fact that the lady, who was reclining in a long easy-chair, was extremely beautiful. Despite the cordial message she had sent, her visitors could scarcely have been welcome, for she did not even take the trouble to rise to receive them, but allowed a tall grey-haired man, who might very well have passed for her father, to do the honours for her.

“My dear Luigi — my dear Conrad,” he said, offering his right hand to the smaller of the two men and his left to the other. “It is indeed kind of you to be so quick to welcome us. The Countess is a little tired this afternoon, but she is none the less delighted to see you.”

The scornful curl of the lady’s lips not only belied this assertion, but indicated that miladi was in a by no means pleasant temper. The impatient movement of the little foot, peeping from beneath her dress, said as much, as plainly as any words could speak.

“We have been waiting for you all day,” the younger man began. “There is news of the greatest importance to communicate. Every hour that passes is now so much time wasted.”

Then, for the first time during the interview, the lady spoke.

“You infer that I might have been quicker?” she said, with a touch of scorn in her voice. “You evidently forget that, had it not been for this English milords kindness, I should not be here even now.”

It looked as if the younger man, while really uncomfortable, were trying to act as if he were not afraid of her.

“Is there not such a thing as the Oriental Express?” he asked. “Had you used that, we might have met at Turin, and have saved a great deal of trouble and valuable time.” The lady turned impatiently from him to his companion.

“What form does your news take?” she enquired. “Is it contained in a letter?”

“No, Excellenza, it was to be delivered by word of mouth,” the other replied. “The Council, who were in Prague at the time, paid me the compliment of trusting to my discretion, and despatched me immediately to you. We heard that you were in Constantinople, and the Secretary undertook to have a message transmitted to you there. Our friend, Conrad here, is perhaps not aware that the Oriental Express is occasionally an impossible medium. But, while condoling with you on that score, I must congratulate your Excellency in having pressed the Duke of Rotherhithe into your service.”

“Pray spare yourself the trouble,” the lady replied. “I do not know that I am particularly fond of obtaining hospitality, such as his, under false pretences. It is sufficient for your purposes, is it not, that I am here, and ready to do the Council’s bidding, whatever that may be. Perhaps you will be good enough to tell me what is expected of me?”

“Is it safe for me to tell you here?” Luigi enquired, and as he said it he looked anxiously about him, as if he feared the presence of eavesdroppers.

“As safe as it will be anywhere,” the lady answered. “It is an Englishman’s yacht, and, whatever we may say of them, they are not in the habit of listening at keyholes. Now what have you to tell me?”

The man hesitated once more before he replied. He was the chosen mouth-piece of one of the most powerful organisations in Europe, and ere now affairs involving death, and worse than death, had been entrusted to him, and he had brought them to a satisfactory issue. As a rule, and certainly when dealing with men, he did not know what fear was. In this lady’s presence, however, he was strangely nervous.

“Come,” she said, “you are a long time telling me. Is it so very difficult to explain? Or am I to anticipate a repetition of the Palermo Incident?”

Whatever the Palermo Incident may have been, it was certainly not a pleasant recollection to either of the men before her; the elder man became uncomfortable, while the younger moved uneasily in his seat.

“You hit hard, madam,” the elder man returned; “but, thank goodness, I am not thin-skinned. That the Palermo affair was a mistake, I am quite prepared to admit; it is possible, however, the success which will doubtless attend this affair, will make ample amends for it.”

“You have not told me what the affair is,” the lady replied. “Unless you make haste, I fear I shall not be able to hear it to-night. It would be as well for you to remember that I am not my own mistress, and that, in return for his hospitality, my host has at least some claim upon my society.”

“I will not detain you longer than is absolutely necessary,” the other replied. “With your permission I will now explain my mission. Of course, your Excellency is aware that the British Empire is on the eve of a serious struggle with the two South African Republics. The Republics in question have been arming for several years, and there can be no sort of doubt that the war, which is now about to begin, will make the most enormous demands upon the resources and capabilities of even that great Empire. That the country, at least so far as its military organisation is concerned, is not properly prepared for such an encounter, admits of no doubt. Her armament is well known to be deficient, if not defective; she possesses but few Generals whose experience entitles them to the right of leading her troops as they should be led against a foe which will have in its ranks some of the best fighting men in the world; while the nature of the country in which she will have to fight, and the peculiar tactics of the enemy, are unfavourable to her in the highest degree. Apart from this, it has been her boast that she occupies an isolated position in Europe, if not in the world. France, Russia, Germany and Holland are avowedly unfavourable; Spain remembers Great Britain’s sympathy with America in the Cuban affair; Portugal will wait to see what turn events take before she commits herself; while America will stand strictly neutral. We all remember that the larger Republic has beaten her before: it is possible that it may do so again. All these things having been taken into consideration, it must be quite clear to an observant mind that if England is ever to be humiliated, now is the time to do it. With this end in view, the Council was summoned hastily to meet in Prague. The result of their deliberations was the drawing up of a plan of action, and as soon as this had been agreed upon, I was ordered to place myself in communication with you. You were in Constantinople, and, as I have said, a message was immediately despatched by the Secretary to you.”

“I received it, and am here. What am I to do?”

“I can tell you no more than that you are to make your way to England at once, via Rome and Paris. Von Rosendell is in Rome. He will meet you, and give you full particulars of the scheme which has been proposed.”

“And when am I to leave Naples in order to meet him?”

“As soon as possible,” the other replied; “there is no time to waste. I was to invite you to make your arrangements at once, and to telegraph the hour of your departure in the usual way.”

“In that case I need not detain you any longer,” she answered with chilling politeness.

“Should it be necessary for me to communicate with you, I presume the usual address will find you?”

“But—”

“But what? Is there anything else I am to hear?”

“There is this — that I am to go with you,” the younger man put in, almost apologetically.

“I received my orders from the Council this morning. I hope you do not disapprove?”

He looked at her almost beseechingly; the expression upon her face, however, betrayed neither pleasure nor annoyance. Do what he would, he could not prevent a sigh from escaping him as he became aware of it. All day he had been hoping that she would be pleased when she heard that he was to co-operate with her; now, however, his heart sank like lead.

It was just the sort of enterprise he liked. It was daring, reckless to a degree; they would carry their lives in their hands, as they had so often done before; indeed, the mere fact that he was to share the dangers with her had been the greatest pleasure he had known for months past.

“If you are to accompany us,” she said, scarcely looking at him, “you had better hold yourself in readiness. It will be safer if we travel apart during the time we are in Italy, and afterwards other arrangements can be made so that we—”

“We will leave you and return to the shore,” interrupted the man called Luigi, who did not altogether approve the turn affairs were taking. “I have carried out my instructions, and so far as I am concerned, individually, the matter is at an end.”

Five minutes later they had left the yacht, and the Countess de Venetza was apologizing to the Duke of Rotherhithe for the intrusion of her lawyer people on his yacht.

“It is really too hard,” she said pathetically; “they give me no peace. When my husband died and I inherited his estates, he had no thought of the trouble and anxiety the management of them would cause me. My lawyers are perpetually grumbling because they cannot obtain interviews with me. I often think that they look upon me as a sort of Will-o’-the-Wisp, flickering about Europe, and impossible to catch. Why they could not have transacted the business with my father instead of bothering me with it, I cannot imagine. However, you will forgive me, will you not?”

The Duke, who by the way, was extremely susceptible, looked unutterable things. He had first met the Countess in Algiers a year before, and had fallen desperately in love with her before he had known her twenty-four hours. The mere fact that she did not encourage his attentions only served to attract him the more. They met at Cairo six months later — and now, when he discovered that it was in his power to do her a service by conveying her from Constantinople to Naples, he was only too glad to avail himself of the opportunity.

“It is a shame, indeed, that they should worry you so,” he said sympathetically, looking as he spoke into his fair friend’s eyes in a manner that would have carried consternation into the hearts of not a few mothers in England. “They worry me at home in much the same way. As I say to them, what’s the use of employing lawyers and Estate Agents, and all those sort of people, if they cannot do their work without your assistance? You might just as well do it yourself in the first instance, and save their salaries. But then, you see, I am not so clever as you are, Countess, and that makes all the difference.”

“What makes you think I am so clever, pray?” she enquired, looking up at him with innocent eyes.

“Oh, I don’t know,” he replied; “I’ve noticed it on lots of occasions. Do you remember the day that plausible Greek beggar worried us so in Constantinople, and you whispered something to him that sent him off about his business like a shot out of a gun. And in Algiers, when that Frenchman made himself so objectionable and you managed to send him to the right-about after a few moments’ conversation. How you did it I never could understand, but it was jolly clever all the same.”

The Countess regarded him attentively for a moment. Was he really as innocent as he made out to be, or had he noticed anything else? No; one moment’s examination was sufficient to convince her that, so far as he was concerned, all was as it should be. Strolling to the port side of the bridge, she looked down at the boat-load of musicians who were strumming guitars, and bawling “Finiculi Finicula,” with all the strength of their Southern lungs.

“What a way in which to spend one’s life,” said the Duke, as he joined her, and tossed some silver into the boat. “Fancy shouting that wretched thing, week after week, and year after year! Italy is a funny country — all bandits, soldiers, beggars and musicians. I suppose, if the truth were known, each of those men belongs to some secret society or another. Either the Cammoristi, or the Mafia, or some such organisation. How would you like to be a conspirator, Countess, and be always in terror of being caught?” The Countess’s hand clenched the bar before her, and, for a moment, her face turned deathly pale.

“What an extraordinary question to ask,” she began, fighting hard for her self-possession. “Do you want to frighten me out of my wits? I am afraid I should make the poorest conspirator imaginable. I should be too deficient in courage.”

“I am not inclined to believe that,” said the Duke, reflectively. “I think you would have plenty of courage when it was required.”

“I am afraid you must think me an altogether remarkable person,” she returned. “If you go on in this way, I shall scarcely have presence of mind enough to remain in your company. Seriously, however, Duke, I don’t know how to thank you for the services you have rendered my father and myself. But for your assistance we should not be in Naples now, in which case we should have been too late to have joined the party with whom I am proceeding to England.”

“You are going to England then after all?” he cried in great astonishment and delight. “I thought you were only going as far as Rome?”

“That was our original intention,” she replied. “However, some letters that we received to-night have altered our plans. But why do you look so astonished? Are we poor foreigners not to be allowed to enter your country?”

“It is not that,” he said. “I was so pleased to hear that you intend honouring us with a visit. When do you think you will reach England, and where will you stay while you are there?”

She shook her head.

“Those are questions I cannot at present answer,” she said. “It will depend upon circumstances. As our arrangements stand at present, I think it is extremely likely that we shall be in London in less than a week’s time.”

“And will there be any means of learning your whereabouts?” he asked. “You will surely not be cruel enough to visit England without permitting me to call upon you?”

“Call by all means,” she answered. “At present, however, I cannot tell you what our address will be, for the reason that I do not know it myself.”

“But perhaps when you are settled you will let me know. You know my house, I think?”

“I will do so with pleasure,” she replied. “Then you will come and see me, and I shall be able to thank you again for the kindness you have shown my father and myself in our present trouble.”

“It has been a very great pleasure to me,” he said, “and I cannot thank you sufficiently for honouring my yacht as you have done.”

At that moment the elder man, to whom she had referred as her father, made his appearance on the bridge and came towards them.

“My dear,” he began, “has it not struck you that it is time for us to be thinking of bidding His Grace farewell? Remember we have to start for Rome by the early train to-morrow morning. It behoves us, therefore, to make our preparations as soon as possible.”

The Duke, however, would not hear of their leaving the yacht before dinner, and in consequence it was quite dark when the Countess de Venetza and her father, or, to be more correct, her reputed father, were rowed ashore by four stalwart yachtsmen, steered by the Duke of Rotherhithe himself. He would have accompanied them to their hotel, but this the Countess would not permit.

“You have done too much for us already,” she said; “we cannot let you do more. We will not say adieu, but au revoir, since, in all probability, it will not be long before we meet again.”

“I hope, with all my heart, it may not be,” he replied, and then the cab they had engaged rattled away over the stones and was soon lost to view.

The Countess’s stay in Naples was a short one, for next morning she left by an early train for Rome. According to the plan he had prepared, His Grace of Rotherhithe, having made enquiries as to the trains leaving Naples for the capital, was present on the platform when the first took its departure. With an eagerness that could only be accounted for by his infatuation, he scanned the faces of the passengers, but the lady for whom he had been so anxiously waiting was not among them. Greatly disappointed by his discovery, he went off in search of breakfast, only to return a quarter of an hour before the next train was due to leave. Unfortunately, on this occasion, he was no more successful than before. The train was well filled, but among the passengers there was not one who bore any sort of resemblance to the lady he was hoping to see. So anxious was he to make sure that he did not miss her, that, just before the train started, he came within an ace of being run into by an invalid chair, in which was seated a man closely muffled up with shawls. By the side of the chair walked a nurse in English hospital uniform, who wore large blue glasses, and carried more wraps and a couple of cushions upon her arm. Even had he been aware of their identity, the Duke would have found it difficult to recognise in the pair his guests of the previous day. It was not the first time in their careers that they had been compelled to adopt such disguises, and only that morning news had reached them to the effect that, if they desired to get safely out of Naples, disguises such as they had assumed would be imperative necessities. A carriage, it appeared, had been reserved for the invalid Englishman, and towards it they made their way. Having seated the old gentleman in one corner, the nurse took her seat opposite him, and busied herself preparing for the journey. It was not until Naples was far behind, however, that she removed her spectacles and the invalid discarded his wraps.

“That was as narrow an escape as we have ever had,” said the former. “The Head of the Police was upon the platform, and I recognised two detectives in the crowd. However, all is well that ends well, and if Luigi’s arrangements have been properly made, we should be in Paris before they know we have left Naples, and in London forty-eight hours afterwards.”

“Then you still feel certain that they were aware of our presence in Naples?”

“Luigi’s message said there was no doubt about it. Though he did not know it, they must have been watching him, and have followed him to the yacht. It was foolish of him to run such a risk. Let us hope, however, he will be able to get out of Naples without their laying hands upon him.”

Shortly after one o’clock the train reached Rome and they alighted from it. Such travellers as had witnessed the arrival of the invalid at the Neapolitan railway station, would have observed now that he seemed greatly fatigued by the journey. He was even more muffled up than before, while the nurse was, if possible, more assiduous in her attentions than she had been at the southern station. It was noticeable also that she was a poor Italian scholar. Indeed, her pronunciation of such words as she did know was of the most erratic and elementary description.

* * * *

Later in the day, just as dusk was falling, an artist’s model, in the picturesque dress of the country, might have been observed making her way slowly down the Via Sistina in the direction of the Piazza S. Trinità de’ Monti. She appeared to be familiar with the neighbourhood, though, on the other hand, no one seemed to have any acquaintance with her. She had reached the Casa Zuccheri, when she was stopped by a tall artistic-looking man, who walked with great uprightness, and carried a portfolio beneath his arm. For the benefit of the passers by, he enquired in broken Italian, whether the girl could inform him as to the locality of a certain artist’s studio, whereupon she personally offered to conduct him to it.

He thanked her courteously, and proceeded with her in the direction indicated. They had no sooner left the vicinity of the Via Sistina, however, than he turned to her and said, in the purest Italian:— “I was afraid you were not coming. You are very late.”

“I am aware of that,” the girl replied. “I had a suspicion that I was being watched. Now, what have you to tell me?”

“You saw Luigi in Naples, I believe?”

“He met me there, with Conrad,” the girl answered. “I could not help thinking that it was an imprudence on his part.”

“Luigi is always imprudent; and yet I cannot help feeling that he is safer in his folly than we are in our care. He told you of the scheme the Council had originated?”

The girl nodded an assent.

“He gave me to understand, however, that you would furnish me with full particulars,” she said.

“I am prepared to do so now,” her companion replied.

As he said this, he led her from the main street into a dark alley, where, having convinced himself that they had not been followed, he set to work and told his tale. So anxious was he that there should be no mistake. about the matter, that when he had finished it he began it again, only to repeat it a third time. The woman listened with rapt-attention.

“In conclusion,” said he, “I might add that the money will be paid to your credit at whatever London Bank you may select. One of the most handsome residences, replete with all the necessaries, has been taken for you in a fashionable quarter, and on your arrival in London you will be left to act as your knowledge of the situation and the dictates of the Council may determine. It is needless to caution you as to the risks you may be called upon to run. The Council has, moreover, authorised me to say that it places implicit trust in your discretion. Should you require further advice, it will be furnished you at once, with any help that may be considered needful.”

“In the meantime, Paris is the first stage,” the girl answered. “You are quite certain that this Englishman, Sir George Manderville, has not yet returned to England?”

“No, he is still there,” her companion replied. “We have learnt, however, that he will cross the channel on Friday next.”

“On Friday next?” she repeated. “In that case there is no time to lose. At first glance it would appear that he is the key to the situation.”

“That is exactly the opinion of the Council,” the man answered. “Now, farewell, and may good luck attend you!”

So saying they retraced their steps to the main street. At the entrance to the alley they separated, the girl returning to the Via Sistina — the man going off in an opposite direction.

By the first train next morning the Countess de Venetza made an unostentatious departure from Rome, for Paris, accompanied by her father and her cousin, Conrad, Count Reiffenburg.


CHAPTER I
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AS A PREFACE, I might explain that I have had the pleasure of knowing Paris and De Belleville for more than twenty years. Both are, therefore, old friends, the city and the man. The fact, however, remains, that De Belleville, though a most charming companion, has one fault. Few people would be prepared to admit it, but unfortunately, I am not only compelled to recognise it, but to proclaim it to the world. As a friend, he has not his equal — at least so far as I am concerned; he is certainly not punctual, however. It is of that I complain. I have remonstrated with him on the subject times out of number, but it makes no sort of difference. If one has an appointment with him, he is invariably late, but when he does put in an appearance, he will greet you with such charming assurance, that you feel angry with yourself for having been led into commenting upon the lapse of time.

On the particular afternoon which I am now about to describe to you, we had arranged to meet at my hotel and then to go on together to call upon the D’Etrebilles, who were just off to Cairo and the Upper Nile. He had promised to be with me at three o’clock, and, as usual, at twenty minutes past the hour he had not put in an appearance. Now, I flatter myself that I am a punctual man in every respect, and when one is ready to go out, a twenty minutes’ wait is an annoyance calculated to test the serenest temper. In my case it was certainly so, and, as I sat in the picturesque courtyard of the hotel, you may be sure I called down the reverse of blessings upon De Belleville’s handsome head. Carriage after carriage drove up, but not one of them contained my friend. I took a third cigarette from my case and lit it, and as I did so, lay back in my chair and amused myself watching my neighbours.

To my thinking, there are few places more interesting (that is, of course, provided one has a weakness for studying character) than a hotel courtyard. In sheer idleness I speculated as to the nationality and relationship of the various people about me. There were several probable Russians, one or two undoubted Germans, two whom I set down as Italians, one might have been a Greek, but the majority were undoubtedly English. And that reminds me that, as I waited, I was the witness of an amusing altercation between a cabman and an English lady of considerable importance and mature years. Both were playing at cross purpose, and it was not until the Hotel Commissionaire, the deus ex machina, so to speak, appeared upon the scene and interposed, that the matter at issue was satisfactorily adjusted.

“Your pardon, Madame,” he said, bowing low, “but ze man meant no harm. It was his misfortune that he did not comprehend the words what Madame said to him.”

For a person who prided himself upon his tact, the poor fellow could scarcely have said a more unfortunate thing. The matter of the overcharge, Madame could have understood and have forgiven, but to be informed in so many words that her knowledge of the French tongue was deficient, was an insult not only to her intelligence, and to her experience, but also to the money that had been spent upon her education. Casting a withering glance at the unhappy functionary, she departed into the hotel, every hair of her head bristling with indignation, while the Commissionaire, shrugging his shoulders, went forward to receive a tall, picturesque individual, who at that moment had driven up.

The new-comer interested me exceedingly. In my own mind I instantly set him down as a dilettante Englishman of good birth and education. He looked the sort of being who would spend the greater part of his time in foreign picture-galleries and cathedrals; who would carry his Ruskin continually in his pocket, and who would probably end by writing a volume of travels “private circulation only” I should not have been surprised had I been told that he dabbled a little in water-colours, or to have heard that he regarded Ruskin as the greatest writer, and Turner as the greatest painter, of our era. One thing at least was self-evident, and that was the fact that he was a person of considerable importance at this particular hotel. The Commissionaire bowed before him as if he were a foreign potentate, while the maître d’hôtel received him with as much respect as if he had been an American millionaire. When he in his turn disappeared into the building, I beckoned the Commissionaire to my side.

“Who is that gentleman that has just entered the hotel?” I enquired.

“Is it possible that Monsieur does not know him?” the man replied, with an expression of wonderment upon his face.

His answer more than ever convinced me that the other was a very great man, at least a German princeling, perhaps an Austrian archduke.

“No,” I said, “I do not know him. As a matter of fact, I do not remember ever having seen him before. Who is he?”

“He is Monsieur Dickie Bucks,” answered the Commissionaire, with as much respect as if he were talking of the Czar of all the Russias.

My illusion vanished in a trice. “Dickie Bucks, — Dickie Bucks,” I repeated to myself. “Gracious heavens! what a name for such a man! And pray who is Mr Dickie Bucks, for I assure you his fame has not yet reached me?”

“Monsieur surely knows the great bookmaker,” said the man, with an air of incredulity. “He is the great bookmaker, the very greatest, perhaps, in all England. Monsieur is not perhaps aware that there are races at Auteuil to-morrow.”

And so my dilettante Englishman, my artist, my amateur author, was, after all, nothing more than a famous betting man, who, had I spoken to him of Ruskin, would probably have offered to lay me five to one against him for the Lincolnshire Handicap, and would have informed me that there was a general opinion in Sporting Circles that “Sesame and Lilies” was not the stayer she was popularly supposed to be. Well, well, it only proves how little our judgment is to be trusted, and how important it is that we should not pin our faith upon externals.

I was still moralising in this fashion when a smart equipage drove up to the steps, and the Commissionaire once more went forward to do his duty. In the carriage a lady and gentleman were seated, and it was evident, from the fact that a man, — who until that moment had been sitting near the hotel door — hastened forward to greet them, that their arrival had been expected by one person in the hotel at least. As the trio I am now about to describe to you are destined to play an extraordinary part in the story I have to tell, I may, perhaps, be excused if I bestow upon them a little more attention than I should otherwise feel justified in doing. Out of gallantry, if for no other reason, it is only proper that. I should commence with the lady.

That she was not English was quite certain. It was difficult to say, however, to what European nation she belonged. Her face, from the moment I first saw it, interested me strangely. And yet, while it was beautiful, it was not that which altogether attracted me. I say altogether for the reason that it owed more, perhaps, to its general expression than to the mere beauty of any individual feature. It was a countenance, however, that once seen would not be likely to be forgotten. The eyes were large and thoughtful, and of a darkness that suggested Southern birth. The mouth was small, but exquisitely moulded, the lips full, and the teeth, when they showed themselves, delightfully white and even. Her hair was black and, what is not commonly the case with hair of that colour, was soft and wavy. Though it would have been difficult to find fault with, her attire, a fastidious critic might have observed that it was not of the very latest fashion. In London, it is possible it might have passed muster, but in Paris it was just one pin-prick behind the acme of the prevailing mode. As I looked at her I wondered who she might be. The eyes, at a hazard, might have been set down as Italian, the hair as Spanish, the’ nose had a suggestion of the Greek, while the sum total spoke for Southern France, or, at any rate a country bordering upon the Mediterranean.

As I have already said, her companions were two in number. The elder, who had driven up with the lady I have been endeavouring to describe, was a tall and handsome man of a little past middle age. He carried himself with considerable erectness, might very well have once been a soldier, and was possibly the lady’s father. When he descended from the carriage, I noticed that he was a little lame on his left leg, and that he walked with a stick. Like his companion he was the possessor of dark eyes, but with the difference that they looked out upon the world from beneath white bushy eyebrows, a fact which, combined with his fierce grey moustache, produced a most singular effect. He also was fashionably attired, that is to say, he wore the regulation frock coat and silk hat, but, as was the case with the lady, there was the suggestion of being just a trifle behind the times.

As much could not be said of the second man, the individual who had been seated near the door awaiting their coming. So far as outward appearances were concerned he was the pink of fashion, and not only of fashion, but of everything else. Tall, lithe, handsome, and irreproachably turned out, from the curl of his dainty moustache to his superbly shod feet, he appeared at first glance to be a typical boulevardier. Yet when one looked more closely at him, he did not strike one as being the sort of man who would idle his life away on the pavements or in the clubs. I could very well imagine his face looking out from beneath a helmet or, under a tarbush with Arabi, or a sombrero with Balmaceda — anywhere, in point of fact, where there was vigorous life and action. He would certainly be a good shot, and, I reflected, not very particular what he shot at, that is to say, whether it was at man or beast, or both. For the moment, however, he was content to hand his fair friend from her carriage with the most fastidious politeness. They stood for a moment talking at the foot of the steps. Then they ascended, and, entering the hotel, were lost to my sight; whereupon I resettled myself in my chair with the reflection that they were the most interesting people I should be likely to see that afternoon, and then went on to wonder why De Belleville did not put in an appearance. Then another carriage drove up, and a moment later he stood before me.

“I must offer you ten thousand pardons, cher ami,” said he, as we shook hands. “I fear I have kept you waiting an unpardonable time. Forgive me, I implore you; I am prostrated with sorrow.”

The words were apologetic enough, but the face belied the assertion. A more cheerful countenance could scarcely have been discovered in all Paris. I had promised myself that I would give him a good rating for his unpunctuality, but, as usual, I found that when he did arrive it was impossible for me to be angry with him. De Belleville, as I have already remarked, boasts the most ingratiating manners I know; is an ideal companion, for the reason that he is never put out or, apart from his unpunctuality, puts others out. He is one of the best hosts in Europe, and regards life as life regards him, that is to say, with invariable cheerfulness and goodfellowship.

Having taken our places in the carriage, we set off for the D’Etrebilles’ residence in the Faubourg St Germain. Throughout the drive my companion rattled on continually. He was well up, none better, in the gossip of the day, and could use his knowledge to the wittiest effect. Fortunately, the D’Etrebilles were at home, and appeared delighted to see us. They were, moreover, kind enough to congratulate me upon my acceptance of my new position in the English Cabinet.

“As you are strong, be merciful,” said D’Etrebille, with a smile. “Remember, the peace of Europe is in your hands, and at the end of your term of office we shall require it of you again intact.”

“A life-long study of European politics,” said De Belleville, “has convinced me that the peace of Europe is never so much assured as when the various nations are struggling to be at each other’s throats. This is a point of which so many people, renowned for their political perspicuity, seem to lose sight. Our very good friend and visitor, the Czar, would have us disarm and turn our swords into ploughshares. By this time, however, he must agree that, if only from a humanitarian point of view, he has made a mistake. It may appear paradoxical, but there is certainly nothing that promotes peace so much as war. I never feel sure in my own mind that the next year will be a quiet one until I am told that the military bloodhounds are about to be unchained. By the way, what do you think of your country’s prospects of war in South Africa?”

“If I am to judge the situation by your own theory, I should say that the possibilities are remote,” I replied. “From my own stand-point, however, I am by no means so optimistic. The look-out is undoubtedly a grave one, and, while I have the greatest faith in our strength to assert our own supremacy, I cannot help thinking that matters may in the end prove somewhat different to our expectations.”

Without wishing to pose as a prophet after the event, on looking back on all that has happened, I cannot help being struck by the aptness of my prophecy. This, however, is no place for such reflections. What I have to do is to tell my story as quickly and concisely as possible, and, above all, to avoid undue digressions.

Strange indeed is the way in which a face or a voice once seen or heard, if only for a moment, has the power of seizing and taking possession of the memory, when there is little or no reason that it should not be forgotten. It was certainly so in my case on this particular afternoon, for, during the time I was with the D’Etrebilles, during our drive in the Bois afterwards, and in fact for the remainder of the evening, the face of the woman I had seen entering my hotel a few hours before, haunted me continually.

It went to the Opera with me, accompanied me to a supper at the Amphitryon Club afterwards, and returned with me again to my hotel. The memory of a pair of beautiful eyes, such as hers undoubtedly were, might appear to many men a light burden to have placed upon them. By some strange irony of Fate, however, it was otherwise with me. Instead of being charmed by them, I dreaded them with a fear that was as inexplicable as it was unpleasant. I laughed at myself for my folly, ascribed my absurd condition to indigestion, and endeavoured by every means in my power to drive the matter from my mind. I went to bed and tried to sleep. I was not successful, however. When I closed my eyes, the eyes of the woman were still there, gazing at me with a steadfastness that produced a sensation almost describable as hypnotic. I tried to picture other scenes, recalled the events of the day — De Belleville’s prophecies for the future — his witty remarks on Paris topics — but without success. At last, unable to bear it any longer, I rose from my bed, turned on the electric light, and, having donned a dressing-gown, began to pace the room. I had drunk scarcely any wine that evening, so that my condition could not be ascribed to that source. Nevertheless, an ill defined, yet none the less real, fear was steadily taking possession of me. I could not remember ever having been affected in this way before. Could it be that I had not the same power over my intellect as of yore? In other words, was this the beginning of some brain trouble that would eventually land me in a lunatic asylum? I knew in my inmost heart that such was not the case. Yet how to account for the eyes that haunted me so peculiarly, I could not say. Until I had seen the woman’s face that afternoon, I had been as rational and evenly balanced a man as could have been discovered in the French capital. No! it was all nonsense! My internal economy was a little out of gear, my nerves and brain were indirectly affected, and this illusion was the result. In that case the eyes, haunting as they were, would disappear before the magic wand of Calomel.

Being too wide awake to return to bed, I seated myself in a chair and took up a book on the Eastern Question which I had been reading during the day, and in which I was greatly interested. The fact that I did not entertain the same views with regard to the Russo-Chinese-Japanese entente as the author only added to my enjoyment of the work. I remembered that when I had taken it up in the morning I had found it difficult to lay it aside again; now, however, though I glued my eyes to the pages by sheer will pressure, I was scarcely conscious of the printed words before me. As I read, or rather tried to read, it appeared to me that somebody was standing in the room, a few paces from my chair, intently regarding me. More than once I involuntarily looked up, only to find, as it is needless to state, that there was no one there. At last I put down the book in despair, went to the window and, leaning my arms upon the sill, looked out. Sleeping Paris lay before and around me, scarcely a sound was to be heard; once the roll of distant carriage-wheels, from the Rue de Rivoli, came up to me, then the irregular striking of the clocks in the neighbourhood announcing the hour of three.

As I stood at the window, I thought of the crisis which England was approaching. — Many years had elapsed since she had been involved in a great war. In these days epoch succeeds epoch with incredible rapidity, and public opinion has the knack of changing with each one. The stolidity, the self-reserve, the faculty of being able to take the hard knocks and yet continue the fight, that had characterised us at the time of Waterloo and the Crimea, did that still exist? Then again, were we as fully prepared as we might be? Were our Generals as competent as of yore, or had the long spell of peace wrought a change in them also? They were weighty questions, and a man might very well have been pardoned had he asked them of himself with an anxious heart. Our “splendid isolation” had been the jeer and taunt of the world. Would that very isolation prove our downfall, if by any evil chance matters took a wrong turn with us? For a moment I could see England as she would be were her armies to be defeated in the present struggle. The croaking prophecies of her enemies would have proved too true, and she would be at the mercy of the yelping mob that had once only dared to bark and snap at her from a distance.

“O God! grant that such a thing may never come to pass,” I muttered, and, as the prayer escaped my lips, there shaped themselves in the darkness in front of me, the eyes that had haunted me all the afternoon and evening.

As I gazed into their soulless depths, a sensation of icy coldness passed over me.

“This will never do,” I said to myself. “If I go on like this I shall have to see a doctor; and yet how ridiculous it is. Why that woman’s eyes should haunt me so I cannot understand. In all probability I shall never see her again, and if I do, it will only be to discover that she is very beautiful, but in no respect different to other people.”

But while I endeavoured to convince myself that it was all so absurd, I had the best of reasons for knowing that it was not so silly as I was anxious to suppose. At any rate, I did not go to bed again, and when, some hours later, my servant came to call me, he found me seated at my table, busily engaged writing letters. Years seemed to have elapsed since I had bade him good-night.

The last day of my stay in Paris had dawned, and, after my experience of the night, I began to think that I was not altogether sorry for it. A cold tub, however, somewhat revived me, and when I left my room I was, to all intents and purposes, myself once more.

It is one of those little idiosyncrasies in my character which afford my friends such an excellent opportunity for making jokes at my expense, that when I go to Rome, Paris, Berlin, St Petersburg, or any other city I may be in the habit of visiting, that I invariably stay at the same hotel and insist on being given the same bedroom I have occupied on previous occasions. For some reason a strange room is most obnoxious to me. In Paris, worthy Monsieur Frezmony is good enough to let me have a suite of apartments at the end of a long corridor on the first floor. They boast an excellent view from the windows, of the gardens of the Tuileries, and the whole suite is, above all, easy of access at any hour of the day or night. On this particular occasion, having dressed, I left my room and passed along the corridor in order to descend to the hall below. I was only a few paces from the head of the stairs when a door directly opposite opened, and a lady emerged and descended the stairs in front of me. She was dressed for going out, but, for the reason that my letters had just been handed to me and I was idly glancing at the envelopes, beyond noticing this fact, I bestowed but little more attention on her. She had reached the first landing, and I was some few steps behind her, when the chink of something falling caught my ears. Surely enough when I, in my turn, reached the landing I discovered a small bracelet lying upon the carpet. I immediately picked it up with the intention of returning it. But the lady was too quick for me and had reached the courtyard before I could set foot in the hall. A carriage was awaiting her coming at the foot of the steps, and she had already taken her place in it when I approached her. For the reason that she was putting up her parasol, it was impossible for me to see her face, but when she lifted it on hearing my voice, I discovered, to my amazement, that she was none other than the lady whose arrival I had witnessed on the previous afternoon, and whose eyes had had such a strange effect upon me ever since.

“Permit me to ask if this is your property, madam?” I began, holding out the bracelet as I spoke. “I had the good fortune to discover it on the stairs just after you passed.”

“Ah, yes, it is mine,” she answered in excellent French, and in a voice that was low and musical. “I would not have lost it for anything. It was careless of me to have dropped it. I thank you most heartily.” She bowed, and at a signal from the Commissionaire, the coachman started his horses, and a moment later the carriage had left the courtyard.

For some moments after it had passed out of sight I stood looking in the direction it had taken. Then turning to the Commissionaire who stood before me, I enquired if it were in his power to tell me the name of the lady to whom I had rendered so small a service.

“She is Madame la Comtesse de Venetza,” the man replied.

“The Countess de Venetza?” said I to myself, “that tells me nothing. — It sounds Italian. At the same time it might be almost anything else.”

Circumstances forbade me that I should question the man further, though the temptation was sufficiently great. Nothing remained, therefore, but to withdraw and to derive what consolation I could from the fact that I had spoken to her and knew her name.

“The Countess de Venetza,” I repeated, as I made my way up the steps once more. The name had suddenly come to have a strange fascination for me. I found myself repeating it again and again, each time deriving a new sensation from it.

Having procured a morning paper, I returned to the verandah, seated myself in the place I had occupied on the previous afternoon, when I had first seen the Countess, and turned my attention to the English news. If the information set forth there were to be believed, there could be no sort of doubt that we were distinctly nearer the trouble which had been brewing for so long. The wildest rumours were afloat, and the versions printed in the Parisian papers were not of a nature calculated to allay my fears. If what they said were correct there could be no doubt that England was standing face to face with one of the greatest dangers that had threatened her in her life as a nation. And yet it was impossible to believe that the Might, Majesty, Dominion, and power of Great Britain could be successfully defied by a rabble horde such as we knew the Boers to be. But had we not the remembrance of’81 continually with us to remind us that on another lamentable occasion we had been too sanguine? This time, I told myself, it was vitally necessary that it should be all going forward and no drawing back. If we set our hands to the plough, it must be with a rigorous determination not to remove them until the task we had set ourselves should be accomplished.

At last I threw down my paper in disgust.

An overwhelming desire to thrash every journalistic cur who yelped at the heels of the British Lion was fast taking possession of me. For the first time since I had known her, Paris was positively distasteful to me.

“Perhaps monsieur will pardon me if I ask permission to glance at the paper he has just thrown down,” said a polite voice at my elbow.

“I have tried to obtain one at the hotel, but without success.”

Turning, I saw beside me the taller of the two men I had seen with the Countess de Venetza on the preceding afternoon — the man with the bushy eyebrows who had driven up with her in the carriage, and who was lame.

“Take it by all means,” I replied, handing it to him as I spoke. “I doubt, however, if you will find anything in it but a series of insults to England and her soldiers. That seems to be the metier of the Parisian Press just now.”

“It is a thousand pities,” the stranger replied, slowly and solemnly; “and the more to be regretted for the reason that it does not voice the public sentiment.”

I had no desire to be drawn into a political controversy with a man who, for all I knew to the contrary, might be an anarchist, a police spy, or an equally undesirable acquaintance.

I accordingly allowed him to seat himself at some little distance from me and to peruse his paper in peace. He was still reading it when a carriage drove up, bringing the Countess de Venetza back to the hotel. Seeing her friend she approached him, whereupon he rose to greet her, still retaining the newspaper in his hand.

A few moments later another carriage drove up, and, when it came to a standstill, the well-dressed individual who had waited in the verandah on the previous afternoon, alighted. That he was much agitated could be seen at first glance. I noticed also that he was doing his best to conceal the fact. As he approached his friends, he raised his hat with ceremonious politeness. Then he said something in an undertone which would have been inaudible more than a few paces away. The effect upon his comrades was electrical. The man gave a start of astonishment and horror, while the woman turned deathly pale, and for a moment looked as if she were about to faint. With an effort, however, she recovered her self-possession, and as she did so I noticed out of the corner of my eye (for the life of me I could not help watching them), that the man who had brought this disconcerting intelligence turned quickly round as if to satisfy himself that her agitation had not been noticed by any one near at hand. Next moment they were walking slowly towards the main entrance, the woman’s hands clenching and unclenching at every step. It was no business of mine, of course, but I felt as certain that the drama I had seen acted in front of me was of vital importance to the trio, but more especially so far as the woman was concerned. Had I known what the communication was, it is just possible I might have been able to avert what promised to be a great National calamity, and one which even now I can scarcely contemplate without a shudder.

How I came to know these things and how innocently I walked into the trap that had been so artfully laid for me, you shall hear. Believe me, if I say, without conceit, that the story is an exceedingly interesting one.


CHAPTER II
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MY ARRANGEMENTS WERE completed, and in spite of De Belleville’s entreaty that I should remain for at least another day, I was adamant in my determination to leave Paris for England that night. In view of the existing state of affairs there, it would be a truism to say that there was much to be done before the assembling of Parliament; it behoved us all, we knew, to put our shoulders to the wheel and to do our utmost to help our country in her hour of need. Accordingly, the appointed moment found me at the railway station, whither my servant had preceded me. Williams is the best courier as well as the best servant in existence, and when I reached the platform it was to find my compartment reserved for me, my books and papers spread out to my hand, my cap and travelling rug in readiness, and the faithful man himself on guard at the door. It only wanted three minutes to starting time, and already the various functionaries were busying themselves with intending passengers.

“It looks as if we shall have a full train, Williams,” I said, as I stood at the door gazing down the platform. “Let us hope we shall have a good crossing!”

“The weather report is favourable, sir,” he replied.

I returned to the other end of the carriage to look for my cigar-case and was in the act of cutting a weed when I heard Williams’ voice raised as if in expostulation.

“I must beg your pardon, sir,” he was saying in his curious French, that no experience ever makes any better or any worse, “but this is a reserved compartment.”

“But, my good fellow, there is no more room in the train,” said a voice I instantly recognised. “Pray speak to your master and I am sure he will not deny our request.”

I walked to the door where this conversation was being carried on, to discover the lady and the two men who have already figured so prominently in my narrative, standing upon the platform.

“I am afraid we are taking an unwarrantable liberty in asking such a favour from you,” the elder man began, “but by our carelessness we are placed in a dilemma. We omitted to secure a compartment, and now the train is so full that we cannot procure seats. It is most necessary for us to cross to London to-night, and unless you will go so far out of your way as to permit us to share your carriage with you, I fear we must remain behind. The train is about to start even now.”

Though I had no desire for their company, courtesy forbade that I should insist upon my rights. Nothing remained for it, therefore, but for me to submit with as much graciousness as I could assume.

“Pray step in,” I said. “It is the fault of the Railway Authorities who should provide sufficient accommodation for travellers. May I ask which seat you prefer, madame?”

With an expression of her thanks she chose the corner at the further end of the compartment, and opposite the corner Williams had prepared for me. Her companions followed her, and a moment later the train moved slowly out of the station and our journey had commenced. That journey will be remembered by two of our number, at least, so long as they can recollect anything. I am not going to pretend that I felt at my ease for the first part of it. Far from it. I fancy the Countess must have noticed this, for she did not address me for some time, vouchsafing me an opportunity of becoming accustomed to the novelty of the situation. Then, feeling that it was incumbent on me to do the honours of the compartment, I offered her her choice of papers. She chose one, and, when she had opened it, assured me that I was at liberty to smoke, should I care to do so. Her companions had also made themselves at home, so that by the time our train ran through Ailly-sur-Noye we might have been said to have been on comparatively intimate terms with each other.

“I have an idea that my father and I have had the pleasure of meeting an old friend of yours lately,” said the Countess, when the station to which I have just referred was a thing of the past and we were speeding on towards the sea.

“Really!” I replied, with some little astonishment. “Pray, who might that friend be?”.

“The Duke of Rotherhithe,” she returned, and, as she said it, she neatly folded the paper she had been reading and laid it on the seat beside her.

“A friend of mine, indeed,” I answered.

“I fancied, however, that he was yachting in the Mediterranean?”

“Exactly! He was! We met him quite by chance in Constantinople, and, finding that we were anxious to reach Naples as quickly as possible, he offered to convey us thither in his yacht. I remember that he spoke most kindly of you.”

“The dear fellow!” I replied. “We were at school together and afterwards at the Varsity.”

So easily impressed is the human mind by former associations, that the mere fact that the Countess de Venetza and her father had lately been the guests of my old friend, Rotherhithe, was sufficient to make me treat them in an entirely different fashion to what I had hitherto done. Until that time I had rather prided myself upon being a somewhat sceptical man of the world, but, now I was giving splendid proofs of my peculiar susceptibility. There was, however, a grain of suspicion still lingering about me. I accordingly proceeded to indirectly question her concerning my friend, and, as I noticed that she answered without hesitation or any attempt at concealment, my doubts faded away until they vanished altogether. We talked of the Princess Balroubadour with the familiarity of old friends; Rotherhithe’s antipathy to those whom he described as “foreigners” afforded us conversation for another five minutes; while the Malapropisms, if I may coin a word, of his head steward, were sufficient to carry us through two more stations without a single break in the conversation. We discussed the various Ports of the Mediterranean, ran up to Assuan in a dahabiyeh, and afterwards made a pilgrimage to Sinai together. The Countess was a witty conversationalist and, as I discovered, a close observer of all that went on around her. Her father and cousin, beyond putting in a word now and again, scarcely spoke, but seemed absorbed in their books and papers.

At last we reached Calais, and it became necessary for us to leave the train. It was a beautiful evening; the sea was as smooth as glass, while there was not enough wind to stir the pennant on the steamer’s masthead.

“I am sure we cannot thank you enough for permitting us to share your carriage,” said the Countess as we left the train and prepared to go on board the steamer. “Had it not been for your kindness, I fear we should still be in Paris, instead of being well on our way to England.”

I returned something appropriate to this remark, then, side by side, we boarded the steamer.

“Since you have been yachting with the Duke of Rotherhithe,” I said, when we had gained the deck, “it is only fair to suppose that you are a good sailor, Countess?”

“Oh, yes!” she answered, with a little laugh; “I am an excellent sailor. But — forgive my asking the question — how did you become aware of my identity?”

“I happened to hear your name at the hotel this morning,” I replied. “It was told me after I had restored the bangle you so nearly lost.”

At this moment her father put in an appearance and caused a diversion by enquiring after the safety of her jewel-case, which, it appeared, stood in continual danger of being lost. A few seconds later the boat was under weigh and we had said good-bye to French soil. As we left the place of embarkation it seemed to me that my companion gave a little sigh, and noticing that it was followed by a slight shiver, I enquired whether she felt cold. She replied in the negative, though at the same time she drew her furs a little closer round her.

“I wonder whether certain places affect you as they do me,” she said, when the French port lay well astern and we were heading for the white cliffs of England. “It is strange that I never leave Calais without undergoing a decided feeling of depression. I don’t know why it should be so; it is a fact, nevertheless.”

“I hope it is not the thought of visiting England that causes it?” I replied with an attempt at jocularity. “You have visited our country before, of course?”

“Very often,” she answered; “we have many friends in England.”

“In the list of whom I hope you will permit me some day to number myself?” I continued with an eagerness that was not at all usual with me.

“I shall be very pleased,” she returned quietly, and then looked away across the still water to where a French pilot cutter lay becalmed half a mile or so away.

An hour later we reached Dover.

Just as we were entering the harbour, the Countess’s father approached me and thanked me effusively for my kindness in permitting them to share my carriage from Paris.

“But you must not let my generosity, such as it is, cease there!” I replied. “I hope you will also share my carriage to London, that is to say if the Countess is not already too tired of my society.”

“It would be ungenerous to say so if I were,” she answered with a smile. “But if you, on your side, do not feel that we have trespassed too far already, I am sure we shall be only too glad to accept your kind offer.” The Custom authorities having been satisfied as to the innocence of our baggage, we took our seats in the carriage which had been reserved for me. My indispensable Williams made his appearance with an armful of papers, and then we started upon the last stage of our journey. When I had handed the Countess a copy of the Globe, I selected a Pall Mall for myself, and turned to the page containing the latest war news. From what I found there, there could be no doubt that the situation was hourly increasing in danger. There were complications on every side, and the position was not rendered easier by the fact that a certain number of prominent politicians were endeavouring to make capital out of the difficulties of the Government.

“I suppose there can now be no doubt as to the probability of war?” said Count Reiffenburg, looking up from his paper as he spoke.

“None whatever, I should say,” I answered. “If the papers are to be believed the clouds are blacker and heavier than they have yet been. I fear the storm must burst ere long.”

The Countess did not take any part in our conversation, but I fancied that she was listening. Not feeling any desire to continue the discussion with the younger man, I returned to my paper, leaving him to follow my example. A few minutes later the Countess put down her Globe, and sat looking out upon the country through which we were passing.

“I see they have captured another notorious anarchist in Naples,” I said, after we had been sitting in silence for some minutes. “So far as can be gathered from the report given here, the arrest is likely to prove important in more respects than one.”

“Indeed,” said the Countess, looking steadily at me as she spoke. “The police are certainly becoming more expeditious in the matter of arrests. The only difficulty they experience is the finding of any substantial crime against their victims when they have brought about their capture. Pray, who is this particular man?”

“An individual rejoicing in the romantic name of Luigi Ferreira,” I answered. “It appears that they have been endeavouring to lay their hands upon him for some time past. Until now, however, he has managed to slip through their fingers.”

“Poor fellow!” said the Countess, still in the same even voice. “I hope it will not prejudice you against me, but I cannot help feeling a little sympathy for people — however misguided they may be — who imperil their own safety for the sake of bringing about what they consider the ultimate happiness of others.”

Then, as though the matter no longer interested her, she returned to the perusal of her paper. Her cousin had all this time been drumming with his fingers in an impatient manner, so I thought, upon the glass of the window beside which he sat. For my own part, I scarcely knew what to make of this young man. Though he did not show it openly, I could not help thinking that he was jealous of the attention I was paying his fair cousin. As the idea crossed my mind I remembered the previous afternoon, when I had sat in the portico of the hotel, speculating as to the nationality and lives of the people about me. How little I had thought then that twenty - four hours later would find me seated with them in an English railway carriage, discussing the fortune of another man with whom neither I, nor they, for the matter of that — at least, so I then supposed — had even the remotest connection.

It was not until we were approaching the end of our journey that I spoke to my vis-à-vis concerning her stay in London.

“We shall in all probability remain in London for some three or four months,” she said. “I hope, if you can spare the time, that you will call upon me. I have taken Wiltshire House, by the way, and shall be most pleased to see you.”

I must confess that her announcement caused me a considerable amount of surprise. All things considered, it was rather a strange coincidence, for, only that morning, I had received a letter from my sister Ethelwyn, who, as you are doubtless aware, is the Countess of Brewarden, in which occurred the following significant passage (Ethelwyn, I might here remark, is somewhat given to the florid style): — 

“Existence is now altogether a blank! the dream of my life — Wiltshire House — has vanished. Some rich foreigner has taken it, and in consequence George (my brother-in-law) and I have quarrelled desperately. He declares it is a good thing it is let, as he couldn’t think of it. He moreover avers that it would cost a king’s ransom to keep up. Nevertheless, I shall detest the foreigner whoever she or he may be.”

I can scarcely say how I derived the impression, but, until that moment, I had not supposed my fair friend to be the possessor of any great wealth. It was the more surprising, therefore, to hear that she was not only a rich woman, but also that she was to be the temporary mistress of one of the most beautiful and expensive dwellings in the Metropolis. Needless to say, I did not let her become aware of the surprise she had given me, but contented myself with thanking her and expressing the hope that shortly I should be able to do myself the honour of calling upon her.

“You won’t allow your public duties to make you forget your promise to come and see me, I hope,” said the Countess, as we shook hands.

“You may be quite sure that I shall not,” I replied.

“Then, au revoir, and many thanks for the kindness you have shown us.”

“It has given me the greatest possible pleasure,” I answered, and, as I said it, I had a guilty remembrance of my uncharitable feelings that morning, when I had discovered that my privacy was destined to be disturbed. Yet so pleasantly had the time passed, that I felt as if I had known the Countess for years instead of hours.

When I reached my house it was to find everything just as I had left it. A cheerful fire blazed in my study, the latest evening papers lay, cut and folded, upon a table beside my favourite chair; a subdued light shone above the table in the dining-room adjoining, and everything denoted the care and comfort which a master possessing good servants has a right to expect. Having removed the stains of travel, and changed my attire, I sat down to dinner, afterwards spent an hour skimming my correspondence, then, to fill up the time, I ordered a cab and drove to my favourite Club.

Though I had only been absent from England a short time, and had not been further than Paris, I discovered that I had a vast amount of news to hear. Men imparted their information to me as if I had that day returned from Central Africa or the Australian Bush. Young Paunceford, the member for Banford, for which place his father had sat before him, was good enough to give me his views on the Crisis. His complaint was that no one would listen to him, and, in consequence, he was only too glad to find some one who required bringing up to date. That I happened to be a Cabinet Minister as well as an old friend made no sort of difference.

“By Jove, I envy you,” he said, as he lit a fresh cigar. “I can tell you, if you play your cards carefully, you’ll be no end of a swell over this business. Why on earth couldn’t I have had such an opportunity?”

“For the simple reason that you know too much, my boy,” said a man in the Guards, who happened to be sitting near. “Haven’t you heard that a little knowledge is a dangerous thing? They know Manderville’s safe on a secret, so they gave him the job. What’s the use of a secret unless there’s some mystery about it. By the way, talking of mysteries, what’s this about Wiltshire House? Somebody tells me that it has been let to the prettiest woman in Europe. Do any of you know anything about her?”

Paunceford was as well informed upon this as upon all other subjects.

“Of course,” he replied; “the news is as old as the hills. I heard it from Bill Kingsbury, who was in the agent’s shop, or office — whatever they call it — when the business was being arranged. But it’s all nonsense about her being the prettiest woman in Europe. Hailed from Jamaica, I believe; has to own to curly hair and to just one touch of the tar-brush.”

“Paunceford seems to know all about her,” said another man. “He always is well informed, however, upon any matter, whatever it may be. If there’s going to be a war the House ought to vote a sum sufficient to send him out, in order that he may keep the Authorities posted on the progress of affairs. You’ve missed your vocation, Paunceford; you’d make an ideal War Correspondent.”

“Too much imagination,” said the man in the Guards; “military matters must be taken seriously. But nobody has answered my question yet. Who is this lady who has taken Wiltshire House?”

“I have already told you,” said Paunceford sulkily. “I never came across such a set of unbelievers.”

“Elderly, coloured, and of West Indian origin?” said the Guardsman. “It doesn’t sound well.”

I could stand it no longer.

“For goodness sake,” I put in, “don’t go about the town spreading that report. I assure you Paunceford is, as usual, altogether out of it.”

“How do you know that?” asked Paunceford suspiciously.

“Because I happen to have had the good-fortune to travel with the lady from Paris to-day,” I replied, with just that little touch of satisfaction the position warranted.

“And yet you kept quiet about it,” said another man. “Well, you are a reticent beggar, I must say. Don’t you know this has been one of the mysteries of the town. My goodness, man, you shan’t escape from this room until you have told us all about her! Who is she? What is she? What is her name? How much money has she? Above all, is she pretty?”

“She is the Countess de Venetza,” I replied. “Italian, I should say; rich — since she has taken Wiltshire House; and as for her personal appearance — well, when you see her, you will be able to judge of that for yourselves.”

“Excellent!” said the Guardsman. “I prefer Manderville’s report to yours, Paunceford. Is she married?”

“A widow, I fancy,” I replied.

“Still better! If she is kind to me I will make her reputation, and Wiltshire House shall be the smartest caravansérai in London. Not shooting in your wood, Manderville, I hope?”

“I wish to goodness you men wouldn’t spend your time so much in inventing new slang,” I answered. “But some of you seem to have nothing else to do. Now that I have satisfied your curiosity, I shall go home to bed. The early bird catches the early news. In these days one lives for the morning papers.”

Paunceford saw another opportunity.

“Talking of morning papers—” he began, but before he had finished the sentence I had left the room.

Being tired when I reached home I went straight to bed. Remembering my experience of the previous night, I was determined that this one should make up for it. To my disappointment, however, I discovered that, tired though I was, sleep would not visit my eyelids. I was as wide awake when I had been two hours in bed as I was when I entered my room. Once more, as on the previous night, I was haunted with the remembrance of the Countess’s eyes; do what I would, I could not get them out of my mind.

Tired at last of tumbling and tossing, and thoroughly angry with myself, and the world in general, I rose, donned a dressing-gown, and went into the small study that adjoins my bedroom. The fire was not quite extinguished, and with some little coaxing I was able to induce it to burn again. Taking a book I drew up my chair, seated myself in it, and tried to read. I must have done so to some purpose, for after a time I fell asleep. Possibly it may have been due to the fact that I had had no rest on the previous night, and that my mind was naturally much occupied with the gravity of England’s situation, and the part I had to play in the coming strife; at any rate, my dreams were not only vivid but decidedly alarming. I dreamt that I was in a transport en route to the Cape, and that the vessel struck a rock, and sank with all the troops on board. There was no time to get out the boats, and, in company with some hundreds of others, I was precipitated into the water. While we were still struggling, with the waves, a life-boat made her appearance, and, to my intense astonishment, standing in the bows was no less a person than the Countess De Venetza. What was stranger still, she carried in her hand a heavy spear, or harpoon, with which, whenever a drowning man approached the boat, she stabbed him in the back, laughing as she did so. Then, by means of that wonderful mechanical ingenuity with which the theatres of the land of dreams are furnished, the scene changed to a lonely plain at the foot of a rugged mountain-range. A battle had been fought upon it, and the dead and wounded still lay where they had fallen. So real did it appear to me, that when I recognised here and there the faces of friends, I found myself wondering what I should say to their loved ones when I returned to England. Suddenly, in the weird light, for the moon was shining above the mountain-peaks, there appeared from among the rocks on the further side of the plain a woman, whose face I instantly recognised. With stealthy steps she left her hiding-place and descended to where the wounded lay thickest. In her hand she carried the same spear that I remembered in my previous dream, and with it she stabbed every man who remained alive. So terrible was the expression upon her face as she did so, that I turned away from her in loathing and disgust. When I looked again she was bending over the body of a man who still lived, but who was bleeding from a deep wound in his side. Picture my consternation when I discovered that he was none other than the Guardsman who had been so persistent in his inquiries that night concerning her. As I watched, for I was unable to move hand or foot to save him, a low moan escaped his lips, followed by an appeal for water. With the same expression of fiendish rage upon her face that I had noticed before, she raised the spear, and was about to plunge it into his breast, when with a cry I awoke, to find the sun streaming into the room, and my respectable Williams standing before me.

“Good gracious, Williams, how you startled me!” I said. “What on earth am I doing here? Ah, I remember! I could not sleep, so I came in to get a book. I suppose I must have fallen asleep over it. What news is there this morning?”

There was an air of mystery about Williams that I knew heralded the announcement of some extraordinary information.

“Yes, sir,” he said, “there is some important news. The papers do say that ‘War is declared.’”


CHAPTER III
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DURING THE WEEK which followed my return to London, events followed thick and fast upon each other. The now famous Ultimatum issued by the enemy, though surprising enough at the time, was not altogether unexpected. Its presumptuous tone, however, was the cause of general comment. As a matter of fact, it was not until it became known that the enemy, instead of waiting to be attacked in their own territory, had invaded that of Her Majesty the Queen, that the first feeling of amazement changed to one of anger, and, if the truth must be told, to one of no little anxiety. Our Force at the front was well known to be inadequate, and, as we had the best of reasons for being aware, a considerable time would have to elapse before it would be possible for it to be supplemented.

In my new capacity as a member of the Cabinet, my knowledge of the country in which we were about to fight stood me in good stead; consequently, I was kept busily employed after my return to England. The situation, as I have already said, was one of considerable anxiety, but as soon as it was announced that that popular soldier, Sir William Woller, had been selected to proceed to the South, in order to take up the Chief Command, the public fears were in a great measure allayed. With perhaps but three exceptions, no more popular choice could have been made, and I do not think I am breaking faith with my colleagues when I say that we were all agreed upon this point. The decision was arrived at on Wednesday afternoon, and orders were issued that the General in question should sail from Southampton on the following Saturday. On the Friday morning he was to be present at an important Council at the War Office; in the afternoon he was to be received in Audience at Windsor, and at eleven o’clock on Saturday morning he was due to leave Waterloo for Southampton Docks.

Now, Woller and I had been friends for many years, and immediately his appointment was made known, I hastened to write him a letter of congratulation. In it I said that if he should have sufficient time at his disposal to allow me a chance of seeing him, before he left London, I should like to shake him by the hand and wish him God-speed. He replied to the effect that he would be dining with the Commander-in-Chief on Friday evening, and informed me that I was to be one of the party. In confirmation of this the next post brought me an invitation which I hastened to accept.

In due course Friday evening arrived, and the appointed hour found me at the Commander-in-Chiefs residence in Bruton Street. I had already been informed that it was to be quite a small and friendly affair — as a matter of fact, the guest of the evening, myself, and two other friends, constituted the party. I was the first to arrive, Sir George Brandon followed me, Berkeley Burroughes came next, and as soon as he had put in an appearance, we only required Woller to make the number complete. He was late, however. Eight o’clock struck, and still there was no sign of him. Our host, in apologising for the delay, reminded us that, owing to the multitudinous claims upon Sir William’s time, it might be impossible for him to avoid being just a little late. When, however, the clock upon the mantel-piece stood at half-past eight, we began to look at each other and to wonder what could have become of him.

At last the Commander-in-Chie was unable to bear the suspense any longer.

“If you will excuse me,” he said, “I will telephone to his house, and find out at what time he left there. Woller is such a punctual man that this delay is, to say the least of it, extraordinary.” He left the room, and during his absence we kept up that desultory kind of conversation with which one endeavours to cover the uneasiness caused by the non-arrival of an anticipated guest. A few moments later the Commander-in-Chief returned with a puzzled expression upon his face.

“It becomes more inexplicable every minute,” said he. “From what I can gather Woller has not been seen at his house since he left it for Windsor. It is really most singular, and I am ‘at a loss to know what construction to put upon it. However, if you have no objection, we will give him another quarter of an hour’s grace, and if he is not here then, go into dinner.”

We waited the allotted time with what patience we could command, and when it had expired, left the drawing-room and proceeded to the dining-room, where we sat down to the long-delayed meal.

I cannot pretend for a moment that the meal was a success. The non-appearance of our old friend, the man who on the morrow was to leave England on one of the most important errands she has ever intrusted to a son, sat like a wet blanket upon us. If at the last moment he had been prevented from coming, how was it that he had not sent a note of apology and explanation to his host? Had he met with an accident, or been taken suddenly ill, he would at least have given instructions that a telegram should be sent. Woller, as we were well aware, was the pink of politeness; he was also a strict disciplinarian, not only of others, but also of himself. That he would, therefore, have treated with discourtesy a man who besides being his senior officer was also his old friend, was the most unlikely thing in the world. There were special reasons that prevented us discussing the matter in all its bearings just then, but that we were all equally disquieted by his absence was quite certain. I was the first to leave the house, and I can remember that it was exactly a quarter past eleven when the front door closed behind me. Up to that moment no word of apology, excuse, or explanation had been received from the missing man.

“It’s just possible that I may find a message from him awaiting me when I reach home,” I said to myself as I took my place in my brougham.

I was destined to be disappointed, however.

There were several letters and two telegrams lying upon my table, but not one of any sort from Woller.

“Are you quite sure that no messenger has called from Sir William Woller?” I asked Williams, when he came to my dressing-room, a quarter of an hour later.

“No, sir, I am quite sure of that,” he replied; “had any one called I should have been informed of it.”

With that assurance I was perforce compelled to be content. I can give you my word, however, that I was by no means easy in my mind concerning Sir William’s silence.

Next morning, when I was in the middle of my breakfast, a note was handed me from the Commander-in-Chief. It ran as follows: — 



“DEAR MANDERVILLE, — Could you spare me ten minutes as soon as possible after your receipt of this? I would call upon you myself, but for various reasons, which I will explain to you when I see you, I am unable to leave the house until I go down to Pall Mall.”

Here followed an assurance that the writer was very truly mine, his signature, and a postscript to the effect that the bearer would wait for an answer. I scribbled a hasty reply, saying that I would come round to Bruton Street at once, and as soon as I had made my toilet, called a cab and set off. On my arrival there I was shown direct to the Commander-in-Chiefs study, where I found him awaiting my coming with considerable impatience.

“It is very good of you to come so promptly,” he said. “To tell you the truth, I am very uneasy, and as we are both old friends of the man, I thought I would consult you in an ex-officio capacity, before going to the Secretary of State for War.”

“I am to gather from this, I suppose, that up to the present, you have not heard anything of Woller,” I answered, with a little sinking of the heart, for I made sure that morning would dispel the mystery that enveloped his behaviour.

“You have guessed correctly,” he said. “I have caused the most careful enquiries to be made, and have learnt that he left Windsor by the 3.25 train, reached Paddington at 4.2, entered a cab there, and has not since been heard of. Unfortunately, as nobody seems to have been aware of his identity, the number of the cab was not taken, and, so far as we are able to ascertain, none of the drivers in the station-yard at the time appear to be able to recollect whose vehicle it was that he employed. If you reflect that it has been arranged that he shall leave London for Southampton at eleven o’clock this morning, and that an enormous crowd will be at the station to see him off, it will at once become evident to you that his non-appearance will be far from making a good impression upon the public mind.”

“But what has become of him? He can’t have vanished into space.”

“There are many other ways in which he might disappear,” said my companion gloomily.

“Surely you don’t suppose he has been the victim of foul play?”

I put the question hesitatingly, for I knew the thoughts that were in my own mind.

“I scarcely know what to think,” the other replied. “I can only confess that I am alarmed, seriously alarmed, by his prolonged absence. Woller, as you know, is a man who realises to the full the responsibilities entailed by his present position. Duty with him is more than duty, it is a matter of life and death; he knows that the eyes of England, of Europe, and I might even say of the whole world, are upon him, and for that reason alone I feel sure he would not cause us so much anxiety of his own free will.”

“In that case, what do you intend doing?” I enquired, for I could well foresee the terrible trouble to which the situation would give rise. “It is now a quarter to ten, and in little more than an hour he will be expected at Waterloo. If the crowd don’t see him they will begin to wonder, the man in the street will begin to talk, the newspapers will take up the tale, and in a few hours we shall have entered on a new phase of the situation.”

The Commander-in-Chief rose and began to pace the room.

“I have already sent a special messenger with a letter to the Secretary of State,” he replied. “In it I have told him what I fear and also what I have done. I shall consult the various heads of Departments as soon as I reach Pall Mall, on the bare chance that one of them may be able to elucidate the mystery.

“At the same time I should communicate with the railway authorities, if I were you,” I continued. “I should inform them that, owing to the fact of his being detained by matters of the greatest importance, it is possible that Woller may not be able to travel by that particular train.”

“That is a good idea,” the Commander-in-Chief replied; “I will act upon it at once. In the event of our receiving no news, that should be sufficient to give us time to arrange some other plan. It will mean delaying the vessel at Southampton, however, and — good gracious me! — what a pile of difficulties it will land us in! The Colonial Secretary must be informed, and the matter must come before the Cabinet. As you said just now, if by any chance it should leak out and the Press get hold of it, there is no telling where it will end.”

“You have communicated with Scotland Yard, of course?”

“I sent a messenger to them shortly after midnight, that is to say, as soon as I had found out that Woller had left Windsor, and that he had not been to his Club, or to his own house. Their best men are at work upon it, but so far without any satisfactory result.”

“And can his own servants throw any light upon the matter?”

“None whatever!” the Commander-in Chief replied. “When he left for Windsor he informed them he should be back early, in order to dress for my dinner in the evening. They say he appeared to be in the best of health and spirits, and seemed greatly pleased with the arrangements made for his journey to-day. Lord Laverstock accompanied him from the Castle, and was the last to speak to him at Windsor Station. From the conversation I have had with him by telephone, I gathered that Woller was looking forward to his dinner with us last night. The guard of the train corroborates the fact that he travelled to Paddington. For the reason that the Railway Authorities expected him by the next train, there was no crowd upon the platform to witness his arrival. On alighting he simply called a cab and drove away. After that he vanishes completely.”

“There is no way, I suppose, in which we can make further enquiries concerning him?”

“There is nothing so far as I can see. We are doing all that is possible, but our position in the meantime is a most anxious and unpleasant one. Now I shall hasten along to see the Secretary of State for War, and hear what he thinks of the situation. He will doubtless consider it necessary to call an immediate meeting of the Council, when the situation can be discussed in all its bearings.”

“Let us hope that he may be heard of before very long,” I replied.

So saying I left him and drove home again, feeling sadly upset by the untoward turn events had taken. What could have become of poor Woller? Had he been decoyed into some slum and murdered? A hundred fears for his safety assailed me, each one equally probable and equally cruel.

When I reached my house I found that the letters had arrived, and were spread out upon my study table. Still thinking of Woller, I opened the envelopes and scanned their contents. One was larger than the others, and on opening it I found that it contained a card, upon which the following words were printed: — 

“The Countess de Venetza at Home on Wednesday, November the 21st, from nine until eleven o’clock.”

In the bottom left-hand corner was the address, “Wiltshire House.”

As I stood with the card in my hand, the memory of my first meeting with the Countess came back to me. So rapidly had events moved of late, that it seemed as if a year had elapsed since I had last seen her. I recalled the impression her dark haunting eyes had made upon me, and, discourteous though it may be to say so, I must confess that a shudder passed over me at the recollection. I placed the card upon my mantel-piece, and, for the time being, thought no more about it. There were other and more weighty matters than an invitation from a pretty woman to be considered that day.

Every one who has followed the progress of the war — and there are few who have not — will recall the wave of consternation and dismay that swept over England when the news became known that Sir William Woller, the newly-appointed Commander-in-Chief for South Africa, had disappeared, and could not be found. A thousand rumours, all of them equally sensational, and all equally wide of the mark, flew about the country; but despite the efforts of the police, the jibes of the Press, the scarcely veiled sneers of Little Englanders and the openly-expressed contempt of our Continental neighbours, not a trace of the missing man could be discovered. A meeting of the Cabinet was immediately summoned, with the result that General Grey-Mortimer, a gallant gentleman and an experienced soldier, was at once despatched to the front, in temporary command. In the meantime, the wildest excitement prevailed in England. Transports were leaving the various ports every day, the Reservists were called up, the Militia and Volunteers were being equipped and drilled, if necessary, for active service. Plainly the heart of the country was stirred to the very centre of its being.

Such was the Public Temper at the time that few entertainments were given by Society. Such as there were, and to which I was invited, I, for the most — part, declined. — An exception was made, however, where the Countess de Venetza was concerned. The temptation to see her play the part of a hostess was more than I could resist, and for this reason, ten o’clock on the night set forth upon her card — found — me mounting the magnificent staircase of Wiltshire House. From the number of arrivals and the crowding of the stairs, it was plain, despite the excitement of that period, that her “At Home” was — likely to — be a — crowded — one.

Her beauty, her — wealth, the fact that — she was for the time being the possessor of Wiltshire House, her famous team of black Orlofifs, behind which she drove in the Park, had combined to make her one of the year’s sensations. The grandeur of her entertainments had quickly become proverbial, and in consequence, to admit that one had not the entrée to Wiltshire House, was to argue oneself unknown. Ascending the staircase by my side, cool, calm and collected, as if the enormous weight of responsibility he was then carrying were of no account, was no less a person than the Colonial Secretary. When the history of the century, and of this war in particular, shall come to be written, the character of the Honourable Benjamin Castellan will shine prominently out. The possessor of a serene imperturbability that nothing could disturb, a keen observer, a born leader of men, and boasting that most necessary of all qualifications, a firm belief in himself, a better man for the arduous post he occupied could not have been discovered.

“I was not aware that you knew the Countess,” I said, as we climbed the stairs together.

“Nor did I that until a few days ago,” he answered. “May I ask where you made her acquaintance?”

“In Paris,” I replied. “We stayed at the [image: img120.jpg] same hotel. She and her father had just returned from a yachting trip in the Mediterranean with the Duke of Rotherhithe.”

Now, I am sorry to have to confess it, but that little speech of mine was destined to work an incalculable amount of harm. Castellan has confessed to me since that he was at first inclined to be somewhat distrustful of the Countess. When I informed him, however, that our hostess had been the guest of such a well-known personage as the Duke of Rotherhithe she figured in his eyes in a different light, with what result you shall presently hear.

On the broad landing at the head of the staircase we were received by the Countess. A more beautiful figure than she presented at that moment it would have been difficult to find. Perfectly dressed, carrying herself with a graceful assurance as to the manner born, she made an ideal hostess. If further evidence of her wealth were wanting, it might have been found in the magnificent diamond tiara she wore upon her head, in the broad collet of the same precious stones about her neck, and in the beautiful bracelets that encircled her wrists. Only once before could I recall such a display, and then the wearer was an Emperor’s escort. As you may remember, when I first saw her in Paris, it had struck me that her attire was just one little point behind the “prevailing mode.” Now, however, it was as near perfection as it was possible for human hands to make it. She greeted Castellan first.

“It is indeed kind of you, Mr Castellan, to come to me when every moment of your time is of such value,” she said, as she shook hands with him. “I follow your doings with the greatest eagerness, and marvel that you should have the strength to accomplish so much.”

“Have you ever discovered that stress of work promotes growth of power,” said the Colonial Secretary. Then, with one of his inscrutable smiles, he added:— “Pardon me, Countess, I had forgotten for the moment that your power does not depend upon your work!”

“Ah! I fear you intend a compliment,” returned the lady with a smile. “Must it remain for a foreigner to remind you of your own Milton?



‘What is strength without a double share 

Of wisdom? vast, unwieldly, burdensome, 

Proudly secure, yet liable to fall. 

By weakest subtilities; not made to rule, 

But to subserve where wisdom bears command.’”



It was not difficult to see that the aptness of the quotation astonished the Colonial Secretary. The purity of the Countess’s English was also a surprise to me; but for certain unmistakable indications it would not have been thought that she was a foreigner. When Castellan had passed on his way, she turned to me with a little gesture, as if she were pleased to welcome an old friend.

“Ah! Sir George,” she said, “I am so pleased to see you. But I think I should give you a scolding for not having been before.”

I hastened to excuse myself on the plea of over-work, and, having obtained forgiveness and promised to amend my conduct in the future, I passed on to shake hands with her father. When I had been again thanked for my kindness in the matter of the French train, I followed the Colonial Secretary into the ball-room. I had not been there many minutes before I was greeted by a voice, which I instantly recognised, saying: “How do you do, Sir George,” and turning, I found myself face to face with the handsome young Count Reiffenburg, Madame’s cousin.

“And how do you like London?” I enquired, after the usual polite salutations had passed between us. “I think I understood you to say, on the occasion of our crossing from Paris, that this was your first visit?”

“I like it very much,” he replied, “but, to be candid, not so much as Paris. I trust that is not a rude thing to say in London?”

“Every one is entitled to express his own opinion,” I answered, somewhat coldly, for I had taken an instinctive dislike to this young fellow. “You must remember that you are seeing England at her worst just now. The times are too anxious for us to be very gay.”

“You refer to the war, I suppose?” he answered. Then he added with what I could not help thinking was intended for a sneer: “The war is the sensation of the moment.”

“It naturally would be,” I replied. “Though proverbially phlegmatic, we still have sufficient feeling left to be patriotic; but perhaps your sympathies are with the other side?”

“One can scarcely help feeling some sympathy—”

“My dear Conrad,” said the Countess, who had come upon us unperceived, “I really cannot let you talk politics in my ball-room. Go away and find your partner at once. Prove to her that you have learned to valse in Vienna.”

She tapped him playfully on the arm with her fan, but for my own part I could not help thinking that her words were not meant to be taken as lightly as she had spoken them. At any rate, the young man muttered something under his breath and left us.”

“Conrad is a foolish but a warm-hearted boy,” said the Countess, looking after him. “Because Messieurs les Boers don’t wear uniforms, and are not nice to look at, he calls them patriots fighting for their country, and honours them as such.”

“I fear there are many like him,” I replied. “I trust, however, Countess, that we have the good fortune to possess your sympathy?”

“Could any one help sympathising with the handsome British officers?” she answered.

“I have no doubt—”

At that moment a sudden buzz of excitement ran through the room, and she stopped without completing her sentence. It began near the door, and quickly spread from group to group. Whatever the news was, it caused a look of consternation to appear on every face.

“What can be the matter?” asked the Countess. “I wonder what they are all talking about?”

As she finished speaking the Colonial Secretary came up to us.

“I hope that you are not the bearer of evil tidings,” said my companion to him. At the same moment I noticed that her face was very white, and that there was a frightened look in her eyes.

“We have just received terrible intelligence,” he replied. “The steamer, Sultan of Sedang, with Sir Grey-Mortimer, his staff, and the first Midlandshire Regiment on board, has been blown up at Madeira, and only three men saved.”

The shock was so terrible, that for a moment I stood as if tongue-tied.

“And Grey-Mortimer?” I asked, when I could speak.

“Killed,” was the reply.

“Good Heavens! how terrible!” I said. “Are you quite sure it is true? How did you hear the news?”

“A message has just reached me from the Office,” he replied. “There can be no doubt about it!”

“Woller first, now Grey-Mortimer,” I said to myself. “What can it mean? I shall go to the Admiralty and obtain full particulars.”

“I will accompany you,” said the Colonial Secretary. “Good-night, Countess, and many thanks for your hospitality. I am sorry indeed that this news should have reached us at such a time.”

“And I too,” she answered. Then, turning to me, she continued: “I hope you will come and see me again, Sir George?”

As she said it, she looked into my face with a glance that would have set many hearts, less susceptible than mine, beating with unusual vigour. The memory of that look accompanied me down the stairs and remained with me for some time after I was seated in the Colonial Secretary’s brougham. Then we set off to the Admiralty to learn the details of the disaster. Alas! as Castellan had said, it proved only too true. The steamship Sultan of Sedang had reached Madeira safely, and had anchored in the Bay. Nothing of a suspicious nature occurred, nor was any boat seen near the ship after dark. Suddenly a terrific explosion was heard, and the great vessel was blown to pieces, the only men who escaped with their lives being a stoker, a sergeant in the Midlandshire regiment, and an officer’s servant. At the time of telegraphing, boats were out searching the Bay, while the most careful investigation as to the cause of the disaster was proceeding on shore. The Colonial Secretary and I left the Admiralty when we had heard all there was to be told, and proceeded into the street once more. The coachman had been ordered not to wait, as we had decided to walk on home.

Late as the hour was the alarming intelligence had spread like wildfire through London, and already a considerable crowd had collected in Whitehall. Fortunately, Castellan and I were able to slip out unrecognised, and then we set off in the direction of Trafalgar Square. The Colonial Secretary’s residence, as all the world is aware, is in Carlton House Terrace. At the corner of the small thoroughfare that winds its way from Cockspur Street into Carlton House Terrace, we stopped, and stood for some moments conversing there together. Then we wished each other goodnight, Castellan going down the narrow street of which I have spoken, while I proceeded along Pall Mall and Piccadilly in the direction of my own abode. My thoughts were the reverse of pleasant as I strode along. A Cabinet Council had been summoned for the following morning, and, with this sad intelligence to be brought before it, there could be no doubt that it was likely to be a gloomy one.

Next morning I rose early. I had a large amount of work to get through before the meeting, which was to take place at eleven o’clock. At a quarter to that hour I drove down to Whitehall, and made my way to the Foreign Office.

“This is terrible news indeed, Manderville,” said the Prime Minister, as we shook hands. “Poor Grey-Mortimer and all those gallant men! I scarcely like to think of the effect it will produce upon the country. First, that succession of disastrous defeats, then Woller’s extraordinary disappearance, and now this new catastrophe. However, as we shall have to discuss that directly, I will say no more at present. Are we all here?”

There was only one person who had not arrived, the Colonial Secretary.

“It’s not like Castellan to be unpunctual,” said the Prime Minister. “Doubtless, however, it won’t be long before he puts in an appearance.”—’

When ten minutes had elapsed and still he did not come, a messenger was despatched to the Colonial Office in search of him. It was not long before he returned with the information that Castellan had not yet arrived at his office. Close upon the heels of this message came another from Mrs Castellan anxiously inquiring for her husband, who, it appeared, had not come home on the previous night, nor had any communication been received from him. As I heard this a great fear took possession of me. I had said goodnight to him in Cockspur Street, only a few paces from his own front door, and had seen him walk in that direction. How was it, then, that he had not reached it? Was he the victim of a plot? Had he disappeared like Woller, never to be heard of again?


CHAPTER IV

[image: img121.jpg]

SOME IDEA OF the wave of consternation which swept over England, when it became known that the Right Honourable Benjamin Castellan, Secretary of State for the Colonies had disappeared as mysteriously as Sir William Woller had done before him, will be derived when I say that edition after edition of the evening papers had been sold by three o’clock in the afternoon. It was in every sense a grave national calamity, for, as we all know, at this particular juncture in the country’s history, Benjamin Castellan, of all others, was the man who could least be spared.

“You are sure, I suppose, Sir George, that Castellan intended going home after you parted in Cockspur Street,” the Prime Minister enquired, looking at me along the table.

“As certain as I am of anything,” I replied. “He complained of feeling tired, and laughingly declared his intention of going to bed early, in order that he might be fresh for our meeting this morning.”

“He did not seem depressed in any way, I suppose?” put in the First Lord of the Admiralty.

“He was naturally extremely downcast by the news we had received concerning the Sultan of Sedang, but in no other sense,”

I answered. “I am sorry now that I did not walk with him to his door as I originally intended doing.”

“It is, perhaps, as well that you did not,” asserted one of the others, “for in that case we might have lost you too. Surely my Lord,” he continued, addressing the Prime Minister, “the Police Authorities should be able to obtain some clue respecting his disappearance? Deserted as the passage usually is at that hour of the night, for I have passed through it myself, there must have been some one in the main thoroughfares at either end who would have given the alarm had they noticed anything out of the common.”

“It is not altogether certain that the crime, if crime it is — and of that we have as yet no evidence — was perpetrated in the passage of which you speak,” said the Prime Minister; “but wherever, or however, the deed was committed, the Police I am sure will do their utmost to unravel the mystery. The mere fact that General Woller’s disappearance has not yet been accounted for is giving rise to a vast amount of uneasiness. That the same fate should have befallen Mr Castellan will not be likely to add to the public peace of mind. I am sure the Secretary of State for the Home Department will do all that lies in his power to see that no time is lost in bringing the offenders to justice.”

When the meeting broke up I made my way with all haste to Carlton House Terrace, in order to assure my friend’s wife of my sympathy, and to help her in any way that lay in my power. Prostrated with grief though she was, she consented to see me, and I was accordingly admitted to her presence.

“Oh, Sir George!” she cried, hastening forward to greet me, “is it possible that you bring news of him? Ah! I can see you do not.”

She threw herself into a chair with a little cry of despair, and for a moment I scarcely knew what to say to comfort her.

“We must hope for the best, Mrs Castellan,”

I said at last, and then added with an assurance that my heart was far from sharing—” no one knows what the next few hours may bring forth.”

“But where can he be?” she cried— “and who can have been base enough to harm him? I know that he has enemies, as every man who has made a great name for himself must have, but I cannot think of one who would go so far as to rob me of him. Oh! it is too cruel! too cruel!”

We were still talking when news reached us that two members of the Police Department had arrived, and were anxious for an interview.

“I cannot see them,” the poor lady declared. “I can tell them nothing that they do not know!”

“Then let me see them for you,” I said. “I think I can answer any questions they may ask, and at the same time it will spare you the pain such an interview would entail.”

“God bless you for your kindness! You are a true friend.”

I thereupon left her, and followed my colleague’s secretary along the hall in the direction of the study.

“This is a sad affair indeed, Mr Gedge,”

I said, after we had left the morning-room. “I presume you have never heard Mr Castellan say anything as to his being shadowed by any one?”

“Never,” he replied; “though I will confess that I have suggested to him on numerous occasions the advisability of having a companion with him when he walked home late at night from the House. That, you remember, was a favourite habit of his. He used to say that the fresh air revived him after a long debate.”

“And he was quite right,” I replied. “Now let us hear what the police have to say.”

The two members of the Detective Force, who had been detailed to take charge of the case, rose as we entered the room. They seemed somewhat surprised at seeing me, but upon my informing them how I came to be connected with the matter, willingly excused Mrs Castellan from attendance.

“Do I understand you to say that you were the last of his friends to see Mr Castellan before his disappearance?” asked the taller of the two men, who looked more like a burly Yorkshire farmer than a member of the Scotland Yard Detective Force.

“It would appear so,” I replied. “We left Wiltshire House on hearing the news of the disaster to the Sultan of Sedang, drove to the Admiralty to learn the latest particulars, and then, having dismissed the carriage, strolled as far as Cockspur Street in each other’s company.”

“And you parted at the passage that leads from Cockspur Street into Carlton House Terrace, I believe?” said the other man. “You did not happen to notice whether any person was following you, I suppose?”

“I don’t fancy either of us looked round during the whole distance,” I answered, with an inward wish that I had been suspicious enough to have taken that simple precaution. “We had too much to occupy our thoughts without observing the actions of other people.”

“And how long did you remain on the pavement? I should be obliged if you would endeavour to be as accurate as possible, sir, in your answer to this question.”

I considered a moment before I replied.

“Between eight and ten minutes I should say, certainly not more. I remember comparing my watch with a clock above the shop window at the corner, and remarking as I did so that I was nearly three minutes slow.”

“In that case you should be able to fix the time of his leaving you to within a minute or two,” said the elder of the two men, taking a note-book and pencil from his pocket as he spoke.

“I can do so exactly. It was five minutes past twelve when we bade each other good-night.”

“Was any one near you on the pavement while you were standing talking?”

“No one, the street was almost deserted.”

“I notice that you say almost deserted, sir. Then there were other people in sight. Do you happen to remember if any one was standing near you — that is to say, within fifty feet or so?”

“I recollect that there was a policeman on the opposite side of the road. Two youths in evening dress, both far from sober, passed at the moment that we stopped. Stay, now I come to think of it, there was an old woman near us just before we said good-night to each other, and, if my memory serves me, she disappeared down the narrow passage. It is strange that I should have forgotten the circumstance.”

“An old woman? Can you give me a rather more detailed description of her? Of what class was she?”

“Of the very poorest, I should say, and half witted. She was in rags, and was muttering some gibberish to herself. I am afraid I cannot tell you any more about her.”

“That is rather a pity,” said his companion. “I should like to have a little conversation with that good lady.”

“You surely don’t think she had anything to do with the Colonial Secretary’s disappearance?” I replied with some surprise. “Why, she couldn’t have had sufficient strength to harm a child, much less a strong, active man such as Mr Castellan was.”

“Perhaps not, sir; it’s just possible, however, that she may have had friends to do the work for her. I don’t say, of course, that she had anything to do with it, but it is our duty to look after every detail, and my experience has taught me that the most unexpected places often provide the most likely clues. Let us suppose, for instance, that she was only the decoy bird, and that the real perpetrators of the crime were concealed in the passage. As soon as she had discovered Mr Castellan, she passed into the lane and bade her confederates be on the alert; then, when he appeared, they would be ready to effect his capture. Doesn’t that plot seem feasible enough, sir?”

“Very feasible,” I felt compelled to admit; “but your case, like the proverbial figures, can be made to prove anything. However, if you think the old woman had anything to do with it, what action do you propose to take?”

“I shall try the street first, and endeavour to discover whether any one heard a scuffle or cries for help last night. Then it’s possible the police on the beat may know something of the old woman, and be able to give us an insight into her character and identity. In the meantime, if Mrs Castellan will permit it, I will interview the servants and endeavour to discover whether they noticed any suspicious characters loitering about near the house.”

“I am sure Mrs Castellan will be only too pleased if you will do what you deem necessary,” I replied.

The man thanked me, and the necessary orders were given for the servants to be ushered into the room. One by one they were subjected to a rigorous cross-examination at the hands of the two detectives. Neither the butler nor any of the men-servants had noticed anything suspicious in the front of the house, nor had they seen any old woman, answering to my description, hanging about the premises. — The housekeeper and cook were equally positive in their assertions; indeed, the only person who had noticed anything peculiar was a young housemaid, who declared that she had seen two well-dressed men pass the house on three different occasions during the day. Each time they used the small passage to which reference has been so often made. When pressed to describe them more accurately, she was unable to do so.

“They were just ordinary gentlemen,” she said, “dressed in frock coats and silk hats, and they might have, or might not have, carried umbrellas in their hands.” Further than this she declared she could not go, not if her life depended upon it.

“What makes you so sure that they passed three times?” asked the smaller of the two detectives.

“Because I saw them first after breakfast, sir,” the girl replied, “then in the middle of the morning, and the last time just before dinner.”

This being all that could be extracted from her, the girl was dismissed from the room, and Mr Castellan’s valet was recalled. From him an exact description of the clothes the missing man was wearing, and a record of the jewellery he had about his person, was obtained.

“This is no ordinary case of robbery,” said the elder detective, “but it is always as well to know these things. One never knows how useful they may prove later on.”

After asking a few more questions, they thanked me for the information I had given them and prepared to leave the house.

“You will be sure to acquaint Mrs Castellan with any discovery you may make?” I said. “I should like to be able to assure her of that?”

“You may, sir. She shall know directly we hear of anything.”

Then they bowed themselves out, and I was at liberty to make my missing colleague’s wife acquainted with the result of our interview. I found her still prostrated with grief and anxiety, a prey to the most agonising thoughts. I did what I could to comfort her, though I felt that my ministrations could do her no good. In my own heart I was quite certain that Castellan had been spirited away by the same mysterious agency that had deprived us of Woller. What that agency was, however, was more than I, or any one of us, could determine. When I left Carlton House Terrace I drove to the Foreign Office, where I had a consultation with the Prime Minister which lasted upwards of an hour, after which I returned to my residence.

I had intended going into the country that afternoon, but, in the light of this new calamity, I changed my mind and resolved to remain in Town. Accordingly, after lunch I drove to my office, and remained there until towards evening. By three o’clock, as I have already said, the terrible intelligence was known all over the town. In all my experience I cannot remember a scene of greater excitement. Downing Street, in particular, was filled with an enormous crowd, eager to learn the latest news. In the public mind Castellan’s disappearance figured as the work of an enemy, very probably by reason of the prominent part he had played in the history and development of the war. The wildest rumours were afloat concerning the affair, and every edition of the evening papers contained some new item connected with it. At four o’clock I bade my secretary telephone to Scotland Yard and enquire whether they had any information to impart. The reply was to the effect that their labours had so far been entirely fruitless. As in poor Woller’s case, not a trace of the missing man could be discovered. Castellan could not have vanished more completely had he been caught up to the sky at the very moment that I had said “good-bye” to him.

“It is really most uncomfortable for every one concerned,” my secretary remarked. “If this sort of thing is to continue, one does not know who the next victim may be.”

He was quite right; one certainly did not know. This much, however, was quite certain: whoever the persons might be who perpetrated the crime, they were past masters of their art. Their arrangements and the general conduct of the affair was perfection itself, and against such science it was almost impossible to guard. For my own part — and I don’t think my worst enemies can accuse me of cowardice — I must confess to a distinct feeling of uneasiness when I reflected that this mysterious individual, or band, might possibly try his, or their, hand upon me. The suggestion emanating from Scotland Yard to the effect that we should avail ourselves of the offer of police protection, I politely, but firmly declined. The idea of being shadowed night and day by detectives was more than distasteful to me, “Yet we do not desire to lose you, Sir George,” said the Prime Minister later, and in saying it he was kind enough to pay me a compliment which my modesty will not permit me to repeat here. I owe him an apology in this matter, however, for I now see that he was right. If I should have to go through it all again, however, I feel that I should act as I did then.

At half-past four o’clock I left the office - — by the back door this time, for I had no desire to be recognised by the crowd — and when I had crossed the Horse Guards Parade, set off in the direction of Marlborough House. As I walked along I thought of Castellan and of our meeting on the previous night. How little he had dreamt when he had carried on his airy badinage with Madame de Venetza that in less than three hours he would be gone from the sight of men! This naturally led me to think of the Countess. I recalled the expression upon her face, and the look in her eyes, when she had invited me to visit her again, and though, as I have said before, I do not in any way consider myself a lady’s man, I am willing to confess that the recollection of her condescension gave me considerable satisfaction.

Not feeling in the humour for Piccadilly, and the raucous voices of the newsboys shouting — 





“DISAPPEARANCE OF THE SECRETARY OF STATE FOR THE COLONIES: DISAPPEARANCE OF HR CASTELLAN!”

I continued my walk across the green Park in the direction of Hyde Park Corner. It was a beautiful evening, and in the twilight the Park presented as peaceful a scene as the soul of man could desire. Reaching the exit opposite Hamilton Place, I stood for a moment wondering whether I should cross into Hyde Park or stroll leisurely home. What it was I cannot say, but „ for some reason or another I had a strange desire for the companionship of my fellow men or women. It may have ‘been that the sudden disappearance of Castellan had upset me more than I supposed. At any rate, I was far from being myself. As I stood there an idea struck me, and I wondered why it had not occurred to me before. What was there to prevent my visiting the Countess that evening? She had declared that she would be very glad to see me whenever I might call.

My mind was no sooner made up than I crossed the road and steered a course for Wiltshire House. On the way many friends would have stopped me had I permitted them to do so, but I strode resolutely along, paying no heed to them beyond returning their salutations. At last I reached the Countess’s house and learnt that she was not only at home but would receive visitors. I found her in her boudoir seated before a bright fire, though the day had been comparatively warm.

“It is kind indeed of you to take pity upon my loneliness, Sir George,” she said, as she rose to receive me. “No one could be more welcome. I have been feeling so very sad this afternoon, and now your society will cheer me up.”

“You have heard of Mr Castellan’s disappearance, I suppose?” I remarked, as I seated myself in the chair she indicated. “It has shocked you as it has done all of us!”

“Have you any way of accounting for it?” she asked.

“None whatever,” I replied. “The whole affair is shrouded in mystery. The police are unable to discover the faintest clue to work upon.”

“It will have a very serious effect upon the country, will it not?” she enquired. “He has played such a conspicuous part in politics of late!”

“He will be missed, I fear,” I answered, and stopped there, for I had no desire to discuss current politics just then.

Putting the topics of the day on one side, we at last came to the duration of her stay in London.

“I scarcely know how long we shall remain,” she said. “I fancy my father is growing tired of London already. The war is perhaps accountable for it, but England is too sad just now. I do not like sad places. I prefer the sun, the warmth, the glitter, and to have smiling faces about me. I am’ afraid I must be peculiarly constituted, for the least thing is sufficient to raise or depress me.” Then suddenly brightening up, she continued: “But there; what a foolish hostess I am to talk to you in this fashion. I shall frighten you away, and then you will not come and see me any more. I have no desire to lose so good a friend.”

Man of the world though I was, the compliment tickled my vanity, and I hastened to reply in a suitable fashion. Then I congratulated her upon the success which had attended her “At Home” on the previous evening.

“In the matter of an ‘At Home’ it is not so very difficult to be successful,” she replied. “One has only to give carte blanche to one’s cook and house-steward, dress oneself in one’s best, and stand at the head of the stairs to receive one’s guests with a conventional smile upon one’s face. A dinner is a somewhat more difficult affair, and there, I think, without vanity, I may justly pride myself upon my ability. A cosy little dinner for, let us say, not more than eight people, each to be most carefully selected. Will you make one of them?”

“I shall be delighted,” I replied. “But may it not be a competition? My man has ambition. Why not let me try to equal your effort, even if I cannot excel it?”

“Try, by all means. And the prize?”

“The knowledge of success! What prize could be more worth winning?”

“It is settled then?” she returned. “We are each to give a dinner and to endeavour to outdo each other. I shall make my arrangements accordingly.”

After that we drifted into a discussion upon books, pictures, and, by the natural transition of things, came at last to music. On this subject she was as well informed as upon every other.

“It is my passion,” she said in explanation. “My piano is the greatest treasure I possess. I could not live without it.”

“I felt certain from the first that you were a musician,” I replied. “I wonder if I could induce you to play to me?”

“I will do so with pleasure if you wish it?” she answered, and accordingly crossed the room to the corner where the piano stood. Prepared as I was to find her a good pianiste, I did not dream for a moment that her talent was so great. As it was, she fascinated me from the moment that her fingers touched the keys. In explanation I might here remark that I am particularly susceptible to music, and now, under her influence, I sat spell-bound. The work was Saint Saën’s “Danse Macabre,” and in her hands the fierce madness of that remarkable composition was brought out with more than its usual diablerie.

In order to understand what is to follow, it must be remembered that I was seated near the fire-place, and that her piano was at the further end of the room, so that, placed as I was, I could not see my hostess.

Having once felt the divine afflatus, she played on and on, without stopping to enquire whether I was tired, wandering from master to master as the fancy seized her. Such was the effect of the music upon me, that in a short time I became scarcely conscious of mundane affairs. A delicious languor was stealing over me, and little by little I felt my eyes closing. The music appeared to be growing gradually fainter, until it could scarcely be heard. I tried to rouse myself, but was unable to do so. At last, even the inclination to battle with the feeling of drowsiness left me, and I abandoned myself to my fate.

Whether I fell asleep and dreamt what I am about to describe, or whether the Countess, in the exercise of a deadly power which I feel convinced she possessed, had hypnotized me, I cannot say. The fact remains, that in my mind’s eye, for my eyes were closed, I saw her rise from the instrument and approach me. Then, she came closer, stopped, and stooped over me until her eyes were close to mine. There was a light in them that pierced my eyelids and penetrated to the centre of my brain.

“It is useless for you to strive with me,” she said; “you are mine, and must do my bidding.”

Then she began to question me on certain matters connected with the war and with European politics. I appeared to be telling her secrets, so vital in their importance, that to have breathed them aloud to the world would have been to run the risk of causing the most serious international complications. Yet, still powerless to resist, I answered the questions as they were put to me, keeping nothing back. When she had learnt all that she wanted to know, she moved away from me, and returned to the piano. Then once more she began to play, the music growing louder and more distinct as it progressed. Then I woke, to find her still playing the same piece as when I had closed my eyes. When she had finished it, she rose from her seat.

“I think of all the great masters, I prefer Chopin,” she said, as she crossed the room. “Yes, I am certain that he stands first in my admiration.”

Her manner was so open, so sincere, that the suspicion I had been tempted to entertain against her vanished in a trice. It was all imagination, I told myself. Under the influence of her music I must have fallen asleep and dreamt it all. Had I not good proof of this? Had it really happened, it would have taken nearly a quarter of an hour for me to impart the information she had asked of me. Yet the long hand of the clock upon the mantel-piece had only advanced three minutes since I had last looked at it. How comforting this assurance was to me I must leave you to understand. It was the most singularly vivid dream, however, I had had in my life, and, but for the evidence of the clock, and the sincerity of the Countess’s manner, I could have sworn that the incident I have just described had really occurred. Yet there was another side to the question. I had fallen asleep while paying an afternoon call, and the idea disquieted me more than I cared to admit. Then a servant entered with tea, and under the influence of the Countess’s Pekoe and fashionable chit-chat my powers of conversation returned to me. At last I rose to take leave.

“I fear I have paid you an unconscionably long visit,” I said. “Your beautiful music, however, must be blamed for my over-stepping the bounds of politeness. I hope you will forgive me?”

“It has been a pleasure to me to play to you,” she answered. “One does not always have such a sympathetic audience.”

With that I left her, and on reaching the street turned in the direction of the Park.

“I should have just time enough for a sharp walk before I dress,” I said to myself, and took my watch from my pocket and glanced at the dial. The clock on the mantelpiece of the Countess’s boudoir, when I had said good-bye to her, had pointed to half-past five. My watch showed a quarter to six. This was very singular, for I remembered looking at my watch as I stood in the portico, after ringing the bell, and also my laughing remark to the Countess to the effect that I was glad to have found her at home at such an hour, glancing at the clock as I did so. Yet now there was a difference of rather more than a quarter of an hour between the two? What did this signify? Could the Countess’s clock have stopped while she was playing and then have gone on again of its own accord? It was scarcely likely that, while I was asleep, she had risen from the piano and had set it going, for going it certainly was when I bade her good-bye. The remembrance of the dream I had had still weighed heavily upon my mind, and, do what I would, I could not throw it off. Yet how absurd it was. Moreover, though I had more than once suspected her of taking an interest in European politics, she had always denied the fact to me. Besides, even if this were so, and granted that she had the power, what reason could she possibly have had for extracting secrets from me? At this point the remembrance of her eyes and the singular influence they had had over me in Paris, returned to me.

“What does it all mean?” I asked myself, as if in despair of arriving at a definite conclusion.

I was to find that out, however, in good time!


CHAPTER V
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YOU WILL REMEMBER that in the preceding chapter I described to you the conflicting emotions with which I viewed my now famous call at Wiltshire House. Beyond remarking that I was quite at a loss to account for it, and that the passing of time did not throw any further light upon the mystery, I need say no more about it. There is so much to tell of vital importance, that it behoves me to be economical of space. Needless to say, the Colonial Secretary’s disappearance continued to attract its full measure of public attention. Despite the endeavours of the police, however, no clue of any sort could be discovered, either as to his present whereabouts, or as to the manner of his departure. Enormous rewards were offered, but without success. He was gone, and that was all that could be said about it.

Meanwhile, the most alarming telegrams were being received from the Front. Day after day the news of reverses filled the columns of the Public Press, until it began to look as if the prestige of England would be destroyed for ever and a day. Parliament had by this time assembled, and questions innumerable were addressed to the Secretary of State for War as to the reasons for the deplorable condition of affairs at the Front. Public opinion was at fever heat, and only a small spark was needed to bring about an explosion. Troops were pouring out of England by every available boat, while the Home Defence Force was being increased to its utmost limit. Never since the Crimea had such a state of affairs been known, and never had the resources of the Empire been so severely taxed. Then came the news of the loss of another transport at sea, a catastrophe ascribed to the presence on board of a clock-work infernal machine; this was followed by the stranding of the Son of Neptune, with the 36th Lancers on board, at Las Palmas, by which the horses and men, so badly needed at the seat of war, were detained on the Island inactive until another vessel could be sent from England to pick them up and convey them to their destination.

By this time every one, save those whom the most visible proof would not convince, had arrived at the conclusion that we were fighting, not only our ostensible and declared enemies, the two South African Republics, but also another powerful yet mysterious foe, whose machinations were responsible for the disappearance of Woller and the Colonial Secretary, for the blowing up of the Sultan of Sedang, the destruction of the Son of Neptune, and sundry other occurrences so vividly and painfully impressed upon the public mind. Then, for upwards of a fortnight, a respite was given us, and the British taxpayer was able to take up his paper without finding the news of some new misfortune, for which he would eventually be called upon to pay for both in money and self-esteem, described in its columns. It was fortunate that we could not foretell the even greater troubles that were still in store for us.

One memorable Friday morning, exactly a fortnight after my call at Wiltshire House, a rumour ran through the town to the effect that Woolwich Arsenal had been destroyed. Knowing the precautions that were taken at that splendid institution to guard against such a thing, the report was at first discredited. It was soon found, however, to be only too true.

A terrific explosion had taken place, a large number of employees had been killed and wounded, while the works, then so vitally necessary, were placed at a complete standstill. The lamentable occurrence was reported to the House by the Home Secretary that afternoon, and, as usual, the authorities declared there was no clue to guide the police in their search for the author of the dastardly deed. It was in vain that questions were asked in the House; in vain that public orators demanded of the authorities that they should exercise more care in guarding their institutions; in vain that the man in the street forwarded his theories, and suggested remedies, to the Press. England had a mysterious enemy who could think as well as act, and who, when he has finished his work, left no trace behind to lead to his identification.

In consequence of the excitement caused by the last disaster, the guards upon all the public buildings were doubled, no precaution was omitted that wisdom could dictate, and then we waited to see where the next blow would fall. In this fashion another fortnight went by, during which an incident of no small importance occurred. Quite by chance an explanation was forthcoming as to how the news of the series of disasters that had been our portion in South Africa during the last few weeks reached our shores. It was discovered that the cable, the only one then working, had been cleverly tampered with, the wires milked, to use an American expression, and a doctored version sent home for consumption. This was corroborated by the mail reports, and despatches describing the course of events in South Africa. Henceforth the most rigid precautions were taken to guard against a repetition of this practice, and then once more we sat down to wait I had seen nothing of the Countess for some time. The fright I had received on the last occasion that I had called upon her, was still sufficiently impressed upon my memory to make me a little chary of allowing her to obtain so much influence over me. As will doubtless be agreed, this was a somewhat contradictory decision on my part, for in arriving at it, I had no excuse to offer, save that I entertained for her a mixture of admiration and, I might almost say, of innate distrust. The admiration was easily accounted for; the distrust was somewhat more difficult to explain. Was she not the bosom friend of many of the greatest people in the land? She was to be met everywhere, and was as well known a personage in London Society as Royalty itself. Her father, it appeared, had left England for the Continent, and it was doubtful when he would return. Her cousin was still with her, and was to be encountered at every social gathering of importance. Young, handsome, and the reported possessor of considerable wealth, it was small wonder that he found himself in request, when so many young men were absent from England. I  have stated that I did not care for the young Count Reiffenburg, and now I will go even further by saying that the more I saw of him the less I liked him.

At this point in my story it is necessary for me to describe a circumstance, which, though at the time it puzzled me considerably, can now be very easily explained. It occurred on a night when the House sat scarcely so late as usual. As a matter of fact it was but little after midnight when I set off to walk home. For a time after the disappearance of the Colonial Secretary, I had declined to be shadowed by a detective, but now, hearkening to the voice of Prudence, I had consented to be shadowed by a detective whenever I took my walk abroad. Since I am fond of walking, particularly at night, I am afraid my own particular shadow had rather a hard time of it He never complained, however, but, faithful to his duty, kept me continually in view, obtruding himself upon my notice as little as possible. The feeling engendered by the knowledge that a man is continually behind one, watching all one does, is the reverse of pleasant However, like everything else in life, one gets used to it, and after a time I took no notice of it On this particular occasion, the night being so beautiful, the moon was full, I remember, I strolled leisurely home, my thoughts centred on the debate that had taken place that night There is a solemnity about Trafalgar Square at midnight, particularly when viewed by the light of the moon, that is far from being its principal characteristic by day. As I passed the spot where I had said good-bye to poor Castellan a few weeks before, I could not suppress a shudder.

Leaving Cockspur street behind me, I passed on to Piccadilly, afterwards proceeding by way of Berkeley Square to my abode. By the time I reached my own door I was in the full enjoyment of the night. It seemed a pity to shut oneself up in the house when it was so lovely outside. I therefore waited until my faithful follower came up to me, and then informed him that I intended going on for a further stroll.

“There is not the least necessity for you to come,” I said. “You may go home to bed as soon as you like.”

“I think I would prefer to accompany you, sir,” the man replied. “I am on duty all night, and if anything were to happen to you, it would be my fault.”

“Very well, then,” I answered, “come along.”

So saying, we resumed our walk, with the difference that on this occasion I kept the man beside me. He proved an interesting companion, having seen life under a variety of aspects, and in so doing had naturally come in contact with many strange characters. What was more, he had the faculty of being able to put them before you in a novel and interesting light. He had been three times to America in search of criminals, once to India, and once to Australia By the time I had heard his experiences in the last-named country we had reached Park Lane, and were drawing near Wiltshire House. At the corner we called a halt, while I felt in my pocket for a match for my cigar. We were standing in deep shadow, Wiltshire House being on the further side of the road, and in the full light of the moon. Having found a match, I was about to strike it, when the figure of a man on the opposite side of the street attracted my attention. The moonlight was so bright that I could see him quite distinctly. He was of the poorest class, evidently a street loafer of the description to be seen any night stretched out on the grass of the Park. My astonishment may be imagined, therefore, when I saw him deliberately ascend the three steps leading to the side door of Wiltshire House. He paused for a moment, then the door was softly opened to him, and he passed inside. Scarcely able to believe the evidence of my eyes, I turned to the man beside me and enquired if he had noticed it? He admitted that he had.

“What does it mean?” I asked. “Is it a case of burglary, do you think?”

“It looks like it, sir,” he replied. “Whatever it is, he has got a confederate inside.”

“What do you think had better be done?” I enquired. “The Countess de Venetza is a personal friend, and I cannot allow her house to be robbed without making an effort to prevent it.”

“We had better call the policeman on the beat,” the man replied; “after that we can arouse the household. There shouldn’t be much difficulty in securing the fellow. If you wouldn’t mind keeping your eye on that door for a few minutes, sir, I’ll go off and find the constable.”

I willingly agreed to watch the door, and the detective departed on his errand. In something less than five minutes he returned, bringing two policemen with him. The men had evidently been informed of my identity, for they saluted respectfully, and one of them enquired what I wished done in the matter.

“I think the better plan would be to call up the house-steward and inform him of what we have seen,” I replied. “You will then be able to search the house and effect the capture of the burglar.”

Leaving us to guard the door through which the old man had entered, one of the policemen went round to the front of the house. The other ascended the steps and rang the bell. To his first summons there was no response, so he rang again. The bell echoed in the basement of the great house, this time to some purpose, for a few minutes later a shuffling footstep was heard within. Then the key turned in the lock and the door was opened on the chain to the extent of a few inches.

“Who’s there?” asked a man’s voice.

“Police,” answered the officer. “I’m here to warn you that there’s a man has just got into the house. Somebody let him in at this door.”

“Man got into the house?” was the alarmed response. “You don’t mean that, I hope, policeman?”

“I do,” replied the constable. “You had better let us come in and have a look round. We’ve been watching the house and he hasn’t come out yet. My mate’s round at the front, and there’s a detective officer here. Get a candle and we’ll go through the rooms with you.”

The thought that he was to be called upon to assist in the arrest of a burglar was too much for the old man. He tremblingly invited the officer to lead the way down the stairs to the basement. While they were absent we remained at the door, expecting every minute to hear the sound of a scuffle from within. Five minutes or so later they ascended once more and the constable shook his head.

“Wherever else he is, sir,” he said, addressing me, “he’s not down there.”



The words had scarcely left his lips before the door at the further end of the passage opened, and the Countess herself stood before us. Much to my astonishment I saw that she was in full evening dress. Her appearance was so entirely unexpected that I could only stare at her in surprise.

“What does this mean?” she enquired, with a haughtiness that sat well upon her. “Why, surely it is Sir George Manderville! What can have happened? This is rather a late hour for a call, Sir George!”

I explained what had occurred, told her of the man I had seen enter by the side door, and whom I was perfectly certain had not come forth again.

“Then he must be in the house now,” she cried in a voice of alarm. “Who can it be, and who could possibly have let hi0m in?”

“Some dishonest member of your household,” I replied. “It would be as well if you were to find out who that person is. In the meantime, let me beg of you to permit the officers to search the house.”

To this she willingly assented, at the same time bidding the steward rouse the housekeeper.

“While the search is proceeding won’t you come to my boudoir, Sir George?” she said.

“I have been sitting there reading since I returned from the theatre, and I am quite sure that the wretch, whoever he may be, is not in that part of the building.”

I followed her to the room in question, which was on the other side of the house, and we were about to enter it, when the sound of a footstep upon the stairs attracted my attention, and I looked up, to see her cousin, Count Reiffenburg, descending towards us.

“What is the matter?” he asked. “Why, Sir George Manderville, I did not expect to find you here!”

I briefly explained the situation to him, whereupon he remarked, with that curious smile upon his face:—” It seems that you are destined always to prove our benefactor. But while we are talking here the man may make his escape. I think I will go round with the police, and see if I can be of any assistance to them.”

He left us, and for something like ten minutes the Countess and I waited for the sound that was to proclaim the capture of the intruder. But no such good fortune rewarded us. If the man were in the house — and of this I had no doubt — he had managed to conceal himself so effectually that the police could not find him. In the meantime the housekeeper had put in an appearance, and was despatched to interrogate the female domestics, and discover, if possible, who it was that had opened the door. She returned with the information that she had found all the maid-servants in bed and asleep, while the steward was equally certain that none of the men under his charge had anything to do with the occurrence. At last, after searching the house, the police were compelled to confess that they were at a loss to understand what had become of him.

“But there can be no doubt about his being here,” I declared; “I distinctly saw him enter. He was an old man, very ragged, with long grey hair, and stooped as he walked. The detective officer who was with me at the time can also corroborate what I say, if necessary.”

“That is not necessary, for of course we accept your word,” said Reiffenburg with elaborate politeness. “The question is: if, as you say, he entered, where is he now? He cannot have vanished into space, and we have searched every corner without success.”

“Then he must have an accomplice in the house who is hiding him,” I returned. “If both exits have been guarded, he cannot have got out.”

By this time I was beginning to wish that I had had nothing to do with the matter. The Countess, however, was profuse in her thanks to me, for what she described as “a most considerate and friendly act.”

Seeing that I could be of no further use to her, I apologized for my intrusion and bade them good-night.

“Should we by any chance manage to secure the fellow, I will let you know,” said Reiffenburg, as we stood together at the front door. “I fear, however, we shall not be so fortunate.”

There was a sneer in his voice, for which I could have kicked him. However, I kept my temper, and murmuring something to the effect that I was glad to have been of service, I took my departure, and the door closed behind me.

“That was one of the most extraordinary affairs I have ever known,” I said to the detective, as we turned our faces homewards. “I am quite at a loss to account for it.”

The detective stopped suddenly and looked at me.

“The lady and gentleman are particular friends of yours, sir, I understand, and I don’t know in that case whether I ought to tell you what is in my mind. But I fancy I could throw a rather unexpected light upon the affair.”

“Speak out, then, by all means,” I answered. “What was it you noticed?”

“This, sir,” he said, and as he spoke he took from his pocket a small piece of black matter about half the size of a pea He handed it to me and asked if I had seen it before. I informed him that I was quite sure I had not.

“It only bears out, sir, what I was saying as we came down Park Lane, just before we reached Wiltshire House. If it weren’t for little things, that they overlook, we shouldn’t be able to lay our hands on half the criminals we want. Now mind you, sir, I don’t mean to infer by that that your friend Count Reiffenburg is a criminal. Not at all; that would be a very wrong thing to say. He’s probably been playing a practical joke, as gentlemen will. The fact, however, remains that he gave himself away with that little lump of black stuff, just as surely as Bill Coakes of the Minories did when he gave his sweetheart the silk handkerchief that he picked up in old Mrs Burgiss’s bedroom. He didn’t think it was of any importance, but she wore it, quarrelled with a girl over it, the police came to hear of it, and Bill was caught. So it was just that slip that brought him to the gallows.”

“I do not understand you,” I replied, still holding the tiny bit of black stuff in my hand. “What is the connection between this substance and Count Reiffenburg?”

“It’s the key to the whole puzzle, sir,” he said, and took it from me.

Turning his face away, he put his hand to his mouth, and then wheeling round again, parted his lips and showed me his teeth. The eye-tooth on the right-hand side was missing. He put up his hand once more, and lo! it was restored to its place.

“That’s what I mean, sir,” he said. “Now I noticed, when the gentleman came downstairs, that one of his eye-teeth were missing. He wanted to make himself look old, I suppose, and when he had taken off the other pieces, had forgotten to remove that one. Then he must have remembered it, for his hand went up to his mouth, and next minute it was on the floor, where I managed to get hold of it.”

“Do you mean to infer that the old man we saw enter the house was the Count Reiffenburg?” I asked, aghast “That is my belief, sir,” said the man; “and I feel certain that if I were allowed to search his bedroom, I should find my suspicions corroborated.”

“But what possible reason could he have for masquerading as a pauper outcast, and who let him in?”

“As to his reason, sir, I can hazard no sort of guess,” he continued. “But it was the lady herself who let him in.”

“How on earth do you know that?”

“By a process of simple reasoning, sir. Did you happen to notice that, when we returned to the hall after our search of the first section of the house, the gentleman carried a book in his hand?”

“Now that you mention the fact I do remember it,” I answered. “But what has the book to do with it?”

“A great deal,” he answered. “You may not be aware of the fact, but there’s a small sitting-room near that side door — a tiny place where the housekeeper does her accounts. The book, when we first searched the room, was lying upon the table.”

“May not the housekeeper have been reading it before she went to bed?”

“The housekeeper is an Englishwoman, sir, and not very well educated. I should call it remarkable if she knew Italian, and little short of marvellous if she read Dante in the original. Now, sir, when Count Reiffenburg entered the lady’s boudoir, he brought that book with him and placed it on one of the tables. He wouldn’t have done that if it had been the property of the housekeeper, would he? No, sir! Count Reiffenburg was out, and the young lady, who is his cousin, I think I understood you to say, sir, sat up for him in order to be near the door. That’s the way I read the riddle.”

“And I must confess that you have a certain amount of probability on your side,” I answered. “At the same time, if I were you, I should say nothing about the discovery. It can serve no good purpose to bruit it abroad. Do you think the two policemen noticed anything of the kind?”

The detective gave a scornful little laugh. “I don’t think you need have much fear on that score, sir,” he answered. “I doubt very much whether the man who went round with me noticed the book at all. His theory was that the fellow we saw enter was one of the servants who had been out late, and not a burglar at all.”

By this time we had reached my own residence, and I bade the man good-night upon the steps. Having let myself in, I went to my study to deposit some papers I had brought with me from the House, then to my bedroom and to bed. The incident at Wiltshire House annoyed me, if only for the reason that I could not understand it. What could the young Count Reiffenburg have been doing — if it were he, as the detective declared — wandering about London in that attire? That in itself was bad enough, but it was made much worse by the knowledge that his beautiful cousin had been conniving at his escapade. One thing was quite certain; if I had entertained a dislike for Reiffenburg before, it was doubled now. At last, tired by my long day and the events that had concluded it, I fell asleep, and did not wake until I opened my eyes to find Williams standing beside my bed, overcome with excitement and horror.

“What is the matter, man?” I cried. “What makes you look like that?”

“There’s terrible news, sir,” he faltered.

“There’s been a lot lately, but this is the worst of all.”

“What is the matter, man?” I cried for the second time. “Don’t stand there trembling. Tell me what has happened.”

“I scarcely know how to tell you, sir,” he answered, his voice almost failing him.

“Then give me the paper and let me look for myself,” I said, and took it from him. On the page before me, in large type, was an announcement that made me feel sick and giddy: — 



“ASSASSINATION OF THE PRIME MINISTER!”

My horror was greater even than Williams’s had been. I read the heavy black lines over and over again, as if unable to grasp their meaning. The Prime Minister dead! My old friend and Chief murdered! Could it be possible?

When I had recovered my composure a little, I took up the paper, and tried to read the account there set forth. There had only been time for the insertion of a short paragraph, but its importance was such that it would ring throughout the world. It ran as follows: — 

“It is with a sorrow that cannot be expressed in words, that we record the fact that the Right Honourable, the Earl of Litford, Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, and Prime Minister of England, was assassinated soon after midnight. The Prime Minister was last seen alive by his private secretary, in the study at his residence at Grosvenor Square. He had left the House of Lords early, but, with the exception of a slight headache, appeared to be in the best of health and spirits. The presumption is that he was stabbed in the back, but how the wound was inflicted, and by whom, are matters which, at present, cannot be explained.”

I could find no words to express my horror and surprise. It was only a few hours since he had congratulated me upon my speech in answer to the accusations of certain members of the Little Englander Party; now England was bereft, by as foul an act as had ever been committed in the annals of crime, of one of her greatest statesmen and of one of her noblest sons.

Craving further particulars, I dressed with all speed, and then drove to his residence in Grosvenor Square. Leaving my cab, I walked towards the well-known house, before which a large number of people had collected. Recognising me, they allowed me to pass, and so I gained the front door of the house I had so often entered as the friend and colleague of the dead man. I was shown into the morning-room, where presently I was joined by the secretary, who, as the newspapers had reported, had been the last to see him before the tragedy took place.

“Tell me about it,” I said, after we had greeted each other.

From his narrative I gathered that the dead man, on his return from the House, after spending half-an-hour with his wife, went to his study. His secretary followed him there, to ascertain if he could be of any further assistance to him. He found him seated at the table writing, and was informed by him that he required nothing more, and that it would not be very long before he himself retired to rest.

“Was the window in the study open?” I asked.

“No,” he answered; “it was closed, and the shutters were barred. That was at half-past eleven. At half-past twelve, wondering why her husband did not come upstairs, Lady Litford went in search of him. Her horror may be pictured when she discovered him, seated in his chair, quite dead. He had been stabbed to the heart from behind.”

“And were there no traces of any one having entered the room?”

“Not one. The police have taken possession of it, but so far they have been unable to discover any trace of the assassin’s entry or the means by which he effected his departure.”

“And Lady Litford? How does she bear up under the blow?”

“So bravely, that it makes one’s heart ache to see her.”

Then, at my request, he conducted me upstairs, and I was permitted to gaze upon the face of the dead man. It was as peaceful as in life’s serenest moments, calm and dignified — the face of a man who has done his duty to his Sovereign and his country, and whose life has been given in her service. Then, with a sorrow in my heart greater than I had known for many years, I looked my last upon the face of the dead, and I left the room.

When I had sent a message of deepest sympathy to the widow, I bade the secretary good-bye, and left the house. So awe-struck was the crowd by the magnitude of the tragedy, that scarcely a sound came from it, though, as if in proof of sympathy, here and there a hand was stretched out to me.

“He was a good man and a proper gentleman,” said a burly costermonger. “It’s a pity we hadn’t more like him.”

It seemed to me that that homely speech was as fine an eulogium of the dead as could have been spoken by the most cultured tongue.

I often wonder now what I should have done, had I known the part I had unconsciously played in that terrible drama. At that moment, lying, no one knew where — perhaps in the crevice of some paving-stone, or carried into the water-table by a passing shower — was a small piece of black wax, which, could it have spoken, would have been able to tell a tale without its equal for treachery and villainy in all the world. How I became aware of this, you will learn as my story progresses.


CHAPTER VI
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THE CATALOGUE OF woes, which it has been my ill-fortune to be compelled to chronicle, is indeed a long one, but of all the. items I have set down, none had had such a terrible effect upon the public mind as the assassination of the Prime Minister. Expressions of genuine sorrow poured forth from every side, and party feeling, for the time being at least, was forgotten. Even the most antagonistic of the Continental journals, though perhaps rejoicing in their hearts at Great Britain’s misfortune, admitted that she was passing through a time of severe trial, and while they prophesied our ultimate downfall, showed very plainly their admiration for our fortitude. Indeed the self-control of the nation at this particular period was a little short of marvellous. The war was draining her of her best blood; those at the helm of the Ship of State were being one by one mysteriously done away with; she had been the victim of a vast scheme of false intelligence, her great arsenal had been blown up and the supply of munitions of war thereby seriously imperilled at the most critical juncture; a large proportion of her army were prisoners in the enemy’s handstand three other portions were locked up in beleaguered towns. Yet, with it all, she continued the struggle with as much determination as she had first entered upon it. The bull-dog tenacity permeated all classes; it was shared by the peer, the country squire, the small farmer, the tradesman and the artizan; it was voiced by the Prime Minister, and echoed by the costermonger. Whatever it might cost, England was resolved to win in the end. That end, however, was still far off, and much blood would have to be spilt and a large amount of money spent before we should be able to call ourselves the victors.

Meanwhile, troops were still pouring out of England, and more were hastening to her assistance from Australia and Canada. Even in these loyal portions of the Empire, however, strenuous efforts were being made by some mysterious power, upon which it was impossible to lay hands, to undermine their affection for the mother country. Treasonable pamphlets were distributed broadcast; an infernal machine was discovered on board a troop-ship on the point of sailing from a Queensland port; another was discovered on board a transport in Sydney harbour; while a third vessel, owing to the wilful carelessness of the captain, who was afterwards arraigned on a charge of High Treason, but was acquitted for want of sufficient evidence, was put ashore, with all her troops on board, on the coast of South Australia. It was in Canada, however, that the trouble was worst. Its proximity to the United States favoured the Fenian propaganda, and, despite the loyalty of the French Canadians — of which no one felt a doubt — an attempt was made to induce them to swerve in their allegiance to the Empire. Such was the state of affairs when Lord Litford’s successor took up the reins of office.

It must not be thought that, because they achieved no result, the police were lax in their attempts to discover the perpetrator or perpetrators of that cruel crime. To employ again that well-worn phrase, not a stone was left unturned to arrive at an understanding of the manner in which the deed was done. One thing was quite certain, it had been carefully planned; but then so had the disappearance of Woller and the Colonial Secretary. The destruction of Woolwich Arsenal was a work of devilish ingenuity; while the blowing up of the transport Sultan of Sedang at Madeira was arranged to a nicety. In the case of the Prime Minister, the servants and members of his household were interrogated, but were all dismissed from the case as being beyond suspicion. They unitedly declared that, to the best of their belief, no stranger had entered the house up to the time of their going to bed, nor had any suspicious person been seen in its vicinity during the day. Moreover, the police on duty in the Square had been instructed to keep a watchful eye upon the house, and they were able to affirm that they had seen no one loitering near the Prime Minister’s residence from the earliest hours of morning until the time that the news of the tragedy was made known. Yet the fact remained that some one had entered the house, and had been able to make his way unobserved to the library, where the crime was committed, and afterwards to get out again undiscovered. Needless to say, a large reward was offered by the authorities for any information which would lead to a conviction; but though a multitude of communications were received in answer to it, from all sorts and conditions of people, not one was of any value.

On the Friday following the assassination of the Prime Minister, and the day before the funeral, according to custom I took a constitutional in the Park before going down to my office. As a matter of fact I was somewhat earlier than usual, and for that reason, with the exception of a few riders in the Row, and the customary bicycle contingent, the Park was comparatively empty. I entered by the Grosvenor Gate, walked as far as the Barracks, and then retraced my steps towards Piccadilly, passing along the north bank of the Serpentine. I had several difficult problems to work out that day, and one of them was occupying my mind as I walked beside the lake. Suddenly a voice I recognised fell upon my ear, and I looked up to find, seated a few paces distant from me, no less a person than the Countess de Venetza. She was engaged in an earnest conversation with a dark, foreign-looking individual, an Italian, without the shadow of a doubt. The Countess did not see me at first, but, as soon as she did, she said something hurriedly to the man beside her and came forward to greet me.

“You are out early, Sir George,” she began. “The Park is delightful at this time of the day, is it not?”

“Delightful indeed,” I replied. “I did not expect, however, to have the pleasure of meeting you in it.”

“I walk here almost every morning,” she answered. And then, after we had uttered a few commonplaces, she continued: “And now, while I think of it, let me apologize to you for my rudeness in having omitted to thank you again for the great service you rendered us on the occasion of the burglary at Wiltshire House. Had it not been for your prompt action, we should have been more seriously robbed, while it is quite possible that something worse might have happened.”

“You say that you might have been ‘more seriously robbed’ I returned. “Am I to understand, then, that the man was found in the house after all?”

“He was not found in the house? she replied. “But we have discovered by what means he effected his escape from it. While Conrad and the police were looking for him downstairs, he was hidden in a dressing-room adjoining that which used to be my father’s apartment, at the back of the house. When they ascended the stairs he opened the window and lowered himself down to a roof below. Then he must have made his way through the mews at the back and reached safety again. In proof of this a small silver ornament, one of the few missing things, was found next day in the guttering of the roof.”

If this were so, then the detective’s statement to the effect that the man who had entered the house was none other than young Reiffenburg was altogether beyond the mark, and would only serve to show the folly of judging by purely circumstantial evidence.

“In that case, who do you suspect of having admitted him to the house?” I enquired, for this was a point of considerable importance.

“An under-footman,” she replied, “who has since been discharged. His behaviour struck Conrad as being rather suspicious at the time, but it was not until other things were found to be missing, that we derived a real knowledge of his character.”

“I am rejoiced to know that the mystery has been solved,” I said. “But pray forgive me, Countess; see, I have driven your friend away.”

She gave a start before she replied.

“He is not my friend,” she answered somewhat hurriedly, “merely a begging compatriot. The poor fellow is a teacher of music, who puts forward his art as a claim upon my bounty. He is anxious to return to Italy, but cannot do so for want of means.”

Now there was one point about this speech that I did not understand. As I had approached the seat, I distinctly heard the foreigner say authoritatively in Italian: “It is the order of the Council and must be obeyed.” Of course the words might have meant anything, but the tone was certainly one of authority. It struck me as being peculiar that an impoverished music-master, soliciting the Countess’s assistance, should address her in such a tone. Why I should have bothered myself with the fellow’s affairs I cannot say. The impulse, however, was irresistible.

“To be stranded in a strange country is a hard fate,” I said. “Since I am also a devotee of his beautiful art, will you not permit me to assist you in your work of benevolence. If you will furnish me with the man’s name and address, I will see that he is helped to attain his object.”

As I said this I could not help thinking that I detected a frightened look in her face.

“Oh, no, you must not do that,” she said hurriedly. “He is a very proud man, and would only accept help from me because I am a compatriot and happen to know something of his family. I feel sure that he would be extremely angry with me if he knew that I had said anything to you upon the subject.”

“I am sorry that you will not let me assist him,” I said. “I have no desire, however, to hurt his feelings. Forget that I said anything about it.”

“Ah! now I have offended you,” she continued, with a look of pain upon her face. “Forgive me, I am very thoughtless. Had we been speaking my own Italian it would have been different. Your English is so hard, so unsympathetic.”

Her voice was so full of entreaty, her whole demeanour so expressive of sorrow, that I almost repented me of the trick I had endeavoured to play upon her. What did it matter to me whether the man were an old friend, or only the stranger she had represented him to be? I accordingly begged her to say no more upon the subject, assuring her that I was not in the least hurt at her declining my offer. This seemed to soothe her, and presently, when we had walked some little distance beside the water, her cheerfulness returned. She had been amusing herself of late, so she informed me, by working out a sketch for the dinner-party to which she had invited me. It was to be an unique affair of its kind.

“All that remains to be settled is, when shall it be?” she asked. “How would Thursday next suit you?”

“Impossible, I am afraid,” I answered. “I have promised to go to Aldershot on Wednesday, to be present next day at an inspection of the men who are to sail on Saturday for the South.”

“Then would the Wednesday following suit you?”

“Admirably,” I replied. “It would be more convenient for a variety of reasons.”

“Then it is settled that we are to dine together on Wednesday week at eight o’clock. You will not forget?”

“Is it likely that I should be guilty of such rudeness?” I asked, and then added, with what was for me unusual gallantry, “I shall count the days that must elapse before the time can arrive.”

“I am hopeful of being able to get the Duke of Rotherhithe to meet you,” she said. “Do you know that he is in England?”

“I was not aware of it,” I answered; “but I am very glad to hear it, nevertheless.”

I did not say that one of my reasons for being glad was that I hoped to be able to obtain from him some particulars concerning my fair friend. I remembered the statement she had made during our journey from Paris together, to the effect that she and her father had been yachting with Rotherhithe in the Mediterranean. If they were on such intimate terms it was more than likely that my old friend would know more about her than any one else in our world of fashion would be likely to do.

When we reached Hyde Park Corner we paused for a few moments. I do not think she could ever have looked more beautiful than she did then, certainly never more dangerous.

“I wonder if, after we part, we shall ever meet again?” she said, with what was almost a touch of sadness in her voice.

“Are you, then, thinking of leaving England soon?” I asked in some surprise, for until that moment she had not spoken of terminating her visit.

“I do not think we shall remain very much longer,” she replied. “I have duties abroad that are calling for my attention.”

“I hope when you go that you will be able to say you have enjoyed your stay with us?” I said.

“I should have,” she replied, “had it not been for this dreadful war. But as things are, how could one enjoy oneself?”

Had I known then all that I now know, I should have realized the double meaning contained in her remark. But more of that anon.

At last we bade each other good-bye, and separated, she crossing the Park in the direction of Wiltshire House, while I passed out and made my way over Constitution Hill towards Pall Mall.

On the Wednesday following the event I have just described, I accompanied the Commander-in-Chief and several other members of the Government to Aldershot, to inspect the large body of troops then about to leave for the front. We were to be the guests of Lord Beckingdale during the time we were there, and were to return to London on the Thursday evening after the inspection. We accordingly left Waterloo together, proceeded by train to Farnborough, and then drove to Lord Beckingdale’s residence by coach. It was a glorious afternoon, and the change from London to the country was delightful. I commented upon this, whereupon Beckingdale, who is one of my oldest friends, began to rally me on my preference for the Metropolis.

“I thought you would get over it in time,” he said with one of his hearty laughs. “Why don’t you marry, George, and settle down in the country? You would make an ideal Squire.”

“I should be bored to death in a week,” I replied. “Besides, who is there that would take pity on me? I am not so young as I was, and I am afraid that I have had my liberty too long to make a good husband.”

As I said this the image of the Countess rose before my mind’s eye, though why it should have done so at this particular moment is more than I can say. Though I admired her intensely, my admiration went no further. She was a delightful hostess and an exceedingly clever woman, but I should no more have thought of making her Lady Manderville than I should have tried to jump from the Clock Tower of the Houses of Parliament into the river.

At that moment we were descending a steep hill, through a closely-wooded plantation. We were half-way down, when I happened to catch sight of a man standing among the trees, some fifty yards or so from the road. Strange to say, he was watching us through a pair of field-glasses, and was evidently much interested in our movements, though it looked as if he himself had no desire to attract attention. Then he disappeared amongst the brushwood, and, for the time being, I thought no more about him.

On reaching the Park, we were most cordially received by Lady Beckingdale, and partook of afternoon tea with her in the hall, which is one of the most charming features of that beautiful house. A stroll round the grounds, and a visit to the stud farm afterwards, wiled away the time until the dressing gong sounded. Then we returned to the house, and made our way to our various rooms. Before commencing to dress I went to the windows and looked out. The gardens on that particular side of the house slope upwards until they reach the small paddock which separates them from the woods behind. Now I have a fairly sharp eye, and a faculty of noticing, which sometimes stands me in good stead. On this particular occasion I was watching the evening light upon the trees in the plantation opposite, when suddenly I saw a brace of pheasants fly quickly out, followed by half-a-dozen more. They had evidently been disturbed by some human being.

“Just give me my glasses for a moment, Williams,” I said, and in a trice he had handed me the pair I had brought down for the inspection next day. Seating myself in the window, I brought them - to bear upon the spot where the birds had flown out. For a moment I could see nothing. Then I thought I could detect what looked like a grey trouser-leg, peeping out beneath the branches of a fir. I called Williams to my side and handed him the glasses, directing him where to look.

“What do you make of it?” I asked.

“It looks as if there’s somebody hiding there, sir,” he answered. “Yes, sir, I’m sure of it,” he added a few moments later. “If you will look now, you will be able to see him creeping away.”

I took the glasses again and once more turned them upon the spot. What he had said was quite correct; the figure of a man dressed in a grey suit could just be distinguished disappearing into the deeper part of the wood. It immediately occurred to me that the man I had seen that afternoon, when we were on our way to the Park, had also been dressed in grey. Could this be the individual who had watched us then? And if so, what were his reasons for behaving in this mysterious fashion? I did not like the idea of it, remembering as I did the dangerous condition of the times, and the manner in which so many of my friends had been attacked.

“Keep what you have seen to yourself, Williams,” I said; “I will speak to Lord Beckingdale myself about it when I go downstairs. If the man is a poacher, or has any dishonest reason for being there, he will know what to do in the matter.”

Williams promised to obey my instructions, and when I had dressed, I made my way downstairs to find our host and the Commander-in-Chief standing before the fire-place, in which a cheerful fire was burning.

“By the way, Beckingdale,” I said, when I had answered the remark one of them made to me as I descended the stairs, “who is the man in your plantation with the grey suit and field-glasses.”

“Man with grey suit and field-glasses?” he repeated, with a ‘look of surprise on his face. “I have many friends who are the happy possessors of both articles. But what makes you ask me such a question at the present moment?”

“For a good and sufficient reason,” I replied, and went on to tell him of the two occasions that afternoon upon which I had seen the person in question.

“What a singular thing!” he said, when I had finished. “I wonder who the fellow is, and what his idea can be in watching the house? As you are aware, the place is being patrolled by police to-night, and I think I had better inform them of the circumstance. After the terrible events of the last few weeks it does not do to run any risks. Can you describe the man?”

I furnished him with as accurate a description of the fellow as it was possible to give, whereupon he departed in search of the officer in command of the police. When he returned we joined the ladies in the drawing-room, and then went in to dinner. It was not until the ladies had withdrawn and cigarettes were lighted, that the subject of the grey man was introduced. A small piece of paper was handed to our host by the butler. He glanced at it and then looked across the table to where I sat.

“Here is the police report,” he said. “It informs me that they have scoured all the plantations round the estate with the assistance of the keepers, but have not been successful in discovering the man you saw. No doubt he was some prying celebrity hunter, who has taken himself off, to Aldershot probably, where he will have no opportunity of seeing you to-morrow.”

This brought a round of questions from the others, who, with the exception of the Commander-in-Chief, had not heard of the incident. When each man had settled the question to his own satisfaction, the subject was dropped, and we rose from the table to return to the drawing-room. Here we indulged in music and conversation until halfpast ten o’clock, smoked in the billiard-room for another hour, and at half-past eleven bade each other good-night in the gallery that ran round the hall, and retired to our respective rooms. By this time the character of the night had changed. A boisterous wind had risen, and heavy rain was driven tempestuously against the window-panes. It certainly did not look very promising for the inspection on the morrow. I inquired from Williams whether anything further had been heard concerning the man we had both seen in the plantation opposite the house.

“Not that I know of, sir,” he replied; “I did not hear it mentioned. But there’s one thing that’s been on my mind ever since you spoke to me about it to - night, and I must own that it puzzles me. I don’t say it’s right, of course; at the same time I’ve got a feeling that I’m not so very far wrong.”

“What is it?” I enquired with interest, for Williams is a staid and circumspect individual, and is not in the habit of committing himself to a rash statement.

“It is just this, sir. When you sent me down to the Commander-in-Chief’s residence with that note this morning, there was a man walking on the opposite side of the street who, to the best of my belief, was dressed just as this man was — that is to say, in a grey suit and a soft black hat.”

“There is nothing very remarkable in that,” I answered, a little disappointed. “You would probably find a dozen men dressed in a similar fashion in a short walk through the West End.”

“I beg your pardon, sir, but I thought the coincidence worth mentioning,” Williams replied in rather a crestfallen way. Then he bade me good-night and I retired to rest.

That night I slept like a top, and did not wake until Williams entered my room next morning. He informed me that the rain had passed off, that it was a fine day, and then busied himself with preparations for my toilet. These were barely accomplished, and I was in the act of commencing to shave, when the handle of my door turned, and Beckingdale, almost beside himself with excitement, entered the room.

“Great Heavens! Manderville,” he cried in a voice which, had I not seen him, I should scarcely have recognised as his, “a most awful thing has happened. The Commander-in-Chief is missing.”

“Missing?” I echoed, as if I scarcely understood the meaning of the word. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that his valet came to my man, Walters, about half an hour ago, and told him that he had knocked repeatedly on the door of his master’s bedroom and could get no reply. My man came to me with the story, and when I had tried the door myself with the same result, I gave orders that it should be broken in. You may imagine our feelings when we discovered the room to be empty. The bed had been slept in, it is true, but there was not a trace of the man we wanted. What was more, the windows were shut. The police are now searching in all directions. What on earth shall we do? The inspection is at eleven o’clock, and it is most unlikely that we shall have the good fortune to find him before then.”

Terrible as the situation was, I could not help recalling the fact that I had taken part in just such another interview on the morning of Woller’s disappearance, when the Commander-in-Chief had asked my advice as to what should be done to find the missing man before that identical hour.

“Help me if you possibly can,” cried Beckingdale, who, like myself, was quite overwhelmed by the magnitude of the misfortune. “Though I know I am not to blame, I cannot help reproaching myself for having permitted this to happen in my house. How can it have been managed, and who can have done it?”

I shook my head.

“The same mysterious power that is responsible for Woller’s disappearance and for the Prime Minister’s death,” I said. “But who is there amongst us who can say what that power is. Good Heavens!” I cried, as the consequences rose before me, “the Commander-in-Chief gone! I can scarcely credit it. Surely some one must have heard something? What room is beneath his bedroom?”

“The dining-room, unfortunately,” Beckingdale replied, “and as ill luck would have it, the room adjoining it on the right is empty, while M’Innister occupies that on the left. The latter says he heard nothing suspicious, but that’s easily accounted for, by reason of his deafness and the storm we had. But ‘ what on earth can have become of him? I would give anything to have him before me now. How cheerful he was last night, and how sanguine as to the ultimate end of the war! This will prove another bitter blow to the nation.”

“And it has had enough already,” I replied. “We had better telegraph to the War Office and Scotland Yard at once.”

“I have already done that,” he said. “I have also sent a special messenger to the commanding officer down here, informing him of the occurrence, and asking him to send out troops to scour the country in the hope of discovering some trace of the missing man.

I do not see what else we can do at the present.”

Then a thought struck me. What about the grey man whom Williams declared he had seen on the previous morning near the Commander-in-Chiefs residence, whom I had seen watching us through field-glasses, on our way to Beckingdale Park, and whom Williams and I had both seen in the plantation opposite the house when I went up to dress for dinner? I recalled the fact of his presence to Beckingdale.

“I have not forgotten him,” he said. “Directly I heard that they could not get into his room, a suspicion of what might be in store for us flashed through my mind, and I said to myself, ‘If anything has happened to him, I shall say that Manderville’s grey man is mixed up in the business.’ As soon as the worst was apparent, I spoke to the police upon the subject, and they have once more made an effort to find him or to hear of him, without success. The grey man is as mysteriously missing as the Commander-in-Chief himself, and as to the part he played in the other’s disappearance, it seems to me that we are likely to remain as ignorant as we are of everything else. Now, dress as quickly as you can, there’s a good fellow, and come down to my study. We must hold a council together, and see what’s to be done.”

I did as he desired, and when I was ready I made my way to his study.

When I reached if I found Beckingdale and the one other guest awaiting my coming. The terrible effect that had been produced by the news of the morning was to be seen on their faces. For upwards of an hour we discussed the question in all its bearings, but eager as we were to do all that lay in our power to render assistance to the missing man, we were obliged to confess that we were unable to do anything. By this time wires were pouring in from all parts, and it is quite certain that the powers of the little village telegraph office had never been so severely taxed before. At ten o’clock it was decided, by unanimous consent, that the inspection should be abandoned in the absence of the Commander-in Chief, and accordingly, at half-past ten, we returned to town. It is needless for me to say that it was a miserable journey. Our spirits were as low as it was possible for the spirits of human beings to be. On reaching Waterloo we drove direct to the Foreign Office, where a Cabinet Council had been hastily called together. When it was over I drove home. The streets echoed to the cries of the newsboys: — 



“DISAPPEARANCE OF THE COMMANDER-IN-CHIEF!

DISAPPEARANCE OF THE COMMANDER-IN-CHIEF!”

That evening a new sensation was added to the already long list when it was known that the notorious anarchist, Luigi Ferreira, had managed to escape from prison some days before, and was supposed to have crossed the Channel and to be in London. Had I only known then that he was the man I had seen talking so excitedly to the Countess in the Park, a few mornings before, and that at that very moment he was occupying a room at Wiltshire House, as a supposed invalid, how speedily might retribution have descended upon him.

Unfortunately, however, I did not know!


CHAPTER VII
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THE STATE OF mind into which England was plunged by the news of the disappearance of the Commander-in-Chief cannot be fittingly described by a pen so weak as mine. It was not that we had lost anything of our former courage, or that we had resigned all hope of coming out victors in the struggle. We were as resolved as ever to carry this war through to the bitter end, yet the news clanged like a death knell upon a thousand hearts. Of my own feelings I will not speak. That expressed by the nation voices my own. I was sad, how sad few can guess, but despite my sorrow I declared that the war must go on — that the end should be reached. And now to turn to a brighter subject.

On the Tuesday before the day I was due to dine at Wiltshire House, I had the good fortune to receive a visit from an old friend. He was none other than the Duke of Rotherhithe, the gentleman who had been obliging enough to convey the Countess de Venetza and her father from Constantinople to Naples on a certain memorable occasion, and who was known to entertain a great admiration for her. Having had a somewhat busy morning, I did not reach home until after two o’clock. I had scarcely sat down to lunch, before Thompson, my butler, informed me that the Duke of Rotherhithe was anxious to see me.

“My dear fellow, this is friendly of you,” I said, as we shook hands a few moments later. “You are just in time for lunch. I have only this minute commenced.”

“You couldn’t offer me anything better,” he replied. “I have eaten nothing all the morning. By Jove! how good it is to see your face again, old man, and what a swell you have become, to be sure, since I saw you last — Cabinet Minister, and I don’t know what else besides. You’ll be Premier before you’ve done.”

“Not quite so high as that,” I answered.

“I have my ambitions, I will admit, but I am afraid that the Premiership is scarcely the one that will be likely to be realised.”

One thing was quite certain: Rotherhithe was in the most excellent spirits. His honest, manly face was wreathed in smiles, and had an artist been present he might have used it for the personification of Happiness. Throughout the meal he laughed and joked continually, recalled old days, old escapades, long since forgotten on my side, and vowed that we were both of us growing younger instead of older. That there was something unusual about it all I could plainly see, but what that something was I had not then the least idea. My suspicions, however, were aroused very soon.

“By the way,” I said, when we had finished lunch, “let me tell you that I have lately had the pleasure to be of some service to an old friend of yours.”

“An old friend of mine?” he said, with what I could not help thinking was pretended surprise. “Who is the friend?”

“The Countess de Venetza,” I replied. “The lady whose wealth and beauty have made her such a prominent figure in London Society of late. She told me that she had been yachting with you in the Mediterranean, and spoke quite feelingly of your kindness to herself and her father. Do you mean to tell me that you don’t recollect her?”

“Recollect her? of course I do,” he said, still with the same sheepish look upon his face. “Oh yes, I remember her well enough. And so you’ve been kind to her, have you?”

Here he laughed in a foolish fashion to himself.

“Umph!” I said to myself, “surely he cannot have been idiotic enough to have—”

I stopped myself abruptly. I knew very well that I should hear all the news he had to tell quite soon enough.

At last Thompson and the men left the room, and an expression of great solemnity took possession of my friend’s countenance. What was more, he drew his chair a little closer to mine.

“My dear old fellow,” he said, laying his hand on my arm, “we have been friends many years. In point of fact I don’t know of a man whose good wishes I should so thoroughly appreciate. By Jove, old fellow, I am the happiest being in the world! So happy, in fact, that I’m dashed if I know whether I am standing on my head or my heels!”

“Let me reassure you then,” I said dryly. “You are standing on your heels at the present moment.”

“Confound your silly jokes,” he said angrily. “Any one but a Cabinet Minister would have seen that I was speaking metaphorically. Now I want to tell you that—”

“If you are going to be confidential,” I replied, “let us adjourn to the smoking-room.

I shall give you much better attention over a cigar, and you will doubtless prove more eloquent.”

We accordingly adjourned to the room in question, where I produced a box of cigars, furnished the Duke with a light, and then, when we had seated ourselves, bade him commence his tale. I have often noticed that when a man who is anxious to be communicative is invited to begin his confidences, he finds that his stream of loquacity has dried up. It was so in Rotherhithe’s case. He hummed and hawed, gazed very steadily at the ceiling for some seconds, and finally rose from his chair and began to pace the room.

“You may remember,” he began in the tone of a man addressing a public meeting, “that you and several other of my friends have continually endeavoured to impress upon me that it is my bounden duty, not only to myself, but to the name I bear, to marry and settle down. You can’t grumble, therefore, if I take you at your word.”

“You couldn’t do better,” I said reflectively, examining the ash of my cigar as I spoke. “There is only one objection to the scheme so far as I can see.”

“Objection?” he cried, firing up as usual.

“What sort of objection can there be to such a thing?”

“It is just possible you may marry the wrong girl,” I said quietly. “You must admit that that would be a very decided one.”

“I am not likely to be such an idiot,” he returned. “What is more, I am not about to marry a girl.”

I was becoming more and more convinced ‘ that my suspicions were correct.

“In that case, the objection is removed,”

I said. “And now let me offer you my heartiest congratulations. I sincerely hope you may be happy.”

“But hang it all, you haven’t asked me yet who the lady is! You might have done that.”

“If I wanted to waste time I might very well have done it,” I replied. “There is no need, however, seeing that I already know who she is.”

“The deuce you do! Then who is she?”

“The Countess de Venetza,” I answered, shaking the ash of my cigar into the tray beside me. “I had my suspicions at lunch, and you afterwards confirmed them. I presume I am correct?”

“Quite correct,” he said in a tone of relief. “And, by Jove, don’t you think I am a lucky man? Isn’t she simply beautiful?”

I offered no reply to the first question. On the second point, however, I was fortunate enough to be in a position to reassure him. Whatever else she might be, or might not be, the Countess was certainly very beautiful.

“I shall have her painted by Collier,” he continued, “or another of those artist fellows. She will be in black velvet, holding the folds of a curtain in her hand, and I’ll hang it in the gallery at the old place, with all the other family pictures round her. There’ll not be another there to equal her.”

In my own heart I wondered what those stately old ladies in frills and brocades would say to the new-comer. I did not mention the fact, however, to Rotherhithe. In his present condition he was ready to take offence at anything, at least where she was concerned.

“And when will the wedding take place?” I enquired. “And where?”

“I can’t quite say,” he replied; “there’s such a lot to be settled first, you see. I want her to let it be in London, but, so far, she hasn’t given me a definite answer.”

“And her respected father? What has he to say upon the subject?”

“Oh, he’s pleased enough. I had a telegram from him this morning. Between ourselves, I think foreigners overdo it a bit, don’t you?”

“They certainly express their feelings somewhat more warmly than we usually do,” I said, as if in explanation of my own conduct; “but in this case one feels justified in launching out a little. Might I ask how long you have known the lady?”

I put the question listlessly, seeing that the chance of my learning a little of her past history was a poor one.

“Oh, I have known her a long time,” he answered vaguely. “We were together in Cairo and Algiers, and other places. What a fellow you are, to be sure, to ask questions!

Does it mean that you think—”

He stopped and glared at me, but I soothed him down.

“My dear fellow,” I said, “I think nothing at all, except that the Countess is a most charming lady, and that you will doubtless live a most happy life together. I am sure I hope you may.”

He looked at me queerly for a moment, and then brought his hand down with a whack upon my shoulder.

“By Jove! Do you know, I believe you have been in love with her yourself,” he said. “Now own up!”

“It is very possible,” I answered, feeling that my only safety lay in answering as I did. “I have been in love with her ever since I have known her, and with all due respect to you, I shall remain so after she has become Her Grace the Duchess of Rotherhithe. If you are jealous, you will have to forbid me the house.”

He laughed uproariously, his confidence quite restored by my candour. Then, with an assurance that I had better not let him catch me’ flirting with her, he informed me that it was time for him to be off, as he had promised to call at Wiltshire House that afternoon.

“One last question,” I said, as we walked towards the door, “and I mean it seriously. What does cousin Conrad say to the arrangement?”

“I don’t know what he says in the least, and what is more I don’t care,” he replied, an angry look coming into his face. “Between ourselves, George, I don’t like that young fellow. I shall take care, once I am married, that he doesn’t enter my doors.”

“I think you would be wise,” I said, and there the matter dropped.

When he had gone, I sat myself down to consider the situation. It displeased me for more reasons than one. Rotherhithe was my old friend. I was exceedingly fond of him, and I had no desire that his married life should prove a failure. Yet what reason had I for supposing that it would? It is true I had seen a good deal of the Countess lately, but not sufficient to be able to declare that I knew her intimately. She was a beautiful woman, an excellent hostess, the possessor of great wealth, and — though beyond her father I knew nothing of her family — evidently of gentle blood. This much was in her favour, yet there were other things which rankled in my memory, and which, had I aspired to the honour of her hand, I should have wanted explained to me. How was it that no one had ever heard of her before she appeared to dazzle all London? Was Count Reiffenburg really her cousin? Who was that mysterious foreigner who had plainly been threatening her on the morning that I had met her in the Park? And last, but not least, what was the real story of that old tramp’s entrance into Wiltshire House on the night of the supposed burglary?

The most alarming question, and the most difficult of all to decide, was whether it was my duty to say anything to Rotherhithe upon the subject. He was, in the main, an easy-going, happy-go-lucky fellow, not overburdened with brains, but in every other respect a high-minded English gentleman. Yet I knew him well enough to feel sure that in a case like this he would have been the first to resent — and, looked at from his own light, quite rightly too — any aspersion that might be thrown upon the character of the woman he loved. That he was in love with her there could be no sort of doubt. One had only to look into his face to see it. But I was also fond of him, and if I knew there were anything hidden from him which he ought to know, was it not my duty, as his friend, to risk his anger, and the possible rupture of our friendship, in order to make him acquainted with it?

For the remainder of the day I debated this question seriously with myself, but try how I would I was quite unable to arrive at a satisfactory decision regarding it. This much, however, I did do — common politeness demanded it of me: — I sat down and wrote a note of congratulation to the Countess. Though I knew in my heart it was a somewhat traitorous proceeding, yet, when the note had been despatched, I must confess I felt easier in my mind. A twinge of conscience, however, still remained to plague me. If only I had not taken the walk that night, or if only I had been too late to see the old man enter the house, I should have been able to regard the whole affair, if not with pleasure, at least with a measure of equanimity. Now, however, it was otherwise.

Next morning a charming little note arrived from the Countess, thanking me for my good wishes, and referring to herself as one of the most fortunate women in the world. As a letter it was delightful; as an expression of the writer’s true feelings, well — I was not quite so satisfied as to its genuineness. Charming though the lady undeniably was, and sympathetic to an eminent degree, I found it extremely difficult to imagine her in love. If by chance she were so, however, Rotherhithe was certainly the last man whom it would have been with. The news of his engagement had caused quite a stir, even at that time of almost daily sensations, in the fashionable world. In consequence of it, however, those who had hitherto been inclined to hold a little aloof from her, as one whose antecedents were not sufficiently well known to warrant the intimacy, now that the Duke had, so to speak, stood sponsor for her, were prepared to admit her into their inmost circle.

As for Rotherhithe he conducted himself like an amiable lunatic, frequented Wiltshire House to an extent that almost bordered on the indecent, and was making plans for the future with the impetuous recklessness of a fifteen-year-old schoolboy. His beautiful home in the Midlands was to be prepared for occupation, a new yacht was to be built that would be the finest of her kind, while Rotherhithe House, in London, was to be refurnished and decorated throughout. Altogether, as somebody said, the Duke’s love-affair would be likely to prove the costliest hobby he had indulged in since his majority. But as I have said before, if he desired to marry the Countess, and was convinced that his happiness lay in that direction, it was no business of mine to contradict him.

From the tone I have adopted in speaking of this matter it may be surmised that I was jealous of Rotherhithe’s success. Allow me to assure you, most emphatically, that such was not the case. I am quite prepared to admit that I admired the Countess, as not only a beautiful, but also an exceedingly clever woman. As I have once or twice remarked, however, I am a confirmed bachelor, and I do not think it would be in the power of the fairest daughter of Eve to induce me to change my state.

It was in this frame of mind that I entered the portals of Wiltshire House on the evening of the Countess’s dinner. In some ways my interest had departed from it. I was merely a looker-on at a game which was being extremely well played, and, knowing something of the rules by which it is governed, I was able to appreciate the importance of the various moves, while being in no way dependent upon their skill.

The Countess, looking like the Queen of Beauty, received me in the drawing-room. Rotherhithe had already arrived, and, as was plainly to be seen, was ensconced on the summit of happiness.

“I am glad you should be the first to arrive,” she said, as if her fiancé counted for nothing, “and, while I have the opportunity, I must thank you once more for your charming letter, and for the kindly sentiments it expressed.”

“It was awfully nice of you, by Jove!” put in the Duke, and then added with boyish naïveté: “Manderville always knows how to do and say the right thing. He’s a past master of tact.”

I happened to be looking at the Countess’s face as he said it, and if — as I feel sure I did — I read it correctly, it spoke volumes.

“She does not care about him an atom,” I said to myself; and then I added, “if that’s so, God help my poor old friend!”

A few moments later, when we were nearly at the end of our stock of commonplaces, the other guests arrived. So far as they were concerned, the dinner was likely to prove a success. Besides the Countess, Rotherhithe, and myself, there was Lady Deeceford, who, besides being one of the prettiest women in England, is also one of the wittiest; Deeceford himself, who had just returned from the Pamirs, and who, while being one of the geographical lions of the day, was also a well-informed man of the world; Montague Wordley, the dramatist, whose wit was a puzzle, even to himself; and pretty Mrs Van Hoden, the American actress, famous alike for her beauty and her talent. These, with Lady Susan Pedthorpe, whose powers are too well known to need description, completed the list.

The honour of escorting our hostess into dinner was given to me, while Rotherhithe gave his arm to Lady Deeceford; the latter’s husband took Lady Susan; Wordley, Mrs Van Hoden. To attempt a description of the meal to which we sat down would be impossible; let it suffice that it was unique in every sense of the word. Looking back over a period of more years than I care to think about, I am unable to recall one entertainment that in any way equalled it. The whole thing was original from end to end. The earth seemed to have been ransacked for our delectation. The wines were of the choicest vintages, and the waiting was all that could be desired. By reason, I suppose, of what followed later, every detail of the entertainment is indelibly impressed upon my memory. I can recall the smallest items connected with it. The Countess’s Southern beauty, Rotherhithe’s jovial countenance, Mrs Van Hoden’s rippling laugh, the perfect modulation of Lady Susan’s voice, even the glitter of a splendid sapphire on one of Lady Deeceford’s shapely fingers, are as deeply engraved upon my memory as if it were but yesterday. One thing, I must confess, surprised me, while at the same time it added to my pleasure. That was the absence of our hostess’s cousin, Reiffenburg. Unable to account for it, I was later on induced to enquire after him.

“He has gone into the country,” she replied. “He has heard of some shooting that would appear to be perfection, and he has gone to prove it. Conrad is rapidly becoming Anglicized.”

“Consequently, discovering a fine day, he enquires what he shall kill,” I put in.

“That pleasant illusion, I fear, is fast passing away,” said Deeceford from across the table. “With the abolition of bull-baiting, badger-drawing, cock-fighting, and similar sports, the old order has changed. Foxhunting is deteriorating before the steady advance of barbed wire; deer-hunting is declared to be an inhuman sport, while pigeon shooting is fast becoming a purely mechanical performance, played with an inverted saucer and a spring.”

The conversation drifted into another channel, and after that nothing more was said about the Count Von Reiffenburg’s absence. Personally, I could not help feeling sure that the reason the Countess had advanced to account for it was far from being the correct one. As I have said elsewhere, I had long ago arrived at the conclusion that the young man entertained a more than cousinly regard for the lady; his absence from the dinner, therefore, was merely an arrangement to ensure his not meeting his more successful rival. The engagement by this time was known throughout London, so that I was only voicing a popular sentiment, at desert, when I proposed the health and happiness of the affianced pair. The Countess murmured her thanks, while Rotherhithe declared that it was jolly good of us to wish them luck, and, by way of adding to the general cheerfulness, hoped that we should all be as friendly after his marriage as we had been before. Then the ladies left the room.

Half an hour later we joined them in the drawing-room, where I was fortunate enough to be able to induce the Countess to play to us. She complied without hesitation, and, if the truth must be told, her music was to me the greatest pleasure I received that evening. As I listened to her, I could not help recalling that memorable afternoon when she had played to me before. After she had finished, a famous musician, then in London, and whom she had induced to come to her house, played to us superbly. To me, however, his performance was insipidity itself compared with that to which I had just listened. At a quarter to twelve the various carriages were announced, and the guests departed until only Rotherhithe and I were left.

“Well, Sir George,” said the Countess, as she stood before the fire-place, one dainty hand up on the mantel - piece and a pretty foot resting upon the brass bar of the fender, “I hope I have succeeded in demonstrating to you the fact that, even at the close of the Nineteenth Century, it is possible to be original in one of the most prosaic actions of life.”

“You have certainly given us a delightful proof,” I answered. “When my turn arrives, I fear I shall find it difficult to equal, much less to eclipse, your effort.”

“I thought nothing was impossible to a Cabinet Minister,” put in Rotherhithe, who had, of course, been informed of our rivalry. “We shall look forward to seeing what you can do.”

“I fear you will be disappointed in the result,” I replied. “And now I must be going. Good-night, Countess. When I say that you have eclipsed even yourself to-night, I cannot pay you a greater compliment.”

“Praise from Sir George Manderville is praise indeed,” she quoted demurely. Then she added with gracious kindness— “Goodnight.”

I held out my hand to Rotherhithe, but he did not take it.

“Look here, George,” he said, “if you are willing to walk home, I’ll tell you what I’ll do — I’ll come with you. Broughams are not much in my line. If we walk we can smoke a cigar together.”

I would far rather have gone home by myself, but it was impossible to put Rotherhithe off. I accordingly consented, though I knew very well what the result would be. Being anxious to leave them alone for a moment, I strolled into the hall, where Rotherhithe presently joined me. We donned our hats and coats and set off, my shadow picking me up at the foot of the steps according to custom.

“Well, old fellow,” said Rotherhithe, slipping his arm through mine after we had turned the corner, “what do you think of her? Isn’t she simply perfect? Don’t you think I’m the luckiest fellow on earth?”

“Three questions in one breath,” I said; “how on earth do you expect me to answer them? Of course you’re a lucky fellow, and of course we all envy you your happiness.” Then, with an air of seriousness, I continued, “I suppose, Rotherhithe, you are quite convinced that she is the one woman in the world for you?”

“Convinced?” he replied, with a short laugh at the absurdity of the question, “of course, I am convinced. Why, my dear old chap, if I were to hunt the whole world over, I shouldn’t find her equal. You’ve no idea how good she is. What’s more, do you know, she’s the soul of caution. She’s got what I lack — the business instinct.”

“Indeed!” I said, for this side of the Countess’s character had never been revealed to me. “So she is business-like, is she?”

“I should think she is. Why, when I spoke to her of what I thought of doing at Rotherhithe House, that is to say, of pulling a lot of it down, you know, and rebuilding it, to say nothing of redecorating and refurnishing it throughout, she wouldn’t hear of it. ‘Wait,’ she said, ‘and let us see how we like it. It will be quite time enough when we have been married a few years to think of making changes in what has served so long.’”

“A very sensible remark too,” I replied. “I am glad she is not going to lead you into useless expenditure. It’s no business of mine, I know, but that collet of diamonds must have cost a fortune?”

“Thirty thousand pounds,” he answered. “But it’s worth every penny of it to see it round her neck. She is passionately fond of diamonds. They are the only stones she cares for.”

Decidedly I began to think the Countess was a business woman. Had I aspired to the honour of her hand, she would perforce have had to be content with a single string of pearls. Collets of diamonds, costing thirty thousand pounds, are the peculiar gifts of millionaires. Now Rotherhithe, I knew, while a rich man, was far from being overburdened with money. I wished that he had not done it, though why I should have done so, it would have puzzled me to say.

When we reached my house, I invited him to accompany me inside; he would not hear of it, however.

“No,” he said, “I’ll be getting home now; late hours don’t agree with me. But before we part, old friend, there’s one thing I want to say to you. I’m going to make a rather big settlement on my wife that is to be, and I want to know if you have any objection to my putting you down as one of the trustees? If you could manage it, I should be more than grateful to you. Should anything happen to me, there is nobody else I know who would look after her interests so well.”

I scarcely knew what answer to make. The proposal was one that did not commend itself to me for several reasons. But what objection could I raise to it? I was his friend, and presumably hers also. It would be only natural that he should ask me, and, in the ordinary course of things, it would be only natural that I should accept. For some vague reason, however, events seemed to be moving outside the ordinary course of things, so I determined not to give him an answer then.

“Don’t disappoint me, there’s a good fellow,” he went on. “You can have no idea what importance I attach to your acceptance of the position.”

“Let me have until to-morrow morning to decide,” I replied. “It is not my habit, as you are aware, to do anything in a hurry, and I should like to think it over before giving my consent. There are many things to be considered. You may be sure, however, that if I can possibly convince myself that I shall be really serving your interest and hers by acceding to your request, that I shall do so. If I did not think so, I should ask you to find some one else at once, and trust to our old friendship to make you believe that I am right.”

“Very good, then, we will leave it like that, and you shall give me an answer to-morrow. And now good-night, George. You may not think so, but this has been the happiest evening of my life.” Here we shook hands.

“Let us hope,” I said, “that this is only the beginning of your happiness. You will possess a wife of whom you are sure to be proud; you have rank, wealth, and innumerable friends. What more could any man desire? Good-night!”

He waved his hand to me in farewell, and then set off down the street. When he had disappeared, I beckoned my shadow to me, and bade him good-night also. Then I, in my turn, retired from the world.

Not feeling in the humour for bed, I went to my study and, contrary to my usual habit, lit another cigar. I had a variety of papers to look through, so I seated myself in a comfortable chair and set to work to peruse them. It was a useless endeavour, however, for try how I would to rivet my attention upon them, I found my thoughts reverting continually to the entertainment I had been present at that evening. For more than an hour I remained in my study, then, feeling that I should be better in bed, I went upstairs. I had scarcely reached my dressing-room, however, before the sound of a bell reached my ears. A few minutes later there was a tap upon the door, and Williams entered with a note. I took it from him, and looked first at the address and then at the back. Greatly to my surprise I found that it was from Rotherhithe, to whom I had said good-bye on the pavement outside the house an hour or so before. The contents ran as follows: — 



DEAR GEORGE, — 

Something terrible has happened. For the sake of our old friendship I implore you to come to me at once. I am sending my carriage to fetch you. For Heaven’s sake don’t delay a moment longer than you can help. Ever your friend, ROTHERHITHE.

What on earth could be the matter? I asked myself. Had the Countess changed her mind or had Rotherhithe met with an accident? Not knowing what might be asked of me, I changed my dress clothes for a morning suit as quickly as possible, informed Williams of the fact that I was going to Rotherhithe House, and then descended the stairs.

A brougham with servants in the well-known Rotherhithe livery, was drawn up beside the pavement, and in it I took my place. The door was then closed and we set off.


CHAPTER VIII
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AS THE BROUGHAM sped on its way through the almost deserted streets, I sat and wondered as to what it could have been that had induced Rotherhithe to send such an urgent message to me. That something serious had happened I had not the least doubt, for the Duke was a self-reliant man, and at no time given to the display of emotion. Taking the letter from my pocket again, I endeavoured to read it by the light of the lamps we passed, but it was impossible. The fear that underlay everything was that Count Conrad had returned to town, had met Rotherhithe, and that there had been trouble between them.

After we had been driving for something like five minutes, a most curious thing happened. I was trying to make out an object in the street through which we were passing, when suddenly I found myself in total darkness. Putting my hand up to the right-hand window to see what had occasioned it, I found that a sheet of iron had interposed itself between me and the glass. The same thing had happened in front and on the opposite side, though how it had been arranged, I could not for the life of me discover. Then I tried the doors, but the handles refused to turn. I felt that I was trapped indeed, and to make matters worse, a villainous smell of gas was fast taking possession of the carriage. I shouted for assistance with all the strength of my lungs, but no help came. I tried to force the panels of the carriage, but it was a useless endeavour. Still the sickening smell of gas increased, until I felt that, unless I could get into the fresh air without delay, I should be suffocated — as a matter of fact my senses were already leaving me. Was this how Woller and Castellan had died? I asked myself, for in my own heart I felt that my last hour had come. Scarcely conscious of what I was doing, I believe I stood up and struggled with the door, but with as little success as before. Then I fell back upon the cushions and became oblivious to everything.

How long I remained in this condition I cannot say; I only know that my next waking thought was the realisation of a spasm of acute pain. It was as if every muscle of my body were being drawn by red-hot pincers. My brain whirred as though to the rattle of a thousand pieces of machinery, while an indescribable nausea held me in its grip. I could not have lifted my head, or have opened my eyes, had my life depended upon my doing so. For what seemed an interminable time, I lay like this, totally unconscious of my surroundings, and, indeed, of everything else save my agony. After a time, however, my senses began to return to me, and I was able to reduce my thoughts to something like order.

At first I had no recollection of what had transpired since I had left home, but little by little it all came back to me. I recalled the letter I had received from Rotherhithe, and the haste with which I had complied with the summons it contained. I remembered the drive through the lamp-lit streets, the sudden darkness that had descended upon me, the overpowering smell of gas, and the sensation, which I could compare to nothing, save that of approaching death, which I had experienced when I fell back upon the street.

At last I opened my eyes and looked about me. Had I found myself in a vault, I doubt whether I should have been more surprised. As it was, my astonishment was the greater at finding myself in a comfortable bed-room, not very large, it is true, but cheerful to an eminent degree. The furniture was useful, but not luxurious; it consisted of a wash-hand stand, a chest of drawers, a toilet table, two chairs, and the bed upon which I was lying. There were also two pictures, I remember; one, of German origin, in colours, represented the sale of Joseph to the Ishmaelites, and the other, a print of Exeter Cathedral, in which the façade of that fine building was entirely out of the drawing. There was a fire-place, but no fender; a skylight, but no other window. A strip of Dutch matting covered the floor on the left-hand side of the bed, and when I have recorded that fact, I think I have given you a description of everything in the room.

As for myself, when I had taken these things in, I closed my eyes and tried to rest.

The clang and whir still echoed in my brain, and when I endeavoured to lift my head I discovered that I was as weak as a baby. Though I tried hard to arrive at an understanding of the situation, the attempt was far from being a successful one.

That I was the victim of that same mysterious power which had abducted Woller, Castellan and the Commander-in-Chief, I had not the least doubt; but if they had taken me off, where was I now, and what were they going to do with me? Was I to be retained as a perpetual prisoner, or were they only keeping me until a good opportunity presented itself for doing away with me? Either theory, as I think you will agree, was of a nature calculated to render me sufficiently uncomfortable.

After a time I must have fallen asleep again, for I remember opening my eyes and feeling much stronger than when I first woke. What was more, I was also conscious of a decided sensation of hunger. From the waning light in my room, I gathered that the day was far advanced, and I groaned aloud as I thought of the trouble my absence must be causing my friends. It seemed to me I could hear the cries of the newsboys in the streets as they shouted: — 



“DISAPPEARANCE OF ANOTHER CABINET MINISTER!”

“SIR GEORGE MANDERVILLE MISSING!”

I could picture the anxiety of my own household, and Rotherhithe’s anger when he discovered, as discover he certainly would, the use that had been made of his name. Then an overwhelming desire to find out something concerning my whereabouts took possession of me, and I rose from the bed upon which I had hitherto been lying. As I did so a handful of money fell from my pocket. Instinctively, I felt for my watch; it was still in its accustomed place. It was certain, therefore, that robbery had no part in the business.

With tottering steps I approached the door, only to find, as I expected, that it was locked. I looked at the skylight above my head and reflected that by placing a chair on the chest of drawers it might be possible to reach it; in my present weak state, however, such a feat was out of the question. Even this brief inspection of my surroundings taxed my strength severely, and I accordingly once more laid myself down to rest.

I had one source of comfort, however. Captive though I was, I should at least be able to solve a problem which the great world had given up as hopeless. In other words I should be able to fathom the mystery that surrounded the disappearance of General Woller, of the Colonial Secretary, and also of the Commander-in-Chief. I should know something of the members of that power which had for so long a time past been exercising its malignant influence upon England. The unfortunate part of it was that when I had obtained the knowledge it would be of no use to me.

All this time the feeling of hunger, to which I have already alluded, was gradually growing stronger; imprisonment was bad enough in its way, but imprisonment combined with starvation was intolerable. Unable at last to bear it any longer, I rose from my bed, and beat upon the door with my fists in the hope of attracting attention. Loud, however, as was the noise I made, it elicited no response. The house might have been deserted for all the answer I received. I beat upon the panels again and again, continuing my efforts until I was exhausted. Still no attention rewarded me. At last, tired out by my efforts, I returned to my bed and sat down upon it. I had scarcely done so, before the sound of footsteps in the corridor on the other side of the door reached my ears. A key was placed in the lock and turned, the door opened, and a man entered the room.

It would be difficult for me to express the surprise I felt at seeing him. You will be in a position to realize something of my feelings, when I say that the man before me was no less a person than the impoverished music-master I had seen appealing to the Countess de Venetza in the Park, and whom I had offered to help. That I was not deceived I was quite certain. I should have known him anywhere by reason of his extraordinary dark eyes and hair.

“Good afternoon, monsieur,” he said in French, with an assurance that showed me he was aware of my familiarity with that language.

“What may I have the pleasure of doing for you?

His calm insolence surprised me. I had expected rough treatment, possibly abuse; to be a prisoner and yet to be treated with such elaborate politeness was not at all what I had pictured for my portion.

“I desire to be set at liberty at once,” I replied, with as much firmness as I could muster up. “If you have had a hand in this business, which it seems only right to suppose, let me inform you that it is likely to prove an expensive amusement for you. What treatment you may afterwards receive at my hands will be estimated by the expedition you show in releasing me.”

“I sincerely trust, monsieur, that no violence has been used towards you,” he said. “The instructions were merely to bring you here with as little inconvenience to yourself as possible. You may rest assured that if those instructions have not been complied with, the offenders will be punished. In the meantime, perhaps it is possible that I can be of some service to you?”

“You can provide me with food,” I answered A Cabinet Secret 2274 angrily; “and, since my watch has stopped, perhaps you will be good enough to tell me the time.”

“I will do so with pleasure,” he said. “If Monsieur will permit me, I will arrange that dinner shall be served at once; at the same time I will inform him as to the state of the clock.”

Having said this he bowed and left me.

Ten minutes or so later I again caught the sound of footsteps in the corridor, the key was turned in the lock, and the door opened. This time he carried in his hand a tray, upon which were set out the various necessaries for a meal. He laid the table in silence, and then again withdrew. When next he returned he brought with him a number of covered dishes, and, what was more, an ice-bucket, in which stood a bottle of champagne.

“I trust Monsieur will find everything to his satisfaction,” he said, as he removed the covers. “If the cooking is not exactly what Monsieur has a right to expect, perhaps he will remember the inconveniences under which we are labouring. Should he need anything further, there is a bell, which Monsieur has not noticed, beside the fire-place, and the summons will be instantly obeyed.”

“But, my good fellow,” I cried, “this sort of thing is all very well in its way, you know, but—”

“If Monsieur will take my advice, he will dine before his food gets cold,” the man replied. “The kitchen is in the basement; the viands have, therefore, been already some time upon the road.”

I saw that it was useless to argue, or to attempt to extract any information from him.

I accordingly allowed him to bow himself out without further words. When he had gone, and the door had been locked behind him, I approached the table and lifted the covers. On the first dish was a pheasant roasted to a nicety; the potato chips were exquisitely crisp, the bread-crumbs just what they should be.

“It is very evident that they do not intend to starve me,” I said to myself as I drew up my chair. “If ever I get out of this mess, what a tale I shall have to tell! Last night the guest of the Countess de Venetza at Wiltshire House: to-night the guest of — well, of whom? Can it be possible that this is the head-quarters of a secret society, and that my unfortunate friends are concealed in it?”

This should have afforded me food for reflection, but, strangely enough, it did not interfere with my enjoyment of the meal. I could not remember ever to have tasted so delicious a bird. Never before had I drunk champagne with such a keen appreciation of its delicacy. When at last I put down my knife and fork I was a different man, and was able to look my affairs in the face with a greater amount of equanimity than I had yet felt.

By this time night was drawing in and very soon it would be dark. I accordingly rang my bell in order that the table might be cleared. The summons was answered with a sufficient promptness to suggest the idea that the man who had brought the meal to me had been waiting outside.

“I trust his dinner has been to Monsieur’s satisfaction,” he said, as he placed the various articles upon the tray.

“Upon that score I have no fault to find,” I replied. “And now perhaps you will be kind enough to let me have a little talk with you?”

“It will give me the greatest pleasure to talk with Monsieur, provided he does not touch upon forbidden subjects,” he answered. “Should he do that, my lips will be immediately sealed.”

“I have yet to find out what those forbidden subjects are,” I said, affecting a coolness I was far from feeling. “I presume you mean with regard to my detention here?”

“Exactly,” he replied. “It is with regard to the reason for the detention of Monsieur that I am unable to speak with him.”

“I know how I got here,” I returned. “What I want to know is, who brought me, and what is to be done with me?”

He only shook his head.

“My lips are sealed. I must beg that Monsieur will put no further questions to me upon this matter.”

Seeing that it was useless to do so, I complied with his request, contenting myself by asking him if it would be possible to procure me a lamp and a book. He replied to the effect that it would give him the greatest pleasure, and once more left the room, as usual taking care to lock the door behind him.

Presently he returned, carrying a lamp in one hand, and in the other half a dozen books, which he placed upon the table.

“I fear our stock of literature is not extensive,” he said. “Doubtless, however, Monsieur will find something here to interest him. Should he require anything further, perhaps he will ring the bell. Our desire, as I said before, is to do all that we can to ensure Monsieur’s comfort.”

“But not his happiness,” I replied; “otherwise he would scarcely be here.”

“Once more I must remind Monsieur that we are treading upon dangerous ground,” he said.

Without another word he bade me goodnight, and left me to derive what amusement and instruction I could from the collection of books he had placed upon the table.

They were, in truth, a motley assortment, comprising two volumes of sermons by a Divine who had flourished at the commencement of the century, a book of poems by a lady of whom I had never heard, “Caesar’s Commentaries” in the original, and the second volume of “Pride and Prejudice,” with the label of a seaside circulating library upon the cover. I chose the last-named for preference, and not having read it before, and knowing nothing of what had taken place in the previous chapters, endeavoured to interest myself in it. The result, however, scarcely justified the labour. Heaven forbid that I should belittle a work that has given pleasure to so many thousands, but that night I was not only unable to derive any satisfaction from it, but found that it produced a feeling that might almost be described as one of prolonged bewilderment. After a time I exchanged it for one of the volumes of sermons, only to be equally bemused. The worthy divine’s style was, if I may so express it, of the bigoted, yet argumentative, order. Never before had my own spiritual outlook appeared so ominous. I could plainly see that I had nothing to hope for in my present or future state. Almost in fear I closed the book and placed it with its fellows. Then I rose from my seat, and crossed to the door and examined it. It was as securely fastened as before.

Not a sound reached me from the other portions of the house; so quiet indeed was it, that had I not had evidence to the contrary, I could have believed myself its sole occupant Having convinced myself that I was not likely to be disturbed, and making as little noise as possible, I placed one of the chairs upon the chest of drawers. By standing upon the latter I found that I was just able to reach the skylight. I tried to open it, but a few attempts were sufficient to show me that it had been made secure from the outside, doubtless in preparation for my coming. So far, therefore, as that exit was concerned, my escape was hopeless. Bitterly disappointed, I descended from my perch, and pushed the table back to its original position in the corner. It looked as if I were destined to remain a prisoner. In a very dejected state of mind I threw myself upon the bed, and it is not to be wondered at if my dreams that night were of a disturbed and depressing condition.

Punctual to the stroke of eight o’clock my gaoler entered the room, bringing with him the various articles necessary for my toilet.

“In case Monsieur would like to see what the world thinks of his disappearance,” said the man, with his usual politeness, “I have brought copies of several of the morning papers. Monsieur will see that it has caused quite a sensation in England.”

He said this with such respect and civility that had a stranger who was not aware of the real state of the case been present, he would have found it difficult to believe that the man was in any way concerned in the affair.

I am inclined to think that an experience such as mine has never befallen another man. Here I was in captivity — if not in the heart of London, at any rate in one of her Suburbs — sitting down to peruse, in cold blood, a newspaper account of my own abduction. The first I picked up recorded the fact that I had been present at a dinner at Wiltshire House, on the previous evening, and that I had returned to my own abode afterwards. My servant, Williams, had given evidence as to the receipt of a note by me, which purported to have been written by the Duke of Rotherhithe. In it the latter asked me to come to him at once. “His Grace sent one of his carriages,” Williams remarked in conclusion, “and when my master got into it, that was the last I saw of him.” Then came Rotherhithe’s vehement declaration that the letter was a forgery, and his most positive assertion, corroborated by his head coachman, that not one of his horses or carriages had left the stables after his return from Wiltshire House. “The fact therefore remains,” said the writer, at the termination of his article, “that the disappearance of Sir George Manderville must be relegated to that catalogue of inexplicable crimes, to which so many of our foremost men have fallen victims of late.”

The reports in the other papers were, for the most part, couched in similar language.

As soon as I was dressed, my breakfast was brought to me, but while I had no fault to find with the cooking, I scarcely touched it.

I was turning over in my mind a scheme for making my escape, which had suddenly occurred to me, and which, I could not help thinking, possessed a considerable chance of being successful. What was to prevent my springing upon my gaoler when he next entered the room, overpowering him, and then rushing out? Even if I did not succeed in getting away from the house, I might at least be able to attract the attention of people in the street, and thus be able to induce them to communicate with the Authorities. The idea seemed feasible enough, but I had not only to remember that my keeper was a muscular fellow, but that he would be fighting for what he knew to be a desperate cause. So far as strength went, however, I felt convinced I was his equal. Besides, I should have the advantage of taking him off his guard, which would be many points in my favour. At any rate I was prepared to try. This settled, the next thing, to be decided was when would be the best time to put the plan into execution. Should I make the attempt when he returned to take away my breakfast things, or at midday when he brought my lunch? To do so at night would, I knew, be useless, since there would not be so many passers-by, and if the windows were dark — and I had every reason to suppose they would be — I should stand but little chance of being seen, and the raison d’être of the whole affair would be gone. At last, on the principle that there is no time like the present, I determined to strike while the iron was hot, and to tackle him when he next entered the room. I made my plans accordingly.

In order to reach the table at the further end of the room, it would be necessary for him to go round at the foot of the bed. It was while he was there that the attempt must be made. Having got him down, I would endeavour to take the key from him and reach the door before he could sound the alarm or get upon his feet again. After that I must act as circumstances dictated. On this occasion he was somewhat more dilatory than usual. At last, however, I heard his footsteps in the corridor outside, then the key was inserted in the lock, and a moment later he had entered the room.

Having closed the door behind him, he passed round the bed on his way to the table. My heart by this time was beating so furiously that it seemed impossible that he could fail to hear it. I had been careful to observe in which pocket he placed his key, for I knew that upon my finding that all my hopes depended. An hour seemed to have elapsed before he was bending over the table, engaged in collecting the various articles upon it. On this particular occasion he was in a somewhat more taciturn mood than usual, a fact for which I was not altogether sorry, for had he addressed me, my nervousness must surely have aroused his suspicions.

At last the moment for action arrived, and I rose from my seat upon the bed. I had scarcely taken a step forward, however, before he turned, and, divining my intentions, prepared to receive me. This was more than I had bargained for, but I had gone too far to turn back. He muttered something in Italian which I did not catch, then I was upon him, had caught him by the throat, and the struggle had commenced.

As a youngster I had won some little notoriety among my companions as a wrestler. The tricks I had learnt then stood me in good stead now. The man, as I have said, was muscular and heavy, but I soon found that I was quite his match. We rocked to and fro, turned over a chair, and on several occasions came perilously near the table. So tight was my grip upon his throat that, though he made two or three attempts, it was impossible for him to give the alarm. How it was that the noise we made did not attract the attention of the other inmates of the house, I am at a loss to understand. Little by little I began to get the upper hand of him. Then putting forth all my strength, and bringing into play a certain trick that had been an especial favourite in younger days, I threw him heavily backwards. The ruse was a complete success, and so violent was the fall, and with such force did his head strike the floor, that he lay insensible.

As soon as I had recovered my own equilibrium, I knelt beside him and searched his pocket for the key. Having obtained it, I went to the door, unlocked it, and got into the passage outside. One glance was sufficient to show me that the house was of the typical suburban pattern: reception-rooms on the ground floor, bed-rooms on the next, and servants’ quarters under the roof. My room was at the top of the house, and probably had once been a housemaid’s apartment.

Once in the corridor I paused, to lock the door, thus making my captor doubly secure, after which I made my way towards a door at the further end of the passage, to find it locked. I tried another with the same result, after which only one remained. Turning the handle of this I entered, to discover that the window of the room looked over the back, upon a long strip of garden, at the end of which were some high trees — limes if I remember correctly. Escape from the house by this room was plainly impossible. There was nothing for it, therefore, but for me to descend the stairs and try my fortune elsewhere. If the rest of my gaolers were not aware that the man who waited upon me was prisoner in my room, it was within the bounds of possibility, I argued, that they might mistake my step for his.

Accordingly, I wasted no time, but descended the stairs, keeping a sharp look-out over the banisters as I did so. I had reached the next floor in safety and was preparing to descend to that below, when the sound of a door being closed in the basement caused me to hesitate. It was followed by a man’s laugh, and a moment later, some one, who I could not see, began to ascend the stairs. In another second he would have turned the corner and have seen me. I can assure you it was one of the most anxious moments of my life. To go on was impossible; to go back more dangerous still. I had only two seconds’ grace in which to act, but which door should I choose? Having selected that immediately opposite me, I softly turned the handle and entered the room — to make a discovery which for a moment deprived me not only of the power of locomotion, but even of thought. My readers will appreciate this when I say that, standing beside the fireplace, with one elbow resting on the mantel-piece, and a cigarette between his lips, was no less a person than Conrad Reiffenburg; while seated in a comfortable chair, her dainty feet resting on the brass fender before her, was his cousin, the Countess de Venetza!

“So you have managed to escape from your room, have you?” said Conrad with the utmost coolness, and without any apparent surprise. “I wonder how you did that?”

“You here?” I said, addressing the Countess, and disregarding him altogether. “What on earth does this mean? Have I gone mad?”

She was quite equal to the emergency. There was not a tremor in her voice when she replied.

“Not at all mad, my dear Sir George. It simply means that you have to thank me for saving you from a terrible death. Quite by chance I became aware that there was an anarchist plot in preparation against yourself and certain other members of your Government. To have revealed my knowledge to the Authorities would have been to implicate several of my dear, but misguided, friends, while to have appealed to them for mercy would have been as useless as it would have been dangerous. I therefore took what I deemed the next best course, and removed you out of the reach of harm.”

“Can this be true?” I asked, for the whole thing seemed too wildly improbable.

“You surely would not doubt the Countess’s word,” Conrad put in.

I paid no attention to him, however.

“But if there was a plot against me, why did you not warn me?” I continued. “I could then have taken steps to insure my own safety.”

“Impossible,” she replied. “You would have communicated with the Police at once. No, the only thing was to act as we did, and I think, since you are still alive, that you have every reason to be thankful that we adopted such prompt measures.”

I remembered the precautions that had been taken to prevent my leaving the brougham, and the peculiar smell of gas which had caused me to lose consciousness. No; I felt convinced in my own mind that the story the Countess had told me was pure fiction — that is to say, so far as any desire went to save me from harm. However, I was wise enough to control myself, and to appear to credit her assertion.

“And now that the danger is over, when shall I be at liberty to go into the world again?” I asked.

“To-night your freedom shall be restored to you,” she answered. “I have every reason to suppose that you will be quite safe now.”

This was agreeable news indeed, if only I might credit it. But by this time my suspicions were so thoroughly aroused, that I did not feel inclined to trust anybody.

What was I to do? I had no desire to return to my prison, yet if I ran to the window, there was still a long strip of garden between the house and the street, and it was likely that my cries, even supposing I were permitted to get so far, would not be heard by the passers-by. I had already noticed that Conrad’s hand was in his coat-pocket, and my imagination told me what that pocket contained. Then the sound of some one descending the stairs reached my ears, and next moment my gaoler burst furiously into the room. His relief at seeing me was evident, but he seemed unable to understand how it was that he found us conversing so quietly together. He looked from one to the other of us as if for an explanation.

“I have put the situation before Sir George,” said the Countess, “and I have also told him that the danger is over now, and that to-night he will be at liberty to go where he pleases.”

“And for the present what is to become of me?” I enquired, before the man could say anything.

“We shall be delighted if you will give us the pleasure of your company,” said the Countess. “Forgive me for not having asked you to sit down before.”

Having by this time made up my mind as to how I should play my part, I did as she suggested, and for the rest of the morning remained in the room, conversing with her on a hundred different subjects, and acting for all the world as if our meeting had been of the most casual description. At one o’clock luncheon was served, and we sat down to it, still on as friendly terms as ever. As I had noticed with regard to the previous meals of which I had partaken in the house, the cooking was perfect, the wines excellent, and the waiting all that could be desired.

On one point, by this time, my mind was quite made up. As soon as I escaped from captivity, I would open Rotherhithe’s eyes as to the true character of his fiancée. One thing, I must confess, puzzled me considerably. I could not understand why, if they had been at such pains to secure me, they should be willing to liberate me so soon. I was destined to be better informed on this point, however, before very long.

During the progress of the meal the Countess chatted with me as pleasantly as if we were sitting in her dining-room at Wiltshire House. It was significant, however, that Rotherhithe’s name was never once mentioned. When the meal was at an end she gave us permission to smoke, and accordingly, after our coffee had been handed to us, Conrad proffered me his cigarette case. How was I to know that the coffee had been drugged, and that within a quarter of an hour of my drinking it, I should be lying fast asleep in my chair, beyond all knowledge of my surroundings. The Countess had scored another trick.


CHAPTER IX
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OF ALL THAT occurred after I became unconscious I am quite ignorant. From the moment of my closing my eyes until six o’clock next morning my mind is a perfect blank. All I remember is, that little by little I became aware of a strange oscillation. It was as if my bed were being tossed violently about, to the accompaniment of a noise like the groaning of a thousand tormented souls.

“It will go off if I lie still,” I said to myself. But instead, every moment, it grew worse. At last, when I could bear it no longer, I opened my eyes and looked about me. What I saw was calculated to afford me considerable astonishment. I had imagined myself to be lying in the room whence I had escaped, what I supposed to be a few hours before. I was not there, however. The place in which I was lying was the cabin of a ship, and was some nine feet long by six in width. Opposite the bunk in which I lay, was the customary brass-bound port-hole, with a cushioned settee, or locker, below it. The door was at the foot of the bed; a wash-hand stand with a mirror above it stood against the bulkhead, there was a narrow strip of faded carpet upon the floor, and when I have noted these things I have furnished you with a detailed description of the cabin. What the name of the vessel was and how I had got there were questions I could not answer. One thing, however, was quite certain; whatever else she might be, the ship was not a good sea boat. She rolled abominably, and from the pounding noise on deck I gathered that she was taking aboard more seas than was altogether comfortable. With my head clanging like a ship’s bell, I managed to scramble out of my bunk and approach the port-hole. Constantly blurred though the glass was by the waves that dashed against it, I was able to convince myself that there was no land in sight. All I had before me was a confused, tumbling mass of water, an expanse of cloud-covered sky, and once, when we rose upon a particularly heavy sea, the fleeting picture of a barque making extremely bad weather of it, three miles or so distant.

Turning from the dismal scene, I tried the door, to find, as I had expected, that it was locked. It was evident from this that though a decided change had come over my affairs, I was still a prisoner. The situation was both dispiriting and perplexing; my head, however, ached too much to allow me to worry over it for very long. I accordingly climbed back into my bunk and composed myself for sleep once more. Success must have crowned my efforts, for when I woke again, the comparative steadiness of the vessel convinced me that the weather had taken a turn for the better. From a ray of sunlight that danced in and out through the port-hole, it was plain that clouds, which had hitherto covered the sky, had disappeared, and that there were hopes of better weather. My headache had almost left me, and I felt that if I could procure something to eat I should be almost myself once more. On looking at my watch I found to my annoyance that it had stopped at five minutes to six, so that I was unable to tell what the hour was. Once more I climbed out of the bunk, and this time seated myself upon the settee.

I had not been there many minutes before the sound of voices reached my ears. The speakers were in the saloon, so I gathered, and one of the voices sounded strangely familiar to me. I tried to locate it, but for a time was unable to do so. Then in a flash it occurred to me, and I wondered that I had not recognised it before. It was the voice of Senor Sargasta, the Countess’s father, or at any rate her reputed father.

“I am still in their clutches,” I said to myself, with something that was very like despair, as I realised the meaning of this new discovery, “but how on earth did they get me aboard this boat, and what are they going to do with me now that they have got me here?”

The question was beyond me, however. I was compelled to leave it unanswered.

A few seconds later I heard the sound of footsteps approaching my cabin. Then the door was unlocked and opened, and the grey-haired, military-looking man, who had driven up with the Countess to the hotel in Paris, and who had been introduced to London society as her parent, entered the cabin. Behind him was the young Count Conrad, with the same supercilious smile upon his face.

“Good-morning, my dear Sir George,” said the elder man, with one of his extraordinary bows. “I am rejoiced to find that your adventure of last night has had no ill effect upon you. Allow me to offer you a hearty welcome to this gallant vessel. I fear that she has not behaved herself altogether as she might have done since you have been on board, but the North Sea is at the best of times a discourteous host.”

“So I am in the North Sea, am I?” said I to myself, as I registered that piece of information in my mind. Then I continued aloud, “You have played me a scurvy trick between you, and one that, if I ever get out of this, will be likely to cause you a considerable amount of trouble.”

The smile widened on Conrad’s face. Evidently he thought the possibility of my regaining my freedom was a very remote one, “I am desolated to think that we should have so much inconvenienced you,” Sargasta replied. “But, alas, we had no option. However, we must do our best to make your stay with us as pleasant as is compatible with the circumstances. Doubtless you are hungry after your long fast. If so, will you permit me to conduct you to the saloon, where you will find that a meal has been prepared for you.”

“You give me my liberty on board, then?” I said, with some surprise.

“Since we are clear of the coast, and provided of course that you do not abuse it, we will do so to a certain extent,” he replied. “Should you give us a cause to regret our decision, nothing will remain but for us to confine you to your cabin once more. Pray let me lead the way.”

With a feeling of vague bewilderment, almost impossible to describe, I followed them into the saloon, where I discovered, as he had said, that a meal had been arranged for me. — In spite of my sorry position, I found that I possessed an excellent appetite and, in order that they might not think that they had overawed me, I fell to work upon the joint before me with an avidity that I flatter myself considerably surprised them. Meanwhile the steamer rolled incessantly, until it looked as if even the fiddles upon the table would be unable to keep my plate and glass in position. Fortunately, I am an excellent sailor, otherwise I am doubtful whether I should have been able to continue my meal. During its progress the older man had seated himself near me, as if to make sure that I did not cut my throat, or do myself any other mischief with the knife I held in my hand. When I had finished he pointed to the deck above.

“Perhaps you would like to take a little fresh air,” he shouted politely, for the noise below was such that we could scarcely make each other hear. “If so, permit me to be your escort.”

In reply, I bowed and followed him along the saloon to the small companion ladder which led to the deck above. It was a fine scene that met our gaze as we opened the door and stepped out. I have already said that the violence of the gale had abated somewhat, but there was still a sufficiently high sea running, to make it difficult to retain one’s footing without holding on to something. After the stuffiness of my cabin, however, the pure air was vastly refreshing. As I stood in the hatch I took stock of the vessel. She could not have been more than fifteen hundred tons, and was as ancient a tub as could be safely trusted to put to sea. She was the possessor of an old-fashioned poop, from which two brass-railed ladders led down on either side to the deck below. On the small bridge forrard I could catch a glimpse of the officer of the watch, pacing to and fro, but at the distance I was from him, it was impossible to say whether I was acquainted with him or not.

“Let us walk aft,” bellowed the old gentleman in my ear.

I accordingly turned and staggered with him as far as the taffrail, then forward again to the sheltered side of the deck. Here a surprise, to which my discovery of the Countess in that suburban house was as nothing, was in store for me. You will realize what I mean when I say that, comfortably stretched out on deck-chairs on the lee side of the hatch were three men, who one and all uttered exclamations of astonishment on seeing me. As for me, I stood clutching the rails, and staring at them as if they were spirits from the grave come to mock at me. The man nearest to me was none other than the Commander-in-Chief, who had disappeared so mysteriously from Lord Beckingdale’s residence on the night before the Aldershot review; next to him, with a rough sou’wester tied under his chin, was the Honourable Benjamin Castellan, Secretary of State for the Colonies, who had vanished shortly after I had said good-night to him in Cockspur Street, and whom I had thought never to see again; while furthest from me, and nearest the poop ladder, a stubby grey beard covering his usually well-shaven chin, was my old friend, General Woller, who had apparently been caught up into space at Paddington Station, after his return from audience at Windsor. The Colonial Secretary was the first to speak.

“Good Heavens, Manderville,” he shouted, “is it you, or your ghost?”

“It is I, Manderville,” I answered, as if the assertion were necessary. “But you — we thought you were dead. How in the name of all that’s wonderful, did you get here?” By this time they were all on their feet, holding on to the rail of the hatch by one hand, shaking my hand by the other.

“That’s too long a story to tell you now,” said the Commander-in-Chief. “The question is, how did you get here?”

I could furnish them with no answer to that question, but referred them to the men who had kidnapped me. Meanwhile, the old Italian stood a few paces away, holding on to the rail and watching us. Even by this time I had not recovered from my surprise. In London we had all looked upon them as dead men, and now to find them my companions on a small steamer on the high seas, was almost too great a surprise.

“It seems beyond belief to find you here,” I said, as we made our way back to the shelter of the companion hatch, where there was comparative silence. “The almost universal belief in England is that you have been murdered by Anarchists.”

“We might as well have been,” Woller replied gloomily. “Until Castellan came, I was alone upon this tub, and you can imagine the sort of life I led.”

“I can imagine all sorts of things,” I replied. “But I want to hear your story. The others have doubtless told you how completely your disappearance puzzled us, Woller? We traced you as far as Paddington, and then lost sight of you altogether. It was said that you had taken a cab in the station yard and had driven away in it, but no trace of the driver could ever be discovered, in spite of the large rewards we offered.”

“No one saw me drive away from Paddington,” he answered, “for the simple reason that I walked from the station. They must have mistaken me for some one else. The scheme which brought about my destruction was, I must admit, a singularly ingenious one, if there is any comfort to be derived from that fact, and yet it was simplicity itself. As you are aware, the train by which I left Windsor, after stopping at Slough, does not do so again, except for ticket collecting, until it reaches Paddington. I should here mention that before leaving London that morning for Windsor, I had received a note from my old friend, Mrs Marchingham, who is a great invalid, and whose son is at the Front, asking me if I could possibly spare the time to call upon her in order to wish her good-bye. On receipt of her letter I telegraphed to her saying that I would make every endeavour to comply with her request. It would have been strange had I not, for we had been playfellows as children, and had always been on the most affectionate terms.”

“One moment,” I said, for an idea had struck me. “If you telegraphed to her, how was it that the Department did not make us aware of the fact? We caused every enquiry to be made.”

“Because I signed the telegram with my Christian name, and I am quite certain that no one recognised me at the Post-Office,” he replied, and then continued his story.

“Well, as soon as I reached Paddington on my return from Windsor, I alighted from the train, and remembering that Exminster Terrace, where my old friend’s residence is situated, is only a short distance from the station, I did not take a cab. On reaching the house, the front door was opened to me by a neat maid-servant, who informed me that Mrs Marchingham was at home, and was expecting me. I accordingly followed her upstairs to the drawing-room where I waited, while the maid informed me that she would acquaint her mistress of my arrival. I might here explain that the drawing-room is a double one, and that the portion into which I was shown was at the back of the house, and overlooked the garden. The double doors were closed and heavy curtains draped either side of the window. Having no thought of treachery, I was standing beside the fire, waiting for my old friend to make her appearance, when two men suddenly emerged from behind the curtains, and pointed revolvers at me. One was the young Count Reiffenburg, cousin to the famous Countess de Venetza, of Wiltshire House, the other I had never seen before. In answer to my demands to be informed what their conduct meant, they told me that I was their prisoner, that Mrs Marchingham was abroad, and that they were her tenants for the time being. The letter I had received was a forgery. Had there been the least chance of escape, or had it been possible for me to defy them, I should have done so, but one glance was sufficient to show me that the case was hopeless. That night I was drugged, and when I recovered my senses I found myself on board this vessel, though how I got here I cannot say. Such. is the unvarnished record of my adventures.”

Turning to the Colonial Secretary, I asked him to make me acquainted with his story.

“I am afraid that mine is rather more prosaic,” he answered. “You will remember that on the night of my disappearance you and I walked together as far as Cockspur Street. There we stood talking upon the pavement for a short time, after which I wished you good-night and went down one of the side streets leading to Carlton House Terrace. I do not know whether you can recall the occurrence, but just before we bade each other good-night, an old woman passed us?” I admitted that I remembered the fact, whereupon he continued:

“That old woman’s presence in the passage had escaped my memory when I entered it.

I had not advanced twenty paces, however, before I saw her turn and come towards me.

I was quite prepared for her to beg, and I was not disappointed. She implored me to give her a trifle in order that she might obtain a lodging for the night. Producing a coin, I was about to hand it to her, when something was slipped over my head from behind, and tightened round my neck. In such cases thought is quicker than action, and in a flash I realized that I was being garrotted. I have a vague recollection of being picked up and carried into a house close by, and then my senses left me and I remembered no more until I found myself on board this ship. My astonishment at finding Woller here to greet me may be better imagined than described. One night we came to anchor off the coast, though at what particular spot I cannot say, and next morning we discovered that the Commander-in-Chief had become one of our party. Now you had better ask him for his story.”

I was about to do so when Sargasta who, as I have said, had all the time been standing near us, stated that it was time for us to return to our cabins. I wondered at the ready obedience that was given to his orders, but my wonderment did not last long, when a man stepped from a spot alongside the mizzen-mast and I saw that he carried a rifle in his hand. We accordingly descended the companion ladder in single file, and once more entered the saloon. It was then that I discovered that two of our state cabins were on one side and two on the other, all of which when we were in them were kept securely locked.

When I was once more a prisoner in my cabin, I sat myself down upon the locker and endeavoured to appreciate my position. In whatever way one looked at it, it was far from being an enviable one. What our fate was to be it was difficult to see. Was it possible our captors intended to maroon us in some desolate region, or did they intend doing away with us altogether on the High Seas? In the latter case we should perish without a chance of helping ourselves, and our friends would remain in ignorance of our fate for ever. If we could only manage to communicate with the outside world, it might then be possible to capture the diabolical woman who was at the head of the affair. I felt that I could almost meet death complacently were I able to bring about that happy circumstance. When I thought of all that had happened to me through her agency, I was nearly beside myself with contempt for having allowed myself to be so easily trapped.

So old-fashioned was the vessel that when darkness fell, instead of the electric light, an oil lamp was inserted in the receptacle outside the door. It had not been there very long before the door was unlocked, and a man whom I had not before seen, informed me that supper was upon the table. Eager to meet my comrades once more, I hastened into the saloon to find the Commander-in-Chief seated on one side of the table with Conrad beside him. I was invited to take my place on the other side, next to that occupied by Senor Sargasta. The violence of the sea had abated considerably, though the use of the fiddles had still to be retained. I looked about me for a sign of the Colonial Secretary and Woller, but as they were not present, I came to the conclusion that our gaolers were adopting, what must have struck them as being a very necessary precaution, namely, dividing our party into two portions. This proved to be the case, for from that time forward, we were not permitted to take either our meals or our exercise together. The Commander-in-Chief and I were to be companions; the Colonial Secretary and Woller following suite. By this course the danger of any rising on our part was reduced by one half, while the strain of guarding us was not nearly so great.

During the progress of the meal, scarcely a word was spoken. We waited upon ourselves, and it was only when something that did not happen to be on the table was required, that the man who had called me to the meal made his appearance. After supper was over, we were informed that we might go on deck if we pleased, and, needless to say, we eagerly embraced the opportunity. Having donned our hats, we once more made our way to the companion ladder.

It was a brilliant moonlight night; scarcely a cloud was to be seen in the sky, while the wind and sea were abating every hour. Arm-in-arm we began to pace the deck, at the same time noticing the fact that the man with the rifle was as usual stationed near the poop-rail.

“It is evident that no precaution is to be omitted,” said the Commander-in-Chief, with a bitter laugh. “I wonder what our friends in England would say if they could see us now?”

“I wonder what they would say,” I replied, “if they knew who was at the bottom of it all? I suppose the Countess de Venetza is still giving her charming little dinners at Wiltshire House, and is still talking so regretfully of the losses England has sustained by reason of the disappearance of her prominent officials. Heaven send that Rotherhithe finds her out in time!”

“What do you mean?” my companion asked. “Why should he find her out?” Then I remembered that Rotherhithe’s engagement to the Countess had been announced since the Commander-in-Chiefs disappearance, whereupon I made him acquainted with the facts of the case, and in doing so gave him a description of the dinner at Wiltshire House, which had been the preliminary to my capture.

“If we could only find some means of making the world aware of what we have discovered,” he said, after a few moments’ silence.

“That’s what I was thinking this afternoon,” I replied. “It appears to be impossible, however. If we were to throw a message overboard, it is a million to one against its being picked up or believed, while if we were in any way to attempt to attract the attention of a passing vessel, we should in all probability be dead men before they could come to our assistance.”

“Be careful not to speak too loud,” said my companion. “That fellow at the rail possesses sharp ears. You may be sure he will report anything he may regard as suspicious in our conversation or behaviour.”

“By the way,” I said, “I have not yet been told how your capture was effected. Had the man I saw in the wood, and whose presence I reported to Beckingdale, anything to do with it?”

“I am quite sure he had,” was the reply. “In point of fact I incline to the belief that he was the ringleader in the whole affair. Taken altogether, it was not a very brilliant piece of work, and I have never ceased to be angry with myself for having been taken in so easily. But that is our general complaint.

In its simplicity, however, lay its greatest chance of success. I can see that now.”

“My own affair was simple enough. Observe how it succeeded. Now give me the details.”

“You shall have them. Doubtless you remember the fact that I was paying my first visit to Lord Beckingdale’s new house. I had stayed at his old residence before it was burnt down, but had never been there since the restoration. That will be sufficient to account for my ignorance of its general plan. On the night of which I am speaking, I was located, as you will recollect, in the South Wing. Where Beckingdale’s own quarters were I have no idea, and, as you may suppose, since then I have had no opportunity of finding out. I forget whether I mentioned the fact to you that I had brought a new man down with me. Poor old Simmons no longer felt equal to his work, and in consequence I had been compelled to engage a new man — a thing I hate doing. The fresh importation, however, seemed a very quiet and respectable fellow, and he had just completed his first month’s service with me, when my visit to Aldershot was arranged. On the evening in question I was tired, and dismissed him as quickly as possible. I don’t think my head had been upon the pillow for more than five minutes before I was fast asleep. How long I slept I have no idea, I only know that I suddenly awoke to find my servant standing beside my bed, looking as if he himself had been hastily aroused from sleep.

“‘What is it?’ I asked as soon as I was able to say anything. ‘What brings you here at this hour of the night?’

‘“A message from his Lordship, sir,’ the man replied in a low voice. ‘His servant called me up to come and tell you that his Lordship would be glad if you would go to him as soon as possible in his study. A messenger has arrived from London with most serious intelligence. The other gentlemen have been roused, and his Lordship begs that you will not lose a moment in joining them. He would ask you to be as quiet as possible, in order that the ladies may not be alarmed.’

“‘Have you any idea what the news is?’ I enquired, as I got out of bed, for I thought it was just possible that Beckingdale’s servant might have said something to him when giving him the message.

“‘No, sir,’ he replied; ‘I have no notion, except that it is very serious. His Lordship’s man, sir, went so far as to say that all London is in an uproar.’

“Without more ado I sprang from my bed and commenced dressing. In a very few minutes I was sufficiently presentable to proceed on my errand.

“‘Where did you say Lord Beckingdale is?’ I asked, as we prepared to leave the room.

“‘In his study, sir,’ the man replied. ‘If you will allow me I will take you to him.’

“Bidding him step quietly so that the rest of the household should not be disturbed, I followed him from the room, and down the passage in the direction of the hall. A faint glimmer of light illumined the passage, so that we were able to make our way along it without the assistance of a lamp or candle. Having reached the gallery, my man did not descend by the stairs to the hall below, but branched off down a side passage into a portion of the house I had not yet penetrated. Having passed along another corridor, we approached a door before which he paused. Still with the utmost respect, he opened it very quietly, and bowed as if for me to enter. Never for a moment suspecting such a thing as treachery, I did so, and, a moment later, had received a blow on the head, and was lying upon the floor, insensible. I can leave you, Manderville, to estimate the daring of the trick that had been played upon me. I have no doubt that it was with the deliberate intention of taking part in it that that wretched valet had entered my service. Little did I think, when I congratulated myself upon having secured him, that he was ultimately to bring about my ruin.”

“But do you mean to tell me that, while we were all asleep, the very man whom I had seen watching the house from the plantation, and against whom I had warned Beckingdale, had entered it and taken possession of one of the rooms, in order to kidnap his most important guest?”

“I do mean it,” he replied. “Improbable, impossible, though it may appear, it was certainly the case.”

“And what happened to you afterwards?

Remember the house was guarded by the police, and that, as soon as your disappearance was made known, the country for miles around was scoured in search of you.”

“It was not of the least use, for I did not leave the place until two days later,” he replied. “As a matter of fact, for more than forty-eight hours I lay concealed, wishing myself dead, between the roof and the ceiling of that quaint old summer-house on the little knoll at the further end of the lake. How they got me there I cannot say, but that I was there and was prevented from making my presence known, even though my friends searched the room below for me, is as true as I am talking to you now. Then, when the search must have lost some of its energy, I was brought down in the dead of the night, carried through the wood, and placed in a conveyance of some sort, which immediately drove away with me. Shortly before daybreak we arrived at a house standing a good distance back from the road. From what I could see of it, it was a ramshackle old place, but the man who owned it, or at any rate the individual who came out to meet us, seemed to be on familiar terms with my guards. He helped them to escort me into the house, and, if I am not mistaken, he himself locked the door of the small room in which I was to be confined for the next twenty hours. At the end of that time, still powerless to help myself, I was once more brought downstairs and placed in the cart. Again we drove off, and, for six hours, I suffered every imaginable torture. My hands and feet were tightly bound, and my mouth was secured so that I could not utter a cry for help. The cords used lacerated my wrists and ankles, while my head ached from the violence of the blow it had received on the night of my abduction. At last the cart stopped, and one of the men sprang out. A voice asked a question in Italian, then there was the sound of some one moving away, after which not a word was spoken for upwards of half-an-hour. At the end of that time the man who had absented himself returned and said in English, “It is all right.” An interval of whispering followed, and then I was lifted out and placed upon the ground.

“‘Not a word as you value your life,’ said a voice, which I recognised as belonging to Count Reiffenburg. ‘If you speak, you’re a dead man.’

“Another man took his place beside me and we entered a small field, crossed it, and then passed through a thick pine wood, which in its turn led up to some sandhills, whence we could see the moonlit waters of the Bay. A fishing-boat was being put out, and towards it my captors hurried me. Where the place was or whither they were taking me, I could not imagine, nor did I dare to offer any expostulation. I merely took my seat in the boat and waited to see what would happen. A quarter of an hour or so later, under the influence of a steady breeze, we were outside the Bay, making for the open sea. As the sun was in the act of rising, we saw a steamer heading in our direction. It proved to be this vessel, and when we were alongside, I was immediately transferred to her, Reiffenburg returning to the shore. You must picture for yourself my surprise at finding Woller and Castellan aboard her. Now you know my story. If any one had told me a month ago that I should figure in such an affair, I should not have believed them.”

“Another illustration of the old saying that the unexpected always happens,” I replied.

“If we are fortunate enough to see our friends again, we shall have some extraordinary stories to tell,” said the Commander-in-Chief. “The question is, however, shall we ever see them again?

“That remains to be proved,” I answered. “We must put our wits to work to see what can be done.”

The words had scarcely left my lips, before young Reiffenburg appeared upon the scene and abruptly informed us that our promenade was at an end, and that it behoved us to return to our cabins, in order that our companions, who had just finished their meal, might take our places. We followed his instructions, and made our way slowly to the saloon below, half hoping that we should have a chance of exchanging a few words with our friends. They were not there, however, having been ordered to their cabins so that we should not meet. There was nothing for it, therefore, but to bid each other good-night, and to retire to our respective state-rooms with as good grace as possible.

Next morning, after breakfast, we were allowed on deck again for an hour, also after luncheon, and again in the evening. During the progress of the latter meal I was struck by the expression on the Commander-in-chief’s face. It was as if he were suffering from a severe attack of suppressed excitement. He fidgeted uneasily in his seat, and seemed to experience great difficulty in eating the food set before him. This excitement found vent while we were in the companion ladder on our way to the deck above. Half-way up he took me by the arm and said in a hoarse whisper — 

“My God! Manderville, quite by chance today, I have discovered the most diabolical plot ever hatched by mortal man.”

“Then be careful,” I returned, “that they do not suspect you of knowing it. Wait until we are safely out of ear-shot before you say anything to me on the subject.”

When we reached the deck we found the sentry on guard as usual. We accordingly walked aft, and had paced the poop two or three times before I would permit the Commander-in-Chief to unfold his tale. Then leaning upon the taffrail, and looking at the white streak of our wake, I asked him what he had discovered.

“The most villainous plot, imaginable,” he replied. “You will remember that Reiffenburg left the saloon before we had finished luncheon this afternoon, and that I was the first to go up on deck. You will also recall the fact that the fellow with the rifle kept close to us while we were on deck, so that it was impossible for me to tell you what I had heard. On reaching the top of the companion, I found Reiffenburg and the dark man who acts as steward, and yet who seems to be on such familiar terms with them, in close conversation beside the door.”

“What were they talking about?”

“Even now I can only hazard a conjecture,” he answered. “What I heard Reiffenburg say was this, word for word:

‘Fully wound, up she will run for an hour. Then will come the explosion. Sixty minutes exactly after it has been placed in the it will blow the bottom out, and she will go down like a stone.’ On hearing this the other paused for a moment, then he said:

“‘When do you think it will be?’

“‘The day after to-m,’ Reiffenburg replied. ‘If all goes well, and she keeps to the arrangement, she should be in sight! When he had said this he strolled away towards the poop ladder, while the other took up his position, with his rifle, alongside the mizzen-mast, preparatory to our coming on deck.”


CHAPTER X
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FOR SOME MINUTES after the Commander-in-Chief had finished speaking, I stood staring down at the white whirl of water below me, wrapt in what I might term, for want of a better simile, an overwhelming bewilderment of terror. There could be no doubt that the construction he had placed upon what he had heard was a correct one. Yet it seemed beyond belief, as I reviewed it in my mind, that there could exist men in the world, so base, so callous, as to even contemplate putting such a scheme into execution. And yet, what other construction could we place upon it?

“Are you quite sure that you have told it to me exactly as you heard it?” I said, trying to speak calmly. “As you are aware, the mere substitution of one word for another, or the change of a sentence, might make all the difference.”

“Oh no,” he said, “I am absolutely certain that I have repeated the conversation word for word as I heard it. In fact, I should be prepared to stake my life upon it.”

“Very well. Now let us look at the matter from every point of view. You say that Reiffenburg asserted that a certain something, when fully wound up, would run for an hour. Is that not so?”

The Commander-in-Chief nodded.

“In that case,” I continued, “we may believe ourselves to be right if we describe that something as a clock-work machine. We may also be sure that if the explosion to which he referred is to take place, it will be when the machine has run for the allotted time. In other words, it is an anarchist bomb, of superior construction and capable of being set, like an alarum clock, to go off at a given time. The mere fact that it is to be placed in the stoke-hole, shows that it is to be used on board a steamer, and it is scarcely likely to be on any other than this boat. Putting all these things together, we arrive at this conclusion: — The day after to-morrow another vessel is due to join us. Our captors and the crew of this boat will leave her and go aboard the new-comer, having previously set the machine going, and—”

“And we shall be left locked in our cabins to drown like rats in a trap!” said my companion in an awed whisper.

“That, I take it, is the idea,” I answered slowly.

“My God! Manderville, how can you speak so quietly. Don’t you realise what an awful position we are placed in?”

“I realize it perfectly,” I answered. “I am trying to think what we can do to save ourselves.”

The situation was so terrible that for a few moments I stood looking across the waste of water, seeing nothing but a man locked in his cabin, knowing that the ship was sinking, and battling vainly for life. “The day after to-morrow! The day after to-morrow!” The words rang in my brain like the tolling of a funeral knell.

“Surely there must be a way out of it if we can only find it,” I said— “some manner in which we can thwart these murderous ruffians. Let us put our wits to work with all speed, and see whether or not we can find a loophole of escape.”

“I have been doing that all the afternoon,” the Commander-in-Chief replied, “but so far without any success. If we are locked in our cabins, I don’t see how it will be possible for us to do anything. A mouse confined in a trap, when a servant-girl plunges it into a bucket of water, is not more helpless than we shall be.”

“Come, come, old friend,” I said, “you must not give way like that.”

“I don’t think any man can accuse me of cowardice,” he replied, “but I must confess that when I think of what may happen the day after to-morrow, my courage fails me.

“But it’s not going to happen,” I answered. “Make up your mind to that. As I said just now, there must be a way out of it, and we’ve got to find it. In the meantime, we must endeavour, if possible, to let the others know the position of affairs, though how that’s to be managed, I must confess I don’t quite see. It is not possible to approach their cabins, and, according to the new arrangement, we are not allowed to come into personal contact with them.”

“Could it not be managed by means of the port-holes?” my companion enquired. “Your cabin and that occupied by Castellan adjoin, I believe?”

“That is so,” I replied, “but I could not reach a quarter of the distance that separates his port-hole from mine, and I have nothing in my cabin to assist me. — But we must think it over and see what can be done. Now we had better begin to pace the deck again, or they may grow suspicious.”

With that we set out, and for upwards of an hour religiously patrolled the poop. At the end of that time we were ordered below, and when my cabin door was locked upon me, I sat myself down on my locker and put my brains to work. The first point to be decided, as I have said above, was how we were to communicate with the others; the second and all important, was to find a means of escape from the doom that had been prepared for us. At last, my head in a whirl, I turned into bed and endeavoured to divert my mind from the burden it carried, The attempt was useless, however, as may be easily understood. Think of what I would, my thoughts invariably came back to the same subject. I recalled that night in Paris, when the eyes of the woman we had known as the Countess de Venetza had exercised such a strange effect upon me. I remembered the nameless horror they had inspired in me, and the sleepless nights I had had in consequence. I also recalled our first meeting and our crossing to London together. Who would have dreamt then that that meeting would have ended in this terrible fashion?

Hour by hour the night wore on until the faint, weird light of dawn crept into the sky. We might now say that to-morrow we should know our fate. Then, tired of tumbling and tossing in my bunk, I left it, and stood at the open port-hole, watching the great, grey waves go by. There was a fair sea running, and, in consequence, the steamer was rolling heavily.

“If only I could find some means of communicating with Castellan,” I said to myself for the hundredth time. “He and Woller might put their wits to work, and possibly hit upon a scheme that would save us.” Then, in a flash, as is generally the way, an idea occurred to me. If I were permitted a chance of carrying it out, it was quite within the bounds of possibility that it might succeed.

Taking my letter-case from my pocket, I selected a clean half-sheet of note-paper, and wrote upon it a letter to the Colonial Secretary. In it I told him what the Commander-in-Chief had discovered, and what our suspicions were. I begged him to tell Woller, and between them to try and think out a scheme for our deliverance. When I had finished, I made the note into a cocked hat and slipped it into my pocket. I might here remark, that the doors of the various cabins opened directly into the saloon, and that at the foot of each door there was the space of nearly an inch. My object, therefore, was to get the note under the door without our gaolers observing what I was doing. At first glance this would appear a difficult matter to accomplish, but I had every confidence in my plan, and was determined to make the attempt. As good fortune had it, Castellan’s cabin was almost directly behind my seat in the saloon, and this was a point in my favour. Having settled upon an idea for delivering this note, I was in a fever to put it into execution. It seemed as if the breakfast hour would never arrive, but at last the door was unlocked, and I was informed that the meal was upon the table. Now or never must my scheme be carried out.

As I have said, the ship was rolling heavily, and for this reason I clutched at the rail running along the side of the saloon, while with my left I made a feint of reaching the back of the seat at the table. Then, abandoning the rail, I staggered forward, just as the ship was finishing her downward roll. The natural consequence was that I lost my footing as she came up again, and found myself lying in a heap upon the floor of the saloon, just before Castellan’s cabin. While in this position, it was quite easy to push the note underneath the door without attracting attention. This accomplished, I staggered to my feet and to my position at the table, flattering myself that the whole thing had been so natural that the suspicions of our captors could not possibly have been aroused. Our meal at an end, I followed the Commander-in-Chief to the deck above.

“Well,” I said, when we reached the taffrail, “have you anything to tell me?”

“Nothing,” he answered lugubriously. “I lay awake all night puzzling my brains, but without success. If only we could communicate with Castellan, I feel sure he would be able to work out some scheme.”

“It is already done,” I replied. “I managed to get a note to him this morning.”

“You did,” he said, with a look of incredulity upon his face. “Then how on earth did you manage it?”

“By giving myself a bump which I shall remember for some hours to come,” I replied. “You observed the fall I had in the saloon, when trying to reach the breakfast-table?”

“Yes, I noticed it,” he answered; “but what had that to do with it?”

“Everything in the world,” I said. “Perhaps it did not strike you that my fall took place outside Castellan’s cabin door. That was when I got the note to him. If you did not see it, it is more than probable that the others did not. In that case, we need have no fears in that direction.”

“There is the making of a strategist in you,” he said, with the first smile upon his face I had seen there since he told me his, dreadful news.

“Many thanks. Now the next thing to consider is, how is Castellan to reply.”

“He’ll find a way,” my companion replied. “Never fear, Castellan is a resourceful man, and all I hope is that he’ll find a way of getting us out of this hole. If we could only manage to get out of our cabins, there might be some chance for us, but so far as I can see, there is not the slightest possibility of being able to do that. What is more to the point, did you observe that they are making assurance doubly sure by putting a padlock on each cabin door?”

“No, I did not notice it,” I replied. “How do you know it?”

“Because the carpenter was at work on my door before breakfast,” he answered.

If this were so,. our case was indeed hopeless, for while we might be able to force the lock, it would be impossible to break through both lock and staple. — When we returned to the saloon, I found that what my companion had said was only too true. The man had placed the necessary fittings on each of my friends’ cabin doors, and was just commencing on mine. He stood aside to let me pass, and as he did so, I noticed that behind the flap of his tool basket, and less than a couple of inches from the door, lay a small gimlet, which doubtless he had been using for the work he had been engaged upon. As I saw it, a longing to possess it, such as I never had for anything in my life, came over me. If only I could get it into the cabin unobserved, it would be worth more to me than a hundred times its weight in gold. Was it possible, however, to secure it? I had only a second in which to hit upon a scheme, but that was sufficient. Putting my hand to my waistcoat, I gave a tug at the cord which carried my eye-glass. It snapped and the glass rolled away across the floor towards the spot where the man was standing. He stooped to pick it up, but before he had time to stand upright again, I had given the gimlet a push with my foot, and it was inside the cabin. When the man returned the glass to me, I gave him a coin for his trouble, thanked him, and then walked into my cabin and shut the door. Once that was closed behind me, I picked up my treasure and thrust it under the mattress of my bunk. The question the next few minutes would have to decide was whether the loss would be discovered, and if so, whether the man would accuse me of taking it. So invaluable would it be to me, that I felt as though I would have fought the world for its possession. I could plainly hear him driving in the last screws, and afterwards placing the tools he had been using in his basket with the others. A moment later the padlock was placed on the door and locked, and then my hearing told me that he was leaving the saloon. When all was safe, I took the gimlet from its hiding-place once more, and regarded it with an interest that, I can assure you, no article of that description had ever inspired in me before. Now, if only it were not discovered that I had it in my possession, I felt that I should be able to make my escape from the cabin when the proper time arrived.

When we went on deck after luncheon, I informed the Commander-in-Chief of my good fortune, and of the use I intended putting it to. His delight was as sincere as my own, and we were about to discuss the possibilities it opened up for us, when I felt compelled to take off the yachting cap Reiffenburg had lent me on the morning after my arrival on board. Hitherto it had been tolerably comfortable, now it did not fit at all. A nasty lump was pressing upon my forehead, and in order to discover what occasioned it, I lifted the strip of leather inside, to find a piece of paper there that had certainly not been in the cap when I had last worn it. One second’s consideration was sufficient to convince me that this was Castellan’s method of conveying a message to me. He must have worn my cap when on deck, and have placed the strip of paper in a place where he knew I should be well-nigh certain to find it.

Leaning on the taffrail, with our backs turned to the sentry, I opened it and eagerly scanned the contents. It ran as follows: — 



“DEAR MANDERVILLE, — Your letter astounded me. The plot you speak of only serves to show what a set of fiends we have fallen in with. Since receiving it, I have been puzzling my brains for a solution of the difficulty, but so far have discovered no plan that could have the remotest prospect of success. As you will by this time have noticed, our enemies have taken double precautions to ensure our remaining prisoners. Unless we can manage to force our way out at the last moment, I fear that our fate is sealed. Should any idea occur to either of us, I will communicate with you again by the same means that I have employed on this occasion. God bless you both, and may He help us in our trouble. — Your friend, —        B. C.”



When we had read it I tore it into small pieces and threw the fragments overboard. Half an hour later, when we went below, I wrote him a brief note in which I told him to be of good cheer, for I thought I had hit upon a scheme which might very possibly prove successful. This, when next we were on deck together, I placed in the hat, and on the following morning had the satisfaction of finding it gone.

Try, if you can, to imagine with what feelings we greeted the dawn of the day that was to mean so much for us. Who knew what the end of it would be? The mere idea was quite bad enough, but the uncertainty as to when the event we dreaded would take place was much worse. It might not be until towards evening, or it might be at any moment. I was well aware that to carry out the plan I had proposed to myself — namely, the boring holes with the gimlet round the lock and the hasp and staple that secured the padlock, would take a long time, and, if left until the last moment, would be useless. On the other hand, for all our sakes, I dared not begin the work while there was even the remotest chance of our enemies discovering it. I was not afraid of their looking behind the door, for the simple reason that when I was out of the cabin, it was invariably hitched back, by means of a brass catch, to the end of the bunk — and there would be no reason for them to examine it. Yet if the point of the gimlet should chance to penetrate the smooth surface round the lock on the other side, detection would be certain, and the plot would fail by reason of it. Therefore, when we returned from our morning spell on deck, I embraced a momentary opportunity that presented itself, and measured the exact thickness of the door. Then when the latter was closed upon me and I was alone, I was able to mark the gimlet to correspond. Having allowed a sufficient margin to ensure the point not going quite through the door, I mapped out my plan of operations, and set to work. The gimlet was not a large one, nor was its point particularly sharp. The labour was therefore prodigious; the tiny box-handle cut and blistered my hand, my face streamed with perspiration, but still I worked on and on, remembering always that not only my own life, but the lives of my companions, depended upon my exertions. By mid-day more than three-parts of the work was accomplished. As a memento of the occasion, large blisters covered the palm of my hand, while every muscle of my arm ached as if I had been placed upon the rack. That no suspicions should be aroused, I removed every particle of sawdust from the floor, and dropped it out of the port-hole, to be carried away by the breeze. By the time I was summoned to the luncheon only some twenty holes remained, and these I resolved to complete as soon as we returned from our airing on deck.

During the progress of the meal, it was easily to be seen that something unusual was going on. Our guards were unmistakably excited, and I will do the older man, Sargasta, the credit of saying that he appeared sufficiently alive to his own villainy to have no desire for conversation with either the Commander-in-Chief or myself. Conrad, on the other hand, was even more flippant than usual. I noticed also that both men watched the deck uneasily, as though they were momentarily expecting news from that quarter. If this were so, they were destined to be disappointed, for the meal ended as uneventfully as it had begun.

According to custom, we had left our chairs and were proceeding to the door at the further end of the saloon, in order to take our usual promenade, when a hail reached us from the deck above. Conrad’s face — he was standing in front of us at the time — turned as pale as the cloth upon the table, and when he ordered us back to our cabins, a second or so later, it was in a voice so unlike his own that I scarcely recognised it. As for myself, a sudden, and peculiar, feeling of composure had come over me. I felt sure the vessel they were expecting was in sight, and that in a short time they would be on their way to board her, leaving us to meet, with what fortitude we might, the miserable death they had arranged for us.

To have let them have the least suspicion that we were aware of what they were about to do, would have been madness on our part, for in that, case they would either have killed us outright, or have taken the precaution of making our cabins so secure, that we could not possibly escape from them in time. Once in my cabin I went to the porthole and looked out. As I expected, I had interpreted the hail from deck aright, for, coming swiftly towards us, was a handsome vessel of the yacht type. Already, as I could tell from the revolutions of the screw, we had slackened our pace, and were doing but little more than crawl through the water. If we were to save ourselves we had not a moment to lose. Going to the bunk and procuring my gimlet, I set about the completion of my task with feverish energy. The blisters in the palm of my hand burnt like fire, my arm still ached from its morning exertion, but I kept steadily on, remembering that every turn of the little point was bringing us one revolution nearer safety. Only pausing now and again to look out of the port-hole, in order to note the vessel’s progress, I continued the work until only some half-dozen holes were required to finish the task. In the saloon outside perfect silence reigned, and I could guess why — they were either preparing the machine, or making ready to leave the ship. It seemed to me that I could hear the ticking of the clock-work of the bomb. What if it were already in the stoke-hole, and had been running for half-an-hour? Another half-an-hour might elapse before I should be able to open the door. This thought sent the sweat of pure terror rolling down my face, and caused me to work with feverish haste. At last I could see the new-comer without moving from the door. She was still little more than a mile away, and was signalling our vessel. Overhead the tramp of feet was to be heard, followed by the whine of a rope running through a sheave. A moment later a boat was lowered, and lay for a moment in full view of my port-hole, before she disappeared.

By this time I had thrown caution to the winds, and was boring my holes right through the door, and out on the other side. I had just finished the last but one, and was about to withdraw the gimlet, when, without warning, the frail shaft broke off near the handle, and the little instrument, which a moment before had been our connecting link with life, lay at my feet as useless as a straw. I gazed at it for a moment, and then threw the handle from me with a gesture of despair. If I had not already done enough to make the door yield, my work would be of no avail. Suddenly a voice from the deck above called through the skylight in the saloon, “Conrad.”

“Well?” cried the voice of Reiffenburg in answer from his cabin on the port side; “what is it?”

“What are you about that you do not come? Don’t you know that the time is half gone?”

On hearing this, I sank back upon the locker almost beside myself with terror. My suspicions were correct after all. The machine had already been running for half-an-hour. A few seconds later a light step sounded in the saloon and went clattering up the ladder. I waited a few moments, and then, with agonizing curiosity, got on to my feet and looked out of the port-hole once more. I was just in time to see three boats leave the side, and push off in the direction of the stranger. Reiffenburg, Sargasta, and the man who had waited upon us, were in that nearest me; the rest were filled with the officers and crew. As they drew further away they looked back at our doomed vessel, while Reiffenburg, upon whose face I can quite imagine that devilish smile to be playing, took off his hat and waved it to us, as if in ironical farewell. Then I sprang off the locker, and, seizing the handle of the door, pulled with all my strength. To my horror it stood the test. I tried again, with the same result, and then fell back against the wash-hand-stand, hopeless, for the moment, to the very centre of my being. All the time a little voice within me was telling me that in the stoke-hole the wheels were going round remorselessly, ticking off the seconds that separated us from death. Not more than a couple of minutes could have elapsed since the men had deserted the ship, but to me they seemed like hours. Then, gathering all my strength together, for one great effort, I once more gave the door a terrific pull. This time I was more successful, for the wood cracked.

Another crash followed, the door gave way under the strain, and I found myself stretched on my back upon the floor was!

Regaining my feet I did not hesitate. I had arranged the whole plan in my mind beforehand, and did not waste a second considering what should be done. Shouting to my companions that I would free them in a few minutes, I rushed along the saloon, down the little alleyway, past the steward’s cabin, and so on to the main-deck. Before a man could have counted twenty I was standing among the polished wheels and rods of the engine-room. “Heaven send they remained true of their decision to place it in the stoke-hole,” I said to myself as I descended the narrow ladder that led to the furnace-room below.

It is strange how, in moments of such awful mental anguish, the mind will revert from the matter in hand to some apparently trivial subject. On this occasion I remembered how, many years ago, the Chairman of a great Steamship Company had been kind enough to take me over one of their new vessels, and had shown me the engine-room and the stoke-hole below. How little I had thought then that my next visit to a similar [image: img122.jpg] place would be in search of an infernal machine that was intended to take my life! Rung by rung I descended the ladder and at last found myself in the stoke-hole. The furnaces were still alight, the men not having taken the trouble to draw the fires. Their rakes and shovels lay just as where they had thrown them down, but not a trace of the object I was searching for could I discover. Like a madman I ran hither and thither, hunting high and low: indeed it was not until I was almost giving up the search in despair, and was going off to look elsewhere, that my diligence was rewarded. Then, in a corner, I made out a black object, in shape not unlike a large band-box. That it was the bomb there could be no doubt, for when I placed my ear to its side, I could distinctly hear the ticking of the clockwork within. Clutching it in my arms, regardless of what would happen should the allotted time expire while I was carrying it, I climbed the ladder, passed through the engine room, and into the alley beyond. A mist was clouding my eyes, my breath came in heavy gasps, but I heeded nothing save the necessity for getting that devilish contrivance overboard, and out of harm’s way. Reaching the bulwarks on the starboard side, that is to say, on the side opposite to that on which the strange vessel was lying, I raised it high above my head and threw it from me. It struck the water with a splash, a few bubbles followed it, and then it was gone. So far as that was concerned, we were saved.

Having thrown the machine overboard, I made my way to the saloon as quickly as possible. Much still remained to be done. I could imagine with what impatience my companions were awaiting my return; being in ignorance of what was going on, their anxiety must have been greater than mine. Hastening to the Captain’s cabin on the port side, which during our term on board had been occupied by Sargasta, I flung open the door and hurried in, to find a scene of the wildest confusion. Clothes, papers, and books were strewn about the floor in hopeless disorder, but the articles which I had come in search of, the keys of my friends’ cabin doors, also those of the padlocks, lay in a bunch before me upon the table. I picked them up and hastened into the saloon once more. In but little longer time than it takes to tell, the doors were opened, and they were at liberty.

“And the machine?” cried Castellan, while the others looked the question.

“Overboard,” I answered. “I hastened to get it out of the way, before coming to relieve you.”

“God bless you, Manderville,” said Woller, taking my hand. “You have saved our lives!”

“There can be no doubt of that,” put in the Commander-in-Chief. “And now, what is to be done?”

“We must get away from that boat over there,” I answered. “Castellan, you have always had a liking for mechanics and engineering, do you think you could undertake the engines?”

“I think I could manage them at a pinch,” he replied. “At any rate, I am quite willing to try.”

“And you?”

“I must go to the wheel,” I answered. “Whatever happens, we must give that vessel yonder a run for her money. Now let us be off, but be sure to keep out of sight as you cross the deck. They’ll be waiting and watching for the explosion.”

“In that case, Heaven be thanked, they are doomed to disappointment,” said Woller.

“Now, Castellan,” I said, “if you can do us the favour of setting this crazy old tub going again, we shall be grateful.” Then turning to Woller and the Commander-in-Chief, I added: “l am sure, gentlemen, you will, for once in your lives, condescend to officiate as stokers.”

Both were quick to express their willingness to do all that lay in their power to help, and then we left the saloon and, keeping under cover of the bulwarks, made our way along the main deck to the midships of the vessel. In the alleyway at the entrance to the engine-room we paused for a moment, and Castellan held out his hand, which I took without a word. The others followed suit, and then I sped on towards the ladder leading to the bridge. Reaching the wheel-house in front of the chart-room, for I had no intention of going upon the bridge itself, I shouted down the tube to the engine-room, to know how soon it would be possible for them to put her ahead.

“I am starting her now,” was the reply. “I am afraid, however, that it will be some time before I can get much out of her.”

True to his word, a moment later the vessel began to draw slowly ahead, but her speed was so slow as to be scarcely perceptible. As I stood at the wheel I wondered what they were doing on board the other vessel. Fully half-an-hour had elapsed since they had left the ship, and yet there had been no explosion. I could distinguish the boats lying alongside her, and could well imagine how puzzled their occupants must feel. Then a thought came into my mind which almost brought my heart into my mouth. What if they should suppose that something had gone wrong with the mechanism of the bomb, and should return to the vessel to make sure of our destruction by scuttling her themselves? Under the impulse of this new fear I applied my mouth to the speaking tube again.

“For Heaven’s sake, get all the speed you can on her,” I cried. “I am afraid of their coming back.”

“We are doing our best,” was the reply. “The pressure is rising steadily.”

I prayed that it might rise in time to save us, and turned my attention to the wheel once more. Then a sudden and very natural curiosity came over me to discover, if possible, our whereabouts on the seas. When I had first come on board they had talked about the North Sea, but I had now quite convinced myself that this was not the case. At the slow pace at which she was travelling, the vessel required little or no watching, so, leaving her to her own devices, I went out of the wheel-room by the starboard door, in order that I should not be observed by the people on board the other vessel, and so entered the old-fashioned chart-room. I quite expected to find the chart there with the run marked out upon it, and I was not disappointed. The navigator, whoever he was, must have been both a careful and conscientious man, for I found that he had pricked off his run up to mid-day. I found it very easy, therefore, to settle our position. It proved to be as I expected. We were not in the North Sea at all, and, so far as that chart was concerned, had never been there. Our true position was three degrees, or thereabouts, west of Achil Head, on the west coast of Ireland. I had just convinced myself on this point, when I chanced to look out of the window on the port side. Almost before I had time to think, I was back in the wheel-room once more.

“The boats are returning,” I shouted down the tube, in a voice that might have been heard a couple of hundred yards away, and then added illogically—” can you do nothing?”

I looked again, and sure enough two of the boats were heading directly for us. It was plain that they had noticed something suspicious, either from the smoke escaping from the funnel, or the splashing of the screw astern, otherwise they would not have deemed it necessary to send a second boat. They must have guessed that we had escaped from our cabins, and that we had taken charge of the ship.

For a moment a feeling of exultation seized me as I thought of the disappointment and rage which must be filling their hearts. The feeling, however, was short-lived. Let them once get aboard, I reflected (and I did not see how we were to prevent them), and the end, so far as we were concerned, would be the same as though the bomb I had thrown overboard had been allowed to do its deadly work. I looked out again, to discover that the leading boat was now less than a quarter of a mile away; so close indeed was she that I could plainly see the men in her — the dark man, who had officiated as steward, in the bows, and Sargasta and Conrad in the stern. Every stroke of the oars was bringing her nearer, and already the man in the bows was getting his boat-hook ready to hitch on to the accommodation ladder. In another two or three minutes at most, they would have been aboard. Then in a voice which at any other time I should not have recognised for my own, I shouted down the tube—” For Heaven’s sake, give her steam. They are close alongside.” Then came back the answer I shall not forget as long as I live: “It’s all right now, I can let her go.”

I had scarcely withdrawn my ear from the tube before I felt a throb run through the vessel, and she was going ahead at a speed that could scarcely have been less than eight knots an hour. Throwing prudence to the winds, I ran out to the deck and looked at the boats, now lying motionless upon the water some considerable distance astern. One of the occupants of the first boat was standing up watching us through a pair of glasses. Then, realizing that it was hopeless for them to think of catching us, the boat’s head was turned, and they pulled back at a fast pace towards the yacht. That it would be necessary for the latter to remain in order to pick them up was quite certain, and in this lay our chance of obtaining a good start. Through the medium of the speaking-tube I shouted words of encouragement to the engine-room below. It needed only a glance over the side to be assured that our speed was materially increasing. If only we could manage to keep it up until nightfall, it was just possible we might manage to escape after all. At one time and another I have sailed many an exciting race, but never one for such a big stake as that we were now contesting. It was nearly five o’clock by this time, and the afternoon was rapidly drawing in. In half an hour it would be dark, then, if we were not overhauled and captured before, our opportunity would come. Kind, however, as Providence had so far been, even greater good fortune was still in store for us. I remember that I had just called down to the engine-room to know if one of them could come up to me for a consultation. The Commander-in-Chief was selected, and it was not long before he made his appearance before me, collarless, with his shirtsleeves rolled up, and begrimed from head to foot with coal-dust.

“Where is she?” he asked, as soon as he reached me.

In answer I led him to the door of the wheel-room and pointed astern.

“She has got the boats aboard, and will be after us in a few minutes,” I said. “Let us hope that we shall be able to show them a good pair of heels. Can she do any more than her present running?”

“Not very much,” my companion replied. “We are all inexperienced down below, you know. If you could see Castellan’s face as I saw it just now, you would see the very picture of anxiety. He says he doesn’t know at what moment he may turn a wrong handle and blow us to pieces.”

“I trust he will not do so just yet,” I answered. “Tell him we are all agreed that he is doing splendidly. And now let us see how our friend, the enemy, is get — Why, what’s this? what’s become of the yacht? I can’t see her!”

We stood at the wheel-house door straining our eyes, but we could see no sign of the yacht. Providence had sent to our assistance one of those extraordinary fogs which spring up so quickly on the west coast of Ireland, and this was the stroke of Good Fortune to which I have already referred. A moment before the sea had been as open as a mill pond; now it was covered with an impenetrable blanket of mist.

“If we don’t run into anything, or anything doesn’t run into us, I fancy we shall be able to give her the slip, after all,” I said. “Now the matter to be settled is the course we are to pursue. Shall we continue as we are going, that is to say, parallel with the coast, or shall we bring her head due west and make for the open sea?”

“There can be no doubt that under the present circumstances, the open sea is the right place for us,” my companion replied. “The western coast line of Ireland is proverbially treacherous, and if this fog continues, we ought to have plenty of sea-room about us.”

“I agree with you. And the others, what do they say?”

“They are willing to fall in with anything we may decide,” he answered.

“In that case, let us steer for the open sea,” I said, and put the wheel over as I did so.

The vessel’s head turned slowly round, and when I had got her into the position I wanted, I resigned the wheel to my companion, telling him to keep her as she was going, while I went into the next cabin to look at the chart. On examining it, I was relieved to find that, according to the course we were now steering, and the speed at which we were travelling, it would be all straightforward sailing for some hours to come.

By this time the vessel was encompassed in a white shroud, so that it was impossible to see more than a few yards ahead. As an example, I might remark that from the wheel-house even the foremast was invisible. Not a sound was to be heard save the throbbing of the engines and the dripping of the moisture upon the deck. Nevertheless, regardless of consequences, we steamed steadily on, trusting to the good fortune which had followed us so far to keep any vessel out of our way.

When I returned to the wheel-room, the Commander-in-Chief left for below, promising, on his arrival there, to send Woller to the cuddy in search of food. The necessity for husbanding our strength, in view of the work we had before us, was apparent to all. That the General was successful in his search was proved by the fact that when he joined me a quarter of an hour later, he brought with him a bottle of claret, some excellent ham, and enough bread and cheese to have satisfied two men, with appetites bigger than my own. After he had left me, I lighted the lamps in the binnacle and then fell to work upon the food.

So far as that night is concerned there is little else to chronicle. Hour after hour, that is to say until ten o’clock, we continued our due westerly coast, and then left the fog behind us, as suddenly as it had overtaken us. Overhead the stars shone brilliantly, while the sea, save for the long Atlantic swell, was as smooth as glass. Though I searched the waste of water as far as my eye could reach, not a sign of a vessel could be discovered. Having satisfied myself upon this point, I made the wheel secure and set off in search of the ship’s lights. These I discovered in the forecastle, and when I had placed them in position I lighted them, and then returned to the wheel-room. I had not been there many minutes before the sound of a footstep on the deck outside attracted my attention, and a minute later Castellan stood before me. No one would have recognised in the figure he presented, the trim, well-dressed Colonial Secretary of a few months before.

“All well so far, Manderville,” he said cheerily; “but I can tell you it’s terribly anxious work below. I’ve just run up to obtain a breath of fresh air and to see what you are doing. I am afraid you must be very tired.”

“Not more tired than you are, I expect,” I answered. “I intend bringing her head round to south-west in a few minutes; that should put us in the track of ships by daylight. Our luck will have deserted us indeed, if we cannot find one and get them to take us aboard. Do you think you can manage to hold out below until then?”

“We must,” he replied; “there is nothing else for it. This has been a terrible day, Manderville. We ought to be thankful that we have come so well out of it.”

“Hear, hear, to that,” I answered.

“And now I must be getting back to the engine-room,” he said. “Call through the tube if you want anything, won’t you?”

I promised to do so, and then with another good wish, he bade me farewell and disappeared.

When he had gone I brought the vessel’s head round to the course indicated, and then settled myself down to a long night’s vigil. How wearying it was I must leave my readers to imagine. The night was bitterly cold, but I was so wrapt up in what I was doing, that I paid small heed to that. At regular intervals I left the wheel-room and went to the bridge above, to make sure that no vessel was in sight. Then I would return to my post and remain there for another quarter of an hour. It was wearying work, and more than once I was so nearly over-powered by sleep that it became necessary for me to stamp my feet and pinch myself in order to keep awake. At last, after what seemed an eternity of waiting, the first signs of approaching day were to be observed in the sky. Then a faint grey light overspread the sea, touching the little waves until they had the appearance of frosted silver. When it was quite light I left the wheel and made my way up to the bridge. Still no sail was in sight, and for all I could see to the contrary, ours might have been the only vessel upon the ocean.

At seven o’clock, when I was beginning to feel faint for want of food, I spoke through the tube to Castellan, asking him to send one of his companions in search of a meal. He informed me that Woller would go immediately, and on hearing that I returned to my post I had not been there many minutes, before I heard a shout outside, and Woller, excited beyond measure, made his appearance at the wheel-house door.

“A ship! a ship!” he cried. “A man-of-war, if I’m not mistaken, and not more than five miles away!”

Before he could say anything more I was out on the deck beside him, holding on to the rail and watching a large black man-of-war coming up hand-over-hand. She was certainly not more than five miles distant, and every moment brought her nearer. Hastening to the engine-room tube, I called to Castellan to stop our vessel; then, asking Woller to take the wheel, I ran aft to the signal-locker in the companion hatch. To pick out the Union Jack and to bend it on the peak halyards occupied scarcely more time than it takes to tell. Then I ran it up to half-mast as a signal of distress, and having done so, went aft to the taffrail and waited for the other vessel to come up to us.

She made an imposing picture in the bright morning light as she came cleaving her way through the water, and when I remembered all that her coming meant to us, I could have kissed her very decks in thankfulness.

Returning to the bridge I found Castellan, the Commander-in-Chief, and Woller awaiting me there. Not a word passed between us for some moments. We stood gazing at the Queen’s ship in silence, waiting to see what she would do. Then a stream of signals broke out at her mast-head, but as it was impossible for us to interpret them without the necessary code, we were obliged to disregard them. She must have understood this, for she gradually drew closer until she was less than half a mile distant, when she came to a standstill.

Shortly after we distinctly heard a boat piped away, saw it leave her side, and watched it come towards us. A large lump was steadily rising in my throat as I saw the blue-jackets at the oars and the officer seated in the stern, and I felt that I was getting perilously near making a fool of myself. Churning the water under her bows into snow-white foam, the boat drew alongside. Then the handsome young officer ascended the accommodation ladder. We had by this time descended to the main deck to receive him. That he did not recognise us (and he might very “well not have done so) was evident from the fashion in which he addressed us.

“Well, my men,” he began, glancing from one to the other of us, as if to satisfy himself as to which was the leader, “what is the meaning of your distress signals? From what I can see of her, your boat looks right enough.”

“There is no fault to be found with the boat,” I answered, realizing in an instant the position of affairs. “The truth is, we want to be taken off her. It is impossible to work her with only four men.”

“But what has become of the rest of the crew?” he asked, looking round as if he expected to see them somewhere about.

“They left her yesterday,” I answered, unable, despite the gravity of the situation, to refrain from mystifying him. The youth was so full of his own importance, and so inclined to be overbearing that I could not help myself.

“And pray what rank do you four hold on board her?” he asked, evidently not a little surprised by our appearances.

“We are passengers,” said the Commander-in-Chief, “and, as my friend says, we are extremely anxious to leave the ship and go aboard your vessel.”

“That’s all very well,” he answered curtly, “but I don’t think it will do. The skipper wouldn’t hear of it, don’t you know. But for the present, what are your names?”

Here was the opportunity for which I had been waiting.

“This gentleman is the Right Honourable Benjamin Castellan, Secretary of State for the Colonies,” I said, pointing to Castellan, “this is the Commander-in-Chief of the British Army, and my friend on your left is Sir William Woller, who some little time ago was appointed Commander-in-Chief of the British forces in South Africa.”

“Stow that,” the officer answered angrily. “You’d better not play the fool with me. What do you take me for?”

At the same time I noticed that he looked curiously from one to the other of us as if he could not altogether trust his own judgment. Then he added: “You know very well that the four gentlemen you speak of are dead.”

“You will find, my friend, when you come to know us better, that there is likely to be a difference of opinion on that score,” said the Commander-in-Chief quietly. “My own is that they are very much alive.”

“Perhaps it would be as well for one of us to write a note to the Captain,” Castellan put in. Then turning to the lieutenant, he continued: “I think it would be better for you to believe our story, my friend. What you have been told, as you will admit when you have heard all we have to say, is quite correct. That we are the people in question I shall soon hope to convince you. Will you accompany us to the saloon, or do you prefer to remain here?”

He came with us to the cuddy, and when we had found paper and ink in the captain’s stateroom, Castellan sat down and wrote a note to the commander of the ship. This was despatched by the boat that had brought the lieutenant, and in less than half-an-hour Captain Breatford was ascending the steps of the accommodation ladder. In the meantime we had made ourselves as presentable as possible, and had quite succeeded in convincing the lieutenant of the truth of our story. He was profuse in his apologies for his manner towards us, but we bade him think no more about it He might very well have been forgiven for not having recognised us.

I must leave you to imagine the captain’s surprise at finding us in such a strange position. He prophesied a tremendous sensation in England when our story should become known.

“You are quite certain, I suppose, that it was off Achil Head that you parted company with the yacht?” he asked when he had heard our adventures.

“Quite certain,” I replied. “But if you would care to convince yourself on that score, and will come with me to the chart-room, I will show you the chart worked out by the officer of the watch up to noon yesterday.”

He did so, took certain notes, and then invited us to accompany him to the warship. The necessary officers and crew had already arrived to take possession of our own vessel, and when all was ready, we bade the old tub farewell. She had been the theatre of one of the most singular adventures of the Century, and, but for the fact of my having obtained possession of that gimlet, might now have been lying at the bottom of the ocean, with us locked up in her.

On board the man-of-war a consultation was held, and as a result the captain decided to set off at once in search of the mysterious yacht, and afterwards to land us at a port whence we could easily reach London.

“In the meantime, gentlemen, permit me to offer you the best hospitality in my power,” he said. “I think, in being permitted to rescue you, I should deem myself the most fortunate man in the British Navy to-day. To rescue four such gentlemen is not a chance that falls to a man’s lot very often.”

Needless to say we quite agreed with him.


CHAPTER XI
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THE TALE OF our adventures has occupied a long time in the telling. There remains but little more to be added. What there is, however, I venture to think may be of interest to you.

According to the captain’s arrangements, we explored the sea for a considerable distance round Achil Head, but without discovering any sign of the yacht. The peasantry, we learnt, had seen nothing of her, and it was not until we reached the little harbour of Gallisheen that we learnt how swift, and entirely unexpected, had been her fate. How it happened no one will ever know, though it is conjectured that the fog was responsible for the catastrophe. At any rate, the fact remains, that, when little more than eight miles from Gallisheen, she went ashore on that terrible coast, and in less than an hour became a total wreck.

[image: img124.jpg]

You would be quite justified in asking how we knew that it was the same vessel. Let me explain. When we landed to make enquiries concerning the wreck, an old man informed us that only one body had been recovered, that of a woman. If we cared to inspect it, he added, it was at that moment lying in his cabin awaiting burial. Impelled by a feeling that was something more than curiosity, we entered the rough hut on the cliff. I think we all knew what we should see. When we came out into the sunlight again, Castellan, whose face was very pale, put his hand on my shoulder.

“Manderville, old friend,” he said, “Shakespeare was right when he said that ‘there are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in our philosophy.’ That woman lying in the hut planned our ruin, and but for you she would have accomplished it. Now she is dead, while we are alive. There is a moral in it, if one cared to look for it.”

“And Conrad, Sargasta, and the other man, what can have become of them?”

“Drowned, you may be sure,” he answered, in the same curious voice. “Poor wretches! they have received their punishment sooner than they expected. When all is said and done, we can afford to forgive them.”

As he finished speaking we heard the snarl of the waves on the rocks below. They were telling their own tale, and I shuddered as I heard it.

* * * * *

The outburst of excitement, the furore, I might say, which greeted our arrival in London will be well remembered by every one; for this reason it is not necessary for me to touch upon it here. How Woller completed his journey to the Cape after all, and the great things that he accomplished when he got there, are also known to every one.

I think it only right, however, in conclusion, to add that, in giving this record of our strange adventures to the public, I have done what I consider to be my duty; and with the hope that no public men will ever again be called upon to endure so much, I make my bow, and bid my readers a polite farewell.

THE END


A Millionaire’s Love Story (1901)
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CHAPTER I.
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A CERTAIN PARADOXICAL wit once remarked that George Kilvert was a man very much to be pitied, for the reason that he was too wealthy ever to experience the peculiar delight of wasting a sovereign. Doubtless there are people in the world who would assure you that it would be impossible to be overburdened with riches; this argument, however, will serve to show you how little they realize the thraldom that encircles a millionaire. Kilvert was wont pathetically to declare that his father, otherwise an entirely unromantic man, had chanced to acquire a liking for the romance of money-making, and for this reason had been unable to leave off when he had accumulated his fair proportion of the world’s wealth. What pleasure this amassing of money gave him no one was able to tell, for a more unostentatious individual than he could scarcely have been discovered on the face of the habitable globe. He wore the shabbiest of clothes: when he traveled he invariably patronized the third class, for the reason that there was no fourth; he lived the simplest of lives by preference, drank nothing stronger than coffee, and preferred Yorkshire pudding to the finest confection, that was ever placed upon a table. To the day of his death he never once entered the doors of a theater, not because he did not approve of the drama, but because he failed to see the advantage of spending his money on an amusement which was only an amusement, and which, so he was given to understand, offered nothing in return but mere words and a transient emotion. And yet he was far from being a mean man. He gave liberally to such people and things as he deemed worthy, never failed to help a friend in his hour of trouble, or permitted an obligation to pass unrewarded. He looked upon life as life looked upon him, and, paradoxical though it may seem, gradually built up for himself a name for niggardliness and generosity, for thrift, and, as you shall presently see, for the most reckless gambling, for bigotry, and also for the most supreme disregard of the conventionalities of life. It only remains for me to cite one of the greatest cases in point. And since it vitally concerns his character, and the story I have to tell, it may not be found altogether lacking in interest.

On one memorable occasion Mr. Kilvert’s health was somewhat run down, and he was ordered to the seaside for a fortnight. After much deliberation he saw the force of the medico’s argument, and departed to the village of Beachcombe-on-Sea, a tiny hamlet on the Sussex coast. Let it not be supposed, however, that he comported himself there like other men on a holiday. That was not his way. His first afternoon was spent in trying to convince himself that complete rest and absence from business could not fail to be delightful. On the second day he began to feel restless and to prowl about the village, noting, with an eye ever on the lookout for such matters, the various opportunities it presented for speculation. As every one must admit who knew it in those almost forgotten pre-bicycle, pre-motor car days, it was a charming little place, a world unto itself, and unknown save to the more adventurous tourist. The nearest railway station at that time was five miles distant, while the only sort of conveyance that formed a connecting link with the outside world was the fly from the inn and the antiquated, four-miles-an hour carrier’s cart. There was no pier, there were no bathing-machines, and, so far as shipping was concerned, only a few humble fishing-boats. The one inn of the place was scarcely larger than a beershop, the majority of the dwellings were small cottages inhabited by the fisher-folk; yet the air was excellent, bracing and pure beyond compare; the sands were exactly fitted to the requirements of children; and there was abundant facility, matters having once been arranged, for an excellent cross Channel service to France.

On the third day after his arrival Mr. Kilvert stood on the shore with his back to the sea, and took stock of the prospects of the place. Some calculations on the sand made with the ferrule of his walking-stick followed; after which he produced pencil and paper and made a few careful notes. Half an hour later he had discovered the name and address of the largest landed proprietor in the district, and had returned to his lodgings to commence operations. A fortnight afterwards it was known to such of the rustics as took any interest in Public Affairs, that the greater portion of the village had changed hands. Within a month an army of Architects and Surveyors had put in an appearance, and had quartered themselves and their men upon the inhabitants, much to the benefit of trade. Within six months of Kilvert’s cogitations on the sands, half a hundred new streets had been planned, and villa residences were already in course of erection. Rumors were rife concerning a gigantic hotel, a pier, and an esplanade; while one spirit, bolder than the rest, declared that mention had been made of a gasworks and a railway station.

From a fortnight Mr. Kilvert’s holiday, for so he persisted in calling it, spread into a month, then into another. After that he made journeys to the place regularly once a fortnight. Never in his life had he enjoyed himself so much. While at Beachcombe he scarcely allowed himself breathing-space, from the time he rose in the morning until he went to bed again at night. Most of his meals were eaten standing up at a side-board, the table being unapproachable by reason of the mountain of papers and plans it supported. Then the metamorphosis commenced. The first sod of the railway was turned on young George’s fifth birthday, and the foundation-stone of the pier was laid on his father’s forty-fifth. Any one who had seen the place before would scarcely have recognized it after five years, and would not have known it at all after ten. An enormous hotel, with half a dozen smaller ones, all built upon the latest plans, looked out, across a wide esplanade, upon the sea. The bay was surrounded by a crescent of attractive villas. A uniformed band played twice daily upon the noble pier, upon which was to be seen, moreover, a glass concert pavilion. Children in hundreds thronged the beach, the streets contained many fine shops, and, more wonderful than anything in the eyes of the old inhabitants, there was a spic-and-span railway station, from which one might assuredly travel to the uttermost parts of the earth should one so desire. The enterprise had proved an enormous success, and the astute old gentleman had added another huge fortune to that which he had already accumulated. Other instances might be quoted of his perspicacity, were it necessary. The one I have given, however, should be sufficient to enable you to form some idea of the man who was George Kilvert’s father.

In appearance the young man was not unlike his sire. The shape of their heads was almost identical, each possessed the same shade of grey eyes and the same resolute chins. If George made up his mind to do a thing it would be done, and if he were equally determined not to do it, he would adhere to his decision with the tenacity of a bulldog. In figure he was tall and spare, and at the ‘Varsity was accounted an athlete to be reckoned with. What was remarkable in a young man to whom so much court was paid, he had managed to reach the age of twenty-nine without being spoilt, and also without falling desperately in love. His father, for reasons of his own, desired that his son should marry, but the other was in no sort of hurry. He enjoyed his life to the top of his bent, spent his money freely, if not lavishly, and for a dozen good and sufficient reasons could not see why he should take upon himself the cares of matrimony. Over a meditative cigar he reviewed the circle of his married acquaintances.

“There’s poor old Trevors,” he said; “one of the best fellows I’ve ever met, married the girl of his heart, and where is he now? Scarcely see him at the club, given up sport of every kind, and from all accounts passes half his time wondering what ailment his precious children are going to have next. There’s Kelway, one of the finest men across Country that ever sat in a saddle, when you come to think of it, his fate is even worse. He married a woman whom he vowed was nothing short of perfection, only to discover, when the honeymoon had waned, that she was the possessor of a tongue that could flay you alive. When they were engaged he called it wit. I wonder what term he uses for it now? There’s Milward Heathcote, and half a dozen others, who, when I ask them to run over to Paris with me, or to come down to the Shires for a week, shake their heads and excuse themselves. If I ask them for an explanation, the only reply I get is: ‘Wait until you are married, old fellow! Then you will understand why we can’t come!’”

“No,” George continued, shaking his head after this outburst; “I think I’ll remain a bachelor.”

In course of time — that is to say, within a week of his sixty-fifth birthday — Kilvert senior died, and his son found himself the possessor of upwards of a million and a half pounds, invested by a man who knew how to lay out money, and what return it should bring him in. A large proportion of this enormous sum was made by Beachcombe-on-Sea.

George Kilvert’s thirtieth birthday was destined to he a memorable one in his existence. The young man had made up his mind that he would go down to Beachcombe-on-Sea for the first time since his father’s death. It was not a place of which he was particularly fond. Possibly this was to be accounted for by the fact that he owned too much property in the town. In his own way he was a miniature king there, and the attention that was paid to him displeased him. As I have already said, even his immense wealth had not been able to spoil him.

“I haven’t seen the place for an age,” he said to himself. “If only they would let me alone, a few days there would do me a world of good. Poor old Governor, how fond he used to be of it!”

His mind was no sooner made up than he gave orders that his bag should be packed, and this done, prepared to set off.

“If any one calls,” he said to his butler, “say that I shall be back in two or three days.

Keep all letters and telegrams for me, and—”

At that moment the front door of the flat, which was ajar, was pushed open, and a gentleman entered the hall.

“My dear Mildmay,” said Kilvert, with some surprise to the dapper little man before him, “this is a surprise! How d’ye do?”

“I don’t do at all well,” the other replied. “I fancy you would find it extremely difficult to discover what is not the matter with me.”

“I’m afraid I can’t spare time to try,” said George, taking his watch from his pocket and consulting it. “I’m just off to Beachcombe for a breath of sea-air and to have a look at the place again.”

Mildmay tapped him gently on the arm. “Most admirable man,” he said softly, “you have hit the nail upon the head exactly. I will go with you. It will give me just the tone I want, and I shall come back a new man.”

“The very thing,” said George. “Come along. We’ll drive to your diggings first and pick up your bag. Then we’ll catch the 3:15 down. It will be very jolly. I had no idea you wanted to leave Town just now.”

“My dear fellow, I always want to leave Town. It is the strangest trait in my character. Let us depart at once.”

They accordingly descended to the street, hailed a cab, and drove to Jermyn Street, in which fashionable thoroughfare Mildmay had his, chambers. Half an hour later they were at Victoria, standing at the door of a reserved compartment in the train that was to carry them to the sea.

“By Jove, we’ve forgotten our papers!” said Kilvert, suddenly. “I’m afraid, Mildmay, even your conversation would not be sufficient to carry me through a two hours’ railway journey. I’ll be off and lay in a stock of literature.”

He accordingly departed in the direction of the bookstall. Having selected an armful of magazines and newspapers, most of which he had probably seen before, he put down half a sovereign in payment, and was waiting for his change, when he became aware of the presence of a lady who had come up from behind and was now standing before him. He glanced at her, and was conscious of a pleasant thrill as he did so, for, fleeting though his glance had been, it was nevertheless sufficient to tell him that she was a singularly beautiful woman. She was much taller than the majority of her sex. Her age could not have been more than five and twenty, though her superb carriage gave her the appearance of being a few years older. In the hope of being able to obtain a further glimpse at her, Kilvert bade the attendant in charge of the stall procure a certain book for him from the top shelf. While the man was reaching for it, the girl left the stall, and proceeded in the direction of the very train in which Kilvert himself was about to travel. After receiving his new purchase he followed, admiring, as he did so, her graceful walk. She proceeded along the platform for some distance until she reached a second-class compartment. This she entered, handing the paper she had procured at the bookstall to an elderly man in the further corner of the carriage. As he was sitting with his back to the engine, Kilvert got a good view of her traveling companion as he passed. He was the possessor of long grey hair and dark eyes. His face was not a prepossessing one, and, though George knew enough about the human countenance to be able to judge that its owner was a clever man, for some reason or another he could not harmonize it with that of the girl.

“He is evidently not her father,” said George to himself, as he passed on towards his own carriage, where his friend was anxiously awaiting his coming, “and surely he can’t be her husband.”

“My dear fellow, you must have bought the whole stall?” said Mildmay, when George entered the compartment. “I began to fear you would miss the train.”

As he spoke the guard outside waved his flag, and the train steamed slowly out of the station. Placing the papers on the seat for his companion to select from, George produced his cigar-case and extracted a weed. Mildmay did not smoke, but he had no objection to other people doing so. That was exactly Edward Mildmay’s metier in life. The easiest-going of men, he never objected to what any one else did or said. In a way he was afraid of women, but he was never known to advise his friends against matrimony. He was not a lover of music, yet in order to be obliging he would sit out the most classical concert of the season, without marring his friends’ pleasure by allowing it to be seen that he was bored. He disliked horse-racing, no one could ever tell why, yet he invariably drove down to Epsom on the rowdiest drag of the year. He found no enjoyment in dancing, but he was always ready to make up a set, and to allow himself to be pushed through a figure to which the Maze at Hampton Court is so much child’s play. Perhaps this was why he was such a universal favorite.

“I suppose I get on with people,” he had once remarked, “because of my grandmotherliness. Matchmaking mammas know that I am hopeless, and so they play me as a foil against richer men. The young ladies themselves, bless their dear little hearts, regard me in the light of a tame poodle, and are kind to me. Being a nonentity has its advantages, believe me!”

As the train made its way over the bridge, Kilvert smoked his cigar meditatively. He could think of nothing save the lovely girl he had seen at Victoria. He had met many beautiful women in his time, but never one whose face had appealed to his fancy in such a manner as this one had done.

“By Jove, little man,” he said at last to his companion, “as I was getting those papers at the stall just now, there stood alongside me the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.”

“That accounts for the number of papers you purchased,” Mildmay returned. “Have you any idea who the lady was?”

“Not the remotest notion,” George replied. “She’s in the train now.”

“Going to Beachcombe very probably,” said the other. “Any one with her?”

“Yes, an elderly, foreign-looking individual, the sort of man I shouldn’t trust further than I could see him.”

“You are a true Englishman, my dear George. The man is probably her father, an entirely respectable professional man who has not been out of England in his life.”

“I’d lay a heavy wager he’s no Englishman,” said George, emphatically. “And I’d stake my life he’s no blood relation to the girl.”

“Perhaps he’s her husband. Beautiful girls do occasionally marry plain men.”

“It’s possible, but not probable. What could a girl like that see in such a man?”

“I am afraid I am getting out of my depth,” said Mildmay. “If he is not her father, no blood relation, nor her husband, it’s difficult to see what else he can be to her. By the way, have you heard that Reggie Milgrave is engaged after all?”

George had not heard it, but at the moment he did not feel very much inclined to take any deep interest in the Honorable Reginald’s love affairs. He expressed his surprise at the news, however, as a matter of course.

“Poor Reggie!” Mildmay went on, pursuing the subject in his own quiet way; “he has managed to escape so long, that it seems almost a pity he should fall a victim at last. I wrote him a letter of condolence this morning I shall be compelled to buy him a wedding present later on, I suppose. Really a law should be passed absolving bachelors with limited incomes from such taxation.”

“Who is the lady he is going to marry?” asked George, still without the slightest interest.

“Old General Pegeau’s second girl,” said Mildmay. “A charming creature in every way, so the friends, who do not know her, say.”

“Ten years older than Reggie, if she’s a day,” put in George. “Sits her horse like a feather bolster, and can discriminate among the various brands of champagne as cleverly as any wine merchant.”

“My dear George,” expostulated his companion, “really you should be less severe. I am told she is a very good-natured girl.”

“She must be, to take Reggie Milgrave,” George retorted, with the memory of a certain fair face still haunting him. “He’s wellknown to be the biggest fool in London.”

After that conversation regarding Lord Brankwaite’s youngest son was plainly impossible. At intervals throughout the journey, however, Mildmay endeavored to draw his companion into conversation, but for once in his life George Kilvert felt a decided longing for solitude. On each occasion that the train stopped he went to the window and looked out, fearful lest the couple in whom he had taken such an interest should alight and he not be aware of the fact. He saw no sign of them, however, until the train ran into Beachcombe Station, and he and Mildmay stood upon the platform. Then he caught a glimpse of the tall willowy figure at the further end of the station standing beside a most unromantic stack of luggage. More than once have I heard Kilvert declare that his man, Edwards, is the best servant in and out of London. On this occasion, however, he felt inclined to find fault with his quickness, for the man had collected their baggage, hailed a cab, and was ready to leave the station in less time almost than it takes to tell. As they drove along the handsome street that leads from the railway station to the sea front, on which is situated Beachcombe’s grandest hotel, the Imperial, George thought of his father, and of the delight the old gentleman had felt in building and exploiting the place.

“When you’re down here you must feel that you are monarch of all you survey,” said Mildmay, clasping his daintily gloved hands on the top of the apron of the cab. “It would be a pleasant experience for me, just once in a way, to enter a town and be able to say to myself, ‘This is mine — every house — every shop — every hotel!’”

“You’d very soon find the novelty wear off,” George retorted, with a gloominess that was by no means usual with him. “As soon as my presence in the town becomes known, as many of my charming tenants as have grievances to be redressed, will demand an interview with me, oblivious to the fact that I am down here for a holiday, and that I don’t take the least interest in their concerns. Somebody — I think it was the mayor — had the impudence, only a short time back, to infer that it was my duty to represent the place in Parliament. Good Heavens! Fancy me in Parliament!”

Before Mildmay had time to bring his imagination to the necessary pitch, they had stopped before the portals of the Imperial Hotel. It was certainly a fine building, and, like every other imperial edifice in the town, owed its origin and position to the keen foresight of the man who had been known to the inhabitants as the Father of Beachcombe. From its balconies a splendid view of the bay and of the pier, with its glittering pavilion, could be obtained. In some respects it was more Continental than English, and this perhaps may have been one of the reasons of its success. The vestibule was large and handsome, and contained many charming seats, carefully secreted in corners and under spreading palms. From the hall a magnificent marble staircase ascended and gave it a palatial air. On spying Kilvert and Mildmay from his office on the right, the manager hastened to greet them. He was obsequiousness itself. He had received George’s telegram, and had allotted them the best rooms then vacant. If they had not lunched in town a meal should be served without delay. No trouble, he assured them, would be too great for Mr. Kilvert and his friend. No pains should he spared to make them enjoy their stay.

“I bask, my dear George, in the reflection of your glory,” said little Mildmay, as they ascended the stairs together.

“Reflected fiddlesticks!” George returned “What’s the time?”

“A quarter to six,” Mildmay replied.

“Then we’ve just time to see our rooms and to take a little walk before dinner. I feel that the air is doing me good already.”

They strolled out on the Esplande, watched the merry children playing upon the sands, derived some amusement from a party of negro minstrels, and at a quarter to seven returned to the hotel to dress for dinner. When that important meal was at an end, and they had taken their coffee in the hall, George inquired of Mildmay how they should amuse themselves during the evening.

“There is the club,” he said, “where you may be able to get some whist and mild pool; there is the theatre, where I see they are per forming a last year’s farce; and there is the pier with its promenaders, and the Pavilion with musical sketches, and possibly, though I hope not, a conjurer. Take your choice.”

“Heaven forbid that I should visit the seaside to spend my evenings in a club,” Mildmay replied. “I have been surfeited this week with theatres. To-night I feel at peace with all the world, so let us choose the pier and watch the promenaders from a quiet corner. I feel that a conjurer would kill me.”

They accordingly donned light coats and left the hotel.

By this time the character of the evening had completely changed. The day had been fine, now heavy clouds covered the sky. They walked to the end of the pier, passed the brilliantly lighted Pavilion, and then seated themselves beside the ship’s bell — a relic of a merchant vessel that had been wrecked in the bay some thirty years before. Still, try how he would, George was unable to rid himself of the remembrance of the face of the girl who had come down to Beachcombe by the same train as himself that afternoon. It had certainly produced an extraordinary effect upon him.

“I wonder who she can be?” he said to him self for the thousandth time, as they watched the endless stream of promenaders. “That she is a lady, I’ll swear, but — heigho! this sort of thing won’t do. If I think much more about her, I shall begin to imagine myself in love. And yet I can’t help thinking that I should like to know more of her.”

At that moment a few drops of rain pattered down upon them.

“I thought it wouldn’t be long coming,” said Mildmay. “Now, if we are wise, we shall seek shelter.”

“I’m afraid we’re hooked for the Pavilion after all,” George replied.

As the shower was quickly developing into a downpour, they made their way with all speed towards the door of the glass-roofed building in the center of the pier. George paid for admission and they passed into the hall. At the moment of their entering a young lady, clad in a boy’s costume combining half a dozen colors, and wearing a large palm-leaf hat upon her head, was explaining to the audience from the stage that the greatest happiness she had known in her life was when she was “a little colored coon, and played her banjo in the light of the moon.” So impressed was the audience by her reminiscences that they demanded a repetition. When she made her final bow and had gone off, a stout, florid gentleman proclaimed in a voice that might have descended to him from the bulls of Bashan that he feared no foe, particularly when clad in a certain shining armor. When he had also bowed himself off, George glanced at the program he held in his hand.

“‘ Madame Cecilia Cardew and Herr Paulus Gravbowski: Ballade and Polonaise by Vieux-temps,’” he read aloud. “We are certainly Cosmopolitans in our tastes this evening.”

There was a sudden hush of expectancy in the hall, then the curtain at the back of the stage was drawn on one side, and the beautiful woman, whom he had seen at Victoria and also on Beachcombe platform that afternoon, stood before them.


CHAPTER II.
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KILVERT COULD SCARCELY believe his eyes when he saw, advancing towards the footlights of the Pavilion platform, the very girl in whom he had that day taken such an absorbing interest. From the moment that she made her appearance he was a different man. He forgot where he was, forgot that Mildmay was beside him, forgot everything, in fact, save the presence of that beautiful figure upon the stage. In her hand she carried a violin, while the man whom George had seen lying back in the corner of the carriage, followed her, and took his place at the piano. It was fortunate for George Kilvert that he was not a very highly cultivated musician. Had he been so, I fear the performance which followed would scarcely have afforded him the pleasure it seemed now to do. That Madame Cardew possessed talent of a kind there could be no doubt, but it was certainly not of a sufficiently high order ever to bring her any great fame. It was not of her playing, however, that the enthusiastic young man, seated on the right-hand side of the Pavilion, was thinking. Indeed, I am doubtful whether he even listened to it. The enjoyment he was deriving was from the contemplation of the pale, beautiful face of the performer, set off by the dark wood of the instrument she held beneath her chin. If it had seemed lovely to him at the railway station, it was a hundred times more so now. Her tall figure showed to great advantage in the tight-fitting satin dress she wore; while the dark color of the material contrasted admirably with the pure whiteness of her skin. Her accompanist played as if he were enchanted. His long white hair fell upon his shoulders in a theatrical fashion, and added to the grotesqueness of his general appearance. At last the selection came to an end, and the fair artist bowed her acknowledgments of the somewhat faint-hearted applause that rewarded her performance.

“These idiots are not worth playing to,” muttered Kilvert, in a storm of indignation.

“They nearly clapped their hands off at the conclusion of that wretched coon song, but when they have something really fine given them, they cannot appreciate it. I’ve no patience with such people.”

“I take it, then, that a really fine performance?” said Mildmay, as if he were anxious not to commit himself. “It did not appear to me to be anything out of the common; but there, one can never get at the value of these sort of things.”

“It was splendid,” said George, enthusiastcally. “I wouldn’t wish to hear anything better.”

He once more consulted his program. “Madame Cecilia Cardew,” he muttered to himself. “The name fits her like a glove. The Goddess of music.” Then once more he asked himself the question he had put so many times before, “What can the relationship be between her and that man?”

The next performer claimed to be a thought-reader, but I fear that Kilvert paid very little attention to the wonderful things he did. He had discovered that they were to have nothing more from Madame Cardew that evening, but a notice stated that she would perform on the following afternoon, and again in the evening. He registered a vow that he would be present, whatever Mildmay might think or say.

When the performance was at an end, they left the Pavilion and returned to their hotel. The rain had ceased, and the moon was rising into a well-nigh cloudless sky. As soon as Mildmay declared himself tired, his host proposed that they should go bed. This they did, bidding each other good night in the corridor outside their respective rooms. — 

“Just give me a smoking-coat, and then you can leave me,” said George to his servant. “I shan’t go to bed yet.”

When his man had departed, he went to the window and opened it. The moon threw her mellow light upon the heaving waters, and the ripple of the wavelets on the shore came up to him like music. Little by little his thoughts drifted back to the brilliantly lighted Pavilion, and once more he saw that tall, graceful figure standing before the footlights, her violin beneath her chin, and her proud, sweet face looking down upon the audience of which he was proud to have been one.

“I should not have thought it possible that a woman’s face could have made such an impression upon me,” he said to himself. “I saw it for the first time this afternoon, and now I can think of nothing else. Any one would think I was a boy again, indulging in his first calf love.” He tried to laugh at himself, but the attempt was far from being a success. At last he rose from his chair and prepared for bed.

“I must endeavor to find out something more about her,” he said, as he laid his head upon the pillow. “I don’t like the look of that fellow, her accompanist. He is as theatrical as a man can be, but she — I never saw anything so beautiful in my life.”

As he fell asleep thinking of her, it is scarcely to be wondered at that she haunted his dreams. He dreamt that he was standing in a great concert hall which was crowded with people.

Madame Cardew was upon the stage, violin in hand; her companion, as usual, was seated at the piano. She began to play very softly. Then the character of the music changed, and it was not long before it seemed to Kilvert that there was a message in it for him. It was as if she were calling to him to save her from the other man. “Help me, help me,” the message ran; “come to me, and save me before it is too late.” Rising from his place in the audience, he rushed towards the stage, but before he could reach it, Gravbowski had left the piano, and had seized the girl. Drawing a knife from beneath his coat, he was about to stab her with it, when George awoke, trembling from head to foot. Switching on the electric light, he sat up in bed.

“That was something more than a dream,” he said to himself. “Good Heavens! I thought the brute had got her.”

It was just daybreak, and, feeling that it would be impossible to obtain any more sleep, he took up the novel he had purchased at Victoria that afternoon, and endeavored to interest himself in it. He was not successful, however. The piteous face he had seen in his dream appealed to him from every page. When, later, he appeared at the breakfast-table, he looked as if he had not had a wink of sleep all night.

“You’re not looking yourself this morning, old fellow,” said Mildmay, as they sat down to their meal.

“I did not have a very good night,” Kilvert returned. “The old story of the strange bed, I suppose. However, I shall doubtless make up for it to-night, so it doesn’t matter very much.”

They spent the morning on the Esplande, Mildmay deep in the morning papers, George pretending to read, but in reality watching the people about him. For some reason or another he felt out of sorts with himself and the world in general. Mildmay’s humorous criticisms of the politics of the moment irritated him beyond measure, while even the happy laughter of the group of children, making sandhills on the shore below them, offended him. Once more he argued with himself as to the absurdity of it all. Yet, ridicule himself as he might, he had a feeling that Fate was drawing him on to a certain goal.

“Look, my dear fellow,” said Mildmay at last, as he folded up his paper and laid it on the seat beside him, “if I am not mistaken, the lady coming towards us is your fair friend, whose violin playing last night afforded you so much pleasure.”

Turning in the direction indicated by Mildmay, George discovered that what his friend said was correct. Approaching them, and walking with that peculiar grace that so charmed him on the previous day, was the lady described on the Pavilion program as Madame Cecilia Cardew. By her side, clad in a velvet coat, and looking even more theatrical than on the previous evening, was Herr Paulus Gravbowski. It was plain that he was in a bad temper, for as the pair passed, he snapped out something at his companion that brought a look of pain into her face. She pretended, however, not to notice his rudeness, and walked on as proudly as before.

“To use schoolboy slang,” said Mildmay, when the pair had passed, “I should say that our fair friend is catching it.”

“The beast!” George replied indignantly. “He ought to be ashamed of himself. What right has he to insult her in public like that? I’d give something to be able to teach him manners.”

Mildmay glanced at him out of the corner of his eye before he replied. Assuredly he had never before known his friend betray such interest in a member of the opposite sex.

“I wonder in what relation they stand to each other?” he asked, picking up the paper as he spoke.

This question, coming so pat upon his own thoughts, proved too much for Kilvert.

“Come, come,” he said irritably, “what on earth has that got to do with us?”

“My dear fellow,” said Mildmay, “there is no sort of reason why you should have anything to do with us. As for me, you know I never worry myself about anything.”

“Then let’s go in to lunch,” said George, throwing another glance after the pair, who were now crossing the road by the handstand.

I have already said that Mildmay was essentially a kindly little man. I am going to give you a good and sufficient proof of it. Unobservant as he had appeared to be, he was, nevertheless, well aware that his host had taken a sudden and violent interest in one at least of the pair of musicians then performing on the pier. For that reason, when they had lunched, and Kilvert inquired in what way they should amuse themselves that afternoon, he took the bull by the horns, and suggested that they should pay a visit to the Pavilion.

“I see from the program hanging in the hall,” he said, “that the lady we saw this morning is going to play Handel’s Sonata in A major. Of all the works for the violin of which I am fond, that comes first.”

“I don’t believe you know anything about it,” was his companion’s uncompromising reply; and then, with an ingenuousness that he flattered himself would deceive his friend, he added, “However, if you are bent upon going, I will go with you.”

At the appointed time they made their way along the pier towards the Pavilion. The afternoon performance was, as a rule, of a somewhat higher character than that of the evening. It was certainly so in this case. The lady who had sung the coon song on the previous night now appeared in fashionable attire, and sang one of the latest ballads by a popular composer; while the gentleman who had rendered “I Fear no Foe” with such vigor, followed her with a solo from the “Flying Dutchman.” When he had been heartily applauded and had made his exit, George felt as if all the blood in his body was flying to his head. Then the curtain was drawn aside, and once more Madame Cardew stood looking down upon her audience. To the infatuated young man in the third row of chairs it seemed as if she were paler than usual, and some innate sympathy made him feel that she was laboring under the influence of some considerable emotion. Once, in the middle of one of the easiest passages, she well-nigh broke down. Her accompanist flashed a look at her from the piano that to Kilvert’s mind was full of malignity. She recovered herself instantly, and continued her performance apparently as if she had not noticed it. Not so Mildmay’s companion; he remembered his dream of the previous night, and felt as if he could invade the platform and hurl off it the man who sat there.

The performance at an end, the girl bowed to her audience and disappeared, whereupon Kilvert made an excuse to his companion, and went out into the open air. Something told him that Madame Cardew would also leave the Pavilion, and, as events turned out, he was right. She was standing by the brass bell, already referred to, looking out to sea, her hands clasped on the rail before her, and her shoulders shaking as if with sobs. That she was in serious trouble was beyond all doubt. George felt that he would have given anything to have been able to go up to her and to have inquired what that trouble was, and if possible to have helped her. Under the circumstances, however, such a thing was impossible. She would in all probability deeply resent his interference, and in that case his well-meant kindness would do more harm than good. He accordingly walked to the other side of the pier, where he stood looking down into the green water below. Once more he endeavored to argue with himself. The whole affair was really too absurd, he told himself; he had neither seen nor heard of the girl until the previous day, and when he returned to London, they would in all human probability never meet again. Why, therefore, should he exercise his mind so much about her! And yet with it all there was always that little voice at the back of his brain telling him, over and over again, and with unmistakable clearness, that Fate had willed that they should meet, and that such meeting was destined to prove the one great crisis of his life. Never before had he been so impressed by any one. There had been numerous little love episodes dotted like milestones on the pathway of his life, and more than once he had entertained a suspicion that he had met the woman he would make his wife. In every case, however, he had been disillusioned before it was too late. Now, however, everything seemed different. He had not addressed a word to the girl — he did not even know whether she was single or married; she might be the purest or the basest of her sex; yet with it all he felt certain, why he could not say, that the threads of their two lives were inextricably interwoven for Good or Ill. He felt a sudden impulse to go back and speak to her, to offer her his help at any cost; but when he turned with this intention, it was only to discover that the man, to whom he had taken such a dislike, had come out to her, and they were now walking back to the Pavilion together. Presuming that she was returning in order to prepare for her next number, George also made his way back to the concert hall.

“Well, my friend,” said Mildmay, when the other took his seat beside him, “I hope you enjoyed your cigarette. I have been amusing myself during your absence studying that curious anomaly, the British paterfamilias at the seaside. Just look at that old fellow over there.”

He indicated a stout and respectable old gentleman seated on their right. From his appearance he might have been a member of the Stock Exchange, a Solicitor, or a prosperous Bank Manager.

“I’ll be bound he spends the greater part of his life indoors,” Mildmay continued, “yet here he is on his holiday, and on a beautiful afternoon, sitting under a glass roof, not enjoying the music, mark you, but sleeping off the effects of what has probably been a remarkably heavy luncheon, to the strains of music, which, you can see for yourself, he does not care a scrap about. It’s really very curious.”

George was about to reply when the curtain was once more drawn aside, and Madame Cardew appeared upon the stage. However agitated she might have been when she stood at the end of the pier, she showed no sign of emotion now. She played an old English air, and, securing an encore, followed it with a melody by Chopin. After which she bowed and left the stage.

This was the last item on the program, and the two men quitted the hall together.

“Madame Cardew is certainly very beautiful,” remarked Mildmay, as they walked down the pier, “but I am afraid she is not happy. Herr Paulus does not strike me as being an amiable gentleman. If he is, his face certainly belies him.”

George said nothing in reply to this speech. He was afraid to discuss the matter too much with Mildmay, lest his friend’s suspicions should be aroused. He was not quite certain that this had not happened already, for the little man was a sharp observer, and it was not very much that escaped his notice.

After dinner they adjourned to the club, of which Mildmay, on George’s introduction, had been made an honorary member. Whist was the order of the evening, and for an hour and a half George managed to fix his attention sufficiently on the cards to save himself and his partner from absolute defeat. At last he felt that he could play no longer, and, when the rubber was finished, rose from the table.

“I am afraid I must ask you to excuse me,” he said. “I have a splitting headache, and can scarcely see the pips on the cards. I must go out for some fresh air.”

Mildmay offered to accompany him, but this Kilvert would not hear of.

“Get somebody else to come in, and continue your game,” he said. “The night is young, and, as I have reason to observe, you’re in excellent form to-night. Make hay while the sun shines; I’ll have my revenge later on.” Then, when he had seen a local lawyer installed in his place, George donned his hat and coat, and, having lit a cigar, went out into the cool night air. He had certainly been troubled by a headache that evening. The fresh sea breeze, however, soon blew it away, and by the time he reached the entrance to the pier, he was scarcely conscious of it. Passing on to the pier, he made his way in the direction of the Pavilion. It was like a loadstone; he could no more have stayed away from it than he could have flown over it. As it happened, however, he was only just in time to see Madame Cardew and her accompanist make their bows to the audience and retire.

“Confound that wretched whist!” he muttered to himself. “If only the fellows had not hung about so over the last rubber, I should have been here in time.”

Feeling out of elbows with himself and the world, he left the Pavilion, and walked slowly down the pier towards the exit. In one of the shelters he paused to light a fresh cigar. As he threw away the match, he descried the two figures with which by this time he was well familiar, coming towards him. He remained where he was in order to allow of their passing before he continued his walk. He had no thought of playing the part of an eavesdropper, but so close were they to him that it was impossible to avoid hearing a portion of their conversation, “You will do as I bid you,” said the man in German, of which language Kilvert had some knowledge. “If you do not, you know the consequences.”

“I shall do nothing of the kind,” the girl answered in the same tongue; “and when I say it, you know that I mean it. Be careful how you try to force me. I am desperate, and there is no knowing what I may do.”

They had passed Kilvert by this time, and he heard no more. Passionate though her utterance had been, there was no mistaking the music of her voice. Scarcely conscious of what he was doing, George followed them, watched them pass through the turnstiles, and then, to his astonishment, saw the man cross the road, while his companion turned sharp to the right, and walked quickly towards the Esplanade. A mocking laugh came from the man, but the woman appeared not to notice it. She simply hurried along the broad promenade, against the buttresses of which the high tide was breaking in showers of foam. George remembered the last words he had overheard: “I am desperate, and there is no knowing what I may do.”

Why bad she left her companion, and for what reason was she hurrying like this into the darkness? He did not wait to consider, but, throwing caution to the winds, set off in pursuit.


CHAPTER III.
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AS I SAID at the conclusion of the previous chapter, the wind was steadily rising, and great sheets of spray were being blown across the Esplanade. The black form in front of Kilvert had had a considerable start, and it was with some difficulty that he managed to keep her in sight. Where was she going? What was she going to do? It was not long before she had passed the opening in the chains, at the point where he had seen her cross the road that morning. If she had then been proceeding to her lodgings, as he had supposed, it was quite evident that she was not going home now. Cramming his hat tighter on his head, he increased his pace. But still the swiftly moving figure ahead bore steadily on. At last they reached the end of the Esplanade, and began to climb the steep ascent of the cliff that there commenced.

“My God!” cried George to himself, in an agony of apprehension, “I was right after all. I believe she intends to kill herself!”

Thereupon he commenced to run up the winding path after her as fast as it was possible to go. The wind at the top was blowing great guns, and the sound of the waves on the rocks below reached him like distant thunder. He thought of the girl in front of him, and, in a flash of mental photography, of which he was vaguely, but not wholly, sensible, compared her, as he had seen her scarcely a quarter of an hour before, bowing her acknowledgments from the stage of the Pavilion, with the picture she now presented, flying before the storm on what he felt only too sure was an errand of self-destruction.

At the top of the cliffs was open country, partly heath, but mainly grass-land. At intervals, shelters had been erected by the town authorities, cozy little boxes in which, after dark, love-making couples were wont to hide themselves. At this hour of the night, however, all were empty, given over to the seagulls, who wheeled above them, and to the rabbits, who found shelter from the wind beneath the seats. A hundred yards from the point where the path from the Esplanade reaches the top of the cliff is a large open space surrounded by furze bushes. Here the figure that George was so vigorously pursuing paused, and stood for a moment as if undecided what to do, or which way go. Then she appeared to make up her mind, for she began to move swiftly towards the cliff edge, but not too fast for the man behind her, who, divining her intention, dashed forward, and, when she was scarcely a dozen paces from the edge, seized her in his arms. It was a desperate moment for both.

“Let me go!” she cried fiercely in English, struggling in his arms, “let me go! You don’t know what you are doing!”

She little knew the man with whom she had to deal, however. His strong arms were clasped about her, and in them he carried her back to the nearest shelter, some fifty yards distant. Beaching it, he placed her tenderly upon a seat, and then drew back a pace.

“God help me!” she cried hysterically, putting her hands up to her eyes as she spoke, as if anxious to shut out the remembrance of what she intended doing. “Oh, God help me!”

“God help you indeed!” said George. “Thank Heaven, I was in time to save you!” For upwards of a minute neither of them spoke. The wind whistled round the shelter, and the waves broke on the rocks below with never-ceasing regularity. Then from the girl there came a stream of protests.

“Oh, why did you stop me?” she repeated, wringing her hands and sobbing. “Why did you not let me do it?”

“Because I could not let you throw your life away like that,” he answered passionately.

“Is it of so little value to you that you treat it so lightly?”

“What is my life to me?” she retorted. “If you knew my story you would not have stopped me.” Then, with almost passionate protest, she continued, “It appeared such an easy, such a small thing to do. I thought I had only to come up here and throw myself over, and all would be at an end. Now that you have stopped me, it will all have to be done again.”

“Never!” he answered. “You must not think of such a thing again. Has not this one attempt proved enough for you, without your wanting to face that ordeal again!”

She did not answer, but gazed steadily in front of her from the dark corner. Then a fit of weeping took possession of her, and she rocked herself to and fro, sobbing meanwhile as if her heart would break. After a time she calmed a little, and George took his place beside her on the seat.

“Madame Cardew,” he said, “will you believe that, although we have never spoken until now, I am almost sincerely anxious to prove myself your friend?”

She started on hearing him utter her name. “How do you know who I am?” she asked. “I do not know that I have ever seen you before.”

“And I had never seen you until yesterday, when I stood beside you at the bookstall at Victoria Station,” he answered. “I saw you again in the Pavilion last evening, and to-night you passed me on the pier. From what I overheard you say, I gathered that you were in distress. When I saw your companion desert you, I took the liberty of following you, and this is the result. I do not know what your trouble may be, but if you will accept a friendship, which is none the less real because it has been so short a time in existence, I will do all that is in my power to serve you. Am I right in supposing that Herr Paulus has been cruel to you?”

A shudder ran over her as he mentioned the man’s name.

“What do you know of him?” she asked in a startled tone.

“Nothing but what I have seen, “Kilvert answered. “That, however, has been sufficient to show me that you are far from happy with him. I have not known you long enough to think of asking you to share your trouble with me, but will you believe me if I say that should there be anything I can do to make your lot happier, I will pledge myself to help you most gladly — and without asking further questions?”

She heaved a heavy sigh, but gave him no answer.

“Ah! You do not trust me!” he said, rising to his feet.

“It is not that,” she answered. “God knows that I stand in need of help! But I have never spoken to you before, and it seems impossible that any one should be desirous of helping one so miserable as I am.”

“Why will you not let me show you how wrong that impression is!” he asked. “I want no reward — I ask no return or recompense.”

“Alas! there is nothing you can do,” she replied. “I have my burden to bear, and I must bear it until the end. I thought and hoped that that end would have come to-night, but you have prevented it. And now I must go back to my misery. Heaven help me!”

“If only you would tell me everything, I feel sure I could help you,” he said. “Surely you cannot be beyond the reach of assistance!”

“Alas! I am beyond the reach of everything,” she answered, with a sadness in her voice that cut George like a knife. “Beyond the reach of everything! I doubt if, in all the history of the world, there has been a woman so helpless and so forlorn as I.”

George did not know what to say in comfort. She was plainly disinclined to allow him to help her, and for this reason he felt that he could not thrust herself upon her. To prolong the situation, therefore, could only be painful for both.

“I am sorry,” he said, “that you will not permit me to be as useful as I should have liked to have been; but if you will not allow me to assist you in your trouble, I can at least escort you back to your lodgings. But, before we start, I am going to ask you to give me one solemn promise.”

“What is it?” she inquired, rising and standing before him like the figure of Tragedy.

“It is that you will never again attempt what I saved you from to-night?”

She paused before she replied.

“I will promise you that,” she answered slowly. Then, putting her hands to her face, as if to shut out some painful thought, she continued, “O God! to think what I might be now had you not stopped me!”

“Fortunately I did stop you,” said Kilvert. “Now we had better be returning to the town. The sooner you reach home the better.”

With that they left the shelter, and turned their faces towards Beachcombe. The wind buffeted them continuously, and, to add to their discomfort, a thick drizzle was falling. In silence they descended the cliff, and reached the Esplanade once more.

“May I ask where you are staying?” asked George.

“At Number 13, Beach Street,” she answered. “Believe me, it is not necessary for you to come with me. I can find my way there easily.”

“Forgive me,” said George, “but I shall not rest happy unless I see you safely to your own door.”

They crossed the road, and made their way in the direction of the street she had indicated. It was a semi-fashionable thoroughfare, most of the residences being boarding-houses of a superior description. When they were halfway down the street, the girl stopped and turned to George.

“It may seem wicked of me to say so,” she said, “but I don’t know whether I should be grateful to you or not for what you have done for me to-night.”

“I have no desire that you should be,” he answered. “I am only too thankful that I followed you. But there is something more that I want to say. You have given me one promise — I am going to ask you to give me another.”

“And what is it?” she asked, with a touch of suspicion in her voice.

“It is not a very great one,” he said. “It is that you will let me give you my name and address, and that, should you ever be in trouble again, you will communicate with meat once.”

She hesitated before she answered. “I could not do that,” she answered. “Yon must see yourself that I am unable to accept help from one I do not know, but I thank you none the less. If you knew everything you would shun me like the plague.”

George shook his head. He would never believe that.

“I shall always believe in you,” he replied; and then added, “in your goodness and purity — always — to my dying day.”

At the time he did not realize that this was a somewhat strange speech to make to a girl to whom he had never addressed a word until an hour before. But then, as he afterwards admitted to himself, it was only in keeping With the whole affair.

Then she began to move towards the steps of the house before which they stood, and the young man realized that if he had anything else to say to her it must be said at once.

“Pray forgive me if I appear impertinent,” he said, “but there is one question that it is vitally necessary that I should ask of you, and yet I am loth to offend you.”

“What is it?” she asked. “If I am at liberty to answer it, I will do so. I owe you that at least.”

“I see on the Pavilion program that your name is announced as Madame Cardew,” he said; and then added almost timidly, “I heard that man, your accompanist, speak roughly to you. May I ask in what relationship you stand to him?”

“None whatever,” she answered hastily, and with what George believed to be a shudder. “He adopted me when I was a little child, and I have lived with him ever since as his daughter — that is all.”

She must have heard the muttered “Thank God!” which escaped George’s lips, for she made another movement towards the steps.

“And you are not married?” he asked.

“I am not,” she answered coldly.

“I will not keep you longer,” he said, in a different tone to that in which he had last addressed her. “You are wet and cold.”

Then, taking a card from his pocket, he handed it to her.

“May I give you my card f” he asked. “It will tell you who I am if such a thing can interest you. As I said just now, should you ever be in trouble and in need of help, I can only ask you to believe that if you will allow me, I will serve you to the death, and only too gladly.”

“I thank you,” she answered simply. “And now ‘Good night.’”

She ascended the steps, while he set off quickly in the direction of the sea front. It seemed to him that he had lived a lifetime in the last hour. Her voice still rang in his ears, and the haunting look in her eyes was continually before him. Beaching the street facing the Esplanade, he strode quickly along the pavement towards his hotel. The night watchman admitted him, and informed him that Mr. Mildmay had left a message to the effect that he was tired and had gone to bed.

“I am glad indeed to hear that,” George muttered to himself; he felt that he could not have borne the questioning to which his friend would have subjected him.

He accordingly ascended to his room, where Edwards waited upon him with serene imperturbability, as if rain-soaked clothes and mud-stained boots played a usual part of a gentleman’s evening attire. When he had left the room, George threw himself into an easy-chair, and tried to arrive at a proper understanding with himself. He was aware by this time that he was hopelessly, irretrievably in love with the beautiful woman whose life he had, to all intents and purposes, saved that night. It was a true case of that mysterious malady, the idea of which he had so often ridiculed, “love at first sight.” Happen what might, he told himself he intended to go through with it now that he had her assurance from her own lips that she was not the wife of the man to whom he had taken such a dislike. He knew nothing of her former life, nothing of her parents or upbringing, but he had looked into her face, and, having done so, was prepared to stake his happiness on her honesty and purity. Having arrived at this resolution, he went to bed, and, contrary to his expectations slept like a top from the time his head touched the pillow until Edwards called him next morning.

When he looked out upon the world again he discovered a miserable day. Rain was pouring down in sheets, the sea rolled in in sullen gray-green waves, while the chains on the posts of the Esplanade swung mournfully to and fro in the wind. The outer cheerlessness had its effect upon him, for by the time he had finished his breakfast, George’s spirits had sunk to the lowest depths. Mildmay saw this, and forbore to put any questions he might otherwise have asked concerning his friend’s doings after they had parted on the previous night.

“For cheerfulness commend me to the seaside on a wet day,” said the little man, as they stood in the vestibule after breakfast, looking out upon the streaming pavements and the umbrella-laden pedestrians who hurried by. “For my part, give me a comfortable chair at the club and the daily papers. My insignificant frame was never intended to combat the elements.”

“I suppose we shall have to spend the morning at the club,” George remarked dismally. “So far as I can see there is nothing else left for us.” — 

He would have given anything to have been able to go round to Beach Street on the mere chance of seeing Madame Cardew. He knew, however, that such a call could scarcely fail to be regarded by her as an impertinence. He determined, therefore, to accompany Mildmay to the club, and to find what amusement he could there. Dripping umbrellas and streaming mackintoshes decorated the hall of that institution when they reached it, and the head waiter’s remark to every incoming member, “A very wet day, sir,” became as monotonous as the chiming of a cuckoo clock. They made their way to the smoking-room together, and installed themselves in armchairs in the large bow window overlooking the sea. George, having lit a cigar, appropriated the Fortnightly Review, and endeavored to interest himself in its contents. The effort was vain, however. His thoughts continually reverted to another part of the town.

“Heigho!” he said at last, “this sort of thing will not do at all. If I sit here I shall go to sleep, and if I go to sleep I shall wake up in a vile temper, of which you will reap the benefit, my dear Mildmay.”

“I am always glad to be useful,” said the man whom he addressed, looking at him over the top of an American magazine. “So far as I am concerned this chair is a remarkably comfortable one, and I was just coming to the conclusion that even wet days have their advantages. You take life too seriously, my dear George. Try to follow my example, and to look at everything from a utilitarian point of view. For instance, I am reading an excellent article on the prehistoric arts of the Peruvians. The first page settled me comfortably in my chair; halfway down the second I began to experience a feeling of delightful languor; while the third was just producing a truly soporific effect, when you brought me back to the realities of this troublesome world by complaining that sleep made you bad tempered.”

“What nonsense you talk!” said George, irritably.

Still Mildmay was not put out, “Nonsense, my dear fellow,” he said, “when you come to think of it, is the oil that greases the wheels of the machinery of life. Does not some poet — I cannot remember who — observe that 



‘ A little nonsense now and then 

Is relished by the wisest men?



I don’t pretend to be a particularly wise man myself, but I certainly have a decided partiality for nonsense. There was a time when I thought you had a leaning that way, but ever since we left London your seriousness has been of the most terrible description.”

“My dear old boy,” George replied, “I am afraid you are having a wretchedly bad time of it. What would you like to do? Shall we hire hacks and go for a ride? We can only get wet through. Shall we purchase clubs and go up to the golf links? If you don’t mind the rain, we might chance to get a round. Or shall we hire a boat and go for a row? If the worst comes to the worst, we can only be seasick!”

“Shall we go on to the housetops and proclaim ourselves lunatics?” Mildmay suggested. “I have often thought a bill ought to be introduced into Parliament to legislate against the oppression of the weaker brethren by the over-energetic. If your neighbor keeps poultry, and the crowing of the matutinal chanticleer disturbs your rest, you can hail him to the police-station with a fair certainty of winning the case. If the picturesque but unwashed Italian will persist in serenading you with the most diabolical musical instrument yet invented for the annoyance of a much enduring world, you can call in the assistance of the police-constable and have him forcibly removed. Nothing, however, is done to protect the inoffensive individual, who likes to take life quietly, from his confoundedly energetic brother, whose only idea of happiness is to be racing about, taking what he calls exercise from morning till night. You know the Bracebridges, of course?”

George was standing in the window looking out at the sea, a cigar in his mouth, and his hands thrust deep into his pockets.

“What on earth have the Bracebridges got to do with the point at issue?” he asked, without turning round.

“They illustrate my argument exactly,” Mildmay continued, noticing with satisfaction that he was gradually talking George out of his fit of gloom. “In a moment of mental aberration I accepted an invitation to spend Christmas with them, and you may believe it or not, but I have never had such a terrible time of it in my life. You know the fine old place they have down in the country. As far as room and noise is concerned, it is a regluar barrack. No one talks quietly; they all bawl at one as if one were deaf. Everybody comes down to breakfast in an excited state and goes to bed in it. I hadn’t been in the house ten minutes before I was carried off at breathless speed to inspect a new hunter just purchased; then back again to the house to eat an enormous afternoon tea, which I knew would give me indigestion and spoil my appetite for dinner, as it did; then into the hall to witness a new dance which the eldest girl had invented, and which, they all declared, would be the rage of the next season; then to the billiard-room to play pocket badminton over the squire’s billiard-table; after dinner a dance; next morning up at nine to go to hunting; home tired out, only to find that charades were the order of the evening, in which I was to act, much against my will. Believe it or not, this sort of thing continued for a week, at the end of which time I returned to town more dead than alive. Now, I contend that all men and women have a right—”

“Oh, bosh!” said George. “You know very well that you don’t mean a word of what you are saying.” Then, placing his hand on Mildmay’s shoulder, he continued, “Don’t you think I can see through it all? You have got it into your head that I am miserable about something, and you are talking like this in order to try and cheer me up. As a matter of fact, I am miserable, and I don’t mind telling you so. It’s not the sort of confession I should make to everybody, but you and I are old friends, and I know I can trust you.”

Mildmay nodded. It was a way he had when he was really in earnest. Easy-going little man though he was, Edward Mildmay could prove himself a true friend when it came to a pinch.

Moreover, there was no one amongst the circle of his acquaintance that he liked as much as George Kilvert.

“The fact of the matter is,” George continued, “I had an extraordinary experience last night. You remember that beautiful violinist?”

Mildmay nodded once more. “Madame Cardew?”

“Yes, Madame Cardew. You will recollect that I left here earlier than you did. Well, I went for a stroll on the pier, and while I was standing in one of the shelters she passed with the man she calls her father.”

Mildmay pricked up his ears on hearing this. How had George come to know what she called the man?

“As they passed me I heard the man bullying her in what I expect is his usual fashion. In reply she told him that she was desperate, and that if he continued to treat her as he was doing she might attempt anything. Well, to shorten my story, I followed them down the pier. It was a wretched night, and you can imagine my surprise, when, having seen the man pass the turnstile, I saw him go straight on across the road, while the woman turned to the right, and went along the Esplanade in the direction of the cliffs. Somehow, I don’t know why it should have done so, her action frightened me, and I made up my mind to follow her. This I did, and kept behind her until she reached the third shelter on the top. I now began to see what it was she had in her mind. Reaching the open space just before you get to the chine, she started at a run for the cliff edge.”

“And you stopped her?”

“I caught her just in time to prevent her from throwing herself over. Another moment and I should have been too late. There was a bit of a scene afterwards, but eventually I managed to get her home. I tried to learn from her what her trouble was, but she would not tell me. All that I could get out of her was that her life was a very unhappy one, and that the man who calls himself Gravbowski had adopted her when she was a little child.”

“You may well call it an extraordinary experience, And now, what do you intend to do?”

“Try and see her again,” George replied; “and later, endeavor, to persuade her to marry me.” — 

“Good Heavens, man! Surely you’re not serious?” cried Milmay, sitting bolt upright in his chair, with a startled expression upon his face.

“I was never more so in my life,” the other replied. “If she will have me, I shall obtain a special licence and marry her at once. My dear old fellow, I know you think me mad; but, believe me, I am not. My mind is quite made up upon this matter. I have never seen any one like her, and I never shall again.”

“But surely you must want to know something more about her before you take such an important step?” Mildmay suggested. “It seems to me like madness.”

“It may seem whatever you like. I want to know nothing more than I know now,” the infatuated young man replied. “I saw her for the first time the day before yesterday, but I feel as if I’ve known her all my life.”

Mildmay rose from his chair and crossed the room to the fireplace, where he stood looking down into the grate.

“This is a pretty bit of business,” he said to himself “and yet, by Jove, I don’t see what I can do to prevent it. He is in earnest, that’s evident; and it’s equally evident that he will not hear reason. Of course, the woman will jump at the chance he offers her as soon as she discovers who he is.” Then aloud, he continued, “And what is the next step to be?”

“I am going to see her at once and put the question to her,” George replied.

At that moment the door opened, and the lawyer who had taken George’s place at the whist-table on the previous evening entered the room.

“Horrid day, isn’t it?” he said, addressing Kilvert. “The glass is still falling, I see. We’re in for a wet week, or I’m very much mistaken.”

As he said this he glanced from one man to the other, and realized that the depression was not confined to the weather.

“Nice sort of thing for Beachcombe, this murder, isn’t it?” he went on cheerfully, as he seated himself at a writing-table in the corner of the room, and took some notepaper from the rack. “We shall be quite famous for a time.”

George did not answer, but Mildmay asked in a casual way to what murder he referred.

“Why, the murder of that musician fellow who has been playing the accompaniments for that beautiful violinist, Madame — I forget her name — at the Pavilion,” the other replied. “Haven’t you heard that he was found stone dead, stabbed to the heart, in his room this morning and that the violinist has bolted?”


CHAPTER IV.
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IT WOULD BE impossible to describe the effect produced upon Kilvert by the lawyer’s news. For a moment he stood staring at him as if he could not believe that he had heard aright. Then a sickening feeling of fear swept over him.

“Tell me it again,” he said hoarsely. “What is it you know?

The lawyer glanced at him in some surprise. As a rule, Kilvert was a placid, easy-going individual, and, though he had known him for some years, he had never before seen him under the influence of such emotion.

“I mean what I say,” the lawyer continued. “From what I have been told, I gather that ever since they have been in the place, the woman and the murdered man have been on the worst of terms. Last night, when they came off the stage at the Pavilion, after finishing their performance, they had a violent quarrel behind the scenes. The manager, I believe, heard them. The man went home alone, while the girl returned an hour later. This morning, when the landlady of the house went into the sitting-room on the ground floor, which was shared by the pair, she found the man lying upon the floor quite dead, as I have said, stabbed to the heart. She immediately sent for the Police, and a search was instituted for the woman. She, however, had taken time by the forelock, and had disappeared. I don’t know whether they have caught her yet, but I should rather fancy not. She probably knows too much for them. But it will cause a rare sensation when they do catch her.”

I have already remarked that Kilvert senior was a man who, when he made up his mind to do a thing, generally did it, or knew the reason why. It was well known that when he was thwarted, or put out by anything, his mouth took a curious expression not very pleasant to look upon, particularly if you happened to be the person at issue with him. His son had inherited that expression, and it was to be seen on his face now. He advanced a step or two towards the lawyer.

“You don’t mean to tell me,” he said, “that it is your opinion that she killed Gravbowski?”

“I should think it more than probable,” the other replied idly, and without noticing the thunderclouds gathering on Kilvert’s face. “As far as I can see, the facts of the case seem to point to it.”

“Then the facts of the case lie,” Kilvert returned hotly. “That is all I can say about it. The evidence may he as incriminating as you please, but I will stake my life on Madame Cardew’s innocence. And you can tell any one you please that I say so.”

With that he walked out of the room, leaving Mildmay and the lawyer regarding each other in blank amazement.

“I hope I haven’t put my foot in it,” said the lawyer, apologetically. “It looks confoundedly like it, though. I’d no idea they even knew each other.”

Mildmay did not reply, but left the room in pursuit of his friend. He found him in the hall putting on his coat.

“What are you going to do, old man?” he inquired, almost timidly.

“I am going round to Beach Street at once to make inquiries,” George replied. “Don’t bother about me.”

“But I must bother,” returned the other, taking his hat from the peg. “I’m coming with you. It’s possible I may he of use.”

“God bless you, Mildmay!” Kilvert replied. “If you will come I shall be very glad to have you. I can scarcely believe there is any truth in this terrible news yet.”

As he said this they left the club and passed out into the street. Then, putting up their umbrellas, they set off along the streaming pavements in the direction of the street where the murder, of which they had just heard, had taken place. Not a word was spoken during the time it took them to traverse the distance. Mildmay had nothing to say, and George felt as if his tongue were tied with horror. At last they turned into Beach Street. On entering it they became aware of a small crowd standing in front of a house which proved to be No. 13. In order that the irony of Fate should be the more apparent, it was borne in upon the young man as they approached the house that it was his own property. In fact, he was not quite certain that the whole street did not belong to him. Never before had one of his worthy father’s investments been brought home to him in such an appalling fashion. Pushing their way through the crowd, they ascended the steps leading to the front door. A policeman on duty there checked their further progress.

“There’s no admittance, sir,” he said, addressing George, who happened to be nearest to him.

“But, my good fellow, I want to see the landlady,” George replied.

“I can’t help that, sir,” said the policeman, civilly but firmly. “My orders was strict not to let any one whatsoever enter the house.

You must see for yourself, sir, that I can’t go against them.”

In the condition he was then in, it is possible that in another moment George would have lost his temper, and might probably have made a scene. Fortunately, however, for his dignity, a police Inspector crossed the street at that moment and came towards them.

“Here’s the Inspector, sir,” said the constable. “You’d better ask him whether you can go in or not.”

The individual in question ascended the steps and eyed Kilvert and Mildmay critically. It was plain that he supposed them to be representatives of the Press.

“I am afraid I cannot admit you,” he said at last, when the situation had been explained to him. “Of course, we are always very glad to do what we can for the papers, but—”

“You surely don’t think I am a reporter, do you?” said George. “My name is Kilvert, George Kilvert, and I fancy I am fairly well known here.”

The Inspector’s manner changed immediately. Every one in Beachcombe was familiar with that name. As a matter of fact, it transpired later that the Inspector himself lived in one of Mr. Kilvert’s cottages.

“I’m sure I beg your pardon,” he said. “I had no idea of your identity. It’s all right.

Dodson; I’ll take Mr. Kilvert and his friend in myself.”

He rang the bell, and the door was immediately opened to him by the constable who was on guard inside.

“Step inside, if you please, gentlemen,” said the Inspector; “then perhaps you will tell me what I can do for you.”

They followed him into the hall, or rather into a linoleum-covered passage, containing an umbrella-stand, a hat-rack, and two wooden chairs.

“I came to try and see the landlady,” George began. “I take a very deep interest in Madame Cardew, and it is in the hope of learning something about her that I am here.”

“I am afraid that there is very little to be told about that lady, sir, except that she has disappeared,” the man answered. “As a matter of fact, we are anxious to discover all we can about her ourselves. But you can see the landlady if you want to, and see what she has to say on the subject. I fear she is not much wiser than we are. I will send for her.”

This he immediately did.

When the latter appeared, she proved to be a small, fragile woman, with a pinched, miserable face, large hollow eyes, and with a general air of being a martyr to indigestion.

“Oh, sir,” she began, on hearing that it was her landlord who stood before her, “this has been a terrible business indeed. I never thought to see such a thing as long as I lived. It’s certain sure I shall never let my front room again, for folk will always say that they can’t live in a room in which there has been a murder committed. I wouldn’t have had it happened for all the money in the world. And he such an old man, and she such a —— —”

She would in all probability have continued in this strain for an interminable period, but George cut her short by asking her at what hour she had last seen Madame Cardew.

“As I told Mr. Inspector here,” the woman continued, “if I drop down dead this very moment, I can only say that I didn’t see her after she went out to the concert last night. She and her father — she called him father, though you must know he wasn’t really her father, being only adopted, as the saying goes — had their tea and went away together. He came home just after eleven. But it was between twelve and half-past before I heard the front door shut again. Oh, sir, I can’t believe it was her as did it, really I can’t! It don’t seem possible. She was a sweet young lady, if ever there was one, and terrible set upon by that man.”

As she said this she nodded her head in the direction of the sitting-room.

“Have you any idea what time it was when she left the house!” George inquired.

“I couldn’t tell you that if ’twas to save my life,” the woman answered. “You see, sir, none of us knew that she was gone until after the murder was discovered. Good Lord! it did give me such a turn. I went in there to draw the blinds and open the shutters, and there he was, lying stretched out upon the floor. I thought I should have dropped down dead!”

“When will the inquest be held?” George inquired, turning to the Inspector.

“This afternoon, sir,” the man replied.

“And where?”

“At the Queen’s Head Hotel, at four o’clock.”

“In that case you had better tell them to call me as a witness. I don’t know that my evidence will be worth very much, but, such as it is, the Coroner may as well have it.”

“We will bear the fact in mind, sir,” the Inspector answered; and then Mildmay and George left the house.

A subpoena calling upon him to attend and give evidence at the inquest on the body of one, Paulus Gravbowski, arrived an hour or so later.

“My dear old George, I cannot tell you how I sympathize with you,” said Mildmay, and held out his hand.

“I feel sure that you do,” George replied. “It is a terrible business.”

For my own part, however, I fancy Mildmay heaved a sigh of relief as he realized the fact that his friend would now, in all probability, not be able to carry out his mad proposal. And this only goes to prove that, long as Mildmay had known Kilvert, he had not then realized the other’s tenacity of purpose.

When George and his friend reached the Queen’s Head Hotel that afternoon, they found it in a state of wild excitement. The street outside was crowded, while the bar inside was doing a roaring trade.

“And of all this mob, there is not one who will believe in her innocence,” said George bitterly to himself, as they passed through the hotel to the large room at the back of the house in which the Inquest was to be held. “God help her, poor girl!”

“My dear sir,” said the Coroner, rising as they entered, and coming across the room to shake hands, “this is very kind of you. We have just returned from viewing the body, and are now ready to begin the proceedings. Let me offer you a chair.”

When they were seated, the Coroner took his place with a great show of dignity, and then the Inquest commenced.

The first witness called was the landlady of the house in which the murder had been committed. As if to add to the value of what she had to tell, she had dressed herself in the deepest mourning, and punctuated her evidence with lamentations.

The murdered man and the woman, who was stated to be his adopted daughter, had reached her house on the preceding Tuesday, two days before the murder had been committed. She was unable to say how they came to hear of her house, but supposed they had been sent to her by the people at the Pavilion, who knew that many of their artists were in the habit of staying with her. The deceased, in her opinion, was a bad-tempered man, and, to quote the witness’s own words, was “continually snarling and nagging at the lady.” Madame Cardew, on the other hand, was very quiet, and, again to use the witness’s words, “behaved herself like a perfect angel, let alone a lady.” On the night of the murder, she, the witness, met her on the stairs an hour or so before she left for the concert, and noticed that she was crying. It was not until some time after midnight that she heard the door again “shut to.” She presumed that it was Madame Cardew returning, and did not think any more of it at the time. In answer to a question put by the Coroner, she replied that it was her custom to furnish her lodgers with latch-keys, in order that they might let themselves in at any hour of the night, without disturbing the rest of the household. She then went on to allude to the finding of the body, indulging in many references to the state of her feelings, which she described as being “all of a twitter,” and a pathetic allusion to the damage done to the carpet and her house’s reputation. The body was lying on its face, she said, and it was not until she saw the pool of blood beside it that she knew it was a case of murder. She was quite certain that there was no knife in the wound, and, so far as she knew, in the room. When she had mastered her emotion, she sent for the police, and handed the case over to them.

Dr. Hutton-Browne was next called. He deposed to the fact that at half-past seven o’clock that morning he had been called by the police to No. 13, Beach Street. On entering the room he found the body of the deceased upon the floor in the position described by the last witness. From the examination he made he should say that death had occurred at least six hours previous to the discovery of the crime. That it was not a case of Suicide was proved by the fact that the man had been stabbed from behind between the shoulder-blades. There were also marks of fingers upon the throat, which, in his opinion, showed that the deceased man had been tightly held in order that he should not cry out. The examination of the wound led him to believe that it had been caused by a knife, or a dagger with a double edge. It had penetrated the lungs and heart, and death in consequence must have been instantaneous. Though he had looked about carefully, and had also seen the police do so, he could not discover a knife or weapon of any sort. In his opinion it would be impossible to say whether the marks upon the throat were caused by male or female fingers.

The police-constable who had been called in by the landlady was next sworn. His evidence was mainly corroborative as to the finding of the body, and to the dispatch of a messenger for a doctor. Madame Cardew was not then in the house.

A detective sergeant from the Criminal Investigation Department of Scotland Yard followed the policeman, and informed the court that on his arrival at Beachcombe he had visited the house in question, and had overhauled the effects of the dead man, and also the belongings of the woman known as Madame Cardew. He was unable to discover anything, however, that would tend to throw a light upon the mystery. The missing woman’s luggage consisted of her personal wardrobe, a quantity of music, and a few books. He found no weapon of any sort or description.

William George Hancock, manager of the Pavilion on the pier, was the next witness.

He stated that he was responsible for the engagement of the artists who appeared at the concert hall on the pier, and that, having heard of Madame Cardew’s success as a violinist from a brother manager, he had engaged her for a series of six concerts. He understood that Herr Paulus Gravbowski was her adopted father. The old gentleman was very irritable and dictatorial. He had heard from one of his employees that there had been words between the pair on the evening of the murder, but knew nothing more of it.

James Henderson, an employee at the Pavilion, on hearing his name called, made his way up to the table with an air of great importance. For once in his life he felt that he was playing a public part, and prided himself on the importance of the evidence he was about to give. He certified to the fact that the murdered man and Madame Cardew had performed at the Pavilion on the previous evening. They had already done so twice before. It was very plain to all the employees that they were not on the best of terms. Madame was a quiet, nice-tempered lady, but the old gentleman was very far from being the same. He complained to the manager about the piano, behaved rudely to the attendants, and did not allow his daughter, as she was supposed to be, a moment’s peace. On the previous evening, after the performance was over, they seemed to be having a big quarrel, but as they spoke in German, the witness was unable to say what it was about. They had left the Pavilion together.

There was a flutter of excitement in the room when the name of George Kilvert was called. The latter rose and advanced towards the table in the centre of the room. Having been sworn, he asked to be allowed to give his evidence in the form of a narrative. He stated that he had been standing on the pier when the dead man and his adopted daughter passed. Gravbowski was undoubtedly goading her to desperation — indeed, she said so. He had strolled down the pier after them, and had seen them separate at the corner of the Esplanade. His suspicions were aroused by the manner in which the lady hurried along the sea front, and he immediately made up his mind to follow her. A sensation was caused when he described what had taken place on the cliff. In reply to a question by one of the jurymen, he declared that she had given no reason for her conduct save that she was most unhappy. Feeling sure that she ought not to be allowed to go home alone, he had accompanied her as far as No. 13, Beach Street, and had left her there. At that time she seemed repentant concerning what she had tried to do, and had given him her promise that she would not attempt it again. The Coroner then inquired if it would be possible for him to give them the exact time at which the interview had taken place. Kilvert replied that he was unable to speak with any great degree of certainty. He supposed, however, that it must have been between twelve and a quarter-past. When asked if he had any theory to account for the disappearance of Madame Cardew, he replied that, knowing the condition in which her nerves were that evening, he thought she had entered the house, had found her adopted father dead, and had then gone out to accomplish what she had tried unsuccessfully to do an hour before.

‘ This concluded the evidence, and then the Coroner stated his intention of adjourning the Inquiry for two days, in order that the police might have time to make further investigations concerning the antecedents of the couple, and also that a search might be made for the missing woman.

George and Mildmay left the court together. The former was very despondent.

“I am afraid my evidence has prejudiced her case,” he said sadly; “and yet, what was I to do? It had to be given.”

“And what are you going to do now!” asked Mildmay.

“Telegraph to my lawyers in town to send me down the cleverest private detective they can find,” George replied without hesitation.

“Even if the poor girl is dead, as I sadly fear, no stone shall he left unturned to prove her innocence. If she is still alive, then there is all the more reason that the real murderer should be discovered.”

On their way to their hotel they accordingly stopped at the post-office, where George despatched the necessary message to the firm of solicitors who had the looking after of his multitudinous affairs. An hour later a reply reached him to the effect that they were sending down Jacob Burrell, “the cleverest man of his kind in England.”

“I would bet any money the junior partner sent that message,” said George, as he handed the telegram to Mildmay. “Had it been old Ephgraves, he would have left out the eulogium, or have added, ‘as we are credibly informed.’”

“It seems to me I have heard of this fellow Burrell before,” Mildmay replied. “Let me think for a moment. Oh, I have it! Do you remember that extraordinary case of last year in which young Henderson, — Godfrey Henderson the artist — was concerned? It came out at the trial that the fellow Fensden, who used to write — the fin-de-siècle poetry, really committed the murder. The hands of the murdered woman were sent as a wedding present to Henderson.”

“Now you mention the hands, I remember the case perfectly,” George replied. “What about it?”

“Why, if I am not mistaken, it was this fellow Burrell who knocked the bottom out of the mystery, and, by bringing Fensden’s guilt to light, proved Henderson to be innocent. It was regarded as a very smart bit of work.”

“All the better for me, then,” George returned. “If Burrell likes a mystery, he’ll surely be able to find it in this case. Let him prove conclusively that she had no hand in it, as I firmly believe myself, and he shall have such a reward as he never received before.”

He rang the bell, and when it was answered, told the servant that he expected a gentleman named Burrell down from London that evening.

“Let him be shown into a private room, and see that I am informed at once,” he added.

Having given these instructions, he forwarded a note to the police Authorities asking them to communicate with him at once should they receive any news of Madame Cardew, and then composed himself to wait for Burrell’s arrival with what patience he could command.

They had just finished dinner, and were sitting in the smoking-room, when a servant entered with a card upon a salver. George picked it up and glanced at it. Turning to Mildmay, he said — 

“Mr. Jacob Burrell has arrived.”


CHAPTER V.
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AS SOON AS they were informed of the famous detective’s arrival, George and Mildmay descended the stairs, and made their way to the room into which he had been shown. There they discovered a tall, stout man, perhaps fifty years of age, awaiting their coming. His face was large, red, clean shaven, and very pleasant to look upon. The width of his shoulders was enormous, and suggestive of herculean strength. He was dressed in a suit of check tweeds, and wore a spotted bird’s eye neckcloth under a low collar. Taken altogether, his appearance was that of a prosperous farmer or horse-dealer, rather than that of a man whose business in life it was to unravel the tangled threads of crime and to run down criminals.

“Mr. Burrell, I presume?” said George, advancing and holding out his hand.

“That is my name,” said Burrell, with a smile, as if he looked upon the mere fact of his name being Burrell as an exceedingly amusing circumstance. “Jacob Burrell, sir, at your service. I gather that you have received a communication from Messrs. Ephgraves and Son, which will account for my visit.”

“Yes,” George replied. “The Messrs. Ephgraves are my lawyers, and I telegraphed to them this afternoon to send me down at once the cleverest private detective they could find. They have paid you the compliment of assigning you that position.”

“It’s pleasant, sir, to be well spoken of,” said the detective, rubbing his large hands together in evident appreciation. “I’ve worked out two or three nice little cases for the Messrs. Ephgraves. And now, sir,” he went on, “perhaps you will be good enough to tell me what I can have the pleasure of doing for you. I always believe in getting to business as soon as possible.”

“You have heard, of course, of the murder of Herr Paulus Gravbowski, the pianist?” said George.

“I read the account of it in the evening papers on the way down,” said Burrell, sitting bolt upright in his chair with his thumbs in the armholes of his waistcoat, “and also of the disappearance of his female companion.”

“Well, it is with regard to that case that I sent for you,” George replied. “I am more interested in it than I can tell you.”

Burrell looked sharply at George before he spoke. Then he said; “I hope, sir, you won’t think me rude if I put two or three very plain questions to you. In a case like this, you see, I’m in very much the same position as a doctor. To come to a proper understanding of a patient’s ailment he must not beat about the bush. A detective must not do so either.”

“You can put whatever questions to me you like,” George replied. “I must ask you, however, to treat the answers I give you as strictly confidential.”

“Of course, sir,” the man answered. “That goes without saying. I am like the lawyer and the father confessor. What you tell me goes no further. “Now, sir, my first question is: Does your interest in the case embrace both parties, the man and the woman?”

“No, it does not,” George said, “Then, if I may hazard a guess, it concerns itself with the lady alone?”

“That is so,” answered George.

“She is described as a very beautiful woman. She also is a travelling musician, is she not? — going about from one town to another, playing at concerts. May I ask how far your interest with her goes?”

George paused in considerable embarrassment. “I saw her for the first time two days ago. I spoke to her for the first time at eleven o’clock last night. But as surely as I sit here, should I be able to find her again, and can prove her innocence of the charge which I am sure will be preferred against her, I shall endeavor to persuade her to become my wife.”

It was very plain that both George and Mildmay expected the detective to show some surprise at the announcement. He did not do so, however, but contemplated his right boot for a moment, and then asked George to describe their meeting. The young man did so, dwelling upon the conversation he had overheard upon the pier, and laying particular stress upon the misery she had spoken to him of in that scene upon the cliff.

Burrell heard him out with the utmost patience, and then asked him whether he was quite sure that the girl had made up her mind to commit suicide.

“You see, sir,” he continued, “it’s like this — so many of those professional ladies work themselves up to such a pitch that they make believe to be prepared to do anything. When, however, it comes to actually performing it, they as often as not draw back. Do you think she knew that you were following her?”

“I am quite certain she did not,” George replied indignantly. “It was some distance behind her, the night was a wild one, and the noise of the waves beating against the Esplanade would have completely drowned the sound of my steps. I could scarcely keep her figure in view, but I am quite certain that she did not once turn round.”

“And you think, then, that she was fully determined to throw herself over the cliffs?”

“I am sure of it,” the other answered. “If I had not caught her when I did, it would have been too late. The way in which she broke down when I carried her to the shelter proved to me conclusively that she was in deadly earnest. If I had let her go, I firmly believe she would have made a second attempt.”

“Instead of which you reasoned with her and comforted her, and then escorted her to her residence?”

“That is so.”

“And before you left her, I understand that she gave you her promise that she would not attempt again what you had saved her from?”

“She did. And I feel sure that she intended to keep her promise at the moment of making it. It might have been what she saw when she got inside the—”

“If you’ll excuse me, sir, we’ll come to that directly,” the detective interrupted. “I want to get the whole story fixed in my mind as we go along. And what happened then?” — 

“She left me and went into the house.”

“Did you actually see her enter?”

“No; I walked back towards the Esplanade as soon as I had wished her good night.”

“Did you see or pass any one in the street?”

“No; not any one.”

“You are sure of that, I suppose?”

“Quite sure.”

Burrell took an enormous note-book from his pocket, and made some entries in it. While he was so doing, he looked more like a farmer than ever. Having read over what he had written, he replaced the book in his pocket.

“Being a performer in public, her photograph would most probably be for sale,” he continued.

“I have not seen one,” George replied. “At any rate, I have not come across it down here.”

“You did not happen to see any one else in her company, I suppose?”

George answered in the negative, and then, after putting a few more questions to him, Burrell rose to leave.

“I shall be staying at the hotel where the Inquest was held to-day,” he said. “If you should have any news or anything else to tell me, that address will find me.”

He thereupon took his departure. Throughout the day following they saw nothing of him. George, however, called at the police-station, and was informed by the officer in charge that they had received no information concerning the whereabouts of the missing woman. The shore for many miles had been most carefully searched, but without success. Had she carried out her first intention and thrown herself over, her body must have been found, for the reason that the tide did not actually come up to the base of the cliffs for something like two miles from the town. She would scarcely have been likely, so the police argued, to have walked so far before committing the act. Inquiries had been made in the various villages in the neighborhood, but without hearing anything of her. She had not left the town by train, nor had she been heard of at her London address.

“What on earth can have become of her!” George asked himself for the hundredth time; and for the hundredth time could only answer with a shake of the head and a heavy sigh.

On the day following, the adjourned Inquest was held, and Mildmay and George attended it. As before, the large room at the Queen’s Head Hotel was crowded to suffocating point. The case had excited an extraordinary interest throughout the country, and Pressmen from all parts of England were present to report on it. The Coroner having opened his court, recalled the witness who had heard the pair quarrelling in the green room of the Pavilion. He repeated his evidence with as much satisfaction to himself as he had done on the previous occasion. When he had returned to his seat, Edward Bucknor was called, and a tall, stout man, of the butler type, stepped promptly forward. He deposed that he lived in George Street, Westminster, where he kept a boardinghouse. He had known Herr Paulus Gravbowski and Madame Cardew for some years. They had rooms in his house, and stayed there whenever they were in London. The deceased, he said, was of very violent temper, and, in his opinion, Madame Cardew was very far from happy with him. He had never heard her utter any threat against him. He did not think it was in her nature to do so. She was an extremely quiet and reserved lady, but was the possessor of a strong will, and, in the witness’s opinion, the old gentleman knew exactly how far he could go with her. He had neither seen nor heard of Madame Cardew since she left his house on the Tuesday before the murder. Many of her belongings were still with him, in the room she usually occupied, and he was present when the police searched the trunks and boxes. As the latter witness finished his evidence, George looked across the room, and saw, seated in the further corner, the bulky form of Mr. Burrell, who, with his hands upon his knees, was listening to the evidence with rapt attention. An officer of the local police was next called, who stated that a most thorough search had been made of the neighborhood, but not so much as a trace of the missing woman had been discovered. When he retired, Emanuel Timms was called. He proved to be a dapper little man, overflowing with a sense of his own importance. He stated that he was an ironmonger and gunsmith by trade, and was a member of the Town Council. In that capacity he formed one of the Committee who were responsible for the conduct of the Pavilion on the pier. As a rule he did not patronize such entertainments, but now and again he made a point of looking in upon the performance in order to judge of the manner in which they were conducted. The last time that he did so was on the occasion of the first performance given by Madame Cardew and the murdered man. He remembered being struck by the beauty of the lady, and was quite sure he should have known her again anywhere. On the morning following that performance she entered his shop and inquired whether he sold revolvers. When he replied that he did, she asked to be allowed to inspect some, and upon his placing a number before her, she chose one, remarking that she would take it away with her.

“Did it not strike you as being rather strange that a young lady should purchase such a weapon?” the Coroner asked.

“I will admit that it did,” Mr. Timms re plied. “But it would not pay me to question my customers as to their reasons for buying things out of my shop.”

One of the jurymen then asked if cartridges had been purchased at the same time, to which Mr. Timms replied that he had sold her a box of a hundred to fit that special weapon.

“Did she give any reason for requiring it?” another juryman inquired.

“None whatever.”

James Williams, a shopman in the employ of the last witness, gave corroborative evidence, after which the detective who had made an examination of Madame Cardew’s belongings was recalled. Asked if he had discovered such a weapon among her effects, he replied in the negative. He was quite sure that neither the revolver nor the cartridges were in the trunk, or, so far as he could see, at No. 13, Beach Street, at all.

Seated near George was a tall, showily dressed man of about fifty. When the name of Augustus Montgommery was called, he rose and approached the table. Having been sworn, he stated that he was the Manager of the Winter Gardens at Bexcliffe-on-Sea, and that the deceased and Madame Cardew had visited that town a month before, and been engaged by him. Gravbowski’s treatment of the lady was the subject of much comment among the staff of their concert-room. On one occasion Graybowski had struck her with the bow of her violin, and had broken it, necessitating his sending out for another before the performance could commence. He had remonstrated strongly with the old man, who at such moments seemed to have no control over himself. Madame Cardew was well-nigh hysterical at the time. “Some day he will drive me to despair,” she had cried, “and then I do not know what I shall do to him.”

The Coroner thereupon asked the witness if he was quite certain that those were the words he had heard her use. The man replied that he was. He was very interested in Madame Cardew, and what Gravbowski had said to her on that occasion was indelibly fixed in his memory.

When this witness had in his turn sat down, the Jury retired to an adjoining room to consider their verdict. They were absent for about a quarter of an hour, and when they returned, in reply to the usual questions, their Foreman stated that their verdict was one of “Wilful Murder” against Madame Cecilia Cardew.

George’s heart sank within him. He followed Mildmay out of the room, and when they were in the passage, waited with him, in silence, for Burrell to join them.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Kilvert,” said the latter, as he came up; then he continued mopping his forehead with his handkerchief. “It’s very warm in that room — very warm indeed. If there’s one thing more than another that upsets me, it’s a close Court.”

Talking in this way, he led them into the street, and it was only when they were well out of ear-shot of the crowd that had collected before the hotel that George inquired whether he had any news for him.

“Nothing yet,” Burrell replied, shaking his head. “To tell you the truth, this is about as strange a case as ever I had to deal with. One thing, however, is quite certain, and that is that the police don’t know any more than we do. The Coroner’s jury can return a verdict of ‘Wilful Murder’ against the lady, but even if they catch her, they’ll never be able to prove it. Her quarrel with Gravbowski the other night, and the evidence given by that man from Bexcliffe, proved that she had once stated that it was within the bounds of possibility that, at some time or another, if he drove her too far, she might do him a mischief. But she was hysterical when she said that, and very probably meant nothing by it. The worst part of the whole business is the fact of her running away. If she had stayed here, and told the police that she had come back with you, and on entering their sitting-room had found Gravbowski lying dead upon the floor, they might have been as suspicious as they pleased, but they couldn’t have committed her. No judge or jury would convict on such evidence.” Unhappily there was no denying the fact that Burrell was right.

“You think, then, that she has run away?” George asked.

“I’m certain of it,” the detective replied. “At first I thought she have thrown herself over the cliffs, as she wanted to do before, but I’ve abandoned that notion entirely.”

He could not be induced to say why he had done so, however, nor would he hazard any opinion as to the probable issue of the case.

“If you’d seen as much of this sort of thing as I have, sir,” he said, “you would be able to appreciate my position. I could cite you a dozen cases, at least, where the end looked as plain as a pike-staff at the beginning. Yet every one of those cases ended in a diametrically different fashion. As a matter of fact, I often feel inclined, when I am taking up a bit of business like this, to put the blame upon the most unlikely person in the case. I’ve known it come out right.”

“Unhappily there seems to be only one person concerned in this case,” said George, gloomily. “Poor girl, if she’s alive, she must be suffering agonies of fear.”

“She’s alive, right enough, sir,” said Burrell, confidently; “and, all being well, we’ll prove her innocent in the end.”

“Do that, and you’ll have my gratitude for life,” George replied. “Ask what you will of me then.”

“It’s very kind of you to say so,” Burrell replied. “You may be sure I shall do my best, if only for my own satisfaction.”

At the corner of the street leading to their hotel they separated, Burrell, as usual, promising to communicate with them the moment he had anything of importance to tell.

“I like the man,” said George to Mildmay, when they had resumed their walk.

“He certainly inspires a feeling of confidence in one,” the other replied. “Let us hope that he will be as successful in this case as he seems to have been in others.”

“He must be,” George answered. “I shall never rest until I have found her and proclaimed her innocence to the world. Good Heavens, man!” he continued, “is there any one living could look into her face and believe her guilty of such a diabolical crime? Her life with that man must have been a hell upon earth! It’s no wonder she tried to end it!”

That evening after dinner the two men went for a stroll upon the Esplanade. George did not feel equal to visiting the club, and near the pier he would not go. They were absent for upwards of an hour, and on their return they were informed by the hall-porter that a gentleman of the name of Burrell had called half an hour before to see Mr. Kilvert.

“Bother it!” said George, irritably, “I would not have missed him for the world. He must have something important to tell us, or he would not have called at such an hour.”

“He told me to say that he would be hack in half an hour, sir,” the servant continued.

There was nothing for it, therefore, but to wait with all the patience they could command for his return. When thirty-five minutes had elapsed, and still the detective had not put in an appearance, George’s temper gave way altogether.

“He might at least make it convenient to keep his appointments,” he said. “He knows very well how anxious I am and what misery this delay is causing me.”

“He won’t be long now, my dear fellow,” said Mildmay, soothingly; and the words had scarcely left his lips before the door opened, and Burrell was ushered into the room.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” he said, placing his hat upon a chair. “I looked in about half an hour or so ago to see if I could have a few words with you, but the man in the hall told me you were out.”

“We went for a stroll on the Esplanade,”

George replied. “I hope you have good news for me, Mr. Burrell?”

“That all depends how you take it, sir,” Burrell answered. “I’ve got some news, and somehow I think you’ll appreciate it. I only dropped across it at about half-past six; still, I thought I would let you hear it to-night.”

“Of course, of course,” cried George. “But the news! Can you prove beyond doubt that Madame Cardew did not commit the crime, or have you discovered her whereabouts?”

“Her whereabouts is still a mystery,” the other replied. “But so far as the crime is concerned, I think I can safely say that, even if she had any connection with it at all, she is not the actual murderess.”

“How did you find that out?” put in Mildmay. “I know you must have discovered something, for your experience is too great to allow of your putting forward such a statement haphazard.”

“Well, gentlemen, I’ll tell you all I’ve learnt, and then you can judge for yourselves. When I left you this afternoon, I went back to my quarters, and sat myself down to my stamp album.”

“Good gracious, man, what has a stamp album to do with Madame Cardew?” asked George, in a fever of impatience.

“Everything,” said Burrell. “Some day, if you will allow me, I will show you my collection. It’s a pretty decent one, I can assure you, and will repay inspection. Well, sir, as I was going to say, when I want to think out a bit of business, I get out my album, and run my eye through it. It seems to help me to concentrate my attention, you see. Perhaps it’s the magnifying-glass that does it.”

George could contain himself no longer. “If you want to drive me mad, Burrell,” he cried, “I assure you you’re going the right way to work to do it. Why on earth don’t you get on with your story?”

But the imperturbable Burrell was not to be hurried. He knew the value of what he had to say, and he was going to tell it in his own fashion.

“Well, sir,” he continued, “as I was saying, down I sat to my stamps. And it was while I was looking at a certain’51 Canadian, that cost me a large amount of trouble, that an idea occurred to me. Up I jumped, put on my hat, and set off for the scene of the murder. I’d already made friends with the landlady, so she let me go into the room alone. I didn’t want her hanging around watching me, you see, telling the professionals what I discovered — if I found anything, that is to say. But before I let her go, I asked her if the old man had received any letters while he was in her house.

Not one, she told me. This was disappointing, but it couldn’t be helped. So into the room I went and shut the door.  Now, as doubtless you have observed, there have been lots of theories put forward in this case. Remember that the old man was stabbed from behind. This would argue, would it not, that he was taken unawares? Death must have been instantaneous, or almost so; and the position in which the body lay, when found, and the fact that nothing else in the room was disturbed, even the tablecloth was not disarranged, must necessarily point to where he was standing when whoever committed the crime stole up to him. The nature of the wound and the doctor’s evidence tells us that the weapon was a double-edged one, the blade being at least an inch wide. It was also sharp as a razor, and could not have been less than eight inches long. In conclusion, let us remember the fact that it is missing. Now you have a fine bundle of facts before you to work upon. What do you make of them, gentlemen?”

His audience shook their heads.

“I can make neither head nor tail of them,” said George; “nor do I see how the recital of such matters can help us.”

“Well, sir, in the first place, doesn’t it seem most unlikely to you that a lady, such as Madame Cardew is represented to be, however much she might hate a man, would creep up behind him and stab him in the back?”

“It seems not only unlikely, but quite impossible,” George replied.

“Then again, sir, we have the evidence of that ironmonger, Timms, that Madame Cardew purchased a revolver and cartridges from him. Now, the revolver was not found amongst her effects, which might possibly mean that she was in the habit, for some reason of her own, of carrying it about with her. If this had been so she would surely have been more likely to have shot him rather than to have stabbed him. One more point, and then I will come to my discovery. Pardon me, sir, if I presume, for the sake of argument, that she did commit the crime. Very good! Now, gentlemen, recall the circumstances that she was playing the violin at the Pavilion on the night of the murder. She wore a close-fitting black satin dress. The bodice was cut low, and the sleeves extended to only a few inches below the shoulder. I believe I am right?”

“You are quite right,” said George, who was beginning to show signs of excitement. “Go on!”

“Well, sir, it’s a regular man’s joke that a woman’s pocket is difficult to find, and that half her time she does not know where it is herself. You, Mr. Kilvert, say you saw Madame Cardew ascend the steps of the house; the room in which the murder was committed overlooks those steps, and the door to it is only a few paces along the passage. At the time, she was wearing a heavy cloak. Now, it is quite certain that if she left that cloak in the passage, Gravbowski would have heard her come in, and would probably have been prepared for her. If she did not take it off, but wore it when she went into the room, do you mean to tell me that she could have come up to him and have clutched him, a strong man, remember, though old, with one hand, by the throat, while she stabbed him by the other, her shoulders at the time being comparatively pinioned by her cloak? No, gentlemen! For my part, I say it is not possible!”

He looked from one to the other as if to ascertain what their thoughts were.

“But, after all, my good Burrell, this is only inductive reasoning on your part,” said Mildmay, quietly. “You must have some other fact up your sleeve, which you have not mentioned yet, or you would not tell us all this.”

“I have, sir,” replied Burrell, “and you shall hear it. After I had taken a rough survey of the room, just to fix its general outline in my mind, so to speak, I made a closer inspection of it. I examined the carpet, out of which, by the way, the old woman will never be able to get the stains of blood; I turned the tablecloth inside out, and overlooked every inch of it. ‘Whoever committed this murder,’ I said to myself, ‘must have been possessed of a cool and collected temperament.’ Care was taken that the old man should make no noise, and also that no record should be left as to the identity of the assassin. A highly sensitive and overwrought young lady, who scarcely more than an hour before had tried to take her own life, would not have carried out her plans so perfectly. She would assuredly have left something to incriminate herself. My experience is that in a crime of this description the most difficult thing to avoid is the stain of blood. A spot on the clothes is almost certain to he seen by somebody, and, what is more, will be remembered and brought up as evidence sooner or later. You can’t plunge a knife into a man’s body and hide it about your person afterwards, without having wiped it somewhere, or on something. What I wanted to discover was where this man or woman, as the case may be, wiped it. Not on his handkerchief or on his clothes, you may be sure of that.”

“And you have found out where it was wiped?” asked George, eagerly.

“I have, sir,” said Burrell, proudly. “The knife, dagger, stiletto, or whatever you may please to call it, was wiped on the underside of the hearthrug, and if you can tell me that the young lady did that, well, all that I can say is that you’re a better judge of character than I am.”

“But, with all this, how do you account for the absence of the young lady herself?” asked Mildmay.

The detective had to admit that he could not account for it.

“The only theory I can give is that she must have come in while they were at work, and in order that she should not give the alarm and bear witness against them, they carried her off.”

“That’s exactly what I said at the first Inquest,” said George, “but I fancy the idea was ridiculed by the police as impossible.”

Burrell sniffed scornfully. “We shall see in the end who is right,” he said.

“And now what do you propose doing?” inquired George.

“To-morrow morning,” said Burrell, “I shall return to London and commence my inquiries there. Should you desire to see me this is my address.”

He placed a card upon the table, and then rose to bid them “Good night.” George escorted him down to the hall, and then returned to Mildmay.

“What do you think now?” he asked of that quiet but astute gentleman.

“I think as I did before, that there is no doubt as to her innocence,” the other replied. “I fancy, however, it will take some time to prove it.”

“If it takes me all my life, I will do so,” George returned; and then to himself he added, “And when I’ve done it, surely she will be grateful!”


CHAPTER VI.
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ON THE DAY following the interview described at the end of the previous chapter, George Kilvert and Mildmay shook the dust of Beachcombe from their feet and returned to London. They had only been absent a few days, yet to one of them at least it seemed an Eternity. In that short space of time George felt as if his whole life had been changed for him. He had left London a happy-go-lucky young fellow, rich beyond the dreams of avarice, with nothing to trouble him save the mere trifles of the moment. He was returning, staggering beneath the weight of a sorrow, such as falls to the lot of but few young men to know. He had learnt almost in a moment to love deeply, only to lose the object of his love well-nigh as quickly as he had found her. He was pinning his chance of happiness on the honor of one whom the world believed capable of committing an atrocious crime, he was championing her cause against the Majesty of the Law of England, and pitting his wits against the most clever criminal hunters in the realm. Under these circumstances he might well feel, as the express sped through the sunny Sussex country, that the world was not so joyous a place as he had afore-times deemed it. When he reached Victoria it was just one o’clock.

“We won’t part company yet,” said George.

“Edwards can look after our bags, and we will go on to the club for lunch. We’ve only been away for a few days, yet I feel like Rip van Winkle.”

“There may possibly be one or two in our village who may remember us,” answered Mildmay, in a corresponding humor.

It would seem that his words were correct, ‘ for as they drove through the busy streets, George recognized, and was recognized by, many old friends. Tall, handsome, enormously rich, she would have been a strange young woman who would have found it in her heart to be unkind to him.

At last they reached Clubland, and the cab drew up before the portals of the particular caravanserai they had selected for their luncheon.

“Rip van Winkle has reached his old home at last,” said Mildmay. “Now let’s see who there is amongst the companions of his youth that will remember him.”

They passed into the dining-room together, and looked about them.

“Hulloa, Kilvert, old fellow,” said a tall youth with a vacuous expression, in which a large eye-glass played a conspicuous part, “haven’t seen you for weeks. Where on earth have you been hiding yourself?”

“At the other end of the world,” George replied— “that is to say, on the Sussex coast. Mildmay and I have been disporting ourselves on the verge of the Briny, and now we have come back to London for lunch.”

“The very thing,” the young man replied. “I breakfasted myself only an hour ago, but I fancy I can manage the wing of a chicken just to keep you company.” Then, indicating Mildmay, he continued, “What have you been doing to our little friend here, George? The sea-air seems to have made him more than usually quiet.”

“It is better policy to hold one’s tongue,” said Mildmay, “when it’s impossible to get a word in edgeways. The gift of loquacity must have been given you in compensation for those more conspicuous talents which Nature found herself unable to bestow.”

“Egad! that’s a nasty one,” returned the other, with perfect equanimity. “However, I bear you no malice. There’s a good table in the window going begging, so we had better secure it.”

They followed him to the table in question, and took their places at it. George by no means regretted the presence of this featherbrained young fellow; his flippant chatter took him out of himself for the time being. Mildmay noticed this, and, during the progress of the meal, engaged himself in a succession of verbal sparring matches with the youth.

“‘Gad! I was forgetting,” the youngster went on—” apart from everything else. You’re no end of a celebrity just now, Kilvert.” George looked at him suspiciously.

“I don’t understand why it should be apart from everything else,” he replied. “Nevertheless, I am grateful to a hitherto neglectful country for condescending to admit that I have any merits at all. What have I done now that is more than usually brilliant?”

“Posing as the champion of females in distress,” said the other, quite unaware of the pit he was digging for himself. “We read all about it in the papers yesterday. One of the evening halfpennies, I forget which, had your portrait, and described you as a ‘millionaire with a more than a usual share of good looks.’ How do you like that, my boy? If you are not jolly careful Madame Tussaud will be after you. Exhibit No. 530: Type of a Hero of Modern Romance!”

Mildmay saw a look flash into George’s eye that was like the lightning that precedes a rising storm.

“Exhibit No. 531,” he put in quickly: “Purveyor of Inane Gossip.” — 

As he said it, he administered such a sharp kick under the table that the young gentleman uttered an exclamation of surprise and pain.

George had put down his knife and fork, and was sitting back in his chair.

“And, since you are so well informed, perhaps you’ll tell me what our mutual friends say about it all?” he began, regarding the young man opposite him with angry eyes.

“Oh, they’re saying all sorts of things,” the young man answered, quite oblivious to Mildmay’s warning. “Some of them believe you followed the girl down to Beachcombe. In fact one old duffer told me that he knew for a fact that you were married to her two or three weeks ago. Most people think you know where she is now.”

“Then you can tell all your friends that they lie,” George retorted hotly. “Good Heavens! what a wretched world this is, when a man can’t save a girl’s life without having all sorts of uncharitable insinuations thrown out to his and her discredit!”

“That’s exactly what I said,” the youth replied, leaning back in his chair. “Look at poor old jimmy Delamont’s case. He went down last winter to shoot at his brother’s place in Hampshire. When he got to Waterloo, he found that he had only just time to catch his train. Standing on the platform was old Foxey Wildgrave, staring about him as if he did not know where he was. ‘Hulloa, Jimmy,’ he shouts out, taking hold of the other’s arm, ‘where are you going?’ Not having time to stop and talk to him, Jimmy shook him off, saying as he did so, ‘Going down to shoot at my brother’s.’ Now, you know, Foxey is a bit deaf. He saw that Jimmy was hot and excited, so off he goes, and puts the story about that Jimmy had shot his brother — accident, of course. The consequences were that when Jimmy returned to town, he found that the story had been enlarged upon, and that there were lots of people who fought shy of him. Didn’t he just kick up a fuss when he found out that he was supposed to have gone off his head. He and old Foxey don’t speak to this day.”

“And I don’t wonder at it,” said George, whose ruffled plumes were beginning to settle down. “But look here, my young man, if you value my friendship, don’t you start playing Foxey Wildgrave with my affairs.”

“Good Gad!” returned the other, “you surely don’t think I would do such a thing. If there’s one thing in the world I hate it is the man who goes in for scandal.”

“I gathered as much from what you said just now,” Mildmay replied quietly.

“And you barked my leg to prove it, I suppose?” retorted the other, with an injured air. “You’ve a fine taste in humor, old man; but the toes of your boots are confoundedly sharp.”

Presently they parted company, and George and Mildmay went off to the smoking-room.

“I owe you one for that kick, old man,” said George. “It was kindly meant.”

“I wish it could have been harder,” Mildmay replied. “It would have been had Nature not been so chary when she served me out my legs.”

They chatted for half an hour or so, and then bade each other good-by.

“Remember, old man,” said Mildmay, as they shook hands, “I don’t want you to let me drop out of this matter. If I can help you in any sort of way, you know how gladly I will do so.”

“I am quite sure of that,” George replied, “and I thank you for it. But I don’t see what you can do until I hear from Burrell. As soon as I do, I’ll communicate with you. You’ve been awfully good to me, and I don’t know how to thank you.”

“Don’t try to, then,” said the little fellow. “Bless your heart, it’s made a new man of me. I can only hope and trust that it may all come out right in the end. You mustn’t lose heart, you know. Nothing’s to be gained by knuckling under.”

“I shall not do that, you may be sure,” George replied. “And now good-by.”

“And good luck.”

When George left the club he drove back to his own abode. His eminently respectable butler opened the door to him as if he had not been away, took his hat and coat, and informed him as to the business and names of certain people who had called to see him during his absence. Passing into his study, he found a heap of letters on the table awaiting his attention. A large proportion of them were invitations, and these he put away with a sigh. It seemed like mockery to ask him to enjoy himself when the woman he loved was being hunted by the police on a charge of murder. He had almost reached the end of his correspondence when he came upon an envelope, the handwriting upon which was unfamiliar to him. He opened it without interest. As he glanced at the writing on the sheet of notepaper he withdrew from the envelope, however, he uttered an exclamation of astonishment. Could he believe his eyes, or was it a dream? It consisted of only four lines, and they were as follows:

“I gave you my promise that if I were in trouble I would communicate with you. You saved my life, but it is a pity that you did not let me die. Every one will believe me guilty, but I swear to you by all I hold sacred that I am innocent. God help me!”

That was all!

For some time after he had read it, George stood with the letter in his hand. His surprise was so great that at first he was unable to realize that he was the recipient of a message from the woman he loved. When he recovered his self-possession, however, he was able in a degree to understand what the communication meant to him. It proved one thing at least beyond the shadow of a doubt, and this was the fact that she was still alive. With his heart beating like a sledge hammer in his breast, he seated himself in a chair, and once more glued his eyes on the small sheet of paper. The writing was delicate and womanly, but it showed undoubted signs of having been penned in haste. What need was there for her to tell him that she was innocent? He had known it from the first. He would have staked his life upon it. But where had the letter been written, and how had she arranged that it should reach him? Springing out of his chair, he hastened to the table where he had opened it. There was a postmark in addition to the London stamp, but it was well-nigh indecipherable. The name of the place, whatever it was, ended in E, so much was certain; B was undoubtedly the fourth letter, but what the rest might be, though he tried hard to make it out, he was unable to discover.

“Never mind,” he said to himself, with a cheerfulness he had not felt for a long time, “I’ll find out if I have to go to every village and town in England to do so.”

His first thought was to take it to the postal authorities, but a moment’s reflection showed him the folly of this. His association with the case by this time was so well known throughout the country, and gossip was so busy linking his name with that of the missing woman, that to have shown any sort of anxiety to have traced a letter, the handwriting of which must of necessity be exhibited, would in all possible probability result in putting the police upon her track.

“I must see Burrell about it at once,” he said, “and endeavor to find out what he thinks about it.”

So saying, he rang the bell and bade the servant procure him a cab.

“Let’s hope I shall have the good luck to find him at home,” he said.

Having made sure of Burrell’s address, he descended to the street, sprang into the cab he found waiting for him there, and bade the man drive him with all speed to Francis Street, Covent Garden. The precious letter and the envelope, which was equally valuable, were safely stowed away in his pocket ready for the other’s inspection.

In something under ten minutes after leaving the flat the cab turned into Francis Street, and presently drew up before the house in which Burrell had his rooms. It was a noisy, bustling thoroughfare, and not at all the sort of place George imagined such a man would have chosen for his abode. The ground floor was the headquarters of some Charitable Association, if one might judge by the inscriptions upon the windows. Entering, George ascended to the first floor. Observing that this consisted of offices, he climbed to the next, to discover a woman busily engaged in scrubbing the linoleum-covered landing.

“Perhaps you can tell me,” he said, “where I can find Mr. Jacob Burrell?”

“Shure, if it’s Mr. Burrell ye want, he’s not at home,” the woman replied. “He went out a while since.”

George was bitterly disappointed. He had counted so much on finding Burrell at home. A moment’s reflection, however, should have shown him that it was scarcely probable that such a busy man would be indoors at that hour of the day.

“When do you expect him back?” he inquired. “He surely left some message.”

The woman only shook her head.

“There’s no saying when he will be back,” she answered, without sympathy for the other’s distress. “It may be an hour he’ll be away, or maybe he’ll not be back until to-morrow. If ye’ll give me yer name, I’ll tell him ye’ve called. That’s the most I can do.”

“But I want to see him myself,” George replied. “My business is most important. If I do not see him at once it may be too late.”

“‘Twill be himself’ll be very sorry to have missed ye, then,” she continued, her manner completely changed by the half-crown George had slipped into her hand. “He’s such a man for business is Mr. Burrell. Perhaps your honor would be after liking to write him a letter?”

“If I can’t see him it might be as well to do that,” George answered.

“Then be so good as to come to his room, sir,” said the woman, rising to her feet and conducting him to a door at the end of the passage. “This is his sitting-room, and I can find ye pens and paper afore ye’ll be able to look round.”

As she said this, she unlocked the door, and led the way into a fair-sized room overlooking the street. As George entered it, he looked about him with some measure of curiosity. What he had expected to see I cannot say — the fact, however, remains that, in a degree, the character of the room surprised him. Not a trace of the owner’s profession was to be discovered in it. A handsome oak bookcase, well filled, stood on one side, while a massive sideboard of the same valuable wood balanced it on the other. Several good engravings hung upon the walls, two very comfortable armchairs stood upon either side of the fireplace, while half a dozen of a smaller size were ranged against the walls, with a canary cage in the window to complete the arrangement. There was also a large and important-looking writing-desk near the fireplace. The woman, having procured him the necessary writing materials, invited him to be seated at the table. The letter did not take long to pen. In it he asked Burrell, should he chance to return and find the note before six o’clock, not to go out again until he had seen him. This was emphasized by the suggestive sentence, “The information I have to give you is of a most important nature.”

“If I leave this upon the table, I suppose he will see it?” George asked of the woman.

“He’ll find it directly he comes in,” she answered. “Trust him for that.”

“Very well,” George went on. “I will return in an hour to see if he is back.”

Then, leaving his letter lying upon the table, he descended to the street below. To wile away the time, he walked through the market, then round by Charing Cross and Trafalgar Square, and so slowly back by way of Long Acre to Francis Street.

“Let us hope I shall have the good luck to find him at home this time,” he said to himself, as he mounted the stairs to Burrell’s quarters.

There was no sign of the woman to be discovered on this occasion, and, to George’s dismay, the detective’s door was still locked. He was in the act of wondering what he should do, when the sound of a heavy footfall upon the stairs below reached him, and a moment later Burrell’s stalwart figure was to be seen ascending.

“Ah, good afternoon, Mr. Kilvert,” the latter exclaimed, as he caught sight of him. “So you’ve found your way to my abode. I hope you have not been waiting long.”

“This is the second visit I’ve paid,” said George. “I was here an hour ago, but a woman I saw told me that you were not at home.”

“I have been very busy,” said Burrell, “and have only a short time to spare now. But don’t let me keep you standing here. Come into my sitting-room.”

As he said this, he unlocked the door at the end of the passage, and invited George to enter.

“This is my note,” said the latter picking up the letter he had written as he spoke. “I left it for you in case you should return before I did. It may as well be destroyed now. I have come to see you on most important business; in fact, I have made a great discovery, Mr. Burrell.”

“Indeed! I suppose it concerns the case? If so, pray let me hear it. Won’t you sit down?”

As he spoke, he wheeled a chair forward for his guest’s accommodation.

“I have received a communication from Madame Cardew,” said George. “When I reached home I found this awaiting me.”

So saying, he took from his pocket the letter and envelope in question, and handed them to Burrell, who read the former carefully, and then consulted the latter, after which he produced his magnifying-glass. With its assistance he closely examined the postmark.

“This would seem to bear out my contention that our first theory was a right one,” he remarked, looking up at George, who had risen from his chair and was standing at the fireplace. “Whoever committed the murder has abducted her, I should say, in order that she should not be in a position to give evidence against him.

It is plain that this message was hurriedly written, but the question is, Why was she permitted to post it? That is a point which will take some explaining.”

“Let’s hope that some day we shall he in a position to do so,” George replied. “What do you think is the best thing to be done about it?”

“To begin with, we must find the place named on the postmark of this envelope,” said Burrell. “It’s a pity it isn’t a little plainer. I’ll just look at the Post-Office Guide, and see if it can tell us anything.”

He crossed to the bookshelf, and took from it the latest copy of the work in question.

“The last letter is certainly an E,” said George, “and the fourth a B, if I’m not mistaken.”

“Fourth letter B, last letter E,” Burrell muttered to himself, “and all these columns to he searched. Why, it’s like looking for a needle in a bundle of straw. We shall he hours finding it.”

“It’s a pity we haven’t another book, in which case I could help you,” George remarked.

“That’s very easily arranged,” the detective answered; and, picking up the book, he tore it in half, handing one part to George, keeping the other himself.

For the next quarter of an hour silence reigned in the room. Each man was busily marking his copy. George was the first to stop.

“I think that’s the last,” said Burrell, pushing his share of the book from him. “Now, sir, let us pool our numbers, and endeavor to ascertain the result.”

Taking à sheet of notepaper from the rack, he wrote upon it the names of the various places he had selected, and to them added those George had found. A number were Irish, and these were discarded at once. Those of Scotland and Wales followed next.

“How many towns and villages does that leave?” George inquired, when the weeding-out process was well advanced.

“I’ll tell you,” Burrell answered. “To begin with, we have Metborne, Camborne, Bembridge, Hilburne, Wimborne, Ashborne, and Melbourne. Now, we must remember that the murder took place in Sussex. I see from the London postmark on the back of the envelope that the letter was received in Town on the evening of the day that the crime was discovered. This would naturally lead one to suppose that Madame Cardew could not have been a great distance from London when she posted it. Now, Metborne is not very far from Market Harboro’. The first train in the morning by which she could possibly have traveled to the latter place did not leave Beachcombe until half-past six, so that she could not have posted a letter there in time for it to have reached London that night. The same argument applies to Camborne in Cornwall, and Ashborne and Melbourne in Derbyshire. Bembridge, in the Isle of Wight, is out of the question, and we might also say the same for Wimborne. Hilburne is the only place that remains, and where that is I haven’t the slightest notion.”

Going to the bookcase again, he drew forth a book, which he consulted.

“Ah,” he said, “I have it at last! We are nearer the mark than we imagined.”

“Where is the place?” George inquired. Burrell ran his finger down the column. “Hilburne, Sussex, Map, 24, G — E.”

He immediately turned to the map in question, and, after a short study of it, placed the point of his pencil upon a small dot.

“Now we’ll see how far it is from Beachcombe,” he remarked.

Taking a pair of dividers, he consulted the scale at the foot of the page, and then compared it with the map.

“Roughly speaking,” he continued, “it is about twenty-five miles. If they drove, and had a good horse, they might have been there by four o’clock, or at latest five. In other words say five hours after the murder was committed.”

“You say they! What makes you think there is any one else concerned in it!”

“I am convinced of it,” said Burrell. And I fancy that time will prove that I am correct. It is scarcely probable that Madame Cardew would find a conveyance and drive herself, while it would have been impossible for her to have walked the distance in the time. The question is: — Where did she get this paper and envelope? is cheap and common. A beautiful and refined woman would have nothing to do with such stuff.”

Then he held the paper in question to the light, and after that turned it quickly over.

“It seems as if somebody else has commenced a letter on it,” he said at last. “Here are the first two words of one carefully blotted out.”

He took it, with his magnifying-glass, to the window, where he pored over it.

“It’s almost as bad as the postmark,” he said. “The first word is ‘Darling’ — that’s plain enough. The second is a short one, and, if I’m not mistaken, begins with a G.”

George suggested his own name, but Burrell rejected it as being too long for the space covered.

“I’d take my affidavit that it consists of only three letters,” he said. “Now, what name is there, or what abbreviation of a name, that begins with G, and is so short!”

They puzzled their brains for some time, but without any gratifying result.

“Let’s go through the alphabet,” said George. “If we try every letter we may happen to hit upon the word.”

“A good idea,” Burrell returned. “Call them out, sir, if you will, and we’ll see what we can do.”

They thereupon commenced. It was not, however, until they were nearing the end that the mystery was solved.

“I have it,” cried George. “It’s Gus!” Burrell held the paper to the light again. “You’re right, sir — that’s what it is. It’s ‘Darling Gus.’”

“Now no man would use that form of endearment to another,” said George, “so it’s certain that that letter must have emanated from a woman — I should say an uneducated one too.”

“To-morrow morning I’ll take a run down to Hilburne,” said Burrell, “and look about the place. This bit of information may lead to something important.”

“I suppose it would not be possible for you to allow me to accompany you?” asked George, anxiously. “I would try not to be in your way, and I’m so anxious that I doubt if I could remain here in idleness.”

“Come with me by all manner of means,” the detective answered, “but not as Mr. Kilvert, if you please. If they were to discover your identity, it would be good-by to any hope we might have of laying them by the heels.”

“In that case, who am I to be?” asked George, with a smile. “You can make me what you like.”

“I’ve got it, sir. We’re two Australians, enjoying a trip to the old Country, and on the look out for prize-bred stock to take back with us. You are the owner of some large Station properties, and I am your manager. How’d it be, sir, to send a dog-cart on ahead, and let it meet us at some station down the line? Then we could drive along, and put up at Hilburne just as pleasant as could be. There’s a lot of information to be picked up at a village inn, if you go the right way to work to look for it.”

“Your idea should work well,” George replied. “If you’ll arrange a station, I’ll make it my business to see that a dog-cart is there in time.”

“No groom, sir, if you please. The best of them are apt to talk, and that’s not at all what we want.”

“I’ll see to that,” George answered. “And now, what station will you choose?”

Once more Burrell consulted his map, after which a Bradshaw was requisitioned.

“The station for us will be Marley, ten miles from Hilburne,” said Burrell. There’s a train that leaves Victoria at 10.40, which would get us down there at 11.25. We should then reach Hilburne by about half-past twelve. Just in time for lunch, in fact. After that we could get to work.”

“Very well. I will see that the horse and cart are sent off to-night, and will meet you at Victoria at 10.30 to-morrow morning. And now, will you tell me what you have discovered?”

“Well, sir, it’s not quite so important as yours, I’ll admit, but it’s useful, nevertheless. The first thing to be ascertained in a case like this is the motive for the crime. If Madame Cardew committed it—”

“Which she certainly did not,” George put in hurriedly.

“Well, forgive me if, for the moment, we suppose that she did, sir,” the detective replied. “In that case, what could her reason have been?”

“It might have been done, if such a thing were possible, in a fit of momentary rage.”

“No, sir; as I have said before, you must remember that he was stabbed from behind, and, at the same time, held by the throat to prevent his calling out. That doesn’t look like a fit of momentary rage, does it? No! there was some other reason to account for it. My discovery is another step towards doing so. I have found out that Gravbowski was not the murdered man’s real name.”

“Very likely not. He was a professional musician, and they, like actors, as often as not, perform under a nom — de théâtre.”

“In Gravbowski’s case I have my suspicions that the change was effected for another purpose,” Burrell replied. “I have learnt that when he first came to England from Poland, he lived in a house in the Camden Road, and also that for some time after his arrival he scarcely ever went outside the door, except at night. The landlord of the house is dead, unfortunately, but I have seen his widow, and she describes Gravbowski as being like a man haunted by a continual fear. He never dropped a hint of what he was afraid of, but she is quite certain that there was something desperate behind it all. I am inclined to agree with her. Men don’t leave their own country and hide themselves in England, under false names, without a good and sufficient reason. When we find out who it was the man feared so much, I fancy we shall be within measurable distance of getting hold of the individual who committed the crime.”

“And what was the dead man’s real name?”

“Stanislaus Radzwill.”

“And you know nothing of his past history — that is to say, before he came to England?”

“Nothing whatsoever, save his name,” Burrell replied. “However, I hope very soon to be able to find out. I’m following up an idea that may possibly lead to something of importance.”

“And now,” said George, “I’ll bid you good-by, and be off to arrange about the dog-cart.”

“Good-by, sir, and we’ll hope for the best. I should bring a small handbag with me tomorrow morning, if I were you. We may find it necessary to stay the night down there.” George thanked him for the suggestion, and then returned to his own house. By dinnertime he had arranged everything, and was eagerly looking forward to the excursion of the morrow. Before he retired to rest, he once more consulted the letter he had received that day. It was pleasant to remember that she had thought of him in that desperate moment. Had she thought of him since?


CHAPTER VII.
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WHEN GEORGE LOOKED out upon the world next morning, he was thankful to discover a fine day. The streets were flooded with sunshine, and there was every prospect of its becoming even tropical as the day advanced.

“Put me out a shooting-suit,” he said to his man, Edwards, when the latter was preparing his attire. “I’m going into the country.”

He had to remember that he was to impersonate a traveling Australian, and for some reason, best known to himself, he imagined that the dress in question would be most appropriate to the character. The prospect of being able to do something that might eventually lead towards the rescue of the woman he loved put him in the best of spirits. He made an excellent breakfast, and in due course set out for Victoria. Arriving at the station, he looked about him for the man he wanted, but for some time could see nothing of him. Then, when there was only five minutes to spare before the train started, and George was beginning to grow anxious, he saw, hastening along the platform, the stalwart figure of the famous detective.

“Good day, Mr. Kilvert,” said the latter, as he came up. “I am afraid you must have begun to think that I was going to miss my train. I was detained at the last moment by a bit of business that had to be attended to. I’m here in time, however, so there’s not much harm done. Now I must be off and get my ticket.”

“You needn’t do that,” said George; “I’ve already attended to it. Let us see if we can find a carriage, and manage to have it to ourselves.”

A compartment having been discovered, they took their places in it, and George arranged with the guard, in a manner that seemed to be eminently satisfactory to that functionary, that no intruder should violate their sanctity during the journey to Marley. He had scarcely done so before the train started. When they were fairly on their way, George produced his cigar-case, and handed it to his companion. The latter took one, and lit it with the air of a man to whom a good cigar is a thing not to be lightly handled. As they steamed out of the station, George thought of the last occasion on which he had crossed the bridge. Then he had only just seen the beautiful woman who was destined to exercise such a strange effect over him. He looked across the carriage at his companion, who sat smoking solemnly in the corner, the very picture of a prosperous yeoman on his way to market. It would have seemed natural to have heard him discoursing the prospects of the crops rather than anything else. Yet when he began, as London dropped behind them, to speak of his hobby, George found himself growing interested. Burrell was a very fair conversationalist, and his collection of stamps afforded him famous opportunities of making himself worth listening to. From this he passed to his own profession.

“Yours must be an extraordinary life,” said George; “I should say that it is one of continuous excitement.”

“You have never made a greater mistake in your life, sir,” said Burrell. “A Private Detective’s life is, for the greater part, almost as monotonous as any one else’s. You will see what I mean when you come to look at it a little more closely. Suppose, for instance, a case is entrusted to me. A trustee may be missing, and there may be heavy defalcations. Well, sir, before I can do anything, I have to make myself familiar with the man and his habits, his past life, and the character he presented to the world and that he had from it — with those of his friends and associates — also whether he gambled or speculated largely and rashly. All this must be ascertained before you can really set to work. Then, if he is missing, he has to be found, which will mean still more patient study of the case, more drawbacks, just when you think you’re going right, and almost endless disappointments and worries. All the time, mind you, sir, you have to be as silent as the grave, and ask neither advice nor sympathy from any one. Of course, when the case is brought off successfully, and the man is in the dock, and you are congratulated for the way you elucidated the mystery, there’s a bit of honor and glory attached to it; but when you’ve been at the work for some years, you get so used to it that you don’t attach any great importance to compliments. No, sir; if you want to understand what a private detective’s life is really like, you mustn’t go to the playwright or the sensational novelist for it.”

“I’m afraid I’ve never looked at it in that light before,” George replied. “I have always imagined it to be a life of constant excitement, of life-and-death struggles with desperate criminals, of wonderful disguises, and all that sort of thing.”

“You’ve probably seen the Ticket-of-Leave Man, sir,” said Burrell, with a quiet smile. “In books and plays the detective is always disguised. Talking of disguises, I can tell you a good story, and it’s none the worse because it’s against myself.”

“I should like to hear it immensely,” said George, composing himself in his corner as he spoke.

“Well, sir,” said Burrell, “it was this way. There was a big jewel robbery in a nobleman’s house in the Midlands, which I was engaged upon. I had my suspicions as to who the parties who had operated it were, and, after a few inquiries, these suspicions were confirmed. I did not tell the police what I had in my mind, being anxious, you see, to call them in when I had got matters properly arranged. Now, I happened to know where my gentleman was hiding, and he knew that I was aware of it. My mate and I watched the house closely night and day — a fact of which he was also aware. When I had worked the whole case out and was sure of everything, I made up my mind that at night I would take a constable with me and lay him by the heels. I must here tell you that I had taken lodgings at the house opposite, from one of the windows of which I kept my eyes glued on the front door across the way from sunrise until dark. There was a funeral in the next house to that in which my man was, that afternoon, and I had to take care that he did not slip out and get away under cover of the crowd that was watching it. I saw the coffin brought out and the mourners take their places in the carriages. Then the procession moved away, but I still kept my eye on that front door. At about seven o’clock I sent for the police, and, in due course, we crossed the road, and what do you think we found, sir?”

“I suppose you discovered that your man had bolted?” George answered.

“Bolted, sir? I should rather think the rascal had. It was about as cunning a trick as ever I’ve known, and I’ll give him credit for being so sharp-witted as to think of it. He was always an artful dodger, and, when he was arrested about two years afterwards, he told me all about it himself as bold as brass. As I said just now, he knew I was watching him, and he was, of course, also aware of the funeral next door. There were Rechabites and Oddfellows, and members of all sorts of other societies attending it, and they made a pretty fair procession. Well, my worthy gentleman changed the clothes he was wearing for a black coat and trousers, which he stole from the landlady’s husband, donned the latter’s top hat, slipped out by a back window when everybody was looking out of those at the front, dropped into the next garden, walked boldly in by the kitchen, through the house, and out into the street, mopping his eyes with a handkerchief as he went. Nobody had time to bother about him, every one naturally supposing him to be one of the invited mourners. He even had the impudence to ride in one of the carriages, attended at the graveside, and drove back with the procession to the town, got out at the railway station, and took the next train to London. The jewels were in his pockets all the time, and, I believe, were never recovered.”

“He deserved to get away with them,” said George. “A man who had sufficient impudence to do that ought to make his way in the world.”

“It brought me a good amount of ridicule, I remember that,” Burrell remarked reflectively. “The Regulars took it out of me, you may be sure. They don’t let an opportunity like that pass.”

With many an amusing anecdote, Burrell beguiled the time between London and Marley. His stories, unlike those of many professional men, were quite original.

Now, as many of us are aware, the village of Marley is a charming little place, and, since the formation of the railway, has made rapid progress. The station itself is something like a quarter of a mile outside the village, and alongside the high-road. When George and his companion alighted, they found a neat dog-cart awaiting them outside. The man who had brought it down from London on the previous evening was standing at the horse’s head. George rewarded him and dismissed him, promising to telegraph later as to where the vehicle would be left.

“Will you drive, or shall I?” he asked, turning to his companion.

“You drive by all means,” the other returned. “I cannot say with truth that I am much of a hand with horses. Besides, it will look better for you to be on the box. Australians always drive.”

“I thought they always rode,” George returned. “But that doesn’t matter.”

He mounted to the box and took up the reins. Burrell seated himself beside him, and then, having ascertained the direction in which they should proceed to reach Hilburne, they set off. In this particular part of Sussex no rain had fallen for some days, and in consequence the roads were thick with dust, while the green of the hedges was almost obscured. They bowled merrily through the village, turned to the right at the finger-post, ascended the road over the Downs, and then began the long descent into the valley. For upwards of an hour they drove steadily on, through village after village, through farm-land and open down. It was essentially a rural district, and on that particular summer’s day, as peaceful a bit of country as a man could wish to see anywhere. When they had been driving for upwards of an hour, they found themselves approaching a tiny hamlet, smaller than any they had yet seen. It was embowered in trees, was approached by a bridge over a pretty stream, and was dominated by the steeple of an old gray church. On the right, as they entered, was an inn, whose sign on the tree outside proclaimed it the King’s Head. Here they pulled up, and surrendered their horse to an individual of the dilapidated jockey type. Having seen the animal led away, they passed into the inn itself. It possessed a charming old-world air, and one could almost imagine the mail-coach pulled up outside, the guard with his blunderbuss, and the timid passengers issuing from it to take their places. On the left hand, on entering, was the bar, paneled in oak, black with age and the smoke of many thousand pipes; on the right was the bar-parlor, or coffee-room, also oak-paneled. Here, doubtless, in bygone days, the magnates of the village were wont to assemble to discuss local affairs, and to drink the king’s health with becoming loyalty.

George, however, was too intent upon getting to business to bother himself very much about the house. They walked into the bar, whereupon a young and comely lady, wearing a coquettish cap upon her head, emerged from an inner room to receive them.

“Can you give us some lunch?” George inquired. “We have driven over from Marley.”

“What would you want?” asked the damsel, bestowing an appreciative glance upon the handsome young man before her.

“It doesn’t matter much what it is so long as we can eat it,” he replied. “Anything you have in the house will do.”

“There’s ham and eggs, cold roast beef and pickles, or I might be able to get a chop or two, sir.”

“Cold roast beef and pickles will do admirably,” George replied.

Ten minutes later they found themselves in the wainscoted coffee-room, seated before an excellent ham, a round of cold roast beef, and two pewter pots of ale, that would have defied criticism. Burrell proved himself a good trencherman, and by the time they rose from the table, they had made the commons that had been set before them look uncommonly foolish.

“Now, sir, if I were you,” said Burrell, “I would just take a short walk down the main street, while I look about me a bit and break the ice with a few preliminary inquiries.”

“I’ll do whatever you think best,” said George. “For how long do you wish to be left alone?”

“Half an hour will be ample,” the other replied. “At the end of that time you can safely come back.”

George accordingly strolled through the village until he came to the village grocery. He took stock of the tins of meat and other articles displayed in the windows, and then passed on by the butcher’s and the blacksmith’s, paused at the lych-gate and looked into the quaint little churchyard, and then, having made himself familiar with the topography of the place, walked slowly back to the inn. By the time he reached it, Burrell had made himself quite at home, and when George entered was chatting pleasantly with the buxom landlady in the parlor.

“And what do you think of the village, sir?” he asked, as George entered the room.

“A charming little place,” said the supposed Australian, seating himself in an armchair beside the fireplace as he spoke.

“Sort of place you’d like to live and die in,” continued Burrell. “Seems so quiet and peaceful that you’re almost afraid to speak.”

“And yet I suppose it has its own inner life,” said George, meditatively—” its own affairs, which to it are of more importance than half the great things that go on in the Outside World?”

“It’s terrible dull here in winter-time,” put in the landlady, who scarcely followed the drift of the last remark. “When there’s snow about there’s nothing doing at all. We’re cut off from everywhere then. Last year, about Christmas time, the mailman was found wellnigh dead on the Downs back yonder.”

“And that’s what they call a good old-fashioned English Christmas, I suppose?” said Burrell, with the air of a man who is not very well acquainted with the customs of the country.

The landlady shook her head.

“Ah, sir,” she said, “Christmases nowadays are not what they used to be. Nor are other things, for the matter of that.”

“That’s certainly so,” Burrell replied. “The world is changing very fast. What with Board Schools, bicycles, motor-cars, etc., we’re transforming every one and everything.”

“I don’t hold with Board Schools myself,” replied the landlady. “Give me the old-fashioned school where the master was allowed to cane them as didn’t obey him, and where the children learnt respect for their elders and betters, and were taught things that were of use to them. What’s the use of teaching the dustman’s daughter how to play the piano — or his son chemistry and all that sort of rubbish? There’s my sister’s children in London, sir, they’re as pert and forward for their age as they can be. Nothing is good enough for them.”

“I am afraid that what you say is right,” said Burrell. “You can see it in small things. Take, for instance, the professions. The village laborer’s son gets an idea into his head that he is too clever to follow the trade of his forefathers, and goes to London and becomes a clerk or something of that. In time he marries. His daughter declines domestic service, and goes into a factory or a sweet-shop. Then, again, there is the question of names. How many Sarahs, Amelias, Janes, or Rachels do you hear of now? No; the children must be christened Beatrice, Rosalind, and all sorts of high-sounding names like that. Now, I’ll be hound, madam, that in the whole of the village there is not a man of my own name, old-fashioned and simple as it is.”

“And what may your name happen to be, sir?” the woman asked.

“Augustus,” Burrell replied readily; “shortened by my friends into ‘ Gus.’”

“Well, there, sir, there I think we can satisfy you,” said the woman, with a laugh.

“We’ve certainly got an Augustus in this village, if there’s not one anywhere else.”

She laughed again, and from her merriment both the men gathered that the Augustus in question was a well-known character.

“The funny part of it is, sir, that he is called ‘GUS,’ too,” she continued. “Oh, he’s a merry one, is Master Gus, as many know to their sorrow.”

“I’m not such a sad dog myself,” said Burrell, genially, rubbing his hands together, as was his wont. “And who is my namesake, and what is he so famous for?”

“He’s the son of old Squire Hembridge up at the Croft, sir, and I am afraid he’s a sore trouble to the poor old gentleman. Not but that you can’t help liking him, in spite of his goings on.”

Both the men saw that if they let her alone the woman would tell her story in her own way, so they forbore to question her.

“His poor old father sent him to Cambridge University a while hack, but they packed him off home again before he had been there a month. I never rightly heard what ’twas for; but something pretty bad, I’ll warrant, for they do say his father was main upset about it. Then they tried to make a soldier of him, but he couldn’t pass his examination, so now he’s hack on his father’s hands once more, doing nothing but fish and hunt and shoot—”

“And make love to the girls, I’ll be bound,” Burrell put in, with a twinkle in his eye.

“That’s just the worst part of it, sir,” the landlady returned. “The rascal has only to look at the wenches, and they fall slap in love with him and afterwards wish they hadn’t, if I know anything about ‘em.”

It was plain that Mr. Augustus Hembridge was a gay deceiver.

“Come, come,” said Burrell, “perhaps he is not so bad as all that. Myself, I like a young man to have an eye for a pretty girl.”

“That’s all very well, sir, but not for every pretty girl he comes across.”

“Of course always in his own rank of life,” said George, feeling that it behoved him to say something. “That is what I suppose the individual in question does?”

“Not he! Bless your heart, sir, he doesn’t stick to the girls in his own rank of life. It’s all fish that comes to his net. There was a young lady who played the organ in the church and taught music, lodging at a house next to Mrs. Updene, the pew-opener’s; ’twas said she was going to sue him for breach of promise, but old Mr. Hembridge bought her off. There was Miss Brown at the haberdasher’s down the street, who put on pretty airs until he threw her over; there was Mr. Migg’s, the butcher’s, daughter, he’d ‘a been making a fool of her, but her father packed her off to London in double quick time. Lately it’s been Polly Heron, the bailiff’s daughter up at the old ball where the Frenchman lives, that he’s been carrying on with.”

On hearing this both men gave a start of surprise.

“So you’ve a Frenchman living down here, have you?” said Burrell. “For my part, I don’t like Frenchmen.”

“I don’t know that he’s exactly a Frenchman, sir,” replied the landlady, “but I know he’s a foreigner of some sort. But it’s not for me to speak — I’ve never seen him. He’s been living at the hall ever since old Squire Smythe died. That’s a matter of four years now, come Michaelmas. He lives a solitary life, never comes out of the grounds, or mixes with any of the gentry in the neighborhood.”

“Elderly, I presume?”

“Hard upon sixty, I should think. A fine-looking man, so folk say. But, there, sir, here I am running on about the neighborhood like an old gossip. You were asking the way to Mr. Doyle’s farm. Well, sir, you can’t do better than walk through the village as far as the church, then turn across the fields, and you’ll see it straight before you. It’s a white house — half a mile or so from the hall. My mother used to say as how it once belonged to it, but Mr. Doyle’s family have had it as long as I can remember.”

Since his conversation with the landlady and the discovery of Master Gus, George had changed his mind about going on that day.

“I suppose if we decide to stay for the night you could manage to put us up?” he said at last. — 

“Of course, sir, if you don’t mind having things a bit homely like. There’s two nice rooms above, and both are as clean as any two rooms in England. You may be sure of that. I like things in apple-pie order myself, as my mother did before me.”

“Well, sir, shall we go down to Doyle’s farm and have a look at his cattle now, or leave it till later t” asked Burrell, rising and taking up his hat.

“Perhaps we had better go now,” his companion replied. “Come along.”

They accordingly left the inn, and strolled down the street together.

“What’s this about Doyle’s farm?” George inquired, when they had proceeded some distance. “Are we likely to discover anything of interest there?”

“Not that I know of,” the detective answered. “But we must give some reason for our presence here. As the farmer is a breeder of prize pigs, it will furnish us with a fair excuse. It’s very possible you may have to purchase one, sir, but I presume you won’t mind that.”

“I’d purchase his whole stock if it could do any good,” said George. “I suppose you’ve come to the conclusion that it was Miss Polly Heron who furnished Madame Cardew with the paper upon which she wrote to me?”

“It looks very like it,” said Burrell. “I must try and have an interview with that young lady if possible, and without loss of time.”

“Do you think that Madame Cardew is still at the hall! If so, how are we to put ourselves in communication with her?”

“No, sir; I don’t think she is there. And I’ll tell you why. The mere fact that she wrote to you on that piece of paper seems to me a proof that she was not able to obtain any more; or, put in plainer words, it means that she is a prisoner. How she managed to get it posted is to me a mystery.”

“For my own part I should say that Miss Polly Heron posted it,” said George.

“That’s very likely,” Burrell continued. “Now, you will observe that in the letter there is not a word that either incriminates or indeed refers to any one else. Whatever she may know about the murder, it is evident she is not going to turn informer. Otherwise, having the opportunity, she would have put you upon the scent. However, if once we can get hold of Miss Polly, and she can be made communicative, it’s possible we may be able to unravel the rest.”

George said nothing to Burrell concerning the great fear that had suddenly taken possession of him. If the girl were so anxious not to inculpate another, there must be some imperative reason to account for it. What was that reason?

When they had walked through the village and across the field indicated by the landlady of the inn, they reached Mr. Doyle’s farm, and found that gentleman at home. Burrell introduced himself and his employer, and, with a fluency and an invention that astonished George, described the nature of their errand. From the way in which he spoke, it would appear as if they had traveled all the way from Australia to inspect the members of the porcine family in Mr. Doyle’s possession.

Before proceeding to business it was necessary that they should refresh themselves with some excellent cider, after which the farmer escorted them to his piggery. Here George resigned himself to his fate, and trusted to his luck to bring him out of the ordeal without actually proving his incompetence. He know nothing whatsoever about pigs, save that in some mysterious fashion they were made into bacon and hams, and I’m not sure that Burrell was very much wiser. The latter, however, proved himself quite equal to the occasion. He made inquiries as to their pedigrees, dwelt appreciatively on their condition, praised the manner in which they were housed, and at last selected from among them a young boar upon which he professed to have set his heart. To Mr. Doyle he was a man after his own heart. Before they left the yard, Burrell produced his pocket-book, and made an entry in it.

“If you’ll let me advise you, sir, you’ll take that one,” he said, turning to George, who was wondering how long their conversation was likely to continue, and who would have willingly purchased the whole stock, and have paid for it on the spot, so anxious was he to get back to business once more.

“By all means,” replied George; then recollecting himself, he added, “That is, provided, of course, the price is right.”

The farmer named his figure, to which Burrell demurred. Five minutes was spent in haggling before the matter was amicably settled. Then the money was paid down in bank notes, and George promised to acquaint the farmer later on as to the destination to which the animal was to be despatched.

“As to the others we’ve looked at,” observed Burrell, “as soon as Mr. MacCormac makes up his mind, I’ll drop you a line, and, if he decides to take them, you can send them on at your convenience.”

“Thank you kindly, sir,” replied the farmer, whose face shone with delight. “You may be always sure of receiving my very best attention.”

The matter being settled, they bade Mr. Doyle good-by, and set off on their walk back to the village.

“A nice sort of thing you’ve let me in for,” said George, when they were out of the farmer’s hearing. “I’ve never owned a pig in my life.”

“Well, you’ve got a beauty now, sir,” Burrell replied, with a chuckle. “Haven’t you got a country friend who would like to have him?”

“That’s not a bad idea,” said George, with a laugh. “I’ll send it to somebody as a Christmas present. I must look round my acquaintances and find out who is most worthy of the honor.” Then to himself, he added, “I wonder what Mildmay would say to it?”

When they reached the inn, they discovered a tall, showily dressed young man lolling in the bar parlor. He had a pipe in his mouth, and a setter was stretched out at his feet. His watch-guard was the lip-strap of a curb-chain, and a pin, representing a snaffle-bit, decorated his tie. He was not a bad-looking young fellow, but weakness was written in every inch of his face. At the moment of their entrance he was engaged in a heated argument with the landlady, and, as the two men observed, he was well advanced in liquor.

“Well, sir, I hope you found your way to Mr. Doyle’s farm,” said the proprietoress of the inn to Burrell, to whom she had plainly taken a liking. Then, without waiting for him to reply, she continued, “This is Mr. Augustus Hembridge.”

“Your servant, sir,” Burrell answered politely; while George muttered casually, “How d’ye do?”

Then, in order that Master Gus should properly understand the value of the introduction, she added — 

“Two gentlemen from Australia.”

“I wish I was out there,” replied Mr. Hembridge, stretching out his legs and yawning, but not offering to get out of his chair. “I know any amount of fellows who have gone out there, and one of them wanted me to go with him. But the governor wouldn’t hear of it. Now I’ve got to stay on in this beastly hole and associate with farmers and clodhoppers.”

“Come, come, Master Gus, that’s not the way to speak of your friends,” the landlady answered, with a familiarity born of long intercourse and many arguments. “Your father’s lived here all his life, as did his grandfather before him, and I never heard that they had cause to grumble.”

“You must have some sort of society in the neighborhood,” said George, hoping to draw the young fellow out.

“Society?” retorted the other, scornfully. “There’s the vicar with his three tame cats of daughters. There are the Montgommerys, four and a half miles away; there’s the doctor and his wife at Marley; and, if you like, the vet at Bishop’s Bassett. When you’ve named them, you’ve exhausted all the society of the neighborhood.”

“Surely there’s the gentleman at the hall. A Frenchman, so I understood.”

“Frenchman be hanged!” answered the polite youth. “He’s no more a Frenchman than I am, though the duffers about here call him one. He’s a Pole, or Poleski, his confounded name counts for nothing. You won’t get much society out of him, if that’s what you’re thinking about. I’ve only seen him once, and then he looked at me as if he’d cut my throat. And I don’t know that I should mind much if he were to do it; it might save me the trouble of doing it myself later on. But that’s neither here nor there. What was it the Governor of North Carolina said to the Governor of South Carolina? ‘It’s a long time between drinks.’ What will you have?”

At any other time George would have refused such an invitation, but, at a glance from Burrell, he accepted, and drank a glass of ale in the young gentleman’s honor. Cigars were then produced, and they sat themselves down to smoke and conversation. Later it was finally decided that the two men should remain at the inn for the night, and Master Gus graciously accepted an invitation to dine with them.

“It’s something to do, at any rate,” he civilly observed. “The worst of it is, I must go home and make myself tidy first.”

To this, however, George objected. “There is no need,” he said. “We are not in London. Stay as you are. If you don’t mind, I’m sure we don’t.”

“Egad, do you know, I think I will do that,” replied the youth. “I’m very comfortable here, and nobody will notice in this hole whether I am in evening dress or not. But look here, I shan’t be able to stay late, as I have an appointment at half-past eight.”

Burrell threw a significant glance at George. The other realized what was wanted, and proffered further hospitality, which was immediately accepted. By the time they sat down to dinner their guest’s simple tongue was wagging merrily. He commenced by praising his own astuteness in certain horse-dealing matters, then patted himself upon the back as a sportsman, after which he retailed certain episodes connected with his ‘Varsity career, which were quite sufficient to account for the shortness of his stay at that ancient seat of learning. From the vivacious stage he passed to the despondent; from that to the amatory was but a step. His success with women was a theme upon which he felt he was entitled to do himself justice.

“It shocked the governor and the vicar like old boots,” he remarked at the conclusion of a not particularly edifying story. “But, hang it all, what’s a fellow to do when they run after him so. I can tell you, when a man has knocked about like I have, he gets to understand women a bit. And they take a bit of understanding, too! There’s a pretty little thing down here — I won’t tell you her name, but I’m going to see her to-night. She’d give her ears to be Mrs. Hembridge, for she fairly dotes on me; yet, only the other morning, what did I catch her at? Posting a letter to some man in London! I tried to get it out of her about him, but she wouldn’t own up to anything. Wanted to brazen it out with me that she hadn’t written it, and wouldn’t let me look at the envelope. Never mind, I’ll find it all out yet, and if the other fellow comes hanging around here, let him look out for himself, that’s all. Everybody knows Gus Hembridge is not the man to be crossed. I can take my own part as well as any man, and a bit better than some.”

It was plain that the amatory stage was giving way to the pugnacious. At any other time George would have felt inclined to have taken the fellow by the scruff of his neck and have kicked him out of the inn. But, knowing how much depended on their not arousing suspicion, he forbore. As a matter of fact, he produced his cigar-case, and offered the intoxicated youth a weed. The latter was good enough to accept one, remarking as he did that in his opinion the last was not half bad, and then, having lit it, sank hack in his chair, closed his eyes, and a few moments later was fast asleep. George and Burrell rose and walked across to the fireplace.

“He’s going to meet Miss Polly, I’ll be bound,” whispered the latter. “We’ll follow him, and, when they separate, try to get a few minutes’ conversation with the young lady. It will be funny if we can’t get some information of value out of her.”

“I’d like to give that young blackguard a good thrashing first,” said George, eying the youth in the chair with great disfavor.

“It would do him no good,” said Burrell. “He is too old for that now. Besides, he’s going to help us, and that should make us grateful.”

Ten minutes or so later, Hembridge opened his eyes and stared stupidly about him.

“Well, this is a rum go,” he said. “You don’t mean to say that I fell asleep? I wouldn’t have believed it. I am afraid you must think me awfully rude.”

“Don’t apologize,” said George, politely. “The country air makes one sleepy.”

“How goes the enemy?” continued the other, drawing his watch from his pocket and examining, the dial. “A quarter-past eight! By Jove, I must hurry up! How long are you two going to stay down here?”

“Until to-morrow morning,” George replied. “That’s a mighty short visit, isn’t it? However, let’s hope we shall see you again before very long.”

He shook hands with both men, and bade them good night. Then he passed into the bar, where he was heard to order a brandy and soda, and a few minutes later left the house.

“We must follow him,” said Burrell. “He mustn’t see us, but we must keep him in sight. I wish it was a bit darker.”

“In his present condition he won’t think of looking round,” answered George. “He’s too fuddled to be suspicious.”

They left the inn, and followed the young man down the village street. He turned to the right, near the linen-draper’s shop aforementioned. When he had walked about a quarter of a mile he approached a small wood or copse, which was entered by means of a stile. Here he stopped, and gave a loud whistle. Presently a girlish figure emerged from the wood.

“We must make a détour, and, if possible, get into the copse,” said Burrell. “The hall, if I am not mistaken, is on the other side, and that is the way she will go home.”

Leaving the lane, they entered the field, and passed along under the shelter of a hedge, until they had advanced a sufficient distance to prevent any possibility of their being observed by the couple on the stile. Having entered the wood, they seated themselves on a bank, and patiently awaited the end of the lovers’ tête-à-tête. They had longer to exercise their patience than they had anticipated, for upwards of forty minutes elapsed before a light step on the path, a little to their right, announced the return of the girl.

“Now is the time for action,” said Burrell, springing to his feet. “Don’t say any more than you can help to her about yourself, sir. If possible, let me do most of the talking.”

In the shelter of the trees it was quite dark by this time.

Making their way through the bushes, they found the path, and confronted the girl as she was in the act of leaving the wood.


CHAPTER VIII.
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“MISS HERON, I believe,” said Burrell, raising his hat with all a courtier’s politeness to the girl before him.

“That is my name,” the astonished maid replied. But I don’t know you.”

“That is very probable, my dear,” Burrell returned. “But I hope before very long we shall be much better acquainted. My friend and I have come down from London on purpose to see you. You are a kind-hearted girl, I know. We have had proof of that, and we’ll tell you how directly.”

“But what do you want with me?” inquired the girl, in a frightened voice; “and why do you stop me here?”

“Because it would be impossible for us to see you anywhere else,” Burrell replied. “You needn’t be afraid. All we want of you is some plain answers. And I know you’ll give them to us. Shall we walk back into the wood a little way? It would be just as well for us, and also for you, not to be seen talking together in the open.”

The girl’s fear was momentarily increasing.

“Oh no, no!” she cried. “Let me go! What right have you in this wood at this time of night? I won’t go back with you! You frighten me!”

The position was in many respects a difficult one. If she persisted in her refusal, they could not force her, and yet to stand talking to her at that hour, with the chance of some one from the hall discovering them, was a risk neither of them cared to run. It was at this juncture that George came to the rescue.

“I think it would be as well, Miss Heron,” he began, “if I were to explain a little more to you. Possibly within the last few weeks you may have chanced upon the name of Kilvert?”

The girl gave a start of surprise. It was plain that her interest was aroused.

“Yes, I’ve heard the name,” she answered. “But what do you know of it? And what has that got to do with your stopping me like this?”

“Everything,” Burrell put in hastily, fearing lest George might forget the part he had to play. “Mr. Kilvert is this gentleman’s greatest friend. Indeed, when they are in London, they are inseparable. Now, young lady, will you walk into the wood with us?”

She no longer hesitated, but accompanied them back to where they had first accosted her.

“Now, Miss Heron,” said Burrell, “if you will allow us, we will tell you our business. Early on Wednesday morning last a carriage, with a lady and gentleman, arrived at the hall. Was that not so?”

As she did not answer, Burrell repeated the question. Once more she did not give any reply.

“The lady was in great trouble,” he continued. “She desired to communicate with Mr. Kilvert. You found her the paper, and posted the letter for her, getting yourself into trouble with Mr. Augustus Hembridge in consequence. Am I not right?”

“How did you know it?” she inquired anxiously.

“Because we know a great deal more than you think,” the other replied. “Being a sharp girl, you can, of course, see the reason of it all. Now, I put it to you, does it not seem unfair to you to keep this lady away from the gentleman who loves her? You would not like it yourself, would you?” — 

“I don’t suppose I should. But I don’t sea what that’s got to do with it.”

“You will very soon,” Burrell answered. “Now, you are an English girl, and will probably have an English gentleman for a husband. Supposing you were in Mr. Kilvert’s case, what would you do? You’d want to find out where she is, wouldn’t you? Ah, I thought so! Well, that’s exactly what Mr. Kilvert wants to do. That’s why we’re here talking to you now. In order to bring it about, we must have your assistance. Any trouble you may be put to he will be more than willing to pay for.”

“But I don’t want to be paid,” the girl replied. “I don’t know that I want to be mixed up in it at all. It’s none of my business, and might get me into a heap of trouble if it came out that I’d said anything. But, if I did do anything, it would be for the sake of the lady herself, poor dear. When she let me know that she wanted to write a letter without anybody seeing it, what could I do but bring her the first scrap of paper I could lay my hands on? She hadn’t any money, not even a penny for a stamp, but she gave me one of her rings, and I’ll keep it to my dying day. If you mean any harm by her, you had better not come to me, for I tell you I’ll do nothing to help you.”

“Harm?” cried George. “Why, bless your heart, girl, our one desire is to be in a position to rescue her from the power of those who treat her so cruelly. And while we are on the subject, you may be quite sure of one thing, and that is, that if you help her and us, Mr. Kilvert will reward you as never girl was rewarded before. You can ask anything you like of him.”

He took from his pocket his letter-case, and from it extracted a couple of bank notes.

“See here,” he said, “these are two ten-pound notes. As a proof of our good intentions, will you accept them and buy yourself something pretty with them? They may come in useful for your wedding.”

But she would not take them. “I thank you kindly, sir,” she said, “but if it’s all the same to you, I would rather not. At the same time, seeing that it’s plain you are friends of the lady, I will do all I can to help you for nothing. But you must promise me first that you will never say anything to my father or my master about it, for I believe that they would kill me if they found out that I had told you.”

“I will give you my word,” said George, “that you shall never be known in the matter, unless it is of your own free will. I’m sure my friend here will do the same. Now, tell us all you can respecting the affair.”

“I must not be long about it, then,” said the girl, “for they will be expecting me back. I only ran out for a few minutes.”

Had it been daylight a smile might have been observed on the faces of both men. They reflected that they had already waited an hour and a half for her, while she had been interviewing Mr. Hembridge at the stile on the other side of the plantation.

“We won’t detain you any longer than we can help,” said George. “Now, what can you tell us?”

“Not very much you don’t know already, I am afraid,” she replied. — 

“You know when she arrived at the hall and who she came with, I suppose?” said Burrell.

“Indeed, I do not,” the girl answered. “I know that she came early in the morning, and that there were two gentlemen with her. I suppose they were friends of the master’s; but he is not the sort of man to tell anybody his business.”

“And where is the young lady at the present moment?”

“Good gracious, sir, I don’t know!” the girl answered. “They went away in the evening after dark.”

“Gone?” cried George, in a tone of anguish. Then, turning to Burrell, he continued, “In spite of what you said this morning, I felt sure she was still at the hall.”

“Oh dear, no, sir,” said the girl; “they went away that evening. You must understand, sir, that no one lives in the house itself but the old gentlemen, Mr. Poleski. He uses two of the front rooms, and I cook and do for him. Well, sir, very early on the morning that you speak of, he came down to our cottage, which used to be the coachman’s house, and woke us up, telling me to hurry and get breakfast for some friends of his who had driven over to see him. I thought it was a funny time for friends to come, the more so as there was a lady with them; but, remembering that they were foreigners and might have customs of their own, I set to work and got the breakfast, and when it was ready, I took it into the sitting-room, where I found the master and two strange gentlemen.”

“Possibly you can give us a description of them?”

“Not very well,” she answered. “You see, I only saw them for a moment. I know that one was tall and very dark, and the other was small with broad shoulders, almost a humpy, you might say. And now I come to think of it, I believe that be limped a bit when he walked.”

“And what were their ages should you think?”

“Well, sir, the taller might have been from thirty-five to forty, but the other was much older. He might have been sixty or more.”

“Had they beards or mustaches?”

The girl considered for a moment before she replied. It was evident that the two men had not made much impression upon her.

“I think the taller had a beard and a mustache,” she said. “The little man, I know, was clean shaven.”

“Did they speak English?”

“No, sir, not until I came into the room.”

“Just one moment, my dear,” said Burrell. “You say they were talking another language until you came into the room. Now, how do you happen to know that?”

“You think I was listening at the keyhole I suppose,” she retorted, with a touch of asperity. “If you do, you are wrong. You may be cleverer than I am, but I don’t suppose you can walk through a shut door with a tray in your hand, can you? I put the tray down on the table in the hall while I opened the door, and that was when I heard them talking in the foreign language. Then I went back and got my tray, and took it into the room, and they at once began talking English.”

“I beg your pardon,” said Burrell, humbly. “It was quite a misunderstanding on my part.”

George played the part of a peacemaker.

“I am quite sure my friend did not mean to offend you in what he said,” he remarked.

“I should think not,” the girl continued. “I wouldn’t tell you a scrap more if he did.”

“Please forgive me,” said the contrite Burrell. “I had no desire to hurt your feelings. But let us continue. Where was the young lady while you were laying the breakfast?”

“Locked up in another room up-stairs,” she replied. “One of the men — the big one, I think it was — took her up her breakfast.”

“And when, and how, did she manage to ask you for the note-paper upon which she wrote that letter to Mr. Kilvert?”

“It was when I was crossing the yard at the back of the house to the dairy after breakfast. I thought it was a funny thing for two men to bring a young lady down to a gentleman’s house and to lock her up, and that made me look up at the window of the room she was in. She was standing there, and, as soon as she saw me, she began making signs. At first I couldn’t understand what she meant, but presently I could see she was making believe to write a letter. Oh, sir, I never saw such a beautiful lady in all my life! But it was enough to make one cry to look at her. She seemed so sad!”

“But what about the note-paper?” asked George, who was anxious to bring her back to the main point, the interest of which was so vital to him.

“Well, sir, as soon as I understood what she wanted, I ran down home and hunted about my bedroom for some paper and an envelope. But there was only one sheet that I could find, So I slipped it into an envelope, and that into my pocket, and went back to the house. When I got into the kitchen there was old Mr. Poleski. ‘Girl,’ he said, for that’s the way he always speaks to me, ‘ there’s a lady up-stairs who is in disgrace. She wants to run away with a gentleman of whom her parents do not approve. She was at a ball last night, so they brought her straight away in order that she shouldn’t see him. You are not so tall, but your jacket might fit her. If you have one to sell, I will buy it from you for her.’ I was so astonished that for a moment I didn’t know what to say; but at last I told him I would go and get one, and she could try it on. So back I went home, and when I came up again with the jacket he was still-there. ‘Bring it up-stairs,’ says he. With that he took me to the room where she was locked up, unfastened the door, and told me to go in before him.”

“What was the lady doing when you entered?” asked Burrell.

“Sitting down, sir, with her face hidden in her hands. She had a cloak on, but beneath I could see that she was wearing a ball-dress; so it looked as if the old gentleman had told the truth. He said something to her in a foreign language that I did not understand, but she only shook her head. I should have liked you to see her then. She drew herself up, sir, like a queen, and pointed to the door as if to order him out of the room. Then an idea came into my mind, and, while he was staring at her and arguing, I slipped my hand into my pocket, got hold of the envelope, and placed it in the pocket of the jacket. She saw me do it. ‘I thank you,” she said in English, taking the jacket from me. ‘It is kind of you to want to help me. Leave the jacket and I will try it on. If it does not fit me, I will send it back to you.’

‘You can go now,’ said Mr. Poleski, and led me out of the room, locking the door after him.” — 

“And after that?”

“Well, sir, the jacket was brought down to the kitchen about ten minutes or a quarter of an hour afterwards by the old gentleman. ‘The lady says that, if you will move those buttons, it will do,’ he said. Then he showed me what was wanted, and bade me do it at once. I told him I should have to take it home, as I had no needles or thread in the kitchen. So off I went with it, knowing pretty well what I should find. Sure enough, there it was in the pocket, a letter addressed to Mr. Kilvert, and on another little scrap of paper, pinned to the envelope, was written: ‘I thank you from the bottom of my heart. Will you poet it at once, and accept this ring as a token of my gratitude!’ At the bottom of the pocket was a lovely ring, worth I don’t know how much money. Somehow I wish now I hadn’t taken it. After I had altered the buttons of the coat, I took it back to the house and gave it to Mr. Poleski, who I found waiting for me in the kitchen. He told me that he would pay me for it later in the day, and then took it up-stairs. It was very plain that he had not found out anything about the letter that had been placed in the pocket.”

“And how did you manage to get down to the village so early in the morning in order to post the letter?”

“I told Mr. Poleski,” she answered, “that we had no meat in the house, and that I must go to the butcher’s to get some for lunch. He hummed and hawed for a minute, and at first I thought he was going to stop me. But I expect he thought that if he did so some suspicion would be aroused, and in the end he let me go. You may be sure that I was not long in getting away. The post, you see, goes out to London at half-past ten, and I knew that I had not much time to lose.”

“And it was then, I suppose,” said George, “that you met Mr. Hembridge, whose jealousy was aroused by your not permitting him to see the letter you carried?”

“Well, sir, he did make a bit of a fuss, I must own,” said the girl, “but he is all right now. I think I know the way to manage him.”

While she was answering this question, George had been earnestly turning something over in his mind. The temptation was extremely strong, and he was unable to resist it.

“Miss Heron,” he remarked, “you said just now that you were sorry you had taken that ring. Would anything induce you to dispose of it to me?”

“Do you mean, sir, that you want to buy it from me?” she asked, with some little surprise.

“I will pay you any price you like to ask for it,” George replied, without hesitation. “You may imagine how dear it is to me. What do you say?”

“I couldn’t sell it,” she answered firmly. “When the lady gave it to me, it would not be the right thing to do, sir, would it? But I can tell you one other thing, sir — something you don’t imagine I know.”

“What is it?”

“It is that I have found you out, sir. You can’t deceive me any longer. You are Mr. Kilvert, the gentleman she wrote to. If that wasn’t so, you wouldn’t be so anxious to have the ring.”

George considered for a moment, and then risked everything on one throw of the die. If she would not betray him, what harm could there be in revealing his identity? On the other hand, it might possibly do some good.

“Well,” he said, “since you have found me out, I suppose there is no good in my denying it. I am Mr. Kilvert, to whom the lady wrote. Is it possible for me to rely upon your keeping my secret? If you don’t, I am afraid I am done for.”

“You can safely reckon upon me, sir,” said the girl, with what was evident sincerity. “But, if you are Mr. Kilvert, why do you pretend to be anybody else? It’s the sort of thing that makes folks suspicious, sir.”

“I did it for a very good reason,” George replied. “If they knew that I were searching for her, they would be sure to carry her off again at once. This is, of course, the thing I am most anxious to prevent.  That is why I accosted you under an assumed name. Everything now depends upon your secrecy.”

The girl was plainly impressed by the importance attached to her participation in the business.

“As I said a minute ago, sir, you may rely upon me,” she answered. “Not a word shall ever pass my lips.”

“By the way, at what hour did they leave the hall?” Burrell inquired, after the short pause that followed the girl’s last utterance.

“At about ten o’clock, sir. I’m sure of that, for the kitchen clock was striking the hour when father came back from getting the carriage ready. I remember thinking that it was a funny time for them to start.”

“And now,” Burrell continued, “I want you to describe to me the carriage and the horse, or horses, as nearly as possible as you can remember them. I want you also to tell me who drove.”

“I can’t tell you that, sir,” she replied, “for I didn’t see them come or go. But of this I am quite certain. There was no coachman. If there had been I should of course have seen him. They had a pair of horses, and the carriage was like that of the doctor’s at Marley, yonder — all shut up, and with a door on each side.”

“A brougham, evidently,” said George. “But do you remember the color of the horses?”

“They were brown, sir,” she replied. “I know that, because just after dinner I went out to the stables and had a look at them. I have always been fond of horses, sir. I wish we had some at the hall.”

“And perhaps you have some idea as to which way they went after they passed out of the lodge gates?” said Burrell.

She paused for a moment before she replied. It was evident that her idea on this subject was rather hazy.

“No, sir, I couldn’t say for certain, but I think I could make a very good guess as to which way they went. Unless they were going back by the road they came, they must have turned to the right, on the road which leads to Bishop’s Bassett. That they came the other way I am quite sure.”

“And pray what makes you so certain of that?”

“If you know the country about here as well as I do, you would know without asking that. There’s a place we call White Lane, about three miles away. It’s called by that name because it’s all chalk. There’s a little stream that runs across it in one place, and when their carriage came in, I noticed that the wheels were fairly plastered with chalk. There’s no other place like it in the neighborhood, so that’s how I happen to know which way they came. And now I must really be getting back, or I shall never hear the end of it from father. They can’t bear me to be out at night. You won’t tell any one what I’ve told you, will you, sir? I’m so frightened that you will.”

“No one shall know a word of what you’ve said to us, until you give permission,” George replied. “I will promise you that. I am too grateful to you for what you have done to have any desire to harm you.”

She bade them good night, and was moving away, when she turned and came slowly back again. Once more addressing George, she said — 

“Some day, sir, when all this trouble is over, and you are both happily married, you don’t know how I should like to see the lady again.”

“So you shall if I can bring it about,” George replied; but in his heart he wondered whether that happy time would ever come for him. Then, the future looked too dark for any dawn to come.

Once more the girl bade them good night, and hurried away.

“Now, as there is nothing else to be learned here, I suppose we may as well be getting back to our lodgings,” said Burrell, when Miss Heron was out of sight. “All things considered, we’ve not done a bad evening’s work. What do you say?”

“I’m well enough satisfied,” said George; “but I wish we knew where they had taken Madame Cardew. Heaven alone knows how they may treat her.”

“It’s very plain that they are carrying her off with the intention of hiding her until the murder has blown over a bit. That’s the only construction I can put upon it. From the precautions taken, it is certain that the plot was most carefully arranged throughout. I shouldn’t be at all surprised if in the end we find that it has a political side.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I don’t know exactly what I do mean,” Burrell replied. “I have a vague sort of suspicion fluttering at the back of my brain that I cannot lay hold of. We know that the two men who brought Madame Cardew to this place are foreigners, and the fact that their singular host at the hall is a Pole, would warrant the assumption that they are of the same nationality. The murdered man was also a Pole. Now, we all know that that particular corner of Europe is, as a general rule, a hotbed of conspiracy. Why, therefore, should we not presume that the murder was the outcome of some plot?”

“We may suppose whatever we please,” George answered, “but how are we to prove it? It’s difficult to see what connection an obscure musician, who has been some years in England, should have with that sort of thing. However, you may be right.” — 

“Time will show,” said Burrell. “And when it all comes to light, and the young lady is discovered to be innocent, I think, sir, we shall have to say that we owe the greater part of our success to Miss Polly Heron, who, placed in the position she was, has proved herself to be a trump of the first water.”

“Hear, hear, to that,” George replied.

A few moments later they entered the inn, to find that the bar parlor contained a parliament of yokels, who, mug in hand, and pipe in mouth, were engaged in weighty argument. A tall, thin man, with an enormous nose and stubby red beard, had just gained the attention of the house, and was making the most of his opportunity. He was a saddler by profession, and an orator by choice, and those who did not agree with him in argument were, as a rule, worsted by sheer force of words.

“I tell you as ‘ow, in my opinion, she stuck the knife into him and then went off in a boat and drownded herself,” he observed, with a flourish of his right hand. “Ned Stevens there wants to know why the body waren’t found on the shore. Why, because, as I tells him, it drifted out to sea to be sure, and the boat along with it. Perhaps he never heard o’ such things as that happening. Well, I have, and what’s more, I’ve knowed ‘em to be true.”

“One thing’s certain,” put in another man, with fine logic, “if she didn’t kill the man somebody else did.”

“She did it right enough,” returned the first speaker; “and it’ll all come out, mark my words, in its own good time.”

George could bear no more, so strode into the coffee-room, and shut the door upon the argument and the arguers.

“Here too,” he groaned; “and all deeming her guilty. Who is there that has the courage to stand up and say, ‘I believe her to be innocent’?”

“Heart up, sir, heart up,” said Burrell. “You mustn’t let what a pack of ignorant rustics say make you depressed. Bless your heart, they can’t see more than a finger’s length in front of their noses, and don’t want to. We’ve done a bit of good work to-day, and, if all goes well, we’ll do better to-morrow. I’ve had lots of cases before now that looked quite as black, but I’ve brought the guilt home to the right parties in the end. As I’ve told you before, I quite believe in the lady’s innocence, and, please God, I’ll prove it.”

The two men shook hands solemnly.

“We’ll start for Bishop’s Bassett at ten o’clock to-morrow morning,” said George “and commence making inquiries there. One would think it wouldn’t be difficult to trace a carriage and pair from village to village, even though they travel at night.”

“And now, sir,” said Burrell, “with your permission, I’ll be off to bed. Hike, if possible, when I am on business, to he an early bird. As you remarked to our friend, Master Gus, to-night, the country air makes one sleepy.”

George bade him good night, but did not follow his example. On the contrary, he lit a cigar, and strolled out into the street before the inn. Save for the Voices in the bar behind him, there was scarcely a sound to disturb the stillness of the night. Overhead the stars shone brilliantly, the wind just rustled the leaves of the trees in the inn garden, while a nightingale was singing a short distance away. Walking across the street, he leant against a post, and looked up at the planet-powdered heavens above him.

“Poor girl!” he murmured to himself, as if in continuation of the conversation he had just had with Burrell, “shall I never he able to find you and to remove the foul stain with which the world is endeavoring to besmirch your name? And, should I be successful in so doing, will you reward me as I desire ?”

He recalled the picture she had presented on the stage of the pavilion at Beachcombe. Who that had seen her then could believe that those white hands were stained with blood?

“I for one will not,” he muttered. “I don’t think I could, even if she were to tell me so herself.”

At last, seeing that the men were being turned out from the house on the other side of the way, and his cigar being finished, here-crossed the road, and, bidding the landlady good night, ascended the stairs to his homely, but nevertheless comfortable, apartment.

Next morning he was up and out early, had visited the inn stables to see that their horse was well provided for, and had taken a short stroll before Burrell appeared upon the scene. The latter had slept well, and was in fine trim for breakfast. Delicious ham and the newest of new-laid eggs fortified them against the labors of the day. Orders were afterwards given that the dog-cart should be ready by ten o’clock.

“We mustn’t be later, sir,” said Burrell, “for we may have to travel a good distance today.”

Suddenly George noticed an expression of surprise appear on the other’s face.

“What is the matter?” he asked.

“If I’m not very much mistaken, that’s Miss Polly Heron’s voice,” said the other. “What can she be doing here at this early hour?”

They were to learn very soon, for he had scarcely spoken before the young woman herself appeared in the passage, en route for the front door.

“Good morning, Mrs. Greenly,” she cried, looking back over her shoulder. “Thank you very much. I’ll be sure to tell father.” Then, as she passed the two men, she said in a low voice to George, “I must see you, sir, at once. Go up the street, and wait under the trees by the stone bridge. I’ll come to you there.” When she had said this, she crossed the road, and proceeded in the direction of the butcher’s shop.

“What’s the matter now, I wonder?” said the astonished Burrell, “Can she have something more to tell us?”

“We shall very soon find out,” George returned. “And now let’s he off to the rendezvous.”

Following her instructions, they proceeded down the street, now beginning to wake to the realities of the day. Farmer Doyle, on his way to Marley, passed them in his gig, and gave them a cheery good morning. The orator of the previous evening was taking down his shutters, and informed them that it was “a nice day.” The assistant at the haberdasher’s, who was engaged in sweeping the steps of the front door, glanced coquettishly at George, and immediately regretted the fact that her hair was in curl-papers, and that a white-stockinged toe was peeping at the world through a rent in her shoe. The young man, however, on his part, paid but small attention to these matters. He was too anxious to hear what Polly Heron had to say to think of anything else.

At last they reached the bridge, and called a halt in the avenue of elms that began on the farther side. The warm morning sun shone upon the luscious meadows, the rooks cawed in the trees, while the trout, lying amongst the long weeds of the river, seemed as if they had no care in life save to keep cool and face the swiftly flowing current. As it turned out, it was necessary for the two men to exercise their patience, for something like a quarter of an hour elapsed before they spied the maid who had given them the appointment coming round the bend of the road towards the bridge.

“Here she is,” said Burrell. “Now let us hear what she has to say for herself.”


CHAPTER IX.
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AS THE GIRL approached, both men noticed that she had an excited look upon her face.

“I hope you have good news for us,” said George. “Perhaps you have discovered which way the men with the lady went, or what their destination is?”

But she only shook her head.

“Mr. Kilvert,” she said, addressing George, “I feel almost certain that I have made a terrible discovery.”

“What have you found out?” the other inquired, with a frightened look upon his face. “They have not injured her?”

“I have not heard anything of the lady,” she replied. “I scarcely like to tell you what I have discovered, and yet I feel sure that I am right.”

“Before we can do anything you must tell us what you mean?” said Burrell. “We may be able to help you then.”

“It was after I left you last night that I heard of it for the first time,” she said. “We don’t often see a paper at the hall, but father had been down to the vicarage and brought one home with him. I read it, and I’ve been so frightened ever since that I could not sleep for thinking of it.”

Both men knew full well to what she alluded, but they still professed their ignorance.

“I mean about that terrible murder at Beachcombe,” she continued, clasping and unclasping her hands as she spoke. “The paper says there is a warrant out for the arrest of the lady who is supposed to have done it. It couldn’t be our lady — oh, tell me, it couldn’t be her!”

“What makes you think it was the lady who was at the hall?” asked Burrell. “How is it you connected her with it?”

“I am sure it is,” she replied. “First, because of her being in that evening dress; and next, because that you, Mr. Kilvert, told them at the Inquest that you had saved her life on the cliff the night before. And now you come down here and make me confess that she was at the hall. Oh, it was a cruel trick to play upon me! Now you will tell people, and the police will catch her, and she will think that I told them where she was.”

It was evident from what she said that she considered the two men to be in league with the police. It was necessary to disabuse her mind of this without loss of time.

“My girl,” said George, “let us plainly understand each other. It is quite certain that you have guessed the identity of the unhappy lady who arrived at the hall in such a singular fashion, and whom you helped to write to me. Unfortunately, it is only too true also that the police are searching everywhere for her, and that, if they catch her, she will be brought to trial for murder. This gentleman and I, however, are determined to be in a position to prove her innocent of the crime. When I told you last night of my affection for her, I was not deceiving you. I love her with my whole heart, and, as you will therefore understand, I desire to save her at any cost. My companion is a detective, and he is as positive as I am that she is guiltless of the charge.”

“That is so,” put in Burrell. “Mr. Kilvert has hit the mark exactly.”

The reaction was almost too much for the girl. She had spent a miserable night picturing to herself all sorts of horrors as the result of her conversation with the men on the previous evening.

“I told myself, sir, that you could not he so cruel as to desire to do her any harm. If any one did the murder — and I suppose somebody must have done it — it was one of those two men. I feel sure of it; there was a murderous look about them both that frightened me.”

This effort of imagination on her part brought a smile into Burrell’s face, but he instantly suppressed it.

“We can trust you, I suppose,” he said, “not to breathe a word of your knowledge to any living soul? Her safety — indeed, her very life — may depend upon it.”

“You may rest assured, sir, that I will not do so,” the girl answered. “They should tear my tongue out before they should get a word out of me.”

“And one other thing — do you think your father suspects? He must have known she was at the hall, and if he saw the paper—”

“But, bless your heart, father doesn’t think anything about it,” she replied. “He would say that it was no concern of his; he’s a wonderful man for minding his own business, is father.”

“He wouldn’t be likely to mention the fact of their visit to any one in the village?”

“He seldom goes near the village, sir,” the girl replied. “He wouldn’t have gone last night if he hadn’t wanted to see parson about one of the glebe meadows. It was parson as gave him the paper, though little use it would be to him, seeing that he can’t read.”

“Did you happen to read anything of the case to him?” George inquired.

The girl shook her head.

“I never read to him,” she replied. “He doesn’t care about it. He says that what’s in the newspapers is all fiddle-faddle, and that one is daft if they believe a word of it. He’s a strange man, is father, and terrible set upon his own opinion. He’d call black white if he thought you liked black the better. But I mustn’t keep you here any longer. Oh, sir, I do hope you will be able to find the poor young lady, and be able to let folk know that she didn’t do that dreadful deed!”

“We will do that, never fear,” said Burrell. “Now, I want you in the mean time to take my card and put it in a safe place. Should you hear anything else about these men, or anything that may have a bearing upon the case, will you promise to write to me at once?”

“I’m not much of a scholar,” the girl answered, “but I’ll do it if I can. I’ve been thinking it over since last night, and it’s my belief they went Bishop’s Bassett way.”

“Very likely,” said Burrell. “And now you run away home like a good girl, and keep your own counsel, whatever you do.”

She gave them her promise to do so, and then bade them good-by. When she had passed out of sight, they followed, and made their way back to the inn.

“I hope that young woman will prove as good as her word,” Burrell remarked; “all our success depends upon her keeping her tongue quiet. Let a word of what we know leak out, and the regulars will be down here in a few hours. We don’t want that to happen — at any rate, not yet.”

Arriving at the inn, they packed their bags, paid their bill, and ordered the horse to be put into the dog-cart at once. Ten minutes later they were driving through the village on their way to Bishop’s Bassett. As they crossed the bridge, where half an hour before they had interviewed the girl, they encountered Hembridge with his fishing-tackle. He looked up, and nodded to them as they passed.

“All things considered, it’s just as well that that young gentleman didn’t pass earlier and find us talking to his lady-love,” said George. “He would have been anxious to put into practice some of those threats he so amiably uttered last night.”

“Still, we must not be angry with him,” Burrell replied, “for if he hadn’t been such a lady-killer, it is extremely doubtful whether we should have got the information we now possess. For once in his life he has done a fellow-creature a good turn.”

“Let it be counted to his credit, then,” said George. “I’ll willingly forgive him.”

The greater part of the road between Hilburne and Bishop’s Bassett lies over downs, which are only habited by the peewit and hare.

It is not until one reaches Thornfield cross-roads that the farm-lands begin again. The distance is twelve miles, roughly reckoned, and the Bassett church clock was striking eleven as they drove up the main street of the tiny village. On the road they discussed the matter in all its bearings, and had arrived at the conclusion that nothing was to be gained by remaining at Bishop’s Bassett.

“According to Polly Heron’s computation it was ten o’clock when they left the hall,” said Burrell. “They’d certainly be-here by halfpast eleven, and would, in all probability, go on for another eight or ten miles before they called a halt. At any rate, it is my opinion that we should do well to push on to Bedbury, and make inquiries there.”

In this George agreed with him, and they accordingly left Bishop’s Bassett behind them.

Three miles from Bedbury a bridge was in course of construction, and only a limited space was left for vehicular traffic. To prevent any chance of accidents, a barrier of scaffold poles had been erected, and inside of this stood a watchman’s box.

“This is a piece of luck I did not expect,” Burrell remarked. “If you will pull up for a minute, sir, I will try to discover where the night watchman is to be found.”

George did as he was requested, and Burrell alighted. Approaching the man in charge of the work, he put some questions to him. When he returned to the cart, and had taken his place in it once more, he said — 

“The second cottage on the left as you enter the village. The man’s name is Dawkins.” Then they continued their drive. When they reached the village, Burrell left the trap, and made his way towards the cottage in question. He rapped upon the door, which was opened to him by an elderly woman. A discussion followed, which resulted in the detective entering the house. An interval of ten minutes elapsed before he emerged again, and, from the smile he saw upon his face then, George gathered that he had been successful in his inquiries.

“There’s an inn a little way down on the other side, the woman tells me,” he said. “Had we not better put up there for an hour or so and bait the horse? It’s only a few steps, and if you will drive on I’ll walk across.”

George did so, and drove into the yard of the inn, where he surrendered his horse to an ostler he found there. Then, having bade the man give the animal a good meal, he walked round to the front of the house to meet Burrell, and to enter the inn with him.



Let intending travelers be warned that the Goat and Compasses at Medbury, cannot in any way compare with the King’s Head at Hilburne.

Comfort reigns at one, discomfort at the other.

“Let us hope that we are not destined to remain here very long,” said George, as he surveyed the meal that was placed upon the table for their consumption. “This sort of fare would soon prove too much for me. However, I suppose we must do the best we can with it. And now tell me what you learnt at the cottage?”

“Well, in the first place,” said Burrell, “I discovered that the carriage passed that way between eleven and twelve on the night in question. The watchman remembers it because it was the only one that went by during the night. One of the horses shied at his lanterns, and the man called out, in what the old fellow termed ‘a foreign lingo,’ to know how much further it was on to Medbury Clump.”

“Where on earth is Medbury Clump?”

“A small wood about three miles or so further on, I am given to understand. The road runs through it, cutting it in two.”

“But what business could they have in a wood at that time of night?”

“That’s another of the things we’ve got to find out,” said Burrell. “If I might hazard a guess, I should say that, acting on some prearranged plan, a change of horses was sent to meet them there. Their own animals would be about done up by the time they got as far.”

“That did not occur to me,” said George. “Let us get on to Medbury Clump by all means, and with as little delay as possible.”

Accordingly, when their horse had had an hour’s rest, he was once more harnessed and the drive recommenced. On leaving Medbury, as cyclists are doubtless aware, the road commences to ascend steadily for something like three miles — that is to say, until it reaches its highest point on a thickly wooded hill. This was Medbury Clump, of which mention has been made. Walking their horse up the last part of the hill, they came to a standstill at the summit. The wood bordered the road on both sides, and consisted mainly of firs. In some places it was so dense that it was impossible to see more than thirty yards into it.

“Just the place for horses to be kept waiting,” said Burrell, eying it critically. “Even in the daytime you might hide a cavalry regiment in It without any fear of its presence being discovered.”

“If you’ll look after the horse for a few moments,” said George, “I’ll get down and explore it. It’s just possible there may be tracks to show where they waited, and from which direction they entered.”

Handing the reins to his companion, he descended from the cart. Then, choosing the right side of the road, he set off. He was absent something like a quarter of an hour, but when he returned, it was plain from his face that he had been unsuccessful.

“Now I’ll try the other side,” he said, “and see if there is anything to he discovered there.”

Once more he disappeared into the wood, disturbing a fine cock pheasant before he had proceeded many yards. Wood-pigeons cooed in the trees, but no other sound was to be heard. Here and there rabbits sprang up from their nests of fern, and regarded him with startled eyes, and then scampered off to tell their brethren of the stranger who had invaded their peaceful domain.

“Hulloa, what’s this?” said George to himself, as he suddenly caught a glimpse of what looked like a building a hundred yards or so deeper in the wood. “Here is a shed of some sort.”

He hurried towards it, to find, on closer inspection, that it was a rough structure of hurdles and brushwood, built for a shelter, but now much fallen to decay. Whether it had been erected by gipsies or woodmen there was nothing to show. One thing was evident, however — horses had been stabled in it, and not at a very remote date. Their tracks were plainly discernible on the soft, sandy soil, going in opposite directions. After examining them both, and having satisfied himself that they were made by more than one horse, he decided to follow those going in a contrary direction to that by which he had come. They eventually brought him out of the wood on the south side of the hill. After more patient search, he traced the hoof-prints down the hillside to a gate in the field at the bottom. Thence a bridle-track ran towards a farm a mile or so distant. Feeling that for the present he had learned enough, he once more climbed the hill and entered the wood. Thence he revisited the shelter, and then took up the other tracks, and followed them until he reached the bank on the side of the road, some eighty or a hundred yards from the spot where Burrell was waiting. The bank at this place was less steep than at any other, and from this fact George came to the conclusion that the man who had charge of the horses was well acquainted with the lay of the country.

He thereupon called Burrell up.

“It seems to me that we’ve not been sent on a wild-goose chase after all,” he said, when the other brought the horse to a standstil opposite the spot on which he stood.

“It is very evident,” said Burrell, when he had heard what George had to say, “that the farmer whose house you have seen from the other side has taken some sort of hand in it. Perhaps we had better pay him a visit, and see what we can get out of him.”

George agreed, and once more mounted to his place in the cart. The descent of the hill on the other side was a steep one but after this the road ran, straight as an arrow, almost as far as the eye could reach. The small village of Thetford lay to their right about three miles distant; the left was all open country. Having reached the bottom of the hill, the travelers found themselves opposite a broken gate, kept open by a large stone. From this a rough cart-track led to the farmhouse which George had observed from the top of the hill. They turned in, and drove along the ill-kept roadway until they arrived at a second gate, which opened into what had once been a garden, but which was now only an unkempt and uncared-for wilderness.

“Things don’t look very promising here,” said Burrell, as he prepared to alight to open the gate. “I shouldn’t be at all surprised to find the place unoccupied, and that whoever brought those horses, stabled them here without any one’s leave or license.”

Pushing open the gate, he held it open while the dog-cart passed through. After that he strolled along beside the vehicle until they reached the front of the farmhouse. It proved to be a long, rambling building, and bad evidently been added to at various times. The roof was thatched, and stood in great need of repair. Many of the windows were broken, while there was an ominous crack in the wall beside the porch that argued a considerable settlement in the foundations below. The drive was overgrown with weeds, and a miniature hay-crop might have been cut from what had once been a lawn. George pulled up at the front door, while Burrell entered the porch, and sounded a resounding rat-tat with his knuckles. No answer, however, rewarded his efforts.

“Just as I thought,” he said, when he had waited for a couple of minutes. “Nobody at home.”

He knocked again, with the same result. After one or two more attempts to make himself heard, he left the porch in despair. At that moment, however, an elderly retriever came round a corner of the house, and surveyed the intruders.

“Ah! this puts a different complexion upon affairs,” said Burrell. “Let us see whether we can find the dog’s master.”

With that he passed the apoplectic creature, and proceeded round the house to the regions behind. He had not been gone many minutes before he returned, bringing with him a shockheaded individual of the laboring class. The man had a keen and somewhat cunning cast of countenance, and, though he touched his hat politely to the driver of the dog-cart, it was very plain that the respect thus shown was more an attempt to curry favor than to pay homage. It was evident that Burrell had spoken of George as his employer, for the reason that the man stood beside the wheel and waited for him to speak.

“I understand that this farm is to let,” said George, after he had received a suggestive look from Burrell, who was standing behind the man. “I should be glad to put my horse up for an hour or so and have a look round.”

“The stables is not much good, sir,” said the man in broad Sussex. “There hasn’t been a hoss in ‘em for this long time past, and I don’t know as ‘ow yours will he any the better for going into them. We’ve had strangles, and this ‘ere ‘fluenzi and all sorts of other things in ‘em. If I had a hoss that was anything like a hoss I wouldn’t put him there. What’s more, the farm’s no good. Nobody has ever been able to make it pay.”

“That’s as you think, my friend,” Burrell remarked. “The gentleman knows very well what he wants to do. Mark my words, the agent won’t be best pleased if he were to know that you’ve been trying to put a likely tenant off in this way.”

“I ain’t trying to put no tenant off,” said the man. “All I am sayin’ is the plain truth. If the gentleman wants to put his horse up let him do it, but don’t let him come and complain if hit goes wrong afterwards.”

“I’ll risk that,” said George; and, turning his horse round, he drove through the gate in the direction they had come.

The stable-yard lay at the back of the house, and had once been an imposing affair; now, however, it had fallen sadly to decay. They took the horse from the cart between them, and the yokel led him towards a low building on the further side of the yard. This, like the rest of the place, was in a most ruinous and dilapidated condition. A long manger ran from one end to the other, while swinging bars separated the horses.

“What have you got to feed him on?” George inquired. “I suppose you could manage to find him a mouthful of hay if you care to do so?”

“I may, or may not, be able to,” returned the yokel. “I’ll have a look presently and see what I can do. How long do you think you will be staying?”

“That all depends upon circumstances,” George replied. “I want to take a stroll round the place and to ask a few questions. Is there no one on the place but you?”

“Not a mother’s son,” the man replied. “Ever since the old governor hung hisself in the bam yonder the place has been empty. They calls me the caretaker, but I dunno as I am taking care of anything, unless ’tis rats they’re thinking of, and there’s millions of them ‘ere. Folk do say as ‘ow the governor’s ghost walks around at night. I say ’tis a pity ‘e don’t. ’Twould be sort of company like.”

While this conversation had been going on, George had thrown a rug over the horse’s back, and was now standing at the half-door that led into the stable. Burrell meanwhile had been looking round the yard, and was now coming towards him.

“Must have been a fine old place in its time, sir,” he remarked, as he came up to George. “There are stables here big enough to hold a hundred horses. That, I take it, was the brew-house yonder?”

He pointed to a building on the further side of the yard. The rustic confirmed his opinion, adding that there was very little beer about the place now.

“And now, sir,” said the latter, when they had exhausted the yard, “what would you like to see next? There’s been a good many people out here to see the place, but nobody has been right over it. There’s the water-meadows down by the river, what is flooded every year; there’s the bit of arable yonder on the top; there’s the clump on the brow of the hill; and there’s another three fields and meadows away alongside the high-road. You can take your choice as to where you begin. It’s all the same to me.”

From the manner in which he spoke, George saw that he had no desire to begin at all, and that it was evident that, if the letting of the farm depended upon him, it would in all human probability remain untenanted for the term of his natural existence. A more uninviting specimen of his fellow-man it had never been George’s lot to discover. Yet with it all the haunting suspicion was rising in the latter’s mind that the fellow was not as obtuse as he desired they should believe him to be. Every look at him was confirming this belief.

“Let us take a look at the house and the home buildings before we go any further,” said Burrell. “It seems to me from the state everything is in that it is scarcely worth our while entertaining the notion of taking the place at all.”

“That’s as you please, sir,” answered the man. “Where will you start? Down in the cellars or up in the garrets?”

“Let us commence with the old brewhouse,”

Burrell answered; and led the way across the yard in the direction of the building indicated.

It was a large affair, and must have been substantially built, for it was in much better repair than the rest of the place.

“I do not care about this,” said George. “Let us look at something else.”

From the brewhouse they proceeded to the dairy. Milk-pans and chums were gone, and the plate-shelves were all that remained of its former glory. The tiles that had once decorated the walls had fallen from their places, the bricks of the floor were broken, and rats’ holes were to be observed in every direction. A store-shed was visited, with the same result. A cart-shed followed, and then they turned the corner of the square, and came through the building in which their horse was stalled. From that they passed into a root-shed, then through three loose boxes, in two of which the roof had fallen in, and then arrived at another and more comfortable stable. One glance at this was sufficient to show that two of the stalls had lately had horses in them, and George was quick to draw attention to the fact.

“That’s where Mr. Codd’s the agent’s horses were put,” the man replied. “He was over here two days ago, and he always puts them in here.”

“Shows his good taste,” Burrell remarked.

“I never knew before, however, that Mr. Codd drove a pair.”

George stared at Burrell in some surprise. The thing was so innocently said that for the moment he believed that the detective was acquainted with the agent in question. The caretaker was evidently disconcerted.

“Well, he don’t often do so,” the man admitted, and then muttered something to the effect that a gentleman had driven him out that day.”

“I see,” said Burrell. “And when the agent is driven over by a friend, you keep his horses for two or three days and put bedding under them. Bracken makes splendid litter.”

The man abruptly closed the door, and hurried them on their tour of inspection. The calf-pen and cart-sheds and other buildings were devoid of interest. Crossing the yard, they made for the back door of the house. As they reached it, Burrell noticed a thin column of smoke rising from a chimney above the best range of stabling.

Your rooms are up there, I suppose?” he said, turning to the man and pointing to the windows that looked out over the yard.

“They are, but what of that?” the man replied. “When you’ve seen wh’at the house is like, you’ll say you wouldn’t live there yourself.”

They entered the building and made their way along a passage to what had once been the dining-room. Now, however, it was in a most dilapidated condition. The paper hung in strips upon the walls, while the wainscoting echoed to the scamper of rats. Thence they passed across the hall into the drawing-room, which was in a similar state. Eventually they reached a bedroom on the first floor, the windows of which overlooked the garden. Here a strange discovery awaited them. A heap of straw lay in one corner, pressed down, as if by the weight of a man. Charred logs lay in the fireplace, and a tin plate and cup decorated the mantelpiece. Burrell threw a hasty glance at the straw, then went to the fireplace and examined it, after which he went to the window and looked out He drummed with his fingers on the pane, and then meditated for a few moments. At last turning to the man, he said — 

“Just go into the next room, my man, and hammer on the wall, will you?” I want to see how they sound.”

The man departed grumbling.

“What made you send him off like that?” George asked in a whisper, when the other was out of hearing.

In reply, Burrell crossed to the mantelpiece, and took up something that lay upon it.

“Do you see that?” he inquired, carrying it to the window and rubbing it upon the back of his hand.

“I see it, right enough,” George replied; “but I can’t say I understand what it means. What is it?”

“It’s the key to the whole mystery,” said Burrell. “If ever you’ve been in Russia you’d know what this is.”

He smelt it and turned it over. “That’s a specimen of brick tea,” he said.

“And, in your opinion, what does its presence here mean?”

“It means that the man who slept on the straw here was the same individual who brought the horses. That’s all!”


CHAPTER X.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF Burrell’s discovery could scarcely be over-estimated. There could be little, or no doubt that it was in the room in which they were then standing that the man who had brought the horses to the farm had slept. From the presence of the fragment of brick tea it might also be argued that he was a foreigner, and in all probability a Russian. Burrell had scarcely stowed it away in his pocket before a ponderous thumping reached them from the adjoining room. It was the caretaker who, according to instructions, was endeavoring to prove the stability of the walls. It was as if he were trying to bring the whole house about their ears.

“That will do!” cried Burrell, at the top of his voice; and a moment later the man stood before them.

Your friend, the foreigner, must have had a comfortable bed here,” said Burrell, pointing to the heap in the corner. “Pray how much did he pay you for allowing you to put up his horses?”

The man stared at him in amazement, his mouth opening and shutting like a frog’s.

“I dunno what you mean,” he said at last. “I dunno no foreigner, no more than you do. How should I? What would a foreigner be doing here?”

“Then who slept on that straw?”

If the man was not as stupid as he pretended to be, he was certainly an excellent actor, and also a liar of the first water.

“That’s where my brother slept,” he said readily enough. “He came over to see me last Sunday, and it began to rain just when he was starting off, so he stayed the night in this ‘ere room.”

“And you put him up over here, instead of allowing him to share your quarters. You’re certainly a model host.”

As he said this, Burrell led the way downstairs and out into the yard.

“I don’t think we need see any more, sir,” he said to George. “The place would cost a mint of money to put in repair.”

“I wouldn’t live in it for all the money in the world,” George answered. “Now let us be off as soon as possible.”

Turning to the caretaker, he inquired how far it was to Medbury.

“A matter of four mile,” the man returned vaguely. “Turn to your left when you get on to the turnpike, and keep straight on.”

The horse was brought from the stable and once more placed in the dog-cart. Then, having tossed the yokel a coin, George climbed to his seat, Burrell took his place beside him, and the drive recommenced. The afternoon, by this time, was well advanced, and the horse was beginning to show signs of fatigue. They were then well over the borders of Sussex, and into Hampshire.

“I wonder how much further we shall have to chase them,” said Burrell, after they had partaken of supper at the Black Bear at Medbury, and were discussing the various points of the case.

“Goodness alone knows,” said George, who that evening was in a depressed condition. “But go on we must if we have to follow them across England. It seems to me that years have elapsed since we left town. But I am off to bed! Good night!”

Burrell bade him good night and, after a stroll in the inn garden, retired also.

Next morning, as soon as they had breakfasted, they pushed on again, making inquiries as they progressed, but learning nothing new. A party of gipsies affirmed they had seen the carriage on the night in question, but a few moments’ cross-examination was sufficient to prove the false character of their intelligence. A broken-down tinker remembered a brougham passing, when he lay trying to sleep in a ditch. He thought the driver talked like a foreigner when he questioned him as to the road. Unfortunately, however, a few inquiries elicited the fact that he was too inebriated on that particular night to remember what the carriage was like, or, for that matter, very little about anything else. An unpleasant surprise greeted George during the day. Acting as they had done on the preceding days, they stopped for lunch at a village inn. While Burrell was making certain inquiries, George strolled down the street, to presently find himself before the door of the local police-station. A large notice-board stood on the left hand of the entrance, and, without thinking what he might find, he glanced at it. There were several notices relating to missing horses and cattle, the description of a body found drowned, and lower, an ominous sheet headed “MURDER.” Then followed a short description of a woman, Cecilia Cardew by name. As if fascinated, he read on, noted that her height was about five feet eleven inches, that she possessed a fine figure, dark eyes and hair, and was supposed to be wearing a cloak. Any one cognizant of her whereabouts were requested to report the matter immediately to the nearest police-office.

George turned away from it with a shudder.

“Poor girl, poor girl,” he muttered, “to think that it should come to this.”

When George returned to the inn, Burrell saw that there was something amiss.

“What is it, sir?” he asked. “I can see that you are upset by something. Can I help you in any way?”

George informed him of what he had seen.

“You mustn’t take on about that, sir,” the detective replied. “They were bound to issue it. You may be sure they’ve sent one to every police-station in England.”

“That makes it all the worse,” said George. “It is awful to think that she may possibly be run down by some rustic who has just learned enough to read that poster.”

Burrell saw that his companion was thoroughly upset, and that nothing he could say would be likely to comfort him.

“It’s my opinion,” he said at last, “that we are on the wrong track. Did you notice a road branching off to the right-some three miles back?”

“I did, and I remember wondering at the time which we ought to follow. Where does it lead to?”

“To Heylstone,” said Burrell. “They tell me it is a very quiet road. I feel certain the carriage didn’t come this way. There’s a market town five miles ahead. They’d steer clear of that.”

“In that case I think we had better go back and try the other road,” said George; and then added in an aggrieved tone, “It’s only so much time wasted.”

They accordingly drove back upon their tracks and branched off at the finger-post, which informed travelers that the bye-road led to Heylstone, Belstone, and Pethorpe. Burrell’s informant had certainly not been wrong when he had told him that it was a quiet road. At the same time he might have added that it was one of the worst roads in England. It had not been metaled for years, and deep ruts existed, in places, that might easily have overturned a vehicle.

“They must have had a nice experience if they came along here in the dark,” said George, who found his time well occupied keeping his horse and wheels out of the yawning chasms.

When they had been following the road for upwards of three miles, they came upon another gipsy encampment. From the appearance of the grass by the roadside, and other evidence, it was plain that the tent had been there for some days. George pulled up, and immediately he did so two or three ragged urchins came running forward, whining for coppers. A black-bearded man, stretched out upon the grass before the entrance to the tent, watched them with sleepy curiosity. Upon George giving him to understand that he wished to speak with him, he came forward sulkily. In answer to the usual question as to whether he had seen a carriage, he replied that he had. It was drawn by two horses, and was a closed one. It came by about an hour before daybreak, and they had met with an accident a mile or so up the road.

“An accident?” asked Burrell. “What happened?”

“Broke the back axle,” the man replied.

He informed them that he had not seen it himself, but one of his girls had told him about it. There were two gentlemen and a lady in the carriage, and one of the gentlemen had given his girl five shillings to go to Heylstone for a blacksmith.’

“Where is the girl now?” Burrell inquired.

In reply, the man pointed to the tent.

“Just tell her I should like to speak to her,” said Burrell to the man. “We must inquire into this.”

The man slouched across to the dwelling in question, and, in response to his summons, a sharp-looking girl of about fourteen years of age emerged.

“I hear that you went to Heylstone for a blacksmith to do something to a carriage that broke down the other night!” said Burrell, when she stood before the cart. “What became of the three people who were in it!”

“The lady and the old man walked on,” the girl answered. “The other gentleman stayed with the carriage. It was ‘im as give me the five bob.”

“And did you bring the blacksmith back with you!”

The girl nodded.

“Which way did the gentleman and lady go?”

“Straight along the road,” was the reply.

“Did you see them again on your way back?”

“No! I never set eyes on them again!”

“And what became of the carriage?”

“It’s in the blacksmith’s yard now,” she answered. “I saw it there this morning.”

“The deuce it is,” said Burrell to himself. Turning to George, he added, “Then all I can say is, the best thing we can do is to go and have a look at it.”

Tossing the girl some money, George whipped up his horse, and they drove on.

“It seems to me that we are just beginning to get to the heart of things,” said Burrell. “I shall enjoy having a look at that brougham.” A quarter of an hour’s drive brought them to Heylstone. It was a small place, consisting of not more than thirty houses, situated in a hollow, and looking as if it had strayed away from Civilization and forgotten the way back again.

“Good gracious, what a hole!” said George. “Fancy living one’s life out here. One might as well be in Central Africa.”

“No blacksmith’s shops in Central Africa, sir,” said Burrell, with a smile. “There’s one here, however, and what’s more, it’s likely to prove of use to us. If I’m not mistaken, that’s it on the left.”

This turned out to be correct, and they drew up before it. The gipsy’s statement appeared to be a true one, for, in the small yard beside the shop, stood a brougham, the back portion of which was propped up on a large block of wood. In the shop the smith was hard at work at the forge. Burrell called him out.

“Good day,” he began, when the other made his appearance outside the door. “I want you to give us some information. I understand that a night or two back a gipsy girl came to tell you that a brougham had broken down on the road from Medbury?”

“That’s quite correct, sir,” the man replied, civilly enough. “The axle broke in one of they ruts, and a nice job I’ve had getting the thing here. The gent it belonged to seemed terrible upset about it,”

“Have you any idea of the reason for their traveling so late, or, I might say, so early?”

“The gentleman explained that by saying that they were going across country to see a lady, who was dying.”

“He was a foreigner, was he not?”

“Something like that, sir,” said the man, but very pleasant spoken all the same. “He helped me to get the carriage here, and told me to repair it, giving me two poun’ ten in advance for my trouble. That’s something like a gent!”

“Did you see the lady and the gentleman who were in the carriage?”

“No, sir; they had walked on ahead,” he said. “He was to find another carriage and pick them up.”

“Did he obtain one?”

It would appear that the blacksmith had lent him an ancient conveyance of his own, to which the stranger had harnessed his horses, promising to return it later, and leaving the brougham as security. He had returned it the same day.

“Perhaps, as he told you so much, he may have said how much further he was going?”

“Only a matter of ten miles or so, I believe. To Arlsford. May I make so bold though as to ask your reasons for putting these questions to me?”

“I am doing so because we are rather interested in the gentlemen,” Burrell replied vaguely. “We want to find out whether his story of the dying relative is genuine.”

“Oh, I think it is, sir,” said the man. “He seemed so cut up about not being able to get on that I didn’t have any doubt about it. I felt quite sorry for him.”

“And now let us have a look at the injured carriage,” said Burrell, descending from the dog-cart as he spoke. “Some carriages have as plain a tale to tell as a book, to the man who can read them aright.”

He approached the vehicle in question, and set himself to examine it. It was of a somewhat antiquated pattern, but the wheels were rubber-tyred, and there was a new speaking-tube to the box. Lifting the mat that covered the bottom of the driver’s seat, he examined the flooring, after which he opened the door and looked at the interior. Then he turned to the wheels, and made a note of the name upon the brass cap of the hub. He also carefully scrutinized the cushions on the box and upon the seats inside. This finished, he gave his attention to the faulty axle. To examine this properly, he was compelled to perform what was almost a gymnastic feat. Lying upon his back, he wriggled himself underneath, in order to obtain a glimpse of it.

“Ha, ha!” he said, as he scrambled out again, and got on to his feet and brushed his clothes; “it seems to me that this axle has broken before.”

“I noticed that myself, sir,” said the blacksmith. “If it hadn’t been for the precious bad job they made of it, this accident would not have happened.”

Having discovered his opportunity, and coming to the conclusion that he had found some one who would listen to him, he began to enlarge upon the various parts of his trade. Burrell, however, cut him short.

“Now, look here,” said the latter, “I want you to look at this matter in a proper light. I’m as certain as possible in my own mind that the story the man told you was not genuine. We know enough of him at any rate to prove that he is a thorough scoundrel.”

“I’m sorry to hear it, sir,” the smith replied; “but I don’t see how he can do me any harm. I haven’t commenced work on that carriage yet, and, whatever he may be, I’ve got his two poun’ ten.” — 

“In that case, you’re probably a great deal more fortunate than most people,” said Burrell, who by this time saw his line of action. “Let me impress one more thing upon you, however. Whatever you do, keep your tongue quiet about this business. Don’t go talking about it amongst your neighbors, or it may get you into trouble.”

“As I said just now, sir, I don’t see how it could,” the man replied obstinately. “I haven’t done anything wrong.”

“At first glance that seems like a very good argument,” Burrell returned. “But let me put it to you in a different way. Suppose that carriage should happen to have been stolen, and was discovered by the police in your yard? What would people think?”

“They may think what they please,” the other returned, “but they can’t hurt me. There’s the gipsy girl who will be able to prove that I had nothing to do with the stealing of it. She came to fetch me at the man’s instructions.”

“And where would the gipsy girl be when there was trouble in the wind? And, again, what faith would be placed in her evidence? Tell me that! No, my friend; if I were you I should keep a silent tongue in my head.”

“What’s more,” said George, producing a five-pound note from his letter-case, “here is something which may help you to be silent. I shall make inquiries, and if, at the end of six months, I find you have said nothing to any one in the village about the matter we are investigating, you shall have another to put alongside it.”



It seemed as if the man could scarcely believe that he had heard aright. He stared at the note George handed him as if unable to trust the evidence of his senses.

“Lor’ bless my soul alive, sir!” he said at last, “you’re a proper sort of a gentleman, and no mistake. This is the best job I’ve ever done in my life. Two poun’ ten from t’other one, and now five poun’ from you, and a promise of another five poun’ in six months if I don’t go a-talking. Dod drat it! don’t I wish a carriage would break down every week in this quiet old road. You can rest easy, sir, and needn’t be afeared that I’ll breathe a word to any one about your questions. If I do, you may keep the other five poun’ and I’ll give you this one back.”

“Very well, my friend, I’ll trust you,” said George. Then, turning to his companion, he continued, “Now, I think we may be jogging on. There’s nothing more to be learnt here.”

Burrell agreed with him, and they thereupon continued their journey.

The sun was sinking behind the hill when they found themselves on the outskirts of the village of Arlsford. Once more they sought the hospitality of the village inn, and, on this occasion, as at Hilburne, they had the good fortune to find themselves comfortably installed. The landlord was a jolly old fellow, fond of his joke, and, as could be seen at first glance, an inveterate gossip. It soon became apparent that he knew all the ins and outs of his neighbors’ affairs as well as he did his own, and, what was worse, he was not above talking about them. He and Burrell were on friendly terms immediately, and, before the latter went to bed that night, he had heard the reason why Squire Trowbridge gave up the hounds, how it was that Farmer Giles did not marry the pretty widow who kept house for the doctor, and why Will Ralph, the shoemaker, was not able to pay his debts. Not a word, however, could he gather of the people of whom they were in search.

“And yet they must either have obtained another conveyance at Arlsford and have gone further on, or be somewhere in this district still,” said Burrell. “The fact that they had not allowed for the breakdown would lead one to suppose that this place was their destination; and, as it is extremely unlikely, if not improbable, that they would stay in the village itself, it strikes me we should begin by looking for them outside.”

“Before we give in we’ll search every house in the neighborhood to find them,” said George. “The luck which has followed us so far will surely not desert us now?”

In this spirit they began their search next morning. As they soon realized, it was likely to be a long business. To begin with, they made a tour of the village, in order to familiarize themselves with it, and, if possible, to ascertain the names and abodes of the principal residents. This occupied them until lunch-time, and brought them no satisfactory result.

“Now, look here, sir,” said Burrell, when they discussed the matter over their cigars afterwards, “I’ve been thinking the matter out, and have come to the conclusion that it doesn’t take two of us to do this sort of thing.”

“What are you going to suggest then?”

“Well, sir, as you know, there is that brougham to be thought of. Now, my idea is, if you don’t mind, to go back to Beachcombe, and endeavor to trace out as far as possible the history of the carriage. If once we can discover the original owners, and who purchased it from them, also where the horses were stabled for the earlier part of the night on which the murder was committed, it seems to me it should be possible for us to get a clue as to the identity of the men we want. Once establish that, and leave me to find out the rest. What do you think of my plan?”

“I think it admirable,” George replied. “When do you propose starting for Beachcombe?”

“First thing to-morrow morning, sir,” Burrell answered.

At ten o’clock next morning, therefore, the detective left for the scene of the murder, and at half-past ten George ordered his dog-cart and drove into Greythorpe, a somewhat larger village about four miles away. In the main street he discovered a house agent’s office. A brass plate upon the door gave the gentleman’s name, and also set forth the fact that he was the London representative of a well-known Fire Insurance Company in that part of the country. Pushing open the door, he entered the office, where he accosted a small boy, perched on a high stool, reading a newspaper. The youngster informed him that Mr. Garroway had just stepped outside for a minute, but if he, George, would take a seat, he would hasten out and call him back. George did so, and the youngster disappeared on his errand.

In something less than five minutes the lad returned, accompanied by a stout, pompous gentleman, some fifty years of age, who resembled a prosperous City merchant rather than an auctioneer and estate agent in a country village.

“Pray step into my private office, my dear sir,” he began, as he approached Kilvert. “We shall be more comfortable there.”

As he spoke, he threw open the door of an inner office and signed to George to enter. The latter did so, to find himself in a room so small that it would have been well-nigh impossible to swing the proverbial cat in it. A large proportion of the apartment was taken up by Mr. Garroway’s writing-table and chair, while what space remained was divided between an iron safe, a couple of chairs for clients, and a pigeon-hole cupboard, in which one might suppose the secrets of the neighborhood were hidden away. The walls were covered with plans and placards announcing forthcoming sales of property.

“Pray be seated,” said Mr. Garroway, with another bow. “What can I do for you? Perhaps you require some shooting or fishing, a snug little box for the Hunting Season, or possibly a Stud Farm. In either of these matters I fancy I may be of considerable assistance to you.”

“You are very kind,” George returned; “at the present, however, I do not stand in need of either of the luxuries you mention. I have come to you this morning because I want to make some inquiries about houses, and fancied you might be able to help me.”

Houses used in the plural had a nice round sound to it, and Mr. Garroway leant back in his chair, and, as he heard it, he placed his finger-tips together with the air of a man who is prepared to do a good stroke of business, and does not mind if the world knows it.

“May I ask what class of house property you require,” he inquired. “I have three excellent country seats upon my hooks, two houses in the town itself, suitable for a bachelor, or, shall we say, a man with a small family; possibly one of them might meet your case. Of course, if Society is no object, there are several at more remote distances, the rents of which are on a reduced scale.”

He spoke as if he thought the Society of Grey thorpe were the first in the world.

“No,” said George, “I can safely say that I do not care about company. What I do want is a retired spot, an old-fashioned country residence, far away from any village or town.”

“Pray let me get you my list,” said the agent, rising from his chair. “You will then be able to see what class of place I have at my disposal. The list is amended monthly, and all the Properties given in it can be relied upon to tally with the descriptions.”

He left the office, and, when he returned to it, brought with him a printed sheet, in which particulars of some fifty or sixty properties, to be sold, or let, were set forth. This he placed before George, and, having done so, he sat down to await results. The houses enumerated were a motley lot. While their demerits were all hidden, their merits, even if they were of the most meager description, were, as is the fashion in such matters, painted in the most glowing colors. A house in the first column attracted George’s attention, but he discarded it as not being suitable. Halfway down the second column, however, he discovered one that seemed likely to have the necessary qualifications.

“Standing in its own grounds, and possesses excellent accommodation for a small family, is very secluded and rural, and five miles from the pretty village of Arlsford. Being somewhat remote, it will be let during the owner’s absence abroad, at an almost nominal rental.”

“This looks like the sort of place,” George remarked, indicating the house above mentioned.

“I regret being obliged to say, my dear sir,” said the Agent, “that that property was appropriated about a fortnight ago. The gentleman who took it is a German scholar, I should say. From what he told me, I gathered that he wanted a place where he could pursue his studies undisturbed by the outer world. What is more, I fear the place would not suit even you. It is cut off from everywhere, and in winter, when the snow is on the ground, the question of household supplies becomes an eminently serious one.”

“Did I understand you to say that the gentle man is German,” said George, almost betraying his excitement in his eagerness to convince himself as to whether or not he had at last had the good fortune to discover the hiding-place of the fugitives.

“A German, sir, of the name of — let me see — what was the name?” The speaker rubbed his chin reflectively with the forefinger of his right hand for some seconds. Then he went on, “Ah, yes, I have it, his name is Eaumer — Mr. Rudolf Raumer. For a foreigner his English was excellent, really excellent!”

George wondered whether this could be the man he wanted. The possibilities seemed in favor of it. In such a situation as he was then in, he would certainly not have taken the place as a Pole, and, in consequence, the name of Raumer would suit him as well as, if not better than, any other. He resolved to institute inquiries at once, and, in order to do so, he determined to visit the place that afternoon. Turning to the agent, he said:

“I am afraid there is nothing in your list at present that seems at all likely to suit me. If you will permit me to do so, I will call upon you again at some future date. Perhaps, then, you will have something more satisfactory.”

“In that case, will you be good enough to favor me with your address,” said the agent. “I will then write to you immediately I have anything worthy of your notice, at the same time enclosing orders to view. May I ask your name?”

For a moment George could not remember the assumed name Burrell had bestowed upon him. Happily, however, he recollected it in time to give it to the agent, who otherwise would probably have become suspicious.

“And now,” said George, having furnished Mr. Garroway with his name, “allow me to thank you for your courtesy. I am afraid I have put you to a lot of unnecessary trouble.”

“You have done nothing of the kind, my dear sir, nothing of the kind,” the other replied. “I am delighted to have been of service to you. I hope I shall have the pleasure of letting, or selling, you a property before very long. Possibly this is your first visit to our neighborhood.”

George replied that it was, whereupon the other took from a drawer a small colored pamphlet, and handed it to him with a flourish.

“A litle work of my own,” he remarked. “A paper read by myself at our local Athenaeum, giving a description of the various places of interest in the district.”

So far, George had not been able to discover anything of interest in that particular part of the country; he accepted the present, however, with becoming alacrity, and promised to make a study of what it contained, after which he wished the agent good-day, and took his departure. As he drove back to Arlsford, he turned the situation over in his mind. It looked very much as if he had had the good fortune to locate the party; but, even presuming he were correct in his assumption, how was he to act? For obvious reasons, he could not go boldly to the house and demand from Madame Cardew’s gaoler an interview with her; while to excite even the smallest suspicion that he was aware of their connection with the murder would be as fatal as if he were to proclaim from the house-tops the reason of his presence in the neighborhood.

“Hang it all!” he muttered to himself, as he entered the main street of Arlsford, “I’ve a good mind to send for Mildmay. I can’t be left down here alone, and I have the very best of reason for knowing that he will do his best to prove himself my friend. Yes, I’ll send for him at once.”

A few moments later he stopped his horse at the grocer’s shop, which was also the post and telegraph office. There he dispatched a wire to his friend, asking him, if he had no other engagement, to come down by the afternoon train, promising to meet him at the station at six o’clock. After that, he returned to the inn to lunch. That important meal having been disposed of, he donned his hat, and, when he had inquired his direction, set off across the fields for the house he had seen on the Agent’s catalogue, and which was known by the name of Thorsfield. As he was very soon to discover, the description the Agent had given him of the place was a very fair one.

The country, for a couple of miles after leaving Arlsford, consisted mainly of farmland; thence onward it gave way to moorland, alternating with lonely stretches of wind-swept down. It was a picture of desolation on either hand. When George found himself confronted by a high park fence, overhung by many trees, and noticed how remote it stood from everything else, he concluded that he had at last reached his destination. From a semi-intelligent rustic whom he encountered on the path, he learnt that the property was certainly Thorsfield, and he was also informed that the principal entrance was a quarter of a mile or so further down the road. He endeavored to discover from the man who lived in the house, but the other only shook his head.

“Furreners,” he answered. “I knaw they be furreners, but that be all I knaw about ‘em.”

Georgé allowed him to depart, and then wondered what he should do next. He dared not go near the gate, nor could he climb the fence and hide himself in the shrubbery. Yet he was determined to find out who the occupants of the house were. It was necessary that he should be careful how he behaved, for to be seen prowling round the fences would arouse suspicion, and yet if he did not do so, how was he to discover anything? For upwards of an hour he pitted his wits against the builder of the fence, and in the end was compelled to acknowledge himself beaten. From where he stood he could see the house standing far back among the trees, and once he thought he heard voices. He tried hard to discover whence they came, but without success. At last, disappointed by his non-success, he gave the matter up in despair, and turned his face in the direction of Arlsford once more. The next time he went out he determined to take Mildmay with him, and see what they could accomplish between them.

It was nearly half-past five by the time he reached the village, and he knew that if he desired to meet Mildmay at the station, he had no time to lose. When the horse had been put into the dog-cart, he set off. As it turned out, he reached the station only just in time, for, as he drove up the incline, the train made its appearance round the bend of the line. A few minutes later Mildmay was seated beside him, and they were bowling along the road towards the inn.

“It is very good of you to come down like this,” said George. “You’ve not seen it, so you can have no idea what a dull hole this is. If you want excitement of another sort, however, I fancy I can give you enough to last you a lifetime. At last I think I have discovered where Madame Cardew is hidden.”

“The deuce you have! And where may that he?”

George thereupon furnished him with a brief resumé of the case, as it then stood.

“I haven’t the least doubt in my own mind,” he said in conclusion, “that it is the right house. But what to do, now that I have discovered it, I cannot for the life of me see.”

“Oh, we’ll find a way of working the oracle, never fear,” said Mildmay. “But we must be careful. If Madame Cardew is a prisoner there, would it be wise, do you think, to attempt anything until you are in a position to make her captors secure? To let them know that you are aware of their hiding-place would only have the effect of sending them off hot-foot elsewhere. No; whatever we do, we must go to work with the utmost circumspection. A mistake would ruin everything.”

They reached the inn in due course, and gave up the horse to the ostler. As they proceeded down the passage to the coffee-room, a telegram was handed to George. It was signed “J. B.,” and ran as follows: — 

“Excellent progress. Fancy beginning to see daylight. — J. B.”

“God bless you, old fellow, we’re a step nearer,” said George, slapping Mildmay upon the shoulder—” another step nearer proving her innocence.”


CHAPTER XI.
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ON THE DAY following the receipt of Burrell’s encouraging telegram, George and Mildmay set out for Thorsfield on another tour of exploration. It was a lovely summer’s morning. Snow-white clouds chased each other across a turquoise sky, throwing wild shadows on the smooth turf of the Downs, and even giving a semblance of vitality to a region that George had hitherto believed to be dead beyond all hope of revival. All things considered, it was a strange walk for two men who had often deemed a stroll from one side to the other on the “sweet shady side of Pall Mall” a sufficiently long peregrination.

“This country air does me a world of good,” Mildmay observed, as they reached the top of the lull, and found themselves looking down the valley in which lay the house to which they attached so much importance. “Doubtless, if I inhaled sufficient of it, I should find myself assimilating all the bucolic virtues. “It’s not to be wondered at that a man’s speech becomes heavy and his intellect dull, when one sees the sort of landscape upon which his gaze is for ever resting. Cast your eye over this bit of country, and tell me with what emotions it inspires you.”

“None whatever,” George replied, “save an intense desire to be done with it and never look upon it again. Nothing could be more desolate.”

“And pray where is the house?” asked Mildmay. “Just imagine how anxious I am to see it.”

“There it is,” said George—” straight ahead, about a mile and a half away. A white building with a slate roof, just showing among the trees. The man who built it must have been of a misanthropic turn of mind to have deliberately planted himself down so far away from his fellow-men.”

They continued their walk, and presently found themselves confronted by the high park fence, at the spot where George had met and questioned the rustic on the previous day. He explained to Mildmay the position of the main entrance, and showed him the difficulties that would certainly attend any attempt to communicate with the house from that side.

“As it is very evident that the inmates desire to keep themselves to themselves, and there does not, as far as I can see, appear to be another house within a mile, it strikes me that it will be extremely difficult to discover of whom the household consists,” said Mildmay. “Surely some tradesmen in the neighborhood must serve them?” What is the nearest village?”

“Halbridge,” George replied, when he had consulted the pocket-map he had brought with him. “About two miles further on.”

“A butcher and baker may possibly be found there. Let us push on and find out.”

They accordingly continued their walk, and at last arrived, hot and dusty, at the hamlet in question. Their hope, however, of finding shops of any description was doomed to disappointment. The village was not of sufficient importance to require a post-office — even in the matter of a public-house it was deficient — half the cottages were empty, and all were falling to decay.

The only human being to be seen was a woman, an elderly party, who was leaning on her garden-gate, gazing contemptuously at the dusty road before her. The two men approached her, and, having bade her good day, endeavored to draw her into conversation.

“Your village seems a trifle quiet to-day,” said Mildmay, with a touch of sarcasm. “Is it ever any livelier?”

“Only when there’s a bury in’,” the woman replied, without looking up. “An’ there ‘ant been a buryin’ thase two year.”

She spoke in an aggrieved tone, as if King Death, in not claiming his victims, had treated her ungenerously. George turned the conversation into another channel.

“That’s a strange old house on the right-hand side, two miles or so back,” he said, pointing with his stick in the direction they had come. “I fancy it is called Thorsfield. Do you happen to know anything of its history?”

“I’ve a known the place vor vifty years,” she replied, still staring at the road before her. “I knowed it when old Squire Middlethwaite had it, and when his son had it. There wor never no good at Thorsfield. The old squire used to ride round the park at night on his black hunter, and he drunk hisself into his grave. The young squire went hoss-racin’, and he did the same; and now his son’s got it — but he don’t live there. Can’t abide the place, they do say — which is not to be wondered at, a-seein’ what happened there. Time was when their goin’s-on wor the talk of the country.”

“And yet it seems to be a very fine place,” George remarked. “The grounds, from what we could see of them from the outside, would appear to be extensive.”

“It’s got its own consecrated buryin’-ground down in the corner of the park,” the woman observed with relish. “Old squire he lies there, with his wife — Miss Mortimer as was — and young squire, but not with his wife, a-seein’ as how she run away with Sir Robert Bellington from out Cossadge way, and took and died in France, which served her right. They buried her there, I’ve heard tell.”

The constant allusions to the ultimate disposal of man was more than George could put up with.

“You don’t happen to know who lives at the place now, I suppose?” he asked. “I understood you to say that the owner does not.”

It was certain she had nothing to tell them that could throw any light upon the subject, for she was not even aware that the place was occupied. They thereupon bade her good day, and returned by the way they had come.

“We might have saved ourselves the walk,” said George, gloomily, as they trudged along.

Events, however, were destined to turn out somewhat differently to what he had expected.

They had crossed the small bridge which spans the muddy, unwholesome-looking stream that separated Thorsfield from the adjoining moorland, when George determined to climb the steep bank on the opposite side of the stream, and pull himself to the top of the palings in order that he might see what the park contained. It was somewhat of a gymnastic feat, but his athletic training stood him in excellent stead, and, after two unsuccessful attempts, he managed to accomplish it. Throwing one leg over the rail at the top of the fence, and avoiding the nails with which it was studded as much as possible, he looked about him. It was thick woodland he had before him, with a large amount of undergrowth. He soon saw that if he cared to proceed further his presence was little likely to be detected in this, so he made up his mind to drop over, and to proceed on a journey of exploration.

“I am very much afraid, my dear fellow,” he said to Mildmay before he let himself drop, “that it would be impossible for you to manage this fence. I shall have to ask you, therefore, to reserve your patience in the road as well as you can. I’m going to have a look round, but won’t be longer than I can help about it.”

“Go ahead,” said the amiable little man; “don’t bother yourself about me. I’ll wait on the bridge for you, and amuse myself contemplating the various aspects of rural life. Be careful what you do, however. One mistake at this juncture may ruin all.”

“I’ll be circumspection itself,” George replied. “All I want is to get a knowledge of the lie of the country. I don’t suppose I shall be able to do any more — at least, not at present, I must hear from Burrell first.”

With that he let himself go, whereupon Mild may made his way to the bridge, and seated himself upon one of the guard-rails to await his return.

As George had observed from the top of the fence, the land on the further side consisted of fir trees and thick undergrowth. The latter was in places so dense that he found it a matter of some difficulty to make his way through it. He pushed steadily on, however, steering a course, as near as he could regulate it, for the place where he imagined the house to be. When he had walked something like two hundred yards, the wood suddenly stopped, and he found himself standing before what had once been an ice-house. A few yards from this there was a large pond, or miniature lake, covering an area of upwards of an acre. Large bulrushes grew in the shallow water, and some wildfowl were to be observed in the center. From the lake a path ran to the left, and a short distance from, it, an enclosed space was observable, half the size of that covered by the water. Towards this enclosure George made his way. The grass hereabouts was knee-deep and dry and rank for want of cutting. The railings of the enclosure were of iron, but consumed with rust and their struggles with the elements. Large shrubs and a few stunted cypresses lent a variety to the place, but it was not until he had entered it, and found himself standing before a large stone monolith, moss-covered and weather-worn, that George understood the real character of the place. Near the stone just described was another and yet another, with the high grass enclosing them, and the same air of desolation on every side. Understanding at last where he was, George turned to the stone nearest him and examined it. The inscription, he discovered, when he was able to decipher it, was short and to the point —— 





CHRISTOPHER MARMADUKE MIDDLETHWAITE, 

Born 1812, Died 1864.

That was all! The reading on the second was to the memory of Letitia Middlethwaite, who died in 1863. The third was evidently the tomb of the husband of the lady who had flown with Sir Robert Bellington, and who, as the cottager had said, had been buried in France.

“Poor miserable folk!” said George to himself, as he stood looking at the last stone, with a feeling of real sadness in his heart. “What life’s tragedies are written here? Who knows what hidden sorrow drove Christopher Marmaduke to the bottle? Who can tell what agonies, undreamed of by the world, were the portion of poor Letitia Ann? Now they lie here, forgotten by all — the sighing of the wind in the long grass and trees, and the cries of the wildfowl on the lake, their only requiem.”

He was in the act of rising to his feet, for he had been kneeling in order to examine the monument better, when he became aware that some one was entering the enclosure. As he saw that someone, he gave a start of surprise, and, it might almost he said, of fear, for approaching him, and as yet, for the reason that he was hidden by the tombstone, unconscious of his presence, was the woman for whom he had so long been searching — Cecilia Cardew.

When he stood upright, she saw him, and uttered a cry of consternation.

“You?” she cried, when she found her voice. “How is it you are here? What does this mean?”

For a moment he could not offer her any reply. All things considered, it was such a difficult question to answer. He had never thought that it could be, yet now that it was put to him point-blank, he did not know what to say. Once more she put the question to him, and as he looked at her, he thought that her face had suddenly grown pale.

“You do not tell me why you are here? Why should you follow me?”

“I have come to find you,” he faltered at last. “You must know that. I have been searching for you since I received your letter.

Surely you are not angry with me? Have I not tried to prove myself your friend?”

She did not answer, but looked at him with startled eyes. Never since he had first seen her had she appeared so beautiful to him. The sorrow she had experienced had given her a new distinction — subtle, yet quite discernible.

“You are not angry with me for wanting to help you?” he asked, drawing a step nearer to her.

“How could I be?” she answered. “But it is impossible that you can do anything for me. No one can help me now. It is too late.”

“I cannot and will not believe that,” George continued quickly. “There must be some way in which I can save you, and proclaim your innocence to the world. Will you not trust me?”

“I would trust you only too willingly if it were of any use,” she said. “Believe me, my innocence can never be proved.”

“Oh, think what you are saying,” he cried—” think what an interpretation might be placed upon your words! You wrote to me that you were innocent, though the world might believe you to be guilty. Now you say that it cannot be proved. What do you mean?”

“It means that whatever is thought of me, whatever punishment is decreed to me, I must bear it. I shall not defend myself.”

He stared at her in astonishment, failing to grasp the situation.

“But — but can you not realize that — that you might be charged with the crime?” he stammered.

“It is possible,” she answered. “In that case I must abide by the result, whatever it may be!”

“But this is madness,” George protested. “If you are screening some one else, as I feel sure you are, surely that some one else will not let you suffer for his guilt. It would be the most cowardly act the world has ever seen. I cannot believe that such a thing would be possible.”

“Ah, because you are brave and loyal yourself, you think every one else must be the same. It is not, unfortunately. But you must go now. It would never do for you to be discovered here.”

George, however, did not show any disposition to obey her. He was thinking over what she had told him, and endeavoring to find out some way of persuading her to abandon the position she had taken up, But he could not think of one.

“There is another way of looking at it,” he said at last. “You cannot live here in hiding all your life; and every day you stay here adds to your danger. Some one will see you eventually, suspicion may be aroused, and then you know what the result will be.”

“As you have found me out,” she answered, with a faint smile, “I suppose others will do so sooner or later. However, it cannot matter very much if they do. It will only hasten the end. Perhaps, all things considered, that would be as well.”

“For God’s, sake do not talk like that!” cried George, in agony. “It cuts me to the heart to hear you.”

“I am sorry,” she answered quietly. “Pray forgive me. My trouble makes me selfish. I did not think that it would pain you.”

“It could not help doing so. Do you know that I have traced you from Beachcombe? I found the girl Heron, who gave you the paper on which you wrote to me. I found the place where you changed horses at Medbury Clump, and the blacksmith who helped you with the carriage when it broke down on the other side of Arlsford.”

“But why did you do it? Why should you have followed me?”

“To help you, if such a thing were possible. It is not too late now. Why will you not let me arrange a plan by which I may get you out of England? There must be many ways in which it could be done. I am a rich man, and, if necessary, every halfpenny I have in the world shall be devoted to the work. You could travel by night to the coast; I would have a vessel there to meet you and to bear you off. Then you could go to South America — to Australia — anywhere, in fact, out of England. No one would suspect, and so you would be saved. Only tell me that you will do as I propose, and I will begin to make arrangements to-night.”

She shook her head sadly. Her face was very pale.

“Impossible,” she answered. “Even if I knew I should be able to get safely away, I could not take advantage of your generosity. But, God knows, I thank you from my heart for your offer.”

George groaned in very bitterness of spirit. Time was pressing, and what more could he say to shake her obstinacy?

“You are shielding some one else; of that I am certain. If only I knew which of them it is.”

“What do you mean?”

“I wish I knew which of the two men, who brought you here, was the real perpetrator of the crime — whether it was the taller and younger man, or his deformed companion?”

Her face took an expression of terror as she heard this.

“What do you know of them?” she cried. “Where did you see them?”

“I have never seen them,” George replied, “but I have heard of them; and I am as certain as I can be of anything that one of them, or both of them, murdered Gravbowski, and that they carried you off lest you should bear witness against them.”

She would not inform him whether he was right or wrong, and he realized that it would be useless to press her.

“Now you must go,” she said at last. “In remaining here you are running too great a risk.”

“There can be no risk for me,” he answered; “but if you wish it I will leave you, though with a very sad heart. I had hoped to have been able to persuade you to accept my help, but it seems that I have been unsuccessful.”

“I have thanked you,” she replied. “You must know that I am grateful to you. I cannot think why you should do so much for one of whom you know nothing save what is bad.”

“You must never say that,” he cried. “I know nothing of you that is bad, and I shall never know it. Is it possible you cannot guess why I have followed you, and why I so earnestly desire to help you?”

She did not answer him, but turned and glanced down at the moss-covered tombstone beside which she was standing.

“It is because I love you,” he went on in the same quiet voice— “because I have loved you from the moment that I stood beside you that day at Victoria. I had never spoken to you, I knew nothing of you — not even your name — yet I loved you as sincerely as if I had known you all my life. It is no idle fancy, but a love that will last a lifetime. If I should never see you again, I should go on loving you until I die.” — 

“Oh, you must not talk like this!” she said. “I am not worthy. Think what I am. Remember the world’s opinion of me. If my hiding-place were discovered, I should soon be standing in the dock, accused of murder.”

“Never!” he cried desperately. “They shall never insult you so! Rather than that, I would come forward myself and swear that I committed the crime.”

“That would not save me,” she said, with a wan smile. “They would know that you had nothing to do with it.”

“But I would declare that I had,” he asserted vehemently. “Remember, I was with you on the cliff that night; I returned with you to the house, and reached my hotel at a time which must have been shortly after the murder was committed. Who can disprove my statement if I swear that he and I quarreled about you, and that in a fit of rage I killed him?”

She did not answer, but only stared at him in a fit of consternation.

“If they take you, I shall come forward and say that,” he went on. “I pledge you my word to it. Cecilia, may I ask you one question?”

“What is it?” she inquired. “You must see that there are some questions I cannot possibly answer.”

“I think you can safely reply to this one,” he replied, taking her hand in his and looking earnestly into her face. “When all this misery is at an end and your innocence is proved — as I am certain it will be — would it be possible for you to love me and to be my wife?”

She uttered a little cry of pain.

“How can I answer you?” she replied, drawing her hand away as she spoke. “It is impossible that I can say anything such as you wish. As you pity me do not press me. God knows I am unhappy enough as it is. Go away. Try to forget that you ever saw me. Believe me, you will be happier so.”

“I can never be happy without you,” he declared. “And for me to forget you would be impossible. Tell me whether, had this dreadful thing not happened, you could have loved me? That is all I ask of you. Give me an answer, if only out of pity.”

She saw how much in earnest he was, and held out her hand to him.

“Since you desire it, I will answer you frankly,” she said, looking proudly at him. “Yes; had all this misery not fallen to my lot, I feel that I could have loved you.”

“Thank God for that,” he answered, raising her hand to his lips. “Cecilia, I swear I will make you my wife yet! Now I must go; but before I do so, tell me if it will be possible for you to see me again? I cannot run the risk of drawing attention to your presence here; on the other hand, I cannot leave you without the hope of once more seeing you.”

“You must not come here again,” she replied; and added quickly, “I do not say it for my sake, but for your own.”

Then an idea occurred to him.

“In that little wood yonder,” he said, pointing to the other side of the lake, “is an old icehouse. By its side is an oak tree with a large hole in its trunk. I noticed it as I passed on my way here. Now, if I should have occasion to communicate with you, I will drop a letter into that hole, and you perhaps will be able to find means of obtaining possession of it, and will reply in the same way.”

“I will try to do so,” she answered. “But you must not run any risks.” She paused, and then added slowly, “For my sake.”

“For your sake I would do and dare anything,” he answered. “Now, good-by, and may God bless and protect you.”

When he reached the road again, he found Mildmay anxiously awaiting his coming.

“I was beginning to think that something was wrong,” he said. “You have been gone more than an hour. What did you discover?”

“I have seen her,” George replied.

“Bless my soul, that’s good news indeed!” Mildmay replied. “What did she say?” George gave him a rough outline of their conversation. There was one part, however, that he did not touch upon.

“It is as I always said,” Mildmay observed, when George had finished. “She is screening some one else. The question is, What is to be done to get hold of the real culprit, and when we do bring him to book, how will it affect her?”

“We must wait until we have seen Burrell,” his friend replied, “before we can answer that question.”


CHAPTER XII.

[image: img126.jpg]

IT WOULD BE difficult to accurately describe George Kilvert’s feelings after his return from his visit to Thorsfield, of which mention was made in the previous chapter. If such a thing were possible, he was more in love than he had been before, and also more frightened for Cecilia’s safety than he had been since he had taken up the case. The mere thought that at any moment her hiding-place might be discovered by the police was sufficient to bring out a cold sweat of terror upon his face, and to set him on tenter-hooks for hours. It was, indeed, fortunate for him that Mildmay was with him at the time, for had he been alone in his trouble, I believe his anxiety would have come perilously near depriving him of his reason. As it was, the little man had never appeared in a better light than he did during that most trying time. He seemed to know instinctively what was the best thing to do to soothe his friend, when to be quietly sympathetic and when to be more actively so. One thing is quite certain, his position during those few terrible days was no sinecure.

On the day following his second visit to Thorsfield, George wrote to Burrell giving him an account of his discovery; he also wrote a long letter to Cecilia, and, accompanied by his faithful friend, once more made his way to the lonely house in the valley. As before, Mildmay waited on the bridge while George committed the crime of trespassing. The latter deposited his letter in the hiding-place of which he had spoken to Cecilia, and then, making his way quickly through the wood, searched the banks of the lake for the figure of her he loved. No success rewarded him, however; so, returning by the way he had come, he once more climbed the fence, and dropped from it into the road.

Next evening, as soon as darkness had fallen, he found himself by the lake again. As before, he climbed the fence and hastened to the tree. Scarcely daring to do so, lest he should experience a disappointment, he slipped his hand into the hole. At first he thought there was nothing for him; then his heart gave a great leap, for his fingers had closed upon a square something that could only be an envelope. To withdraw it, and to secrete it in his coat-pocket, was the work of a moment. A few minutes later he had rejoined his friend, and they were striding back to Arlsford as fast as they could go. They had not proceeded far, however, before George called a halt. He could not walk another step until he had glanced at the letter. He told Mildmay as much, and the little man, whose curiosity, as you may suppose, had also been whetted, agreed that it would be better to see it without delay. They accordingly seated themselves down on the bank beside the road; and then might have been seen the extraordinary spectacle of a millionaire, his elbows on his knees, busily perusing a letter, while his friend, a well-known figure in London Society, struck match after match in order to assist him in the operation. The exact wording of the letter will, I suppose, never be known to us, but certain portions of it have been narrated to me. The main point seemed to be the fact that the writer had been considering her position, and had arrived at the conclusion that it would be better for George’s future life that he should have nothing more to do with her. This statement elicited from that gentleman an indignant snort, and brought the match Mildmay was holding perilously near the paper.

“Come along,” said George to his companion at last; “we must be getting on.” Then he added, with apparent irrelevance, “Confound that Burrell, why doesn’t he hurry up with his investigations and come back again? Every minute is of importance.”

“Don’t be afraid; you’ll hear from him before very long,” Mildmay replied. “And you may mark my words, that when you do, it will be good news he has for you. I’ve every confidence in Burrell.”

“You’ve every confidence in everybody,” said George, scornfully.

“Perhaps so,” continued the little man; and then he added pathetically, “It may be the reason that I’ve proved such a failure in life.”

“Failure be hanged!” returned his friend, who, it seemed, was determined to disagree with him. “You’re the best little chap in the world, and I’d knock the man down who denies it.”

“Bosh!” was Mildmay’s reply.

When they reached the inn, it wanted only a few minutes to closing-time, and the rustics in the tap-room were beginning to think of returning to the bosoms of their families. Together George and Mildmay made their way to the coffee-room, intending to partake of some light refreshment there, and then be off to bed. Opening the door, they walked into the room, only to receive a great and pleasant surprise. Seated at the table, a steaming steak before him, and a large pewter-pot flanking his plate, was no less a person than that most renowned detective, Jacob Burrell. For a moment George and Mildmay stared at him in surprise; then the former dashed forward, and seized him by the hand.

“I’ve never been so pleased to see a man in my life,” cried George. “When did you arrive?”

“Half an hour ago,” Burrell replied. “I caught the 6.50 down from Waterloo. My business in Beachcombe and town being completed, I thought I’d get down here as soon as possible.”

“You must tell us all about it,” George continued; “but go on with your dinner. You can let us hear what you have done as you eat. By the way, I suppose you received my letter?”

“I did, sir, and thank you for it,” said Burrell. “I’m glad you’ve located the lady, as it will help matters considerably. I think I’ve got the whole case fixed up now, with the exception of one or two little details which can be settled later. The worst part of it is” — here he paused to take a long pull at the pewter—” that we don’t know, and we can’t prove, who it was who actually committed the murder. Neither of the men will turn Queen’s evidence, you may be sure, and the lady has shown us that she will not round on them.”

“We must hope for the best; and surely if we can prove that they were at the house on the night in question, and that they bore a grudge against the dead man, it will be sufficient to convince a Jury of her innocence.”

“Unfortunately, sir, Juries are sometimes difficult folk to deal with. I’ve experienced it very often. They’ll see everything but what’s right under their noses. Now I’ll tell you what I’ve discovered.”

Before he commenced, Mildmay and George ordered refreshments, and then seated themselves at the further end of the table to hear what he had to say.

“In the first place,” Burrell began, “I went, as you know, to Beachcombe. The name of the builder of the brougham was Buttridge, and his address was No. 118 Kilvert Street — named after your father, sir. I called upon him, and, after a little preliminary conversation, asked him about a brougham I had seen down in the country with his name on the brass caps of the wheels. I told him about the axle that we could see had been broken before, and also about the new panel. In reply, he informed me that he had sold just such a vehicle, second-hand, to a foreign gentleman, for thirty-four pounds, a short time back. I got the date on which the sale took place, and then asked him if he could tell me where the gentleman lived; but this he did not know. The transaction was a cash affair, and the vehicle was sent that afternoon to the Bose and Crown livery-yard, where he understood the gentleman put up. Leaving the shop, I went on to the stables in question, where I discovered that a gentleman, name unknown, but a Frenchman, so the manager believed, had called there on the day previous to the murder, and had stated to him that he had purchased a carriage, and wanted to buy a pair of horses for it. When he was suited, he explained that he had a wife who was delicate, and that the carriage was his birthday present to her. In the course of conversation, he remarked that he was remaining in Beachcombe in order to visit the theater that evening, and that, after the performance, he would drive the carriage home himself, in order that it should surprise his wife in the morning. He called for it at a quarter to twelve, and from that moment nothing had been seen of him. From another source I learnt that a carriage had been repeatedly up and down Blake Road — which, as you are doubtless aware, is the street running parallel with Beach Street — between twelve and half-past on the same night. It was a brougham, and was drawn by a pair of horses. Well, sir, when I got hold of that bit of information, I took a look at the map of the county, which told me that Berstead is the principal village between Beachcombe and Hilburne Thither I went, and, after some little trouble, discovered a man who saw the brougham go through the village about half-past two. That was all I wanted, so after that I went back to London, and took up the thread I had been following before you received that letter from Madame Cardew. It was easier sailing than I had expected, and in the end I was able to locate my men. Their names are Gregorvitch and Rheinveck. The former, that is to say, the elder of the pair who visited Hilburne, has long been suspected of taking a rather too pronounced interest in the politics of Eastern Europe. The younger, Rheinveck, has, up to the present, so far as I am able to gather, a fairly clean sheet. Both men stayed together in London, in a house near Paddington Station, but left on the day before the murder. A squabble with a ticket-collector on the same day at Restow Junction, which nearly resulted in the older man being locked up, about an excess fare, is sufficient to show that they traveled to Beachcombe. As you know, Restow is the place where tickets are collected prior to running into Beachcombe.”

“Do you think it will be possible to discover the reason of their animosity to the man who was murdered?”

“That I cannot say just yet. It may come out later.”

“And why do you think Madame Cardew is shielding them?”

“That is another question I cannot answer. You’ll excuse me, sir, when I say that you never know what a lady will do,” Burrell returned.

They discussed the question in its various bearings for another hour, and then retired to rest.

Next morning Burrell was the first astir. That he had not been idle was evident, for when George and Mildmay came down to breakfast, they found him standing before the empty fireplace with a very serious face.

“What is the matter?” George inquired. “You look as if you have had some bad news.”

“Not bad news exactly,” the other replied. “But I’ve had a bit of a surprise, and I don’t mind admitting it. It’s this way, you see, sir. Just before I left London yesterday, I happened to run across one of the regulars, Sergeant Garth — a man who has always been keen to get me into a corner. He doesn’t bear me any too much love, does Garth, and we both know it. Well, we fell into conversation, and by-and-by this case came up. It appears that he has got it in his hands now, but he hasn’t made much of it, so far. After we had been talking for a bit, he asked me point-blank whether it was true that I was at work upon it, and, not quite seeing how I could get out of it, I admitted that it was. He then wanted a few pointers, but I couldn’t see my way to giving them to him. When we had chatted for another five minutes we separated, and I went my way and he went his. Supposing he had gone back to Beachcombe — as he had led me to suppose he was going to do — I thought no more of him, and you may imagine my surprise when I saw him just now, shaving himself, at a window in the Eagle Tavern further down the street.”

“You mean that he has followed you here in the hope of discovering something?”

“I’m afraid it looks very much like it. However, we must hoodwink him if we can, and lure him off the scent. It would he fatal to allow him to suppose that we are aware of their hiding-place.”

That day was destined to be a memorable one in the history of George’s life. They saw nothing of Mr. Garth, but they acted as if they were aware that he was keeping a vigilant eye upon them. In the afternoon George went for a walk, leaving Mildmay to watch Garth, and Burrell to go his own way. He was well aware that that astute individual would not be likely to waste any time. Traveling by a roundabout route, he at length reached Thorsfield.

He entered the grounds in the usual way, and, to his dismay, found no letter waiting him in the old oak. This was a greater disappointment to him than I can describe. At any cost he knew that he must communicate with Cecilia, and at once. The presence of Garth, the detective, was a continual menace to her safety, and must be guarded against, happen what might.

Leaving the icehouse, he made his way along the lake towards the old burial-ground. His star, was in the ascendant, for as he approached it from one side, he saw Cecilia entering it from the other. She greeted him with a cry of astonishment and dismay. It was plain that she had not expected to see him.

“Oh, why do you persist in running this risk?” she cried, as if in entreaty. “To-day, of all others, you should have remained away from here.”

“And why to-day of all others?” he asked. “What has happened to-day? Have they been ill-treating you?”

“No; but they are quarreling so,” she replied, knowing that he would understand to whom she referred.

“I am not in the least afraid of them,” George answered. “It is for your safety I fear. Cecilia, my own dear love, there is a grave danger ahead. I have come out to warn you.”

“What is it?” she asked, with a quick catch of her breath. “Is the blow going to fall at last?”

“Unless we are careful, it may,” he replied. “A Scotland Yard detective has followed Burrell, the man who has been helping me to find you, down to Arlsford, and if he picks up the clue he may come out here and discover you. Can you imagine what this means to me? Cecilia, my mind is made up — you must fly with me. I’ll have my dog-cart in the lane yonder at ten o’clock to-night, and you must manage to steal out. Then off we’ll go. It may be dangerous, but it cannot be more so than the position here. Once in Southampton, shall we say, we could easily book our passages for America or the Cape. You could remain in lodgings outside the town while I arrange everything. We could travel as brother and sister, and as soon as we reach our destination, be married. I have told you that I love you, and I will protect you against all the world.”

“No, no,” she answered, “I could not do it. My mind is made up, and I must face the consequences.”

“And break my heart. Do I count for nothing? But there, I have no right to expect that I should. I am not worthy of you.”

“Oh, don’t say that!” she cried. “You are more than worthy. It is I who am unworthy.”

“Then you will come with me?”

“Impossible!” she cried. “You do not know what you are asking of me.”

He paused before he put the next question to her. Painful as it would be to both, it was certain that it must be asked.

“Is it possible for you to tell me in what relationship you stand to the man you are shielding?”

Her face was the color of a cere-cloth as she answered — 

“He is my father — the man whom Gravbowski robbed of my mother!”

Before he spoke again, he walked a few paces from her, and then came back. The position was even worse than he had anticipated. How could he ask her to desert her own lather, base though he might be?

While he was turning this question over in his mind, the sound of footsteps reached his ear. A moment later, Mildmay, flushed and well-nigh breathless, burst upon them.

“Quick!” he faltered; “there is not a moment to be lost. The police are on their way here. They may be coming in at the gates now. I only found it out after they had started.”

“Come, Cecilia,” said George, “We must fly through the wood. We may elude them that way.”

She hesitated, however, for a moment. Then, seeing the agony in his eyes, she gave him her hand, and they moved towards the path that led round the lake. They had not advanced many paces, however, before they found themselves confronted by three men, who made their appearance from the wood.

“Cecilia Cardew, in the Queen’s name, I arrest you,” said their leader, advancing towards her, “on a charge of murdering one, Auton Gravbowski. I caution you that anything you may say will be used as evidence against you.”

For a moment George felt a wild desire to make a fight for it, in the hope that he and Cecilia might be able to escape. Common sense, however, prevailed, and he abandoned the idea.

“Where are you going to take the lady?” he asked of the leader of the men.

“For the present as far as the house,” the other replied. “After that into Greythorpe.”

With that they turned and walked back together through the wood to the house. On that melancholy journey no one spoke. The hand of Fate lay heavily upon at least three of them. Even Mildmay’s face was pretematurally serious.

When they reached the house, they found the front door standing open. They thereupon entered the hall, which was large and stone-paved. Four doors opened out of it, and at one of these a policeman stood. As the little party entered, a tall, black-bearded man emerged, accompanied by a younger man, with dark, flashing eyes and a sallow complexion. The first was doubtless a detective officer, the second George recognized immediately, from the description Polly Heron had given him, as being the younger of the two men who had stayed at the hall at Hilburne.

“So they’ve got you too, my lady, have they?” he said, with a sneer, when he saw Cecilia. “There will be nice doings when he hears of it They haven’t caught him yet, I suppose?”

Cecilia did not answer. Her face was deathly pale, and George stood beside her, expecting every moment that she would fall.

“Where is Garth?” asked the detective who had entered the hall with Rheinveck.

“Gone after the other man,” one of the policemen replied. “He managed to get wind somehow of our approach, and bolted into the woods. But they’ll nab him, never fear.”

The officer’s prophecy proved correct, for a few moments later the sound of footsteps on the gravel outside proclaimed the arrival of another party, and presently Detective Sergeant Garth, with Private Detective Burrell, entered, escorting a little man, whose enormously broad shoulders and clean-shaven face proclaimed him Constantine Gregorvitch, the man whom Cecilia had declared to be her father.

So far as outward appearances went he was not in the least concerned at his arrest, but looked round upon the company as calmly as if they had met there for the performance of some pleasant social function.

“What is the next move to be?” he inquired of Garth, who was talking in an undertone to one of his men a short distance from him.

“We shall take you into Greythorpe for tonight,” the detective answered, “and to-morrow you will probably go to Beachcombe.”

Gregorvitch turned to Rheinveck, and nodded pleasantly to him.

“Do you remember what I told you last night?” he asked. “Did I not say that it would be your fault if we got caught? Didn’t I warn you of the consequences of your foolhardiness? I did. Well, we are caught. And there’s your reward!”

Before any one could stop him, or realize what he was about to do, he had whipped a revolver from his pocket, and discharged it, point-blank, at the other man, who tottered a step backwards, and then fell to the ground. Then, as Garth turned to seize him, he placed the barrel of the pistol in his mouth, and pulled the trigger. A loud report followed, and he dropped upon the floor dead. With a cry, Cecilia fell in a dead faint into George’s arms. When the two men were examined, it was discovered that Gregorvitch was dead, but that Rheinveck, though badly wounded, was alive.

Picking up his lovely burden, George carried her into one of the adjoining rooms, and laid her on a couch there. Water was procured and her temples bathed, but it was not until half an hour had passed that she opened her eyes. Then it became evident that, for the time being, the shock she had received had been too much for her overwrought brain. She gazed about her in a vacant fashion, and did not appear to recognize any one. George was nearly beside himself. With the help of an old woman, who was discovered by Burrell, amid all the confusion, calmly pursuing her usual avocations in the kitchen, Cecilia was conveyed to her own room, and a messenger was dispatched posthaste to Greythorpe for a doctor and nurses. Meanwhile all that was possible was being done for Rheinveck. He was placed on a couch in the drawing-room, and strenuous efforts were made by Burrell, who had some small skill in such matters, to arrest the flow of blood that was fast draining the life out of him.

Something like an hour and a half elapsed before the doctor and nurses arrived, and during that time George’s anxiety was pitiful to witness.

“I’m sorry for you, sir,” said Garth—” very sorry indeed — but I don’t see what else we can do. It will be impossible to move them, so they must perforce remain here. What are you going to do yourself, sir?”

“I shall stay here also,” George replied. “Let nothing be spared. All that science can do must be done for him, and also for her. If he dies, all chance of proving her innocence will be gone for ever. When he recovers consciousness, do you think it would be possible to induce him to confess?”

“We’ll see what can be done, sir,” the man replied. “From what the doctor says, there does not seem to be very much chance of saving his life. I had no idea that Gregorvitch had a weapon in his pocket. I am afraid I shall get into trouble at Head-Quarters for not having searched him.”

“Madame Cardew informed me that the two men had been quarreling all day,” said George. “So I have been told, sir.”

At a late hour that evening there was no change in Cecilia’s condition. Rheinveck, however, was steadily growing weaker. Shortly before midnight, Garth sought George again.

“There can be no doubt, sir,” he said, “that the man is sinking fast. He is conscious, and calls for a priest. He tells me that he wants to make a confession, so I am sending for a certain Father Saunders at Arlsford, and also a messenger to a magistrate who lives about two miles from here — a Sir Walter Bellington.”

“Good Heavens, how strange?” said George. “What is strange, sir?”

“That you should have sent for Sir Walter Bellington. It will be the first time in his life he’s entered this house, I’ll be bound. You don’t know, I suppose, that his father ran away with the mother of the present owner?”

“That’s very curious, but I don’t think it will prevent his coming.”

“Let us hope not.”

It was nearly half-past one before the magistrate’s dog-cart pulled up at the front door. George and Garth went out-to receive him, and found him a tall, handsome man, with a distinctly military appearance. He had already been informed as to the reason he was wanted, and had come prepared. He entered the house accompanied by the two men, and George noticed that he looked about him with some curiosity. Owing to his serious condition, the dying man had not been moved from the couch on which he had first been placed. The doctor was kneeling beside him.

“Is he well enough to talk, do you think?” the magistrate inquired.

“It won’t make any difference,” said the doctor. “It’s only a question of a quarter of an hour or so, I fancy, before the end will come.”

“My man,” said Sir Walter, taking up the pen and paper that had been provided for him, “I understand that you desire, of your own free will, to make a confession regarding the murder of Ladislaus Radizwill, otherwise known as Gravbowski. Is this so?”

“It is,” said Rheinveck, feebly.

The oath was thereupon administered, and when this was done, the dying man was asked what he had to say.

“Only that the woman is innocent,” he replied. “I killed Gravbowski, and I’d do it again. He was a traitor to his friends and to his country. He betrayed my father, who was sent to Siberia, and many others. He ran away with the wife of Paulus Stenovitch and deserted her. Gregorvitch and I were sent to England to kill him, but we searched for a long time before we could find him. Then we made our plans. We took this house, knowing we should have to hide somewhere until the affair had blown over a little. We tried to catch him at Tunbridge Wells, but missed him. Then we followed him to Beachcombe.”

The man paused for a moment exhausted. When the doctor had given him a stimulant, he was able to continue.

“Gregorvitch remained with the carriage we had bought in the next street, while I waited for Gravbowski to comeback. I was surprised to see him by himself, as we had expected the girl to be with him. When he reached the door, I accosted him, and asked to be allowed to speak to him for a few moments. At first he would not agree to my request, but when I told him I had come to warn him of a plot against him, he told me to come into the house with him. We entered his sitting-room, and he inquired what I had to say. In reply I threw a photograph upon the table, and asked him if he recognized it? He bent down to look, and then I caught him by the throat and stabbed him. He fell without a sound. I was just about to leave him when the door opened, and the woman, known as Madame Cardew, entered the room. She was going to cry out, but I prevented her, and asked her if she recognized me.

I told her that I was her brother — the brother she had not seen since she was a little child — and that I had come to kill the man in order to avenge his treatment of our mother. To prove it, I showed her a portrait of a woman hanging round my neck. This convinced her, and then I led her from the house. We entered the I carriage that was waiting for us, and drove away. In time we reached this place, and thought we were safe. This is all I have to say. It is the truth; I swear it.”

The whole confession having been read to him, he was lifted up in order that he might sign it. This he did, and when the Magistrate and witnesses had attached their signatures to it, the document was complete.

“One question more,” said George, approaching the prostrate man. “You told her you were her brother. Was that true?”

“No; her brother is dead. He died in Prague last year of fever. She did not know it, for they never communicated with each other. If I had only known—”

He closed his eyes, and murmured something in German that was unintelligible. Half an hour later he was dead. — 

“Thank God he lived long enough to save her honor,” said George.

* * * * *

For more than a month Cecilia hovered between life and death. A terrible attack of brain fever was the result of the shock she had received, But all that science and wealth could do was done, and at last she was declared to be out of danger.

I was present at the wedding three months later, and I venture to say that a handsomer couple never stood before a clergyman. Mildmay acted as best man, and acquitted himself admirably. Sitting near me in the church was a stout individual, with a jolly red face and an enormous pair of hands, to whom I was afterwards introduced. This was Mr. Jacob Burrell.

“I take a great interest in this wedding,” said he. “Somehow I feel as if I’d played a big part in bringing it about.”

All things considered he certainly had.
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CHAPTER I
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“I NEVER KNEW such a fellow as you are for ferreting out these low, foreign eating-houses,” said Godfrey Henderson to his friend, Victor Fensden, as they turned from Oxford Street into one of the narrow thoroughfares in the neighbourhood of Soho. “Why you should take such trouble, and at the same time do your digestion such irreparable injury, I can not imagine. There are any number of places where you can get a chop or steak, free of garlic, in a decent quarter of the Town, to say nothing of being waited upon by a man who does look as if he had been brave enough to face the dangers of washing once or twice within five years.”

His companion only laughed.

“Go on, my friend, go on,” he said, blowing a cloud of cigarette smoke. “You pretend to be a cosmopolitan of cosmopolitans, but you will remain insular to the day of your death. To you, a man who does not happen to be an Englishman must of necessity be dirty, and be possessed of a willingness to sever your jugular within the first few minutes of your acquaintance. With regard to the accusation you bring against me, I am willing to declare, in self-defence, that I like burrowing about among the small restaurants in this quarter, for the simple reason that I meet men who are useful to me in my work, besides affording me food for reflection.”

The taller man grunted scornfully.

“Conspirators to a man,” he answered. “Nihilists, Anarchists, members of the Mafia, the Camorristi, and the Carbonari. Some day you will enter into an argument with one of them and a knife thrust between your ribs will be the result.”

“It may be so,” returned Victor Fensden, with a shrug of his narrow shoulders. “Better that, however, than a life of stolid British priggishness. How you manage to paint as you do when you have so little of the romantic in your temperament, is a thing I can not for the life of me understand. That a man who rows, plays football and cricket, and who will walk ten miles to see a wrestling match or a prize fight, should be gifted with such a sense of colour and touch, is as great a mystery to me as the habits of the ichthyosaurus.”

And indeed, what Fensden said was certainly true. Godfrey Henderson, one of the most promising of our younger painters, was as unlike the popular notion of an artist as could well be found. He had rowed stroke in his ‘Varsity boat, had won for himself a fair amount of fame as a good all-round athlete, and at the same time had painted at least three of the most beautiful pictures — pictures with a subtle touch of poetry in them — that the public had seen for many years. His height was fully six feet one and a half, his shoulders were broad and muscular; he boasted a pleasant and open countenance, such a one in fact as makes one feel instinctively that its owner is to be trusted. Taken altogether, a casual observer would have declared him to be a young country Squire, and few would have guessed that the greater portion of his life was spent standing before an easel, palette and brush in hand.

Victor Fensden, his companion, was of an altogether different stamp. He was at least three inches shorter, was slimly built, and at first glance would appear to possess a highly nervous and delicate constitution. In his dress he also differed from his friend. His taste betrayed a partiality for velvet coats; his ties were usually startling, so far as colour went; he wore his hair longer than is customary, and further adorned his face with a neat little Vandyke beard and mustache. Like Henderson he was also a votary of the brush. His pictures, however, were of the impressionist order — pretty enough in their way, but lacking in form, and a trifle vague as to colouring. On occasions he wrote poetry. There were some who said he was not sincere, that his pictures were milk-and-water affairs, suggestive of the works of greater men, and only intended to advertise himself. If that were so, the success they achieved was comparative. Sad to relate, there were people in London who had not heard the name of Victor Fensden; while the walls of the Academy, which he affected so much to despise, had not so far been honoured by his patronage. “The whole thing,” he would say, adopting the language of our American cousins, “is controlled by a Business Ring; the Hanging Committee and the dealers stand in with each other. If you prefer to do bad work deliberately, or at any rate are content to be commonplace, then you’re safe for admission. But if you prefer to do something which may, or may not, please the multitude, but which will last longer than Burlington House, or the National Gallery itself, then you must be content to remain outside.” After this tirade, regardless of the implied sneer at his work, Godfrey would laugh and turn the matter off by proposing dinner, luncheon, or some other distraction. He knew the value of his own work, and was content to estimate it accordingly.

Having reached the end of the street down which they had been walking, when the conversation already described occurred, they found themselves before the entrance to a small eating-house. One glance was sufficient to show that it was of the foreign order, so derided by Henderson a few moments ago before. They entered and looked about them. The room was long and narrow, and contained some ten or a dozen small tables, three or four of which were already occupied. Pictures of the German school, apparently painted by the yard, and interspersed with gaudy portraits of King Humbert with his mustache, Victor Emmanuel with his wealth of orders, the latter cheek by jowl with Mr. Garibaldi in his felt hat, decorated the walls. The proprietor, a small, tubby individual, with the blackest of black hair and eyes, and an olive skin that glistened like the marble tops of the tables, came forward to welcome them. At his request they seated themselves and gave their orders.

“What enjoyment you can find in this sort of thing I can not imagine,” repeated Henderson, almost irritably, as he looked about him. “If you take a pleasure in macaroni and tomato, and find poetry in garlic and sauer-kraut, the divine instinct must be even more highly developed in you than your warmest admirers believe. We might have gone to the club and have had a decent meal there.”

“And have had to listen to a lot of supercilious young idiots chattering about what they are pleased to call ‘their work,’” the other replied. “No, no, we are better off here. Set your imagination to work, my dear fellow, and try to believe yourself in Florence, with the moonlight streaming down on the Ponte Vecchio; or in Naples, and that you can hear the waves breaking up on the rock under the Castello del Ovo. You might even be listening to Funiculi-Finicula for the first time.”

“Confound you! I never know whether you are serious or not,” replied Godfrey. “Is it a joke you’re bringing me here to-night, or have you some definite object in view?”

He looked across the table at his companion as if he were anxious to assure himself upon this point before he said anything further.

“What if I had an object?” the other answered. “What if I wanted to do you a good turn, and by asking you to come here to-night were able to help you in your work?”

“In that case,” Henderson replied, “I should say that it was very kind of you, but that you have chosen a curious way of showing it. How a low Italian restaurant in Soho can help me in the work I have on hand I can not for the life of me understand. Is it possible for you to be more explicit?”

“If the critics are to be believed you ask too much of me,” Fensden returned, with one of his quiet laughs. “Are they not always declaring that my principal fault lies in my being too vague? Seriously, however, I will confess that I had an object in bringing you here. Have I not heard you grumbling morning, noon, and night, that the model for your new picture is about as difficult to find as, well, shall we say, an honest dealer? Now, I believe that the humble mouse was once able to assist the lion — forgive the implied compliment — in other words, I think I have achieved the impossible. It will take too long to tell you how I managed it, but the fact remains that I have discovered the girl you want, and what is more, she will be here to-night. If, when you have seen her, you come to the conclusion that she will not answer your purpose, then I shall be quite willing to confess that my knowledge of a beautiful woman is only equal to your appreciation of an Italian dinner in a cheap Soho restaurant. I have spoken!”

“And so you have really brought me here to eat this villainous concoction,” Henderson answered, contemptuously regarding the mess before him, “in order to show me a face that you think may be useful to me in my work? My dear fellow, you know as well as I do that we think differently upon such matters. What you have repeatedly declared to be the loveliest face you have ever seen, I would not sketch upon a canvas; while another, that haunts me by day and night, does not raise a shadow of enthusiasm in you. I am afraid you have had your trouble in vain. But what abominable stuff this is to be sure! Order some wine, for pity’s sake.”

A flask of chianti was brought them, and later some goat’s milk cheese. Upon the latter, bad as it was, Henderson elected to dine. He had barely finished what was placed before him when an exclamation from his companion caused him to turn his head in the direction of the door. Two women were entering the restaurant at the moment, and were approaching the table at which the young men sat. The elder was a stout and matronly party, dark of eye, swarthy of skin, and gorgeous in her colouring, so much so, indeed, that not the slightest doubt could have existed as to her nationality. She was a daughter of Italy from the top of her head to the soles of her ample feet. Her companion, however, was modelled on altogether different lines. She was tall, graceful, and so beautiful, in a statuesque way, that Henderson felt his heart thrill with pleasure at the sight of her. Here was the very woman he had been so anxious to discover. If he had hunted the Continent of Europe through, he could not have found any one better suited to the requirements of the work he had in hand. Since it was plain that it was she for whom Fensden was waiting, it looked as if their tastes, for once, were likely to be the same.

“What a perfect face!” exclaimed Godfrey, more to himself than to his companion. “At any hazard, I must induce her to sit to me.”

Fensden looked at his friend’s face, made a note of the admiration he saw there, and smiled to himself.

“What did I tell you?” he inquired with a note of triumph in his voice. “You pooh-poohed the notion that I should ever be able to find you a model. What do you say now?”

“She is perfect,” Henderson replied. “Just look at the eyes, the beautiful contour of the face, the shapely neck and the hands! Great Scott! what is a woman of her class doing with such hands? Where did you meet her?”

“In another of my contemptible restaurants,” Fensden answered. “Directly I saw her, I said to myself: ‘This is the model for Godfrey!’ I made inquiries about her, and, finding that she was willing to sit, made an appointment to meet her here this evening.”

By this time Godfrey’s antagonism had entirely left him. His only desire now was to secure this woman, and, with her assistance, to complete his masterpiece. As soon as the doors of Burlington House were thrown open, that face should look down upon the picture-lovers of England, or he’d never touch a brush again.

The two women, by this time, had seated themselves at another table; and it was almost with a sense of disappointment that Godfrey observed his ideal commence her meal. To watch her filling her pretty mouth to overflowing with steaming macaroni was not a pleasing sight. It was too human and too suggestive of a healthy appetite to harmonize with the poetic framework in which his imagination had already placed her.

When the ladies had finished their meal, the two young men left their own table and crossed the room to that at which they were seated. Fensden said something in Italian, which elicited a beaming smile from the elder lady, and a gesture of approval from her companion. It was not the first time in his life that Godfrey Henderson had had occasion to wish he had taken advantage of the opportunities he had had of acquiring a knowledge of that melodious language.

“The signora declares that there is no occasion for us to speak Italian, since she is an accomplished English scholar,” said Fensden, with a sarcastic touch that was not lost upon Henderson.

“The signorina also speaks our villainous tongue as well as if she had been born and bred within the sound of Bow Bells.”

At this supposed compliment, the elder lady smiled effusively, while her daughter looked gravely from one man to the other as if she were not quite sure of the value to be placed upon what Fensden had said. Having received permission, the two men seated themselves at the table, and Henderson ordered another flask of wine. Under its influence their acquaintance ripened rapidly. It was not, however, until they had been talking some little time, that the all-important subject was broached.

“And it is Teresina’s portrait that your friend would paint, signor?” said the elder lady, turning to Fensden. “And why not? ’Tis a beautiful face, though I, her mother, say it. If the signor will make the — what you call it— ‘rangements, it shall be as he wishes.”

Less than a minute was sufficient to place the matter on a satisfactory basis, and it was thereupon settled that the Signorina Cardi should attend at the studio at a certain hour every week-day until the picture was finished. Matters having been arranged in this eminently friendly fashion, the meeting broke up, and with many bows and compliments on Fensden’s and the signora’s parts, they bade each other adieu. A few minutes later, the two young men found themselves once more in the street.

“My dear fellow, I don’t know how to thank you,” said Henderson. “I’ve been worrying myself more than I can say at not being able to find the face I wanted. I owe you ten thousand apologies.”

But Fensden would not hear of such a thing as an apology. His only desire was that the picture should be successful, he said.

“I had no idea that he was so fond of me,” Henderson remarked to himself that night when he was alone in his bedroom. “Fancy his hunting through London for a model for me. He is the last man I should have thought would have taken the trouble.”

Next morning Teresina entered upon her duties, and Godfrey set to work with more than his usual enthusiasm. The picture was to be his magnum opus, the greatest effort he had yet given to the world. The beautiful Italian proved to be a good sitter, and her delight as the picture grew upon the canvas was not to be concealed. Meanwhile Fensden smoked innumerable cigarettes, composed fin-de-siècle poems in her honour, and made a number of impressionist studies of her head that his friends declared would eventually astonish artistic London. At last the picture was finished and sent in. Then followed that interval of anxious waiting, so well known to those who have striven for such honours as the Academy has to bestow. When it was announced that it had passed the first and second rejections great was the rejoicing in the studio.

“It is your face that has done it, Teresina,” cried Godfrey. “I knew they wouldn’t be able to resist that.”

“Nay, nay,” said the signora, who was present, “such compliments will turn the child’s head. Her face would not be there but for the signor’s cleverness. Well do I remember that when Luigi Maffoni painted the portrait of Monsignore — —”

No one heeded her, so she continued the narrative in an undertone to the cat on her lap. The day, however, was not destined to end as happily as it had begun. That evening, when they were alone together in the studio, Fensden took Godfrey to task.

“Dear boy,” he said, as he helped himself to a cigarette from a box on the table beside him, “I have come to the conclusion that you must go warily. There are rocks ahead, and, from what I see, you are running straight for them.”

“What on earth is the matter now?” Godfrey asked, stretching himself out in an easy chair as he spoke. “I know the poise of that head is not quite what it might be, but haven’t I promised you that I’ll alter it to-morrow? Teresina is the very best model in the world, and as patient as she’s beautiful.”

“That’s exactly what I am complaining of,” Victor answered, quietly. “If she were not, I should not bother my head about her. I feel, in a measure, responsible, don’t you see? If it hadn’t been for me, she would not be here.”



The happiness vanished from Godfrey’s face as a breath first blurs and then leaves the surface of a razor.

“I am afraid I don’t quite grasp the situation,” he said. “You surely don’t suppose that I am falling in love with Teresina — with my model?”

“I am quite aware that you’re not,” the other answered. “There is my trouble. If you were in love with her, there might be some hope for her. But as it is there is none.”

Henderson stared at him in complete surprise.

“Have you gone mad?” he asked.

“No one was ever saner,” Fensden replied. “Look here, Godfrey, can’t you see the position for yourself? Here is this beautiful Italian girl, whom you engaged through my agency. You take her from beggary, and put her in a position of comparative luxury. She has sat to you day after day, smiled at your compliments, and — well, to put it bluntly, has had every opportunity and encouragement given her to fall head over ears in love with you. Is it quite fair, do you think, to let it go on?”

Godfrey was completely taken aback.



“Great Scott! You don’t mean to say you think I’m such a beast as to encourage her?” he cried. “You know as well as I do that I have behaved toward her only as I have done to all the other models before her. Surely you would wish me to be civil to the girl, and try to make her work as pleasant as possible for her? If you think I’ve been a blackguard, say so outright!”

“My dear Godfrey, nothing could be further from my thoughts,” answered Fensden in his usual quiet voice, that one of his friends once compared to the purring of a cat. “I should be a poor friend, however, if I were to allow you to go on as you are going without an expostulation. Can not you look at it in the same light as I do? Are you so blind that you can not see that this girl is falling every day more deeply in love with you? The love-light gleams in her eyes whenever she looks at you; she sees an implied caress even in the gentle pats you give her drapery, when you arrange it on the stage there; a tender solicitude for her welfare when you tell her to hurry home before it rains. What is the end of it all to be? I suppose you do not intend making her your wife?”

“My wife?” said Godfrey, blankly, as if the idea were too preposterous to have ever occurred to him. “Surely you must be jesting to talk like this?”

“I am not jesting with you, if you are not jesting with her,” the other replied. “You must see for yourself that the girl worships the very ground you walk upon. However, there is still time for matters to be put right. She has so far only looked at the affair from her own standpoint; what is more, I do not want her to lose her employment with you, since it means so much to her. What I do want is, that you should take hold of yourself in time and prevent her from being made unhappy while you have the opportunity.”

“You may be quite sure that I will do so,” Henderson replied, more stiffly than he had yet spoken. “I am more sorry than I can say that this should have occurred. Teresina is a good girl, and I would no more think of causing her pain than I would of striking my own sister. And now I’m off to bed. Good-night.”

True to his promise, his behaviour next day, so far as Teresina was concerned, was so different that she regarded him with surprise, quite unable to understand the reason of the change. She thought she must have offended him in some way, and endeavoured by all the means in her power to win herself back into his good graces. But the more she tried to conciliate him, the further he withdrew into his shell. Victor Fensden, smoking his inevitable cigarette, waited to see what the result would be. There was a certain amount of pathos in the situation, and a close observer might have noticed that the strain was telling upon both of the actors in it, the girl in particular. For the next fortnight or so, the moral temperature of the studio was not as equable as of old. Godfrey, who was of too honest a nature to make a good conspirator, chafed at the part he was being called upon to play, while Teresina, who only knew that she loved, and that her love was not returned, was divided between her affections for the man and a feeling of wounded dignity for herself.

“I wish to goodness I could raise sufficient money to get out of London for six months,” said Godfrey, one evening, as they sat together in the studio. “I’d be off like a shot.”

Fensden knew why he said this.

“I am sorry I can’t help you,” he replied. “I am about as badly off as yourself. But surely the great picture sold well?”



“Very well; for me, that is to say,” Godfrey replied. “But I had to part with most of it next day.”

He did not add that he had sent most of it to his widowed sister, who was very badly off and wanted help to send her boy to college.

A short silence followed; then Fensden said: “If you had money what would you do?”

“Go abroad,” said Godfrey quickly. “The strain of this business is more than I can stand. If I had a few hundreds to spare we’d go together and not come back for six months. By that time everything would have settled down to its old normal condition.”

How little did he guess that the very thing that seemed so impossible was destined to come to pass!


CHAPTER II
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ONE MORNING A week or so after the conversation described at the end of the previous chapter, Godfrey Henderson found lying on the table in the studio a long, blue envelope, the writing upon which was of a neat and legal character. He did not own a halfpenny in the world, so what this could mean he was not able to imagine. Animated by a feeling of curiosity he opened the envelope and withdrew the contents. He read the letter through the first time without altogether realizing its meaning; then, with a vague feeling of surprise, he read it again. He had just finished his second perusal of it when Fensden entered the room. He glanced at Godfrey’s face, and said, as if in inquiry:

“Anything the matter? You look scared!”

“A most extraordinary thing,” returned Godfrey. “You have heard me talk of old Henderson of Detwich?”

“Your father’s brother? The old chap who sends you a brace of grouse every season, and asks when you are going to give up being a starving painter and turn your attention to business? What of him?”

“He is dead and buried,” answered Godfrey. “This letter is from his lawyer to say that I am his heir, in other words that Detwich passes to me, with fifteen thousand a year on which to keep it up, and that they are awaiting my instructions.”

There was a pause which lasted for upward of a quarter of a minute. Then Fensden held out his hand.

“My dear fellow, I am sure I congratulate you most heartily,” he said. “I wish you luck with all my heart. The struggling days are over now. For the future you will be able to follow your art as you please. You will also be able to patronize those who are not quite so fortunate. Fifteen thousand a year and a big country place! Whatever will you do with yourself?”

“That is for the Future to decide,” Godfrey replied.

That afternoon he paid a visit to the office of the firm of solicitors who had written to him. They corroborated the news contained in their letter, and were both assiduous in their attentions and sincere in their desire to serve him.

Four days later it was arranged that Godfrey and Fensden should start for the Continent. Before doing so, however, the former purchased a neat little gold watch and chain which he presented to Teresina, accompanied by a cheque equivalent to six months’ salary, calculated at the rate she had been receiving.

“Don’t forget me, Teresina,” he said, as he looked round the now dismantled studio. “Let me know how you get on, and remember if ever you want a friend I shall be only too glad to serve you.”

At that moment Fensden hailed him from the cab outside, bidding him hurry, or he feared they would miss their train. Godfrey accordingly held out his hand.

“Good-bye,” he said, and though he would have given worlds to have prevented it, a lump rose in his throat as he said it, and his voice was so shaky that he felt sure she must notice it.

Then, bidding her give the key to the landlord when she left the studio, he went out into the street, and jumped into a cab, which next moment started off for the station. How was he to know that Teresina was lying in a dead faint upon the studio floor?

When they left England for the Continent Godfrey had only the vaguest notion of what they were going to do after they left Paris. Having spent a fortnight in the French capital they journeyed on to Switzerland, put in a month at Lucerne, three weeks in Rome, and found themselves, in the middle of November, at Luxor, looking upon the rolling waters of the Nile. Their sketch books were surfeited with impressions, and they themselves were filled with a great content. They had both visited the Continent on numerous occasions before, but this was the first time that they had made the acquaintance of the “Land of the Pharaohs.” Godfrey was delighted with everything he saw, and already he had the ideas for a dozen new pictures in his head.

“I had no notion that any sunset could be so gorgeous,” he said one day, when they sat together watching the ball of fire descend to his rest on the western horizon of the desert. “The colours have not yet been discovered that could possibly do it justice. For the future I shall come out here every year.”

“Don’t be too sure, my friend,” said Fensden. “There was a time when such a thing might have been possible, but circumstances have changed with you. You are no longer the erratic Bohemian artist, remember, but a man with a stake in the country, and a county magnate.”

“But what has the county magnate to do with the question at issue?” Godfrey inquired.

“Everything in the world,” retorted his companion. “In virtue of your new position you will have to marry. The future Mrs. Henderson, in all probability, will also have a stake in the country. She will have great ideas, moreover, connected with what she will term the improvement of the land, and, beyond a trip to the Italian lakes at long intervals, will not permit you to leave the country of her forefathers.”

“What a strange fellow you are, to be sure!” replied Godfrey. “To hear you talk one would think that the possession of money — and, by Jove, it’s a very decent thing to have when you come to consider it — must necessarily relegate a man to the region of the commonplace. Why shouldn’t I marry a girl who is fond of travelling?”

“Because, as a rule, Fate ordains otherwise,” Fensden replied. “I think I can describe the sort of girl you will marry.”

“Then do so, by all means,” said Godfrey, “I’ll smoke another cigar while you are arranging it.”

“In the first place she will be tall. Your idea of the ludicrous would not let you marry a small woman. She will have large hands and feet, and the latter will be heavily shod. That is how in London I always pick out the girls who live in the country. She will be handsome rather than pretty, for the reason that your taste lies in that direction. She will not flirt, because she will be in love with you. She will be an admirable housewife of the solid order, and while I should be prepared to trust to her judgment in the matter of dogs and horses, roots, crops, and the dairy farm, finer susceptibilities she will have none. Do you like the picture?”

“Scarcely,” said Henderson; “and yet, when all is said and done a man might do worse.”

There was a pause, during which each man knew what the other was thinking about. Godfrey was recalling Teresina’s beautiful face, and Fensden knew that he was doing so.

“By the way,” said Fensden, very quietly, “I noticed this morning that you received a letter bearing an Italian post-mark. Would it be indiscreet if I inquired your correspondent’s name?”

“I don’t see why there should be any mystery about it,” Henderson replied. “It was from Teresina.”

“From Teresina?” said the other, with a look of surprise.

“Yes, from Teresina,” his friend answered. “I made her promise before we left home that should she leave England she would let me have her address, and, if she were in need of anything, she would communicate with me. You can see the letter if you like. Here it is.”

He took the letter in question from his pocket and handed it to his companion. It consisted of only a few lines and gave the writer’s address with the hope that the time might soon come when she would again be allowed to sit to “her kind patron.”

Victor, having perused it, handed it back to Godfrey, who replaced it in his pocket without a word.

Two days later they returned by steamer to Cairo, where they took up their abode at the Mena House Hotel. Godfrey preferred it, because it was some distance from the dust of the city, and Fensden because he averred that the sneer on the face of the Sphinx soothed him more than all the luxuries of Cairo. As it was, he sat in the veranda of the hotel and made impressionist sketches of dragomen, camels, and the backsheesh-begging Bedouins of the Pyramids. Godfrey found it impossible to work.

“I am absorbing ideas,” he said. “The work will come later on.”

In the meantime he played polo in the Ghezireh, shot jackals in the desert, flirted with the charming tourists in the verandas of the hotel, and enjoyed himself immensely in his own fashion. Then one day he received a telegram from England announcing the fact that his mother was seriously ill, and asking him to return without delay.

“I am sincerely sorry,” said Fensden, politely. Then he added, regretfully: “I suppose our tour must now, like all good things, come to an end. When do you leave?”

“By to-morrow morning’s train,” he answered. “I shall pick up the mail boat at Ismailia and travel in her to Naples. If all goes well I shall be in England to-morrow week. But look here, Victor, when you come to think of it there’s not the least necessity for you to come, too. It would be no end of a shame to rob you of your holiday. Why should you not go on and finish the tour by yourself? Why not come with me as far as Port Said, and catch the steamer for Jaffa there?”

“It’s very good of you, my dear Godfrey,” said Fensden, “but — —”

“Let there be no ‘buts,’” the other returned. “It’s all arranged. When you come home you shall describe your adventures to me.”

Needless to say, in the end Fensden agreed to the proposal, and next day they accordingly bade each other good-bye on the promenade deck of the mail steamer that was to take Henderson as far as Naples. Fensden was beginning to realize that it was by no means unpleasant to have a rich and generous friend. Poverty was doubtless romantic and artistic, but a well-filled pocket-book meant good hotels and the best of wines and living.

While the boat ploughed her way across the Mediterranean, an idea occurred to Godfrey, and he resolved to act upon it. It was neither more nor less than to utilize what little time was given him in Naples in seeking out Teresina and assuring himself of her comfort in her old home. He had quite convinced himself by this time that any affection he might once have felt for her was now dead and buried. For this reason he saw no possible danger in paying her a visit. “Victor made more of it,” he argued, “than the circumstances had really warranted. Had he not said anything about it, there would have been no trouble, and in that case Teresina would still be in London, and sitting to me.”

As soon as the vessel was in harbour, he collected his luggage and made his way ashore. A cab conveyed him to an hotel he had patronized before; and when he was safely installed there, and realized that he could not proceed on his journey until the next morning, he resolved to set out in search of Teresina. Producing her letter from his pocket-book he made a note of the address, and then started upon his errand, to discover that the signorina Cardi’s home took some little finding. At last, however, he succeeded, only to be informed by an intelligent neighbour that the signora was not at home, while the signorina had gone out some fifteen minutes before. Considerably disappointed, he turned to descend the steps to find himself face to face with Teresina herself as he stepped into the street. She uttered a little exclamation of astonishment and delight at seeing him.

“How is it that you are here, signor?” she inquired, when they had greeted each other. “I did not know that you were in Naples.”

“I only arrived this afternoon,” he answered. “I am on my way to England.”

“To England?” she said, and then uttered a little sigh as if the very name of that country conjured up sad memories. “It is cold and wet in England now; and do you remember how the studio chimney smoked?”

This apparently irrelevant remark caused them both to laugh, but their mirth had not altogether a happy sound.

“I am going to give up the studio,” he answered. “I expect that for the future I shall do my work in the country. But you are not looking well, Teresina!”

“I am quite well,” she answered, hurriedly. How was he to know that for many weeks past she had been eating her heart out for love of him? If the whole world seemed dark to her now it was because he, her sun, no longer shone upon her.



“And your mother, the signora, how wrong of me not to have inquired after her. I trust she is well?”

“Quite well, signor,” she replied. “She often talks of you. She is at Sorrento to-day, but she may be back at any minute. She would have liked to have seen you, signor, to have thanked you for your great goodness to us.”

“Nonsense,” said Henderson, hurriedly. “It is the other way round. My thanks are due to you. Had it not been for your face, Teresina, my picture would never have been such a success. Do you know that several ladies, great ladies in England, said that they would give anything to be so beautiful? I don’t think I shall ever do a better piece of work than that.”

He had just said this when he noticed that a young man, tall, slim, and very dark, had approached them unperceived, and was now glaring angrily at him. Teresina had also become aware of his presence, and was visibly affected by it. Whereas only a moment before she had been all sunshine and delight at seeing Henderson once more, now she was quite the reverse.

“Is this man a friend of yours?” Godfrey asked, in English. “He seems to be put out about something.”

“It is only Tomasso Dardini,” she answered, as if the explanation were sufficient. “He is quick-tempered, but he means no harm.”

“Then I wish to goodness he’d go away; he glares as if he would like to eat me. If I may hazard a guess, Teresina, I should say that he is in love with you.”

“He is very foolish,” she answered, and a flush spread over her face. “Some day, if he is not very careful, he will get into trouble.”

“I should not be at all surprised to hear it,” Godfrey replied.

Then, turning to the man in question, he signed to him to be off about his business. For a moment the youth seemed inclined to refuse, but presently he thought better of it, and marched off down the street, looking back now and again as if to see whether the Englishman and the girl were still conversing together.

“And now, Teresina, I have a little plan to propose to you,” said Godfrey, when the other had turned the corner. “As I told you just now, I am on my way to England, and therefore, shall only be able to spend to-night in Naples. From the announcements I see they are playing ‘Faust’ at the Opera-House. Why should not you and your mother dine with me, and go there afterward? It would be a pleasant way of spending the evening, and we could talk of old days.”

Teresina clapped her hands with delight. In her love of the Opera she was a genuine Neapolitan.

“It would be lovely,” she cried. “My mother will come, I feel sure. It is kind of you, signor.”

It was thereupon arranged that they should meet at a certain place, dine, and then go on to the Opera together. Having settled this, Henderson returned to his hotel, whiled away the time as best he could, and when the hour arrived, set off to the rendezvous.

Punctual to the moment he put in an appearance at the place. It was a restaurant not unlike that in which he had first met Teresina and her mother. He could not help recalling that memorable evening as he waited on the pavement outside, and his one wish was that Fensden could have been there to have shared the entertainment with him. When the signora and her daughter arrived, it was plain that they regarded the occasion an important one. They were both attired in their best, and, so far as colour went, the signora herself was not unlike a bird of Paradise. Teresina was more soberly clad, but Henderson noticed that a necklace with which he had once presented her, as a memento of a certain piece of extra work she had done for him, encircled her slender throat. As he looked at it, he thought of the day on which he had given it to her, and as the remembrance occurred to him, he wondered whether it was wise on his part to play with fire for a second time. The signora greeted him with southern volubility, and, as soon as he could get in a word, Henderson suggested that they should enter the restaurant. Having done so, they seated themselves at one of the small tables, and he gave his orders. It was a banquet that was destined to be remembered with pleasure by two of the party, and also by a third, for another and less romantic reason.

“And so you are returning to England, signor?” said the signora, when the first pangs of her hunger had been assuaged. Then, remembering the circumstances connected with the latter portion of their stay in London, she added, pathetically: “I think if it were possible, I should not be sorry to return — even though the winter is so cold and it rains so often.”

“If you feel as if you would like to return, why do you not do so?” asked Godfrey, with a quickness that caused Teresina to look up at him in surprise, and then to look down again with equal celerity. “I am sure Teresina could get plenty of employment. I would do all I could to help her. For my own part, I never could understand why you left so quickly.”

If he had reflected for a moment, he would probably have been able to arrive at an understanding of the reason that had prompted her departure. He was too modest a man, however, to think of such a thing. Nevertheless, he changed the conversation by making inquiries as to their present life in Naples, and then went on to talk of Fensden, who at that moment, could they have seen him, was fast asleep in a railway carriage, on his way from Jaffa to Jerusalem. The signora had never been partial to the impressionist artist and poet, and she had a vague idea that it was to that gentleman’s agency that they owed the flight of the owner, and the consequent cessation of Teresina’s employment at the studio. She was too prudent, however, to say anything on that score to Godfrey. She knew the friendship that existed between the two men; and she was also aware that her daughter, who was the possessor of a quick temper, and a tongue that she could use when she liked, would brook no disparagement of either Mr. Henderson or his friend.

“As to returning to England, we must think it over,” she said, complacently, when Godfrey had filled her glass with champagne for the fourth or fifth time. “It would make another great change in our affairs, but Teresina is young, and there is nothing for us to do in Naples. I could wish that she should marry, signor, but she will not hear of it. I tell her the time may come when it will be too late. But girls do not listen to their elders nowadays.”

Godfrey glanced at Teresina’s face to find that it had suddenly become very pale. He hastened to render her assistance without delay by twitting her mother as to the number of sweethearts she herself had had, much to that lady’s delight. This crisis having been smoothed over, he paid the bill and they left the restaurant.

Darkness had fallen by this time, a fact which may have accounted for the young man’s uncertainty as to whether he did or did not recognise the figure of a man who was watching the doorway from the other side of the street. It certainly looked as if it belonged to Tomasso Dardini; but he said nothing on this point to either of his guests. He would be leaving Naples in the morning, he argued, and no necessity existed for making a fuss about it. If the silly young man were jealous, the morrow would remove the cause; and after that it would not matter very much whether he were aware of their visit to the Opera or not. With Teresina beside him and the signora on the other side, they entered the theatre and took their seats. The house was crowded, and the Opera itself was received with that critical appreciation so characteristic of the Neapolitan theatre-goer. Whether Godfrey enjoyed it as much as his neighbours is a question that admits of some doubt. He certainly found pleasure in studying the expressions that flitted across Teresina’s face as she watched what went on upon the stage; but I scarcely think it went further. When it was over, he escorted them back to their dwelling, and bade them good-bye upon the threshold.

“Good-bye, Teresina,” he said. “It may not be very long before we meet in London. Do you remember the little place where I first saw you? I think, when I get back, I must dine there once more, if only for old association’s sake.”

“Good-bye, signor,” she said, giving him her hand after the English fashion. “It was kind of you to think of us, and to give us such pleasure as you have done to-night.”

“I have enjoyed it,” he replied, and then, bidding her return soon to London, he left her, and made his way down the narrow, evil-smelling street toward the quarter in which his hotel was situated. He was still fifty yards from the corner when a figure emerged from a doorway and hurried quickly after him, keeping on the dark side of the street. Leaving the thoroughfare in which Teresina’s house was located, he employed a short cut with which he had become acquainted that afternoon. He had scarcely entered this, however, before he became aware of a light footstep behind him. Turning quickly, he found a man, whom he immediately recognised, within a few feet of him. Muttering something in Italian, he raised his arm, and Godfrey saw that he held a poniard in his hand. With the quickness of a practised athlete, he seized the uplifted wrist with his left hand, while with his right he delivered a blow that took the would-be assassin beneath the chin and sent him sprawling upon his back in the road. Picking up the dagger that the other had let fall, he placed it in his pocket, saying, as he did so: “I will keep this, my friend, as a memento.” Then, having made sure that the other had no intention of following him, he continued his walk, little dreaming how strangely that incident was to affect his future life.


CHAPTER III
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IF I WERE given my choice of all the charming residences in the county of Midlandshire, I fancy I should decide in favour of Detwich Hall. To my thinking it is, in every respect, an ideal residence. While sufficiently old to have a history (one of the Charleses spent some days in hiding there), it has proved itself capable of being adapted to modern ideas of comfort. The main portion was built, I believe, toward the close of the reign of the Virgin Queen; a wing was added by the owner who occupied it in the time of the early Georges; while the father of the man who had bequeathed the property to Godfrey, was responsible for the stables, and a somewhat obscure wing on the southern front. It was admirably situated in the centre of a park of some three hundred acres, and was approached by a picturesque drive, about half a mile long, which ran for some distance along the banks of an ornamental lake. On this lake, by the way, some of the finest duck shooting in the county is to be obtained. In his boyhood Godfrey had spent many happy days there, little dreaming that some day it would become his own property. Indeed, it is quite certain it would not have done so had his cousin Wilfred not been killed in India in the performance of a piece of desperate heroism that will be remembered as long as a certain native regiment exists. As for Godfrey, the old man had always liked the boy, but had been bitterly disappointed when he had resolved to embark upon an artistic career instead of playing the part of a country gentleman, as so many of his ancestors had done before him. To have proved himself a capable Master of Hounds would have been in the old bachelor’s eyes a greater distinction than to have painted the finest picture that ever graced the walls of Burlington House. Yet in his heart he knew the power of the young man, and honoured him for the dogged persistence with which he had fought the uphill fight of a painter’s life.

“Well, well, I suppose he’ll come out of it all right in the end,” he was wont to say to himself when he thought of the matter. “He’ll be none the worse for having known a little poverty. I like the boy and he likes me, and, please God, he’ll do his best by the dear old place when he comes into it. I should like to see him in it.”

This, unfortunately, he was not able to do; but could he have heard the universal expression of approbation so lavishly bestowed upon the young master of Detwich when he had been six months in possession he would have felt that his generosity had been rewarded. Indeed, there could be no sort of doubt as to Godfrey’s popularity. He was received by the county with open arms, and by his tenantry with a quiet appreciation that showed they knew how to value the blood that ran in his veins without making a fuss about it. Owing to the short time that had elapsed since his uncle’s death it was necessarily impossible for him to see very much society, but those who partook of his hospitality returned home not only delighted with their host, but also with the quality of their entertainment.

“An acquisition, a decided acquisition,” said old Sir Vivian Devereux, the magnate of the district. “His idea of game preservation is excellent, and he is prepared to support the hunt with the utmost liberality. All he wants to make him perfect is a wife.”

On hearing this Lady Devereux looked at her lord and her lord looked at her. Between them they had a very shrewd idea that they knew where to look for the future mistress of Detwich Hall. Mistress Margaret, their daughter, called by her friends Molly, who had that season made her bow before her Majesty, said nothing, but maybe that was because she did not think there was anything to be said. She had her own ideas on the subject. She had seen the young squire of Detwich, though he had not been aware of the fact, and, being an unaffected, straightforward English girl, without prudery or conceit of any sort, had come to the conclusion that she liked the look of him. Eligible young men were scarce in the neighbourhood, and if she dreamt dreams of her own who shall blame her? Not I, for one.

Three months had passed since Godfrey had escorted Teresina and her mother to the Opera. The summons which had brought him home so hurriedly had, fortunately, proved to be a false alarm. Though his mother had been seriously ill, there had not been so much danger as they had led him to suppose. A month at Torquay had completely restored her to health, and now she was back at Detwich once more, as hale and hearty an old lady as any to be found in the kingdom. Assisted by her youngest daughter, Kitty, she welcomed the wanderer home with every sign of delight.

Godfrey, unlike so many other people, had the good fortune to be as popular in his own family circle as he was out of it, and he and his youngest sister had been on the best of terms from the days when they had gone bird’s-nesting together, until the time when she had assisted him in packing his first picture for the Academy. Since then, however, she had not seen so much of him.

“Kit’s no end of a brick,” he had been heard to say, “and the fellow who marries her may consider himself lucky.”

It was scarcely to be wondered at, therefore, if Miss Devereux and Kitty, living as they did within two miles of each other, should soon have become intimate. They were in the habit of seeing each other several times a week, a fact which Godfrey, from a distance, had felt somewhat inclined to resent.

“When I get home I shall find this girl continually in the house,” he said to himself; and when he did arrive and the many charming qualities of her friend had been explained to him he did not feel any the more disposed to be cordial.

“I can see what it will be,” he said to his sister, “I shall not catch a glimpse of you now.”

“Perhaps you won’t want to when you meet Molly,” was the arch rejoinder. “You have no idea what a pretty girl she is. They say she created a tremendous sensation when she was presented this year. Folks raved about her.”

“The bigger duffers they,” was the uncompromising reply. “You have one fault, my dear girl. Ever since I have known you your swans have invariably turned out to be geese. I fancy I can realize what Miss Devereux will be like.”

“In that case pray describe her,” was the saucy rejoinder, and Miss Kitty made a very pretty losing hazard (they were playing billiards at the time), after which she failed to score and chalked her cue.

Now it seems scarcely fair to say so, but Godfrey, being taken at a disadvantage, fell back on what can be only considered by all honest people a mean device. In describing Miss Devereux he used the almost identical terms used by Fensden when he had attempted to draw a picture of his friend’s future wife.

“You are quite at sea,” said Miss Kitty, patting her dainty shoe with the end of her cue as she spoke. “Some day, if you are not very careful, I will tell Miss Devereux what you have said about her. She would never forgive you the large feet and thick boots.”

“As you are strong be merciful,” said Godfrey, potting the red into the right-hand pocket and going into the left himself. “I don’t mind admitting without prejudice that I am getting anxious to see this paragon. When do you think she will next honour you with her society?”

“On Friday,” Kitty replied. “We have taken up wood-carving together, and she is coming to see some patterns I bought in town last week.”

“In that case we will defer consideration of her merits and demerits — for I suppose she has some — until then,” Godfrey replied, and then once more going into the pocket off the red he announced the game as standing at one hundred to ninety-five.



On the following afternoon he had occasion to drive to the market town. It was a bright, clear day, with a promise of frost in the air, and as his dog-cart rolled along the high road, drawn by a tandem team he had purchased the previous week, he felt as well satisfied with himself and his position in the world as it was possible for a young man to be. His business transacted in the town he turned his horses’ heads homeward once more. The handsome animals, knowing that they were on their way to their stables, stepped out bravely, and many an approving glance was thrown at the good-looking young squire of Detwich by folk upon the road. He had completed upward of half his journey when he became aware that a young lady, who had appeared from a by-road, was making her way in the same direction as himself.

“Whoever she is she certainly sits her horse well,” he said to himself, as he watched her swinging along at a slow canter on the soft side of the road. “I wonder who she can be?”

As soon as the turf gave place to hard metal she pulled her hack up and proceeded at a walk. This very soon brought Godfrey alongside, and as he passed he managed to steal a glance at a very pretty face and as neat a figure as he ever remembered to have seen.

“I wonder who she can be?” he repeated. And as he continued his drive he meditated on the subject.

On the Friday following he was unexpectedly called to town. His solicitors desired an interview with him respecting the purchase of a farm, and he had no option but to comply with their request. As luck would have it, however, he was able to return by a somewhat earlier train than he expected, and was just in time to hear from his butler that afternoon tea had been carried into the drawing-room.

“Are there any visitors?” he inquired.

“Miss Devereux, sir,” said the man; “she came to lunch.”

“I had forgotten that she was to be here to-day,” he said to himself as he crossed the hall in the direction of the drawing-room. “I wonder what she will be like?”

As every one who has visited Detwich is aware, the drawing-room is an exceedingly handsome room. It is long and lofty, if possible a little too long for cosiness. This fault, if fault it be, is amply atoned for, however, by a capitally constructed ingle-nook, in which it was the custom for the ladies to take afternoon tea. Godfrey strolled across the floor to this charming contrivance, little guessing what was in store for him. A lady was sitting with her back to him holding a cup of tea in her hand.

“I don’t think you have met Miss Devereux, Godfrey,” said his sister.

“I have not yet had that pleasure,” he replied. Then to himself he added: “Good gracious! It’s the fair equestrienne.” Then aloud: “I’ve heard a good deal of you from Kitty, Miss Devereux.”

“And I of you,” she answered. “You seem to have been everywhere, and to have seen everything. Doubtless you find this part of the world very dull.”

“Not at all,” he answered. “I am extremely fond of the country, and particularly of that about here.”

If the truth were told I fancy he had never thought much about it until that moment. For the future, however, under a certain magic influence, he was to view it with very different eyes.

“In spite of what some people say,” he continued, “I consider English country scenery charming.”

“And yet it must be very beautiful abroad. Kitty read me one or two of your letters, and from the description you gave of the various places you had visited, I gathered that you thought nothing could be so beautiful on earth.”

“No doubt they are very beautiful,” he answered. “But for my part give me the old-world peace of England. There is certainly nothing like that to be found elsewhere. I would rather stand on the hill yonder and look down the valley in summer-time, than gaze upon the Rhine at Heidelberg, or Naples harbour at daybreak, or visit ancient Philæ by moonlight.”

What further heresies this young man would have pledged himself to in his enthusiasm I can not say. Fortunately for him, however, the vicar and his wife were announced at that moment, and a distraction was thus caused. Until that moment Miss Kitty had been regarding him with steadfast eyes. Clever beyond all other men, as she considered her brother, she had never seen him come out of his shell like this before. Hitherto he had been rather given to pooh-poohing the country, and had once been known even to assert that “London and Paris were the only two places in which it was possible for a civilized man to live.” What was the reason of this sudden change?

The vicar was a tall man with a pompous air, who looked forward some day to being a bishop, and had already assumed the appearance and manners of one. His wife, on the other hand, was small, and of a somewhat peevish disposition. It was currently reported that the husband and wife spent the greater portion of their time in squabbling, while it was certain that they contradicted each other in public with an openness and frequency that at times was apt to be a little embarrassing.

“Possibly I may have been wrong,” said the vicar, when he had seated himself and had taken a cup of tea from his hostess’s hands, “but did I not hear you extolling the beauties of a country life as I entered the room, Mr. Henderson?”

He put the question as if it were one of world-wide importance, which, answered carelessly, might involve great international complications. Then, without waiting for an answer, he continued: “For my part, while admitting that a country life is possessed of many charms, with which the Metropolis can not compare, I must go on to say that there is a breadth, if I may so express it, in London life that is quite lacking outside.”

His wife saw her opportunity, and, as was her habit, was quick to take advantage of it.

“You have never had any experience of London life, William, so how can you possibly tell?” she said, sharply.

“My dear, I venture to say that it is a generally admitted fact,” her husband replied.

“Generally admitted facts are as often as not rubbish,” retorted the lady with some asperity. “What I say is, let a man do his duty wherever he is, and make the best of what he’s got, without grumbling.”

There was an unmistakable innuendo in this speech, and for a moment an awkward silence ensued.

“I hear you have built a new conservatory, Mr. Henderson?” said Miss Devereux, as if to change the subject.

“It is just completed,” said Godfrey. “Would you care to see it?”

A general desire to inspect this new wonder having been expressed, Godfrey led the way from the room, contriving, when all had passed out, to take up his position beside their youngest visitor.

“Will you take pity upon a stranger in the land?” he said, “and give me some information?”

“What can I tell you?” she asked.

He glanced at the vicar and his wife, who were some little distance in front.

“Do they always squabble like this?” he inquired.

“Yes, invariably,” she replied. “We are used to it, but strangers are apt to find it embarrassing. I really believe the habit of squabbling has grown upon them until they have become so accustomed to it that they do not notice it. By the way, Mr. Henderson, there is one question of vital importance I must decide with you. Are you going to hunt?”

As a matter of fact Godfrey had made up his mind to do so occasionally, but now, remembering that Miss Devereux possessed the reputation of a second Diana, he spoke as if it were the hunting that had mainly induced him to live in Midlandshire. He registered a vow that he would purchase a stud immediately, and that he would look upon missing a run as a sin that could only be expurgated by religiously attending the next.

By this time they had reached the new conservatory, which adjoined the studio Godfrey had built for himself. It was a handsome building, and gave a distinction to that side of the house which it certainly had lacked before.

“Admirable, admirable,” said the vicar, complacently. “It reminds me of the palm-house at Kew.”

“It is twenty years since you were at Kew, William; how can you possibly remember what the palm-house is like?” retorted his wife.

“My dear, I have always been noted for the excellence of my memory,” the vicar replied. “I assure you I have the most vivid recollection of the house in question.”

“You mislaid your spectacles this morning, and if I hadn’t seen you put them in your pocket you would never have thought of looking for them there,” said his wife, to whom this fact appeared to be relative to the matter at issue.

From the conservatory to the studio was a natural transition, and the latest work upon the easel was duly inspected and admired.

“I remember your picture in the Academy last year, Mr. Henderson,” said Miss Devereux. “I can assure you that it brought the tears into my eyes.”

“It is very kind of you to say so,” he said, feeling that no compliment that had ever been paid him was so much worth having.

Then a luminous idea occurred to him.

“I wonder if, some day, you would let me paint you a little picture?” he asked, almost timidly.

“I really could not think of such a thing,” his companion replied. “Your time is too valuable to be wasted in that way.”

“I shall paint one, nevertheless,” he replied. “In return, perhaps, you will instruct me in the ways of the Midlandshire hunt?”

“I shall be delighted,” she answered. “You must make Kitty come too.”

Godfrey promised to do so, but for once in his life he was ungallant enough to think that he could dispense with his sister’s society. Presently Miss Devereux’s cart was announced and Kitty and Godfrey accompanied her to the front door. She kissed Kitty and then held out her hand to Godfrey.

“Good-bye, Mr. Henderson,” she said. “Remember that the hounds meet at Spinkley Grove on Thursday, at eleven o’clock, when you will be permitted an opportunity of making the acquaintance of the Master and the Hunt.”

“I shall be there without fail,” he answered, as he helped her into the cart and arranged her rug for her. She thereupon nodded to the groom, who left the ponies’ heads and jumped on to the step behind as the cart passed him, with an adroitness that was the outcome of long practice. A moment later the vehicle had turned the corner of the drive and was lost to view.

“Well?” said Kitty as they turned to go in.

“Well,” Godfrey replied.

“You like her?”

“Very much indeed,” he answered, and as they passed down the hall together he made an important decision to himself. “Provided she will have me,” he said, “I think I have found my wife.”


CHAPTER IV
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MORE THAN A month had elapsed since Godfrey had made his début as a recognised member of the Midlandshire Hunt. It is also necessary to state that during that period he had seen a good deal of pretty Miss Molly Devereux, who, faithful to the promise she had given him, had shown him a large amount of the country, with the fences, hedges, and ditches thereof. She was also the person who was mainly responsible for the large sum of money he had spent on horseflesh during that time. As a matter of fact, this impressionable young man was head over ears in love, and to prove it, he neglected his work, imperilled his neck, and, as his mother remarked, ran an almost daily risk of coming to an early grave through waiting about on the outskirts of damp coverts, to say nothing of the long, wet rides home on wintry evenings.

“I can not understand why you do it,” said the old lady, who, by the way, was not nearly so obtuse as she pretended to be. “When you first came home from abroad, you declared that the hunting would never possess sufficient attraction to take you out on a damp day. Now you are never happy unless you are in the saddle.”

“It’s a good healthy exercise, mother,” said Kitty, with the suspicion of a twinkle in her eyes. “Besides, Godfrey has taken such a liking to Sir George Penistone, the Master, that he is never happy when he is parted from him.”

Now if there was one person in the country for whom Godfrey entertained a profound distaste, it was for the gentleman in question. Sir George was known to have been desperately in love with Miss Devereux ever since he had left the ‘Varsity; but, while he was plucky enough in the saddle, and would ride his horse at anything that an animal could be expected to jump, and at a good many that it could not, he had never been able to screw up his courage sufficiently to broach the subject to her. Finding that he had a rival in the field, however, had given him a fillip, and, in consequence, relations between the two young men were as strained as it was possible for them to be, and yet to allow them to remain on speaking terms. Whether the young lady herself was aware of this is more than I can say; if she were she gave no sign of it, but treated them both with the same impartiality. Certain other ladies of the hunt vowed that she was a heartless flirt, and that she was playing one man off against the other. Such uncharitable sentiments, however, could only be expected from people who would have acted in the same fashion had they been placed in a similar position.

It has been said by a well-known writer, who, for all we know to the contrary, was a crusty old bachelor, and therefore well qualified to speak upon the matter, “that the very uncertainty of love is one of its greatest charms.” I fancy that Godfrey Henderson, at that particular time, would not have agreed with the sage in question. The uncertainty of knowing whether he was loved or not, was making a different man of him. In days that seemed as far removed from the present as if a gulf of centuries lay between, he had been a happy-go-lucky, easy-going fellow, taking the world as he found it, and never allowing himself to be much troubled by anything. Now, however, he had grown preternaturally solemn, was much given to silent communings with himself, and only brightened up when he was in the presence of the person who was the object of his adoration. Naturally this could not continue for long.

“I’ll speak to her the very first opportunity I get,” he said to himself; “and if she won’t have me, I’ll cut the whole show and go abroad. I could pick up Fensden in Dresden, and we’ll go off to Japan together.”

But when he was given a favourable opportunity of speaking, he found he was unable to bring his courage to the sticking-point, and for the next day or two he called himself by a variety of names that, had they been addressed to him by any one else, he would have considered most objectionable. Regarded dispassionately, in the silent watches of the night, it seemed a small thing to do. He had only to get her alone, to take her hand, if he could manage to obtain possession of it, and then to make his passion known, and ask her to be his wife. Any one could do that, and he had the best of reasons, when he looked round the circle of his married acquaintances, for knowing that it had been carried out successfully on numerous occasions before. Yet when it became necessary to put it into practice he discovered that it demanded a heroism to which the charge of the Light Brigade and the storming of the Redan were as nothing.

“I see that the hounds meet at Churley cross roads on Monday,” said his sister, one morning at breakfast. “Molly wants me to go, but I fear it will be impossible. I suppose it is not necessary to ask if you will be there?”

“I suppose I shall,” Godfrey replied, as if he had not thought very much about the matter.

In his heart, however, he knew that it would require an extraordinary force to keep him away. On Friday he did not go, for the reason that he had incidentally learned that a certain lady would be in town at her dressmaker’s. The same day he discovered that his old friend and schoolfellow, James Bradford, to wit, had returned from America, en route to the Continent, and the inference was that if they did not lunch together, they would be scarcely likely to meet again for some considerable time. What, therefore, was more fitting than that he should catch the 10.18 train at Detwich, and set off for the Metropolis? His mother and sister said nothing, except to wish him a pleasant journey. When they were alone together afterward, however, Mrs. Henderson turned to her daughter.

“Poor boy,” she said, “I never thought he would take it as seriously as he is doing. I have never seen a harder case.”

To which her daughter replied somewhat enigmatically:

“I wish I knew what she intends doing.”

Despite the eagerness Godfrey had shown to renew his acquaintance with his friend, Mr. James Bradford, he did not appear to derive such a vast amount of satisfaction from their meeting as the trouble he had taken to bring it about would have implied.

“I never saw such a change in a man in my life,” said Mr. James Bradford afterward, when Godfrey had left the club. “He fidgeted about all the time we were at lunch, and examined his watch at least twice in every five minutes. Coming into money doesn’t appear to agree with him. It’s a pity, for he used to be such a good chap.”

On leaving Pall Mall Godfrey took a cab to Bond Street, and for upward of an hour paced religiously up and down that fashionable thoroughfare. Then, taking another cab, he drove to Euston, where he spent at least three-quarters of an hour inspecting the various trains that passed in and out of the station, pottering about the bookstalls, and glaring at the travellers who approached him. As every one is aware who lives in the neighbourhood, there is only one good train in the afternoon that stops at Detwich, hence his reason for going to the station at that hour. As the time approached for that train to leave, he grew more and more nervous, and when the train itself at length backed into the station to take up its passengers, his anxiety became almost pitiable to watch. Placing himself near the bookstall, he scrutinized every passenger who approached him. At last he became aware of two figures, who were making their way leisurely along the platform in search of an empty carriage. One was Lady Devereux, tall, gray-haired, and eminently dignified; her companion there is no need to describe. It struck Godfrey, as he watched her, that never in his life had he seen so pretty a face or figure. Nerving himself to carry out the operation he had in mind, he strolled down the platform, then turning, walked back along the train, glancing into the various carriages as he passed, until he reached that in which the two ladies were seated. Then, as if he were more than surprised at seeing them, he lifted his hat.

“How do you do, Lady Devereux?” he said. “This is an altogether unexpected meeting!” Then, having saluted the younger lady, he inquired whether they would permit him to travel down with them.

“Do so, by all means,” Lady Devereux replied. “Molly and I have been obliged to put up with each other’s company since the early morning. But how is it that you are not hunting to-day, Mr. Henderson?”

“An old friend has just returned from America,” Godfrey remarked, “and he invited me to lunch with him. Otherwise I should have been out, of course.”

Whether Miss Molly believed this statement or not I can not say, but I do not think it probable. One thing was plain; on this particular occasion she had made up her mind not to be gracious to the poor young man, and when he endeavoured to draw her into conversation, she answered him shortly, and then retired into the seclusion of her newspaper.

Why she should have treated him so it is impossible to say, but there could be no sort of doubt that she was offended at something. In consequence the poor fellow was about as miserable a specimen of the human race as could have been found in England that day. When Detwich was reached, he saw the two ladies to their carriage, and bade them good-bye. Then, mounting to the box of his own dog-cart, he sent the horse flying down the street at a pace that, had he not been well known, would in all probability have secured him an interview with a magistrate.

“And what sort of journey did you have?” inquired his mother, as she gave him a cup of tea on his arrival at the house.

“Very pleasant,” he answered, though his looks belied his assertion.

“And would you care, as you said the other day, to go back to live in London?” asked mischievous Miss Kitty.

“I think London is one of the most detestable places on earth,” he replied, stirring his tea as though he were sweeping the Metropolis into the sea.

“And did you see any one you knew while you were in town?” inquired his mother.

“A lot of people I don’t care a scrap about,” he answered.

Feeling that he was not in a fit humour for society, he took himself off to his studio, where he threw himself into an easy chair, and lit the largest pipe in his possession. This he smoked as savagely as if it were responsible for his troubles. By the time the dressing-bell rang, he was more than ever determined to set off for Japan. So strong, however, was the chain which bound him, that, on second thoughts, he came to the conclusion that he would postpone his departure until after the meet at the Churley cross roads on the following Monday. In consequence he spent a miserable Saturday, and it was not until he came out of church on Sunday morning that he was anything like his old self. All through the service he had been paying a greater amount of attention to a neat little toque, and the back of a very shapely head, a few seats in front of him, than was altogether proper in a place of worship. According to custom, the two families united in the porch.

“Good-morning, Mr. Henderson,” said Molly, as they shook hands, and then, after they had passed outside and the usual commonplaces had been exchanged, she continued: “What do you think of the state of the weather?”

There was more in her speech than met the eye. What she really meant was: “Do you think we shall be able to hunt to-morrow? If so, I am prepared to be kind to you once more.”

Godfrey replied that there had been signs of frost early in the morning, but he rejoiced to see that they were going off.

“We shall see you to-morrow, I suppose?” she said, as they passed through the lych-gate out into the high road.

“Of course,” he answered. “Provided old Benbow doesn’t break his neck in the meantime, I shall be there.”

“I am so glad,” she answered, and then, as though she felt that she had said too much, she devoted her conversation during the rest of the walk to Kitty, leaving Godfrey to discuss parish affairs with her father.

She had said enough, however, in that short time to transport Godfrey into the seventh heaven of delight; and I venture to think that if any one had been foolish enough to suggest a trip to Japan to him at that moment, it would have been at the peril of his or her life.

I must leave you to imagine with what attention he studied the appearance of the sky during the next eighteen hours. The barometer in the hall was tapped with a regularity that was sufficient to disorganize its internal economy forever and a day. Before he retired to rest, he took careful stock of the heavens, and was relieved to find that there was no sign of frost in the air. Next morning he was up betimes, took his tub with the air of a man from whom great things are expected, and made a heartier breakfast than he had done for some weeks past. He looked a handsome figure in pink as his mother was careful to inform him.

The distance to Churley cross roads from the Hall is little more than a mile, so that the half-hour he had allowed himself to get there, enabled him to jog along without hurrying his horse. It was what might be described as a perfect hunting morning. A slight mist hung in places upon the fields; it was, however, being quickly dispersed by the sunshine. A pleasant breeze was driving the clouds across the sky, throwing delightful shadows upon the meadows, and crisping the surface of the river as he passed over the old stone bridge. When he reached the cross roads he had still some ten minutes in hand; but as there were several others as early as himself, this fact did not weigh heavily upon his mind. Meanwhile he kept a sharp eye on the road down which he had come, and when he espied the stout figure of the old baronet on his famous hunter, with his daughter beside him, mounted on a somewhat vicious-looking chestnut, he rode forward to receive them.

“A capital day,” said the old gentleman, when they had exchanged the usual salutations. “We could scarcely have a better. Strangely enough, as I was saying to Molly just now, in fifty years I’ve never known a wet Churley Cross Meet.”

“What do you think of my new horse, Mr. Henderson?” inquired his daughter, when the latter had remarked upon the strangeness of the coincidence. “Papa bought him for me on Saturday.”

“He must be very nearly thoroughbred,” Godfrey replied, not caring to add that he did not altogether like the look of the animal in question. There was a nasty flicker in the horse’s eyes, of which, to Godfrey’s thinking, he showed a great deal too much white. There could be no denying his make and shape, however. “You’ll be showing us a clean pair of heels to-day.”

“I’ll be bound she will,” said the old baronet, upon whom the horse had evidently made a favourable impression. “They tell me he won a decent steeplechase last season; and Seth Warton, of whom I got him, says he is the best he has had in his stable for many a long day. That says something.”

“I sincerely hope he may prove to be all you could wish,” said Godfrey; and at that moment the Master came forward to bid them good-morning.

“I think we’ll try the Spinney first, Sir Vivian,” he said. “I hear good reports in that direction. A new horse, Miss Devereux, and I should say a fast one. Have pity on us all!”

As if to prove that his manners were not so good as his looks, the animal in question made as if he would rear, and for a moment Godfrey’s heart seemed to stand still.

“I don’t like the look of him,” he said to himself. “Heaven send he does her no mischief.”

But he was not permitted much time to think of such a thing, for the Master had given the signal, and already a general move was being made in the direction of the Spinney. Godfrey settled himself down by Miss Devereux’s side, leaving the old gentleman free to discuss the prospects of the day with the local doctor, a sportsman of some celebrity in the neighbourhood.

“Miss Devereux,” said Godfrey, as they approached the wood, “at the risk of offending you, I must say that I don’t altogether care about the look of that horse. I should say, from his appearance, handsome as it is, that he possesses more than a touch of temper. I do hope you will be careful what you do with him to-day.”

“You needn’t be afraid,” she answered, as she flashed a sharp glance at him. “I think we understand each other perfectly. He hasn’t been with hounds for some time, and he’s naturally a little excited. It will wear off, however, before the day is done.”

“I sincerely hope it may,” Godfrey continued. “In the meantime I can not help wishing that we could exchange mounts.”

“You think that you could manage him better than I?” she said. “If that is a challenge we will see. Now, let us watch what goes on, for I want to be well away.”

At that moment three blasts of the horn were heard from the right, and, before Godfrey could have counted twenty, the hounds were out of cover and streaming away in the direction of the village — only to change their course after the first quarter of a mile.

“It looks as if we were in for a fast thing,” said Miss Devereux; and the words had scarcely left her lips when the chestnut gave a violent plunge in the air and was off at a racing pace.

“If he goes on like that, the brute will pull her arms out, if he doesn’t do anything worse,” Godfrey muttered to himself.

But so far the girl had got him well in hand. Sitting back in the saddle, she let him have his head, taking a gradual pull at him as they neared the first hedge. Whatever his other faults may have been, he was certainly a jumper, for he cleared the obstacle in unmistakable style. As she had said a few moments before, there could be no doubt that they were in for a fast thing. The hounds were racing as if their one desire was to run Master Reynard to earth before he could get into the next field. Godfrey’s own horse, to use a phrase that his mother could never understand, “was going strong,” but he could not live in the same county with the chestnut. In spite of Miss Devereux’s undoubted skill in the saddle, the horse was gradually becoming the master. At the third fence, an ugly-looking post and rail, with a bad approach, he took off too soon, giving his rider the chance of an extremely nasty fall. She saved the situation, however, by a miracle. They had reached the top of the hill, and were descending into the valley on the other side, when Godfrey, whose horse was doing its best, realized that something very serious was the matter ahead. The chestnut had undeniably got out of hand, and, scared by some sheep, was edging toward the left.

“It is just what I expected,” he said to himself as he rode along some half-a-dozen lengths behind the other. “She is losing control over him. I must follow at all costs.”

Digging his spurs into the horse’s side, he endeavoured to race up to the animal in front of him. He was too late, however. The chestnut had got the bit in his teeth, and, swerving to the left, was galloping in the direction of a small wood. Observing this, Godfrey turned his horse’s head and made after him. Fortunately, the paddock over which they were galloping was a large one; but the chestnut was going at such a pace that he very soon crossed it. Skirting the wood, he began to descend the hill on the other side. Then he disappeared altogether from view. When Godfrey reached the top of the rise, he scarcely dared to look about him; but when he did so, he saw that the horse had altered his original course, and was making his way again across the angle, as if he desired to reach the line the hounds were still following. In a flash Godfrey realized the situation and took in the fact that the animal was unconsciously making direct for a large chalk pit, and that unless something were done at once to prevent him, nothing could save both horse and rider from a terrible death.

“God help me to save her!” he cried. “God help me to save her!”


CHAPTER V
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FOR A MOMENT after he realized the true state of affairs Godfrey was spellbound with terror. Was it just possible that he would be able to head the horse off from the pit? If he could not, then it would be the end of all things as far as Miss Devereux was concerned. With the cold sweat of terror on his brow he watched the girl he loved racing down the slope on the maddened horse. He saw that she was making a brave fight to bring him to a standstill; but even at that distance he could tell that her effort was in vain. A moment later the animal had once more changed his course and had dashed toward a hedge. He scarcely rose at it; as a natural consequence he struck it, toppled over, and then both horse and rider disappeared together. Fearful at what he might find, Godfrey galloped toward the spot, jumped the gate that separated it from the neighbouring field, and looked about him for what he should see. The horse was lying stretched out upon the ground, and one glance was sufficient to show him that its neck was broken. In the dry ditch below the hedge he could catch a glimpse of a black figure. He sprang from his horse and approached it. Lifting her head he supported her in his arms, and as he did so a little sigh escaped from her lips.

“God be thanked, she is still alive!” he muttered to himself, and then he replaced her head upon the bank.

Taking off his coat he made it into a ball. He placed it beneath her head, and then set off in search of water. When he had procured a little in his hat he returned and bathed her forehead and temples with it. After a while she opened her eyes and looked up at him.

“I feel better now,” she answered, in reply to his inquiries. “Where is the horse?”

“Close beside you,” he said, and then going to his own animal he took his flask from the holster and filled the little cup with sherry.

“Drink this,” he said. “It will do you good.”

The wine revived her, and in a few minutes she was so far recovered as to be able to sit up and discuss matters with him.



“I am quite well now,” she said. “But how am I to get home? Poor papa! What a state he will be in when he hears! Since my horse is dead I suppose I must try to walk.”

“You will do nothing of the kind,” Godfrey replied, firmly. “I will lift you into the saddle and you must try and ride my horse. If we can find a village near here, you can remain there until a carriage is sent from the Court to fetch you.”

“As I have proved myself incompetent I suppose I must obey you,” she answered, with a touch of her old spirit. “But what is to be done with my own poor beast?”

“I will arrange about him when I have attended to your comfort,” he said, and then assisted her to rise and lifted her into the saddle. For the first hundred yards or so they walked almost in silence. She was the first to speak.

“Mr. Henderson,” she said, looking down at him, “I owe you an apology. I was rude to you the other day, and I laughed at you when you told me this morning that you did not like my new horse. Events have proved that you were right. Will you forgive me?”

“I have nothing to forgive,” he answered; “but you can have no idea how nervous I was this morning when I saw how that brute behaved.”

“Why should you have bothered yourself about me?” she asked, not, however, with quite her usual confidence.

Here was the very opportunity he had been looking for so long. He felt that he must take possession of it at once.

“Because I love you,” he answered. “You must have known that I have been in love with you ever since I first saw you, Molly. Don’t you believe me?”

“Yes, I know it,” she replied, looking at him with the love-light shining in her own eyes.

“And your answer, Molly? What can you say to me?”

“Only that I love you too,” she murmured.

I do not know what my spinster readers will think, but the fact remains that the paddock they were crossing was a large one, some twenty acres in extent. It was almost in the centre of this open space that he proposed to her, and she, brazen creature, at his suggestion, I will admit, stooped from her saddle and permitted him to kiss her where all the world might see.



It was between three and four o’clock that afternoon when Godfrey reached home. He had waited at the little village inn until the carriage, which he had sent for to convey her home, arrived from the Court. Then, when he had promised to ride over in the morning in order to interview her father, he watched her drive off and had afterward departed himself to his own abode.

“Well, Godfrey, and what sort of a day have you had?” asked Miss Kitty, as they stood in the drawing-room before the fire.

“Splendid,” he answered. “I was awfully cut up at one time, but on the whole it has been one of the best days in my life.”

“You seem to have enjoyed it. Where did you find?”

“At Churley Spinney,” he answered.

“And you killed at —— ?”

“I’m sure I don’t know,” was the reply.

“How long did you run?”

“I don’t know that either.”

“You don’t seem to have been very observant. What do you know?”

“I only know that I am engaged to Molly Devereux. For the present that seems to me to be quite sufficient.”



In a moment her arms were round his neck.

“You dear boy, I can not tell you how thankful I am.”

Nor was Mrs. Henderson’s pleasure the less sincere.

To say that Godfrey Henderson was a happy man after his acceptance by Miss Molly would be too mild an expression altogether. It is my opinion that for the next few days he could not have been said to be properly responsible for his actions. He behaved like an amiable lunatic, spent the greater part of his time, when he was not with his fiancée, planning alterations to a house which was already perfect, and vowed many times a day that he was not nearly good enough for one so angelic. Every one, with the exception of Sir George Penistone, perhaps, was delighted with the match. The worthy old baronet gave his consent immediately almost before it was asked in point of fact, and vowed that the two properties would run splendidly together. A county dinner was given to celebrate the engagement. There were folks who prophesied that the wedding festivities would be on a scale seldom witnessed even by Midlandshire, which as all the world knows, or should know, is the most hospitable county in the three kingdoms. The engagement was to be a very short one, and the happy couple were to leave directly after the marriage ceremony for the South of France.

“You are quite sure that you are not anxious to change your mind?” said Molly to her lover one evening, when they were riding home from hunting. “Remember, there is still time.”

“If it were not so light, and I had not the best of reasons for knowing that old Farmer Giles is behind us, and has his eyes glued upon our backs, I would find a means of making you repent of that speech.” Then he added more seriously: “Darling, whatever may happen in the future, whatever troubles may be in store for us, you will always believe that I love you, will you not?”

“Always,” she answered. “Happen what may, I shall never doubt that. But what makes you suddenly so solemn?”

“I don’t know,” he replied. “Somebody walking over my grave, I suppose.”

She gave a little cry of pain.

“For pity’s sake don’t talk like that!” she cried. “You have no idea how it hurts me.”



“In that case I will never do so again,” he said. “Forgive me and forget that I said it, dear.” Then to change the conversation, he added: “I expect this will be our last day’s hunting together before we are married. We shall both be too busy to be able to spare the time.”

“I have no idea how I am going to get through all I have to do,” she said. “I shall practically live in shops for the next month, and I do detest shopping. Mamma, on the other hand, seems to revel in it. I fancy she would like to have a wedding to arrange every month in the year. By the way, Godfrey, have you decided who is going to be your best man?”

“Yes,” he replied. “Victor Fensden. He is my oldest friend, and I heard from him only this morning that he will be delighted to officiate in that capacity. He is in Paris just now, but returns to England at the end of the week, when I have invited him to come down here for a few days. I hope you will like him.”

“I am certain to like any friend of yours,” she replied. “I shall be very interested in Mr. Fensden. I came across a volume of his poems the other day. It was very strangely bound and illustrated in an extraordinary manner by himself.”

“That’s his own idea. And did you like the poetry?”

“Well, if I must be candid, and I’m sure you won’t mind, I must confess that I did not understand much of it. It seems so confused. Not a bit like Tennyson, or Keats, or Shelley.”

“I quite agree with you,” said Godfrey. “Fensden is very clever, too clever for me, I’m afraid. One or two literary people rave about his work, I know, but for my part I like less words and a little more human nature. Give me ‘Gunga Din,’ or the ‘Charge of the Light Brigade,’ for my money, and anybody else can have all the nymphs and satyrs, and odes to Bacchus and Pan that were ever crammed into the realms of poetry.”

Loath as I am to say it, such was the infatuation of this girl that she positively agreed with him. Fate, with that characteristic kindness for which it is celebrated, had been good enough to endow them with minds of similar calibre, which, of course, was very desirable, and just as it should be.

On the Wednesday morning following the conversation I have just described Molly and her mother departed for London, where the former was to be handed over to the tender care of Madame Delamaine and her assistants. They were to be away for three days, returning home on the Friday evening, and, as a little compensation for their absence, it was agreed that Godfrey should meet them in town on the Thursday and take them to a theatre.

Accordingly the morning train conveyed him to the Metropolis. He had the pleasure of the vicar’s society on the way up, and the latter, not being restrained by his wife, was able to give him his opinion on matters in general and the immediate stress on politics in particular. In consequence, as Godfrey admitted afterward, he spent two such hours of boredom as he hopes never to experience again. On his arrival in London he drove to his tailors and ordered his wedding garments, going on afterward to a well-known firm of jewellers in Regent Street, from whom he bought a wedding-ring with as much care as he would have given to the purchase of Crown jewels, and a diamond necklace with little more concern than if it had been a pair of gloves. From Regent Street he drove to his club for luncheon. He was late, but that did not matter, for he felt that the morning had been well spent. On entering the dining-room he looked about him for a vacant table. He had chosen one, and was proceeding toward it when a well-known voice behind him said:

“Come and sit here, Godfrey.”

He turned round to find himself face to face with no less a person than Victor Fensden.

“My dear old fellow, this is indeed a surprise,” he said as he shook hands. “I thought you were still in Paris. How long have you been in London?”

“I crossed this morning,” Victor replied. “I am tired of travelling and want to settle down.”

“And you have enjoyed yourself?”

“Fairly well,” Victor replied. “I have met a lot of people whom I hope never to see again, and have tasted, I should say, every example of villainous cookery in Europe. I am thinking of bringing out a new guide book, which I shall name ‘The Tourist’s Vade Mecum’; or, ‘Where not to go in Europe.’”

Considering that it was to Godfrey’s generosity that he owed the long holiday he had been able to take, this was scarcely a grateful speech, but the latter did not comment on it. He was too happy himself and too glad to see his friend once more to take offence. He noticed that in his dress Victor was even more artistic than before. His hair was a shade longer, his tie a trifle larger (he wore it tied in a bow with ends flying loose), and the general tone of his costume a little more pronounced.

“And the future Mrs. Henderson?” he said, airily. “How is she? As you may suppose, I am all anxiety to make her acquaintance.”

“You will do so on Saturday,” Godfrey replied, “for I presume you are coming down to me then?”

“I shall be delighted,” said Fensden. “An English country house will be soothing after the caravansaries I have been domiciled in lately. I never knew how much I detested my brother Briton until I met him in a foreign hotel.”

The sneer on his face as he said this was not pretty to watch.

“And now that you are at home once more, I presume you will resume your old habit of searching the slums for foreign eating houses?” said Godfrey, with a laugh. “Do you remember how and where we met Teresina?”

“Perfectly,” Victor replied shortly, and then changed the conversation by inquiring how long Godfrey intended remaining in town.

“I go back to-morrow morning,” was the other’s reply. “And now that I come to think of it, why shouldn’t you come down with me? It would be just the thing for you. We shall be very pleased to see you if you care to come.”

“Impossible,” the other answered. “I have such a lot to do. I could not possibly manage it before Saturday.”

“Let it be Saturday then,” said Godfrey, with an imperturbable good humour that contrasted very strongly with the other’s peevishness. “There’s a first-rate train which gets you down in time for afternoon tea. I’ll meet you at the station.”

When Godfrey had finished his lunch he paid a visit to his saddler and his bootmaker, and then to fill in the time, inspected the stables of a well-known horse-dealer. He would have liked to go round to Eaton Square where Molly and her mother were staying with an old maiden aunt, but he thought better of it, and contented himself by strolling down Bond Street on the off-chance that he might meet them. He was not successful, however, so he returned to his hotel to dress and dine.

At ten minutes to eight he was to be seen standing in the vestibule of the Lyceum, waiting for the ladies to put in an appearance. When their carriage drove up he hastened forward to greet them, and conducted them forthwith to the box he had engaged. Nothing that could tend to their comfort had been omitted by this extravagant young man, and he found his reward in the tender little squeeze Molly gave his hand when he removed her cloak. During the evening he did not concern himself very much with the play; he watched his future wife’s pretty face and the expressions that played upon it. As soon as they were married he was determined to paint a life-size portrait of her, which he prophesied to himself would be the best piece of work he had ever accomplished. But even the happiest evenings must come to an end, and this particular one was no exception to the rule. When the curtain fell on the last act, he re-cloaked his two charges, and escorted them downstairs once more. Then, bidding them wait in the vestibule, he himself went out in search of their carriage. When he had placed them in it, he bade them good-night, and came very near being knocked over by a hansom as he watched them disappear in the traffic.

The night was bitterly cold, and snow was falling. Reflecting that it would be wiser not to stand still, he turned up the collar of his coat, and wondered what he should do next. Should he go back to his hotel and to bed, or should he stroll on to his club and see who was there? He eventually decided in favour of the hotel, and accordingly set off along the Strand in the hope that he might presently be able to pick up a cab.

He had reached Exeter Hall, when, with a cry of astonishment, he found himself standing face to face with the one person of all others he had least expected to see in England. It was Teresina!

“Teresina!” he ejaculated, in surprise. “What on earth does this mean? How long have you been in England?”

“Nearly a month,” she answered, looking away as if she desired to avoid his eyes.

“And why did you not let me know that you were coming?” he asked, reproachfully. “You must surely remember that you promised to do so?”

“I did not like to trouble you,” she replied, still in the same curiously hard voice. “You were not in London, and I thought you would be too busy to have time to spare for me.”

“You know that is not true,” he answered. “I should be a mean brute if I did not find time to look after my friends. Where are you living? In the old house?”

She paused for a moment before she replied. He noticed her embarrassment, but did not put the right construction upon it.

“Near the Tottenham Court Road,” she said at last. “I don’t think you would know the street if I told you.”

“And your mother, how is she?”

He saw the look of pain which spread over her face, and noticed that her eyes filled with tears.

“My mother is dead!” she answered, very quietly. “She died in Naples two months ago.”

“And you are alone in the world? My poor child! This will never do. You must let me help you if I can.”

“No, no!” she cried, this time almost fiercely. “I do not require any help. I can support myself quite well.”

“I shall have to be convinced of that before I let you go,” he answered. “London is not the sort of place for a young girl to be alone in, particularly when one is a foreigner and poor.”

“You were always kind to me,” she replied, “but I can not let you do more. Besides you are going to be married. Is that not so?”

“It is quite true,” he answered; “but how did you hear of it?”

She looked confused for a moment.

“I can not tell you,” she replied. “Perhaps I saw it in the newspapers. You are famous, and they write about you. Now I must be getting home.”

An empty cab happened to pass at that moment, and Godfrey hailed it.

“Get in,” he said, when the vehicle had drawn up beside the pavement. “I am going to see you home. This is not the hour for you to be alone in the streets.”

“No, no,” she protested, even more vehemently than before. “I can not let you do this. I can walk quite well. It is not far, and I have often done it.”



“Teresina, you must do as I tell you,” said Godfrey, firmly. “I insist that you get in and that you give me your address.”

She hesitated for a moment before she replied. Then she said:

“No. 16, Burford Street, off the Tottenham Court Road.”

Having given the address to the driver, Godfrey took his place beside the girl. He was thankful, indeed, that he had met her, but the circumstances under which he had found her distressed him more than he was able to say. As they drove along he endeavoured to elicit some information from her concerning her present life. She was not communicative, however. That there was some mystery at the back of it all, he could see, and the more he thought of it, the more unhappy he became. Poor little Teresina! He remembered her as she was when she had first sat to him for the picture which had made his name; and as he looked out upon the falling snow and the miserable streets with the dark figures scurrying along the pavement on either hand, and thought of her future, his heart sank within him. He wondered whether he could persuade her to accept a sufficient sum of money from him to enable her to return to her own country and to live in comfort there? He was rich, and after all it was not only his duty but his pleasure to help an old friend. As she seemed so distressed at meeting him, he resolved to say nothing on the subject then, however; nevertheless, he was determined in his own mind that he would write to her on the morrow and make the offer, whether she accepted it or not. At last they came to a part of the Strand which was more brilliantly illuminated than elsewhere. As they came within the circle of the light, Teresina put up her hand to push back her hair, and Godfrey noticed that she wore a wedding-ring upon her third finger. This gave him food for reflection.

“Teresina,” he said, “why did you not tell me that you were married? I thought you said you were alone in the world.”

“My husband is dead,” she answered, with what was almost a note of despair in her voice.

“Your husband dead, and your mother dead too?” he repeated, almost incredulously. “Teresina, my dear child, are you telling me the truth?”

“Why should you doubt me?” she cried. “You have no reason for doing so.”

“Because I feel that you are hiding something from me,” he said. “Is it any use my imploring you to confide in me? You know that I am your friend, and that I would help you to the best of my ability.”

“I know you would,” she answered. “You were always a good and kind friend to me. All I ask of you now, however, is to leave me alone. I am unhappy enough as it is. Do not seek to add to my misery.”

“Heaven knows I have no desire to do that,” said Godfrey. “But if you think I am going to leave you, as you are now, you are much mistaken. If you would only be brave and tell me everything, it might simplify matters.”

“Impossible,” she cried. “Have I not told you there is nothing to tell? Oh, why did I not go another way home!”

“Because it was to be,” he answered. “You were in trouble, Providence sent me to help you. Believe me, that is the explanation.”

A few moments later the cab turned from the Tottenham Court Road into a narrower and darker street. Half — way down this dingy thoroughfare it came to a standstill — before a house on the right-hand side. It was by no means a cheerful dwelling, and at that hour it was wrapped in complete darkness. They descended from the cab, and Godfrey, who had no desire that the cabman should overhear his conversation with Teresina, paid him off with a liberal largesse, and allowed him to go on his way rejoicing.

“Is it any use my again asking you to tell me your trouble?” he said to the girl beside him, when the vehicle had disappeared and a policeman had passed, after taking a long survey of them.

“Not in the least,” she answered. “Please do not ask me.”

“In that case, will you make me a promise, Teresina? If you will do so, I will ask no further questions for the present.”

“What is it I am to promise?”

“That you will not leave this house without first letting me know whither you are going?”

“I will do that,” she answered. “I will let you know when I leave this house.”

“Here is my card then. You had better take care of it. A letter or telegram will always find me. And now good-night, my poor girl. Remember, I am your friend.”

“Good-night, and may God bless you.”

So saying, she disappeared into the house, while he, in his turn, after taking the bearing of the house, in case he should want to find it again, set off in the opposite direction to that by which he had entered the street.

Meanwhile Teresina, choking down her sobs, climbed the stairs to the room she occupied in that ramshackle tenement. Unlocking the door, she entered and started to cross the floor in search of a box of matches she remembered having left upon the chimney-piece. She had not advanced more than three steps, however, before she was seized by the throat from behind, while at the same time a keen-bladed knife was driven, as far as the handle, between her shoulders, only to be withdrawn and thrust in again and again, until she fell with a little gasp upon the floor.

When her assassin had made sure that she was dead, he lit the gas and knelt beside her for a few minutes. Then he rose, placed something in a box upon the table, turned off the gas once more, picked up the box, and went out, relocking the door behind him.


CHAPTER VI
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AFTER LEAVING TERESINA, Godfrey made his way back to his hotel. As he strode along he meditated as to what he should do to help her. That the girl was in serious trouble, he had not the least doubt; but since she would not allow him to assist her in any form, what could he do?

He had been through a good deal that day, and by the time he reached his hotel he was quite worn out. The night porter who admitted him noticed his haggard appearance.

“You don’t look very well, sir,” he said, sympathetically; “is there anything I can do for you?”

“If you could manage to get me a brandy and soda, I should be very much obliged,” Godfrey said, as he dropped into one of the seats in the hall.

“I will do so with pleasure, sir,” the man replied, and disappeared at once in search of the refreshment, which he very soon brought back. Godfrey drank it off, and then announced his intention of proceeding at once to bed.

“Poor little Teresina!” he said to himself as he wound up his watch; “poor little girl, it seems a shame that she should suffer so!”

Little did he guess that at that moment Teresina’s troubles were over, that she would never know sorrow or poverty again.

Next morning he returned to Detwich by an early train. Though he had only been absent from it a little more than twenty-four hours, it seemed to him that he had been away for years.

“You look tired out, Godfrey,” said his mother, as they stood together in the hall.

“I did not have a very good night last night,” he said, “and I had a hard day’s running about yesterday. That is all. You needn’t worry about me, mother; I’m as strong as a horse.”

He went on to tell his mother of his meeting with Fensden, and informed her that the latter intended coming to stay with them next day.

“That will be very nice,” she said. “You will enjoy having him. I shall put him up in the south wing in order that he may be near you. The wall-papers are more subdued there. I know, of old, how he notices these things.”

“I don’t think he will bother himself very much about wall-papers,” said Godfrey, with a laugh. “He declares that he is so tired of travelling that the quiet of an English country house will brace him up again.”

“I have no doubt it will,” said the old lady: “I remember when your father took me to Paris for our honeymoon, the mere sound of the French language gave me a headache. I never hear it now without thinking of that time. And now tell me about Molly. Did she enjoy the play you took her to see?”

“Immensely,” he replied. “She sent her love to you, and bade me tell you that she would be very pleased to come over to meet Fensden on Saturday. I only hope that she won’t be knocked up by all this shopping.”

His mother shook her head.

“I don’t think you need have any fear on that score,” she said. “When a girl is about to be married to the man of her heart, the collection of her trousseau becomes a labour of love. She will make a beautiful bride, worthy of my boy. I can’t say more than that.”

“You shouldn’t say so much,” said Godfrey. “If your boy were to believe all the compliments you pay him, he would become insufferably conceited. And now I must go round and see how things have been progressing in my absence.”

The following morning witnessed Molly’s arrival at the Hall. It was the first time she had stayed there since her engagement, and in consequence she was received with rapturous delight by her lover. Though they had only been parted for a day, they seemed to have a hundred things to tell each other. There were, moreover, certain important matters to be discussed connected with the internal arrangements of the house of which she was so soon to be mistress. I believe, so infatuated was the young man that, had she expressed a desire to have the whole fabric pulled down, and rebuilt in another fashion, he would have set about the work at once.

“You are quite sure there is nothing else you would like to have done?” he asked, when they had made the tour of inspection, and were approaching to the drawing-room once more.



“You have done too much already,” she replied, looking affectionately at her lover. “I very much doubt if ever there was a girl so spoilt as I. You will have to make up for it by ruling me with a rod of iron afterward.”

“God forbid that I should ever do that,” he said seriously. “I hope I shall always be an indulgent husband to you.”

“Not too indulgent,” she said. “For my own sake, you must not be. I don’t want to be like a spoilt child.”

“You will never be that,” he said. “To me you will always be the most — —”

“Hush!” she said, holding up her finger in warning. “I think we must make it a rule to avoid every sort of compliment. I have had more than is good for me already.”

“I shall find it difficult to obey you, but I will try,” he returned. “And now come with me to the studio; I have one thing left to show you.”

“What is that?”

“You must wait and see for yourself,” he replied, and led the way through the conservatory to the room of which he had spoken. They found the easel covered with a cloth. This he drew aside.



“It is my present to you,” he said, referring to the picture he had revealed, “to be hung in your own room.”

“Oh, Godfrey, how good of you! What a splendid likeness!”

It was, in fact, a portrait of himself upon which he had been working hard ever since his engagement had been announced. He had intended it as a surprise, and in the pleasure he gave her, he felt that he had been amply repaid for the labour it had cost him.

“I shall treasure it all my life long,” she said, and rewarded him in a manner that would have turned many folks green with envy.

“And now,” she said, when she had gazed her full upon it, “I want you to show me a photograph of your friend, Mr. Fensden, if you have one. Remember I have no idea what he is like.”

“That can very easily be remedied,” he said. “I have a photo which was taken in Rome, and a small portrait that I painted myself.”

So saying, he crossed the room to his writing-table, and, having opened a drawer, took from it a packet of cabinet photographs. They were, for the most part, likenesses of old friends, and when he had selected one of Victor from the number, he placed it before her.

“So that is Mr. Fensden?” she said, seating herself in what he called his business chair.

For some moments she studied it attentively. Then she replaced it on the writing-table.

“Well, now that you have seen the portrait, what do you think of him?” Godfrey asked, as he turned over some canvases on the other side of the room.

“I scarcely know what to say,” she replied, slowly. “It is a refined face, a clever one, if you like; but, if I may be allowed to say what I think, there is something in it, I can not tell what, that I do not care about. I fancy the eyes are set a little too close together.” Then she added more quickly: “I hope I have not offended you, dear. I should not have spoken so candidly.”

“Why shouldn’t you?” he inquired. “Perhaps, now you speak of it, the eyes are a little too close together. But you must wait until you have seen the man himself before you judge him. I assure you he can be a charming companion.”

“I gathered as much from his photograph,” she answered, taking it up and looking at it again, “At what time does he arrive to-day?”

“In time for afternoon tea,” said Godfrey. “I am going to drive in to meet him.”

Molly made a little moue; with the selfishness of love, she did not approve of Godfrey leaving her, if only for so short a time. And, if the truth be confessed, I fear she was a little jealous of the man who was to be responsible for his absence. It is not always that a sweetheart is any too well disposed toward her lover’s bachelor friends. For some reason, Fensden’s photograph had prejudiced her against him. She was resolved to be just; but she felt convinced in her own mind that she would never be able to say that she really liked or trusted the man. She did not tell Godfrey this.

In accordance with the arrangements he had made, that afternoon, at about three o’clock, Godfrey drove off to the station to meet his friend. He was looking forward to seeing him, if only that he might show him how great was the difference between the sketch the other had drawn of his future wife that night in the desert, and the reality. I fancy if England had been searched through that day, a happier young man than the master of Detwich would have been difficult to find. Yet, though he could not guess it, the climax of his life was only a few hours’ distant.

As he drove along, he thought of Molly and the happiness that was to be his portion in the future. Then his thoughts turned to Teresina. While he had prospered in the world, she had lost what little happiness she had ever possessed. He determined to discuss her affairs with Fensden on the first available opportunity, when doubtless the latter would be able to suggest a way in which he might assist her. By the time he had arrived at this reflection, he had reached the station, and the groom was standing at the horse’s head. Having placed the reins under the patent clip, he descended from the cart and went on to the platform. The station-master saluted him respectfully, and informed him that the train had already been signalled. Indeed, the words had scarcely left that functionary’s lips before a whistle was heard in the cutting, and a moment later it came into view. As the train swept past him Godfrey caught a glimpse of the man he had come to meet, gathering together his travelling things, in a first-class carriage.



“How are you, my dear old fellow?” he cried, as he turned the handle of the door. “You don’t know how glad I am to see you! I am afraid you have had a cold journey. Let me take some of your things.”

Victor graciously permitted the other to assist him with his luggage, and then he himself descended from the carriage. They shook hands and afterward strolled in the direction of the gate. Victor was attired in a magnificent travelling ulster, and a neat deer-stalker’s hat. An orange-coloured tie peeped from the opening under his beard, and his hands were as daintily gloved as a lady’s. Altogether, as he walked down the platform, he presented as artistic a figure as Detwich had seen for a very long time.

“What have you been doing since I saw you?” Godfrey inquired as they took their places in the dog-cart.

“Repairing the ravages of time and Continental travel,” Victor replied, somewhat ambiguously. Then he added politely: “I hope Miss Devereux is well?”

“Very well, indeed,” said Godfrey, “and most anxious to see you. She has read your poems and has seen your portrait; all she requires now is to be introduced to the original.”

“In that case I fear she will be disappointed,” said Victor, with what was almost a sneer in his voice. “Since she is with you, I presume your mother and sister are at the Hall. Do they look forward to the idea of turning out?”

“They are a pair of foolish women who would do anything, or give up anything in order to make me happy,” the other replied. “As a matter of fact, I don’t know that they altogether mind. They both prefer London, and when they return from their travels, I believe it is their intention to take a flat and settle down somewhere in the neighbourhood of Kensington.”

“While you are assimilating the bucolic virtues. Well, it’s a pretty picture, and if I had fifteen thousand a year and a fine estate I might be tempted to do the same. As I haven’t the money or the property I remain what I am.”

“And that is?”

“A trifler,” Victor replied, with unusual bitterness. “One who might have done and who did not — who dropped the substance in an attempt to grasp the shadow.”



“Nonsense,” said Godfrey, who did not like to hear his friend abuse himself in this fashion. “If you are going to talk like that I shall have to prescribe a long dose of country air.”

Then, in an attempt to change the other’s thoughts, he talked of their travels together, and of the curious characters they had met, which lasted until they had passed through the lodge gates and were well on their way across the park. Even in the sombreness of winter the place looked very beautiful, and Victor expressed himself delighted with it.

“I had no idea it was so fine,” he said, as they swept round the drive and came into view of the house. “I can very well understand your liking for a country life when you possess an estate like this. Your uncle did you a kind action when he made you his heir.”

“Nobody is more sensible of that fact than I am,” Godfrey replied. “I only wish I could let the old fellow know how grateful I am. I often think that during his lifetime he was disappointed in me because I took to painting instead of becoming a country gentleman. I wonder what he would say if he could see me now? I don’t know what you may think, but to my mind there are times when one likes to imagine that the dead are near us.”

Victor gave a violent start, followed by a shiver.

“Good Heavens! What an idea!” he cried. Then, dropping back into his old cynical tone, he continued: “I am afraid that if your idea were possible our human affairs would become somewhat complicated. For my own part I am quite content that the matter should stand as it is.”

As he finished speaking they drew up before the steps and the two men descended from the cart. The ladies were waiting in the hall to receive them.

“How do you do, Mr. Fensden?” said Mrs. Henderson, coming forward to meet him. “It is a long time since we have met, and you have been a great traveller in the meantime.”

“Thanks to your son,” said Victor as he took her hand. “How do you do, Miss Kitty? Events advance too quickly with all of us, but they seem to have taken giant strides with you.”

“You mean that when last we met I was still on the other side of that line which is only crossed by a girl when she performs the mysterious operation called ‘putting her hair up,’” answered that sharp-tongued young lady.

“Now, Victor,” said Godfrey, when Kitty had been annihilated, “let me have the pleasure of introducing you to Miss Devereux.”

The couple bowed to each other, and Victor offered her his congratulations.

“And now you must come and have your tea,” said Mrs. Henderson, hospitably. “You must need it, I am sure, after your long journey.”

“Or perhaps you would prefer something more substantial,” put in Godfrey. “I noticed that you shivered as we came up the drive.”

“I really think I should,” said Victor. “After the warmth of the East our English winters are not to be trifled with.”

Godfrey led the way to the dining-room and placed the spirit-stand before his friend.

“I don’t think I have ever been so cold in my life before,” said Victor, as he poured out an amount of brandy for himself that made Godfrey open his eyes in astonishment, for he had always looked upon the other as an exceedingly temperate man.

“Now, tell me, would you prefer to see your room first?” Godfrey inquired, when the other had tossed off his refreshment, “or shall we join the ladies?”

“Perhaps I had better make myself presentable first,” Victor answered, glancing complacently at himself in the mirror above the chimney-piece.

Godfrey accordingly led the way to the room which had been set apart for his friend’s use, and to which the latter’s luggage had been conveyed. It was a pleasant apartment, looking out on what was called the Ladies’ Garden, and thence across the park to a high and wooded hill. Victor went to the window and studied the prospect.

“You have a charming home,” he said, with what was almost a sigh; “you are about to marry a beautiful girl; you have wealth, success, and everything else that can make life worth living, Godfrey. You should be a happy man.”

“I am happy,” Godfrey replied, “and, please God, I’ll do my best to make others so. And that reminds me, Victor, I want to have a talk with you. Do you know that on Thursday night I met Teresina in the Strand?”

Victor had turned from the window, and was brushing his hair at the time. As he heard what Godfrey said, the brush fell from his hand upon the floor. As he picked it up and continued his toilet, he said in surprise:

“Teresina in London? Surely you must have been mistaken. I thought she was still in Naples?”

“She is in London,” Godfrey repeated. “I could not have been mistaken, for I spoke to her.”

“At what time did you see her?”

“Just about midnight,” his friend replied.

“Are you aware that the signora is dead and that Teresina is married?”

“How should I be likely to?” said Victor. “You know that I have not seen her since I bade her good-bye in your studio before we went abroad. And so the pretty model is married? Well, I suppose the proper thing to say is that one hopes that she will be happy.”

“But she is not happy, far from it. Her husband as well as her mother is dead.”

“I believe there are some wives who would consider that fact to be not altogether a matter for sorrow. But what makes you think that Teresina is unhappy?”

“Because she told me so, though she would not tell me anything further. The poor girl seemed in terrible distress.”

“And you gave her money, I suppose?” said Victor. “That is usually the way one soothes trouble of her kind. I hope she was grateful.”

“I wish to goodness you wouldn’t be so cynical,” said Godfrey, almost losing his temper. “I wanted to help her, but she would not let me. Every time I offered my assistance she implored me to leave her. She broke down altogether when we reached her house.”

“Then you took her home?” said the other. “Do you think that was wise?”

“Why should I not have done so?”

“Well, you see,” said Victor, putting his brushes back into their case, “circumstances have somewhat changed with you. Miss Devereux might not altogether approve.”

“Miss Devereux is too good and kind a girl to object to my doing what I could to comfort an old friend in trouble.”

“But when that old friend in trouble happens to be an extremely beautiful girl the situation becomes slightly changed. However, don’t think that I am endeavouring to interfere. And now shall we go downstairs?”



“But, confound it, Victor, you don’t mean to say that you take no more interest in Teresina’s fate than this? I thought you liked her as much as I did.”

“Mon cher ami,” said Victor, rearranging his tie before the glass, “that is scarcely fair, either to yourself or to me. Have you forgotten a little discussion we had together, and which eventually resulted in our leaving England for a time? Had you not taken such an interest in Teresina then, I doubt very much whether I should have seen Cairo or Jerusalem, or a lot of other places. But still, my dear fellow, if there is anything I can do to help your old model you may be sure I shall be only too glad to do it.”

“I knew you would,” said Godfrey, placing his hand affectionately on the other’s shoulder. “We must talk it over some time and see what can be done. It will never do to let her go on as she is now.”

“You have no idea, I suppose, of the origin of the trouble?”

“Not the least. She would tell me nothing. She tried to make me believe that she had plenty of work, and that she did not stand in need of any assistance. I knew better, however.”



“And where is she living?”

“In Burford Street, off the Tottenham Court Road. It is a miserable place, mainly occupied by foreigners. The house is on the right-hand side.”

“Very well,” said Victor. “When I go back to town I will look her up. It will be hard if we can’t arrange something.”

Then they descended the stairs together and entered the drawing-room.

“My dear Godfrey, are you aware that you will have one wife in a hundred?” said Kitty, pointing to a table on which some twenty packages of all sizes, shapes, and descriptions were arranged.

“How so?” said Godfrey. “What new virtue have you discovered in her?”

“I have found that she can subordinate curiosity to a sense of duty,” said the young lady. “These presents arrived for you just after you left for the station, and yet she would not open them herself or allow me to do so until you returned. I have been consumed with a mad desire to explore them, particularly that foreign-looking box at the end.”

“Well, your curiosity shall very soon be satisfied,” he said. “But we must begin with the most important-looking packages.”



“Let us pray that there are no more Apostle spoons, serviette-rings, or silver sweet-dishes,” said Molly. “We have already some two dozen of each.”

Package after package was opened in its turn and the contents displayed. As they were for the most part presents to the bridegroom individually, they were mainly of a nature suited to his tastes: hunting flasks, silver sandwich cases, cigar and cigarette holders, and articles of a similar description. At last they came to the curious-looking box to which Kitty had referred. It was oblong in shape, and bore the name of a Vienna firm stamped on the end. It was tied with cord, and the label was addressed in an uneducated handwriting to “Mr. Godfrey Henderson, Detwich Hall, Detwich, Midlandshire.”

In his own mind he had no doubt that it emanated from Teresina, who, as he was aware, had been informed as to his approaching marriage. Having untied the cord, he prized the lid, which was nailed down, with a dagger paper-knife, which he took from a table close at hand. An unpleasant odour immediately permeated the room. A folded sheet of newspaper covered the contents, whatever they were, and this Godfrey removed, only to spring back with a cry of horror. In the box, the fingers tightly interlaced, were two tiny hands, which had been severed from the body, to which they had once belonged, at the wrist.


CHAPTER VII
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IT WOULD BE impossible to picture, with any hope of success, the horror which accompanied the ghastly discovery described at the end of the previous chapter. Save for the cries of the ladies, who shrank from the box and covered their faces with their hands, and a muttered ejaculation from Godfrey, some seconds elapsed before any one spoke. Fensden was the first to recover his presence of mind. Picking up the sheet of paper which had fallen to the ground, he covered the box with it, thus shutting out all sight of the dreadful things it contained.

“Perhaps it would be as well, ladies, if you were to leave the room,” he said. “Godfrey and I must talk this matter over, and consider how we are to act.”

“Come, mother,” said Kitty, and she led the old lady in a semi-fainting condition from the room, closely followed by Molly.

When the door had closed behind them, Godfrey spoke for the first time.

“Good Heavens, Victor!” he said. “What does this mean? Am I mad or dreaming?”

“I fear it is no dream,” replied the other. “Who could have done it? Is it a case of murder, or what? Did you recognise the — the hands?”

Godfrey crossed to the chimney-piece and covered his face. A suspicion, so terrible that he dared not put it into words, was fast taking possession of him.

“Come, come,” said Victor, crossing to him, and placing his hands upon his shoulder, “we must look this matter squarely in the face. Be a man, and help me. The upshot may be even more serious than we suppose. Once more I ask you, did you recognise what you saw?”

“I fear so,” said Godfrey, very slowly, as if he were trying to force himself to speak. “There was a little scar, the result of a burn, half-an-inch or so above the knuckle of the second finger of the right hand.”

He had painted those beautiful hands too often not to remember that scar. Without a word, he crossed to the table in the middle of the room upon which the box stood, surrounded by the cases containing the other wedding presents, and once more removing the lid and the paper, carefully examined what he saw there. No, God help him! there could be no sort of doubt about it; the hands were those of Teresina Cardi, his model and friend. When he had satisfied himself as to their identity, he closed the box and turned to Fensden once more.

“It is too horrible,” he said; “but what does it mean? Why should the murderer have sent the hands to me in this dreadful way?”

“That is what I have been asking myself,” Fensden replied. “The man, whoever he was, must have borne you a fiendish grudge to have done such a thing. Is there anything about the box that will afford a clew as to the identity of the sender? Let us look.”

He examined the box carefully, but, beyond the printed name of the firm who had originally used it, there was nothing that could serve as a clew. It had come by train from Euston, and had been sent off on the previous evening. That for the present was all there was to know about it.

“Once more, what are we to do?” inquired Fensden.

“Communicate with the police,” said Godfrey. “In the meantime, I think I will send a note to my future father-in-law, asking him to come over. I should like to have his help and support in the matter.”

“A very proper course,” said his companion. “I don’t think you could do better. I should send a man away at once.”

Accordingly Godfrey went to a writing-table in the corner of the room, and wrote the letter, then rang the bell, and bade the servant who answered it see that the note was despatched without delay. When the man had disappeared, he turned to Fensden once more. “And now,” he said, “I think it would be better if we removed the box to the studio.”

They did so, by way of the new conservatory, of which mention has been made elsewhere. Then, in something less than an hour, Godfrey’s future father-in-law arrived. Godfrey received him in his studio, and introduced Fensden to him as an old friend.

“It is very good of you to come so quickly, Sir Vivian,” he said, motioning him to a chair. “I took the liberty of sending for you because I want your advice in a very serious matter. How serious it is you will understand when you have heard what we have to tell you. We have had a terrible experience, and I am not quite sure that I am capable of looking at the matter in a temperate light at present.”

“You alarm me, my dear boy,” said the old gentleman. “What can have happened? Tell me everything, and let me see if I can help you.”

“If I am to do that, I must tell you a story. It will simplify matters, and it won’t take very long. As you are aware, before my uncle’s death, I might have been described as a struggling artist. I was painting my biggest work at that time, and was most anxious to find a model for the central figure. I had hunted London over, but without success, when Mr. Fensden here happened to discover an Italian model whom he thought might be of use to me. I saw her, and immediately secured her services. In company with her mother, she had been in England for some little time, and was glad to accept my offer of employment. When the picture was finished and hung, I still retained her services, because I liked the girl and found her useful to me in some other work I had on hand. Then my uncle died, and I came into the estate. Mr. Fensden and I immediately agreed to travel, and we accordingly set off together for Egypt and the East, intending to be away about a year. At the same time, it must be borne in mind, the girl and her mother had returned to Italy. While we were at Luxor, I received a letter from her, forwarding me her address in Naples, in case I might desire to communicate with her concerning future work. Some three weeks later my mother was taken ill, and I was telegraphed for to come home at once. I left Port Said in a mail steamer, intending to take the overland express from Naples to England. Having some hours to spend in the latter city, I thought there could be no harm in my discovering the mother and daughter. I did so, we dined together at a small restaurant, and went on to the Opera afterward.”

“You did not tell me that,” said Fensden, quickly.

“I did not deem it necessary,” said Godfrey. “I should have done so when we came to discuss the matter at greater length. But to continue my story. After the Opera I escorted them back to their dwelling, but I did not enter. On my way to my hotel afterward, I was nearly stabbed by a lover of my former model, a man, so she had informed me, who was extremely jealous of any one who spoke to her. Fortunately for me, he did not succeed in his attempt. I knocked him down, and took his dagger from him.”

As he said this, he took the small poniard, with which the Italian had attempted his life, from a drawer, and handed it to the old gentleman.

“Next morning I left Naples, to find, on reaching England, that my mother was decidedly better, and I need not have abandoned my tour. Then I met your daughter, fell in love with her, and in due course our engagement was announced. From the moment I said good-bye to her in Naples, until last Thursday night, I had neither seen nor heard anything of or from my former model.”

“You saw her on Thursday night?” repeated the old gentleman. “In that case she must have returned to England?”

“Yes,” Godfrey replied. “It was after the theatre, and when I had seen Lady Devereux and Molly to their carriage. I was walking down the Strand in search of a cab to take me back to my hotel, when I met her. She recognised me at once, and informed me that her mother was dead, that she had married, she did not say whom, and that her husband was also dead. Though she seemed in great distress, for reasons of her own she would not let me help her. Feeling that she ought not to be in the streets at such an hour, I took a cab and drove her to her home, which was a house in a narrow street leading out of the Tottenham Court Road. I bade her good-bye on the pavement, and having once more vainly endeavoured to induce her to let me help her, walked back to my hotel.”

As he said this, he crossed to the table on which the box had been placed, and once more removed the lid and paper.

“A number of wedding presents have arrived to-day,” he continued, “and this box came with them. We opened it, and you may see for yourself what it contained.”

Sir Vivian approached the table and looked into the box, only to start back with an exclamation of horror. His usually rubicund face turned ashen gray.

“My dear boy, this is more terrible than I supposed!” he gasped. “What does it mean?”

“I am afraid that it means murder,” said Godfrey, very quietly. “My poor little Italian friend has been brutally murdered, by whom we have yet to discover. But why these hands of hers should have been sent to me, I can not for the life of me understand.”



“Are you sure they are her hands?”

“Quite sure. There can be no doubt about it. Both Fensden and I recognised them at once.”

“One thing is certain: the man who committed this dreadful deed must have been jealous of you, and have heard of your kindness to the girl. Is there any one you suspect?”

“I have it,” said Fensden, suddenly, before Godfrey could answer. “The man in Naples, the lover who tried to assassinate you. He is the man, or I am much mistaken. We have the best of reasons for knowing that he was in love with her, and that he would not be likely to stop at murder. If he would have killed you, why should he not have killed her? You told me upstairs, when we were speaking of her distress, that the street was occupied by foreigners; what is more likely, therefore, than that he should have lived there too? Possibly, and very probably, he was her husband.”

“But she told me her husband was dead,” Godfrey asserted.

“She may have had some reason for saying so,” Fensden replied. “There are a hundred theories to account for her words. It is as likely as not that she did not want you to see him. He is a Neapolitan. For all we know to the contrary he may be an Anarchist, and in hiding. She might have been afraid that if you saw him it would lead to his arrest.”

“There certainly seems a good deal of probability in Mr. Fensden’s theory,” said Sir Vivian; “but the best course for you to adopt appears clear to me. You must at once communicate with the police and cause inquiries to be made. I have seen no mention in the papers of a woman’s body having been found under such circumstances. The discovery of a body so mutilated would have been certain to have attracted a considerable amount of public attention.”

“I think you are right,” said Godfrey, after a moment’s hesitation. “In the meantime what are we to do with these poor relics?”

“They must be handed over to the police,” said Sir Vivian. “It is only through them that we can hope to unravel the mystery. If I were you I should send for the head constable at once and give them into his charge.” Then he added kindly: “I can not tell you how sorry I am, Godfrey, for your trouble. It must be a terrible blow to you.”



“No one can tell what a blow it is, Sir Vivian,” said Godfrey in a husky voice. “A more cruel murder has never stained the annals of crime. The girl was an honest, kindly creature, and that she should have met her death in this manner shocks me inexpressibly. If any reward can secure the arrest of the murderer I will gladly pay it. No effort on my part shall be wanting to bring him to justice.”

“You may be sure that he is a cunning fellow,” said Fensden, “and that his plans were deeply laid. For my own part, if I were you I should place it in the hands of Scotland Yard and patiently await the result. You may be quite sure that they will do all in their power, and if they can not bring about his arrest, nobody else will be able to do so.”

“Even if they do not succeed in capturing him I should not abandon the search,” said Godfrey. “Poor little Teresina shall not go unavenged. There must be several private detectives in London who know their business almost as well as the officials of Scotland Yard. I will find the cleverest of them and put them on the trail without delay. If a promise of a thousand pounds can stimulate him to greater exertions it shall be paid.”

“You will be only throwing your money away,” said Fensden. “He will be paid by the hour, with expenses, and he will fool you with bogus clews from first to last.”

“I must risk that,” Godfrey replied.

A message was thereupon despatched to the head of the local constabulary, who very soon put in an appearance at the Hall. He was a little man, with a pompous manner and a great idea of his own importance. It appeared to be his opinion that Detwich was the centre of civilization, and he the custodian of its peace and safety. On his arrival he was shown into the studio, where he found the three gentlemen waiting for him. He saluted Sir Vivian with the deepest servility, Godfrey respectfully, and Victor Fensden good-naturedly, as if the latter, not being a landowner in the district, was not entitled to anything more than a nod.

“We have sent for you, Griffin,” said Sir Vivian, “in order to inform you that a serious crime has been committed, not in this neighbourhood, but in London.”

“A good many serious crimes happen there every day, Sir Vivian,” remarked the official. “May I ask the nature of this particular one?”

“Nothing short of murder!” Sir Vivian replied; “and as Mr. Henderson here has been brought into it we have adopted the course of sending for you at once in order that you may acquaint the proper authorities.”

“A very proper proceeding, sir, I have no doubt,” said the officer, diving his hand into his pocket and producing a pencil and an enormous pocket-book. “I shall be glad, sir, if you will give me the particulars.”

For the third time that afternoon Godfrey told his story, while the officer made notes. By the time the contents of the box were shown to him the man’s interest was thoroughly aroused. It had always been his ambition to be mixed up in some big affair, and now his chance had come. That being so, he was resolved to make the most of it.

“There can be no doubt, sir,” he said, addressing Sir Vivian, “that it is likely to be a very serious matter. So far as I can understand, the disappearance of the woman has not been noticed, nor has her body been discovered. I will report the facts of the case to Scotland Yard at once, and in the meantime I will take possession of this box and its contents. So far as I can see at present it doesn’t look as if it should be very difficult to lay our hands upon the murderer.”



“In that case, I suppose your opinion tallies with ours,” said Fensden, who had just started another cigarette. “You suspect the Neapolitan lover.”

“I do, sir,” the man replied with dignity, as if his suspicions were not things to be treated lightly. “I only wish I had the conducting of this case throughout. But, there, I suppose it will go elsewhere and others will get the credit of the job. There is nothing else you wish to see me about, I suppose, gentlemen?”

“I think not,” said Godfrey. “But I should be glad if you would let us know all that goes on. As I have told you, the poor girl was an old friend, and her cruel death is naturally a great blow to me.”

“I will let you know as soon as I hear anything,” the man replied. “I shall telegraph to Scotland Yard as soon as I get back to the station, and I expect they will be on the move within the hour. Let me see that I have got the name and address right, sir. Teresina Cardi, No. 16, Burford Street, Tottenham Court Road. That is correct, I suppose?”

“Quite correct,” said Godfrey. “It is a tall house and there is a lamp-post exactly opposite the door.”



These additional facts having been duly noted, the officer was about to withdraw, when the butler entered with the evening papers. He handed them to his master, who made as though he would place them on one side, as being irrelevant to the matter at issue, when Sir Vivian stopped him.

“One moment,” he said. “Before you go, Griffin, let us make sure that there is no reference in the evening papers to the crime. Will you look, or shall I?”

In answer Godfrey opened the first paper. It was as well that he did so, for on the middle page was this announcement in large type:

TERRIBLE MURDER OF A GIRL!

REVOLTING DETAILS!

“I thought as much,” said the police officer in a tone of bitter disappointment. “Just my luck again. I was in hopes of being able to put them on the scent, but it seems that they have found it out without me. Might I be so bold, sir, as to ask what it says?”

“I will read the account,” said Godfrey.

“At an early hour this morning it was reported to the authorities at Scotland Yard that a murder of an unusual nature had been committed in the vicinity of the Tottenham Court Road. The victim is an Italian woman, known as Teresina Cardi, an artist’s model, who, it is stated, has been living in the house in Burford Street, in which her body was discovered, for upward of a fortnight. It might be mentioned that the house is let out in flats, the occupants being in the main of foreign nationality. The girl herself was of a reserved disposition, and did not associate with the other tenants of the building. She was last seen alive at seven o’clock on the evening of Thursday, when she was observed descending the stairs dressed for going out. The hour of her return is not known, nor was her absence remarked on Friday. Early on Saturday morning, however, the occupant of a neighbouring room, a German cabinet-maker, named Otto Grunther, noticed a small stream of dark-red fluid under the door. His suspicions being aroused, he informed the owner of the house of what he had seen, who called in the assistance of the policeman on the beat. Together they ascended to the room in question to find that the door was securely locked. Their knocks having elicited no response, a key was obtained and the door opened. On entering the room it was discovered that the woman was lying dead upon the floor between the table and the door. Her throat was cut and she had been stabbed in several places. More horrible still, her hands had been severed at the wrists and were missing. Though the police are naturally reticent as to the matter, we are led to believe that they have not succeeded in finding a clew. Needless to say the revolting crime has caused a great sensation in the neighbourhood.”

“Later News. — Up to the moment of going to press, the most diligent inquiries have been made by our own representatives as to the identity of the murdered woman. Teresina Cardi, it would appear, sat as a model for the central figure in Mr. Godfrey Henderson’s famous picture ‘A Woman of the People,’ which attracted so much attention in the Royal Academy Exhibition of last year. She was a Neapolitan by birth, but has spent a considerable time in this country. It has also come to light that on the evening in question she returned home shortly after midnight and was seen talking to a gentleman in evening dress on the pavement in front of the house.

“The police hope very shortly to be able to discover the identity of this mysterious individual, when doubtless further light will be thrown upon the tragedy.”



“Good Heavens!” said Godfrey. “They surely don’t think that I know anything more about it than I have said?”

“You must set the matter right without delay,” said Sir Vivian. “Does it say when the inquest will be held?”

“On Monday,” Godfrey replied, after he had once more consulted the paper.

“Then you had better communicate with the coroner at once, telling him that you are the person referred to, and offering him all the information it is in your power to give. You owe it to yourself, as well as the community at large, to do this at once.”

“I will do so to-night,” Godfrey replied. “In the meantime, Griffin, you will communicate with Scotland Yard yourself and tell them what we have discovered. The man who murdered her must have seen us together that night, and in the madness of his jealousy have sent the evidence of his crime on to me.”

When he had wrapped up the horrible box the police officer took his departure, leaving the others to discuss the matter and to endeavour to come to some understanding about it. At last, when there was nothing further to be said, Godfrey proposed that they should go in search of the ladies. He had scarcely opened the door of the studio, however, when there was the sound of a heavy fall. Turning round, he discovered that Victor Fensden had fallen in a dead faint upon the floor.


CHAPTER VIII
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IN THE PREVIOUS chapter I described to you how Victor Fensden had fallen in a dead faint just at the moment when the gentlemen were about to go in search of the ladies, in order to reassure them after the terrible shock they had received. Immediately on hearing his friend fall, Godfrey hurried to his assistance, asking Sir Vivian meanwhile to go in search of brandy. The latter had scarcely left the room, however, before Victor opened his eyes.

“My dear old fellow,” said Godfrey, “I am indeed thankful to see that you are better. I knew very well that this terrible business had upset you more than you were willing to admit. Never mind, it will all be put right in the end. How do you feel now?”

“Much better,” Victor replied. “I can not think what it was that caused me to make such an idiot of myself.”

At this moment Sir Vivian returned with a glass of brandy and water. Victor sipped a little.



He had not been feeling well of late, he explained, and this shock, coming on the top of certain other worries, had unmanned him altogether.

“This has been a terrible day,” said Godfrey, “and a poor welcome for you to Detwich. Now, perhaps, you would rather rest a little before joining the others.”

“I think I should prefer to do so,” said Victor, and he accordingly retired to his room, while Sir Vivian and Godfrey went on to explain matters as best they could to the ladies, who were in the dining-room, awaiting their return with such patience as they could command.

“My dear boy,” said Mrs. Henderson, hastening forward to greet Godfrey as he entered the room, “you must know how we all feel for you. This has been a terrible experience. Have you been able to arrive at any understanding of it?”

“I think I can,” said Godfrey, who dreaded another explanation. “It will be time enough, however, for me to explain later on. It is sufficient at present to say that a terrible murder has been committed in London, and that the assassin, knowing that I had endeavoured to be a good friend to his victim, has played a ghastly practical joke upon me. As you may suppose, the circumstance has upset me terribly; and when I tell you that you will make me happier if you will spare me further conversation upon the subject for the present, I am sure you will do so.”

“I think it would be better,” said Sir Vivian. “We have placed the matter in the hands of the police, and I am sure that Griffin will do all that lies in his power to prevent Godfrey from being unduly worried by the affair.”

Godfrey felt a small hand steal into his.

“I am so sorry for you,” whispered Molly.

The touch of her soft warm hand was infinitely soothing to him. It did him more good than any amount of verbal sympathy.

“But where is Mr. Fensden?” inquired Mrs. Henderson.

“The shock has proved too much for him,” Sir Vivian explained. “He informed Godfrey that he would prefer to go to his room to rest for a while. I have never met your friend before, Godfrey, but I should say that he is not very strong.”

“I am afraid he is not,” the other replied, and the subject dropped.

A quarter of an hour later Sir Vivian announced his intention of returning home, and when his carriage had come round, took Godfrey on one side.

“Keep up a stout heart, my boy,” he said. “The man who committed the crime will certainly be captured before very long, and then the poor girl will be avenged.”

Then the kindly old gentleman drove away. When he had seen him depart, Godfrey went into the house and made his way upstairs to inquire after Fensden’s welfare. Somewhat to his surprise, he found him apparently quite himself once more.

“I can not think what made me behave in that foolish fashion,” said Victor, as he rose from the sofa on which he had been lying. “I am not given to fainting fits. Forgive me, old fellow, won’t you?”

“There is nothing to forgive,” said Godfrey.

As he spoke the dressing gong sounded, and after having asked Fensden whether he would prefer to come down, or to have his meal sent to him, and having received an answer to the first in the affirmative, Godfrey left him, and proceeded along the passage to his own room. When he reached it he passed to the further end and stood before the original sketch of his famous picture, “A Woman of the People.” It was only a mere study, roughly worked out; but whatever else it may have been, it was at least a good likeness of the hapless Teresina.

“And to think that that beautiful face is now cold in death,” he said to himself, “and that the brute who murdered her is still at large. God grant that it may be in my power to bring him to justice!”

Before he dressed, he sat down at his writing-table and composed a letter to the coroner, informing him of all he knew of the case, and promising him that he would be present at the inquest in order to give any evidence that might be in his power to supply. It was only when he had finished the letter and sealed it that he felt that he had done a small portion of his duty toward the dead. He also wrote to his solicitor giving him an account of the affair, and telling him that he would call upon him on Monday, prior to the inquest, in order to discuss the matter with him.

Then he rang for his valet and gave instructions that the letters should be posted without fail that evening. Then he began to dress with a heart as heavy as lead. He remembered how much he had been looking forward to this dinner ever since the idea had first occurred to him. In his own mind he had endeavoured to picture the first meal that Victor and his betrothed should take together. He had imagined his friend doing his best to amuse Molly with his half-cynical, half-burlesque conversation, with Kitty chiming in at intervals with her sharp rejoinders, while he and his mother listened in quiet enjoyment of their raillery. How different the meal was likely to prove!

His dressing completed, he descended to the drawing-room, where he had the good fortune to find Molly alone. It was plain that she had been there long enough to read the evening paper, for there was a look of horror upon her face as she came forward to meet her lover.

“Godfrey, darling,” she said, “I see by this paper that a terrible murder has been committed in the neighbourhood of the Tottenham Court Road, and that the victim was once your model. I can now understand why it has affected you so much. Those hands were hers, were they not? I see also that it says that some one, a gentleman in evening dress, was seen talking to her about midnight on the pavement outside her house. Do you think that that man had anything to do with the crime?”

“I am quite sure he had not,” Godfrey answered. “For the simple reason that that man happened to be myself.”

“Yourself? You, Godfrey?” she inquired, looking up at him with startled eyes. “But that was the night on which we were at the theatre together?”

“Yes, dear, the same night,” he answered. “Perhaps it would be better if I were to tell you the whole story.”

“Tell me nothing more than you wish,” she said. “I am content to trust you in everything. If I did not, my love would scarcely be worth having, would it?”

And then he told her of his association with the unhappy woman; told her of Teresina’s sorrow, and of his own desire to assist her. Molly’s heart was touched as she listened.

“You were right,” she said, “to try and help her, poor girl! If I had known, I would have endeavoured to have done something for her for your sake. Now, unhappily, it is too late. But you must not think too much of it, Godfrey dear. Try to put it away from you, if only for a time.”



At this moment Victor Fensden entered the room. It was plain that he had recovered his former spirits. He apologized in an easy fashion for his weakness of the afternoon, and ascribed it to his recent travels, which, he said, had proved too much for his enfeebled constitution.

“I am not like Godfrey, Miss Devereux,” he said. “He seems capable of bearing any amount of fatigue, plays cricket and football, tennis and golf, while on a summer’s day I sometimes find it impossible even to lift my head.”

It was a sad little party that sat down to dinner that evening. Godfrey was in the lowest spirits, and Molly was quiet in consequence. Fensden was accepted, on his own showing, for an invalid, Mrs. Henderson was naturally of a silent disposition, while Kitty, finding that her efforts were unappreciated, lapsed into silence after a time, and thus added to the general gloom. After dinner there were music and polite conversation in the drawing-room until ten o’clock, followed by a retirement to the billiard-room for a game at pool. It did not prove a success, however. No one had any heart for the game, and before the first three lives had been lost it was voted failure, and the cues were accordingly replaced in the rack. The memory of two white hands, tightly clinched in despair, rose continually before every eye, and when, at half-past ten, Mrs. Henderson proposed that they should retire for the night, every one accepted the situation with a feeling that was very near akin to relief.

The next day was scarcely better. For the first time since he had been master of the house Godfrey rose early on a Sunday morning, and, having ordered his dog-cart, drove into the village. It was scarcely seven o’clock when he reached the police-station to discover that the head constable had not yet risen from his bed. He waited in the small office while the other dressed, finding what consolation he could in a case above the chimney-piece in which several sets of manacles were displayed. The constable in charge was plainly overwhelmed by the squire’s presence, and to cover his confusion poked the fire almost continuously. At last, after what seemed like an hour, Griffin put in an appearance, and with many apologies invited Godfrey to accompany him to his own private sanctum where breakfast was being laid.

“It’s the first time for many a long day that I have overslept myself, sir,” he hastened to remark; “but I have been so thinking of this ‘ere case that I did not get to sleep until this morning, and I am mortal sorry, sir, that I should have kept you waiting.”

“You have communicated with Scotland Yard, of course?” said Godfrey, after the other had finished his apology.

“I telegraphed to them last night, sir, and forwarded my written report at the same time. The post isn’t in yet, sir, but I expect I shall get some instructions when it comes.”

He visibly swelled with importance as he made this remark. He felt that in having the Squire of Detwich for his ally he could scarcely fail to be noticed, particularly when the most valuable evidence in the case would be given by the gentleman in question.

Finding that the man had no further news to give him, Godfrey drove sorrowfully home again, feeling that both his early rising and his visit to the village were alike of no avail. All through the service in the little church afterward, despite the fact that Molly worshipped beside him for the first time, he was ill at ease. Victor had excused himself from attending the service on the plea of a bad headache, saying he would go for a walk instead. When they emerged from the sacred edifice afterward Sir Vivian took his place by Godfrey’s side.

“You have heard nothing more, I suppose?” he asked. “Griffin promised to communicate with you at once on receipt of any intelligence, did he not?”

“He did,” said Godfrey. “But when I saw him at the station this morning there was nothing to tell. In any case I go up to town to-morrow morning, when I shall first call upon my own solicitor, to whom I have already written, and afterward attend the inquest as I have promised. Fensden says he’s coming up, too, in order that any evidence he may have to give may be accepted.”

“One moment, Godfrey,” said the old gentleman, stopping him and allowing the others to go on ahead. “I am going to put a question to you which may probably offend you. But whether it does or does not, it must be asked.”

“Anything you ask me, sir, you may be sure will not offend me,” said Godfrey. “What is this particular question?”

“I want to know how long you have known your friend?” the old man inquired. “You see I am going to be perfectly candid with you. You may think me absurd when I say so, but I have come to the conclusion that Mr. Fensden does not like you.”

“In that case, sir, I am sure you are mistaken,” said Godfrey. “Victor and I were at school together, and we have been companions ever since. He may be a little cynical in his humour, and inclined to be affected in his dress and speech, but, believe me, in his inmost heart he is a thoroughly good fellow.”

Sir Vivian was silent for a moment.

“If that is so,” he went on, “then I am wrong in my conclusions. I must confess, however, that I was not favourably impressed with Mr. Fensden yesterday. I noticed that when he was looking at you and you were not watching him, there was a curious expression upon his face that was either one of malice or something very like it. If I were asked my opinion about this affair I should say that he knew more about it than you and I put together, and more than he either cares, or is going, to tell.”

“I can not help disagreeing with you, sir,” said Godfrey, warming in defence of his friend. “I happen to know that Victor has not seen Teresina since the day we left England. It was he who induced me to get rid of her because he was afraid that she, being a pretty woman, might possibly induce me to fall in love with her. You see, I am quite candid with you.”

“I am glad that you are,” the other rejoined. “Nevertheless obstinacy is proverbially an old man’s failing, and I still adhere to my opinion concerning the gentleman in question. Whether I am right or wrong time will prove. In the meantime you say that you go up to town to-morrow morning.”

“Yes, to-morrow morning, first thing,” said Godfrey. “We shall leave Detwich by the 10.18.”

“In that case I am going to ask a favour of you,” said the other. “Will you allow me to accompany you? Remember that, as you are going to marry my daughter, your interests are, and must be, as my own.”

“I shall be only too glad if you will come, sir,” said Godfrey, gratefully. “It is a kindness I did not like to ask of you. I am sure it will make Molly happier to know that you are with me, while it will prove to the world, if such a proof is needed, that you believe my interest in this miserable affair to be only what I have stated it to be.”



“We all believe that, Godfrey, of course,” Sir Vivian replied. “The man who thinks otherwise would be insane. And now we turn off here. It is agreed, therefore, that we meet at the railway station to-morrow morning and go up to town together?”

“With all my heart, sir,” Godfrey replied, and then the kindly old gentleman turned off with his wife at the path that led across the fields to the court. When they were out of sight Godfrey informed Molly of her father’s decision.

“With father and Mr. Fensden beside you, the newspapers will not dare to hint at anything more.”

Then for the first time in his life Godfrey felt a vague distrust of Victor Fensden.

He put the suspicion from him, however, as being not only dishonourable to his friend, but also to himself.

“I have known Victor for a good many years,” he muttered, “and I should surely be familiar with his character by this time.”

Yet, despite his resolve to think no ill of the man, he felt that the idea was gaining ground with him.

When they reached the house they found Fensden in the drawing-room, comfortably ensconced in a large chair before a roaring fire. He had changed his mind, he asserted, and had not gone for a walk after all. He certainly did not look well. His face was paler than usual, while he was hollow-eyed, as if from want of sleep. As the party, radiant after their walk through the sharp air, entered the room, he looked up at them.

“How nice it must be to be so energetic,” he said, languidly. “Godfrey looks disgustingly fit, and more like the ideal country squire than ever. You should paint your own portrait in that capacity.”

This time there was no mistaking the sneer. It may have been the thoughts that had occupied his brain as he walked home, but even he could not help coming to the conclusion that the man he had known for so long, whom he had trusted so implicitly, and for whom he had done so much, was no longer well disposed toward himself. He said nothing, however, for Victor was not only his guest, but he had troubles enough of his own just then to look after, without adding to the number. Molly had noticed it also, and commented on it when she and her lover were alone together.

“Never mind, dear,” said Godfrey. “It doesn’t matter very much if he has taken a dislike to me. I think the truth of the matter is he is not quite himself. Though he will not show it, I have an idea he is as much cut up by this terrible business as I am myself. He is very highly strung, and the shock has doubtless proved too much for his nerves. You won’t see very much more of him, for he will bring his visit to a close to-morrow morning, as he has decided to go abroad again immediately after the inquest.”

“But I thought he was tired of travelling, and that he had stated his desire never to see a foreign hotel again?”

“I thought so too, but it appears we were mistaken. However, do not let us talk about him just now. Can you realize, dearest, that in ten days’ time we are to be married?”

“I am beginning to realize it,” she answered. “But this terrible affair has thrown such a shadow over our happiness for the last twenty-four hours that I have thought of little else.”

“The shadow will soon pass,” he answered. “Then we will go to the sunny South and try to forget all about it.”

In his own heart he knew that this was likely to be easier said than done. Ever since he had seen it on that memorable Thursday night, Teresina’s piteous face had been before him, and now with the recollection of what had followed so close upon their interview to deepen the impression, it was more than likely that some time would elapse before he would be able to forget it.

That night, when he went to bed, he found it difficult to get to sleep. It was as if the events of the morrow were casting their shadows before, and when he did sleep he was assailed with the most villainous dreams. He saw himself in a garret room with Teresina kneeling before him holding up her hands in piteous entreaty; then he saw her lying dead upon the floor, her glassy eyes looking up at him as if in mute reproach. A moment later he was sitting up in bed staring at Victor Fensden, who was standing beside him, holding a candle in his hand, and with a look upon his face that showed he was almost beside himself with terror.

“Good Heavens, man, what is the matter?” cried Godfrey, for the other’s face frightened him. It was as white as paper, while in his eyes there shone a light that was scarcely that of reason.

“Let me stay with you, let me stay with you!” he cried. “If I am left alone I don’t know what I shall do. I have had such dreams to-night that I dare not even close my eyes. For God’s sake give me brandy! I must have something to bring back my courage. Look, look! Can’t you see, man, how badly I need it?”

Needless to say, Godfrey saw this. Accordingly bidding him remain where he was, he went off to procure some. When he returned he found Victor seated on the settee at the foot of the bed. Apparently he had recovered his self-command.

“I am afraid you must think me an awful fool, Godfrey,” he said. “But I have really had a deuce of a fright. You don’t know what awful dreams I had. I could not have stayed alone in that room another minute.”

It must indeed have been a fright, for Godfrey noticed that, though he pretended to have recovered, he was still trembling.

“Well, I am glad to see that you are feeling better,” he said. “Drink some of this, it will make a new man of you.”

“If it could do that I’d drink a hogshead,” he said bitterly. “If there’s one man in this world of whose society I am heartily sick, it is Victor Fensden. Now I’ll go back to my own room. Forgive me for disturbing you, won’t you, but I could not help myself.”

So saying, he took up his candle once more and returned to his own room, leaving Godfrey to put what construction he thought best upon the incident.

“I am beginning to think that poor Victor is not quite right in his head,” said the latter to himself as he blew out his candle and composed himself for slumber once more.


CHAPTER IX
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THE FIRST TRAIN that left Detwich for London next morning had for its passengers Sir Vivian Devereux, Godfrey Henderson, and Victor Fensden. Inspector Griffin was also travelling by it, not a little elated by the importance of his errand. On reaching Euston, after promising to meet them at the inquest, Fensden drove off to his club, while Sir Vivian and Godfrey made their way to Lincoln’s Inn Fields, where they were to have an interview with Mr. Cornelius Bensleigh, of the firm of Bensleigh and Bensleigh, solicitors. That gentleman had already received a letter from Godfrey, written on the Saturday night, giving him an outline of the affair, and acquainting him of the part the latter had played in the mystery.

“I am afraid this will be calculated to put you to a considerable amount of inconvenience, Mr. Henderson,” said the lawyer, after they had discussed the matter for a few moments. “From what I can gather, you were the last person to see the poor woman alive, and as Sir Vivian Devereux says, for that reason we must be particularly careful that no breath of scandal attaches itself to your name. Now, as cases like this are somewhat foreign to our experience, I have made up my mind, always, of course, with your permission, that I will introduce you to a gentleman who makes them his particular study. Of course, should you desire it, I will put precedent on one side, and do all I can for you; but, if you will be guided by me, you will place your case in the hands of Mr. Codey, the gentleman to whom I refer, and whose name is doubtless familiar to you. His office is not far from here, and if you will accompany me, I shall be only too pleased to escort you to it, and to introduce you to him.”

This course having been agreed upon, they accompanied him to the office of the lawyer in question, and, after a few moments’ delay, were conducted to his presence. He looked more like a trainer of racehorses than a criminal lawyer. He was the possessor of a sharp, keen face, a pair of restless eyes, a clean-shaven mouth and chin, while the whiskers on his cheeks were clipped to a nicety. The elderly lawyer introduced Sir Vivian and Godfrey to him, and explained the nature of their visit.

“Ah, the Burford Street murder,” said Mr. Codey, as soon as he heard the name of the case. “I was wondering how long it would be before I was drawn into it. And so, Mr. Henderson, you have the misfortune to be connected with it? As a matter of fact, I suppose you are the gentleman in evening dress who was seen speaking to the girl on the pavement outside the house.”

“I am; but how do you know it?” Godfrey asked, in considerable surprise.

“I merely guessed it,” said the lawyer. “I see from the papers that the deceased was once your model. Now you come to me for help. I simply put two and two together, with the result aforesaid. Perhaps you will be kind enough to tell me all you know about it. Be very sure you keep nothing back; after that I shall know how to act.”

Thus encouraged, Godfrey set to work, and told the tale with which by this time my readers are so familiar. The lawyer listened patiently, made a few notes on a sheet of paper as the story progressed, and when he had finished asked one or two more or less pertinent questions.



“You say that you returned to your hotel immediately after your interview with the deceased?”

“Immediately,” Godfrey answered.

“Did you take a cab?”

“No,” said Godfrey; “it was a cold night, and I thought the walk would do me good.”

“But you drove to the house in a cab?”

“I did, and dismissed it at once.”

“That was unfortunate. Do you think the driver would know you again?”

“I should think it very probable,” said Godfrey.

“You were standing under the lamp-post, of course, when you paid him, with the light shining full upon your face?”

“I suppose so, as the lamp is exactly opposite the door; but I did not think of that.”

“No; but, you see, I must think of these things,” said the lawyer. “And when you returned to your hotel?”

“I called for a brandy and soda, and, having drunk it, went to bed.”

When he had learned all he desired to know, it was arranged that Mr. Codey should attend the coroner’s court, and watch the case on Godfrey’s behalf; after which they left the office. On reaching the club where Sir Vivian and Godfrey had elected to lunch, they found that the murder was the one absorbing topic of the day. This was more than Godfrey had bargained for; for, when it was remembered that the deceased woman had been his model, he was cross-questioned concerning her on every hand. So unbearable did this at last become, that he proposed to Sir Vivian that they should take a stroll in the park until it should be time for them to set off to the business of the afternoon.

When they reached the building in which the inquest was to be held, they discovered that a large crowd had collected; indeed, it was only with difficulty, and after they had explained their errand, that they could gain admittance to the building. Fensden was awaiting them there, still looking pale and worried; also Mr. Codey, the lawyer, appearing even keener than he had done at his office.

“Public curiosity is a strange thing,” said the latter, as he looked round the packed court. “Probably not more than five persons now in this room ever saw the dead girl, and yet they crowd here as though their lives depended upon their not losing a word of what is said about her.”

At this moment an official came forward, and said something to Godfrey in a low voice. The latter immediately followed him from the room. When he returned he was very white, and he seemed visibly upset.

Then the coroner entered, a portly, dignified gentleman, and took his seat, after which the proceedings were opened in due form.

The landlord of the house, in which the deceased had resided, was the first witness called. He deposed as to the name she was known by in the house, stated that she was supposed to be an artist’s model, and that, to the best of his belief, she had been a quiet and respectable girl. At any rate, her rent had invariably been paid on the day on which it had become due. He had identified the body as being that of his lodger. During the time she had been with him he had never known her to receive a visitor; as a matter of fact, she had kept to herself; scarcely speaking to any one save when she returned their salutations on the stairs. He was not aware that she had received a letter, and, as far as he knew, she had not a friend in London.

The next witness was the German cabinet-maker, who had been the first to discover the murder. He gave evidence through the medium of an interpreter, and described how he had seen the congealed blood under the door and the suspicions it had given rise to. In answer to a question put by a superintendent of police, who represented the commissioner, he stated that he had never spoken to the deceased, for the reason that he knew no English or Italian, and she was not acquainted with German. He had heard her go out on the night in question, and return shortly after midnight, but whether she was accompanied by any one he could not say. He also deposed to the position of the body when they opened the door, and to the mysterious fact that the hands were missing.

The next witness was the police-constable on the beat, who had been called in by the landlord. He gave evidence as to the opening of the door, and the discovery then made. He was followed by the doctor, who had made the post-mortem examination, and who described the nature and situation of the various wounds, and the conclusions he had drawn therefrom. Then came the first sensation of the afternoon, when the well-known artist, Godfrey Henderson, was called. In answer to the various questions put to him, he deposed that he had known the deceased for upward of a year; that he had employed her for the model of his picture, “A Woman of the People,” and had always found her a quiet and eminently respectable girl. He had been compelled to dismiss her, not because he had any fault to find with her, but because he was going abroad. This was not the last he had heard of her, for, while on the Nile at Luxor, he had received a letter from her, informing him of her address, in view of any future work he might have for her. At Naples he had again met her, when he was on his way back to England, and had taken her to the Opera in her mother’s company. On the night of the murder, he had again met her in the Strand, quite by accident, when, finding that she was in serious trouble, he had offered to help her. She would not accept his assistance, however. Noticing that she was in a most unhappy state, and not liking to leave her alone in the streets, he had called a cab and escorted her to her abode in Burford Street. He did not enter the building, however, but bade her good-bye in the street, after which he returned to his hotel. He was unable to assign any motive for the crime, and added that the only person he could have believed would have committed it, was a man named Dardini, an Italian, who was in love with the girl, and who had attempted his (the witness’s) life in Naples, on the night of the visit to the Opera. Whether the man was in England he was unable to say. Whether she had been in want of money at the time of his last seeing her, he also was unable to say. She had declared that she was in work, that was all he knew of the matter.

“On hearing that she was married, did you not inquire the name of her husband?” asked the coroner.

“I did,” Godfrey replied, “but she refused to tell me.”

“Did not that strike you as being singular?”

“No,” Godfrey replied. “When she informed me that he was dead, I did not press the matter.”

“You are quite sure, I suppose, that she was not married when you met her at Naples?”

“I feel convinced that she was not; but I could not say so on my oath.”

“And when you opened the box, which you say was sent you at your country residence, were you not shocked at the discovery you made?”

“Naturally I was!”



“And what conclusions did you come to?”

“I gathered from it that my old friend had been murdered.”

“What caused you to recognise her hands?”

“A certain mark above the knuckle of the second finger, the result, I should say, of a burn.”

At this point, Mr. Codey, who had already informed the coroner that he was appearing on behalf of the witness then being examined, asked an important question.

“On making this terrible discovery, what was your immediate action?”

“I sent for my prospective father-in-law, Sir Vivian Devereux, and for the police officer in charge of Detwich. It was at once agreed that we should communicate with the authorities and that I should render them all the assistance in my power.”

“Pardon my touching upon such a matter, but I believe you are about to be married, Mr. Henderson?” said the coroner.

“I hope to be married on Thursday next,” said Godfrey.

“I do not think I need trouble you any further,” the coroner then remarked.



The next witness was a police officer, who informed the Court that inquiries had been made in Naples concerning the man Dardini, with the result that it was discovered that he had been arrested for assault upon a foreigner a fortnight before the deceased’s return to England, and that he was still in prison. This effectually disposed of his association with the crime, and added an even greater air of mystery to it than before.

When this witness had stepped down, Mr. Victor Fensden was called. He stated that he was also an artist, and a friend of Mr. Godfrey Henderson. It was he who had first discovered the deceased, and he had recommended her to his friend for the picture of which she was afterward the principal figure. She had always struck him as being a quiet and respectable girl. When asked why she had received her notice of dismissal, Victor answered that it was because his friend, Mr. Henderson, had suddenly made up his mind to travel.

“I understand you to say suddenly,” said the superintendent in charge of the case. “Why was it Mr. Henderson suddenly made up his mind to go abroad?”

“I do not know that this question is at all relevant to the case,” said Victor, appealing to the coroner. “It was purely a private matter on Mr. Henderson’s part.”

“But anything that bears on the question at issue can scarcely be irrelevant,” said the coroner. “I think it would be better if you would answer the question.”

Fensden paused for a moment while the Court waited in suspense.

“I repeat my question,” said the superintendent. “Why did the deceased so suddenly lose her employment?”

Once more Victor hesitated. Godfrey looked at him in surprise. Why did he not go on?

“We decided to travel on account of a conversation Mr. Henderson and I had concerning the girl.”

“What was that conversation?” inquired the coroner.

Once more Fensden seemed to hesitate.

“Did the conversation refer to the deceased?”

“It did!”

“I gather from your reluctance to answer that you were afraid Mr. Henderson might become attached to her, so you used your friendly influence in order to hurry him away as quickly as possible? Am I right in so supposing?”

Another pause, during which Victor’s face was seen to express great emotion.

“That was so.”

“You are sure that Mr. Henderson was attached to the deceased?”

“I am sure of it.”

“Did you know that Mr. Henderson was aware of the deceased’s return to Naples?”

“I was aware that he was in correspondence with her,” said Victor; “but he said nothing to me of his intention to visit her in Naples.”

“Had you known this, would you have endeavoured to dissuade him from such a course?”

“I do not know what I should have done; but I should think it very probable that I should have endeavoured to prevent their meeting.”

“When did you become aware of the deceased’s return to England?”

“When Mr. Henderson informed me of it on my arrival at his house at Detwich Hall.”

“You were naturally very much surprised to hear that he had met her, I suppose?”

“Very much,” Victor replied.



“Did you say anything to him upon the subject?”

“I warned him against the folly of being drawn into another entanglement with her, particularly when he was to be married in ten days’ time.”

“You say another entanglement with her? Are we, therefore, to understand that there had been an entanglement before?”

Again Victor paused before he replied.

“I withdraw the word ‘another,’” he said, hurriedly. “I did not mean it in that sense. I merely suggested to Mr. Henderson that his fiancée might not care to know that he had been seen driving through the streets of London after midnight with an Italian girl, who had once been his model.”

“Good Heavens!” said Godfrey to himself. “And this is the man whom I have trusted and who has called himself my friend for so many years!”

At this point the coroner, addressing the jury, stated his intention of adjourning the inquiry until the following Wednesday morning at eleven o’clock. He had excellent reasons for keeping it open until then, he said, and these reasons he had communicated to the foreman of the jury, who was completely satisfied. The Court thereupon adjourned, and Godfrey presently found himself in the street with Mr. Codey on one side and Sir Vivian Devereux on the other. Victor Fensden was waiting for them on the pavement, and, as soon as they emerged, he approached them with a face that still bore the traces of violent emotion.

“Godfrey,” he began, in a faltering voice, “after what they dragged out of me, I scarcely know what to say to you.”

“In any case, I beg that you will not say it,” said Godfrey, coldly. “You have said quite enough already.” Then, turning to the others, he continued: “Come, gentlemen, let us find a cab. I suppose we had better go back to your office, Mr. Codey?”

“I think it would be better,” said that gentleman. “I must have a talk with you upon this matter.”

Then, hailing a cab, they entered it, leaving Fensden on the pavement looking after them. Godfrey’s face was still very pale. It was impossible for him to be blind to the fact that his kindness to Teresina had been the means of bringing down grave suspicion upon himself. Yet, even with that knowledge before him, he knew that he would not, or could not, have acted otherwise than he had done.

When they reached the lawyer’s private office, the door was shut and they sat down to business.

“Well, Mr. Henderson,” said Mr. Codey, “what is your opinion now?”

“I think that the public mind is already jumping to the conclusion that I am responsible for the murder,” Godfrey answered, without fear or hesitation.

“I am very much afraid that you must accustom yourself to look upon it in that light,” the other replied. “The man Fensden’s evidence, given in such a manner as he gave it, was unnecessarily damaging.”

“He is a black-hearted scoundrel,” said the old baronet, wrathfully. “I told you yesterday, Godfrey, that I didn’t trust him, and that I felt sure he bore you some ill-will. And yet, do you know, Mr. Codey,” he added, turning to the lawyer, “Mr. Henderson has done everything for that man. He has practically kept him for years past, he took him on a tour round Europe only a few months ago, and this is the result. It makes one sick with humanity.”

“When you have seen as much of humanity as I have, you will not be surprised at anything,” said the lawyer. “The greater the obligation in many cases, the deeper the ingratitude. We are wandering from the point, however. Now I am going to be plain-spoken. Tell me, Mr. Henderson, did you ever, under any sort of circumstance, make love, or suggest love, to the woman who is now deceased?”

“Never,” said Godfrey, firmly. “The man who declares that I did, lies.”

“Very probable, but that won’t prevent his saying it. When you left her in Burford Street, did you meet any one near the house?”

“Not a soul. The street, so far as I could see, was empty.”

“I think you said this morning that the night porter let you in at your hotel? Did you make any remark to him respecting the time?”

“Yes, I said to him when he had opened the door, ‘I’m afraid I’m rather late,’ then, looking at my watch, I added, ‘Why, it’s half-past twelve!’”

“If he’s blessed with a good memory, he will recollect that,” said Codey. Then with his usual abruptness, he continued, “Which way did you walk from Burford Street?”



“Through the Tottenham Court Road, along Oxford Street, and down Bond Street.”

“A man shall walk it quickly to-morrow morning in order to see how long it will take. If only that hall porter has a good memory, and can be relied upon, this should prove an important point.”

“But surely, my good sir,” put in Sir Vivian, “you do not for a moment suppose that Mr. Henderson will be accused of having killed this woman?”

“I should not be at all surprised,” said the lawyer, quietly. “Let us regard the facts of the case. Some months back, Mr. Henderson employed this girl as his model, and retained her services when he really had no need for them. He was on such familiar terms with her that his friend felt compelled to remonstrate with him. As a result they left England hurriedly, the girl following them to Naples. No, no, Mr. Henderson, I beg that you will be silent. Remember, I am telling the story as I should tell it if I were against you instead of for you. As I have said, the girl left for Naples, and I insinuate that she followed you. It can be proved that she corresponded with you, and that you sent your friend on his way to travel alone; always bearing in mind that he was the man who had persuaded you to give the girl up. You, in the meantime, returned to Naples, in order to visit her again. You may dispute the motive, but you can not deny that you took her out to dinner and to a theatre afterward.”

“But her mother was with her,” said Godfrey hurriedly, his face flushing angrily at the imputation put upon his action by the other.

“That point is immaterial,” the lawyer replied calmly. “It is sufficient for the purposes of the prosecution that you met her there. Then you proceeded to England, and, after a little while in the country, became engaged to the daughter of Sir Vivian, now present. The Italian girl had also gone to England. Why? To be with you, of course. You, however, see nothing of her. Therefore, she is unhappy. Why? Because you are about to be married.”

“But that is only supposition,” said Godfrey. “As a matter of fact, she herself was already married.”

“To whom? Why not to yourself?”

“Good Heavens, man,” said Godfrey, starting from his seat, “you don’t surely mean to say that you believe I had married her?”

“I believe nothing,” he replied, still with the same coolness. “But you will find that the counsel for the prosecution will consider it more than likely. Let me continue my story. I was saying that she was unhappy because you were about to be married. It is only natural. Then you came up to town, visited the theatre, and afterward, quite by chance, met her in the Strand, at midnight. At midnight, and by chance, mark that! Does that meeting look like an accidental one? Could you convince a jury that it was? I doubt it. However, let us proceed. The girl is in trouble, and you take her home in a hansom. The policeman and the cabman will certainly identify you, and, for the reason that you say the street was empty when you bade her good-bye, no one will be able to swear that you did not go into the house with her. Now, Mr. Henderson, I ask you to look these facts in the face, and tell me, as a thinking man, whether you consider the public is to be blamed if it regards you with suspicion?”

“As you put it, no,” said Godfrey. “But it can surely be proved that I had nothing whatsoever to do with it, beyond what I have said.”

“Exactly; and that is what we have got to do. But I don’t mind telling you candidly that I fancy we shall have our work cut out to do it. You see, we have to remember that, beyond your own evidence, there is absolutely nothing for us to argue upon. The two strongest points in your favour are the facts that you were at Detwich when the box containing the dead woman’s hands was sent off at Euston, and that there would not be sufficient time between the moment when the policeman saw you in Burford Street and the time when you arrived at your hotel, for you to have committed the crime. What we have to do is to find the person who despatched the box from London, and to make sure of the hall porter. In the meantime go back to Detwich, and be sure that you don’t stir from home until you hear from me.”

“One more question, Mr. Codey. I should like you, before we go any further, to tell me honestly whether, in your own heart, you believe me to be innocent or guilty?”

“I believe you to be innocent,” said the lawyer; “and you may be sure I shall try to prove it.”


CHAPTER X
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A MORE MISERABLE home-coming than Godfrey’s, after the events described in the previous chapter, could scarcely be imagined. They had taken a cab from the lawyer’s office to Euston Station, and during the drive, neither of them referred in any way to the interview they had just had with Codey. It was not until they were seated in the railway carriage, and the train had started upon its journey, that they broke their silence.

“Sir Vivian,” said Godfrey, “I can not express to you my thanks for the kindness which you showed me in standing by me to-day. Believe me, I am very sensible of it.”

“You must not speak of it;” said the worthy old gentleman; “and as for the affair itself, it is a piece of ill-luck that might have happened to the best of us. At the same time, I should very much like to have an opportunity of telling that wretched Fensden what I think of him.”



“Do not let us talk of him,” said Godfrey. “His own feelings must be sufficient punishment for him. There is one thing, however, that I must say to you before we go any further.”

“And what is that?”

“It concerns my wedding,” Godfrey replied. “I am afraid it will be a terrible blow to poor Molly; but until this charge, which I have no doubt will be brought against me, is disproved, she must not think any more of me.”

Sir Vivian stared at him in astonishment.

“Nonsense, my dear lad,” said he. “I know that you love my girl, and that she loves you. It is her duty, therefore, to stand by you and to comfort you when you are in trouble. Believe me, she will have no doubt as to your innocence.”

“I know that,” said Godfrey; “but I do not think it would be fair for me to allow her name to be linked with mine under such painful circumstances.”

“It will be linked with it whether you like it or not,” was the reply. “If I am prepared to stake my honour on your innocence, you may be very sure that she will stake hers. Molly isn’t a fair-weather friend.”



“She is the truest and best girl in the world,” said Godfrey. “No one knows that better than I.”

“Then wait until you have seen her and talked it over with her alone. Put the question to her, and see what she will say. I know her well enough to guess what her answer will be.”

“God bless you for your trust in me!” said Godfrey, in a shaky voice. “I fear I have done very little to deserve it.”

“It is sufficient that I know you for what you are,” the other answered. “I knew your uncle and grandfather before him, and I am as certain that you would not do anything dishonourable as I am of my own name. What we have to do is to put our wits to work and to endeavour to find out, as Codey says, the sender of the box. Then I believe we shall be on the track of the real criminal. It was a very good suggestion on Mr. Bensleigh’s part that we should employ that man; we could not have had a better. I never saw such eyes in my life. He seems to look one through and through. I pity Mr. Fensden when he comes to be cross-examined by him.”

The old gentleman chuckled over the thought and then lapsed into silence.



When they reached Detwich, they became aware that Griffin had travelled from London by the same train. Godfrey beckoned to him.

“Of course you heard the evidence to-day, Griffin,” Godfrey began when the other approached.

“Yes, sir, I did,” said the police official, gravely.

“And you must have drawn your own conclusions from it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, Griffin, what I wanted to say to you is that, if I am wanted for anything, I shall not leave the Hall until Wednesday morning; then I shall go up to the inquiry again.”

“I will bear the fact in mind, sir,” said the man. “But there’s one thing I should like to say, if you don’t mind.”

“What is it? Say it by all means.”

“It’s this, sir. Whether it’s going against my duty or not — and there’s nobody here to hear it if it is — whatever verdict they may bring in, I don’t believe for a moment that you had any more to do with that poor girl’s death than I had. You will excuse my saying so, I hope, sir?”

“On the contrary, I am very much obliged to you for your good opinion,” Godfrey replied, holding out his hand which the other took. “I am afraid that it’s going to be a very unpleasant business for me. That can’t be helped, however. Good-night.”

“Good-night, sir,” the man answered.

Then Godfrey joined Sir Vivian and, as had been arranged, they drove off to the Hall together. The moon was rising above the hill as they went through the park, and as Godfrey looked on the peaceful scene around him and thought of the terrible suspicion that was growing in people’s minds concerning himself his heart sank within him. If only little Teresina could speak, how easily she could clear up all the dark charges against him! She was dead, however, brutally murdered, and he, the only man who had ever befriended her, was suspected of having caused her death.

“Keep up a stout heart, my lad,” said Sir Vivian, as they alighted from the carriage and ascended the steps. “Think of the ladies, and don’t make them any more unhappy than you can help.”

The door was opened by the ancient butler who had served his uncle before him, and Godfrey entered his home, but how different a man from the young fellow who had left it that morning!

“The ladies are in the drawing-room, sir,” said the servant, when he had relieved them of their hats and coats.

They accordingly proceeded thither, one of them at least with a sinking heart.

“We have just been wondering when we should see you,” said Kitty.

There was a look of anxiety on Molly’s face as she came forward to meet her lover. She placed her hand in his, and they sat down together.

“Well, my dear boy,” said Mrs. Henderson, “what have you to tell us? What was the result?”

There was no need for her to say to what she referred. Their minds had been too much occupied with it that day to leave room for any uncertainty upon the point.

“Nothing is decided yet,” said Sir Vivian, who took upon himself the part of spokesman. “The inquiry is adjourned until Wednesday.”

“That means that you will have to go up again,” said Molly. “Why couldn’t they settle it at once?”

Godfrey knew, but he dared not tell her the reason.



“They are searching for more evidence, I fancy,” said Sir Vivian. “You must remember that the matter is, at present, shrouded in the greatest mystery. Until that can be cleared up, nothing can be done.”

“And Mr. Fensden, where did you leave him?” asked Mrs. Henderson.

“We parted outside the Court,” said Godfrey. “I have no idea where he is staying to-night.”

Though he tried to speak unconcernedly, Molly felt certain in her own mind that there had been trouble between the two men. She said nothing to him about it, however. She knew that he would tell her in good time.

That night, when Sir Vivian’s carriage was announced, Godfrey accompanied him to the front door. Before leaving, the old gentleman took him on one side out of earshot of the servants.

“Keep up your spirits, my dear lad,” he said, as he had done so many times before. “Remember that you have many friends and that I am not the least of them. Should anything occur, send for me at once, and I will be with you as fast as horses can bring me. In the meantime do not alarm the ladies more than you can help.”



“You may rely upon my not doing so,” said Godfrey, and then Sir Vivian entered his carriage and drove away.

Later, when Godfrey bade Molly good-night, she looked up at him with sorrowful eyes.

“I feel sure,” she said, “that there is something you are keeping back from me. I beg of you not to do so. You know how I love you, and how earnest is my desire to share both your joys and your sorrows with you. Will you not confide in me and tell me everything?”

“When there is anything worth the hearing, you may be sure I will tell you, dear,” he answered, not daring to let her know the truth that night. “In the morning we will talk the whole matter over and you shall give me your advice. And now you must go to bed and try to obtain a good night’s rest, for I am sure you did not sleep well last night.”

“I did not,” she answered. “I was thinking of you all night, for I knew how you were dreading going up to-day.”

He did not tell her that he dreaded going up on Wednesday a great deal more. He preferred to take her in his arms and kiss her, calling her his good angel, swearing that he would love her all his life long, and that even death itself should not separate them. Then he went to his room, prepared to spend what he knew would be a sleepless night, and he was not destined to be wrong. Hour after hour he tumbled and tossed upon his bed, going over the day’s proceedings again and again, and speculating with never-ceasing anxiety as to what was to happen in the future. At last, unable to bear it any longer, he rose from his bed and went downstairs to his studio, where he lighted his fire and smoked and read until daylight. Then a cold bath somewhat refreshed him, and, as soon as he had dressed, he set off across the park to the home farm. He was always an early riser, and his presence there at that hour excited no comment. He watched the sleek, soft-eyed cows being milked, saw the handsome cart-horses, of which he had once been so proud, set off upon their day’s work, had a quarter of an hour’s conversation with his head-keeper at his cottage gate, and then returned home through the plantations to breakfast. It was his mother’s habit to read prayers to the household immediately before the meal, and, as he knelt by Molly’s side, and listened to the old familiar words, his heart ached when he thought of the misery that any moment might bring upon them.

As the first train from London did not arrive until somewhat late, the morning papers were delivered with the letters, which usually reached the Hall about half-past nine. When they arrived Godfrey selected one, and took it with him to his studio. With a feeling that he had never before experienced when opening a paper, he turned the crisp pages in search of the column which he knew he would find. Then he saw in large type:

THE BURFORD STREET MURDER

EXTRAORDINARY EVIDENCE

There was no need for him to wonder what that evidence was: he knew before he began to read. The prominence given by the paper to the case was a proof of the excitement the inquiry had aroused in the public mind. At last he forced himself to read. Every word rose before his eyes as vividly as though it had been traced in letters of fire. Set down in cold print, the affair presented a very sinister aspect, so far as he was concerned. Every portion of the evidence seemed to point to himself as being the man who had committed the dastardly deed. He could well imagine what the feeling of independent persons would be who read it, and how readily they would arrive at a conclusion unfavourable to himself. He had just perused it for the second time, when he was startled by a faint tap upon the door.

“Come in,” he cried, and in response Molly entered the room.

“I have been looking for you,” she said, with the parody of a smile upon her face.

“I should have come in search of you in a few moments,” he replied. “The fact is, I have had certain things to do which could not very well be left undone. Will you forgive me, dear?”

“Of course I will,” she answered. “It is impossible for you to be always with me, and yet I am selfish enough to grudge you the time you spend upon anything else.”

He was quick-witted enough to see that what she said was only an attempt to gain time. She, on her side, knew that he stood in need of comfort, and she had come to give it to him.

“Molly,” he said, rising from the chair in which he had been sitting and going toward her, “I feel that I must tell you everything. God knows, this is the crisis of my life, and to whom should I turn in my sorrow, if not to the woman I love, and whom I know loves me? Have you read the account of the inquest in the papers?”

“No,” she answered, “I would not read it, lest I should derive a false impression from it. I am quite willing to hear what you have to say about it, and to accept your version as the truth.”

“God bless you, dear, for your trust in me!” he replied; “but it is necessary that you should hear what other people have to say upon the matter. Read it carefully, and, when you have finished, tell me what you think about it.”

He gave her the paper, and for a moment she stood as if undecided.

“Do you really wish it?” she asked.

“It is better that you should do so, believe me,” he said. “In that case, no one can say that I kept anything back from you.”

“I will read it,” she said, and went toward the window-seat to do so.

While she was reading, he stood before the fire and watched her. He noticed the poise of the beautiful head, the sweet hands holding the paper, on one finger of which sparkled the engagement ring he had given her, and the tiny foot just peeping from beneath the dark green skirt. She was a woman worth fighting all the world for, and, as he reflected how easy it would be for false evidence to separate them, he experienced a fear such as he had never known in his life before.

When she had finished, she crossed the room with the paper in her hand. Deliberately folding it up and laying it upon the table, she went to him, and placed her hands in his. Looking up into his face with trustful eyes, she said:

“I told you yesterday, Godfrey, that I believed in you. I tell you again, that, whatever the world may say with regard to this dreadful affair, it will make no difference in my love. I feel as convinced as I am of anything that, by whatever means, or at whose hand, that poor girl met her death, you were in no sort of way responsible for, or connected with it. You believe me, don’t you?”

“I do,” he answered, with tears in his eyes. “And I thank God for your trust. Do you know, yesterday I suggested to your father that, situated as we are, it would be better if I were to give you back your freedom until my innocence is proved?”

“I would not take it,” she answered, firmly. “When I gave myself to you, it was not to be your bride in fair weather alone; it was to be your partner in the rough seas of life as well as in the smooth. No, come what may, Godfrey, I will not let you give me up. Promise me that you will never mention such a thing again? It hurts me even to think of it.”

“Your mind is made up?”

“Quite made up,” she answered. “I should not change, even if you were what — (here she shuddered) — what that paper would seem to suggest. No, darling, I am your wife, if not in the law, at least in God’s sight.”

“I thank you,” he answered, earnestly. “The knowledge that you still trust me will be my most precious consolation.”

“And now tell me of this Mr. Codey, the lawyer you have employed. Is he a clever man?”

“One of the cleverest in the land, I should say,” Godfrey replied. “He has had great experience in these sort of cases, and, if any man can render me assistance, I should say he is that one.”



“Oh, how thankful I shall be,” she said, “when everything is settled! How little we dreamt, when we were so happy together last week, that within a few days we should be made so miserable! Perhaps, after all, it is only our love being tried in the crucible of trouble. And when it is over, and we have come out of it, we shall know each other’s real worth. That is the best way to look at it, I think.”

“Quite the best,” he answered, and kissed her on the forehead.

Then, adopting a brighter tone, he suggested that they should go for a walk together, in order, if possible, to dispel, for the time being at least, the dark clouds that had settled upon them. It was a clear, bright morning, and as they crossed the park, and mounted the hillside toward the plantation, where the rabbits were playing, and the pheasants, who of late had not received the attention their merits deserved, were strutting about on the open grass land, Godfrey found it difficult to believe that the situation was really as desperate as he imagined. Their walk lasted for upward of two hours; indeed, it was nearly lunch-time before they reached the house once more. When they did, Molly went upstairs to her room to prepare herself for luncheon, while Godfrey made his way to his mother’s sitting room, where he found the old lady quietly knitting by the fire.

“Thank goodness you have come in at last, dear!” said Mrs. Henderson. “I have been wanting so much to have a talk with you! Godfrey, I have read the evidence given at the inquest, and it frightens me.”

“I am sorry for that, mother,” he said, seating himself by her side. “What do you think of it?”

She placed her hand upon his arm, and looked at him with her loving eyes.

“I think my boy is too noble to have done anything of which his mother would have had reason to be ashamed.”

Godfrey rose from his chair and walked to the window. These constant proofs of the love in which he was held was unmanning him. He could not trust himself to speak. When his own little world believed in him so implicitly, how could the greater world be so censorious?

When they went into luncheon, Godfrey soon saw that the ancient butler and his subordinate had become aware of the state of affairs. Attentive to his wants as they always were, on this particular occasion, they were even more so than usual. It was as if they were endeavouring in their own kindly way to show that they too believed in him, and were desirous of proving their sympathy with him. Never before had his own home struck him in the same light. His heart was too full for speech, and, in spite of his sister’s well-meant attempt to promote conversation, the meal passed almost in silence.

After luncheon the bailiff sent in word that he should like to speak to him. The man was accordingly admitted to the smoking-room, where he discussed various matters connected with the estate with his master for upward of an hour. Labouring as he was, under the weight of greater emotions, Godfrey found it difficult to pin his attention to the matters at issue, and when the other went his way, after respectfully touching his forelock, for the first time since he had known the old fellow, he heaved a sigh of relief. At half-past four he joined the ladies in the drawing-room for afternoon tea. To add to his pain, another consignment of wedding presents had arrived, and in order that he should not be thought to be unduly nervous about the future, he was compelled to appear delighted with the attentions he had received from his friends.

“That makes the fifth pair of asparagus tongs we have received,” said Molly, as she closed the case and placed it with its fellows upon the table. “And what is this? Well, I declare, it’s another set of sweet dishes. That brings the number up to twenty-seven!”

At that moment the sound of carriage wheels outside reached them, followed, a few seconds later, by the ringing of the front door-bell.

“Visitors, I suppose,” said Kitty. “It may be rude, but I must say that I trust it is not the vicar.”

They waited in suspense until Williamson, the butler, entered the room and informed Godfrey that a gentleman had called to see him, and was waiting in the library.

“Who is it?” Godfrey asked. “Did he not give his name?”

“His name is Tompkins, sir,” the butler replied. “He said he should be glad if you could spare the time to see him for a few moments.”

“I will do so at once,” said Godfrey, and, asking the ladies to excuse him, left the room.

On entering the library, he found himself face to face with a middle-aged individual, who at first glance resembled a sporting parson. He was dressed in black, and carried a black silk hat in his hand.

“What can I do for you?” Godfrey inquired. “I am not aware that I have ever seen you before.”

“Very likely not, sir,” the man replied. “My name is Tompkins, and I am a Scotland Yard detective. I hold a warrant for your arrest on a charge of wilfully murdering Teresina Cardi in Burford Street on the night of Thursday last. I had better tell you that anything you may say will be used against you.”

The blow had fallen at last!


CHAPTER XI

[image: img126.jpg]

FOR SOME MOMENTS Godfrey stood looking at the man who had come down from town to arrest him, as if he were stunned. Though he had half expected it, now that the blow had fallen he seemed scarcely able to appreciate his position. At last, with an effort, he recovered his self-possession.

“You may be able to imagine what a very unhappy mistake this is for me,” he said to the detective. “But I have no wish to complain to you; you are only doing your duty. Where is it you desire to take me?”

“We must go up to town to-night,” said the man, civilly enough. “As you may remember, sir, the adjourned inquest is to be held to-morrow morning, and it will be necessary for you to be present.”

“In that case we had better catch the 6.10 train from Detwich. It is an express and gets to Euston at eight. Is your cab waiting, or shall I order one of my own carriages to take us?”



“I told the man to wait,” the other replied. “He is a station cabman.”

“In that case, if you will allow me, I will tell my servant to put up a few things for me. I suppose I shall be allowed to take them?”

“There is no objection to it.”

Godfrey rang the bell, and, when the butler appeared in answer to it, bade him tell his man that he intended going up to London at once, and that he wanted his bag prepared without a moment’s delay. Then, with a fine touch of sarcasm, he added: “Tell him also that I shall not require my dress clothes.”

The detective smiled grimly. It was a joke he could appreciate; he also liked the other’s pluck in being able to jest at such a time.

“That’s the thing with these swells,” he said to himself. “They never know when they’re beaten.”

“In the meantime,” said Godfrey, “I suppose you will permit me to say good-bye to my family? I will give you my word, if you deem it necessary, that I will make no attempt to escape.”

“I will trust you, sir,” said the man. “I know it’s hard lines on you, and I want to make it as pleasant for you as I can, provided, of course, you don’t get me into hot water.”

“I will endeavour not to do that,” said Godfrey. “And now I’ll go to the drawing-room. If you think it necessary you can wait in the hall.”

“No, sir, thank you. I am quite comfortable here,” said the man; “but I shouldn’t make the interview longer than I could help if I were you. These things are always a bit trying for the ladies. I know it, because I’ve seen it so often.”

Having ordered a glass of brandy and water for him, the man’s favourite tipple, and handing him an illustrated paper, Godfrey left him and returned to the drawing-room. He had an agonizing part to play, and he wanted to spare his women folk as much pain as possible. As he entered the room they looked up at him with startled faces.

“What is it, Godfrey? What is it?” asked his mother, while the two girls waited for him to speak.

“It is a man from London who has come down to see me with regard to the murder,” Godfrey began, scarcely knowing how to break the news to them. “It appears that the authorities are desirous of seeing me prior to the inquest to-morrow, and so I am going up to-night.”

“Godfrey,” cried his mother, springing to her feet and running toward him, “I see it all. They have arrested you on a charge of murder! Oh, my boy, my boy, I can not let you go! They shall not take you away.”

“It is only a matter of form, mother,” he said, soothingly. “On the face of yesterday’s evidence, they could do nothing else. All well, I shall be down again to-morrow. It is only a little temporary inconvenience; for my lawyer, who is one of the cleverest men of his profession, feels certain that he can disprove the charge.”

“It is monstrous even to suspect you of it,” said Kitty. “If they only knew you, they would not dare even to hint at such a thing.”

Molly said nothing. But he knew what her thoughts were.

“I must send a note to your father, dear,” he said. “He anticipated this and made me promise to communicate with him directly it should come to pass.”

He thereupon went to a writing-table in the corner of the room and wrote a hurried note to Sir Vivian, after which he rang the bell and gave orders that it should be taken to the Court without a moment’s delay.

“Now,” he said, when he had examined his watch and found that it was nearly half-past five, “I must bid you good-bye. Do not be anxious about me. I am proudly conscious of my own innocence, and I feel sure that, by this time to-morrow, the public will be aware of it also.”

But his mother was not to be comforted. She clung to him with the tears streaming down her cheeks, as if she could not let him go.

“Mother dear,” said Kitty, “you must be brave. Think of Godfrey, and don’t send him away more unhappy than he is.”

“I will be brave,” she said, and drew his face down to hers and kissed him. “Good-bye, my dear boy. May God in His mercy bless you and send you safely back to us!”

When Kitty had kissed him, she drew her mother back into the ingle nook in order that Godfrey and Molly might say good-bye to each other in private.

Then Godfrey took Molly in his arms.

“Good-bye, my own dearest,” she said. “I shall pray for you continually. Night and day you will be in my thoughts.”



He could not answer her, but kissed her passionately. Then, disengaging himself from her embrace, he left the room.

Returning to the library, he informed the detective that he was at his disposal, at the same time telling him that, if they desired to catch the 6.10 at Detwich, they had no time to lose.

“We had better be going, then,” said the man, and leaving the library they proceeded into the hall. Godfrey’s bag had already been placed in the cab, and the gray-haired old butler, Williamson, was standing at the foot of the stairs holding the door open.

“Good-bye, Williamson,” said Godfrey. “I know that I can safely leave everything in your hands.”

“You can, sir,” the man replied, simply; and then for the first time in his life he allowed himself to become familiar with his master, and laying his hand on his arm he added, “May God bless you, sir, and send you back to us soon!”

Then the cab rolled away down the drive, and Godfrey’s journey to prison had commenced.

For the greater part of the drive into Detwich neither of them spoke. One had too much upon his mind to be in the humour for conversation, while the other, who was sorry for his prisoner, and who knew a gentleman when he saw one, had no desire to thrust himself upon him in his trouble. As it happened when they reached the station they found that they had some minutes to spare. They accordingly strolled up and down the platform, while they awaited the coming of the express. On its arrival they secured an empty compartment, and settled down for the journey to London. When Euston was reached they took a cab and drove direct to Bow Street, where Godfrey Henderson, of Detwich Hall, Detwich, was formally charged with the wilful murder of Teresina Cardi, artist’s model. The usual forms having been complied with, he was placed in a somewhat superior apartment in another portion of the building. Then the key was turned upon him, and for the first time in his life was a prisoner.

Early next morning it was announced that two gentlemen had arrived to see him. They proved to be Sir Vivian Devereux and Mr. Codey, the lawyer.

“My dear lad, this is indeed a sad business,” said Sir Vivian, as they shook hands. “I can not tell you how sorry I am for you. But, thank God, we know you to be innocent and are determined to prove it.”

They sat down, and the lawyer, who had been looking round the room, which doubtless he had seen on many previous occasions, began to ply him with questions, which Godfrey answered to the best of his ability. When they had withdrawn, he was left to himself until the time arrived for him to set off for the coroner’s court. When he did so, it was in a cab with a couple of stout policemen beside him to see that he made no attempt to escape. On reaching it, he found that it was packed to overflowing. Victor Fensden was there, seated in the space reserved for the witnesses, but Sir Vivian noticed that he avoided meeting Godfrey’s eyes. With one exception, the proceedings proved comparatively tame. It was only when the hall porter referred to Godfrey’s haggard appearance when he returned to the hotel on the Thursday night, that there was anything approaching excitement. He deposed that Mr. Henderson, who had been staying at the hotel, and whom he now recognised as being in Court, returned to the hotel on the night of the murder between a quarter-past and half-past twelve. He, the porter, was immediately struck by his strange appearance. In reply to a question put by a juror, he replied that he looked very much as if he had been upset by something; his face was deadly white, and he had an anxious, what he should call frightened, look in his eyes. At the other’s request, he had procured him some brandy, and, as he had had some trouble next morning with the head waiter about it, the fact was the more vividly impressed upon his memory. The cabman who had driven them from the Strand to Burford Street was next called. In answer to questions put to him, he stated that, when he was hailed by the person now in court, the deceased woman seemed very reluctant to enter the cab. But the other had at last prevailed upon her to do so, and he had driven them to the house in the street in question. He had identified the body, and could swear as to the identity of the person in court. The police-constable, who had passed a few minutes before he bade Teresina good-night, was next examined. He remembered seeing them together, and thought it a strange place for a gentleman to be in at such a time. His attention was drawn to them because the girl was crying, while the gentleman seemed somewhat excited. Feeling that, as he was not appealed to, he had no right to interfere, he passed on down the street. In answer to the coroner’s inquiry, he was unable to say whether or not the man entered the house.

Ten minutes later a verdict of wilful murder against Godfrey Henderson was returned, and he was committed for trial on the coroner’s warrant.

Instead of returning to Bow Street from the coroner’s court, Godfrey was now driven to Holloway Prison, where he was placed in an ordinary cell. His spirits by this time had fallen to as low an ebb as it would be possible for those of a human being to reach. What had he done to deserve this cruel fate? He was not conscious of ever having done any one an injury; he had always done his best to help his fellow-men. Why, therefore, was he brought so low? He thought of Molly, and pictured her feelings when she should hear that he was committed for trial. He could imagine his mother’s despair and could almost hear poor, sorrowing Kitty vainly endeavouring to comfort her.

During the afternoon Sir Vivian and Mr. Codey came to see him again. The former was very plainly distressed; the latter, however, regarded matters in a somewhat more stoical light. He had seen the same things so many times before, that he had become in a certain measure hardened to it. In all the cases upon which he had hitherto been engaged, however, he had never had one in which the prisoner was a country gentleman, besides being an artist of considerable repute. “You must not give way, Mr. Henderson,” he said, kindly. “There’s plenty of time yet for us to prove your innocence. Doubtless, when this is all over and you are free once more, you will regard it as a very unpleasant experience, certainly, but one which might very easily have been worse. Now, with your permission, I will tell you what I have done. In the first place, we must endeavour to find the real murderer. Only a trained hand could do this, so I have engaged a man with whom I have had a great many dealings in the past. He is a private detective of an unusual kind, and has a knack of securing information which neither the Government men nor the private agents seem to possess. He will be expensive, but I suppose you will have no objection to paying him well for his services, if he is successful, as I trust he will be.”

“You may be quite sure I shall have no objection,” said Godfrey. “Let him get me out of this scrape, and I’ll pay him double, even treble, his usual charges.”

“Oh, he won’t bleed you as much as that,” returned the lawyer. “He is below now, and if you care to see him, I will obtain permission for him to come up.”

The necessary authority being forthcoming, Codey presently returned, accompanied by a burly, rosy-cheeked individual, who might very well have been the landlord of a well-to-do country inn or a farmer in a prosperous way of business. A more jovial countenance could scarcely have been discovered, had one searched England through for it. Merely to look at it was to be made to feel happy, while to hear his laugh was to be put in a good humour for the remainder of the day. He was dressed in a suit of tweeds, more than a trifle pronounced as to colour, a knitted blue waistcoat covered his portly, bow-windowed presence, while he wore a spotted blue and white tie, decorated with a large diamond pin. His feet and hands were enormous, and when he laughed — which he did on every available opportunity — his whole figure seemed to quiver like a blanc mange.

“This is Jacob Burrell, Mr. Henderson,” said the lawyer, when the door had closed on them. “I have told him that you wish him to take up your case, and he is prepared to do so without delay.”

“I am exceedingly obliged to you, Mr. Burrell,” said Godfrey. “Mr. Codey has told me of your cleverness. If you can discover who it was who actually murdered the poor girl, you will not only relieve me from a position of considerable danger, but you will lay me under an everlasting obligation to yourself.”

“I’ll do the best I can, sir,” said the man, jovially, rubbing his hands together, as if he regarded the whole affair as a huge joke. “As Mr. Codey may have told you, I have unravelled pretty tangled skeins in my day, and it won’t be my fault if I don’t do the same here. Now, sir, Mr. Codey, who knows my ways of work, has given me an outline of the case, but if you don’t mind, I should like to put a few questions to you on my own account.”

“Ask me whatever you please,” said Godfrey, “and I will answer to the best of my ability.”

Burrell seated himself opposite Godfrey, placed one enormous hand on either knee, and looked the other full in the face.

“Now, sir, in the first place, when you had your old studio in London, before you inherited your present estate, and when you first engaged the girl, can you remember who were your intimate friends? I mean, the friends who were in the habit of dropping into your studio pretty frequently, to smoke their pipes, and perhaps to take a friendly glass?”

Godfrey considered for a moment.

“I had not very many friends in those days,” he answered at last. “I was a hard worker, and for that reason didn’t encourage men to waste my time. Besides, I was only a struggling artist, and couldn’t afford to entertain very much.”

“But there must have been some men who came in. Think, sir, and try to recollect. It’s an important point.”

“Well, of course, there was my friend, Mr. Fensden, who practically lived with me. He used my studio whenever he had anything to do.”

“He is the gentleman who gave the damaging evidence against you on Monday, is he not?”

“He is! Then there was a Mr. Bourke, a leader writer on the Daily Record.”

“I know Mr. Bourke,” said the detective. “We may dismiss him from the case at once.”



“Then there was an artist named Halliday, who occasionally dropped in, but he is now in Dresden.”

“When did he go?”

“Nearly two months before I went abroad myself,” Godfrey answered. “I think I have given you the list of my friends. I can remember no more.”

“Now, sir, that box, in which the hands were sent, had you ever seen it before?”

“No,” said Godfrey; “I am quite certain I had not.”

“When you came home from Egypt, did you make any purchases in Naples?”

“None at all. I was only there one night.”

“Now, sir, I am given to understand that your friend, Mr. Fensden, induced you to go abroad for the reason that he feared you were falling in love with your model. On what sort of terms was Mr. Fensden himself with the girl in question?”

“On very friendly terms,” said Godfrey.

“Was he in love with her, do you think?”

“I am certain he was not,” Godfrey replied, shaking his head. “I do not think he would ever be in love with anybody.”



“And you are quite sure that he saw nothing of the girl from the day he bade her good-bye in your studio, until Monday, when he inspected her dead body in the mortuary?”

“I am sure of it,” Godfrey answered.

“And when did he return to England, for I understand he has been abroad until lately?”

“On Thursday morning. I met him at the Mahl Stick Club an hour or two after his return from Paris.”

“Now, sir, one other question, and the last. The girl, I understand, told you that she was married, and refused to say to whom. I have had an opportunity of examining the wedding-ring from her finger. Somewhat to my surprise, I found that it was of Austrian make. Now, how does it come about that a girl living in Naples should be married with an Austrian wedding-ring? It was, moreover, an expensive one. What I want to know is, was the young woman ever in Vienna?”

“Never, to the best of my belief,” said Godfrey. “At any rate she never told me so.”

“Now, sir, there’s one point I want to clear up, and when I have done that, I sha’n’t be at all certain that I haven’t got the key to the whole mystery. Is it only a singular coincidence, do you think, that Teresina Cardi, your old model, wore a wedding-ring of Austrian make, and that the box in which her hands were sent to you the other day should bear the label of a well-known Vienna firm?”

He chuckled and rubbed his hands together, as he put this question to Godfrey.

“It certainly seems singular,” said the latter; “but why should not the ring have been purchased in Naples, even if it were of Austrian make?”

“There is not the least reason why it should not, but the coincidence is worth remarking. Now, sir, I shall leave you to think over what I have said. I shall telegraph to Naples and Vienna, and meanwhile endeavour to find out who it was handed the box in at Euston. Allow me to wish you good-day, gentlemen.”

They returned his salutations, after which he went away, leaving one little ray of hope behind him.

“A most remarkable man that!” said Codey, appreciatively, when the door was once more closed. “He will follow the trail now like a sleuth-hound. In the meantime, Mr. Henderson, I can not promise you anything very hopeful for to-morrow. I shall apply to the magistrate for a remand in order to give Burrell more time to look about him. I shall keep in touch with him, you may be sure. I have retained Alfred Rolland as counsel for you. He and I have often worked together, and I don’t think you could have a better man.”

“I place myself in your hands unreservedly,” said Godfrey. “Do whatever you think best, and spare no expense. I have others besides myself to think of in this matter.”

“You have indeed, poor souls!” said Sir Vivian. “I shall go down to-night, and try to reassure them, and come up again first thing in the morning.”

When they left him, half-an-hour later, Godfrey sat himself down on his bed and resigned himself to his own miserable thoughts. What enemy had he who hailed from Vienna? He could think of no one among the circle of his acquaintances who had ever been there. Certainly no one who would be likely to do him such an irreparable wrong. After that he thought of his dear ones at home, and broke down completely. His supper was sent away untouched. He felt as though he could not have swallowed a mouthful, even had his life depended on it. At last he retired to bed, but not to rest. When he rose next morning, he felt older by a dozen years.

“This will never do,” he said to himself. “If I go on like this, people will begin to think from my appearance that I am guilty. No, they shall see that I am not afraid to look any man in the face.”

Then the door was unlocked, and he was informed that it was time to set off for the magistrate’s court.


CHAPTER XII
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THE PRELIMINARY INVESTIGATION before the magistrate calls for but little comment. The evidence was, with but few exceptions, that which had been given before the coroner on the Monday and Wednesday preceding. If it were remarkable for anything it was for the number of spectators in the Court. The building, in which the coroner’s inquiry had been conducted, had been crowded, but the police-court was packed, not with the poorly-clad spectators which one usually meets and associates with that miserable place, but by well-dressed and even aristocratic members of society. When Godfrey recovered from his first feeling of shame at finding himself in such a place and in such a position, and looked about him, he recognised several people whom he had once accounted his friends, but who had now schemed and contrived by every means in their power, to obtain permission to watch, what they thought would amount to his degradation and final extinction. Pulling himself together he gazed boldly around him, and more than one person there told himself or herself that a man who could look at one like that could never be guilty of such a crime as murder. Mr. Rolland, the counsel who had been retained by Codey for the defence, was a tall, handsome man, and of others, little above middle-age. He was the possessor of a bland, suave manner which had the faculty of extracting information from the most unwilling and reluctant witnesses. Near him sat Mr. Codey himself, keen-eyed and on the alert for anything that might tend to his client’s advantage. The curiosity of the visitors was not destined, however, to be gratified, for, when certain of the witnesses had been examined, the case was adjourned for a week, and Godfrey returned to Holloway by the way he had come.

How the next seven days passed Godfrey declares he is unable to tell, but at last that weary week came to an end, and once more he stood in the crowded Court. At first glance it looked, if such a thing were possible, as if more people had been squeezed into the building than on the previous occasion. The fashionable world was as well represented as before, while this time there were even more ladies present than had hitherto been the case. The cabman who had driven the pair to Burford Street was examined and repeated his former evidence. He was subjected to a severe cross-examination by Mr. Rolland, but his testimony remained unshaken. The police-constable, who had seen them together outside the house, also repeated his tale. He was quite certain, he assured the Court, that the woman in question was crying as he passed them. At the same time he was not sure whether or not the prisoner was speaking angrily to her. When he left the witness-box Victor Fensden took his place. He described the life in the studio before Godfrey left England, and repeated the story of the attempt he had made to induce him to break off his relations with the girl. When the prosecution had done with him Mr. Rolland took him in hand and inquired what reason he had for supposing that his client had ever felt any affection for the deceased woman.

“Because he himself told me so,” Fensden returned unblushingly. “I pointed out to him the absurdity of such a thing, and was at last successful in inducing him to accompany me abroad.”



“You parted where?”

“In Port Said. I went on to Palestine, while he returned to Naples.”

“En route to England?”

“I believe so.”

“On what day did you yourself reach London?”

“On the day of the murder.”

“When did you next see the prisoner?”

“He lunched with me at the Mahl Stick Club on the same day.”

“That will do,” said Mr. Rolland, somewhat to the surprise of the Court. “I have no further questions to ask you.”

It was at this point that the great sensation of the day occurred. When Fensden had taken his place once more, Detective-sergeant Gunson was called, and a tall, handsome man, with a short, brown beard entered the box. He stated that his name was Gunson, and that he was a member of the Scotland Yard detective force. Two days previous, accompanied by Detective-sergeant McVickers, he had paid a visit to the prisoner’s residence, Detwich Hall, in the county of Midlandshire. They had made a systematic search of the building, with the result that, hidden away behind a bookcase in the studio, they had discovered a long knife of Oriental workmanship and design. The blade was of razor-like sharpness, and was covered with certain dark stains. He found nothing else of an incriminating nature. Detective-sergeant McVickers was next called, who corroborated his companion’s evidence.

Dr. Bensford, an analytical chemist and lecturer at the Waterloo Hospital, stated that he was instructed by the Home Secretary to make an examination of the marks upon the knife in question, now produced, and had arrived at the conclusion that they were the stains of human blood. (Great sensation in Court.)

So overwhelming was the shock to Godfrey, that for a moment he neither heard nor saw anything. A ghastly faintness was stealing over him and the Court swam before his eyes. With a mighty effort, however, he pulled himself together and once more faced the Court. He looked at Sir Vivian and saw that the baronet’s face had suddenly become very pale.

“Good Heavens!” he thought to himself, “will he suspect me also?”

The analyst having left the box, Victor Fensden was recalled, and the knife handed to him. He took it in his daintily gloved hand and examined it carefully.

“Have you ever seen that knife before?” asked the prosecution.

Victor hesitated a moment before he replied.

“No,” he answered, as if with an effort.

“Think again,” said his examiner. “Remember that this is a court of justice, and it behooves you to speak the truth. Where did you see that knife before?”

Once more Victor hesitated. Then in a somewhat louder voice he said:

“In Egypt. In Cairo.”

“To whom does it belong?”

“To Mr. — I mean to the prisoner. I was with him when he purchased it.”

A greater sensation than ever was produced by this assertion. Godfrey leaned forward on the rail of the dock and scrutinized the witness calmly.

“Your Worship,” he said, addressing the magistrate, “with all due respect I should like to be allowed to say that I have never seen that knife in my life before.”

The prosecution having finished their case, Mr. Rolland addressed the Bench. He pointed out how entirely improbable it was that a gentleman of Mr. Henderson’s character and position would commit a murder of such a cowardly nature. He commented on the fact that it would have been impossible, had he even desired to do such a thing, for him to have committed the crime and have walked from Burford Street to his hotel in Piccadilly in the time counted from the moment he was seen by the police officer to the time of his arrival at his hotel. Moreover, he asked the magistrate to consider the question as to whether a man who had committed such a dastardly deed would have been likely to send the mutilated remains to himself as a wedding present. It was useless for him, however, to argue, the magistrate had already made up his mind, and Godfrey was therefore not surprised when he found himself committed to stand for his trial at the next Criminal Sessions, to be held in a month’s time. Bowing to the magistrate, he left the dock, entered the cab that was waiting for him in the yard, and was driven away to Holloway.

“It was the finding of that knife that did it,” said Mr. Codey reproachfully, when he next saw him. “Why on earth didn’t you tell me that it was hidden there?”

“Because I did not know it myself,” Godfrey replied. “When I told the magistrate that I had never seen it before, it was the truth. I did not buy a knife in Cairo, so how could I have brought one home with me?”

“But who could have placed it behind the bookcase, if you did not?” asked the lawyer.

“That is more than I can say,” said Godfrey simply.

“Look here, Mr. Henderson,” said Codey sharply, “I have met a good many unsuspicious men in my time, but I don’t think I have ever met one so unsuspicious as you are. I have a list of all the people in your house at the moment when that box arrived. Let us run it over. There was your mother, your sister, and your fiancée, Miss Devereux. As our friend Burrell would say, they may be dismissed from the case without delay. Your butler and footman are old family servants, as are the housekeeper, the cook, and the head parlour-maid. They may also be dismissed. The remainder of the household would be scarcely likely to possess a knife of that description, so we will dismiss them also. There remains only yourself and Mr. Fensden. You declare you are innocent, and we will presume that you are. Now, Mr. Fensden, by his evidence has placed you where you are. That is certain. You say that he lied as to the fact of your being in love with the woman who is dead, and also when he said that you purchased the knife in Cairo. You say that he came to stay with you on the day that the murder was discovered — why should he not have placed it behind the bookcase, in order that it should be another incriminating point against you?”

“I can not believe that he would do such a thing,” said Godfrey. “He would not be so base.”

“I am not so sure of it,” said the astute lawyer. “What is more, I made a curious discovery to-day. The man in question pretends to be your friend. He gives his evidence with reluctance. Yet I noticed that when that knife was produced his face betrayed neither surprise nor emotion. Had he had your interests at heart, would he have been so callous? Answer me that! Now you have my reasons for arguing that he knew where the knife was, and also the man who had placed it there.”

“The suspicions you suggest are too horrible,” said Godfrey, rising and pacing the cell. “What possible reason could he have for doing me such an injury?”



“One never knows. There are some men who hate the man who is supposed to be their best friend, either because he, the friend, has been successful in money-making, in love, or perhaps he presumes him to be happier than himself. You are rich; he is poor. You have been successful in your profession; he has been a failure. His hatred, like hundreds, might have begun with jealousy and have terminated in this. I have known more unlikely things.”

“In that case what am I to do?”

“Leave it to me and to Burrell to arrange. If things were not going right, my experience teaches me that that astute gentleman would have shown signs of dissatisfaction before now. He has got his nose on the trail, you may be sure, and if I know anything about him, he will not leave it for a moment.”

“But do you think he will be able to prove my innocence?” asked Godfrey.

“All in good time, my dear sir, all in good time,” said the lawyer. “With me for your lawyer (pardon the boast), Rolland for your counsel, Dick Horsden and Braithwaite with him, and Burrell for the ferret that is to make the rabbits bolt, you could not be better served. For my own part, I wouldn’t mind making you a bet — and as a rule I am not a man who gambles — that the last-named gentleman has already acquired sufficient information to secure your return to Detwich with an unblemished character.”

“Then do so by all means,” said Godfrey. “I will take it with the greatest pleasure in the world.”

“Very well then,” answered the lawyer. “I’ll tell you what we’ll do. I’ve a junior clerk who has the making of a man in him, but who is in consumption. The doctors tell me that, unless he is sent for a long sea voyage to the other side of the world, he will not live a year. I have promised to send him to the South Seas, and, if you like, this shall be our bet: If you get off scot-free, you pay all his expenses — something like five hundred pounds — and also give him five hundred pounds to go on with. If you don’t, then I pay. Will you agree to that?”

“With all the pleasure in the world,” Godfrey replied.

“Then it’s settled. And now I must be going. Good-bye.”

They shook hands, and then the lawyer took his departure, leaving Godfrey happier than he had been for some time past.



The month that separated the magistrate’s inquiry from the Sessions at the Old Bailey seemed to Godfrey like an eternity. Day after day crept slowly by, with but little, if anything, to relieve the monotony. He took his daily exercise, kept his cell in spotless order, received visits from the lawyer, who came to report progress, and from Sir Vivian, who brought messages of hope and encouragement from the folk at home.

On one red-letter day he was informed that visitors had arrived to see him, and he was accordingly conducted to the room where he had on several occasions interviewed his lawyer. The warder opened the door and he entered, to be nearly overwhelmed by surprise. Standing by her father’s side, at the farther end of the room, and waiting to receive him, was no less a person than Molly herself. She ran forward and threw herself into his arms.

“Molly, Molly,” he faltered, “what does this mean? Why are you here? You should not distress yourself like this.”

“I could not help it,” she answered. “I had to come, I could stay away from you no longer. You do not know how I have suffered. It seems as if a lifetime had elapsed since we parted. At last I managed to persuade papa to bring me up. My poor boy, how ill you look! How you must have suffered!”

“Never mind about that, dear,” said Godfrey. “If it all comes right in the end, we can afford to suffer a little. Now tell me of yourself; you don’t know how hungry I am for news.”

“No, don’t let us talk of myself,” she answered. “I want to talk about you and your affairs. Do you know that this morning I saw Mr. Codey, your lawyer, for the first time? He was introduced to me by papa.”

“And what did he say to you?” Godfrey inquired, with natural interest.

“I am afraid there is not much to tell,” said Molly. “When I asked him if he thought we should be able to prove your innocence, he said, ‘That’s a thing we shall have to see about; but I don’t mind going so far as to promise you, that, unless there’s anything else that I don’t know of, you and Mr. Henderson will eat your Christmas dinner together next year!’ I asked him and implored him to tell me more, but I could not get anything else out of him.”

Godfrey felt his heart beat more hopefully. It was something, indeed, to know that Codey took such a bright view of the case. Then Molly went on to give him the latest news of his mother and sister. The old lady, it appeared, was suffering a great deal on her dear boy’s account; but she firmly believed that in the end he would be acquitted.

“It makes me so sad to see her,” said Molly. “As you may suppose, I spend the greater part of my time there now, and I think we help and comfort each other.”

“God bless you for your goodness to them, dear!” replied Godfrey. “I know what it must mean to them to have you with them.”

“And now, Molly,” said Sir Vivian, rising from his chair, “I am afraid we must go. We were only allowed a short time with you, and we must not exceed it. Good-bye, my boy, and may God bless you! Don’t be down-hearted; we’ll prove your innocence yet.”

“You still believe in me, Sir Vivian?” he asked.

“As firmly as ever,” the other answered. “I should not be here if I did not. And now, Molly, you must come along.”

Godfrey kissed his sweetheart, and wished her good-bye. When she had left the room, all the sunshine seemed to have gone out of it, and with a heavy heart he went back to the gloom of his prison life again.


CHAPTER XIII
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JACOB BURRELL SAT in his comfortable armchair and took counsel with himself. He was a bachelor, and like many other bachelors was wedded to a hobby, which in some respects was more to him than any wife could possibly have been. In other words he was an enthusiastic philatelist, and his collection of the world’s stamps was the envy of every enthusiast who came in contact with them. For Jacob Burrell they possessed another interest that was quite apart from their mere intrinsic value. A very large number of the stamps so carefully pasted in the book had been collected, or had come into his possession, in the performance of his professional duties. A very rare 1¼ schilling blue Hamburg was picked up by the merest chance on the same day that he ran a notorious bank swindler to earth in Berlin; while a certain blue and brown United States, worth upward of thirty pounds, became his property during a memorable trip to America in search of a fraudulent trustee, whose whereabouts the officials of Scotland Yard had not been able to discover. Well-nigh every page had a story of its own to tell, and when Burrell was in the humour, he could, with the book before him, reel off tale after tale, of a description that would be calculated to make the listener’s hair stand on end with astonishment. At the present moment he was occupied, as he very well knew, with one of the most knotty problems he had ever tackled in his life. His face wore a puzzled expression. In his right hand he held a large magnifying glass and in his left a Canadian stamp of the year 1852. But whether it was the case he was thinking of or the stamp it would have been difficult to say.

“Genuine or not?” he asked himself. “That’s the question. If it’s the first, it’s worth five pounds of any man’s money. If it’s a fudge, then it’s not the first time I’ve been had, but I’ll take very good care that, so far as the gentleman is concerned who sold it to me, it shall be the last.”

He scrutinized it carefully once more through the glass and then shook his head. Having done so he replaced the doubtful article in the envelope whence, he had taken it, slipped the glass back into its chamois-leather case, tied the tape round the handle as deliberately as if all his success in life depended on it, put both book and glass away in a drawer, and then proceeding to the sideboard on the other side of the room, slowly and carefully mixed himself a glass of grog. It was close upon midnight and he felt that the work he had that day completed entitled him to such refreshment.

“Good Heavens,” he muttered as he sipped it, “what fools some men can be!”

What this remark had to do with the stamp in question was not apparent, but his next soliloquy made his meaning somewhat more intelligible.

“If he had wanted to find himself in the dock and to put the rope round his neck he couldn’t have gone to work better. He must needs stand talking to the girl in the Strand until she cries, whereupon he calls a cab and drives home with her, gets out of it and takes up a position in the full light of a gas lamp, so that the first policeman who passes may have a look at his face, and recognise him again when the proper time comes. After that he hurries back to his hotel at such a pace that he arrives in a sufficiently agitated condition to stand in need of brandy. Why, it’s an almost unbelievable list of absurd coincidences. However, he didn’t commit the crime, that’s quite certain. I’ve had a bit of experience in my time, and I don’t know that I’ve ever made a mistake about a human face yet. There’s not a trace of guilt in his. To-morrow morning I’ll just run round to the scene of the murder and begin my investigations there. Though the Pro’s have been over the ground before me, it will be strange if I can not pick up something that has not been noticed by their observant eyes.”

A perpetual feud existed between the famous Jacob Burrell and the genuine representatives of the profession. His ways were unorthodox, the latter declared. He did not follow the accustomed routine, and what was worse, when he managed to obtain information it was almost, if not quite, impossible to get him to divulge it for their benefit. Such a man deserved to be set down on every possible opportunity.

True to the arrangement he had made with himself on the previous evening, Burrell immediately after breakfast next morning set out for Burford Street. On reaching No. 16 he ascended the steps and entered the grimy passage, and inquired from a man he found there where the landlord was to be discovered. In reply the individual he interrogated went to the head of a flight of stairs that descended like an abyss into the regions below, and shouted something in German. A few moments later the proprietor of the establishment made his appearance. He was a small sallow individual with small bloodshot eyes, suggestive of an undue partiality for Schnapps, and the sadness of whose face gave one the impression that he cherished a grievance against the whole world. His sleeves were rolled up above the elbows, and he carried a knife in one hand and a potato in the other.

“Vat is dat you vant mit me?” he inquired irritably, as he took stock of the person before him.

“I want you to show me the room in which that Italian girl, Teresina Cardi, was murdered,” Burrell replied, without wasting time.

The landlord swore a deep oath in German.

“It is always de murder from morning until night,” he answered. “I am sick mit it. Dat murder will be the ruin mit me. Every day der is somebody come and say ‘Where is dot room?’ Who are you that you ask me that I should to you show it?”

Burrell, to the best of his ability, explained his motive for proffering such a request. This must have been satisfactory, for in the end the landlord consented to conduct him to the room in question. From the day of the murder it had been kept locked, and it must be confessed that since no one would inhabit it, and it did not in consequence return its owner its accustomed rent, he had some measure of excuse for the irritation he displayed in connection with it.

“Dere it is,” he said, throwing the door open, “and you can look your full at it. I have scrubbed all dot floor dill my arms ache mit it, but I can not get der blood marks out. Dot stain is just where she was found, boor girl!”

The man pointed, with grizly relish, to a dark stain upon the floor, and then went on to describe the impression the murder and its attendant incidents had produced upon him. To any other man than Burrell, they would probably have been uninteresting to a degree. The latter, however, knowing the importance of little things, allowed him to continue his chatter. At the same time his quick eyes were taking in the character of the room, making his own deductions and drawing his own inferences. At last, when the other had exhausted his powers of description, Burrell took from his pocket his favourite magnifying glass, cased in its covering of chamois leather. Having prepared it for business, he went down on his hands and knees and searched the floor minutely. What he was looking for, or what he hoped to find, he did not know himself, but a life’s experience had taught him that clews are often picked up in the most unexpected quarters.

“I’ve known a man get himself hanged,” he had once been heard to remark, “simply because he neglected to put a stitch to a shirt button and had afterward to borrow a needle and thread to do it. I remember another who had the misfortune to receive a sentence of fifteen years for forgery, who would never have been captured, but for a peculiar blend of tobacco, which he would persist in smoking after the doctors had told him it was injurious to his health.”

So slow and so careful was his investigation, that the landlord, who preferred more talkative company, very soon tired of watching him. Bidding him lock the door and bring the key downstairs with him when he had finished, he returned to the culinary operations from which he had been summoned. Burrell, however, still remained upon his knees on the floor, searching every crack and crevice with that superb and never-wearying patience that was one of his most remarkable characteristics. It was quite certain, as the landlord had said, that the floor had been most thoroughly and conscientiously scrubbed since the night of the murder. He rose to his feet and brushed his knees.

“Nothing there,” he said to himself. “They’ve destroyed any chance of my finding anything useful.”

Walking to the fireplace he made a most careful examination of the grate. Like the floor, it had also been rigorously cleaned. Not a vestige of ash or dust remained in it.

“Polished up to be ready for the newspaper reporters, I suppose,” said Burrell sarcastically to himself. “They couldn’t have done it better if they had wanted to make sure of the murderer not being caught.”

After that he strolled to the window and looked out. The room, as has already been stated elsewhere, was only a garret, and the small window opened upon a slope of tiled roof. Above the eaves and at the bottom of the slope just mentioned, was a narrow lead gutter of the usual description. From the window it was impossible, unless one leaned well out, to look down into the street below.

“Just let me think for a moment,” said Burrell to himself, as he stood looking at the roofs of the houses opposite; “the night of the murder was a warm one, and this window would almost certainly be open. I suppose if the people in the houses on the other side of the way had seen or heard anything, they would have been sure to come forward before now. The idea, however, is always worth trying. I’ve a good mind to make a few inquiries over there later on.”

As he said this he gave a little start forward, and leaning out of the window, looked down over the tiles into the gutter below. A small fragment of a well-smoked cigarette could just be descried in it.

“My luck again,” he said with a chuckle. “If some reporter or sensation hunter didn’t throw it there, which is scarcely likely, I may be on the right track after all. Now who could have been smoking cigarettes up here? First and foremost I’ll have a look at it.”

On entering, he had placed his walking stick on the table in the middle of the room. He turned to get it, and as he did so he took from his pocket a small housewife. His multitudinous experiences had taught him the advisability of carrying such an article about with him, and on this occasion it promised to prove more than ordinarily useful. From one compartment he selected a long, stout needle which he placed in a hole in the handle of the walking stick. Then returning once more to the window, and leaning well out, he probed for the cigarette lying so snugly five or six feet below him. Twice he was unsuccessful, but the third attempt brought the precious relic to his hand. Taking it to the table, he drew up a chair and sat down to examine it. It was sodden and discoloured, but the rim of the gutter had in a measure protected it, and it still held together. His famous magnifying glass was again brought into action. Once upon a time there had been printing on the paper, but now it was well-nigh undecipherable. As I have already remarked, however, Burrell was a man gifted with rare patience, and after a scrutiny that lasted some minutes, he was able to make out sufficient of the printing to know that the maker’s name ended with “olous,” while the place in which the cigarette had been manufactured was Cairo.

“I wonder,” said the detective to himself, “if this is destined to be of any service to me. At first glance it would appear as if my first impression was a wrong one. Mr. Henderson, who is accused of the murder, has lately returned from Cairo. Though, perhaps he never purchased any tobacco there, it would certainly do him no good to have it produced as evidence, that the butt end of a cigarette from that place was found in the gutter outside the window of the murdered woman’s room.”

After another prolonged inspection of the room, and not until he had quite convinced himself that there was nothing more to be discovered in it, he descended to the lower regions of the house, returned the key to the landlord, and immediately left the building. Crossing the street, he made his way to the house opposite. The caretaker received him, and inquired the nature of his business. He gave his explanation, but a few questions were sufficient to convince him that he must not expect to receive any assistance from that quarter. The rooms, so he discovered, from which it would have been possible to catch any glimpse of what was going on in Teresina’s apartment in the opposite house, were tenanted only in the daytime.

“Nothing to be learned there,” said Burrell to himself, when he had thanked the man and had left the house. “Now the question to be decided is, what shall I do next?”

He stood upon the pavement meditatively scratching his chin for a few moments. Then he must have made up his mind, for he turned sharply round and walked off in the direction of the Tottenham Court Road. Taking a ‘bus there, he made his way on it to Oxford Street, thence, having changed conveyances, he proceeded as far as Regent Street. It was a bright, sunny morning, and the pavements of that fashionable thoroughfare were crowded with pedestrians. As the burly, farmerish-looking man strode along, few, if any, of the people he passed would have believed him to be the great detective whose name had struck a terror, that nothing else could have inspired, into the hearts of so many hardened criminals. When he was a little more than half-way down the street, he turned sharply to his left hand, passed into another and shorter thoroughfare, then turned to his left again, and finally entered another street on his right. He was now in the neighbourhood of quiet-looking houses of the office description. There was nothing about them to indicate that their occupants were the possessors of any great amount of wealth, and yet one could not help feeling, as one looked at them, that there was a substantial, money-making air about them. Having reached a particular doorway, Burrell paused, consulted the names engraved upon the brass plate on the wall outside, and then entered. He found himself in a small hall, from which a narrow flight of linoleum-covered stairs led to the floors above. These stairs he ascended, to presently find himself standing before a door on which the names of Messrs. Morris and Zevenboom were painted. Disregarding the word “Private,” which for some inexplicable reason was printed underneath the name of the firm, he turned the handle and entered. A small youth was seated at a table in the centre of the apartment, busily engaged making entries in a large book propped up before him. He looked up on seeing Burrell, and, in an off-hand fashion, inquired his business.

“I want to see Mr. Zevenboom if he’s at home,” said the latter. “If he is, just tell him, my lad, that I should like to speak to him, will you?”

“That’s all very well,” said the boy with an assurance beyond his years, “but how am I to do it if I don’t know your name? Ain’t a thought reader, am I?”

“Tell him Mr. Burrell would like to speak to him,” said the detective without any appearance of displeasure at the lad’s impertinence. “I fancy he will know who I am, even if you don’t!”

“Right you are, I’ll be back in a moment.”

So saying, the lad disappeared into an inner apartment with an air that seemed to insinuate that if Mr. Zevenboom might be impressed by the stranger, it was certainly more than he was. His feelings received rather a shock, however, when his employer informed him in a stage whisper that Mr. Burrell “was the great detective” and made him show him in at once and not keep him waiting. Jacob was accordingly ushered in, with becoming ceremony, and found himself received by a little man, whose beady black eyes and sharp features proclaimed his nationality more plainly than any words could have done.

“Ah, mein dear friend,” said he, “I am glad to see you. It is long since we have met, and you are looking as well as ever you did.”

“I am all right, thank you,” said Burrell genially. “Thank goodness, in spite of hard work, there’s never very much the matter with me.”

Before he seated himself the other went to a cupboard at the back of his desk and, having unlocked it, took from it a cigar box, one of a number of others, which he placed upon the table at his guest’s elbow.

“Try one of these,” he said, “you will smoke nothing better in all Europe. I pledge you the word of Israel Zevenboom to that.”

“I can quite believe you,” said Burrell, and then mindful of the business that had brought him there, he added, “if there’s one man in all London who knows a good cigar I suppose you are that one.”

The little man grinned in high appreciation of the compliment.

“Cigars or cigarettes, I tell you, it’s all the same to me,” he said, spreading his hands apart. “There is no tobacco grown, or upon the market, that I can not put a name to.”

“And you are familiar with all the best makers, I suppose?”



The other again spread his hands apart as if such a question was not of sufficient importance to require an answer.

“I know them all,” he continued pompously. “And they all know me. Morris and Zevenboom is a firm whose name is famous with them all.”

A pause of upward of half a minute followed this remark, during which Burrell lit his cigar.

“And now what can I do for you, my friend?” the other inquired. “I shall be most happy to oblige you as far as lies in my power. You were very good to me in de matter of — —”

He paused for a moment. Then he thought better of it and came to a sudden stop.

“Well, in the matter that we both remember,” he added finally.

“I want a little information from you, that I believe it is in your power to give,” said Burrell, taking a note book from his pocket and from it producing the scrap of cigarette he had taken from the gutter of the house in Burford Street. He placed it on the desk before his companion.

“I want you to tell me if you can who are the makers of these cigarettes, and whether they can be obtained in England?”

The other took up his glasses and perched them on the end of his delicate nose, after which he held the charred fragment of the cigarette up to the light. This did not seem to satisfy him, so he took it to the window and examined it more closely. He turned it over, smelt it, extracted a shred of the tobacco, smelt that, and at last came back to the table.

“That cigarette was made by my good friend Kosman Constantinopolous, of Cairo, a most excellent firm, but as yet they have no representatives in England. Some day they will have.”

“Where is the nearest place at which these cigarettes can be obtained?” asked Burrell.

“In Paris — if you like I will give you the address,” the other replied, “or better still I will get some for you should you desire to have some. They are expensive but the tobacco is good.”

“I won’t trouble you to procure me any just now, thank you,” Burrell answered. “I only wanted to try and fix the maker’s name. It comes into some important business that I am just now at work upon. I suppose I can rely upon your information being correct? It will make a big difference to me.”

“My good friend, you may be quite sure of that,” the other answered with pride. “I am Israel Zevenboom, the expert, and after fifty years’ experience, should not be likely to make a mistake in such a simple matter as that.”

Then, at Burrell’s request, he thereupon wrote down the address of the firm in Paris, after which the detective thanked him heartily for his trouble and bade him good-bye.

“To-morrow,” said Burrell to himself, “if all goes well, I will take a run down to Mr. Henderson’s country seat and make a few inquiries there. After that it looks as if Paris is likely to be the scene of my next operations. There are one or two little preliminaries, however, that must be settled before I leave England.”

He was as good as his word, and the mid-day train next day landed him upon the platform at Detwich. He inquired how far it was to the Hall, and on being informed of his direction, set off along the High Road at a swinging pace. He was a man who never rode when he could walk, and, had he not chosen another profession, it is possible he might have made a name for himself in the athletic world as a pedestrian.

“It seems a sad thing,” he said to himself, as he turned in through the lodge gates and began to cross the park, “that a young gentleman owning such a beautiful place as this should be clapped into limbo on a charge of murder. But here I suppose is what the literary gentlemen call the ‘Irony of Fate.’ However, it’s my business to get him out of the scrape he’s in if I can, and not to bother my head about anything else.”

Having reached the house he sent his name in to Mrs. Henderson, and asked for an interview. Her daughter Kitty was with her in the morning room when the butler entered.

“Mr. Jacob Burrell?” she said in a puzzled way, looking at the card the man had handed to her. “I don’t know the name, do you, Kitty?”

“Why, yes, mother, of course I do,” the girl replied. “How could you forget? He is the famous detective whom the lawyers have engaged to take up the case for poor Godfrey. Tell him that we will see him at once, Williamson, and show him in here.”

A few moments later Burrell made his appearance and bowed to the two ladies. That he was not at all the sort of individual they had expected to see was evident from the expressions upon their faces.

“Doubtless, ladies, you have heard my name and the business upon which I am engaged,” he said, by way of introducing himself.

They acknowledged that they had done so, and when they had invited him to be seated, inquired what success he had so far met with. He shook his head cautiously.

“In these sort of cases you must not expect to succeed all at once,” he said. Then observing the look upon their faces he added: “You see, Mrs. Henderson, a big case, unless the evidence is very clear and straightforward, is not unlike a Chinese puzzle, being a lot of little pieces cut out of one big block. Well, all the little cubes are tipped out upon the floor in confusion, and before you can begin to put them together it is necessary to familiarize yourself with the rough outlines of the parts and to make yourself acquainted with the sizes, shapes, and numbers of the pieces you have to work with. That done you can begin your work of putting them together.”

“Mr. Burrell is quite right, mother,” Kitty remarked. “We must be patient and not expect too much at first. We ourselves know that Godfrey is innocent, and Mr. Burrell will very soon demonstrate it to the world, I am very sure.” Then turning to the detective she continued: “Since you have spared the time to come down here, it is only natural to suppose that you desire to ask us questions. If so, please do not hesitate to put them. My mother and I will — only too thankfully — do all that lies in our power to assist you in your work.”

“Well, miss,” said Burrell, “I won’t deny that there are certain questions I should like to put to you. In the meantime, however, if you will allow me, I’ll just take a walk round the place, and if I have your permission to enter your brother’s rooms, it’s just possible I may be able to find something that will be of advantage to him there.”

“Go where you please,” said Mrs. Henderson. “Heaven knows at such a time we should place no restrictions upon any one. If you can save my poor boy — I shall be grateful to you forever.”

“Be sure, madam, I will do my best. I can’t say more.”

Kitty rose from her chair.

“Perhaps it would be better for me to show you my brother’s studio first,” she said. “Will you come with me?”

Burrell followed her out of the room and down the long corridor to the room in question. Kitty left him there, and for upward of half-an-hour he remained in the apartment, busily engaged upon what he called “forming his own impressions.” After that he passed through the French windows out into the grounds beyond, had a few minutes’ conversation with some of the men, and, when he had exhausted that portion of the business, returned to the house to find that luncheon had been provided for him in the library. He thereupon sat down to it and made an excellent meal. That finished, he was wondering what he should do next, when Kitty entered the room.

“I hope you have been well looked after, Mr. Burrell,” she said. “You are quite sure there is nothing else you would like?”

“Nothing at all, thank you,” he answered, “unless I might ask you for a cigarette?”

“A cigarette,” she replied, with a suggestion of astonishment, for he did not look like the sort of man who would have cared for anything less than a pipe or a strong cigar. “That is very unfortunate, for I am afraid we have not one in the house. My brother Godfrey, you see, never smokes them, and I remember his saying just before — —” she paused for a moment and a look of pain came into her face, “just before this trouble occurred,” she continued, “that the supply he had laid in for his friends was exhausted and that he must order some more.” Then she appeared to recollect something, for her face brightened. “Ah!” she cried, “now I come to think of it, we do happen to have a box which Mr. Fensden left here before he went away. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll get it.”

He thanked her and she left the room, whereupon he walked to the window and stood looking out upon the lawn, drumming with the fingers of his right hand upon the pane before him. What his thoughts were at that moment will in all probability never be known, but when, a few minutes later, Kitty returned with a box of cigarettes in her hand, he turned to greet her with as much excitement in his face as he had ever been known to show about anything. The box in question was flat and square, with some Arabic writing in gold upon the lid and the inscription Kosman Constantinopolous et Cie, Cairo.

Jacob Burrell may or may not have been a cigarette smoker (for my part I have never seen him with so mild a weed between his lips). I only know that on this particular occasion he stood with the cigarette in one hand for some time without lighting it, and the box in the other.

“Did I understand you to say that Mr. Fensden gave these cigarettes to your brother?” he inquired at last, after he had turned certain matters over in his mind.

“Yes,” she replied. “He used to say laughingly that the weakest of all Godfrey’s weak points was his dislike to Egyptian cigarettes, and that if he would only try to cultivate the taste for that tobacco, he would be converted from barbarism to comparative civilization. You have seen Mr. Fensden, of course?”

“I saw him in Court,” Burrell replied, apparently without much interest. “And now, I think, with your permission, miss, I will return to the station. I have seen all that is necessary for my purpose here, and am anxious to get back to town as soon as possible. There are several matters there that demand my attention.” Kitty was silent for a moment. Then she gained her courage and spoke out.

“Mr. Burrell,” she said, laying her hand upon his arm, “I suspect you can very well imagine what a terrible time of suspense this is for us. As I said this morning, we all know that my brother is innocent of the crime with which he is charged. But how can we prove it? All our hopes are centred upon you. You have done such wonderful things in the past that surely you can bring the real perpetrator of this hideous crime to justice. Can you not give us even a grain of hope to comfort us? My poor mother is fretting herself to a shadow about it.”

“I scarcely know what I can say just yet,” he replied. “I, of course, have begun to form my own theories, but they are too unsubstantial as yet for me to be able to pin any faith upon them — much less to allow you to do so. This, however, I will tell you, and any one who knows me will tell you that it is something for me to admit. What I say is that up to the present moment, I have been more successful than I had dared to hope I should be. Like yourselves, I have a conviction that your brother is innocent, and you may believe me when I say that it won’t be my fault if we can’t prove it. May I ask you to rest content with that? I can not say more.”

“I can not thank you sufficiently for your kindness,” she answered. “Your words give me fresh hope. May I tell Miss Devereux what you say?”

“Miss Devereux?” asked Burrell, who for the moment had forgotten the young lady in question.

“It is to Miss Devereux that my brother is engaged,” Kitty answered. “You may imagine how sad she is. Yet she has been, and still is, so brave about it.”

“Not braver than you are, I’ll be bound,” said Burrell gallantly. “And now I will wish you good-afternoon.”

He did so, and refusing her offer of a carriage to take him, was soon striding across the park on his way back to the railway station. As he walked along he thought of what he had done that day, and of the strange good fortune that had so far attended his efforts.

“It is only the merest guess,” he said to himself, “and yet it’s the old, old story. It is when they think themselves most secure, and that detection is impossible, that they are in the greatest danger. At that point some minute circumstance is sufficient to give them away, and it’s all over. This looks as if it will prove another example of the one rule.”

It was nearly five o’clock when he reached London. Arriving there he called a hansom and bade the man drive him with all speed to Mr. Codey’s office. As it happened he was only just in time to catch the lawyer, who was on the point of leaving.

“Halloa, Burrell,” cried the genial Mr. Codey on seeing him, “you seem excited. What’s the matter now?”

“I didn’t know that I had anything to be excited about,” Burrell replied with a smile at the lawyer’s attempt to draw him out. “I only thought I would drop in upon you, sir, to let you know that I am leaving for the Continent first thing to-morrow morning. I may be away a week, possibly a fortnight. I’m not able to put a definite time upon it, for it will all depend upon circumstances.”

“Then I suppose, as usual, you are beginning to find yourself on the right track,” the lawyer remarked drily.

“And, just as usual, sir, I reply that that’s as may be,” said the other. “I don’t deny that I’ve got hold of a piece of information that may eventually put me on the proper line — but I’ve got to sift it first — before I can act upon it. That’s why I’m going abroad.”

“Don’t be any longer than you can help about it, then,” returned the lawyer. “You know when the trial comes off?”

“As well as you do, sir! That’s why I want to get away at once. There’s no time to be wasted — that’s if we’re to be properly posted.”

“Well, then, good-bye, and may good luck go with you.”

Next morning Burrell, acting on the plan he had made, left London for Paris, with the portion of cigarette in his pocket.


CHAPTER XIV
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THE FIRST NIGHT of his sojourn in Paris was spent at the residence of a friend who was also a well-known Stamp Collector. They dined at a Restaurant together, and spent the remainder of the evening at a Café discussing matters connected with their joint hobby. Had one looked in upon Jacob Burrell then, as he sat sipping a glass of brandy and water, it would have been difficult to imagine that this man who was so emphatic and precise about Water Marks, Bâtonné Papers, Misprints, and Fudges, was in Paris for the sole reason of elucidating a terrible crime, and in the hope of bringing the criminal to justice.

Next morning he was up early and, as soon as was compatible with calling hours, was on his way to the office of which Zevenboom had given him the address. Sending his name in to the head of the firm, he asked for an interview. This was promptly granted him and he was ushered into the proprietor’s office, a charming little apartment fragrant with the odour of the divine weed. Now Burrell’s French is not particularly good, but Monsieur Zacroft’s English was certainly a good deal worse. However, they managed after a fashion, and with the help of a clerk, to make each other understand, and that was perhaps all that was wanted. Zacroft inquired with much solicitude after the bodily welfare of his good friend Zevenboom, and on being assured that the latter enjoyed excellent health, so far as Burrell was aware, proceeded to ask in what way he could be of service to the Englishman. The latter immediately commenced to explain, speaking in a louder tone than usual and using many gesticulations, as an Englishman so often does, in the hope of making his meaning clearer to his auditor. Later on Burrell produced the charred remnant of the cigarette. The Frenchman admitted that the cigarette shown to him was of the same brand as that manufactured by Messrs. Kosman & Constantinopolous of Cairo, of which wealthy firm, he took care to point out, he was the Parisian representative. He was also acquainted with Mr. Victor Fensden, and admitted that he had supplied that gentleman with cigarettes of the brand mentioned for some years past.

Burrell admitted to himself that so far this was very good. He hoped that there would be still better news to follow.

“Perhaps you can tell me when he obtained his last consignment from you?” he said, after a short pause.

The manager begged Burrell to excuse him while he went into his shop to ask the question. When he returned he laid a piece of paper before the other. The latter took it up and examined it carefully, though he was not at all prepared to find that the information would be of much value to him. The surprise he received, however, almost took his breath away. It was the work of a moment to whip out his pocket-book and to open it.

He turned the leaves until he arrived at the entry he wanted.

“And am I to understand you to say that Mr. Fensden wrote to you from England for them? Are you quite sure of it?”

“Quite sure,” replied the other, and intimated in exceedingly poor English that he was prepared to show his customer’s letter in proof of the genuineness of his assertion. He did so, and Burrell examined it carefully. Ultimately he prevailed upon the other to permit him to keep the letter.

“I wouldn’t lose it for a thousand pounds,” he said to himself. “Good gracious, this is nothing less than a stupendous piece of luck. It’s the last thing in the world I should have thought of.”

He thanked the little tobacco merchant for his courtesy, and bade him farewell, promising to remember him most affectionately to Zevenboom when next he should see him. After that he went off to make arrangements about his journey from Paris to Naples.

It was at a late hour of the night when he reached that famous Italian city. Tired out he betook himself to his hotel, slept the sleep of the just, and rose in the morning with the pleasant feeling that the day before him was likely to prove a busy and also an exciting one. After he had breakfasted, which he made a point of doing in the solid English fashion, he smoked a contemplative cigar, and interested himself after his own fashion in the billings and cooings of a young newly married couple, who were staying at the hotel awaiting the arrival of the out-going Australian Mail Boat. Then, having discovered the interpreter whom the hotel manager had found for him, he set off for the street in which he had been told Teresina Cardi and her mother had dwelt.

“‘See Naples and die’ they say,” he muttered to himself, as he made his way out of one into another tortuous and unsavoury street. “It should have been ‘smell Naples and die.’ A connoisseur could discover a hundred fresh unsavouries in every hundred yards.”

At last they found themselves in the street in question, and, after some little hunting, discovered the house in which the murdered girl had resided with her mother. The interpreter questioned the head of the family who lived on the ground floor. With many flourishes and bows, the latter, whose only work in life, it would appear, was to smoke cigarettes upon the doorstep, informed him that the Signora Cardi was dead and that the funeral had been a most imposing one.

“Ask him what has become of the daughter,” said Burrell, who was anxious to discover whether or not the man were aware of the murder.

“Gone,” was the laconic reply. Eventually he condescended to add, “An Englishman came to see her, and the signorina went away with him. I can tell you no more.”

He manufactured for himself another cigarette, with the air of a man who has done everything he could to prove himself hospitable, and is not quite certain whether he has succeeded in the attempt. At this juncture Burrell rattled the money in his pocket.

“Ask him if he thinks he would know the man again if he were to see him,” he said. “Tell him also that I will pay him well for any information he may give me.”

A vehement debate ensued — which might have lasted from three to five minutes. At the end the interpreter translated.

“He says, your Excellency, that he could pick the man out from a hundred.”

“He’s been a jolly long time saying it,” said Burrell, and as he spoke he took from his pocket half-a-dozen photographs which he had brought with him for that purpose. “However, he shall try!”

Among the number were likenesses of Fensden and Henderson. There were also others of men who had nothing whatsoever to do with the case. The proprietor of the ground floor rooms picked them up one by one and examined them critically. When he reached Fensden’s portrait he held it up immediately.

“That is the man,” he said to the interpreter. “I need look no farther. I should know him anywhere.”

Burrell replaced the photographs in his pocket.

“Ask him if he has any idea where the man he speaks of stayed when he was in Naples,” Burrell remarked to the man, but upon this subject it appeared that the other could give no sort of information, though he volunteered for a reward to find out. This help, however, Burrell declined. After rewarding him, he retraced his steps to the hotel.

“It should not be difficult,” he thought as he went along, “to discover the Englishman’s abode during the time he was in Naples. He is not the sort of man to put up anywhere but at a good hotel.”

Foreseeing for this reason that the number of the hotels at which the man he was inquiring about would be likely to stay, were limited, he resolved to institute investigations that afternoon. He was very soon successful. At the second at which he called he discovered that Fensden had resided there and that he had left again on the 3rd of February. The manager knew nothing of any liaison with a girl of the city, nor could he say where his guest went after he left Naples. His servants were equally ignorant, though one of them believed Signor Fensden’s destination to have been Rome. Thanking the manager for his courtesy, Burrell left the hotel more than a little disappointed, to spend the remainder of the afternoon securing affidavits as to dates and generally verifying the discoveries he had made.

“Well, I suppose there’s nothing for it but to try Rome,” he said to himself, when he had considered the matter in all its details.

Early next morning he accordingly shook the highly scented dust of Naples from his feet, and in due course reached the Italian capital. He had been there many times before, and in consequence he was a great favourite at the hotel where he usually resided. The owner welcomed him effusively, somewhat as he would have done a long-lost brother of whom he stood in some little awe, and trusted that he had come to make a long stay.

“I am afraid not,” said Burrell. “I have got an important piece of business on hand just now which must be completed as quickly as possible. I am trying to hunt up the doings of an Englishman, who I have reason to believe came here from Naples with a Neapolitan girl, in February last. Possibly he may have stayed with you. Here is his photograph. See if you can recognise him!”

He thereupon produced the photograph of Fensden, and laid it on the table for the manager’s inspection. The latter, however, shook his head. He could not remember the face among his guests.

“In that case I must begin my rounds of the hotels again, I suppose,” said Burrell.

After luncheon he did so. The result, however, was by no means satisfactory. He made inquiries at every hotel of importance, and at many that were not, but try as he would he could glean no tidings of the pair whose doings he was so anxious to trace.

“It’s evident I’ve gone wrong somewhere,” he said to himself. “I don’t think I will waste any more time in this place, but go straight on to Vienna and look about me there. We know that the box hailed from the Austrian capital and that the wedding ring was manufactured in the same country. For my own part I don’t believe they came to Rome at all.”

Once more he resumed his journey and at length had the satisfaction of finding himself in Francis Joseph’s famous city. He was very fond of Vienna, partly because he had made two important captures there, and possibly more so for the reason that one of the best deals in stamps he had ever effected was brought to a head in that delightful city. On this occasion he lost no time, but set to work immediately on his arrival. In this town, however, the search was not destined to prove a difficult one. He had not been more than twice unsuccessful when he tried the Hotel National in the Käarntner Strasse. The manager himself admitted that he had a bad memory for faces, but he was quite sure of one thing, if they had stayed at his hotel, his head waiter would be sure to recollect them. That functionary was immediately summoned to the council, and the photograph was placed before him. He had no sooner looked upon it than he recognised it as being the likeness of the gentleman who had stayed there with an Italian girl. They had come to Vienna to be married it was said.

“To be married?” said Burrell in astonishment. “What do you mean by that? Weren’t they married when they arrived?”

Before the waiter could answer, light had dawned upon the manager, who thereupon chimed in.

“Ah, my friend, I remember now,” he said. “That was the gentleman who was married at the Church of Funfhaus in the Gurtel Strasse. Now I can recall the pair perfectly.”

“The Church of Funfhaus in the Gurtel Strasse, you said, I think,” said Burrell, making a note of the name in his pocket-book for future reference. “Pray how long did the happy couple remain with you?”

“For upward of a fortnight,” the manager replied, consulting a book. “But they were not happy all the time!”

“What do you mean by that? Why were they not happy?”

“For a very simple reason,” the manager replied. “I mean that toward the end of their stay it was becoming plain to most of us that the gentleman was a little neglectful of his bride. Yet she was a beautiful girl! Ah! a beautiful girl!”

“It was the waning of the honeymoon,” said Burrell cynically. “Poor girl, it didn’t last long.” He paused for a while to pursue his own thoughts, then he continued aloud, “Have you any idea where they went after they left here?”

The manager reflected for a moment.

“To Munich, I believe. But of that I am not quite certain. We will ask Adolphe.”

The head waiter was once more consulted, and corroborated his superior. The couple had left for Munich with the intention of proceeding later to Paris. He was sure of this for the reason that he had heard the gentleman talking to the lady on the subject on the morning of their departure.

The next day was spent by Burrell in collecting further evidence. He interviewed the worthy clergyman who had married them, obtained certain necessary documents from him, discovered the jeweller who had sold them the wedding ring, and when he had learned all he wanted to know, took the train and started for Munich.

In Munich he discovered the hotel at which they had stayed and sundry other particulars which might, or might not, prove useful later on. Thence he continued his journey to Paris, where more discoveries awaited him. At last, and none too soon, he boarded the steamer which was to carry him to England. Even this short voyage was not devoid of interest, and by the time he reached London once more, he felt that there was not very much standing between him and the end. But what remained was in all probability more important than the beginning. There was a blank to be filled in, and filled in it must be, somehow or another, before the trial commenced.

His first act on reaching home was to write out a true and complete record of his doings since he had left London. This done he consulted the memoranda he had received from the representative of Messrs. Kosman, Constantinopolous & Co., in Paris, and then set off by train to the little town of Staines. From Staines to the charming little village of Laleham is a comparatively short and a most charming walk. It was almost mid-day by the time he reached the village and began to look about him for Laburnum Cottage. When he discovered it it proved to be a pretty little thatched building standing in a garden which in summer would be bright with hollyhocks, nasturtiums and other homely flowers. A card in the window proclaimed the fact that apartments could be had within, but at that particular season of the year this announcement would be little likely to attract attention. Pushing open the gate, Burrell made his way up the garden path to the neat little porch where he gave a smart rat-tat with his stick upon the door. The sound had scarcely died away before it was opened to him by a stout, matronly person, dressed in black, and wearing a cap and a neat white apron.

“Mrs. Raikes?” asked Burrell, to make sure she was the person he desired to see.

“That is my name, sir,” said the woman. “Perhaps you will tell me what I can do for you.”

“I want you to give me some information,” Burrell answered. “I have come down from London on purpose to see you.”

“From London, sir,” she exclaimed, as if that were rather a remarkable circumstance. “Will you be pleased to step inside?” So saying, she held the door open for him to enter. He did so to find himself in a neat little sitting room, unostentatiously yet comfortably furnished. Three cases of stuffed birds decorated the walls, together with some pictures on religious subjects, a bookcase, the latter scantily furnished, and last, but not least, a Chippendale sofa, and two or three chairs that would not have disgraced a ducal drawing-room.

“Kindly take a seat, sir,” said Mrs. Raikes, dusting one of the aforementioned chairs with her apron as she spoke. “If it’s apartments you want I am quite sure I can satisfy you. Of course it’s a bad season of the year, but at the end of the month we shall begin to fill up. There’s some splendid boating on the river, as perhaps you know, and at night, when the houseboats are all lit up, well, it’s quite lively.”

Her desire to impress him with the gaieties of the place was almost pathetic, and Burrell felt that he was acting meanly in permitting her to go on, without acquainting her with the real object of his visit.

“I am sorry to say that I am not in search of lodgings,” he said. “My business is of an altogether different nature. In the first place, I think I ought to tell you that I am a detective.”

“A detective?” she cried in horror. “Lor’, I do hope, sir, there’s nothing wrong?”

“Not so far as you are concerned, you may be sure,” he answered. “I have come down here to make some inquiries regarding a gentleman who was known to be staying in your house some time back. His name was Fensden.”

The woman shook her head.

“I haven’t had a gentleman in my house of that name,” she answered. “In fact, the only gentleman I have had since the beginning of the year was a Mr. Onslow. The name of Fensden I don’t remember at all.”

Burrell consulted his pocket-book before he went further.

“And yet the information I received was most complete,” he continued. “Victor Fensden, Esq., %George Onslow, Laburnum Cottage, Laleham-on-Thames. There couldn’t be anything plainer than that, could there?”

“It seems all right, sir,” said the woman. “There is only one Laburnum Cottage, and Mr. Onslow was certainly staying with us. He had his wife with him, a sweet young thing, which was more than could be said of the gentleman, I can assure you.”

It was plain from this that she and Mr. Onslow had not been on the best of terms. Burrell took from his pocket the photograph of Fensden, and handed it to her. He was beginning to have an inkling of the truth.

“Is that the likeness of Fensden or of Mr. Onslow?” he inquired.

“Mr. Onslow, sir, to be sure,” she replied, “and a very good one of him it is too. I hope he’s not a friend of yours, because I couldn’t abear him. The way he treated his poor foreign wife of his was enough to make an honest woman’s blood boil.”

“So he had a foreign wife, had he?” said Burrell. “That’s interesting. Tell me all you can about him.”

“There’s not much to be told, sir, except about his bullying and nagging that poor young thing. She was a foreigner, as I have just said, but as nice a young lady as ever stepped in at my door. When they first came she told me that Mr. Onslow was an artist, and that they wanted to be quiet and away from London. They didn’t mind putting up with the roughness of things, she said, so long as they could be quiet. Well, sir, they had this room and the bedroom above, and for the first few days everything went as smooth and as nice as could be. Then I noticed that she took to crying, and that he went away day after day and once for two days. At last he disappeared altogether, leaving her without a halfpenny in the world. Oh! I’d have liked to have seen the brute and have given him a bit of my mind. It would have done him good, I’ll promise him that. I shall never forget that poor young thing in her trouble. She waited and waited for him to come back, but at last when there was no sign of him, she came to me in my kitchen there to know what she should do. ‘I know you have not had your money, Mrs. Raikes,’ she said in a kind of piteous foreign way, that went to my heart. ‘I can not stay here any longer, and so, if you’ll trust me, I’ll go away to London and try to find my husband. Even if I do not, you shall not lose by us.’ I told her I didn’t want the money, and that I was as sorry for her as a woman could be. Poor dear, I could see that her heart was nearly broken.”

“And what happened then?”

“Nothing, sir, except that she went away, and she hadn’t been gone a week before the money that was owing to me was sent in a Post Office Order. From that day to this I’ve heard nothing of either of them and that’s the truth. Whether she found her husband I can not say, but if she’d take my advice she’d never try to.”

“You are quite sure that you’d know the man again?”

“I am certain I should,” the woman replied. “I hope, sir, in telling you all this, I’ve been doing no harm?”

“You have been doing a great deal of good,” Burrell replied. “Shortly after she left you, poor Mrs. Onslow, as you call her, was most brutally murdered, and I have been commissioned by the friends of the man who is wrongfully accused of the crime to endeavour to discover the real criminal.”

“Murdered, sir? you surely don’t mean that?”

“I do! A more abominable crime has not been committed this century.”

The good woman was honestly overcome by the news and during the remainder of the interview scarcely recovered her composure. Before he left, Burrell cautioned her most strongly against saying anything about the case to her neighbours, and this injunction she promised faithfully to observe.

“By the way,” said the detective, before he left, “do you remember whether this man Onslow received any letters while he was staying with you?”

“Only one, sir, so far as I know,” the woman replied.

“You’re quite sure of that?”

“Quite sure, sir, and why I happen to be so certain is that it caused a bit of unpleasantness between them. I was brushing the stairs just out there, when the letter arrived. It was Mrs. Onslow that took it in, and when she saw the post-mark she asked him who it was that he knew at Richmond. He snatched the letter from her and told her to mind her own business. That afternoon he went out and never came back. It’s my belief it was some woman at Richmond as enticed him away.”

“Have you any other reason for supposing that except the post-mark on the envelope?”

“Well, sir,” returned the woman, “to be candid with you, I have, though perhaps it’s a tale I shouldn’t tell. I was so sorry for that poor young thing that I couldn’t get her trouble out of my head, and nothing would serve but that I must watch him. I saw him sitting down at the head of the table where you are now, sir, about half-an-hour after he had spoken so cross to his wife, and she, poor dear, was upstairs crying, and I noticed that he was writing a telegram. Presently he calls to me. ‘Mrs. Raikes,’ said he, ‘want to send a telegram at once, who can take it for me?’ ‘There’s Mrs. Hawkins’s little boy next door, sir,’ says I, ‘he’s taken messages for gentlemen I’ve had in the house before now, and always done it very well. I saw him playing in the field at the back of the house only this minute.’ ‘Call him in to me, then,’ says he, ‘and he shall have sixpence for his trouble.’ I called the lad in, and Mr. Onslow gave him the message, and then off he went with it, but not so fast but that I was able to run across to the corner of the field at the back there, and catch him on the road. ‘Tommy,’ I said, ‘let me have a look at that telegram.’ He was a good little boy, and handed it over to me without a word. It was addressed to ‘Montgomery, 13 Bridgeworth Road, Richmond.’ There was no other name to it, and the only other word was ‘yes.’ It didn’t seem to me that there was anything out of the common about it, and so I thought no more of it, until you spoke of his having letters just now.”

“I think I’ll make a note of the address in case it should be useful,” said Burrell. “And now I’ll be off, thanking you again, Mrs. Raikes, for the information you have given me.”

On leaving the cottage he walked back to Staines, caught a train to London, and hastened to his house. Later on he made his way to Euston Station. Another twenty hours elapsed before he was able to acquire the information he wanted there — but he had the satisfaction of knowing, when he had obtained it, that there remained now only one link to be forged, and then the chain of evidence would be complete. That link was forged at Richmond, and next day he handed in his report to the astonished Codey.

“Good heavens, Burrell,” said that astute gentleman, “this is as marvellous as it is horrible. What do you think?”

“I think, sir, that we shall be able to prove that Mr. Henderson is innocent.”



At last, after all the weary waiting, the great day arrived. The Sessions had commenced at the Old Bailey. For two or three days prior to this, Godfrey had been busy with his solicitor and his counsel. It was not, however, until the afternoon before the commencement that he could elicit from Codey any information as to Burrell’s discoveries. Immediately he was ushered into the room where Codey was awaiting him, Godfrey saw from the expression upon the other’s face, that there was something to tell.

“You — have good news for me,” he said, as they shook hands.

“The very best of news,” Codey replied. “My dear sir, you may rest assured that your innocence is completely established. The whole plot has come to light, and, when we give the word, the authorities will be able to lay their hands upon the man who committed the deed.”

“But who is the man?” Godfrey hastened to ask, scarcely able to speak for excitement. His pulse was beating like a sledge hammer inside his head, until it seemed as if his brain must burst.

“Don’t ask me that now,” said Codey. “Put your trust in me until to-morrow. Then you shall know everything. Believe me, I have my own very good reasons for asking this favour of you. Rest assured of one thing; at latest the day after to-morrow you will be at liberty to go where and do what you please.”



“But why can not it be settled at once? Why must it be the day after to-morrow? It is cruel to keep me in suspense!”

“Don’t you understand that we can not bring forward our witnesses until the proper moment arrives?” said the lawyer. “The English law has its idiosyncrasies, and even in a case of life and death, the formalities must be observed. There is one thing, however, I can promise you; that is, that when the truth comes out, it will be admitted that such a sensation has not been caused in a Court of Justice before.”

And with this assurance, meagre as it was, Godfrey had perforce to be content.


CHAPTER XV
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WHEN GODFREY WOKE on the morning of his trial he lay for some moments thinking over the strangeness of his position. He had been definitely assured by Codey that nothing could prevent his being proved innocent, yet how difficult it was to believe this when he was lying on a prison bed in a prison cell with all the grim appurtenances of a convict’s life before him. The very books upon the shelf, the spy-hole in the door, even his bed-clothes, reminded him that he was shut off from his fellow men. At the usual signal he rose and dressed, and, having done so, tidied his cell in the customary fashion. After this his breakfast was served to him, and then he was permitted a short period of exercise in the prison yard. He had not long returned to his cell before he was informed that it was time for him to set off to the Court.

Never, if he lives to be a hundred, will Godfrey Henderson forget the scene that met his eyes when he entered the Court — the judge and the sheriffs upon the Bench, the jurymen seated in their box, the rows of counsel, and the line upon line of eager-eyed spectators. When Godfrey made his appearance in the dock a sudden silence fell upon the Court. The Clerk of Arraigns rose and read over the charge preferred against him, namely, of murdering one Teresina Cardi, and this done he was called upon in the usual manner to plead. Advancing to the front of the dock Godfrey looked straight before him and said, in a calm, strong voice: “Not guilty, my lord.” The jury were then sworn, and as soon as this important business had been completed the counsel for the prosecution rose and told the story of the crime. He described the engagement of the dead woman by the prisoner, his employment of her for some considerable time, and then his hasty departure for the Continent. It would be shown that he had received a letter from her while in Egypt, and that almost immediately afterward he had returned to Naples. In the latter city he had invited her to dine with him, and had taken her to the Opera afterward. He commented upon the fact that the prisoner had voluntarily admitted to the police authorities that he had endeavoured to induce her to return to England. At that time, however, it must be borne in mind that he had not met the lady he now desired to make his wife. Whether he had seen anything of the deceased, prior to their meeting in the Strand, it was as yet impossible to say. The fact, however, remained that his engagement to the lady in the country was ultimately announced. Despite that fact, only ten days before the wedding was to take place, he was known to have met the deceased woman at midnight, and had taken her to her home in Burford Street, leading out of the Tottenham Court Road. By the medical evidence he would presently call, he would prove that less than half-an-hour afterward she was brutally murdered. Before half-past twelve, that is to say, within an hour of the cabman picking them up in the Strand, he would prove that the prisoner returned to his Hotel in Piccadilly, very white and agitated, and had called for brandy. Since his arrest, an exhaustive search had been made at his residence, with the result that a blood-stained knife, which had been identified as having been purchased by the prisoner in Cairo, had been discovered hidden behind a bookcase in his studio. As for the motive of the crime he would point out that the deceased woman wore a wedding ring, that she was known to entertain a great affection for the prisoner, and that the latter was about to be married to another lady. What was more probable than that he should wish to have the other woman out of the way before he could do so? That was certainly only a conjecture, but it was one that carried a large amount of probability with it. He would now proceed to call his witnesses.

The first witness called was the proprietor of the lodging-house, who had identified the body. He was followed by the German cabinet-maker, who had made the first and most important discovery. The police officer, who had been called in when the door had been opened, followed next, succeeded by the doctor who had made the post-mortem examination. The question of identity and discovery having been settled, what the counsel next proposed to do was to connect the prisoner with the crime. The cabman who had picked them up in the Strand and had driven them to Burford Street, was called, and the policeman who had seen them talking together on the pavement there. Victor Fensden next deposed as to the affection the deceased had entertained for the prisoner, and the efforts he had made to induce the latter to give her up. He described Godfrey’s receipt of the letter from Teresina when on the Nile, and stated that the prisoner had said nothing to him concerning his intention to visit the woman in Naples. His next meeting with the prisoner was at the Mahl Stick Club, where he had noticed a reluctance on his part to refer to his association with the woman in the past. This was accentuated on the following Saturday at the prisoner’s residence in Midlandshire. He recognised the knife produced, and recollected the circumstances under which it had been purchased by the prisoner. This concluded Fensden’s evidence, and he accordingly sat down. Various other unimportant witnesses followed, and then the case was adjourned for the day.

Wrapped in suspense, Godfrey was driven back to the jail to turn the evidence over and over in his mind all night long. Whatever trust he might place in Burrell and his discoveries, it was quite certain that another twenty-four hours would elapse before his deliverance could be expected. Once more he scarcely slept. The various events connected with the trial thronged his brain with merciless reiteration. With phonographic distinctness he could recall almost every word that was said. He could see the judge upon the Bench making his notes with pitiless exactness, the various counsel in the well of the Court whispering together, the importance of the jury, and the self-sufficiency of the Court servants. Yet he had Codey’s assurance that all was to be put right in the end, and with this knowledge he was perforce compelled to be content.

At the same hour as on the previous day he was ordered to prepare himself for his journey to the Court. The evidence already given against him was so incriminating that the officials of the jail felt sure that his condemnation was assured. They already looked upon him as a dead man, and marvelled among themselves that he could carry himself with so much assurance.

Once more the Court was crowded. Fashionable London felt that the end of one of the most interesting cases of late years was drawing near, and it was anxious not to lose an opportunity of witnessing the dénouement of the tragedy.



“The Court is ready,” said the warder, and once more Godfrey ascended the stairs that had constituted the link between life and death for so many hundreds of miserable beings before him. He found the judge, stern and implacable as before, upon the Bench, the various counsel in their places, and everyone eagerly awaiting his appearance. He bowed to the judge and took up his position at the rails. He determined that, whatever else they might think, they should not imagine that he was afraid. Then, with the customary ceremonial, the case was commenced.

The counsel for the prosecution having finished his case, Mr. Rolland, having addressed the Court, prepared to call his witnesses. They were few in number. The landlord of Godfrey’s old studio in London deposed that his rent had always been paid to the moment, and that he had heard the deceased talk of the kindness she had received at the prisoner’s hands. “It was always in the language of a dependent,” he said, “and in no way that of a girl who believed her patron to be in love with her.”

When the prosecution had declined to cross-examine this witness, the counsel for the defence arranged his gown and assumed an even more important air. It was evident that something was about to happen. A moment later Victor Fensden was recalled.

“I am anxious, Mr. Fensden,” said the counsel, “to ask you a question regarding your return from the Continent. You have already told the jury that you returned on the morning of the murder. Am I to understand that that was really so?”

“I arrived on Thursday, the 15th,” said Victor, and a close observer would have noticed that he shifted uneasily on his feet as he gave the answer.

“I should be glad also to have your repeated assurance that, from the moment you saw the prisoner purchase that knife in Cairo, you did not behold it again until it was handed you at the Magistrate’s Court?”

“That also is quite true,” said Victor, who by this time was more at his ease.

“That is all I want to ask you. You may sit down,” said the counsel. “Call Simon Updale.”

In response to the summons, a short, stout man, who was the possessor of a fiery beard and the reddest hair ever seen on a human being, made his appearance and took up his position in the box. He deposed that his name was Simon Updale, and that he was an able seaman on a steamer plying between Dover and Calais. On a certain day, a month before the murder, he had been made the subject of a complaint to the captain by the previous witness, Mr. Fensden. He was quite certain of the date and of the passenger’s identity, for the reason that one of his mates had broken his arm before reaching Dover and he wanted to accompany him to the hospital. On account of the complaint, however, he was not permitted to go.

George Perran, steward on the same boat, was next called. He corroborated what the previous witness had said, and recognised the witness Fensden as being the gentleman who had made the complaint.

“That,” said Mr. Rolland, “proves conclusively that the witness in question has committed wilful and corrupt perjury, inasmuch as that he was in England a month before he stated in his evidence.”

Every eye in Court was riveted on Victor Fensden, whose face turned as pale as the paper upon which I am writing.

“I shall now call James Tidmarsh,” said Mr. Rolland, and in response to the summons a small boy climbed into the witness-box.

His name, he stated, was James Tidmarsh, and he called himself an errand boy, though as a rule he spent his time hanging about the vicinity of Euston Station. He remembered distinctly on the night of Friday, the 16th, meeting a gentleman about eight o’clock outside the station who carried a small wooden box in his hand. That gentleman stopped him and asked him if he would care to earn half a sovereign. Upon his eagerly answering in the affirmative, the stranger gave him the box in question with the sum of fifteen shillings. “Take it to the station,” he said, “and hand it in at the parcel-office to be despatched to the address written on the label. It won’t cost more than a couple of shillings or half-a-crown, and you can keep the change for yourself. I’ll wait here until you return to tell me it’s all right.”

The boy then declared that he started off, handed the box in at the parcel-office and paid the money. In taking the money the clerk had sauced him and he had retaliated to the best of his ability. The result was that the policeman on the platform gave him a good shaking and turned him out of the building. He informed the gentleman that he had sent the parcel off, and he had not seen him since that moment until he came into Court and had heard the witness Fensden give his evidence. He, the witness to whom he alluded, was, without a shadow of doubt, the gentleman who had handed him the box to send to Detwich Hall.

The excitement in Court by this time may be better imagined than described. The colour of Fensden’s face was a dirty gray, and he seemed to gasp for breath. The counsel for the prosecution seemed uneasy, and even the judge leaned farther forward than usual, as if he were afraid of losing a word of what was said.

The clerk in the parcel-office was next called, and stated that he remembered the incident in question. The box was a foreign one, and as he had placed it on the floor he had remarked, “Another made in Germany.”

The policeman who had turned the boy out of the station followed him. He had seen the boy deposit a small box upon the counter and heard him say something cheeky to the clerk. He thereupon bundled him out of the station.



When this witness had finished his tale Mr. Rolland said: “Call Jacob Burrell.”

On hearing this a stir ran through the Court. The famous detective was well known to all the officials within the building, and they, in the light of this new discovery and the knowledge that this individual had taken up the prisoner’s case, began to regard the matter in a somewhat different light. There was a slight flicker of a smile upon the austere countenance of the judge when the counsel asked the detective his name.

“Jacob Burrell,” was the reply.

“I understand,” went on the counsel, “that you were instructed by my friend, the solicitor for the defence, to make an investigation into this case. In the course of that investigation did you visit Naples?”

“I did,” the other replied.

“And what did you discover there?”

“I found that the witness Fensden, although he has denied the matter on oath, was in Naples three weeks after the prisoner passed through on his way to England.”

The counsel here informed the jury that five affidavits to this effect would be produced and read. Addressing the witness once more he said:



“Are you aware that the witness Fensden spent the greater part of his time in Naples in the company of the deceased woman?”

“I found that to be the case. On February 3rd they left Naples together for Vienna, stayed together at the Hotel National, in the Käarntner Strasse, and were married on the 26th of that month at the Church at Funfhaus, in the Gurtel Strasse. The wedding-ring, which was still upon the left hand when it was sent to the prisoner, was purchased at the shop of Messrs. Radler & Hass, in the Kohlmarkt.”

“The head of that firm is now in Court,” said Mr. Rolland, “and will give his evidence. Call Herr Radler.”

Herr Radler thereupon entered the box which Burrell had vacated, and stated that he well remembered selling the ring in question to an Englishman who was accompanied by a beautiful Italian lady. The gentleman he recognised as the witness Fensden, and from the photograph, that had been shown to him of the dead woman, he was able to swear that it was for her the ring was purchased.

Victor Fensden, at this point, sprang to his feet as if to speak, but his voice failed him, and he sat down again.

A sworn copy of the marriage certificate having been produced and read, and handed up for the inspection of the jury, Jacob Burrell was recalled.

“When you had traced the witness and the deceased to Vienna, what did you do?”

“I returned to England, viâ Paris and Calais,” he answered. “On reaching London I followed up certain clews I had received, and found that the witness and the deceased lived for a short time together in the country.”

“At what place?”

“At the village of Laleham on the River Thames.”

Here the counsel for the prosecution rose to protest.

“Your lordship,” he said, “I must respectfully submit that the question as to whether Mr. Fensden cohabited with the deceased is not relevant to the case. We are trying the prisoner at the Bar and not Mr. Fensden.”

His opponent took up the challenge.

“I respectfully submit that I am in the right,” said Rolland. “In eliciting this information I am leading up to the question of motive, and I am sure my learned friend will admit that that is an all-important point.

“I am afraid I must rule against you,” said the judge, addressing the Prosecuting counsel. “Anything that tends to throw a light upon the proceedings of the deceased so short a time prior to the murder can scarcely fail to be relevant.”

Once more readjusting his gown, Mr. Rolland invited Burrell to proceed.

“How long did witness and the deceased occupy the house at Laleham?”

“For more than a fortnight. Then Fensden left her in a strange place without a penny in the world.” (Here a murmur of indignation ran through the Court, which, by the judge’s orders, was instantly suppressed.)

“That will do,” said Mr. Rolland. “Call Elizabeth Raikes.”

The owner of Laburnum Cottage next entered the box, and, though much flurried by the novel position in which she found herself, gave evidence to the effect that the deceased and Fensden had occupied apartments at her house for the period mentioned by the previous witness. She was quite sure, from things she had overheard, that they were not happy together, and she knew that the man treated the woman cruelly. Sometimes he was away for a couple of days, and one day he disappeared altogether without paying for anything they had had while in the house, and leaving his wife totally unprovided for. She had heard the present case talked about, but had not associated the victim with the Mrs. Onslow who had occupied rooms at her cottage.

“I have two more witnesses to call,” said Mr. Rolland, when Mrs. Raikes had stepped down. “Then, my lord, I shall have completed my case. Call Mrs. Wilhelmina Montgomery.”

A tall, handsome woman, fashionably attired, stepped into the witness-box and took the oath. In response to the question put her by the counsel for the defence, she stated that her name was Wilhelmina Montgomery, and that she was the widow of George Montgomery, late of Sheffield. “I live at No. 13, Bridgeworth Road, Richmond,” she continued. “I first met the witness, Victor Fensden, at Baden, while travelling with some friends, in December last. We became very intimate, and, when he returned to England early in March, he called upon me at my house. Eventually he asked me to marry him, and after some hesitation I consented to do so. I have three thousand a year invested in Consols, and a considerable amount of ready money lying idle at the bank. This may or may not have been his motive, but I have no knowledge of that. Mr. Fensden was anxious for an immediate marriage, but to this I would not consent. I knew that he was in the hands of the Jews, but I would have paid off his indebtedness after marriage. He stayed at my house on several occasions, as did others of my friends. One day I went out to do some shopping, and on my return discovered him in my boudoir. He held a piece of yellow soap in his hand and a large number of door-keys were spread out on the table before him. I asked him what he was doing, and he answered that he was endeavouring to find a key similar to the one he had lost. My housekeeper had furnished him with several, and he had at last found one that fitted the imprint in the soap. On the night of the murder he informed me that it would be necessary for him to attend an important meeting, and that it was just possible he would not be back until late. As a matter of fact, it was considerably after one o’clock, perhaps half-past one, when he returned. On the Saturday following he left me to go down to Midlandshire to pay a visit to an old friend, he said, who was about to be married. Before he went he once more pressed me for an early marriage, suggesting, knowing that I am fond of travelling, that we should immediately set off for a long trip round the world.”

The box which had contained the hands was then handed to her, and she was asked if she recognised it.

“Yes,” she answered immediately. “If you look underneath I think you will find a large inkstain. (This proved to be the case.) I brought some things in it from Vienna. How Mr. Fensden obtained possession of it, however, I do not know.”

The counsel for the prosecution having no questions to ask, the witness was allowed to stand down.

“Call Joseph Hodder,” said Mr. Rolland, and, to Godfrey’s amazement, one of his own under-gardeners entered the box. Having taken the oath, he stated, in reply to the counsel’s question, that, on the Sunday following the murder, it was his duty to attend to the stoking of the fires of the various conservatories at the Hall. He knew that his master and the ladies had gone to Church, because he had passed them in the park, and that the strange gentleman had remained at home, because, when he had passed the drawing-room window on his way to his work, he saw him sitting before the fire reading. Having attended to the fires in the vineries and other garden-houses, he returned to the Hall itself to look after the heat in the new winter garden that Mr. Henderson had built. From this house in question it is quite possible to see into the studio, and, to his surprise, he discovered the gentleman visitor was no longer in the drawing-room, but was kneeling beside the big bookcase near the fireplace in the studio. It looked as if he were feeling for something behind it, but what that something was he had no idea. When he was asked why he had not given information on this matter before, he replied that he had not attached any importance to it until he had talked it over with the head gardener on the day following the search by the police. Then he had gone to Miss Henderson, and had told her. She had written at once to his master’s lawyer, and that was all he knew about it.

“The evidence of this man,” said Mr. Rolland, “completes my case.”



The words had scarcely left his lips before Victor Fensden was seen to spring to his feet. Once more he opened his mouth as if to speak, and once more he failed to utter a word. Then, with a loud cry, he fell forward in a swoon. Two of the policemen near at hand ran forward to pick him up. Between them, they carried him out of the Court to an adjoining room. In the Court itself at that moment, it would have been possible to have heard a pin drop. Then the judge found his voice.

“Gentlemen,” he said, addressing the jury, “after the astounding evidence you have just heard, I am thankful to say that, in my opinion, there is not the least shadow of a reason for continuing the case against the prisoner at the bar. In this I feel sure you will concur with me.”

The foreman of the jury entirely agreed with his lordship, and at the same time desired to express, on behalf of himself and his brother jurymen, their great regret that a gentleman of Mr. Henderson’s position should, by another man’s action, have been placed in such an unhappy predicament.

“With that I quite agree,” said the counsel for the prosecution.



This was the signal for general applause in Court, which, somehow, was not checked by the judge as quickly as is customary in such cases.

When silence had been restored, the latter addressed Godfrey.

“Godfrey Henderson,” he said, and his voice was very impressive, “by reason of the false evidence that has been given against you, by a cruel and vindictive man, you have been brought to the dock of this Court, and charged with the perpetration of a most cruel and bloodthirsty crime. Of that crime twelve of your countrymen have declared you to be innocent, and to their testimony I emphatically add my own. While it is not in my power to offer you the hope of receiving any return for the anxiety you have suffered, I can say something that I know you will value much more; that is, that you leave this Court a free man, and without the shadow of a stain upon your character.”

“I thank you, my lord,” said Godfrey, quietly, and at that moment one of the ushers of the Court entered and approached the judge.

“Gentlemen,” said the latter, again addressing the Court, “I think it only right to make it known to you that a Higher Power than that I represent has intervened, and the wretched man, who has caused all this misery and suffering, has been suddenly called to appear before a greater Tribunal. May God have mercy upon his soul!”

Then the Court was cleared, and Godfrey found himself shaking hands with Sir Vivian and the men who had worked so hard to prove his innocence. When he had thanked them from the very bottom of his heart, Sir Vivian took his arm.

“Come away now, come away,” said the old gentleman. “There are other people waiting to welcome you.”

Seizing Godfrey by the arm, he hurried him out into the street to a cab which was waiting there. Ten minutes later he was locked in his mother’s arms.

“O Godfrey,” said Molly, as he embraced her in her turn, “I knew that God would send you back to me!”



A week later Godfrey and Molly were married by special license, and left England the same day for the South of France. They are now back again at the Hall, and as happy as two young people could well expect to be. The clouds that shadowed their lives at one time are now completely dispersed, but, if Godfrey lives to be a hundred, he will never forget the agony he suffered in connection with what the newspapers called “The Mystery of the Clasped Hands.”

THE END
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INTRODUCTION


PART I
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I AM OF course prepared to admit that there are prettier places on the face of this earth of ours than Singapore; there are, however, I venture to assert, few that are more interesting, and certainly none that can afford a better study of human life and character. There, if you are so disposed, you may consider the subject of British Rule on the one hand, and the various aspects of the Chinese question on the other. If you are a student of languages you will be able to hear half the tongues of the world spoken in less than an hour’s walk, ranging say from Parisian French to Pigeon English; you shall make the acquaintance of every sort of smell the human nose can manipulate, from the sweet perfume of the lotus blossom to the diabolical odour of the Durien; and every sort of cooking from a dainty vol-au-vent to a stuffed rat. In the harbour the shipping is such as, I feel justified in saying, you would encounter in no other port of its size in the world. It comprises the stately man-of-war and the Chinese Junk; the P. and O., the Messagerie Maritime, the British India and the Dutch mail-boat; the homely sampan, the yacht of the globe-trotting millionaire, the collier, the timber-ship, and in point of fact every description of craft that plies between the Barbarian East and the Civilized West. The first glimpse of the harbour is one that will never be forgotten; the last is usually associated with a desire that one may never set eyes on it again. He who would, of his own free will, settle down for life in Singapore, must have acquired the tastes of a salamander, and the sensibility of a frog.

Among its other advantages, Singapore numbers the possession of a multiplicity of hotels. There is stately Raffles, where the globe-trotters do mostly take up their abode, also the Hôtel de l’Europe, whose virtues I can vouch for; but packed away in another and very different portion of the town, unknown to the wealthy G.T., and indeed known to only a few of the white inhabitants of Singapore itself, there exists a small hostelry owned by a lynx-eyed Portuguese, which rejoices in the name of the Hotel of the Three Desires. Now, every man, who by mischance or deliberate intent, has entered its doors, has his own notions of the meaning of its name; the fact, however, remains that it is there, and that it is regularly patronized by individuals of a certain or uncertain class, as they pass to and fro through the Gateway of the Further East. This in itself is strange, inasmuch as it is said that the proprietor rakes in the dollars by selling liquor that is as bad as it can possibly be, in order that he may get back to Lisbon before he receives that threatened knife-thrust between the ribs which has been promised him so long. There are times, as I am unfortunately able to testify, when the latter possibility is not so remote as might be expected. Taken altogether, however, the Hotel of the Three Desires is an excellent place to take up one’s abode, provided one is not desirous of attracting too much attention in the city. As a matter of fact its patrons, for some reason of their own, are more en evidence after nightfall than during the hours of daylight. They are also frugal of speech as a rule, and are chary of forming new acquaintances. When they know each other well, however, it is surprising how affable they can become. It is not the smallest of their many peculiarities that they seldom refer to absent friends by their names. A will ask B when he expects to hear from Him, and C will inform D that “the old man is now running the show, and that, if he doesn’t jump from Calcutta inside a week, there will be trouble on the floor.” Meanwhile the landlord mixes the drinks with his own dirty hands, and reflects continually upon the villainy of a certain American third mate, who having borrowed five dollars from him, was sufficiently ungrateful as to catch typhoid fever and die without either repaying the loan, or, what was worse, settling his account for the board and lodging received. Manuel, for this was the proprietor’s name, had one or two recollections of a similar sort, but not many, for, as a rule, he is a careful fellow, and experience having taught him the manners and idiosyncrasies of his customers, he generally managed to emerge from his transactions with credit to himself, and what was of much more importance, a balance on the right side of his ledger.

The time of which I am now writing was the middle of March, the hottest and, in every respect, the worst month of the year in Singapore. Day and night the land was oppressed by the same stifling heat, a sweltering calidity possessing the characteristics of a steam-laundry, coupled with those of the stokehole of an ocean liner in the Red Sea. Morning, noon, and night, the quarter in which the Hotel of the Three Desires was situated was fragrant with the smell of garbage and Chinese tobacco; a peculiar blend of perfume, which once smelt is not to be soon forgotten. Everything, even the bottles on the shelves in the bar, had a greasy feel about them, and the mildew on one’s boots when one came to put them on in the morning, was a triumph in the way of erysiphaceous fungi. Singapore at this season of the year is neither good for man nor beast; in this sweeping assertion, of course I except the yellow man, upon whom it seems to exercise no effect whatsoever.

It was towards evening, and, strange to relate, the Hotel of the Three Desires was for once practically empty. This was the more extraordinary for the reason that the customers who usually frequented it, en route from one end of the earth to the other, are not affected by seasons. Midwinter was to them the same as midsummer, provided they did their business, or got their ships, and by those ships, or that business, received their wages. That those hard-earned wages should eventually find themselves in the pocket of the landlord of the Three Desires, was only in the natural order of things, and, in consequence, such of his guests as were sailors, as a general rule, eventually boarded their ships without as much as would purchase them a pipe of tobacco. It did not, however, prevent them from returning to the Hotel of the Three Desires when next they happened to be that way. If he had no other gift, Manuel at least possessed the faculty of making it comparatively homelike to his customers, and that is a desideratum not to be despised even by sailor men in the Far East.

As I have said, night was falling on one of the hottest days of the year, when a man entered the hotel and inquired for the proprietor. Pleased to find that there was at last to be a turn in the tide of his affairs, the landlord introduced himself to the stranger, and at the same time inquired in what way he could have the pleasure of serving him.

“I want to put up with you,” said the stranger, who, by the way, was a tall man, with a hawk’s eye and a nose that was not unlike the beak of the same bird. “You are not full, I suppose?”

Manuel rubbed his greasy hands together and observed that he was not as full as he had been; thereby insinuating that while he was not overflowing, he was still not empty. It will be gathered from this that he was a good business man, who never threw a chance away.

“In that case, I’ll stay,” said the stranger, and set down the small valise he carried upon the floor.

From what I have already written, you will doubtless have derived the impression that the Hotel of the Three Desires, while being a useful place of abode, was far from being the caravanserai of the luxurious order. The stranger, whoever he might be, however, was either not fastidious, or as is more probable, was used to similar accommodation, for he paid as little attention to the perfume of the bar as he did to the dirt upon the floor and walls, and also upon the landlord’s hands. Having stipulated for a room to himself, he desired to be shown to it forthwith, whereupon Manuel led him through the house to a small yard at the back, round which were several small cabins, dignified by the name of apartments.

“Splendeed,” said Manuel enthusiastically, throwing open the door of one of the rooms as he spoke. “More splendeed than ever you saw.”

The stranger gave a ravenish sort of croak, which might have been a laugh or anything else, and then went in and closed the door abruptly behind him. Having locked it, he took off his coat and hung it upon the handle, apparently conscious of the fact that the landlord had glued his eyes to the keyhole in order that he might, from a precautionary point of view, take further stock of his patron. Foiled in his intention he returned to the bar, murmuring “Anglish Peeg” to himself as he did so. In the meantime the stranger had seated himself upon the rough bed in the corner, and had taken a letter from his pocket.

“The Hotel of the Three Desires,” he reads, “and on March the fifteenth, without fail.” There was a pause while he folded the letter up and placed it in his pocket. Then he continued, “this is the hotel, and to-day is the fifteenth of March. But why don’t they put in an appearance. It isn’t like them to be late. They’d better not play me any tricks or they’ll find I have lost none of my old power of retaliation.”

Having satisfied himself that it was impossible for any one to see into the room, either through the keyhole or by means of the window, he partially disrobed, and, when he had done so, unbuckled from round his waist a broad leather money-belt. Seating himself on the bed once more he unfastened the strap of the pocket, and dribbled the contents on to the bed. They consisted of three Napoleons, fifteen English sovereigns, four half-sovereigns, and eighteen one-franc pieces. In his trouser-pocket he had four Mexican dollars, and some cosmopolitan change of small value.

“It’s not very much,” he muttered to himself after he had counted it, “but it ought to be sufficient for the business in hand. If I hadn’t been fool enough to listen to that Frenchwoman on board, I shouldn’t have played cards, and then it would have been double. Why the deuce wasn’t I able to get Monsieur ashore? In that case I’d have got it all back, or I’d have known the reason why.”

The idea seemed to afford him some satisfaction, for he smiled, and then said to himself as if in terms of approbation, “By Jove, I believe you, my boy!”

When he had counted his money and had returned it once more to its hiding-place, he buckled the belt round his person and unstrapped his valise, taking from it a black Tussa coat which he exchanged for that hanging upon the handle of the door. Then he lighted a Java cigar and sat down upon the bed to think. Taken altogether, his was not a prepossessing countenance. The peculiar attributes I have already described were sufficient to prevent that. At the same time it was a strong face, that of a man who was little likely to allow himself to be beaten, of his own free will, in anything he might undertake. The mouth was firm, the chin square, the eyes dark and well set, moreover he wore a heavy black moustache, which he kept sharp-pointed. His hair was of the same colour, though streaked here and there with grey. His height was an inch and a half above six feet, but by reason of his slim figure, he looked somewhat taller. His hands and feet were small, but of his strength there could be no doubt. Taken altogether, he was not a man with whom one would feel disposed to trifle. Unfortunately, however, the word adventurer was written all over him, and, as a considerable section of the world’s population have good reason to know, he was as little likely to fail to take advantage of his opportunities as he was to forget the man who had robbed him, or who had done him an ill turn. It was said in Hong Kong that he was well connected, and that he had claims upon a Viceroy now gone to his account; that, had he persevered with them, might have placed him in a very different position. How much truth there was in this report, however, I cannot say; one thing, however, is quite certain; if it were true, he had fallen grievously from his high estate.

When his meditations had continued for something like ten minutes, he rose from the bed, blew a cloud of smoke, stretched himself, strapped his valise once more, gave himself what the sailors call a hoist, that he might be sure his money-belt was in its proper position, and then unlocked the door, passed out, re-locked it after him, and returned to the bar. There he called for certain curious liquors, smelt them suspiciously before using them, and then proceeded deliberately to mix himself a peculiar drink. The landlord watched him with appreciative surprise. He imagined himself to be familiar with every drink known to the taste of man, having had wide experience, but such an one as this he had never encountered before.

“What do you call it?” he asked, when the other had finished his preparations.

“I call it a ‘Help to Reformation,’ “ the stranger replied. Then, with a sneer upon his face, he added, “It should be popular with your customers.”

Taking the drink with him into the verandah outside, he seated himself in a long chair and proceeded to sip it slowly, as if it were some elixir whose virtue would be lost by haste. Some people might have been amused by the motley crowd that passed along the street beyond the verandah-rails, but Gideon Hayle, for such was his name, took no sort of interest in it. He had seen it too often to find any variety in it. As a matter of fact the mere sight of a pigtail was sufficient to remind him of a certain episode in his career which he had been for years endeavouring to forget.

“It doesn’t look as if they are going to put in an appearance to-night,” he said to himself, as the liquor in the glass began to wane. “Can this letter have been a hoax, an attempt to draw me off the scent? If so, by all the gods in Asia, they may rest assured I’ll be even with them.”

He looked as though he meant it!

At last he rose, and having returned his glass to the bar, donned his topee, left the hotel, and went for a stroll. It was but a short distance to the harbour, and he presently found himself strolling along the several miles of what I have already described as the most wonderful shipping in the world. To Mr. Hayle the scene was too familiar to call for comment. He had seen it on many occasions, and under a variety of auspices. He had witnessed it as a deck-hand and as a saloon passenger; as a steerage passenger, and in the humble capacity of a stowaway. Now he was regarding it as a gentleman of leisure, who smoked a cigar that had been paid for, and round whose waist was a belt with gold in it. Knowing the spot where the British India boats from Calcutta usually lie, he made his way to it, and inquired for a certain vessel. She had not yet arrived, he was informed, and no one seemed to know when she might be expected. At last, tired of his occupation, he returned to his hotel, and in due course sat down to supper. He smoked another cigar in the verandah afterwards, and was on the point of retiring for the night, when two men suddenly made their appearance before him, and accosted him by name. He immediately sprang to his feet with a cry of welcome.

“I had made up my mind that you were not coming,” he said as they shook hands.

“The old tub didn’t get in until a quarter to nine,” the taller of the two new-comers replied. “When did you arrive?”

“This afternoon,” said Hayle, and for a moment volunteered no further information. A good poker-player is always careful not to show his hand.

“I suppose this place is not full?” inquired the man who had last spoken.

“Full?” asked Hayle scornfully. “It’s full of cockroaches and mildew, if that’s what you mean?”

“The best company we could possibly have,” said the taller man. “Cockroaches and blackbeetles don’t talk and they don’t listen at keyholes. What’s more, if they trouble you, you can put your heel on them. Now let’s see the landlord and see what he’s got to offer us in the way of rooms. We don’t want any dinner, because we had it on board the steamer.”

Hayle accompanied them into the bar, and was a witness of the satisfaction the landlord endeavoured, from business motives, to conceal. In due course he followed them to the small, stifling rooms in the yard at the back, and observed that they were placed on either side of himself. He had already taken the precaution of rapping upon the walls in order to discover their thickness, and to find out whether the sound of chinking money was to be heard through them.

“I must remember that thirty-seven and sixpence and two Mexican dollars are all I have in the world,” he said to himself. “It would be bad business to allow them to suppose that I had more, until I find out what they want.”

“The last time I was here was with Stellman,” said the taller of the men, when they met again in the courtyard. “He had got a concession from the Dutch, so he said, to work a portion of the West Coast for shell. He wanted me to go in with him.”

“And you couldn’t see your way to it?”

“I’ve seen two Dutch gaols,” said the other; “and I have no use for them.”

“And what happened to Stellman?” asked Hayle, but without any apparent interest. He was thinking of something else at the time.

“They got his money, his boat, and his shell, with three pearls that would have made your mouth water,” replied the other.

“And Stellman?”

“Oh, they buried him at Sourabaya. He took the cholera, so they said, but I have heard since that he died of starvation. They don’t feed you too well in Dutch gaols, especially when you’ve got a concession and a consul.”

The speaker looked up at his companion as he said this, and the other, who, as I have already said, was not interested in the unfortunate Stellman, or had probably heard the tale before, nodded his head in the direction of the room where the smaller man was engaged on his toilet, to the accompaniment of splashing water. The movement of the head was as significant as the nod of the famous Lord of Burleigh.

“Just the same, as ever,” the other replied. “Always pushing his nose into old papers and documents, until you’d think he’d make himself ill. Lord, what a man he would have been for the British Museum! There’s not his equal on Ancient Asia in the world.”

“And this particular business?”

“Ah, you shall hear all about it in the proper time. That’ll be to-morrow morning, I reckon. In the meantime you can go to bed, and content yourself with the knowledge that, all being well, you’re going to play a hand in the biggest scoop that ever I or anybody else have tackled?”

“You can’t give me an inkling of what it is to-night, I suppose?”

“I could, but I’m not going to,” replied his companion calmly. “The story would take too long to tell, and I’m tired. Besides, you would want to ask questions of Coddy, and that would upset the little man’s equilibrium. No! Go to bed and have a good night’s rest, and we’ll talk it over in the morning. I wonder what my curtains are like? If ever there’s a place in this world for mosquitoes, it’s Singapore, and I thought Calcutta was bad enough.”

Having no desire to waste time in discussing the various capabilities of this noxious insect, Hayle bade the other good-night, and, when he had visited the bar and had smoked another cigar, disappeared in the direction of his own apartment.

Meanwhile Mr. Kitwater, for such was the name of the gentleman he had just left, had begun his preparations for the night, vigorously cursing the mosquitoes as he did so. He was a fine-looking man, with a powerful, though somewhat humorous cast of countenance. His eyes were large, and not unkindly. His head was a good one from a phrenological point of view, but was marred by the possession of enormous ears which stood out on either side of his head like those of a bat. He wore a close-cropped beard, and he was famous for his strength, which indeed was that of a giant.

“Hayle, if I can sum it up aright, is just the same as ever,” he said as he arranged the mosquito-netting of his bed. “He doesn’t trust me, and I don’t trust him. But he’ll be none the less useful for that. Let him try to play me false, and by the Lord Harry, he’ll not live to do it again.”

With this amiable sentiment Mr. Kitwater prepared himself for slumber.

Then, upon the three worthies the hot, tropical night settled down.

Next morning they met at breakfast. All three were somewhat silent. It was as if the weight of the matter which was that day to be discussed pressed upon their spirits. The smallest of the trio, Septimus Codd by name, who was habitually taciturn, spoke scarcely a word. He was a strange little man, a nineteenth century villain in a sense. He was a rogue and a vagabond, yet his one hobby, apart from his business, was a study of the Past, and many an authority on Eastern History would have been astonished at the extent of his learning. He was never so happy as when burrowing amongst ancient records, and it was mainly due to his learning in the first place, and to a somewhat singular accident in the second, that the trio were now foregathered in Singapore. His personal appearance was a peculiar one. His height was scarcely more than four feet six inches. His face was round, and at a distance appeared almost boyish. It was only when one came to look into it more closely, that it was seen to be scored by numberless small lines. Moreover it was unadorned by either beard or moustache. His hair was grey, and was worn somewhat longer than is usual. He could speak fluently almost every language of the East, and had been imprisoned by the Russians for sealing in prohibited waters, had been tortured by the Chinese on the Yang-tse, and, to his own unextinguishable disgrace, flogged by the French in Tonquin. Not the least curious trait in his character was the affection he entertained for Kitwater. The pair had been together for years, had quarrelled repeatedly, but had never separated. The record of their doings would form an interesting book, but for want of space cannot be more than referred to here. Hayle had been their partner in not a few of their curious undertakings, for his courage and resource made him a valuable ally, though how far they trusted each other it is impossible to say.

Breakfast over they adjourned to the verandah, where the inevitable cigars made their appearance.

“Now, let’s hear what you’ve got to say to me?” Hayle began.

“Not here,” Kitwater replied. “There are too many listeners. Come down to the harbour.”

So saying he led his companions to the waterside, where he chartered a native boat for an hour’s sail. Then, when they were out of earshot of the land, he bade Hayle pay attention to what he had to say.

“First and foremost you must understand,” he said, “that it’s all due to Coddy here. We heard something of it from an old Siamese in Hanoi, but we never put much trust in it. Then Coddy began to look around, to hunt up some of his fusty records, and after awhile he began to think that there might be something in the story after all. You see it’s this way: you know Sengkor-Wat?”

“Sengkor how much?”

“Sengkor-Wat — the old ruin at the back of Burmah; near the Chinese Border. Such a place as you never dreamt of. Tumble-down palaces, temples, and all that sort of thing — lying out there all alone in the jungle.”

“I’ve seen Amber,” said Hayle, with the air of a man who makes a remark that cannot be lightly turned aside. “After that I don’t want any more ruined cities. I’ve got no use for them.”

“No, but you’ve got a use for other things, haven’t you? You can use rubies as big as pigeon’s eggs, I suppose. You’ve got a use for sapphires, the like of which mortal man never set eyes on before.”

“That’s certainly so,” Hayle replied. “But what has this Sengkor-Wat to do with it?”

“Everything in the world,” Kitwater replied. “That’s where those rubies are, and what’s more, that’s where we are going to find them.”

“Are you joking, or is this sober earnest?”

He looked from Kitwater to Codd. The little man thus appealed to nodded his head. He agreed with all his companion said.

“It’s quite true,” said he, after a pause. “Rubies, sapphires and gold, enough to make us all millionaires times over.”

“Bravo for Sengkor-Wat, then!” said Hayle. “But how do you know all this?”

“I’ve told you already that Coddy found it out,” Kitwater replied. “Looking over his old records he discovered something that put him on the track. Then I happened to remember that, years ago, when I was in Hanoi, an old man had told me a wonderful story about a treasure-chamber in a ruined city in the Burmese jungle. A Frenchman who visited the place, and had written a book about it, mentions the fact that there is a legend amongst the natives that vast treasure is buried in the ruins, but only one man, so far as we can discover, seems to have taken the trouble to have looked for it.”

“But how big are the ruins?”

“Bigger than London, so Coddy says!”

Coddy nodded his head in confirmation of this fact. But still Hayle seemed incredulous.

“And are you going to search all that area? It strikes me that you will be an old man by the time you find the treasure, Kitwater.”

“Don’t you believe it. We’ve got something better to go upon than that. There was an old Chinese traveller who visited this place in the year ... what was the year, Coddy?”

“Twelve hundred and fifty-seven,” Codd replied without hesitation.

“Well, he describes the glory of the place, the wealth of the inhabitants, and then goes on to tell how the king took him to the great treasure-chamber, where he saw such riches as mortal man had never looked upon before.”

“But that doesn’t tell you where the treasure-chamber is?” argued Hayle.

“Perhaps not, but there are other ways of finding out; that is, if a man has his wits about him. You’ve got to put two and two together if you want to get on in this world. Coddy has translated it all, and this is what it amounts to. When the king had shown the traveller his treasure, the latter declared that his eyes were so blinded by its magnificence that he could scarcely mount the steps to the spot where his majesty gave audience to his people. In another place it mentions that when the king administered justice he was seated on the throne in the courtyard of the Three-headed Elephants. Now what we’ve got to do is to find that courtyard, and find it we will.”

“But how do you know that the treasure hasn’t been taken away years ago? Do you think they were such fools as to leave it behind when they went elsewhere? Not they!”

Though they were well out of earshot of the land, and alone upon the boat, Kitwater looked round him suspiciously before he answered. Then a pleasant smile played over his face. It was as if he were recalling some happy memory.

“How do I know it?” he asked by way of preface. “If you’ll listen for a moment, I’ll tell you. If you want more proof, when I’ve done, you must be difficult to please. When I was up at Moulmein six months ago, I came across a man I hadn’t met for several years. He was a Frenchman, who I knew had spent the most of his life away back in Burmah. He was very flush of money at the time, and kept throwing out hints, when we were alone, of a place he knew of where there was the biggest fortune on earth, to be had for the mere picking up and carrying away. He had brought away as much of it as he could, but he hadn’t time to get it all, before he was chased out by the Chinese, who, he said, were strong in the neighbourhood.”

Kitwater stopped and rubbed his hands with a chuckle. Decidedly the recollection was a pleasant one.

“Well,” he continued, “to make a long story short, I took advantage of my opportunity, and got his secret out of him by ... well never mind how I managed it. It is sufficient that I got it. And the consequence is I know all that is to be known.”

“That’s all very well, but what became of the Frenchman? How do you know that he isn’t back there again filling his pockets?”

“I don’t think he is,” Kitwater replied slowly. “It put me to a lot of inconvenience, and came just at the time when I was most anxious to leave. Besides it might have meant trouble.” He paused for a moment. “As a matter of fact they brought it in ‘suicide during temporary insanity, brought on by excessive drinking,’ and that got me over the difficulty. It must have been insanity, I think, for he had no reason for doing away with himself. It was proved that he had plenty of money left. What was more, Coddy gave evidence that, only the day before, he had told him he was tired of life.”

Hayle looked at both with evident admiration.

“Well, you two, taken together, beat cockfighting,” he said enthusiastically. Then he added, “But what about the secret? What did you get out of him?”

“Here it is,” said Kitwater, taking an old leather case from his pocket, and producing from it a small piece of parchment. “There’s no writing upon it, but we have compared it with another plan that we happen to have, and find that it squares exactly.”

He leant over Hayle’s shoulder and pointed to a certain portion of the sketch.

“That’s the great temple,” he said; “and what the red dot means we are going to find out.”

“Well, suppose it is, what makes you send for me?” Hayle inquired suspiciously.

“Because we must have another good man with us,” Kitwater replied. “I’m very well, but you’re better. Codd’s head-piece is all right, but if it comes to fighting, he might just as well be in Kensal Green. Isn’t that so, little man?”

Mr. Codd nodded his head.

“I said, send for Hayle,” he remarked in his quiet little voice. “Kit sent and now you’re here, and it’s all right.”

“Codd speaks the truth,” said Kitwater. “Now what we have to do is to arrange the business part of the matter, and then to get away as quickly as possible.”

The business portion of the matter was soon settled and Hayle was thereupon admitted a member of the syndicate for the exploration of the ancient town of Sengkor-Wat in the hinterland of Burmah.

For the remainder of the day Hayle was somewhat more silent than usual.

“If there’s anything in their yarn it might be managed,” he said to himself that night, when he was alone in his bedroom. “Kitwater is clever, I’ll admit that, and Coddy is by no manner of means the fool he pretends to be. But I’m Gideon Hayle, and that counts for something. Yes, I think it might be managed.”

What it was he supposed might be effected he did not say, but from the smile upon his face, it was evident that the thought caused him considerable satisfaction.

Next day they set sail for Rangoon.


PART II
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THE SHADOWS OF evening were slowly falling as the little party of which Kitwater, Codd, and Hayle, with two Burmen servants, were members, obtained their first view of the gigantic ruins of which they had come so far in search. For many days they had been journeying through the jungle, now the prey of hope, now of despair. They had experienced adventures by the score, though none of them were of sufficient importance to be narrated here, and more than once they had come within a hair’s-breadth of being compelled to retrace their steps. They rode upon the small wiry ponies of the country, their servants clearing a way before them with their parangs as they advanced. Their route, for the most part, lay through jungle, in places so dense that it was well-nigh impossible for them to force a way through it. It was as if nature were doing her best to save the ancient city from the hand of the spoiler. At last, and so suddenly that it came upon them like a shock, they found themselves emerging from the jungle. Below them, in the valley, peering up out of the forest, was all that remained of a great city, upon the ruined temples of which the setting sun shone with weird effect.

“At last,” said Hayle, bringing his pony to a standstill, and looking down upon the ruins. “Let us hope we shall have penetrated their secret before we are compelled to say good-bye to them again.”

“Hear, hear, to that,” said Kitwater; Septimus Codd, however, never said a word; the magic hand of the past was upon his heart, and was holding him spellbound.

They descended the hill, and, when they had selected a suitable spot, decided to camp upon it for the night.

Next morning they were up betimes; the excitement of the treasure-hunt was upon each man, and would not let him tarry. It would not be long now, they hoped, before they would be able to satisfy themselves as to the truth of the story they had been told, and of the value of the hopes in which they had put their trust. Having eaten their morning meal, they took counsel together, examined the plan for the thousandth time, collected their weapons and tools, bade their servants keep a sharp lookout, and then set off for the city. The morning sun sparkled upon the dew, the birds and monkeys chattered at them from the jungle, while above them towered the myriad domes and sculptured spires of the ancient city. It was a picture that once seen would never be forgotten. So far, however, not a sign of human life had they been able to discover; indeed, for all they knew to the contrary, they might be the only men within fifty miles of the place.

Leaving the jungle behind them, they found themselves face to face with a curious stone bridge, spanning the lake or moat which surrounded the city, and in which the lotus flower bloomed luxuriantly. When they had crossed the bridge, they stood in the precincts of the city itself. On either hand rose the ruins in all their solitary grandeur — palaces, temples, market-places, and houses in endless confusion; while, at the end of the bridge, and running to right and left as far as the eye could reach, was a high wall, constructed of large stones, each one of which would have required the efforts of at least four men to lift it. These, with a few exceptions, were in an excellent state of preservation. Passing through the massive gateway the travellers found themselves in an open square, out of which streets branched off the right and left, while the jungle thrust in its inquisitive nose on every possible occasion. The silence was so impressive that the men found themselves speaking in whispers. Not a sound was to be heard save the fluttering of birds’ wings among the trees, and the obscene chattering of the monkeys among the leaves. From the first great square the street began gradually to ascend; then another moat was crossed, and the second portion of the city was reached. Here the buildings were larger, and the sculpture upon the walls more impressive even than before. The same intense silence, however, hung over everything. In the narrower streets creepers trailed from side to side, almost shutting out the light, and adding a twilight effect to the already sufficiently mysterious rooms and courtyards to be seen within.

“This is by no means the most cheerful sort of place,” said Hayle to Kitwater, as they passed down a paved street side by side. “Where do you expect to find the great temple and the courtyard of the Three Elephants’ Heads?”

“Straight on,” said little Codd, who was behind, and had been comparing the route they were following with the plan he held in his hand.

As he spoke they entered another square, and saw before them a mighty flight of steps, worn into grooves in places by the thousands of feet that had ascended and descended them in days gone by. At the top was a sculptured gateway, finer than anything either of them had ever seen, and this they presently entered. Above them, clear of the trees, and towering up into the blue, were the multitudinous domes and spires of the king’s palace, to which the gateway above the steps was the principal entrance. Some of the spires were broken, some were covered with creepers, others were mutilated by time and by stress of weather, but the general effect was grand in the extreme. From courtyard to courtyard they wandered, but without finding the particular place of which they were in search. It was more difficult to discover than they had expected; indeed, they had walked many miles through deserted streets, and the afternoon was well advanced, before a hail from Codd, who had gone on ahead of them, informed them that at last some sort of success had crowned their efforts. When they came up with him they found themselves in a courtyard somewhat larger than those they had previously explored, the four corners of which were decorated with three united elephants’ heads.

“By the great poker we’ve got it at last,” cried Kitwater, in a voice that echoed and reechoed through the silent halls.

“And about time, too,” cried Hayle, upon whom the place was exercising a most curious effect. “If you’ve found it, show us your precious treasure-chamber.”

“All in good time, my friend, all in good time,” said Kitwater. “Things have gone so smoothly with us hitherto, that we must look for a little set-back before we’ve done.”

“We don’t want any set-backs,” said Hayle. “What we want are the rubies as big as pigeon’s eggs, and sapphires, and gold, and then to get back to civilization as quick as may be. That’s what’s the matter with me.”

As I have already observed, the courtyard in which they were standing was considerably larger than any they had yet entered. Like the others, however, it had fallen sadly to decay. The jungle had crept in at all points, and gorgeous creepers had wreathed themselves round the necks of the statues above the gateway.

“I don’t see any sign of steps,” said Hayle, when they had examined the place in silence for some minutes. “I thought you said a flight of stone steps led up to where the king’s throne was placed?”

“Codd certainly read it so,” Kitwater answered, looking about him as if he did not quite realize the situation. “And how are we to know that there are not some steps here? They may be hidden. What do you think, little man?”

He turned to Codd, who was looking about him with eyes in which a curious light was shining.

“Steps must be somewhere,” the latter replied. “We’ve got to find them — but not to-night. Sun going down. Too late.”

This was undoubtedly true, and so, without more ado, but none the less reluctantly, the three travellers retraced their steps to their camp upon the hillside. Hayle was certainly not in a good temper. The monotony of the long journey from civilization had proved too much for him, and he was ready to take offence at anything. Fortunately, however, Kitwater was not of the same way of thinking, otherwise there would probably have been trouble between them.

Next morning they were up and had breakfasted before the sun was in the sky. Their meal at an end, they picked up their arms and tools, bade their servants have a care of the camp, and then set off on their quest once more. There was a perceptible change, however, in their demeanours. A nervous excitement had taken possession of them, and it affected each man in a different manner. Kitwater was suspicious, Hayle was morose, while little Codd repeatedly puckered up his mouth as if he were about to whistle, but no sound ever came from it. The sky overhead was emerald-blue, the air was full of the sweetest perfumes, while birds of the most gorgeous plumage flew continually across their path. They had no regard, however, for nature’s beauties. The craving for wealth was in their hearts, rendering them blind to everything else. They crossed the stone bridge, passed through the outer portion of the city, proceeded over the second moat, and at last, with the familiarity of old friends, made their way up the steps towards the courtyard of the king’s palace.

“Now, my friends, listen to me,” said Kitwater, as he spoke throwing down the tools he had been carrying, “what we have to do is to thoroughly sound the whole of this courtyard, inch by inch and stone by stone. We can’t be wrong, for that this is the courtyard of the Three Elephants’ Heads, there can be no doubt. You take the right-hand side,” he went on addressing Hayle; “you, Coddy, must take the left. I’ll try the middle. If we don’t hit it to-day we’ll do so to-morrow, or the next day, or the day after that. This is the place we were told about, and if the treasure is to be found anywhere, it will be here. For that reason we’ve got to set about the search as soon as possible! Now to work!”

Using the iron bars they had brought with them for the purpose, they began their task, bumping the iron down upon each individual stone in the hope of eliciting the hollow sound that was to reveal the presence of the treasure-chamber. With the regularity of automatons they paraded up and down the walled enclosure without speaking, until they had thoroughly tested every single stone; no sort of success, however, rewarded their endeavours.

“I expected as much,” said Hayle angrily, as he threw down the bar. “You’ve been humbugged, and our long journey is all undertaken for nothing. I was a fool ever to have listened to your nonsensical yarn. I might have known it would have come to nothing. It’s not the first time I’ve been treasure-hunting, but I’ll swear it shall be the last. I’ve had enough of these fooleries.”

A dangerous light was gathering in Kitwater’s eyes. He moreover threw down the iron bar as if in anticipation of trouble, and placed his fists defiantly on his hips.

“If you are going to talk like that, my boy,” he began, with never a quaver in his voice, “it’s best for us to understand each other straight off. Once and for all let me tell you that I’ll have none of your bounce. Whether or not this business is destined to come to anything, you may rely upon one thing, and that is the fact that I did my best to do you a good turn by allowing you to come into it. There’s another thing that calls for comment, and you can deny it if you will. It’s a fact that you’ve been grumbling and growling ever since we left Rangoon, and have made difficulties innumerable where you needn’t have done so, and now, because you think the affair is going to turn out badly, you round upon me as if it were all a put-up job on my part, to rook you of your money. It’s not the thing, Hayle, and I don’t mind saying that I resent it.”

“You may resent it or not, as you darned well please,” said Hayle doggedly, biting at the butt of his cigar as he spoke. “It don’t matter a curse to me; you don’t mean to tell me you think I’m fool enough to stand by and see myself — —”

At that moment Codd, who had been away investigating on his own account, and had no idea of the others’ quarrel, gave a shout of delight. He was at the further end of the courtyard, at a spot where a dense mass of creeper had fallen, and now lay trailing upon the stones. The effect upon his companions was instantaneous. They abandoned their quarrel without another word, and picking up their crowbars hastened towards the spot where he was waiting for them.

“What have you found, little man?” inquired Kitwater, as he approached.

Mr. Codd, however, said nothing in reply, but beat with his bar upon the stone beneath him. There could be little or no doubt about the hollow sound that rewarded his endeavours.

“We’ve got it,” cried Kitwater. “Bring the pickaxe, Hayle, and we’ll soon see what is underneath this precious stone. We may be at the heart of the mystery for all we know.”

In less time than it takes to tell Hayle had complied with the other’s request, and was hard at work picking out the earth which held the enormous flagstone in its place. A state of mad excitement had taken hold of the men, and the veins stood out like whipcord upon Hayle’s forehead. It was difficult to say how many feet separated them from the treasure that was to make them lords of all the earth. At last the stone showed signs of moving, and it was possible for Kitwater to insert his bar beneath one corner. He did so, prized it up, and leant upon it with all his weight. It showed no sign of moving, however. The seal of Time was set upon it, and it was not to be lightly disturbed.

“Push your bar in here alongside of mine, Coddy,” said Kitwater at last. “I fancy we shall get it then.”
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The little man did as he was directed, Kitwater and Hayle seconded his efforts on the other side, and then, under the strain of their united exertions, the stone began to move slowly from its place. Little by little they raised it, putting all the strength they possessed into the operation, until, at last, with one great effort they hurled it backwards, and it fell with a crash upon the pavement behind them, revealing a dark, narrow hole, the bottom of which it was impossible to see.

“Now then, Gideon, my worthy friend, what have you got to say about the business?” asked Kitwater, as he wiped the perspiration from his brow. “You pretended to doubt my story. Was there anything in the old Frenchman’s yarn after all. Were we wasting our time upon a fool’s errand when we set off to explore Sengkor-Wat?”

Hayle looked at him somewhat sheepishly.

“No? no,” he said, “I am willing to admit that so far you have won the trick. Let me down easily if you can. I can neither pass nor follow suite. I am right out of my reckoning. Now what do you propose to do?”

“Get one of those torches we brought with us, and find out what there is in that hole,” Kitwater answered.

They waited while the latter went back to the camp, and when he reappeared, and had lighted the torch, they prepared to follow him down the steps into the mysterious depths below. The former, they soon discovered, were as solidly built as the rest of the palace, and were about thirty in number. They were, moreover, wet and slimy, and so narrow that it was only possible for one man to descend them at once. When they reached the bottom they found themselves standing in a narrow passage, the walls of which were composed of solid stone, in many places finely carved. The air was close, and from the fact that now and again bats dashed past them into the deeper darkness, they argued that there must be some way of communicating with the open air at the further end.

“This is just what the Frenchman told me,” said Kitwater, and his voice echoed away along the passage like distant thunder. “He said we should find a narrow corridor at the foot of the steps, and then the Treasure Chamber at the further end. So far it looks all right. Let us move on, my friends.”

There was no need for him to issue such an invitation. They were more than eager to follow him.

Leaving the first room, or ante-chamber, as it might more properly be called, they continued their way along the narrow passage which led from it. The air was growing perceptibly closer every moment, while the light of the torch reflected the walls on either side. Hayle wondered for a moment as he followed his leader, what would happen to them if the Chinese, of whom the old Frenchman had spoken to Kitwater, should discover their presence in the ruins, and should replace the stone upon the hole. In that case the treasure would prove of small value to them, for they would be buried alive. He did not allow his mind, however, to dwell very long upon this subject, for Kitwater, who was pushing on ahead with the torch, had left the passage, and was standing in a large and apparently well vaulted chamber. Handsomely carved pillars supported the roof, the floor was well paved, while on either side there were receptacles, not unlike the niches in the Roman catacombs, though for what purpose they were intended was not at first glance so easy to determine. With hearts that beat tumultuously in their breasts, they hastened to one of them to see what it contained. The niche in question was filled with strange-looking vessels, some like bowls, and others not unlike crucibles. The men almost clambered over each other in their excitement to see what they contained. It was as if their whole existence depended upon it; they could scarcely breathe for excitement. Every moment’s delay was unspeakable agony. At last, however, the coverings were withdrawn and the contents of the receptacles stood revealed. Two were filled with uncut gems, rubies and sapphires, others contained bar gold, and yet more contained gems, to which it was scarcely possible in such a light to assign a name. One thing at least was certain. So vast was the treasure that the three men stood tongue-tied with amazement at their good fortune. In their wildest dreams they had never imagined such luck, and now that this vast treasure lay at their finger-ends, to be handled, to be made sure of, they were unable to realize the extent of their future happiness. Hayle dived his hands into a bowl of uncut rubies, and having collected as many as he could hold in each fist, turned to his companions.
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“Look here,” he cried, “it’s the Bank of England in each hand.”

His voice ended in a choke. Then Kitwater took up the tale.

“I must get out of this or I shall go mad,” he muttered hoarsely. “Come let us get back to the light. If I don’t I shall die.”

Without more ado, like men who were drunk with the finest wines, they followed him along the passage and up the steps into the open air. They were just in time to see the sun setting blood-red behind the jungle. His beauty, however, had no effect upon them, in all probability they were regardless of him altogether, for with almost simultaneous sighs of relief they threw themselves down upon the flagstones of the courtyard, and set to work, with feverish earnestness, to overhaul the booty they had procured. All three were good judges of stones, and a very brief examination was sufficient, even in the feeble evening light, to enable them to see that they were not only gems of the first water, but also stones of such a size as is seldom seen in these unregenerate days.

“It’s the biggest scoop on earth,” said Hayle, unconsciously echoing the expression Kitwater had used to him in Singapore. “What’s better, there are hundreds more like them down below. I’ll tell you what it is, my friends, we’re just the richest men on this earth at the present moment, and don’t you forget it!”

In his excitement he shook hands wildly with his companions. His ill-humour had vanished like breath off a razor, and now he was on the best of terms not only with himself, but also with the world in general.

“If I know anything about stones there are at least one hundred thousand pounds worth in this little parcel,” he said enthusiastically, “and what is more, there is a million or perhaps two millions to be had for the trouble of looking for them. What do you say if we go below again?”

“No! no!” said Kitwater, “it’s too late. We’d better be getting back to the camp as soon as may be.”

“Very well,” Hayle replied reluctantly.

They accordingly picked up their iron bars and replaced the stone that covered the entrance to the subterranean passage.

“I don’t like leaving it,” said Hayle, “it don’t seem to me to be safe, somehow. Think what there is down there. Doesn’t it strike you that it would be better to fill our pockets while we’ve the chance? Who knows what might happen before we can come again?”

“Nonsense,” said Kitwater. “Who do you think is going to rob us of it? What’s the use of worrying about it? In the morning we’ll come back and fill up our bags, and then clear out of the place and trek for civilization as if the devil and all were after us. Just think, my lads, what there will be to divide.”

“A million apiece, at least,” said Hayle rapturously, and then in an awed voice he added, as if he were discomfited by his own significance, “I never thought to be worth a quarter of that. Somehow it doesn’t seem as if it can be real.”

“It’s quite real,” said Mr. Codd, as he sprinkled some dry dust round the crack of the stone to give it an appearance of not having been disturbed. “There’s no doubt of it.”

When he had finished they picked up their tools and set off on their return journey to the camp. The sun had disappeared behind the jungle when they left the courtyard of the Three Elephants’ Heads and ascended the stone steps towards the inner moat. They crossed the bridge, and entered the outer city in silence. The place was very dreary at that hour of the day, and to Codd, who was of an imaginative turn of mind, it seemed as if faces out of the long deserted past were watching him from every house. His companions, however, were scarcely so impressionable. They were gloating over the treasure they had won for themselves, and one, at least, was speculating as to how he should spend his share. Suddenly Hayle, who was looking down a side street, uttered an exclamation of surprise.

“Did you see that?” he inquired of Kitwater. Then, without waiting for a reply, he dived into the nearest ruin and disappeared from view.

“What on earth is the matter with him?” inquired Kitwater of Codd. “Has he gone mad?”

Codd only shook his head. Hayle’s doings were more often than not an enigma to him. Presently, however, the runaway made his appearance before them. His face was flushed and he breathed heavily. Apparently he had been running, and for some distance.

“Didn’t you see him?” he inquired of his companions in some surprise.

“See who?” asked Kitwater, with elevated eyebrows. “Who do you think you saw?”

“A man,” Hayle replied. “I am ready to take my oath I saw him cross that narrow street back yonder.”

“Was it one of our own men do you think?” said Codd, referring to the two Burmen they had brought with them.

“Not a bit of it,” Hayle replied. “I tell you, Kitwater, I am as sure as I am of anything that the man I saw was a Chinaman.”

“Gammon,” said Kitwater. “There isn’t a Chinaman within fifty miles of the ruins. You are unduly excited. You’ll be seeing a regiment of Scots Guards presently if you are not careful.”

“I don’t care what you say, it was a man I saw,” the other answered. “Good Heavens! won’t you believe me, when I say that I saw his pigtail?”

“Believe you, of course I will,” replied Kitwater good-humouredly. “It’s a pity you didn’t catch hold of him by it, however. No, no, Gid, you take my word for it, there are no Chinamen about here. What do you think, Codd?”

Mr. Codd appeared to have no opinion, for he did not reply.

By this time they had crossed the last bridge and had left the city behind them. The jungle was lulling itself to sleep, and drowsy croonings sounded on every hand. So certain was Hayle that he had not been mistaken about the man he declared he had seen, that he kept his eyes well open to guard against a surprise. He did not know what clump of bamboo might contain an enemy, and, in consequence, his right hand was kept continually in his pocket in order not to lose the grip of the revolver therein contained. At last they reached the top of the hill and approached the open spot where their camp was situated.

“What did I tell you?” said Kitwater, as he looked about the camp and could discover no traces of their two native servants. “It was one of our prowling rascals you saw, and when he comes back I’ll teach him to come spying on us. If I know anything of the rattan, he won’t do it again.”

Hayle shrugged his shoulders. While the fact that their servants were not at the camp to anticipate their return was certainly suspicious, he was still as convinced as ever that the man he had seen slipping through the ruins was no Burman, but a true son of the Celestial Empire.

Worn out by the excitement of the day, Kitwater anathematized the servants for not having been there to prepare the evening meal, but while he and Hayle wrangled, Mr. Codd had as usual taken the matter into his own hands, and, picking up a cooking-pot, had set off in the direction of the stream, whence they drew their supply of water. He had not proceeded very far, however, before he uttered a cry and came running back to the camp. There was a scared expression upon his face as he rejoined his companions.

“They’ve not run away,” he cried, pointing in the direction whence he had come. “They’re dead!”

“Dead?” cried Kitwater and Hayle together. Then the latter added, “What do you mean by that?”

“What I say,” Codd replied. “They’re both lying in the jungle back there with their throats cut.”

“Then I was right after all,” Hayle found time to put in. “Come, Kit, let us go and see. There’s more than we bargained for at the back of all this.”

They hurried with Codd to the spot where he had discovered the bodies, to find that his tale was too true. Their two unfortunate servants were to be seen lying one on either side of the track, both dead and shockingly mutilated. Kitwater knelt beside them and examined them more closely.

“Chinese,” he said laconically. Then after a pause he continued, “It’s a good thing for us we had the foresight to take our rifles with us to-day, otherwise we should have lost them for a certainty. Now we shall have to keep our eyes open for trouble. It won’t be long in coming, mark my words.”

“You don’t think they watched us at work in that courtyard, do you?” asked Hayle anxiously, as they returned to the camp. “If that’s so, they’ll have every atom of the remaining treasure, and we shall be done for.”

He spoke as if until that moment they had received nothing.

“It’s just possible they may have done so, of course,” said Kitwater, “but how are we to know? We couldn’t prevent them, for we don’t know how many of them there may be. That fellow you saw this evening may only have been placed there to spy upon our movements. Confound it all, I wish we were a bigger party.”

“It’s no use wishing that,” Hayle returned, and then after a pause he added— “Fortunately we hold a good many lives in our hands, and what’s more, we know the value of our own. The only thing we can do is to watch, watch, and watch, and, if we are taken by surprise, we shall have nobody to thank for it but ourselves. Now if you’ll stand sentry, Coddy and I will get tea.”

They set to work, and the meal was in due course served and eaten. Afterwards Codd went on guard, being relieved by Hayle at midnight. Ever since they had made the ghastly discovery in the jungle, the latter had been more silent even than the gravity of the situation demanded. Now he sat, nursing his rifle, listening to the mysterious voices of the jungle, and thinking as if for dear life. Meanwhile his companions slept soundly on, secure in the fact that he was watching over them.

At last Hayle rose to his feet.

“It’s my only chance,” he said to himself, as he went softly across to where Kitwater was lying. “It must be now or never!”

Kneeling beside the sleeping man, he felt for the packet of precious stones they had that day obtained. Having found it he transferred it to his own pocket, and then returned to his former position as quietly as he had come. Then, having secured as much of their store of ammunition as he could conveniently carry, together with a supply of food sufficient to last him for several days, he deserted his post, abandoned his friends, and disappeared into the jungle!


PART III
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THE SUN WAS slowly sinking behind the dense wall of jungle which hems in, on the southern side, the frontier station of Nampoung. In the river below there is a Ford, which has a distinguished claim on fame, inasmuch as it is one of the gateways from Burmah into Western China. This Ford is guarded continually by a company of Sikhs, under the command of an English officer. To be candid, it is not a post that is much sought after. Its dullness is extraordinary. True, one can fish there from morning until night, if one is so disposed; and if one has the good fortune to be a botanist, there is an inexhaustible field open for study. It is also true that Nampoung is only thirty miles or so, as the crow flies, from Bhamo, and when one has been in the wilds, and out of touch of civilization for months at a time, Bhamo is by no means a place to be despised. So thought Gregory, of the 123rd Burmah Regiment, as he threw his line into the pool below him.

“It’s worse than a dog’s life,” he said to himself, as he looked at the Ford a hundred yards or so to his right, where, at the moment, his subaltern was engaged levying toll upon some Yunnan merchants who were carrying cotton on pack-mules into China. After that he glanced behind him at the little cluster of buildings on the hill, and groaned once more. “I wonder what they are doing in England,” he continued. “Trout-fishing has just begun, and I can imagine the dear old Governor at the Long Pool, rod in hand. The girls will stroll down in the afternoon to find out what sport he has had, and they’ll walk home across the Park with him, while the Mater will probably meet them half way. And here am I in this God-forsaken hole with nothing to do but to keep an eye on that Ford there. Bhamo is better than this; Mandalay is better than Bhamo, and Rangoon is better than either. Chivvying dakus is paradise compared with this sort of thing. Anyhow, I’m tired of fishing.”

He began to take his rod to pieces preparatory to returning to his quarters on the hill. He had just unshipped the last joint, when he became aware that one of his men was approaching him. He inquired his business, and was informed in return that Dempsey, his sub, would be glad to see him at the Ford. Handing his rod to the man he set off in the direction of the crossing in question, to become aware, as he approached it, of a disreputable figure propped up against a tree on the nearer bank.

“What’s the matter, Dempsey?” he inquired. “What on earth have you got there, man?”

“Well, that’s more than I can say,” the other replied. “He’s evidently a white man, and I fancy an Englishman. At home we should call him a scarecrow. He turned up from across the Ford just now, and tumbled down in the middle of the stream like a shot rabbit. Never saw such a thing before. He’s not a pretty sight, is he?”
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“Poor devil,” said Gregory. “He seems to be on his last legs. I wonder who the deuce he is, and what brought him into this condition.”

“I’ve searched, and there’s nothing about to tell us,” said Dempsey. “What do you think we had better do with him?”

“Get him up the hill,” said his superior, without hesitation. “When he’s a bit stronger we’ll have his story out of him. I’ll bet a few years’ pay it will be interesting.”

A file of men were called, and the mysterious stranger was carried up to the residence of the English officers. It was plain to the least observant that he was in a very serious condition. Such clothes as he possessed were in rags; his face was pinched with starvation, and moreover he was quite unconscious. When his bearers, accompanied by the two Englishmen, reached the cluster of huts, he was carried to a small room at the end of the officers’ bungalow and placed upon the bed. After a little brandy had been administered, he recovered consciousness and looked about him. Heaving a sigh of relief, he inquired where he might be.

“You are at Nampoung,” said Gregory, “and you ought to thank your stars that you are not in Kingdom Come. If ever a man was near it, you have been. We won’t ask you for your story now; however, later on, you shall bukh to your heart’s content. Now I am going to give you something to eat. You look as if you want it badly enough.”

Gregory looked at Dempsey and made a sign, whereupon the other withdrew, to presently return carrying a bowl of soup. The stranger drank it ravenously, and then lay back and closed his eyes once more. He would have been a clever man who could have recognized in the emaciated being upon the bed, the spruce, well-cared-for individual who was known to the Hotel of the Three Desires in Singapore as Gideon Hayle.

“You’d better rest a while now,” said Gregory, “and then perhaps you’ll feel equal to joining us at mess, or whatever you like to call it.”

“Thanks very much,” the man replied, with the conventional utterance of an English gentleman, which was not lost upon his audience. “I hope I shall feel up to it.”

“Whoever the fellow is,” said Gregory, as they passed along the verandah a few minutes later, “he has evidently seen better days. Poor beggar, I wonder where he’s been, and what he has been up to?”

“We shall soon find out,” Dempsey answered. “All he said when we fished him out of the water was ‘at last,’ and then he fainted clean away. I am not more curious than my neighbours, but I don’t mind admitting that I am anxious to hear what he has to say for himself. Talk about Rip Van Winkle, why, he is not in it with this fellow. He could give him points and beat him hollow.”

An hour later the stranger was so far recovered as to be able to join his hosts at their evening meal. Between them they had managed to fit him out with a somewhat composite set of garments. He had shaved off his beard, had reduced his hair to something like order, and in consequence had now the outward resemblance at least of a gentleman.

“Come, that’s better,” said Gregory as he welcomed him. “I don’t know what your usual self may be like, but you certainly have more the appearance of a man, and less that of a skeleton than when we first brought you in. You must have been pretty hard put to it out yonder.”

The recollection of all he had been through was so vivid, that the man shuddered at the mere thought of it.

“I wouldn’t go through it again for worlds,” he said. “You don’t know what I’ve endured.”

“Trading over the border alone?” Gregory inquired.

The man shook his head.

“Tried to walk across from Pekin,” he said, “viâ Szechuen and Yunnan. Nearly died of dysentery in Yunnan city. While I was there my servants deserted me, taking with them every halfpenny I possessed. Being suspected by the Mandarins, I was thrown into prison, managed eventually to escape, and so made my way on here. I thought to-day was going to prove my last.”

“You have had a hard time of it, by Jove,” said Dempsey; “but you’ve managed to come out of it alive. And now where are you going?”

“I want, if possible, to get to Rangoon,” the other replied. “Then I shall ship for England as best as I can. I’ve had enough of China to last me a lifetime.”

From that moment the stranger did not refer again to his journey. He was singularly reticent upon this point, and feeling that perhaps the recollection of all he had suffered might be painful to him, the two men did not press him to unburden himself.

“He’s a strange sort of fellow,” said Gregory to Dempsey, later in the evening, when the other had retired to rest. “If he has walked from Pekin here, as he says, he’s more than a little modest about it. I’ll be bound his is a funny story if only he would condescend to tell it.”

They would have been more certain than ever of this fact had they been able to see their guest at that particular moment. In the solitude of his own room he had removed a broad leather belt from round his waist. From the pocket of this belt he shook out upwards of a hundred rubies and sapphires of extraordinary size. He counted them carefully, replaced them in the belt, and then once more secured the latter about his waist.

“At last I am safe,” he muttered to himself, “but it was a close shave — a very close shave. I wouldn’t do that journey again for all the money the stones are worth. No! not for twice the amount.”

Once more the recollection of his sufferings rose so vividly before him that he could not suppress a shudder. Then he arranged the mosquito-curtains of his bed, and laid himself down upon it. It was not long before he was fast asleep.

Before he went to his own quarters, Gregory looked in upon the stranger to find him sleeping heavily, one arm thrown above his head.

“Poor beggar!” said the kind-hearted Englishman, as he looked down at him. “One meets some extraordinary characters out here. But I think he’s the strangest that has come into my experience.”

The words had scarcely left his lips before the stranger was sitting up in bed with a look of abject terror in his eyes. The sweat of a living fear was streaming down his face. Gregory ran to him and placed his arm about him.

“What’s the matter?” he asked. “Pull yourself together, man, there’s nothing for you to fear here. You’re quite safe.”

The other looked at him for a moment as if he did not recognize him. Then, taking in the situation, he gave an uneasy laugh.

“I have had such an awful nightmare,” he said. “I thought the Chinese were after me again. Lord! how thankful I am it’s not true.”

Next morning George Bertram, as he called himself, left Nampoung for Bhamo, with Gregory’s cheque for five hundred rupees in his pocket.

“You must take it,” said that individual in reply to the other’s half-hearted refusal of the assistance. “Treat it as a loan if you like. You can return it to me when you are in better circumstances. I assure you I don’t want it. We can’t spend money out here.”

Little did he imagine when he made that offer, the immense wealth which the other carried in the belt that encircled his waist. Needless to say Hayle said nothing to him upon the subject. He merely pocketed the cheque with an expression of his gratitude, promising to repay it as soon as he reached London. As a matter of fact he did so, and to this day, I have no doubt, Gregory regards him as a man of the most scrupulous and unusual integrity.

Two days later the wanderer reached Bhamo, that important military post on the sluggish Irrawaddy. His appearance, thanks to Gregory and Dempsey’s kind offices, was now sufficiently conventional to attract little or no attention, so he negotiated the Captain’s cheque, fitted himself out with a few other things that he required, and then set off for Mandalay. From Mandalay he proceeded as fast as steam could take him to Rangoon, where, after the exercise of some diplomacy, he secured a passage aboard a tramp steamer bound for England.

When the Shweydagon was lost in the evening mist, and the steamer had made her way slowly down the sluggish stream with the rice-fields on either side, Hayle went aft and took his last look at the land to which he was saying good-bye.

“A quarter of a million if a halfpenny,” he said, “and as soon as they are sold and the money is in my hands, the leaf shall be turned, and my life for the future shall be all respectability.”


PART IV
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TWO MONTHS HAD elapsed since the mysterious traveller from China had left the lonely frontier station at Nampoung. In outward appearance it was very much the same as it had been then. The only difference consisted in the fact that Captain Gregory and his subaltern Dempsey, having finished their period of enforced exile, had returned to Bhamo to join the main body of their regiment. A Captain Handiman and a subaltern named Grantham had taken their places, and were imitating them inasmuch as they spent the greater portion of their time fishing and complaining of the hardness of their lot. It was the more unfortunate in their case that they did not get on very well together. The fact of the matter was Handiman was built on very different lines to Gregory, his predecessor; he gave himself airs, and was fond of asserting his authority. In consequence the solitary life at the Ford sat heavily upon both men.

One hot afternoon, Grantham, who was a keen sportsman, took his gun, and, accompanied by a wiry little Shan servant, departed into the jungle on shikar thoughts intent. He was less successful than usual; indeed, he had proceeded fully three miles before he saw anything worth emptying his gun at. In the jungle the air was as close as a hothouse, and the perspiration ran down his face in streams.

“What an ass I was to come out!” he said angrily to himself. “This heat is unbearable.”

At that moment a crashing noise reached him from behind. Turning to discover what occasioned it, he was just in time to see a large boar cross the clearing and disappear into the bamboos on the further side. Taking his rifle from the little Shan he set off in pursuit. It was no easy task, for the jungle in that neighbourhood was so dense that it was well nigh impossible to make one’s way through it. At last, however, they hit upon a dried up nullah, and followed it along, listening as they went to the progress the boar was making among the bamboos on their right. Presently they sighted him, crossing an open space a couple of hundred yards or so ahead of them. On the further side he stopped and began to feed. This was Grantham’s opportunity, and, sighting his rifle, he fired. The beast dropped like a stone, well hit, just behind the shoulder. The report, however, had scarcely died away before the little Shan held up his hand to attract Grantham’s attention.

“What is it?” the other inquired.

Before the man had time to reply his quick ear caught the sound of a faint call from the jungle on the other side of the nullah. Without doubt it was the English word help, and, whoever the man might be who called, it was plain that he was in sore straits.

“What the deuce does it mean?” said Grantham, half to himself and half to the man beside him. “Some poor devil got lost in the jungle, I suppose? I’ll go and have a look.”

Having climbed the bank of the nullah, he was about to proceed in the direction whence the cry had come, when he became aware of the most extraordinary figure he had ever seen in his life approaching him. The appearance Hayle had presented when he had turned up at the Ford two months before was nothing compared with that of this individual. He was a small man, not more than five feet in height. His clothes were in rags, a grizzly beard grew in patches upon his cheeks and chin, while his hair reached nearly to his shoulders. His face was pinched until it looked more like that of a skeleton than a man. Grantham stood and stared at him, scarcely able to believe his eyes.

“Good Heavens,” he said to himself, “what a figure! I wonder where the beggar hails from?” Then addressing the man, he continued, “Are you an Englishman, or what are you?”

The man before him, however, did not reply. He placed his finger on his lips, and turning, pointed in the direction he had come.

“Either he doesn’t understand, or he’s dumb,” said Grantham. “But it’s quite certain that he wants me to follow him somewhere.”

Turning to the man again, he signed to him to proceed, whereupon the little fellow hobbled painfully away from the nullah in the direction whence he had appeared. On and on he went until he at length came to a standstill at the foot of a hill, where a little stream came splashing down in a miniature cascade from the rocks above. Then Grantham realized the meaning of the little man’s action. Stretched out beside a rock was the tall figure of a man. Like his companion, he presented a miserable appearance. His clothes, if clothes they could be called, were in rags, his hair was long and snowy white, matching his beard, which descended to within a few inches of his waist. His eyes were closed, and for a moment Grantham thought he was dead. This was not the case, however, for upon his companion approaching him he held out his hand and inquired whether he had discovered the man who had fired the shot?

To Grantham’s surprise the other made no reply in words, but, taking his friend’s hand he made some mysterious movements upon it with his fingers, whereupon the latter raised himself to a sitting position.

“My friend tells me that you are an Englishman,” he said in a voice that shook with emotion. “I’m glad we have found you. I heard your rifle shot and hailed you. We are in sore distress, and have been through such adventures and such misery as no man would believe. I have poisoned my foot, and am unable to walk any further. As you can see for yourself I am blind, while my companion is dumb.”

This statement accounted for the smaller man’s curious behaviour and the other’s closed eyes.

“You have suffered indeed,” said Grantham pityingly. “But how did it all come about?”

“We were traders, and we fell into the hands of the Chinese,” the taller man answered. “With their usual amiability they set to work to torture us. My companion’s tongue they cut out at the roots, while, as I have said, they deprived me of my sight. After that they turned us loose to go where we would. We have wandered here, there, and everywhere, living on what we could pick up, and dying a thousand deaths every day. It would have been better if we had died outright — but somehow we’ve come through. Can you take us to a place where we can procure food? We’ve been living on jungle fruit for an eternity. My foot wants looking to pretty badly, too.”

“We’ll do all we can for you,” said Grantham. “That’s if we can get you down to the Ford, which is about five miles away.”

“You’ll have to carry me then, for I’m too far gone to walk.”

“I think it can be managed,” said Grantham. “At any rate we’ll try.”

Turning to the little Shan he despatched him with a message to Handiman, and when the other had disappeared, knelt down beside the tall man and set to work to examine his injured foot. There could be no doubt that it was in a very serious condition. Tramping through the jungle he had managed to poison it, and had been unable to apply the necessary remedies. Obtaining some water from the stream Grantham bathed it tenderly, and then bound it up as well as he could with his handkerchief.

“That’s the best I can do for you for the present,” he said. “We must leave it as it is, and, when we get you to the station, we will see what else can be managed.”

He looked up and saw the little man’s eyes watched him intently. There was a look of almost dog-like affection in them for his companion, that went to the young soldier’s heart.

“By Jove,” he said, “I’m sorry for you fellows. You must have suffered agonies. The Chinese are devils. But yours is not the first case we have heard of. We only come up here for a month at a time, but the man we relieved told us a strange tale about another poor beggar who came into the station some two months ago. He had been wandering in the jungle, and was nearly at death’s-door.”

The blind man gave a start, while the little man seized his hand and made a number of rapid movements upon it with his fingers.

“My friend wants to know if you are aware of that man’s name?” he said. “We lost a companion, and he thinks that he may be the man. For Heaven’s sake tell us what you know. You have no idea what it means to us.”

“Since you are so interested in him I am sorry to have to say that I do not know very much. You see he had very little to do with us. As I have said, he turned up while our predecessors were here. From what I heard about him from Gregory, he gathered that he was a tall, thin man, who had come through from Pekin by way of Yunnan.”

“Are you sure it was from Yunnan?”

“That’s what they told me,” said Grantham. “Since then I have heard that he was on his way from Pekin to Burmah, and that his coolies had robbed him of all he possessed.”

“You don’t happen to remember his name, I suppose!”

The blind man tried to ask the question calmly, but his voice failed him.

“As far as I remember his name was George Bertram,” Grantham answered.

There was a pause for a few seconds, after which the blind man began again — 

“He didn’t tell you, I suppose, whether he had any money about him?”

“He hadn’t a red cent,” said Grantham. “The Chinese cleared him out. They lent him the money to get to Rangoon. I happen to know that because he cashed my friend’s cheque in Bhamo.”

There was another and somewhat longer pause.

“You did not hear whether he had any precious stones in his possession?”

“Good gracious, no! From what they told me I gathered that the man hadn’t a halfpenny in the world. Why should he have been likely to have had jewels? In point of fact I’m sure he hadn’t, for I was given to understand he was about as woe-begone a customer as could be found anywhere.”

The blind man uttered a heavy sigh, and sank back to his former position upon the ground.

An hour and a half later, just as the shadows of evening were drawing in, a party of Sikhs put in an appearance, bringing with them a dhooly, in which they placed the injured man. It was almost dark when they reached the station, where Grantham’s superior officer was awaiting their coming.

“What on earth’s the meaning of this?” he asked, as the cortège drew up before the bungalow. “Who are these men? And where did you find them?”

Grantham made his report, and then the wounded man was lifted out and carried to a hut at the rear of the main block of buildings. The little man watched everything with an eagle eye, as if he were afraid some evil might be practised upon his companion. When the blind man had been placed on a bed, and his foot attended to as well as the rough surgery of the place would admit, Grantham did something he had not already done, and that was to ask them their names.

“My name is Kitwater,” said the blind man, “and the name of my friend here is Codd — Septimus Codd. He’s one of the best and staunchest little fellows in the world. I don’t know whether our names will convey much to you, but such as they are you are welcome to them. As a matter of fact, they are all we have with which to requite your hospitality.”

Why it should have been so I cannot say, but it was evident from the first that Captain Handiman did not believe the account the refugees gave of themselves. He was one of that peculiar description of persons who have an idea that it adds to their dignity not to believe anything that is told them, and he certainly acted up to it on every possible occasion.

“There’s more in the case than meets the eye,” he said suspiciously, “and I fancy, if only we could see the bottom of it, we should discover that your two protégés are as fine a pair of rascals as could be found on the Continent of Asia.”

“I don’t know anything about that,” Grantham replied. “I only know that they were a miserable couple, and that I did the best I could for them. You wouldn’t have had me leave them in the jungle, surely?”

“I am not aware I have said so,” the other answered stiffly. “The only thing I object to is your treating them as if they were martyrs, when in all probability they deserve all the punishment they have received.”

Grantham was too wise to carry the argument any further. He knew that when Handiman was in his present humour the best thing to do was to leave him alone in it. He accordingly returned to the hut where the two men were domiciled, and attended to their comfort as far as lay in his power. His heart had been touched by their misery. He did not give as a reason for the trouble he took, the fact that the face of the elder man reminded him of his own venerable father, the worthy old Somersetshire vicar; it was a fact, nevertheless. For a week the unfortunate couple were domiciled at the Ford, and during that time Grantham attended to their wants with the assiduity of a blood relation. Meanwhile Handiman scoffed and bade him take heed for his valuables, lest his new-found friends should appropriate them. He did not believe in honest gratitude, he declared, particularly where homeless wanderers in the Burmese jungle were concerned. At last, however, they were so far recovered as to be able to proceed on their way once more.

“We have to thank you for your lives, sir,” said Kitwater to Grantham when the time came for them to say good-bye to the Ford. “Had it not been for you we would probably be dead men now. I don’t know whether we shall ever be able to repay your kindness, that is with Allah, but if the opportunity should ever arise you may be sure we will not neglect it. Whatever we may be now, you may take it that we were gentlemen once. There’s just one favour I should like to ask of you, sir, before we part!”

“What is it?” Grantham inquired.

“I want you, sir, to give me a letter of introduction to the gentleman in your regiment, who looked after the stranger you told me of, when he came here from out of China. I’ve got a sort of notion in my head that even if he is not our friend, that is to say the man we are searching for, he may happen to know something of him.”

“I will give you the letter with pleasure,” Grantham replied. “I am sure Gregory will be only too pleased to help you as far as lies in his power.”

The letter was accordingly written and handed to Kitwater, who stowed it away in his pocket as if it were a priceless possession. Then, when they had bade their protector farewell, they in their turn set off along the track that Hayle had followed two months before, and in due course arrived at Bhamo. Here they presented the letter they had obtained to Captain Charles Pauncefort Gregory, who, as may be supposed, received it with manifest astonishment.

“Well,” said he, “of all the stories I have heard since I have been in the East, this is the most extraordinary. I thought that other chap was about as unfortunate a beggar as could well be, but you beat him hollow at every turn. Now, look here, before I go any further, I must have my friend with me. He is the man who discovered the other chap, and I’m sure he would like to hear your story.”

Dempsey was accordingly summoned, and his wonderment was as great as his friend’s had been.

“Now,” said Gregory, when Dempsey had been made familiar with the other’s story, “what is it you want to know about the man we picked up? Ask your questions, and we’ll do the best we can to answer them.”

In reply to Kitwater’s questions, Gregory and Dempsey described, as far as they were able, the appearance of the man whom they had helped. The schedule was in a great measure satisfactory, but not altogether. There were so many English in Burmah who were tall, and who had dark eyes and broad shoulders. Little Codd leant towards his companion and taking his hand made some signs upon it.

“That’s so, my little man,” said Kitwater, nodding his head approvingly. “You’ve hit the nail on the head.” Then turning to Gregory, he continued, “Perhaps, sir, you don’t happen to remember whether he had any particular mark upon either of his wrists?”

Gregory replied that he had not noticed anything extraordinary, but Dempsey was by no means so forgetful?

“Of course he had,” he answered. “I remember noticing it for the first time when I pulled him out of the Ford, and afterwards when he was in bed. An inch or so above his left wrist he had a tattooed snake swallowing his own tail. It was done in blue and red ink, and was as nice a piece of work as ever I have seen.”

“I thank you, sir,” Kitwater replied, “you’ve hit it exactly. By the living thunder he’s our man after all. Heaven bless you for the news you have given us. It puts new life into me. We’ll find him yet, Coddy, my boy. I thank you, sir, again and again.”

He held out his hand, which Dempsey felt constrained to shake. The man was trembling with excitement.

“I tell you, sir,” he continued, “that you don’t know how we loved that man. If it takes the whole of our lives, and if we have to tramp the whole world over to do it, we’ll find him yet!”

“And if I’m not mistaken it will be a bad day for him when you do find him,” put in Gregory, who had been an observant spectator of the scene. “Why should you hate him so?”

“How do you know that we do hate him?” Kitwater asked, turning his sightless face in the direction whence the other’s voice proceeded. “Hate him, why should we hate him? We have no grudge against him, Coddy, my boy, have we?”

Mr. Codd shook his head gravely. No! they certainly had no grudge. Nothing more was to be gleaned from them. Whatever their connection with George Bertram or Gideon Hayle may have been, they were not going to commit themselves. When they had inquired as to his movements after leaving Bhamo, they dropped the subject altogether, and thanking the officers for the courtesy shown them, withdrew.

Their manifest destitution, and the misery they had suffered, had touched the kindly white residents of that far off place, and a subscription was raised for them, resulting in the collection of an amount sufficient to enable them to reach Rangoon in comparative comfort. When they arrived at that well-known seaport, they visited the residence of a person with whom it was plain they were well acquainted. The interview was presumably satisfactory on both sides, for when they left the house Kitwater squeezed Codd’s hand, saying as he did so — 

“We’ll have him yet, Coddy, my boy, mark my words, we’ll have him yet. He left in the Jemadar, and he thinks we are lying dead in the jungle at this moment. It’s scarcely his fault that we are not, is it? But when we get hold of him, we’ll — well, we’ll let him see what we can do, won’t we, old boy? He stole the treasure and sneaked away, abandoning us to our fate. In consequence I shall never see the light again; and you’ll never speak to mortal man. We’ve Mr. Gideon Hayle to thank for that, and if we have to tramp round the world to do it, if we have to hunt for him in every country on the face of the earth, we’ll repay the debt we owe him.”

Mr. Codd’s bright little eyes twinkled in reply. Then they shook hands solemnly together. It would certainly prove a bad day for Gideon Hayle should he ever have the ill luck to fall into their hands.

Two days later they shipped aboard the mail-boat as steerage passengers for England. They had been missionaries in China, so it was rumoured on board, and their zeal had been repaid by the cruellest torture. On a Sunday in the Indian Ocean, Kitwater held a service on deck, which was attended by every class. He preached an eloquent sermon on the labours of the missionaries in the Far East, and from that moment became so popular on board that, when the steamer reached English waters, a subscription was taken up on behalf of the sufferers, which resulted in the collection of an amount sufficient to help them well on their way to London as soon as they reached Liverpool.

“Now,” said Kitwater, as they stood together at the wharf with the pitiless English rain pouring down upon them, wetting them to the skin, “what we have to do is to find Gideon Hayle as soon as possible.”


CHAPTER I
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IT HAS OFTEN struck me as being a remarkable circumstance that, in nine cases out of ten, a man’s success in life is not found in the career he originally chose for himself, but in another and totally different one. That mysterious power, “force of circumstances,” is doubtless responsible for this, and no better illustration for my argument could be found than my own case. I believe my father intended that I should follow the medical profession, while my mother hoped I would enter the Church. My worthy uncle, Clutterfield, the eminent solicitor of Lincoln’s Inn Fields, offered me my Articles, and would possibly have eventually taken me into partnership. But I would have none of these things. My one craving was for the sea. If I could not spend my life upon salt water, existence would have no pleasure for me. My father threatened, my mother wept, Uncle Clutterfield prophesied all sorts of disasters, but I remained firm.

“Very well,” said my father, when he realized that further argument was hopeless, “since you must go to sea, go to sea you certainly shall. But you mustn’t blame me if you find that the life is not exactly what you anticipate, and that you would prefer to find yourself on dry land once more.”

I willingly gave this promise, and a month later left Liverpool as an apprentice on the clipper ship Maid of Normandy. Appropriately enough the captain’s name was Fairweather, and he certainly was a character in his way. In fact the whole ship’s company were originals. Had my father searched all England through he could not have discovered a set of men, from the captain to the cook’s mate, who would have been better calculated to instil in a young man’s heart a distaste for Father Neptune and his oceans. In the number of the various books of the sea I have encountered, was one entitled, A Floating Hell. When reading it I had not expected to have the misfortune to be bound aboard a vessel of this type. It was my lot, however, to undergo the experience. We carried three apprentices, including myself, each of whom had paid a large sum for the privilege. I was the youngest. The eldest was the son of a country parson, a mild, decent lad, who eventually deserted and became a house-painter in the South Island of New Zealand. The next was washed overboard when we were rounding the Horn on our homeward voyage. Poor lad, when all was said and done he could not have been much worse off, for his life on board was a disgrace to what is sometimes erroneously called, “Human Nature.” In due course, as we cleared for San Francisco, and long before we crossed the Line, I was heartily tired of the sea. In those days, few years ago as it is, sailors were not so well protected even as they are now, and on a long voyage aboard a sailing ship it was possible for a good deal to happen that was not logged, and much of which was forgotten before the vessel reached its home-port again. When I returned from my first voyage, my family inquired how I liked my profession, and, with all truth, I informed them that I did not like it at all, and that I would be willing to have my indentures cancelled and to return to shore life once more, if I might be so permitted. My father smiled grimly, and seemed to derive considerable satisfaction from the fact that he had prophesied disaster from the outset.

“No,” he said, “you have made your bed, my lad, and now you must lie upon it. There is still a considerable portion of your apprenticeship to be served, and it will be quite soon enough for us at the end of that time to decide what you are to do.”

A month later I was at sea again, bound this time for Sydney. We reached that port on my nineteenth birthday, and by that time I had made up my mind. Articles or no Articles, I was determined to spend no more of my life on board that hateful ship. Accordingly, one day having obtained shore leave, I purchased a new rig-out, and leaving my sea-going togs with the Jewish shopman, I made tracks, as the saying goes, into the Bush with all speed. Happen what might, I was resolved that Captain Fairweather should not set eyes on George Fairfax again.

From that time onward my career was a strange one. I became a veritable Jack-of-all-Trades. A station-hand, a roust-about, shearer, assistant to a travelling hawker, a gold-miner, and at last a trooper in one of the finest bodies of men in the world, the Queensland Mounted Police. It was in this curious fashion that I arrived at my real vocation. After a considerable period spent at headquarters, I was drafted to a station in the Far West. There was a good deal of horse and sheep-stealing going on in that particular locality, and a large amount of tact and ingenuity were necessary to discover the criminals. I soon found that this was a business at which I was likely to be successful. More than once I had the good fortune to be able to bring to book men who had carried on their trade for years, and who had been entirely unsuspected. Eventually my reputation in this particular line of business became noised abroad, until it came to the ears of the Commissioner himself. Then news reached us that a dastardly murder had been committed in the suburbs of Brisbane, and that the police were unable to obtain any clue as to the identity of the person accountable for it. Two or three men were arrested on suspicion, but were immediately discharged on being in a position to give a satisfactory account of their actions on the night of the murder. It struck me that I should like to take up the case, and with the confidence of youth, I applied to the Commissioner for permission to be allowed to try my hand at unravelling the mystery. What they thought of my impudence I cannot say, but the fact remains that my request, after being backed up by my Inspector, was granted. The case was a particularly complicated one, and at one time I was beginning to think that I should prove no more successful than the others had been. Instead of deterring me, however, this only spurred me on to greater efforts. The mere fact that I had asked to be allowed to take part in the affair, had aroused the jealousy of the detectives of the department, and I was aware that they would receive the news of my failure with unqualified satisfaction. I therefore prosecuted my inquiries in every possible direction, sparing myself neither labour nor pains. It would appear that the victim, an old man, was without kith or kin. He was very poor, and lived by himself in a small villa on the outskirts of the city. No one had been seen near the house on the night in question, nor had any noise been heard by the neighbours. Yet in the morning he was discovered lying on the floor of the front-room, stabbed to the heart from behind. Now every detective knows — indeed it is part of his creed — that, in an affair such as I am describing, nothing is too minute or too trivial to have a bearing upon the case. The old gentleman had been at supper when the crime was committed, and from the fact that the table was only laid for one, I argued that he had not expected a visitor. The murderer could not have been hungry, for the food had not been touched. That the motive was not robbery was also plain from the fact that not a drawer had been opened or a lock forced, while the money in his pocket was still intact. The doctors had certified that the wound could not have been self-inflicted, while there was plenty of evidence to show that there had not been a struggle. From the fact that the front-door was locked, and that the key was in the murdered man’s pocket, it was certain that the assassin must have left the house by the back. There was one question, however, so trivial in itself that one might have been excused for not taking note of it, that attracted my attention. As I have said, the old man had been stabbed from behind, and when he was discovered by the police next day, his overturned chair was lying beside him. This, to my mind, showed that he had been seated with his back to the door when the crime had been perpetrated. When I had examined everything else, I turned my attention to the chair. I did not expect it to tell me anything, yet it was from it that I obtained the clue that was ultimately to lead to the solution of the whole mystery. The chair was a cheap one, made of white wood, and had the usual smooth strip of wood at the top. On the back of this piece of wood, a quarter of an inch or so from the bottom, on the left-hand side, was a faint smear of blood. The presence of the blood set me thinking. When found, the chair had been exactly eighteen inches from the body. The mere fact that the man had been stabbed from behind and to the heart, precluded any possibility of his having jumped up and caught at the back of the chair afterwards. Placing my left hand upon the back, I clasped my fingers under the piece of wood above-mentioned, to discover that a portion of the second finger fell exactly upon the stain.

“Now I think I understand the situation,” I said to myself. “The old man was seated at the table, about to commence his meal, when the murderer entered very quietly by the door behind him. He rested his left hand upon the chair to steady himself while he aimed the fatal blow with his right.”

But in that case how did the knife touch the middle finger of his left hand? From the fact that the body was discovered lying upon its back just as it had fallen, and that the chair was also still upon the floor, it was evident that the blood must have got there before, not after, the crime was committed. Leaving the room I went out to the yard at the back and studied the paling fence. The partition which separated the yard from that of the house next door, was old, and in a very dilapidated condition, while that at the bottom was almost new, and was armed at the top with a row of bristling nails. Bringing the powerful magnifying-glass I had brought with me for such a purpose, to bear upon it, I examined it carefully from end to end. The result more than justified the labour. A little more than half way along I discovered another small smear of blood. There could be no doubt that the man had cut his finger on a nail as he had climbed over on his murderous errand. The next and more important thing was to decide how this information was to be made useful to me. Since nothing had been taken from the house, and the old man had been quite unprepared for the attack that was to be made upon him, I set the whole crime down as being one of revenge. In that case what would the assassin be likely to do after his object was obtained? Would he vanish into the Bush forthwith, or get away by sea?

After I had finished my inspection of the fence I visited every public-house in the neighbourhood in the hope of finding out whether a man with a wounded hand had been seen in any of them on the night of the murder. I was totally unsuccessful, however. No one recollected having seen such a man. From the hotels I went to various chemists’ shops, but with the same result. Next I tried the shipping-offices connected with the lines of steamers leaving the port, but with no more, luck than before. The case seemed rapidly going from bad to worse, and already it had been suggested that I should give it up and return to my duty without further waste of time. This, as you may naturally suppose, I had no desire to do.

I worried myself about it day and night, giving it a great deal more attention in fact than I should bestow upon such a matter now, or even upon cases of twice the importance. If there had been nothing else in my favour, my attention to duty should have been sufficient to have commended me to my superiors. It was the other way round, however. The Press were twitting the authorities concerning their inability to discover the murderer, and more than hinted at the inefficiency of the Detective Force. When I had been engaged upon the matter for about a fortnight, and with what success I have already informed you, the Commissioner sent for me, and told me that he did not think my qualifications were sufficiently marked to warrant my being employed longer on the task in hand. This facer, coming upon the top of all the hard work I had been doing, and possibly my nerves were somewhat strained by my anxiety, led me to say more than I intended. Though a man may have the bad luck to fail in a thing, he seldom likes to be reminded of it. It was certainly so in my case. Consequently I was informed that at the end of the month my connection with the Queensland Police would terminate.

“Very well, sir,” I said, “in the meantime, if you will give me the opportunity, I will guarantee to catch the murderer and prove to you that I am not as incapable as you imagine.”

I have often wondered since that I was not ordered back to the Bush there and then. The fact remains, however, that I was not, and thus I was permitted to continue my quest unhindered.

Ever since I had first taken the affair in hand I had had one point continually before my eyes. The mere fact that the man had been stabbed in the back seemed to me sufficient proof that the assassin was of foreign origin, and that the affair was the outcome of a vendetta, and not the act of an ordinary bloodthirsty crime. The wound, so the doctors informed me, was an extremely deep and narrow one, such as might very well have been made by a stiletto. Assuming my supposition to be correct, I returned to the house, and once more overhauled the dead man’s effects. There was little or nothing there, however, to help me. If he had laid himself out to conceal the identity of his enemy he could scarcely have done it more effectually. Baffled in one direction, I turned for assistance to another. In other words, I interviewed his left-hand neighbour, a lady with whom I had already had some slight acquaintance. Our conversation took place across the fence that separated the two properties.

“Do you happen to be aware,” I asked, when we touched upon the one absorbing topic, “whether the unfortunate gentleman had ever been in Europe?”

“He had been almost everywhere,” the woman replied. “I believe he was a sailor at one time, and I have often heard him boast that he knew almost every seaport in the world.”

“I suppose you never heard him say whether he had lived in Italy?” I inquired.

“He used to mention the country now and again,” she said. “If it was a fine morning he would sometimes remark that it was a perfect Italian sky. But nothing more than that.”

I was about to thank her and move away when she stopped me with an exclamation.

“Wait one moment,” she said, “now I come to think of it, I remember that about three months ago he received a letter from Italy. I’ll tell you how I came to know it. I was standing in the front verandah when the postman brought up the letters. He gave me mine, and then I noticed that the top letter he held in his hand had a foreign stamp. Now, my little boy, Willie, collects stamps; he’s tired of them now, but that doesn’t matter. At that time, however, he was so taken up with them that he could talk of nothing else. Well, as I was saying, I noticed this stamp, and asked the postman what country it came from. He told me it was from Italy, and that the letter was for the gentleman next door. ‘The next time I see him,’ I said to myself, ‘I’ll ask him for that stamp for Willie.’ I had my opportunity that self-same minute, for, just as I was going down the garden there to where my husband was doing a little cabbage-planting, he came into his front verandah. He took the letter from the postman, and as he looked at the envelope, I saw him give a start of surprise. His face was as white as death when he opened it, and he had no sooner glanced at it than he gave a sort of stagger, and if it hadn’t been for the verandah-rail I believe he’d have fallen. He was so taken aback that I thought he was going to faint. I was standing where you may be now, and I called out to him to know whether I could do anything for him. I liked the man, you see, and pitied him for his loneliness. What’s more, he and my husband had always been on friendly terms together. Well, as I was going on to say, he didn’t answer, but pulling himself together, went into the house and shut the door. When next I saw him he was quite himself again.”

At last the case was beginning to look more hopeful. I thought I could see a faint spark of light ahead.

“Did you happen to say anything about this to the other detectives when they were making inquiries after the crime had been committed?” I asked, with a little anxiety.

“No, I did not,” she replied. “I never gave it a thought. It was such a long time before the murder, you see, and to tell the truth I had forgotten all about it. It was only when you began to talk of Italy and of his having been there, that I remembered it. You don’t mean to say you think that letter had something to do with the man’s death?”

“That is a very difficult question to answer,” I observed. “I think, however, it is exceedingly likely it may have had some connection with it. At any rate we shall see. Now will you think for one moment, and see whether you can tell me the exact day on which that letter arrived?”

She considered for a few moments before she answered.

“I believe I can, if you will give me time to turn it over in my mind,” she said. “My husband was at home that morning, and Willie, that’s my little boy, was very much upset because I would not let him stay away from school to help his father in the garden. Yes, sir, I can tell you the exact date. It was on a Monday, and the third of June.”

I thanked her for the information she had given me, and then went off to see what use it was likely to prove to me. The letter from Italy had been delivered in Brisbane on the third of June. The murder was committed on the night of the nineteenth of July, or, in other words, forty-six days later. With all speed I set off to the office of the Royal Mail Steamship Company, where I asked to be shown their passenger-list for the vessel that arrived on the nineteenth of July. When it was handed to me I scanned it eagerly in the hope of discovering an Italian name. There were at least a dozen in the steerage, and one in the first-class. I was relieved, however, to find that all but the first-class passengers had disembarked at Cairns, further up the coast. The name of the exception was Steffano Gairdi, and he was a passenger from Naples.

“You can’t tell me anything more definite about this gentleman, I suppose?” I said to the clerk who was attending to me. “Did you happen to see him?”

“He was in here only this morning,” the man replied.

“Here, when?” I inquired, with such surprise that the other clerks looked up from their books at me in astonishment. “Do you mean to tell me that the gentleman I am asking about was here this morning?”

“I do,” he replied. “He came in to book his return passage to Italy. He only undertook the voyage for the sake of his health.”

“Then it’s just possible you may know where he is staying now?” I asked, not however with much hope of success. “If you can tell me, I shall be under an obligation to you.”

“I can tell you that also,” the young man answered. “He is staying at the Continental Hotel in Adelaide Street.”

“I am more obliged to you than I can say,” I returned. “You have rendered me a great service.”

“Don’t mention it,” said the clerk. “I am very glad to have been able to give you the information you required.”

I thanked him once more and left the office. Now if Mr. Steffano Gairdi happened to have a cut or the mark of one upon the inside of his left hand, I felt that I should be within measurable distance of the end of the affair. But how was I to get a view of his hands? If he were the man I wanted, he would probably be on his guard, and he had already proved himself to be sufficiently acute to make me careful how I went to work with him. I had no time to lose, however. The next boat sailed for Europe in two days’ time, and he had booked his passage in her. For that reason alone, I knew that I must be quick if I wished to accumulate sufficient evidence against him to justify the issue of a warrant for his arrest. I accordingly walked on to the Continental Hotel, and asked to see the manager, with whom I had the good fortune to be acquainted. I was shown into his private office, and presently he joined me there. He was familiar with my connection with the police force, and laughingly remarked that he hoped I had not called upon him in my official capacity.

“As a matter of fact that is just what I am doing,” I replied. “I want you to give me some information concerning one of your guests. I believe I am right in saying that you have an Italian gentleman, named Gairdi, staying at your hotel?”

“That is certainly so,” he admitted. “I hope there is nothing against him?”

“It is rather soon to say that,” I said. “I am suspicious of the man — and I want to ask you a few questions concerning him.”

“As many as you like,” he returned. “I cannot say, however, that I know very much about him. He has been up the country, and only returned to Brisbane yesterday.”

“Is this the first occasion on which he has stayed here?”

“No,” the manager replied. “He was here nearly a month ago for a couple of nights, and he had had his room reserved for him while he was away.”

“Perhaps you can tell me if he slept here on the night of July the nineteenth?”

“If you will excuse me for a moment I can soon let you know,” said the manager, and then crossed the room to go into an outer office. A few moments later he returned and nodded his head. “Yes, he slept here that night, and went to Toowoomba next day.”

“One more question, and then I have done. Did you happen to notice that night, or before he left next day, whether he had hurt his left hand?”

“It’s strange that you should speak of that,” said the manager. “He had cut his left hand rather badly with a broken glass, so he told us. We gave him some sticking-plaster to do it up with.”

“That will do beautifully,” I said. “And now perhaps you will add to the kindness you have already done me by letting me see the gentleman in question. I don’t want to speak to him, but I want to impress his countenance upon my mind.”

“Why not go into lunch?” the manager inquired. “You will then be able to study him to your heart’s content, without his being any the wiser. You’re not in uniform, and no one would take you for a detective.”

“An excellent idea,” I replied. “By the way, while I am upon the subject, I suppose I can rely upon your saying nothing about the matter to him, or to any one else?”

“You may depend upon me implicitly,” he answered. “I should be scarcely likely to do so, for my own sake. I trust the matter is not a very serious one. I should not like to have any scandal in the hotel.”

“Well, between ourselves,” I observed, “I am afraid it is rather a serious affair. But you may be sure I will do all I can to prevent your name or the hotel’s being mixed up in it.”

Then, as he had proposed, I followed him into the dining-room and took my place at a small table near the window. At that adjoining me, a tall, swarthy individual, with close-cropped hair, an Italian without doubt, was seated. He glanced at me as I took my place, and then continued his meal as if he were unaware of my presence in the room.

By the time I had finished my lunch I had thoroughly impressed his face and personality upon my memory, and felt sure that, if necessary, I should know him anywhere again. My labours, however, were by no means over; in fact they were only just beginning. What I had against him so far would scarcely be sufficient to justify our applying for a warrant for his arrest. If I wanted to bring the crime home to him, it would be necessary for me to connect him with it more closely than I had yet done. But how to do this in the short space of time that was at my disposal I could not see. The murderer, as I have already said, was no ordinary one, and had laid his plans with the greatest care. He had taken away the knife, and in all probability had got rid of it long since. No one had seen him enter the house on the night in question, nor had any one seen him leave it again. I was nearly beside myself with vexation. To be so near my goal, and yet not be able to reach it, was provoking beyond endurance. But my lucky star was still in the ascendant, and good fortune was to favour me after all.

As I have already observed, when the crime had become known, the permanent detective force had been most assiduous in the attentions they had given it. The only piece of valuable evidence, however, that they had been able to accumulate, was a footprint on a flower-bed near the centre of the yard, and another in the hall of the house itself. Now it was definitely settled, by a careful comparison of these imprints, that the murderer, whoever he might have been, wore his boots down considerably on the left heel, and on the inside. Now, as every bootmaker will tell you, while the outer is often affected in this way, the inner side seldom is. I noticed, however, that this was the case with the man I suspected. The heel of his left boot was very much worn down and on the inside. The right, however, was intact.

On leaving the Continental Hotel, I made my way to the Police Commissioner’s office, obtained an interview with him, and placed the evidence I had gleaned before him. He was good enough to express his approval of my endeavours, but was doubtful whether the case against the Italian was strong enough yet to enable us to definitely bring the crime home to the man.

“At any rate it will justify our issuing a warrant for his arrest,” he said, “and that had better be done with as little delay as possible. Otherwise he will be out of the country.”

A warrant was immediately procured and an officer was detailed to accompany me in case I should need his assistance. When we reached the Continental Hotel I inquired for Señor Gairdi, only to be informed that he had left the hotel soon after lunch.

“It is only what I expected,” I said to my companion. “His suspicions are aroused, and he is going to try and give us the slip.”

“I think not,” said the manager. “I fancy you will find that he is on board the steamer. You must remember that she sails at daybreak.”

We accordingly hastened to the river, and made our way to where the steamer was lying. On arrival on board I inquired for the head-steward, and when he put in an appearance inquired whether Señor Gairdi had come aboard yet.

“He brought his luggage on board, and inspected his cabin about three o’clock,” that official replied, “and then went ashore again.”

There was nothing for it therefore but for us to await his return. Though we did not know it, we were in for a long spell, for it was not until nearly nine o’clock that our man reappeared on board. He had just crossed the gangway and was making his way along the promenade deck, when I accosted him.

“May I have a word with you, Señor Gairdi?” I asked.

“Yes, certainly,” he replied, speaking with only a slight foreign accent. “What is it you want?”

I drew him a few paces further along the deck, so that, if possible, the other passengers, who were standing near, should not hear what I had to say to him.

“I have to tell you,” I said, “that I hold a warrant for your arrest on the charge of murdering one, Joseph Spainton, on the night of July the nineteenth of this year. I must caution you that anything you may say will be used as evidence against you.”

The nearest electric light shone full and clear upon his face, and I noticed that a queer expression had suddenly made its appearance upon it. Apart from that, he did not seem at all surprised at his arrest.

“So you have found it out after all,” he said. “I thought I was going to evade suspicion and get away safely. You would not have caught me then. It is Fate, I suppose.”

He shrugged his shoulders and said something under his breath in Italian.

“Must I go ashore with you?” he asked.

“If you please,” I answered, marvelling that he should take it so coolly.

Then turning his dark eyes upon me, he continued — 

“Señor, in Italy I am a gentleman, and my name, which is not Gairdi, is an honoured one. What I am accused of, and what I admit doing, was no crime. The dead man was a traitor, and I was deputed to kill him. I did it, and this is the end.”
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“HE FELL WITH A CRASH AT MY FEET.”



The words had scarcely left his lips before he took a revolver from his coat-pocket, placed it to his right temple and, before I could prevent him, had pulled the trigger. He fell with a crash at my feet, and before the ship’s doctor could be brought to his side, he was dead. Who he really was, or to what Secret Society he belonged — for his last words to me warranted the belief that he was a member of some such organization — we were never able to discover. He was dead, and there was an end to it. Such is the story of the first big case in which I was engaged, and one that led me step by step to the position I now hold. I have told it perhaps at somewhat greater length than I need have done, but I trust the reader will forgive me. As a matter of fact I am rather proud of it; more so perhaps than I have any reason to be.

Having resigned my position in the police of the Northern Colony, I was not to be tempted to reconsider my decision. My liking for the life, however, and my interest in the unravelling of mysterious crimes, proved too strong, and I joined the Detective Staff in Melbourne, seeing in their service a good deal of queer life and ferreting out not a small number of extraordinary cases. The experience gained there was invaluable, and led me, after one particularly interesting piece of business in which I had the good fortune to be most successful, to entertain the notion of quitting Government employ altogether, and setting up for myself. I did so, and soon had more work upon my hand than I could very well accomplish. But I was too ambitious to be content with small things, and eventually came to the conclusion that there was not enough scope in the Colonies for me. After fifteen years’ absence, therefore, I returned to England, spending a year in the Further East en route in order to enlarge my experience, and to qualify myself for any work that might come to me from that quarter.

On a certain bitterly cold day in January I reached Liverpool from the United States, and took the train for my old home. My father and mother had long since died, and now all that remained to me of them was the stone slab that covered their resting place in the quiet little churchyard at the foot of the hill.

“Well, here I am,” I said to myself, “thirty-three years old, and alone in the world. Nobody knows me in England, but it won’t be my fault if they don’t hear of George Fairfax before very long. I’ll be off to London and try my fortune there.”

Next day I made my way to the Great Metropolis, and installed myself at a small private hotel, while I looked about me preparatory to commencing business. To talk of gaining a footing in London is all very well in its way, but it is by no means so easy a task to accomplish as it might appear. Doubtless it can be done fairly quickly if one is prepared to spend large sums of money in advertising, and is not afraid to blow one’s own trumpet on every possible occasion, but that is not my line, and besides, even had I so wished, I had not the money to do it. For a multitude of reasons I did not feel inclined to embark my hard-earned savings on such a risky enterprise. I preferred to make my way by my own diligence, and with that end in view I rented an office in a convenient quarter, furnished it, put a small advertisement in a few of the papers, and then awaited the coming of my clients.

As I have a long and curious story to tell, and this book is only intended to be the narration of a certain episode in my life, a detailed description of my first three years in London would not only be superfluous, but in every way a waste of time. Let it suffice that my first case was that of the now notorious Pilchard Street Diamond Robbery, my success in which brought me business from a well known firm in Hatton Gardens. As the public will doubtless remember, they had been robbed of some valuable gems between London and Amsterdam in a singularly audacious manner. My second was the case of the celebrated Russian swindler, who called herself the Countess Demikoff. This case alone took me nearly six months to unravel, but I did not grudge the time, seeing that I was well paid for my labours, and that I managed to succeed where the police had failed. From that time forward I think I may say without boasting that I have been as successful as any man of my age has a right to expect to be. What is better still, I am now in the happy position of being able to accept or decline business as I choose. It is in many respects a hard life, and at all times is attended with a fair amount of risk, but you cannot make omelets without breaking eggs, and if any one chooses to spend his life running to earth men who are waging war against Society, well, he must not grumble if he receives some hard knocks in return.

After these preliminaries I will proceed to show how I came to be mixed up in the most curious case it has ever been my good, or evil, fortune to encounter. It showed me a side of human nature I had not met before, and it brought me the greatest happiness a man can ever hope to find.


CHAPTER II
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ALL BUSINESS LONDON, and a good many other people besides, must remember the famous United Empire Bank Fraud. Bonds had been stolen and negotiated, vast sums of money were discovered to be missing, and the manager and one of the directors were absent also. So cleverly had the affair been worked, and so flaring were the defalcations, that had it not been for the public-spirited behaviour and generosity of two of the directors, the position of the bank would have been most seriously compromised, if not shattered altogether. How the culprits had managed to slip through the fingers of the law in the first place no one could say, but the fact remains that they were able to get out of England, without, apparently, leaving a trace of their intentions or their whereabouts behind them. Scotland Yard took the matter up with its usual promptness, and at first were confident of success. They set their cleverest detectives to work upon it, and it was not until more than a month had elapsed that the men engaged were compelled most reluctantly to admit their defeat. They had done their best: it was the system under which they worked that was to blame. In the detection of crime, or in the tracing of a criminal, it is best, as in every other walk of life, to be original.

One morning on arriving at my office I found a letter awaiting me from the remaining directors of the bank, in which they inquired if I could make it convenient to call upon them at the head-office that day. To tell the truth I had been expecting this summons for nearly a week, and was far from being displeased when it came. The work I had expected them to offer me was after my own heart, and if they would only trust the business to me and give me a free hand, I was prepared on my part to bring the missing gentlemen to justice.

Needless to say I called upon them at the hour specified, and after a brief wait was conducted to the board room where the directors sat in solemn conclave.

The chairman, Sir Walter Bracebridge, received me on behalf of his colleagues.

“We wrote to you, Mr. Fairfax,” he said, “in order to find out whether you could help us concerning the difficulty in which we find ourselves placed. You of course are aware of the serious trouble the bank has experienced, and of the terrible consequences which have resulted therefrom?”

I admitted that I was quite conversant with it, and waited to hear what he would have to say next.

“As a matter of fact,” he continued, “we have sent for you to know whether you can offer us any assistance in our hour of difficulty? Pray take a chair, and let us talk the matter over and see what conclusion we can arrive at.”

I seated myself, and we discussed the affair to such good purpose that, when I left the Boardroom, it was on the understanding that I was to take up the case at once, and that my expenses and a very large sum of money should be paid me, provided I could manage to bring the affair to a successful termination. I spent the remainder of that day at the Bank, carefully studying the various memoranda. A great deal of what I had read and heard had been mere hearsay, and this it was necessary to discard in order that the real facts of the case might be taken up, and the proper conclusions drawn therefrom. For three days I weighed the case carefully in my mind, and at the end of that time was in a position to give the Board a definite answer to their inquiries. Thereupon I left England, with the result that exactly twelve weeks later the two men, so much wanted, were at Bow Street, and I had the proud knowledge of knowing that I had succeeded where the men who had tried before me had so distinctly failed.

As will be remembered, it was a case that interested every class of society, and Press and Public were alike united in the interest they showed in it. It is not, however, to the trial itself as much as another curious circumstance connected with it, that has induced me to refer to it here. The case had passed from the Magistrate’s Court to the Old Bailey, and was hourly increasing in interest. Day after day the Court was crowded to overflowing, and, when the time came for me to take my place in the witness-box and describe the manner in which I had led up to and effected the capture of the offenders, the excitement rose to fever-heat. I can see the whole scene now as plainly as if it had occurred but yesterday; the learned Judge upon the Bench, the jury in their box, the rows of Counsels, and the benches full of interested spectators. I gave my evidence and was examined by the Counsels for the prosecution and for the defence. I described how I had traced the men from England to their hiding-place abroad, and the various attempts that had been made to prevent their extradition, and had just referred to a certain statement one of the prisoners had made to me soon after his arrest, when an interruption caused me to look behind at the rows of spectators. At the further end of the bench, nearest me, were two men; one was evidently tall, the other very short. The taller was the possessor of silvery white hair and a long and venerable beard. He was a handsome looking man of about forty, and my first glance at him told me that he was blind. As I have said, his companion was a much smaller man, with a smooth, almost boyish face, a pair of twinkling eyes, but a mouth rather hard set. Both were evidently following the case closely, and when on the next day I saw that they were in the same place, I took an even greater interest in them than before. It was not however until the trial had finished and the pair of miserable men had been sent to penal servitude for a lengthy term of years, that I made the acquaintance of the men I have just described. I remember the circumstance quite distinctly. I had left the Court and was proceeding down the Old Bailey in the direction of Ludgate Hill, when I heard my name pronounced.

Turning round I discovered to my astonishment the two men I had seen in the Court, and who had seemed to take such an interest in the case. The smaller was guiding his friend along the crowded pavement with a dexterity that was plainly the outcome of a long practice. When I stopped, they stopped also, and the blind man addressed me. His voice was deep and had a note of pathos in it impossible to describe. It may have been that I was a little sad that afternoon, for both the men who had been condemned to penal servitude had wives and children, to whose pitiful condition the learned Judge had referred when passing sentence.

“You are Mr. Fairfax, are you not?” inquired the taller of the men.

“That is my name,” I admitted. “What can I do for you?”

“If we could persuade you to vouchsafe us an hour of your valuable time we should be more grateful than we could say,” the man replied. “We have an important piece of business which it might possibly be to your advantage to take up. At any rate it would be worthy of your consideration.”

“But why have you not come to me before?” I inquired. “You have seen me in Court every day. Why do you wait until the case is at an end?”

“Because we wanted to be quite sure of you,” he answered. “Our case is so large and of such vital importance to us, that we did not desire to run any risk of losing you. We thought we would wait and familiarize ourselves with all that you have done in this affair before coming to you. Now we are satisfied that we could not place our case in better hands, and what we are anxious to do is to induce you to interest yourself in it and take it up.”

“You pay me a very high compliment,” I said, “but I cannot give you a decision at once. I must hear what it is that you want me to do and have time to think it over, before I can answer you. That is my invariable rule, and I never depart from it. Do you know my office?”

“We know it perfectly,” returned the blind man. “It would be strange if we did not, seeing that we have stood outside it repeatedly, trying to summon up courage to enter. Would it be possible for you to grant us an interview to-night?”

“I fear not,” I said. “I am tired, and stand in need of rest. If you care to come to-morrow morning, I shall be very pleased to see you. But you must bear in mind the fact that my time is valuable, and that it is only a certain class of case that I care to take up personally.”

“We are not afraid of our case,” the man replied. “I doubt if there has ever been another like it. I fancy you yourself will say so when you hear the evidence I have to offer. It is not as if we are destitute. We are prepared to pay you well for your services, but we must have the very best that England can supply.”

My readers must remember that this conversation was being carried on at the corner of Ludgate Hill and the Old Bailey. Curious glances were being thrown at my companions by passers-by, and so vehement were the taller man’s utterances becoming, that a small crowd was gradually collecting in our neighbourhood.

“Very well,” I said, “if you are really desirous of consulting me, I shall be very glad to see you at my office at ten o’clock to-morrow morning. I must ask you, however, not to be late, as I have several other appointments.”

“We shall not be late,” the man answered, “you may rely upon that. We have too much at stake to run any risks of losing your assistance. We will be with you to-morrow morning at ten o’clock punctually.”

He thereupon bade me good-bye and raising his hat politely was led along the street by his companion in an opposite direction to that I was taking. They seemed delighted that I had given them an appointment, but for my part I am afraid I was too absorbed by the memories of the day, and the punishment that had been allotted to the two principal members in the swindle, to think very much of them and their business. Indeed, although I made a note of the appointment, it was not until I had arrived at the office on the following morning that I recollected their promised visit. I had just finished my correspondence, and had dictated a few letters to my managing clerk, when a junior entered with two cards, which he placed before me. The first I took up bore the name of Mr. Septimus Codd, that of the second, Mr. George Kitwater. When I had finished the letter I was in the act of dictating, I bade the clerk admit them, and a moment later the blind man and his companion whom I had seen on Ludgate Hill the previous evening, were ushered into my presence. I cannot remember a more venerable appearance than that presented by the taller man. His was a personality that would have appealed forcibly to any student of humanity. It was decidedly an open countenance, to which the long white beard that descended almost to his waist gave an added reverence. His head was well shaped and well set upon his shoulders, his height was six feet two if an inch, and he carried himself with the erectness of a man accustomed to an outdoor life. He was well dressed, and for this reason I surmised that he was the possessor of good manners. His companion was as much below the middle height as he was above it. His was a peculiar countenance resembling that of a boy when seen at a distance, and that of an old man when one was close to him. His eyes, as I have already said, were small, and they were set deep in his head. This, in itself, was calculated to add to his peculiar appearance. He steered his blind companion into the room and placed him in a seat. Then he perched himself on a chair beside him and waited for me to open the debate.

“Good-morning, gentlemen,” I said. “Allow me to congratulate you on your punctuality.”

“We were afraid of missing you,” observed Kitwater. “Our business is so particular that we did not want to run any risk of losing our appointment.”

“Perhaps you will now be good enough to tell me what that business is?” I replied, taking my note-book out of a drawer preparatory to writing down what they had to say.

“In the first place, sir,” the man began, “we of course understand that everything we have to tell you will be regarded by you as strictly private and confidential?”

“That goes without saying,” I replied. “If I were to divulge what my clients tell me, my business would not be worth a day’s purchase. You can rest assured that everything you may impart to me will be treated in strictest confidence.”

“We thank you,” said Kitwater. “The story I have to tell you is perhaps the strangest that has ever been told to mortal man. To begin with, you must understand that my companion and myself have but lately arrived in England. We have been for many years missionaries in China, sowing the good seed in the Western Provinces. I do not know whether you have ever visited that country, but even if you have not you must be aware to some extent of the dangers to which our calling is subjected. We carry our lives in our hands from the moment we leave civilization until we enter it again. There are times, however, that compensate one for all the trials that have to be undergone.”

“You must excuse me,” I said, “if I remind you that my time is valuable, and that, however interested I may be in the missionary work of China, I cannot allow it to interfere with my business. The sooner you tell me in what way you want me to help you, the sooner I shall be able to give you the answer you are seeking.”

“I must implore your pardon,” the man continued, humbly enough, “I am afraid our calling, however, is apt to make us a trifle verbose. If you will allow me, I will put what I have to say in as few words as possible.”

I bowed and signed to him to proceed.

“Our case is as follows,” he began. “As I have told you, we have been in China for several years, and during that time we have had the good fortune to enroll not a few well-known names among our converts. To make a long story short, we were so successful as to be able to persuade even the Mandarin of the Province to listen to our message. He was an enormously rich man, one of the richest perhaps in China, and was so impressed by the good news we brought to him that, on his death-bed, he left to us for the benefit of the mission all his wealth, in gold, silver, and precious stones. It was a princely legacy, and one that would have enabled us to carry on our mission with such success as we had never before dreamed of.”

“But if you were so lucky and so much in love with your profession, how does it come about that you are in England now?” I inquired.

“I will tell you why,” he answered, leaning towards me and tapping with his fingers upon the edge of my writing-table. “It is a sad story, and the mere telling of it causes me more pain than you would believe. You must understand that at the time of the Mandarin’s death an English traveller, who had been passing through the Western Provinces, reached our city and took up his abode with us. Needless to say we were overwhelmed with grief at the loss of our patron. The treasure he had presented us with we took to the mission and deposited it in a safe place. We had no suspicion of any sort of treachery. I fear my companion and I are not men of the world, that is to say we do not go about suspecting evil of our neighbours.”

“I think I understand,” I said. “You brought the treasure home, put it in what you considered a safe place, and one day awoke to find your estimable guest missing and the treasure gone with him. Have I guessed correctly?”

“You have hit the mark exactly,” Kitwater replied. “We woke one day not only to find the treasure gone, but also ourselves and our mission seriously compromised. The relations of the dead man not only accused us of having alienated him from the faith of his forefathers, but also of having robbed him of his ancestral treasure. We could not but admit that we had been presented with the wealth in question, and when it was demanded of us, we could only explain that we had lost it in our turn. You can imagine the position for yourself. At the best of times the foreigner is not popular in China, and our situation was particularly unpleasant. Situated as we were in one of the wildest portions of the empire, and accused of the basest sacrilege, that is to say of violating the home of a dead man, we could hope for but small mercy. The man who had robbed us had entirely disappeared and no trace of him could be discovered. To attempt to offer any explanation, or to incriminate him, was out of the question. We could only suffer in silence.”

He paused and heaved a heavy sigh.

“And what form did your punishment take?” I inquired, for I was beginning to be interested in their story.

“Can you not see for yourself?” the man answered. “Can you not see that I am blind, while my companion is dumb? That was what they condemned us to. By that man’s villainy I am destined never to look upon God’s earth again, while my companion will never be able to converse with his fellow-men, except by signs. We are in the world, yet out of it.”

I looked at them both in amazement. Their tale seemed too terrible to be true. And yet I had the best of evidence to show that it was correct.

“And why have you come to me? What do you want me to do? I cannot give you back your sight, nor your friend his power of speech.”

“But you can help us to find the man who brought this misery upon us,” Kitwater replied. “That is what we have come to ask of you. He must not be permitted to enjoy the wealth he stole from us. It is sacred to a special duty, and that duty it must perform. We are not overburdened with riches, in fact we are dependent upon the bounty of another, but if you can help us to recover the sum that was stolen from us, we will gladly pay whatever you may ask! We cannot say more than that.”

“But this is a most unheard-of request,” I said. “How do you know where the man may be at this moment?”

“We do not know, or we should scarcely have asked your assistance,” Kitwater replied with some show of reason. “It is because we have heard of your wonderful powers in tracing people that we have come to you. Our only cause for attending the trial at which you saw us was to hear the evidence you gave and to draw our own conclusions from it. That those conclusions were complimentary to you, our presence here is evidence of. We know that we could not put our case in better hands, and we will leave it with you to say whether or not you will help us. As I said just now, my companion is dumb, while I am blind; we cannot do much ourselves. Will you not take pity upon us and help us to find the man who betrayed and ruined us?”

“But he may be at the other end of the world at this moment?” I said.

“That does not matter,” he returned. “We know that wherever he may be, you will find him. All we ask you to do is to bring us face to face with him. We will manage the rest. It will be strange then if we are not able to get him to a proper way of thinking.”

This was the most unusual case I had had to do with, and for the moment I scarcely knew what to say. I turned to the blind man once more.

“Have you any idea where the man went after he robbed you?”

“He crossed the province of Yunnan into Burmah,” he replied. “After that he made his way through Mandalay to Rangoon, and shipped on board the steamer Jemadar for London.”

“When did the Jemadar reach London?”

“On the twenty-third of June,” he answered. “We have made inquiries upon that point.”

I made a note of this and then continued my inquiries.

“One other question,” I said. “While we are on the subject, what do you suppose would be the total value of the treasure of which he robbed you?”

“That is very difficult to say,” Kitwater replied, and then turned to his companion and held out his hand. The other took it and tapped upon the palm with the tips of his fingers in a sort of dot-and-telegraph fashion that I had never seen used before.

“My friend says that there were ninety-three stones, all rubies and sapphires; they were of exquisite lustre and extraordinary size. Possibly they might have been worth anything from a hundred and seventy thousand pounds to a quarter of a million.”

I opened my eyes on hearing this. Were the men telling me the truth? I asked myself, or were they trying to interest me in the case by exaggerating the value of the treasure?

“What you say is almost incomprehensible,” I continued. “I trust you will forgive me, but can you substantiate what you say?”

“When we say that we are willing to pay your expenses in advance if you will try to find the man, I think we are giving you very good proof of our bona fides,” he remarked. “I am afraid we cannot give you any other, seeing as I have said, that we are both poor men. If you are prepared to take up our case, we shall be under a life-long gratitude to you, but if you cannot, we must endeavour to find some one else who will undertake the task.”

“It is impossible for me to decide now whether I can take it up or not,” I said, leaning back in my chair and looking at them both as I spoke. “I must have time to think it over; there are a hundred and one things to be considered before I can give you a direct reply.”

There was silence for a few moments, and then Kitwater, who had been holding his usual mysterious communications with his friend, said — 

“When do you think you will be able to let us have an answer?”

“That depends upon a variety of circumstances,” I replied. “It is a matter difficult to average. In the first place there is no knowing where the man is at present: he may be in London; he may be in America; he may be in any other portion of the globe. It might cost five hundred pounds to find him, it might cost five thousand. You must see for yourselves how uncertain it all is.”

“In that case we should be prepared to give security for the first-named amount, or pay you half in advance,” Kitwater replied. “I hope you do not think, Mr. Fairfax, that we are endeavouring to play you false? You can see for yourself that our injuries are permanent, and, as far as they go, are at least evidence concerning the truth of our story. You can also see for yourself how this man has behaved towards us. He has robbed us of all we hold valuable, and to his act of treachery we owe the mutilations we have suffered. Can you wonder that we are anxious to find him?”

“I do not wonder at that at all,” I said. “My only feeling is that I must regard it as an entirely business matter.”

“We cannot blame you,” Kitwater replied. “Yet you must surely understand our anxiety for a definite and immediate answer. The man has had a considerable start of us already, and he has doubtless disposed of the jewels ere this. At whatever price he sold them, he must now be in possession of a considerable fortune, which rightly belongs to us. We are not vindictive men; all we ask is for our own.”

“I quite agree with you there,” I replied. “The only question in my mind is, who shall get it for you? Let me explain matters a little more clearly. In the first place I have no desire to offend you, but how am I to know that the story you tell me is a true one?”

“I have already told you that you will have to take our word for that,” he said. “It will be a great disappointment to us if you cannot take the matter up, but we must bear it as we have borne our other misfortunes. When we realized the way you managed those bank people we said to each other— ‘That’s the man for us! If any one can catch Hayle he’s that person.’ It naturally comes to us as a disappointment to find that you are not willing to take up the case.”

“I have not said that I am not willing,” I answered; “I only said that I am not going to commit myself until I have given the matter due consideration. If you will call here at four o’clock to-morrow afternoon, I shall be able to give you a definite answer.”

“I suppose we must be content with that,” said Kitwater lugubriously.

They thereupon thanked me and rose to go.

“By the way,” I said, “does this man Hayle know that you are in England?”

The blind man shook his head.

“He thinks we are lying dead in the jungle,” he said, “and it is not his fault that we are not. Did he suspect for a moment that we were alive and in the same country as himself, he’d be out of it like a rat driven by a ferret from his hole. But if you will give us your assistance, sir, we will make him aware of our presence before very long.”

Though he tried to speak unconcernedly, there was an expression upon the man’s face that startled me. I felt that, blind though he was, I should not care to be in Mr. Hayle’s place when they should meet.

After they had left me I lit a cigar and began to think the matter over. I had had a number of strange cases presented to me in my time, but never one that had opened in such a fashion as this. A man robs his friends in the centre of China; the latter are tortured and maimed for life, and come to me in London to seek out their betrayer for them, in whatever part of the globe he might be. The whole thing seemed so preposterous as to be scarcely worth consideration, and yet, try how I would to put it out of my mind, I found myself thinking of it continually. The recollection of the blind man’s face and that of his dumb companion haunted me awake and asleep. More than once I determined to have nothing to do with them, only later to change my mind, and vow that I would see the matter through at any cost to myself.

Next morning, however, saner counsels prevailed. An exceedingly remunerative offer was made me by a prominent Trust Company, which, at any other time I should have had no hesitation in immediately accepting. Fate, however, which is generally more responsible for these matters than most folk imagine, had still a card to play upon Messrs. Kitwater and Codd’s behalf, and it was destined to overthrow all my scruples, and what was more to ultimately revolutionize the conduct of my whole life.


CHAPTER III
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TOWARDS THE MIDDLE of the morning I was sitting in my office, awaiting the coming of a prominent New York detective, with whom I had an appointment, when my clerk entered to inform me that a lady was in the outer office, and desired to see me if I could spare her a few minutes.

“Who is she?” I inquired. “Find out that, and also her business.”

“Her name is Kitwater,” the man replied, when he returned after a moment’s absence, “but she declines to state her business to any one but yourself, sir.”

“Kitwater?” I said. “Then she is a relation, I suppose, of the blind man who was here yesterday. What on earth can she have to say to me? Well, Lawson won’t be here for another ten minutes, so you may as well show her in.” Then to myself I added— “This is a development of the case which I did not expect. I wonder who she is, — wife, sister, daughter, or what, of the blind man?”

I was not to be left long in doubt, for presently the door opened and the young lady herself entered the room. I say ‘young lady,’ because her age could not at most have been more than one-or two-and-twenty. She was tall and the possessor of a graceful figure, while one glance was sufficient to show me that her face was an exceedingly pretty one. (Afterwards I discovered that her eyes were dark brown.) I rose and offered her a chair.

“Good morning, Miss Kitwater,” I said. “This is an unexpected visit. Won’t you sit down?”

When she had done so I resumed my seat at the table.

“Mr. Fairfax,” she began, “you are the great detective, I believe?”

I admitted the soft impeachment with as much modesty as I could assume at so short a notice. She certainly was a very pretty girl.

“I have come to talk to you about my uncle.”

She stopped as if she did not quite know how to proceed.

“Then the gentleman who called upon me yesterday, and who has the misfortune to be blind, is your uncle?” I said.

“Yes! He was my father’s younger and only brother,” she answered. “I have often heard my father speak of him, but I had never seen him myself until he arrived in England, a month ago with his companion, Mr. Codd. Mr. Fairfax, they have suffered terribly. I have never heard anything so awful as their experiences.”

“I can quite believe that,” I answered. “Your uncle told me something of their great trouble yesterday. It seems wonderful to me that they should have survived to tell the tale.”

“Then he must have told you of Hayle, their supposed friend” (she spoke with superb scorn), “the man who betrayed them and robbed them of what was given them?”

“It was for that purpose that they called upon me,” I answered. “They were anxious that I should undertake the search for this man.”

She rested her clasped hands upon the table and looked pleadingly at me.

“And will you do so?”

“I am considering the matter,” I said, with the first feeling of reluctance I had experienced in the case. “I have promised to give them my decision this afternoon.”

“So they informed me, and that is why I am here,” she replied. “Oh, Mr. Fairfax, you don’t know how I pity them! Surely if they could find this man his heart would be touched, and he would refund them a portion, at least, of what he took from them, and what is legally theirs.”

“I am afraid it is very doubtful whether he will,” I said, “even in the event of his being found. Gentlemen of his description are not conspicuous for their pity, nor, as a rule, will they disgorge unless considerable pressure of an unpleasant description is brought to bear upon them.”

“Then that pressure must be brought to bear,” she said, “and if I may say so, you are the only one who can do it. That is why I have called upon you this morning. I have come to plead with you, to implore you, if necessary, to take the matter up. I am not very rich, but I would willingly give all I have in the world to help them.”

“In that case you are one niece in a thousand, Miss Kitwater,” I said, with a smile. “Your uncle is indeed fortunate in having such a champion.”

She looked at me as if she were not quite certain whether I was joking or not.

“You will do this for them?”

What was I to say? What could I say? I had well nigh decided to have nothing to do with the matter, yet here I was, beginning to think it was hard upon me to have to disappoint her. My profession is not one calculated to render a man’s heart over tender, but I must confess that in this case I was by no means as adamant as was usual with me. As I have said, she was an unusually pretty girl, and had she not been kind enough to express her belief in my powers! After all, detectives, like other people, are only human.

“Your uncle and his companion have promised to call upon me this afternoon,” I said, “and when they do so, I think I may promise you that I will endeavour to come to some arrangement with them.”

“I thank you,” she said; “for I think that means that you will try to help them. If you do, I feel confident that you will succeed. I hope you will forgive me for having called upon you as I have done, but, when I saw how disappointed they were after their interview with you yesterday, I made up my mind that I would endeavour to see you and to interest you on their behalf before they came again.”

“You have certainly done so,” I answered, as she rose to go. “If I take the case up, and believe me I am not at all sure that I shall not do so, they will owe it to your intercession.”

“Oh, no, I did not mean that exactly,” she replied, blushing prettily. “I should like to feel that you did it for the reason that you believe in the justice of their cause, not merely because I tried to persuade you into it. That would not be fair, either to them or to you.”

“Would it not be possible for it to be on account of both reasons?” I asked. “Let us hope so. And now good-morning, Miss Kitwater. I trust your uncle will have good news for you when you see him again this afternoon.”

“I hope so too,” she answered, and then with a renewal of her thanks and a little bow she left the office.

I closed the door and went back to my seat, almost wondering at my own behaviour. Here was I, a hard-headed man of the world, being drawn into an extraordinary piece of business, which I had most certainly decided to have nothing to do with, simply because a pretty girl had smiled upon me, and had asked me to do it. For I don’t mind confessing that I had made up my mind to help Kitwater and Codd in their search for the villain Hayle. The Trust Company would have to look elsewhere for assistance. And yet, as I had the best of reasons for knowing, that piece of business was likely to prove twice as remunerative as this search for the traitorous friend. Happily, however money is not everything in this world.

During the remainder of the day I found myself looking forward with a feeling that was almost akin to eagerness, to the interview I was to have with Kitwater and Codd that afternoon. If the two gentlemen had faults, unpunctuality was certainly not one of them, for the clock upon the mantelpiece had scarcely finished striking the hour of four, when I heard footsteps in the office outside, and next moment they were shown into my own sanctum. Codd came first, leading his friend by the hand, and as he did so he eyed me with a look of intense anxiety upon his face. Kitwater, on the other hand, was dignified, and as impressive as ever. If he were nervous, he certainly concealed it very well.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Fairfax,” he said, as Codd led him to a seat. “According to the arrangement we came to yesterday afternoon, we have come here to learn your decision which you promised to give us at four o’clock to-day. I trust you have good news for us.”

“That depends upon how you take it,” I answered. “I have made up my mind to help you on certain conditions.”

“And those conditions?”

“Are that you pay my expenses and the sum of five hundred pounds, to which another five hundred is to be added if I am successful in helping you to recover the treasure of which you told me yesterday. Is that a fair offer?”

“An exceedingly fair one,” Kitwater replied, while little Codd nodded his head energetically to show that he appreciated it. “We had expected that you would charge more. Of course you understand that it may involve a chase round half the world before you can find him? He’s as slippery as an eel, and, if he once gets to know that we are after him, he’ll double and twist like a hare.”

“He’ll not be the first man I have had to deal with who possessed these characteristics,” I answered. “And I have generally succeeded in running them to earth at the end.”

“Let’s hope for all our sakes that you will be as successful in this case,” he said. “And now, if I may ask the question, when will you be ready to begin your search? We shall both feel happier when we know that you are on his track.”

“I am ready as soon as you like,” I rejoined. “Indeed, the sooner the better for all parties concerned. Nothing is to be gained by delay, and if, as you say, the man has now been in England two months, he may soon be thinking of getting out of it again, if he has not done so already. But before I embark on anything, you must answer me some questions.”

“A hundred, if you like,” he returned. “You have only to ask them and I will do my best to answer.”

“In the first place, I must have a description of this Mr. Gideon Hayle. What is he like?”

“Tall, thin, with brown hair, and a short, close-cropped beard; he carries himself erect, and looks about thirty-eight.”

“You don’t happen to have a photograph of him in your possession, I suppose?”

“No,” replied Kitwater, shaking his head. “Gideon Hayle is not the sort of man to allow himself to be photographed, and what’s more you must remember that when we reached Nampoung, the station on the frontier of Burmah, we had scarcely a rag upon our backs. Any goods and chattels we might once have possessed were in the hands of the Chinese. They had robbed us of everything, except what that arch thief, Hayle, had already stolen from us.”

As he said this, another look such as I had seen on the occasion of his previous visit spread over his face.

“The robber, the thief,” he hissed, almost trembling in his sudden excess of rage; “when I get hold of him he shall rue his treachery to the day of his death. Upwards of a quarter of a million of money he stole from us, and where is it now? Where is my sight, and where is Coddy’s power of speech? All gone, and he is free. ‘Vengeance is Mine,’ saith the Lord, but I want to repay it myself. I want to — —”

Here he leant across the table and turned his sightless eyes upon me.

“This is certainly a curious sort of missionary,” I said to myself as I watched him, “He may be smitten on one cheek, but I scarcely fancy he would be content to turn the other to the striker.”

At this moment Coddy leant forward in his chair, and placed his hand upon his friend’s arm. The effect was magical. His fit of impotent rage died down as suddenly as it had sprung up, and immediately he became again the quiet, suave, smoothspoken individual who had first entered my office.

“I must beg your pardon, Mr. Fairfax,” he said, in a totally different voice to that in which he had just spoken. “When I remember how we have been wronged I am apt to forget myself. I trust you will forgive me?”

“I will do so willingly,” I answered. “You have certainly won the right to be excused if you entertain a feeling of resentment for the man who has treated you so shamefully. And now to resume our conversation?”

“What were you about to say?”

“I was about to ask you the number and description of the stones of which he robbed you. You told me they numbered ninety-three in all, if I remember aright. Can you tell me how many there were of each?”

“Forty-eight rubies and forty-five sapphires,” he replied without a moment’s hesitation. “The rubies were uncut and of various sizes, ranging perhaps from ten to eighty carats. They were true rubies, not spinels, remember that. The sapphires ran from fifteen carats to sixty, and there was not a flaw amongst them.”

“Has Hayle any knowledge of the value of precious stones?”

“There’s not a keener judge in the East. He would be a cunning man who would succeed in taking him in about the value of anything from a moonstone to a ruby.”

“In that case he would, in all probability, know where to place them to the best advantage?”

“You may be sure that was his intention in coming to England. But we have tried Hatton Garden and can hear nothing of him there.”

“He may have disposed of some of them on the continent,” I said. “However, we will soon clear that point up. The size of the larger stones is so unusual that they would be certain to attract attention. And now one other question. Are you aware whether he has any friends or relatives in England?”

“So far as we know he has not a single relative in the world,” Kitwater replied. “Have you ever heard of one, Coddy?”

The little man shook his head, and then, taking the other’s hand, tapped upon it with his fingers in the manner I have already described.

“He says Hayle had a sister once, of whom he was very fond.” The tapping upon the hand continued, and once more Kitwater translated, “She was a cripple, and lived in a small house off the Brompton Road. She died while Hayle was in North Borneo; is not that so, little man?”

Codd nodded his head to show that Kitwater had interpreted him correctly. I then made some inquiries as to the missing man’s habits. So far the description I had had of him was commonplace in the extreme.

“Do you know whether he shipped on board the Jemadar for England under his own name, or under an assumed one?”

“He booked his passage as George Bertram,” Kitwater replied. “We know that is so, for we made inquiries at Rangoon.”

I next noted the name and address of the vessel’s owner, and resolved to pay him a visit next morning. It would be hard if I could not learn from him something concerning Mr. Hayle, and where he had gone on landing.

“I think those are all the questions I want to ask you at present,” I said, closing my note-book. “It would be as well perhaps for you to furnish me with your address, in order that I may communicate with you, should it be necessary.”

“At present,” said Kitwater, “we are staying with my niece at the village of Bishopstowe in Surrey. My late brother was vicar of the parish for many years, and he left his daughter a small property in the neighbourhood. They tell me it is a pretty place, but, as you are aware, I unfortunately cannot see it, and my friend Codd here cannot talk to me about it?”

He heaved a heavy sigh and then rose to depart.

“I must again express my gratitude to you, Mr. Fairfax,” he said, “for having consented to take up the case. I feel certain you will ultimately be successful. I will leave you to imagine with what anxiety we shall await any news you may have to give us.”

“I will communicate with you as soon as I have anything to report,” I answered. “You may rely upon my doing my best to serve you. By the way, are you aware that your niece called upon me this morning?”

He gave a start of surprise.

“No, I certainly did not know it,” he replied. “She said nothing to us of such an intention. I know that she is heart and soul with us in our desire to find Hayle. But since you have seen her you probably know that?”

“I think I do,” I returned, for some reason almost abruptly.

“She is a good girl,” said Kitwater, and then took from his pocket an envelope which he handed to me.

“By the way I brought this with me,” he said, “in the hope that we should be able to induce you to accede to our wishes. Inside you will find a hundred-pound note, which should be sufficient to cover any preliminary expenses. If you need more, perhaps you will be kind enough to communicate with me at once, and it shall be sent you. A receipt can be forwarded to me at your leisure.”

I thanked him and placed the envelope upon the table. In my own mind I felt that it would be an easy matter to guess whence the sum had come, and for a reason that I could not then analyze, and therefore am unable to describe, the thought irritated me.

Having assured them that the amount would be quiet sufficient, in the event of nothing unforeseen happening, to last for some considerable time to come, I conducted them to the door, again repeating the promise that I would communicate with them so soon as I had anything to report. If I had only known then, that, at the very moment when they stepped in to the street, the man they wanted me to find for them, and whom they hated so desperately, was standing in a shop on the other side of the road, keeping an eye on my door, and evidently watching for their departure, how much trouble and vexation of spirit we should all have been saved. But I did not know this until long afterwards, and then of course the information came too late to be of any service to us.

Next morning I was early at the office, being desirous of winding up another little matter before I turned my attention to the new affair. One of my subordinates had just returned from the Continent whither I had sent him to keep an eye on a certain pseudo-French Marquis with whom I expected to have dealings at no distant date. He reported that the gentleman in question had broken the bank at Monte Carlo, had staked and lost all his winnings next day, and had shot himself on the promenade on the evening following. With his death the affair, on which I had confidently expected to be employed, came to an end, I could not say that I was altogether sorry.

“I shall want you to leave on Friday, Turner, for St. Petersburg,” I said, when he had finished his report and I had commented upon it. “Do you remember Paulus Scevanovitch, who was concerned in that attempt to defraud the Parisian jewellers, Maurel and Company, two years ago?”

“Yes, sir, I remember him perfectly,” Turner replied. “A tall, burly man, with a bushy beard, the top of his little finger on the left hand missing, and a long white scar over his right eyebrow.”

“The same,” I answered. “I see you have not forgotten him. Well, I want you to find him out, and let me have an exact account of his movements during the next three weeks. The office will arrange your expenses in the usual way, and you had better leave by the mail-train. In all probability I shall see you off.”

“Very good, sir,” the man responded, and withdrew.

He had scarcely gone before one of my clerks entered the room and handed me a card. On it was printed the name of Mr. Edward Bayley, and in the left-hand bottom corner was the announcement that he was the Managing Director of the Santa Cruz Mining Company of Forzoda, in the Argentine Republic.

“Show the gentleman in, Walters,” I said.

In a few minutes a tall, handsome man, irreproachably turned out, entered the office. He seated himself in a chair the clerk placed for him, put his hat and umbrella on another, and then turned to me.

“My card has made you familiar with my name, Mr. Fairfax,” he began, “and doubtless, if you are at all familiar with mines and mining, you are acquainted with the name of the company I have the honour to represent?”

“I am very much afraid the Mining Market does not possess very much interest for me,” I replied. “I have to work so hard for my money, that when I have got it I prefer to invest it in something a little more reliable. May I inquire the nature of your business with me?”

“I have come to see you, Mr. Fairfax,” he said, speaking very impressively, and regarding me deliberately as he did so, “on rather a delicate subject. Before I explain what it is, may I ask that you will treat what I am about to tell you as purely confidential?”

“My business is invariably a confidential one,” I answered for the second time in two days. “I venture to think that this room has heard more secrets than almost any other in England. But though they say walls have ears, I have never heard it said that they have tongues.”

“It is sometimes a good thing that they have not,” he replied. “And now let me tell you what business has brought me here. In the first place, if you do not already know it, I may say that the Company I represent is an exceedingly wealthy one, and, as our business lies a long way from Threadneedle Street, if I may so put it, it is necessary for us to trust very largely to the honesty of our employés on the other side of the world. Of course we make all sorts of inquiries about them prior to engaging their services, and it is also needless to say that we keep a sharp eye on them when they have entered our employ. Nevertheless, it is quite possible, all precautions notwithstanding, for an unscrupulous man to take advantage of us. As a matter of fact, that is what has happened, and what has also brought me to you. For some considerable time past we have had our suspicions that our manager at the mines has been in league with a notorious rascal in New York. In proof of this, I might say that our returns have shown a decided falling off, while our manager has, so we have lately discovered, within the past year become rich enough to purchase property to a considerable extent in the United States. Unfortunately for us, owing to a lack of direct evidence, we are unable to bring his defalcations home to him, though of course we are as certain of our facts as we can well be of anything.”

“I think I understand,” I said. “Your business with me is to endeavour to induce me to go out to the Argentine and make inquiries on your behalf with the idea of bringing this man to book. Is that not so?”

“That is my errand,” he replied gravely. “If you care to undertake the task, we, on our side — and I speak as the mouthpiece of the Company — will be prepared to pay you very high terms for your services; in point of fact, almost what you may ask in reason. The matter, as you may suppose, is a most serious one for us, and every day’s delay is adding to it. May I ask what your terms would be, and when would you be prepared to start?”

“Your offer is a most liberal one,” I said. “Unfortunately, however, I fear there is a considerable difficulty in the way of my accepting it.”

“A difficulty!” he exclaimed, raising his eyebrows as if in astonishment. “But surely that obstacle can be removed. Especially for an offer of such magnitude as we are prepared to make you.”

“Excuse me,” I said, somewhat tartly, “but however great the inducement may be, I never break faith with my clients. The fact of the matter is, only yesterday I promised to undertake another piece of business which, while not being so remunerative, perhaps, as that you are now putting before me, means a very great deal to those who are, for the time being, my employers.”

“Would it be impertinent on my part to ask at what time yesterday afternoon you arrived at this momentous decision?”

“Shortly after four o’clock,” I answered, but not without a little wonderment as to his reason for putting the question. For my own part I did not see what it had to do with the matter in hand.

“Dear me, how very vexing, to be sure!” he observed. “This is certainly another instance of the contrariness of Fate.”

“How so?” I asked.

“Because it was my intention to have called upon you shortly after lunch yesterday on this matter,” he answered. “Unfortunately I was prevented at the last moment. Had I been able to get here, I might have forestalled your more successful client. Are you quite sure, Mr. Fairfax, that it is out of the question for you to undertake what we want?”

“If it is necessary for me to go at once, I fear it is,” I answered. “But if it would be of any use to you, I could send you a trustworthy subordinate; one who would be quite capable of undertaking the work, and who would give you every satisfaction.”

“I fear that would not be the same thing,” he said. “My firm have such implicit faith in you that they would not entertain the idea of any one else going. Now think, Mr. Fairfax, for a moment. If you are prepared to go, I, in my turn, on behalf of my Company, am prepared to offer you your expenses and a sum of five thousand pounds. You need not be away more than three months at longest, so that you see our offer is at the rate of twenty thousand pounds a year. It is princely remuneration.”

I looked at him closely. It was plain that he was in earnest — in deadly earnest, so it seemed. Even a defaulting manager would scarcely seem to warrant so much zeal.

“I am very much flattered by your offer,” I said; “and believe me, I most truly appreciate the generosity of your Company; but, as I said before, if it is necessary for me to go at once, that is to say, before I have completed my present case, then I have no option but to most reluctantly decline.”

“Perhaps you will think it over,” he continued, “and let me know, say to-morrow?”

“No amount of thinking it over will induce me to alter my decision,” I replied. “You must see for yourself that I have no right to accept a retainer from one party and then throw them over in order to favour another. That would not only be a dishonourable action on my part, but would be bad from a business point of view. No, Mr. Bayley, I am exceedingly sorry, but I have no option but to act as I am doing.”

“In that case I must wish you a very good-morning,” he remarked, and took up his hat and umbrella. I could see, however, that he was still reluctant to go.

“Good-morning,” I answered. “I hope your affairs in the Argentine may brighten before very long.”

He shook his head gloomily, and then left the office without another word.

When he had gone I answered some letters, gave some instructions to my managing clerk, and then donned my hat and set off for the office of the Shipping Company that had brought Gideon Hayle to England.

Unfortunately it transpired that they were not in a position to do very much in the way of helping me. Mr. Bertram had certainly travelled home in one of their steamers, so the manager informed me, a boat that as a rule did not carry passengers. He had landed at the docks, and from that moment they had neither seen nor heard anything of him. I inquired for the steamer, only to learn that she was now somewhere on her way between Singapore and Hong Kong. This was decidedly disappointing, but as most of the cases in which I have been ultimately successful have had unpromising beginnings, I did not take it too seriously to heart. Leaving the Shipping Office, I next turned my attention to Hatton Garden, where I called upon Messrs. Jacob and Bulenthall, one of the largest firms in the gem trade. We had had many dealings together in the past, and as I had had the good fortune on one occasion to do them a signal service, I knew that they would now do all that they could for me in return.

“Good-day, Mr. Fairfax,” said the chief partner, as I entered his snug little sanctum, which leads out of the main office. “What can I have the pleasure of doing for you?”

“I am in search of some information,” I replied, “and I think you may be able to help me.”

“I will do all that is in my power to render you assistance,” he returned, as he wiped his glasses and placed them on his somewhat fleshy nose. “What is the information you require? Has there been another big robbery of stones, and you think it possible that some of them may have come into our hands?”

“There certainly has been a robbery,” I replied, “and the stones may have been offered to you, but not in the way you mean. The fact of the matter is, I want to discover whether or not a large consignment of uncut rubies and sapphires of great value have been placed upon the market within the last two months.”

“Uncut rubies and sapphires are being continually placed upon the market,” he observed, leaning back in his chair and rattling his keys.

“But not such stones as those I am looking for,” I said, and furnished him with the rough weights that had been supplied to me.

“This is interesting — decidedly interesting,” he remarked. “Especially since it serves to offer an explanation on a certain matter in which we have been interested for some little time past. On the sixteenth of last month, a gentleman called upon us here, who stated that he had lately returned from the Far East. He had had, so he declared, the good fortune to discover a valuable mine, the locality of which he was most careful not to disclose. He thereupon showed my partner and myself ten stones, consisting of five rubies and five sapphires, each of which weighed between fifty-five and sixty carats.”

“And you purchased them?”

“We did, and for a very heavy sum. I can assure you the vendor was very well aware of their value, as we soon discovered, and he was also a good hand at a bargain. Would you care to see the stones? I shall be pleased to show them to you if you would.”

“I should like to see them immensely.” I replied.

Thereupon he crossed the room to a safe in the corner, and, when he had unlocked it, took from it a wash-leather bag. Presently ten superb gems were lying before me on the table.

“There they are,” he said, waving his hands towards them, “and as you can see for yourself, they are worthy of being set in the crown of an emperor. It is not often that we are enthusiastic in such matters, but in this case we have very good reason to be. When they are properly cut, they will be well nigh priceless.”

“Do you happen to know whether he sold any more of a similar kind in London?” I asked, as he returned them to their place in the safe.

“I know that he sold fifteen smaller ones to Henderson and Soil, and three almost as large as those I have just shown you to a firm in Amsterdam.”

“If he is the man I want to get hold of, that accounts for twenty-eight,” I said, making a note of the fact as I spoke. “Originally he had ninety-three in his possession.”

“Ninety-three?” the merchant replied, as if he could scarcely believe his ears. “Why, his mine must be a source of unlimited wealth. I wish I had known this before.”

“So do I,” I said. “And now perhaps you can go further and furnish me with a description of the man himself. I shall then be able to tell you whether my gentleman and your customer are one and the same person.”

“I can describe him to you perfectly well. He was tall, but somewhat sparely built, very sunburnt — which would be accounted for by his long residence in the East — his hair was streaked with grey, he had dark eyes, and a singularly sharp nose.”

“Did he wear a beard?”

“No, only a moustache. The latter was carefully trimmed, and, I think, waxed. Of this, however, I am not quite certain.”

“And his name?”

“He would not tell us that. We pressed him to disclose it, but he obstinately refused to do so. He said that if his name became known it might lead to the discovery of his mine, and that he was naturally anxious that such an event should not occur.”

“But what guarantee had you that the stones were not stolen?”

“None whatever — but it is most unlikely. In the first place, they are uncut; in the second, we have had them in our possession for some time, and you may be sure have made the closest inquiries. Besides, there are few such stones in Europe, and what there are, are safely in the possession of their owners. Surely you are not going to tell me that they were stolen?”

In the man’s voice there was a perceptible note of alarm.

“I don’t think you need be afraid,” I said. “They were stolen by the man from his two partners, and all they want is to get hold of him in order to make him disgorge their share of what he got for them.”

“I am glad indeed to hear that,” was the reply. “I was beginning to grow uneasy. And now is there any other way in which I can serve you? If so, I shall be only too pleased to do it.”

I informed him that, if I had anything else to ask him I would call upon him again, and then took my departure. While I was in a great measure satisfied with the information I had gained, I was not altogether easy in my mind. The question to be answered was, was the man I was after the same individual who had sold Jacob and Bulenthall the stones? The description given me varied in several particulars to that furnished me by Kitwater. My client declared him to possess black hair; the merchant had said grey; the one had declared that Hayle possessed a beard, the other that he had only a waxed moustache. The figure, however, was in both cases identically the same.

Having satisfied myself that he had no more to tell me, I thanked him for his courtesy and left the office. A fresh idea had occurred to me which I thought might lead to something, and I resolved to put it into practice without any further waste of time.


CHAPTER IV
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IT WOULD BE a truism to declare that human nature is about as complicated a piece of machinery as could be found in the human world. And yet I do not know why it should be considered so. All things and all men do not run in grooves. A man to be a criminal need not be hopelessly bad in every other sense. I have met murderers who did not possess sufficient nerve to kill a rabbit, burglars who would rob a poor man of all his possessions in the world, and yet would not despoil a little child of a halfpenny. The fact of the matter is we all have our better points, our own innate knowledge of good and evil. Hayle had betrayed Kitwater and Codd in the cruellest fashion possible, and by so doing had condemned them to the most fiendish torture the mind of man could conceive. Yet it was through his one good point, his weakness, if I might so describe it, that I was enabled to come to my first grip with him.

It was between the hours of two and three that I entered the gates of Brompton Cemetery and commenced my examination of the various graves therein contained. Up one path I wandered and down another in search of the resting-place of the poor crippled sister of whom Gideon Hayle had been so fond. It was a long time before I found it, but at last I was successful. To my astonishment the stone was plainly a new one, and the grave was tastefully decorated with flowers. As a matter of fact it was one of the prettiest in its neighbourhood, and to me this told its own tale. I went in search of the necessary official and put the case to him. He informed me that I was correct in my supposition, and that the stone had only lately been erected, and, what was more to the point, he informed me that the gentleman who had given the order for it, had only the week before paid the necessary sum for insuring the decoration of the grave for many years to come.

“I gather from your words, that the gentleman, who must be a relative of the deceased, has been here lately,” I said.

“He was here last Sunday afternoon,” the man replied. “He is a most kindly and generous gentleman, and must have been very fond of his sister. The way he stood and looked at that stone the last time he was here was touching to see. He’d been in foreign parts, sir, and is likely to go out there again, so I gathered from what he said. It is a pity there are not more like him.”

This was news, indeed, and I pricked up my ears on hearing it.

Having learnt all I was likely to discover, I thanked the man for his kindness and left the cemetery. If I had done nothing else, I had at least satisfied myself upon one point, and this was the fact that Gideon Hayle had been in London within the week. Under such circumstances it should not be very difficult to obtain his address. But I knew from experience that when things seemed to be running most smoothly, they are as much liable to a breakdown as at any other time — sometimes even more so. I accordingly hailed a cab and drove back to my office. Once there I entered up my diary according to custom, wrote a note to Kitwater, informing him that I had discovered that Gideon Hayle had not left London on the previous Sunday, and also that I believed him to have negotiated certain of the stones in London, after which I returned to my hotel to dine.

Most people who know me would tell you that it might be considered consistent with my character that I still occupied the same apartments in the private hotel, off the Strand, in which I had domiciled myself when I first arrived in England. If I am made comfortable I prefer to stick to my quarters, and the hotel in question was a quiet one; the cooking and the service were excellent, and, as every one did his, or her, best for me, I saw no sort of reason for moving elsewhere. It is something in such matters to know the people with whom one has to deal, and in my case I could not have been better cared for had I been a crowned head. I suppose I am a bit of a faddist in these things. Except when business compels me to break through my rule, I rise at the same hour every morning, breakfast, lunch, and dine at the same time, and as far as possible retire to rest punctually at the usual moment. After dinner in those days, things have changed since then somewhat. I invariably smoked a cigar, and when the evening was fine, went for a stroll, returning between nine and ten and retiring to rest, unless I had anything to attend to, punctually at eleven. On this particular occasion, the night being fine, though rather close, I lit my cigar in the hall and stepped out into the street exactly as the clock was striking eight. I had a lot to think of, and felt just in the humour for a walk. London at all hours is a fascinating study to me, and however much I see of her, I never tire of watching her moods. After I left my hotel I strolled along the Embankment so far as the Houses of Parliament, passed the Abbey, made my way down Victoria Street, and then by way of Grosvenor Place to Hyde Park Corner. Opposite Apsley House I paused to look about me. I had my reasons for so doing, for ever since I had left the river-side, I had entertained the notion that I was being followed. When I had crossed the road at the Houses of Parliament, two men, apparently of the loafer class, had crossed too. They had followed me up Victoria Street, and now, as I stood outside the Duke of Wellington’s residence, I could see them moving about on the other side of the way. What their intentions were I could not say, but that their object was to spy upon my movements, I was quite convinced. In order to assure myself of this fact I resolved to lay a little trap for them. Passing down Piccadilly at a sharp pace, I turned into Berkeley Street, some twenty yards or so ahead of them. Crossing the road I sheltered myself in a doorway and waited. I had not been there very long, before I observed that they had turned the corner and were coming along in hot pursuit. That they did not notice me in my hiding-place is evident from the fact that they passed on the other side of the street, and doubtless thinking that they had missed me, commenced to run. I thereupon quitted my friendly doorway, returned to Piccadilly, hailed a cab, and drove back to my hotel. As I went I turned the matter over in my mind. With the exception of the present case I had nothing important on hand, so that I could think of no one who would be likely to set a watch upon me. That I did not suspect Hayle would only be natural under the circumstances, as I did not know then that he had been the witness of Kitwater and Codd’s visit to my office that afternoon, and I felt convinced in my own mind that he was unaware that they were in England. It was most natural, therefore, that I should not in any way associate him with the plot.

The following day was spent for the greater part in making further inquiries in Hatton Garden, and among the various Dutch merchants then in London. The story the senior partner of Messrs. Jacob and Bulenthall had told me had proved to be correct, and there could be no sort of doubt that Hayle had realized a very large sum of money by the transaction. What was more, I discovered that he had been seen in London within the previous twenty-four hours. This was a most important point, and it encouraged me to persevere in my search. One thing, however, was remarkable. One or two of the merchants to whom Hayle had disposed of his stones, had seen more of him than Messrs. Jacob and Bulenthall. Two had dined with him at a certain popular restaurant in Regent Street, and had visited a theatre with him afterwards. In neither case, however, had they discovered his name or where he lived. This secret he guarded most religiously, and the fact that he did so, afforded additional food for reflection. If he imagined his old companions to be dead, why should he be so anxious that his own identity, and his place of residence, should remain a secret? If they were safely out of the way, no one could possibly know of his connection with them, and in that case he might, if he pleased, purchase a mansion in Park Lane and flourish his wealth before the eyes of the world, for any harm it might do him. Yet here he was, exciting mistrust by his secrecy, and leading a hole-and-corner sort of life when, as I have said, there was not the slightest necessity for it. Little by little I was beginning to derive the impression that the first notion of Mr. Hayle was an erroneous one, and that there was more in him than I supposed. This sentiment was destined to be strengthened and in the very near future, by two remarkable discoveries.

That evening I again went for a walk. Feeling fairly confident, however, that the men who had followed me before would do so again, I took certain precautions before I set out. One of my subordinates, a man remarkable for his strength, was ordered to be at the corner of my street at half-past eight. He was to wait there until I emerged from my hotel, himself remaining as far as possible out of sight. On this occasion I had planned my route deliberately. I made my way in the first place along the Strand as far as Trafalgar Square, down Cockspur Street by way of the Haymarket to Regent Street, then on by Langham Place to that vast network of streets that lies between Oxford Street and the Euston Road.

I had some time before this found out that I was being followed again. The two men who had dodged my steps on the previous night were doing so again, though the reason for their action was no more apparent. However, I had laid my plans most carefully, and hoped, if all went well, to be able to satisfy myself upon this point. I had plenty of enemies, I knew, as a man of my profession must of necessity have, but I could not think of one who would pry upon my movements like this. At last the time came for action. Turning into a side street, I slackened my pace in order to give my pursuers time to come up. Apart from ourselves the street was quite deserted, and, if they intended doing me harm, was quite dark enough to favour their plans. I could see as well as hear them approaching. Then, when they were close upon me, I slipped my hand into my coat-pocket, and turned and confronted them. My own man was softly coming up from behind.

“Now, my men,” I began, “what’s the meaning of this? No, you can keep your distance. It’s no use thinking of violence, for I’ve got you before and behind. Take care that they don’t get away, Wilson!”

“Aye, aye, sir,” the man replied. “I’ll take good care of that.”
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“ ‘LET’S OUT HIM, BILL,’ SAID THE TALLER OF THE TWO MEN.”



“Let’s ‘out him,’ Bill,” said the taller of the two men, and as he did so took a step towards me.

“Do you see this?” I inquired, producing my revolver as I spoke. “I am aware that it is not lawful to carry firearms in the streets of London, but when one has to deal with gentlemen like you, it becomes a necessity. Throw up your hands.”

They did as they were ordered without demur. Then turning to the taller man I addressed him more particularly.

“You seem to be the leader,” I said, “and for that reason I want to have a little talk with you. Your companion can take himself off as soon as he pleases. If he does not, let me assure him that he will get into trouble. Your intention to ‘out me,’ as you call it, has failed, as you can see, and when I have done with you I don’t think the attempt will be repeated. Now get off, my man, and thank your stars that I have let you go so easily.”

Never were the tables turned so quickly or so completely on a pair of rogues, and the man I addressed seemed to think too. After a whispered conversation with his companion, he walked away at his best pace, and we saw no more of him.

“Now,” I said, turning to the fellow who was left behind, “you will come along with me to my office, and we’ll have a little talk together.”

Our prisoner would have resisted, but certain warnings I was able to give him, induced him to change his mind. When we reached my office I opened the door and conducted him to my sanctum, while Wilson followed close behind and lit the gas. He then passed into the outer office, leaving me alone with my prisoner. On closer inspection he proved to be a burly ruffian, and would doubtless have proved an ugly customer to tackle alone. He, in his turn, looked at me in some interest and then at the door, as if he were half inclined to try the effect of a struggle.

“First and foremost, do you know where you are and who I am?” I asked him.

“No,” he said, “I can’t say as ever I set my eyes on yer afore last night, and I don’t know yer bloomin’ name or what yer are and I don’t want to.”

“Politeness is evidently not your strong point,” I commented. “Just look at that!”

Taking a sheet of note-paper from the rack upon my table I handed it to him.

He did so, and I saw a look of surprise steal over his face. He looked from it to me and then back again at the paper.

“Fairfax,” he said. “The d —— Tec, the same as got poor old Billy Whitelaw scragged last year.”

“I certainly believe I had that honour,” I returned, “and it’s just possible, if you continue in your present career, that I may have the pleasure of doing the same for you. Now, look here, my man, there’s some one else at the back of this business, and what I want to know is, who put you up to try your hand upon me? Tell me that, and I will let you go and say no more about it. Refuse, and I must try and find some evidence against you that will rid society of you for some time to come. Doubtless it will not be very difficult.”

He considered a moment before he replied.

“Well,” he said, “I don’t know as how I won’t tell you, a seein’ you’re who yer are, and I am not likely to get anything out of the job. It was a rare toff who put us on to it. Silk hat, frock-coat, and all as natty as a new pin. He comes across us down in the Dials, stood us a couple of drinks, turfed out a suvring apiece, and then told us he wanted the gentleman at Rickford’s Hotel laid by for a time. He told us ‘ow yer were in the habit of going about the streets at night for walks, and said as ‘ow he would be down near the hotel that evenin’ and when yer came out, he would strike a match and light a smoke just ter give us the tip like. We wos to foller yer, and to do the job wherever we could. Then we was to bring your timepiece to him at the back of St. Martin’s Church in the Strand at midnight, and he would pay us our money and let us keep the clock for our trouble. Oh, yes, ‘e’s a deep un, jost take my tip for it. He knowed that unless we ‘outed’ yer properly, we’d not be able to get at your fob, and then ‘e’d not have paid out.”

“I see, and not being successful on your first attempt, you followed me again to-night, of course by his instructions as before?”

“That’s so, guvner,” the man replied, “but I reckon we ain’t agoin’ to see any money this trip. If I’d ha’ knowed who you was, I wouldn’t a taken this job in hand, not for no money.”

“That is where so many of you go wrong,” I said. “You fail to make sufficient inquiries before you commence business. And I understand you to say that the gentleman who put you up to it, is to be at the back of St. Martin’s church to-night?”

“Yes, sir, that’s so,” said the fellow. “He’ll be there all right.”

“In that case I think I’ll be there to meet him,” I continued. “It’s a pity he should not see some one, and I suppose you will not keep your appointment?”

“Not if I knows it,” the man answered. Then he added regretfully, “A regular toff — he was — free with his rhino as could be, and dressed up to the nines. He chucked his ‘arf soverings about as if they were dirt, he did.”

“It is sad to think that through your folly, no more of them will find themselves into your pocket,” I said. “You should have done the trick last night, and you would now be in the full enjoyment of your wealth. As it is you have had all your trouble for nothing. Now, that’s all I want to say to you, so you can go and join your amiable companions as soon as you like. Just one word of advice, however, before you depart. Don’t go near St. Martin’s church to-night, and, when you want to kick another unoffending citizen to death, be sure of your man before you commence operations.”

As I said this I rang the bell and told Wilson to show him out, which he did.

“Now,” I said to myself after he had gone, “this looks like developing into an affair after my own heart. I am most anxious to discover who my mysterious enemy can be. It might be Grobellar, but I fancy he is still in Berlin. There’s Tremasty, but I don’t think he would dare venture to England. No, when I come to think of it, this business does not seem to belong to either of them.”

I took from my pocket the watch which was to have played such an important part in the drama and consulted it. It was just half-past eleven, therefore I had exactly half-an-hour to get to the rendezvous. I called Wilson and congratulated him on the success which had attended our efforts of that evening.

“It’s a good thing you came out of it so well, sir,” he said. “They were a nasty pair of chaps, and would have thought as much of ‘outing’ you as they would of drinking a pot of ale.”

“But thank goodness, they didn’t succeed,” I replied. “As the saying goes, ‘a miss has never killed a man yet.’ And now, Wilson, you’d better be off home to bed. Turn out the gas before you go. Good-night!”

“Good-night, sir,” he answered, and then I put on my hat and left the office.

I found when I stepped into the street that the character of the night had changed. Thick clouds obscured the sky, and a few drops of rain were falling. At first I felt inclined to take a cab, but on second thoughts I changed my mind, and putting up my umbrella strode along in the direction of St. Martin’s church.

The theatres were over by this time, and the streets were beginning to grow empty. I passed the Gaiety where a middle-aged gentleman, decidedly intoxicated, was engaged in a noisy altercation with a policeman, who was threatening to take him to Bow Street if he did not go quietly home, and at last approached the spot for which I was making. I took up my position on the darker side of Holywell Street, and waited. So far I seemed to have the thoroughfare to myself, but I had still some three or four minutes to wait.

At last midnight sounded, and as I heard it I concealed myself more carefully in my doorway and watched. I was not to be kept long in suspense, for the new day was scarcely three minutes old, when a hansom drove up to the other side of the church, and a man alighted. He paid off the man and wished him good-night, and then came along the roadway at the back of the church. From where I stood I could see his figure distinctly, but was not able to distinguish his face. He was dressed in a black cloak, and wore a deer-stalker hat upon his head. That he was the man I wanted I felt sure, for what would any one else be doing there at such an hour? That he was surprised at not finding his bravoes awaiting him was very certain, for he looked up the street, down the street, peered into Holywell Street, where, thank goodness, he did not see me, then along the Strand in a westerly direction, and afterwards came and took up his position within half-a-dozen paces of where I was hidden. Presently he took a cigar-case from his pocket, opened it, selected a weed, and struck a match to light it. The flame illumined his face so that I could see it distinctly. If I had not had myself well under control, I believe I should have uttered an exclamation of surprise that could not have failed to attract attention. The man who had set those rascals on to try and get rid of me, was none other than Mr. Edward Bayley, the Managing Director of the Santa Cruz Mining Company of the Argentine Republic!

Here was a surprise indeed! What on earth did it all mean?


CHAPTER V
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I MUST CONFESS that the discovery I had made behind St. Martin’s church, and which I described at the end of the previous chapter, had proved too much for me. What possible reason could Mr. Bayley have for wanting to rid himself of me? Only the morning before he had been anxious to secure my services in the interests of his Company, and now here he was hiring a couple of ruffians to prevent me from doing my work, if not to take my life. When I reached my hotel again, and went to bed, I lay awake half the night endeavouring to arrive at an understanding of it; but, try how I would, I could not hit upon a satisfactory solution. Upon one thing, however, I had quite made up my mind. As soon as the City offices were open, I would call at that of the Santa Cruz Mining Company, and put a few questions to Mr. Bayley which I fancied that individual would find difficult and rather unpleasant to answer. This plan I carried out, and at ten o’clock I stood in the handsome outer office of the Company.

“I should be glad to see the managing director, if he could spare me a few moments,” I said to the youth who waited upon me in answer to his question.

“He’s engaged, sir, at present,” the lad replied. “If you will take a seat, however, I don’t fancy he will be very long.”

I did as he directed, and in the interval amused myself by studying a large map of the Argentine Republic, which hung upon the wall. I had practically exhausted its capabilities when the door opened, and a tall, military-looking man emerged and passed out into the street.

“What name shall I say, sir?” inquired the clerk, as he descended from his high stool and approached me.

“Fairfax,” I replied, giving him my card. “I think the manager will know my name.”

The clerk disappeared to return a few moments later with the request that I would follow him. Preparing myself for what I fully expected would be a scene, I entered the director’s sanctum. It was a handsome room, and was evidently used as a Boardroom as well as an office, for there was a long table in the middle, surrounded by at least a dozen chairs. At the furthest end a gentleman of venerable appearance was seated. He rose as I entered, and bowed to me.

“In what way can I be of service to you, Mr. Fairfax?” he inquired, after I had seated myself.

“I am afraid there has been a mistake,” I answered, looking about me for Mr. Bayley. “I told the clerk that I desired to see the managing director.”

“You are seeing him,” he returned with a smile, “for I am he.”

“In that case I must have misunderstood the gentleman who called upon me two days ago,” I replied, with some surprise.

“Do I understand you to say that a gentleman from this office called upon you?”

“Yes, a Mr. Bayley, a tall, good-looking man, of between thirty-eight and forty years of age.”

The old gentleman stared, as well he might.

“But there is no Mr. Bayley here,” he said. “We have no one of that name in our employ. I fear the man, whoever he was, must have been playing a trick upon you. I sincerely trust he has done no damage. Might I ask what he called upon you about?”

“He called on me on behalf of your Company,” I answered. “He informed me that for some time past you have ascertained the gravest suspicions concerning the manager of your mines in the Argentine. He said that information had reached your ears to the effect that the man in question was in league with a notorious swindler in New York, and, though you could not bring any proved charge against him, you were equally certain that he was robbing you in order to fill his own pockets. He appeared to be most anxious to persuade me to go to the Republic at once in order that I might inquire into matters and report to you. I was to be away three months, and was to be paid five thousand pounds and my expenses for my trouble.”

“My good sir, this is really preposterous,” the old gentleman returned. “I can positively assure you that there is not a word of truth in his assertion. Our manager in the Argentine is an old and valued friend, and I would stake my life on his fidelity. Nothing would induce us to think even of sending a detective out to spy upon him.”

“I am beginning to believe that I should like to meet Mr. Bayley again,” I remarked. “He has a fine imagination, and, from what you tell me, it seems that I should have looked a fool had I gone out to South America on such an errand.”

“It would have been exceedingly inconvenient not only for you, but also for us,” said the manager. “I shall report this matter at the Board meeting to-day. We must endeavour to discover who this man is, and also his reasons for acting as he has done. Should we hear anything further upon the subject, we will at once communicate with you.”

“I should be glad if you will do so,” I replied. “I should like to get this matter cleared up as soon as possible. There may be something behind it that we do not understand.”

I thanked him for the interview, and then took my departure, more puzzled by it than I had been by anything for a long time. When I reached my office I took the card from a drawer, which Mr. Edward Bayley had sent to me, and despatched it by special messenger to the office of the famous mining company. That afternoon another surprise was in store for me. Shortly after lunch, and when I was in the middle of a letter to Kitwater, a message was received through the telephone to the effect that the managing director of the Santa Cruz Mining Company, whom I had seen that morning, was on his way to call upon me.

“Something has evidently come to light,” I reflected. “Perhaps the mystery surrounding Mr. Edward Bayley is about to be cleared up, for I must confess I do not like the look of it.”

A quarter of an hour later the manager was ushered into my presence.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Fairfax,” he said. “I have come to ask you, if you will permit me, a few questions, and also to tell you that I think we have discovered who it is that is masquerading as the occupant of my position. You gave me this morning a rough description of the individual who called upon you, can you recall anything particular about his appearance. Any strange mark, for instance. Anything by which we should be able to swear to his identity?”

“I would swear to his identity anywhere, without a mark” I replied. “But since you do mention it, I remember that he had a small triangular scar upon his left cheek.”

“Then it is the same man after all,” said the manager. “That is certainly extraordinary. When our secretary spoke to me about him after you had left I had my doubts; now, however, they are quite removed. Why he should have called upon you in such a guise is a question I cannot for the life of me answer with any sort of satisfaction.”

“Perhaps you will be a little more explicit,” I said. “You have not told me yet how it is that you have been able to locate the gentleman in question. This morning you must remember you had no sort of remembrance of him.”

“In that case you must forgive me,” he replied. “As a matter of fact I was so much carried away by my excitement that I could think of nothing else. However, I have promised you the story, and you shall have it. Some years ago, eight or ten perhaps, we had a young man working for us in the Argentine as an overseer. He was in many respects a brilliant young fellow, and would doubtless have done well for himself in time, had he been able to go straight. Unfortunately, however, he did not do so. He went from bad to worse. At last he was caught in a flagrant piece of dishonesty, and was immediately discharged. When I tell you that that young man had a mark such as you described upon his cheek, you may be able to derive some idea of what follows.”

“Might it not be a pure coincidence?” I replied.

“Not in this case, I fancy,” he answered. “What makes me the more inclined to believe that it is the same individual, is the fact that our secretary met him in Leadenhall Street only a few days ago. He looked older, but had evidently prospered in the world. As a matter of fact, Warner described him as being irreproachably dressed, and turned out. I trust his good fortune was honestly come by; but I must own, from what I know of him, that I have my doubts.”

“But what possible reason could this individual have for calling upon me, and why should he have made me such an offer as I have described to you?”

The director shook his head. The question was evidently beyond him.

“I can assign no sort of reason for it,” he said, “unless he has some hope of being able to get you out of England for a time.”

“I don’t see how that could benefit him,” I replied. “I am connected with no case in which he has any sort of interest.”

“You never can tell,” the old gentleman replied. “From what I know of him, Gideon Hayle was always — —”

“Gideon what?” I cried, springing to my feet. “Did I understand you to say Gideon Hayle?”

“That’s the name of the young man of whom I have been speaking to you,” he replied. “But what makes you so excited.”

“Because I can understand everything now?” I declared. “Good heavens! what an idiot I have been not to have seen the connection before! Now I know why Gideon Hayle tried to lure me out of England with his magnificent offer. Now I see why he set these roughs upon me. It’s all as plain as daylight!”

“I am afraid I do not quite understand,” said my companion in his turn. “But it is quite evident to me that you know more of Hayle’s past life than I do!”

“I should think I did,” I replied. “By Jove, what a blackguard the man must be! He robbed his two partners of enormous wealth in China, left them in the hands of the Chinese to be tortured and maimed for life, and now that he knows that I am acting for them in order to recover their treasure, he endeavours to put me out of the way. But you’ve not done it yet, Mr. Hayle,” I continued, bringing my fist down with a bang upon the table, “and what’s more, clever as you may be, you are not likely to accomplish such an end. You’ll discover that I can take very good care of myself, but before very long you’ll find that you are being taken care of by somebody else.”

“This is a strange affair indeed, Mr. Fairfax,” said the manager, “and it is evident that I have been of some assistance to you. I need not say that I am very glad, the more so because it is evident that our Company is not involved in any system of fraud. I will not disguise from you that I had my fears that it was the beginning of trouble for us all.”

“You may disabuse your mind of that once and for all,” I answered. “If there is any trouble brewing it is for our friend, Mr. Hayle. That gentleman’s reckoning is indeed likely to be a heavy one. I would not stand in his shoes for something.”

There was a brief and somewhat uncomfortable pause.

“And now allow me to wish you a very good-afternoon,” the old gentleman observed.

“Good-afternoon,” I replied, “and many thanks for the service you have rendered me. It has helped me more than I can say.”

“Pray don’t mention it, my dear sir, don’t mention it,” replied the kindly old gentleman, as he moved towards the door. “I am very glad to have been useful to you.”

When he had gone I sat down at my desk to think. I had had a good many surprises in my life, but I don’t know that I had ever been more astonished than I was that afternoon. If only I had been aware of Hayle’s identity when he had called upon me two mornings before, how simply everything might have been arranged! As a matter of fact I had been talking with the very man I had been paid to find, and, what was worse, had even terminated the interview myself. When I realized everything, I could have kicked myself for my stupidity. Why should I have suspected him, however? The very boldness of his scheme carried conviction with it! Certainly, Mr. Gideon Hayle was a foeman worthy of my steel, and I began to realize that, with such a man to deal with, the enterprise I had taken in hand was likely to prove a bigger affair than I had bargained for.

“Having failed in both his attempts to get me out of the way, his next move will be to leave England with as little delay as possible,” I said to myself. “If only I knew in what part of London he was staying, I’d ransack it for him, if I had to visit every house in order to do so. As it is, he has a thousand different ways of escape, and unless luck favours me, I shall be unable to prevent him from taking his departure.”

At that moment there was a tap at the door and my clerk entered the room.

“Mr. Kitwater and Mr. Codd to see you, sir.”

“Show them in,” I said, and a moment later the blind man and his companion were ushered into my presence.

Codd must have divined from the expression upon my face that I was not pleased to see them.

“You must forgive me for troubling you again so soon,” said Kitwater, as he dropped into the chair I had placed for him, “but you can understand that we are really anxious about the affair. Your letter tells us that you discovered that Hayle was in London a short time since, and that he had realized upon some of the stones. Is it not possible for you to discover some trace of his whereabouts?”

“I have not been able to do that yet,” I answered. “It will be of interest to you, however, to know that he called upon me here in this room, and occupied the chair you are now sitting in, three days ago.”

Kitwater clutched the arm of the chair in question and his face went as white as his beard.

“In this room three days ago, and sitting in your presence,” he cried. “Then you know where he is, and can take us to him?”

“I regret that such a thing is out of my power,” I answered. “The man came into and left this room without being hindered by me.”

Kitwater sprang to his feet with an oath that struck me as coming rather oddly from the lips of a missionary.

“I see it all. You are in league with him,” he cried, his face suffused with passion. “You are siding with him against us. By God you are, and I’ll have you punished for it. You hoodwinked us, you sold us. You’ve taken our money, and now you’ve gone over and are acting for the enemy.”

I opened the drawer of my table and took out the envelope he had given me when he had called. For a reason of my own, I had not banked the note it contained.

“Excuse me, Mr. Kitwater,” I said, speaking as calmly as I could, “but there seems to be a little misunderstanding. I have not sold you, and I have not gone over to the enemy. There is the money you gave me, and I will not charge you anything for the little trouble I have been put to. That should convince you of my integrity. Now perhaps you will leave my office, and let me wash my hands of the whole affair.”

I noticed that little Codd placed his hand upon the other’s arm. It travelled down until their hands met. I saw that the blind man was making an effort to recover his composure, and I felt sure that he regretted ever having lost it. A moment later Codd came across the room to my table, and, taking up a piece of paper, wrote upon it the following words — 

“Kitwater is sorry, I am sure. Try to forgive him. Remember what he has suffered through Hayle.”

The simplicity of the message touched me.

“Pray sit down a minute, Mr. Kitwater,” I said, “and let me put myself right with you. It is only natural that you should get angry, if you think I have treated you as you said just now. However, that does not happen to be the case. I can assure you that had I known who Hayle was, I should have taken very good care that he did not leave this office until you had had an interview with him. Unfortunately, however, I was not aware of his identity. I have encountered some bold criminals in my time. But I do not know that I have ever had a more daring one than the man who treated you so badly.”

I thereupon proceeded to give him a rough outline of Hayle’s interview with myself, and his subsequent treatment of me. Both men listened with rapt attention.

“That is Hayle all over,” said Kitwater when I had finished. “It is not his fault that you are not a dead man now. He will evade us if he possibly can. The story of the roughs you have just told us shows that he is aware that you are on the trail, and, if I know him at all, he will try the old dodge, and put running water between you and himself as soon as possible. As I said to you the other day, he knows the world as well as you know London, and, in spite of what people say, there are still plenty of places left in it where he can hide and we shall never find him. With the money he stole from us he can make himself as comfortable as he pleases wherever he may happen to be. To sum it all up, if he gets a week’s start of us, we shall never set eyes on him again.”

“If that is so we must endeavour to make sure that he does not get that start,” I replied. “I will have the principal ports watched, and in the meantime will endeavour to find out where he has stowed himself away in London. You may rest assured of one thing, gentlemen, I took this matter up in the first place as an ordinary business speculation. I am now going on for that reason and another. Mr. Hayle tried a trick on me that I have never had attempted before, and for the future he is my enemy as well as yours. I hope I have set myself right with you now. You do not still believe that I am acting in collusion with him?”

“I do not,” Kitwater answered vehemently. “And I most humbly apologize for having said what I did. It would have served me right if you had thrown the case up there and then, and I regard it as a proof of your good feeling towards us that you consent to continue your work upon it. To-day is Friday, is it not? Then perhaps by Sunday you may have something more definite to tell us.”

“It is just possible, I may,” I returned.

“In that case I am instructed by my niece to ask if you will give us the pleasure of your company at Bishopstowe on that day. After the toils of London, a day in the country will do you no harm, and needless to say we shall be most pleased to see you.”

I remembered the girl’s pretty face and the trim neat figure. I am not a lady’s man, far from it, nevertheless I thought that I should like to renew my acquaintance with her.

“I shall be very pleased to accept Miss Kitwater’s invitation, provided I have something of importance to communicate,” I said. “Should I not be able to come, you will of course understand that my presence is required in London or elsewhere. My movements must of necessity be regulated by those of Mr. Hayle, and while I am attending to him I am not my own master.”

Kitwater asked me one or two more questions about the disposal of the gems to the merchants in Hatton Garden, groaned as I describe the enthusiasm of the dealers, swore under his breath when he heard of Hayle’s cunning in refusing to allow either his name or address to be known, and then rose and bade me good-bye.

During dinner that evening I had plenty to think about. The various events of the day had been so absorbing, and had followed so thick and fast upon each other, that I had little time to seriously digest them. As I ate my meal, and drank my modest pint of claret, I gave them my fullest consideration. As Kitwater had observed, there was no time to waste if we desired to lay our hands upon that slippery Mr. Hayle. Given the full machinery of the law, and its boundless resources to stop him, it is by no means an easy thing for a criminal to fly the country unobserved; but with me the case was different. I had only my own and the exertions of a few and trusted servants to rely upon, and it was therefore impossible for us to watch all the various backdoors leading out of England at once. When I had finished my dinner I strolled down the Strand as far as Charing Cross Station. Turner was to leave for St. Petersburg that night by the mail-train, and I had some instructions to give him before his departure. I found him in the act of attending to the labelling of his luggage, and, when he had seen it safely on the van, we strolled down the platform together. I warned him of the delicate nature of the operation he was about to undertake, and bade him use the greatest possible care that the man he was to watch did not become aware of his intentions. Directly he knew for certain that this man was about to leave Russia, he was to communicate with me by cypher, and with my representative in Berlin, and then follow him with all speed to that city himself. As I had good reason to know, he was a shrewd and intelligent fellow, and one who never forgot any instructions that might be given him. Knowing that he was a great votary of the Goddess Nicotine, I gave him a few cigars to smoke on the way to Dover.

“Write to me immediately you have seen your man,” I said. “Remember me to Herr Schneider, and if you should see — —”

I came to a sudden stop, for there, among the crowd, not three carriage-lengths away from me, a travelling-rug thrown over his shoulder, and carrying a small brown leather bag in his hand, stood Gideon Hayle. Unfortunately, he had already seen me, and almost before I realized what he was doing, he was making his way through the crowd in the direction of the main entrance. Without another word to Turner, I set off in pursuit, knowing that he was going to make his bolt, and that if I missed him now it would probably be my last chance of coming to grip with him. Never before had the platform seemed so crowded. An exasperating lady, with a lanky youth at her side, hindered my passage, porters with trucks piled with luggage barred the way just when I was getting along nicely; while, as I was about to make my way out into the courtyard, and idiotic Frenchman seized me by the arm and implored me to show him “ze office of ze money-changaire.” I replied angrily that I did not know, and ran out into the portico, only to be in time to see Gideon Hayle take a seat in a hansom. He had evidently given his driver his instructions, for the man whipped up his horse, and went out of the yard at a speed which, at any other hour, would certainly have got him into trouble with the police. I called up another cab and jumped into it, promising the man a sovereign as I did so, if he would keep the other cab in sight, and find out for me its destination.

“Right ye are, sir,” the cabman replied. “You jest leave that to me. I won’t let him go out of my sight.”

Then we, in our turn, left the yard of the station, and set off eastwards along the Strand in pursuit. Both cabmen were sharp fellows and evidently familiar with every twist and turn of their famous London. In my time I have had a good many curious drives in one part of the world and another, but I think that chase will always rank first. We travelled along the Strand, about a hundred yards behind the other vehicle, then turned up Southampton Street, through Covent Garden by way of Henrietta Street into Long Acre. After that I cannot pretend to have any idea of the direction we took. I know that we passed through Drury Lane, crossed High Holborn, to presently find ourselves somewhere at the back of Gray’s Inn. The buildings of the Parcels’ Post Depot marked another stage in our journey. But still the other cab did not show any sign of coming to a standstill. Leaving Mount Pleasant behind us, we entered that dingy labyrinth of streets lying on the other side of the Clerkenwell House of Detention. How much longer was the chase going to last? Then, to my delight, the other cab slackened its pace, and eventually pulled up before a small public-house. We were so close behind it that we narrowly escaped a collision. I sprang out, and ran to the other vehicle in order to stop Hayle before he could alight.

“Wot’s up, guvner?” asked the cabman. “Don’t go a worritting of yourself. There’s nobody inside.”

He was quite right, the cab was empty!


CHAPTER VI
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I FLATTER MYSELF that I am a man who is not easily disconcerted, but for the second time that day I was completely taken aback. I had watched that cab so closely, had followed its progress so carefully, that it seemed impossible Hayle could have escaped from it. Yet there was the fact, apparent to all the world, that he had got away. I looked from the cab to the cabman and then at my own driver, who had descended from his perch and was standing beside me.

“Well, I wouldn’t have believed it,” I said aloud, when I had recovered somewhat my astonishment.

My own driver, who had doubtless begun to think that the sovereign I had promised him was in danger, was inclined to be somewhat bellicose. It appeared as if he were anxious to make a personal matter of it, and in proof of this he sternly demanded of his rival what he had done with his fare.

“You don’t think I’ve ate him, do yer?” asked that worthy. “What’s it got to do with me what a fare does? I set ‘im down, same as I should do you, and now I am on my way ‘ome. Look arter your own fare, and take him ‘ome and put him ter bed, but don’t yer a’come abotherin’ me. I’ve done the best day’s work I’ve ever ‘ad in my life, and if so be the pair of yer like to come into the pub here, well, I don’t know as I won’t a stand yer both a two of Scotch cold. It looks as if ’twould kind a’ cheer the guvner up a bit, seem’ as how he’s dis’pointed like. Come on now!”

It is one of my best principles, and to it I feel that I owe a considerable portion of my success, that I never allow my pride to stand in the way of my business. The most valuable information is not unfrequently picked up in the most unlikely places, and for this reason I followed my own Jehu and his rival into the public-house in question. The man was visibly elated by the good stroke of business he had done that night, and was inclined to be convivial.

“ ‘e was a proper sort of bloke,” he said as we partook of our refreshment. “ ‘e give me a fiver, ‘e did, an’ I wishes as ‘ow I could meet another like ‘im every day.”

“They do say as how one man’s mutton is another man’s poison,” retorted my driver, who, in spite of the entertainment he was receiving, visibly regarded the other with disfavour. “If you’d a give us the tip, I’d ‘ave ‘ad my suvering. As it is I don’t take it friendly like that you should a’ bilked us.”

“Yer can take it as yer darned well please,” said the other, as he spoke placing his glass upside down on the counter, in order to prove beyond contradiction that it was empty. I immediately ordered a repetition, which was supplied. Thereupon the cabman continued — 

“When I ‘as a bit of business ter do yer must understand that I does it, and that no man can say as I doesn’t. A gent gets into my keb and sez he, ‘Drive me until I tell yer to stop, and go as fast as yer can,’ sez he. ‘Take every back street yer know of, and come out somewhere Hoxton way. I’m not partic’lar so long as I go fast, an’ I don’t git collared by the keb that’s after us. If yer help me to give ‘im the slip there’s a five-poun’ note for yer trouble.’ Well, sez I to myself, this is a proper bit of busness and there and then I sets off as fast as the old ‘orse cud take us. We turns up Southampton Street, and you turns up after us. As we was agoin’ down ‘enrietta Street I asked him to let me ‘ave a look at his five-poun’ note, for I didn’t want no Bank of Fashion or any of that sort of truck shoved into me, you’ll understand. ‘You needn’t be suspicious, Cabby,’ sez he, ‘I’ll make it suverings, if you like, and half a one over for luck, if that will satisfy yer? ‘When I told him it would, he give me two poun’ ten in advance and away we went again. We weren’t more than ‘arf a mile away from here — thank ye, sir, I don’t mind if I do, it’s cold drivin’ — well, as I was a sayin’ we wasn’t more than ‘arf a mile away from here, when the gent he stands up and sez to me, ‘Look here, Kebby, turn the next corner pretty sharp, and slow down at the first bye-street you come to. Then I’ll jump out,’ ‘Right yer are, guvner,’ sez I, and with that he ‘ands me up the other two poun’ ten and the extry half-suvering. I fobbed it and whipped up the old ‘oss. Next moment we was around the corner, and a-drivin’ as if we was a trying to ketch a train. Then we comes to a little side street, an’ I slows down. Out ‘e jumps and down he goes along a side street as if the devil was arter him. Then I drives on my way and pulls up ‘ere. Bilked you were, guvner, and I don’t mind sayin’ so, but busness is busness, and five poun’ ten ain’t to be picked up every day. I guess the old woman will be all there when I get ‘ome to-night.”

“That’s all very well, cabby,” I said, “but it’s just likely you want to add another sovereign to that five-pound ten. If you do I don’t mind putting another in your way. I tell you that I want to catch the man I was after to-night. He’s as big a thief as ever walked the earth, and if you will help me to put my hand upon him, you’ll be doing a service, not only to me, but to the whole country at large.”

“What is it you want me to do?” he asked suspiciously. “He treated me fair, and he’ll take it mean of me if I help you to nab him.”

“I don’t want you to do anything but to drive me to the side street where you put him down. Then you can take your sovereign and be off home as quick as you like. Do you agree?”

He hesitated for a space in which a man could have counted twenty, and then set his glass upon the counter.

“I’ll do it,” he said. “I’ll drive yer there, not for the suvering, but for the good of the country yer speaks about. Come on.”

I gave my own man his money, and then followed the other out to his cab. He mounted to his box, not without some help, and we presently set off. Whether it was the effect of the refreshment he had imbibed, or whether it was mere elation of spirits I cannot say, the fact, however, remains that for the whole of the journey, which occupied ten or twelve minutes he howled vociferously. A more joyous cabman could scarcely have been discovered in all that part of London. At last he pulled his horse to a standstill, and descended from his seat.

“This ‘ere’s the place,” he said, “and that’s the street he bolted down. Yer can’t mistake it. Now let’s have a look at yer suvering, guvner, and then I’ll be off home to bed, and it’s about time too.”

I paid him the sum I had promised him, and then made my way down the narrow street, in the direction Hayle had taken. It was not more than a couple of hundred yards long, and was hemmed in on either hand by squalid cottages. As if to emphasize the misery of the locality, and perhaps in a measure to account for it, at the further end I discovered a gin-palace, whose flaring lights illuminated the streets on either hand with brazen splendour. A small knot of loafers were clustered on the pavement outside the public, and these were exactly the men I wanted. Addressing myself to them I inquired how long they had been in their present position.

“Best part of an hour, guv’ner,” said one of them, pushing his hands deep down into his pockets, and executing a sort of double shuffle as he spoke. “Ain’t doin’ any harm ‘ere, I ‘ope. We was ‘opin’ as ‘ow a gent like yourself would come along in the course of the evening just to ask us if we was thirsty, and wot we’d take for to squench it.”

“You shall have something to squench it, if you can answer the questions I am going to ask you,” I replied. “Did either of you see a gentleman come down this street, running, about half-an-hour or so ago.”

“Was he carrying a rug and a bag?” asked one of the men without hesitation.

“He was,” I replied. “He is the man I want. Which way did he go when he left here?”

“He took Jim Boulter’s cab,” said another man, who had until a few moments before been leaning against the wall. “The Short ‘Un was alookin’ after it for ‘im, and I heard him call Jimmy myself. He tossed the Short ‘Un a bob, he did, when he got in. Such luck don’t seem ever to come my way.”

“Where is the Short ‘Un, as you call him?” I inquired, thinking that it might be to my advantage to interview that gentleman.

“A-drinkin’ of his bob in there,” the man answered. “Where d’ye think ye’d be a-seein’ ‘im? Bearin’ ‘isself proud like a real torf, and at closen’ time they’ll be chuckin’ ‘im out into the gutter, and then ‘is wife ‘ll come down, and they ‘ll fight, an’ most like both of ‘em ‘ll get jugged before they knows where they is, and come before the beak in the mornin’.”

“Look here,” I said, “if one of you will go in and induce the gentleman of whom you speak to come out here and talk to me, I would not mind treating the four of you to half-a-crown.”

The words had scarcely left my lips before a deputation had entered the house in search of the gentleman in question. When they returned with him one glance was sufficient to show me that the Short ‘Un was in a decidedly inebriated condition. His friends, however, deeming it possible that their chance of appreciating my liberality depended upon his condition being such as he could answer questions with some sort of intelligence, proceeded to shake and pummel him into something approaching sobriety. In one of his lucid intervals I inquired whether he felt equal to telling me in what direction the gentleman who had given him the shilling had ordered the cabman to drive him. He turned the question over and over in his mind, and then arrived at the conclusion that it was “some hotel close to Waterloo.”

This was certainly vague, but it encouraged me to persevere.

“Think again,” I said; “he must have given you some definite address.”

“Now I do remember,” said the man, “it seems to me it was Foxwell’s Hotel, Waterloo Road. That’s where it was, Foxwell’s Hotel. Don’t you know it?

“Foxwell’s Hotel is a merry, merry place,
When the jolly booze is flowin’, flowin’ free.”

Now chorus, gen’men.”

Having heard all I wanted to, I gave the poor wretches what I had promised them, and went in search of a cab. As good luck would have it I was able to discover one in the City Road, and in it I drove off in the direction of Waterloo. If Hayle were really going to stay the night at Foxwell’s Hotel, then my labours had not been in vain, after all. But I had seen too much of that gentleman’s character of late to put any trust in his statements, until I had verified them to my own satisfaction. I was not acquainted with Foxwell’s Hotel, but after some little search I discovered it. It was by no means the sort of place a man of Hayle’s wealth would be likely to patronize, but remembering that he had particular reasons for not being en evidence just at present, I could understand his reasons for choosing such a hostelry. I accordingly paid off my cabman and entered the bar. Taking the young lady I found there a little on one side, I inquired whether a gentleman had arrived within the last half-hour, carrying a bag and a heavy travelling-rug.

Much to my gratification she replied that such a gentleman had certainly arrived within the past half-hour, and was now at supper in the coffee-room. She inquired whether I would care to see him? I replied in the negative, stating that I would call next day and make myself known to him.

“We are old friends,” I said, “and for that reason I should be glad if you would promise me that you will say nothing to him about my coming to-night.”

Woman-like the idea pleased her, and she willingly gave the promise I asked.

“If you want to see him you’d better be here early,” she said. “He told me when he booked his room, that he should be wanting to get away at about ten o’clock to-morrow morning.”

“I’ll be here well before that,” I replied. “If all goes right, I shall call upon him between eight and nine o’clock.”

Feeling sure that, after what I had said to her, she would say nothing to Hayle about my visit, I returned to my own hotel and retired to rest.

Next morning I was up betimes, had breakfasted, and was at Foxwell’s Hotel before eight o’clock had struck. I proceeded straight to the bar, where I discovered my acquaintance of the previous evening, in curl papers, assiduously dusting shelves and counter. There was a fragrance of the last night’s potations still hovering about the place, which had the dreary, tawdry appearance that was so different to the glamour of the previous night. I bade the girl good-morning, and then inquired whether she had seen anything of my friend. At first she did not appear to recognize me, but on doing so she volunteered to go off and make inquiries. She did so, to return a few moments later with the information that the gentleman “had rung for his boots, and would be down to breakfast in a few minutes.”

“I wonder what you will have to say for yourself when you see me, Mr. Hayle,” I muttered. “You will find that I am not to be so easily shaken off as you imagine.”

I accordingly made my way to the dining-room, and seating myself at a table, ordered a cup of coffee and an egg. The London egg is not a favourite of mine, but I was prepared to eat a dozen of them if necessary, if by so doing I could remain in the room long enough to find myself face to face with Gideon Hayle. Several people put in an appearance and commenced their morning repast, but when a quarter of an hour had elapsed and the man I wanted had not presented himself, my patience became exhausted and I went in search of my hourie of the bar.

“My friend’s a long time coming down,” I said, “I hope he has not gone out to breakfast?”

“You must be mistaken,” she answered. “I saw him come down-stairs nearly a quarter of an hour ago. He went into the dining-room, and I felt sure you must have seen him. If you will follow me I’ll show him to you.”

So saying she led the way along the dingy passage until she arrived at a green baize door with two glass panels. Here she stopped and scanned the dining-room. The boots, who had just come upstairs from the lower regions, assisted in the operation, and seemed to derive considerable satisfaction from it.

“There he is,” said the girl, pointing to a table in the furthest corner of the room; “the tall man with the black moustache.”

I looked and was consumed with disappointment. The individual I saw there was no more like Hayle than he was like the man in the moon.

“Do you mean to tell me that he is the man who arrived late last night in a cab, and whose luggage consisted of a small brown bag and a travelling rug?” I asked. “You’ve been having a game with me, young woman, and I should advise you to be careful. You don’t realize who I am.”

“Hoighty toity,” she said, with a toss of her head that sent her curl-papers dancing. “If you’re going to be nasty, I am going. You asked for the gentleman who came late last night with a bag, and there he is. If he’s not the person you want, you mustn’t blame me. I’m sure I’m not responsible for everybody’s friends. Dear me, I hope not!”

The shock-headed boots had all this time been listening with the greatest interest. He and the barmaid, it appeared, had had a quarrel earlier in the morning, and in consequence were still far from being upon the best of terms.

“The cove as the gent wants, miss, must be ‘im as came close upon eleven o’clock last night,” he put in. “The toff with the bag and blanket. Why I carried his bag up to number forty-seven with my own ‘ands, and you know it.”

The girl was quite equal to the occasion.

“You’d better hold your tongue,” she said. “If you don’t you’ll get into trouble.”

“What for?” he inquired. “It’s a free country, I ‘ope. Nice sort of toff ‘e was, forgot all about the boots, and me a-doin’ ‘is browns as slap-up as if ‘e was a-goin’ out to dinner with the Queen. But p’reaps he’s left a ‘arf-sovereign for me with you. It ain’t likely. Oh no, of course it isn’t likely he would. You wouldn’t keep it carefully for me, would you? Oh no, in course not? What about that two bob the American gent give you?”

The girl did not wait to hear any more, but with a final toss of her head, disappeared into the bar.

“Now, look here, my friend,” I said to the boots, “it is quite evident that you know more about this gentleman than that young lady does. Tell me all about him, and I’ll make it worth your while.”

“There ain’t much to tell,” he answered. “Leastways, nothin’ particular. He was no end of a toff, great-coat with silk collar, neat browns, gloves, and a bowler ‘at.”

“Moustache?”

“Yes, and waxed. Got a sort of broad-arrow on his cheek, and looked at ye as if ‘is eyes was gimlets, and he wanted to bore a hole through yer; called at seven, breakfast at half-past, ‘am and eggs and two cups of corfee and a roll, all took up to ‘im in ‘is room. Ordered a cab to catch the nine o’clock express to Southampton. I puts ‘im in with his bag and blanket, and says, ‘Kindly remember the boots, sir,’ and he says, ‘I’ve done it,’ I said I ‘adn’t ‘ad it, and he told me to go to ——  — , well the place as isn’t mentioned in perlite company. That’s all I know about ‘im.”

He paused and shook his head in the direction of the bar, after which he observed that he knew all about it, and one or two other things beside.

I gave him a shilling for his information and then left the house. Once more I had missed Gideon Hayle by a few minutes, but I had received some information that might help me to find him again. Unfortunately, however, he was now well on his way to Southampton, and in a few hours might be out of England. My respect for that astute gentleman was increasing hourly, but it did not deter me, only made me the more resolved to beat him in the end. Making my way to Waterloo, I inquired when the next train left for Southampton. Finding that I had more than an hour and a half to wait, I telegraphed to the man I had sent to Southampton to watch the docks, and then took the electric railway to the city, and made my way to my office, where a pile of correspondence awaited me on my table. Calling my managing clerk to my assistance, I set to work to examine it. He opened the letters while I perused them and dictated the various replies. When he came to the fifth he uttered an exclamation of surprise.

“What is it?” I inquired. “Anything wrong?”

In reply he handed me a letter written on good note-paper, but without an address. It ran as follows — 

“Mr. Gideon Hayle returns thanks for kind inquiries, and begs to inform Mr. Fairfax that he is leaving England to-day for Algiers.”

“If he thinks he is going to bluff me with that sort of tale, he’s very much mistaken,” I said. “I happen to be aware of the fact that he left for Southampton by the nine o’clock train this morning. If I might hazard a guess as to where he was going, I should say that his destination is the Cape. But let him go where he will, I’ll have him yet. In the meantime, send Williams to Charing Cross at once, Roberts to Victoria, and Dickson to St. Paul’s. Furnish each with a description of the man they are to look after, be particular about the scar upon his left cheek, and if they see him, tell them that they are not to lose sight of him, happen what may. Let them telegraph should they discover anything definite, and then go in pursuit. In any case I shall return from Southampton to-night, and shall call here at once.”

Half-an-hour later I arrived at Waterloo, took my ticket and boarded the train for Southampton. When I reached the port I was met at the station by my representative, who informed me that he had seen nothing of the man I had described, although he had carefully looked for him.

“We’ll try the various shipping-offices first,” I said. “I feel positively certain that he came down here by the nine o’clock train.”

We drove from shipping-office to shipping-office, and made the most careful inquiries, but in every case without success. Once we thought we had discovered our man, only to find, after wasting a precious hour, that the clerk’s description was altogether a wrong one, and that he resembled Hayle in no sort of way. We boarded the South African mail-boat, but he was not among her passengers; we overhauled the American liner, with an equally barren result. We paid cursory visits to the principal hotels, but could hear no tidings of him in any one of them. As a matter of fact, if the man had journeyed to Southampton, as I had every reason to suppose he had done, he must have disappeared into thin air when he got there. The whole affair was most bewildering, and I scarcely knew what to think of it. That the boots at the hotel had not been hoodwinking me I felt assured in my own mind. His anger against the man was too real to allow any doubt upon that point. At last, having exhausted all our resources, and not seeing what I could do further, I returned to my subordinate’s lodgings, where it had been arranged that telegrams should be addressed to me. On my arrival there a yellow envelope was handed to me. I tore it open eagerly and withdrew the contents. It proved to be from Dickson, and had been sent off from Dover. I took my codebook from my pocket and translated the message upon the back of the telegraph-form. It ran as follows — 

“Man with triangular scar upon left cheek, brown bag and travelling rug, boarded train at Herne Hill, went through to Dover, and has booked to Paris. Am following him according to instructions.”

“Then he slipped me after all,” I cried. “He must have gone on to Waterloo, crossed to Cannon Street, then on to London Bridge. The cunning scoundrel! He must have made up his mind that the biggest bluff he could play upon me was to tell the truth, and by Jove! he was not very far wrong. However, those laugh best who laugh last, and though he has had a very fair innings so far, we will see whether he can beat me in the end. I’ll get back to Town now, run down to Bishopstowe to-morrow morning to report progress, and then be off to Paris after him on Monday.”

At 8.45 that night I reached London. At the same moment Mr. Gideon Hayle was sitting down to a charming little dinner at the Café des Princes, and was smiling to himself as he thought of the success that had attended the trick he had played upon me.


CHAPTER VII
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WHEN I REACHED the charming little Surrey village of Bishopstowe, I could see that it bore out Kitwater’s description of it. A prettier little place could scarcely have been discovered, with its tree-shaded high-road, its cluster of thatched cottages, its blacksmith’s shop, rustic inn with the signboard on a high post before the door, and last but not least, the quaint little church standing some hundred yards back from the main road, and approached from the lych-gate by an avenue of limes.

“Here,” I said to myself, “is a place where a man might live to be a hundred, undisturbed by the rush and bustle of the Great World.”

That was my feeling then, but since I have come to know it better, and have been permitted an opportunity of seeing for myself something of the inner life of the hamlet, I have discovered that it is only the life of a great city, on a small scale. There is the same keen competition in trade, with the same jealousies and bickerings. However, on this peaceful Sunday morning it struck me as being delightful. There was an old-world quiet about it that was vastly soothing. The rooks cawed lazily in the elms before the church as if they knew it were Sunday morning and a day of rest. A dog lay extended in the middle of the road, basking in the sunshine, a thing which he would not have dared to do on a weekday. Even the little stream that runs under the old stone bridge, which marks the centre of the village, and then winds its tortuous course round the churchyard, through the Squire’s park, and then down the valley on its way to the sea, seemed to flow somewhat more slowly than was its wont.

Feeling just in the humour for a little moralizing, I opened the lych-gate and entered the churchyard. The congregation were singing the last hymn, the Old Hundredth, if I remember rightly, and the sound of their united voices fitted perfectly into the whole scheme, giving it the one touch that was lacking. As I strolled along I glanced at the inscriptions on the various tomb-stones, and endeavoured to derive from them some notion of the lives and characters of those whose memories they perpetuated.

“Sacred to the memory of Erasmus Gunning, twenty-seven years Schoolmaster of this Parish. Born 24th of March, 1806, and rested from his labours on September the 19th, 1876.” Seating myself on the low wall that surrounded the churchyard, I looked down upon the river, and while so doing, reflected upon Erasmus Gunning. What had he been like, this knight of the ferrule, who for twenty-seven years acted as pedagogue to this tiny hamlet? What good had he done in his world? Had he realized his life’s ambition? Into many of the congregation now worshipping yonder he must have driven the three R’s, possibly with the assistance of the faithful ferrule aforesaid, yet how many of them gave a thought to his memory! In this case the assertion that he “rested from his labours” was a trifle ambiguous. Consigning poor Erasmus to oblivion, I continued my walk. Presently my eyes caught an inscription that made me halt again. It was dedicated to the “Loving Memory of William Kitwater, and Susan, his wife.” I was still looking at it, when I heard a step on the gravel-path behind me, and turning round, I found myself standing face to face with Miss Kitwater. To use the conventional phrase, church had “come out,” and the congregation was even now making its way down the broad avenue towards the high-road.
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“ ‘HOW DO YOU DO, MR. FAIRFAX?’ SAID MISS KITWATER.”



“How do you do, Mr. Fairfax?” said Miss Kitwater, giving me her hand as she spoke. “It is kind indeed of you to come down. I hope you have good news for us?”

“I am inclined to consider it good news myself,” I said. “I hope you will think so too.”

She did not question me further about it then, but asking me to excuse her for a moment, stepped over the little plot of ground where her dear ones lay, and plucked some of the dead leaves from the flowers that grew upon it. To my thinking she was just what an honest English girl should be; straight-forward and gentle, looking the whole world in the face with frank and honourable simplicity. When she had finished her labour of love, which only occupied her a few moments, she suggested that we should stroll on to her house.

“My uncle will be wondering what has become of me,” she said, “and he will also be most anxious to see you.”

“He does not accompany you to church then?”

“No,” she answered. “He is so conscious of his affliction that he cannot bear it to be remarked. He usually stays at home and walks up and down a path in the garden, brooding, I am afraid, over his treatment by Mr. Hayle. It goes to my heart to see him.”

“And Mr. Codd?”

“He, poor little man, spends most of his time reading such works on Archæology as he can obtain. It is his one great study, and I am thankful he has such a hobby to distract his mind from his own trouble.”

“Their coming to England must have made a great change in your life,” I remarked.

“It has made a difference,” she answered. “But one should not lead one’s life exactly to please one’s self. They were in sore distress, and I am thankful that they came to me, and that I had the power to help them.”

This set me thinking. She spoke gravely, and I knew that she meant what she said. But underlying it there was a suggestion that, for some reason or another, she had not been altogether favourably impressed by her visitors. Whether I was right in my suppositions I could not tell then, but I knew that I should in all probability be permitted a better opportunity of judging later on. We crossed the little bridge, and passed along the high road for upwards of a mile, until we found ourselves standing at the entrance to one of the prettiest little country residences it has even been my lot to find. A drive, some thirty yards or so in length, led up to the house and was shaded by overhanging trees. The house itself was of two stories and was covered by creepers. The garden was scrupulously neat, and I fancied that I could detect its mistress’s hand in it. Shady walks led from it in various directions, and at the end of one of these I could discern a tall, restless figure, pacing up and down.

“There is my uncle,” said the girl, referring to the figure I have just described. “That is his sole occupation. He likes it because it is the only part of the garden in which he can move about without a guide. How empty and hard his life must seem to him, now, Mr. Fairfax?”

“It must indeed,” I replied. “To my thinking blindness is one of the worst ills that can happen to a man. It must be particularly hard to one who has led such a vigorous life as your uncle has done.”

I could almost have declared that she shuddered at my words. Did she know more about her uncle and his past life than she liked to think about? I remembered one or two expressions he had let fall in his excitement when he had been talking to me, and how I had commented upon them as being strange words to come from the lips of a missionary. I had often wondered whether the story he had told me about their life in China, and Hayle’s connection with it, had been a true one. The tenaciousness with which a Chinaman clings to the religion of his forefathers is proverbial, and I could not remember having ever heard that a Mandarin, or an official of high rank, had been converted to the Christian Faith. Even if he had, it struck me as being highly improbable that he would have been the possessor of such princely treasure, and even supposing that to be true, that he would, at his death, leave it to such a man as Kitwater. No, I fancied if we could only get at the truth of the story, we should find that it was a good deal more picturesque, not to use a harsher term, than we imagined. For a moment I had almost been tempted to believe that the stones were Hayle’s property, and that these two men were conducting their crusade with the intention of robbing him of them. Yet, on maturer reflection, this did not fit in. There was the fact that they had certainly been mutilated as they described, and also their hatred of Hayle to be weighed in one balance, while Hayle’s manifest fear of them could be set in the other.

“If I am not mistaken that is your step, Mr. Fairfax,” said the blind man, stopping suddenly in his walk, and turning his sightless face in my direction. “It’s wonderful how the loss of one’s sight sharpens one’s ears. I suppose you met Margaret on the road.”

“I met Miss Kitwater in the churchyard,” I replied.

“A very good meeting-place,” he chuckled sardonically. “It’s where most of us meet each other sooner or later. Upon my word, I think the dead are luckier than the living. In any case they are more fortunate than poor devils like Codd and myself. But I am keeping you standing, won’t you sit down somewhere and tell me your news? I have been almost counting the minutes for your arrival. I know you would not be here to-day unless you had something important to communicate to me. You have found Hayle?”

He asked the question with feverish eagerness, as if he hoped within a few hours to be clutching at the other’s throat. I could see that his niece noticed it too, and that she recoiled a little from him in consequence. I thereupon set to work and told them of all that had happened since I had last seen them, described my lucky meeting with Hayle at Charing Cross, my chase after him across London, the trick he had played me at Foxwell’s Hotel, and my consequent fruitless journey to Southampton.

“And he managed to escape you after all,” said Kitwater. “That man would outwit the Master of all Liars Himself. He is out of England by this time, and we shall lose him.”

“He has not escaped me,” I replied quietly. “I know where he is, and I have got a man on his track.”

“Then where is he?” asked Kitwater. “If you know where he is, you ought to be with him yourself instead of down here. You are paid to conduct the case. How do you know that your man may not bungle it, and that we may not lose him again?”

His tone was so rude and his manner so aggressive, that his niece was about to protest. I made a sign to her, however, not to do so.

“I don’t think you need be afraid, Mr. Kitwater,” I said more soothingly than I felt. “My man is a very clever and reliable fellow, and you may be sure that, having once set eyes on Mr. Hayle, he will not lose sight of him again. I shall leave for Paris to-morrow morning, and shall immediately let you know the result of my search. Will that suit you?”

“It will suit me when I get hold of Hayle,” he replied. “Until then I shall know no peace. Surely you must understand that?”

Then, imagining perhaps, that he had gone too far, he began to fawn upon me, and what was worse praised my methods of elucidating a mystery. I cannot say which I disliked the more. Indeed, had it not been that I had promised Miss Kitwater to take up the case, and that I did not want to disappoint her, I believe I should have abandoned it there and then, out of sheer disgust. A little later our hostess proposed that we should adjourn to the house, as it was neatly lunch-time. We did so, and I was shown to a pretty bedroom to wash my hands. It was a charming apartment, redolent of the country, smelling of lavender, and after London, as fresh as a glimpse of a new life. I looked about me, took in the cleanliness of everything, and contrasted it with my own dingy apartments at Rickford’s Hotel, where the view from the window was not of meadows and breezy uplands, but of red roofs, chimney-pots, and constantly revolving cowls. I could picture the view from this window in the early morning, with the dew upon the grass, and the blackbirds whistling in the shrubbery. I am not a vain man, I think, but at this juncture I stood before the looking-glass and surveyed myself. For the first time in my life I could have wished that I had been better-looking. At last I turned angrily away.

“What a duffer I am to be sure!” I said to myself. “If I begin to get notions like this in my head there is no knowing where I may end. As if any girl would ever think twice about me!”

Thereupon I descended to the drawing-room, which I found empty. It was a true woman’s room, daintily furnished, with little knick-knacks here and there, a work-basket put neatly away for the Sabbath, and an open piano with one of Chopin’s works upon the music-rest. Leading out of the drawing-room was a small conservatory, filled with plants. It was a pretty little place and I could not refrain from exploring it. I am passionately fond of flowers, but my life at that time was not one that permitted me much leisure to indulge in my liking. As I stood now, however, in the charming place, among the rows of neatly-arranged pots, I experienced a sort of waking dream. I seemed to see myself standing in this very conservatory, hard at work upon my flowers, a pipe in my mouth and my favourite old felt hat upon my head. Crime and criminals were alike forgotten; I no longer lived in a dingy part of the Town, and what was better than all I had —— 

“Do you know I feel almost inclined to offer you the proverbial penny,” said Miss Kitwater’s voice behind me, at the drawing-room door. “Is it permissible to ask what you were thinking about?”

I am not of course prepared to swear it, but I honestly believe for the first time for many years, I blushed.

“I was thinking how very pleasant a country life must be,” I said, making the first excuse that came to me. “I almost wish that I could lead one.”

“Then why don’t you? Surely it would not be so very difficult?”

“I am rather afraid it would,” I answered. “And yet I don’t know why it should be.”

“Perhaps Mrs. Fairfax would not care about it,” she continued, as we returned to the drawing-room together.

“Good gracious!” I remarked. “There is no Mrs. Fairfax. I am the most confirmed of old bachelors. I wonder you could not see that. Is not the word crustiness written plainly upon my forehead?”

“I am afraid I cannot see it,” she answered. “I am not quite certain who it was, but I fancy it was my uncle who informed me that you were married.”

“It was very kind of him,” I said. “But it certainly is not the case. I fear my wife would have rather a lonely time of it if it were. I am obliged to be away from home so much, you see, and for so long at a time.”

“Yours must be indeed a strange profession, Mr. Fairfax, if I may say so,” she continued. “Some time ago I came across an account, in a magazine, of your life, and the many famous cases in which you had taken part.”

“Ah! I remember the wretched thing,” I said. “I am sorry that you should ever have seen it.”

“And why should you be sorry?”

“Because it is a silly thing, and I have always regretted allowing the man to publish it. He certainly called upon me and asked me a lot of questions, after which he went away and wrote that article. Ever since then I have felt like a conceited ass, who tried to make himself out more clever than he really was.”

“I don’t think you would do that,” she said. “But, if you will let me say so, yours must be a very trying life, and also an extremely dangerous one. I am afraid you must look upon human nature from a very strange point of view!”

“Not more strange probably than you do,” I answered.

“But you are continually seeing the saddest side of it. To you all the miseries that a life of crime entails, are visible. The greater part of your time is spent among desperate men who are without hope, and to whom even their own shadows are a constant menace. I wonder that you still manage to retain your kind heart.”

“But how do you know that my heart is kind?” I inquired.

“If for no other reason, simply because you have taken up my uncle’s case,” she answered. “Do you think when he was so rude to you just now, that I could not see that you pitied him, and for that reason you forbore to take advantage of your power? I know you have a kind heart.”

“And you find it difficult to assimilate that kind heart with the remorseless detective of Public Life?”

“I find it difficult to recognize in you the man who, on a certain notable occasion, went into a thieves’ den in Chicago unaccompanied, and after a terrible struggle in which you nearly lost your life, succeeded in effecting the arrest of a notorious murderer.”

At that moment the gong in the hall sounded for lunch, and I was by no means sorry for the interruption. We found Kitwater and Codd awaiting our coming in the dining-room, and we thereupon sat down to the meal. When we left the room again, we sat in the garden and smoked, and later in the afternoon, my hostess conducted me over her estate, showed me her vineries, introduced me to her two sleek Jerseys, who had their home in the meadow I had seen from the window; to her poultry, pigs, and the pigeons who came fluttering about her, confident that they would come to no harm. Meanwhile her uncle had resumed his restless pacing up and down the path on which I had first seen him, Codd had returned to his archaeological studies, and I was alone with Miss Kitwater. We were standing alone together, I remember, at the gate that separated the garden from the meadowland. I knew as well as possible, indeed I had known it since we had met in the churchyard that morning, that she had something to say to me, something concerning which she had not quite made up her mind. What it was, however, I fancied I could hazard a very good guess, but I was determined not to forestall her, but to wait and let her broach it to me in her own way. This, I fancied, she was now about to do.

“Mr. Fairfax,” she began, resting her clasped hands upon the bar of the gate as she spoke, “I want, if you will allow me, to have a serious talk with you. I could not have a better opportunity than the present, and, such as it is, I want to make the best of it.”

“I am quite at your service, Miss Kitwater,” I replied, “and if I can be of any use to you I hope you will tell me. Pray let me know what I can do for you?”

“It is about my uncle and Mr. Codd that I want to speak to you,” she said, sinking her voice a little, as if she were afraid they might hear.

“And what about them?”

“I want to be loyal to them, and yet I want to know what you think of the whole affair,” she said, looking intently at me as she spoke. “Believe me, I have good and sufficient reasons for my request.”

“I am to tell exactly what I think about their pursuit of this man Hayle? And what chances of success I think they possess?” I said.

“I am not thinking so much of their success,” she returned, “as of the real nature of their case.”

“I believe I understand what is passing in your mind,” I said. “Indeed I should not be surprised if the suspicion you entertain is not the same as I have myself.”

“You have been suspicious then?”

“I could scarcely fail to be,” I replied.

“Perhaps you will tell me what you suspect?”

“Will you forgive me, in my turn, if I am abrupt, or if I speak my mind a little too plainly?”

“You could not do that,” she answered with a sigh. “I want to know your exact thoughts, and then I shall be able to form my own conclusions.”

“Well,” I said, “before I begin, may I put one or two questions to you? You will, of course, remember that I had never seen or heard of your uncle and Mr. Codd until they stopped me on Ludgate Hill. They were and practically are strangers to me. I have heard their story of their treasure, but I have not heard what any one else has to say upon the subject.”

“I think I understand. Now what are your questions?”

“In the first place, did your late father ever speak to you of his brother as being a missionary in China?”

She shook her head, and from the look upon her face I could see that I had touched upon something painful. This, at least, was one of the things that had struck her as suspicious.

“If he were a missionary, I am quite sure my father did not know it,” she said. “In fact I always understood that he was somewhat of a scapegrace, and in consequence could never settle down to anything. That is your first, now what is your second question, Mr. Fairfax?”

I paused for a moment before I replied.

“My second partakes more of the nature of an assertion than a question,” I answered. “As I read it, you are more afraid of what may happen should the two men meet than anything else.”

“Yes, that is just what I am afraid of,” she replied. “My uncle’s temper is so violent, and his desire for revenge so absorbing, that I dare not think what would happen if he came into actual contact with Hayle. Now that I have replied to your questions, will you give me the answer I want? That is to say will you tell me what you think of the whole affair?”

“If you wish it, I will,” I said slowly. “You have promised to permit me to be candid, and I am going to take advantage of that permission. In my own mind I do not believe the story they tell. I do not believe that they were ever missionaries, though we have convincing proofs that they have been in the hands of the Chinese. That Hayle betrayed them I have not the least doubt, it seems consistent with his character, but where they obtained the jewels, that are practically the keystones to the whole affair, I have no more notion than you. They may have been honestly come by, or they may not. So far as the present case is concerned that fact is immaterial. There is still, however, one vital point we have to consider. If the gems in question belong equally to the three men, each is entitled to his proper share, either of the stones or of the amounts realized by the sale. That share, as you already know, would amount to a considerable sum of money. Your uncle, I take it, has not a penny-piece in the world, and his companion is in the same destitute condition. Now we will suppose that I find Hayle for them, and they meet. Does it not seem to you quite possible that your uncle’s rage might lead him to do something desperate, in order to revenge himself upon the other? But if he could command himself he would probably get his money? If, on the other hand, they do not meet, then what is to be done? Forgive me, Miss Kitwater, for prying into your private affairs, but in my opinion it is manifestly unfair that you should have to support these two men for the rest of their existences.”

“You surely must see that I would rather do that than let my father’s brother commit a crime,” she returned, more earnestly than she had yet spoken.

The position was decidedly an awkward one. It was some proof of the girl’s sterling qualities that she should be prepared to make such a sacrifice for the sake of a man whom it was certainly impossible to love, and for that reason even to respect. I looked at her with an admiration in my face that I did not attempt to conceal. I said nothing by way of praise, however. It would have been an insult to her to have even hinted at such a thing.

“Pardon me,” I said at last, “but there is one thing that must be taken into consideration. Some day, Miss Kitwater, you may marry, and in that case your husband might not care about the arrangement you have made. Such things have happened before now.”

She blushed a rosy red and hesitated before she replied.

“I do not consider it very likely that I shall ever marry,” she answered. “And even if I did I should certainly not marry a man who would object to my doing what I consider to be my duty. And now that we have discussed all this, Mr. Fairfax, what do you think we had better do? I understood you to say to my uncle that you intend leaving for Paris to-morrow morning, in order to continue your search for the man Hayle. Supposing you find him, what will you do then?”

“In such a case,” I said slowly, looking at her all the time, “I should endeavour to get your uncle’s and Codd’s share of the treasure from him. If I am successful, then I shall let him go where he pleases.”

“And supposing you are unsuccessful in obtaining the money or the gems?”

“Then I must endeavour to think of some other way,” I replied, “but somehow I do not think I shall be unsuccessful.”

“Nor do I,” she answered, looking me full and fair in the face. “I fancy you know that I believe in you most implicitly, Mr. Fairfax.”

“In that case, do you mind shaking hands upon it?” I said.

“I will do so with much pleasure,” she answered. “You cannot imagine what a weight you have lifted off my mind. I have been so depressed about it lately that I have scarcely known what to do. I have lain awake at night, turning it over and over in my mind, and trying to convince myself as to what was best to be done. Then my uncle told me you were coming down here, and I resolved to put the case before you as I have done and to ask your opinion.”

She gave me her little hand, and I took it and held it in my own. Then I released it and we strode back along the garden-path together without another word. The afternoon was well advanced by this time, and when we reached the summer-house, where Codd was still reading, we found that a little wicker tea-table had been brought out from the house and that chairs had been placed for us round it. To my thinking there is nothing that becomes a pretty woman more than the mere commonplace act of pouring out tea. It was certainly so in this case. When I looked at the white cloth upon the table, the heavy brass tray, and the silver jugs and teapot, and thought of my own cracked earthenware vessel, then reposing in a cupboard in my office, and in which I brewed my cup of tea every afternoon, I smiled to myself. I felt that I should never use it again without recalling this meal. After that I wondered whether it would ever be my good fortune to sit in this garden again, and to sip my Orange Pekoe from the same dainty service. The thought that I might not do so was, strangely enough, an unpleasant one, and I put it from me with all promptness. During the meal, Kitwater scarcely uttered a word. We had exhausted the probabilities of the case long since, and I soon found that he could think or talk of nothing else. At six o’clock I prepared to make my adieux. My train left Bishopstowe for London at the half-hour, and I should just have time to walk the distance comfortably. To my delight my hostess decided to go to church, and said she would walk with me as far as the lych-gate. She accordingly left us and went into the house to make her toilet. As soon as she had gone Kitwater fumbled his way across to where I was sitting, and having discovered a chair beside me, seated himself in it.

“Mr. Fairfax,” said he, “I labour under the fear that you cannot understand my position. Can you realize what it is like to feel shut up in the dark, waiting and longing always for only one thing? Could you not let me come to Paris with you to-morrow?”

“Impossible,” I said. “It is out of the question. It could not be thought of for a moment!”

“But why not? I can see no difficulty in it?”

“If for no other reason because it would destroy any chance of my even getting on the scent. I should be hampered at every turn.”

He heaved a heavy sigh.

“Blind! blind!” he said with despair in his voice. “But I know that I shall meet him some day, and when I do — —”

His ferocity was the more terrible by reason of his affliction.

“Only wait, Mr. Kitwater,” I replied. “Wait, and if I can help you, you shall have your treasure back again. Will you then be satisfied?”

“Yes, I’ll be satisfied,” he answered, but with what struck me as almost reluctance. “Yes, when I have my treasure back again I’ll be satisfied, and so will Codd. In the meantime I’ll wait here in the dark, the dark in which the days and nights are the same. Yes, I’ll wait and wait and wait.”

At that moment Miss Kitwater made her reappearance in the garden, and I rose to bid my clients farewell.

“Good-bye, Mr. Kitwater,” I said. “I’ll write immediately I reach Paris, and let you know how I am getting on.”

“You are very kind,” Kitwater answered, and Codd nodded his head.

My hostess and I then set off down the drive to the righ road which we followed towards the village. It was a perfect evening, and the sun was setting in the west in a mass of crimson and gold. At first we talked of various commonplace subjects, but it was not very long before we came back, as I knew we should do, to the one absorbing topic.

“There is another thing I want to set right with you, Miss Kitwater,” I said, as we paused upon the bridge to which I have elsewhere referred. “It is only a small matter. Somehow, however, I feel that I must settle it, before I can proceed further in the affair with any satisfaction to myself.”

She looked at me in surprise.

“What is it?” she asked, “I thought we had settled everything.”

“So far as I can see that is the only matter that remains,” I answered. “Yet it is sufficiently important to warrant my speaking to you about it. What I want to know is, who I am serving?”

“I don’t think I understand,” she said, drawing lines with her umbrella upon the stone coping of the bridge as she spoke.

“And yet my meaning is clear,” I returned. “What I want to be certain of is, whether I am serving you or your uncle?”

“I don’t think you are serving either of us,” she answered. “You are helping us to right a great wrong.”

“Forgive me, but that is merely trifling with words. I am going to be candid once more. You are paying the money, I believe?”

In some confusion she informed me that this certainly was the case.

“Very well, then, I am certainly your servant,” I said. “It is your interests I shall have to study.”

“I can trust them implicitly to you, I am sure, Mr. Fairfax,” she replied. “And now here we are at the church. If you walk quickly you will be just in time to catch your train. Let me thank you again for coming down to-day.”

“It has been a great pleasure to me,” I replied. “Perhaps when I return from Paris you will permit me to come down again to report progress?”

“We shall be very pleased to see you,” she answered. “Now, good-bye, and a pleasant journey to you!”

We shook hands and parted. As I passed along the road I watched her making her way along the avenue towards the church. There was need for me to shake my head.

“George Fairfax,” said I, “it would require very little of that young lady’s society to enable you to make a fool of yourself.”


CHAPTER VIII
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UNLIKE SO MANY of my countrymen I am prepared to state that I detest the French capital. I always make my visits to it as brief as possible, then, my business completed, off I fly again, seeming to breathe more freely when I am outside its boundaries. I don’t know why this should be so, for I have always been treated with the utmost courtesy and consideration by its inhabitants, particularly by those members of the French Detective Force with whom I have been brought in contact.

On this visit I crossed with one of the cleverest Parisian detectives, a man with whom I have had many dealings. He was most anxious to ascertain the reason of my visit to his country. My assurance that I was not in search of any one of his own criminals seemed to afford him no sort of satisfaction. He probably regarded it as an attempt to put him off the scent, and I fancy he resented it. We reached Paris at seven o’clock, whereupon I invited him to dine with me at eight o’clock, at a restaurant we had both patronized on many previous occasions. He accepted my invitation, and promised to meet me at the time and place I named. On the platform awaiting our arrival was my man Dickson, to whom I had telegraphed, ordering him to meet me.

“Well, Dickson,” I said, when I had bade the detective an revoir, “what about our man?”

“I’ve had him under my eye, sir,” he answered. “I know exactly what he’s been doing, and where he’s staying.”

“That’s good news indeed,” I replied. “Have you discovered anything else about him?”

“Yes, sir,” he returned. “I find that he’s struck up a sudden acquaintance with a lady named Mademoiselle Beaumarais, and that they are to dine together at the Café des Ambassadeurs to-night. They have been in and out of half the jewellers’ shops in the Rue de la Paix to-day, and he’s spending a mint of money on her.”

“They are dining at the Café des Ambassadeurs to-night, did you say? At what time?”

“I cannot tell you that, sir,” Dickson replied. “I only know that they are to dine there together to-night.”

“And pray how did you find that out?”

“I made inquiries as to who she was, where she lived, and then pumped her maid,” he answered.

“You did not do anything that would excite his suspicions, I hope,” I put in. “You ought to know by this time what women are.”

“Oh, no, sir, you needn’t be afraid,” he said. “I was too careful for that. The maid and I are on very friendly terms. She believes me to be a Russian, and I’ve not denied it.”

“It would be safest not to do so,” I replied. “If she discovers that you are an Englishman, she might chance to mention the fact to her mistress. She would doubtless let it fall in conversation with him, and then all our trouble would be useless. You speak Russian, do you not?”

“Only pretty well, sir,” he answered. “I should be soon bowled out if I came in contact with a real one.”

“Well, I think I will be somewhere near the Café des Ambassadeurs to-night just to make sure of my man. After that I’ll tell you what to do next.”

“Very good, sir,” he returned. “I suppose you will be staying at the same place?”

“Yes, the same place,” I replied. “If you have anything to communicate, you can either call, or send word to me there.”

I thereupon departed for the quiet house at which I usually take up my abode when in Paris. The big hotels are places I steer clear of, for the simple reason that I often have business in connection with them, and it does not pay me to become too well known. At this little house I can go out and come in just as I please, have my meals at any time of the day or night, and am as well cared for as at my own abode in London. On this occasion the old lady of the house greeted me with flattering enthusiasm. She had received my telegram, she said, and my usual room awaited me. I accordingly ascended to it in order to dress myself for the dinner of the evening, and as I did so, thought of the pretty bedroom I had seen on the previous day, which naturally led me to think of the owner of the house, at that moment my employer. In my mind’s eye I could see her just as she had stood on that old stone bridge at Bishopstowe, with the sunset behind her and the church bells sounding across the meadows, calling the villagers to evensong. How much better it was, I argued, to be standing talking to her there in that old world peace, than to be dressing for a dinner at an up-to-date French restaurant. My toilet completed, I descended to the street, hired a fiacre, and drove to the restaurant where I had arranged to meet my friend. The place in question is neither an expensive nor a fashionable one. It has no halls of mirrors, no dainty little cabinets, but, to my thinking, you can obtain the best dinner in all Paris there. On reaching it I found my guest had been the first to arrive. We accordingly ascended the stairs to the room above, where we selected our table and sat down. My companion was a witty little man with half the languages of Europe on his tongue, and a knowledge of all the tricks and dodges of all the criminal fraternity at his finger-ends. He has since written a book on his experiences, and a stranger volume, or one more replete with a knowledge of the darker side of human nature it would be difficult to find. He had commenced his professional career as a doctor, and like myself had gradually drifted into the detective profession. Among other things he was an inimitable hand at disguising himself, as many a wretched criminal now knows to his cost. Even I, who know him so well, have been taken in by him. I have given alms to a blind beggar in the streets, have encountered him as a chiffonier prowling about the gutters, have sat next to him on an omnibus when he has been clothed as an artisan in a blue blouse, and on not one of those occasions have I ever recognized him until he made himself known to me. Among other things he was a decided epicure, and loved a good dinner as well as any of his compatriots. Could you but see him with his napkin tucked under his chin, his little twinkling eyes sparkling with mirth, and his face wreathed in smiles, you would declare him to be one of the jolliest-looking individuals you have ever encountered. See him, however, when he is on business and has a knotty problem to solve, and you will find a different man. The mouth has become one of iron, the eyes are as fierce as fierce can be. Some one, I remember, likened him to the great Napoleon, and the description is an exceedingly apt one.

“By the way,” I said, as we took a peep into our second bottle of Perrier-Jouet, “there is a question I want to put to you. Do you happen to be acquainted with a certain Mademoiselle Beaumarais?”

“I have known her for more years than she or I would care to remember,” he answered. “For a woman who has led the life she has, she wears uncommonly well. A beautiful creature! The very finest shoulders in all Paris, and that is saying something.”

He blew a kiss off the tips of his fingers, and raised his glass in her honour.

“I drink to her in this noble wine, but I do not let her touch my money. Oh no, la belle Louise is a clever woman, a very clever woman, but money trickles through her fingers like water through a sieve. Let me think for a moment. She ruined the Marquis D’Esmai, the Vicomte Cotforét, Monsieur D’Armier, and many others whose names I cannot now recall. The first is with our noble troops in Cochin China, the second is in Algeria, and the third I know not where, and now I have learnt since my arrival in Paris that she has got hold of a young Englishman, who is vastly wealthy. She will have all he has got very soon, and then he will begin the world anew. You are interested in that Englishman, of course?”

“How do you know that?”

“Because you question me about Mademoiselle Beaumarais,” he answered. “A good many people have asked me about her at different times, but it is always the man they want to get hold of. You, my astute Fairfax, are interested in the man, not because you want to save him from her, but because he has done a little something which he should not have done elsewhere. The money he is lavishing on Mademoiselle Louise, whence does it come? Should I be very wrong if I suggested gems?”

I gave a start of surprise. How on earth did he guess this?

“Yes! I see I’m right,” he answered with a little laugh. “Well, I knew it a long time ago. Ah, you are astonished! You should surely never allow yourself to be surprised by anything. Now I will tell you how I come to know about the gems. Some time ago a certain well-known lady of this city lost her jewel-case in a mysterious manner. The affair was placed in my hands, and when I had exhausted Paris, I went to Amsterdam, en route if necessary for London. You know our old friends, Levenstein and Schartzer?”

I nodded. I had had dealings with that firm on many occasions.

“Well, as I went into their office, I saw the gentleman who has been paying his attentions to the lady we have been discussing, come out. I have an excellent memory for faces, and when I saw him to-night entering the Café des Ambassadeurs, I recognized him immediately. Thus the mystery is explained.”

He shrugged his shoulders and spread his hands apart, like a conjurer who has just vanished a rabbit or an orange.

“Has the man of whom we are speaking done very wrong?” he inquired.

“The stones he sold in London and Amsterdam belonged to himself and his two partners,” I answered. “He has not given them their share of the transaction. That is all.”

“They had better be quick about it then, or they are not likely to get anything. It would be a very big sum that would tempt la belle Louise to be faithful for a long period. If your employers really desire to punish him, and they are not in want of money, I should say do not let them interfere. She will then nibble-nibble at what he has got like a mouse into a store of good things. Then presently that store will be all gone, and then she will give him up, and he, the man, will go out and shoot himself, and she will pick up somebody else, and will begin to nibble-nibble just as before. As I say, there will be somebody else, and somebody else, right up to the end of the chapter. And with every one she will grow just an imperceptible bit older. By and by the wrinkles will appear; I fancy there are just one or two already. Then she will not be so fastidious about her hundred of thousand francs, and will condescend to think of mere thousands. After that it will come to simple hundreds. Then there will be an interval — after which a garret, a charcoal brazier, and the Morgue. I have known so many, and it is always the same. First, the diamonds, the champagne, the exquisite little dinners at the best restaurants, and at last the brazier, the closed doors and windows, and the cold stone slab. There is a moral in it, my dear friend, but we will not look for it to-night. When do you intend to commence business with your man?”

“At once,” I answered. “He knows that I am after him and my only fear is that he will make a bolt. I cannot understand why he is dallying in Paris so long?”

“For the simple reason that he is confident he has put you off the scent,” was my companion’s reply. “He is doing the one foolish thing the criminal always does sooner or later; that is to say, he is becoming over-confident of his own powers to elude us. You and I, my friend, should be able to remember several such instances. Now, strange to say, I came across a curious one the other day. Would you care to hear it?”

He lit a cigarette and blew a cloud of smoke while he waited for my answer.

“Very much,” I said, being well aware that his stories were always worth hearing.

“This is a somewhat remarkable case,” he said. “I will mention no names, but doubtless you can read between the lines. There was a man who murdered his wife in order that he might marry another woman. The thought which he gave to it, and the clever manner in which he laid his plans, not only for the murder, but also for the disposal of the body, marked him as a criminal in the possession of a singularly brilliant intellect. He gave no hint to anybody, but left the country without leaving the faintest clue concerning his destination behind him. I was called in to take over the case, but after some consideration could make nothing of it. I have no objection to admitting that I was completely baffled. Now it so happened that I discovered that the man’s mother was of Irish extraction. He, believing that he would be safe on that island, engaged a passage on board a steamer from Havre to Belfast. She was to pick up at Southampton, Plymouth, and Bristol, en route. My man, who, by the way, was a very presentable person, and could be distinctly sociable when he pleased, endeavoured to make himself agreeable to the passengers on board. On the first evening out of port, the conversation turned upon the value of diamonds, and one of the ladies on board produced some costly stones she happened to have in her possession. The murderer, who, you must understand, was quite safe, was unhappily eaten up with vanity. He could not forego the boast that he was the possessor of a magnificent ring, which had been given him by the ex-Emperor Napoleon III. Needless to say this information excited considerable interest, and he was asked to produce it for the general edification.

“He declared that it was too late to do so that evening, but said that he would do so on the morrow, or, at any rate, before he left the vessel. In the excitement of reaching Southampton the matter was for the moment forgotten, but on the day that they arrived in Plymouth one of the lady passengers reminded him of his promise. This was followed by another application. Thus surrounded, the unhappy man found himself in the unpleasant position of being discovered in the perpetration of an untruth, or of being compelled to invent some feasible tale in order to account for his not being able to produce the ring. It was at this juncture that he made his great mistake. Anxious, doubtless, to attract attention, he returned from his cabin with the astounding declaration that the lock had been forced, and the famous ring stolen from his trunk in which it had lain concealed. He certainly acted his part well, but he did not realize to what consequences it would lead. The matter was reported to the police, and a search was made through the vessel. The passengers were naturally indignant at such treatment, and for the rest of the voyage the man found himself taking, what you English ‘call the cold shoulder.’ He reached Belfast, made his way into the country, and presently settled down. Later on, when the pursuit had died down, it was his intention to ship for America, where he was to be joined by the woman, to obtain whom he had in the first place committed the crime. Now observe the result. Photographs of the missing man and the murdered woman were circulated all through France, while not a few were sent to England. One of these pictures reached Plymouth, where it was shown to the officer who had investigated the case on the boat on its way to Ireland. He immediately recognized the man who had made the charge against his fellow-passengers. After that it was easy to trace him to Belfast and his hiding-place on land. Extradition was, of course, granted, and he left the place. Had he not imagined that in his safety he could indulge his vanities, I confidently believe I should never have found him. When you come to think of it, it is hard to come to the guillotine for a diamond that never existed, is it not?”

I agreed with him, and then suggested that we should amuse ourselves by endeavouring to find out how the dinner at the Café des Ambassadeurs was progressing.

“They will proceed to a theatre afterwards, you may be sure,” my companion said. “In that case, if you like we could catch a glimpse of them as they come out. What do you say?”

I answered that I had not the least objection.

“One night does not make much difference. To-morrow morning I shall make a point of meeting him face to face.”

“Should you require my assistance then, I shall be most pleased to give it to you?” my companion replied.

I thanked him for his offer, and then we left the restaurant together, hailed a cab, and drove to his flat. It consisted of four rooms situated at the top of a lofty block of buildings near the river. From his windows he could look out over Paris, and he was wont to declare that the view he received in exchange was the most beautiful in the world. Fine as it was, I was scarcely so enthusiastic in my praise.

Among other things they were remarkable for the simplicity of their furniture, and also for the fact that in the sitting-room there was nothing to reveal the occupation of their owner. His clever old servant, Susanne, of whom ’twas said she would, did she but choose, make as clever a detective as her master (she had served him for more than forty years), brought us coffee so quickly that it would almost seem as if she had been aware that we should reach the house at that particular moment.

“We have plenty of time to spare,” said my host. “In the meantime it will be necessary for us to find out what they are doing. If you will wait I will despatch a messenger, who will procure us the information.”

He wrote something on a half-sheet of note-paper, rang the bell, and handed it to Susanne.

“Give that to Leon,” he said, “and tell him to be off with it at once.”

The woman disappeared, and when she had gone we resumed our conversation. Had he not had the good fortune to be such a great success in his own profession, what an admirable actor the man would have made! His power of facial contortion was extraordinary, and I believe that on demand he could have imitated almost any face that struck his fancy.

“And now with regard to our little excursion,” he said. “What would you like to be? As you are aware, I can offer you a varied selection. Will you be a workman, a pedlar, an elderly gentleman from the Provinces, or a street beggar?”

“I think the elderly gentleman from the Provinces would suit me best,” I answered, “while it will not necessitate a change of dress.”

“Very good then, so it shall be,” he replied. “We’ll be a couple of elderly gentlemen in Paris for the first time. Let me conduct you to my dressing-room, where you will find all that is necessary for your make-up.”

He thereupon showed me to a room leading out of that in which we had hitherto been sitting. It was very small, and lighted by means of a skylight. Indeed, it was that very skylight, so he always declared, that induced him to take the flat.

“If this room looked out over the back, or front, it would have been necessary for me either to have curtains, which I abominate, or to run the risk of being observed, which would have been far worse,” he had remarked to me once. “Needless to say there are times when I find it most necessary that my preparations should not be suspected.”

Taken altogether, it was a room that had a strange fascination for me. I had been in it many times before, but was always able to discover something new in it. It was a conglomeration of cupboards and shelves. A large variety of costumes hung upon the pegs in the walls, ranging from soldier’s uniforms to beggar’s rags. There were wigs of all sorts and descriptions on blocks, pads of every possible order and for every part of the body, humps for hunchbacks, wooden legs, boots ranging from the patent leather of the dandy to the toeless foot-covering of the beggar. There were hats in abundance, from the spotless silk to the most miserable head coverings, some of which looked as if they had been picked up from the rubbish-heap. There were pedlars’ trays fitted with all and every sort of ware, a faro-table, a placard setting forth the fact that the renowned Professor Somebody or Other was a most remarkable phrenologist and worthy of a visit. In fact there was no saying what there was not there. Everything that was calculated to be useful to him in his profession was to be found in the room.

For my own part I am not fond of disguises. Indeed on only two or three occasions, during the whole course of my professional career, have I found it necessary to conceal my identity. But to this wily little Frenchman disguise was, as often as not, a common occurrence.

Half-an-hour later, two respectable elderly gentlemen, looking more like professors from some eminent Lycée than detectives, left the house and proceeded in the direction of the Folly Theatre. The performance was almost at an end when we reached it, and we mingled with the crowd who had assembled to watch the audience come out. The inquiries we had made proved to be correct, and it was not very long before I saw the man I wanted emerge, accompanied by a female, who could be no other than Mademoiselle Beaumarais. Hayle was in immaculate evening dress, and as I could not but admit, presented a handsome figure to the world. A neat little brougham drew up beside the pavement in its turn, and into this they stepped. Then the door was closed upon them, and the carriage drove away.

“That’s my man,” I said to my companion, as we watched it pass out of sight. “To-morrow morning I shall pay him a little visit. I think you were quite right in what you said about the money. That woman must have made a fairly big hole in it already.”

“You may be quite sure of that,” he answered. “When she has finished with him there will not be much left for anybody else.”

“And now to get these things off and then home to bed. To-morrow will in all probability prove an exciting day.”

I accompanied him to his room and removed the disguise which had enabled me to see Hayle without his being aware of my identity, and then, bidding my friend good-night, returned to my abode. Before I went to bed, however, I sat down and wrote a report of my doings for Miss Kitwater. Little as I had to tell, the writing of this letter gave me considerable pleasure. I could imagine it coming like a breath from another world to that quiet house at Bishopstowe. I pictured the girl’s face as she read it, and the strained attention of the two men, who, needless to say, would hang on every word. When I had finished it I went to bed, to dream that Gideon Hayle and I were swimming a race in the Seine for five gigantic rubies which were to be presented to the winner by Miss Kitwater.

Next morning I arose early, went for a stroll along the Boulevards, and returned to breakfast at eight o’clock. In the matter of my breakfasts in Paris, I am essentially English. I must begin the day with a good meal, or I am fit for nothing. On this particular occasion I sat down on the best of terms with myself and the world in general. I made an excellent meal, did the best I could with the morning paper, for my French is certainly not above reproach, and then wondered when I should set out to interview the man whose flight from England had proved the reason of my visiting Paris. Then the door opened and the concierge entered with the words, “A gentleman to see Monsieur!” Next moment to my overwhelming surprise no less a person than Gideon Hayle entered the room.


CHAPTER IX
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AT THE MOMENT that I saw Hayle enter my room, you might, as the saying goes, have knocked me down with a feather. Of all that could possibly have happened, this was surely the most unexpected! The man had endeavoured to get me out of his way in London, he had played all sorts of tricks upon me in order to put me off the scent, he had bolted from England because he knew I was searching for him, yet here he was deliberately seeking me out, and of his own free will putting his head into the lion’s mouth. It was as astounding as it was inexplicable.

“Good morning, Mr. Fairfax,” he said, bowing most politely to me as he spoke. “I hope you will forgive this early call. I only discovered your address an hour ago, and as I did not wish to run the risk of losing you I came on at once.”

“You appeared to be fairly desirous of doing so last week,” I said. “What has occurred to make you change your mind so suddenly?”

“A variety of circumstances have conspired to bring such a result about,” he answered. “I have been thinking the matter over, and not being able to determine the benefit of this hole-and-corner sort of game, I have made up my mind to settle it once and for all.”

“I am glad you have come to that way of thinking,” I said. “It will save us both an infinity of trouble. You understand, of course, that I represent Messrs. Kitwater and Codd.”

“I am well aware of it,” he replied, “and in common fairness to yourself, I can only say that I am sorry to hear it.”

“May I ask why you are sorry?”

“Because you have the honour to represent the biggest pair of scoundrels unhung,” he answered. “And in saying this, I pledge you my word that I am by no means overstepping the mark. I have known them both for a great many years and can therefore speak from experience.”

Before going further with him I was desirous of convincing myself upon one point.

“You knew them, then, when they were missionaries in China, I suppose?”

“That’s the first time I have ever heard what they were,” he replied. “Kitwater a missionary! You must forgive my laughing, but the idea is too ludicrous. I’ll admit he’s done a considerable amount of converting, but it has been converting other people’s money into his own pockets.”

He laughed at his own bad joke, and almost instantly grew serious once more. He was quite at his ease, and, though he must have known that I was familiar with the story, or supposed story of his villainy, seemed in no way ashamed.

“Now, Mr. Fairfax,” he went on, “I know that you are surprised to see me this morning, but I don’t think you will be when we have had a little talk together. First and foremost you have been told the story of the stones I possess?”

“I have heard Mr. Kitwater’s version of it,” I answered cautiously. “I know that you robbed my clients of them and then disappeared!”

“I did not rob them of the stones,” he said, not in the least offended by the bluntness of my speech. “It is plain that you do not know how we obtained them. Perhaps it’s as well that you should not, for there’s more behind, and you’d go and get them. No! We obtained them honestly enough at a certain place, and I was appointed to carry them. For this reason I secured them in a belt about my waist. That night the Chinese came down upon us and made us prisoners. They murdered our two native servants, blinded Kitwater, and cut out Codd’s tongue. I alone managed to effect my escape. Leaving my two companions for dead, I managed to get away into the jungle. Good Heavens! man, you can’t imagine what I suffered after that.”

I looked at him and saw that his face had grown pale at the mere recollection of his experiences.

“At last I reached the British outpost of Nampoung, on the Burmah-Chinese border, where the officers took me in and played the part of the good Samaritan. When I was well enough to travel, I made my way down to Rangoon, where, still believing my late companions to be dead, I shipped for England.”

“As Mr. George Bertram,” I said quietly. “Why under an assumed name when, according to your story, you had nothing to fear?”

“Because I had good and sufficient reason for so doing,” he replied. “You must remember that I had a quarter of a million’s worth of precious stones in my possession, and, well, to put it bluntly, up to that time I had been living what you might call a make-shift sort of life. For the future I told myself I was going to be a rich man. That being so I wanted to start with a clean sheet. You can scarcely blame me!”

I did not answer him on this point, but continued my cross-examination.

“You reached London, and sold some of the stones there, later on you disposed of some more in Amsterdam. Why did you refuse the dealers your name and address?”

Once more he was quite equal to the occasion.

“Because if I had told them, everybody would have got to know it, and, to be perfectly frank with you, I could not feel quite certain that Kitwater and Codd were really dead.”

“By that I am to presume that you intended if possible to swindle them out of their share?” I asked, not a little surprised by his admission.

“Once more, to be quite frank with you, I did. I have no desire to be rude, but I rather fancy you would have done the same had you been similarly situated. I never was much of a success in the moral business.”

I could well believe this, but I did not tell him so.

“When did you first become aware that they were in London?”

“On the day that they landed,” he answered. “I watched every ship that came in from Rangoon, and at last had the doubtful satisfaction of seeing my two old friends pass out of the dock-gates. Poor beggars, they had indeed had a hard time of it.”

“Then you could pity them? Even while you were robbing them?”

“Why not,” he answered. “There was no reason because I had the stones that I should not feel sorry for the pain they had suffered. I had to remember how near I’d been to it myself.”

This speech sounded very pretty though somewhat illogical.

“And pray how did you know that they had called in my assistance?”

“Because I kept my eyes on them. I know Mr. Kitwater of old, you see. I watched them go into your office and come out from a shop on the other side of the street.”

The whole mystery was now explained. What an amount of trouble I should have been spared had I only known this before?

“You did not approve then of my being imported into the case?”

“I distinctly disapproved,” he answered. “I know your reputation, of course, and I began to see that if you took up their case for them I should in all probability have to climb down.”

“It is doubtless for that reason you called upon me, representing yourself to be Mr. Bayley, Managing Director of that South American Mining Company? I can now quite understand your motive. You wanted to get me out of the way in order that I might not hunt you? Is that not so?”

“You hit the nail upon the head exactly. But you were virtuous, and would not swallow the bait. It would have simplified matters from my point of view if you had. I should not have been compelled to waste my money upon those two roughs, nor would you have spent an exceedingly uncomfortable quarter of an hour in that doorway in Holywell street.”

This was news indeed. So he had been aware of my presence there? I put the question to him.

“Oh! Yes! I knew you were there,” he said with a laugh. “And I can tell you I did not like the situation one bit. As a matter of fact I found that it required all my nerve to pretend that I did not know it. Every moment I expected you to come out and speak to me. I can assure you the failure of my plot was no end of a disappointment to me. I had expected to see the men I had sent after you, and instead I found you myself.”

“Upon my word, Mr. Hayle, if I cannot appreciate your actions I must say I admire your candour. I can also add that in a fairly long experience of — of — —”

“Why not say of criminals at once, Mr. Fairfax?” he asked with a smile. “I assure you I shall not be offended. We have both our own views on this question, and you of course are entitled to air yours if it pleases you. You were about to observe that — —”

“That in all my experience I had never met any one who could so calmly own to an attempt to murder a fellow-being. But supposing we now come to business.”

“With all my heart,” he answered. “I am as anxious as yourself to get everything settled. You will admit that it is rather hard lines on a man who can lay his hands upon a quarter of a million of money, to have a gentleman like yourself upon his trail, and, instead of being able to enjoy himself, to be compelled to remain continually in hiding. I am an individual who likes to make the most of his life. I also enjoy the society of my fellow-men.”

“May we not substitute ‘woman’?” I asked. “I am afraid your quarter of a million would not last very long if you had much to do with Mademoiselle Beaumarais.”

“So you have heard of her, have you?” he answered. “But you need have no fear. Dog does not eat dog, and that charming lady will not despoil me of very much! Now to another matter! What amount do you think your clients would feel inclined to take in full settlement of their claim upon me?”

“I cannot say,” I answered. “How many of the gems have you realized upon?”

“There were ninety-three originally,” he said when he had consulted his pocket-book, “and I have sold sixty, which leaves a balance of thirty-three, all of which are better than any I have yet disposed of. Will your clients be prepared to accept fifty thousand pounds, of course, given without prejudice.”

“Your generosity amazes me,” I answered. “My clients, your partners, are to take twenty-five thousand pounds apiece, while you get off, scot-free, after your treatment of them, with two hundred thousand.”

“They may consider themselves lucky to get anything at all,” he retorted. “Run your eye over the case, and see how it stands. You must know as well as I do that they haven’t a leg to stand upon. If I wanted to be nasty, I should say let them prove that they have a right to the stones. They can’t call in the assistance of the law — —”

“Why not?”

“Because to get even with me it would be necessary for them to make certain incriminating admissions, and to call certain evidence that would entail caustic remarks from a learned judge, and would not improbably lead to a charge of murder being preferred against them. No, Mr. Fairfax, I know my own business, and, what is better, I know theirs. If they like to take fifty thousand pounds, and will retire into obscurity upon it, I will pay it to them, always through you. But I won’t see either of them, and I won’t pay a halfpenny more than I have offered.”

“You don’t mean to tell me that you are in earnest?”

“I am quite in earnest,” he answered. “I never was more so. Will you place my offer before them, or will you not?”

“I will write and also wire them to-day,” I said. “But I think I know exactly what they will say.”

“Point out the applicability of the moral concerning the bird in the hand. If they don’t take what they can get now, the time may come when there may be nothing at all. I never was a very patient man, and I can assure you most confidentially, that I am about tired of this game.”

“But how am I to know that this is not another trick on your part, and that you won’t be clearing out of Paris within a few hours? I should present a sorry picture if my clients were to accept your generous offer, and I had to inform them that you were not on hand to back it up.”

“Oh, you needn’t be afraid about that,” he said with a laugh. “I am not going to bilk you. Provided you play fair by me, I will guarantee to do the same by you. With the advantages I at present enjoy, I am naturally most anxious to know that I can move about Europe unmolested. Besides, you can have me watched, and so make sure of me. There is that beautiful myrmidon of yours, who is so assiduously making love to Mademoiselle Beaumarais’s maid. Give him the work.”

I was more than surprised to find that he knew about this business. He saw it, and uttered one of his peculiar laughs.

“He didn’t think I knew it,” he said. “But I did! His cleverness is a little too marked. He overacts his parts, and even Shakespeare will tell you how foolish a proceeding that is. If you doubt my word concerning my stay in Paris, let him continue to watch me. You know where I am living, and for that reason you can come and see me whenever you like. As a proof of my sincerity, may I suggest that you give me the pleasure of your company at dinner to-night. Oh, you needn’t be afraid. I’m not a Cæsar Borgia. I shall not poison your meat, and your wine will not be drugged. It will be rather a unique experience, detective and criminal dining together, will it not? What do you say?”

The opportunity was so novel, that I decided to embrace it. Why should I not do so since it was a very good excuse for keeping my man in sight? He could scarcely play me any tricks at a fashionable restaurant, and I was certainly curious to study another side of this man’s complex character. I accordingly accepted his invitation, and promised to meet him at the well-known restaurant he named that evening.

“In the meantime you will telegraph to your clients, I suppose,” he said. “You may be able to give me their reply this evening when we meet.”

“I shall hope to be in a position to do so,” I answered, after which he bade me good-bye, and picking up his hat and stick left the room.

“Well,” I said to myself when I was alone once more, “this is the most extraordinary case upon which I have ever been engaged. My respect for Mr. Hayle’s readiness of resource, to say nothing of his impudence, is increasing by leaps and bounds. The man is not to be met every day who can rob his partners of upwards of a hundred and seventy thousand pounds, and then invite the detective who is sent after him to a friendly dinner.”

I sat down and wrote a letter to Miss Kitwater, telling her all that had occurred; then went out to despatch it with a telegram to Kitwater himself, informing him of the offer Hayle had made. I could guess the paroxysm of rage into which it would throw him, and I would willingly have spared his niece the pain such an exhibition must cause her. I could see no other way out of it, however. The message having been despatched, I settled myself down to wait for a reply, with all the patience I could command. In my own mind I knew very well what it would be. It was not so much the money that Kitwater wanted, as revenge. That Hayle’s most miserable offer would only increase his desire for it, I felt certain. Shortly after three o’clock, the reply arrived. It was short, and to the point, and ran as follows — 

“Tell him I will have all or nothing.”

Here was a nice position for a man to find himself in. Instead of solving the difficulty we had only increased it. I wondered what Hayle would say when he heard the news, and what his next step would be. That he would endeavour to bolt again, I felt quite certain. It was a point in my favour, however, that he would not know until the evening what Kitwater’s decision was, so I felt I had still some time to arrange my plan of action. Of one thing I was quite determined, and that was that he should be watched day and night from that minute, but not by Mr. Dickson. That worthy I bade return to England, and his rage on discovering that Mademoiselle Beaumarais’s maid had tricked him, would have been amusing to witness, had the principal event in which I was most concerned not been so grave. The expressions he used about her were certainly far from being complimentary.

Feeling that I must have other assistance, I set off for my friend Leglosse’s residence. I had the good fortune to meet him by the concierge’s lodge, and we ascended the stairs to his rooms together.

“I have come to ask you to do me a favour,” I said, when we were seated in his sitting-room.

“A thousand favours if you wish, cher ami,” the old fellow replied. “Tell me how I can have the pleasure of serving you.”

“I want you to lend me one of your men for a few days,” I said. “I have to send my own man back to England, and I am afraid the gentleman we were discussing last night may give me the slip in the meantime if I’m not careful.”

The better to enable him to appreciate the position, I furnished him with a brief summary of the case upon which I was engaged.

“And so you are to dine with your prisoner to-night?” he remarked, with one of his quiet chuckles. “That is droll — very droll. It is very good for you that it is at such a place, or I should have my doubts as to the rascal’s intentions. But you are well able to take care of yourself, my friend; that I know.”

“And the man?”

“You shall have him. You shall have half-a-dozen if you like. I am only too pleased to be able to help in such a good work. You shall have Pierre Lepallard, my right-hand. I cannot give you a better. Nothing escapes Pierre, and he is discreet, oh, yes, my friend, he is discreet. He will not obtrude himself, but he will know all that your friend does, to whom he speaks, what he said to him, and sometimes even what he intends doing before he does it.”

“In that case he is just the man for me,” I replied. “I am exceedingly obliged to you for your considerate courtesy. Some day I may be able to repay it.”

Within half-an-hour the estimable Lepallard had been made acquainted with his duties, and within an hour a ragged tatterdemalion of a man was selling matches on the opposite side of the road to that on which Hayle’s apartments were situated.

I reached the restaurant at which we were to dine that evening punctual to the moment, only to find that Hayle had not yet arrived. For a minute I was tempted to wonder whether he had given me the slip again, but while the thought was passing through my mind a cab drove up, and the gentleman himself alighted.

“I must beg your pardon for keeping you waiting,” he said apologetically. “As your host I should have been here first. That would have been the case had I not been detained at the last moment by an old friend. Pray forgive me!”

I consented to do so, and we entered the restaurant together.

I discovered that he had already engaged a table, arranged the menu, and bespoken the wines. We accordingly sat down, and the strangest meal of which I had ever partaken commenced. Less than a week before, the man sitting in front of me had endeavoured to bring about my destruction; now he was my host, and to all outward appearances my friend as well. I found him a most agreeable companion, a witty conversationalist, and a born raconteur. He seemed to have visited every part of the known globe; had been a sailor, a revolutionist in South America, a blackbirder in the Pacific, had seen something of what he called the “Pig-tail trade” to Borneo, some very queer life in India, that is to say, in the comparatively unknown native states and had come within an ace of having been shot by the French during the war in Madagascar.

“In point of fact,” he said, “I may say that I have travelled from Dan to Beersheba, and, until I struck this present vein of good fortune, had found all barren. Some day, if I can summon up sufficient courage, I shall fit out an expedition and return to the place whence the stones came, and get some more, but not just at present. Events have been a little too exciting there of late to let us consider it a healthy country. By the way, have you heard from our friend, Kitwater, yet?”

“I have,” I answered, “and his reply is by no means satisfactory.”

“I understand you to mean that he will not entertain my offer?”

I nodded my head.

“He must have ‘all or nothing,’ he declares. That is the wording of the telegram I received.”

“Well, he knows his own affairs best. The difference is a large one, and will materially affect his income. Will you take Crême de Minthe — Kümmel or Cognac?”

“Cognac, thank you,” I replied, and that was the end of the matter.

During the remainder of the evening not another word was said upon the subject. We chatted upon a variety of topics, but neither the matter of the precious stones nor even Kitwater’s name was once mentioned. I could not help fancying, however, that the man was considerably disappointed at the non-acceptance of his preposterous offer. He had made a move on the board, and had lost it. I knew him well enough, however, by this time to feel sure that he by no means despaired yet of winning the game. Men of Gideon Hayle’s stamp are hard to beat.

“Now,” he said, when we had smoked our cigarettes, and after he had consulted his watch, “The night is still young. What do you say if we pay a visit to a theatre — the Hippodrome, for instance. We might wile away an hour there very pleasantly if you feel so disposed.”

I willingly consented, and we accordingly left the restaurant. Once we were in the street Hayle called a cab, gave the man his instructions, and we entered it. Chatting pleasantly, and still smoking, we passed along the brilliantly illuminated Boulevards. I bestowed little, if any, attention on the direction in which we were proceeding. Indeed, it would have been difficult to have done so for never during the evening had Hayle been so agreeable. A more charming companion no man could have desired. It was only on chancing to look out of the window that that I discovered that we were no longer in the gaily-lighted thoroughfares, but were entering another and dingier part of the town.

“What is the matter with the driver?” I asked. “Doesn’t he know what he is about? This is not the way to the Hippodrome! He must have misunderstood what you said to him. Shall I hail him and point out his mistake?”

“No, I don’t think it is necessary for you to do that,” he replied. “Doubtless he will be on the right track in a few minutes. He probably thinks if he gives us a longer ride, he will be able to charge a proportionately larger fare at the end. The Parisian cabby is very like his London brother.”

He then proceeded to describe to me an exceedingly funny adventure that had fallen him once in Chicago. The recital lasted some minutes, and all the time we were still pursuing our way in a direction exactly opposite to that which I knew we should be following. At last I could stand it no longer.

“The man’s obviously an idiot,” I said, “and I am going to tell him so.”

“I shouldn’t do that, Mr. Fairfax,” said Hayle in a different voice to that in which he had previously addressed me. “I had my own reasons for not telling you before, but the matter has already been arranged. The man is only carrying out his instructions.”

“What do you mean by already arranged?” I asked, not without some alarm.

“I mean that you are my prisoner, Mr. Fairfax,” he said. “You see, you are rather a difficult person to deal with, if I must pay you such a compliment, and one has to adopt heroic measures in order to cope with you.”

“Then you’ve been humbugging me all this time,” I cried; “but you’ve let the cat out of the bag a little too soon. I think I’ll bid you good-bye.”
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“IN HIS HAND HE HELD A REVOLVER.”



I was about to rise from my seat and open the door, but he stopped me. In his hand he held a revolver, the muzzle of which was in unpleasant proximity to my head.

“I must ask you to be good enough to sit down,” he said. “You had better do so, for you cannot help yourself. If you attempt to make a fuss I pledge you my word I shall shoot you, let the consequences to myself be what they may. You know me, and you can see that I am desperate. My offer to those men was only a bluff. I wanted to quiet any suspicions you might have in order that I might get you into my hands. As you can see for yourself, I could not have succeeded better than I have done. I give you my word that you shall not be hurt, provided that you do not attempt to escape or to call for help. If you do, then you know exactly what you may expect, and you will have only yourself to blame. Be a sensible man, and give in to the inevitable.”

He held too many cards for me. I could see at a glance that I was out-manoeuvred, and that there was nothing to be gained by a struggle. I don’t think I can be accused of cowardice; my reputation is too well known for that. But I do decidedly object to being shot by a desperate man, when there is not the least necessity for it.

“Very well,” I said, lying back in my seat, “you have played your game with your usual cleverness, and I suppose I deserve what I have got for having been such a consummate idiot as to give you the opportunity you wanted. Now, what are you going to do, and where are you going to take me?”

“You will know everything in a few minutes,” he answered. “In the meantime I am glad to see that you take things so sensibly. In after days you will laugh over this little incident.”

“Whatever I may think in the future,” I replied, “just at present it is confoundedly unpleasant.”

Ten minutes later the cab came to a standstill, there was the sound of opening gates, and a moment later we drove into a stone-paved courtyard.


CHAPTER X
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IF YOU COULD have travelled the world at that moment, from north to south, and from east to west, I believe you would have found it difficult to discover a man who felt as foolish as I did when I entered the gloomy dwelling-place as Hayle’s prisoner. To say that I was mortified by the advantage he had obtained over me would not express my feelings in the least. To think that I, George Fairfax, who had the reputation of being so difficult a man to trick, should have allowed myself to fall into such a palpable trap, seemed sufficiently incredible as to be almost a matter for laughter rather than rage. There was worse, however, behind. Miss Kitwater had been so trustful of my capability for bringing the matter to a successful conclusion, that I dared not imagine what she would think of me now. Whichever way I looked at it, it was obvious that Hayle must score. On the one side, he kept me locked up while he not only made his escape from Paris, but by so doing cut off every chance of my pursuing him afterwards; on the other, he might console himself with the almost certain knowledge that I should be discredited by those who had put their trust in me. How could it very well be otherwise? I had committed the criminal folly of accepting hospitality from the enemy, and from that moment I should not be seen. The natural supposition would be that I had been bought, and that I was not only taking no further interest in the case, but that I was keeping out of the way of those who did. To add to my misery, I could easily imagine the laugh that would go up on the other side of the Channel when the trick that had been played upon me became known. But having so much else to think of, that fact, you may be sure, did not trouble me very much. There were two things, however, about which I was particularly anxious; one was to set myself right with Miss Kitwater, and the other was to get even, at any cost, with Hayle. The first seemed the more difficult.

It must not be supposed that when I had alighted from the carriage I had given up all hope of escape. On the contrary, had it not been for the presence of three burly fellows, who immediately took up their places beside me, I fancy I should have made a dash for liberty. Under the circumstances, however, to have attempted such a thing would have been the height of folly. Five to one, that is to say, if I include the coachman in the number, with the gates closed behind me, were too long odds, and however hard I might have fought, I could not possibly have been successful.

“Perhaps you will be kind enough to step into the house,” said Hayle. “The air is cold out here, and I am afraid lest you might take a chill.”

Before complying with his order I looked round me once more to see if there was any chance of escape. But so far as I could see there was not one. I accordingly followed one of my captors into the building, the remainder bringing up the rear.

From what I could see of the house with the help of the light from a solitary candle hanging in a sconce upon the wall, it had once been a handsome building. Now, however, it had fallen sadly to decay. The ceiling of the hall had at one time been richly painted, but now only blurred traces of the design remained. Crossing the hall, my guide opened a door at the further end. In obedience to a request from Hayle, I entered this room, to find myself standing in a fine apartment, so far as size went, but sadly lacking in comfort where its furniture was concerned. There was a bed, a table, three rough chairs, and an entirely inadequate square of carpet upon the floor. I have already said that it was a large room, and when I add that it was lighted only by two candles, which stood upon the table in the centre, some idea will be afforded of its general dreariness.

“Now look here, Mr. Hayle,” I said, “the time has come for us to have a serious talk together. You know as well as I do that in kidnapping me you are laying yourself open to very serious consequences. If you think that by so doing you are going to prevent me from eventually running you to earth, you are very much mistaken. You have obtained a temporary advantage over me, I will admit; but that advantage will not last. Do not flatter yourself that it will.”

“I am not so sure upon that point,” said Hayle, lighting a cigarette as he spoke. “If I did not think so I should not have gone to all this trouble and expense. But why make such a fuss about it? You must surely understand, Mr. Fairfax, that your profession necessarily entails risks. This is one of them. You have been paid to become my enemy. I had no personal quarrel with you. You can scarcely blame me, therefore, if I retaliate when I have an opportunity. I don’t know what you may think of it, but the mere fact of you dining with me to-night is very likely to go hard with you, so far as your clients are concerned. Would it be a good advertisement for the famous George Fairfax to have it known that, while he was taking his clients’ money he was dining pleasantly in Paris with the man they were paying him to find? I laid my trap for you, but I must confess that I had not very much faith in its success. Your experience should have made you more wary. A student of human character, such as you are, should know that the leopard cannot change his spots, or the tiger his — —”

“If you continue in this strain much longer,” I said, “I’ll endeavour to stop your tongue, whatever it may cost me. Now, either let me out, or get out of the room yourself. I want to see no more of you while I am in this house.”

He blew a cloud of smoke, and then said nonchalantly — 

“You had better occupy yourself thanking your stars that you are let off so easily. At one time I was tempted to have you put out of the way altogether. I am not quite certain it wouldn’t be safer, even now. It could be done so easily, and no one would be any the wiser. I know two men now in Paris who would gladly run the risk for the sake of the ill-will they bear you. I must think it over.”

“Then think it over on the other side of that door,” I said angrily. “Play the same traitorous trick on me as you did on Kitwater and Codd if you like, but you shall not stay in the same room with me now.”

My reference to Kitwater and Codd must have touched him on a raw spot, for he winced, and then tried to bluff it off.

“I rather fancy Messrs. Kitwater and Codd will just have such kindly things to say concerning you in the future as they do about me now,” he said, as he moved towards the door. “And now I will wish you good-bye. As I leave Paris almost immediately, I don’t suppose I shall have the pleasure of seeing you again. For your own sake I should advise you to be quiet. I might tell you once and for all that you can’t get out. The door is a stout one, and the windows are exceptionally well barred. The men to whom I have assigned the duty of looking after you are in their way honest, though a little rough. Moreover, they are aware that their own safety depends to a very great extent upon your not getting out. Believe me, if you do not know already, that there is nothing like fear for making a good watch-dog. Farewell, friend Fairfax! You have been instrumental in sending a good many men into durance vile; you can tell me later how you like being there yourself.”

With that he went out, shutting the door behind him. I heard the key turn in the lock, and a bolt shot at top and bottom. I thereupon went to the window and examined it, only to discover that it was made secure on the outside by large iron bars. So far as I could see, there was no other way of escape from the room.

Though I laid down on the bed I did not sleep; my thoughts would not permit of that. The face of the woman who had trusted me so profoundly was before me continually, gazing at me with sweet reproachful eyes. Oh! what a fool I had been to accept that rascal’s invitation! The more I thought of it, the angrier I became with myself. Now, goodness only knew how long I should be confined in this wretched place, and what would happen during my absence from the world!

At last the dawn broke, and with it, a weird sickly light penetrated the room. I sprang from my bed and approached the window, only to find that it overlooked a small courtyard, the latter being stoneflagged and surrounded by high walls. I could see that, even if I were able to squeeze my way out between the bars, I should be powerless to scale the walls. At a rough guess these were at least twelve feet high, and without a foothold of any sort or description. This being so I was completely at the mercy of the men in the house. Indeed, a rat caught in a trap, was never more firmly laid by the heels than I. At about half-past seven o’clock a small trap-door, which I had not noticed near the ground and the main door, was opened, and a grimy hand made its way in and placed upon the floor a cup of coffee and a roll. Then it was closed once more and made secure. I drank the coffee and munched the roll, and, if the truth must be confessed, poor as they were felt the better for both.

At mid-day a bowl of miserable soup was handed in; darkness, however, had fallen some considerable time before I could detect any sound in the hall outside that might be taken to mean the coming of my evening meal. At last there was a clatter of feet, the bolts shot back, the key turned in the lock, and the door opened. A man carrying a lantern entered, followed by two others, and as the light fell upon his face, I uttered a cry of astonishment, for he was none other than my old friend Leglosse, while behind him was the infallible Lepallard.

“Well, thank goodness we have found you at last,” cried Leglosse. “We have had such a hunt for you as man never dreamed of. I called at your apartments late last night, hoping to see you, on important business, but you had not returned from a dinner to which you had been invited. I called again this morning and was informed by the concierge that they had, up to that moment, seen nothing of you. When the good Lepallard informed me that you had left the restaurant in a cab with Monsieur Hayle, and that the latter had returned to his apartments this morning in a great hurry, only to leave them a short time after with his luggage, for the railway station, I began to grow uneasy. You have no idea what a day I have had looking for you, but it has been well spent, since we have the pleasure of seeing you again.”

“I shall be grateful to you all my life for the service you have rendered me,” I replied. “But how did you manage to gain admittance to this house?”

“It was quite easy; the birds had flown,” he answered. “Has the suspicion not struck you that they were going to clear out and leave you here to starve?”

“The brutes,” I answered. “But I’ll be even with their leader yet. And now let us get away from here as quickly as possible. Have you any idea where our man has gone?”

“To Naples,” Lepallard replied. “I disguised myself as a pompous old bourgeois, and I was behind him when he asked for his ticket and distinctly heard what he said.”

“Then I shall go after him at once,” I replied. “He will in all probability be off his guard. He will imagine me to be still locked up in this room, you see.”

“And I shall accompany you, if you will permit me,” said Leglosse.

“But why?” I asked in surprise. “What have you got to do with him? You have no case against him, and you cannot spare the time to do it simply out of kindness to me.”

“It’s not kindness, it’s business, my friend,” he replied. “You may not believe it, but I have a warrant for your man’s arrest.”

“On what charge?”

“On a charge of being concerned in a big embezzlement in Cochin China,” he answered. “We laid the other two men by the heels at the time, but the Englishman, who was the prime mover in it, we have never been able to lay our hands upon. I felt certain that day when I met him in Amsterdam, that I had seen him somewhere before. Ever since then I have been puzzling my brains to discover where it was, and why it was so familiar to me. A photograph was eventually sent us of the Englishman by the colonial authorities, but in that photograph he, the person I suspect, wears a beard and a heavy moustache. It is the same man, however, and the description, even to the mark upon the face, exactly tallies with Hayle. Now I think I can help you to obtain a rather unique revenge upon the man, that is to say, if you want it. From what you have so far told me, I understand that you have no evidence against him strong enough to justify the issue of a warrant. Well, I have that evidence, and between us you may be sure we’ll bring him back to Paris.”

This was delightful hearing after all we had been through lately; at any rate I greeted the prospect of Leglosse’s co-operation with acclamation. It would be hard, if between us we could not find Hayle and bring him to the justice he so richly deserved.

“Now let us get out of this,” I said. “I must obtain something to eat if I perish in the attempt. I am well nigh starving. A basin of soup, a roll and a cup of coffee, are all that I have had to-day.”

“You shall dine at once,” he answered, “and here. There is an excellent little restaurant further down the street, and one of my men shall go there and tell them to bring you up a meal. After that you shall go home and change your costume, and then we will arrange what shall be done about the travelling.”

This programme was carried out to the letter. We made a good meal, at least I know that I did, and when it was eaten, a cab was procured, and in company with Leglosse I said good-bye to the house in which I had spent so short a time, yet in which I had been so miserable.

“I shall never know how to repay you for your kindness,” I said to my companion as we drove down the street. “Had it not been for you and your men I should now be starving in that wretched place. I’ll certainly forgive Hayle if he is ever successful enough to take me in again by one of his rascally tricks.”

“You must not let him do that,” returned the Frenchman, shaking his head. “Our reputations are at stake.”

When I reached my own apartments the concierge was much relieved to see me. She had been told that I was dead, perhaps murdered, and Leglosse’s visit to find me had not helped to reassure her. A packet of letters and telegrams was handed to me, which I carried up to my room, to read them while I was changing my attire. Never before had I been so glad to get out of a dress-suit.

I had just finished my toilet and was in the act of commencing the packing of the bag I intended taking with me, when there was a tap at the door. I opened it, to find the concierge there.

“There is a lady in the parlor to see Monsieur,” she said. “She has a maid with her.”

“A lady to see me?” I asked incredulously. “Who on earth can she be?”

The concierge shook her head. In my own mind I had arrived at the conclusion that it was Mademoiselle Beaumarais, and that Hayle had sent her to discover, if possible, whether I had escaped from my confinement or not. On finding out that I had she would telegraph to him, and once more he would be placed on his guard. At first I felt almost inclined not to see her, but on second thoughts I saw the folly of this proceeding. I accordingly entered the room where the lady was awaiting me. The light was not very good, but it was sufficient for me to see two figures standing by the window.

“To what am I indebted for the honour of this visit, mademoiselles?” I began.

“Don’t you know me, Mr. Fairfax?” the taller of them answered. “You forget your friends very quickly.”

“Miss Kitwater?” I cried, “what does this mean?”

“It is a long story,” she answered, “but I feel sure that you will have time to hear it now. I am in terrible trouble.”

“I am indeed sorry to hear that,” I answered, and then glanced at her maid as if to inquire whether it was safe to speak before her. She interpreted the look correctly and nodded her head.

“Yes, Mr. Fairfax,” she said, “you can say what you please before Nelly.”

“Then am I right in interpreting your trouble as being connected with your uncle?” I asked.

“Yes, that is it,” she answered. “You have guessed correctly. Do you know that he and Mr. Codd have disappeared?”

“Disappeared?” I repeated. “Have you any idea where they have disappeared to?”

“No, but I can hazard a very shrewd guess,” she replied. “I believe they have crossed to Paris in search of Mr. Hayle. Since last Sunday my uncle had been more depressed than ever, while the paroxysms of rage to which he is so subject, have been even more frequent than ever. If the truth must be told, I fear his troubles have turned his brain, for he talks to himself in such a queer way, and asks every few minutes if I have received news from you, that I cannot help thinking his mind is not what it should be. You must understand that on Saturday last, thinking it might possibly be required for the case, I drew a large sum of money from the bank; more than a hundred pounds, in fact. I securely locked it up in my writing-table, and thought no one knew anything about it. Yesterday afternoon my uncle and Mr. Codd went for a walk, and did not return, though I waited for them for several hours. While I was thus waiting I opened the drawer in the writing-table to procure something I wanted, and discovered that the money was missing. Only one construction could be placed upon it, Mr. Fairfax. They had wearied of their inactive life, and had set off in search of Hayle.”

“They are aware of his address in Paris, are they not?”

“Yes, my uncle repeated it from morning until night,” she answered. “In point of fact, he did little else. Oh! it terrifies me beyond measure to think what may happen should they meet.”

“You need not fear that,” I replied. “Hayle has tired of Paris and has bolted again. Very probably to a place where they cannot hope to find him.”

I believe she said “God be thanked” under her breath, but I am not quite certain upon that point. I did not tell her of the trick Hayle had so lately played upon myself. If the telling were necessary it would be able to come later on.

“May I ask what brought you to Paris, Miss Kitwater?” I inquired, after a pause.

“My great fear,” she answered. “I wired to you from Charing Cross to say that I was coming. Did you not receive my message?”

I remember the fact that, not having time to open them all before I was called away, I had put some of the telegrams on one side. As ill luck would have it, Miss Kitwater’s must have been amongst these. I explained that I had been away from the house all day, and only that moment returned.

“I felt,” she said, ignoring my excuses, “that I must come to you and tell you all that has transpired. Also that I might implore you to keep the men apart at any cost.”

“We can easily find out whether they have arrived in Paris, and also whether they have been to Hayle’s apartments,” I said. “That would certainly be one of the places which they would try first.”

While I was speaking there was the sound of a step in the corridor outside and next moment Leglosse entered the room. He was in the highest spirits, as he always was when he was about to undertake a new piece of work. Seeing that I had visitors he came to a sudden standstill.

“A thousand pardons,” he said in French. “I had no idea that you were engaged. I will wait outside.”

“Don’t do anything of the kind,” I returned in the same language. “Come in and let me introduce you to Miss Kitwater, who has just arrived from England.”

“Miss Kitwater?” he repeated, in some surprise. “Surely I understood you to say that your client, the gentleman who had lost his sight through Hayle’s treachery, was Monsieur Kitwater?”

“That is quite right, and this lady is his niece,” I returned. “She has brought me extraordinary intelligence. Her uncle and his companion have suddenly disappeared from the little village in Surrey, where they have been staying some time with her. It is her belief that they have come to Paris in search of Hayle. There would have been trouble had they met, but fortunately for them, and for Hayle, he has given them the slip once more. It would be possible for you to find out whether they arrived by this morning’s train, and also whether they have made inquiries at Hayle’s apartments, would it not?”

“Quite possible,” he answered. “It shall be done at once. I will let you know in less than an hour what I have discovered.”

I thanked him, whereupon he bowed to Miss Kitwater, and then disappeared.

“Monsieur Leglosse is also in pursuit of Hayle,” I explained. “He holds a warrant for his arrest on a charge of embezzlement in Cochin China. For that reason we are following him to Naples to-morrow morning.”

“To Naples. Has the wretched man gone there?”

“So we have been led to believe,” I answered.

“Then do you think my uncle will find it out and follow him?” she asked, wringing her hands. “Oh! it is all too terrible. What shall I do?”

“Well, if I might be allowed to be like David Copperfield’s Mr. Dick, I should be practical, and say ‘dine’! I suppose you have had nothing to eat since you left England?”

She gave a little wan smile.

“We have not had very much, certainly,” she answered. “Poor Nelly, you must be nearly starving.”

The maid, however, protested that she was not; but was not to be denied. Bidding them remain where they were, I went down-stairs and interviewed my faithful friend, the concierge. With her I arranged that Miss Kitwater and her maid should be provided with rooms in the house for that night, and having done so went on to the nearest restaurant. In something less than ten minutes all was settled, and in under twenty they were seated at their meal. At first the girl would not sit down with her mistress, but with her usual thoughtfulness, Miss Kitwater ordered her to do so.

“And now, Mr. Fairfax,” she said, when they had finished, “we must discover a hotel where we can stay the night. At present we know of no place in which to lay our heads.”

“You need not trouble about that,” I said, “I have already arranged that you shall have rooms in this house if you care to occupy them. The old lady to whom it belongs is a particular friend of mine, and will certainly do her best to make you comfortable. I presume that it was your bag I saw in the concierge’s office, when I was there just now?”

“We left it there,” she answered, and then gave me my reward by adding— “It is very kind of you, Mr. Fairfax to have taken so much trouble. I cannot thank you sufficiently.”

“You must not thank me at all,” I replied. “In helping you I am only doing my duty to my client.”

I had scarcely said the words before I regretted them. It was a foolish speech and a churlish one as well. She pretended not to notice it, however, but bade her maid go down to the concierge’s office, and take the bag to the room that had been allotted to her. The girl disappeared, and when she had gone Miss Kitwater turned to me.

“Mr. Fairfax,” she said, “I have yet another favour to ask of you. I assure you it concerns me vitally. I want to know if you will let me go with you to Naples. In order that I might not be in your way, we might travel in different compartments; but go I must. I am so frightened about my uncle. If I follow him to Naples, it is just possible I might be able to dissuade him from pursuing Hayle. If he were to kill me for preventing them, I would not let them meet. Believe me when I say that I am terribly anxious about him. Besides — —”

Here she paused for a moment as if she did not quite know how to continue what she had to say to me.

“As I have said, you and Monsieur —— I mean the French gentleman — could travel in your own way. All that I want to be assured of is, that I may be in Naples and at hand should anything happen.”

“If you really wish it, I do not see why you should not go?” I replied meditatively. “But if you desire my candid opinion I must say that I think you would be far better off at home. Still if you desire to come, it’s not for me to gainsay your wishes. We will arrange therefore that, unless you decide to the contrary in the meantime, you accompany us by the 8.50 train to-morrow morning.”

“I thank you,” she said.

A few moments later Leglosse returned with the information that it was as we suspected. Kitwater and Codd had arrived in Paris that morning, and had visited Hayle’s lodgings only to find him gone.

“What is more important still,” he continued, “they have managed to learn that Hayle had gone to Naples, and they will probably leave by the 2.50 train to-morrow morning for that city: It is as well, perhaps, that we arranged to travel by the next.”

“Courage, courage, Miss Kitwater,” I said, seeing that she was trembling. “Try not to be frightened. There is nothing to fear.” Then turning to Leglosse, I added— “Miss Kitwater has decided to accompany us to Naples. As a matter of fact my position in the case has undergone a change since I last saw you.”

He looked from one to the other of us as if in astonishment.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“Hitherto,” I replied, “I have been acting against Hayle, with the intention of securing him, in order that my clients might have a most important meeting with him. For the future, however, my endeavours will be used in the contrary direction. They must never meet!”

“Then the best way to bring about what you desire is to assist me,” returned Leglosse. “Let me once get my hand upon him in the name of France, and they will never meet.”

“But we have to catch him before we do that,” I said.

“Never-fear, we will do it,” he answered confidently, and that seemed to settle it.

Next morning at 8.50, we left Paris for Naples.


CHAPTER XI
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IT WAS IN the early afternoon following our leaving Paris that we reached Naples. By this time, in spite of our endeavours to prevent it, Miss Kitwater was quite tired out. She certainly pretended not to be, but it was difficult, if not impossible, for her to conceal the fact. Immediately on arrival we conveyed her to the best hotel, of the proprietor of which, Leglosse had already made inquiries, in order to find out whether or not Hayle had taken up his abode there.

It was with relief that we discovered that no person answering at all to his description was located there. That done we commenced our search for the man we wanted. We decided to first try the offices of the various steamers plying across the Mediterranean to Port Said. Considerably to our amazement, however, we happened to be successful at the first cast. A man signing himself Henry Gifford had applied for a first-class passage to Colombo, with the intention of changing at that port into another steamer for Hong Kong.

“What was he like?” I inquired of the clerk; “and did anything strike you as peculiar about him or his appearance?”

“Well, there was one thing,” he said. “And at the time I must say I thought it funny. When I asked him his name, he began ‘Gideon,’ and then suddenly corrected himself and said ‘Henry Gifford.’ I remember wondering whether he was using a false name or not. He booked his passage at the last moment, and seemed in a great hurry to get aboard — being afraid he would miss the boat.”

I questioned him as to the man’s general appearance, and when I had learned all he had to tell us, I was perfectly satisfied in my own mind that Hayle was the man who had gone aboard.

“He didn’t lose much time,” said Leglosse. “Mark my words, he’ll leave the steamer at Port Said, and will either come back on his own tracks, or go up the Palestine Coast to Jaffa, and thence back to Europe. What do you think is the best thing to be done?”

“See the agent of the company here and get him to telegraph to Port Said,” I answered. “Both to their agent there and the captain of the steamer. If the captain telegraphs back that Gifford is our man, we must wire to the police authorizing them to detain him pending our arrival. There is a bit of risk attached to it, but if we want to catch him we must not think of that.”

We accordingly interviewed the agent and placed the case before him. We told him who we were, and Leglosse explained to him that he held a warrant for the arrest of one Gideon Hayle, an individual whom he had every reason to believe was endeavouring to escape under the assumed name of Henry Gifford. The clerk was next called in, and gave his evidence, and these matters having been settled, the telegrams were despatched to both the captain and the agent.

Some four days we knew must certainly elapse before we could receive a reply, and that time was devoted to searching the city for Kitwater and Codd. That they had not booked passages in the same boat in which Hayle had sailed, we soon settled to our satisfaction. In that case we knew that they must be domiciled in Naples somewhere. In the intervals between our search Leglosse and I used our best endeavours to make Miss Kitwater enjoy her stay. We took her to Pompeii, climbed Vesuvius together, visited Capri, Ischia, the Great Museum, the King’s Palace, and dined together every evening. I had not been acquainted with the girl much more than a fortnight, and yet I felt as if I had known her all my life, and the greater my experience of her was, the better I liked her. As for Leglosse, he outdid himself in his devotion. He made the most extraordinary toilets in her honour, and on one occasion went even so far as to inform me that, if all Englishwomen were like this particular specimen, he would say good-bye to his beloved Paris, and cross the Channel never to return again.

At last the eventful day arrived, and from nine till twelve we called repeatedly at the office for the telegram that was to mean so much to us. It was not, however, until the afternoon was well advanced that a message was received. I could have taken my stick to the agent for the slowness with which he opened the envelope. The clerk was called in, the code translated, and the message presently transcribed.

“This, gentlemen,” he said at last, pointing to the telegram, “is from our agent in Port Said, and is as follows — 

“Gifford, small man, grey hair, and wears spectacles. No scar on face, cannot find first-class passenger with one. Fear you have been deceived.”

“Confound the fellow,” I cried, “he’s done us again. What’s worse, we’ve wasted four precious days waiting for this message. What shall we do now?”

“Look for him elsewhere,” said Leglosse. “If he didn’t go by that boat, he might have left by another.”

We thanked the agent for his courtesy, and were about to leave the office when another telegram was handed in. We waited to see whether it was from the captain, and presently found that we were not destined to be disappointed. Once more the agent consulted his code, transcribed the message, and read it to us.

“Have interviewed Gifford, threatened him with the police for using passage booked by another person. He confesses having been induced by stranger such as you describe to accept passage Colombo. How shall I act?”

“We’ve been done again,” I cried, bringing my fist down with a thump upon the table. “It’s only another proof of Hayle’s cleverness. The ingenuous rascal books his passage here, knowing very well that it will be one of the first places at which we shall make inquiries, lets fall a ‘Gideon’, and then transfers his ticket to somebody else. I suppose he didn’t bargain for my getting out of that house in time to follow him, and to telegraph to Port Said. Now that we are certain that he did not go that way, we must try and find out in what direction he did proceed.”

“And also what has become of the blind man and his companion,” said Leglosse. “They may be hot upon his trail, and if we can only discover them, and keep an eye on them, we may find out all we want to know. But it is likely to prove a difficult task.”

We tried the various shipping offices, without success. We called at every hotel, important or otherwise, questioned the City Police, who assured us they had seen nothing of the men we described and finally were compelled to own ourselves thoroughly well beaten. Leglosse’s face was the picture of despair, and I fear mine was not much better. We inserted advertisements in the papers, but with no more luck than before. From the moment the trio had entered Naples, they seemed to have vanished entirely. Then one evening, a ragged little urchin called at the hotel and asked to see us. In reply to our questions, he informed us that he had seen two Englishmen only the day before, such as the police said we were inquiring for; one of them was blind, the other dumb. Indeed he was sure of this, for the reason that he had carried their bag for them down to the harbour whence the Palermo boat sailed. We pricked up our ears on hearing this. If his story was correct, and Kitwater and Codd had visited Sicily, then without a doubt Hayle must have gone there too. But we had no desire to allow ourselves to be taken in again. It might be another of Hayle’s tricks, and for this reason we questioned the boy more closely; he adhered, however, to his story without a variation. His description of the men was perfect in every respect, and he assured us most emphatically that he knew nothing of any individual with such a scar upon his face as Hayle possessed. At last we became convinced that his story was genuine, and we rewarded the boy accordingly. After he had disappeared we informed Miss Kitwater of the discovery we had made.

“You will follow them to Palermo?”

“Assuredly, mademoiselle,” Leglosse replied. “I have my duty to perform.”

“Then I must go with you,” she answered. “If he is on the island the chase must be drawing to a close, and I must be present to protect him, if possible, against himself.”

Accordingly next morning, for the steamer for that day had long since sailed, we set out for the kingdom of Sicily, that gem among Islands, as Goethe terms it. It was the first time Miss Kitwater had seen the southern coast, and for this reason I made her promise that she would rise early next morning in order that she might witness our approach to the far-famed island. This she did, and side by side we watched the vessel draw closer to the land. Away to the west lay the island of Ustica, its outline sharply defined in the clear morning air.

“How beautiful it all is!” she said, “and to think that we are sailing such lovely seas upon such an errand.”

“You must try not to think about it,” I said. “ ‘Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof.’ Let us hope that it will all come right in the end. If only Leglosse can get hold of Hayle first, your uncle cannot possibly do him any harm, however much disposed he may be that way. Between us we ought to be able to manage that.”

Shortly after breakfast we obtained our first glimpse of Sicily. It was a scene never to be forgotten. The blue seas, the towering mountains rising apparently out of it, made up a picture that was lovely beyond compare. Presently we steamed into the harbour, and made our way to the Dogana, where our luggage was examined. Here we commenced our inquiries concerning Kitwater and Codd, and had the satisfaction of learning, on undeniable authority, that the story the boy had told us was correct. Such terrible infirmities as theirs could scarcely fail to attract notice, and more than one of the officials remembered seeing and commiserating them. On leaving the Dogana, they had travelled to the city by cab, so we were informed.

“The man who drove them is outside now,” said one of them. “Perhaps the señor would care to question him.”

I replied that I should like very much to do so, and we accordingly went out into the street together. It appeared that the cabman remembered his fares perfectly, the more so by reason of the fact that the blind man had sworn at him for not using greater speed in reaching the city. He had driven them to some furnished lodgings kept by his cousin, he said, and was proceeding to recommend them to us, when I cut him short by informing him that we had already decided upon a hotel. We thereupon entered the vehicle, he mounted the box, and we set off. From the moment that we had set foot ashore Miss Kitwater had been growing more and more nervous. When it was taken into consideration that before nightfall some very unpleasant things might happen, I do not think this fact is to be wondered at. I pitied her from the bottom of my heart, and was prepared to do all that lay in my power to help her. It was a strange change for her, from the quiet little village of Bishopstowe, to the pursuit of a criminal across Europe to an island in the Mediterranean.

“And when it is over?” was the question I asked myself on numerous occasions. “What is going to happen then? I suppose I shall bid her good-bye, she will thank me for the trouble I have taken, and then our acquaintance will be at an end.”

After that it had become my habit to heave a prodigious sigh, and to wonder whether she could ever be induced to —— 

But somehow I never got much further with my speculations. Was it likely she would ever think twice of me? She was invariably kind and thoughtful; she deferred to me on everything, and seemed to think my opinions and actions must of necessity be right. Apart from that I felt certain I had made no other impression upon her.

“Now, mon ami,” said Leglosse, when we had installed ourselves at our hotel, “I think it would be better that you should efface yourself for a time. None of the men we are after know me, but Hayle and Codd would both recognize you at once. Let me go into the town to make a few inquiries, and if they are satisfactory we shall know how to act. Do your best to amuse mademoiselle, and I will hasten back to you as soon as I have anything to tell.”

Upon my consenting to this arrangement he set off, leaving me free to devote myself to the amusement of Miss Kitwater. As soon as she joined me we made our way into the garden of the hotel, and seating ourselves on a comfortable bench, spent the remainder of the morning basking in the sunshine, and watching the exquisite panorama that was spread out before us.

“I wonder what they are doing at Bishopstowe now?” I said, and a moment later wished I had held my tongue.

“Poor little Bishopstowe,” my companion answered. “How thankful I shall be to get safely back to it! I don’t think I shall ever want to travel again.”

“Ah! you cannot tell,” I replied. “You are seeing the world just now under very unfavourable auspices. Some day perhaps you will follow the same route under conditions as happy as these are the reverse.”

I think she must have guessed to what I referred, for her face flushed a little, and she hastily diverted the conversation into another channel, by drawing my attention to a picturesque sailing-boat which at that moment was entering the harbour. I tried to entice her back to the subject later, but she would plainly have none of it. Only once did she refer to it, and that was when we were making our way back to the hotel to lunch. I stated my fear lest she should find all this running about from place to place tiring for her.

“You need not be afraid of that,” she answered. “I am very strong, and am not easily tired. Besides, you have been so good and kind, Mr. Fairfax, and have done so much to ensure my comfort, that, if only out of gratitude to you, I could not very well be fatigued. I think you know how grateful I am to you, do you not?”

As she said this she looked up at me with her beautiful trusting eyes, and so overwhelmed me that it was as much as I could do to keep back the words that rose to the tip of my tongue. I answered her to the effect that I had only done my best to promote her comfort, and was about to say something further, when Leglosse made his appearance before us. There was a look of great satisfaction upon his face.

“I think I know now all that there is to know,” he said. “If mademoiselle will excuse me, I will tell it. Monsieur Hayle arrived here some five days ago, and has taken possession of a charming villa some ten miles from the city. It is situated on the coast and the agent declares it to be unique. How long he intends to occupy it, he, the agent, could not say, but he has paid a high rent for it in advance, which appears to have given unlimited satisfaction. The other two men are still prowling about the city in search of him, but so far they have not been successful in their endeavours.”

“Could I not go to my uncle?” Miss Kitwater inquired. “It might be possible for me to persuade him to leave the island without seeing this wretched man.”

“I fear it would be useless,” I answered. “And you would only cause yourself unnecessary pain. No! what we must do is to communicate with the Palermo police: Leglosse can show them his warrant, and then we must endeavour to get Hayle under lock and key, and then out of the island, without waste of time. That is the best course, believe me.”

“If all goes well, I shall make the arrest to-night,” said Leglosse, and then added, “I must get back to Paris as soon as possible.”

That afternoon he went out once more, this time to interview the police authorities. At five o’clock he returned in a state of great excitement.

“The other two have discovered Hayle’s whereabouts,” he said, when we were alone together. “And they have set off in pursuit. They have been gone more than an hour, and, unless we start at once, we shall be too late to take him before they run him to earth.”

“Good Heavens! Are you quite sure of this?”

“As sure as I can be of anything,” he answered. “I have been to their house.”

“Do not say anything about this to Miss Kitwater,” I said hurriedly. “We must make the best excuse we can to account for our absence.”

I tried to do this, but she saw through my endeavour.

“You are going to arrest him, I can see,” she said. “Poor unhappy man! But there, I would rather that should happen than he and my uncle should meet. Go, Mr. Fairfax, and I pray God you may be successful.”

Leglosse had already engaged a cab, and when I joined him I discovered that he had also brought a Sicilian police official with him. This individual gave the driver his instructions, and away we went. As we had informed the cabman, previous to setting out, that there was no time to be lost, we covered the distance in fine style, and just as the sun was sinking behind the mountains entered the little village on the outskirts of which the villa was situated. It was a delightful spot, a mere cluster of human habitations, clinging to the mountain-side. The Angelus was sounding from the campanile of the white monastery, further up the hill-side as we drove along the main street. Leaving the village behind us we passed on until we came to the gates of the park in which the villa was situated. We had already formed our plans, and it was arranged that the island official should send his name in to Hayle, Leglosse and I keeping in the background as much as possible. We descended from the carriage and Leglosse rang the bell which we discovered on the wall; presently the door was opened, and a wizened-up little man made his appearance before us. An animated conversation ensued, from which it transpired that the new occupant of the villa was now in the pavilion at the foot of the grounds.

“In that case conduct us to him,” said the officer, “but remember this, we desire to approach without being seen. Lead on!”

The old man obeyed and led us by a winding path through the orangery for upwards of a quarter of a mile. At the end of that walk we saw ahead of us a handsome white edifice, built of stucco, and of the summer-house order. It stood on a small plateau on the first slope of the cliff and commanded an exquisite view of the bay, the blue waters of which lay some two hundred feet or so below it.

“His Excellency is in there,” said the old man, in his Sicilian patois.

“Very good, in that case you can leave us,” said the officer, “we can find our way to him ourselves.”

The old man turned and left us, without another word, very well pleased, I fancy, to get out of the way of that functionary. Goodness only knows what memories of stolen vegetables and fruit had risen in his mind.

“Before we go in,” I said, “would it not be as well to be prepared for any emergencies? Remember he is not a man who would stick at much.”

We accordingly arranged our plan of attack in case it should be necessary, and then approached the building. As we drew nearer the sound of voices reached our ears. At first I was not able to recognize them, but as we ascended the steps to the pavilion, I was able to grasp the real facts of the case.

“Good Heavens!” I muttered to myself, “that’s Kitwater’s voice.” Then turning to Leglosse, I whispered, “We’re too late, they’re here before us.”

It certainly was Kitwater’s voice I had heard, but so hoarse with fury that at any other time I should scarcely have recognized it.

“Cover him, Codd,” he was shouting, “and if he dares to move shoot him down like the dog he is. You robbed us of our treasure, did you? And you sneaked away at night into the cover of the jungle, and left us to die or to be mutilated by those brutes of Chinese. But we’ve run you down at last, and now when I get hold of you, by God, I’ll tear your eyes and your tongue out, and you shall be like the two men you robbed and betrayed. Keep your barrel fixed on him, Codd, I tell you! Remember if he moves you are to fire. Oh! Gideon Hayle, I’ve prayed on my bended knees for this moment, and now it’s come and — —”

At this moment we entered the room to find Hayle standing with his back to the window that opened into the balcony, which in its turn overlooked the somewhat steep slope that led to the cliff and the sea. Codd was on the left of the centre table, a revolver in his hand, and a look upon his face that I had never seen before. On the other side of the table was Kitwater, with a long knife in his hand. He was leaning forward in a crouching position, as if he were preparing for a spring. On hearing our steps, however, he turned his sightless face towards us. It was Hayle, however, who seemed the most surprised. He stared at me as if I were a man returned from the dead.

“Put up that revolver, Codd,” I cried. “And you, Kitwater, drop that knife. Hayle, my man, it’s all up. The game is over, so you may as well give in.”

Leglosse was about to advance upon him, warrant in one hand and manacles in the other.

“What does this mean?” cried Hayle.
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“THE WOODWORK SNAPPED, AND THE TWO MEN FELL OVER THE EDGE.”



His voice located him, and before we could either of us stop him, Kitwater had sprung forward and clutched him in his arms. Of what followed next I scarcely like to think, even now. In cannoning with Hayle he had dropped his knife, and now the two stood while a man could have counted three, locked together in deadly embrace. Then ensued such a struggle as I hope I shall never see again, while we others stood looking on as if we were bound hand and foot. The whole affair could not have lasted more than a few moments, and yet it seemed like an eternity. Kitwater, with the strength of a madman, had seized Hayle round the waist with one arm, while his right hand was clutching at the other’s throat. I saw that the veins were standing out upon Hayle’s forehead like black cords. Do what he could, he could not shake off the man he had so cruelly wronged. They swayed to and fro, and in one of their lurches struck the window, which flew open and threw them into the balcony outside. Codd and the Sicilian police official gave loud cries, but as for me I could not have uttered a sound had my life depended on it. Hayle must have realized his terrible position, for there was a look of abject, hopeless terror upon his face. The blind man, of course, could see nothing of his danger. His one desire was to be revenged upon his enemy. Closer and closer they came to the frail railing. Once they missed it, and staggered a foot away from it. Then they came back to it again, and lurched against it. The woodwork snapped, and the two men fell over the edge on to the sloping bank below. Still locked together they rolled over and over, down the declivity towards the edge of the cliff. A great cry from Hayle reached our ears. A moment later they had disappeared into the abyss, while we stood staring straight before us, too terrified to speak or move.

Leglosse was the first to find his voice.

“My God!” he said, “how terrible! how terrible!”

Then little Codd sank down, and, placing his head upon his hands on the table, sobbed like a little child.

“What is to be done?” I asked, in a horrified whisper.

“Go down to the rocks and search for them,” said the Sicilian officer, “but I doubt if we shall be able to find them; the sea is very deep off this point.”

We went! Kitwater’s body we discovered, terribly mutilated upon the rocks. Hayle’s remains were never found. Whether he fell into the deep water and was washed out to sea, or whether his body was jammed between the rocks under the water, no one would ever be able to say. It was gone, and with it all that were left of the stones that had occasioned their misery.

Codd did not accompany us in the search, and when we returned to the villa above he was not to be found. Never since the moment when we left him sobbing at the table have I set eyes on him, and now, I suppose, in all human probability I never shall.

Later on we returned to Palermo to break the news to Miss Kitwater. Shocked though she was, she received the tidings with greater calmness than I had expected she would do. Perhaps, after all, she felt that it was better that it should have ended so.



Three years have elapsed since we paid that terrible visit to Palermo. It may surprise you, or it may not, when I say that I am now a married man, Margaret Kitwater having consented to become my wife two years ago next month. The only stipulation she made when she gave her decision was that upon my marriage I should retire from the profession in which I had so long been engaged. As I had done sufficiently well at it to warrant such a step, I consented to do so, and now I lead the life of a country gentleman. It may interest some people to know that a certain day-dream, once thought so improbable, has come true, inasmuch as a considerable portion of my time is spent in the little conservatory which, as I have said elsewhere, leads out of the drawing-room. I usually wear a soft felt hat upon my head, and as often as not I have a pipe in my mouth. Every now and then Margaret, my wife, looks in upon me, and occasionally she can be persuaded to bring a young Fairfax with her, who, some people say, resembles his father. For my own part I prefer that he should be like his mother — whom, very naturally, I consider the best and sweetest woman in the world.

THE END


The Childerbridge Mystery (1902)
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CHAPTER I
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ONE HAD ONLY to look at William Standerton in order to realise that he was, what is usually termed, a success in life. His whole appearance gave one this impression; the bold unflinching eyes, the square, resolute chin, the well-moulded lips, and the lofty forehead, showed a determination and ability to succeed that was beyond the ordinary.

The son of a hardworking country doctor, it had fallen to his lot to emigrate to Australia at the early age of sixteen. He had not a friend in that vast, but sparsely-populated, land, and was without influence of any sort to help him forward. When, therefore, in fifty years’ time, he found himself worth upwards of half-a-million pounds sterling, he was able to tell himself that he owed his good fortune not only to his own industry, but also to his shrewd business capabilities. It is true that he had had the advantage of reaching the Colonies when they were in their infancy, but even with this fact taken into consideration, his was certainly a great performance. He had invested his money prudently, and the rich Stations, and the streets of House Property, were the result.

Above all things, William Standerton was a kindly-natured man. Success had not spoilt him in this respect. No genuine case of necessity ever appealed to him in vain. He gave liberally, but discriminatingly, and in so doing never advertised himself.

Strange to say, he was nearly thirty years of age before he even contemplated matrimony. The reason for this must be ascribed to the fact that his life had been essentially an active one, and up to that time he had not been brought very much into contact with the opposite sex. When, however, he fell in love with pretty Jane McCalmont — then employed as a governess on a neighbouring Property — he did so with an enthusiasm that amply made up for lost time.

She married him, and presented him with two children — a boy and a girl. Within three months of the latter’s arrival into the world, the mother laid down her gentle life, leaving her husband a well nigh broken-hearted man. After her death the years passed slowly by with almost monotonous sameness. The boy James, and the girl Alice, in due course commenced their education, and in so doing left their childhood behind them. Their devotion to their father was only equalled by his love for them. He could scarcely bear them out of his sight, and entered into all their sports, their joys and troubles, as if he himself were a child once more.

It was not, however, until James was a tall, handsome young fellow of four-and-twenty, and Alice a winsome maid of twenty, that he arrived at the conclusion that his affairs no longer needed his personal supervision, and that he was at liberty to return to the Mother Country, and settle down in it, should he feel disposed to do so.

“It’s all very well for you young folk to talk of my leaving Australia,” he said, addressing his son and daughter; “but I shall be like a fish out of water in the Old Country. You forget that I have not seen her for half-a-century.”

“All the more reason that you should lose no time in returning, father,” observed Miss Alice, to whom a visit to England had been the one ambition of her life. “You shall take us about and show us everything; the little village in which you were born, the river in which you used to fish, and the wood in which the keeper so nearly caught you with the rabbit in your pocket. Then you shall buy an old-fashioned country house and we’ll settle down. It will be lovely!”

Her father pinched her shapely little ear, and then looked away across the garden to where a railed enclosure was to be seen, on the crest of a slight eminence. He remembered that the woman lying there had more than once expressed a hope that, in the days then to come, they would be able to return to their native country together, and take their children with them.

“Well, well, my dear,” he said, glancing down at the daughter who so much resembled her mother, “you shall have it your own way. We will go Home as soon as possible, and do just as you propose. I think we may be able to afford a house in the country, and perhaps, that is if you are a very dutiful daughter, another in London. It is just possible that there may be one or two people living who may remember William Standerton, and, for that reason, be kind to his son and daughter. But I fear it will be rather a wrench for me to leave these places that I have built up with my own hands, and to which I have devoted such a large portion of my life. However, one can be in harness too long, and when once Australia is left behind me, I have no doubt I shall enjoy my holiday as much as any one else.”

In this manner the matter was settled. Competent and trustworthy managers were engaged, and the valuable properties, which had contributed so large a share to William Standerton’s wealth, were handed over to their charge.

On the night before they were to leave Mudrapilla, their favourite and largest station, situated on the Darling River, in New South Wales, James Standerton, called Jim by his family and a multifarious collection of friends, was slowly making his way along the left bank of the River. He had ridden out to say good-bye to the manager of the Out Station, and as his horse picked his way along the bank, he was thinking of England, and of what his life was to be there. Suddenly he became aware of a man seated beneath a giant gum tree near the water’s edge. From the fact that the individual in question had kindled a fire and was boiling his billy, he felt justified in assuming that he was preparing his camp for the night. He accordingly rode up and accosted him. The man was a Foot Traveller, or Swagman, and presented a somewhat singular appearance. Though he was seated, Jim could see that he was tall, though sparsely built. His age must have been about sixty years; his hair was streaked with grey, as also was his beard. Taken altogether his countenance was of the description usually described as “hatchet-faced.” He was dressed after the swagman fashion, certainly no better, and perhaps a little worse. Yet with it all he had the appearance of having once been in better circumstances. He looked up as Jim approached, and nodded a “good evening.” The latter returned the salutation in his customary pleasant fashion.

“How much further is it to the Head Station?” the man on the ground then enquired.

“Between four and five miles,” Jim replied. “Are you making your way there?”

“That’s my idea,” the stranger answered. “I hear the owner is leaving for England, and I am desirous of having a few words with him before he goes.”

“You know him then?”

“I’ve known him over thirty years,” returned the other. “But he has gone up in the world while, as you will gather, I have done the opposite. Standerton was always one of Life’s lucky ones; I am one of Her failures. Anything he puts his hand to prospers; while I, let it be ever so promising, have only to touch a bit of business, and it goes to pieces like a house of cards.”

The stranger paused and took stock of the young man seated upon the horse.

“Now I come to think of it,” he continued, after having regarded Jim intently for some seconds, “you’re not unlike Standerton yourself. You’ve got the same eyes and chin, and the same cut of mouth.”

“It’s very probable, for I am his son,” Jim replied. “What is it you want with my father?”

“That’s best known to myself,” the stranger returned, with a surliness in his tone that he had not exhibited before. “When you get home, just tell your governor that Richard Murbridge is on his way up the river to call upon him, and that he will try to put in an appearance at the Station early to-morrow morning. I don’t fancy he’ll be best pleased to see me, but I must have an interview with him before he leaves Australia, if I have to follow him round the country to get it.”

“You had better be careful how you talk to my father,” said Jim. “If you are as well acquainted with him as you pretend to be, you should know that he is not the sort of man to be trifled with.”

“I know him as well as you do,” the other answered, lifting his billy from the fire as he spoke. “William Standerton and I knew each other long before you were born. If it’s only the distance you say to the Head Station, you can tell him I’ll be there by breakfast time. I’m a bit foot-sore, it is true, but I can do the journey in an hour and a-half. On what day does the coach pass, going South?”

“To-morrow morning,” Jim replied. “Do you want to catch it?”

“It’s very probable I shall,” said Murbridge. “Though I wasn’t born in this cursed country, I’m Australian enough never to foot it when I can ride. Good Heavens! had any one told me, twenty-five years ago, that I should eventually become a Darling Whaler, I’d have knocked, what I should have thought then to be the lie, down their throats. But what I am you can see. Fate again, I suppose? However, I was always of a hopeful disposition, even when my affairs appeared to be at their worst, so I’ll pin my faith on to-morrow. Must you be going? Well, in that case, I’ll wish you good-night! Don’t forget my message to your father.”

Jim bade him good-night, and then continued his ride home. As he went he pondered upon his curious interview with the stranger he had just left, and while so doing, wondered as to his reasons for desiring to see his father.

“The fellow was associated with him in business at some time or another, I suppose?” he said to himself, “and, having failed, is now on his beam ends and wants assistance. Poor old Governor, there are times when he is called upon to pay pretty dearly for his success in life.”

James Standerton was proud of his father, as he had good reason to be. He respected him above all living men, and woe betide the individual who might have anything to say against the sire in the son’s hearing.

At last he reached the Home Paddock and cantered up the slope towards the cluster of houses, that resembled a small village, and surrendered his horse to a black boy in the stable yard. With a varied collection of dogs at his heels he made his way up the garden path, beneath the trellised vines to the house, in the broad verandah of which he could see his sister and father seated at tea.

“Well, my lad,” said Standerton senior, when Jim joined them, “I suppose you’ve seen Riddington, and have bade him good-bye. It’s my opinion he will miss you as much as any one in the neighbourhood. You two have always been such friends.”

“That’s just what Riddington said,” James replied. “He wishes he were coming with us. Poor chap, he doesn’t seem to think he’ll ever see England again.”

Alice looked up from the cup of tea she was pouring out for her brother.

“I fancy there is more in poor Mr. Riddington’s case than meets the eye,” she said sympathetically. “Nobody knows quite why he left England. He is always very reticent upon that point. I cannot help thinking, however, that there was a lady in the case.”

“There always is,” answered her brother. “There’s a woman in every mystery, and when you’ve found her it’s a mystery no longer. By the way, father, as I was coming home, I came across a fellow camped up the river. He asked me what the distance was to here, and said he was on his way to see you. He will be here the first thing to-morrow morning.”

“He wants work, I suppose?”

“No, I shouldn’t say that he did,” James replied. “He said that he wanted to see you on important private business.”

“Indeed? I wonder who it can be? A swagman who has important private business with me is a rara avis. He didn’t happen to tell you his name, I suppose?”

“Yes, he did,” Jim answered, placing his cup on the floor as he spoke. “His name is Richard Murbridge, or something like it.”

The effect upon the elder man was electrical.

“Richard Murbridge?” he cried. “Camped on the river and coming here?”

His son and daughter watched him with the greatest astonishment depicted upon their faces. It was not often that their father gave way to so much emotion. At last with an effort he recovered himself, and, remarking that Murbridge was a man with whom he had had business in bygone days, and that he had not seen him for many years, went into the house.

“I wonder who this Murbridge can be?” said James to his sister, when they were alone together. “I didn’t like the look of him, and if I were the Governor, I should send him about his business as quickly as possible.”

When he had thus expressed himself, Jim left his sister and went off to enjoy that luxury so dear to the heart of a bushman after his day’s work, a swim in the river. He was some time over it, and when he emerged, he was informed that his presence was required at the Store. Thither he repaired to arbitrate in the quarrel of two Boundary Riders. In consequence, more than an hour elapsed before he returned to the house. His sister greeted him at the gate with a frightened look upon her face.

“Have you seen father?” she enquired.

“No,” he answered. “Isn’t he in the house?”

“He went down the track just after you left, riding old Peter, and as he passed the gate he called to me not to keep dinner for him, as he did not know how long it might be before he would be back. Jim, I believe he is gone to see that man you told him of, and the thought frightens me.”

“You needn’t be alarmed,” her brother answered. “Father is quite able to take care of himself.”

But though he spoke with so much assurance, in his own mind he was not satisfied. He remembered that it had been his impression that the swagman bore his father a grudge, and the thought made him uneasy.

“Look here, Alice,” he said, after he had considered the matter for some time, “I’ve a good mind to go back along the track, and to bring the Governor home with me. What do you think?”

“It would relieve me of a good deal of anxiety if you would,” the girl replied. “I don’t like the thought of his going off like this.”

Jim accordingly went to the end of the verandah, and called to the stables for a horse. As soon as the animal was forthcoming he mounted it, and set off in the direction his father had taken. It was now quite dark, but so well did he know it, that he could have found his way along the track blindfolded, if necessary. It ran parallel with the river, the high trees on the banks of which could be seen, standing out like a black line against the starlit sky. He let himself out of the Home Paddock, passed the Woolshed, and eventually found himself approaching the spot where Murbridge had made his camp. Then the twinkle of the fire came into view, and a few seconds later he was able to distinguish his father standing beside his grey horse, talking to a man who was lying upon the ground near the fire. Not wishing to play the part of an eavesdropper, he was careful to remain out of earshot. It was only when he saw the man rise, heard him utter a threat, and then approach his father, that he rode up. Neither of the men became aware of his approach until he was close upon them, and then both turned in surprise.

“James, what is the meaning of this?” his father cried. “What are you doing here, my lad?”

For a moment the other scarcely knew what reply to make. At last he said: — 

“I came to assure myself of your safety, father. Alice told me you had gone out, and I guessed your errand.”

“A very dutiful son,” sneered Murbridge. “You are to be congratulated upon him, William.”

James stared at the individual before him with astonishment. What right had such a man to address his father by his Christian name?

“Be careful,” said Standerton, speaking to the man before him. “You know what I said to you just now, and you are also aware that I never break my word. Fail to keep your part of the contract, and I shall no longer keep mine.”

“You know that you have your heel upon my neck,” the other retorted; “and also that I cannot help myself. But I pray that the time may come when I shall be able to be even with you. To think that I am tramping this infernal country, like a dead beat Sundowner, without a cent in my pocket, while you are enjoying all the luxuries and happiness that life and wealth can give. It’s enough to make a man turn Anarchist right off.”

“That will do,” said William Standerton quietly. “Remember that to-morrow morning you will go back to the place whence you came; also bear in mind the fact that if you endeavour to molest me, or to communicate with me, or with any member of my family, I will carry out the threat I uttered just now. That is all I have to say to you.”

Then Standerton mounted his horse, and turning to his son, said: — 

“Let us return home, James. It is getting late, and your sister will be uneasy.”

Without another word to the man beside the fire, they rode off, leaving him looking after them with an expression of deadly hatred upon his face. For some distance the two men rode in silence. Jim could see that his father was much agitated, and for that reason he forbore to put any question to him concerning the individual they had just left. Indeed it was not until they had passed the Woolshed once more, and had half completed their return journey that the elder man spoke.

“How much of my conversation with that man did you overhear?”

“Nothing but what I heard when Murbridge rose to his feet,” James replied. “I should not have come near you had I not heard his threat and seen him approach you. Who is the man, father?”

“His name is Murbridge,” said Standerton, with what was plainly an effort. “He is a person with whom I was on friendly terms many years ago, but he has now got into disgrace, and, I fear has sank very low indeed. I do not think he will trouble us any more, however, so we will not refer to him again.”

All that evening William Standerton was visibly depressed. He excused himself from playing his usual game of cribbage with his daughter, on the plea that he had a headache. Next morning, however, he was quite himself. He went out to his last day’s work in the bush as cheerfully as he had ever done. But had any one followed him, he, or she, would have discovered that the first thing he did was to ride to the spot where Richard Murbridge had slept on the previous night. The camp was deserted, and only a thin column of smoke, rising from the embers of the fire, remained to show that the place had been lately occupied.

“He has gone, then,” said Standerton to himself. “Thank goodness! But I know him too well to be able to assure myself that I have seen the last of him. Next week, however, we shall put the High Seas between us, and then, please God, I shall see no more of him for the remainder of my existence.”

At that moment the man of whom he was speaking, was tramping along the dusty track with a tempest of rage in his heart.

“He may travel wherever he pleases,” he was muttering to himself, “but he won’t get away from me. He may go to the end of the world, and I’ll follow him and be at his elbow, just to remind him who I am, and of the claims I have upon him. Yes, William Standerton, you may make up your mind upon one point, and that is the fact that I’ll be even with you yet!”


CHAPTER II
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CHILDERBRIDGE MANOR IS certainly one of the finest mansions in the County of Midlandshire. It stands in a finely-timbered park of about two hundred acres, which rises behind the house to a considerable elevation. The building itself dates back to the reign of Good Queen Bess, and is declared by competent authorities to be an excellent example of the architecture of that period. It is large, and presents a most imposing appearance as one approaches it by the carriage drive. The interior is picturesque in the extreme; the hall is large and square, panelled with oak, and having a massive staircase of the same wood leading from it to a music gallery above. There are other staircases in various parts of the building, curious corkscrew affairs, in ascending which one is in continual danger of knocking one’s head against the ceiling and corners. There are long, and somewhat dark corridors, down which it would be almost possible to drive the proverbial coach and four, whilst there are also numerous secret passages, and a private chapel, with stained glass windows connected with the house by means of a short tunnel. That such a mansion should be provided with a family ghost, goes without saying. Indeed, Childerbridge Manor is reputed to possess a small army of them. Elderly gentlemen who carry their heads under their arms; beautiful women who glide down the corridors, weeping as they go; and last but not least, a deformity, invariably dressed in black, who is much given to sitting on the foot rails of beds, and pointing, with the first finger of his right hand, to the ceiling above. So well authenticated are the legends of these apparitions, that it would be almost an impossibility to induce any man, woman, or child, from the village, to enter the gates of Childerbridge Manor after dusk. Servants who arrived were told the stories afloat concerning their new abode; and the sound of the wind sighing round the house on a gusty night immediately set their imaginations to work, with the result of their giving notice of their intention to leave on the following morning. “They had seen the White Lady,” they declared, had heard her pitiful death cry, and vowed that nothing could induce them to remain in such a house twenty-four hours longer. In fact, “As haunted as the Manor House” had become a popular expression in the neighbourhood.

When the Standerton’s reached England, they set to work to discover for themselves a home. They explored the country from east to west, and from north to south, but without success. Eventually Childerbridge Manor was offered them by an Agent in London, and after they had spent a considerable portion of their time poring over photographs of the house and grounds, they arrived at the conclusion that they had discovered a place likely to suit them. On a lovely day in early summer they travelled down from London to inspect it, and were far from being disappointed in what they saw.

When they entered the gates the park lay before them, bathed in sunlight, the rooks cawed lazily in the trees, while the deer regarded them, from their couches in the bracken, with mild, contemplative eyes. After the scorched up plains of Australia, the picture was an exceedingly attractive one. The house itself, they could see would require a considerable outlay in repairs, but when that work was accomplished, it would be as perfect a residence as any that could be found. The stables were large enough to hold half a hundred horses, but for many years had been tenanted only by rats. The same might be said of the buildings of the Home Farm!

“However, taking one thing with another,” said Mr. Standerton, after he had inspected everything, and arrived at a proper understanding of the possibilities of the place, “I think it will suit us. The Society of the neighbourhood, they tell me, is good, while the hunting is undeniable. It is within easy reach of London, and all matters taken into consideration, I don’t think we shall better it.”

In this manner it was settled. A contract for repairs and decorations was placed in the hands of a well-known Metropolitan firm, a vast amount was spent in furnishing, and in due course Childerbridge Manor House was once more occupied. The County immediately came to call, invitations rained in, and having been duly inspected and not found wanting, the newcomers were voted a decided acquisition to the neighbourhood. William Standerton’s wealth soon became proverbial, and mothers, with marriageable sons and daughters, vied with each other in their attentions. James Standerton, as I have already said, was a presentable young man. His height was something over six feet, his shoulders were broad and muscular, as became a man who had lived his life doing hard work in the open air, his eyes were grey like his father’s, and there was the same moulding of the mouth and chin. In fact, he was an individual with whom, one felt at first glance, it would be better to be on good terms than bad.

One evening a month or so after their arrival at the Manor House, Jim was driving home from the railway station. He had been spending the day in London buying polo ponies, and was anxious to get home as quickly as possible. His horse was a magnificent animal, and spun the high dogcart along the road at a rattling pace. When he was scarcely more than half a mile from the lodge gates of his own home, he became aware of a lady walking along the footpath in front of him. She was accompanied by a mastiff puppy, who gambolled awkwardly beside her. As the dogcart approached them the puppy dashed out into the road, directly in front of the fast-trotting horse. As may be imagined the result was inevitable. The dog was knocked down, and it was only by a miracle that the horse did not go down also. The girl uttered a little scream, then the groom jumped from his seat and ran to the frightened animal’s head. Jim also descended to ascertain the extent of injuries the horse and dog had sustained. Fortunately the former was unhurt; not so the author of the mischief, however. He had been kicked on the head, and one of his forepaws was crushed and bleeding.

“I cannot tell you how sorry I am,” said Jim, apologetically to the young lady, when he had carried her pet to the footpath. “I am afraid I was very careless.”

“You must not say that,” she answered. “It was not your fault at all. If my silly dog had not run into the road it would not have happened. Do you think his leg is broken?”

Jim knelt on the edge of the path beside the dog and carefully examined his injuries. His bush life had given him a considerable insight into the science of surgery, and it stood him in good stead now.

“No,” he said, when his examination was at an end, “his leg is not broken, though I’m afraid it is rather badly injured.”

In spite of the young lady’s protests, he took his handkerchief from his pocket and bound up the injured limb. The next thing to be decided was how to get the animal home. It could not walk, and it was manifestly impossible that the young lady should carry him.

“Won’t you let me put him in the cart and drive you both home?” Jim asked. “I should be glad to do so, if I may.”

As he said this he looked more closely at the girl before him, and realised that she was decidedly pretty.

“I am afraid there is nothing else to be done,” she said, and then, as if she feared this might be considered an ungracious speech, she added: “But I fear I am putting you to a great deal of trouble, Mr. Standerton.”

Jim looked at her in some surprise.

“You know my name, then?” he said.

“As you see,” she answered, with a smile at his astonishment. “I called upon your sister yesterday. My name is Decie, and I live at the Dower House, with my guardian, Mr. Abraham Bursfield.”

“In that case, as we are neighbours,” said Jim, “and I must claim a neighbour’s privilege in helping you. Allow me put the dog in the cart.”

So saying he picked the animal up and carried it tenderly to the dogcart, under the seat of which he placed it. He then assisted Miss Decie to her seat and took his place beside her. When the groom had seated himself at the back, they set off in the direction of the Dower House, a curious rambling building, situated in a remote corner of Childerbridge Park. As they drove along they discussed the neighbourhood, the prospects of the shooting, and Jim learned, among other things, that Miss Decie was fond of riding, but that old Mr. Bursfield would not allow her a horse, that she preferred a country life to that of town, and incidentally that she had been eight years under her guardian’s care. Almost before they knew where they were they had reached the cross roads that skirted the edge of the Park, and were approaching the Dower House. It was a curious old building, older perhaps than the Manor House, to which it had once belonged. In front it had a quaint description of courtyard, surrounded by high walls covered with ivy. A flagged path led from the gates, which, Jim discovered later, had not been opened for many years, to the front door, on either side of which was a roughly trimmed lawn. Pulling up at the gates, the young man descended, and helped Miss Decie to alight.

“You must allow me to carry your dog into the house for you,” he said, as he lifted the poor beast from the cart.

A postern door admitted them to the courtyard and they made their way, side by side, along the flagged path to the house. When they had rung the bell the door was opened to them by an ancient man-servant, whose age could scarcely have been less than four-score. He looked from his mistress to the young man, as if he were unable to comprehend the situation.

“Isaac,” said Miss Decie, “Tory has met with an accident, and Mr. Standerton has very kindly brought him home for me.” Then to Jim she added:— “Please come in, Mr. Standerton, and let me relieve you of your burden.”

But Jim would not hear of it. Accompanied by Miss Decie he carried the animal to the loose box in the deserted stables at the back of the house, where he had his quarters. This task accomplished, they returned to the house once more.

“I believe you have not yet met my guardian, Mr. Bursfield,” said Miss Decie, as they passed along the oak-panelled hall. Then, as if to excuse the fact that the other had not paid the usual neighbourly call, she added: “He is a very old man, you know, and seldom leaves the house.”

As she said this, she paused before a door, the handle of which she turned. The room in which Jim found himself a moment later was a fine one. The walls, like the rest of the house, were panelled, but owing to the number of books the room contained, very little of the oak was visible. There were books on the shelves, books on the tables, and books on the floor. In the centre of the room stood a large writing-table, at which an old man was seated. He was a strange-looking individual; his face was lined with innumerable wrinkles, his hair was snow-white and descended to his shoulders. He wore a rusty velvet coat and a skull cap of the same material.

He looked up as the pair entered, and his glance rested on Jim with some surprise.

“Grandfather,” said Miss Decie, for, as Jim afterwards discovered, she invariably addressed the venerable gentleman by this title, though she was in no way related to him, “pray let me introduce you to Mr. Standerton, who has most kindly brought poor Tory home for me.”

The old man extended a shrivelled hand.

“I am happy to make your acquaintance, Mr. Standerton,” he said, “and I am grateful to you for the service you have rendered Miss Decie. I must apologise for not having paid you and your father the customary visit of courtesy, but, as you have perhaps heard, I am a recluse, and seldom venture from the house. I trust you like Childerbridge?”

“We are delighted with it,” Jim replied. “It is a very beautiful and interesting old house. Unfortunately, however, we have been able to gather very little of its history. I have heard it said that you know more about it than any one in the neighbourhood.”

“I do indeed,” Mr. Bursfield replied. “No one knows it better than I do. Until a hundred years ago it was the home of my own family. My father sold it, reserving only the Dower House for his own use. Since then the estate has fallen upon evil times.”

He paused for a moment and sat looking into the fireplace, as if he had forgotten his visitor’s presence. Then he added as to himself:

“No one who has taken the place has prospered. There is a curse upon it.”

“I sincerely hope not,” Jim answered. “It would be a bad look out for us if that were so.”

“I beg your pardon,” the old man returned, almost hastily. “For the moment I was not thinking of what I was saying. I did not mean of course that the curse would affect your family. There is no sort of reason why it should. But the series of coincidences, if by such a term we may designate them, have certainly been remarkable. Sir Giles Shepfield purchased it from my father, and was thrown from his horse, and killed at his own front door. His son Peter was found dead in his bed, some say murdered, others that he was frightened to death by something, or someone, he had seen; while his second son, William, was shot in a duel in Paris, the day after the news reached him that he had come into the property. The Shepfields being only too anxious to dispose of it, it was sold to the newly-made Lord Childerbridge, who was eager to acquire it possibly on account of the name. He remained two years there, but at the end of that period he also had had enough of the place, and left it quite suddenly, vowing that he would never enter its doors again. After that it was occupied off and on by a variety of tenants, but for the last five years it has been unoccupied. I hear that your father has worked wonders with it, and that he has almost turned it into a new place.”

“He has had the work done very carefully,” Jim replied. “It is very difficult to repair an old mansion like Childerbridge without making such repairs too apparent.”

“I quite agree with you,” said the old man drily. “Your modern architect is no respecter of anything antiquated as a rule.”

“And now I must bid you good-evening,” said James. “My father and sister will be wondering what has become of me.”

He shook hands with Mr. Bursfield, who begged him to excuse him for not accompanying him to the door, and then followed Miss Decie from the room. They bade each other adieu at the gate.

“I hope your dog will soon be himself again,” said Jim, in the hope of being able to prolong the interview, if only for a few moments. “If you would like me to have him for a few days I would do what I could for him, and I would see that he is properly looked after.”

“I could not think of giving you so much trouble,” she returned. “I think he will be all right here. I feel certain I shall be able to do all that is necessary. Will you give my kind regards to your sister? I should like to tell you that I admire her very much, Mr. Standerton.”

“It is very good of you to say so,” he replied. Then clutching at the hope thus presented to him, he added, “I trust you and she will be great friends.”

“I hope so,” said Miss Decie, and thereupon bade him good-night.

As he went out to his cart he felt convinced in his own mind that he had just parted from the most charming girl he had ever met in his life. He reflected upon the matter as he completed the short distance that separated him from his home, and when he joined his sister in the drawing-room later, he questioned her concerning her new acquaintance.

“She must lead a very lonely life,” said Jim. “I was introduced to the old gentleman she calls grandfather, and if his society is all she has to depend upon, then I do not envy her her lot.”

His sister had a suspicion of what was in his mind though she did not say so. Like her brother she had taken a great liking to the girl, and there was every probability, as time went on, of their becoming firm friends.

“It may interest you to hear that she is coming to tea with me on Thursday,” said Alice.

Jim was interested, and to prove it registered a mental vow that he would make a point of being at home that day. As a matter of fact he was, and was even more impressed than before.

From that day Miss Decie spent a large proportion of her time at the Manor House. In less than a month she had become Alice’s own particular friend, and Jim felt that the whole current of his life had been changed. What Mr. Bursfield thought of the turn affairs had taken can be seen now, but at the time his views were only a matter of conjecture. That Jim and Miss Decie had managed to fall in love with each other was quite certain, and that William Standerton approved of his son’s choice was another point that admitted of no doubt. Helen Decie with her pretty face, and charming manners, was a general favourite. At that stage their wooing was a matter-of-fact one in the extreme. Jim had no rival, and at the outset no difficulties worth dignifying with the name. He was permitted unlimited opportunities of seeing the object of his affections and, when the time was ripe, and he informed her of the state of his feelings towards herself, she gave him her hand, and promised, without any hysterical fuss, to be his wife, with the full intention of doing her utmost to make him happy.

“But, Jim,” she said, “before you do anything else, you must see Mr. Bursfield and obtain his consent. He is my guardian, you know, and has been so good to me that I can do nothing without his approval.”

“I will see him to-morrow morning,” Jim replied, “and I fancy I can tell you what his answer will be. How could it be otherwise when he knows that your happiness is at stake?”

“I hope it will be as you say,” she answered, but not with her usual cheerfulness. “Somehow or another grandfather always looks at things in a different light to other people.”

“You may be sure I will do my best to get him to look at it as we want him to,” her lover returned. “I will bring every argument I can think of to bear upon him.”

Needless to say, Mr. Standerton, when he heard the news, was delighted, while Alice professed herself overjoyed at the thought of having Helen for her sister. In Jim’s mind, however, there was the remembrance of Abraham Bursfield, and of the interview that had to be got through with that gentleman.

“It’s no use beating about the bush or delaying matters,” he said to himself. “I’ll walk back with Helen and get it over to-night instead of to-morrow morning.”

He informed his sweetheart of his intention. She signified her approval, and together they strolled across the Park towards the little gate that opened into the grounds of the Dower House. It was a lovely evening, and, as you may suppose, they were as happy a young couple as could have been found in the length and breadth of England. Their engagement had scarcely commenced, yet Jim was already full of plans for the future.

“I shall take you from that dreary old house,” he said, nodding his head in the direction of the building they were approaching, “and we will find a place somewhere in the neighbourhood. How you have managed to exist here for eight years I cannot imagine.”

“It has been dull certainly,” she answered, “but I have the house and my grandfather to look after, so that my time is fairly well taken up.”

“You must have felt that you were buried alive,” he answered. “In the future, however, we’ll change all that. You shall go where, and do, just as you please.”

She shook her head.

“To make you happy,” she said, “will be enough for me.”


CHAPTER III
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ON REACHING THE house, Jim bade the butler inform his master that Mr. Standerton would like to see him. Isaac looked at him as if he were desirous of making sure of his business before he admitted him, then he hobbled off in the direction of his master’s study, to presently return with the message that Mr. Bursfield would see Mr. Standerton if he would be pleased to step that way. Jim thereupon followed the old man into the room in which he had first made Abraham Bursfield’s acquaintance some four months before. As on that memorable occasion, he found that gentleman seated at his desk, looking very much as if he had not moved from it in all that time.

“I wish you good evening, Mr. Standerton,” he said, motioning his visitor to a chair. “To what may I attribute the honour of this visit?”

“I have come to you on a most important errand,” Jim replied. “Its purport may surprise you, but I hope it will not disappoint you.”

“May I ask that you will be good enough to tell me what that errand is,” said the old gentleman drily. “I shall then be better able to give you my opinion.”

“To sum it up in a few words,” Jim answered, “I have this afternoon asked Miss Decie to become my wife, and she has promised to do so. I am here to ask your approval.”

Bursfield was silent for a few moments. Then he looked sharply up at the young man.

“You are of course aware that Miss Decie is only my adopted granddaughter, and that she has not the least shadow of a claim, either upon me, or upon such remnants of property as I may possess.”

“I am quite aware of it,” Jim replied. “Miss Decie has told me of her position, and of your goodness to her.”

“The latter of which she is endeavouring to repay by leaving me to spend the rest of my miserable existence alone. A pretty picture of gratitude, is it not? But it is the world all over!”

“I am sure she will always entertain a feeling of profound gratitude towards you,” protested Jim. “She invariably speaks of you with the greatest affection.”

“I am indeed indebted to her for her consideration,” retorted the other with a sneer. “Unfortunately, shall I say, for you, I prefer something more than words. No, Mr. Standerton, I cannot give my consent to your engagement.”

Jim could only stare in complete astonishment. He had never expected this.

“You do not mean that you are going to forbid it?” he ejaculated when he had recovered somewhat from his surprise.

“I am reluctantly compelled to admit that that is my intention. Believe me, I have the best of reasons for acting thus. Possibly my decision may cause you pain. It is irrevocable, however. At my death Helen will be able to do as she pleases, but until that event takes place, she must remain with me.”

He took up his pen as if to continue his writing, and so end the interview.

“But, Mr. Bursfield, this is an unheard-of determination,” cried the young man.

“That may be,” was the reply. “I believe I have the reputation for being somewhat singular. My so-called granddaughter is a good girl, and if I know anything of her character, she will do as I wish in this matter.”

Jim rose to his feet and crossed to the door as if to leave. When he reached it, however, he turned and faced Mr. Bursfield.

“You are quite sure that nothing I can say or do will induce you to alter your decision?” he enquired.

“Quite,” the other replied.

“Then allow me to give you fair warning that I intend to marry Miss Decie,” retorted Jim, who by this time had quite lost his temper.

“You are at liberty to do so when I am dead,” Mr. Bursfield replied, and then continued his writing as if nothing out of the common had occurred.

Without another word Jim left the room. He had arranged that he should meet Helen in the garden afterwards. It was with a woe-begone face, however, that he greeted her.

“While he lives he absolutely refuses to sanction our engagement,” he began. “For some reason of his own he declines to consider the matter for a moment. He says that at his death you are at liberty to do as you please, but until that event occurs, you are to remain with him. I consider it an act of the greatest selfishness.”

Helen heaved a heavy sigh.

“I was afraid he would not look upon it as favourably as we hoped,” she said. “I will see what I can do with him, however. I know him so well, and sometimes I can coax him to do things he would not dream of doing for any one else.”

“Try, darling, then,” said Jim, “and let us trust you will be successful.”

They bade each other good-night, and then James set off on his walk across the Park. Dusk was falling by this time, and the landscape looked very beautiful in the evening light. As he strode along he thought of his position and of the injustice of Bursfield’s decision. Then he fell to picturing what his future life would be like when the old man should have relented and Helen was his wife. He was still indulging in this day-dream when he noticed a shabbily-dressed man standing on the path a short distance ahead of him. Somehow the figure seemed familiar to him, and when he drew nearer he could not suppress an exclamation of astonishment. The individual was none other than the man he had seen lying beside the camp fire on the banks of the Darling River, and who, on a certain memorable evening, had caused his father so much emotion, Richard Murbridge. Whatever Jim’s feelings might have been, Murbridge was at least equal to the occasion.

“Good evening, Mr. Standerton,” he began, lifting his hat politely as he spoke. “You are doubtless surprised to see me in England.”

“I am more than surprised,” James replied, “and I am equally astonished at finding you on my father’s premises after what he said to you in Australia. If you will be guided by me you will make yourself scarce without loss of time.”

“You think so, do you? Then let me tell you that you have no notion of the situation, or of the character of Richard Murbridge. Far from making myself scarce, I am now on my way to see your father. I fear, however, he will not kill the fatted calf in my honour; but even that omission will not deter me. Tenacity of purpose has always been one of my chief characteristics.”

“If you attempt to see him you will discover that my father has also some force of character,” the other replied. “What is more, I refuse to allow you to do so. I am not going to permit him to be worried by you again.”

“My young friend, you little know with whom you are dealing,” Murbridge retorted. “I have travelled from the other side of the world to see your father, and if you think you can prevent me you are much mistaken. What is more, let me inform you that you would be doing him a very poor service by attempting to keep us apart. There is an excellent little inn in the village, whose landlord and I are already upon the best of terms. The Squire, William Standerton, late of Australia, but now of Childerbridge, is an important personage in the neighbourhood. Everything that is known about him is to his credit. It would be a pity if — —”

“You scoundrel!” said Jim, approaching a step nearer the other, his fists clenched, as if ready for action, “If you dare to insinuate that you know anything to my father’s discredit, I’ll thrash you to within an inch of your life.”

Then a fit of indescribable fear swept over him as he remembered the night in Australia, when his father had shown so much agitation on learning that the man was on his way to the station to see him. What could be the secret between them? But no! He knew his father too well to believe that the man before him could cast even the smallest slur upon his character. William Standerton’s name was a synonym for sterling integrity throughout the Island Continent. It was, therefore, impossible that Murbridge could have any hold upon him.

“You had better leave the place at once by the way you came into it,” Jim continued, “and take very good care that we don’t see any more of you.”

“You crow very loud, my young bantam,” returned Murbridge, “but that does not alter my decision. Now let me tell you this. If you knew everything, you would just go down on your bended knees and pray to me to forgive you for your impudence. As I said a moment ago, it’s not the least use your attempting to stop me from seeing your father, for see him I will, if I have to sit at his gate for a year and wait for him to come out.”

“Then you’d better go and begin your watch at once, for you shall not see him at the house,” retorted Jim.

“We’ll see about that,” said Murbridge, and then turned on his heel, and set off in the direction of the Park gates. James waited until he had seen him disappear, then he in his turn resumed his walk. He had to make up his mind before he reached the house as to whether he would tell his father of the discovery he had made or not. On mature consideration he came to the conclusion that it would be better for him to do so.

For this reason, when he reached the house he enquired for his father, and was informed that he had gone to his room to dress for dinner. He accordingly followed him thither, to discover him, brush in hand, at work upon his silver-grey hair. That night, for some reason, the simple appointments of that simple room struck Jim in a new and almost pathetic light. Each article was, like its owner, strong, simple and good.

“Well, my lad, what is it?” asked Standerton. “I hope your interview with Mr. Bursfield was satisfactory?”

“Far from it,” Jim replied lugubriously; and then, to postpone the fatal moment, he proceeded to describe to his father the interview he had had with the old gentleman.

“Never mind, my boy, don’t be down-hearted about it,” said Standerton, when he had heard his son out. “To-morrow I’ll make it my business to go and see Mr. Bursfield. It will be strange if I can’t talk him into a different way of thinking before I’ve done with him. But I can see from your face that there is something else you’ve got to tell me. What is it?”

Jim paused before he replied. He knew how upset his father would be at the news he had to impart.

“Father,” he said, “I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news for you. I’ve been trying to make up my mind whether I should tell you or not.”

“Tell me, James,” answered the other. “I’ll be bound it’s not so very bad after all. You’ve probably been brooding over it, and have magnified its importance.”

“I sincerely hope I have. I am afraid not, however. Do you remember the man we saw at Mudrapilla in the Five Mile Paddock, the night before we left? His name was Murbridge.”

The shock to William Standerton was every bit as severe as James had feared it would be.

“What of him?” he cried. “You don’t mean to say that he is in England?”

“I am sorry to say that he is,” Jim returned. “I found him in the Park this evening on his way up to the house.”

The elder man turned and walked to the fireplace, where he stood looking into it in silence. Then he faced his son once more.

“What did he say to you?” he enquired at last, his voice shaking with the anxiety he could not control or hide.

“He said that he wanted to see you, and that he would do so if he had to wait at the gates for a year.”

“And he will,” said Standerton bitterly; “that man will hunt me to my grave. I have been cursed with him for thirty years, and do what I will I cannot throw him off.”

James approached his father, and placed his hand upon his shoulder.

“Father,” he began, “why won’t you let me share your trouble with you? Surely we should be able to find some way of ridding ourselves of this man?”

“No, there is no way,” said Standerton. “He has got a hold upon me that nothing will ever shake off.”

“I will not believe, father, that he knows anything to your discredit,” cried Jim passionately.

“And you are right, my lad,” his father replied. “He knows nothing to my discredit. I hope no one else does; but — but there — do not ask any more. Some day I will tell you the whole miserable story. But not now. You must not ask me. Believe me, dear lad, when I say that it would be better not.”

“Then what will you do?”

“See him, and buy him off once more, I suppose. Then I shall have peace for a few months. Do you know where he is staying?”

“At the ‘George and Dragon,’” Jim replied.

“Then I must send a note down to him and ask him to come up here,” said Standerton. “Now go and dress. Don’t trouble yourself about him.”

All things considered, the dinner that night could not be described as a success. William Standerton was more silent than usual, and his son almost equalled him. Alice tried hard to cheer them both, but finding her efforts unsuccessful, she also lapsed into silence. A diversion, however, was caused before the meal was at an end. The butler had scarcely completed the circuit of the table with the port, before a piercing scream ran through the building, followed by another, and yet another.

“Good heavens! What’s that?” cried Standerton, as he sprang to his feet, and hurried to the door, to be followed by his son and daughter.

“It came from upstairs, sir,” said the butler, and immediately hurried up the broad oak staircase two steps at a time. His statement proved to be correct, for, on reaching the gallery that runs round the hall, he found a maid-servant lying on the floor in a dead faint. Jim followed close behind him, and between them they picked the girl up, and carried her down to the hall, where she was laid upon a settee. The housekeeper was summoned, and the usual restoratives applied, but it was some time before her senses returned to her. When she was able to speak, she looked wildly about her, and asked if “it was gone?” When later she was able to tell her story more coherently, it was as follows.

In the fulfilment of her usual duties she had gone along the gallery to tidy Miss Standerton’s bedroom. She had just finished her work, and was closing the door, when she saw, standing before her, not more than half-a-dozen paces distant, the little hump-backed ghost, of which she had so often heard mention made in the Servants’ Hall. It looked at her, pointed its finger at her, and a second later vanished. “She knew now,” she declared, “that it was all over with her, and that she was going to die. Nothing could save her.” Having given utterance to this alarming prophecy, she indulged in a second fit of hysterics, on recovering from which she was removed by the butler and housekeeper to the latter’s sitting-room, vowing as she went that she could not sleep in the house, and that she would never know happiness again. Having seen her depart, the others returned to the dining-room, and had just taken their places at the table once more, when there was a ring at the front door bell, and in due course the butler entered with the information that a person “of the name of Murbridge” had called and would be glad to see Mr. Standerton. James sprang to his feet.

“I told him he was not to come near the place,” he said. “Let me go and see him, father.”

“No, no, my boy,” said Standerton. “I wrote to him before dinner, as I told you I should, telling him to come up to-night. Where is he, Wilkins?”

“In the library, sir,” the butler replied.

“Very well. I will see him there.”

He accordingly left the room.

A quarter of an hour later James and Alice heard Murbridge’s voice in the hall.

“You dare to turn me out of your house?” he was saying, as if in a fit of uncontrollable rage. “You forbid me to speak to your son and daughter, do you?”

“Once and for all, I do,” came Standerton’s calm voice in reply. “Now leave the house, and never let me see your face again. Wilkins, open the door, and take care that this man is never again admitted to my house.”

Murbridge must have gone down the steps, where, as Wilkins asserted later on, he stood shaking his fist at Mr. Standerton.

“Curse you, I’ll make you pay for this,” he cried. “You think yourself all-powerful because of your wealth, but whatever it costs me, I’ll make you smart for the manner in which you’ve treated me to-night.”

Then the door was closed abruptly, and no more was seen of him.

William Standerton’s usually rubicund face was very pale when he joined his son and daughter later. It was plain that the interview he had had with Murbridge had upset him more than he cared to admit. Alice did her best to console him, and endeavoured to make him forget it, but her efforts were a failure.

“Poor old dad,” she said, when she bade him good-night. “It hurts me to see you so troubled.”

“You must not think about it then,” was the answer. “I shall be myself again in the morning. Good-night, my girl, and may God bless you.”

“God bless you, father,” the girl replied earnestly.

“I do wish you’d let me help you,” said Jim, when he and his father were alone together. “Why did you not let me interview that man?”

“It would have done no good,” Standerton replied. “The fellow was desperate, and he even went so far as to threaten me. Thereupon I lost my temper and ordered him out of the house. I fear we shall have more trouble with him yet.”

“Is it quite impossible for you to tell me the reason of it all?” James asked, after a moment’s hesitation.

“Well, I have been thinking it over,” said his father, “and I have come to the conclusion that perhaps it would be better, much as it will pain you, to let you know the truth. But not to-night, dear lad. Let it stand over, and I will tell you everything to-morrow. Now good-night.”

They shook hands according to custom, and then departed to their respective rooms.

Next morning James was about early. He visited the Stables and the Home Farm, looked in at the kennels, and was back again at the home some three-quarters of an hour before breakfast. As he crossed the hall to ascend the stairs, in order to go to his own room, he met Wilkins coming down, his face white as death.

“My God, sir,” he said hoarsely, “for mercy’s sake come upstairs to your father’s room.”

“What is the matter with him?” cried James, realising from the butler’s manner that something terrible had happened.

But Wilkins did not answer. He only led the way upstairs. Together they proceeded along the corridor and entered the Squire’s bedroom. There they saw a sight that James will never forget as long as he lives. His father lay stretched out upon the bed, dead. His eyes were open, and stared horribly at the ceiling, while his hands were clenched, and on either side of his throat were discoloured patches.

These told their own tale.

William Standerton had been strangled.


CHAPTER IV
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IT WOULD BE almost impossible to describe in fitting words the effect produced upon James Standerton, by the terrible discovery he had made.

“What does it mean, Wilkins?” he asked in a voice surcharged with horror. “For God’s sake, tell me what it means?”

“I don’t know myself, sir,” the man replied. “It’s too terrible for all words. Who can have done it?”

Throwing himself on his knees beside his father’s body, James took one of the cold hands in his.

“Father! father!” he cried, in an ecstasy of grief, and then broke down altogether. When calmness returned to him, he rose to his feet, clasped the hands of the dead man upon the breast, and tenderly closed the staring eyes.

“Send for Dr. Brenderton,” he said, turning to Wilkins, “and let the messenger call at the police-station on the way and ask the officer in charge to come here without a moment’s delay.”

The man left him to carry out the order, and James silently withdrew from the room to perform what he knew would be the saddest task of his life. As he descended the stairs he could hear his sister singing in the breakfast-room below.

“You are very late,” she said, as he entered the room. “And father too. I shall have to give him a talking-to when he does come down.”

Then she must have realised that something was amiss, for she put down the letter which she had been reading, and took a step towards him. “Has anything happened, Jim?” she enquired, “your face is as white as death.” Then Jim told her everything. The shock to her was even more terrible than it had been to her brother, but she did her best to bear up bravely.

The doctor and the police officer arrived almost simultaneously. Both were visibly upset at the intelligence they had received. Short though William Standerton’s residence in the neighbourhood had been, it had, nevertheless, been long enough for them to arrive at a proper appreciation of his worth. He had been a good supporter of all the Local Institutions, a liberal landlord, and had won for himself the reputation of being an honest and just man.

“I sympathise with you more deeply than I can say,” said the doctor, when he joined Jim in the library after he had made his examination. “If there is anything more I can do to help you, I hope you will command me.”

“Thank you,” said Jim simply, “there is not anything however you can do. Stay! There is one question you can answer. I want you to tell me how long you think my father has been dead?”

“Several hours,” replied the medical man. “I should say at least six.”

“Is there any sort of doubt in your mind as to the cause of his death?”

“None whatever,” the other replied. “All outward appearances point to the fact that death is due to strangulation.”

At that moment the police officer entered the room.

“I have taken the liberty, Mr. Standerton,” he said, “of locking the door of the room and retaining the key in my possession. It will be necessary for me to report the matter to the Authorities at once, in order that an Inquest may be held. Before I do so, however, may I put one or two questions to you?”

“As many as you like,” Jim replied. “I am, of course, more than anxious that the mystery surrounding my father’s death shall be cleared up at once, and the murderer brought to Justice.”

“In the first place,” said the officer, “I see that the window of the bedroom is securely fastened on the inside, so that the assassin, whoever he was, could not have made his entrance by this means. Do you know whether your father was in the habit of locking his door at night?”

“I am sure he was not. A man who has led the sort of life he has done for fifty years does not lock his bedroom door on retiring to rest.”

“In that case the murderer must have obtained access to the room through the house, and I must make it my business to ascertain whether any of the windows or doors were open this morning. One more question, Mr. Standerton, and I have finished for the present. Have you any reason to suppose that your father had an enemy?”

Jim remembered the suspicion that had been in his mind ever since he had made the ghastly discovery that morning.

“I have,” he answered. “There was a man in Australia who hated my father with an undying hatred.”

“Forgive my saying so, but a man in Australia could scarcely have committed murder in England last night.”

“But the man is not in Australia now. He was here yesterday evening, and he and my father had a quarrel. The man was ordered out of the house, and went away declaring that, whatever it might cost, he would be revenged.”

“In that case it looks as if the mystery were explained. I must make it my business to discover the whereabouts of the man you mention.”

“He was staying at the ‘George and Dragon’ yesterday,” said Jim. “By this time, however, he has probably left the neighbourhood. It should not be difficult to trace him, however; and if you consider a reward necessary, in order to bring about his apprehension more quickly, offer it, and I will pay it only too gladly. I shall know no peace until this dastardly crime has been avenged.”

“I can quite understand that,” the doctor remarked. “You will have the sympathy of the whole County.”

“And now,” said the police officer, “I must be going. I shall take a man with me and call at the ‘George and Dragon.’ The name of the person you mentioned to me is — —”

“Richard Murbridge,” said Jim, and thereupon furnished the officer with a description of the man in question.

“You will, of course, be able to identify him?”

“I should know him again if I did not see him for twenty years,” Jim answered. “Wilkins, the butler, will also be glad to give you evidence as to his coming here last night.”

“Thank you,” the officer replied. “I will let you know as soon as I have anything to report.”

The doctor and the police agent thereupon bade him good-day and took their departure, and Jim went in search of his grief-stricken sister. The terrible news had by this time permeated the whole household, and had caused the greatest consternation.

“I knew what it would be last night,” said the cook. “Though Mr. Wilkins laughed at me, I felt certain that Mary Sampson did not see the Black Dwarf for nothing. Why, it’s well known by everybody that whenever that horrible little man is seen in the house death follows within twenty-four hours.”

The frightened maids to whom she spoke shuddered at her words.

“What’s more,” the cook continued, “they may talk about murderers as they please, but they forget that this is not the first time a man has been found strangled in this house. There is more in it than meets the eye, as the saying goes.”

“Lor, Mrs. Ryan, you don’t mean to say that you think it was the ghost that killed the poor master?” asked one of the maids, her eyes dilating with horror.

“I don’t say as how it was, and I don’t say as how it wasn’t,” that lady replied somewhat ambiguously, and then she added oracularly: “Time will show.”

In the meantime Jim had written a short note to his sweetheart, telling her of the crime, and imploring her to come to his sister at once. A servant was despatched with it, and half-an-hour later Helen herself appeared in answer.

“Your poor father. I cannot believe it! It is too terrible,” she said to her lover, when he greeted her in the drawing-room. “Oh! Jim, my poor boy, how you must feel it. And Alice, too — pray let me go to her at once.”

Jim conducted her to his sister’s room, and then left the two women together, returning himself to the dead man’s study on the floor below. There he sat himself down to wait, with what patience he could command, for news from the police station. In something less than an hour it came in the shape of a note from the inspector, to the effect that Murbridge had not returned to the “George and Dragon” until a late hour on the previous night, and that he had departed for London by the train leaving Childerbridge Junction shortly before five o’clock that morning. “However,” said the writer, in conclusion, “I have wired to the Authorities in London, furnishing them with an exact description of him, and I have no doubt that before very long his arrest will be effected.”

With this assurance Jim was perforce compelled to be content. Later came the intimation from the Coroner to the effect that the Inquest would be held at the George and Dragon Inn on the following morning.

Shortly after twelve o’clock Wilkins entered the study with the information that a person of “the name of Robins” desired to see his master on an important matter, if he would permit him an interview.

“Show him in,” said Jim, forming as he did so a shrewd guess as to the man’s business.

A few moments later a small, sombrely-dressed individual, resembling a Dissenting minister more than any one else, made his appearance in the room.

“Mr. Standerton, I believe,” he began, speaking in a low, deep voice, that had almost a solemn ring about it.

“That is my name,” the other replied. “What can I do for you?”

“I am a Scotland Yard detective,” the stranger replied, “and I have been sent down to take charge of the case. I must apologise for intruding upon you at such a time, but if the murderer is to be brought to justice, no time mast be lost. I want you to tell me, if you will, all you can about the crime, keeping nothing back, however trivial you may consider it.”

James thereupon proceeded to once more narrate what he knew regarding the murder. He discovered that the detective had already been informed as to the ominous suspicion that had attached itself to Murbridge.

“The first point to be settled,” he said, when James had finished, “is the way in which the man got into the house. You have not cross-questioned the domestics upon the subject, I suppose?”

James shook his head.

“I have been too much upset to think of such a thing,” he answered. “But if you deem such a proceeding necessary, you are, of course, quite at liberty to do so. Take what steps you think best; all I ask of you is to find my father’s murderer.”

“I presume you heard nothing suspicious during the night?”

“Nothing at all. But it is scarcely likely that I should do so, as my room is in another part of the house.”

“Who is responsible for the locking up at night?”

“The butler, Wilkins.”

“Has he been with you any length of time?”

“We ourselves have only been a few months in England,” Jim replied, “but since he has been in our service we have found him a most careful and trustworthy man. There cannot be any shadow of suspicion against him.”

“Very likely not,” the detective answered. “But in my profession we often find criminals in the most unlikely quarters. Mind you, sir, I don’t say that he had anything to do with the crime itself. It is not outside the bounds of possibility, however, that his honesty may have been tampered with, even to the extent of leaving a window unfastened, or a door unlocked. However, I have no doubt I shall soon learn all there is to be known about Mr. Wilkins.”

When he had asked one or two other important questions, he withdrew to question the servants. From the account James received of the examination later, it would not appear to have been a very successful business.

Wilkins asserted most positively that he had made every door and window in the house secure before retiring to rest. He was as certain as a man could be that no lock, bolt, or bar had been moved from its place during the night, and the housekeeper corroborated his assertions. The detective’s face wore a puzzled expression.

“I’ve been round every flower-bed outside the windows,” he said to the police inspector, “and not a trace of a footprint can I find. And yet we know that Murbridge was away from the inn at a late hour, and there’s evidence enough upstairs to show that somebody made his way into Mr. Standerton’s room between midnight and daybreak. Later I’ll go down to the village and make a few enquiries there. It’s just possible somebody may have met the man upon the road.”

He was as good as his word, and when he returned to the Manor House at a late hour he knew as much about Richard Murbridge’s movements on the preceding evening as did any man in the neighbourhood.

Jim dined alone that night, though it would be almost a sarcasm to dignify his meal with such a name. He had spent the afternoon going through his father’s papers, in the hope of being able to discover some clue that might ultimately enable him to solve the mystery concerning Murbridge. He was entirely unsuccessful, however. Among all the papers with which the drawers were filled, there was not one scrap of writing that could in anyway enlighten him. They were the plain records of a successful business man’s career, and, so far as Murbridge was concerned, quite devoid of interest. I do not think James Standerton ever knew how much he loved his father until he went through that drawer. The neat little packets, so carefully tied up and labelled, spoke to him eloquently of the dead man, and, as he replaced them where he had found them, a wave of intense longing to be revenged on his father’s cowardly assassin swept over him. He was in the act of closing the drawer, when there came a tap at the door, and Wilkins entered to inform him that the detective had returned and was at his service, should he desire to see him.

“Show him in, Wilkins,” said James, locking the drawer of the table, and placing the key in his pocket as he spoke.

The butler disappeared, to return a few moments later accompanied by the individual in question.

“Well, Mr. Robins,” said Jim, when they were alone together, “what have you discovered?”

“Nothing of very much importance, sir, I am afraid,” the other replied. “I have found out that Murbridge left the park by the main gates almost on the stroke of half-past eight last night. I have also discovered that he was again seen within a few minutes of eleven o’clock, standing near the small stile at the further end of the park.”

“I know the place,” Jim replied. “Go on! What was he doing there!”

“Well, sir,” continued the detective, “that’s more than I can tell you. But if he were there at such an hour, you may be sure it was not with any good intention. I have made enquiries from the keepers, and they have informed me that it is quite possible to reach the house by the path that leads from the stile without being observed.”

“It winds through the plantation,” said Jim, “and it is very seldom used. Lying outside the village as it does, it is a very roundabout way of reaching the house. What have they to say about him at the inn?”

“Not very much, sir. But what little they do say is important. The landlord informs me that immediately after his arrival in the village he began to ask questions concerning the Squire. There is no doubt that your father was his enemy, and also that Murbridge cherished a bitter grudge against him. He did not tell the landlord who he was, or what his reasons were for being in the neighbourhood. It is certain, however, that had your father not been living here he would not have come near the place. On receipt of Mr. Standerton’s letter, he set off for the house, and did not return to the inn until a late hour. In point of fact, it was between twelve and one o’clock when he did come in. The landlord is unable to give the exact time, for the reason that he was too sleepy to take much notice of it. He does remember, however, that Murbridge was in a very bad temper, and that he was excited about something. He called for some brandy, and moreover stated that his holiday was at an end, and that he was leaving for London by the early train next morning. This he did. That is as far as the landlord’s tale goes. It seems to me that, unless we can prove something more definite against him than the evidence we have been able to obtain up to the present moment, it will be difficult to bring the crime home to him.”

“But we must prove more,” cried Jim, with considerable vehemence. “I am as certain in my own mind as I can be of anything that he was the man who killed my father, and if it costs me all I am worth in the world, and if I am compelled to spend the rest of my life in doing it, I’ll bring the crime home to him somehow or another. It is impossible that he should be allowed to take that good, honest life, and get off scot free.”

“I can quite understand your feelings, sir,” said the detective, “and you may rest assured that, so far as we are concerned, no stone shall be left unturned to bring the guilty man to justice. Of course it is full early to speak like this, but if you will review the case in your own mind, you will see that, up to the present, there is really nothing tangible against the man. We know that he hated your father, and that he stated his intention of doing him a mischief, and also that on the night he uttered this threat the murder was committed. From this it would appear that he is responsible for it. But how are we to prove that he got into the house? No one saw him, and there are no suspicious footprints on the flower-beds outside. At the same time we know that he did not return to the inn until a late hour, and that, when he did, he was in an excited state. Yet why should he not have gone for a walk, and might not his excitement be attributed to resentment of the treatment he received at your father’s hands? I am very much afraid it would be difficult to induce a Jury to convict on evidence such as we are, so far, able to bring against him. However, we shall hear what the Coroner has to say to-morrow. In the meantime, if you do not require my presence longer, I will return to the inn. It will be necessary for me to be early astir to-morrow.”

James bade him good-night, and when he had departed, went upstairs to his sister’s room. He found her more composed than she had been when he had last seen her, and able to talk of the dead man without breaking down as she had hitherto done. He informed her of the detective’s visit, and of the information he had received from him. It was nearly midnight when he left her. The lamp in the hall was still burning, and he descended the great staircase with the intention of telling Wilkins that he could lock up the house and retire to rest. To his astonishment, when he reached the hall, he beheld the butler standing near the dining-room door, his face as white as the paper upon which I am now writing.

“What on earth is the matter, man?” asked James, who, for the moment, was compelled to entertain the notion that the other had been drinking.

“I’ve seen it, sir,” said Wilkins in a voice that his master scarcely recognised. “I’d never believe it could be true, but now I’ve witnessed it with my own eyes.”

“Witnessed what?” James enquired.

“The ghost, sir,” Wilkins replied; “the ghost of the Little Black Dwarf.”

Jim was in no humour for such talk then, and I very much regret to say he lost his temper.

“Nonsense,” he answered. “You must have imagined that you saw it.”

“No, sir, I will take my Bible Oath that I did not. I saw it as plain as I see you now. I’d been in to lock up the dining-room, and was standing just where I am now, never thinking of such a thing, when I happened to look up in the gallery, and there, sir, as sure as I’m alive, was the ghost, leaning on the rail, and looking down at me. His eyes were glaring like red-hot coals. Then he pointed upwards and disappeared. I will never laugh at another person again, when they say that they have seen him. May God defend us from further trouble!”


CHAPTER V

[image: img144.jpg]

THE INQUEST ON the body of William Standerton was held next morning at the George and Dragon Inn in the village, and was attended by more than half the Neighbourhood. The affair had naturally caused an immense sensation in all ranks of Society, and, as the Coroner observed in his opening remarks, universal sympathy was felt for the bereaved family. Wilkins, who had not altogether recovered from the fright he had received on the night before, was the first witness. He stated that he had been the first to discover the murder, and then informed the coroner of the steps he had immediately taken. Questioned as to the visit paid to the Squire by Murbridge, he said that the latter was in a great rage when turned away from the house, and on being asked to do so, repeated the words he had made use of. In conclusion, he said that he was quite certain that no door or window in the house had been left unfastened on the night in question, and that he was equally certain that none were found either open, or showing signs of having been tampered with in the morning. Jim followed next, and corroborated what the butler had said. A sensation was caused when he informed the Coroner that Murbridge had threatened his father in his hearing in Australia. He described his meeting with the man in the park before dinner, and added that he had forbidden him to approach the house. Examined by the Coroner, he was unable to say anything concerning the nature of the quarrel between the two men. The doctor was next called, and gave evidence as to being summoned to the Manor House. He described the body, and gave it as his opinion that death was due to strangulation. Then followed the police officer. The landlord was the next witness, and he gave evidence to the effect that the man Murbridge had stayed at the inn, had been absent on the evening in question from eight o’clock until half-past twelve, and that he had departed for London by the first train on the following morning. The driver of the mail-cart, who had seen him standing beside the stile, was next called. He was quite sure that he had made no mistake as to the man’s identity, for the reason that he had had a conversation with him at the George and Dragon Inn earlier in the evening. This completing the evidence, the jury, without leaving the room, brought in a verdict of “Wilful murder against some person or persons unknown,” and for the time being the case was at an end.

“You must not be disappointed, my dear sir,” said Robins, afterwards; “it is all you can possibly expect. The jury could do no more on such evidence. But we’ve got our warrant for the arrest of Murbridge, and, as soon as we are able to lay our hands upon him, we may be able to advance another and more important step. I am going up to London this afternoon, and I give you my assurance I shall not waste a moment in getting upon his track.”

“And you will let me know how you succeed?”

“I will be sure to do so,” Robins replied.

“In the meantime, there can be no harm in my putting an advertisement in the papers, offering a reward of five hundred pounds to anyone who will give such information as may lead to the discovery of the murderer.”

“It is a large sum to offer, sir, and will be sure to bring you a lot of useless correspondence. Still, it may be of some use, and I would suggest that you send it to the daily papers without delay.”

“It shall be done at once.”

Jim thereupon bade the detective good-bye, and returned to the house to inform his sister of what had taken place at the inquest. She quite agreed with him on the matter of the reward, and an advertisement was accordingly despatched to the London newspapers, together with a cheque to cover the cost of the insertions.

Next day the mortal remains of William Standerton were conveyed to their last resting-place in the graveyard of the little village church. After the funeral Jim drove back to the Manor House, accompanied by his father’s solicitor, who had travelled down from London for the ceremony. He was already aware that, by his father’s death, he had become a rich man, but he had no idea how wealthy he would really be, until the will was read to him. When this had been done he was informed that he was worth upwards of half-a-million sterling. He shook his head sadly:

“I’d give it all up willingly, every penny of it,” he answered, “to have my father alive. Even now I can scarcely believe that I shall never see him again. It seems an extraordinary thing to me that the police have, so far, not been able to obtain any clue as to the whereabouts of Murbridge. Look at this heap of letters,” he continued, pointing to a pile of correspondence lying upon the writing table, “each one hails from somebody who has either seen Murbridge or professes to know where he is to be found. One knows just such a man working in a baker’s shop in Shoreditch; another has lately returned with him on board a liner from America, and on receipt of the reward will give me his present address; a third says that he is a waiter in a popular restaurant in Oxford Street; a fourth avers that he is hiding near the Docks, and intends leaving England this week. So the tale goes on, and will increase, I suppose, every day.”

“The effect of offering so large a reward,” replied the lawyer. “My only hope is that it will not have the effect of driving him out of England. In which case the difficulty of laying hands upon him will be more than doubled.”

“He need not think that flight will save him,” Jim replied. “Let him go where he pleases, I will run him to earth.”



Helen had spent the day at the Manor House, trying to comfort Alice in her distress. At nine o’clock she decided to return to her own home, and Jim determined to accompany her. They accordingly set off together. So occupied were they by their own thoughts, that for some time neither of them spoke. Jim was the first to break the silence.

“Helen,” he said, “I cannot thank you sufficiently for your goodness to Alice during this awful time. But for you I do not know how she would have come through it.”

“Poor girl,” Helen answered, “my heart aches for her.”

“She was so fond of our father,” James answered.

“Not more than you were, dear,” Helen replied; “but you have borne your trouble so bravely — never once thinking of yourself.”

The night was dark, and there was no one about, so why should he not have slipped his arm round her waist.

“Helen,” he said, “the time has come for me to ask what our future is to be. Will you wait for Mr. Bursfield’s death before you become my wife, or will you court his displeasure and trust yourself to me?”

“I would trust myself to you at any time,” she answered. “But do you not see how I am situated? I owe everything to my Guardian. But for his care of me in all probability I should now be a governess, a music-mistress, or something of that sort. He has fed me, clothed me, and loved me, after his own fashion, for a number of years. Would it not, therefore, seem like an act of the basest ingratitude to leave him desolate, merely to promote my own happiness?”

“And does my happiness count for nothing?” Jim returned. “But let us talk the matter over dispassionately, and see what can be done. Don’t think me heartless, Helen, when I say, that you must realise that Mr. Bursfield is a very old man. It is just possible, therefore, that the event we referred to a few moments ago may take place in the near future. Now, owing to my father’s death, I ought not to be married for some time to come. I propose, therefore, that we wait until, say, the end of six months, and then make another appeal to your guardian? It is just possible he may be more inclined to listen to reason then. What do you say?

“I will do whatever you wish,” she answered simply. “I fear, however, that, while Mr. Bursfield lives, he will take no other view of the case.”

“We must hope that he will,” Jim replied. “In the meantime, as long as I know that you are true to me, and love me as I love you, I shall be quite happy.”

“You do believe that I love you, don’t you, Jim?” she asked, looking up at her lover in the starlight.

“Of course I do,” he answered. “God knows what a lucky man I deem myself for having been permitted to win your love. I am supremely thankful for one thing, and that is, the fact that my father learnt to know and love you before his death.”

“As I had learnt to love him,” she replied. “But there, who could help doing so?”

“One man at least,” Jim replied. “Unhappily, we have the worst of reasons for knowing that there was one person in the world who bore him a mortal hatred.”

“Have you heard anything yet from the police regarding Murbridge?”

“Not a word,” Jim answered. “They have given me their most positive assurance that they are leaving no stone unturned to find the man, but, so far, they appear to have been entirely unsuccessful. If they do not soon run him down I shall take up the case myself, and see what I can do with it. And now here we are at the gate. You do not know how hard it is for me to let you go, even for so short a time. With the closing of that door the light seems to go out of my life.”

“I hope and pray that you will always be able to say that,” she answered solemnly.

Then they bade each other good-night, and she disappeared into the house, leaving Jim free to resume his walk. He had not gone many steps, however, before he heard his name called, and, turning round, beheld no less a person than Mr. Bursfield hurrying after him. He waited for the old gentleman to come up. It was the first time that Jim had known him to venture beyond the limits of his own grounds. The circumstance was as puzzling as it was unusual.

“Will you permit me a short conversation with you, Mr. Standerton?” Mr. Bursfield began. “I recognised your voice as you bade Miss Decie good-bye, and hurried after you in the hope of being able to see you.”

For a moment Jim hoped that Mr. Bursfield had come after him in order to make amends, and to withdraw his decision regarding his marriage with Helen. This hope, however, was soon extinguished.

“Mr. Standerton,” the old gentleman continued, “you may remember what I told you a few evenings since concerning the proposal you did me the honour of making on behalf of my ward, Miss Decie?”

“I remember it perfectly,” Jim replied; “it is scarcely likely that I should forget.”

“Since then I have given the matter careful consideration, and I may say that I have found no reason for deviating from my previous decision.”

“I am sorry indeed to hear that. The more so as your ward and myself are quite convinced that our affections are such as will not change or grow weaker with time. Indeed, Mr. Bursfield, I have had another idea in my mind which I fancied might possibly commend itself to you, and induce you to reconsider your decision. You have already told me that Miss Decie’s presence is necessary to your happiness. As a proof of what a good girl she is I might inform you that, only a few moments since, she told me that she could not consent to leave you, for the reason that she felt that she owed all she possessed to you.”

“I am glad that Helen has at least a spark of gratitude,” the other answered with a sneer. “It is a fact that she does owe everything to me. And now for this idea of yours.”

“What I was going to propose is,” said Jim, “that in six months’ time, or so, you should permit me to marry your ward, and from that day forward should take up your residence with us.”

The old man looked at him in astonishment. Then he burst into a torrent of speech.

“Such a thing is not to be thought of,” he cried. “I could not consider it for a moment; it would be little short of madness. I am a recluse. I care less than nothing for society. My books are my only companions; I want, and will have, no others. Besides, I could not live in that house of yours, were you to offer me all the gold in the world.”

Here he grasped Jim’s arm so tightly that the young man almost winced.

“I have, of course, heard of your father’s death,” he continued. “It is said that he was murdered. But, surely, knowing what you do, you are not going to be foolish enough to believe that?”

“And why not?” Jim enquired in great surprise. “I can do nothing else, for every circumstance of the case points to murder. Good heavens! Mr. Bursfield, if my father were not murdered, how did he meet his death?”

The other was silent for a moment before he replied. Then he drew a step nearer, and, looking up at Jim, asked in a low voice:

“Have you forgotten what I said to you concerning the mystery of the house? Did I not tell you that one of the former owners was found dead in bed, having met his fate in identically the same manner as your father did? Does not this appear significant to you? If not, your understanding must indeed be dull.”

The new explanation of the mystery was so extraordinary, that Jim did not know what to say or think about it. That his father’s death had resulted from any supernatural agency had never crossed his mind.

“I fear I am not inclined to agree with you, Mr. Bursfield,” he said somewhat coldly. “Even if one went so far as to believe in such things, the evidence given by the doctor at the inquest would be sufficient to refute the idea.”

“In that case let us drop the subject,” Bursfield answered. “My only desire was to warn you. It is rumoured in the village that on the night of your father’s death one of your domestics was confronted by the spectre known as the Black Dwarf, and fainted in consequence. My old man-servant also told me this morning that your butler had seen it on another occasion. I believe the late Lord Childerbridge also saw it, and in consequence determined to be rid of the place at any cost. No one has been able to live there, and I ask you to be warned in time, Mr. Standerton. For my own part, as I have said before, though it is the home of my ancestors, I would not pass a night at Childerbridge for the wealth of all the Indies.”

“In that case you must be more easily frightened than I am,” said Jim. “On the two occasions you mention, the only evidence we have to rely upon is the word of a hysterical maid-servant, and the assurance of a butler, who, for all we know to the contrary, may have treated himself more liberally than usual, on that particular evening, to my father’s port.”

“Scoff as you will,” Bursfield returned, “but so far as you are concerned I have done my duty. I have given you your warning, and if you do not care to profit by it, that has nothing to do with me. And now to return to the matter upon which I hastened after you this evening. I refer to your proposed marriage with my ward.”

Jim said nothing, but waited for Mr. Bursfield to continue. He had a vague feeling that what he was about to hear would mean unhappiness for himself.

“I informed you the other day,” the latter continued, “that it was impossible for me to sanction your proposal. I regret that I am still compelled to adhere to this decision. In point of fact, I feel that it is necessary for me to go even further, and to say that I must for the future ask you to refrain from addressing yourself to Miss Decie at all.”

“Do you mean that you refuse me permission to see her or to speak with her?” Jim asked in amazement.

“If, by seeing her, you mean holding personal intercourse with her, I must confess that you have judged the situation correctly. I am desirous of preventing Miss Decie from falling into the error of believing that she will ever be your wife.”

“But, my dear sir, this is an unheard-of proceeding. Why should you object to me in this way? You know nothing against me, and you are aware that I love your ward. You admitted, on the last occasion that I discussed the matter with you, that Miss Decie might expect little or nothing from you at your death. Why, therefore, in the name of Commonsense, are you so anxious to prevent her marrying the man she loves, and who is in a position to give her all the comfort and happiness wealth and love can bestow?”

“You have heard my decision,” the other replied quietly. “I repeat that on no consideration will I consent to a marriage between my ward and yourself. And, as I said just now, I will go even further, and forbid you most positively for the future either to see or to communicate with her.”

“And you will not give me your reasons for taking this extraordinary step?”

“I will not. That is all I have to say to you, and I have the honour to wish you a good evening.”

“But I have not finished yet,” said Jim, whose anger by this time had got the better of him. “Once and for all, let me tell you this, Mr. Bursfield: I have already informed you that I am determined, at any cost, to make Miss Decie my wife. I might add now, that your tyrannical behaviour will only make me the more anxious to do so. If the young lady deems it incumbent upon her to await your consent before marrying me, I will listen to her and not force the matter; but give her up I certainly will not so long as I live.”

“Beware, sir, I warn you, beware!” the other almost shrieked.

“If that is all you have to say to me I will bid you good evening.”

But Bursfield did not answer; he merely turned on his heel and strode back in the direction of the Dower House. Jim stood for a moment looking after his retreating figure, and when he could no longer distinguish it, turned and made his way homewards.

On reaching the Manor House he informed his sister of what had taken place between himself and Helen’s guardian.

“He must be mad to treat you so,” said Alice, when her brother had finished. “He knows that Helen loves you, and surely he cannot be so selfish as to prefer his own comfort to her happiness.”

“I am afraid that is exactly what he does do,” said Jim. “However, I suppose I must make allowances. Old age is apt to be selfish. Besides, we have to remember, as Helen says, that she owes much to him. No! we will do as we proposed, and wait six months, and see what happens then!”

But though he spoke so calmly he was by no means at ease in his own mind. He was made much happier, however, by a note which was brought to him as he was in the act of retiring to rest.

It was in Helen’s handwriting, and he tore it open eagerly.

“My own dear love,” it ran, “Mr. Bursfield has just informed me of what took place between you this evening. It is needless for me to say how sorry I am that such a thing should have occurred. I cannot understand his behaviour in this matter. That something more than any thought of his own personal comfort makes him withhold his consent, I feel certain. Whatever happens, however, you know that I will be true to you; and if I cannot be your wife, I will be wife to no other man.

“Your loving Helen.”


CHAPTER VI
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WHILE THE LETTER from Helen cheered James Standerton wonderfully, it did not in any way help him out of his difficulty with Mr. Bursfield. The latter had most decisively stated his intention not to give his consent to the marriage of his adopted granddaughter with the young Squire of Childerbridge. What his reasons were for taking such a step, neither Jim nor Helen could form any idea. It was a match that most guardians would have been only too thankful to have brought about. In spite of Helen’s statements, he could only, after mature consideration, assign it to the old man’s natural selfishness, and, however bitterly he might resent his treatment, in his own heart he knew there was nothing for it but to wait with such patience as he could command for a change in the other’s feelings towards himself. He had the satisfaction of knowing, however, that Helen loved him, and that she would be true to him, happen what might. He was not a more than usually romantic young man, but I happen to know that he carried that letter about with him constantly, while he had read it so often that he must have assuredly known its contents by heart. All things considered, it is wonderful what comfort it is possible for a love-sick young man to derive from a few commonplace words written upon a sheet of notepaper.

After the momentous interview with Mr. Bursfield, the days went by with their usual sameness at Childerbridge. No news arrived from the detective, Robins. Apparently it was quite impossible for him to discover the smallest clue as to Murbridge’s whereabouts. To all intents and purposes he had disappeared as completely as if he had been caught up into the skies. The reward, beyond bringing a vast amount of trouble and disappointment to Jim, had not proved of the least use to any one concerned.

Numerous half-witted folk, as is usual in such cases, had come forward and given themselves up, declaring that they had committed the murder, but the worthlessness of their stories was at once proved in every case. One man, it was discovered, had been on the high seas another had never been near Childerbridge in his life; while a third, and this was a still more remarkable case, was found to have been an inmate of one of Her Majesty’s convict establishments at the time the murder was committed.

“Never mind,” said Jim to himself; “he must be captured sooner or later. If the police authorities cannot catch him, I’ll take up the case myself, and run him to ground, wherever he may be.”

As he said this he looked up at the portrait of his father, which hung upon the wall of his study.

“Come what may, father,” he continued, “if there is any justice in the world, your cruel murder shall be avenged.”

Another month went by, and still the same want of success attended the search for Murbridge.

“Alice, I can stand it no longer,” said Jim to his sister one evening, after he had read a communication from Robins. “I can gather from the tone of this letter that they are losing heart. I ought to have taken up the case myself at the commencement, and not have wasted all this precious time. The man may now be back in Australia, South America, or anywhere else.”

Alice crossed the room and placed her hand on his shoulder.

“Dear old Jim,” she said, “I am sure you know how I loved our father.”

“Of course I do,” said Jim, looking up at her. “No one knows better. But I can see there is something you want to say to me. What is it?”

“Don’t be angry with me, Jim,” she replied, seating herself on the arm of his chair “but deeply as that man has wronged us, I cannot help thinking that we should not always be praying for vengeance against him, as we are doing. Do you think it is what our father, with his noble nature, would have wished?”

Jim was silent for a moment. The desire for vengeance by this time had taken such a hold upon him, and had become such an integral part of his constitution, that he was staggered beyond measure by her words.

“Surely you don’t mean to say, Alice,” he stammered, “that you are willing to forgive the man who so cruelly killed our father?”

“I shall try to forgive him,” the girl replied. “I say again, that I am sure it is what our father would have wished us to do.”

“I am no such saint,” Jim returned angrily. “I wish to see that man brought to justice, and, what’s more, if no one else will, I mean to bring him. He took that noble life, and he must pay the penalty of his crime. An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth, was the old law. Why should we change it?”

Alice rose and crossed the room to her own chair with a little sigh. She knew her brother well enough to be sure that, having once made up his mind, he would carry out his determination.

On the morning following this conversation, Jim was standing after breakfast at the window of his sister’s boudoir, looking out upon the lawn, across which the leaves were being driven by the autumn wind. His brow was puckered with thought. As a matter of fact, he was wondering at the moment how he should commence his search for Murbridge. London was such a great city, and for an amateur to attempt to find a man in it, who desired to remain hidden, was very much like setting himself the task of hunting for a needle in a bundle of hay. He neither knew where or how to begin. While he was turning the question over in his mind, his quick eye detected the solitary figure of a man walking across the park in the direction of the house. He watched it pass the clump of rhododendrons, and then lost it again in the dip beyond the lake. Presently it reappeared, and within a few moments it was within easy distance of the house. At first Jim had watched the figure with but small interest; later, however, his sister noticed that he gradually became excited. When the stranger had passed the corner of the house he turned excitedly to his sister.

“Good gracious, Alice!” he cried, “it surely cannot be.”

“What cannot be?” asked Alice, leaving her chair, and approaching the window.

“That man coming up the drive,” Jim replied. “It doesn’t seem possible that it can be he, yet I’ve often boasted that I should know his figure anywhere. If it were not the most improbable thing in the world, I should be prepared to swear that it’s Terence O’Riley.”

“But, my dear Jim, what could Terence be doing here, so many thousand miles from our old home?”

But Jim did not wait to answer the question. Almost before Alice had finished speaking he had reached the front door, had opened it, and was wildly shaking hands with a tall, spare man, with a humorous, yet hatchet-shaped face, so sunburnt as to be almost the colour of mahogany.

The newcomer, Terence O’Riley, was a character in his way. He boasted that he knew nothing of father or mother, or relations of any sort or kind. He had received his Hibernian patronymic from his first friend, a wild Irishman on the diggings where he was born. He had entered William Standerton’s service at the age of twelve, as horse-boy, and for upwards of thirty years had remained his faithful henchman. In every respect he was a typical Bushman. He could track like a blackfellow, ride any horse that was ever foaled, find his way in the thickest country with unerring skill, was a first-class rifle shot, an unequalled judge of cattle, a trifle pugnacious at certain seasons, but, and this seems an anomaly, at other times he possessed a heart as tender as a little child. When William Standerton and his family had left Australia, his grief had been sincere. For weeks he had been inconsolable, and it meant a sure thrashing for any man who dared to mention James’ name in his hearing.

“What on earth does this mean, Terence?” asked Jim, who could scarcely believe that it was their old servant who stood before him.

“It means a good many things, Master Jim,” said Terence, with the drawl in his voice peculiar to Australian Bushmen. “It’s a longish yarn, but, my word, I am just glad to see you again, and, bless me, there’s Miss Alice too, looking as pretty as a grass parrot on a gum log.”

With a smile of happiness on her face, that had certainly not been there since her father’s death, Alice came forward and gave Terence her hand. He took it in his great palm, and I think, but am not quite sure, that there were tears in his eyes.

“Come in at once,” said Jim. “You must tell us your tale from beginning to end. Even now I can scarcely realise that it is you. Every moment I expect to see you vanish into mid-air. If I had been asked where you were at this moment, I should have said ‘out in one of the back paddocks, say the Bald Mountain, riding along the fence on old Smoker, with Dingo trotting at his heels.’”

“No, sir,” Terence answered, looking round the great hall as he spoke, “I sold Smoker at Bourke before I came away, and one of the overseers has Dingo, poor old dog. The fact of the matter was, sir, after you left I got a bit lonesome, and the old place didn’t seem like the same. I had put by a matter of between four and five hundred pounds, and, thinks I to myself, there’s the Old Country, that they say is so beautiful, and to think that I’ve never set eyes on it. Why shouldn’t I make the trip, and just drop in and see the Boss, and Master Jim, and Miss Alice in their new home. Who knows but that they might want a colt broken for them. As soon as I made up my mind, I packed my bag and set off for Melbourne, took a passage on board a ship that was sailing next day, and here I am, sir. I hope your father is well, sir?”

There was an awkward pause, during which Alice left the room.

“Is it possible you haven’t heard, Terence?” Jim enquired, in a hushed voice.

“I’ve not heard anything, sir,” Terence answered. “I was six weeks on the water, you see. I do hope, sir, there is nothing wrong.”

Jim thereupon told Terence the whole story of his father’s death. When he had finished the Bushman’s consternation may be better imagined than described. For some moments it deprived him of speech. He could only stare at Jim in horrified amazement.

“Tell me, sir, that they’ve got the man who did it,” he said at last, bringing his hand down with a bang on the table beside which he was seated. “Tell me that they’re going to hang the blackguard who killed the kindest master in all the world, or I’ll say that there’s not a trooper in England that’s fit to call himself a policeman.”

The poor fellow was genuinely affected.

“They haven’t caught him yet, Terence,” said Jim. “The police have been searching for him everywhere for weeks past, but without success.”

“But they must find him, run him down, and hang him, just as we used to string up the cowardly dingoes out back when they worried the sheep. If I have to track him like a Nyall blackfellow, I’ll find him.”

“Terence, I believe you’ve come at the right time,” said Jim, holding out his hand. “Seeing the way the police Authorities are managing affairs, I’ve decided to take up the case myself. You were a faithful servant to my father, and you’ve known me all my life. You’ve got a head on your shoulders — do you remember who it was that found out who stole those sheep from Coobalah Out Station? Come with me, old friend, and we’ll run the villain down together. I would not wish for a better companion.”

“I’m thankful now that I came, sir,” Terence replied. “You mark my words, we’ll find him, wherever he’s stowed himself away.”

From that day Terence was made a member of the Childerbridge household. In due course, accompanied by Jim, he inspected the stables and was more than a little impressed by the luxury with which the animals were surrounded.

“Very pretty,” he muttered to himself, “and turned out like racehorses; all the same, I wouldn’t like to ride ‘em after cattle in the Ranges on a dark night.”

The sedate head coachman could not understand the situation. He was puzzled as to what manner of man this might be, who, though so poorly dressed, while treating his master with the utmost respect, conversed with him on terms of perfect equality. His amazement, however, was turned into admiration later in the day when Mr. O’Riley favoured him with an exposition of the gentle art of horse-breaking.

“He’s a bit too free and easy in his manners towards the governor for my likin’,” he informed the head gardener afterwards, “but there’s no denyin’ the fact that he’s amazin’ clever with a youngster. They do say as ‘ow he did all Mr. Standerton’s horse-breaking in foreign parts.”

It soon became apparent that Terence was destined to become one of the most popular personages at Childerbridge. His quaint mannerisms, extraordinary yarns, and readiness to take any sort of work, however hard, upon his shoulders, won for him a cordial welcome from the inhabitants of the Manor House. As for Jim and Alice, for some reason best known to themselves they derived a comfort from his presence that at any other time they would scarcely have believed possible.

On the day following Terence’s arrival James stood on the steps at the front door, watching him school a young horse in the park. The high-spirited animal was inclined to be troublesome, but with infinite tact and patience Terence was gradually asserting his supremacy. Little by little, as he watched him, Jim’s thoughts drifted away from Childerbridge, and another scene, equally familiar, rose before his eyes. He saw a long creeper-covered house, standing on the banks of a mighty river. A man was seated in the verandah, and that man was his father. Talking to him from the garden path was another — no less a person than Terence. Then he himself emerged from the house and stood by his father’s side — a little boy of ten, dressed in brown holland, and wearing a broad-brimmed straw hat upon his head. Upon his coming his father rose, and, taking him by the hand, led him down to the stock-yard, accompanied by Terence. In the yard stood the prettiest pony that mortal boy had ever set eyes on.

“There, my boy,” said his father, “that is my birthday present to you. Terence has broken him.”

And now here was this self-same Terence in England, of all places in the world, making his hunters for him, while the father, who all his life had proved so generous to him, was lying in his grave, cruelly murdered. At that moment Alice came up behind him.

“What are you thinking of, Jim?” she enquired.

“I was thinking of Mudrapilla and the old days,” he answered. “Seeing Terence out there on that horse brought it back to me so vividly that for a moment I had quite forgotten that I was in England. Do you know, Alice, that sometimes a wild longing to be back there takes possession of me. If only Helen were my wife, I’m not quite certain that I should not want to take you both back — if only for a trip. It seems to me that I would give anything to feel the hot sun upon my shoulders once again, to smell the smoke of a camp fire, to see the dust rise from the stock-yards, and to scent the perfume of the orange blossoms as we sit together in the verandah in the evening. Alice, that is the life of a man; this luxurious idleness makes me feel effeminate. But there, what am I talking about? I’ve got my duty to do in England before we go back to Mudrapilla.”

At that moment Terence rode up, very satisfied with himself and with the animal upon whose back he was seated. He had scarcely departed in the direction of the stable before Jim descried a carriage entering the park. It proved to be a fly from the station, and in it Robins, the detective, was seated.

“Good afternoon, sir,” he said, as he alighted; “in response to your letter, I have come down to see you personally.”

“I am very glad you have done so,” Jim replied, “for I have been most anxious to see you. Let us go into the house.”

He thereupon led the way to his study, where he invited the detective to be seated.

“I hope you have some good news for me,” Jim remarked, as he closed the door. “Have you made any discovery concerning Murbridge?”

The detective shook his head.

“I am sorry to say,” he answered, “that our efforts have been entirely unsuccessful. We traced the man from Paddington to a small eating-house in the vicinity of the station, but after that we lost him altogether. We have kept a careful watch on the out-going ships, tried the hotels, lodging-houses, Salvation Army Shelters and such places, and have sent a description of him to every police station in the country, but so far without an atom of success. Once, when the body of a man was found in the river at Greenwich, I thought we had discovered him. The description given of the dead man tallied exactly with that of Murbridge. I was disappointed, however, for he turned out to be a chemist’s assistant, who had been missing from Putney for upwards of a fortnight. Then a man gave himself up to the police at Bristol, but he was found to be a mad solicitor’s clerk from Exeter. This is one of the deepest cases I have ever been concerned in, Mr. Standerton, and though I am not the sort of man who gives up very quickly, I am bound to confess that, up to the present, I have been beaten, and beaten badly.”

“You are not going to abandon the case, I hope?” Jim asked anxiously. “Because you have been unsuccessful so far, you are surely not going to give it up altogether?”

“The law never abandons a case,” the other observed sententiously. “Of course it’s quite within the bounds of possibility that we may hit upon some clue that will ultimately lead to Murbridge’s arrest; it is possible that he may give himself up in course of time; at the present, however, I must admit that both circumstances appear remarkably remote.”

“Well,” returned Jim, “I can assure you that, whatever else happens, I am not going to give up. If the authorities are going to do so, I shall take it up myself and see what I can do.”

There was a suspicion of a smile upon the detective’s face as he listened. Was it possible that an amateur could really believe himself to be capable of succeeding where the astute professionals of Scotland Yard had failed?

“I am afraid you will only be giving yourself needless trouble,” he said.

“I should not consider it trouble to try and discover my father’s murderer,” Jim returned hotly. “Even if I am not more successful than the police have been, I shall have the satisfaction of knowing that I have done my best. May I trouble you for the name of the eating-house to which Murbridge proceeded on leaving Paddington?”

Taking a piece of paper from the writing-table, Robins wrote the name and address of the eating-house upon it, and handed it to Jim. The latter placed it carefully in his pocket-book, and felt that he must make the house in question his starting point.

When the detective took his departure half an hour later, Jim gave instructions that Terence should be sent to him.

“Terence,” he began, when the other stood before him, “I am going up to London to-morrow morning to commence my search for Murbridge. I shall want you to accompany me.”

“Very good, sir,” Terence replied, “I’ve been hoping for this, and it’ll go hard now if we can’t track him somehow. But you must bear in mind, sir, that I’ve never been in London. If it was in the Bush, now, I won’t say but what I should not be able to find him, but I don’t know much about these big cities, so to speak. It will be like looking for a track of one particular sheep in a stock-yard after a mob of wild cattle have been turned into it.”

Jim smiled. He saw that Terence had not the vaguest notion of what London was like.

That evening he informed Alice of the decision he had come to. She had been expecting it for some days past, and was not at all surprised by it. She only asked that he would permit her to accompany him.

“I could not remain here,” she said, “and I’ll promise that I’ll not be in your way. It will be so desolate in this house without you, especially as Mr. Bursfield will not allow Helen to visit us, and I have no other companion.”

“By all means come with me,” said Jim, “I shall choose a quiet hotel in the West End, and you must amuse yourself as best you can while I am absent.”

Later in the evening he wrote a note to his sweetheart informing her of his decision, and promising to let her know, day by day, what success attended his efforts.

Next morning they left Childerbridge Station at eleven o’clock for London. As the train steamed out of the village past the little churchyard, Jim looked down upon his father’s grave, which he could just see on the eastern side of the church.

“Dear father,” he muttered to himself, “If have to devote the rest of my life in bringing your murderer to justice, I’ll do it.”


CHAPTER VII

[image: img144.jpg]

IT WAS CONSIDERABLY past midday by the time Jim and his sister, accompanied by Terence, reached London. On arriving at Paddington, they engaged a cab and drove to the hotel they had selected, a private establishment leading out of Piccadilly. Terence’s amazement at the size of London was curious to witness. Hitherto he had regarded Melbourne as stupendous, now it struck him that that town was a mere village compared with this giant Metropolis. When he noted the constant stream of traffic, the crowds that thronged the pavements, and the interminable streets, his heart misgave him concerning the enterprise upon which he had so confidently embarked.

“Bless my soul, how many people can there be in London?” he asked, as they drove up to the hotel.

“Something over five millions,” Jim replied. “It’s a fair-sized township.”

“And we are going to look for one man,” continued the other. “I guess it would be easier to find a scrubber in the mallee than to get on the track of a man who is hiding himself here.”

“Nevertheless we’ve got to find him somehow,” said Jim. “That’s the end of the matter.”

After lunch he sent word to Terence that he wished him to accompany him on his first excursion. Up to that time he had formed no definite plan of action, but it was borne in upon him that he could do nothing at all until he had visited the eating-house to which Murbridge had been traced after his arrival at Paddington Station. They accordingly made their way to the house in question. It proved to be an uninviting place, with a sawdust-covered floor, and half-a-dozen small tables arranged along one side. On the other was a counter upon which were displayed a variety of covered dishes and huge tea cups. At the moment of Jim’s entering the proprietor was giving his attention to a steaming pan of frying onions.

“What can I do for you, sir?” he asked, as he removed the frying-pan from the gas and came forward.

“I want five minutes’ conversation with you in private, if you will give it to me,” Jim replied, and then in a lower voice he added: “I stand in need of some information which I have been told you are in a position to supply. I need not say that I shall be quite willing to recompense you for any loss of time or trouble you may be put to.”

“In that case I shall be very happy to oblige you, sir,” the man replied civilly enough. “That is to say, if it is in my power to do so. Will you be good enough to step this way?”

Pulling down his shirt-sleeves, which until that moment had been rolled up, and slipping on a greasy coat, he led the way from the shop to a tiny apartment leading out of it. It was very dirty and redolent of onions and bad tobacco. Its furniture was scanty, and comprised a table, covered with American cloth, a cupboard, and two wooden chairs, upon one of which James was invited to seat himself. Terence, who had followed them, took the other, while he surveyed its owner with evident disfavour.

“And now, sir,” said that individual, “I should be glad if you can tell me what I can do for you. If it’s about the Board School election, well, I’ll tell you at once, straight out, as man to man, that I ain’t a-goin’ to vote for either party. There was a young wagabond that I engaged the other day. He had had a Board School edecation, and it had taught him enough to be able to humbug me with his takings. Thirteen and elevenpence-’alfpenny was what he stole from me. And as I said to the missus only last night, ‘No more Board School lads for me!’ But there, sir, p’raps you ain’t a-got nothing to do with them?”

“I certainly have not,” James replied. “I am here on quite a different matter. Of course you remember the police visiting you a short time since, with regard to a man who was suspected of being the murderer of Mr. Standerton, at Childerbridge, in Midlandshire?”

“Remember it?” the man replied, “I should think I did. And haven’t I got good cause to remember it? I was nigh being worritted to death by ‘em. First it was one, and then it was another, hanging about here and asking questions. Had I seen the man? Did I know where he had gone? What was he like? Till with one thing and another I was most driven off my head. I won’t say as how a detective oughtn’t to ask questions, because we all know it’s his duty, but when it comes to interferin’ with a man’s private business and drivin’ his customers away from the shop — for I won’t make no secrets with you that there is folks as eats at my table as is not in love with ‘tecs — well, then I say, if it comes to that, it’s about time a man put his foot down.”

“My case is somewhat different,” said James. “In the first place, I am not a detective, but the son of the gentleman who was murdered.”

“Good gracious me! you don’t say so,” said the man, regarding him with astonishment and also with evident appreciation. “Now that makes all the difference. It’s only fit and proper that a young gentleman should want to find out the man who, so to speak, had given him such a knock-down blow. Ask me what questions you like, sir, and I’ll do my best to answer ‘em.”

“Well, first and foremost,” said Jim, “I want to know how you became aware that the man in question hailed from Childerbridge? He wouldn’t have been likely to say so.”

“No, you’re right there,” the man replied. “He didn’t say so, but I knew it, because after he had had his meal, my girl was giving him ‘is change, I saw there was a Childerbridge label on the small bag he carried in his hand. I put it to you, sir, if he hadn’t been there, would that label have been on the bag?”

“Of course it would not. And he answered to the description given you?”

“To a T, sir. Same sort of face, same sort of dress, snarly manner of speaking, spotted bird’s-eye necktie and all.”

“It must have been the man. And now another question. You informed the police, did you not, that you had no knowledge as to where he went after he left your shop?”

The man fidgetted uneasily in his chair for a moment, and drummed with his fingers upon the cover of the table. It was evident that he was keeping something back, and was trying to make up his mind as to whether he should divulge his information or not.

Here James played a good game, and with a knowledge of human character few people would have supposed him to possess, took from his pocket a sovereign, which he laid on the table before the other.

“There,” he said, “is a sovereign. I can see that you are keeping something back from me. Now, that money is yours whether you tell me or not. If it is likely to affect your happiness don’t let me know, but if you can, I shall be glad if you will tell me all you know.”

“Spoken like a gentleman, sir,” the other replied, “and I don’t mind if I do tell you, though it may get me into trouble with some of my customers if you give me away. You see, sir, round about here in this neighbourhood, a man has to be careful of what he says and does. Suppose it was to come to the ears of some people that it was me as gave the information that got the bloke arrested, well then, they’d be sure to say to ‘emselves, ‘he’s standin’ in with the perlice, and we don’t go near his shop again.’ Do you take my meaning, sir?”

“I quite understand,” James replied. “I appreciate your difficulty, but you may be quite sure that I will not mention your name in connection with any information you may give me.”

“Spoken and acted like a gentleman again, sir,” said the shopman. “Now I’ll tell you what I know. I didn’t tell the ‘tecs,’ becos they didn’t treat me any too well. But this is what I do know, sir. As he went out of the door he asked my little boy, Tommy, wot was playing on the pavement, how far it was to Great Medlum Street? The boy gave him the direction, and then he went off.”

“Great Medlum Street?” said James, and made a note of the name in his pocket-book. “And how far may that be from here?”

“Not more than ten minutes’ walk,” the other replied. “Go along this street, then take the third turning to your left and the first on the right. You can’t make no mistake about it.”

“And what kind of a street is it?” Jim enquired. “I mean, what sort of character does it bear?”

“Well, sir, that’s more than I can tell you,” said the other. “For all I know to the contrary, it’s a fairish sort of street, not so fust-class as some others I could name, but there’s a few decent people living in it.”

“And do you happen to have anything else to tell me about him?”

“That’s all I know, sir,” said the other. “I haven’t set eyes on him from that blessed moment until this, and I don’t know as I want to.”

“I am very much obliged to you,” said Jim, rising and putting his pocket-book away. “You have given me great assistance.”

“I’m sure you’re very welcome, sir,” replied the man. “I am always ready to do anything I can for a gentleman. It’s the Board School folk that — —”

Before the man could finish his sentence, Jim was in the shop once more, and was making his way towards the door, closely followed by Terence.

“Now the first question to be decided,” he said, when they were in the street, “is what is best for us to do? If I go to Great Medlum Street, it is more than likely that Murbridge will see me and make off again; while, if I wait to communicate with Robins, I may lose him altogether.”

Eventually it was decided that he should not act on his own initiative, but should communicate with Detective Robins, and let him make enquiries in the neighbourhood in question. A note was accordingly despatched to the authorities at Scotland Yard. In it James informed them that it had come to his knowledge that the man Murbridge was supposed to be residing in Great Medlum Street, though in what house could not be stated. Later in the day Robins himself put in an appearance at the hotel.

“You received my letter?” James asked when they were alone together.

“I did, sir,” the man answered, “and acted upon it at once.”

“And with what result?”

“Only to discover that our man has slipped through our fingers once more,” said the detective. “He left Great Medlum Street two days ago. Up to that time he had lodged at number eighteen. The landlady informs me that she knows nothing as to his present whereabouts. He passed under the name of Melbrook, and was supposed by the other lodgers to be an American.”

“You are quite certain that it is our man?”

“There can be no doubt about it. He went to the house on the day that the murder was discovered. Now the next thing to find out is where he now is. From what his landlady told me, I should not think he was in the possession of much money. As a matter of fact, she suspected that he had been pawning his clothes, for the reason that his bag, which was comparatively heavy when he arrived, seemed to be almost empty when he left. To-morrow morning I shall make enquiries at the various pawnbrokers in the neighbourhood, and it is just possible we may get some further information from them.”

Promising to communicate with Jim immediately he had anything of importance to impart, Robins took his departure, and Jim went in search of Alice to tell her the news. Next day word was brought to him to the effect that Murbridge had pawned several articles, but in no case were the proprietors able to furnish any information concerning his present whereabouts. Feeling that it was just possible, as in the case of the eating-house keeper near Paddington Station, that the detectives had not been able to acquire all the knowledge that was going, Jim, accompanied by the faithful Terence, set off in the afternoon for number eighteen, Great Medium Street. It proved to be a lodging-house of the common type.

In response to their ring the door was opened by the landlady, a voluble person of Irish descent. She looked her visitors up and down before admitting them, and having done so, enquired if they stood in need of apartments.

“I regret to say that we do not,” said Jim blandly. “My friend and I have come to put a few questions to you concerning — —”

“Not poor Mr. Melbrook, I hope,” she answered. “Is all London gone mad? ’Twas but yesterday afternoon, just when I was settin’ down to my bit o’ tea that a gentleman comes to make enquiries about Mr. Melbrook. I told ‘im he’d left the house, but that would not do. He wanted to know where he had gone, and when and why he had left, just for all the world as if he was his long-lost brother. Then this morning another comes. Wanted to know if I knew where Mr. Melbrook pawned his clothes? Did he appear to be in any trouble? Now here you are with your questions. D’ye think I’ve got nothing better to do than to be trapesing round talkin’ about what don’t concern me? What’s the world coming to, I should like to know?”

“But, my good woman, I am most anxious to find Mr. Melbrook,” said Jim, “and if you can put me into the possession of any information that will help me to do so, I shall be very pleased to reward you for your trouble.”

“But I’ve got nothing to tell you,” she replied, “more’s the pity of it, since you speak so fair. From the time that Mr. Melbrook left my house until this very moment I’ve heard nothing of him. He may have gone back to America — if he was an American as they say — but there, he may be anywhere. He was one of them sort of men that says nothing about his business; he just kept himself to himself with his paper, and took his drop of gin and water at night the same as you and me might do. If I was to die next minute, that’s all I can tell you about him.”

Seeing that it was useless to question her further, Jim pressed some coins into the woman’s willing hand, and bade her good-day. Then, more dispirited by his failure than he would admit, he drove back to his hotel. Alice met him in the hall with a telegram.

“This has just come for you,” she said. “I was about to open it.”

Taking it from her, he tore open the envelope, and withdrew the message. It was from Robins, and ran as follows: — 

“Think am on right track — will report as soon as return.”

It had been despatched from Waterloo Station.

“Why did he not say where he was going?” said Jim testily, “instead of keeping me in suspense.”

“Because he does not like to commit himself before he has more to report, I suppose,” said Alice. “Do not worry yourself about it, dear. You will hear everything in good time.”

A long letter from Helen which arrived that evening helped to console Jim, while the writing of an answer to her enabled him to while away another half-hour. But it must be confessed that that evening Jim was far from being himself. He felt that he would have given anything to have accompanied the detective in his search. He went to bed at an early hour, to dream that he was chasing Murbridge round the world, and do what he would he could not come up with him. Next day there was no news, and it was not until the middle of the day following that he heard anything. Then another telegram arrived, stating that the detective would call at the hotel between eight and nine o’clock that evening. He did so, and the first glimpse of his face told Jim that his errand had as usual been fruitless.

“I can see,” he said, “that you have not met with any success. Is that not so?”

“I’m sorry, sir,” the man answered. “Information was brought me the day before yesterday that a man answering in every way the description of the person we wanted had pawned a small portmanteau at a shop in the Mile End Road, and on making enquiries there, I heard that he had come to lodge at a house in one of the streets in the vicinity. Accompanied by one of my mates, I went to the house in question, only to discover that we were too late again, and that the man had left for Southampton that morning, intending to catch the out-going boat for South Africa. Procuring a cab, I set off for Waterloo, and on my arrival there sent that telegram to you, sir, and then went down to Southampton by the next train. Unfortunately the two hours’ delay had given him his chance, for when I reached Southampton it was only to find that the vessel had sailed half-an-hour before. I went at once to the Agent’s office, where I discovered that a man whose appearance tallied exactly with the description given had booked a steerage passage at the last moment, and had sailed aboard her. But if he’s got out of England safely, we’ll catch him at Madeira. The police there will arrest him, and hold him for us until we can get him handed over. He does not know that I am upon his track, and for that reason he’ll be sure to think he’s got safely away.”

“We must hope to catch him at Madeira then. The vessel does not touch at any port between, I suppose?”

Robins shook his head.

“No, Madeira is the first port of call. And now, sir, I’ll bid you good-night, if you don’t mind. I’ve had a long day of it, and I’m tired. To-morrow morning I’ve got to be abroad early on another little case which is causing me a considerable amount of anxiety.”

Jim bade him good-night and then went in search of his sister, only to find that she had a bad headache, and had gone to bed. After the excitement of the day bed was out of the question, so donning a hat and coat he left the hotel for a stroll. He walked quietly along Piccadilly, smoking his cigar, and thinking of the girl who had promised to be his wife, and who, at the moment, was probably thinking of him in the quiet little Midlandshire village. How delightful life would be when she would be his wife. He tried to picture himself in the capacity of Helen’s husband. From Helen his thoughts turned to Murbridge, and he tried to imagine the guilty wretch, flying across the seas, flattering himself continually that he had escaped the punishment he so richly deserved, finding more security in every mile of water the vessel left behind her, little dreaming that justice was aware of his flight, and that Nemesis was waiting for him so short a time ahead.

Reaching Piccadilly Circus, he walked on until he arrived at Leicester Square. As the sky had become overcast, and a thin drizzle was beginning to fall, he called a hansom, and bade the driver take him back to his hotel. The horse started off, and they were soon proceeding at a fast pace in the direction of Piccadilly. Just as they reached the Criterion Theatre, a man stepped from the pavement, and began to cross the road. Had not the cabman sharply pulled his horse to one side, nothing could have saved him from being knocked down. So near a thing was it that Jim sprang to his feet, and threw open the apron, feeling sure that the man was down. But near though it was, the pedestrian had escaped, and, turning round, was shaking his fist in a paroxysm of rage at the cabman. At that moment he saw Jim, and stood for a second or two as if turned to stone; then, gathering his faculties together, he ducked between two cabs and disappeared.

That man was Richard Murbridge!


CHAPTER VIII
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BEFORE JIM COULD recover from his astonishment at seeing the man whom he had been led to believe was upon the high seas, standing before him, the cabman had whipped up his horse once more, and was half across the Circus. Springing to his feet, he pushed up the shutter, and bade the driver pull up as quickly as possible. Then, jumping from the cab, he gave the man the first coin he took from his pocket.

“Did you see which way that fellow went we so nearly knocked down?” he cried.

“Went away towards Regent Street, I believe,” answered the cabman. “He had a narrow shave and it isn’t his fault he isn’t in hospital now.”

Jim waited to hear no more, but made his way back to the policeman he had noticed standing beside the fountain in the centre of the Circus.

“Did you see that man who was so nearly knocked down by a cab a few minutes ago?” he enquired, scarcely able to speak for excitement.

“I did,” the officer answered laconically. “What about him?”

“Only that you must endeavour to find him, and arrest him at once,” said Jim. “There is not a moment to be lost. He may have got away by this time.”

“And he’s precious lucky if he has,” said the policeman. “Never saw a closer thing in my life.”

“But don’t you hear me? You must find him at once. Every second we waste is giving him the chance of getting away.”

“Come, come, there’s no such hurry: what’s he done that you should be so anxious to get hold of him?”

By this time Jim was nearly beside himself with rage at the other’s stupidity.

“That man was the Childerbridge murderer,” he replied. “I am as certain of it as I am that I see you standing before me now.”

“Come, come, Sir, that’s all very well you know,” said the policeman, with what was plainly a kindly intent, “but you go along home and get to bed quietly; you’ll be better in the morning and will have forgotten all about this ‘ere murderer.”

After which, without another word, he walked away.

“Well, of all the insane idiots in the world,” muttered Jim, “that fellow should come first. But I am not going to be baulked; I’ll search for Murbridge myself.”

He thereupon set off along Regent Street, but before he had gone half the length of the street the folly of such a proceeding became apparent to him. He knew that Murbridge had seen him, and, for this reason, would most likely betake himself to the quiet of the back streets. To attempt to find him, therefore, under cover of darkness, and at such an hour, would be well-nigh an impossibility. Then another idea occurred to him. Hailing a cab, he set off for Scotland Yard. On arrival there, he handed in his card, and in due course was received most courteously by the chief officer on duty. He explained his errand, and in doing so showed the mistake under which Detective-sergeant Robins had been and was still labouring.

“He shall be communicated with at once,” said the official. “I suppose you are quite certain of the identity of the man you saw in Piccadilly Circus, Mr. Standerton?”

“As certain as I am of anything,” Jim replied. “I should recognise him anywhere. I was permitted a full view of his face, and I am quite sure that I am not making a mistake. If only the cabman had pulled up a few moments earlier, I might have been able to have stopped him.”

“In that case, you should be able to give us some details of his present personal appearance, which would afford us considerable assistance in our search for him.”

“He was wearing a black felt hat, and a brown overcoat, the collar of which was turned up.”

The officer made a note of these particulars, and promised that the information should be dispersed in all directions without loss of time. Then, feeling that nothing more could be done Jim bade him good-night, and drove back to his hotel. In spite of the work he had done that day he was not destined to obtain a wink of sleep all night, but tumbled and tossed in his bed, brooding continually over the chance he had missed of securing his father’s murderer. If only he had alighted when the cabman first stopped, he might have been able to have secured Murbridge. Now his capture seemed as remote as ever; further, indeed, than if he had been, as Robins supposed, on board the vessel bound for South Africa.

Jim had just finished his breakfast next morning when Robins called to see him.

“This is a nice sort of surprise you have given us, sir,” said the detective, when he had made a few commonplace remarks, “I mean your seeing Murbridge last night; I don’t know what to think of it. It seems to me to be more of a mystery than ever now.”

“The only thing you can think of it is that Murbridge is in London, and not on board the mail boat as you supposed,” Jim replied. “You must have got upon a wrong track again. I suppose there is no further news of him this morning?”

“There was none when I left the Yard,” the other replied. “At present we are over-hauling all the doss-houses and shelters, and it is possible we may make a discovery before long. When you think of the description we have of him — a man wearing a brown coat and a felt hat — it is not very much to go upon. There must be hundreds of men dressed like that in London. If only we had a photograph of him it would make the labour a good deal easier.”

This set Jim thinking. In the lumber-room at Childerbridge there was, as he remembered, a number of cases containing books, photograph albums, etc., which his father had brought with him from Australia, but which had never been unpacked. He recalled the fact that his father had told him that he had been on intimate terms with Murbridge many years before. Was it not possible, therefore, that among his collections there might be some portrait of that individual. He felt inclined to run down and turn the boxes over. What was more, if he did so, he might chance to obtain an interview with Helen. He explained his hopes with regard to the photograph to the detective, who instantly agreed that it might be worth his while to make the search.

“In that case I will go down by the eleven o’clock train, and if I discover anything, I will wire you and post the photograph on to you by the evening mail.”

“It is unnecessary for me to assure you it would be an inestimable help to us in our search,” the other answered; “we should have something more definite to go upon then.”

True to this arrangement, therefore Jim, Alice, and Terence returned to Childerbridge by the morning train. A carriage met them at the station, and in it they drove through the village. As they were drawing near the park gates, an exclamation from Alice roused Jim from the reverie into which he had fallen, and caused him to glance up the lane that led from the main road. To his unspeakable joy, he discovered that Helen was coming towards them. In a moment the carriage was stopped, and Jim alighted and hastened to meet her.

“My darling,” he cried, “I never counted upon having the happiness of seeing you so soon. This is most fortunate.”

“But what brings you back to-day, Jim?” Helen replied. “From your letter I gathered that I should not see you for at least a week. There is nothing wrong, I hope?”

She scanned his face with anxious eyes, and as she did so it occurred to Jim that she herself was looking far from well.

“Nothing is the matter,” he answered. “We have merely come down to try and find some photographs that would help us in our search. But, Helen, you are not looking at all well. Your face frightens me.”

“I am alright,” was the reply. “I have been a little worried lately about my grandfather, and that probably accounts for my appearance, but we will not talk of that now. I must say ‘How do you do’ to Alice.”

She accordingly approached the carriage, and held out her hand to her friend. They conversed together for a few moments, and then Alice proposed that Helen should return with them to the Hall, but this being, for more reasons than one, impossible, it was arranged that Jim should see her home across the park, a suggestion which, you may be sure, he was not slow to take advantage of. They accordingly watched the carriage pass through the lodge gates, and then themselves set out for the Dower House. As they walked Jim told his sweetheart of the ill success that had attended his mission to London.

“But, Helen,” he said at last, as they approached the house, “you have not told me what it is that is worrying you about your grandfather. I hope he has not been making you unhappy?”

She hung her head but did not answer.

“Ah, I can see that he has,” he exclaimed, “and I suppose it was something to do with me. I wonder whether I should be right if I hazarded a guess that Mr. Bursfield had been trying again to force you into giving me up? Is that the case, Helen?”

“I am afraid in a measure it is,” she replied, but with some diffidence. “You may be quite sure, however, that whatever he may do it will not influence me. You know how truly I love you?”

“Yes, I know that,” he answered, “and I am quite content to trust you. I know that nothing Mr. Bursfield can say will induce you to do as he proposes.”

“Remember that always,” she said. “But, oh, Jim, I wish he were not so determined in his opposition to our marriage. Sometimes I feel that I am acting not only like a traitor to him, but to you as well.”

“That you could never be,” Jim returned. “However, keep up a good heart, dear, and you may be sure all will come right in the end. In the future we shall look back upon these little troubles, and wonder why we so worried about them.”

A few minutes later they reached the gates leading into the grounds of the Dower House. Here Jim bade his sweetheart good-bye, and, having arranged another meeting for the morrow, set off on his walk to his own home. Immediately upon his arrival there, he made his way, accompanied by Alice, to the lumber-room on the top story of the house, in which the boxes he had come down to over-haul had been placed. How well he could recall the day in Australia on which his father had packed them. Little had he imagined then that those boxes would next be opened in order to discover a portrait of the same kind father’s murderer. When the first box had been overhauled it was found to contain unimportant papers connected with the dead man’s various properties in Australia. In the second was a miscellaneous collection; which consisted of a variety of account books, with specimens of ore, wool, and other products of the Island Continent. It was not until they had opened the third box that they began to think they were on the right track. In this were a few engravings, perhaps half-a-dozen sketch books, filled with pen-and-ink drawings by Jim’s mother, upwards of a hundred novels between thirty and forty years old, and at the bottom a large album filled with photographs, each of which looked out upon a forgetful world from a floral setting. Jim took it to a window, where he sat down on a box to examine it.

To my thinking there is nothing more pathetic than an old album. What memories it recalls of long-forgotten friends; as one looks upon the faded pictures, how clearly old scenes rise before one.

On the first page was a photograph of William Standerton himself, taken when he was a young man. His coat was of a strange cut, his trousers were of the peg-top description, while a magnificent pair of “Dundreary” whiskers decorated his manly face. With a sigh Jim turned the page, to discover a portrait of his mother, which had been taken on her wedding day. Then followed a long succession of relatives and personal friends, each clad in the same fashion, and nearly all taken in the same constrained attitude. But examine each picture as he would, no representation of the man he wanted could he discover.

“Well, I’m afraid that’s all,” said Jim to Alice, as he replaced the album in his box. “I am disappointed, though I cannot say that I hoped to be very successful. I shall have to write to Robins and tell him that I have found nothing.”

Having relocked the boxes, they descended to the hall once more. It was growing dark, and the dressing bell for dinner had already sounded. They accordingly separated, and went to their respective rooms. If the truth must be confessed, Jim was more disappointed by the failure of his search than he cared to admit.

“It would have been of inestimable value,” he said to himself, “to have a portrait of Murbridge just now.”

He had tied one end of his tie and was in the act of performing the same operation with the other, when he stopped and stared at the wall before him with half-closed eyes.

“By Jove!” he said, “I believe I’ve hit it. I think I know where there is a portrait of him.”

He recalled a scene that had taken place at Mudrapilla one winter’s evening, many years before, when Alice and he were children. The lamp had been lighted, and to amuse them before they went to bed, their father had promised a prize to whichever one of the pair should recognise and describe by name the greater number of the portraits in the very album he had been looking through that afternoon. Jim remembered how on that occasion he had chanced upon a certain carte de visite, showing a tall young man leaning, hat in hand, against a marble pillar.

“Who is this, father?” He had enquired for he was not able to recognise the individual portrayed in the picture.

“Do not ask me,” returned his father in a tone that the children never forgot, so stern and harsh was it. Then, drawing the portrait from the page, he placed it in the pocket at the end of the book. After that the game had recommenced, but was played with less vigour than before.

“I wonder if it could have been the same man?” said Jim. “I cannot remember father ever having expressed such a dislike for any one else save Murbridge. After dinner I’ll go up and endeavour to find it. It was there for many years, for I can recall how I used to creep into the drawing-room and peep at it on the sly, wondering what sort of villainy he had committed that was sufficient to prevent his name being mentioned to us. Poor father, it is certain that he was not deceived in him after all.”

Throughout dinner that evening his mind dwelt on the remembrance of that scene at Mudrapilla, and as soon as they rose from the table he begged Alice to excuse him, and went upstairs candle in hand, to recommence his search. He left his sister in the drawing-room, and the household were at supper in the servants’ hall, so that, so far as the disposition of the house went, he had all the upper floors to himself. Entering the lumber-room, he knelt down and unlocked the box which contained the album. To take the book from the box, and to turn to the pocket in question was the work of a moment. It had been placed there for the purpose of holding loose photographs, and it extended the whole width of the cover. With a half fear that it might not be contained therein, Jim thrust his hand into the receptacle. He was not to be disappointed this time, however, for a card was certainly there, and he withdrew it and held it up to the light with a feeling of triumph. Yes, it was the picture he remembered, and, better still, it was the portrait of Richard Murbridge. Though it had been taken when the latter was a young man, Jim recognised his enemy at once. There was the same crafty look in his eyes, the same carping expression about the mouth. The man who had been so nearly knocked down by the cab on the previous evening was the same person who, in the picture, posed himself so gracefully beside the marble pillar “This must go to Robins to-night,” said Jim, to himself, “copies of it can then be distributed broadcast. It will be strange after that if we do not manage to lay hands upon him.”

So saying, he replaced the album in the box, locked the latter, and then placed the photograph in his pocket, and prepared to return to Alice once more. As he descended the stairs, he extinguished the candle, for the hanging lamp in the hall below gave sufficient light for him to see his way. He was only a few steps from the bottom when a curious noise, which seemed to come from the gallery above, attracted his attention. It resembled the creaking of a rusty hinge, more than anything else. He had just time to wonder what had occasioned it, when, to his amazement, he became aware of a little black figure passing swiftly along the corridor in the direction of the further wing. A moment later it had vanished, and he was left to place such construction as he pleased upon what he had seen. For a space, during which a man might have counted twenty, he stood as if rooted to the spot, scarcely able to believe the evidence of his senses.

“Good heavens! The Black Dwarf,” he muttered to himself. “I must find out what it means.”

Then he set off in pursuit.


CHAPTER IX
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HASTENING ROUND THE gallery of the hall, Jim endeavoured to discover some traces of the mysterious visitor, spectre or human, whom he had seen. The corridor, however, leading to the oldest and western portion of the house, was quite empty. Like the remainder of the building, it was panelled with dark oak, some portion of it being curiously, though richly carved. He searched it up and down, stopping every now and then to listen, but save for the wind sighing round the house, and an occasional burst of laughter ascending from the servants’ hall, he could hear nothing. At the end of the long corridor a flight of stone steps led to the domestic offices below. These he descended, and having reached the servants’ hall, called Wilkins, the butler, to him. When the latter emerged, Jim led him a short distance down the passage before he spoke.

“Wilkins,” he said, “do you remember the night when you thought you saw the Black Dwarf on the landing?”

“I shall never forget it, sir,” the other replied. “I can never go along that corridor now without a shudder. What about it, sir?”

“Only that I have just seen the figure myself,” James replied. “I had been up to the lumber-room, and was descending the stairs when it passed along the further side of the gallery, in the direction of the west corridor. Now, Wilkins, I have come down to find out whether you would be afraid to come upstairs with me in order that we may discover whether we can come to any understanding of the mystery?”

“Yes, sir, of course I will come with you,” said Wilkins. “At the same time I am not going to say that I am not a bit frightened, for it would not be the truth. However, sir, I am not going to let you go alone.”

“Come along then,” said Jim, “and bring a light of some kind with you.”

Wilkins procured a candle, and then they ascended to the floor above. As they reached the corridor Jim turned and caught a glimpse of his companion’s face. It looked very white and frightened in the dim light.

“Cheer up, my man,” said he; “if it’s a ghost it won’t hurt you, and if it’s a human being you and I should be more than a match for him.”

As he said this he opened the door of the first room on the corridor. It was empty, and quite devoid of either the natural or the supernatural.

“Nothing here,” said Jim as they passed out into the passage, and into the next room. This was used as a sewing-room for the female servants, and was furnished with a long table and half-a-dozen chairs. They explored it thoroughly, and having done so, voted it above suspicion. The next room was a bedroom, and had only been once used since the Standertons had come into possession of the house. The walls were panelled, and there was a curious recess on the side opposite the door. Jim overhauled each panel, and carefully examined the recess, but without discovering anything suspicious. Thus they proceeded from room to room searching every nook and cranny, and endeavouring in every possible way to account for the creaking noise which had first attracted Jim’s attention. The carving of the corridor itself was carefully examined, every panel of the wainscoting was tested, until at last, having reached the gallery of the hall, they were compelled to own themselves beaten. The fact that they had not been able to discover anything only added to Wilkins’ belief in the supernatural agency of the Dwarf. Jim, however, had the recollection of that creaking hinge, before mentioned, continually before him. There might be ghostly bodies he argued, but he had never heard of ghostly hinges.

“Well, it doesn’t appear as if we are destined to capture him to-night,” said Jim, when they had finished their labours. “Now one word of advice; just keep the fact of his appearance to yourself, Wilkins. If the maid-servants come to hear of it we shall have no end of trouble.”

Wilkins promised that he would say nothing about the occurrence, and then returned to the Servants’ Hall, leaving Jim standing on the gallery ruminating on the behaviour of the figure he had seen.

“One thing is quite certain, and that is the fact that he disappeared in the corridor,” he said to himself reflectingly. “Now I wonder where he came from?”

The only room on that side of the gallery then in use was Alice’s bedroom, and to this Jim forthwith made his way. It was a strange scene that met his eyes when he opened the door. As he had good reason to know, Alice was always a most methodical and neat young lady; now everything was in confusion. The drawers of the dressing-table stood open and their contents were strewed upon the table and the floor. The writing-table in the further corner of the room was in much the same condition, while the wardrobe doors were open, and the dresses, which usually hung upon the pegs, were piled in a heap upon the floor.

“Good gracious! what on earth does this mean?” said Jim to himself as he gazed upon the scene of confusion. “Has Alice gone mad, or has the Black Dwarf been trying to see how untidy he can make the place? She must not see the room in this condition, or it may frighten her.”

Thereupon he placed the candle upon the table and did his best to restore something like order. This task accomplished, he went downstairs to the drawing-room, where he found his sister seated beside the fire reading.

“You have been a long time upstairs,” she remarked. “What have you been doing?”

For a moment Jim had forgotten the important discovery he had made. In reply he withdrew the photograph from his pocket and handed it to her. She took it with what was almost a shudder. Somewhat to Jim’s surprise, she returned it without commenting upon it. He replaced it in his pocket, also without a word, and then stood before the fire, wondering how he should tell her of what he had seen. He knew it would cause her some uneasiness, but at the same time he felt that he ought to place her upon her guard.

“Alice,” he said at last, “do you make a point of locking your bedroom door at night?”

“Lock my bedroom door at night?” she repeated. “No! Why should I?”

“I can’t exactly say why you should,” he answered, “but I want you to do so for the future. This is a big, lonely house, and we have to remember that you and I are the only people on this side. I wish my room were nearer yours, but as it is not, I think it would be safer if you were to do as I suggest.”

“But what makes you say this to-night?” she asked. “What is it, or who is it, you suspect?”

“I suspect nobody,” he replied. “You must not think that. But there are such people as burglars, and it would only be an ordinary act of common sense to make yourself safe, while you are permitted the opportunity. Ever since that terrible night I have been nervous about you, and for that reason I have decided upon something, which at first you may think strange.”

“What is it?” she enquired.

“For the future,” he answered, “I intend that Terence shall sleep in the room next to yours. Then, if any one makes trouble, and help were needed, we should have a sure ally at our beck and call.”

“But I hope no one will ever attempt to make trouble, as you describe it,” she replied, looking at him with startled eyes as she spoke.

“I also sincerely hope not,” he continued. “Now I am going to see Terence about the matter.”

He thereupon left her, and went to his study and rang the bell. On the butler making his appearance he instructed him to bring O’Riley at once. A few minutes later Terence put in appearance.

“You had better remain also, Wilkins,” said Jim. “Just close the door behind you, in case any one should chance to overhear us. Now, Terence, I have something to say to you. Doubtless, since you have been in the neighbourhood, you have heard certain stories connected with this house. I suppose you have been told that it has the reputation of being haunted.”

“Lor’ bless you, sir,” Terence replied, “I’ve heard all sorts of yarns about it. There’s folk down in the Township yonder, as would no more think of coming up here after dark than they would of lying down in front of the train and having their heads cut off.”

“You’re not a believer in ghosts, I suppose?”

“Not as I knows on,” said Terence candidly. “Though I don’t mind sayin’ as how there are things as have never been explained to my satisfaction. ’Twas said, as you may remember, sir, as how there was a ghost of an old man to be seen, some nights in the year, waiting to get over at the Thirty-Mile Crossing up the river. Then there was the ghost outside Sydney, that used to get on the fence beside the road, and ask everybody who would listen to him to have him properly buried.”

James knew that the man before him was as brave as a lion. He was the possessor of nerves of iron, and did not know the meaning of the word fear.

“Well,” he went on after a moment’s pause, “the long and the short of the matter is, Terence, some little time ago a maid-servant saw what she thought to be the ghost of the Little Black Dwarf up in the gallery outside. Wilkins here was the next to see it. I thought at the time he must have been mistaken, but this evening I know that he was not, for I have seen it myself.”

“You don’t mean that, sir?” said Terence, while Wilkins plainly showed the triumph he felt. “And what may he have been like, sir?”

“I had no time to see that,” Jim answered. “He disappeared into the western corridor almost as soon as I caught sight of him. At the same time I heard the sound of a creaking hinge. What would you think of that?”

“I should say that it was no ghost, sir,” said Terence. “I’ve been told that this old house is full of secret passages, and, if you ask me, I should say it was somebody playing a game with you.”

Wilkins stared disdainfully at him. He was quite convinced in his own mind of the ghostly nature of the mysterious visitor.

“I am inclined to agree with you, Terence,” Jim replied. “The more so as, since I parted with you, Wilkins, I have made a curious discovery. At what time was Miss Alice’s room made tidy?”

“While you were at dinner, sir, according to custom,” replied the butler. “I saw the maid coming out just as I left the dining-room, and she would not be likely to leave it — —”

“To leave it in an untidy state?” Jim put in.

“Of course she would not, sir,” the other replied. “She would hear of it from the housekeeper if she did. No, she’s a nice, steady girl, sir, and I’m told she does her work to the best of her ability.”

“Well, it seems curious that when I entered the room after you had left me, I found it in a state of the wildest confusion. The contents of the drawers of the dressing-table were lying scattered upon the floor, as were the dresses in the wardrobe. Now I feel quite certain in my own mind that it was from Miss Alice’s bedroom that the figure I saw emerged. I am equally sure of one thing, and that is that it is no ghost — at least,” and he added this with a smile, “no respectable ghost, of course, would dream of playing such tricks with a lady’s wearing apparel.”

“Then, sir, whom do you suspect?” Wilkins enquired. “I can assure you that none of the staff would dare to take such a liberty.”

“I am quite sure of that,” Jim replied. “Yet the fact remains that somebody must be, and is, responsible for it. Now what I intend to do is to lay myself out to capture that somebody, and to make an example of him when I have got him. For that reason, Terence, I am going to ask you to sleep in the house, in the room next to that occupied by Miss Alice. It will go hard, then, if between us we cannot lay our hands upon the gentleman, whoever he may be, who is playing these tricks upon us.”

Terence willingly agreed to the proposal, and that night occupied the room in question. His watchfulness availed him nothing, however, for no further sign of the Black Dwarf.

Next morning Robins received the photograph of Murbridge, and from that moment Jim awaited tidings from him in a fever of expectation. Day after day, however, went by, and still no good news came to reward his patience. The only consolation he derived was from sundry mysterious interviews which he had with Helen in a wooded corner of the park. With the cunning of lovers they had arranged a plan of meeting, and those little tête-à-têtes were to Jim as the breath of life. No sooner was one at an end than he hungered for the next. But he was destined ere long to receive a fright, such as he had never received in his life before. Winter was fast approaching, and the afternoons drew in quickly. When he reached the rendezvous on this occasion it was nearly five o’clock, and almost dark. Helen had arrived there before him, and he discovered her pacing up and down the little glade, in what was plainly an agitated frame of mind.

“Oh, I am so thankful that you have come, Jim dear,” she said, as she came forward to greet him. “I have been counting the minutes until I should see you.”

“Why, what on earth is the matter?” he asked, placing his arm round her waist and drawing her to him. “You are excited about something. Tell me, dear, what it is.”

“Something so dreadful that it has upset me terribly,” she answered. “I scarcely know how to tell you.”

He led her towards a fallen tree upon which they had often seated themselves on previous occasions.

“Now let me know everything,” he said.

She looked about over her shoulder in a frightened way. Then she began almost in a whisper:

“Jim, what I have to say to you concerns my grandfather. I am very much alarmed about him.”

“I hope he has not been making himself disagreeable to you again on my account,” Jim replied. Then he continued angrily: “If so, I think I shall have to call upon him.”

“Hush, hush,” she said, “do not speak so loud, you do not know who may be listening.”

“I will be all discretion, dear, now go on!”

“Well, this afternoon I was playing the piano in the drawing-room when a message was brought to me by Isaac to the effect that my grandfather desired to see me in his study at once. I went to him there, to find him seated at his desk as usual, at work upon his book, the ‘History of the County,’ you know. He signed to me to be seated by the fire, and when I had done so resumed his writing, not putting down his pen until I had been some minutes in the room. Then he looked at me with a very thoughtful face, in which I imagined I could detect an expression that I had never seen there before. Taken altogether, his manner frightened me. It was so strange, and so utterly unlike himself, that I did not know what to think. Then he took off his spectacles, and laid them on the desk before him, remarking as he did so, ‘I am given to understand that you are still in correspondence with Mr. Standerton, Miss?’ Then, before I could answer him, he continued— ‘and I hear that you have secret meetings with him in the park. Is this so?’ I admitted that it was, and went on to say that as we were betrothed I could see no harm in it.”

“And what did he say to that?”

“He rose from his chair and paced the room for a few minutes without speaking. Then he reseated himself. As he did so he said, ‘You are not engaged, and you know it as well as I do. Never let me hear you say such a thing again.’ After that he began to pace the room once more, and finally hurled at me such a torrent of abuse that I was almost stupefied by it. He accused me of the most outrageous things, until I could bear it no longer, and rose to leave him. By this time, as you may suppose, I had come to the conclusion that the life of retirement he had lived for so long had turned his brain. No man could have said the things he did without his mind being a little affected.”

“My darling, this is more serious than you suppose,” said Jim anxiously.

“But you have not heard the worst yet. It appears that before I had entered the room he had drawn up a document which he now desired me to sign. It was to the effect that I would bind myself never to speak to you or see you again, and contained my promise that I would abandon all thought of ever becoming your wife. ‘Sign that,’ he said, ‘or the consequences will be more terrible than you suppose. I am an old man, but remember even old men can be dangerous at times.’ With that he handed me a pen, but I refused to take it.”

“And then?”

“I cannot tell you how he looked at me as I said it. I could never have believed that his face could have undergone such a change. But I still refused to sign the document, and at last he discovered that it was impossible to force me to do so. ‘Very well,’ he said, ‘since you refuse, the consequences of your action be upon your own head.’ With that, opening the door, he bade me leave him. You can imagine for yourself how thankful I was to do so.”

“And then you came on here,” said Jim. “You were most imprudent, dear. He may try to revenge himself upon you when you return to the house.”

“I don’t think he will hurt me,” she replied. “I am only afraid for you.”

“There is no need for fear on my account,” Jim answered, with a short laugh. “I do not think it is possible for the poor old gentleman to do me any harm. But the idea that you are shut up in the house with a madman, for a madman he must surely be, frightens me beyond all measure. You must see for yourself that you have no longer any reason to remain with him. He has threatened you, and that will be sufficient excuse for you to leave him.”

“No, no,” she answered, shaking her head. “If he is losing his reason, he should not be blamed, and it is all the more necessary for his comfort that I shall remain with him. I feel sure I shall be quite safe. He is angry with me at present, but he will calm down. It is above all necessary, however, that you should not come near him. It will only irritate him and make him more excited than before. Think how good he has been to me, dear, for the past eight years, and try not to be angry with him.”

“But I am not angry with him,” said Jim. “I am only trying to be just. One thing is quite certain, I shall know no peace as long as you are in that house with him.”

“Will it satisfy you if I give you my promise that, should he become very bad, I will at once send for you?”

“If you persist on going back there, I suppose I must be content with that promise,” Jim replied, but with no good grace. “And now you had better be running in. If he finds that you are out, he might suppose that you are with me, and have another paroxysm of rage. In that case there is no knowing what might happen.”

Helen accordingly bade him good-bye and left him, returning by the path to the Dower House. Jim watched her until she had disappeared and then turned homeward with a heavy heart. He felt that he had already enough anxiety upon his shoulders without this additional burden. He had never trusted Mr. Bursfield, but he was at a loss to understand his present malignity, unless it were to be accounted for by the fact that his brain had given way.

When he reached his home he let himself in by a side door, and made his way to the drawing-room, where he found Alice.

“How late you are,” she said. “The gong sounded some time ago. You will scarcely have time to dress.”

“Then dinner must wait,” replied Jim. “Alice, I have bad news for you.”

“Why, what is the matter now?” she asked.

Jim thereupon proceeded to furnish her with an abstract of his interview with Helen. She heard him without a word, but it was to be easily seen how distressed she was for her friend.

“My dear Jim,” she remarked when he had finished, “this is indeed serious. What do you propose doing?”

“I scarcely know,” Jim answered. “The case is an extremely delicate one. The old man has taken a decided dislike to me, and if I interfere between Helen and himself it will have the effect of adding to his wrath and do more harm than good. And yet I cannot allow her to remain there, and perhaps run a daily risk of her life.”

“What does she think about it herself?”

“She has an absurd notion that her duty lies in standing by Bursfield in his trouble. That, of course, is all very well in its way, but no one could possibly expect her to turn herself into a keeper for a madman.”

Alice, seeing the tired look on his face, crossed the room and placed her arm round his neck.

“Dear old Jim,” she said, “you must not worry yourself too much about it. All will come right in the end. Helen is a girl of very marked character, and it is quite probable that, under her influence, Mr. Bursfield’s condition may improve. Were I in your place, I should trust matters to her for a little while. You know that she loves you, and you may be quite sure that she will keep her promise, and let you know directly anything is very wrong. But there! what am I thinking about? I should have told you when you first came in that there is a telegram waiting for you. Here it is.”

As she spoke she took an envelope from the mantelpiece, and handed it to him.

“I wonder who it is from?” he remarked as he tore it open.

Having withdrawn the contents, he read as follows: — 

“Standerton, Childerbridge.

“Murbridge found. Come at once.

“13, Upper Bellington Street. Robins.”


CHAPTER X
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“MURBRIDGE FOUND,” SAID Jim to himself as he stood holding the telegram in his hand. “At last, thank goodness, at last!”

Alice, however, said nothing. She had more of her dead father’s forgiving spirit in her, and she was aware that he would have been the last to have desired vengeance on his assailant.

“What do you mean to do?” she asked.

“Catch the 8.40 train up to Town,” said Jim, “and see Murbridge as soon as possible. The telegram says ‘Come at once.’ That is sufficient evidence that there is no time to be lost. Perhaps he has been wounded in a desperate struggle with the police. In fact, there are a thousand possibilities.”

He gave the necessary instructions for dinner to be hurried forward, his bag to be packed, and the carriage to be ready immediately afterwards to take him to the station.

“You will not mind being left alone for one evening, will you, Alice?” he said to his sister, half apologetically. “Terence will be in the house and will keep a careful eye upon you. If you think you will be lonely I will take you up to Town with me, drop you at the hotel, and then I will go on to Upper Bellington Street.”

Alice, however, would not hear of this arrangement. She declared that she would be quite content to remain where she was.

“Besides,” she said, “if any news were to come from Helen, I should be here to receive it. It would not be wise for both of us to be away at this juncture.”

Jim thereupon went out and sent word to Terence to come to him in his study.

“I am called up to Town to-night, Terence,” he said, “and I am going to leave Miss Alice in your charge. I know she could not be in a better.”

“You may be very sure of that, sir,” Terence replied; “I wouldn’t stand by and see anything happen to Miss Alice, and I think she knows it.”

“I am sure she does,” Jim returned, and then went on to explain the reason for the journey he was about to undertake.

An hour and a-half later he was seated in a railway carriage and being whirled along towards London at something like fifty miles an hour. If ever a young man in this world was furnished with material for thought, James Standerton that evening was that one. There was his errand to London in the first place to be considered, the singular behaviour of the Black Dwarf a few nights before for another, and the declaration that Helen had made to him that afternoon for a third. In the light of this last catastrophe the finding of the man whom he felt sure was his father’s murderer sank into comparative insignificance.

What if the madman should wreak his vengeance upon her? What if in a sudden fit of fury he should drive her from his house? If the latter were to come to pass, however, he felt certain that the place she would fly to would be the Manor House, and in that case Alice would take her in and Terence would see that she was safe from the old man’s fury.

It was nearly eleven o’clock when he reached Paddington. Hailing a cab, he bade the man drive him first to his hotel, where he engaged his usual room. When he had consulted a directory, he made his way into the street again. His cabman, whom he had told to wait, professed to be familiar with Upper Bellington Street, but later confessed his entire ignorance of its locality. Jim set him right, and then, taking his place in the cab, bade him drive him thither with all speed. Once more they set off, down Piccadilly, through Leicester Square, and so by way of Long Acre into Holborn. Then the route became somewhat more complicated. Through street after street they passed until Jim lost all idea of the direction in which they were proceeding. Some of the streets were broad and stately, others squalid and dejected, some wood paved, others cobble-stones, in which the rain that had fallen an hour previous stood in filthy puddles.

How long they were driving, Jim had no sort of idea, nor could he have told you in what portion of the town he was then in. At last however they entered a street which appeared to have no ending. It was illumined by flaring lamps from coster barrows, drawn up beside the pavement, while the night was made hideous by the raucous cries of the vendors of winkles baked potatoes and roasted chestnuts.

“This is Upper Bellington Street, sir,” said the cabman, through the shutter. “At what number shall I pull up?”

“Thirteen,” Jim replied; “but you will never be able to find it in this crowd. Put me down anywhere here, and I’ll look for it myself.”

The cabman did as he was directed, and presently Jim found himself making his way along the greasy pavement — which even at that late hour was crowded with pedestrians — in search of the number in question. It was as miserable an evening as ever he could remember. A thin drizzle was falling; the sights and sounds around him were sordid and depressing in the extreme; while the very errand that had brought him to that neighbourhood was of a kind calculated to lower the spirits of the average man to below the mental zero.

After an examination of the numbers of the various houses and shops in the vicinity, he came to the conclusion that Thirteen must be situated at the further end of the street. This proved to be the case. When he reached it, he knocked upon the grimy door, which was immediately opened to him by a police officer.

“What is your name?” asked that official.

“James Standerton,” Jim replied. “I received a telegram from Detective-sergeant Robins this evening asking me to come up.”

“That’s all right, sir,” the man answered. “Come in; we have been expecting you this hour or more.”

“But how is it your prisoner is here, and not at the police station?”

“I doubt if he’ll ever trouble any police station again,” returned the officer. “He’s just about done for. In fact, I shouldn’t be surprised if he wasn’t dead by now.”

“What is the matter with him?”

“Pneumonia, sir, the doctor says. He says he can’t last out the night.”

At that moment Robins himself appeared at the head of the dirty stairs that descended to the hall, and invited him to ascend. Jim accordingly did so.

“Good evening, Mr. Standerton,” he said, “I regret having to inform you that we have caught our bird too late. We discovered him at midday, and he was then at the point of death. He was too ill to be moved, and as he had no one to look after him, we got a doctor and a nurse in at once. But I fear it is a hopeless case.”

“Will it be possible for me to see him, do you think?”

“Oh yes, sir; he’s been calling for you ever since we found him, so I took the liberty of telegraphing to you to come up.”

“I am glad you did,” said Jim. “There are some questions I must put to him.”

“In that case, please step this way, sir, and I’ll speak to the doctor. You shall not be kept waiting any longer than I can help.”

He led Jim along the landing, then opened a door and disappeared into a room at the further end. While he was absent Jim looked about him and took stock of his position. The small gas-jet that lit up the well of the staircase, served to show the dirty walls in all their dreariness. The sound of voices reached him from above and below, while the cries of the hawkers in the street came faintly in and added to the general squalor. Then as he stood there he recalled that first meeting with Murbridge beside the Darling River. In his mind’s eye he saw the evening sun illumining the gums on the opposite bank, the soft breeze ruffling the surface of the river, an old pelican fishing for his evening meal in the back-water, and lastly, Richard Murbridge stretched out beside his newly-lighted fire. This would be their third meeting; and in what a place, and under what terribly changed circumstances! He was indulging in this reverie when the door opened once more, and a small, grey-haired man emerged.

“Good evening, my dear sir,” he said, “I understand that you’re Mr. Standerton, the son of the man the poor wretch inside is suspected of having murdered. However, they have captured him too late.”

“You mean, I suppose, that he will not live?” said Jim, interrogatively.

“If he sees the light of morning I shall be very much surprised,” said the doctor; “in point of fact he is sinking fast. You wish to see him, do you not?”

“I do,” said Jim. “There is some mystery connected with him that I am very desirous of clearing up.”

“I see,” said the medico, “and in that case I presume that you would wish to see him alone?”

“If you can permit it,” Jim replied.

“I think it might be managed,” answered the other. “But if you will stay here for a moment I will let you know.”

He returned to the room, and when he stood before Jim once more, invited him to follow him. He did so, to find himself in a small apartment, some ten feet long by eight feet wide. It was uncarpeted, and its furniture consisted of a broken chair, a box on which stood an enamelled basin, and a bed which was covered with frowsy blankets. On this bed lay a man whom, in spite the change that had come over him, Jim recognised at once as being Richard Murbridge. A nurse was standing beside him, and Robins was at the foot of the bed.

“Do not make the interview any longer than you can help,” whispered the doctor, and then beckoned to the detective and the nurse to leave the room with him. They did so, and the door closed behind them. Then Jim went forward and seated himself upon the chair by the bedside of the dying man. The latter looked up at him with a scowl.

“So they sent for you after all?” he said in a voice that was little above a whisper. “They even took that trouble?”

“I received the message just before dinner, and came away immediately afterwards.”

“Left your luxurious mansion to visit Upper Bellington Street? How self-denying of you! Good Lord, to think that it should be my luck to die in such a hole as this! I suppose you know that I am dying?”

“I have been informed that your recovery is unlikely,” Jim replied. “That fact made me doubly anxious to speak to you.”

There was a little pause, during which Murbridge watched him intently.

“You mean about the murder, I suppose?” he whispered.

“Yes!” Jim answered. “God forgive me for feeling revengeful at such a moment, but you took from me and my sister the kindest and best father that man ever had.”

“You still think that it was I who committed the murder, then?”

“I am certain of it,” Jim answered. “You were at the house that night; you cherished a deadly hatred against my father; you vowed that you would be even with him, happen what might, and you ran away from Childerbridge immediately afterwards. Surely those facts are black enough to convict any man?”

“They would have gone some way with a Jury, I have no doubt,” the other replied. “But, as a matter of fact, I did not commit the murder. Bitterly as I hated your father, I am not responsible for his death.”

Jim looked at him incredulously.

“Ah, I can see you do not believe me. Now, listen, James Standerton, and pay attention to what I say, for I shan’t be able to say it again. I’ve been a pretty tough sort of customer all my life. There have not been many villainies I haven’t committed, and still fewer that I wouldn’t have committed if they tended to my advantage. The record I shall carry aloft with me will not bear much looking into. But on the word of a dying man, may” — (here he swore an awful oath which I feel would be better not set down)— “if I am not absolutely guiltless of your father’s death. Will you believe me now?”

But still Jim looked incredulous.

“Ah, I can see that you still doubt me. How can I convince you? Think for a moment, what have I to gain or lose by saying such a thing? I shall be gone hence in a few hours, perhaps minutes. Even if I were the murderer, the police could not take me now. With old Bony behind me I can laugh at them and at you.”

“But why did you run away if you were innocent?”

“Because I saw what a hole I had got myself into. You remember that I went up to the house and had an interview with your father? He turned me out, and in the hearing of yourself and the servant I vowed to be even with him. That vow I certainly should have kept, had not somebody else that night stepped in and took the case out of my hands. When I left the house, I went for a long walk. I knew my own temper, and also that I dared not trust myself with human beings just then. Good heavens, man! You don’t know how desperate I was. I had followed your father to England, and the voyage had taken nearly all my money. What little was left I spent in liquor, and then went down to Childerbridge to screw more from your father. He refused point blank to help me except on certain conditions, which I would not comply with. Knowing his stubbornness of old, I cleared out of Childerbridge by the first train, vowing that I would be even with him by some means. Then in an evening paper I saw that he had been murdered. In a flash I realised my position, and saw that if I was not very careful I should find myself in Queer Street. Then came your reward, and from that moment I hid myself like a ‘possum in a gum log. I didn’t care very much about my miserable neck, but — but — well, you see, strange though it may seem, I was a gentleman once.”

Jim did not know what to say. If this man’s tale were true, and it bore the impression of truth, then they had been on a false scent from the first.

“I wonder what your mother would have said had she been alive to see it all,” said Murbridge, after a pause. “Good Lord, to think that Jane Standerton’s brother should end his days in a hole like this.”

“What?” cried Jim, scarcely believing that he had heard aright. “Whose brother did you say?”

“Why, your own mother’s to be sure,” returned Murbridge. “Do you mean to say that your father never told you after all?”

“Can such a thing be possible?” Jim continued, in an awed voice.

“Yes; I am Jane Standerton’s brother sure enough. If you look in that old bag under the bed, you will find evidence enough to convince you of that fact. My real name is Richard McCalmont, though you wouldn’t think it to look at me, would you? That was how I got my hold upon your father, don’t you see? I was convicted of forgery at the age of twenty-one” — (the man spoke as if he were proud of it)— “and did my three years. For a while after that I went straight, but at twenty-six there was another little mistake, with the details of which I will not trouble you, but which was sufficient, nevertheless, to again cause me to spend some years in durance vile. At the age of thirty-two they tried to convict me of an Insurance Fraud, combined with a suspicion of murder. They would have done so but for certain technicalities that were brought forward by my Counsel, who, by the way, was employed by your father. You see I am perfectly candid with you.”

“And you are my mother’s brother?” said Jim slowly, as if he were still trying to believe it.

“And your father’s brother-in-law, too. And your uncle. Don’t forget that, James,” said the other. “Lord! How your father hated me! On certain occasions I made it my custom to call upon him in a friendly way. At the end of my last term of exile, I found that my sister was dead, and that you and Alice were growing up. It was my desire to play the part of the kindly uncle. But your father made himself objectionable, and vowed that if ever I dared to betray my relationship to you he would cut off supplies. As there was never a time in my life in which I did not stand in need of money, I was perforce compelled to deprive you of a life’s history that would certainly have proved interesting, if not instructive, to you. However, I now have the satisfaction of knowing that I shall not die without having accomplished that task.”

Here he was interrupted by a violent fit of coughing, which left him speechless for upwards of a minute. As for Jim, he was thinking of the mental agony his father must have suffered, year after year, with this despicable creature, the brother of the woman he loved so fondly, continually holding this threat over his children’s heads.

“God help you for a miserable man,” he muttered at last. “Why didn’t my poor father tell me this before? He might have known that this would not have made the least difference.”

“He was too proud,” replied the other, when he recovered his speech. “Well, it doesn’t matter much now, and in a little while it will matter still less. The police and I have been on the most friendly terms all our lives, and it gives one a homely sort of feeling to know that even my last moments will be watched over by their tender care.”

He tried to laugh at his own hideous joke, but the attempt was a failure.

“For my mother’s sake, is there anything I can do for you?” Jim enquired, drawing a little closer to the bed.

The other only shook his head. The effort he had made to talk had proved too much for him, and had materially hastened the end.

Seeing that his condition was growing desperate, Jim rose and went in search of the doctor. He found him in an apartment close at hand.

“I believe he is sinking fast,” said Jim. “I think you had better go to him.”

The doctor accordingly returned to the sick-room, leaving Jim alone with Robins.

“Well, sir,” asked the latter, “did he confess?”

“We have been deceived,” said Jim. “The man is as innocent of the crime as I am. I am convinced of that!”

“God bless my soul, you don’t mean to say so,” said the astonished detective, and asked the same questions Jim had put to the dying man. Jim answered them as the other had done.

“Well, this is the most extraordinary case I have ever had to do with,” said Robins. “If Murbridge had wanted to place a halter round his neck he could not have gone to work in a better fashion. If he is not the man, then where are we to look for the real murderer?”

“Goodness only knows,” replied Jim. “The case is now shrouded in even greater mystery than before.”

Half an hour went by, then an hour, and still they waited. At two o’clock the doctor rejoined them.

“It is all over,” he said solemnly. “He is dead.”


CHAPTER XI
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BETWEEN THE TIME of Murbridge’s funeral and his own arrival at Childerbridge, Jim had plenty of leisure to consider his position, and to make up his mind as to how much he should let Alice know of the other’s story.

After mature consideration, he decided that he had better tell her everything. Yet it had been such a painful shock to himself that he could well understand how it would affect her.

It was mid-morning when he arrived at Childerbridge, and Alice had walked down to the gates to meet him. He alighted from the carriage on seeing her, and they strolled across the park together.

“I have been so anxious to hear from you,” she said, linking her arm through her brother’s. “What have you to tell me? Did you find that wretched man?”

“Yes, I found him,” he answered, “and he was dying.”

She paused for a moment before she put the next question.

“And did he confess?”

“No,” said Jim. “I firmly believe I wronged him in suspecting him of — of what happened. But I made another discovery, and one, I fear, that will cause you some astonishment and not a little pain. I learnt from him that his name was not Murbridge, but McCalmont.”

“McCalmont?” she echoed, as if she did not understand. “But that was our mother’s maiden name.”

“Exactly,” said Jim, “and he was her brother!”

Alice looked at him in horrified surprise.

“Oh, Jim,” she answered, “surely such a thing cannot be possible?”

“I am afraid it is only too true,” Jim replied. “His story was most circumstantial. He was our mother’s youngest brother, and was, I am very much afraid, a disgrace to the family.”

“But if he had been our mother’s brother, why did he entertain such a deadly hatred for our father?” she asked.

“For the simple reason that father had been successful, while he had been the reverse,” Jim replied. “I rather fancy the poor old governor had helped him out of one or two of his worst scrapes, and such being the perverse nature of mankind, he hated him for the very benefits he had received from him.”

They walked some distance in silence.

“Poor, wretched man,” said Alice at last. “Oh, Jim, you don’t know how thankful I am that he was not the author of that terrible crime. And now, before we say anything further, there’s one thing I must talk to you about.”

“What is that?” he enquired.

“It is about Helen,” she answered. “I met her in the village this morning. I don’t want to frighten you, but she is looking very ill. She seems to have come to look years older within the last few days. There is a frightened expression on her face that haunts me even now.”

Jim was troubled. This was bad news indeed.

“Did she give you any reason for it?” he enquired.

“She tried to account for it by saying that her grandfather had not been at all well lately, and that she had had rather a trying time with him.”

“Alice,” said Jim, after the short pause that ensued, “I have come to the conclusion that old Bursfield is insane. Helen did not tell you, I suppose, that he uttered all sorts of threats against me the other day. For some reason or another he has taken an intense dislike to me.”

“She said nothing about it,” Alice answered. “I am sorry for her. What is best to be done, do you think?”

“It is difficult to say,” Jim answered. “One thing is quite certain. She cannot go on living with him if he is to continue in this strain. Under such circumstances there is a limit even to a woman’s fidelity. I must endeavour to see her as soon as possible.”

“Would it do for me to go and see her, do you think?” asked Alice. “I should then be able to tell you something definite about Mr. Bursfield’s condition.”

Jim shook his head.

“No,” he said, “such a thing would not be wise. I must think the matter over and see what is best to be done.”

By the time he reached the house he had arrived at a conclusion.

“Do you remember, Alice,” he said, “that clever young doctor that we met at the Caltrops on the evening that we dined with them, soon after our arrival in England? His name was Weston. Mrs. Caltrop declared that, before many years were past, he would be a recognised authority on mental diseases.”

“I remember him quite well,” Alice answered. “He took me in to dinner, and was so interested in Australia. He had a brother in Sydney, I think. What about him.”

“Well, I have made up my mind to telegraph to Mrs. Caltrop for his address, and having got it, to wire and ask him to come down and see Mr. Bursfield. He would be able to tell me then whether or not it is safe for Helen to go on living with him. If he says not, then she must leave him at once.”

“I should think it would be a very good plan, provided always that you can get Mr. Bursfield to see him. You will find that the difficulty.”

“Not at all,” Jim answered. “I have a scheme that I think will answer. At any rate we will try it.”

A telegram was accordingly despatched to Mrs. Caltrop, asking her to forward the address of the doctor in question. This done, Jim sent for Terence.

“Well, Terence,” he said, when the latter made his appearance, “any sign of the Black Dwarf during my absence?”

“Never a one, sir,” Terence replied. “I kept my eyes and ears open all night, and waited about after dark, but there’s not been so much as a mouse stirring.”

“I am glad to hear it,” Jim remarked, and then gave Terence a brief description of his visit to London, and of what he had discovered there.

“Then if it wasn’t he as did it,” said Terence, “who could it have been?”

Before he answered, Jim looked at the door, as if to make sure that it was closed.

“Terence,” he said, “I am gradually coming to the conclusion that the Black Dwarf, whoever he may be, was responsible for it.”

“I’ve thought of that myself, sir,” Terence replied.

“In the first place, he was seen by one of the maid-servants in the gallery on the night that my father was murdered.”

“Don’t they say, sir, as how another gentleman was murdered in the same way in this house?”

“I believe there is some legend to that effect,” said Jim, “but how true it is, I cannot say. I don’t think, however, we need take that circumstance into consideration.”

“Then what are we to do, sir?”

“Watch and wait until we catch him,” Jim replied. “When we’ve done that we shall be satisfied whether he is flesh or blood or not, and if he is, by what right he dares to enter my house.”

There was a lengthy pause, then with a diffidence that was somewhat unusual with him, Terence said:

“You’ll excuse me, sir, I hope, for saying such a thing, but between you and me, sir, I cannot help thinking that we was happier at Mudrapilla.”

Jim heaved a heavy sigh. A longing to be back in the old home, and to be engaged in the pursuits he had been brought up to from a boy, had been with him a great deal of late.

“Yes,” he said. “I think we were happier at Gundawurra. I must go back there soon, Terence, if only for a whiff of Bush air. I am very much afraid that playing the fine gentleman in England does not suit me.”

When the other had left the room, Jim lay back in his chair and fell into a reverie. He closed his eyes, and was transported back to the old home where he had been born, and where he had spent his happiest days. How sweet it would be to settle down there some day, with Helen as his wife. He tried hard to realise the day’s work upon the run; the home-coming at night, to find Helen at the gate waiting for him; the evenings spent in the cool verandah, with the moon rising above the river timber. Then he came back to the very real anxieties of the present. An hour later a message came from Mrs. Caltrop. It was as follows:

“Doctor Weston, Harley Street.”

Whereupon he took another telegraph form and wired to the doctor to the effect that he would be grateful if he could make it convenient to travel down to Childerbridge that afternoon. In order that the latter might understand from whom the message emanated, he added the words, “Met you at dinner at Mrs. Caltrop’s.” Luncheon was scarcely finished before a message arrived from the doctor saying that he would endeavour to be at Childerbridge at four o’clock. Accordingly at half-past three Jim drove to the railway station to await his coming. Punctual to the moment the train steamed into the station, and he looked about among the passengers for the man he wanted.

Presently he descried him coming along the platform — a tall, good-looking man, resembling a soldier more than a Harley Street physician.

“Mr. Standerton, I believe,” he said as he approached Jim.

“And you are Doctor Weston, of course,” the latter answered with a smile.

“Now,” said the doctor, “I will commence, Mr. Standerton, by saying that it is absolutely necessary that I should catch the six o’clock train back to London.”

“I will arrange that you do so,” Jim replied, and then the doctor surrendered his ticket and they strolled out of the station. “Now, perhaps, I had better tell you my reasons for asking you to come down to-day. Shall we walk a little way along the road. I have no desire to be overheard. I will now make you acquainted with the facts of the case, in order that you may go direct to the house of the gentleman I want you to see.”

“He is not a member of your own family, then?” the doctor enquired.

“No, he is no sort of relation. In fact, I had not seen him until a few months ago.”

They paused beside a gate and faced each other.

“I gather that it is rather an unusual case?” the doctor remarked.

“A very unusual one,” Jim replied. “The matter stands in this way. I am engaged to a young lady who is the adopted granddaughter of the gentleman in question.”

The doctor nodded, but said nothing. He listened attentively, while Jim told his tale, explained his fears for Helen’s safety, and described the threats the old gentleman had made use of concerning himself.

When he had finished Dr. Weston drew some lines on the ground with the point of his umbrella, as if he were working out a difficult calculation.

“This is certainly a singular case, Mr. Standerton,” he said at last. “You are not connected with this gentleman in any way, and he, not approving of your marriage with his granddaughter, has forbidden you his house. The young lady’s only reason for believing him to be a little weak in his intellect is his treatment of you. I really do not know whether, under the circumstances, I should be justified in seeing him.”

Jim’s heart sank. He had not looked at the matter from this point of view. Observing his disappointment, the doctor smiled.

“Nevertheless,” he continued, “I will see him, provided you will give me your promise that my report shall be considered a purely confidential one.”

“Am I to understand that I am not to acquaint Miss Decie or my sister with your decision?”

“Of course, I will allow you to tell them, and equally, of course, provided it goes no further.”

“In that case I will give you my promise most willingly,” said Jim.

“And now the question comes as to how I can obtain my interview with him.”

“I have thought out a plan that should enable you to do that,” Jim replied. “I happen to know that for a long time past he has been engaged in writing a history of the neighbourhood, and my house in particular which at one time was the property of his family.”

“Quite so; and the ruins a mile or two back, what are they called?”

“Clevedon Castle,” Jim answered. “I believe it was destroyed by Cromwell.”

“That should answer my purpose. And now with your permission I will drive to his house — not in your carriage, but in a cab. I shall see you afterwards, I presume?”

“I will wait for you here, or at my own house, whichever you please,” said Jim.

“Your house, I think, would be better,” the doctor answered. “I will drive there directly I leave Mr. —— . By-the-way, you have not told me his name or given me his address.”

Jim furnished him with both, and then the doctor hailed a fly and drove away.

It was nearly half-past five before Jim was informed by Wilkins that Dr. Weston had called, and that he had been shown to the study.

He immediately proceeded thither, to find the doctor sitting before the fire.

“Well, Mr. Standerton,” he began, “I have seen Mr. Bursfield, and have had rather a curious interview with him.”

“And what decision have you come to?”

“Well, I think your supposition is correct. Not to be technical, I might say that he is not really responsible for his actions. While we discussed archæology, and the history of the neighbourhood, he was rational enough, but when I chanced to touch upon this house, and your connection with it, his whole demeanour changed. If I were in your place I should avoid him as much as possible, for there can be no doubt that he would do you a mischief if he could. As for Miss Decie, I would not advise you to persuade her to leave him, at least not at present. It would in all probability immediately produce unfavourable results, and in so doing might snap the frail link that still connects him with Sanity. The influence she exerts over him, where you are not concerned, is undoubtedly a beneficial one.”

“Am I to consider that she is safe with him?”

“I should say so,” the doctor replied. “Of course, if he has many more of these paroxysms of rage it might be necessary for her to leave him. But she must be the best judge of that. Doubtless you can arrange that with her. And now I must be getting back to the railway station; if I wish to catch my train I have not much time to lose.”

“I am exceedingly obliged to you, Doctor Weston,” said Jim gratefully. “I cannot say that you have made my mind easier, but you have at least let me know exactly how matters stand with Mr. Bursfield.”

“I am glad to have been of service,” said the doctor.

James handed him an envelope containing his fee, and escorted him to the door. When he had seen him depart he returned to the drawing-room and communicated his intelligence to his sister.

“Poor Helen,” said Alice, “it is no wonder that she looks anxious. What will you do now, Jim?”

“I must take the night to think the matter over,” he answered. “Since the old man is undoubtedly mad, and not only mad, but dangerously so, I cannot bear to contemplate her remaining with him, and yet I have no desire to hasten the crisis.”

All the evening Jim brooded over the matter, imagining all sorts of dangers for the woman he loved. At last the time came for them to retire to rest. He was in the act of lighting Alice’s candle in the hall, when the sound of steps on the gravel path outside attracted his attention.

“Good gracious!” cried Jim, “who on earth can it be at this time of the night?”

So saying, he hastened to the door. The lights from the hall shone on the steps, and showed him Helen Decie, standing, bareheaded, before him. For a moment the shock at seeing her there at such an hour, and in such a plight, deprived him of speech. Alice was the first to break the silence.

“Helen, my dear girl,” she cried, “what does this mean?”

Then Helen stepped into the hall, and James closed the door behind her. He had scarcely done so, before she gave a little cry and fell to the floor in a dead faint. Picking her up, Jim carried her to the big settee in the centre.

“My poor girl,” he cried, “what has he done to you?” Then, turning to Alice, he added, “What can have happened?”

She did not answer him, but sped upstairs to her bedroom, to presently return with a bottle of smelling salts. Under their restorative influence, consciousness very soon returned, and Helen looked about her in a dazed fashion, as if she could not realise where she was.

“Do you feel well enough to tell what has taken place, dear?” Jim asked, when she had so far recovered as to be able to sit up. “What has brought you here bareheaded at this time of night?”

“My grandfather has turned me out of his house,” she answered falteringly.

“Turned you out of the house?” repeated both Jim and Alice together. Then Alice added: “Surely not? He ought to be turned out himself.”

“You must not be angry with him,” said Helen. “I really don’t think he knows what he is doing.”

“But this is an unheard-of thing,” Jim said angrily. “He must have taken leave of his senses.”

“He accused me of being in league with you to poison him, and bade me come to an instant decision as to whether I would give you up or leave the house.”

“And my noble girl refused to give me up?” said James, kissing her hand.

“Helen acted nobly,” said Alice. “Never mind, dear, you know where your real friends are, don’t you?”

“But whatever shall I do?” the girl put in. “He bade me leave the house and never come back again.”

“We will arrange all that to-morrow,” Jim replied. “For to-night, Alice will take care of you. Do not worry, dear heart, all will come right in the end.”

Then he proceeded to inform her of Dr. Weston’s visit that afternoon, and of the report that gentleman had given of the old gentleman’s mental condition.

“I cannot tell why,” she said, “but I had some sort of suspicion that he came for that purpose. Poor grandfather, how sad it is to think of his being like this. Since he does not know what he is doing, we should not be angry with him for acting as he did.”

At this juncture Alice departed to make arrangements for her friend’s comfort for the night.

“Oh, Jim dear, what do you think will become of me?” Helen asked. “Think for me, for I cannot think for myself.”

“I think I can hazard a very good guess what your fate will be,” said Jim. “To-morrow morning I shall go up to London to obtain a special license, and the day after you shall become my wife.”


CHAPTER XII
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UNEXPECTED AS THE events of the evening had been, Jim Standerton, as he stood in his bedroom before retiring to rest, could not declare that he altogether regretted the turn they had taken. On the morrow he would go to London, and afterwards, armed with the Law’s authority, he would make Helen Decie his wife without delay. From that moment Mr. Bursfield might do his worst. Before retiring to his room he had visited Terence, and had received from him a positive assurance that so far all was right for the night. Knowing that he might trust the latter implicitly, he had given him an account of what had happened that evening.

“The sooner, sir, they put that old man under lock and key the better it will be for everybody,” said Terence. “Let him just come playing his little game round here, and he’ll have me on his track like a Nyall blackfellow.”

Half-an-hour later, Jim was in bed and asleep, dreaming that he was back in the Bush once more, and that he and Terence were chasing wild horses through a mountain range, and that, on the foremost horse, Helen was seated, clinging to his mane, as if for dear life. He was galloping after her as fast as his horse could carry him, when suddenly a hand clutched him by the throat, and tried to lift him out of the saddle.

At that moment, however, he woke to find that this was no dream, but the most horrible reality he had ever known in his life. Bony fingers were clutching tightly at his windpipe, rendering it impossible for him to breathe. He endeavoured to rise and to seize his assailant, whoever he might be, and throw him off. But his efforts were unavailing. Still those talon-like fingers retained their hold; try as he would he could not weaken their terrible grip. Little by little he felt himself sinking. The room was in such total darkness that it was impossible to discover whom his antagonist might be. In the last extremity of his agony he rolled from the bed and lay helpless upon the floor, entangled in the clothes. With the fall, his assailant lost his grip of his throat. Then something must have startled him, for a moment later the door opened, and he was gone. Disengaging himself as quickly as possible from the bed-clothes, Jim staggered to his feet, half stunned by the fall and the terrific conflict in which he had so lately been engaged. As soon as he recovered he lit a candle, hastened to the door, opened it and passed out into the gallery. No one was to be seen there, but he had not gone many paces before he heard the same clicking noise that had arrested his attention on the first occasion of his seeing the Black Dwarf. Making his way round the gallery, he reached the room occupied by Terence. The door stood ajar, and from the noises that proceeded from within, he gathered that his trusty servant was not only in bed, but fast asleep. He crossed and shook him by the shoulders.

“Get up, Terence,” he whispered softly. “Get up at once.”

“What’s the matter?” asked the half-awakened man. “Why, it’s you, sir. Is there anything wrong?”

“I should rather think so,” Jim replied. “Look at my throat and see if you can detect any marks upon it.”

The other held up the candle as he was directed. On either side of his throat were a number of bruises and scratches, and some of the latter were bleeding profusely.

“My gracious, sir!” said Terence; “it looks as if somebody had been trying to strangle you.”

“You’ve hit it exactly,” Jim replied. “Good heavens! Terence, I’ve been nearly murdered. You’ve no idea what a fight of it I’ve had in the dark. The man, whoever he was, finding that he couldn’t finish me, bolted, and has gone down some secret passage in the gallery. Terence, we must catch him somehow.”

Terence sprang out of bed, and while he was dressing, Jim hastened back to his room and also donned some clothes. This done, he returned to Terence’s bedroom, to discover that worthy in the act of lacing his boots.

“It’s a funny business this, sir!” Terence remarked. “I wish I had been behind that gentleman when he was trying to settle you. I’d have given him one for his precious nob, ghost or no ghost.”

“I expect you would. Now be as quick as you can, for there is not a moment to lose if we want to catch him.”

Terence immediately announced himself as ready, and then, taking their candles, they set off round the gallery towards the corridor where Jim felt sure his mysterious assailant had disappeared. Inspection showed them that the door of the stairs at the further end, leading down to the domestic offices, was securely fastened on the other side. Having made sure of this, they tried, as on a previous occasion, the various rooms along the corridor, searching each one most carefully. But no success attended their efforts.

“It is quite certain that he is not in any of these rooms,” said Jim. “Now what we have to do is to discover the entrance to that secret passage. I shall not rest content until we have found that.”

They accordingly returned to the corridor, where they set to work once more to over-haul the wainscotting. Beginning at one end, they worked to the other; their efforts, however, met with no more success than they had done in the searching of the rooms. Every panel of the wainscotting seemed as hollow as its fellow — each projection as firmly secured.

“And yet I am as certain that it is somewhere about here that he disappeared,” said Jim.

At the entrance to the corridor from the gallery were two square pillars elaborately carved with fruit. Jim had explored his side, having pressed and pulled every pear and apple, with the usual result. Suddenly Terence touched him on the arm.

“Look here, sir,” he whispered, “what’s this? It seems to me that this grape is not very firm.”

Jim turned to him and knelt down beside the bunch of fruit indicated. It certainly did seem as if the lowest grape of the bunch were loose. It shook under his finger, and yet showed no sign of coming off.

“I believe we’ve got it at last,” he said, pressing upon the grape, as he spoke, with all his strength. Yet it did not move. He endeavoured to push it in the direction of the gallery, but still it remained immovable. He tried forcing it from him towards the corridor, when to his amazement it left its place and moved half an inch or so away. As it did so there was a heavy creaking noise, and a portion of the panelling of the corridor, some three feet in width and six feet high, swung inwards, disclosing a black cavity, which might either have been a well or a staircase. Both men drew back in astonishment, half expecting that Jim’s assailant, if he were concealed within, would dash out upon them.

“We’ve found the place at last,” said Jim. “Now, if I’m not mistaken, we shall be able to solve the mystery of the famous Childerbridge ghosts. Hold your candle aloft, Terence, so that we can see what we are doing, and we’ll descend and discover where it leads to.”

“Let me go first, sir,” Terence returned. “After the fight you had upstairs, you may not be up to the mark, and I’m dying to have a turn with him, if he’s as big as a church.”

But Jim would not hear of this, and bade the other follow him. Holding their lights aloft, they descended the narrow stone steps. They were longer than they expected to find them, and when they reached the bottom Jim knew that they must be some distance beneath the level of the foundations of the house. They were then standing in a passage, some four feet wide by seven in height. The walls and ceiling were of brick, the floor composed of huge blocks of stone. Everything reeked with damp while the air was as close and musty as a vault. Being resolved to leave no part of it unexplored, Jim pushed on closely followed by Terence. For economy’s sake they blew out one of the candles, not knowing how far they might have to travel, or what might happen to them by the way. They had not been more than three minutes in the passage before Jim stopped, and turning to his companion, held up his hand.

“What’s up?” he asked.

A sound as of heavy blows upon stone reached them from above.

“I can tell you what it is, sir,” said Terence, after a moment’s reflection. “It’s the horses, and it means that we’re under the stables.”

“In that case it must run the entire width of the house and burrow under the courtyard. It means also that the direction is due east. This is growing interesting. Come along.”

After this discovery they pushed on with increased speed, but the passage showed no signs of coming to an end. The air was close, but now and again draughts poured in upon them to prove that though they could not see them, there must be vent holes somewhere.

“I wouldn’t have believed such a place could have existed,” said Jim. “It seems as if we have come miles. By Jove, what’s that?”

As he spoke the light of his candle shone upon a dark mass huddled upon the floor. A second later it became apparent that it was the figure of a man.

“Take care, sir,” said Terence, as Jim hastened towards the prostrate form, “it may be the man we want, and he’s as like as not shamming.”

“We’ll soon find that out,” answered Jim, and knelt down beside the prostrate figure.

While Terence held the candle, Jim rolled the figure over until they were able to see the face. Then he uttered a cry of horror. The man lying before them was none other than Abraham Bursfield!

“Good heavens, this is too terrible,” said Jim, after the long pause which followed, during which he had assured himself that he had made no mistake as to the other’s identity. “Is he dead, do you think, Terence?”

“Quite dead, sir,” Terence replied, after he too had knelt down and examined him. “If he’s the man who tried to kill you, he’ll never do any more mischief to anybody again.”

But Jim did not answer. A sickening feeling of giddiness was taking possession of him. If it were Abraham Bursfield who had done his best to murder him that night, it was only logical to conclude that he was also the man who had murdered his father. Doctor Weston had declared him to be a madman that afternoon. Now he had certainly proved himself to be one of the most dangerous type. If that were the case what a narrow escape Helen had had.

“What’s to be done, Terence? — what’s to be done?” Jim asked almost piteously. “We could not have made a more terrible discovery.”

“There’ll have to be an Inquest, sir,” said Terence.

“When it will be found that he entered my house and endeavoured to murder me. Then it will be remembered how my father died. Two and two will be put together, and the terrible truth will come out. That would break Miss Decie’s heart.”

“Good heavens! sir, I see what you mean,” said Terence. “I never thought of that.”

“He was mad, Terence, hopelessly mad, and therefore not responsible for his actions. Poor Miss Decie!”

“Aye, poor young lady. If she was so fond of the old gentleman, it would break her heart to know what he has been trying to do.”

“She must never know,” said Jim, who by this time had made up his mind. “I can trust you, Terence.”

“To the death, sir, and I think you know it. I’ve served you, sir, and I served your father before you, and I don’t think you ever found me wanting. Tell me what you think of doing.”

“We must get him back to his own house, if possible,” said Jim, “and let him be found dead there. No one but our two selves will know the truth, and if we keep silence, no one need ever know that we found him here. I cannot let Miss Decie be made more unhappy than she is.”

“I don’t know but that you are right, sir,” Terence answered. “But how are we going to get him to the Dower House?”

“We must go along the passage and see where it leads to. If I am not mistaken it will take us there. This place must have been made years ago, when the two properties were one. We will leave the body here, and, if I am right in my conjecture, we can come back for it.”

They accordingly allowed the remains of Mr. Bursfield to lie where they had found them, and proceeded on their tour of exploration. As it transpired, they had still a considerable distance to go before they reached the end of the tunnel. At last, however, they found themselves at the foot of a flight of stone steps, similar to those by which they had descended at the Manor House.

“Tread very quietly,” Jim whispered to his companion. “We must on no account rouse the servants.”

They noiselessly ascended the stairs until they found themselves at the top, and confronted by a door.

“I’ll get you to stay here, Terence,” Jim whispered, “while I open this door and see where we are.”

He soon discovered what appeared to be a spring in the middle of the door, and when he had pressed it, had the satisfaction of seeing the door swing inwards. Shading the candle with his hand, Jim stepped into the room he found before him. His surprise at finding himself in Mr. Bursfield’s study, the same room in which he had his last unpleasant interview with the old gentleman, can be better imagined than described. The secret door, he observed, formed part of the panelling on one side of the fireplace, a fragment of carving in the setting of the chimney-piece being the means of opening it. The old man’s papers and books were littered about the table just as he had left them; a grandfather clock ticked solemnly in the further right-hand corner, while a little mouse watched Jim from beneath the sofa, as if it were endeavouring to ascertain his errand there at such an hour.

Having made sure of his whereabouts, Jim returned to the passage, closing the door carefully behind him.

“We must lose no time,” he whispered to Terence; “it is already a quarter to three. Heaven grant that Isaac, his man-servant, does not take it into his head to look in upon his master during the night. He would then find him absent, and that would make it rather difficult to explain the fact of his being found dead in his chair in the morning.”

By this time their first candle had expired, and it became necessary to light that Terence was carrying.

“If we are not very careful we shall be compelled to make our way back in the dark, after we have carried him up here,” said Jim. “This candle will scarcely see us through.”

“Never mind that, sir, so long as we can get him in here safely,” said Terence. “I have got a box of matches in my pocket, and we can fumble our way back somehow.”

They accordingly set off, and in due course reached the place where they had left the old man’s body.

“How are we to carry him?” asked Jim.

“Oh, you leave that to me, sir. I can manage it,” answered Terence. “If you’ll go ahead with the light, I’ll follow you.”

So saying, he picked up the frail body, as if its weight were a matter of no concern to him, and they set off on their return journey to the Dower House. If the distance had appeared a long one before, it was doubly so now. At last, however, they reached the steps, climbed them, and a few moments later were standing in the dead man’s study once more. In spite of his assertions to the contrary, it was plain that his exertions had taxed Terence’s strength to its utmost. Between them they placed the body in the chair before the table.

This done, they left the room as quietly as they had entered it, and made their way down the steps once more. Jim’s prophecy that the return journey would have to be made in darkness was fulfilled, for they had scarcely reached the place where they had discovered the body ere the candle fluttered out and they found themselves in inky darkness.

Terence struck a match, but its feeble flicker was of little or no use to them. Fumbling their way along by the wall they continued to progress, until a muttered exclamation from Terence, who was leading, proclaimed the fact that they had reached the steps at the further end.

“Bad cess to ‘em,” said he, “I’ve barked my shins so that I shall have good cause to remember them to my dying day.”

He thereupon lit another match, and by means of this modest illumination they climbed to the door in the corridor above.

“Heaven be thanked! we’re safe home once more,” said Jim, as they stepped into the passage. “I trust I may never experience another night like this.”

Whispering to Terence to follow him quietly, he led the way round the gallery and downstairs to the dining-room, where he unlocked the Tantalus and poured out a glass of spirits for Terence and another for himself. Both stood in need of some sort of stimulant after all they had been through.

“Not a word must be breathed to any living being of this, Terence,” he said, as he put his glass down. “Remember, I trust my secret to you implicitly.”

“I give you my word, sir, that nobody shall ever hear it from me,” answered Terence, and then the two men solemnly shook hands.

“Now, before we go to bed, I’ll get you to come to my room and have a look at my throat,” said Jim; “it’s uncommonly sore.”

This proved to be the case. And small wonder was it, for the finger marks were fast turning to bruises, while the scratches showed up as fiery-red as ever. Jim shuddered again and again as he recalled that awful struggle and compared his escape with his father’s cruel fate.

“Another moment and in all probability he would have done for me too,” he said to himself, and then added somewhat inconsequently, “Poor Helen!”

When his wounds had been dressed, he despatched Terence to bed; for his own part, however, he knew that sleep was impossible. In fact, he did not attempt to seek it, but seating himself in a comfortable chair, proceeded to read, with what attention he could bestow upon the operation, until daylight.

When the sun rose he dressed himself and went out, wearing a scarf instead of a collar, in order that the wounds he had received might not be apparent to the world. The memory of that hateful passage under the park haunted him like an evil dream. He determined to have it closed at once for good and all. While he remained the owner of Childerbridge no one should ever set foot in it again. He was still wondering how he could best carry out the work without exciting suspicion or comment, when he observed an old man crossing the park towards him. As he drew nearer, Jim became aware that it was old Isaac, Mr. Bursfield’s man-servant and general factotum. It was also to be seen that he was in a very agitated state.

“God have mercy upon us, sir!” he said, as he came up to Jim; “I’ve had such a fright. Is Miss Helen with you?”

“She is,” Jim replied, and then endeavouring to speak unconcernedly, he added— “Has Mr. Bursfield sent you to find her?”

“The poor gentleman will never send me on another errand,” Isaac replied solemnly; “he has been sent for himself. He is dead!”


CHAPTER XIII
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“WHAT’S THAT YOU say?” cried Jim, trying to appear as if he were scarcely able to believe that he heard aright. “Do you mean to tell me that Mr. Bursfield is dead?”

“Yes, sir,” said the old man; “when I went into his study this morning to open the shutters, I found him seated at his table in the arm-chair stone dead. I ran up at once to Miss Helen’s room to tell her, only to find that her bed had not been slept in. Me and my wife searched the house for her, but she is not to be found anywhere. Oh, sir, what does it all mean?”

“It means that Miss Decie came to my house last night at about eleven o’clock. Mr. Bursfield’s condition was such that she was afraid to remain in the house with him any longer. You must have noticed that he has been very strange of late?”

“The poor old gentleman has been ailing for some days past,” Isaac replied. “He always was quick tempered, but for the last month or so he doesn’t seem to have been able to control himself. Perhaps it isn’t right for a servant to say it, sir, but there ‘ave been times lately when I ‘ave been afraid that his reason ‘ave been a-failing him. There was a time when he couldn’t make enough of Miss Helen, but lately he’s been scarce able to speak civil to her. It’s a sad thing, sir, a very sad thing, especially for a servant that’s worked for him true and faithful for nigh upon forty years.”

“His fit of rage last night must have hastened the end,” said Jim. “The news you bring will affect Miss Decie very painfully. You had better go back and send at once for the doctor; I will return to the Manor House and tell Miss Decie.”

“I humbly thank you for your kindness, sir,” the man replied. “I will do what you say, and perhaps you will be kind enough to come over later.”

When he had extracted the other’s promise he hobbled off, and Jim returned to his own house. He found Helen and Alice in the hall, standing before the great fireplace in earnest conversation. He bade them as cheery a good morning as was possible under the circumstances, and when he had done so his sister enquired why his throat was wrapped up so closely.

“It’s a trifle sore this morning,” Jim replied, with some truth. “That’s all. It will be all right very soon.”

He then suggested that they should go in to breakfast. He had determined to break the news of Mr. Bursfield’s death to Helen after the meal. This he did with great gentleness. The shock, however, was a severe one, nevertheless, but she did her best to meet it bravely.

“Poor old grandfather,” she said after a while, “I always feared that his death would come like this. Oh how sorry I am that he should have died believing that I had ceased to love him.”

“He could not have done that,” Jim replied. “In his inmost heart he must have known that your affection was one that could never change.”

She shook her head, however.

“Will you take me to him?” she enquired, and Jim, feeling that it would not be wise not to do so, consented to go with her to the Dower House. Side by side they crossed the park by the path they had come to know so well, entered the house by the little postern door, and were met in the hall by the village doctor whom Isaac had summoned.

“My dear Miss Decie,” he said as they shook hands, “will you accept my heartfelt sympathy for you in your trouble. I fear it must have been a terrible shock.”

“It has affected me more than I can say,” she answered. “I had no idea, though I was aware that his heart was in a very weak state, that the end was so near.”

“One thing I can tell you if it will make you any happier,” said the doctor, “and that is, that I am certain his end was a peaceful and painless one.”

Thanking the doctor for his sympathy, Helen left the room and went upstairs to the dead man’s bedroom. Jim and the doctor went into the study.

“I suppose it will be necessary to hold an Inquest,” said Jim, when they were alone together.

“I am very much afraid so,” the doctor replied. “But it will be quite a formal affair. There are two circumstances, however, Mr. Standerton, about the affair, that I must confess puzzle me more than a little.”

Jim felt himself turning cold. Had he left anything undone, or had he made any mistake?

“What are those two circumstances?” he enquired.

“Well, in the first place,” said the doctor, “the old gentleman seldom went outside the house, not once a month at most, and only then on fine days. Yesterday, his man-servant tells me, he did not stir beyond the study door. Isaac is certain that he was wearing his carpet slippers at dinner time, and also when he looked in upon him before retiring, yet when he was found this morning he was wearing boots.”

“That is most curious, certainly,” said Jim, “but I must confess I fail to see anything remarkable in it.”

“Not perhaps in the fact of his wearing the boots,” said the medical gentleman, “but there is another point which, taken in conjunction with it, makes one pause to think. On the first finger of the right hand I found that the nail had been recently broken, and in a painful fashion. What is more, the second and third fingers had smears of blood upon them. Now with the exception of the nail to which I have alluded and which did not bleed, he had not a trace of a wound on either finger. That I am quite certain of, for I searched diligently. Moreover, there is not a trace of blood upon the table at which he was seated. And there is one thing stranger still.”

“What is that?”

“As you are aware, it commenced to rain at a late hour last night. Unfortunately I know it, for the reason that I was compelled to be out in it. The roads were plastered with mud. Now though Mr. Bursfield, for some reason of his own, had put on his boots, he could not have ventured outside, for there is not a speck of mud upon them. In that case, why the boots, and where did the blood come from?”

“You are perfectly sure that he died of heart disease?”

“As sure as I can be of anything,” said the doctor. “Nevertheless, it’s altogether a mysterious affair.”

This also proved to be the opinion of the Coroner’s Jury, and as there was no one forthcoming to clear it up, a mystery it was likely to remain for all time. Had the Coroner and his Jury, however, known the history of the bruises under the thick bandage which the young Squire of Childerbridge wore round his throat, they would have been enlightened.

As nobody was able to account for anything save the doctor, however, a verdict of “Death from Natural Causes” was returned, and three days later, Abraham Bursfield was laid to rest with his forefathers in the little churchyard, scarcely fifty paces away from the grave of the man who had fallen by his hands.

“Jim,” said Alice on the evening of the funeral, when they had brought Helen back to the Manor House, “I have a proposal to make to you. I am going to suggest that I should take Helen away for a few weeks to the seaside. The anxieties and sorrow of the past two months have been too much for her. I can see that she stands in need of a thorough change. If you have no objection to raise, I thought we could start to-morrow morning. We shall be away a month, and by that time she should be quite restored to health.”

“And pray what am I going to do with myself while you are away?” he asked. “I gather you mean when you say that you are both going away that I am not to accompany you?”

“No; all things considered, I think it would be better not,” said Alice. “But if you are very good you shall come down to us for two or three days during the month. Then if Helen agrees, and I have no doubt you will be able to induce her to do so, you could obtain a Special License, and be quietly married at the end of that time.”

Jim, who regarded it quite possible that the marriage might be postponed for some time, clutched eagerly at the straw of hope held out to him, and willingly agreed to her suggestion.

“And now one other matter, Alice,” he said. “I, on my side, have a proposal to make. Whether you will prove as complaisant as I have done is another matter.”

“What is your proposal?”

“It can be resolved into one word,” he answered, “That word is Mudrapilla.”

He heard her catch her breath, and then she looked pleadingly at him.

“Jim,” she whispered, “Oh Jim, dear, you don’t mean it, do you?”

“If you and Helen will accompany me, I do,” he answered. “Terence I am quite sure will not object. Will you agree, my sister?”

The answer she vouchsafed might have meant anything or nothing. It was: — 

“Only to think of seeing dear old Mudrapilla again!”

So it was settled. Helen and Alice departed next day to a tiny seaside place in Devonshire, where Jim was under orders to join them for three days at the week end once during their stay. As soon as they were gone, he in his turn set off for London. His first act on reaching the City, and when he had deposited his bag at the hotel, was to drive to the office of the Estate Agent with whom his father had negotiated the purchase of Childerbridge. That portly, suave gentleman received him with the respect due to a man worth half a million of money, and the owner of such a palatial mansion and estate.

“But, my dear sir,” he began, when he had heard what James had to say, “you surely don’t mean to say that you are desirous of selling Childerbridge. You have only been there a few months.”

“I am most anxious to be rid of the place as soon as possible,” Jim replied. “As you may suppose it has the most painful recollections for me. Besides I am thinking of returning to Australia almost immediately, and scarcely know when I shall visit England again.”

“In that case I must do the best I can for you,” said the other. “At the same time I feel that I should warn you that the Estate Market is not in a very flourishing condition at present, and that a large number of properties that have been placed upon the market have not sold nearly as well as they should have done.”

“I must take my chance of not getting its value,” said Jim. “Find me a purchaser and I don’t think he will be able to complain that I have not met him fairly.”

The agent promised to do his best, and for the next fortnight Jim amused himself in a lazy fashion travelling about England, purchasing a variety of stock for his Australian stations, and longing for the time to come when he should be at liberty to present himself in Devonshire. At last, however, the day arrived. It was morning when he left London, it was evening when he reached his destination. It was winter when he left Waterloo, dull, dismal and foggy; when he reached Devonshire it was, in his eyes at least, perpetual summer. Both Helen and Alice were at the railway station to greet him, and immediately he saw them he realised the fact that a change for the better had taken place in his sweetheart. The old colour had come back to her cheeks, the old sparkle was in her eyes. She greeted him very lovingly, but if possible a little shyly. There were such lots of news to hear, and still more to be told, that it seemed as if they would never have done talking.

The village had proved itself a delightful little place. It was far from the track of the tripper, and had not then been spoilt by the wealthy tourist. High cliffs hemmed it in on either side, and the sea broke upon the beach of shingles. They returned to their lodgings for tea, a charming thatched cottage, within a stone’s throw of the primitive little jetty, beside which the fisher boats were moored. Afterwards the lovers went for a walk upon the cliffs.

“Helen, my darling,” said Jim, “I can scarcely realise that it is only a fortnight since I saw you. It seems as if years had passed. You can have no idea how happy it makes me to see you looking like your own dear self once more.”

“I could not help being well here,” she answered. “Besides, Alice has been so good and kind to me. I should be ungrateful indeed were I to show no improvement.”

But Jim had not brought his sweetheart out on the cliff to discuss his sister’s good qualities.

“Helen,” he said at last, “is it possible for you to be my wife in a fortnight’s time?”

He took her little hand in his and looked into her eyes. The veriest tyro might have seen that the young man was terribly in earnest.

“It might be possible,” she said softly, but without looking at him. “Are you quite sure you do wish it?”

“If you talk like that I shall go back to London to-night,” he answered. “You know very well that to make you my wife has been my ambition ever since I first saw you.”

And then he went on to tell her of his dreams, winding up with this question— “I wonder whether you will like Australia?”

“I shall like any place where you may be,” she replied.

Could any young woman say more to her lover than that? At any rate Jim appeared to be satisfied.

On the Monday following he returned to London to learn from the agent that a probable, though unexpected, purchaser had been found for Childerbridge. He proved to be a wealthy American, who was not only prepared to take over the estate at a valuation, but also to purchase the furniture and effects as they stood.

On the day following the receipt of this news, Jim travelled down with the would-be buyer, conducted him over the property, and was in a position to assure himself, when the other had departed, that Childerbridge would be very soon off his hands. To the agent’s horror the matter was conducted on both sides with unusual promptness, and in consequence, when, a fortnight later, Jim stepped into the Devonshire train with a special marriage license in his pocket, the sale was as good as effected.

The wedding was solemnised next day in the quaint little village church, and excited no comment from the humble fisher folk. The only persons present were the bride and bridegroom, Alice, and the family lawyer, who had travelled down from London expressly to give the bride away. Then, no impediment being offered, James Standerton, bachelor, took to himself for wife Helen Decie, spinster. The worthy old gentleman pocketed his fee with a smiling face, congratulated both parties, and then hurried off to another parish to bury a fisherman who had been drowned in the bay a few days before. An hour later Jim and Helen started for Exeter, en route for Scotland, while Alice accompanied the lawyer, whose wife’s guest she was to be, to London, to wait there until her brother and sister-in-law should return from the north.



Four years have elapsed since that terrible night when Abraham Bursfield was found dead in the secret passage leading from Childerbridge Manor House to the Dower House in the corner of the Park. Those four years have certainly worked wondrous changes in at least four lives. One short sketch must serve to illustrate this fact, and to bring my story to a conclusion. The scene is no longer laid in England but on a rough Bush track on a very hot Australian afternoon. A tall good-looking man is jogging contentedly along, apparently oblivious to all that goes on around him. It is easily seen that he and his horse are on the very best terms with each other. He passes the Pelican Lake, descends into the hollow of what was perhaps a continuation of the same lake, and on gaining the summit of the next rise finds himself looking upon what, at first glance, would appear to be a small village. This village is the station of Mudrapilla, and the giant gums which can just be discerned some five miles or so to the right, indicate the spot where on a certain eventful evening, James Standerton first came face to face with Richard Murbridge. This same James Standerton, for it is he who is the rider of the horse, increases his pace as soon as the station itself comes into view. He passes the men’s quarters, the store, the blacksmith’s shop, and finally approaches a long and extremely comfortable looking one-storied residence, whose broad verandahs are confronted by orange groves on the one side, and the brave old river on the other. As he rides up one of the overseers emerges from the barracks, and hastens forward to greet his employer, and to take his horse from him. That overseer is no less a person than our old friend, Terence O’Riley, looking just the same as ever. Jim gives him a few directions concerning the sheep in the Mountain Paddock, which he has visited that afternoon, and then dismounts and strolls on through the gates, and up the garden path towards the house. In the broad verandah a lady is seated in a long comfortable chair, and playing beside her on the floor is a chubby urchin upwards of two years of age. Helen, for as may be supposed, it is none other than she, rises on hearing her husband’s step on the path, and catching up the infant brings him forward to greet his father with a kiss.

“I didn’t expect you for half-an-hour at least, dear,” she says, when she in her turn has kissed him. “The boy and I have been patiently awaiting your arrival. Did you meet the mail?”

“I did,” he answered, “and I opened the bag upon the road. There are two letters for you, one I see is from Alice.”

“And you?” she asks, as she takes the letters from him.

“Well, I had one of some importance,” he replied. “It is from Fairlight — my old solicitor in England, you remember him — and what do you think he tells me?”

Helen, very naturally, could not guess.

“Well, he says that Childerbridge Manor was burnt down by fire three months ago and totally destroyed. The American, the owner, is going to rebuild it at once on a scale of unparalleled magnificence.”

There was a pause for a few moments, then Helen said: — 

“What do you think about it, Jim?”

“All things considered I am not sorry,” he answered. “Yet, perhaps, I should not say that, for it brought me the greatest blessing a man can have.”

“And that blessing?” she asked innocently.

“Is a good wife,” he answered, stooping to kiss her. After which he disappeared into the house.

“And pray what does Alice say?” he asked, when he returned a few minutes later.

“She gives us such good news,” Helen replied. “She and Jack will spend Christmas with us. She declares she is the happiest woman in the world. Jack is a paragon.”

In case the reader should fail to understand who Jack is, I might remark that he is no less a person than Jack Riddington, the overseer, mentioned at the commencement of my story, and who was supposed to be Jim’s best friend. Alice, after they were engaged, admitted that she had always entertained a liking for him, while it was well known that he had always been head over ears in love with her. During Jim’s absence in England he had come into a large sum of money, had purchased a station one hundred and fifty miles south of Gundawurra, had married Alice within six months of her return, and was now living a life of undoubted felicity.

“They may be happy,” said Helen, “but they can never be as happy as we are. That is quite certain, husband mine.”

THE END
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IT IS NOT my intention to offer any lengthy explanation for the story contained in the following pages, nor shall I attempt to furnish any reason why I should have allowed myself to be instrumental in giving it to the world. The bare facts must speak for themselves.

Eighteen months ago I returned to England from the farther East. I had been absent for a number of years and, as you may suppose, it was with no small delight that I disembarked from the mail-boat at Plymouth, and once more set foot on English soil. Having some time to wait for the train that was to carry me to London, I made my way to one of the principal hotels and ordered lunch. I had seated myself at a small table in the corner of the dining-room, and was giving my attention to the wine list — when I became aware that some one — a man — had entered the room and was seating himself at a table exactly opposite me. It was not until I had given my order to the attentive waiter that I glanced at the new corner. When I did so I was conscious of receiving an undoubted shock. Never, in all my experience, have I seen a man looking so ill and yet be able to move about among his fellow men. My first glance gave me the impression that he was in the last stage of consumption, and yet, when I looked again, I felt inclined to change my opinion. His cheeks had fallen in, his eyes had sunk deep in his head and possessed an unnatural brilliance. His complexion was death-like in its pallor, his figure (he was a tall man) attenuated to a degree. And yet, why I cannot say, for everything was there to give strength to such a diagnosis, I reversed my first opinion, and arrived at the conclusion that that dread scourge, phthisis, was not responsible for the poor wretch’s condition. How correct I was I must; leave you to discover for yourself.

When my meal had been placed before me I set to work upon it, and for the time being thought no more of the man opposite me. Indeed, it was not until I was engaged upon the cheese that I looked up from the copy of the local paper I was perusing, and found his eyes fixed upon me. His gaze was so scrutinizing that for a moment I scarcely knew what to make of it. I was not conscious of ever having seen him before, and yet he was looking at me with an expression upon his face that almost warranted the supposition that he had met me elsewhere and was vainly endeavouring to recall my name.

Out of curiosity I beckoned the head waiter to my side, and in a low voice enquired whether he could furnish me with any information concerning the gentleman opposite.

“No, sir,” the man replied. “I only know that he arrived in the American mail-boat this morning. If you would wish me to do so, however, I will endeavour to find out his name.”

I assured him that there was no need for him to do that, and, after paying my bill, left the room. In something less than a quarter of an hour I was at the railway station and had chosen my compartment for the journey to Town.

Fate, however, had decreed that I should see more of the mysterious individual whose unhappy personality had so much impressed me at the hotel. The guard had given the signal for departure, and the train was already under weigh — when the door of the carriage was hurriedly opened, and on the cry of the porter, “In here, sir,” the man himself scrambled in — his rug and travelling-bag and a curious leather trunk being thrown in after him. Another moment and he would have been too late — in which case it would not have fallen to my lot to be the means of giving this extraordinary story to the world. As it was, I assisted the man to a seat, on which he lay back and closed his eyes as if the exertion had been too much for him.

We had left Plymouth behind us and were travelling rapidly through the open country, when he opened his eyes and looked about him. Still he did not speak nor for that matter did I feel inclined to address him. By the time we were within easy distance of Exeter, however, I had wearied of his persistent stare and had made up my mind that, if he did not leave the train at the next stoppage, I would bid him good-bye and seek the privacy of another carriage. As we steamed into Exeter station, therefore, I glanced at him, but could discover no sign of any contemplated movement. He was lying back in his corner just as he had dropped into it, and his sunken eyes were still watching me under half-closed lids.

“Very well, my good sir,” I said to myself, “immediately the train stops I shall relieve you of my company. I object to being stared at as if I were a freak of Nature.”

I thereupon rose from my seat and began to get my things together in preparation for my exodus. My astonishment, therefore, may be imagined when I heard my companion address me by name.

“Pray do not be surprised,” he continued. “I recognized you immediately I saw you at the hotel. I should have made myself known to you before we reached the end of our journey in any case, but now I am compelled to do so, for I am sorry to see that you are preparing to leave the carriage. Can I possibly induce you to reconsider your decision? Believe me, I have the best of reasons for making this request.”

“I cannot recall your face,” I said, as if in answer to his question. “May I enquire where we met?”

By this time the train was at a standstill, and, scarcely conscious of what I was doing, I began to rearrange my belongings in their original places. The man before me smiled softly as he noticed my action, and then stroked his thin, straggling moustache with a hand, the fingers of which were more like those of a skeleton than of a human being. Then the whistle sounded and the train began to move slowly out of the station — gathering speed as it went. “Thank goodness we are not to be disturbed,” my companion began, with a little sigh of relief. “And now, shall I relieve your anxiety by telling you where I last saw you?”

“I must confess I am most curious to learn,” I answered, at the same time offering him a cigar, which he declined, with thanks.

“Now,” he continued, “will you put your wits to work and try to remember the occasion of our previous meeting? It may help you if I inform you that I was once your host for three days.”

This time it was my turn to stare at him. I was no nearer recognizing him, however, than I had been before. Try how I would I could not locate him.

“Ah! I can see you are unable to recall our last meeting. Well, it was in Fairtown, on the Queensland coast. My name is Wellmore — George Wellmore. I was a sugar planter in that district, and you once spent three days with me. Now do you remember me?”

“Good Heavens!” I cried, in horrified amazement. “You George Wellmore?”

“George Wellmore, and none other! Am I changed so much, then, that you say that?”

“Changed? Unless I had your assurance I should never have believed you to be the same man.” Indeed, I could scarcely believe him. The George Wellmore I had known only five years before in Queensland, had been a fine, stalwart fellow, weighing something very near fifteen stone, and as hale and hearty a man as ever trod Australian soil — a good all round athlete, and resembling the miserable man seated before me no more than the Apollo Belvedere.

“But, man alive, what have you been doing to yourself? You must have had a terrible time of it to have got into this state.”

“Exactly — you have hit the nail on the head. I have had a terrible time of it. In fact, I am a man who is at present alive — but who will very soon be gone — the question is, where?”

This was certainly not a cheerful conversation. And as is customary in such cases, I hastened to say the most comforting thing I could think of on the spur of the moment.

“Bah! Do not let us waste time talking nonsense,” he said, with all the peevishness of a confirmed invalid. “I want to speak to you on more serious matters, and time presses. You can’t think what a stroke of good fortune it is for me — meeting you like this. It is the most imperial good luck that could happen to me — that is to say, situated as I am at the present moment.”

“I am glad to think that I can be of service to you,” I answered, for I must confess I pitied the poor fellow from the bottom of my heart. “You can be of service to me and, from this moment, I am going to pin my hope and faith on you. So far as you are concerned it is not much I am going to ask of you — yet to me it means more — far more — than life itself. Think of that — more than life itself! It is rather a big order, is it not? Ye Gods, man, how little you know of life. When we come to that, you’re no wiser than a babe unborn.”

If I must tell the truth I was not prepared for this sort of talk; the man’s manner had suddenly become more patronizing than I altogether liked, and yet I was too sorry for the poor fellow to resent his behaviour, however rude it might be.

We were both silent for a few moments, during which time he swallowed two white tabloids which he took from a small silver case, while I vainly endeavoured to take an interest in the country through which we were passing.

“I don’t suppose you will mind admitting that you believe me to be very ill?”

“You said as much yourself a few moments since.”

“Pardon me, if you will recall my words, you will discover that I said nothing of the kind.”

“But if I remember aright you described yourself as a dying man.”

“You infer, then, that it is necessary to be ill in order to die?”

I glanced sharply at him to see if he were laughing at me. His face, however, was seriousness itself.

“It is the accepted idea” I retorted with a touch of sarcasm.

“For the reason, as I said just now, that you know nothing about the matter. Ah, my friend, if you had my experience, you would think very differently.”

“And what is it you wish me to do?” I enquired, in order to change the conversation.

“I will tell you.”

As he spoke he took from the rack above his head the gladstone bag with which I had helped him. Having opened it, he produced from it a roll of paper. He held it in his hands for a few moments as if it were too precious for him to part with, and then laid it on the seat beside him.

“In that packet,” he remarked, “is contained one of the most extraordinary stories this Planet of ours has ever known. It must be published — but not during my lifetime. Believe me, I have my own reasons for making that stipulation. How will you get this done for me for the sake of old times?”

“That is all very well,” I said, “but you must, of course, understand that this proposal of yours is, well, to say the least of it, somewhat unexpected. I cannot, therefore, commit myself to any line of action until I see clearly what the ultimate result is likely to be. I should, of course, be very glad to help you in any way, but I have others to think of beside myself — and — well, to be frank with you — the mere fact that you make the stipulation that this yarn of yours is not to be published until after your death — would be calculated to put me in a somewhat curious position. I have no desire at my time of life to find myself figuring as the defendant in a libel action.”

“There will be no libel action and you will run no risk. I am willing to give you my word of honour to that effect What is more, I will hand you the manuscript on certain conditions, and you may peruse it before sending it to a publisher.”

“And those conditions?”

“Are that you shall pass your word to me that you will do your best to get the story before the public within twelve months of my death — provided you find nothing in the said manuscript of which you can reasonably disapprove. Believe me, I am paying you a sincere compliment in trusting you with my secret. I have not a friend in England, save yourself. No one knows me and I know no one! If you throw me over I shall have to trust to the magnanimity of a total stranger, and you know what that means. Now will you do what I ask?”

“Well, for the sake of the old times, I will do my best for your book,” I replied.

“I thank you,” he returned. “Believe me you will not regret your kindness. And now I should like to ask you a question. Endeavour to answer it as candidly as you can; I might add that you need not be afraid of offending me.”

“And what is the question?”

He looked steadily at me for a few moments before he replied.

“So far as you can judge am I in the full possession of my senses? Do not answer me hastily — but give me your honest opinion.”

Happily on this point I was able to be quite candid with him.

“I have no hesitation in saying that I believe you, at the present moment, to be perfectly sane,” I said, for though the whole business was decidedly out of the common, the man’s conversation and behaviour were as rational as my own.

“I am glad to hear you say that,” he returned. “The more so as it is possible a time may come when your opinion on this point may be seriously called into question.”

“I hope not! Should the doubt arise, however, I shall not be afraid to say what I think!”

“There is one other point,” he went on, “and a very vital one. It concerns the question of my actual end. I refer to my death.”

I felt that I must protest.

“Forgive me for interrupting you,” I said, “but do you think we need discuss that?”

“We must discuss everything,” he answered gravely. “When you have read what I have written you will be able to understand why!”

“But it seems too terrible — too sad!”

“Believe me it is the least terrible part of it and certainly not the saddest. That also you will understand later.”

Seeing that it was hopeless trying to dissuade him I begged him to proceed.’

“I can guess what is passing in your mind,” he said. “You believe me to be in the last stage of consumption, do you not?”

“I trust not the last stage,” I answered. “Nevertheless, I believe you to be a victim of that terrible scourge.”

“Forgive my bluntness, but you have never made a greater mistake in your life. Phthisis has nothing whatsoever to do with my condition. Any doctor would convince you on that point after a few moments’ examination. So far as my illness is concerned I am as fortunate as any one among my fellows.”

On hearing him talk in this fashion I was inclined to think that the assurance I had given him regarding his mental condition had been a trifle too hasty. Had he not himself told me only a short time before that he was as good as a dead man? Now he was declaring, against the weight of evidence, that he was strong as any other man.”

“Ah! I can see you do not believe me,” he went on. “Yet I am only speaking the truth. I assure you that my lungs are as sound as yours — my strength in an hour or two will be double yours. At the present moment I must admit that I am not quite up to the mark.”

I had no doubt now that the poor fellow, if not actually insane, was certainly hovering on the border line. He glanced at my face, and doubtless, from the expression upon it, guessed what was passing through my mind, for he uttered a curious laugh; “You are still unconvinced? Oh, doubting one, must you have proof? Well, you shall! Let me see, what is the time, now?”

The train was just entering Bristol. “Twenty minutes to six!”

“Very good! At what hour are we due at Paddington?”

“At half-past eight!”

“Well, I shall rest until just before that time and then, as soon as night falls, give you ocular proof that, whatever my present appearance may be, I am still as strong a man as the George Wellmore you knew five years ago.”

“But why must you wait until night falls? Why not give me proof of it now?”

“You will understand that better when you have read my story!”

Then, without another word, he took from his pocket a small flask, poured some fluid from it into the small cup, and drank it off, after which he drew his travelling rug over his knees, his cap over his eyes, and in a moment was apparently fast asleep.

“What an extraordinary experience,” I said to myself, as I took up the novel I had purchased at Plymouth. “The poor chap is evidently as mad as a hatter. I hope he won’t take it into his head to shoot me before we reach Paddington.”

The train sped on its way through ancient Bath — through Swindon and Reading, and then into that most glorious Thames country — than which I had seen nothing finer in all my wanderings. Alas! however, by the time we flashed through Taplow, darkness was falling and the landscape was well nigh hidden from sight. My companion had not opened his eyes since we left Bristol, nor had he moved an inch. His head lay back upon the cushions just as it had fallen, his emaciated hands were tightly clasped upon the rug as he had first placed them. So far his looks certainly belied the assurance he had so confidently given me two hours before.

And now I am come to the most extraordinary part of this most extraordinary business, and, what is more, to the part you will not believe. Even now, knowing what I know, I can scarcely credit it myself. Yet I can vouch for its truth in every ghastly particular.

By this time we were within a quarter of an hour’s run of our destination — in point of fact, we had left Ealing behind us — when I rose from my seat, and, turning my back upon Wellmore, began to remove my belongings from the rack preparatory to our arrival. This could not have occupied me more than five minutes at the longest computation — yet when I turned again and glanced at toy fellow traveller, I almost fell back upon the seat in my astonishment at the change that had come over him. Try to imagine it for yourselves. Only a few moments before I had seen him a haggard skeleton of a man, his eyes and cheeks sunken, his bones almost cutting through his parchment-like skin. Now I was confronted, believe it or not, by the same handsome, vigorous George Wellmore I had known of old, a man apparently in the very prime of his life and strength.

“Good Heavens! What’s this?” I cried, for I could scarcely credit the evidence of my own eyes. “What devilry is this?”

“My dear fellow,” he answered, “when you come to think of it you’re scarcely complimentary. And yet I don’t know that I can say you’re far off the mark. Did I not tell you that consumption had nothing to do with my case? Do you want more proof? When we reach Paddington, shall we go to a doctor and ask him to put me through my paces. I don’t think he’d say there is much the matter with me, now!”

He threw his head back and laughed — such a mocking, unholy laugh, that if I were called upon to describe it more completely, I should be obliged to employ the same expression that I had used in my question to him only a few moments before. I can honestly say that I had never heard anything like it. What was more, there was a light in his eyes such as I had never before, in all my experience, encountered in the human eye. The only way in which I can give you any idea of it, would be to say that it was more like the expression one sees in the eye of a snake than anything else — cold — icily cold — yet burning with a fire such as only the Bottomless Pit could produce.

“Come, come, my dear fellow,” said he, “what makes you look at me like this? You should rather be glad to see me sitting before you in the semblance of my own self. As you’ve not answered my question about the doctor — I presume you’re satisfied as to my bodily health? Only the mental remains, therefore? Now what do you say to keeping me company to-night, and by so doing give me an opportunity of convincing you that there is nothing lacking in that respect?”

I shook my head. An unexplainable horror and repugnance of the man had taken possession of me, and I could no more have spent my first evening in England with him than I could have flown over the cross of St Paul’s. I accordingly thanked him and declined his invitation.

“You’re foolish, to say the least of it,” he remarked. “More foolish than you can have any idea. It would have been a liberal education to you. Believe me, I could have shown you things of which you have no knowledge and could never have any. You will not be permitted another chance, for the time is drawing very near now, and then — I go hence and shall be no more seen.”

“God help you,” I said — and then added, I scarcely knew why— “for a miserable man.”

An inscrutable smile flickered over his face, while the light in his eyes became almost hypnotic.

“By the way, do you believe in the Devil?” he asked — after a short pause — as casually as if he were questioning me as to the excellence — or otherwise — of a new brand of cigars.

“I’m ashamed to say I’ve never given very much thought to the matter,” I replied. “Of course as a youngster I had—”

“You needn’t go on,” he interrupted. “I understand. Black bogey — Mephistopheles — cloven hoofs — horns — smell of sulphur and blue lights. All the old legend and theatrical properties. That’s one version. Handsome, well-dressed individual — purchases your soul on the bald promise of a few years’ worldly prosperity — no horns or cloven hoof this time — irreproachable manners and a fabulous banking account — that’s the other. Old legend and up-to-date lady novelist. Bah! What fools we mortals are. You may remember the form he was supposed to have taken when he put the notion into our great ancestor’s head to acquire that knowledge which has ever since proved so disastrous to her sex, and through her to us.”

“The form of the Serpent?”

“Exactly. The Devil was a serpent then — he is a serpent now. By the way, have you ever looked into the eyes of a snake?”

“I felt, as I looked at him, that I was doing so at that moment I tried to avert my gaze, but it was only with difficulty that I did so. Then, with a rattle and roar of brakes, the train pulled up at its destination, the spell was broken and I was free.

“You are quite sure that you won’t come with me?” Wellmore asked, as he rose from his seat. “Quite sure,” I answered bluntly. “I will not come a step with you. I pity you from the bottom of my heart but I hope never to set eyes on you again.”

“As you will. Remember, however, that you have promised to do your best for my book. Be sure it will repay you.”

“Having promised I will do what I can for it” I said. “But as you are aware, I have not received the copy of it yet.”

“I will send it to you when the time comes. You need not be afraid that I shall forget There is still something to be added before it is complete. Who knows what that something will be?”

Throughout our journey the leather box before mentioned had reposed on the floor at the end of the carriage. It must have been heavy, for it was clamped at the corners with brass, but my companion picked it up and placed it on the seat beside him as though it were a feather.

“Fortunately this is the terminus,” he said, “so if I detain you in the carriage for a few moments it will not be keeping the train waiting. Before we part, and in order that you may the better understand what will surely follow later, allow me to show you what this box contains.”

Without more ado he turned a key in the lock and lifted the lid. To my horror, for, in company with many others, I hate and fear a serpent more than anything else that walks or crawls upon the earth, I saw, curled up in the folds of a rough native blanket, a large snake, which, when uncoiled, might have been from eight to ten feet in length. It raised its head and looked at us, and in its eyes I saw the same expression that I had noticed in Wellmore’s.

* * * * * *

Five minutes later I was in a hansom, bowling along through the cheery lamplit streets, and Wellmore and I had parted, destined never to speak again.

Three days after my arrival in England I left London and went north to pay a visit to some old friends whom I had not seen for many years. I was absent for upwards of a week, and by the time I returned to town I had in a measure forgotten my curious meeting with Wellmore and the promise I had given him to befriend his book when I should receive the manuscript.

Upon reaching my mother’s house, where I always stay when in town, I was handed a letter and a large registered packet. As there were a number of matters requiring my attention at that moment, I placed them on one side to be opened later, and it was not until I went upstairs to dress for dinner that I thought of them again. Both, I discovered, had been posted from a town in the Midlands, but so far as I could tell the handwriting on the envelope and wrapper was quite unknown to me. Then an idea occurred to me.

“Can it be from Wellmore?” I asked myself, and as I did so the recollection of the look I had seen in his eyes and in those of that awful snake flashed back upon me. Tearing the envelope open I withdrew its contents — a letter and a folded piece of paper. As I imagined, the former was from Wellmore, but there was no address on it. Only a date, corresponding with that of the postmark upon the envelope. The letter itself ran as follows: —— 

“DEAR MORTIMER:

          “I have been granted more grace than I anticipated. I have been warned, and now I know that my time is up, and I cannot say that I am sorry. I send you herewith my story. Read it carefully, and, if such a thing be possible, endeavour to believe it. I fear, however, that I am getting you a heavy task. All I ask of you is that you will do your best to get it published within a year of this date. You have given me your promise and I know you well enough to feel sure that you will stand to it. In case the publisher to whom you submit it should fight shy of it, I enclose a small sum that may possibly induce him to alter his decision. Use it and any profits that may accrue from the sale of the book as you think best. This letter will be your authority. And now farewell! How little we dreamed when we met in Queensland what the end would be.

  “Sincerely yours, 

      “GEORGE WELLMORE.”

I picked up the folded slip of paper which I had placed upon the dressing table while reading the letter. Enclosed in it was a Bank of England note for one hundred pounds.

“Well, if there’s nothing in the book,” I said to myself, “this at least should go a long way towards securing its publication. I’d give something to know what he means by ‘the end.’ Perhaps his yarn may tell me.”

I had intended visiting the dub that evening in the hope of meeting a man newly home from the Gold Coast, but after dinner I abandoned the idea and ensconced myself instead in a comfortable chair before the smoking-room fire, with Wellmore’s manuscript to keep me company. To my dismay it was not type-written as I had hoped it would be, and as the letter had warned me, Wellmore’s handwriting was not too legible at the best of times.

Having now explained how it was that I came to be mixed up in this business, I leave the story itself in the hands of the reader to make his own comments on it as he may deem best What I think I am not going to say!

I content myself with pitying the man!


CHAPTER I.
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THAT YOU WILL not believe this story is quite certain. That fact, however, is immaterial to me, so long as I am allowed to ease my mind by narrating it to you. As a matter of fact I am not sure that I should believe it myself were it told to me in cold blood — as I am telling it to you — and yet, to me, it seems impossible that any one — even in what is called his sober senses — could doubt its veracity. It is just possible, if you have the patience to read to the end, that you may, to put it mildly, have some qualms concerning my mental balance — or you may even go so far as to declare that the whole affair is nothing more than an effort of the imagination, intended merely to wile away an idle hour. As I inferred a moment since, I am quite conscious of its improbability — and also quite prepared to be thought a madman or a liar — yet tell the story I must, in all its ghastly nakedness, omitting no detail, however trivial or improbable it may seem. Only by so doing can I hope to find rest for a brain that has suffered as I believe no human brain ever suffered before. Read, therefore, my friend, and — if you can find it in your heart to do so — pity me! Bear in mind the fact that some day you yourself may stand in need of a little sympathy.

I must commence by saying that Richard Jeffries and I were at school together, and, for the greater part of the time, in the same forms. We were such friends as schoolboys only can be, and it was as well perhaps that it was so, for we were, by sheer necessity, called upon to see more of each other than falls to the lot of most boys — Richards father being the Squire of Ribblesdon, mine the vicar. Not only, therefore, were we brought into daily intercourse during term time, but our holidays were for the greater part spent in each other’s company. Richard was half a year my senior — a harum-scarum, devil-may-care fellow, always in mischief, and invariably being found out and punished for it. Nothing could tame him — he feared no man — but in all things, boy though he was, he went his own way, impatient of control and regardless of the consequences of his wilfulness. When, in due course, we left school and went up to the ‘Varsity, it was to the same college. I suppose I must have sobered down a little by this time, for, to my credit be it said, I was seldom in hot water. Richard, on the other hand, had become no more decorous with his increasing years. His was the wildest set in the ‘Varsity, and he eclipsed them all. His friends did their best to steady him, the Dons and Dean shook their venerable heads and spoke words of warning — but he paid no heed.

Of course we all realised that it would not be long before the end came, and come it did, even sooner than we expected. One morning the news went abroad that Richard Jeffries had been summoned to the Common Room, and it was asserted, two hours later, on the best of authority, that a sentence of rustication had been pronounced against him, and that he would not come into residence again for a year. It was well known that he was deeply in debt, and, when I recalled the fact that the Squire, a choleric gentleman of the old school, was having his work cut out to make both ends meet at home, I fancied I could imagine something of the reception the culprit would receive when he should put in an appearance at the Hall.

The question of his reception, however, was not destined to arise, and for the simple reason that Richard did not return to the parental roof. From the moment that he bade good-bye to the seat of learning, he had been at such pains to disgrace, he disappeared, and no one was able to say whither he had gone.

I must confess that my own home-coming, a few weeks later, was the most unhappy I had ever known. For some reason, best known to himself, the Squire seemed to have derived the notion, and what was worse, to have implanted it in my father’s head, that I might have saved the prodigal from ruin, had I made the attempt It was even insinuated that I knew his then present whereabouts, and that I was withholding them for reasons of my own. Strange indeed are the workings of the human brain. The suspicions, for they were only suspicions, thus sown, grew and throve so that, while the real culprit dared not face his home, I, who was as innocent as a man could be, found myself not only suspected, but in a measure being punished in his stead. Needless to say I resented the injustice to which I was being subjected, and this led to the first disagreement I had had with my father, whom I revered above all human beings.

“But surely you might have warned us, dear lad,” said the old gentleman in answer to my expostulations. “Had you written me privately that Richard was behaving so wildly, I would have made it my business to have informed the Squire, who might then have visited the University and have remonstrated with him.”

Angry as I was I could not refrain from smiling. A more simple man than was my father does not walk the earth.

“And had I done so, in what sort of light do you think I should have figured at that self-same ‘Varsity?” I enquired. “Fancy what would have been said had I written home telling tales about my companions. You must surely see that I should have been cut by everybody, from the Dean downwards.”

My father’s reply was a quotation from the Scriptures, which he considered apropos, but which it is not necessary for me to print here. I realised that it was of no use arguing with him, and accordingly allowed the subject to drop; but it became quite another matter when I discovered that the consensus of opinion in the village was against me. In spite of his wildness, or perhaps, since we are contrary creatures, by reason of it, Richard was highly popular, particularly among his father’s tenantry. Maybe they recognised in him the future Squire, and, being for the most part provident folk, had eyes for the main chance. At any rate, the chuckle-headed folk got it into their heads that I had not stood by him in his trouble, and that, while he was an exile, I was sitting at home at ease. In consequence I found myself looked sourly upon, while more than one ill-natured remark found its way to my ears with the fatal accuracy that characterizes such utterances.

“Good Heavens! what have I done to be treated in this fashion?” I cried in my wrath. “I’ll stand it no longer. If they think I’ve acted badly they can go on doing so, for all I care. I’ll clear out and leave them to it. Some day they may perhaps learn the truth.”

It is necessary that I should at this juncture explain that, eighteen months before, I had received a legacy from an uncle. It amounted in all to the nice little sum of twenty thousand pounds — and was snugly invested. Now a man can manage to exist very comfortably, even in England, on eight hundred pounds a year, and not desire more. But I was not of that sort. My father had always hoped that I should go into the Church — but I declined. I wanted to strike out into a new line for myself. Soldiering had no attractions for me, and the Law was in the same category. What I desired was to get out into the Great World and see life in new countries. Here, therefore, was an excuse ready at my hand. My family remonstrated, but I paid no heed. After the manner in which I had been treated, Ribblesdon was no abiding place for me, I declared. Accordingly I packed my luggage, and, within a week of making up my mind, found myself bowling down Channel, en route for the East, and whatever might befall me there.

Of my doings during the next two years it is not necessary that I should say very much. I did the usual round — the grand tour of the Nineteenth Century globe trotter — visited India, Burmah, Hong Kong, China and Japan, made my way across the Pacific to San Francisco, explored the United States and Canada, and then, by no means tired of travelling, turned south to Brazil and the Argentine. Eventually I found myself in Valparaiso, whence I once more ventured my bark upon the Pacific, this time bound for Honolulu and Australia. Adelaide, Melbourne, and Sydney were each visited in their turn. Later I made my way inland and saw something of Bush life — after which I started for Queensland. Brisbane and the South interested me scarcely at all. It was only when I reached the more tropical regions that I began to grow enthusiastic. A chance invitation to spend a week in Fairtown — the most delightful of all the seaport towns along that picturesque coast — gave me my clue.

Had anyone told me when I said farewell to the ‘Varsity that in less than three years I should be seriously contemplating settling down on the East Coast of Australia as a sugar planter, I am quite sure I should have laughed them to scorn. Yet this was what actually happened. Before I had been a week on Mandura Plantation I was prepared to swear that I had discovered my vocation in life. My host, the owner, a man named Williams, had planted it originally, and had made a fine property of it. Unfortunately for him, however, he had lost his wife only six months before, and this sad event, it was easily to be seen, had broken him completely. His friends declared that he was not the same man. In consequence it soon became known to the country side that he was tired of life in Queensland, and that the property upon which he had spent so much money, and time, was about to be placed upon the market. Before anyone else could approach him on the subject I did so, negotiations were immediately commenced, with the result that, before I had been a month on the place, I had ceased to be his guest, but was the owner, and playing the part of host to the man whose home it had been for so long a time.

For upwards of a month Williams remained with me, and during that time I was enabled to pick up some notion of the management of such an estate. What was more I was fortunate enough to be able to retain the services of a most capable overseer — who knew almost as much about the plantation, and its working, as did Williams himself. He was a hard-working, amiable man, who rejoiced in the somewhat extraordinary name of Tibbits, changed by the hands, as may be supposed, into the sobriquet of “Tit-bits.”

The plantation itself was charmingly situated — indeed, nothing prettier could have been desired than the view presented from the verandah of the house. Behind it rose the jungle-clad hills, to a height of upwards of four thousand feet — while beyond the plain below, might be seen the blue waters of the Bay — sparkling in the sunshine, with the surf of the Barrier Reef in the distance. In that favoured clime the panpan, the granadilla and the banana thrive luxuriantly — creepers of every description and hue, including the Passion flower, are to be seen on every hand — while by means of the newly-formed railroad — and only a few miles distant — may be reached that stupendous wonder of creation — the mighty Marra Falls. It is true that social intercourse was somewhat limited — but what of that? Such as there was we made the most of. My work occupied me for the greater part of the day, and when night fell what better company could I desire than my book and my pipe?

For a year my life went forward in this somewhat uneventful fashion. My returns were eminently satisfactory. (Let it be here made plain that I am writing of the palmy days before a misled Government took it into its head to impose restrictions that were ultimately destined to bring ruin upon one of the most promising industries of its Colony.) Had I searched in every direction I could not have found anything to grumble at in the choice I had made. I liked the country — the people — and the work, and how many men can say as much for the means by which they earn their daily bread?

And now, after these somewhat prolix explanations, let me proceed more quickly with my story.

When I had been twelve months upon the plantation, and at the time of year when things were growing a little slack, I took advantage of the leisure afforded me to pay a visit to the South. At first I had intended being a month away, but circumstances combined to alter my plans, and in consequence nearly eight weeks elapsed before I found myself once more in my own domain. All had gone smoothly during my absence Tibbits reported, but there was one piece of information he imparted that was of no small interest to me. As it vitally concerns the story I have to tell, I must ask your permission to dwell for a moment upon it. “I suppose you have heard,” said Tibbits, as he lit the cigar I gave him, “that Togorah has changed hands while you have been away?”

I had not heard, and as Togorah was the plantation immediately adjoining my own property, I was naturally interested in the news. The previous owner had not earned for himself an entirely happy reputation, in the neighbourhood, and the change that had now taken place was, I must confess, not altogether unexpected.

“And who is the new owner?” I enquired, rolling the leaf of my cigar as I spoke.

“His name is Mainwaring,” Tibbits replied. “I’m told he hails from the West Indies.”

“In that case he’ll find sugar planting a little different out here,” I replied. “Is he a married man?”

“A widower with one daughter,” said Tibbits. “I’ve heard that the latter’s a handsome girl. Dick Turfield, who was over here this morning, says he has never seen anyone like her. In fact, he might have fallen head over ears in love with her from the way he carried on.”

“Dick Turfield says the same thing of every woman he meets. He’s the biggest flirt — as well as the biggest gossip — in the district. However, I have no doubt we shall have an opportunity of judging for ourselves before very long.”

A few days later that opportunity somewhat unexpectedly presented itself. I had been down to the harbour to meet the mail-boat on her way South, and while on board was introduced by the captain to a tall, military-looking man, whose name, it appeared, was Mainwaring.

“I fancy I have the pleasure of being your neighbour,” he said, as we shook hands. “That is to say, if you are Mr. Wellmore of Mandura?”

“That is my name,” I answered. “I am very glad to make your acquaintance. I should have called upon you had I been at home, before this, but I have been South for some weeks.”

When our business was transacted we left the steamer together and, as our homeward route lay in the same direction, we did not part company. During the walk I came to the conclusion that my companion was likely to prove a decided acquisition to the neighbourhood. He was evidently a well-read man, and from one or two remarks he let fall, I gathered that he had seen more of the world even than I had done. More for the sake of making conversation than for any other reason, I asked him his opinion of Fairtown.

“I like the place,” he replied. “I fancy we shall be very happy here. What is more fortunate still, my daughter is charmed with her new home.”

It was the first time I had heard him speak of his daughter, and, remembering what Tibbits had said about her, I became, as the saying goes, all ears.

“I am glad to hear that Miss Mainwaring likes the country,” I said. “I am afraid, however, she will find it a trifle quiet — not to say dull.”

“She will not mind that,” Mainwaring answered. “She is accustomed to it. But see, here we are at Togorah — won’t you come in and let me introduce you to her? Perhaps we may be able to persuade you to stay to luncheon.”

I willingly acquiesced, and we accordingly strolled up the track towards the house. I had often visited it during the late owner’s time, and I could not but wonder what Miss Mainwaring, provided she was gifted with any sense of refinement, must have thought of it. Had it been maintained as it should have been, it would have made a by no means bad home. As a matter of fact, however, it had been allowed to go to ruin unchecked, and the result, as may be imagined in such a climate, was more than deplorable. Having these thoughts in my mind it may be easily understood that I was not prepared for the transformation that had been effected. The glut of creepers that had hitherto choked the verandah rails and the walls of the house itself, had been cut down and what remained were trained into something like order. The building itself had been repainted, the garden showed signs of having received a great deal of attention, while, more wonderful than all, as we approached, there came from the drawing-room — the French windows of which opened on to the verandah — a burst of Chopin that carried me back irresistibly, on a whirl of melody, to the days which had gone beyond all hope of recall. Miss Mainwaring, if she were the player, as I could only suppose, was a fine musician, and what was more, she had been excellently trained.

“You are fond of music?” said Mr. Mainwaring, as we ascended the steps to the verandah.

“Passionately,” I replied. “Unfortunately, however, we do not get very much of it here. Your daughter plays most beautifully.”

“She inherits her talent from her mother,” he answered, and for a moment there was a look of sadness upon his face. It was, however, no sooner visible than it was gone again, and his former cheerfulness had returned, and he added: “Now come along in and be introduced.”

He accordingly led the way into the room and I followed him, to find myself standing before a tall, slender girl, who had just risen from the piano. I looked into her face, and, as I am only too proud to confess, fell in love with her then and there. Like many another man I had often jeered at the notion of there being such a thing as love at first sight. Now, however, I knew that it was no fairy tale. And, indeed, he would have been a man more than difficult to please who could have withstood the charms of Estelle Mainwaring. At that time she was barely twenty-one, though she looked a year or two older. As I have informed you, she was tall — while her figure was superb. Her hair and eyes were dark, while her complexion seemed to suggest the presence of Spanish blood in her veins. As a matter of fact, I ascertained later that her mother was a Spaniard and that she, the mother, had died of fever, when Estelle was ten years of age, in Cuba — an event which nearly broke her husband’s heart It required no persuasion to induce me to remain to lunch. What was more, I spent the afternoon with Mainwaring and his daughter. It was nearly five o’clock when I bade them good-bye and made my way homewards. It is needless for me to say that, when I left the house, I was as much in love as if I had known Miss Mainwaring for years instead of hours. From that day forth my life was completely changed. Fairtown had become a little heaven upon earth for me, and Estelle Mainwaring the goddess who reigned supreme in it.

Having once made their acquaintance, my intimacy with the Mainwarings progressed with rapid strides. Scarcely a week passed in which I did not spend at least three evenings of it at Togorah. I have no wish to appear conceited when I say that I feel sure that Mr. Mainwaring liked me, while his daughter — but more on that subject anon.

So far, in my anxiety to make you aware of the circumstances under which I was fortunate enough to make the acquaintance of my new friends, I have omitted to mention a family, one of whose members was destined to play a direfully important part in the history of my life. I refer to the McDermotts of Namoona — a small rice plantation some few miles distant from my own. McDermott was an Irishman, considerably past middle age — a rough and ready, genial fellow — the father of a numerous family, the majority of whom were girls. If the truth must be confessed McDermott was by no means suited to the calling he had chosen. Indeed he was so often involved in difficulties that it became a source of wonderment to the neighbourhood how he managed to retain possession of Namoona.

His wife was also Irish — an enormously stout, slovenly, warm-hearted busybody, who attended to everyone else’s affairs but her own, and who, while reproving mismanagement in others, brought her own family up to be the wildest harum-scarums of the neighbourhood. From Phelim, the eldest boy, to Cornelius the youngest — there was not one, girls included, who would not ride anything — or for the matter of that, fight anything — in the whole scheme of creation. Unlike the rest of the family, the eldest girl — Octavia by name — was somewhat of a beauty — but as consummate a flirt as ever looked into a man’s face. At this period she was some twenty-five years of age — a tall, dashing girl, with a figure that, alas! promised to resemble her mother’s in time — a freckled face and hair that, as uncharitably people were wont to remark, “had more than a touch of auburn in it.”

Since my arrival in the district I had met her repeatedly, and though I am not a vain man, yet I had my own reasons, and they were fairly strong ones, for believing that it would not have required a great amount of persuasion on my part, to have induced Octavia to become my partner for life. Fortunately, however, I was able to steel myself against her attractions and intended to go on doing so. It only needed the appearance of Estelle Mainwaring upon the horizon of my life to sink Octavia McDermott beneath it altogether. Outwardly the girls appeared to be very good friends — but I am quite sure that, on the elder’s side there was, if not actual dislike, at least a feeling of but thinly-veiled jealousy and hostility.

“I’d no idea you were so fond of music, Mr. Wellmore,” said Miss Octavia to me one day when I walked a short distance with her on the road from Mr. Mainwaring’s house. “It is a pity there are not more of us who can play like Estelle.”

Whether it was the fact that she called the other by her Christian name, or whether it was that I resented her presence in the house, when I had hoped to have Miss Mainwaring to myself, I cannot say; the fact, however, remains that I answered her sharply, and I fear almost rudely, to the effect that there were some women to whom music was as second nature — while there were others who could never hope to feel the divine inflatus.

Octavia was not in the least angry at my speech. She only laughed, and her merriment added fuel to the fire that was raging within me. I felt that, had she been a man, I could have knocked her down.

“Don’t be angry with me, Mr. Wellmore,” she said. “We all know what you think of Miss Mainwaring. It has been patent to everybody since she first came into the neighbourhood.”

“The neighbourhood is extremely impertinent,” I replied. “That is all I can say. “It is intolerable that a man cannot make a friend of a girl without having his motives misconstrued by people whom it does not in the least concern.”

“Bless you,” she replied (the expression was a favourite of hers), “we don’t misconstrue your motives in the least.”

On hearing this I fairly boiled over.

“May I ask that, for the future, you will leave me and my motives alone? I refuse to be pried upon, and I shall certainly not permit it.”

Still, however, my companion was not in the least offended, and when we bade each other good-bye, at the turn of the track, she regarded me with as smiling a face as if I had been laying myself out to please her to the best of my ability. If only I had known what the sequel to that little conversation was to be I wonder whether I should have acted as I did?

When I reached my own house I seated myself in the verandah to smoke, and to think over what Miss Octavia had said to me. There could be no doubt that she was right. It was an easy matter to assign a reason for my constant visits to the Mainwarings’ house. It was no wonder, therefore, that folk were beginning to talk. And if they did was it quite fair to Estelle? I feared it was not. And yet I had to admit that I had been too great a coward at that time to dare to put my fate to the touch to win or lose it all. But the opportunity presented itself at last, and this was how it came about For some time past there had been a great deal of talk concerning a picnic to the famous Marra Falls in the Ranges behind the town. Ostensibly it was in Miss Mainwaring’s honour — as she had never, up to that time, visited the place in question — but my own idea is that it was only an excuse for a pleasant day’s junketting. A committee was accordingly organised and preparations were made. Then, on one never-to-be-forgotten morning, we left the township by an early train — our party being fifteen or sixteen in number. After a ride of about an hour’s duration we reached our destination. Never shall I forget the scene that was presented to our gaze when we arrived at the falls. No pen could describe it, so beautiful was it in its surroundings, so awe inspiring in its mighty grandeur. Miss Mainwaring, who was standing by my side, was visibly impressed, and never, I thought, had I seen her so lovely as she was at that moment. “I had never dreamt that I should see anything like this in Australia,” she said, half to herself. “Surely there cannot be a grander sight in the world. I feel as if I could look at it for ever.”

Her eyes sparkled like diamonds as she spoke, and there was a faint flush upon her usually pale cheeks that added to her loveliness.

After lunch the company divided itself into various parties, who strolled away into the Bush as the fancy took them. Once more Miss Mainwaring and I found ourselves alone together, and once more we made our way in the direction of the falls. Having arrived there we seated ourselves on a rock beside the torrent and gave ourselves up to the contemplation of the marvellous panorama spread out before us. A hundred feet below, the mighty mass of water that looked so innocent as it swept past our feet, crashed into a foaming cauldron of surf. Above us on either hand towered the jungle-clad hills. Gorgeous butterflies fluttered by upon the breeze, while far away down the valley, across the stretch of green plantations, could be discerned the blue waters of the bay, flashing in the afternoon sunlight.

For a while we talked of the beauties of the picture presented to us and, as if to add to my present pain, I can remember distinctly that Miss Mainwaring quoted Tennyson’s “Blow — bugles — blow — set the echoes flying,” in support of an argument she had brought forward. At last it was time for us to return to the camp, and we accordingly rose to make our way thither. It was at this juncture that I summoned up my courage, and, taking her by the hand, and looking into her face, I asked her point blank to be my wife. I fear I made sorry work of it, but if the asking were poorly done, the result, at least, was all that I could desire. When we left that never-to-be-forgotten spot beside the Falls, Estelle had promised to be my wife, provided, of course, that I could obtain her father’s consent.

Of the return journey to the Plains nothing need be said, save that I felt as if I were intoxicated with happiness.

Upon reaching the terminus Estelle and I bade our friends good-bye, and walked home together, in order that I might get my interview with her father over as soon as possible. Mr. Mainwaring, as I hoped, raised no objections; on the contrary he professed himself as being delighted, but begged me not to insist upon our being married too soon.

“Remember,” he said, “that Estelle is my only child, my all, and, glad though I am to see her happy, yet — as you can readily understand — it will be some little time before I can reconcile myself to the thought of parting with her.”

“But you must not talk of parting with her,” I replied. “We both hope that, when we are married, you will take up your abode with us.”

He shook his head and smiled a little sadly.

“Better not,” he said; “much better not. Young folk do not want old folk continually with them. However, there is plenty of time before us to think of that. We must discuss the matter at a future date.” After a short interview with Estelle, in which I narrated what had taken place between her father and myself, I bade her good night, and set off to my own abode. That night there was not a happier man than I in Australia. Oh, Heaven! to think of those bright days, and to recall what has happened since. Would man have believed that Fate could be so cruel?


CHAPTER II.
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THE HAPPINESS OF the three months that followed Estelle’s acceptance of myself no one will ever know. Day after day sped by on lightning wings. Such intervals as I could spare from my work I spent in my darling’s company, growing to know her better each time I saw her, and to love her more fondly with that increased knowledge. Never had man a more bewitching sweetheart, never woman a more devoted lover.

It was arranged that our engagement was to be for six months. I should have preferred to have made it three, but for Mr. Mainwaring’s sake I felt that I could not do this. He had been sufficiently generous to me, and I had the best of reasons for knowing what the loss of his daughter meant to him.

All this time, as you may suppose, I had plenty of work to keep me employed. I was adding some improvements to the house; moreover, it was a busy period on the plantation itself. One thing, however, is quite certain, and that is the fact that work had never seemed so sweet to me as it did then. No toil was too great; no labour too hard; for was it not all being done, directly or indirectly, for Estelle?

After the announcement of my engagement I did not see very much of Miss Octavia McDermott. As a matter of fact, I do not believe that I set eyes on her more than half a dozen times during the first three months. It was rumoured that she was contemplating a somewhat lengthy trip to the Souths and Gossip — which is so uncharitable — insinuated that it was the last opportunity the family would give her of finding a husband. There were several younger sisters fast growing up, and it was necessary that they should be provided for. As may be imagined this knowledge did not add to the sweetness of Miss Octavia’s temper. As we were all well aware she was not a young lady who readily forgave, and in consequence, relationships in the McDermott family were at that time somewhat strained Little did I guess that I was, in a measure, supposed to be responsible for this unhappy state of affairs. Had I proposed to Octavia, as it had been hoped and expected I should, all would have been well. I  had omitted to do so, however, and in consequence the poor girl was still without a husband. I cannot with truth say that she showed any signs of resentment — but I believe she disliked Estelle even more than she had hitherto done. And this was to have evil consequences in the future, as you shall presently see.

At the time of which I am writing we had, as I have said, been engaged exactly three months. So quickly had time flown, that I could scarcely realize that in three more months Estelle would be my wife.

“Are you quite sure that you do not regret?” I asked her, as we walked together in the garden one evening.

“I shall never do that,” she answered, and in the moonlight I could see the glitter of the stones in her engagement ring. “You know that! Are you quite sure, on your part, that you will never regret your choice?”

“As certain as I am of anything,” I replied, with all a lover’s assurance. “Since I have known you, you have taught me what life really is, and I am the happiest man in all creation. Without you the world would be nothing to me.”

Good Heavens! How the memory of that night comes back to me — even now. As I recall it I can smell the perfume of the sleeping flowers, hear the cry of the night bird in the jungle, and feel the pressure of my darling’s tiny hand in mine. And now — but there! what is the use of grieving over what is gone and what can never return again?

Not Heaven itself upon the Past has power; But what has been, has been, and I have had my hour!

When I bade Estelle good-night that evening I strolled slowly homewards, thinking as I went of my luck, and how little I deserved my good fortune. So far my life had been a comparatively uneventful one. I had been left sufficient means to render me practically independent; my employment was one that I enjoyed; and better than all, I loved, and was loved, by the one woman of all others in the world whom I desired for my wife. Could a man have wished for more from Fate?

As I left the main track, road I can scarcely call it, and turned in at the gates of my own property, I fell to musing on former days and to speculating as to what had become of my old friends. Thinking of the ‘Varsity, naturally brought Richard Jeffries’ face before my mind’s eye. I recalled the trouble he had caused every one with whom he was brought in contact, and wondered what had become of him.

“Gone to the bad long since, I’m afraid,” I muttered. “Probably never been heard of since he left the College.”

I was still thinking of him when I reached the house! The place looked charming in the moonlight, and, as the new work I had embarked upon was well advanced, I was able to judge pretty well how it would appear when completed.

“Poor old Richard,” I said to myself, as I ascended the steps to the verandah, “if only he had had the good fortune to fall in love with a girl like Estelle — how different his fate might have been. But there, that’s not the sort of luck that comes to every man.”

I entered the hall, hung up my hat, and then made my way to the dining room, where a lamp was always kept lighted, when I was out. To my astonishment, in my own favourite arm-chair a man was seated, smoking one of my best cigars. That man was none other than the very person of whom I had a few moments before been thinking. My reckless, devil-may-care, former school chum — Richard Jeffries. I could scarcely believe the evidence of my own eyes — but stood and stared at him in blank amazement. “Good Heavens! Am I dreaming, or have I suddenly gone mad?” I cried.

A laugh was the reply I received. Somehow it did not strike me as being a pleasant expression of mirth.

“You take me for a ghost, I suppose?” he remarked, after a long pause. “Let’s hope when we reach that bourne whence no traveller returns, we shall be permitted to smoke such very excellent weeds as I am glad to find you possess. But seriously, my dear fellow, I’m delighted to see you once more. It’s like a whiff of the old days. You’ve filled out a bit — your moustache is a little heavier — otherwise I see no change.”

“But I can hardly realise you’re who you are yet,” I answered. “I was only thinking of you as I came up the path — and wondering what had become of you. To find you sitting here in my room staggers me.

“Oh! You’ll soon get over it. I’m a fairly substantial ghost, and if you had seen me stowing away supper about half-an-hour ago (by the way, I took the liberty of ordering some), you’d have been convinced of my mundane existence. Allow me to inform you, this is not half a bad crib you have got here. I’m not quite sure that I don’t envy you possession.”

All this time I had been overhauling him with my eyes. He was the same Richard Jeffries as of yore, and yet, when I came to examine him more carefully, I could see that there was a difference. In the old days his face had been plump and rosy, now it was pinched and lined — there was a crafty look in his eyes, and a general expression that fostered the thought that he and life had not fared prosperously together. I noticed also that his clothes were old and patched; that he wore no linen, and that the neck of his flannel shirt was fastened with string in lieu of a stud. Yet there was the same air of assurance about him that I remembered so well of yore. It made no difference whether he was up in the world or down, whether he was dressed as a prince or a beggar, he would always take the place of leader, and also take it for granted that everyone else would give way to him. With some diffidence I questioned him as to what he had been doing since he had left the ‘Varsity.

“It would take a year of Sundays to tell you that,” he answered. “And upon my word, however interesting the story might be to you, I’m not quite sure that I want to be bored by the recital of it just now. Gad! what a shine there was over that rustication business. The old governor would have had my blood if he could have got hold of me. That being so, I thought it best to skip, and skip I accordingly did. I’ve not heard of, or from, the old boy since. I don’t know that I altogether want to. But do not let us waste time over my affairs, tell me of yourself and your doings.”

“There is very little to tell,” I answered. “My life has been comparatively uneventful Shortly before you cleared out I came into a little money; after some wanderings I found this place and settled down on it. In those few words you have my story such as it is.”

“And you’re not married yet, in spite of the monetary attraction?”

“I hope to be married in three months’ time,” I replied.

“Of course to the sweetest girl in all the world,” he said flippantly. “You must introduce me to her, however, and let me judge of her worth myself.”

From the manner in which he spoke it was evident that he fully intended quartering himself upon me for some little time. I cannot say that I was particularly pleased at the idea of his company. However, I knew Richard well enough to feel sure that if he intended staying it would be of no use my attempting to prevent him.

It was well into the small hours before we retired to bed During the sitting Jeffries smoked quite half a dozen of my best cigars and washed the flavour down with more glasses of whiskey and water than I had imbibed for three months past The spirit, however, seemed to have little or no effect upon him. All it did was to make him more reticent than ever as to his own career. He was quite willing to talk of our school and Varsity days, to recall old friends and enemies, but not one hint would he let drop concerning his own doings since that memorable day when the sentence of rustication had been pronounced against him.

In spite of our lateness in retiring I was up and out to my work at an early hour. When I returned to breakfast at eight o’clock. I found Richard seated in the verandah — smoking as usual. As I have already remarked, there was only six months difference in our ages, yet had any one looked at him in the bright morning sunshine, they would have taken him to be at least half a dozen years my senior.

“O fortunatos nimium, sua si bona norint,
Agricolas, quibus ipsa, procul discordibus armis,
Fundit humo facilem victum justissima tellus,”

 he quoted, as I approached the place where he was sitting. “You see I’ve not forgotten my Virgil.”

While he was speaking I glanced at his attire. The suit he was wearing seemed strangely familiar to me.

“By the way,” he continued, “I hope you do not mind, but seeing how decidedly shabby my own things were, not at all the clothes to do credit to your establishment, I asked your housekeeper to give me something from your wardrobe. We’re very much of a figure, so they fit tolerably. You’ve no objection, I hope?”

Though I thought he might have at least waited to ask my permission before borrowing from my stock, I did not say so, but gave him to understand that he was welcome to the suit, or to anything else I possessed. We then went in to breakfast, for which meal Richard prepared himself with a stiff glass of spirits. During the progress of the meal he found occasion to set me right on a variety of matters, including what he contemptuously termed, my “old-fashioned management of the plantation” — my treatment of my Kanakas, and my method of disposing of my produce. It was evident that the fellow knew something of what he was talking about, but where, and when, he had acquired his experience was more than I could say. After breakfast he accompanied me on my rounds, was introduced to Tibbits, upon whom he created an undoubted impression. He suggested a round dozen improvements in the crushing house, and did his level best to induce me to expend a sum of money, that, had I allowed myself to be beguiled into so doing, would have necessitated retrenchment for at least a couple of years. So patronising was he, indeed, that I think it speaks well for my hold upon myself that I did not lose my temper at least once in every hour that we spent together.

That afternoon, much as I should have liked to have done without it, I was compelled to take Jeffries with me to Togorah, and to introduce him to Estelle and her father. The result was much better than I anticipated. He was no sooner in her presence than he dropped the manner that had hitherto so irritated me, and became, so to speak, a different person altogether. To Estelle he was courteous and quite in keeping with the character of her lover’s oldest friend; for it was by that title he described himself. To Mr. Mainwaring he deferred with inexplicable humility on all matters connected with sugar planting, even going so far as to stultify the arguments he had himself brought forward that morning with such unimpeachable assurance. So great was his geniality that it was easy to see that both Estelle and her father were charmed with him, while I myself could not suppress a feeling that a certain amount of credit was due to me for having introduced so amiable a visitor. On his side Jeffries appeared to be equally pleased.

“I congratulate you most heartily upon your choice, my dear fellow,” he said as we made our way home together. “Miss Mainwaring is both a clever and a charming girl, and if that counts for anything you should certainly be a happy man.”

As it turned out I was not at the end of my introductions, for, just as we were approaching my own gate, who should appear on horseback before us, but Miss Octavia McDermott. I have always said, and shall always contend, that that lady looked her best in the saddle. She was a consummate horsewoman and her tight-fitting habit showed off her figure to perfection. Seeing me she brought her horse to a standstill.

“Good day, Mr. Wellmore,” she said. “I’m lucky to be just in time to catch you. I’ve ridden over to know if you will lend me a Hamlet. Miss Blake is getting up a Shakesperian class, and of course we’re going to begin with the Prince of Denmark. We had a Shakespeare at home, but it appears that Cornelius, my youngest brother, used most of the pages as wads for his nasty old muzzle-loader, and boasts that he shot a wild cat with ‘To be or not to be,’ and one of our pigs with ‘the quality of mercy is not strained.’ Boys have no reverence.”

I promised her the work in question, and then introduced Jeffries to her. In her enthusiastic way she offered him a hearty welcome to the neighbourhood, but prophesied that he’d be tired to death of it before he’d known it a month.

“I should very much like to bet you a pair of gloves that I’m nothing of the sort,” he answered, in a tone that was in marked contrast to that which he had adopted when talking to Estelle. “Indeed I’ll go further if you like, and bet you half a dozen pairs that even six months won’t find me in the least wearied of it.”

“I’ll take you,” she replied, with a merry laugh, that gave us an exhibition of a magnificent set of pearly teeth. “You’re a witness to the bet, Mr. Wellmore.”

I admitted the impeachment, but I’m afraid with no great display of heartiness. The mere thought that Jeffries proposed to give me the benefit of his society for six months almost took my breath away. However, I told myself that I should have plenty of time to consider the matter later — for the moment it was sufficient to accompany Miss Octavia to the house and to find her the book of which she was in want. That done, and after she had had another brief sparring match with Jeffries, she touched up her horse and went cantering down the drive. When she had disappeared we seated ourselves in the verandah and my companion lit his pipe.

“That’s a jolly sort of a girl,” he remarked at last. “One of the really lively Irish description, plenty to say for herself, and not afraid to say it. Is she likely to have any money?”

“Not a halfpenny,” I answered candidly. “Her father’s as poor as he can be and still keep going. Indeed, it is considered rather wonderful in this part that he has been able to keep his head above water for so long.”

“That’s a pity. Had circumstances been more propitious I might have had a cut in myself. You’re the lucky dog — for I suppose eventually old Mainwaring will let you throw these two estates into one?”

I answered shortly to the effect that I had no thought or expectation of the gentleman in question doing anything of the sort The truth was, I did not approve of my future father in law being spoken of as “old Mainwaring,” nor did I care about the insinuation that I was expecting to benefit in a monetary sense by my marriage with Estelle. However, as I knew it would not be of the least use quarrelling with the man, I let the matter pass, and went into the house to think of all the sharp retorts I might have made had I been quick-witted enough.

From that day forward Jeffries was a continual visitor at Togorah and also at Namoona. Indeed, his arrival seemed to have enlivened the whole neighbourhood. He found an early occasion to borrow fifty pounds from me, a large proportion of which sum was expended in articles of attire, and in consequence he was one of the best dressed men in the district Under his influence our hitherto quiet social circle underwent a change. Picnics, musical evenings, penny readings, and even an amateur theatrical performance were the amusements in which we indulged. Jeffries proved to be an excellent actor, indeed, I incline to the belief that at one time he had been connected with the theatrical profession. He was a clever conjurer, a ventriloquist, was well versed in palmistry, an accomplished musician, and as a dancer was considered to be second to none. Small wonder was it, therefore, that his advent was thought to be a matter of more than usual importance in the township’s history.

With Estelle he had established himself on terms of considerable intimacy. While there was nothing in his manner towards her at which I could in any sort of way complain, yet I must confess there were times when I would have given anything had he never shown his face in the neighbourhood. Somehow, when he was present, I invariably found myself, if not actually taking a back seat, at any rate, by no means appearing at my best Unfortunately, while I am passionately fond of music, I am no musician. It was Jeffries, therefore, who accompanied Estelle when she sang in public. She, moreover, was as good a dancer as I am a bad one; could I blame her, therefore, if she preferred a waltz with a man who danced as well as Jeffries? In our theatrical performance Jeffries was given — or, to be more correct took upon himself — the part of the hero, Estelle played the heroine, while I, who am no actor, was allotted the onerous, but subordinate, position of prompter. Unhappily, the performance in question was provocative of the first tiff that Estelle and I had had during the whole of our engagement. I fear that my temper must have been a little shorter than usual; at any rate, it occurred to me at the dress rehearsal that Jeffries was more ardent in his love-making than was altogether necessary to the part Estelle’s rejoinder to my expostulation that after all it was simply make-believe and that I needn’t be silly, only added fuel to my wrath, and I lost my temper and spoke sharply to her. Had she answered me softly, my anger would doubtless have died down as quickly as it had risen. As it was, however, she turned on her heel and walked away without another word, and, in consequence, I went home raging at Jeffries, and feeling as if I could kick myself for my folly in having said anything at all about the matter. Jeffries must have realised what was wrong, and it was characteristic of him that he was not afraid to speak to me about it. Indeed, we were no sooner alone together than he came straight to the point without any preliminary beating about the bush.

“I’m awfully sorry, my dear fellow, if I have given you cause to be angry to-night I understood from Miss Mainwaring that my enthusiasm in that love scene was a little too realistic for amateur theatricals. I think you know me well enough to be sure that, after all your kindness to me, I’d be the last man in the world to willingly cause you pain.”

He spoke so humbly and was evidently so sorry for the little tiff which had resulted from what he called his enthusiasm, that what could I do but to say that I was a fool to have been angry, and that I had never for a moment doubted the sincerity of his affection for myself, or his respect for Estelle? I fancy I liked him better at that moment than I had ever done before. Ere I retired to rest that night I sat myself down and wrote a most humble and apologetic note to my sweetheart, in which I entreated her to forgive me for my stupidity, and vowed that I would never behave in such a foolish fashion again. That done, I placed it upon the hall table, and gave instructions that it was to be taken to Togorah before breakfast next morning. How was I to know that that letter would never reach Estelle, and that, to all intents and purposes, my fate, from that moment, was sealed?

On the following evening the performance was given, and, having a lot to see to, I made a point of arriving early at the hall. I had not seen Estelle since our tiff, but I felt that we should have an opportunity for a few words before the play commenced, and that I should find her her old charming self. I discovered, however, that she had already arrived and had gone to the dressing-room set apart for the ladies, from which she did not emerge until a few seconds before it was time for her to go upon the stage. To reach the entrance in question it was necessary for her to pass within a few feet of where I stood. To my amazement, however, she did not take the slightest notice of me, and this, after the letter I had written her the previous night The first scene was not a long one, and in less than five minutes she had left the stage again — this time by an exit on the opposite side. I hoped, and fully expected, that she would immediately make her way round to me — knowing that I could not leave my post — but minutes went by and still she did not come. When the curtain descended on the first act I went in search of her. She was on her way to her dressing-room, and seemed to me to be in a greater hurry than the occasion warranted.

“Estelle,” I said, laying my hand upon her arm to detain her, “are you still angry with me?”

“You can scarcely wonder at it if I am,” was the reply. “And yet you must have received my letter?”

“I certainly received your letter,” she answered, and in a voice that should have told me that something was wrong. Unfortunately, however, I had no suspicion of the treachery of which I was the unconscious victim.

“And after, can you still be vexed with me?” I continued. “I will not believe it.”

“I cannot stay talking here,” she answered. “I have to change my dress for the next act, and there is not any too much time.”

Then, without another word, she entered her dressing-room, closing the door behind her. I cannot hope to make you understand my feelings at that moment It seemed impossible, nay, incredible, that Estelle could of her own free will treat me so. That evening I must have been one of the most miserable men in Australia.

All night I worried myself about it, and on the following afternoon, being unable to bear it any longer, I determined to settle the matter for good and all. With this object in view I made my way to Togorah, where I found Estelle at home, and, as I discovered with some satisfaction, alone. She looked tired and unhappy, and from the expression in her eyes I gathered that they had not been altogether innocent of tears.

With all the humility I could command I implored her to forgive me, and eventually she consented to do so. At the same time, there was something about her manner that I could not understand. Had I not known how sincere her affection was, I should have inclined to the belief that she no longer loved me as she had once done. Nevertheless, her behaviour disquieted me more than I can say.

That evening I did not stay as late as usual, but made my adieux shortly before nine o’clock. It was a pitch-dark night and inclined for rain. The wind howled mournfully among the trees, and, as you may suppose, my own spirits were in keeping with the sadness of the elements. When I had passed through the entrance to my own grounds, and had closed the gate after me, I paused in my walk, why I cannot say, and stood for some moments looking down the dark road Presently the sound of voices reached my ears. One was a man’s, the other a woman’s, and both were well-known to me, The first was the voice of Jeffries — the second that of no less a person than Miss Octavia. Their presence together in that dark road at such an hour was something of a surprise to me. I was at a loss to understand what it might mean. I was aware that Jeffries had been a constant visitor of late at the McDermott estate, but I could not think of any reason why he should be squiring Miss Octavia on this particular occasion in such a place and at such an hour.

Although I had not the least desire to play the part of an eavesdropper, I drew back instinctively into the deeper shadow of the trees. By this time they were only a few yards distant from me, and I could distinctly hear their conversation. To what they referred I did not of course know then. It has, however, become only too plain to me since. It was Jeffries whom I heard first. “Is it a bargain, then?”

“We’ll call it one if you like. But I confess I’m afraid.”

“Why should you be? We’ve reduced the risk to a minimum!”

“You’re not deceiving me? Are you sure of that?”

“On my honour I’m not I give you my word. Shall we call it settled?”

“Very well, if you wish it. I’d do anything to show him that he cannot treat me, as he has done, with impunity.”

“That’s the style. Now I’ll bid you goodnight.”

They shook hands and parted, Miss Octavia returning by the way she had come, while Jeffries passed me and made his way up the drive towards the house. I allowed him a good start, and then followed him — still wondering what it all meant. “Hulloa!” he said, as I came up with him, “you’re back early. I didn’t meet you on the road!

“Where have you been, then?”

“Up to McDermott’s,” he answered, without hesitation. “They were complaining to-night that they never see anything of you now.”

“Is it possible that they want to?”

He laughed as if at an excellent joke.

“My dear old fellow,” he replied, “it’s very evident that you don’t understand what a catch you are. Do you think you do?”

“I’m quite sure I don’t,” I answered. “The subject doesn’t interest me in the least.”

Alas! how often is the truth spoken in jest If there were one thing in the world that was of vital importance to me at that moment, it was the very question he had just put to me.


CHAPTER III.
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I SHOULD HAVE explained ere this that Jeffries had long since installed himself as a permanent resident on my estate. In the most frank manner he had come to me one day, to inform me that he could not go on living upon me, and doing nothing for the kindness I was showing him.

“Take me on as extra overseer,” he said, “and I don’t think you will regret it. I’m a tiger to work, and what I don’t know about sugar I’m too old to learn, and you’ll never be able to teach me.”

There could be no sort of doubt that the man did know a good deal, and that it was also possible that he might be of considerable assistance to me. Nevertheless, I could not, with truth, aver that I was altogether delighted by his offer. It was evident, moreover, that he entertained the idea that he was doing me a favour by the suggestion, and for reasons of my own I resented this. It was impossible, however, to inform him that I did not want him, and by so doing to turn him adrift upon the world again. The consequence was that he stayed with me, and, to tell the truth, vastly useful I found him. All things considered, I suppose I was a gainer by the transaction. The salary he asked was almost microscopical, while the work he did was enormous. Among other changes he moved his quarters from the house to the overseer’s dwelling, which was situated about a hundred and fifty yards distant. He preferred it, he said, and for the reason that he would be able to go in and out as he pleased, and be his own master. As the arrangement suited me I did not demur to it, and from that moment forward I saw less of him than I had previously done.

And here I must pause to describe a circumstance which at the moment struck me as being of little, or no importance, and yet it was destined later to have a terrible effect upon my life. I happened to be sitting in my verandah at the time Jeffries was having his belongings moved from the house to his quarters. A couple of the boys had taken the most of his things across, when Jeffries himself made his appearance before me, bearing in his arms a stout leather trunk some three feet long by two wide. It was clamped at the corners with brass, and what was more, possessed a heavy lock of the same metal I thought I was familiar with most of his possessions — but I could not remember having seen this particular article before. That he placed considerable store upon its contents I gathered from the fact that he did not entrust the trunk to one of the boys, but carried it himself. Having deposited it in his room, he locked the door and returned to the spot where I was sitting.

“You evidently value that trunk,” I said with a laugh.

“Do you think so?” he replied. “Well, perhaps I do, if only for old association’s sake.”

He spoke so seriously that I looked at him in some surprise. Strange to say, and for no apparent reason, his customary flippancy had quite deserted him. However, I had too much on my mind just then to worry myself a great deal about his moods The improvements I was making in the house were not progressing as fast as I felt they should do, and what was worse a troublesome disease had made its appearance upon the plantation, and promised to be difficult to get rid of. Moreover, to put one finishing touch to my troubles, matters were not progressing at all as they should have been between Estelle and myself. Ever since that fateful night when I had spoken to her concerning Jeffries’ performance, the trouble had been gradually increasing. It could not be said, however, that we had quarrelled, or, indeed, that there was any change in our behaviour towards each other. Yet the fact cannot be denied that we were not the same devoted couple that we had been during the first months of our engagement. God alone knows how heavily this lay upon my heart I would have given anything I possessed in the world to have known the reason of it all — but this seemed impossible to find out And, though I could not prevent it, I knew that every day was widening the breach between us.

At last our marriage was only a month distant — and, so far as I was concerned, the preparations were well nigh complete. To my joy the carpenters and painters had left — and I was once more able to call the house my own. It had long since been arranged that we should spend our honeymoon in the South, and that, while I was absent from home, Jeffries should have charge of the estate. Then it was that the storm that had so long been brewing, broke, and all my chance of happiness was scattered to the winds.

It was the night of full moon, and every incident connected with it is imprinted on my memory with damning distinctness. After dinner I lit a cigar and sat in the verandah for about a quarter of an hour, preparatory to making my way over to Togorah, when something occurred which caused me to change my mind. My cigar finished, I was ready to set off upon my walk. Before doing so, however, I strolled across to Jeffries’ quarters to acquaint him with my intention. I knew that he Was at home for the reason that a light was burning in his room. Ere I turned the handle of the door I happened to glance through the window.

The blind was down, but there was an open space at the left hand side through which I could see into the apartment At the moment that I looked, Jeffries was kneeling upon the floor beside the leather trunk to which I have already referred. He had a key in his hand with which he had evidently just locked the trunk. Then he rose to his feet and I was able to see his face. If I live to be a hundred I shall never forget the expression I saw upon it. Had I not known that he was Richard Jeffries and no other, I doubt if I should have recognized him. It was — God help him and me — not the face of a man, but that of a fiend. Never before had I seen such incarnate devilishness — for only by that term can I describe it — upon a human countenance. What was more, the man seemed to have aged a quarter of a century. For some seconds I gazed at him in bewildered astonishment. Then I left the window and went to the door. For a moment I paused upon the threshold — but eventually I turned the handle and entered.

Once inside the room I halted, and Jeffries and I looked at each other. However unbelievable it may seem, I can only say that as I stared at him my blood seemed to turn to ice in my veins. Two years before, in the reptile house of a certain well-known Zoological collection, I had been privileged to be present at the first meal of a gigantic python, after it had fasted for a period of some months. I would have given much not to have witnessed it, but my friend, who was in charge of the gardens, would take no excuse. For days afterwards the look in the snake’s eyes, as he raised his head and became aware of the presence of the terrified rabbit, crouching in the corner of the cage, was with me. It was that look exactly, that I now saw in Jeffries’ eyes — the awful, life-numbing fascination of the serpent His skin was deadly white — that strange, unearthly whiteness, that cannot be compared to anything human. And, oh, the wickedness depicted on the face itself. As I gazed into his eyes I verily believe I saw the Devil himself reflected there.

“Good Heavens, man!” I cried, when I could find my voice, “what on earth does this mean? Have you gone mad? Are you ill — or what is it?”

He advanced a step or two towards me, and for a moment I thought he was about to spring at my throat. “Go,” he almost hissed. “Go, while you are safe. I cannot hold myself much longer. You do not know your danger! In God’s name, leave me!”

I’m not aware that I am more of a coward than most men, but I do know that I did not tarry after he had bade me leave him — but, turning on my heel, left the room with all the speed I could command. Returning to the house, I made my way to the dining-room where I mixed myself a stiff glass of grog, and tried to arrive at some understanding of the matter. But the more I thought of it the less I was able to comprehend it. One thing, however, was quite certain, and that was the fact that Jeffries must leave the plantation. After what I had seen I did not feel inclined to have the man near me. I had to think of Estelle also, as well as myself. What would be the effect upon her should she chance to see him as I had done that night?

I was still pondering over this, when I heard the sound of a step in the verandah; followed by the ringing of the front-door bell I immediately went into the hall to ascertain who it might be who was calling at such an hour. It was nearly nine o’clock by this time. I should here state that the scene with Jeffries had caused me to give up all notions of going to Togorah. Picture my surprise, therefore, at finding Mr. Mainwaring standing on the threshold.

“Good evening my dear sir,” I began. “This is a most unexpected pleasure Won’t you come in?”

He gravely thanked me and followed me into the dining-room. There was something about his manner that, I must confess, puzzled me. As a rule he was a pleasant, genial man — fond of a good story, and not one who took the world too seriously. That evening, however, he was quieter, and I might almost say sterner, than I had before seen him. Could it mean that Estelle was ill? My heart sank at the thought. Yet she had been well enough on the previous day!

“Won’t you sit down?” I said, when I had closed the door. “And let me offer you a cigar. I think you like my brand!”

He coldly declined both my invitations and remained standing before the table, facing me. He drummed on the cloth with the fingers of his right hand for a few seconds.

“Mr. Wellmore,” he began at last, and, immediately I heard myself addressed in that formal manner I realised that there was trouble ahead, “I am here, I regret to say, on what is a most serious and unpleasant business.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” I answered. “I cannot guess what it may be — but I hope Estelle is not ill?”

“My daughter is quite well,” he replied. “I can assure you, however, that she is very sad at heart. You are aware how dear she is to me, and you will therefore be better able to understand how much it pains me to have to call upon you on the errand that brings me here to-night.”

“May I ask what that errand is?” I returned, with the cold fear of anxiety gnawing at my heart. “It is to ask you to release my daughter from her engagement, and to discontinue your visits to my house,” he answered.

I was so dumbfounded by what he said that for a moment I could not reply. When I at last found my voice I asked him his reason for making such a terrible request.”I am unable to give you my reasons,” he answered. “I hope, however, you will regard it as sufficient that I cannot consent to my daughter’s marriage to you.”

“But surely you must have some explanation to offer me. I am not aware that I have done anything to warrant such an action on your part You know full well how devotedly attached I am to Estelle. I do not wish to blow my own trumpet, but I fancy I am also not without some sort of respect in the neighbourhood.”

He shifted a little uneasily on his feet.

“This is, as you must realise for yourself, a very painful interview for me,” he said. “God knows I did not desire it; indeed, I would have given anything to have avoided it, but I had no option. My daughter’s heart is well-nigh broken.”

“And yet, when I give you my word that I love her and that I am innocent of having done anything to bring this misery upon her, you refuse to allow me the opportunity of refuting the slander, whatever it may be, that has been brought against me. It is cruel, Mr. Mainwaring, and what is worse, it is unjust Even a criminal is allowed to hear the charge against him, and to defend himself before being adjudged guilty.”

“I bring no charge against you,” he answered, “I simply tell you that I wish your engagement to my daughter to be at an end.”

“But there must be something that compels you to adopt this course,” I insisted. “I pay you the compliment of saying that I know you well enough by this time to be sure that you would not wreck my life, unless you were driven to it by the weightiest of reasons. As man to man I ask you now to tell me what those reasons are.”.

He hesitated before he replied. I began to hope that it was possible that he would relent. I soon saw, however, that I was destined to be disappointed.

“No, no,” he answered, “I can tell you nothing. I have pledged myself to secrecy. I can only ask you to believe that I feel myself fully justified in acting as I am doing, and if, as you say, you have learnt to know me, that should sturdy be enough. God help me, Wellmore, is it possible that you do not know what it is all about? I cannot believe that!”

“Mr. Mainwaring,” I retorted, “I am a gentleman, and I pledge you the honour of a gentleman, that I know nothing that could possibly come between your daughter, Estelle, and myself.”

“One question more and then I will leave you to settle matters with your own conscience. Do you know the name of Delford — Mary Alice Delford?”

“I do not! I give you my word I have never heard of that person until this minute.”

“You swear it?”

“As God is my maker, I swear it. He turned sadly away from me and moved slowly towards the door.

“God help you, Wellmore. I’ll leave you now. Your answer has decided everything!”

On hearing this I hastened to place myself between him and the door.

“One moment, Mr. Mainwaring, before you go. It seems to me that there is something underhand about all this. You have just asked me if I knew the name of a person of whom I have never either seen or heard. I can of course see that you deem me a liar. Now, as I say, I know nothing of this Mary Alice Delford, but — so help me God! — I will find her out and bring her to book, whoever she may be, for the wreck she is endeavouring to make of my happiness. Now this is what I want you to tell me. When I have established my innocence, will you allow me to once more ask Estelle to be my wife?”

“It would be useless,” he answered. “Unfortunately my daughter and I are both quite convinced of the truth of the statements we have had made to us. We have not acted hastily, but have made the most searching inquiries with the result you know!”

“Do you mean to tell me that Estelle has taken sides with you against me?”

“She knows what I know, and that is all I feel justified in saying,” was his reply. “And now I will wish you good night!”

Once more I detained him.

“Before you go I insist on being told the address of the woman whose name you have given me. For from this moment I swear that it shall be the business of my life to seek her out and to punish her for the villainy she has practised upon me. In common justice you cannot refuse me that!”

“I am unable to tell you,” he answered. “It is impossible. I have already said that I am pledged to secrecy.”

“Then I will find her myself. When I have done so, Mr. Mainwaring, I assure you that you will be sorry you have not placed more trust in me. It does not say much for our friendship that, on the first opportunity presenting itself, you should go over to my enemies and allow me to go to the wall without an endeavour to help me to protect myself.”

“You must think whatever you please of my action,” he replied. “If you can prove your innocence, nobody in the world will be more thankful than myself. I fear, however, that you will never be able to do that.”

“We shall see. Now one last favour. Will you allow me to write a letter of farewell to Estelle? You shall read it if you wish to, and you can deliver it to her yourself!”

He reflected for a few seconds and then made up his mind.

“I see no objection to that,” he said. “Write the letter and I will take it.”

I accordingly seated myself at the writing table and wrote a short note to the woman I loved. In it I told her that if it were for her happiness that we should not be man and wife, it would be better for her to forget me as quickly as possible, and leave me to struggle on through life alone. If, on the other hand, she would still trust and believe in my love for herself, I would, sooner or later, prove to her that whatever the charge might be that had been preferred against me, it was as untrue as it was malicious. I told her that I left my happiness in her hands and implored her to act as she deemed best. When I had finished it I handed it to Mr. Mainwaring in order that he might read it. After he had done so he returned it to me. Then, when I had placed it in an envelope, I once more gave it to him.

“You are quite sure, Mr. Mainwaring,” I said, when he had deposited the letter in the breastpocket of his coat, “that you have nothing more to say to me? It is not often that two men stand face to face with each other as we are doing now, breaking up a friendship that we both believed could stand the test of time. If you are prepared, at this moment, to place your trust in me, I will swear to you, by all I hold sacred in this world, and the next, that you shall not regret it. Come, sir, won’t you trust me? Think well before you reply.”

“Wellmore,” he answered slowly, and with considerable emotion, “I have given you my answer. Why should we therefore prolong what can only be a most painful and unnecessary discussion. You must surely see for yourself that my mind is quite made up. Whatever you may say or do will not alter my decision, and can only have the effect of causing us both extra and needless pain.”

“In that case I have nothing left me but to wish you good night I thank you for past kindnesses, and I can only hope that some day you may learn how terribly you have wronged me.”

“Good night!” he answered. “God grant I may have been mistaken in you!”

I opened the door for him and accompanied him into the verandah, where I watched him descend the steps and pass slowly down the drive. As I have already said, it was the night of full moon, and so light was it that it would have been quite possible to have read any ordinary print out of doors. When I had seen him disappear round the corner of the drive, I sank into a chair beside the rails and endeavoured to arrive at some understanding of my position. I could not believe that I was no longer Estelle’s affianced husband — that in all probability I should never speak to her again. It seemed too terrible to be true. So stunned was I by the shock that for the time being I could only repeat to myself, over and over again, “Estelle doubts me — Estelle doubts me!” — It was like a ghastly nightmare, from which — struggle how I might — I could not wake.

I cannot tell you how long I sat in the verandah thinking my bitter thoughts. It may have been five minutes, it may have been ten. I can only say that I was still occupied in the same dismal fashion when I was roused by a loud cry, as of a human being in distress. So far as I could tell it came from the “further end of the drive, and there could not be the least doubt that it was the voice of a man. It only sounded once, and after that all was quiet as before.

“What on earth can it mean?” I asked myself as I sprang to my feet and looked down the drive. “Surely no accident can have happened to Mr. Mainwaring?”

The thought had no sooner entered my head than I descended the steps and hurried down the drive in the direction whence the cry had proceeded some time, however, I could see no sign of anything being wrong, then my eyes fell upon a black mass lying in the shadow of some bushes on the right hand side of the road, and towards it. I accordingly hastened. Before I had time to kneel beside the figure I had realised who it was, and something of what it meant. The man was Mr. Mainwaring, but how he had come by his accident I could not conceive. He was unconscious, and was bleeding profusely from a wound in his head. Kneeling beside him I examined him carefully. From the situation of the wound it was certain that it had been delivered from behind, and with a very considerable amount of force. What should I do? I was still pondering this matter in my mind when my ears caught the sound of footsteps, and a moment later, to my relief, two men turned the corner and came running towards me. As they drew nearer I saw that one was Jeffries, while his companion was the engineer in charge of the crushing plant, a man named Webster and an individual I had never cared very much for. As a matter of fact I had made up my mind to give him notice to leave only a fortnight before, in consequence of certain information that had come to my knowledge concerning him. Whether or not he was aware of my intention I am not prepared to say. It is possible however, that he may have been.

“Why, man alive, what’s this?” cried Jeffries, who, it seemed, was quite his old self once more. “Has there been an accident?”

“It looks like something worse than an accident,” I answered. “I heard a cry, while sitting in the verandah, and ran down here to find Mr. Mainwaring as you see him now.”

“Mr. Mainwaring?” said Jeffries. “By God! this is more serious than I thought. Who can have done it?”

“Goodness only knows,” I answered. “I neither saw nor heard any one here when I arrived.”

“And what do you think is the best thing to do with him?”

“Get him up to the house without a moment’s delay,” I answered. “In the meantime, you, Webster, had better go off for the doctor. Ask him to come up here as quickly as possible — but don’t say anything to anyone you may meet about what has happened. It will be all over the district soon enough without that.”

Webster assured me that he understood, and went off upon his errand; after which, Jeffries and I between us, carried the unconscious man up to the house and laid him upon the bed in the spare room, to await the doctor’s coming. There could be no sort of doubt that he was seriously injured — as it turned out, even more seriously than I imagined.

“Egad, it’s a nasty wound,” Jeffries remarked. “If I know anything about such matters as this, his skull is fractured. Indeed, I shall be very much surprised if he recovers consciousness.”

“You don’t surely think it’s as bad as that,” I replied. “What will poor Estelle say?”

“I’d give something to know the name of the wretch who is responsible for it,” my companion went on. “If I am not mistaken, this will mean a hanging job for some one. Had he any enemy that you have heard of? Any man who owed him a grudge?”

“Not one, so far as I know,” I replied. “He was liked by every one who knew him.”

“And what brought him up here to-night? But perhaps that’s a private matter?”

This was a question I should have foreseen. As it was its coming gave me a by no means pleasant surprise. Mr. Mainwaring had come up to see me — and it was on my premises that he had been assaulted. Uncharitable people, when they discovered that we had to all intents and purposes quarrelled, might even go as far as to hint, however untrue it might be, that I had had a hand in the assault. “He came up to have a talk with me about the wedding,” I replied, feeling that I must say something. “I profoundly wish he had not come.”

“So will some one else before it is all over, I expect,” Jeffries answered. “But, listen! that sounds like the doctor. I’ll go and see!”

He thereupon left the room, and once more I was alone with the injured man. Then a thought occurred to me, and in a flash I acted upon it. What made me do it I cannot say — but do it I did — and with results that will soon become apparent to you. Thrusting my hand into the inside pocket of Mr. Mainwaring’s coat I drew forth what it contained There were several papers and two letters, one of them being that which I had entrusted to his care to be delivered to Estelle when he reached home. The other, from the hasty glance I was able to bestow upon it, I could see was signed “Edward Sturgess,” and was written from Melbourne.

I had barely time to stow the letters away in my pocket and to replace the papers before the Doctor and Jeffries entered the room.

“This is a very sad affair, Mr. Wellmore,” said the former, as we shook hands. “A very sad affair indeed. How long ago is it since it happened?”

“About half an hour,” I replied, and gave him a brief account of what had taken place. After that he bent over the form upon the bed and commenced an examination. This finished, he rose to his feet and turned to me with a grave expression upon his face.

“What is your opinion of it?” I asked anxiously. “Will he live?”

The medico shook his head.

“No,” he said, “to all intents and purposes he is dead already.”

“In that case, don’t you think we had better send for his daughter?” I enquired. “If his condition is as serious as you say, she should certainly be with him.”

“I quite agree with you,” the Doctor answered; “though there is no sort of chance of his recovering consciousness and recognising her. You, of course, will go over to Togorah. But be sure you break the news gently to her. She has not been over strong of late, and the shock will be a severe one.

Here was a pretty dilemma. Knowing what I knew, and being in the position I was, how could I go to Estelle and tell her of the sorrow that had come to her? And yet, to confess that the object of Mr. Mainwaring’s visit that night had been to decline to allow me to become his son-in-law, would, I knew, only be to incur the inevitable suspicion of my having been concerned in his death. Then I glanced round the room and saw Jeffries watching me. In his eyes was the same terrible snake-like expression that I had seen once before that evening. Still I knew that it behoved me to say something.

I was about to speak, when the Doctor once more bent over his patient. “It is all over, gentlemen,” he said at last “Mr. Mainwaring is dead!”


CHAPTER IV.
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SURELY, IN THE history of crime, never was man placed in a more undesirable position than I was by Mainwaring’s brutal murder. He had refused to have me for his son-in-law, and had called to inform me of this fact. While upon my premises he had met his death, and now, here was I being asked to acquaint his daughter with the terrible intelligence. Of course, I can see now that I should not have taken this business upon myself, but should rather have deputed the doctor to do so in my stead. To tell the truth, however, I was scarcely conscious of my actions that night The shock I had received, first from Mr. Mainwaring’s visit; and secondly by his murder, had completely unnerved me. And yet, one moments thought should have been sufficient to have shown 

 me that by acting as I was proposing to do, I should be pursuing the most fatal policy possible, so far as my own interests were concerned. However, we are all of us, as some writer has very truly observed, creatures of Fate, and I suppose I was then engaged in working out the Destiny that was eventually to make me the most miserable man upon the face of God’s earth.

The doctor and the dead man had been great friends and, as may be readily supposed, the former was very much affected by the catastrophe.

“It is the most terrible business I’ve ever had to do with,” he said, as he looked down at the body of his friend. “I’d have given all I possess not to have had it happen. By the way, I wonder if it occurs to you that up to the present we have not yet thought of sending for the police?”

As a matter of fact, I had not thought of it. And this was another point that was destined to rouse suspicion against me later on.

“I’ll send for them at once,” I replied. Then, turning to Tibbits, who had just entered the room, I bade him make his way to the Township with all possible speed, and request the officer there to come up to the plantation with his men, in order to take charge of the body, and of the case. He departed on his errand, and the doctor, Jeffries, and I, adjourned to the dining-room.

“This will make a great stir in the neighbourhood,” the medico remarked. “Mr. Mainwaring was very generally liked, and his loss will be sincerely felt You must feel it deeply, Mr. Wellmore, since you were about to become his son-in-law.”

“The police should not have much difficulty in catching the murderer,” Jeffries put in, as if by some means he had become aware of my secret and were anxious to spare me additional pain.

“I hope they will do so,” I replied. “It will not be my fault if he is not brought to justice. A more cold-blooded crime has never been perpetrated.” Once more I saw Jeffries watching me through his half-closed eyes — but he ventured upon no remark.

About half an hour later the inspector of police, accompanied by a sergeant and a constable, put in an appearance. Tibbits had already told them all he knew about the matter, and I could see that they were much concerned. The inspector offered me an expression of his sympathy — after which I conducted them to the room where the dead man lay. He examined the corpse carefully, instructed the constable to remain in charge, put a few questions to the doctor, and then accompanied us back to the dining-room. When I saw him take his note-book from his pocket, I understood that he was about to examine me as to what I knew of the matter. Regarding the murder I had little enough to tell him.

“I understood that Mr. Mainwaring came up to see you this evening,” he began. “May I ask at what time he arrived?”

“Shortly before nine o’clock,” I answered. “To be precise, I can say that it was ten minutes to nine. As I heard the front-door bell ring, I remember looking at the clock and wondering who my visitor could be at such an hour.”

“And pray how long did he remain with you? May I ask you to be as exact as possible?”

“About half an hour; perhaps more, than less. I did not notice what the time was when he went away.”

“And you parted company, where?”

“In the verandah. The last I saw of him was when he was turning the corner by the castor oil bushes.”

“And how was it that you had any suspicion that something was wrong?”

“Because I heard a cry that sounded like the shout of a man in distress. I immediately jumped out of my chair and ran down the drive in the direction from whence I imagined it proceeded. At first I could not see anything to account for it — but then, in the shadow of the bushes to which I have just referred, I saw upon the ground the figure of a man. To my horror I discovered that it was Mr. Mainwaring. He was unconscious! One arm was stretched out, and the other doubled underneath him.”

“You saw no sign of anyone either hiding among the trees or upon the road, I suppose?”

“I neither saw nor heard anyone. The place appeared to be deserted.”

“Had you, or have you, any idea with what sort of weapon the blow was inflicted?”

“I can only judge, from what the doctor tells me that it must have been given with some blunt instrument — either a club or a heavy stick.”

“You saw no club or stick upon the ground near the body?”

“No, I am quite sure I did not But, to tell the truth, I was so agitated by Mr. Mainwaring’s condition, that I did not look about me very much.”

I then went on to describe the arrival of Jeffries and Webster upon the scene, and what followed. It appeared that they, like myself, had heard a cry, and had hastened out from their quarters to ascertain the cause of it. They stated that they also had neither seen nor heard anything of any stranger on the place, nor had they noticed any weapon on the ground near the body.

“One other question — do you know of any one, Kanaka or otherwise, on your estate, who had any grudge against the deceased?”

“I know of no one,” I replied. “The boys in my employment are a particularly quiet lot, and I am perfectly sure that not one of them would be guilty of such a thing.”

Both Jeffries and Tibbits corroborated my statement. “Nevertheless, I’ll have a talk with them in the morning. It’s just possible we may learn something in that quarter. In the meantime, I think we had better take a look at the spot where the body was found and see what it has to tell us. By the way, who has broken the news to Miss Mainwaring? She should be told, if it has not already been done, as soon as possible.”

“I was only waiting to see you before going over to inform her of what has happened,” I answered. “Perhaps it would be better for me to go at once. I can hear what you have discovered when I return. I shall not be absent for long.”

This was agreed to, and, after retiring to my bedroom and making certain changes in my toilet, I was ready to set off. When I returned to the diningroom, it was to discover that the others had departed on their search, and, in consequence, I had the room to myself. Before proceeding on my miserable errand, I took from my pocket the two letters I had obtained from Mr. Mainwaring. My own, to Estelle, I tore up and threw into the fireplace, and then gave my attention to the other document I could not help entertaining a suspicion that it had to do with Mr. Mainwaring’s visit to me that evening, that is to say, with the mysterious Mary Alice Delford, and, as it turned out, I was not mistaken in my conjecture. It was signed by one Edward Sturgess, and was written from Acacia Villa, Workfield Road, Melbourne. The date was almost a fortnight back. It ran as follows — and you must endeavour to picture my feelings as I read: — 

“MY DEAR SIR, 

   “I have to acknowledge receipt of your esteemed letter of the 28th ultimo, and now beg to reply. I have instituted the most careful enquiries into the matter therein mentioned, and alas! have been able to corroborate the statements made in writing by the father of the unhappy girl — Mary Alice Delford. That the man, George Wellmore, whom I understand is a person of some wealth and position in your district, betrayed and deserted the girl in question, leaving her and her child without support, there cannot be the least doubt. You have received the statement of the young woman herself — also that of her father, written upon his death-bed. Should there exist any further doubt in your mind, I am prepared to pledge my reputation as a minister of religion, that what the man and woman have sworn is correct. The only stipulation I make is that, in using this information, our names shall not be made public, or given to the author of the wrong-doing. It is a sad case, one of the saddest, in fact, that has ever come under my notice. But doubtless the Supreme Judge will punish in His own good time.

  “Believe me to be, 

    “Very truly Yours, 

      “EDWARD STURGESS.

“Minister of Workfield Road Congregational Church.”

When I had finished this extraordinary document I stood for upwards of a minute as though I had been turned to stone. A more outrageous, to put it mildly, bit of lying, I had never come across in all my existence. It seemed impossible that anyone could have had the audacity, to say nothing of the villainy, to pen such a letter. And yet it was put together with such an air of sincerity, and carried conviction so plainly written upon it, that I could scarcely wonder at Mr. Mainwaring being deceived by it, particularly seeing that it was supported by two more affidavits possessing an equal amount of truth. And yet not only was I as innocent of the charge as a babe unborn, but, as I informed Mr. Mainwaring, I had also never seen nor heard of the girl in question. Then there was the reason of the letter to be considered. What was the motive that had inspired it? The Reverend Sturgess was as unknown to me as the girl and her father, and I could not see how any of them hoped to benefit by preventing my marriage with Estelle. I turned the paper over and over in my hands, and its contents in my mind, until I felt my brain reeling under the strain. Not being able to arrive at any understanding of it, I at last placed the letter in my pocket, donned my hat, and left the house to perform what promised to be the most unhappy business I had ever undertaken.

When I reached the spot where I had discovered the body an hour before, I found the police officers carefully examining it, with the assistance of Jeffries and Tibbits, who, to help the moonlight, carried lanterns in their hands.

“Have you discovered anything?” I enquired, as I paused beside them.

“Nothing yet,” the inspector replied. “However, we may be luckier directly. Will you just show me how the body was lying when you first saw it?”

I explained as nearly as possible its position, and having done so, seeing that I could be of no further assistance, made my way down the drive towards the gates.

As I walked along I gave all my attention to the interview that lay before me. If Estelle would see me, and I was half afraid she would not, how was I to break the news to her? Had matters been as of yore, and I still her affianced lover, all would have been different, but situated as we were, I had to enter upon the matter most seriously handicapped. However, the business had to be carried out, and the sooner this was done the better for both Estelle and myself. To hesitate was only to postpone the inevitable. I therefore opened the gate and made my way quickly up the drive, thinking as I did so of the night when I had walked down it, the happiest man in Australia — that is to say, the man who was Estelle’s accepted husband.

When I reached the house I saw that lights were still burning in the drawing-room. Evidently Estelle was sitting up for her father. With a heart beating like a wheat flail in my breast I ascended the steps and approached the front door. The French windows of the drawing-room were open, and I could see the woman I loved, and had lost, seated, book in hand, beside the piano at the further end. But though she held the book in her hand, it was plain that she was bestowing but little attention upon it. Instead of entering by the front door I made my way towards the windows.

“You,” she began, when she saw me, “you here? What does this mean? Where is papa?”

“Estelle,” I said, crossing the room as I spoke, “my poor Estelle, I have come to tell you something that will cause you terrible pain.”

Her face had grown waxen in its pallor. She stared at me as if she had never thought to see me again.

“Why do you say ‘poor Estelle’?” she faltered. “What is the matter? Did not papa come to you? Oh! What does it all mean?”

“Yes, he came to me, and that is why I am here. He told me that you had refused to become my wife, that you believed me to be guilty of an act of the basest treachery.”

“But you have another reason for coming to me at this time of night. It is not to upbraid me that you are here. Where is papa, and why is he not with you?”

Heaven alone knows how difficult I found it to begin.

“Estelle, can you be brave? I have something to tell you. Had it been otherwise, I doubt if ever I should have seen you again. But what has happened to-night changes everything and banishes all my scruples. Oh, how can I tell you my news?”

She held her little hands out to me as if in entreaty.

“Tell me quickly — tell me quickly for pity’s sake. I know that something has happened to papa. This suspense is killing me. It is cruel to keep me waiting like this.”

Then I broke the terrible news to her, putting my story into as few words as possible. She heard me out to the end without once interrupting me. When I had finished she gave a little lurch forward and would have fallen had I not caught her. I carried her to a chair and placed her in it. A few minutes later she opened her eyes and looked at me. Such a piteous expression.

“I must go to him,” she said, “at once. Oh! take me to him.” Then she added, with a little heart-broken wail: “My poor father, my kind, good father, who could have done this wicked thing? You who never wronged any one in your life. But why am I talking like this when I should be with him? My place is at his side.”

“On the contrary,” I said, “I will have him brought here to you. Believe me, it would be better so.”

I knew that it would be adding to her agony to see him lying dead in the house which, under happier circumstances, would have been her home. Besides, it would have brought her into closer contact with myself than would have been fair to her, situated as we then were. Poor girl, sad as I was myself, my only thought was still to spare her what pain I could. The load she had already had placed upon her was more than such frail shoulders could carry.

When I left Estelle I returned as quickly as possible to my own abode, in order to carry out my promise. I was also anxious to learn what success the police had met with in their search for a clue as to the murderer’s identity.

On reaching the house I went direct to the diningroom, where I found the police inspector, the coroner, Tibbits, and Jeffries assembled. It struck me that they looked at me in a curious fashion as I entered, but I had too much upon my mind just then to realise the meaning of their behaviour. I bowed to the coroner and expressed my regret that he should have been summoned to my house on such a terrible errand. I also told him that I had broken the news to Miss Mainwaring and mentioned her desire that her father’s corpse should be conveyed to his late home as soon as possible. After a brief consultation with the inspector it was agreed that this should be done, and the necessary orders were given. The doctor, Jeffries, and Tibbits were entrusted with the sad task, the policeman who had been watching the corpse up to this time accompanying them. When they had departed I returned to the dining-room with the two principal officers. I offered them both refreshment after their labours, but they declined.

“What sort of success did you meet with in your search?” I inquired of the inspector. “I hope you have discovered something that may ultimately lead to the arrest of the murderer?”

Once more the inspector looked rather strangely at me before he replied.

“Yes,” he said, “we found something. The instrument, in fact, with which the deed was committed.”

“That is good news indeed. Where and what is it?”

He crossed the room, and from a table that stood before the window took up from it a stout oak stick, which he brought to me.

“Good Heavens!” I cried, “that is my property. How can the assassin have obtained possession of it, and what does it all mean?”

“That is more than I can say at present,” the inspector replied. “May I ask where you usually keep this stick?”

“In the stand in the hall,” I replied. “I seldom carry it, as it is so heavy.”

“When did you last see it?”

“This afternoon. I was searching the stand for a hunting crop and noticed it.”

“You are not in the habit of lending it to anyone, I suppose?”

I assured him that it had never been lent to anyone, so far as my knowledge went As I said this I happened to glance into the fireplace. What should have made me do so I cannot say — but immediately that I did so, I noticed that the scraps of the paper, upon which I had written my letter to Estelle that evening, had disappeared. Someone had picked them up — but for what purpose I could not imagine. Then in a moment the whole terrible truth dawned upon me. I was the last man who had seen Mr. Mainwaring alive; he had come to my house for the purpose of breaking off my engagement with his daughter; it would be very naturally supposed therefore that we had quarrelled; he had left the house on bad terms with me, and a little later was found insensible near my gates, his head battered in with a walking stick that could be easily proved to be my property. It was indeed a terrible position for a man to be placed in — in fact, a position so terrible, that I might well be excused if I felt the cold hand of deadly fear clutching at my throat, as I thought of it. Was this the reason why the two men had declined my hospitality, and had looked so coldly upon me? I felt sure that it was.

“Well, I don’t think there’s much more to be done up here to-night,” said the inspector at last. “I shall come up again in the morning and have another look round. The inquest will be held to-morrow. In the meantime, if I were you, Mr. Wellmore, I should say nothing about the discovery of that stick. What we’ve got to do as soon as possible is to discover the identity of the man who borrowed it from your stand. By the way, just one word in private, if you don’t mind. Mr. Sansome will excuse me, I am sure.”

He led me from the room out into the verandah. He and I had always been on friendly terms, and on more than one occasion I had been able to do him little kindnesses.

“Look here, Mr. Wellmore,” he began in a low voice, as we stood beside the rails, “perhaps I ought not to say anything to you in my official capacity, but I’m going to risk that This business is a terribly serious one — even more so than you suppose.”

“My dear fellow,” I replied, “don’t you think I realise how serious it is? If I can’t I don’t know anyone else who can. Poor Miss Mainwaring’s heart will be broken by it.”

“I fear so,” he answered; “but for the moment I was not thinking of that young lady. I was thinking of you.”

“Of me? Why on earth should you be thinking of me?” Then, with a feeble attempt at jocularity, if jocularity it could be called, I added, “You surely do not think I have had any hand in the crime? I’ll not believe that.”

“Again I’ll run the risk of saying that I do not think so. At the same time I should be very careful if I were you. I have reasons for knowing that you and Mr. Mainwaring were not on the best of terms this evening when he called upon you.”

“That is certainly the case,” I replied. “There was, however, no quarrel between us.”

“I am very glad to hear it,” said the inspector with marked emphasis. “Nevertheless you must see that the mere fact of your having had a misunderstanding with him, and of his being murdered a few minutes afterwards, upon your property, must naturally have the effect of implanting suspicions in the minds of people who, at the best of times, may not be too well disposed towards you.”

“But, good gracious,” I cried, “you don’t mean to say that you are going to box this crime upon me? You must surely be convinced in your mind that I would as soon try to kill my own parents as to injure him. He has been kindness itself to me — I love his daughter, and, in spite of all that my enemies may say, I believe she loves me.”

“For my own part I am sure you had nothing to do with it,” the inspector answered, “and that is what I want other people to be sure of too. Hence my reason for giving you these few words of caution. If we could only discover, as I hope we shall do before very long, the real murderer, all will be well. My advice to you, however, is to keep quiet for the present, and to do nothing that can in any way furnish occasion for the smallest gossip. Stay quietly at home — give your evidence at the Inquest — and don’t for a moment endeavour to demonstrate your innocence to anyone. Such a proceeding would only be misconstrued by the uncharitable.”

“I am very grateful to you for your kindness,” I replied, for I was genuinely touched by the manner in which he had gone out of his way to help me. “Let us pray that the real murderer may be caught very soon, for I can assure you I am far from being the sort of man to sit down quietly and enjoy the stigma of an unjust suspicion.”

“You may be quite sure that we shall do all in our power to unravel the mystery, and I don’t fancy you will find me work any the less hard because you are mixed up in it. I can’t say more than that.”

““Of course not As I said a few moments since, I am more than grateful for having said so much.”

“I’ll now say good night to you. Don’t forget my advice. I’ll call Sansome, and then be off.”

He went into the house, and when he returned with the coroner they paused for a moment at the top of the steps.

“Good night, Wellmore,” said the inspector, holding out his hand to me.

After I had shaken it, Sansome in his turn bade me good night — 

Then I was left alone with my thoughts — which, you may suppose, were as miserable as the most bitter of my enemies could have desired I had been sitting in the verandah for upwards of half an hour, meditating in this fashion, when I was suddenly roused from my unhappy reverie by the sound of wheels on the drive. A moment later Jeffries and Tibbits made their appearance, with the cart which they had used to convey Mr. Mainwaring’s 

 body to the house. Opposite the house Jeffries descended, leaving his companion to take the horse and vehicle on to the stables.

“Well?” I began, as he dropped into a chair beside me.

“We got the poor old fellow over there,” he replied. “Miss Mainwaring is in a terrible state. I took the liberty of running up to ask Mrs. McDermott to go down to her. I hope you don’t mind? The old lady could not manage to get down, so Octavia has gone instead. She will be some sort of companion to the girl in her grief. By the way, what do you think of the discovery of that stick? I must confess that it puzzles me!”

“I don’t know what to think of it,” I answered, bearing in mind the advice I had received from the inspector. “There may, however, be developments before very long.”

“Whoever the murderer was, he must have known something of your house,” Jeffries continued, puffing at his cigarette. “Now since I left you I have been running my eye over our boys, and I don’t know one who would be likely to do such a thing — besides, they’d no more think of going to your stick-stand and taking a club from it, than they would of asking you for the key of your wine cellar. I am now going to ask you to tell me exactly what brought the old man up here to-night. He didn’t often turn up at such a late hour.”

“As I said before, he desired to see me regarding the wedding,” I returned, rather shortly, I am afraid, for I was not in the humour to be questioned upon this matter again.

“Very naturally,” my companion answered. “He would scarcely have been here otherwise.” Then, after a pause, he went on, “Don’t be angry, old fellow. I didn’t mean to be impertinent You know that as well as I do. But between ourselves I’m a little bit nervous.”

“Really? And what are you nervous about? I can’t see any particular reason why you should be.”

He was silent for a few moments. Then he drew his chair a few inches nearer mine. It struck me that he was labouring under the influence of considerable emotion — yet why he should have been was more than I could understand.

“Look here, George,” he said, “I’m not going to beat about the bush with you. We’re old pals, and it’s better for both of us that I should speak out. You can be angry with me or not, as you please; but speak my mind I will, whatever the consequences to either of us may be. I hope you won’t think I was eavesdropping — it’s not my line of business, as you know — but I could not help overhearing a portion of your interview with old Mainwaring this evening. I was sitting outside my quarters — you must understand — and your windows were open.”

“Well, what of it? I don’t think there was very much to overhear!”

“I don’t know that there was,” he replied. “But it cannot be denied that there was a considerable amount of friction between you. The old boy — forgive me, I mean Mr. Mainwaring — seemed to be in a bit of a temper about something you’d done.”

“I don’t think we’d better talk about that,” I said. “It has no bearing upon the matter.”

“Once more you must forgive me if I say that it has a very great bearing upon it. Look here, old man, it doesn’t seem to me that we’re making any headway with this discussion. You know that I’m your friend, don’t you?”

I remembered the look I had seen in his eyes that evening, and also what he had said to me, before I left the room.

“I hope you are,” I replied. “We’ve known each other a fairly long time.”

“Well, I must say that I don’t think that a nice way of putting it,” he remarked. “We’ll let it pass, however. I am your friend whatever you may say, and a better friend to you than you suppose, if only you knew it. My one desire is to help you. I’m going to be plain spoken, and, as I said before, you must like it or lump it. Old Mainwaring came to see you this evening. I heard you quarrelling! He cleared out, and you went with him.”

I jumped as if I had been shot. This was certainly more than I had bargained for.

“You are wrong,” I returned. “I did not go with him.”

“But, my dear fellow, I saw you. I am sure of it. I will tell you why. As you went down those steps you said to him, ‘Mr. Mainwaring, am I to understand that your decision is irrevocable?’ Now, is that not so?”

“No,” I answered, looking him full and fair in the face. “I said nothing of the kind.”

“Come, come, George, do you think it quite fair to treat an old friend in this fashion? I don’t, if you do!”

“I am treating you fairly — but when you try to make out that I left this house with Mr. Mainwaring, I tell you that you are wrong. Can’t you see for yourself that to do that would be, to all intents and purposes, to admit myself his murderer?”

“I only see that I want to help you, if you will let me. I wonder you can’t understand your danger. If you would only trust me all would be well. For Heaven’s sake man, think what you are doing.”

“It seems to me,” I said, “that you are starting out with the theory that Mr. Mainwaring’s call upon me to-night involves the supposition that I am guilty of his death.”

“Nothing of the kind, my dear fellow,” Jeffries replied, “nothing of the kind. What I don’t want you to do is to give others the notion that you are guilty. Remember that, whatever happens, I stand alongside you.” — 

“I’m very much obliged,” I answered. “At the same time, I should like to be told what you think is about to happen to me.”

“Well, frankly, it seems to me that, unless you can disprove it, you stand a very fair chance of being accused of the murder.”

“I thought we should arrive at the truth sooner or later,” I replied with a sneer. “Well, my friend, you can think what you please about it, but I can give you one positive assurance. That is, that I am not guilty, and, what is more, that I am not likely to be brought in so. That is all I have to say!”

“Then you don’t want my assistance?”

“Can’t you see that I do not stand in need of it?”

“Don’t be too sure of the fact. There may be people who think differently.”

“You speak with a considerable amount of certainty.”

“I speak just as I feel. I am only interfering because I am anxious to save you trouble later on.

“Well, if it is to be postponed, we can talk of it at some future time. For the present I must confess that I am desirous of getting to bed. It is growing late.”

I stretched myself, and yawned as if I were quite at my ease with him.

“You’re quite sure,” he went on, “that you’ve nothing more to say to me?”

I paused before I replied to this question. I had a lot to say, but I did not quite know how to begin.

“Now that I come to think of it,” I said, “there is one other matter that I should like to talk to you about. I refer to the little interview we had in your quarters this evening, after dinner. All things considered, Jeffries, I’ve arrived at the conclusion that it would be as well for us to part company. Pardon my plain speech, but as you yourself admitted just now, it is always best to speak one’s mind straight out.”

“You want to turn me out, then? You have had enough of my company and are anxious to be rid of me?”

A fit of recklessness was coming over me. For once in a way it seemed to me that I did not mind what I said to him.

“If you want plain speaking, I don’t mind saying that I do.”

“Don’t you think you are a trifle foolish, my dear fellow, to behave like this?” he asked, as calmly as if he were questioning me upon some matter of little or no importance.

“I do not see why,” I replied. “Surely I have the right to control my own actions?”

“For the present,” he answered, with a truculent glance at me. “How long will you retain it, do you think — if matters progress as rapidly as they are doing now? Not for any length of time, I am afraid. Come, George, do not let us quarrel. It would be the most foolish policy possible. We cannot do without each other, and at the present moment you stand doubly in need of the help I am most anxious to render you.”

The threat, for threat it certainly was, was so carefully veiled, that for a moment I was almost deceived by it. Fortunately, however, I saw his meaning in time.

“You say that we cannot do without each other?” I  answered. “That of course remains to be proved. Supposing, however, we try the experiment from to-morrow morning? It may benefit us both.”

“Do you mean it?”

“Certainly, I do!”

“You are going to turn me adrift again, are you, knowing what I know?”

“You know nothing, so that I am not afraid. You are as well aware as I am that you can do me no harm.” — 

He laughed good-humouredly. Assuredly it was extremely difficult to make him angry.

“My dear fellow,” he said, lighting another cigarette as he spoke, “you are flying directly in the face of Providence. As I’ve told you already, I would do anything I could to help you. It doesn’t matter, however. It’s your affair, not mine. If you really want me to clear out, why, bless you, I’ll do so to-morrow with pleasure.”

“I’m not quite sure that it wouldn’t be better,” I said, as if I did not exactly know my own mind. “We don’t seem to have drawn together of late as we should have done.”

“I hope you don’t consider that my fault I have done all I could for you.”

I did not comment upon this assertion either one way or the other.

After an interval of about five minutes, during which neither of us spoke, Jeffries rose from his chair, tossed his cigarette away, and then moved towards the steps.

“If you’ve nothing more to say to me, I’ll bid you good-night.”

“Good-night,” I answered, with a feeling of surprise that what I had felt bound to say had been taken so calmly.


CHAPTER V.
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IT IS SCARCELY to be wondered at that my rest that night was far from being as good as usual. I venture to think that few men in this world have been called upon to go through so much in such a short space of time as I had been that evening. I had quarrelled with Jeffries; I had lost the woman I loved best in the world by as cruel a slander as has ever been brought against a man; Mr. Mainwaring had been murdered on my property, and what was worse, I had the best of reasons for believing that I stood a very good chance of being suspected, if not charged, with being the perpetrator of the crime. Small wonder was it, therefore, that I was unable to sleep. As a matter of fact, I tossed and turned, backwards and forwards, hour after hour, reviewing, times out of number, the events of the evening, and trying in vain to come to some proper understanding of them. Strange to relate, there was one thing that stood out more prominently than all the others, and that was the extraordinary scene that had taken place between Jeffries and myself, prior to Mr. Mainwaring’s ill-fated visit. Try how I would, I could not rid my memory of the expression I had seen upon his face as I looked through the window of his room. Every time I closed my eyes it came back to me like a nightmare from which there was no awakening. Why this should have taken such a hold upon me I did not know then; alas, however, I am better informed now.

At last, however, the drowsy god was victorious, and I fell asleep. It would have been better for me had I remained awake, for I was visited by a terrible dream. It seemed to me that I was in a forest, the like of which I had never seen before. Creepers of all sorts and sizes twined from tree to tree. The air was hot, and damp, and so charged with the odour of decaying vegetation that it was well nigh impossible for me to breathe it. What I was doing there I did not know, but I was conscious that I must force my way through it as quickly as possible. My hands and face were bleeding from their contact with the creepers and undergrowth; my clothes were torn to tatters; but still I felt that I must push on. Then, and most unexpectedly, I found myself in a small clearing, bordered on one side by a swift flowing stream and on the other by the scarcely-penetrable jungle. I had scarcely stepped into it before I became aware of something moving among the creepers on the side opposite that by which I had entered. A moment later no less a person than Estelle herself stood before me. I ran to greet her, but when I was still some yards distant a gigantic snake dashed from the undergrowth and rapidly entwined itself about her. She screamed to me to come to her assistance, but so fascinated was I by the horror of the scene, that I was unable to move hand or foot to help her. Then, little by little, the form of the serpent seemed to fade away and its place to be taken by a human figure. The face of the figure was that of Jeffries, and in the eyes was the expression I had seen in them once before.

By this time Estelle was lying unconscious upon the ground. Then Jeffries commenced to move slowly towards me, and it seemed as if I could detect in his movements something of what I might call, for want of a better description, the undulating sinuousness of the snake I had seen a moment before. He drew closer and closer, and all the time it seemed to me that I was unable to withdraw my eyes from his, or to lift a finger to save either Estelle or myself. He raised his hands as if to seize me by the throat, I could feel his fingers upon my wind-pipe, and then, with a cry, I awoke, more frightened, I fancy, than I had ever been in my life.

As I have already said, it was the night of full moon, and, as I invariably slept with my window (a French one by the way) open, and the blind up, it was almost as light as day. So strong had the effect of the dream been upon me that a flood of perspiration was streaming down my face. I could still see, or thought I could see, the diabolical face of the man who had once been my friend, staring into mine, and feel the hiss of his breath upon my cheek. Picture my horror therefore when, on looking across the room, I saw, or again thought I saw, him standing beside the window, with one hand upon the open frame. He was looking straight at me. Of this I am certain, for the moonlight shone full and fair upon his face. A moment later the face had disappeared. For a second or two I believed what I had seen to be only a continuation of my nightmare, but I soon convinced myself that it must have been Jeffries in the flesh. What could he have been doing in my room, particularly after our conversation of a few hours before? I resolved to settle the matter once and for all, and with this end in view I sprang from my bed and ran to the window. All was still outside. There was not the sound of a footstep to be heard, nor could I discover any sign of a human figure, only the moonlight shining clear and cold upon the paths and the dark green leaves of the trees.

“And yet I’ll swear that I saw him,” I said to myself, as I returned to the room. “It was no dream! Of that I am convinced.”

For a few seconds I stood, uncertain as to what I should do; then I made up my mind. Happen what might, I would discover Jeffries’s reason for paying me this nocturnal visit. I accordingly donned some clothes and left the room to cross to his quarters. I had not traversed more than half the distance, however, before a feeling of doubt began to come over me. Might it not have been a dream after all? I knew myself to have been under the influence of strong emotion at the time; I had had Jeffries’s face in my mind before I awoke, was it not, therefore, very probable that I should believe I saw it when I opened my eyes? However, in order to satisfy my mind, I determined to go on and interview the man himself.

On reaching the barracks, as we called the overseer’s quarters, I paused for a moment before Jeffries’ door to listen, but hearing nothing suspicious within I opened it and entered. The sound of heavy, stertorous breathing reached me from the further end of the room, where I knew the bed was situated. It was a strange sound and in no way resembled that of a man snoring, but reminded me more of the half-choking gasps that accompany some forms of epilepsy. It was an appalling noise to hear in the silence of the night, and a man might well have been excused had he been scared by it.

The better to discover what it might mean, I struck a match and lit the candle I found upon the table in the centre of the room. Then, holding it aloft, I looked at the bed. Jeffries was stretched out upon it, lying flat upon his back, his arms extended. His eyes were wide open, as if he were staring at the canvas ceiling above him, his mouth was twisted, while his complexion was so ashen grey as to be almost death-like. I can candidly say that I have never seen a more terrible picture than that he presented then. At regular intervals the long, gasping sound, that was almost a moan, came from him, but with it all his body did not move, but remained as rigid as that of a man in catalepsy.

“Jeffries,” I cried, approaching the bed and looking down at him, “what is the matter, man? Wake up!”

He did not stir, so I took him by the shoulder and shook him. Still, however, he did not wake. Seeing this, I began to be alarmed, fearing that he must be in a fit. Again and again I shook him, till at last he opened his eyes and looked up at me — such a wild terrified stare as I hope I shall never see on a human face again.

“What is the matter?” he gasped. “What are you doing here?”

By this time I was quite convinced that the figure I had seen in my room was only a creation of my fancy. This being so I found it difficult to give him a ready answer to his question. All I could think of at the moment was to say that I had come because I had fancied he was ill and needed assistance.

“How the deuce could you have known that?” he asked suspiciously. “Your quarters are some distance from mine. That yarn won’t do for me, you know. You must have had some other reason for your visit.”

He had risen from the bed, and was now sitting on the edge of it. His face, strange to say, had quite recovered its customary colour, his voice was as firm as usual, and, so far as any casual observer could have told, he was as hale and hearty a man as any to be found in Australia at that moment.

“Come, old fellow,” he continued, “you must have had some other reason for paying me this visit.” Then he consulted his watch, which lay on the table beside the bed. “Do you know it is nearly three o’clock. What was it? Out with it — for I must confess I’m a little bit curious to hear what you have to say.”

“It seems absurd to say so,” I replied, after a moment’s hesitation, “but I woke up just now with the notion that you were in my room looking at me. The dream, or whatever it was, seemed so real, that I felt obliged to come over and see if there could be any truth in it. Then I saw you looking so ill that I determined to wake you. That’s all the explanation I am able to offer.”

“I am afraid your vision theory won’t hold water either,” he said, with a laugh. “I don’t fancy that I walk in my sleep, and I am perfectly sure that I have not paid you a visit to-night I’ve just had a brute of a nightmare, and I’m awfully obliged to you for waking me from it. I really thought the Devil had got hold of me.”

“It struck me that you were in a fit. You looked ghastly.” — 

“No, thank you! Not subject to them. And now, if you’ve nothing else to say, I think I’ll turn in again. I don’t feel exactly the thing.”

After asking if I could do anything, and being answered in the negative, I left him, and returned to my own quarters. It seemed to me then very evident that I had made a mistake in imagining that Jeffries had paid me a visit, and yet somehow I could not altogether feel convinced that this was so. Upon reaching my room I threw myself into a chair, and lit a pipe. After my last experience I was in no humour for sleep. On the contrary, I devoted myself to a subject that was, of all others, best calculated to keep me awake, that is to say, to considering my most unhappy and undeserved position. I thought of Estelle in her misery, then of the many kindnesses I had received at her father’s hands. This brought me to our conversation of the previous evening, and I shuddered as I thought of the villainous charge he had been induced to prefer against me. How glad I was that I had had the foresight to obtain possession of the incriminating letter before it could fall into other hands. Had I not done so there was no saying what might have happened. I resolved to overhaul the epistle once more, and accordingly rose from my chair and crossed the room to the spot where the coat I had worn the night before was hanging. Placing my hand in the breast-pocket, I took from it the papers it contained. To convey them to the table on which the light was burning and to examine them was the work of a moment. Two were from firms in Brisbane, and related to business of my estate; one was from a friend in England, and another from an old chum in Sydney. But where was the important document — that scrap of note paper that meant all in the world to me? It was not among those I had taken from the coat. A second examination of the packet convinced me of this. I returned to the door and once more dipped my hand into the pocket. It was empty, however. With a wild beating of the heart I searched the other pockets of the garment, but with the same result. The letter was not forthcoming. And yet I was practically certain that I had placed it in the breast-pocket of the coat. Wondering whether I could have dropped it in the dining-room I took up the candle and made my way thither. But though I searched diligently I could discover no sign of it. I hunted under tables and chairs, visited the room in which Mr. Mainwaring had died, ransacked my own office and the verandah, but still without success. Not a trace of the paper could I find, look where J would. Eventually I returned to my room utterly dispirited. As by this time you must be aware, that letter was of inestimable value to me. It had attacked my character most scandalously, and only by its help could I hope to regain my reputation. For my own part, perhaps, I did not care so much, but when it concerned Estelle’s good opinion of me it became a different matter altogether. To win her back I was prepared to fight the whole world.

It may appear strange to you, my reader, when perusing this story in the comfortable security of your own house, and the still more desirable security of knowing that you have never been adjudged guilty of any misdemeanour, moral, social, political or otherwise, that I should not have had my suspicions aroused ere this. As a matter of fact such a thing had never entered my head I was so convinced by this time that Jeffries had not visited my room that night, in other words, that my belief in his having done so was only a hallucination, that had the thought occurred to me that he might have been able to have told me something regarding the disappearance of the letter in question, I should have scouted the idea as being altogether absurd As soon as it was light, I partook of a light meal, and then mounted my pony and went about my usual work. It was a bright, fresh morning, and the air was as invigorating as champagne. I alone was despondent. The boys on the way to their employment saluted me cheerily, my pony capered under me as if life were more than usually worth the living, but I could not share in the general air of happiness.

At eight o’clock I returned to the house, feeling that I was not up to my work, and that, as soon as I realised that fact, the better it would be for me. My breakfast was ready for me, and I sat down to it — only to discover that my appetite had entirely deserted me, and that I could scarcely swallow a mouthful. The truth was I was in a state of extreme nervousness, which, considering that I did not know what any hour might bring forth, was not altogether to be wondered at The sword of Damocles was suspended above my head with a hair, and no one could say when it would fall. Over and over again I thought of Estelle, and wondered what she was doing, and how she was bearing her trouble. What would I not have given to have been able to have gone to her and to have comforted her in her distress. As things were, however, that was quite out of the question. It was the irony of fate, that I, the man who loved her best, should be shut out from her society just when I was most desirous of proving the sincerity of my affection.

A short time after breakfast, and just as I was deliberating in my mind as to whether I should run the risk of writing to Estelle, in the faint hope that she might grant me an interview, Jeffries made his appearance in the verandah, calm and collected as usual, cigarette in mouth, and stated that he was desirous of having a short conversation with me. All things considered, and though I would far rather have avoided the necessary unpleasantness of an interview, I could not, in the light of past friendships, have denied him his request. “Come in,” I said, and pointed to a chair. “What is it you want to say to me?”

As I spoke the remembrance of my dream, and also of the state in which I had found him, returned to me with overwhelming vividness.

“I’ve come to say good bye to you,” he answered, dropping into a chair as he spoke. “I also want to thank you for the kindness you have done me since I’ve been with you. George, had it not been for you I should have starved.”

His manner was so frank, as he held out his hand to me, and his smile so engaging, that for a moment I regarded myself as a brute of the first water for having asked him to go. It was too late, however, to draw back. I had arrived at a decision, and felt that I must go through with it.

“Whatever I may have done for you,” I returned, but for some reason without any great cordiality, “and I cannot say that I have done anything worthy of the name, you have amply repaid. I’m only sorry that we’re parting like this.”

“For my part, I don’t know how we’re parting,” he replied, “unless it’s on the best of terms. If I’ve trodden on your corns I’m sorry. I’m quite sure that you, on your side, have not trodden on mine.”

His magnanimity was so great that I scarcely knew what to say. For a brief space I was almost tempted to ask him to stay on with me. Fortunately, however, prudence prevailed, and I was able to restrain my impetuosity in time.

“Look here, old man,” he went on, after I had suitably replied to his speech, “I am anxious before I go to make you clearly understand one thing. Whether you will believe it or not is another matter, but I want you to hear me say it. Though you do not seem to realise it, you’re in a tight place — a deuced tight place — and I fancy ere you’ve done with it, that you’ll have all your work cut out to get clear. Now there’s an old fable about a mouse helping a lion to escape from a net. You’re the lion, as you may suppose. Now this is my point. Should matters turn out as I am very much afraid they may, you may chance to find that the mouse will put in an appearance from an entirely unexpected quarter. Do you take my meaning?”

“I am afraid I don’t, quite,” I answered. “If, however, you refer to the terrible business of last night, I can only say that my best defence will be my reputation, and the absolute knowledge of my own innocence. Don’t make any mistake about that.”

“Bless your heart,” he returned, “I’m not likely to do that Unfortunately, dear boy, you’ve not taken into consideration the fact, this is a chuckleheaded world, and that, even in legal matters, mistakes are liable to occur. Lots of men — I could give you a dozen instances if you desired to hear them — have been found guilty of crimes they never did and would never have committed.”

“You must really excuse me,” I said, rising from my chair, as if to terminate the interview, “but at the present moment this is a matter which I am not at all inclined to discuss. It is evident that you have some reason for believing that I am guilty of this hideous charge. If so, I beg that you will reserve it for a more suitable occasion. Doubtless that will soon be forthcoming.”

“Confound it, George,” he retorted, as if he were still anxious to convince me, “you’re not fair to me, indeed you’re not I, of course, am as certain as any one can well be that you had no hand in the business. I have told you that already; but what I want you to see is that, bygones being bygones, you have a staunch friend in me. Although you may not believe it now, the time may come when I shall be able to prove that fact to you. I won’t detain you any longer. Remember this, however, until all risk is over I shall remain in the neighbourhood in order to be ready to help. Now, once more, good-bye.”

“Once more, good-bye,” I replied.

After I had spoken, he turned and went towards the window leading into the verandah. Just as he was about to pass through, something flashed into my mind, and, why I shall never be able to understand, I resolved to act upon it.

“One moment, Jeffries,” I said, “there is another question I should like to put before you before we part. When you and Miss Octavia McDermott made your compact together, what was her share of the reward to be?”

If a bomb-shell had exploded at his feet the man could not have been more taken aback. He stared at me as if he could not believe he had heard aright For some reason or another it was evident that I had touched him upon a very tender spot.

“What do you mean?” he faltered. “What sort of compact could I have made with Miss Octavia McDermott? Are you chaffing me?”

“Chaffing? Oh dear, no!” I answered. “I was never more serious in my life than I am at this moment. Surely you can see that?”

I waited to hear what reply he would make to my speech, but he offered none. Then I determined to play a game of bluff and see what it would result in. As you are aware, I had nothing to go upon but a few words overheard by chance. Yet, to this day, I verily believe that I owe my life to that unexpected bit of eavesdropping.

“The truth is, my dear Jeffries,” I said, “we have not quite understood each other of late. You have wondered why I have not been the same to you as I once was. Let me give you a little advice. When you make compacts with people, be quite sure that they are not overheard. It sometimes makes bad-fellowship. Now, I’ve heard it said that a nod is as good as a wink to a blind horse. You are not blind — as I am well aware — but the nod may still be of service to you.”

“I don’t understand you,” he answered. “What you are talking about is so much gibberish to me.”

“So be it. In that case, there’s nothing more to be said.”

He turned upon his heel, and, without another word, left the room. When he had gone, I stood for some moments in anxious thought I was endeavouring to arrive at an understanding as to why Jeffries had behaved as he had done when I had spoke of his compact with Miss McDermott. What could there have been between them that the mention of it should have frightened him so? The puzzle, however, was too much for me — try how I would I could not solve it.

Half an hour later, Tibbits, my overseer, asked to see me, and was shown into my office. For the first time since I had known him he seemed uneasy in his manner, and when I questioned him as to his business, he wandered into by-paths and appeared unable to come to the point. “Look here, Tibbits” I said at last, “I know you well enough to be sure that you have not come here to waste your time or mine. What is it that has brought you? Speak out, man, and be done with it” — 

Tibbits looked up at the ceiling and down at the floor, scratched his head, twisted his hat in his hands, and at last ventured to inform me that Jeffries had left the estate.

“I know that as well as you do,” I said. “You surely have not come up here to tell me that There’s something else. Now, what is it?”

“Well, sir, at the risk of offending you, I’ll make a clean breast of it. I know Mr. Jeffries was your friend — knew you at home, so I understand. Well, sir, between you and me, he’s no class. What’s more,” here he dropped his voice to a whisper, “it’s my belief he’s mad, or worse.”

“Good gracious! and what makes you say that?” I cried, with as much apparent surprise as I could manage to cram into my voice at a moment’s notice. For, between ourselves, I also had had my suspicions as to his sanity.

“For more reasons than one, sir,” Tibbits continued. “In the first place, there were times when he’d talk very queerly. He’d carry on about being in league with the Devil — having sold his soul to the Evil One, and ask whether I thought that the old gentleman, if I may so put it to you, sir, was really a snake like it says in the Book of Genesis. For his part, he said, he believed it to be true.”

“What an extraordinary thing for a man to say.” — 

“That is not the worst part of it, sir. There’s more to come.”

“Well, what is it? Let me hear all.”

“Well, sir, it was this way. One night I’d been down to the Township to a sing-song and came home a bit later than usual — between twelve and one, maybe. The house here was in darkness, but there was a light in Mr. Jeffries’ room. Feeling a bit cheery, I thought I’d look in upon him, but before I did so, and I’m sure I don’t know what made me do it, I took a peep round the side of the blind. God bless me, sir! what I saw there frightened me so much that I nearly cried out.”

“What did you see?” I managed to ask, and I can assure you it cost me an effort. “See, sir? Something you will never believe. As true as I am alive, and may die to-day, I saw Mr. Jeffries fondling a snake. A great brute of a thing, that twisted and curled itself about him, round his waist, under his arms, up over his neck, and down his back, till my eyes went giddy looking at it. And then he put it down, and it went circling round and round the room till I could watch it no longer. It was the most awful sight I ever looked upon, and if I saw it again I believe I should go mad.”

“And what happened then?”

“Well, sir, I can only suppose that I must have fallen against the window and have made a bit of a noise, for before I knew what had happened, the door was opened and Mr. Jeffries was dragging me into the room.”

I felt compelled to say something, though I remembered my own experience.

“He did not do you any harm, I hope?” I remarked.

“No, sir, but he made me swear that as long as he was on the place I would never tell you or any one else what I had seen. Oh, Mr. Wellmore, you should have seen his face as he looked at me. It was like that serpent’s, only worse, much worse, because it was half the face of a man. And all the time the reptile was peering out at me from the box, and seemed to be listening to all we said. God grant I may never look upon such a thing again. I know I ought not to have promised not to tell you, sir, but I was too much afraid to refuse. But I’ve told you, now, sir, and, as I live, I feel better for doing so. Will you forgive me?”

“There is nothing to forgive, my dear Tibbits,” I replied soothingly, and then, having advised him for his own sake as well as for mine to say nothing to anyone of the occurrence — at least, for a time — I dismissed him, and sat down in a whirl to think over what he had told me. While I was still turning the subject over in my mind, a heavy step on the verandah attracted my attention, and a moment later the Coroner’s Officer made his appearance. He handed me an official-looking document. “A subpoena, sir,” he said, in explanation, “calling upon you to attend the Inquest on the late Mr. Mainwaring. It is to be held at two o’clock this afternoon at the ‘Gold Diggers’ Arms.’”


CHAPTER VI.
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IT IS NOT my intention to give a lengthy account of the Inquest that was held upon the body of Mr. Mainwaring. It is too painful a subject for me to care to dwell upon, even after this long lapse of time. Let it suffice, therefore, when I inform you that it was held at the “Gold Diggers’ Arms,” in the main street of the township, and that the court was crowded to its utmost holding capacity. The Jury, having viewed the body, were addressed by the Coroner, who referred in feeling terms to the terrible event which had necessitated his summoning them, and to the loss the district had sustained by the crime. I was the first witness called, and in reply to the questions put to me I gave the court a description of the circumstances under which I had found the body. Jeffries and Webster were next sworn and gave their evidence, first as to finding me kneeling beside the body, and then as to the discovery of the walking-stick in the bushes beside the drive. When questioned as to whether they recognised the stick, both admitted with some reluctance that they did. It belonged to Mr. Wellmore, the owner of the property, whom Jeffries declared the deceased had been visiting that evening, shortly before the murder took place. Tibbits corroborated the latter portion of this evidence. The doctor described the nature of the wound on the head of the murdered man, and was confidently of opinion that the blow must have been struck from behind, and that it was quite possible that the stick which had been found in the bushes was the instrument with which the crime had been committed. At this juncture I was recalled and examined concerning the stick. I told all I could, which was not very much. I was quite sure that it had been in the stand earlier in the day; nothing could shake my opinion upon that point; how and when it had been removed and by whom, I could not say. In answer to a question, I was thankful to be able to state that Mr. Mainwaring and I had parted quite amicably. I had no idea who could have perpetrated the deed, nor was I aware that anyone in the neighbourhood entertained any ill feeling towards the deceased, indeed, as the court was well aware, he was respected by all who knew him. After one or two further questions had been put to me the Coroner stated his intention of adjourning the court until the following Friday, in order that further inquiries might be made by the police. A vote of sympathy with the deceased gentleman’s daughter was then passed by the Jury, after which the sitting terminated, the witnesses being directed to attend the adjourned meeting.

As I was leaving the inn, I came upon a man with whom I had for some years been on friendly terms.

I more than half expected that he would speak to me, if only to express his sympathy with me upon the death of the man who, for all he knew to the contrary, was to have been my father-in-law. Instead of doing so, however, he merely nodded to me and passed on without speaking — an example which was followed, so I observed, by several other men. Of course I was not at a loss to understand the meaning of their behaviour, and though I tried my best not to show it, I could not but feel deeply hurt by their injustice. “That’s what their friendship is worth,” I said bitterly to myself as I made my way to where my buggy was waiting for me. “They condemn me before they know the facts of the case. I hope some day they’ll be sorry for their treatment of me.”

I climbed up into the vehicle and took the reins from my groom. As I was about to start the horse for home I saw coming along the path towards me an elderly man, a Scotchman named Macdonald, an eccentric character, who was well known in the district, not only for his stinginess, but also for his intolerance of humbug of any sort or description.

“I’d like a few words with ye, Mr. Wellmore,” he said as he came up and stood by the wheel. “Could ye manage to spare me a minute or two just for us to have a bit of a crack together?”

“Of course I can,” I replied, and bade my groom get down and walk home. Then I added: “Jump up, Mr. Macdonald, and I’ll drive you to your own gates.”

He took the vacant seat beside me and we set off along the dusty road. As we proceeded I saw many people glance at us. Evidently they were wondering what my companion could be thinking of to allow himself to be seen in the society of a man upon whom such a terrible suspicion was resting at that moment. But as I was soon to discover it was little Macdonald cared. To him I owe a debt of gratitude I shall never be able to repay.

“Now look ye heer, Mr. Wellmore,” said the old fellow as we left the main street behind us and began to ascend the hill, “as I said a while since, I want a little conversation with ye. I was present in Court back yonder and I heard all that was said.” Then he looked at me from beneath his shaggy eyebrows, and continued: “D’ye ken, young man, what folk are thinkin’ concernin’ ye?”

“Unfortunately I know only too well,” I answered. “They have got it into their heads that, because Mr. Mainwaring called upon me last night, and still more because the stick with which the blow was inflicted, happens to be my property, I must be the guilty person. Is not that what you were about to say?”

“Ye’ve hit it fair and right,” was his reply. “That’s exactly the poseetion of affairs at the present moment. Now listen ye to me, Mr. Wellmore. I’m a man who makes up his mind quickly, and when he’s made it up, doesn’t go back from it. It’s well at such times as this to know where your friends live, and there’s just one that I’d like to point out to ye for ye’re information, and his name is Robbie Macdonald. Bear it in mind, and if ye should want him, never mind what for, well I think ye know where to look for him. I’m a man of few friends, as ye ken, but I’d like nothing better than to serve ye.”

“This is indeed good of you, Mr. Macdonald, and I cannot tell you how grateful I am,” I said. “You are the second man who has proved himself my friend at this trying time, and when it is over I shall not forget you.”

“Tush, tush,” he answered, “I want nae gratitude, but only fair play. Well, here we are at my gate. Now, I’ll trouble ye to put me down. Remember what I have said to ye. Whatever ye want I’m ready to help ye with. If it’s to work for ye to prove your innocence, which please God won’t take much proving, I’m ye’re man. If it’s money, well there’s just a few bawbies put away safe and snug that might come in handy to ye, and to which ye’re welcome.”

I thanked him most heartily once more and then, having bade him good-bye drove on to my own home. My conversation with the old Scotchman had cheered me more than I could say. The mere knowledge that I could rely upon him through thick and thin was inexpressibly comforting to me.

Next morning the funeral of the murdered man took place in the little cemetery upon the hill. It was some time before I could make up my mind whether or not to attend it. To do so, and not as Estelle’s lover, would only, have the effect of setting malicious folk talking; yet not to do so would very probably make them believe that there was some amount of truth in the hints that had been thrown out against me. It would then be argued that there must be something in it if I were afraid to show myself at the grave-side of the man who was to have been my father-in-law, and who had certainly been one of my closest friends. On the other hand, it was necessary for me to think of Estelle, and as far as possible to consult her feelings. Who knew but that she might have already been influenced by my enemies? It was possible — and the very thought of such a thing chilled me to the marrow — that she might believe me to be guilty of the charge that had been suggested against me. Eventually, however, I came to the conclusion that it would be better for me to attend the ceremony, and this determination I accordingly carried into effect At the hour appointed for the funeral I entered the cemetery and awaited, with some three or four dozen others, who had attended to show the last signs of respect to the murdered man, the arrival of the funeral cortège. It was a trying time for me, for the reason that, though among that small crowd, I was, to all intents and purposes, alone. Those who could not avoid recognising me did so in a half-hearted fashion, as if they feared a wrong construction might be placed upon their action, while others, and among them were many who in bygone days were reckoned among my most intimate friends, turned their backs upon me and made as if they were entirely unaware of my presence. How little I thought that so short a period would make such a great difference.

After I had been some five minutes at the cemetery the procession came into view and wound its way up the paths between the lines of sympathetic spectators. Immediately behind the coffin walked Estelle in deepest mourning, leaning on the arm of the woman who had once been her nurse. Arriving at the grave-side the service proceeded, and I, from my place beneath a tree, looked on with an aching heart From where I stood I could hear the beautiful words, so full of hope, while I who knew and loved the dead man better than all save one, stood apart, the most hopeless of them all. At last the service came to a conclusion, and when the Benediction had been pronounced, Estelle looked her last into the grave, and then turned and made her way, still leaning upon her servant’s arm, towards the gate of the cemetery, before which her carriage was drawn up awaiting her. To do this it was necessary that she should pass within a few feet of where I was standing. As she turned and left the grave she was looking down and did not see me, but when only a distance of a few feet separated us, she raised her eyes and our glances met. She stopped abruptly, brought her left hand to her breast, and swayed a little, as if she were about to faint. God help me! the look that she gave me then will always be engraven upon my heart. Then, recovering herself, she resumed her walk once more as if she were unaware of my presence. Unhappily there was worse in store for me, for, when she reached the gate, who should step forward from the little throng beside it to assist her into her carriage, but Jeffries, dressed in deep mourning, and carrying his hat respectfully in his hand. His manner was so reverential, his demeanour so dignified, and his face so handsome, that I could scarcely realise it was the same man whom I had seen stretched out upon his bed, apparently in a fit, such a short time before.

As you may suppose, there were many among those present who had noticed the significant fact that I had not stood with Estelle beside the grave, and that, although she passed close to me on her way to the gate, she had not even recognised my presence by a bow. I could see significant glances being exchanged on every hand, and certainly it did not require much cleverness to understand their meaning. Perhaps it was only natural, under the circumstances, that they should jump to the conclusion that Estelle shared the general suspicion, and, in consequence, declined to recognise me.

Raging at the injustice of public opinion, I strode home and shut myself up in my house, feeling that only there could I be alone.

It may not be wondered at, after what I have said, that my meal that evening was a mere mockery. The various courses were sent away scarcely touched.

“The saints preserve us, Mr. Wellmore, if you don’t eat your victuals you’ll be good for nothing,” said Mrs. Milligan, my worthy old housekeeper, when she removed the last plate. “Sure, it’s looking like a death’s head have you been all day. Try to eat a little more, now do, there’s a dearie.”

But it was of no avail. I was worn out with sorrow and anxiety, and all I desired was to be left alone. An hour before my usual time I retired to rest, having spent what I shall always consider the most miserable day of my existence.

Once more I was destined to experience a wretched night Sleep would not come to me, and when I rose in the morning I was, if possible, more tired and depressed than when I had lain down eight hours before. After an apology for a breakfast, I, as usual, ordered my horse, and rode off to my work, to find what distraction I could in the commonplace routine of plantation life. Even this, however, did not prove sufficient to change the current of my thoughts. Then the temptation came to me to bid the neighbourhood good-bye for a time and to go South. But a moment’s consideration was sufficient to show me the folly of such a proceeding. Even had the inquest on the following Friday not made this impossible, my pride would not have allowed me to follow such a course. No! if the district chose to think me guilty of the crime it might do so, and I would stay and face it, and them, so long as I was able to do so.

Not once during that day did I go outside my gates, but pottered about the plantation, superintending some repairs I was executing in the sugar house, writing letters in my office, interviewing Tibbits, and generally doing all in my power to delude myself into the notion that I was at ease, and that I did not care what folk might say or think about me. That night my fate was kinder, and I slept from the time that I went to bed until sunrise. In consequence I rose refreshed beyond measure, and was able to regard the world in an altogether different light And I can assure you that I stood in need of encouragement, for that day a detective officer arrived from Welborough, fifty miles down the coast, with instructions to investigate the murder.

Immediately on his arrival he gave me to understand that he had made himself familiar with the general bearings of the case, and when he had put two or three questions to me, and received my permission to go where he pleased and examine anyone he cared to, he took himself off about his business. An hour or so later I saw him, accompanied by a policeman, taking measurements with a tape, from the place where I had discovered the body to where the Inspector had found the stick. Their next act was to measure from the house to the first-named spot, continuing the process from the overseers quarters, also from the Kanaka boys’ village. His reason for this did not occur to me until some time later.

The next day was Friday, the day of the adjourned inquiry, and when I rose in the morning it was with a feeling that was almost one of gratitude that the time had at last arrived when we should have the case, if not exactly cleared up, at least placed upon a definite footing.

Shortly before ten o’clock, and just as I was beginning to think of starting for the inquest, which was to be held at eleven, Mrs. Milligan came to my office to inform me that Mr. Macdonald had called, and would like to see me. I immediately made my way to the dining-room, into which room the worthy Scotchman had been shown. We wished each other a cordial “Good morning,” after which he explained the reason of his visit.

“Look ye here, my lad,” he began, “I’ve come up to ye, putting my best leg foremost, to let ye know a bit of news that I fear will not please ye. Now we had a wee bit of a crack together the other day, and I told ye I was your friend. Ye ken what I think about it all?”

“I know that you have been kind enough to express your belief in me,” I answered, “and, situated as I am at present, that is something to me. But may I ask what your news is? It is almost time for me to be making my way to the township, as you know the inquiry is to be resumed at eleven o’clock.”

“I’d be in no hurry, my laddie, if I were ye,” he replied. “Sit ye still and let things work themselves out in their own way. Believe me, it will be best.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand. Tell me what you mean?”

“Then ye’re simpler than I took ye for, or I’m a daft old fool, who doesn’t know how to break the matter to ye as I wanted to. Can ye guess now?”

“Ah,” I said, with a start of surprise, as an idea occurred to me, “I think I understand. You have been kind enough to come up here in order to inform me that I am about to be arrested.”

Macdonald nodded his head, while his little twinkling eyes watched my face intently.

“That is just how the case stands,” he said. “I had the word of it from the inspector himself, though, in my opeenion, ’twas exceeding his powers to have let it slip. He’s as good a friend to ye as I am, for, says he, ‘hurry ye up to the house, Macdonald man, and warn him, so that he may be prepared But don’t say that I said anything to you about it’ Upon me soul, I take it kindly of the man.”

“And so do I,” I replied. “So they’re going to arrest me, after all, are they?”

“Only as a matter of form, d’ye ken?” Macdonald put in hastily. “Only as a matter of form, my lad.”

“It’s a very unpleasant matter of form, at any rate,” I answered. “However, I’m glad I’ve had the warning. As you say, it would perhaps be better to remain here. I should not care about being arrested in Court, or in the main street. Let us go into the verandah and await the coming of the police.”

We did as I suggested, and for the next quarter of an hour smoked and chatted upon every variety of subject, save that upon which our thoughts were most closely centred. Macdonald told me anecdotes connected with his early days in the Colony, and, strange to relate, more than once made me laugh at the absurdity of his stories. Indeed, I fancy anyone who might have seen us there would have found it difficult to realise that I was sitting there awaiting the arrival of the police to arrest me on a charge of murder.

As it turned out, it was nearly half-past ten before the roll of wheels on the drive warned me that the officers of the law were approaching. When the carriage came into view I must confess that my heart began to beat faster, while a curious pumping sensation made itself felt in my throat. However, I nerved myself into appearing outwardly calm, even if I were not so inwardly. Seated in the carriage was the detective officer who had been making the investigations, while the man driving was the sergeant who had accompanied the inspector on the night of the murder. When they drew up at the steps, the former took a paper from his pocket and came towards me.

“Mr. George Wellmore,” he said, “I regret to say that I ‘have here a warrant for your arrest, on a charge of having been concerned in the death of Mr. William Mainwaring. I must caution you that anything you may now say may be used as evidence against you.”

“In that case, you may be sure I shall keep my tongue quiet,” I answered, with a feeble attempt at a joke. “Where do you wish to take me?”

“To the police station first,” the man replied. “After that it will be for you to say whether you will attend the inquest or not You are not bound to do so against your will.”

“I should certainly prefer doing so,” I answered. “Had we not better be starting?”

The sergeant agreed, whereupon Mr. Macdonald inquired whether he would be permitted to accompany us. The detective having no objection to offer, he entered the carriage, and we set off.

I presume it has not fallen to the lot of many of my readers to be arrested on a charge of murder. For their sakes I sincerely trust not Had a man told me a week before that I should be figuring in this undesirable capacity, I can assure you I should not have believed him. Yet here I was, being driven along the high road, in broad daylight, no longer my own master, but for a time, at least, the property of the Law and its minions. It is due to old Macdonald’s exertions that I was able to put as brave a face upon it as I did. He sat opposite me and chatted incessantly. Nothing came amiss to him, and even the grim face of the detective relaxed on more than one occasion, as he listened to him.

When we reached the police station I was conducted inside, and formally charged. The inspector, much to my relief, had already started (with the intention, I shrewdly suspect, of sparing me the additional pain of seeing him) for the “Gold Diggers’ Arms,” and in his absence the charge was read to me by the sergeant, who had accompanied the detective to effect my arrest. On being asked whether or not I would like to go on to the adjourned inquest, I stated my wish to attend, and arrangements were accordingly made for me to do so.

It was possible for us to reach the “Gold Diggers’ Arms” without having to pass through the main street, so that I was spared the mortification of being stared at by men who had once professed to be my friends.

When we reached the hotel we found a large crowd assembled outside. It soon became evident that the news of my arrest had not got abroad, and as very few of the bystanders knew who, or what, my companion, the detective, was, we were able to pass through the throng and to reach the side door of the building without attracting any undue attention. After a brief wait we were informed that the court was opened, and in company with the detective I entered the room. Macdonald had made his way in with the general public by the front door, and had managed to obtain standing room.

It would be impossible to describe my feelings as I looked round the court. My first glance fell upon the coroner — an old friend — then on the twelve intelligent jurymen, upon whose judgment my reputation — nay, my very life — depended. Upon my entrance a buzz of excitement ran through the room. It was as though they were saying to each other, “So he has been arrested after all Now we shall see what happens.”

The first witness called was the sergeant of police who had accompanied the inspector on his visit to my plantation on the night of the murder. He informed the court that he had found the stick with which it was supposed the crime had been committed. (The stick was thereupon produced and sworn to by the witness.) He stated that he had discovered it in a bush, exactly thirty-two feet from the place where the body was lying. There were no footprints on the soft ground of the shrubbery — so far as he was able to ascertain — but, from a mark on an adjacent tree, he was led to the conclusion that the stick had been thrown to where it was found from the drive, and with considerable force.

This evidence was corroborated by the inspector of police, while the detective verified the measurements given. The doctor was then recalled and examined as to the wounds upon the deceased’s head. Mr. Mainwaring was a well-nourished man, and the autopsy had shown, and professionally he was quite sure, that death was due to no other cause save the wounds inflicted upon the head. He was of the opinion that many blows were given with great force, and also that the individual who had dealt them could only have done so from behind. This was certainly a point in my favour, for had I been walking with the deceased, it was scarcely likely that I should have been able to step immediately behind him in order to Be in a position to inflict the blow.

The next witness was Webster, the engineer. He repeated his former evidence, stating that on the evening in question he was reading in the overseer’s quarters, when he heard a cry. He immediately ran out to discover what it might mean. Mr. Jeffries joined him almost at the same moment from the other side of the building. Together they made their way down the drive until they came to a spot where they found Mr. Wellmore kneeling beside the deceased. He then described what had taken place, and how he had been dispatched for the doctor. Mr. Wellmore, he declared, was greatly agitated. He knew the stick, but he was quite sure Mr. Wellmore had nothing of the sort in his hand at the time of his coming up.

When the Coroner had put one or two questions to him, Webster returned to his seat; there was a short pause, and then the name of Estelle Mainwaring was called. A perceptible thrill ran through the court. As for me, on hearing it, my heart began to beat so quickly that I felt as if I were choking. It had never struck me as possible that Estelle would be brought into the case, and yet one moment’s reflection should have shown me that such a thing must have occurred.

Without glancing to the right or left, the poor girl advanced towards the table, clad in the deepest mourning, and with a face as pale as the paper upon which I am now writing. Seated where I was she could not see me, a matter for which, as you may suppose, I was devoutly thankful.

With a kindliness for which I could not feel too grateful, the coroner invited her to be seated while giving her evidence. She accepted the offer, and then commenced to reply to the questions addressed to her. On the night of the murder her father had left home to visit the neighbouring estate of Mandura. He was in good healthy as usual — though perhaps a little low spirited, concerning a matter which was causing him and herself a great deal of pain. He was anxious to see Mr. Wellmore, and would go out that night In answer to a question from the Coroner, she admitted, in a low voice, that it concerned her engagement to myself. Certain information had reached them which was not of a favourable nature to myself, and her father, in consequence, had determined that the marriage, which had been arranged for an early date, should not take place. She was quite sure that her father was not angry, and that under no circumstances would he be likely to quarrel with myself. He had no enemies so far as she was aware — nor did she know of any one who would be likely to commit such a crime. This answer brought her evidence to a close, whereupon she left the court.

The next witness, to my surprise, was my old housekeeper, Mrs. Milligan. She was well-known to everyone in the court, and upon her name being called, there was some show of hilarity which was instantly suppressed by the coroner.

Mrs. Milligan stated that she had good reason to remember the evening in question. She did not know at what hour the deceased reached the house, but she heard him talking to her master in the dining-room shortly before nine o’clock. No, she was quite sure we were not quarrelling — but on being pressed the good soul admitted, almost in tears, that the master did seem a little put out about something. She did not hear Mr. Mainwaring leave, nor did she hear anything more until I called to her to bring lights to the spare room, as Mr. Mainwaring had been seriously injured. She recognized the stick produced as belonging to myself, but could not remember when she had last seen it. The deceased and her master, she stated, had always been on the most friendly terms; and then, losing her temper, which had not been too good up to that time, she declared that it was “a murthering shame that a gentleman like Mr. Wellmore should be brought to court on such a charge when, as everybody knew, the poor darlin’ was as innocent as a blessed babe unborn.”

Even the iron features of the Coroner relaxed on hearing this speech, and, serious though my own position was, I could not suppress a smile.

Mrs. Milligan having left the table with anger gleaming in her eyes, and looking as if she could tear the police-sergeant near her into mince-meat, Robert Jeffries was called. Looking as débonnaire as usual, the latter stepped up to the table and was sworn. Having taken the oath, he glanced across to where I was sitting. Evidently he was on the best of terms — not only with himself but also with the world in general.

To take you into my confidence, I should admit that it was Jeffries’ evidence I was most dreading. I had discharged the man, I had refused his proffered assistance; what was worse, I knew more than a little of his vanity, and it was this side of his character that I feared most.

He was closely examined concerning the various events of that memorable night. He stated that, on hearing the cry, he had hastened down the drive in company with Webster, and corroborated the statement the other had made as to their finding me kneeling on the ground, supporting Mr. Mainwaring in my arms.

“One moment,” interrupted the Coroner, looking up from his notes, “When you heard the cry for help, where were you?”

“Sitting outside my quarters, smoking.”

The Coroner took up a copy of the plan that had been prepared by the police, and examined it closely.

“In that case you would be able to see the verandah of the house quite distinctly?”

“Quite distinctly.”

“How long had you been sitting there before you heard the cry of which you speak?”

“Possibly a quarter of an hour! It might have been twenty minutes.”

“In that case you must have noticed the deceased and Mr. Wellmore in the verandah?”

“Yes, I saw them!”

As Jeffries finished speaking there was a perceptible flutter in the court.

“And what did you see?”

Jeffries hesitated before he replied. At that moment it would have been possible to have heard a pin drop — so still was the room. Everyone was waiting anxiously for what was to come next. What, I asked myself, was the man about to say and why did he pause?

“I saw them bid each other good-bye,” he answered, as if with an effort. “How did you know that they were bidding each other good-bye?”

“I gathered as much from the fact that Mr. Mainwaring went down the steps.”

“I see, and did Mr. Wellmore accompany him?” This time there was an even longer pause.

“Come, sir,” said the Coroner sharply, “be good enough to answer the question. Did Mr. Wellmore accompany the deceased, or not?”

“No!” Jeffries answered. Then, after another momentary — yet still discernible — pause, he added: “He did not! He was sitting in the verandah when I heard the cry for help.”

The excitement by this time was almost at fever heat For my part I could scarcely believe that I had heard aright If the Jury accepted Jeffries’ statement as reliable, and there was no earthly reason why they should not do so, I was cleared of the charge. Yet why had he destroyed the good effect his evidence had produced by those most foolish and irrational pauses? That was what I could not understand? It was doing me harm even while it was doing me good.

Jeffries was the last witness called. Then the Coroner commenced summing up. Addressing the Jury, he pointed out to them that there could not be the least doubt that on the evening in question Mr. Mainwaring had visited my house. That there had been some friction between us, was also a matter that admitted of little, or no, doubt. The deceased had remained at my house for some time and had then taken his departure, according to the testimony of one witness, alone. He would point out that the evidence of this witness was of the utmost importance, for the reason that, if the accused were sitting in the verandah after the deceased’s departure, and at the time when the cry for help was heard, he could not possibly be held accountable for the commission of the crime. This was a matter which the Jury would have to decide, and he would leave it to them to do so. After he had commented upon certain other aspects of the case, the Jury retired to consider their verdict.

They were not absent many minutes — though it seemed to me at least an hour. When they returned, their foreman, as spokesman, declared that they found me Not Guilty of the charge which had been preferred against me — and that they brought in a verdict of “Wilful Murder against some person — or persons — unknown.”


CHAPTER VII.
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IT WAS A somewhat significant fact that the Jury’s verdict should have been received by the crowded court without any sort of demonstration. If I had been found guilty, there could not have been a greater silence. It is true that old Macdonald and one or two others came forward and shook me by the hand, but the majority of those present held aloof from me, as if, even with the jury’s verdict to the contrary, they would never believe me innocent of the charge. Having thanked the coroner I withdrew, accompanied by my faithful old friend, who would not leave me for a moment. At the main door of the building I found Jeffries, evidently awaiting my coming.

“I congratulate you,” he said. “Did I not warn you that some day it might lay in the power of the mouse to help the lion? I was not very far out, after all, was I?”

“You have certainly helped me,” I answered. “Had it not been for your evidence I should, in all probability, have been done for. I don’t see how I could have managed to clear myself. I am very much indebted to you.”

“Don’t say anything about it,” he replied. “I’m only too glad to have been of assistance. In a way, it works off some of my debt to you.”

His manner was so conciliatory, and he had rendered me such a signal service, that for a moment I was almost tempted to ask him to forget our little quarrel and to return to his old position on the plantation. Prudence, however, once more exerted her sway, and I held my peace.

“May I ask you what you are going to do?” I said, when we had walked a few steps from the crowd that was collected at the door.

“I have not yet made up my mind,” he answered. “In all probability I shall remain here for another week or so, and then go South. You know the old adage about ‘all play and no work’? Well, I have to bear it in mind. I can’t afford to be idle long.”

This speech made me feel more than a little uncomfortable. He had rendered me a very great service, indeed it might almost be said that he had saved my life, and in return I was allowing him to go out into the world again — to sink or swim — as if I knew nothing of him — and what was worse — cared less. I was well aware that he had not saved very much money, for, if the truth must be told, he was as prodigal in that respect as in any other.

“Look here, Jeffries,” I said, after a short pause. “I am going to ask you to do me a favour. It will probably be the last I shall ask of you.”

“What is it?” he enquired, looking rather curiously at me, I thought, as he put the question. “I didn’t think it was in my power to do you another good turn.”

“To tell the truth,” I said, “it’s rather an awkward subject to broach to a man, but if you will take it in the spirit in which I intend it, it will make me feel much happier. We know each other well enough, I think?”

I saw his brows contract in a way that I knew of old. This did not look well for what I had to say to him.

“Come, out with it,” he remarked sharply. “As you say, we know each other well enough by this time to be able to speak plainly to each other.”

“Well, the long and the short of the matter is, I want to know how you stand for ready money,” I returned. “If there’s anything I can do for you in that direction, you know very well that I shall be only too glad to do it.”

“Thanks, very much,” he answered stiffly. “I know you mean it kindly, but I’m not in want of help of that kind. I shall be able to rub along very well for some few weeks, I have no doubt.”

“You are not angry with me for offering it?” I returned, though, at the same time, I felt sure that I  had offended him.

“Not in the least,” he answered, as stiffly as ever. “You must see for yourself, however, that it would be impossible for me to take your money — particularly at the present time. Though you may not suppose so, I have still a little pride left. And now, I’ll wish you good-day. I have one or two matters of importance to attend to, and that enquiry lasted longer than I expected it to do,”

He nodded airily to me, and then took himself off. It was not until I came to think the matter over later that I recalled the fact that neither of us had offered to shake hands with the other. One thing, however, was quite certain, and that was that I was more than angry with myself for having offered him a loan. I had been well snubbed for my pains, and it served me right.

When I rejoined Macdonald, who all this time had been patiently waiting for me, we strolled down the street together, in the opposite direction to that Jeffries followed. The old fellow was in the best of spirits and quite ready to take to himself the credit for the successful result of the enquiry, that is to say, as far as I was concerned.

“I knew well enough that they could do nothing against ye,” he declared, beating the air with his stick as he spoke. “’Twas merely a matter of form that had to be gone through, and they knew it as well as you and I did. Still, it’s glad I am to see ye’re your own master once more, for when ye get into the hands of the Law, there’s no saying how long ye may have to stop there before ye can prove ye’re innocent I mind a case once in Aberdeen when a man came near to being brought in guilty of manslaughter because he happened to have the pocket-handkerchief of a murdered man in his pocket. And, mark you, it had been sent to him by mistake from the wash. No! the Law’s a thing that must be taken seriously, and I’m glad ye’re safe out of it.”

Heaven knows there was no one more thankful than myself, but I could have wished that the verdict might have been received in a more kindly fashion by those who had once professed themselves my friends. I was not aware that I had ever done anything to incur their enmity, and yet, for some reason or another, I was being treated as if I were a social pariah, and unfit to associate with my fellow men.

Having bade Mr. Macdonald good-bye, I made my way home with all possible speed. I wanted to be alone to think over all that had happened that day. Needless to remark, it was Jeffries’ behaviour that I found the greatest difficulty in understanding. If he had seen me sitting in the verandah after Mr. Mainwaring’s departure, why had he not told me so when we had had that discussion as to the gravity of my position? What was his reason for keeping back information that was of such importance to me? Had he informed the police when they were making inquiries, I might have been spared the indignity of arrest, and also have been saved a vast amount of unhappiness. As it was, I had been acquitted by the Coroner’s Jury of any complicity in the crime, but it remained to be proved whether the general public would accept their verdict as a correct one. From what I had seen, I was afraid they would not.

Unhappily, I was only too correct in my surmise. Before a week had gone by I had discovered that, although the law of the land had proclaimed me innocent, my own neighbourhood, and the people with whom I was brought in daily contact, still looked coldly upon me. Folk who had once been numbered among my intimates now pretended not to see me, or, if they did see me, gave me the scantiest recognition. To all intents and purposes I was boycotted, and yet, for the life of me, I could not tell why.

I had seen nothing of Estelle since the inquest — but news was brought me to the effect that she was still under the influence of the curious torpor that had held possession of her since the funeral. Her piano was untouched, she neither read nor worked, nor would she consent to see anyone. I had not attempted to approach her, either personally or by letter. It could not do either of us any good to meet, and, in fact, could only be productive of pain.

For nearly three weeks after the inquest, I did not leave my estate, but devoted myself exclusively to my work. Public feeling being so antagonistic, I had no desire to mix with my neighbours. This sort of thing, however, could not endure for ever, and after a while I began to find myself chafing more and more at the injustice of which I was the victim. But what could I do? I was powerless to fight the whole world, while I knew enough of my fellow man to be sure that, even should I succeed in convincing some, there would always be others who would continue to believe me guilty. At last I made up my mind that matters could not continue in their present state; the depression under which I had fallen was beginning to have a serious effect upon me. I resolved, therefore, to end it for once and for all. It was a desperate step that I was meditating — but at that time I was in the humour for desperate measures. Since Mr. Mainwaring’s interview with me, and the subsequent troubles, I had been growing more and more tired of Queensland, or, to be fair, of that particular part of the colony in which I had taken up my residence. Now I was resolved that if I could find a purchaser for the plantation, I would leave it and go.

Having come to this decision with myself, the next thing was to find the purchaser. This proved somewhat more difficult than I had expected. Eventually, however, I received an offer that appeared as if it might suit me. Negotiations were at once commenced, and when they were concluded I was no longer the owner of Mandura. My sugar planting experiences were at an end, and I was once more free to wander where I would upon the surface of the globe.

Of Jeffries I had heard nothing for some considerable time. He had left the district about a week after the inquest, but had informed no one of his intentions or of his destination.

On the evening prior to my departure for the South, I came to an understanding with myself upon a matter that had been uppermost in my thoughts for some days. At first I had made up my mind never to see Estelle again — but when the time drew near for me to leave, I discovered that I could not leave the woman I loved without one word of farewell. I accordingly determined to endeavour to obtain an interview with her, though whether she would consent to see me was quite another matter.

With this object in view, on the following evening I set off for Togorah. Having reached the house, I was about to ring the bell when a light footstep in the verandah outside attracted my attention, and on turning I found myself face to face with Estelle herself. She was dressed entirely in black, which colour gave an additionally ghostly effect to the pallor of her face. Seeing who it was standing before her, she turned as if to leave me — but I stopped her before she could do so.

“Estelle,” I said, “can you guess why I am here?

Why I am intruding, myself upon you in this manner?”

“No,” she answered. “I cannot but think, however, that it would have been better for us both had you remained away.”

“I have come,” I replied, without appearing to notice the latter portion of her speech, “because I am going away for ever, and I could not leave without one last word with you. Mandura is sold, and henceforth I shall be a homeless wanderer. You must know my reasons for leaving this neighbourhood.”

I waited for her to answer, but she did not do so. She was standing beside the verandah rails, one white hand resting upon the balustrading, and looking indescribably beautiful in the wan moonlight.

“I cannot believe that you are ignorant as to why I am taking this step,” I said, advancing a step nearer her as I spoke. “Be that as it may, however, I will give you my reasons. I am leaving my home and my work here because I have been treated most unjustly, not only by strangers, but also by people who once styled themselves my friends. Estelle, I loved you as few men have loved women, and, as God is my witness, I esteemed your father as I did my own. What reason anyone could have for believing that I should have compassed his death passes my comprehension. Some day, however, I am certain that the mystery will be unravelled. Estelle, you don’t believe me guilty, do you?”

She did not answer, and her silence cut me to the heart I was at a loss to understand it.

“In Heaven’s name, speak,” I cried. “You do not know what agony you are causing me.”

“I have no desire to do that,” she answered, with a little sob. “But what can I say to you?”

“Say that you believe me to be innocent and give me some hope for the future — if only one little gleam. Did you but know how I have suffered your heart would relent. I swear to you by all I reverence and hold sacred, that there is not the slightest shadow of truth in the story that I betrayed and deserted that woman in Melbourne. I have never seen or heard of her, or the Reverend Edward Sturgess, of Acacia Villa.”

On hearing this, she recoiled from me as if I had struck her. Then I heard her give a little gasp as if she were in pain.

“How did you become aware of his address?” she asked, in a voice I scarcely recognized.

“Because I have seen his letter,” I replied, without a thought of what such a confession would imply.

“You say that you have seen the letter?” Estelle returned, still in the same hard tones. “May I ask where you saw it? My father promised that he would not show it to you, and I am certain that he would not have broken his word.”

Then I realized what a grievous mistake I had made. There was nothing for it now but to make a clean breast of my action on the night of the murder. Not to do so would have been to allow a terrible interpretation to be placed upon it. After my confession, however, I knew that it would be futile even to think of obtaining Estelle’s forgiveness.

“You have not told me under what circumstances you saw the letter,” she repeated.

“I took it from your father’s pocket after he had been carried up to the house,” I replied. “Do not judge me too harshly, Estelle! Try to remember what it all meant to me. He had given me to understand a short time before that he was in the possession of information that proved me guilty of as dishonourable an action as a man could commit, and as he said it, I noticed that he placed his hand unconsciously upon his breast pocket. From that action I gathered that he carried what he considered the proof of my guilt about with him. Later, when he was dead, the temptation to find out who had wronged me proved too strong, and I took the letter from his pocket and read it.”

“You robbed my dead father? Shame, oh, shame, upon you. I should not have believed such a thing of you.”

“The letter should have been shown to me,” I protested. “It was unfair to bring a nameless charge against me and to give me no opportunity of disproving it. It was my love for you that made me do it.”

“I want no such love,” she answered. “I would have given much to have been spared what you have just told me. I believed so implicitly in you once.”

“That can only mean that you do not do so now. Since that is so, I will leave you. Heaven help me, Estelle, may you never know the misery of being treated as I have been. From to-night we shall never look upon each other’s faces again. May God bless you and help you to think better of me.”

She did not answer me, and with the last hope extinguished in my breast, I made my way down the steps to the drive once more. As I reached it, it seemed to me that I heard something that sounded suspiciously like a sob come from the place where Estelle was standing.

Next day I formally handed over my property to the new corner, collected my impedimenta, and then set sail for the South, via Brisbane. What my life was to be for the future I did not know. I was without definite plans and, save a desire to fathom the conspiracy against me, almost without ambition. So far as I could see at the moment, life had nothing more to offer me. In losing Estelle I had lost all that made existence worth anything to me. I was bankrupt of love and hope — devoid of friends — and only rich in the number and ill-feeling of my enemies.

A fortnight after the interview I have just described, I reached Melbourne and installed myself at the hotel I usually patronized, when visiting the Queen City of the South. There being no reason why I should have done so — I did not hurry myself — but had followed my own fancy as befitted a man of only too abundant leisure. As soon as I found myself in the Victorian capital, however, my lethargy disappeared as if by magic, and I became anxious to get to work upon the enquiries from which I desired to derive such momentous results. I would have done so on the very day of my arrival, had I not had the misfortune to run across an individual whom I had last met in San Francisco, and who appeared to set some store upon our chance acquaintance. Nothing would suit him but that I should spend the afternoon in his company, and to this arrangement I was reluctantly compelled to agree. We accordingly lunched and also dined together, and so completely dominated was I by his robust cheeriness, that I was even persuaded to accompany him to a theatre later on. The small hours were looking in upon us before I could get rid of him, and it was only with difficulty that I was able to evade an invitation to accompany him to a race meeting on the morrow.

Immediately I had breakfasted next morning, a meal which I hurried somewhat, fearing lest my friend of the previous day should take it into his head to look in upon me, as he had hinted he might do, I went into the street and called a cab. A short conversation with the driver led to my taking a seat in his vehicle, whereupon we set off at a smart pace in search of Acacia Villa, Workfield Road. It would be impossible for me — even if it could prove of interest to you — to give you any sort of description of the drive. To me, eager as I was to reach my mysterious destination, it seemed of interminable length. So much so, indeed, that after we had been driving for upwards of half an hour, I felt constrained to ask my charioteer if he were quite sure that he knew where he was going.

“Law bless you, yes,” he replied, “I know that street as well as you know your own front door.”

I could not help thinking at the moment that, if he were not more familiar with the street than I was at that moment with my front door, I stood a very poor chance of ever finding Acacia Villa, but as he dropped the shutter immediately he had replied, I permitted his retort to pass unanswered.

At last, after wandering through innumerable back streets in what was plainly a not too artistic quarter of the city, we found ourselves in a long, uninteresting street, lined on either side by small villas of the true Australian type. As may be supposed, I kept a sharp look out for Acacia Villa, but to my dismay was unable to discover any sign of a house bearing such a name. A second and more careful inspection confirmed me in the supposition that there was no such place — or, at least, no such house — that was at present known by that name.

“Just take my advice, sir,” remarked the cabman at length, with the readiness of resource peculiar to his class. “Inquire at that corner grocery store. It’s ten to one they’ll be able to tell you whether there ever was such a house or not. Pubs are good, but groceries to my thinkin’ are better.”

This seemed to be a notion worth trying. I accordingly descended from the vehicle and made my way into the shop in question. An elderly female, her hair in ringlets, and a pair of spectacles perched on the top of her forehead, stood behind the counter, and enquired what she could have the pleasure of doing for me. When I informed her that I was in search of information, the smile that she had allowed to flicker upon her face for a moment, when I entered, vanished entirely. Seeing this I hastened to purchase a shilling’s worth of matches, which I determined to bestow upon the cabman as soon as I left the shop.

“I am anxious to discover the whereabouts of Acacia Villa,” I said, while my parcel was being prepared for me. “Do you happen to know whether there is such a house in the street?”

“Unfortunately I know it only too well,” she replied, with a return of her vinegary expression. “And I’m not the only one. There are at least a dozen people within a hundred yards of this shop who’d like to know the whereabouts of the parties who lived there. And what’s more, would pay well for the information.”

“I gather from what you say that they were not what one might call exactly ‘popular’?”

“They were not! They took the house, furnished it on the hire system, stayed there six months, and then left without warning, owing money to everyone in the neighbourhood. If you think that makes folk popular, as you call it, I don’t — and you’re welcome to your own opinion.”

It was very evident that the tenants of Acacia Villa had not the sympathy of the neighbourhood. Realising this I hastened to allay any suspicions my enquiries might have aroused, by assuring the good lady that my reasons for endeavouring to trace the fugitives were not altogether dissimilar to her own. From that moment I was assured of her sympathy. From what she told me, I gathered that the household of Acacia Villa had consisted of one woman and two men. The woman, it would appear, had the misfortune to be pretty! One of the men was elderly, the other anything between thirty and thirty-five. I enquired the name of the elder man, and at the same time asked if he happened to be a clergyman. The latter question was greeted with such derision that I at once saw I was on the wrong tack.

“Clergyman?” she retorted, “a pretty sort of clergyman he would make. Why, I should say he was the most drunken old reprobate in all Melbourne. He used to lie abed and drink brandy all day long, so Mrs. Bedridge told me, and as she did for them, and never got but a month’s money for her trouble, she ought to know if anybody did.”

I made a mental note of Mrs. Bedridge’s name, and then repeated my question as to the sick man’s name. This I discovered was Clancy — that of the younger being Belford. Clancy, as his name would lead one to suppose, was an Irishman, the other was undoubtedly English, or, as the shopkeeper put it, a “Britisher.” The woman she knew nothing about save that she dressed in a fashion that she (my informant) would not have imitated for all the gold in Australia.

Realising that nothing further was to be gained by discussion, I enquired where I should be likely to find Mrs. Bedridge, and on being informed that, in all human probability, at that moment she was at her own residence in an adjoining street, I thanked the woman for her kindness and went out into the street once more.

Fortunately Mrs. Bedridge’s place of abode proved easier to discover than Acacia Villa, and, what was better still, the lady of whom I had come in search, was at home. She was a stout, matronly party, who might have been some fifty years of age. At the moment of my arrival she had evidently been engaged in some culinary operations, for traces of dough still lingered upon her fingers. I introduced myself and my mission, whereupon it at once became evident that her hatred of the absent ones was no less bitter than that of the lady of the corner grocery store. From her statement it would appear that she had served Clancy and his friends for upwards of six months, and that during the whole of that period, she had only received a month’s wages. She corroborated the statement of my first informant that Clancy was not a clergyman, and stated her belief that he was nothing at all, “unless,” she naively added, “being the biggest cheat in all the world counted for anything” If there’s any truth in the old saying, Mr. Clancy’s ears must have tingled at that moment.

“It is a great pity I cannot get some more definite information concerning them,” I said at last. “You don’t happen to possess, by any chance, a photo of either of the party, I suppose?”

In reply, she stated that she did not, and assured me that, if she had, she would have burnt it long since. Then she checked herself, and stood for a moment with her finger upon her lips, as if in meditation.

“To my knowledge there’s no photograph of Clancy, but now I come to think of it, the young woman—”

“Was her name Delford?” I interrupted.

“No! ’Twas Fergusson — at least, that’s what they called her. Though what her real name was the Saints in Heaven alone know! To my mind—”

“I beg your pardon for interrupting you,” I put in, “but you were about to tell me something concerning a photograph, if I’m not mistaken.”

“I was going to say that, to the best of my belief, the woman and the younger man had theirs taken at a shop in Swanston Street, just at the time he was going away. I shouldn’t have known about it but that Mrs. Robertson’s son, next door, works at the shop where they had them taken, and he told me over his fence, one Sunday morning. The photographs weren’t paid for, so they didn’t send them, and that was just the way they served all of us. It would be a blessed day for me if I had the money they ought to have paid to me.”

After condoling with her I enquired the name of the younger man. So far as she knew it was Belford, but this told me nothing, it might have been Brown, Jones, or Smith.

“Oh, that man!” the woman burst out, “he frightened me that much before now that I thought I should have died. It’s my belief he’s the Devil himself, when he’s in one of his fits.”

I was thinking of something else at the minute, but to keep her going I asked what she meant by “in his fits.”

She threw up her hands as if the question were too much for her.

“It’s wrong I am to call them fits,” she replied.

“They were worse than fits. When he’d got them on him, you’d think, as I said just now, that ’twas the Devil himself looking at you. And that dirty snake—”

“What?” I cried, with a vehemence that made my cabby turn round to look at me. “What do you mean by snake?”

“I mean that he carried a nasty, filthy snake about with him, and when he used to turn his eyes on a body after one of them fits, it was for all the world as if the snake, and not the man, were looking at one.”

Before she could say another word I was out of the house and in the cab.

“Drive me to Swanston Street as quickly as you can,” I cried to the cabman.

Twenty minutes later I had discharged the cabman, and was standing in a photographer’s shop, enquiring of the proprietor whether he had ever employed a youth named Robertson. He assured me that he had never done so, and I proceeded elsewhere. Eventually, just as I was losing my patience, I came upon the shop I wanted. A youth of the name I had mentioned had been with them for upwards of a year, and was still in their employ. On hearing this I requested the manager to spare me five minutes of his time alone. When we were closeted together in His office, I told him of the enquiries I was making, and asked him if he could recall the man and woman in question.

“I remember the couple distinctly,” my companion answered. “If you will excuse me for a few moments I will endeavour to find their likeness.”

I willingly did so, and he thereupon disappeared. When he returned he brought with him three photographs, one of which he handed to me.

The face of the woman in the picture I had never seen before. My feelings, however, may be imagined, when I say that her companion was none other than Jeffries, my old school friend.

“Good Heavens,” I muttered to myself, as I stared at the card in my hand, “what does it all mean?”


CHAPTER VIII.
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AS I TOLD you at the close of the previous chapter, I stood in the photographers office staring at the cabinet picture he had shown me with a feeling that was little short of stupefaction. The hint I had received from Mrs. Bedridge had in a sense prepared me for the discovery, but even with this indisputable evidence before me I could scarcely believe that such villainy could be practised by such a man. It seemed incredible that Jeffries, whom I had treated so generously, could have taken my benefits and at the same time have been doing his utmost to destroy all the happiness of my life. And yet what other construction could I put upon it?

When I had recovered a little from my astonishment my first care was to ascertain when the photograph had been taken. This proved to be a month prior to Jeffries’ arrival at my plantation.

“You have rendered me a very great service,” I said to the manager of the establishment, “and I am extremely obliged to you. Would it be possible for you to add to your kindness by permitting me to purchase this picture?”

“If it is likely to be of any assistance to you, you are welcome to it,” he replied, and then added with a smile, “I have a good number by me, for, as I informed you, they were not paid for, and in consequence were not delivered.”

I thanked him for his courtesy and then, placing the photograph in my pocket, bade him good morning and left the shop. I had now to decide upon my future actions. I could not see that anything was to be gained by a second interview with the worthy Mrs. Bedridge, yet at the same time I felt that I could not rest content with the information I had so far obtained. At the cost of time, money, or trouble, I was determined to sift the mystery to the bottom.

After a little thought it struck me that it was scarcely likely that folk who had behaved as Mr. Clancy and his companions had done in Melbourne could fail to be known to the police. I determined, therefore, to proceed at once to the Metropolitan head-quarters and institute enquiries there. To my delight I was even more successful than I had hoped to be. The inspector, to whom I was introduced, and whom I informed that Jeffries was formerly my overseer, declared that he was quite familiar with the trio and their doings. In fact, it was evident that he was well nigh as interested in them as I was.

“A very remarkable trio,” was his observation in reply to my enquiry. “Like yourself, we should very much like to lay hands upon them — Mr. Clancy in particular.”

“In that case what information can you give me concerning them?” I asked. “I can assure you I have the best of reasons for asking. I have been a very sorrowful victim of their machinations.”

“I can tell you a good deal about them,” the inspector replied. “We have three charges against Clancy and the woman for blackmailing, and two against the three of them for conspiracy to defraud. At the same time, we have good reason to believe that the younger man, who, you say, has of late been acting as your overseer in Queensland, was the perpetrator of at least two extremely clever forgeries. It would be to his advantage, therefore, to go north in order to keep out of our way. You do not happen to know where he is just now, I suppose?”

“I have not the least idea,” I answered. “I believe he remained in the district for upwards of a fortnight after I had discharged him; since he left I have not heard anything of him. Have you, on your side, any notion where Clancy and the woman are?”

“None whatever! If we had they would not be at liberty at the present moment. We were just too late to lay our hands upon them. Their departure was very cleverly managed and deceived us completely. How it was worked we have never been able to discover, but we have good reasons for believing that the elder man and the woman crossed to Valparaiso. What became of the younger man we never knew. You have set that matter at rest for us, and now we must have another try to catch him. I fear, however, it will be like searching for a needle in a bundle of hay.”

This conversation was all very well for the police officer, but at the same time it did not advance my knowledge very much.

“In your prosecution of the case did you secure any specimens of Clancy’s handwriting?” I enquired. “If so, I should be obliged if you could let me see them!”

“We have plenty of specimens,” he answered, “and you shall examine them if you like,”

He touched a gong at his side, and when this was answered, bade the man bring him the documents connected with the Wilborough Blackmailing Case. These were presently forthcoming, whereupon the inspector handed them to me. I glanced at the first letter of the bundle and instantly recognised the handwriting as being the same as that of the letter signed Edward Sturgess. There was not the least doubt of it. All the peculiarities of the style, which had been so indelibly impressed upon my memory, were to be discovered in this precious epistle, which for villainy fully equalled, if it did not surpass that which had been the means of driving me from my home.

“Yes, the handwriting is the same,” I said, reluctantly, as I returned the bundle. “I would swear to it anywhere.”

As the inspector could give me no further information, I thanked him for what he had done for me and bade him good-bye. As I proceeded into the street I felt that I had not done a bad morning’s work after all. I had at least discovered the identity of the Reverend Edward Sturgess, and at the same time I felt perfectly certain that if Mr. Mainwaring had received a letter from Mary Alice Delford, then that lady and Clancy’s female partner were one and the same person. But though I felt morally sure of this, there was still the one great puzzle to be solved, and that was the question as to why it had all been done. How could it benefit Jeffries to break off my engagement with Estelle? As events had proved, it had brought him harm instead of good. He had lost the position in which he had declared himself to be extremely comfortable, and, in consequence, he was thrown upon the world once more with very little money, and, what was worse, without any prospect of employment.

Still pondering over these things I made my way back to the hotel, lunched, and then went into the writing-room to write an account of all that I had discovered. This important task completed, I placed what I had written in an envelope, sealed it, and despatched it, safely registered, to Estelle, accompanied by a letter in which I informed her that should my story require corroboration this could be obtained by applying to Mrs. Bedridge, the photographer in Swanston Street, and also the Metropolitan Police authorities. After that I prepared myself to wait, with as much patience as I could command, for her reply, which I felt sure would come. Perhaps then all would be well again, for though I could not but feel that she had cruelly wronged me by the suspicion, I loved her as fondly as ever I had done, and, if she were willing to admit that she had done me an injustice, I, on my side, was more than ready to forgive and forget.

The days went by, and then I knew that she must have received my letter, possibly she had posted her reply. It was even probable, I argued, that she might telegraph to me, and for this reason I scarcely quitted the hotel all day. No message, however, reached me. Perhaps it will come to-morrow, I told myself when bed-time came, but the morrow went by and still my hopes were unfulfilled. It was plain to me by this time that she did not intend to telegraph. The disappointment was a keen one; still I felt certain of receiving a letter, and in this anticipation I found courage to wait. Time went by, and at last the earliest day arrived upon which it would be possible for me to receive the long looked for letter. I had made enquiries and had discovered at exactly what time I could receive it. For a quarter of an hour before that time I paced the hall of the hotel, anxiously awaiting the arrival of the postman. When at last he made his appearance I could scarcely contain my impatience. Never was a man so long in disgorging the contents of his bag. When he had left the office the clerk began to sort the pile before him. Side by side I waited with an old gentleman, who pestered the clerk for information concerning the next homeward-bound mail-boat, grudging every second’s delay, and hoping every moment to have the precious envelope handed to me. My spirits sank lower and lower as he neared the end of the heap. Then the well-known Queensland stamp caught my eye and a letter was handed to me. I carried it to a quiet part of the hall, and without looking at the address, tore open the envelope and withdrew the contents. One glance was sufficient to destroy my hopes. The letter was not from Estelle at all, but from Mr. Parker, the man to whom I had sold the plantation, and consisted of an enquiry as to the character of a man who had applied for a situation on the estate.

Thrusting it angrily into my pocket, I returned to the office and questioned the clerk as to whether he had any other letter for me.

“No, Mr. Wellmore,” he replied, “I am afraid I have no other for you, but I’ll look again, to make sure.”

He did so, but with no success. It was therefore plain to me that Estelle had not written at once, as I had hoped she would do. Now there was nothing for it but to wait until next day, unless I telegraphed.

My pride, however, refused to allow me to do that Alas! next day I was destined to be again disappointed. Though I had three letters handed me, that which I was hoping to receive from Estelle was not among the number. I cannot give you any idea of my feelings when I made this discovery. What could it mean? Did Estelle doubt the truth of my story? Was her love for me dead, or did she still believe me guilty of her father’s murder? My pride struggled with my love, but the latter conquered in the end. I determined to wait for one more day, and if I did not hear from her then, to telegraph an enquiry as to whether she had received my letter. The appointed hour on the following day found me in the hall, waiting, as usual, the arrival of the postman. He deposited his baggage in the office, and the clerk proceeded to sort the letters according to custom. He had not been at work long before he handed me a letter. Almost before I had taken it, I recognized Estelle’s handwriting. You will readily imagine with what haste I tore the envelope open — my heart beating tumultously all the while It was but a short note, but meagre though the contents were, they were sufficient to turn my blood to ice. They were as follows: — 

“I am sorry that you should have been the victim of such a wicked conspiracy, and still more sorry that I should have been compelled to doubt you. It can, however, make no difference now. — ESTELLE MAINWARING.”

The letter was so different from what I expected to receive that, for a moment, I was almost tempted to believe that I was the victim of a practical joke, but a second examination of the handwriting was sufficient to convince me that it was really Estelle’s. But why was she treating me thus? I had proved to her, so far as the woman Delford was concerned, that I was innocent of the charge that had been brought against me, While Jeffries’ evidence at the inquest certified that I knew nothing more than I had said of the facts connected with her father’s murder. Knowing how she had loved me before our troubles commenced, I could not believe that she was the kind of woman to change so suddenly. Yet, here, in my hand, was conclusive proof that she did not desire to return to the old and happier state of things. Thrusting the letter into my pocket, I went out into the street to mingle with the crowd, and, in the busy society of my fellow men, to endeavour, for a time, at least, to forget my own troubles.

After receiving Estelle’s letter I was a changed man. Until then I had always cherished the hope, nay, I might say the belief, that when I should have unravelled the tangled skein of mystery, and have discovered the identity of the perpetrators of the plot, Estelle would be my own again, and that sooner or later she would become my wife. Now I knew that that was only an idle dream. In all probability I should never look upon her face again.

From that moment, Melbourne became utterly distasteful to me. Yet where to go I did not know, nor did I very much care. The world was all the same to me now, and one place no more than another. And yet Fate was behind me all the time, dragging me down, down towards the tragedy that was to be my undoing.

Next morning I bade the Queen City of the South, as her inhabitants so proudly term her, farewell, and returned to Sydney. From this famous port it is possible to reach any part of the world — hence my choice. As soon as I arrived I made my way to my favourite hotel, to settle myself down there while I made up my mind whither I should betake myself afterwards. At one moment I thought of returning to England, but discarded the notion immediately. Then I thought of the United States, but as I had visited them before they had no further attraction for me. South America shared the same fate, while Europe I felt was quite out of the question. In that case, where was I to go? In the end I booked my passage for Honolulu, which, as every one by this time should be aware, is a veritable Clapham Junction of the seas. Thence I should be in the direct route for East or West, and could start off in any direction I might choose. Unfortunately, there was no boat sailing until the end of the week, and, in consequence, I was compelled to spend three days in Sydney. Had this not been the case, I should have been spared an incident that was as annoying as it was unexpected.

On the evening prior to my departure, I returned to my hotel about half an hour before dinner. At the moment that I entered the front door, a hansom pulled up outside. According to custom, I paused for a moment in the hall to examine the letter-rack, and while I was so doing, became aware of a rustling of silken skirts behind me. Having satisfied myself that there was no letter for me, I turned round with the intention of making my way upstairs. To my amazement I found myself standing face to face with no less a person than Octavia McDermott, whom I believed at that moment to be still in Queensland. When she realized who it was standing before her she became deathly pale, but quickly recovering her self-possession, she held out her hand to me.

“Mr. Wellmore,” she said, “who would have expected to see you here?”

“It is very evident that you did not, Miss McDermott,” I answered. “From your expression, I should say that it is not a very pleasant surprise.”

“On the contrary, I am delighted,” she replied. “But you must not call me Miss McDermott any longer. You have not heard, I can see, that I was married in Brisbane last Thursday, to Mr. Charles Turnborough of the Darling Downs, and we are now on our way to Melbourne for our honeymoon. Won’t you congratulate me?”

While we were speaking, I recalled the query I had put to Jeffries, and which I remembered had caused him so much confusion.

“Before I do that, let me ask you a question,” I said. “If you can answer it fo my satisfaction, I will congratulate you most heartily.”

“What is your question?” she enquired, and, as she did so, she looked at me a little uneasily, I thought.

“I want you to tell me how you think the little affair you worked with Mr. Jeffries succeeded?” I answered.

This time there could be no doubt that the shaft went home. Her face turned a ghastly white — even to the lips.

“What do you mean, Mr. Wellmore?” she said. “In what way was I connected with Mr. Jeffries? I do not follow you!”

“Pardon me, but I think you know to what I refer,”

I retorted. “May I ask you to favour me with an answer to my question?”

“I cannot, because I do not know to what you allude,” she returned. “I think it is very cruel of you to say such things to me — particularly at such a time. It would annoy my husband very much if he were to hear it.”

“It would annoy him still more if I were to tell him the truth,” I said bluntly. “It is not a pretty story.”

“You will not do that?” she pleaded, looking anxiously up into my face as she spoke. “Oh, promise me you will not tell him?”

“You need not be afraid that he will hear it from me,” I answered. “Let me, however, give you one little piece of advice, Mrs. Turnborough! When next you associate yourself with men like Jeffries, and deal with the manufacturers of false evidence, be sure your accomplices are not criminals, as they are, or were, in this case.”

She stared helplessly at me, and as she did not attempt to deny the truth of what I had said to her, I had every right to feel sure that she had really been aware of the existence of the letters concocted by Clancy (alias Sturgess) and the woman. But, as in Jeffries’ case, I was still at a loss to understand the reason that had inspired such a display of animosity.

“I do not understand you,” she said again, this time more feebly. “I did not mean any harm, and you have no right to insinuate that I did.”

“I am insinuating nothing,” I replied. “You, of course, know whether you meant me harm or not. At any rate, you see now what it has resulted in. However, I will not prolong what can only be a most painful interview for us both. It may relieve you somewhat to know that I am leaving Australia tomorrow and that, in all probability, I shall never return.”

At that moment her husband, a tall, simple-looking youth, at least five years her junior, entered the hall and approached her. I accordingly left her and made my way upstairs to my bedroom. How she described me to him, and what excuses she made for her own harassed expression, I cannot say; one thing is certain, and that is, when I reached the dining-room half an hour or so later, her husband was seated at his dinner, but she had not — neither did she — put in an appearance. Whether she had no desire to meet me again, or whether she had been too much upset by our interview, she alone can tell. Next morning she was not at breakfast, nor did I see her again.

As my boat was timed to leave at two o’clock, I ordered an early lunch, which was served for me at half-past twelve. I had almost finished the meal, and had sent the waiter to the office for my bill, when another servant entered the room with a note upon a salver. This he handed to me. I thought I could hazard a very good guess as to who the writer was, and when I opened it, I found that I was not mistaken. It is needless for me to say that it was from Octavia. It ran as follows: — 

“You do not know how wretched I am! I implore you not to go without leaving me a word of forgiveness. I acted most wickedly towards you, but I have been punished more heavily than you imagine.”

I immediately sent the man who had brought it for a sheet of note-paper and an envelope, and when he returned, scribbled a few words, such as I thought would satisfy her. Having sealed the envelope, I bade the man deliver it to Mrs. Turnborough at once. After I had done this, I felt happier than I had been for some time past An hour and a half later I was aboard the mail-boat, steaming out between the Heads, and, for the time being, at least, my connection with Australia had ceased. Where Fate would lead me afterwards I did not know, and I’m not quite sure that I very much cared. All I wanted was to be somewhere where I could forget, if such a thing were possible, the events of the last few months.

After an excellent passage we reached Honolulu, and I and my baggage were placed ashore. Honolulu, the capital of the Sandwich Islands, is in every way a delightful spot, whose beauties one must see to believe. On the occasion of my first visit I had made the acquaintance of several of the principal residents, and these I now hastened to renew. It was an easy and entirely uneventful life — a grim contrast to the excitement and the worries that had so lately been my portion. Indeed, by the time I had been a month on the island, I found myself so much improved in spirits that I could even think of Estelle without feeling the acuteness of the old sorrow. For well-nigh three months I remained in Honolulu, varying my stay with occasional yachting trips about the group. When I felt that I had had enough of it, I boarded a San Francisco mail-boat, and set off for Japan. So enchanted was I by the land of the cherry blossom and chrysanthemum that I took up my abode there for nearly six months, after which, scarcely knowing why, I made my way to Hong Kong. Unfortunately, I reached it at the worst time of the year, the period of purgatory, when mushrooms grow on one’s boots at night and it is courting suicide to spend a night in Victoria City proper. As good luck had it, however, I was fortunate enough to run across an old friend, who possessed a charming bachelor establishment upon the Peak, and who would hear of nothing but that I should take up my residence with him during my stay upon the island. He was a cheery, hospitable fellow, and, all things considered, I could not have fallen into better or more kindly hands. He was a merchant prince — a regular Taipan. His bungalow on the Peak, as well as his house in the city, was luxuriousness itself; every wish was anticipated, every desire gratified almost before even it was thought of. But I am digressing from my story.

It so happened that one afternoon, when dire occasion drove me down from the comparative coolness of eighteen hundred feet to the city and its consequent sea level, that I was loitering about in Queen’s Road, practically the one and only business thoroughfare of the island, waiting for my friend to join me. It was within a measurable distance of dusk, and the damp heat was almost overpowering. Never had I experienced anything like it. I was growing tired of waiting and beginning to wonder whether it would not be advisable for me to make my way home alone, when I became aware of a commotion that was taking place a short distance up the street on my right. To wile away the time I strolled along to ascertain what was the matter.

When I reached the spot it was to discover that a Chinaman had been knifed by a Malay, and that a couple of stalwart Sikhs had, after a short struggle, taken the would-be murderer in charge. It was, in spite of the brutality of the crime, a picturesque scene, and one that took my fancy. For a time I stood watching it, noting the various colours of the clothing, and the various types of humanity represented in the crowd. When the victim had been removed in a ricksha, and the Sikhs were about to escort their prisoner to the police station, I turned away with the intention of retracing my steps in the direction of my friend’s office. Then a curious piece of paper, upon which was some Chinese writing, caught my eye, and I turned it over with the ferrule of my umbrella. I glanced at it, and then looked up again. As I did so, I received an undeniable shock. On the further side of the crowd, which was quickly dissolving, stood a man, and, scarcely believable though it may seem, that man was Richard Jeffries!


CHAPTER IX.
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IF YOU HAVE had the patience to follow my narrative thus far, you will, I am quite sure, be well able to understand the surprise I felt when I came upon Jeffries that evening in the street in Victoria city. So bewildering indeed was the effect of the encounter, that for a moment I almost imagined that it could not have been real, but that it must have been a creation of my fancy. To make sure of this I looked away for a moment and then looked back again. But I was too late. Jeffries had vanished in the crowd, and search where I would I could discover no trace of him. He had disappeared from my gaze as mysteriously as he had appeared before it. After I had searched in all directions for him I returned to my friend’s office, wondering as to what I should do next. That I had seen him I was, by this time, perfectly certain. I could even recall the fact, though I had only taken it in in a flash, that there was a large brown stain on the side of his grey pith helmet.

“What’s the matter with you, man? “asked my friend, when I joined him in his office. “You look as if you had seen a ghost.”

“So I have,” I replied promptly, taking the chair he offered me. “The ghost of a man who once called himself my friend.”

“And you did not expect to meet him in Hong Kong? Is that the state of the case?”

“Exactly! As a matter of fact, I believed him to be in America. It has come upon me somewhat as a shock to find him here. I’ve a big account to settle with him sooner or later, and I’ll search the city through until I find him.”

“So it’s as bad as that, is it?” said my friend. “Be cautious, old man, for this is a tricky sort of part to play about in, and if the man wants to keep out of your way in it, and knows the ropes, it would be useless your attempting to find him here. However, if the police are likely to be any sort of assistance to you, I might be able to help you, for I’ve an ounce or two of influence in that quarter.”

“They’d be only too glad to get him for themselves,” I answered. “He is badly wanted by the Australian police, I know. To tell the truth, I had an interview with them concerning him, just before I left Melbourne. It appears, apart from what I know of him, that he is a thorough-paced scoundrel in every way.”

My companion rolled the leaf of his cigar and looked at me with laughing eyes.

“Excuse me saying so, my dear old fellow,” he said, “but it seems to me that you make curious friendships. Now let us be getting home, unless you would wish to commence your search to-night. Don’t consider me if you do. I am quite at your service.”

“I’m not going to rest until I’ve found him,” I answered. “But don’t let that worry you. I can manage it by myself, and I know you want to get home. In fact, I’m ashamed to be keeping you now.”

“You’re doing nothing of the sort,” he replied. “But if you think I’m going to let you run about this place at night without a good man alongside to take care of you, you’re very much mistaken, that’s all. Since you’re determined, and you’ve no objection, we’ll go through with it together. But before we begin we must have something to eat and drink at the club. After that we’ll hunt up the police, and see what their experience can do for us. Food, however, before all. Detective work on an empty stomach is poor sport.”

Even though I grudged every moment’s delay, I could not very well dissent from this proposal. We accordingly left my friend’s office and set off for the club, which was only a short distance away. It was a sweltering evening — a moist, indescribable heat, breathless and oppressive — a heat that leads one to wonder what white man can endure it at all. Detestable though it was, however, I scarcely gave it a thought, my whole attention being concentrated on the people about me. I scanned every European face, but, as you may suppose, without discovering the man I wanted. So intent was I on my search that my companion did not exchange a dozen words with me during the length of our walk.

When we entered the club we found it well nigh deserted. Business was over for the day, and all those who were lucky enough to possess houses on the Peak had hastened up, after the toils of the day, to the cool above. To my mind Hong Kong in the summer months approaches as nearly to the temperature of the infernal regions as it is possible for an island on the terrestrial sphere to do.

After a hasty meal, and the coolest and longest drink it was possible to obtain, we left the club, and hailed “rickshas.” My companion bade the coolies take us to the police office, and thither we were accordingly conducted. On entering, the Taipan, as we nicknamed my friend, enquired for one of the chief officials, with whom it appeared he was well acquainted. The gentleman in question happened to be in at the moment, and we were accordingly ushered, with ceremony befitting my companion’s importance, into his presence. After he had shaken hands with the officer, my friend introduced me, and then left me to explain the nature of my business. I did so as briefly and as lucidly as possible.

“You are quite sure it was the same man you saw in the Queen’s Road this evening?” he said, when I had finished my story.

“Perfectly,” I answered. “I could not have been mistaken. After all I’ve suffered through him, I am scarcely likely to forget his face. That he was the man I am prepared to stake all I have in the world.”

“Have you a photograph of the man?” enquired the police officer. “It would help matters a lot if you had. If it were necessary, I could find you a dozen men in five minutes who would answer to your description.”

As it happened I had the photograph I had obtained in Melbourne in my pocket. I immediately produced it and laid it before him. He examined it carefully, and then, asking me to excuse him for a few minutes, left the room. He was absent for upwards of a quarter of an hour, and when he returned he informed me that he had made inquiries among the detective staff, but without success. No one seemed to have set eyes on my late assistant overseer.

“But that does not prove that he is not here,” I said. “He may have taken up his residence in some quiet and respectable house, where your men would not be likely to come into contact with him. After all he’s been through he would certainly desire to keep out of the way.”

“That may be sot” the other replied. “Still it does not tally with my experience. Had he not met you to-night he would have felt so safe on the island. Moreover, from what you have told me of his character, I should consider him the last sort of man to deny himself the pleasures of life. However, I will set my men to work, and see what we can do for you. It will be necessary also for us to keep an eye on the outward-bound boats, or he will be giving us the slip that way.”

“Can we not commence the search at once?” I enquired, for I had quite expected that he would call out his men, and that we should scour the city there and then.

“No time will be lost,” he answered. “You need not fear that. Just at present, however, it would not be wise for you to accompany them. You may rest assured that, should they be successful, you will be informed at once.”

As there was nothing else to be done, after bidding him good-bye, and thanking him for his courtesy, I withdrew with my companion. Then we returned to the cool of the Peak to wait for the tidings that I hoped, and felt sure, I should soon receive.

Next morning, no news having arrived, I descended to the city with my friend, and when he went into his office, I perambulated the streets in search of Jeffries. But though I searched up one street and down another, penetrated into all sorts of unsavoury quarters, and met many hundreds of queer characters, Richard Jeffries was not, so far as I could tell, among the number. In consequence I returned to the Peak in a somewhat disgusted frame of mind, which was not improved by the discovery that nothing had arrived for me from the police. I am sadly afraid that the Taipan found me a bad companion that evening. He was generous enough, however, to bear with me, and not to take any notice of my moodiness.

The next day and the day after went by and still I was no more successful. I searched the streets, loitered about the Queen’s Road, and even haunted the police station, but without any good result. By the end of the week I had almost come to the conclusion that the whole thing was a myth, and that I had really not seen Jeffries as I believed I had done. When ten days had elapsed I once more made my way to the police station, and enquired for the official with whom, by this time, as you may suppose, I was on the most intimate terms. He informed me that he had nothing to communicate that was likely to afford me any satisfaction.

“We have searched everywhere,” he said, “but not a trace of the man can we discover. If you really saw him — forgive me, I am not doubting your assertion, but curious mistakes do sometimes occur — I say, if you really saw him, he must have managed to get away from the island before we began our search for him. I have learnt that there was a Singapore boat leaving that evening, and for all we know to the contrary he may have sailed in her. A German vessel left early next morning, and a boat for Saigon later in the day. You can see, therefore, what chances he had of giving us the slip.”

I quite saw this, but for some reason or another, I cannot say what, I felt quite convinced in my own mind that Jeffries was still residing on the island. I said as much, but the officer shook his head doubtfully.

“If he had been I fancy we should have heard something of him ere this,” he replied. “However, if you are not tired of waiting, there is still time to find him if he is here.”

Needless to say, I was by no means weary of the search, though I was more than tired of the delay. Once again the officer promised that should he discover anything concerning Jeffries, he would at once communicate with me. Thereupon I returned to the Peak. Though I did not know it, I was nearer the end than I supposed.

That evening, after dinner, I was sitting smoking in the verandah of the bungalow with my host, enjoying the delicious cool after the heat of the day. We had discussed a variety of subjects, including politics, sport, friends and enemies, but after a while our conversation had dropped down until it had ceased altogether, and we smoked in silence, each being occupied with his own thoughts. I was thinking of Estelle and of all that had happened since that memorable day when I had first made her acquaintance. From her my thoughts turned to Octavia, and my last interview with her. What a miserable conspiracy it had been, and how sadly it had wrecked my life. I was pondering over this, I say, when an exclamation from my companion caused me to turn my head.

“What the deuce have we here?” said the Taipan, taking his cigar from between his lips.

Looking in the direction indicated, I saw, coming up the drive towards the house, a tall, thin figure, dressed in white. It was too dark for us to be able to recognize him, but when he reached the foot of the steps and stood in the lamp-light, it was easily to be seen that he was a white man, and, to judge from his appearance, seedy though it was, an Englishman. He wore a beard and a moustache, and had a much-battered pith helmet upon his head. Taken altogether he might once have been a gentleman, but that would have been some long time ago.

As it was he was a member of that strange army of loafers, as often as not men of good birth and education, who are to be met with in every Asiatic city, and who, once having sunk below the level of European respectability, never seem able to come out of the mire again.

“Good evening,” said the Taipan. “This is rather a late hour for a call, my friend. Can I do anything for you?”

“I am the bearer of a note for Mr. Wellmore,” the man replied, in a voice that told its own tale. “May I ask if you are that gentleman?”

“No, I am not Mr. Wellmore,” the Taipan answered. Then pointing to me, he continued, “If you want him, there he is.”

The stranger raised his helmet politely, and took from his pocket a letter, which he handed to me.

“From the police, I suppose,” I said, in a low voice to my companion, as I opened the envelope. “Probably they may have been successful in their search after all. Will you excuse me for a moment while I take this note into the light?”

Having obtained his permission I accordingly carried the letter into the house, and unfolded it in the hall. Probably you may not feel as surprised as I did, but in the words of the old saying — when I realised that the writer was none other than Richard Jeffries — you could have knocked me down with a feather. This was how it ran:

“GEORGE WELLMORE, — 

          “I am dying, and it is doubtful whether I shall see the night out. I have wronged you, and want to make what amends I can before it is too late. Will you come to me? The bearer of this letter can be trusted to bring you. If you come, let it be quickly. Should the police accompany you, the bearer will not guide you.

                         “RICHARD JEFFRIES.”

After perusing the letter at least half a dozen times, I called the Taipan into the hall to read it. When he had done so, I requested him to tell me what he thought of it. He looked very grave for a moment, and stood staring at the paper in his hand without answering. I could see that there was something in the business that he did not at all like, and I fancied I could hazard a very good guess as to what that something was.

“Well, what do you think of it?” I enquired at last. “Is it your opinion that I should go or not?”

“Look here, Wellmore,” he said, when he had once more perused the letter, “this is a matter that calls for a good deal of consideration. In the first place you are unhappily familiar with the character of the man who has written this letter. From what you have told me of your dealings with him, I gather that he is about as unscrupulous a rascal as is to be found in the East. As for that murder business of which you were accused, I don’t mind saying that I think this man has had a hand in it. We know he did his best to ruin you, and my experience of this world has taught me that if a man is capable of trying that trick once, he’ll try it a second time. Now it is self-evident from this letter that, for some reason or another, he is anxious to see you, and also that he is afraid of the police. You can put your own wits to work to discover why.”

“I think I can solve that problem without very much difficulty,” I said. “But he says that he wants to make amends to me. How do you account for that?”

“Yes, he says so, I will admit. The question is, however, does he mean it?”

“We’ll suppose that he does? What then? Do you think I should go to see him?”

“Well, in that case it is my opinion that it becomes a matter for your own private decision.”

“And if not? What then?”

“Well, then we’ve got to work out the possibilities of the case. I presume you’ve no desire to be found in the street in the morning with your throat cut?”

“Not the least desire in the world,” I answered. “And yet I feel that, come what may, I must see the man. It’s imperative, for more reasons than one, that I should do so. Surely if I took a revolver with me I should be able to protect myself in case of accident?”

“You don’t know the class of people with whom you might be called upon to deal,” he answered. “In some places with which I am acquainted, a revolver would be of as much use to you as a peashooter. No, my boy, if you are bent on going, go, but remember, in that case, I accompany you. You’re my guest, and I’m morally responsible for your safety. We’ll go together, and then I shall feel easier in my mind. I wish, however, I could persuade you not to go at all. But I suppose it would be no use trying?”

“I am afraid not,” I replied. “Good Heavens, man! Can’t you see that I must go to this fellow if I want to get at the truth of all my trouble? If I’ve got any happiness left in the world, it’s in his keeping.”

“Yes, I can see that, and I suppose you’re right,” my friend returned. “We will therefore have the messenger in and cross-examine him a bit. He may be able to throw some light upon this mystery.”

He went out of the room to return a few seconds later with the man we had left at the foot of the steps. In the lamp-light we were enabled to examine him more closely. All things considered, he was by no means a prepossessing individual. As I have already said, he was tall and thin. This, however, gives you no idea of his face, which was long, angular, and spoilt, so far as manly beauty went, by a hawklike nose, that gave it an extremely sinister expression.

“I suppose, since you are mentioned in it, that you are familiar with the contents of that letter?” said the Taipan, by way of preliminary.

“I am prepared to admit that I know something of it,” answered the other.

“Is the writer as ill as he would wish us to suppose? If so, what is the matter with him?”

“He could not very well be worse. But what the trouble is I cannot say.”

“He does not think that he will live till the morning. Is that your opinion?”

The man hesitated for a moment and looked from one to the other of us as if he were wondering why my companion was questioning him and not myself. That he was distrustful of us both was quite evident.

“I should be very much surprised if he lasted long after midnight,” he said, at last. “When I left him he was about as bad as a man could be. Believe me, Mr. Wellmore, if you want to see him you had better lose no time. He is most anxious to see you, and I suppose you know how much interest you have at stake not to want to see him?”

Here the Taipan interposed, putting me out of the question with a wave of his majestic right arm.

“Just one moment,” he observed. “What my friend knows, or does not know, has nothing to do with the case. The question for our consideration is whether it is safe for us to accompany you or not?”

“Perfectly safe,” he replied, without hesitation. “I will take it upon myself to guarantee that.”

“But this stipulation about the police?” I remarked. “You must admit that it looks a trifle suspicious, to say the least of it. Why is Jeffries so desirous that they should not be present with us on this interesting occasion?”

“That is no business of mine,” the other replied. “I can only suppose that if a man knows he is going to die, he naturally wishes to do so as peaceably as possible. That’s all the explanation I can offer.”

“And it’s enough for me at any rate,” I returned. “I am willing to risk it” Then to the Taipan, I added, “I shall go!”

“Very good, and I go with you,” said the Taipan. Then to the messenger he remarked: “You have no objection to raise, I suppose?”

“Not the least! As you are not connected with the police your presence can do no harm.”

“In that case just make yourself comfortable here for a few moments, will you, while I and my friend get ourselves ready. Help yourself to whatever you want.”

He placed the spirit-stand on the table with a box of cigars, and then we left the room together.

“Put on the oldest things you have,” said the Taipan when we reached my room, “and slip a revolver into your pocket. We don’t know where we may be by morning, and to my thinking there’s nothing like a little extra caution.”

I did as he suggested, and when we were ready we returned to the room where we had left the messenger. He had availed himself of the Taipan’s invitation, and was in the full enjoyment of an excellent Havana at the moment of our entering.

“We’re ready to be off as soon as you are,” said my host, selecting a cigar for himself. “As we’re in your hands, you had better lead the way.”

“With pleasure,” the messenger returned, and added with a smile as he glanced at our pockets, “I see you have taken the precaution to come armed.”

“We have! Do you blame us?”

“Not I? Why should I? Under similar circumstances I should probably do the same. But believe me, you have nothing to fear. No one will harm you. I have already given you my word to that effect.”

What his word might be worth I did not know, but for my part I was prepared not to attach too much importance to it. However, as there was nothing to detain us, we left the house.

How to describe that evening’s excursion I scarcely know. I can only say that, within half an hour of leaving the Peak, we found ourselves in the most villainous network of horrible streets it has ever been my misfortune to encounter. It was essentially the Chinese quarter of Victoria, and, so far as I could judge, the worst part of it. The thoroughfares were narrow, dark, and indescribably filthy. They were littered with almost every description of refuse the brain of man could imagine, and, when the lamp-light afforded us glimpses of the inhabitants, I can only Say that I was truly thankful to the foresight which had resulted in my bringing my revolver with me.

After we had passed through several of these streets, we turned abruptly to our right, and prepared to enter a narrow alley, which was in total darkness. A more dismal place could scarcely be imagined.

“Surely we are not going in there?” I said in astonishment. “We shall have our throats cut for a certainty.”

“Have no fear,” said our guide. “Have you not my assurance that no harm shall befall you? Besides, you forget that you are both armed.”

This argument was unanswerable, so we followed him into the narrow passage, myself second, the Taipan bringing up the rear.

A few seconds later, after I had trodden severely, on the heels of our conductor, and had felt my heart turn sick within me at the indescribable odours of the place, we emerged and found ourselves standing in an open courtyard, round which were many doors, and suspended from wall to wall dozens of Chinese flags, which fluttered and rustled weirdly in the darkness overhead. I had never been in such a place in my life before, and I certainly never want to visit such an one again.

“Now, gentlemen,” said our guide, as we came to a standstill, “I must ask you to remain here for a few moments while I go in to inform the writer of that letter that you are here. If anyone should’ chance to speak to you, do not answer. It would be safer not.; Before we could even reply, he had disappeared into one of the doorways on the left of the court — leaving us to put what construction we cared to upon his words. After he had gone We remained where we were, standing in the centre of the court in silence. The only sound that broke the stillness was the faint rustling of the banners overhead, and a subdued muttering that came from an open window at the further end.

Once or twice ghostly figures stole out — flitted like bats across the court and then disappeared into other doors — but though they must have seen us, they did not offer to accost us, or appear to be aware of our presence.

When upwards of ten minutes had elapsed, and we were beginning to grow impatient, our guide reappeared and beckoned to me to follow him. I looked from him to my companion, as if in doubt what to do.

“Do you mind being left?” I asked in a whisper. “I don’t suppose I shall be very long.”

“I have not the least objection,” was his reply. “That is to say, providing you are not likely to come to any harm, and our friend here remains with me.

“I will do that with pleasure,” the other answered. “I am afraid, however, you will not find me very good company. Come, Mr. Wellmore, if you will enter the house, I will conduct you to Mr. Jeffries, and then come back.”

I did as he requested, and found myself in a typical Chinese residence, which, like the court outside, smelt abominably.

“This way,” said my guide, taking my arm, and leading me down a side passage, “and be careful how you proceed. There are folk lying about all over the place, and we don’t want to make a row.”

The warning came too late, however, for just as he spoke, I fell headlong over a man who was lying prostrate on the floor. The noise I made was enough to wake the dead, but no notice was taken. The individual merely rolled over with a grunt, and, I suppose went to sleep again. After that we continued to advance until we reached a door at the end of the passage This my guide opened and bade me enter.

“When you leave, you will find me in the courtyard awaiting you,” he whispered.

I nodded my head and passed into the room.

It was a strange sight that met my gaze as I did so. I had come prepared to find Jeffries ill, but I had never expected such a scene as I now saw before me. The man for whom I was searching was stretched out on a coarse native bedstead beside the further wall. Had I not known for whom to look I should not have recognized him, so terribly changed was he even in so short a time. His face was now a mere shadow of its former self. His skin was the colour of pale ivory, while his hands, which lay upon his chest, were little else than skin and bone. A more pathetic figure I have never seen, and I give you my word that, as I looked at him, I found my hatred of him, or perhaps, to be correct, I should say my animosity, dying away — its place being taken by a great pity. And yet, God knows, he had wronged me, beyond what seemed to me all bounds of forgiveness. I crossed the room towards the bed.

“Jeffries,” I said, “you sent for me. What is it you want of me?”

He looked up at me with eyes that had in them a light of supreme despair — the eyes of a man who knows his end has come, and who believes there can be no forgiveness for him in this, or in the world to come.

“What do you think I want of you?” he asked, in a voice that I scarcely recognized. “Do you think I want to crack jokes with you, or to talk of bygone days. Can’t you see I’m dying? I want to make my peace with you before Hell takes hold of me. There is no time to lose. I am well nigh gone now.”

I knelt down on the floor beside him and took his hand.

“In that case, tell me what it is,” I said. “Though it may surprise you, I am familiar with the story of the base conspiracy you and Octavia McDermott planned against me. I know also of your association with Clancy and the woman in Melbourne. Is there anything else you have to tell me?”

“You know all that, do you? Well, after all, it’s the truth. I held a strong hand and I thought I should have pulled it through. It seems, however, I was mistaken. You had too many cards for me.

He paused for a few moments, and then continued:

“I’m a sheer hulk, George, and I know it. God can tell what I have suffered. You also will know it.”

“What makes you say that? How shall I be in a position to know?”

“Ah! You’ll be wiser later. In the meantime, let me ease my mind. Are you aware that it was I who killed old Mainwaring?”

I could not suppress a little cry. I had never thought of this.

“Good God, no!” I returned. “Surely you are not in earnest?”

“Is the criminal in earnest when he’s on the drop and the rope is round his neck? Yes, I’m in earnest, never fear. I killed him (why I do not know — but you will know later), and I ran back to the barracks. Then, after you had gone off to find out what the cry meant, I called out Webster and went after you. I had intended that you should hang for it on my evidence — but I repented at the last moment and acted as I did. It was weakness, I know, but — well, after all, we most of us have our little weaknesses.”

“But what was your reason for such an action?” I enquired.

“Can’t you guess? Upon my word, you’re blinder than I imagined. I loved Estelle Mainwaring!

And if I could have done it, I would have married her.”

I cannot assert that I said anything in reply to this speech.

“As it happened, she would have nothing to do with me. However, I poisoned her mind against you. That was one point in my favour. I am willing to admit, however, that I am very sorry for it, now. I’d put everything right if I could. In fact, I’ve tried to do so. If you feel under my pillow you will find a letter.”

I did so, and produced a bulky package.

“Take that to her,” he said. “Let her read it and all will be right again. It’s all I am able to do, now. Will you forgive me, George? I’ve wronged you badly — but I’m trying to make amends for what has happened.”

“I forgive you, willingly,” I answered, and I think I meant it.

For upwards of a quarter of an hour neither of us spoke. Then Jeffries raised himself on his elbow and looked intently into my face.

“George,” he said, “I’m going to say something to you that I should say to no other man living At the present moment it means a bit more to me than life itself. I’ve been a lonely sort of beggar, and, like many another, I’ve had a pet that has come to be more than all the world to me.”

“Do you mean the snake?” I enquired, in a voice of horror.

He smiled — a queer, sardonic smile, that I shall never forget.

“Yes, the snake,” he answered. “I was not aware that you had heard of him. Now, George, though you may not think so, he’s a gentle creature, and loves me. Will you, therefore, for the sake of old times, give him a home after I’ve gone hence? Keep him by you for a little while and get to know him. It will repay you, believe me. If, at the end of a month you don’t like him, send him off to a Zoo, where he will be well looked after. But don’t let him be badly used, whatever you do. Can you manage this for me? It seems a lot to ask, yet, after all, it is not very much. If you’ll give me your promise to do this, I shall die much easier, at any rate.”

I did not know what answer to make to this singular request. I was far from having any desire to possess the brute, and yet I felt that I could not very well refuse a dying man’s request After all, I had the knowledge that, even if I took him for a time, I could get rid of him whenever I wanted to. It was on these conditions, therefore, that I gave Jeffries my promise to look after the reptile.

He furnished me with certain directions concerning him — talked a little of the old days — and then turned on his side with his face to the wall, saying, that he was sleepy and would like to rest For about ten minutes I thought he was dozing, but when I leaned over him and looked at his face, I discovered that he was dead. So perished the ill-fated Richard Jeffries.


CHAPTER X.
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AND NOW I am brought to that portion of my story which I fear you will not believe. And yet, as I said at the commencement of the narrative, it is so true that it seems to me impossible that anyone could doubt it. But before I proceed further, let me offer an explanation without which much of what is to follow would be unintelligible. When I left Jeffries’ side on that memorable evening — the most fatal of all my life — it was with the conviction that, whatever he might once have been, and however much he might have injured me, he had at least died repentant, and my friend. That this was far from being the case I now know to my sorrow. As a matter of fact, he must have been actuated by an even greater hatred for me than he had ever known before. Why, no one will ever be able to say. I had never to my knowledge done him an injury — I had always tried to prove myself his friend — and yet, at the very last moment of his life, he was preparing a vengeance on me, compared with which the cruellest act of which I have ever heard, was kindness itself. Read what I have written, and ask yourself then if I am not right On his own confession he had killed Mr. Mainwaring; that he was telling the truth when he had confessed to the crime I did not for a moment doubt, and that he had done it with the intention of fathering it on me and so removing me from his path was also only too plain. Heaven knows I should have been spared much had he succeeded in doing so. My life, then, would not have been the Hell it has been for the past two years.

When I rejoined the Taipan and the messenger in the courtyard, I informed them that Jeffries was dead.

“I thought he wouldn’t last the night,” said the latter, “and now we shall have to see about burying him. That will be expensive and troublesome.”

“The expense shall be my charge,” I answered. “But if you will carry out the work you will confer a favour on me for which I shall be quite ready to reimburse you.”

As I said this I counted out some notes and handed them to him.

“That should be quite sufficient to ensure him a decent burial,” I remarked, “and to leave something over afterwards.”

The other pocketed the money with alacrity, and, promising to carry out my request, bade us wait for him, and disappeared into the house, saying that he would return in a few moments.

“I wonder how much of the money he will spend on the funeral, and how much he will spend in liquor?” observed my companion. “I know the breed as well as any man, and that’s the almost invariable failing. I should like to know what his history is? It would be worth listening to, I’ll be bound, if we could induce him to tell it?”

Just as I was about to reply to this speech the man reappeared, and led us, by means of the alleyway, out into the street once more. Within half an hour of our leaving the courtyard, soaked with perspiration, and dead tired, we reached the bungalow once more. At the gate we halted and turned to our guide.

“There is something to come up to me from the house,” I said, in a low voice.

“I know it,” he replied. “You will receive it in due course. I will attend to it myself.”

“I thanked him, bade him good-night, and then followed my host, who had strolled on, up the path to the house. What I wanted more than anything else at that moment was to be alone with my own thoughts, for, as you may suppose, the events of the evening had supplied me with excellent material for reflection.

As good luck had it, my friend proved to be as anxious to get to bed as I was, and, as a result, before we had been a quarter of an hour in the house, we had said good-night, and were in our respective rooms. For the reason that it was a bachelor establishment, smoking was permitted all over the house. As soon as I reached my room, therefore, I partially undressed, lit a cigar, threw myself into a long chair, and gave my thoughts full play. At last, feeling tired both in body and mind, I finished my disrobing and turned into bed.

How long I had been asleep I could not say, but suddenly I found myself wide awake, and sitting up under the influence of the liveliest terror that could possibly take possession of a man. The reason of it I could not imagine. I had had no nightmare — I could not attribute it to the effects of indigestion, nor was it like any sort of fright I could remember to have received before. Indeed, if I were to attempt to analyze it properly, I should not be able to describe it as a fright at all, but rather, as a peculiar sensation of numbness that could only have had its origin in something that was of earth, yet far from human.

“Good Heavens! what can be the matter with me?” I muttered. “Am I going mad, or what?”

With trembling hands I fumbled on the table beside my bed for the box of matches I knew to be there. When I found them, I lit the candle. So far as I could see, there was nothing in the room to account for the terrible fit of depression, worse even than the fright, that had now taken possession of me. Being anxious to discover a reason for it in some way, I sprang from my bed and crossed to the window. It was open, but though I looked in every direction, I could find nothing that could have produced the feeling that had so overpowered me.

After thoroughly examining the verandah outside, I returned to the room again, feeling in a measure prepared to laugh at myself for what I tried to call my folly. Even then, however, I could not disabuse myself of the idea that something was wrong. I tried to reason with myself, to assure myself that it was a creation of my fancy, but I must confess that I did not succeed. Then my eyes fell upon something on the floor — at the foot of my bed. The cry that escaped my lips as I saw it should have awakened the whole household and have brought them into my room. Why it did not do so is a point I have never been able to satisfactorily explain. I wonder if you can guess what it was I saw there? I have a shrewd suspicion, however, that you will not find it very difficult. In plain English, what caught my eye was no less a thing than the square leather trunk I had seen in Jeffries’ room at Mandura, and which I now knew to be the abiding-place of that terrible brute, to which I had promised, for the time being, at least, to give a home. As I stood looking down at it, it struck me that I had discovered an explanation of the terror that had taken possession of me a few minutes before. And yet, when I thought of it, it seemed impossible that the mere fact of the snake being in the room could have exerted such a powerful influence over me. Yet, if it were not that, I asked myself, what could have accounted for it?

For some minutes after my discovery of the trunk, I stood regarding it in complete surprise. How it had been brought into my room without my hearing the bearers, I was at a loss to understand, for I am a particularly light sleeper. However, I knew enough of the Chinamen and their little ways, by this time, not to feel surprised at anything they might do. At any rate, here it was, and now it was necessary for me to make up my mind as to what I was going to do with it. I loathed the very thought of the thing it contained; I felt my gorge rise — my whole nature revolt at the mere idea of seeing it, much more at ministering to its inhuman wants. And yet it was full early to think of sending it away.

Seating myself on a chair beside the trunk, I tried to pull myself together a little. For some extraordinary reason I was trembling like a nervous school-girl, while every pulse in my body was beating like a sledge hammer. Little by little, an intense desire to open the trunk and look inside was stealing over me. Try how I would I could not resist it, and yet I felt my blood run cold at the very thought of it. Alas! it is not in the power of words to make you understand my sensations at that moment.

Like a man who is dazed I rose from my chair and advanced a step or two towards the trunk. I felt as if I were choking, and yet I could not, for the life of me, draw back. Already I appeared to see two devilish eyes gazing at me through the leather cover, and now I know that they were drawing me down to Hell — and to such a Hell that no man can dream of.

Scarcely conscious of what I was doing, I took from my pocket the key that Jeffries had given me that evening, and, kneeling down, inserted it in the curious lock that made the box secure. Then, with trembling limbs, I lifted the lid. God help me! from that moment I knew that I was a lost man. Think what you please, my reader; it would be charitable to deem me mad. I swear to you, however, and by all I reverence, that I was not — nor am I now. I most firmly and truthfully believe that, from the moment that I looked into the snake’s eyes, I, George Wellmore, gave my soul into the Devil’s keeping. Read on, and I think you will agree with me.

Fold by fold, without sound, and apparently without effort, the brute uncoiled itself, but not for an instant did it remove its eyes from mine. As for me, I could not have moved hand or foot to save my life. I was as rigid as though I had been carved in marble — and also as cold. I could think of nothing, do nothing, hope for nothing, only watch the thing before me. It rose from the box and curled itself about me, climbing higher and higher up my body until it reached my neck. The icy coldness of its loathsome form froze my marrow, and yet I could make no effort to protect myself or to throw it off, and, what was stranger still, I was conscious of no desire to do so.

Then, as if by some unspoken command, I raised my hand, and the snake immediately nestled his head in it — as if, by so doing, he were putting the finishing touch to the bond that for the future was to unite us to each other. Then happened what I cannot but regard as the strangest feature of that strange night. From the moment that that terrible head touched my hand, all my fear, all my abhorrence of the snake, vanished. In its place I felt a wild exultation — an unreasonable joy that I could not control and cannot describe. The influence of the unhappy past fell from my shoulders like a discarded mantle — life became as roseate as it had hitherto been hopeless. In that period of time I had risen superior to all my troubles, and for the future nothing should matter; I was free to do as I pleased, to go where I pleased, because of that dread power that I knew was behind me, and which, I felt assured, would stand by me until the end.

While these thoughts were passing through my mind, the snake had lain motionless upon the floor. Now it began to move, twisting and turning, this way and that, weaving intricate patterns upon the polished wood floor, and yet watching me at every turn. Not a sound broke the silence of the house; all that could be heard was the faint rustling of the scales as the serpent executed its devilish contortions. As for me, I could only stand and watch it spell-bound — intoxicated as with some strong wine by this joy that had so unexpectedly come to me. Thoughts such as I had never known before now entered my head — new hopes — new aspirations — while over all the knowledge that for the future nothing mattered — that Fate had turned over a fresh page of life for me, and that I was free to write upon it as I pleased.

When dawn broke, and I locked the box upon the snake and threw myself upon my bed, worn out with excitement and the intensity of my emotions, it was to dream that I was the master of all the world, and that ever behind me was the snake, from whose eyes looked out the eyes of Richard Jeffries.

Next morning when I woke I was oppressed by a feeling of unreality; the very nature of my surroundings seemed changed. It was as if I expected something to happen and yet could not explain to myself what that something was. And yet, strange to relate, I could not say that I had ever felt happier in my life. Indeed, when later on I joined my host at his early breakfast, he at once commented upon my improved appearance.

“What have you been doing to yourself? “he enquired. “Yesterday you had a face as long as a fiddle, to-day you are as chirpy as a cricket. How do you explain it?”

“I am not going to attempt to explain,” I answered. “I am glad to hear from you that it is the case.”

Half an hour later he came into my room to show me a letter he had received that morning. While I was reading it his glance fell upon the leather trunk, and he uttered a little exclamation of surprise.

“Where on earth did you get that extraordinary affair?” he cried, pointing to the trunk as he spoke. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen it before.”

“You’ve seen it a dozen times,” I answered, lying unblushingly, and to my astonishment finding pleasure in so doing. “There’s nothing very particular in it, is there?”

“I don’t know that there is, when you come to look at it,” the Taipan replied. “But for some extraordinary reason I don’t like it. If you were to ask me, I could not tell you why.”

Then there was a sudden change in his manner, his face became deathly pale, large beads of perspiration stood upon his forehead, and for a moment I thought he was going to faint.

“For God’s sake, man, let us get out into the open air,” he cried. “This room suffocates me. I can’t breathe in it.”

So saying he pushed open the French windows and hurried through them into the verandah. I followed him, wondering what this curious behaviour on his part might mean.

“Good gracious,” he said, as he mopped his forehead with his handkerchief, “I believe I should have died if I had stayed in there five minutes longer.”

“And yet there’s nothing wrong with the room,” I said. “Something’s the matter with you, A more delightful apartment no man could discover.”

“Oh no! There is nothing wrong with the room that I am aware of,” he said. “I felt perfectly well until I came in to see you just now. I wouldn’t go in there again to-day, however, not for fifty pounds.”

I said nothing, but in my heart I was conscious of a feeling of demoniac joy — a delight as unholy as was ever felt by any devil of the pit. I could guess the reason, and, for the first time in my life, I think, it gave me exquisite pleasure to know that I had the power of inflicting pain upon my fellow-man.

Of all that followed during the remainder of my stay upon the island I dare not tell you. Indeed, I scarcely dare to think of it myself. Had I been told six months before that such a thing as I experienced were possible, I would not have believed it. To endeavour to give you the least notion of the state to which I had descended would be out of the question — not only would the torture be too great, but the recital could serve no useful purpose. Let me proceed with my story in my own matter-of-fact way and endeavour to show you by that how deep was the abyss into which I ultimately descended.

Seven days after Jeffries’ death I bade good-bye to the island of Hong Kong, to embark upon a project that had been uppermost in my mind ever since that memorable evening. This was nothing less than to deliver personally to Estelle the letter which Jeffries had handed to me, and which he had assured me contained the confession of his crime, and also the story of the great wrong he had done me by attempting to poison her mind against me.

I am not going to say that my host and I parted the best of friends, for the reason that it would not be the truth. As a matter of fact, I feel quite convinced that he was glad to get me out of his house, though he had still sufficient politeness left, after what transpired between us, not to say so. I observed that he was given to watching me when he thought I was not on my guard, and on one occasion we came within an ace of quarrelling outright. As the incident may throw some light on my story, I will describe it to you.

My host had spent the evening dining at the house of a friend. I had been invited, but had declined, making the excuse that I was not feeling very well and preferred to remain at home. The Taipan returned half an hour or so after midnight, and, being anxious, I suppose, to discover how I felt, made his way to my room. So sudden and unexpected was his entrance that I had barely time to close the trunk and turn the key in the lock before he stood before me. Had he come in five seconds earlier my secret would have been a secret no longer. As it was, I rose to my feet in a paroxysm of rage.

“What do you want here?” I cried. “What is the meaning of this intrusion on my privacy?”

So overwhelmed was I by the violence of my passion that I believe I could have found it in my heart to have killed him there and then.

“Good heavens, Wellmore, what is the matter?” he cried, falling back a step or two, and staring aghast at my face.

“Matter?” I answered, gnashing my teeth, “what the devil do you think is the matter? I’ll tell you what it is. I object to being spied upon like this. I’ll not put up with it. I leave your house tomorrow.” Then, in a fresh burst of fury that I was powerless to control, I continued: “As you value your life, man, leave me. I shall not be able to hold myself much longer.”

“God help you, George,” he said, and then without another word left the room.

After he had gone I stood staring at the door as if I supposed he would return. What right had he to spy upon me? I hated him, nay, I could have killed him for it. For more than an hour I nursed this devil in my heart, then, moved by an impulse I could not resist, I softly opened my door and made my way down the passage until I reached his room. What I was going to do there I did not know. However, I turned the handle and entered. For the reason that it was his custom to keep a light burning, it was possible for me to distinguish the various objects in the room quite distinctly. I could see the bed against the wall that faced the window, and stretched out upon it the giant form of the Taipan himself, fast asleep, one arm thrown above his head, the other hanging listless beside the bed.

I stood beside him and looked down at him. The wild rage that had held possession of me had been succeeded by a still more curious feeling of triumph — a triumph for I knew not what. Here was the man at my mercy. If I desired such a thing, nothing would be easier than to take his throat in my hands and to choke the life out of him. Strong man though he was, I was more than his master. Then in his sleep he smiled and muttered: “Poor old George,” Evidently he was dreaming of me, and from the smile upon his face his thoughts were kindly towards me.

I crept away, back to my own room, and once there wept as I had not done since I was a child. Over and over again I vowed that the snake should go in the morning, and upon this resolution I fell asleep to dream as I always seemed to do now, of Jeffries.

Over the interview between my host and myself next morning I must draw a curtain. It was painful, but inevitable. Whether he believed the excuse I brought forward I cannot say, but it was sufficient to ensure the patching up of peace between us for the small time that we were together. Four days later I sailed from Hong Kong for Queensland, via Thursday Island. And, alas! for my resolutions, Jeffries’ legacy accompanied me.

No one will ever know, and I cannot hope to be able to make you understand, my feelings as the well-remembered Australian coast-line came into view. I could well recall the day, though it seemed to me like a page out of another life, when I had sighted it for the first time. Then all my hopes had been centred upon the new life I was about to lead. Romance had thrown her mysterious glamour over the profession of a sugar planter, and all the world seemed roseate. Now I was going back — how? — a broken man, one in whom ambition was dead — a poor, drugged, besotted creature, caring for nothing, hoping for nothing, and cursed as no other man had been cursed before.

On reaching Thursday Island it had been necessary for me to change from the stately liner, in which I had hitherto travelled, into a smellier vessel. In her I proceeded on my way, inside the Barrier Reef, down that inhospitable coast towards my destination.

It was late in the afternoon when we entered the little port whose trade and future had once monopolised so much of my thought. As I stood upon the deck, watching the harbour open out, and noting the familiar landmarks, I could scarcely believe that I was separated from it by such a gulf. When we were at anchor a man came on board with whom I had been well acquainted. As he set foot upon the deck he looked at me and I expected him to nod. He did not do so, however, so I touched him upon the shoulder.

“Is it possible that you don’t remember me?” I asked, with some astonishment.

“Good heavens!” he replied, “then it is George Wellmore after all. But man alive, what have you been doing with yourself? I never saw anyone so changed in all my life. Have you been ill?”

I informed him that I had never felt better in my life, and then went below to arrange about getting my luggage ashore. For reasons which it will be unnecessary to state, this was a somewhat difficult matter to arrange, but by this time I had become something of an expert at it. Eventually, I found myself ashore and dining at the very hotel at which the inquest had been held on Estelle’s father, and which I had thought never to see again.

My meal finished, I left the house for a walk, taking with me the sealed letter that Jeffries had given me. It was a beautiful moonlight night and as light as day. At last I reached the gates of Togorah (I had ascertained at the hotel that Estelle was still there) and made my way up the familiar drive towards the house. As I approached it I noticed that a woman dressed in white was walking on the verandah. On seeing me she came forward and met me at the top of the steps.

“Estelle!” I said. “Do you know me?”

“George!” she cried, with what was almost a note of terror in her voice. “Can it really be you, George?”

“I have come back,” I answered, “and I have brought you this letter. It will explain all. Read it, and should you care to see me afterwards, send to the ‘Bushman’s Rest.’ You will find me there.” She took the letter, and without another word carried it into the house. Then I went back to the township, knowing that the love I once felt for Estelle Mainwaring was dead.


CHAPTER XI.
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I HAVE SAID that my love for Estelle Mainwaring was dead. Inexplicable though it may seem, this was nevertheless the truth. And yet I had only become conscious of the fact within a few days of my arrival in Australia. When I had said goodbye to Hong Kong, I had determined to return to Australia in order to present the letter I had received from Jeffries. I had then been quite confident in my own mind that my innocence being proved, Estelle and I would resume our old relationship to each other. Unhappily, however, there was something behind me, controlling all my actions, and influencing even the smallest details of my life. While its power was upon me I was like a man in a dream; everything about me seemed unsubstantial and unreal; I seemed incapable of controlling even my own thoughts or actions. In other words, the iron hand of the devil was upon me, and I was being crushed, little by little, within the grip.

It must be understood that, in describing this particular period of my life, I am devoting myself mainly to the narration of the most prominent facts. I must leave it to my readers to fill in the blanks for themselves; to go into details would, even if it were possible, be a waste of the very little time I have left at my disposal.

Next morning while I was dressing (I had spent the greater part of the night wandering about the country side, sleep now being almost unknown to me), a letter was brought to me. I took up the envelope and glanced at the writing, with but little more interest than I should have given to a tradesman’s circular. It was from Estelle.

I opened it, and read as follows:

“GEORGE (it began), “What can I say to you? How can I ask you to forgive the wrong I have done you? I can see now that I must have been mad ever to have believed you capable of what was alleged against you. If you can find it in your heart to be merciful, come and see me, and tell me that you forgive me with your own lips.

“ESTELLE.”

I placed the letter on my dressing-table, and as I did so a bitter laugh escaped me. So Estelle had found after all that she had been mistaken? And now she was anxious that I should forgive. She did not know, however, that it was too late. God help us both, it was too late.

However, I told myself, the game had to be played through to the end, whatever that end might be. It was the decree of Fate that this should be so, and I, the saddest child of Fate, was unable to prevent it. My apology for a breakfast finished, I donned my hat and set off for Togorah. What I was going to do or say I had no idea. I was drifting along on a misty sea upon which I could not see any distance ahead.

I found Estelle in her garden. At the moment that I came upon her she was training a creeper upon some trellis-work. She heard my step upon the path, and turned with a little cry to greet me.

On her face was an expression that I could not quite fathom. Hope, despair, courage, and yet fear, were all depicted there. Dropping the creeper, she came towards me.

“George,” she said, almost in a tone of entreaty, “can you forgive me?”

In a moment, and why I cannot say, everything seemed to change. A few moments before I had made up my mind that it was impossible for us ever to resume our old relationship. Now I saw matters in a different light.

“Estelle,” I said, “you should know me by this time. Heaven knows I have been cruelly wronged, and so have you. But there is still the future for us.”

“But, George, I doubted you. Can you ever be the same to me again?”

Hard as it is, I am endeavouring to make this a veracious history. Though it pains me now to record it, I must admit that I went forward and took her hand.

“Estelle,” I said, “we have both of us much to forgive. Let us put it aside, and try only to think of happier days.”

She was weeping softly by this time. I led her to a little summer house which, in happier days, we had named “My Lady’s Bower.” There we sat and talked together. By midday the breach between us was healed, and yet I had no happiness in it. However much I might try to convince myself to the contrary, I knew that I was playing the part of a hypocrite and a coward. In the old days I had fought hard for Estelle’s love; now she was pleading for mine, and, alas! too late. It is brutal to say so, but as I made my way back to the township, I found myself laughing at the aspect affairs had assumed.

That evening I returned to Togorah; the next day I was there again — until it presently became known in the district that our engagement was renewed.

I have no excuses to make for myself, I do not intend to justify my behaviour in any shape or form. The world may hold me responsible, and I know my liability, but as the truth must some day be told, I contend that it was not I, but another power behind me, who broke Estelle Mainwaring’s heart. But I am the man who must suffer, and I am the man who must bear the punishment Surely, never in all the history of love affairs, was there a more curious engagement than mine. Estelle and I were never seen together in public, we saw no friends in private; when we were alone together we scarcely spoke to each other, and as the weeks drifted by no mention was ever made of our marriage. Every day the hand that was pressing on me was growing heavier, and with the increase of the pressure, I found even my desire to be honourable to Estelle, decreasing by leaps and bounds. And all that time I knew, as truly as any man could know it, that when I should lose her, I was a doomed man. I was powerless, however, to do anything in my own defence.

In this fashion week after week went by, each a repetition of the other. It was a strange and, looking back upon it now, I can see a terrible time. I had discarded all my old acquaintances, or rather, they had discarded me. One man alone was not to be easily shaken off. This was my old friend, Macdonald, who had stood by me so gallantly at the time of the murder of Mr. Mainwaring. He found me out one day, and took me to task.

“Wellmore,” said he, laying his hand upon my arm, as he spoke, “there’s something wrong with ye. I’ve seen it these days past. Maybe it’s yer health that’s wrong; maybe it’s yer mind; at any rate, ye’re not yer old self.”

Nothing could have been more true than this; nevertheless I denied the accusation and assured him that I never felt better or happier.

“But, man,” he said, “ye’re falling away to a shadow, and I don’t like to see it. Look at yer hands, they are fair skeletons. What’s more, there’s a light in yer eyes that, at times, makes me feel fair afraid of ye. Think of the lass, if ye won’t of yerself. It’s a happy man ye ought to be, having won her back, but, mark me, ye’ll not be happy long if ye don’t mend yer ways.”

In my heart I was raging against the old Scotchman, but outwardly I preserved my usual calm. I reiterated my assurance that there was nothing the matter; that I was only a little run down, and also that he need feel no anxiety on my behalf. He shook his head and departed, mumbling something to the effect that wilful men “must gang their own gait.” Heaven knows I was doing as he suggested, and a wearier path no man surely has ever been called upon to climb.

I have already said that I had lost the majority of my friends. Though, however, they no longer spoke to me, it does not follow that they ceased to observe myself and my doings. On the contrary, they bestowed a greater amount of attention upon my affairs than they had ever done before. Probably never since the foundation of the Settlement had gossip been so rife as it was then. By some it was predicted that my re-engagement to Estelle would come to nothing, while I think most people deemed it a pity that so charming a girl should be throwing herself away upon a man who was so obviously unworthy. For my own part I cared nothing for what they said. By this time I was beyond the reach of even the most malicious gossip. I cared no more for public opinion than for the people who were supposed to voice it. What was more, it did not make any difference in Estelle’s treatment of me, though I fear she could not have been ignorant of what was said That she could not help being aware of the terrible change that had come over me I was quite aware.

This, however, seemed only to add to her devotion. Her mind having been poisoned by Jeffries’ insinuations, she had once wronged me; now she could not do enough to atone for the mistake she had made. She believed me to be ill, and she devoted all her womanliness to the task of bringing me back to health again. At that time she knew nothing of my terrible secret. She had no idea of the despair that filled my heart, or of the fear that was always with me that the devil, who was my master, would take complete possession of me and hasten the end that I knew must come. All this may seem wild and incoherent. I cannot make it plainer alas! To attempt to do so would be to lay myself open to a charge of madness, for who, in this enlightened age, would believe the story I am writing?

When I had been three months in the Settlement I found that I was tired of the township, and, in order that I might enjoy greater privacy, I rented a small cottage a mile or so outside. Here, waited on by one old woman, I spent such time as I was not at Togorah.

I saw no one, and I had no desire to do so. In fact, as I was very well aware by this time, men who had once been my friends would now walk five miles out of their road to avoid meeting with me. You may ask the reason of this. But I pledge you my word that I could not tell you. I am not conscious of having done anything to give offence, yet the fact remains that I was tabooed. I knew that this state of things could not of course last long, but the end was nearer than even I supposed.

It came about in this way. (Whether or not the telling hurts me, you must judge for yourself. Having told you so much already, it seems to me that it would be better to continue to the end without sparing myself in the narration.)

As I have already said, Estelle was aware of the change that had come over me, and nobly did she work in trying to win back my love. As she repeatedly told me, I was all she had left in the world. To my eternal shame be it recorded that I refused to look upon the matter from her point of view. The influence of the unholy thing was upon me, and I could only remember the fact that she had wrecked my life, and that now was the time for me to take my revenge. And that revenge I knew as well as I know anything in the world, would have to be worked out at any cost to her or to myself. I was doing her the vilest wrong, and what was more, I was doing it deliberately, yet without desire or malice, like a man walking in his sleep, who wanders on and on, heedless of what the consequences may be.

How well I can recall the day upon which the end came. I was later even than usual in reaching the plantation. This says something, for during the last few weeks I had been steadily growing more and more unpunctual. If the truth must be told the sun was disappearing as I made my way up the drive towards the house. It was at the end of the season, and the nights were growing somewhat chilly. The wind howled in the trees and through the long dank grass, for heavy rain had fallen earlier in the afternoon. Never until that night had I known what it really was to have the Devil in my heart, and to find a delight in keeping him there. Love and pity were both dead within me, and all I desired or thought of now, was deriving enjoyment from others’ sufferings.

I entered the house to be informed that Estelle was in the grounds. I accordingly went in search of her, to eventually discover her, pacing a solitary path upwards of half a mile away. She seemed startled at seeing me, and, as I drew nearer her, I noticed that her face was very pale and haggard. Her beauty had suffered seriously under the strain of the past year.

“I thought you were not coming,” she said, as if she feared I were about to rebuke her for not waiting at the house to receive me. “And I felt that I must have a breath of fresh air. The house was stifling.” We turned and strolled down the path together. Suddenly an intense desire to be done with the whole affair had taken hold of me. What had I to do with love and love-making? Why should I chain myself to a woman when there was that other wonderful, yet terrible knowledge, that had been vouchsafed to me? No! No! at any cost I would be done with it, and at once.

“George, there is something strange about you tonight,” Estelle cried, turning to me. “You frighten me. I can’t understand it. Are you ill? You have looked like a death’s head lately.”

“You pay me a curious compliment,” I answered, with a short laugh. “Our stock of endearments must be running perilously low if that is the best you can say to me. Shall I remove the offending member?”

“Oh, I did not mean it in that sense,” she cried piteously. “You know that. I would not hurt your feelings for anything in the world.”

I could feel the devil gnashing his teeth within me; I knew that in a few moments he would break out, and then would end all things between Estelle and myself.

Yet even now my old self was not altogether dead. I was still capable of making one fight, alas! a very feeble one, for honour.

“Estelle,” I said, “I want to have a most serious talk with you. Bear with me, and let me have my say out. Heaven, if there is a Heaven, knows that I am the most unhappy man in the world to-day.”

“I know it,” she answered. “I have known for some time that you were in trouble, and hoped and prayed that you might tell me in order that I might have an opportunity of helping you, or at least of sharing, whatever it might be, with you.”

While she had been speaking my thoughts were far away. I was standing once more in the room in which Jeffries had died. I could see him lying on his miserable pallet, his great sunken eyes staring at me with deadly hate. Then a change came and, believe it, reader, or not, Richard Jeffries stood between Estelle and myself on that sodden path. I could see him as plainly as I could have seen you, had you been there. There could be no mistake; I felt convinced, and do to-day, that it was no optical delusion, and I will endeavour to show you why.

As I watched him, seeming almost as if it rose from the ground at his feet, appeared the snake. It was as plain to the eye as the man. The last faint ray of daylight fell upon the glistening scales, and was reflected in the eyes that knew all the wickedness of the world, and of the Pit also. It twined itself about the man, caressed him, after a fashion I knew only too well, and then, poising itself upon his shoulder, seemed as if it were waiting for the completion of the tableau.

For a moment I stood as if petrified. Then, with an involuntary cry, I sprang back, seizing Estelle by the hand as I did so. And this is the most extraordinary part of the affair. She had been watching my face, alarmed, as was only natural, by the expression she saw there. Now, when I had taken her hand, she must have seen what I saw, for, almost before I had time to catch her, she had fallen in my arms in a dead faint. When I looked again both man and snake had disappeared, and all that was to be seen was the rain-washed path, flanked by the dripping trees and shrubs. Turning quickly, I tottered, rather than walked, back with my burden to the house. Reaching the verandah, I placed her in a chair, and called her companion to her assistance.

“Miss Mainwaring has had a great shock,” I said in explanation. “You had better attend to her.” Before restoratives could be applied, and further assistance obtained, Estelle opened her eyes. The look of terror depicted in them told me something of the shock she had received. I advised her to go to her room, and, when she had done so, I left the house and strode back to my lonely dwelling. Though I knew very well that there could be no question of escape, I hastened to the trunk and opened it. The snake was there just as I had left it. It raised its head and looked at me from its soulless eyes as if it knew what had happened an hour before. Lowering the lid I turned the key in the lock. Then I sat myself down at the table and tried to collect my thoughts. But the task was beyond me.

Every day now I lost something of my old reasoning powers. I knew that if this sort of thing were to continue I should soon lose them altogether. I went to the door and looked out The storm which had been pending all day had broken, and the wind which had moaned through the trees at Togorah, now lashed the jungle with the fury of a hurricane. The hut stood in a dreary, isolated position, and the folk of the Settlement, who remembered my old fastidiousness, put me down as a madman for taking it. With my secret, however, I could not have had a better place. I ran no risk of being spied upon, and I was free to come and go as I pleased.

In all my experience of the tropics I do not remember another storm that could be compared to that which raged that night. The rain fell in torrents, and the wind whistled round the corners of the hut like the wailing of a thousand souls in torment. I had had no evening meal, for in my then present humour, food would have choked me.

Late in the evening I once more threw open the trunk, and this time allowed the snake to issue forth. I could not have done otherwise had my life depended upon it. Once again began that familiar dance, which might correctly be termed The Dance of Death. The lithesome, shining body, twisted and turned, weaving itself into every conceivable shape, until my brain grew dizzy and I found myself drifting into that hypnotic state which was but the beginning of the soul-destroying joys which I dare not risk my reputation for sanity, by endeavouring to describe to you.

Then came the greatest gust of wind of the evening. The frail wooden hut rocked before it. Ere it had passed I was conscious of another presence in the room. I could see nothing, and yet I was certain that it was there, and, deem me a liar if you will, I assert that the snake was also aware of its proximity. He had ceased his evolutions and now lay coiled in a corner, its head raised, and looking up into space as if it were following something with its eyes. Then with a suddenness that equalled its appearance that afternoon, the figure of Richard Jeffries stood before me, as plain and distinct as when I had last seen it. This time I felt no fear. For the time being I was in a land where fear is unknown. The wind outside had died down, so that it was possible to hear the pattering of the raindrops from the eaves.

“So you have found me out again,” I said. “I never dreamt that you would come back.”

“I shall be with you to the end,” he replied. “There is only one thing that can prevent it.”

“And what may that be?” I enquired. “Have you not revenged yourself enough upon me as it is? I did you no wrong and you have destroyed me body and soul.”

“You cannot tell that yet,” he continued. “There is another to be reckoned with.”

He had scarcely spoken before a cry came to us from outside. It was a woman’s voice, and I recognised it immediately. Then the door opened, and Estelle, hatless, and with her hair lying wet and disordered about her shoulders, tottered into the lamplight. That she could not see Jeffries was evident from the fact that she looked at me through him. Her face was the picture of despair, and I believe to this day that the light in her eyes was that of madness.

“For God’s sake, George, tell me what that meant this afternoon?” she cried. “The thought that I have seen it is killing me. I know that you saw it as I did.”

At that moment her eyes fell upon the snake curled up in the corner. With a shriek of horror she fell back against the wall.

“Then it was true after all,” she moaned. “I prayed that it might have been only a hideous creation of my fancy, but now I know that it was true.”

“Look then,” I answered, and took her hand in mine.

She did so, and I knew what she would see.

“It is as I have said,” Jeffries continued. “Her love will work your salvation, but not yet.”

Then, almost before I could realise it, he had vanished. Estelle left my side and went towards the door.

“It is true,” she said. “By God’s grace I will save you yet. Come, I must go home. This will be our last walk together.”

Bare-headed and without in the least comprehending her meaning I followed her out into the darkness. The storm had recommenced, the lightning flashed and the thunder rolled incessantly. Neither of us spoke until we had left the path leading to the hut and were on the road that led from my old plantation to Togorah. When we reached the gate of the former place she laid her hand upon my arm to detain me.

“Let us go in,” she said, “for I have something to say to you which must be said quickly.”

I pushed open the gate and we passed in together and made our way up the drive until we reached the spot where her father had met his death.

“My love,” she said, as we came to a standstill, “had we not seen what we did to-day, I know that I should have lost your love, but now nothing will ever deprive me of it. By the memory of my beloved father I swear that I will wait for you and that we shall be together at the last.”

As she finished speaking there was a terrific flash of lightning that seemed to sever the heavens in twain. By its light I saw Estelle throw up her arms and then she fell prone upon the ground. With a cry of horror I knelt beside her, just as I had done for her father, in what seemed now to be another life. Then lights appeared and a small crowd, who had come out as a search party, made their appearance at the gates. In a voice that at any other time I should not have recognised, I called them to me, but they had come too late.

Estelle was dead!

* * * * * *

And now, my reader, I have reached the end of my long task. After leaving Australia I travelled here, there, and everywhere about the earth, eventually reaching England, seeking the end and failing to find it. But it is near at hand, thank goodness, at last. Estelle has warned...

A few words of explanation by Robert Mortimer, to whom the reader may remember the manuscript was entrusted by its author.

The following clipping from a well-known Midland daily paper may serve to throw some light upon the fate of the unhappy man I met in the hotel at, and in the train from, Plymouth — as described in the Preface — which I have taken the liberty of inserting: — 

The Coroner (Mr. J. B. Balfer) yesterday held an inquest at the Cobbleford Mortuary on the body of a man found in a furnished house which he had lately taken in that neighbourhood. The name he gave to the landlord, who lived with him and attended to his wants, was Mornington, and as he had taken the house for only three months, and had paid the rent in advance, no further references were deemed necessary.

One strange circumstance connected with the case is the fact that, encircling the body — and also dead — was a large snake, of a description concerning which there seems to be a considerable amount of speculation. The deceased was well supplied with money, but appears to have been of a morose disposition and to have made no acquaintances in the neighbourhood. The medical evidence ascribed the death to heart failure.

THE END


The Kidnapped President (1902)
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CHAPTER I
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I SUPPOSE TO every man, at some period in his life, there comes some adventure upon which, in after life, he is destined to look back with a feeling that is very near akin to astonishment. Somebody has said that adventures are to the adventurous. In my case I must confess that I do not see how the remark applies. I was certainly fourteen years at sea, but in all that time, beyond having once fallen overboard in Table Bay, and, of course, the great business of which it is the purpose of this book to tell you, I cannot remember any circumstance that I could dignify with the title of an adventure. The sailor’s calling in these times of giant steamships is so vastly different from what it was in the old days of sailing ships and long voyages that, with the most ordinary luck, a man might work his way up the ratlines from apprentice to skipper with little less danger than would be met with in a London merchant’s office. Though I was not aware of it, however, I was destined to have an adventure, stirring enough to satisfy the most daring, before my seafaring life came to an end.

How well I remember the day on which I was appointed fourth officer of the ocean liner Pernambuco, running from London to South America. I should here remark that I held a second officer’s certificate, but I was, nevertheless, glad enough to take what I could get, in the hope of being able to work my way up to something better. It was not a bad rise, when all was said and done, to leave a ramshackle old tub of a tramp for the comparatively luxurious life of a mail boat; much jollier merely to run out to the Argentine and back, instead of dodging at a snail’s pace from port to port all round the world. Then again there was the question of society. It was pleasanter in every respect to have pretty girls to flirt with on deck, and to sit beside one at meals, than to have no one to talk to save a captain who was in an intoxicated state five days out of seven, a grumpy old chief mate, and a Scotch engineer, who could recite anything Burns ever wrote, backwards or forwards, as you might choose to ask him for it. When I had been six months on board the Pernambuco, I was made third officer; at the end of the year I signed my name on the pay-sheet as second. Eventually I got my Master’s Certificate, and became chief officer. Now everybody knows, or ought to know, that the duties of chief officer on board a big liner, and, for the matter of that, on any other boat, are as onerous as they are varied. In the first place, he is the chief executive officer of the ship, and is held responsible, not only for its appearance, but also for the proper working of the crew. It is a position that requires consummate tact. He must know when to see things and when not to see them, must be able to please the passengers, and yet protect the interests of his owners, must, and this is not the least important fact, be able to keep his men constantly employed, yet not earn for himself the reputation of being too hard a task-master. Finally, he has to see that all the credit for what he does is not appropriated by himself, but goes to increase the kudos of his commanding officer. If the latter is a gentleman, and can appreciate his officers’ endeavours at their real value, matters will in all probability go smoothly; on the other hand, however, if the captain is a bully, then the chief officer is likely to wish himself elsewhere, or at least that he was the holder of some other rank. This was my case on my last and most memorable voyage in the service of a particular Company that every one knows, but which, for various reasons, shall be nameless.

I had never met Captain Harveston until he joined us in dock on the day previous to sailing, but I had heard some scarcely complimentary remarks about him from men who had sailed with him. I must confess, therefore, that I was prepared to dislike him. In appearance he was as unlike a sailor as a man could well be, was a great dandy in his dress, and evidently looked upon himself as an undoubted lady-killer. So far as I was concerned, he had hardly set foot on the vessel before he commenced finding fault. A ship in dock, before the passengers come aboard, and while the thousand and one preparations are being made for a voyage, is seldom an example of tidiness. Surely a skipper, who had been at sea for thirty years, must have realized this; for some reason, however, best known to himself, it pleased Captain Harveston to inaugurate our acquaintance by telling me that he liked a “spic and span ship,” and that he judged his officers by what he saw of their work.

“You shall have nothing to complain of as soon as I get the workmen out, sir,” I replied, a bit nettled at being called over the coals upon such a trumpery matter.

“I trust I shall not,” he answered superciliously, and then strutted down the bridge to his own cabin, which was just abaft the chart-room.

As it turned out, the Isle of Wight was scarcely astern before the trouble began. Young Herberts, our second officer, was the first to get a wigging, and Harrison, the fourth, quickly followed suit. I felt sure my time would not be long in coming, and I was not wrong. On the second day out, and during my watch below, I was talking to the purser in his cabin, when the fourth officer appeared to inform me that the captain wished to see me on the promenade deck. Thither I made my way, to find him seated there with a number of lady passengers round him.

“Surely he is not going to be nasty before these ladies,” I said to myself as I approached him.

I discovered, however, that this was exactly what he was going to do.

“Mr. Helmsworth,” he began, “I am told that you have refused the passengers the use of the bull-board.”

“Indeed, sir, I have not,” I replied. “I informed one of the gentlemen who spoke to me about it that I would have it brought up directly we were clear of the Channel. As a rule we never produce it until we’re out of the Bay. I had Captain Pomeroy’s instructions to that effect.”

“I am captain of this vessel now,” he returned. “Please see that the board is brought on deck at once. I must ask you for the future to do all that lies in your power to promote the pleasure of the passengers. It is a duty I have a right to expect of my officers.”

“Very good, sir,” I answered and walked away.

From that day forward I saw that my service under Captain Harveston was likely to be a short one, and, indeed, by the time we reached Buenos Ayres, I felt as if I could throw up my appointment altogether. He was never satisfied, never pleased, and did nothing but grumble and find fault from morning until night.

After the usual fortnight’s stay at the capital of the Argentine, we commenced our homeward voyage. Our first port of call was Rio, where Harveston and the third officer came to loggerheads. By this time the whole ship’s company had taken his measure, and I fancy he must have known it. Being of a petty disposition, he attributed this to me, and accordingly laid himself out to make my life aboard as disagreeable as it was possible for him to do. How bitterly I regretted the loss of my old skipper, who had been kindness and consideration itself, I must leave you to imagine.

And now I must turn from a narration of my own misfortunes during that miserable voyage to give you a description of a man, whose personality is destined to play such an important part in my narrative. He joined us at Rio, and was one of the last passengers to come aboard. He was a Spaniard, and, as could be seen at a glance, a well-bred one at that. He called himself Don Guzman de Silvestre. He was very tall; I should say some inches over six feet, with the darkest of dark eyes and hair, aquiline features, and a small pointed beard, that he had a habit of stroking when thinking. Taken altogether, a more romantic personality could scarcely be imagined, and as he came up the gangway, I told myself that he was the best figure of a man I had seen for some considerable time. When he asked me at what hour we should sail, I noticed that he spoke English perfectly, and in a musical voice that was very pleasant to listen to. Before we had been many days at sea, he and I had had several talks upon all sorts of subjects, considerably to Captain Harveston’s annoyance, for the latter did not approve of his officers being on anything like friendly terms with the passengers. Having no desire to quarrel with my chief, I endeavoured, as far as possible, to keep out of his way, but for some reason this only had the effect of incensing him more against me.

We were a full ship on the homeward voyage, and, as we generally did a lot of painting between Barbadoes and Madeira, I found my time pretty well taken up. It was in connection with this painting that the climax came. We had left the West Indies behind us, and at the time were steering a straight course for Madeira. The men, when the incident I am about to describe happened, were at work on the port rails of the promenade deck. One of them, who had been outside the rail, climbed over, pot in hand, to obey an order I had given him. At the moment that he did so, the long Atlantic swell caused the vessel to give a big roll, and before he could save himself, he was flying across the deck towards a chair in which a lady was seated. They came into violent collision, with the result that the pot of white paint was deposited in her lap. I hastened to her assistance, and did all that was possible at the moment to remedy the mishap. Fortunately for the man, who was overcome by the magnitude of the catastrophe, she took the accident in excellent part.

“You must not blame the man,” she said to me. “It was not his fault. I shall have to sue the ocean for damages.”

Then with a laugh she went below to change her attire.

As ill luck would have it, just after she had disappeared, the skipper emerged from the companion, and saw the splashes of paint.

“What’s the meaning of this, sir?” he asked, turning on me angrily.

“One of the men met with an accident, sir,” I replied. “The roll of the ship caused him to upset the paint-pot.”

“You should not put that class of fellow to do such work,” he returned, oblivious to the fact that he was committing the unpardonable sin of admonishing an officer before the men. “You seem to have no discrimination at all, Mr. Helmsworth.”

With that he walked away, leaving me to chew my cud of humiliation in silence. After luncheon I received an order to go to the captain’s cabin. I could see that I was in for more trouble, but could not guess what. One thing was very evident; he was in a towering rage.

“How is it, Mr. Helmsworth,” he began, when I had entered the cabin and had closed the door, “that you deliberately kept things from me this morning that it was your duty to tell me?”

“I am not aware that I have kept anything back from you, sir,” I replied, as civilly as I knew how, for I had no desire to lose my temper. “If it is with regard to the tiller of the port quarter boat — —”

“It has nothing whatever to do with the port quarter boat,” he answered savagely. “I want to know how it was that you did not tell me about that lady’s dress being spoilt this morning. You should have reported the matter to me. Had it not been for my steward, I should have known nothing whatsoever about it.”

“I did not think it worth while to trouble you with it, sir,” I replied. “It was a pure accident, and Miss Burgess forgave the man, and admitted that he was not to blame.”

“Accident or no accident,” he retorted, “you should have informed me of the circumstance. I consider you sadly wanting in your duty, Mr. Helmsworth. Of late, your manner has been most disrespectful to me, and I tell you to your face, sir, that your ship is a disgrace to any chief officer.”

“I am sorry you should say that,” I answered, endeavouring to keep my temper; “I have always had the reputation of turning my ship out well. If you will point out anything that is wrong, I will at once have it rectified.”

“Don’t bandy words with me, sir,” he stormed. “I am not used to it from my officers. I repeat that your ship is a disgrace to any chief officer, and I shall take care that the matter is duly reported to the Board as soon as we reach London.”

“Perhaps you will be good enough to tell me what you consider wrong, sir?”

“Everything,” he answered. “I thought yesterday I pointed out to you a hole in the after awning.”

“You did, sir, and it has been repaired. I put the sail-maker on to it at once.”

He rose from his chair with a look of triumph on his face.

“Kindly step aft with me,” he said, “and let us examine it for ourselves.”

Feeling confident that what I had said was correct, I gladly accompanied him, but to my horror, when we reached the place in question, there was the rent gaping at us without a stitch in it.

“I regret exceedingly that you should consider it necessary to cover your negligence by telling me what is not true,” he said in a voice so loud that some of the second-class passengers could hear it.

This was more than I could swallow.

“I’ll not be called a liar by you, Captain Harveston, or by any man living,” I retorted, feeling that I would have given something to have been able to have knocked him down. “If you will send for the sail-maker, he will inform you that I gave him orders to do it this morning. It is no fault of mine that he has neglected his duty.”

“It is the fault of no one else, sir,” returned the captain. “If you kept the men up to their work, this would not have been left undone. I shall be careful to enter this occurrence in the log-book.”

So saying he stalked majestically away, and I went in search of the sail-maker. The man, it appeared, had intended doing the work, but had been called away to something else, and had forgotten it. After that, I returned to my own cabin, and sat down to think the matter over. There could be no sort of doubt that I was in an exceedingly unenviable position. I could quite see that if Harveston reported me, the Board would be likely to believe his version of the story, and even if they did not consider me quite as negligent as he was endeavouring to make me, they would probably argue that I was not all I might be, on the basis that there can be no smoke without fire. Whatever else might be said, a reputation for slovenliness and untruthfulness would be scarcely likely to help me in my career. From that day forward matters went from bad to worse. It seemed impossible for me to do right, however hard I might try. What was more annoying, I began to feel that, not content with disliking me himself, the captain was endeavouring to set the passengers against me also.

During the run across the Atlantic I had, as I have said, several long talks with Don Guzman de Silvestre. The man interested me immensely. What his profession was I could not ascertain, but from numberless little remarks he let fall, I gathered that he was the possessor of considerable wealth. Certainly he had seen a variety of strange life. Were it not that he narrated his adventures with an air of truth that left no room for doubt, it would have been impossible to have believed him. He had seen fighting in Mexico, in Nicaragua, in Brazil, and with Balmaceda in Chili.

“I suppose in South America there will be Revolutions until the end of Time,” I remarked one evening, as we sat talking together in my cabin.

“I should say it is more than likely,” he answered, taking his cigar from his mouth and holding it between his long, slim fingers. “If you take specimens of all the most excitable races in the world and graft them on stock even more excitable than themselves, what can you expect? In such countries Might must always be Right, and the weakest will go to the wall.”

“I shouldn’t care much about being President in that description of place,” I returned. “It’s a case of being in power and popular to-day, unpopular and assassinated to-morrow.”

“There is certainly a large amount of risk in this,” the Don replied meditatively. “And yet men are always to be found desirous of taking up the reins of government.”

I could not help wondering whether he had ever felt the ambition he spoke of.

“I remember meeting a man in Paris some years ago,” he continued after a few moments’ silence, “who was what one might call a world’s vagabond. He had been a soldier in French Africa, a shearer in Australia, a miner at the Cape, a stockbroker in New York, and several other things. When I met him, he was, as I have said, in Paris, and practically starving. He could speak half the languages of the world well enough to be thought a native, was absolutely fearless; indeed, taken altogether he was about as devil-may-care a sort of fellow as I had ever met in my life. Three years later he was Dictator of one of the South American Republics we have been speaking of.”

“And where is he now?”

“At the end of six months another man came upon the scene, won the favour of the Standing Army, and began to make trouble for those in power, with the result that my friend had to vacate his office, also the country, at remarkably short notice. Some day he will go back and endeavour to unseat the individual who supplanted him. The latter gained his place by treachery, but if he is not careful he will lose it by something else.”

“Your friend is a man who does not forget an injury then?” I remarked, with a well-defined suspicion that he was speaking of himself.

“I rather fancy he is,” he replied. “At any rate, I am quite certain he is not one who forgives.”

Then he changed the conversation by inquiring how long I had been at sea, and what countries I had visited. With some of them he professed to be acquainted.

“It is rather impertinent of me to say so,” he said, looking round to see that there was no one near the door, “but I am afraid you and your captain are not on the best of terms.”

“I am sorry to say that we are not,” I answered, and stopped there, for I had no desire to discuss the matter with him.

“You hold a Master’s Certificate, do you not?” he inquired.

I answered in the affirmative, and once more he was silent.

“I suppose you would have no objection to shipping as captain,” he went on after a long pause, “if the opportunity ever presented itself?”

“Most certainly I should not,” I replied, with a laugh. “I fear, however, it will be some time before I shall have such an opportunity.”

“In this line, perhaps,” he said, “but I suppose, if you had an offer from another firm, you would accept it?”

“I should feel very much inclined to do so,” I said, wondering at the same time what he was driving at.

“Are you married?”

“No,” I replied, “but I hope to be as soon as I can afford it. So far as I can see, however, that event, like the captainship, is a long way off. The good old days when skippers made money are past, and now-a-days, what with entertaining and one thing and another, it’s as much as a man can do to make both ends meet. Sometimes I’m afraid they don’t meet at all. I wish some kind friend would come along and offer me a comfortable shore billet on anything like pay — it would do him good to see me jump at it.”

“That may come yet,” he replied, and then he rose and bade me good-night.

A few evenings later, and as we were approaching the English Channel, he again spoke to me on the subject. His persistent recurrence to it gave me a feeling that there was something behind it all. But what that something was I had no sort of idea. I was destined to find out, however, even sooner than I imagined.


CHAPTER II
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FOUR DAYS LATER we reached England, and one of the most unpleasant voyages I have ever made was at an end. Having seen everything right on board, I left the ship. Captain Harveston had not said good-bye to me, and for this reason I did not consider it necessary that I should go out of my way to be civil to him. That the man intended doing me a mischief I felt certain, but what form his enmity would take I could only conjecture. The entry was in the log-book, and some action would be taken of it without a doubt.

From London I took the train to Salisbury, intending to walk out to my home at Falstead, one of the loveliest if not the loveliest of all the Wiltshire villages with which I am acquainted. It was delightful to think that in a few hours I should see Molly, my pretty sweetheart, again, and in her gentle company, and that of my dear old mother (my father had been dead many years), endeavour to forget for a fortnight the worries and troubles that had been my portion during the past two months. Molly, I must tell you, or Miss Mary Wharton, was a lady of much importance at Falstead. She was an orphan, and her father had been the Vicar of the hamlet for nearly fifty years. When her parents died she had received an offer of a home in London, but she could not find it in her heart to leave the place in which she had been born, so she remained on in the capacity of village schoolmistress and organist, loved by the children, consulted by the mothers, and respected by every one. My father had been the local medico, and I had known Molly all my life. We had played together as children, had received our first lessons together, had fallen in love later, and were engaged when I was twenty-three and she two years my junior.

It was nearly four o’clock when I reached Salisbury and started on my five miles’ tramp to the village. My luggage I left to be brought on next day by the carrier, taking with me a small hand-bag containing sufficient for my immediate needs. I can remember the time when those five miles had seemed to me the longest walking in all the world; now, however, after so many weeks of sea, the green lanes, varied with open stretches of down, were beautiful beyond compare. Every turn of the road brought to light some spot of interest. I crossed the old stone bridge at the entrance to the village, and noted the place where I had caught my first trout, and further on, as I passed a certain stile, upon which hundreds of initials had been carved, recalled the fact that it was there I had fought Nathaniel Burse, the village bully, and, unlike the heroes of most romances, had received a sound drubbing for my pains.

About a quarter of a mile from my mother’s cottage I overtook the worthy Vicar, who, as he informed me, had been to pay a visit to a farm on the Downs.

“Let me be the first to offer you a hearty welcome home,” he said. “You seem to have been away for a shorter time than ever this voyage.”

“It has certainly not seemed so to me,” I answered, and with a considerable amount of truth. “I am the more glad to be back. How is the village?”

“By the village, I suppose you mean Miss Wharton, do you not?” said the old fellow with a chuckle. “She is wonderfully well, and I fancy is looking forward to your return. Your mother keeps well also, I saw her yesterday.”

We walked on together until I could see ahead of us the little ivy-covered house in which I had been born. At the gate I bade the kindly old gentleman good-bye and entered, to be received on the threshold by Molly and my mother. For the next few minutes I had to submit, and I will leave you to imagine whether I did so willingly or not, to such a kissing and hugging as the average man seldom receives. Then I was escorted to the little drawing-room and given my favourite chair, while Molly made tea and my mother sat beside me and affectionately stroked my hand. Could you have seen Molly at that moment, you would have declared her to be the true picture of an English woman.

As you have probably observed by this time, I am not much of a hand at describing people, but I must endeavour to give you some idea of what my sweetheart was like. In the first place she was tall, possibly five feet nine inches. Her eyes were blue, and her hair a rich nut-brown. On the day of my arrival she was dressed in white, with a white belt round her shapely waist; while on the third finger of her left hand was the ring I had bought for her at Salisbury after our engagement was announced. Even now, though ten years have elapsed, I can feel the joy of that home-coming. I sat sipping my tea, and eating slice after slice of real Wiltshire bread-and-butter in a whirl of enchantment. Of course Molly remained to supper with us, and if afterwards we went for a stroll down the shadowy lanes as far as Bellam Woods, where you can stand on the hill and look down the valley to Salisbury, five miles away, who shall blame us?

The next three days were about as happy, so far as I am concerned, as a man could wish to spend. Fortunately it was holiday time with Molly, and in consequence she and I were inseparable from morning until night. We fished together, went for long walks together, and on the third day I borrowed the Vicar’s pony-cart and drove her into Salisbury. Alas! however, that day was destined to end in very different fashion to what it had begun. Having returned the pony-cart to the vicarage, we strolled home together. My mother’s maid-of-all-work had brought in the letters that had arrived by evening mail, and on the little table in the hall was one addressed to me. I turned it over, to discover upon the back of the envelope the monogram of the Company — my employers. With a heart full of forebodings I opened it. It was very brief, and read as follows — 

“Dear Sir,

“I am desired by the Chairman to inform you that the Board will be glad if you will make it convenient to be present at their meeting on Friday next at three o’clock.

“I am,
“Yours very truly,
J. Hopkinson, Secretary.”

“What does it mean, Dick?” Molly asked. “Why do they want to see you? I think it is very unkind of them to spoil your holiday by taking you away when you only have such a short time at home.”

“I am afraid it means trouble,” I answered. “Captain Harveston and I did not get on very well together, and I expect he has been making complaints against me at head-quarters. He threatened to do so.”

“Then he is a very unjust man,” said my sweetheart, her eyes flashing. “And I should like to tell him so!”

That the letter worried me a good deal I am not going to deny. My bread-and-butter depended upon the Company’s good opinion, and if I lost that I should certainly lose my position too. On the appointed day I bade my dear ones farewell, walked into Salisbury, and caught the train to London, reaching the Company’s offices, which were in Leadenhall Street, about a quarter of an hour before the meeting was due to take place. A liveried porter showed me into the waiting-room, where I remained for something like twenty minutes, kicking my heels impatiently, and wondering what the end of the business would be. Then the door opened and the Secretary entered.

“The Board will see you now, Mr. Helmsworth,” he said, and I accordingly followed him to the room in which the meetings of the Company took place. There I discovered a full Meeting. The Chairman was seated at the head of the table — a dignified, portly personage — while on either side of him were ranged the Directors, who I could see regarded me with some curiosity as I entered.

“Mr. Helmsworth,” said the Chairman, after the Secretary had returned to his place, “we have requested your presence to-day in order to inform you that Captain Harveston has felt it his duty to make a serious complaint to us of your conduct during the voyage which has just ended. To be candid, he charges you with general neglect of duty, of insulting conduct towards himself, and, I regret to add, of untruthfulness. We thought it better that you should have an opportunity of hearing these charges, and giving you a chance of defending yourself, should you care to do so. It is needless for me to add how much the Board regrets that such a report should have been made against you. What have you to say?”

“All I can say, sir,” I replied, advancing to the bottom of the table, and taking up my position there, “is that the report has not a word of truth in it. It is a malicious invention on the part of Captain Harveston, and, if he were here, I should tell him so.”

“Come, come, Mr. Helmsworth, you must not talk like that,” said the Chairman; “Captain Harveston has been a long time in our service, and we have never known him act unjustly to any one. Would it not be better to admit that there is some truth in what he says, and then to leave it to the clemency of the Board, to deal with as they may consider fair?”

“I am afraid, sir,” I replied, “with all due respect to yourself and the Board, that I cannot submit to being declared neglectful of my duties, or allow myself to be called untruthful when I know the charge to be unjust. For some reason, I cannot say what, Captain Harveston took a dislike to me before the voyage commenced, and this report is the outcome of that dislike.”

I then proceeded to explain what had happened; pointed out that while the dock workmen were engaged upon the ship, and she was of necessity in an untidy condition, Captain Harveston had complained of her lack of orderliness. I referred to the paint incident, and commented upon the fact that he had charged me with concealing what had happened from him. With regard to the ship being in an untidy state throughout the voyage, I stated that I was prepared to bring witnesses to prove that she was as perfect as it was possible for a ship to be. If a little of the gloss had worn off by the time we reached the Thames, I explained that it was due to the fact that we had experienced very rough weather in the Bay and also coming up Channel. The charge of untruthfulness I dismissed as being both petty and absurd. Towards the end of my remarks I had some difficulty in restraining my temper, for I could see that the Board was still inclined to side with the captain against me. Perhaps my manner was not submissive enough to please them. At any rate when they asked me to withdraw for a few minutes while they discussed the matter, I began to feel that my case was, so far as they were concerned, a hopeless one. After ten minutes’ absence I was recalled.

“Mr. Helmsworth,” the Chairman began in his dignified way, polishing his glasses with his pocket-handkerchief as he spoke, “we have most carefully gone into the matter, and have arrived at the conclusion that, taking into consideration the length of time you have been in the Company’s service, and the fact that there have never been any complaints against you hitherto, we should be justified in permitting you an opportunity of retrieving any little error you may have committed. If, therefore, you will agree to apologize to Captain Harveston, and will promise to do your best in the future, I may say on behalf of the Board, that we are prepared to allow this most painful matter to drop.”

This was more than I had bargained for. I had at least hoped that they would have given orders that I should be confronted with my accuser, and that I should be allowed to call witnesses in my own defence.

“With all due respect, gentlemen,” I said, with perhaps more freedom than I should have used, “I cannot submit to such a thing. Captain Harveston has brought these charges against me for some reason best known to himself. It seems to me, if only in common fairness, that he should be called upon to prove them, and if he is unable to do so, to apologize to me for the wrong he has done me. I declare most emphatically that I am innocent, and, if you will allow me, I will prove it. I am sure my brother officers will be able to convince you as to my ability, and to the state of the ship. The Dock Superintendent should also be able to do the same.”

“Unfortunately the Dock Superintendent has confirmed the captain’s opinion,” said the Chairman.

To my chagrin, I remembered then that the Dock Superintendent and I had had a quarrel some years before, and also that he was a great friend of the captain’s. It was not likely, therefore, that he would side with me.

“If the Dock Superintendent says that, I suppose I must submit,” I answered. “Nevertheless, I contend that neither he nor Captain Harveston is speaking the truth.”

“Dear me, dear me,” said one of the Directors, “this is really not the sort of behaviour to which we are accustomed. Why not take the Chairman’s advice, Mr. Helmsworth, and apologize to your captain? I am quite sure that he would bear no malice to you, and the matter could then be amicably settled.”

This had the same effect upon me as the waving of a red flag is said to have upon an angry bull.

“I shall certainly not apologize,” I answered. “Captain Harveston is in the wrong, and I refuse to have anything more to do with him.”

“In that case, I am afraid the consequences will be serious,” said the Chairman. “We should be loath to lose your services, Mr. Helmsworth, particularly after your long service, but unless you apologize to Captain Harveston, we have no other course open to us.”

“I shall not do that,” I returned, “and in case of my dismissal I assure you I shall immediately take what proceedings the law allows me, in order to prove that I have been slandered most grossly.”

The Board stared at me in amazement. Was it possible, they were doubtless asking themselves, that a miserable chief officer dared to beard them in this fashion?

“What proceedings you take against Captain Harveston are no concern of ours, after you have quitted our employment,” said the Chairman, “but if you will be well advised, you will think twice before you invoke the assistance of the law.”

“I am to understand, therefore,” I said, “that I am dismissed.”

“No, no,” the Chairman replied; “we will not go as far as that, we will call it a resignation.”

“Allow me then to wish you good-day, gentlemen,” I said, and bowing I walked out of the room. “You will, doubtless, hear from me later.”

“A pretty market I have brought my pigs to,” I said to myself, as I walked down Leadenhall Street, after leaving the offices of the Company. “Poor little Molly, this will be a sad blow to her. It looks as if my marriage is now further off than ever.”

How little I guessed then that the interview I had just had, had brought it closer than if the trouble with Harveston had never occurred. Acting on the resolve I had made while waiting for the Board’s decision, I made my way in the direction of High Holborn. The old lawyer who had conducted what little legal business my father had required, and who had arranged my mother’s affairs after his death, had an office in one of the curious old Inns of Court in that neighbourhood. I determined to lay the case before him and to act according to the advice he gave me. On reaching the office I had the satisfaction of finding him at home. The clerk, who received me, was as old as his employer, and I believe had served him for upwards of forty years. His memory for faces must have been a good one, for he recognized me at once, although several years had elapsed since I had last called upon him.

“Mr. Winzor is in his office, Mr. Helmsworth,” he said, “and, if you will be good enough to wait for a moment, I will place your name before him.” He disappeared, and presently returned and requested me to follow him.

The old lawyer received me most cordially and invited me to take a seat. He asked after my mother’s health, then took a pinch of snuff, looked at me fixedly, and then took another. After this he inquired in what way he could serve me. I thereupon placed the case before him.

“This is a matter,” he said, after a pause of about a minute, “that will require very careful consideration. It is plain that the captain in question is a vindictive man. His reason for being so bitter against you is difficult to understand, but we have the best of evidence before us that it does exist. It’s one thing, however, to be unjustly treated, and quite another to go to law about it. In a somewhat lengthy career, it has always been my endeavour to impress one thing upon my clients — Don’t go to law if you can possibly avoid it. Doubtless were you to take the case into court we could produce sufficient evidence from your brother officers and the petty officers of the ship to prove that you did your duty, and also that you were a conscientious officer. But, even supposing you won the day, how would you stand?”

“I should have reinstated my character,” I replied somewhat sharply, for the old man’s manner grated upon me.

“And apart from the question of character, how much better off would you be?” he asked. “The fact of your calling the officers of the ship would put the Company to a considerable amount of inconvenience and expense, which they would naturally resent. It would also have the effect of putting them in an antagonistic attitude towards yourself, which, at present, they do not appear anxious to take up. The case would attract some attention, the various shipping companies would read it, and, should you apply to them for a position, I fear you would find them averse to taking an officer who, you must forgive my plain speaking, was ready to invoke the aid of the law to settle his disputes with his captain and his employers. Do you see my contention?”

“Yes, I see it,” I replied; “but, surely, you don’t mean to say that I am to have this injustice done me and say nothing about it?”

“I am afraid I do not see what else to advise you to do,” he replied. “I think you have been badly treated, but, upon my word, though if I were in your place I should doubtless feel as you do, I should drop the matter, and, to quote a familiar Stock Exchange expression, ‘cut the losses.’”

This was not at all what I had expected, and boiling over as I was, the advice he gave me was most unpalatable. He must have seen this, for he tapped me gently on the arm.

“Master Richard,” he said, as if he were talking to a school-boy, “I am an old man and you are a young one. Youth is proverbially hot-headed, while Age is apt to stand off, and looks at things from afar. I pledge you my word that, in giving you this advice, I am acting as I deem best for your welfare. There is an old saying to the effect that ‘there are as good fish in the sea as ever came out of it,’ and I fancy the same remark can be made to apply to the vessels sailing upon that sea. Now will you leave the matter in my hands?”

“Most willingly,” I replied, “provided I am not going to continue to be suspected of being a malingerer and a liar.”

“Sir Alexander Godfrey, the Chairman of the Company,” he went on, “is a personal friend of my own, and if you will allow me, I will make a point of calling upon him to-morrow in order to have a chat with him upon the subject. I cannot promise, but I think I shall be able to induce him to persuade his brother Directors to either look over the matter, or at any rate to make sure that you leave the Company’s service without any stain upon your character.”

“But to do that I must be proved innocent.”

The old man smiled a crafty smile.

“When you are as old as I am,” he said, “you will have discovered that there are ways and ways of doing things. Leave it to me to arrange and I fancy you will be satisfied with the result.”

“Let it be so, then,” I replied.

“I am not a vain man,” he said, “but I will say that I do not think you could do better. Now tell me how the pretty Miss Molly is.”

“She is very well indeed,” I replied, “but I fancy this news will be a disappointment to her.”

“Not a bit of it,” he answered. “It’s just at such times as these that the real woman comes out. Egad! you youngsters think you understand women, but, bless my heart, you don’t! And now you just trot back to Wiltshire, and give my kindest remembrances to your mother, and, well, if you like, you can give a kiss to Miss Molly for me. Tell her not to bother herself; that I will see you out of this affair all right. I am very glad, my lad, that you came to me. When you are in trouble I hope you will always do so. Your father and I were old friends, and — well, I am not going to say anything further, but I’ll tell you this; if I had met your mother before your father did — —”

He stopped suddenly and tapped his snuff-box upon the table, then he rose from his chair, shook me by the hand, and told me he would write me immediately he had anything of importance to tell me.

I took this as a signal for dismissal, and thanking him for his advice, left him. Twenty minutes later I caught the three o’clock express at Waterloo, and in something under two hours was back in Wiltshire once more.

Molly met me half-way out of Salisbury, and her loving sympathy cheered me more than anything else could have done.

“Don’t be miserable about it,” she said, when I had told her everything; “there are plenty of ships in the world, and lots of owners who will value your services more than this Company seems to have done. Remember, I believe in you with my whole heart, dear, and if it is decreed that we are not to be married for some time to come, then we must wait with all patience until that happy day shall dawn. When you’ve had a little more holiday, you can begin to look about you for something else.”

Could any man have wished for a braver sweetheart? Alas! however, matters were not destined at first to turn out as happily as she had prophesied. I applied to firm after firm, but my efforts in every case were entirely unsuccessful. At last I began to think that if my luck did not mend very soon, I should have to pocket my pride and ship as second or third officer, hoping by perseverance and hard work to get back to my old position later on. This eventually I decided to do, but even then I was not successful. The only line which could offer me anything was in the Russian grain trade, and the best berth they had vacant was that of third officer. As may be supposed, this was a bit of a come-down for my pride, and before accepting it, for I had run up to London to interview the firm in question, I returned to Falstead to talk it over with my sweetheart. On my reaching home my mother greeted me with an air of importance.

“A gentleman has been to see you this afternoon,” she said, “a tall, handsome man. He did not leave his name, but he said you would probably remember him, as he had met you on board the Pernambuco. He is staying at the George, and is most anxious to see you.”

“I met a good many people on board the Pernambuco,” I said a little bitterly. “A lot of them were tall and handsome. I wonder who he can be?”

She shook her head.

“You say that he is staying at the George,” I continued. “Very well, when I have had my tea, I will go down and find out who he is.”

In due course I reached the little inn at the end of the village street. The proprietress, old Mrs. Newman, had known me since I was so high, and upon my entering her carefully-sanded parlour, she bustled out of her little room at the back to greet me. I inquired whether she had a strange gentleman staying in the house, and she answered in the affirmative.

“He is smoking a cigar in the bower at the end of the garden,” she answered. “If you want to see him you will find him there.”

I knew the place in question, and, passing through the house, made my way down the garden towards the little summer-house in question. Seated in it, looking just the same as when I had last seen him, was the Spaniard, Don Guzman de Silvestre.


CHAPTER III
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ON SEEING ME Don Guzman sprang to his feet and held out his hand.

“My dear friend,” he cried, “it is very good of you to come here. I called at your house this afternoon, to learn that you were in London, but that you were expected back this evening. Doubtless you are surprised at seeing me, but when I tell you everything, I fancy your wonderment will cease. Won’t you sit down and let me offer you a cigar? A more delightful spot than your village I have never met with.”

I accepted his cigar, and seated myself in the wicker chair he pushed forward for my accommodation. What he was doing in our quiet neighbourhood I could not for the life of me imagine. But when I remembered the questions he had put to me on board the Pernambuco, I began to feel my hopes rising. It would be a stroke of luck indeed if he were to offer me a good berth, just at the moment when I needed it so badly.

“And so our mutual acquaintance, Captain Harveston, played you a shabby trick after all?” he remarked after a short pause.

“He could not very well have done me a greater injury,” I replied. “What is worse, I fear he has not only lost me my berth, but that he has prejudiced other owners against me. Did the ship strike you as being in a badly-kept condition when you were on board?”

“I never saw one better managed in my life,” he answered. “At the same time I must confess that I am not sorry that Harveston has got you your discharge.”

“As matters stand with me just now, that’s not a particularly civil thing to say, is it?” I inquired with some asperity, for, if the truth must be confessed, I was not in a very good humour.

“My friend, I mean it in all kindness,” he answered, “and presently I will tell you why. Do you remember that story I told you on board, about my acquaintance who had played the vagabond all over the world?”

“The man who was President of one of the Republics of South America?” I inquired.

“Exactly, the same man.”

“I recollect the story perfectly,” I replied. “But what makes you speak of that man?”

“Well, what I am going to say to you concerns that man. He has a very strong notion that if he could only get his rival out of the country in question, he might manage to win his way back to his old position.”

“But will the other allow himself to be enticed out of the country? That seems to me to be the question. Besides, it’s one of the rules of the game, is it not, that the President shall never cross the Border?”

“That is certainly so, but circumstances alter cases. In this affair, if the man cannot be induced to go out of his own free-will, others must make him do so.”

“Rather a risky concern, I should fancy.”

“Everything in this world possesses some element of risk,” he replied, “whether it is a question of buying Mexican Rails or English Consols, backing a racehorse, or going a long railway journey. In this affair there is a little more than usual, perhaps; at the same time the reward is great.”

“On the other hand, supposing you fail,” I returned, “what then? You would probably find yourself, in a remarkably short space of time, standing against a wall, with your eyes bandaged, and half-a-dozen rifles preparing to pump lead into you. Have you taken that fact into your calculations?”

“I have not omitted to think of it,” he replied gravely, as if it were a point worthy of consideration. “Still, that is not what I am concerned about just at present.”

“But what have I to do with this?” I inquired, for, though it seems wonderful now that I should not have thought of it, I had not the very faintest notion of what he was driving at then.

“If you like, you can have a good deal to do with it,” he answered, blowing a cloud of smoke into the air, and bestowing an approving glance at his exquisitely made boots. “I think when I had the pleasure of meeting you on board the Pernambuco, you told me that you were engaged to be married?”

“I certainly am engaged,” I answered, “but when I shall be able to get married is another and a very different matter. I’ve lost my position, and with it has gone my hope of soon being made a skipper. I can’t very well risk matrimony on the pay of a third officer of a grain boat, can I?”

“I should say that it would hardly be prudent,” he answered. “May I ask what capital you would require to start married life upon?”

“I should be perfectly happy if I had three hundred a year,” I replied. “I’m not a man with big notions, and I fancy that sum would meet our wants.”

“Capitalized at three per cent., shall we say ten thousand pounds? You are certainly not of a grasping nature, Mr. Helmsworth!”

“It would be all the same if I were,” I answered. “At the present moment I stand as much chance of getting ten thousand pounds as I do of getting a million.”

“I am not quite so sure of that,” he said, speaking very slowly. Then he looked at me out of half-closed eyes, and eventually added: “What if I were in a position to put in your way the sum you want?”

I stared at him in surprise. Then I grew distrustful. Experience has taught me that our fellow-man does not pay away ten thousand pounds unless he is very certain of getting a good return for his generosity.

“I should be inclined to think that you were jesting with me,” I replied, when I had recovered from the astonishment his remark had caused me.

“No, no; don’t say that,” he answered. “I assure you I am not jesting at all. I very rarely do so. I say definitely that it is in my power to put that sum of money in your way. That is, of course, provided you care to earn it.”

“How am I to do that? That may make all the difference.”

“Oh, you needn’t look so scared,” he returned; “the matter is a very simple one. All I require in exchange for the ten thousand pounds is your co-operation in a certain political act.”

“Ah, I understand,” I replied, as the truth dawned upon me. “The ex-President of the South American Republic, whom you call your friend, is in reality yourself, and you want me to help you get back your position. Is that not so?”

He nodded.

“Yes,” he answered, “and I pay you the compliment of saying that I think you are just the man to bring that result about. I have not arrived at this decision haphazard. I watched you very closely on board the Pernambuco, and I have made inquiries about you since. It is a piece of my usual good fortune that you should happen to be disengaged at this particular time. Had you not been, I should have made you an offer, in the hope of having been able to induce you to leave the Company’s service, and to join me. That would have been unfortunate, and it might very probably have given rise to suspicion, and suspicion is the one thing of all others I am naturally anxious to avoid. In England they do not appreciate the subtleties of South American politics, and in consequence they are apt to look at things in a wrong light. Would you have any objection to assisting me to regain my former position?”

“It all depends upon what you want me to do,” I replied. “I have had no experience in such affairs, and am afraid I should make a poor conspirator.”

“There is no need for you to be a conspirator at all,” he said, with one of his quiet laughs, “that is to say, not in the sense you mean. All I am going to ask of you is the exercise of a little diplomacy, and some of that nautical skill which I am so well aware you possess.”

“In other words, you want me to assist in the deportation of your rival from the country, whose chief he at present is.”

“You’ve hit the mark exactly,” he returned. “That is just what I want you to do, and it is for this that I am willing to pay the sum of ten thousand pounds, which will enable you to marry the girl of your heart. Now let me hear what you think.”

“I scarcely know what answer to give you,” I replied. “I have never dreamt that I should be asked such a question. It is all so unexpected.”

“Is there not an English saying to the effect that it is the unexpected always happens?” he inquired. “I want to have your decision as quickly as possible, for the reason that, if you don’t like the thought of taking on the work, I must find somebody else who does. I think I know your character as well as any man can do, and I am certain I can trust you.”

I thanked him for the compliment he paid me, and then informed him that, before I could give him a definite answer, I must hear more of his scheme.

“I am afraid it would take rather too long to tell you just now,” he replied, when he had consulted his watch. “Won’t you dine with me? We could talk the matter over more thoroughly afterwards. I suppose the landlady can give us some sort of a meal?”

As it was the evening on which Molly had her choir practice, and I knew that I should not see her until ten o’clock, I accepted his invitation, on the condition that I should be allowed to go home first in order to acquaint my mother of my intention. He agreed to this, and I thereupon left him and went off on my errand. As I walked down the quiet little street, I thought of the curious proposal the Don had made to me. It seemed almost impossible that I, quiet Dick Helmsworth, should be asked to undertake the abduction of a South American President. So far, I knew next to nothing of Don Guzman’s scheme; but I had a very fair idea of the risk I should be called upon to run. Ten thousand pounds was a very large sum; but would it be large enough to compensate me for what I should have to undergo, should my attempt prove unsuccessful, and I find myself in captivity? Then there was another question. What would Molly say when she heard of it? Would she approve, or should I refrain from telling her anything about it? This was a point I felt that demanded most earnest consideration. Entering the house, I informed my mother of the invitation I had received to dine with Don Guzman.

“It will do you good, my boy,” she said instantly. “You want a little cheering up after the troubles you have had lately. Who is the gentleman?”

I informed her that I had met him on my last voyage, that he was a Spaniard, and also that he was presumably very wealthy.

“I have only known one Spaniard in my life,” the old lady continued, “and I cannot say that I liked him. Your father did not consider him trustworthy. But there, your gentleman may be quite a different sort of person.”

On my way back to the inn I pondered over my mother’s words. She had all an old Englishwoman’s innate distrust of foreigners; but her innocent little remark had set my imagination working. What if Don Guzman should be hoodwinking me, and that there was more behind his offer than I imagined? I then and there made up my mind not to take a step forward until I should be thoroughly convinced as to his bonâ fides.

On reaching the inn, I was informed by Mrs. Newman that the Don, or the foreign gentleman, as she styled him, was awaiting me in the coffee-room. Thither I repaired, to discover the table laid and my host standing at the window looking out upon the garden. He received me with much politeness, and we presently sat down to our meal together. During its progress nothing was said regarding the scheme we had discussed an hour before. The Don did the honours of the table with the greatest courtesy, and in numerous little ways showed me that whatever else he might be, he was certainly a keen judge of Human Character. As I have already remarked, he had travelled in well-nigh every country, and if his own accounts were to be believed, he had met with some strange people, and some still stranger adventures.

Our meal at an end, he proposed that we should go for a stroll, and to this I assented. We accordingly left the inn, and walked down the main street past the ancient village church, until we came to the stone bridge that spans the river. It was a glorious evening; the sunset had been a brilliant one, and the last faint tints still lingered in the sky. Under the bridge the river stole noiselessly on its way to the sea; the swallows darted up and down its glassy surface as if they were resolved to make the most of the waning daylight; while, soft and low, from across the meadow came the music of the church organ, where Molly was instructing her boys in the music for the coming Sunday. It was an evening I shall remember as long as I can recollect anything, if only because of the strange events which might almost be said to have dated from it.

“I hope you have been favourably considering my scheme,” said Don Guzman, when we had seated ourselves on the stone balustrading of the bridge, and I was idly dropping stones into the stream below.

“Yes, I’ve certainly given the matter my consideration,” I replied, “but I want to hear something more of your plans, and to know exactly what will be required of me, before I shall be able to give you a definite decision. Remember, beyond the mere fact that you want to get this man out of the country, I know nothing whatsoever of the business.”

“I promised you an explanation, and you shall have it,” he said. “Of course, before I begin, I can rely upon your treating the matter as strictly confidential, can I not? You can see for yourself the position I should be placed in were you not to do so.”

“Most assuredly,” I replied. “I pledge you my word that whatever you may say to me regarding this matter shall go no further.”

“In that case I will begin. First and foremost, let me inform you that the country in question is the Republic of Equinata. As doubtless you are aware, it is a most prosperous and fruitful one; indeed, I know of no other that I like so well. I lived some of the most pleasant years of my life there, and should in all probability be residing there now if it were not for the treachery of the man whom I thought to be my friend, who became my adviser, and eventually ended in ousting me from my position and assuming the reins of Government himself. The name of that man is Manuel Fernandez; he is about fifty years of age, of iron physique, and I will do him the credit of saying, of indomitable courage. His subjects do not love him, but they fear him, which is much more to the point. Whether I was loved or not I am unable to state, but the fact remains that a large number of the population are most anxious that I should return to them to take up my former position. This I am very anxious to do, but I do not see how I am to accomplish it unless the present President is out of the way. Doubtless I could enter the country by stealth, and sow the seeds of another Revolution, which might, or might not, be successful. But there would always be the danger of Fernandez discovering my whereabouts and putting me out of the way. Now, my idea is this, if we could only manage to get him out of the country, I could return, rally my friends about me, prove his flight, and proclaim myself Dictator. That done, even should he return in the end, I should be prepared for him.”

“But how do you propose to get him out of the country?”

“That’s exactly what I want you to manage,” he answered. “With the plan I have in my mind, and a little care, it should not be a difficult matter. This is my scheme. Lying at a certain port on the Florida coast is a large steam-yacht, of upwards of a thousand tons. She is the property of an old friend and sympathizer of mine in the United States. He has offered to lend her to me for the purpose in hand. Now, if you are willing to assist me, you might go out to the West Indies, join her at Barbadoes, and board her in the capacity of a rich Englishman. You steam away to Equinata, and go ashore, in order to study the customs of her people. Most naturally you would call upon the President to pay your respects. You are invited to call again, in the end you strike up a friendship, then one evening he dines with you on board, or perhaps you meet him somewhere, and then — well, I will leave the rest to your imagination.”

Here he looked at me meaningly, and I gathered what his thoughts were.

“And what is to happen to him then?”

“After that you steam away to a certain small island the name of which I will give you, land him, and place him with some people who will take charge of him until such a time as shall be agreed upon. It should not be a difficult matter, should it?”

“No, as you put it, it is simplicity itself,” I replied; “but what about the officers and men of the yacht? How will you prevent them from talking? And, what is more, will they assist in the scheme?”

“They will be most carefully chosen for the work,” the other replied. “You need have no fear that they will give trouble. Now what do you say?”

“I do not know what answer to make. Supposing I am caught? What would happen then?”

“You will stand a very good chance of being shot offhand,” he answered; “but that, of course, is your own risk. It will depend entirely upon how you go to work.”

“It would be running a terrible risk,” I answered. “I have the girl I am going to marry to think of.”

“If you succeed, you will be able to marry her on your return to England,” he replied. “Surely that counts for something.”

“It counts for everything,” I replied. “That’s the temptation; if it were not for that, I’d have nothing to do with it. I must have time, however, to consider the matter.”

“By all means,” he answered, “but don’t be any longer than you can help. As I said a few minutes ago, if you don’t care about undertaking it, I must find some one else. Time presses.”

“In case I do take it on, when will it be necessary for me to start?” I asked.

“The sooner the better,” he replied. “If you can see your way to doing so, I should like you to leave by next week’s mail boat for Barbadoes, where the yacht will meet you.”

“Will it satisfy you if I give you my answer to-morrow morning?” I asked.

“Yes, to-morrow morning will suit me admirably,” he answered. “And if you decide in the affirmative, my cheque for five thousand pounds shall be handed you at once, and the remainder on the day you deliver the President to the representative whom I shall appoint. Do you consider that proposition a fair one?”

“Very fair indeed,” I replied. “I could not wish for anything more so.”

Then we strolled back along the road until we reached the lych-gate of the churchyard. Here I bade him good-night, and he continued his walk. On my part, I made my way into the church, and seated myself in one of the pews until the practice should be finished. From where I sat I could catch a glimpse of my darling’s pretty figure at the organ in the chancel, the light from the two candles on either side illumining her face. When the practice was at an end, she dismissed her boys and came down to join me. Then, bidding the old verger a good-night, we made our way home together. She inquired how I had enjoyed my dinner, and what my friend had had to say to me. This put me in rather a dilemma, for, of course, having given my word, I could say nothing to her regarding the subject of our conversation. I explained, however, that he had come down to consult me on some important business connected with Central America, and that he had proposed that I should go over and transact it for him.

“He, at least, must have great faith in your ability then, Dick,” said my sweetheart. “I am prepared to like him, even though he does monopolize your society. I know you will transact the business beautifully, and then perhaps it may lead to something really good for you.” She paused for a moment, and then added a little nervously, “When will you have to start?”

“Next week, if I go at all,” I replied; “but I have not yet decided whether or not I shall accept his offer.”

“You must act as your own judgment dictates,” she continued. “I know that whatever you decide to do will be right.”

All things considered, I was not quite so certain of this myself, and for a moment I was tempted to declare I would have nothing whatsoever to do with it. But the money and the knowledge that it would mean a wife and happiness for me, if I succeeded, was a temptation I could not resist.

As may be imagined, I did not sleep very much that night, but tumbled and tossed upon my bed, turning the momentous question over and over in my mind in maddening reiteration. There was one side of it that was unpleasantly suggestive. I had to remember that, if I were caught, no power on earth could save me. My own Government would certainly not interfere in such a matter, while Don Guzman would, far from taking any responsibility, in all probability, repudiate entirely any connection with me and the affair. Then, from this, back I came again in the circle of argument to the one absorbing question of the money. Five thousand down, and five thousand when I handed over the President. It would be a fortune to me. If I had it, I need never go to sea again, and Molly would be my —— 

“Yes, by Jove,” I said to myself as I sprang from my bed, “I’ll do it! Come what may, I’ll do it, and chance the risk.”

Having arrived at this resolve, I had my tub, ate my breakfast, and after I had smoked a meditative pipe in the garden, and had given the matter a bit more consideration, set off for the inn where Don Guzman was staying. He had only just risen, and was about to begin his breakfast when I entered the room.

“Well,” he said, as we shook hands, “what news have you for me?”

“I have come to accept your proposal,” I said.


CHAPTER IV
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“I AM INDEED glad you have decided to help me,” Don Guzman de Silvestre replied, when he heard my reply. “I felt certain you would accept, and I assure you I shall value your co-operation. Would it be possible for you to leave England on Wednesday next?”

“If it comes to that I must make it possible,” I answered. “From what you said to me last night, I gather that there is no time to be lost.”

“The sooner we get to work the better,” he returned. “I will send a cipher message to the States this morning, to ask my friend to have the yacht in readiness. If you leave London on the sixteenth you should reach Barbadoes on the twenty-ninth. The yacht will meet you there, and from the moment you set foot on board her, you may regard her as your own private property to use as you will. You will find her captain a most reliable man, and he will receive orders to do his utmost to assist you. He will discharge all expenses, and will be held responsible for the working of the vessel and the crew. You will, of course, be known on board by another name, which we must arrange, and you will be supposed to be a young Englishman, of immense wealth, whose particular hobby is yachting. In order to sustain the fiction, it will be necessary for you to have a large and varied outfit, which I think you had better order to-day. I shall leave England a week after you do, and shall go direct to the island, where you are to hand the President over to me.”

“But you have not told me the name of that island yet,” I answered.

He took a map from his pocket and unfolded it upon the table. Then placing his finger on a small dot in the Caribbean Sea, some distance from the Republic of Equinata, he continued — 

“There it is! It is called San Diaz, and is a picturesque little place. The man who owns it is monarch of all he surveys. If we can once get Fernandez there, all will be well. No vessels call at the island, and, unless he likes to attempt a long swim, which I should be the last to prevent, I fancy he will find some difficulty in returning to the mainland.”

Another thought flashed through my mind.

“Before we go any further,” I said, “there is one thing I should say to you. It is this. Before I take any hand in the business, I must have your positive assurance that no violence will be used towards the man you are so anxious to secure. I could not be a party to anything of that sort, nor could I possibly deliver him to you if I thought you meant to do him any ill.”

“I will give you the assurance for which you ask most willingly,” my companion replied without hesitation. “I merely desire to keep Fernandez out of Equinata for a time, that is to say, while I reinstate myself in my old position.”

When I was satisfied on this point, we discussed various other details connected with the scheme, and the part I was to play in it. It was certainly a big business.

“So far as I am concerned,” said Silvestre, “I’m going to be selfish enough to say that I think it is a pity you are going to be married. As President of the Republic, I could make your fortune for you in a very short time. You wouldn’t care to bring your wife out to Equinata and settle down there, I suppose. I’d like to have a man beside me whom I felt sure I could trust.”

“Many thanks for the compliment you pay me,” I replied. “I fear, however, South American politics are a little too uncertain for my taste.”

“Well, perhaps you are right,” he answered meditatively, as if he were considering the matter; “but you must at least admit that, as compared with the House of Commons, there is some life in them.”

“I should be inclined to substitute the word ‘death’ for ‘life,’” I returned, thinking of the stories I had been told of the thousands who had perished during the last Revolution. “And now I must go. I have all my work cut out for me if I am to sail on Wednesday.”

“Before you leave me,” he remarked, “I had better give you this!”

So saying, he took from his pocket a Russian leather case. From it he produced a draft on a London banking firm, which he handed to me. It was for no less a sum than six thousand pounds. This was more than I had expected to receive. I therefore asked his reason for adding the extra amount.

“It is for your expenses,” he replied. “For many reasons it would be better that I should not be brought into the business. You had, therefore, better book your passage yourself. You will also have to get the outfit of which I spoke just now. That will cost a good deal. What is left should suffice for your other expenses, which, in your capacity of a rich young Englishman, you will probably find heavy.”

This was generous treatment, and I said as much.

“Not at all,” he answered. “Believe me, I am only too glad to do it. I count myself lucky in having secured your services, and I am willing to pay for that good fortune. Well, now that I have arranged matters with you, I shall return to London and set the ball rolling in the various directions. If you could make it convenient to meet me on Monday next, I could then tell you how matters progressed, and we could discuss future proceedings together. Here is my address.”

With that he handed me his card, which I placed carefully in my pocket-book with the cheque. After that, having promised to call upon him on the day mentioned, I bade him good-bye, and returned to my own home.

Great indeed was my mother’s consternation on learning that she was to lose me again so soon. She had counted, she declared, upon having me for another month at least. Molly tried to be brave, but the effort was not a conspicuous success.

“Never mind, darling,” I said, “we must put the best face we can upon it. It is a fine chance for me. If I am successful, we shall be able to be married when I return, and I shall then be able to give up the sea. So we must cheer up and look forward to that.”

“It should be very important business you are to be engaged upon if you will be able to do that,” she answered, looking up at me with her trusting, loving eyes.

“It is most important,” I answered. “The biggest thing I have ever had to do with. Some day, perhaps, I may be able to let you know more about it, but at present my lips are sealed.”

“Tell me nothing but what you wish, dear,” she answered, like the good little woman she was. “I am quite content to wait.”

After lunch she walked into Salisbury with me, and did her shopping, while I visited the bank, where I paid in my cheque, and then went on to the tailor’s to arrange about my outfit. It is doubtful whether the firm in question had ever had such an order before, and for once in my life I took rank as a person of importance in their eyes. They would have been more surprised, I fancy, had they known the reason of my wanting it all! The next thing to be done was to telegraph for a passage to Barbadoes. This I did in my own name, and, as the transaction was with my old firm, I could well imagine the surprise my communication would cause them. A letter I had already written followed the wire, and conveyed the passage money. After that the matter was settled. I had nothing to do now but to make the most of my time with my mother and Molly, before it should be necessary for me to leave for London.

When that day arrived I walked into Salisbury and took the train to Waterloo. Thence I made my way to the fashionable hotel at which Guzman de Silvestre was staying. He was in the act of going out as I entered, but on seeing me he led me back to his sitting-room and carefully closed the door.

“I am very glad indeed to see you,” he said, placing a chair for me as he spoke. “I trust your preparations are progressing satisfactorily?”

“Everything is prepared,” I answered. “I shall join the vessel on Wednesday morning in the docks. The receipt for my passage money arrived this morning.”

“It does me good to meet so expeditious a person,” he remarked, with a smile. “I, on my side, have not been idle. I have received a cable from the folk in Florida to the effect that the yacht will reach Barbadoes on the twenty-sixth, where she will await your arrival. After that I leave the conduct of affairs in your hands entirely.”

“I trust I shall be able to carry it through,” I answered. “I only wish I had a little more confidence in my ability to succeed.”

“You’ll manage it, never fear,” Silvestre replied. “I am as certain that I shall one day see Fernandez coming ashore at San Diaz, as I am of eating my dinner to-night.”

“And that reminds me,” I hastened to remark, “that there is still one thing that puzzles me.”

“And what may that be?” he inquired. “Don’t hesitate to ask any questions you may think of. This is no time for half confidences.”

“I want to know why, with all your experience, and the number of men you have met, you should have selected me for this business. Surely you could have discovered hundreds of others better fitted for the work.”

“To be candid with you,” he returned, “I chose you because I liked the look of you. You seemed to be just the sort of man I wanted. I won’t deny that I know lots of men who might have been able to carry it through successfully had it come to a pinch, but the chances are that they might have failed in some little thing, and that would have given rise to suspicion. I wanted an Englishman, and one possessed of the manners and appearance of a gentleman. Allow me to pay you the compliment of saying that in my opinion you combine both these qualifications.”

“It is very good of you to say so,” I replied, “but I don’t quite see what the appearance of a gentleman has to do with the question.”

“I will explain,” he said. “Fernandez, as I have already told you, is an adventurer himself. He knows the type, and, for that reason, would be quick to detect a brother hawk. One suspicion would give rise to another, and then, you may rest assured, the attempt to remove him would be frustrated. Now you can see why I want some one who can play the part and yet not rouse his suspicions.”

“And so I am to be a gentleman in manners and appearances — and yet be a traitor in reality. I don’t know that I consider it altogether a nice part to be called upon to play.”

“You must settle that with your own conscience,” he answered, with one of his peculiar smiles. “Call it an act of political expediency, and thus settle all qualms.”

After that I put a few further questions to him concerning certain contingencies that might occur in the event of the President obtaining an inkling of what was toward. When all this was arranged, I left him, at the same time promising to call upon him on Wednesday for final instructions.

From the hotel I drove to Mr. Winzor’s offices in High Holborn. He was not in at the moment, but when I returned, half-an-hour or so later, I found him ready to receive me.

“Well, young gentleman,” he began, after we had greeted each other, “and what can I do for you to-day. No more legal troubles, I hope?”

“I have come to you on two errands,” I replied. “In the first place I want to know what you have done concerning Harveston and the Company?”

“I have received a letter from the former gentleman this morning,” he answered, turning over some papers on the table as he spoke. “Let me see, where is it? Ah! here it is! In it he states that, while he has not the least desire to damage your reputation, or to prejudice your career, he cannot retract what he has said, or withdraw what was entered in the ship’s log. The charge of untruthfulness, he admits, might be reconsidered, and he is also willing to suppose that your neglect of the ship might be due to a certain slackness which was engendered by the easy-going habits of your late commander. In conclusion, he begs to assure me that he has never, at any time, entertained the least feeling of animosity for yourself, but that, in reporting the matter to the Company, he merely acted in the manner that he deemed to be consistent with his duty.”

“A preposterous letter in every sense of the word,” I cried angrily. “Not content with injuring me, he must endeavour to reflect on Captain Pomeroy, who is dead. Never mind, I’ll be even with him yet — the hound.”

The old gentleman permitted a dry smile to appear on his face.

“I am glad at least to observe,” he said, “that you have abandoned your notion of taking immediate action against him.”

“It would be impossible for me to do so, even if I had any desire that way,” I replied. “The fact is, I am leaving England for South America on Wednesday next, and don’t quite know when I shall be back. And that brings me to the second portion of the business upon which I desire to consult you.”

“Am I to understand that you have obtained another situation?” he inquired. “And, pray, what line of steamships are you now going to serve?”

“I am not serving any line of steamships,” I replied. “I am going out on private business, and I want you, if you will be so kind, to take charge of a certain letter I have written, and which I desire shall be opened by the person to whom it is addressed, in the event of my not returning within a year. One never knows what may happen in that part of the world to which I am now going. Here is the letter.”

So saying I produced the epistle I had written on the previous evening, and which was addressed to my mother and Molly jointly. The old gentleman took it and turned it over and over in his hands.

“I hope you are not going to get into any mischief,” he said. “I mistrust that part of the world. And now what else is there I can do for you?”

“I want you,” I replied, “to draw up my will. I have some little property that I should like to leave to Molly and my mother. It is not very much, but it would doubtless prove useful, should anything befall me.”

“We will hope that nothing will happen to you,” said the lawyer. “At the same time I will draw up your will with pleasure. What have you to leave?”

When the old boy discovered the amount of my fortune his face betrayed his astonishment. Knowing that I had not been left anything by my father, I could see that he was anxious to question me concerning the manner in which I had accumulated this amount. Fortunately for my reputation for truthfulness, however, he repressed his inquisitiveness.

“It is a very creditable sum for a young man to have got together,” he remarked. “Much may be done with five thousand pounds. It may interest you to know that I myself started with my articles and not a penny more than a hundred guineas to my name. To-day, however, I fancy — but there, I understand that you wish this amount, in the event of your death, to be divided equally between your mother and Miss Molly. And supposing that one survives the other?”

“In that case the whole amount must pass to the survivor!”

He promised me that the document should be drawn up and forwarded to me for my signature without delay, whereupon I shook him by the hand and bade him good-bye. My one thought now was to get back to Falstead as quickly as possible. I grudged every hour I spent away from it. Perhaps it was the dangerous nature of my enterprise that was accountable for it; at any rate, I know that I was dreading the leave-taking that was ahead of me more than I had ever done before. No one could say what the next few weeks would have in store for me, and, as it happened, that very night I was fated to have a dream that was scarcely calculated to add to my peace of mind.

It seemed to me that I was standing in a large yard, walled in on every side. Some tropical foliage was to be seen above the walls. At my feet was a large hole which I knew to be a grave. A squad of slovenly soldiers, clad in a uniform I had never before seen, were leaning on their rifles, some little distance away, watching me, while their officer consulted his watch. Then he shut it with a snap and nodded to me. I was about to throw down the handkerchief I held in my hand, when there was a cry and Molly appeared before me. Running towards me, she threw her arms about my neck. Knowing that at any moment the men might fire, I tried to put her aside. But she only clung the tighter. Every moment I expected to hear the rattle of rifles, but it seemed an age before it came. Then the soldiers fired, and Molly and I fell together, down, down, down, and I awoke with a start, to find myself sitting up in bed, my face bathed in perspiration. Never had I had such a dream before. More than twenty-four hours went by before I could get the effect it produced out of my mind. Molly noticed my condition after breakfast and asked what ailed me.

“Cannot you guess, darling?” I asked, having no intention of telling her the truth. “Is it likely that I could be anything but depressed, when I am leaving you for I cannot say how long?”

“But you will be in no danger, and you will come back to me before very long, will you not?” she said, looking at me seriously, as if she were afraid I was hiding something from her.

“Of course, dear,” I replied. “Every man, however, has to take his chance of something befalling him when he puts to sea. I might go to the end of the world — risk my life in a thousand different ways — only to return to England to be knocked down in the Strand by a runaway cab. I might go to the North Pole and come back safely, to fall through the ice and be drowned in the Vicarage pond. You mustn’t be angry with me, dear,” I continued, “if I am a little downcast. Let us try to think of the day when I shall return to make you my bride. Oh, how happy we shall be then!”

“Happy indeed,” she answered. “God grant that day may come soon. I shall pray for you always, Dick, and ask Him to send my darling back to me, safe and sound.”

We walked as far as Welkam Bridge and then home again across the meadows to lunch. By the time we reached the house I had somewhat recovered my spirits — but they were destined to fall to zero again before the day was at an end. It was a sad little party that sat down to dinner that evening. My mother could scarcely restrain her tears — Molly tried to be cheerful and failed in the attempt; as for myself — though I joked on every conceivable subject, save that of foreign travel — my heart was heavy as lead, and my face, I’ll be bound, was as solemn as that of an undertaker’s mute. For the reason that I felt it would be too much for her to leave it until the last moment, Molly and I bade each other good-bye that evening.

Next morning I rose early, breakfasted at seven, very much in the same state of mind, I should say, as a man who is about to be led to execution, and at eight o’clock gave my dear old mother one last kiss, and left the house with a lump in my throat that came near to choking me. I can see my mother’s tear-stained face at the window even now, as I waved my hand to her before turning the corner of the village street. Little did I dream then how much I was to go through before I should see that beloved countenance again.

When the last house of the village was behind me, I mended my pace and struck out for Salisbury. It was a bright morning; the birds sang in the hedges, the cattle grazed peacefully in the meadows, indeed, all nature seemed happy but myself. I turned the corner of the Ridge Farm, and, passing through the chalk cutting, began the descent of the hill that, when you have left the cross roads and the gipsy’s grave behind you, warns you that you are half-way into town. As everybody who knows the neighbourhood is aware, there is at the foot a picturesque cottage, once the residence of the turnpike keeper, and, a hundred yards or so on the other side again, a stile, which commences the footpath across the fields to Mellerton. I was thinking, as I approached it, of the last time I had walked that way with Molly, and was wondering how long it would be before I should do so again, when, as I drew near the stile, I became aware of a girlish figure leaning against the rail. My heart gave a leap within me, and I cried out, “Molly, can it be you?” Yet it was Molly sure enough.

“Oh, Dick, dear,” she faltered, as I approached her, “do not be angry with me. I could not stay away. I felt that I must see the last of you!”

It was impossible for me to be angry with her, even though, as she told me later, she had breakfasted at six o’clock, and had been waiting at the stile for me since seven. However, I satisfied myself by promising her a good wigging when I came home again, and then we set off together. How short the remainder of that walk seemed, I must leave you to imagine. It appeared scarcely to have commenced before we had left the country and were in the quaint old streets of Salisbury, making our way towards the railway station. We must have walked somewhat slowly, for, when we reached it, I found that I had only five minutes to spare. Over the parting that took place when the train put in an appearance I must draw a veil.

Punctually at half-past eleven the train steamed into Waterloo and disgorged its passengers upon the platform. I immediately engaged a cab and drove direct to Silvestre’s hotel, where, for upwards of half-an-hour, I was closeted in close confabulation with him. Then I bade him good-bye, for it was part of our arrangement that he should not accompany me to the ship, and, having done so, returned to my cab and bade the man drive me to the railway station, where I was to take the train to the docks. By three o’clock I was on board, and endeavouring to convince myself that I was only a passenger, and not in any way connected with the working of the vessel. At a quarter to four we were steaming down the river, and my one and only adventure had commenced.

How was it destined to end? was the question I asked myself.


CHAPTER V
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IT WAS A new experience to me to find myself at sea as a passenger, to have no watches to keep, and no round of irksome duties to perform. It was a pleasant change to be able to turn into one’s bunk at ten o’clock and to enjoy a good night’s rest, after being used to leaving it at midnight in order to go up and pace a cold and cheerless bridge for four long hours at a time. I had a vague premonition that I should be recognized as soon as I arrived on board. Strangely enough this proved to be the case, for I had no sooner set foot on the promenade deck, before a well-known voice hailed me.

“Hulloa, Dick Helmsworth,” it said. “What on earth brings you aboard this hooker?”

I turned and recognized the speaker as an old shipmate, who, like myself, had once sailed with Harveston. But, more fortunate than myself, he had managed to retain his billet after so doing. In reply to his question I informed him that I was proceeding to Barbadoes on private business, and that I profoundly hoped I had abandoned the sea as a profession. From him I learnt the names of the various officers of the boat. For more reasons than one I was glad to hear that they were unknown to me, and also that there was only one first-class passenger for Barbadoes. He proved to be an old French priest, and from what I saw of him, I gathered that he would not be likely to remember me, or, indeed, any one else, when once he had left the vessel.

A good passage down Channel and a smooth crossing of the Bay carried us well on our way. We reached Madeira in due course, and afterwards settled down for the voyage across the Atlantic. Among other things, I had to familiarize myself with the character I was about to portray. To be a rich young Englishman, with a passion for yachting, would not at first thought seem a difficult part to play. It was not as easy, however, as it would appear. In order that it might come the more naturally to me, I determined to cultivate a manner while on board. I accordingly spoke with a somewhat affected drawl, interlarded my speech with “Reallies,” “Bah Joves,” “Don’t you know,” and other exotic flowers of speech, until my old friend Kirby, the chief officer, found occasion to remonstrate with me.

“What on earth has come over you, Dick?” he cried. “You’re as affected as a school-girl. You’ll have to come back to sea, my lad, or you’ll be developing into a masher of the worst type. It’s very evident that lying in at night don’t suit you. You ought to be back on the bridge again, standing your watch like a man.”

“Not if I know it,” I replied. “I’ve had enough of that sort of thing to last me a lifetime. Wait until you come into a bit of money, my boy, and then you’ll see how nice it feels to watch others work.”

“Egad! I wish I could,” he answered. “I’d never trouble the briny again. Give me a cottage somewhere in the country, with a bit of garden, and some fowls to look after, and I wouldn’t change places with the Czar of all the Russias.”

Two days before we were due to reach Barbadoes, I made a resolve. This, in due course, took me along the alley-way to the barber’s shop. As soon as the passenger whose hair he had been cutting departed, I seated myself in the vacated chair, and when the barber asked me what he could do for me, I put up my hand to my moustache.

“Take this off,” I said.

The man gazed at me in astonishment. My moustache was a heavy one, and it was plain that he thought me mad to want to get rid of it.

“You don’t mean to say, sir, that you want me to take it off,” he remarked, as if he had not heard aright.

“That’s exactly what I do mean,” I replied. “I want it out of the way.”

He thereupon took up his scissors and began his work of destruction, but in a half-hearted fashion. When he had finished I sat up and looked at myself in the glass. You may believe me or not, when I tell you that I scarcely recognized the face I saw there.

“If I were to meet you in the street, my lad, I should pass you by,” I said to myself. Then to the barber I added: “What a change it makes in my appearance.”

“It makes you look a different man, sir,” the barber replied. “There’s not many gentlemen would have sacrificed a nice moustache like that.”

I paid him, and, when I left the shop, went to my cabin. Once there, I unlocked my trunk, and took from it a smart yachting cap and a leather case, containing various articles I had purchased in London. One of these was an eye-glass, which, after several attempts, I managed to fix in my eye. Then, striking an attitude, I regarded myself in the mirror above the washstand.

“Good-day, Mr. George Trevelyan,” I muttered. “I’m very pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“Really, bah Jove, that’s awfully good of you to say so,” I answered in my assumed voice. “I hope, bah Jove, we shall be very good friends for the time that we’re destined to spend together.”

“That will only be until we get back to Barbadoes,” Dick Helmsworth replied. “After that, Mr. George Trevelyan, you can clear out as soon as you please. From that day forward I shall hope never to set eyes on you again.”

I thereupon placed the eye-glass in its case, put the cap back in the trunk, and relocked the latter. After that I went on deck to receive the chaff I knew would be showered upon me by my fellow-passengers.

Two days later, that is to say, on the twenty-ninth of the month, we reached the island of Barbadoes and came to anchor in the harbour of Bridgetown. When I had collected my baggage, I bade my friends on board good-bye and made my way ashore. I had already carefully searched the shipping, but I could see no sign of any yacht, such as I had been led to expect I should find awaiting me there. I did not worry myself very much about it, however, knowing that her captain had been furnished with my address, and feeling sure that he would communicate with me as soon as he arrived. On landing I drove to the Imperial Hotel and engaged rooms in my own name. I had intended adopting my assumed cognomen on quitting the ship, but to my dismay I learnt that some of the passengers had also come ashore and were due to lunch at my hotel. To have entered my name as Trevelyan upon the books, and have been addressed as Helmsworth in the hearing of the proprietor, might have sowed the seeds of suspicion in his mind. And this I was naturally anxious not to do. Later in the day the passengers returned to the steamer, and she continued her voyage. As I watched her pass out of the bay I wondered whether I should ever see her again. Before it would be possible for me to do so, many very strange adventures would in all probability have happened to me.

On my return to the hotel, I inquired for the proprietor, who presently came to me in the verandah.

“I expected to have met a friend here,” I said, “a Mr. Trevelyan. I am given to understand, however, that he has not yet arrived?”

“There is no one staying in the hotel at present of that name,” he replied. “There was a Mr. Trevelyan here last year, but, if my memory serves me, he was a clergyman.”

“I’m afraid it cannot have been the same person,” I said, with a smile. “By the way, should any one happen to call, and inquire for him, I should be glad if you would give instructions that he is to see me.”

“I will do so with pleasure,” the other replied. “At the same time perhaps I had better reserve a room for your friend?”

“You need not do that,” I answered. “There is no knowing when he will be here. It is just possible I may pick him up in Jamaica.”

Having thus put matters on a satisfactory footing I prepared to wait patiently until news should reach me from Captain Ferguson. Though I sat in the verandah of the hotel and carefully scrutinized every one who entered, I went to bed that night without seeing any person who at all answered the description I had been given of him. I spent the following morning partly in the verandah of the hotel, and partly searching the harbour for the yacht. I returned to lunch, however, without having discovered her. In the afternoon I went for a short stroll, leaving word at the hotel that, should any one call to see me, he or she had better wait, for I should be back in an hour. When I returned I questioned the head waiter, but he assured me that no one had called to see either Mr. Trevelyan or myself. Once more darkness fell, and once more after dinner I sat in the verandah smoking. The evening was far advanced, and once more I was beginning to contemplate turning in, feeling certain that Ferguson would not put in an appearance that night, when a short, stout individual came briskly up the steps and entered the building. He was dressed entirely in white, and had a broad-brimmed Panama hat upon his head. He might have passed for a merchant or a planter, but something, I cannot say what, instinctively told me that he belonged to the seafaring profession. After a few moments he reappeared again, this time accompanied by the head waiter.

“This gentleman,” the latter began, addressing me, “wishes to see Mr. Trevelyan. I told him that we had no one of that name staying at the hotel, but that you were Mr. Trevelyan’s friend.”

“That is certainly so,” I said. “I presume you are Captain Ferguson?”

“That is my name,” the other replied, and when the servant had disappeared, he continued: “May I ask whom I am addressing?”

“My name is Helmsworth,” I answered in a low voice, at the same time motioning him to be seated. “A certain gentleman of the name of Silvestre, however, thinks I had better be known by the name of the person whom the waiter informed you had not yet arrived in the island.”

“In that case you are Mr. Trevelyan,” he said in a whisper, drawing his chair a little closer to mine as he did so, and closely scrutinizing me. “Perhaps you have something for me?”

“I have a letter,” I replied, thinking at the same time that I had seen his face somewhere before. “What have you for me?”

“This,” he replied laconically, and in his turn produced a small silver coin, which he handed to me.

I rose from my chair and carried it down the verandah as far as the hall door. The light there enabled me to see that it was stamped with the name of Equinata. I thereupon returned to the captain, and handed him the letter Don Guzman had given me for him.

“And where is the yacht?” I inquired.

“In the harbour,” he replied. “We got in at dark, and she is coaling now as fast as we can get the stuff aboard. When will you be ready to start?”

“Whenever you please,” I replied. “The sooner we are out of this place the better for all people concerned.”

“Would nine o’clock to-morrow morning be convenient to you?”

“It would suit me admirably. How am I to get my traps aboard?”

“If you will have them sent down to the wharf I will arrange the rest,” he answered. “The boat for Santa Lucia will be in shortly after daylight, and the hotel folk will naturally suppose that you have gone aboard her. Of course you understand, Mr. Helms — Mr. Trevelyan, I mean, that in this matter I am acting under your orders, and that I shall endeavour to do all in my power to bring the business upon which we are engaged to a satisfactory conclusion.”

“You quite understand what is required of me?” I asked.

“Perfectly,” he answered. “My instructions have been most complete.”

“And what do you think of it?”

“I think you will have all your work cut out for you,” he replied. “Don Fernandez is as sharp as a weasel and as cunning as a fox. But perhaps it would be better for us to say no more upon the matter, at least at present. We can talk it over if we want to, with greater safety, on board. And now, if you don’t mind, I’ll bid you good-night. I’ve got a lot of work to get through before we leave to-morrow morning.”

We shook hands, and after he had promised to have a boat ready for me at nine o’clock next morning, he bade me good-night and left me.

From the little I had seen of him, I liked the look of the man. He had a resolute air about him, and it struck me that in him I had found one who was likely to prove himself a useful ally. But where on earth had I seen him before? For the life of me I could not remember. Lighting another cigar, I seated myself, and once more pondered over the matter. When the cigar was finished I retired to my room to fall asleep directly I was in bed, and to dream that I was abducting the Chairman and Directors of my old Company, and that I was flying through the air with them in a balloon built on the principles of a motor-car.

Next morning I was astir early, had had my breakfast, had paid my bill, and had seen my trunks on their way to the wharf, before a quarter to nine. On my arrival at the water’s side, however, there was no sign of any yacht’s boat. Some distance out I could perceive the Inter-Colonial mail steamer with a crowd of boats about her, and a dozen cables or so distant from her a handsome white yacht, which, I gathered, was to be my home for the next few weeks. I had just rewarded the porters, who had brought my luggage down, and had sent them about their business, when a neat gig, pulled by four men and steered by a fifth, came into view round the end of the jetty. Pulling up at the steps below me, the coxswain touched his hat and inquired whether he was addressing Mr. Trevelyan. Upon my answering in the affirmative, two of his men jumped ashore, and carried my baggage down to the boat. I thereupon took my place in the stern and we set off.

“That, I presume, is the Cynthia, lying astern of the mail-boat?” I said to the coxswain, as we pulled out into the harbour.

“Yes, sir, that’s the Cynthia,” he replied. “When you get a bit closer, sir, you’ll say she’s as fine a craft as you’d see in a long day’s sail.”

He certainly spoke the truth. The vessel in question could scarcely have been less than a thousand tons. (As a matter of fact that was her tonnage.) To my thinking, however, she was somewhat heavily sparred for her size, but the coxswain hastened to assure me a better sea-boat could not be found.

Captain Ferguson met me at the gangway, and saluted me as if I were really owner of the vessel and not a make-believe, such as I really was.

“You will find your cabin prepared for you,” he said. “If you will permit me I’ll show you to it.”

Then, going on ahead, he conducted me into the main companion, and through an elegant saloon to a large and most comfortable cabin, evidently built and intended for the owner. It was a gorgeous affair. Indeed, the luxury of the vessel, what I had seen of it, astonished me. I had overhauled many yachts in my time, but had never seen one like this before. She was as spic and span as if she had only just left the builder’s hands.

When I had seen my baggage arranged, I ascended to the deck, where I found Captain Ferguson in the act of getting under weigh. Ten minutes or so later, our anchor was aboard and we were steaming slowly out of the harbour. In an hour the island lay like a black dot upon the horizon behind us, and a few minutes later had vanished altogether. I was seated in the cabin with Captain Ferguson at the time, and when he rang the bell and ordered the servant who answered it to bring up a bottle of champagne, we pledged each other in it, and drank to the success of our enterprise.

“It’s a small world, sir,” he said at last, as he set down his glass, “and few of us really understand how small it is. I wonder what you’ll say when you hear what I’ve got to tell you. I remember once being in Hong Kong. It was in the wet season, and I was on my way out to Japan to meet a boat in Nagasaki, that I was to take over on behalf of the Company I was then serving. On the evening of my arrival in Hong Kong I went ashore to dine with some friends, and didn’t start to come off to the mail-boat until pretty late. When I did I hired a sampan and told one of the crew where my ship was. Thinking that he understood, I took my place under the covered arrangement that those boats have, and away we went. Perhaps I may have been a bit drowsy after the festivities of the evening. I’ll not say anything about that, either way. The fact, however, remains, that we had not gone very far before I became conscious that there was something wrong. It seemed to me as if the tilt, or cover, under which I was sitting, was coming down upon me. I sprang to my feet and endeavoured to push it up, giving a shout as I did so.”

All this time I had been listening to him with ill-concealed impatience. As I have already remarked, it had struck me on the previous evening that I had seen the man’s face somewhere before.

“I think I can tell you the rest,” I interrupted. “A ship’s boat happened to be passing at the moment, and, on hearing your shout, she came alongside and a couple of men in her sprang aboard the sampan. I was one of those men. We bowled over the owner of the craft, and pulled you out from under the cover, just as you were about done for. Good heavens! I thought I recognized you last night at the hall door, and now you bring that adventure back to my mind, I remember you perfectly.”

“And I you,” he answered. “I’ve been puzzling my brains about your face all night. You had a moustache then, but I should know you now again. I don’t think, Mr. Trevelyan, you will find me go into this business any the less warmly for what you did for me that night.”

“You were right when you declared it to be a small world,” I said. “Fancy our meeting again and on such an errand as this.”

I then proceeded to question him concerning the officers and men under his charge.

“My chief officer,” he said, “is a man of the name of Burgin. He has seen a good deal of rough-and-tumble work in various parts of the world, and, as I have satisfactorily proved, can be thoroughly relied on when it comes to a pinch. The second is a young fellow of the name of Brownlow. He took part in the last Cuban expedition, and had a bit of fighting afterwards in the Philippines. The crew number thirty all told, and have been most carefully selected. I have tested them in every way, and feel sure they can be reckoned upon to do their duty. Now perhaps you’d like to have a look round the vessel? You’ve seen next to nothing of her yet.”

He accordingly conducted me over the yacht from stem to stern, until I was familiar with every detail. If I were to pose as a young Englishman whose hobby was yachting, I could scarcely have had a finer craft wherewith to indulge my fancy. She was a Clyde-built vessel of, as I have already said, exactly a thousand tons; her length was not far short of two hundred and fifty feet. Her engine-room was amidships, and was as perfectly fitted as everything else. The drawing-room was a model of beauty, while the saloon was capable of seating at least fifty persons. The quarters of the officers and crew left nothing to be desired on the score of comfort. Only on one question was the captain at all reticent, and that was concerning the identity of the yacht’s owner. Her papers, I discovered, were made out in my name, or rather, I should say, in my assumed name, but whether she was the property of Silvestre, or of somebody else, I was never able to ascertain.

Though Silvestre had informed me that, from the moment I set foot on board, I should be considered the yacht’s owner, I had not attached any great importance to the remark. I soon discovered, however, that there was more in it than I supposed. For instance, when I was told that evening that dinner was upon the table, I made my way to my cabin, prepared myself for it, and entered the saloon to find that I was expected to dine in solitary grandeur. Two men-servants were present to wait upon me, but there was no sign of the captain.

“Where is Captain Ferguson?” I inquired of one of the men when I had waited some two or three minutes for him to put in an appearance.

“He dines in the officers’ mess, sir,” the man replied.

Resolving to remedy this state of things on the morrow, and feeling that it was of no use my sending for him that night, I proceeded with my dinner without further remark. Accustomed as I was to good living on board a mail-boat, I can only say that, in all my experience, I had never met with anything like the meal that was served to me that evening. If Silvestre had given orders that my comfort was to be studied, he had certainly been carefully obeyed. When I rose from the table I went to my cabin, changed my coat, filled a pipe, and mounted with it to the bridge. Ferguson met me by the chart-room door, and expressed the hope that I had been made comfortable. I told him that the only fault I had to find was on the score of company, and went on to say that I expected him for the future to take his meals with me.

“It would be out of place for a captain to dine with his owner until he is invited to do so,” he said, with a laugh. “However, if you wish it, I shall be very pleased to do so in the future.”

I remember that it was a beautiful night; the sea was like glass, and the great stars overhead were reflected in the deep as in a mirror. As I smoked my pipe I thought of Molly, and wondered what she was doing at that moment. That I was a trifle homesick I will not deny. At ten o’clock Ferguson invited me to his cabin, and for about an hour we sat there discussing the business that lay before us. He had never visited Equinata before, but he was conversant with the character of the country. Having procured a chart from a locker, he made me aware of the whereabouts of the President’s palace; showed me where he thought it would be best for the yacht to lie, and various other details that had struck him as being applicable to the case in hand.

“And now one other question: What do you know of Fernandez himself?” I inquired, when he had rolled up the chart and replaced it in the locker.

“Only what I have heard,” he replied. “He is an exceedingly clever man, and as unscrupulous as any president who has ruled in South America, not excluding our friend Silvestre. It is quite certain that if he has the least suspicion of what we are after, ours is likely to be a short shrift. I presume you thought the whole business out well before you embarked upon it?”

I answered to the effect that I had given it all due consideration, and that whatever chances there might be I was prepared to take them. There was one question, however, that I had been desirous of putting to him ever since I had been on board, and now that we were alone together I resolved to ask it, and to risk his refusal to reply.

“With regard to Don Guzman de Silvestre,” I said, “what do you know of him?”

Somewhat to my surprise he was quite frank with me.

“I know very little of him,” he answered, “except that I owe my present position to him. Of one thing, however, I am aware, and that is the fact that he is not a man to be trifled with.”

After a while I bade him good-night, and left him to go below to my cabin. Before entering the companion, however, I leant upon the bulwarks and gazed across the sea. Scarcely a sound broke the stillness of the night; the monotonous pacing of the officer of the watch, the look-out’s cry, “All’s well,” and the throbbing of the engines, were all that broke the silence. I went over my talk with Ferguson again. After what he had said it appeared to me that the task I had undertaken was an almost hopeless one. One little mistake and my life would pay the forfeit. Failure seemed certain, and in that case what would happen to Molly and my mother? They would hope against hope, waiting for the man who would never return. I told myself that I was a fool ever to have had anything to do with the business. What was Don Guzman de Silvestre and his ambition to me? Why should I risk my life and my dear one’s happiness for the sake of a paltry ten thousand pounds? In sheer disgust I turned on my heel and went to my cabin. Whatever my thoughts may have been on deck, they certainly did not trouble me very much below. I slept like a top all night, and when I came on deck next morning I had well-nigh forgotten my melancholy musings of the previous evening.

For the next four days our life scarcely varied. I read and smoked on deck, chatted with Ferguson, improved my acquaintance with the other officers, and counted the days until we should reach our destination. As you may suppose, it was a welcome moment when the skipper announced that we were only a matter of ten hours’ steaming from the Republic of Equinata. Next morning a faint smudge was discernible on the horizon straight ahead of us; by breakfast-time this had taken to itself the appearance of land, and when I returned to the bridge after my meal, a range of mountain peaks were plainly to be seen. By ten o’clock we were near enough to discern the entrance to the harbour, and by half-past we were steaming in between the heads, to drop our anchor in the bay.


CHAPTER VI
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LA GLORIA, THE chief port and capital of the Republic of Equinata, is charmingly situated on the west side of an admirably shaped bay, and is land-locked, save for a distance of about half-a-mile. It boasts a population numbering upwards of thirty thousand, of which only some ten or twelve thousand are white, the remainder being half-castes, quadroons, mulattoes, and negroes unadulterated. The city possesses some fine buildings, notable among which is the Cathedral of San Pedro, a handsome edifice, though somewhat damaged by the earthquake of ‘83. The Houses of Parliament are also imposing structures, as befits a land where every man is a politician, and no boy knows what may be in store for him. There is also the President’s palace, and, of course, an opera house, and equally of course a long stretch of barracks, where the soldiers would seem to spend their time smoking cigarettes and hatching plots against their superiors.

As we passed through the Heads and entered the harbour, it struck me I had never looked upon a fairer scene. The blue waters of the bay, the white houses peeping out from amid the wealth of foliage, and the mountains rising tier upon tier behind, made up as pretty a picture as the eye of man could desire to dwell upon. We had scarcely come to anchor before a boat put off to us, pulled by four stalwart niggers, and carrying a much-uniformed official, who sat beside the coxswain. He proved to be the health officer — a voluble little Spaniard, with a magnificent idea of his own importance. As soon as his boat was alongside he ran up the ladder to the gangway with the agility of a monkey, and made his way to the place where Captain Ferguson was waiting to receive him. During the years I had been in the South American trade, I had managed to pick up a considerable smattering of Spanish, enough at any rate to make myself understood by the Dons. I was not nearly so fluent with it, however, as was Ferguson, who, I soon discovered, could talk the lingo as well as any swell of Aragon. As soon as they had transacted their business, the latter brought the health officer along to the saloon whither I had descended, and where I was introduced to him as the owner of the yacht.

“You possess a most beautiful vessel, señor,” he said, bowing before me as if he would never be able to straighten his back again.

“And you a most beautiful harbour and city,” I replied, resolved not to be outdone in the matter of compliments.

“Am I to believe that this can be your first visit to Equinata, señor?” he asked as if in astonishment.

“Yes, my first,” I replied in my best Trevelyan manner. “I can assure you, however, that I am charmed with it, most charmed.”

“Ah, you must wait until you have been ashore,” he continued, “then you will indeed be surprised. The Plaza, the Almeda, the Opera House, and the President’s palace. Ah!” Here he paused and gave an airy wave of his hand as if to signify that, when I should come to view these wonders, I might indeed describe the city as being beautiful; until then, however, I could not pretend to any real notion of its glories.

“I shall be delighted to make its acquaintance,” I returned, “and also to pay my respects to your most illustrious President, who, I hear, is beloved by all his people.”

“Ah, the good President,” said the little man, but without any great enthusiasm. “And his niece — the beautiful Señorita Dolores. I raise my glass to the most beautiful woman in Equinata.” Thereupon, with his eyes turned to the deck above, he drank solemnly to the health of the lady of whose existence I then heard for the first time.

A little more desultory conversation followed, in the course of which I managed to extract from him, in a roundabout way, a quantity of information of which I stood in need. Then the little man hoisted himself out of his chair, and with a regret born of a bottle and a half of excellent champagne, stated his intention of returning to the shore once more. Having fired another salvo of compliments at me, he carried this plan into effect, and we saw no more of him. Half-an-hour later the Harbour Master and the Chief Customs official arrived, drank more champagne, with which you may be sure I liberally plied them, smoked a number of cigars, praised their city, their country, and their excellent selves, but did nothing in the way of performing their business, and in their turn departed for the shore. Then I lunched, spent an hour in meditation in an easy-chair under the awning, and then, having ordered a boat, prepared to set off on a tour of inspection of the capital.

The landing-place at La Gloria is, or was, very similar to that of most other South American seaports. That is to say, at some distant date, harbour works on a very large scale had been commenced, but for some reason had never been completed. Possibly a Revolution may have been accountable for the stoppage of the work, or the President, or Minister of Public Works, may have decamped with the funds. At any rate all there was to show for the money voted was one substantially built wharf, the commencement of a pier, and a quantity of uncut stone, which still remained, moss-covered and weather-worn, just where the contractors had dumped it down.

I landed at the wharf, and immediately dispatched the boat back to the yacht. Trustworthy though the crew might be, I had no desire that they should hang about the sea front and talk to the inhabitants. Then, leaving the wharf, I made my way into the town.

It was a picturesque place of the true Central American type. The Calle de San Pedro, which cuts the town proper in half, is a handsome thoroughfare, and contains numerous fine shops, warehouses, and merchants’ offices. Indeed, the scene in the street on that particular afternoon was a most bright and animated one, and would not have discredited Rio or Buenos Ayres. Half-a-mile or so further on the street in question enters the Great Square, in which stand the Cathedral, the Houses of Parliament, the Law Courts, and, more important than all, so far as I was concerned, the President’s palace. The centre is laid out as a public garden, and possesses a band-stand and many fine statues of the heroes of Equinata in impossible garbs and more impossible attitudes. Seating myself on a bench in this garden, I took careful stock of my surroundings. Opposite me was the President’s palace, with a sentry lounging on either side of the gates. While I watched the latter were opened, and a handsome carriage drove in and pulled up before the massive portico of the palace. After that the gates were closed once more.

I do not mind confessing that at this point in my adventure I was at a loss to know how to proceed. I might visit the palace and inscribe my name in the visitors’ book, but, so far as I could see, that would not do very much to help me. I consulted the card I had brought with me, and on which was written the name and address of the man to whom, so Silvestre had informed me at our last meeting, I was to look for assistance. His name was Don José de Hermaños, and his address was No. 13 in the Calle de San Juan. Before leaving the yacht I had taken the precaution to make myself familiar with the quarter in which the street was situated, and had ascertained that it commenced at the Houses of Parliament and ran straight through the western portion of the city, towards the foot of the mountains. I accordingly made my way thither, and having discovered it, proceeded in search of the house in which the mysterious Don José resided, or had his place of business. Greatly to my surprise it proved to be a wine merchant’s shop, and I accordingly entered the little square patio and looked about me. On the left was what was evidently the office, and in it an old man, engaged on some mysterious manipulation of an empty cask. I addressed him in my best Spanish, but he took no sort of notice of me. I called to him again with the same result. Then having satisfied myself that the old fellow was deaf, I touched him on the shoulder with my stick. This had the desired effect, for he jumped quickly round and stared at me in amazement.

A more comical countenance than he possessed I don’t remember ever to have seen. He was a mulatto, and, if one might judge from his appearance, some sixty years of age. He asked me in Spanish who I desired to see, and I replied to the best of my ability that I was in search of a gentleman named Hermaños. From the signs the other made I gathered that the latter was not at home. I endeavoured to question him concerning him, but the old fellow was either naturally dense, or, for some reason best known to himself, pretended not to understand. In another moment I should have left the place in despair, but, just as I was making up my mind to do so, the sound of a footstep in the patio outside attracted my attention. I turned to find myself face to face with a tall, well-proportioned stranger, with a black beard and a pair of bristling moustaches. The old mulatto forsook his task and handed the other the card I had given him. He glanced at it, then looked up from it to me, after which he politely returned it to me, saying as he did so — 

“You desire to see Don Hermaños, señor?”

“That is what has brought me here,” I answered.

“You come from our neighbours across the frontier, perhaps?” he continued, still eyeing me critically.

“On the contrary, I have come by sea,” I replied. “I am an Englishman, as you have doubtless already observed, and my yacht is anchored in the harbour.”

“In that case permit me to welcome you most heartily to Equinata,” he returned, but without any great show of enthusiasm. “Perhaps you will accompany me to my private office, where I shall be pleased indeed to be of any service I can to you.”

I followed him across the patio to a door on the further side. This he opened, and when I had passed into the room, he followed my example and closed it carefully after him.

“How am I to know that you are the gentleman whom I have been led to expect?” he began, when I had seated myself and he had offered me a cigar. “As wine of that particular vintage is very difficult to obtain, you must see yourself that I have to be most careful that I do not make the mistake of giving information concerning it to the wrong person.”

I thereupon took my watch from my pocket, opened the case, and took a small piece of paper — which Silvestre had also given me at our last meeting — from it. This I handed to the man before me, who read what was written upon it very carefully, and then tore it up into tiny fragments.

“I am quite satisfied,” he said, “and now to arrange the matter you desire.” Then, dropping his voice almost to a whisper, he continued, “Of course I recognize the fact that you would not have been chosen for the work had you not been considered a person most likely to accomplish it. Nevertheless, I feel sure that you can have but a very small notion how dangerous it is likely to prove. The man in question mistrusts everybody, and should but a breath of suspicion attach itself to you, you would be in the cartel to-night, and most probably in your grave to-morrow morning. Though my opinions have not changed in a single particular, I am not at all certain that it is wise of me to mix myself up in it. However, I don’t see exactly in what way I am to get out of it.”

It struck me that the latter portion of his speech was spoken more to himself than to me.

“Before we go any further, it would perhaps be as well that I should convince myself that you are Don Hermaños,” I said, for so far I had had no proof of his identity.

He did not answer me, but crossed to a writing-table on the other side of the room, and, unlocking a drawer, took from it a book. Turning to a certain page, he showed me a series of portraits of the prominent politicians of Equinata. One was a likeness of himself, and underneath was printed his name in full — Don José de Hermaños, Minister of Mines. I expressed myself as being quite satisfied.

“And now,” I continued, “will you be good enough to tell me how you propose to introduce me to the Pres — —” — here he held up his hand as if in expostulation— “to the individual whose acquaintance I am so anxious to make?”

“As you may suppose, I have been thinking of that,” he replied, “and I have come to the conclusion that it would be better for me not to be personally concerned in it. As it is, I am not at all certain in my own mind that he looks upon me with a favourable eye. I have a friend, however, with whom he is on terms of the greatest friendship. Through this friend I will have you presented. It would be better in the meantime if you will call at the palace and inscribe your name in the visitors’ book, according to custom. After that I will make it my business to see my friend, and to arrange the matter with him. From that moment, if you will permit me, I will retire from the business altogether.”

“You do not care about taking the responsibility of my endeavours, I suppose?” I said.

“Exactly, señor,” he answered. “You have guessed correctly. To be quite frank with you, I am afraid of being shot. I have seen the gentleman we are discussing deal with his enemies on various occasions, and his behaviour impressed me with a desire to keep my head out of the lion’s mouth.”

“May I ask in what capacity you intend introducing me to your friend?” I went on. “Is it quite wise, do you think, to import a third party into the transaction?”

“There will be no third party,” he answered. “There will only be my friend and yourself. As I understand the situation, you are a rich Englishman, travelling in our country. You have given me an order for some wine for your yacht, and as the leading wine merchant of the city, and having the reputation of our country at stake, I am anxious to do my best for you. I also desire, for the same reason, that you should enjoy your stay. What could be more natural than that I should introduce you to a friend who is also one of our most prominent citizens? You need not fear, señor, that I shall be foolish enough to compromise either you or myself.”

From what I had so far seen of him I could quite believe the latter portion of his remark. If all Silvestre’s supporters were of the same calibre, it struck me that he would experience some little difficulty in regaining his lost position. Hermaños was certainly as rank a coward as I had met for many a long day.

“In that case, I will make my way to the palace now, and write my name in the visitors’ book. But how, and when, shall I hear from you?”

“I will communicate with you to-night,” he said. “I shall be sending you some wine and cigars on board, which I hope you will accept, and I will word the note that accompanies them, so that you will be able to read between the lines. It would be as well, I imagine, that we should not meet again.”

From the way he said this I could see he was as anxious to get rid of me as he was to preserve his incognito. I accordingly thanked him for his assistance, and bade him farewell.

Recrossing the little patio, I passed into the street once more, and retraced my steps to the Great Square. Having reached it, I made my way through the garden to the President’s palace. The sentries still slouched beside the gate as I had first seen them. So far as I could tell, their only object in life was to see how near sleep they could go without actually dozing off. Then I entered the palace grounds, and walked up the drive to the marble portico, where I entered my name in the book placed there for that purpose. I had already practised the new Trevelyan signature, and was by this time able to write it with something of a flourish. This momentous act accomplished, I left the palace and returned to the yacht, feeling that, although I had not so far made any very important headway in the conduct of my enterprise, I had at least set the machinery in motion.

Summoning Ferguson to the smoking-room, I gave him an account of all that had transpired, furnishing him at the same time with my opinion of Don José de Hermaños.

“It only bears out what I said to you the other night,” he observed. “When a man dabbles in Revolutions he is apt to burn his fingers. It is very plain that this man Hermaños, to use a popular saying, has taken the length of the President’s foot, and as a natural consequence he is most anxious to keep out of its way, lest he should be crushed by it. I don’t know that I altogether blame him. He has calculated exactly how much he has to gain, which may not be very much, and he is also aware that if he fails, he has everything to lose.”

He then proceeded to inform me that the yacht had been an object of considerable interest to many of the inhabitants of La Gloria that afternoon. It is doubtful whether such a handsome craft had ever been seen in those waters before.

“If only we can get things into proper trim ashore, they shall have an opportunity of admiring her even more than they do now, and for other reasons,” I said. “We must have an At Home on board, and invite the polite society of the capital.”

An hour or so before sundown, the same curious individual whom I had seen manipulating the cask in Hermaños’ office, made his appearance alongside in a boat. He brought with him a case of wine and a small box wrapped in paper. I rewarded him, and dispatched him to the shore once more. Then returning to the smoking-room with the smaller parcel in my hand, I opened it to discover what I had expected I should find there, a box of cigars and a note carefully placed inside. It was not a very long epistle, and informed me that it gave the wine merchant the greatest pleasure to comply with my esteemed instructions, and to forward me a sample box of the cigars, concerning which his good friend, General Sagana, had spoken so highly. Should more be required, his agent would do himself the honour of waiting upon me on the following morning to learn my wishes. That was all!

“That means, of course, that General Sagana is the agent,” I said to myself. “Well, let him come as soon as he pleases. He will find me quite ready to receive him.”

Next morning I was enjoying the cool breeze under the bridge awning, when the second mate came up to inform me that a shore boat was approaching the accommodation ladder. Rising from my chair I glanced over the side to discover that what he had said was correct. A large boat pulled by six men was approaching the yacht. In the stern, seated beside the coxswain, was one of the most curious little specimens of a soldier one would be likely to find in a day’s march. His height could not have exceeded five feet, but what he lacked in stature he made up in self-importance. He was attired in full uniform, even to the extent of spurs and a sword. A helmet with plumes was perched upon his head, while upwards of a dozen crosses decorated his breast. His face was small and puckered into a thousand wrinkles; his eyebrows were large, bushy, and snow-white; while a fierce moustache of the same colour curled up in corkscrew twists until it nearly touched his eyes. As soon as the boat was alongside, he ascended the ladder to the deck.

“Have I the honour of addressing the most illustrious Señor Travillion?” he inquired, after a wrestle with the name, from which he imagined he had emerged victorious. Upon my answering in the affirmative, he made me a sweeping bow that was so irresistibly comic that I had some difficulty in restraining a smile. Then he continued— “Señor, I have the honour to salute you, and to offer you a hearty welcome to our beautiful country. Permit me to introduce myself to you. I am General Sagana, of the army of the Republic of Equinata.”

He said this with as much pride as if his name would rank in history with those of Napoleon and Wellington.

“I am deeply honoured by your visit,” I replied. “Allow me to conduct you to a cool spot under the awning.”

An hour later, when he left the yacht, we were on the best of terms. Moreover, I had arranged that that selfsame afternoon I should pay a visit of respect to Madame Sagana and her daughters, who, as I gathered from his words, existed only until they should have the extreme felicity of making my acquaintance.

“You must be prepared to stay with us for a long time,” he cried, with a cordiality born of the best part of two bottles of Perrier-Jouet. “Ah! believe me, we shall not let you go so easily. We are hospitable, we of Equinata. Farewell, then, señor, until we meet this afternoon.”

Then he bowed once more in his best style, descended to his boat, seated himself in the stern, and bade his men row him ashore with all speed, as there was business of importance toward.

That afternoon, bearing in mind the importance of the occasion, I once more made a most careful toilet, and having done so, returned to the city. Hiring a vehicle of the cab description, I bade the driver convey me to the residence of the most illustrious General Sagana. In a whirl of dust, and accompanied by a swarm of beggar boys, we set off, and in something less than a quarter of an hour found ourselves drawn up before an elegant residence in what might have been described as the suburbs of the town. After I had paid and dismissed my charioteer, I rang the curious old bell I found hanging on the wall before me, and when it was answered, followed the servant into a charming patio, in which a fountain played, and from thence into a large and lofty room, where, to my dismay, a considerable number of people were assembled. It was fortunate for me that I am not easily abashed. Had this been the case, I should most probably have furnished the fashionable world of Equinata with a poor idea of the behaviour of an Englishman of wealth and position. At the moment of my entrance, the little General was paying considerable attention to a matronly lady who was so tightly squeezed into her chair that it seemed she would never be able to move from it again. Observing me, however, he left her, and hastened forward to greet me, after which he led me across the room to present me to his wife and daughters. The former was a small, though more wizened, edition of her husband; the latter, however, were handsome girls of the true Spanish type. Half-a-dozen other presentations followed, after which I was at liberty to make myself as agreeable as circumstances permitted and my knowledge of the Spanish language would allow. Had only the General’s daughters been present, this would not have been such a very difficult matter, for the very few minutes I spent in their company were sufficient to show me that they were both past mistresses of the art of flirting. We were progressing famously, when the door opened, and the ancient man-servant who had admitted me, and who was older and even more wizened than his master or mistress, said something in a low voice to the General, who immediately hurried out of the room. A whisper ran through the company, but what its purport was I could not discover. All doubt, however, was presently set at rest when the General returned, escorting with great pomp a tall, handsome man, the possessor of a fine head and a singularly clever face. He saluted my hostess and her daughters with considerable ceremony, bowed gravely to the remainder of the company, and then looked at me, as if wondering who I could be.

“Permit me, your Excellency,” said the General with one of his flourishes, “to have the honour of presenting to you Señor Travillion from England, who, like so many others, has heard of the glories of Equinata, and has now come to our country in order that he may see them for himself.”

Long before he had finished his harangue, I had realized that the man standing before me was none other than the famous President Fernandez — Silvestre’s mortal enemy, and the man I was being paid to abduct.


CHAPTER VII
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AS SOON AS I realized the identity of the man before me, you may be sure I did my utmost to appear at my best to him. So much, I knew, depended on his first impression.

“I am exceedingly pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Trevelyan,” said the President, in a voice that struck me as being distinctly pleasant. “I fancy I saw your yacht from a distance this afternoon. She is a handsome craft, and, if I am not mistaken, was built on the Clyde. Am I right in my conjecture?”

For a moment I felt inclined to ask myself how it was this man was able to discriminate between a boat built on the Thames and another built on the Clyde. I subdued the inclination, however, and fell back upon my Trevelyan manner.

“Quite right,” I answered. “She hails from the Clyde, and, like most boats launched on that river, she is a credit to her builders. I don’t know that I have ever met with a better. I hope I may be able to induce your Excellency to pay her a visit, in order that you may inspect her for yourself.”

“It will give me great pleasure to do so,” he answered, and when he had conversed with me for a few moments longer, he left me in order to pay his respects to a lady at the further end of the room. I was not sorry for this, as it gave me an opportunity of observing him a little more closely. He was certainly a remarkable-looking man, and each time I glanced at him the conclusion was more forcibly borne upon me that he was one with whom it would be better to be on friendly terms than anything else. Although there was an apparent kindliness in his manner, one could not help feeling that it was only the velvet glove masking the iron hand concealed below.

He remained in the room for upwards of half-an-hour and then took his departure, not, however, until he had crossed to me once more and had repeated his desire to visit the yacht, in order that he might inspect her more closely.

“As I said just now, I shall be delighted to show her to you,” I hastened to reply, and thereupon suggested that he should breakfast with me on board the next day, and that with his permission I would include General Sagana and his family in the invitation.

“You are most hospitable, Señor Trevelyan,” he answered, “and if you will allow me I will also bring my niece, the Señorita Dolores de Perera. I am sure she will be most pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“I shall be more than honoured,” I replied, in my best manner, feeling that at last I was making real headway. “Would eleven o’clock suit your Excellency’s convenience?”

“Admirably,” he returned. “Let us then say au revoir until eleven o’clock to-morrow.”

I promised that a boat should meet them at the wharf, and then bowing to the ladies, and accompanied by General Sagana, he left the room. When the General returned he complimented me warmly upon the success I had made with the President.

“A most remarkable man, Señor Travillion,” he continued, twirling his enormous moustaches, “the most remarkable man Equinata has yet produced. His career has, indeed, been an extraordinary one in every way.”

“Indeed?” I answered, with an endeavour to conceal the interest I was taking in what he said. “May I ask whom he succeeded?”

For a moment the situation possessed a flavour of embarrassment. I was not aware that the General had been one of Silvestre’s principal adherents, and that it was only when he discovered the fact that affairs were not as they should be with his master that he had transferred his allegiance to the stronger party.

“His predecessor was a certain Don Guzman de Silvestre,” the old gentleman replied, but in a tone that suggested two things to me; first, that he was not aware of my connection with the man in question, and secondly, that the subject was a decidedly distasteful one to him. Realizing this I did not attempt to pursue it further.

Having formally invited my hostess and host and their daughters to my little déjeuner on the following day, I bade them farewell and took my departure. It was evident that my visit had been appreciated, and that some importance was attached to it, for I found the General’s private carriage waiting outside to convey me back to the wharf. I was careful to thank him for the courtesy he had extended to me, and then drove off.

When I retired to rest that night, it was with the feeling that my day had not been altogether wasted. Behind it, however, was a decided impression that President Fernandez was by no means the sort of man to be caught napping, and that, if I wished to trap him, it would be necessary for me to have all my wits about me. Moreover, I fancied that when I did catch him, I should find him a somewhat difficult captive to tame. As is very often the case in such matters, one apparently inconsequent remark of his haunted me more than anything else that had fallen from his lips. Why had he declared the yacht to be a Clyde-built boat? Was it only a statement made haphazard, or had he some previous knowledge of the craft in question? The mere thought that he might know anything of her past made me anxious beyond measure. The possibilities were that he did not, but the fact that he might have an inkling of my intention was sufficient to prevent me from sleeping and to cause me to tumble and toss in my bed, hour after hour, endeavouring to find some satisfactory solution to the problem. “I have seen what he can do to those who offend him,” Hermaños had said to me, “and I confess the picture did not please me.” At the same time I could not believe that it was possible that the President had any idea of the real reason of my presence in Equinata. The secret had been so jealously guarded that it could not have leaked out. These thoughts, however, did not prevent me from looking forward with the greatest possible interest to the festivity of the morrow. Immediately on my arrival on board, I called Ferguson to a consultation. He forthwith interviewed the chief cook, and the result was the preparation of a repast that promised to equal anything ever seen in Equinata before.

As you may suppose, the following morning was a busy one with us. The arrangements were most elaborate. Flowers were procured from the shore, and with them the saloons were decorated. A string band was engaged to play on the bridge during the repast, and in the President’s honour the yacht was hung with bunting.

Half-an-hour before my guests were due to arrive, I descended to my cabin and made my toilet. I had scarcely returned to the deck before I was informed by the chief mate, who was on the look-out, that the boats we expected were putting off from the shore. Ferguson stood beside me and watched them come alongside. Out of compliment to the President he had caused the flag of Equinata to be hoisted, and had drawn up a Guard of Honour from the crew on either side of the gangway. The first boat to come alongside contained the President, his aide-de-camp, and a lady, whom I argued must be none other than his niece, the Señorita Dolores de Perera. The President was the first to set foot upon the deck, and, as he did so, the band struck up the National Air of Equinata. His Excellency shook me warmly by the hand, and then, turning to the lady who accompanied him, presented me to her. I have met some very beautiful women in my time, but I am doubtful whether I have ever seen one who could compare with the lady I then had before me. She was slightly above the middle height, with raven hair and dark flashing eyes, and carried herself with the grace that is so characteristic of her nationality. Her manner towards me was distinctly cordial, and under its influence I began to think that our luncheon was not destined to be as dull an affair as I had feared it might be. I escorted them to a cool spot under the awning, and then prepared to receive my other guests. Upon their arrival, we proceeded to the saloon for lunch. That the President was impressed, I could plainly see. He paid me many compliments upon the beauty of the yacht, and vowed that, when times improved in Equinata, he would have just such another built for his own private use.

“How I envy you your lot, Señor Trevelyan!” remarked the Señorita Dolores, when we had seated ourselves at the table, and as she said it, she threw a beaming glance at me. “How beautiful it must be to skim over the seas like a bird, to be always seeing new countries, and receiving new impressions. Yours must be an ideal life, if ever there were one.”

“I fear you have omitted to take into your calculations the existence of Custom House officials, the engagement of crews, and the fact that a yacht, however beautiful, needs coaling, in order to be able to properly perform her functions. There are also storms to mar one’s pleasure, Port Dues, Harbour Regulations, Quarantine, and a thousand and one other little matters that, though not important in themselves, are, nevertheless, sufficient to play the part of crumpled rose-leaves in your bed of happiness.”

“But in these seas you have all smooth sailing. You came here from —— ?”

She asked the question so innocently that I felt sure it was without any sinister intention.

“From Havana to Key West, and thence to Jamaica, Barbadoes, and so to Equinata!”

“And your plans after leaving here?”

“I have scarcely formed any plans yet,” I answered, and then I added with a fair amount of truth, “You see, Señorita, it all depends upon circumstances. I may go on to Rio, thence to Buenos Ayres, and perhaps round the Horn to the Pacific Islands, or I may return to England at once.”

“While we remain on here leading our humdrum life,” said the President, toying with his champagne glass as he spoke, “and ending the year almost as we began it, seeing few strangers and interested only in our own little mediocre affairs.”

“I fear your Excellency must speak ironically,” I said. “What grander or more interesting occupation can there be in the world, than the work of building up a new country, a country which may ultimately take its place among the greatest of the earth? While I am fluttering like a butterfly from place to place, you are guiding, helping, and benefiting your fellow-man, and through him the entire human race.”

“You are an idealist, I perceive, Señor Trevelyan,” the President returned, with one of his peculiar smiles. “Unfortunately for your theory, my fellow-man does not always wish to be benefited, as your words would lead one to suppose. To my thinking he is very like that noble animal, the horse, who, while being capable of great things, must first learn the principles of subjection. What say you, General Sagana?”

“I agree with your Excellency,” replied the General with some little embarrassment, though why he should have felt it I could not at the time understand.

I turned to the Señorita Dolores.

“You are deeply interested in politics, of course, Señorita?” I said, as innocently as I knew how.

“No, I do not mind admitting that I take no sort of interest in politics,” she answered. “I find it better for many reasons not to do so. So long as I am not publicly insulted in the streets, and the mob do not attempt to shoot my uncle, or to come to the palace and break our windows, I am content to let whichever party pleases hold the reins of power. But there, I feel sure, Señor Trevelyan, you did not come to Equinata to talk politics. We must discover a way of amusing you, and of making your time pass pleasantly while you are with us, without that!”

As she said this, she glanced down the table at the two daughters of General Sagana, who returned her smile with a look that said as plainly as any words could speak, that if they were given the opportunity, they would take care that my time was spent as pleasantly as possible.

All things taken into consideration, my little déjeuner was a decided success, and the affability of the President, when the ladies had withdrawn, helped to confirm me in this opinion. Nothing could have exceeded his geniality. He narrated several amusing incidents connected with his past life, and once even unbent so far as to comment on a certain act connected with the reign of his predecessor.

“Silvestre was a clever man; a very clever man,” he said; “but, as events proved, entirely wanting in a proper appreciation of his position. Had he used his opportunities as he might have done, he would, in all probability, be occupying the position he held then and which I hold to-day.”

“And may I ask what has become of him?” I inquired, not without some curiosity as to what his answer would be.

The President, however, shook his head.

“No one seems to have any idea where he is,” he said. “After the last crisis he disappeared from Equinata, but where he went I cannot tell you. Very probably he is dead. Men of his calibre do not, as a rule, make old bones.”

His manner was so open, his speech so frank, that my suspicions that he was aware of my errand in his capital were fast dying away.

Later on we left the saloon and joined the ladies on deck. A cool wind was blowing, and it was very pleasant under the awnings. After half-an-hour’s conversation, followed by an inspection of the yacht, the President declared his intention of returning to the shore. The boats were accordingly ordered alongside, whereupon, having thanked me for my hospitality, the President and the Señorita, attended by their aide-de-camp, the latter a great lady-killer, took their departure. General Sagana and his party followed suit a little later, and then I was free to discuss the success of our entertainment with Ferguson.

“If all goes on as it is doing now,” I said, lighting a fresh cigar, and handing my case to him, “it should not prove a very difficult matter to inveigle him on board to dinner some night, when we might settle the affair once and for all.”

“Unfortunately, the chances are a hundred to one that, if he came, he would bring an aide with him, as he did to-day. What should we do then?”

“Take the aide to the island with us,” I replied promptly. “One more prisoner would make little or no difference to Silvestre.”

Next morning I was the recipient of an invitation from the President to dine at the palace on the Thursday following. Needless to say, I hastened to accept, and in due course presented myself at his Excellency’s magnificent abode. I was met in the hall by the aide-de-camp who had breakfasted with us on board the yacht, and by him was conducted to the great drawing-room where the President and his niece were receiving their guests. Some thirty or forty people were present, among the number being General Sagana and Madame, and their two fair daughters, who welcomed me like old friends. The President took the General’s wife in to dinner, while, for some reason best known to them, I was permitted the honour of escorting the Señorita.

“So you have not grown tired of Equinata yet, Señor Trevelyan?” said my fair companion, as we made our way in our turn along the stately hall in the direction of the dining-room.

“On the contrary, I grow more charmed with it every day,” I replied. “Who could help liking it, when its citizens are so hospitable to strangers?”

“Before you praise us, remember that you set us a charming example,” she continued. “It will be long before I forget the pleasant morning we spent on board your yacht. I can assure you that my uncle also looks back on it with the greatest pleasure.”

“I trust it may not be the last time he will visit her,” I answered, with more truth than is usually attachable to an idle compliment.

The room in which we dined was a magnificent apartment, furnished with a grandeur that gave it an almost regal dignity. The President’s chef was evidently a treasure, for the dinner could scarcely have been excelled. During its progress the President addressed himself on several occasions to me, and invited me to accompany him on a visit to some celebrated copper mines in the neighbourhood, also to a review of the troops which was to take place in the Great Square in a week’s time. As may be supposed, I was quick to accept both invitations.

“And at the end of the week there is to be a grand ball at the Opera House,” the Señorita continued, when her uncle had finished speaking. “It is in aid of the convent of the Little Sisters of the Poor, and is one of our recognized gaieties of the year. I wonder if we shall be able to persuade you to be present?”

“I shall be more than delighted,” I replied. “That is, of course, provided I am not compelled to leave Equinata in the meantime.”

“You must not leave us too soon,” she said, and then paused and examined her plate attentively. I was about to answer her, when her attention was attracted by her neighbour on her right, and I was accordingly left to my own thoughts.

I looked down the long table, glittering with glass and plate, and as I did so, I endeavoured to apprize the value of my extraordinary position. Who at that board could have guessed the errand in Equinata of the man whom, doubtless, so many of them envied for his wealth and for his magnificent floating home? I could not help wondering what my own feelings would have been had I known only three months or so before, when I was standing watch as a mail-boat officer, that in a few short weeks I should be the honoured guest of the President of the Republic of Equinata, and the presumptive owner of a yacht valued at upwards of a hundred thousand pounds.

I looked across the room and examined the pictures hanging upon the walls. That exactly opposite me riveted my attention. I felt that I could not be mistaken as to the likeness. It was the portrait of Don Guzman de Silvestre, and the artist had managed to depict him to the life. How it called me back to other days! As I looked at it, I seemed to be sitting in the old inn garden at Falstead, listening to his instructions for the campaign, and wondering how long Molly would be at the choir practice.

“You have suddenly become very silent, Señor Trevelyan,” said the Señorita, rousing me from my reverie.

“I was thinking that I shall often look back with pleasure upon this evening,” I replied.

The look she gave me would probably have encouraged many men to embark on a course of the maddest flirtation. I, however, was adamant.

“In reality,” she said, “I suppose you are like all the other visitors we have, and, as soon as you are away from Equinata, you will forget us altogether.”

“I assure you I shall never forget your beautiful city as long as I live,” I answered, and with more truth than she imagined.

She threw a quick glance at me and then, looking down the dinner-table, gave the signal to the ladies to rise. I must confess here that the Señorita interested me very strangely. At first I had thought her merely a very beautiful woman, well fitted by nature to perform the difficult task asked of her; it was not long, however, before I came to have a somewhat better understanding of her real abilities. In what light I regard her now, you will be able to realize for yourself when you have read my story.

As had been arranged, three days after the dinner I have just described, I accompanied the President and a considerable party to the famous copper mines in the mountain range that began behind the city and extended well-nigh to the further limit of the Republic. We were only absent three days, yet in that short space of time I was permitted an opportunity of studying the real character and personality of Equinata’s ruler more closely than I had yet done. At first I must confess I had been prepared to dislike him, but little by little, so gradually indeed that I scarcely noticed the change, I found that he was managing to overcome my prejudices. Under the influence of these new impressions I also began to see my own part of the business in a new light. From what Silvestre had said to me, I had up to that time regarded him as a traitor to his friends, and as a tyrant and enemy to his country. I now discovered that he was neither the one nor the other. He ruled according to his lights, and if he held his people in an iron grip, it was for the good and sufficient reason that he knew their character, and the sort of government they required. My own position, when I came to overhaul it properly, I discovered to be by no means edifying. I accepted his hospitality and his kindnesses, yet I was only waiting my chance to prove myself a traitor of the worst kind. I was posing as his friend, yet at the same time was preparing to prove myself his worst enemy. Such thoughts as these kept me company by day and night, and made me regard myself with a contempt such as I had never dreamed of before. And yet I knew that, at any hazard, I must go through with it. Had I not taken Silvestre’s money and pledged myself to serve him? Therefore I could not draw back.

On our return to the city from the mountains, I was present at the review of the troops in the Great Square, and witnessed the redoubtable army of Equinata, headed by General Sagana, as you may suppose in the fullest of full uniforms, march by and salute its chief. That ceremony over, I returned to the yacht to while away the hours as best I could until it should be time to dress for the great ball that was to take place at the Opera House that evening.

Having rigged myself out for the occasion, I was rowed ashore, and, as I had plenty of time to spare, I determined to walk to the Great Square in preference to taking a cab. To do this it was necessary for me to pass a certain fashionable café, whose little tables decorated the broad pavement outside. At one of these tables two men were seated, playing dominoes as they sipped their coffee. One of them looked up at me as I passed. As my eyes fell on his face I gave a start, for I recognized him instantly as a well-known Rio merchant, who had made several voyages with me in the old Pernambuco, and with whom I had been on the most friendly terms. He stared at me as if he thought he ought to know my face, but, I suppose on account of the absence of my moustache, could not quite remember where he had seen it last.

I hurried on, with my heart in my mouth, as the saying has it, but I had not gone very far ere I heard some one bustling after me. A few seconds later a hand was laid upon my arm, and I turned to find the individual I had seen seated at the table standing before me.

“Ten t’ousand pardons, señor,” he began in English, “but am I mistaken if I say your name is ‘Elmsworth?”

I had to make up my mind.

“I’m afraid you’re making some little mistake,” I replied, and then added what was worse than a lie, that is to say, a half-truth, “I know no one of the name of ‘Elmsworth.”

“Den I must beg of you ten t’ousand more bardons,” he continued. “I t’ought you vas one of mine old vriends dot I vas at sea mit. Forgive me dat I interrupt you in your valk.”

I willingly forgave him and passed on.

The question that kept me company for the rest of the evening was — Had my assurance satisfied him? If not, what would he be likely to do?


CHAPTER VIII
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SO LONG AS I may live I shall never forget the ball at which I was present that night. The scene was gay beyond description. All the Rank and Fashion of La Gloria, and one might almost say of Equinata, were assembled there. When the dancing had been in progress for some time, the President and the Señorita Dolores put in an appearance and were received by the committee to the strains of the National Air. I must confess that Fernandez made a most imposing figure, with his broad ribbon of the Order of La Gloria, and his wealth of foreign decorations. As for his companion, it would be difficult for a mere male mortal to find words in which to describe the picture she presented. As soon as it was permissible I crossed the room to her and humbly asked her for a dance. She was graciously pleased to give me one, and presently we found ourselves circling round the room together to the music of a long swinging waltz, excellently played. Afterwards I escorted her from the ball-room into the balcony. It was a lovely night, and so still, that in the pauses of the music the sound of the waves upon the beach could be distinctly heard, though more than a mile away. I procured my companion’s mantilla for her, with which she draped her head and neck, with characteristic grace. Never, I am inclined to believe, had she looked lovelier than she did at that moment, and when she leant upon the balustrading of the balcony, and looked across the city towards the mountains, behind which the moon was rising, I vowed that I had never beheld a fairer picture. Few men could have stood beside her then and not have felt the fascination of her presence.

“Señor Trevelyan,” she said meditatively, in a voice that was as low and musical as the deep notes of a guitar, “what a strange thing is life! You and I stand here together now. Out of the infinite you hold my attention for minutes that never can be recalled. Later we shall separate, and then you will go your way, and I shall go mine. In all probability we shall never meet again — yet through Eternity our destinies will be linked, like the strands of a rope, by the remembrance of a few minutes’ conversation on a certain moonlight night in Equinata.”

I must confess that this sudden seriousness on her part puzzled me considerably. A moment before she had been all gaiety, a few seconds later she was gravity personified. The change was so instantaneous that I found it difficult to follow her.

“I am afraid I must be very obtuse,” I stammered, “but I cannot say that I have quite caught your meaning.”

“I am not sure that I know it myself,” she replied. “The beauty of the night has taken hold of me. The rising of the moon always has a curious effect upon me. I am afraid you will think me very absurd, but people say I have a strange way of looking at things. I was thinking of our life. Consider for a moment how much we are governed by Chance. We meet some one we like, some one whom we believe might prove a good friend if ever occasion should arise. He, or she, crosses our path, tarries perhaps for a moment with us, and then vanishes, never to be seen by us again.”

“But we have the consolation of recollection left us,” I replied, more impressed than ever by her curious mood. “Every day we put away impressions in memory’s store-house — mental photographs, may I call them — which will conjure up the Past for us in fifty years’ time if need be. Think of the impression I am receiving at this moment. It will never be effaced. The scent of the orange blossoms, the glorious moonlight, the music of the ball-room yonder, and you leaning upon the balustrading looking down upon the sleeping city. The picture will still be with me even though I have the misfortune to be many thousand miles from La Gloria. In fifty years’ time I may be in an English village, in a Chinese seaport, or on the South African Karroo; then the shimmer of the moonlight on a leaf — a chance strain of music — even a piece of black lace, like that of your mantilla — will be sufficient to bring the whole scene before my mind’s eye. In a flash I shall be transported to this balcony, and you will be standing beside me once more.”

It seemed to me that she gave a little shiver as I said this.

“If your mental photographs are to be so vivid,” she continued, “what a sorry figure I shall cut in them, if through all time I continue to talk as I have been doing to-night.” Then changing her manner, she went on, “I fear you will soon grow tired of Equinata.”

“That could never be,” I replied. “I only wish it were in my power to stay longer.”

“When do you think it will be necessary for you to leave?” she inquired, as if the question were one of the utmost importance.

“It is difficult to say,” I answered. “I am afraid, however, it will not be many more days. I have received information concerning some rather important business that may possibly necessitate my leaving for Europe almost immediately.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” she said meditatively. “We had looked forward to enjoying the pleasure of your society for some time to come.”

She spoke as if I were an old friend whom she feared to lose. Had a stranger been present, he or she would have found it difficult to believe that a fortnight before we had never set eyes on each other. There are many men in the world who, had they been in my place, would doubtless have been charmed, and perhaps more than charmed, by the interest she displayed in my doings. She was a vastly pretty woman, dangerously pretty in fact, but even her tender interest in my affairs was not sufficient to shake my equilibrium. Ten minutes or so later we returned to the ball-room, and I surrendered her to the partner who came to claim her. Having done so, I was walking towards the further end of the room, when the President accosted me. He was in a most affable mood, and was evidently disposed for a chat.

“You do not appear to be dancing very much, Señor Trevelyan,” he said, dropping into English, as was his wont when we were alone together. “Is it possible you feel inclined for a cigar?”

“I am more than inclined,” I replied, “I am pining for one. I never was much of a dancing man. The hard sort of life I have been compelled to lead has not permitted me much opportunity for practising that graceful art.”

The words had no sooner escaped my lips than I realized what a slip I had made. So far as he was aware, I was, to all intents and purposes, a rich young Englishman, and should be without a care in the world. It would therefore seem to him strange that I should not have had much chance of perfecting my knowledge of the terpsichorean art.

“I mean to say,” I went on, as we made our way across the grand lobby to the smoking-room, “that after I left school, I was for some time abroad, and — well, the fact of the matter is, I never laid myself out very much for ladies’ society.”

“I think I understand,” he replied gravely. “Like myself, you prefer to look for your amusements in other directions. Your passion for the sea I can quite appreciate, but I think, were I in your place, I should prefer a somewhat larger craft than your yacht. A mail-boat, for instance, such as the Pernambuco — or the Amantillado would come somewhat nearer the mark.”

There was nothing remarkable in what he said, and his voice never for a second rose above its customary pitch. Nevertheless, I looked at him in overwhelming astonishment. It seemed to me his words were spoken with a deliberate intent, and were meant to have a definite value placed upon them. It was not the first time I had had the impression forced upon me, and it was not a pleasant one, I can assure you, that he had become aware of the real reason for my presence in Equinata. I hastened to abandon the subject of the sea, and directed the conversation into another channel. The result, however, was very much the same. We thereupon discussed the possibilities of a European war, which at that moment seemed not improbable.

“Power,” he returned, à propos of a remark of mine, “is in my opinion precisely a question of temperament. Your London crowd is well trained and will stand what would drive a Neapolitan or a French mob to violence. Such speeches are delivered in your parks on Sundays as would prove in these latitudes as intoxicating as brandy. I have known a Revolution started by an ill-timed jest, a city wrecked, and a thousand lives lost in consequence. Talking of Revolutions, have you ever had the misfortune to be called upon to take part in one?”

Once more my suspicions were aroused.

“Good gracious, no!” I cried. “What makes you ask me such a question? Do I look like the sort of person who would be likely to have to do with such affairs?”

He glanced at me for a moment over the top of the cigar which he had taken from his mouth and was holding between his long slim fingers, as if to enjoy the beautiful aroma.

“I was merely venturing an inquiry,” he continued, in the same quiet fashion as before. “If you have not, you should try the experiment. Believe me, there is a very fair amount of excitement to be got out of it, particularly if you have not the good fortune to be on the winning side. You have met Don Guzman de Silvestre, of course?”

“Don Guzman de who?” I asked, as if I had not quite caught the name.

“My predecessor,” the President replied. “I thought that probably you might have come across him in your travels. He knocks about the Continent a good deal, and I am told he is well known at the various ports at which the mail-boats touch.”

The situation was momentarily getting beyond me. I felt that I could not stand much more of it. He had referred to the Pernambuco, and had recommended me to try my hand at a Revolution; he had mentioned Don Guzman de Silvestre, and now he was speaking of the ports at which the South American mail-boats call, and implying that I was familiar with them. What did it all mean? Was it only a matter of chance, or was he aware of my identity, and only biding his time to rise and upset all my calculations? I think you will agree with me in saying that it was not a pleasant position for a man to be placed in!

“I remember,” he went on, “on one occasion smoking a cigar with Don Guzman de Silvestre in this very balcony — he was sitting exactly where you are now. Though he thought I was not aware of it, I happened to know that he was at that time hatching a plot that he hoped would upset my calculations, turn me out of my palace, and make him President in my stead. He had been laying his plans for months, and was quite sure that they would succeed!”

“And the result?”

“The result was that it failed. If he had not managed to escape when he did, I am afraid his life would have paid the forfeit. In spite of the advice I gave you just now, interference in Revolutions in Equinata is not an amusement I should recommend to every one.”

“I trust I may never be called upon to try it,” I replied fervently.

“I hope you will not,” he returned, without looking at me. “It’s an unprofitable speculation unless you are certain of your cards. The strongest, of course, wins, and the loser generally goes to the wall.”

I thought I understood to what wall he referred.

A few moments’ silence followed his last speech. The President was the first to break it by referring to what he hoped would be the future of his country. It was evident that he firmly believed in it and its capabilities. Then, rising from his chair, he bade me “good-night” with an abruptness that was almost disconcerting.

When he had gone, and I had finished my cigar, I returned to the ball-room in time to meet the Presidential party as they were leaving.

“Good-night, Señor Trevelyan,” said the señorita. “The Little Sisters are indebted to you for your most generous contribution. In their name I thank you.”

“And I am equally indebted to them for the pleasure I have been permitted to enjoy this evening,” I replied.

She bowed to me, and passed on, on her uncle’s arm, towards the entrance. When they had departed I obtained my hat and cloak, and in my turn left the building. During the last ten minutes my spirits had been dropping down and down until they reached zero. Never since I had consented to Don Guzman’s plan had my business in Equinata seemed so hazardous or indeed so despicable to me. I felt that I would have given anything never to have set eyes on my tempter, or to have listened to his invidious proposal. However, I am not going to moralize. I’ve my story to tell, and tell it I must, and in as few words as possible.

When I left the Opera House, the moon was sailing in a cloudless sky, and, in consequence, the streets were almost as light as day. It was a little after midnight, and I had not ordered the boat to meet me at the wharf until one o’clock. I had therefore plenty of time at my disposal. As I passed out of the Great Square and entered the Calle de San Pedro, the cathedral clock chimed the quarter past the hour. I strolled leisurely along, so that it was half-past by the time I reached the wharf. Then I lighted another cigar, and, seating myself on a stone block, prepared to await the arrival of the boat. I had perhaps been seated there ten minutes, when, suddenly, and before I could do anything to protect myself, a bag or cloth, I could not tell which, was thrown over my head, and my arms were pinioned from behind. Then a voice said in Spanish, “Lift him up, and bring him along. There’s not a moment to lose.” Thereupon a man took hold of my shoulders and another my legs, and I felt myself being carried along, though in what direction I could not of course tell. A few seconds later, however, I was dumped down on the wooden floor of what was evidently a cart. The crack of a whip followed, and we were off at a brisk pace somewhere — but where? The bag by this time was coming near to stifling me. It had been pulled so tight round my head that it was only with the greatest difficulty I could breathe. Eventually, I suppose, I must have lost consciousness, for I have no recollection of anything that happened until I opened my eyes to find myself lying on the floor of a small, bare room, through the grated windows of which the moonlight was streaming in. Thank goodness, the bag was gone, but my head ached consumedly, and I felt about as sick and wretched as a man could well be.
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“I felt about as sick and wretched as a man could well be.”

After a while I sat up, and endeavoured to puzzle out my position. Where was I? Who was it had made me prisoner? Was it a simple act of brigandage, having plunder for its motive, or had the President discovered the plot against him and ordered my arrest? Not one of the questions could I answer. In the hope of being able to solve the problem of my whereabouts, however, I got on to my feet and endeavoured to look out of the window, only to discover that it was out of my reach, and that I was too weak to draw myself up to it. I therefore seated myself on the floor once more, for the room or cell, whichever I cared to call it, was destitute of furniture, and resigned myself to my miserable thoughts.

To use a stage expression, it was a pretty market I had brought my pigs to! I had felt so confident that my errand was not known, and that I should succeed in getting safely out of the country, that I had neglected the most simple precautions, and in consequence here I was a prisoner, with the pleasing possibility ahead of me of either having my throat cut by a common murderer before the night was past, or, what was more probable, of being propped against a wall and shot by President Fernandez’ soldiers at daybreak. The mere knowledge that I was still alive, and that my watch, chain, and money had not been taken from me, pointed to the fact that I was a prisoner of the State, and not of a private individual. All things considered, it would be difficult to say which would prove the worse fate.

Putting aside for the moment the question as to whose captive I was, I examined my watch, and discovered that it was just half-past one. Only an hour had elapsed since the episode on the wharf — to me, however, it seemed an Eternity. After a while, feeling stronger, I got on to my feet again, and began to pace the room. I also tried the door, only to find it locked. They had got me fast enough. So much was certain. The next time, I told myself, I crossed the threshold, it would in all probability be to be haled to a place of execution. For upwards of an hour I paced the room, calling myself a fool and idiot, and every other name I could think of, for having allowed myself to be drawn into such an affair. I recalled that quiet evening at Falstead, when the idea of the adventure had appeared so attractive to me, and, as I did so, it seemed to me I could hear Molly’s gentle voice saying: “Act as you think best, dear! I know that it will be all right then.” I had certainly acted on my own judgment, and here I was in consequence!

I was still thinking of Falstead when a sharp cry reached me from the yard outside, followed by a prolonged scuffling noise. Then there was a heavy fall, another, and yet another. After that all was silence once more.

“What on earth is the matter?” I asked myself. “It sounded like a struggle of some sort. Can they by any chance have captured Ferguson, and have brought him here to be my fellow-prisoner?”

A few moments later some one approached my door. A key was placed in the lock and turned, then the door opened, and a man, carrying a lantern, entered quickly, closing the door behind him. The upper half of his face was hidden by a black mask. My astonishment may be imagined when, after he had removed it, I discovered that he was none other than Don José de Hermaños.

“Hush!” he began, holding up his hand as a sign to me not to speak. “I want you to listen to what I have to say, and not to interrupt me until I have finished. In the first place, let me inform you that the President has discovered everything! While you were talking to him to-night at the ball, he knew why you were in Equinata, and, what is more, had already laid his plans to effect your arrest. The reason why he did it so secretly, and why you were not taken to the regular cartel, is because he does not want, for reasons of his own, to attract public attention just at present. I was warned in time, but was unable to communicate with you. Now, by a stratagem, we have overpowered your gaolers, and you are free!”

“But where am I?” I asked, in the same low voice.

“In the old cartel on the outskirts of the town,” Hermaños replied. “Now I want you to pay attention to what I am about to say to you. There is still time to retrieve matters, if we go the proper way to work about it. The President, when he left the ball to-night — and now you will be able to understand his reasons for leaving so early — drove out to consult with General Mopaxus, who is lying ill at his house six miles distant on the road to Sarbassa. The road in question is hilly, and it will take him at least an hour to get there. We will say that he remains with the General an hour. In that case, he should not reach the Capital until four o’clock at the earliest. Word must be sent to the captain of the yacht to shift his moorings and to have a boat ashore at the little bay of Horejos at three o’clock. Horejos is three miles outside the city, and Fernandez will have to pass through the village on his way home. We must catch him at any hazard.”

“How many men have you with you?”

“Seven,” he replied.

“Can they be relied upon?”

“To the death! They know that their own safety depends upon getting Fernandez out of the way. Four of them he has suspected for some time past. They would prefer to shoot him, and so make sure of him, but as there are definite orders against that, they feel that the next best thing they can do is to get him out of the country. And between ourselves, that is exactly my own case.”

“And what about the Guards here?”

“They are safe for the present,” he answered. “But no time must be lost, for it is more than likely that at daybreak others will come to take their places.”

“And how am I to communicate with Ferguson?”

He fumbled in his pocket for a moment.

“Here is a sheet of paper, an envelope, and a pencil. He knows your writing, of course. When you have written it, one of my men shall take it aboard. If he has to get steam up, there is not any too much time for him to do so. Every moment is of the utmost importance.”

I forthwith pencilled a hasty note to the captain, bidding him get up steam, weigh anchor, and have a boat ashore in Horejos Bay at three o’clock, and stand by to leave Equinata at latest by four o’clock. This note I handed to Hermaños, and when I had done so, followed him from the cell.

Once outside, I found myself in a large yard, illuminated by the bright moonlight. I looked about me for the bodies of my captors, but was informed by my companion that they had been securely bound and placed in an adjoining cell. On hearing our steps, six figures appeared from the shadow of the wall. They did not speak, but at a sign from Hermaños, one went on ahead and opened the gates, whereupon two of them passed out. After an interval of some thirty seconds, two more disappeared in the same mysterious fashion, the remaining pair making themselves scarce when the same duration of time had elapsed.

“Now it is our turn,” Hermaños whispered. “With the exception of the man who has gone to the yacht, each company will proceed to the rendezvous by different routes through the city. Fernandez has spies everywhere, and we must be careful that our behaviour does not attract their attention. To that end I have brought this poncho and hat for you.”

I had noticed a bundle upon the ground, and had wondered what it might be. My own hat had disappeared, goodness only knows where. So placing the sombrero on my head, I pulled the poncho over my shoulders, and then we, in our turn, left the cartel.

As Hermaños had said, the lock-up was on the outskirts of the city, and the locality through which he led me was quite unknown to me.

What was the end of our adventure to be?


CHAPTER IX
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IT WAS EVIDENT to me that Hermaños had laid his plans most carefully, for some hundred and fifty to two hundred yards from the gate, we found a vehicle of the volante description awaiting our coming. We entered it, and the driver, without asking for instructions, set off at a sharp pace. We had proceeded some distance before Don José spoke.

“I hope you understand, Señor Trevelyan,” he said at last, “what a serious risk I am running on your account?”

“Many thanks,” I replied. “I am afraid, however, you do me too much honour. I fancy if it had only been a question of my safety, I should have had to appeal to you for some time before I should have had your assistance.”

I spoke out of the bitterness of my heart, half expecting that my words would offend him. To my surprise, however, they did not do so. He only laughed in a quiet way, and then lapsed into silence once more. The carriage rattled through the silent streets, and at length passed out into the open country on the other side. So far we had not attracted attention. Eventually we pulled up at the foot of a steep hill, one side of which was formed by the mountain, the other looking down upon a stretch of plain, beyond which again was the open sea.

“We must climb this hill,” said Hermaños, “and when we have descended it again we shall be at the rendezvous. Let us hope Fernandez has not made his appearance yet.”

We accordingly alighted from the vehicle, and, when we had seen it return citywards, began to climb the steep ascent. At the summit, and just before the hill begins to descend on the other side, were three palms. When we reached these my companion uttered a low and peculiar whistle. It was answered from the shadow, and a moment later a figure emerged from the darkness and stood before us. Hermaños went to him and said something in an undertone which I did not hear.

“It’s all right,” he remarked when he returned to me. “Fernandez has not returned yet. They are watching for him in the valley below, and we had better join them.”

“With all my heart,” I replied, for, as you may suppose, I was eager to have the business over and done with.

We accordingly descended the hill in the direction indicated. The road here was little better than a cart-track, and one that I should have been very sorry to drive along on a dark night. In the moonlit valley below could be seen the little fishing village of Horejos. I examined my watch and discovered that it wanted twenty minutes to three o’clock. Needless to say, I profoundly hoped that Ferguson had received my message, and that we should find the boat awaiting us.

When we reached the foot of the hill, it was to discover that the road ran between two walls of rock. Blasting operations were accountable at this point for the existence of the track, which would otherwise have been impassable. On the top of the rock on the right, and continuing up the hill-side, was a thick wood, in which it would have been possible for some hundreds of men to have lain concealed. Behind the rock on the other side was a gentle slope continuing to within a few dozen yards of the shore. All things considered, a better place for the work we had in hand could scarcely have been imagined. It would have been out of the question for two carriages to have passed abreast, owing to the width of the road; and one glance was sufficient to show me that it would be quite possible for a determined man to bring a vehicle to a standstill at such a spot. That Hermaños was in a state of considerable trepidation regarding his share in the business I could see. From what he had already said to me I gathered that, had he not advanced so far in the business, he would even at the eleventh hour have drawn back. Had he been left to himself, he would doubtless have allowed General Fernandez’ rule to continue without bothering himself about Silvestre. Unfortunately, however, Silvestre had obtained too great a hold upon him, and, in consequence, in order to cover the shortcomings of his own past, he had been compelled to take up arms at the very juncture when he was most desirous of remaining quietly in the background. Who the men with him were I had no sort of idea, nor did he inform me. That they were desperate like himself I could very well imagine.

When we reached the spot just described, Hermaños again gave utterance to the low and peculiar whistle I have already mentioned. This whistle was answered by another, and then a voice from the darkness said in Spanish, “All is well! He has not passed yet!”

A moment later a man scrambled down the bank and stood before us. He wore a poncho, and had a broad-brimmed sombrero.

“No sign of him yet, Luiz?” Hermaños said.

“No, there is no sign yet, señor,” the other replied. “But he can’t be long now. In another hour it will begin to grow light, and if he does not come before daybreak, then our opportunity will be gone.”

“When he comes, what do you propose to do?” I inquired.

“I thought that when the carriage arrives here some of us would appear in the road and stop the horses, while you go to the door and cover the President with your revolver.”

I should here remark that when Hermaños had handed me the hat and poncho, he had also given me a heavy Colt’s revolver.

“And having done that?” I asked, more for the sake of seeing what he would say than for any other reason.

“March him down by the path yonder to the sea, put him into the boat, and take him out to the yacht,” he answered. “After that you can do with him as you please.”

“I trust the boat has arrived,” I said. “Is there no way of finding out? We ought to make sure of that!”

“I will send a man to see,” he replied, and then ordered the individual named Luiz to go to the beach and discover whether the boat was there.

The fellow made off; and after he had left us we walked a little further down the road and seated ourselves upon the bank. A quarter of an hour passed, during which time we discussed everything but the business before us. Then the messenger returned with the information that the boat was waiting for us, a couple of hundred yards or so away, in charge of the chief officer.

“So far, all is well,” I said, and as I spoke the sound of wheels reached us from the distance.

“He is coming,” Hermaños exclaimed, springing to his feet; then, turning to the man who had just returned from the beach, he cried: “Call the others, Luiz!”

His voice shook with excitement. The words had scarcely left his lips before Luiz gave a loud whistle. In response to it three other men made their appearance from the wood.

“Hermaños,” I said, taking control of affairs, as the party began to don their masks, “you and two of your men had better stand here to stop the horses.” Then turning to the others, I continued: “You two, follow me; and, if you don’t want to be recognized, let me do whatever talking there is to be done.”

The noise made by the approaching carriage could now be distinctly heard. At most it could not be more than a quarter of a mile away. My heart was beating like a sledge-hammer. Closer and closer came the vehicle, then it turned the corner, and we could plainly see its lights. In a very few minutes it would be upon us. Without exception we had all drawn back into the shadow of the cliff, so that they could have no idea of our presence. Descending the little decline, the carriage entered the cleft between the rocks. The lights from the vehicle flashed like angry eyes upon us.

“Stop!” I cried in Spanish, and as I did so Hermaños and his two companions sprang into the centre of the road. The driver of the carriage, seeing the revolvers pointed at him, pulled up his horses so suddenly that they fell back upon their haunches. Meanwhile I had sprung to the carriage-door and had opened it. “General Fernandez,” I cried, “you are my prisoner. I am armed, and if you move hand or foot, I give you warning, I shall shoot you.”

Meanwhile one of my companions had taken a lamp from the socket and had turned it upon the interior of the carriage. By its light I was enabled to convince myself that we had made no mistake. Fernandez was seated in the corner nearest me, and, to my great astonishment, the Señorita was beside him. I will do the President the justice of saying that, at such a trying moment, he comported himself like a brave man. His voice was as calm as ever I had heard it when he addressed me.

“Ah! so it’s you, Señor Trevelyan, is it?” he said. “I thought I had stopped your little game! What’s the meaning of this?”

“It means that the scheme you did your best to frustrate has succeeded after all,” I answered. “But I have no time to spare. I must therefore ask you to alight without further parley. Let me assure you it would be no use your attempting to resist. There are six of us here, and we are all armed.”

“It is evident, then, that you have the advantage of me,” he continued, still with the same imperturbable good-humour. “Well, what must be must, I suppose,” and with that he descended from the carriage and stepped into the road.

Before I could stop her the Señorita had done the same.

“Where you go I follow,” she said, addressing the President. “I am sure we can rely upon Señor Trevelyan’s doing us no harm.”

“If you do as I ask you not a hair of your head shall be harmed, Señorita,” I replied. Then turning to the President once more, I added: “Before we proceed further it would, perhaps, be as well to make sure that you are not armed, General! We cannot afford to run any risk.”

Fernandez gave a short laugh as he took a revolver from his pocket and handed it to me.

“I was going to use this upon you as soon as I had an opportunity,” he said. “I see, however, that I am not to be permitted to do so!”

I turned to the coachman.

“Now, off you go!” I cried. “If you stop anywhere between here and the palace I’ll take care that you hear about it later. You can tell them, when you get there, that the President and the Señorita have gone into the country for a change of air, and that you don’t quite know when they will be back.”

The man did not answer, but looked at Fernandez as if for instructions. Seeing that the other did not speak, he whipped up his horses and drove off without another word, leaving his master and mistress prisoners with us.

“Now we in our turn will be off,” I said, as he disappeared over the brow of the hill. “I must ask you, Señor President, to be good enough to walk ahead. The Señorita and I will follow you.”

It was a silent little party that made its way down the hill-side towards the beach. First walked the President with an armed man on either side of him, his niece and myself followed next, whilst Hermaños and two of his fellow-conspirators brought up the rear. No one would have imagined that, only a few hours before, the Señorita and I had been waltzing round the ball-room at La Gloria as partners, or that the President and I had been seated amicably together discussing the politics of Equinata in all apparent friendliness. I must say in common fairness that, even under these trying circumstances, the Señorita behaved herself with as much coolness as did her fellow-prisoner. Not once did she flinch or show the least sign of fear.

The path from the road to the shore was an exceedingly rough one, little better in fact than a goat-track, and as the Señorita was still wearing her light dancing-shoes, it must have been an unenviable experience for her. Once her dress was caught by a cactus leaf, and I stopped to extricate it for her. I hoped that my action might break the silence that had so far characterized our march.

“Thank you, señor,” she said gravely, and, without another word, continued her walk.

“Señorita,” I said at last, “I can quite understand how angry you must feel with me. I suppose it is only natural that you should be. Yet, strange though it may appear, I cannot help feeling ashamed.”

“I am not angry, señor,” she replied. “My only regret is that we should have been so weak as to have made such a miscalculation. I thought my uncle had caused you to be arrested?”

“He certainly did have me arrested, but I managed to escape,” I answered. “Doubtless, if your uncle had had his way, he would have had me shot at daybreak.”

“It is more than likely,” she replied, still with the same gravity. “And all things considered, I am not at all sure it would not have been better for the happiness of Equinata could this event have taken place.”

After such a speech there was not much to be said, so we continued our walk in silence. Ten minutes later we reached the beach, walked along it for a hundred yards or so, and then found ourselves beside the yacht’s gig, which had been pulled up on the shore to await our coming. As soon as they saw us the boat’s crew, led by the chief officer, made their appearance from a hollow in the sand-hills where they had been concealed.

“Permit me to help you into the boat,” I said to the Señorita, moving towards it as I spoke. “When you are on board we can push her out into deeper water.”

She accordingly took my hand and stepped into the boat, after which the men ran it into the water.

“Now, Mr. President,” I continued, “if you will be so kind as to get in, I think we had better be moving.”

He hesitated for a moment.

“Before we do so, might I have a word with you in private, Señor Trevelyan?” he said. “I will not detain you more than a few moments.”

I answered in the affirmative, and we moved a few paces away together. To make sure that he played no trick upon me, I took my revolver from my pocket and carried it somewhat ostentatiously in my hand. He noticed the precaution and gave utterance to one of his peculiar laughs.

“You need have no fear,” he said. “I shall not run away. My heart, as you may have heard, is a little weak, and I am afraid a sharp run on this sand would not tend to improve it. Let us talk here. Now, Señor Trevelyan, I am going to put a very simple question to you. I very naturally presume that you have been well paid by my rival, Don Guzman de Silvestre, to effect my capture and deportation?”

“It is scarcely necessary for me to admit that fact,” I answered. “Yes! All things considered, I am very well paid.”

“Needless to remark,” he continued, “I have no desire to leave Equinata. Nor am I anxious to find myself in my old enemy’s hands. The question I wish to put to you, therefore, is this: What would your price be to let me go?”

“I cannot answer that question,” I replied, “and for the simple reason that I am unable to let you go at all.”

“I should be willing to pay a large sum in cash, and, what is more, I would give you a substantial guarantee that, if you would leave La Gloria to-morrow, I would let you depart in peace.”

“I am very sorry, General Fernandez,” I said, “but I am afraid you have made some little mistake in your estimation of my character. I will be perfectly candid with you, and will admit that, if I could live the past few weeks over again, I should not be treating you as I am doing to-night. However, I have accepted Don Guzman’s offer, and I have taken his money. For that reason I cannot take yours, nor can I let you go, glad as I should be to do so. I wonder what you would have done with me, had I not had the good fortune to escape from the cartel to-night?”

“I can tell you exactly,” he answered. “You would have shared your quarters with some of your fellow-conspirators, and I should have shot you in the morning. Experience has taught me that there is nothing like dispatch in these matters. Strike home, and strike hard, is my motto.”

“So I have been given to understand,” I replied dryly. “And now let us return to the boat.”

“You are still determined not to let me go?” he said. “What do you say to an offer of twenty thousand pounds, in English money?”

“I could not do it for fifty thousand,” I replied. “Come along, sir, the dawn will soon be here, and I am anxious to be out of Equinata before it comes.”

He gave a little shrug of the shoulders as I spoke, and then moved towards the boat.

“One more question,” he said before we joined the others. “Where are you going to take me?”

“I shall hope to be able to show you that in a very short time,” I answered. “For the present, however, it must remain a secret. Now, sir, into the boat, if you please.”

Before he got in he turned to Don José de Hermaños, who was standing with his friends by the water’s edge.

“Farewell, Don José,” he said, as genially as if he were addressing a valued acquaintance. “I wonder whether you and I are destined to meet again? As you are aware, I have a good memory for both friends and enemies! I once imagined that you and I would have been able to work together. I believe we should have done so, had not you committed yourself too deeply to my rival before I was able to bring my influence to bear upon you. I should put that mask in my pocket if I were you. You forget that you have a mole upon your chin.”

The man he addressed stepped back a pace as if he had been struck. He had disguised himself so carefully that he thought detection was impossible. Nevertheless, he had omitted to conceal a disfigurement on the lower portion of his countenance that was sufficient to reveal his identity to any one at all acquainted with him. His astonishment may have accounted for his failure to reply to the other’s speech.

The President having taken his place beside the Señorita, I prepared to follow him, but before doing so I held out my hand to Hermaños.

“Good-bye, my friend,” I said. “I owe you something for what you have done for me to-night. I don’t suppose we shall ever meet again, but, if we do, I trust it may be under happier auspices.”

“I never want to see your face again,” he replied, with a candour that was somewhat remarkable. Then, lowering his voice to a whisper, he continued: “For your own safety’s sake, take care that you never come back to Equinata. I cannot help thinking that it would have been better if we had shot him out of hand. I fancy you will agree with me before you have done.”

His voice must have travelled further than he intended, for the President heard it and uttered a quiet laugh.

“Always the same, always the same,” he said mockingly. “You know what ought to be done, but you don’t do it. As somebody has said, you let ‘I would’ wait upon ‘I dare!’”

At the same moment a sob escaped the Señorita. This decided me, and springing into the boat I gave the order to shove off. The crew stood up and pushed with their oars, and a moment later we were afloat. When the men sat down and bent to their work I glanced back at the little group of dark figures on the beach watching us. After a few minutes they were lost against the dark background, and I turned my head to search for the yacht. Already the sky was paling preparatory to the dawn, and I knew that, if we did not hasten, we should scarcely be clear of the coast by daylight. At last we reached the yacht, and pulled up at the accommodation ladder.

“Allow me to help you, Señorita,” I said, springing out and giving her my hand.

Presently we stood together on the deck. Ferguson raised his cap, and I could see that he was more than surprised at seeing a lady standing before him.

“We will get away from here as soon as possible, Mr. Ferguson, if you please,” I said. “I want to be clear of La Gloria before daylight.”

“Everything is ready, sir,” he replied, “and as soon as we have got the boat aboard I’ll give the order for full steam ahead.”

“In the meantime,” I said, turning to the Señorita, “permit me to escort you to the saloon. Doubtless you are ready for some supper after your long drive.”

I was determined that my coolness should equal hers. Nothing was to be gained by acting the part of the stern gaoler. We accordingly passed along the deck to the saloon. The electric bell summoned the attentive chief steward, to whom I gave orders that a meal should be prepared for us immediately.

I cannot attempt to make you understand how beautiful the Señorita looked as she divested herself of her cloak and seated herself on the luxurious divan that ran round the saloon. It must be remembered that she had driven out from the city dressed just as she had been at the ball, and as this thought crossed my mind I was struck with wonderment as to what she would do for wearing apparel on board. She could not spend the day in a low-necked dress, and with no stronger footgear than a pair of white satin dancing-shoes. However, I postponed consideration of the subject for the moment. Presently the steward reappeared, the cloth was laid, and a meal placed upon the table. My message from the cartel had given them time to prepare it, I suppose; at any rate, it was as delightful a little supper as any one could wish to partake of. We sat down to it, as strange a trio as you would discover in a very long day’s sail.

Fernandez still wore his ribbon and orders; the Señorita, as I have already observed, was in evening dress with a collet of diamonds round her neck. I also was attired just as I had been at the ball, though my raiment was somewhat dishevelled by my encounter with the Presidential Forces on the wharf. We had scarcely sat down at the table before the throbbing of the propellor announced the fact that we were under way. Almost involuntarily I looked at the President.

“Our voyage has commenced,” he said. “I drink to your health, Señor Trevelyan!”

I drew a long deep breath of relief. It was something to know that we were leaving Equinata at last, and that I had got the President aboard. Since his treatment of me that evening, I felt no remorse for having captured him. He had admitted that he would have shot me without compunction had I remained in his power. He could scarcely blame me, therefore, if I experienced a feeling of delight in having turned the tables upon him.

“I must say your employer is by no means niggardly to you,” remarked Fernandez, when the servants had withdrawn. “As you do not provide it, I suppose it is not a breach of good manners to observe that this wine is excellent, while the cooking is all that can be desired.” Then, with a little sigh, whether real or assumed, he continued: “My own chef will now, I suppose, be obliged to seek another situation. And in some respects he was unrivalled. Well, well, it’s the fortune of war!”

“Señor Trevelyan, is there no way of arranging for our return to Equinata?” asked the Señorita, leaning a little forward and placing one dainty hand upon my coat-sleeve, while she looked pleadingly into my face.

“I am afraid not,” I replied. “Don Fernandez and I have already discussed that matter together, and have come to the conclusion that it is impossible.”

She rose from her chair. I thought she was going to break down, but she managed to retain her composure.

“If you will allow me, I think I will retire to my cabin,” she said.

I rang the bell for the steward and inquired what state-room had been set aside for the lady. He informed me, and I immediately begged permission to conduct her thither. She bade her uncle good-night and we set off together. When she reached the door she turned to me.

“I feel sure you will be sorry some day for the part you have played to-night,” she remarked. “Why should you wish to take us away from the country in which we were so happy, and for which we have done so much?”

“For the simple reason that I am not my own master,” I replied. “I am a paid servant, and must do as I am ordered.”

She heaved a heavy sigh, and then, without another word, turned and entered the cabin. I thereupon returned to the saloon to find that Fernandez had left it and had gone on deck. I discovered him upon the bulwarks opposite the smoking-room entrance. He had just lit a cigar, and was doubtless meditating on his position. The yacht was cleaving her way through the water, and already the lights of La Gloria lay far behind us.

“What are you thinking of, General?” I inquired as I took my position alongside him.

“I was thinking how I could manage to outwit you,” he replied.


CHAPTER X
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IT WAS WITH a feeling of profound thankfulness that I turned into my bunk that morning. The clattering of feet on deck, and the slapping of the water against the sides, greeted my ears like the sweetest music. Only a few hours before I had deemed myself as good as a dead man. I had been the prisoner of a man without the bowels of compassion, and, what was worse, I knew that I had proved myself a traitor, and had not the ghost of a chance of effecting my escape. Now, however, I was free once more, and in a few days my mission to Equinata would be accomplished; after which I should be at liberty to return to England, to marry Molly, and to settle down to a very different life to that which I had been leading for the past few weeks. When I fell asleep, it was to dream that I was back at Falstead once more. I was smoking a pipe in the front garden, and Molly, seated in the shade of our favourite tree, was reading me an account of a terrible revolution that had taken place in the Republic of Equinata.

“The President, José de Hermaños is his name,” she said, “has been assassinated. It appears that he married the niece of his predecessor, General Fernandez!”

That would have been strange enough in all conscience!

Owing, I suppose, to the lateness of my retiring, I was not very early astir, and when I reached the deck I made my way up to the bridge. It was the second mate’s watch, but I had not been there very long before Captain Ferguson left his cabin and joined us. Thereupon the mate, with a knowledge of what was correct under such circumstances, crossed to the other side of the bridge, leaving us free to talk together concerning the events of the previous night.

“You don’t know what a fright I had, Mr. Trevelyan,” said the captain. “I sent a boat ashore as directed, and after waiting an hour and a half it returned to report that you had not put in an appearance. I had quite made up my mind that you had been captured.”

“As a matter of fact, I was,” I replied, and proceeded to give him an outline of my adventures during the evening.

“This will be the last of this sort of business for me,” he said, when he heard me out. “The game is far from being worth the candle. I wonder what the end of it all will be? From what I gathered when ashore, and also from what you have told me, I have come to the conclusion that whatever Don Silvestre’s ambition may be, he has lost his hold upon Equinata. If he is fool enough to return, I fancy he will find that the other’s party is still too strong for him. The part of a President of a South American Republic is not an easy one to play.”

“The wonder to me is that they ever get any one to play it at all,” I answered. “Thank goodness, however, we have fulfilled our portion of the contract; we have got Fernandez, and that’s all that can be expected of us.”

“I think I understood you to say that the lady who accompanies him is a relative?”

“She is his niece, and a very beautiful woman.”

“If you were to ask me, I should say that I was more afraid of her than of him. Stand by and keep your eye open for squalls, would be my motto if I had to deal with her.”

“You may be very sure that I will do that,” I replied. “I think I know the length of her ladyship’s foot.”

I thought of the time we had spent together in the balcony of the Opera House, and how strangely her seriousness had affected me. It was difficult to believe that it had all been a mere piece of acting.

Half-an-hour or so later, when I had left the bridge and had walked aft, Fernandez made his appearance on deck.

“Good-morning, señor,” I said, with a bow to him. “In compliment to you we are favoured with a delightful morning.”

“Delightful indeed,” he replied, throwing a glance over the stern. “We are well on our way, I suppose, and steering due north, I observe. Let me see, if I am not mistaken, that should be in the direction of — —” Here he looked at me interrogatively, as if he expected me to answer his question.

“In the direction of New York, shall we say?” I answered. “If we continue as we are going long enough, I have no doubt we shall see the Goddess of Liberty holding her torch aloft.”

“The illustration is scarcely a pleasing one,” he returned, “since I am a prisoner. The Goddess of Liberty has not done very much for me. But there, nothing is to be gained by repining! I have been in worse positions than this before to-day, and have always managed to get out of them with some sort of credit to myself.”

“I hope you may do so in this instance,” I answered, “but not while I have the charge of you.”

He looked at me steadily for a few seconds.

“Do you know, Señor Trevelyan,” he said at last, “I have come to the conclusion that I like you. I did not do so at first, but my opinion of you has changed.”

“I am very glad to hear you say so,” I replied; “but I confess I can scarcely see why you should have changed your mind regarding myself. If there is one man in the world whom I despise, it is myself.”

“And I fancy I can understand why,” he continued, still with the same grave look upon his face. “You must not, however, think badly of yourself, for I can assure you, you have managed this business remarkably well. The plot was excellently arranged. There is one thing, however, that puzzles me; that is, how Hermaños managed to overcome the Guards at the cartel? I quite imagined that the men were to be relied on.”

“I cannot give you any information on that point,” I replied, knowing that it was useless to endeavour to conceal the fact that Hermaños was present on that occasion. “I had no knowledge of the affair until the door was opened and I discovered that I was free.”

“Some day I shall hope to be even with our friend Hermaños,” Fernandez replied, more to himself than to me. “I have always had my suspicions about the man, but I never dreamt that he would rise to such a height as he has done in this affair. I deemed him a coward throughout.”

“And a coward he is,” I answered. “He is scheming now to save his own neck.”

“The most dangerous conspirator you can have to deal with,” Fernandez remarked. “Such a man lacks the saving grace of Ambition. He who risks his life for fame and fortune must have something good in him, but the individual who embarks upon a conspiracy, and who would throw over and denounce his friends on finding that his own participation in the plot is about to be discovered, is neither fish, flesh, nor fowl. There was a time when I could have had Hermaños for the holding up of a finger, but I wanted men of firmer metal, men like yourself, for instance.”

“You pay me a great compliment,” I answered. “Unfortunately, however, we met too late in the day. My services were already bespoken.”

At that moment a steward approached him with a cup of chocolate and a roll.

“This is luxury in bondage,” he remarked as he took it. Then, with a smile, he added: “If you had been breakfasting in the cartel this moment, I should probably have only allowed you bread and water.”

“With a dozen bullets in my body to help me digest it,” I thought to myself.

It was considerably past ten o’clock before the Señorita made her appearance on deck. The question of her attire had occurred to me earlier, and, in consequence, I had procured for her a cloth pilot-coat from the third mate, who, as fortune had it, was only a little fellow, and had placed it at her door. This she now wore, and though the garment was somewhat incongruous, when the rest of her attire was taken into consideration, the effect was by no means unbecoming. On leaving the companion she looked about her, and then ran her eye along the sky-line, as if in the hope of being able to discover her whereabouts. The yacht was pitching a little at the time, but I noticed that she balanced herself as cleverly as any old sailor could have done. She bade us good-morning, but did not take the chair I offered her.

“I wonder what they are doing at the palace,” she said, more to her uncle than to myself. “I hope they will not forget to feed my poor little birds. I wonder if I shall ever see them again?”

“So long as there is life there is hope,” replied the President. “Is that not so, Señor Trevelyan?”

“I believe so,” I answered. “Who knows but that you may be back in La Gloria again before many months are past. Who is likely to be appointed President in your absence?”

“General Sagana,” Fernandez returned; “and, by the way, he was the man who introduced you to me. I must endeavour to remember that fact when next he and I meet!”

The expression on his face as he said this was not altogether a pleasant one.

Hour after hour we steamed steadily on our course. The day was warm, the sea as smooth as glass, and the sky a perfect blue. We passed two vessels, but signalled neither. By midday our run totalled a hundred and twenty-five miles, a very fair record, all things considered. As for my passengers and myself we spent the greater part of the day under the for’ard awning, where we amused ourselves and each other as best we could. Had any stranger looked in upon us, he or she would have found it difficult to realize our respective positions. I had not the appearance of a gaoler, and no one would have guessed that the President, leaning back in his chair, cigar in mouth, was the head of an influential country and an abducted citizen.

The memory of our dinner that evening will never be effaced from my mind. It forms one of a number of strange mental pictures connected with that more than extraordinary time. The Señorita, who had discarded the pea-jacket I have already referred to, appeared in all the bravery of her previous evening’s apparel. The President had perforce to follow her example, and though he had discarded his ribbon, he still wore his orders. I on my part, out of compliment to them, dressed myself with great care, while Captain Ferguson, who shared the meal with us, had also made an elaborate toilet. The beautiful saloon, the noiseless servants, the lavish table decorations, the excellent menu, and the rare wines, all combined to play their parts in a scene that must almost be without a parallel. After dinner we adjourned to the deck above, where we seated ourselves and smoked until bed-time.

It would have been instructive to have known what thoughts were passing in the minds of the various members of our party as we men lay in our chairs upon the deck. That the Señorita was really the President’s niece I do not, and shall never believe. I have my own reasons for making this statement, and they are fairly conclusive. The President himself was an adventurer of the most determined description. Ferguson was a sea captain and but little better — (he was a married man, so I discovered later, and his wife kept a small girls’ school in a village near Plymouth), while I — well, you know all there is to tell so far as I am concerned, so I need say no more on that subject. Taken altogether, however, we were a queer quartette.

At ten o’clock the Señorita declared herself sleepy and retired to her cabin, Ferguson went up to the bridge to see how things were there, while the President and I started to patrol the deck. In the hour that followed I learnt more of his past life than I had ever known before. I knew very well that his career had been an extraordinary one, but I had never dreamt that it had been so strange as his telling made it appear. He was born in a village near Madrid. His parents were poor but of noble birth. In due course he entered the army, but after a time the life of a private soldier disgusted him, and he exchanged the profession of arms for that of an assistant to a sugar planter on the island of St. Vincent. An unfortunate love affair with the planter’s daughter threw him upon the world again, penniless. From the island he drifted to the mainland of South America, saw a good deal of Revolutionary fighting, and for the first time tried his hand at the fascinating game of politics. The result was by no means satisfactory, for he had the misfortune to throw in his lot with the losing side. After a certain particularly stubborn battle he was captured and condemned to be shot — a foretaste of the fate he had arranged for me. At the last moment, however, the sentence was commuted to penal servitude for life, and he was sent to the mines. Eventually he was liberated and took service with the man who, up to that time, had been his greatest enemy. He climbed the ladder of fame, and in time he managed to win a fair amount of power in the land; another Revolution, however, cast this power to the winds, and sent him flying post-haste to the islands of the Pacific. In one way and another he enlarged his experience there, saw life as a trader, a pearler, and an agent for the native labour traffic as he euphemistically termed it. At last he found himself on board a schooner returning to Valparaiso. It was then that he first met Silvestre, and for some considerable time the two men were on the most friendly terms. Fernandez, who had been warned as to what was shortly to happen, discovered a post for the time being as a clerk to an auctioneer. Then came the big Revolution — Fernandez chose the winning side, Silvestre the losing. The latter departed to Equinata — which country at that time was just coming into notice — while his friend remained in Chili to derive what profit he could for himself from his loyalty to the party he had assisted into Power.

“As soon as I had saved sufficient money, however,” he continued, “I quitted the Republic and, after one or two other adventures with which I will not trouble you, found myself stranded in Equinata. To my astonishment I discovered that my old partner Silvestre had made the best use of his time there, and by an extraordinary manipulation of circumstances had managed to become a person of considerable importance in the Republic. So far as I was concerned, however, there was another hegira, and this time at a somewhat short notice. I next visited the United States, afterwards crossed the Atlantic to Europe, and, after an absence of some three years, found myself once more in La Gloria. When I reached that country I discovered that a strange change had taken place. Silvestre, who, though he had held a position of some importance when I was last in Equinata, had shown no sign of any great ability, was now President, and had even greater ambitions. Needless to say I threw in my lot with him and — —”

“Eventually ousted him from his position?” I put in. “I have heard that part of the story from the man himself.”

“Yes, I confess I did oust him,” he answered, taking his cigar from his mouth and knocking the ash off against the rail. “The victory is to the strongest, and if Silvestre had been stronger than I — well — he would have won. As it was, he fled the country. Whereupon I picked up the reins of Government, played the game as I thought it should be played, and now find myself and all my plans upset, I trust you will forgive my plain speaking, by a man who only a few months ago was chief officer on board a South American mail-boat. Who can say what the next chapter of the story will be?”

“Well, you have had a very good innings, and I don’t see that you have any right to complain.”

“Perhaps not,” he replied. “But don’t run away with the idea that, because you’ve trapped me, I am beaten. I’m a long way off that! Believe me, I know exactly how far you are concerned in the business, and I tell you this, if you are wise, you will be advised by me, and drop out of it as soon as you can. The time will come when Don Guzman de Silvestre and I will have to settle accounts together, and if you are a prudent man you will have balanced your books with him and have departed long before that.”

“I think I am very well able to take care of myself,” I remarked.

“Ah! We all think that! Sometimes, however, we find we are wrong.”

A few moments later he bade me good-night and retired to his cabin. I accompanied him so far as the saloon companion entrance and then returned to my chair on deck. I had not been there many minutes before Ferguson joined me.

“We shall have to keep a sharp look-out on our friend, Don Fernandez,” he said, after he had lit a cigar. “I don’t trust him a little bit.”

“How so?” I inquired. “What has he been up to now?”

“Nothing very much that I know of,” the captain replied, “but I have a sort of notion that he has been endeavouring to sound some of the men as to the chance of seizing the boat. He has said nothing outright, but Reston (the boatswain) tells me he dropped a hint to him that a large reward would be forthcoming if he and his niece were helped ashore again. He has a most persuasive manner, unlimited wealth, and there’s not very much, I fancy, that he would stop at.”

“I suppose you can place implicit trust in your officers and crew?” I said.

“Implicit trust,” he answered. “But with a man like Fernandez aboard one cannot take too many precautions.”

“You are right,” I replied. “At the same time, I must admit that I like the man. More, perhaps, than I do — well, another gentleman with whom we are both acquainted.”

Ferguson understood my meaning.

“I understand,” he replied. “And what’s more I agree with you.”

When we had chatted for upwards of an hour I bade him good-night, and went below to my cabin to fall asleep and dream that Fernandez had seized the boat and was going to make me walk the plank at daylight.

In two days we were due to arrive at the island. From the progress we were making, and from the glimpse I had of the chart, it struck me that we should reach San Diaz between six and seven o’clock in the evening.

At four o’clock on the following afternoon I was standing at the taffrail, looking at the frothing wake astern, and thinking of something very far removed from Equinata and her President. As a matter of fact I was wondering how long it would be before I should see Falstead again, and what sort of welcome I should receive from Molly and my mother on my return, when I caught the sound of a light footstep behind me. I turned my head to discover the Señorita. She came and stood beside me resting her jewelled hands upon the rail. It did not take me long to become aware that she was in one of her curious moods. Her manner was most persuasive and seductive to a degree, and once or twice I found myself admiring her beauty, and for the moment forgetting how dangerous a woman she was.

“I am afraid, Señorita,” I said, “that since we danced together in the Opera House I have fallen woefully in your estimation.”

“Why should that be so?” she answered. “I admire your resource, and however much I may deplore it, cannot help but admire the cleverness with which you carried out your scheme, in spite of the opposition you received. Had you been working for us I should have offered you my heartiest congratulations, but since we are the victims of your skill, you can scarcely expect me to be so magnanimous. Oh! Señor Trevelyan, how I wish I could have persuaded you to side with us. But you had already cast in your lot with the enemy. At one time I had almost begun to think that I was deceived in you, but the other night when you refused my uncle’s bribe I realized your real character. To a man of such enterprise as you possess anything is possible. Have you never experienced a longing for power yourself? If I were a man, my ambition would be limitless. As it is, I can only admire what I see of it in others!”

Recalling that conversation now, it seems as plain to me as daylight that she was doing her best to hoodwink me. I must confess, however, that at the time I failed entirely to see through her motive. As I have said before she was a beautiful woman, and she had the advantage of also being an extremely clever one. No one will ever know the temptations she placed before me that evening, and I think it says something for my love for Molly — not to mention my sense of duty to Silvestre, that I did not give way to her. By some mysterious means she had discovered the bond that existed between Ferguson and myself; she knew also that I was all-powerful aboard the yacht, and if she did not prevail upon me to turn the boat’s head about and convey them back to Equinata, well, it was certainly not for want of trying. I proved adamant, however, and when at last she left me and went below it must have been with the consciousness that she had not only failed in her scheme but had done herself harm into the bargain.

“You have had the pleasure of my niece’s company for some considerable time,” said Fernandez, when I joined him some minutes later. “I hope you have had a pleasant and instructive conversation!”

There was a scarcely-concealed sneer in his voice that I did not fail to notice.

“The Señorita has been endeavouring to undermine my loyalty to Silvestre,” I said, blurting out the truth without fear of the consequences. “She has promised me, on your behalf, all sorts of rewards if I will turn traitor and run the boat back to La Gloria.”

“And I gather from your tone that she was not successful,” he replied. “You are a very pillar of rectitude, my friend.”

“What is more,” I continued, ignoring his sneer, and making up my mind to let him have it from the shoulder while I was about it, “I hear from Captain Ferguson that you have been endeavouring to tamper with the crew. I should be sorry, señor, to be compelled to confine you to your cabin for the rest of the voyage, but if this sort of thing continues I fear there will be no other course left open to me.”

“You surely would not have me neglect an opportunity when it presents itself?” he returned, still with the same curious smile upon his face. “I have as much right to try to help myself out of this hole as you had to get me into it. However, as your men appear to be as immaculate and bribe-proof as their leaders, I will give you my assurance that I will not tamper with their honour again. Will that satisfy you?”

“As long as you stick to it,” I replied. “But I warn you that I shall keep a strict watch upon you, and if you play me false you know what you may expect.”

From that moment I had no more trouble with either of them. The Señorita adopted a haughty air towards me. The President, on the other hand, made himself even more agreeable to me than he had been before.

One day later, and, as I expected, a little before sun-down, a small speck appeared upon the horizon. This gradually increased in size until it developed into a small densely-wooded island.

“That,” said Ferguson, who was standing beside me on the bridge, “is San Diaz!”

“And, thank goodness, our destination!”


CHAPTER XI
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THE ISLAND OF San Diaz is some fifteen miles long by eight wide. From end to end it is densely wooded; in fact, a large proportion of its area is still primeval forest. The population numbers only a few hundreds, and the majority of the inhabitants are black. For the most part they are a retiring race. How they live, or what they live upon, would at first glance seem difficult to understand; but they appear to enjoy life in their harmless way, and, being cut off from certain doubtful blessings of our so-called Civilization, they generally manage to elude the clutches of old Boney for a longer space of time than do their brethren in better known and more popular climes.

As I observed at the close of the preceding chapter, I was on the bridge with Ferguson when we first sighted the island. After a close consultation of the chart that he held in his hand, he put his helm up, and hugged the shore for a distance of something like five miles. Then, finding himself at the entrance of a fair-sized bay, he turned in and prepared to seek an anchorage. The view from the deck at that moment was a very pleasing one. First the blue water of the bay, then a white beach, after which the ground began to ascend until it reached, in a somewhat precipitous slope, a plateau at an elevation of something like two hundred feet above sea-level. On this plateau, nestling among the trees, stood a long white house, with several smaller buildings clustered round it. As we watched, the report of a firearm reached us from the settlement, followed by another and yet another in quick succession. It was the signal I had arranged for with Silvestre, and it proclaimed the fact that he was aware of our arrival.

“I’m a bit distrustful about the soundings,” said Ferguson, as we steamed slowly in. “This chart is no sort of good. However, I don’t think we can do much harm here.”

Then holding up his hand to the chief mate, who was in charge of the anchor on the fo’c’sle-head, he signalled to him to let go. The roar of the cable through the hawse-hole followed, and a few seconds later the yacht was at anchor. When the vessel was stationary I descended the ladder from the bridge to find the President and the Señorita leaning on the port-bulwarks attentively studying the shore. Still Fernandez showed no sign of any sort of trepidation. Yet he must have realized how dangerous was his position. He had admitted that he had done Silvestre a great wrong, and he could scarcely fail to be aware that the latter, having him at his mercy, would be certain to retaliate. Yet here he was chattering as coolly with the Señorita as if he were sitting on the terrace at his palace in La Gloria. The man was the possessor of an iron nerve which nothing could shake. Moreover, as he had informed me on another occasion, he was a fatalist.

“What is arranged will certainly happen,” he had then remarked to me. “If I am to be assassinated in the street, it is quite certain I shall not be drowned at sea. If I am to die in my bed, it will not be on the battlefield. Why should I worry myself if the end is ordained for me?”

When he had seen everything secure, Ferguson left the bridge and joined us.

“Are you going ashore, Mr. Trevelyan,” he inquired, “or will you wait on board until they send out to us?”

“I think it would be better to wait,” I replied.

“If I am not mistaken, they are launching a boat now,” Fernandez remarked.

What he said was correct. Several men had descended the steep path from the plateau already mentioned, and were even then running a boat across the sands towards the water. When she was afloat, they hung about her as if not certain what to do next. A few seconds later, however, a man, dressed in white, appeared from among the trees and joined them. He entered the boat, whereupon it began to move towards us. As she approached I noticed that she was pulled by four stalwart negroes, and that the man steering her was not Silvestre as I had expected, but a younger man, and a mulatto. As soon as the boat reached the ladder, he sprang nimbly on to the grating and ran up to us.

“Señor Trevelyan!” he said, looking from one to the other of us as if to discover whom he should address.

“That is my name,” I answered. “Have you a message for me?” Before he replied, he took me on one side.

“Don Guzman de Silvestre is not well,” he said. “He bids me say, however, that you had better bring your prisoner up to the house without delay.”

“He is not aware, of course, that a lady has accompanied us?” I remarked.

The other shook his head, and then turned his eyes in the direction of the spot where the Señorita was standing.

“He will not be pleased,” he said.

I felt that I would give something to know what preparations Silvestre had made for Fernandez’ reception; but I did not put any questions to the messenger, feeling that in all probability his master had given orders to him to be silent.

“Can you carry four people in the boat?” I inquired, going to the side and looking down at the craft in question.

“Half-a-dozen, if you wish,” he answered; “she will not sink with us.”

I thereupon went back to the President.

“If you are quite ready, I think we will land at once,” I said. “It will be dark very soon.”

He shrugged his shoulders, and remarked that he would go below and fetch his cloak. The Señorita suggested that she should follow his example. Fearing that there was a possible chance of their outwitting me at the last moment, I declared that I could not hear of their taking so much trouble, and thereupon despatched one of the stewards in search of the articles in question. When they were brought on deck, we descended to the boat alongside and started for the shore.

As soon as we reached it, I sprang from the boat and helped the Señorita to disembark. Then, guided by the half-caste, whose name I discovered was Manuel, we set to work to climb the steep ascent to the buildings I had seen from the yacht. If the descent at Horejos had been steep, this was ten times more so. The path, if path it could be called, was one long climb, and wound its way in and out through the thick undergrowth in a most disconcerting and leg-wearying fashion.

At last, when the whole party were out of breath, and the Señorita quite exhausted, we tottered on to the plateau on which the houses were situated. The principal building, that in the centre, was a long low affair surrounded, so far as I could see, by a broad verandah; that to the left was plainly the servants’ quarters, while the ramshackle huts, still further away, were probably the dwellings of the native hands. Crossing the open space, Manuel led us towards the largest building. The place was much fallen to decay, but it was still quite habitable. French windows opened from the rooms into the verandah, and towards one of these we were conducted. Opening it, and standing in the entrance, he signed to the President and the Señorita to pass into the room. I followed them, and when he had entered, he carefully closed the windows after us. We found ourselves in a large room, having a polished floor, whitewashed walls, and a raftered roof, the latter without a ceiling. A large table stood in the centre of the room, there were half-a-dozen curious chairs scattered about, while in the corner beside the door was a wicker-couch, upon which a man was stretched out at full length. One glance was sufficient to tell me that he was Don Guzman de Silvestre, but so changed that, had I not expected to see him, I doubt if I should have recognized him. His face was pinched and haggard, his eyes shone with an unnatural brilliance, while his hands trembled as if with the palsy.

“Welcome, Trevelyan, I congratulate you,” he cried, as I entered the room. “You have fulfilled your mission admirably.” Then, turning to his old enemy, he continued: “And so, my dear Fernandez, we meet again, do we? It is long since we last saw each other. But, stay, who is the lady? What is she doing here?”

I gave him the necessary information, whereupon he raised himself upon his couch.

“I am more than honoured,” he remarked. “I did not anticipate such a pleasure. I presume, Trevelyan, you could not catch one without the other? Was not that so?”

In reply, I admitted that it was, whereupon he bade Manuel move a chair forward for the Señorita, then, turning to Fernandez, he began once more.

“Yes, it is certainly a long time since we had the pleasure of meeting,” he said. “Let me see, I wonder if I can recall the day. It was the anniversary of the battle of Pladova, was it not? I had arranged to preside at a banquet that evening in celebration of the great event. You called upon me in the morning, professing great friendship. Prior to that you had undermined all my officials, and had arranged that, at the conclusion of the banquet, I was to be arrested, whereupon you were to proclaim yourself Dictator.”

“I am glad to observe that, however poor your health may be, your memory is as good as ever,” Fernandez replied. “You have described the situation exactly.”

“Yes,” Silvestre continued, “I have an excellent memory! Unfortunately for your scheme, however, I happened to hear of it in time. At the last moment a sudden indisposition kept me at the palace, and prevented my being present at the dinner. So anxious were you concerning the state of my health that you called at the palace later to inquire after my welfare, only to find that I had taken time by the forelock and had effected my escape. It was a pity, for I fancy you would have found it more profitable to have shot me, and so have put me out of harm’s way at once.”

“It certainly was rather a pity we could not do so,” said the President, “but you can have your revenge now. What are your intentions regarding myself?”

“I must take time to think that matter over,” Silvestre replied. “The account I have to settle with you is a long one, and I am not the man, as you know, to do things in a hurry.”

I saw the Señorita look at him with a light in her eyes like that of a beautiful trapped animal. She was trying to appear calm, but from the way in which she laced and interlaced her fingers, I could see the strain under which she was labouring.

“If there is likely to be anything disagreeable,” said Fernandez, “I should be glad if you would get it over at once. Nothing is to be gained by delaying matters.”

“As I said just now, I must have time to think it over,” the other replied. “Upon one thing, however, you can make up your mind, you will never see Equinata again.”

“At the present moment it certainly does not seem very probable that I shall,” Fernandez answered, still with the same good-humour. “And now with regard to another matter! What are your intentions concerning this lady?”

He made a movement with his hands towards the Señorita as he spoke.

“She shall, of course, be treated with all due consideration and respect,” Silvestre returned. “Let that content you!”

He turned to Manuel, who was standing at the window, and bade him call the guards into the room. The latter accordingly made his way into the verandah, and shouted something in a dialect with which I was not familiar. In response to his summons, four gigantic negroes, armed with rifles (they had evidently been waiting somewhere in the immediate vicinity) stalked into the room. Without waiting for instructions, they took their places on either side of Fernandez. My first fear was that they were going to dispatch the ex-President there and then. Silvestre must have realized what was passing in my mind, for he laughed and said:

“You need have no fear, my friend. I am not going to do him any violence. Let him be conveyed to the hut,” he continued to Manuel, “and be sure that the door is locked when you come away. Place a sentry over him, and bring me the key. Allow me to wish you good-evening, Don Fernandez, and may pleasant dreams attend your slumbers.”

The Señorita had risen, and had taken a step towards Silvestre. She tried to speak, but failed in the attempt. At last she sank back in her chair with an ashen face, and then Fernandez was led away.

“Trevelyan, my dear fellow, may I ask you to be so good as to go to that door and clap your hands twice,” said Silvestre, when the other had disappeared.

I did so, and after a few moments had elapsed an elderly negress, whose curly hair was almost snow-white, put in an appearance. In all my experience of the African race I had never seen so hideous a creature.

“Palmyre,” Silvestre began, “take this lady to a room and prepare it for her.” Then to the Señorita he continued: “If there is anything I can do to promote your comfort, pray command me. I deeply regret that my health is not sufficiently good to permit of my attending to matters myself. Doubtless you will be gracious enough to take the will for the deed.”

She did not answer, but followed Palmyre from the room. When they had disappeared Silvestre turned to me.

“You have managed the affair most excellently, friend Helmsworth,” he said. “I congratulate you heartily. Now tell me exactly what happened. Remember I have no knowledge of your doings since we bade each other good-bye in London.”

I thereupon set to work and gave him a description of my adventures.

“You certainly had a narrow escape of it in the cartel,” he remarked when I had finished. “Had Hermaños not rescued you so opportunely, Fernandez would have shot you without remorse. I wish, however, that you had not been compelled to bring the Señorita with you. But perhaps it was for the best. If you had left her behind, she would have made mischief. You must have had a queer voyage with those two. I wonder what your sweetheart in England would have said, could she have looked in upon you?”

“We will leave her out of the question, if you don’t mind,” I said quietly.

There was a time when I had liked and even admired the man, but two or three things I had heard during my stay in Equinata, and the fiendish pleasure he had just taken in gibing at his fallen enemy, had produced in me a feeling that was very near akin to loathing.

“Don Guzman,” I began, more seriously than I had yet spoken, “I trust you will bear in mind the promise you gave me in England!”

“And what promise was that?” he asked suspiciously.

“You gave me your most positive assurance that no violence of any sort should be used towards the man who is now in your power!”

“And I am not aware that I have said that any violence would be used,” he answered angrily. “What makes you think that I want to harm him? Didn’t I tell you that my only desire is to keep him out of harm’s way until I have once more grasped the reins of government in Equinata? Your part of the business is finished, and to-morrow I will pay you the reward I promised you. Hand me up that quinine, there’s a good fellow. I’ve suffered agonies from this cursed fever for the last three days. It’s just my luck to be struck down just at the moment when it is necessary for me to be most active!”

I helped him to a dose of the medicine.

“Where will you live during the time you are here?” he asked at last. “Ashore or on board the yacht?”

“I should prefer the yacht if — —”

“If you thought you could depend on my not knocking those miserable beggars on the head in the meantime, I suppose? Come, come,” he continued with a laugh, “if you go on like this, I shall begin to think that the ex-President’s niece has proved herself more dangerous than I at first imagined.”

Then, doubtless seeing from my face that he was venturing on dangerous ground, he made haste to appease me.

“Don’t take offence at a harmless jest, my dear fellow,” he said. “You know very well I don’t mean it.”

Then, vowing that he was too ill to talk any more just then, he bade me good-bye, promising to see me on the morrow, if I would come up. Before I went, however, I had a proposition to make to him. I did not like to leave the Señorita in his hands, so I begged that he would allow her to return to the yacht, giving as an excuse the plea that she would enjoy greater comfort there.

“There is not the least necessity,” he replied. “She will be very well taken care of here. Just for the present I prefer to have the lady under my own eye. Sailors are impressionable beings, and there is no telling what ideas she might put into their heads. Remember me to Ferguson and the others, and be sure to be up here by eleven in the morning. Good-night!”

I thereupon left him and returned by the path to the beach below. The niggers who had brought us ashore had departed, so taking my boat-call from my pocket I blew a shrill blast upon it. They must have heard me on the yacht, for a boat was immediately lowered and sent off to fetch me. Arriving on board I went in search of Ferguson, to whom I stated that I did not at all like the look of things ashore. I communicated to him my fear that Silvestre, in spite of the assurance he had given me to the contrary, contemplated doing some mischief to Fernandez.

“I should not be at all surprised if he did,” my companion replied. “The two men have a lot to settle between them, and Silvestre is not the sort of man to forget or to forgive an injury.”

“But he gave me his word of honour, when I undertook the task of getting the President out of the country, that he only meant to keep him locked up until all chance of his upsetting matters in Equinata was past and done with.”

“They say that promises, like pie-crust,” Ferguson returned, “are made to be broken. I wonder what Silvestre’s promises are like? Heigho! I shall be thankful when I have done with the whole concern.”

“And when do you think that will be?”

“When I have landed Don Guzman on the mainland,” he replied. “Then I have to take this vessel back to a certain northern port, and to hand her over to a man who is to meet her there. After that, old England, and, if Allah wills, a life of an entirely different description.”

Next morning I returned to the house on the hill, to find Silvestre’s health much improved, and his prisoners, as he found early occasion to inform me, still alive.

“The lady,” he said, “treated me to a pretty specimen of her temper last night. She wouldn’t leave her room, and declined to eat her food. Realizing that it was not the least use arguing with her, I left her to her own devices. Her condition, I understand, has somewhat improved this morning.”

Presently he produced from his pocket a bundle of bank-notes, which he handed to me.

“Here is the payment I promised you for your work in Bank of England notes,” he said. “Just run your eye over them, will you, and see that the amount is right?”

A few moments’ investigation convinced me that the notes in question amounted to the value of five thousand pounds. As I dropped the bundle into the inside pocket of my coat, I reflected that it would be a big sum to carry about with me continually. As I had no safer place, however, I had to put up with it.

“And now there’s a question I want to put to you,” I said. “My work is at an end, so when will it be possible for me to leave for England?”

“You can go when you like,” he answered. “You will find that I am prepared to stick to my side of the contract as faithfully as you have done to yours. Shall we say the day after to-morrow? If that will suit you, the yacht can take you across to Cuba, drop you on the coast after dark, and you can then find your way to Santiago, or elsewhere, as you please.”

“The day after to-morrow will suit me admirably,” I replied. “As you may suppose, I am all anxiety to get home. And when do you propose sailing for Equinata?”

“When the yacht returns,” he answered. “I desire to get to business as soon as possible.”

“And do you still think that you will be successful in your enterprise?”

“Why not?” he asked. “I have run the risk before, and I am going to do so again. I’ve got some powerful friends at my back, and with one or two of my worst enemies, Fernandez and his niece, for instance, out of the way, I am fairly confident I shall be able to manage it. I suppose it would be no use asking you to come with me? I could make it worth your while to do so.”

“I would not go with you for all the money in the world,” I answered. “I have had enough of Equinata to last me a lifetime. I never want to see the place again.”

“Our tastes differ, I see; for I am as anxious to settle there for the remainder of my existence as you are to remain away from it.”

That afternoon I went for a somewhat lengthy stroll through the island. I was ill at ease, and I wanted to make up my mind, if possible, as to how I should act with regard to Fernandez and the Señorita. Common humanity forbade that I should callously leave the island and abandon them to the fate I felt sure awaited them. Yet how could I remain, and what good could I do if I did so? I knew that in his heart Ferguson was well disposed towards me, but even if he were would he dare to interfere? And again, if he did would the others take sides with us or with Silvestre? By the time I reached the beach once more I had come to no sort of decision. For the time being I gave the matter up as a bad job. I was in the act of stepping into the boat that was to take me on board, when a shout from the wood behind attracted my attention. It emanated from Ferguson. When he reached the boat I noticed that he was deathly pale, and that there was a look in his eyes I had never seen there before.

“What is the matter?” I asked. “You look as if you had seen a ghost!”

“Hush! I’ll tell you when we get on board,” he replied. “It would be impossible to do so now.”


CHAPTER XII
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OF ONE THING you may be sure; that was the fact that I was more than anxious to hear what Ferguson had to tell me. That the man was very much upset I could see, while the hint he had given me in the boat, concerning certain tidings he had to tell me, frightened me beyond measure. Immediately on reaching the yacht I took him to the saloon and poured him out a stiff glass of grog. He drank it off, and when he had done so, seemed the better for it.

“Now come along to the chart-room,” I said, “and let me hear what you have to say. We shall be alone there, and I gathered from your manner that what you have to tell me will not bear the presence of eavesdroppers.”

“Come along then,” he replied. “Let us go up there at once, I shall not rest happy until I have shared this with you.”

We accordingly left the saloon and ascended to the bridge. Once in the chart-room, and when we had shut the door carefully behind us, I seated myself on the chart locker, while Ferguson took possession of the couch.

“Now then, go ahead,” I said. “What have you discovered?”

“It’s the most fiendish plot I ever heard of,” he replied. “I would not have believed a man could have thought of anything so vile. If I had not chanced to stray where I did no one would have been the wiser. And then — —” He stopped abruptly, as if the thought were too much for him.

“But you have not told me yet what it is you have heard,” I continued, with some sort of impatience.

He rose and went to the door, opened it, looked outside, and then returned once more to his place on the couch.

“This afternoon, as you know,” he began, leaning forward on his seat, as if he were desirous that no one but myself should hear, “I went ashore to see Silvestre. He was anxious, he said, to consult me concerning the business of taking you to Cuba, and also about the landing of himself and the others on the Equinata coast. I had a long talk with him, during which he was all graciousness and condescension. Butter wouldn’t have melted in his mouth. He praised all the services we had rendered him. You can have no idea how pleasant he was. When he became President, I was to have command, if I wished it, of an Equinata man-o’-war, etc., and above all others I was to be his trusted naval adviser. No post could be too big for me.”

“It sounds very nice, but he also endeavoured to advise me to return with him,” I said.

“And what reply did you give him?” Ferguson inquired.

“I gave him to understand that I would not go back to Equinata for all the money in the world,” I said. “I had had quite enough of the place to last me a lifetime.”

“That was my reply exactly,” Ferguson replied. “The next time they see me there of my own free will, they may treat me as they please.”

“Well, never mind that, continue your story,” I returned. “What is it you have discovered?”

“Well, after I left Silvestre, I had the misfortune — or the good fortune — as you may consider it, to miss my way. How I came to do so I am unable to say. It is sufficient that I did. You know how thick the jungle is up there! Well! instead of taking the track that brings one down to where we embark, I branched off to the left, and found myself stranded in as thick a bit of scrub as ever I have seen in my life. It was hot enough to roast the scalp on your head, and I was just beginning to think of turning back, when I heard a voice come from thick bushes on my right. ‘Hulloa, what on earth is he doing there?’ I said to myself, for I recognized it as belonging to Manuel, the half-caste. The words I heard him utter made me more than a bit suspicious.”

“What was it he said?” I inquired.

“‘You can do it easily, nobody will ever find out,’” Ferguson replied. “‘But I can’t, I can’t,’ a woman’s voice answered. It was old Palmyre, the negress, who spoke. ‘You’d better do it, or he’ll cut your throat as he would a pig’s,’ Manuel continued. ‘Why do you argue about the matter? You know very well that you are out here gathering the herbs yourself.’ ‘But their spirits will haunt me,’ cried the old woman. That made me all attention, you may be sure. The half-caste uttered an oath in reply. The spirit that would haunt him would have to be a fairly potent one. ‘What does it matter,’ he went on; ‘you will be well paid for it.’ For a few seconds nothing more was said, but as I listened I heard something that sounded very like a sob. Whatever he was trying to persuade the old negress to do, it was very plain that she did not relish the job. Presently she whispered, ‘When must it be done?’ ‘As soon as Silvestre leaves in the yacht,’ the other replied. ‘What difficulty is there in it? All you have to do is to stew the herbs and to slip them into their food. You’ll be a rich woman for the rest of your life.’ After that they moved further away from me, and I came down to the boat.”

“Good heavens!” I cried, the awful truth coming to me in a flash. “Silvestre intends to poison them.”

“There is not much doubt about that,” said Ferguson. “When you are out of the way and he has left for Equinata, the Señorita and President will never trouble him or any one else again. And as far as I can see nothing can save them!”

“It’s too horrible! It’s devilish,” I cried, springing to my feet. “He took his oath to me that not a hair of their heads should be harmed.”

“He wished you to take his words literally, you see,” Ferguson returned. “He said nothing about giving each of them a dose of poison. Look at the matter from his point of view. As long as they live they are his enemies and he is not safe. He owes Fernandez a deadly grudge and he means to pay it.”

“But what is to be done? We cannot let them be murdered in cold blood. Human nature couldn’t stand that. And yet if he knows that we are aware of his plot, he will take means to prevent our interfering and kill them out of hand. For God’s sake, Ferguson, advise me!”

“I don’t see exactly what we can do,” he replied sorrowfully. “Silvestre has got us in a cleft stick and we can’t help ourselves.”

“But surely you are not going to stand by and allow him to carry out his fiendish plot?” I returned hotly. “I can’t believe that of you!”

“But you don’t know what Silvestre is,” said Ferguson, not daring to meet my eyes. “It would be madness to thwart him.”

“If I don’t know what he is,” I retorted, “I at least know what I am. I brought these unfortunate people here. He shall not harm them, if it costs me all I have on earth, even life itself. And what is more, if you’re a man you’ll help me.”

“But what can I do?” he answered helplessly. “I have always been considered a fairly plucky fellow. I must confess, however, that this business is too much for me. I’ve a wife and family to think of, you know!”

“Your wife would despise you above all living men if she knew that you were a party to the murder of that woman,” I answered.

He scratched his chin and looked at me in a perplexed way. It was evident to me that I must not expect very much assistance from him.

“To my mind a man ought to think of his wife and children before anything else,” he said at last, in a tone of apology. “If anything happens to me what is to become of them? I’m beginning to think I was a fool to have told you anything about it!”

“Not a bit of it,” I answered. “There, at least, you did an honest action. Don’t spoil it by drawing back.”

This only elicited his old query.

“But what can we do?”

“We must get them out of the island before Silvestre can do them a mischief,” I replied.

“And pray how is that to be done?”

“A way must be found,” I answered. “Surely it should not be so very difficult. Remember, Ferguson, I did you a good turn once. Repay it now by helping me to save them. If they die, their deaths will be at our doors. For my part, if that happens I shall never know a moment’s peace again, or be able to look an honest man or woman in the face. I worked for Silvestre because I had given him my promise to do so, and had taken his money; he has repaid it by breaking his oath to me. By jove! whether I am bound to him or not, I will prevent him from carrying out this terrible crime.”

I could see that, and also realized, that whatever Ferguson’s desire might be to help me, he was not willing to run any great risks himself.

“I must have time to think it over,” he said. “In the meantime keep your own counsel. If a hint of this gets about we are done for.”

I did not reply, but left him and went below to my cabin, where I threw myself down on my bunk and set to work to try and think the question out. What a fool I had been to mix myself up in the matter at all. One moment’s thought should have told me that Silvestre was not the sort of man to have any mercy upon his enemy. A dozen plans for effecting the escape of the President and Señorita formed themselves in my mind, only to be thrown aside at once as useless. Then the gong sounded for dinner and I made my way to the saloon. I had just set foot inside the companion, when a voice I knew so well, and had now learned to hate, greeted me.

“Good-evening, my friend,” said Silvestre cheerily. “I have come aboard to be your guest this evening. As my fever has left me, I thought a little sea air and congenial society would do me no harm. Shall we go in to dinner?”

For a moment I was so surprised at seeing him that I could not answer. I followed him, however, to the saloon, where I found that three places had been laid. A few minutes later Ferguson made his appearance and we sat down to our meal. As we did so I shot a glance at the other’s face. It was plain from the expression upon it that Silvestre’s presence had alarmed him considerably.

“We should really have invited the Señorita to join us,” said Silvestre, as he spread his serviette over his knees. “Señor Fernandez, I regret to say, is suffering from a slight attack of fever to-day. I have prescribed for him, however, and trust he will be himself shortly.”

As he said this I glanced sharply at him. Was he commencing his awful crime already? The mere thought of it was sufficient to take my appetite away. Had I been able to follow my own inclinations, I should have laid down my knife and fork and have risen from the table without touching another morsel. Prudence, however, bade me remain where I was. I shot a glance at Ferguson, to find him wiping his face with his handkerchief. Silvestre was also watching him.

“The evening is very hot,” said the captain, by way of excuse, “very hot indeed.”

“I agree with you,” Silvestre returned dryly. “If I am not mistaken, we shall have a thunderstorm later.”

During the remainder of the repast Silvestre continued to converse in very much his usual fashion. He did not refer again, however, to the prisoners. At ten o’clock he left for the shore, but before he did so, he bade me be ready to start for Cuba on the following afternoon. I tried to invent an excuse for remaining longer, but one would not come to my hand.

“Needless to say I am anxious to get on to Equinata with all dispatch,” said Silvestre. “I cannot do so until I have carried out my promise to you.”

“Why not go first and let the yacht come back for me?” I suggested. “I am in no particular hurry.”

“I could not dream of such a thing,” he answered politely. “It would be better for you to go at once. Indeed, I have this evening given the necessary instructions to Ferguson.”

After that there was nothing more to be said.

As he went down the accommodation ladder an idea occurred to me. His boat was not more than a dozen lengths from the yacht’s side before I had made my way up the ladder to the bridge and had entered the chart-room. Above the chart-locker was a shelf on which were kept the books of reference needful for the navigation of the yacht. In a fever of impatience I ran my eye along them until I came upon the volume I wanted. To consult the index and discover a certain island was a question of a few moments. I read what the book had to say regarding it, but I was not greatly relieved by so doing. Communication with the island was evidently only a matter of chance. I thereupon took the chart of that particular part of the Carribean Sea and studied it attentively. The nearest island to San Diaz was that of Asturia, distant something like a day and a half’s steam. It was comforting to learn that numerous trading boats touched there. Let me go at once, as Silvestre had proposed, and, instead of proceeding to Cuba, induce Ferguson to put into this island. If luck favoured me, I could charter a vessel there and return to San Diaz to rescue the President and the Señorita. Having once thought of this plan, I was eager to put it into execution. I determined, however, to say nothing to Ferguson until the morrow, and only then when we were well out at sea. Friendly though the little man was to me, I had seen enough of him to feel sure that it would need but little pressure from Silvestre to undermine that friendship.

Next morning I left the yacht and went ashore to bid Silvestre farewell. I could very well have dispensed with this ceremony, but I was afraid of arousing his suspicions. I found him seated in the verandah of his house when I arrived, a cigar in his mouth, and a book in his hand. He greeted me pleasantly enough. As I looked at him I could not help recalling the evening when I had seen him seated in the little summerhouse of the inn at Falstead. How many things had happened since that memorable afternoon!

He rose to receive me and held out his hand.

“I wonder whether we shall ever see each other again, Helmsworth?” he said, when I had seated myself. “You have done me a great service, and in the name of the people of Equinata I thank you for it. You will return to Falstead at once, I suppose,” he went on, after a short pause, “marry the girl of your heart, and settle down to shire life. I wonder what my fate will be?”

I thought that if Fernandez managed to escape, I could hazard a very good guess. Before leaving him I touched upon the old subject, in order to see what his reply would be.

“I presume you will not permit me to say farewell to your prisoners,” I said.

“It would not be wise,” he answered. “Fernandez, as I told you last night, is down with fever, and the Señorita is not in the best of tempers just now. However, I will convey all sorts of kind messages to them from you when next I see them.”

I rose from my chair.

“Don Guzman,” I began, trying to speak calmly, “you are not playing me false, are you? If any harm should befall Fernandez and his niece, remember you will have all Civilization against you.”

At this he fairly lost his temper.

“Madre de Dios, man,” he cried, “do you want to make me angry with you? Why do you harp so continually on this string? I have told you, and reiterated the fact, that I do not intend to harm them. If I did, don’t you think I should have done so ere this? What’s more, Mr. Helmsworth, let me just give you a word of advice. When you return to England, be sure you keep a silent tongue in your head. I can be a good friend, and a particularly bitter enemy. I’ve a long arm, and when I strike I strike deep. But there, my dear fellow, don’t let us quarrel at the time we’re about to say farewell to each other. We must part friends. Is it time for you to go? Then good-bye, and may good fortune go with you.”

When I left him I made my way towards the path leading to the beach. As I crossed the open space in front of the house, I turned my eyes in the direction of the hut where Fernandez was confined. One of the gigantic negroes that I had seen on the day of our arrival at the island was standing on guard, rifle in hand, before it. Silvestre, I knew, was watching me from the verandah, so there was no chance of being able to communicate with the prisoner. I accordingly continued my walk down to the beach. Two hours later the yacht was steaming out of harbour, and so far as Silvestre knew, I was on my way to England viâ Cuba.

As I have already observed, it is a day and a half’s steam from San Diaz to the nearest island — Asturia. The latter is, if anything, slightly bigger than its neighbour. It is certainly more prosperous. Lying in the track of ships it has a number of visitors, and trade is consequently fairly brisk — the principal exports being a peculiar species of hard wood, and a small quantity of sugar, for which product the soil is well adapted.

It was not until we had been several hours at sea that I broached the subject that was uppermost in my mind to Ferguson. For reasons already stated I was by no means certain how he would receive it. Would his friendship for myself be sufficiently strong to stand the test? However, the matter had to be decided, one way or the other, and what was more there was no time to be lost. I accordingly took advantage of the opportunity that presented itself, and came to business. He heard me out in silence, but there was an expression upon his face that told me he was not particularly in love with my proposal. Indeed, between ourselves, I don’t see how he could have been.

“Look here, Mr. Helmsworth Trevelyan, or Trevelyan Helmsworth — whatever you please to call yourself — as I understand it you are asking me to do a thing I have never done before. In other words you are asking me to go back upon the man whose money I am taking.”

“Oh! come, now — —”

“Just one moment before you reply. Let me put it in my own way, and you can work it out as you like afterwards. I can’t see for myself that there is any other construction to be placed upon your proposal. You’ll admit, I suppose, that Silvestre is my employer? I am here to run this boat according to his orders, and my instructions are to take you to Cuba and to land you there. You want me to disregard them, and to drop you at Asturia.”

“But surely — —”

“Hold hard until I have finished. You know that I’m not a particular squeamish fellow. I’ve done a good many things that a number of people wouldn’t even look at; but — and mark you this ‘but’ is fairly important, if I’ve got to choose between you and Silvestre — friendship steps in and Silvestre goes to the wall. At the same time I don’t mind confessing that it’s far from a nice position you have placed me in. The world won’t be big enough for me to hide in when it comes to getting away from Silvestre. And when you come to think I’ve a wife and family at home all depending upon me, I’ll leave you to figure out how much you value Fernandez’ life at.”

This was a way of looking at the question that I had not foreseen.

“But I cannot go away and leave the man there to be murdered,” I began. “Flesh and blood wouldn’t allow that.”

“Very well, then let us say no more about it. It’s settled that I run into Asturia and that you go ashore there.”

“And after that?”

“I shall go on to Cuba!”

“Give me all the time you can,” I said. “I’ve a big bit of work before me when I get back to the island.”

“And I wish you joy of it.”

Darkness had fallen when we reached the island. I was anxious, however, to lose no time, and determined to land at once. Immediately on dropping anchor, therefore, I asked Ferguson to put me ashore. This he willingly consented to do, and in due course I found myself with my baggage on the beach. When I had seen the boat depart, I made my way into the town. It was a queer little place, built on the side of a hill, and with, so far as I could see, a very sparse white population.

From a negro boy I inquired my way to the principal hotel, if there should happen to be more than one. He grinned expansively and offered to conduct me to it. It proved to be only a short distance away and faced the sea-front. I rewarded the boy, entered it, and made my way into the bar. The landlord was a Spaniard, and about as villainous a specimen of his race as I’d ever seen. I told him I had just arrived, and that I was anxious to charter a schooner at once, and inquired whether he could help me in the matter, promising to reward him liberally should he do so.

As it happened, he declared that he knew of exactly the sort of vessel I wanted. I inquired the owner’s name and asked the landlord where she could be seen.

“She’s anchored about a couple of cables from the pier, señor,” he replied, “and she is the property of my good friend, Maxime Blonde. Maxime was lamenting to me only this evening that, having no cargo, he must return to Martinique empty.”

“Where can I find him?”

“On board, señor.” Then, scenting business, he continued: “If you wish it, I will escort you to him.”

To this I willingly agreed, and then, when he had called his wife to take charge of the saloon, and a negro to accompany him, we made our way to the pier. A boat was soon discovered, and in her, rowed by the negro, we set off for the La Belle Josephine of Martinique.

She proved to be a small fore-and-aft schooner of about fifty tons, nattily built, so far as I was able to judge in the darkness, and very well suited to my purpose.

“Maxime, Maxime Blonde,” screeched the hotel keeper, “a señor to see you on business. Come forth!”

“What now?” cried a voice from the cabin aft. “Who is it calls Maxime at this time of night?”

The hotel keeper went aft and explained matters. Presently he returned and invited me to follow him to the cabin. Of all the dirty holes it has been my misfortune to enter this was certainly the worst. Straw, paper, and banana peel littered the floor. On the right-hand side of the cabin was a narrow bunk, upon which a small, shrivelled-up mulatto was seated. He explained that he was Monsieur Maxime, and that he was owner and captain of the vessel. Being unable to bear the closeness of the cabin I suggested that we should do our business on deck, and thither the little man followed me. In something under a quarter of an hour my arrangements were made with him, and it was settled that we should sail for San Diaz at daybreak.


CHAPTER XIII
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OF OUR VOYAGE from the island of Asturia to San Diaz there is little to chronicle. La Belle Josephine, as far as her sailing capabilities were concerned, was all that her owner and captain had described her to be. On the other hand, her dirt and slovenliness were exactly what I had been led to expect it would be from my first inspection of the cabin. To sleep in it, or to eat my meals there, was out of the question. How the Señorita would manage, when she came aboard — provided I was able to get her away from the island — I could not imagine.

Monsieur Maxime’s navigation, I soon discovered, was of the most elementary description. However, perhaps by luck, and perhaps by a measure of good judgment, he managed to pick up the island about noon on the third day after leaving Asturia.

Fearing that Silvestre might have some one on the look-out, I bade Maxime keep the schooner out of sight of land until nightfall. Then we put in, and brought up in a small bay some five miles from the settlement. Immediately it was dark I went ashore, bidding the hands take the boat back, and when they got there to keep a sharp ear for my whistle.

Fortunately for what I had in hand, it was a dark night, so dark indeed that I could scarcely see the boat when I had walked a dozen paces from it. What the jungle would be like I could not imagine.

When the boat had disappeared I set off along the beach in the direction of the settlement. How I was going to reach the house without attracting the attention of its inmates, and what I was going to do when I got there, were two points about which I did not trouble myself very much at that time. My lucky star had so far been in the ascendant, that I was trusting to it to continue so. I knew very well that it was a desperate enterprise I was embarking upon, for should Silvestre discover me, my shrift was likely to be as short as that which Fernandez had so obligingly arranged for me in La Gloria. At last, when I reached the eastern side of the bay, that in which the yacht had anchored, I turned towards the jungle and prepared to enter it. I knew I was in for some hard work, but I did not imagine that it would prove so difficult as I found it to be. The dense mass of creeper that twined from tree to tree barred my progress at every step. I had to climb, to twist, to crawl, in places unable to see more than a few inches ahead, scratched by aloes and thorny bushes, buffeted by low branches, and more than once tripped up and thrown heavily to the ground by logs and other obstacles. How long it took me to reach the plateau I cannot say, but I could scarcely have been less than an hour upon the road. Yet the distance was certainly not more than a quarter of a mile. Somewhat to my astonishment the plateau was all darkness; not a light showed from the house, not a sound came from the huts. With a stealth that would have done credit to a Sioux or an Apache, I crept through the bushes towards the block-house in which Fernandez had been confined when I had left the island. A sudden fear had come over me that, during my absence, Silvestre might have done away with him. If no sentry stood at the door I should believe this to be the case. Closer and still closer I crept to it. At last I was only a few yards distant from it. I was about to move forward on my hands and knees in order to obtain a better view, when a guttural cough reached me, coming, so it seemed, from only a few yards away. So close was it, indeed, that I sprang back, fearing lest the man who uttered it would become aware of my presence. Then the grounding of a rifle-butt on the stones before the hut door reached me, and afforded me indisputable evidence that the general was still imprisoned there.

At first a wild notion came into my head that I might be able to overpower the negro sentry, and, having done so, to free Fernandez. A moment’s reflection, however, told me that in all probability he would prove more than a match for me, while he might also have time to fire his rifle and so to give the alarm. More important still, even if I did have the good luck to overcome him, I should not be able to get into the hut, as Silvestre kept the key.

“No,” I said to myself, “I must try again to-morrow night, and then I’ll bring the two men with me.”

Creeping back as carefully as I had come, I reached the beach once more as tired as if I had walked a dozen miles through heavy ground. Going to the water’s edge, I gave a shrill whistle, and then sat myself down to await the boat’s arrival. It was not long in coming, and in less than a quarter of an hour I was back on board the schooner. Calling up Monsieur Maxime, I bade him get sail on her and put to sea once more. He seemed a little surprised, I fancy, and was about to demur. A brief remonstrance on my part, however, sufficed to put him on good terms with me again.

The next day was spent out of sight of the island, but as soon as darkness fell we were back once more and anchored in the bay. By this time, as you may suppose, I had perfected my scheme as far as possible, and knew exactly what I was going to do.

To my delight the night proved as dark as its predecessor. When, after some difficulty, I reached the shore, with the two men who had volunteered to assist me, the wind was driving the sand upon the beach in clouds, and was howling most dismally among the trees of the jungle.

“We couldn’t have chosen a better night,” I said to my companions, as we hurried along. “With the elements in our favour, however, we shall have to be very careful how we act.”

We made our way down the beach as I had done on the previous night, and climbed the hill as before. Neither of the men had had any previous experience of jungle-work, but they were to have some now which would be sufficient to last them all their lives. More than once they followed my example and went sprawling in the darkness, while once the taller of the pair managed to get his foot entangled in a mass of creeper, and it required all my efforts, and those of his companion, to release him.

“Lord bless us, sir,” the other whispered in my ear, “I hope there are no snakes about. This seems just the sort of place to find them.”

“You needn’t be afraid,” I replied. “I have been assured that there is not a snake on the island.”

“I’m glad of that,” I heard him mutter. “I don’t cotton to snakes nohow.”

At last we reached the plateau, whereupon I bade both men remain where they were while I went to reconnoitre. Then, dropping on to my hands and knees, I crept forward until I was on the edge of the jungle. It was the same place from which I had watched the sentry on the previous night. Either he or one of his comrades was there now, for I could just see his dark figure standing at the corner of the hut. Across the plateau streamed a bright light from the sitting-room of the house, while the faint tinkling of some native instrument reached my ears from the group of huts beyond. Having taken my observations, I crept back again to my companions.

As may be supposed, I had already instructed them in their duties. In consequence, each had brought with him a hank of thin rope, while I had placed two or three carefully made canvas gags in my pocket in case their services should be required. The idea I had in my mind was that we should creep up to the hut from behind. The two men would then take the right-hand side and make their way round the building with as little noise as possible, while I was to imitate them on the left. When I reached the sentry I was to saunter slowly up to him as if it were the most natural thing in the world for me to be there. Before he could recover from his astonishment at seeing me, they were to spring upon him and make him secure — I obtaining possession of his rifle before he could fire it.

“Come along,” I whispered, “and don’t make a sound as you love your lives.”

Scarcely daring to breathe, I led them from the jungle and across the open space that separated us from the hut. Having gained its shelter, we paused to prepare for the struggle.

Since I had left England I had been in some tight places, but I had never felt so nervous as I did at that moment. There was so much to be thought of, so much to be provided for, and yet so much to be left to chance. What if the sentry did not prove as surprised as I hoped he would be? Suppose the men did not come up in time and gave him an opportunity of discharging his rifle, what would our fate be then? But it did not improve matters thinking of what might happen. I had to carry out my portion of the scheme and leave the rest to Fate. So, having seen the men ready with their ropes in their hands, I calmly strolled round the side of the hut towards the spot where the sentry was standing. It seemed to me that on the outcome of those few steps I was staking all that was worth having in the world — Molly’s happiness, my mother’s, Fernandez’ and the Señorita Dolores’ lives, and in all probability my own. Then I turned the corner and the giant figure of the negro was before me. He looked up and saw me, uttered an exclamation of surprise, and then took a step forward as if to make sure of my identity.

“Have you a light for my cigar, friend?” I inquired, as coolly as I could force myself to speak.

As I said it the two figures of my companions appeared round the further corner. Before the man could reply they had thrown themselves upon him; one had clutched him by the throat, while the other pinioned his hands behind him. Springing forward, I seized the rifle he had dropped. The man made a desperate struggle for his liberty, but we were too much for him, and almost before he could realize what had happened, we had got him on the other side of the hut, where we could make him secure and do with him as we might think best. In almost less time than it takes to tell, my two companions had lashed him so securely that it was impossible for him to move hand or foot or, what was more important still, to cry out.
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“One had clutched him by the throat.”

“So far so good,” I said, rising from my knees, where I had been kneeling beside the prostrate man. “He will give us no more trouble. Now you, Williams, take his rifle and stand sentry in front of that door, while Matthews and I go across to the house and see what we can do with Silvestre. We’ve got to find that key somehow.”

Williams took the rifle and proceeded to the front of the hut, where he stood in very much the same attitude as the negro had adopted. Then Matthews and I, in our turn, made our way quietly back to the jungle, and through it towards the spot where it approached nearest the house. The light was still streaming from Silvestre’s window, and once, as we waited, I heard the sound of his laugh. It was evident from this that he was not alone.

“Now, Matthews,” I said, “what we have to do is to get across to that verandah without any one seeing us. If we are caught, remember our lives will pay the penalty.”

“I hope we shan’t be caught then, sir,” the man replied.

The night was as still as the grave; the music had ceased at the huts, and not a sound came from the house towards which we were making our way. At last we reached the verandah and ascended the two steps that led up to it. Silvestre’s sitting-room was now only a few yards distant. Would it be possible for us to reach it without giving him warning of our approach? Fortunately for us, the floor of the verandah was of earth, beaten hard, and for this reason, unless we were more than usually careless, the odds were in our favour. Keeping as close to the wall of the house as possible, we approached the window, which was open. As we did so, Silvestre spoke again.

“Well, I have given you plenty of time to think it over,” he remarked. “What have you to say?”

“Only that I refuse,” the Señorita replied, for she was his companion. “You could not expect me to do anything else.”

“Think well what you are doing,” the other continued, and as he said it I advanced a couple of steps. “You know that when I say a thing I mean it. I tell you plainly Fernandez’ life is not worth an hour’s purchase. He chose to come between me and my ambition, and I have tossed him aside as I should have done a straw. When he is out of the way Equinata will listen to me, and when she has observed how I deal with such as oppose me, I don’t think she will make any more mistakes. I know that you are dangerous, but I fancy I can manage you. Give me the information I require, and I’ll spare you and perhaps do more. Why should you bother yourself about Fernandez?”

“Do you think I have no heart?”

“I suppose you have about as much as any other woman,” was the sneering reply. “Come, Señorita, you must admit that my patience has held out pretty well. But you mustn’t overstrain it. Give me the information I require and I, on my side, will pledge myself to send you to Europe, and also to allow Fernandez to remain here in safety, provided he passes his word never to return to Equinata or to molest me further. I cannot make you a fairer offer than that, and I am afraid I am foolish to do so much.”

“And if I refuse to accept your terms?”

“Then I shoot Fernandez at daybreak, and when the yacht returns sail away, leaving you here in Palmyre’s charge. I am afraid you would find the life a trifle lonely after La Gloria.”

Knowing as I did what his real intentions were, I was able to form a very fair estimate of the man’s villainy. What the information could be that he was so anxious to obtain from her I could not imagine. I had not much time, however, to think about it, for as the thought flashed through my brain I heard some one rise from a chair and cross the room, then Silvestre’s voice continued, in a more persuasive tone than he had used before: “Señorita, you and I together could govern that country as it has never been ruled before. I know who are my friends there, and I am also acquainted with my enemies. The first I shall take care to render even more loyal than they were before, the others I shall deal with in such a fashion that they will give no more trouble. Come, make up your mind. Go home to Europe for a year until I have everything in order and then come out and join me. Who knows what happiness may be in store for us? What have you to say to my proposal?”

“I cannot,” she answered in a heart-broken voice; “and yet, oh Heaven! I cannot let you kill him.”

“You must decide one way or the other,” he said remorselessly, “and you’d also better be quick about it. My patience is well nigh exhausted.”

There was another interval of silence.

“Will you let me see Señor Fernandez for a moment before I give you my answer?” she pleaded.

“Not for an instant,” he replied. “You must have known what answer I should give you when you put the question. I know Señor Fernandez too well to allow you two to meet. I see it is half-past ten! Now I will give you five minutes in which to make up your mind, and if you don’t tell me what I want to know then, I will carry out my threat and Fernandez will finish his career at daybreak.”

She uttered a piteous little cry, followed by an appeal for mercy.

“Don’t talk to me of mercy,” he answered. “What mercy did he show me? What mercy would he have for me if our positions were reversed? He would have shot me like a dog. Bear the fact in mind, Señorita, that if he comes to an untimely end you will be responsible for it!”

There was another pause.

“Time is flying. You have only four minutes left!”

It was impossible that I could listen to this sort of talk unmoved. He had the unfortunate woman at his mercy, and I knew him well enough by this time to feel convinced that as soon as he had extracted his information from her he would throw his promises to the wind, and carry out the infamous project of which Manuel had spoken to Palmyre. He knew well that even if he killed Fernandez and allowed her to go free she would begin to intrigue against him. His insinuation that she should return from Europe to him in Equinata was only a subterfuge to prevent her becoming suspicious as to his real intentions.

“Three minutes gone!”

The Señorita said nothing in reply, but although I could not see her I could very well imagine the agony she was suffering. The memory of the night we had spent together in the balcony of the Opera House at La Gloria came back to me. Then I took my revolver from my pocket, and gave the magazine a turn to see that it was in working order.

Once more Silvestre spoke.

“Time is up,” he said. “I will call Palmyre and give the necessary orders about Fernandez.”

“No, no,” she cried in the expostulation of despair. “Take my life — kill me! But for the Blessed Virgin’s sake, let him go free.”

“Will you give me the information?” was Silvestre’s reply.

The Señorita uttered a little cry as if she were suffering physical pain.

“And send them to their deaths? No, no, I should be less than human if I were to do that.”

“Fernandez will be less than human if you do not,” was the other’s brutal response. “Permit me, and I will call Palmyre.”

As he said this, I turned to the man behind me and signalled that I was about to enter the room. Then, revolver in hand, I strode in.

“That will do, Silvestre,” I cried, covering him with the revolver as I approached him.

“Good heavens! you here?” he shouted, as if he found it difficult to believe the evidence of his own eyes. The Señorita was leaning against the table with a look of bewildered astonishment upon her face.

“As you see, I have returned,” I answered. “But I have not time to discuss that matter with you now. I give you fair warning that if you speak again I shall shoot. Sit down in that chair and put your hands behind you!”
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“‘I give you fair warning that if you speak again I shall shoot.’”

With an oath Silvestre complied with my request.

Turning to Matthews, I signed to him to carry out the work we had previously arranged. In less time than it takes to tell, Don Guzman de Silvestre was securely fastened in his chair, a gag had been placed in his mouth, and it was then out of his power to do any mischief. From the expression upon his face I could gather some notion of what his feelings were. It was very evident that if I should have the misfortune to fall into his hands again I should be likely to receive but little mercy from him. As soon as he was secure, and I had abstracted the key of the block-house from his pocket, I turned to the lady.

“Come, Señorita,” I whispered, “you had better prepare for departure. If we are to release the President and to get away before daylight there is not much time to be lost.”

“I am quite ready to leave,” she replied.

“Then be good enough to accompany this man, and be very careful to keep in the shadow of the house,” I returned. “Above all, see that you do not make a sound. I want to have a few words alone with Silvestre.”

Matthews led the way from the room and, with one last look at the man in the chair, the Señorita followed him.

When I had seen her turn the corner of the verandah, I approached Silvestre, who glared at me as though he hoped the fire in his eyes might consume me.

“Don Guzman,” I began, speaking in a low voice, “before I take leave of you, I want to let you know why I have played this trick upon you. You will remember that at Falstead you gave me your assurance that if I helped you to secure Fernandez you would do him no harm. And yet you have given orders that, as soon as you had left the island for Equinata, the Señorita and her uncle were to be poisoned. I distinctly heard you tell the former that the latter would die at daybreak. I am afraid you will find yourself mistaken in your prophecy. By daybreak Fernandez should be well on his way back to Equinata. There is one other matter before I go. Here is the last money you gave me.” So saying, I threw upon the table the roll of notes he had handed to me before I left the island for Asturia.

A hideous scowl was the only response I received.

Then, when I had placed my revolver in my pocket, I made my way down the verandah in the direction of Fernandez’ prison. To my delight I discovered that no change had taken place there. The giant negro still lay where we had placed him, while my own man stood sentry before the door.

Bidding the Señorita and Matthews remain concealed, I crept quietly forward. The plateau was as silent as the grave, while the only light to be seen was that which streamed from the window of the room we had just left.

I had passed through some momentous moments in the past six months, but I do not think that, in the whole course of this extraordinary affair, I experienced anything like the sensation that took possession of me as I made my way towards the door of the hut. I had begun by taking service under Silvestre; I had carried out his instructions to the best of my ability; I had found him a traitor, and now, here I was, throwing him over and rendering assistance to the other side. What was the end of it all to be? Should I escape with Fernandez, or would Silvestre catch us before we could reach the boat?

Signing to the sailor to stand aside, I placed the key in the lock. As I opened the door a voice, which I instantly recognized, said as calmly as though its owner were addressing me in the President’s study at La Gloria:

“So it’s you, Trevelyan, is it? I had an idea you’d come round to my way of thinking. I heard your scuffle with the sentry. I suppose you managed to overpower him?”

I answered him in a whisper that his conjecture was correct.

“You must get up at once,” I continued hurriedly. “There is no time to spare. The Señorita is waiting for you in the jungle, and I have a schooner in the bay.”

“But I can’t get up,” he replied. “Our worthy friend, Silvestre, has taken good care of that.”

“The deuce, he has!” said I. “What do you mean by that?”

“I mean that I am chained to the leg of the bed,” Fernandez returned. “Before you can release me you must have the key of the padlock.”

In a flash I realized what a fool I had been. It had never struck me, when searching Silvestre’s pockets, to find out whether he had any other key in his possession. Now we were in a pretty fix. It seemed as if I had defeated Silvestre only to give him a very fair opportunity of turning the tables upon me. At any other time I should have sworn at the contrariness of my luck; now, however, I had too much upon my mind to have time to seek relief in that direction. It was a problem that any man might have been excused for feeling diffident about. The Señorita was concealed in the scrub; the lives of Matthews and his companions depended upon my prompt and successful treatment of the difficulty, and the only possible way I could see of accomplishing that was to return to the room in which I had left Silvestre, and, once there, to overhaul him in the hopes of discovering the all-important key. This time, however, the risk would be increased a thousandfold. It was only too probable that the old negress Palmyre, or the half-caste Manuel, would have entered to find their master in the lamentable condition I had left him; in which case, for all the good I could do, I might just as well take my revolver, shoot myself and Fernandez, and so bring the whole desperate affair to a conclusion.

“You are quite sure, I suppose,” I remarked, “that Silvestre has the key upon his person?”

“Quite,” he answered. “He has been kind enough to dangle it before my eyes every time he has visited me. Only this afternoon he wittily described it as the isthmus connecting the continents of Equinata and Death!”

That was Fernandez all over. Even when my heart was beating like a wheat-flail in my breast with terror, and when every moment I expected to see Silvestre make his appearance in the doorway, he must have his joke.

“Well,” I said at last, “I suppose there is nothing for it but for me to return to the house and to endeavour to obtain possession of the key. Heaven alone knows whether I shall be successful. In the meantime the Señorita had better make her way down to the shore. You will of course keep very quiet until I return.”

“You may depend upon my doing that,” he replied. “You will find me here when you return.”

Without another word I left the hut and crept round it to the spot where the Señorita and the faithful Matthews were anxiously waiting for me. So dark was it in the jungle that I could see nothing of them, and it was not until I called to them that I could discover their whereabouts. Then, drawing the lady a little on one side, I hastened to explain the situation to her.

“You will find the key hanging round his neck,” she said in a fierce whisper. “If you only knew what a miserable part it has played in my life of late, you would easily understand how familiar I am with its hiding-place.”

I did not reply, but, turning to Matthews, bade him escort the Señorita down the hillside to the shore, where they were to await our coming. When they departed I began my journey to the house. The light still shone from Silvestre’s window, though the remainder of the building was in complete darkness. Revolver in hand I crept carefully along until I reached the steps leading to the verandah. These I ascended, and eventually reached the room in question. Every creak of the boards brought my heart into my mouth; and yet, if Silvestre had been discovered and released by Manuel or Palmyre, why had he not come in search of us? That he was no coward I knew too well.

When I reached the open window I was able to obtain a glimpse of the room. It may be imagined with what delight I assured myself that Silvestre was still there and, what was more, lying just as I had left him. Softly I crept in and approached him. I could fancy the satisfaction he had felt when he had witnessed my departure before without the key of the padlock which fastened Fernandez’ fetters to the bed. From the way he glared at me, when he became aware of my presence, it was evident that he realized that I had come to rectify my mistake. As quickly as I could do it, and without wasting any words upon him, I unfastened the collar of his shirt to discover, suspended on a string round his neck, that tiny talisman that, at that moment, was worth more to me than anything else in the world. To take possession of it was the work of a second, and then I once more tiptoed towards the verandah. I had barely reached it, however, when I heard the door, communicating with the central passage of the house open, and looking back I saw Palmyre enter the room.

As I arrived at the end of the verandah I heard a shrill scream, and as I heard it realized the fact that, unless I could succeed in releasing Fernandez within the next few minutes, all was lost, and that I should, in all human probability, never see old England again!


CHAPTER XIV
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TO SAY THAT I made my way from the house to the hut in which Fernandez was imprisoned with as much speed as I could command, would be to express my meaning very inadequately. As soon as I realized the fact that the trick I had played upon Silvestre was discovered, I threw prudence to the winds, and ran as I had not done for years across the plateau towards the building in question. The sailor was still on guard at the door, which was open, while the negro lay bound just where we had thrown him down.

“Stand by, they’re after us!” I cried, regardless of who might hear.

With that I plunged headlong into the dark hut, shouting to Fernandez as I did so to prepare the padlock for the key. South American politics produce some curious incidents, but I am not sure that they could find another to equal that which I am now so inadequately attempting to describe.

Dropping on my knees beside the bed, I felt about for the chain and, running my hand along it, at length obtained possession of the padlock, inserted the key, and in a trice the President was free.

“By this time they must have released Silvestre,” I whispered. “For heaven’s sake let us get away from here!”

“Nobody could be more willing to do that than myself,” the other answered, springing from the bed as he spoke, and coming in violent contact with myself, whom he could not see. “You are in command, so you had better lead the way.”

Bidding him follow me, I hastened out of the hut, ordered the sailor to accompany us, and plunged into the jungle. As we did so a shout from the house proclaimed the fact that Silvestre was free once more and thirsting for vengeance. We had not stumbled forward many paces before other shouts followed, showing that he had called Manuel and his gang to his assistance.

A very small percentage of the readers of my story have, I trust, been called upon to run for their lives through a West Indian jungle in the dead of night. Those who have done so, however, will be able to understand the sufferings of the wretched trio who stumbled, reeled, scraped, and fought their way down from the plateau to the shore. The darkness was opaque, the obstacles so multifarious, that never for a moment did we seem to have a yard’s clear going. Take a sack, a three-legged, and an obstacle race, throw in a game of blind-man’s buff, in which you are the blind man, and you will have some faint idea of our difficulties.

Once, from the hill behind us, the sound of a shot reached us, though what its meaning was, I could not even conjecture. At last, wearied to the point of dropping, our faces streaming with perspiration, our flesh cut and bruised, we emerged from the forest and stood upon the seashore. Unfortunately, in our haste, we had not steered as true a course as we would have desired, and instead of coming out in the centre of the little bay where the schooner’s boat had been ordered to await us, we found ourselves at the end of the small promontory which separated the bay from that in which the settlement was situated. This was unfortunate in more ways than one, but it could not be helped. The worst part of it was that we could not see the boat or the figures of the Señorita or Matthews.

“Look! what is that?” cried the President at last, pointing along the beach to the left. “Is it a man?”

I have fairly good eyes, but I must confess that I could see nothing that in any way resembled a human figure in the direction he indicated. He, however, seemed positive that he was right; so, realizing that we could do no good by remaining where we were, we hurried along the beach without further loss of time. We had not proceeded more than fifty yards, however, when the crack of a rifle came from the scrub on our left. If it were aimed at me, the man who fired it was certainly a very fair marksman, for the bullet whistled by within a few inches of my head. It was plain that Silvestre, or at least one of his myrmidons, were not very far behind us. We were destined soon to be convinced as to their numbers and also as to their identity. For the sound of the shot had scarcely died away before three men emerged from the jungle, and Silvestre’s voice called upon us to throw up our arms, and then added that unless we did so we should be shot down without mercy. I could well believe this, and I also knew the sort of mercy we should be likely to receive should we allow ourselves to fall into his hands. The fate he had arranged for Fernandez and his niece would be nothing to the cruelty he would practise upon us.

“Nombre de Dios!” cried the President, “why haven’t I a weapon of some sort!”

He was destined to have one somewhat sooner than he imagined, for as he finished speaking another rifle-shot rang out, and instantly my revolver fell from my hand and I realized that I had been shot through the forearm. The President coolly stooped and picked up the weapon.

“Look, sir, look, there’s the boat!” cried the sailor a few seconds later.

Sure enough there it was, but unfortunately a considerable distance ahead.

“There’s nothing left but to run for it,” I cried. “Come on!”

With that we took to our heels and scurried along the beach. Silvestre, as soon as he became aware of our intentions, sent a volley after us, doubtless meant as an inducement to heave-to. We paid no attention, however. Though we did not look round we knew that they were after us; but we had a fair start, and if only they did not manage to hit us, there was the bare possibility of our reaching the boat in time. Already I could see Matthews standing knee-deep in the water in order to keep the little craft afloat. He shouted to encourage us. Then there came another shout from our left, and three other figures ran down between ourselves and the boat we were striving so hard to reach. All three were armed, and in the man in the middle, when he called upon us to surrender, I recognized the blackguardly half-caste Manuel. For the moment it looked as if our case were hopeless.

It is at such moments that all the inventive faculties in one’s possession hasten to one’s aid. Had I been permitted half a day to think the question out, I should probably never have hit upon a plan half as promising as that which then flashed through my mind. The men in front were little more than a couple of dozen paces away; Silvestre and his party were perhaps a hundred yards behind, and were every moment coming closer. The thought had scarcely occurred to me before the crack of rifles sounded from behind. Fortunately none of us were hit.

“Down! down!” I cried to my companions. “Let them suppose that they have winged us!”

As I spoke we all threw ourselves with one accord upon our faces on the sand. As I expected, the men in front immediately jumped to the conclusion that we had been shot by their friends behind. They accordingly rushed forward to make sure of us. My ruse must have dawned upon Fernandez, for, to this day, I am certain that I heard a chuckle escape him. Almost at the same moment Manuel ran up to us, his two companions being only a few yards distant.

“Shoot them,” I whispered; and as I spoke I saw Fernandez roll over on his side and raise his right arm. His revolver gave three vicious little cracks, and one by one each man stopped, performed a curious spin, and then fell forward on the sand.

I don’t know that I am a particularly imaginative man. As a matter of fact my friends have on several occasions informed me that I am a somewhat prosaic individual. All I know is that at that moment, though why I should have done so, no one, least of all myself, will ever be able to tell (for I have never participated in a hunt in my life), I let out a wild “yoicks” and sprang to my feet.

“Make for the boat!” cried Fernandez.

Without a word I did as I was directed. The boat was now only a matter of some fifty yards ahead. How I covered this distance I shall never be able to understand. All I do know is that when I reached the spot where Matthews was standing, I came an ignominious cropper at the water’s edge. The fact was I was done for, wholly and completely done for. It may seem an absurd statement to make, but I will leave it to the charity of my readers to remember that I had been through a great deal that night, and also that a shattered arm does not add to one’s strength.

At that moment Fernandez rose to a moral height, far above that I had expected to find in him. Turning to Matthews, who, as I have said, was standing knee-deep in the water, keeping the boat afloat, he cried: “Hold the boat steady while we get Señor Trevelyan in.”

I was so far done for that he must have thought I was dead; nevertheless, and although Silvestre and his men were by this time little more than thirty yards behind us, he did not abandon me, but with the other man’s assistance picked me up, then waded with me into the water and dropped me into the boat, where I lay like a log. I heard Fernandez order Matthews and the other man into the boat, and then wondered what was going to happen next. I saw the Señorita half rise from her seat in the stern. She uttered a little cry. Then I heard a swish of water alongside, as if the boat were being turned round.

“Take care, Silvestre,” cried Fernandez, “there’s Equinata at the end of my barrel, and a good deal more beside.”

What Silvestre said in reply I do not pretend to know. All I can say is that I heard the sharp crack of his revolver, followed by a laugh from Fernandez, and a wild shriek that might have been anything, but which told me nothing. A moment later, and just as I was feeling as if nothing in the world mattered to me, I was conscious of some one saying: “Pull up, my lads, we’ll get away yet!” At the same instant a soft hand touched my cheek, and a low voice whispered: “May the saints be merciful to you!” Then I lost consciousness.

When I recovered my senses I was lying off the top of the main hatch of the schooner. Fernandez was standing near me, but it was impossible to see his face.

Lying on my back I could not tell what was happening. I could, however, hear Monsieur Maxime arranging sundry nautical details with his crew, and with all his accustomed fluency. The little man had accepted the position from his own standpoint, which, as you may be sure, was theatrical to a degree. As I have since heard, he avers that, had it not been for his influence and exertions at that momentous time, the President of Equinata would never have returned to his country at all. For this reason he is looked upon as a hero in Martinique to this day.

“Heaven be praised you are not dead, señor,” said a very soft voice, and, on turning my head, I found the Señorita seating herself beside me.

It was some few minutes after dawn, and in the dim light her face looked very wan and haggard. Allowing for the wear and tear of time and the exigencies of a most anxious and untoward experience, she was dressed very much the same as she had been when she left the ball-room at La Gloria on the night on which I had effected their capture. But the woman in her extraordinary beauty was still the same. She was certainly one female in a thousand, and he would have been a curious individual who could have shown himself insensible to her fascinations. Then Fernandez turned his head, saw her bending over me, and came over and also seated himself beside me.

“Dear friend,” he began, in a voice that was full of kindliness, “I am not going to attempt to thank you for all that you have done for me. For the present it is sufficient for me to do what I can to mitigate your sufferings. I won’t deny that there have been people who have doubted my medical ability; I am about to prove to you, however, that I am more capable than they suppose.”

So saying, he removed the wrappings from my arm and commenced operations. The bullet, it seemed, had shattered the bone, and was fortunately now lying quite close to the surface. To extract it was the work of a few painful minutes, after which the limb was set and bound up. That accomplished I was at liberty to rise from the hatch.

All this time our behaviour towards each other was as diffident as could well be imagined. For once the President had dropped his cynicism, while the Señorita regarded me with eyes that overflowed with gratitude.

The island had long since disappeared below the horizon, and now the little schooner was cleaving her way through the water under the influence of a capital breeze. Escorted by the Señorita I made my way aft.

Monsieur Maxime himself was at the wheel, presenting a curious figure as he hung upon the spokes. I found a shady spot for the Señorita, and then walked across to where the President was standing before the taffrail.

“I want you to tell me everything,” I said. “How did you manage to effect our escape? Remember, I know nothing of what occurred after you placed me in the boat.”

“There’s not very much to tell,” he answered. “I might mention, however, that Silvestre and the half-caste will give no further trouble.”

“You shot Silvestre, then?”

“I did,” he replied, “and I don’t know that I ever enjoyed doing anything so much. It was a close thing between us. Look here!”

He pointed to his left ear, on the lobe of which was a small scar.

“It couldn’t have been much closer, could it?” he remarked. “My luck, however, stood by me as usual.” Then in a lower and more kindly tone, he added: “My luck and the luck of Equinata!”

For a few moments we stood side by side thinking our thoughts in silence. I recalled the day when I had first seen the dead man in Rio, and also that never-to-be-forgotten afternoon on which he had made the proposal to me that was destined to cost him his life on the beach of an island in the Carribean Sea and to return me to Equinata a wounded and ruined man.

At last Fernandez turned to me and, placing his hand upon my shoulder, looked me full and fair in the face.

“Trevelyan — Helmsworth — Helmsworth — Trevelyan — whatever your name may be, you have put upon me a debt of gratitude I shall never be able to repay. I must confess, however, that I cannot quite understand what it was that so suddenly made you change sides. I offered you excellent terms on the beach on the night that I fell into your hands, and I repeated it on board the yacht. You were a pillar of rectitude then. When, therefore, the game had been played and your employer had won, why did you so suddenly come to my rescue? I think I know you well enough by this time to feel sure that your conversion was due to no mercenary motive.”

“You may make your mind easy on that score,” I replied. “It was not a question of money.”

“Then will you tell me why you did it? Silvestre, when his chance came, would doubtless have proved himself an excellent patron, of course providing it didn’t suit his book to put you out of the way!”

“That’s exactly it,” I replied. “You have put the matter in a nutshell.”

“I am afraid I am dense enough not to be able to grasp your meaning,” he returned.

“You suggest that it might possibly have suited his book to have put me out of the way. Well, that is why I threw in my lot with you. It would make rather a long story, but I will endeavour to tell it to you as briefly as I can. When I agreed with Silvestre in England to effect your — —”

I paused for a moment with a little embarrassment. Fernandez’ eyes twinkled.

“Shall we say deportation?” he inquired.

“To effect your deportation! I did so upon his giving me his word of honour that no harm should happen to you. I had no objection to his keeping you a prisoner as long as he pleased — —”

“Which he certainly did. Proceed!”

“I have already confessed to you that had I known you first I would not have undertaken the work; but I was out of employment — —”

“The mail steamer Pernambuco — stormy interview with the Board of Directors in London — meeting with Silvestre in the garden of the Inn at Falstead — five thousand pounds down — and five thousand when I should be handed over to him — —”

He laughed good-humouredly as he noticed my almost overwhelming surprise.

“My dear fellow, to rule a country like Equinata one must possess a faculty for obtaining information. Allow me to frankly admit that I was conversant with Mr. Trevelyan’s history and of his acquaintance with ex-President Silvestre, when he made his appearance in his beautiful yacht in the harbour of La Gloria. But in telling you this I am interrupting your narrative. Pray proceed! You remarked, I think, that you were out of employment.”

“I was; and the money offered me by Silvestre was too tempting to be refused. I came, I saw you, and as you know, I conquered. I handed you over to Silvestre, as I had contracted to do, and once more secured from him his promise that, with the exception of imprisonment, no harm should befall you. It was then agreed that I should leave the island at once in the yacht for Cuba, en route for England. The money promised me for the work I had done was handed to me, and I left Silvestre.”

“But you could not have reached Cuba in the time?”

“I did not attempt to do so. A certain conversation I had with Captain Ferguson changed all my plans.”

“And the purport of that conversation?”

“It appears that Ferguson had by chance overheard the half-caste, Manuel, discussing with the negress, Palmyre, certain instructions they had received from Silvestre. Immediately the yacht returned from conveying me from Cuba it would appear that Silvestre was to set sail for Equinata, and as soon as he was out of the way you and the Señorita were to be poisoned by Palmyre.”

“Good heavens! The cowardly scoundrel!”

For the first time since I had known Fernandez I saw a look of fear pass over his face. It was not until later that I learnt that assassination by poisoning was the one thing in the world he dreaded.

“Well,” he went on when he had regained his composure, “what happened after that?”

“I arranged with Ferguson that, instead of taking me on to Cuba, he should drop me at Asturia. I was fortunate enough to secure this schooner, and hurried back in her — in the hope of effecting your release. The rest you know!”

He nodded.

“Yes,” he said, “the rest I know!”

He turned away from me almost abruptly, and stood for some moments looking down at the bubbling water under the counter. When he addressed me again it was in quite his old manner.

“We live in an extraordinary world,” he remarked. “You plot to separate me from my country and end by restoring me to it. Silvestre agrees to make your fortune and finished by placing you in a worse position than you were before. Even the Señorita yonder has found things turn out contrary to her expectations. On the night of the now famous ball at La Gloria, she was by no means satisfied, so I was given to understand, with her ball dress; yet that strange taskmaster, Force of Circumstances, has decreed that she should wear it, without intermission, longer than any festive costume ever purchased?”

“And what of yourself?”

“Ah! My case is perhaps stranger still. I began by looking upon you as my enemy and end by finding you my staunchest friend. I imagined that I had you in my power, and a few hours later found myself in yours. Silvestre bought your services for ten thousand pounds — I get them for nothing.”

If ever there was a strange voyage it was that one. The schooner herself was a very fair sea boat; that, however, was about all that could be said in her favour. It was her cabin accommodation that proved most trying. After the first attempt the Señorita declared emphatically that nothing could induce her to sleep in it again. Monsieur Maxime might say what he pleased, she declared, but her mind was made up. It was offered to the President, but he declined. As for myself, I had already tried it on the voyage from Asturia, and had no desire to repeat the experiment.

The living on board was but little better. Monsieur Maxime was wont to declare that the cook, Adolphe, was a past master of the culinary art. In this statement, I fear, he somewhat exaggerated; indeed, had I not laid in a stock of provisions before setting out, I dare not think how we should have fared.

On one occasion the Señorita had the temerity to explore his galley. She emerged with a white face and a settled determination to partake no more of his ragouts, bouillons, etc.

“Really,” she observed to me, “one scarcely knows where to go on board this wretched vessel. The cabin is too terrible, and as for that kitchen — —”

She made an expressive gesture with her hands as if to express her horror of the place in question.

The same evening I was destined to have a somewhat curious interview with the Señorita. We had partaken of our evening meal, such as it was, and had gone forward into the bows to enjoy the cooler air there. It was a perfect night, and surely no mortal man could have desired a fairer companion than I had then. We settled ourselves down comfortably, and, having obtained her permission, I lit a cigar. I do not know why I should have done so, but I could not help feeling that I was booked for a sentimental scene. Some men would doubtless have welcomed it. For myself, however, I must confess, that I dreaded it. The Señorita was dangerous always, and never more so than when inclined to be sentimental.

“Señor Trevelyan,” she began, when we had been seated some minutes, and had talked of the beauty of the evening, the freshness of the breeze and a hundred different subjects, “you of course know that there was a time when I was your avowed enemy?”

“I am afraid I must say that I do know it,” I answered, “and I should add that you were justified. No one could wonder at your distaste for me.”

“Oh, I don’t mean that,” she cried, with a little protesting movement of her hands. “For see how nobly you have behaved since. No, do not interrupt me. I want to say what is in my mind, for I know that I owe you an apology. It was all my fault. I hoped to have won you to our side.” She paused for a moment. “Unfortunately, I did not know that you were already in love!”

“Then the information the President gave her was not altogether complete,” I said to myself. And on thinking it over since I have often been struck by the omission of this one, and probably the most important factor in the whole affair. For the fact cannot be denied that had it not been for my love for Molly, and the consequent desire to make money, I should, in all probability, not have embarked upon the matter at all.

“Señorita,” I returned, “I fear I stand before you in an altogether despicable light, so far as my time in Equinata is concerned. The pitiful part of the whole business is that, had it to be gone over again, I should probably act as I have done. However, I have shot my bolt, and, though I managed to hit the bull’s-eye, that is to say, I succeeded in capturing the President, I have failed to receive the prize. Let that be my punishment.”

“But you mustn’t talk of punishment,” she cried. “You are mistaking my meaning. Do you think that I am here to reproach you? No, no, far from that! What I want to suggest is that you should permit us to show our gratitude. Had it not been for you Equinata would never have seen General Fernandez again, and I should not be here with you now. How grateful the President is you can see for yourself. Why should you not stay in Equinata? It is destined to be a great country. There are always opportunities for the man who can seize them. You are that man. Why not try? Would my help count for nothing?”

As she said this she drew a little closer to me. The perfume of her hair was as intoxicating as the finest wine.

“Think! think!” she continued. “Fernandez cannot rule for ever. He might not last a year even. Then — —”

She was so close to me that her lips almost touched my face.

“Don’t you think we had better be walking aft?” I said. “Your uncle is probably wondering where we are!”


CHAPTER XV
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BETWEEN TEN AND eleven o’clock on one never-to-be-forgotten evening, the La Belle Josephine sailed into the harbour of La Gloria, and dropped her anchor a short distance from the old coal hulk. Who that witnessed the arrival of that tiny craft imagined the important part she had played in the destiny of that small but exceedingly excitable Republic? For my part I know that as I stood on deck and watched Monsieur Maxime take her in between the heads, and scientifically bring her to her anchorage, I found myself experiencing a series of emotions, the like of which I have never before known. The President stood on my right, the Señorita on my left, and as we watched the twinkling lights ashore, I fancy all three of us recalled the eventful morning when we had said good-bye to the town under such very different circumstances. Our arrival had evidently been signalled from the forts, for we had scarcely dropped our anchor before a hail from the bows announced the fact that the harbour-master’s boat was approaching.

Most men, I suppose, have at some time of their lives a touch of the theatrical. For myself at that moment I was distinctly desirous of giving a dramatic turn to the situation. The plot of my drama is an exciting one. The President of the Republic is missing; the supposed villain is believed to have abducted him. Time goes by. A mysterious vessel enters the harbour at the dead of night, when, to the amazement of every one, the missing President is found to be on board, and the man who has saved him, and has brought him back to the nation he loves so well, turns out to be the very individual who is supposed to have wrought his ruin. What situation could have been more thrilling? I had already walked a short distance along the deck, but as soon as I recognized in the boat coming alongside the pompous little official who had boarded the yacht with so much ceremony on the occasion of my first appearance in the country, I changed my mind, and hastened back to the President!

“What does your Excellency desire?” I inquired. “Would you prefer the news of your return to reach the city at once, or would you rather that it should be announced in the morning?”

“It is immaterial to me,” he replied. Then he added quickly, “No! No! On the contrary, it is most material. There is a considerable amount of business to be transacted first!”

I could guess what was passing in his mind.

“Yes, to-morrow morning would certainly be better,” he continued reflectively.

“In that case,” I replied, “it would be as well for you to retire with the Señorita to the cabin. From what I know of our friends who are now coming aboard, the secret of your arrival would not be a secret many minutes after they got ashore.”

“You are still in command, Señor Trevelyan,” the President returned, with one of his short laughs. “Permit me, Dolores, to escort you to the saloon. I trust that you will not keep us there longer than you can help.”

“If you will permit me I shall join you there myself as soon as I have given instructions to Monsieur Maxime,” I replied. “For several reasons I have no desire to be recognized in Equinata at present.”

Having seen them depart to the miserable little hole aft, I went forward to Monsieur Maxime, and gave him his orders in a low voice. After that I rejoined my friends. From what we could hear of the conversation that followed, the port officials were in by no means good tempers, and poor Maxime was roundly taken to task for putting in an appearance at such an hour, for giving them the trouble of boarding his vessel, and, it would appear, for his remissness in having no cases of infectious disease on board. After about a quarter of an hour the officials departed as they had come, that is to say, grumbling. When the sound of their oars had died away we left the cabin.

“Now the question to be decided is how to get ashore without attracting attention,” said Fernandez. “If they recognize me in the streets, the news will be all over the city by breakfast-time.”

“Maxime must put us ashore further down the bay,” I replied. “If we are discovered we shall then only run the risk of being taken for smugglers.”

I had heard Fernandez boast of the completeness and efficiency of his coastguard service. This was certainly a good opportunity of putting it to the test.

Fernandez agreed to the arrangement, and, as soon as all was quiet ashore, we began our preparations for leaving the schooner. A boat was lowered, and four of Monsieur Maxime’s ebony crew took their places in her. Then we bade the owner good-night, ordered him to call at the palace on the morrow for his reward, and in our turn descended to the boat.

It was an exquisite night, and so still that we could distinctly hear the ripple of the waves upon the beach, more than half-a-mile away. Carrying out the plan we had arranged we did not make for the shore near the city, but steered a course more to the south, in the direction of the little fishing village where we had captured the President. At last the boat’s nose touched the shore, and the men leapt out and pulled her out of the water on to the beach. I landed, and gave my hand to the Señorita, who sprang nimbly ashore; the President followed.

“Welcome back to Equinata, your Excellency,” I said, with a bow.

For once his composure deserted him. He did not answer me, but turning his back upon us, walked for a short distance along the beach. When he rejoined us he was himself again. In the meantime I had ordered the men to take the boat back to the schooner, and had promised them that a liberal reward should be sent them in the morning. After that we took council together as to how we should reach the city. It would be impossible for the Señorita to walk so far in the shoes she was then wearing; there was also the risk of the President and Señorita being recognized to be considered. We were still discussing this momentous question when a noise behind us attracted our attention. We immediately turned to find three men hastening towards us. They wore the uniform of the Equinata Coastguard Service, and the individual in the centre was plainly an officer.

“Confound them,” I muttered to myself, “they’re smarter than I imagined. If I’m not mistaken, this will upset our plans, and the President’s arrival will be known after all.”

This was not the case, however. Their appearance was destined to prove a blessing in disguise.

“What brings you ashore, señors, at such an hour?” the officer inquired, addressing me. “And what boat was it that landed you?”

I was about to invent some story, but the President, with his customary quickness, had grasped the situation, and was prepared to make capital out of it.

“A word with you in private, señor,” he said, addressing the officer before him. “I fancy I can satisfy you as to our honesty.”

The other threw a glance at the Señorita, bowed, and acquiesced. They walked a few paces together, and though I could hear the President’s voice, I could not catch anything of what he said. Their conversation lasted something like five minutes, after which they rejoined us.

“Our friend here,” said Fernandez, “quite understands the situation, and has kindly offered to arrange matters for us.”

The officer bowed with ceremonious respect to the Señorita. Then to me he said, with a pomposity that was almost ludicrous — 

“Señor, Equinata thanks you for the service you have rendered her.”

Then, having invited us to follow him, and bidding his men continue their patrol, he led us across the beach by a rough footpath to the high road above.

“If your Excellency will do me the honour to wait here,” he said, “I will hasten to the house of my friend, Señor Rodriguez Cardaja, and obtain from him the loan of a carriage in which to convey you to the palace.”

“We will await your return,” answered the President. “I may, of course, rely upon your impressing the necessity of silence upon Señor Cardaja?”

“He will be as silent as the grave, Excellency,” the other returned, and added somewhat inconsequently, “we are old friends!”

Then, begging us to excuse him, he hastened on his errand.

“I trust he will not be long obtaining the carriage,” said Fernandez, offering me a cigar, and lighting one himself. “As I said a short time ago, I have a large amount of business to get through before daylight. Dolores, my dear, I fancy you will not be sorry to exchange that dress for another.”

“If you knew how I hate it,” she replied passionately, “and yet—” she stopped suddenly, and I fancied that she shivered. “Oh, how glad I am to be back!”

A long silence fell upon us, which was eventually broken by the sound of carriage-wheels. A few moments later a lumbering vehicle made its appearance round the side of the hill. To our surprise it was driven by the lieutenant himself. He explained that he had not brought his friend’s coachman, having regard to the desire for secrecy expressed by the President. He would himself drive us into the Capital, and return the carriage to his friend afterwards. Then we took our places in it and set off. During the journey the officer informed us of all that had transpired in the country during our absence. General Sagana, it appeared, had assumed the office of President — much against his will — while Hermaños and his band of patriots boldly announced the return of Silvestre to power.

“Hermaños and I must discuss the matter together,” said the President quietly, and I fancied I could see the smile upon his face as he said it.

In something under half-an-hour we reached the palace. We descended from the vehicle at a side door, thanked the lieutenant for the services he had rendered us, and then watched him drive off on his return journey. So far matters had prospered excellently; but I am prepared to admit that I did not quite see what was going to happen next. Fernandez, however, seemed to have made up his mind. Taking a bunch of keys from his pocket, as calmly as if he were only returning after a short stroll, he approached the door and opened it. A small gas-jet illumined the vestibule. We entered and softly closed the door after us. From the vestibule we passed into a narrow passage, which in its turn communicated with the great hall and the State apartments. Surely never had the ruler of a country returned to his palace in a more unostentatious fashion. We made our way through the great glass doors into the magnificent entrance hall, between the lines of statuary, and finally entered the President’s private study. So far our presence in the house had not been discovered. General Sagana, his wife and daughters, their aides-de-camp and secretaries, to say nothing of the household, were all in bed and doubtless asleep.

“I wonder if the Gas Company, which, by the way, my dear Trevelyan, is capitalized almost exclusively by Englishmen, realizes what an important part it is playing in the history of Equinata,” Fernandez remarked, as he applied a match to one of the jets. “Now, if you have no objection, we will proceed to business. It would be a pity to disturb the family of Sagana; they will know everything in due course. Dolores, you may remember that there is an excellent sofa in your boudoir. Permit me to conduct you thither!”

Before replying she looked at me, and there was something in her glance that I was at a loss to understand. She was tired, draggled, and altogether different to her real self, and, strange to say, there was also a curious hunted look in her eyes for which I could not account. She seemed to be appealing to me, and yet I was not conscious of any reason why she should do so. However, she rose and went away with the President, leaving me alone in the room.

It was a fine apartment, hung with the portraits of many past Presidents. I looked from one to the other, as if in the hope of gathering information from them. But they only regarded me with stony indifference, as if the fate of Equinata was a thing in which they no longer took any interest.

It would be difficult to express in words my feelings at that moment. As a matter of fact, I knew that I was between two fires. I had gone out of my way to save Fernandez; at the same time, unless I allowed him to reward me, which I was determined not to do, I had lost all I possessed (for I was resolved not to keep the first five thousand pounds of Silvestre’s money) in the world. I must begin life over again, in which case my marriage with Molly was as far off as ever. I was aware of Fernandez’ friendship, so far as I was concerned, yet I knew him well enough to feel sure that he would repay old scores against Hermaños and his other enemies. That being so, could I stand by and let them be punished, when, but for me, they would have escaped scot-free. It was not a cheerful outlook for any of us.

A few minutes later Fernandez returned.

“Now to business,” he said. “Do me the favour of seating yourself at that writing-table.”

I did so, wondering, and he placed a sheet of notepaper before me.

“I want you to write to Señor Hermaños, asking him to come to the palace with all haste. Tell him that the rightful President has returned, and at the same time request him to bring his friends with him to welcome him!”

“One moment,” I said. “Before I do that I must know your intentions. I am going to speak plainly, General Fernandez! You must remember that I have already had experience of the manner in which Presidents of Equinata deal with their rivals.”

He was not in the least put out by my candour. On the contrary, he laughed good-humouredly.

“You need not be afraid,” he said. “I am not going to harm them. As a matter of fact I intend making them very good friends — not for to-day, but for all time. What assurance can I give you?”

I could not see that there was any. What was more, I could not see how my refusal to write the letter could save Hermaños, if Fernandez were determined to be revenged on him. I accordingly took up my pen and did as he requested. When I had finished, he read the letter carefully, possibly to make sure that I had not said anything in it that might serve as a warning to the conspirators. Would his ruse succeed? Would Hermaños fall into such a very simple trap? The mere fact that Silvestre had not written it himself would surely make him suspicious. Fernandez, however, evidently thought otherwise. When I had addressed the envelope he placed the letter inside, and then, begging me to excuse him once more, left the room. When he returned a quarter of an hour later, he informed me that he had dispatched the letter by a trustworthy messenger.

“You should have seen the worthy Antoine’s face when I woke him,” he said. “He thought he was looking at a ghost. In an hour or so our friends should be here.”

To while away the time of waiting we made a raid upon the palace larder, carried the spoil we obtained there to the smaller dining-room, where presently the curious spectacle might have been observed of a lady in a sadly-dilapidated ball-dress, the President of the Republic of Equinata, and your humble servant, demolishing cold chicken with considerable gusto.

Our meal was barely finished before the door opened and a little grey-haired man entered the room. He was Antoine, the old major-domo of the household, who had served more Presidents than any other official in Equinata.

“Well, Antoine, what is it?” the President inquired.

“They are coming, your Excellency,” said the little man.

“And they do not suspect?”

“No, Excellency,” the other replied. “I told Señor Hermaños that if he desired to be the first to welcome President Silvestre, he must make haste.”

“Excellent! Immediately they arrive, meet them yourself, and conduct them to the small audience chamber. I will receive them there!”

Half-an-hour or so later, and just as we had finished our second bottle of champagne, Antoine again made his appearance to inform us that Hermaños and his companions had arrived and were awaiting an interview in the room above mentioned. I saw Fernandez’ mouth twitch and then set firm; there was also an ominous twinkle in his eyes as he said — 

“Come with me, my friend, and we will interview them.”

“You will remember the promise you have given me?” I said, laying my hand upon his arm.

“You will find that I shall keep it,” he replied curtly.

I followed him from the room along the hall to a door on the right, at which Antoine was waiting.

“Have my instructions concerning the guard been obeyed?” he asked in a low voice before he turned the handle.

“They have, Excellency,” Antoine replied.

Then we passed into the room.

If I live to be a hundred I shall not forget the scene that followed. Hermaños was standing on the opposite side of the room, and grouped about him were three men whom, to the best of my knowledge, I had never seen before. It is possible they might have been Hermaños’ assistants on that memorable night when we had secured the President, but as they then wore masks I cannot speak on that point with any degree of certainty.

The light in the room was not particularly good, and for a moment I thought that Hermaños did not realize who it was that entered the room. Had he done so he would scarcely have taken those two or three quick steps forward. When he grasped the situation his surprise was overwhelming.

“Fernandez?” I heard him mutter, as if he were thunderstruck.

His companions also seemed taken aback.

“Ah, my dear Hermaños,” said the President genially, “and so we meet again. Gentlemen, I am delighted to find you here to welcome me.”

“We’ve been tricked,” cried Hermaños hoarsely. Then fixing his eyes on me, he continued, “So you’ve turned traitor, after all, señor? I congratulate you on the facility with which you change sides.”

“Pardon me,” interposed the President, “but I cannot permit you to insult my friend. I owe more to Señor Trevelyan than I can say, and when you have heard the story I have to tell, I fancy you, and Equinata with you, will regard his behaviour in the light that I do. But before we say anything about that, let us endeavour to come to an understanding of our relative positions.”

He paused for a moment to allow his audience to appreciate his words.

Then he went on — 

“I cannot forget that you, Hermaños, are one of the gentlemen to whom I owe my abduction. The complicity of your companions I have yet to discover. Now for such an offence what is the punishment to be? My only desire is to be just.”

I felt really sorry for Hermaños at that moment. He was familiar with the form that Fernandez’ justice usually took.

“Come, come, my friend, why do you not answer me?” said the President banteringly. “You know how Silvestre would have acted under similar circumstances. What am I to do? Shall I call in the guard, have you arrested, and shot at sunrise, or shall I let you go free? You know my reputation, I think, and surely even a President should live up to that?”

“We are in your power and cannot help ourselves,” the unfortunate Hermaños replied.

“I am very much afraid you cannot,” the President returned. “You should have thought of that, however, before you took to kidnapping the head of your country. You were never a man, Hermaños, who could make up his mind!”

Once more the President paused, and looked from one to the other of the wretched men before him.

“Don’t play with us,” cried one of the others. “If you have made up your mind to shoot us, do so, but don’t keep us in suspense.”

“Forgive me, it was remiss of me,” Fernandez replied with dangerous politeness. “Antoine.”

The door was opened immediately, and the major-domo appeared.

“Call up the Guards,” said the President.

Antoine disappeared, to return a few moments later with the officer of the Guard and his men.

“Take these gentlemen to the cartel,” said the President, “and stand guard over them until daylight. I will send you word within an hour as to what you are to do with them. In the meantime I hold you responsible for their safety.”

I was altogether unprepared for this move. Was Fernandez about to break his promise to me? It certainly looked very much like it. I was on the point of expostulating, when the door opened and the Señorita entered hurriedly. She glanced from one to the other of us with a frightened expression upon her face. Then she turned to Fernandez.

“What is the meaning of this?” she asked, holding out her hands to him as if in supplication.

“Forgive me, my dear, but I think it would be better if you leave us,” the President replied. “I shall be very happy to give you full particulars later.”

“No, no,” she cried. “Señor Hermaños, you helped to bring this trouble upon us, and — ah! I see it all. Why are you here at this hour, and what is the meaning of the Guard?” Then turning to the President she continued, “Oh, sir, are we never to be free from this sort of thing? Is it impossible for us all to be friends?”

“It certainly seems difficult,” Fernandez replied. “Thanks to Señor Hermaños and his friends, I have passed through an extremely dangerous and unpleasant crisis. Had matters gone as they intended they should do, by this time I should have been in my grave. Fortune favoured me, however, and now I have returned to my own. Who can blame me if I repay those who would have worked my ruin?”

Turning to the captain of the Guard, he bade him remove his prisoners. On hearing this the Señorita completely broke down. She fell on her knees at the President’s feet and implored him to forgive. Whether it was a mere matter of acting and had all been previously arranged, as I am sometimes tempted to believe, or whether it was genuine, I am not in a position to say. Whatever else it may have been, however, it was at least effective. Then I saw my opportunity and took advantage of it.

“Your Excellency must forgive me if I interfere,” I said. “There seems one point, however, that has escaped your attention. If Señor Hermaños and his companions are to be held guilty for your abduction, it is only fit and proper that I, who was the leading spirit in it, should take my place with them. If they are to be shot then I must share their fate.”

My decision seemed to stagger them. He looked from me to them and then back again. Then he laughed outright, but I could not help thinking that his merriment lacked sincerity.

“You are certainly an extraordinary man, my dear Trevelyan. You abduct me and then save my life. You rejoice at being friends with me again and then ask me to shoot you. It seems to me, Hermaños, that you are fortunate in your advocates. The Señorita, to whom I can deny nothing, pleads for you; Señor Trevelyan, to whom I owe my life, refuses to let you die unless he dies too. I should be more than human to resist!” Then, waving his hand to the captain of the Guard, who had been watching us with a puzzled expression upon his face, he continued, “Well, well, since it must be, let it be so! You can leave us.”

The captain retired with his men, and a somewhat awkward silence fell upon us. There was still a look of pleading upon the Señorita’s face. The President, however, seemed thoughtful. It was evident that he had no desire to forego his vengeance. He paced the room for a few minutes, while we watched him with anxious faces. Heaven alone knows what Hermaños and his friends were thinking of, but I know very well what I thought, and I can assure you, my dear reader, I was far from happy. At last he stopped, and, after a momentary pause, faced Hermaños.

“Hermaños,” he said, “you threw in your lot with my enemies, and you could not blame me if I made you answer for so doing. I certainly intended to do so; but I suppose we are none of us infallible, and with such pleading in your favour, I have nothing left me but to surrender. From this moment you are free. I give you your lives, gentlemen! Is it possible, since Silvestre is dead, for you to give me your allegiance? Now, shall we shake hands, endeavour to forget the past, and live only to promote the happiness of the country, for which we have risked so much?”

One by one they advanced and solemnly shook Fernandez by the hand. Then, at a signal from the President, Antoine left the room, to appear a moment later with a tray of glasses and two bottles of champagne.

“Gentlemen,” cried Fernandez, holding his glass aloft, “I give you the toast, ‘Peace and prosperity to the fair State of Equinata.’”

When they had departed, Fernandez turned to me with a queer smile upon his face.

“I don’t think they will trouble us again,” he said.

I did not reply! What I was thinking was that I would have given something to have heard their conversation as they crossed the Square!


CHAPTER XVI
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STRANGE TO SAY, the populace of La Gloria did not appear to trouble themselves very much, either one way or the other, concerning their President’s re-appearance. The officials, however, were, as behoved them, considerably more demonstrative. They were well acquainted with Fernandez’ temper, and, like sagacious mortals, realized that it would be wiser for them to allow him to suppose that, whatever their own private opinions might be, they desired no better leader than himself. With Hermaños, and his fellow-conspirators, he was not likely, as he observed, to have very much trouble. They professed to have seen the error of their ways, and were as enthusiastic in Fernandez’ praise as they had hitherto been in his detriment. As for my own part in this singular business I allowed Fernandez to tell the story in his own fashion. This he did, to such good purpose that in a very short time I found myself the hero of La Gloria, an honour with which I could very well have dispensed. Monsieur Maxime and his crew were most liberally rewarded by the President, as were Matthews and his fellow-sailor. They remained in Equinata for a short time, but what became of them later I cannot say.

“My dear Trevelyan,” said Fernandez to me one morning, “I really intend that we should have a serious talk together. Now you know that whenever I have broached the subject of a recompense to you for the trouble you have taken, you have invariably put me off with some excuse or another, but I will be denied no longer. Forgive me if I say I am well acquainted with the state of your finances.”

“It is not a fine prospect, is it?” I said, with a laugh.

“If you had stood by Silvestre and had left me to my fate, you would have been a comparatively rich man. And even if you did turn the tables upon Silvestre, why were you so quixotic as to hand him back the money?”

“I think you can guess,” I answered. “If you can’t, I am afraid I must leave you to work the problem out.”

“And if you would not take his money, why should you be equally particular in my case? It is only fair that I should recompense you for the inestimable service you have rendered me.”

“I am afraid that it is impossible,” I answered, for, as I have already said, I had long since made up my mind upon this subject.

Fernandez endeavoured to press me, but I remained adamant. Nothing he could do or say would induce me to change my mind. I knew that it was only by adhering to my resolution that I could salve my conscience. I had still sufficient money of my own left to pay for my passage to England.

Important as the capital of Equinata may appear in the eyes of its inhabitants, it is, nevertheless, scarcely so prominent in the maritime world as certain other places I could mention on the South American coast. It was true I could wait for the monthly mail-steamer which would connect with a branch line at La Guayra, or I might take one of the small trading-boats and proceed along the coast until I could find a vessel bound for Europe. But having had sufficient of trading schooners in La Belle Josephine to last me a lifetime, I eventually made up my mind to await the coming of the mail-boat, which, if all went well, would put in an appearance in a fortnight’s time.

During that fortnight I was permitted a further opportunity of studying the character of the Señorita under another aspect. Since her return to La Gloria she seemed to have undergone a complete change. Her temper was scarcely alike for two days at a time. She was capricious, wilful, easily made angry; then she would veer round, and be tender, repentant and so anxious to please, that it was impossible to be vexed with her.

“The President will miss you very much when you leave us,” she said to me on the evening before my departure, as we stood together on the marble terrace overlooking the palace gardens.

It was a lovely night, and the air was filled with the scent of the orange blossom. I do not think my companion had ever looked more beautiful than she did at that moment. Indeed her beauty seemed to me to be almost unearthly.

“I fancy every one likes to feel that he or she will be missed,” I answered. “You may be sure I shall often think of Equinata. Perhaps some day I may be able to return.”

“Who knows where we shall be then?” she replied gloomily.

“What do you mean?” I asked in a tone of surprise. “You will, of course, be here, leading the Social Life of Equinata as you do now!”

“I am afraid that even now you do not realize how quickly affairs change in South America,” she replied. “Some one else may manage to catch the Public Fancy, there will be a Revolution and we shall go out of power — perhaps to our graves!”

“I cannot believe that. In any case your uncle would take care your safety is assured!”

She gave a little impatient tap with her foot upon the stones.

“Of course he would protect me if he could,” she answered, “but he might not be able to do anything. Had you not come to our rescue on that island, what use would his protection have been to me? How do I know that we may not be situated like that again? Oh, I am tired of this life — tired — tired!”

Almost before I knew what had happened she was leaning on the balustrading, sobbing as if her heart would break. I was so taken by surprise, that for a moment I did not know what to say, or do, to comfort her. Then I went forward and placed my hand gently upon her shoulder.

“Señorita,” I said, “is there anything I can do to help you?”

“No, no,” she answered. “You can do nothing! Leave me to my misery. Does it matter to you, or to any one, what becomes of me?”

“It must matter a good deal to your friends,” I replied.

“Friends?” she cried, facing me once more and speaking with a scorn impossible to describe. “I have no friends. The women hate and fear me, the men cringe to me because of my influence with the President. Even he may grow tired of me before long, and then — —”

I allowed this speech to pass uncommented on. At the same time I wished the President would make his appearance and put an end to what was becoming a rather dangerous tête-à-tête. When she spoke again it was in a fierce whisper.

“Do you remember that night when we stood together in the balcony of the Opera House, and talked of ambition and of what a man might rise to? Señor Trevelyan, I tell you this, if I loved a man I could help him to rise to anything. Do you hear me? To anything!”

There was only one way to treat the matter, and before I answered her I knew perfectly well what the result would be.

“Enviable man!” was all I said.

She drew herself up to her full height. Then, turning on her heel, she made her way swiftly towards the house. My silly compliment had succeeded where expostulation or reserve would have failed.

Next morning the mail-boat which was to carry me away from Equinata made her appearance in the harbour. She was to sail at midday, and up to eleven o’clock I had seen nothing of the Señorita. About ten minutes before I left the palace, however, she made her appearance in the President’s study. Her face was somewhat paler than usual, and though she endeavoured to lead me to suppose that she had forgotten our conversation on the previous evening, I could see that the memory of it still weighed heavily upon her. The President had declared his intention of personally escorting me on board the steamer, and at the last moment, not a little to my surprise, the Señorita decided to accompany him. We accordingly set off, and in due course reached the vessel, a miserable packet of some six hundred tons, whose captain, on hearing of our arrival, hastened forward to receive his distinguished guests. After he had paid his respects he offered to show the Señorita the saloon, and thus gave me a few minutes alone with the President.

“It is needless for me to say how sorry I am that you are going,” said the latter. “I wish I could have persuaded you to stay with us. But I suppose you know your own business best. Remember this, however! Should you ever need a friend, there is one in La Gloria to whom you can always turn!”

I thanked him and promised that I would not forget, and then the Señorita rejoined us. We had only time to exchange a few words before the whistle sounded for strangers to leave the ship.

“Good-bye,” said the President, giving me his hand. “Think sometimes of Equinata.”

“You may be sure I shall do that,” I answered, with a glance at the white town ashore.

Then the Señorita in her turn held out her little hand. I took it, and as I did so looked into her eyes.

“Good-bye,” she said, and in a low voice added:— “May the Saints protect you.”

Then she followed the President to the gangway. A quarter of an hour later we were steaming between the Heads, and in half-an-hour La Gloria was out of sight.


CHAPTER XVII
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IT WAS A cold and foggy day in November when the steamer which I had boarded in Barbadoes reached the Thames. I had been absent from England more than four months, and the veriest glutton for excitement could not have desired more than had fallen to my lot.

Having bade my fellow-passengers good-bye, I caught the first available train to town only to discover, when I reached Fenchurch Street, that I should have some considerable time to wait at Waterloo before I could get on to Salisbury. I accordingly cast about me for a way of employing my time. This resolved itself in a decision to call upon my old friend, Mr. Winzor, in order to obtain from him the letter I had entrusted to his charge. As I made my way along the crowded streets I could not help contrasting them to the sun-bathed thoroughfares of La Gloria. In my mind’s eye I could see again the happy-go-lucky cafés on the tree-shaded pavement, the white houses with their green shutters; and, behind the city, the mountains towering up, peak after peak, into the azure sky.

At last I turned into the street I remembered so well, and approached the office of my old friend. I ascended the steps and pushed open the glass door. Somewhat to my surprise a strange clerk accosted me. When I inquired for Mr. Winzor, the surprised look upon the youth’s face told me that something unusual had happened.

“Don’t you know that he is dead?” he inquired.

“Dead?” I cried, in genuine consternation. “Good heavens! you don’t mean that!”

“He died more than six weeks ago,” the young man replied. “He had some papers to sign in that room, and when his chief clerk went in to get them he found the old gentleman stone dead.”

I was more distressed than I could say at this news. The little lawyer had been a kindly friend to me, and also to my mother.

Thanking the clerk for his information I left the office and made my way to Waterloo. There I took the train to Salisbury, and, on arrival at the cathedral city, set out for Falstead.

At this last stage of my story I will not weary you with a long description of my home coming. Let it suffice that I at last reached the village and found myself approaching the house of my childhood. The tiny gate had scarcely closed behind me when the front-door opened and my mother hastened to greet me.

When we reached her little drawing-room I questioned her concerning Molly.

“I expect her every moment,” said my mother.

As she spoke the click of the gate caused me to go to the window with all speed.

Shall I describe what followed? Would it interest you to know how Molly and I greeted each other? I think not. I will inform you, however, that I was more than repaid for all I had been through by the way in which I was received.

Later in the evening we went for a walk together.

“Dick, dear,” said my sweetheart, “you have not told me how your venture prospered.”

This was the question I had been dreading.

“It has not prospered at all,” I said. “The fact is, I have made nothing out of it. I am ashamed to say so, but I am poorer than when I left England four months ago.”

To my surprise she received my information with perfect equanimity.

“But I am afraid you don’t understand what it means to me, darling,” I said. “And, before we go any further, I am going to tell you the whole story. Though it may make you think differently of me, I feel that I should let you know all.”

I thereupon set to work and told her everything, from the moment of my first meeting with Silvestre on board the Pernambuco to my return to Falstead that evening. I finished with the information that there was still upwards of five thousand pounds of Silvestre’s money to my credit in the Salisbury bank. I told her that it was my intention not to keep a halfpenny of it, but to send it anonymously to a London hospital.

“And I think you would be right, Dick,” the sweet girl answered. “Do not keep it. It would only bring us bad luck. And now, what about our marriage?”

I shook my head.

“I fear, dear, we shall have to go on waiting,” I said. “I must try and get another berth, but whether or not I shall be able to do so Heaven only knows.”

“Dick, dear,” she said, slipping her arm through mine as she spoke, “I cannot keep the secret from you any longer. I ought to have told you before.”

“And what is this wonderful secret?” I inquired.

“I doubt whether I look it, Dick, but I am a very rich woman.”

“A rich woman!” I cried incredulously. “What do you mean by that?”

For the moment I thought she was joking, but one glance at her face showed me that she was serious.

“I mean what I say,” she answered. “I am a very rich woman. When poor old Mr. Winzor died he left me all his fortune — nearly forty thousand pounds.”

I could scarcely contain my astonishment.

“Was it not good of him?” she continued. “Forty thousand pounds at three per cent. is twelve hundred pounds a year, is it not?”

Even then I was too much surprised by her information to be able to realize the change that had taken place in Molly’s position.

“Are you not glad, dear?” she said at last.

“Yes, yes,” I replied, “but I cannot quite understand it yet. It seems too good to be true.”

“We shall be able to do so much with it,” she said, drawing closer to me and lifting her sweet face to mine.

“I am luckier than I deserve to be,” I answered.

And doubtless, my dear reader, you will say it was the truth.



Molly and I have been married five years. We have a boy of three, and a baby girl who promises to be the manager of her mother. We lead a very quiet life in a house we have built for ourselves on the outskirts of Falstead. There is not a happier man in the world than I am, nor has any man a sweeter wife. So far I have not returned to Equinata. As a matter of fact I do not suppose that I shall ever do so, for grievous changes have occurred there. As all the world is aware, Fernandez was assassinated while reviewing his troops on the Grand Plaza, two years after I left, while Sagana met with the same untimely fate a year later. Immediately on hearing the news I made inquiries as to the whereabouts of the Señorita, only to hear that she had fled the country and had entered a convent in the neighbourhood of Rio.

Perhaps she is happier there!

THE END
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PART I


CHAPTER I
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THEY REPRESENTED TWO distinct types of humanity — the Englishman and the Spanish-American. Each had his own racial peculiarities, yet in one or two particulars they were curiously alike. They differed in this way. The Englishman was tall, spare, slow of speech, and modest to a degree that bordered on the absurd. The Spaniard was of medium height, somewhat fleshy, voluble in speech, and as vain as the proverbial peacock. Yet both were reckless, both were courageous, both were good fighters, and both were ready to take their own parts and to maintain them on the slightest provocation. In addition to this both were what the world calls rolling stones, and so far neither of them appeared to have gathered much moss in the course of his journey down the hillside of Life. They had been more or less acquainted for several years, but had never been anything further — friendship between them was impossible. There were several reasons to account for this — but as the narration of that will fall into its proper place there is no need for me to speak of it now.

The Englishman’s name was Anstruther — Eric Anstruther. He was the cadet of a fine old Yorkshire house, well endowed with brains but cursed with a craving for a roving life. Educated at Eton, he had sucked in all that that venerable seat of learning could teach him in the way of athletics — and but little more. His career at Oxford was rendered famous by many interviews, of a more or less painful nature, with the authorities of his college, ending, as all such things do end, in his being compelled to quit the University at remarkably short notice, much to the disgust and anger of his sorely-tried father, which anger was not lessened when the sum total of his son’s debts was placed before him. The old gentleman was the possessor of a scathing tongue, and he made use of it to some effect on this occasion.

“It seems I have been the means of bringing a fool into the world,” he remarked, as he placed the sheet of paper on his study writing-table.

To which his son respectfully replied, “We must all make mistakes at times, my dear father.”

From that moment forward both felt that the gulf between them was unbridgeable. A cheque for two hundred pounds was handed to him, and the young man was ordered to leave the house forthwith and forbidden under penalty ever to show his face there again. At first he tried South Africa — but without success; next he crossed to Chili, and to his intense delight arrived in time to assist in an abortive revolution. When that reached the conclusion that anyone with any claim to common sense might have predicted for it, he turned his attention to Brazil, to presently find himself on the verge of starvation in the streets of Rio. Brazil proving of no use to him he continued his journey north, eventually finding himself in the Republic of Colombia — one of the most remarkable places on this planet, if I may be permitted to say so. To recite its history would take too long, even if it were in keeping with this narrative, which it is not. Let it suffice, therefore, that it was once an empire second only to that of the Incas of Peru and the Aztecs of Mexico. It was captured by the Spaniards in 1537, and then it was that it received the magic name of El Dorado.

After many vicissitudes, Anstruther at last reached the capital — Bogotâ — a town of upwards of a hundred thousand inhabitants, perched on a vast plateau some eight to nine thousand feet above sea level. Here Fortune at last began to shine upon him. When, at his wits end to know what he should do to keep body and soul together, he chanced to render a signal service to a wealthy merchant of the city, who to that business added another of ranch owner. Being as hospitable as he was wealthy the latter insisted on the young Englishman accompanying him to his house, some fifteen miles from the city, and becoming his guest there until such time as he should decide what he intended doing. Nothing loth, the young man consented, and they accordingly set off. Don Miguel D’Araugo’s country residence was about as charming a home as the heart of man could desire. The lady of the house was an ideal hostess, while she was ably seconded in her endeavours by her daughter, Donna Catalina — then but little more than sixteen years of age, although, as is usually the case with Spanish-Americans, she looked at least two years older. As it soon transpired, they were great admirers of England and the English, and in consequence they offered a hearty welcome to the young man whom the father had invited to be their guest. The result must be obvious to the meanest intelligence. One cannot ride day after day with a lovely girl in the early morning, before the sun has begun to throw long shafts of light over the mountain-tops, or listen to her singing to the accompaniment of her guitar, in the cool patio, flooded by moonlight, without feeling some touch of the tenderest of all tender passions. At least, Eric Anstruther could not! By the time he had been a fortnight at the hacienda Santa Barbara he was over head and ears in love. And small wonder, for Donna Catalina was the loveliest girl, not only in Bogota, but probably in all the Republic of Colombia. As I have already said, she looked older than she really was. For one so young she possessed a matchless figure: her hands and feet were the tiniest imaginable, her hair was black as the raven’s wing, her eyes were dark and lustrous, and if, perhaps, her complexion had a tinge of olive in it — it only served to accentuate her other and more varied attractions. She was a consummate and daring horsewoman, a good shot with a rifle, and, since a fault must be found to balance so much perfection, about as ignorant a young lady, so far as book learning was concerned, as could have been discovered between Cape Horn and the Isthmus of Panama.

“What does it matter?” her father was wont to ask when his wife spoke to him on the subject. “She will learn all that is necessary for her to know in good time. She is but young yet. Later on we will take her to Europe and have her taught everything in order that she may develop into an artificial society humbug without a natural side to her character. Come, come, wife, you know as well as I do that you would not have her otherwise than she is — innocent as a lamb, honest as the blue sky above us — and better than all a loving and affectionate daughter to her parents. What more could any father wish for?”

After which harangue he would go off in search of his daughter to tell her that her mother wished to send her away to school in Europe, at which threat she would laugh, knowing that such a thing would never happen. Fate, however, is not infrequently stronger than either our beliefs or our expectations, as I shall endeavour presently to show. “Voll Weisheit sind des Schickals Fugungen,” says old Schiller, the philosopher, and I suppose we must believe him.

Just as Anstruther was debating in his own mind as to whether he was justified in remaining longer at Santa Barbara, and at the same time wondering what he should do when he left it, Don D’Araugo came to him with a proposal of such magnitude that it almost took his breath away. It appeared from what he said that the assistant manager of his great cattle farm of San Pedro, one of the largest in the Republic, had died somewhat suddenly, and he now offered Anstruther the vacant post, and at a salary which, at the time, it must be admitted, was more than commensurate with either his deserts or his experience. Situated as he was, I need not say that he hastened to accept, and with real gratitude. All he regretted was the fact that it would involve his leaving Santa Barbara, and with Santa Barbara — Catalina. — So far she had not heard the news, and it fell to his lot to have to break it to her.

It was a perfect moonlight night, and they were seated together in the patio, she with her guitar, upon which she had been playing — and he with the more prosaic cigarette between his lips. The fountain splashed musically, the silver rays of the moon just catching the jet as it reached its height and commenced to descend gracefully into the pool below. Pleased as he was at finding employment, Anstruther had nevertheless been unusually silent all the evening. Doubtless Donna Catalina found him so, for she rallied him upon it in English, which, by the way, she spoke with a barely perceptible Spanish accent. The curious phrasing of some of her sentences was a source of never-ending delight to Anstruther.

“How is it now?” she said, when they had been seated together for some time. “I think you are very sad to-night. Perhaps I have offended you, but I am innocent of knowing in what way.”

“You, Senorita?” he answered, as if with some surprise. “You could not offend me if you tried! What should make you think that I am sad? But for one thing, I am happier, I think, than I have ever been in my life before. You know that!”

“And what is that one thing?” she enquired, ignoring the last sentence. “Will you not tell me? You but yesterday said that you looked upon me as your true friend, and you promised that you would tell me all your troubles. You are now sad, and yet you will not let me know what makes you so. It is not kind. Believe me, I do not like it.”

She drew herself away from him as if her dignity were offended by his lack of candour.

“But I am not in trouble,” he answered; “at least, not in the way that you imagine. I am only sad — but what does it matter? I suppose I shall get over it.”

Her voice was very soft and low as she replied, “But it does matter. I do not like you to be sad — you are always so happy. Can you not confide in me? When my father is worried by anything he tells me all his trouble and I do my best to cheer him up. Come, I insist upon knowing what it is that has made you so cast down.”

“But you may not be pleased when you hear,” he returned. “It is more than possible that it will offend you.”

She placed her guitar upon the coping of the fountain and then turned to Anstruther; her white slender hands were clasped upon her knees.

“You said just now,” she continued,” that it was not in my power to offend you — what, therefore, if I return the compliment? You cannot offend me. There, I have said it. Now go on!”

To give himself time to think how he should break the news to her, Anstruther very slowly lit another cigarette. He began to wish that the subject had not cropped up at all. She was little more than a child, and, whatever his own feelings towards her might be, it was scarcely fair to put ideas into her head that could never by any chance be realised. He was man of the world enough to know how quickly such seeds are apt to germinate and how big a tree may spring from the smallest of beginnings. And yet, cast about him as he would, he could discover no other adequate excuse to account for the feeling of despondency which had taken possession of him. One thing, however, was quite certain, and that was the fact that she was growing every moment more and more impatient with him. She had never seen him in this mood before, and she resented it as being almost a slight to herself. Her curiosity was also piqued.

“The fact of the matter is,” he said at last, “I am unhappy because the time has come for me to bring my visit here to a close. I have been so happy that I cannot bear to think I must leave Santa Barbara and my kind friends.”

There was a look of absolute dismay upon her beautiful young face as he said this that should have been flattering to his vanity — had he possessed any. But he was not in the humour to be flattered, and he was far from being vain. That had been knocked out of him long since. He was thinking how different his life would be on that far-away cattle farm, remote from civilisation of any sort — his only companions the roughest of the rough, and his lodging the mockery of a home. And worse than all, there would be no Catalina to ride with him, to wander with him in the quaint old-world garden, or in the evening to sing tender little Spanish songs to the accompaniment of her guitar and the splashing of the fountain in the patio. It would be a change with a vengeance and, so far as he was concerned, not for the better. And yet he knew that he should be grateful for the chance it offered him of earning his livelihood.

“You are going away?” she said at last. “Ah! I see, you are tired of us. You find that existence at Santa Barbara is too quiet for you. You want to go out into the great world again, to live the life you have so often told me of. Well, I am sorry, but I suppose we cannot blame you. You have the right to do as you please. We shall all miss you very much. I think you know that — my father especially.”

There was something very near akin to a sob in her voice as she said this. It cut into Anstruther’s heart like a knife. He felt that, if he were not very careful, he should lose control over himself and say things he should regret ever after.

“I am afraid you do not quite understand,” he said hurriedly, for he began to fear that she was about to burst into tears. Remember, she was little more than a child. “When I say that I am going away I mean that I am going to San Pedro. Your kind father has offered me the assistant managership of the farm, and I am to take up my duties at once. It is a great chance for me, and I am more than grateful to him for it. At the same time, I cannot disguise the fact, even if I wanted to, that I am very sorry to leave Santa Barbara, where I have been so happy.”

“You are going to San Pedro?” she exclaimed. “But it is such a long way off! And from what I have heard from my father, it is such a rough place.”

“I am accustomed to roughing it,” Anstruther replied, with a bitter laugh. “For the last few years my life has been spent in just such places — though I am afraid the luxury I have known here will make it rather strange and a little unwelcome at first. However, I have no doubt I shall soon shake down and look back on the last few weeks as being part of some beautiful dream that was too good to last.”

He paused for a moment. His heart was beating wildly within him, and the words which he knew he had no right to utter trembled on the tip of his tongue. She looked so beautiful, lying back in her long cane chair, that the temptation to tell her of his love was increased a hundredfold. Never in his life, and he had met many beautiful women in his perambulation of the world, had he seen one who could compare with her — and if she were so beautiful now, what would she be in two or three years’ time? Then came the bitter thought — all the more bitter perhaps because he was only too well aware that he was powerless to prevent it — that some other and more eligible suitor might win her hand. For probably the first time since he had been turned out of the old Yorkshire home he regretted the folly which had brought that disastrous event about.

“Senorita,” he said at last, leaning a little nearer her and speaking in a voice which trembled with emotion, “when I am gone you will think of me sometimes? We have been very happy together.”

“Of course I shall think of you — and often,” was her reply. It was evident that she did not catch his real meaning. “I shall do so every day. You will find, when you come back from San Pedro, that I have not forgotten you. How could I?” — 

There was an ocean of flattery in that last query, and he took it to his heart and hugged it close to comfort himself. The mere remembrance of it was destined to warm his blood through many a long day and dreary night when on the plains with the cattle. It was evident now, for the time being at least, he had forgotten that he was only her father’s servant — a grade above the ordinary Llaneros, or cattle men — it is true — but not so very far removed after all. He heaved a heavy sigh — which the girl misinterpreted, as it was only natural that she should do. She thought he sighed because he was so lonely in the world. It was a curious circumstance, but nevertheless a fact that he had never spoken to her of his home-life.

“Have you no one who cares for you?” she asked, with gentle sympathy, after the silence which followed her last speech.

“Not a soul,” he replied. “My mother died when I was a boy — my father would rather kill himself than recognise me, and my only brother follows his example. No! I am quite alone in the world. It may seem selfish to say so, but that is why I value your sympathy so highly, and also why I have been so happy here. You, in your peaceful home-life — surrounded by all that love can bestow, can have no idea how desolate I am. And the most galling part of it all is the knowledge that I have only myself to thank for it. But I don’t know why I am talking like this. I’m like a hysterical schoolgirl.”

“You’re nothing of the kind,” she answered indignantly, “ — and oh, I’m so sorry for you. But I cannot help wishing that you were not going to San Pedro. It is such a long way away, and there is no one there who will be a companion to you.”

“There is the manager, Senor Bartolomé Quintana,” said Anstruther.

“You will not like him, I am sure of that,” she answered decisively. “I cannot bear him — though my father considers him a very clever man. He frightens me every time I look at him — with his coal-black eyes that seem to pierce one through and through. There have been some terrible stories told of him and his brutality to the peones — but my father declares that they are not true; that they have been invented by his enemies in order to discredit him in his eyes. But I am not so sure of that. I believe him to be capable of anything. I pray of you, whatever else you do, not to quarrel with him. Your life would be unbearable if you did. He would never forget, and he would never forgive.”

“I am not likely to quarrel with him,” Anstruther replied. “In the first place, I shall be his subordinate, and in the second I am not of a quarrelsome nature. I have no doubt we shall manage to hit it off together somehow.”

“I pray that you may,” said she, with great earnestness, “for I confess to you that I myself more afraid of him than I am of any other living man.”

“I trust you are not afraid of me,” laughed Anstruther. “But there, perhaps you do not consider me a very terrible person.”

“I am not going to tell you what I think of you,” she answered. “But I do want you to take the warning I have given you seriously to heart — for, believe me, it is not an idle one.”

“I will promise to do so,” he returned gravely. “And I thank you for giving it to me. As our English proverb has it, ‘Fore-warned is forearmed.’ I will do my best to get on amicably with the worthy Senor Quintana, if only to earn your good opinion.”

At that moment her mother entered the patio with the news that it was bed-time. Their tête-à-tête was at an end.

Next day Don Miguel and Anstruther had a long and confidential chat together concerning the young man’s new employment. He gave the latter a variety of good advice, and at last touched upon the subject concerning which his daughter had spoken to Anstruther on the previous evening — namely, his association with the manager of the ranch, Senor Bartolomé Quintana.

“I don’t disguise from you the fact that he is a somewhat difficult person to get on with,” he observed. “But, after all, the Devil is not as black as he’s painted — nor do I believe Quintana to be. As you will soon discover for yourself, he has a rough and turbulent crew to control, and at times it is vitally necessary that he should rule them with a rod of iron. I must confess that there have been occasions when I have not altogether approved of his methods — but I have been wise enough not to interfere so long as it did not go too far. With your experience of the world you must know that no good ever comes by backing the fo’c’sle against the after-guard. I hope, for both your sakes, you will be able to manage to get on well together, and I will pay you the compliment of saying that I feel sure it will not be your fault if you do not.”

Eric thanked him for this expression of his good opinion, which he was determined he would do his best to deserve. Next morning he prepared to depart. He bade his host and hostess farewell, and thanked them from the bottom of his heart for the kindness they had shown him. But Donna Catalina was not present to bid him “Godspeed,” and her absence puzzled him considerably. Why did she wish to avoid him? Had he offended her on the previous night, or was she so sorry at his going that she did not feel equal to saying “Good-bye?” He did not know what to think of it. It was not like her to treat him in this fashion. Though he felt hurt, he did his best not to show it.

“Will you bid the Senorita ‘good-bye’ for me?” he said to his hostess, “ — and thank her for her goodness to me. I am sorry not to have an opportunity of doing so in person.”

“Where is the child?” asked her father.

The mother only shook her head — she was not going to commit herself on the subject of her wayward daughter’s actions.

At last Anstruther mounted his horse, and driving the mule, which carried his baggage, before him, set off on his long journey. On the old Spanish bridge which spans the river a quarter of a mile or so from the house, he stopped, and turning in his saddle, looked back. Still there was no sign of Catalina. Five minutes later he had turned the side of the hill and the hacienda had disappeared from view. The old Spanish causeway — deep with dust — lay before him, mile upon mile, with the mountains rising on either side of the valley through which it passed.

He was thinking of the happy time he had spent during the last few weeks, and was wondering how long a period would elapse before he should see the place again, when there was a rattling of stones on the hillside above him, and next moment Donna Catalina made her appearance, mounted on her young thoroughbred “Mazeppa,” and pulled him back almost on his haunches within a yard of the edge of the bank.

“Did you think that I would let you go without saying ‘good-bye’?” she cried, and the young man thought he had never seen her look so beautiful as she did at that moment. “Ah! I can see you did. But see, here I am. I have been watching for you from the hillside.”

“It is kind of you to come,” he answered. “I had begun to despair of seeing you, Senorita. I shall never forget your kindness to me.”

As he said this the handkerchief she held in her hand was caught by the breeze, and by some strange chance was blown in his direction. Urging his horse forward, he caught it and once more looked up at her, laughing as he did so.

“I shall keep it to bring me luck,” he cried, and thrust it into his pocket.

“How foolish you are,” she said, but her eyes told him that she was not displeased at his action.

A few moments later he was jogging along on his way once more, and she was only a speck upon the hillside.

Little did either of them dream under what circumstances they next would meet.


CHAPTER II
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IN DUE COURSE, that is to say, at the end of five days’ journey, Eric Anstruther reached the cattle farm of San Pedro. It was towards evening when he emerged from the primeval forest through which he had been travelling for the past three days and found himself on a vast open plain, dotted here and there with clumps of dainty moriches — a specimen of palm valuable for the roofing of huts and possessing a peculiarly graceful appearance. A large number of cattle were grazing on this plain, but though the guide which Anstruther had brought with him declared that the hacienda of San Pedro itself was not far distant, he could discern no trace of it. When, however, they had proceeded some two or three miles further, the thatched roofs of the little settlement came into view. The Ranch House itself was picturesquely situated on the right bank of a swift flowing stream, which, fed as it was from the mountains, never ran dry at any season of the year. It was surrounded by the various farm buildings, including the stock-yard — the branding pens and the peones’ huts. From a distance it presented a by no means unpleasing appearance, but closer inspection rather destroyed the gilt on the gingerbread. The buildings for the greater part had fallen to decay, even including the manager’s own residence, into which, as the new arrival was to learn before very long, the rain streamed as through a sieve in the wet season.

As soon as they sighted their destination, Anstruther and the guide pushed forward at increased speed. After so many camps in the dense forest, the former was more than anxious to be safely housed under a roof once more. In addition he was desirous of getting his first interview with Quintana over and done with as soon as possible. He felt that he should not rest easy in his mind until that ceremony was a thing of the past. When, however, he reached the little cluster of buildings and dismounted from his horse, at what might be described, with a little exaggeration, as the manager’s front door, it was only to learn from the mulatto woman who kept house for him — a gruff and somewhat sinister person — that Quintana was not at home; that, as a matter of fact, he had gone on a visit to a hacienda some forty miles distant and was not expected back for some days. Anstruther then explained who he was and, having handed his horse to a peone, unshipped his baggage, and entered the house that was destined to be his home for many a long and weary month to come.

If the outside of the house was in a dilapidated condition the inside more than matched it. The living-room, which opened into the verandah, if by such a term the covered-in space which surrounded the building might be described, was of fair size. The walls and ceiling had once been lined with canvas, but this was now perished beyond all hope of repair, and in many places hung in long strips which fluttered and rustled unceasingly under the influence of every breeze that entered through the ever-open windows. The floor, which was of earth, beaten hard, had worn into many holes, some as much as three inches deep. To be in keeping with everything else, the furniture was of the most primitive description, and consisted of a rough table which showed evident signs of having been home-made — three chairs with the same trade-mark upon them — a rough cupboard, constructed from a packing-case — a coloured portrait of the famous Liberator — Simon Bolivar — another of Garibaldi, and more incongruous than all, an oleograph of the child Samuel praying in the Temple. From the living-room opened two bedrooms, each as scantily or perhaps more scantily furnished than the other.

“You can have this,” grunted the mulatto woman, indicating with a nod of her head the apartment on the right.

Anstruther eyed it with evident disfavour. After the daintiness and luxury to which he had for the last few weeks been accustomed, it looked scarcely better than a third-rate dog kennel. However, such as it was, it behoved him to make the best of it, so he settled himself in with as good a grace as he could muster up, cheered always by the remembrance of a lovely girl seated on a thoroughbred horse looking down on him from the mountain-side. How many times during the next few days he took that precious handkerchief from his pocket in order to examine it — it would be impossible for me to say, nor, being a crusty old bachelor, can I imagine what satisfaction he derived from the performance. That there must have been something pleasing to him in the ceremony was evident from the expression upon his face as he replaced it on each occasion in the pocket whence he had taken it.

By the time Quintana returned to the ranch, Anstruther had made himself quite familiar with it and its workings, and had also put himself on good terms with the hands employed. They were a rough and turbulent crew, but generous and warm-hearted in the main, as is usually the case with men whose lives are spent in the open air and the wild life of the great plains. Tough as whipcord, they scarcely understood what fatigue meant, but could sit in the saddle from sunrise to sunset, in the broiling heat of summer, or the piercing cold of winter, without so much as a murmur of discontent. The sky as often as not was their roof, the hard earth their bed, and their diet the simplest of all simple foods known to man.

It was late in the afternoon of the fourth day after Anstruther’s arrival at San Pedro that Quintana put in an appearance. The former had returned from a ride half an hour or so before, and was now stretched out in a hammock in the verandah, thinking of Santa Barbara, and of Catalina you may be sure. Suddenly his ear caught the sound of horse’s hoofs on the hard-beaten track which led up to the house. He raised himself to a sitting posture in order to find out who the newcomer might be. For a moment he could not see anyone — then a man on horseback turned the corner of the house and pulled his animal up exactly opposite where Anstruther was seated. He presented a picturesque appearance and one thoroughly characteristic of the country. He was a man of about thirty-two years of age — apparently of medium height, though it was difficult to judge accurately when he was seated in the saddle. His face was dark and swarthy — yet by no means unhandsome. A heavy moustache covered his mouth, and from the way in which it was curled, it was evident that its possessor set no small store by it. His eyes were dark as sloes, and had a peculiar expression in them that spoke for a temper that could not always be kept under control. He was dressed in the fashion of the Plains — that is to say, he wore a broad-brimmed sombrero, a poncho enveloped his shoulders, while his legs were incased in zamorros, or leggings, of tanned hide with the hair left on, and lined with soft leather. His saddle was of the Spanish-American pattern — high at the back, much ornamented with brass-headed nails, and having for stirrups large shoes of burnished copper, in which the whole foot is enclosed. On the pommel was curled his lasso of twisted hide, without which no cattle man would dream of travelling even the shortest distance. Large and heavy silver spurs decorated his heels and gave a finishing touch to an already sufficiently picturesque personality. The animal he bestrode was a well-bred beast, and the possessor, so Anstruther discovered later, of a temper that could only be fitly described as being as fiendish as that of its master. On this occasion, however, she appeared to have no fight left in-her, so furious had been the pace at which the forty miles had been traversed. She was covered from head to foot with foam, and when she came to a standstill her drooping head and heaving flanks seemed to say, “I admit that whatever victories I may have won before, I have been fairly and squarely beaten to-day.”

On seeing the newcomer, Anstruther turned out of his hammock and went forward to greet him. Though he had never met him before, he felt quite certain in his own mind that he was Quintana — his superior, and the man against whom he had been warned. Anxious as he was to get on well with him, he had to confess to himself that he was not prepossessed by first appearances. He told himself that the other looked exactly what Catalina had declared him to be — a braggart and a bully. At the same time, he argued that it was scarcely fair to judge so soon; it behoved him rather to keep his mind quite free from all bias until he got to know him better.

“Unless I am mistaken, you are Senor Quintana,” he said in Spanish as he approached the horseman.

The man curled his moustache and admitted that he was the individual in question — and then enquired whom he was addressing.

“I have come from Don Miguel D’Araugo,” Anstruther replied. “I have a letter from him to you. He has been kind enough to give me the position of under-manager on this ranch.”

The other’s face did not betray any signs of satisfaction on hearing this. As a matter of fact he had looked forward to appointing one of the hands already upon the place, a tool of his own, to the vacant position — and it displeased him to think that his intentions had been forestalled in this fashion, and by an Englishman too of all people in the world. However, he was too clever to allow the other to see that he was annoyed, so he dismounted from his horse, and held out his hand with the friendliest air possible.

“I am delighted to have the honour of making your acquaintance, Senor,” he said. “I have no doubt that we shall work most amicably together. I offer you my apologies for not having been at home to receive you on your arrival.”

Though his words were civility itself, there was a curious note of insincerity underlying them that Anstruther did not at all like. He was not going to allow the man to suspect this, however. He had no doubt that, with the exercise of a little diplomacy, they would settle down together in time and manage to rub along in a fairly amicable fashion, even if they could not actually be friends.

The first six months of Anstruther’s life upon the ranch were not altogether months of unalloyed happiness. The work was in a measure strange to him, while his home-life — if by such a title it could be dignified — was of the most comfortless description imaginable. With the exception of their work, he and Quintana had not an idea in common, while there were a hundred and one subjects upon which they differed. The manager was possessed of that peculiarly irritating faculty of being able to make himself disagreeable without actually saying anything offensive. Times out of number the younger man was on the verge of quarrelling with him, but on each occasion he remembered the promise he had given to Catalina, and managed to control himself in time to avoid open rupture.

When Anstruther had been at San Pedro a year, Quintana began to throw out hints to the effect that he thought himself entitled to a holiday.

The idea gradually grew upon him until one day, a fortnight or so after the annual rodeo, — or roundup of the cattle and the consequent branding operations — he announced his intention of leaving the ranch and setting off for Bogotâ and civilisation on the morrow. Anstruther was to be left in charge.

“I’m afraid you won’t have a very lively time of it, my dear friend,” observed Quintana, and added with a sneer:” Still, you will have the satisfaction, so dear to every Englishman, of knowing that you are doing your duty. Was it not one of your great statesmen who told his compatriots that England expected every man to do that? I cannot help thinking I have read it somewhere. It seems to me a pity that they should have sunk to such a depth as to stand in need of a reminder.”

That was the man’s way exactly.

Next morning soon after daybreak Quintana saddled his horse and, taking a pack animal with him, set off on his journey. Before he left, however, he enquired whether he could deliver any message for the other at Santa Barbara, where he proposed spending a few days on his way to the capital. He was anxious, so he said, to renew his acquaintance with the pretty Senorita Catalina, whom he declared he had worshipped ever since she was a child.

“She was adorable then — she must be doubly so now,” he remarked; “and what is more, she will one day be one of the wealthiest women in this country. I wonder you did not try your luck in that direction, Anstruther, or perhaps you were generous enough to leave her for me. If so, I thank you, and will promise you to make the most of my opportunities.” Here he curled his moustache and leered at the other until the latter felt that, if he continued to talk in this strain, he should lose his temper and knock him down. Quintana saw that his arrow had hit the mark, and the thought pleased him. He mounted his horse and rode off laughing. “Friend Anstruther is in love,” he said to himself as he cantered down the track. “But for that matter, so am I — or at least, I intend to be. He had better not interfere with my plans or it will be the worse for him. Four million dollars are worth fighting for, and, at the old fellow’s death, she will be worth that if she’s worth a centavo. No, no! amigo mio, don’t you come between me and my ambition — Bartolomé Quintana can be friendly enough when it’s necessary, but he is a dangerous man to play with, and, worse than all, to make an enemy of.”

With these amiable thoughts in his mind he plunged into the forest and for the time being gave no thought to the man he had left behind him.

To say that Anstruther’s life was a dull one after Quintana had departed would be to describe it very mildly. There was literally nothing for him to do. The round-up was over, and with it the one excitement of the year had come to a conclusion. Day after day he read, smoked, ate and slept, varying matters now and again when a chance wayfarer made his appearance in search of his hospitality. But even these gentry were few and far between, and, as often as not, they were of a class that could only be relegated to the men’s huts.

Six weeks later Quintana returned. Anstruther was sitting on the corals, or stockyard fence, watching the breaking of a fiery colt at the moment that he spied him crossing the plain. As he drew nearer, he descended from his perch and advanced to meet him. He had been so lonely that, much as he disliked the other, he was almost eager to welcome him back.

“Glad to see you,” he said, holding out his hand. “I hope you have had a pleasant holiday.”

“A very pleasant one,” the other replied, “if it were not spoilt by this cursed return to exile. It’s that that kills all the enjoyment. Hi! Pedro — Gomez — you lazy rascals, come and take these horses and bring my baggage up to the house when you have attended to them. What’s more, keep your fingers out of the traps, or I can promise you you’ll hear from me. Now, Anstruther, come along. I’m starving for a drink, and I want to hear how things have been going on in my absence.”

He said this as if he doubted whether they could have prospered at all. It was evident that he had not reached home in the best of tempers. Once more Anstruther felt the necessity of keeping himself well in hand. His solitude during the last few weeks had rather put him out of practice, and it behoved him now to re-learn the lesson he had taught himself with as little delay as possible.

On entering it, Quintana looked round their living-room with evident disgust.

“A pig-stye,” he muttered; “only fit for a hog to live in.”

He mixed himself a double quantity of aguardiente as he spoke, and pushed the bottle across the table towards his subordinate, who poured himself out a small quantity, more for the sake of politeness than for any other reason.

“Here’s to fortune,” he said; “and if you like we will combine with it the health of the Senorita Catalina, whose devoted slave I am and always shall be.”

They drank the toast without any remark on the younger man’s part. He saw that the other hoped he would say something, but he was resolved not to be drawn. Quintana mixed himself another glass, stronger than the first, and then seated himself in a chair beside the table.

“I stayed at Santa Barbara,” he remarked, “both going and coming, and everyone was most kind — the Senorita in particular.”

“The Senorita is kindness itself to all with whom she is brought in contact,” said Anstruther, with a marked emphasis upon the “all.”

“I hope Don Miguel and his wife are well?”

The other did not answer this question, perhaps he did not hear it. That he had noticed the significance of the first portion of the young man’s speech was apparent, however, from the heavy frown that wrinkled his forehead. He would have retaliated in kind had he been able to think of a speech that would have been sufficiently cutting. As it was, he had to let it pass, and his subordinate chuckled inwardly as he noticed it. For once he had scored.

“And now tell me what has been going on here,” said Quintana, abruptly changing the subject. “I have given you all my news and you have as yet told me nothing.”

“There is very little to tell. You know what the life is like after the annual round-up. There is plenty of water and plenty of grass, and the cattle seem to be doing all that is required of them. A jaguar killed two beasts out on the third canon three weeks ago.”

“I hope you killed him.”

“Judge for yourself,” said Anstruther, pointing to a fine skin upon the floor. “There is his hide.”

“Any trouble with the hands?”

“None at all. I had no reason to make trouble with them.”

The manager uttered a scornful laugh. The spirit he had drunk was fast taking possession of him, and he was ready to find fault with anything or anybody.

“I suppose I shall find them as slack as the deuce,” he said. “I never did and I never shall believe in petting men, specially these vermin.”

“I am not aware that I have been petting them,” retorted Anstruther angrily. “The men are rough, it is true, but they are willing enough if they are properly handled.”

“By that, I presume, you mean that I don’t handle them properly,” continued the other. “If you think so, why haven’t you the pluck to say it? I can take my own part as well as any man, if I don’t happen to be an English gentleman. I can hold my own with men and women, as you may have occasion to find out before very long, Mistaire Anstruther — and don’t you forget it.”

“I am not going to dispute your assertion,” Anstruther replied, “and for the simple reason that I do not think it worth while.”

“Dios y Demonios! But you shall think it worth while,” cried Quintana in a paroxysm of rage at the snub. “I have put up with too much of your infernal conceit, and I don’t intend to do so any longer. I have treated you too well in the past and you have taken advantage of it.”

In another moment Anstruther would have lost his temper altogether, but he was saved by the appearance of Gomez, who had brought Quintana’s baggage up to the house and now placed it on the floor of the living-room. The latter cursed him for having been so long about it, and bade him carry it into his bedroom, whence he himself staggered a few minutes later.

Anstruther threw after him a look of profound disgust, and then, in his turn, entered his own apartment. Presently Gomez re-appeared and, seeing no one in the living-room and believing that the manager was occupied with his unpacking, thought it a fitting opportunity to help himself from the bottle of spirit on the table. He had poured out a glassful and was raising it to his lips when Quintana appeared in his doorway and saw what he was doing. Advancing on him, he struck him a tremendous blow behind the left ear. The man went down as if he had been shot, and the glass was broken into a thousand fragments.

“Get up, you cur,” cried the manager, and kicked the prostrate body savagely.

This was more than Anstruther could stand. “Touch that man again,” he cried, “and I’ll break every bone in your body.”

The other tried to answer him, but his wits failed him, and, turning on his heel, he staggered back to his room. As he disappeared, Gomez recovered consciousness and sat up. Anstruther gave him something to drink and in a few minutes he was able to get on to his feet. He shook his fist in the direction of Quintana’s door.

“Wait, wait,” he muttered. “This is not the first time, and Gomez will not forget.”

Then, swallowing what remained of the liquor, he left the house, and Anstruther passed into the verandah.

When the mulatto woman came to inform him that the evening meal was served, he felt half inclined to say that he did not want any, for he had no desire to quarrel again with the drunken bully who was his chief; but the latter, it appeared, was fast asleep, so he took his accustomed place at the table and was about to fall to work, when something stopped him. Beside his plate lay a large envelope with his name upon it, in Don Miguel’s handwriting. Quintana had evidently brought it. Wondering what it could contain, he opened it, to find inside three letters. The first was from the Don himself, and merely expressed his satisfaction at the manner in which he had performed his duties, combined with the hope that, before very long, it would be possible for him to pay them another visit. The second was in a handwriting that set his heart beating like a sledgehammer. It was from Catalina — a frank, girlish epistle, brimming over with friendliness. She told him all the news of Santa Barbara, and echoed her father’s wish that it would not be long before they saw him again. Though there was really nothing in it, the infatuated young man read and re-read it until he almost knew it by heart. Then, and not till then, did he take up the third envelope. It bore an English stamp and a London postmark — but who it was from he had not the least idea. It ran as follows: — 

Lincoln’s Inn Fields, 

25th July, 1904



DEAR SIR, It is with the most profound regret that we find it necessary to inform you of the lamentable decease of your respected father and brother, Messrs. Augustus and William Anstruther — which sad event was occasioned by the disastrous railway accident which occurred on Friday last on the London, Becksfield and Marborough Railway. The terrible nature of the catastrophe has, as doubtless you know, cast a gloom over the entire country.

The estate being strictly entailed, the reversion, of course, passes to you, and we hasten to place ourselves at your disposal — presuming that you would wish us to act for you as we have done for your father and grandfather before you. Presupposing that you will deem it advisable to return to this country without delay, and not knowing how you may be situated with regard to ready-money, we take occasion to enclose herewith a draft on the Anglo-Colombian Bank for the sum of £500.

Assuring you always of our best attention, We remain, 

Obediently yours, 

TOLSON, MATTHEWS & DURNFORD.



For upwards of five minutes Anstruther sat staring at the paper before him.

“Both dead,” he muttered; “and my father gone without forgiving me.”

Then another thought occurred to him.

“My life here is at an end,” he said. “I will leave to-morrow morning for Santa Barbara — and, if she will have me, Catalina shall be my wife.”


CHAPTER III
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AT BREAK OF day next morning Anstruther was up and about. He had much to do in order to get ready for his journey to the capital. So far he was scarcely able to realise the importance of the change that had taken place in his fortunes. It must not be considered heartless on his part that he did not betray greater grief on hearing the news of the death of his father and brother. Of course, he was genuinely shocked by the sad intelligence, but in his favour it must be remembered that neither of the dead men had ever attempted to make his home-life a happy one. He had been looked upon, with more or less justice — on that point I am not prepared to venture an opinion, as the scapegrace of the family, and he had been treated as such. Without wishing to speak ill of the dead, I can only say from personal knowledge that both were hard, narrowminded men, primed with their own conceit and totally incapable of making allowances for the shortcomings of others. The old gentleman had turned him out of house and home for what was, after all, little more than a mere boyish indiscretion, and one which happens sooner or later in almost every family that sends it sons to either University. It is scarcely to be wondered at, therefore, if he were not as overwhelmed with sorrow as he might otherwise have been.

Having arranged about his horses, he returned to the house to find Quintana in the living-room, mixing himself his manana, or “morning greeting,” of aguardiente. It soon became evident that the latter was ashamed of his behaviour on the previous evening, or at least for as much as he could remember of it. As proof of this, he greeted Anstruther with a cordiality such as he had never exhibited towards him before.

“I’m afraid I was not quite what I might have been towards you last night,” he began apologetically.” I ask your pardon for it. Let us try to forget it. It must have been the coming back to this dismal hole that put me in such a bad temper.”

He pressed the bottle on Anstruther, but the other declined the invitation. He was wondering how he should break the news of his intended departure to the manager. That the latter would not be best pleased by it he knew beforehand.

“You received your letters, I suppose?” said Quintana at last. “I told Tina to place them on the supper-table for you.”

“Yes, I received them,” Anstruther replied, “and it is about one of them that I want to talk to you.”

“Go ahead then, my friend,” continued the other, rolling a cigarette as he spoke. “I hope it is nothing worrying, for I am not feeling in the humour for anything very serious this morning.”

He lit the cigarette and leant back in his chair.

“Well,” said Anstruther, “the fact of the matter is, among the letters Don Miguel forwarded to me by you, there was a communication from my English lawyers informing me of the death of my father and brother, who were killed in a railway accident some three months ago.”

“Permit me to offer you my condolences,” replied the other, blowing a dainty cloud of smoke through his nose as he spoke. “May I ask if it will make any important difference in your affairs?”

“It will make all the difference in the world to me,” Anstruther answered. “Instead of being a poor man, I shall be worth between six and eight thousand a year.”

“You are indeed to be congratulated,” sneered Quintana, who was overflowing with envy. “I presume you will now abandon Colombia to her fate and return to England to enter upon your inheritance?”

“That is my intention,” the younger man said quietly. “I wanted to let you know that I shall be leaving here in two hours’ time. That it is rather short notice I am well aware, but I have so much to do before I leave for the coast that I cannot afford any delay.”

Quintana stole a glance at him under lowering brows. His suspicions were aroused, and he thought he could understand what the other meant when he said he had so much to do. In consequence, his rage sprang up like a squall on a mountain lake, and in a sense it was equally dangerous. He controlled his voice sufficiently, however, to ask whether the other proposed visiting Santa Barbara on his way to the capital.

“I shall probably make it my headquarters while I am there,” Anstruther replied unsuspiciously. “Don Miguel has been kind enough to invite me to be his guest.”

The other man ground his teeth in impotent fury, for he did not see how he was to prevent his rival from taking advantage of the situation, which, as will be seen, was all in his favour. He had learnt while at Santa Barbara, something of the state of things which had existed between Catalina and Anstruther, and the memory of it rankled in his mind continually. What would the consequences be now when that man, young, rich, handsome, and the possessor of a fine estate, should present himself in the capacity of a suitor for the Senorita’s hand? The result would be almost a foregone conclusion. And yet the other did not see how he was to stop it. For the moment the thought of accompanying Anstruther occurred to him, but he immediately saw the impossibility as well as the unwisdom of adopting such a course. Yet he was determined not to give in without a struggle. He had long made up his mind to obtain possession of Catalina, and, what was more important, the large fortune which would some day be hers, and he told himself that it would fare ill with the man who should endeavour to baulk him of his prey. He would follow him, if necessary, to the end of the world, in order to be revenged. And what was more, he had others, who, for the sake of the money at stake, would help him. These thoughts, although they have taken me some time to set down, in reality flashed through his brain at lightning speed. The expression of his face meanwhile was far from being a pretty one. It was the expression of a man who would do and dare anything to attain the object on which he had set his heart.

“Well, since you have made up your mind to go,” he said at last, “I suppose I cannot prevent you. At the same time, I must say I think you’re playing it rather low down on me in leaving me in the lurch like this.”

“I don’t see that at all,” replied the other. “You as good as told me last night that I was of no use to you, and what is more, you have your protégé Sebastian at your back. Let him take my place. You would have given it to him before, had not Don Miguel appointed me.”

Quintana looked up at him quickly. He had no idea that the other knew anything of his intention to promote Sebastian to the position. If Anstruther had discovered this, how much more did he know? There was a certain little matter not unconnected with the sale by private treaty of some of his employer’s stock that he had no desire should reach that gentleman’s ears, at any rate, not until he, Quintana, was safely out of the country. Colombian jails, under the happiest auspices, are far from being pleasant abiding places, and more especially so when the convict happens to have entertained the idea of marrying his prosecutor’s daughter. But Quintana proved equal to the occasion, as he usually did. There was a smile upon his sallow face, and his manner was as unconcerned as ever it was as he replied, “So you know of that, do you? Well, you must do me the credit of admitting that I did not do it. Don Miguel forestalled me, and perhaps, all things considered, it was as well that he did. Sebastian is a good enough man, but, after all, he is too much in touch with the other hands to be altogether reliable. You say you want to get away in two hours; in that case you had better tell Tina to prepare you a meal as quickly as possible. It will be the last decent one you will have until you reach the venta at Santa Maria.” He spoke so pleasantly that Anstruther, with characteristic generosity, began to repent of having lost his temper with him. Little did he guess the tempest that was raging in the other’s breast, nor had he any idea of the murderous thoughts that were filling his brain. Had he done so he would assuredly have been more on his guard. As it was, though for the time they had been together they had been practically at daggers drawn, they parted the best of friends and with what appeared to be mutual regret. Thus may a clever and unscrupulous villain hoodwink and bamboozle one whose only claim to consideration is his honesty and singleness of purpose.

“I wonder if I have misjudged the fellow after all,” said Anstruther to himself, as he made his way across the plain towards the forest through which he was to travel for the next few days. He would have been amply satisfied on this point if he had heard the other’s remark as he watched him go—” You think you’ve beaten me, do you? Just wait and see. I think I can promise you you’ll be surprised before I’m done with you. You haven’t won Catalina yet, and it won’t be my fault if you ever do.”

For the next half-hour he sat at the table, scowling at the world in general, and trying to discover some way in which he could rid himself of the young man who had just left him. That young gentleman, meanwhile, was riding on his way through the forest in as happy a frame of mind as anyone you could have found in the continent of America. His exile at San Pedro was at an end, and he was on his way to the girl he loved, and who he sincerely hoped loved him in return. Over and over again he rehearsed the meeting. Would time have changed her, or would she be the same witching, impulsive maid that he remembered so well of old? He did not want her to be different in any single particular. She had been perfect then, and he argued that any change could only be for the worse.

Perhaps it may have been his impatience to reach his destination that made the journey appear so long, but it seemed a veritable eternity before he turned the side of the hill and saw the hacienda, bathed in sunlight, lying in the valley before him. How home-like it looked, the grey walls and red-tiled roofs, the luscious green meadows surrounding it, and the rocky torrent of the little river dashing along behind the cluster of farm buildings of which their owner was so justly proud. It was in every sense of the word a delightful home, and, after the discomfort and squalor to which he had for so long perforce been accustomed, it struck Anstruther as being little short of an earthly Paradise. As soon as he saw it he urged his tired horses forward, and, in less than ten minutes, had drawn up before the great gates of the house. He dismounted and rang the bell. In response to his summonses old Diaz, the major-domo of the household, made his appearance and threw open the portals. At first glance he did not recognise the bronzed zamorro clad young man before him, but as soon as the other spoke, he cried, “It is Senor Anstruther, and to think that I did not know you, blind old mole that I am. Blessed be the Saints; but his Excellency and the ladies will be right pleased to see you,”

“Not more pleased than I shall be to see them,” Anstruther replied, in all sincerity. Then the old man called to one of the grooms, who happened to be passing at the moment, and bade him take the horses, himself unstrapping the baggage and carrying it into the house. In the patio, where the fountain still played as of old, reclining in a silken hammock with a book and revealing the daintiest pair of ankles imaginable, was no less a person than Catalina herself. The splashing of the fountain prevented her hearing his entrance, so that he was permitted an opportunity of gazing at her without her knowing that he was doing so. And what a picture it was to set before an impressionable young man who was already over head and ears in love with the original. If Catalina had been lovely when he had last seen her, she was a hundred times more so now. The girlish air had almost, if not quite, departed, and in its place was the bewitching dawn of womanhood of which poets have sung since time immemorial. Delightful as the picture was, he could restrain himself no longer, but advanced boldly towards her. She looked up on hearing his step, paused for a moment as if in amazement, and then, with a glad little cry, slid from the hammock and advanced with both hands outstretched to meet him. “Oh, I am so glad to see you,” she said.” I began to think you would never come back to us again.” Then, for the first time, she must have realised that he was still holding her hands in his, and that he was gazing into her face with an ardour that was scarcely compatible with her maidenly dignity. She blushed and hung her head. Then she tried to draw her hands away from him, but he would not let them go. “Catalina,” he said, and it was the first time he had called her by her Christian name without the customary prefix, “you are more beautiful than ever, and I don’t care in the least how angry you may be with me for saying so. You don’t know how I have longed for this moment. When I received your letter I felt as if I should know no peace until I saw you again.”

“Perhaps I ought not to have written,” she observed, pretending to take a vast interest in the gold fish disporting themselves in the basin of the fountain. “Some people might consider it a most unmaidenly proceeding on my part.”

“Then some people are idiots of the first water,” he replied scornfully, “and consequently their opinions are not worth the consideration of sensible folk. I would not part with that letter for a King’s Ransom.”

“I am afraid you have grown very foolish during your stay at San Pedro,” she retorted. “But here am I keeping you talking when you must be both hot and tired after your long ride. My father has gone into the city, but my mother is at home, and I know how glad she will be to see you. Let me take you to her.”

Anstruther followed her to Donna D’Araugo’s favourite room, where they found her seated at the window, working as usual at her interminable embroidery. She had, perhaps, grown a little greyer, but the welcome she offered the young man was as sincere, though less demonstrative, as that he had received from her daughter. Then she called for Diaz and bade him conduct Senor Anstruther to his old apartment, whence he emerged half an hour later, clad in civilised garb and looking the very picture of a cleanly, well-groomed, young Englishman. Don Miguel had returned by this time and echoed the welcome that had been given him by his wife and daughter. He enquired after the cattle farm, but for some reason best known to himself, said nothing with regard to Quintana. This rather puzzled Anstruther, but he was destined to receive enlightenment later on. From what he was informed then, he gathered that Quintana had occupied himself with making violent love to Catalina during his stay at Santa Barbara — much to the disgust of that young lady and her father. He had pushed matters to such extremes at last that the Don had been compelled to interfere and to ask the gentleman to find lodging elsewhere, much to his discomfiture. Anstruther was able now to understand something of the reason that had brought the manager back to the ranch. Needless to say he had not mentioned the matter to his subordinate — but knowing what we do now, his jealousy and hatred of the younger man is to be easily accounted for.

That evening Anstruther informed Don Miguel of the change that had taken place in his fortunes, and went on to tell him that, in consequence, it would be necessary for him to resign the appointment the other had given him, and for which he had been and always should be grateful.

“I shall be sorry to lose you,” replied the Don, “but I can quite see that you have other claims upon you now which must come before everything else. When do you propose leaving for England, for I suppose you intend going home?”

“I shall leave by the next boat,” Anstruther answered. “She calls at Cartagena on the thirteenth of next month.”

“And after that you will go away into the great world and forget all about us,” continued the worthy old merchant with a laugh, “for I do not suppose we shall ever see you again.”

“I am never likely to forget you,” replied the young man indignantly, “and it will not be my fault if we do not see a great deal of each other. I shall look forward to entertaining you in England before very long. It is only fair that you should give me an opportunity of returning the generous hospitality you have shown me out here.”

But the elder man shook his head sadly.

“I shall never see England again,” he answered. “I have long had a strange presentiment that — that—” he paused, as if he did not quite know how to express himself. There was a look of intense pain upon his face that Anstruther did not understand.

“May I ask what form that presentiment takes?” he enquired, thinking it might do the other good to talk about it, for there could be no doubt that he was disturbed in his mind about something.

“I scarcely like to tell you,” replied the old gentleman. “It is a subject upon which I am particularly sensitive. However, I think, my dear lad, that I shall be quite safe in confiding in you.”

“You may be perfectly sure, sir, that whatever you tell me will go no further,” said Anstruther. “I should have too much respect for the confidence you place in me.”

“I will trust you,” he said. “The fact of the matter is, I am, and always have been, a superstitious man. It was born in me, I suppose; at any rate, its power has influenced my entire life, ofttimes for good, but sometimes for evil. For a longer time than I care to think about I have been haunted by the belief that this particular year is destined to prove fatal to me — in other words, that it will be the last I shall see.”

He paused and wiped his forehead with his pocket-handkerchief., Anstruther gazed at him in complete astonishment. Was it possible that this strong, hard-headed man of business could believe in such things? For a moment he scarcely knew what to say. It was plain that to attempt to reason with him would be only so much waste of time.

“Do you really mean to say that you believe your life to be in danger?” he asked at last, as if the very thought of such a thing were incredible to him. “Surely you cannot believe that?”

“I do most firmly and implicitly believe it,” was the other’s reply. “And what is more, I am as certain as I can well be of anything, that I shall not die in my bed.”

“Good Heavens, sir!” cried Anstruther, “you must not give way to such morbid thoughts as these. Think of your wife and daughter.”

The old gentleman rose and began to pace the room excitedly, his hands clasped behind his back.

“It is of them I am thinking always — and more particularly of Catalina. My warning tells me that her mother will not long survive me, and what will become of her when both are gone I dare not think. I have an old friend in England who has visited me here on several occasions — perhaps I could induce him to take care of her, though it would be putting his friendship to a rather unfair test.”

“May I ask his name?”

“His name is Tolson — he is a solicitor.” Anstruther nearly jumped out of his chair in his excitement.

“You surely don’t mean George Bramwell Tolson, the head of the firm of Tolson, Matthews and Durnford, of Lincoln’s Inn Fields?”

“The same man,” answered the other. “Do you happen to know him?”

“I have known him ever since I was a boy,” was Anstruther’s reply. “He is our family solicitor, and one of the kindliest men living. Know old Tolson, as we disrespectfully used to call him? — I should think I did. Why, I have a letter from him at this moment in my pocket.” As he spoke he took from his pocket the letter in question, and handed it to the Don.

“There is the hand of Fate in this,” he heard D’Araugo mutter. Then turning to the other, he cried, “You could not have given me better news. I think I can pin my faith on Tolson.”

“I am certain of it,” said the younger man, “but I feel assured that you will never have to do so. Your life is as good as mine.”

“Time will show,” replied D’Araugo.

That night Catalina and Anstruther sat, as they had so often done before, in the patio. Again it was moonlight, and again the mellow light touched the dancing waters of the fountain. He told her for the first time, for he had had no opportunity of doing so before, of his accession to fortune, and of all that it meant to him.

“And you are leaving Colombia and returning to England?” she said, with what was almost a gasp.

“I must do so,” he replied. “I have to see my lawyer concerning the estate.”

“And will you ever return?” asked the girl. “That depends,” he answered.

“Upon what?”

“Upon you,” he replied.

“But how can it depend upon me?” she asked, and he noticed that her voice trembled as she said it.

“Because you know as well as I do that I love you, and that, without you, the world is nothing to me. Will you be my wife, Catalina?”

She had been frightened, but she was not so any longer. She gave him her hand.

“I have loved you from the first,” she said, and in this simple fashion the matter was settled between them.

Half an hour later Anstruther had a second interview with the Don. The latter’s delight at the news was only equalled by his own.

“I had hoped that this would happen,” he cried. “And you give your consent?”

“I do, and with every blessing on you both. But, and I am afraid this may cause you some disappointment, I must ask you to give me your word that you will not make her your wife until she has reached her twentieth year.”

“But that will be two years to wait,” groaned the young man.

“Never fear, they will pass quickly enough. Will you give me the promise?”

“If you really wish it, I suppose I must.”

His wife, when she heard of it, echoed his good wishes, and it was a happy household that retired to rest that night.

The next three days were days of unalloyed bliss to the betrothed pair. They rode and walked together, and seemed incapable of remaining long out of each other’s sight. The Don was as pleased as they were, and declared that, if it were not for the important speech that he had to make in the House of Representatives on the sorely vexed Labour Question, there would not be a happier man in all Colombia than he was. He was a bitter opponent of the Bill which was being brought forward, and, being a large employer of labour, felt that he was entitled to speak with authority on the subject.

Anstruther and Catalina rode with him to the city on the day in question and occupied seats in the gallery of the House. The opposition shown to her father roused Catalina’s wrath to boiling point, and when the Division was taken and it was discovered that he was well-nigh unsupported, she could have shaken her pretty fist in the face of the very President himself. She left the gallery, followed by Anstruther, and went down to meet her father in the vestibule. A small crowd of journalists and curious folk had collected there, and for a few moments they were unable to force a passage through it. Then Don Miguel passed through the swing doors and looked about him, as if searching for his daughter and her lover. In spite of the defeat he had suffered, he carried himself bravely, looking his enemies in the face as if he were confident of the justice of his cause. His appearance was the signal for the commencement of a hostile demonstration. He stopped and faced his foes, looking at them as a lion might look at a crowd of yelping curs. Then, before anyone realised what had happened, there was the noise of a shot and a loud cry of pain. The Don staggered, clutched at his breast, and then fell backwards against the swing doors, whence he slid slowly down to the floor.

With a shout of fury, Anstruther dashed the crowd aside and rushed to his assistance.

But he was too late, Don Miguel D’Araugo was dead!


CHAPTER IV
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IF ANSTRUTHER LIVES to be a hundred I am quite sure that he will not forget the shriek with which Catalina dashed through the stupefied crowd and threw herself beside her father’s body. For the time being she was more like a madwoman than anything else. She placed one arm beneath his head, and implored him in terms that went to the heart of everyone present, to speak to her, to tell her that he was not seriously hurt. Nothing would induce her to believe that he was dead. Anstruther called one of the bystanders to his assistance, and between them they carried the inanimate body to an adjoining room. A doctor was then sent for, and it was not long before he put in an appearance. A very brief examination was sufficient to enable him to give his verdict. He could do nothing — the worthy old merchant was beyond the reach of human aid.

On hearing this, Catalina, who was kneeling beside the couch on which the body had been laid, turned an agonised face towards them. By this time she must have realised the truth, for, with a little moan that cut Anstruther to the heart, her head fell forward and she collapsed upon the floor in a dead faint.

“Poor girl, poor girl,” the doctor muttered, as he lifted her up and placed her in an easy-chair. “She will require a great deal of care, for she has received a terrible shock. If you will let me advise you, Senor, I should take her home with as little delay as possible.”

“I will do so,” answered the other; “and the body of her father?”

“I will arrange to have it conveyed to Santa Barbara this evening. It will give you time to break the sad intelligence to his wife.”

A carriage was soon procured, and Catalina, who had by this time recovered, though she seemed not to know anyone, was placed in it. Compared with their ride into the city that morning, what a miserable return journey it was. The girl sat motionless and silent, staring straight before her, yet apparently seeing nothing. Believing it to be the wisest course, Anstruther did not attempt to disturb her, fearing that if he did she might break down altogether. It seemed an eternity to him before the roofs of Santa Barbara hove in sight. The worst part of the whole miserable business was still to come, for he knew that it would fall to his lot to have to break the news to the widow. He dreaded it more than he could say. They had been such a devoted couple, that he dared not think what effect the news would have upon her. However, it had to be faced, and it accordingly was. To this day he remembers that terrible quarter of an hour, and shudders when he thinks of it.

“Where is Catalina?” she asked in a calm, monotonous voice when she had heard everything.

Anstruther replied that she had gone to her room.

“Then I must go to her. Poor — poor child, this will break her heart, as it has broken mine.” Even in her own misery she could still think of others.

When he was alone, the young man walked to the window and looked out upon the garden. It seemed impossible to believe that he would never see that stately figure walking there again or hear his kindly voice as he paced the winding paths.

That evening Anstruther dined alone, the ladies preferring to remain shut up together in the solitude of the mother’s apartment, where one wept unceasingly for the husband she had loved so dearly, and the other sat staring straight before her as if she were quite unconscious of the tragedy that had taken place. It was in vain the mother tried, in spite of her own grief, to comfort her. She had loved her father with all the strength of her passionate nature, and to attempt to assuage her sorrow was, for the time being at least, an impossibility. She was stunned by the suddenness of the blow, and she made no attempt to rouse herself.

Later in the evening the body of the dead man was brought to Santa Barbara and reverently laid upon a bed in the room which had been prepared for it. The venerable family priest, accompanied by two Sisters, had already arrived. When all the arrangements were complete, one of the latter went to the room where the bereaved women sat in the semi-darkness, and conducted them to the death chamber. Anstruther would have accompanied them, but at the last moment he decided not to do so, feeling that for the present they would prefer to be left alone with their beloved dead. It was not until nearly midnight that he saw Catalina. She came down to bid him “goodnight.” Her eyes were heavy, but not with weeping, and she seemed to have aged a dozen years since they had left the house together that morning for Bogota. She was dressed entirely in black, which had the effect of heightening the pallor of her complexion, to which only her great dark eyes lent relief, and they were full of a sadness such as her lover had never seen in them before.

“Catalina, my poor love,” he said, “what can I do or say to comfort you? I would give anything to make you happier. You know that, don’t you, dear?”

“I am sure you would,” she answered, but it was as if she were talking in her sleep. There was a curious metallic note in her voice that he could not account for. He drew her to him and kissed her passionately, but she was not responsive to his embrace. Her hands and cheeks were as cold as marble.

Seeing that she was quite worn out with grief, Anstruther endeavoured to persuade her to go to bed. At first she refused, but after a time his efforts proved successful, and she consented to lie down if only for a time.

“I shall not sleep,” she murmured. “I shall lie awake thinking of him.”

Suddenly she seized Anstruther’s wrist, and, drawing a little closer, gazed into his face. “Eric,” she said, “what has become of the man who killed him? Have they captured him?”

“I am afraid not,” was the reply.” He managed to escape during the scene of excitement which followed the committal of the crime.”

“But they will be able to find him?” she cried, trembling all over with passion as she spoke. “They must find him. A life for a life. It is the law. He has killed one of the noblest men in the world, and it is but fair that he should pay the penalty of his crime. He shall, if I have to kill him myself. You do not think me capable of it! Ah! you do not know me. He has robbed me of the best father that ever a girl had, and I will be revenged.”

She drew herself up as she said this, as if she were prepared to carry out her threat there and then.

For the moment her hot Spanish blood was afire, and she looked as if she would have no hesitation at all in carrying out her act of vengeance. Anstruther allowed her to have her say out, hoping that the change from dull torpor to feverish anger might do her good. But he was mistaken. The vehemence which had characterised her a moment before suddenly left her, and she fell back into her former apathetic condition. Seeing this, he led her to the door of her room, where he bade her “good-night.” His heart ached for her in her sorrow, and for the reason that he knew he was powerless to help her. Feeling that it would be useless for him to think of retiring to rest himself, he passed into the patio, and, seating himself on the edge of the fountain basin, lit a cigar. Overhead the moon was sailing in a cloudless sky, and apart from the splashing of the fountain the only sound to be heard was the cry of a night bird from the hillside across the river. The house was very dark and silent. How different to the previous night, when he and Catalina, happy in their love, had sung and laughed together in the patio until the dead man and his wife had been forced to come out and enquire the reason of their merriment. He was musing in this way when the sound of a light footstep on the pavement of the courtyard attracted his attention. A tall, dark figure was approaching him from the shadow of the doorway. It was not, however, until they were standing almost face to face that he discovered the fact that it was his hostess — Donna Mercedes. When last he had seen her she was under the influence of a paroxysm of grief, but now that was all changed, and a strange and almost unnatural calm had descended upon her.

“I have come to thank you,” she said, “for your goodness to my poor child. I have just left her.”

“I wish that I could have done more,” he answered. “I feel so impotent to help in this great time of trouble.”

“Ah! if you did but know what a comfort your presence is to us,” she replied, “you would not say that. I don’t know what we should have done without you.”

She gave him her hand as she said it, and looked up at him in the wan moonlight. There was an almost ghostly look in her face.

“You will be good to her and protect her when I am gone?” she continued in a voice that was little above a whisper. “Remember, she will have no one but you to turn to then, poor child.”

“I will love and protect her with my life,” he answered. “But you must not talk like ‘this, Donna Mercedes. To begin with, it would frighten her, and please God, you have happier days in store for you.”

But she shook her head.

“No,” she answered, “that will never be.” Then, drawing a little closer to him, she continued, “Senor Eric, you must not laugh at me when I tell you that my dead husband has warned me to-night that I shall be called upon to follow him within a week. I saw him standing before me as plainly as I can see you now, and that was the message that he gave me. If it were not for Catalina, he could not have brought me better news. With him gone out of it my life has nothing left for me. Now she has found you, and her love will help to compensate her for the loss of her father and myself.”

Anstruther began to wonder whether her grief had turned her brain. He had never heard her speak in this way before.

“Nothing can ever compensate her for such a loss,” he hastened to say. “You have only to witness her present grief to understand that. Madame, for her sake you must not give way to these thoughts. Consider her, and remember how great is her love for you. The affection she feels for me is of an entirely different nature, and I dare not think what she would do without you. For her sake, be brave.”

But again she shook her head.

“I am trying to be brave,” she answered, “but a power that is stronger than I has its hand upon me, and, whether I will or will not, is drawing me on along the road that I must travel. And now good-night.”

She gave him her hand and then turned and went swiftly away through the shadow into the house, leaving Anstruther more than a little ill at ease. He remembered his conversation with the Don, and he now had an opportunity of seeing what had resulted from it. Even with this example before him, he could not imagine that the widow really believed that her death was imminent, nor could he credit her assertion that she had received a warning from her dead husband to the effect that she was to follow him. Even making allowances for inherited superstitions, he could not conceive any rational being believing such a thing. But that she did so was only too apparent. For upwards of an hour he remained in the patio, smoking and endeavouring to come to some understanding of it all. Then giving it up as hopeless, he threw away what remained of his cigar and made his way to his room to spend a troubled night. Again and again the terrible scene in the vestibule of the Parliament House was enacted for his benefit. Catalina’s shrieks of despair rang continually in his ears. Then the picture would change to the moonlit patio and he would see Donna Mercedes’ white face raised to his in agonised entreaty and hear her imploring him to be good to Catalina and to protect her against all harm when she was gone. Then, strangely enough, Quintana’s evil countenance made its appearance before him, wearing a diabolical grin of triumph. He saw him carrying Catalina off through the almost impenetrable forests. He tried to follow, but in vain; the interlacing creepers and the dense underbrush held him prisoner at every step, twisting and twining themselves about him like the tentacles of an octopus. Just as they were in the act of choking him he woke, with a cold sweat of fear upon his face, to find the light of the new-born day streaming into his room. He rose, bathed, and dressed himself, with the feeling that he had passed through one of the most miserable nights he had ever experienced.

On the day following, Don Miguel was laid to rest, amid the grief of all who had known him. Sad as the event was, Anstruther could not help feeling relieved when the ceremony was over. It had been a heartrending time for everyone concerned, but the effect it produced upon the widow and daughter was as strange as it was sad. The former, after her first outburst of grief, appeared to bear her loss with gentle and almost unnatural resignation; her daughter, on the other hand, raged against Fate and refused to be comforted. She craved for vengeance against the man who had committed the dastardly deed, despite the exhortations of the gentle-spirited priest who had known her from a child, and who tried to wean her from such unchristian thoughts.

“He took my father’s life,” was her invariable answer to his protests. “He has broken my heart and my mother’s. It is only just that he should pay the penalty of his crime.”

“But, my daughter,” the old man would reply, “it is the act of a Christian to forgive.’

“In that case I fear I am no Christian,” was her answer.

All-absorbing though her desire for revenge might be, however, she was destined to have something else to think about before very long. The funeral had scarcely taken place before a change was noticeable in Donna Mercedes. She made no complaint of feeling ill and yet she seemed to be shrinking away before their very eyes. She no longer felt capable of attending to her household duties, but sat hour after hour, and day after day, looking straight before her as if she were peering in that Unknown Land whither her beloved husband had preceded her, and to which she was to follow him very soon. Do what they might, neither her daughter nor Anstruther could rouse her. The truth was she was literally fading away before their very eyes. All interest in life had departed for her. It was in vain that they sought medical assistance. The doctor declared that it was beyond his power to do anything for her. The rest is soon told. Despite the loving care which had been lavished upon her, she died exactly a fortnight to a day after her husband’s assassination, passing peacefully out of life in her sleep, apparently without pain, either physical or mental. It was Catalina who closed her eyes, and then turned her own face, all drawn with pain, to Anstruther. The last blow had fallen — her mother and father were both dead, and, with the exception of her lover, she stood alone in the world. He tried to comfort her, but in vain. Such grief as hers was beyond the reach of human sympathy, however willingly it might be bestowed. As it was, her state of mind positively frightened Anstruther. He began to fear lest her brain might be affected by the trouble she had passed through of late. Then, again, there was the question to be considered as to what her immediate future was to be. He would willingly have thrown conventionality to the winds and have made her his wife there and then, but he had given his solemn promise to the Don that the marriage should not take place for two years, and, under the circumstances, he did not feel justified in breaking it. It was impossible, however, that she should remain where she was, and for many reasons. After the tragedies it had seen of late, Santa Barbara would have exercised too sinister an influence upon her always excitable imagination to be a suitable abiding place for her. Then he remembered what the Don had said to him concerning his own solicitor, Mr. George Tolson. If he could only persuade her to accompany him to England, here was an entirely satisfactory way out of the difficulty. Apart from anything else, the voyage and the change of life and scenery would doubtless prove highly beneficial to her. He determined to write to Mr. Tolson at once and place the matter before him. When the letter was despatched he felt easier in his mind. He told Catalina of what he had done, but she appeared to pay little or no attention to it. Anyone seeing her would scarcely have believed that she was the same girl whose pretty face, winsome ways, and merry laugh had, until lately, been the talk of the countryside. Once more the dismal ceremony was enacted at the graveside, and afterwards Anstruther took Catalina back to Santa Barbara, of which she was now sole mistress. When they had crossed the patio and entered the house, the girl left him and went to her room, while Anstruther returned to the patio to commune with himself as to what course he should next pursue. He was still turning this over in his mind when a loud knocking was heard on the outer doors. The old manservant, Diaz, hobbled across the pavement, and threw them open, when a horseman, clad in the fashion of the Plains, was seen outside. After a few words with the old man he dismounted and entered the courtyard. Without much interest Anstruther looked at him, only to discover that it was none other than his old enemy, Quintana. What was he doing here? Why had he left San Pedro? He distrusted him both by experience and instinct. Nothing would have induced him to believe that he could do anything for a disinterested motive.

Even with the funeral of Donna Mercedes, Anstruther discovered that his troubles and anxieties were by no means at an end. The strain of the last few weeks had proved too much for the highly wrought girl, and a severe attack of brain fever was the result, and for upwards of a week her reason, if not her life, trembled in the balance. How Anstruther lived through that time he does not know to this day. Every hour was a living nightmare. To add to his misery he was not allowed to see her, for strange to say, his presence had the effect of unduly exciting her. But it was of Quintana that she had the greatest dread. She had not been informed that he was in the house; yet she seemed to be aware of the fact. More than once she believed him to be in her room, and shrieked to those about her to take him away, declaring that he intended to kill her. It was in vain that the doctor and her nurses reasoned with her. Her cry was always the same. In the other portion of the house matters were not progressing any more smoothly. Anstruther resented Quintana’s presence in the house, and was at no pains to conceal the fact. The Spaniard, on the other hand, was well aware of the other’s feelings towards him, though he, on his side, was too crafty to show it. He had, of course, been made aware of the betrothal, and he was putting his wits to work in every way in order to discover by what manner of means he could not only prevent it, but obtain possession of her for himself. Fifty thousand pounds was a stake worth playing for, and he had set his heart upon winning it. What was more, he wished to be revenged upon the Englishman.

At last Catalina was declared convalescent, and made her appearance in the world once more — a very ghost of her former self. It was then that she learnt for the first time that Quintana was staying in the house.

“What is he doing here?” she asked of her lover with a flash of her old spirit. “I will not have him here. He frightens me.”

“But he can do you no harm, my dearest,” answered her lover soothingly. “I am here to protect you.”

“But he will harm me,” she answered, trembling as she spoke. “Keep him away from me. The very look of his face frightens me to death.”

To soothe her, Anstruther promised to do what she wished, but he realised the gravity of the task that lay before him. To tell the Spaniard that he must leave the house would only be to bring about a violent rupture which might end in no one knows what. As for Quintana himself, he seemed quite oblivious of the trouble he was causing. He comforted himself with an airy grace and a charm of manner that with many women would have proved irresistible. He anticipated Catalina’s every want, and when she was present, treated Anstruther with a condescension that drove the other nearly beside himself with rage. Why he did not return to the ranch Anstruther could not understand, though he hazarded a very good guess. One day, in a fit of exasperation, he hinted that he should do so, but the suggestion was received with such an explosion of temper that he did not venture upon it again.

After her first outburst against him, Catalina appeared to take little or no notice of the Spaniard. Then, to her lover’s amazement, she seemed somewhat to relax her feeling of dislike for him. It was as if he had hypnotised her into taking him into favour. As for her behaviour towards Anstruther, it might have almost been described as cold. While he knew that she was not as yet properly responsible for her actions, he was none the less deeply hurt by this treatment. He was too proud, however, to speak to her upon the subject. But this did not prevent him from hating the Spaniard as he had never thought it possible for him to hate anybody. It would have needed only a small spark to have brought about an explosion. But Quintana’s triumph was destined to be short-lived. One day it was necessary for Anstruther to visit the capital on business. He returned just as dusk was falling. He gave up his horse and entered the house. If the truth must be told, he was in a very despondent frame of mind. The time was drawing near for him to take Catalina away from Colombia, if he were going to take her at all. But what about Quintana? That he had an uncanny influence over her was quite certain; would he use it to prevent her leaving the country? He made his way to the room which had been the favourite apartment of Catalina’s mother. As he reached the door he paused, for the sound of a voice reached him from within. He recognised it as Quintana’s. But there was something in it that he had never noticed before.

“You cannot escape me,” he was saying. “You are mine, body and soul. To-morrow night you will leave this place with me, and I warn you that, if you let fall as much as a hint, his life will pay the penalty.”

Fearing lest Quintana might come out of the room, Anstruther turned on his heel and went back to the patio, where he seated himself on the fountain edge and tried to think what was best to be done. There could be no doubt that the Spaniard must be outwitted, if he wished to save Catalina, and the only way to do that was to get her to the sea and on board the mail boat en route for England with as little delay as possible. It would be a dangerous business, but he could not afford to think of that. Her reason, perhaps her very life, depended on the promptness of his action. He determined to commence operations immediately. He was still turning this over in his mind when Quintana entered the patio. There was a look of triumph upon his face which he was unable to conceal. He passed Anstruther without a word, and went out through the gates.

“I wonder what mischief he is about now?” said the other to himself. But as he was unable to answer the question to his own satisfaction, he put it aside and went into the house in search of Catalina. He found her seated in the room in which he had heard the Spaniard talking to her. She was crouched upon a settee near the window, in an attitude betokening the deepest dejection.

Anstruther crossed and seated himself beside her.

“Catalina,” he said, “I can see that you are unhappy. Will you not confide in me and tell me what I can do. It cuts me to the heart to see you like this.”

As he said this he placed his hand upon her shoulder as if to draw her to him, but she shrank away as if in terror. There was a look in her eyes like that of a rabbit fascinated by a snake.

“You can do nothing,” she whispered. “Leave me to my fate, or I shall drag you down into the pit into which I am falling myself.”

“Hush, hush, my love,” he said soothingly. “You must not talk like that. Leave everything to me, and I will take care that no harm befalls you. Will you be brave, Catalina, and do exactly as I ask you without questioning the why and wherefore?”

“I have no bravery left,” she answered. “You do not know the power he has over me. When he looks at me as he does, I have no will of my own, my brain becomes numbed, and I am forced to do his bidding.”

Anstruther cursed the Spaniard under his breath, but aloud he said:

“That is only your fancy. The fellow has not as much power over you as I have, and I swear to you upon my honour that no evil shall befall you while you love me. You do love me still, Catalina?”

“I love you as fondly as ever,” she replied.

“But what is the use of that when he will not allow me to become your wife?”

“Won’t he,” said the other vindictively.” We’ll see about that. I don’t want to boast, but I am as good a man as Senor Bartolomé Quintana any day of the week, and I am quite prepared to let him know it.”

“No, no,” she cried passionately, “you must not run any risks. You do not know him as I do.” Then sinking her voice to a whisper, she added, with an impressiveness that was not lost upon her companion, “He is the Devil in human shape. We are powerless to fight against him.”

“But we are going to fight against him. Your father gave you to me, and I am not going to be cheated out of my prize by any Spaniard that ever walked the earth, however great a villain he may be.”

But she only shook her head wearily, and Anstruther realised that, far from being consoled by what he had said to her, she was more convinced than ever that Quintana was stronger than he. To continue the argument, he told himself, would be worse than useless in her present state of mind. It was more than ever borne in upon him that he would have to act upon his own initiative without relying upon her in any way. But would he be able to get her away from Santa Barbara and Bogota without Quintana being aware of the fact?

At any rate, he was going to do his best. Then inspiration came to him. He remembered Diaz, the Don’s faithful old major-domo, who loved Catalina as truly as if she were his own daughter, and who hated the Spaniard as much as he did himself. “If anyone can help me,” he said to himself, “Diaz is that man.”

He set off in search of him.


CHAPTER V
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BY MAKING ENQUIRIES, Anstruther eventually located Diaz on a bench beside the river, a favourite spot of his, where he was smoking his cigarette, and doubtless pondering over the sad events of the last few weeks. He was a queerlooking little fellow, some sixty-five years of age, the greater part of which he had spent in Don Miguel’s service. He was possessor of a quaint little nut-cracker face, wrinkled like a crab apple. His devotion to the family he had served so long was proverbial, and woe betide the person who should have the temerity to say anything in disparagement of anyone connected with it. As a rule he was not partial to Englishmen, but he had liked Anstruther from the first — a fact for which that gentleman had reason to be thankful in this time of great anxiety. He was going to pin all his chance of happiness on the old fellow’s honesty, with the full assurance that it would not be misplaced. Should he betray him, then he would be lost indeed. The old man on seeing him, rose and bowed. It was evident that he was somewhat surprised at seeing him in such a place, though he was too courteous to say so.

“I have come in search of you, Diaz,” said the other, “for, if you will allow me, I should like to have a serious conversation with you.”

“I am at your Excellency’s service now, as always,” replied the old man.

Anstruther seated himself on the bench and offered his companion a cigarette, which he accepted with the air of a Castillian Grandee.

“Diaz,” said the other,” you have faithfully served the D’Araugo family for a great number of years, and I have the best of reasons for knowing that you would not like the Senorita Catalina to be made more unhappy than she is at present.”

“Indeed, no, Senor,” he answered.” I swear by the Holy Saints that I would give what remains of my useless old life if only I could see her as happy as she once was. But that, alas, I fear will never be. Poor maid, she has indeed passed through sad times. What can I do, Senor? You have but to tell me, and you may rely upon my performing it if it is in my power to do so.”

Anstruther rose from his seat and looked carefully around him before he replied, for he wanted to make quite sure that Quintana was not in the vicinity. When he had convinced himself on this point he re-seated himself, motioning to Diaz to follow his example. For some moments he paused, not knowing how to enter upon what he had to say. Then he moved a little nearer Diaz, and speaking in a low voice, said, “I am right, I believe, in supposing that you are not particularly attracted by Senor Quintana?”

The old man’s reply was emphatic, if it was nothing else.

“I hate him,” he growled, “and you, Senor, should hate him much more, for he is trying his best to steal my young mistress from you.”

“I know it,” was Anstruther’s reply, “and that is my reason for coming to you to-night. Diaz, something must be done, or her life will be ruined. He has cast a spell over her, and she is so frightened of him that she is falling completely into his power.”



He went on to describe the interview he had just had with her and the reception it met with. The old man heard him in silence, but Anstruther saw from his face that not a syllable escaped him.

“And what do you intend to do, Senor?” asked the latter, when the younger man had finished. “Something ought to be attempted at once. That man is capable of anything. He would think no more of murdering her or you than he would of eating his dinner. He would have been turned out of this house long since had my dear master been still alive; or, better still, he would never have been allowed to enter it after the way he behaved the last time he was here. Have you any scheme in your mind, Senor?”

“I have,” answered Anstruther, “and it is concerning him that I have come to you to-night.”

He then went on to tell the other of his plan to take Catalina to England with him, in accordance with the old Don’s express wishes.

“As matters stand now,” he said in conclusion, “it is quite certain that she must go at once — but how is it to be done? If Quintana suspects anything, he will stick at nothing to prevent our departure.”

“But he must not become aware of it. You must fly without his knowledge.”

“It is very easy to talk about flying,” Anstruther retorted, “but how is it to be accomplished? He watches me as a cat does a mouse, and now that he must surely know that I am in the secret of his villainy he will be even more cunning than before. He would not hesitate a second at shooting me if he caught me taking the Senorita away from him, and for her sake, as well as my own, I do not want that to happen. However, got away she must be and, as you say, at once. It would be impossible for us to leave in the day-time; consequently the attempt must be made at night.”

“And whither would you go? Would you make your way to Honda and thence to the coast, or proceed through the State of Bolivar to Magdalena?” — 

“Through Bolivar, by all means, but to Cartagena instead of Magdalena. There, if we are lucky, we shall just be in time to pick up the steamer for England. I shall not know a moment’s peace until I am on board and the voyage has begun.”

“In the meantime,” said the old man slowly,” what I have to do is to find you the means of reaching the port. It is a great distance, and through terrible country. You will want men who can be trusted to go with you. I will find them — also a sufficient number of sure-footed mules to carry yourselves and your baggage. I know of two men who can be trusted implicitly. They are Dominique and Numez, the sons of old Jiminez Menzebel. They owe all they have in the world to the goodness of my late master. They would serve his daughter and yourself to the death. What is more, they hate Quintana from the bottom of their hearts.”

“They would probably be able to find the necessary mules for us,” said Anstruther. “When do you think you could see them?”

“I will do so to-night,” the old man replied.” When it is quite dark I will go to their house and lay the matter before them.”

“Tell them I will reward them liberally,” Anstruther continued.” Do not let the question of money be considered at all. Though you may not know it, I am a rich man, and I am prepared to venture anything to get my darling out of that villain’s clutches.”

“Ah! Senor,” said the old man,” I cannot pay you a greater compliment than to say that you are worthy to be her husband. I have known and loved her since the day of her birth. It was I who taught her to walk — who led her first pony, and who has watched her grow into her gracious womanhood — and to think that it should all end like this. Father and mother both dead, and she compelled to fly from her home like a thief in the night.”

Tears rolled down the worthy old man’s furrowed cheeks.

“You must not take it so much to heart, Diaz,” said Anstruther soothingly. “You will see your young mistress again, please God, and in happier days.”

But he only shook his head.

“No,” he answered, “I must not count on that. I have well-nigh reached the length of my days, and when I bid her ‘ farewell’ to-morrow night, something tells me that it will be for ever. Now, it would be better that we should return to the house, but it must be by different ways, lest that monster in human shape should see us and become suspicious. It is just as well for him that he did not live fifty years ago. If he had he would probably find that his supper to-night would not be likely to agree with him.”

With this sinister suggestion the old man hobbled off and was presently lost to sight among the trees on the right of the estate. Anstruther, on the other hand, remained where he was for upwards of ten minutes, when he too set off for the house by the way he had come. The old man’s assurance that he could arrange everything for their flight had raised his drooping spirits, and perhaps for this reason he felt better disposed towards the world in general, always excepting Quintana, than he had done since the assassination of Don Miguel. The only thing that weighed upon him was the period that must necessarily elapse before they could put their scheme into execution. During that time he must devote all his energies to keeping Quintana from suspecting anything. For this reason he determined not to say anything on the subject to Catalina, fearing lest the Spaniard might force her to reveal it to him.

If that should happen he knew he might as well resign all hope of ever making her his wife.

When he reached the house he discovered that Catalina had been persuaded by the old housekeeper to go to bed, and, in consequence, he and Quintana supped alone together. It was by no means a cheerful meal; although Anstruther did his best to appear at ease, he made but a feeble success of it. The Spaniard, on the other hand, made no attempt to conceal his ill humour; he helped himself repeatedly to the bottle of aguardiente, and as its contents waned his insolence increased. The Englishman found that it took him all his time to control his temper. The scarcely veiled insults which were directed at him made him feel as if he could be at the other’s throat. Had it not been for the warning glances which were cast at him by old Diaz, who waited upon them, there is no knowing what might have happened. But to his credit, be it said, he managed to keep his temper, and when they rose from the table he was able to congratulate himself on having come through the ordeal so satisfactorily. Leaving the other to finish his bottle, he made his way to the patio in the hope of obtaining an interview with the old manservant, nor was he disappointed. He had not been there many minutes before he heard the sound of a shuffling footstep on the pavement, and Diaz made his appearance. The old man was in a state of great excitement.

“I have just looked in at him,” he said, “and found -him asleep. But we must not be long, for I do not know how soon he will wake. Curse the dog! I wish he might never open his eyes again. Caramba! He thinks he is going to be master here, but he is mistaken. He will sing a different tune ere long. Now listen, Senor. I have seen Nunez and Dominique, and they have agreed to go with you to the coast. They are faithful, as well as brave, and, what is more, they have good reason to hate Quintana as much as I do.”

“But what about mules?” asked Anstruther. “Have you been able to procure them?”

“They are to obtain ten for me to-night,” was the answer. “They will purchase them in their own name in order that suspicion may not be aroused. At midnight to-morrow night they will have them in waiting in the palm grove near the crossing a mile or so from here.”

“That is good news,” said Anstruther, as he shook the other heartily by the hand. “Whatever success attends our enterprise we shall owe to you. Please God, I may be able to make it up to you some day.”

“Make the Senorita happy, Senor, that is all I ask of you. You have said nothing to her, I suppose, on the subject of your flight?”

“I have not even seen her,” was the reply. “She had retired to her room before I returned to the house. No, I shall not say anything to her at all about it until the time arrives for action. That will be quite soon enough. But how are we to make sure that Quintana will be in bed by midnight? Sometimes he remains up until the early hours of the morning.”

“Leave that to me, Senor,” said Diaz, with a chuckle. “I will take good care that he gives no trouble. To-morrow old Maria, who, as you know is to be trusted implicitly, shall pack such things as may be necessary for my young mistress to take away with her, and, as soon as it is dark, they shall leave the house for the rendezvous. You see, I have thought of everything. Even to the matter of the provisions which it will be necessary for you to take with you on the journey.”

“You are thoughtfulness itself, my dear Diaz,” answered Anstruther, “and if the dear old Don can see what is going on, he must be as grateful to you as I am. But what is that?”

The sound of a heavy footfall had arrested his attention: it was the step of one who walked with an uncertain tread, and both of them were easily able to guess to whom it belonged.

“I must go,” whispered Diaz. “It would never do for him to find me here. He is the worse for the liquor he has taken, so do not let him draw you into a quarrel. He would think as little of thrusting a knife into you as I should do of carving a chicken. Make an excuse, Senor, and retire to your room as soon as possible.”

“You can trust me, Diaz,” Anstruther replied. “Hot tempered as I am, he will find me one of the most peaceable men alive to-night.”

“The Saints be thanked for that,” he heard the old man mutter as he turned and left him.

He had barely disappeared into the shadow before Quintana reeled into the patio.

One glance was sufficient to show Anstruther that he was as intoxicated as the proverbial fiddler. Anstruther had seen him like this more than once before, and he therefore knew what he had to expect.

“And you call yourself a good comrade,” the other began. “Demonios! I’d rather have the poorest Llanero for company than you. You won’t drink, you won’t sing, you won’t do anything. Perhaps it’s because I am not good enough for your English Mighty Highness.” As he said this he staggered and came within an ace of falling into the fountain pond. His attitude, as he recovered himself, was so absurd that, before he knew what he was doing, Anstruther was foolhardy enough to indulge in a laugh. In a second the Spaniard’s fiery blood was ablaze. Dragging a revolver from his pocket, he pointed it and pulled the trigger. Drunk though he was, his aim was almost too accurate, for the bullet whizzed close past Anstruther’s right ear and bedded itself in the oak doorway behind him. This was carrying matters too far, he argued, and immediately closed with his assailant. The struggle that ensued was but a short one. With his left he caught’ the wrist of the hand that held the revolver, while with his right he dealt his enemy a blow upon the left temple that sent him down to measure his length upon the pavement.

“Good Heavens, I hope I have not killed him,” cried Anstruther, as he saw that the other lay just as he had fallen and without making any attempt to rise. “Confound that silly laugh of mine. If I hadn’t done it it is possible we might have managed to separate without a quarrel. If he is not dead he will hate me all the more for this.” He knelt down beside the Spaniard and examined him carefully. The man was not dead, only stunned. The drink he had consumed was possibly as much accountable for this as the blow he had received. While he was examining him, Diaz ran back into the patio, crying, “What has happened? What has happened?”

“Nothing very much,” Anstruther replied coolly. “He did his best to shoot me and I knocked him down, that is all.”

“Is he dead?”

“Not a bit of it. He will live to do a lot more mischief yet. But it is a wonderful thing that he did not put an end to my career. The bullet whizzed past my ear, and, if I am not mistaken, you will find it in the oak door yonder. I think while I am about it I will take possession of his revolver in order to avoid future trouble.”

“But what are we to do with him?” asked the old man, who was trembling violently.” He cannot be allowed to remain here.”

“Then let us take him up between us and carry him to bed. He will be all right when he has slept off the effects of his carouse. For some reason I am inclined to be sorry that I did not hit him a little harder. It would have rid the world of one of the most consummate scoundrels that ever walked upon it.”

Between them they picked up the inanimate body and carried it to his own apartment, where they laid it upon the bed. A large bruise was beginning to show on the left side of the forehead, and there was every possibility of it assuming larger proportions as time progressed. Having removed his boots and loosened his collar, the others left him and sought their respective apartments, not, however, without a lament on the elder’s part that events should have turned out in such an untoward manner.

Next morning neither Catalina nor Quintana made their appearance at breakfast, or the meal which, in Spanish households, is equivalent to that repast. The former preferred to take it in her own apartment, while the latter, so Diaz declared, was either too unwell or too sulky to leave his room.

“You must have struck him with great force, Senor,” remarked the latter with evident delight, “for he has a bruise the size of a turkey’s egg, which is fast turning purple. Let him remain in his room as long as he pleases. It will be the better for us if he stays there altogether. I, for one, shall certainly not be sorry.”

But, as it appeared, their amiable desire was not destined to be realised, for shortly after mid-day the gentleman in question made his appearance, and, much to Anstruther’s surprise, endeavoured to behave as if nothing out of the common had occurred. He made no allusion to the events of the previous night, but once, when he thought he was not being watched, Anstruther detected an expression upon his face that showed him that he was not so forgetful as he evidently desired that other people should think. If ever there was murder written upon a human countenance, it was inscribed on his. As for the loss of his revolver, he never for one moment alluded to it. Having fortified himself with a couple of glasses of aguardiente, he lit a cigar and left the house, making his way in the direction of the stables. News reached the house later that he had helped to console himself by thrashing one of the grooms who had had the temerity to smile on observing the bruise with which his forehead was ornamented. The result was that he came within an ace of being mobbed by the victim’s companions who, during the Don’s lifetime, had not been accustomed to such treatment, and told him so. In consequence, he returned to the hacienda in a still more unamiable frame of mind than he had left it. While he had been absent Anstruther had managed to obtain an interview with the Senorita, whom he found still in the same depressed condition as when he had last seen her. Her only interest seemed to be her fear of Quintana. The man haunted her like a nightmare, and at every uncommon sound she quailed as if she feared he were coming to molest her. It was in vain that Anstruther argued with her and endeavoured to convince her that she had nothing to fear from the fellow; he tried to make her see that she had good and staunch friends about her who, if necessity should arise, would protect her even with their lives. She refused, however, to be comforted. Her latest belief was that he had stolen her soul from her, and that she would never know peace or happiness again. It was indeed a pitiable state of mind for so young and beautiful a girl. But, Anstruther argued continually, if he could but get her away out of the country and far distant from her present surroundings, she would soon regain her strength and throw off the black cloud which had descended and enveloped her. If he had loved her truly before he loved her a thousand times more now in this terrible time of mental distress. Few people would have recognised in this sober and staid young man, fighting for the reason and life of the woman he loved, the happy-go-lucky young undergraduate whose follies had angered his father so much and Had led to the exile from the home to which he was about to return as master.

So does love, combined with anxiety, work a change in even the most reckless and volatile character.

Later on in the day Diaz informed him that Catalina’s baggage had been packed and was ready to be sent to the rendezvous in the palm grove near the crossing. So far the young lady herself was quite unaware of the plans that were being mapped out for her rescue. The news, they had agreed, was not to be broken to her until a few moments before it would be necessary for them to start. To do so sooner would be to run the risk of Quintana’s finding out what was about to happen, which would be the reverse of satisfactory for all parties concerned. At her request Maria, the old housekeeper, had for the past few nights slept in her room, and it was arranged that she should wake her, if she should be asleep, at the appointed time. Once dressed, she was to make her way as quietly as possible to the patio, where her lover and old Diaz would be awaiting her coming. After that they were to cover the mile and a half that separated them from the palm grove at as fast a speed as possible. Once there, Anstruther repeatedly informed himself, the rest would be merely a matter of flight. At supper that evening it soon became evident that Quintana had by no means recovered his equanimity. Whether it was the scene at the stables, the fact that he had not seen Catalina all day, or the sight of his enemy seated opposite, that was to be held accountable for it, I cannot say. It is sufficient, however, to put it on record that he ate but little, and cursed his luck, his surroundings, and his probable future with a fluency that did credit to his cosmopolitan upbringing. Anstruther listened to him in silence, but with disgust written on every line of his face. He thanked his stars that after that night he would be rid of him for ever, the more especially as the fact was self evident that, if he continued in the lines he was now pursuing, he would be ripe for any devilry before the next few days should pass over his head. By the time they rose from the table he was in a maudlin condition; only a few more glasses would be required to render him hopelessly intoxicated, and these few he was evidently quite prepared to partake of. Leaving him to his own company, Anstruther made his way to his own bedroom, to put together the few things he intended to take with him. His money he stowed away round his waist in a belt, retaining sufficient to re-imburse Diaz for the mules and various expenses to which he had been put. He did not intend to change his attire until the last moment, and for obvious reasons. Drunk though he was, Quintana might still have sufficient wit left to draw his own conclusions from such a proceeding. For this reason he remained just as he had dined. He soon had cause to be thankful that he had done so, for he had not been smoking long in the patio before his enemy made his appearance, with Catalina’s guitar suspended from his shoulders. His mood had changed from the bucolic to the musical, and, seating himself in a vacant chair beside Anstruther, he struck a few incoherent chords. Then he burst into song. Never did a man make a more pitiable exhibition of himself. Presumably his effort was a love-song, but it would have required much discernment to have satisfactorily settled the point.

“You don’t sing, Senor Anstruther,” he grumbled at last. “Let me tell you that you have not the gift of making yourself agreeable to others. You are as unsympathetic as your own dismal island.”

In reply, though his gorge was rising against the other, Anstruther endeavoured to say something conciliatory. It was wasted, however, for Quintana was struggling hopelessly with the introduction to the famous Toreador Song from “Carmen.” Having found that impossible, he managed to get on to his feet and staggered back into the house in search of more refreshment. As he did so the French clock in the dead woman’s boudoir chimed the hour of eleven. As he heard it a thrill ran through Anstruther and set his heart beating wildly. In half an hour, if all went well, it would be time for them to start. Then farewell to Santa Barbara, its joys and its sorrows, and hey for the great world across the sea. He was thinking that it behoved him to repair to his room in order to change his clothes, when Diaz made his appearance from the house and tiptoed softly towards him.

“He is safe,” he whispered.” I drugged his liquor, and now he will give no trouble, at least not for several hours to come. Hurry, Senor, for however confident we may be it behoves us not to neglect an opportunity.”

“And the Senorita?”

“I have told her, and old Maria is assisting her to dress even now.”

Anstruther did not wait to hear more, but hastened with all dispatch to his room, whence he once more emerged in the picturesque costume of a ranchman of the plains. He returned to the patio, where Diaz was anxiously awaiting his coming. So far there was no sign of Catalina or the old woman, a circumstance which gave them cause for no little anxiety.

“What can have happened to detain her?” was the question they asked each other.

Just, however, as Diaz was thinking it behoved him to go in search of her, she made her appearance, dressed in a riding costume, but apparently unconscious of what was required of her. Anstruther took her in his arms, and kissed her tenderly, and then having bade old Maria adieu, and led by Diaz, they passed through the familiar gate and out into the still night beyond. On the crest of the slight eminence by which the river ran, and on which Catalina had pulled up her horse to bid him farewell on the day on which he had set out for San Pedro, they turned and looked their last at the little collection of buildings in the valley below. Would they ever see them again? That was a question that only the future could answer.

In something under half an hour they had reached the palm grove, where they found Nunez and Dominique anxiously awaiting their coming. Over their farewell to the faithful old servant who had done so much for them both, and whose grief at parting with him was heartbreaking to witness, I must draw a veil. Let it suffice that ere the clocks had struck the half-hour after midnight they were well on their way.

Of that long and wearisome journey, its trials, its difficulties, and its dangers, it is not my intention to say very much. For a variety of reasons it was impossible for them to travel very fast. They had a delicately nurtured girl with them, and her presence alone was sufficient to prevent their pushing forward as quickly as they would otherwise have done. During the whole of the time she was haunted by a fear that Quintana would overtake them, and that she would once more fall into his clutches. Anstruther’s heart ached for her, but he felt himself powerless to do more than he was already doing to help her. At night, in the silence of the forest, she would shriek from the shelter they had improvised for her that the Spaniard was at hand, that he was only waiting for his opportunity to seize her. Such a hold had he obtained upon her that she could think of nothing else. Bodily fatigue was unknown to her. She could ride from early morn till dewy eve without the faintest sign of being tired, until the other members of the party began to feel that they were mere babes so far as endurance was concerned.

At last, and none too soon, they came within a measurable distance of their destination, and two days later clattered over the bridges which connected the island of Cartagena with the mainland. Their long journey was at an end, and, provided that Quintana was not there to receive them, which was hardly likely, it might be said to have been successfully accomplished. The steamer by which they were to sail was expected on the day following. In the meantime, Anstruther installed himself and his charge at the principal hotel in the quaint little town, which had been sacked by Drake in 1585, and had repulsed Vernon in 1741. As a token of his gratitude to the two faithful fellows who had accompanied him, he handed a considerable sum of money, at the same time making them a present of the mules and their equipment. It was with mutual regret and the heartiest of good wishes that they parted company.

“Farewell Senor and the most noble Senorita,” said they. “May your lives know no shadow, and may sorrow never darken your door.”

Early next morning, and well up to her schedule time, the steamer made her appearance and anchored in the harbour. Catalina and Anstruther, who, with a snuffy old priest, were the only passengers from Cartagena, hastened to board her. The cargo was quickly stowed, and by mid-day the vessel was on her way once more — bound for Blewfields en route for Jamaica, where they were to transfer themselves and their baggage to another and larger steamer for England.

“Catalina, my darling,” whispered Anstruther, as they leaned upon the rail and watched the dwindling coast line, “can you believe that you are safe, and that your troubles are at an end?” She pressed his hand lovingly in answer. But was she safe after all?



END OF PART I 


PART II


CHAPTER VI
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THE GREAT MISS Pinnifer, most renowned of all schoolmistresses, sat in her sanctum sanctorum, as she delighted to call it, one wet day in October, between the hours of eleven and twelve in the forenoon. She studied a letter she held in her hand, and which she had already perused three times. To judge, however, from the expression on her face, she was still as far from comprehending its meaning as when she had first read it. For Miss Pinnifer to be at a loss to understand anything is scarcely conceivable; her governesses and her young ladies would have scouted the idea, had you said as much to them. Miss Pinnifer nonplussed! — why, she would have routed all the learned professors at the rival Universities with the greatest ease had occasion demanded such a thing. Even the Vicar of the parish, the Reverend Aloysius McFadden, walked humbly before her, while, as for the curates — they, poor wretches, absolutely grovelled at her feet. Was she not the sole proprietress of the famous Seminary for Young Ladies — that terribly expensive finishing school which is known as Athena House, and is situated in that most fashionable quarter of all Brighton, namely, Senlac Square? Let me tell you, that to have it known that you were one of Miss Pinnifer’s young ladies was almost akin to being of the Blood Royal. In some instances I have heard that it counted for more — much more. All told, there were twenty of these charming young ladies on the boarding list, the very plainest of which — if there happened to be a plain one, which I very much doubt — was lovely enough to set the heart of Impressionable Man beating like a thermantidote paddle. To put the finishing touches to the education of these houris there were four governesses, and to help the governesses five professors, not, of course, including the Vicar, who conducted a Scripture class on Thursday afternoons at half-past three, and was so nervous, poor man, that he scarcely knew how to hold his book; and on one occasion made the memorable mistake of declaring that it was the whale that sat under the gourd and fed Jonah in the wilderness, much to the horror of Miss Pinnifer, and, as you may suppose, to the amusement of the younger and more frivolous members of his audience.

Athena House itself is a tall and stately building, dating back to the Georgian period, and had culture written on every stone of it, from the elegant pillars of the portico to the moulding that decorated the face of the wall below the eaves. Even the knocker on the front door was of classic design, representing as it did Athena’s head. Broad brass rods upheld the dainty short blinds of the bedroom windows, the snowiest of curtains supported them on either side, while even the class-rooms, which looked out upon the square, were not like such apartments in other and less expensive scholastic establishments. The furniture in the various rooms was handsome, if not luxurious. It was for these things, as much as for the curriculum, that the parents paid so heavily, and you may be quite sure that Miss Pinnifer found the advertisement an excellent one in every sense of the word. As she was wont to remark to anxious mothers when they called upon her to arrange for dear Ethelberta’s finishing—” My dear madame, it has always been my most earnest endeavour to make my establishment represent the homes of dear pupils as far as possible. A lifelong experience of scholastic work has led me to the conclusion that her surroundings, if by such a term one may so express it, play a most important part in the formation of a young lady’s character.” The mother, though perhaps scarcely understanding the drift of the assertion, would, of course, hasten to agree with her, and Miss Ethelberta de Brown-Jones from that moment would be entrusted without misgiving to the tender care of that most wonderful lady, Miss Eleanor Pinnifer, of Athena House, Senlac Square, Brighton.

I have already said that Miss Pinnifer had thrice read the letter she held in her hand. She now perused it a fourth time. There was certainly a puzzled expression on her face as she laid it on her writing-table and sat for a few minutes gazing out of the window into the square, where the rain was beating pitilessly down upon the leafless trees.

“It really is an extraordinary communication,” she said to herself.” I confess that I am quite at a loss to understand it. Indeed, I cannot say that in all my experience I remember having received such another. I must see Tibbits, and hear what she thinks of it.”

She rose and rang the bell. When it was answered by a neat maidservant, she bade the latter carry “Miss Pinnifer’s compliments to Miss Tibbits, and ask that lady if she would be obliging enough to wait upon Miss Pinnifer as soon as she could make it convenient.”

Miss Tibbits hastened to obey, partly out of curiosity to discover what she was summoned for, but more, perhaps, because she was aware that her employer was a lady of somewhat uncertain temper, who had a firmly rooted objection to being kept waiting. Punctuality with Miss Pinnifer was not a principle; it amounted almost to a mania. It was a commonplace in the square that you could set your clocks by what went on in Athena House. The young ladies’ rising bell sounded at half-past six to the tick, the breakfast bell at eight, the school bell at nine, the luncheon bell at one, and so on throughout the day. Terrible indeed was the lot of the teacher, the pupil or the maid, who was so much as a minute behind time. “Ein wenig zu spat ist viel zu spat” was her motto, and she acted up to it.

When Miss Tibbits entered the sanctum sanctorum of her omnipotent mistress it was to find that lady pacing up and down the room, her hands clasped behind her back, and an air of mystery pervading her whole being. Her grey hair, with the old-fashioned corkscrew curls on either side of her forehead, to say nothing of the cap which sat upon her head like a Roman helmet, gave her an air of dignity seldom seen in these unregenerate days.

On hearing the door close she turned and faced her subordinate.

“Tibbits,” she began, “we have now been associated for upwards of twenty years.” Here she picked up the letter from the writing-table. “I place great reliance, as I think you are aware, upon your judgment. Be good enough, therefore, to peruse this document and give me your opinion upon it. For my own part, I must confess that I scarcely know what construction to place upon it.”

As she spoke she handed the letter to Miss Tibbits, who took it with the air of one who has had the execution of an important commission confided to her, and who is determined to prove worthy of the trust at any cost to herself. Miss Tibbits is a lady who would have inspired confidence in the redoubtable Fouché himself. She was a spinster of between fifty and fifty-five years of age, tall, angular, and extraordinarily thin. Like her employer, she invariably dressed in black, wore a cap with black ribbons, and sported a pair of corkscrew curls, which, if they did not quite equal Miss Pinnifer’s in size and silkiness of texture, more than surpassed them in rigidity. She united the duties of housekeeper, matron, duenna, and private secretary, administered physic to the young ladies when physic was required, and generally acted as her employer’s trusted factotum. Needless to say, she was cordially detested by everyone save the actual head of the establishment. So much for Miss Tibbits.

The lady I have just described read the letter carefully and then re-read it. She had picked up her cue, and was prepared to agree that it certainly was an extraordinary document, the more so as it had come to Athena House of all places in the world. She cudgelled her brains in the hope of being able to find its parallel, but without success.

“Well, Tibbits, what do you think of it?” asked Miss Pinnifer, when the other had replaced the sheet of writing-paper on the table. “Is it not as I observed to you a few minutes since, an extraordinary document?”

“It certainly is peculiar,” replied the lady she addressed. For once in her life it seemed to her that she stood on the edge of a mystery. “It is a most singular communication. May I ask if you have any knowledge of the writer?”

“None whatever,” answered her employer, “save that I have looked into the London Post Office Directory and I have satisfied myself that there is such a firm of solicitors as ‘Tolson, Matthews, and Durnford,’ and that its offices are in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. Otherwise I am as much in the dark as you are. Be so good, my dear Tibbits, as to read the letter aloud to me once more.”

Miss Tibbits again took up the sheet of writing-paper, and having given a nervous cough, according to custom, commenced to read. The letter, it appeared, was dated from the office of the firm mentioned above, and was signed by the senior partner, Mr. George Bramwell Tolson. It ran as follows: — 

MY DEAR MADAME, In the list of scholastic establishments of the highest grade it has been pointed out to me that not one has attained the eminence of Miss Pinnifer’s Seminary for Young Ladies, situated in Senlac Square, Brighton. In saying this I am paying you no idle compliment, for I might say that I have been occupied during the last fortnight, searching high and low, for such an establishment as I now have the pleasure of knowing yours to be. With your permission, therefore, I will, without further preamble, place both my wants and my position before you and leave you to judge of their respective merits.

As you will surmise from the printed heading of this letter, I am a member of a well-known firm of London solicitors. There are times, as doubtless you will readily understand, when we find ourselves called upon, by the exigences of our profession, to undertake tasks which, not to put too fine a point upon it, are, to say the least, curious. This must certainly be accounted one of them.

At the risk of trespassing on your time, and also upon your good nature, I will endeavour to explain my meaning. The case I put before you is a singular one, and for several reasons; to a student of human nature — such as yourself — it will, I am sure, be one of absorbing interest. Short as the history is, I venture to believe that it will not be without its interesting side. Judge, my dear madame, for yourself.

Many years ago I was somewhat more of a traveller than most Englishmen aspire to be — even in these tourist days. Europe I know by heart, India and the Far East I have visited once, Australia and South Africa twice. My favourite hunting ground, however, is South America, to which I have paid repeated visits. Now, it so happened that while on my first visit to Venezuela and Colombia I made the acquaintance, while in the little-known city of Bogotâ, capital of the latter State, of a certain wealthy merchant, Don Miguel D’Araugo by name. He possessed a charming wife, and a daughter who was then about ten years of age. His country estate was a remarkably beautiful one, and was situated a few miles from the city. There he entertained me on repeated occasions, and I may say that each one found me adding to the respect I already felt for him. He was a man for whom it would be impossible to entertain anything but a feeling of admiration — he was so honest, so charitable, so sincere in all his undertakings. The last time that I saw him he told me of a strange presentiment that he had, which was to the effect that, however much we might try, we should never meet again. I did my best to reason with him; I tried to make him see that this was merely a superstition on his part, and one that Time would surely dispel. But it was of no use, I could not argue him out of it — do what I would. To say that I was amazed at his weakness would not at all express my feelings, for I knew by experience that he was a hard-headed man of business, and consequently one of the least likely to allow such morbid thoughts to take possession of him. Imagine my feelings, therefore, when I discovered that his amiable wife also shared them! She, also, was firmly convinced that we should never meet again. I can assure you that I left the city of Bogotâ a prey to the most gloomy thoughts. All that happened eight years ago. Be good enough, therefore, to listen to the sequel.

Six weeks ago a letter reached me from an old friend of Don Miguel’s. In this he informed me that my friend had been assassinated three weeks before, and that his wife had followed him to the grave within a fortnight of hearing the news. He went on to tell me that it was the Don’s wish that I should be entrusted with the education of his daughter, Catalina, now a remarkably beautiful girl of between eighteen and nineteen years of age. The letter gave me to understand that she would leave the port for Bogotâ by the next homeward bound mail steamer, and that she might be expected to reach Southampton on the 24th, or in other words, last Tuesday.

I should here explain that I am an old bachelor, and as such I am not accustomed to the task of entertaining young ladies. However, there was nothing for it, situated as I was, but to put a good face on the matter, and, for old sake’s sake, to do what I could for my dead friend’s orphan girl. My correspondent in his letter of advice had given me to understand that the young lady in question was in delicate health, but I did not expect to find such an invalid as I saw before me when I boarded the steamer in the docks. The poor girl seemed thoroughly prostrated by her grief. She did not recognise me. But I was not surprised at that, seeing that so many years had elapsed since we had last met.

From Southampton I took her home with me to my house at Ewell in Surrey, and placed her in the charge of my old housekeeper, a venerable lady, who has a peculiar but distinct faculty for managing the younger members of her sex. This, however, could not of course continue.

It became necessary for me to find some home for her where she would not only be comfortable, but where her education could be completed — for, to tell the truth, she is unusually backward for her age. It was then that I had the good fortune to hear of you, madame, hence the reason of this letter. With your kind permission I will do myself the honour of calling upon you to-morrow, Friday, at eleven a m., in the hope of arranging some terms under which I may place my unfortunate ward, if I may so describe her, under your care. While I am upon the subject I might, with your permission, be allowed to point out that the matter of expense must be looked upon as of no object, provided always that she is made happy, that being the main object that I and my co-trustee have in view.

With the assurance of my deep respect, Believe me to be, madame, 

Sincerely yours, 

GEORGE BRAMWELL TOLSON.



P.S. — Should you desire to reply to this letter in order to suggest another appointment, it would perhaps be better to do so to my private address, Thymebank Cottage, Ewell, near Epsom, as being somewhat advanced in years I seldom visit my office now.

When Miss Tibbits had finished reading, a silence fell upon the pair.

“Does it not still strike you as being in many respects peculiar?” said Miss Pinnifer at last.

“I must confess it does,” replied the other lady. “It is not at all the sort of letter I should have expected the head of a large firm of London solicitors to write. Would it be considered an impertinence, my dear Miss Pinnifer, if I were to ask what action you propose taking in the matter?”

“I shall not decide until I have had an interview with the writer of the letter,” answered Miss Pinnifer, with the air of a Minister Plenipotentiary about to discuss the drawing up of an international treaty. She was certainly a wonderful lady, the genus of which will very soon become extinct. She should have lived in the days of Madame Chapone and the great lexicographer. She paced the room once or twice, and then turned to Miss Tibbits again.

“Be good enough, Tibbits,” said she, “to give instructions that directly Mr. Tolson arrives he shall be shown in here. I have no desire to keep him waiting.”

The lady she addressed promised to attend to this, and left the room. Between ourselves, she was wondering what it was in the letter she had read that had caused her employer so much agitation. The letter was lengthy, and that it was written in a curious style for a lawyer, was true; beyond these two facts, however, there was really nothing remarkable about it, although she had pretended that she thought there was. Let us regard the case from her point of view. An elderly gentleman has a ward for whom he wishes to find a high-class school; he proposes sending her to Miss Pinnifer, and offers to pay well for the privilege of so doing. Could anything be more simple? Yet the Principal seemed to entertain a presentiment that there was something mysterious about it. Thus argued sagacious Miss Tibbits, who, like so many of her class, could be one thing to Miss Pinnifer’s face and quite another behind her back. Had she but known the truth, perhaps she would have been able to understand where the real trouble lay. And here, it is only fit and proper, that I should offer an explanation.

There is an old and much worn proverb to the effect that all that glitters is not gold. It might be somewhat varied by saying that all people are not what the world supposes them to be. Miss Pinnifer was a case in point, and a remarkably sad case too. After years of patient industry she had built up for herself a connection in the scholastic line, a position second to none. She had made and put by money until she had become a moderately wealthy woman. Then the Demon of Greed, accompanied by his twin brother, the Demon of Speculation, made his appearance upon the stage, and the end was already in view. Unknown to Miss Tibbits, unknown to her lawyers, who would certainly have both counselled and cautioned her against it, she commenced to dabble on the Stock Exchange. At first she won, as is not unfrequently the way; after a while she began to lose with a persistency that was little short of marvellous. Nothing she touched prospered. It was a question of pay, pay, pay, with only the counterfoils of her cheques to show for the money she had staked. In an endeavour to recoup herself she had tried other speculations, all equally risky, and always with the same result — complete failure. Do what she would, success would not come to her. Fortunate in her own legitimate sphere, it was as if Fate had determined she should not prosper in any other. At last, and as was only to be expected, matters arrived at such a crisis that nothing short of ruin — ruin complete and absolute — stared her in the face. I have been given to understand that the spirit of gambling is stronger in a man than in a woman, but from cases which have come under my observation I am very much inclined to doubt this assertions. It is a commonplace that a woman who drinks, or who is addicted to drugs, finds it harder to rid herself of the habit than does a man. Be that as it may, the wretched Miss Pinnifer found it impossible to stop while she had the means of going on. It was the old pitiful tale — the same which has lured so many thousands to their ruin—” Luck must change soon. It cannot go on for ever like this.”

On the morning preceding the arrival of Mr. Tolson’s letter, her broker had written to inform her that for once in a way she had been successful. Her spirits went up immediately. Given but the opportunity, she declared, she would regain all that she had lost, and more besides. To do that, however, she wanted money; without capital she was like a bird with one wing clipped. She had been advised as to two excellent schemes for recouping herself, but what was the use of that if she could not avail herself of them? If only she could raise a hundred or a hundred and fifty pounds at once, it would be so easy to treble it. And there could be no doubt that this was a chance which it would be worse than folly to throw away. Never had a scheme sounded so well.

And here, doubtless, the gentle reader, like your humble servant, begins to see daylight. Here was this offer from Mr. Tolson, backed by the magic phrase “money must be looked upon as no object.” If only she could induce the lawyer to pay a substantial sum down she could then utilise it, possibly treble it, after which all would be well with her. Small wonder, therefore, that, coming as it did in the very nick of time, she should attach an exaggerated importance to the letter lying upon her writing-table. The question, however, was whether she could persuade him to advance so large a sum. Experience had taught her that elderly lawyers are, as a rule, a wary class, not in the least prone to generosity, particularly when dealing with other people’s money. She had no less than three wards in Chancery among her pupils, and the battles that followed the presentation of each quarterly account were such as would have turned the hair of less seasoned people than Miss Pinnifer grey with worry. However, in this case there was, as I have said before, the comforting phrase set down in black and white, that pounds, shillings and pence were not to be considered of any importance in the matter.

As she stood at the window looking out upon the wet and windy-tossed square, the sound of a pupil practising in the room above came down to her. She had a professional as well as an artistic admiration for Schumann, particularly for his Sonata in D Minor, but it struck her on this occasion that there was a peculiar irony in the scherzo in the second movement that she had never noticed in it before. It worried her, and yet, had you asked her, I venture to believe that she could not have told you why. It had not struck her yet to think of the orphan girl who might, before very many hours were passed, be placed under her charge. All she thought of was the finding of the money which was to be invested in Patagonian Rails — as safe a speculation, so she had been informed, as anything she could dabble in, and certain for a rise. What was a mere pupil when compared with Stocks and Shares? She went back to her writing-table and sat down to indite a telegram to her broker, authorising him to purchase a certain number on the terms suggested in his letter. Already she looked upon the matter as completed, and in her mind’s eye she saw the cash already standing to her credit in her banker’s hands. Yet, had you called her a gambler, you would have shocked her beyond measure. She consoled herself with the idea that she was a woman of business, and the delusion comforted her. Such is not unfrequently the case. There was a knock at the door. A maid entered. “Mr. Tolson to see you, ma’am.”


CHAPTER VII

[image: img151.jpg]

MR. TOLSON PROVED to be a dapper little man, whose age might have been anything from fifty to sixty. The top of his head was as bald and shiny as a billiard ball, the remainder was covered with snow-white hair which overlapped his collar. His face was clean-shaven, and boasted a pair of twinkling eyes that were either grey or blue, according to the light in which you looked at them. If his manner lacked something of the dignity which one is accustomed to associate with the head of a firm of world-famous solicitors, it at least made up for it in cheerfulness. One man hit him exactly when he said he reminded him of a London sparrow, inasmuch as he was always chirpy, taking everything as it came and being prepared for anything that might turn up. He was immaculately attired in a black frock-coat, and he carried the shiniest of shiny silk hats in his hand; his voice was soft and almost caressing, and his behaviour to Miss Pinnifer was gallantry itself. He advanced towards her, drawing off a grey suède glove as he did so.

“I can scarcely fail to be right, he said. “Madame, you are Miss Pinnifer.”

“You have guessed correctly, sir,” was the lady’s stately reply; “I am Miss Pinnifer. And you are Mr. Tolson.”

“George Bramwell Tolson, and very much at your service,” the little man answered with a bow. He took the chair she indicated, and placed his hat on the floor by the side. “May I presume that you received my letter?”

“It is here,” said Miss Pinnifer, placing a white and still comely hand upon the sheet of notepaper on the writing-table as she spoke.

“Possibly it may have given you some cause for surprise?”

“I must confess that on the first reading I was somewhat at a loss to understand it,” she answered. “The matter, however, has become clearer to me since. I gather that the young lady, your ward, is not only an orphan, but also an invalid; that she is — ahem — if I may so express it, a little backward in her studies, and it is your desire she should become a permanent resident in my house.”

“That certainly, madame, is my desire,” he remarked, “and I sincerely trust we may be able to come to an arrangement which will be satisfactory to both parties.”

Miss Pinnifer stroked her lace ruffles, and afterwards pretended to write something upon a sheet of notepaper. So far matters were progressing in an eminently satisfactory fashion, but she had too much knowledge of the world to pin her faith upon first impressions. She was thinking of Patagonian Rails, and how she was to find the money to purchase them.

“May I ask when you would wish the young lady — let me see, her name is Catalina D’Araugo, is it not? I say, when would you wish her to take up her residence with me?”

“At once, madame,” said the little lawyer emphatically. “It cannot be too soon, as far as I am concerned. I have only to fetch her from the hotel. She is a most charming young lady; but, on the other hand, I am a bachelor, who has long grown accustomed to his single life, and — well, to cut the matter short, her presence in my house, charming though it may be, is not altogether compatible with my idea of happiness. Hence my visit to you.”

“I understand you perfectly,” exclaimed Miss Pinnifer, who did not realise in the least what he meant. “You would wish me to take her entirely under my charge? In other words, to relieve you of all responsibility?”

“Again you have caught my meaning exactly,” replied Mr. Tolson; and then with a smile, he added: “I hope you will forgive my saying so, but such business instinct in a lady is — well, to say the least of it, a little unusual.”

Had he tried for a year he could not have paid her a compliment she would have appreciated more. She rose to the bait as readily as a salmon rises to a March brown in April. Those Patagonian Rails seemed to be coming appreciably closer.

“I have always endeavoured to conduct my establishment on strictly business principles,” she answered modestly; “but, alas, now-a-days the scholastic profession is not what it once was. The Universities and the High Schools have wrought a change which I cannot help thinking is detrimental to the best interests of our girls. When I commenced my career, the object one had in view was to make the pupil a lady in the highest sense of the word. Now-a-days, so far as I can gather, the desire is to unsex her. Grace of deportment is abandoned altogether in favour of — shall we say a desire for hockey. The art of conversation is thrown to the winds in favour of — of — well, of slang, and, if I may express it, repartee without wit.”

“My dear madame, small as my experience of young ladies has been, I am quite prepared to agree with you,” replied the lawyer, who was affability itself. “We live in an age of transition. I do not think, however, you will find my ward one of the class to which you refer. She has not mixed much in society. As a matter of fact, she is as unconventional a girl as I venture to believe could be discovered. Generous, warm-hearted, yet passionate to a degree. It should always be borne in mind that her father was a Spaniard, her mother a Frenchwoman, which would doubtless account for her name, Catalina, and in a measure, perhaps, for her impetuosity!”

“I feel sure that I understand,” the lady answered, playing with a paper-knife as she spoke. “She has lived a life of solitude, and now that she finds herself in the great world she is dazzled and scarcely knows her true status. However, if you will entrust her to my care, I think that you will find that I shall spare no pains to do her justice.”

“I am more than sure of that, madame,” replied the old gentleman with a bow. “I shall look forward to seeing a vast improvement in her when next we meet.”

Miss Pinnifer was beginning to grow impatient. She wanted him to come to the point, that is to say, the question of terms, and then to take his departure as quickly as possible. This, however, seemed to be the last thing he was thinking of. He sat polishing his silk hat as if time were of no account, and yet she dared not broach the subject to him. To have done that might have been to ruin everything. But as it happened, she was not to be kept much longer in suspense, for, with a preliminary cough of apology, he turned from a discussion of the weather to that which was of such vital importance to her.

“Now, madame,” he said, “if you will excuse me, we will address our attention to the matter of terms. I should, perhaps, inform you that my ward is a great heiress. We are therefore prepared to treat liberally with you, provided you will meet us on the matter of the young lady’s comfort and education. Perhaps you have a prospectus that you would permit me to see.”

She took one from the drawer and handed it to him. She was so nervous that she could not trust herself to speak. The old gentleman read the paper carefully. The terms were certainly most exorbitant, but he did not comment upon that fact. On the contrary, he smiled with increased affability. He really was a most extraordinary lawyer.

“Your terms will suit me admirably,” he observed; “and since you will in all probability be put to some extra trouble, you will perhaps allow me to write you a cheque for half the amount in advance, with another fifty pounds wherewith to purchase anything she may require.”

Miss Pinnifer felt as if she could have thrown her arms round his neck. She had scored a triumph, and the Patagonian Rails would be hers after all. Surely, she argued, this was an omen that her luck had turned and that Fortune would smile upon her after all. Summoning all her courage to her aid, she managed to falter out, “That is, of course, as you please.”

Her relief may be imagined when she saw him take his cheque-book from his pocket and pick up a pen.

Two minutes later the precious draft was in her possession, and she was at work upon the receipt.

At that moment I believe she was one of the happiest women in England — if not the happiest.

“I will now return to the hotel and bring the young lady to you,” said Mr. Tolson, rising from his chair.

“Would you not like to see the house, and particularly the apartment I shall allot to her?” asked Miss Pinnifer.

“It is not necessary,” he answered with a wave of the hand. “It is Miss Pinnifer’s establishment, and that fact speaks for itself.”

With another low bow he turned and left the room. Had the schoolmistress been more of a woman of the world she would have repeated the remark I made just now and have said to herself, “This is really the most extraordinary lawyer I ever encountered.” But she was too happy at the moment to give any thought to the matter.

Half an hour later a cab drove up to the door, and Mr. Tolson slipped out of it and gave his hand to a young lady dressed entirely in black. She was unusually tall, and possessed of a fine figure — moreover she carried herself with a grace which was probably attributable to her Southern origin. Judged from a distance, she seemed somewhat advanced to become a pupil at a boarding school, but as we have already seen, that has been satisfactorily accounted for. It has been said that there were times when the proprietress of Athena House, Senlac Square, could give evidence of the fact that she was possessed of a temper of her own; on this occasion, however, she was affability itself. She received the young lady with almost motherly kindness, hoped she would be happy, and told her that if there was anything she wanted she must be sure to ask for it, when it should be immediately forthcoming. It was then, for the first time, that the peculiarity of the girl’s manner became apparent. She seemed scarcely conscious of her actions, and as Miss Pinnifer declared afterwards, gave her the impression of being more like a somnambulist than a young lady in the full possession of her senses. When addressed, she answered in monosyllables, and appeared not to take the slightest interest in her surroundings. Miss Pinnifer rang the bell and bade the maid who answered it summon Miss Tibbits to her presence.

“My dear Miss Tibbits,” said she, “will you be good enough to conduct Miss D’Araugo to her apartment and see that she wants for nothing.”

When they were alone together the lawyer said in a low voice: “You can now see for yourself, my dear madame, the despondent state of mind to which her bereavement has reduced her. I have no doubt, however, that under your fostering care, it will not be very long before she is herself again. Now, with your permission, I will take leave of you. Should you desire to communicate with me you have my address.”

“Do you not wish to say ‘good-bye ‘ to your ward?” asked the lady in some surprise.

He shook his head and informed her that that operation had already been performed in the cab. He once more bowed himself out, stepped into the cab, and drove away, leaving the school-dame more convinced than ever that the whole affair was one of the most extraordinary that she had ever known in her life.

It is not permitted to ordinary males to become familiar with the workings of a young ladies’ Seminary, but it may be taken for granted that the newcomer did not escape criticism from her school - fellows. Her pronunciation, with its foreign accent, her dark hair and eyes, the smallness of her hands and feet, were the envy of some and the admiration of all, but what struck everyone was her curiously listless manner; as when she had arrived she appeared to take no interest in anything, her thoughts seemed to be miles and miles away. If spoken to, some time elapsed before she replied, and then it was only as if she were doing so out of mere politeness. Later in the evening Miss Pinnifer paid her the extreme honour of inviting her to accompany her to her sanctum sanctorum.

“My dear,” she said when they reached it, “I want you to look upon me as a friend, one whom you can trust and to whom you must always come should you be in any trouble or difficulty. I have had great experience with girls, as you may suppose, and as your guardian has placed you entirely in my care, I feel that it is my duty to do all that lies in my power, not only to promote your happiness, but also to see that you come to no harm. I hope you feel that you can place your trust in me?”

The girl, however, showed no enthusiasm or indeed any gratitude for this kindly speech. She merely murmured her thanks, and after that sat as silent as before.

“I hope you understand what I mean,” continued Miss Pinnifer, somewhat chagrined at the undemonstrative reception with which her offer had been met. It was not often that she made such overtures, but when she did she expected them to be received with the gratitude she felt they merited.

“I think it is only fair that I should tell you that your painful story has been made known to me. You have suffered greatly, but I pray that your troubles are now at an end and that happier days are in store for you.”

For one brief moment the other showed some signs of animation. A look that was one of almost terror came into her face, and she shrank away from the old lady as if she thought that she was about to do her some grievous bodily harm. Then it all changed again and she became as impassive as before. Thinking that perhaps she was tired after her journey, Miss Pinnifer dispatched her to bed at an early hour. The faithful Tibbits attended her, by her superior’s orders, and partly in the hope that she might learn something more about her. Curiosity was one of that lady’s strongest characteristics. But she was not destined to learn anything, for far from being communicative, the girl scarcely spoke. So, having done all she could for her, Miss Tibbits bade her “goodnight”  and took her departure. Later on she discussed the new pupil with one of the governesses and gave it as her opinion that she was not quite right in her mind.

“And it seems a great pity too,” said Miss Tibbits, “for she is a pretty young lady as I have ever seen, and carries herself with an air that is truly distingué.”

Miss Pinnifer’s factotum rather prided herself on the elegance of her conversation. She endeavoured to imitate her employer in all things, perhaps on the principle that imitation is said to be the sincerest form of flattery.

At last the house was shut up for the night, and silence reigned throughout the building. Doubtless Miss Pinnifer dreamt of success with Patagonian Rails, Miss Tibbits of her multifarious household duties, the French governess of her home on the outskirts of Paris — but what did Catalina D’Araugo dream of, or did she dream at all?” — 

The clock of the church in the next square had just struck one, and according to her own account, as explained to Tibbits, Miss Pinnifer was entering upon her second sleep, when a piercing shriek rang through the building. It was repeated again and again.

“Good gracious, what is that?” said the schoolmistress to herself, and next moment she was donning her dressing-gown preparatory to going forth to find out. “Is it somebody being murdered or am I dreaming?”

Taking up her candle, she hurried into the corridor, where she found Miss Tibbits, several of the governesses, and some of the pupils huddled together like a flock of frightened sheep.

“Go back to your apartments, all of you,” she said sternly, “with the exception of Miss Tibbits. Tibbits, come with me, I must find out what this means.”

She had scarcely spoken before the shriek rang out again, this time even louder than before. Then a girl’s voice, which they immediately recognised, cried something in Spanish.

“It is Miss D’Araugo,” ejaculated Tibbits, as if the fact were not apparent to her employer. “She must be suffering from nightmare.”

Miss Pinnifer did not deign to answer, but strode along the corridor in the direction of the new pupil’s room. Even in her dressing-gown and her frilled night-cap, the mistress of Athena House could still manage to look dignified. Arriving at the girl’s room, she paused for a moment at the door, and then, turning the handle, entered, Miss Tibbits following close behind her. It was a strange scene they had presented to them. The new pupil was standing in the middle of the floor in what was apparently an agony of terror. Her hands were clenched and her whole figure trembled under the intensity of her emotion. Again she shrieked and again she cried something in Spanish. Though it was evident to her audience that she was not conscious of what she was doing, her eyes were wide open. Miss Pinnifer approached her and laid her hand upon her arm.

“My poor child,” she said, “what does all this mean? What is the matter? Are you ill?” Without giving any sign of being startled, the girl turned to her and said in a low, eager voice, and in English:

“They’re following me. I saw him to-day. If I am not careful they will catch me yet.”

“No, no, you are only dreaming, child,” said the old lady. “Believe me, no one is following you. You are quite safe. Go back to your bed, my dear, and you may be quite sure that I will not allow anyone to harm you.”

Without another word the girl did as she was bid, and, if appearances counted for anything, her eyes closed and she was fast asleep almost before her head touched the pillow. The two other women stood looking down at her for some minutes, then satisfied that she was safe, they quietly left the room. Once outside, Miss Pinnifer beckoned her subordinate to her own apartment and bade her close the door.

“This is very extraordinary, Tibbits,” she said. “I cannot understand it. Was she awake or asleep, do you think, when we entered?”

“Asleep, I should venture to say,” answered the other. “Possibly she may be a somnambulist.”

“That may be so, but her eyes were certainly open. Can she have any reason for believing she is being followed, or was it merely a dream?”

“I should be inclined to suppose the latter. Who would be likely to follow her?”

“Pray bear in mind the fact that her poor father was assassinated. Is it not more than likely that she may be haunted by the idea that the man who committed the crime intends the same fate for herself? One is familiar with the fiery natures of these South Americans.”

“Very true, very true,” replied the other, with the air of one who has made the Spanish-American character her especial study. “As you say, her behaviour may be attributable to that cause. Without a doubt, that terrible event must have been a serious shock to her — poor girl.”

Serious, indeed; and now, Tibbits, you had better return to your own apartment. Should we have a repetition of the scene we have just witnessed I beg that you will again accompany me to her chamber. And, by the way, Tibbits, you might look in upon her to-morrow morning about seven o’clock, and report to me as to her condition. I shall be most anxious to hear.”

Miss Tibbits promised to do so, and retired to her own room. Once more silence reigned in the house.

Faithful to her promise, the lady in question entered the new pupil’s room precisely at seven o’clock, taking with her a cup of tea, that feminine panacea for all ills. She approached the bed with it, and having done so, almost dropped the cup and saucer in her amazement. She found it difficult to believe the evidence of her own eyes.

The bed was empty, and there was no sign of the young lady to be seen.

Miss Tibbits looked about the room, behind the curtains, and even under the bed, but without discovering any trace of the girl she sought.

“Good gracious,” muttered the astonished lady, “can this be true? Whatever will Miss Pinnifer say?” She trembled when she thought of it. The situation was too awful to be contemplated. She hastened to the window, only to find that it was securely fastened. It was evident that she had not used that as a means of exit. There was nothing for it, she argued, but to go and inform her principal without delay. She accordingly made her way to the latter’s room in fear and trembling. It was then that she did a thing which, under other circumstances, she would not have believed possible, that is to say, she entered the august presence without the formality of knocking on the door. In spite of what had happened earlier, the proprietress of Athena House was fast asleep. For a moment Miss Tibbits paused, scarcely knowing what to do. Even in a moment of such grave anxiety, her respect for that omnipotent lady held her enthralled. She met the difficulty half way by coughing gently. This, however, proved ineffective, so she coughed once more — again without arousing her.

“This is terrible,” she muttered to herself, “Whatever shall I do?”

Plainly there was only one course open to her, and that was so overwhelming that she scarcely dared to contemplate it. Imagine the feelings of a Page of Honour if he were called upon to take the Czar of All the Russias by the shoulder and shake him into wakefulness. If you can picture that you will be able to understand something of how the luckless lady felt at that moment. Summoning up all her courage, she advanced to the bed and said in a voice that she scarcely recognised: “Miss Pinnifer, Miss Pinnifer,” but Miss Pinnifer still slept on. At last, well nigh driven to despair, she took her employer by the shoulders and gave her half a turn. A moment later she was clinging to the brass rail of the bedstead in a state of semi-consciousness. Then her hold gradually relaxed, and she fell in a dead faint upon the floor. How long she remained in this condition she cannot remember. But when she came to her senses she found it difficult to realise that she was lying upon the floor of Miss Pinnifer’s bedroom. Sick and dizzy, she struggled to her feet, and, as she did so, the remembrance of what she had seen came back to her with all its ghastly reality. Once more she approached the bed, though how she managed to do so she did not even know herself. Alas! it was no dream — it was only too true. Miss Pinnifer had been brutally murdered. Her throat had been cut from ear to ear.


CHAPTER VIII
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IT IS QUITE beyond the scope of my ability to give you any adequate idea of the state of poor Miss Tibbits’ feelings when she realised the dreadful fate which had befallen her unfortunate mistress. The only expression I can find that at all fits the case would be to say that she was paralysed for the time being. She stood staring at the terrible figure on the bed as if she could not withdraw her eyes from it. For the moment she did not attempt to understand what it meant to her. In spite of the other’s overbearing manner and the way she had sometimes treated her, she had been genuinely attached to Miss Pinnifer. Now her feelings were too numbed by the shock she had received to be able to realise that the other had gone out of her life for ever. At last, little by little, her senses returned to her, and she felt that it behoved her to do something. Scarcely knowing what she was doing, she tottered from the room, softly closing the door behind her, as if she feared by making any noise she might wake the sleeper on the bed.

Stepping quietly she made her way to the hall, where she found one of the maids at work. Her she dispatched to the English governess, a staid, middle-aged lady for whom she entertained a great respect. With a presumption upon which she would never at any other time have ventured, she awaited the latter’s coming in the murdered woman’s own sanctum. How familiar it all was, and yet how different it seemed now, the writing-table with its orderly array of pens, paper and ink; the book-case with its collection of calf-bound classics, which I fear were seldom read; the photographs of byegone pupils upon the mantelpiece; and all the hundred and one little knick-knacks that a woman gets together in the course of a prosperous career. Looking at that well-known chair before the writing-table, she could almost imagine that she could see the old lady seated in it, bolt upright, clad in her black gown, her grey curls balancing the somewhat stern but not altogether unkindly face. And to think that she — but no, she dared not think of that. If she did she believed she would go mad.

Then the door opened and Miss Tuckett, the English governess, entered the room. She was a stout, matronly individual, as phlegmatic as the proverbial Dutchman, in fact, just the person to advise and to lean upon in such a crisis.

“Good gracious, Miss Tibbits,” she began, as she saw the other’s face. “What is the matter? Are you ill? Let me ring for the housekeeper, that she may bring you some brandy.”

Without waiting for the other to reply she rang the bell and gave the necessary order. When a stiff dose of the spirit had been administered, the unfortunate Miss Tibbits somewhat revived.

“Now for goodness sake collect your wits and try to tell me what is the matter,” said the practical Miss Tuckett. “It is not often you give way like this.”

“I can’t help it, I can’t help it,” moaned the other. “I have lost my good mistress, and I shall never see her like again.”

For once in her life the English governess showed signs of being startled.

“What do you mean, woman; have you gone mad?”

“I wish I had,” sobbed the other, without heeding the term “woman,” which, at any other time, she would have bitterly resented. “But it is quite true what I am telling you. She is dead, she has been foully murdered.” Here she threw up her hands and fell to rocking herself backwards and forwards in her chair in what was apparently a paroxysm of grief. Miss Tuckett fell upon her and shook her as one shakes a naughty child.

“I don’t believe a word of it,” she cried; “you are dreaming.” But there was an expression upon her face as she said it which showed that she was not altogether as sceptical as she pretended to be.

“It’s as true as that I am sitting here,” answered the other, suddenly ceasing her moaning under the stimulus of contradiction. “If you do not believe me, come and see for yourself.”

Together the two women went upstairs and entered the death chamber. Less than a moment sufficed to convince the English governess that what she had been told was, unhappily, only too correct.

“But who can have been wicked enough to do it?” she asked in a horrified whisper. “So far as I know she had no enemies, at least, not one who would be likely to commit such a dastardly deed.”

“Come with me again,” said Miss Tibbits, and she led her to the room which had been occupied by the new pupil.

“Where is she?” asked the English governess as she looked about her in surprise.

“Gone,” replied the other. “I took her up a cup of tea at seven o’clock, according to Miss Pinnifer’s instructions, and found the room empty. Do you know what I think? I think that she was mad, and that it was she who murdered my poor mistress. Having done so, she ran away.”

The English governess looked grave, as well she might. It was a serious charge to bring against the girl; but there was no gainsaying the fact that things looked very black against her. She had behaved so strangely on the preceding night, that anyone would have felt justified in believing, as Miss Tibbits had said, that she was not quite right in her mind. Her curious behaviour in the middle of the night added to, rather than detracted from, the weight of suspicion against her.

“And now what are we to do?” asked the younger woman.

“We must communicate with the police without delay,” said Miss Tuckett, the practical, “and also with Mr. Penfold, her lawyer. They will take charge of the matter. There will have to be an inquest, and the detectives will have to try to find the murderer.”

“Or murderess,” put in Miss Tibbits vindictively. “Nothing will ever convince me that that girl did not commit the crime. Oh, my poor, kind mistress, that you should have met with such a fate. It is too cruel — too cruel.”

Miss Tibbits was one of that large class of persons who are able to discover more virtues in a person after death than they ever dreamt of during life.

“We had better lock both the doors, and you keep the keys until the police arrive,” said Miss Tuckett, who by this time had quite regained that common-sense which was one of her chief characteristics.

The doors of the two rooms were accordingly locked and the keys deposited safely in Miss Tibbits’ capacious pocket.

“Now I shall go for the police myself,” remarked the English governess, as if it were the most natural thing in the world for her to do. “In cases like this there should be no delay.”

The other envied her her spirit, and began to feel that, after all, she herself was a poor, weak creature.

“And the young ladies,” she asked, “what are we to do about them?”

“For the present they must be kept in ignorance of what has happened. We shall be compelled to communicate with their parents later on, I suppose. Now I am going. Give the maids to understand that their mistress is not well and does not wish to be disturbed. That will account for the door being locked.”

Miss Tibbits promised to attend to these details, and the other departed on her errand.

A quarter of an hour later an inspector of police, accompanied by a doctor, and a constable, made his appearance at the house, and had an interview with trembling Miss Tibbits in her late mistress’s sanctum sanctorum. From her lips he heard all that she knew of the tragedy, punctuated by sobs. She described the arrival of the new pupil on the previous day, her singular behaviour during the night, and the fact that she was missing in the morning.

“At what time did you last see the deceased alive?” asked the inspector, tapping his note-book with his pencil.

“About half-past one o’clock,” the woman replied.

“Where was that, may I ask? These particulars are all of importance.”

“In her own apartment,” was the answer.

“Was that after or before the scene you describe as having taken place in the new pupil’s room?” was the next question.

“It was after it,” answered Miss Tibbits. “She desired to consult me about it.”

“You say that the young lady, who was brought here by her guardian, a lawyer, struck everyone as being peculiar in her manner? Be so good as to describe her peculiarity to me as nearly as you can.”

Miss Tibbits’ spirits revived at once. She saw a chance of being vindictive, and hastened to avail herself of it.

“She was morose,” she said; “would scarcely speak to anyone, and when she did it was only to say ‘yes ‘ or ‘ no.’ She came from South America, but I wouldn’t trust anyone who came from those parts with anything. It’s my belief they’d as soon murder you as look at you. If this girl didn’t murder my poor mistress, I don’t know who did.”

“Never mind that,” put in the inspector, who did not wish to waste time. “She may have done so or she may not. What I want are the facts as far as you are able to give them to me. By the way, did the young lady in question leave any luggage behind her?”

“Two boxes,” was the reply.

“Then she took nothing with her?”

“Nothing, so far as I can tell,” said Miss Tibbits.

“Were the doors and windows securely fastened downstairs?”

“I attended to them myself,” was the rejoinder given with some little asperity.

“And were they fastened this morning?”

Miss Tibbits was compelled to confess that she had made no enquiry on the subject.

“Never mind,” said the inspector, “we can enquire about that later. Now, if you please, we will go upstairs.

As they left the sanctum and entered the hall the front door was opened by a maidservant, and the English governess entered, followed by a tall, elderly gentleman, with a thin, hatchet-like face, decorated with a pair of long grey whiskers. This was Mr. Penfold, Miss Pinnifer’s lawyer.

“Good morning, Inspector; good morning, Doctor,” he began. Then, turning to Miss Tibbits, “This is an extremely bad business. I don’t know when I have been more shocked.”

Before she could well reply, the inspector interposed with:

“We were about to go upstairs, Mr. Penfold; perhaps you would be good enough to accompany us?”

“I suppose I had better,” was the answer. “But I must confess that I do not look forward to doing so.”

They accordingly ascended the stairs to the room in which the unfortunate victim of the tragedy lay.

“My poor client,” said the lawyer as he looked at her. “How little did I imagine that this would be your end.”

There could be no doubt that the old gentleman was genuinely grieved. The doctor approached the bed and made his examination. It was not a long one.

“It is needless for me to tell you,” he said, “that she is dead.”

“In your opinion how long is it since death took place?” asked the lawyer.

“Roughly speaking, I should say from five to seven hours.”

“You will, of course, be subpœned for the inquest,” remarked the inspector.

“I presume I shall have no option,” the other replied. “You do not want me any more now, I suppose?”

“No, thank you. I am much obliged to you, Doctor. Good morning.”

The medical man left the room, whereupon the inspector began his examination of the apartment. There were two or three spots of blood on the carpet near the door, and another on the vallence of the bed. He pointed them out to the lawyer, who enquired what construction he placed upon it.

“Well, in my opinion,” the other replied, “it points conclusively to the fact that the murder was not committed in the room, but elsewhere. The next question is to find out where.”

They left the room and passed into the corridor outside. It was lighted by a window at the further end, but this was not sufficient for the inspector’s purpose. He therefore asked Miss Tibbits to be good enough to furnish him with a candle. When this was forthcoming, he went down on his hands and knees and made a patient examination of the carpet near the door, and another on the valance the left, that is to say, towards the hall and main staircase, there was nothing to be seen. He therefore turned his attention to the right.

“Yes, here it is,” he said. “Spot number one.” Further on there was another, and so on until at last they reached the door of the room which had been occupied by the new pupil.

“There, what did I tell you?” cried Miss Tibbits triumphantly. “Did I not say that it was she who committed the crime? I felt sure of it from the first.”

Neither of the men answered, but the inspector opened the door and entered the room. Everything was just as the girl had left it; nothing had been disturbed. Her two boxes stood on either side of the wardrobe; the bed-clothes lay in disorder on the bed, her articles of toilet were upon the dressing-table, and the shoes she had worn on the previous evening were side by side beneath it, but, strange to say, sign of blood there was none.

“That is very extraordinary,” said the inspector, rising to his feet once more. “Very extraordinary indeed. The blood comes up to the door, but there is no sign of it in here. If the murder had been committed outside the door there would have been ample evidence of the fact. As it is, there are only a few spots of blood. Common-sense tells us that the unfortunate lady could not have walked up here and back again with her throat cut. I fancy it promises to be one of the most extraordinary cases that I have known during my experience of crime.”

“Pardon my making a suggestion,” put in the lawyer. “But is not the theory of suicide permissible.”

The police officer shook his head.

“In the first place, though as you saw I searched carefully, I could find no instrument with which such an act could have been effected. Then again, you have the blood stains in the corridor to account for. No, my dear sir, with all due respect to you, the suicide theory will not hold water.”

The lawyer scratched his chin with his thumb. “In that case,” he replied, “I am equally at a loss with you to understand it. And what do you propose doing now?”

“To begin with, we must endeavour to find the girl, and the coroner must be communicated with. It would be as well, I should say, if you were to telegraph to the gentleman who placed her under Miss Pinnifer’s care. It is within the bounds of possibility that she has returned to him, though personally I do not think it likely. If she were guilty she would know that that would be the first place where we should look for her. As it is, that is what we shall do. I will now lock the rooms and take the keys with me. The man I have brought with me will remain in charge.”

“In the meantime I will telegraph to Mr. — let me see, I think you said his name was Tolson — to Mr. Tolson and make him acquainted with the terrible news. I know him very well by repute, and I am quite sure that he will be as shocked as I am when he hears it. The firm is one of the most respected in the profession.”

The doors were locked and the constable placed in charge, after which the police officer took his departure. By this time the news that something was wrong had spread through the house, and the young ladies were in such a state, which could only be described as one of absolute terror. They could not remain in the house, one and all declared. Nothing would induce them to leave the lower regions or to venture anywhere near that terrible corridor.

In despair, the English governess, who by right of seniority had taken over control, approached the lawyer on the subject, and asked him as one of Miss Pinnifer’s executors as well as her lawyer, what was the best to be done.

“Telegraph to their parents and send them home,” was the prompt reply. “It is not the least use their remaining here. As a matter of fact they will only be in the way.”

Telegrams were accordingly dispatched, and in due course the girls departed to their respective abodes. Shortly after lunch, Mr. Penfold again put in an appearance. He had received a telegram from Mr. Tolson, in which he said that he was leaving by the next train for Brighton. As yet he only knew that his ward was missing; nothing had been told him of the murder, Mr. Penfold having deemed it more prudent to acquaint him of the fact on his arrival. Meanwhile the police were searching in every direction through the town for the missing girl, but so far without success. The constable whose beat included the square had been examined, and he was positive that he had seen nothing of her. They made enquiries at the various railway stations within a considerable distance of the town — but still no news. Nothing could be heard of her. She might have vanished into thin air for any trace of her the police could discover.

Towards three o’clock Mr. Tolson put in an appearance. It was easy to see as he descended from the cab that he was in an agitated frame of mind; his usually jovial face was clouded over with care, and he looked years Older than when he had done on the previous day. Miss Tibbits opened the door to him herself, and in the hall he discovered a tall, elderly gentleman, whose very appearance betokened the fact that he was of the same profession as himself. The latter advanced to meet him.

“Mr. Tolson, I believe,” he said. “May I introduce myself? My name is Penfold, and I am Miss Pinnifer’s legal adviser, or perhaps I should say I was.”

“But surely, my dear sir, there is no need for us to make this unhappy circumstance a legal affair,” remarked the newcomer. “If the unhappy girl has run away, I am quite sure Miss Pinnifer is not to blame. I can assure you, I entertain the highest respect for her integrity.”

“Perhaps it would be as well if we were to discuss the matter elsewhere. We will go into the dining-room, and perhaps, Miss Tibbits, you will be good enough to see that we are not disturbed.”

Such was Miss Tibbits’ curiosity that she would willingly have followed them into the room, but the way in which Mr. Penfold closed the door showed her very plainly that he would not permit such a thing. Worse than all, the arrival of the English and French governesses on the scene precluded any possibility of her listening at the keyhole. She felt that this was hard, seeing what an important part she had played in the case.

When the door had been closed the two men walked to the window at the further end of the room and seated themselves there. The window looked out over a garden at the back, in which the pupils had been wont to disport themselves in happier days. The view was not altogether a cheerful one; it had that indescribable boarding school air that one is never able quite to dissociate from even the most high-class educational establishments, such as Miss Pinnifer’s undoubtedly was. The grass of the lawn had been worn away in many places by dainty young feet, the trees and shrubs appeared to be ashamed of their surroundings, while the very brick wall which surrounded it seemed suggestive of a prison. For a few moments both men sat watching it in silence. The Brighton lawyer was thinking of the dead woman upstairs, and wondering how he was to enter upon his tale; his London confrère was thinking of his ward and wondering what had induced her to take such an extraordinary step as to run away. If the truth must be told, both were undeniably ill at ease, and, all things considered, it is scarcely to be wondered at that they were. Mr. Tolson was the first to break the silence. His remark, however, was scarcely original — he had made it, or something very like it, before.

“This is a very sad business,” he began,” and not only sad, but an extremely annoying one for everyone concerned. I cannot say personally when I have been more annoyed by anything. At my age such things affect one more than they do the younger men.”

“It has given me a shock such as I have never known before,” replied Mr. Penfold, forgetting for the moment that the other as yet knew nothing of the tragedy which had befallen the house.

Mr. Tolson gazed at him in some surprise. Since he was merely Miss Pinnifer’s legal adviser it seemed strange to him that he should take the matter so much to heart. He did not comment on the fact, however; he had enough to think of without doing that.

“I had quite thought that the foolish girl would have settled down happily here,” he continued. “She would have had companions of her own age or nearly so, to associate with, a comfortable home, combined with the best of opportunities for improving her education, which, as you have doubtless heard, was, to say the least of it, extremely backward. Instead of which, she must needs run away before she has been in the house twenty-four hours. I presume you have caused enquiries to be made for her?”

“The police have the matter in hand, and are searching everywhere for her,” answered Mr. Penfold. “It will be strange if they don’t find her before very long. A girl of such singular beauty and alone could scarcely fail to attract attention. If she did not take train to London, and the railway people feel confident that she did not, she cannot have had time to get very far. Personally, my opinion is that she is wandering on the Downs.”

“Poor soul, I trust she will come to no harm there,” put in Mr. Tolson. “I would not have anything happen to her for the wealth of all the Indies. Not so much for her own sake, perhaps, as for the sake of another, who is very dear to me. Ah! my dear sir, if only you knew all the ins and outs of this affair, I know you would feel as I do about it.” {BRIGHTON NOVEL}

“I know enough to make me feel very sad,” the other rejoined bitterly. “I know that she has in all human probability lost me an old friend and a respected client. I have acted for Miss Pinnifer for nearly thirty years, and, as one of the profession, you will know what that means.”

“But surely the loss of one pupil cannot make much difference to a lady of Miss Pinnifer’s standing in her profession,” said Mr. Tolson.

“Even if, after all, the pupil is lost to her. Besides, who knows but what I may be able to induce her to forgive the reckless girl and to take her back into her house?”

“Miss Pinnifer will take no more pupils,” said Mr. Penfold gloomily.

“What do you mean?”

The other paused for a moment before he replied.

“I mean that Miss Pinnifer was foully murdered in the early hours of this morning, and that since that time your ward has been missing.”


CHAPTER IX
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MR. TOLSON SAT and looked at Mr. Penfold with a face that was consternation itself. He tried to speak, but at the first attempt his voice failed him. He could not utter a sound. At last he recovered himself somewhat.

“Good heavens, my dear sir,” he cried in tones of horror, “is it possible that what you say can be true? Miss Pinnifer murdered — I cannot believe it. It seems incredible. Who can have committed such a dastardly crime?”

It was evident from this speech that he had not properly realised the true purport of the communication the other had made to him. How to make him see it without giving him unnecessary pain was the problem the Brighton lawyer was called upon to solve, and he found it difficult to do so. Nearly half a minute must have elapsed before he answered.

“You must prepare yourself for some bad news, Mr. Tolson,” he said, and then came to a sudden stop. He devoutly wished himself anywhere but where he was.

“Is there more bad news for me to hear?” asked the old man. “Surely I have heard enough. Miss Pinnifer murdered, and my ward missing — that should be enough for any man, in all conscience.”

“Can you not understand even now?” asked the other, almost testily, for his nerves were undergoing a severe strain and they reacted on his temper. “Surely you can guess without putting me to the pain of having to tell you.”

“How can I guess when I have not the least idea of what you are driving at?” replied Mr. Tolson with corresponding petulance. “If you would only be good enough to explain yourself, it would save both of us much time and worry. Speak out, sir, and be done with it.”

“In that case there is nothing for it but for me to tell you. Don’t blame me, however, if the telling causes you pain. Miss Pinnifer, as I have already told you, has been brutally murdered, and your ward has disappeared. Can you see no connection between the two events?”

Mr. Tolson sprang from his chair with a cry.

“Good God!” he shouted, “you don’t mean to tell me that you believe her guilty of the murder?”

“I am only too sorry to say that the weight of evidence seems to point in that direction,” retorted Mr. Penfold. “Look at it calmly. From what I can gather there can be little or no doubt that the young lady in question is — well — she is not quite as strong in her mind as she might be, Everyone remarked it. It was the talk of the establishment last night.”

“A fig for the talk of the establishment,” cried the irate lawyer. “I tell you the thing is absurd, ridiculous, monstrous. I knew the girl’s father and mother, and I have known her since she was an infant. She has seen great trouble, and it has brought about a species of melancholia, that is all. She is as incapable of such an act as you would accuse her of as you are yourself. Dismiss such a suspicion from your mind at once, I implore you.”

“I wish I could,” the other answered with a shake of his head. “Alas I however, it is impossible. At the risk of displeasing you, I must say that the facts are too patent to be disputed. She behaved in a most extraordinary manner last night — shrieked and complained that she was being followed by people, and acted altogether in a most peculiar manner.”

“But I tell you again, sir, that the thing is absurd, that it is not to be thought of. I am prepared to pledge my own reputation that she is innocent. There is some hideous mistake. As for her saying that she was being followed, I can explain that quite easily. She has never been the same girl since her father’s assassination and her poor mother’s death. The terrible scene is always before her, and her constant fear is that she is being followed by the assassin and that she will meet the same unhappy fate as befell them. Small wonder is it, therefore, that she is depressed. That was one of my chief reasons for desiring to place her under Miss Pinnifer’s care. I thought that the discipline of the school and the companionship of the other pupils might have a salutary effect upon her. It would appear, however, that I was mistaken. The pity was that I ever brought her here at all.”

He spoke with such bitterness that Mr. Penfold felt even sorrier for him than before. But what was to be done? He was by this time as convinced as was Miss Tibbits that the girl had committed the murder, and however willing he might be to think otherwise he could not do so against his better judgment. As a man of the world and as a lawyer, that would have been too absurd. While he was thinking of this the inspector of police was announced, and was introduced to Mr. Tolson.

“I understand that you have been searching for my unfortunate ward,” said the latter. “Have you any news of her?”

“None whatever,” was the curt reply. Then, after a short pause, he added, “We have men out in every direction hunting for her, and all the stations within a large radius have been warned to keep a sharp lookout. But when I left headquarters a quarter of an hour ago no news had been received of her.”

“Tell me, Mr. Inspector,” said the old gentleman,” that is to say if it is consistent with your duty to do so, whether, after what you have seen and have been told of the case, you believe her to be guilty of this atrocious charge?”

“At present I cannot tell you what I think,” the officer answered, “inasmuch as I do not know myself. It is a most complicated case, and one is afraid to say anything until more details are brought to light. A man from Scotland Yard will come down to-night to commence investigations, and then perhaps we may come to some better understanding of it. At present we are, so to speak, almost in the dark. If we could find a motive, the rest should be comparatively easy. But so far as we have been able to discover nothing has been taken, yet on the other hand, it cannot be found that Miss Pinnifer had an enemy in the world — certainly not one who would be likely to enter her house and murder her in the middle of the night.”

“In searching for a motive, would it facilitate matters at all if I were to inform you that yesterday I drew a cheque in Miss Pinnifer’s favour for two hundred and fifty pounds? Might not this have been some inducement to an assassin to take her life? The idea is feasible.”

“It is possible that it might — though in my opinion, not probable,” replied the inspector.” If the cheque is gone and has not been presented at the bank the circumstance might be worthy of consideration.”

“Can we not settle that point once and for all?” asked Mr. Penfold, who had not spoken for some time. “Miss Tibbits should be able to tell us where the deceased lady was in the habit of keeping her money, and we could then satisfy ourselves as to whether it is there or not. An enquiry at the bank will set the other matter at rest. What do you say, Inspector?”

“There can be no harm in trying it,” he replied. “Where can we find Miss — the lady you mention?”

“I will call her,” said Mr. Penfold, and left the room in search of Miss Tibbits. When he returned with her the inspector put the question to her. Her reply was to the effect that to the best of her belief the deceased lady kept any money she might have in the house, in one of the drawers of the writing-table in her own sanctum. The key was thereupon obtained, and the three men entered the apartment together, only to discover that they wanted the key of the writing-table before they could commence operations. Enquiry of Miss Tibbits went to show that Miss Pinnifer had been for many years in the habit of carrying them about with her, and that in all probability they were in the pocket of the dress she had worn on the previous evening. This proved to be the case.

The keys being forthcoming, the desk was opened by the inspector, one of the lawyers being seated on either side of him. The various drawers were filled almost to overflowing with papers, and Mr. Penfold’s face became grave as roll after roll of worthless scrip came to light. While he was aware that his unfortunate client had speculated a great deal, he had no idea that it was so heavily or in such wild-cat stock. The top drawer having been drawn blank, the others were opened in their turn and examined carefully. But search where they would, they could discover no trace of what they wanted. Without a doubt she must have posted the draft to the bank soon after she had received it. The only thing to be done, therefore, was to enquire at the bank with as little delay as possible. A cab was accordingly called, and in it the three gentlemen drove to the institution in question. Both Mr. Penfold and the inspector were well known, and in consequence they experienced no difficulty in obtaining admission, for it was after closing time, and also an interview with the manager. He was a portly, dignified gentleman, as befitted his calling, who took his position seriously, as well he might. When Mr. Tolson had been introduced to him he invited them to be seated.

“And what can I have the pleasure of doing for you, gentlemen,” he asked, playing with his gold-rimmed glasses as he spoke. “I regret that I cannot spare you very much time, but the fact is I have a Board meeting in a quarter of an hour, and as you are aware, Directors, like Time and Tide, wait for no man.”

He chuckled at his own small joke, and then, leaning back in his chair, waited to learn their business with him. When he heard that his old customer, Miss Pinnifer, had been murdered, he was genuinely shocked.

“But may I ask in what way I am interested in the matter?” he enquired after he had expressed his horror and sympathy. “I do not quite see in what way we, that is, the bank, is implicated.”

“Yesterday, this gentleman, Mr. Tolson,” explained the inspector, “handed the deceased lady a cheque for two hundred and fifty pounds. We have been searching for it at the house, but have been quite unable to find it. Our object in calling upon you is to discover whether or not the draft in question has been presented.”

The manager rang the bell upon his writing-table and bade the clerk who answered it request the head cashier to come to him.

“Mr. Soames,” he said, when that gentleman made his appearance, “have you received a cheque drawn by Mr. Tolson in favour of Miss Pinnifer, of Senlac Square?”

“Yes, sir,” the cashier replied; “it was paid in this morning, together with a cheque drawn by Miss Pinnifer herself for two hundred pounds in favour of a Mr. Archibald Wilkinson.”

“Ah!” said Mr. Tolson, “this is beginning to grow interesting. Might I ask at what time they were presented?”

“As soon as we opened,” was the prompt reply.

“Might we see them?”

“With pleasure,” answered the manager. “Be good enough to bring them in, Mr. Soames, will you?”

The two documents were presently forthcoming. The inspector examined them first and then handed them on to Mr. Penfold, remarking as he did so that he must be familiar with his client’s signature.

“So far as I can tell the signatures on the face of one and the back of the other are in her handwriting — but of course I cannot speak positively. What do you think, Mr. Soames?”

The cashier gave it as his opinion that there could be no sort of doubt on the subject. In proof of it he had honoured the cheque in favour of Mr. Wilkinson without a second thought.

“Have you any other cheques drawn by her within the last fortnight?” enquired the inspector. “If so, I should be glad if you would let me see them. I should like to make a comparison.”

Several returned drafts were presently forthcoming and the police officer spread them out upon the manager’s desk and studied them carefully for some minutes. At last he turned to the manager and said:

“I most firmly believe the cheque drawn in favour of this man Wilkinson, or whatever his real name may be, to be a forgery. If you will place it beside any of the others I feel sure you will be able to detect the difference. For instance, in all the other cheques where the word ‘ Mr.’ occurs you will notice that the ‘M’ invariably slopes to the left, while here it slopes to the right, a sudden change which such a precise old lady would be scarcely to make after so many years. Again, if you will examine the capital letter in ‘Pinnifer’ you will notice that in the other twelve cheques the down stroke is so fine as to be almost illegible, yet here it is as heavy as if it had been written by a rough man with a J pen. And last, but not least, does it not strike you as being highly improbable that a lady of Miss Pinnifer’s business-like habits would draw a cheque in favour of ‘bearer ‘ and for such a large amount as two hundred pounds?”

“I can scarcely credit it,” remarked Mr. Penfold, who was naturally familiar with his late client’s idiosyncrasies. “Pray, what sort of man was this Mr. Wilkinson?”

“A somewhat horsey-looking young fellow, of perhaps twenty-five years of age,” answered the cashier; “clean-shaven, wearing a frock suit and a silk hat. I should certainly not have described him as a gentleman.” — 

“Had he any peculiarity that you can mention; any mark or marks that might lead to his identification?”

Mr. Soames could not remember having noticed any. As a matter of fact, he declared that he was busy at the moment, and believing the signature to be genuine, cashed the cheque without paying much attention to the man who presented it. — 

“It is a pity for all our sakes that you did not,” remarked the inspector drily. “We should in that case have been saved an infinity of trouble. As it is, we have next to nothing to go upon.”

The cashier hung his head, and then his face brightened a little and his confidence returned to him.

“There is one thing that I do remember about him, and that is that his left boot heel was worn down on the right side. It isn’t very much, but apart from his horsey appearance it is all that I can recall about him. We have so many people passing in and out in the course of the day that it is almost impossible to remember any particular individual.”

The inspector made a note in his pocket-book concerning the boot heel, and then turned to his companions.

“I don’t think we need trouble the manager any longer, gentlemen,” said he.” We have discovered all we want to know.”

Having thanked the two gentlemen for their courtesy, they accordingly withdrew. On the pavement outside they paused to discuss the interview which had just terminated.

“That cheque was a forgery, or I’m a Dutchman,” exclaimed the inspector. “A marvellously clever forgery, if you like, but none the less a forgery. What beats me is how the fellow Wilkinson managed to get hold of the cheque.”

“My experience of criminals has taught me that as often as not they will run the greatest risks in order to throw dust in the eyes of their pursuers,” observed the inspector. “However, we must try to lay our hands on Mr. Wilkinson as soon as possible, and to do that I must return without further delay to headquarters. I hope you are not leaving the town, Mr. Tolson. The coroner will be compelled to subpoena you for the inquest, I am afraid.”

“And when and where will that take place?” The other furnished him with the full particulars and then they departed, the police officer returning to the station, and Penfold and Tolson going on to the General Post Office. Here they too separated, Mr. Penfold to return to his office, and Mr. Tolson to enter the building in order to dispatch a telegram. His face was graver even than usual as he bent over the desk and hovered, pencil in hand, above the printed form.” What will he say?” was the question he was asking himself, and it was one that he found it extremely difficult to answer. He did not know that he had ever been called upon to indite a more unsatisfactory wire. At last he made up his mind as to the line of action he intended to pursue, and commenced to write. This was how the message ran: — 



Anstruther, Waynflete’s Hotel, Strand, London. Come at once. Royal Sussex Hotel, Brighton. Serious news. — TOLSON.



Having dispatched it, he returned to his hotel by cab, calling at the Central Police Station en route. Up to that time no news had been received of the missing girl, though the most exhaustive search had been made for her. All sorts of wild rumours were afloat concerning her, and numerous folk had come forward, as is always the case either purporting to be the girl herself or declaring that they had seen her. But in every case their assertions proved to be untrue. The base of the cliffs had been explored, the Downs had been traversed backwards and forwards unsuccessfully, but not a trace of her could anyone discover. Already printed offers of reward had been circulated in every direction, but while they gave certain stimulus to the hunt, they did no real good.

It was with ill-concealed impatience that Mr. Tolson awaited the arrival of the London train by which Eric Anstruther had telegraphed to him that he was travelling to Brighton. However fond as he might be of the young man, he was not altogether looking forward to the meeting. In many cases it is better to be the recipient of bad news than to be called upon to impart them to another. Mr. Tolson felt that it was certainly so in his case — just as Mr. Penfold had done before him. He paced the floor of his sitting-room in deep thought, stopping now and again to look out upon the dull grey sea breaking in sullen thunder upon the shingle. Dusk was falling, and there was every appearance of an approaching storm. It was all in harmony with his own feelings.

At last there was the sound of footsteps in the corridor outside, followed by a tap on the door of his room. In answer to his cry of “Come in,” a servant entered to inform him that a gentleman of the name of Anstruther desired to see him. A moment later Eric Anstruther entered the room. In spite of the difference in dress and grooming, he looked but little different to the youth we last saw on the deck of the small steamer in the Caribbean Sea. Even under these altered conditions, he still gave evidence of the same strength, that same lissomness, the same independence, which had characterised him in that far-off land. It would not have been thought from his appearance that he was the possessor of nerves, yet one glance at his face as he greeted the old solicitor was sufficient to show that he was labouring under the weight of a great anxiety, which, do what he would, he could not conceal. He shook hands with Mr. Tolson, and then paused until the waiter had closed the door. Then he spoke.

“For Heaven’s sake tell me the meaning of all this,” he cried. “What on earth has happened? Is she ill, or what? You cannot imagine the agonies I have suffered since I received your wire. I have been imagining all sorts of horrors. Why don’t you answer?”

Mr. Tolson had by this time made up his mind as to his line of action.

“As I told you in my telegram, the matter is most serious,” he said. “You know that after mutual consideration we decided that I should bring her here and place her in Miss Pinnifer’s charge, hoping by that means, not only to do her good, but to outwit Quintana and his rascally confederates — but, alas! ‘the best laid schemes o’ mice an’ men gang aft agley.’”

“Oh! get on, get on,” cried the younger man in an agony of impatience. “I don’t want to hear you quote Burns. I want to know what has happened. You are driving me to despair by your slowness.”

“Have you seen the evening papers?”

“Yes! That is to say, I bought two or three, but I did not read them. I had other and more important things to think of. But what makes you ask the question? What have the evening papers to do with Catalina? Is it hopeless to try and make you explain? Upon my word, Tolson, if you don’t soon make a clean breast of what you know, I believe I shall do you a mischief. I am far from being in the humour to be trifled with. Something terrible has happened to the girl I love, and you torment me by not telling me what it is. I thought better of you than that.”

“Fair and softly, my dear boy,” was the apparently calm rejoinder. “You jump to conclusions too quickly. My object was to break the news to you gradually, in order to prepare you for what is to come. I asked you if you had read the evening papers, because if you had you would have seen that a terrible tragedy has occurred down here to-day. To-morrow it will be all over England.”

The young man’s voice was hoarse with terror as he put the question, “You are not going to tell me that she has been killed?”

“I pray not,” the old man answered, “but she has disappeared no one knows whither. Bad, however, as that may seem to you, it is not the worst. There is more to be told.”

“Could anything be worse than that? Has no attempt been made to find her? Have you done nothing for the daughter of your old friend? Shame upon you, Tolson, shame upon you, I say.”

“Your reproaches are unjust,” the other answered quietly and without any sign of resentment. “I have done all that mortal man could do. The police are searching for her everywhere; rewards have been offered — what more could be done?”

“Wait till I take the matter in hand, and you will see. If need be, I will search every inch of ground between Land’s End and the North Foreland until I find her.”

“But you have not heard me out; there is more to be told.”

“I do not wish to hear any more. I have heard enough. What I have to do now is to find my poor lost darling.”

“But you must hear all I have to tell you. It is the most serious part of the story.”

The young man sat down again with an air of resignation.

“Catalina left the house, so it is supposed, between two and three o’clock this morning. About the same time Miss Pinnifer was brutally murdered — her throat was cut from ear to ear.”

You might have counted fifty before Anstruther answered. His face was as pale as death, and his hands clasped the arms of his chair so tightly that the veins stood out upon them like thick strings.

“Do you believe it was Catalina who committed the crime?” he asked at last. Then changing his voice—” No, no! forgive me. I can see that you don’t.”

“But I fear there are others who do,” replied Mr. Tolson sadly.

“Then we will disprove it,” cried the young man. “Come what may, we will disprove it! And then, by Heaven, I will deal with them!”



END OF PART II 


PART III


CHAPTER X
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WHAT GOOD ANSTRUTHER thought he was going to accomplish is best known to himself; the fact remains, however, that on leaving Mr. Tolson he made his way to the livery stables of the hotel and hired a saddle horse. If the animal was somewhat more subdued than the bronchos to which he had grown accustomed in South America, it nevertheless served his purpose well enough. On it he rode first to Senlac Square, where he pulled up before Athena House. A small crowd, attracted by the story of the terrible crime, had collected on the pavement and in the roadway, staring at the building which they had probably passed a hundred times before without noticing, as if they could penetrate the mystery of the crime by simply staring at the bricks and mortar. A couple of policemen were on duty, to regulate the traffic as well as they were able. Anstruther beckoned one of them to him, and, bending from his saddle, asked him in a low voice whether anything had been heard of the missing girl. The man shook his head.

“No, sir,” he replied; “so far as I know she is still at large, though they are looking for her high and low.”

The words” still at large” struck the young man like a blow, for they seemed to hint that this man at least believed Catalina to be guilty. Giving his horse a stir, he rode off at a fast pace in the direction of the Downs, pausing now and again to make enquiries, but always with the same lack of success. The occupants of some of the houses answered him civilly enough, but there were others who asked how many more times they were to be bothered about the matter, declaring that what with the police and other people, they had had no peace all day. Mile after mile he rode on until the darkness showed him plainly that it was useless for him to continue the search.

“Where can she be?” he asked himself as he turned his horse’s head homewards. For the first time he began to realise something of the difficulty, one might almost say the impossibility, of the task he had set before him.

It was nearly half-past nine by the time he reached the hotel. Having given up his horse in the yard, he made his way to Mr. Tolson’s room. Somewhat to his surprise he found that the lawyer was not alone. Seated at the table in the middle of the room was a short, stout individual, with a clean-shaven, ruddy face and close-cut auburn hair. He looked like a well-to-do farmer of between forty-five and fifty years of age. Before him was spread out a substantial meal, cold beef, bread and cheese, and bottled beer, which he was devouring with great gusto. Mr. Tolson was standing before the fire, his hands under his coat tails and his glasses balanced on the end of his nose.

“Well, my dear Eric,” he said, as the young man entered the room, “have you any good news for us?”

“None whatever,” the other answered moodily.” I have made enquiries on the Downs, but no one seems to have seen or heard anything of her. If she had vanished into space she could not have disappeared more completely.”

As he said this he glanced at the stranger, who was still engaged upon his repast, and who apparently was not taking the least interest in what they were talking about. Anstruther could not help wondering who he could be and why Tolson had mentioned the matter before him. The latter must have seen what was passing in his mind, for he appeared to suddenly recollect himself.

“I beg your pardon, my dear Eric,” he said; “I should have made you acquainted with each other before this. Allow me to present to you Mr. Ezra Dexter, of the Criminal Investigation Department of Scotland Yard. He has come down to make enquiries into the case in which we are both so much interested. Mr. Dexter — Mr.

Eric Anstruther, my client and the prospective husband of the young lady who has so mysteriously disappeared.

The detective rose and held out his hand. “Delighted to make your acquaintance, sir,” he said, and having shaken hands, promptly reseated himself and took up his knife and fork, remarking that “it was as prime a bit of beef as he had tasted for many a long day.” Of the case itself he made no mention, and doubtless he would not have done so at all had not Anstruther tackled him upon the subject by asking him what his theory was upon the murder.

“I have formed no theory,” he answered. “I haven’t been in the town an hour and a half yet, and all I know about the case is what I have heard from the inspector and Mr. Tolson here, putting on one side what I have read in the newspapers. As soon as I have finished supper I shall take a run round to the house and make a few enquiries there, so that I may be able to get to work in earnest in the morning. In the meantime I might put a few questions to you that might possibly help to throw some light upon the matter.”

“I don’t know that I can tell you very much that is likely to be of any use to you,” Anstruther replied.” But ask me what you like, and I will do my best to answer you.”

“I believe you have known the young lady who has disappeared for some considerable time?” said the other.

Anstruther assented. “He had known her for some time,” he declared, and went on to add somewhat irrelevantly “that he was proud of the fact.”

“I am glad to hear you say so,” said Mr. Dexter politely. “Her father, who was a well-known citizen of the Republic of Colombia, was assassinated, I understand?”

“That is quite true. He was murdered in the vestibule of the House of Assembly at Bogotâ about three months ago. Her mother never really recovered from the shock, and followed him to the grave shortly after.”

“And the assassin was never captured?”

“He had not been when I left the country.”

“I am given to understand that the young lady lives in constant terror that she is being followed and that she will share the same fate as her parents; is this so?”

Anstruther shook his head. “She is in continual dread that she is being followed,” he said, “but not by the man who assassinated her father. There was a Spaniard named Quintana who has obtained a great influence over her during the time that her mental balance was somewhat shaken by the troubles she has passed through. He vowed to her that she should never become my wife, and that he would follow her to the end of the world in order to prevent her doing so. She went in continual terror of him, and it was mainly for that reason, and in accordance with the Don’s wish, that I brought her home to England.”

“Have you any reason for believing that this man followed you to Europe?”

“Unfortunately I have,” Anstruther replied. “Though I cannot speak with absolute certainty, yet I feel positive that I saw him three days ago in London. If it was not him it was a man so like him that it must have been his twin brother.”

“And where was this?”

“At Waterloo. If it was not Quintana, there is certainly a curious coincidence connected with it, for it was from the Ewell train that I saw him alight.”

“And where does the coincidence come in?” enquired the detective. “I am afraid I do not understand.”

“Why, Mr. Tolson lives at Ewell, and it is with him that Miss D’Araugo has been staying since her arrival in England. If I were deceived in the likeness, does it not seem strange that this man should have been in that neighbourhood?”

“But could he not have got in at one of the intermediate stations?” asked the other. “However, I grant you that the coincidence is worth considering.”

Having finished his supper, Mr. Dexter commenced his preparations for setting off for Senlac Square. It was Anstruther’s wish to accompany him, but this the other would not permit.

“I am staying in this hotel,” he said, “and if you should not have retired to rest when I return I will look in upon you and tell you if I have discovered anything of importance. I am not very sanguine, however, of doing so to-night.”

He took his departure, and Tolson and Anstruther were left alone together. Though they had already discussed the case a hundred times together, they began on it again, speculating as to the reason of the murder, wondering what had become of the unfortunate girl, and hazarding a hundred guesses as to the mysterious Mr. Wilkinson’s connection with the matter. So far as they were concerned it was the disappearance of Catalina that weighed most heavily upon them. I am perfectly sure that not for one single instant did either of them connect her in any way with the crime. Tolson believed in her for her father and mother’s sake, her lover for her own. The result was the same, though arrived at by two different channels.

“If only we could form some idea as to how she left the house,” said Anstruther, as he knocked the ashes out of his pipe into the fireplace. “You say that the maids are quite sure that the front door as well as the back door were both securely locked on the inside when they came down to work this morning?”

“They are positive of it,” the lawyer replied.

“Miss Tibbits herself locked up on the preceding night, and, from what we have been able to ascertain, they were found in the morning just as she had left them.”

“The back door opens into a yard, I understand, while the windows on the ground floor in front overlook a deep area which it would be impossible for her to cross. With every egress barred, therefore, how could she have made her way out of the house?”

“Ah! you have asked me a question which I am totally unable to answer,” replied the lawyer. “We must wait and see what Dexter has to say upon the matter. His trained intelligence may be able to accomplish more in an hour than we should do in a week.”

Anstruther heaved a heavy sigh; the anxiety under which he was suffering was almost more than he could bear. At last he sprang from his chair, crying as he did so, “I must go for a walk — the house seems to suffocate me. I shall not be gone long, so that if Dexter should return during my absence, keep him, will you? If I don’t get some fresh air I believe I shall have a fit.”

“Go along then, my dear lad,” said the old fellow in a kindly voice, “but don’t ask me to accompany you. Just listen to the wind and the rain.”

A furious gust struck the house as he spoke.

“And to think that she may be wandering in the dark at this moment,” groaned Anstruther. “Oh, Heavens! why did we ever send her down here?”

“Alas, I am as sorry as you are that we did,” returned the other. “I would not have had it happen for all I am worth in the world. Poor child! Poor child! However, we must put our trust in Providence and hope and hope that all will come right in the end. Thank God, we are both convinced of her innocence on the question of the murder.”

“Yes, we are convinced,” growled the younger man.” But are other people likely to be? They do not know her, and, with the usual charity of the world, they would prefer to find her guilty than to think her innocent. Consider what will happen to her if the police get hold of her. Think of the indignities that will be heaped upon her, the gaping crowds, the misery of the prison cell, her portrait in all the illustrated papers, and she, the woman I love and the daughter of Don Miguel D’Araugo. By Heavens! Tolson, it is enough to break a man’s heart.”

“My dear Eric,” said the lawyer, advancing and placing his hand on the young man’s shoulder,” you know how deeply I sympathise with you. But do not lose heart; with God’s blessing, we will bring her safely through her troubles, and the day will come when you will both look back upon this horrible time as a test for your love for each other, from which you both emerged with honour to yourselves and with a love purified in the Fire of Adversity.”

But Anstruther was not in the humour to look at the matter from the other’s philosophical standpoint. All he could think of was that poor semiconscious girl in the dark wandering over those pitiless Downs, the storm lashing her with its fury, and she stumbling on and on, unconscious of what she was doing and whither she was going. Unable to bear it any longer he went to his room, donned a hat and mackintosh, and left the hotel.

It was a terrible night. On the front the wind was blowing great guns from the sea, while the rain lashed down as if it were endeavouring to show what it really could do when it set to work in earnest. Anstruther tried to put up his umbrella, but abandoned the attempt as hopeless. The roar of the waves on the shingle was like that of thunder. It was indeed such a day as was destined to be remembered for many a long day to come. But few people were abroad, and such as there were seemed bent on getting to their respective homes with as little delay as possible. Buffetted by the wind, and soaked by the rain, and heedless as to where he was going, Anstruther plodded slowly along. He was fast approaching the Kemp Town end of the town, and to avoid the wind, which seemed to be growing stronger every minute, he turned into a side-street with the idea of finding his way back to his hotel by another route. He had walked perhaps a quarter of a mile when two men caught him up and passed him. Much to his surprise they were talking Spanish, and one of them was telling the other that if he had ever dreamt that the English climate could be so atrocious he would never have left his native land. Anstruther did not hear the other’s reply, for a gust of wind howled down the street at the moment and the sound of the second man’s voice was drowned by it. He determined to follow them and find out where they were going. Pulling the collar of his mackintosh further over his face, and his cap more over his eyes, so that there might be no reason for their knowing him, Anstruther made his way along the pavement behind them.

The mere fact of his presence in Brighton aroused his suspicion.

What was his business there if it had not to do with Catalina? Here was a nice little problem for him to work out. Keeping thirty or forty yards behind them he watched them turn into another side-street. Just as he reached the corner a fierce gust of wind blew the cap from his head and necessitated a momentary check while he went in search of it. By the time he had recovered it the two men had disappeared. Though he looked on both sides of the street, he could see no sign of them. They could not have had time to have reached the further end, so that it was evident that they must have gone into one of the houses in the vicinity. But which house was it? Being determined not to throw away a chance, he continued his walk, narrowly scrutinising every building as he passed it. Several were plainly uninhabited, the remainder were clearly of the boarding house description. He made his way to the far end of the street, and then crossed the road and returned on the other side. Here his search was equally unsuccessful. The blinds were for the most part drawn, and, where they were not, no light showed through. He had begun to despair of ever locating them, when a room almost opposite where he was standing was suddenly illuminated, and, before the blind could be pulled down, he saw that the man who had lit the gas was none other than his old enemy, Bartolomé Quintana. Once more he crossed the road, but this time he had a definite object in view. He had run his quarry to ground, and all he had to do now was to manage by hook or crook to obtain an interview. What the result of that interview was to be he did not know. He ascended the steps and rang the bell, and after a few moments of waiting the door was opened to him by a small maidservant of the characteristic third-rate boarding house type. She had evidently only just come in from her evening out, for her bedraggled hat was still upon her head, and she wore a much-patched glove upon her left hand.

“Would you be good enough to show me to the sitting-room of the two gentlemen who have just come in?” Anstruther asked. “One of them is an old friend of mine from South America, and I have only just discovered his address.”

The girl regarded him with some suspicion. He had not mentioned any name, and it was certainly a late hour for a call. The other guessed what was passing in her mind, and, realising how matters stood, placed in her hand two half-crowns.

“It’s rather late,” she said, “but seeing that one of them is a friend of yours, I don’t see that I can be doing much harm in showing you in. At any rate, I’ll chance it. There is only one of them in there just now.”

Before Anstruther had time to say anything further she had thrown open a door on the left-hand side of the passage and had announced “A gentleman to see you, sir.”

Anstruther entered, to find himself in a fair-sized room, which was furnished with what was plainly the flotsam and jetsam of many sales.

The fire was almost at its last gasp, but standing before it on the hearthrug was the man Anstruther was so anxious to meet. One elbow rested on the mantelpiece, while his left hand was thrust into his trouser pocket. He was better dressed than he had been in America, but otherwise he was just the same. On hearing the maid’s announcement, he turned quickly and gave vent to an exclamation of surprise as he recognised the identity of the man before him.

“You?” he cried. “What in the devil’s name brings you here? Do you know that your life is not worth two minutes’ purchase?”

“It would not be the first time you have tried to take it,” Anstruther answered coolly. “I don’t, however, think it would be advisable for you to play the same game now. In the first place, this is England — not Colombia, and I fancy you will find it pay you better to keep your animosity until another and more suitable time. What I want to know is what you have done with the Senorita Catalina?”

There was a look of unaffected astonishment upon the other’s face that was followed by one of complete bewilderment.

“The Senorita?” he repeated. “What do you mean? Why do you come to me with such a question? You are the man who ought to be able to give the information, not I! You brought her away from her home and you have hidden her down here. If I could find out where she is I would steal her from you, but the worst of it is, I can’t find her.”

If ever there was amazement written on the human countenance, it was upon Anstruther’s at that moment. From the first he had believed that it was Quintana who had had a hand in the murder of Miss Pinnifer and that it was also he who had abducted Catalina from Senlac Square. While he still saw no reason for departing from that belief, his instinct told him that there was a peculiar something in the man’s manner that spoke for his sincerity.

“Do you mean to say?” he said, “that you do not know what has become of her? Are you lying to me?”

“If we were anywhere but where we are I would ram those words down your throat, if I killed you,” cried Quintana, furiously.

“I am to understand that you swear you know nothing of her whereabouts?” asked Anstruther again, quite ignoring the other’s threat.

“I swear to you that I do not,” was the answer. “I know that she is in Brighton, but where she is I have not the very faintest idea. I swear it. Will that convince you?”

“I can’t make head nor tail of it,” muttered Anstruther. “Why, man, we all believed, the police included, that you had abducted her, if you had not done something worse.”

“Have a care, Senor, what you say,” cried Quitana, angrily. “By God, I have put up with a good deal, but you must not drive me too far. What do you mean by ‘something worse’?”

“Good Heavens, do you mean to tell me that you have not heard of the terrible murder that took place in the early hours of this morning?” asked Anstruther.

“I do not read your English papers. But I heard that there had been something of the sort. An old schoolmistress or something of the kind, was it not?”

“One of the best known schoolmistresses in the town,” said Anstruther. “She was found with her throat cut from ear to ear and the Senorita Catalina, whom we placed in her charge, has disappeared.”

“And you immediately came to the conclusion that it was I who had murdered the old woman and stolen the girl?” sneered Quintana. “I thank you for your good opinion of me. Fortunately for myself, I am able to prove that a satisfactory alibi. But the girl, where can she be?”

Anstruther groaned.

“We cannot find her,” he said gloomily. “Rewards have been offered, and the police have scoured the country in vain.”

Quintana began to pace the room with nervous steps. In spite of his bravado he was undoubtedly upset in his mind by the thought that suspicion rested upon him.

“I tell you again and again,” he cried with increased vehemence, “that I know nothing whatsoever of the matter. I caught a glimpse of her in London with that old notary and discovered that she had left for Brighton. I followed, but have neither seen nor heard of her since my arrival in the town. Senor, you must help me in this matter. Whatever happens they must not arrest me.”

“And why not?”

“Because I am the only one who can find her,” he answered.

“And how do you propose to account for the fact that you are following her about the world in this fashion when you know that she is the betrothed wife of another?”

“All is fair in love and war, my dear Senor Anstruther,” he replied, with an attempt at jocularity. “I loved her before you did and I love her still. Ask yourself, if our positions were reversed, would you be content to sit still and see her stolen from you by another man? No, of course you would not. You would fight to the bitter end to win her, and that is exactly what I am doing, and what is more, what I intend to go on doing. For the present, however, I am willing to sink all rivalry and to assist you in the search for her.”

This was more than Anstruther could stand.

“Allow me to assure you,” he said, “that we have not the least desire for your assistance. It was without doubt her fear of you that drove her from the house, and we shall never find her so long as she believes that you are pursuing her.”

“You take a very high-handed tone, Senor. If I were not able to make allowances for your present anxiety, I should resent it.”

“Whether you resent it or not is immaterial to me,” remarked his rival coolly. “But for your own sake I should advise you to be careful how you act. The mere fact that she continually confessed her fear to other people that she was being followed by someone from South America would be sufficient to justify the police in keeping an eye on you.”

“But I am innocent of any çonnection with the affair at all,” he answered stoutly enough, though the colour of his face rather belied the bravery of his words.

“That may be,” said the Englishman, “but they would ask you to prove it. If you take my advice you will return to South America as quickly as possible. At present England is not a healthy place for you.”

“You want me to go away and leave her to you, I suppose,” was his rejoinder, “I thank you, no. I shall stay and see this thing through, whatever is the consequence.”

Anstruther’s only answer was to leave the room; and this he did so quickly as almost to upset Quintana’s compatriot, who had been standing with his ear to the keyhole in order that he might not lose a word of the conversation that was going on inside. Putting on his cap, he opened the front door and let himself into the street, but before he walked away he made a careful note of the number of the house, in case it should be necessary to visit it again. Then he strode on through the storm in the direction of his hotel.

His heart was as heavy as lead as he made his way along the rain-washed pavement. Had Quintana told him the truth when he said that he knew nothing of Catalina’s whereabouts in Brighton, or was it only another card in the game he was playing? Taking into consideration all he knew of him, he was aware that he could not trust him. To gain his own ends he would deceive his own friend without a moment’s compunction. He was without heart, without honesty and without remorse.

“I fancy, however, the knowledge that the police have an eye upon him will make him careful as to his actions, even though they have not a shadow of justification for believing that he had a hand in the actual murder of the unfortunate Miss Pinnifer.”

On reaching his hotel, Anstruther made his way to the sitting-room which he and Mr. Tolson shared. It was in total darkness.

“The gentleman had gone to bed,” said a waiter who chanced to be passing at that moment. “He told me to tell you when you came in.”

Burning with impatience though he was to communicate his intelligence to his friend, the other realised that he must wait until the morning to unburthen himself.


CHAPTER XI
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“MY DEAR LAD,” said old Mr. Tolson next morning when they met at breakfast, “you must excuse me for not having sat up for you last night. But to tell you the honest truth, I was so sleepy and so worn out with all I had gone through during the day that I verily believe I could not have stayed up another hour had my life depended on it. You are not angry with me, I trust?”

“Why should I be?” asked Anstruther. “I can quite understand that you were tired. It is not often in one’s life, thank goodness, that one is called upon to cram so much into a single day. And now, while we breakfast, I will tell you what I did last night. I think you will agree with me that it is not without interest.”

He then proceeded to describe his adventures from the time that he left the hotel until he returned to it again. He told him of his meeting with Quintana and of the interview that had taken place in the sitting room. When he referred to the assurance the Spaniard had given him to the effect that he was quite ignorant of the whereabouts of Catalina, a puzzled expression made its appearance on the old lawyer’s face.

“Are you prepared to believe that the fellow was telling you the truth,” he enquired, with what sounded very like a note of sarcasm in his voice. “For, if you are, I certainly am not. Remember the poor girl’s cry in the night: “I am being followed — I am being followed.” Now if it was not Quintana whom she believed to be in pursuit of her, who was it? Answer me that. According to your account, he admits having seen her in my company in London. Was that merely a matter of accident? Of course it was not. One’s common sense tells one that. He must have followed us and thus have discovered that we had departed for Brighton. Confirmation is given to this suggestion by the fact that he is here now. The whole thing is as plain as doomsday. I wonder that a clear-headed young fellow like you can be so easily taken in.”

Anstruther felt more than a little nettled by the other’s remark, nevertheless he kept it to himself.

“I admit the London episode,” he said, “and also the fact that he is now in Brighton. But I honestly do not believe that he knew of her connection with Miss Pinnifer and Athena House. If he did, all I can say is that his behaviour last night was one of the most marvellous pieces of acting I have ever witnessed in my life.”

“I have not the least doubt in the world about that,” was Mr. Tolson’s rejoinder, as he decapitated an egg with the air of a professional headsman. “He made up his mind from the first to take you in, and, egad, it looks very much as if he had succeeded.”

“You don’t pay a very high compliment to my intelligence,” growled Anstruther, who found that his temper was fast getting the better of him. “However, I suppose that time will show us who is right and who is wrong. In the meantime, what are we to do? Every hour is taking her further and further away from us. Good Heavens, Tolson, if this goes on much longer, I believe I shall be driven mad. I am haunted by the most dreadful fears for her safety. One moment I picture her found dead among the rocks at the foot of some terrible cliffs; the next I see her wandering like some poor mad creature on the country side, or floating far out at sea with the waves breaking over her, her hair all dank and sodden like that of a woman whose body I once helped to bring ashore in Rio Harbour. And to think that this should be the fate of the girl who was the apple of her father’s eye, the sunbeam of his house, and the most envied and courted maid in all the length and breadth of Colombia. Oh! the bitter irony of Fate!”

Tolson, who had finished his breakfast and had risen from the table, went round and placed his hand upon the young man’s shoulder.

“My poor boy,” he said, in a kindlier tone than he had yet used, “do not think that I cannot realise how great your trouble is. But, please God, there are happier days in store for you. The Great Providence which watches over us all will restore her to you, and in the days to come you will look back upon this time as a black page in your life’s history that only served to throw into relief the happier pages that went before and followed after it. But who is this?”

As he spoke there was a knock at the door, and in response to his cry “Come in,” Mr. Dexter from Scotland Yard made his appearance.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” he began. “If you will allow me I will take off my coat. The weather is milder this morning and I almost wish I had not brought it with me.”

“Have you breakfasted?” asked Mr. Tolson, standing before the fire with his hands thrust deep down into his pockets. “If not, let me ring and tell them to bring you up something.”

But it appeared that the other had made his morning meal and that all he stood in need of now was a cigarette which he took and lighted. A long clay churchwarden would have been more in keeping with his personal appearance, but as he was wont to tell people, he did not smoke only for enjoyment, but rather because it tended to sociability. “May one be permitted to ask the result of the enquiries you made last night?” asked Mr. Tolson when the detective had blown out the match and thrown it into the fireplace.

“There cannot be the least harm in the world in telling you,” replied the other, “particularly as I have not managed to discover anything. I went to the house as I told you I should do and was received, by the two amiable ladies whom you have described to me. They corroborated what I already knew, throwing in a few conjectures of their own which were about as useless as such ideas usually are. The elder lady is convinced that the crime is the work of the assassin who murdered Miss D’Araugo’s father; Miss Tibbits, however, holds to the belief that the young lady herself should be held responsible for it. Both failed entirely to account for the fact of the doors being locked and chained on the inside, which to my thinking is the most extraordinary part of the whole extraordinary business. How the young lady managed to leave the house is, I must confess, an infathomable mystery. Unless she possessed an accomplice, which it is quite certain she did not, the doors could not have been shut to, the key turned in the lock, or the chains put up. I have gone into the matter from every point of view, and the more I think it over the less able I am to understand it. I have had some puzzling cases pass through my hands in my time, but I can safely say that I have never known one that looked so simple at first and became so complicated later. There is the young lady theory for instance—”

“You are not going to say that you believe her to be guilty?” cried Anstruther quickly. “For pity’s sake don’t say that.”

“I am not going to say it, and for the simple reason that I have nothing to base any suspicion upon. It is true that she has disappeared in a very strange fashion, but you could find a dozen reasons to account for that. She might have been an unconscious witness of the crime. Indeed the murder itself might have been the result of an attempt to carry her off. The schoolmistress might have heard a noise and have gone to her pupil’s assistance, and so have met her fate. That would in a measure account for the blood-stains on the floor near the latter’s door. The assassin, whoever he may have been, must have picked the murdered woman up and carried her back to her own room, laid her upon the bed, and then have escaped from the house, taking Miss D’Araugo with him. But there again you are confronted with this question, how did they get out of the house and lock the doors behind them? That is the pivot upon which all the rest turns.”

“Might he not have had a confederate in the house among the servants?” asked Mr. Tolson.

“It is possible of course, but I do not think probable,” the detective replied. “I have questioned the maids and, so far as I can judge, they all appear to be highly respectable women, such as one would expect to find in an establishment of that class.” — 

“And the resident governesses?” asked Anstruther. “What about them?”

“They may be dismissed from the question at once,” responded Dexter. “No, if we want to get at the bottom of the mystery, we must look in some direction which we have not yet thought of. There is the man, for instance, of whom you spoke to me last night, the Spaniard named Quintana, who you say followed you from America. We must do our best to find him and discover what his movements were on the night in question.”

“I have already found him,” answered Anstruther, with not a little exultation.

“The deuce you have! And where is he?” The other furnished him with the address and then went on to describe the interview he had had with him and the deductions he had drawn from it. Once or twice during his narrative he could not help glancing at Mr. Tolson, for he knew that the latter was still labouring under the impression that he had been hoodwinked by the astute Spaniard. What was worse, Mr. Dexter seemed to entertain the same view.

“I must have a watch placed over Mr. Quintana’s movements,” said the gentleman from Scotland Yard. “It would never do to allow him to slip through our fingers.”

“Do you really think he is connected with it?” asked Anstruther. — 

“It is too early to venture an opinion,” replied the other quietly. “He is either innocent, or he is playing one of the biggest games of bluff I have ever met with in my professional career. We have still to settle which it is. I shall make it my business this morning to take a look at the house in which he is staying. I don’t suppose for a moment that he would hide her there, but there is always the chance that he took her there prior to despatching her somewhere else. Will you be good enough, Mr. Anstruther, to give me as detailed a description of the individual in question as you can. I only hope that your appearance on the scene last night has not induced him to pack up his traps and clear out. After your telling him, if not in so many words, at least by imputation, that he is being watched by the police, it will surprise me very much if he does not develop a desire to put as many miles as possible between himself and them within the next twenty-four hours.”

For the first time Anstruther began to regret the impetuosity which had induced him to enter the other’s house on the preceding night. It would have been far better had he merely located him and then have given the information to Dexter to be dealt with as that worthy might deem most advisable. But still, the thing was done and could not be undone, and there was nothing for it but to hope for the best.

“May I ask what your programme is for to-day?” enquired Mr. Tolson.

“I shall make my way first to the address which Mr. Anstruther has given me,” the other replied.” After I have made some enquiries there I shall proceed to Senlac Square and continue my investigations. Then there is the inquest at half-past two, which I shall be compelled to attend, as also I presume, both you gentlemen will be.”

“Would you have any objection to my accompanying you to Senlac Square?” asked Anstruther. “I would endeavour not to get in your way.”

“You are quite welcome to come if you wish to,” said the detective, rising from his chair as he spoke.” Though I fear you will not find it very interesting.”

“Anything connected with this miserable affair must perforce be interesting to me,” remarked the younger man. “I want to see the room which was occupied by my poor sweetheart, and I should also like to have an opportunity of putting a few questions to the governesses.”

“Very well, sir, if you will be near the house at eleven o’clock, I will meet you there and take you in with me. It is not my custom to have anyone with me when I am working up a case, but in this instance I am prepared to make an exception in your favour.”

Anstruther helped him on with his coat, and then the other bade them good-bye, warning the younger man not to be late for his appointment.

“That is a most remarkable man,” said Mr.

Tolson, when Dexter had left the room. “He has unravelled some wonderfully entangled skeins in his time, though you would not think so from his commonplace appearance and unsophisticated manner. It was he who brought that notorious criminal Barridge to the docks and eventually to the gallows. He boarded for three months with that iniquitous family the Colenburghs, who committed murder on a wholesale plan in a street at the back of the Tottenham Court Road. If he had given them the least clue as to his identity he would have shared the fate of their unfortunate victims. But they did not suspect him, and as a result, he was enabled to bring them all to justice and to secure for them the fate they so richly deserved. On one occasion he acted for my firm in a most intricate and dangerous matter, and it was then that I first made his acquaintance.”

Anstruther gazed at him in astonishment.

“I was not aware that you had ever met before,” he said. “He did not appear to recognise you yesterday.”

“That is exactly his way,” remarked the lawyer. “He never knows anyone after his business with them is completed. And when you come to think it over, I fancy you will admit that it is a very good rule. If he were to be on terms of intimacy with all the folk with whom he has been brought in contact during his professional career, he would scarcely be able to call his life his own. When this case is finished, in all probability he would not know you if he met you in the street.”

“You mean that he would pretend that he did not know me?” said Anstruther sharply.

“Well, it amounts to the same thing in the end,” replied Mr. Tolson.” Every time I am brought in contact with Dexter the more I admire his sterling qualities. He has the tenacity of the bull-dog mingled with the sharpness of the terrier. His apparent stolidness is alone sufficient to put his quarry off their guard. They little guess how actively his brain is working behind that placid forehead.”

“Do you mean then, that you think he knows more in this present case than he gives us to understand?” asked Anstruther.

But the other only replied that he was not competent to form an opinion on the subject.

Half-an-hour later the younger man, who in the meantime had received a subpoena to attend the inquest that afternoon, stepped into a cab and ordered the man to drive him to Senlac Square. When he had dismissed the vehicle he walked along the pavement in the direction of Athena House. A crowd which had hung about the place all the previous day was as large and curious as ever. It still wanted a quarter of an hour of the time of his appointment with Dexter, so, for want of something better to do, he mixed with the throng and listened to the opinions of those who professed to be in a position to solve the mystery of the crime once and for all.

“What is the use of telling me that sort of tale?” demanded an old gentleman in a shabby frock coat and a silk hat that had seen better days. “The whole thing is as plain as the nose upon your face. The whole thing is a plant from beginning to end. What’s this foreign girl that the police can’t find? Why, she’s just what you might call a confederate.”

“What’s a confederate?” asked somebody standing near.

“Go on, silly,” laughed a woman in a shawl, who from her manner should have been the enquirer’s wife, “haven’t you ever heard of a confederate? Why, he’s the chap at the conjuring shows that sits down with the awjience and helps him to gammon the public.”

“But what’s that got to do with this here murder?” asked the other, who had not been best pleased at being called a silly before the crowd.

“What I say is,” continued the old gentleman in the frock coat, “that this here foreign girl was a confederate put into the house to find out where the money and vallables was and to let in the gang when they came to take ‘em. The old woman wakes up and gets her throat cut for her pains. Then the whole lot of them clears off with the swag. You mark my words, that is the way it will all come out in the end.”

Having said his say he looked round him to note the effect his address had produced on his immediate neighbourhood. Some evidently agreed with him, while others had theories of their own which they were quite ready, nay even anxious, to propound. To Anstruther’s sorrowful dismay he very soon discovered that, whatever theories might be advanced as to the actual committal of the murder, the consensus of opinion was that the unfortunate Catalina was, if not the actual perpetrator, at least an accessory to the crime. The one and apparently universal wish was that she might speedily be captured and brought to justice.

“Good heavens, what fiends they are,” muttered Anstruther to himself as he overheard a delicately-featured woman observe to a companion, “it’s a pity they can’t find her and let her loose on the town; it wouldn’t be my fault if I didn’t write the Ten Commandments on her face with my nails — the murdering cat.”

Unable to bear any more of this sort of talk, he left the crowd and strolled down the Square in search of Dexter. It was time for him to put in an appearance, but as a matter of fact he did not do so until nearly half an hour later.

“Your amiable friend Mr. Quintana has given us the slip after all,” he observed when they had greeted each other. “He and his companion left their lodgings early this morning and, so far, I have been unable to obtain any clue as to their present whereabouts.”

“That is bad news,” returned Anstruther. “I am afraid it is all my fault. I should not have attempted to see him last night. I suppose you did not make any discovery of importance?”

“Well, that all depends upon how you look at it,” returned Dexter, throwing what remained of his cigarette into a puddle. “But I have learnt enough to convince me that, whatever else he may have had a hand in, he was not present at the time of the murder. On the night in question he did not leave the house at all. The landlady’s husband is prepared to swear to this, for he saw them go to bed a little before midnight, and he slept with the key of the front door under his pillow. He passed a restless night and, had they gone out, or attempted to do so, he must inevitably have heard them. No, I think we may as well dismiss Quintana from this portion of the case once and for all. That he intended to steal the girl there can be little or no doubt — in fact I understand he said as much to you, but I have quite made up my mind that he did not do so from Athena House.”

“It seems to me that the case is getting more and more complicated every hour,” Anstruther Continued with a sigh. “If Quintana had no hand in the murder, who had? If he did riot take Miss D’Araugo from the school, who did? If there was no confederate in the house to put up the chains and turn the keys after her, who did the work?” Mr. Dexter shook his head.

“I warned you that it was an intricate case,” he said. “You are able now to judge for yourself.”

Anstruther was suddenly struck by an idea. With so many other things to think of, he had temporarily lost sight of one character in this momentous drama.

“What about Wilkinson?” he enquired. “The man who paid in Mr. Tolson’s cheque at the Bank to Miss Pinnifer’s credit and who at the same time cashed a draft for two hundred pounds in his own favour. It seems to me that the whole affair resolves itself into the answer to these three questions — When, where, and how, did he obtain possession of those cheques? It has been proved that Miss Pinnifer saw no one, that is to say, no stranger of the opposite sex. It is also quite certain that she could not have drawn it after she had been killed. What is more, the bank authorities are, as you know, decidedly of opinion that the cheque drawn in favour of bearer is a forgery. Surely this all seems to point to the conclusion that Mr. Wilkinson, whoever he may be, is the man to whom we should look for an explanation.”

All through this long speech delivered as they walked along the pavement towards Athena House, Mr. Dexter had been nodding his head like a toy Chinese Mandarin.

“They are searching for Mr. Wilkinson now,” he said quietly, and then lapsed into silence until they reached the house.

After a few moments’ conversation with the sergeant of police on duty, they ascended the steps and entered the house. It was with a strange feeling that Anstruther crossed the threshold. His spirits were low enough already and the silence of the house with the horrors that lay upstairs forced them to an even lower level. He began almost to wish that he had not agreed to accompany the detective, but, after a struggle with himself, he put the thought away as being suggestive of the failure to do his duty towards Catalina. The sombre, cheerless hall, with its massive furniture was in half darkness, as were the stairs leading to the corridors above. As they were divesting themselves of their great-coats, a small cadaverous lady with cork-screw curls and a black cap made her appearance from a room at the further end of the passage. She evidently recognised Dexter, for they shook hands, after which she glanced at Anstruther as if wondering who he might be. Mr. Dexter interpreted the look and immediately made them known to each other. Then it was that the young man remembered that this was the lady who so resolutely maintained the belief that it was Catalina who was guilty of the murder of her mistress. From that moment he took an instinctive dislike to her, which, however unjust it may have been, was scarcely to be wondered at under the circumstances.

“We will now get to work,” said the police officer. “There is a good deal to be done and very little time in which to do it. I want to have my facts as far as possible before me in time for the inquest. We need not trouble you further, I think, Miss Tibbits,” he continued, as he observed that the little lady was preparing to accompany them on their tour of the house. “I already have the geography of the building at my fingers’ ends.”

“That is of course for you to say, sir,” remarked Miss Tibbits. “If you should desire my help in any way, I am quite at your service. There is, alas, little enough for us to do just now.”

As she said this she glared at Anstruther as if she were prepared at a moment’s notice to hold him responsible for the calamity which had made such a change in her life. The look, however, was lost upon the young fellow, who was staring at the door of Miss Pinnifer’s study as if he half expected that lady to make her appearance from it.

Having obtained the key from the officer on duty in the house, Dexter led the way to the room in question and when Anstruther had entered, closed the door carefully behind them. Bidding the latter sit down, he himself set to work upon an exhaustive examination of the apartment and its contents. The window, he had already satisfied himself, looked out over the area and, unless he had been provided with a ladder, it would have been practically impossible for the perpetrator of the crime to have made his exit by that means. He examined the floor, which was already beginning to be coated with dust, opened the drawers in the escritoire and centre table, and carefully scrutinised the contents of each. -

“No trace of Mr. Wilkinson there,” was his invariable comment as he pushed drawer after drawer back into its place. “But where is her cheque-book and where is her paying-in book? Perhaps, Mr. Anstruther, you would not mind asking Miss Tibbits to be good enough to come to me here. It is possible she may be able to put us upon the right track.”

Only too glad to escape from the room if only for a few moments, Anstruther willingly did as he was asked. He had the good fortune to find the lady in question crossing the hall as he emerged. She accompanied him to the study, but declared, in answer to the questions put to her, that she had not the least idea where the deceased lady was in the habit of keeping any of the books used in connection with her banking account.

“But in the course of your long association with her,” said the detective in his usual placid manner,” you must surely have seen her write cheques?”

“Cheques without number,” was the reply. “Nevertheless I do not know where she was in the habit of keeping the books. I always presumed that it was in one of the drawers of the writing-table. Are you quite sure that you have searched thoroughly, sir?”

Mr. Dexter smiled indulgently.

“I have turned every drawer inside out,” he replied,” but without success. It is very strange that it should not be here — seeing that within a few hours of her death she must have drawn a cheque in favour of a certain Mr. Wilkinson. By the way, do you happen ever to have met that gentleman?”

Miss Tibbits considered for a few moments before she replied. At last she appeared to make up her mind.

“No,” she said firmly and with conviction, “I am quite sure that I have never met him. Indeed, I do not remember Miss Pinnifer ever having mentioned his name to me.”

“He did not call here the day before yesterday? Be good enough to think well before you answer.”

“No, I am quite sure he did not,” was her reply. “The rate collector called during the morning to leave demand notices, and Mr. Tolson later. Two ladies visited Miss Pinnifer during the afternoon to arrange about sending their daughters as pupils, and Herr Strudmeyer had an interview with her before he left in order to report on the progress of a pupil who was leaving shortly for Germany to take up seriously the study of the violin. Those were the only people from the outside who saw my late employer during the day.”

“Many thanks for your lucid explanation,” responded Mr. Dexter. “I do not think we need trouble you any further, Miss Tibbits, at least not at present.”

The lady withdrew, and the detective sat back in his chair and gave himself up to the contemplation of a richly-engraved signet ring which he wore on the little finger of his left hand. His reverie must have lasted for nearly five minutes, during which time Anstruther sat listening to the monotonous ticking of the clock upon the marble mantelpiece, and asking himself again and again what could have become of the girl who was more to him than life itself. This agonising suspense was driving him mad, and yet he seemed powerless to do anything to help matters. The mere fact of the inquest that afternoon lay like an intolerable weight upon his shoulders. What if the jury should come to the conclusion that she was guilty of the murder and gave a verdict to that effect? The blood in his veins turned to ice at the very thought of such a thing.

“Well,” said Mr. Dexter, rising to his feet, “there is nothing more to be discovered here. Let us turn our attention to the rest of the house.”

They did so, passing from room to room with the exception of the death chamber, until they reached the topmost storey, which was unused, save for one room in which were stored the trunks and boxes of the pupils that had not as yet been forwarded to them.

“For all we have discovered as yet, our morning has been comparatively wasted,” said Anstruther, petulantly, as they descended the stairs once more to the hall.

Possibly Mr. Dexter was revolving some problem in his mind, for he offered no reply to his companion’s speech. Indeed, he did not open his lips until they had left the house and were almost at the end of the Square. Then he said, more to himself than to his companion, “When we find Mr. Wilkinson, I fancy we shall all be more than a little surprised.”


CHAPTER XII
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PUNCTUALLY AT TWO o’clock that afternoon, the coroner opened the enquiry as to the circumstances under which the famous schoolmistress, Miss Pinnifer, came by her death. It is needless to say that the court was crowded to suffocation, for after all, human nature is but human nature, and sad though it may be to say so, a latent love of the morbid is to be found in almost every breast. Having briefly explained to the jury the reason of their being summoned to attend at the court, they were sworn, and, escorted by the coroner, departed to view the body. Mr. Tolson and Anstruther occupied seats in the forepart of the court with Mr. Dexter near at hand. The detective, by long usage, had become inured to such affairs, but to the two gentlemen, the prospect it afforded fell little short of a nightmare. The crowd at the back of the court were discussing the case in all its bearings but, fortunately for him, Anstruther did not hear them. He would indeed have been a brave man who would have stood up before them at that moment and have declared that Catalina was not guilty. The all-knowing public would have laughed him to scorn.

At last, and after what appeared a period of interminable waiting, the coroner and jury returned to the court. It was evident from their faces that some of the latter had not even yet recovered from the horror of the visit they had just paid. The coroner took his seat and the case commenced.

Having described the main outline of the affair, so far as it was known, he went on to speak of the respect in which the deceased lady had been held by all who had known her. She was an old inhabitant of the town, and her Seminary for Young Ladies was the model of what such an establishment should be. That she should have been so foully and brutally murdered, for the medical evidence would point conclusively to the fact that murder it could only have been, was a blot upon their fair fame as a town, as well as a menace to the safety of law abiding citizens. There was some applause at the back of the court on hearing this, but it was instantly suppressed. Having wound up his remarks with the assertion that he was sure they would do all that lay in their power to assist in unravelling the mystery and bringing the guilty to justice, he gave orders that the first witness should be called. This proved to be the doctor who had been summoned to the house by the English governess. He deposed to having been called to Athena House, Senlac Square, on the morning in question. He was conducted to the bedroom of the deceased, where he made a careful examination of the body. Life was already extinct. When asked how long he considered it was since death had occurred, he declared that to the best of his belief, it had taken place from six to seven hours before he was called to the house. The wound, which was a very severe one, had been inflicted by an extremely sharp instrument, in all probability by a razor. He was firmly of opinion that it was not a case of suicide. He then went into details which were as unintelligible to Anstruther as they were to the greater number of those present. When he sat down he was followed by the inspector of police, who gave a description of what he had found when he was summoned to the house. He had known the deceased lady for many years, and had always entertained a great respect for her. He had made enquiries of the governesses in the house, had examined the various rooms and exits, and had communicated with the authorities at Scotland Yard. He had never seen the missing pupil, and was not able in any way to account for her mysterious disappearance. Rewards had been offered for any information that might lead to her discovery, the police throughout the country had been notified, but so far no trace of her had been discovered. In answer to a question addressed to him by a juryman, he declared that he had been informed that she was somewhat eccentric, the result of a severe mental shock she had received in South America some months before. Mr. Benfold, the lawyer, was next called, and corroborated what the inspector had already said. He had acted as Miss Pinnifer’s legal adviser for upwards of thirty years, and he was quite sure that she was the last person in the world to have taken her own life. He had seen her only two days prior to the terrible event, and had found her in the best of health and spirits. He knew nothing of the circumstances connected with the arrival of the new pupil, nor had he seen that young lady. When he sat down his place was taken by Miss Tibbits. Her tall, angular figure, draped in a mantle which had once been the property of the deceased lady, presented a singular appearance. Her face was deathly pale, but her thin lips were as firm set as if she knew her duty to Society, and was going to do it at any cost to herself. With perfect self-possession she described the events of that terrible night, beginning with the moment when she had been wakened from sleep by the screams of the new pupil, and had accompanied Miss Pinnifer to the latter’s room, and ending with the terrifying discovery she had made when she had entered her principal’s bedchamber some hours later. She had been in Miss Pinnifer’s service for twenty years, and was quite sure that her employer would never have attempted her own life. On being asked whether she had been present when the new pupil arrived, she replied that she had been summoned to Miss Pinnifer’s private room almost immediately. In reply to further questions, she went on to give her opinion of the unfortunate young lady. There could not be the least doubt, she declared, that the other’s mind was unhinged — a statement which was borne out by her singular behaviour in the middle of the night. Miss Tibbits had had several hundreds of young ladies under her care, but never one who had behaved in such a fashion as this young South American lady. When asked if she had any theory to account for the other’s disappearance, she shook her head, as if to suggest that she knew more if she only cared to tell it. In reply to a juryman she stated that she was quite at a loss to account for the manner in which she had left the house. She was quite sure that the doors and windows had been securely fastened, and that they had been found to be in the same state on the morning following. She also was perfectly sure that Miss Pinnifer had no enemies, for a kinder and better-hearted lady never walked the earth.

Miss Tuckett, the English governess, was next called. In a dry, matter-of-fact voice she described how Miss Tibbits had informed her of the catastrophe and how she had immediately gone off to summon the police, the doctor, and Mr. Penfold, the lawyer. Like so many others, she had been awakened in the middle of the night by the screams of the new pupil, but she had heard nothing else till she had met Miss Tibbits later on. Together they had visited Miss D’Araugo’s apartment, and had found it empty. She, like her colleague, knew no one who would have been likely to perpetrate such a terrible crime, nor could she give any reason why the new pupil should have departed so mysteriously.

When she had resumed her seat Mr. Tolson’s name was called and he was sworn. He described the circumstances under which he had placed Miss D’Araugo, the daughter of a much-respected Colombian old friend, in Miss Pinnifer’s charge. The unfortunate young lady had within the last six months passed through a great deal of trouble, which had brought about a species of melancholia, which was not to be wondered at when all the circumstances of the case were taken into consideration. Her father had been assassinated, her mother had died shortly afterwards, and she herself had been compelled to fly from her own country in order to escape from a certain person who had acquired a very sinister influence upon her. He had placed her with Miss Pinnifer because he thought the discipline of the school and the companionship of other young members of her sex might under judicious management exercise a beneficial effect upon her. Until lately she had been a high-spirited, warm-hearted girl, a popular favourite, famous as much for her beauty as for her great wealth. That she would take the life of a harmless and amiable lady like Miss Pinnifer was too absurd to be seriously considered. She was both morally and physically incapable of such a deed. When asked to account for her disappearance on this particular night, he had to confess that he was unable to do so. The only theory he could put forward was the fact that she lived in a continual fear that she was being followed by the man whom she had left her own country to escape. This fear she had expressed in the nightmare that had so alarmed the household. Was it not feasible that, under the influence of that fear, she had left the house to hide herself elsewhere? How she had made her exit he could not say, but nothing would ever convince him that she knew ought of the terrible crime that was the subject of this enquiry.

“Call Eric Anstruther,” said the coroner, after he had made some notes. The young man in question immediately rose and went forward. He stated that he was an Englishman, and that he had spent some years in the Republic of Colombia. He had been employed by Don Miguel D’Araugo, and was betrothed to the latter’s daughter. After the assassination of her father and the death of her mother she was in a very despondent condition, which was aggravated by the persistent attentions of a certain individual who was anxious to induce her to marry him. So persistent had these attentions become, and so bad was the effect they produced upon her, that no course was left him but to remove her from the country. He therefore brought her to England and placed her with her guardian, Mr. Tolson, who was also his own solicitor. After mature deliberation she was brought to Brighton and to Athena House, where it was hoped, for a time at least, her troubles would be at an end. The statements which had been made to the effect that her mind was unhinged were quite erroneous. Her mind was as evenly balanced as it had ever been. The doctors had declared that all she required to restore her to her previous condition of robust health was complete change of scene and thought. The latter they thought might be accomplished by the companionship of young members of her own sex. All this went to endorse what the previous witness had said, namely, that she was quite incapable of having committed the vile deed which some people seemed so anxious to attribute to her. There was something about the way Anstruther made this confident assertion that aroused the sympathy of a large number of those present. The young man’s handsome face and confident bearing had a good deal to do with this. As one old woman was heard to remark, “He be a proper sort of young man to stand up for his sweetheart whether she scragged the old woman or not.”

This expression seemed to echo the sentiments of her audience, though it had no effect on the actual court itself. When a number of minor witnesses had given their evidence, including the bank cashier who had cashed the cheque drawn by Miss Pinnifer in Mr. Wilkinson’s favour, the coroner addressed the jury. He recapitulated the various circumstances connected with the case, and at last despatched them from the court to consider their verdict. During their absence, Anstruther could scarcely control his impatience. The excited whispering of the crowd behind him stretched his already overstrung nerves to breaking pitch. Catalina’s good name, nay, her very life perhaps, depended on the next-few minutes, and the public was deriving enjoyment from the suspense. Presently the jury returned and took their places as before. A sudden hush fell upon the court, and everyone leaned forward eagerly as if anxious not to miss a word. Anstruther clenched his teeth and waited. For the first time he became aware that the foreman of the jury was a little man with a mole on his left cheek. That mole aggravated him, though he could not have told you why. Then he became aware that the Coroner was addressing them, asking them what verdict they had arrived at. The foreman made some reply, but Anstruther’s heart was beating so wildly that he could not hear what was said.

“What is it? What is it?” he whispered to Mr. Tolson. “Why can’t the man speak louder?”

“The verdict is one of wilful murder against some person or persons unknown, and the jury express a hope that the police authorities will do their utmost to discover the whereabouts of the young lady and of the mysterious Mr. Wilkinson. All things being considered, it is better than I had hoped for. One never knows what an English juryman will do till he has done it.”

“In this case, however, he has acted very pleasantly,” said Anstruther. And then to himself he muttered, “My poor little girl. Thank Heaven they have found out as to your guilt.”

When they had passed into the street once more they were joined by the inspector of police and Mr. Dexter.

“Well, Mr. Tolson, what do you think now?” asked the former.

“So far as the verdict is concerned I am pleased,” replied the old lawyer. “But I am still at as much of a loss as before to understand what it all means. When you come to review the evidence it is plain that we have learnt nothing new. What do you think, Mr. Dexter?”

“At the present time I am trying not to think,” answered that astute officer. “Like Mr. Micawber, I am waiting for something to turn up.”

“Can’t you turn it up?” asked Anstruther, almost irritably. What he considered to be the dilatoriness worried him more than he could say.

“No,” said the detective, “just for the present it must be our rôle to possess our souls in patience with the hope that the other side will make a move and thus give us the clue we want. In the meantime, a constant search will be kept up for the missing young lady, and also for the mysterious Mr. Wilkinson. When that gentleman is discovered I fancy we shall be able to see a gleam of daylight ahead.”

“And who is looking for him, may I ask?”

The detective smiled indulgently.

“My dear sir,” he said,” it would take you a long time to count the number of people who are on the watch for him. The only surprise I feel is that he has not been discovered before this.”

“Well, he can’t be found too soon for my liking,” Anstruther replied. “This anxiety is driving me nearly crazy.”

“Never fear, my dear sir,” said the inspector. “We will do our best for you. As Mr. Dexter says, it cannot be very long before Mr. Wilkinson’s whereabouts are discovered. He will then be called upon to explain how those two cheques came into his possession, and it is more than likely then that his answer to the question will help us materially to solve the mystery connected with Miss Pinnifer’s murder. You must not be too down-hearted, sir. As the old saying goes, ‘It is a long lane that has no turning,’ and the smallest circumstance may be sufficient to put us on the right track.”

Confident though his words were, they did not tend very much towards raising Anstruther’s drooping spirits. It was in vain that Mr. Tolson argued with him; he refused to be comforted. When he retired to rest that night he was about as miserable a specimen of a young Englishman as could have been found in a long day’s march. For nearly two hours he lay upon his bed brooding over his troubles, and this may possibly be held accountable for the nightmare which took possession of him as soon as he fell asleep. It was such a dream as he had never experienced in his life before — so vivid, so real, that even now he cannot recall it without a shudder. It seemed to him that he was wandering in the dark over a vast land, the sky was overcast with clouds, and at intervals heavy gusts of wind hurled themselves upon him as if to sweep him from the face of the earth. Without being conscious of where he was going, he struggled on, until, and just as he was giving up all hope of finding shelter, he saw before him a blurred outline of a large and lofty house. Not a light showed from the windows, nor was there any sound, save the howling of the wind round the corner of the building. What had once been the enclosing walls was now only a mass of fallen stone, the gate had long since been deported, and his feet told him that the drive was now but little better than a bed of weeds. He approached the front door and tried the handle. It turned, and he entered. His footsteps on the bare boards of the hall roused the echoes of the deserted house. He had nothing on him wherewith to make a light, nor would the draught which assailed him from every side have allowed one to live, had he possessed the necessary materials. Just as he was wondering what he should do next, a great shriek rang out. It was a woman’s voice and his instinct told him that the person who had given utterance to it was Catalina. But where was she? Again the shriek rang out, and he endeavoured to locate it, but in vain. Raising his own voice he shouted that it was he, Eric Anstruther, and that he had come to save her! He implored her to call to him again in order that he might be able to locate her whereabouts. But no answer rewarded him. Again he called and with the same result. He groped his way down the hall until he found the staircase, which he began to climb. At length he reached the landing. By this time his feet were heavier than lead, and yet all the while he knew that she must be near at hand if only he could find her. Again the cry rang out, “Save me, Eric! Save me!” He hastened forward, only to find himself falling — falling through space. Before he reached the bottom of that terrible abyss he woke to find himself sitting up in bed — the sweat of pure undiluted terror rolling down his face. Sleep being out of the question, he lit his candle and read until it was time to get up.

How he got through that day and the following night, I don’t think he could tell you himself. He went to bed in fear and trembling lest he should be visited with another attack of the nightmare which had produced such an effect upon him on the previous night. This may possibly have been the reason why he was destined to go through it all again. Once more he saw the dreary, wind-swept stretch of land — once more he approached the deserted house, entered it and heard the piteous cries of help from the woman he loved and, as on the previous occasion, he fell headlong into the abyss before he could come to her assistance.

As before, he woke in an agony of terror, and again he read his book until it was time for him to rise and dress.

“If this goes on,” he said to himself, as, hairbrushes in hand, he contemplated his haggard face in the glass, “I shall pretty soon be as bad as any hysterical schoolgirl.”

Even a cold bath failed to rouse him.

When he descended to their sitting-room for breakfast, he found that Mr. Tolson was already there. A letter in an unknown handwriting lay upon his plate. He opened it without interest. His apathy was immediately dispelled when he saw that it was from Dexter. It was short and to the point and ran as follows: — 



Scotland Yard, 

25th October, 19 — .



DEAR Mr. ANSTRUTHER, We have at last located Mr. Wilkinson. All being well, I shall interview him soon after you receive this and communicate the result to you as soon as I am in a position to do so.



Yours obediently, 

EZRA DEXTER.



“Thank goodness, Wilkinson at least is found,” said Mr. Tolson, and Anstruther echoed the sentiment.


CHAPTER XIII
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WHATEVER ELSE HE may or may not have been, Bartolomé Quintana was far from lacking in energy or resource. When he set himself to do a thing he usually did it, and unhappy indeed would be the lot of the man who should have the audacity to come between him and his project. He had made up his mind that Catalina should be his wife, and the mere fact that she had always disliked him had not the slightest effect upon him. The knowledge that it was Anstruther who was his rival added fuel to his determination. He had hated him from the moment that he first saw him, and the remembrance that so far he had been outwitted by the Englishman was indescribably bitter to him. That Catalina had disappeared was, so he argued, a point in his favour, always provided that his enemy did not become aware of her hiding-place before he himself was cognisant of it. The question to be decided was where could she be hiding. He was, moreover, fully conversant with Dexter’s movements, and had also informed himself that the other had gone to Town in search of the mysterious Mr. Wilkinson. Leaving his companion to watch affairs in Brighton, he, in his turn, set off for the metropolis. That the man who had cashed Miss Pinnifer’s cheque and had paid in that carrying Mr. Tolson’s endorsement was playing some part in the affair, he felt perfectly convinced in his own mind. He accordingly packed his bag and departed, travelling, strangely enough, by the same train as that which conveyed Anstruther to the Great City. As Fate would have it, neither was aware that they were fellow passengers, or it is more than probable that this story would have had another and an even more extraordinary ending.

On reaching Town, Anstruther drove to his hotel and then to a certain small yet famous tavern in the neighbourhood of Fleet Street. There he found Mr. Dexter waiting for him, looking more like a prosperous farmer than ever.

“You have not wasted much time, sir,” he said, as they shook hands.

“I am much too anxious to do that,” the other answered. “Are you sure that it is safe for us to talk here?”

“Perfectly safe,” the detective replied and forthwith led the way to one of the boxes at the further end of the room. Refreshment was ordered for the good of the house and instructions were given to the elderly waiter to take good care that they were not disturbed.

“Now what have you to tell me?” asked Anstruther. “You have arrested Winkinson, I suppose?”

To his surprise, the police officer shook his head.

“No,” he said, “it is not time for that yet. It is necessary that we should watch him a little longer. He is not the only one in the business, and we want to find out who the others are. But you need not be afraid, sir, we have him under observation and he will not escape us.”

“Nevertheless, I should feel happier if he were safely under lock and key. This anxiety is making an old man of me.”

“Ah, you are thinking about the young lady,” put in the detective.

“And you of Miss Pinnifer’s murderer!”

“No!” Dexter retorted. “I don’t know that I was thinking more of one than of the other. You mark my words, sir, when we have it all worked out you will be more surprised than you dream of at present.”

“What do you mean?”

“That is just what I can’t tell you at present. When I am at work on a job like this, I never like to say anything until I am quite certain of my facts. But there is one thing I am quite positive of, and that is, that the young lady is as innocent as I am of the murder.”

“God bless you for that assurance!” cried Anstruther, grasping his companion’s hand and shaking it warmly. “I suppose I must wait in patience for you to tell me more?”

“I am afraid you must. But be sure that I will not keep you waiting any longer than I can help.

I suppose, sir, you have not seen or heard anything more of that South American individual, Quintana?”

Anstruther replied in the negative. All he knew was that the other had vacated his Brighton lodgings and had disappeared no one knew whither.

“Well, we shall find him when we want him,” Dexter answered, confidently, and then rose to bid Anstruther “good-bye,” but not before he had promised to communicate with him at his hotel should he have anything of importance to relate.

Why he should have done so, he could not have said, but the fact remains that the young man felt distinctly happier as his cab carried him along westward. That Dexter would not buoy him up with false hopes he felt certain, and, if he had not said so in so many words, he had at least given him a hint that he was on the track of the real murderer, and that he would be able in course of time to prove Catalina’s complete innocence.

That evening he returned to Brighton.

While he had been busy, Quintana on his side had not been idle. Quite by chance he had happened upon Dexter within half an hour of the latter bidding farewell to Anstruther and what was still better, without the latter being aware of the fact. He had followed him; had seen him meet a tall, austere individual, without a doubt a brother detective, and had waited in the vicinity until he had seen them part company, whereupon he permitted Dexter to go while he shadowed his double. His instinct was not at fault. He had not waited half an half before he saw that something or someone had attracted his man’s attention. Though he had never seen him before, his natural astuteness told him that the newcomer was no less a person than Mr. Wilkinson, the man whom he was so anxious to meet. He was a tall, cadaverous youth, who looked more like a bookmaker’s clerk than anything else. There was a shifty expression on his face, and more than once he threw nervous glances over his shoulder as if he were afraid he was being followed. Though he was not aware of it, this was exactly what was taking place. The procession was rather a curious one — first Mr. Wilkinson, the collar of his great-coat turned up about his ears, his hat cocked rakishly on one side, and the bottoms of his trousers turned up over boots which had evidently seen better days. Following him at a distance of perhaps fifty yards, came the detective, and some yards behind him, on the opposite side of the street, Senor Quintana, lynx-eyed and with the stamp of a foreigner plainly imprinted upon him. They made their way along the Strand, turned down Northumberland Avenue, and thence by way of the Embankment, Citywards once more. Darkness had fallen long since and Quintana was beginning to find the pangs of hunger intruding themselves upon him by the time they reached the minor street in which they had originally picked up their quarry. Here Mr. Wilkinson disappeared, and for upwards of half an hour Quintana waited for him to emerge again.

He did not do so, however, and then it was that Quintana decided on a bold stroke. He waited until he had seen the detective relieved before putting it into execution, after which he crossed the street and boldly approached the house which he had seen the other enter. It was of the ordinary minor boarding-house description and stood badly in need of repair. He rang the bell and, when it was answered, enquired whether he could see the gentleman who had just come in. The curl-papered damsel who had opened the door to him suggested that he probably meant Mr. Walker, “who had to do with racehorses,” and invited him to follow her, which he hastened to do. He found Mr. Walker-Wilkinson in a small apartment which served the double purpose of a bedchamber and sitting-room. He was smoking a short clay pipe and held a railway time-table in his hand. This fact alone struck Senor Quintana as being significant. “Something has made him nervous,” he thought to himself, and his instinct told him that if he did not want to lose his man, he must act at once.

“Mr. Walker, I believe,” he said, by way of introduction.

Mr. Walker eyed him with evident disquiet.

“That’s as may be,” he said. “What is your business with me? I don’t know that I have ever seen you before.”

“And probably when I have told you my business you will say that you never want to again,” observed the Spaniard. “I am here to do you a good turn, if possible. You left Brighton in rather a hurry.”

Mr. Walker’s face, on hearing this, was worth going a good many miles to see. His conscience told him that he was discovered, and he neither knew what to say or do. He decided, however, to try a bold stroke.

“I don’t know what you mean,” he said. “I was never in Brighton in my life.”

“Then I suppose you don’t know Senlac Square, or any of the ladies connected with Miss Pinnifer’s establishment? You were never inside the bank when you cashed a cheque for two hundred pounds, endorsed by the lady who had the misfortune to be so cruelly murdered the other day? It won’t do, Mr. Walker-Wilkinson, or Wilkinson-Walker, whichever you prefer to call yourself. There are people who are prepared to swear to you.”

For a moment he thought the unfortunate young man was about to have a fit, but at last he managed to pull himself together.

“If you say that I killed the old lady, you are lying,” he said, tremblingly. “I never laid a finger on her.”

“You will have to prove that?” answered the remorseless Spaniard. “And I fancy it will take you all your time to do it.”

The wretched youth’s pluck had entirely deserted him. He sat down at the table and covered his face with his hands.

“What are you going to do with me?” he asked, quite believing that his emissary hailed from Scotland Yard and would escort him at once to the nearest lock-up.

“That depends upon how you answer the questions which I am going to put to you,” said the other. “Tell me the truth and it is just possible that I may find it in my heart to give you a chance — but lie to me, and nothing under the sun can save you.”

“But what can I tell you?”

“Tell me where that young girl is — the Senorita D’Araugo?”

“I know nothing about her,” he answered. “I have never seen her.”

Here Quintana lost his temper altogether.

“Very good,” he said. “As you won’t take advantage of the opportunity I have given you, you can’t blame me if you find yourself with a rope round your neck.”

“But I swear I know nothing about it,” moaned the young man, who by this time was almost too terrified to speak. “So far as I know, I have never set eyes on her, and even if I had I should not have touched her. It isn’t likely.”

“Then how did you become possessed of those two cheques?”

“They were given me,” he answered, doggedly. “And who gave them to you?”

But he refused to speak. It was not until Quintana had pressed him for some time and was almost giving him up in despair, that he condescended to answer. When he did, it was to implore his persecutor to give him until the morning, when he would make a full and free confession of all he knew about the matter.

Realising that he was powerless to extract any information from him, if he did not intend to tell, the Spaniard agreed to his proposal, taking care, however, to let his victim understand that he would be watched in the interval, and that if he attempted to make his escape, he would be immediately arrested.

“You will find me right enough when you come,” said the other. “It would be no use of my thinking of running away. I have no money and nowhere to go — if I had any.”

Quintana looked at him with an expression of real scorn upon his face.

“What a poor, half-hearted chicken it is, to be sure,” he said to himself, and then, after a final warning, he prepared to take his departure. He had not been as successful as he could have wished, but, on the other hand, he had not failed altogether.

When he reached the street once more it was to find the detective still at his post of observation. He, in his turn, entered a small eating house exactly opposite, and seating himself at a small table in the window, ordered a meal and the evening paper. He had disposed of the first and was digesting the new’s contained in the second, when what he had expected happened. The door of the house he had lately quitted opened, and a man came out. In spite of the disguise he had assumed, Quintana experienced no difficulty in recognising him. He immediately paid for his meal and passed into the street. The chase that followed was a long one, but eventually Quintana found himself on the platform of Victoria Station awaiting the departure of the Brighton Express. Having made sure that Mr. Wilkinson had taken has seat, he too embarked, and was presently on his way back to London-by-the-Sea. For the sake of the game he was playing with so much earnestness, it was a pity that he did not know that a telegram had already been despatched to Eric Anstruther by Mr. Dexter, informing him of the departure of the two men and stating his intention of following himself by the next train.

“Now what does this mean?” asked Anstruther as he handed the message to Mr. Tolson.

“It looks as if matters are approaching a crisis,” replied the old gentleman. “I presume you will be at the station to meet them? The telegram, I notice, does not say whether they are travelling together or whether they are spying on each other.”

“I will be able to tell you that when I return,” observed the younger man. “Now I am going to see what I can do to alter my appearance. Whatever happens, I must not allow them to become suspicious. To do that at this critical stage of the proceedings would be worse than fatal.”

“And is there nothing that I can do to help?” enquired Mr. Tolson. “It does not seem to strike you that I am as anxious as you are to penetrate the mystery.”

“I am going to ask you to remain here until Dexter makes his appearance. By that time it will not be my fault if I do not know something about what is going on.”

“Good luck go with you, my dear lad. Never fear, we will find the sweet maid yet.”

Then Anstruther went off to prepare for his adventure.


CHAPTER XIV
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SO GREAT WAS Anstruther’s impatience, that he reached the railway station nearly a quarter of an hour before the express was due. By way of a disguise he wore a soft felt hat, the broad brim of which half covered his face, and a heavy ulster whose collar, when turned up, hid his mouth and luxuriant moustache. In order that the chance of detection should be still further lessened, he made use of a pair of dark spectacles, carried a stout umbrella and still stouter hand-bag. Thus equipped it would have taken a sharp pair of eyes to distinguish in this burly, almost Teutonic traveller, the spruce young man who had journeyed to and from London that day. As I have already said, he arrived at the station a considerable time before the train made its appearance. In order not to attract the attention of anyone who might be on the lookout, he kept as far as possible to the darker portions of the platform, whence, from behind his blue glasses, he carefully scrutinised everyone who approached him. At last the train was signalled and, amid the shouts of porters and the clatter of brakes, pulled up at the platform. Acting on a plan he had arranged beforehand, our amateur detective made his way quickly to the foremost luggage van as if he were in search of articles of his own, in the meantime he kept a close watch upon the various passengers as they passed him. He had not long to wait before his patience was rewarded. Well wrapt up against the chilliness of the evening, Quintana came along the platform and passed Anstruther without recognising him. That he was watching for some one was easily seen, and Anstruther found no difficulty in guessing the identity of the second party. He let them pass and then, in his turn, joined the procession. With Mr. Wilkinson leading the way, Quintana some distance behind him and Anstruther bringing up the rear, they passed out of the station. The youngest man called a cab and, having given some address to the driver, entered it. As soon as he had departed, the Spaniard called up another vehicle and set off in pursuit, whereupon Anstruther prepared to do the same.

“Do you see that cab?” he said to his man, who gruffly intimated that he did. “Then drive after it, but whatever you do, don’t allow it to get out of sight or to imagine that we are following. I wonder where on earth they can be going,” he said to himself, as his Jehu whipped up his horse.

“One thing is as certain, however, as the nose upon my face, and that is, they are not in league with each other.”

Through street after street the three vehicles rattled on their way, until it seemed to the impatient young man as if the journey would never come to an end. The excitement of the chase had taken full possession of him, but he wished that Dexter had been with him to bring the weight of his experience to bear upon the solution of the problem, the solving of which meant so much to him. He was still thinking of this when his cab man opened the shutter in the roof. “They’ve both stopped, governor. One outside the ‘pub’ yonder, and the other at the corner of the street.”

“Well, drive past them and pull into the first side street you come to.”

The man did so, and when he had alighted Anstruther liberally rewarded him and dismissed him. He could see that the other would willingly have questioned him, but he had no intention of allowing him to do so.

Leaving the side street, he passed quickly into the main thoroughfare, so quickly, indeed, that he came within an ace of colliding with Mr. Wilkinson himself, who was hurrying along, his umbrella held low down to protect him from the pouring rain. On the other side of the way was another pedestrian, Quintana without a doubt.

“Why don’t you look where you are going?” growled Wilkinson, with an oath. “You might have bowled me over.”

Anstruther apologised, and then turned to his left hand as if to continue his walk in that direction. He did not go very far, however, before he stopped and looked round. The two figures were still hastening along, as if both were anxious to get to their destination with as little delay as possible.

Once more he took up the pursuit, and with renewed eagerness. It surely could not be long now before the mission of one of them at least would become apparent. On reaching the end of the street, which consisted almost entirely of second-class boarding-houses, their leader turned sharply to the right, passed down another and meaner thoroughfare and then disappeared from view with an abruptness that was as disconcerting to one, at least, of his followers as it was unexpected. A moment later Quintana also vanished, but this time Anstruther was close enough behind him to see that he had disappeared into a narrow lane which, at first glance, resembled a cul-de-sac. In reality it communicated with, or perhaps it would be better to say that it formed part of, an extensive right of way into which opened the tradesmen’s entrances of a number of large houses. It was lighted by one solitary lamp, whose wind-tossed flame revealed no trace of a human being.

“Well, I am sure Quintana at least turned in here,” remarked Anstruther to himself. “But, if so, where is he now and what on earth part of the town am I in?”

But as he was quite unable to answer this to his satisfaction, he contented himself with examining the various doors in the hope that they might elucidate the mystery. Their numbers, however, did not tend to enlighten him. He discovered that they were twenty-four in number, or in other words twelve on either side of the lane. There were lights in some of the houses, but with the exception of the roll of wheels in adjacent streets, the steady downpour of the rain and his own footsteps on the stones, all was as silent as the grave. Fearing that the start he had allowed them might have enabled them to pass through the alley and out at the other end, he hurried on, only once more to come into collision with a pedestrian, in the shape of a policeman. The officer’s suspicions were aroused when he become cognisant of the strange appearance of his assailant. He took in the slouch hat, the coloured glasses, and more particularly the handbag, with a comprehensive glance.

“Now look here,” he said, “what I want to know is, your business in there. You have been up to no good, it’s my opinion, and as soon as I have seen the sergeant, I’ll have to take you along to the station.”

“But this is absurd,” cried Anstruther angrily. “You are exceeding your duty and, if you detain me, I shall report you to the authorities. I was following two friends of mine, and they gave me the slip in that alley.”

“A likely tale,” continued the officer. “I have been here for the last few minutes and, if your friends had come through, I should have seen them. No, it won’t do. Just hand over that bag and come along with me.”

Anstruther ground his teeth with rage. If the man persisted in conducting him to the police station, his evening’s work would be useless, and yet, angry as he was, he could not help seeing how appearances were against him. The more he tried to explain, the more suspicious the man became. At last, and just as he was giving up all hope, assistance came and from a most unlikely quarter. They had proceeded some fifty yards or so down the street, and Anstruther was in a condition bordering on lunacy, when, who should approach them but a mackintosh-clad figure with a walk that the young man could have distinguished from a hundred.

“My goodness, Dexter,” he cried, “you could not have made your appearance at a better moment. This man believes me to be a suspicious character, and was in the act of taking me to the lock-up. Tell him who I am, there’s a good fellow.”

Dexter told him — at the same time revealing his own identity. The policeman, to whom the famous detective’s name was a household word, was covered with confusion and apologies. He had received special instructions to watch the lane in question and to ascertain the business of any suspicious character he might see hanging about it. The handsome tip he received for doing his duty placed matters on an eminently satisfactory footing.

“Now, for goodness’ sake tell me where we are?” enquired Anstruther. “And how you come to be here?”

“Both are easily answered. I came down by the same train as the other two. Owing to a mistake on the part of a man who was to have met me at the station, I was delayed for nearly three minutes and, in consequence, the only vehicle I could procure was one with a slow horse and the stupidest driver I have ever had the ill-fortune to meet. Of course he lost sight of you, but I had my suspicions of the direction in which the others were proceeding, and came on here as quickly as possible.”

“But you haven’t told us yet where ‘here’ is,” replied Anstruther.

“Why, Senlac Square, to be sure. This lane runs at the back of Athena House. Steady, sir, steady, what’s the matter?”

The other could scarcely speak for excitement.

“Then they’ve gone in there,” he cried. “They’ve gone in there. They gave me the slip, but I know that they entered the lane and, if the constable says they did not come out at this end, well, it’s evident that they must have entered one of the houses. I ask you which it would be likely to be?”

The detective’s answer might have meant anything. It consisted of the simple word “Ah!” A moment later he continued, “It is very evident that, by hook or crook, we must gain admission to the house, if only for the sake of the women who are in it. Those two rascals don’t mean any good, you may be sure.”

“But why should they want to visit the house? If you ask my opinion, Wilkinson committed burglary, even if he didn’t go as far as murder. There may be some clue of which he is anxious to remove the traces.”

“But what about Quintana? How do you account for his accompanying him?”

“I am perfectly sure that he is not accompanying him. My firm conviction is that he is following him because he believes that the other knows more than a little concerning Miss D’Araugo’s disappearance. Don’t you think I am right?”

“It is certainly an ingenious theory,” was Dexter’s reply. “Now we have got to see how we are going to get into the house. Every moment is of importance.”

He called up the constable and questioned him. The man admitted that in byegone days he had more than once partaken of the cook’s hospitality at the house in question, but, since the murder, the only domestic employed was a charwoman who, to use his own expression, was as cranky an old woman as ever stepped in shoe leather.

“Well, let us go down the lane and take a look at the place,” observed Dexter. “We may be able to judge then what is best to be done.”

The back door of the famous Seminary for Young Ladies presented no remarkable appearance. It was plainly, but solidly constructed, and appeared to be bolted as well as locked. On the right and left of it were windows, all securely barred. The outlook was distinctly unpromising.

“Do you think, sir, if I was to give you a leg up, you could manage to get over the wall and drop into the garden?” asked the constable of Dexter.

“It is just possible I might,” replied that gentleman, “but it won’t be a pleasant operation. Those bottle ends require consideration. However, if you are prepared to make the attempt, Mr. Anstruther, I am also willing to do so.”

“Let me go first,” said the younger man. “I’ll thrown my ulster over the top and then lend a hand to haul you up.”

Five minutes later they were in the garden — such as it was, and were tiptoeing across it towards the window of the schoolroom in which Mr. Penfold had acquainted Mr. Tolson with the news of Miss Pinnifer’s murder and of his ward’s disappearance. This was also shuttered and fastened.

“Ah, we must try somewhere else,” observed Dexter, without any sign of disappointment.

His companion, on the other hand, was nearly beside himself with impatience. They moved along the side of the house, carefully examining the various windows, but still without success. At last they reached one which gave evidence of being somewhat frailer than its companions.

“We must force it, whatever happens,” remarked Dexter, and commenced to pull with all his strength at the bars, Anstruther helping him. The wood-work was rotten with age and neglect, and one by one they yielded to the force brought to bear upon them. When sufficient had been removed to allow them to creep through, the old-fashioned catch was pushed back with the aid of a knife, and the window itself pushed up. On entering they found themselves in a small lobby, which had doubtless once been used by the pupils as a hanging place for their hats and coats.

“Be careful how you tread,” whispered Dexter, when he had removed his boots and his companion had followed his example.

A faint light was burning in the hall from which the lobby opened. There was also a light in the drawing-room, the door of which was ajar, as also was that of the deceased lady’s study on the opposite side of the passage. The two men had reached the foot of the stairs and had just concealed themselves in the shadow when the sound of a woman’s voice speaking with uncontrollable passion reached their ears.

“Good Heavens, it is Miss Tibbits,” Dexter heard his companion mutter.

He was right. It was certainly that lady who was speaking, but who was it she was addressing. Was it Wilkinson or Quintana?

“You will ruin me before you have done,” she was saying. “Do you think I have not suffered enough? You have taken all I have in the world and there is nothing left for me but a life of poverty, while you are wasting my hard-earned savings on race-courses and in billiard-rooms. I will do no more for you.”

It was Mr. Wilkinson who made answer.

“You had better drop that rubbish,” he said, brutally. “I tell you I must have a hundred pounds to-night, happen what may.”

“Then you will not get it from me,” was the uncompromising retort.

“Won’t I? We will see about that. How would you like it if I was to go to the police and tell them about that Spanish girl, eh? That would not suit your book, you know. They might even think you had had a hand in the murder of the old gal.”

Quivering with excitement, Anstruther was about to spring to his feet and enter the room, but Dexter seized him with a grip of iron and pinned him down.

“Wait, wait,” he whispered, “and watch.”

He had scarcely spoken when the door of the murdered woman’s study was opened, and Quintana crept softly out. He crossed the hall and approached the room opposite. Taking a revolver from his pocket, he entered boldly.

“I have heard enough,” he said. “You are my prisoners. As for you, young man, I warned you this afternoon that if you attempted to leave London you would be arrested. You have only yourself to blame. You will both be charged with the murder of Miss Pinnifer.”

The last word had scarcely left his lips before a snarling sound like that of a wild beast reached the ears of the listeners outside, followed by an exclamation in Spanish, and the noise of a fierce struggle, and then a pistol shot, and Quintana’s voice called out “I am shot.”

Dexter and Anstruther sprang to their feet and rushed into the room. It was a strange and terrible sight that met their eyes. Crouched in one of the further corners, his cadaverous face convulsed with terror, was the wretched young man who had called himself by the name of Wilkinson, while on the floor in the centre of the room, in a litter of broken glass and china, lay Quintana, a large pool of blood already forming beside him. He had been shot through the lungs, and was already in extremis. Kneeling beside him, with a face more like that of a hyena than that of a human being, was Miss Tibbits. Her hair had fallen in wild disorder about her shoulders, and in her hand she held a still smoking revolver, which she must have wrested with superhuman force from the other. She seemed unconscious of their entry and was chattering incoherently to herself. It was only necessary to look at her face to see that, however sane she had been before, she was now a raving mad-woman. Instinctively both men fell back from her in loathing.

“I call you both to witness that she shot me,” muttered Quintana. Those were his last words. He was dead.

Almost immediately the unfortunate woman became coherent.

“I killed him,” she cried, “and I would kill him again, because he would have taken my son — the prettiest boy that ever you set eyes on — but a forger, gentlemen. He made me steal Miss Pinnifer’s money, and he copied her signature so beautifully that it would have made you laugh to see it. She found me out and I killed her, and that Spanish girl saw me do it, so I drugged her and hid her in the box-room to starve. It used to cool my brain to go up and listen at the door to hear her groans. Now where’s my boy — my pretty boy?”

Here she fell to talking nonsense once more, but Anstruther did not stop to hear it. He had seized and lighted a candle, and was flying upstairs as if for dear life. The situation of the room in question was well known to him, and one blow of his shoulder burst the locked door open. Holding the candle aloft, he looked about him; the boxes of the pupils had not yet been removed, but were ranged one upon the other against the further wall. To his astonishment, there was no one in the room, nor was there any other door save that by which he had entered. His heart sank within him. It looked as if the mad-woman’s statement was an hallucination after all. He had turned away and was about to leave the apartment when his quick ears caught the sound of a low moan. In less time than it takes to tell, he had crossed the room and was tearing the wall of boxes down. Yes! there was a door there, and by some strange chance, the key had been left in the lock.

“Catalina, my darling,” he cried, “I am coming to save you.”

He threw open the door and entered, and piteous indeed was the sight that met his gaze. Catalina, the high-spirited Catalina, lay bound upon the floor. In the candle light she looked more dead than alive. Her lovely face was only a shadow of her former self, and she was quite unconscious. With the knife that he had used to force the window-catch downstairs, he cut the bonds that bound her and carried her down to a room on the next floor, where he placed her on a bed and went off in search of Dexter, who he found handing over his prisoners to the police. Him he begged to go in search of the nearest doctor, and also to send a messenger to fetch Mr. Tolson. The latter’s joy on finding that his ward had been discovered, I must leave you to imagine for yourself. To all intents and purposes, my story is finished.

* * * * *

Catalina and Anstruther were married three months ago, and are now wintering in the South of France. Two years have elapsed since that terrible time in Brighton and, though she has quite recovered her health and beauty, she is never likely to forget the terrible experience through which she passed.

Mr. Tolson, who saw them a fortnight ago, tells me that they talk of returning to Colombia for a short stay next year, but I have my doubts about it. As for the other characters of my story, I saw Mr. Dexter’s name the other day figuring in connection with a notorious case, the tangled skeins of which he had unravelled with his customary skill. Miss Tibbits, who, it appeared, was a married woman when she entered Miss Pinnifer’s service, died hopelessly insane in a criminal lunatic asylum, while her son, who confessed to the forgery of the murdered woman’s name, is, I believe, still working out his sentence in one of our large convict establishments.
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HE LAY BACK in his chair and trimmed his carefully-cultivated finger nails. As each one was finished he contemplated it carefully as though he were anxious to make sure that there was nothing more he could do to beautify it. For a man they were somewhat extraordinary hands — narrow at the knuckles, with long, tapering fingers and peculiarly-shaped thumbs. To a student of palmistry they might have proved interesting; to the criminal anthropologist they would probably have been a discovery of considerable importance.

He was tall and splendidly built, with a cleanshaven face, which latter was unfortunately marred by the scar of an old wound. Taken altogether, he was by turns handsome and unhandsome; that is to say, when he was pleased his face was the one, while when he was angry it was very much the reverse. Then the eyes, which were dark and set a little too close together, would take to themselves an altogether different light — the brows would contract, the lips set tight — and, indeed, his whole personality undergo a change. Yet if appearances were to be believed, he might very well have passed for a gentleman — that is to say as the word is used nowadays.

If, as the ancients declared, a man’s character may be estimated by the clothes he wears, then I may as well put it on record at once that, at the moment at which I am describing him, he was wearing an elaborately quilted smoking-jacket that was plainly of Paris origin. I do not, of course, mean that the coat is of any importance to this narrative; I merely put the fact that he wore such a coat at all as being in a sense characteristic of the man. You will presently understand why.

The room in which he was seated was even more extraordinary than the man himself. Had it been a portion of a flat in — well, shall we say the West End of London, Paris, or indeed St Petersburg, it would not have excited surprise, but here it was incredible, preposterous, and, indeed, struck one as being out of the question altogether. Again I tell you that you will presently understand why.

At one end of the room was a small dining-table covered with a damask cloth and decorated with sparkling glass and silver. A large candelabra, containing five candles with red shades, stood in the centre of the table and threw a mellow light upon the napery and silver. The ticking of a little ormolu clock upon the writing-table in a corner and the occasional crackling of the fuel in the stove were the only sounds to be heard.

At last the man rose and walked across the room to the table, where he made a slight alteration in the position of the two chairs placed on either side of it. What it was that had not pleased him in their previous arrangement it would have puzzled many people to have said, but one glance at his face would have been sufficient to show you that he was not the sort of man who did things without a motive. He gave the candelabra also a slight turn to the right, and having done so, seated himself for a moment in the chair he intended occupying himself later on.

When he rose again, a smile played about the corners of his mouth. He took his watch from his pocket and glanced at it. It was a handsome gold repeater, with an elaborate heraldic device upon the cover. I do not mention this fact either to show that he was the possessor of a valuable chronometer, but because that particular article among others played an important part in the complex machinery of his daily life. Had it been able to speak it could have told a tale, or for the matter of that hundreds of tales, even more strange, if such a thing were possible, than that which I have set myself to tell you in this book.

A little silver bell stood upon the table and presently he struck it. Almost before the sound had died away the door opened, but so noiselessly, that a mouse, presuming one to have been playing about upon the floor, would not have been startled by it. An elderly man, irreproachably dressed as a butler, entered the room.

“Very good indeed, my Antoine,” said the man of the velvet coat in French, but with an almost imperceptible touch of sarcasm in his voice. “Just one drop more of oil on the upper hinge and it will be perfect. You understand exactly what you are to do to-night, I suppose? Remember I want no bungling.”

Antoine allowed it to be understood that he was conversant with his duties — but he did not make the admission with any sort of grace. As a matter of fact, an acute observer might have declared that he was far from being in a good temper. And yet to the tyro he looked the very pattern of a respectable, highly - trained manservant.

“What the devil is the matter with you to-night?” asked the other savagely, as he noticed the expression upon Antoine’s face. “You look as if you’d like to cut my throat. I suppose you would do it, too — if you had the pluck and could find the fitting opportunity.”

“It wouldn’t be a bad thing if I did,” was the answer vouchsafed him by this paragon of servants. “I could lay my finger on many a man, and many a woman too for the matter of that, who would be glad to keep me for the rest of my days if I could prove to them that I’d given you your deserts.”

The other laughed good-humouredly; he was not in the least offended.

“My good fellow, I can quite believe you,” he answered. “The only trouble about it, or perhaps I should say the only thing lacking, is the want of pluck on your part. True courage, my worthy Antoine, is born in a man — not manufactured. You cannot force it into him. You may drive a coward into action, and he will fight like a fury, for the simple reason that he cannot do anything else, and wants to save his skin, but I fancy even you would scarcely term him a plucky man. A sailor may perform prodigies of valour in a hurricane to save his ship, but it need not necessarily be courage that makes him do it. He is only too well aware that if the ship sinks he goes to Davy Jones’s Locker, so, like the other coward he does his best to save his skin. Now, you would shoot me (you contemplated, doing so once, you may remember), stab me, or cut my throat, with the heartiest goodwill in the world, if it were not for those two little deficiencies in your character — first, your fear of me, and, second, your fear of being found out. Accordingly, I rest in peace. Comprennez?”

“You may not always do so,” was the sullen reply, and the man’s face certainly looked as if he might some day prove the possessor of sufficient courage to carry out the deed with which the other had so mercilessly twitted him. We have it on good authority that even the worm will turn, while experience teaches us that the patient ass will kick if only he be beaten long and hard enough.

What further might have passed between the two men it is impossible to say, for while they were regarding each other (a hangdog look on the face of one, and a contemptuous sneer on that of the other) there fell upon their ears the sound of a bell. The countenances of both changed on the instant. Antoine became the respectful and obsequious butler once more; his master, the very incarnation of the genial, high-bred man of the world, who never shows to such advantage as when playing the part of a host. The rôle suited him to perfection.

“Here he is,” said the latter. “Let him cool his heels on the doorstep for a few moments. The cold will bring his ardour down a degree or two. I know the gentleman we have to deal with. When you have admitted him come and tell me. You will find me in my room upstairs.” Then to himself he added, “It will do him no harm to thrust his inquisitive nose into matters down here. Possibly some of them may surprise him.”

Again the bell rang, and bidding Antoine go to the door, our friend of the velvet coat left the room and ran softly up the stairs to a room on the first floor. He might have remained on the landing above for all the stranger would have been the wiser — but that was not his way. He never took any chances. Men of his profession cannot afford to do so. Life, he would have told you, is too short to run risks.

Three minutes might possibly have elapsed before his butler rejoined him and informed him that Herr Schneidermann awaited him in the salon downstairs.

“Very good. You will give us half-an-hour’s grace before you serve dinner, and bear it well in mind that the little comedy is not on any account to be played before the coffee has been handed. Are the men in readiness?”

“All of them. One of them is as full of vodka as a balloon is of gas. What shall I do with him? Turn him out?”

“And let him go away to tell all he knows? Not a bit of it. Give him more drink — lock him up somewhere until the morning, then pay him a rouble and let him go about his business.”

When he had given these instructions Velvet Coat left the room and descended the stairs with the stealthiness of a panther. Having reached the bottom he drew aside a heavy curtain which concealed an alcove; into this he stepped, drawing the curtain carefully after him.

Thus hidden he felt for a small wooden shutter in the wall — and having found it opened it, as one does the slide of a camera in order to expose the plate. Indeed the whole thing was not unlike a camera — inasmuch as in the decoration of the wall on the other side a small round spy hole had been made; this might be considered the lens. Thus, when the curtain was drawn and the alcove made dark by the curtain, the brilliant light on the further side enabled the entire room to be watched with the greatest ease. This interesting little invention, if invention it could be called, was the product of Mr Velvet Coat’s fertile brain, and numerous occasions had arisen when he had found it more than a little useful. He hoped to do so now — possibly, but not probably, in the interests of hospitality.

On looking into the room he discovered a short and enormously stout individual, with a heavy face, the latter made heavier by a pair of bushy whiskers and a fiercely-curled moustache, a nose that spoke for his Semitic origin, and a pair of gold pince-nez, which dominated his entire countenance and gave him that curious air of superciliousness which is seldom, if ever, inseparable from those useful but objectionable articles. He wore a black frock coat, with one of those all-round white collars which are so popular with a certain class of German citizens, black trousers an inch and a half too short, and square-toed boots at least a size too large. That his appearance should be entirely in keeping, his hair was cropped as close to his head as scissors could cut it, giving it the semblance from behind of a badly-blacked and unevenly-shaped cannon ball.

At the moment that his host looked in upon him he was engaged in closely examining an escritoire on the further side of the room. It was locked. He put his right hand in his right trouser pocket, then paused, glanced sharply at the door over his left shoulder, and put his head on one side as if to listen. Hearing nothing suspicious, he produced his bunch of keys, examined the lock, selected one that he thought would fit, applied it, and discovered that he had been successful in opening the table. With practised fingers he turned over the various documents he saw there — glanced at one, threw it down, picked up another, and in its turn laid it with its fellows. At last he came upon one that appeared to interest him hugely. As quick as thought his pocket-book was out and he was making notes in it as if for dear life.

“Good,” chuckled his friend in the alcove. “I will give him time to copy as much of it as he likes. He will find it entertaining — particularly in two or three years’ time, if he has the good fortune to live as long.”

In the room the little man was making his stylographic pen perform wonders. Page after page of the pocket-book was covered, yet on it sped, only pausing now and again in its wild career to enable its user to make sure that no one was coming. Doubtless he would have given worlds had he been able to think of some excuse which would have allowed him to lock the door and so proceed unmolested. But in that respect his imagination, usually so obedient, was all too cruel to him. He could discover no excuse.

At last the work was done. Being a prudent man, before locking the desk, he made sure that there was nothing else of interest to be discovered in it. After this he went across the room to warm himself before the stove. There was a virtuous expression upon his face which seemed to suggest that he would be the last person in the world to tamper with another man’s goods or to attempt to secure information that was not given him by the owner of his own free will.

It was that air of perfect honesty which was perhaps Herr Schneidermann’s most valuable commercial possession; it had made one fortune for him, and he told himself it would not be his fault if it did not secure him another. Of course there were ill-natured people, some of them not unconnected with a certain Government department, who had openly said that he was an unmitigated scoundrel, and not only said it but proved it — much to his regret. But as we all know it is a censorious world, and even the police are not above making mistakes at times. Possibly, had he been acquainted with the master’s works, he would have said with Livy, but with a very different meaning, “Farmae damna majora sunt, quam quae aestimari possint.” Or, to put it in other words and from his own standpoint, “That which the law takes away often drives away business” — meaning thereby a reputation for commercial honesty. Schneidermann was a business man of a somewhat peculiar type, as you will discover before you have read very much further. He had been educated in the game at a good school and had thrived upon it.

Having as he thought allowed his guest sufficient time to make all secure, Mr Velvet Coat softly closed the shutter, locked it with his patent key, and passed from the alcove into the hall. When he opened the door of the room in which Herr Schneidermann was awaiting his coming, he knew what he should find, but he had no idea that he would be received with so much effusiveness. The worthy Teuton dashed forward to greet him, and so great was his delight at once more seeing his old friend, that he would doubtless have kissed him on both cheeks had he been permitted so to do.

“And you have not changed one little bit,” he declared in his own language, taking a step backwards in order that he might see the other better. “I should know you again anywhere, mine friend. Ach, Gott, how you Englishmen do keep your age. To me it is a marvel.”

“You, for your part, are stouter, dear Schneidermann,” the other replied, with characteristic British brutality. “You’ve added at least another six inches to that waistcoat since I saw you last. It won’t do, my boy — it won’t do. What does madame think of it? Perhaps she doesn’t say anything at all — eh?”

“Herr Gott! I wish there might be something in this world that she would be silent about. It is Schneidermann, do this; Schneidermann, don’t do that; Schneidermann, you drink too much beer; Schneidermann, you eat too much sauer-kraut and sausage — from morning till night. But I did not come all this long way to talk about mine wife. Let me forget her and have a holiday. It does mine eyes good to look at you. So big and so noble. Ach! and you have a nice house here — a very nice house. I thought when I started in the train from Berlin that I was coming to a country where nobody lives but wild men and convicts. And now, by Himmel! this room is not Irkutsk at all, it is Paris. It is not Siberia, it is Civilisation; it is more than that — it is Luxury.”

So saying, he waved his fat right arm round the apartment with such vigour that the solitaire which held his detachable right cuff broke loose and bounded away under the very escritoire he had opened only a few minutes before; the cuff itself, and an imperfectly washed one it was, whirled like a boomerang on to the top of the self-same article of furniture. In rising from picking up the solitaire, Schneidermann knocked his head against the desk, which elicited a laugh from the younger man.

“You seem to have a particular liking for that escritoire, my friend,” he said; the other, however, was busy re-making his toilet and did not look at him. By this I do not mean that he had not noticed it. He was quite sure that he had not been observed; at any rate they could not accuse him of purloining any letter, seeing that he had been most careful not to remove one. However, that little offhand speech of his friend’s rankled in his mind, and disquieted him until the faithful Antoine entered and called them to dinner. Then every other thought save that of eating was for the time being, at least, blotted out or at any rate postponed.

The dinner was as perfect as the other appointments of the house. The chef, by the way, was a convict — a forger who had served his time but was not permitted to leave the district That Schneidermann appreciated it was evident from the gusto with which he attacked every succeeding course. With his napkin tucked into his collar, and his enormous whiskers sticking out like feather brooms on either side, his heavy gold glasses, and his close-cropped head rising above all, he presented a picture which once seen would never be forgotten. In the matter of wines he was not particular. He drank whatever was offered him, preferring it in large quantities, and revelling in the thought that, since his friend drank it, it could not fail to be expensive.

They had just finished, and Antoine was in the act of proceeding in search of coffee, when there was the sound of a shot in the street outside. So startled was Herr Schneidermann that he came within an ace of dropping the glass he held in his hand, after which he sat staring blankly at his friend.

“Somebody shot,” said that gentleman, calmly. “Irkutsk is a strange place — a veritable conglomeration of contradictions. Type of the highest civilisation in the daytime — observatories, museums, laboratory, cathedrals, colleges, and schools. At night the purlieus of Paris a hundred years ago — or, better example still, a Californian mining camp in ’49 or ’50. You can have your choice of deaths here any night you care to name. You can be knocked on the head with a club, stabbed, shot or garrotted, just as the fancy takes you. Which would you prefer, my worthy Schneidermann?”

“Herr Gott, I do not want to die at all,” that frightened gentleman replied with great earnestness. “I have too much to do before then. But who was it that was killed just now? Can we not find out?”

“Go and ascertain, Antoine,” said his master, and Antoine, obedient to the order, went off to collect the information. He hit upon a realistic method of reporting it, for in the hall outside there was presently heard the tramping of rough feet and the stertorous breathing of men bearing a heavy burden. The door of the dining-room was thrust open and two men staggered in, carrying a third by his head and heels. The victim was dead, shot through the brain, as was testified by the blood which had run down his forehead and was now frozen over his right eye and cheek. The man in the velvet jacket rose languidly from his chair and went across to look at him. He lifted one of the limp hands and felt for the pulse. It was not to be found — for the simple reason that it had ceased to beat “Come here, Schneidermann,” he said, “and let me draw a moral for you from what you will see. You’ll be all the better for it, believe me.”

But Herr Schneidermann positively refused to budge. He was past saying so, however. He merely shook his head till his fat cheeks with the whiskers quivered like two jellies. He had seen enough of death, he declared; and he had no desire to add to his experience.

“Take him away then, Antoine, down the street, and leave him where the police will find him,” the other ordered. “And give these men a rouble and a glass of vodka apiece. They deserve it for meddling with anything so unsavoury. By the way, my men, have you any idea who he is?”

They gave him to understand that they knew nothing of him; a moment later, however, one of them, he who had carried the feet, ventured the assertion that he believed him to be a German merchant who had but lately arrived in Irkutsk.
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After the men had withdrawn, the host returned to his guest as if nothing out of the common had happened. As for that unfortunate Teuton — he sat gasping like a fish out of water. He knew enough Russian to understand the answer the men had returned to his friend’s question, and the shock unnerved him, for, though he was an exceedingly good man of business, and could confront one of his own debtors with a face of brass, he was, like poor Antoine, in matters in which death plays a part, a coward to his backbone. He went even so far as to wish himself back with his browbeating Anna in far Berlin. There, at least, he would run no risk of being assassinated in the public thoroughfares.

“Cheer up, my honest Berliner,” cried his host; “fill your glass and pass the bottle. You’re surely not going to stop drinking simply because a wretched German merchant — with all respect to you — happens to get shot outside the house in which you are dining? That would be too absurd for anything.”

“It’s all very well for you to call it absurd,” the stout man exclaimed indignantly — forgetting for the moment his fear, “but you have not a wife and children depending on you, and what’s more, you have not to go back to your hotel alone in the dark. If I have to be killed I would rather it should be in a city I know, than away in the middle of Siberia, where there is nothing but desolation, and all the people are thieves and murderers.”

“I am sure we are indebted to you for the compliment you pay us, Herr Schneidermann,” replied the other, with another of his curious laughs. “It may err in detail, but the effect is, to say the least of it, picturesque.”

Seeing that the psychological moment had arrived, his host produced a bottle of potent liqueur and poured the other out a wine-glassful — treating himself to a much smaller quantity. It behoved him to keep his head as clear as possible for what was to follow. It was no small matter that had brought Herr Heinrich Schneidermann so many thousands of miles across Europe and Asia.

Under the influence of the liqueur and of an enormous cigar — enormous both in size and strength — the German’s fear departed and he found himself even growing merry. This hilarity gradually increased. He spoke of old days, and particularly of those before he had met the good lady who now ruled — not only his house, but himself. Later he burst into song in a voice that shook the room and thundered down the passages. By way of choosing something suitable to the occasion he decided upon the “Erl King,” which he rendered not only, as I have said, with much noise, but also with considerable dramatic effect At the conclusion he found himself in very much the same condition as an athlete after a ten mile run across country — that is to say, putting it vulgarly, “completely pumped out.”

“You do not sing, mine friend,” he cried, pouring himself out another glass of the liqueur unasked. “And yet I remember once, when we sat together in the beer garden at never-to-be-forgotten Mannheim on the Rhine, that you sang like a — what you call in English — ach! like a ‘drush bird.’ Yes, that was it — like a ‘drush bird.’” Here he lapsed into English, his fluency in which language he considered a great accomplishment. “Oh! dot vas de olt days,” and he shook his head, and groaned, till the tears rolled down his flabby cheeks. “Olt days dot ve neffer again shall see. You vas mit myself a young man den, and you vas called Villiam Montgombery (Montgomery). Ach! dou hast had many names mit yourselv connected since dose days. And for me, I was a tin young mans den, tinner dan dou art now, frien’ of mine heart, and I had also not mine faidful Anna married — tank Gott!”

His host saw that, if he intended doing any business with him, he had better be quick about it, for in a very few minutes Herr Schneidermann would pass from the reminiscent into the somnolent stage.

“Now, my old friend,” he began, rising from his chair as he spoke and signing to his guest to take a more comfortable seat further down the room, “let us have a little serious conversation. I have entertained you to the best of my ability — it is your turn to entertain me.” Then dropping his voice to a whisper and looking to see that the door was closed, he continued, “Have you brought that money?”

He noticed — for he belonged to a school in which the pupils are taught to notice everything from the most obvious to the most insignificant circumstance — he noticed, I repeat, that as he mentioned the word “Money,” the German’s left hand made an instinctive movement in the direction of his left side.

“Ha! ha!” said Mr Velvet Coat to himself, “he carries it in a waistbelt. Very well. Well and good.”

“I am not going to talk business to-night,” asserted the sleepy German, “I am going home to mine house. Do you think I have suffered all this troublesome journey to talk business as soon as I arrive? If that is your idea you are mistaken, and I tell you so. Donner und Blitzen! it is plain that you take me for a fool, Herr Varley.”

Varley was evidently the velvet-coated man’s name. Whether it was that to which he was legally entitled who shall say?

Varley saw that his friend was working himself into a passion, so, having obtained the information he wanted, and being without any desire to aggravate him, he set to work to smooth him down as best he could. A bottle of Schnapps was produced, and under its subtle influence it was not long before peace reigned once more.

At last Schneidermann determined to betake himself to his hotel, situated a quarter of a mile or so from Varley’s residence. The German was quite sober enough to look after himself, and after all there was not much danger to be feared in traversing such a short distance. Besides, he had his revolver with him, as well as a stout cudgel which, wielded by his stalwart arm, would be no mean weapon. Varley put him into his furs, they bade each other an affectionate farewell at the front door, and then the other departed.

Manfully the merchant strode along, and it might have been observed, had anyone been behind him to notice the fact, that his somewhat tipsy gait ceased as soon as he turned the corner and was out of sight of Varley’s house. As it happened there was someone to notice, but that individual happened to be thinking of a very different matter.

When Schneidermann had completed half his distance, he was stopped by two men who sprang out upon him from a dark doorway. A short palaver ensued — then one of them raised a bludgeon and aimed a blow at him. The old man warded it off and shouted for assistance. Thereupon the individual behind him ran forward, as if to his assistance, but instead of helping him he slipped a noose over the other’s head and pulled the cord tight — his unfortunate victim fell on his back upon the path unconscious.

“Run for it, men,” he cried to his confederates. “I can manage him now.”

They took to their heels and set off in the direction whence he had come. Then Mr Varley, for it was none other than he, dragged the body into a neighbouring alley and, kneeling beside it in the snow, took from it a long leathern belt which encircled the waist. Slipping it into his pocket, he, in his turn, made his way home, chuckling as he went at the success which had attended his adventure. Having liberally rewarded his accomplices, he retired to his bedroom and produced the belt and opened it. To his delight it was stuffed with notes. To extract them was the work of only a few moments. He examined them, and, I regret to add, swore, not once, but often, as a man only swears when he has been outwitted on his own carefully prepared ground.

“Dummies!” he cried. “They’re dummies, every one of them, or I’m a beastly Dutchman.”

Poor Herr Schneidermann, when he recovered consciousness, struggled to his feet and made his way to his hotel, where he lodged a vigorous report with the manager as to what had occurred. Then he too went to his bedchamber. Without even having to undress, he knew that his belt was gone. I believe he winked, a slow Teutonic wink, as he regarded his image in the glass.

“Mine good friend Varley,” he muttered to himself, “you have given me a very good dinner, and you are a very clever man, but there is one who is as clever as you are, and that is Heinrich Schneidermann. You have got your dummy notes, but I, by Himmel! I have got a copy of the letter you had hidden in your escritoire. We will see who laughs best. Myself, I think it will be me.”

Varley thought of the dummy letter he had prepared and of what he had seen through the shutter, and he also fell asleep with a smile upon his face. They do say that sometimes a diamond cuts a diamond, and that a thief has even been known to catch a thief.


PART I. LORD CRANFORD COMMENCES THE TALE


CHAPTER I
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SO FAR AS I can ascertain the Bracebridges have had their abode at Greylands since the middle of the fourteenth century. At any rate, I can discover no record of their living anywhere else. I can therefore only suppose that they found the air of Gloucestershire suited to their constitutions, for, judging from the innumerable brasses in the village church, they were a long-lived, hardy race — who with few exceptions troubled the sexton until they had attained the ripe age of four score.

On the other hand, when there was fighting to the fore, they went off as fast as blackberries, and at all sorts of ages. For instance, there was old Sir Alured de Bracebridge, who at the time of the Wars of the Roses had three right comlie sonnes — Gregory, Eustace, and Robert by name — and who, being, I suppose, filled with the lust of fighting, took them off to the wars and never brought them back again. The line was then carried on through a fifth son, a weedy specimen of humanity, if all we can learn of him be true, yet who succeeded in winning the hand, if not the affections, of that beautiful damsel and heiress, the Lady Juliana de Moncourt, and by her had and reared issue, three sons, whose stature, it is said, equalled, if it did not exceed, that of their redoubtable uncles already referred to.

It is recorded that a Bracebridge was present as a member of the entourage of Henry VIII. at his meeting with Francis on the Field of the Cloth of Gold, and that he broke his neck, or rather had it broken for him by that notorious bully the Count de Voyois, at one of the innumerable tournaments given in the English monarch’s honour. He also was succeeded by his brother.

The fact can be corroborated that another of the family, quaintly named Falcon Bracebridge, for what reason goodness only knows, unless it was that he was somewhat of a wild hawk, sailed in one of the first filibustering expeditions from North Devon to the Indies, and returned home after many years absence — not only as poor and as wild as he went, but with such a longing to go again as was, says the Chronicler, “surelie never seen in mortal manne, before or since.” As a matter of fact he succeeded, by promises and tales of great treasure, in inducing his friends and family to adventure their money in a ship, with the result that he set sail from Plymouth Sound one fine May morning, and neither he, his ship, nor his comrades, were ever seen or heard of again.

When the First Charles found himself in hot water with his Parliament, the Bracebridges of his day were naturally delighted. I can picture them rubbing their hands with glee, and getting together their war gear, for assuredly, if ever signs went for anything in this world, there was going to be a battle-royal before many months were over.

It was about time they found employment, for, with the exception of a little in-and-out fighting in Ireland, the family had been idle for close upon two generations, and it was beginning to grow rusty. Consequently, they were among the first to join the King’s standard at Nottingham — with the result that later on the old father and one of his sons met their fate on Naseby Field. The second son returned to the old home and settled down to a quiet life, respected by Royalists and Puritans alike, and for the simple though somewhat uncommon reason that he was a just man.

Tempted though he was by that amiable bon viveur, Charles II. he would not allow himself to be drawn into a Court life, but was content to lead the simple existence of a country gentleman — surrounded by his fair wife and six noble sons and daughters. If you care to take the trouble you can see their portraits in the long gallery now, and I must confess that, on looking back through the family records, the character of this member of the family pleases me more than that of all the rest put together, and I firmly believe that the inscription upon his tomb, to the effect that he was a “good father and husband, a loving friend, a kind and generous master, and beloved by all who knew him,” does not err much in the way of truth.

There was a Bracebridge with the ever-famous Blake when he trounced the Dutch between Portland and Calais in 1653. Another served in the Low Countries with my Lord Marlborough and was wounded at Malplaquet. Years later there was one with Sir John Moore at Corunna, where he lost a leg, and if I am not mistaken no less than three saw service under Sir Arthur in the Peninsular campaign, two of them meeting their deaths later at Waterloo. To come nearer our own times, young Gregory Bracebridge, son of Michael Bracebridge of Sonnington Hall, was present at Inkerman and came out of it unscathed, only to perish of fever at Scutari. Another great-uncle of the hero of my story served through the China War, and was present, performing prodigies of valour, I am told, at the taking of the Taku Forts — for which he was specially mentioned in dispatches. Since then the Zulu War has accounted for one, the Boer fiasco of ’80 and ’81 must be held responsible for the death of another, and Tel-el-Kebir for yet another. Though they do not lie there, their names and deaths are all recorded on the walls of Greylands Church, and when, in order to write this chapter, I went one summer’s afternoon into that venerable building, twice restored by the munificence of the family in memory of their honoured dead, I must confess to you that, so much overcome was I by my feelings, I scarcely knew how or where to begin my search.

The church to me was peopled with the shadowy forms of dead Bracebridges. I seemed to be able to see grim old Sir Alured and his “three righte comlie sonnes” leaning upon the cross-bars of their great swords looking at me, Falcon Bracebridge with his dark, sombre face, dressed in his sailor’s rig soaked with sea water, and his hair tangled with Sargasso weed. That resolute old Cavalier, Sir Marmaduke, and his two stalwart sons, with their flowing love-locks, were there also, with many another of whose history I was entirely ignorant. What a race it was to be sure! What strenuous lives they must have led — how they loved, fought and died, generation after generation — and always with the assurance that there were others ready to step into the fighting line. Then again, amid what different scenes and in what different lands do they take their last rest. The sea holds no less than five, the Low Countries boast another two, the Peninsula has one, that saddest of all graveyards on the shores of the Bosphorus has one, dreary Isandhlwana, bleak Majuba, the little enclosure in the desert below Tel-el-Kebir and the banks of the Irrawaddy have each one. To me it seems as if in that long roll-call, stretching from the fourteenth to the nineteenth century, you can see what it is which has built up the might, majesty and power of this glorious country of which we are, or should be, prouder than of aught else in the world.

It must not be supposed that the old house was always prosperous — far from it. There were times in its history indeed when men trembled for its stability. The extravagances of the head of the family in the reign of Elizabeth were only compensated for by a long minority and the exercise of the most conscientious thrift. The Civil War came within an ace of ruining it altogether, for old Sir Marmaduke sold, pledged and mortgaged all he possessed to raise money for his master, who, it is said, like a true Stuart, treated him but in differently because one of his cousins — a man, mark you, whom he had never seen — had thought fit to espouse the other side. The bursting of the South Sea Bubble gave it another severe shaking, while the profligacy and mad expenditure of Beau Bracebridge, friend and companion of that first gentleman of Europe, the Prince Regent, wellnigh brought the whole fabric tumbling to the ground. A wealthy marriage, however, put matters right again in the nick of time, and though Miss Letitia Bundell — the rich lawyer’s daughter — may not have had the bluest of blood coursing through her veins, she had perhaps what was better than that, a substantial fortune, with the aid of which the mortgages were paid off, the farms that had been sold were repurchased, and the ancient glories of the house revived. The stables were refilled, the kennels once more housed their “dappled darlings,” as Kingsley loved to call them, while the art of entertaining was cultivated as assiduously as it had been at any time during the history of the family.

Under the careful guidance of Lawyer Bundell, who, you may be sure, intended that his hard-earned money should not be wasted, the prosperity of the Bracebridges increased by leaps and bounds, until it became a saying through the countryside, when a man was known to be well off, that “he was well-nigh as warm as the Bracebridges.”

In the forty-fifth year of his age — that is to say three years after the death of his two brothers at Waterloo, Beau Bracebridge, who, from the time of his retirement from London life, had been engaged in little work save that of putting on flesh, went the way of his fathers. His wife followed him to the family vault three years later — a harmless, sweet-tempered lady who from the day on which she first saw her husband had stood in awe of him. The heir to the baronetcy was of course their only son Gifford — a quiet, matter-of-fact sort of man, with nothing much about him to recommend him. He lived well within his income, married money, and as a result in his turn increased the family fortunes, and perhaps found what little pleasure he derived from life in so doing. When the sickle of Time cut him down at the comparatively early age of fifty, he left two sons and one daughter. Gifford, the father of the hero of my story, inherited the title and estates; Maurice, the younger brother, entered the Army, and as an ensign was killed during the siege of Lucknow; while the girl Agnes married a Yorkshire squire and died giving birth to her first baby.

To bring my history of the family up to date, I must set it on record that Sir Gifford Bracebridge married — or perhaps it would be better if I quote from Box’s Guide to the Titled Classes: — 

“BRACEBRIDGE — 8th Baronet (English). Created 1662. Sir Gifford Wilmington Bracebridge, eldest son of the late Sir Gifford Wilmington Bracebridge, by Emma Wilhelmina, third daughter of the late Edward Mansford, Esq. of London. Born 1850. Succeeded his father in 1857. Married (1871) Editha, eldest daughter of Sir William Carberry of Loxton Park, Hampshire; is a J.P. for Gloucestershire. Seat, Greylands Park, Gloucestershire. Heir, his son, Gifford Trowbridge, born 1872; educated at Harrow and Christchurch.”

Now, if you will allow me, I will enter upon my story proper.

The people of that particular part of Gloucestershire in which the aforesaid property of Greylands is situated declare to this day that the Old Squire (as they invariably called him) had not his equal either in that county, or indeed in any other, for kindliness of heart, by which of course they meant generosity in the matter of subscriptions, hospitality, hunting his pack, or knowledge of a horse. I can quite believe that a certain class might have added that he had not his equal either for fining poor hard-working men who happened to set a night line, or who being caught with a hare or half a dozen foolish pheasants in their possession found some difficulty in accounting for them. Upon them the Squire had no mercy. His argument was short but conclusive. “Who bred them?” he would ask, and then answer the question himself. “I did!”

“Whose are they?”

“Mine, to be sure; and what is mine I’ll keep. Let me see the man who can take it from me.”

It was his principle and he acted up to it. He was in every way a fearless man. A good story is told of him, though for its truth I am unable to vouch. It is sufficiently characteristic of him, however, to be worth narrating here.

One winter’s afternoon he was driving home after presiding at the Quarter Sessions in the market town, when his dog-cart was stopped near one of his woods by a big, burly man, who might have been either a gipsy or a gamekeeper out of employment. He held up his hand to the Squire, and the latter, with his usual innate courtesy, brought his horse to a standstill. The groom descended from his perch and went to the horse’s head while the stranger advanced to the vehicle.

“What do you want with me, my man?” asked the Squire, who had never seen the fellow in his life before.

“I’m starving,” the other replied, “and I want ‘arf a sovrin. I’ve walked ten miles this bitter cold day without bite or sup, and if I don’t get summat soon I shall lay down and die. ’Ere you are in your nice carriage, a thick coat upon your back, and a rug to cover your legs, knowing that when you get ‘ome there’ll be a tip-top dinner ready and waiting for you, with a fire to warm yourself by and a glass of wine to put a heart into you, while I’ll have to go and doss under a hedge or a ‘aystack, without a bite in my insides, and thank God if I’m alive in the morning.”

“You can go to the workhouse,” observed the Squire, who was rather taken with the fellow in spite of his roughness.

“The work’ouse?” the other laughed. “Oh, yes, of course I can go to the work’ouse. But I’m not going there. I’d rather die first.”

The Squire put his hand in his pocket and produced two half-crowns. He held them out to the man but he would not take them. “It isn’t charity I want,” he said. “I’d a sight rather earn ’em.”

“But how are you going to earn them? I can give you no work at this time of day. Come, speak up!”

“I want ‘arf a sovrin, guv’nor,” said the man.

“I’ve got a sick wife five miles on at Maplecombe, and nothing less than ‘arf a sov. will do any good to ’er. Look ’ere, Squire Bracebridge, you’ve got the name of bein’ a kind-’earted man, will you lend me the money? If you will just trust me, you see if I don’t pay it back square and honest. Though I’m lookin’ a bit down on my luck just now, I’ve never done a dishonest action in my life and I’m not going to begin now. What’s ‘arf a sovrin to you? Why, in my day I’ve fought a man for that and a pot of beer to boot.”

“So you’re a bruiser, are you?” said the Squire, who was no mean hand at the gentle art himself, and was, or rather I should say had been, always ready to try his luck with any chance corner. “That puts a different complexion on the matter.” He paused as if in thought, then descended from the dog-cart. “Drive on home, William,” he continued, addressing his groom. “I shall walk across the fields.”

The groom did as he was ordered and, when he had turned the corner, the Squire bade the man follow him across the road and through the gate into the field on the other side. The moon was up by this time and a cold and frosty night it was. The man could not make head or tail of the gentleman’s singular behaviour, and he was still more bewildered when he saw the Squire beginning to divest himself of his ulster and his gloves.

“You say you can use your hands,” he said.

“Well, I’m going to test your knowledge. If you can beat me I’ll make you a present of five pounds. If I beat you — you take the five shillings I offered you just now.”

At first the other thought he could not have heard aright, and well may he be excused if he doubted the Squire’s sanity. The great Sir Gifford Bracebridge boxing a tattered wayfarer in a moonlit field for five pounds stretched his imagination almost to breaking point. However, there was only one course open to him, and that was to fight — and fight accordingly he did.

Faint as his adversary was from fatigue and want of food, Sir Gifford very soon discovered that he had met his match. When both stopped, exhausted, the Squire admitted he was fairly beaten. He did not hum and haw about it, or invent excuses to account for his defeat, but confessed like a man that, good as he had always thought himself, he could not hold a candle to this homeless wanderer.

“There are your five sovereigns,” he said, handing the money to the other. “You richly deserve them. There is only one thing I would ask of you, and that is not to say how you obtained them. If ever you’re in this neighbourhood again and want work, come to me, and, if I’ve got anything you can do, you shall have the offer of it.”

“You’re a gentleman, Sir Gifford,” said the other, “and the man who says you ain’t ‘adn’t better come nigh me. Never did I think to rub my knuckles against the face piece of the ‘Igh Sheriff. I ‘ope I didn’t ‘urt you much, sir?”

“You’ve given me an eye that will set my wife thinking,” replied the Squire, with a laugh. “And now good-night to you and may you always have such luck.”

The man went off along the high road doubtless in the best of humours with himself and the world in general, while the Squire made his way by the footpath across the meadows towards his own abode, wondering, as he walked, how he should account to his wife for the condition of his left optic, which, by the way, was increasing in proportion every minute. What Lady Bracebridge did say no one but himself knows, though by that time I expect she was too accustomed to his little eccentricities to take much notice of them. Such a person was Sir Gifford Bracebridge, and one of his sons at least will, I fancy, grow up like him — full of generous impulses, hot headed, passionate, ready to admit himself in the wrong, if convinced of it, but the last person in the world to suffer under an injustice. It is not so much with the Squire, however, that I have to deal as with his children and with one child in particular — his second son Maurice.

You may have been wondering all this time how it is that I am so interested in this family — seeing that I am neither kith nor kin of theirs. The fact of the matter is the Squire and I were at Harrow and Christchurch together, and the friendship we formed there was never afterwards broken.

It was my custom during my old friend’s lifetime to spend at least a month with him every year, generally at Christmas, when the boys were home from school and the girl’s governess had betaken herself to the bosom of her own family to spend the festive season. And what a gathering it was at the Hall, to be sure! There would be uncles and aunts by the half-dozen, with their respective progeny, a few intimate old friends like myself, who, by long usage, had come to be considered almost members of the family, and now and again an outsider, who, if he really wanted to know how Christmas should be kept had certainly come to the right place to get his information. Such a bear garden as the house was at that time you cannot imagine. Let me set you the problem to solve. Given half a dozen semi-grown-up young folk of both sexes, their ages averaging from sixteen to twenty, at least a dozen from eight to fifteen, with possibly another half-dozen of babies all below the age of six. Imagine them in the highest spirits from morning till night, and then endeavour to give me an idea of what the noise would be like. It was Bedlam let loose, and I admit that, fond as I am of young folk, and of the Squire’s young folk in particular, there were times when I devoutly wished them all at Hanover.

I am a bachelor, and perhaps a crusty one at that, so that to have a pillow hurled into the pit of one’s stomach as one is labouring upstairs is apt to be exasperating, even when the thrower cries apologetically, “Beg your pardon, sir, I didn’t mean it for you. I thought it was Jack!” How the Squire put up with it all I cannot say, but I fancy the truth of it was he was still a youngster at heart himself and, with very little encouragement, would, I believe, have taken part in a pillow fight himself.

The Bracebridge children were five in number. Gifford, the eldest, at that time a bright boy of thirteen; Maurice, the second, my godson, and the hero of this story, aged twelve; next Nancy, the prettiest little maid you could have found in a long day’s march, just turned nine; then another boy of five, Gregory by name; and last, Baby Phillip, a wee absurdity, just able to toddle, and who had already discovered from experience that he was a power in the household. Years have gone by since then and what a change has come over the dear old house. The, jovial Squire is dead — his wife has never been the same woman since Gifford the eldest boy — but there let us leave the subject until it becomes necessary for me to deal with it in its proper place.

As ill luck would have it, I was staying at Greylands when my old friend met his death. Yet when I come to think of it I do not know why I should speak of it as ill luck, seeing that it afforded me an opportunity of being of some little help to his grief-stricken widow at the time when she stood most in need of it. The New Year was but four days old when it happened, and the Squire and his two elder boys had gone hunting. The meet was at Coplow Spinney at eleven o’clock, and as I had a wretched cold in my head I did not accompany them. I am very glad now that I did not The greater part of the day was spent by me in a large armchair before the billiard-room fire, and yet even then I could neither get warm nor comfortable. Outside, the world was half hidden in damp mist The moisture dropped from the leafless trees, and the lawns were coated with tiny globules that, to my thinking, did not promise well for scent. Lady Bracebridge, Nancy and I lunched together in the small dining-room, and as soon as the meal was over I retired to my armchair again, this time for a nap. Of all the minor ills that man is heir to, a cold in the head is, to my thinking, infinitely the worst. A dentist can give you relief from an aching tooth, for a corn you may call in the assistance of the chiropodist; a cold in the head, however, not only deprives you of your sense of taste and smell, but makes you dull and stupid beyond the ordinary. (I am referring of course to myself.) It gives one a red nose and weak eyes, and robs one of one’s pleasure in tobacco, so that without looking at it you could not tell a Villar-y-Villar from a villainous twopenny London smoke. If you lie awake, you brood over your past life and feel hopeless as to the future; while if you fall asleep you snore, and by so doing render yourself a nuisance to everyone within hearing distance. Against a cold in the head I launch the solemn curse of bachelordom. How it may be with a married man I am not prepared to say. At five o’clock, when I was called to partake of afternoon tea, it was quite dark. I was making my way from the billiard-room along the corridor to the drawing-room when I became aware of two small figures who had entered the house by the side door.

“Well, boys,” I said, when I recognised them, “I hope you have had a good day’s sport!”

I had got as far as this when I became aware that both the youngsters were sobbing pitifully. My cold had probably rendered me slightly deaf, or I feel sure I should have noticed the fact before.

“Why, what’s the matter?” I asked, supposing for the moment that one of them must have hurt himself or his pony. But in that case, why should the other be crying too? I questioned them again — only to be rewarded with more convulsive sobbing. Thereupon I led them to the billiard-room and, shutting the door, ordered them to tell me at once what the matter was. A more desolate picture than they presented at that moment no man could possibly imagine.

“Father — father,” began Gifford, the elder, and then broke down again so that he could not proceed.

“Well, my lad,” I remarked, “and what has father said? Nothing very dreadful I’ll be bound. Tell me all about it and I’ll see what I can do to put it right for you. Your father—”

“Oh, Uncle Dick” (I should here explain that they had called me uncle since they were children), “fathers dead! Oh! father’s dead! What shall we do?” My blood seemed to freeze into solid ice in my veins. I could not speak, I could not do anything. Could such a thing be true, or had the Squire met with an accident and the boys been misled by seeing him unconscious. At last I managed to pull myself together sufficiently to question them — cruel though I knew it was to do so. Little by little I drew the story from them. Heaven help us all — they were not mistaken. The Squire’s hunter, a powerful beast, had made a false step in taking off at a fence, and in consequence he struck it, and, falling heavily, crushed his rider beneath him and broke his neck instantly. The two boys were but a short distance from him when the accident happened, and saw it all. Small wonder that they were terror-stricken — poor little fellows.

Having learnt all they had to tell, I bade them go up to their rooms and change their clothes which were wet through. Then, when they had gone, I rang the bell for the butler.

“Andrews,” I said, when the old man had closed the door behind him, “we are in terrible trouble.”

“Indeed, my lord,” he answered, “I’m sorry to hear that. If there is any way in which I can be of assistance—”

He paused and waited for me to speak more plainly. Seeing that it was useless beating about the bush I told him everything. For the moment the old man was stunned by my intelligence. He had served the Bracebridges all his life, as his father had done before him, and he loved the very ground the Squire trod upon. And now to think that he was dead, and that he would never serve him more, never hear the sound of his kindly voice again. Here the old fellow broke down completely and cried like a child.

“What shall I do, my lord?” he asked, for his senses had for the time being completely left him. “What shall I do? It will break her ladyship’s heart, I know it will.”

“I am going to tell her now,” I answered. “What I want you to do is to let the servants know and to see that they make as little noise as possible. The two young gentlemen are upstairs changing their wet clothes. See that they have a meal in the schoolroom and that they are not questioned by anyone. They have had a great shock, poor little fellows, and are quite unstrung.”

“I will see to it, my lord,” he said, and was about to leave the room when there was a loud ring at the front door bell. He went off to see who it might be. Presently he returned and informed me that Sir Douglas Hambridge would be glad if he might speak to me.

“Ask Sir Douglas to be good enough to walk in,” I answered.

A few minutes later the Master of the Hounds entered the room. He saw by my face that I knew everything.

“If it had only been myself,” he groaned. “I cannot believe it even now. You say you will break it to the widow?”

“I was about to do so when you rang the bell,” I answered. “Are you bringing the body here?”

“I waited before giving any orders until I had seen you,” he replied. “At present it lies in the inn at Mugford.”

“It had better be brought home,” I continued. “If you will see to that, I will make the necessary arrangements.”

“God bless you! I would give all I possess in the world not to have had it happen.”

He left me and, when I had heard him ride away, I set off for the drawing-room.

I have neither the power nor the inclination to tell you of the scene that followed. To this day, though many years have passed over our heads since then, I can scarcely bear to think of it. Let it suffice that in due course the Squire, beloved by all who knew him, was laid to rest with his forefathers and that I was appointed, with the mother, guardian to his children.


CHAPTER II
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IN THE LAST chapter I dwelt at some length on the history, the home life, and the calamity which befell the Bracebridge family in the death of its head. If you will permit me I will now skim lightly over the next ten or a dozen years — that is to say those years during which I acted as guardian to the children. To begin with, I must frankly admit it was not an arduous task which I was called upon to perform. I was fond of them all, and I think, nay, I may say I am sure, that they returned my affection.

Of course the elder boys went to Harrow as so many other Bracebridges had done before them, and while they were there acquitted themselves better in their sports than they did with their books, thus again following the family traditions. Leaving Harrow, they passed on to Christchurch.

Gifford, the elder, was by this time a thin young fellow of medium height, with an intellectual face, high shoulders, and a manner that many people made the mistake of thinking was, well, to employ a term I detest, stand-offish. In reality it was the outcome of a shyness of which he was never able to completely rid himself. He was the most studious member of the family — a quality which I fancy he must have inherited from his maternal great-great-grandfather, Lawyer Bundell.

His brother Maurice was in every respect his opposite. He was tall and well-proportioned, handsome as a young Greek god, always in the highest spirits, and popular with everybody. As a boy he was in mischief from morning till night; at college he was not much better. More than once he came perilously near getting into serious trouble — indeed this even went so far that the authorities at last were compelled to suggest that I should remonstrate with him. I determined to do so, and accordingly ran down to Oxford for that purpose. Gifford had left the university by this time and, being of age, had taken over his kingdom, so that he was off my hands.

When I inquired for Mr Maurice Bracebridge I was informed that he had gone down to the boats, so I went thither in search of him. When I arrived at the water’s edge I found him in the act of stepping out of his wherry — and a splendid specimen of a man he made — tall, sinewy and lissom, he might have stood as a model for a young Apollo. His hair tucked close to his head in little golden curls, just as it did when he was a boy, and there was just the same spice of mischief in his blue eyes that I remembered so well of old. He did not see me at first but stood chatting with one of his friends, his boating jacket thrown loosely round his shoulders as only a man who has not a care in the world can throw it. I heaved a sigh, perhaps on account of what I had to say to him, but more, I fancy, in envy of his youth and joy of living when you come to contrast it with myself. Then he caught sight of me, and with an exclamation of surprise and, I hope, of pleasure hastened forward to greet me.

“It’s Uncle Dick, by all that’s glorious,” he cried, shaking me by the hand. “Well, ‘pon my word, I am glad to see you. It is uncommonly nice of you to come down. If I had known it I would have been at the station to meet you. And how fit you look! Come along while I dress. I’ll promise not to be many moments.”

As a matter of fact I followed him with a scowl upon my face. This sort of reception was not at all what I had bargained for. I had come down to give him a wigging, and I fully expected to find him conscious of his bad behaviour, and for that reason afraid to look me in the face; instead of which here he was getting me under his influence as usual, so that, before I knew where I was, I should be putting my lecture in my pocket, and not bothering myself any more about it. Practically that was exactly what did happen. But not quite!

He dined with me at the Mitre, and over our port I took him to task.

“You young rascal,” I began, adopting my sternest demeanour, although, between ourselves, I did not feel in the least sternly disposed towards him. “Are you aware that I am down here on an important mission?”
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“I know, Uncle Dick,” the culprit replied with a grin. “You’ve come down to give me what you Gall a serious talking to. It was the Dean who put you up to it, wasn’t it? Well, fire away. I’ll listen.”

What was a man to say after that? I tried to get angry but failed. I fear the excellence of the port I had ordered was mainly responsible for that. And the young dog knew it. How like his father he looked at that moment! No, it was no use, I could not admonish him as he deserved, so I rang for another bottle and, while it was coming, gave him to understand that, if I heard any more complaints as to his conduct, there would be serious trouble.

“I’m sorry it has worried you, sir,” he said, this time speaking seriously enough. “I know I’m an awful fool at times, but, bless you, I don’t mean any real harm by it. The other night it is true we did go a little too far, but we were all sorry for it afterwards. Do you think I’d better go and apologise to the Dean? I will if you wish it.”

I pointed out to him that that was essentially a matter for his own consideration and left it at that. As a matter of fact he did go next day, and it was from that courteous gentleman’s own lips that I heard the story of the interview. I was proud of my godson and my ward. He was more like his father than any of the others and I loved him the better for it. Passionate, headstrong, impatient of control, but easily managed if worked in the right way, generous to a degree in both his dealings and his feelings. Such a young man was Maurice Bracebridge in his twentieth year.

At last the time came for him to leave Oxford and it became necessary to settle what he was going to do with himself in the world. He was not the sort of young fellow to be idle, and of course he could not remain at home. His mother sent him up to see me in town in order that we might discuss the matter together. I had been late getting home the night before and, in consequence, was at breakfast when he called upon me, looking abominably fresh and healthy.

“You have an income of eight hundred pounds a year,” I said, when he had opened the ball. “Possibly you may have another two hundred at your mother’s death. Eight hundred a year is a comfortable sum enough for a young man who is content to live quietly in a country town and who has no ambitious notions; in the circle, however, in which we move you must know as well as I do that it is simple penury. Among other things it is quite certain that you will sooner or later want to marry; don’t say you will not, for I know better. You are a personable young man with fairly good manners, thanks to your association with me, and you will fall a victim as so many other good men have done before you. Then you will discover that eight hundred pounds a year, and no profession, is very little on which to commence housekeeping. No, I see nothing for it but for you to find a profession. What do you say to the Law?”

“Good gracious, Uncle Dick!” he cried, aghast, at the mere notion of such a thing. “You surely cannot be serious? Me a lawyer? Why, I’d as soon be a parson — sooner, perhaps. I’m about as much cut out for one as the other. No, I’m certainly not going to be a lawyer.”

“I meant a barrister,” I hastened to remark, not a little amused at his look of consternation. “Eventually you might become a judge. My poor old friend Pomfrey never dreamt that he would be raised to the Bench — yet he was.”

“And a snuffy old fellow he was too,” answered the irreverent youth. “I remember him well. He stayed at Greylands once when I was a youngster, and Giff and I wondered whether he would wear his wig at dinner. He didn’t. No, thank you, Uncle Dick, I don’t think I’ll trouble the Law — with all respect to it and to you.”

“The Army, then? You would make a good soldier — you come of a fighting race.”

“I shouldn’t mind the fighting; it would be the garrison life that would be the ruin of me. Besides I’m not sure that I could stand the discipline. I was always a colt that would kick over the traces, as you know. No, I think the Army must go with the Church and the Law. I think I should have liked the Navy, but of course that is impossible.”

“Then perhaps you will be good enough to tell me what you do think of turning your attention to,” I said, with some little irritation. Then, with a fine parade of sarcasm, I added, “There is the Stage, to be sure, and the Prize Ring, such as it is to-day. You are too big and too heavy to become a jockey, and I have my doubts as to whether you would care for the life of a gamekeeper or a coachman. Failing marriage with an American heiress, I positively don’t see how you can better your position, and then you have no title to offer in return.”

He laughed good humouredly and lit another cigarette. It was impossible to put him out, and to sarcasm he was impervious, at least so far as I was concerned. And yet he knew as well as I did that something had to be decided on, and without delay. I was not going to have a goodlooking young fellow such as he was hanging about town falling in love with every girl he met and doing no good for himself or, for the matter of that, for anybody else.

“I think I shall emigrate,” he said at last, as if he had been turning the matter over in his mind. “Go to Canada or Australia. There’s always something to do out there, and after all it’s a man’s life, which I’ll be hanged if this sort of existence is. I have a notion I should make a good colonist. I’m fond of riding, shooting, and open-air life.”

It was my turn to look aghast. I hope I am not one of that foolish class who look down upon our colonists — far from it. But I am old enough and conservative enough to prefer keeping our lads at home — rather than to see them starting off to make their homes and rear their children in new lands, thus in a sense cutting themselves adrift from the country that gave them birth.

“If you go away to Australia I shall never see you again,” I said; “but there, it is little you will care about that. You will go into the Bush, and in course of time you will develop into something but little better than a common labourer. You will grow a beard, your skin will be tanned the colour of mahogany, you will wear a flannel shirt and a paper collar, talk through your nose, and end by eating peas with your knife. Your children will inherit these and other advantages.”

“A cheerful picture, upon my word, Uncle Dick,” he laughed. “But I’m afraid you’ve coloured it a little too highly. Some of the nicest and most gentlemanly men I knew at Oxford were Australians. Well, if you don’t want me to do that, what is there you would like me to do? I cannot steal, and to beg I am ashamed.” Suddenly an idea occurred to me.

“The Diplomatic Service,” I said, bringing my hand down on my knee with a smack. “The very thing. I wonder I did not think of it before. You’re just cut out for it, and thank Heaven I have still a little influence left. Yes, the Diplomatic Service is the place for you.”

“But, my dear Uncle Dick,” he cried, “I should be no earthly good at it. I have no — what is it the French call it — no finesse. I could no more conceal my feelings and lie, even for my country’s benefit, than I could fly.”

“My dear Maurice,” I said sternly, “a diplomatist never lies.”

“Doesn’t he? Well, it seems to me he occasionally comes very close to it. Besides, I am too outspoken.”

“The very thing. The other side will fancy you have nothing to conceal. They will call it your sincerity, and thus give you an opportunity of carrying your point. It’s your reserved man who excites suspicion and so defeats his own ends.”

“I must think it over,” he said, with what was for him unusual caution. “And now let us go for a walk. I have a host of things to do, and I like being seen in the streets with you. It’s good for my credit, and a man with only eight hundred a year, you know, should do all he can to keep up appearances.”

The end of the matter was that it was arranged he should pay a visit to my cousin, Lord Carington, who at that time was representing us in St Petersburg. He, Carlington, would put him in the way of gaining some knowledge of the life, after which he would be able to decide whether he thought it would suit him or not. He would reach the capital at the best time of the year, that is to say when the Neva is frozen and all is life and gaiety. As a matter of fact I can imagine no pleasanter place in Europe at that time of the year than the City of the Great Czar.

His brother Gifford and I went down with him to Dover, and bade him “good-bye” there. It was the first real journey he had ever undertaken, for mere runs across to Paris don’t count, and though he tried not to let us see it, I could tell that he was not altogether happy at the idea of going.

“Don’t let us in for any international complications, Maurice,” said his brother, jokingly, as the latter prepared to go on board the steamer. “We’ve as much on our hands at present as we can safely manage.”

“You may depend on me for that,” answered the other, with what was rather an unsuccessful attempt at a smile. “Good-bye, Uncle Dick, I’m afraid I’ve been an awful trouble to you of late. But you know how grateful I am.”

That was just like the boy. He should have seen that I had a lump in my throat with which I was bravely battling — yet he must needs do his best to make matters worse. I tried to scowl at him, and ended by telling him to go on board his boat and not talk nonsense.

Ten minutes later he had gone, and that was the last his family saw of Maurice Bracebridge for many a long day.


CHAPTER III
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THE LIFE OF the Russian capital came somewhat as a surprise to Maurice Bracebridge. He had heard many stories of the gaiety of St Petersburg, and also of the charming men and women who are to be met there. Of course it must be admitted that, as the British Ambassador’s guest, he made Society’s acquaintance under exceptionally favourable circumstances. A friend at Court is always useful, particularly when that Court chances to be the Russian one.

By the time he had been a week in the city Maurice felt thoroughly at home in it. He had been made an honorary member of several of the best clubs, had received invitations to innumerable functions, and was fast coming to the conclusion that I was right after all when I told him that the Diplomatic Service would be the proper profession for him to adopt.

I have already said that Maurice was a personable young man. It soon became evident that the ladies of the capital were of the same opinion. So marked indeed was their kindness that, had he not been by nature a singularly modest youth, he would have stood a very good chance of becoming insufferably conceited. It is not every young man who can be singled out for special favours at the hands of a pretty grand duchess without losing his head. On another occasion when a princess, renowned through Europe for her wit as well as for her beauty, bade someone present him to her, he was flattered, but by no means puffed up. The reason may possibly have been that he had not had sufficient experience to know the value of the compliment.

“Take care, my boy,” said Lord Carlington to him one evening as they drove home together from a brilliant reception at the Winter Palace, “take care what you are doing. It is easy to fall in love, but not so easy to fall out of it again. As a hunting man you ought to know that nothing is to be gained by rushing your fences. What says old Plautus: “Bonum est, pauxillum amare sane, insane non bonum est.’ There you have it in a nutshell.”

“You need have no fear, sir,” Maurice replied. “They won’t be likely to bestow their affections on me for obvious reasons, and it would be only so much waste of time on my part to fall in love with them. As you know, I am but little better than a pauper.”

The Ambassador shook his head. He knew his world, and was aware that, as a rule, when a woman falls in love she does not pause to consider such a very minor factor as pounds, shillings and pence.

Love or no love, Maurice managed to enjoy his life hugely, and wherever he went he made friends. The Count de Melinkoff, as a rule an extremely exclusive personage, invited him to shoot bears on his estate with an unpronounceable name; Duke Alexis Petrovoski, who was almost English on matters of sport generally, offered him a fortnight in his own province, where it would seem one had only to walk out with a gun in one’s hand in order to meet almost every kind of game from elk to ptarmigan wandering carelessly about as if waiting to be shot. There were sleigh drives through the cold, crisp air, to the accompaniment of silver bells, the black Orloff stallions, with flowing tails and manes, dashing along at a pace that seemed to threaten instant annihilation despite the science of the cleverest coachman in all St Petersburg. There were skating carnivals — given both by clubs and by private individuals, which were entertainments to be looked back upon with only one regret — namely, that they were all too short By the way, I am reminded that it was at a carnival of this kind which he had attended, accompanied by one of the British Embassy attachés, that Maurice met with his first real adventure in St Petersburg. He and his friend had only just arrived and were making their first circuit of the ice, when a gentleman and lady passed them, swinging along in perfect time and at a great pace. They had not gone far before Maurice saw something bright drop from the lady’s right side on to the ice. When they came up to it he found that it was a gold bracelet set with pearls.

“If we go slowly they will catch us up,” said Maurice’s companion. “Then you can return it.”

They did so and, in a very short time, the couple again approached them. Observing that Maurice had raised his hat and was moving for ward as if to speak, they slackened their speed. He thereupon presented her property to the lady, telling her at the same time how and where he had found it. She thanked him sincerely for his kindness and reclasped it on her wrist, then with a bow and a renewed expression of her gratitude, together with a salute from her companion, they continued their dash over the ice.

“By Jove! what a lovely woman,” said Maurice’s friend, looking after her admiringly. “I wonder who she can be? I have never seen her before — and as for you, you duffer, you never seemed to notice her at all. I wish I had had your opportunity.”

“If you had you would have done exactly what I did,” replied Maurice, coolly. “Yes, I grant you she was a beautiful woman, but I was more interested in her companion. What an extraordinary face his was. Handsome in a way, but with a devil-may-care expression on it that would make you think twice before you upset him. If looks count for anything, that man has seen more life than you and I put together, old fellow.”

“I did not look at him,” was the other’s reply, “so it seems we are quits. When I have a chance of setting eyes upon a pretty woman I don’t bother about my fellow males. Let us go round once more and try to catch another glimpse of her. I shall not rest happy till I know who she is.”

As it turned out, however, the mysterious fair had tired of skating and had left the ice. The two young men thereupon followed her example. Hemsgrave the attaché, could talk of nothing save her beauty all the way home. From his ravings one would have thought he had never seen a pretty woman in his life before. On the other hand it was the remembrance of her companion’s sallow Mephistophelian face that haunted Maurice. For some reason or another — what he could not for the life of him have told you — it had exercised a curious fascination over him. It seemed to be linked in some inscrutable way with his own destiny. And yet, when he came to argue it out with himself, he could discover nothing to justify it. “I certainly do not remember ever having seen the man before — either in England or Russia,” he reflected, “and I shall in all human probability never see him again.” Yet, as I have said, the memory of the man’s face remained with him, and was destined to do so for some time to come.

Two or three days after the skating carnival I have just described, Maurice was strolling along the sunny side of the Nevski Prospect between three and four o’clock in the afternoon. He had nothing to do, and was merely idling his time away, watching the life of the streets and perhaps wondering a little, since he had had a letter from his mother that morning, how they all were at dear old Greylands at that moment. Something in a shop window attracted his attention, and he crossed the pavement to examine it. He was still looking at it when a middle-aged man accompanied by a lady, whose face Maurice could not see, also approached the window and stood before it. The man must have been between sixty and sixty-five years of age. He was the possessor of a strong face, though lined and scored as if with pain. His hair, which he wore somewhat longer than was usual, was heavily streaked with grey, and the younger man noticed also that, when he moved, it was with difficulty, and with the aid of a stick, as if he had not the proper use of his lower limbs.

As they were about to move on he heard the girl say in English, “We must hurry, papa, or we shall be late, and you know that Mab will be anxious about us.”

It was a musical voice, mellow, soft and sympathetic, as a woman’s voice should be. Just as they crossed the pavement and were about to step into the roadway Maurice managed to catch a glimpse of the girl’s face.

“It matches the voice,” he said to himself, and felt that he could not have paid her a higher compliment. It was the face of a lady, pretty rather than lovely, refined and serious in its expression — like that of one who has known trouble, but who has not allowed her spirit to be broken by it. It was better still, the face of a woman to whom one could go for sympathy in one’s hour of direst trouble and know that it would be forthcoming. Such women are rare; nevertheless they do exist, even though cynics endeavour to convince us to the contrary.

Having stepped into the road, they began to cross it towards the centre where the tramways run. They were well-nigh half-way across when there was a wild shout and, almost before anyone knew what occasioned it, a troika, drawn by three maddened horses, came galloping furiously down the street The coachman had been thrown out further up, and now the vehicle was at the mercy of the terrified animals. On they came, everyone and everything scattering to make way for them. The girl, whom I have just described, saw the danger as quick as anyone and endeavoured to drag her father beyond the reach of harm — but, alas, his infirmity prevented him from hurrying, and in trying to do so he slipped and fell heavily to the ground. The runaways, by this time, were not more than a dozen lengths from the spot. The girl, with a shriek, stooped and tried to lift him in her arms, but in vain. It seemed as if death were inevitable — that nothing could save them.

Almost before he knew what he was doing, Maurice had rushed into the road, had given the girl a push that sent her reeling out of harm’s way, had taken the old man in his arms, and was staggering forward with him. Another two seconds and he would have been too late. As it was the near side horse in passing struck him on the right shoulder with such force that he was thrown with his burden some yards away. Then the horses continued their mad progress down the Nevski Prospect.

In St Petersburg, as in London, it does not take a crowd long to collect, and by the time Maurice had struggled to his feet he found himself hemmed in by at least a hundred people who had witnessed his action. The girl had lifted the old man on to his feet; fortunately he did not appear to have suffered any ill effects from his tumble. She now approached Maurice and said something to him in Russian, which, of course, he did not understand.

“I cannot speak Russian,” he said, wondering as he did so what on earth was the matter with his right shoulder, which was completely numb. “But I am very glad to have been able to help you.”

The girl’s eyes filled with tears. He told himself that they were very beautiful eyes.

“You have done more than help me. You have saved my father’s life,” she answered. “Had it not been for you, he would have been trampled to death by those horses. Oh! I cannot bear even to think of it!”

She gave a little shudder and then put up her hands to her eyes as if to shut out the remembrance of the sight. The police by this time had dispersed the crowd — for if there is one place in this world where people are not allowed to congregate it is in St Petersburg, and on the Nevski Prospect least of all places in that city.

“May I obtain a cab for you?” asked Maurice, who was anxious to prevent her from thanking him any more. “Your father cannot walk home after the shock he has received.”

He called up a vehicle and, regardless of the fact that, according to the custom of the country, he should have bargained with the driver before engaging him, put them both into it and enquired the address. The girl gave it to him, whereupon he bade the man drive them carefully to it, at the same time slipping what must have been at least three times the fare into the moujik’s hand.

“Good-bye,” he said, lifting his hat with his left hand. Then, turning to the old man, he continued: “I hope that to-morrow you will not feel any ill effects from your fall.”

“I trust I shall not,” replied the elder man. “I thank you from the bottom of my heart for what you have done for me. I am an old man and a sad cripple. As a matter of fact I ought not to venture abroad at all, but it was such a fine afternoon, and Gertrude, my daughter here, thought it would do me good — with what result you know. My name is Marchmont — Julian Marchmont — and as you have our address you know now where we live. We are very quiet folk, but if you will do us the honour of looking in upon us, I can promise you a hearty welcome. I have not seen England for more than twenty years and should enjoy a chat with you more than I can say.”

“I shall be very glad to do so,” replied Maurice, and he meant it. “My name is Bracebridge, and I am staying with Lord Carlington at the British Embassy. I will give myself the pleasure of calling upon you within the next few days, and shall hope to find then that you are none the worse for your adventure of this afternoon.”

“Good-bye,” said Miss Marchmont, holding out her neatly-gloved little hand to him as she would have done to an old friend. “God bless you for what you have done for me to-day.”

Maurice tried to take it, but his arm refused to do his bidding. She saw that there was something wrong by the spasm of pain that flitted across his face and which he was unable to conceal.

“You are hurt!” she cried. “Why did you not say so? We have kept you talking here while you have been in pain. Oh, I am so sorry! Pray take this cab and drive at once to a doctor.”

But Maurice would not hear of such a thing. It was nothing, he declared, a mere wrench or sprain, which would very soon be all right. Then bidding them “good-bye” once more, he told the cabman to drive on, after which he called up another vehicle and set off in his turn for the Embassy. On his arrival there he called in the doctor who attended the Carlingtons, to learn that he had broken his collar-bone, and ought to think himself lucky that he had not broken his neck. As it was, he was to be strapped up for some weeks to come, which was no end of a bore, the young man declared, seeing that there was a cotillon the next evening at the French Ambassador’s, at which he was most anxious to be present. However, he had the satisfaction of knowing that although he had personally come to grief he had, at least, been the means of saving the life of the father of one of the most charming girls in the world. Somehow, whenever he thought of her — and he has admitted since that he did think of her — it was in quite a different way to that in which he thought of other ladies of his acquaintance in that great city. She had nothing of the woman of fashion about her; she was to all intents and purposes like his own sister Nancy — older, of course, but a genuine English girl, whose life was not spent in one long struggle for social supremacy, and, what was better still, one who could look upon a man as a friend without thinking of him as a possible or impossible suitor for her hand. He had quite made up his mind to call upon the family at an early date, but was only deterred from so doing by his fractured collarbone — fearing that, when they became aware of the extent of his injury, they would reproach themselves for having been the cause of it.

As a matter of fact he was not destined to attend the cotillon, nor did he go near the Marchmonts’ house for some days. That did not prevent him, however, from endeavouring to find out what he could concerning the family. After all, it was little enough he was able to discover. The father, who had been in Russia for many years, was at one time a merchant captain commanding his own ship. Eventually, however, he had given up the sea and settled in St Petersburg with his wife. Two children were born to them and for a while they prospered; in time, however, evil days fell upon them. Mrs Marchmont died after a lingering illness, leaving her husband with two children, both girls. The house they lived in was a small one, but their own, and was situated in a quiet quarter of the city. They had few friends and, so far as could be ascertained, kept themselves very much to themselves. The father, who had had a paralytic stroke, was now incapable of doing anything for himself, and the daughter augmented the family income by giving lessons in music and English. That was all he could learn concerning them. Meagre as it was, it was a pitiful enough story, Heaven knows. Maurice made up his mind to pay them a visit on the following day. The thought of that brave young girl devoting her life to taking care of her father and younger sister, and keeping the home together by her own exertions, touched his generous heart as any tale of sorrow was sure to do.

The following afternoon saw him setting out for that portion of the city in which their house was situated. It was not a fashionable part of the town, and the houses he discovered were, without exception, small and dull-looking. There was the inevitable church with bulbous domes at one corner, and a large public building of some sort at the other. Half-way down on the right-hand side was a shrine with its holy image, on passing which all devout foot passengers either lifted their hats or made the sign of the cross. On reaching the street Maurice alighted from his carriage and made the man understand that he was to wait for him. It did not take him long to find the house. Like its neighbours it did not commend itself to his eye. It was of three storeys, and, looked at from the front, was quite barren of anything in the shape of ornament. He approached the front door and rang the bell, which was answered by a neat maidservant in cap and apron. She must have understood a few words of English, for when he asked if Miss Marchmont was at home she nodded and smiled, then, having carefully closed the door upon the icy blast which was howling down the street, led him upstairs to a room on the first floor. He entered it to find himself alone. In the interval of waiting he amused himself by looking about him.

It was a pretty room, furnished after the English fashion, and showing unmistakable signs of a woman’s controlling hand. He told himself that it was the only homelike room he had come across since his arrival in Russia, and for some reason it pleased him to think he had found it here. It seemed to him to harmonise with his first glimpse of those clear grey eyes and the delicate outline of the girl’s face as he had seen it on the Nevski Prospect the day of their first meeting. A volume of Schumann stood on the piano, and he also noticed that there was a well-worn Browning lying upon a little Oriental table beside the stove. On taking it up Maurice discovered it was opened at “The Ring and the Book.”

“Rather stiff reading, my lady,” said Maurice as he replaced the book upon the table, and thenceforward he felt an added reverence for her. I don’t believe he had ever read a line of Browning in his life, unless it were, “How they brought the good news from Ghent to Aix.” That might possibly have appealed to him by reason of its vigorous life and action. His lack of appreciation, however, did not prevent him from feeling respect for such as could derive pleasure from the poet.

There was also a work-basket, full of what looked suspiciously like socks, lying on a chair in the corner, and in a frame upon a small easel a photograph of Miss Gertrude herself. He walked across and looked at it. Yes, decidedly, it was a sweet face. The eyes and mouth were its best features, and spoke for the kindliness and sincerity of their owner. Taken altogether it was one of the most charming women’s countenances he could remember, and he determined that, happen what might, he would make the original his friend. He was still looking at the picture when the door opened, and he turned, half expecting to see the girl herself. It was not she who entered, however, but a child of perhaps thirteen or fourteen years. She was a younger edition of her sister, but without the look of care which had stamped itself so decisively upon the elder’s face. She was prettily but simply dressed, and, as Maurice soon noticed, carried herself with an assured air that would not have discredited a woman of twice her years. Evidently she was the sister to whom Maurice had heard the elder girl refer as “Mab” a few days before.

“You are Mr Bracebridge, I am quite sure,” she said, advancing and offering him her hand as she spoke without any sign of embarrassment. “Won’t you sit down? My sister and my father have gone for a little walk, but I expect them home at any minute.”

She seated herself in a chair opposite him and folded her hands in her lap. For the first time in many years Maurice felt at a loss to know what to do. What on earth was he to talk to her about? Her manner would not allow him to treat her as a child, and yet to converse with her as he would with a grown-up person would be too absurd. She, however, was quite equal to the occasion.

“I ought to thank you, Mr Bracebridge,” she said, “for what you did for papa the other day. It was noble of you, for Gerty says you might easily have been killed. How you could have been brave enough I cannot think. I could not have done it, for I am a terrible coward. I saw a small boy knocked down the other day in the Gorokhovaya Ulitsa, and, I can assure you, I felt quite upset for hours afterwards. But then men’s nerves are, of course, not so highly strung as women’s. My sister does not know what nerves mean.”

“And surely you do not?” Maurice could not help saying; and he felt inclined to add, “You should have no thought for anything save your lessons and your dolls at your age.” Fortunately, however, he left that part unsaid.

“I am all nerves,” she answered calmly. “Papa will tell you the same. He is the only one who understands me.”

At that moment there was the sound of a brisk footstep outside, the handle was turned, and Gertrude Marchmont entered the room. Hitherto Maurice had thought her merely a pretty and intellectual-looking girl. He was therefore quite unprepared for the radiant creature who now stood before him. She was dressed entirely in white serge, with a broad silver belt of Oriental workmanship encircling her slender waist, from which a chatelaine, with numberless little knick-knacks, depended. Her hair was arranged in a style that suited her exactly, while displaying its own soft waviness.

“I must beg your pardon, Mr Bracebridge,” she exclaimed as she hastened forward to greet him. “I did not know, until a few moments ago, that you were here. I have just taken papa for a little walk. It is the only exercise he gets, poor old man.” Then, seeing that he had one arm strapped under his coat, she continued anxiously, “But what does this mean? You must have hurt yourself the other day more seriously than you allowed us to suppose. Do tell me what you have done.”

“I’m afraid I was foolish enough to break my collar-bone when I fell,” Maurice replied, seeing nothing for it but to tell her everything since she had asked the question. “The doctor, however, says that it is going on splendidly and I shall soon be able to use it again. I hope your father has not felt any ill effects from his tumble?”

“Only in his temper,” she laughed. “His dignity suffered more than anything else, I fancy. Poor papa! He was such an active man once that it worries him terribly to feel that he cannot get about as quickly and as freely as other people. But, if I am not mistaken, here he comes to speak for himself.”

She was right, for just as she finished speaking old Mr Marchmont came in, leaning heavily upon his stick. He was genuinely pleased to see Maurice, and told him so.

“Your visit will do me good, sir,” he remarked after they had greeted each other and he had dropped into a chair. “I repeat you will do me good. You may not believe it, but you are the first Englishman I have met — fresh from the dear old land — for nearly a year. Occasionally we get English papers, but they are so censored that there is scarcely anything worth reading left in them. Ah, me! It is terrible to think that I shall never see England again and that, loving it as I do, I must be content to be buried in a foreign land.”

Here Miss Gertrude interfered.

“You must not talk like that, papa,” she said almost sternly. “If you do you will frighten Mr Bracebridge away.”

“Papa and I are both full of nerves to-day, Gerty,” observed her younger sister, mournfully. “Are we not, papa? We compared notes this morning after breakfast. I can assure you it took nearly an hour and a half of Chopin to bring me even within an octave of my proper pitch.”

“Your sister is musical, then?” said Maurice, more for the sake of saying something than for any other reason.

“Indeed she is,” Miss Marchmont replied. “Good judges have assured us that her talent amounts almost to genius. I am not qualified to express an opinion, but I know that she fascinates me.” Then to her sister she said, “Mab, dear, will you play something?”

The girl rose and went to the piano without a word, shaking her wealth of tawny hair upon her shoulders as she did so. Then Miss Gerty turned to Maurice once more. “She must strike you as an extraordinary child. Everyone seems to think so, but of course we are so used to her that we do not notice anything singular. In fact, I think, if we err at all, it is in treating her too much as if she were grown-up like ourselves, instead of the mere child that she is. But listen, she is going to play.”

The child’s fingers fell upon the keys as softly as a mother’s kiss upon the cheek of a sleeping babe. The faintest ripple of melody was the result. It was like the twittering of small birds at dawn. Gradually it grew louder and louder till it swelled out into a mighty chorus that rang and echoed through the room like a song of triumph. As he listened Maurice seemed to hear the tramp of armed men. He fancied he could see their faces glowing in the torchlight with the pride of victory, while the women they loved, and for whom they had fought, looked down and smiled upon them from the windows. Then, little by little, the music died down once more — the torches were extinguished, the soldiers were disbanded, and the silence of night descended upon the town. It was some such confused picture that it conjured up in Maurice’s mind, but there could be no sort of doubt as to the brilliance of her playing. Her genius, for it was nothing short of that, was unmistakable. Now he could understand some reason for the child’s curious precociousness. When she had finished she rose from the instrument and, without waiting to be thanked, left the room.

“That is always her way,” explained her sister. “Though we pretend to laugh at it, I think there must be some truth in what she says when she declares that she is a bundle of nerves. Sometimes I grow rather anxious about her, for she is subject to very bad headaches, which not infrequently result in troublesome attacks of insomnia. However, we seem to be pouring all our troubles into your ears when we should be doing our best to amuse you. I hope you like Russia?”

“I like what I have seen of it immensely,” Maurice answered. “But that little is limited to a night journey from Vierzhbolovo, a mere glimpse of the country next morning, and since then St Petersburg. How could I be anything else but charmed with the city since its inhabitants have been so consistently kind to me?”

“Russia is a great country,” put in the old gentleman, “but there is no other land that can compare with England — and to appreciate her you must be compelled to live out of her for half your life as I have had to do.”

“By the way, Mr Bracebridge,” said Miss Gertrude, rather hurriedly, as if to prevent her father from saying more, “papa was telling us last night that he thinks he must once have met a relation of yours — a Captain Bracebridge.”

“Major Gregory Bracebridge,” corrected Mr Marchmont. “He was in the — th regiment then, quartered in Malta. I commanded the vessel which took him with his regiment to Egypt shortly after the breaking out of Arabi’s rebellion in ’83. A very popular officer and a courteous gentleman.”

“He was my uncle — my father’s brother,” Maurice replied. “Unfortunately he was killed at Tel-el-Kebir. I cannot remember anything of him.”

He felt that he had not called to talk about his relations, but to have the pleasure of Miss Gerty’s society and to find out all he could about her — her habits, her tastes. She was the first woman who had ever really interested him, or perhaps I should say in whom he had ever felt any interest, and for the time being at least he had no desire to think of anything else. However, the demands of courtesy made it imperative that he should pretend to take an interest in the old man’s recollections of his early life in the kingdom of the Czar, even if he did not feel it. It appeared that he had been a great rover and had penetrated into parts where I doubt very much if any Englishman had ever at that time been before. Among other things he had made his way into Siberia in the early seventies, accompanied by only one man, a fellow who had served aboard his own ship and had abandoned the sea in order to follow his captain’s fortunes. How far they had travelled into that little-known land he did not say, but the result was that the man perished and Mr Marchmont barely escaped with his life.

“I should like to see Siberia before I return to England,” said Maurice, little dreaming what those words meant to him. “It must be a marvellous country, from all I have heard of it.”

“Marvellous indeed, but you will never see it as I did. It has changed so much since then. Now you have your train service from Moscow to Vladivostock — with sleeping accommodation, hot and cold baths, French cooking, servants to wait upon you, and a hundred and one luxuries to make your passage comfortable through the Taiga and across the Tundras. In my day we travelled in a tarantass and had nothing, or next to nothing, save what we carried with us. Yet if I were to tell you what I know to be true there is not—” He stopped and abruptly changed the subject by asking Maurice what he thought were the prospects of a general election in Great Britain. The latter answered as best he could, but he felt he would like to have known what it was that had made his host come to such a sudden halt.

Then afternoon tea was brought in, and when they had finished, he rose to bid them good-bye. He had stayed longer than he had intended doing when he arrived.

“You will come to see us again, Mr Bracebridge, I hope?” the old gentleman said as they shook hands. “You will generally find us at home about this time, and there will always be a welcome for you.”

Maurice felt that he would have liked Miss Gertrude to have seconded the invitation, but she was busying herself tidying the cups on the tea-tray at the moment, and perhaps did not hear it.

“Good-bye,” he said to her once more, wishing he had the use of his right hand. “Will you bid your sister ‘good-bye’ for me and thank her for her beautiful music? I have never heard anything like it in my life.”

Then he left the house and walked down the street to the spot where his cabman was still patiently waiting for him.

“She is the loveliest girl I have ever met,” he said as he drove home. “A girl whom any man in this world might be proud to make his wife!”

It was a remarkable fact that for one who was usually so communicative he made no mention at dinner that evening as to where he had spent his afternoon.

Throughout that meal, and indeed all through the evening afterwards, he was strangely quiet.

“Do me the justice to remember that I told you how it would be, my dear Maurice,” laughed the Ambassador in the smoking-room later. “You would not take my advice and now you are in love. Don’t tell me you’re not, for I know the symptoms and can read it in your face. What we have to do now is to find the lady and to administer the antidote.”

The young man, however, was beginning to feel that the probabilities were in favour of there being no antidote.


CHAPTER IV
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AFTER HIS FIRST visit to the Marchmonts’ residence, Maurice was often to be discovered there. He found it restful, he declared, after the rush and bustle of the Embassy, where scarcely a day passed without some fête, some function, some ceremonial having to be observed. At the other house, however, as soon as the front door closed behind him he was in a different world, where Miss Gertrude’s gentle voice made music, and there was always that curious little entity, Queen Mab as they called her, to be considered and studied. Even old Mr Marchmont’s prosy stories, so this infatuated youth on one occasion went so far as to declare, possessed an interest of their own. Had I been there I could have shaken him. Surely this is as good a proof as anyone could wish for that, for the time being at least, this young man was not in a fit and proper state of mind to look after himself or his affairs.

Had I my way, there should be a law passed which would enact that, on the sworn evidence of six confirmed bachelors, a man come to such a pass should be taken charge of by the State and detained under lock and key until he could be certified to have thoroughly regained his mental balance. How much misery to himself and others would thereby be averted! Of course I am aware that in putting forward this suggestion I am laying myself open to a charge of being called a crusty old bachelor by the sex which after all is responsible, but I don’t mind that if by lifting up my voice I can do any good for my fellow-creatures. Let me say with Confucius that “he who wishes to secure the good of others has already secured his own.” And self-sacrifice, like virtue, must of course be its own reward.

Maurice had now been in St Petersburg upwards of three months, and it was high time, as we were all agreed, that he should decide what he was going to do with himself in the future. His letters to us in England gave no sort of clue as to his intentions, though I must admit that more than once he did more than hint that he was not quite sure whether the Diplomatic Service would suit him after all.

“That boy will never settle down to anything,” I cried angrily, on reading a letter his mother had forwarded to me. “He has been given the finest opportunity a youth could have, and instead of taking advantage of it he wastes his time and energy on other matters and talks as if there were something wrong with the Service. I have no patience with him. If I know anything, there’s a woman at the bottom of it. However, I suppose young men must hew out their paths in life for themselves, and all we elders can do is to look on and rejoice or grieve, as the case may be, over the result.”

In Maurice’s case he was nearer the end than he supposed, for the very week that the letter I have just referred to was received in England it was officially announced that our Ambassador in Paris had been compelled by old age and failing health to resign his position, and that my cousin, Carlington, had been appointed to succeed him. He was to be followed in St Petersburg by Lord Wiltshire — a younger man and one who was fast making for himself a name in the diplomatic world.

It now became doubly necessary that Maurice should decide what he intended doing — and this of course he did with his own customary promptness and stupidity. In other words, he declared that nothing would induce him to enter the Service. He was not suited for it, and it was not suited to him. More than that, his principles — conceive a diplomatist with principles — would not allow him to put his hand to anything which he felt he could not do ample justice to. I foresaw it was useless to argue with him; he had thought the matter carefully out, and his decision was irrevocable. Carlington informed me, when we met later, that he could have shaken him. To this day he declares that, had Maurice taken to it, he might have made a name for himself, for he had many of the essentials that tend towards success. But, of course, because we wished it, it was destined not to be. In due course the Carlingtons departed from St Petersburg, and Maurice, after expressing his gratitude to them for the great kindness he had received at their hands, bade them good-bye, engaged rooms in a fashionable quarter of the city, and settled down to do — well, to be frank with you, he knew not what For my own part, dearly as I loved the boy, I must confess that I was bitterly disappointed in him. He had been vouchsafed an excellent opportunity of adopting a profession that would have lent a lustre to the family name, and he had let it slip as if it were of no account. Now, for the sake of a girl’s bright eyes, he was content to fritter his time away, doing her no good and himself much harm. I had proved that to write to him was useless, while to have travelled all the way to Russia merely for the purpose of remonstrating with him was a sacrifice which even I did not feel prepared to make.

“Don’t bother yourself about him,” said his brother Gifford, who did me the honour of calling upon me to discuss the matter. “Leave him to his own devices and you will find that he will be all right. You ought to know Maurice by this time. He is like a cat; it does not matter how he falls, he always manages to tumble on his feet.”

“It’s all very well for you to talk like that, my dear Gifford,” I answered snappishly. “As the eldest son your path in life has been made smooth for you. You have the estate and the money. Maurice has only eight hundred a year, with all the capacity of spending up to eight thousand. Carlington writes me that he is sure he is entangled with some woman, and with Maurice that can only mean he will be married before he knows where he is and be ruined for ever and a day. Don’t talk to me, Gifford Bracebridge; I know your brother better than you do. A nobler young fellow does not walk this earth, nor, so far as his own interests are concerned, does a bigger fool. This woman, whoever she is, will twist him round her fingers, and, when she has fooled him to the top of her bent, she will throw him away as she would a worn-out glove.”

Gifford was about to laugh, for he is used to my tirades, but on this occasion he saw that I was serious and forebore.

“Would you like me to go over and see him?” he asked, not with very much enthusiasm, however. “I would at once if you thought it could do any good.”

“He would break your neck if you interfered,” I growled, “and you know it. I am the only person who can manage him, and if anyone goes it must be me. Bother the boy, what a nuisance he is, to be sure! I almost wish I had never seen him.”

This time Gifford did laugh in my face, whereupon I lost my temper and told him a few home truths for the improvement of his mind and the betterment of his manners towards men older than himself. I can be touchy at times.

Of course you can guess the upshot of it all.

Though I had vowed I would not do such a thing, the influence of that wretched boy dragged me across Europe in the most detestable weather I have ever experienced. I left London in a snowstorm, crossed the Channel in a blizzard, was nearly snowed up between Brussels and Cologne, and reached the Russian Capital more dead than alive. I knew the young man’s address and had taken care not to acquaint him of my coming, in order that I might, if possible, surprise him in some act of folly. It was a little after three o’clock when the train arrived, and by a quarter to four I was at his lodgings. Of course he was not at home; so equally, of course, I kicked my heels in his sitting-room for more than an hour, vowing that I would wreak my vengeance on him when he should put in an appearance. I was not even mollified by the discovery that my portrait and his mother’s stood side by side upon his writing-table. As a matter of fact, it was nearly five o’clock before I heard his well-known step upon the stair. I had told his servant not to mention the fact that I was in the house, so that he could have known nothing of my presence until he entered the room. His surprise may be imagined. He looked at me as if he were seeing a wraith.

“Good heavens, Uncle Dick!” he cried when he saw me, “Is it you, or your ghost?”

“It is not your fault that it is not my ghost,” I replied sternly, shaking hands with him nevertheless. (How handsome the lad looked at that moment!) “Do you know that I have come all the way from London to give you a bit of my mind, you young rascal?”

He did exactly what I knew he would do — the dog! — he laughed.

“I feel awfully flattered,” he said. “But, with due respect to you, I can’t say that I see the reason of it all. I hope there’s nothing wrong at home? The mater did not seem over and above cheerful when last I heard from her. She’s not ill, is she?”

There was a note of anxiety in his voice as he asked the question.

“Your mother was perfectly well when last I saw her, which was a few days since,” I replied. “But she is worried about you — and so am I — and for that matter so is everybody.”

“It is very good of everybody, I’m sure, but I don’t know that I have done anything to deserve so much attention. Why can’t they leave me alone?”

“Because they have the misfortune to possess a little affection for you,” I retorted scathingly. “Because they don’t want to sit still and see you ruin your whole life just when you have the chance of being successful in it. That’s what it means, Maurice Bracebridge, and I would have you remember it. Look at me! Here I am in this villainous city—”

“Pardon me, Uncle Dick,” he interrupted, “I always understood that you considered it, next to Paris, the most delightful city in Europe. I cannot have you prove faithless to an old love.”

“How dare you interrupt me, sir?” I replied angrily. “I repeat that here I am in this place, after a journey that might very well have proved fatal to a man of my years — and all for the purpose of telling a brat of a boy what a thoroughpaced young idiot he is. As if he ought not to know it himself by this time. What do you mean by it, sir? You’ve distressed me, you’ve worried your mother, you’ve upset everybody, and now you sit there looking at me as if you are as innocent as an unborn babe.”

“Come, come,” he answered, “you know as well as I do that you don’t mean a quarter of what you are saying; tell the truth now. You had a hankering after St Petersburg and you have made use of me as an excuse to pay it a visit I’m of course more than delighted to see you, and we’ll have a splendid time together; I’ve hosts of people to whom I’ve talked about you and who are all dying to know you. As for the jolly old Diplomatic Service, we’ll let it go to the deuce. I’ve done so long ago.”

Here was a nice state of things. In spite of his insinuations I had come all this way to argue with him, only to be calmly informed on arrival that he did not intend to discuss the matter. Well, for the time being I was content to let the question stand in abeyance. Later on I would have my say. And here let me put it on record once and for all that old Sir George Wabshott does not tell the truth when he declares that I never did intend giving him a talking to, and that I only went to St Petersburg because I was so fond of the boy that I could not remain away any longer from him. Fond of the boy I am, and always have been, I admit it — but I trust I know my duty towards him, and I shall continue to do it without Sir George’s sanction — implied or otherwise.

It was my intention to have stayed at an hotel, but this Maurice would not hear of. He insisted that I should put up with him, and this I was very glad to do, for I may tell you, if you do not know the place, that St Petersburg hotels are among the most expensive as well as the worst in Europe.

To be plain with you, I don’t know that I have ever enjoyed myself more than I did during the fortnight that followed. We went everywhere, saw everything that was worth seeing, and partook of the hospitality of some of the most charming people I have ever met in that or any other city. And all this time no mention was once made of the mysterious lady who, according to the account I had received from my cousin Carlington, was the key pin of the mystery. I knew Maurice too well to attempt to question him on the subject, so I bided my time, feeling certain that if he wished to tell me he would do so when he thought necessary.

One day we were seated at lunch at a club of which both he and I were temporary members, when he suddenly laid down his knife and fork and looked me solemnly in the face.

“Uncle Dick,” he began, “for the last week I have been admiring your most admirable patience. It does you credit — it really does.”

“In what way have I been patient, my boy?” I asked, though I knew very well to what he alluded.

“You have allowed me to leave you for hours at a time,” he continued, “without asking where I have been or why I did not invite you to accompany me. Now I am going to reward you. If you have nothing better to do this afternoon, I propose taking you to call upon some friends of mine of whom I think a great deal, and who have been exceedingly kind to me since I have been in this city.”

“Friends of yours are of course friends of mine,” I answered, but with no great heartiness, for I knew that we were within measurable distance now of the real matter at issue — the matter, in point of fact, which was likely to prove the bone of contention between us before we were done with it. “May I ask who your friends are?”

“Their name is Marchmont,” he replied, and I noticed that he said it with a curious intonation as if he liked to dwell upon the sound. “The family consists of the father, an old gentleman, and his two daughters. The younger, quite a child, will interest you, inasmuch as she is an extraordinary musician.”

I did not tell him so, but I felt that it was likely the elder would interest me a good deal more. Of course I consented to accompany him, and in due course we set off.

It is not necessary for me to waste time telling you of what happened when we reached the house. I can, however, say this — that I entered it prejudiced up to the hilt against its occupants and I left it quite the reverse. Old Mr Marchmont was exactly what Maurice had described him to me — a worthy old man who had seen better days and who could not forget them. But his daughters were altogether different. Gertrude, the elder, won my heart from the outset. (It is wonderful how these women know by instinct what they ought to say to please men, and how clever they can be at saying it.) I repeat she won my heart at the outset by telling me of the heroism Maurice had displayed in saving her father’s life, and of the gratitude they felt towards him in consequence. As if this were not enough, she must needs go on to inform me of the kind things he had said of me to her, and how anxious she had naturally been to make my acquaintance. The minx! — she knew exactly how to get on the blind side of me, and she certainly succeeded in doing so. After all, we men are but puppets in their hands.

“Well?” said Maurice as we left the house together afterwards.

“Well?” I answered in the same tone.

“I hope you have not been bored,” he continued, turning to watch a handsome sleigh that was passing at the moment.

“Not more than usual,” I replied. “I could imagine the old gentleman’s stories palling on one after a time, but the child’s music amply compensated for that. She really has remarkable talent I wonder that they do not give her an opportunity of developing it more. She might make a European reputation. Her technique for such a child is—”

At that moment I caught his eye and I regret to say I quailed before it. There was reproach written large there. I hastened to set matters right with him.

“The elder sister is a very beautiful and ladylike girl,” I continued, as if I had not noticed anything. “She must spend a very dull life, poor soul, with only the old man and that little girl for companions. I am glad they have you for a friend.”

He stopped suddenly in the middle of the pavement and caught hold of my arm — a thing I had never known him do before.

“Look here, Uncle Dick, it is no use beating about the bush,” he began, speaking fiercely and hurriedly as a man does when he is excited and is half afraid that what he is going to say may meet with opposition. “You may call me a fool or not, just as you please. It doesn’t matter a halfpenny to me one way or the other, except that I would rather be friends with you than not; but, after all, it is my own affair and no one else’s, so I cannot see why I should not do as I like. Why should I not make myself happy if by so doing I can make other people the same? To talk otherwise is simple bosh!”

“My dear Maurice,” I answered, smiling as I spoke, “if you will only be good enough to tell me what you are driving at I may possibly be able to answer you, but as it is you have mixed yourself up to such a degree that I have no more idea of what you are driving at than I have of the Babylonic cuneiform. I have told you that I like Miss Marchmont — what now?”

“You know very well what I mean,” he answered. “You’re only trying to make me angry. What I want to say is this: I love Gertrude Marchmont as I have never loved a woman in my life before, and as I shall never love another. To me she represents all that is sweet and pure in her sex, and I have made up my mind to ask her to be my wife. Have you anything to say against it? Whatever you do, don’t laugh at me, for I give you my word I’m not in the mood to stand it. I’m fonder of you than I am of anyone in this world, save my mother, and I couldn’t bear either chaff or cynicism on this subject.”

For once in my life I found Maurice quite serious, and the new side of his character thus revealed, I confess, considerably astonished me. I realised in a flash that Maurice Bracebridge the smiling, easy-going young man about town was one person, and that Maurice Bracebridge with his mind made up and, to employ a sporting expression, “his cap thrown over the hedge,” was another and vastly different individual.

“I had not the least intention of being either cynical or of laughing at you, my dear boy,” I said earnestly. “I think you know me well enough to be sure that I should not dream of doing so when I can see that you are really serious. Now, since you ask me what I think of it, I will tell you. You are old enough to know your own mind, and, from what you have told me, it would appear that you do. You have not yet spoken to the young lady, but I presume you intend doing so in the near future. Well, now, listen to me. Your income is eight hundred pounds per annum, as you have the best of reasons for being aware. She, always provided she accepts you for her husband, will, I presume, have little or nothing. Now, are you prepared to give up your present mode of existence and settle down to what can be at least but genteel poverty? Remember what your mode of life has hitherto been, and also keep it in mind that she will have to bear it as well as you. Are you prepared to do this?”

“I am,” he answered resolutely. “If she will have me I am prepared for anything. What is more, find me a profession that I can work at and, for her sake, you will see that I am ready to do my best to win success at it.”

“Then with all my heart I say lose no time in asking her to be your wife. My heartiest good wishes, dear lad, go with you.”

“God bless you, Uncle Dick! I knew you’d see it in the proper light before I’d done with you.” Well, the long and the short of it was that he proposed that day and came back in a whirlwind to acquaint me of his success. I had seen men in love before; I had seen them just before the fatal question was asked and an hour afterwards. But never did I see a man in such a state of excitement as Maurice was when he returned to me. If the lion is the king of beasts, love may surely be described as the emperor of the emotions.

She had consented to be his wife, he told me — she, the incomparable, the one and only woman so far as he was concerned in the vast scheme of the universe. She was content to share his small income with him, and why? Oh, wondrous thought, — because she loved him. Could I wish for a greater proof of the sincerity of her affection for him? There was nothing he would not do to prove himself worthy of her trust. I sat and listened, beaming sympathy upon him with my eyes, but at heart more than a little sad — perhaps even a little jealous. May I not be forgiven even if I were, for I loved the lad, you see, and had loved him since, as a tiny tot, he used to toddle by my side, holding my finger, on the old Terrace Walk at Grey lands. They upset all our carefully-arranged plans, these women, and yet we forgive them — or perhaps pretend we do.

The interview with Mr Marchmont having proved satisfactory, as I had no doubt it would do, I paid a state call and congratulated the young lady upon her new dignity. If by chance I did happen to sing her lover’s praises I don’t think she took it amiss, for, to tell the truth, I fancy she was as much in love with him as he was with her — which was saying a good deal. The old gentleman expressed himself as highly delighted with the match, as well he might be, and seemed inclined to believe that it was in some measure due to my agency, an idea which I nipped in the bud there and then.

Feeling that it behoved me to do something to celebrate such an important event, I invited all concerned to dine with me at a well-known restaurant on the following evening. Needless to say one and all accepted. The girls, poor souls, did not have many festivities of that sort in their quiet lives, and it gave me pleasure to see that I had pleased them. The dinner proved a great success, and even Mr Marchmont, for the time being at least, made shift to forget his troubles. He drank his champagne with the air of a connoisseur, talked of the days when he entertained on board his own ship, and became almost youthful again by the time the coffee made its appearance. Towards the end of the evening he left his chair to seat himself beside me. The other three were chatting together, so that I was able to give him my undivided attention.

“Lord Cranford,” he said in a low voice, leaning a little towards me, “there is something I want very much to say to you, and as it concerns the welfare of our young people I should be glad if you could see your way to granting me an interview at some time convenient to yourself in order that we might talk it over.” He must have discovered a puzzled expression upon my face, for he drew his chair a little closer, and, sinking his voice to a whisper, said, “When I tell you, my lord, that it will make a difference to my daughters of nearly half a million sterling, I think you will agree with me that it is worthy of some consideration.”

“Good Heavens!” thought I, “the champagne has gone to the man’s head and he does not know what he’s talking about What on earth am I to do with him?”

In order to keep him quiet, for I can assure you I really believed him to be under the influence of the wine he had drunk, I promised to place myself at his disposal wherever and whenever he should desire to consult me. He thanked me gravely, and after a pause continued, “I have reproached myself for not having spoken to Maurice, my future son-in-law, on the subject ere this. But to tell you the truth, Lord Cranford, I scarcely liked to do so, taking into consideration the enormous amount involved. To put it plainly, I feared that he might not believe me, and yet, goodness knows, I have the best and also the saddest reasons for knowing it to be true. I give you my word there is a sum equal to half a million pounds at the very lowest computation belonging to me, and through me to my daughters, which only needs someone to obtain it. A remarkable story I fancy you will admit. A very remarkable story.”

“Very remarkable as you say,” I echoed, possibly with a touch of sarcasm in my voice. “I must talk with you again upon the subject. We may then hit upon some way of arriving at a solution of the difficulty.” I then turned my attention to the young people and found them engaged in a vehement debate concerning the merits and demerits of a certain violinist then performing in the city. Maurice, who knew absolutely nothing of what he was talking about, was engaged in depreciating his talent, much to the indignation of Queen Mab, for whom he was an object of almost idolatry.

A few minutes later Miss Gertrude thought it was time she took her charges home, and, when we had seen them carefully wrapped up, we despatched them in a carriage to their house. Then Maurice and I set out to walk back to our own abode. It was a lovely night and the effect of the moonlight upon the snow-clad streets and houses was almost dazzling in its brilliance. Sleighs with tinkling bells dashed by continually, while the sound of the clocks striking in the various steeples rang through the frosty air with an extraordinarily clear effect.

“Maurice,” I said, as we made our way along, “has Mr Marchmont ever spoken to you of any great fortune that may one day come to his daughters?”

“Good gracious, no!” he replied. “Why on earth should he? You know as well as I do that the poor old fellow is as poor as a church mouse.”

“But he talked to me to-night of a sum equalling half a million, that only requires someone to go in search of it to become his property. I did not know what to make of it.”

“He must have been dreaming,” said Maurice, impatiently. “Or the wine must have been too much for him. I certainly know nothing of any such sum as you mention, and I don’t believe it exists except in his imagination.”

“Well, I have promised to have a talk with him again upon the subject,” I replied. “Probably he has forgotten all about it by this time.”

He said no more on the subject, and when I woke and thought about it in the morning it was only to adhere to the opinion I had formed on the previous night, namely, that the whole affair was the creation of his fancy and nothing more. Judge then of my surprise when later on in the day I received a note from him asking if Maurice and myself could make it convenient to call at his house during the afternoon to discuss the matter concerning which he had spoken to me on the previous night. I showed it to Maurice and he read it with a frown upon his handsome face.

“We must humour him,” he said. “After all, he is her father.”

“Then you will accompany me?”

“Need you ask that? Of course I shall go. But I am none the less convinced that nothing will come of it.”

“Time will prove,” I answered.

And as you will see, time did prove!


CHAPTER V
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OLD MR MARCHMONT was evidently anxiously awaiting us, for when we reached the house we were shown at once to the little room which it pleased him to dignify with the name of “his office,” though it contained nothing more officelike than an old worm-eaten escritoire, a bookcase, and two or three chairs. We found him seated before the fire looking the very personification of a frail old man, whose lease of life is but a short one and who does not know from day to day when the end may come. He struggled out of his chair to receive us though we begged him earnestly not to do so.

“I am obliged to you, gentlemen, for complying so promptly with my request,” he said. “I ventured to ask you to come this afternoon as both my daughters are out and there would, in consequence, be less chance of our being disturbed. Won’t you sit here, Lord Cranford? And here is a chair for you, my dear Maurice. I hope you have both come prepared to hear a long, and, I fear you will say, scarcely believable story. And yet I can assure you upon my word of honour that every word of it is true — so true, indeed, that it seems to me impossible anyone should doubt it.”

I knew — or rather I could feel — that Maurice” was looking at me as if to implore me to have pity on the old man’s mental weakness. But I did not turn my head in his direction.

“We are here to listen to all you have to tell us, Mr Marchmont,” I answered. “Our time is at your disposal. We can give you until midnight if necessary.”

“You are very good, my lord,” he replied, with one of his peculiarly sad smiles. “I do not think I need trespass on your generosity to that extent, however. An hour at most is as long as I shall detain you. At one time I had half determined to think no more about the matter, but circumstances have arisen since which have induced me to forego that intention, hence the reason of my mentioning it to you last night, and also of my letter to you of this morning. Now, if you will permit me, I will enter upon my narrative. I beg you will not fail to stop me should I not make my meaning quite clear!

“To begin with my own history. I might inform you that I am the son of Matthew Selwood Marchmont of the town of Hull, a shipowner and a merchant who at that time was doing a considerable business with this country. I was originally intended for his counting-house and not for the sea. The love of salt water, however, was, I suppose, hereditary in our family. At any rate I was never happy unless I had to do with ships and shipping. All my spare time and all my holidays were spent aboard them. To such a pitch did this at last come that I appealed to my father point blank to let me give up my desk and go to sea in any capacity he might choose for me.

‘Very good,’ he said, seeing that it was hopeless to expect me to settle down ashore, ‘since you are so desirous of going, you shall go. What is more — let me tell you this — once you take it up I shall make sure that you stick to it. You will sail for Riga in the Pole Star on Monday next, and I shall instruct Captain Fleming to take very good care that you do your duty while you are under his charge.’ He was as good as his word. I sailed in the vessel in question, and realised before I was many hours aboard her that it is one thing to be the owner’s son in port and quite another to be a mere loblollyboy at sea. I was not given a moment to myself, but was kept hard at work from morning till night, and often, indeed, all through the night. I was thrashed by the skipper, by the mates, by the bo’sun and by the crew till I felt as if I could have thrown myself overboard for very weariness of living. We discharged our cargo in Riga, filled up with another and returned to Hull.

“‘I hope you have enjoyed your voyage, my lad,’ said my father when he came aboard to meet me. ‘It seems to have made something of a man of you after all.’

“I felt that I should like to have told him that it had very nearly made a corpse of me, but I was not only too much afraid of him, but also of the captain, who was standing by, to dare to utter a word. A fortnight later we sailed again, this time for Odessa, and once more I had good reason to wish I had never preferred that unhappy request to my father. The worst of times, however, must mend, and in the end I grew too old and also too strong to allow them to knock me about as they had hitherto been doing. What was more, I was beginning to grow interested in my profession, which was just what my father wanted of me. I passed my examinations and became third mate, then second, then chief. At last, and it was the year that he died, I was able, much to my own gratification, to sign myself master. My mother being dead, his two ships, the Pole Star and the Mary Denton, became my sole property, as well as the business he had so laboriously built up for himself. To all intents and purposes I was a rich man. But still I would not give up the sea. I commanded one of my own ships, the Pole Star; a man I could thoroughly trust, Jacob Walsh by name, did the same for the other. My runs, as a rule, were to the Baltic and back — sometimes to this city, at others to Riga, Helsingfors, or some other port along the coast. It was by no means an unpleasant life, and for a time suited me very well. Then I met my poor wife, who was an English governess in this place. We were married, and she made two voyages with me. But I soon discovered that she could not live upon the sea. How it came about I cannot tell you exactly, perhaps it was her influence; at any rate the time came when I determined to sell my ships and settle down here as a merchant At first things prospered with me and I made money. Then my luck changed and I found myself going steadily downhill. It was not that I did not work, for I made myself a slave to my business. It was simply that Fortune was against me. Then Gertrude was born, and, for a time, at least, I looked upon the world with a smiling face. She had come, I told myself, to bring me back my luck, and so she has, God bless her! but not exactly in the way that I meant then.

“Now here commences the extraordinary part of the tale I have to tell you. It was the middle of winter, an exceptionally hard winter, I remember, and business took me from St Petersburg as far as Moscow and then north again to Yaroslav — the capital of the province of the same name — where I had a correspondent with whom I did a considerable amount of business. I was just preparing to make my way back to the capital when a communication reached me which necessitated a change in my plans and my return to Moscow. I started off, and midway between the two places met with a singular adventure. It was towards the end of afternoon, and was growing dark, but I hoped to make the next stage while there was still light enough for us to see our way. Suddenly one of the horses stumbled and fell. I alighted to see what had caused the accident. Imagine my astonishment, therefore, when I discovered the body of a man, half covered with snow, lying upon the track. At first I thought he was dead, but when we had got him into the sleigh, had administered brandy to him and had covered him with furs, he began to revive. We thereupon drove on to the nearest post-house, where I put him to bed. The poor fellow — he was a Russian and, so I found out afterwards, of gentle birth — was in a terrible condition, and, though I was able to revive him, I soon began to see that, for his sake, it would have been kinder had I not interfered with him at all, but have allowed him to die when he was unconscious in the snow. His gratitude to me was pitiable to witness. He could scarcely bear me out of his sight, and for that reason I wasted two days at the post-house, and by so doing missed an excellent bit of business in the town to which I had been hurrying when I had picked him up.

“As it happened, however, I was not destined to lose by my disinterestedness after all, for during the afternoon of the second day he told me that he wished to speak to me if possible without being overheard. This was easily arranged. Then when I had seated myself by his bedside he told me his story.
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“It appeared that he was a runaway convict from Siberia — and it is not necessary for me to explain to you what a hell upon earth Siberia was in those days. By dint of almost superhuman cunning he had managed to escape, and had plunged into the wilds, preferring even death among the wandering tribes, or starvation on the Tundras, to life in the settlement. Three years went by, and how he lived during that time he found a difficulty in telling me. But that he did live is certain, and what is more, he made a discovery out there in that Great Lone Land, which would not have been believed at the time, but which is a mere commonplace to-day. In other words he had found gold, gold in such quantities that merely to hear him talk of it almost made me distrustful of his sanity. And not only had he found gold, mark you, but (here his voice dropped to a whisper) diamonds. It has long been known that diamonds do exist in the Urals and certain parts of Siberia, but this man had discovered a number — fifteen, I think, in all. Three he had brought with him, with a little gold, but the rest of his treasure, valued by him at at least half a million of English money, he had secreted in a certain place known to no one but himself. He, an escaped convict, liable to be captured at any moment, dared not carry more with him — it was risking a great deal even to carry as much. He determined, if possible, to reach his own country, settle down there for a while and afterwards, when suspicion had been disarmed, make an attempt to return to Siberia and obtain possession of the balance. But alas for his hopes, he knew now that he should never be able to do it. His race was run and only a few hours of life remained to him. He had not a friend or relation in the world (he had long since learned that his young wife had died of a broken heart, poor soul! waiting and hoping for news of him).

“That night when he lay dying, and I had done all that mortal man could do for him, he placed in my hands a piece of paper which he said was a chart and contained full directions for finding the place where he had deposited his treasure. ‘Take it, my kind friend,’ he muttered, for he was almost at his last gasp. ‘May it bring you better fortune than it has done to me.’ Half-an-hour later he was dead.”

The old gentleman paused in his narrative for a moment as if to recall the sad scene he had just described. So far I could see nothing improbable in his story, and in consequence I began to wonder whether after all we had been too hasty in our judgment. As we all know, fact is often stranger than fiction, and why should it not have been so in this particular instance?

“I trust I am not tiring you,” said the old man at last. “There is not much more to tell. Before continuing my journey I saw the poor fellow decently buried. When I reached Moscow two days later I made my way to a dealer in precious stones whom I had reason to know I could trust. Of him I inquired what he was prepared to give me for my three diamonds and for the gold. He examined all most carefully, and then refused to quote me a price for the stones off hand, but invited me to call again in the afternoon, when he would know more of what he was doing. For the gold, which he declared was of a very high standard, he gave me the full market price. In the afternoon I accordingly returned to his shop, when, to my amazement, he informed me that the best price he could offer for the larger diamond was four hundred pounds, two hundred and twenty for the second, and seventy-five for the smallest. The medium-sized stone would have been the most valuable, he gave me to understand, had it not been for a certain flaw it contained. However, six hundred and ninety-five pounds was a sum I had never dreamt of receiving for them, and needless to say I closed with him at once. Altogether — the gold included — I had received nearly seven hundred and twenty pounds for the trouble I had taken over the poor fellow whom I had helped on the road. With a heart full of gratitude for my good fortune I returned to St Petersburg.

“Of course I told my wife the whole story and showed her the chart the dying man had given me. From that day forward I could think of little else save the treasure. Did it really exist and, if so, would someone else find it? The very thought of such a thing was like a nightmare to me. I brooded over it day and night. At last I could bear it no longer, so, after many consultations with my wife, and taking with me my faithful manservant, who, as I have already told you, had been at sea with me, I set off. There was no railway in those days and the journey even to the Urals would have tried the endurance of most men — but for the time being I was no ordinary man. The gold was calling me and it gave me the strength of ten. So on and on we went, crossed the mountains, and pushed steadily forward towards the east. Not once, but half a hundred times at least, we came perilously near losing our lives. At last, after a series of extraordinary hardships, with the narration of which I will not tire you, my faithful servant succumbed, and I found myself alone with still nearly a thousand miles before me to be overcome. For a few days I struggled on, and then, hopelessly beaten, turned back and left the treasure to its fate. So far as I know, it is still there, just as that poor wretch left it so many years ago. But now things are different. A railway crosses the continent, from Irkutsk a resolute man, properly equipped, might reach the place in three weeks. I would risk it myself to-morrow had I the strength and the means to do so. Think, gentlemen, half a million pounds’ worth of gold and precious stones only waiting for someone to pick them up.”

“But the Government,” I said, fancying he might have failed to take the law into consideration. “It is illegal, as you are aware, to send gold out of Siberia, and I should think it would be doubly so to smuggle gems.”

“I deny that it would be smuggling,” replied the old gentleman somewhat hotly. “It is all my property, bequeathed to me by the man I helped. He found it, hid it, and gave it to me. Surely I have a right to do as I please with my own.”

“I readily admit that,” I answered. “The right would appear to be on your side; but whether the Czar’s Government would take the same view would remain to be proved. What say you, Maurice?”

“I should feel inclined to run the risk,” said that young gentleman. “If I had that amount of treasure stored away and knew its whereabouts, I should be very much tempted to try and realise on it — Czar’s Government or no Czar’s Government. Half a million! Why, it’s worth tramping across Asia for it, to say nothing of a three weeks’ drive from Irkutsk.

“Yes, Maurice,” cried the other. “Two hundred and fifty thousand pounds apiece for each of the girls if we can only get possession of it. Your bride would bring you a nice little present on your wedding day if she came with that in her pocket. What do you say, my lord?”

“I agree with you,” I answered cautiously, for I could see that Maurice, who was always sanguine, was bitten with the idea, if only for the sake of the adventure. “It is a very large amount, but how do you know that it has not been found already?”

“Who would be likely to find it? I have kept myself posted on these matters and know for certain that that particular part of the continent has not yet been discovered to be gold bearing. It is inhabited only by wandering tribes, who would scarcely be likely to look for it, and, even if they did find it, would probably not bother themselves to remove it.”

“And you are quite sure that the man really meant what he said when he told you that he had found it and hidden it?” I inquired, for I wanted to sift the matter thoroughly while I was about it, in order that there should be no misunderstanding later.

“Quite sure,” he replied. “The mere fact that the man brought the three stones and the small quantity of gold away with him is good proof that he had found both. Besides, since he was sufficiently grateful to give me what he did, is it likely that he would spoil everything by playing such a hideous practical joke upon me as it would have been to send me into the heart of Siberia on a fool’s errand. No, my lord, I am as convinced that that treasure is there as a man can well be of anything, and what I want of you and Maurice, my future son-in-law, is to tell me what, in your opinion, is the best thing to be done in order to get possession of it for my two children. I do not want it for myself, for my race is well-nigh done, but I should like to go down to my grave knowing that they are at least well provided for. Look at it in any light you please, it is only natural I should do so.”

As there was no gainsaying this fact I held my peace. To my mind the whole thing was absurd from beginning to end. Surely the man did not imagine that I was going to imitate his foolish example and set off to the centre of Siberia on such a wild-goose chase as I felt sure this treasure hunt would prove. If he did, he was very much mistaken.

“Well, Mr Marchmont,” I said, rising from my chair as if to terminate the interview, which had lasted a long time, “the story you have told us is very interesting, and I sincerely wish for your own and your daughters’ sakes that you could obtain possession of the treasure. But I really do not see in what way I can be of assistance to you.”

“Ah! my lord,” he answered sadly, “I can see even now that you do not believe it exists. And unfortunately I can give you no greater proof than I have set before you.”

“Lord Cranford believes in it all right, Mr Marchmont,” interrupted Maurice with characteristic impetuosity. “You do not know him as well as I do. Come along, Uncle Dick, I think the ladies have just returned. We will ask them to give us some tea and then I’ll take you home and talk to you.”

We found Miss Gertrude and her sister in the drawing-room and they were good enough to give us tea. The old gentleman, I suppose, was tired after so much talking, for he did not make his appearance again, a circumstance for which I must confess I was not altogether sorry.

For perhaps half-an-hour we remained chatting with the ladies and then betook ourselves home, promising to call for them on the following afternoon in order to escort them to a fashionable concert at which the famous violinist before mentioned was announced to appear.

Between ourselves I don’t mind telling you that I was not altogether easy in my mind when I left the house. In schoolboy parlance I had a well-founded suspicion that I was about to “catch it hot” from Maurice. As it turned out I was not wrong. The front door had scarcely closed behind us before he began upon me somewhat after this fashion, — 

“Look here, Uncle Dick, I don’t mind telling you to your face that you have not behaved at all nicely this afternoon.”

“I regret to learn that my manners do not meet with your approval,” I answered with mock humility. “Perhaps you will be good enough to inform me in what way I have transgressed. I am not aware that I talked with my mouth full, nor, if my memory serves me, did I pour my tea into my saucer, as I have been informed some people do. I have been taught to say, ‘Please’ and ‘Thank you’ from my youth up. In short—”

Here I regret to say he lost his temper altogether. I believe he went even so far as to swear. I was heartless, cynical, thought of nothing but my own ease and comfort (Oh, that journey across Europe!)  If I really cared for him, as I pretended I did, I would do more to help him.

“Most irresponsible of young men,” I cried in self-defence, “for goodness’ sake tell me what I have done to merit this castigation at your hands. Is it because I did not immediately offer to put on my hat and run off in search of the old gentleman’s treasure that you accuse me of being all that I should not be and nothing that I should?”

“You treated the whole affair as if it were a madman’s delusion,” he answered with a growl. “You threw cold water on it from the outset In fact you went prepared to do so — though for what reason I cannot for the life of me understand. The whole thing is as plain as a pikestaff, so far as I can see.”

“Yet when I spoke to you about what Mr Marchmont had said to me last night,” I retorted, “you gave it as your opinion that there was nothing in it. If my memory serves me, you, yourself, even went so far as to insinuate that it could be nothing more than the creation of his fancy.”

“That was last night,” he answered quickly, as if the argument were one that did not meet with his approval. “Since then I have altered my opinion. I repeat that I am sure the treasure is there, and what is more to the point, I have made up my mind to go in search of it. You may look at me as much as you please — you will not look my determination away. Cannot you see for yourself what a difference it will make in his life? It would even enable him to do what he has long since given up any idea of accomplishing.”

“And pray what may that be?” I asked, “Why, to return to England to be sure,” he replied. “You know that that is his one ambition.”

“And again I put the question to you, ‘What of the Government?’ The authorities, my dear Maurice, are augur-eyed. They are as sharp as you are; nay, without disparaging your ability, it is even possible they may be sharper. If you were to make inquiries, which I trust you will do before you embark on this hare-brained escapade, I think you will find that it will be more difficult to accomplish than you imagine. If I were sure they would not bore you, I could relate to you numberless cases in which people have tried to smuggle gold out of Siberia and without success. To sell gold otherwise than to the Government is illegal and is rewarded with heavy punishment. Let me give you an instance. One man a year or two since hit upon an ingenious idea. His father, a political prisoner, died, and the son, a free man, thought it would be a fit and proper tribute of filial respect to apply for permission to take him back to his own province in Russia for burial. This permission was eventually granted, the body was embalmed, and in due course deported. For some reason or another suspicion had been aroused. The corpse was stopped on the frontier and a postmortem ordered. What do you think the doctors found when they set to work?”

“How should I know? What did they find?”

“Gold, my boy. The interior of papa was little short of a gold mine. Never was there such an expensive embalming in the history of mankind.”

“And what happened to the son? How did they punish him?”

“They did not punish him at all. He did not wait for that. Finding that papa was captured, he, being a prudent man, fled, leaving his fortune in the hands of the Government. You will appreciate the joke better when I tell you that the body was not that of his father at all, but of a perfect stranger. He had purchased it for a few roubles, with the relationship, for the purpose of gold running. It is only a little story and not a particularly clever one, but it will enable you to arrive at some understanding of the watchfulness of the power that controls this extraordinary land.”

“But is everybody compelled to sell to the Government? It seems a very drastic rule.”

“Rules to be rules in Russia must necessarily be drastic. Everybody must dispose of his gold to the State. As I have already said, to have raw gold in your possession is to incur a serious penalty.”

“Well, penalty or no penalty, I am going to find that treasure,” he cried. “You can come with me, Uncle Dick, if you like, but, whether you do or not, I tell you candidly that I am going.”

“Hush! hush!” I said, for the pavement was crowded. “Don’t talk so loud, my dear boy. You must remember that you are not in England. Here every second person is a spy, and an unconsidered word may be overheard and carried you know not where, and to be used against you when you least expect it.”

After that no more was said on the subject until we reached home. From the look in the lad’s eye, however, I could see that his mind was made up. As he was determined to go, I was aware that nothing I could do or say would prevent him. The thought troubled me more than a little. In point of fact it kept me awake that night for several hours, and when I did fall asleep, it was to dream that I was toiling after him across endless snow-covered plains, always about to come up with him and yet never quite succeeding in so doing.

The consequence of all this was that next morning I was late for breakfast, a fault of which I am seldom guilty. I was also in a peculiarly bad temper. This was not improved when I discovered that Maurice also was late. When he did make his appearance I rated him soundly for keeping me waiting.

“I’m very sorry, Uncle Dick,” he said, “but I did not oversleep myself as you suggest. I have been up for several hours.”

“Good gracious, and what on earth have you been doing?”

“Making arrangements for my departure to Siberia,” he answered, and poured himself out a cup of coffee.

I am not going to pretend that I had any satisfactory answer ready for him.


CHAPTER VI
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THE BREAKFAST THINGS were cleared away; I was seated in my armchair, while Maurice was standing at the window drumming with his finger-tips upon the panes. It is a noise I detest, and on this particular morning the constant tap-tap-tap drove me nearly frantic. I endured it as long as I possibly could, and then the explosion came.

“For goodness’ sake, Maurice,” I cried, “stop that idiotic racket. Do you want to drive me crazy? If so, you’re going the right way to work.”

“What was I doing?” he asked, turning an innocent face towards me. “Ah! I see, you mean playing the devil’s tattoo on the window pane. Of course I won’t do it if it worries you. I was thinking, and I suppose I did it unconsciously. I beg your pardon.”

Once more silence descended upon us, until in another fit of abstraction he commenced to whistle “The Cock of the North” a little above his breath. Whatever its history and associations may be, it is at least an exasperating air, and when whistled out of tune is calculated to go as far towards driving a man into a lunatic asylum as any other popular melody with which I am acquainted. He suddenly stopped, consulted a memorandum book and, having shut it with a snap, left the room, A few minutes later he reappeared dressed for going out.

“Can I do anything for you?” he asked, as he drew on his gloves. “I shall not be gone very long.”

“Maurice,” I answered, “I regret to say you have me at your mercy. You must not be angry with me, my boy; I did it for the best.”

“Angry with you?” he cried. “Never! What on earth should make you imagine such a thing? Why — it’s all the other way about. I was afraid you were angry with me because I have made up my mind to try and find that treasure.”

Perhaps you may have observed one peculiarity in his speech, my gentle reader. If not, and you will look at it again, you will see that he did not say that he “had made up” but “I have made up,” thus showing me that his intentions had undergone no change since he had first given expression to them. It is evident that when he chose Maurice could be as obstinate as a mule.

“My boy,” I remarked, feeling that it was useless to continue the struggle, “I may be a fool, but when my folly takes the form of being as fond of you as if you were my own son, it should surely be treated leniently. I have opposed your going to Siberia on this mad errand, but since that seems to have no effect, I will once and for all withdraw my opposition and declare that if you go I shall accompany you. I cannot say more than that!”

He strode across the room and shook me by the hand. It is a pity he does not know how strong he is; had I wanted to I could not have held a pen with any comfort for at least half-an-hour afterwards.

“I knew you would give in sooner or later,” he cried, with laugh of triumph. “Come with me, Uncle Dick; I could not wish to have a better companion. With you to back me up I’ll fight the Russian Government and any other Government that likes to come on. We’ll have that treasure before many weeks are over our heads, or know the reason why. After that you shall dance at the wedding and kiss the bride like the jolly old bachelor you are.”

“I’m more likely to dance into my grave,” I answered lugubriously. “But never mind that, have your own way, and let me know how arrangements progress. If by any chance, and, between ourselves, I consider it more than likely, you should want any money, be sure you let me know.”

He thanked me and took his departure, after which I lit a cigar and sat down to meditate over what I was letting myself in for.

While I was giving this mighty question my consideration, Maurice was striding along the pavement in the direction of the Marchmonts’ house. He was in the best of spirits, and I believe as happy a young man as could have been found in the city of St Petersburg that day. He had crossed the Voznesenski Prospect and had passed into one of the streets which lead out of it, when he saw advancing towards him the man who some weeks before he had seen at the ice carnival, skating with the lady whose bracelet he had been so fortunate as to pick up. Maurice felt he would have known him anywhere. On seeing him the stranger gave a sign of surprise and stopped.

“I trust you will forgive me if I have made a mistake,” he said in English, which he spoke without any trace of a foreign accent. “But are you not Mr Maurice Bracebridge, who was for some time the guest of Lord Carlington, the British Ambassador?”

Maurice replied in the affirmative, and at the same time wondered what possible business the other could have with him.

“It seems rather strange that we should have met like this,” observed that gentleman. “For to tell the truth I was on my way to post a letter to you.” As if in proof of his assertion he produced an envelope from his coat pocket which he allowed Maurice to see was addressed to himself and, what was stranger still, not at the Embassy, but at his present lodgings. Whoever the stranger might be, he was at anyrate aware of the change he, Maurice, had made in his abode.

“A letter for me?” said Maurice, but without offering to take it. “May I ask its business?”

Possibly there was a note of suspicion in his voice which the other at once hastened to allay.

“Since I have met you the letter is of no consequence and can be destroyed,” he said, returning it to his pocket. “Would you mind my walking a short distance with you? I could then explain.”

Maurice raising no objection, they proceeded along the pavement together. The stranger was the first to resume the conversation.

“You were at Harrow, I think?” he said. “Pettigrew’s House, if I am not mistaken?”

“Yes, Pettigrew’s House,” Maurice answered, still showing no sign of unbending.

“In that case you may perhaps remember a fellow named Cudliffe; he hailed from Shropshire, I fancy.”

In a moment Maurice was all attention.

“I remember him perfectly, of course,” he replied. “We were chums. What do you know of him since you ask the question?”

“He is here — in this city,” replied the other. “He is dying of consumption, poor fellow, in my house. I happened to mention the fact that I had heard you were staying with the Ambassador and, directly he learnt that, he implored me to communicate with you. I went to the Embassy only to discover that you had left. Fortunately they were able to give me your address, so I wrote that letter which I was on my way to post when I had the good fortune to run up against you.”

“I am sorry I should have put you to so much trouble,” said Maurice, apologetically. “And so poor old Cudliffe is dying.”

“I am afraid his condition is quite desperate,” the other replied. “We, that is to say my wife and I, are doing what we can for him — but the doctors give no hope. It is a sad case in every way. If you could spare the time to come and see him, you would be doing a real kindness. With the exception of my wife and myself, I do not think he has a friend in the country.”

“Of course I will come,” Maurice hastened to reply. “I have an appointment at a friend’s house in the next street, which will keep me for perhaps an hour, but I will make a point of calling on my way home. By the way, you have not yet told me where your house is situated.”

“Ah! forgive me,” said the other. “It was thoughtless of me not to have introduced myself to you earlier. My name is Varley, I am a Siberian merchant, and I live only a short distance from where I met you just now. Let me give you my card; it will help you to find the place.”

He handed Maurice the small slip of pasteboard and then, with the hope that he might have the pleasure of seeing him later, bade him good-bye.

“Poor old Cudliffe,” murmured Maurice to himself as he turned into the street in which the Marchmonts’ house was situated. “Fancy his being in St Petersburg. Bless me, how well I remember the day he fought Slogger Matthews and how frightened I was lest the Slogger should win.” Recalling those old days he ran up the steps and rang the bell. The door was opened to him by his sweetheart, with a smile that would have repaid him had he walked a hundred miles to see her. He explained that his call was practically upon her father, and was informed that, as yet, the old gentleman had not left his room. From the drawing-room a rich flood of music came down to them. It was Queen Mab practising as if for dear life.

“Come into the dining-room,” said his sweetheart, passing her arm through his, “and I will give you a cup of coffee after your walk.”

But Maurice declined any refreshment. He was as warm as a toast, he declared. He told her of his meeting with the man whom he had seen at the skating carnival, and of his schoolfellow’s illness. Her eyes filled with sympathetic tears when he spoke of the other’s loneliness and of his approaching end.

“Is there anything I can do to help, dear?” she asked. “It would give me much pleasure to do what I could for anyone of whom you are fond.”

Maurice assured her, however, that there was nothing she could do. The poor fellow was evidently being well looked after as it was.

“Oh, Maurice,” she said, looking up at him, “what should I do if anything like that were to happen to you, dear? I could not bear it. It would kill me, I think. You will never run any risk, will you, dear? If only for my sake.”

Maurice thought of the work he had pledged himself to undertake, and of which she as yet knew nothing. The knowledge that he was keeping it back from her made him feel more than a little guilty. Fortunately, however, before he had a chance of replying to her question, her father entered the room.

“You are the very person I wanted to see,” he cried on seeing Maurice. “I was thinking of sending a note round to you to ask you to call if you were not too busy. Gertrude, my dear, I’m afraid I must rob you of Maurice’s society for a little while. I have some most important business to consult him about.”

When they were alone together Mr Marchmont opened the ball. That he was considerably excited there could be no doubt. There was a feverishness about his manner that Maurice did not at all like. His eyes shone with a supernatural brilliance and, when he spoke, his speech was quicker and more incisive than was customary with him. What had occurred, Maurice wondered, to account for this extraordinary change in his demeanour? He was destined to discover the reason of it very soon — and the discovery by no means pleased him.

The door having been carefully closed, he signed to Maurice to take a chair beside him.

“We must talk very quietly,” he said, “for I live in a perpetual state of anxiety lest we should be overheard. In Russia one never knows who is a spy and who is not. I believe our one servant to be trustworthy, but, as I say, one never knows. Half a million of money would be enough to tempt anyone. There are many honest men of my acquaintance who would I fear run the risk of being corrupted by such an amount. Now, Maurice, my lad, tell me once and for all what you intend doing in the matter. Lord Cranford is against it, I feel convinced, but I know that you at least believe in the truth of the story I have told you.”

“You are mistaken when you say that Lord Cranford is opposed to it,” Maurice answered. “On the contrary I have had his assurance this morning that, if I am prepared to go in search of it, he will accompany me. I don’t think you could wish for anything more satisfactory than that.”

“I am rejoiced to hear it,” he said, “and am profoundly grateful to his lordship for the interest he has shown in the matter. As for you, you will in good time reap your own reward. When do you think it will be possible for you to commence operations?”

“As soon as the necessary arrangements are complete,” Maurice replied. “There will be much to be done before we can make a proper start. Permission from the Government to penetrate into the interior must be obtained and half a hundred other things settled.”

“Well, well, I know that I cannot do better than leave it all in your hands. But, Maurice,” here his voice dropped to a whisper, “be careful that you are not spied upon. That such a treasure exists is well known, you must always remember that.”

Maurice gave a start of genuine surprise. This was the first time he had been informed that any other than Mr Marchmont was aware of the existence of the trove. It did not please him, and he inquired who the other parties might be and when and where they had received their information. For a moment the old man looked confused; he hung his head, and did not answer. At last he plucked up sufficient courage to make a clean breast of it. It appeared that some two years before he had been dining with a few friends and perhaps the wine had circulated a little too freely — at any rate there had been a good deal of talk among those present concerning fortunes that had been made and lost over mining gambles in Siberia. Not to be outdone, Mr Marchmont, in an unguarded moment, told the tale of his meeting with the escaped convict on the road to Moscow, and of the diamonds and gold he had received from him. From that to speaking of the buried treasure was but a step, and one he regretted as soon as he had taken it, and for which he had been sorry ever since.

“But I assure you, Maurice, that they did not believe me,” asserted the old fellow with a heavy sigh. “They probably thought I was drunk. May God forgive me for saying such a thing. It was only when I told them that I could prove the truth of my assertion by the production of a paper which, I confessed, set forth the exact spot where the treasure was deposited that they ceased to chaff me and became interested. ‘Let us see that paper,’ they cried, ‘and we will admit that we are in the wrong.’ I arranged that they should call at my house and see it on the following day; but with the morning prudence had come to my rescue and I was more determined than ever to keep the secret to myself. In order, however, that they should not have the laugh of me, I prepared another plan on a scrap of old paper and with faded ink. This I showed them, with the result that they were no wiser when they left than when they had come to me, and thought that I had been bamboozling them after all. Ha! ha! You can trust me, my boy, to take good care of myself.” Maurice felt very much as if he doubted the truth of this boast, but he was too kind-hearted to say so. If what Mr Marchmont had told him was exactly what had happened, then there was every possibility that the secret was still intact. But had the old man’s memory played him any tricks? He knew by experience how forgetful he was, and also how apt he was to give himself credit for all sorts of smartness which the smallest child in the streets could have seen through with half an eye. For all he knew to the contrary Marchmont might have kept back the false chart and have shown the other. It would have been quite like him if he had done so. He resolved to put one or two more questions to him before he said good-bye.

“Since the day on which you showed your friends the dummy chart, has any one of them ever spoken to you on the subject?”

The other considered for a little while before he replied. 

“Only one,” he said at length.

“Can you remember his name?”

“Let me think for a moment,” was his answer.

“I am quite sure I shall be able to recall it. It was a German name, I feel sure, and if I recollect aright that of a German Jew. Now what was it? Surely my memory, usually so retentive, is not going to desert me just when I stand most in need of it. Dear me, I had it then on the tip of my tongue.”

Maurice tried to remember all the names of the kind he had ever heard and repeated them — Reinach, Rosenbloom, Randegger, Schwartz, Offenheim, and at least a dozen others. But the name Mr Marchmont wanted was not among the number.

“It’s an extraordinary thing that I cannot recall it,” he muttered. “I know it as well as I do my own. He was a little stout man, wore large gold glasses, and talked as if his voice came from his boots. A very rich man he was too, so I was given to understand — lived in great style in Berlin, and was a correspondent of a well-known German firm in this city. I did no business with him myself, as he was not in my line, but I heard him spoken of as a sharp customer, sir, a remarkably sharp customer, who would draw your eye teeth for you if you did not look well after yourself.”

“Have you made a note of his name in any of your books?” inquired Maurice, who was beginning to despair of receiving an answer to his question. “Perhaps you kept a diary at the time. It may possibly be in that.”

“The very thing,” cried the old gentleman, with delight. “The diary will give it for a certainty. Of course I kept a diary — every business man does, just as a skipper keeps his log at sea.”

He crossed the room to a writing-table and opened one of the drawers it contained. From this he took two or three darkly-bound volumes and placed them on the table. Presently he found the one he wanted, and opening it began to turn the pages, muttering as he did so, “Let me see, it was in April — yes, in April, about the middle of the month, if I remember rightly. Ah! here we are, Maurice.”

He returned with the book to the fireplace and read as follows: — 

“‘April 23. Thursday. — Dined with William Bell, merchant of this city. There were present besides myself Monsieur Lodovski of Odessa; Peter Bell, brother of our host; Monsieur Carrondon of Carrondon, Le Sage & Co. and Herr Heinrich Schneidermann of Berlin.’ That was the man’s name, we have it now! Herr Schneidermann of Berlin.”

Maurice made a note of the name in his pocket-book and then inquired how many of the guests at the dinner were still in the land of the living.

Once more the old man was compelled to take time to think. His excitement had abated and a reaction was setting in. At last he was able to answer the question. Their host on that occasion was dead, as was his brother; in fact, the firm of Bell Brothers & Marken had ceased to exist. Whether Monsieur Lodovski was alive or dead, he could not say; he had never heard of him or seen him since the occasion of the dinner. Monsieur Carrondon had returned to France, but what had become of Herr Schneidermann he neither knew nor did he appear to care. After all was said and done it did not look as if very much harm had been done by the boast the other had been foolish enough to give utterance to on that memorable occasion. His spirits rose to their old level again.

“Now I must be going,” he said. “I have to pay another call on my way home. One word of caution, however, Mr Marchmont, before I leave you. If I were in your place I should endeavour to forget for the time being that there is any treasure at all. Leave the matter completely in my hands and those of Lord Cranford. We will do all we can for you. But of course, if by any chance it should leak out that we are attempting anything of the sort we may as well give it up at once.”

“I trust I am able to observe secrecy in business matters as well as most people, my dear Maurice,” the old man answered somewhat reproachfully. “You need have no fear that I shall do or say anything indiscreet Indeed, if you come to think of it, who is there I could speak to about it unless it were to my daughters, and they would not be likely to repeat it.”

“I would rather, if you don’t mind, that you would not tell even them,” Maurice replied. “Keep it entirely to yourself. And now I must bid you good-morning. I will see you again as soon as I have anything to report.”

Gertrude met him in the hall. She was dressed for walking, and was wearing for the first time some furs with which Maurice had presented her. They left the house and walked together as far as the corner of the street in which Mr Varley’s residence was situated. There they bade each other good-bye, and Maurice went on to see his old friend Cudliffe, little dreaming how close he was to one of the great cross-roads that exist in every man’s life. I have often wondered whether, if he had known, he would have acted as he did. But there, what is to be gained by speculating. He did it, and that is sufficient for our purpose.

The house in which poor Frank Cudliffe was lying on his death-bed was somewhat bigger than that occupied by the Marchmonts and was situated in a more imposing street. Yet there was not the same air of comfort about it that characterised the other. Maurice ascended the steps and rang the bell. The door was answered by a man-servant who spoke no English, but who had evidently received his instructions, for he bowed and signed to the other to follow him. This Maurice did, along a passage to a room at the further end. It was furnished as a boudoir, and reclining gracefully upon a divan was no less a person than the lady whose bracelet Maurice had restored to her upon the ice. On seeing him she put down her book and rose.

“You are Mr Bracebridge, I think?” she said. “My husband told me that you would in all probability call to see Mr Cudliffe this morning. You will find him very much changed, I fear, since last you saw him. Poor fellow, we are so sorry for him. It is so terrible to be dying in a strange land far away from everyone one knows and loves.”

There was something about this speech that did not ring quite true in Maurice’s ears, sympathetic though the words were intended to be.

“Won’t you sit down for a few moments?” she said, indicating a chair. “My husband will return before very long. He has gone out to dispatch a telegram.”

She had scarcely spoken before the man himself entered the room.

“Very glad to see you, Mr Bracebridge,” he said. “I hope I have not kept you waiting. I was detained longer than I expected to be. Shall we go upstairs? Cudliffe has been informed of your promised visit and is looking forward to seeing you.”

Maurice followed him to a room on the second floor. There he found his old friend, but, oh, how changed! For more than an hour he remained with him, talking to him of bygone days at Harrow and trying to cheer him by every means in his power. It was not an easy task.

“You will come and see me again, won’t you, Maurice?” the poor fellow said, when the time came to say ‘good-bye.’ “I’m sure Mr and Mrs Varley won’t mind. They’ve been more than kind to me; indeed I don’t know where I should be at this moment but for them.”

“Nonsense, my dear fellow,” said Varley who at that moment entered the room. “We have done no more for you than you would have done for me under similar circumstances — so why speak of it?”

“But I must speak of it,” continued the other. “How many people are there in this so-called charitable world of ours who would take in a poor wretch like me and nurse him as you have done? If I were a rich man I could understand it, but I haven’t two sixpences to rub against each other.” Maurice promised faithfully to pay him another visit as soon as possible, and then took leave of him. Mr Varley accompanied him as far as the front door.

“Pray come in whenever you can,” said the owner of the house as they shook hands. “I will give instructions to the servants to show you to his room. It will be a real charity, I can assure you, for anxious as we are to do all we can for him, it is necessarily impossible that my wife and I can be always with him.”

“I will come whenever I can,” Maurice replied. “Good-bye, Mr Varley, and I congratulate you on the good work you are doing.”

I do not think I am going too far when I venture to believe that after Maurice had departed Mr and Mrs Varley had a good laugh together in the boudoir. I can even imagine her saying to him, “You see after all, my dear, my notion was the better one. Play him through Cudliffe. He will come to the house to see him, and if you are discreet you can find out all you want to know.”

Unfortunately for Maurice he was not aware of all this, so that he was powerless to protect himself, nor do I believe for a moment that Cudliffe knew anything of the treachery that was being practised, and of which he was being made the stalking-horse. Had he done so, he would certainly have refused to have anything to do with it. No man save a Judas could have accepted Maurice’s kindness and have repaid it with such black ingratitude. Once every day during the following week or ten days he found time to run in and see the dying man, if only for a few minutes, keeping him supplied with books and papers, and counting no trouble too great that could tend in any way to cheer his hopeless lot. And every time he called he saw either Mrs Varley or her husband, and found them invariably kindness and attention itself. Being an honest, simple-minded fellow, without any great experience of the world, he accepted them on their face value and allowed them to see how much he honoured them for their disinterested kindness to his sick friend. Later on his eyes were destined to be rudely opened, but at the time he neither looked for nor suspected any guile in them. On one occasion I can well remember his becoming very much incensed with me because I bade him beware lest he placed too much faith in them. I had had both the lady and the man pointed out to me, and my instinct bade me distrust both. Whether I was right or wrong you will presently discover.


PART II. MAURICE TAKES UP THE STORY


CHAPTER VII
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I HAVE TOLD my dear old friend, Lord Cranford, or Uncle Dick, as I am more accustomed to call him, that for the future I intend to take over the telling of this story myself. I am doing it not because he is incapable of telling it in the way in which it should be told, but because he will persist in endowing me with all sorts of virtues that I never did, never could, and never would possess. I tell him that I object to being handed down to posterity as an “honest-minded, simple-hearted, young Englishman” — however estimable such characteristics may be. If I wanted to be priggish and to continue to talk of myself, I should say that I am no better and possibly no worse than my neighbours — which I presume is about what is to be said of most of us. And now without further waste of time let me get to business.

Uncle Dick has already told you of my engagement to Gertrude Marchmont, but on looking through what he has written it does not strike me that he has given you at all a good description of her. The fact of the matter is the dear old fellow was jealous, and it is possible just a little disappointed. He was jealous, as I happen to know, because he had always hoped that I should fall in love with a certain niece of his own — whose praises he was never tired of singing. I am prepared to admit that she was a charming girl, but when I met Gertrude Marchmont I knew that it was all over with me, and that I had found the one woman who could possibly be my wife. Even if they had ever been anything before — for the future the rest of her sex were as nothing to me. Practically they did not exist As for the extraordinary story Mr Marchmont had told us of the treasure which he declared had been bequeathed to him by the dying convict to whom he had shown such kindness on the road between Moscow and Yaroslav, I had determined to take up the search for more reasons than one. In the first place I wanted to set the old man’s mind at rest for good and all upon the subject; for by long brooding over it, it had become a species of monomania with him and he could think of nothing else. Then again there was the question of the money to be considered. Gertrude, as my wife, would of course be provided for, but at the old man’s death — for his small annuity would perish with him — it was necessary to settle what was to become of the younger girl, Mabel. When all was said and done, there could be no doubt that the treasure was Marchmont’s property. It had been found, always supposing it did exist, by the man who had left it to him on his deathbed. It was certainly true that it came out of Russian soil, but for the life of me I could not see why that should make it the property of His Imperial Majesty. At anyrate I was going to have it. On that point I had quite made up my mind. And here it was I think that I fell a little in Uncle Dick’s good opinion. But more of that anon.

There could be no doubt at all that for my poor old schoolfellow Cudliffe there remained but a very short span of life. Every day I found him growing weaker. He had never been strong, even as a boy, and what was worse, the fell disease phthisis was hereditary in his family. Whenever I could spare a moment from my own affairs I made it my business to run in and have a chat with him. It cheered him to see me, and by degrees he grew to look for me. How he came to be in Russia at all I could not find out. I fancy, however, that there must have been some trouble in his English life, for he declined to talk in any way of his own people, and once, when I offered to write to them, in order that they might know how ill he really was, he flew into a violent passion and sternly forbade me to do anything of the sort. “I don’t want their pity,” he cried. “I have lived without them and it will go hard with me if I cannot die without them.”

As it was no business of mine I said no more to him upon the subject. That evening, however, I spoke to Varley about it (Varley and I by this time, I should explain, were on more intimate terms than I should ever have thought possible). I had an idea that he might know more of what was at the root of the trouble than I did. But he only shook his head.

“I know no more than you do he answered. “In fact I don’t suppose I know as much, for I was not at school with him as you were. I only know him through having met him at a club of which we are both members. A man told me that he was almost done for — both in health and wealth — and I was sorry for him. He spent an evening with us here, broke a blood-vessel, was carried upstairs, and has not crossed the threshold since. That’s all I can tell you. I discovered that he was a Harrow boy, and hearing, quite by chance, that you also were, I took the liberty of approaching you regarding him. There you have the whole story in a nutshell.”

“I hear,” I said, “that the doctor gave a very bad report of him to-day. He evidently does not think that he will see the week out.”

“I shall be very much surprised if he does,” my companion replied. “Once to-day I thought the poor beggar was gone when I looked in upon him. He was only sleeping, however. By the way, did I hear you say that you contemplate leaving St Petersburg very shortly?”

“I can’t remember saying so,” I answered, “but I certainly do. I shall not be away very long — not more than a few weeks at longest. As a matter of fact I am thinking of taking a look at Siberia before I return to England. It is the sort of thing one ought to do, I suppose, in order to correct prejudices, and as the books say, ‘do away with injustices.’ At present my idea of Siberia is of a vast expanse of snow and ice across which tramp continually processions of convicts on their way to the salt and quicksilver mines. I am given to understand that I must be prepared to be disillusioned.”

“Of course you must,” he laughed. “That is the peculiar charm of Russia — both east and west of the Urals. You look for one thing and find quite another. Even the Russian himself is an example when you come to look into him. The marvel to me is where the conspirators one hears so much about come from. Your true Russian of the middle and lower classes is a peaceable, quiet fellow enough, a trifle dense, perhaps, but as a rule as amiable an individual as you could wish to meet — innately religious, full of affection for his Czar, whom he regards almost as a divine personage — law abiding and, to sum it all up, quite prepared to be content with his lot in life if only he is let alone. I have studied him from every point of view, and have come to the belief that I know him, as the Americans say, ‘by his back.’ So you are off to Siberia? Well, when you come to think of it, that’s rather strange, for so am I.”

It was the first I had heard of any such intention on his part and I confess that it surprised me. However, as I knew that he had a branch of his business in Irkutsk, it was not altogether to be wondered at that he should contemplate paying it a visit. I asked him when he was thinking of starting.

“Some time towards the end of next week,” he answered. “I cannot get away before. What is more, I have to think of that poor fellow upstairs. It would be impossible for me to leave him here with no one but the wife to look after him. May I ask when you propose going?”

“As soon as possible,” I replied. “I think I have already told you that I am to be married to Miss Marchmont, the eldest daughter of a man who was once a well-known English merchant in this city.”

“I do not know him personally,” said Varley, “but he is well-known to me by repute. Tall and very thin, stoops a little as he walks, and shows signs of creeping paralysis. Yes, I have seen him walking with his daughter — a beautiful girl, and I congratulate you. You will be married when you return, I suppose?”

“All being well,” I answered, a trifle abruptly I am afraid. For some reason I did not care to discuss the matter with him. He must have noticed something of the sort, for he immediately returned to the subject of my proposed visit to the Great Lone Land, as Uncle Dick has called it, on the other side of the Urals. When I told him that Lord Cranford talked of accompanying me, and that we proposed travelling by train as far as Irkutsk and striking thence into the country, he professed himself as anxious to be of help, and even went so far as to offer us his hospitality during our stay in what is to all intents and purposes the capital, or at least the chief city, in that part of the Czar’s dominions.

“You had better decide to let me put you up,” he said. “You will find my house as comfortable as most others. At anyrate it is a thousand times better than the hotels, where the accommodation is scarcely fit for animals and the charges would make a Croesus weep. By so doing you will not only be looking after your own well-being, but you will be rendering me a positive service, for you may imagine how lonely I shall feel by myself. What is more, I may very possibly be able to assist you in any arrangements you may wish to make. I know Irkutsk and Irkutsk people know me. They would steal and sell the very teeth in your head while you slept if they could get at them. Can I take it as settled, therefore, that during your stay in the town I am to have the pleasure of being your host?”

“You are more than kind,” I answered. “So far as I am personally concerned, I shall be delighted. What Lord Cranford may wish to do, however, I cannot say, but I don’t think there is much doubt that he will accept your invitation as readily as I do. I will speak to him about it when I get home, and will let you know to-morrow. Now I must be off. Good-night and many thanks.”

When I got home I told Uncle Dick of Varley’s offer and pointed out to him the advantages it would give us.

“It is certainly very kind of the man,” he replied when I had finished, “and I suppose I ought to be grateful to him, but strange to say, for some reason or another I am not I have only seen him once, but I must confess I don’t like his face. There is a shifty look in his eye that warns me not to trust him too far. However, I suppose, with the usual perspicuity of modern youth, you have probed his character to the bone and are prepared to vouch for his respectability — therefore I give in. By the way, I made it my business to see our Ambassador to-day; he has promised to obtain the necessary ‘permits’ for us to peer and pry, and to inquire into the working of the Russian system in Siberia. We shall be able to go where, or almost where, we please with the exception of Manchuria, and all officials will be instructed to render us such assistance as may be in their power. So much, therefore, is settled; but I tell you again, Maurice, I don’t like it. I don’t indeed. If I could afford it I would far rather give you the money out of my own pocket than undertake this search.”

“Then why have anything to do with it?” I asked, a little more crossly perhaps than I should have spoken. The truth was I also had certain qualms on the subject, though I would not admit them even to myself. Then I added, “There is still time for you to draw back if you want to.”

“You talk like a foolish child, Maurice,” he answered. “Do you think I should draw back now? No! You have decided that you will go and I have stated that it is my intention to accompany you. That is sufficient. I have lodged my protest to soothe my conscience and that is enough too. Let us do it and be done with it — the quicker the better. When will you be ready to start?”

I told him of Cudliffe’s condition and said that I thought I had better remain in St Petersburg until I knew what his fate would be. It was scarcely fair to the Varleys, I declared, to leave him altogether upon their hands. It was arranged therefore that we should not leave the city for another week at least. But as you will see Fate willed otherwise.

On the morning following the conversation I have just described, a note was brought to me from Varley. It was to inform me that Cudliffe had had a bad attack of haemorrhage during the night and that the doctor had stated he was sinking fast In his opinion the end was now only a question of a few hours. Would I come to him at once?

“Go, my boy, go!” said Uncle Dick. “Your presence will cheer the poor fellow, I have no doubt.”

Accordingly I set off for the house, where I found the doctor still in attendance. I was shown at once to the bedroom. Had he not assured me that his patient was still alive I should not have credited it — so still was he. After a time he opened his eyes and looked at me. A wan smile flitted across his face and told me that he was glad I had come. I sat down beside him and took his hand, now clammy with the dews of death. The doctor warned me not to excite him and bade him not attempt to speak. In this fashion we remained for upwards of an hour, and every moment saw the thread that bound him to life growing visibly weaker. He appeared to be suffering no pain — merely to be fading away — that was all. Suddenly I began to realise that he was trying to make me understand something. What it was, however, I could not tell. I asked the doctor, but he only shook his head. Then his meaning dawned upon me.

“I have it,” I said. “He wants to speak to one of us alone. I fancy it must be to me. Is that so, old man?”

He had dropped my hand a few minutes before — now his long, clammy fingers touched it again and his eyes said as plainly as words could speak that I had hit his meaning.

“Is it safe, do you think?” asked Varley of the doctor.

“It won’t make very much difference either way,” said the latter, and moved towards the door as if to go out Seeing there was nothing for it but to follow his example Varley accompanied him.

When they had gone Cudliffe turned his face towards me and looked up at me for upwards of a minute without speaking. Never have I seen such a piteous expression on a human face as was on his at that moment. And to think that I could remember him as a rosy-faced boy, always in mischief, invariably in high spirits, and never happier than when he was risking his life or doing something that we others were afraid to attempt. He made a sign that he wished me to draw closer to him. I bent over the bed and waited for him to speak. It was nearly a minute before he could manage to do so — then with a pause between every word, he whispered, “God bless you — old man — Look out — for Varley — they are—” then followed something I could not catch, winding up with these mysterious words— “you, he brought me here.”

The exertion must have proved too much for him, for he once more closed his eyes and I dropped back into my chair to think over what he had said. For the life of me I could not make head or tail of it. Why should I “look out for Varley”? And what was it he had said that I did not catch and which concluded with the words “you, he brought me here”?

As he appeared to be sleeping peacefully I did not attempt to question him and yet I felt that I would give anything to have known what it all meant. Then a thought flashed through my mind and with a spasm of fear I leant over the bed to look at him. His face was turned a little from me, and from the left-hand corner of his mouth a thin trickle of blood was oozing out on to the pillow. In a moment I was at the door and calling for the doctor. Accompanied by Varley he hurried in. He was too late, Cudliffe was dead!

“I thought that was what would happen,” said the medico, when he had completed his examination. “He had something on his mind and the exertion of telling it must have snapped the thread of life. Well, poor fellow, he’s better off as he is. His pain at least is over.”

He drew the sheet over the face and then led the way from the room.

“Though I hate doing it, I suppose I must go and tell my wife,” said Varley, when we reached the hall. “You will give the certificate, of course, doctor? And if you would arrange the other matters I should be infinitely obliged to you. Won’t you go into my study, Bracebridge? I will join you there in a few minutes.”

When the doctor had departed and we were alone together, I could see that there was something on his mind, and I thought that I could hazard a very fair guess as to what that something might be. I did not give him a lead, however, but waited for him to put the question himself, and it was not long before he did so.

“Would it be an impertinence on my part if I were to ask whether he sent any message to his own people before he went out?” he inquired. “I was hoping that he would do so. I gathered that that was his intention since he wished us to leave the room and let you be alone together.”

“No,” I answered. “To my surprise he did not mention his relatives. As a matter of fact he hadn’t time to say very much. I think he had something on his mind, but what it was I know no more than you do. He began by whispering, ‘God bless you, old man,’ and then followed it by something about ‘Varley’ and ‘brought me here.’ Probably he wanted to say how grateful he was to you for all you had done for him. I should have questioned him, but I thought he had fallen asleep, and did not realise that he was dead until I leant over the bed and looked at him.”

While I had been talking I had been watching my companion’s face, and I noticed the look of relief that appeared upon it when I told him that that was all that had transpired between us. What he had expected the other to have told me I could not say then — although I can solve the riddle easily enough now. One thing at least was very certain — he had received a fright that he did not forget for some time afterwards.

Before I left the house it was agreed that I should share the expenses of the funeral with him. Indeed it was my desire to defray everything, but Varley would not hear of this. The man was almost as much his friend as mine, he declared, and if I was not content with paying half he would not allow me to expend a kopeck upon it. So it was arranged, as I have said, and two days later all that remained of my old schoolfellow was laid to rest in the little English cemetery — the mourners being Lord Cranford, Varley, the doctor and myself. So much for Cudliffe’s connection with the curious story I have set myself to tell you. If only he had spoken while he had the strength we should all have been saved a good deal of misery.

Little had we imagined when we had played together as boys that it would fall to his lot to bring me as near death as any man could well go without actually tumbling over the precipice. Let it be credited to him, however, that he did it unconsciously — for I feel as assured as I am of anything that, had he had any idea of what was going on and of the use that he was being put to, nothing on earth would have induced him to countenance such an act of treachery. With that let us leave him to his rest.

On the morning following the funeral I was early astir. I had spent a bad night, and realising, when day broke, that it was useless for me to think of going to sleep again, I rose and dressed myself. Then putting on my furs I let myself out of the house and went for a brisk walk as far as the Neva Quay. It was a perfect morning, though bitterly cold — yet a healthy cold that made the air almost as exhilarating as a bumper of iced champagne. I stood for a few moments upon the quay and looked about me. What a picture it was that I had presented to my gaze. Bathed in the light of early day, you could scarcely have found its equal. Before me was the frozen Neva — its ice covered with a mantle of dazzling snow. To my right, with the first sunbeams flashing upon its gilded spire, was the Cathedral of St Peter and St Paul, while further on, seated on his charger and pointing to the city created by his genius, was the colossal bronze statue of the great Peter. On every hand rose the spires, domes and towers of churches and public buildings, each catching the morning sun and lending an ever-varied charm to the picture. Having drunk my full of it, I turned upon my heel and retraced my steps towards my lodgings. I had been absent longer than I had imagined, and I feared lest I might have kept Uncle Dick waiting for his breakfast.
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As I let myself into the house the sound of a well-known voice reached my ear, and, as the sailors say, brought me up all standing with surprise. What on earth could Gertrude be doing here and at such an hour? I asked myself the question, but could find no satisfactory answer to it. It was but little more than nine o’clock, an unheard-of hour for her to be abroad. Could anything be wrong at home? I divested myself of my furs as quickly as possible and, filled with a vague feeling of apprehension, approached the dining-room.

When I entered it it was to find my pretty sweetheart seated beside the fire crying bitterly, while Uncle Dick, with a face metaphorically as long as my arm, was standing beside her, patting her shoulder and doing his best, bless his kind old heart, to comfort her.

“Why, Gertrude,” I cried, “what is the meaning of this, dear? What brings you here at nine o’clock?”

She rose, and, with a sob, threw herself into my arms.

“Oh, Maurice, Maurice,” she cried, her head buried on my shoulder, “I am so thankful you have come. I am in such trouble.”

“Why, what is wrong?” I asked. “Tell me everything, dear, that I may, if possible, help you. Is your father ill, or what is it? Pull yourself together, love, you are trembling like a leaf.” Then turning to Lord Cranford for enlightenment, I asked, “What on earth is the matter, Uncle Dick?”

“She will tell you herself in a minute,” said he. “Give her time, dear lad. You can see how upset she is.”

In a few minutes she had recovered sufficiently to let me know what had brought her to us.

The matter was simple enough — yet horribly grave in its consequences. Her father had disappeared. He had gone out on the previous afternoon while they were absent from the house, leaving word that he would not be long away. They had waited tea for him, but he did not return to it. They had sat up for him all night, but still he did not make his appearance. They could not even guess what had become of him. He had been very cheerful all day, and had talked repeatedly of the good times that were in store for them all. What those good times were to consist of, or how they were to be brought about, he did not say, though they had questioned him on the subject.

“Had he any money in his possession?” I asked, when I had placed her in her chair once more.

“None that I know of,” she answered. “He occasionally carried a little — but never very much. He always asked me to make any purchases he wanted, saying that counting his change confused him. No, I don’t think he could have had more than a rouble or two at the most.”

“Then it is very certain that he cannot have gone very far on that sum,” I said. “Has he any friends upon whom he would be likely to call? Anyone who, seeing that he was not quite himself, would take care of him until you could come and fetch him?”

She shook her head. “He had no friends, save yourselves,” she replied. “He used to say that, when he was rich, everyone was glad to see him, but since he had become poor, his old friends have deserted him. Yesterday, however, he seemed to have forgiven them all, and went even so far as to declare that, before very long, they would all be at his beck and call once more. Oh, Maurice, do tell me what you think can have become of him? I am nearly distracted by my anxiety. You know how old and feeble he is. He may have met with an accident; he may have fallen into the clutches of some of the men who prowl the streets at night; he may have been robbed and murdered even — and me none the wiser. I have left poor little Mab at home nearly broken-hearted. She wanted to come with me to you, but I would not let her — dreading what I might possibly hear. Do tell me what you think I had better do?”

“You must leave it all to us,” I replied. “You know we will do everything in our power to find him for you. To begin with, try to answer a few questions. How was he dressed when he left the house?”

“He wore his fur coat and cap just as he always does,” she answered. “The little maid opened the door for him and helped him down the steps. He told her to tell us that he would not be long. Then he went away in the direction of the Voznesenski Prospect, and that is all we know.”

“At what time was that?”

“Between half-past three and four o’clock. Mab and I returned to the house at a quarter to five to find him gone.”

“His old offices were in the Voznesenski Prospect, were they not? I seem to recollect his telling me so on one occasion.”

“Yes — a few doors from the English Bank. But I don’t think he would have been at all likely to go there. What possible reason could he have had for doing so? He has given the office up for so many years now that I doubt if anyone would know him.”

“Nevertheless it is within the bounds of possibility that he might have gone that way, even if it was only to take a look at the place for the sake of auld lang syne. It is not only what is likely but also what is unlikely that we have to consider, as we know old men sometimes take strange fancies into their heads. At anyrate it will do no harm to anyone to make inquiries in that neighbourhood. One more question — Do you happen to know whether he took any papers with him when he went out on this mysterious errand?”

“Papers, Maurice — what do you mean?”

“Documents, dear, some of the papers he kept in the desk in his office?”

“I cannot say whether he did or did not; I will look when I get home. Oh! if only I might find him there when I return.”

“Perhaps you may, my dear,” said Uncle Dick, who throughout this time had sat listening to our conversation without putting in a word. “Now you must have a cup of coffee to warm you, after which Maurice shall take you home in a cab. Don’t be down-hearted, my pretty, it will all come right in the end, never fear. You may rest assured that we will do all that is humanly possible to find him for you, and then it will be your business to give him a sound talking to, and to let him understand that he is never to leave your apron-strings again. Old men after all are only babies, and women are the proper people to look after them.”

She tried to smile but it was with very poor result. I poured out her coffee for her and made a hurried breakfast while she drank it. Then I wrapped her up warmly in her furs and together we set off in search of a cab.


CHAPTER VIII
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ALAS, FOR OUR hopes, any expectation we might have entertained of finding that Mr Marchmont had returned during Gertrude’s absence was dashed to the ground on our arrival at the house by Mab’s appearance at the door with the anxious question, “Have you found him?”

I glanced at my sweetheart and saw the tears well up into her eyes. To reassure them I assumed a cheeriness which, I can assure you, I was very far from feeling.

“My dear Gertie,” I said, “when we do get hold of him you will certainly have to give him what the Irish call ‘the father and mother of a talking to’  for playing us a trick like this. Let us come in and discuss the matter in all its bearings. There must be a solution, if we can only find out where we ought to look for it.”

We went into the dining-room where the breakfast still lay upon the table untouched. I cast a reproving eye on Mab.

“Mab,” I said, shaking my head at her, “you have not eaten your breakfast.”

“No,” she answered. “I haven’t even thought of it. How could I? I am only human.”

“Breakfast is not a thing that requires much thinking over,” I retorted, with unabated sternness. “Kindly go to the table and begin at once. Gertrude, my dear, will you oblige me by ordering some fresh coffee. If no one else is going to have some I am. I have been for a long walk since daylight, and am feeling ravenous.”

When the coffee was forthcoming I insisted on each girl drinking a cupful under my eyes, vowing that I would not do anything to help them in their search for their father until they had broken their fast. Thus cornered, nothing remained for them but to sit down and at least make some sort of pretence of eating. At anyrate it was sufficient to divert their thoughts for the time being from the consideration of their trouble. When we had finished, I said that I should like to pay a visit to their father’s office, and Gertrude accordingly conducted me thither. Everything was just as usual — indeed, so far as I could tell, nothing had been disturbed. His favourite pipe lay upon an open book on a small table, his black skull cap hung on a peg behind the door. I crossed the room to the desk. The drawers were all locked, and I asked Gertrude whether she knew where he kept the key.

“He carried it about with him on his watch chain,” she replied. “But, if you want to open the drawers, I know of another that will do it. One day when he had mislaid the proper key, we searched the house through until we discovered one that would fit the lock. The other having been found I secreted the duplicate in case it should ever be required again. It is in my bedroom, but I will get it if you think it necessary to open the drawers.”

“It seems rather a liberty to take with your father’s things,” I answered, “but, under the circumstances, I think we are justified. I have a particular reason for wanting to examine this top drawer, because I fancy something we may find inside will throw a light upon his strange behaviour.”

“Then open it by all means,” she answered promptly. “As I have the key he will not know that it has been touched. Even if he does, I am sure he would forgive us — seeing that we are only doing it for his own good. I will go and fetch the key at once.”

She vanished, to return in a few minutes carrying a small key in her hand. I took it from her and placed it in the lock. It fitted perfectly, and a moment later the drawer was open and at our mercy. As I had observed on the day that he had first told us the story of the treasure, it was filled with neatly-rolled papers, most of them tied with red tape. I told myself that, if the chart were anywhere, we should find it here. But though I turned every packet over and over, and at last took them all out and placed them on the cover of the desk, not a sign of what I wanted could I discover. Having made sure of this I unrolled each packet and searched it carefully, but still with the same result. “What I want is not here,” I said. “We must try the other drawers. It may be in one of them for all we know to the contrary, though this is the drawer I saw him place it in.”

“What is it you are looking for?” she asked; “perhaps, if you were to tell me, I could help you. I have often assisted my father in arranging his papers.”

“I am looking for a small plan,” I said, “drawn in red ink on a piece of faded grey paper. Your father showed it. Lord Cranford and myself only a short while since, and we happen to know that he placed great value on it.”

“A little piece of grey paper,” she repeated to herself, and then shook her head, “I am afraid I know nothing of it. He cannot have shown it to me or I am sure I should have remembered it. As you say, it may be in one of the other drawers. Let us look.”

One by one we removed the drawers in question and examined their contents — but still with the same lack of success. The chart was not among them. When we had finished the search, I inquired whether she knew of any other likely place in which he might have put it. She suggested the writing-table in the dining-room, but a search proved it was not there. The various tables in his bedroom were next tried, but still there was no sign of it. All the pockets of his clothes were turned inside out, but it was not in any of them. There was therefore but one conclusion to be come to: he had taken it with him when he went out.

But why had he done so? He had told Uncle Dick and myself most emphatically that he never carried it about with him for fear he might either lose it or be robbed of it. In that case, presuming he had done so, why had he departed on this occasion from his rule. Surely he — here I came to a full stop, and for a minute sat staring straight before me. Surely the silly old fellow had not taken it into his head to go off and hunt for the treasure himself? He could not have been mad enough for that But if he had — what then? The very thought of what might happen then sent a cold shiver down my back. There was plainly only one thing to be done, and that was to make inquiries at once and endeavour if possible to ascertain whether he had left the city. It is needless for me to state that I did not breathe a word concerning my fear to the girls. They were frightened enough as it was.

“What are you going to do now?” inquired my darling, when she saw that I had given up all hope of finding the paper for which I had been searching. “Do tell me, for you know how anxious I am. I won’t worry you with needless questions, indeed I won’t.”

“Well, then, I will tell you,” I said. “I should like to have found that paper, as I think it might have helped us, but, since I cannot, I must needs do without it. Now what I am going to do is this. First, I am going to the police to make them acquainted with the fact of his disappearance, after which I shall institute inquiries on my own account at what used to be his office, his bank, and one or two other places that may occur to me. It will be strange, indeed, if within the next few hours I am not able to obtain some information concerning his doings yesterday. One cannot move about in a great city like this without someone seeing one, and from the description I shall be able to give of him, it will be a shilling to a halfpenny in favour of my being successful. At anyrate we will hope for the best.”

“Oh, Maurice, dear, how good you are to me,” she whispered, laying her pretty head upon my shoulder as she spoke. “What I should do without you I cannot think. Go, dear, and may God bless and prosper your search. I shall not leave the house until I see you again. You won’t be longer than you can help, I know, but I shall count the minutes till you return.”

“Keep up your spirits, dear,” I said, “and try to comfort poor little Mab. Please God we shall be able to lay our hands on him before many hours are over. Now I shall be off. By the way, would you like Uncle Dick to come round and stay with you while I am gone? He would gladly do so.”

“No, thank you, dear,” she answered. “He would be very kind, I know, but as things are just at present I would much rather be alone with Mab. Poor little thing, she has been crying her heart out this morning. She and papa were so devoted to each other.”

I bade her “good-bye” and left the house, driving back as fast as I could to tell Uncle Dick of my futile search for the chart, and of the suspicion I could not help entertaining as to the reason of the old man’s absence.

“Well,” he asked when I entered the room, “have you any news? Has the old gentleman made his reappearance yet?”

I shook my head and went on to tell him of the search I had made through the house. He listened attentively and, when I had finished, said, “Do you know what I think, Maurice? I am of opinion that the thought of getting possession of that rascally treasure has turned the old fellow’s brain, and that, like many another poor wretch in similar circumstances, he has come to look upon those who are his best friends as being his greatest enemies. In other words, he has been brooding over the matter to such an extent that he has come to the conclusion that he cannot trust us, and so he has given everybody the slip and has gone off to try and recover it himself.”

“But how can he? He hasn’t a penny piece to bless himself with, much less to take him across Siberia. I was of the same opinion myself until I found that he was without money.”

“But how do you know that he is without money?” asked Uncle Dick. “How do you know that he has not obtained some from an old friend — from someone to whom perhaps he has divulged his secret in return for cash enough to get him there? There are dozens of ways in which he could raise it. Mark my words, you will find that I am right Go to the police first and if you’re unsuccessful there try the railway station. If you like I will come with you. Two heads are proverbially better than one.”

“Come along, then,” I answered. “We had better be off, for should he have fled the city every hour is of importance.”

We left the house immediately and drove to the offices of the police, where we were courteously received and invited to state our business. Fortune favoured us, for the officer whom we interviewed happened to be well acquainted with the missing man and had, in fact, known him for many years. He regretted to hear that he was missing, and promised us that instant inquiries should be made in the hope of ascertaining his whereabouts. A hint that the missing man was in his second childhood and had developed among other things a craving to visit Siberia was sufficient to account for his extraordinary journey across the Urals should he be found to have taken it. Upon the officer’s promising to let us know immediately should he discover anything, we thanked him and took our leave of him, driving thence to the railway station for Moscow. A letter with which we had been furnished by the police was sufficient to put the officials there on the qui vive, and we found them ready to do all that lay in their power to assist us. There is no man in this world more polite and more ready and anxious to be of service than the Russian official when the authorities say “Do your best.” Ours was a very good case in point. The station-master, as we should term him in England (what his equivalent in Russia might be I am not in a position to say), sent for those who had been concerned in the despatch of the train which leaves St Petersburg in ample time to catch the Siberian express in Moscow. A photograph of the missing man, which I had procured from his daughter and had brought with me for that purpose, was shown to them, and they were asked whether they could remember having seen him. But one and all shook their heads. They declared emphatically that they had seen no one who in any way corresponded with the description we had given. They were quite sure of it, and we were compelled to believe them whether it suited us or not. The officials at the booking office were equally certain that they had not issued a ticket to such a person.

“Fiddlesticks!” I heard Uncle Dick mutter angrily, “as if they could possibly remember everybody.”

Now it was evident that, since he had not left the house before half-past three, he could not have caught a train for Moscow before 6.30 p.m. In other words, he would have been too late, seeing the length of the journey, to connect with the train which leaves that city for the Far East. If he had by any chance travelled by the train which left at 6.30 he was without a doubt in Moscow now, and the best thing we could do would be, therefore to endeavour to get possession of him before he could start on his second and longer journey. But how were we to do it? It was now close upon mid-day. On inquiry we learned that there was a train at noon which would reach Moscow at 6.30 next morning. The margin was a good one, but it was a long journey to take on the mere supposition that he might be there. While I was thinking of it there rose before my mind’s eye the picture of my poor love imploring me to help her find her father. It was a pleading I could not resist.

“Well, here goes,” I said, turning to my companion. “In for a penny — in for a pound, ’tis love that makes the world go round. Will you go back to Gertrude, Uncle Dick, and tell her that I shall not be able to see her to-day as I am off to Moscow by the twelve o’clock train to try if I can find her father in that city?”

“To Moscow?” he cried. “Have you taken leave of your senses? What on earth do you want to go to Moscow for, you stupid boy?”

“Why, don’t you see, if he is off to Irkutsk, as we suspect, and left here yesterday, he cannot possibly leave Moscow until 10.40 to-morrow night, as the Siberian trains do not run on Tuesdays. If, therefore, I take this train I shall be there by seven o’clock to-morrow morning — which will give me time to search for him and to reason with him if I am lucky enough to find him. I shall bring him home with me as soon as possible. Should anything be heard of him here by the authorities, wire me to the care of the Police, Moscow, and I’ll attend to it.”

Uncle Dick screwed his glass in his eye and stared at me as if he had never seen me before.

“Well,” he said at last, “I have heard of men doing foolish things because they were in love, but never did I hear of anything like this. Heaven defend me from being bitten by the passion. However, I suppose a wilful man must have his way, and, all things considered, you are perhaps right. I will drive to the house as soon as I have seen you off and tell them what you have done.”

Half-an-hour later I was in the train rolling across country towards the Holy City of Russia — the city in which the Czars crown themselves, for the simple reason that there is no one else mighty enough to do it for them, the home of the first Romanoffs, and the scene of the Great Napoleon’s first stupendous blunder. I have travelled in some slow trains in my life, but never in one that could compare with this. Let me explain. As I have said, we left St Petersburg at noon, and stopped at almost every station until we reached our destination, four hundred and three miles away. Eighteen hours and a half, perhaps I should say nineteen hours, or an average of a little more than twenty-one miles an hour. What more need be said?

On arrival at Moscow I drove direct to the hotel to which I had been recommended and ordered a cold bath and breakfast. While the latter was preparing I refreshed myself with the former, greatly to the amazement of a little Frenchman who met me on the landing, and who probably thought I had taken leave of my senses. Having disposed of my breakfast, I wrote a long letter to my sweetheart, and then went off sightseeing, as became an orthodox tourist. I visited the Kremlin, stared at that pleasant fiction, the “Tzar Cannon,” inspected the chapel of the famous bell, and marvelled at the wonders of the Cathedral of the Assumption where the Czar of all the Russias places upon his own head the crown that makes him lord of millions, in whose minds he figures as the mightiest man on earth. The afternoon I devoted to an exploration of the Chinese town — though why it should be called Chinese I could not understand, unless it be that tea is one of the principal articles of commerce there. At last, weary of sight-seeing, and not having run across the missing man, I returned to my hotel to rest for a while. Being tired, I must have fallen asleep in the smoking-room. Suddenly I woke and glanced hastily at my watch. In my fright that I was late I must have mistaken the time, and believing it to be ten o’clock, when in reality it was barely nine, I donned my coat and set off for the railway station at express speed. It was only when I reached it that I discovered my mistake. It was no use my waiting there for nearly an hour and a half, so I started for a stroll to pass the time. Scarcely heeding where I went I walked on and on, smoking and thinking of the girl I loved, who was now so far away. Strange as the street life in St Petersburg had at first appeared to me, this was doubly and trebly so, At every turn there was something fresh for me to see — some new head-dress, some quaint custom or vivid dash of colour lighting up a dark Eastern face. Leaving behind me the street I had hitherto been following, I turned into a side alley, which I fancied by its bearings should bring me out somewhere near the point from which I had started half-an-hour before. It was quieter than the thoroughfare I had just quitted; indeed, at the moment that I entered it it did not appear to contain a single human being. To make up for lost time I strode along, humming a little tune to myself as I went. What a triumph it would be, I was telling myself, if only I could manage to effect old Mr Marchmont’s capture and take him back with me to St Petersburg. I felt that I should then have a good claim upon my darling’s gratitude. Suddenly I heard a footstep behind me, and before I could turn to see who it was I was dealt a violent blow on the back of the head, which stretched me senseless on the ground. I remember no more of what occurred until I woke, feeling more dead than alive, to find myself in a filthy alley, not that in which I had been walking when I was struck down, but another of half its length and width. Tall, old-fashioned houses reared themselves on either hand, and through the space between I could see the frosty stars looking down at me as if in pity. Besides my aching head I was half frozen, for the brute who had struck me had robbed me of my fur coat and cap, thus leaving me without any protection against the bitter cold.

With an effort I struggled to my feet and tried to realise the position. I put my hand up to my head, and was rewarded by finding a bump there as large as a fair-sized teacup. It says something for the thickness of my skull that it had not been cracked by the violence of the blow. Then I remembered Mr Marchmont and the object of my journey. As I thought of this a great fear came over me that I might be too late now to catch him. I felt for my watch, only to discover, as I might have expected, that it was gone. The silver in my trouser pocket had also vanished, but, thank goodness, the gold and notes which I had secreted in a special pocket inside my waistcoat were still my property. That at least was something to be grateful for. Had they been stolen I don’t know what I should have done.

The first thing I had now to do was to find out where I was, and how far from the railway station, the next to purchase a hat and coat if possible. I staggered to the end of the alley, for I was feeling so sick and giddy that I could scarcely stand upright, and looked about me. It must have been later than I supposed for the streets were almost deserted. Scarcely knowing what I was doing I wandered on, looking for someone to guide me and feeling as if it were all some terrible nightmare from which I could not waken. At last I saw ahead of me a policeman armed with sabre and revolver. I addressed him in French, asking if he could tell me the time. In answer he showed me his watch, and to my horror I realised that it was past midnight The train for Siberia had gone, and if Mr Marchmont had intended travelling by it he must be on board her now. Oh! if only I had not gone to sleep at the hotel! But it was no use wasting time on regrets. I had slept and I had missed the train. Then it began to be borne in upon me that the policeman was watching me more attentively than was altogether complimentary. Evidently both my manner and my appearance were unfavourable in his eyes. Probably he was deliberating whether or not he should escort me to the lock-up on a charge of being a suspicious character. I felt that if I did not put matters right with him at once there might be even greater trouble in store for me than I had yet experienced. As I could not talk Russian, I began on him with French, of which he appeared to have but a scanty knowledge — then turned to German — but he shook his head. Evidently he was not much of a linguist, at least so far as European languages were concerned. To try and show him what had brought about my unhappy condition I pointed to the bump on the back of my head, and have often laughed since over the ridiculous picture I must have presented as I did so. I can only suppose that this convinced him once and for all of my insanity, since he caught me by the arm and gave me such a violent shaking that for some seconds afterwards I trembled like an aspen leaf. Then an idea occurred to me and I hastened to act upon it. Slipping my hand under my waistcoat I felt for the secret pocket and from it took a gold half-imperial or the equivalent of five roubles. I held it up in the starlight and then placed it in his hand. How alike policemen are all the world over! He gave a grunt of satisfaction and fobbed it instantly. Then I mentioned the name of my hotel and, with a bow, he signed to me to follow him. In something less than five minutes I found myself safe and sound inside its doors.
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Having dismissed the policeman, I called the manager and informed him of the treatment I had received, at the same time asking that a doctor might be summoned to attend to my injuries. He did what he could to make me comfortable and then I turned into bed to sleep like a top.

It was a poor specimen of a man who crept downstairs next morning. My head ached till I thought it would fall from my shoulders, while every limb felt as if it had been stretched upon the rack to little short of breaking point. I could no more have moved quickly than I could have flown. However, it was no use giving in to it, so I had to steel myself to get through my work as best I could.

The first thing to be done was to procure another coat and hat, and with the help of an obliging waiter this was soon satisfactorily accomplished. After that I ordered a carriage and drove to the police office. They had received no telegram from St Petersburg, it appeared, but were ready to help me in any way they could. Leaving the police office I proceeded to the railway station in order that I might make inquiries there concerning the old gentleman who had led me such a dance during the last two days. Having discovered the station-master, I presented to him the letter I had received from the St Petersburg authorities, and he read it carefully, returning it to me afterwards as if it were something too precious for mortal eyes to dwell upon. Fortunately he spoke French fluently, so that I was able to make myself understood by him. I thereupon told him the reason of my being in Moscow. Personally he confessed he was unable to give me any information, but he called up some of his subordinates and questioned them on the subject. They one and all declared they had seen no old gentleman such as I described, but presently they were joined by another whose evidence put a different complexion upon affairs. Through the station-master, who was condescending enough to act as interpreter, I learnt that this man had seen just such another person as I had described entering the train. He travelled first-class, was tall and thin, walked with sticks, had long grey hair, and seemed to be in a very nervous condition. I showed him the photograph, which fortunately had not been stolen with my watch and chain on the previous night, whereupon he declared positively that he was the man he had seen. When one of the booking-clerks corroborated his evidence and stated that the old fellow had booked for Irkutsk, all further doubt, so far as I was concerned, was set at rest. It was Mr Marchmont and I had missed him! But how had he got there, and whence had he obtained the money wherewith to make so long a journey? These were questions I could no more answer than I could fly.

Turning to the station-master once more I begged him to forgive me for the trouble I was putting him to, and asked him to put one more question for me. Was the old gentleman accompanied to the station by any friend, or was he alone? The man paused to think before he replied. He scratched his head, twisted his cap about in his hands, and at last decided that the other had not been alone. He was accompanied by a younger man, doubtless an Englishman, perhaps thirty-five years of age, clean shaven, with a red scar low down on his left cheek. They drove up in the same cab and occupied the same railway carriage.

“What?” I cried, when this had been translated to me. “What’s that you say? A long red scar on his left cheek? Pray ask him if he’s sure of it? The matter is of such importance that there must be no mistake.” Then to myself I added, as thought after thought flashed through my brain, “If it should be true — if only it should be true — by Heaven, it would be the vilest act of treachery that ever man dreamt of.”

“Yes,” said the station-master, “he is quite certain of it. He knows they were English because he heard them talking together. Is there anything more I can do for you, my dear sir? If so, I beg you will not hesitate to mention it.”

I replied that there was nothing more he could do, and thanked him for the courtesy he had shown me. Then, having rewarded the man for his assistance, I hastened off to despatch a telegram to Uncle Dick.

I may as well admit that I dreaded the answer I felt sure I should receive.


CHAPTER IX
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IN THE LAST chapter I told you of the momentous discovery I had made, and also of the suspicion I entertained as to the identity of Mr Marchmont’s companion. If I were right in my conjecture I was undoubtedly the victim of as gross an act of treachery as mortal man ever heard of. If not — who was the second man who had left Moscow in the train for Irkutsk? As I have said, I made my way to the telegraph office and despatched a message to Lord Cranford, which I hoped would elucidate the mystery. It ran as follows: — 

“Endeavour to discover if Varley is in Petersburg. If not, find out when he left and his destination. Believe our supposition to be correct. Reply with all speed to police office here. — MAURICE.”

When I had sent the message off there was nothing more for me to do but to return to my hotel and wait, with what patience I could command, for a reply. I knew that some hours must elapse before I could receive it. It would be necessary, in the first place, for Uncle Dick to make inquiries at Varley’s residence — though I had not much hope of his hearing the truth there — after which he would probably go on to the police department in order to tell them what we were doing and to arrange for the despatch of the reply. While I waited I turned the matter over and over in my mind, trying to understand what it all meant. My efforts, however, were in vain. Look at it how I would, I could not solve the riddle. As you may remember, Varley had offered me his most positive assurance that he was not personally acquainted with Mr Marchmont, while he had also stated that he, himself, would not be leaving for the Far East until the end of the following week. If he had gone, therefore, what had made him change his mind so suddenly? Looked at from the other side again, the old gentleman had never mentioned the fact that he was acquainted with Varley, while he had repeatedly given me his assurance that no one save Lord Cranford and myself were aware of the exact bearings of the spot where the treasure was hidden. Could it be nothing more than a coincidence that had brought them together, or was it by deliberate design on the part of one or the other. If so, which was the culprit? Mr Marchmont, we knew, was without money of his own — who therefore had found it for him? And what was the consideration given and accepted in return for such an advance? These were only a few of the questions I could not answer, try how I would. All I could do was to await the reply to my telegram, and, between ourselves, I am not sure that was not the hardest part of the business.

Mid-day came and went, and at last I could control my impatience no longer. I accordingly set off for the police office, where I saw the head of one of the departments. In response to his inquiries we learnt that a telegram had arrived a few minutes before. It was immediately brought to me, and you can imagine, I have no doubt, with what eagerness I opened it. Its contents were probably already known to the smiling and ever-courteous gentleman before me; if they were, however, he showed no sign of it. This is the message I received 

“Man inquired for left Petersburg on Monday for Moscow. Anxiously awaiting news.

“CRANFORD.”

My suspicions were correct, then — Varley was the man after all! In my own mind I had not a shadow of doubt that he was poor old Mr Marchmont’s travelling companion, and if so what was the — no, I will not bother you with a repetition of the old round of questions.

While I was staring at the message I held in my hands, the head of the department was engaged in the perusal of a voluminous document spread out on the table before him. Presently he looked up at me through his gold pince-nez. He must have seen the trouble written upon my face, for he smiled good-humouredly and, leaning back in his chair, the finger-tips of his hands placed upon each other, inquired if there was any way in which he could be of service to me.

I now found myself in another dilemma, for if I told him everything, what reason was I to assign for Mr Marchmont’s apparently uncalled-for visit to Siberia? I could, of course, state that in my opinion he was not in his right mind, but when it came to be looked into that seemed a scarcely strong enough reason to account for such a journey — particularly as he was known to be accompanied by a friend, who presumably was quite capable of taking care of him. To add to my worries, I knew that if the police turned the old gentleman back, and thus prevented him from achieving his purpose, he would be sure to discover who was responsible, and would never forgive me for what I had done. Naturally enough I had no desire to start my married life by quarrelling with my father-in-law. All this time I had not answered the other’s question. He repeated it, and I knew that I must say something — if only to allay his suspicions.

“You need have no hesitation in talking to me,” he said, “for very probably I can tell you as much about the matter as you know yourself. To begin with, you are betrothed to Mademoiselle de Marchmont — you are a friend of the English Lord Cranford, and also of the late Ambassador — the Earl of Carlington. You saved Monsieur de Marchmont’s life on the Nevski Prospect. You had a friend who has lately died of phthisis at the house of a certain Monsieur Varley — also an Englishman, Madame Varley — or perhaps I should say the lady who is known as Mrs Varley — was originally known as Coralie de St Croix — a dancer on the London music-hall stage. She figured in a famous case some three or four years ago, and left England in consequence for America, where she met Varley, with whom she came to Russia,”

This was news to me, as you may suppose, but I took little interest in it, I had more important people to think of at that moment than Varley’s wife, or supposed wife. Still speaking in the same measured voice he continued:—” Lord Cranford applied to the Minister for permission for you both to visit Siberia, which meant in other words that you might travel almost where you pleased. It would seem as if Monsieur de Marchmont has anticipated you.”

Once more he paused, and it seemed as if I could hear my heart beating. Since he knew so much I felt that he must surely be aware of the reason which had induced us to apply for the permission, Yet his face told me nothing. It was as impassive as the Sphinx. Presently he was to drop a veritable bomb-shell into my camp.

“You are, of course, aware,” he said, “that Monsieur Varley’s father was at one time Monsieur de Marchmont’s partner in certain Siberian ventures, and that the latter owes the son what is for him a very large sum of money?”

I certainly was not aware of it, and told him so in a way that left little doubt as to my sincerity. He assured me, however, that it was a fact Though I could scarcely believe him, I could not see any reason why he should tell me the story if it were false. Little by little I began to think I could see light ahead. And the more I thought of it the angrier I became with myself for having been such a fool as to believe Varley when he had told me that he knew nothing of the other. It hurt my pride to think that I had fallen into his trap so easily.

“But if your information be correct, which of course I do not doubt, what can have taken that foolish old man to Siberia?” I asked. “Do you think Varley had anything to do with that?”

“Since he went with him I should deem it extremely probable,” was the answer I received. “From what we know of Monsieur Varley” (he paused and laid some stress on the words “from what we know”) “we are inclined to think that he would be the last person to do anything without a reason.”

I watched his face with an anxiety which I can assure you was very far from assumed. If only I could find out how far his information extended. But I did not, and in consequence I was like a man trying to find his way out of a strange house in the dark. I did not know into what danger I might not be running every time I advanced a step.

For upwards of a minute we both sat silent, then my good angel came to my rescue and I said the very best thing I could possibly have done under the circumstances. It is possible for even a Russian police-officer to have a soft side, and, thank goodness, I happened to fall upon one who had. The thought flashed into my brain and the words were out of my mouth almost before I had time to think what I was saying.

“Can’t you see my difficulty?” I cried. “The old man’s daughter is to be my wife. I love her beyond everything, and I must do all that lies in my power to help her in her trouble. It is not her fault that her father has gone off on such a wild-goose chase.”

My friend closed his glasses with a click, and, as he did so, he observed, still with his usual suavity, “Wild-goose chase! May I ask why you employ that term? What wild-goose chase would take a man of his age to the centre of Siberia at this time of the year?”

As soon as I had spoken the words I saw the mistake I had made. It looked as if I were only drawing one leg out of the quicksand in order to allow the other to sink deeper in. However, my wits, thank goodness, had not altogether deserted me.

“Surely,” I said, “you would call it a wild-goose chase for a man of his years to leave his home and set off for a place like Irkutsk at such a time of the year? For my own part I cannot believe that Varley has any ill-will towards him. When you come to think of it, why should he? The old man has nothing to give and Varley has everything to lose. So far as I can see, the whole matter is absurd. What on earth can be taking him there? Can you tell me?”

“I think I can,” returned my friend, never for a moment varying his voice. “For a prospective father-in-law Monsieur de Marchmont does not appear to have been very communicative. Has he never told you that he and Monsieur Varley’s father at one time possessed a considerable interest in land in Irkutsk?”

“I have never heard of it until this moment,” I replied, feeling that I was making new discoveries every moment. “What has become of it?”

“If I could answer that question I could probably tell you all that you are so anxious to know,” was his reply. “You may, however, rest assured of one thing, and that is the fact that Varley, who is well known to be in want of money, has taken him there for the purpose of getting something out of him. What that something is, and whether he is to get it, is for you to say.”

My spirits went up like a balloon when I heard this. If he were not playing with me it was evident that the official knew nothing of the real reason of Mr Marchmont’s journey to the East — in which case I was free in a sense to play my hand as I pleased. But was he playing with me? That was the question. There was still the same pleasant smile upon his face, the same note of sincerity in his voice. And yet — well, as you can see, my darling’s happiness, Mab’s happiness, to say nothing of my own — depended on my being  able to answer the question in the right way. I was hemmed in by difficulties. I dared not tell him all I knew; at the same time I could not, or rather I felt that I ought not to, accept his assistance without doing so. For the saving of my face, as the Chinese express it, let me put forward the excuse that I had never been placed in such a position before. If anyone had told me as a boy that the time would come when I should be brought face to face with that world-famous power, the Russian Police, I am quite sure I should not have believed it. Of course, I know very well what Uncle Dick would have said about it. He would have declared that I had no one to thank but myself. In other words, I should not have been in the fix I was had I not been foolish enough to fall in love. That would have been Lord Cranford all over. I have never known so confirmed a bachelor. Women, he was wont to declare, were at the bottom of every trouble.

Once more I stole an uneasy glance at the man seated opposite me. His right hand was playing with his grey moustache, while his left tapped the edge of the writing-table, very much as a telegraph operator does his instrument. Outside I could hear the jingle of the sleigh bells and the cries of the street hawkers, while overhead there was the steady tramp — tramp — tramp of a man who I should imagine must have had something on his mind and wanted to make the world aware of it. Though a considerable time has elapsed since that eventful day I seem to be able to hear those footsteps now — eight down the room and six across (why I should have counted them I cannot think), then a pause for perhaps a quarter of a minute, after which the same interminable tramp — tramp — tramp.

Believing that he had nothing further to say to me, I rose to take leave of him.

“It seems to me,” I said, “that I am destined to have my visit to Siberia after all — but scarcely in the way I intended. Varley has played me an uncommonly nasty trick, and I am afraid I don’t quite see the end of it. If only I had not been knocked over by that scoundrel last night I might have been able to circumvent him.”

I had already told him of what had befallen me.

“I should not be at all surprised to learn that it was Monsieur Varley who planned that little performance,” he said. “But you would never be able to prove it. You told me, I think, that you would not know the man again?”

“I did not see him,” I replied. “He struck me from behind, and when I recovered consciousness he was of course missing. I shall have reason, I am afraid, to remember the blow he dealt me for many a long day to come.”

There was even more truth in this speech than I supposed at the time.

I had thanked him for his courtesy and was about to leave the room when he stopped me.

“If you will accept my advice,” he said, “I should be very careful while I am in Siberia if I were you. It is a big country and the population may be well described as ‘mixed.’ I should not like to say that Monsieur Varley would deliberately go out of his way to injure you, but I think you would be well advised not to give him the opportunity. With your permission I will do myself the honour of writing to the Police Department at Irkutsk, which will insure their doing all in their power to render you assistance. It is highly probable that they will be in a position to tell you more than I have been able to do.”

I thanked him and then took my departure.

Once back at my hotel I sat myself down to a long consideration as to what was best to be done. I felt that I would have given a great deal to have had Uncle Dick with me to advise me. That, however, was out of the question. So far as I could see, I had only two courses open to me — either to post off to Siberia in pursuit of the old gentleman and to run the risk of what might happen there, or return to St Petersburg an admitted failure. This I was determined I would not do. I could not have looked my sweetheart in the face. There was nothing for it, therefore, but to undertake the long and wearisome journey and with as little delay as possible. I accordingly despatched a telegram to my worthy old guardian, informing him of my intention and begging him to take care of the girls during my absence, which I trusted would not be a prolonged one. Poor things, theirs was perhaps the hardest lot, for they were compelled to remain idle while I had at least the excitement of the search to stimulate me.

During the afternoon an answer reached me from Uncle Dick, ordering me not to leave Moscow until he joined me. For this reason I was not able to start as soon as I had anticipated, but I was consoled by the knowledge that I should have him with me. It is at such times as this that Uncle Dick excels himself. He may growl a bit and pretend that he is a very hardly-used person, but when you know him that counts for nothing.

Next morning I was up at an early hour and was at the railway station to meet his lordship when he arrived.

“My dear boy,” he exclaimed, as he seized my hand, “I am more than rejoiced to see you again. What an abominable train service this is, to be sure. I am in a fever of impatience to hear your news. You must tell me everything as we drive to the hotel, where I trust you have had the forethought to engage a room for me. Little did I dream when I started off from Old England what was to happen to me!”

And little did he dream as he said it that his adventures were to be very much more extraordinary before he was through with them. But, as the novelists say, that is to anticipate.

Half-past ten that night found us on board the Siberian Express, which was to transport us more than three thousand miles, and which was to be our home for at least the next eight days.

“A pretty excursion for an elderly gentleman who thinks the journey from London to the Highlands quite long enough,” grunted Uncle Dick as we rolled out of Moscow Station into the dark night. “I should like to have Mr Marchmont before me at this moment, in order that I might give him a bit of my mind. I wish I’d never heard a word about his precious treasure. However it’s not your fault, my boy, so I suppose it is unjust to blame you. What is done is done, and we must make the best of it.”

With this philosophical expression of his feelings he allowed the matter to drop for the time being, and began to inspect our new quarters. What a railway it is to be sure — that Siberian Express — with its restaurant, its dining-saloon, its comfortable cabins, to say nothing of its extraordinary variety of passengers. Almost every class and nationality appeared to be represented, from the majestic general officer on his way to take up his command on the far Amur to the little ferret-faced Wallachian, who was scarcely to be seen for a moment without his black hand - bag, the contents of which were unknown to everyone except himself. There were Government officials, engineers, merchants, commercial travellers, and one trebly gorgeous millionaire, who wore diamonds by the half dozen, drank champagne from morning to night, and was as ignorant of soap as he was lacking in manners.

In the next compartment to that in which Uncle Dick and I had our abode was a short but stout German of pronounced Semitic origin. His face was coarse and heavy, his ears were enormous and stood out from his head like those of some gigantic bat His whiskers were the bushiest I had ever seen, and his hair the closest cropped. Upon his nose he balanced a pair of gold pince-nez, through which he seemed to be peering out upon a world that was only waiting to cheat him as soon as it found an opportunity. Had I been interested in him I might have taken the trouble to ascertain his name, and so have rendered myself and other people a very signal service. But how was I to guess that he was no less a person than the selfsame Herr Heinrich Schneidermann, to whom poor old Mr Marchmont in his folly had confided the secret of his treasure so many years before. We were destined, however, to become better acquainted before very long.

Day after day found us still rolling along due east towards the rising sun, travelling across the same interminable plains, until Chelyabinsk and Omsk and Ob lay so far behind us as to be little more than memories. Then, when we were beginning to think we should never reach our journey’s end, we rattled into Irkutsk, and knew that the business which had brought us so far was about to commence. I for one was not sorry.


CHAPTER X
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FROM THE LITTLE suburb in which the railway station at Irkutsk is situated, and which, strangely enough, is named Glasgow, we drove across the Angara River to a certain hotel, which for the purposes of this story I will call the Occidental. Here we installed ourselves, intending to commence our search for Mr Marchmont with as little delay as possible. Fortunately for our plans, Varley, in a moment of mistaken candour, had furnished me with his address, but we were resolved not to make use of our information for the present, at anyrate, not until we had satisfied ourselves as to how the land lay. Our hope was that we should be able to find the old gentleman and induce him to return with us to his family before Mr Varley should bring his influence to bear. Whether we should be successful or not was quite another matter, and one on which we dared not then even hazard a guess. The old man was as obstinate as a mule, we were both aware, and he was also madly desirous of obtaining possession of his treasure. That we should have considerable difficulty in persuading him to abandon his attempt was as certain as anything could well be. However, we determined to do our best. The rest would remain with Allah!

To our surprise the German merchant, whom you may remember I was at some pains to describe in the previous chapter, had also taken up his residence at the Occidental, not a little to Uncle Dick’s disgust, for he could not bear the man. He did not appear to know anyone there or to have any previous acquaintance with the house or its proprietor.

On the night following our arrival I was permitted an opportunity of learning something of the dark side of that far Siberian city. Uncle Dick, who was suffering from a bad headache, had retired to bed early, and I was about to seek my own couch when I was witness of a curious scene. The hour was late, and I had gone down to the office to make an inquiry respecting the mails, when a loud knocking sounded on the front door of the hotel, which was supposed to be closed for the night. The watchman, if by that title he could be dignified, went to open it, and when he had done so who should stagger into the hall but our Teutonic friend of the pince-nez and the bushy whiskers. He was hatless, and evidently in a state of great agitation. In a voice that shook the building he demanded the proprietor, and refused to say what evil thing had befallen him until the latter was forthcoming. Then his pent-up wrath burst forth. It appeared he had dined at a friend’s house and that on the way home he had been set upon by some of the ruffians who infest the streets of Irkutsk by night, garrotted, and, it is needless to say, robbed. He insisted on vengeance. His loss, he declared, was a heavy one — though I noticed that he did not say how much had been taken from him.

“The men must be caught,” he bellowed, while the obsequious proprietor bowed and scraped before him like a clock-work doll. “I will write to the German Ambassador in Petersburg, I will tell him that it is a disgrace that a peaceable, law-abiding man cannot walk in a public thoroughfare in this never-to-be-sufficiently-cursed city without being robbed and nearly murdered.”

He turned to me as if he expected me to back him up in his harangue, but so absurd were his elephantine gestures, and indeed his whole appearance, that I dared not risk my gravity by taking any part in the discussion. At last, and still vowing the direst vengeance on all and sundry, but against the authorities of Irkutsk in particular, he departed to his room and I to mine. Had I known what I do now I should have taken more interest in his misfortunes.

Next morning I informed Uncle Dick of what had occurred and endeavoured to give him an imitation of the fat little Teuton’s excited behaviour — but it was beyond my powers. Only a Coquelin could have done adequate justice to it.

“And now, young man,” said my friend, when I had concluded my performance, “what do you propose doing this morning? We must set to work without loss of time. Shall we proceed boldly to Mr Varley’s house and question him — or what shall we do? You are the leader and I look to you for instruction.”

“We must see Varley this morning,” I replied without hesitation. “But whether it would be wise for us to let him know we are aware that it was he who seduced Mr Marchmont away from St Petersburg is another matter. If the old gentleman is in this town to-day, and Varley becomes aware of our presence, you may be perfectly sure that he will keep him out of sight and probably deny knowing anything about him whatsoever.”

“In which case we shall be confronted with the disagreeable alternative of either telling him that he lies or of accepting his statement as the truth. We have a sharp customer to deal with in Master Varley, my dear Maurice. But deal with him we must — and successfully. For my own credit’s sake I do not want to have to admit in after years that I took this most execrable journey for nothing. Though you may not think it, I have a reputation to keep up.”

“While I have to rescue the father of the woman I love,” I replied. “By all means let us call upon Mr Varley this morning.”

I had scarcely spoken the words before the door of our room was opened and one of the hotel servants entered. Picture our amazement when he announced the very man whose name I had just mentioned. I declare you might have knocked me down with a feather. Then Mr Varley appeared.

I looked at him as he entered, smiling and débonnaire, well dressed as usual, and, if his face and manner were to be believed, more than delighted at renewing his acquaintance with us. I found time to steal a glance at Uncle Dick, who was standing before the stove with such an expression of blank amazement on his face that I had all my work cut out not to laugh. It was just as if he were saying, “Well, confound your impudence! What do you mean by coming here?” Instinctively we both decided to give Varley the opportunity of speaking first. Whether he saw through the move or no I cannot say.

“I only heard an hour ago that you had arrived,” he said, holding out his hand to Lord Cranford, who, I noticed, hesitated for the space of some three seconds before he took it “I had an idea you said you did not intend coming east until the end of this week?”

Having given expression to this amazing piece of assurance, and without waiting for an answer, he turned to me. I took his hand because I could not do anything else. It would have given me the greatest pleasure, however, to have knocked him down.

“I hope you like Siberia, and Irkutsk in particular, Bracebridge,” he said, and as he spoke the words there was just the faintest flicker of a smile round the corners of his mouth. I am not going to pretend that I can remember what answer I returned. There is no importance to be attached to the recollection.

“Unfortunately I was compelled by an appointment to hurry forward my departure from St Petersburg,” he continued, dropping into the chair I had pushed forward for him as he spoke. “I called at your house to tell you so, but was informed that you had left for Moscow.”

“I regret I did not see you when you called,” observed Lord Cranford in his grandest manner, but with a note in his voice that showed me what was in his mind.

“No one regrets the circumstance more than I do,” was the other’s suave reply. “Had I seen you, I should, of course, have heard your plans and have arranged to be at the railway station here to meet you on your arrival, in the hope that you would have accepted my hospitality. You had a pleasant journey, I trust?”

“We travelled by the Siberian Express,” said Uncle Dick, drily.

Then Varley gave utterance to this extraordinary remark:— “By the way, Bracebridge, you did not tell me that your prospective father-in-law contemplated visiting the Far East As it happened, I had the good fortune to meet him in Moscow and was able to be of some service to him on his journey.”

“Forgive me, but I thought you were unacquainted with Mr Marchmont?” Uncle Dick put in. Varley only laughed.

“I was,” he replied. “As you know, however, Lord Cranford, when one is travelling one does not stand very much on etiquette.” Then turning to me again, he continued: “If you will excuse my saying so, Bracebridge, I don’t think it is very wise of his family to allow the old gentleman to undertake such long journeys. Even before we reached Chelyabinsk he was to all intents and purposes played out. When he left the train at Taiga for Tomsk I felt half inclined to telegraph to you to come and look after him. On second thoughts, however, I made up my mind that it was no business of mine, so I let it go. I have been reproaching myself ever since, and wondering how the poor old gentleman fared after I left him.” Both Uncle Dick and I gave a start of surprise on hearing this. What was the man going to say next? In the first place, he had done two things which we least expected of him. To begin with, he had called upon us and he had also admitted the fact that he had met the old man in Moscow. More extraordinary still, he had given us the information without our asking for it. Now here he was telling us that Mr Marchmont had changed trains at Taiga — which, by the way, is the junction for Tomsk — the official capital of Siberia — thus allowing us to understand that that town was his destination and not Irkutsk as we had believed. As if that were not enough he had implied that beyond having travelled with him he had no sort of interest in the other’s movements. What were we to believe, and what should we do? Of course we could have settled the matter at once by having recourse to the police, but, as I have already said, there were reasons why we were not anxious to invoke their aid. At the same time we had to remember that it was imperative Varley should not think we doubted the truth of what he had told us.

“Now that you are here,” said that gentleman, with his usual airiness, and taking another cigarette from his case, “you will be able to look after him. I gathered that he intended paying a visit to this place before he returned to Petersburg. What a wonderful old man he is! I only hope at his age I may be able to do as much.”

Here Uncle Dick, doubtless remembering the information I had received from the Moscow police, executed a decidedly clever move.

“Let me see,” said he, with that judicial air he sometimes assumes, and which he declares he inherited from his legal great-grandfather— “did I not understand you to say that your father and Mr Marchmont were at one time partners?” Clever as Varley was at disguising his feelings he could not suppress a start of astonishment. For a moment I could see that he did not know what to say. To have admitted the fact that they had been connected in business would have been fatal to his policy; yet to deny any knowledge of the matter would have been to lay himself open to the risk of being confronted with proofs which he must have known he would have been quite unable to dispute. As a matter-of-fact, however, after his first exhibition of surprise, he never changed a hair. His manner was as unconcerned as it had ever been. To this day I entertain a sort of admiration for Varley. He was decidedly a product of his era.

“Now I come to think of it,” he said, “I believe they had some interests in common. What they were, however, I could no more tell you than I could fly. Look here, Bracebridge, why don’t you send to him and endeavour to persuade him to join you here? I give you my word it’s not safe for him to be in Tomsk. Has he much money?”

Again Uncle Dick was to the fore.

“Had he any at all?” he asked.

Varley was about to speak. Then he evidently changed his mind and said, “Take my advice and persuade him to join you here.”

Being thus driven into a corner it became necessary for me to admit that I did not know his address in Tomsk, by which necessarily I implied my belief in Varley’s good faith. He shook his head.

“In that case,” he said, “I am afraid I cannot help you. He only told me that his destination was Tomsk. He seemed inclined to be reticent concerning the business which was taking him there. However, you may know something of that Now I must be going. I hope, Lord Cranford, if I can be of any service to you during your stay you will command me. You have my address, I think, and I shall always be at your disposal. If you only know where to look for it there is a good deal to be seen in and around Irkutsk.”

Uncle Dick observed that he could quite imagine it, after which he took leave of us.

When he departed I escorted him to the hall, Lord Cranford remaining in the room above. We had reached the bottom of the staircase and were approaching the front door, when who should make his appearance from the street but our stout acquaintance, the German — with whose description I have already made you familiar. Knowing what I do now I can only credit Varley with having been so taken by surprise as to have forgotten the part he should have played. At anyrate he was guilty of a blunder which was destined eventually to prove his own undoing.

“Ah! Schneidermann,” said he, and suddenly stopped. In a flash the recollection of the talk Uncle Dick and I had had with Mr Marchmont in St Petersburg came back to me. It was then that I recalled the fact that Schneidermann was the name of the only man we could trace who had been present at that eventful dinner when the story of the treasure was told. No sooner did I hear it than I understood everything. It was evident that Varley for the second time had deceived me. Scarcely believable though it may seem, and I can assure you I can scarcely credit it myself, it is nevertheless a fact that we had travelled all the way from Moscow with the very man whose mission it was to upset all our plans. I can afford to laugh at the absurdity of it all now, but I did not feel like laughing then.

“Good-day to you, Schneidermann,” he said, and probably would have said something more had the other given him the opportunity.

“Schneidermann?” said I when he had passed on. “Is that his name?” Then, like an idiot, I added: “It seems to me I have heard that name somewhere before.”

“Very likely,” Varley returned with such composure that for the moment I almost fancied I had made a mistake in doubting him. “It is common enough in Germany. He is not a bad fellow by any means — though, between ourselves, a trifle too keen in business matters for my liking. By the way, where did you run across him?”

“He travelled with us from Moscow,” I answered. “How small the world is to be sure,” said Varley. “I met him first in Trieste. To keep the ball of coincidence rolling he should have met Mr Marchmont.”

“Very possibly he has met him,” I returned, and try how I would I could not keep my voice steady.

Varley laughed good-humouredly and took his cigarette case from his pocket.

“I don’t suppose it matters very much to us whether he did or did not,” he said, opening it and offering it to me. Then he added, “Between ourselves, Bracebridge, it seems to me Mr Marchmont has got in tow with some curious customers.”

“I have thought so myself,” I answered. “But it will be a bad time for those curious customers when I get hold of them. If I find that they have taken advantage of him I sha’n’t spare them.”

“Of course it is only fit and proper that you should fight his battles. I should do the same myself were I in your place.”

“I intend to see that he has justice,” I said. “And what is more, I have those behind me who will take very good care that he gets it.”

“In other words, you mean that you are going to have a run for your money. You certainly are a good sportsman — though I think you are mistaken in choosing Russia for your venue. If the Powers that be back you, well and good; if they don’t, I fear you may go to the wall. Like Micawber, one never knows in this part of the world what will turn up. But I must not keep you any longer. I have detained you an unconscionable time already. If I can do anything to help in the worthy cause we have been discussing, I hope you will let me know.”

He bade me “good-bye” and passed out into the street with that devil-may-care air which was so characteristic of him. I don’t mind admitting that, as I watched him, I did not know what to think. I was morally certain that he was guilty. Yet how was I to prove it? I remembered Cudliflfe’s last words and tried to piece them into the puzzle. I also recalled what had been told me by the Moscow police. It was certain that he had accompanied poor old Mr Marchmont to Taiga, and I had not the least doubt in my own mind that he had departed considerably from the truth when he had declared that their meeting was accidental.

On my return to our sitting - room Uncle Dick and I stared at each other in amazement. As a matter of fact we were in a certain sense playing at cross-purposes. He thought I was amazed by Varley’s impudence in calling, and also by his frank avowal of the fact that he had accompanied Mr Marchmont from Moscow. In reality I was thinking of Schneidermann and trying to understand what fresh development we were to expect from his importation into the case.

“Do you think that he—” I began and stopped.

“If you want to know what I think,” said Uncle Dick, tossing his cigarette into the stove with a gesture of impatience, “you shall have it in a very few words. We have been fooled, my dear boy; I repeat it — we have been fooled. That man is a liar — and a dangerous one! I am prepared to pledge my honour that there was not one word of truth in what he told us. It is my belief Mr Marchmont is in Irkutsk at this present moment.”

“If so we must find him. That is clear enough.”

“Perhaps you will tell me how you propose doing it?”

“But, my dear Uncle Dick, I must find him,” I repeated. “There can be no doubt about that I have Gertrude to think of. For her sake I must rescue him from the clutches of these people, happen what may.”

“Exactly! And again I ask how you propose doing it? Varley will watch all your movements. It is not outside the bounds of probability that he will even arrange to have you knocked on the head in the same fashion that that detestable German was treated last night. What then?”

“The man who tries that game on me will have some fun for his money,” I replied. “At anyrate I am willing to risk it. I am going to commence my search this moment.”

“And I am coming with you,” was his answer. “It seems to me you will require a controlling hand.”

Then we set off.


CHAPTER XI
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THE WHOLE OF that day was spent by us in endeavouring to solve the riddle as to whether that unfortunate old gentleman, Mr Marchmont, was in Irkutsk, as we believed, or in Tomsk, as Varley had given us to understand. We made inquiries at the various hotels, good, bad and indifferent, at which he might have put up; we questioned railway officials and drosky drivers. But all to no purpose. No trace of him could we discover. And with every failure I found my belief in Varley’s non-complicity growing stronger.

“Is it possible we can have been mistaken in the man?” asked Uncle Dick when, at last, we gave up the search and returned to our hotel. “I can scarcely believe it, and yet what else are we to think?”

Goodness knows, I could not answer the question. I had fretted myself nearly into a fever over it already. I have no doubt there will be many people who, reading this story — that is to say if ever it comes to be printed — will wonder that I worried myself at all concerning the old man’s disappearance. If so, I should incline to the belief that they have never been in love, certainly they can never have been so much in love as I was.

Every hour, nay, every moment, of the day my darling’s sweet, sad face was before me, reminding me of her loneliness and of what it behoved me to do to help her if I wished to prove my love. How helpless I was I cannot hope to make you understand. For the first time in my life I felt obliged to confess I was absolutely beaten, and yet there was Uncle Dick, always cynical, always good-humoured, vowing that women were the ruin of our sex, yet ready to quarrel with me at a moment’s notice if I did not do all in my power to refute his most cherished opinions.

And now I am brought to the narration of an incident which to this day makes me tingle with rage when I think of it. Uncle Dick and I had dined at a restaurant on the Bolshoiskaia, the principal boulevard of the city, and were sipping our coffee and discussing the events of the day afterwards. The inevitable organ, without which no Russian restaurant would appear to be complete, was grinding out a melody from one of Offenbach’s operas, much to the delight of the patrons of the establishment and equally as much to Uncle Dick’s disgust. At last we could bear it no longer and were about to rise from our chairs when a young girl, somewhat showily dressed, entered the room and looked about her as if she were in search of someone. Picture my astonishment when she approached our table and, without a word, placed an envelope in front of me. Before I had recovered from my surprise she was gone.

“What on earth does this mean?” I asked.

“You will probably find out if you open the letter,” replied Uncle Dick. “Letters are, as a matter of fact, meant to be opened.”

Upon this advice I acted. The writing was small and apparently feminine, and, stranger still, the language was English. This is what I read: — 

“If Mr Bracebridge desires to hear tidings of a certain old gentleman in whom he is interested let a friend advise him to be outside the church of St Nicholas at ten o’clock, precisely, this evening. He will then find awaiting him a man of medium height who will carry a roll of paper in his hand.”

I handed the note, letter, communication, warning, or whatever you may please to call it, across the table to Uncle Dick and requested his opinion upon it. He read it carefully, but upwards of a minute elapsed before he ventured to say what he thought about it. “Who is there in this place,” he asked, “who would be likely to volunteer the information this note contains?”

I shook my head. I could think of no one.

“You must see for yourself,” he continued, “that such an obliging person would not only most certainly incur the enmity of the folk, whoever they may be, who are concerned in keeping Mr Marchmont out of our way, but they would also run the very great risk of getting themselves into trouble with the police in the event of your determining to place the matter in the hands of the authorities.”

“But surely it is an opportunity we have no right to neglect,” I protested. “It is within the bounds of possibility that the writer may be a friend of the old man’s and is desirous of helping him without unduly compromising himself. I think I shall go.”

“Then I go with you. And if you will follow my example it will be with a revolver in your pocket and a stout stick in your hand.”

I consented. We accordingly left the restaurant and returned to our hotel, where we armed ourselves for our adventure. It was a beautiful moonlight night, in fact almost as clear as day. Very few people were abroad, but such as we did meet you may be sure we scrutinised carefully. We had Herr Schneidermann’s case fresh in our minds.

The church of St Nicholas, which, by the way, we had visited only that morning, was situated in one of the best portions of the town. It was by no means an imposing edifice, resembling a Turkish mosque more than anything else.

It wanted only a few minutes of ten o’clock when we reached it. So far as we could see we had the street to ourselves. We passed it walking slowly, proceeded some fifty yards or so, and then retraced our steps. This time we had scarcely reached it when a man stepped out of the shadow and stood for a moment looking up at the moonlit sky. In his left hand I could see that he carried something white. When he tapped his right hand with it the sound told me that it was a roll of paper. Here was our man, our mysterious correspondent. I accosted him in English, which, as I have already said, was the language of the letter.

“You are perhaps looking for someone,” I said. “Perhaps it has to do with a young girl and a letter?”

He gave a low bow, and as he did so I noticed that he drew a little nearer me. As if to reassure him as to my identity I took the letter I had received from my pocket so that he might see it. This seemed to satisfy him, but he glanced doubtingly at my companion.

“If you wish for assistance you must come alone,” he said. “It will be impossible for me to take two.”

“Then I refuse to give my consent,” cried Uncle Dick, who you may be sure was listening. “I refuse to allow you, Maurice, to go alone.”

Here was another dilemma. I knew Uncle Dick’s obstinacy.

“Surely my friend can accompany me,” I said. “If you are honest in your intentions his presence can do no harm to anyone.”

“I was ordered to bring you, and you alone,” was the uncompromising reply. “Much as I regret it, I am unable to depart from my instructions. If you would see Monsieur Marchmont I will take you to him—”

“You admit then that the old gentleman is in Irkutsk after all?”

“He has been here for three days. But for good and sufficient reasons he is living in retirement. If you would see him I will take you to him. But, as I have already said, you must accompany me alone.”

Again Uncle Dick cried that he would not hear of it — that I should be murdered — that he would never look upon my face again — and much more to the same effect. The stranger shrugged his shoulders.

“I am in your hands, gentlemen,” he said. “I can do no more, but with all respect I would suggest that time presses. We have some distance to travel, and it is already after ten o’clock.”

“Uncle Dick,” I said in English, “you must see for yourself that there is nothing for it but for me to take advantage of this man’s offer and go alone, since he will not take you. I should never be able to look Gertrude in the face if I allowed any opportunity to escape me of rescuing her father.”

He must have seen how deeply in earnest I was, yet even then he would not give in without a struggle. Drawing me on one side he brought all his eloquence to bear upon me, reminded me of my people at home, of my duty towards himself, and wound up by declaring that if I did not return to the hotel with him he would go to the police and place the matter in their hands. I don’t know that I had ever before seen him so agitated. Had the matter been less urgent I feel sure I should have given way to him; in this instance, however, I felt that I was powerless to help myself. Then, vowing that he would never forget or forgive the way I had treated him, he bade me shoot dead the first man who gave any hint of foul play; and then turning on his heel he set off on his return to the hotel without another word. I can leave you to imagine my feelings as I watched him go.

When he had departed I addressed myself to the mysterious stranger, whose appearance I should have explained was more like that of a confidential servant than anything else — cleanshaven, quietly dressed, sober and respectful of manner as a servant should be.

“I am at your service,” I said. “I would warn you, however, before we go any further, that I am armed. For your own sake I should advise you not to attempt to play any tricks upon me.”

“You need have no fear on that score, monsieur,” was his reply. “You will come to no harm. And now perhaps you will be good enough to follow me.

I did so, and side by side we set off down the street Since my arrival in the vast dominions of the Czar I had passed through some curious adventures, but certainly none more curious than this promised to be. Personally, while I do not mind admitting that I did not for a moment believe I should find Mr Marchmont at the place to which this man was conducting me, yet, as I have already said, I dared not refuse to accompany him seeing there was the bare chance of my doing so. Even should I not do so I was at anyrate determined to penetrate the mystery that surrounded it and to discover, if possible the reason which had prompted this strange behaviour on behalf of my unknown friend. It was more than possible, if not probable, that Varley might be implicated in the affair, and, if so, I made up my mind that I would deal with him, as the old trespassing notice boards at Greylands used to say, “with the utmost rigour of the law.”

We must have walked for upwards of a quarter of a mile without a word passing between us. He for his part kept silence, doubtless out of respect for me, thinking that I should be the first to speak. My thoughts, however, were far away. I was thinking of my dear one in St Petersburg, who, at that moment, was in all human probability doing the same of me. I was thinking also of the old man I had come so far to find, of Uncle Dick, who was so angry with me, and last, but I fear not least, of myself, who, as I had every reason to be aware, might very easily be knocked on the head, as I had been in Moscow, garrotted as the German Schneidermann had been, shot, stabbed, or otherwise put out of the way as happened almost every night in this remarkable city of Irkutsk.

I was the first to speak, and why I should have said what I did I cannot tell you. I feel sure, however, my abruptness took him by surprise.

“You are acquainted with Monsieur Varley, of course?” I said.

“Monsieur Varley?” he answered; and then added quickly, as if to reassure me, “Every one in Irkutsk knows Monsieur Varley.”

I felt inclined to say that I wished I, for my part, had never had the misfortune to set eyes upon him, but fortunately, as it turned out, I held my tongue. After that we relapsed into silence for the space of another hundred yards or so. We had by this time reached a quarter of the town that was quite unknown to me. The houses, what could be seen of them, were dull and gloomy and stood behind massive wooden walls, and possessed closely shut gates, which looked as if they could have withstood a siege against all the ruffians of Siberia. Before one of these my conductor came to a standstill. He rapped upon it with the heavy stick he carried in his hand. A voice from the other side of the gate almost immediately answered, though, as he spoke in Russian, it was impossible for me to understand what he said. The gate, however, swung open.

“Come,” said my guide, “let us enter. It is necessary, believe me, to bar the gates in Irkutsk after nightfall.”

From what I had heard I could quite believe this. At anyrate the owner of this particular residence seemed to think so, seeing the way he kept his portals barred. The gates once passed, we entered the house, which, very much to my surprise, proved to be an almost palatial dwelling.

Indeed, one might have imagined oneself, on entering it, to be in one of the great capitals of the world. The floors were covered with heavy pile carpets, there were pictures of considerable value upon the walls, while several very fair pieces of statuary decorated the main hall. Indeed, a general air of wealth pervaded the whole building, which one would not have anticipated on viewing the house from the outside. I felt as if I were in a dream from which I should presently awaken. The man who had brought me to the place stopped at the door of a room on the left, and opening it, signed to me to enter. There was an air of caution about him which showed that, however I might feel, he by no means regarded the matter lightly. I entered and found myself in a handsome apartment, furnished in the fashion of an English library with a suggestion of a dining-room thrown in. There was a table at the further end, a large and richly-inlaid escritoire on one side near the door, and a large bookcase against the wall facing it. Without knowing in the least what was about to happen, I allowed my companion to divest me of my furs, taking good care to feel that my revolver was safe after he had done so. When he had taken them from me he did a curious thing. He allowed my hat to fall in such a way that it rolled into the further corner of the room, and in attempting to recover it he stumbled and fell forward with his left hand against the wall. I happen to know now that there was a small spyhole in that selfsame wall, and that the reason of his strange behaviour was a desire to discover whether or not it was closed. Evidently all was satisfactory, for he returned to me with a relieved expression upon his face.

“I beg that monsieur will wait here,” he said, and then hurriedly left the room.

“Now I wonder where the deuce I am?” I said to myself when I was alone, and by way of being prepared I took my revolver from my pocket and made sure that it was ready for business. I had scarcely replaced it in my pocket before the door opened and someone entered the room. If you want to understand my astonishment, try to realise that it was Mrs Varley, or at anyrate the person whom I had been taught to consider was Varley’s wife. I stared at her in amazement, and she at me with a half smile upon her face.

“We must be quick, Mr Bracebridge,” she said, signing me to a seat. “My husband may return at any minute. You know by this time, I suppose, why you were asked to come here?”

I informed her that I had received a letter advising me to keep an appointment if I desired to hear news of Mr Marchmont. She certainly was a very beautiful woman, and at that moment I could see that she was under the influence of some violent emotion.

“I wrote that letter in order that I might do a service both to you and to myself,” she said when I had finished. “We have both been cruelly wronged.”

“Wronged, Mrs Varley?” I repeated, for I had no desire to commit myself. “Pray, who has wronged you? I understood that I was to come here in order to learn something concerning Mr Marchmont?”

She gave a significant shrug of the shoulders.

“Who persuaded that gentleman to leave St Petersburg?” she asked after a short pause. “Tell me that! It has a considerable bearing on the case.”

“Upon my word, if you put the question to me so plainly I can only say that I believe it was your husband,” I replied. “Though, to be perfectly fair to him, I should say that he told me it was quite a matter of chance that they travelled together.”

“He would tell you anything,” she answered. “You do not know my husband.” Here she stamped her foot as if she had him beneath it and was desirous of crushing him as one would do a black beetle. “If he wanted to do so I think he would make the devil himself believe what he wished.”

“Rather strong language for a lady,” thought I to myself, but I remembered what the Chief of Police in Moscow had told me concerning her history, and was therefore prepared to make allowances. It was evident that she and Varley had had a violent quarrel, and as it is a good old saying that when rogues fall out honest men come by their own, I waited to hear more.

“You have guessed, you say, that it was my husband who brought Mr Marchmont away from his home to this terrible place,” she continued.

“He has known for a long time, although you are not aware of it, that the old man has a very valuable treasure hidden somewhere in Siberia, and he is determined to obtain possession of it at any hazard. By some means or another he discovered that you were in the secret. He determined therefore to get you into his power. That was why he brought you into our house on the pretext of being kind to Cudliffe, who some years ago spent — I am not ashamed to admit it — his fortune on me. Do you imagine that he cared anything for that poor fellow? Not he! I don’t believe it would interest him to hear that his own mother lay dying — particularly if he knew that he would not be called upon to pay her funeral expenses.”

Decidedly she was far from being in a good temper. I ventured to hint that I should like a little more information concerning Mr Marchmont before I committed myself to an opinion as to her husband’s complicity in the affair.

“You still doubt my desire to help you, I can see,” she said. “Well, let me continue my story. I have told you something of my husband’s character and his determination to obtain the treasure, whatever it is. At first it was his intention to work out a plot to obtain what he wanted to know by getting you into his power. But he abandoned the idea as being not only too tedious but also too dangerous a business. Then Chance did for him what he had never hoped to do for himself. That is to say it threw poor Mr Marchmont into his way. He determined to make use of him without delay. It soon turned out, however, that the old gentleman had lost the paper — plan — chart — or whatever it was, and could only remember the rough whereabouts of the place where the treasure was hidden. What was more, he refused even to reveal that information unless he were allowed to go and look for it himself. Mr Marchmont had no money, while my husband is practically bankrupt. A third person was thereupon imported into the case. He was in the secret and had to be considered.”

“Herr Schneidermann,” I said, feeling sure that I was right. “Yes, Herr Schneidermann,” she replied with a curious smile. Then she continued more quickly: “He had known of it for years. Old Mr Marchmont had told him, it appears. He and my husband came to an agreement. My husband was to extract the secret from the old man, the German was to find the money. My husband, true to his own villainy, concocted a false plan and hid it in that escritoire. Schneidermann came here on the night of his arrival from Moscow, stole the information, and the other saw him do it through a spy hole in the wall yonder. The German led him to understand that he had brought the money to pay all expenses. My husband followed him when he left this house and robbed him, only to discover later that he had been tricked. The notes were forgeries.”

“You will forgive my saying so, but it seems to me they are not a pair of men to be overtrusted.”

She laughed. It was by no means a pleasant laugh. The woman was desperate — anyone could see that with half an eye. To be revenged she was quite prepared to burn both her husband’s boats and her own. There was still, however, one point to be cleared up.

“I gather from what you have told me that he has wronged you as well as me?” I said, putting the speech in the form of a question.

Her reply was what in vulgar parlance is usually called a “staggerer.”

“You love Miss Marchmont, I suppose?”

“I cannot see that that question enters into the discussion at all,” I answered somewhat hotly.

“Don’t you?” she retorted, her lips curling. “Well, you will in a minute, I can promise you. Why do you suppose I have taken this absurd journey?”

“To be with your husband. Why else?”

“Good heavens! Are all men such fools?” she replied with a frankness that I must confess surprised me. “Surely you know that he is not my husband, since you went to the police in Moscow. If you don’t, and want to know more, let me tell you he has taken all the money I had out of that wretched divorce case in England, and if he throws me over, as he wants to do, I shall be a beggar, which you may be sure I don’t intend shall happen.”

There was more than money at the bottom of it all, my common sense told me that And as I thought of it my spirits, for some reason or another, suddenly dropped like lead. I had a presentiment of coming evil, which, do what I would, I could not drive away. All this time she was sitting watching me through half-closed eyes, just as a cat watches a man when she has a mouse between her paws and is not quite certain whether or not he will take it from her.

“I am still afraid,” I said, “that I do not understand. Where is Mr Marchmont?”

She paused before she replied, and well she may have done so.

“In this house,” she answered.

Though I had been led to understand that she knew where he was I sprang to my feet with a cry of surprise.

“In this house?”

“Have I not already told you so? In this house! He has been here for the last two days.”

“Then he was not at Tomsk after all?”

“He has never seen Tomsk. What should have taken him there?”

“It seems I have been — I beg your pardon for the expression — taken in ‘all along the line.’” Then, after a somewhat longer pause, “Possibly your husband may return soon?”

Again she laughed.

“I trust he may. It will be interesting to see you together. But I have news for you that may possibly interest you even more than this has done.”

“It is possible — but not probable. May I ask what the news is?”

“I venture to believe it will interest you.”

She lay back in her chair and watched me as before through half-closed eyes. It seemed to me she was enjoying my perplexity. But behind it all was the feeling that if I were unhappy she was a great deal more so.

“Of course I should care to hear,” I answered.

“What do you suppose? Anything that concerns Mr Marchmont must necessarily concern me.”

“Mr Marchmont?” she sneered. “If you did not love her you would not care what happened to him. Tell me the truth — do you think you would?”

I tried to reply and failed. Of course I knew that it was only because I loved Gertrude that I took any interest in her father. She knew that, and, as I thought, was trading upon it.

“Did my husband — or my so-called husband, since you have forced me into telling you the truth — ever say to you that he knew Miss Marchmont?”

“He did not know her,” I cried indignantly— “I will stake anything upon it.”

I could have struck her in the mouth for the laugh which greeted my speech.

“He did not know her, you say?” she cried. “It seems to me doubly certain that you do not know him. And why—”

She would probably have said more but at that minute the door opened and Varley himself entered the room. For a moment, but only for a moment, I fancy he was confused. Then he recovered himself and rose to the occasion with his usual audacity.

“Why, my dear Bracebridge, this is indeed a pleasure,” he said, advancing with outstretched hand. “I certainly did not expect to be so fortunate as to find you here. I’ve been to your hotel but they said you had gone out and did not know when you would be back. It’s playing it rather low down on a fellow, you must admit, to — to — what do you call it on the stage? — anticipate the curtain. I had hoped to have given you a pleasant surprise.”

Anything like the man’s assurance I had never met with before. It was colossal — that is the only word that could describe it. He was as cool and collected as if we were meeting on the best of terms.

“A pleasant surprise?” I returned. “In what way did you expect to give me a surprise?”

“Why, by telling you that I had found Mr Marchmont for you,” he answered, and, upon my word, you could not have told from his face that he was lying. If only for that reason I shall always look upon Varley as a remarkable man. He gave one glance at his wife and then continued: “You know, of course, by this time that he is in this house?”

“I have just heard so from — from Mrs Varley,” I replied.

Then followed an awkward pause, during which the lady and I looked at each other like two conspirators who had plotted but failed to carry out their scheme. What would I not have given for Uncle Dick’s assistance at that moment. He, at least, would have risen to the occasion.

“By the way, won’t you come upstairs and see the old gentleman?” he said, after a short pause during which I expect he thoroughly enjoyed my discomfiture. “I am afraid you will see a great change in him.”

I bowed as stiffly as I knew how, and informed him that I should be glad to see Mr Marchmont if he would be good enough to take me to him. Thereupon he conducted me upstairs. Pausing at a certain door he knocked softly upon it. There was the sound of a soft footstep within and a moment later the door opened. For the second time that evening I was the recipient of a shock, but on this occasion it was even greater than the previous one had been.

“Gertrude!” I cried in complete amazement, half thinking I was seeing a ghost or dreaming, and then repeated “Gertrude — is it possible it can be you?”

Regardless of Varley’s presence she threw herself into my arms with a cry of joy.

“Oh, Maurice, Maurice,” she whispered, “how thankful I am to see you! You don’t know how I have longed for you.”

Here Varley interrupted.

“I think if you will allow me,” he said, “I will go downstairs to my wife and leave you two alone together. You will doubtless have much to talk about.”

He departed and I followed my darling into the room. Here I found her father in bed. He was sleeping peacefully, but there could be no doubt concerning the change in his appearance. Old and frail as he had been before, he was now only a shadow of his former self. I stood and looked down at him, and when I turned again I saw that my dear one’s eyes were filled with tears.

“Oh, why did he ever undertake this foolish journey?” she whispered. “I cannot help feeling that it has killed him as surely as if he had taken poison. Poor, poor father, how he must have suffered!”

“You must not be afraid,” I answered in the same low tone. “With rest and good nursing, such as you will give him, he will certainly recover. At anyrate you must keep up a stout heart for his sake.”

She shook her head sadly and I could see that although my words were meant to cheer her she feared the worst. I led her to the further end of the room, where we could talk without fear of disturbing the sleeping man. You can easily imagine how anxious I was to hear all she had to tell me. Even then, though I was talking to her face to face, I could scarcely believe that it was she. Gertrude in Irkutsk — why, the girl and the place seemed as far divided as the Poles.

“The whole thing is too amazing,” I said, “you must give me time to believe it. What does it mean? How is it that you are here? Who brought you?”

“Mr Varley telegraphed to me that he had found father,” she answered, “and that he wished me to come to him at once. I did not hesitate but packed my things and came next day. I would have started the same night, but the train was gone, so I was compelled to wait whether I wanted to or not.”

“But surely you did not intend to travel all this distance alone? — you, a girl who has never been out of St Petersburg in your life?”

“Nevertheless I intended doing so. At the last moment, however, Mrs Varley came to me and told me that she was coming to join her husband. We therefore decided to travel together.”

I began to understand, and my wrath against Varley rose with it. The hints the so-called Mrs Varley had thrown out were coming in upon me with crushing effect.

“Gertrude,” I said, “I never knew, until I learnt it from Mrs Varley a few minutes since, that you and Varley were acquainted with each other. Why did you not tell me that you knew him, dear?”

She hung her pretty head, and seeing her do so hurt me like the sting of a whip lash. Why should she be ashamed to tell me? At last she found her voice.

“I ought to have told you, I know,” she said, “but — but you never asked me, and I was ashamed of it. I met him once at a dance, and for some time after that he paid me a great amount of attention. I know you will believe me, dear, when I say that I did not encourage him, for I distrusted him from the first. When therefore I discovered that he was a married man I refused ever to speak to him or to see him again.

“I would believe anything you said,” I replied. “But I assure you I had my own reasons for asking the question, and they were no idle ones. Like yourself I have never trusted or liked Varley, and I like him less than ever now, even though I meet you in his house. Later I will tell you all. I know and I feel sure you will agree then with me that I was right.”

“I trust you in all things,” was her brave reply. “Whatever you do or say I know will be right” She paused for a moment, then continued, in a frightened voice: “Maurice, you do not think he is responsible for my poor father’s condition, do you?”

“I do not know what to think yet,” I answered. “But since you are in the house to watch him I know that he is safe. No harm can come to him while you are with him.”

“You frighten me, Maurice. If only I knew the reason of it all I might know how to act. As it is, I am quite in the dark. Can you tell me nothing? Cannot you even give me a hint as to what is going on?”

“I will tell you as much as I dare at the present moment,” I answered; “but everything depends on his not suspecting that I am aware of his secret The fact of the matter is, dear girl, your father years ago came to hear of a great treasure which is buried in this part of the Russian Empire. In a weak moment he dropped a hint in the ear of a man who is as unscrupulous as I believe Varley to be. Between them they lured your father to Irkutsk, intending to extract the secret from him.”

“Do you think they have been successful in doing so, and that that is the cause of his illness?”

“That is more than I can say, but I fear the worst.”

“But, Maurice, how do you know all this?” she asked.

“Because your father told me, dear,” I replied. “As a matter of fact that was why Uncle Dick and I intended to come to Irkutsk even before your father disappeared. We had promised him to go in search of his treasure.”

“But why should you have done so?”

“For a variety of reasons. In the first place we knew that it would ease his mind if we went, although, I must confess, neither of us believed very much in its existence. In the second, because we knew what it would mean to you both — that is to say to you and Queen Mab — should we by any chance discover it.”

The sweet look on her face as I said this told me as plainly as any words that she knew I had not thought of ultimately benefiting myself in the matter of the treasure.

“You have been indeed good,” she said when I had finished. “I shall never be able to make it up to you.”

“We will see about that later on,” I answered. “In the meantime I must be getting back to my hotel. Had I dreamt when I set out this evening that it would be to meet you what a happy man I should have been.”

“And are you not happy now that you have found me?” she asked, and for the first time there was a smile upon her face.

I gave her the only answer a lover could give. A few moments later I had left her and was on my way downstairs, never anticipating for a moment the fresh discovery I was about to make. I had reached the bottom of the stairs when Varley’s voice raised in anger reached my ears. I heard the door of the room I had first entered open and someone come out Not wishing to meet him until I had made up my mind what to say to him, I stepped behind a curtain on my right and found myself standing in a small alcove. By reason of the curtain it was in total darkness, save for one pin-prick of light Wondering where that could come from, I applied my eye to it and found myself looking into the very room to which I referred only a few moments ago. This then was what had occasioned my conductor’s curious performance with my hat. From that moment I distrusted Mr Varley even more than before. A spy-hole like this would have compromised the reputation of a saint. I will tell you what I saw and heard. I hate admitting that I played the part of an eavesdropper, but on this occasion I cannot help feeling that I was justified in doing so.
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Mrs Varley was standing near the stove, and a magnificent picture of feminine rage she presented. Her eyes flashed fire, her bosom heaved in spasmodic gasps, while her hands clenched and unclenched as if they were moved by clockwork.

“Do you deny that you brought him here?” Varley cried, and when I saw his face I was amazed at the change that had come over it. It was as much like that of the man who had bent over poor Cudliffe’s bed in St Petersburg as it was like that of the Apollo Belvidere. I really believe, if I had been beside him at the moment, I should have knocked him down.

“I deny nothing,” she answered with equal rage. “I did bring him here, and I should do so again under similar circumstances. You have lied to me, not once but a hundred times, but this is—”

“In what have I lied to you?” he asked, interrupting her. “I am unaware of having done so.”

“You are doing so now,” she cried. “But since your memory is so treacherous let me give you a few instances. To begin with, you told me three years ago that you would make me your wife, and believing that you meant what you said I let you have my money, which you swore to repay. You have kept neither one promise nor the other. Can you deny the truth of what I say?”

“Let me hear all your accusations before I answer one,” he sneered. “It will save time in the long run, believe me. What else have you to charge me with? Bring forward every charge your fertile brain can invent.”

“You told me that you knew nothing of Miss Marchmont?”

Here I pricked up my ears like a war-horse when the trumpet sounds.

“Well, if I did, what then? It was only because I knew your vilely jealous temper and wished to save you unnecessary worry and myself a vast amount of squabbling. If I had told you I should never have been allowed to hear the last of it. Besides, all was over between us years ago.”

She laughed, just as she had done at me when she had asked if all men were such fools as I.

“For a practised liar it seems to me you are giving a very poor exhibition of your powers,” she said. “If, as you say, it was all over between you years ago, how is it you sent for her to come to Irkutsk? I suppose you will tell me it was to nurse her father. Again, why did you forget to tell that hobbledehoy upstairs that she was coming?”

“Because I had my own reasons for keeping it from him. Surely that is sufficient.”

“Not for me, and you know it. Belle Webster isn’t to be caught with that sort of chaff, my boy. She’s seen as much of the world as you have, and knows very well how to protect herself.”

Here he said something that I cannot put on paper. It had no effect, so far as I could see, upon her. She was wound up to too high a pitch to be affected by such minor matters as a speech that would have disgraced a London scavenger.

“But I have beaten you in spite of all your cleverness,” she cried. “Here I am and here I remain, and may Heaven help you if you attempt to play me false again. You say I have a temper. I will show you that I can prove more than dangerous when I want to. You seem to forget how much I know of you and your past I fancy you would find it awkward if I were to enlighten the world.”

“By Heaven, if you drive me too far I believe I shall kill you,” he said.

He took a step towards her with such a menacing air that, for a moment, I thought he was about to put his threat into execution. She must have thought so too, for she put up her hands as if to ward off the blow he might aim at her.

“You see you are still afraid of me, my beautiful Belle,” he said with a laugh. “And what is more, I intend that you shall remain so. Now stop these heroics, which may be very effective from a theatrical point of view, and listen to me. I will give you any assurance you please that that chit of a girl upstairs is nothing to me. I care as much for her as I do for a dog in the street.”

“Is this the truth, or another of your lies?”

“You are not complimentary, ma chérie. Nevertheless, for once it is the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. There was a time, and since you know it it is no use my denying it, when I did think more than a little of her, but it did not last long. For my part I prefer a woman with a spice of the devil in her.”

“If that compliment is intended for me, you may spare yourself the trouble of repeating it.” Though a little mollified she was as yet by no means wholly appeased.

“Prove to me that you are sincere,” she continued, “by marrying me at once and sending that girl and her idiotic old father about their business. Then I may believe you, but not till then.”

I rejoiced to see that for once in his life Varley found himself in what is vulgarly termed “a hole.”

“I will marry you, Belle,” he said at last. “I take my oath I will, but it cannot be for another six weeks or so at the earliest.”

“Why not for six weeks?” she asked, her anger rising again. “You are putting me off as usual.”

“I am compelled to do so; there are vital reasons why it cannot be till then.”

“Let me hear those reasons,” she said. “I should like to know what they are.”

Before answering he drew her nearer, and sinking his voice so low that I could not hear more than a few words evidently tried to satisfy her that there were good and sufficient reasons why their marriage should not take place at once. All I could hear was “Schneidermann — daybreak — least six weeks — successful” — (then louder) “after that well be married and be off to Paris. I’m sick to death of the Czar and his dominions. Now you can see how impossible it is that I can make you my wife till then.”

“And you swear that all this is true?” she asked, seemingly half anxious to trust him and yet, from her knowledge of him, scarcely daring to do so.

“I’ll swear it on anything you please,” he answered. “Schneidermann has arranged everything and, as we have got the secret, we cannot fail to find what we want. You shall have your money back a hundredfold, and you will find in me a reformed character, that is to say, when I’ve a substantial balance at my bankers’. Now will you forgive me and let us be sweethearts once more?” Knowing that he had gained his point he was all the lover now, gallant, débonnaire, the very picture of what a man should be.

“Oh! if I could only trust you,” was her reply as she half turned away from him. “I have done so so often, I have forgiven so much, but in every case with the same result — only to discover that you have been working for your own ends and deceiving me throughout. However, since I can do nothing else I suppose I must prove myself a fool once more.”

“You are cruel to me, Belle, upon my word you are, for I really mean what I say.”

This speech she entirely disregarded.

“And what about the old man and girl upstairs? What am I to do with them? I don’t want them here while you’re away. The girl makes my blood boil every time I look at her. She can think of nothing but that fool of a Maurice, and one night when I went into the room to wish her ‘Goodnight’ I found her saying her prayers. I wonder how long it is since I said my prayers. It’s thanks to you and such men as you that I’ve well-nigh forgotten even that I said them at all.”

“You’re overwrought, little woman,” he said, putting his arm round her waist and drawing her to him. “You mustn’t think about such things. As for them, they must stay on here for a time at least, in order to disarm suspicion. That fool of a Maurice will be always dangling about them; make yourself his friend, and after a time suggest that he and his precious old Lord What’s-his-name shall take them back to St Petersburg. He’s certain to fall into the trap, and thus we shall get them out of the way without exciting suspicion. As for me, if they want to know where I am, tell them I’ve gone to Tomsk on business and you don’t know when I shall be back.”

“And you must leave at daylight?”

“At daylight — Schneidermann is to meet me with the sledges.”

I had heard enough. Stepping out of the alcove I went a few paces up the stairs, coughed loudly to warn them of my approach, and presently entered the room. I found Mrs Varley writing a letter at the escritoire, while her husband was standing before the stove lighting a cigarette. No couple could have looked happier or more at home. Having thanked them for their kindness to my friends (and that I found it hard to utter the words I must ask you to believe) I bade them ‘Good-night” and left the house.


CHAPTER XII
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IT WILL NOT be difficult to realise that I had plenty to think about as I strode along the pavement on my way back to my hotel. As a matter of fact my brain was surging with thoughts; they seemed to thunder in one after another like breakers on a seashore. It was evident that Varley had at last possessed himself of old Mr Marchmont’s secret, and that he and the redoubtable Schneidermann intended to exploit it together. Strange to say, after all it had cost us — the anxiety, the worry, to say nothing of the money, my assault in Moscow, the long and wearisome train journey to Irkutsk — I felt positively glad that it should have fallen into their hands. From the bottom of my heart I most sincerely wished that the foolish old gentleman had never heard of it. For my own part I was quite willing that that arch scoundrel Varley should go in search of the treasure, and I told myself that whether he found it or not the result would be immaterial to me — I should be equally satisfied in either case — provided none of our own circle ever had to do with it again. That poor old Mr Marchmont would do so I considered extremely unlikely, for if ever a man looked as if he were on his death-bed he was that man. To attempt to take him home in his present condition would have been worse than madness — indeed, it would have been little less than akin to murder. And yet I could not bear the idea of them remaining on in that house, brought daily into contact with such a woman as I now knew Varley’s supposed wife to be. But how was I to get them away, and even if I did manage it, where was I to take them? The hotel at which we were staying was impossible, while I felt the hospital was equally out of the question. It seemed to me, so far as they were concerned, I was between the devil and the deep sea. I resolved to place the matter before Uncle Dick and to ask his advice. Then I remembered the manner of his leaving me, and wondered what sort of a reception I should receive when I should present myself before him. However, there was nothing for it but to chance that. There were greater issues at stake than Lord Cranford’s anger.

It wanted only a few minutes of one o’clock when I reached the hotel and gained admittance, a by no means easy thing to do, by the way, in Irkutsk at that hour of the night. As soon as I was in I hastened to Uncle Dick’s bedroom to acquaint him with the discoveries I had made. In my mind’s eye I had pictured him pacing up and down in a fever of impatience for my home-coming. As it was, however, he must have been sound asleep, for I had some difficulty in rousing him in order to make him unlock his door. When I succeeded in doing so he said calmly, — 

“So you have not been murdered after all? Well, it is a pleasurable surprise. Come in and tell me all about it.”

I entered, and when he had returned to his bed I drew up a chair beside it and prepared to give him an account of my adventures. I wanted to make my story as dramatic as possible, but when I approached the subject I found myself quite unable to do adequate justice to it. However, I made shift to commence, and I did so in this fashion: — 

“Who do you think is in Irkutsk, Uncle Dick?”

He looked at me for a moment and then said with a yawn, which I have reason to believe was not genuine, — 

“Since you put it in that way, my dear boy, I should incline to the belief that you have discovered the whereabouts of your peripatetic father-in-law elect Is that so?”

I answered that it was, but informed him that I had made an even more important discovery.

“Dear Maurice,” he said, “I am a long-suffering old gentleman, but, with all due respect to you, I must state once and for all that the middle of the night is scarcely the time for such mysterious questions as you are putting to me now. However, since you are plainly desirous that I should answer your question, I will endeavour to do so. Possibly the Chief of the Moscow Police has arrived to arrest Varley? It would give me great satisfaction to hear that.”

“Guess again!”

“Perhaps, but by no means likely I admit, your estimable brother Gifford has come with a rescue party in search of us, à la Stanley and Emin Pasha? If not, then my imagination fails me and I must leave you to enlighten me. Who is sufficiently imbecile to visit this atrocious place?”

“Gertrude is here!”

He was sitting up in bed in a moment.

“Gertrude here!” he cried. “You surely do not mean it? Is it a jest, Maurice, or sober earnest?”

“Surely you know me too well, Uncle Dick, to think it possible that I should jest on such a subject. Gertrude is here, nursing her father at Varley’s house.”

“The devil!” cried his lordship. “You don’t say they are at Varley’s house? How the deuce did she get there?”

“Varley telegraphed to her to come and she did so. Mrs Varley, so called, came too. Uncle Dick, there’s trouble in the wind — serious trouble, and I want your help more than I have ever wanted it in my life before. I implore you to give it to me.”

His half-jocular, half-cynical manner dropped from him like a mantle.

“You know, my dear boy, that there is no one living who would help you half as willingly as I would do. Tell me everything and let us discuss it together.”

I thereupon set to work and told him all — from the time I met the man at the Church of St Nicholas until I left the house to return to the hotel. He heard me out without uttering a word. When I had finished he sat silent for upwards of a minute. I could see that he was deeply moved by what I had told him. At last he spoke.

“Varley is even cleverer than I thought him,” he said, “and an even greater villain. That he brought Gertrude here to nurse her father I do not for a moment believe. It would not be like him to do so. You say she admitted that he had once paid her pronounced attention? Well, then, his protestations to the other woman that his affection had evaporated are, in my opinion, only so much moonshine. He is playing a deeper game, and at any hazard we must checkmate him — and that immediately. If we do not we shall regret it all our lives long.”

“My God, Uncle Dick, you don’t know how you frighten me! What are we to do? My head is in a whirl and I cannot even think coherently.”

“Our course is obvious,” he said. “We must get her out of that house, even if we have to induce her to leave her father behind. Every moment that she is there is adding to her danger.”

“But how are we to get her away?” I answered. “You may be quite sure that Varley will have someone on the watch during his absence and that he will take good care to guard against such an attempt on our part.”

“We must find a way,” was his reply. “Surely between us we should be able to manage it. The very fact that he is going off in search of that abominable treasure may furnish us with an opportunity. The gaolers he leaves behind to guard her must let her have fresh air sometimes, and, with the aid of a little diplomacy, we may possibly be able to induce the other woman to lend us a helping hand. From what you have told me it would seem as if she is as anxious as we are to get her out of the house. And now, my boy, be off to your bed and endeavour to get some sleep. You have had a trying night and you must stand in need of it. Go, and may God bless you. Keep up your heart; believe me, we’ll set it all right yet.”

I bade him good-night and went to my room, which was a little further down the corridor. I got into bed, but soon found that I was not to be permitted any rest Do what I would I could not sleep. I tumbled and tossed to and fro upon my bed, reviewing the events of the evening over and over again until I was nearly driven distracted. I looked at my watch at last and found to my surprise that it was nearly five o’clock. I had been three hours in Purgatory. Once more I put out my light and composed myself for what I hoped would be slumber, but I was no more fortunate than before. Sleep would not come. My waking dreams were worse than any nightmare could have been. I saw Gertrude in all sorts of perils, and I also saw myself powerless to rescue her. Then, just as I began to feel myself dozing off, there was a loud rapping at my bedroom door. With what I fear was something very near akin to a curse I lit my candle and sprang from my bed to see who was responsible for it.

On opening the door I discovered the night watchman, of whom I have already spoken. He carried a lantern in his hand, and by its light presented a strangely weird figure. I knew enough Russian to be able to ask him what he wanted with me at such an hour, and also to gather from his reply that there was a man in the hall below who desired to see me. He said something else, but what it was I could not understand. I tried to puzzle out who the mysterious visitor might be, but in order to set the matter at rest I donned some garments, including a fur coat — for the night was bitterly cold — and went down to ascertain. To my astonishment he proved to be none other than the man who had conducted me to Varley’s house the evening before, and who had struck me as being so much afraid lest we should be spied upon. He was in a state of great excitement, and I could also see of not a little fear. So frightened was I at seeing him that I scarcely dared ask him his business. At last, however, I managed to force myself to utter the words. I gave the night watchman some money — how much I did not stop to think — and bade the newcomer tell him to leave us alone together. The man immediately did so, and when he had gone I turned to my companion.

“For Heaven’s sake tell me what this means,” I said. “What has brought you here? Is there anything wrong?”

“There is something very much wrong,” he answered. “And there is not a moment to lose if it is to be set right. Mademoiselle Marchmont is gone. Varley has carried her off!”

I staggered back against the wall, feeling sick and giddy with fear. Then I swung forward upon him and seized him by the throat In my rage I could have strangled him; and yet after all he was innocent of any attempt to injure me.

“Gone!” I cried, without considering that by speaking in so loud a voice I might wake the hotel. “What do you mean by gone? Where has she gone?”

“That is more than I can say,” he managed to stammer, for I had taken all the breath out of him by my violence. “I only know that she is gone and that Varley is responsible for it. I shall tell you no more if this is the way you treat one who has proved himself a friend.”

“Forgive me,” I said, suddenly repentant. “I did not know what I was doing. For the moment I must have been mad. It shall not happen again. Tell me everything. Or wait one moment and I will bring Lord Cranford down to hear your story.’

“You must not be long, for if you wish to recover her there is not a moment to be lost They may be miles away by this time.”

To this speech I returned no other answer than to dash up the stairs and along the corridor to Uncle Dick’s room. For the second time that night I banged upon the panels of his door. I will not put on record the expression I heard him use as he came to open it. He held his candle aloft to see who it was that disturbed him, and by its light he must have read from the look upon my face that something was seriously the matter.

“Dress, Uncle Dick, as quickly as you can,” I said. “There is a man downstairs who has come with terrible news. Varley has carried Gertrude off.”

Uncle Dick did not wait to reply, but dived back into the room and began to put on his clothes. In scarcely more than five minutes, though it seemed to me an eternity, he was at the door again — as queer a figure of a man as you can imagine. He had put on his great fur coat with the collar turned up. On his head he wore his night-cap, for, strange to say he adhered to that ancient head-gear in spite of his otherwise progressive tendencies, while his feet were encased in enormous fur boots which fitted him as waders do fishermen. Together we made our way down to the hall, where the man was still awaiting us. He bowed respectfully to his lordship, who was equally civil to him.

“This is terrible news you bring us, my man, if it be true,” began the latter.

“What object should I have in bringing it at all if it were not true?” retorted the other. “It would be a strange hour to play a practical joke which might get me into serious trouble if it were discovered. No, my lord, I can assure you that it is as true as gospel — as true as that I am standing before you now.”

“But what makes you come to us at all?” I asked. “I gathered that you were a member of Mr Varley’s household — or at anyrate that you were in some way in his employment.”

“You are quite right, I was in his employment,” he answered, “and many a hundred dirty deeds I have done for him. But he has gone too far with me this time, and if it costs me my life I will be even with him. I know enough about him to hang him a dozen times over. He is the biggest scoundrel in all Europe and Asia, and the man who exposes him will do the world a service.”

Here was another pretty villain with whom we had to deal. If I could have had my own way with him I would have taken him by the nape of his neck and have thrown him into the street headlong. At present, however, he was far too useful to us to be treated in such a rough-and-ready fashion.

“Now tell us all you know about the matter and be quick about it,” said Uncle Dick, with ill-concealed disgust of the fellow before us. “You may rest assured that if it is worth anything to us you will be well rewarded.”

“I have no desire for any reward,” he answered. “All I want is to be even with him. I don’t mind telling you that if I had had the courage I would have killed him long before this — but, as it is, I intend to be revenged on him this way. Listen, gentlemen, and I will tell you exactly what happened. After you left a few hours ago, monsieur, the man I am telling you of, and his so-called wife appeared to be on the best of terms with each other. He could not have been more loving than he was to her, nor she to him. Late as it was they ordered supper, and some was sent to Mademoiselle Marchmont upstairs, who declined it as she had gone to bed. Monsieur Varley presently called me into the room and, handing me a glass of wine, bade me drink to the success of the enterprise upon which he was embarking in a few hours’ time. I drank the toast, and, bidding them good-night, retired to my room, never dreaming there had been foul play. I had scarcely reached it, however, before an extraordinary languor took possession of me. I felt as if my brains were swelling inside my head almost to bursting point. Too late I realised that I had been drugged. I can remember staggering to my bed and falling heavily upon it, but that is all. Whether he had not put a sufficient quantity of the stuff in my wine, or whether I threw off its influence sooner than he expected, I cannot say. At anyrate I woke in something less than two hours with an aching head and limbs that trembled so that I could scarcely stand. Wondering what this new villainy might be, I staggered from the room and along the corridor to that occupied by the woman he called his wife. I knocked upon the door but there was no answer. I knocked again, and again, and again, but still no reply. I then took the liberty of opening the door and, candle in hand, entered. The bed was empty; it had not been slept in. ‘Can he have murdered her?’ I asked myself, and made my way downstairs to the dining-room. I knew there had been bad blood between them that night, and I would not have been surprised at anything he might have done.

“On entering the dining-room, in which the lights were still burning, I found the woman lying stretched out upon the floor beside the stove. I bent over her in order to discover whether she was alive or dead. Like myself she had been drugged. But why? If he had wanted to murder her, why had he not done it outright? If he only wished to stupefy her, what deed was it he wished to commit that she was not to see? Then a thought occurred to me and I hastened upstairs once more to the room occupied by Mademoiselle Marchmont. Once more I rapped upon the door, but with the same result as on the previous occasion — no answer. At length I turned the handle and passed in. Her bed was empty. It had been slept in, but the young lady was gone. Now I began to see things more clearly.

“I searched the house from top to bottom but there was no sign either of Varley or of the young lady. Both had vanished completely. It was evident that he had drugged me because he distrusted me and because he knew that I had sworn vengeance against him. Having convinced myself that he was not in the building I began to wonder what I had better do. Then an idea occurred to me and I hastened out to a hut at the back where dwelt a great rough moujik who had been for some days in Varley’s employ. As I expected I found him drunk with vodka and snoring like a hog Kneeling beside him I set to work to turn his pockets inside out, and discovered what I thought I should find there, namely, money, and to the amount of ten roubles, a larger sum than he had ever possessed in his life before. I was aware that on the previous day he had not a kopeck wherewith to bless himself. Whence then had this money come?”

“Look here, my good man,” said Uncle Dick, impatiently, “if you don’t make a little more haste with your story you will give us no chance of doing anything to rescue Mademoiselle Marchmont or of punishing the man who has carried her off.”

“I have not much more to tell, my lord,” the man replied. “But what I have I will tell in as few words as possible. Having discovered the money I returned to the house and procured a stout stick and a revolver. With these I made my way back to the hut. Let it suffice that I belaboured that beast of a moujik until his senses returned to him. Then, when he could understand, I showed him the revolver. ‘See here,’ said I, ‘where did you get this money from? You have stolen it, and I will hand you over to the police at once.’ He protested that he had not stolen it, that he had come by it quite honestly. But I pretended not to believe him. ‘Why do you tell me such lies?’ I asked angrily. ‘You know that you got it for helping to carry a poor girl from this house. Is that not the truth?’ Like the sulky dog he was he admitted that he had received it for such a service and then wanted to go to sleep again. But I would not let him. By dint of much questioning, I at length discovered that Varley had had a sleigh in waiting near the house, and to it this beast of a man had carried the young lady, who, by some means or another, had also been drugged. ‘And in which direction did they go?’ I asked. ‘To the west,’ the other answered, ‘along the great road which leads to Baranchiki.’”

“To Baranchiki?” I cried. “But that is a terrible distance from Irkutsk, and on such a night she will perish of cold. Uncle Dick, if I do not kill this man Varley for the wrong he has done me may I be considered unworthy of my darling’s love.”

Uncle Dick only gripped my hand by way of reply; even his cynicism was not equal to the occasion. Then, turning to the man, he said, “Where can we obtain a sleigh with fast horses and a trustworthy driver who knows the road?”

“I can obtain a sleigh and the best of horses for you in less than half an hour,” he answered.

“Do so then and quickly, and be sure I will reward you well.”

“I will ask only one reward,” said the man, “and that is to go with you. If you will allow me I will drive you. I know every inch of the road as well, if not better, than any man about here, and you may be sure I shall not spare the cattle. You know that I am as eager to catch him as you are.”

Uncle Dick looked at me and I at him. Distasteful as the fellow’s presence would be to us both, yet the advantages of his driving us were too manifest to be overlooked. I nodded my head.

“Very good,” said his lordship, “we will take you with us, but be careful what you are about for we’ll stand no nonsense. Now be off and obtain the sleigh or whatever you call it. We have wasted too much time already in talking.”

The watchman was called and the man departed on his errand. The very hotel seemed sweeter when he was gone.

“You must be brave, my boy,” said Uncle Dick, when we were alone together. “We’ll catch them yet and show Master Varley that he cannot behave as he has done with impunity. Now the next thing to be done is to order a substantial meal to be quickly prepared for us, and, while it is being got ready, to dress ourselves as warmly as possible. It will be bitterly cold driving.”

He shuddered as he spoke. Dear, unselfish old fellow, he was undergoing a great deal for my sake.

The watchman was ordered to go in search of the proprietor of the hotel, who presently appeared. To him we explained our needs, and made some excuse, I cannot now remember what, to account to him for our sudden and early departure. He may have been surprised, but he certainly did not show it. Probably he was accustomed to the freaks of Englishmen, all of whom he considered fit and proper inmates for lunatic asylums. The work of dressing was the next thing to be thought of, and it was a serious matter having regard to the cold we should be exposed to on the road. In addition to my ordinary clothes I donned a shuba of sheepskin, and above my English boots I drew on large waders, made of some sort of heavy felt which reached almost to my knees. I also took the precaution of slipping a revolver into each pocket, and thus equipped, and carrying a heavy fur coat and cap on my arm, descended to breakfast. I had not been in the room many minutes before Uncle Dick put in an appearance, clad in very much the same fashion as myself.

“I wonder what people would say in Mayfair if we were to make our appearance in a drawing-room clad like this? They’d think we were returned from an expedition to the North Pole.”

“They’d be jolly glad to be wearing them themselves,” I answered, “if they were called upon to face such cold as we shall become acquainted with this morning. I wish to goodness, Uncle Dick, you would let me go alone. I don’t see that there is any necessity for you to come. I can manage very well by myself, and I don’t want you to run any risk.”

He glared at me as if he were about to fell me to the earth.

“Mind your own business, young man,” he said, “and leave your elders and betters to mind theirs. Old man though you may think me, I am quite capable of taking care of myself for a few years longer. Pour yourself out another glass of tea and don’t talk nonsense. Where on earth is that fellow with the sleigh — chatting with some friend, I suppose, confound him! Did you ever meet a more unmitigated blackguard in your life Maurice? I assure you I never did; and I’ve known a good many in all grades of society. He helps Varley in his villainies until the other offends him and then, for the sake of revenge, turns round on him and betrays him. Upon my word, I think the arch-scoundrel himself is a gentleman compared with him.”

I was well aware that Uncle Dick was only talking like this in order to distract my thoughts from Gertrude and her perilous position, but he did not succeed in doing so. Put yourself in my place and tell me how you would have felt if the woman you loved had been stolen from you as mine had been. I don’t suppose for an instant that you would have been able to think of anything else.

“Hark! what is that?” cried his lordship, springing to his feet. “It must be the sleigh.”

The jingle of bells sounded outside, and a moment later the watchman came to inform us that the sleigh was at the door. Instantly we began to pull on our fur coats and to don our thickly-padded caps. When our gloves were on our hands our toilets were complete, and a queerer couple no man could wish to look upon.

The blast when the hotel door was opened was like that of a refrigerator. Inside all was warmth — outside in the half light it was a veritable breath from the North Pole. The snow lay thick upon the roadway and upon the roofs of the houses opposite. For some reason or another, so quickly even at the most intense moments of our lives do impressions form in our minds, I remember thinking that it looked like a city made of sugar. Beyond the foot-way, which could scarcely be distinguished from the road, was the sleigh — a curious, clumsy affair, like nothing else I had ever seen. It possessed a large hood, the bottom was filled with hay, after the fashion of a London growler in winter, there were sheepskins galore, and a large and thick leather apron with which to cover ourselves. The driver perched himself on a small seat in front, though how he managed to control his three fiery horses at such an angle I could not for the life of me understand. He looked round and asked if we were ready, and upon our replying in the affirmative he called to his horses, which sprang forward and set off like shots from a gun.

There is nothing more exhilarating than a sleigh ride, but on this occasion I was not in the mood to enjoy it. I was occupied continually thinking of my poor love, who was being carried away from all she loved, whence and for what purpose she knew not After the drug which that villain had administered to her she would most certainly be feeling wretchedly ill, while to be jolted over the rough tracks at the pace that Varley would travel would only have the effect of adding to her sufferings. I ground my teeth with impotent rage as I thought of the man and prayed that it might not be long before I stood face to face with him.


CHAPTER XIII
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SOMETIMES NOW, WHEN I return to the old home after a rousing winter’s tramp along English roads and lanes, with the snow lying thick upon the ground and the trees and hedges decked with rime, I recall that sleigh drive in Siberia and the miseries that were attached to it. What a terrible drive it was to be sure! Faithful to his promise our man did not spare his horses. On the contrary, he drove them at such a pace that I began to doubt whether they would last out the first stage. They were willing brutes, and both by birth and usage inured to the hardships of the country, but even the most honest and strongest animals in the world cannot gallop mile after mile over snow-clad plains without feeling the effect of it. But, fast as they went, it was not fast enough for me. I don’t suppose it would have been even had they flown. The biting wind rushed past us, cutting our faces as if we were being lashed with a whip; the soft snow flew up on either side in flowery flakes, while added to the thud of the horses’ hoofs and the jangle of their bells was the peculiar whine and whicker of the runners as they glided over the white surface. All we could see was the country on either hand; the view ahead was completely hid from us by the enormous bulk of our Jehu, who, clad in furs, sat upon the box in form not unlike that of a grizzly bear. To talk was an impossibility — the very words seemed to freeze as they left our lips.

“Poor Gertrude,” I groaned to myself, “how must she have felt as she went this way?”

The craving to come up with Varley and to administer to him the punishment he so richly deserved was growing every moment stronger within me. But should we overtake them? It was evident that it would not be our charioteer’s fault if we did not What a white and dreary world it was, consisting as it did of seemingly endless plains of snow, with here and there a patch of desolate firs to lend a contrast to the view. At intervals we would enter and pass through woods of the same trees, then out again into the open. More than once we heard at a distance the mournful cry of wolves, but they did not attempt to come near us. Once a lynx crossed our path and stopped at a distance to watch us — the one living animal within the range of the eye.

Just as I was beginning to feel that I should never know what it was to have the use of my limbs again, our driver turned in his seat and shouted “Post House!” If ever a man was thankful to get out and stand up straight I was that man, and yet even then I grudged the delay.

“We have done that distance in precious quick time,” said Uncle Dick, stamping his feet and clapping his arms after the fashion of a London cabman on a winter’s morning. “I wonder how far they are ahead of us?”

“If only we knew,” I answered. “I would give anything to be able to tell. Perhaps the postmaster knows.”

The postmaster, however, positively averred that he knew nothing of the matter. He had seen no sledge, and no lady and gentleman had called at his house either that morning or during the few days previous. Moreover, he had no horses to give us in exchange for our own. All he had were in use, and for this reason he could not help us.

“I can see from his face that the man is lying,” said Uncle Dick. Then to our driver he added, “Tell him that I have the Czar’s authority to travel where I please, and that every man is ordered to assist me to the best of his ability.”

So saying, he produced from a pocket under all his voluminous wraps the leather case in which he carried the letter in question. As soon as the postmaster saw it, with its official seal, he commenced to tremble. We had caught him fairly, and we knew he would prevaricate no more.

“Tell him that unless he gives us the information which he has been bribed not to supply we shall be compelled to acquaint the authorities and he will be severely punished.”

This shaft went home, He must have felt convinced that since we were aware that he had been bribed it was no use his denying the fact.

“He will confess everything,” translated the interpreter. “They did pass this way, two hours ago. He found them fresh horses. It struck him that the lady appeared to be ill, for the reason that she did not leave the sledge, nor did she speak to her companion. The latter gave him five roubles not to say that be had seen them should he be questioned. That is all he knows about it.”

“Ask him if the horses with which he supplied them are fast animals?”

“He says they are not, and that one of them is broken-winded.”

“That is good news,” I cried, my spirits, which had been very low up to that moment, reviving a little on hearing it. “With luck we may overtake them yet Ask him what sort of horses he can give us?”

The man translated.

“He says they are not good enough for such noble lords, but they are better than those in the other sledge.”

“Let him produce them at once, then,” cried Uncle Dick. “We have lost too much time already. Now, Maurice, while they are being put in we will see if we can obtain some tea. It will warm us for the next stage.”

We did so, and never in my life can I remember anything nicer or more refreshing than that tea was. I can recall its flavour now. At last the horses were harnessed to the sledge, and it was time for us to take our places. The fresh animals were by no means to be compared with those which had brought us from Irkutsk, but they were willing enough beasts, and for mile after mile we galloped on, every one bringing back the old cramp, beginning from the feet and extending gradually upwards until every bone, every muscle, ached and could not be comforted.

We arrived at the next stage with horses absolutely dead beat. They could not have travelled another half mile had the driver thrashed them until he was unable to lift his arms. As for Uncle Dick and myself we were more dead than alive. How I got out of the sledge I cannot to this day remember, for it is perfectly certain that I could not use my legs. My companion, being older than myself, was in an even worse plight. He almost tumbled over when he reached the ground. And the misery of the whole thing was intensified by the knowledge that we had still another stage, or at least half a stage before us, presuming always that we did not come up with Varley in the meantime. Still, my only desire was to hurry on. We questioned the postmaster as to the sledge we were pursuing, and learnt from him that they had changed horses but little more than half an hour before. He was sure of the time. It might have been an hour, it might have been an hour and a half, not longer. They had had a breakdown and that had delayed them.

Heaven be thanked, it was evident we were gaining on them!

Once more we partook of tea, and once more we scrambled into our places in that terrible conveyance. This time, however, it was with more hope in our hearts than we had hitherto known. Our driver, not in the least tired, for he was doubtless fortified by his all-mastering desire for revenge, drove as he had not done before. The new horses were young ones, scarcely broken, and they went like the wind. More than once on bad ground I thought we must inevitably be spilled, but either our luck or our Jehu’s skill saved us, for we managed to retain our equilibrium and went on, if possible, faster than before. By this time it was nearly mid-day and the effect of the sun upon the snow was well-nigh blinding. My eyes ached until I was compelled to close them in order to obtain any sort of relief. I had often heard of snow-blindness, and began to think I was about to be favoured with a sample of it. I prayed that it might not be so, for I had my reckoning with Varley to think of. That was always present before me. I don’t fancy I have the reputation of being a blood-thirsty man, or, indeed, a fighting man of any sort, but I must confess that I now found myself fostering thoughts that would have been better suited to a blood-and-thunder melodrama than to the actualities of modern every-day life.

The track now lay beside the frozen Angara River, which has its birth in Lake Baikal and flows thence with a prodigious drop until it reaches the city of Irkutsk. Hereabouts the country becomes more hilly and the travelling in consequence somewhat slower. We chafed at the delay but there was no hope for it; what could not be cured had perforce to be endured. At last we reached the Post Station and struggled out of our multitudinous wraps. While we did our best to restore our circulations our driver descended from his box and fell to questioning the postmaster. Then turning to us with every sign of exultation written upon his saturnine face he cried, “We shall catch them yet, messieurs. They changed horses here less than half an hour ago. They are travelling slowly, he says, so they have no idea that we are behind them. Let us push on without delay. He says he can give us good horses if we are willing to pay for them.”

“Let him put them in at once then,” cried Uncle Dick, who was no less excited than I was. Then, slapping me upon the shoulder, he cried, “Maurice, dear lad, we will rescue the bonny lass yet. Luck is still in our favour.”

I wrung his hand for I could not trust myself to speak, my heart was too full. All my life’s happiness seemed to depend on what would happen during the next hour. It is a terrible experience, and I trust I may never know anything like it again.

Our third relay of horses were put to as quickly as possible, and once more we took our places in the sledge. The excitement of the chase was now so intense that I felt as if the beating of my heart would choke me. At every turn of the track I expected to hear the driver announce the fact that he could see the other sledge ahead of us, but the minutes went by and still it did not make its appearance. It was evident from the formation of the country that we were fast approaching the vicinity of the lake, which at this season of the year would certainly be frozen three feet thick. There was a well-marked crossing, but surely with all his villainy he would not be mad or base enough to attempt to take a delicately-reared young girl across the ice, forty-six miles from shore to shore, in such weather; while the huts which are built upon it for the shelter of travellers were places that no civilised man with even the smallest idea of self-respect would ever dream of entering, much less of taking a woman.

“He has been too quick for us after all,” our driver called back over his shoulder. “Here is the village of Baranchiki ahead of us and I can see no sign of any sledge upon the track.”

“Go on! Go on!” I cried. “Thrash the horses, do anything you can so long as you get on. We are travelling at a snail’s pace. It is no wonder he escapes us. I shall go mad, I believe, if we don’t catch them soon.”

“Gently, Maurice, gently,” said Uncle Dick’s quiet and soothing voice. “Keep yourself in hand; we are doing all that mortal men can do, and nothing is to be gained by losing our heads at the last moment. It is quite possible that, as he does not know we are behind him, he may not attempt to cross the lake. If so, we shall most certainly catch him in the village, which, you must see for yourself, will be all in our favour.”

Every minute was bringing us closer to the little collection of dwellings which I have dignified with the name of a village. At the time of which I am writing, and it is only a very short time ago, it possessed the reputation of being one of the most dangerous spots in Siberia. The majority of its inhabitants were convicts — murderers, thieves, and the riff-raff of the penal settlements. Murders were of almost every-day occurrence and excited only momentary attention, while all lesser crimes save that of cheating at cards went without any notice whatsoever. And this was the place to which he was carrying my darling!

Descending the hillside we entered this abode of human bliss, and, having previously consulted on the matter and arrived at a decision, we drove direct to the principal, and so our driver asserted, the only even fairly respectable, inn in the place. Our desire was, if possible, to take Varley by surprise. By common consent we pulled up at a short distance from the place and alighted. First it was necessary for us to restore some sort of life to our frozen limbs for we knew that to enter as we were would have been simply courting suicide. We could scarcely stand on our legs, much less tackle a strong, athletic fellow such as Varley was, who would without doubt be armed, and who was known to be a dead shot with a revolver, and, what was more to the point, was not averse to using it. Two or three loafers of the usual Siberian type lounged up and surveyed MS as if they had never seen such men as we were before. Our driver put some questions to them, and to our inexpressible satisfaction learnt that the sledge we were following had entered the village only a quarter of an hour or so before us. Its occupants were at the inn. Very good, said we, we will visit that inn!

Before doing so, however, I turned to Uncle Dick, who was a step or two behind. I could see that he was feeling in his pocket for his revolver.

“Uncle Dick,” I said, placing my hand upon his arm, “will you stay here with the sledge? I don’t want you to come with us.”

“And pray why not?” he asked, fluffing up like an irate turkey-cock at once. “Of course I am coming with you. I never heard such nonsense in my life. Come along, sir, and don’t let us waste any more precious time in futile conversation.”

Seeing that it was useless trying to persuade him I gave in, but I bitterly reproached myself for having allowed him to accompany me at all.

Leaving the horses to take care of themselves, and the poor beasts were well able to do it, seeing that they were thoroughly exhausted, we approached the inn. (Oh, pretty little wayside hostelries in dear old England, forgive me for the libel!)

We entered and looked about us. I despair of being able to give you any idea of what the place was like. It would require the pen of a Zola to have described it, or the brush of a Hogarth to have painted it. It was nothing more nor less than a Russian drinking den of the lowest type. Drunken pigs in the semblance of men lay upon the floor just where they had fallen, others lolled about drinking vodka, the very reek of which would have been sufficient to nauseate anyone less sensitive than a Russian moujik. At the further end was a rough sort of bar, behind which stood as villainous a looking ruffian as ever I had set eyes on. From the manner in which he was employed it was evident that he was the landlord, so I turned to our driver and bade him question him. A vigorous conversation ensued, during which the landlord more than once shook his head.

“He says there are no people such as we mention here,” the other translated, and as he said it. I watched the landlord’s face and felt convinced that he lied. They were in the house, but he was determined, if possible, we should not see them. Without doubt he had been bribed.

“Tell him,” I said again, beginning to lose what little temper remained to me, “tell him that we know they are here and that it will be the worse for him if he does not produce them.”

But here Uncle Dick interposed.

“Offer him a bribe first,” he said. “Tell him we will give him fifty roubles if he will take us to them without their being aware of it.”

This policy proved to be the wiser one, as I might have foreseen it would be. The driver put the matter to him, and the covetous look that came into the other’s sodden eyes told us that the man had his vulnerable part and that that part was his pocket An animated argument with the interpreter followed, who at length turned to us.

“He says that he must have the money first. The risk is too great for him to do anything without that.”
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“Tell him we will give him half down and half when we have seen the man.”

Again there was a long and heated conversation, the end of which was that the fellow agreed and the sum of twenty-five roubles was handed over. He fobbed them greedily and then led the way towards a door at the end of the room. He opened it softly and tip-toed in. We followed, revolvers in hand, you may be sure. Here there were two or three drunken men upon the floor, one of whom was talking hoarsely in his sleep. There was a door at the further end, and towards this he made his way, signing to us as he did so to step quietly. It was evident that the crucial moment of our adventure had arrived. He pushed the door open, but for politic reasons did not enter himself. I was the first to step inside. I looked about me. The room was empty. I called the news back to those behind me, and the driver instantly clapped his pistol to the innkeeper’s head, so that the man cowered against the wall.

“You dog!” he cried. “You have deceived us after all.”

But the man protested by all the blessed saints that he had done nothing of the kind. They were there, he averred, not a quarter of an hour before our arrival. He would go and find out what had become of them. They had not paid their reckoning, and he was a poor man and could not afford to lose by them. We followed him into the yard at the back of the house. There was no sledge there. We ran round to the front and scanned the lake. Sure enough, a mile or so away, a vehicle was to be seen speeding across the ice.

“To the sledge! If we’re not after them at once we shall lose them altogether,” Uncle Dick shouted, commencing as he spoke to run towards the place where our own sledge still awaited us.

We tumbled in as best we could, the driver mounted to his seat, took up his reins, and amid the protestations of the innkeeper, who clamoured for his second twenty-five roubles, we once more took up the chase.

Worn out though the horses were they responded nobly to the call made upon their energies, and almost before we knew it we were dashing down the steep bank towards the ice-clad lake. There could be no doubt about it, Varley had by some means or another become aware of our presence in the house and, rather than risk a meeting with us, had resumed his infamous journey without a thought for the poor girl whose life and happiness he was destroying with every mile he put behind him. However, the day of reckoning was coming. Urged on by the driver the horses sped over the ice, the sledge bumping and rocking behind them in a highly disconcerting and unpleasant fashion. But we had no time to spare for such minor matters; what we had to do was to catch that sledge in front of us, and with as little delay as possible.

Suddenly we became aware from the sound of bells behind us that there was another sledge rapidly overtaking us. The horses drawing it were undoubtedly fresher than ours, for they were gaining on us with every yard. At last they ranged alongside, and we were able to see the face of the man lying beneath the furs. Never was there a more mutual astonishment. The newcomer was no less a person than the redoubtable Herr Schneidermann, and it was evident, since he was here, that he too was in pursuit of his quondam ally and fellow rascal, Varley. He pointed ahead with one hand, while he flourished a revolver with the other.

“He’s after him too!” bellowed Uncle Dick in my ear, while I shouted to our Jehu to urge the horses to greater efforts. Schneidermann’s sledge by this time had passed out of sight. 

Another five or six minutes went by. Then there was a shout from our driver, who pointed ahead with his whip.

“One of his horses has fallen. We’ve got him now!” he cried, and yelled at his own animals to get on.

What would we not have given to have been able to see what was happening in front of us. But the driver’s bulk hid everything from our view. Suddenly the horses stopped, slid a little way, and then came to a stand-still.

As they did so a pistol-shot rang out, followed a fraction of a second later by another. You may be sure it did not take us long to get out of that sledge, stiff and tired though we were. And when we had done so a strange and solemn picture it was that we had presented to our gaze. All around us was the white surface of the lake, while immediately on our right was the sledge we had been pursuing all day, one horse lying dead upon the ice, the other standing beside it with drooping head and heaving flanks, bearing mute testimony to the pace at which they had been driven. On the left was Schneidermann’s own sledge, with its driver seated upon the box as impassive as if nothing out of the common were happening. Straight before us was a large hummock of ice, some twelve to fourteen feet high. At its foot lay a dark object, which might or might not have been the body of a man, while against another boulder Schneidermann was leaning in a curious attitude, his head resting upon his folded arms.

It was then that Uncle Dick made use of a curious expression, and in a voice I shall never forget, so charged with emotion was it.

“Thank God,” he said, “we have come too late! His blood is not upon our heads.”

Side by side we went across the ice towards Schneidermann. As we approached him we saw that blood was dripping from his side down on to the ice.

“Are you hurt?” I asked in French, but he did not reply, nor did he raise his head. I lifted it for him and saw that the eyes, which were wide open, were glassy with the stare of approaching death. Between us Uncle Dick and I laid him upon the ice, and I knelt beside him.

“He robbed me, and I shot him,” he muttered, that was all. He was dead.

I rose, and without a word we hastened across to the other body, beside which the driver was standing. It was Varley sure enough, and stone dead. Then, seeing that I could be of no help, I hastened to the sledge which I hoped and prayed contained my darling. Yes, God be thanked! she was there, but she had fainted, and small wonder if she had, for Heaven knows she had been through enough to try the nerves of the strongest woman. Between us Uncle Dick and I soon revived her, and then I must leave you to imagine her joy at seeing us. As she told me afterwards she had abandoned all hope of being rescued, for Varley had not of course told her that we were in pursuit, or that we were already in the village. Had he done so, she would, in all probability, have struggled desperately to prevent him from taking her away. As it was he simply told her that it was time for them to resume their journey, and she meekly obeyed, being thankful enough to be out of that terrible inn. Oh, if only I could make you understand what it meant to me to know that she was safe, that the danger was passed, and that the vile plot which had been so skilfully planned had failed after all!

There remains but little more to be told. As there was no other place in which we could spend the night we were perforce compelled to return to that terrible inn. Over its manifold horrors I will, with your kindly permission, draw a curtain.

Next morning we prepared for our return to Irkutsk, which to us, after our excursion into the wilds, seemed one of the most desirable places on earth, but not before I had seen the two poor bodies brought in from the lake and decently buried on the hillside. It was not to be thought of, for the honour of our race, that they should be allowed to remain where they had fallen.

That work accomplished we paid the landlord his twenty-five roubles, much to his astonishment, and entered our sledges — Gertrude and I in that driven by the man who had brought us from Irkutsk, and Uncle Dick in that which had carried the ill-fated Schneidermann to his doom. You may be sure it was a pleasanter journey back than it had been going, and you may also take my word for it that my sweetheart and I had plenty to talk about as we sped along. Poor girl, she was naturally terribly anxious about her father, for it was impossible to say how the poor old gentleman had fared during her absence, comparatively short though it had been. However, there was nothing for it but to hope for the best.

On reaching Irkutsk — and how glad we were to see its spires again I cannot tell you — we drove direct to Varley’s house. We were admitted at once by a man whom I had never seen before. We inquired for Mrs Varley, only to learn that she had left the city on the previous afternoon — where for the man could not say. We next inquired for Mr Marchmont, and were informed that he was still in his room, and was being looked after by a nurse whom Mrs Varley had procured for him. On hearing this Gertrude fled upstairs, whither, after a short interval, I followed her, leaving Uncle Dick to cool his heels in the historic dining-room below.

There could be no doubt that Mr Marchmont’s condition was very grave. He was so weak that he could scarcely lift his head, while his memory had entirely forsaken him. He recognised his daughter, it is true, but he appeared to be quite unconscious of the fact that she had been absent from his bedside. At this stage of my story, however, we will not dwell on such a sad subject. Let it suffice that the poor old gentleman died a week later, and after the funeral Uncle Dick and I took my darling back with us to St Petersburg, where we were received by little Queen Mab, who had been staying with friends, with an almost tearful welcome. I believe she thought she was never going to see her sister again.

That night I held a long consultation with Uncle Dick, the upshot of which was that we came to the conclusion that in our case — that is to say in Gertrude’s and my own — it was best that the convenances should for once be set aside. Consequently I had an interview with her next morning, when it was arranged that we should be married very quietly at the English Embassy on the following day, and leave for Old England at the end of the week We were married!

Uncle Dick gave the bride away and once again forgot to be cynical when he wished us a long and happy life together. His present to my bride was a magnificent riviere of diamonds, which to this day she declares is far too grand for her. His present to me took the form of a gold repeater watch (my own was stolen the day we returned to St Petersburg), his blessing, and his sincere promise that, under no circumstances whatsoever, would he return to either Russia or Siberia.

Alas! my poor brother Gifford is dead; he died six months ago of typhoid fever, caught in Paris, whither he had gone, he said, to study French politics. I now reign at Greylands; in reality, its ruler is a girl, as beautiful as ever, who was once known in St Petersburg as Gertrude Marchmont.

THE END
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Chapter I. “A Boy’s Will is the Wind’s Will.”
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IF ANY MAN had told me a year ago that I should start out to write a book, I give you my word I should not have believed him. It would have been the very last job I should have thought of undertaking. Somehow I’ve never been much of a fist with the pen. The branding iron and stockwhip have always been more in my line, and the saddle a much more familiar seat than the author’s chair. However, fate is always at hand to arrange matters for us, whether we like it or not, and so it comes about that I find myself at this present moment seated at my table — pen in hand, with a small mountain of virgin foolscap in front of me, waiting to be covered with my sprawling penmanship. What the story will be like when I have finished it, and whether those who do me the honour of reading it will find it worthy of their consideration, is more than I can say. I have made up my mind to tell it, however, and that being so, we’ll “chance it,” as we say in the Bush. Should it not turn out to be to your taste, well, my advice to you is to put it down at once and turn your attention to the work of somebody else who has had greater experience in this line of business than your humble servant. Give me a three-year old as green as grass, and I’ll sit him until the cows come home; let me have a long day’s shearing, even when the wool is damp or there’s grass seed in the fleece; a hut to be built, or a tank to be sunk, and it’s all the same to me; but to sit down in cold blood and try to describe your past life, with all its good deeds (not very many of them in my case) and bad, successes and failures, hopes and fears, requires more cleverness, I’m afraid, than I possess. However, I’ll imitate the old single-stick players in the West of England, and toss my hat on the stage as a sign that, no matter whether I’m successful or not, I intend doing my best, and I can’t say more than that. Here goes then.

To begin with, I must tell you who I am, and whence I hail. First and foremost, my name is George Tregaskis — my father was also a George Tregaskis, as, I believe, was his father before him. The old dad used to say that we came of good Cornish stock, and I’m not quite sure that I did not once hear him tell somebody that there was a title in the family. But that did not interest me; for the reason, I suppose, that I was too young to understand the meaning of such things. My father was born in England, but my mother was Colonial, Ballarat being her native place. As for me, their only child, I first saw the light of day at a small station on the Murray River, which my father managed for a gentleman who lived in Melbourne, and whom I regarded as the greatest man in all the world, not even my own paternal parent excepted. Fortunately he did not trouble us much with visits, but when he did I trembled before him like a gum leaf in a storm. Even the fact that on one occasion he gave me half-a-crown on his departure could not altogether convince me that he was a creature of flesh and blood like my own father or the hands upon the run. I can see him now, tall, burly, and the possessor of an enormous beard that reached almost to his waist. His face was broad and red and his voice deep and sonorous as a bell. When he laughed he seemed to shake all over like a jelly; taken all round, he was a jovial, good-natured man, and proved a good friend to my mother and myself when my poor father was thrown from his horse and killed while out mustering in our back country. How well I remember that day! It seems to me as if I can even smell the hot earth, and hear the chirrup of the cicadas in the gum trees by the river bank. Then came the arrival of Dick Bennet, the overseer, with a grave face, and as nervous as a plain turkey when you’re after him on foot. His horse was all in a lather and so played out that I doubt if he could have travelled another couple of miles.

“Georgie, boy,” Dick began, as he got out of his saddle and threw his reins on the ground, “where’s your mother? Hurry up and tell me, for I’ve got something to say to her.”

“She’s in the house,” I answered, and asked him to put me up in the saddle. He paid no attention to me, however, but was making for the house door when my mother made her appearance on the verandah. Little chap though I was, I can well recall the look on her face as her eyes fell upon him. She became deadly pale, and for a moment neither of them spoke, but stood looking at each other for all the world as if they were struck dumb. My mother was the first to speak.

“What has happened?” she asked, and her voice seemed to come from deep down in her throat, while her hands were holding tight on to the rail before her as if to prevent herself from falling. “I can see there is something wrong, Mr. Bennet.”

Dick turned half round and looked at me. I suppose he did not want me to overhear what he had to say. My mother bade him come inside, and they went into the house together. It was nearly ten minutes before he came out again, and, though I had to look more than once to make sure of it, there were big tears rolling down his cheeks. I could scarcely believe the evidence of my eyes, for Dick was not a man given to the display of emotion, and I had always been told that it was unworthy of a man to cry. I admired Dick from the bottom of my heart, and this unexpected weakness on his part came to me as somewhat of a shock. He left the verandah and came over to where I was standing by poor old Bronzewing, whose wide-spread nostrils and heaving flanks were good evidence as to the pace at which he had lately been compelled to travel.

“Georgie, my poor little laddie,” he said, laying his hand upon my shoulder in a kindly way as he spoke, “run along into the house and find your mother. She’ll be wanting you badly, if I’m not mistaken, poor soul. Try and cheer her up, there’s a good boy, but don’t talk about your father unless she begins it.” And then, more to himself I fancy than to me, he added, “Poor little man, I wonder what will happen to you now that he’s gone? You’ll have to hoe your row for yourself, and that’s a fact.”

Having seen me depart, he slipped his rein over his arm and went off in the direction of his own quarters, Bronzewing trailing after him looking more like a worn-out working bullock than the smart animal that had left the station for the mustering camp three days before. I found my mother in her room, sitting beside her bed and looking straight before her as if she were turned to stone. Her eyes, in which there was no sign of a tear, were fixed upon a large photograph of my father hanging on the wall beside the window, and though I did not enter the room, I fear, any too quietly, she seemed quite unconscious of my presence.

“Mother,” I began, “Dick said you wanted me.” And then I added anxiously, “You don’t feel ill, do you, mother?”

“No, my boy, I’m not ill,” she answered. “No! not ill. Though, were it not for you, I could wish that I might die. Oh, God, why could You not have taken my life instead of his?” Then drawing me to her, she pressed me to her heart and kissed me again and again. Later she found relief in tears, and between her sobs I learnt all there was to know. My father was dead; his horse that morning had put his foot in a hole and had thrown his rider — breaking his neck and killing him upon the spot. Dick had immediately set off to acquaint my mother with the terrible tidings, with the result I have already described. The men who had accompanied him to the muster were now bringing the body into the head station, and it was necessary that preparations should be made to receive it. Never, if I live to be a hundred, shall I forget the dreariness, the utter and entire hopelessness of that day. Little boy though I was, and though I scarcely realised what my loss meant to me, I was deeply affected by the prevailing gloom. As for my mother, she entered upon her preparations and went about her housework like one in a dream. She and my father had been a devoted couple, and her loss was a wound that only that great healer Time could cure. Indeed, it has always been my firm belief that she never did really recover from the shock — at any rate, she was never again the same cheery, merry woman that she had once been. Poor mother, looking back on all I have gone through myself since then, I can sympathise with you from the bottom of my heart.

It was nearly nightfall when that melancholy little party made their appearance at the head station. Dick, with great foresight, had sent the ration cart out some miles to meet them, so that my mother was spared the pain of seeing the body of her husband brought in upon his horse. Rough and rude as he was, Dick was a thoughtful fellow, and I firmly believe he would have gone through fire and water to serve my mother, for whom he had a boundless admiration. Poor fellow, he died of thirst many years after when looking for new country out on the far western border of Queensland. God rest him, for he was a good fellow, and did his duty as far as he could see it, which is more than most of us do, though, to be sure, we make a very fair pretence of it. However, I haven’t taken up my pen to moralise, so I’ll get along with my story and leave my reader to draw his or her own conclusions from what I have to set down, good, bad, or indifferent as the case may be.

As I have said, it was towards evening when my father’s body reached the homestead. My mother met it at the gate of the horse paddock and walked beside it up to the house, as she had so often done when what was now but poor, cold clay was vigorous, active flesh and blood. It had been her custom to meet him there on his return from inspecting the run, when he would dismount, and placing his arm around her waist, stroll back with her to the house, myself as often as not occupying his place in the saddle. On reaching his old home he was carried reverently to his own room and placed upon the bed there. Then, for the first time, my mother looked upon her dead husband’s face. I stole in behind her and slipped my hand into hers. Together we stood and gazed at the pale, yet placid face of the man we had both loved so well. It was the first time I had met that grim sovereign, Death, and as yet I was unable to realise how great his power was. I could not understand that my father, the big, strong man, so fearless, so masterful, was gone from us beyond recall — that I should never hear his kindly voice again, or sit upon his knee while he told me tales of Bunyips and mysterious long-maned brumbies, who galloped across the moonlit plains, and of exploration journeys he had undertaken as a young man in the wilder and less known regions of the North and West. Even then I could not realise my loss. I asked my mother if he were asleep.

“Yes, dear,” she answered, very softly, “he is asleep — asleep with God!” Then she led me from the room and put me to bed as quietly and composedly as she had always done. Her grief was too deep, too thorough, to find vent in the omission of even the most trivial details. I learnt afterwards that when she left me, after kissing me and bidding me “good-night,” she returned to the death chamber and spent the night there, kneeling and praying beside the bed on which lay the body of the man she loved, and to whom she had always been so good and true a wife.

Realising how overwrought she was, Dick Bennet made all the necessary arrangements for the funeral, which took place two days later on a little knoll that over-looked the river, some two miles below the station house. There he was quietly laid to rest by the hands, who one and all mourned the loss they had sustained in him. Dick it was who read the service over him, and he, poor fellow, broke down in the middle of it. Then, after one final glance into the open grave, we, my mother and myself, took our places in the cart beside him and returned to the house that was destined to be our home for only a short time longer. As a matter of fact, a month later we had bade the old place “good-bye,” and were installed in a small house in the neighbourhood of Melbourne, where I was immediately put to school. My father had all his life been a saving, thrifty man, so that, with what he left her, my mother was able not only to live in a fairly comfortable way, but to give me an education by which, I can see now, I should have profited a great deal more than I did. I am afraid, however, that I had not the gift of application, as the schoolmasters express it. I could play cricket and football; in fact, I was fond of all outdoor sports — but book-learning, Euclid, Algebra, Latin, and Greek, interested me not at all. Among my many other faults I unfortunately possessed that of an exceedingly hot temper, but from whom I inherited it I am quite unable to say. At the least provocation I was wont to fly into fits of ungovernable rage, during which I would listen to no reason, and be pacified by nothing short of obtaining my own way. It was in vain that my mother argued with me and strove to make me conquer myself; I would promise to try, but the next time I was upset I was as bad as ever. To punish me was useless, it only strengthened my determination not to give in. I have often thought since, on looking back on it all, that it must have been a sad and anxious period of my poor mother’s life, for, after all, I was all she had left in the world to think of and to love. What would I not give now to be able to tell her that I was sorry for the many heartaches I must have caused her by my wilfulness and folly?

It was not until something like nine years after my father’s death, and when I was a tall, lanky youth of close upon eighteen, that I was called upon to make up my mind as to what profession I should adopt. My mother would have preferred me to enter the Government service, but a Civil Service clerkship was far from being to my taste. The promotion was slow and the life monotonous to the last degree. My own fancy was divided between the bush and the sea, both of which choices my mother opposed with all the strength and firmness of which she was capable. In either case she knew that she would lose me, and the thought cut her to the heart. Eventually it was decided that for the time being, at least, I should enter the office of an excellent firm of stock and station agents to whom my father had been well — known. Should I later on determine to go into the Bush, the training I should have received there would prove of real value to me. This compromise I accepted, and accordingly the next two years found me gracing a stool in the firm’s office in Collins Street, growing taller every day, and laying the flattering unction to my soul that since I could play a moderate game of billiards and had developed a taste for tobacco, I was every day becoming more and more a man of the world. All this time my mother looked on and waited to see what the end would be How many mothers have done the same! Alas, poor mothers, how little we understand you!

As I have said, I endured the agent’s office for two years, and during that time learnt more than I was really conscious of. There was but small chance of advancement, however, and in addition to that I was heartily sick and tired of the monotony. Bills of lading, the rise and decline in the price of wool and fat stock, the cost of wire netting and of station stores, interested me only in so far as they suggested, and formed part and parcel of, the life of the Bush. For me there was a curious fascination in the very names of the stations for which my employers transacted business. The names of the districts and the rivers rang in my ears like so much music — Murrumbidgee, Deniliquin, Riverina, Warrego, Snowy River, Gundagai, and half a hundred others, all spoke of that mysterious land, the Bush, which was as unlike the Metropolis of the South as chalk is unlike cheese. At last, so great did my craving become, I could wait no longer. Being perfectly well aware that my mother would endeavour to dissuade me from adopting such a course, I resolved to act on my own initiative. Accordingly, I took the bull by the horns and sent in my letter of resignation, which, needless to say, was accepted. Almost wondering at my own audacity, I left the office that evening and went home to break the news to my mother. On that score I am prepared to admit that I felt a little nervous. I knew her well enough to feel sure that in the end she would surrender, but I dreaded the arguments and attempts at persuasion that would lead up to it. I found her in our little garden at the back of the house, sitting in her cane chair, darning a pair of my socks. Nearly fifty though she was, it struck me that she scarcely looked more than forty. Her hair, it was true, was streaked with grey, but this was more the handiwork of sorrow than of time. On hearing my step upon the path, she looked up and greeted me with a smile of welcome.

“Come and sit down, dear boy,” she said, pushing a chair forward for me as she spoke. “You look tired and hot after your walk.”

I took a chair beside her and sat down. For some time we talked on commonplace subjects, while I stroked our old cat and tried to make up my mind to broach the matter that was uppermost in my mind. How to do it I did not quite know. She seemed so happy that it looked almost like a cowardly action to tell her what I knew only too well would cause her the keenest pain she had known since my father died. And yet there was nothing to be gained by beating about the bush or by putting off the evil moment. The news had to be told sooner or later, and I knew that it would be better in every way that she should hear it from my lips rather than from those of a stranger. That would only have the effect of increasing her pain.

“Mother,” I blurted out at last, “I’ve got something to say to you which I am very much afraid you will not be pleased to hear. I have been thinking it over for a long time, and have at last made up my mind. Can you guess what I mean?”

The happy light at once died out of her eyes, as I knew only too well it would do.

“Yes, dear,” she replied very slowly and deliberately, as if she were trying to force herself to be calm. “I think I can guess what you are going to say to me. I have seen it coming for some time past, though you may not have noticed it. George, dear. You are tired of your present employment and you want to go into the Bush. Is that not so?”

“It is,” I said. “Mother, I can stand this drudgery no longer. It is worse than what I should imagine prison life must be. The same sort of work day after day without any change, the same dreary old ledgers and books, the never-ending acknowledgment of the ‘receipt of your esteemed favour of such and such a date’ — it is enough to drive any man mad who has a love for the open air, for the sunshine and the doing of man’s work. Why, any girl could carry out my duties at the office, and probably better than I do. And what do I get for it? A paltry salary of thirty shillings a week, upon which I have to live and dress like a gentleman and fritter the best years of my life away on the top of a high stool with next to nothing to look forward to. No, mother, I have been convinced in my own mind for a long time that it cannot go on. I must go into the Bush, as my father did before me. Like him, I must work my way up the ladder, and you may be sure, if only for your sake, I shall do my best to succeed.”

I paused, not knowing what else to say. For the moment I had forgotten to explain the important fact that I had sent in my resignation to the firm, and that they had accepted it. My mother shook her head sadly. She had seen so many start out filled with ambition and the desire to carry off the prize in the Race of Life — only to succumb before the contest was completed under the crushing weight of competition, which in the Bush is perhaps keener than anywhere else.

“Ah, my dear boy,” she said, laying her hand upon my arm, “you are young, and, like most young folk, you imagine you have only to go forth armed with the strength of youth and ambition to carry all before you. Do you think you realise that if your life in this wonderful city is monotonous, it will be doubly so in the solitude of the Bush? Who knows that better than I, who have spent so many years of my life there? You see it through the rosy spectacles of romance. I am afraid, however, you will find it very different in reality. It is both a rough and a hard calling, and, unhappily, it as often as not unfits a man for any other, so that when he tires of it, he is apt to discover, as so many have done before him, that he must continue in his servitude, for the simple and sufficient reason that there is nothing else that he can do. At the best it is a wearing, soul-tiring profession, and even if a man is lucky the profit can only be a small one in these days.”

“You are not very encouraging, mother,” I remarked, with what was, I fear, but a forced laugh. “After all is said and done, it is a life fit for a man, and as such must surely be better than that of a miserable, ink-slinging, quill-driver, such as I have been for too long.”

“Think it carefully over,” was her reply; “do not act too hastily. Look at it from every point of view. Remember the old saying, ‘A bird in hand is worth two in the bush.’”

“Yes,” I answered, “that is so. At the same time, in my opinion, twenty clerks in town are not worth five good men in the Bush — which is another side of the question. No, dear, my mind is made up, and—” here I hesitated, and I noticed that she looked at me in a startled way. “Well, the long and the short of it is, my resignation has gone in.”

“Oh, George, George,” she said, “I am afraid you have been very ill-advised to take such a step. I only pray you may not live to regret it. Oh, my boy, you must not be angry with me, your mother, for you don’t know what you are to me. I have only you to look to, only you to think of. When you leave me I shall be quite alone.”

“But only for a time, mother,” I answered. “I will work hard to make a home for you so that we may be together again. That will make me anxious to get on, if nothing else does. Who knows but that some day I may get the management of the old station where I was born and where you were so happy. Think of that!”

But she only shook her head; she was not to be comforted merely by speculation as to what the future might or might not bring forth. While I was dreaming my day — dreams, she was standing face to face with the reality.

“Then in a month’s time you will be wanting to go off,” she said after a long pause. “Have you any idea where you are going? The Bush is a big place, and since you have set your heart on going, I should like you to start well. My experience has taught me that so much depends on that. Could not the firm advise you on the matter? They know that you have served them well, and, doubtless, they would be willing to lend you a helping hand. Try them, dear lad.”

But, as I have already said, I was an obstinate young beggar, and to use a strong expression, I was anxious to start my new life off my own bat. Besides, the managing partner had rather taken me to task on the matter of my resignation, and had prophesied that it would not be long before I should find reason to regret my “hasty and ill-considered determination,” as he was pleased in his wisdom to term it. For this reason alone I did not feel disposed to solicit a favour at his hands, however trivial it might be. I argued that before very long I would be in a position to prove to them that the change I had made in my life was not for the worse, but for the better. Who knew but that the time might come when I should be enrolled upon their list of clients — a client before whom they would bow and scrape, as I had so often seen them do during the time I had been with them? That, I flattered myself, would be a triumph big enough to compensate one for any amount of privation and hard work. How sanguine I was of success you will be able to estimate for yourself. After all this time, I can look back on it with a smile of compassion for the poor deluded youth, who not only thought his own wisdom infinitely superior to that of anyone else, but was foolish enough to act upon it. How he fared you will be able to see for yourself, if you can find sufficient patience to read on.

After that memorable conversation on the lawn, when I had told her of my resolution, and of the action I had taken, my mother raised no further objection. Probably she realised that it would have been of no use if she did.

During the month’s grace that was allowed me, I did not permit the grass to grow under my feet. I made enquiries in all directions, and brought to bear every influence I could think of. But like every new player of the game, I was too much inclined to be fastidious. I made the mistake of settling in my mind the sort of station I wanted, without pausing to reflect that it was within the bounds of possibility that that station might not want me. For this reason I threw aside more than one fair offer, which later on I should have been glad to jump at. But one has to learn by experience in the Bush as well as elsewhere, and I was only doing what many another deluded youngster had done before me.

Slowly the month wore on, and each day found me nearer the end of my clerkly service and closer to the new life which I had assured myself was to bring me both wealth and happiness. So far I had not succeeded in hearing of anything I liked, and was, in consequence, beginning to fear that to avoid being laughed at it would eventually be necessary for me to end by taking whatever I could get. The position was humiliating, but the moral was obvious.

At last the day arrived on which I was to bid farewell to the firm and my old associates. I am not going to pretend that I felt any great sorrow at severing my connection with them; it was unlikely under the circumstances that I should. Nevertheless it is scarcely possible to discard a life to which one has been long accustomed without some small feeling of regret. The grey-haired chief clerk hoped, but not too confidently, that I might be successful; the junior partner wished me good luck in his best society manner; while the senior, before whom we were all supposed to tremble, sincerely trusted I might never have occasion to reproach myself for the course of action I had thought fit to pursue. It did not strike any of them to ask me whither I was going. Had they done so, I should have found it difficult to tell them.


Chapter II. “A Bit of a ‘Scrap.’”
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ON THE THURSDAY following the termination of my connection with the company who had taught me all they could of business, I left the suburb in which my mother’s house was situated and went into the city in the hope that I might meet someone who would be in a position to put me in the way of obtaining employment. By this time I had learned not only a useful, but at the same time a humiliating lesson. This was to the effect that it is not so easy to obtain a situation in the Bush as folk are apt to imagine, particularly when the seeker is, as in my case, young and entirely devoid of experience. However, I was determined to succeed one way or another, and the greater the difficulties at the beginning, the greater, I told myself, the honours would be when I had surmounted them. By reason of my business training, I was familiar with the haunts of squatters when they visited the city, and I tried each of these in turn. I was entirely unsuccessful, however, in obtaining an engagement. Driven into a corner, I was compelled to admit that I knew nothing of stock, save the question of sales in town and the travelling announcements in the newspapers. I had never shorn a sheep in my life, and should not have known how to set about it had one been placed in my hands. My humiliation was complete when I had to confess that my horsemanship was of the most rudimentary description possible, that I had never had a branding iron in my hand, and that I no more knew how to tell the age of a sheep than I did of Arabic. In point of fact, as one man, more candid perhaps than polite, found occasion to point out to me, it would take as long and as much trouble to show me the way to do a thing as it would for him to do it himself. Another looked me over with a supercilious sneer that made my blood boil, and, noticing my fashionably cut clothes, enquired if I had ever slept in the Stranger’s Hut, and whether on this occasion I proposed taking my valet with me? The roar of laughter which followed this witticism drove me from the place in a whirlwind of rage. I had been insulted, I told myself, and, worse than all, I knew that I was powerless to retaliate. But though I was considerably cast down by these repeated rebuffs, I was in nowise dismayed. On the contrary, I was more determined than ever that I would succeed. It was late in the evening when I returned home, thoroughly tired out. Being skilled in the somewhat difficult art of managing me, my mother did not enquire what success I had met with; indeed, there would have been no need for her to do so. She had but to look at my face to see the result plainly written there. Next day I determined to have another try, so after breakfast I set off for the city once more, to begin the round of which I was heartily sick and tired. Fate, however, for some time was still against me, and though I tried in every direction, and questioned all sorts and conditions of people, no success rewarded me. Later in the day, however, my luck changed, and I changed to hear of a man, a drover, who was going into Queensland for a mob of cattle to bring down to a station on the Lower Darling. He was short of hands, so I was informed, and I determined to apply for the job. Having obtained his address, I set off in search of him, and eventually discovered him in a small public-house in the neighbourhood of Little Bourke Street.

It was not a nice part of the town, being situated in close proximity to the Chinese quarter. The house itself more than matched its surroundings, and the customers who frequented it were in excellent keeping with both. The front bar, when I entered it, was crowded to its utmost capacity, and I don’t think I should be overstepping the mark if I were to say that more than half the men it contained were decidedly the worse for the liquor they had taken. The reek of the place was enough to choke one; bad cigars, the strongest blackstick tobacco, spirits and stale beer, onions from the kitchen at the end of the passage, and the intolerable odour of packed humanity of the roughest description, were all united in an endeavour to see what really could be achieved in the way of a really nauseating stench. I had never to my knowledge smelt anything like it before, and I sincerely trust I may never do so again.

Pushing my way up to the counter, I enquired for Mr. Septimus Dorkin, and was informed by the highly-painted damsel in attendance that I should probably find him in the private bar if I looked there. I departed in search of the room in question, and discovered it without much difficulty. Why it should have been dignified with its name I could not for the life of me understand. It was in no sense “private,” seeing that anyone was at liberty to use it; while if the name had been given it on account of its selectness, as distinguished from the ordinary or common bar, it was an equally unhappy choice, inasmuch as its patrons were for the most part of the same class and, in nine cases out of ten, partook of the same refreshment.

I pushed open the door and entered the room. In comparison with its size, it was as well filled as that I had just left. In this case, however, the majority of its occupants were seated in faded velvet armchairs, secured to the walls, a precaution probably taken in order that they might not be used as weapons of offence and defence in times of stress, which, I learned later on, not infrequently occurred. Scattered about the room were a number of small tables, littered with glasses of all shapes and sizes, pewter pots, and upwards of half-a-dozen champagne bottles. The majority of the men were, to put it mildly, in a state of semi-inebriation, while some had crossed the borderland altogether and now lolled in their chairs, sleeping heavily and adding to the best of their ability to the general uproar that prevailed. The picture of one elderly individual remains in my memory to this day. He might have been from fifty to fifty-five years of age, and was the possessor of an extremely bald pate. His chin rested upon his breast, so that the top of his head, with its fringe of faded hair, looked directly at the company. Some wag, with an eye to a humorous effect, and sketched with burnt cork the features of a face — nose, eyes, and mouth — upon it, and the result, if lacking in taste, was exceedingly ludicrous. The artist had just finished his work when I entered, and was standing back to see the effect. I was informed that he had once been a famous scene painter, but was now a common bar-room loafer, who would do anything if he were well paid for it. He was, I believe, found drowned in the Yarra some few years later, poor wretch.

Turning to a tall, soldierly-looking man seated near the door, I enquired in an undertone if he could inform me where I should find Mr. Dorkin, the well-known drover, who I had been informed was staying in this house. As I have just said, the man from his appearance might have been taken for a soldier, a cavalry officer for preference, but when he spoke the illusion vanished like breath upon a razor blade. The change was almost bewildering.

“Dorky, my boy,” he cried in a voice like that of our old friend Punch, “here’s somebody wants to see Mr. Septimus Dorkin, Esq., Member of Parliament for Mud Flats. There you are, my boy, go and ‘ave a look at ‘im. He won’t eat you, though he do somehow look as if he’d like to try a bite.”

The man to whom he referred, and for whom I was searching, was standing before the fireplace, smoking an enormous cigar and puffing the smoke through his nose. He must have stood a couple of inches over six feet, was slimly built, particularly with regard to his legs, which were those of a man who had spent his life in the saddle. His face might have been good-looking in a rough fashion, had it not been for an enormous scar that reached from his right temple to the corner of his mouth — the result of a kick from his horse. His nose had also been broken at the bridge. His eyes were his best features, well shaped and at times by no means unkindly. He wore a large moustache and a short beard, dressed simply, and, unlike so many of his class when in town, wore no jewellery of any sort or description. A plain leather watch-chain was the only adornment he permitted himself. When I came to know him better I discovered him to be a past master of his profession, a shrewd man of business, a superb judge of stock, a fearless rider, and the most foulmouthed ruffian, I firmly believe, that it has ever been my luck to become acquainted with. Wondering how I should be received, I approached him, a silence falling upon the room as I did so. This did not strike me as looking well for the success of what was to follow. Mr. Dorkin looked me over as I approached him, and I thought I detected a sneer upon his lips as he did so. As it seemed evident that I was about to be insulted, I began to regret that I had been foolish enough to come in search of him. Indeed, had it been possible I would have backed out of it even then; that, however, was out of the question. My blood was up, and I was determined to go through with it at any cost to myself. Whatever else they might call me, it should not be a coward.

“Mr. Dorkin, I believe,” I said, looking him full and fair in the face as I did so. “I was told I should find you here.”

“And whoever told you that, young fellow, told you the — truth” (I do not repeat the adjectives with which he garnished his speech. They were too comprehensive for repetition.) “What do you want with me? Got a letter for me from the Prince of Wales to say that he’s goin’ to leave me a fortune, eh? Break the news to me gently, for I’m not so strong as I used to be.”

This banter did not promise well for what was to come. Such of the assembled company as were awake evidently regarded the situation with satisfaction, and I have no doubt were looking forward to seeing what promised to be some excellent fooling at my expense. If so, they were destined to be disappointed, for I had by this time got myself well in hand, and in consequence was ready for any emergency.

“I believe you are acquainted with Mr. Gerald Williamson,” I said, feeling sure that he would know my friend’s name. For a few moments he did not reply, but stood stolidly pulling at his cigar and looking me up and down while he did so, as if he were thinking deeply. I could feel that every eye in the room was steadfastly fixed upon us. At last he withdrew the cigar from between his lips and addressed me as follows: — 

“Mr. Gerald Williamson,” he drawled. “And who the — may he be when he’s at home? Is he a shearer from the Billabong, who never called for tar — or what is he? Know the cuss, how should I know him — think I carry the visitin’ card of every dog — rotted, swivel-eyed, herring-stomached son of a mud turtle in my waistcoat pocket? I guess not. Now out with it, young fellar, what is it you want with me? I’ve got my business to attend to, and can’t afford the time to go moosin’ around here listening to talk about Mr. Gerald Williamsons and folk of his kidney. Mr. — Gerald — Williamson — the infernal skunk — I don’t believe there ever was such a person.”

This was more than I could stand. It was bad enough to be addressed as he had addressed me, but it was a thousand times worse to have it insinuated that I was endeavouring to cultivate his acquaintance through the medium of a person who had no existence. My temper was rising by leaps and bounds.

“I saw Mr. Williamson this morning,” I said. “He is the managing clerk for Messrs. Applethwaite and Grimes, whose offices are in Swanston Street, and with whom, I believe, you have done business from time to time. He told me that you are about to leave for Queensland to bring down a mob of cattle.”

“He told you all that, did he?” drawled Dorkin, replacing his cigar in his mouth. “Well, I don’t say he’s wrong, nor do I say that he’s right, mark you. What I want to know is, what the — you’ve come to me about.”

“To be straight with you, I want work,” I replied, looking him in the face as stoutly as I knew how. “I want to go with you.”

“Suffering Daniel,” he returned, and accompanied it with an oath of such magnificent atrocity that I dare not attempt to recall it. “Did I understand you to say that you want to go with me? With me, Sep. Dorkin? Well, well, I’m — I’m—” He stopped and shook his head; the situation had got beyond him. Then, looking round the room, he continued, “Boys, what do you think of this for a sprightly bull calf? Wants to come with me. Now if it was Bill Kearney, or Tod Griffiths, I could have understood it; but for him to want to come with me!” Words again failed him, and he lapsed into a moody silence that lasted for upwards of a couple of minutes. Then, placing his hand on my shoulder, he said, very much as a father might address a small child, “Run along home, bub, and tell your mammie to give you a Johnny — cake. When you’re a man come to me again, and if I’ve got time I’ll teach you the difference between a ‘possum and a Jackeroo-Savee. Now run along to mother, dear.”

I flushed up to the roots of my hair as I heard the laugh that followed. I had never been treated in such a way in my life before, and I felt my heart thumping inside me like a sledge-hammer. Seated between the two windows that looked out on the street was a middle-sized horsey-looking man in a loud check suit and wearing a sham diamond horseshoe pin in his tie. He was by no means sober, and I had noticed also that he had always been amongst the loudest laughers at my expense. He had now an opportunity of showing his own wit, and he hastened to take advantage of it. Rising from his chair, he came slowly forward to the fireplace, before which we were standing.

“I say, Dorky, my boy,” he began, “you’re a bit too ‘ard on the gentleman, it appears to me. Take ‘im along with you, and be proud of ‘is company. Don’t you be afraid of him, young man. Have a drink along with us, and we’ll talk it all over quiet and sociable like. There’s nothin’ to be gained by quarrelin’, as the bantam said to the Shanghai rooster, when the rooster had pecked ‘is heye hout. What’s your particular poison, Dorky, Esquire? Give it a name. A glass of rum! Good! Mine’s a brandy. And yours, Mr. Williamson — I mean Mr. Williamson’s friend. Do me the honour of takin’ a glass with me — now do! Don’t be bashful.”

Feeling that it might only have the effect of adding to the unpleasantness of my position if I were to refuse his invitation, I expressed my willingness to drink a glass of beer with him, upon hearing which he professed to be much delighted. He struck the bell on the table, and presently the barmaid appeared in answer to it. The look of eager expectation on the faces of the company should have warned me that some trick was about to be played on me, but I was thinking about something else and gave no heed to it.

“What’s the order, gentlemen?” inquired the girl, balancing her tray upon its edge and spinning it as she spoke, to the imminent danger of the glasses on the board. Then she added flippantly, “Don’t all speak at once or you’ll deafen me. Oh! it’s you, is it, Conky Jim? Fancy you doing a shout after all these years. Money must be very plentiful just now.”

A roar of laughter followed this playful badinage, which did not seem to affect my host in the least. He looked round the room and winked at the company as if to warn them that a joke was coming.

“Now, Polly, my dear,” he said with a patronising air, “don’t waste the precious moments in idle conversation. I’m standing treat to-day, and don’t you forget it. A nobbler of rum for Mr. Dorkin, a ditto of brandy, out of the right bottle mind, for me, and what was it? Let me see. Ah, yes, a glass of Nestlé’s milk for the baby. It was milk you said, was it not, my little man?”

When the laughter died down, I told him that a glass of milk would serve my purpose as well as anything else, and though he thought I was joking I can assure you I meant it. He was not going to have it all his own way, whatever he might think. Of that I was determined! When the laughing maid had withdrawn, there was a short silence, during which I noticed that Mr. Dorkin watched me with an expression that was half curious, half sneering, upon his face. Meanwhile my host was explaining his theory of raising infants and training them in the way they should go to those about him. Then the maid reappeared upon the scene, and with the help of the looking-glass behind Mr. Dorkin I could see that she carried the rum and brandy and also the glass of milk that was the cause of all the merriment. She handed the spirits first, and then held out the tray with the milk upon it to me, saying as she did so, in a low voice, “It’s a shame. Don’t you take it if you don’t want to.” To which I replied by asking her to remain in the room for a moment. Again I noticed that Dorkin was watching my face. Whether he despised me or not for swallowing the insult so meekly I could not say. At any rate he said nothing on the subject.

“Well, here’s good health and good fortune, Dorky, old boy.” Then to me, “I looks towards you, younker, and take care that milk doesn’t get into your head, or you’ll be put to bed when you get home.”

This sally was exactly to the taste of the company, with the exception of Mr. Dorkin, who seemed to be deeply occupied in thinking of something else. Now was the time for me to act, and I lost no time in doing so. Without raising my voice above its usual level, I turned and addressed myself to the man who had gone out of his way to play the trick upon me.

“I don’t know what your name may be,” I observed, endeavouring to speak as calmly as possible, “and I’m very sure I don’t want to. There is one thing, however, that I do know, and that is the fact that you have laid yourself out deliberately to insult me. Very good. You have warned me not to let this milk affect my head. I am willing to take your advice, as doubtless the friends who surround you would do under the circumstances. I must get rid of the milk, since it is dangerous, and this is how I do it.” So saying, I tossed the contents of the glass full and fair into his face. Such an object as he looked when I had done so I cannot hope to make you understand. Before he could recover himself I had placed the glass upon the table and had prepared myself for what I knew full well would follow. Fortunately I am a fairly good boxer, though of course I ought not to sing my own praises. Even then, in spite of my youth, I was also fairly strong. To crown it all, my blood was up, and I was ready for anything he might attempt.

“You—” he cried furiously, as he mopped the milk from his face and clothes; “you shall pay for this. See if he don’t, boys. Throws his dirty milk in a gentleman’s face, does he? All right.”

Two or three of his friends rose as if to take his part, and then for the first time for nearly ten minutes Mr. Dorkin spoke. What he said was short, but to the point. “The man who interferes has to fight me,” he remarked. “The young ‘un is a good plucked ‘un, and, by the Lord Harry, he shall have fair play. You, Jim Baker, down on your hunks again or I’ll give you what will help you. Now, Conky, what have you got to say? Take care you haven’t bit off more than you can chew. It does happen so sometimes.”

The redoubtable Conky’s only reply to this was a curse. Then turning to me, he continued, “As for you, I’ll learn you to chuck your cow juice in a man’s face. Take that.” As he spoke, and almost before I had time to get up my guard, he had launched a vicious blow at my head. If I had not been quick it would have made me see stars for some time to come. As it happened, however, I was able, more by good luck than good management, to ward it off, and with a left hander, straight from the shoulder, landed him on the jaw and sent him down like a ninepin.

“A fair knock out,” said Mr. Dorkin critically. “If I know Conky, he won’t come up to time. Shake hands on it, my lad, and though it’s not my way as a general rule to sing small, I’ll ask your pardon. It was me that put it on you first, and by rights I ought to be where Conky is now.” He went across the room to where the fallen warrior lay and gave him a hearty kick. “Get up,” he said, “get up and beg pardon. You’re only shamming, and you know it.”

After a short interval the gentleman addressed struggled to his feet, explaining as he did so that he had been struck unfairly and that he would have his revenge later on. Again Mr. Dorkin spoke.

“Stow that rubbish,” he observed. “You know as well as I do that you haven’t a chance against the youngster. He could double you up, you turnip, with one hand, and he’ll do it again if you don’t take precious good care. Now say you beg pardon, unless you want to go down again.”

The other thought first of endeavouring to carry matters off with a high hand, but a look on Dorkin’s face induced him to change his mind. I thereupon came to his assistance, and in an unexpected manner.

“I don’t want him to apologise,” I said. “I am afraid it would not be sincere. If I may offer a suggestion, I would rather drink with him. You must remember that on the last occasion he did not give the order quite correctly,” Then I called the girl to me. “I think, Mr. Dorkin,” I began, “you ordered a glass of rum; I will have a glass of beer; and our friend here will, I hope, join us in a glass of milk.”

The girl left the room, smiling all over her face. She and my late antagonist had never been friends, and she was by no means displeased at seeing him receive a thrashing. Presently, amid breathless silence, she returned with the drinks I had ordered. One was handed as before to Dorkin, while I myself held out the milk to my late antagonist. “Take it and drink it,” I said, “or I promise you I’ll do what I did before. You will find it an excellent drink, better for you than brandy and less likely to go to your head. Come, drink it up, if you don’t want further trouble.”

Amid the jeers of his former admirers who, according to their wont, were quite ready to drop him now that he had fallen from his high estate, he took up the glass and, with the remark that he hoped my next drink would choke me, tossed off the contents. Having done so, he took his departure from the room, more like a whipped puppy than any other animal I could liken him to.

“Young ‘un, you’re a good plucked ‘un, and I’ll do you that credit or my name’s not Sep. Dorkin,” remarked the individual of that name. “We’ve got to have a bit of a talk together before we’ve done, and if it comes out satisfactory, as the lawyers say, I don’t know but what I won’t give you the chance of coming with me when I start out. What’s your name, anyway?”

“George Tregaskis,” I answered. “My father was once manager of Warraboona Station on the Murray. He was killed when I was only a little chap of nine.”

An elderly man who had entered the room a few moments before the Conky Jim episode rose hastily from his seat and came forward to where we were standing. He looked very hard at me, and somehow his face seemed to recall old associations, though I could not for the life of me remember where I had seen him.

“Did I understand you to say that your name was Tregaskis?” he said, looking closely into my face. “Son of George Tregaskis, who was thrown from his horse out mustering when the clumsy brute put his foot in a hole?”

“Yes,” I replied, “I am his son, but though I feel sure I know your face, I can’t recall where I last saw you. Give me a helping hand. It wasn’t in Melbourne, I’m certain of that.”

“No, it wasn’t in Melbourne. It was out on the Murray at Warraboona. That’s where it was. I remember the day you were born and the day you were breeched. I gave you your first riding lesson, and I’m not quite sure that I didn’t do most of the work in teaching you to walk. Many’s the mile I’ve carried you on my back, for your mother would trust you with me when she wouldn’t with anybody else. Now think for a minute, and see if you can give me my name.”

In a flash it occurred to me. How I could ever have forgotten it I could not understand. This old and grizzled man, who knew so much about me, could be no other than my father’s faithful henchman and friend, Dick Bennet. I said as much, and as I did so, I saw tears rise in his eyes.

“Yes, it is Dick Bennet, sure enough,” he said. “Old Dick Bennet, and to think that you are Master Georgie. Well, well, how you have grown up, to be sure.”

Mr. Septimus Dorkin here placed his hand on my arm.

“If you want to kick me, you can do it and welcome,” he said. “I give you my word I won’t hit back. If I’d a’ known you were George Tregaskis’s boy I’d have licked your boots before I’d have said what I did to you. Law bless my cabbage tree, I knew your father afore he married your mother, and many’s the droving trip we did together when he was a grown man and I was only a sprig of a boy, scarcely big enough to do up his own girths. He was a first-class bushman and an A1 man, and glory be with him. What say you, Dick Bennet, old pal?”

“Amen to it, and many of them,” Dick replied, and then he brought his conversation back to me. “And to think of your being little Georgie. Well, well, I never thought to see this day — may I drop dead in my tracks if I did. And your mother, I hope she’s hale and hearty?”

“Perfectly,” I answered. “You must come out and see her. We’re living at Caulfield, and I know how glad she’d be to have a talk with you about old times. Why not come with me now? It’s no use my staying in town, for I don’t seem to be able to hear of anything that would be likely to suit me. Goodness only knows I’ve tried hard enough.”

“Not quite so fast, my young fellow,” remarked my whilom enemy Dorkin. “Things have changed a bit since last we talked it over. You’re George Tregaskis’s boy, and you’re a friend of my friend Dick here. That’s good enough for me, and makes all the difference. You don’t know much of Bush life, you say, and you’ve only learnt what you do know behind a desk, in this dod-ratted city that’s not fit for a man what calls himself a man to live in. Well, I’m the chap who’s got to teach you, and you may put your bottom dollar down on that. I leave here for Sydney next Friday, then go on by rail to Bourke. After that, it’s all plain sailing for the Diamintina. Make it right with the old lady, and come and see me here to-morrow morning about this time. We’ll square up matters then, and if I don’t turn you into as proper a bushman as there is on this ‘ere old Continent inside of six months, well, may I never be able to tell the difference between a kangaroo rat and a rock wallaby again. Are you game?”

I certainly was, and I said so. Then, wishing him good-bye, I left the hotel in company with Dick and set off for the railway station, where we were to catch our train for Caulfield.


Chapter III. Loses a Mother: Gains a Friend.
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IT WOULD TAKE too long to follow my career in detail for the next four and a half years. Indeed, it would necessitate some effort of memory on my part to recall all that befell me during that eventful period of my life. Let it suffice, therefore, that after the memorable scene recorded in the last chapter, which heralded, or perhaps I should say preceded, my engagement with Septimus Dorkin, I left for Queensland with that worthy, but, if the truth must be confessed, somewhat headstrong gentleman. We made our way up to Bourke, crossed by way of Hungerford and the Paroo River, thence to the Barcoo, and so on by easy stages to our destination. This proved to be a station of some importance on the Diamintina, that sometime mighty river which, augmented by the Western, the Wokingham, and the Mayne, to say nothing of numerous other smaller streams, runs half across the Continent to find at length an ignominious end in the Great Stoney Desert of South Australia.

That journey taught me more of the Bush, its charms and its vicissitudes, than I have ever learnt since. I was young, my brain was receptive, I had a natural liking for the calling I had chosen, and what was perhaps better than all else, I had inherited a considerable proportion of my poor father’s intuitive knowledge of live stock. With my employer and mates I think I may say without boasting that I got on well, though of course there was trouble at times, as there always must be when several men are compelled to put up with each other’s society for several months at a time. On the whole, however, we contrived to hit it off together, and I, for my part, have nothing but pleasant memories of that, my first experience of over landing. After a couple of brief holidays I made two more trips with Dorkin, one almost up into Cape Yorke Peninsula, and a hard time we had of it, for it was a bad season; the other from a station near Cobar, in New South Wales, to another on the Lower Murray in South Australia. During the latter journey we passed through Warraboona, my birth-place and early home. As we were camped there for two days, I managed to make time enough to ride over and have a look at the old place. It was no longer the house I remembered; the homestead had been added to, and what had been the sitting-room in my father’s time was now the back portion of the edifice. The shearing shed, which in our time was nothing more pretentious than a bough-shade, was now superseded by a costly iron erection, with yards and drafting pens ad libitum. They had introduced machine shears, scoured their own wool, and dumped by means of the latest improved hydraulic press. An American windmill raised water from the river for irrigating purposes, while the overseer’s and men’s quarters were equal to anything I had ever seen in either of the four Colonies. On my way back to camp I rode down the river bank to have a look at my father’s grave. To the credit of the present manager be it said, it was well taken care of. A neat but strong fence had been erected round it to protect it from the cattle, and what more could I expect? How the memory of the day on which we had laid him there came back to me as I sat on my horse looking down at it! I could seem to see the pale, sweet face of my mother as she watched them lowering into its last resting — place all that was mortal of the man she had loved so tenderly and whom she had followed so willingly into the exile of the Bush. I could see old Dick, with his honest, sunburnt face, reading the Burial Service over the man who had been his friend and master for more than twenty years. What was more, I could remember a little boy, scarcely up to his mother’s elbow, with a round and chubby face and curly hair, who only half realised the importance to him of what was then taking place. How different was he to the long, gawky, sunburnt youth now seated on the horse beside the selfsame grave! It seemed difficult to believe that they could be one and the same person.

As things turned out, that proved to be my last journey with Dorkin, not because we had any fault to find with each other, but because he had discovered that he had amassed a competency sufficient for his modest wants, and felt an inclination to settle down. This he did, marrying at the same time a buxom widow in the public — house line of business in the town of Bourke, where, as may be supposed, he had many opportunities of renewing acquaintance with old friends, and now and again of showing that he had not altogether laid aside his business capabilities when he exchanged the pig-skin for a seat in his own bar-parlour. I have heard since that his wife led him a pretty life, and that they would doubtless have been compelled to part company had he not made a mistake one dark night and walked off the wharf into the river instead of into his own front door. He had many faults, doubtless; which of us has not? But I never heard of his having done an unjust action (horse dealing always excepted), nor do I think he ever went back on a man whom he had once admitted to his friendship. It’s a pity more of us can’t say as much.

When I parted company with the man whose virtues I have just described and whose vices are no concern of mine, I was in Melbourne. It was my intention to spend a month with my mother, and then to take up a job I had heard of on the Bogan in the vicinity of Nyngan. It was to be my first experience of an overseer’s billet, and I was eagerly looking forward to the experience, having some idea of starting for myself in a few years, if all went well. I had managed already to save a fair sum, and hoped to have a nice little amount at my back by the time I felt equal to launching out as an owner on a small scale. A thousand-acre block would do very well for a start, and with the usual confidence of youth, I felt that I could make it pay. As of old, I told my mother of my ambition, prophesying that before very long I should want her to venture into the wilds once more in order to keep house for me. But she only shook her head, a trifle sorrowfully I thought, and declared that she could never go into the Bush again. Of late her spirits had not been of the brightest description, and the knowledge had distressed me more than I could say. That there was nothing radically wrong with her she constantly assured me, and yet she was by no means her old bright self. Among other things I noticed that she left more of the management of her small household to the girl who had acted as her companion since I had left home, which in itself was by no means a reassuring sign. In the old days she would as soon have thought of turning me out of house and home as of doing that. I suggested a change of air, a voyage to Tasmania and New Zealand, but she would not hear of it. She was perfectly content to remain where she was, she said, provided she could see me at not too long intervals. I then endeavoured to enlist the doctor on my side and to induce him to order her away, but much to my chagrin he declared that he could not discover any adequate reason for so doing. Thus foiled in every direction, nothing remained for me but to submit with the best grace I could put upon it. It did not tend, however, to send me off to my new duties in any too happy a frame of mind. Despite everyone’s endeavour to convince me that I was frightening myself about her unnecessarily, I knew her too well to be easy in my mind about her. You will presently be able to see for yourself which of us was right and which was wrong.

At the expiration of my holiday, I left for Sydney, and journeyed thence by rail to Nyngan, by way of Bathurst and Dubbo. Mount Gondobon, as the station was called, is a fine property on the Macquarrie River, and at that time was up-to-date in every respect. Its area, number of sheep carried, description of grass, and other details, would in all probability not interest you. I will, therefore, content myself with saying that I should have remained there longer than I did had I not received alarming news of my mother’s condition, and been compelled to hasten back to Melbourne in the middle of my second year, and just as we were beginning shearing. My return being uncertain, the owner could not, of course, wait, so there was nothing for it but for me to take my cheque and sever my connection with one of the most pleasant stations it has ever been my good luck to work upon. The manager and I parted with mutual regret, and two and a half days later found me once more at Caulfield.

To my sorrow I discovered that the report I had received as to my mother’s condition had been by no means exaggerated, indeed I could only feel that they had not made me realise sufficiently how ill she was. I sought the doctor as soon as possible, and implored him to tell me exactly what the position was. I had had enough of uncertainty and was anxious to know the worst.

“Well, Mr. Tregaskis,” he said, stabbing his blotting pad with his pen as he spoke, “since you wish it so much I will be explicit with you. Mrs. Tregaskis has for some time past been suffering from a malignant growth, which should have received treatment long ere this. Like most of her sex, she bore it until she could do so no longer, but only to find that to all intents and purposes she had left it until it was too late for an operation to be performed with any degree of certainty. Every effort has been made to relieve her of pain, but the trouble is increasing daily, while the drugs we are compelled to employ are slowly but surely losing their effect.”

I had no idea it was as serious as this, and it shocked me more than I can express.

“But is it impossible that anything can be done?” I asked, half afraid to put the question to him.

“If you mean in the way of an operation, I am reluctantly compelled to admit that it is,” he replied. “There is the chance that it might be successful, but I think it only fair to you to state it as my honest opinion, and I have taken the precaution of consulting one of our most eminent surgeons on the point, that the risk would be too great. In all probability it could only have the effect of hastening the end. I am more than sorry to have to tell you this, but, as you have yourself asked me to do so, I think it better to let you know the plain, unvarnished truth, so that you may be prepared for the worst. Your mother is a noble woman, and I would do anything in my power for her, but beyond relieving her of acute suffering, I fear I am powerless.”

“Poor mother!” I groaned. “And how long do you think it will be — before — before the end is likely to come?”

He shook his head. “It is impossible for me to say,” he replied. “In cases like this they not unfrequently linger for a long time. It may be only a question of weeks, it may even be of months. I regret for your sake that I cannot be more explicit. You will remain with her for the present at least, I presume?”

“You may be sure of that,” was my reply. “I shall stay with her and comfort her until the end. It is the least I can do for her, and my conscience tells me I have neglected her too long. I am more obliged to you than I can say for having told me everything. The uncertainty was more than I could bear. Now I can see the track clear ahead of me, I know what I have to do.”

I bade him good-bye and set off on my homeward walk. What my feelings were like you will doubtless be able to imagine, particularly if you have ever been called upon to face such an ordeal as lay before me then. God knows I would willingly have taken her place had such a thing been possible. But that, alas, was denied me. It was to be my portion, and perhaps a part of my punishment for having been selfish enough to quit my home, to have to watch her day by day suffering intolerable agony, and to know that I was powerless to afford her relief. Yet never once, even in her direst moments, did I hear her complain. For my sake she made heroic efforts to be cheerful, and I am not sure that this did not hurt me even more than the knowledge of the actual suffering she was undergoing. Between the paroxysms of pain she would talk to me of my Bush life and of the old days when she and my father were so happy together and so full of pride in me, their only child.

“Well, I ought to be thankful,” she said once to me as I sat beside her, holding her dear thin hand that even now bore traces of the hard and loving life of toil she had once known, “I have had my days of happiness; I have known a good husband and a good son, so I have been blessed beyond most women. Now my time has come to join him, and, if God wills, we shall be permitted to watch our boy together making his way bravely in the world as his father did before him.”

This was the first time she had spoken to me concerning her end, and as I listened, I felt as if life could never have any happiness for me again. I bent over her, and kissed her tenderly upon her forehead, such a kiss as I had never given her before. Now that I was about to lose her I was beginning to realise what a queen among women she was; an earthly saint if ever there was one. Read my story, and learn how I profited by the lesson I might and should have learnt from her. She may forgive me in her infinite compassion, but God knows I can never forgive myself. Mine was the cruelty, and mine will be the eternity of repentance.

Nearly two months elapsed before the end came, and her suffering during that terrible time I could not make you understand, even if I tried to do so. At last her bodily and mental strength began to wane, and the doctor gave me his assurance that the end was very near. Heaven knows I could not, dearly as I loved her, and lonely as I should be without her, find it in my heart to wish that it might be delayed. It would not have been human to desire such a thing. It came in the night. I had been with her until ten o’clock, and had then allowed myself to be persuaded by the doctor and nurse to go to my room and lie down, but I did so only on the express condition that they should rouse me should any change occur. That change came towards midnight, and they immediately fulfilled their promise.

“She cannot last many minutes,” said the doctor in a whisper; “I fear she will not regain consciousness.” He was right, for she passed quietly away a few minutes after twelve o’clock, and when I rose from my knees and stooped over her to kiss her, I knew that I was alone in the world — she who had loved me so fondly, who had watched over me so tenderly, who had borne with my many faults and weaknesses, was gone to her long rest, where who knows whether I shall be permitted to follow her?

This was the first time I had ever been brought face to face with Death since I was old enough to be able to understand what it meant. Strange to say, I was not so awed by it as I had imagined I should be. Possibly the long period of waiting, knowing all the time that the end was slowly but surely approaching, may have been responsible for this; be that as it may, however, the fact remains that it was as I have said. When I had bade the doctor good-night, I went to my own room and to bed. Worn out by watching I fell asleep almost immediately, and did not wake until nearly nine o’clock.

Not to dwell too long on what is to me even now a painful subject, I might say that my mother was laid to rest next to her father and mother in Ballarat Cemetery, and that when all the legal formalities had been complied with, the house and furniture sold, and all the other necessary legal arrangements made, I found myself my own master, without a relation that I could lay claim to, and the respectable sum of fifteen thousand pounds standing to the credit of my name at the bank. I can well remember what a large sum it seemed to me, but though it opened up a vista of such dazzling possibilities, I would only too thankfully have exchanged it to have had my mother back with me once more.

No one knows better than I do now, that the most profound grief does not last for ever, that there comes a time when the first violent shock of the loss sustained becomes less severe, when the acute agony becomes a half-numbed pain. Then as the weeks and months go by the spirits revive, hope and ambition return, and the dead, dear as their memory may be, become part and portion of the past, and henceforth are looked upon only as such.

Now, for the second time in my life, it became necessary for me to decide what I was going to do in the future. I detested a town life, and I loved the Bush: the latter was the only one that suited me, so much was certain. My capital was more than I had expected to have; at the same time it was not sufficient to warrant my going in for anything on a large scale. In other words, while it was ample to enable me to work a thousand-acre block, it would not go far towards running anything on a more ambitious scale. After my mother’s death, Melbourne became so distasteful to me that I determined to leave it as soon as possible. I therefore packed my traps and departed to Sydney, where I hoped to be able to solve the problem that was of such vital importance to me. I made enquiries in every direction, sought advice from the men who were most competent to give it, and at the end of a fortnight found myself as far off a decision as I had been at the beginning. The most attractive offers were made me. Some folk wanted me to fit out trading schooners for the South Seas, and were not polite when they found that I declined to invest my money in concerns of which I had not the very slightest knowledge. Others again had gold mines they wished me to exploit, pearl beds in the neighbourhood of the Arifura Sea, that could be profitably worked with the help of bribery and Dutch corruption. There were men with patents to sell, company promoters, dealers in land, shares, and varieties of business, and, indeed, every sort of commodity under the sun, each of which was guaranteed to make my fortune quicker than any other I could adopt. But though I listened to them I gave them no cause for hope, whereupon they left me, cursing me, I have no doubt, in their hearts, though invariably outwardly polite. So far I was as much advanced as I was at the beginning. At last I determined to bank my money and go back into the Bush, and trust to time and my luck to show me what to do. I accordingly settled my hotel bill, and took the train on the day following to my old station near Nyngan, where I remained as the manager’s guest for nearly a fortnight. Then, having purchased a couple of serviceable horses, one for pack work and one for riding, I set off up the Macquarrie, and thence across the Tableland, until I struck my familiar and much esteemed acquaintance, Bourke town. For upwards of a week I remained with Dorkin, fighting our battles o’er again, and both of us devoutly wishing we could be on the road together once more. More than once I had told him of my wish to find a suitable place and settle down as my own master, but though he was always prodigal of his advice, he brought me no nearer the accomplishment of my desire. But my luck was destined to triumph in the end, and as is so often the way in such cases, quite by chance. I had been down to the post — office to despatch some letters, and was returning to Dorkin’s abode when I nearly stumbled over a man who was lying senseless in the gutter. At first I thought he was drunk, but when I bent over him I discovered that I was mistaken. He was unconscious, as the result of a blow on the head, evidently inflicted by some blunt instrument, and was lying in a pool of blood. I carried him into the circle of light from the oil lamp at the corner, and then set to work as well as I could to restore him to consciousness.

At first glance he appeared to be a Bushman of the ordinary type, but on closer inspection he proved to be somewhat superior to the general run of men with whom I had been brought in contact. His age could not have been more than forty-five or forty-six at the highest computation, possibly it was not so much. His face, despite its pallor, was by no means unhandsome, while his features, though thin, were regular, and had what I suppose would be called an aristocratic air about them. His dress was that of the ordinary dweller in the Bush, that is to say, it consisted of a pair of white moleskin trousers, kept in position by a leather belt, a Crimean shirt, a white cotton coat, and a soft felt hat. His hands were small, and it did not look to me as if they had done very much rough work. At any rate, they were not like mine, scored all over with cuts and the markings of old sores. Taken altogether, I was decidedly prepossessed in his favour.

I had just arrived at this conclusion and was wondering what I should do with him, when he opened his eyes and looked about him.

“Hullo,” he said, very faintly, “what’s the matter?” Then before I could answer, he continued, “I feel as if my head is coming off; what on earth has happened, and who are you?”

I satisfied his curiosity as well as I was able, and then asked him if he felt well enough to get on to his feet. He replied by making the attempt, and eventually, with my assistance, he managed to scramble up. I thereupon propped him against a verandah post and endeavoured to discover the extent of the injury he had received. The light, however, was so bad that beyond convincing myself that he had lost a lot of blood, there was little more to be ascertained.

“How did you get into this plight?” I enquired at last. “It looks as if you’ve had a bad time of it.”

“I don’t remember very much about it,” he answered. “I believe a man came up to me and asked me the time, then something hit me on the back of my head, and I can recall no more.” He slipped his right hand into the breast pocket of his coat. “The brutes,” he said a moment later, “they’ve taken my cheque for a hundred pounds. What on earth shall I do?”

“We’ll soon settle that,” was my rejoinder. “What you’ve got to do is to get to bed as quick as you can and have that head attended to. If you feel equal to walking, come along with me to my place, and I’ll put you up for the night. In the morning we can talk matters over and see what can be done to find the beasts who robbed you. Do you think you can manage the walk; it is not more than a hundred yards or so down the street? Put your right arm round my neck and hold on to me.”

I placed my left arm round his waist, and in this apparently affectionate style we proceeded in the direction of Dorkin’s hostelry. My companion was certainly as weak as a kitten, which, after all, was scarcely to be wondered at considering the blow he had received and the amount of blood he had lost. However, he bore up bravely, and in due course we reached my abode. I took him in by the side door, for I had no desire that the folk in the bar should see him. It was within the bounds of possibility that the very men who had assaulted and robbed him might be in there drinking their ill-gotten gains. It would be time enough to look for them when I had got him to bed.

Leading him quietly along the passage, I at last reached my room. A candle was soon lighted, and in something less than five minutes I had him safely in bed and was on my way to the bar in search of Dorkin, who had had more experience in the matter of wounds than I had had. Getting him out of the bar into his little snuggery behind I told him my tale. He listened attentively. Then an idea seemed to strike him, and he returned to the bar for his pipe, which he had left upon the shelf. There were about half a dozen customers present, three of them residents in the town, one a drover well-known to Sep., and two extremely unprepossessing strangers, one of whom, a muscular fellow enough, carried a formidable looking stick in his hand. It was evident that both had had as much whisky as was good for them; in point of fact, one who stood at the end of the counter was compelled to support himself by its edge in order to remain upright. His companion, the man with the stick, was stolidly smoking with his elbows on the counter. If ever the word “lag” was written on a human countenance, it was on his. I have met some tough customers in my time, but I don’t remember in my experience to have come across a more repulsive face; it was more like that of an animal, a bulldog for instance, than that of a man. Here was just the scoundrel to commit an assault such as the occupant of my bed had suffered from that evening.

“Well, matey, have you done that for me?” he asked of the barman, as Dorkin joined me in the parlour once more. “Look sharp about it, lad, for I want to get along to camp, and it’s close on closing time. You’re as slow as my old skewbald mare, that’s what you are. Hurry up and ask the guv’nor to oblige a good customer what’ll spend the money in ‘is ‘ouse.”

“Hand it over then, and I’ll see him about it,” replied the other, “but I don’t know that he’s got enough in the house. It’s a good ‘un, I suppose, ‘cause we don’t want any fly-paper here.”

“It’s as good as any you ever set eyes on, my bloke,” answered the fellow with an oath. “But I only show it to the boss. If Richard James Wilberforce’s name to a cheque ain’t worth something, I don’t know whose is, and so you may take it from me. Cut your lucky now, and bring me back the cash. Look sharp.”

“I thought as much,” said Dorkin in an undertone to me. “If I’m not very much out in my reckoning, we’ve got the men who played the game on your pal in yonder. Hurry along to the room and ask him his name, and whether it was a cheque he lost, and, if so, whose signature was at the foot of it. Then slip back here. If he says Wilberforce, walk into the bar as if you didn’t suspect anything. Sing out that it looks like rain, and leave the rest to me. We’ll have a bit of fun out of this, or my name’s not Dorkin.”

I did as I was ordered, and learnt that my protége’s name was Flaxman, and that he had worked for Mr. Wilberforce of Carrandara Station, one of the largest properties on the New South Wales side of the Queensland border, for upwards of three years as storekeeper, and that four days previous he had taken his cheque for close on a hundred pounds, and had come south with the idea of having a holiday. Primed with this information I returned to the bar.


Chapter IV. Old Friends Meet.
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PUSHING OPEN THE swing door I entered the bar and approached the counter. The two men were still there; Dorkin, however, was not present. I could, however, hear him moving about in the little parlour at the back, whistling softly to himself over something he was doing. The barman nodded to me good-humouredly, and in return I invited him to join me in a drink, remarking at the same time, and in a voice loud enough to be heard in the adjoining room, that in my opinion we were going to have rain before the night was out.

A significant cough from Dorkin gave me to understand that my signal had reached him. I then took stock of my neighbours. One of the townsmen had departed, and it was easy to see that the man with the stick was growing every moment more and more impatient.

“If the boss don’t soon ‘urry up, I’ll have to go without it,” he said. “What’s he doin’ of? This ain’t the way to treat good customers. I can’t say that I think much of it myself.”

“He won’t be long,” the barman replied. “I expect he’s looking to see how much he’s got in the cash box.”

The man ordered whisky for himself and some rum for his companion. The suspense was evidently telling on their nerves. At last Dorkin made his appearance.

“Who is it wants a cheque cashed?” he asked, looking about him for the individual in question. “If he’s after an advance he’d better look sharp and see about it, for it’s well up to closing time.”

“I’m the man, boss,” said the rascal with the stick. “It’s got Mr. Wilberforce of Carrandara’s name on it, so I reckon it’s good enough for you, and for me, too. What do you think?”

“Never mind what I think,” returned the other; “all I know is that I wish I had his money. What have you been doing up there? Stayin’ with the family, I should say, by the look of your hands and face.”

“Never mind my face,” growled the man. “I’ve been shearin’ up there, that’s what I’ve been doin’. We cut out last Friday, and next day he give me the cheque for my vallyble services. Now what I want you to do is to cash it for me straight out, or as near as you can get to it. If you can’t manage it all, I’ll come in for the rest to — morrow. I can trust you I reckon. Sep. Dorkin’s word is as good as bank notes, so I’ve heard folks say.”

“Folks is mighty civil all of a sudden,” remarked Dorkin contemptuously. “Howsomever, that’s neither here nor there. Just hand over the cheque and let me have a look at it. Then I’ll tell you what I’ll do for you. I banked up this afternoon, but I may be able to manage it.”

Never suspecting anything, the fellow produced an envelope from his pocket and from it a slip of paper, which he passed across the counter to the landlord. Then he waited to see what would happen next. In spite of his bravado, I noticed that his hand trembled as it took up the glass of whisky and put it to his lips. Dorkin turned it over and over before he put it down.

“What’s your name?” he asked at last. “I don’t mean any offence, but a man has to protect himself.”

“What do you think it is?” enquired the other angrily. “Ain’t it writ there as plain as this glass that’s in my ‘and? Don’t it say Robert Flaxman? If it don’t, then I’m a Rooshian.”

“That’s what it does say,” was Dorkin’s rejoinder, “but how am I to know that you’re the man? Your name may be Bill Jones for all I know. A nice thing it would be for me if I was to give you the money for this — what is it? ninety-eight pounds, fourteen shillings and sixpence — and find out afterwards that I’d been spoofed. Is there anybody in the town that can speak for you? Fetch ‘em along, and if it’s all right I’ll do it straight off, I give you my word.”

This was a new way of looking at the matter, and the ruffian by no means approved of it. What was worse, Dorkin had possession of the cheque, and, owing to the width of the counter and the fact that the other was standing with his back against the bottle-rack, it was impossible for him to take it from him.

“You seem mighty distrustful all of a sudden, boss,” he remarked. “I don’t know as how I altogether like the way you’re talkin’. Anybody to ‘ear you would go and say you thought I’d stole it.”

“Well, find somebody to speak for you,” said Dorkin, folding and unfolding the little blue slip as he spoke. “That’s all I want. If you’ve been up at Carrandara, there must be somebody here who knows you. You can’t blame me for takin’ care of myself, can you? I’d be a fool if I didn’t.”

Suddenly an idea occurred to the man, and he was quick to act upon it.

“There’s my mate here,” he said. “As nice and sociable a feller as you’d meet between Bourke and Sydney. He was rouseabouting up there along of me. He’ll tell yer that I’m quite respectable, and speak for me anywhere, won’t you, Bill? Talk up like a man to the gentleman.”

Unfortunately for the success of his scheme, the genial William was by this time sound asleep, with his head on the counter and his legs spread out like a pair of dividers. His friend did his best to rouse him, and at length succeeded. But even then his great intellect proved unequal to the strain of thinking. He began by flatly and firmly declaring that he had never seen the other before, then that he would not be seen in his company for all the money in the world, and concluded his remarks by observing that he was like the Prophet Daniel, inasmuch as he had “fallen into a burning fiery den of thieves.” With this assertion on his lips he slid quietly down to the floor, where he resumed his slumbers as contentedly as a little child. To say that his friend was disgusted at such behaviour would not be to express his feelings at all. He kicked him viciously and called him by certain names which I will not pollute my pen by recording. Meanwhile, Dorkin watched him like a cat does a mouse.

“Drop that,” he cried in a voice of thunder, as the other was about to raise his foot for a second kick. “I’ll have none of that here, so you’d better stop it or you’ll hear from me.”

“I’d knock your head off for a nobbler of whisky,” growled the man, and then added somewhat inconsequently, “Call this ‘ere a civilised country? There’s a nice mate for you — eats your tucker, sleeps in your blankets, cadges your money, and when you want ‘is word to speak for you, ups and says he don’t know anything about you. Wait till I get ‘im outside. If I don’t give ‘im what for, well, my name ain’t Johnny Walker. You mark me. I’ll learn him to miscall me, if I do time for it.”

“So your name’s Johnny Walker, is it?” asked Dorkin. “I had a sort of an idea you said it was Flaxman?”

“Well, and isn’t it?” asked the man, and then added with a cunning that deceived nobody, “Haven’t you never ‘eard the sayin’ about Johnny Walker? You didn’t surely think that was my name, did you? That’s a good joke, if ever there was one. Lord, how my mate would laugh if he could hear it. Never mind about that there cheque, boss. Hand it over here, and if you won’t cash it, I make no doubt but that I shall find somebody else as will.”

But Dorkin refused to return the draft, and there was a look on his face that boded ill for the man who might try to force him to do so. Johnny Walker, if that were his real name, had met his match at last, and it’s my belief that he knew it. To feel that one has made a vital mistake and is absolutely powerless to retrieve it is by no means a pleasant sensation, particularly where the appropriation of other people’s money is concerned. Dorkin, while he had been meditating, had folded up the paper and placed it in his waistcoat pocket. Then he came forward and leant over the counter.

“Look you here, Mr. Robert Flaxman, Johnny Walker, Bill Jones, or whatever else you may call yourself, for the present that ‘ere cheque stays with me, Sep. Dorkin. Later on I’ll send it back to the party who it rightfully belongs to. If you kept it, it might get you into a power of trouble, so I’m going to take care of it for you just for a while. It isn’t any use your getting wild about it, for you know me and I know you, though you pretend to let on you don’t.”

Here a violent oath escaped from the rascal on the other side of the counter, which he capped with another to the effect that he had never set eyes on the landlord before.

“Then you’re a bit more forgetful than I took you to be,” replied Dorkin, who was not in the least put out by the other’s language. “I reckon it’ll be necessary for me under the circumstances to tell you where and when I first had the honour of clappin’ eyes on that lovely face of yours. It may come as a bit of a surprise, like, to know how I’ve treasured your memory all these years, like the girl in the song Sailor Joe used to sing. Bless me, how does it go now? Ah! I have it.” Here he commenced to lift up his voice in melody. “’Tis in the silence of the night

Your dear face comes to me; I linger long on that fond sight.

And sweetly dream — and sweetly

dream of thee!”

“Pretty ain’t it? Well, that’s how I feel about that face of yours, though I haven’t dropped into poetry yet.”

“Oh, stow this rot and ‘and over that cheque,” said the object of his admiration. “I’m not going to be kept ‘ere all night, not for you nor anybody else. Fetch it out and let me get my mate back to camp. As he gets sober, he gets that quarrelsome you’d be ashamed to ‘ave ‘im round the place.”

But Dorkin still showed no sign of relinquishing possession of what the other declared to be his property. On the contrary he put it in his coat pocket and buttoned it up. Then there ensued an ominous pause, during which each man steadily regarded the other. The man on the wrong side of the counter was the first to break it.

“This is a nice sort of game you’re playin’ on me,” he said. “If you won’t ‘and it over, I’ll ‘ave to see what the law will say to you. You won’t like that, you know.”

Dorkin laughed good-humouredly. He knew perfectly well that the other was only playing a game of bluff. To employ a Bush expression, he had now got him roped into a corner and was going to finish him off in proper style. The man looked more and more uncomfortable the longer he regarded his tormentor’s face. More than once he glanced over his shoulder at the door, as if to make sure that it was ready in case he might want to make his escape by it. Noticing this, I edged my way towards it with the idea of frustrating his intention. The critical moment had arrived.

“Just one moment,” said the landlord, speaking very slowly and with unusual impressiveness; “there’s just two little questions I should like to ask you before we go any further, and for the simple reason, as the lawyers say, that they ‘ave a bearin’ on the point at issue. First and foremost — no, you needn’t look round at that door, it’s just where it was five minutes ago, and my friend is takin’ all sorts of care that it don’t run away. As I was sayin’, first and foremost, who was Bill Bailey? Perhaps you’ll be good enough to answer me that.”

“Never ‘eard tell of ‘im,” answered the other sullenly, looking everywhere but at his questioner. “What do I know about yer Bill Baileys?”

“More than you’re game to stand up to, I reckon,” was the quiet rejoinder. “Well, if you won’t tell me, I suppose I’ll have to tell you. Bill Bailey, sometimes called Roarin’ Bill, sometimes called Bill the Liar, was a gent as gave his best attention to raisin’ horseflesh, and he did that same rearin’ in a mighty curious sort of fashion — that is to say, with a saddle and bridle when the owner wasn’t round handy to notice him. One day he sold a friend of mine a likely sort of nag out on the Upper Barcoo, and — well, to make a long story short, poor Bill went up for five years’ hard. He was terrible surprised, was Bill, I could see that, when the beak sentenced him. Then close on four and a half years went by and most folk had given up thinkin’ of him and didn’t want to remember him when they did, till one day there was a pretty little bit of cattle duffin’ done out Cunnamulla way, and the police were soon on the track, and Michael White, alias Bill Bailey, alias Roarin’ Bill, alias Bill the Liar, had to face the judge’s chin-music once more. It was seven years this time. Well, allowin’ for good conduct marks, we might say, therefore, and this is my point, that he ought to have been out a matter of a month ago. He was a rare one to gammon the chaplain they tell me, was Bill, so perhaps he’s come to be a reformed character, perhaps he ain’t. What would you say, Mr. — Johnny Walker? I believe you said that was your name?”

Again I regret to say that it is impossible for me to give that gentleman’s reply in his own picturesque language. I may remark, however, that while it was terse and to the point, it did not paint a very hopeful picture of my friend’s hereafter.

“Just one more point, and then I’m done with you,” continued the inexorable Dorkin, calmly lighting his pipe and speaking between the puffs of smoke. “It so happens, and I want your attention, gentlemen all, if you please; it so happens, I say again, that an individual fresh from Carrandara Station arrived in town to-night. He had in his pocket a cheque signed by Mr. Wilber-force for ninety-eight pounds, fourteen shillings and sixpence. It was made out in the name of John Flaxman, not Bill Bailey or Johnny Walker, only plain John Flaxman. Now a couple of forties — you know the term, gentlemen — happened to get hold of Mr. Flaxman and laid him out with a club. By the way, I like your stick, Mr. Walker, it’s a pretty weapon any way you look at it. When my friend over there discovered the individual to whom I refer, he was lying insensible in the gutter, with a big bump on the back of his head, bleeding like a stuck pig; his cheque was gone. What is more, that gentleman is now under my roof, where he will stay until he has recovered himself a bit. What I want to ask you, gentlemen all, is this — what you would do with a couple of dead-brokes like that, who first try murder and robbery, and then do their best to drag an innocent publican into their dirty business? If it hadn’t been for Mr. Tregaskis there, they would probably have done me brown — this very night. Shall I hand them over to the police, or what shall I do with them? If I lock them up, it’s certain we’ll all have to give evidence against them, and this time, Mr. Walker, it will as like not be fifteen instead of seven years.”

At this point the latter forgot himself and was imprudent enough to declare that Dorkin had invented the whole story, and that, so far as he was concerned, he was prepared to prove his innocence. It was an unfortunate statement for him to have made, as he immediately discovered, for the words were scarcely out of his mouth before Dorkin had vaulted over the counter, elderly man though he was, and had given the other such a blow in the face that he shot across the room and fell headlong upon the prostrate body of his snoring companion, thereby waking him up most effectually. The latter, imagining himself to be assaulted, hit out wildly, right and left, and continued to do so long after I had dragged his fellow villain out into the middle of the room by the heels.

“Get up, you dog,” cried Dorkin, standing over him with clenched fists. “Get up, or I’ll kick you into a jelly. Don’t you lie shamming there. Get up, I say, or I’ll give you something to remember me by that will last you till your dying day. I’ll teach you to try and palm your robberies off on me, you skunk. What you want is the cat to make you jump, and if you’re not a bit more careful it won’t be long before you get it. Up with you now!”

Mr. Walker looked at the tall figure standing over him and realised that the game was played out so far as he was concerned. He thereupon scrambled to his feet, and began, more for form’s sake than for any other reason, to brush his clothes, which were covered with sawdust from the floor. An excellent lump was steadily rising on his left cheekbone. It promised to achieve decent proportions before many hours were past.

“Now then, out you go,” cried Dorkin, pointing to the door. “Get out of my house, and if ever you dare to show as much as your nose in it again I’ll man-haul you till your own best friend wouldn’t know you. Git!”

Someday, perhaps, Mr. Walker will learn, probably he has done so by this time, if he has not already been hanged, that instant obedience is a virtue to be assiduously cultivated. Had he done so earlier in life he might have come off better on this occasion. The woman who hesitates is lost, we are told. In this case it was the man. That moment’s hesitation cost him another painful bruise, to say nothing of his lacerated feelings — the seat of his trousers and a torn coat collar. It came about in this fashion. Observing that the other did not quit quite as soon as he might have done, Dorkin seized him by the two last-named portions of his attire and ran him to the door, which I threw open. Then, with one mighty swing, he hurled him forth into the night, to ricochet from a verandah post and finally to lie prone in the inch — deep dust of the road. The landlord then returned for his companion, who followed his leader’s ignominious flight. Personally, I have never tried it, but I should say that there are few things in life more humiliating than to be ejected so summarily and violently from a place of popular resort. It not only does not look well for one’s self — respect, but the after effects are apt to be as unpleasant as they are lingering.

Later the other guests of the house departed, and, while my friend was locking up, I went off to ascertain how my protegé was prospering. Mrs. Dorkin had bathed and plaistered his head, and when I entered the room I found him sound asleep. Next morning he was almost himself once more, and absurdly grateful to me for having rescued him. I may here, perhaps, confess that the more I saw of the man the more I liked him. In spite of his Bush clothes, the veriest tyro could have told that he was a gentleman. He was tall, but not well built, with a curious stoop, the result of round shoulders. At first glance, you would doubtless have inclined, as I did, to the belief that he was consumptive, but he certainly was not. Among other things, he possessed an exceedingly pleasant voice and a charm of manner that I have never known equalled. He was also the possessor of one of the most equable tempers a man could possibly be blessed with. Nothing ever disturbed it. Indeed, throughout our long and more than intimate friendship I am quite sure I only once saw him in anything remotely approaching what might be termed a rage. He was, I believe, though I could not test him, an excellent linguist; I knew him for an expert musician; his small library, consisting of some half-dozen authors, proved him a Latin and Greek scholar, while one or two little slips he made on various occasions gave me good reason to suppose that he had once been a University man of some importance, or, at any rate, one from whom greater things than a Bush life had been expected. That he had not fulfilled them was evident from the mere fact of his presence in Australia. As I found out later, he had one serious fault — that is to say, so far as I was capable of judging — and that was the fact that, blessed with the gift of accumulating knowledge, he was, like myself with my own studies, totally lacking in that of application. It was in itself perhaps a weakness rather than a fault, but it had been sufficient to spoil his entire life.

For upwards of a week he remained in Dorkin’s house, and it was not until the end of that time that he and I came to the resolution that was destined to change the course of both our lives. We were equally tired of New South Wales, and we were also anxious to make a bid for fortune on our own account. The unfortunate part of it was that we neither of us knew how or where to begin. However, we had taken a great liking to each other, and were ready to throw in our lots together so soon as we should hear of something we fancied might suit us. To my delight I discovered that Flaxman had an amount almost equivalent to my own lying to his credit in a Sydney bank, so that as far as money went we were more than ordinarily well equipped. Day by day we had long discussions with Dorkin, whom we both regarded as a standard authority on anything connected with the Bush. The vexed question as to whether cattle paid better than sheep was debated, the different markets were taken into consideration, the varying descriptions of country had to be thought of, with half a hundred other matters, at first sight comparatively unimportant, but apt to become little short of gigantic when focussed against the magnitude of the stake at issue. We were neither of us millionaires, and one big loss, the result of hasty judgment, might spell irretrievable ruin for both of us. Small wonder therefore, that we made up our minds to exercise the greatest caution, and not to put our feet down until we were certain that the ground on which we were treading was likely to prove a sure foothold. Personally, I was strong for cattle, and though I fancy Flaxman would have preferred sheep, he was easy going enough to give in to me. That was always his way; rather than have trouble, he would throw aside his own wishes in favour of anything proposed by a person he liked. It would have been better for him, and, Heaven knows, a great deal better for me, had he always spoken his mind as he felt, and not have taken any notice of my likes and dislikes. But what had to be, had to be. It was Kismet, and who shall try to avert his fate?

At last, and when we were almost tired of the subject, we resolved to set out on what might have been termed a tour of inspection through the two Colonies. It was not without regret that we bade Septimus Dorkin “good-bye,” little dreaming that neither of us was destined ever to see him in the flesh again. I have already told you what his end was. Heaven rest him, he was a kind friend to me, though when I first met him I did not anticipate it.

It was on a bright sunny morning at the commencement of winter that we said farewell to Bourke. Our horses were far too fat after their long rest, and Flaxman and myself were but little better. However, we hoped by careful riding to knock them and ourselves into shape before we crossed the border into Queensland. It is wonderful how quickly a Bush horse hardens himself if only he be judiciously managed.

We had not been long upon the road before I began to discover that my companion, good fellow as he was, could by no means be considered a first-class Bushman. Seeing that he had spent most of his time in the store at Carrandara — the only station on which he had been employed since his arrival in Australia — this was scarcely to be wondered at. Yet I could not help marvelling that with all his cleverness in picking up other things, he had not managed to acquire the insight into matters, which, without boasting, I might say had come to me intuitively. Without meaning any sort of disparagement to him, I ought, for the sake of what is to come, to remark that he could not leave the camp to put the horses on to water half a mile away without getting bushed; while his cooking, when I allowed him to try his hand at it, was bad enough to have made the very poorest lodging-house slavey weep for shame of the human race. His damper was invariably brick-like; his Johnny-cakes would have made excellent fishing-line sinkers had they been used as such, while to trust him in any way with the cooking of meat was only to court inevitable disaster. Yet with it all he was never anything but cheerful, ready at all hours to do more than his fair share of work, never grumbled if short commons became necessary, and was always sanguine as to the success we should meet with in the future. A better companion in that way no man could possibly wish to have.

Having crossed the border, we made our way up the Bulloo River, then in full flood, crossing the Cheviot Range three days after leaving Adavale. Horse feed was abundant, water plentiful, and we ourselves were in the very best of spirits. Were we not like modern Don Quixotes, going forth in search of adventure? From the Cheviots, we crossed on to the Barcoo, and then headed away for the Diamintina and the Great Plains that stretch thence beyond the Herbert River into the vast Unknown. Ye gods! what magnificent country it is, and what great things might be done with it were it but better watered. For hundreds of miles we rode through it, keeping our eyes open continually for any place that might suit us. So far, however, our search had been entirely unsuccessful.

“We must try further north,” I told Flaxman one evening when we were discussing it round the camp fire. “This country’s too big for us — a place the size we want would be lost in it. What’s more, we couldn’t afford to lay out the money necessary to conserve the water.”

“It seems a pity, too,” my companion replied, “for, as you say, it is wonderful country, and if we could only master the water difficulty a fortune would be standing waiting for us to pick it up. Why don’t we possess a few thousands more capital?”

But it was no good our wishing for what we had not got, so we were perforce compelled to make the best of it. Leaving the Far West behind us, we struck out towards the North-East, in the direction of the Flinders River.

After a long and wearisome journey across hundreds of miles of almost treeless plains, we at length reached the township of Hughenden, a quaint little place on the banks of the Flinders. Here we remained to rest and refit, and here it was that we made the discovery that was ultimately destined to play such an important part in both our lives. Chance had brought us together, and fate was now arranging to bring to perfection the work that chance had begun.


Chapter V. Making a Home.
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IT WAS A steaming hot night, such as few places can produce in greater perfection than Northern Queensland. To give you an adequate description of it is, I fear, beyond my limited powers, but if you will try to imagine a steaming wash-house, a Turkish bath, and a hot kitchen all rolled into one, a smell of kerosene, stale tobacco, and ardent spirits, with millions of mosquitoes thrown in to keep one both interested and amused, you will have arrived at some faint understanding of it. The hotel at which we had taken up our abode was located in the main street, and was a long low wooden building that drove a roaring trade both by day and night. Its bedrooms were full continually. Bearded, lonely-eyed men made their appearance from stations situated away at the back of Beyond, transacted their business or their pleasure after their own peculiar fashion, drank deep as a rule, as often as not more for the sake of custom than because they cared for it, and later on disappeared as quietly and as unostentatiously as they had arrived. There were squatters, who were almost kings in their own right; managers and overseers, who shone in their reflected glory; drovers; dealers; commercial travellers; labour agitators; bullock drivers, or teamsters as they are more usually called; Chinese storekeepers; bakers and laundrymen; Hindoo and Afghan hawkers; black fellows more or less degraded, according to the length of time they had been resident in the township; and a certain white population, fallen beyond the hope of redemption. It was a motley assemblage such as could only be met with in a frontier town, and one which I was never tired of watching.

On this particular evening I could see that the weather had made up its mind to be thundery, indeed it had been working up for it all day. The air was so close that it seemed as if one could scarcely breathe. Inside the hotel the atmosphere was so thick that, to use a common expression, one could almost cut it with a knife. Feeling as if I could not bear it, I went on to the verandah and threw myself down in a long cane chair near the water bag. Lightning was playing continually away to the west, accompanied at intervals by the low rumble of distant thunder. As a rule, mosquitoes do not trouble me very much, but on this particular night they would not leave me alone, smoke as I would. Flaxman had gone to his room with a bad headache, the result, no doubt, of the peculiar condition of the atmosphere. Personally, I was not in the best of spirits. Our long journeying and our inability to discover what we wanted, weighed on such nerves as I possessed. I wanted to be settled down and to feel that I had once more a place that I could look upon as a home. I was tired of wandering in this aimless fashion, and longed to be at work once more. From the bar behind me came the raucous voices of its patrons, while under a verandah across the street a drunken man was challenging another and more sober comrade to fight him for a bottle of whisky. Heavy clouds were rising in the sky, and anyone might have been forgiven for supposing that rain was imminent. I knew Queensland too well, however, by this time to place much faith in such manifestations. It would be time enough to believe when we actually saw the rain falling. Thunder and lightning and dark sullen clouds did not by any means foretell a deluge. I have known it, away on the Great Plains, look like a storm every night for weeks on end, so like it indeed that one waited almost breathlessly for the clouds to burst and the welcome roar of rain to sound upon the roof, but nothing resulted save disappointment, and in the morning every vestige of a cloud would have passed away, leaving behind a sky of dazzling, pitiless blue.

I had been seated on the verandah upwards of a quarter of an hour, and was halfway through my second pipe, when an old man, whose personality had interested me a great deal during the last few days, made his appearance from the bar, and, after stepping on to the pavement to examine the sky, returned and dropped into a chair beside me. He was an old man, as I have just said, possibly close upon seventy years of age, with snowy hair, a clean shaven, not unhandsome face, and an air of being out of keeping with his rough surroundings. Only that afternoon I had commented to Flaxman on his likeness to the typical aged nobleman of conventional drama. He was possessed of one or two peculiarities; he took snuff, but did not smoke; he wore a black silk stock, after the fashion of our great grandfathers; he always looked spruce and neat, which is not the invariable rule with Bushmen; moreover, he used no oaths, but talked with the air of a cultured gentleman. From the first moment I set eyes upon him I took a fancy to the man, and was very glad now to be permitted an opportunity of talking to him. His voice was refined, and I noticed also that he occasionally employed little phrases that are to-day but seldom used. While talking to him one almost felt as if one were conversing with a character in a book, though I cannot liken him to any personage in fiction with whom I am acquainted, unless it might be dear old Colonel Newcome.

“I believe I am addressing Mr. Tregaskis,” he began, when he had been seated in his chair some moments. “I had your name from our landlord, who tells me you have come in from the West.”

“Yes, my name is Tregaskis,” I answered, “and the landlord was quite correct in saying that my friend and I have been out in the Far West. We managed to get as far as the other side of the Herbert River. Do you happen to be acquainted with that district, may I ask?”

“No,” he replied, “I have never travelled so far, and now I do not think that I ever shall. There was a time when I knew no greater happiness than roving about the world, and this Continent in particular; but when one finds oneself on the borderland of seventy one does not contemplate doing much more of that sort of thing. Forgive my impertinence, but you are perhaps native born?”

“I am,” I observed. “My companion, however, is an Englishman, but has been out here some few years.”

“I thought as much. I also fancy I should not be very far from the mark if I were to hazard the guess that he is an Oxford man. May I ask if I happen to be right? It is merely a supposition on my part.”

“Yes, you are quite right,” I answered. “His college was Christ Church, and I believe he did rather well there. At any rate, he certainly should have done so, for he is an undeniably clever man.”

“He has a clever head — a distinctly clever head,” continued the old fellow. “I commented on it to myself the first moment that I saw him. I am delighted to hear you speak so well of your friend, and, with your permission, I will add that I should much enjoy making his acquaintance.”

“I am quite sure the pleasure would be reciprocated,” I replied politely. “I must find an opportunity of making you known to each other. He has gone to bed now, I am sorry to say, with a severe headache, otherwise I know he would be delighted.”

He was silent for a few minutes, while the thunder rumbled in the distance and the lightning played above the housetops opposite. I was wondering, for my part, what it was that had brought this charming old man out to Australia and had induced him to take up a life for which one might have been excused had one deemed him quite unfitted. If Flaxman’s past were a mystery, here was evidently a greater one, and though I am not as a rule curious in such matters, I must confess that I should much have liked to have known his secret. When he next spoke it was as if he had been turning some important matter over in his mind. It struck me that he was a little nervous as to what he was about to say, and not knowing, of course, his reason I was unable to help him.

“Am I right in supposing, Mr. Tregaskis,” he said at last, taking snuff as he spoke and tapping the lid of the box afterwards, “that you and your companion are out in this part of the country on the look-out for a pastoral property of moderate dimensions? At least, that was the information which was communicated to me.”

“Your informant was quite right,” I answered. “That is our reason for being here. Unfortunately, however, we have so far been entirely unsuccessful; the particular description of place we require seems to exist nowhere save in our imaginations. It is disheartening, to say the least of it. The more so as it is impossible to say how long these good seasons may last.”

“Perhaps you would not mind letting me know what it is you are so anxious to secure,” he continued. “It is within the bounds of possibility that I may be in a position to help you. I have a very fair knowledge of this country from the Gulf as far down as Boulia. Will you not confide in me?”

His manner was so genial, and his offer was evidently so kindly meant, that I told him everything. He heard me out in silence, and then promised to sleep on it, after which he bade me good-night, promising to let me know the result of his cogitations in the morning. For upwards of an hour I continued to smoke in the verandah, to the growling accompaniment of the thunder, after which I too sought my couch and was soon in the arms of Morpheus.

Next morning I was standing on the verandah once more, waiting for Flaxman, who had gone out to the hotel paddock to look at our horses, when Mr. Densford, my old friend of the previous night, made his appearance and accosted me. He was as neat as ever, and, as usual, looked better fitted to play the host in some ancestral hall than to waste his good looks on the barren desert of a Bush hotel.

“Good morning,” he said, giving me his hand. “I see our storm of last night has blown itself away without leaving any rain behind for our benefit, as usual. Are you at liberty to spare me a few minutes?”

I replied to the effect that I would do so with much pleasure, and we accordingly seated ourselves in the chairs we had occupied on the previous evening. He took a pinch of snuff with all the elegance of a Beau Brummel, and then prepared himself for conversation.

“I have been thinking over what you said to me last evening,” he began. “It has afforded me considerable pleasure to think that I may be of service to you, my dear sir. There is nothing more delightful in this world than the knowledge that one is in a position to prove of use to one’s fellowman. I take it your desire is to obtain a property not too large and not too small, compact, well grassed and watered, sheltered, and capable of carrying a fair number of sheep or cattle, as the case may be. You would require as comfortable a house as could be obtained under the circumstances, with hut accommodation for, shall we say, six men?”

“You have described our need exactly,” I answered. “But where are we to find such a place?”

“I am delighted to inform you that I have the exact place in my mind’s eye,” he declared. “Your description tallies with it most admirably. I know that the owner is anxious to dispose of it, having determined to return at an early date to the Mother Country, where, please God, he will end his days. It is a most attractive property from a picturesque point of view; the house is old-fashioned, but comfortable, while the run itself possesses the various advantages you are so anxious to secure. What is more, it is to be sold at a sacrifice and for what is probably less than half its real value.”

“You make my mouth water,” I said. “And where is this wonderful place? Is it far from here?”

“Not more than thirty-five miles,” he answered. “If you would care to inspect it, I would guide you to it myself, for I shall be starting in that direction to-morrow, all being well. What do you say to my proposition?”

“I will consult my partner as soon as he returns,” I answered. “The prospect seems such a glowing one that I am sure he will agree with me we ought not to allow the opportunity of inspecting it to slip through our fingers. Would you mind my asking the name of the place and of its owner?”

“There is no objection to your knowing both,” he replied. “The name of the station is Montalta, and its owner is — well, its owner is none other than myself. Pray do not think I am attempting to take advantage of you. It is a charming little place in every sense of the word, chosen with great care, and it has the merit, not a small one as you will admit, of having helped me to amass a very fair competency, which I intend to enjoy on my return to my native land.”

“But forgive my saying so, is it not possible that we may not be in a position to pay the price you are asking for such a desirable property? Neither my partner nor I are wealthy enough to afford a big figure.”

He smiled indulgently. “I don’t think we shall be likely to quarrel on that score,” he remarked. “If I were going to stay in Australia I should not sell it at all, but surely if I am compelled by the exigencies of circumstances to do so, an old man may be permitted to indulge his fancy. I have ever been a man of moods. Since I took possession of it I have made the place my hobby, and it would cut me to the heart to allow it to pass into the hands of people who perhaps might not appreciate it. Perhaps it may not have struck you, or you may not have noticed, how few people there are who have any real affection for the work of their own hands; who, that is to say, when they have built up a place and the time comes for them to leave it, would rather demolish it altogether than permit another to enjoy the fruit of their handiwork. This is not my way, believe me. My sole desire is to feel sure that my place will be well cared for when I have left it, and that all I have done will not have been in vain. I will pay you the compliment of telling you that I have received many offers for it, but, as you can see for yourself, I have not accepted one of them. If I wished to dispose of it, I intended that it should be to someone whom I could trust to carry on the good work I had begun.”

I thanked him for the compliment he was paying us, and assured him that should we take the place we would endeavour to deserve it. Then he left me to think over what he had said. Fortunately, Flaxman put in an appearance just in the nick of time, so that we were able to halve the labour. I told him the news, and with his usual impetuosity he jumped at it. He affirmed that we could not have been luckier. Everything sounded most propitious, and if I were willing he was quite prepared to stake all he possessed upon the experiment.

So much pleased were we with our new-made friend’s description of the place, that we were not only willing, but anxious to set out for it without delay. Accordingly, next morning, shortly after daybreak, we had our horses brought in from the paddock outside the township, saddled and packed them, and then, accompanied by our venerable friend, left Hughenden for Montalta Station. The track, for it was little more than a track, ran first beside the Flinders River, and then, at a distance of some ten or twelve miles from the township, commenced to ascend almost abruptly. Thereafter it became picturesque in the extreme, threading its way sometimes through deep ravines, later over the bold faces of hills, diving deep down into valleys where tiny torrents brawled unceasingly. So far it certainly did not belie the good account we had received of it. Flaxman was enraptured. I’m afraid, however, he was thinking more of the pictures he would paint than of the cattle we should there breed. But there! I suppose it would be impossible for us all to look at matters in the same light. We should probably quarrel if we did.

At mid-day we halted for a couple of hours to give our horses a rest, and then pushed on again, the scenery, as we progressed, becoming more and more romantic. Suddenly, on turning a corner, we found ourselves confronted with a gate.

“This,” said our conductor, “is the boundary of Montalta. I offer you a hearty welcome, gentlemen. We shall catch a glimpse of the homestead very shortly.”

True enough, we did so half a mile or so further on, and a pretty picture it made. The house itself was situated on a natural plateau on the hillside, and commanded a magnificent view down the valley. It was not a large building, but was compact, old-fashioned, and capable of accommodating more people than one would have at first supposed. It possessed a broad verandah on three sides, while the men’s hut and the stockyard were situated some hundred and fifty yards further to the right. In front of the house was a small garden, enclosed with a white fence, from which the track led down to the valley below. Both Flaxman and I expressed our appreciation of the excellent judgment which had been displayed in the selection of such a spot for a residence.

That the old gentleman was proud of it I could tell by the way he received this compliment. “Yes,” he observed, “time has proved to me that I did not make a mistake when I chose this site. It was my first camping place when I came out here to take the country up. The place is hallowed by many associations. Here my son was born, here in my absence he was killed by blacks, and there he lies beside his mother in that little graveyard you can see across the valley. For fifteen years I have been alone, and at one time had made up my mind to live and die here. But man proposes and God disposes, and now in my old age I am returning to the land of my birth, to end my days among such as remain of my own kindred. But enough of that, let us push on to the house.”

We accordingly urged our horses forward and ascended the somewhat steep track that wound its way round the hillside up to the plateau on which the house was built. At last we reached the garden gate, where we found a couple of black boys waiting to take our horses. That they entertained a great affection for their master it was easy to see by the way they grinned all over their ugly faces when he spoke to them. It would have been strange had they not done so, for a more kindly old fellow I never met. Having unstrapped our valises, we walked up the garden path under the spreading banana fronds towards the house. On closer inspection, it looked even more comfortable than it had done from a distance. The creeper-covered verandah was broad and cool, just the place for a comfortable lounge with one’s pipe and a book on a hot Sunday afternoon. On either side of the front door were French windows, admitting to two rooms. That on the right was the living room, that on the left a bedroom. There were two other bedrooms behind, with a smaller room, which was used as an office. The kitchen and Chinese cook’s room were on the further side of a small yard. Behind all rose the hill, covered with fine timber to its very summit. From the front verandah one could look down the valley for miles and see the river gliding along like a silver snake until it disappeared round the elbow of the hill, at the foot of which we had camped at mid-day. If cattle would not do well here, I told myself, they would not do so anywhere. There was food, water, and shelter in abundance.

The house itself was plainly but comfortably furnished. It could not be said that its owner had permitted himself many luxuries, but all that he had was good and substantial of its kind. What was more, from front door to back it was as clean and tidy as a new pin. On learning from our host that the Chinaman was responsible for this perfection, I registered a mental vow that if we took over the place, Ah Chow should be induced to remain with us.

The day following was devoted to a tour of inspection of the property. We started early in the morning, and by the middle of the afternoon had seen enough to enable us to judge of its worth and its capabilities. Our host had certainly under-rated rather than over-rated its capabilities. It was, however, evident to anyone with eyes in his head that for some years past he had been allowing the working of the run to go very much as it pleased. A large proportion of the stock might very well have been got rid of with advantage to his pocket instead of having been allowed to remain eating their bovine heads off to the detriment of themselves and his profit. However, those were matters which could very easily be remedied.

When we returned to the homestead and were alone together, Flaxman and I exchanged ideas. On one thing we were both determined, and that was that by hook or crook Montalta must become our property, and as soon as possible. Next morning we accordingly broached the subject to our host, and a business discussion commenced. Never was a property disposed of with less haggling, and seldom, if ever, have two men discovered so good a bargain. At the very moment we were beginning to believe that we should be compelled to give up the search in despair, we had alighted on our feet. By mid-day we were, to all intents and purposes, the owners of Montalta.

“God bless you, dear old George,” said Flaxman, as we shook hands upon our partnership. “This is just about the happiest day of my life. Let us hope it is the beginning of real prosperity for both of us.”

“Amen,” I answered to that.

Yet if we had only been able to pierce the veil of the future, what should we both have seen? I think we should have fled the place and never have gone near it again. Though a long time has elapsed since the things I am telling you of happened, I can never look back upon my life at Montalta without a shudder. Small wonder, you will doubtless observe when you know everything.

The next fortnight was a busy one for us all. The stock had to be mustered and examined, and arrangements made for sending away for sale such as were not to be kept. We had agreed to purchase the furniture of the house, so that the worry and expense of procuring any other was obviated. At last everything was completed, and on one memorable Monday morning our old friend, who had spent so many years of his life there, bade us farewell, looked his last at the home that had been the theatre of his happiness, as well as of his sorrow, and, with a wave of his hand, rode off down the track. We stood on the verandah and watched him depart; we saw him cross the river at the ford and vanish from our sight among the trees, only to reappear later within a hundred yards or so of the little burial ground where his wife and son lay at rest. Without the aid of a glass we could see him dismount and kneel beside the stone that marked the double grave. Presently he rose, remounted his horse, and in less time almost than it takes to tell had vanished completely from our gaze for ever. Since that moment I have neither seen nor heard of him. I do not even know whether he is alive or dead, nor have I ever been able to learn his history. That it was a strange one, and would be worth hearing, I have not the least doubt. The Australian Bush is the home of many strange pasts.

Being now formally settled in at the station, you may be sure we were not allowed to remain idle. Our work was divided as follows: while Flaxman looked after the store, kept the books and attended to the victualling of the men and our own immediate domestic affairs, interviewed such strangers as called, and generally controlled the correspondence and banking part of the firm’s business, I, on my side, managed the run proper and gave my whole attention to the cattle and their needs. A healthy and a jolly life I found it. The possibilities of the place were comparatively boundless, and every month that went by found me more and more contented with my lot. By the time we had been there a year, and I had got matters fixed up according to my liking, I would not have changed places with anyone. To add to my satisfaction, the season proved an excellent one, and when I handed over our first mob to the drover who was to take them south for sale, I can assure you I was a proud man. They were as prime a lot of beasts as any lover of cattle could desire to run his eye over, and I flattered myself they would come upon the market just in the very nick of time. And sure enough they did so, and a nice price it was that they brought us in.

“This is better than clerking in a Melbourne office, George, my lad,” said Flaxman, when we had read our agent’s congratulatory letter. “Old Brownlow, the banker, will open his eyes when he sees this draft.”

“I hope he’ll see a good many more like it, before we’ve done with him,” I answered. “We’re only just beginning, my boy! Given two or three more good seasons like the last and we’ll be thinking of buying our next-door neighbour out. Then we’ll show them what we can do.”

Our next-door neighbour, as we called him, owned the property to the north of us, a run somewhat larger than our own, which, had it been properly managed, would have paid equally well. The owner, however, was a wild, dissipated Irishman, who neglected everything but the whisky keg. In consequence, his affairs were trembling in the balance, and, not for the first time, he found himself hovering on the verge of ruin. His stock had deteriorated for want of fresh blood, his home life was as unhappy as it could well be, while his children, the descendants of Irish kings as he was wont to describe them when in his cups, were well nigh as savage as their pagan ancestors. Ever since we had come to Montalta I had cast envious eyes on the place, and Flaxman and I were thoroughly determined to acquire it as soon as an opportunity should present itself. But close as he often ventured to the edge of the precipice, O’Donoghue never actually lost his balance. Where others would have toppled over and have been lost to sight for ever, he invariably managed by some cunning trick to wriggle back into a position of safety once more. Fortunately for us we saw but little of him, and what little we did see usually had the effect of making us less and less desirous of developing a more intimate acquaintance. Flaxman and I found we were quite good enough company for each other, and, therefore, we could dispense with his companionship. That was perhaps the reason that gained us the reputation for unsociability in the little township thirty miles away to the north-east.

“Never mind what they say,” remarked my partner one day some two years after we had taken over the station, when something had reached my ears and made me angry. “What does it matter? We can afford to laugh at them. We’re happy enough, and they’re miserable because they can’t sponge on us, as they’d like to do. That’s the long and the short of it, you may take my word for it.”

“It’s Mr. O’Donoghue who’s at the bottom of it,” I growled. “He hates us like poison, because he knows we want his run. But, by Jove, we’ll have it sooner or later, just see if we don’t. If he wants to show his teeth, he shall have good reason to do so.”

“Live and let live, old man,” replied my partner soothingly. “He’s his own enemy, so let him go his way in peace. It is no business of ours.”

“It’s all very well to say let him go in peace,” I retorted hotly, for somehow Flaxman’s equable temper always added fuel to my rage. “I decidedly object to having it said that we jewed the old man out of this place and that our heads are now so swollen by success that we cannot put our hats on. If O’Donoghue says that in such a way that I can bring it home to him, I’ll give him something that will induce him to mind his own business for the future, and chance the upshot.”

“You’ll do no good, my dear fellow,” replied my partner. “He’d like to quarrel with you, if only to get himself talked about. Besides, it is in his blood; he cannot help a liking for what he would probably call ‘the devil’s own cousin of a row.’ Don’t worry about him. Give him rope enough and he’ll hang himself in his own good time.”

“Yes, and then we’ll step into his shoes,” I answered; “we’ll unite the two places and run sheep on one, and cattle on the other. Forgive me, old boy, for losing my temper just now. But you know how easily offended I am, and what rages I get into about things you would not trouble a snap of the fingers about. However, we won’t quarrel, will we?”

He laid his hand gently on my shoulder and looked me in the face.

“It would take a great deal to make me quarrel with you, George,” he said.

I shall remember that speech to my dying day, and perhaps afterwards — that is to say, if the dead can remember anything.


Chapter VI. A Fateful Meeting.
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FOUR YEARS HAD elapsed since we had become the owners of Montalta, and never once throughout that time had either Flaxman or I found occasion to regret either our bargain or our partnership. Our good luck, which had brought us the place, continued to abide with us, and in consequence we were making money fast. If I had a grievance at all it was that we could not become the owners of the adjoining station, for O’Donoghue, to everyone’s surprise, was still playing his old game — that is to say, one month tottering on the brink of insolvency, and the next spending money like water in the nearest township. Where it came from was a riddle which everyone asked, and none could answer. His wife, who was of the same extraction as himself, dressed like a peeress of the realm; his daughters rode the best horses in the district; while he himself was in a state of hopeless inebriation for weeks at a time. On the occasion of one of these outbursts he came within an ace of burning himself out of house and home, and doubtless would quite have done so, but that a man, camped in the scrub behind his house, saw the flames in time and sounded the alarm. Even then the miserable owner had to be carried out by the overseer and one of his own daughters, singing “Lannigan’s Wake” at the top of his voice, and hitting out wildly at everyone who came near him. The fire had originated in his office, where he had been drinking alone. Strange though it may appear, this near thing did not induce him to mend his ways; on the contrary, he became worse than ever, until the whole district made up its mind that the end must shortly come. And come it surely did. His eldest daughter, Kate, a wild, brazen hussy of five and twenty, who spent the best part of her time flirting with the men about the place and quarrelling with her mother and sisters, took it into her head to run away from home with the ne’er-do-well son of the township’s chief publican. O’Donoghue perceiving a chance of a row, and bent upon making a fool of himself, immediately he discovered it, rode off to interview the youth’s father, taking enough liquor with him to make sure that he should be in proper fighting trim by the time he arrived there. The owner of the hotel (save the mark!) had been similarly occupying himself, and a battle royal ensued. The greater part of the population turned out to witness it, and the story of the encounter is told to this day. Fortunately, but small damage was done, mainly by reason of the fact that neither man was in a condition to control his own movements, much less to direct them against his adversary. Eventually they were separated by their respective friends, induced to allow bygones to be bygones, and three hours later parted company so affectionately that some people found it difficult to believe that they had ever quarrelled. The result was inevitable. Mrs. O’Donoghue, never too amiable, upbraided her husband in no measured terms for his behaviour, attributed her daughter’s flight to his disgraceful conduct as a parent, commented on the fact that they were ruined, that the bank had called up the mortgage on the property, and then left him to reflect upon the situation. He did so, with the assistance of that devil’s agent, the demi-John, and to such good purpose that by midnight he was ripe for anything. Accustomed though he was to heavy drinking, he had reached the limit at last. He took a gun from a corner and loaded it with ostentatious care, muttering to himself as he did so. It was an ancient muzzle-loader, and perhaps for the reason that he had not used it for some considerable time, he made the mistake of giving each barrel a double charge. It took him some time to find caps for the nipples; after which he opened the door and went out into the passage. A flood of light streamed from the sitting-room, the door of which was open. He crept towards it to find his wife there, sitting at the table staring straight before her out into the dark verandah.

“Ellen, my honey,” he said, in a wheedling tone, “here’s your loving husband come to see ye, with a pretty little toy in his hand which ye’ll be afther admirin’, when ye know the use of it.”

She looked round, saw what he carried, and took in the position at a glance. Whatever else she may have been, she was as brave as a lioness. She did not scream or beg him to put it down. She merely remarked that he’d get no ducks on the lagoon if he did go out, and then rose and walked quietly towards him. He was afraid of her as a rule, and even now he might have succumbed to her influence, but for the devil that was inside him.

“And shootin’ ducks on the lagoon is it ye’d have me be afther?” he cried, flourishing the weapon as he spoke. “Sure, I’ve got me own duck at home, an’, by the Merry Piper, I’ll make her dance to me tune — so hark to that, my darlin’. None of your tantrums for me, ye Jezebel. Who put me children on to hate me? Who drove me gurl into runnin’ away from home and her lovin’ father? Look at this now, and say your prayers, for ye’ll be wantin’ ‘em all before I’ve finished with ye. If ye but make a sound I’ll shoot ye that minute.”

The wretched woman must have realised by this time in what a terrible position she stood. He was mad with the drink and crazy with the hatred he had long felt for her.

“Dennis,” she said, “ye would not shoot your own wife, the girl ye used to say ye loved?”

“Isn’t it shoot ye, ye mean?” he answered. “And why not? We’re ruined, are we? Then ye’re better dead; ’tis a pity, for sure, that we have not Father Callaghan with us now to give ye a kindly partin’, but there was no time to arrange it, seein’ the way these little divils wid the green eyes has been followin’ me about. Never mind, I’ll beat them yet, or my name’s not Dennis O’Donoghue.”

As he said this he looked wildly round, and immediately gave a spring backwards as if to escape from something that was pursuing him. His eyes were nearly out of his head with terror and the perspiration was streaming down his face. A death watch was ticking in the woodwork of the wall, and in the silence that followed, the blood curdling howl of a wild dog reached them from the darkness outside.

“Look, look,” he cried. “Holy St. Pathrick, look at thim. Thousands of them, all twisting and curling and curling and twisting like divils of the pit. Oh, save me, save me, they’re crawlin’ all over me. Down, down ye divils or I’ll fire. Ye won’t, won’t ye, thin here goes.”

Whether he really meant to fire or not, I cannot of course say, but the fact remains that he did so, either by accident or design. The result, seeing the way in which the rusty old weapon was loaded could scarcely have been otherwise. Both barrels burst, the man was killed instantly, while his wife fell to the floor with half her left side blown away. So Dennis O’Donoghue came by his end.

The noise of the explosion roused the house and brought the overseer flying in from his quarters, which were close by. There was nothing to be done for the man, but between them they carried the dying woman to her bedroom and laid her on the bed. A messenger was despatched post haste for the doctor, who lived in the township twenty miles away, but they might have spared themselves the trouble, for the case was hopeless, and an hour or so before daylight she, too, had said good-bye to the troubles and misfortunes of this mortal life. A month later the children were sent South to relatives, the bank had taken possession of the station, and it and the stock were for sale. Unfeeling though it may seem to say so, our opportunity had come at last. We immediately placed ourselves in communication with the bank, made the necessary enquiries, and looked forward to the time when we should be able to turn the two properties into one.

Winter was just commencing when we commenced our negotiations with the bank, and I was anxious, if possible, to get matters in proper trim before the rainy season properly set in. Times out of number did we anathematise the delay; banks, like the law, will not be hurried. Everything must be done according to precedent, and as slowly and with as much red tape as possible. However, like most other things, it came to an end at last, and the firm of Tregaskis and Flaxman were registered as the proprietors of the Stations Montalta and Condalba. It was a proud day for us, as you may suppose, more especially for your humble servant, whose ambition it had ever been to unite the two properties. The next thing to be done was to dispose of the cattle that remained and to stock it in their place with sheep. Then there would be a woolshed to build in readiness for the next season, a large amount of fencing to be done, boundary riders’ huts to be built, and an efficient staff to be engaged, under the direction of a head overseer, who would reside at the homestead which had seen the tragic end of the O’Donoghues, man and wife. At first we had thought of dividing our time between the two places, but Flaxman had put his veto on the arrangement. Nothing, he declared, would ever induce him to pass the night in that melancholy house; and from this attitude I could not get him to budge. I have not hitherto mentioned that among his other peculiarities he was strangely superstitious — believed implicitly in visitants from the other world, and even carried his fancy to such extremes that it made him uncomfortable to go into a dark room; saw winding sheets in the candle, mysterious faces in the fire, and would no more have thought of sitting down thirteen at table than he would have thought of smoking a cigar in a powder magazine. In all my experience I do not think I have ever met a man so thoroughly saturated with superstition. At one time I used to chaff him on the subject, but finding that he took it to heart, I abandoned it and permitted him to continue undisturbed in his belief in spirits, wraiths, portents, and other mysterious denizens of the other world.

One morning in early spring I returned from a long ride that I had been obliged to undertake into the back country to find that a black boy from Condalba had ridden over with a note from Ellicott, the overseer, for which he required an answer. It appeared that he was anxious to see me concerning a tank we were about to commence, and which was to be used for conserving the water on the western boundary of the run. He had discovered, it appeared, what he considered to be a better spot for it, and was desirous of consulting with me about it. In reply, I scribbled a note to the effect that I would come as early as possible on the following day without fail, and sent the boy back with it. According to my promise I set off next morning soon after daylight, intending, if possible, to return the same night. Ellicott received me, and we inspected the new site together. I agreed with him that it was an improvement on the old, and bade him set to work on it as soon as possible. The afternoon was spent in visiting the wool-shed, then in course of erection, planning some new drafting yards, and trying to induce a fencing contractor to realise the fact that spending half his time in the township was not only bad for his health, but also detrimental to his business, so far as I was concerned. So quickly did the time pass, that it was four o’clock before I was ready to start for home. Ellicott endeavoured to persuade me to remain for the night, but this I did not wish to do, for the reason that I had arranged a meeting with a drover for the following morning, and wanted to have a look at some of the stock before he should put in an appearance.

“I think you would be well advised to stay,” said Ellicott. “I fancy we’re in for a heavy storm. Those clouds look very threatening, and you’ll be pretty sure to find it dark in the scrub.”

But I would not listen. Having made up my mind I was determined to stick to it. I accordingly mounted my horse, bade him good-bye, and rode off, devoutly hoping it would not rain before I reached home. My hopes, however, were not destined to be realised, for I had not gone five miles before it began to descend upon me. I prayed that it might soon stop, but instead of doing so it became steadily worse, until at last it came down a veritable deluge. Worse than all, it was growing so dark that it was only with difficulty I could see my way ahead of me. The track, if by that name it could be dignified, had not been used for many years until we came into possession of the station, and for that reason was barely decipherable at the best of times. In the dim light by which I was now travelling it was every moment becoming more and more a matter of pure guess work. Indeed, at last I came to the conclusion that I had lost it altogether. I dismounted and looked about me, only to have my supposition confirmed. There was no sign of it to be discovered, look where I would. The rain was pelting down in true tropical fashion, and as I had not come out prepared for it I was soon in that pleasant condition generally described as being “wet to the skin.” A pretty plight I was in, to be sure — a thick scrub, pouring rain, almost total darkness, wet through, unable to light a fire, no blankets, and not a mouthful of food to eat. What a fool I was not to have accepted Ellicott’s advice. Had I done so I should have spent a warm, comfortable evening; instead of which I was to wait in misery and utter discomfort as best I might until it should be light enough for me to continue my journey. I was experiencing one of the most uncomfortable phases of Bush life, and anyone who has ever done so will corroborate me when I say that there is nothing more miserable than a wet camp, even when one is provided with the most approved coverings. But, as the saying has it, “what can’t be cured must be endured,” so I unsaddled my horse, hobbled him with a stirrup leather, and prepared to put in the night as best I could. Fortunately I had my pipe to comfort me, which was better than nothing; otherwise I don’t know how I should have beguiled the tedious hours.

Towards midnight the rain ceased for a time and a heavy thunder storm set in, the lightning was almost incessant, while the thunder boomed and rattled overhead as I had never heard it do before and hope I never may again. How devoutly I wished I were out from among the timber, I must leave for you to imagine. I never knew from minute to minute what might happen. In the intervals between the flashes the darkness was so dense that it was quite impossible to see one’s hand before one’s face. Then for a second all would be lit up with a blue glare and I could see the trunks of the trees around me, the rocky side of the hill round which the track ran, or should have run, and, occasionally, my horse, standing head up, ears pricked, amazed at the wildness of the night. Then all would be Cimmerian darkness once more. During one of these brief periods of light I caught a glimpse of a large rock some fifty or sixty feet distant from where I was standing. I waited for the next flash to come and then started for it, groping my way over the rough ground to the accompaniment of the thunder. At last I found it and sat myself down on the warmest side of it, if either of them could by any stretch of imagination be so described. Would the night never pass, I continually asked myself. Every minute seemed an hour, and every hour an eternity. To amuse myself I repeated every word of poetry I could recall, not once, but dozens of times; tried to sing, but gave up the effort when I discovered that it only added to the misery of the night. Once during a lightning flash I saw a dingo slinking by not a dozen paces from my shelter. Whether he saw me or not I cannot say, but he went his way up the hillside, and a quarter of an hour or so later, during a temporary lull, I heard him raising his melancholy voice in lamentation a quarter of a mile or so away. If you have never heard a dingo howl, pray that you never may. It is the most blood-curdling sound with which I am acquainted — the cry of a screech-owl, or of a dog baying the moon, is as nothing compared with it.

Another hour went by, and yet another, and still the storm did not abate one jot of its violence, nor did there seem to be any prospect of its doing so. It would not be daylight for at least another three hours, and how I was to put in the time I could not, for the life of me, imagine. I dared not move about among the timber, for more than once a heavy crash had told me that some giant of the forest had succumbed to the fury of the tempest, and bad as my present condition was I had not the least desire to make it worse to the extent of a broken arm or leg, or possibly a severe crushing from a falling tree. I accordingly remained where I was and thought of my warm bed at home and the fool I was not to have started a couple of hours earlier from Condalba.

After what seemed an eternity I struck a match, and screening it with my hand examined my watch. The time was just ten minutes to three. As I replaced it in my pocket a vivid flash of lightning lit up the little open space in which the rocks stood. Startled by it I looked up and saw a sight I shall never forget as long as I can remember anything. I had only time to see it and it was gone again, but not the impression it had produced upon me. I don’t mind confessing that my first feeling was one of complete surprise; my second of absolute terror; and I would defy you, my reader, to have felt otherwise than I did under the circumstances. Let me tell you why, and you can judge for yourself.

In the first place I knew, or at any rate felt positive, that I was alone as far as human beings were concerned on that part of the run, the nearest boundary rider’s hut being some eight miles distant to the east, with no one at all to the west. Yet, standing not a dozen paces from me the lightning now showed me the figure of a woman, dressed in some dark fabric. I was as sure as I could be of anything that it was not a creation of my imagination, and, as if to prove it, another flash came swiftly after the other and showed her to me again. She was looking directly at me, and now her arms were stretched out to me as if in supplication. Recovering from my surprise I sprang to my feet, but the light had gone again and I could see nothing of her.

“Who are you?” I cried at the top of my voice, for the howling of the wind would otherwise have rendered me inaudible. “And what is the matter?” As I spoke, I took a step or two forward in the hope of finding her. She did not answer, so I called again. Then there was another flash, and I found myself within two or three yards of her. This time I saw her quite distinctly. Her hat was gone, if she had ever possessed one, and her long hair was streaming in the gale. She looked more like some strange spirit of the night than a human being. Again darkness closed down upon us, and again I called. This time she answered by imploring me to save her. A moment later I felt her touch me, and, cold as I was myself, her hand on mine was like a lump of ice.

“Help me, help me,” she shrieked. “I am terrified. For God’s sake, help me. If you leave me, I shall die.”

Without answering I seized her by the arm and dragged her, rather than led her, in the direction of the rock, where I had been sheltering myself up to that time. Once there I shouted to her to seat herself, and took my place beside her. She was trembling violently, and cried out at intervals like a mad woman. What had produced it all — I mean, of course, apart from the storm — I could not imagine, and it was some time before she could tell me. Side by side we sat waiting for the violence of the storm to abate and for day to break — two things which I felt inclined to believe would never come to pass. More than once she tried to rise, and struggled fiercely with me when I sought to detain her, which struck me at the time as being in perfect keeping with the whole extraordinary affair. If I had been told when I bade Flaxman good-bye at Montalta on the previous morning that I should be sitting beside a rock in the middle of the next night, in a raging tempest, with a woman of whom I knew nothing, driven crazy with fear, beside me, I should have laughed my informant to scorn. Yet it was quite true. It was more than that; it was most disagreeably and abominably true.

At last, thank Heaven, the darkness began to lift and a faint grey light to appear in the sky. The wind was as fierce as ever, but the thunder and lightning had ceased with the rain. Presently I was able to distinguish objects about me. My mysterious companion I could not see very plainly, and for the reason that she had found a shelter in a hollow between the two rocks in which the shadow still lingered. It was not long, however, before I was able to make her out, and to note the piteous picture of dumb despair her attitude suggested. She was seated with her back against the nearer rock, in a huddled up position, her head bent forward as if she were studying some object before her on the ground, and her hands dropped upon her knees. Her long black hair lay thick upon her shoulders, and so covered her that I could not see her face. At first I thought she was asleep, but while I looked she turned towards me, and for the first time I realised what she was like. How to describe her to you I do not know. To do justice to the subject I should require a greater skill than I possess, or am ever likely to possess. Yet, having in view what is to come, I must make an attempt to enable you to see her as I saw her then.

I am able now to state that at the time of our first meeting she was exactly twenty years of age; but had I judged from her appearance as I saw her then, I should have added to it at least another ten or possibly more. That, under happier circumstances, she would be beautiful admitted of no doubt, but at present she was too haggard and terrified to appear to any advantage. Her pallor, whether natural or the result of her night’s exposure, was certainly unusual, and contrasted strangely with her dark eyes and raven hair. Her hands and feet were small and shapely, and I noticed that she wore no ring. Her dress was old and much torn. Possibly it might once have boasted some pretence to style, but I am not sufficiently well up in such matters to be able to form an opinion upon that point.

For a moment we looked at each other, then I rose, and she hastened to follow my example. It was then that I discovered how tall she was. At a rough guess, she could not have stood much under five foot eleven. Her figure was lithe, and properly dressed would doubtless be graceful. As it was it did not show to the best advantage. What her nationality was I could only conjecture from her English, but that she had some foreign blood in her veins struck me as being more than probable. Her dark eyes and raven locks said as much, as did the graceful way in which she carried herself, the like of which I had never seen before.

“You saved my life,” she cried impulsively, holding out her hand to me as she did so. “I shall never forget it. My God! what should I have done had I not met you. I was mad with fear. Oh, this awful night, I shall never be able to rid myself of the memory of it!”

She covered her face with her hands as she spoke, as if to shut out the picture from her mind.

“Time will do that,” I answered. “I am thankful, indeed, that we came across each other. Had you been wandering long before we met?”

“An eternity,” she replied, clenching her fists and looking straight before her as she spoke, though why she did so I could not understand. “I believe I must have gone mad for the time being. I can only remember running on and on, striking against trees, falling over large stones, and shrieking with terror at the lightning, which, I believed was chasing me like an evil spirit to slay me. Then I saw you, seated beside this rock. At first I thought it was only my madness come back again. Then I heard your voice and believed that I was saved. Who are you, sir, and how is it that you happen to be here? I thought there was not a human being within miles.”

“I might ask the same question of you,” I replied. “A lady was the last person I expected to find out here. As for myself, my name is Tregaskis, and I am one of the owners, of this and the next station. I lost my way in the dark, and not being able to proceed, was perforce compelled to remain where I was and to await the coming of daylight before continuing my journey. Hence my good fortune in being able to render you this small service. Surely you are not alone out here? You must have friends somewhere whom you have lost. Is that not so? This is a wild part of the world for a girl to be alone in. I wonder whether I could manage to find your party while you wait here in the shelter of this rock. If you can give me any idea of the direction, I would find my horse and set out in search of them at once. Doubtless they are not very far away.”

“I am alone,” she answered, and I cannot hope to give you any idea of the way she said it. “I had a companion, but he is dead. God knew him for the villain he was, and sent the lightning to kill him. I hated him so that I was glad at first, but I grew frightened later and ran through the forest for my life.”

“Do you mean that your companion was struck by lightning and killed?” I cried, looking at her in amazement. “Surely you don’t mean that? Your terror must have made you believe it.”

“It is true,” she cried, stamping her foot as if in anger at my contradicting her. “It’s as true as that I am speaking to you now. The devil sent him into the world to wreck my life, but God was on my side and killed him to save me. I can see that you do not believe what I say. Come with me, then, and see for yourself. I ran in the dark, knowing nothing of where I went, yet I will take you straight to the spot where he lies. Call it magic — call it what you will, but you will find that I am telling you the truth. Come.”

By this time I was becoming more and more convinced that the terror of the night had deprived her of her reason. She saw what was passing in my mind and laughed scornfully.

“Have no fear,” she cried, “I am as sane as yourself. But you must see him. You are a man, I challenge you to accompany me.”

After that there was nothing for it but for me to go with her on what I felt sure could only prove to be a wild goose chase.


Chapter VII. When Eve enters Eden.
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IN THE PREVIOUS chapter I described to you at some length the strange challenge offered by the still stranger girl to whom I had played the part of a protector during the previous night. I have also told you the belief I felt bound to entertain concerning her mental balance. She had declared to me most positively that her companion, a man, had been struck by lightning and killed, and it was his body she desired that I should accompany her to see. In itself this would have been a rational enough wish, but, when taken in conjunction with her tirade against him and the curious language she had employed, I think I may be excused if I felt some little doubt as to her sanity. However, as she seemed so bent on my going with her, I saw nothing for it but to acquiesce in her proposal. Tired though she must have been after all she had gone through during the night, she nevertheless sped along before me at such a pace that, active man as I am, I found some difficulty in keeping up with her. I have already remarked on her graceful carriage. I may say that I was now permitted an opportunity of observing it to greater advantage. Her step was as light and sure as that of a fawn, and, rough as the walking was, she never once stopped or appeared to experience the least inconvenience. Her glorious hair she had brought into something approaching order, though for lack of the necessary toilet appliances she was unable to make a very artistic affair of it.

For more than a mile she hurried me on, never once looking behind, but taking it for granted, I suppose, that I was following her. How she knew what course to steer, seeing that by her own confession she had only come through it once before, and then in the dark, I could not for the life of me understand. We left the hillside at last, and descended the plain, crossed a small stream by means of a fallen tree, which acted as an impromptu bridge — how had she crossed it during the storm, when she could not have seen her own hand before her face? — and then continued our march over a stretch of open ground towards some thick timber on the further side. Still she did not look round. Personally, I felt as if I were engaged in a walking tour in which I took but little or no interest. We entered the timber and began to climb a slight rise; then it was that I noticed that her speed was slackening. What, I asked myself, was going to happen next? Could her curious statement have been true after all?

Having reached a curiously-shaped little plateau, she stopped suddenly, and facing round on me bade me look. I followed the direction in which she was pointing with outstretched arm and saw, lying on the ground some ten yards away, what at first I took to be a bundle of clothes carelessly thrown down. Another look, however, was sufficient to convince me that it was a human body. Realising this I hastened to her side, and together we approached it. It was the body of a man, and a white man, there could be no doubt on that point. Reaching his side I knelt down to examine him, and as I did so uttered a cry of horror. Never before had I seen anything so repulsive as his face. It was convulsed into the most hideous grimace that the most imaginative mind of man could conceive. It was for all the world as if he had known that he was about to die and was caught by death in the act of laughing at his terrors. There was one other peculiarity I noticed. One side of his head was burnt almost to a cinder, as was his left side and leg. Since then I have seen the body of a man who had perished in a Bush fire, and I can liken it to nothing so much as that. That he had perished instantly was quite certain; so terrible were his injuries that he wouldn’t have had time to suffer any pain. There was some consolation in that knowledge.

In age he might have been anything between forty and fifty. It was impossible to tell with any degree of certainty for obvious reasons. His hair on the right side of the head was tinged with grey; the face, which would probably have been by no means unhandsome under other circumstances, was decorated with a short grey beard and moustache. His clothes were those of a townsman and not of a Bushman; like the girl’s they were well cut, but had seen much wear. I examined his pockets, to see if I could discover any clue as to his identity, but could discover nothing save a pipe, a broken penknife, a broken lead pencil, and an empty tobacco pouch — which last is a thing seldom to be found in the possession of a Bushman, preferring, as he does, to carry his smoking mixture in the solid plug. Having convinced myself that nothing else remained, I rose from my knees and turned to the girl. She looked at me with what I thought was almost a contemptuous expression on her face.

“You see I told you the truth,” she said, as calmly as if she were stating a self — evident fact “There is the man I spoke to you of; the man who has spoilt my life, and whom I hated as I never thought it possible one human being could hate another. Times out of number I would have killed him without compunction, but something always prevented me; now, however, he has received his deserts.”

“Hush, hush,” I said, for though I am far from being as straightlaced as I might be, it seemed infinitely shocking to hear such vindictive sentiments fall from a woman’s lips. “However he may have treated you, the man is dead, therefore let him rest in peace.”

“Bah!” she answered, with a scorn that it would be futile for me to attempt to reproduce with any likelihood of success. “Why should you pity him because he is dead? If you knew him alive, you would hate him as I do. But simply because he no longer lives you try to make me believe that I must play the hypocrite, and pretend to feel towards him as no saint could ever bring herself to do. Why should I pity him, who showed no pity to man, woman, or child? Why should I forgive him, who did not know the meaning of the word — save as a gibe? Were I lying where he lies now, and he stood looking down at me, do you think he would have had anything for me better than a sneer? No! I knew him better than that. But I see that it gives you pain to hear me talking like this. Forgive me, I pray. Since you do not wish it I will say no more. You have proved yourself my friend, and I must do something to show my gratitude. Alas! it is all I can do, for I do not know what is to become of me. I have not a living being in the world to whom I can turn for help, and I have nothing wherewith to support life. What will become of me?”

Here the spirit which had carried her so impetuously forward hitherto gave way altogether, and she seated herself upon a boulder and fell to weeping bitterly. Feeling that it would do her good, I allowed her to have her cry out, and occupied myself meanwhile in building a cairn of large stones above the dead man. I had nothing where-with to dig a grave, so that this was all I could do for the poor body until I could send men out to give it proper sepulture. By the time my task was finished my companion had dried her eyes and was watching me from her seat upon the rock. From her expression I could see that she was not taking the slightest interest in my labour, and still less in the subject that had occasioned it. She must have suffered greatly, I argued, to have come to this, poor girl. Though I would have given much to know, I could not ascertain, without putting the question too bluntly to her, in what sort of relationship the dead man had stood to her. At any rate, she did not volunteer the information, while I, of course, could not ask her for it. And now I found myself face to face with a curious situation. The girl had herself told me that there was not a being in the world to whom she could appeal for help, she was both friendless and penniless. What, therefore, was to be done with her? She could not be allowed to wander about the Bush alone and unprotected, that was out of the question. I knew all the managers’ wives of the district, and felt sure that she would be unable to find a home with them. She could not go on to Condolba, that was out of the question; and what would Flaxman, who was a pronounced woman — hater, say if I took her home with me to Montalta, for that seemed the only course open to me? Though this would appear, by reason of the length of time it has taken me to write it, to have occupied my thoughts for a considerable period, it was not so. A couple of minutes, probably, decided the whole matter and brought me to the conclusion that I would retrace my steps, endeavour to find my horse, and then carry her back with me to the head station, and brave the upshot of my partner’s wrath. I knew his kind heart too well to think for a moment that he would raise any objection. The mere fact that I had deemed it the right thing to do would be sufficient to settle everything.

“I think, if you have no objection, we will now set off in search of my horse,” I remarked, as I placed a last stone upon the cairn. “If you will accept our hospitality at the head station, which is about ten miles distant, I am sure my partner will join with me in doing all we can to make you comfortable. You will need a rest after all you have been through.”

She gave a little shudder as I said this, and I noticed that her eyes turned instinctively towards the heap of stones I had just erected.

“You are more than good to me,” she answered, with what was for her unusual humility. “I thankfully accept your offer. If I do not I must perish of hunger, I suppose, and yet I would not be a burden to you for anything. If you will give me food enough to carry me on, I could doubtless make my way to some town where I might obtain employment. I can teach music and singing — there must be many ways in which I could make a living for myself.”

“We will talk of that later,” I said. “In the meantime, do you feel equal to walking back as far as the place where I left my horse and saddle last night? If you do, I could leave you somewhere and pick you up when I have collected my things. I should not be gone very long if the animal has not strayed far.”

“No! no! let me go with you,” she cried vehemently. “I could not bear to be left alone. I believe it would kill me, I do indeed. Mr. Tregaskis, you hate me, I know, for my behaviour just now, but that is because you do not know — wait, and when the opportunity offers you will find that I can be as grateful as I seem to be vindictive. I owe you my reason, if not my life, for had I not found you last night I should have been a mad woman by this time.”

“You must not allow your mind to dwell on such things,” I said soothingly. Then, descending to the practical, I continued, “I wish I had some breakfast to offer you, I am afraid you must be very hungry.”

“I believe I could eat an elephant,” she laughed, with a sudden change to levity, which I later on discovered was one of her strangest characteristics. “However, you are in just as bad a plight, so that the sooner we move from here, the sooner we shall be able to satisfy our hunger.”

As she spoke she rose from the rock on which she had hitherto been sitting, and thus gave me to understand that she was ready to proceed. I gave one last look at the cairn, and then, side by side, we set off down the hillside to go in search of my horse.

Now there was a curious thing that afterwards afforded me food for considerable reflection. As you will remember, she had on the previous night found her way to me across the plain, the stream, and through the thick scrub on the other side; after daylight she had led me without stop or hesitation by the same route back to the spot where her companion, the man, had been struck dead by the lightning. Yet now, she appeared to have no notion of the direction we should take in order to reach the friendly rocks beside which we had met some hours before. I asked her if she could remember the way, but she only shook her head. It had all gone from her, she said. She could not find her way if she tried. She was as hopelessly bushed as a new chum would have been. Now what had brought this about? Had her terror endowed her with a sense of which she knew nothing, for guesswork it certainly could not have been? But again the question, what was it? And why had this strange faculty departed from her now? I determined to put the question to Flaxman later on and to find out what explanation he could give for it. That he would have one pat for the occasion, I could easily believe.

Whether she had been frightened by the storm, I cannot say; but the fact remains that my horse had gone a-wandering despite her hobbles. Nearly two hours elapsed before I found her, and by that time my companion was well-nigh worn out. Her thin boots were torn by the rough walking, and she was faint from fatigue and want of food. Yet she plodded steadily on by my side, trying, I believe, to make up by her cheerfulness for the bad impression she believed that she had made upon me on that little plateau where I had built the cairn. At last we came upon the horse, calmly feeding beside the same small creek which we had crossed and recrossed that morning some miles lower down. She looked none the worse for the storm of the past night, but submitted to be caught and saddled with all the patient equanimity of a trained camp-horse. This work done, I turned to my companion, who was standing behind me watching me. It then struck me for the first time that while I had told her my name, she had not, as yet, given me hers. I informed her of the fact, where-upon she stood for a moment confused, as if she did not know what answer to give me.

“Please do not tell me if you would rather not,” I said, I am afraid a little coldly, for I must confess her hesitation did not please me. “I have no right to ask the question. Why should you, therefore, tell me?”

“It was not because I would not tell you that I hesitated,” she flashed out, with something of her old fire. “It is because I am ashamed of it. My name is Moira Pendragon, so now you know it. Once, I believe, we were a noble family — now—” she stopped and threw her hands apart with an expressive gesture. Both were strange names — the Christian name was, I believed, Irish; the surname Cornish, without a doubt.

“It would seem, then, that by our names we both hail from the same part of the world,” I observed, “You remember the old rhyme— ‘By Tre — Pol — and Pen, You may know the Cornishmen!’”

“I am a Tregaskis, you are a Pendragon, we only require someone with the prefix Pol to make our number complete. And, by Jove, now I come to think, we are complete, for my old mare’s name here is Polly, which divested of the ‘ly’ would come to the same thing. It looks like an omen, does it not?”

“An omen of what?” she asked, with her dark eyes fixed upon me. “I distrust such things.”

“An omen of friendship,” I replied. “Unless you would prefer not to look upon me as a friend.”

She laughed scornfully, just as she had done earlier in the morning when I had asked her to remember that the man was dead. “I never had a friend worthy of the name in my life,” she answered. “Why should you offer to be kinder to me than the rest of the world has been? Ever since my childhood I have stood alone — the world against me. But what would I not give to know that there was someone whom I could trust implicitly, as sometimes men trust their comrades, but as women never trust a woman.”

“Let us try to be such friends then,” I replied, fired with unusual enthusiasm, not so much by what she said as by the way she said it. “When you know me better you will discover that I am not one who gives his friendship lightly, but having once given it, it takes more than a little to break it. Will you trust me?”

“I will,” she answered, and held out her hand to me as she did so. “I will trust you as I have never trusted anyone before.”

And so our compact — surely one of the strangest, as you will afterwards see for yourself, that was ever made by man and woman — was sealed between us.

“Now,” I said, when mere formalities were at an end, “I am going to put you upon my mare, and we will proceed to the station as quickly as possible. I am afraid you will not be very comfortable, but, at least, it will not hurt you or tire you as much as walking.”

At first she declared that she was quite able to walk, but eventually I persuaded her to do as I wished. Without further demur she placed her foot in my hand and allowed me to swing her up into the saddle. I next arranged the stirrup in such a fashion as to give her some sort of support, and then we commenced our march for Montalta, which I hoped, all being well, to reach by mid-day. It was a long and tiring walk, for the ground was heavy after the rain we had had during the night. However, I plodded steadily on, talking to my companion on almost every subject I could think of, in order to divert her thoughts from her own unenviable position and all she had been through in the last twenty-four hours. So far as I was able to judge, I found her a clever conversationalist, and whatever else she may have lacked, her education had certainly not been neglected.

At last, when, I must confess, I was beginning to feel a little tired myself, I saw the boundary fence of Montalta come into sight, and pointed it out to her. Ten minutes later we had reached it, and I was lifting her down at the foot of the steps. Just as I did so, Flaxman appeared on the verandah, and I noticed the look of astonishment upon his face as he saw my companion. He did not remark upon it, of course, but I knew as well as possible that he was wondering what it all might mean. Having given my horse to one of the boys, I turned to Miss Moira and bade her welcome to Montalta, after which I conducted her up the steps to the verandah and introduced her to my partner. In a few brief words I told him of our meeting during the storm of the previous night, and added that I had persuaded her to accept our hospitality for the time being. Whatever he may have thought, and woman-hater though he was, Flaxman was too true a gentleman to permit her to see that her presence was unwelcome. On the contrary, he escorted her into the house as if she were a princess honouring us with a visit. I remained behind for a minute in the verandah to give some instructions to the boy and then rejoined them in our sitting — room, where I found them conversing together in a most satisfactory manner. Needless to say, my mind was considerably relieved.

Remembering all she had been through, and how tired she must be, I persuaded her after a while to go to the room which had been prepared for her, and whither I had seen a substantial meal conveyed. I escorted her myself as far as the door, where she stood facing me.

“How can I thank you?” she began, and doubtless would have said more had she not broken down. Thereupon I hastened to inform her that if she desired to prove her gratitude for such small service as I had rendered her, she could best do so by making a good meal and afterwards sleeping soundly for several hours to come. She gave me a faint little smile and then retired, when I returned to the sitting-room, where I found Flaxman awaiting me.

“My dear fellow,” he began, “what on earth does this mean? I did not like to ask any questions before the girl, but where did you pick her up? She’s the most extraordinary looking young woman I ever set eyes on. You could have knocked me down with the proverbial feather when I saw you two coming up the track. Tell me all about it!”

I did so, commencing with my losing myself in the dark, and finishing with their introduction to each other in the verandah a short time before.

“But who can she be?” he asked. “And who was the man who was struck by lightning? What relation was he to her?” I shook my head. “She will not tell me,” I replied. “All I know about their relationship is that she declares he had treated her badly and that she hated him for it.”

“And she told you nothing of where she came from, nor where she was going?”

“Nothing at all. And I did not like to ask her. She was too distressed to stand much questioning. You’re not angry with me for bringing her here, are you?”

“Angry, my dear fellow,” he said. “Why should I be? I hope I’m not such a cur as to be angry with a man because he does the right thing by a woman in distress. But I confess I don’t understand the young lady. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone quite like her before. To use a word I detest, it seems to me as if there is something uncanny about her. Had we been in England I should have inclined to the belief that there is gipsy blood in her veins. Those dark eyes and black hair would be quite in keeping with the Romany race. Cornish I should certainly not have taken her to be.”

“And yet the name? Does not that suggest association with the Duchy? You remember the distich, ‘Tre, Pol, and Pen’? Arthur and Uther were both Pendragons.”

“And to you belongs the honour of having rescued a descendant of the ancient leaders from imminent peril in the Australian Bush. It is quite a romance.”

“I can assure you it did not seem so to me in the middle of the night,” I answered; “I don’t think I was ever more miserable in my life. When I saw her standing before me in that lightning flash I felt sure I was looking upon an inhabitant of another world. You cannot imagine anything more ghostly than the picture she presented.”

“You won’t be so ready to laugh at me for the future,” he said, with a smile.

“I would not laugh at you at all,” I hastened to say, “if I thought it gave you pain. Put it down to my stupidity that I am unable to believe in all that you do. Sometimes I almost wish that I could. And now I must be off about my work. I’m behind-hand enough as it is.”

So busily occupied was I kept that the afternoon was well advanced before I reached the homestead again. One of my first acts was to despatch a couple of men to bury the unfortunate man who had been killed by lightning; that done I felt easier in my mind, though for the life of me I could not have said why.

As I rode up to the house I became conscious of a tall dark figure standing on the verandah. On closer inspection, it proved to be Miss Moira, but so transformed that I might well have been excused had I not recognised her at first glance. Her glorious hair was now brought into order, she had also done something to her dress, what I cannot say, that to my mind made it appear like a different costume altogether. Though the hunted look was still to be seen in her eyes, it was not as marked as it had been when I had first brought her to the homestead. And to think that, had it not been for her accidental meeting with me, this girl might even now be wandering in the scrub, mad, starving, and homeless! Under such circumstances in all probability it would not have been long before death claimed her for his own. Now, for the time being at least, she was safe.

On hearing my horse’s step she turned and saw me. There was a smile of welcome on her face. It was wonderful the difference it made in her, one would scarcely have believed it to be the same countenance, certainly not that which I had seen staring wildly at me in the lightning flashes of the previous night.

“You have rested, I can see,” I called to her. “You look better already.”

“It is you whom I have to thank for it,” she answered; and then continued, in a lower voice, “I scarcely dare to think of last night. It seems as if it must all have been an evil dream from which I have only just awoke.”

“Why think of it at all?” I continued. “Try to forget it if you can. You are safe now, nothing can harm you here. The best thing you can do is to let the dead past bury its dead.”

I realised that I had said a foolish thing, so to divert her attention, I called up a boy and gave him my horse, after which I ascended the steps and joined her on the verandah. The change in her appearance was, to say the least of it, remarkable. She was more womanly, more ladylike I ought perhaps to say, than I had thought it possible for her to become in so short a time. There was, it is true, the same curious litheness of movement, the same air of unconventionality, the same panther-like grace that I had noticed before, but it was now controlled, like a would-be masterful horse which, while it obeys its driver, is none the less conscious of its power to kick over the traces at any moment should occasion present itself.

One way and another we had seen some curious things at Montalta since we had taken the station over, but I do not fancy we had ever spent so strange an evening as we did on this particular occasion. Had anyone told us a few days before that we should be acting as hosts to a young girl, of whose antecedents, by the way, we knew nothing, I doubt very much if we should have believed it. Yet not only were we doing so, but it was evident that we were deriving considerable satisfaction from the fact. Never before had I seen Flaxman lay himself out to be amiable as he did on this occasion. Hitherto I had always found him reserved, I might almost be excused if I said “bearish,” in the presence of the opposite sex. On this occasion, however, he came out of his shell completely and talked as I had never heard him do before. Among other things, we had some months before indulged ourselves in the luxury of a piano, my partner being a musician of more than average ability.

During the evening he sat down to it and began to play. I watched the girl’s face as he did so, and noticed the eager look that took possession of it. I forget now what he played, but I remember as distinctly as if it were but yesterday the way in which she appeared to hang upon every note. When he stopped, he turned on his chair and looked at her. Her hands were clasped upon her knees and she was looking straight before her, as if she were watching something that we could not see. Then Flaxman rose, and, after a short pause, during which none of us spoke, she left her chair, almost involuntarily, and took his place. After a moment’s hesitation, she struck a few chords and began to sing. What her voice was I could not tell you, a mezzosoprano would, I fancy, be the proper description; I only know that it thrilled me to the very centre of my being. The song she sang was one of Schubert’s, a sad little melody that was destined to haunt me for many a long day to come. On Flaxman her music produced an effect as extraordinary as hers on him. He lay back in his chair, with closed eyes, drinking in every note that fell from her lips, as if he were afraid of losing a single one. When the last chords died away and she rose from the instrument, we almost forgot to thank her, so completely had she held us in her thrall.

Later, when she had retired for the night, I went to the office to look up some information I required for the next day’s work. Having obtained it, I strolled out on to the verandah, according to custom, for a smoke before turning in. It was a beautiful moonlight night, and the view down the valley was like a glimpse of fairyland. Flaxman was at the further end, leaning upon the rails, pipe in mouth. Apparently he did not hear me approaching him. Assuming a cheerfulness I certainly did not feel, I offered him a penny for his thoughts. He gave a start of surprise, and, without turning answered bitterly: — 

“My thoughts! Bah! They are not worth even a penny. They are only ghosts, such as you affect not to believe in. Ghosts of what was once, can never be again, yet must always be remembered. Do you understand? I think you do, but should you not, listen to Themistocles, ‘Memini etiam quae nolo: oblivisci non possum quae volo, and you have it in a nutshell. But when you’ve finished your pipe, let’s to bed, old friend, it must be nearly midnight, and you are probably tired out.”

My partner always thought of others before himself.

So ended the first day of Miss Moira’s stay at Montalta.


Chapter VIII. “Oh! Beware of Jealousy.”
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MORE THAN THREE months had elapsed since that eventful day on which I had brought Miss Moira to Montalta. It is very possible that it may strike some people as peculiar that she should have remained so long with us. For my own part, and I think I may speak for my partner, Flaxman, I can safely say that we did not look at it in the same light; at least, let me be strictly accurate, we did not do so at that time. Under such circumstances I cannot imagine what the consequences would have been; it is quite certain, however, that they could not have proved more disastrous than they did. I think you will be of the same opinion when you have read all I have to tell.

As I have already said, I had started with the belief that Flaxman would not approve my action in bringing her to the station at all. In this I very soon discovered that I was mistaken. The first feeling of antagonism having departed, he not only reconciled himself to her presence, but, to my astonishment, appeared to find a positive pleasure in it. I noticed that his eyes watched her as she moved about the room, and once I could have sworn I heard him heave a deep sigh. Perhaps she reminded him of someone he had known in that mysterious past of his, to which nothing would ever induce him to refer. Taken altogether, he was a queer mixture was John Flaxman.

As for Miss Moira herself, every day saw a difference in her. Her once hollow cheeks had filled out and had taken to themselves the bloom of health — her eyes had lost their frightened look entirely. She had improved her wardrobe with all a woman’s cleverness and daintiness, while she treated Flaxman and myself as though we were two elder brothers who stood in constant need of all her care and attention. By degrees she had entirely taken over the management of the house, thus relieving Flaxman and myself of one of our most irksome responsibilities. Under our régime the matutinal interview with our Chinese cook ran on something like the following lines.

Scene: The kitchen.

“Morning, John!”

Grunt from John, as he dusts an invisible crumb from his spotless table.

“What have got?”

“Col-lee mullon yeslay (cold mutton) makee one same cullee (make curry), potato pie think? All same leesehole (rissole).”

By this he desired to inform me that there was sufficient mutton remaining over from the previous day, which, by his dexterous manipulation could be turned into a curry, a potato pie, or that culinary standby, the accommodating rissole. Cattle and sheep stations are not proverbial for their variety of diet; on the one it is all beef, beef, beef, fresh occasionally, salted usually; on the other it consists of the eternal mutton, roast, boiled, hashed, or stewed, according to the taste and fancy of the eater.

Now all this was changed; Miss Moira assumed direction of affairs, and we were absolved from our visits to the kitchen. At first the cook was disposed to resent the intrusion of a female, but he gradually became accustomed to it, until at last, in his own pig-tailed way, he enrolled himself as one of her most ardent and devoted admirers. “Allee same one piece woman, velly good,” he was once heard to remark, and after that there could be no doubt as to his approval. We congratulated her on her victory, but she took the matter very calmly, as she did most things.

“John and I thoroughly understand one another,” she declared. “I praised his pastry, and so won his regard for ever. He is pliable enough, if he is properly managed.”

“Most of us are,” I put in. “To borrow a simile from our Chinese friend, we are all pastry in a woman’s hands.”

“I am afraid you forget that in order to become pastry you must originally have been dough,” was her laughing reply, “and that sounds scarcely complimentary, does it?”

“Fairly hit, my boy,” cried Flaxman, who was making a cracker for his stockwhip on the verandah outside, “if you will play bowls or compliments, you must expect the rub.”

“Compliment or no compliment,” I answered, “it’s the truth, is it not, Miss Moira? There is scarcely a man in the world whose life is not influenced, one might almost say moulded, by some woman, for good or ill. I wonder how many men there are in Australia at this minute eating their hearts out in exile, who but for some woman would be living their lives out in peace in England?”

At that moment I heard the crack of Flaxman’s chair as he rose from it and went down the verandah towards the steps. I immediately wondered whether, metaphorically, I had trodden on his corns by my foolish speech. I sincerely hoped not, for I would not have given the poor old fellow a moment’s pain for anything. He, at least, so I firmly believed, might be classed among those to whom I had just alluded. I fancy Miss Moira knew what was passing in my mind, for she looked at me and then at the window; after which, with what was for her an unusually quiet air, she departed on household duties intent. When she had gone I could have kicked myself most heartily for my stupid speech. I had said it without thought, and by doing so had given pain to the two people I liked best in the world. That was always my way. My heart was in the right place, but that unruly member my tongue would persist in getting me into trouble, however much I might try to prevent it.

At the commencement of the week following it became necessary for me to go north in order to purchase some stock for which we were in treaty. It was a long and tiring journey, and, as I brought the cattle back with me, nearly a week elapsed before I reached home again. Needless to say I was by no means sorry when I saw ahead of me the white roofs of the head station rising above the trees. Having seen the cattle disposed of, I gave up my horse and made my way to the house. It was nearly time for our evening meal, and I was as hungry as a hunter. But it was not of that I was thinking, but of Miss Moira. Since I had been away I had thought more than a little of her, more perhaps than was altogether good for my peace of mind. During the cold, dark nights, when I had been on watch with the cattle, and when the only sound to be heard was the croaking of the frogs down at the waterholes, the occasional lowing of some uneasy beast, and the cry of a night bird in the scrub, I used to think of her, and wonder at the strange chance that had brought her into my life. I used to picture her moving about the rooms, seated at the piano or presiding at the tray at table, until I almost felt as if I were actually present with her. That I was over head and ears in love with her I knew only too well, but whether she, on her side, entertained any feeling other than kindness for me I could not, of course, tell then. Why she should do so I could not think — it was true I had found her in the storm and had brought her to the station, but I had done no more. On the other hand, Flaxman was cleverer than I in a hundred ways; he was handsomer by a great deal, was the possessor of a more polished manner; and for these reasons, and many others, was more likely to catch a maiden’s eye. For the first time since I had known him I felt jealous of him; but, in justice to myself, I must say that I tried to put the feeling away from me. What right, I asked myself, had I to be jealous of Flaxman, or indeed of anyone else? Yet the wretched fact remained; it was so, and it would not be denied.

I ascended the verandah steps and passed into the hall. The sound of music came from the sitting-room, and from the touch I knew that it was Flaxman playing. Vaguely irritated, I strode to my own room, tossed my hat and valise on to the bed, and then made my way to the room where I had no doubt I should find them both. As I reached the door a burst of laughter from within caused me to stop before entering. I felt as if I were playing the part of the unwelcome guest at the marriage feast. I cursed myself for a fool, and opened the door. It was a homely scene that presented itself to me. Flaxman was seated at the piano, with his back towards me. Miss Moira was reclining in a low chair beside the fire, knitting. Opposite her, to my intense surprise, was an elderly lady of most imposing appearance, with snowy hair, worn in ringlets, gold-rimmed spectacles, and a general air of respectability that was almost awe-inspiring. It was a matter of some moments before I recognised in her the widow of the parson of a township thirty miles or so away. But what on earth was she doing here? That was what puzzled me. She seemed to be quite as much at home as the old cat dozing before the blazing logs.

The sound of my entrance made the two ladies look up, and the exclamation of surprise to which Miss Moira gave utterance brought Flaxman wheeling round on his stool to face me.

“Welcome, old fellow,” he cried, hastening forward to greet me. “We were only talking of you half an hour ago and wondering when we should see you, were we not, Moira?”

I started as if I had been stung. So they had even got as far as this during my absence. He called her by her Christian name and she did not object to it. I felt more like the unwelcome guest than ever, particularly when I noticed that Moira seemed to hang back behind Flaxman, with a shyness I had never noticed in her before. It was almost timidly that she offered me her hand and bade me welcome home. My heart sank down and down, for I feared the worst. I tried hard to pull myself together, but in vain; the jealous dog was on my shoulder, ready to show his teeth on the smallest opportunity.

“I think you already know Mrs. Dawson, do you not?” enquired Flaxman, with a little motion of his hand towards the widow, who, like the others, had risen and was standing before the fire.

“I believe I have that pleasure,” I remarked, but with no great show of cordiality. “I think I met you the last time I was in Marabah.”

“I remember the occasion perfectly,” she replied in a voice like that of a tragedy queen. “My poor dear husband was alive then, ah me!” She heaved a heavy sigh as she thought of the dear departed. This was, of course, only for effect, since it was notorious that they had led a cat-and-dog life together for years. On which side the fault lay I am not prepared to say.

“Mrs. Dawson has been kind enough to come up and pay us a short visit,” my partner continued. “I am afraid she must find it very dull, but she is good enough to pretend that she does not. Now that you have returned we must see what we can do to amuse the ladies.”

I am afraid I sniffed scornfully. If Flaxman imagined I was going to trot Mrs. Dawson about the station like a bear-leader while he paid court to Miss Moira, he was very much mistaken. I would not do that for him or anyone else, and the sooner he realised that fact the better it would be, so I told myself, not only for him, but for all concerned. I am afraid I was in a very bad temper indeed, and it threatened to grow worse as the evening progressed. What a poor, weak-minded fool I was! However, I was destined to pay dearly for it later on.

All this time Miss Moira had stood quietly in the background. Once or twice she looked at me as if she divined that there was something wrong and was not able to tell what she could do to set matters right. I turned to address her, and as ill-luck would have it, I had scarcely uttered a word before Flaxman, who was kneeling at the fire, putting some logs on, said without looking round: — 

“Isn’t it time for us to get ready for dinner? Surely it must be nearly seven, Moira?”

Of course, being in the humour I was, I must needs take this as meaning that he was anxious to prevent me from speaking to her.

“Surely the dinner can wait for a few minutes,” I said pettishly. “I’ve no doubt it won’t spoil while I ask Miss Moira what she has been doing with herself during my absence.”

I had no sooner said it than I realised what a tactless speech it was. In the first place, I had snubbed Flaxman; in the second, I had implied that the dinner would in all probability be a poor one, which was a deliberate slight upon Miss Moira’s house-keeping; and in the third and last place, I had as good as said that the young lady in question must of necessity find the time hang heavily upon her hands when I was away from home. Whether she saw what was passing in my mind or not, I cannot say, but she replied without hesitation.

“Everything has gone on very much as usual,” she answered. “I have had the house to look after. I have had several nice rides on the mare you gave me. She is as quiet as a lamb now, by the way, and looks so beautiful. You will see a difference in Fly’s puppies, I expect, they have grown a great deal. Poor old thing, she has missed you.”

“That’s more than other people have,” I thought to myself bitterly. “It’s a trifle hard to a man when only his dog, poor dumb creature, seems to have felt his absence from home.” However, thank goodness, I had, for once, sufficient sense to keep these thoughts to myself. Had I given utterance to them, I dare not think what the consequences would have been. We talked together for a few moments longer, and then, without further opposition on my part, went off to our respective rooms to prepare ourselves for the evening meal.

I had just changed from my travelling clothes into those I usually wore at home, when Flaxman entered the room. I thought at first that he had come to remonstrate with me for my sulky behaviour in the sitting-room and to find out in what way he had offended. I soon discovered, however, that this was not the case. He had merely come in for a chat while I dressed, as he very often did. Despite my wretched temper, I could not help feeling my heart warm to him as I saw him in my looking — glass seated on the bed, watching me with a smile on his kindly face. He was a man with whom anyone would find it difficult to pick a quarrel, and yet that evening I had been quite prepared to do so, indeed I had been almost anxious to do so.

“Well, how did you get on?” he enquired. “Did the cattle come up to your expectations?”

“In every way,” I answered, manipulating a tie as I spoke. “They’re a first-class lot and should do well in our country. I got them cheaper than I expected. I fancy old MacPherson wants money — at least, I gathered as much from what one of his overseers let slip. If all goes well, we shall turn over a snug profit by next season.”

“Bravo, old fellow, you’re a wonderful hand at scenting out a bargain. At any rate, I’m glad to have you home again. I did not think you could possibly be here before Saturday.”

“I should not have been, but for the river falling. We were able to cross just above Arbuthnot’s boundary, so saved a couple of days — a saving for which both I and the cattle were more than grateful. If we had had any more rain it would have meant going round by the Rocky Waterhole, and that’s far from being a part of the country that I care about. Any news here?”

“Nothing of any importance,” he replied. “There was a slight freshet on Monday, so we moved the stock from number three paddock up to number five. On Wednesday, that is to say yesterday, the stores came up, and I sent out the ration cart to the huts. That’s all there is to tell, I fancy.”

There was a little pause, after which I said, “By the way, how did Mrs. Dawson happen to get up here? She was about the last person I expected to see.”

We were facing each other now, and it seemed to me that he looked a little uneasy. Once more I began to grow suspicious. I wondered what excuse he would make to account for her presence. He did not attempt to make one, however. His answer was perfectly straightforward, as I should have known it would be.

“I asked her to come up and spend a short time with us,” he said. “For some while I have thought it was scarcely fair of us to debar Miss Moira from the society of her own sex. Feeling sure that you would agree with me, I wrote to her, she accepted, and I sent the buggy to the mail change to meet her. Perhaps I should have waited until you came home, but the opportunity seemed too good to be missed. You are not annoyed about it, are you?”

“Why on earth should I be?” I asked, but none too cordially. “You have a perfect right to do as you please, and, of course, we must make Miss Moira as happy as we can. That goes without saying.”

“I’m glad you take it like that,” he continued; “I was half afraid you might not like it. Now, let us come and have dinner. I expect you are ready for it.”

When we reached the dining-room we found the cloth laid and everything ready for our meal. Though, of course, I did not say anything on the subject, I could not help comparing the table as it was now, with what it had been, say, a year before. Now it was daintily decorated, the glass and silver sparkled upon the snowy napery; aforetime we were content with pewter plates, forks and spoons, while our glass ware might have been dropped or thrown about without the least fear of any damage happening to it. And this change we owed to Miss Moira, the girl whom I had rescued under such extraordinary circumstances a few months before. For that, at least, we should have been grateful.

For upwards of a fortnight Mrs. Dawson remained with us, and by the end of that time I had quite come to see the wisdom of Flaxman’s action. There could be no sort of doubt that it gave Miss Moira pleasure to have a female companion, one with whom she could talk the talk that women love and of which Flaxman and I were necessarily incapable. When one got to know her, the widow proved a kindly old soul, and while perhaps her best friend could not have called her intellectual, she was quite clever enough to comprehend the position of affairs and to act accordingly.

As may be supposed, I was quite ready to enjoy a holiday after my long and tire — some journey. I had worked hard, had made money for the firm, and felt entitled to a spell. Winter was well advanced, and, so far as I was concerned, work on the station was practically at a standstill. I was thus able to devote more time to the amusement of Miss Moira and her companion than I should otherwise have been able to do. I took them for drives here, there, and everywhere, pointed out the beauties of the run, such as they were, and generally did my best to interest them. And with each day my love was growing stronger and stronger. Sometimes it was as much as I could do to keep it back, so strong was the craving to let her know how much she was to me. But I dared not do it. What, I had to ask myself, would my position be should she tell me that she did not love me? In that case it would be necessary for one of us to leave the station, for we could not live under the same roof together. And who would have to leave?

At last Mrs. Dawson’s stay came to an end, and I drove her to the mail change eight miles away, where she was to catch the coach for home. That she was sorry to go there could be no doubt; she had taken a sincere liking to Miss Moira, which was heartily reciprocated. As we drove along she spoke of her.

“She is a wonderful girl,” she said. “I don’t think I have ever met another like her. He will be a lucky man who wins her for his wife.”

To this I offered no reply, for the simple reason that I felt I could not speak without betraying my secret. She did not appear to find anything extraordinary in my silence, or if she did she did not comment upon it. But she had not done with the subject yet.

“Yes,” she continued, “he will be a lucky man who obtains the hand of Moira Pendragon in marriage. Pray, have you noticed anything lately?”

“In what way?” I asked. “Do you mean in reference to Miss Moira? If so, I am afraid I have not.”

“Well, yes, it refers to her of course,” she went on, “but I am thinking of Mr. Flaxman. Has it ever struck you that he admires her?”

So she had noticed it too, had she? I felt the old demon of jealousy spring to life within me immediately. If she had noticed it, then it must be so, and my friend was my rival after all.

“I do not see how anyone could fail to admire her,” was my reply. Then, after a short pause, I added, “Does it strike you that he means anything by the admiration he entertains for her?”

“I cannot, of course, say for certain,” she answered, “but in my own heart I feel confident that he does. One has only to watch him when he is in her company to realise that in Moira he has met his fate.”

Every word she uttered stabbed deeper and deeper into my heart, and yet, though I winced under the pain, I did not attempt to escape from it.

“What you say naturally surprises me,” I began. “It is also a little disquieting, for Flaxman is not only my partner, but my best friend. If he were to marry, it would make a vast deal of difference to me, and I am afraid I am selfish enough to think of that.”

“Perhaps I should not have spoken my mind so freely,” was her reply. “But I felt sure you must have noticed it as I did, and have drawn your own conclusions. The matter seemed so obvious.”

The horses had covered nearly a hundred yards before I put my next question to her.

“And what do you think Miss Moira’s decision would be in the event of his asking her to become his wife?” I queried, though I could scarcely force myself to utter the words.

“I feel sure she would accept him,” replied the old busybody. “And I think she would be very wise. He is a charming man, well read, good-looking, and they have so many accomplishments and tastes in common.”

I cursed his good looks and his accomplishments, and to prove it gave the near — side horse such a cut with the whip that it sent him capering down the track for a hundred yards or more. Fortunately for her peace of mind the old lady beside me was quite unconscious of the pain she had caused me, and I intended that she should remain so if necessary to the end of the chapter. Five minutes later, when I had steered the conversation into a safer channel, the mail change hut came into view, and almost at the same moment the coach itself turned the corner of the cross tracks and pulled up before the shanty. When we had drawn up alongside, I assisted Mrs. Dawson to alight, and then saw to the stowing away of her luggage on the coach. The driver was ready to start again by the time this was finished, so that there was no opportunity permitted us for discussing the topic in which we were both so much, yet so differently, interested. This was a boon for which, you may be sure, I was grateful.

When the clumsy vehicle had rolled away and had disappeared round the corner of the track, I stayed talking to the change man for a time, then having obtained our mail bag, turned my horses’ heads and set off on my drive back to the station. As you may suppose, I had plenty to think about as I drove along, and my thoughts were far from being pleasant ones. What would become of me if Moira became Flaxman’s wife, as I felt sure she would do? I should have to clear out of Montalta, for I could not bear that — flesh and blood could not stand it — particularly a man who loved her as madly as I did. The very thought of it well nigh drove me beside myself. God help me for a miserable man, if ever there was one.

The sun was low as I drove up to the head station. There was a thundery look about the sky that seemed to prophesy rough weather in the very near future, and I thanked my stars it was not my fate to have to camp out that night. From what I could judge of it, it looked very much like being a repetition of that eventful one on which I had seen Moira for the first time, dripping, dishevelled, and well-nigh driven mad with terror. I had rescued her then and had brought her to my home, for what? Well, so far as I could judge, for no other reason than to break my heart. And that through the instrumentality of my best friend. It was the irony of fate with a vengeance. I had never loved before, and now that I had met the one woman of all the world for me, she had preferred another to me. For the first time since I had known it, I could find it in my heart to wish that I had never seen or heard of Montalta and that Flaxman and I had never met.

As I have explained earlier in my story, the homestead of Montalta is approached by a circuitous drive — track would perhaps be a better description — which winds through the horse paddock, then passes through some rather fine timber up to the plateau on which the house itself is situated. Needless to say there are gates on either side of the small horse paddock, and as I had no one with me it was necessary for me to get down and open them for myself. I had crossed the paddock and had alighted to open the second, which led into the belt of timber above mentioned, when the sound of voices reached my ears. I recognised them instantly; in fact, there could be no mistaking them. Loth though I was to do so, I could not help overhearing a sentence or two of what they said. It was Flaxman talking.

“But, my dear Moira,” he was saying, “forgive me if I say that I cannot understand why you should feel in this way about the matter. I am quite sure that if you will only have patience all will come right in the end.”

“No! No! It can never come right,” was Moira’s sobbing reply. “I must go, come what may.”

“Such a thing is not to be thought of for a minute,” Flaxman retorted quickly. “I would not hear of it. Do you want to break my heart? If so, you’re going the right way to work to do it.”

What reply she made to this I cannot say, for they were now too far off for me to hear, even if I wished to play the part of eavesdropper any longer, which I am quite sure that I did not. I accordingly propped the gate open and led my horses through, closing it after me. In order to give the pair time to get well away, I did not hurry myself, and when I remounted to my seat in the buggy I allowed them to walk the remainder of the distance for the same reason. What did it all mean? Why was Moira crying, and, still more important, why did she insist on the necessity of her going away from Montalta? Here was a nice riddle they had given me to solve. That she was unhappy, there could not be the least doubt, but what was it that had made her so? I vowed that, come what might, I would find out, and before very long, too.


Chapter IX. Gathering Clouds.
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IT WAS WITH a heavy heart that I drove up to the homestead which I loved so well. What I had heard in those few minutes had been sufficient to shatter even the smallest hopes I might have entertained of winning Moira’s love. And at the back of it all was a haunting terror that I could not dispel, do what I would. What could this fear be? This trouble that would never come right, that was driving her away? It was so unlike her to show fear; as a rule she was so self-reliant, so independent, that this complete breakdown was all the harder to understand. I passed the front of the house and proceeded to the stables, or to be more correct to the shed in which we kept the buggy, for stables we had none, nor did we require them. A few posts with hooks and a bough shade for hot days were all we required. Having seen the horses unharnessed, I strolled slowly back to the house, feeling more like a criminal on his way to execution than anything else. How I was to look them in the face, knowing what I did, I could not for the life of me imagine. I crossed the open space between the kitchen and the house and entered the back verandah. One of the black boys from the camp was seated on the steps waiting for the “young missis,” so he informed me.

“What do you want her for, Snowball?” I asked, hoping that she would make her appearance while I was talking to him and thus enable me to get our first interview over in the presence of a third party, even if that third party did happen to be a black fellow. I repeated my question as to what he wanted with Miss Moira.

“Want melcin (medicine) longa me, mine think it,” was the whining reply. After which he continued, “Plenty bad this fella. Mine think it got ‘um debbil-debbil (devil-devil).”

At this moment the lady for whom he was waiting, and whom the tame blacks of the district had come to regard as a physician of extraordinary cleverness, made her appearance from the house. Seeing me, she looked at me in a timid way, for all the world as if she were frightened as to what I might be going to say to her. Her eyes showed traces of recent tears, and when she spoke I noticed that her voice was not as steady as usual. It could have been no small matter that had brought about this state of things.

“Well, Snowball,” she began, “what is it now? Have you been drinking rum again? You promised me you would never do so again. Do you remember that?”

“Not rum, Missis,” the native replied. “Very bad this fella. Like ‘um die mine think it.”

He began to groan and rub himself as if in proof of his assertion.

“Why do you bother yourself with him?” I asked. “The fellow is only imposing on you. That rascal at the River Bend grog shanty has been letting him have rum again, and this is the result. Leave me to deal with him. I have some medicine by me that I fancy will about meet his case.”

“No! no!” she answered, with a forced smile. “I cannot let you play with him, but if some day when you are passing that way you would call in and give that rascal Giles a good talking to it would be more to the point. It does seem a shame that, in spite of all the warnings he has received on the subject, he should persist in giving this poison to these poor creatures. It maddens them, and then they come to me to be put right again. If I were a man I should feel inclined to horsewhip him. He richly deserves it, if ever a man did.”

“Even that might be managed without very much difficulty,” I replied, feeling that in my present humour it would do me a vast amount of good to treat the man in question in the manner she suggested. “I’ll bear it in mind the next time I’m passing that way, and it won’t be my fault if the scoundrel does not remember it for at least a week or two. I’ve had a rod in pickle for him for some time past. You let me catch you down at the grog shanty, Snowball, and I’ll give you waddy till your own lubra won’t know you. Don’t you forget that.”

The black whined something to the effect that he had not been near the place in question, but Miss Moira cut him short by telling him to remain quietly where he was until she brought him some medicine. She there-upon returned into the house, and I followed her. We had scraped through our first interview safely; I had now to meet Flaxman and see how he would comport himself towards me. If he could look me in the face as calmly as he was wont to do, then I should know him for one of the most consummate actors I had ever come in contact with.

We did not meet, however, quite as soon as I expected, for he had gone down to give an order at the men’s hut and did not return for upwards of an hour. When he did he went straight to his room, so that I did not get an opportunity of speaking to him before the evening meal. When we did meet, Miss Moira was in the room, so that conversation, save on everyday topics, was impossible. That, for some reason or another, he was ill at ease I could plainly see, not only from his disjointed conversation, but from the way in which he glanced almost apprehensively from time to time at Miss Moira, who sat pale and, so it seemed to me, care-worn at the further end of the table. All things considered, it could not have been looked upon as a cheerful meal, and I think we were all united in attributing this to the departure of Mrs. Dawson, who thus, for once in her life at least, became of real use to her fellow humans.

Our meal finished, we adjourned as usual to the sitting-room next door, but on this occasion, and not a little to my surprise, there was no suggestion of any music. Flaxman ensconced himself in an easy chair with a scientific work he had received by that day’s mail, Miss Moira occupied herself with her sewing, while I endeavoured to interest myself in the pages of the Australasian, and failed signally in the attempt. Taken altogether, we were as miserable a trio as could have been found between Cape York and Sydney Heads. Once I did my best to promote conversation on the subject of a notorious forgery case then sub judice. The effort, however, was in vain. Miss Moira frankly confessed that she knew nothing about it, while Flaxman propounded a theory which was absurd to the borders of lunacy, and which proved to me beyond a doubt that he had not paid the least attention to what I had been talking about. Thus discouraged, I succumbed to the general inertia. About ten o’clock Miss Moira rose, and saying that she was tired, went off to bed. As she gave me her hand, I looked into her face, but her eyes would not meet mine. She glanced swiftly up at me and then down at the floor — I could feel that she was trembling, though why she should have done so I could not for the life of me imagine. She knew well enough that I was her friend, that there was nothing I would not do to help her at any cost to myself. And from what I could see of it, she stood badly in need of help just then, if ever a girl did. Then the door closed upon her, and she was gone. Flaxman and I were alone together.

It is all very well to make up your mind that you will do a thing which is unpleasant but necessary; it is quite another to do it. I found it so in this case. I was fully determined that as soon as a fitting opportunity presented itself I would take the bull by the horns and ask my partner straight out what he believed to be the matter with the girl. But now that the actual moment arrived for carrying that scheme into practice I found myself shirking it like the despicable coward that I was. And yet I knew in my heart of hearts that the question must not only be put, but also that it must be answered, and that without delay. The mere thought that Miss Moira had declared her intention of leaving the station made this imperative. But how was I to begin? Flaxman was still engaged with his book, pausing now and again to verify a calculation or to mark a passage for future reference. The clock ticked steadily on the mantelpiece and the logs crackled in the fireplace. That was the only sound to be heard in the room. At last I could bear the suspense no longer.

“You seem to be very interested in that book,” I said, by way of making a beginning.

“I am,” he answered, without looking up. “I’ve always been fond of mathematics. The subject has a great fascination for me. Under other circumstances I fancy I might have made a name for myself in that line of study. As it is — well, you know the rest.”

He gave a queer sort of a smile and a shrug of the shoulders, as much as to say, “See what I have come down to.”

I knocked the ashes out of my pipe against the side of the fireplace and then slowly refilled it. Now that the crucial moment had come I wanted to gain time.

“I say, Flaxman,” I began, “there’s something I want to ask you. I should have done so earlier in the evening, but I did not have an opportunity.”

“What is it you want to ask me?” said Flaxman, closing his book, but keeping the place with his finger. He must have realised from my manner that something out of the common was about to happen. Possibly he may have guessed what it was.

“Have you noticed any change lately in Miss Moira?” I inquired, feeling that I was now fairly committed.

“What sort of change do you mean?” he replied. “Don’t you think she looks well?”

“I am not referring to her bodily health,” I answered. “But it seems to me that she is not as happy as she used to be. Tonight, for instance, she scarcely spoke, unless she was spoken to.”

“Very possibly she may have a headache,” he continued. “The day has been thundery, and, as you know, that usually upsets her.”

“But I am convinced that she is fretting, that she is unhappy about something,” I went on. “One had only to look at her face at dinner to see that she had been crying. Now, what made her cry? Have you any sort of idea? You have been more in her company to-day than I have, so surely you must have noticed something.”

Flaxman hesitated before he replied, and I could not but notice the fact. My suspicions were momentarily increasing. He was in the secret, and he was acting a part in order if possible to put me off the scent. But I was determined to penetrate the mystery if I could manage it.

“My dear old fellow,” he went on, “you give me credit for more penetration than I possess. I certainly have been in her company a good deal to-day, and have noticed, I confess, that she did not seem quite as cheerful as usual, but I am quite unable to tell you what occasioned it. You refuse, you see, to accept my suggestion with regard to the thunder.”

“Because I am quite sure it has nothing whatsoever to do with it,” I replied. “Thundery weather may have a depressing effect, and I know that she is susceptible to its influences, but it does not make her eyes swollen with crying or depress her to such an extent that she will not speak and scarcely dares to look her friends in the face. No! old man, there’s more behind this than meets the eye, and you know it. If she is in any sort of trouble, I think I have a right to share the secret with you. It is not fair to let me be kept in the dark like this.”

“But, my dear fellow, what should put it into your head that you are being kept in the dark, or that there is any secret which you ought to share in? You are taking matters far too seriously, believe me, you are. Remember, after all, she is little more than a girl, and girls are the slaves of all sorts of whims and fancies. Doubtless, you will find that she will be quite herself tomorrow, and you, on your side, will be laughing at yourself for having been so concerned about her.”

Plausible as all this was, it did not in the least shake my conviction, not only that there was something wrong, but also that Flaxman was aware of it. The fact that he would not confess it, or share his knowledge with me, fairly roused my temper. It was not fair to me. If he loved her and she loved him, why on earth did he not say so straight out and let me know the truth? Then, at least, I should be aware how I stood. As it was, I was neither one thing nor the other. I loved Moira with all the strength of which my nature was capable, but how could I tell her this, feeling as I did that her love was given to another? For the same reason, although I knew that she was unhappy, I could not interfere or attempt to set matters right. All that was needed was that Flaxman should speak out, which was the one thing of all others that I could not induce him to do. I determined, however, to make one more endeavour. If that failed, there would be nothing for it, but to let matters take their own course and abide by the result. The prospect was by no means cheering.

“It’s all very well for you to be so certain that there is nothing wrong,” I said at last, “but, for my part, I am sure there is. The girl is not herself at all. The first opportunity I get I shall try to induce her to confide in me and to tell me what her trouble is. It is evident you don’t care.”

He once more closed his book and looked up at me, steadily and unflinchingly. Had I not been angry and therefore a fool I should have seen in his face that all my suppositions, such as they were, were wrong. However, the most obvious is as often as not the least discernible; the small deer sees what the elephant overlooks. And it was so in my case.

“What makes you think I do not care?” he asked very slowly. “Does it not strike you that that is rather a strange thing to say, seeing that Miss Moira and I are friends?”

Then I lost my temper altogether: his manner was more than I could possibly put up with.

“Are you quite sure that you’re not something more than friends?” I sneered. “Oh, you need not think you can put me off the scent. I am a little wiser than you suppose me to be. I haven’t knocked about the world without learning to keep my eyes open.”

“By heavens, this is too bad,” he cried, springing to his feet and almost overturning his chair as he did so. “Are you mad that you talk to me like this? I’ll not put up with it. It is more than flesh and blood can stand. I never thought you, of all men, would have said such things to me.”

“I notice that you do not deny the truth of my words, although you object to them,” I went on, my temper rising momentarily higher. “That, I should say, would be more to the point.”

He threw at me a look which I shall not forget to my dying day. I can read its meaning now, in the light of after events, but I was too much beside myself with rage to do so then.

“You are insulting me,” was all he said, and made as if he would leave the room. “If you do not respect me, you might at least respect her. Some day, I pledge you my word, you will be sorry for this. But it will be too late then.”

Surely the spirit of prophecy must have been upon him at that moment, for what he predicted then has certainly come to pass, to my bitter shame be it said. Yet, God help me, could that scene be re-acted, I fear I should again behave as I did then. It is a pitiful confession to have to make, but, alas! it is the truth. But to continue my narrative.

I have said that Flaxman made as if he would leave the room. He did not do so at once, however, but stood at the door for a few moments, looking back at me with an expression of deepest reproach upon his face. Then he passed out, leaving me in the room alone.

“Let him go, the sneaking hound,” I muttered, for I am determined to set everything down. “He little thinks what I heard down at the gate this afternoon. However, he has not done with me yet. If I can be nothing else to her I can at least stand by her like a brother, and, by heaven, I will too — so let my fine gentleman beware of me. I’m a man, not a school-miss, as he’ll find to his cost.”

Patting myself on the back thus, I mixed myself a stiff glass of grog and tossed it off. Under its magic influence I began to see matters in an even clearer light than before. I recalled little circumstances which had hitherto escaped my memory, and which now only served to increase the load of guilt my unhappy partner was carrying. A second glass of grog convinced me beyond all possibility of doubt that it behoved me to call him to account for his treatment of the girl — always, of course, in my self-appointed capacity of brother. A third showed me how happy I might have been with her had fate been kinder; after which I went off to bed firmly resolved to set matters right on the morrow.

On the morrow, as it happened, I rose with a splitting headache and a general feeling that nothing was right with the world. On first waking I had only a confused idea of all that had occurred on the previous night. Then, as memory returned to me, I began to realise something of the serious nature of affairs. One thing was quite certain, and that was the fact that Flaxman and I must come to some definite understanding on the subject as to which we had fallen out. Until that was done, life would be well nigh unendurable for both of us. As for myself, I had not abated one jot of my determination to champion Miss Moira’s cause; if anything, my intention to do so was even more firmly rooted than before.

It was a strange trio that sat down to breakfast that morning. I was not hungry, Flaxman scarcely touched anything, while Miss Moira presided at the tea tray, but, beyond playing with an infinitesimal piece of toast, made no pretence of eating at all. I could see from the furtive glances she stole at both of us from time to time that she knew that there was something amiss with us and that she feared it was on her account. To try and divert her thoughts I started some topic of conversation, I forget what. Flaxman joined in it, probably with the same intention, and for perhaps a minute and a half all went well, then it dwindled down, no one offered any further remark, and quiet reigned once more. None of us had the pluck to start a fresh subject, so the remainder of the meal was eaten in silence. I was the first to rise, Miss Moira next, and Flaxman last. I informed the company generally that I should not be in to lunch, as I had made up my mind to ride out into the back country to see how much damage the flood had done. I fancied I detected a look of relief on the faces of my two companions, and the thought was far from pleasing to me. It was evident that they deemed me safest out of the way; at any rate, for the present. No man likes it to be thought that his company is not welcome, and it was certainly so in my case. They wanted to get rid of me, did they? Well, they should do so. But his star help Flaxman if he played me false in my absence! The vengeance I would take in that case would be one that he would not be likely to forget for many a long day to come. Poor blind fool that I was, I still persisted in believing that all I did was right, and that all they did was wrong. For pig-headed obstinacy a mountain — battery mule could have given me points and a beating.

Having announced my programme for the day, I lit my pipe, and calling up one of my terriers, of which I had about half a dozen, I left the house and strode off to the store, before which a group of the hands was waiting for their tasks to be allotted them. When I had made my arrangements, and had selected two of their number to accompany me, a move was made to the stockyard, where the black boys had run up the horses. In something under a quarter of an hour all had dispersed in various directions, and I and my companions were riding down the track that led along the valley towards the part of the run I was anxious to inspect. It was a perfect winter’s morning, as winters are reckoned in that part of the world. The dew lay heavy on the grass and bushes, and the mist of morning was drawing off the hill tops before the increasing heat of the sun. Pink-breasted galas, disturbed by us, rose like clouds before us and wheeled high above our heads in the brilliant light, turning from white to pink and back again to white, to settle on some new feeding ground a mile or so away to our right. Now and again a great blundering kangaroo would go skipping across our path, pursued at a respectful distance by the terriers, who knew too much to endeavour to come to close quarters with those terrible hind legs. A young wallaby sat on a rock and studied us attentively, then scratched his nose with his absurd little paws, cast an apprehensive glance at the dogs, came to the conclusion that they were not to be trusted, and disappeared from view with one bound, much to the amazement of a flock of white cockatoos, who shrieked discordantly at him from the neighbouring tree-tops. It was just the morning for a ride, and on any other morning I should have thoroughly enjoyed it. On this particular occasion, however, I could see nothing good in it. Everything was distorted and warped by the fire that was raging within me. I could not see any beauty in the landscape, or feel any warmth in the sunshine. Beyond giving some instructions to the men who accompanied me, I don’t think I spoke half a dozen words in the first ten miles. The very tobacco I was smoking did not seem to taste the same as usual, nor did the animal I was riding, my favourite hack by the way, appear in any better spirits than myself. And that reminds me, I wonder if you have ever noticed, I have done so times out of number, how quickly a horse who is accustomed to you gets to know the sort of humour you are in and immediately adapts himself to it? Perhaps you mount him on some fine spring morning, full of life and the joy of living. He knows the feeling and reciprocates it, tosses his head, plays with his bit, and passages just to show you that he is as ready for a gallop in the fresh bracing air as you are. On the other hand, we will suppose that you are depressed, out of spirits, and not inclined for boisterous fun; observe then how he adapts himself to these altered circumstances. He proceeds soberly upon his way, as if he were wondering what he could do in his small way to help you, and has at last come to the conclusion that the best line for him to adopt would be to carry you discreetly, neither too fast nor too slow, and to wait with equine patience for the cloud to lift from your shoulders and for the sunshine to burst forth once more. No, I shall never be convinced that horses do not understand a man’s feelings almost as well as he does himself. Why, of course they do!

It was close upon eleven o’clock by the time we reached the place I was anxious to inspect. The flood which I had been dreading had not done as much damage as I had expected; nevertheless there were several matters which required attention; several panels of fencing had in one place been washed away, and the gap thus made required to be filled in to prevent the cattle getting through into the adjoining property; further down two beasts were discovered bogged and too much exhausted to extricate themselves from what would, undoubtedly, have meant certain death to them had we not providentially arrived upon the scene when we did. Next, there was the stockman’s hut to be visited at the Twelve Mile Crossing and the list of his wants to be obtained against the next despatch of the ration cart. To the tale of his woes I paid no attention, for the man, though a hard worker, was a born grumbler, and had I had the patience to stop and listen to him I should without a doubt have been induced to believe that of all the sons of men he was by a great deal the most miserable.

An eight mile ride along the boundary brought us to the coach track, and a mile further on to the mail change, where, for the good of the house and other politic reasons, I pulled up and treated the men to a glass of grog each, to which you may be sure they offered no sort of objection. After that we resumed our ride until we once more saw the roofs of the head station rising before us. As we came closer I found an unaccountable nervousness coming over me. I tried to explain it away, but in vain.

On reaching the store I dismounted and having unsaddled my horse turned him loose. For upwards of a minute I stood watching him as he trotted off to join his comrades, and then turned to enter the store, expecting to find Flaxman there. I was met, however, on the doorstep by the storekeeper, who informed me that my partner had gone up to the house some few minutes before my arrival. He asked if there was anything he could do for me, but I told him no, I would go in search of Flaxman myself. Heavy clouds had been threatening us all the afternoon, and as I walked towards the house rain commenced to fall. It was growing dark, and the wind moaned drearily through the scrub timber behind the homestead, as if with the desire of making me even more miserable than I was already. If the truth must be told, I was suffering from about as bad an attack of the blues as a man could well experience, and, so far as I could see, there did not appear to be any prospect of matters improving — a pleasant look-out for all parties concerned. Miss Moira’s sorrowful face had been haunting me all day long, and now I seemed to be able to see it gazing at me in the gathering gloom. According to my usual custom, I made my way to my bedroom and changed my things before going on to the sitting-room. On this occasion it was a matter of necessity, for I was not only wet, but plastered with mud from head to foot. I could well imagine Miss Moira’s housewifely horror should she catch me tramping about her spotless floors with such grimy boots as I was wearing.

Having brought myself within a measurable distance of a civilised being once more, I left my room and proceeded to that in which I felt sure I should find the others. Somewhat to my surprise Flaxman had the apartment to himself. He was standing at the window, his hands behind his back. His head was bowed, and his whole bearing spoke of the deepest dejection. In his right hand he held a letter. Was it something contained in that that was agitating him so? I was soon to learn.


Chapter X. “Can Friends Part So?”
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FLAXMAN EVIDENTLY HAD not heard me enter the room, for he did not turn round. For a few moments, perhaps while a man might have counted ten slowly, I stood and watched him. Then something that was very like a sob escaped him, and I saw his hands clench, as if he were battling with himself in an endeavour to suppress his emotion. Not being anxious to allow him to suppose that I was prying upon him, I stepped from the rug on to the polished floor and the sound brought him round face to face with me. Two large tears were coursing down his cheeks, and he made no attempt to hide them from me. Again I asked myself what had happened to bring about this extraordinary state of affairs. Had it been mail day I might have been tempted to believe that he had received bad news from the Old Country, but there would not be another mail for more than a week, so that that could not be held accountable for it. That he was really upset, as I had never seen him before, was as certain as that I was in the room, looking at him. And yet I knew him for a man who did not, as a rule, show emotion very easily.

On seeing me I noticed that he thrust the letter he held in his hand into his pocket, as if he did not desire that I should become aware of its existence. Whatever anything else might be, that scrap of paper at least had an important bearing on the affair.

“There is a letter for you upon the mantelpiece,” he said, doing his level best, I could see, to speak calmly, and succeeding very badly in the attempt. “You had better open it.”

I turned to the place in question and found there an envelope addressed with my name. I knew well enough before I opened it from whom it came, though, strange to say, I had never seen Miss Moira’s writing before. During the time she had been with us, she had neither written nor received any letters, so that there had been no chance of my becoming familiar with her penmanship. I took it down and opened it with a sinking heart. I could guess what it contained before I started to read a word. I remembered her cry on the previous day— “I must go away! I must go away!” The letter was a short one — only a few brief sentences. It read as follows: — 

“DEAR FRIEND, — Before you receive this I shall have left Montalta for ever. I feel now that I was wrong ever to have come. But how thankful I am to you for all you have done for me, I think you know. I shall always pray to God to bless you for it. Good-bye.

“Your grateful friend.

“MOIRA PENDRAGON.

“P.S. — I beg of you not to attempt to find me, for I assure you your search will be in vain.”

For more than a minute I stood looking at the paper in my hand and trying to collect my thoughts. Moira gone! Could such a thing be possible? Were we never to see her again? These were the questions that tumbled over each other in wild confusion in my brain. What was the reason of it all? She had seemed so happy with us until the last week or so, that no one would have dreamt she was on the verge of leaving us. The whole thing was incomprehensible to me; it was more than that, it was unbelievable. At last I found my voice. Addressing Flaxman, who was still standing at the window, I said, “What hand had you in this?” He looked at me in amazement, as if he marvelled that I could ask such a question.

“What hand had I in it?” he repeated. “Good God, man, do you want to drive me mad with your questions? If so, you’re going the right way to work to do it, I can tell you that. Do you think I drove her away from the place? Do you think it was by my wish that she went away from comfort to misery, perhaps to starvation? Great heavens, I would have given all I possess in this world to have been able to prevent it. She gave me no hint of her intention or I should have done my utmost to stop her, whatever the consequences might have been. Surely you know me well enough for that. If not, you’re far from being the friend I took you to be.”

I laughed scornfully, and as I did so I saw his face flush crimson. To think that we should ever have come to such a pass as this. It seemed well-nigh inconceivable.

“This is just the right time to talk of friendship, isn’t it?” I cried, with scathing irony. “I admire your good plain commonsense. Perhaps you would like to discuss Shakespeare and the musical glasses while you are about it? There is nothing like putting in one’s time profitably. You regret that she has left us; you would have prevented it had you known. Yet you were on the spot and knew nothing of it. The consequences would have been nothing to you, you declare. Well, you have the consequences to amuse yourself with now, if they are of any solace to you. Bah! I believe you knew it all the time; I believe that you connived at it. John Flaxman, I have had my suspicions for some time past, and now they have been confirmed. Let me tell you to your face that I distrust you from the bottom of my heart. Now I’ve said it and the murder’s out.”

He took a step towards me, his hand raised as if he would strike me. His face was now white as a sheet and I could distinctly hear his breath come in gasps.

“You dare to tell me that you believe I connived at her leaving this place?” he cried, his voice almost guttural with passion. It is the quiet man whose anger is most deadly when once thoroughly roused. “Then I tell you you lie, and that you know it.”

“Show me that letter in your pocket then,” I retorted. “Let me see that before I believe that you have no hand in it.”

His expression and his manner changed as if by magic. The hand he had raised dropped to his side and his face began to flush once more.

There was a short pause, after which he said hesitatingly, as if he were not sure of the reception his words would receive: — 

“I cannot show it to you.”

“You cannot show it to me,” I echoed mockingly. “That is good news, indeed, and may I be permitted to ask the reason that prompts that decision? There is my letter,” (here I threw it down upon the table for him to see). “You are quite at liberty to read it, if you please. Why may I not see yours in return?”

“Because I cannot show it to you,” he replied doggedly. “It would be abusing a confidence were I to do so. I must ask you to accept the explanation for what it is worth. I can give you no other.”

“I can quite believe that,” I sneered, “and I will take it for what it is worth — which is nothing, literally nothing. You know that as well as I do. You have already told me that you were not aware that she contemplated leaving us, yet a thought has just struck me which may throw some light on the case. Possibly you may remember that last week you talked of paying the South a visit in a few weeks. Doubtless you will do so now. It is a pretty little plot, but it seems to me as if it has miscarried somewhere.”

“What do you mean?” he asked, staring at me with dilated eyes. “What is this vile thing you are endeavouring to insinuate? Speak out like a man and say what you have in your mind. You can’t insult me more than you have done already. What do you charge me with?”

“I charge you with nothing. I make no insinuations. I simply leave you to your own conscience. You can settle with that.”

“I demand that you shall tell me what you meant when you said that,” he repeated angrily. “I do not want any further subterfuges. You have brought forward the fact that I talked of going South in connection with this affair, and I wish to know what you mean by it. You shall tell me, even if I have to force you into doing so. As a gentleman, I put you on your honour to do so.”

I had not bargained for this, but my blood was up and I was reckless as to the consequences.

“Very well, since you will have it, I’ll speak out as you bid me,” I answered defiantly. “What I charge you with is inducing Miss Moira to leave this house in order that you may meet her elsewhere. The reason that prompts such hole-and — corner work is best known to yourself.”

The words had scarcely left my lips before he had sprung at me, and had struck me such a severe blow upon the mouth that I could feel the blood trickling down my chin a moment later. The force with which it was dealt was sufficient to drive me back a couple of paces. Then, may God forgive me, I knocked him down. It was done in a fit of passion it is true, and in return for a blow dealt to me, but I give you my word, sworn by all I hold sacred, that if I could recall it now, I would willingly lose the hand that gave it. For a moment he lay upon the floor as if stunned, then he staggered to his feet. Having done so, he gave utterance to this extraordinary confession: — 

“You did right,” he said, speaking calmly and deliberately, as if he had carefully worked the matter out. “I forgot myself and struck you; you only punished me according to my deserts.”

To my eternal shame be it set down that my only reply was a laugh. Idiot that I was, I imagined he had been frightened by my blow and had turned craven. Now, of course, I can see it all in the proper light. But then I was so blinded by my jealousy and the hatred it engendered in me, that I was incapable of believing in anything or anybody.

“Now that you know what I think,” I answered, “I’ll leave you to chew your cud in peace. I hope your reflections may bring you happiness. You may expect me back when you see me.”

So saying I flung out of the room, and in less than a quarter of an hour was galloping down the track in the direction of the township. At the best of times it was none too safe a road, but in the pitch-blackness of a stormy night it was positively dangerous. I gave no thought to that, however, but rode as if for my life, regardless of everything save my whirling, maddening thoughts, my love for Moira, and my hatred of the man who, I implicitly believed, had robbed me of her. My only regret now was that I had not thrashed him more severely, as soundly indeed as I believed that he deserved.

Overhead the storm roared, the wind lashing the trees with remorseless fury. The lightning flashed, the thunder crashed, while now and again in the lulls I could hear the tumult of the torrent in the valley below me. It was such another night as Tam — o’-Shanter must have been abroad in, and again such another as that on which I had first met the girl who was the primary cause of my present happiness. How much had happened since that momentous night! I had learnt to love, and I had also learnt to hate. I had believed myself one of the happiest of living men, and I now knew myself for one of the most miserable. To find relief I urged my gallant little horse to greater efforts. He was a game beast, and needed no spur to induce him to do his best. Regardless of the state of the track, which as often as not was merely a matter of conjecture, we sped on and on, sometimes tumbling and slipping, but with never a thought of caution. More than once, nay, at least a dozen times, a vivid flash of lightning showed me how near I had been to death’s door. Once we were scarcely half a horse’s length from the edge of a deep ravine, through which a swollen stream ran like a mill-sluice bounding down the hillside, missed the horse’s head by scarcely two yards, crossed the track and disappeared with a crash into the valley below. The animal’s sudden stop came within an ace of throwing me headlong out of the saddle. But even that narrow escape did not steady me.

“Come up, old horse,” I shouted. “We were not born to be killed in that clumsy fashion.”

Once more I set him going. We had put more than ten miles behind us by this time and were within an appreciable distance of the township. At the pace we were travelling, all being well, we should be there in less than half an hour. But would, or could, the animal hold out so long, was the question I should have asked myself. But I never thought of it. All I wanted was to get to my destination and into the society of men who could help me to forget what I was suffering. And what was Moira doing meanwhile? She had left the station on foot, so I had ascertained. Where could she be, then? Wandering in the scrub in all probability, as I had found her on that night when we had first met. I cursed Flaxman again, and rode on even harder than before. The thought of that poor girl wandering alone in the storm maddened me. Why was it Flaxman had not gone to her assistance? Had he told me a lie, I wondered, or was he tired of her and resolved to abandon her to her fate? Suspicion induced me to believe the first; common humanity forbade me to credit the second. No man could surely be such an out-and-out scoundrel as that. However, it was no business of mine now. All I had to do was to endeavour to forget that we had ever met.

At last and none too soon, for my horse was completely done for, I saw ahead of me the lights of the little township twinkling like so many stars on the plain. Thank goodness, we were there at last. From the point where one obtains the first view of the little settlement the track slopes somewhat steeply for between half and three — quarters of a mile. The main street of the township, if street indeed it can be called, consisting as it does of three hotels (save the mark!), a blacksmith’s shop, two stores, a policestation, and half a dozen wooden cottages, is as broad as any in the Empire, and probably muddier than most. After a storm, such as was then raging, it is well nigh impassable, either for man or beast.

“At last, at last,” I muttered to myself as I galloped down the hill. “If I don’t make this rat-hole of a place sit up to-night, it won’t be my fault. I can assure them of that. Hold up, old horse, I know you’re done for, but in a few minutes you shall rest for as long as you like.”

I little guessed how true my words were destined to prove. As I entered the street the poor beast reeled and almost fell. A few yards further on he did so again; then, within a dozen paces of the verandah of the “Jolly Bushman,” he gave a lurch, pitched forward on his head, and rolled over, almost crushing me beneath him. Covered with mud, I scrambled to my feet; but the horse lay just as he had fallen, his neck stretched out and his breath coming in long gasps.

“God help me, I’ve done for a better brute than myself,” I muttered as I looked down at him. “I’ve ridden him to death.”

At that moment the landlord of the inn made his appearance in the verandah with a lantern. I hailed him, and he immediately came out to me.

“Why, surely it’s never you,” he cried, when he became aware of my identity. “You’re just about the last person I expected to see on a rough night like this. What does it all mean? Nothing wrong at Montalta, I hope? Bless my heart, just look at your horse now! Why, he’s clean knocked out of time. You’ve fair ridden him to a standstill, if you haven’t done worse. Here, hold the lantern while I have a look at him. You’ve some rare good cattle over at your place, and you don’t want to lose any of them.”

While I held the lantern he knelt down in the mud beside the horse and carefully examined him. As he did so the animal half raised his head, gave a long groan, and then lay still. The fat little publican rose to his feet.

“It’s no use bothering any more about him,” he said. “He’s done his last journey. I’ll get a couple of my lads to pull him into the yard for to-night. The saddle and bridle we’ll take inside.”

Poor old horse, he had paid the penalty of a man’s anger, and here was the result. How often is it not the way! A hasty deed, a fit of anger, a wrong impulse momentarily gratified, and as often as not some innocent man or beast is drawn into the net and directly or indirectly may be called upon by fate to suffer for it. I had an excellent example before me now.

I followed the landlord into the hotel and made for the bar, which I found crowded to its utmost holding capacity. A shout of welcome greeted me, for I had not been in there for upwards of a year. By way of setting the ball rolling, I called for drinks all round. From that moment I put all thought of Montalta, of Moira, and of Flaxman behind me. Nothing mattered now, I told myself. Let care go to the deuce, I cried. Whatever the upshot might be, I was determined to enjoy myself, and in so doing to forget the past. But I was destined to make a discovery that many men had made before me, namely, that care is not so easily relegated to the background as some folk would imagine. However successful one may think oneself at night, there is always a to-morrow to be considered, and experience proves that that selfsame to — morrow possesses the unhappy faculty of adding to rather than lessening the load of care that is already being carried.

It was almost daylight when we broke up, and yet I was loth to permit anyone to leave, for I feared lest with his going I should find myself in the Slough of Despond again. But one by one they dropped away, until the landlord and I found ourselves alone together. Even he, accustomed as he was to late hours, began to think it was time to think of going to bed, and, seeing that there was nothing else for it, I was at length constrained to agree with him. I accordingly followed him along the wooden passage to the room in which he had already placed my valise. It was at the corner of the house, and looked out across the little plain towards the ranges through which I had ridden so recklessly that evening. The wind howled mournfully round the corner and the rain lashed the roof, as if it were desirous of beating it in. Before commencing to undress I took up the candle and looked at myself in the glass. It was a flushed face I saw there; but I was not thinking of that, I was looking at my still swollen underlip and recalling the circumstances under which I had received it. Then I went to bed and slept soundly until well after ten o’clock. How I hated and despised myself when I woke, I cannot tell you. But that I was weak enough to feel that Flaxman would believe that I was repentant, I would have borrowed or purchased a fresh horse and have returned to the station as soon as I had breakfasted. The thought that he might do so, when my experience of him should have made me know better, fired me anew, and I vowed that, come what might, I would not give him the opportunity of saying that. Rather than do so, I would remain a month in the township if necessary.

Half an hour or so after breakfast some of my companions of the previous night began to drop in; some remained to lunch with me, and began to play billiards afterwards; others merely drank their morning draughts, and then returned to what they somewhat facetiously described as their “business,” though I must confess I was completely at a loss to understand what it consisted of, seeing that no one seemed to be stirring in the main street save two drunken station hands, who were quarrelling and preparing for combat at the further end, and the police sergeant’s black cat, which was craftily stalking a bird on that functionary’s paling fence. In the evening the usual sort of carouse again took place. It was not by any manner of means an edifying spectacle. Some of the company were soon hopelessly intoxicated; some became quarrelsome, some merely maudlin, others burst into melody without regard to their audience or to the requirements of time or tune. Among the number present was one man, an overseer on a neighbouring station, who had come in that day with the avowed intention of, to use a Bush expression, “knocking his cheque down.” He was doing this to such good purpose that there promised to be but little of it left within the very near future. He was a big, clumsily-built fellow, like myself of Colonial birth, with a crop of brilliant red hair and the largest hands and feet I had ever seen on a human being. He had the reputation of being a bully on his own station, and now being well advanced in liquor, it appeared as if he were quite prepared to give us a sample of his powers at a moment’s notice. Milligan was the gentleman’s name, and for some reason or another he had been nicknamed “The Tipperary Boy.” If wildness and a love of fighting went for anything, then the sobriquet was certainly an appropriate one.

The evening was well advanced before he favoured me with his attentions. Then when I was engaged in conversation with a quiet little man, who was book-keeper for a squatter a few miles out of the town, he came up and sat himself down beside me, smacking me familiarly on the back with his enormous right hand as he did so.

“Well, my buck,” he began, “and how’s the world treating you? I haven’t set eyes on you for a month of Sundays. Painting the town red, I suppose, eh? Lord bless you, why didn’t you go down to Sydney? You could have enjoyed yourself there. Now I remember the last time I was down I—” Here he proceeded to favour us with some highly-spiced particulars of his adventures in the New South Wales metropolis that would not have discredited a Bowery Boy at his best. They not only did not interest me, they bored me nearly to distraction. He reeled them off one after another until I ceased to pay any attention to him at all, and resumed my talk with my previous companion which he had so rudely interrupted. My temper was none too sweet that evening, and it would have required but small encouragement to have induced me to tell him to go away and leave me in peace. However, I had no desire to create a scene, if not for my own sake, at least for my friend the landlord’s. When once a fight becomes general in a Bush public-house he is a wise man who can tell when it will finish. I have known a whole house wrecked on such an occasion, and the owner come within an inch of losing his life for endeavouring to protect his own property. Bush spirits, manufactured as often as not on the premises, can be trusted to raise the devil that lies dormant in most men quicker than anything else I know in this world. And when he is once released, he is seldom to be laid by the heels again until he has been pacified with blood. Unless such a thing should be absolutely necessary, I was not going to be the one to give it to him.

For some moments after I turned my back upon him, Milligan continued to talk, apparently oblivious to the fact that I was no longer listening to him. Then he became aware of what had happened, and an ominous silence ensued. In all probability he was endeavouring to make up his mind as to what course of action he should adopt. He knew something of my reputation, and I fancy was aware that I was not the sort of man to stand much nonsense, particularly any attempt at bullying, such as he was known to be so fond of. Almost in a moment his mood changed to one of the utmost friendliness. He informed me with an oath that we were the best of pals, and in figurative language gave me to understand that on the whole he even preferred me to his own brother.

“Why shouldn’t we be friends?” he inquired. “We’ve known each other a long time now. You’ve stayed over at my place and I’ve stayed over at yours.” Then, raising his voice and preceding it with a loud guffaw, he continued, “I say, old boy, what’s become of that deuced pretty girl I saw over at your place last time I was there? She was a stunner and no mistake, with the rummiest sort of a name that ever I ran up against. What was it now — something like Penny-pop-gun, wasn’t it? I’m sure I disremember,” he added with a grin.

I stared at him in amazement. That he should even have dared to refer to Miss Moira in such company was in itself sufficient to put me into a frenzy of rage. To speak of her as Miss Penny-pop-gun was worse than anything.

“I’ll trouble you to leave the lady in question out of the conversation,” I said. “I object to her name being introduced.”

This was the opportunity he wanted, and the fighting element in his blood having now gained the ascendancy he was both ready and eager for battle. I consoled myself with the reflection that it would have been bound to come sooner or later.

“So you object to her name being introduced, do you?” he said, mimicking me. “Maybe you don’t think we’re good enough to say it. Poor, rough men like us mustn’t presume to speak it. Listen to that, boys.” This last was addressed to the room in general. Some, seeing trouble looming ahead had the good sense to hold their tongues; others laughed, as if in appreciation of a good joke; while others, who for some reason or another bore me no good will applauded with cries of “Good for you, Tipperary Boy.” Thus encouraged, he turned once more to me with the same diabolical grin upon his face.

“Perhaps your lordship wouldn’t mind condescending to tell us why we’re not to mention the lady’s name? We all know each other here, and I’ve been intro uiced to the lady myself.”

“You’re not to do it, because I forbid,” I answered. “That should be enough answer for you. If you do you’ll regret it. I can promise you that.”

“To hell with you and your forbids,” he shouted, flourishing his fist. “Who are you to tell me what I shall say or shall not say? I guess I’m as good a judge of what’s what as you are, or anyone else, though I don’t boss it at Montalta like some people.”

It was quite evident that he was fairly spoiling for a fight. If he persisted in his present line of conduct, he would find that I was quite ready to oblige him. However Miss Moira might have treated me, I was not going to have her name bandied about by a lot of drunken rowdies in a township bar-room — it was not likely!

Milligan had done his best to rouse me, and had failed. Now he tried another plan.

“Boss,” he cried to the landlord, “drinks all round. It’s my shout. Hurry along now, for I’m going to propose a toast.”

Realising what he was about to do, a complete silence descended on the room, which lasted while the drinks were being served. I rose and faced him; but for reasons of my own declined to partake of his hospitality. Looking round him to see that all the glasses were charged, he shouted, “Boys, here’s a health to Miss Penny — pop-gun, and no heel taps.”

He tossed off the contents of his tumbler, but before he had finished I had tossed the contents of my own full and fair into his face.

“Now,” I said, “since you’re so anxious to receive a lesson, I’ll do my best to oblige you. Landlord, I call you to witness that this fight was forced on me.”

The landlord nodded, and continued to polish his glasses behind the counter as if nothing out of the common was about to happen. Meanwhile, some officious partisans had removed the table from the centre of the room in readiness for the conflict.

There are always people to be found who would rather see others fight than do so themselves.


Chapter XI. Moira in Peril.
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THE NEWS THAT there was to be a fight between myself and Milligan, or the Tipperary Boy, as he was more often called, soon spread through the township, and, in consequence, by the time we faced each other in the centre of the floor, from which the furniture had been removed, as I have already described, the large room was packed to the point of suffocation, and the air was rank with the odour of stale smoke, drink, and wet clothes. I glanced at the landlord, who was still industriously polishing his tumblers, and noticed the look of encouragement on his face. He had his own reasons, and they were not a few, for desiring that someone should “cut the comb” of this notorious bully, who whenever he came to the township had an unpleasant habit of making himself objectionable to almost everyone with whom he was brought in contact. In fact, to such an extent did he carry this practice that during the period he remained in the place the majority of the usual frequenters of the house betook themselves and their custom elsewhere, naturally not a little to my friend’s chagrin. To expostulate with him was only so much waste of time; to threaten him with expulsion would have been as idle as to attempt to stop the wind from whistling round the corners of the house or the stars from shining. Hitherto, with one lamentable exception, in which, by the way, a man was well-nigh killed, no one had attempted to use force with him. Now, so it appeared, I was about to try the experiment. He had deliberately and maliciously insulted Miss Moira, and I was determined to make him pay for it, if it cost me my life. At last I had found someone upon whom to work off my rage. The task was likely to be a big one, but I was only the more content. As I took off my coat and rolled up my sleeves, I took careful stock of my adversary; he was at least a man worth fighting: his muscles stood out on his arms as thick as bananas, to use a Queensland parallel, while the expression on his face showed that it was his firm intention to give me a sound thrashing in return for my insulting treatment of him.

The partisans of either side were noisily arranging as to who should act as timekeeper and who as referee, when the swing-doors leading into the verandah opened, and a newcomer, such as is not often seen in the Bush, entered the bar. That he was a swell and a new chum admitted of no doubt. He was tall, handsome, with a long wavy moustache, slimly built, wore English riding breeches, that is to say, tight at the knees and baggy above, and sported an eyeglass in his left eye. What was more extraordinary still, he actually wore gloves, just for all the world as if he were doing the block in Collins Street on a summer afternoon. He strolled across the floor without apparently noticing what was going on, and approached the counter. The landlord rose to greet him, whereupon the stranger inquired whether he could be accommodated with a room for the night. On being answered in the affirmative, he called for a glass of whisky, lit a cigarette, and turned to watch what was going forward between Milligan and myself. Though it has taken some time to tell all this, in reality it occupied only a few minutes. It was sufficient, however, to distract the attention of the company for the time being from my enemy and myself, and you may be sure this was not at all to Milligan’s liking. To adopt a theatrical expression, he was playing to the gallery, and liked to “have the limelight full upon himself.”

However interesting it might prove to some people, it is not my intention to give a detailed description of what occurred during the ensuing quarter of an hour. Let it suffice that if our respective supporters wanted a fight for their money, they got it and to spare. We were both fully aware that our future peace and comfort depended entirely on the issue of the struggle, and that the vanquished would have to sing small for the remainder of his residence in the neighbourhood. That at least was enough to make each of us do his utmost to come out on top, as they say in the Bush.

That the Tipperary Boy was wanting in pluck no one, not even his bitterest enemy, could have said. He fought, if not with skill, at least with dogged determination. He had a fist like a sledge hammer, but he lacked science. At the end of ten minutes he was out of breath, and at the end of a quarter of an hour he lay like a log on the floor, and several of his most enthusiastic supporters, who had championed his cause through fear, were hastening to assure me that they had only done so in order to insure his getting the licking he had so long deserved. That is the way of the world. Had I come out underneath, doubtless my so-called friends would have behaved in exactly the same way to my antagonist.

Having put on my coat, I walked across to where my late opponent was seated and held out my hand to him. “Shake hands, Milligan,” I said; “let bygones be bygones. If you are willing, I am quite sure I am.”

“Good for you,” he answered promptly, and took my hand as he spoke. “What’s more, since you take it this way, I don’t mind owning up that I was wrong to speak of the lady the way I did. If there’s any man hereabouts who thinks otherwise, just let him step out and say so, and I’ll show him that the Tipperary Boy can give a beating as well as take one. Where is he now?”

There was no answer to his question, which seemed to prove that the justice of his assertion was admitted by all. He thereupon invited me to drink with him, and needless to say I did not refuse. Since he took the matter so well, it would have been the most foolish policy possible on my part to have done so. We accordingly drank with the customary “here’s luck,” and here the matter ended to our own and everybody else’s complete satisfaction — always excepting those who had their own private grudges against myself, and who, doubtless for that reason, would very willingly have seen me vanquished.

At last that extraordinary evening came to an end, and one by one the company dispersed to their various homes. The storm still continued with increased rather than abated violence, and as I had done more than once before that night, I thanked my good fortune that I was not camped out in it.

When old Dick Grebur, the principal storekeeper, who was invariably the last to take his departure, had bade us good-night and gone out, we, the landlord, the stranger, and I, drew our chairs up to the fire and relit our pipes. It was then that I had the first real opportunity of observing the newcomer. In view of the story I have to tell, a short description of him may not be amiss. I have already said that there could be no sort of doubt as to the fact of his being a new chum. It was written on his face, his clothes, and more than all on his manners. Among other characteristics, he was the possessor of a curious drawl, combined with a strange clipping of his terminal “g’s,” which I have since been told is considered correct in a certain section of English society.

His face was in a measure handsome; the forehead, however, was perhaps scarcely as broad as it might have been, while the eyes were set a trifle too close together to be really pleasing. A heavy moustache hid his mouth. His hands, I remember noticing, were long from wrist to knuckle, but were spoilt by the fingers, which were short almost to the verge of deformity. They were also coarse and thick, and I noticed that the left hand had been broken at some time or other.

“Do you often have these little affairs of honour, may I ask?” he inquired when the door had closed on Grebur and we had settled down to our pipes. “I had an idea that this eminently satisfactory way of settling one’s differences of opinion had quite ceased to exist. Gone out, in fact, with the citizens of Roarin’ Camp, Sandy Bar, Jack, and all that Old Tenessee sort of thing, don’t you know? I never thought I should have the good fortune to come across it in Australia. I had an idea that you contented yourselves with kangaroo huntin’, ridin’ buck jumpers, and all that sort of thing.”

For the life of me I did not quite know how to take this speech. It seemed as if he were slyly poking fun at me, and yet his face was all seriousness, his manner as courteous as I had any right to expect it to be. From some remark he let fall, I discovered that his name was Vandergrave, and that he had come to Australia from England, via America and Japan. He had always had a longing to see something of the Australian Bush, he said, and he had been advised that Northern Queensland would show it to him as no other part of the Island Continent could do. After a time he began to ask questions concerning our own particular neighbourhood, the size and number of the various stations, and their owners’ names. Before I could do or say anything to prevent him, the landlord had informed him that I was part owner of two of the largest properties in the district, which he described after his own fashion as being “out and away tip-top, and don’t you forget it.” Queensland hospitality, and indeed for that matter of the Bush generally, is proverbial, so that under the circumstances I had no option but to inform him that if he should chance to be in our neighbourhood it would give both my partner and myself great pleasure to put him up, and to show all there was to be seen.

“Your partner’s name I think you said was — ?”

“Flaxman,” I replied, though I could not for the life of me remember having mentioned it before.

“Ah! yes! Flaxman, of course — a rather unusual name,” he replied. “Well, it’s really very kind of you to offer me your hospitality, and if fortune should bring me in your direction I shall avail myself of the chance of seeing your runs. Like most Globe trotters, I am writing an account of my travels, and information obtained first hand is, of course, very valuable and occasionally hard to obtain. And now, if you will excuse me, I think I will bid you ‘goodnight.’ I have had a long day in the saddle, and I am not so accustomed to it as you Australians are.”

Having knocked the ashes out of his pipe, he left the bar, and the landlord and I very soon followed his example. My head was still ringing from one of Milligan’s blows, and as I contemplated myself in the little glass on my dressing table (an old packing-case draped with gaudy chintz), I reflected that I should probably have a very fair sample of a bruise to exhibit to my friends on the morrow.

The storm had continued raging all the day, and as night set in it became worse than ever, and the wind howled and shrieked around as if it were anxious to tear the ramshackle wooden building to pieces. Again I thanked my luck that I had a roof over my head, to say nothing of a nice warm bed to curl myself up in. I blew out my candle and composed myself for slumber, but sleep would not come. I began to think of Moira and of my love for her — where she was, what she was doing? Had she, as I supposed, gone out of my life for ever, and was the man whom I had looked upon as my best friend the traitor? Whether my fight with Milligan had knocked sense into me or not, I could not say; I only know that to my great surprise I found myself thinking of Flaxman in a more kindly spirit than I had done for a long time past. I remembered his gentle ways and his undoubted affection for my unworthy self. It had seemed scarcely anything at the time; now, however, it produced a very different effect upon me. Could it be that I had been mistaken after all, and that Moira had left Montalta for some other reason? The more I thought of this, the more it seemed borne in upon me that it behoved me to make some attempt to repair the breach that my own stupidity had made between us. Then, working together, we could surely arrange some scheme for Moira’s future welfare and happiness.

The rubicon once passed, I was able to look at the matter from a point of view that only a few hours before I should have considered impossible. Any way I regarded it, one thing was as clear as noonday, and that was the fact that Flaxman was a thousand times better fitted to make her happy than I was. On that score there could be no sort of doubt.

How long I lay thinking of this I cannot say, it may have been an hour, it may possibly have been more. At any rate I fell asleep over it. I could not have slumbered very long before I was awakened by someone shaking me violently by the shoulder. With the instinct of self-preservation, I hit out with all my strength, and was rewarded by hearing a loud crash and the sudden extinction of a light which had just begun to break upon my half-opened eyes.

“Well, I’ll be jiggered,” remarked a voice in the darkness, that I instantly recognised as my landlord’s. “Here I come to call him an’ to tell him there’s a friend to see him, and he knocks me head over heels on to my own crockery. Seven an’ six won’t pay for what you’ve broke, my beauty.”

I struck a match and set my own candle going. If I had not been angry at his disturbing me, the picture would have been an amusing one, for my companion and host was seated, clad only in his night apparel, in a pool of water on the floor, caressing what remained of the broken pitcher and surrounded by fragments of assorted china ware. There was an expression of indignation on his usually placid countenance.

“What on earth is the matter?” I inquired, sitting up in bed to look at him. “Have you taken leave of your senses that you come and wake me up at this time of night?”

“Leave of my senses be hanged,” he retorted. “I was only doing you a kindness. Here’s your partner, Mr. Flaxman, turned up looking for you. By the state he’s in I should say he’s been bushed. I thought, maybe, you’d like to know it, but it seems I was mistaken.”

“Flaxman here?” I cried, scarcely able to believe my own ears. “What the deuce does this mean?”

“You’d best get up and find out,” was the landlord’s laconic reply. “Meantime, look out where you tread, for the floor’s just covered with pieces. If folks would think before they hit out there wouldn’t be so much mischief done in the world. That’s the way I look at it myself.”

Before he had finished speaking I was out of bed, pulling on my clothes with feverish haste. What on earth had brought Flaxman to the township, and at such an hour of the night? Had he been bushed, as the landlord suggested, or had he really come in search of me? However, I should very soon know.

As may be supposed, my dressing did not take long, and I was presently following my host down the wooden passage to the bar. There I found Flaxman, standing in a pool of water which was draining from his soaked clothes. A more miserable picture than he presented at that moment I don’t know that I have ever seen. His hair, which he always wore somewhat long, was wet and dishevelled, his face was white and drawn, while his great dark eyes seemed to have sunk further into his head than was natural. He was standing before what remained of the fire, evidently awaiting my coming with no small amount of impatience. Directly he saw me he hastened forward with outstretched hands.

“My dear old fellow,” he cried, “forgive me for coming to you at such an hour of the night. But I felt that I must do so. My life was growing unendurable. Another day would have made me a fit patient for a lunatic asylum.”

At this point the landlord left us alone together, but not before he had mixed a couple of hot grogs. If ever a man stood in need of one, Flaxman was certainly that one. With his hand in mine all my old liking for him returned. Instinctively I felt there was no longer any reason why I should doubt him.

“But what has brought you?” I asked. “You do not mean to tell me that you have ridden all this way and on such a night simply to see me? You might have met your death in the scrub.”

This was perfectly true, for I knew that had he lived to be a hundred nothing would ever have made a Bushman of him.

“I could not wait,” he replied. “I have had some news of Moira, and it has frightened me more than I can say.”

“What is it?” I asked, with a catch in my throat and a sudden feeling of nausea, that told of the intense anxiety which I laboured under when I heard his disquieting words. Standing before him, with my fists clenched tightly and every nerve in my system strained to the utmost, I was prepared for news of the direst intent, knowing only too well that Flaxman would never have undertaken the risk of such a wild night-ride in this fearful weather unless the situation was one of the utmost importance, and moreover remembering, as I did, the nature of our parting only the night before, As I looked at the haggard, deathly-white faced man who stood before me, I cursed myself inwardly that I had treated him so badly by allowing my jealousy to get the upper hand of me, and in one bitter moment to undo the best and sincerest friendship that two men could form. Now I felt that I would have given my right hand to have been able to recall the words that I had so rashly given vent to, for I had stabbed both his heart and my own, the hurt of which could never be entirely cured.

Gazing into the weary eyes, with their deep black rims showing only too well the mental and physical strain that he had suffered, and was suffering, all my old affection for the man returned, and the longing to be forgiven for the wrong that I now knew I had done him filled my heart.

“Flaxman,” I cried, the tears welling up in my eyes as I did so, “I have been a brute, a jealous, cruel brute, I know, and I cannot expect you to look at my conduct in any other light, but can you ever forgive me? I know I don’t deserve to be spoken to again, but I realise now what it would be to lose your friendship for ever. It is my jealousy that goads me on and makes me do and say things that are unworthy and unjust. I hate myself for it more than I can say, but I could not bear that Moira should love you more than she did me. Now I see clearer that you are the better man to make her happy.”

“Hush, hush, George,” he replied, “you must not talk like this, you don’t know what you are saying; to-morrow, yes, tomorrow, when I am better and calmer, I will tell you all, so that you may judge for yourself. Now, what I want is your forgiveness and help; you know that you have mine. We must not quarrel, old boy; life is too serious and too short. We must never allow anything to come between us in our friendship. No, not even a woman, not the most beautiful woman in the world, must we?”

He held out his hand, I took it in both of mine, and neither of us spoke. I knew that his kindly, sweet nature had forgiven me. To my dying day I shall remember the episode; it is burnt into my brain as with a branding iron.

After a few moments of silence had passed, I pulled myself together, and bringing a big wicker chair forward pushed him into it.

“Now tell me your bad news. I can bear it, only let me hear everything. Is — is Moira dead?”

As I uttered the last words there came over me a feeling of dread that was indescribable, a feeling that sent a chill through me and made me shudder. In my mind I seemed to picture the body of Moira lying dead at my feet — Moira, the girl who had entered so eventfully into my existence, and whom I had learned to love so dearly. The mere thought of her death was enough to terrify me.

Flaxman was quick to notice the effect of my words, for he replied: — 

“I am afraid that I distressed you more than was necessary, but the strain I have gone through lately has greatly affected me. Perhaps it is not as bad as I imagine.”

“But you don’t tell me, old man,” I cried impatiently. “How on earth can I be expected to judge; come, tell me — is she dead?”

“Not yet, I think, but very, very seriously ill.”

“Where?”

“Well, I will explain all. Yesterday afternoon I was worn out with worry and anxiety, and had a bad headache, so I went to my room and lay down; after a while I fell into a doze. Suddenly I was awakened by hearing someone walking along the verandah outside my window. Thinking nothing of this, putting it down to one of the hands, I turned over and tried to go to sleep again. Then there came a tremendous growling and barking from Judy at the other end of the verandah. I was off the bed in a second, and out of the window like a shot, just in time to see a big man come stealthily out of Moira’s room. Directly he caught sight of me he made off, followed by the dog.

“It did not take me long to be on his track, you may be sure, for I at once realised that he was not a desirable character from the appearance he possessed. I can describe him exactly; in fact, I could pick him out of a hundred men with the greatest ease. He is very tall, I should say about six foot six, very broad, with rough red beard, and bushy eyebrows and big ears standing out; he wore a dirty red shirt, very much patched, and a battered hat with a hole in the crown as if a shot had gone through it. I noted all this as I ran after him, with Judy at his heels growling away and showing her teeth pretty seriously, I can tell you.”

“Well, go on,” I said eagerly, as he paused to take a drink.

“Judy was too troublesome for him,” he continued, “so turning round suddenly he swung his whip and caught her clean on the skull, which knocked her out at once. If I had only got a six-shooter I should have shot him dead then and there, the brute.”

“Did it kill her?” I asked anxiously, for she was a favourite terrier, and there’s nothing that a man dislikes so much as another man killing his favourite dog.

“No, she’s all right again, but it was a bad blow given by a dexterous hand that makes no mistakes. However, to continue, I called loudly for assistance as I ran on, and Blake, hearing me call, came running forward to stop the ruffian, but, as they met, he received a blow which knocked him out. I could not wait to attend to Blake, as I saw the chance now of getting the man into my power, for he stopped and looked about as if searching for something; as he did so, I noticed his horse tied to a tree, slightly to my right. Evidently in the excitement he had gone too far, and my opportunity had occurred, so I at once started off to get to the beast first. I was a bit of a sprinter when I was at the ‘Varsity, and you may be certain I did my little best at this moment. I fairly flew over the ground; the man saw his mistake and came after me like a flash, and I can assure you no race run at any athletic sports in the world could have been more exciting or more straining. That he was gaining upon me at every step was certain, and as I tore on I seemed to feel his hot breath upon the back of my neck, while I imagined him raising the heavy whip, that had already done so much damage, to bring the butt end down with a thud on my head — that made me move on without a doubt. I was about ten yards from the horse, who was standing with ears forward, as if taking the keenest interest in the exciting race going on before him, and it needed only a great effort on my part to get to him first, for the man was still some distance away, although in my anxiety I had imagined him nearer. Just as I reached the animal, and was about to untie the reins I heard a thud, and looking round saw that the fellow had tripped and fallen. In the twinkling of an eye I was upon him, and then began such a struggle as I am never likely to go through again.

“It did not take me long to realise that I had met with an antagonist of no mean order. He had fallen on his face, and this had slightly knocked the breath out of him, together with the hard run he had been through.

“By the time I got to him he was on his hands and knees, and I immediately set to work to use all the old wrestling arts that I knew as a younger man in my Cornish home.

“But it was perfectly obvious to me that I was no match for this ugly customer. He held himself in reserve, to regain his wind and strength, and I felt that I stood as little chance of securing him as a child would against a grown man. In a shorter time than it takes to tell I was fairly beaten, and at his mercy.

“He now was kneeling upon my chest, and it seemed that every bone would break with his weight. I saw him looking round for his whip, which he dropped when he fell; his left hand clutched my throat; and then I saw him raise the weapon by the thong end, and I heard him hiss through his clenched teeth, ‘Curse you, I’ll teach you to interfere with me,’ when the whip butt descended on my luckless head, and I knew no more.

“When I came to myself I found Snowball kneeling by my side. I felt deucedly bad in the head, I can tell you, for on putting my hand to my brow I discovered that I had a lump as big as an egg there, and, judging from the skill with which he wielded the weapon, my friend of the red beard must have used all his power upon my poor cranium.

“Looking about in a dazed fashion, I could see no sign whatever of my adversary or his horse; both had long since departed, leaving me to look after myself. Poor Snowball was extremely concerned as to the state of my health, and did all in his power to make my position as comfortable as he could. I gleaned the information that he was on his way to the station to bring me news of Moira, when, to his great alarm, he saw the big man galloping like fury towards him. It did not take him a second to lie prone as a snake and let horse and rider go past him. At this juncture I fainted, and did not regain consciousness until I found myself upon my bed. After an hour or two I was better and able to get up and send for Snowball.

“It appears that when Moira left the station he followed her, for, as you know, he is devoted to her. She was making an effort to get to the coach route, when this ruffian rode up, and after an angry conversation, knocked her down with his whip, and, after robbing her, mounted and made off. As they were only a short distance from the grog shanty that Snowball knows so well, he made all speed, obtained help, and fetched her to the place in an unconscious condition. He then started off to give us information, only to find me in the same state, and through the work of the same dastardly hand.

“The whole occurrence was so extraordinary that the more I thought it over the more mysterious it became. What the man wanted at the station I could not for the life of me understand. Then I remembered having first seen him coming out of Moira’s room, so I immediately made my way there and discovered everything upside down, just as if a person had been looking for something in the greatest hurry, but nothing had been taken away.

“From this fact it was obvious that my assailant had not come to the station for the mere purpose of robbery, but with the intention of endeavouring to find something that Moira had in her possession; but whether he was successful or not I cannot say.

“It therefore behoved me to act at once. I weighed the matter carefully over in my mind, and determined to find you without any further delay, for together we could act for the best. I therefore instructed Snowball to remain at the station until our return, and set out for the township, but, unfortunately, I am a very poor Bushman, and the awful storm going on caused me to become bushed, and had it not been for a sundowner I happened to strike, I should have been there now. However, here I am, pretty well done, mentally and physically.”

“Yes, old chap,” I replied; “now there’s nothing for you but rest. You had better come to my room and get some sleep; in the morning we’ll get off to the station and put things right.”

He agreed, and I led him to my room, and before many minutes had passed he was in a deep sleep, worn out completely with fatigue.

I softly closed the door and went back to the bar parlour, where I replenished the fire, pulled a big chair up to it, lit my pipe, and prepared to think out the very mysterious occurrences of which Flaxman had told me, but very soon I fell asleep, and dreamed that I saw poor Moira being murdered by Snowball, while I myself was bound hand and foot and could do nothing to help her. At last, by almost superhuman strength, I burst the rope that bound me and — woke up to find myself being well shaken by my good friend the landlord, and the daylight streaming into the room.


Chapter XII. Unravelling a Conspiracy.
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IT WAS EIGHT o’clock before I made up my mind to rouse Flaxman out of the heavy sleep of exhaustion that he had fallen into; for, eager as I was to set out upon the task of bringing Moira back once more to the station, yet I felt that it was most essential he should obtain all the rest that was possible under the circumstances, to enable him after the hard doings of the last few hours to cope with the equally hard ones that lay before him. I well knew that the man was not physically strong; in fact, he was almost fragile, and unless I took the greatest possible care, it was most probable that I should have two invalids upon my hands instead of one.

In the meantime I ordered the best breakfast that could be obtained in the place, settled the bill, and arranged with the landlord for the use of a horse in place of the one that I had so wilfully ridden to death two nights before; then I felt that all was ready, on my side, for the earliest possible start.

The storm had ceased in the small hours of the morning, and now the sun was blazing away once more in all its intensity; and as I looked across the wide street and noticed the heat shimmering over the roadway, I knew that the sooner we started the easier and pleasanter our journey would be.

I then made my way to the bedroom, and, after considerable difficulty, managed to get Flaxman into a wakeful condition and told him that we should start to ride back to the station directly after breakfast; then left him to his toilet and went to my meal.

I had only just commenced to help myself to the good and substantial fare that had been placed before me, when the landlord entered the room and came over to my table. After enquiring how I had found Flaxman after his night’s rest, he brought a chair close to mine, and I could plainly see that he was preparing to be communicative.

“Mr. Tregaskis,” he said, lowering his voice so that the other occupants of the room could not overhear him, “I want to have a talk with you before Mr. Flaxman comes down. I don’t usually take much interest in other people’s affairs, but seeing that both of you gentlemen have always treated me so well, and, if I may say so, we have always been good friends, I think that it is my duty to give you some information that may be of service to you.”

“Indeed, that’s very good of you, Johnson,” I replied, nervously I confess, for, somehow, I could not but feel disquieted owing to recent events, which had not a little upset my nervous equilibrium.

“I don’t know about that,” he said; “but this I do know, that when a man treats me decently, I do the same for him; but when one has to deal with the sharp gentry, one must act accordingly.”

This latter remark was made with a mysterious air, and with such sincere feeling that I knew the man had a desire to do me a good turn, but was not quite certain how I should take his interference in my affairs; therefore, to put him quite at his ease and more than that, to hear what he had to say — for to tell the truth I was extremely desirous of doing so — I gave him to understand that I was deeply interested, which indeed I was; whereupon, in response to my advances, he opened up his subject to me.

“No doubt you wonder what on earth it is I am about to tell you, but as a matter of fact both you and Mr. Flaxman have an interest in the affair, and therefore I’m going to give you all the information I can, and when you have heard what I have to say, you can discuss the matter with me, or not, as you feel disposed; but, whatever results, I shall always feel that I have done my best for you, sir.”

“Upon my word, Johnson,” I said, “I hardly know what to say. That you have some valuable information to impart to me, I feel convinced; but you whet my curiosity to such a degree that I really must ask you to gratify it. What on earth is it?”

“Well, without beating about the bush any further,” he said, and he leant quite near to me and almost whispered; “there’s some conspiracy going on in which you and Mr. Flaxman are concerned. Of that much I am certain. From information, slight ’tis true, but still information I have gathered, I feel I am right and it is my bounden duty to tell you.”

“Well, for Heaven’s sake, man, do start; I am all attention; but what it can be I’m at a loss to understand.”

“Do you remember the cove that came in and sat smoking last night in the parlour with us? A new chum we voted him. The chap who wore gloves.”

“Of course I do. He told us he was a new chum, and one could easily see that he was.”

“Humph! Well, he isn’t, that’s a certainty. At first I thought he was, but when I got to bed and began to think deeper about it, I felt I had met the man somewhere before, but for the life of me I couldn’t think where. I puzzled my brain over it again and again, and at last fell asleep with him on my mind, and the most curious part of the whole affair is the way that I did recall who he was and where I last saw him.

“I wonder if you remember about eight years ago the notorious bushranger, Black; Captain Black he used to call himself. He received six years’ imprisonment for some blackguard job. At that time I was living in the district he frequented, and I can well recollect the exciting moments we spent when the whole neighbourhood was trying to secure him; but, somehow or other, he always managed to avoid capture, until at last he was given away at his hiding-place by one of his pals, who afterwards turned King’s evidence. Then the police took him. I was present at his trial, and can remember, as if it was only yesterday, the calm and collected way that he stood in the dock and took his sentence. Whatever other faults he has, there is no doubt whatever the man had great pluck.

“But, by Jove, he used to give us some shocking frights. It seems only a day since the time when I used to lie awake at night straining my ears for every sound, which I felt would be ‘Black’s gang,’ as they were called. However, we were never favoured with a personal visit from the lot, although the next station was. But then, all this is now ancient history. The gang got lagged, and serve ‘em right. We’ve no use for a dirty lot of blackguards like his. They used to say he was well-born, a gentleman, and I firmly believe they were right, at least, judging from appearances, for I never saw a criminal turned out so well in my life, and I’ve seen a few.”

I replied that I had known all about him, and well I did, for he was a veritable Ned Kelly, and the wonderful adventures of the man made a very great impression upon me at the time; I remember I used to picture myself as one of the police who took him, and I envied them their task in securing one of the shrewdest and most dare — devil of criminals.

“It’s very curious that just after he had left this morning, I should go to my desk to find a letter I had placed there, and the first thing my eye lighted on was this old paper, giving, as you will see, the whole account of his trial and a portrait of Captain Black.”

With that he produced an old and soiled newspaper, and, after carefully smoothing out the creases with his fat red hands, placed it before me. In the text I saw a crude portrait of the criminal. It might have been the man Vandergrave, or anyone else, as far as I was able to judge, but the landlord was so certain that he was correct in his assertion, that I did not argue the matter with him.

“All this is very interesting, Johnson,” I said, “but for the life of me I cannot see what this man’s history can have to do with me, or Flaxman, unless you think we were members of his beautiful gang. I conclude from what you have told me that you are certain this chap Vandergrave is really Black, and that he has some scheme on hand in which we are mixed up in a mysterious way.”

“That’s it, Mr. Tregaskis, that’s it. It certainly sounds a fairy tale, but it’s true, nevertheless, and I will tell you my reasons for thinking so. He ordered his breakfast early this morning, for he was anxious to get along quickly, he said. When sitting down to it, he began in a casual way to pump me with regard to you and your station. How far off was it? Was it a large station? How many hands do you employ? What sort of a house was it? What was the best route to take to get to it? I, of course, innocently enough, told him, as we are justly proud of your station.

“Those few enquiries led to a great many more, and at last he asked me whether there were any ladies up at the station. ‘Why?’ I asked. ‘Oh, I only ask out of idle curiosity,’ he replied. ‘I remember that when Mr. Tregaskis was settling his difference with the Irish gentleman last evening the latter apologised for speaking of the lady as he did. I assumed, therefore, that a lady does reside at the station.’

“‘There may be, or there may not be,’ I answered. ‘If there is,’ I said, ‘it’s Mr. Tregaskis’s business and not mine; I don’t worry myself enquiring into other folk’s affairs,’ for by now I was getting anxious at being asked all these questions, and it made me a bit suspicious, for I felt that the joker wanted to know more than was good for him.

“‘I was only curious to know,’ he answered. “By the way, what is Mr. Flaxman like? I once knew a Flaxman at Cambridge, a tall fair man. Of course it may not be my man, but it’s rather an unusual name, and it would be very interesting if I were to meet an old friend in the wilds of Australia.

“‘Is he married?’ he went on, and I told him I knew very little about Mr. Flaxman, but that if he wanted to know anything more he could ask the gentleman himself, as he had arrived late last night to see you, and, by Jove, directly he heard this, he went as white as a sheet, and it was some minutes before he recovered; then he made some small excuse, paid his bill, ordered his horse, and went, and in my opinion he was in a devilish hurry to get off. From his talk and enquiries I’m quite sure the chap’s not what he sets up to be; in fact, my suspicions were aroused by his hands. If that chap ain’t done time, well, I’m not the landlord of this blooming place, that’s all.”

“Now, that’s very strange; I noticed his hands myself last night. It’s most curious that he should take such a huge interest in a man he’s never met before,” I said.

Then I remembered the way he worked the conversation round the night before until the landlord told him we were the largest station owners in the district, and it suddenly flashed across my mind that he knew Flaxman’s name without my having told him.

The more I thought of it the more peculiar and mysterious it seemed. Recent events had caused me to be careful; and now I wondered if this man was in any way connected with the red-bearded villain who had assaulted both Moira and Flaxman.

I told the landlord what Flaxman had told me, how he had been attacked by the rascal, but I was careful to leave out any mention of Moira or her disappearance.

When I had finished my story the landlord asked for a description of the assailant.

“As far as I could gather from Flaxman he is very tall, about six feet three, with a red, ragged beard, immensely broad and powerfully built, roughly dressed, and looks like a sundowner or a horse thief.”

“My word, that’s Mike O’Connor’s description to a tee,” gasped the landlord in a state of immense excitement. “He’s one of the worst blackguards in Australia, been in choky I don’t know how many times for bushranging, horse stealing, and devil knows what other crimes. We hoped we’d got rid of the beast for good, as he hasn’t been seen in these parts for five or six years.”

“Perhaps he’s been in prison.”

“Most likely, and I wish he was there still. Just fancy, Mike O’Connor! By gad, you’ll have to keep your eyes skinned if he’s on the job.”

“Yes, judging from poor old Flaxman’s experience, I shall,” I replied, putting down my cup and pushing my chair back ready to rise from the table. “Somehow, Johnson,” I said, “I cannot help feeling that this chap Vandergrave, or Black, or whatever he chooses to call himself, and O’Connor, have some design upon us of which we know nothing. But what the reason is, Heaven alone knows. The whole thing is a mystery, and it is incumbent upon us to fathom it; and, by Jove, I intend to do so, whatever the consequences.”

With that I rose from the table, filled my pipe, and was about to leave the room when Johnson followed me to the door.

“Mr. Tregaskis, look here. If at any time you want assistance, will you let me know, and I’ll be with you post haste? I tell you quite candidly, I don’t like the look of things. I know these precious beauties too well to suppose they mean no harm.”

“Thanks very much indeed, my friend,” I replied. “If the occasion arises, which I pray it may not, you may be sure I shall send you a message.”

“And I’ll be there for a certainty,” he replied warmly. “But, in the meantime, are you going to tell Mr. Flaxman anything of what I have told you?”

“No, I don’t think I shall just yet. I may tell him as we ride to the station. Will you please let him know I shall be back before he has finished his breakfast?”

I then strolled out of the house and turned my steps in the direction of the police station, for I was anxious to hear what the superintendent had to say on the subject of the recent occurrences.

As I passed along the footway, smoking my pipe, and trying to analyse the situation in my mind, I suddenly found myself face to face with the most useful man of any that I could meet under the circumstances. His name was Braithwaite, and he occupied the important position of inspecting officer of police, while his duty consisted in visiting the different district police stations and generally seeing that all was carried on as it should be. He had stayed at Montalta on many occasions, we had been drawn into a very close bond of friendship, and I found him a real good fellow in every way.

As we warmly shook hands, he expressed surprise at meeting me parading the street at this early hour in the morning, just as if I were out for a constitutional.

“Well, as a matter of fact, old chap, I was on my way to pay a visit to the police station.”

“Eh, what? Going to give yourself up for the crime of still being a bachelor, I suppose.”

He always chaffed me unmercifully for the selfish way, as he put it, that I withheld all the good things of the earth stored away at Montalta from the female sex, and that it was a crying shame I should be allowed to remain unmarried, while there were so many charming girls only too ready and willing to make me happy and comfortable for ever.

“No,” I replied, “I’m not going to give myself up yet. I want a little more freedom.”

“Freedom be hanged, you old dog, you want a wife, and I shall have to see that you get one without further delay. Joking apart, though, what’s up?”

“Really, Braithwaite, I’m awfully delighted to see you. You’re the very man of all others in the world I want. Can you turn back to the police station and have a chat in private?”

“Certainly, old boy. I’m entirely at your service, but I hope it’s nothing serious; you look awfully glum. Is the station burnt down?”

“No, not yet, I hope,” I answered as we stepped out side by side.

“Well, you must let me hear all about it,” he said.

It did not take many minutes to walk to the police station, which was perhaps the most imposing building in the place. At Braithwaite’s invitation I entered and passed along a stone-flagged passage, then followed him into a room at the back, which he used as an office. It was extremely simple in its furniture, containing only a large iron safe in one corner, a roll top desk in the centre, a revolving chair, and a couple of wicker easy chairs. The walls were hung with framed photographs of policemen in the conventional and extremely unnatural attitudes generally adopted by the portrait photographer, while each had stern duty portrayed upon his features. The end wall was ornamented with a neat design carried out in handcuffs, doubtless the work of a hand that could find beauty in the most sinister instruments.

Pushing one of the easy chairs over, Braithwaite produced a cigar-case and handed it to me. I selected a cigar and proceeded to light it.

“Now then, out with it. What crime have you committed?”

“None yet,” I answered, “but there’s no knowing what I may do, if I’m put to it; and, taking in consideration the circumstances which I am about to inform you of, it looks as if we are in for a bit of trouble, one way and another.”

“Oh, indeed! Well, tell me all about it, so that I may judge for myself.”

Then I told him everything that had occurred since Moira first came to the station, and withheld nothing, for I knew the man so thoroughly that my secrets were perfectly safe in his keeping. With this feeling in my mind it made the telling easy. I related how I had fought the Tipperary Boy, and of the arrival of the man who called himself Vandergrave; and, finally, the landlord’s recent conversation with me, and his assertion that Vandergrave was really Black, and that it was most probably O’Connor who attacked Moira.

When I finished my yarn, Braithwaite sat still in his chair, taking slow pulls at his pipe and blowing the smoke out of the left corner of his mouth. There was a look of earnest consideration in his grey eyes, those eyes that look so straight into one’s own that they seem to search into the very brain to diagnose the motives germinating there.

After a minute or two had passed in silence, he rose and went to the door, and called the superintendent. When this officer came, I heard him enter into a whispered conversation, which lasted a minute or two, then the man went away and Braithwaite returned to his chair.

“Do you think, old chap, you could recognise this Vandergrave if I produce a photo?”

“Most certainly I could, for I took careful stock of him last night; he interested me not a little, principally from the fact that I considered him to be a new chum.”

“I have no doubt about the correctness of Johnson’s assertion that the other fellow was O’Connor, for we have very lately received information that he is in the district, and have had instruction to watch his goings on. In fact, that’s one of the matters that brings me here.”

“Do you know him to be a bad lot then?”

“Bad lot, by gad! He’s about as big a blackguard as there is in this wide world, I should say. There is absolutely nothing too dirty for his hands to touch, and if he wants a thing he’ll go to any extremes to obtain it. Yes, Mike O’Connor is a pretty rascal, and a very dangerous one, I can tell you; he and I are old acquaintances. I got him his last two years’ imprisonment for horse stealing up in the Turon District. He’s got his knife into me, and won’t forget to make it even if he gets half a chance.”

“By Jove, old boy, I shouldn’t like your job. Too many risks for me.”

“That’s what makes it exciting,” he answered with a laugh. “If one had to consider all the risks run consequent upon the threats that are thrown at one, I reckon there wouldn’t be many police left. I must confess I like the job, there’s a realism about it that keeps the brain and body active.”

“So I should imagine; but there’s one thing about Flaxman’s story that rather puzzles me, and that is the fact that nothing was taken away from Miss Pendragon’s room at the station. O’Connor is a thief, and most probably came to obtain valuables of some sort; but perhaps he was disturbed by the dog before he could find anything sufficiently useful to take away.”

“Ah, I’m afraid that robbery of valuables was not the object of his visit. For, if it had been so, he would certainly not have chosen Miss Pendragon’s bedroom first; besides that, his attack on the young lady proves that he was in search of something belonging to her, for I have no doubt in my mind that he watched her leave the station, and followed her into the scrub, that being the quietest place in which he could carry out his attack; but I don’t expect he realised that Snowball was also following. That was a lucky stroke for us. If it had not been for Snowball we should not have known anything. His devotion to Miss Pendragon is most extraordinary; but it was fortunate that O’Connor did not happen to see him, or I fear Snowball would not have been in a position to tell us of any of the occurrences.”

“I say, though, what do you think was O’Connor’s motive for all this violence?”

“Well, in my humble opinion he desired to obtain some incriminating document in the possession of Miss Pendragon, and he was prepared to go to any extreme to do so. You will see, if we make this assumption our basis, how the whole story weaves itself into a probability. We’ll assume, firstly, that Miss Pendragon is in the possession of something, most likely a document, that this O’Connor desires to obtain. Perhaps he has often been to the station and threatened her, he certainly could do so without your knowledge, as both of you are generally away on some distant part of the run during the day, and the thing would be perfectly easy and safe. At last she gets frightened; doubtless the man has become aggressive, and she then thinks that the only course she can pursue is to go away. She writes you a letter and departs; O’Connor has been watching and follows; he attacks her; but not finding what he wants, he leaves her insensible, hurries off to the station, and goes straight to her room; only to be discovered by Flaxman, with the result that we know. It must be an extremely important object that necessitates so much risk. O’Connor would not run his head wilfully into the lion’s mouth unless a very great deal can be gained by it.”

At this juncture the superintendent returned with a packet of papers, which he handed to Braithwaite.

“I think you will find all you require in this, sir,” he said.

“Thanks, leave us for a little.”

The superintendent left the room, and Braithwaite opened the packet, taking from it a photograph, which he looked at for a few seconds, and then handed to me.

I took the piece of cardboard with a feeling of the most extraordinary nervousness. It was quite indescribable. I felt as if I was about to look upon something that would cause me intense horror. I gazed at it intently for a minute or two. It was a picture of a man of about forty years of age, and was without doubt a portrait of Vandergrave, for I noted the cynical expression and the features as the same as those of the man that I had met on the previous night, with the exception, of course, that the original of the photograph must have been at least ten years younger when he sat for it.

“Well, what do you make of it?” he asked.

“The man that I met last night, without a doubt,” I answered. “I could swear to him in a court of law.”

“Well, perhaps you may have to, old chap, so don’t be too eager. Now, then, do you want to hear a little of the gentleman’s career? It may interest you.”

With that he unfolded a paper and read me out some of the details.

“ ‘William Angus Hesketh, alias Forester, alias Black, aged forty-two, formerly resident in England, retired Captain 17th Dragoon Guards, came to Australia with a woman since disappeared; after having resided in the Colony eight years, received two years for forgery; two years later, one year for horse stealing; later, received six years for robbery under arms, together with others, and among the number of his accomplices was Michael O’Connor.’ By Jove, I begin to see a light in this darkness. O’Connor is acting under instructions from, we’ll call him, Vandergrave. Now I can understand his anxiety to learn whether any woman was at your station, eh?”

“I believe you’re right, old chap,” I answered; “it’s very curious indeed.”

“No, I expect when we’ve unravelled the mystery a little more, we shall find it’s simplicity itself. But look here, Tregaskis, I want you to tell me exactly and faithfully all you know about Miss Moira Pendragon.”

“I would most gladly, Braithwaite, but I know absolutely nothing. As you are well aware, I found her in the scrub, nearly mad with fright, during a storm in the middle of the night, when her companion, a man, had been struck by lightning and killed.”

“Yes, who was that man?” he asked eagerly. He had risen and was pacing up and down the room.

“That’s more than I can tell you I tried to get it out of her, but it was impossible; she was silent on the subject, and would answer no questions. She only told me that she hated him, that he had treated her brutally and she was glad he was dead; more than that I could not elicit.”

“My dear old boy,” he almost shouted, standing before me, “that is the crux of the whole thing. Miss Moira holds some secret connected with this Vandergrave, which he must have at all costs, and he has employed O’Connor to obtain it, by force if necessary. Now, tell me, did you ever hear her mention a paper or anything of the kind?”

“No, she had only the clothes she stood up in, nothing more; everything else she possessed we gave her.”

“Still, I’m convinced there’s something. If not, why did O’Connor ride back to the station and ransack her room?”

“I cannot say; I’m at a loss to understand it.”

We sat silently smoking for a few minutes, until at last Braithwaite collected the papers together, placed the photograph with them, and put all away in the packet.

“Look here, Tregaskis. You will remember I told you that this Vandergrave came to Australia with a woman who disappeared. It is not possible that Miss Pendragon can be this woman?”

“Of course not, man. She told me herself that she was not twenty-two years old, and that she was born in Australia, so she cannot be.”

“No, I suppose not. But what happened to the woman then? Maybe Miss Moira is her daughter.”

“And who is the man that was killed by lightning? I saw his face, horribly distorted in death, and I don’t think I shall ever be able to get it out of my mind.”

“Now, Tregaskis, you had better get back, and be off with Flaxman as quickly as possible to the station. I don’t think it probable that you will have any more trouble for a bit with O’Connor, it would be too risky for him. If you can put up with me, I will follow you in an hour or two, as I should like to consider this matter on the spot.”

“We shall only be too delighted to have you, Braithwaite; for as long as ever you can manage it. You can feel sure of the warmest of welcomes.”

“Thanks very much,” he answered. “I suppose you will set out to bring Miss Pendragon back to the station as soon as possible. I will bring over the doctor with me in case he is wanted.”

“All right.” With that I shook hands warmly with him and made my way into the street and back to the hotel, congratulating myself that I had enlisted the services of one of the cleverest of police officials in Australia.


Chapter XIII. Flaxman Has a Presentiment.
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ON ENTERING THE coffee room, if it might be dignified with the name, I discovered Flaxman engaged in eating his breakfast; I therefore sat down at the table with him, and discussed trivialities. I could not help feeling a sense of restraint, though, for so much had occurred within the last few hours, in which he was so deeply interested, and I had gained such an immensity of information consequent upon these occurrences, that it seemed almost cruel not to divulge it to him. But I reasoned it out in my mind that it would be better to wait until we were safely on our way to the station before I told him anything.

I confess that it was with no little impatience that I waited for him to finish his meal. All the time he was eating I was thinking of Moira, and wondering whether she was alive or dead. I knew the rough place that she had been taken to. It was as bad a grog shanty as there was in the district; a bad place for a man, but a thousand times worse for a woman. A wicked hole to be well in, but to be ill there would be more than awful. When I thought of it, something seemed to say in my brain, “hurry, hurry,” and a feeling of nervous anxiety took hold of me. I bit the stem of my unlit pipe, until I almost bit it through; and it was only by a tremendous effort that I kept myself from urging Flaxman to make haste. But a good meal was essential to him, so I wrestled with myself and possessed my soul in patience; yet it seemed ages before he rose up and said he was prepared to start; then I was like a colt getting out of a drafting yard when the rails are slipped, and he is allowed to go free.

In a very short while we completed our arrangements, and were in the saddle, waving farewells to our friend the landlord, who called out after us, “Don’t forget to let me know.” So we began our journey back to Montalta, where I was destined to go through the most momentous event of my life. I could not help contrasting this setting out for the Station that had become so dear to both of us, and where we had spent so many happy and prosperous days, with that of our first start to take possession. Now a feeling was upon me that all this happiness would be changed, and it was a long time before I was able to throw off the sense of apprehension that had come over me.

We rode side by side without addressing a word to one another. Doubtless both of us had our minds too full of the errand that was before us. Once or twice I glanced at Flaxman and noted how haggard and worn he still looked; and I fancied that I could see tears in his eyes. This was acute pain to me, for I knew that I was greatly to blame in the treatment that I had shown him. How I longed to be able to set aside the past, and return once more to the old feeling of comradeship now gone for ever! Things, I felt, could never be the same again. So it is; a few hasty words spoken in heat and anger, and lifelong friendships are undone. Now there was nothing for it but to make the best amends I could.

It was only when we reached the summit of a high hill, from which a magnificent view of the surrounding country is obtained, that Flaxman spoke. This particular spot was a great favourite of his, and he never tired of admiring its beauties. He always drew rein here to gaze with delight upon the superb prospect that lay spread as it were at our feet. Miles upon miles of green grass dotted everywhere with blue gums and oaks, while in the far distance towered the ranges outlined against the azure sky. What an expanse of earth and sky it was, majestic in its sublime grandeur! The road or track that we followed passed at the edge of a steep hill, which dropped away for about six or seven hundred feet. Blue gums and mulga scrub clothed its side, interspersed here and there with great grey boulders. At the foot of this hill was the green valley, made exceptionally charming and fresh by the recent rains. As far as the eye could reach was sunlight and colour, and not a living creature, save an old-man kangaroo, who suddenly caught sight of us and lopped lazily away down the hillside. All around we could hear the cicalas busily chirruping among the trees, and the chatter of the parakeets, and occasionally the call of an old crow engaged somewhere near in the wattle bushes.

Flaxman was an artist and a good judge of views, and this one pleased him more than any other. This time he stopped, and I followed his example, although I was all impatience to bring our journey to an end, and was in no mood, on this occasion, to discuss the beauties of Nature.

He sat perfectly still on his horse for three or four minutes, gazing over the beautiful scene, and taking in all its glories.

“Oh, what a view it is, old boy,” he said, and turned to me as if he wished me to endorse what he said, “and to think that it is the last time that I shall ever look upon it.”

“What on earth are you talking about,” I answered. “Why, my dear chap, you’ll see it again hundreds of times.”

“No, George, I’ve a feeling in my inmost soul that I shall never see it again. I don’t know what it is that makes me think this, but it is so. You have always laughed at my superstitions, as you are pleased to call them, yet, so certain am I of what I say, that I have taken the precaution of writing a letter to you which I want you to act upon, if anything happens to me. We have been such awfully good friends, old man, that I could die perfectly happy knowing that you will carry out my wishes. Will you promise me to do so?”

“Of course I will. But really you must not talk like this. I am certain that you will live for years yet to enjoy your success. You are seedy and worn out, and things that have happened have got on your nerves. Let’s hurry up and get back to the Station. It makes me miserable to see you so glum.”

“My dear old friend,” he answered, while he looked at me with the old affectionate smile that I knew so well, “our life has been a very happy one together, until — until — forgive me for saying it, until you brought Moira back with you; since then I have not had a moment’s peace of mind. You will wonder at my saying this, but when you know all you will not be surprised, but don’t think that I was in love with her, for nothing in the world would give me greater pleasure than to see you two married, if such a thing could be possible, and I earnestly hope that I shall live to have my wish gratified.”

To say that I was surprised at the turn the conversation had taken was to put it too mildly. I was amazed; I could find nothing to answer, but only sat like an idiot gazing at him in astonishment.

“You look as if you imagine I am mad, George, but I’m not, I never was so sane in my life. I know that you thought I was in love with Moira, but I was not. I had the greatest admiration and affection for her, and when you know all you will appreciate my position. But I can only tell you of one incident in my career — I have a wife. It’s impossible for me to tell you more now, for the subject is one that is far too painful to me, but some day you will know everything and can judge my actions for yourself.”

I couldn’t answer a word, I was dumb-founded. I tried to stammer out a few sentences, but the words stuck in my throat. What a fool I had made of myself all through! What a jealous, unreasonable brute I had been! I could have kicked myself for my idiocy. To think that in my blundering folly I should have attributed motives to him which were entirely foreign to his mind! I felt more contemptible than it was possible to say.

However, I managed to bring the talk into another channel, and as we started once more on our homeward journey, I informed him that I had seen Braithwaite, who was coming up in a few hours to the Station to stay with us, and would bring the doctor with him.

At last we came in sight of the Station, and drew up at the slip-rails of the horse paddock, removed our saddles and bridles, then sent the horses loose, and made for the house.

With mixed feelings I gazed upon our home once again. It seemed to me that I had been away months and months. How delightfully peaceful and quiet it looked, nestling in a wealth of peppermint, orange, and loquat trees, with here and there great gums, and tall feathery bamboos. The shady walks and neat flower-beds filled with great masses of colour, which poured out the sweetest fragrance, all told of the unceasing care and attention paid to the place. The broad verandah, which was built round the house, covered with roses and creepers of all kinds, looked so cool and delightfully homelike, with its striped awnings, that one felt tempted to throw oneself into the deepest and easiest of the big wicker chairs which stood so invitingly about, and sink contentedly into a doze, lulled softly by the humming of the innumerable insects among the trees.

But no, there was a much more important matter to be attended to; so, after giving orders that the tray buggy should be made ready, with a mattress laid on it, so that Moira might travel with all the comfort possible, I went to my bedroom, and after taking a refreshing bath, dressed myself for the journey, and made my way to the verandah, where I found Flaxman also prepared to start.

I had already given instructions that Moira’s bedroom should be prepared and everything made ready to receive her, and a note was sent off to the overseer’s wife at the distant homestead, asking her to come over and see that Miss Pendragon wanted for nothing. She was a very nice little woman, devoted to Flaxman and myself, and I knew that she would do all that lay in her power to help us, for she was extremely fond of Moira.

At last we were ready to start. Flaxman was to drive the buggy, while I rode old Ready, a big brown horse, a particular favourite of mine, who had carried me for many weary miles on some of our hardest days’ mustering at the distant parts of the run.

Snowball, of course, who was already waiting for us at the slip-panels, would trot patiently at our side, never tiring; he was one of the cleverest trackers it was ever my lot to meet, and nothing in the world could put him off. So we started, and I was glad to feel that it would not be many hours before Moira would be safe once again under our roof. Both of us were eager beyond words to reach the “Bushman’s Rest,” as the grog shanty was so grandiloquently called, though it belied its name most terribly, for the man who entered its portals knew no rest whatever, at least not until the amount of his cheque was liquidated in more senses than one.

When we left the vicinity of the Station, our route lay through the scrub, and then over broad green stretches of pasture land, right at the outlying portion of our run. As we journeyed along we happened to come across herds of our cattle, in such gorgeous condition that I could not resist the temptation to stop and call Flaxman’s attention to them, for within a week or so we were to begin mustering a big mob of fat cattle for the market, and in my mind’s eye I saw good prices and large cheques. The excellent rains so recently fallen had produced abundant and luscious herbage, and on all sides the stock gave evidence of doing as well as the most exacting of breeders could wish. There was an indescribable charm and delight in gazing upon the splendid beasts lazily feeding on the tender and nutritive grass, the while they swished the flies off their sleek sides with their long tails and moved slowly on a few paces, or raised their heads and lowed to another, while some stood knee deep in the reed-fringed pools, their goodly proportions reflected in the clear water.

There is no picture that can give greater pleasure than that of seeing one’s property improving every day, and in my case I had the best of reasons to be satisfied on this score.

After leaving these fresh and fertile pastures we struck our boundary, when the aspect of the country began to change. In place of the delightful green of the watered lands, we began to see the sand, while the scrub became denser; then, as we ascended to the ranges, we came across great grey boulders.

“The Bushman’s Rest” still lay some miles to the north, and it meant climbing up for about three miles and then descending. On every side we saw mulga scrub and spinnifex, and here and there a stunted gum. We had to pick our way pretty carefully now, as the ground was strewn with large rocks and the going for the buggy was not of the pleasantest, but it was the quickest route to take us to Moira, and that was enough for us. After what Flaxman told me during the early part of the day I felt almost light-hearted, so I told myself that if all was well I would ask Moira to become my wife at the earliest possible moment. The very thought of it urged me on.

It took us a long time to reach the highest point that we had to get over; at last, however, we began to descend, and before long we dived once more into the scrub. All the time Snowball was guiding us; soon we came to a clearing, and here he informed us was the spot that O’Connor had chosen to attack Moira. Neither of us spoke, but Flaxman urged the horses on as if the place was accursed. Within another hour we were near enough to see the corrugated iron building that was our destination. It stood upon an eminence quite devoid of trees, or indeed any growth, but the very coarsest of grass. From its position it commanded the most wonderful view for miles and miles over an immense tract of country.

The position chosen was an excellent one; the shanty was to be seen for a very considerable distance by any travellers on the coach track that passed in front of the building, and as the place depended upon the custom of the wayfarer for what little trade it did, this was most important.

It was by no means an imposing hostelry, as apart from its blatant ugliness it stood sadly in need of repair. On the facia board was painted, evidently by an amateur hand, “The Bushman’s Rest. Good accommodation for man and beast.” This board was of the rottenest description, and in imminent danger of falling upon the head of the unwary customer beneath. Nearly all the windows were broken, and the doors and frames were fast decaying for want of paint, while what little paint-work there was had been burnt and blistered by the heat beyond recognition. In fact, the whole building was warped and twisted from the same cause, for the whole strength of the sun fell directly upon it, there being no shade whatsoever from morning till night.

A verandah was erected in the front of the place, which consisted of about half a dozen rough tree stems, supporting a sloping iron roof, and rough boards for flooring, many of which had decayed and fallen in, leaving a nasty hole to catch the foot of the intoxicated customer.

An old barrel turned on its side, at one end of the verandah, did duty as a kennel for a savage mongrel dog on a chain, who did not disguise his animosity to us. On the right hand side of the building a tin shed was erected, which went by the name of “The Deadhouse,” where the gentle customer was deposited to sleep off the drunken frenzy that always succeeds a too liberal imbibing of the vile concoction that passes for whisky at these hells.

Even as we arrived terrific yells and cursings emanated from this shed, telling only too well the state of its occupant. A man, evidently a station hand, reclined in a drunken stupor upon a bench on the verandah, while another supported himself against one of the tree stems that did duty as a pillar. His face bore signs of a recent bout, for it was ashen grey, and the eyes were sunken and bloodshot to the last degree. Altogether it was a beastly sight, but yet one that we had grown accustomed to see at these places, and if it had not been that Moira was lying ill here, we should have thought little of it. As it was, I felt eager to go up and kick the drunken brutes away, and take the proprietor by the neck and give him the soundest hiding he had ever had in his life. My heart sank when I thought of what Moira might have to listen to in this abominable place. Many a time I have ridden by these grog shanties, and heard some poor devil howling and shrieking in delirium in the “deadhouse”; while the landlord calmly sits in the verandah and smokes his pipe, no doubt speculating as to how much he could rob the poor brute of from the cheque which he handed him when he arrived — perhaps the fruits of months of hard work at some neighbouring station.

These places are one of the curses of Australia, and a never-ceasing anxiety to the authorities, for they do an incalculable amount of harm; yet, notwithstanding the risks they run, these blackguards, by their nefarious doings, manage to secure huge profits and retire on a handsome competency.

When he heard us pull up before the entrance, the proprietor came out on the verandah, and regarded us with a curious expression on his surly countenance, the while he puffed clouds of foul smoke from the foulest of pipes.

I knew the fellow well. Many a time I had had cause to remonstrate forcibly with him, on account of his having given the black boys liquor, and on more than one occasion we had almost come to blows over the matter.

He was as bad a rascal as any in the district, and half the discontent and strikes among the station hands emanated from his fertile brain. He set up as a politician, but in fact he was merely an agitator, and a lazy and blackguard one at that.

However, on this occasion it behoved me to be very cautious in my dealings with the worthy, until I had ascertained what treatment he had meted out to Moira, for if he had behaved decently, then he should have sound compensation; but, on the other hand, if he had neglected her — well — I should break his neck.

In response to my “Good afternoon,” he gave a surly grunt. I then dismounted and gave the horse into Snowball’s charge, and stepped up on to the verandah.

“Snowball here tells me that you have been kind enough to take a lady in, who was injured in the Bush. That is so, is it not?”

“Yes, it is,” he replied, while he blew his filthy smoke almost into my face, “and a tarnation nuisance she’s been, I can tell you, shrieking and shouting, like a mad cow. Blest if I shan’t lose my license if the police hear of it, for they’ll be after thinkin’ I’m allowing drunkeness on the premises.”

At this moment a piercing yell came from the “deadhouse.”

I looked at the rascal before me, but he didn’t move a muscle.

“What’s that then?” I asked meaningly.

“Oh, that’s a dog I keeps there for protection.”

I looked him fair in the eye, which meant that he was a liar as plain as a look could mean it. He couldn’t face me after this; muttering something about fetching his missis, he went into the house.

I cooled my heels for a few minutes listening to the deep snoring of the purple — faced drunkard on the seat near me. Inside I could hear a muttered conversation taking place, evidently between the proprietor and his wife, and after a while she appeared, wiping her hands on the dirtiest of aprons.

She was a huge, raw-boned woman, with thin black hair combed tightly back over her skull, her eyes were jet black and protruded slightly, while one was ornamented with a blue and green bruise, and she had also lost one of her front teeth, both of which defects I put down to her lord and master. The sleeves of her bodice were tucked up, and her arms, though thin, were muscular as a man’s. Altogether she looked an ugly customer to tackle, and I confess that I would much rather have discussed the subject with the husband than with the wife.

Yet, as it proved, there was a rough kindness about her that one would never have expected from her appearance. She told me how ill Moira had been, and that she had insisted on her being put to bed despite her husband’s objection, whom she spoke of as a dirty dog before his face, at which he scowled menacingly, and I saw prospects of a big battle when we departed.

It appeared that Moira had been insensible for more than twenty hours from concussion of the brain, and that even now she was in a feeble state. I was taken in to see her, and was shocked at her appearance. She seemed pleased to see me, and softly pressed my hand when I told her that we had come to take her back to the Station.

It took about half an hour to get her ready for the journey back to Montalta, but it seemed hours before we were informed that all preparations were completed. We had her wrapped in blankets that we brought with us, and then Flaxman and I carried her as tenderly as we possibly could to the buggy, and laid her upon the mattress, and placed pillows under her head. When this was satisfactorily accomplished, and she was as comfortable as possible under the circumstances, I returned to the house. Without addressing the landlord, I enquired what sum would compensate them for the trouble they had been put to on Moira’s account. Hereupon the man demanded twenty pounds, but the woman immediately shut him up, and ordered him from the room, and it was curious to note how meekly he obeyed her. When we were alone together I handed her ten pounds, and offered my thanks for the kindness she had shown to the injured girl.

“Don’t thank me, sir,” she said, as she took the money and placed it in a mysterious pocket. “I would not take anything at all, only things are so very bad one way and another. I was right down sorry, and my heart ached for the young lady, sir. I can tell you that it was just lucky Snowball came when he did, and she was brought here, for she’d have died in the scrub for a certainty. Although this ain’t the place for the likes of her, yet it’s a mighty sight better than lying in the Bush. She’ll soon get well when she can have better food and rest.”

“That we shall most certainly give her,” I replied, making my way to the door, for I was very anxious to get off.

“Before you go, sir, I’d like to tell you something,” she said, dropping her voice so that no one might overhear her words. “The young lady has been here before, it was some months ago. Bob, that’s my dog of a husband, was powerful bad after a liquor bout, and gave me a murderous cruel blow over the head with an axe, which fair knocked me out. If he hadn’t been in liquor he wouldn’t have had the pluck to do it. Well, when I came to my senses I opens my eyes to find this young lady bathing my head and nursing me like an angel. Yes, in this black, dirty hole. A wicked place for a dog, let alone a human being. I’ve known better days myself, and I can tell you I was just struck dumb to see her pretty face a-bending over me.”

“How did she come to be here?” I inquired eagerly.

“Why, she came with her husband, Flash Jim; he was killed in the Bush by lightning two or three days after he left here, and from all accounts it served him right, for I never in the whole of my natural came near such a dirty blackguard. Yet they tells me he was a gentleman born, and powerful rich once, and kept racehorses, down Melbourne way. But he weren’t powerful rich here, for they’d neither of ‘em got more than they stood up in.”

“Was he cruel to her?”

“Cruel! Lord, man, he was a devil, especially in his cups. She told me, poor soul, that she expected he would kill her one day, and she his wife! Only a chit of a thing hardly out of the nursery.”

“The brute! But can you tell me where they were going then?”

“Bob, that’s my man, says they was agoing to meet a cove named Black, least — ways he was, and she had to go where he wanted, poor child. I don’t know what the game was, but Black is a wrong ‘un of the worst kind, and Flash Jim, well, he was as bad, so I’ve no doubt they’d got a nice piece of devilry on. In her illness she would call out, ‘George, George, don’t, don’t let him come near me; he’ll kill me, he’ll kill me,’ and I guessed that was about true, but who George is, Lord only knows.”

I turned away to hide the emotion that these few words brought to me. Thank God, then, I was in her thoughts, if it was only in her delirium.

How I longed to be able to take her in my arms, and speak to her of my love, and tell her how much she was to me, that I could not live without her, and implore her to marry me. Somehow I had always expected that she would prove to be the wife of the man who was killed by lightning, but now that he was dead she was free, and I could make her life happy, affording some recompense for the misery and cruelty that she had so long been subjected to.

But I had to put these thoughts from me for the present. We must get her back to the Station, and make her well once more. Then — then — I could speak, but not before.

I held out my hand to the landlady, who took it in her hard one and shook it warmly, while I fancied I saw tears in her eyes.

“It’s my hope, sir,” she said, “that the young lady will soon be well again and safe from these rough brutes. God knows, she’s seen enough of sorrow.”

“Thank you, thank you,” I replied, and went to the door. I quickly mounted my horse, and we set off, the landlady standing on the verandah watching us until we were out of sight.

We went back by the route which would prove easiest for the invalid, and it was quite dark before we arrived at the Station, to find the Doctor awaiting us with Braithwaite.

Moira was at once put to bed, and the Doctor attended her, while we waited with impatience for the result of his diagnosis.

In the meantime our meal was prepared, and, having changed our clothes, we sat down to it. We were just about to commence, when the Doctor entered the room and informed us that the patient had borne the journey satisfactorily and was going on well. More than that, he promised us that in less than a fortnight, with proper care and attention, she would be about again. The blows that O’Connor had given her had been serious, but, thanks to an excellent constitution, we might expect to see a complete recovery.

I was delighted to hear the report, and promised myself that I would see that everything possible was done to hasten this desirable result.

We were a pleasant little party to sit down to our substantial meal, and nothing was wanting to make it thoroughly enjoyable. Many and varied were the topics of conversation that we discussed, for both Braithwaite and the Doctor had been through queer experiences and each could tell a good yarn. So the time passed very pleasantly.

Having at last satisfied the pangs of hunger, we betook ourselves to the verandah, where we discussed all points in connection with the recent occurrences while smoking our pipes and sipping our grogs.

Braithwaite informed us that he had brought with him two homing pigeons that we were to keep handy, and on the first sight of Vandergrave, or any other of his crew, were to set free, and directly they returned to the police station the Superintendent would know that his services were required, and would set out forthwith.

This was a most satisfactory scheme, and I felt that I could now sleep easily in my bed, knowing that in the event of trouble arising I could communicate at once with the authorities.

As we sat in our easy chairs and smoked unceasingly, the full moon began to rise over the distant ranges and to flood the intervening landscape with its mellow light. How beautiful it made everything appear! There was something most exquisitely peaceful in looking at the long shadows cast by the trees and bushes across the well — cut lawns, and then away over the undulating plains, dotted here and there with gums standing out like grey ghosts, and, above all, the majestic moon hanging in the heavens, a ball of gold. All around us the flowers gave out their sweetest perfumes, and not a sound was heard.

As I watched there came over me a feeling of intense peace and thankfulness that all had turned out so well.

How little did I know that it was but the calm before the storm, how little did I reckon on the awful occurrences that were about to take place, deeds that would change the whole tenor of my existence, and leave an abiding sorrow never to be put out of my mind! However, at that time, I saw only peace and comfort before me.

I was aroused from my reverie by a prolonged snore from the Doctor, which warned me that the hour was late. Looking at my watch I found it was one o’clock, whereupon I roused myself and suggested bed.

As we were all agreeable, we turned in, and before long the entire place was wrapped in slumber.


Chapter XIV. The Bushman’s Yarn.
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DURING THE NEXT few days Moira made steady progress towards recovery, owing to the excellent nursing and unceasing attention lavished upon her by the overseer’s wife. Nothing could equal the devotion shown to her gentle patient — with her night and day, waiting upon her hand and foot, attending to the slightest wish as soon as expressed. It was small wonder that the colour began to return once more to Moira’s cheeks and the brightness to her eyes. In a week she was strong enough to be taken out on to the verandah, where she could enjoy the sunlight and obtain benefit from the fresh air, while we made every effort to interest and amuse her, for we knew it was most important that she should forget the episodes of the last few weeks.

I watched the signs of her returning health and strength with the sincerest pleasure. There was nothing in the world that I would not have done to promote her happiness and welfare. She had only to ask for anything, and I would have gone to the end of the earth to obtain it. For I was hopelessly and desperately in love with her. She was in my thoughts night and day, as I went about my work on the Station, or rode to the distant parts of the run; often, I confess, to my danger, for so engrossed did I become in my reveries that I narrowly escaped severe falls more than once owing to not watching where my horse was treading.

Everything connected with the Station prospered exceedingly. After the good rains that had fallen all looked so bright and hopeful, that we were led to fancy these halcyon days would last, and that we should never again be subjected to the unwelcome visits of O’Connor and his rascally friends. At this time we determined to send a large draft of store cattle down to the market, and I made arrangements with a former acquaintance, Dick Marsland, a drover, one of the best overlanders in Australia, to come up and take charge of them, and to deliver safely at the sale yards.

Pending his arrival, our time was fully occupied in riding to the different parts of the run, cutting out and bringing in the pick of the beasts, and the scene in the drafting yards was one of continual interest and excitement. The cattle proved quite up to our expectations; a finer lot no man could have wished to own. We were proud men as we sat on our horses, and noted the splendid bullocks that passed before us, for more than two-thirds had been bred upon the run, and it was pretty evident that we should obtain very substantial prices when they had been sold. Montalta had always earned a splendid reputation for the quality of its stock, and there was no doubt that the beasts now being sent would enhance this reputation still more.

When the lot had been brought in, we took one last look at them, and then turned our horses’ heads to the Station, dog-tired, man and beast, as we had for days risen at sunrise and been in the saddle nearly all the time till sundown, and the task is far from an easy one.

We ordered a good supply of grog to be taken to the hands, for they one and all had worked like niggers and deserved their extra allowance. As for ourselves, we changed into comfortable togs, dined, and afterwards dropped asleep in our chairs on the verandah.

Next morning we began to head the cattle down to splendid grazing land by the creek, where they were to await the arrival of Marsland, who was expected at the camp in the evening.

I stood by the rails and counted the mob as they passed out, and found that they numbered over six hundred. There were some splendid young bullocks and heifers amongst them, too, in the prime of condition, and I felt delighted that I was able to hand over such a fine lot to Marsland’s charge, who was as good a judge of cattle as I was myself, and perhaps better.

Dick turned up punctually as was his wont, and I sent a note down to the camp, inviting him to come up and have a smoke and chat over old times, in response to which he made his appearance during the evening, whereupon I placed him in a big chair in the verandah, gave him a cigar, and filled a noggin of grog for him, and then we began to talk of many things dear to us both.

Good old Dick! I can see him now, with his long grey beard, of which he was inordinately proud, passing it through his fingers continually, even when riding along, as if it were spun silk. He possessed a large hooked nose, and a pair of brown, twinkling eyes, over which bristled bushy grey eyebrows. His hair was white and thin, over a broad and high forehead. It was a very shrewd and honest face, and few men tried to take him in; if, however, they did, it was ten to one they came off second best. He was a thin, wiry man, standing about six foot two, and as strong as a lion, despite his fifty-eight years. I have never run across anyone equal to him on a horse. Ride! Why, he could ride anything on earth that ever went on four legs, Good, bad, or indifferent, mad or sane, they were all the same to him. And what a hand he was with cattle! It was a lesson to any man to watch him cutting out a half-mad bull in thick, scrubby country, or heading and turning beasts in rough, rocky districts. He generally had a gentle way with him, but when occasion required it, he could be a very devil. Altogether he was what he looked, a born Bushman, and anything he didn’t know about the game wasn’t worth learning.

He suggested that I should go with them for the first two days, as cattle generally travel badly at first out of their own country; so I arranged to take with me one of our own hands and Snowball, who was as good as an average two. So over our smokes and grogs we discussed the prospects of an early start on the morrow, and then passed to other topics.

After having talked of many old mutual friends, I asked him if in his travels about the country he had ever run across a man called Black.

“Black, Black?” he said. “Let me see, the only Black I can remember was a card that got into devilish hot water, in fact, was lagged once or twice for dirty work; you can’t, of course, mean him. I think he was called ‘The Captain,’ but that was years after I first met him.”

“Yes, that’s the man,” I answered, “the very one. What do you know of him? I’m particularly anxious to hear.”

“Well,” he said, “it’s rather a curious story, that of my first meeting with the gentleman, for I reckon it as one of the episodes of my life. I’ll tell you all about it, if you like.”

I was quite agreeable, so I replenished his glass, and bade him set to work. The old chap took a puff at his pipe, and settled himself comfortably in his chair prepared to spin me a yarn. All Bushmen love to yarn, it’s one of their greatest pleasures, and Dick Marsland was no exception. Many and many a time at the camp fire have I listened to the deep voice of the weather-beaten old drover, relating, in most dramatic tones, some thrilling story that he swore had happened to himself; while the burning logs threw up great lurid flames, weirdly illuminating the stems of the gum trees near at hand, intensifying the darkness beyond, and bringing into high relief the figures of the eager listeners who stood or reclined in the cheerful blaze. They were gruesome stories, too, some of them, yarns that made the hair stiffen on the scalp and cause a feeling of chill on the spine. Of course they mostly emanated from his fertile brain, but that did not matter to us; they were blood-curdling enough to make one jump at the sound of a breaking twig, kick the fire into a blaze, and throw on more wood to keep the darkness out.

So the old man shifted the tobacco in his pipe, made it draw to his satisfaction, took a pull at his grog, cleared his throat, and gave me the following story:

“It’s nigh upon sixteen years ago now since I first set eyes on Black. I was asked by old Johnny Luscombe, who owned the place, to go to a station on the borders of the ‘Never, Never Land;’ about the worst part of Australia, I reckon. If I remember right it was called Baroomba. What for, Heaven only knows; I should have called it Hell, if I’d been asked to name it, on account of the dry heat of the hole. I remember the old man told me he had placed a manager in, and wanted me to go and see exactly how the land lay on his behalf, for he was in no way satisfied with the existing methods of the management. I was to report to him how I found things in general, and to give my opinion of the manager and of his ways. I didn’t much like the job, but I wanted it badly at the time, and needs must when the devil drives, so I accepted Mr. Luscombe’s offer; he had always been a good friend to me one way and another, and I felt that this job might lead to others, perhaps good ones, so I arranged to start forthwith. He told me that the manager’s name was Black, and black he proved, as you will see when I have finished my yarn.

“After receiving a letter of introduction, I set off. I can recollect as if it were only yesterday my feelings when I began to travel over some of the most wretched country that it has ever been my lot to see. Arid plains of burnt up grass, poor even in the wet seasons, which, by the way, they don’t get much of, but during the hot times scorched to a cinder, the earth really hot to walk on. Flat as your hand for miles and miles, then sand and spinnifex, spinnifex and sand, in deadly monotony, until you feel that you would give anything for a blade of green grass to look at. Hardly a tree to be seen, and what there is, stunted and almost dead by the heat, and deuced little animal life, but rock-wallaby and crows.

“By the time that I arrived within view of the iron shanties forming the Station I had fairly got the hump. Old Luscombe must have been a dashed fool to have bought the place at all; but, there, it wasn’t my business to discuss the wisdom of my employer’s investments, but I couldn’t help wondering what induced him to touch such a dog’s hole as this.

“I took a spell of rest in the shade of a rock, near by a stagnant water-hole, where I could get a view of the wretched place, for I didn’t want to arrive there until sundown. When that time came I mounted and rode to the principal building, which was little more than a fair-sized wool-shed, and proved to be the manager’s house. As I came near it, all the dogs upon the place began to bark, and there were plenty of them too, poor half-starved mongrels at best.

“As I sat on my horse and looked around in the fast declining light at the miserable hovels, expecting to see someone about, I got the hump worse than ever, and this desolation absolutely finished me off. Where on earth had I got to, I wondered; not a soul about, nothing alive but dogs. I felt that for two pins I could turn tail and make off again without waiting to interview my Black friend. Then I remembered that I was hard up and wanted the job, so I dismounted, tied up my horse, and went and rapped at the door with my whip handle. By and by a black boy came, and I inquired whether everyone was dead or asleep; if not, would he very kindly fetch the boss. So off he started to call Black, leaving me to cool my heels, metaphorically, on the doorstep in the stifling heat.

“I waited a goodish time until I heard someone coming through the house.

“It turned out to be Black, who was a good-looking chap enough, but with a nasty, cruel look in his eye, that I could not help remarking at once. He was evidently used to something better than this life, as I could easily see from his hands, which were clean and smooth, not those of a working-man, and there was little doubt that he was a gentleman born.

“He wanted to know my business, and I produced my letter of introduction from Luscombe, asking him to put me up for a day or two, as I was passing through the district. As he opened and read the letter I watched him very narrowly, and I could easily see that he was not best pleased with my call, but, of course, he expressed his pleasure at seeing me, the while he inwardly wished me at the devil. However, we shook hands, while he said he hoped that I would stay as long as I liked, and he would endeavour to make me comfortable, so far as the limited capabilities of the place would admit.

“When I informed him that my stay would probably be very brief, as I was making my way South, he brightened up pretty considerably, and suggested that I should turn my horse into what he was pleased to call the horse paddock. I agreed, and he showed me the place. We gave the beast some bush hay and a drink, then returned to the house, where he offered me a refresher, which I was glad enough to accept, for the heat had fairly parched me up, just as it did the grass.

“The living room into which he brought me was a bare, wretched place, just like the rest of the dog-kennel of a house, and the furniture, if you could call it so, consisted of four wooden chairs, a deal table, a broken looking-glass on the wall, and one or two coloured prints torn out of illustrated papers and nailed on to the walls; altogether it was a room calculated to make one a fit candidate for a mad house.

“The view, too, from the verandah was equally dreary, and one saw nothing but the arid, treeless waste of burnt-up plain, with the ranges showing purple on the horizon.

“Having brought my things with me, I asked him to let me have a clean-up, and he took me into a room where I was to sleep, which was furnished even more plainly than the other — a truckle bed with two blankets not over clean, a piece of broken looking-glass on the wall, a wooden box doing duty as a washstand, a tin basin, and a bucket of water completed the arrangements. However, I could rough it with anyone, so I didn’t worry on that account. I had a wash aud felt more comfortable. When I arrived in the sitting-room, I found that he had prepared a meal of corned beef and bread, with tea, so we sat down and discussed it, and as I was pretty peckish I did justice to it. After the meal we went on the verandah and smoked our pipes, and he told me all about the Station, how the cattle died off, the general desolation and decay of the place, and how he had come to it full of hope, but soon lost even that, and now didn’t care a d — what happened to him, whether he lived or died, it was all the same to him, for the desolate hole had given him the terrors. He told me that the former manager went mad, murdered his wife, and hanged himself in one of the rooms, and that his ghost wandered about the place and shrieked at night, setting all the dogs howling and moaning.

“As you know, I am not the sort of man that’s easily frightened, and I took all this yarn as the outcome of a disordered brain, for I felt that the horrid monotony of the place had got upon his nerves.

“I told him that I was pretty tired and should like to turn in, and I therefore wished him good-night and went to my room.

“It took me a very short time to get between the blankets, and soon I was asleep, for I was dead beat after my ride.

“How long I had been in the land of dreams I cannot say, but suddenly I was awakened by finding myself sitting bolt upright in my bed, with that curiously uncanny sensation of tickling at the roots of the hair that is caused by physical terror. As I did so, a long piercing shriek rang out, and echoed away through the hot night air, followed immediately afterwards by howls and moans from all the dogs on the place; then died into silence with a wail of the most heartrending description. Despite the fact that I was streaming with perspiration from sheer funk, I got off the bed and felt my way to the window; of course, having no light to guide me, I found it difficult, but I was determined to try and account for these awe-inspiring screams.

“Just as I reached the window and was about to step out, there came another low wail, ending in a piercing shriek that turned my blood to water, and then more howls and moans from the dogs.

“This was too awful, I could bear it no longer; so, notwithstanding my bare feet, I sprang out into the verandah, bent on ascertaining the cause, but I reckoned without my host, for all I did was to tread upon a rotten board, and fall, catching my head on a projecting piece of wood and drop senseless to the ground, where I lay until dawn, when I came to, with a splitting headache and an immense lump on my unfortunate cranium as big and round as a cricket ball for a souvenir.

“I went back to bed again, and after a while fell into a troubled sleep. The sun was well up before I was roused by my host, who informed me that breakfast was ready, and having dressed I was soon sitting down to it.

“After he had inquired how I slept, I informed him that my rest had been disturbed by the terrible shrieks. He laughed, and replied, ‘So you have heard them, too? By Jove! when I first came here they nearly upset my reason, but I’ve become used to them now.’

“‘What’s the cause of it?’ I inquired anxiously. ‘They sound as if a woman was being murdered.’

“‘I thought I told you the place is haunted; the former manager is said to have strangled his wife and buried her beneath the floor of the place, and fancying afterwards that she was haunting him, he hanged himself in the room you sleep in, and it is said that she appears there to watch his body swinging from a hook in the ceiling. I’ve never seen either of them, and I don’t suppose an idle tale will affect you in any way; we hear the shrieks plain enough, but that is all.’

“I sat and wondered at the gruesome story. There was absolutely no doubt whatever about the shrieks; but as to the appearances, they had yet to be realised.”

“During the day he took me over the run to show me all the desolation, and I could plainly see it was impossible that anything could make the place pay; the dearth of water and herbage was enough to break a man’s heart. What cattle and sheep existed on the place were of the poorest and most wretched description. Old Luscombe had far better shut the place and let it rot, I felt, and I intended to tell him so. When we returned to the Station from our ride, we had one or two drinks together, and I noticed that he helped himself from the bottle rather freely. Getting tired of this amusement, I asked to be allowed to look at the buildings, and he, I thought a little ungraciously, consented.”

On looking about, I inquired what an isolated shed was for, and was informed that he kept it locked, as it contained oil and tar, and he was afraid of fire. This answer struck me as rather a lame one, seeing that there was deuced little care taken in other respects for the safety of the place; however, it did not appeal to me particularly at the time.

“As we were returning to the house, a dilapidated buggy appeared, drawn by a pair of the poorest old screws I ever set my eyes on, and driven by an innocent — looking slim lad of about twenty.

“As we came up to him I noticed that he was greatly surprised to see me walking with Black, and I was morally certain that Black was anxious to get him away, so that I should not get a chance of speaking to him.

“‘Will you excuse me a few minutes, Mr. Marsland, I want to give my foreman a few instructions.’

“‘Most certainly,’ I answered. ‘Pray don’t let me interfere with your arrangements.’

“With that I strolled on to the verandah, leaving him speaking in low tones to the lad in the buggy.

“The youth glanced towards me once or twice, I thought, meaningly. However, Black got into the buggy, and they drove off together.

“About ten minutes afterwards, as I was sitting quietly smoking, I suddenly heard a shouting, and saw the youth running towards the house chasing a dog that was bolting for dear life. Stooping down, he picked up a stone and threw it, but it missed the cur and came towards me and rolled to within ten yards of the verandah. I noticed that it was a peculiarly white stone and, looking towards the youth, I saw him make a sign as if he were picking up another missile. I caught on at once, and nodded my head, whereupon he returned to the place that he had come from.

“After a while I walked down the verandah steps, and strolled about for a bit, kicking the stone nearer to the house, in case Black might be watching me. Pretending to be examining the woodwork, I picked up the article, and found it was a piece of paper wrapped around a stone. Then, making my way to the bedroom, I smoothed it out and read the following message: ‘If you are the friend you seem to be, go to the locked shed to-night; but please be careful of Mr. Black. I run the greatest risk in sending you this message. Destroy this. He’s a devil.’

“I struck a match and set alight to the paper, and then returned to the verandah and finished my pipe, trying to think out a scheme to obtain possession of the key of the shed, for I was fully determined to get at the bottom of this mystery.

“I had noticed before that Mr. Black possessed a great liking for whisky, and it struck me that I might induce the gentleman to take more than his usual allowance, and then, getting him off his guard, secure the key, and the rest would be comparatively plain sailing.

“When he returned to the house he was as affable as possible, and set before me the best spread that he could manage to get together. It was very evident that he was acting with a motive, and it behoved me therefore to be on my guard. When the meal was over, we took our chairs and went out on the verandah to smoke and chat, and it was not long before he suggested that it was a long time between drinks. Thereupon he produced the bottle, and pressed me to take some.

“So this was his little game. It almost made me laugh when I thought that we were both on the same lay, and it was evident that we were going to have a big fight. The whisky was tolerably good, or I should never have succeeded in doing what I did. I drank even with him for some time, until I could see that the spirit was beginning to tell upon him, for he was somewhat handicapped, in that he had certainly indulged rather freely before the meal.

“When I saw that it was possible to do so without his noticing the fact, I poured the whisky he gave me upon the ground and filled the tumbler with water, while I also managed to give him an addition of spirit to his glass. I afterwards proposed that we should go back into the sitting-room, which he agreed upon. So inside we went, and lighted two candles and stuck them in the necks of bottles. I removed my coat as it was hot, and suggested he should do the same, for I knew he carried his keys in the pocket of his coat. He fell in with this suggestion also, and threw the garment on to the floor.

“Then we continued our beastly occupation, and by the time he had partaken of half a dozen more drinks, deftly strengthened by myself, he had sunk into a drunken sleep over the table. Now, here was my opportunity. I rose, picked up his coat, and felt in the pocket, and there sure enough was a key, which appeared as if it would fit a padlock.

“I closed the window, filled a very strong drink for him, in case he desired one when he woke up, put one of the candles in my pocket, and left the room, locking the door after me and leaving him to sleep off the bout.

“It took me but a very short while to reach the isolated shed, and in a twinkling I had the key in the padlock, and was about to open the door, when it suddenly struck me that I had no sort of idea what the shed contained. As I did so I could plainly hear something moving inside. I tell you it wasn’t the pleasantest thing in the darkness trying to get into that shed, with probably a madman ready to spring on to you. However, it was my duty to ascertain what it contained, and I was going right through with it. When I had got the door open, I struck a match, lit the candle, and stepped in, closing the door after me.

“To my astonishment I saw before me, lying on a heap of straw, a woman, pale and emaciated to a fearful degree, a thing of skin and bone only, for it was evident that she was being literally starved to death. It made my blood boil when I saw her and noted her poor, thin, sunken cheeks, and great black eyes gazing at me with the most unnatural brilliancy; her jet black hair, which was uncombed, fell around her face, which, in the candle light, gave her the most extraordinary appearance. Just like a skull with burning, glowing eyes.

“Altogether her appearance was such as would have caused alarm in the heart of the bravest man, and certainly touched the hardest of hearts.

“When she saw me enter, she tried to rise, but she was far too weak to do so. I therefore crossed over and knelt by the side of the poor creature, who shrank away from me in abject fear as if I were about to strike her.

“‘Don’t be afraid of me,’ I said; ‘I am your friend, and desire to help you.’

“‘Who are you?’ she almost whispered. ‘I don’t know you. Oh, if only I could trust you, but you may be deceiving me.’

“‘I swear to you that I am not. My name is Marsland. I am a friend of Mr. Luscombe’s. I don’t exactly know what is going on here, but I had my suspicions, and have now confirmed them. I can easily see that Black is a greater scoundrel than I at first thought him. Now I’m going to help you to escape from him.’

“‘No, no, there can be no escape, save by death, and that, please God, is near at hand now. The brutal cruelty of that man is beyond everything; my life has been one long hell of terror ever since I was fool enough to listen to his temptations. Oh, my God, my God, let me die, let me die!’

“Here the poor soul burst into a torrent of tears. I tried to comfort her by asking her if there was anything I could do for her. In a few minutes she ceased her tears, and implored me to help her in one thing, so that she might die in peace.

“‘Black has threatened to kill me because I refused to make a will in his favour. I was fool enough to run away with him from England, leaving a good husband, and shortly after I arrived in Australia a child was born, a girl, the daughter of my husband.’

“‘Black hated it, and refused to allow me to have it with me, and I was forced to leave her with some people in Adelaide, while he compelled me to come up with him to this horrible place, but not before I had managed, secretly through a firm of lawyers, to make my will in favour of my child, for I have money of my own.

“‘When we were in Adelaide he had insured my life heavily, in his favour, and soon after we came up here I found out that he had discovered I had made a will, and ever since that I have received nothing but the most frightful cruelty from him, for he declares that he will kill me by inches if I don’t give him the will. But I shall never do that, for I have hidden it, and if you want to do me the service that you say you do, I will bless you for ever if you will go and take it to Adelaide, to the lawyers who drew it, so that my child may get the benefit. Will you do this for me?’

“‘Yes, I will,’ I answered. ‘You may rest assured of it. To-morrow morning I will start, and I shall go straight there, and afterwards return with friends to take you away and bring you and your child together, so you must keep your heart up and all will be well. In a week I shall be back again, and your troubles will be over. Now tell me the solicitors’ names and where the will is hidden.’

“‘You will find their names on the will, and also a letter to be sent to my husband in England, giving him the address of the people who took the child. The will I placed in a tin box, and put into a hollow gum tree close to the water-hole. The tree was struck by lightning, and I threw sand and stones over it so that none should find it. God bless you always for your goodness. I shall pray that you may reach Adelaide in safety.’

“I softly pressed her hand and told her to be of good cheer, and that I was now going to fetch her some food.

“I then returned to the house, and found Black still sleeping. I brought away some food and whisky, which I placed in hiding so that she might easily get it, and, after bidding her good-bye, returned to the house and put the key into Black’s pocket again, and then tried to rouse him. After a long time I succeeded, eventually getting him to bed.

“Next morning I was out before sunrise and walked to the tree, where I found the tin box with certain papers wrapped therein. These I put into my pocket at once and threw the box away.

“I then returned to the Station and found Black getting up. He was a wreck, and I pretended to be.

“However, I ate a good breakfast, and told him I proposed getting away, and thanked him for his hospitality. Having obtained my horse, I wished him good-bye, and set out with a lighter heart than I came.

“Well, to cut a long story short, I went straight to Luscombe and told him everything, and afterwards we both journeyed to Adelaide, saw the lawyers, and deposited the will with them. Having finished this business, we visited the police, and with them went to the Station; but, unfortunately, Black saw us coming and got away, although he was chased for many miles into the scrub.

“We brought the poor lady back with us to Luscombe’s Station, but unfortunately she died directly she got there. However, we took good care that Mr. Black didn’t get the benefit of the insurance money.

“Now, that’s the story concerning Black and my first meeting with him. But, I say, what has he to do with you?”

“Well, that’s a long yarn, and I’ll keep it for to-morrow night, Why! I say, it’s eleven o’clock. Here, have another drink, and I’ll see you to the camp. You know we rise at dawn.”

With that I poured him out a nightcap, and we went together to the camp, when I wished him good-night and returned to bed.


Chapter XV. The Home-coming!
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I WAS UP at daybreak next morning, and found my horse ready for me, with my swag strapped before the saddle and Snowball at his head. I drank a cup of tea, said good-bye to Flaxman, who had risen to see me start, mounted, and passed out at the slip-panels, where I was joined by the hand that was to accompany me, and followed by Snowball bringing up the rear on a rawboned, half-wild horse, which very few men would have cared to mount.

Soon we were at the camp, to find all busy, and the cook-man preparing the breakfast. It was a very picturesque scene, and one that is not easily forgotten. I saw before me the herd of splendid cattle, quietly grazing on the excellent herbage that grew abundantly by the creeks, watched over by statuesque figures of man and horse only dimly seen through the morning mists, each man with a stock whip balanced on his hip ready for any emergency; while nearer, a group at the fireside anxiously awaited the call to breakfast. Dick Marsland’s tall figure I perceived standing apart from the others, superintending the general proceedings. All around stretched a green plain, dotted here and there with blue gums, just showing ghostlike through the mist.

I shouted a cheery good-morning to Dick as I came near, and he turned on hearing my call and walked forward with outstretched hand to bid me welcome. As I looked down at him I thought that I had never seen so striking a figure as he presented, with his red Crimea shirt and cord breeches and stout leather gaiters, and his broad — brimmed cabbage-tree hat pushed back on his head, while he eternally toyed with his beard, a typical Bushman from top to toe, wiry, alert, and keen, ready to face any difficulty, and possessed of a decisive action that told well the nature of his calling.

“Morning to you, Mr. Tregaskis,” he cried, as we shook hands warmly. “You’re one of the right sort. Get early to work is my motto. One can move cattle fifty times better before the sun is high.”

“You’re right there, Dick,” I replied, as I dismounted and handed over my horse to Snowball. “I see you are well on with the breakfast.”

“Yes, you’re just in time. We’ll get ahead with it now, and then we can think about making a move with the cattle, after we have sent on the ration cart. Now then, Billy, look alive, man; we shall be asking for dinner before you have given us our breakfast.”

“All right, it’s ready now,” replied the cook-man as he began to help the savoury — smelling concoction. In a very short space we were all busy sampling the substantial and excellently cooked meal that was set before us. Having finished, blankets were rolled, “billy” cans and other utensils stowed away on the ration cart, the cook given his final instructions and sent off, so that a meal might be prepared when we arrived with the cattle at the next camp, the situation of which he was to choose for its general convenience and proximity to water.

This very necessary portion of the proceedings having been accomplished to Dick’s satisfaction, everything was now ready for the start of the beasts. When we were mounted, Dick gave his orders as to the positions that we were to take up.

I was given the extreme right with my own man, while Dick took the left with one of his men, and two others acted as whippers-in, and Snowball, with another quick hand, was told off to act as galloper after stragglers and bolters.

Everything being finally fixed up, we tightened girths, and Marsland, riding into the mob, cut out a splendid bull as leader and headed him in the direction we wanted to travel; then the whole herd was put on the move, following the bull, who strode with his splendid head thrown well in the air, bellowing loudly as if to declare his exalted position.

We had all our work cut out to keep the lot going as we wanted them, and many a hard gallop was necessary to bring in breakers and stragglers, while the sound of the cracking of twenty-foot stock whips was continually in the air, and I can tell you that there was some pretty good execution done with them, too, for there wasn’t a man amongst us that could not flick a blow-fly off a beast’s back with the cracker, going pretty fast as well.

At noon we halted by a water-hole to give the animals a rest and drink, and take one ourselves, for the first few hours after starting are tiring with a strange mob of cattle.

Very little of interest occurred after we left the water-hole, but we eventually picked up the cook’s camp and found a meal; then made ourselves comfortable for the night, but of course doing turn and turn about as guard over the cattle. After my two hours were done I was not sorry to roll myself in my blankets and fall asleep.

Next day I started off with them until the first rest, when it seemed that we were not necessary any longer, as the beasts had settled down to travel. I therefore said good-bye to Dick, and received his promise to let me hear of his safe arrival with the mob. I was just about to mount my horse when he came near and said: — 

“By the way, Mr. Tregaskis, I don’t think I told you the night before last the name of the poor, wretched lady your friend Black desired to make capital out of. I couldn’t recall it at the time I was spinning the yarn, but it came back to me in a flash to-day. The name on the will was Mary Flaxman, and the letter she wrote was to her husband, Robert Flaxman; the solicitors were to deliver it. Curious, wasn’t it?”

I staggered back from my horse’s side as if I’d received a blow. Marsland saw my intense surprise, for he continued — 

“The coincidence is too strange for there to be no connection. Your partner’s name is Robert, isn’t it?”

“Yes, and, by Jove, that in a manner is a clue to our now being troubled by Black. Stay, do you ever remember hearing the name of Mrs. Flaxman’s daughter?”

“Yes, I remember it well, because I considered it a very sweet name and suited to the pretty child. ‘Moira’ it was.”

“‘Moira?’ Ah! how very strange. Did you ever hear what happened to her afterwards?”

“Yes, I believe — mind you, it’s only hear-say, I’m not certain of it — that she married a chap with money named Jim Pendragon. They lived in Melbourne for about a year, then moved away.”

“What sort of a man was he?”

“Well, they used to call him Flash Jay Pen; I always had my suspicions that he was a cardsharper and a cheat, but p’raps I’d better not say so, however; that’s what I have been told.”

“Thanks for the information, old chap. You don’t know the interesting things that you have told me; when I see you again I will give you a yarn that will surprise you. Good-bye.”

“Good-bye,” he shouted as he watched me ride off to join Snowball and the hand. Well, well, what a wonderful world it is, I thought to myself; just fancy that a few words spoken by this queer old drover should throw the true light upon this mystery!

Now I could appreciate Flaxman’s motive in not showing me Moira’s letter after our most unfortunate quarrel, and also his remarks during our ride back to the Station from the township, when he declared that with Moira’s coming to Montalta his peace of mind had gone for ever; doubtless he saw a likeness in her to her mother, for, now I came to think of it, I could remember him gazing at her often, very earnestly, which fact I, in my unreasoning jealousy, had set down to his love for her. Ah! fool that I was, it was all made plain to me now, and I cursed myself again and again for my blind folly and contemptible selfishness; I swore that in word and deed, for the future, I would try to make it up to him.

But how true is the saying that “Man proposes, and Heaven disposes.” Even now as I sit here writing this story I feel that had I always acted in a better spirit to my friend the course of events might have been changed, and much of the pain that my conduct caused us both would have been saved, and I, on my side, would have had less to reproach myself with.

It was a long ride back to the Station, and darkness had begun to fall when we saw its roofs. In my mind’s eye I pictured Moira on the verandah waiting and wondering if I should return that night, I thought of the pleasant dinner table with its cheerful surroundings and merry conversation, how she would ask me to tell her all that had occurred, from the moment that we started until I reached home, for she took the very greatest interest in all that concerned the Station and desired to acquaint herself with even the slightest details of its management. Again, I thought of the delightful evening in the drawing-room afterwards, how she would sit down at the piano and play my favourite “Nocturne,” of Chopin, the “Eleven o’clock Nocturne,” that would send me to my bed more in love with her than ever. These were the thoughts that passed through my mind as we trotted along on our tired horses in the gathering darkness.

As the hand lived at the distant home-stead, I bade him good-night, after requesting him to come to the Station next morning for orders, whereupon he turned his horse in the direction of his home, and Snowball and I made for the paddock together.

At the slip-panels I gave him my tired beast, with instructions that he was to give him an extra feed and then come to the house for his “grub.”

With that I made my way across the lawn and round towards the verandah, and I remember wondering why it was that I could not see the lights from any of the rooms shining over the grass, for by now it was quite dark.

Perhaps they had closed the curtains, as it was slightly cold; or, maybe, they were sitting waiting for me on the verandah. I coo-eed, but there came no answering cry, nothing but the weird echo of my own, that rang round the place like a Banshee’s shriek.

Then there stole over me a sensation of intense fear that chilled me to the marrow. Good God! what if Black and his gang had been there while I was away, and...No, no, I would not allow myself to think of anything so awful. I felt in my hip — pocket for the revolver that I always carried now in case of emergency. Finding that it was properly loaded, I slowly mounted the verandah steps, but I could not see anything at all in the gloom. I felt in my pocket for my match-box, but only to discover that I had used every one; however, I knew where I could put my hand on some.

I stood quite still, opposite the spot where I was certain the dining-room door should be, and listened intently for any sound that would tell of the existence of my people, but none came, only the thud, thud of my beating heart, which seemed to echo in my very brain.

No one but those who have been through experiences of this terrible nature can realise the sense of abject terror that laid hold of me. Here I was, returning to my home in expectation of receiving the warmest of welcomes, but only to find darkness, silence, and perhaps death...no, I could not, I would not believe it. There must be some accountable reason for the absence of my friends. Perhaps they had gone for a ride and lamed one of their horses, or perhaps they had lost their way and would turn up shortly. Yes, a thousand trivial things might have happened; but, stay, where were the servants, surely they were about somewhere.

Anyway, I must pull myself together and not act like a poor-spirited and frightened child. I should find myself laughing at my fears very soon, when my people appeared.

Trying to bolster up my courage with these hopes, which I almost knew to be false, I took a few steps into the room. Suddenly my foot struck something heavy, and I pitched headlong over it, and fell prone; as I tried to raise myself my hand came in contact with the thing, and to my intense horror I felt the face of a dead man, cold and set. I remember giving vent to the most terrific yell, that went echoing away into the pall of darkness outside, intensified by the hollow roof of the verandah, until it died away somewhere in the blackness of the garden, with a wail like a demented soul.

Even now I go through it all again in my sleep, and wake in terror, and I suppose it will haunt me as long as I live.

In less time than it takes to tell, I was out of that room, across the verandah, and down into the garden, shaking like an aspen. Many minutes passed before I could pull myself together sufficiently to make up my mind once again to go near that form, lying so cold and still up there in the house. But it was evident a most terrible tragedy had been enacted only a few hours since, and, horrible as it was I felt compelled to find out without further delay who the dead man was, for a great dread was in my heart and I feared to learn to what further extent the crime had been perpetrated. I made my way in the darkness towards the horse-paddock, where I knew that I should find Snowball and a lantern. Any human being, even a black boy, would prove an agreeable companion under existing circumstances.

As I went along in the dark, stumbling like a drunken man over the flower beds and borders, I saw Snowball coming towards me with his light; I called out to him in a hollow voice, which, I fear, he could hardly recognise as mine; I saw him stop dead. My appearance, I suppose, must have scared him a bit, for he hesitated as if he meant bolting. But when I addressed him again he was satisfied that I was not a spook, although I must have looked like one, for I expect I was as pale as death.

“Snowball,” I said, “while we’ve been away something awful has happened; there is a dead man here. Give me the lantern!”

He handed me the light, and together we began to walk towards the house. For a minute or two neither of us spoke a word, we were too much engrossed: he, in apparently studying the lamplit ground, and I, in trying to grasp the mystery of the tragic events that were now passing.

Evidently something of a very extraordinary nature must have struck Snowball’s ever alert brain, for he suddenly stopped dead and pointed to the ground, at the same time calling my attention to certain marks on the turf in his peculiar language.

“See here, boss, all along hoofs brown hoss, him long hoss, ridden by Connor. Snowball ‘member, some well.”

Sure enough there were the hoof marks of a big horse, such as the boy tried to describe. We carefully followed them along and found that they became mixed up with others as they neared the place. It was evident that the riders approached the house from different points, doubtless with the intention of rushing it.

Leaving these evidences to be examined more closely by daylight, we went up the verandah steps and proceeded into the house. But I confess it took a great deal to make me muster up sufficient pluck to face the ordeal of entering that dark and silent room where lay the figure of the dead man. But at last, pulling myself together, I crept into the dining-room and made straight towards the figure that I saw lying prone upon the floor.

Bringing the lantern close up to the face so that I might see if I could recognise the features, to my horror I at once saw that it was the face of Flaxman. He lay there with his eyes wide open, staring up at the ceiling. Shot through the chest, he had fallen backwards with his right arm flung straight out and the fingers still grasping a heavy revolver. I placed my trembling hand upon his heart, in the hope that I should still find it beating; but, alas! no, the poor fellow was stone dead. Oh! the bitterness of that moment! Never as long as I live in this world shall I be able to put it out of my mind. I almost went mad. I flung myself upon the body and took the cold hand in mine and rubbed it, trying to bring back warmth and life, while in piteous words I implored him to speak to me. But no — only silence. Dead! My God! I could not realise it — gone from me for ever. What should I do? It was too awful, too bitterly cruel, to think that this kindly, loving companion should meet his end in this manner without being able to say one word of farewell to anyone, alone, and unhelped.

No words of mine can adequately convey the anguish of mind that I suffered then. He was the very best friend that I ever had, and to lose him in this terrible way was a blow from which I should never recover. What would I not have given to have been able to recall him, if only to hear him speak one word to me again, just to watch the kindly smile that we all loved so well, and to feel the true warm grip of his hand in the old familiar friendship. But no, death, cruel, cold death had him in his clutches, and we had spoken our last in this life, given the last handshake, and looked for the last time into one another’s eyes. God rest his soul, and forgive me for my past offences to him. To my dying day I shall recall the words he spoke when we were returning from the township, that he would never live to see the wonderful view again. After all he was right. There was some definite warning in his mind that the end was drawing near, and now his words had become accomplished facts.

How the tragedy happened we had yet to discover. I was too much affected to concentrate my attention on discovery for a long while; but at last, roused by Snowball, I pulled the tablecloth off the table and covered the body with it; then I went back into the hall and out on to the verandah, and, turning to the right, I made towards the place where I knew the pigeon basket stood, for I wished to see if the birds had been released. Yes, the basket was empty and the birds gone; that was a certain amount of relief to my mind, for now I might expect the police at any moment, although I had no knowledge of when they had received the warning.

Snowball followed wherever I went like a shadow, for he was determined not to lose me for one minute. As we turned away to walk back to the hall, his quick eye saw something, for he gripped my arm and whispered, “Look alonger,” at the same time pointing to an object that lay huddled up in a heap at the French windows leading into the dining-room; it was so indistinct and undefined that from where we stood we could make nothing of it. Without a moment’s hesitation I strode towards it, and in the light of the lantern I discovered that it was the figure of Moira, who was quite insensible; her heart was faintly beating, and I cried to Snowball to help me to carry her at once to her room. We placed her on the bed, and I went off to fetch some brandy. I then determined to send off to the homestead for the overseer and his wife, and with that end in view I tackled Snowball.

“Snowball,” I cried, “I’ll give you five pounds if you’ll start off at once and fetch the overseer and his wife here to me, and the other hands too. Miss Moira is very ill, and I know that you want her to get well again. Now, will you do it for me?”

Poor Snowball, nothing loth, acquiesced immediately. I daresay he was only too pleased to get away from the death-stricken place.

I went with him to the verandah steps, and saw him set off into the darkness. I was about to return to the house, when I heard a voice in the distance cry out, “Now then, hands up, whoever you are.”

Whereupon I feared that Snowball had fallen into an ambush. I waited at the verandah railings with my revolver ready, peering into the darkness to see if I could make out the approach of any figure, for I was in just the mood to kill any man who showed fight. My heart was full of the desire for vengeance against the miscreant who perpetrated the cruel murder of my friend, and it would have gone hard indeed with Black if I had happened upon him then. Suddenly I heard the tramping of feet nearing the house, and a voice called out, that I immediately recognised as Braithwaite’s — 

“Tregaskis, are you there, old chap? Show a light. What’s up?”

I can tell you I was never more relieved in my life than when I heard him speak. What a comfort it was to think that he had turned up so soon. I called out in response to say that I was on the verandah, and I snatched up the lantern, and very soon four figures came into the light, Braithwaite and two troopers, one on each side of Snowball, who appeared in terror of his life.

“We’ve taken a black boy here, who declares that you sent him with a message to the homestead, that you are in sad trouble, and that all the hands are to come. Is that so?”

“Yes, indeed, it’s Snowball, so you can let him get off at once. It’s a case of life and death to Miss Pendragon now.”

“What on earth do you mean? What’s happened? Nothing serious, I hope?”

“Come up here and see. We have only just returned from starting a mob of cattle and arrived at nightfall to find the place in darkness and, as I thought, deserted, but on making a search I have been horrified to find Flaxman dead on the dining-room floor and Miss Pendragon in a state of collapse.”

“Good God, you don’t mean it! Here, you men, let that boy go. Snowball, you set off to the homestead at once with your message. Hyde, tell the Doctor and inspector to come up here immediately.”

Snowball, released, made off into the darkness, while the trooper addressed as Hyde went on his errand, and Braithwaite came with me into the house, leaving the other trooper on the verandah. I led the way into the dining-room and showed him the dead man lying there, and the good chap was as much affected as I had been.

“This is most awful,” he said. “A shocking business. Poor old Flaxman! I never thought that he would come to such an end. I wonder how it all happened? Perhaps you had better get some more lights, as we shall have to examine carefully everything in the room. I suppose you have not moved anything?”

“No, my dear man; I can tell you I received far too great a shock to think of anything. I shall never get the memory of this night out of my mind.”

“I fear not,” he replied, gazing down at the body. “A tragedy of this kind is quite enough to haunt a man for the rest of his life. And Flaxman, too, was one of the best in the world. It’s too terrible to think about. Ah! Doctor, here you are. There has been a most awful time of it going on here. Look, this is poor old Flaxman.”

“Good heavens! you don’t say so,” answered the Doctor, who had just come into the room. “Is he dead? Let me see.”

With that he bent over the body and carefully examined it.

“Yes, I fear so,” he said. “Shot through the heart. I expect I am right in saying that he has been dead quite three hours, now. But the only consolation that we have is that death must have been almost instantaneous. Poor old Flaxman. What an end. How did it occur?”

“We don’t know yet,” I replied. “I have been away starting a mob of store cattle and returned to the Station with Snowball just as darkness set in. I left my horse at the paddock and came up here alone, and was very much surprised to find the place in darkness, and on entering this room I fell over the body of my dear friend. I can tell you it has been such a shock to me as I shall never get over. However, fearing worse troubles, I nerved myself to search about, and found Miss Pendragon lying insensible outside the French windows of the dining-room, and I want you, Doctor, to go and see her immediately, for I fear she is in for a recurrence of her late illness. I hope that before long the overseer’s wife will be here to nurse her.”

“All right, I’ll go to her at once,” he replied, and straightway departed.

Braithwaite and the Inspector then went with me very carefully through the house and outbuildings. In the woodshed we found the two Chinese servants hiding in terror of their lives. They were brought out, and made to tell us all that had occurred to them. It appeared that late in the afternoon they heard angry voices on the verandah, and, cautiously looking out, they saw two men with pistols standing there, while another sat upon a horse at the foot of the steps and held two others. This was quite enough for them, and they made the best haste they could to the shelter of the woodshed, where they hid, in no peace of mind, however, for the sounds of shots and screams came to their terrified ears, and they feared every moment that the men would make their appearance and drag them out and murder them. We asked for a description, and from what we gathered there was little doubt but that Black and O’Connor were the assailants.

Having conveyed them back to the house, and somewhat allayed their fears, we ordered the preparation of a meal, and in the mean-time the overseer and his wife arrived in the buggy, convoyed by the hands.

It was to their general astonishment and grief that they learned of the terrible episodes that had taken place during the last few hours, and sincere and genuine were the expressions of sorrow and regret, for poor old Flaxman was a general favourite, beloved by every hand and jackaroo on the Station.

I gave orders that the whole place was to be gone over and carefully searched with lanterns, in case there should be any clue discovered that might guide us in the elucidation of the details of the murder; not that we wanted any further knowledge to tell us who the criminals were.

It only remained for us now to convey the body of my friend from the dining — room to his room, which we did very reverently, and laid him on the bed and covered him with a sheet; then passed out and locked the door.

Meanwhile, the rooms had been set in order and a meal laid for us, which we sat down to. Although I was in no mood to eat, I forced myself to do so, as I knew that it would do me good after the long ride that I had done, not to mention the troubles that I had gone through since.

The Doctor came in to take some food, and while doing so he informed us that Moira was now in a most critical condition, and that, at the time, he could only hold out the very slightest hope of her recovery. I knew he must think very badly of the state of his patient if he was forced to take this gloomy view of her condition. He must have seen how very much I was affected by what he told us, for he promised that he would leave nothing undone to restore her to health, but that we must be prepared for the worst.

My state of mind when I realised what he meant was too sorrowful for words. I was utterly cast down and wretched. The loss of my best friend was bad enough, but the thought that I might most probably lose Moira was a blow that utterly unnerved me. So miserable was I that I felt everything was against me. My God, what if she did die! There would be nothing left for me to live for, all the charm and pleasure in life would be gone with her. I was in such a nervous and wretched state of mind that the Doctor insisted on my going to bed, and came and himself administered a sleeping draught, in the hope that when the morning arrived I should be better and ready to start with the others to endeavour to trace the murderers to their hiding — place.

With sleep came peace, and the next thing that I knew was the sensation of being shaken by Braithwaite at dawn.


Chapter XVI. After the Storm, Peace.
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IT DID NOT take me long to jump out of bed, and get through my toilet. On arriving in the dining-room, I found breakfast awaiting us, and the Doctor sitting down to it. I told him that I had slept well after the draught he had given me, then eagerly enquired how Moira was.

He looked at me with a sly smile, as if he suspected that I was in love with her, and then informed me that she was, if anything, a shade better — certainly no worse. He also told me that he did not intend leaving his patient until he had satisfied himself that there was a great and lasting improvement in her condition, and further, that I might go away perfectly easy in my mind, knowing that she was in good hands, so delighted was he with the attention and unswerving devotion that the overseer’s wife paid to the poor girl.

I thanked him again and again for all his kindness, and told him how very much happier I felt in my mind, now that I knew so much was being done for her. He replied by jokingly telling me that if I wished to complete the cure that he had begun, it would be necessary for me to return pretty quickly, or I should find that he would be standing in my shoes, so deeply was he interested in Moira. I felt myself blushing like a school-girl, as I looked at him. I held out my hand to say good-bye, and he warmly shook it, wishing me a successful journey, and a speedy return.

Having stowed away a plentiful supply of sandwiches in my pocket, against the time of famine, I mounted my horse and rode off to join Braithwaite and the Superintendent at the slip-rails.

Our object was to follow the tracks of the precious rascals, until we could ascertain the position of their hiding place; then, should the opportunity occur, endeavour to surround and take them.

Braithwaite, the Superintendent, three troopers, and myself constituted the expedition, with Snowball as tracker, and no cleverer one existed than he. No bent twig, broken branch, hoof-print, or other Bush mark ever escaped his vigilant eye. He could tell to the hour what length of time had passed since a mob of cattle had gone over ground by the state of their tracks; and moreover, he could faithfully inform one whether a horse was tired or not, by the mark of its hoof. Such is the wonderful gift possessed by the Australian aborigine, that he can find his way by instinct through the very thickest scrub, and follow an almost imperceptible trail with certainty, where the best white man living is nonplussed. The Bush is an open book to him, which he reads as he runs, by sign and symbol; and it is an extremely rare occurrence to find him making any mistakes.

As we had very earnest business to transact this time, it behoved us to move with the greatest caution, knowing as we did, that we were about to deal with very desperate men, to whom the shedding of blood was of little or no account, so long as they were able to resist being taken; but it was a thousand to one that if we were successful in locating them, before we could effect a capture, we should have to be prepared for a stiff fight.

It was, therefore, necessary to be ready for any emergency, so, before starting, I slipped a heavy revolver and plenty of cartridges into my pocket, for I was determined that Black and the other rascal should not escape me, whatever else happened. My poor friend’s death was on their hands, and I had sworn to avenge it before I took any rest. The feeling upon me now was one of an overwhelming desire to get within touch of the scoundrels, to come to close quarters, so that we might settle accounts once and for all. I had made up my mind to bring Black to book, or to die in the attempt, and was in a feverish state of anxiety to be off on the mission.

One of the troopers was told off to lead a pack horse, laden with a good supply of provisions, in case it was necessary for us to encamp, while each man carried food for his beast, as we might have to enter districts where there would be difficulty in obtaining sufficient grass for them.

The first thing to be done before setting out was to examine carefully the imprints of the hoofs; then, having satisfied ourselves that there were three horses, we started, and began to track them across our best pastures, and then away into the scrub, following Snowball, who trotted along before us, gazing on the ground to right and left with the keenest scrutiny, missing nothing.

It was not long before we began to get into the sandy district, where the imprints were extremely easy to follow, for we could plainly see that they had been riding abreast. But we were at a loss to understand why it was that they did not try to cover their tracks, as, up to the present, the work was simplicity itself. However, we were destined to find that we were not to have everything plain sailing and agreeable.

For hours we followed the patient Snowball, who spoke no word to anyone, but kept his eyes fixed earnestly upon the ground. At length we began to leave the plains and to ascend into the Ranges, coming across large rocks and stones, where the going was extremely difficult and trying. The sand had given place to small stones, and the prints of the hoofs were almost impossible to distinguish. Many and many a time we were at a loss to see any whatever.

At last, Snowball had to confess that we were without evidence of the path that they had taken. So we halted and held a council of war, when it was decided to take a rest and get some food, as by this time we were very hungry; whereupon we hobbled our horses and left them to forage for what grass they could find, while we set ourselves down to our improvised meal.

I questioned Snowball as to what he thought of the prospect of our coming up with them, but the only reply I could get out of him was, “On, up. On, up.” So it was pretty evident that he considered they were making for the highest point in the Ranges. Having satisfied the pangs of hunger, we lit our pipes, and watched the black endeavouring to find further traces to follow. He carefully examined every stone, right and left, and at last seemed interested in a mark that he saw upon a white, smooth rock, that no one but himself would ever have noticed. When I perceived that he had discovered what looked like a clue, I went over, and was told that he was quite sure one of the riders had touched this rock with his boot as he passed by, and sure enough, this one led to others that we came across as we moved further on.

Having satisfied ourselves that we were not mistaken, I returned to Braithwaite and informed him what Snowball had discovered. He then gave orders that we should mount. In a very few minutes we were again following the black, who was more careful than ever to note any apparent clue that might guide us. Soon we reached a fairly level plateau of sand, and here we discovered the tracks to be very distinct: so much so, that it must have dawned upon the riders that they might easily be followed, for they now separated, and took different directions, riding to three points at the distant edge of the plateau; but fortunately for us, and unfortunately for them, our guide was aware of a peculiarity in the shape of the hoof of O’Connor’s horse, and as we knew that the rascal was in the habit of finding his places of refuge in the Ranges, it was well worth our while to follow him, for the others would most probably go to his hiding-place eventually. With that end in view, Snowball began to search for the hoof mark that he required; and, sure enough, we found that it led to a very narrow and difficult path, while each of the others passed to easy and broad ones. However, we felt that we were now on the right track. It was a very toilsome and trying path to follow: up and up we went, round great boulders and sharp corners; ground over which, under any other circumstances, we should never have thought of taking a horse.

Before long we arrived at a very great height, and we began to feel the difference in the temperature: the air had become keen and chilly, and our thin clothes did not afford us sufficient warmth. However, the good must be taken with the bad, and it was no use thinking of luxury, although I must confess, I could have done with a good, warm coat.

The path had by this time become so narrow that not only had we to go in single file, but the walls of rock touched our legs on either side as we proceeded on our way; and in many cases, it was the tightest of fits to get through at all. Higher and higher we went, until I began to wonder if we should come out right at the summit. Now straight before us we saw the track leading directly upwards. It was little more than a narrow cleft in the rock, caused, most likely, by the action of tremendous torrents of rain, that had found their way in this manner to the plains for centuries, and had thereby worn this immensely long passage.

As we toiled upward, we could look above us and see the rocky walls towering over fifty feet high on each side, with a thin line of blue sky above, and little or no light below to guide us. It looked as if the passage was endless, but at last I distinguished a point of light, that seemed to come from the left, near the ground; and this, no doubt, was an opening to the world once more.

All the time that we were in this cutting, there was a bitter cold wind tearing down the narrow, funnel-like passage, that chilled one to the bone, and numbed the very marrow. It was an extremely trying time, and I was most anxious to get to the end of it. My teeth were chattering in my head like so many castanets, while my hands were absolutely numbed with cold, so that I could hardly continue to hold the reins. At last I was forced to dismount and lead my horse, as I could stand it no longer, and my example was followed by the others who, no doubt, were suffering quite as badly as I was, although my body, and that of my horse, must have kept a little of the bitter blast from them.

Over the rough stones we stumbled, dragging our poor, tired beasts after us, and I never remember a more difficult or arduous task; it seemed as if we were never to reach that streak of light which, like a will o’ the wisp, appeared to move further and further away the quicker we travelled. Snowball kept bravely on in front, guiding us with unflagging energy, never relaxing his scrutiny for one minute; I could not help admiring the marvellous patience and hardiness that kept him going, where we, mounted men, were almost done.

At length, after exhausting efforts, we approached near enough to make out that the shaft of light came from a turn in the passage, and soon we were rewarded for our toils and tribulations by seeing the end of the cleft only a short distance in front.

I hurried forward, and emerged upon a flat plateau, covered with short, mountain grass almost like peat, where we revelled in the warm rays of the declining sun, which after the chill of the last portion of our ride was comfort itself.

The plateau was about one hundred and fifty feet long, by some fifty feet broad, bounded on three sides by towering cliffs of rock, quite perpendicular. On the remaining side there was a precipice of the most awe-inspiring nature. I tied my horse to a jagged rock, and then proceeded to look over the edge, and nothing could equal the solemn grandeur of the scene that met my astonished gaze.

The precipice fell away sheer, hundreds and hundreds of feet, and my brain reeled at the awful depth of blackness far below me. A few cruel-looking, jagged rocks jutted out here and there, as if they were set for the purpose of impaling the unfortunate human being who had the ill luck to tumble over the edge. Directly in front of me, about three hundred yards distant, rose another wall of black rock, towering hundreds of feet into the air, stabbing the sky with a keen, serrated edge; while the whole valley or gorge was shrouded in the deepest purple shadow, except away to the left, where a glorious glimpse of plain lay bathed in sunlight far down beneath us; and it was truly one of the grandest, and yet most dreadful views that I had ever looked upon.

Braithwaite joined me, and for a long time we gazed in profound silence. Suddenly there came up from the depths of the grim blackness of the silent gorge a rush of wind that tore howling and shrieking along, just as if ten thousand furies were at war; and then it passed off into the distance, and we were left again to the silence of the mountain, except for the whirr of the wings of an immense eagle, that flew up, disturbed by the rush of wind, and soared away into the sky.

I looked around, when silence came once more, to the scared faces of the men who had joined us to gaze at the view, and I don’t think I ever saw anything like the expressions thereon. I am quite ready to confess, too, that never had I experienced such a feeling of absolute awe, as was impressed upon me by this tremendous episode.

“By gad! Tregaskis,” said Braithwaite, as he stepped back three or four paces and gazed around, “It’s just like the entrance to Dante’s Inferno. I cannot bear to think what would happen if one of us were to fall over.”

“No, it’s too gruesome to think about,” I answered; “but, I say, I wonder where this place leads to. Look at Snowball! He surely doesn’t expect us to take our horses round there. By Jove! I don’t believe they’d ever do it.”

We both turned and watched the black, who had passed along to the right, and close to the precipice edge. Presently, he disappeared round the corner of the immense cliff, and was lost to view.

Braithwaite agreed with me that it would be most hazardous and foolhardy to attempt to take horses round a cliff such as that, with a track less than six feet wide to pass along, and a sheer drop of thousands of feet. If one should happen to fall! It made my blood run cold to think of it. So we agreed to camp there for the night. Leaving the men to endeavour to find something to make a fire with, I accompanied Braithwaite to see what he made of the pathway, and to have a talk with Snowball. We passed to the corner, and found that the track did not widen out at all, and was worn quite smooth by the rains of ages.

After passing the rock, we found Snowball examining tracks, and we came upon fairly smooth land. Here the walls of rock began to decrease, until we were able to scramble over them, and see for a comparatively long distance ahead. It appeared evident that we were nearly at the summit of the Ranges. Suddenly it dawned upon Braithwaite that Black and O’Connor were endeavouring to get right over the mountains, and away on the other side, and the more we thought of it, the more certain this appeared to be.

Turning my gaze around, I called Braithwaite’s attention to the sky, which now portended a severe storm. Great masses of lurid cloud were tearing up from the West, magnificently coloured by the declining sun, but wild and angry to an alarming degree; and it behoved us to hurry back to the plateau. Just as we arrived there, the light began to fade, and very soon it was dark. We found that the men, on searching about, had discovered a long, lofty cave, which would prove a most useful and warm resting-place for the night, as there was not the slightest doubt that we were in for a bad storm.

They had managed to dig up the turf, which was quite dry and tinder-like, and would burn excellently; so in the mouth of the cave we lit a fire, and very soon “billy” cans were in requisition, and tea was boiling.

We gave the horses their feed, and tied them out of harm’s way at the back of the cave, where they would be warm, and not liable to stampede, with the possible chance of falling over the precipice if they did so.

It was a most extraordinary and weird scene that I looked upon, as I walked a short distance off. The fire, blazing away at the mouth of the cave, flung up great flames, which lit up the surrounding rocks and boulders into rugged relief, casting immense shadows of intense blackness on every side. When a figure passed in front of the fire, the shadow was tremendously magnified on the distant wall of rock. As I first caught a glimpse of it, I was astonished at the awful effect it produced. To add to the already weird and uncanny nature of the place, the wind began to rise, and there came the same fierce rushes of sound that we had experienced before sundown, the same shrieks and howls, most human and terrifying in their intensity, far down in the gorge below, which made everyone of us sit bolt upright to listen. I could plainly see that we were in for an experience that was beyond anything I had ever known in my life.

We had agreed that two should take turns to watch for a couple of hours during the night, and as soon as our meal was finished, the Superintendent and one of the troopers took their carbines, and went to the mouth of the cave. The rest of us wrapped our blankets round us, and with our feet to the fire, endeavoured to get some sleep. It was a long while before this could be accomplished in my case, owing to the roar and shriek of the wind outside the cave. In fact, the most terrific storm was raging, and every now and then appalling peals of thunder crashed overhead, with the most brilliant forked lightning following, which added still more to the terrors of the night, while I could hear the rain lashing down in perfect torrents continuously.

At last my exhausted brain could act no longer, and I sank into a troubled sleep, only to dream of horrors and murders, until at last I felt myself violently shaken, and, starting up, found Braithwaite kneeling over me in the light of the fire, dripping with water from head to foot.

“Your turn, George, old man,” he said; “and I wish you luck of it. By gad, it’s hell out there. Look!”

I did look, and saw such a flash of lightning as I never believed could have occurred. It was immediately followed by the most tremendous peal of thunder, that shook the entire mountain to its base, and we could distinctly hear enormous rocks falling on all sides. It was the nearest approach to an earthquake that I ever knew. Then the rain came again in a deluge beyond words. It lashed down in furious cascades on all sides. Luckily, the men had been wise enough to pile the peat in the cave, or the fire would have been completely extinguished.

Calling the trooper who was to take his watch with mine, I told him to put more peat on, and as he complied with my request and the flames leapt up afresh, I looked out of the cave, and noticed that there was a perceptible sign of dawn coming up. As I gazed towards the cliff corner, to my astonishment I saw in the dim light a figure riding a terrified horse round the corner, right at the edge of the precipice. At first I thought it must have been imagination on my part. I could hardly believe my senses. I rubbed my eyes and looked again. Yes, there was absolutely no doubt about it. I called softly to Braithwaite, who was standing drying his clothes at the fireside, and he came over on hearing me.

“Look; can you see a man coming round the cliff there?” I whispered, pointing to the spot.

We both gazed with the utmost eagerness at the place, when suddenly another terrible flash of lightning came, followed instantly by a crash of thunder more awful than before, and to our horror we saw the horse rear straight up in the air. Right on the edge of the ghastly precipice horse and rider stood for a second or two, and then both fell back into the abyss. Never as long as I live shall I forget the heartrending shrieks that man and horse gave vent to, as they dropped thousands of feet down, to be dashed to pieces on the cruel rocks below.

Only a few seconds passed when another figure appeared, that we easily recognised as O’Connor; but he was wiser and led his horse. We saw him go to the edge of the chasm, and heard him cry out, “Black, Black” — but there came no answering voice, except the echo of his own.

Braithwaite called out to me to come on, and we both rushed to the place where he stood. He turned and saw us. In a second, he took a spring for the saddle, but his horse swerved round, and before we could utter a word, slipped on to his knees, throwing the rider completely over his head. The man still held the reins, and hung there with this flimsy rope alone between himself and eternity. The horse struggled and tried to regain its footing, but nothing could save it, and at last it overbalanced, and both disappeared. I covered my face with my hands to shut out the horrible sight, but the cry the wretch gave as he felt himself falling into the abyss, will ring in my brain as long as I live.

Never shall I be able to banish this awful tragedy from my mind. Bad as these men were, it was a most terrible end, even for them: so sudden and unexpected, not one moment given them for repentance — hurled into eternity in the twinkling of an eye! To me, this was most harrowing; even the feeling that poor Flaxman was avenged had passed away, and only the sincerest sorrow remained.

Nothing could be done now but to return to the cave and await the day. Sitting around the fire, in hushed and awed tones, we discussed the tragedy, while we listened to the storm outside, that was slowly passing away, just as if it had completed its work and earned its rest. All the while I thought of those poor wretched creatures lying dead and mangled upon the rocks below in that deep and black chasm. God forgive them for their sins, which they had so awfully expiated!

At last it was quite daylight, and we went out to find the world bathed in sunlight, and a blue sky above us. Surely, a good omen of halcyon days to come! While breakfast was being prepared, Braithwaite accompanied me to the corner where the accident happened, and we could see the awful folly of the deed. They must have been in great straits to have attempted such a thing. We shall never know the cause of their return, but, no doubt, the thunder-storm had cast down some natural bridge which they had expected to pass over. However, it was certain that we should never again be troubled by Black or O’Connor in this life. We did not concern ourselves about the other man. Whoever he was, no doubt he got off scot-free.

We peered over the edge of the precipice, but could see nothing; most likely they struck rocks at once, and then bounded off and fell far below to a spot hidden from our view. We therefore returned once more to the cave, and found breakfast ready. Having eaten, we started to descend to the plains. The return was almost as difficult as the climb up, but so very anxious was I to get back to the Station with the greatest speed, that I did not notice it.

When we reached the lowlands, Braithwaite suggested that the Superintendent and troopers with Snowball as guide, should endeavour to enter the gorge, to see if the bodies could be discovered and identified; and to that end they set out, while we went on to Montalta.

In due course, we saw the familiar roofs of the place before us, and I can assure you, I was very thankful to dismount at the horse-paddock, and walk up to the verandah with my friend. Tears forced themselves into my eyes as I looked at the place, so peaceful and pretty, nestling in its wealth of foliage, for it reminded me so keenly of the dear companion lying dead upon his bed within, waiting to be taken to his final resting place.

The Doctor sat on the verandah smoking his pipe, and he rose to welcome us. I immediately enquired for Moira, and was delighted to hear that she was making the best of progress. I was told that I must get someone to take her away to the sea for a month or two, where she could recover her health and strength, for within a week she would be in a state of convalescence, and fit to travel. This was indeed good news, and I immediately despatched a letter to our old friend, Mrs. Dawson, the good lady who had been the innocent cause of my quarrel with Flaxman. I told her all the terrible events that had happened at the Station, and asked her whether she would arrange to go with Moira for two months’ holiday? If so, would she come to me at once?

Later on the Superintendent returned, with the information that Snowball had led them to the gorge, where they had discovered the bodies of the men and horses, fearfully mangled, at the foot of the precipice, and after they had been identified, they were buried.

The next few days were spent in going through the legal formalities made necessary by the nature of Flaxman’s death; but at last we were given permission to bury him. A grave had been prepared close to those that contained the remains of the late owner’s wife and son. My heart was full of the most intense grief when I laid my dear friend and companion at rest for his long sleep, and never since have I been able to shake off the feeling of void that his passing away has caused me. Now that I have everything else in the world that man can wish for, I still want him back, and yet there is a comfort in the thought that we parted good friends. God rest his soul!

After the funeral, it was necessary for me to go through poor Flaxman’s papers, and in his desk I discovered a will, leaving everything he possessed equally between Moira and myself; and I also found that I was appointed executor. By this will, we inherited an estate in England jointly, as well as his share of the Stations in Australia.

There were also two letters, both sealed and addressed, one to Moira and one to myself, and the latter I proceeded to open and read: — 

“My very dear friend,” — it said.

“Something is warning me that my days are numbered. Soon, God knows best when, I shall be gone from you for ever. I know, dear friend, that this will cause you pain when you read it, but the knowledge of my great friendship for you, and yours for me, will, I hope, comfort you in your sorrow.

“It is incumbent upon me to tell you something of my life’s history, and I hope that you will therefore bear with me for a while.

“Many years ago, I married a girl whom I loved beyond expression. For one short year I was extremely happy, until an enemy crept into my wife’s heart, and, God forgive her! she left me for him.

“I do not complain now, since the Almighty has worked out the end as He has appointed, and His ways are always the best, although we poor instruments of His Divine Will seem often to see in them nothing but disaster.

“I could not bring myself to divorce her, but tried to live alone at my place in Cornwall, and to endeavour to forget her, but that I found was quite impossible. I stood it for five years, and began to think that the wound was healing, until I received a letter, forwarded by a firm of solicitors in Adelaide, and written by my poor wife, informing me that she had a daughter who was my child, and imploring me to protect and love it, and to forgive her the wrong she had done me, for which she was now paying so dearly; giving me at the same time an address in Adelaide where the child was to be found.

“I hastened with all speed to Australia, and to the address given in Adelaide, only to find that the child had been taken away one year before by a man who stated that he was the father. Heartbroken at my want of success, I called on the solicitors, who showed me a will they had received but had been unable to prove, as there was no one to prove it, the child having mysteriously disappeared. For years I searched high and low without finding any clue; but at last, utterly worn out, I took a position at Mr. Wilberforce’s Station, Carrandara. Then I met you, and up to the time of Moira’s coming, have known what real happiness means.

“Then you brought Moira. I don’t blame you for that, but acknowledge that it was the working of God’s mysterious ways.

“I saw, directly I met her, a wonderful likeness to my wife; and yet I hardly dared to think that such a coincidence could be true.

“I learnt to love her, feeling all the while that she was my own daughter; but I fear that I did not realise how others would take this affection. One day she told me that she was pained to see her presence at Montalta was causing bitterness between us two friends, and that there was nothing left but for her to go. I tried to dissuade her, and told her that it would all come right, and that, if she went away again, it would break my heart. God knows, I meant it, too. Oh! how I longed to tell her who I really was, to be able to protect and guard her as a father should. But I dared not. I had to substantiate it first.

“The next day she went away, and you remember what occurred — our one quarrel. She wrote us each a letter, but made me promise not to shew you mine until she had been gone a month.

“I enclose it now, and you will understand when you read it. I shall be dead. George, she is my daughter. Something tells me that I shall prove it before I die.

“Marry her, George, and make her happy. Love her for my sake, and for her own.

“God bless and protect you, dear friend, always, and give you every happiness you desire. “Yours in death.”

“ROBERT FLAXMAN.”

When I finished this letter, I sat dazed; my head swam. The poor fellow, so true, so kind and loving — what his suffering must have been, God alone knows! How true his words all were. No doubt, God did let him find out the truth, at the brink of the grave, when the brute Black came face to face with the man that he betrayed so long ago, and shot him dead.

I opened Moira’s letter to him, and read — 

“My dear Mr. Flaxman, — 

“My heart tells me that I must go away. For weeks I have noticed that both you and Mr. Tregaskis are strained in your behaviour towards one another; and I cannot help seeing that it is on my account.

“I am not worthy to be here. If you only knew the depths of degradation that I have been forced into, both by my father and my husband, you would turn me away, although I feel sure you would pity me.

“But I am tortured to think that harm may come to you both by reason of my presence. For weeks I have been watched here by a scoundrel, who threatens if I do not give him a letter which is in my possession, and which implicates my husband and my father in a terrible crime, he will take steps to burn the place down, and I know only too well that he will keep his word.

“My heart is near to breaking point now, as I write, for here is the only place where I have known what happiness and respect mean. To lose two such true and noble friends cuts me to the heart, but it is best for all.

“Don’t shew this letter to Mr. Tregaskis, I ask you on your word of honour, until I have been gone a month; I want him, more than anyone, to think well of

“Yours.

“MOIRA PENDRAGON.”

I rose from my chair as I finished the letter, and paced the room in an agony of mind. How it brought all back to me again! That miserable, wretched business, my jealous brutality, my ungovernable and impetuous temper. What a fool I had been! What a contemptible cur! God knows that I was being bitterly punished for it now, but not more than I deserved.

I felt that the only possible return I could make was to endeavour to try and cause Moira’s life to be happy as long as I lived.

I took up the letter addressed to her, and after having locked up the will in my desk, I passed out on to the verandah, where she was sitting in a deep chair with a book on her knee.

“Moira,” I said softly, and took a seat close to her, “I want to speak to you, on business matters.”

She looked up at me with a smile which spread like a ray of sunlight over her thin, pale face. Her dark-rimmed, sad eyes told of the unutterably horrible time that she had passed through, and I promised myself inwardly that I must change all this at once.

“Well, what is it?” she replied, closing her book.

I felt very nervous when I realised what I had to say to the poor girl, for in her present delicate state of health, I knew that I must be extremely careful; but the matter had to be gone through, and the sooner it was over and done with, the better.

“I’ve just been through poor Flaxman’s papers, and have found his will; in it I see that we are appointed his joint heirs.”

“We?” she said slowly; “I don’t quite understand you.”

“What I mean is, that he leaves everything to us both, jointly — Moira Pendragon and George Tregaskis.”

“I — I really don’t understand,” she reiterated, “he surely cannot leave me anything; I was nothing whatever to him.”

“Don’t you be so sure of that, my dear girl,” I replied. “I don’t want to distress you, but I think that it is only right to let you know that I have found, with his will, this letter, written by Flaxman before his death;” and I handed over my letter, which she read in silence. When she came to the end she turned scarlet, but I went on — 

“Now, I happen to be able to verify all this, if it is necessary, but I think you had better read a letter that he has left for you.”

I gave her the note addressed to her in Flaxman’s handwriting. When she had finished this, she burst into tears. It read — 

“My dearest Moira, — 

“I, who am dead, yet speak. The good God has told me that you are my child. Your poor mother, who was more to me than words can express, left me for another, but I have forgiven her. You are mine: I know this is true. George Tregaskis loves you; marry him, and he will tell you all.

“From your loving father.

“ROBERT FLAXMAN.”

“Oh! George,” she cried, as I finished the letter, “somehow I know it’s true. I can never rid my mind of the horror of seeing my true father facing that terrible man in the dining-room; I heard what was said before the shot was fired that killed him. Oh! my God, my God, it’s too awful.”

“Moira, Moira, my darling,” I cried, as I flung myself on my knees before her, and took her thin white hand in mine. “I love you, I always have, ever since we first met, and I want you to learn to love me, so that I may make you happy always.”

“Oh! don’t, don’t,” she replied. “You cannot tell, you do not know what you are saying. I am not worthy of your love. If you only knew the true story of my life, you would—”

“Moira, I don’t want to know anything at all; all I want is you, yourself. I know enough to make me register a solemn vow to give you for the rest of your life as much happiness as ever I can. Will you marry me, and make me happy?”

What she eventually said in reply is sacred to me, and is not for the reader’s ears. It is sufficient to say, I went about my work afterwards a bright and cheerful man, where only a few hours since I was a gloomy and miserable one. The reader can, no doubt, gather what caused this change.

As for Moira — well — when Mrs. Dawson arrived three days later, she did not appear to think that there was any cause for alarm in Moira’s condition. However, I packed them both off to the sea, with instructions that certain preparations were to be made forthwith.

When they had departed, I set about finding a purchaser for Montalta, for I had determined to sell it, lock, stock, and barrel. It was not long before I found one willing to give a good price, and having completed the purchase, I joined Moira, and our wedding took place, with Mrs. Dawson as sole witness.

After a short honeymoon, we started for England, to take up our abode in Flaxman’s ancestral Cornish home, where I can see the blue sea and the ships passing, some of them on their way to Australia. It seems years since the occurrence of the events that constitute the foregoing tale, but in reality it is only just two years ago.

To say that I am happy is to put it too mildly. With such a wife as Moira, who could be anything else? I can see her now, as I sit here writing; she is walking in the garden carrying something, of which she seems inordinately proud. It’s name is Robert Flaxman Tregaskis, and I pray to God that he will turn out as good and worthy a man as was my partner Flaxman.

THE END
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Preface

by The Right Honourable The Earl of Amberley, for many years Governor of the Colony of New South Wales, and sometime Viceroy of India
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AFTER NO SMALL amount of deliberation, I have come to the conclusion that it is only fit and proper I should set myself right with the world in the matter of the now famous 18 — swindles. For, though I have never been openly accused of complicity in those miserable affairs, yet I cannot rid myself of the remembrance that it was I who introduced the man who perpetrated them to London society, and that in more than one instance I acted, innocently enough, Heaven knows, as his Deus ex machina, in bringing about the very results he was so anxious to achieve. I will first allude, in a few words, to the year in which the crimes took place, and then proceed to describe the events that led to my receiving the confession which has so strangely and unexpectedly come into my hands.

Whatever else may be said on the subject, one thing at least is certain — it will be many years before London forgets that season of festivity. The joyous occasion which made half the sovereigns of Europe our guests for weeks on end, kept foreign princes among us until their faces became as familiar to us as those of our own aristocracy, rendered the houses in our fashionable quarters unobtainable for love or money, filled our hotels to repletion, and produced daily pageants the like of which few of us have ever seen or imagined, can hardly fail to go down to posterity as one of the most notable in English history. Small wonder, therefore, that the wealth, then located in our great metropolis, should have attracted swindlers from all parts of the globe.

That it should have fallen to the lot of one who has always prided himself on steering clear of undesirable acquaintances, to introduce to his friends one of the most notorious adventurers our capital has ever seen, seems like the irony of fate. Perhaps, however, if I begin by showing how cleverly our meeting was contrived, those, who would otherwise feel inclined to censure me, will pause before passing judgment, and will ask themselves whether they would not have walked into the snare as unsuspectingly as I did.

It was during the last year of my term of office as Viceroy, and while I was paying a visit to the Governor of Bombay, that I decided upon making a tour of the northern Provinces, beginning with Peshawur, and winding up with the Maharajah of Malar-Kadir. As the latter potentate is so well known, I need not describe him. His forcible personality, his enlightened rule, and the progress his state has made within the last ten years, are well known to every student of the history of our magnificent Indian Empire.

My stay with him was a pleasant finish to an otherwise monotonous business, for his hospitality has a world-wide reputation. When I arrived he placed his palace, his servants, and his stables at my disposal to use just as I pleased. My time was practically my own. I could be as solitary as a hermit if I so desired; on the other hand, I had but to give the order, and five hundred men would cater for my amusement. It seems therefore the more unfortunate that to this pleasant arrangement I should have to attribute the calamities which it is the purpose of this series of stories to narrate.

On the third morning of my stay I woke early. When I had examined my watch I discovered that it wanted an hour of daylight, and, not feeling inclined to go to sleep again, I wondered how I should employ my time until my servant should bring me my chota hazri, or early breakfast. On proceeding to my window I found a perfect morning, the stars still shining, though in the east they were paling before the approach of dawn. It was difficult to realize that in a few hours the earth which now looked so cool and wholesome would be lying, burnt up and quivering, beneath the blazing Indian sun.

I stood and watched the picture presented to me for some minutes, until an overwhelming desire came over me to order a horse and go for a long ride before the sun should make his appearance above the jungle trees. The temptation was more than I could resist, so I crossed the room and, opening the door, woke my servant, who was sleeping in the antechamber. Having bidden him find a groom and have a horse saddled for me, without rousing the household, I returned and commenced my toilet. Then, descending by a private staircase to the great courtyard, I mounted the animal I found awaiting me there, and set off.

Leaving the city behind me I made my way over the new bridge with which His Highness has spanned the river, and, crossing the plain, headed towards the jungle, that rises like a green wall upon the other side. My horse was a waler of exceptional excellence, as every one who knows the Maharajah’s stable will readily understand, and I was just in the humour for a ride. But the coolness was not destined to last long, for, by the time I had left the second village behind me, the stars had given place to the faint grey light of dawn. A soft breeze stirred the palms and rustled the long grass, but its freshness was deceptive; the sun would be up almost before I could look round, and then nothing could save us from a scorching day.

After I had been riding for nearly an hour it struck me that, if I wished to be back in time for breakfast, I had better think of returning. At the time I was standing in the centre of a small plain, surrounded by jungle. Behind me was the path I had followed to reach the place; in front, and to right and left, others leading whither I could not tell. Having no desire to return by the road I had come, I touched up my horse and cantered off in an easterly direction, feeling certain that, even if I had to make a divergence, I should reach the city without very much trouble.

By the time I had put three miles or so behind me the heat had become stifling, the path being completely shut in on either side by the densest jungle I have ever known. For all I could see to the contrary, I might have been a hundred miles from any habitation.

Imagine my astonishment, therefore, when, on turning a corner of the track, I suddenly left the jungle behind me, and found myself standing on the top of a stupendous cliff, looking down upon a lake of blue water. In the centre of this lake was an island, and on the island a house. At the distance I was from it the latter appeared to be built of white marble, as indeed I afterwards found to be the case. Anything, however, more lovely than the effect produced by the blue water, the white building, and the jungle-clad hills upon the other side, can scarcely be imagined. I stood and gazed at it in delighted amazement. Of all the beautiful places I had hitherto seen in India this, I could honestly say, was entitled to rank first. But how it was to benefit me in my present situation I could not for the life of me understand.

Ten minutes later I had discovered a guide, and also a path down the cliff to the shore, where, I was assured, a boat and a man could be obtained to transport me to the palace. I therefore bade my informant precede me, and after some minutes’ anxious scrambling my horse and I reached the water’s edge.

Once there, the boatman was soon brought to light, and, when I had resigned my horse to the care of my guide, I was rowed across to the mysterious residence in question.

On reaching it we drew up at some steps leading to a broad stone esplanade, which, I could see, encircled the entire place. Out of a grove of trees rose the building itself, a confused jumble of Eastern architecture crowned with many towers. With the exception of the vegetation and the blue sky, everything was of a dazzling white, against which the dark green of the palms contrasted with admirable effect.

Springing from the boat I made my way up the steps, imbued with much the same feeling of curiosity as the happy Prince, so familiar to us in our nursery days, must have experienced when he found the enchanted castle in the forest. As I reached the top, to my unqualified astonishment, an English man-servant appeared through a gateway and bowed before me.

“Breakfast is served,” he said, “and my master bids me say that he waits to receive your lordship.”

Though I thought he must be making a mistake, I said nothing, but followed him along the terrace, through a magnificent gateway, on the top of which a peacock was preening himself in the sunlight, through court after court, all built of the same white marble, through a garden in which a fountain was playing to the rustling accompaniment of pipal and pomegranate leaves, to finally enter the verandah of the main building itself.

Drawing aside the curtain which covered a finely-carved doorway, the servant invited me to enter, and as I did so announced “His Excellency the Viceroy.”

The change from the vivid whiteness of the marble outside to the cool semi-European room in which I now found myself was almost disconcerting in its abruptness. Indeed, I had scarcely time to recover my presence of mind before I became aware that my host was standing before me. Another surprise was in store for me. I had expected to find a native, instead of which he proved to be an Englishman.

“I am more indebted than I can say to your Excellency for the honour of this visit,” he began, as he extended his hand. “I can only wish I were better prepared for it.”

“You must not say that,” I answered. “It is I who should apologise. I fear I am an intruder. But to tell you the truth I had lost my way, and it is only by chance that I am here at all. I was foolish to venture out without a guide, and have no one to blame for what has occurred but myself.”

“In that case I must thank the Fates for their kindness to me,” returned my host. “But don’t let me keep you standing. You must be both tired and hungry after your long ride, and breakfast, as you see, is upon the table. Shall we show ourselves sufficiently blind to the conventionalities to sit down to it without further preliminaries?”

Upon my assenting he struck a small gong at his side, and servants, acting under the instructions of the white man who had conducted me to his master’s presence, instantly appeared in answer to it. We took our places at the table, and the meal immediately commenced.

While it was in progress I was permitted an excellent opportunity of studying my host, who sat opposite me, with such light as penetrated the jhilmills falling directly upon his face. I doubt, however, vividly as my memory recalls the scene, whether I can give you an adequate description of the man who has since come to be a sort of nightmare to me.

In height he could not have been more than five feet two. His shoulders were broad, and would have been evidence of considerable strength but for one malformation, which completely spoilt his whole appearance. The poor fellow suffered from curvature of the spine of the worst sort, and the large hump between his shoulders produced a most extraordinary effect. But it is when I endeavour to describe his face that I find myself confronted with the most serious difficulty.

How to make you realize it I hardly know.

To begin with, I do not think I should be overstepping the mark were I to say that it was one of the most beautiful countenances I have ever seen in my fellow men. Its contour was as perfect as that of the bust of the Greek god, Hermes, to whom, all things considered, it is only fit and proper he should bear some resemblance. The forehead was broad, and surmounted with a wealth of dark hair, in colour almost black. His eyes were large and dreamy, the brows almost pencilled in their delicacy; the nose, the most prominent feature of his face, reminded me more of that of the great Napoleon than any other I can recall.

His mouth was small but firm, his ears as tiny as those of an English beauty, and set in closer to his head than is usual with those organs. But it was his chin that fascinated me most. It was plainly that of a man accustomed to command; that of a man of iron will whom no amount of opposition would deter from his purpose. His hands were small and delicate, and his fingers taper, plainly those of the artist, either a painter or a musician. Altogether he presented a unique appearance, and one that once seen would not be easily forgotten.

During the meal I congratulated him upon the possession of such a beautiful residence, the like of which I had never seen before.

“Unfortunately,” he answered, “the place does not belong to me, but is the property of our mutual host, the Maharajah. His Highness, knowing that I am a scholar and a recluse, is kind enough to permit me the use of this portion of the palace; and the value of such a privilege I must leave you to imagine.”

“You are a student, then?” I said, as I began to understand matters a little more clearly.

“In a perfunctory sort of way,” he replied. “That is to say, I have acquired sufficient knowledge to be aware of my own ignorance.”

I ventured to inquire the subject in which he took most interest. It proved to be china and the native art of India, and on these two topics we conversed for upwards of half an hour. It was evident that he was a consummate master of his subject. This I could the more readily understand when, our meal being finished, he led me into an adjoining room, in which stood the cabinets containing his treasures. Such a collection I had never seen before. Its size and completeness amazed me.

“But surely you have not brought all these specimens together yourself?” I asked in astonishment.

“With a few exceptions,” he answered. “You see it has been the hobby of my life. And it is to the fact that I am now engaged upon a book upon the subject, which I hope to have published in England next year, that you may attribute my playing the hermit here.”

“You intend, then, to visit England?”

“If my book is finished in time,” he answered, “I shall be in London at the end of April or the commencement of May. Who would not wish to be in the chief city of Her Majesty’s dominions upon such a joyous and auspicious occasion?”

As he said this he took down a small vase from a shelf, and, as if to change the subject, described its history and its beauties to me. A stranger picture than he presented at that moment it would be difficult to imagine. His long fingers held his treasure as carefully as if it were an invaluable jewel, his eyes glistened with the fire of the true collector, who is born but never made, and when he came to that part of his narrative which described the long hunt for, and the eventual purchase of, the ornament in question, his voice fairly shook with excitement. I was more interested than at any other time I should have thought possible, and it was then that I committed the most foolish action of my life. Quite carried away by his charm I said:

“I hope when you do come to London, you will permit me to be of any service I can to you.”

“I thank you,” he answered gravely. “Your lordship is very kind, and if the occasion arises, as I hope it will, I shall most certainly avail myself of your offer.”

“We shall be very pleased to see you,” I replied; “and now, if you will not consider me inquisitive, may I ask if you live in this great place alone?”

“With the exception of my servants I have no companions.”

“Really! You must surely find it very lonely?”

“I do, and it is that very solitude which endears it to me. When His Highness so kindly offered me the place for a residence, I inquired if I should have much company. He replied that I might remain here twenty years and never see a soul unless I chose to do so. On hearing that I accepted his offer with alacrity.”

“Then you prefer the life of a hermit to mixing with your fellow men?”

“I do. But next year I shall put off my monastic habits for a few months, and mix with my fellow men, as you call them, in London.”

“You will find hearty welcome, I am sure.”

“It is very kind of you to say so; I hope I shall. But I am forgetting the rules of hospitality. You are a great smoker, I have heard. Let me offer you a cigar.”

As he spoke, he took a small silver whistle from his pocket, and blew a peculiar note upon it. A moment later the same English servant who had conducted me to his presence, entered, carrying a number of cigar boxes upon a tray. I chose one, and as I did so glanced at the man. In outward appearance he was exactly what a body servant should be, of medium height, scrupulously neat, clean shaven, and with a face as devoid of expression as a blank wall. When he had left the room again my host immediately turned to me.

“Now,” he said, “as you have seen my collection, will you like to explore the Palace?”

To this proposition I gladly assented, and we set off together. An hour later, satiated with the beauty of what I had seen, and feeling as if I had known the man beside me all my life, I bade him good-bye upon the steps, and prepared to return to the spot where my horse was waiting for me.

“One of my servants will accompany you,” he said, “and will conduct you to the city.”

“I am greatly indebted to you,” I answered. “Should I not see you before, I hope you will not forget your promise to call upon me either in Calcutta, before we leave, or in London next year.”

He smiled in a peculiar way.

“You must not think me so blind to my own interests as to forget your kind offer,” he replied. “It is just possible, however, that I may be in Calcutta before you leave.”

“I shall hope to see you then,” I said, and having shaken him by the hand, stepped into the boat which was waiting to convey me across.

Within an hour I was back once more at the Palace, much to the satisfaction of the Maharajah and my staff, to whom my absence had been the cause of considerable anxiety.

It was not until the evening that I found a convenient opportunity, and was able to question His Highness about his strange protégé. He quickly told me all there was to know about him. His name, it appeared, was Simon Carne. He was an Englishman, and had been a great traveller. On a certain memorable occasion he had saved His Highness’ life at the risk of his own, and ever since that time a close intimacy had existed between them. For upwards of three years the man in question had occupied a wing of the island palace, going away for months at a time, presumably in search of specimens for his collection, and returning when he became tired of the world. To the best of His Highness’ belief he was exceedingly wealthy, but on this subject little was known. Such was all I could learn about the mysterious individual I had met earlier in the day.

Much as I wanted to do so, I was unable to pay another visit to the palace on the lake. Owing to pressing business, I was compelled to return to Calcutta as quickly as possible. For this reason it was nearly eight months before I saw or heard anything of Simon Carne again. When I did meet him we were in the midst of our preparations for returning to England. I had been for a ride, I remember, and was in the act of dismounting from my horse, when an individual came down the steps and strolled towards me. I recognised him instantly as the man in whom I had been so much interested in Malar-Kadir. He was now dressed in fashionable European attire, but there was no mistaking his face. I held out my hand.

“How do you do, Mr. Carne?” I cried. “This is an unexpected pleasure. Pray how long have you been in Calcutta?”

“I arrived last night,” he answered, “and I leave to-morrow morning for Burma. You see, I have taken Your Excellency at your word.”

“I am very pleased to see you,” I replied. “I have the liveliest recollection of your kindness to me the day that I lost my way in the jungle. As you are leaving so soon, I fear we shall not have the pleasure of seeing much of you, but possibly you can dine with us this evening?”

“I shall be very glad to do so,” he answered simply, watching me with his wonderful eyes, which somehow always reminded me of those of a collie.

“Her ladyship is devoted to Indian pottery and brass work,” I said, “and she would never forgive me if I did not give her an opportunity of consulting you upon her collection.”

“I shall be very proud to assist in any way I can,” he answered.

“Very well, then, we shall meet at eight. Good-bye.”

That evening we had the pleasure of his society at dinner, and I am prepared to state that a more interesting guest has never sat at a vice-regal table. My wife and daughters fell under his spell as quickly as I had done. Indeed, the former told me afterwards that she considered him the most uncommon man she had met during her residence in the East, an admission scarcely complimentary to the numerous important members of my council who all prided themselves upon their originality. When he said good-bye we had extorted his promise to call upon us in London, and I gathered later that my wife was prepared to make a lion of him when he should put in an appearance.

How he did arrive in London during the first week of the following May; how it became known that he had taken Porchester House, which, as every one knows, stands at the corner of Belverton Street and Park Lane, for the season, at an enormous rental; how he furnished it superbly, brought an army of Indian servants to wait upon him, and was prepared to astonish the town with his entertainments, are matters of history. I welcomed him to England, and he dined with us on the night following his arrival, and thus it was that we became, in a manner of speaking, his sponsors in Society. When one looks back on that time, and remembers how vigorously, even in the midst of all that season’s gaiety, our social world took him up, the fuss that was made of him, the manner in which his doings were chronicled by the Press, it is indeed hard to realize how egregiously we were all being deceived.

During the months of June and July he was to be met at every house of distinction. Even royalty permitted itself to become on friendly terms with him, while it was rumoured that no fewer than three of the proudest beauties in England were prepared at any moment to accept his offer of marriage. To have been a social lion during such a brilliant season, to have been able to afford one of the most perfect residences in our great city, and to have written a book which the foremost authorities upon the subject declare to be a masterpiece, are things of which any man might be proud. And yet this was exactly what Simon Carne was and did.

And now, having described his advent among us, I must refer to the greatest excitement of all that year. Unique as was the occasion which prompted the gaiety of London, constant as were the arrivals and departures of illustrious folk, marvellous as were the social functions, and enormous the amount of money expended, it is strange that the things which attracted the most attention should be neither royal, social, nor political.

As may be imagined, I am referring to the enormous robberies and swindles which will for ever be associated with that memorable year. Day after day, for weeks at a time, the Press chronicled a series of crimes, the like of which the oldest Englishman could not remember. It soon became evident that they were the work of one person, and that that person was a master hand was as certain as his success.

At first the police were positive that the depredations were conducted by a foreign gang, located somewhere in North London, and that they would soon be able to put their fingers on the culprits. But they were speedily undeceived. In spite of their efforts the burglaries continued with painful regularity. Hardly a prominent person escaped. My friend Lord Orpington was despoiled of his priceless gold and silver plate; my cousin, the Duchess of Wiltshire, lost her world famous diamonds; the Earl of Calingforth his racehorse “Vulcanite”; and others of my friends were despoiled of their choicest possessions. How it was that I escaped I can understand now, but I must confess that it passed my comprehension at the time.

Throughout the season Simon Carne and I scarcely spent a day apart. His society was like chloral; the more I took of it the more I wanted. And I am now told that others were affected in the same way. I used to flatter myself that it was to my endeavours he owed his social success, and I can only, in justice, say that he tried to prove himself grateful. I have his portrait hanging in my library now, painted by a famous Academician, with this inscription upon the lozenge at the base of the frame:

“To my kind friend, the Earl of Amberley, in remembrance of a happy and prosperous visit to London, from Simon Carne.”

The portrait represents him standing before a bookcase in a half-dark room. His extraordinary face, with its dark penetrating eyes, is instinct with life, while his lips seem as if opening to speak. To my thinking it would have been a better picture had he not been standing in such a way that the light accentuated his deformity; but it appears that this was the sitter’s own desire, thus confirming what, on many occasions, I had felt compelled to believe, namely, that he was, for some peculiar reason, proud of his misfortune.

It was at the end of the Cowes week that we parted company. He had been racing his yacht, the Unknown Quantity, and, as if not satisfied with having won the Derby, must needs appropriate the Queen’s Cup. It was on the day following that now famous race that half the leaders of London Society bade him farewell on the deck of the steam yacht that was to carry him back to India.

A month later, and quite by chance, the dreadful truth came out. Then it was discovered that the man of whom we had all been making so much fuss, the man whom royalty had condescended to treat almost as a friend, was neither more nor less than a Prince of Swindlers, who had been utilising his splendid opportunities to the very best advantage.

Every one will remember the excitement which followed the first disclosure of this dreadful secret, and the others which followed it. As fresh discoveries came to light, the popular interest became more and more intense, while the public’s wonderment at the man’s almost superhuman cleverness waxed every day greater than before. My position, as you may suppose, was not an enviable one. I saw how cleverly I had been duped, and when my friends, who had most of them suffered from his talents, congratulated me on my immunity, I could only console myself with the reflection that I was responsible for more than half the acquaintances the wretch had made. But, deeply as I was drinking of the cup of sorrow, I had not come to the bottom of it yet.

One Saturday evening — the 7th of November, if I recollect aright — I was sitting in my library, writing letters after dinner, when I heard the postman come round the square and finally ascend the steps of my house. A few moments later a footman entered bearing some letters, and a large packet, upon a salver. Having read the former, I cut the string which bound the parcel, and opened it.

To my surprise, it contained a bundle of manuscript and a letter. The former I put aside, while I broke open the envelope and extracted its contents. To my horror, it was from Simon Carne, and ran as follows:

“ON THE HIGH SEAS.

“MY DEAR LORD AMBERLEY — 

“It is only reasonable to suppose that by this time you have become acquainted with the nature of the peculiar services you have rendered me. I am your debtor for as pleasant, and, at the same time, as profitable a visit to London as any man could desire. In order that you may not think me ungrateful, I will ask you to accept the accompanying narrative of my adventures in your great metropolis. Since I have placed myself beyond the reach of capture, I will permit you to make any use of it you please. Doubtless you will blame me, but you must at least do me the justice to remember that, in spite of the splendid opportunities you permitted me, I invariably spared yourself and family. You will think me mad thus to betray myself, but, believe me, I have taken the greatest precautions against discovery, and as I am proud of my London exploits, I have not the least desire to hide my light beneath a bushel.

“With kind regards to Lady Amberley and yourself,

“I am, yours very sincerely,

“SIMON CARNE.”

Needless to say I did not retire to rest before I had read the manuscript through from beginning to end, with the result that the morning following I communicated with the police. They were hopeful that they might be able to discover the place where the packet had been posted, but after considerable search it was found that it had been handed by a captain of a yacht, name unknown, to the commander of a homeward bound brig, off Finis-terre, for postage in Plymouth. The narrative, as you will observe, is written in the third person, and, as far as I can gather, the handwriting is not that of Simon Carne. As, however, the details of each individual swindle coincide exactly with the facts as ascertained by the police, there can be no doubt of their authenticity.

A year has now elapsed since my receipt of the packet. During that time the police of almost every civilized country have been on the alert to effect the capture of my whilom friend, but without success. Whether his yacht sank and conveyed him to the bottom of the ocean, or whether, as I suspect, she only carried him to a certain part of the seas where he changed into another vessel and so eluded justice, I cannot say. Even the Maharajah of Malar-Kadir has heard nothing of him since. The fact, however, remains, I have, innocently enough, compounded a series of felonies, and, as I said at the commencement of this preface, the publication of the narrative I have so strangely received is intended to be, as far as possible, my excuse.


Introduction
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THE NIGHT WAS close and muggy, such a night, indeed, as only Calcutta, of all the great cities of the East, can produce. The reek of the native quarter, that sickly, penetrating odour which, once smelt, is never forgotten, filled the streets and even invaded the sacred precincts of Government House, where a man of gentlemanly appearance, but sadly deformed, was engaged in bidding Her Majesty the Queen of England’s representative in India an almost affectionate farewell.

“You will not forget your promise to acquaint us with your arrival in London,” said His Excellency as he shook his guest by the hand. “We shall be delighted to see you, and if we can make your stay pleasurable as well as profitable to you, you may be sure we shall endeavour to do so.”

“Your lordship is most hospitable, and I think I may safely promise that I will avail myself of your kindness,” replied the other.

“In the meantime ‘good-bye,’ and a pleasant voyage to you.”

A few minutes later he had passed the sentry, and was making his way along the Maidan to the point where the Chitpore Road crosses it. Here he stopped and appeared to deliberate. He smiled a little sardonically as the recollection of the evening’s entertainment crossed his mind, and, as if he feared he might forget something connected with it, when he reached a lamp-post, took a note-book from his pocket and made an entry in it.

“Providence has really been most kind,” he said as he shut the book with a snap, and returned it to his pocket. “And what is more, I am prepared to be properly grateful. It was a good morning’s work for me when His Excellency decided to take a ride through the Maharajah’s suburbs. Now I have only to play my cards carefully and success should be assured.”

He took a cigar from his pocket, nipped off the end, and then lit it. He was still smiling when the smoke had cleared away.

“It is fortunate that Her Excellency is, like myself, an enthusiastic admirer of Indian art,” he said. “It is a trump card, and I shall play it for all it’s worth when I get to the other side. But to-night I have something of more importance to consider. I have to find the sinews of war. Let us hope that the luck which has followed me hitherto will still hold good, and that Liz will prove as tractable as usual.”

Almost as he concluded his soliloquy a ticca-gharri made its appearance, and, without being hailed, pulled up beside him. It was evident that their meeting was intentional, for the driver asked no question of his fare, who simply took his seat, laid himself back upon the cushions, and smoked his cigar with the air of a man playing a part in some performance that had been long arranged.

Ten minutes later the coachman had turned out of the Chitpore Road into a narrow bye street. From this he broke off into another, and at the end of a few minutes into still another. These offshoots of the main thoroughfare were wrapped in inky darkness, and, in order that there should be as much danger as possible, they were crowded to excess. To those who know Calcutta this information will be significant.

There are slums in all the great cities of the world, and every one boasts its own peculiar characteristics. The Ratcliffe Highway in London, and the streets that lead off it, can show a fair assortment of vice; the Chinese quarters of New York, Chicago, and San Francisco can more than equal them; Little Bourke Street, Melbourne, a portion of Singapore, and the shipping quarter of Bombay, have their own individual qualities, but surely for the lowest of all the world’s low places one must go to Calcutta, the capital of our great Indian Empire.

Surrounding the Lai, Machua, Burra, and Joira Bazaars are to be found the most infamous dens the mind of man can conceive. But that is not all. If an exhibition of scented, high -toned, gold-lacquered vice is required, one has only to make one’s way into the streets that lie within a stone’s throw of the Chitpore Road to be accommodated.

Reaching a certain corner, the gharri came to a standstill and the fare alighted. He said something in an undertone to the driver as he paid him, and then stood upon the footway placidly smoking until the vehicle had disappeared from view. When it was no longer in sight he looked up at the houses towering above his head; in one a marriage feast was being celebrated; across the way the sound of a woman’s voice in angry expostulation could be heard. The passers-by, all of whom were natives, scanned him curiously, but made no remark. Englishmen, it is true, were sometimes seen in that quarter and at that hour, but this one seemed of a different class, and it is possible that nine out of every ten took him for the most detested of all Englishmen, a police officer.

For upwards of ten minutes he waited, but after that he seemed to become impatient. The person he had expected to find at the rendezvous had, so far, failed to put in an appearance, and he was beginning to wonder what he had better do in the event of his not coming.

But, badly as he had started, he was not destined to fail in his enterprise; for, just as his patience was exhausted, he saw, hastening towards him, a man whom he recognised as the person for whom he waited.

“You are late,” he said in English, which he was aware the other spoke fluently, though he was averse to owning it. “I have been here more than a quarter of an hour.”

“It was impossible that I could get away before,” the other answered cringingly; “but if your Excellency will be pleased to follow me now, I will conduct you to the person you seek, without further delay.”

“Lead on,” said the Englishman; “we have wasted enough time already.”

Without more ado the Babu turned himself about and proceeded in the direction he had come, never pausing save to glance over his shoulder to make sure that his companion was following. Seemingly countless were the lanes, streets, and alleys through which they passed. The place was nothing more or less than a rabbit warren of small passages, and so dark that, at times, it was as much as the Englishman could do to see his guide ahead of him. Well acquainted as he was with the quarter, he had never been able to make himself master of all its intricacies, and as the person whom he was going to meet was compelled to change her residence at frequent intervals, he had long given up the idea of endeavouring to find her himself.

Turning out of a narrow lane, which differed from its fellows only in the fact that it contained more dirt and a greater number of unsavoury odours, they found themselves at the top of a short flight of steps, which in their turn conducted them to a small square, round which rose houses taller than any they had yet discovered. Every window contained a balcony, some larger than others, but all in the last stage of decay. The effect was peculiar, but not so strange as the quiet of the place; indeed, the wind and the far off hum of the city were the only sounds to be heard.

Now and again figures issued from the different doorways, stood for a moment looking anxiously about them, and then disappeared as silently as they had come. All the time not a light was to be seen, or the sound of a human voice. It was a strange place for a white man to be in, and so Simon Carne evidently thought as he obeyed his guide’s invitation and entered the last house on the right hand side.

Whether the buildings had been originally intended for residences or for offices it would be difficult to say. They were almost as old as John Company himself, and would not appear to have been cleaned or repaired since they had been first inhabited.

From the centre of the hall, in which he found himself, a massive staircase led to the other floors, and up this Carne marched behind his conductor. On gaining the first landing he paused while the Babu went forward and knocked at a door. A moment later the shutter of a small grille was pulled back, and the face of a native woman looked out. A muttered conversation ensued, and after it was finished the door was opened and Carne was invited to enter. This summons he obeyed with alacrity, only to find that once he was inside, the door was immediately shut and barred behind him.

After the darkness of the street and the semi-obscurity of the stairs, the dazzling light of the apartment in which he now stood was almost too much for his eyes. It was not long, however, before he had recovered sufficiently to look about him. The room was a fine one, in shape almost square, with a large window at the further end covered with a thick curtain of native cloth. It was furnished with considerable taste, in a mixture of styles, half European and half native. A large lamp of worked brass, burning some sweet-smelling oil, was suspended from the ceiling. A quantity of tapestry, much of it extremely rare, covered the walls, relieved here and there with some superb specimens of native weapons; comfortable divans were scattered about, as if inviting repose, and as if further to carry out this idea, beside one of the lounges, a silver-mounted narghyle was placed, its tube curled up beside it in a fashion somewhat suggestive of a snake.

But, luxurious as it all was, it was evidently not quite what Carne had expected to find, and the change seemed to mystify as much as it surprised him. Just as he was coming to a decision, however, his ear caught the sound of chinking bracelets, and next moment the curtain which covered a doorway in the left wall was drawn aside by a hand glistening with rings and as tiny as that of a little child. A second later Trincomalee Liz entered the room.

Standing in the doorway, the heavily embroidered curtain falling in thick folds behind her and forming a most effective background, she made a picture such as few men could look upon without a thrill of admiration. At that time she, the famous Trincomalee Liz, whose doings had made her notorious from the Saghalian coast to the shores of the Persian Gulf, was at the prime of her life and beauty — a beauty such as no man who has ever seen it will ever forget.

It was a notorious fact that those tiny hands had ruined more men than any other half -dozen pairs in the whole of India, or the East for that matter. Not much was known of her history, but what had come to light was certainly interesting. As far as could be ascertained she was born in Tonquin; her father, it had been said, was a handsome but disreputable Frenchman, who had called himself a count, and over his absinthe was wont to talk of his possessions in Normandy; her mother hailed from Northern India, and she herself was lovelier than the pale hibiscus blossom. To tell in what manner Liz and Carne had become acquainted would be too long a story to be included here. But that there was some bond between the pair is a fact that may be stated without fear of contradiction.

On seeing her, the visitor rose from his seat and went to meet her.

“So you have come at last,” she said, holding out both hands to him. “I have been expecting you these three weeks past. Remember, you told me you were coming.”

“I was prevented,” said Carne. “And the business upon which I desired to see you was not fully matured.”

“So there is business then?” she answered with a pretty petulance. “I thought as much. I might know by this time that you do not come to see me for anything else. But there, do not let us talk in this fashion when I have not had you with me for nearly a year. Tell me of yourself, and what you have been doing since last we met.”

As she spoke she was occupied preparing a huqa for him. When it was ready she fitted a tiny amber mouthpiece to the tube, and presented it to him with a compliment as delicate as her own rose-leaf hands. Then, seating herself on a pile of cushions beside him, she bade him proceed with his narrative.

“And now,” she said, when he had finished, “what is this business that brings you to me?”

A few moments elapsed before he began his explanation, and during that time he studied her face closely.

“I have a scheme in my head,” he said, laying the huqa stick carefully upon the floor, “that, properly carried out, should make us both rich beyond all telling, but to carry it out properly I must have your co-operation.”

She laughed softly, and nodded her head.

“You mean that you want money,” she answered. “Ah, Simon, you always want money.”

“I do want money,” he replied without hesitation. “I want it badly. Listen to what I have to say, and then tell me if you can give it to me. You know what year this is in England?”

She nodded her head. There were few things with which she had not some sort of acquaintance.

“It will be a time of great rejoicing,” he continued. “Half the princes of the earth will be assembled in London. There will be wealth untold there, to be had for the mere gathering in; and who is so well able to gather it as I? I tell you, Liz, I have made up my mind to make the journey and try my luck, and, if you will help me with the money, you shall have it back with such jewels, for interest, as no woman ever wore yet. To begin with, there is the Duchess of Wiltshire’s necklace. Ah, your eyes light up; you have heard of it?”

“I have,” she answered, her voice trembling with excitement. “Who has not?”

“It is the finest thing of its kind in Europe, if not in the world,” he went on slowly, as if to allow time for his words to sink in. “It consists of three hundred stones, and is worth, apart from its historic value, at least fifty thousand pounds.”

He saw her hands tighten on the cushions upon which she sat.

“Fifty thousand pounds! That is five lacs of rupees?”

“Exactly! Five lacs of rupees, a king’s ransom,” he answered. “But that is not all. There will be twice as much to be had for the taking when once I get there. Find me the money I want, and those stones shall be your property.

“How much do you want?”

“The value of the necklace,” he answered. “Fifty thousand pounds.”

“It is a large sum,” she said, “and it will be difficult to find.”

He smiled, as if her words were a joke and should be treated as such.

“The interest will be good,” he answered.

“But are you certain of obtaining it?” she asked.

“Have I ever failed yet?” he replied.

“You have done wonderful things, certainly. But this time you are attempting so much.”

“The greater the glory!” he answered. “I have prepared my plans, and I shall not fail. This is going to be the greatest undertaking of my life. If it comes off successfully, I shall retire upon my laurels. Come, for the sake of — well, you know for the sake of what — will you let me have the money? It is not the first time you have done it, and on each occasion you have not only been repaid, but well rewarded into the bargain.”

“When do you want it?”

“By mid-day to-morrow. It must be paid in to my account at the Bank before twelve o’clock. You will have no difficulty in obtaining it I know. Your respectable merchant friends will do it for you if you but hold up your little finger. If they don’t feel inclined, then put on the screw and make them.”

She laughed as he paid this tribute to her power. A moment later, however, she was all gravity.

“And the security?”

He leant towards her and whispered in her ear.

“It is well,” she replied. “The money shall be found for you to-morrow. Now tell me your plans; I must know all that you intend doing.”

“In the first place,” he answered, drawing a little closer to her, and speaking in a lower voice, so that no eavesdropper should hear, “I shall take with me Abdul Khan, Ram Gafur, Jowur Singh, and Nur li, with others of less note as servants. I shall engage the best house in London, and under the wing of our gracious Viceroy, who has promised me the light of his countenance, will work my way into the highest society. That done I shall commence operations. No one will ever suspect!”

“And when it is finished, and you have accomplished your desires, how will you escape?”

“That I have not yet arranged. But of this you may be sure, I shall run no risks.”

“And afterwards?”

He leant a little towards her again, and patted her affectionately upon the hand.

“Then we shall see what we shall see,” he said. “I don’t think you will find me ungrateful.”

She shook her pretty head.

“It is good talk,” she cried, “but it means nothing. You always say the same. How am I to know that you will not learn to love one of the white mem-sahibs when you are so much among them?”

“Because there is but one Trincomalee Liz,” he answered; “and for that reason you need have no fear.”

Her face expressed the doubt with which she received this assertion. As she had said, it was not the first time she had been cajoled into advancing him large sums with the same assurance. He knew this, and, lest she should alter her mind, prepared to change the subject.

“Besides the others, I must take Hiram Singh and Wajib Baksh. They are in Calcutta, I am told, and I must communicate with them before noon to-morrow. They are the most expert craftsmen in India, and I shall have need of them.”

“I will have them found, and word shall be sent to you.”

“Could I not meet them here?”

“Nay, it is impossible. I shall not be here myself. I leave for Madras within six hours.”

“Is there, then, trouble toward?”

She smiled, and spread her hands apart with a gesture that said: “Who knows?”

He did not question her further, but after a little conversation on the subject of the money, rose to bid her farewell.

“I do not like this idea,” she said, standing before him and looking him in the face. “It is too dangerous. Why should you run such risk? Let us go together to Burma. You shall be my vizier.”

“I would wish for nothing better,” he said, “were it not that I am resolved to go to England. My mind is set upon it, and when I have done, London shall have something to talk about for years to come.”

“If you are determined, I will say no more,” she answered; “but when it is over, and you are free, we will talk again.”

“You will not forget about the money?” he asked anxiously.

She stamped her foot.

“Money, money, money,” she cried. “It is always the money of which you think. But you shall have it, never fear. And now when shall I see you again?”

“In six months’ time at a place of which I will tell you beforehand.”

“It is a long time to wait.”

“There is a necklace worth five lacs to pay you for the waiting.”

“Then I will be patient. Good-bye.”

“Good-bye, little friend,” he said. And then, as if he thought he had not said enough, he added: “Think sometimes of Simon Carne.”

She promised, with many pretty speeches, to do so, after which he left the room and went downstairs. As he reached the bottom step he heard a cough in the dark above him and looked up. He could just distinguish Liz leaning over the rail. Then something dropped and rattled upon the wooden steps behind him. He picked it up to find that it was an antique ring set with rubies.

“Wear it that it may bring thee luck,” she cried, and then disappeared again.

He put the present on his finger and went out into the dark square.

“The money is found,” he said, as he looked up at the starlit heavens. “Hiram Singh and Wajib Baksh are to be discovered before noon to-morrow. His Excellency the Viceroy and his amiable lady have promised to stand sponsors for me in London society. If with these advantages I don’t succeed, well, all I can say is, I don’t deserve to. Now where is my Babuji?”

Almost at the same instant a figure appeared from the shadow of the building and approached him.

“If the Sahib will permit me, I will guide him by a short road to his hotel.”

“Lead on then. I am tired, and it is time I was in bed.” Then to himself he added: “I must sleep to-night, for to-morrow there are great things toward.”


The Duchess of Wiltshire’s Diamonds
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TO THE REFLECTIVE mind the rapidity with which the inhabitants of the world’s greatest city seize upon a new name or idea and familiarise themselves with it, can scarcely prove otherwise than astonishing. As an illustration of my meaning let me take the case of Klimo — the now famous private detective, who has won for himself the right to be considered as great as Lecocq, or even the late lamented Sherlock Holmes.

Up to a certain morning London had never even heard his name, nor had it the remotest notion as to who or what he might be. It was as sublimely ignorant and careless on the subject as the inhabitants of Kamtchaika or Peru. Within twenty-four hours, however, the whole aspect of the case was changed. The man, woman, or child who had not seen his posters, or heard his name, was counted an ignoramus unworthy of intercourse with human beings.

Princes became familiar with it as their trains tore them to Windsor to luncheon with the Queen; the nobility noticed and commented upon it as they drove about the town: merchants, and business men generally, read it as they made their ways by omnibus 01 — Underground, to their various shops and counting-houses; street boys called each other by it as a nickname; Music Hall Artistes introduced it into their patter, while it was even rumoured that the Stock Exchange itself had paused in the full flood tide of business to manufacture a riddle on the subject.

That Klimo made his profession pay him well was certain, first from the fact that his advertisements must have cost a good round sum, and, second, because he had taken a mansion in Belverton Street, Park Lane, next door to Porchester House, where, to the dismay of that aristocratic neighbourhood, he advertised that he was prepared to receive and be consulted by his clients. The invitation was responded to with alacrity, and from that day forward, between the hours of twelve and two, the pavement upon the north side of the street was lined with carriages, every one containing some person desirous of testing the great man’s skill.

I must here explain that I have narrated all this in order to show the state of affairs existing in Belverton Street and Park Lane when Simon Carne arrived, or was supposed to arrive in England. If my memory serves me correctly, it was on Wednesday, the 3rd of May, that the Earl of Amberley drove to Victoria to meet and welcome the man whose acquaintance he had made in India under such peculiar circumstances, and under the spell of whose fascination he and his family had fallen so completely.

Reaching the station, his lordship descended from his carriage, and made his way to the platform set apart for the reception of the Continental express. He walked with a jaunty air, and seemed to be on the best of terms with himself and the world in general. How little he suspected the existence of the noose into which he was so innocently running his head!

As if out of compliment to his arrival, the train put in an appearance within a few moments of his reaching the platform. He immediately placed himself in such a position that he could make sure of seeing the man he wanted, and waited patiently until he should come in sight. Carne, however, was not among the first batch, indeed, the majority of passengers had passed before his lordship caught sight of him.

One thing was very certain, however great the crush might have been, it would have been difficult to mistake Carne’s figure. The man’s infirmity and the peculiar beauty of his face rendered him easily recognisable. Possibly, after his long sojourn in India, he found the morning cold, for he wore a long fur coat, the collar of which he had turned up round his ears, thus making a fitting frame for his delicate face. On seeing Lord Amberley he hastened forward to greet him.

“This is most kind and friendly of you,” he said as he shook the other by the hand. “A fine day and Lord Amberley to meet me. One could scarcely imagine a better welcome.”

As he spoke, one of his Indian servants approached and salaamed before him. He gave him an order, and received an answer in Hindustani, whereupon he turned again to Lord Amberley.

“You may imagine how anxious I am to see my new dwelling,” he said. “My servant tells me that my carriage is here, so may I hope that you will drive back with me and see for yourself how I am likely to be lodged.”

“I shall be delighted,” said Lord Amberley, who was longing for the opportunity, and they accordingly went out into the station yard together to discover a brougham, drawn by two magnificent horses, and with Nur Ali, in all the glory of white raiment and crested turban, on the box, waiting to receive them. His lordship dismissed his Victoria, and when Jowur Singh had taken his place beside his fellow servant upon the box, the carriage rolled out of the station yard in the direction of Hyde Park.

“I trust her ladyship is quite well,” said Simon Carne politely, as they turned into Gloucester Place.

“Excellently well, thank you,” replied his lordship. “She bade me welcome you to England in her name as well as my own, and I was to say that she is looking forward to seeing you.”

“She is most kind, and I shall do myself the honour of calling upon her as soon as circumstances will permit,” answered Carne. “I beg you will convey my best thanks to her for her thought of me.”

While these polite speeches were passing between them they were rapidly approaching a large hoarding on which was displayed a poster setting forth the name of the now famous detective, Klimo.

Simon Carne, leaning forward, studied it, and when they had passed, turned to his friend again.

“At Victoria and on all the hoardings we meet I see an enormous placard, bearing the word ‘ Klimo.’ Pray, what does it mean?”

His lordship laughed.

“You are asking a question which, a month ago, was on the lips of nine out of every ten Londoners. It is only within the last fortnight that we have learned who and what ‘Klimo’ is.”

“And pray what is he?”

“Well, the explanation is very simple. He is neither more nor less than a remarkably astute private detective, who has succeeded in attracting notice in such a way that half London has been induced to patronise him. I have had no dealings with the man myself. But a friend of mine, Lord Orpington, has been the victim of a most audacious burglary, and, the police having failed to solve the mystery, he has called Klimo in. We shall therefore see what he can do before many days are past. But, there, I expect you will soon know more about him than any of us.”

“Indeed! And why?”

“For the simple reason that he has taken No. 1, Belverton Terrace, the house adjoining your own, and sees his clients there.”

Simon Carne pursed up his lips, and appeared to be considering something.

“I trust he will not prove a nuisance,” he said at last. “The agents who found me the house should have acquainted me with the fact. Private detectives, on however large a scale, scarcely strike one as the most desirable of neighbours — particularly for a man who is so fond of quiet as myself.”

At this moment they were approaching their destination. As the carriage passed Belverton Street and pulled up, Lord Amberley pointed to a long line of vehicles standing before the detective’s door.

“You can see for yourself something of the business he does,” he said. “Those are the carriages of his clients, and it is probable that twice as many have arrived on foot.”

“I shall certainly speak to the agent on the subject,” said Carne, with a shadow of annoyance upon his face. “I consider the fact of this man’s being so close to me a serious drawback to the house.”

Jowur Singh here descended from the box and opened the door in order that his master and his guest might alight, while portly Ram Gafur, the butler, came down the steps and salaamed before them with Oriental obsequiousness. Carne greeted his domestics with kindly condescension, and then, accompanied by the ex-Viceroy, entered his new abode.

“I think you may congratulate yourself upon having secured one of the most desirable residences in London,” said his lordship ten minutes or so later, when they had explored the principal rooms.

“I am very glad to hear you say so,” said Carne.” I trust your lordship will remember that you will always be welcome in the house as long as I am its owner.”’

“It is very kind of you to say so,” returned Lord Amberley warmly. “I shall look forward to some months of pleasant intercourse. And now I must be going. To-morrow, perhaps, if you have nothing better to do, you will give us the pleasure of your company at dinner. Your fame has already gone abroad, and we shall ask one or two nice people to meet you, including my brother and sister-in-law. Lord and Lady Gelpington, Lord and Lady Orpington, and my cousin, the Duchess of Wiltshire, whose interest in China and Indian Art, as perhaps you know, is only second to your own.”

“I shall be most glad to come.”

“We may count on seeing you in Eaton Square, then, at eight o’clock?”

“If I am alive you may be sure I shall be there. Must you really go? Then good-bye, and many thanks for meeting me.”

His lordship having left the house Simon Carne went upstairs to his dressing room, which it was to be noticed he found without inquiry, and rang the electric bell, beside the fireplace, three times. While he was waiting for it to be answered he stood looking out of the window at the long line of carriages in the street below.

“Everything is progressing admirably,” he said to himself. “Amberley does not suspect any more than the world in general. As a proof he asks me to dinner to-morrow evening to meet his brother and sister-in-law, two of his particular friends, and above all Her Grace of Wiltshire. Of course I shall go, and when I bid Her Grace good-bye it will be strange if I am not one step nearer the interest on Liz’s money.”

At this moment the door opened, and his valet, the grave and respectable Belton, entered the room. Carne turned to greet him impatiently.

“Come, come, Belton,” he said, “we must be quick. It is twenty minutes to twelve and if we don’t hurry, the folk next door will become impatient. Have you succeeded in doing what I spoke to you about last night?”

“I have done everything, sir.”

“I am glad to hear it. Now lock that door and let us get to work. You can let me have your news while I am dressing.”

Opening one side of a massive wardrobe that completely filled one end of the room, Belton took from it a number of garments. They included a well worn velvet coat, a baggy pair of trousers — so old that only a notorious pauper or a millionaire could have afforded to wear them — a flannel waistcoat, a Gladstone collar, a soft silk tie, and a pair of embroidered carpet slippers upon which no old clothes man in the most reckless way of business in Petticoat Lane would have advanced a single halfpenny. Into these he assisted his master to change.

“Now give me the wig, and unfasten the straps of this hump,” said Carne, as the other placed the garments just referred to upon a neighbouring chair.

Belton did as he was ordered, and then there happened a thing the like of which no one would have believed. Having unbuckled a strap on either shoulder, and slipped his hand beneath the waistcoat, he withdrew a large papier-mache hump, which he carried away and carefully placed in a drawer of the bureau. Relieved of his burden, Simon Carne stood up as straight and well-made a man as any in Her Majesty’s dominions. The malformation, for which so many, including the Earl and Countess of Amberley, had often pitied him, was nothing but a hoax intended to produce an effect which would permit him additional facilities of disguise.

The hump discarded, and the grey wig fitted carefully to his head in such a manner that not even a pinch of his own curlylocks could be seen beneath it, he adorned his cheeks with a pair of crepu-hair whiskers, donned the flannel vest and the velvet coat previously mentioned, slipped his feet into the carpet slippers, placed a pair of smoked glasses upon his nose, and declared himself ready to proceed about his business. The man who would have known him for Simon Carne would have been as astute as, well, shall we say, as the private detective — Klimo himself.

“It’s on the stroke of twelve,” he said, as he gave a final glance at himself in the pier-glass above the dressing-table, and arranged his tie to his satisfaction. “Should anyone call, instruct Ram Gafur to tell them that I have gone out on business, and shall not be back until three o’clock.”

“Very good, sir.”

“Now undo the door and let me go in.” Thus commanded, Belton went across to the large wardrobe which, as I have already said, covered the whole of one side of the room, and opened the middle door. Two or three garments were seen inside suspended on pegs, and these he removed, at the same time pushing towards the right the panel at the rear. When this was done a large aperture in the wall between the two houses was disclosed. Through this door Carne passed drawing it behind him.

In No. 1, Belverton Terrace, the house occupied by the detective, whose presence in the street Carne seemed to find so objectionable, the entrance thus constructed was covered by the peculiar kind of confessional box in which Klimo invariably sat to receive his clients, the rearmost panels of which opened in the same fashion as those in the wardrobe in the dressing-room. These being pulled aside, he had but to draw them to again after him, take his seat, ring the electric bell to inform his housekeeper that he was ready, and then welcome his clients as quickly as they cared to come.

Punctually at two o’clock the interviews ceased, and Klimo, having reaped an excellent harvest of fees, returned to Porchester House to become Simon Carne once more.

Possibly it was due to the fact that the Earl and Countess of Amberley were brimming over with his praise, it may have been the rumour that he was worth as many millions as you have fingers upon your hand that did it; one thing, however, was self evident, within twenty-four hours of the noble Earl’s meeting him at Victoria Station, Simon Carne was the talk, not only of fashionable, but also of unfashionable, London.

That his household were, with one exception, natives of India, that he had paid a rental for Porchester House which ran into five figures, that he was the greatest living authority upon China and Indian art generally, and that he had come over to England in search of a wife, were among the smallest of the canards set afloat concerning him.

During dinner next evening Carne put forth every effort to please. He was placed on the right hand of his hostess and next to the Duchess of Wiltshire. To the latter he paid particular attention, and to such good purpose that when the ladies returned to the drawing-room afterwards Her Grace was full of his praises. They had discussed china of all sorts, Carne had promised her a specimen which she had longed for all her life, but had never been able to obtain, and in return she had promised to show him the quaintly carved Indian casket in which the famous necklace, of which he had, of course, heard, spent most of its time. She would be wearing the jewels in question at her own ball in a week’s time, she informed him, and if he would care to see the case when it came from her bankers on that day, she would be only too pleased to show it to him.

As Simon Carne drove home in his luxurious brougham afterwards, he smiled to himself as he thought of the success which was attending his first endeavour. Two of the guests, who were stewards of the Jockey Club, had heard with delight his idea of purchasing a horse in order to have an interest in the Derby. While another, on hearing that he desired to become the possessor of a yacht, had offered to propose him for the R.C.Y.C. To crown it all, however, and much better than all, the Duchess of Wiltshire had promised to show him her famous diamonds.

“By this time next week,” he said to himself, “Liz’s interest should be considerably closer. But satisfactory as my progress has been hitherto it is difficult to see how I am to get possession of the stones. From what I have been able to discover they are only brought from the bank on the day the Duchess intends to wear them, and they are taken back by His Grace the morning following.

“While she has got them on her person it would be manifestly impossible to get them from her. And as, when she takes them off, they are returned to their box and placed in a safe, constructed in the wall of the bedroom adjoining, and which for the occasion is occupied by the butler and one of the under footmen, the only key being in the possession of the Duke himself, it would be equally foolish to hope to appropriate them. In what manner therefore I am to become their possessor passes my comprehension. However, one thing is certain, obtained they must be, and the attempt must be made on the night of the ball if possible. In the meantime I’ll set my wits to work upon a plan.”

Next day Simon Carne was the recipient of an invitation to the ball in question, and two days later he called upon the Duchess of Wiltshire at her residence in Belgrave Square with a plan prepared. He also took with him the small vase he had promised her four nights before. She received him most graciously, and their talk fell at once into the usual channel. Having examined her collection and charmed her by means of one or two judicious criticisms, he asked permission to include photographs of certain of her treasures in his forthcoming book, then little by little he skilfully guided the conversation on to the subject of jewels.

“Since we are discussing gems, Mr. Carne,” she said, “perhaps it would interest you to see my famous necklace. By good fortune I have it in the house now, for the reason that an alteration is being made to one of the clasps by my jewellers.”

“I should like to see it immensely,” answered Carne. “At one time and another I have had the good fortune to examine the jewels of the leading Indian Princes, and I should like to be able to say that I had seen the famous Wiltshire necklace.”

“Then you shall certainly have that honour,” she answered with a smile. “If you will ring that bell I will send for it.”

Carne rang the bell as requested, and when the butler entered he was given the key of the safe and ordered to bring the case to the drawing-room.

“We must not keep it very long,” she observed while the man was absent. “It is to be returned to the bank in an hour’s time.”

“I am indeed fortunate,” Carne replied, and turned to the description of some curious Indian wood carving, of which he was making a special feature in his book. As he explained, he had collected his illustrations from the doors of Indian temples, from the gateways of palaces, from old brass work, and even from carved chairs and boxes he had picked up in all sorts of odd corners. Her Grace was most interested.

“How strange that you should have mentioned it,” she said. “If carved boxes have any interest for you, it is possible my jewel case itself may be of use to you. As I think I told you during Lady Amberley’s dinner, it came from Benares, and has carved upon it the portraits of nearly every god in the Hindu Pantheon.”

“You raise my curiosity to fever heat,” said Carne.

A few moments later the servant returned, bringing with him a wooden box, about sixteen inches long, by twelve wide, and eight deep, which he placed upon a table beside his mistress, after which he retired.

“This is the case to which I have just been referring,” said the Duchess, placing her hand on the article in question. “If you glance at it you will see how exquisitely it is carved.”

Concealing his eagerness with an effort, Simon Carne drew his chair up to the table, and examined the box.

It was with justice she had described it as a work of art. What the wood was of which it was constructed Carne was unable to tell. It was dark and heavy, and, though it was not teak, closely resembled it. It was literally covered with quaint carving, and of its kind was a unique work of art.

“It is most curious and beautiful,” said Carne when he had finished his examination. “In all my experience I can safely say I have never seen its equal. If you will permit me I should very much like to include a description and an illustration of it in my book.”

“Of course you may do so; I shall be only too delighted,” answered Her Grace. “If it will help you in your work I shall be glad to lend it to you for a few hours in order that you may have the illustration made.”

This was exactly what Carne had been waiting for, and he accepted the offer with alacrity.

“Very well, then,” she said. “On the day of my ball, when it will be brought from the bank again, I will take the necklace out and send the case to you. I must make one proviso however, and that is that you let me have it back the same day.”

“I will certainly promise to do that,” replied Carne.

“And now let us look inside,” said his hostess.

Choosing a key from a bunch she carried in her pocket, she unlocked the casket, and lifted the lid. Accustomed as Carne had all his life been to the sight of gems, what he saw before him then almost took his breath away. The inside of the box, both sides and bottom, was quilted with the softest Russia leather, and on this luxurious couch reposed the famous necklace. The fire of the stones when the light caught them was sufficient to dazzle the eyes, so fierce was it.

As Carne could see, every gem was perfect of its kind, and there were no fewer than three hundred of them. The setting was a fine example of the jeweller’s art, and last, but not least, the value of the whole affair was fifty thousand pounds, a mere fleabite to the man who had given it to his wife, but a fortune to any humbler person.

“And now that you have seen my property, what do you think of it?” asked the Duchess as she watched her visitor’s face.

“It is very beautiful,” he answered, “and I do not wonder that you are proud of it. Yes, the diamonds are very fine, but I think it is their abiding place that fascinates me more.

Have you any objection to my measuring it?”

“Pray do so, if it is likely to be of any assistance to you,” replied Her Grace.

Carne thereupon produced a small ivory rule, ran it over the box, and the figures he thus obtained he jotted down in his pocket book.

Ten minutes later, when the case had been returned to the safe, he thanked the Duchess for her kindness and took his departure, promising to call in person for the empty case on the morning of the ball.

Reaching home he passed into his study, and, seating himself at his writing table, pulled a sheet of note paper towards him and began to sketch, as well as he could remember it, the box he had seen. Then he leant back in his chair and closed his eyes.

“I have cracked a good many hard nuts in my time,” he said reflectively, “but never one that seemed so difficult at first sight as this. As far as I see at present, the case stands as follows: the box will be brought from the bank where it usually reposes to Wiltshire House on the morning of the dance. I shall be allowed to have possession of it, without the stones of course, for a period possibly extending from eleven o’clock in the morning to four or five, at any rate not later than seven, in the evening. After the ball the necklace will be returned to it, when it will be locked up in the safe, over which the butler and a footman will mount guard.

“To get into the room during the night is not only too risky, but physically out of the question; while to rob Her Grace of her treasure during the progress of the dance would be equally impossible. The Duke fetches the casket and takes it back to the bank himself, so that to all intents and purposes I am almost as far off the solution as ever.”

Half-an-hour went by and found him still seated at his desk, staring at the drawing on the paper, then an hour. The traffic of the streets rolled past the house unheeded. Finally Jowur Singh announced his carriage, and, feeling that an idea might come to him with a change of scene, he set off for a drive in the park.

By this time his elegant mail phaeton, with its magnificent horses and Indian servant on the seat behind, was as well-known as Her Majesty’s state equipage, and attracted almost as much attention. To-day, however, the fashionable world noticed that Simon Carne looked preoccupied. He was still working out his problem, but so far without much success. Suddenly something, no one will ever be able to say what, put an idea into his head. The notion was no sooner born in his brain than he left the park and drove quickly home. Ten minutes had scarcely elapsed before he was back in his study again, and had ordered that Wajib Baksh should be sent to him.

When the man he wanted put in an appearance, Carne handed him the paper upon which he had made the drawing of the jewel case.

“Look at that,” he said,” and tell me what thou seest there.”

“I see a box,” answered the man, who by this time was well accustomed to his master’s ways.

“As thou say’st, it is a box,” said Carne. “The wood is heavy and hick, though what wood it is I do not know. The measurements are upon the paper below. Within, both the sides and bottom are quilted with soft leather as I have also shown. Think now, Wajib Baksh, for in this case thou wilt need to have all thy wits about thee. Tell me is it in thy power, oh most cunning of all craftsmen, to insert such extra sides within this box that they, being held by a spring, shall lie so snug as not to be noticeable to the ordinary eye? Can it be so arranged that, when the box is locked, they shall fall flat upon the bottom thus covering and holding fast what lies beneath them, and yet making the box appear to the eye as if it were empty. Is it possible for thee to do such a thing?”

Wajib Baksh did not reply for a few moments. His instinct told him what his master wanted, and he was not disposed to answer hastily, for he also saw that his reputation as the most cunning craftsman in India was at stake.

“If the Heaven-born will permit me the night for thought,” he said at last, “I will come to him when he rises from his bed and tell him what I can do, and he can then give his orders as it pleases him.”

“Very good,” said Carne. “Then tomorrow morning I shall expect thy report. Let the work be good and there will be many rupees for thee to touch in return. As to the lock and the way it shall act, let that be the concern of Hiram Singh.”

Wajib Baksh salaamed and withdrew, and Simon Carne for the time being dismissed the matter from his mind.

Next morning, while he was dressing, Belton reported that the two artificers desired an interview with him. He ordered them to be admitted, and forthwith they entered the room. It was noticeable that Wajib Baksh carried in his hand a heavy box, which, upon Carne’s motioning him to do so, he placed upon the table.

“Have ye thought over the matter?” he asked, seeing that the men waited for him to speak.

“We have thought of it,” replied Hiram Singh, who always acted as spokesman for the pair. “If the Presence will deign to look he will see that we have made a box of the size and shape such as he drew upon the paper.”

“Yes, it is certainly a good copy,” said Carne condescendingly, after he had examined it.

Wajib Baksh showed his white teeth in appreciation of the compliment, and Hiram Singh drew closer to the table.

“And now, if the Sahib will open it, he will in his wisdom be able to tell if it resembles the other that he has in his mind.”

Carne opened the box as requested, and discovered that the interior was an exact counterfeit of the Duchess of Wiltshire’s jewel case, even to the extent of the quilted leather lining which had been the other’s principal feature. He admitted that the likeness was all that could be desired.

“As he is satisfied,” said Hiram Singh, “it may be that the Protector of the Poor will deign to try an experiment with it. See, here is a comb. Let it be placed in the box, so — now he will see what he will see.”

The broad, silver-backed comb, lying upon his dressing-table, was placed on the bottom of the box, the lid was closed, and the key turned in the lock. The case being securely fastened, Hiram Singh laid it before his master.

“I am to open it, I suppose?” said Carne, taking the key and replacing it in the lock.

“If my master pleases,” replied the other.

Carne accordingly turned it in the lock, and, having done so, raised the lid and looked inside. His astonishment was complete. To all intents and purposes the box was empty. The comb was not to be seen, and yet the quilted sides and bottom were, to all appearances, just the same as when he had first looked inside.

“This is most wonderful,” he said. And indeed it was as clever a conjuring trick as any he had ever seen.

“Nay, it is very simple,” Wajib Baksh replied. “The Heaven-born told me that there must be no risk of detection.”

He took the box in his own hands and, running his nails down the centre of the quilting, dividing the false bottom into two pieces; these he lifted out, revealing the comb lying upon the real bottom beneath.

“The sides, as my lord will see,” said Hiram Singh, taking a step forward, “are held in their appointed places by these two springs. Thus, when the key is turned the springs relax, and the sides are driven by others into their places on the bottom, where the seams in the quilting mask the join. There is but one disadvantage. It is as follows: When the pieces which form the bottom are lifted out in order that my lord may get at whatever lies concealed beneath, the springs must of necessity stand revealed. However, to anyone who knows sufficient of the working of the box to lift out the false bottom, it will be an easy matter to withdraw the springs and conceal them about his person.”

“As you say that is an easy matter,” said Carne, “and I shall not be likely to forget. Now one other question. Presuming I am in a position to put the real box into your hands for say eight hours, do you think that in that time you can fit it up so that detection will be impossible?”

“Assuredly, my lord,” replied Hiram Singh with conviction. “There is but the lock and the fitting of the springs to be done. Three hours at most would y suffice for that.”

“I am pleased with you,” said || Carne. “As a proof of my satisfaction, when the work is finished you will each receive five hundred rupees. Now you can go.”

According to his promise, ten o’clock on the Friday following found him in his hansom driving towards Belgrave Square. He was a little anxious, though the casual observer would scarcely have been able to tell it. The magnitude of the stake for which he was playing was enough to try the nerve of even such a past master in his profession as Simon Carne.

Arriving at the house he discovered some workmen erecting an awning across the footway in preparation for the ball that was to take place at night. It was not long, however, before he found himself in the boudoir, reminding Her Grace of her promise to permit him an opportunity of making a drawing of the famous jewel case. The Duchess was naturally busy, and within a quarter of an hour he was on his way home with the box placed on the seat of the carriage beside him.

“Now,” he said, as he patted it good-humouredly, “if only the notion worked out by Hiram Singh and Wajib Baksh holds good, the famous Wiltshire diamonds will become my property before very many hours are passed. By this time to-morrow, I suppose,London will be all agog concerning the burglary.”

On reaching his house he left his carriage and himself carried the box into his study. Once there he rang his bell and ordered Hiram Singh and Wajib Baksh to be sent to him. When they arrived he showed them the box upon which they were to exercise their ingenuity.

“Bring your tools in here,” he said, “and do the work under my own eyes. You have but nine hours before you, so you must make the most of them.”

The men went for their implements, and as soon as they were ready set to work. All through the day they were kept hard at it, with the result that by five o’clock the alterations had been effected and the case stood ready. By the time Carne returned from his afternoon drive in the Park it was quite prepared for the part it was to play in his scheme. Having praised the men, he turned them out and locked the door, then went across the room and unlocked a drawer in his writing table. From it he took a flat leather jewel case which he opened. It contained a necklace of counterfeit diamonds, if anything a little larger than the one he intended to try to obtain. He had purchased it that morning in the Burlington Arcade for the purpose of testing the apparatus his servants had made, and this he now proceeded to do.

Laying it carefully upon the bottom he closed the lid and turned the key. When he opened it again the necklace was gone, and even though he knew the secret he could not for the life of him see where the false bottom began and ended. After that he reset the trap and tossed the necklace carelessly in. To his delight it acted as well as on the previous occasion. He could scarcely contain his satisfaction. His conscience was sufficiently elastic to give him no trouble. To him it was scarcely a robbery he was planning, but an artistic trial of skill, in which he pitted his wits and cunning against the forces of society in general.

At half-past seven he dined and afterwards smoked a meditative cigar over the evening paper in the billiard room. The invitations to the ball were for ten o’clock, and at nine-thirty he went to his dressing-room.

“Make me tidy as quickly as you can,” he said to Belton when the latter appeared, “and while you are doing so listen to my final instructions.

“To-night, as you know, I am endeavouring to secure the Duchess of Wiltshire’s necklace. To-morrow morning all London will resound with the hubbub, and I have been making my plans in such a way as to arrange that Klimo shall be the first person consulted. When the messenger calls, if call he does, see that the old woman next door bids him tell the Duke to come personally at twelve o’clock. Do you understand?”

“Perfectly, sir.”

“Very good. Now give me the jewel case, and let me be on. You need not sit up for me.”

Precisely as the clocks in the neighbourhood were striking ten Simon Carne reached Belgrave Square, and, as he hoped, found himself the first guest.

His hostess and her husband received him in the ante-room of the drawing-room.

“I come laden with a thousand apologies,” he said as he took Her Grace’s hand, and bent over it with that ceremonious politeness which was one of the man’s chief characteristics. “I am most unconscionably early, I know, but I hastened here in order that I might personally return the jewel case you so kindly lent me. I must trust to your generosity to forgive me. The drawings took longer than I expected.”

“Please do not apologise,” answered Her Grace. “It is very kind of you to have brought the case yourself. I hope the illustrations have proved successful. I shall look forward to seeing them as soon as they are ready. But I am keeping you holding the box. One of my servants will take it to my room.”

She called a footman to her and bade him take the box and place it upon her dressing-table.

“Before it goes I must let you see that I have not damaged it either externally or internally,” said Carne with a laugh. “It is such a valuable case that I should never forgive myself if it had even received a scratch during the time it has been in my possession.”

So saying he lifted the lid and allowed her to look inside. To all appearance it was exactly the same as when she had lent it to him earlier in the day.

“You have been most careful,” she said. And then, with an air of banter, she continued: “If you desire it I shall be pleased to give you a certificate to that effect.”

They jested in this fashion for a few moments after the servant’s departure, during which time Carne promised to call upon her the following morning at eleven o’clock, and to bring with him the illustrations he had made and a queer little piece of china he had had the good fortune to pick up in a dealer’s shop the previous afternoon. By this time fashionable London was making its way up the grand staircase, and with its appearance further conversation became impossible.

Shortly after midnight Carne bade his hostess good night and slipped away. He was perfectly satisfied with his evening’s entertainment, and if the key of the jewel case were not turned before the jewels were placed in it, he was convinced they would become his property. It speaks well for his strength of nerve when I record the fact that on going to bed his slumbers were as peaceful and untroubled as those of a little child.

Breakfast was scarcely over next morning before a hansom drew up at his front door and Lord Amberley alighted. He was ushered into Carne’s presence forthwith, and on seeing that the latter was surprised at his early visit, hastened to explain.

“My dear fellow,” he said as he took possession of the chair the other offered him, “I have come round to see you on most important business. As I told you last night at the dance, when you so kindly asked me to come and see the steam yacht you have purchased, I had an appointment with Wiltshire at half-past nine this morning. On reaching Belgrave Square, I found the whole house in confusion. Servants were running hither and thither with scared faces, the butler was on the borders of lunacy, the Duchess was well-nigh hysterical in her boudoir, while her husband was in his study vowing vengeance against all the world.”

“You alarm me,” said Carne, lighting a cigarette with a hand that was as steady as a rock. “What on earth has happened?”

“I think I might safely allow you fifty guesses and then wager a hundred pounds you’d not hit the mark; and yet in a certain measure it concerns you.”

“Concerns me? Good gracious. What have I done to bring all this about?’

“Pray do not look so alarmed,” said Amberley. “Personally you have done nothing. Indeed, on second thoughts, I don’t know that I am right in saying that it concerns you at all. The fact of the matter is, Carne, a burglary took place last night at Wiltshire House, and the famous necklace has disappeared,”

“Good Heavens! You don’t say so?”

“But I do. The circumstances of the case are as follows: When my cousin retired to her room last night after the ball, she unclasped the necklace, and, in her husband’s presence, placed it carefully in her jewel case, which she locked. That having been done, Wiltshire took the box to the room which contained the safe, and himself placed it there, locking the iron door with his own key. The room was occupied that night, according to custom, by the butler and one of the footmen, both of whom have been in the family since they were boys.

“Next morning, after breakfast, the Duke unlocked the safe and took out the box, intending to convey it to the Bank as usual. Before leaving, however, he placed it on his study-table and went upstairs to speak to his wife. He cannot remember exactly how long he was absent, but he feels convinced that he was not gone more than a quarter of an hour at the very utmost.

“Their conversation finished, she accompanied him downstairs, where she saw him take up the case to carry it to his carriage. Before he left the house, however, she said: “I suppose you have looked to see that the necklace is all right?’ ‘How could I do so?’ was his reply. ‘You know you possess the only key that will fit it.’

“She felt in her pockets, but to her surprise the key was not there.”

“If I were a detective I should say that that is a point to be remembered,” said Carne with a smile. “Pray, where did she find her keys?”

“Upon her dressing-table,” said Amberley. “Though she has not the slightest recollection of leaving them there.”

“Well, when she had procured the keys, what happened?”

“Why, they opened the box, and to their astonishment and dismay, found it empty. The jewels were gone!”

“Good gracious. What a terrible loss! It seems almost impossible that it can be true. And pray, what did they do?”

“At first they stood staring into the empty box, hardly believing the evidence of their own eyes. Stare how they would, however, they could not bring them back. The jewels had without doubt disappeared, but when and where the robbery had taken place it was impossible to say. After that they had up all the servants and questioned them, but the result was what they might have foreseen, no one from the butler to the kitchenmaid could throw any light upon the subject. To this minute it remains as great a mystery as when they first discovered it.”

“I am more concerned than I can tell you,” said Carne. “How thankful I ought to be that I returned the case to Her Grace last night. But in thinking of myself I am forgetting to ask what has brought you to me. If I can be of any assistance I hope you will command me.”

“Well, I’ll tell you why I have come,” replied Lord Amberley. “Naturally they are most anxious to have the mystery solved and the jewels recovered as soon as possible. Wiltshire wanted to send to Scotland Yard there and then, but his wife and I eventually persuaded him to consult Klimo. As you know, if the police authorities are called in first he refuses the business altogether. Now, we thought, as you are his next door neighbour, you might possibly be able to assist us.”

“You may be very sure, my lord, I will do everything that lies in my power. Let us go in and see him at once.”

As he spoke he rose and threw what remained of his cigarette into the fireplace. His visitor having imitated his example, they procured their hats and walked round from Park Lane into Belverton Street to bring up at No. 1. After they had rung the bell the door was opened to them by the old woman who invariably received the detective’s clients.

“Is Mr. Klimo at home?” asked Carne. “And, if so, can we see him?”

The old lady was a little deaf, and the question had to be repeated before she could be made to understand what was wanted. As soon, however, as she realised their desire she informed them that her master was absent from town, but would be back as usual at twelve o’clock to meet his clients.

“What on earth’s to be done?” said the Earl, looking at his companion in dismay. “I am afraid I can’t come back again, as I have a most important appointment at that hour.”

“Do you think you could intrust the business to me?” asked Carne. “If so, I will make a point of seeing him at twelve o’clock, and could call at Wiltshire House afterwards and tell the Duke what I have done.”

“That’s very good of you,” replied Amberley. “If you are sure it would not put you to too much trouble, that would be quite the best thing to be done.”

“I will do it with pleasure,” Carne replied. “I feel it my duty to help in whatever way I can.”

“You are very kind,” said the other. “Then, as I understand it, you are to call upon Klimo at twelve o’clock, and afterwards to let my cousins know what you have succeeded in doing. I only hope he will help us to secure the thief. We are having too many of these burglaries just now. I must catch this hansom and be off. Goodbye, and many thanks.”

“Goodbye,” said Carne, and shook him by the hand.

The hansom having rolled away, Carne retraced his steps to his own abode.

“It is really very strange,” he muttered as he walked along, “how often chance condescends to lend her assistance to my little schemes. The mere fact that His Grace left the box unwatched in his study for a quarter of an hour may serve to throw the police off on quite another scent. I am also glad that they decided to open the case in the house, for if it had gone to the bankers’ and had been placed in the strong room unexamined, I should never have been able to get possession of the jewels at all.”

Three hours later he drove to Wiltshire House and saw the Duke. The Duchess was far too much upset by the catastrophe to see anyone.

“This is really most kind of you, Mr. Carne,” said His Grace when the other had supplied an elaborate account of his interview with Klimo. “We are extremely indebted to you. I am sorry he cannot come before ten o’clock to-night, and that he makes this stipulation of my seeing him alone, for I must confess I should like to have had someone else present to ask any questions that might escape me. But if that’s his usual hour and custom, well, we must abide by it, that’s all. I hope he will do some good, for this is the greatest calamity that has ever befallen me. As I told you just now, it has made my wife quite ill. She is confined to her bedroom and quite hysterical.”

“You do not suspect anyone, I suppose,” inquired Carne.

“Not a soul,” the other answered. “The thing is such a mystery that we do not know what to think. I feel convinced, however, that my servants are as innocent as I am. Nothing will ever make me think them otherwise. I wish I could catch the fellow, that’s all. I’d make him suffer for the trick he’s played me.”

Carne offered an appropriate reply, and after a little further conversation upon the subject, bade the irate nobleman goodbye and left the house. From Belgrave Square he drove to one of the clubs of which he had been elected a member, in search of Lord Orpington, with whom he had promised to lunch, and afterwards took him to a ship-builder’s yard near Greenwich in order to show him the steam yacht he had lately purchased.

It was close upon dinner time before he returned to his own residence. He brought Lord Orpington with him, and they dined in state together. At nine the latter bade him good-bye, and at ten Carne retired to his dressing-room and rang for Belton.

“What have you to report,” he asked, “with regard to what I bade you do in Belgrave Square?”

“I followed your instructions to the letter,” Belton replied. “Yesterday morning I wrote to Messrs. Horniblow and Jimson, the house agents in Piccadily, in the name of Colonel Braithwaite, and asked for an order to view the residence to the right of Wiltshire House. I asked that the order might be sent direct to the house, where the Colonel would get it upon his arrival. This letter I posted myself in Basingstoke, as you desired me to do.

“At nine o’clock yesterday morning I dressed myself as much like an elderly army officer as possible, and took a cab to Belgrave Square. The caretaker, an old fellow of close upon seventy years of age, admitted me immediately upon hearing my name, and proposed that he should show me over the house. This, however, I told him was quite unnecessary, backing my speech with a present of half-a-crown, whereupon he returned to his breakfast perfectly satisfied, while I wandered about the house at my own leisure.

“Reaching the same floor as that upon which is situated the room in which the Duke’s safe is kept, I discovered that your supposition was quite correct, and that it would be possible for a man, by opening the window, to make his way along the coping from one house to the other, without being seen. I made certain that there was no one in the bedroom in which the butler slept, and then arranged the long telescope walking stick you gave me, and fixed one of my boots to it by means of the screw in the end. With this I was able to make a regular succession of footsteps in the dust along the ledge, between one window and the other.

“That done, I went downstairs again, bade the caretaker good morning, and got into my cab. From Belgrave Square I drove to the shop of the pawnbroker whom you told me you had discovered was out of town. His assistant inquired my business and was anxious to do what he could for me. I told him, however, that I must see his master personally as it was about the sale of some diamonds I had had left me. I pretended to be annoyed that he was not at home, and muttered to myself, so that the man could hear, something about its meaning a journey to Amsterdam.

“Then I limped out of the shop, paid off my cab, and, walking down a bystreet, removed my moustache, and altered my appearance by taking off my great coat and muffler. A few streets further on I purchased a bowler hat in place of the old-fashioned topper I had hitherto been wearing, and then took a cab from Piccadilly and came home.”

“You have fulfilled my instructions admirably,” said Carne. “And if the business comes off, as I expect it will, you shall receive your usual percentage. Now I must be turned into Klimo and be off to Belgrave Square to put His Grace of Wiltshire upon the track of this burglar.”

Before he retired to rest that night Simon Carne took something, wrapped in a red silk handkerchief, from the capacious pocket of the coat Klimo had been wearing a few moments before. Having unrolled the covering, he held up to the light the magnificent necklace which for so many years had been the joy and pride of the ducal house of Wiltshire. The electric light played upon it, and touched it with a thousand different hues.

“Where so many have failed,” he said to himself, as he wrapped it in the handkerchief again and locked it in his safe, “it is pleasant to be able to congratulate oneself on having succeeded. It is without its equal, and I don’t think I shall be overstepping the mark if I say that I think when she receives it Liz will be glad she lent me the money.”

Next morning all London was astonished by the news that the famous Wiltshire diamonds had been stolen, and a few hours later Carne learnt from an evening paper that the detectives who had taken up the case, upon the supposed retirement from it of Klimo, were still completely at fault.

That evening he was to entertain several friends to dinner. They included Lord Amberley, Lord Orpington, and a prominent member of the Privy Council. Lord Amberley arrived late, but filled to overflowing with importance. His friends noticed his state, and questioned him.

“Well, gentlemen,” he answered, as he took up a commanding position upon the drawing-room hearthrug, “I am in a position to inform you that Klimo has reported upon the case, and the upshot of it is that the Wiltshire Diamond Mystery is a mystery no longer.”

“What do you mean?” asked the others in a chorus.

“I mean that he sent in his report to Wiltshire this afternoon, as arranged. From what he said the other night, after being alone in the room with the empty jewel case and a magnifying glass for two minutes or so, he was in a position to describe the modus operandi, and what is more to put the police on the scent of the burglar.”

“And how was it worked?” asked Carne.

“From the empty house next door,” replied the other. “On the morning of the burglary a man, purporting to be a retired army officer, called with an order to view, got the caretaker out of the way, clambered along to Wiltshire House by means of the parapet outside, reached the room during the time the servants were at breakfast, opened the safe, and abstracted the jewels.”

“But how did Klimo find all this out?” asked Lord Orpington.

“By his own inimitable cleverness,” replied Lord Amberley. “At any rate it has been proved that he was correct. The man did make his way from next door, and the police have since discovered that an individual, answering to the description given, visited a pawnbroker’s shop in the city about an hour later and stated that he had diamonds to sell.”

“If that is so it turns out to be a very simple mystery after all,” said Lord Orpington as they began their meal.

“Thanks to the ingenuity of the cleverest detective in the world,” remarked Amberley.

“In that case here’s a good health to Klimo,” said the Privy Councillor, raising his glass.

“I will join you in that,” said Simon Carne. “Here’s a very good health to Klimo and his connection with the Duchess of Wiltshire’s diamonds. May he always be equally successful!”

“Hear, hear to that,” replied his guests.


How Simon Carne Won the Derby
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IT WAS SEVEN o’clock on one of the brightest mornings of all that year. The scene was Waterloo Station, where the Earl of Amberley, Lord Orpington, and the Marquis of Laverstock were pacing up and down the main line departure platform, gazing anxiously about them. It was evident, from the way they scrutinised every person who approached them, that they were on the look-out for some one. This some one ultimately proved to be Simon Carne, who, when he appeared, greeted them with considerable cordiality, at the same time apologising for his lateness in joining them.

“I think this must be our train,” he said, pointing to the carriages drawn up beside the platform on which they stood. “At any rate, here is my man. By dint of study he has turned himself into a sort of walking Bradshaw, and he will certainly be able to inform us.”

The inimitable Belton deferentially insinuated that his master was right in his conjecture, and then led the way towards a Pullman car, which had been attached to the train for the convenience of Carne and his guests. They took their seats, and a few moments later the train moved slowly out of the station. Carne was in the best of spirits, and the fact that he was taking his friends down to the stables of his trainer, William Bent, in order that they might witness a trial of his candidate for the Derby, seemed to give him the greatest possible pleasure.

On reaching Merford, the little wayside station nearest the village in which the training stables were situated, they discovered a comfortable four-wheeled conveyance drawn up to receive them. The driver touched his hat, and stated that his master was awaiting them on the Downs; this proved to be the case, for when they left the high road and turned on to the soft turf they saw before them a string of thoroughbreds, and the trainer himself mounted upon his well-known white pony, Columbine.

“Good-morning, Bent,” said Carne, as the latter rode up and lifted his hat to himself and friends. “You see we have kept our promise, and are here to witness the trial you said you had arranged for us.”

“I am glad to see you, sir,” Bent replied. “And I only hope that what I am about to show you will prove of service to you. The horse is as fit as mortal hands can make him, and if he don’t do his best for you next week there will be one person surprised in England, and that one will be myself. As you know, sir, the only horse I dread is Vulcanite, and the fact cannot be denied that he’s a real clinker.”

“Well,” said Carne, “when we have seen our animal gallop we shall know better how much trust we are to place in him. For my own part I’m not afraid. Vulcanite, as you say, is a good horse, but, if I’m not mistaken, Knight of Malta is a better. Surely this is he coming towards us.”

“That’s him,” said the trainer, with a fine disregard for grammar. “There’s no mistaking him, is there? And now, if you’d care to stroll across we’ll see them saddle.”

The party accordingly descended from the carriage, and walked across the turf to the spot where the four thoroughbreds were being divested of their sheets. They made a pretty group; but even the most inexperienced critic could scarcely have failed to pick out Knight of Malta as the best among them. He was a tall, shapely bay, with black points, a trifle light of flesh perhaps, but with clean, flat legs, and low, greyhound-like thighs, sure evidence of the enormous propelling power he was known to possess. His head was perfection itself, though a wee bit too lop-eared if anything. Taken altogether, he looked, what he was, thoroughbred every inch of him. The others of the party were Gasometer, Hydrogen, and Young Romeo, the last named being the particular trial horse of the party. It was a favourite boast of the trainer that the last named was so reliable in his habits, his condition, and his pace, that you would not be far wrong if you were to set your watch by him.

“By the way, Bent,” said Carne, as the boys were lifted into their saddles, “what weights are the horses carrying?”

“Well, sir, Young Romeo carries 8 st. 9 lb.; Gasometer, 7 st. 8 lb.; Hydrogen, 7 st. 1 lb.; and the Knight, 9 st. 11 lb. The distance will be the Epsom course, one mile and a half, and the best horse to win. Now, sir, if you’re ready we’ll get to work.”

He turned to the lad who was to ride Hydrogen.

“Once you are off you will make the running, and bring them along at your best pace to the dip, where Gasometer will, if possible, take it up. After that I leave it to you other boys to make the best race of it you can. You, Blunt,” calling up his head lad, “go down with them to the post, and get them off to as good a start as possible.”

The horses departed, and Simon Carne and his friends accompanied the trainer to a spot where they would see the finish to the best advantage. Five minutes later an ejaculation from Lord Orpington told them that the horses had started. Each man accordingly clapped his glasses to his eyes, and watched the race before them. Faithful to his instructions, the lad on Hydrogen came straight to the front, and led them a cracker until they descended into the slight dip which marked the end of the first half-mile.

Then he retired to the rear, hopelessly done for, and Gasometer took up the running, with Knight of Malta close alongside him, and Young Romeo only half a length away. As they passed the mile post Young Romeo shot to the front, but it soon became evident he had not come to stay. Good horse as he was, there was a better catching him hand over fist. The pace was all that could be desired, and when Knight of Malta swept past the group, winner of the trial by more than his own length, the congratulations Simon Carne received were as cordial as he could possibly desire.

“What did I tell you, sir?” said Bent, with a smile of satisfaction upon his face. “You see what a good horse he is. There’s no mistake about that.”

“Well, let us hope he will do as well a week hence,” Carne replied simply, as he replaced his glasses in their case.

“Amen to that,” remarked Lord Orpington.

“And now, gentlemen,” said the trainer, “if you will allow me, I will drive you over to my place to breakfast.”

They took their places in the carriage once more, and, Bent having taken the reins, in a few moments they were bowling along the high road towards a neat modern residence standing on a slight eminence on the edge of the Downs. This was the trainer’s own place of abode, the stables containing his many precious charges lying a hundred yards or so to the rear.

They were received on the threshold by the trainer’s wife, who welcomed them most heartily to Merford. The keen air of the Downs had sharpened their appetites, and when they sat down to table they found they were able to do full justice to the excellent fare provided, for them. The meal at an end, they inspected the stables, once more carefully examining the Derby candidate, who seemed none the worse for his morning’s exertion, and then Carne left his guests in the big yard to the enjoyment of their cigars, while he accompanied his trainer into the house for a few moments’ chat.

“And now sit down, sir,” said Bent, when they reached his own sanctum, a cosy apartment, half sitting-room and half office, bearing upon its walls innumerable mementoes of circumstances connected with the owner’s lengthy turf experiences. “I hope you are satisfied with what you saw this morning?”

“Perfectly satisfied,” said Carne, “but I should like to hear exactly what you think about the race itself.”

“Well, sir, as you may imagine, I have been thinking a good deal about it lately, and this is the c6nclusion I have come to. If this were an ordinary year, I should say that we possess out and away the best horse in the race; but we must remember that this is not by any means an ordinary year — there’s Vulcanite, who they tell me is in the very pink of condition, and who has beaten our horse each time they have met; there’s the Mandarin, who won the Two Thousand this week, and who will be certain to come into greater favour as the time shortens, and The Filibuster, who won the Biennial Stakes at the Craven Meeting, a nice enough horse, though I must say I don’t fancy him over much myself.”

“I take it, then, that the only horse you really fear is Vulcanite?”

“That’s so, sir. If he were not in the list, I should feel as certain of seeing you leading your horse back a winner as any man could well be.”

On looking at his watch Carne discovered that it was time for him to rejoin his friends and be off to the railway station if they desired to catch the train which they had arranged should convey them back to town. So bidding the trainer and his wife good-bye, they took their places in the carriage once more, and were driven away.

Arriving at Waterloo, they drove to Lord Orpington’s club to lunch.

“Do you know you’re a very lucky fellow, Carne?” said the Earl of Amberley as they stood on the steps of that institution afterwards, before separating in pursuit of the pleasures of the afternoon. “You have health, wealth, fame, good looks, one of the finest houses in London, and now one of the prospective winners of the Derby. In fact, you only want one thing to make your existence perfect.”

“And what is that?” asked Carne.

“A wife,” replied Lord Amberley. “I wonder the girls have let you escape so long.”

“I am not a marrying man,” said Carne; “how could a fellow like myself, who is here to-day and gone to-morrow, expect any woman to link her lot with his? Do you remember our first meeting?”

“Perfectly, “replied Lord Amberley. “When I close my eyes I can see that beautiful marble palace, set in its frame of blue water, as plainly as if it were but yesterday I breakfasted with you there.”

“That was a very fortunate morning for me,” said the other. “And now here is my cab. I must be off. Good-bye.”

“Good-bye,” cried his friends, as he went down the steps and entered the vehicle. “Don’t forget to let us know if anything further turns up.”

“I will be sure to do so,” said Simon Carne, and then, as he laid himself back on the soft cushions and was driven by way of Waterloo Place to Piccadilly, he added to himself, “Yes, if I can bring off the little scheme I have in my mind, and one or two others which I am preparing, and can manage to get out of England without any one suspecting that I am the burglar who has outwitted all London, I shall have good cause to say that was a very fortunate day for me when I first met his lordship.”

That evening he dined alone. He seemed pre-occupied, and it was evident that he was disappointed about something. Several times on hearing noises in the street outside he questioned his servants as to the cause. At last, however, when Ram Gafur entered the room carrying a telegram upon a salver, his feelings found vent in a sigh of satisfaction. With eager fingers he broke open the envelope, withdrew the contents, and read the message it contained:

“Seven Stars Music Hall — Whitechapel Road. Ten o’clock.”

There was no signature, but that fact did not seem to trouble him very much. He placed it in his pocket-book, and afterwards continued his meal in better spirits. When the servants had left the room he poured himself out a glass of port, and taking a pencil proceeded to make certain calculations upon the back of an envelope. For nearly ten minutes he occupied himself in this way, then he tore the paper into tiny pieces, replaced his pencil in his pocket, and sipped his wine with a satisfaction that was the outcome of perfected arrangements.

“The public excitement,” he said to himself, not without a small touch of pride, “has as yet scarcely cooled down from the robbery of the famous Wiltshire jewels. Lord Orpington has not as yet discovered the whereabouts of the gold and silver plate which disappeared from his house so mysteriously a week or two ago, while several other people have done their best to catch a gang of burglars who would seem to have set all London at defiance. But if I bring off this new coup, they’ll forget all their grievances in consideration of the latest and greatest scandal. There’ll be scarcely a man in England who won’t have something to say upon the subject. By the way, let me see how he stands in the betting to-night.”

He took a paper from the table in the window, and glanced down the sporting column. Vulcanite was evidently the public’s choice, Knight of Malta being only second favourite, with The Mandarin a strong third.

“What a hubbub there will be when it becomes known,” said Carne, as he placed the paper on the table again. “I shall have to take especial care, or some of the storm may blow back on me. I fancy I can hear the newsboys shouting: ‘Latest news of the turf scandal. The Derby favourite stolen. Vulcanite missing. An attempt made to get at Knight of Malta.’ Why! It will be twenty years before old England will forget the sensation I am about to give her.”

With a grim chuckle at the idea, he went upstairs to his dressing-room and locked the door. It must have been well after nine o’clock when he emerged again, and, clad in a long ulster, left the house in his private hansom. Passing down Park Lane he drove along Piccadilly, then by way of the Haymarket, Strand, Ludgate Hill, and Fenchurch Street to the Whitechapel Road. Reaching the corner of Leman Street, he signalled to his man to stop, and jumped out.

His appearance was now entirely changed. Instead of the deformed, scholar-like figure he usually presented, he now resembled a common-place, farmerish individual, with iron grey hair, a somewhat crafty face, ornamented with bushy eyebrows and a quantity of fluffy whiskers. How he had managed it as he drove along goodness only knows, but that he had effected the change was certain.

Having watched his cab drive away, he strolled along the street until he arrived at a building, the flaring lights of which proclaimed it the Seven Stars Music Hall. He paid his money at the box office, and then walked inside to find a fair-sized building, upon the floor of which were placed possibly a hundred small tables. On the stage at the further end a young lady, boasting a minimum of clothing and a maximum of self-assurance, was explaining, to the dashing accompaniment of the orchestra, the adventures she had experienced “When Billy and me was courting.”

Acting up to his appearance, Carne called for a “two of Scotch cold,” and, having lit a meerschaum pipe which he took from his waistcoat pocket, prepared to make himself at home. As ten o’clock struck he turned his chair a little, in order that he might have a better view of the door, and waited.

Five minutes must have elapsed before his patience was rewarded. Then two men came in together, and immediately he saw them he turned his face in an opposite direction, and seemed to be taking an absorbing interest in what was happening upon the stage.

One of the men who had entered, and whom he had seemed to recognise — a cadaverous-looking individual in a suit of clothes a size too small for him, a velvet waistcoat at least three sizes too large, a check tie, in which was stuck an enormous horseshoe pin composed of palpably imitation diamonds, boasting no shirt as far as could be seen, and wearing upon his head a top hat of a shape that had been fashionable in the early sixties — stopped, and placed his hand upon his shoulder.

“Mr. Blenkins, or I’m a d’isy,” he said. “Well, who’d ha’ thought of seeing you here of all places? Why, it was only this afternoon as me and my friend, Mr. Brown here, was a-speaking of you. To think as how you should ha’ come up to London just this very time, and be at the Seven Stars Music Hall, of all other places! It’s like what the noos-papers call a go-insidence, drat me if it ain’t. ‘Ow are yer, old pal?”

He extended his hand, which Mr. Blenkins took, and shook with considerable cordiality. After that, Mr. Brown, who from outward appearances was by far the most respectable of the trio, was introduced in the capacity of a gentleman from America, a citizenship that became more apparent when he opened his mouth to speak.

“And what was’ee speaking of I about?” asked Mr. Blenkins, when the trio were comfortably seated at table.

This the diffident Mr. Jones, for by that commonplace appellative the seedy gentleman with the magnificent diamonds chose to be called, declined to state. It would appear that he was willing to discuss the news of the day, the price of forage, the prospects of war, the programme proceeding upon the stage, in fact, anything rather than declare the subject of his conversation with Mr. Brown that afternoon.

It was not until Mr. Brown happened to ask Mr. Blenkins what horse he fancied for the Derby that Mr. Jones in any degree recovered his self-possession. Then an animated discussion on the forthcoming race was entered upon. How long it would have lasted had not Mr. Jones presently declared that the music of the orchestra was too much for him, I cannot say.

Thereupon Mr. Brown suggested that they should leave the Hall and proceed to a place of which he knew in a neighbouring street. This they accordingly did, and when they were safely installed in a small room off the bar, Mr. Jones, having made certain that there was no one near enough to overhear, unlocked his powers of conversation with whisky and water, and proceeded to speak his mind.

For upwards of an hour they remained closeted in the room together, conversing in an undertone. Then the meeting broke up, Mr. Blenkins bidding his friends “goodnight” before they left the house.

From the outward appearances of the party, if in these days of seedy millionaires and overdressed bankrupts one may venture to judge by them, he would have been a speculative individual who would have given a five pound note for the worldly wealth of the trio. Yet, had you taken so much trouble, you might have followed Mr. Blenkins and have seen him picked up by a smart private hansom at the corner of Leman Street. You might then have gone back to the “Hen and Feathers,” and have followed Mr. Brown as far as Osborn Street, and have seen him enter a neat brougham, which was evidently his own private property. Another hansom, also a private one, met Mr. Jones in the same thoroughfare, and an hour later two of the number were in Park Lane, while the third was discussing a bottle of Heidseck in a gorgeous private sitting-room on the second floor of the Langham Hotel.

As he entered his dressing-room on his return to Porchester House, Simon Carne glanced at his watch. It was exactly twelve o’clock.

“I hope Belton will not be long,” he said to himself. “Give him a quarter of an hour to rid himself of the other fellow, and say half an hour to get home. In that case he should be here within the next few minutes.”

The thought had scarcely passed through his brain before there was a deferential knock at the door, and next moment Belton, clad in a long great coat, entered the room.

“You’re back sooner than I expected,” said Carne. “You could not have stayed very long with our friend?”

“I left him soon after you did, sir,” said Belton. “He was in a hurry to get home, and as there was nothing more to settle I did not attempt to prevent him. I trust you are satisfied, sir, with the result of our adventure.”

“Perfectly satisfied,” said Carne. “Tomorrow I’ll make sure that he’s good for the money, and then we’ll get to work. In the meantime you had better see about a van and the furniture of which I spoke to you, and also engage a man upon whom you can rely.”

“But what about Merford, sir, and the attempt upon Knight of Malta?”

“I’ll see about that on Monday. I have promised Bent to spend the night there.”

“You’ll excuse my saying so, sir, I hope,” said Belton, as he poured out his master’s hot water and laid his dressing-gown upon the back of a chair, ready for him to put on, “but it’s a terrible risky business. If we don’t bring it off, there’ll be such a noise in England as has never been heard before. You might murder the Prime Minister, I believe, and it wouldn’t count for so much with the people generally as an attempt to steal the Derby favourite.”

“But we shall not fail,” said Carne confidently. “By this time you ought to know me better than to suppose that. No, no, never fear, Belton; I’ve got all my plans cut and dried, and even if we fail to get possession of Vulcanite, the odds are a thousand to one against our being suspected of any complicity in the matter. Now you can go to bed. Goodnight.”

“Good-night, sir,” said Belton respectfully, and left the room.

It was one of Simon Carne’s peculiarities always to fulfil his engagements in spite of any inconvenience they might cause himself. Accordingly the four o’clock train from Waterloo, on the Monday following the meeting at the Music Hall just narrated, carried him to Merford in pursuance of the promise he had given his trainer.

Reaching the little wayside station on the edge of the Downs, he alighted, to find himself welcomed by his trainer, who lifted his hat respectfully, and wished him good afternoon.

During the drive, Carne spoke of the impending race, and among other things of a letter he had that morning received, warning him of an attempt that would probably be made to obtain possession of his horse. The trainer laughed good humouredly.

“Bless you, sir,” he said, “that’s nothing. You should just see some of the letters I’ve got pasted into my scrap book. Most of ‘em comes a week or fortnight before a big race. Some of ‘em warns me that if I don’t prevent the horse from starting, I’m as good as a dead man; others ask me what price I will take to let him finish outside the first three; while more still tell me that if I don’t put ‘im out of the way altogether, I’ll find my house and my wife and family flying up to the clouds under a full charge of dynamite within three days of the race being run. Don’t you pay any attention to the letters you receive. I’ll look after the horse, and you may be very sure I’ll take good care that nothing happens to him.”

“I know that, of course,” said Carne, “but I thought I’d tell you. You see, I’m only a novice at racing, and perhaps I place more importance just now upon a threat of that kind than I shall do a couple of years hence.”

“Of course,” replied the trainer. “I understand exactly how you feel, sir. It’s quite natural. And now here we are, with the missis standing on the steps to help me give you a hearty welcome.”

They drove up to the door, and when Carne had alighted he was received by the trainer’s wife as her lord and master had predicted. His bedroom he discovered, on being conducted to it to prepare for dinner, was at the back of the house, overlooking the stableyard, and possessed a lovely view, extending across the gardens and village towards where the Downs ended and the woods of Herberford began.

“A pretty room,” he said to Belton, as the latter laid out his things upon the bed, “and very convenient for our purpose. Have you discovered where you are located?”

“Next door, sir.”

“I am glad of that; and what room is beneath us?”

“The kitchen and pantry, sir. With the exception of one at the top of the house, there are no other bedrooms on this side.”

“That is excellent news. Now get me ready as soon as you can.”

During dinner that evening Simon Carne made himself as pleasant as possible to his host and hostess. So affable, indeed, was he that when they retired to rest they confessed to each other that they had never entertained a more charming guest. It was arranged that he should be called at five o’clock on the morning following, in order that he might accompany the trainer to the Downs to see his horse at his exercise.

It was close upon eleven o’clock when he dismissed his valet and threw himself upon his bed with a novel. For upwards of two hours he amused himself with his book; then he rose and dressed himself in the rough suit which his man had put out for him. Having done so, he took a strong rope ladder from his bag, blew out his light, and opened his window. To attach the hooks at the end of the ropes to the inside of the window sill, and to throw the rest outside was the work of a moment. Then, having ascertained that his door was securely locked, he crawled out and descended to the ground. Once there, he waited until he saw Belton’s light disappear, and heard his window softly open. Next moment a small black bag was lowered, and following it, by means of another ladder, came the servant himself.

“There is no time to be lost,” said Carne, as soon as they were together. “You must set to work on the big gates, while I do the other business. The men are all asleep; nevertheless, be careful that you make no noise.”

Having given his instructions, he left his servant and made his way across the yard towards the box where Knight of Malta was confined. When he reached it he unfastened the bag he had brought with him, and took from it a brace and a peculiar shaped bit, resembling a pair of compasses. Uniting these, he oiled the points and applied them to the door, a little above the lock. What he desired to do did not occupy him for more than a minute.

Then he went quietly along the yard to the further boundary, where he had that afternoon noticed a short ladder. By means of this he mounted to the top of the wall, then lifted it up after him and lowered it on the other side, still without making any noise. Instead of dismounting by it, however, he seated himself for a moment astride of it, while he drew on a pair of clumsy boots he had brought with him, suspended round his neck. Then, having chosen his place, he jumped. His weight caused him to leave a good mark on the soft ground on the other side.

He then walked heavily for perhaps fifty yards, until he reached the high road. Here he divested himself of the boots, put on his list slippers once more, and returned as speedily as possible to the ladder, which he mounted and drew up after him. Having descended on the other side, he left it standing against the wall, and hastened across the yard towards the gates, where he found Belton just finishing the work he had set him to do.

With the aid of a brace and bit similar to that used by Carne upon the stable door, the lock had been entirely removed and the gate stood open. Belton was evidently satisfied with his work; Carne, however, was not so pleased. He picked up the circle of wood and showed it to his servant. Then, taking the bit, he inserted the screw on the reverse side and gave it two or three turns.

“You might have ruined everything,” he whispered, “by omitting that. The first carpenter who looked at it would be able to tell that the work was done from the inside. But, thank goodness, I know a trick that will set that right. Now then, give me the pads, and I’ll drop them by the door. Then we can return to our rooms.”

Four large blanket pads were handed to him, and he went quietly across and dropped them by the stable door. After that he rejoined Belton, and they made their way, with the assistance of the ladders, back to their own rooms once more.

Half an hour later Carne was wrapped in a sweet slumber from which he did not wake until he was aroused by a tapping at his chamber door. It was the trainer.

“Mr. Carne,” cried Bent, in what were plainly agitated tones, “if you could make it convenient I should be glad to speak to you as soon as possible.”

In something under twenty minutes he was dressed and downstairs. He found the trainer awaiting him in the hall, wearing a very serious face.

“If you will stroll with me as far as the yard, I should like to show you something,” he said.

Carne accordingly took up his hat and followed him out of the house.

“You look unusually serious,” said the latter, as they crossed the garden.

“An attempt has been made to get possession of your horse.”

Carne stopped short in his walk and faced the other.

“What did I tell you yesterday?” he remarked. “I was certain that that letter was more than an idle warning. But how do you know that an attempt has been made?”

“Come, sir, and see for yourself,” said Bent. “I am sorry to say there is no gainsaying the fact.”

A moment later they had reached the entrance to the stableyard.

“See, sir,” said Bent, pointing to a circular hole which now existed where previously the lock had been. “The rascals cut out the lock, and thus gained an entry to the yard.”

He picked up the round piece of wood with the lock still attached to it, and showed it to his employer.

“One thing is very certain, the man who cut this hole is a master of his trade, and is also the possessor of fine implements.”

“So it would appear,” said Carne grimly. “Now what else is there for me to hear? Is the horse much hurt?”

“Not a bit the worse, sir,” answered Bent. “They didn’t get in at him, you see. Something must have frightened them before they could complete their task. Step this way, sir, if you please, and examine the door of the box for yourself. I have given strict orders that nothing shall be touched until you have seen it.”

They crossed the yard together, and approached the box in question. On the woodwork the commencement of a circle similar to that which had been completed on the yard gates could be plainly distinguished, while on the ground below lay four curious shaped pads, one of which Carne picked up.

“What on earth are these things,” he asked innocently enough.

“Their use is easily explained, sir,” answered the trainer. “They are intended for tying over the horse’s feet, so that when he is led out of his box his plates may make no noise upon the stones. I’d like to have been behind ‘em with a whip when they got him out, that’s all. The double-dyed rascals to try such a trick upon a horse in my charge!”

“I can understand your indignation,” said Carne. “It seems to me we have had a narrow escape.”

“Narrow escape, or no narrow escape, I’d have had ‘em safely locked up in Merford Police Station by this time,” replied Bent vindictively. “And now, sir, let me show you how they got out. As far as I can see they must have imagined they heard somebody coming from the house, otherwise they would have left by the gates instead of by this ladder.”

He pointed to the ladder, which was still standing where Carne had placed it, and then led him by a side door round to the other side of the wall. Here he pointed to some heavy footmarks upon the turf. Carne examined them closely.

“If the size of his foot is any criterion of his build,” he said, “he must have been a precious big fellow. Let me see how mine compares with it.”

He placed his neat shoe in one of the imprints before him, and smiled as he noticed how the other overlapped it.

They then made their way to the box, where they found the animal at his breakfast. He lifted his head and glanced round at them, bit at the iron of the manger, and then gave a little playful kick with one of his hind legs.

“He doesn’t seem any the worse for his adventure,” said Carne, as the trainer went up to him and ran his hand over his legs.

“Not a bit,” answered the other. “He’s a wonderfully even-tempered horse, and it takes a lot to put him out. If his nerves had been at all upset he wouldn’t have licked up his food as clean as he has done.”

Having given another look at him, they left him in charge of his lad, and returned to the house.

The gallop after breakfast confirmed their conclusion that there was nothing the matter, and Simon Carne returned to town ostensibly comforted by Bent’s solemn assurance to that effect. That afternoon Lord Calingforth, the owner of Vulcanite, called upon him. They had met repeatedly, and consequently were on the most intimate terms.

“Good afternoon, Carne,” he said as he entered the room. “I have come to condole with you upon your misfortune, and to offer you my warmest sympathy.”

“Why, what on earth has happened?” asked Carne, as he offered his visitor a cigar.

“God bless my soul, my dear fellow! Haven’t you seen the afternoon’s paper? Why, it reports the startling news that your stables were broken into last night, and that my rival, Knight of Malta, was missing this morning.”

Carne laughed.

“I wonder what they’ll say next,” he said quietly. “But don’t let me appear to deceive you. It is perfectly true that the stables were broken into last night, but the thieves were disturbed, and decamped just as they were forcing the lock of The Knight’s box.”

“In that case I congratulate you. What rascally inventions some of these sporting papers do get hold of to be sure. I’m indeed glad to hear that it is not true. The race would have lost half its interest if your horse were out of it. By the way, I suppose you are still as confident as ever?”

“Would you like to test it?”

“Very much, if you feel inclined for a bet.”

“Then I’ll have a level thousand pounds with you that my horse beats yours. Both to start or the wager is off. Do you agree?”

“With pleasure. I’ll make a note of it.”

The noble Earl jotted the bet down in his book, and then changed the subject by inquiring whether Carne had ever had any transactions with his next door neighbour, Klimo.

“Only on one occasion,” the other replied. “I consulted him on behalf of the Duke of Wiltshire at the time his wife’s diamonds were stolen. To tell the truth, I was half thinking of calling him in to see if he could find the fellow who broke into the stables last night, but on second thoughts I determined not to do so. I did not want to make any more fuss about it than I could help. But what makes you ask about Klimo?”

“Well, to put the matter in a nutshell, there has been a good deal of small pilfering down at my trainer’s place lately, and I want to get it stopped.”

“If I were you I should wait till after the race, and then have him down. If one excites public curiosity just now, one never knows what will happen.”

“I think you are right. Anyhow, I’ll act on your advice. Now what do you say to coming along to the Rooms with me to see how our horses stand in the market? Your presence there would do more than any number of paper denials towards showing the fallacy of this stupid report. Will you come?”

“With pleasure,” said Carne, and in less than five minutes he was sitting beside the noble Earl in his mail phaeton, driving towards the rooms in question.

When he got there, he found Lord Calingforth had stated the case very correctly. The report that Knight of Malta had been stolen had been widely circulated, and Carne discovered that the animal was, for the moment, almost a dead letter in the market. The presence of his owner, however, was sufficient to stay the panic, and when he had snapped up two or three long bets, which a few moments before had been going begging, the horse began steadily to rise towards his old position.

That night, when Belton waited upon his master at bedtime, he found him, if possible, more silent than usual. It was not until his work was well-nigh completed that the other spoke.

“It’s a strange thing, Belton,” he said, “and you may hardly believe it, but if there were not certain reasons to prevent me from being so magnanimous, I would give this matter up, and let the race be run on its merits. I don’t know that I ever took a scheme in hand with a worse grace. However, as it can’t be helped, I suppose I must go through with it. Is the van prepared?”

“It is quite ready, sir.”

“All the furniture arranged as I directed?”

“It is exactly as you wished, sir. I have attended to it myself.”

“And what about the man?”

“I have engaged the young fellow, sir, who assisted me before. I know he’s quick, and I can stake my life that he’s trustworthy.”

“I am glad to hear it. He will have need to be. Now for my arrangements. I shall make the attempt on Friday morning next, that is to say, two days from now. You and the man you have just mentioned will take the van and horses to Market Stopford, travelling by the goods train which, I have discovered, reaches the town between four and five in the morning. As soon as you are out of the station, you will start straight away along the high road towards Exbridge, reaching the village between five and six. I shall meet you in the road alongside the third milestone on the other side, made up for the part I am to play. Do you understand?”

“Perfectly, sir.”

“That will do then. I shall go down to the village to-morrow evening, and you will not hear from me again until you meet me at the place I have named. Good-night.”

“Good-night, sir.”

Now, it is a well-known fact that if you wish to excite the anger of the inhabitants of Exbridge village, and more particularly of any member of the Pitman Training Establishment, you have but to ask for information concerning a certain blind beggar who put in an appearance there towards sunset on the Thursday preceding the Derby of 18 — and you will do so. When that mysterious individual first came in sight he was creeping along the dusty high road that winds across the Downs from Market Stop ford to Beaton Junction, dolorously quavering a ballad that was intended to be, though few would have recognised it, “The Wearing of the Green.”

On reaching the stables he tapped along the wall with his stick, until he came to the gate. Then, when he was asked his business by the head lad, who had been called up by one of the stable boys, he stated that he was starving, and, with peculiar arts of his own, induced them to provide him with a meal. For upwards of an hour he remained talking with the lads, and then wended his way down the hill towards the village, where he further managed to induce the rector to permit him to occupy one of his outhouses for the night.

After tea he went out and sat on the green, but towards eight o’clock he crossed the stream at the ford, and made his way up to a little copse, which ornamented a slight eminence, on the opposite side of the village to that upon which the training stables were situated.

How he found his way, considering his infirmity, it is difficult to say, but that he did find it was proved by his presence there. It might also have been noticed that when he was once under cover of the bushes, he gave up tapping the earth with his stick, and walked straight enough, and without apparent hesitation, to the stump of a tree, upon which he seated himself.

For some time he enjoyed the beauty of the evening undisturbed by the presence of any other human being. Then he heard a step behind him, and next moment a smart-looking stable lad parted the bushes and came into view.

“Hullo,” said the new-comer. “So you managed to get here first?”

“So I have,” said the old rascal, “and it’s wonderful when you come to think of it, considering my age, and what a poor old blind chap I be. But I’m glad to find ye’ve managed to get away, my lad. Now what have ye got to say for yourself?”

“I don’t know that I’ve got anything to say,” replied the boy. “But this much is certain, what you want can’t be done.”

“And a fine young cockerel you are to be sure, to crow so loud that it can’t be done,” said the old fellow, with an evil chuckle. “How do you know it can’t?”

“Because I don’t see my way,” replied the other. “It’s too dangerous by a long sight. Why, if the Guv’nor was to get wind of what you want me to do, England itself wouldn’t be big enough to hold us both. You don’t know ‘im as well as I do.”

“I know him well enough for all practical purposes,” replied the beggar. “Now, if you’ve got any more objections to raise, be quick about it. If you haven’t, then I’ll talk to you. You haven’t? Very good then. Now, just hold your jaw, open your ears, and listen to what I’ve got to say. What time do you go to exercise to-morrow morning?”

“Nine o’clock.”

“Very good then. You go down on to the Downs, and the Boss sends you off with Vulcanite for a canter. What do you do? Why, you go steadily enough as long as he can see you, but directly you’re round on the other side of the hill you stick in your heels, and nip into the wood that runs along on your right hand, just as if your horse was bolting with you. Once in there, you go through for half a mile until you come to the stream, ford that, and then cut into the next wood, riding as if the devil himself were after you, until you reach the path above Hangman’s Hollow. Do you know the place?”

“I reckon I ought to.”

“Well, then, you just make tracks for it. When you get there you’ll find me waiting for you. After that I’ll take over command, and get both you and the horse out of England in such a way that nobody will ever suspect. Then there’ll be five hundred pounds for your trouble, a safe passage with the horse to South America, and another five hundred the day the nag is set ashore. There’s not as much risk as you could take between your finger and thumb, and a lad with a spirit like yours could make a fortune with a thousand pounds on the other side. What have you to say now?”

“It’s all very well,” replied the lad, “but how am I to know that you’ll play straight with me?”

“What do you take me for?” said the beggar indignantly, at the same time putting his hand in his coat pocket and producing what looked like a crumpled piece of paper. “If you doubt me, there’s something that may help to convince you. But don’t go showing it around to-night, or you’ll be giving yourself away, and that’ll mean the Stone Jug for you, and ‘Amen’ to all your hopes of a fortune. You’ll do as I wish now, I suppose?”

“I’ll do it,” said the lad sullenly, as he crumpled the bank-note up and put it in his pocket. “But now I must be off. Since there’s been this fuss about Knight of Malta, the Guv’nor has us all in before eight o’clock, and keeps the horse under lock and key, with the head lad sleeping in the box with him.”

“Well, good-night to you, and don’t you forget about to-morrow morning; niggle the horse about a bit just to make him impatient like, and drop a hint that he’s a bit fresh. That will make his bolting look more feasible. Don’t leave the track while there’s any one near you, but, as soon as you do, ride like thunder to the place I told you of. I’ll see that they’re put off the scent as to the way you’ve gone.”

“All right,” said the lad. “I don’t like it, but I suppose I’m in too deep now to draw back. Good-night.”

“Good-night, and good luck to you.”

Once he had got rid of the youth, Carne (for it was he) returned by another route to the rector’s out-building, where he laid himself down on the straw, and was soon fast asleep. His slumbers lasted till nearly daybreak, when he rose and made his way across country to the small copse above Hangman’s Hollow, on the road from Exbridge to Beaton Junction. Here he discovered a large van drawn up, apparently laden with furniture both inside and out. The horses were feeding beneath a tree, and a couple of men were eating their breakfast beside them. On seeing Carne, the taller of the pair — a respectable-looking workman, with a big brown beard — rose and touched his hat. The other looked with astonishment at the disreputable beggar standing before them.

“So you arrived here safely,” said Carne. “If anything you’re a little before your time. Boil me a cup of tea, and give me something to eat as quickly as possible, for I am nearly famished. When you have done that, get out the clothes I told you to bring with you, and let me change into them. It wouldn’t do for any of the people from the village back yonder to be able to say afterwards that they saw me talking with you in this rig out.”

As soon as his hunger was appeased he disappeared into the wood, and dressed himself in his new attire. Another suit of clothes, and an apron such as might be worn by a furniture remover’s foreman, a grey wig, a short grey beard and moustache, and a bowler hat, changed his identity completely; indeed, when his rags had been hidden in the hollow of a tree, it would have been a difficult matter to have traced any resemblance between the respectable-looking workman eating his breakfast and the disreputable beggar of half an hour before.

It was close upon nine o’clock by this time, and as soon as he realized this Carne gave the order to put the horses to. This done, they turned their attention to the back of the van, and then a strange thing became apparent. Though to all appearances, viewed from the open doors at the end, the inside of this giant receptacle was filled to its utmost holding capacity with chests of drawers, chairs, bedsteads, carpets, and other articles of household furniture, yet by pulling a pair of handles it was possible for two men easily to withdraw what looked like half the contents of the van.

The poorest observer would then have noticed that in almost every particular these articles were dummies, affixed to a screen, capable of being removed at a moment’s notice. The remainder of the van was fitted after the fashion of a stable, with a manger at the end and a pair of slings dependent from the roof.

The nervous tension produced by the waiting soon became almost more than the men could bear. Minute after minute went slowly by, and still the eagerly expected horse did not put in an appearance. Then Belton, whom Carne had placed on the look-out, came flying towards them with the report that he could hear a sound of galloping hoofs in the wood. A few seconds later the noise could be plainly heard at the van, and almost before they had time to comment upon it, a magnificent thoroughbred, ridden by the stable boy who had talked to the blind beggar on the previous evening, dashed into view, and pulled up beside the van.

“Jump off,” cried Carne, catching at the horse’s head, “and remove the saddle. Now be quick with those cloths; we must rub him down or he’ll catch cold.”

When the horse was comparatively dry he was led into the van, which was to be his stable for the next few hours, and, in spite of his protests, slung in such a fashion that his feet did not touch the floor. This business completed, Carne bade the frightened boy get in with him, and take care that he did not, on any account, neigh.

After that the mask of furniture was replaced, and the doors closed and locked. The men mounted to their places on the box and roof, and the van continued its journey along the high road towards the Junction. But satisfactory as their attempt had so far proved, the danger was by no means over. Scarcely had they proceeded three miles on their way before Carne distinguished the sound of hoofs upon the road behind him. A moment later a young man, mounted on a well-bred horse, came into view, rode up alongside, and signalled to the driver to stop.

“What’s the matter?” inquired the latter, as he brought his horses to a standstill. “Have we dropped anything?”

“Have you seen anything of a boy on a horse?” asked the man, who was so much out of breath that he could scarcely get his words out.

“What sort of a boy, and what sort of a horse?” asked the man on the van.

“A youngish boy,” was the reply, “seven stone weight, with sandy hair, on a thoroughbred.”

“No: we ain’t seen no boy with sandy ‘air, ridin’ of a thoroughbred ‘orse seven stone weight,” said Carne. “What’s ‘e been an’ done?”

“The horse has bolted with him off the Downs, back yonder,” answered the man. “The Guv’nor has sent us out in all directions to look for him.”

“Sorry we can’t oblige you,” said the driver as he prepared to start his team again. “Good day to you.”

“Much obliged,” said the horseman, and, when he had turned off into a side road, the van continued its journey till it reached the railway station. A quarter of an hour later it caught the eleven o’clock goods train and set off for the small seaside town of Barworth, on the south coast, where it was shipped on board a steamer which had arrived that morning from London.

Once it was safely transferred from the railway truck to the deck, Carne was accosted by a tall, swarthy individual, who, from his importance, seemed to be both the owner and the skipper of the vessel. They went down into the saloon together, and a few moments later an observer, had one been there, might have seen a cheque for a considerable sum of money change hands.

An hour later the Jessie Branker was steaming out to sea, and a military-looking individual, not at all to be compared with the industrious mechanic, who had shipped the furniture van on board the vessel bound for Spain, stood on the platform of the station waiting for the express train to London. On reaching the metropolis he discovered it surging beneath the weight of a great excitement. The streets re-echoed with the raucous cries of the news-vendors:

“The Derby favourite stolen — Vulcanite missing from his stable!”

Next morning an advertisement appeared in every paper of consequence, offering “A reward of Five Hundred Pounds for any information which might lead to the conviction of the person or persons who on the morning of May 28th had stolen, or caused to be stolen, from the Pitman Training Stables, the Derby favourite, Vulcanite, the property of the Right Honourable the Earl of Calingforth.”

The week following, Knight of Malta, owned by Simon Carne, Esq., of Porchester House, Park Lane, won the Derby by a neck, in a scene of intense excitement. The Mandarin being second, and The Filibuster third. It is a strange fact that to this day not a member of the racing world has been able to solve the mystery surrounding the disappearance of one of the greatest horses that ever set foot on an English racecourse.

To-day, if Simon Carne thinks of that momentous occasion, when, amid the shouting crowd of Epsom he led his horse back a winner, he smiles softly to himself, and murmurs beneath his breath:

“Valued at twenty thousand pounds, and beaten in the Derby by a furniture van.”


A Service to the State
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IT WAS THE day following that upon which Simon Carne, presented by the Earl of Amberley, had made his bow before the Heir Apparent at the second levee of the season, that Klimo entered upon one of the most interesting cases which had so far come into his experience. The clock in his consulting room had just struck one when his elderly housekeeper entered, and handed him a card, bearing the name of Mrs. George Jeffreys, 14, Bellamer Street, Bloomsbury. The detective immediately bade his servant admit the visitor, and, almost before he had given the order, the lady in question stood before him.

She was young, not more than twenty-four at most, a frail wisp of a girl, with light brown hair and eyes that spoke for her nationality as plain as any words. She was neatly, but by no means expensively dressed, and showed evident signs of being oppressed by a weight of trouble. Klimo looked at her, and in that glance took in everything. In spite of the fact, that he was reputed to possess a heart as hard as any flint, it was noticeable that his voice, when he spoke to her, was not as gruff as that in which he usually addressed his visitors.

“Pray sit down,” he said, “and tell me in as few words as possible what it is you desire that I should do for you. Speak as clearly as you can, and, if you want my help, don’t hesitate to tell me everything.”

The girl sat down as ordered, and immediately commenced her tale.

“My name is Eileen Jeffreys,” she said. “I am the wife of an English Bank Inspector, and the daughter of Septimus O’Grady, of Chicago, U.S.A.”

“I shall remember,” replied Klimo. “And how long have you been married?”

“Two years,” answered the girl. “Two years next September. My husband and I met in America, and then came to England to settle.”

“In saying good-bye to your old home, you left your father behind, I presume?”

“Yes, he preferred to remain in America.”

“May I ask his profession?”

“That, I’m afraid, foolish as it may seem to say so, I cannot tell you,” answered the girl, with a slightly heightened colour. “His means of earning a living were always kept a secret from me.”

“That was rather strange, was it not?” said Klimo. “Had he private resources?”

“None that I ever heard of,” replied the girl.

“Did no business men ever come to see him?”

“But very few people came to us at all. We had scarcely any friends.”

“Of what nationality were the friends who did come?”

“Mostly Irish, like ourselves,” answered Mrs. Jeffreys.

“Was there ever any quarrel between your father and your husband, prior to your leaving America?”

“Never any downright quarrel,” said the girl. “But I am sorry to say they were not always the best of friends. In those days my father was a very difficult man to get on with.”

“Indeed?” said Klimo. “Now, perhaps you had better proceed with your story.”

“To do that, I must explain that at the end of January of this present year, my father, who was then in Chicago, sent us a cablegram to say he was leaving for England that very day, and, that upon his arrival in England, if we had no objection, he would like to take up his residence with us. He was to sail from New York on the Saturday following, and, as you know, the passage takes six days or thereabouts. Arriving in England he came to London and put up at our house in Bellamer Street, Bloomsbury. That was during the first week in February last, and off and on he has been living with us ever since.”

“Have you any idea what brought him to England?”

“Not the least,” she answered deliberately, after a few seconds’ pause, which Klimo did not fail to notice.

“Did he do business with any one that you are aware of?”

“I cannot say. On several occasions he went away for a week at a time into the Midlands, but what took him there I have no possible idea. On the last occasion he left us on the fifteenth of last month, and returned on the ninth of this, the same day that my husband was called away to Marseilles on important banking business. It was easy to see that he was not well. He was feverish, and within a short time of my getting him to bed began to wander in his mind, declaring over and over again that he bitterly repented some action he had taken, and that if he could once consider himself safe again would be quit of the whole thing for ever.

“For close upon a fortnight I continued to nurse him, until he was so far recovered as to recognise me once more. The day that he did so I took in at the door this cablegram, from which I may perhaps date the business that has brought me to you.”

She took a paper from her pocket and handed it to Klimo, who glanced at it, examined the post-mark and the date, and then placed it upon the desk before him. It was from Chicago, and ran as follows: — 

O’Grady,

13, Bellaraer Street, London, England.

Why no answer? Reply chances of doing business.

NERO.

“Of course, it was impossible for me to tell what this meant. I was not in my father’s confidence, and I had no notion who his mysterious correspondent might be. But as the doctor had distinctly stated that to allow him to consider any business at all would bring on a relapse and probably kill him, I placed the message in a drawer, and determined to let it remain there until he should be well enough to attend to it without danger to himself. The week following he was not quite so well, and fortunately there was complete silence on the part of his correspondents. Then this second message arrived. As you will see it is also from Chicago and from the same person.

Reply immediately, or remember consequences. Time presses, if do not realise at present price, market will be lost. NERO.

“Following my previous line of action, I placed this communication also in the drawer, and determined to let Nero wait for a reply. By doing so, however, I was incurring greater trouble than I dreamt of. Within forty-eight hours I received the following message, and upon that I made up my mind and came off at once to you. What it means I do not know, but that it bodes some ill to my father I feel certain. I had heard of your fame, and as my husband is away from home, my father unable to protect himself, and I am without friends at all in England, I thought the wisest course I could pursue would be to consult you.”

“Let me look at the last cablegram,” said Klimo, putting his hand from the box, and taking the slip of paper.

The first and second messages were simplicity itself; this, however, was a complete enigma. It was worded as follows: — 

Uneasy — Alpha — Omega — Nineteen — Twelve — to -day — five — lacs — arrange — seventy — eight — Brazils — one — twenty — nine. NERO.

Klimo read it through, and the girl noticed that he shook his head over it.

“My dear young lady,” he said, “I am afraid that it would be safer for you not to tell me any further, for I fear it is not in my power to help you.”

“You will not help me now that I have told you my miserable position? Then there is nothing before me but despair. Oh, sir, is your decision quite irrevocable? You cannot think how I have counted on your assistance.”

“I regret exceedingly that I am compelled to disappoint you,” he answered. “But my time is more than occupied as it is, and I could not give your case my attention, even if I would.”

His decision had been too much for her fortitude, and before he could prevent it, her head was down upon her hands and she had begun to weep bitterly. He attempted to comfort her, but in vain; and when she left him, tears were still coursing down her cheeks. It was not until she had been gone about ten minutes, and he had informed his housekeeper that he would see no more clients that day, that he discovered that she had left her precious cablegrams behind her.

Actuated by a feeling of curiosity, he sat down again and spread the three cablegrams out upon his writing-table. The first two, as I have said, required no consideration, they spoke for themselves, but the third baffled him completely. Who was this Septimus O’Grady who lived in Chicago, and whose associates spent their time discussing the wrongs of Ireland? How was it that, being a man innocent of private means, he engaged in no business?

Then another question called for consideration. If he had no business, what brought him to London and took him so repeatedly into the Midlands? These riddles he set aside for the present, and began to pick the last cablegram to pieces. That its author was not easy in his mind when he wrote it was quite certain.

Then who and what were the Alpha and Omega mentioned? What connection had they with Nero; also what did nineteen and twelve mean when coupled with To-day? Further, why should five lacs arrange seventy-eight Brazils? And what possible sense could be made out of the numbers one — twenty — and nine? He read the message from beginning to end again, after that from the end to the beginning, and, like a good many other men in a similar position, because he could not understand it, found himself taking a greater interest in it. This feeling had not left him when he had put off disguise as Klimo and was Simon Carne once more.

While he was eating his lunch the thought of the lonely Irishman lying ill in a house, where he was without doubt an unwelcome guest, fascinated him strangely, and when he rose from the table he found he was not able to shake off the impression it had given him. That the girl had some notion of her father’s business he felt as certain as of his own name, even though she had so strenuously denied the fact. Otherwise why should she have been so frightened by what might have been simply innocent business messages in cypher? That she was frightened was as plain as the sun then shining into his room. Despite the fact that he had resolved not to take up the case, he went into his study, and took the cablegrams from the drawer in which he had placed them. Then drawing a sheet of paper towards him, he set to work upon the puzzle.

“The first word requires no explanation,” he said as he wrote it down. “For the two next, Alpha and Omega, we will, for the sake of argument, write The Beginning and The End, and as that tells us nothing, we will substitute for them The First and The Last. Now, who or what are The First and The Last? Are they the first and last words of a code, or of a word, or do they refer to two individuals who are the principal folk in some company or conspiracy? If the latter, it is just possible they are the people who are so desperately uneasy. The next two words, however, are too much for me altogether.”

Uninteresting as the case had appeared at first sight, he soon discovered that he could think of nothing else. He found himself puzzling over it during an afternoon concert at the Queen’s Hall, and he even thought of it while calling upon the wife of the Prime Minister afterwards. As he drove in the Park before dinner, the wheels of his carriage seemed to be saying “Alpha and Omega, nineteen, twelve” over and over again with pitiless reiteration, and by the time he reached home once more he would gladly have paid a ten-pound note for a feasible solution of the enigma, if only to get its weight off his mind.

While waiting for dinner he took pen and paper and wrote the message out again, this time in half a dozen different ways. But the effect was the same, none of them afforded him any clue. He then took the second letter of each word, after that the third, then the fourth, and so on until he had exhausted them. The result in each case was absolute gibberish, and he felt that he was no nearer understanding it than when Mrs. Jeffreys had handed it to him nearly eight hours before.

During the night he dreamt about it, and when he woke in the morning its weight was still upon his mind. “Nineteen — twelve,” it is true had left him, but he was no better off for the reason that “Seventy-eight Brazils” had taken its place. When he got out of bed he tried it again. But at the end of half an hour his patience was exhausted.

“Confound the thing,” he said, as he threw the paper from him, and seated himself in a chair before his looking-glass in order that his confidential valet, Belton, might shave him. “I’ll think no more of it. Mrs. Jeffreys must solve the mystery for herself. It has worried me too much already.”

He laid his head back upon the rest and allowed his valet to run the soap brush over his chin. But, however much he might desire it his Old Man of the Sea was not to be discarded so easily; the word “Brazils” seemed to be printed in letters of fire upon the ceiling. As the razor glided over his cheek he thought of the various constructions to be placed upon the word — The Country — Stocks — and even nuts — Brazil nuts, Spanish nuts, Barcelona nuts, walnuts, cob nuts — and then, as if to make the nightmare more complete, no less a thing than Nuttall’s Dictionary. The smile the last suggestion caused him came within an ace of leaving its mark upon his cheek. He signed to the man to stay his hand.

“Egad!” he cried, “who knows but this may be the solution of the mystery? Go down to the study, Belton, and bring me Nuttall’s Dictionary.”

He waited with one side of his face still soaped until his valet returned, bringing with him the desired volume. Having received it he placed it upon the table and took up the telegram.

“Seventy — eight Brazils,” it said, “one — twenty — nine.”

Accordingly he chose the seventieth page, and ran his fingers down the first column. The letter was B, but the eighth word proved useless. He thereupon turned to the seventy-eighth page, and in the first column discovered the word Bomb. In a second the whole aspect of the case changed, and he became all eagerness and excitement. The last words on the telegram were “one-twenty-nine,” yet it was plain that there were barely a hundred upon the page. The only explanation, therefore, was that the word “One “distinguished the column, and the “twenty-nine “referred to the number of the word in it.

Almost trembling with eagerness he began to count. Surely enough the twenty-ninth word was Bomb. The coincidence was, to say the least of it, extraordinary. But presuming that it was correct, the rest of the message was simplicity itself. He turned the telegram over, and upon the back transcribed the communication as he imagined it should be read. When he had finished, it ran as follows:

Owing to O’Grady’s silence, the Society in Chicago is growing uneasy. Two men, who are the first and last, or, in other words, the principal members, are going to do something (Nineteen-twelve) to-day with fifty thousand somethings, so arrange about the bombs.

Having got so far, all that remained to be done was to find out to what “nineteen-twelve “referred. He turned to the dictionary again, and looked for the twelfth word upon the nineteenth page. This proved to be “Alkahest,” which told him nothing. So he reversed the proceedings and looked for the nineteenth word upon the twelfth page; but this proved even less satisfactory than before. However much the dictionary might have helped him hitherto, it was plainly useless now. He thought and thought, but without success. He turned up the almanac, but the dates did not fit in.

He then wrote the letters of the alphabet upon a sheet of paper, and against each placed its equivalent number. The nineteenth letter was S, the twelfth L. Did they represent two words, or were they the first and the last letters of a word? In that case, what could it be. The only three he could think of were soil, sell, and sail. The two first were hopeless, but the last seemed better. But how would that fit in? He took up his pen and tried it.

Owing to O’Grady’s silence, the Society in Chicago is growing uneasy. Two men, who are the first and last, or, in other words, the principal members, sail to-day with fifty thousand somethings, probably pounds or dollars, so prepare bombs

NERO.

He felt convinced that he had hit it at last. Either it was a very extraordinary coincidence, or he had discovered the answer to the riddle. If his solution were correct, one thing was certain, he had got in his hands, quite by chance, a clue to one of the biggest Fenian conspiracies ever yet brought to light. He remembered that at that moment London contained half the crowned heads, or their representatives, of Europe. What better occasion could the enemies of law and order desire for striking a blow at the Government and society in general? What was he to do?

To communicate with the police and thus allow himself to be drawn into the affair, would be an act of the maddest folly; should he therefore drop the whole thing, as he had at first proposed, or should he take the matter into his own hands, help Mrs. Jeffreys in her trouble by shipping her father out of harm’s way, outwit the Fenians, and appropriate the fifty thousand pounds mentioned in the cablegram himself?

The last idea was distinctly a good one. But, before it could be done, he felt he must be certain of his facts. Was the fifty thousand referred to money, or was it something else? If the former, was it pounds or was it dollars? There was a vast difference, but in either case, if only he could hit on a safe scheme, he would be well repaid for whatever risk he might run. He decided to see Mrs. Jeffreys without loss of time. Accordingly, after breakfast, he sent her a note asking her to call upon him, without fail, at twelve o’clock.

Punctuality is not generally considered a virtue possessed by the sex of which Mrs. Jeffreys was so unfortunate a member, but the clock upon Klimo’s mantelpiece had scarcely struck the hour before she put in an appearance. He immediately bade her be seated.

“Mrs. Jeffreys,” he began with a severely judicial air, “it is with much regret I find that while seeking my advice yesterday you were all the time deceiving me. How was it that you failed to tell me that your father was connected with a Fenian Society, whose one aim and object is to destroy law and order in this country?”

The question evidently took the girl by surprise. She became deathly pale, and for a moment Klimo thought she was going to faint. With a marvellous exhibition of will, however, she pulled herself together and faced her accuser.

“You have no right to say such a thing,” she began. “My father is—”

“Pardon me,” he answered quietly, “but I am in the possession of information which enables me to understand exactly what he is. If you answer me correctly it is probable that after all I will take your case up, and will help you to save your father’s life, but if you decline to do so, ill as he is, he will be arrested within twenty-four hours, and then nothing on earth can save him from condign punishment. Which do you prefer?”

“I will tell you everything,” she said quickly. “I ought to have done so at first, but you can understand why I shrank from it. My father has for a long time past been ashamed of the part he has been playing, but he could not help himself. He was too valuable to them, and they would not let him slip. They drove him on and on, and it was his remorse and anxiety that broke him down at last.”

“I think you have chosen the better course in telling me this. I will ask my questions, and you can answer them. To begin with, where are the headquarters of the Society?”

“In Chicago.”

“I thought as much. And is it possible for you to tell me the names of the two principal members?”

“There are many members, and I don’t know that one is greater than another.”

“But there must be some who are more important than others. For instance, the pair referred to in this telegram as Alpha and Omega?”

“I can only think,” she answered, after a moment’s thought, “that they must be the two men who came oftenest to our house, Messrs. Maguire and Rooney.”

“Can you describe them, or, better still, have you their photographs?”

“I have a photograph of Mr. Rooney. It was taken last year.”

“You must send it to me as soon as you get home,” he said; “and now give me as close a description as possible of the other person to whom you refer, Mr. Maguire.”

Mrs. Jeffreys considered for a few moments before she answered.

“He is tall, standing fully six feet, I should think,” she said at last, “with red hair and watery blue eyes, in the left of which there is a slight cast. He is broad shouldered and, in spite of his long residence in America, speaks with a decided brogue. I know them for desperate men, and if they come over to England may God help us all. Mr. Klimo, you don’t think the police will take my father?”

“Not if you implicitly obey my instructions,” he answered.

Klimo thought for a few seconds, and then continued: “If you wish me to undertake this business, which I need hardly tell you is out of my usual line, you will now go home and send me the photograph you spoke of a few moments since. After that you will take no sort of action until you hear from me again. For certain reasons of my own I shall take this matter up, and will do my utmost to save your father. One word of advice first, say nothing to anybody, but pack your father’s boxes and be prepared to get him out of England, if necessary, at a moment’s notice.”

The girl rose and made as if she would leave the room, but instead of doing so she stood irresolute. For a few moments she said nothing, but fumbled with the handle of her parasol and breathed heavily. Then the pluck which had so far sustained her gave way entirely, and she fell back on her chair crying as if her heart would break. Klimo instantly left his box and went round to her. He made a figure queer enough to please any one, in his old-fashioned clothes, his skull cap, his long grey hair reaching almost to his shoulders, and with his smoked glass spectacles perched upon his nose.

“Why cry, my dear young lady?” said Klimo. “Have I not promised to do my best for you? Let us, however, understand each other thoroughly. If there is anything you are keeping back you must tell me. By not speaking out you are imperilling your own and your father’s safety.”

“I know that you must think that I am endeavouring to deceive you,” she said; “but I am so terribly afraid of committing myself that I hardly know what to tell and what not to tell. I have come to you, having no friends in the whole world save my husband, who is in Marseilles, and my father, who, as I have said, is lying dangerously ill in our house.

“Of course I know what my father has been. Surely you cannot suppose that a grown up girl like myself could be so dense as not to guess why few save Irishmen visited our house, and why at times there were men staying with us for weeks at a time, who lived in the back rooms and never went outside our front door, and who, when they did take their departure, sneaked out in the dead of night.

“I remember a time in the fall of the last year that I was at home, when there were more meetings than ever, and when these men, Maguire and Rooney, almost lived with us. They and my father were occupied day and night in a room at the top of the house, and then, in the January following, Maguire came to England. Three weeks later the papers were full of a terrible dynamite explosion in London, in which forty innocent people lost their lives. Mr. Klimo, you must imagine for yourself the terror and shame that seized me, particularly when I remembered that my father was a companion of the men who had been concerned in it.

“Now my father repents, and they are edging him on to some fresh outrage. I cannot tell you what it is, but I know this, that if Maguire and Rooney are coming to England, something awful is about to happen, and if they distrust him, and there is any chance of any one getting into trouble, my father will be made the scapegoat.

“To run away from them would be to court certain death. They have agents in almost every European city, and, unless we could get right away to the other side of the world, they would be certain to catch us. Besides, my father is too ill to travel. The doctors say he must not be disturbed under any pretence whatever.”

“Well, well!” said Kilmo, “leave the matter to me, and I will see what can be done. Send me the photograph you spoke of, and let me know instantly if there are any further developments.”

“Do you mean that after all I can rely upon you helping me?”

“If you are brave,” he answered, “not without. Now, one last question, and then you must be off. I see in the last telegram, mention made of fifty lacs; I presume that means money?”

“A lac is their term for a thousand pounds,” she answered without hesitation.

“That will do,” said Klimo. “Now go home and don’t worry yourself more than you can help. Above all, don’t let any one suspect that I have any interest in the case. Upon your doing that will in a great measure depend your safety.”

She promised to obey him in this particular as in the others, and then took her departure.

When Klimo had passed into the adjoining house, he bade his valet accompany him to his study.

“Belton,” he said, as he seated himself in a comfortable chair before his writing table, “I have this morning agreed to undertake what promises to be one of the most dangerous, and at the same time most interesting, cases that has yet come under my notice. A young lady, the wife of a respectable Bank Inspector, has been twice to see me lately with a very sad story. Her father, it would appear, is an Irish American, with the usual prejudice against this country. He has been for some time a member of a Fenian Society, possibly one of their most active workers. In January last the executive sent him to this country to arrange for an exhibition of their powers.

“Since arriving here the father has been seized with remorse, and the mental strain and fear thus entailed have made him seriously ill. For weeks he has been lying at death’s door in his daughter’s house. Hearing nothing from him the Society has telegraphed again and again, but without result. In consequence, two of the chief and most dangerous members are coming over here with fifty thousand pounds at their disposal, to look after their erring brother, to take over the management of affairs, and to commence the slaughter as per arrangement.

“Now as a peaceable citizen of the City of London, and a humble servant of Her Majesty the Queen, it is manifestly my duty to deliver these rascals into the hands of the police. But to do that would be to implicate the girl’s father, and to kill her husband’s faith in her family; for it must be remembered he knows nothing of the father’s Fenian tendencies. It would also mix me up in a most undesirable matter at a time when I have the best of reasons for desiring to keep quiet.

“Well, the long and the short of the matter is that I have been thinking the question out, and I have arrived at the following conclusion. If I can hit upon a workable scheme I shall play policeman and public benefactor, checkmate the dynamiters, save the girl and her father, and reimburse myself to the extent of fifty thousand pounds. Fifty thousand pounds, Belton, think of that. If it hadn’t been for the money I should have had nothing at all to do with it.”

“But how will you do it, sir?” asked Belton, who had learnt by experience never to be surprised at anything his master might say or do.

“Well, so far,” he answered, “it seems a comparatively easy matter. I see that the last telegram was dispatched on Saturday, May 26th, and says, or purports to say, ‘sail to-day’ In that case, all being well, they should be in Liverpool some time to-morrow, Thursday. So we have a clear day at our disposal in which to prepare a reception for them. Tonight I am to have a photograph of one of the men in my possession, and to-morrow I shall send you to Liverpool to meet them. Once you have set eyes on them you must not lose sight of them until you have discovered where they are domiciled in London. After that I will take the matter in hand myself.”

“At what hour do you wish me to start for Liverpool, sir?” asked Belton.

“First thing to-morrow morning,” his master replied. “In the meantime you must, by hook or crook, obtain a police inspector’s, a sergeant’s, and two constable’s, uniforms with belts and helmets complete. Also I shall require three men in whom I can place absolute and implicit confidence. They must be big fellows with plenty of pluck and intelligence, and the clothes you get must fit them so that they shall not look awkward in them. They must also bring plain clothes with them, for I shall want two of them to undertake a journey to Ireland. They will each be paid a hundred pounds for the job, and to ensure their silence afterwards. Do you think you can find me the men without disclosing my connection with the matter?”

“I know exactly where to put my hand upon them, sir,” remarked Belton, “and for the sum you mention it’s my belief they’d hold their tongues for ever, no matter what pressure was brought to bear upon them.”

“Very good. You had better communicate with them at once, and tell them to hold themselves in readiness, for I may want them at any moment. On Friday night I shall probably attempt the job, and they can get back to town when and how they like.”

“Very good, sir. I’ll see about them this afternoon without fail.”

Next morning, Belton left London for Liverpool, with the photograph of the mysterious Rooney in his pocket-book. Carne had spent the afternoon with a fashionable party at Hurlingham, and it was not until he returned to his house that he received the telegram he had instructed his valet to send him. It was short, and to the point.

Friends arrived. Reach Euston nine o’clock.

The station clocks wanted ten minutes of the hour when the hansom containing a certain ascetic looking curate drove into the yard. The clergyman paid his fare, and, having inquired the platform upon which the Liverpool express would arrive, strolled leisurely in that direction. He would have been a clever man who would have recognised in this unsophisticated individual either deformed Simon Carne, of Park Lane, or the famous detective of Belverton Street.

Punctual almost to the moment the train put in an appearance, and drew up beside the platform. A moment later the curate was engulfed in a sea of passengers. A bystander, had he been sufficiently observant to notice such a thing, would have been struck by the eager way in which he looked about him, and also by the way in which his manner changed directly he went forward to greet the person he was expecting.

To all appearances they were both curates, but their social positions must have been widely different if their behaviour to each other could have been taken as any criterion. The new arrival, having greeted his friend, turned to two gentlemen standing beside him, and after thanking them for their company during the journey, wished them a pleasant holiday in England, and bade them good-bye. Then, turning to his friend again, he led him along the platform towards the cab rank.

During the time Belton had been speaking to the two men just referred to, Carne had been studying their faces attentively. One, the taller of the pair, if his red hair and watery blue eyes went for anything, was evidently Maguire, the other was Rooney, the man of the photograph. Both were big, burly fellows, and Carne felt that if it ever came to a fight, they would be just the sort of men to offer a determined resistance.

Arm in arm the curates followed the Americans towards the cab rank. Reaching it, the latter called up a vehicle, placed the bags they carried upon the roof, and took their places inside. The driver had evidently received his instructions, for he drove off without delay. Carne at once called up another cab, into which Belton sprang without ceremony. Carne pointed to the cab just disappearing through the gates ahead.

“Keep that hansom in sight, cabby,” he said; “but whatever you do don’t pass it.”

“All right, sir,” said the man, and immediately applied the whip to his horse.

When they turned into Seymour Street, scarcely twenty yards separated the two vehicles, and in this order they proceeded across the Euston Road, by way of Upper Woburn Place and Tavistock Square.

The cab passed through Bloomsbury Square, and turned down one of the thoroughfares leading therefrom, and made its way into a street flanked on either side by tall, gloomy-looking houses. Leaning over the apron, Carne gazed up at the corner house, on which he could just see the plate setting forth the name of the street. What he saw there told him all he wanted to know.

They were in Bellamer Street, and it was plain to him that the men had determined to thrust themselves upon the hapless Mrs. Jeffreys. He immediately poked his umbrella through the shutter, and bade the cabman drive on to the next corner, and then pull up. As soon as the horse came to a standstill, Carne jumped out, and, bidding his companion drive home, crossed the street, and made his way back until he arrived at a spot exactly opposite the house entered by the two men.

His supposition that they intended to domicile themselves there was borne out by the fact that they had taken their luggage inside, and had dismissed their cab. There had been lights in two of the windows when the cab had passed, now a third was added, and this he set down as emanating from the room allotted to the new arrivals.

For upwards of an hour and a half Carne remained standing in the shadow of the opposite houses, watching the Jeffreys’ residence. The lights in the lower room had by this time disappeared, and within ten minutes that on the first floor followed suit. Being convinced, in his own mind, that the inmates were safely settled for the night, he left the scene of his vigil, and, walking to the corner of the street, hailed a hansom and was driven home. On reaching No. 1, Belverton Street, he found a letter lying on the hall table addressed to Klimo. It was in a woman’s handwriting, and it did not take him long to guess that it was from Mrs. Jeffreys. He opened it and read as follows:

“BELLAMER STREET,

“Thursday Evening.

“DEAR MR. KLIMO — 

“I am sending this to you to tell you that my worst suspicions have been realised. The two men whose coming I so dreaded, have arrived, and have taken up their abode with us. For my father’s sake I dare not turn them out, and to-night I have heard from my husband to say that he will be home on Saturday next. What is to be done? If something does not happen soon, they will commence their dastardly business in England, and then God help us all. My only hope is in Him and you. “Yours ever gratefully,

“EILEEN JEFFREYS.”

Carne folded up the letter with a grave face, and then let himself into Porchester House and went to bed to think out his plan of action. Next morning he was up betimes, and by the breakfast hour had made up his mind as to what he was going to do. He had also written and dispatched a note to the girl who was depending so much upon him. In it he told her to come and see him without fail that morning. His meal finished, he went to his dressing-room and attired himself in Klimo’s clothes, and shortly after ten o’clock entered the detective’s house. Half an hour later Mrs. Jeffreys was ushered into his presence. As he greeted her he noticed that she looked pale and wan. It was evident she had spent a sleepless night.

“Sit down,” he said, “and tell me what has happened since last I saw you.”

“The most terrible thing of all has happened,” she answered, “As I told you in my note, the men have reached England, and are now living in our house. You can imagine what a shock their arrival was to me. I did not know what to do. For my father’s sake I could not refuse them admittance, and yet I knew that I had no right to take them in during my husband’s absence. Be that as it may, they are there now, and to-morrow night George returns. If he discovers their identity, and suspects their errand, he will hand them over to the police without a second thought, and then we shall be disgraced for ever. Oh, Mr. Klimo, you promised to help me, can you not do so? Heaven knows how badly I need your aid.”

“You shall have it. Now listen to my instructions. You will go home and watch these men. During the afternoon they will probably go out, and the instant they do so, you must admit three of my servants and place them in some room where their presence will not be suspected by our enemies. A friend, who will hand you my card, will call later on, and as he will take command, you must do your best to help him in every possible way.”

“You need have no fear of my not doing that,” she said. “And I will be grateful to you till my dying day.”

“Well, we’ll see. Now good-bye.”

After she had left him, Klimo returned to Porchester House and sent for Belton. He was out, it appeared, but within half an hour he returned and entered his master’s presence.

“Have you discovered the bank?” asked Carne.

“Yes, sir, I have,” said Belton. “But not till I was walked off my legs. The men are as suspicious as wild rabbits, and they dodged and played about so, that I began to think they’d get away from me altogether. The bank is the ‘United Kingdom,’ Oxford Street branch.”

“That’s right. Now what about the uniforms?”

“They’re quite ready, sir, helmets, tunics, belts and trousers complete.”

“Well then have them packed as I told you yesterday, and ready to proceed to Bellamer Street with the men, the instant we get the information that the folk we are after have stepped outside the house door.”

“Very good, sir. And as to yourself?”

“I shall join you at the house at ten o’clock, or thereabouts. We must, if possible, catch them at their supper.”

London was half through its pleasures that night, when a tall, military-looking man, muffled in a large cloak, stepped into a hansom outside Porchester House, Park Lane, and drove off in the direction of Oxford Street . Though the business which was taking him out would have presented sufficient dangers to have deterred many men who consider themselves not wanting in pluck, it did not in the least oppress Simon Carne; on the contrary, it seemed to afford him no small amount of satisfaction. He whistled a tune to himself as he drove along the lamplit thoroughfares, and smiled as sweetly as a lover thinking of his mistress when he reviewed the plot he had so cunningly contrived.

He felt a glow of virtue as he remembered that he was undertaking the business in order to promote another’s happiness, but at the same time reflected that, if fate were willing to pay him fifty thousand pounds for his generosity, well, it was so much the better for him. Reaching Mudie’s Library, his coachman drove by way of Hart Street into Bloomsbury Square, and later on turned into Bellamer Street.

At the corner he stopped his driver and gave him some instructions in a low voice. Having done so, he walked along the pavement as far as No. 14, where he came to a standstill. As on the last occasion that he had surveyed the house, there were lights in three of the windows, and from this illumination he argued that his men were at home. Without hesitation he went up the steps and rang the bell. Before he could have counted fifty it was opened by Mrs. Jeffreys herself, who looked suspiciously at the person she saw before her. It was evident that in the tall, well-made man with iron-grey moustache and dark hair, she did not recognise her elderly acquaintance, Klimo, the detective.

“Are you Mrs. Jeffreys?” asked the newcomer, in a low voice.

“I am,” she answered. “Pray, what can I do for you?”

“I was told by a friend to give you this card.”

He thereupon handed to her a card on which was written the one word “Klimo.” She glanced at it, and, as if that magic name were sufficient to settle every doubt, beckoned to him to follow her. Having softly closed the door she led him down the passage until she arrived at a door on her right hand. This she opened and signed to him to enter. It was a room that was half office half library.

“I am to understand that you come from Mr. Klimo?” she said, trembling under the intensity of her emotion. “What am I to do?”

“First be as calm as you can. Then tell me where the men are with whom I have to deal.”

“They are having their supper in the dining-room. They went out soon after luncheon, and only returned an hour ago.”

“Very good. Now, if you will conduct me upstairs, I shall be glad to see if your father is well enough to sign a document I have brought with me. Nothing can be done until I have arranged that.”

“If you will come with me I will take you to him. But we must go quietly, for the men are so suspicious that they send for me to know the meaning of every sound. I was dreadfully afraid your ring would bring them out into the hall.”

Leading the way up the stairs she conducted him to a room on the first floor, the door of which she opened carefully. On entering, Carne found himself in a well-furnished bedroom. A bed stood in the centre of the room, and on this lay a man. In the dim light, for the gas was turned down till it showed scarcely a glimmer, he looked more like a skeleton than a human being. A long white beard lay upon the coverlet, his hair was of the same colour, and the pallor of his skin more than matched both. That he was conscious was shown by the question he addressed to his daughter as they entered.

“What is it, Eileen?” he asked faintly. “Who is this gentleman, and why does he come to see me?”

“He is a friend, father,” she answered. “One who has come to save us from these wicked men.”

“God bless you, sir,” said the invalid, and as he spoke he made as if he would shake him by the hand.

Carne, however, checked him.

“Do not move or speak,” he said, “but try and pull yourself together sufficiently to sign this paper.”

“What is the document?”

“It is something without which I can take no sort of action. My instructions are to do nothing until you have signed it. You need not be afraid; it will not hurt you. Come, sir, there is no time to be wasted. If these rascals are to be got out of England our scheme must be carried out to-night.”

“To do that I will sign anything. I trust your honour for its contents. Give me a pen and ink.”

His daughter supported him in her arms, while Carne dipped a pen in the bottle of ink he had brought with him and placed it in the tremulous fingers. Then, the paper being supported on a book, the old man laboriously traced his signature at the place indicated. When he had done so he fell back upon the pillow completely exhausted.

Carne blotted it carefully, then folded the paper up, placed it in his pocket and announced himself ready for work. The clock upon the mantelpiece showed him that it was a quarter to eleven, so that if he intended to act that night he knew he must do so quickly. Bidding the invalid rest happy in the knowledge that his safety was assured, he beckoned the daughter to him.

“Go downstairs,” he said in a whisper, “and make sure that the men are still in the dining-room.”

She did as he ordered her, and in a few moments returned with the information that they had finished their supper and had announced their intention of going to bed.

“In that case we must hurry,” said Carne. “Where are my men concealed?”

“In the room at the end of that passage,” was the girl’s reply.

“I will go to them. In the meantime you must return to the study downstairs, where we will join you in five minutes’ time. Just before we enter the room in which they are sitting, one of my men will ring the front door bell. You must endeavour to make the fellows inside believe that you are trying to prevent us from gaining admittance. We shall arrest you, and then deal with them. Do you understand?”

“Perfectly.”

She slipped away, and Carne hastened to the room at the end of the passage. He scratched with his finger nail upon the door, and a second later it was opened by a sergeant of police. On stepping inside he found two constables and an inspector awaiting him.

“Is all prepared, Belton?” he inquired of the latter.

“Quite prepared, sir.”

“Then come along, and step as softly as you can.”

As he spoke he took from his pocket a couple of papers, and led the way along the corridor and down the stairs. With infinite care they made their way along the hall until they reached the dining-room door, where Mrs. Jeffreys joined them. Then the street bell rang loudly, and the man who had opened the front door a couple of inches shut it with a bang. Without further hesitation Carne called upon the woman to stand aside, while Belton threw open the dining-room door.

“I tell you, sir, you are mistaken,” cried the terrified woman.

“I am the best judge of that,” said Carne roughly, and then, turning to Belton, he added: “Let one of your men take charge of this woman.”

On hearing them enter, the two men they were in search of had risen from the chairs they had been occupying on either side of the fire, and stood side by side upon the hearth rug, staring at the intruders as if they did not know what to do.

“James Maguire and Patrick Wake Rooney,” said Carne, approaching the two men, and presenting the papers he held in his hand, “I have here warrants, and arrest you both on a charge of being concerned in a Fenian plot against the well being of Her Majesty’s Government. I should advise you to submit quietly. The house is surrounded, constables are posted at all the doors, and there is not the slightest chance of escape.”

The men seemed too thunderstruck to do anything, and submitted quietly to the process of handcuffing. When they had been secured, Carne turned to the inspector and said:

“With regard to the other man who is ill upstairs, Septimus O’Grady, you had better post a man at his door.”

“Very good, sir.”

Then turning to Messrs. Maguire and Rooney, he said: “I am authorised by Her Majesty’s Government to offer you your choice between arrest and appearance at Bow Street, or immediate return to America. Which do you choose? I need not tell you that we have proof enough in our hands to hang the pair of you if necessary. You had better make up your minds as quickly as possible, for I have no time to waste.”

The men stared at him in supreme astonishment.

“You will not prosecute us?”

“My instructions are, in the event of your choosing the latter alternative, to see that you leave the country at once. In fact, I shall conduct you to Kingstown myself to-night, and place you aboard the mail-boat there.”

“Well, so far as I can see, it’s Hobson’s choice,” said Maguire. “I’ll pay you the compliment of saying that you’re smarter than I thought you’d be. How did you come to know we were in England?”

“Because your departure from America was cabled to us more than a week ago. You have been shadowed ever since you set foot ashore. Now passages have been booked for you on board the outgoing boat, and you will sail in her. First, however, it will be necessary for you to sign this paper, pledging yourselves never to set foot in England again.”

“And supposing we do not sign it?”

“In that case I shall take you both to Bow Street forthwith, and you will come before the magistrates in the morning. You know what that will mean. You had better make up your minds quickly, for there is no time to lose.”

For some moments they remained silent. Then Maguire said sullenly: “Bedad, sir, since there’s nothing else for it, I consent.”

“And so do I,” said Rooney. “Where’s the paper?”

Carne handed them a formidable-looking document, and they read it in turn with ostentatious care. As soon as they had professed themselves willing to append their signatures to it, the sham detective took it to a writing-table at the other end of the room, and then ordered them to be unmanacled, so that they could come up in turn and sign. Had they been less agitated it is just possible they would have noticed that two sheets of blotting paper covered the context, and that only a small space on the paper, which was of a blueish grey tint, was left uncovered.

Then placing them in charge of the police officials, Carne left the room and went upstairs to examine their baggage. Evidently he discovered there what he wanted to know, for when he returned to the room his face was radiant.

Half an hour later they had left the house in separate cabs. Rooney was accompanied by Belton and one of his subordinates, now in plain clothes, while Carne and another took charge of Maguire. At Euston they found special carriages awaiting them, and the same procedure was adopted in Ireland. The journey to Queenstown proved entirely uneventful; not for one moment did the two men suspect the trick that was being played upon them; nevertheless, it was with ill-concealed feelings of satisfaction that Carne and Belton bade them farewell upon the deck of the outward-bound steamer.

“Good-bye,” said Maguire, as their captors prepared to pass over the side again. “An’ good luck to ye. I’ll wish ye that, for ye’ve treated us well, though it’s a scurvy trick ye’ve played us in turning us out of England like this. First, however, one question. What about O’Grady?”

“The same course will be pursued with him, as soon as he is able to move,” answered the other. “I can’t say more.”

“A word in your ear first,” said Rooney.

He leant towards Carne. “The girl’s a good one” he said. “An’ ye may do what ye can for her, for she knows nought of our business.”

“I’ll remember that if ever the chance arises,” said Carne. “Now, good-bye.”

“Good-bye.”

On the Wednesday morning following, an elderly gentleman, dressed in rather an antiquated fashion, but boasting an appearance of great respectability, drove up in a brougham to the branch of the United Kingdom Bank in Oxford Street, and presented a cheque for no less a sum than forty-five thousand pounds, signed with the names of Septimus O’Grady, James Maguire, and Patrick Rooney, and bearing the date of the preceding Friday.

The cheque was in perfect order, and, in spite of the largeness of the amount, it was cashed without hesitation.

That afternoon Klimo received a visit from Mrs. Jeffreys. She came to express her gratitude for his help, and to ask the extent of her debt.

“You owe me nothing but your gratitude. I will not take a halfpenny. I am quite well enough rewarded now,” said Klimo with a smile.

When she had gone he took out his pocket-book and consulted it.

“Forty-five thousand pounds,” he said with a chuckle. “Yes, that is good. I did not take her money, but I have been rewarded in another way.”

Then he went into Porchester House and dressed for the Garden Party at Marlborough House, to which he had been invited.


The Wedding Guest
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ONE BRIGHT SUMMER morning Simon Carne sat in his study, and reflected on the slackness of things in general. Since he had rendered such a signal service to the State, as narrated in the previous chapter, he had done comparatively nothing to raise himself in his own estimation. He was thinking in this strain when his butler entered, and announced “Kelmare Sahib.” The interruption was a welcome one, and Carne rose to greet his guest with every sign of pleasure on his face.

“Good-morning, Kelmare,” he said, as he took the other’s outstretched hand; “I’m delighted to see you. How are you this morning?”

“As well as a man can hope to be under the circumstances,” replied the new arrival, a somewhat blase youth, dressed in the height of fashion. “You are going to the Greenthorpe wedding, of course. I hear you have been invited.”

“You are quite right; I have,” said Carne, and presently produced a card from the basket, and tossed it across the table.

The other took it up with a groan.

“Yes,” he said, “that’s it, by Jove! And a nice-looking document it is. Carne, did you ever hate anybody so badly that it seemed as if it would be scarcely possible to discover anything you would not do to hurt them?”

“No,” answered Carne, “I cannot say that I have. Fate has always found me some way or another in which I might get even with my enemies. But you seem very vindictive in this matter. What’s the reason of it?”

“Vindictive?” said Kelmare, “of course I am; think how they have treated me. A year ago, this week, Sophie Greenthorpe and I were engaged. Old Greenthorpe had not then turned his business into a limited liability company, and my people were jolly angry with me for making such a foolish match; but I did not care. I was in love, and Sophie Greenthorpe is as pretty a girl as can be found in the length and breadth of London. But there, you’ve seen her, so you know for yourself. Well, three months later, old Greenthorpe sold his business for upwards of three million sterling. On the strength of it he went into the House, gave thirty thousand to the funds of his party, and would have received a baronetcy for his generosity, had his party not been shunted out of power.

“Inside another month all the swells had taken them up; dukes and earls were as common at the old lady’s receptions as they had been scarce before, and I began to understand that, instead of being everybody to them as I had once been, the old fellow was beginning to think his daughter might have done much better than become engaged to the third son of an impecunious earl.

“Then Kilbenham came upon the scene. He’s a fine-looking fellow, and a marquis, but, as you know as well as I do, a real bad hat. He hasn’t a red cent in the world to bless himself with, and he wanted money — well — just about as badly as a man could want it. What’s the result? Within six weeks I am thrown over, and she has accepted Kilbenham’s offer of marriage. Society says— ‘What a good match!’ and, as if to endorse it, you received an invitation to the ceremony.”

“Forgive me, but you are growing cynical now,” said Carne, as he lit a fresh cigar.

“Haven’t I good cause to be?” asked Kelmare. “Wait till you’ve been treated as I have, and then we’ll see how you’ll feel. When I think how every man you meet speaks of Kilbenham, and of the stories that are afloat concerning him, and hear the way old Greenthorpe and his pretensions are laughed at in the clubs, and sneered at in the papers, and am told that they are receiving presents of enormous value from all sorts and conditions of people, from Royalty to the poor devils of workmen he still under-pays, just because Kilbenham is a marquis and she is the daughter of a millionaire, why, I can tell you it is enough to make any one cynical.”

“In the main, I agree with you,” said Carne. “But, as life is made up of just such contradictions, it seems to me absurd to butt your head against a stone wall, and then grumble because it hurts and you don’t make any impression on it. Do you think the presents are as wonderful as they say? I want to know, because I’ve not given mine yet. In these days one gives as others give. If they have not received anything very good, then a pair of electroplated entree dishes will meet the case. If the reverse — well — diamonds, perhaps, or an old Master that the Americans are wild to buy, and can’t.”

“Who is cynical now, I should like to know?” said Kelmare. “I was told this morning that up to the present, with the superb diamonds given by the bride’s father, they have totalled a value of something like twenty thousand pounds.”

“You surprise me,” answered Carne.

“I am surprised myself,” said Kelmare, as he rose to go. “Now, I must be off. I came in to see if you felt inclined for a week’s cruise in the Channel. Burgrave has lent me his yacht, and somehow I think a change of air will do me good.”

“I am very sorry,” said Carne, “but it would be quite impossible for me to get away just now. I have several important functions on hand that will keep me in town.”

“I suppose this wedding is one of them?”

“To tell the honest truth, I had scarcely thought of it,” replied Carne. “Must you be off? Well, then, good-bye, and a pleasant holiday to you.”

When Kelmare had disappeared, Carne went back to his study, and seated himself at his writing-table. “Kelmare is a little over-sensitive,” he said, “and his pique is spoiling his judgment. He does not seem to realize that he has come very well out of a jolly bad business. I am not certain which I pity most — Miss Greenthorpe, who is a heartless little hussy, or the Marquis of Kilbenham, who is a thorough-paced scoundrel. The wedding, however, promises to be a fashionable one, and—”

He stopped midway, rose, and stood leaning against the mantelpiece, staring into the empty fireplace. Presently he flipped the ash off his cigar, and turned round. “It never struck me in that light before,” he said, as he pressed the button of the electric bell in the wall beside him. When it was answered, he ordered his carriage, and a quarter of an hour later was rolling down Regent Street.

Reaching a well-known jeweller’s shop, he pulled the check string, and, the door having been opened, descended, and went inside. It was not the first time he had had dealings with the firm, and as soon as he was recognised the proprietor hastened forward himself to wait upon him.

“I want a nice wedding present for a young lady,” he said, when the other had asked what he could have the pleasure of showing him. “Diamonds, I think, for preference.”

A tray containing hairpins, brooches, rings, and aigrettes set with stones was put before him, but Carne was not satisfied. He wanted something better, he said — something a little more imposing. When he left the shop a quarter of an hour later he had chosen a diamond bracelet, for which he had paid the sum of one thousand pounds. In consequence, the jeweller bowed him to his carriage with almost Oriental obsequiousness.

As Carne rolled down the street, he took the bracelet from its case and glanced at it. He had long since made up his mind as to his line of action, and having done so, was now prepared to start business without delay. On leaving the shop, he had ordered his coachman to drive home; but on second thoughts he changed his mind, and, once more pulling the check string, substituted Berkeley Square for Park Lane.

“I must be thoroughly convinced in my own mind,” he said, “before I do anything, and the only way to do that will be to see old Greenthorpe himself without delay. I think I have a good and sufficient excuse in my pocket. At any rate, I’ll try it.”

On reaching the residence in question, he instructed his footman to inquire whether Mr. Greenthorpe was at home, and if so, if he would see him. An answer in the affirmative was soon forthcoming, and a moment later Carne and Greenthorpe were greeting each other in the library.

“Delighted to see you, my dear sir,” the latter said as he shook his guest warmly by the hand, at the same time hoping that old Sir Mowbray Mowbray next door, who was a gentleman of the old school, and looked down on the plutocracy, could see and recognise the magnificent equipage standing before his house. “This is most kind of you, and indeed I take it as most friendly too.”

Carne’s face was as smiling and fascinating as it was wont to be, but an acute observer might have read in the curves of his lips a little of the contempt he felt for the man before him. Matthew Greenthorpe’s face and figure betrayed his origin as plainly as any words could have done. If this had not been sufficient, his dress and the profusion of jewellery — principally diamonds — that decked his person would have told the tale. In appearance he was short, stout, very red about the face, and made up what he lacked in breeding by an effusive familiarity that sometimes bordered on the offensive.

“I am afraid,” said Carne, when his host had finished speaking, “that I ought to be ashamed of myself for intruding on you at such an early hour. I wanted, however, to thank you personally for the kind invitation you have sent me to be present at your daughter’s wedding.”

“I trust you will be able to come,” replied Mr. Greenthorpe a little anxiously, for he was eager that the world should know that he and the now famous Simon Carne were on familiar terms.

“That is exactly what has brought me to see you,” said Carne. “I regret to say I hardly know yet whether I shall be able to give myself that pleasure or not. An important complication has arisen in connection with some property in which I am interested, and it is just possible that I shall be called to the Continent within the next few days. My object in calling upon you this morning was to ask you to permit me to withhold my answer until I am at liberty to speak more definitely as to my arrangements.”

“By all means, by all means,” answered his host, placing himself with legs wide apart upon the hearthrug, and rattling the money in his trouser pockets. “Take just as long as you like so long as you don’t say you can’t come. Me and the missus — hem! I mean Mrs. Greenthorpe and I — are looking forward to the pleasure of your society, and I can tell you we shan’t think our company complete if we don’t have you with us.”

“I am extremely flattered,” said Carne sweetly, “and you may be sure it will not be my fault if I am not among your guests.”

“Hear, hear, to that, sir,” replied the old gentleman. “We shall be a merry party, and, I trust, a distinguished one. We did hope to have had Royalty present among us, but, unfortunately, there were special reasons, that I am hardly privileged to mention, which prevented it. However, the Duke of Rugby and his duchess, the father and mother of my future son-in-law, you know, are coming; the Earl of Boxmoor and his countess have accepted; Lord Southam and his lady, half a dozen baronets or so, and as many Members of Parliament and their wives as you can count on one hand. There’ll be a ball the night before, given by the Mayor at the Assembly Rooms, a dinner to the tenants at the conclusion of the ceremony, and a ball in my own house after the young couple have gone away. You may take it from me, my dear sir, that nothing on a similar scale has ever been seen at Market Stopford before.”

“I can quite believe it,” said Carne. “It will mark an epoch in the history of the county.”

“It will do more than that, sir. The festivities alone will cost me a cool five thousand pounds. At first I was all for having it in town, but I was persuaded out of it. After all, a country house is better suited to such jinks. And we mean to do it well.”

He took Carne familiarly by the button of his coat, and, sinking his voice to an impressive whisper, asked him to hazard a guess how much he thought the whole affair, presents and all, would cost.

Carne shook his head. “I have not the very remotest notion,” he said. “But if you wish me to guess, I will put it at fifty thousand pounds.”

“Not enough by half, sir — not enough by half. Why, I’ll let you into a little secret that even my wife knows nothing about.”

As he spoke, he crossed the room to a large safe in the wall. This he unlocked, and having done so took from it an oblong box, wrapped in tissue paper. This he placed on the table in the centre of the room, and then, having looked out into the hall to make sure that no one was about, shut and locked the door. Then, turning to Carne, he said:

“I don’t know what you may think, sir, but there are some people I know as try to insinuate that if you have money you can’t have taste. Now, I’ve got the money “ — here he threw back his shoulders, and tapped himself proudly on the chest— “and I’m going to convince you, sir, that I’ve got as pretty an idea of taste as any man could wish to have. This box will prove it.”

So saying, he unwrapped the tissue paper, and displayed to Carne’s astonished gaze a large gilded casket, richly chased, standing upon four massive feet.

“There, sir, you see,” he said, “an artistic bit of workmanship, and I’ll ask you to guess what it’s for.”

Carne, however, shook his head. “I’m afraid I’m but a poor hand at guessing, but, if I must venture an opinion, I should say a jewel case.”

Thereupon Mr. Greenthorpe lifted the lid.

“And you would be wrong, sir. I will tell you what it is for. That box has been constructed to contain exactly fifty thousand sovereigns, and on her wedding day it will be filled, and presented to the bride, as a token of her father’s affection. Now, if that isn’t in good taste, I shall have to ask you to tell me what is.”

“I am astonished at your munificence,” said Carne. “To be perfectly candid with you, I don’t know that I have ever heard of such a present before.”

“I thought you’d say so. I said to myself when I ordered that box, ‘Mr. Carne is the best judge of what is artistic in England, and I’ll take his opinion about it.’”

“I suppose your daughter has received some valuable presents?”

“Valuable, sir? Why, that’s no name for it . I should put down what has come in up to the present at not a penny under twenty thousand pounds. Why, you may not believe it, sir, but Mrs. Greenthorpe has presented the young couple with a complete toilet-set of solid gold. I doubt if such another has been seen in this country before.”

“I should say it would be worth a burglar’s while to pay a visit to your house on the wedding day,” said Carne with a smile.

“He wouldn’t get much for his pains,” said the old gentleman warmly. “I have already provided for that contingency. The billiard-room will be used as a treasure-chamber for the time being, as there is a big safe like that over yonder in the wall. This week bars are being placed on all the windows, and on the night preceding, and also on the wedding day, one of my gardeners will keep watch in the room itself, while one of the village policemen will mount guard at the door in the passage. Between them they ought to be sufficient to keep out any burglars who may wish to try their hands upon the presents. What do you think?”

At that moment the handle of the door turned, and an instant later the bride-elect entered the room. On seeing Simon Carne she paused upon the threshold with a gesture of embarrassment, and made as if she would retreat. Carne, however, was too quick for her. He advanced and held out his hand.

“How do you do, Miss Greenthorpe?” he said, looking her steadily in the face. “Your father has just been telling me of the many beautiful presents you have received. I am sure I congratulate you most heartily. With your permission I will add my mite to the list. Such as it is, I would beg your acceptance of it.”

So saying, he took from his pocket the case containing the bracelet he had that morning purchased. Unfastening it, he withdrew the circlet and clasped it upon her wrist. So great was her surprise and delight that for some moments she was at a loss how to express her thanks. When she recovered her presence of mind and her speech, she attempted to do so, but Carne stopped her.

“You must not thank me too much,” he said, “or I shall begin to think I have done a meritorious action. I trust Lord Kilbenham is well?”

“He was very well when I last saw him,” answered the girl after a momentary pause, which Carne noticed, “but he is so busy just now that we see very little of each other. Good-bye.”

All the way home Simon Carne sat wrapped in a brown study. On reaching his residence he went straight to his study, and to his writing-desk, where he engaged himself for some minutes jotting down certain memoranda on a sheet of note-paper. When he had finished he rang the bell and ordered that Belton, his valet, should be sent to him.

“Belton,” he said, when the person he wanted had arrived in answer to the summons, “on Thursday next I shall go down to Market Stopford to attend the wedding of the Marquis of Kilbenham with Miss Greenthorpe. You will, of course, accompany me. In the meantime” (here he handed him the sheet of paper upon which he had been writing) “I want you to attend to these few details. Some of the articles, I’m afraid, you will find rather difficult to obtain, but at any cost I must have them to take down to the country with me.”

Belton took the paper and left the room with it, and for the time being Carne dismissed the matter from his mind.

The sun was in the act of setting on the day immediately preceding the wedding when Simon Carne and his faithful valet reached the wayside station of Market Stopford. As the train came to a standstill, a footman wearing the Greenthorpe livery opened the door of the reserved carriage and informed his master’s guest that a brougham was waiting outside the station to convey him to his destination. Belton was to follow with the luggage in the servants’ omnibus.

On arrival at Greenthorpe Park, Simon Carne was received by his host and hostess in the hall, the rearmost portion of which was furnished as a smoking-room. Judging from the number of guests passing, re-passing, and lolling about in the easy chairs, most of the company invited had already arrived. When he had greeted those with whom he was familiar, and had taken a cup of tea from the hands of the bride-elect, who was dispensing it at a small table near the great oak fireplace, he set himself to be agreeable to those about him for the space of a quarter of an hour, after which he was escorted to his bedroom, a pretty room situated in the main portion of the building at the head of the grand staircase. He found Belton awaiting him there. His luggage had been unpacked, and a glance at his watch told him that in a few minutes’ time it would be necessary for him to prepare for dinner.

“Well, Belton,” he said, as he threw himself into a chair beside the window that looked out over the rose garden, “here we are, and the next question is, how are we going to succeed?”

“I have never known you fail yet, sir,” replied the deferential valet, “and I don’t suppose you’ll do so on this occasion.”

“You flatter me, Belton, but I will not be so falsely modest as to say that your praise is altogether undeserved. This, however, is a case of more than usual delicacy and danger, and it will be necessary for us to play our cards with considerable care. When I have examined this house I shall elaborate my plans more fully. We have none too much time, for the attempt must be made tomorrow night. You have brought down with you the things I mentioned on that list, I suppose?”

“They are in these chests, sir,” said Belton. “They make a precious heavy load, and once or twice I was fearful lest they might arouse suspicion.”

“You need have no fear, my good Belton,” said Carne. “I have a very plausible excuse to account for their presence here. Every one by this time knows that I am a great student, and also that I never travel without at least two cases of books. It is looked upon as a harmless fad. Here is my key. Open the box standing nearest to you.”

Belton did as he was commanded, when it was seen that it was filled to its utmost holding capacity with books.

“No one would think,” said Carne, with a smile at the astonishment depicted on the other’s face, “that there are only two layers of volumes there, would they? If you lift out the tray upon which they rest, you will discover that the balance of the box is now occupied by the things you placed in it. Unknown to you, I had the trays fitted after you had packed the others. There is nothing like being prepared for all emergencies. Now, pay attention to what I am about to say to you. I have learned that the wedding presents, including the fifty thousand sovereigns presented by Mr. Greenthorpe to his daughter in that absurd casket, of which I spoke to you, will be on view to-morrow afternoon in the billiard-room; to-night, and to-morrow before the ball commences, they will be placed in the safe. One of Mr. Greenthorpe’s most trusted servants will keep watch over them in the room, while a constable will be on duty in the lobby outside. Bars have been placed on all the windows, and, as I understand, the village police will patrol the building at intervals during the night. The problem of how we are to get hold of them would seem rather a hard nut to crack, would it not?”

“I must confess I don’t see how you are going to do it at all, sir,” said Belton.

“Well, we’ll see. I have a plan in my head now, but before I can adopt it I must make a few inquiries. I believe there is a staircase leading from the end of this corridor down to the lobby outside the billiard and smoking-rooms. If this is so, we shall have to make use of it. It must be your business to discover at what time the custodians of the treasure have their last meal. When you have found that out let me know. Now you had better get me ready for dinner as soon as possible.”

When Carne retired to rest that evening, his inimitable valet was in a position to report that the sentries were already installed, and that their supper had been taken to them, by Mr. Greenthorpe’s orders, at ten o’clock precisely, by one of the under-footmen, who had been instructed to look after them.

“Very good,” said Carne; “I think I see my way now. I’ll sleep on my scheme and let you know what decision I have come to in the morning. If we pull this little business off successfully, there will be ten thousand pounds for you to pay into your credit, my friend.”

Belton bowed and thanked his master without a sign of emotion upon his face. After which Simon Carne went to bed.

When he was called next morning, he discovered a perfect summer day. Brilliant sunshine streamed in at the windows, and the songs of birds came from the trees outside.

“An excellent augury,” he said to himself as he jumped out of bed and donned the heavy dressing-gown his valet held open for him. “Miss Greenthorpe, my compliments to you. My lord marquis is not the only man upon whom you are conferring happiness today.”

His good humour did not leave him, for when he descended to the breakfast-room an hour later his face was radiant with smiles, and every one admitted that it would be impossible to meet a more charming companion.

During the morning he was occupied in the library, writing letters.

At one he lunched with his fellow-guests, none of the family being present, and at half-past went off to dress for the wedding ceremony. This important business completed, a move was made for the church; and in something less than a quarter of an hour the nuptial knot was tied, and Miss Sophie Greenthorpe, only daughter of Matthew Greenthorpe, erstwhile grocer and provision merchant, of Little Bexter Street, Tottenham Court Road, left the building, on her husband’s arm, Marchioness of Kilbenham and future Duchess of Rugby.

Simon Carne and his fellow-guests followed in her wake down the aisle, and, having entered their carriages, returned to the Park.

The ball that evening was an acknowledged success, but, though he was an excellent dancer, and had his choice of the prettiest women in the room, Carne was evidently ill at ease. The number of times he stealthily examined his watch said this as plainly as any words. As a matter of fact, the last guest had scarcely arrived before he left the ball-room, and passed down the lobby towards the back staircase, stopping en route to glance at the billiard-room door.

As he expected, it was closed, and a stalwart provincial policeman stood on guard before it.

He made a jocular reference about the treasure the constable was guarding, and, with a laugh at himself for forgetting the way to his bedroom, retraced his steps to the stairs, up which he passed to his own apartment Belton was awaiting him there.

“It is ten minutes to ten, Belton,” he said abruptly. “It must be now or never. Go down to the kitchen, and hang about there until the tray upon which the suppers of the guard are placed is prepared. When the footman starts with it for the billiard-room, accompany him, and, as he opens the green baize door leading from the servants’ quarters into the house, manage, by hook or crook, to hold him in conversation. Say something, and interrupt yourself by a severe fit of coughing. That will give me my cue. If anything should happen to me as I come downstairs, be sure that the man puts his tray down on the slab at the foot of the stairs and renders me assistance. I will manage the rest. Now be off.”

Belton bowed respectfully, and left the room. As he did so, Carne crossed to the dressing-table, and unlocked a small case standing upon it. From this he took a tiny silver-stoppered scent bottle, containing, perhaps, half an ounce of white powder. This he slipped into his waistcoat pocket, and then made for the door.

On the top of the back staircase he paused for a few moments to listen. He heard the spring of the green baize door in the passage below creak as it was pushed open. Next moment he distinguished Belton’s voice. “It’s as true as that I’m standing here,” he was saying. “As I went up the stairs with the governor’s hot water there she was coming along the passage. I stood back to let her pass, and as I did she “(Here the narrative was interrupted by a violent fit of coughing.) On hearing this Carne descended the stairs, and, when he had got half-way down, saw the footman and his valet coming along the passage below. At the same instant he must have caught his foot in the stair carpet, for he tripped and fell headlong to the bottom.

“Heaven’s alive!” cried Belton. “I do believe that’s my governor, and he’s killed.” At the same time he ran forward to the injured man’s assistance.

Carne lay at the foot of the stairs just as he had fallen, his head thrown back, his eyes shut, and his body curled up and motionless. Belton turned to the footman, who still stood holding the tray where he had stopped on seeing the accident, and said: “Put down those things and go and find Mr. Greenthorpe as quickly as you can. Tell him Mr. Carne has fallen downstairs, and I’m afraid is seriously injured.”

The footman immediately disappeared. His back was scarcely turned, however, before Carne was on his feet.

“Excellent, my dear Belton,” he whispered; and, as he spoke, he slipped his fingers into his waistcoat pocket. “Hand me up that tray, but be quiet, or the policeman round the corner will hear you.”

Belton did as he was ordered, and Carne thereupon sprinkled upon the suppers provided for the two men some of the white powder from the bottle he had taken from his dressing-case. This done, he resumed his place at the foot of the stairs, while Belton, kneeling over him and supporting his head, waited for assistance. Very few minutes elapsed before Mr. Greenthorpe, with his scared face, appeared upon the scene. At his direction Belton and the footman carried the unconscious gentleman to his bedroom, and placed him upon his bed. Restoratives were administered, and in something under ten minutes the injured man once more opened his eyes.

“What is the matter?” he asked feebly. “What has happened?”

“You have met with a slight accident, my dear sir,” said the old gentleman, “but you are better now. You fell downstairs.”

As if he scarcely comprehended what was said, Carne feebly repeated the last sentence after his host, and then closed his eyes again. When he opened them once more, it was to beg Mr. Greenthorpe to leave him and return to his guests downstairs. After a small amount of pressing, the latter consented to do so, and retired, taking the footman with him. The first use Carne made of their departure was to turn to Belton.

“The powder will take effect in five hours,” he said. “See that you have all the things prepared.”

“They are quite ready,” replied Belton. “I arranged them this evening.”

“Very good,” said Carne. “Now, I am going to sleep in real earnest.”

So saying, he closed his eyes, and resigned himself to slumber as composedly as if nothing out of the common had occurred. The clock on the stables had struck three when he woke again. Belton was still sleeping peacefully, and it was not until he had been repeatedly shaken that he became conscious that it was time to get up.

“Wake up,” said Carne; “it is three o’clock, and time for us to be about our business. Unlock that box, and get out the things.”

Belton did as he was ordered, placing the packets as he took them from the cases in small Gladstone bags. Having done this, he went to one of his master’s trunks, and took from it two suits of clothes, a pair of wigs, two excellently contrived false beards, and a couple of soft felt hats. These he placed upon the bed. Ten minutes later he had assisted his master to change into one of the suits, and when this was done waited for further instructions.

“Before you dress, take a tumbler from that table, and go downstairs. If you should meet any one, say that you are going to the butler’s pantry in search of filtered water, as you have used all the drinking water in this room. The ball should be over by this time, and the guests in bed half an hour ago. Ascertain if this is the case, and as you return glance at the policeman on duty outside the billiard-room door. Let me know his condition.”

“Very good, sir,” said Belton; and, taking a tumbler from the table in question, he left the room. In less than five minutes he had returned to report that, with the exception of the corridor outside the billiard-room, the house was in darkness.

“And how is the guardian of the door?” Carne inquired.

“Fast asleep,” said Belton, “and snoring like a pig, sir.”

“That is right,” said Carne. “The man inside should be the same, or that powder has failed me for the first time in my experience. We’ll give them half an hour longer, however, and then get to work. You had better dress yourself.”

While Belton was making himself up to resemble his master, Carne sat in an easy chair by his dressing-table, reading Ruskin’s “Stones of Venice.” It was one of the most important of his many peculiarities that he could withdraw his thoughts from any subject, however much it might hitherto have engrossed him, and fasten them upon another, without once allowing them to wander back to their original channel. As the stable clock chimed the half-hour, he put the book aside, and sprang to his feet.

“If you’re ready, Belton,” he said, “switch off the electric light and open that door.”

When this had been done he bade his valet wait in the bedroom while he crept down the stairs on tip-toe. On turning into the billiard-room lobby, he discovered the rural policeman propped up in the corner fast asleep. His heavy breathing echoed down the corridors, and one moment’s inspection showed Carne that from him he had nothing to fear. Unlocking the door with a key which he took from his pocket, he entered the room, to find the gardener, like the policeman, fast asleep in an armchair by the window. He crossed to him, and, after a careful examination of his breathing, lifted one of his eyelids.

“Excellent,” he said. “Nothing could be better. Now, when Belton comes, we shall be ready for business.”

So saying, he left the room again, and went softly up the stairs to find his valet. The latter was awaiting him, and, before a witness, had there been one, could have counted twenty, they were standing in the billiard-room together. It was a large apartment, luxuriously furnished, with a bow window at one end and an alcove, surrounded with seats, at the other. In this alcove, cleverly hidden by the wainscotting, as Mr. Greenthorpe had once been at some pains to point out to Simon Carne, there existed a large iron safe of the latest burglar-proof pattern and design.

The secret was an ingenious one, and would have baffled any ordinary craftsman. Carne, however, as has already been explained, was far from being a common-place member of his profession. Turning to Belton, he said, “Give me the tools.” These being forthcoming, in something less than ten minutes he had picked the lock and was master of the safe’s contents.

When these, including the fifty thousand sovereigns, had been safely carried upstairs and stowed away in the portmanteaux and chests, and the safe had been filled with the spurious jewellery he had brought with him for that purpose, he signed to Belton to bring him a long pair of steps which stood in a corner of the room, and which had been used for securing the sky-light above the billiard table. These he placed in such a position as would enable him to reach the window.

With a diamond-pointed instrument, and a hand as true as the eye that guided it, he quickly extracted a square of coloured glass, filed through the catch, and was soon standing on the leads outside. A few moments later, the ladder, which had already rendered him such signal service, had enabled him to descend into the garden on the other side.

There he arranged a succession of footsteps in the soft mould, and having done so, returned to the roof, carefully wiped the end of the ladder, so that it should not betray him, and climbed down into the room below, pulling it after him.

“I think we have finished now,” he said to Belton, as he took a last look at the recumbent guardians of the room. “These gentlemen sleep soundly, so we will not disturb them further. Come, let us retire to bed.”

In less than half an hour he was in bed and fast asleep. Next morning he was still confined to his room by his accident, though he expressed himself as suffering but slight pain. Every one was quick to sympathise with him, and numerous messages were conveyed to him expressive of sorrow that he should have met with his accident at such a time of general rejoicing. At ten o’clock the first batch of guests took their departure. It was arranged that the Duke and Duchess of Rugby, the Earl and Countess of Raxter, and Simon Carne, who was to be carried downstairs, should travel up to town together by the special train leaving immediately after lunch.

When they bade their host good-bye, the latter was nearly overcome.

“I’m sure it has been a real downright pleasure to me to entertain you, Mr. Carne,” he said, as he stood by the carriage door and shook his guest warmly by the hand. “There is only one thing bad about it, and that is your accident.”,

“You must not speak of that,” said Carne, with a little wave of his hand. “The pleasure I have derived from my visit to you amply compensates me for such a minor inconvenience.”

So saying he shook hands and drove away to catch his train.

Next morning it was announced in all the Society papers that, owing to an unfortunate accident he had sustained while visiting Mr. Matthew Greenthorpe, at Greenthorpe Park, on the occasion of his daughter’s marriage, Mr. Simon Carne would be unable to fulfil any of the engagements he might have entered into.

Any intelligent reader of the aforesaid papers might have been excused had he pictured the gentleman in question confined to his bed, tended by skilled nurses, and watched over by the most fashionable West End physicians obtainable for love or money. They would doubtless, therefore, have been surprised could they have seen him at a late hour on the following evening hard at work in the laboratory he had constructed at the top of his house, as hale and hearty a man as any to be found in the great Metropolis.

“Now those Apostle spoons,” he was saying, as he turned from the crucible at which he was engaged to Belton, who was busy at a side table. “The diamonds are safely disposed of, their settings are melted down, and, when these spoons have been added to the list, he will be a wise man who can find in my possession any trace of the famous Kilbenham-Greenthorpe wedding presents.”

He was sitting before the fire in his study next morning, with his left foot lying bound up upon a neighbouring chair, when Ram Gafur announced “Kelmare Sahib.”

“So sorry to hear that you are under the weather, Carne,” said the new-comer as he shook hands. “I only heard of your accident from Raxter last night, or I should have been round before. Beastly hard luck, but you shouldn’t have gone to the wedding, you know!”

“And, pray, why not?”

“You see for yourself you haven’t profited by your visit, have you?”

“That all depends upon what you consider profit,” replied Carne. “I was an actor in an interesting Society spectacle. I was permitted an opportunity of observing my fellow-creatures in many new lights. Personally, I think I did very well. Besides that, to be laid up just now is not altogether a thing to be despised, as you seem to imagine.”

“What do you mean?”

“It isn’t everybody who can boast such a valid excuse for declining invitations as I now possess,” said Carne. “When I tell you that I had a dinner, a lecture at the Imperial Institute, two ‘at homes,’ and three dances on my list for to-night, you will understand what I mean. Now I am able to decline every one of them without risk of giving offence or fear of hurting the susceptibilities of any one. If you don’t call that luck, I do. And now tell me what has brought you here, for I suppose you have some reason, other than friendship, for this early call. When you came in I observed that you were bursting with importance. You are not going to tell me that you have abandoned your yachting trip and are going to be married?”

“You need have no fear on that score. All the same, I have the greatest and most glorious news for you. It isn’t every day a man finds Providence taking up his case and entering into judgment against his enemies for him. That is my position. Haven’t you heard the news?”

“What news?” asked Carne innocently.

“The greatest of all possible news,” answered Kelmare, “and one which concerns you, my dear fellow. You may not believe it, but it was discovered last evening that the Kilbenham-Greenthorpe wedding presents have all been stolen, including the fifty thousand sovereigns presented to the bride in the now famous jewelled casket. What do you think of that?”

“Surely you must be joking,” said Carne incredulously. “I cannot believe it.”

“Nevertheless it’s a fact,” replied Kelmare.

“But when did it happen? and how did they discover it?” asked Carne.

“When it took place nobody can tell, but they discovered it when they came to put the presents together after the guests had departed. On the morning after the wedding old Greenthorpe had visited the safe himself, and glanced casually at its contents, just to see that they were all right, you know; but it was not until the afternoon, when they began to do them up, that they discovered that every single article of value the place contained had been abstracted, and dummies substituted. Their investigation proved that the sky-light had been tampered with, and one could see unmistakable footmarks on the flower beds outside.

“Good gracious!” said Carne. “This is news indeed. What a haul the thieves must have had, to be sure! I can scarcely believe it even now. But I thought they had a gardener in the room, a policeman at the door, and a patrol outside, and that old Greenthorpe went to sleep with the keys of the room and safe under his pillow?”

“Quite right,” said Kelmare, “so he did; that’s the mysterious part of it. The two chaps swear positively that they were wide awake all night, and that nothing was tampered with while they were there. Who the thieves were, and how they became so familiar with the place, are riddles that it would puzzle the Sphinx, or your friend Klimo next door, to unravel.”

“What an unfortunate thing,” said Carne. “It’s to be hoped the police will catch them before they have time to dispose of their booty.”

“You are thinking of your bracelet, I suppose?”

“It may seem egotistical, but I must confess I was; and now I suppose you’ll stay to lunch?”

“I’m afraid that’s impossible. There are at least five families who have not heard the news, and I feel that it is my bounden duty to enlighten them.”

“You’re quite right, it is not often a man has such glorious vengeance to chronicle. It behoves you to make the most of it.”

The other looked at Carne as if to discover whether or not he was laughing at him. Carne’s face, however, was quite expressionless.

“Good-bye; I suppose you won’t be at the Wilbringham’s to-night?”

“I’m afraid not. You evidently forget that, as I said just now, I have a very good and sufficient excuse.”

When the front door had closed behind his guest, Carne lit a third cigar.

“I’m overstepping my allowance,” he said reflectively, as he watched the smoke circle upward, “but it isn’t every day a man gives a thousand pounds for a wedding present and gets upwards of seventy thousand back. I think I may congratulate myself on having brought off a very successful little speculation.”


A Case of Philanthropy
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IF ONE CONSULTS a dictionary one finds that the word dipsomaniac means a man who spends his life continually desiring alcoholic liquor; a name that properly classifies it has not yet been invented for the individual who exhibits a perpetual craving for notoriety, and yet one is, perhaps, as much a nuisance to society as the other. After his run of success there came a time when Simon Carne, like Alexander the Great, could have sat down and wept, for the reason that he had no more worlds to conquer. For the moment it seemed as if he had exhausted, to put it plainly, every species of artistic villainy.

He had won the Derby, under peculiar circumstances, as narrated elsewhere; he had rendered a signal, though an unostentatious, service to the State; he had stolen, under enormous difficulty, the most famous family jewels in Europe; and he had relieved the most fashionable bride and bridegroom of the season of the valuable presents that their friends and relations had lavished on them.

Having accomplished so much, it would seem as if he had done all that mortal man could do to create a record for himself, but, like the dipsomaniac above mentioned, he was by no means satisfied, he craved for more. It delighted him beyond all measure to hear the comments of his friends upon each daring crime as it became known to the world. What he wanted now was something before which all the rest would sink into insignificance. Day after day he had puzzled his brains, but without success. All he wanted was a hint. When he got it he could be trusted to follow it up for himself. At present, however, even that was wanting.

On a morning following a banquet at the Mansion House, at which he had been a welcome, as well as a conspicuous guest, he was sitting alone in his study smoking a meditative cigar. Though the world would scarcely have thought it, a fashionable life did not suit him, and he was beginning to wonder whether he was not, after all, a little tired of England. He was hungering for the warmth and colour of the East, and, perhaps, if the truth must be told, for something of the rest he had known in the Maharajah of Kadir’s lake palace, where he had been domiciled when he had first made the acquaintance of the man who had been his sponsor in English society, the Earl of Amberley.

It was a strange coincidence that, while he was thinking of that nobleman, and of the events which had followed the introduction just referred to, his quick ears should have caught the sound of a bell that was destined eventually to lead him up to one of the most sensational adventures of all his sensational career. A moment later his butler entered to inform him that Lady Caroline Weltershall and the Earl of Amberley had called, and would like to see him. Tossing his cigar into the grate, he passed through the door Ram Gafur held open for him, and, having crossed the hall, entered the drawing-room.

As he went he wondered what it was that had brought them to see him at such an early hour. Both were among his more intimate acquaintances, and both occupied distinguished positions in the social life of the world’s great metropolis. While her friends and relations spent their time in search of amusement, and a seemingly eternal round of gaieties, which involved a waste of both health and money, Lady Caroline, who was the ugly duckling of an otherwise singularly handsome family, put her life to a different use.

Philanthropy was her hobby, and scarcely a day passed in which she did not speak at some meeting, preside over some committee, or endeavour in some way, as she somewhat grandiloquently put it: “To better the lives and ameliorate the conditions of our less fortunate fellow creatures.” In appearance she was a short, fair woman, of about forty-five years of age, with a not unhandsome face, the effect of which, however, was completely spoilt by two large and protruding teeth.

“My dear Lady Caroline, this is indeed kind of you,” said Carne, as he shook hands with her, “and also of you, Lord Amberley. To what happy circumstance may I attribute the pleasure of this visit?”

“I fear it is dreadfully early for us to come to see you,” replied her ladyship, “but Lord Amberley assured me that as our business is so pressing you would forgive us.”

“Pray do not apologise,” returned Carne. “It gives me the greatest possible pleasure to see you. As for the hour I am ashamed to confess that, while the morning is no longer young, I have only just finished breakfast. But won’t you sit down?”

They seated themselves once more, and when they had done so, Lady Caroline unfolded her tale.

“As you are perhaps aware, my friends say that I never come to see them unless it is to attempt to extort money from them for some charitable purpose,” she said. “No, you need not prepare to button up your pockets, Mr. Carne. I am not going to ask you for anything to-day. What I do want, however, is to endeavour to persuade you to help us in a movement we are inaugurating to raise money with which to relieve the great distress in the Canary Islands, brought about by the late disastrous earthquake. My cousin, the Marquis of Laverstock, has kindly promised to act as president, and, although we started it but yesterday, ten thousand pounds have already been subscribed. As you are aware, however, if we are to attract public attention and support, the funds raised must be representative of all classes. Our intention, therefore, is to hold a drawing-room meeting at my house to-morrow afternoon, when a number of the most prominent people of the day will be invited to give us their views upon the subject.

“I feel sure, if you will only consent to throw in your lot with us, and to assist in carrying out what we have in view, we shall be able to raise a sum of at least one hundred thousand pounds for the benefit of the sufferers. Our kind friend here, Lord Amberley, has promised to act as secretary, and his efforts will be invaluable to us. Royalty has signified its gracious approval, and it is expected will head the list with a handsome donation. Every class will be appealed to. Ministers of religion, of all known denominations, will be invited to co-operate, and if you will only consent to allow your name to appear upon the personnel of the committee, and will allow us to advertise your name as a speaker at to-morrow’s meeting, I feel sure there is nothing we shall not be able to achieve.”

“I shall be delighted to help you in any way I can,” Carne replied. “If my name is likely to be of any assistance to you, I beg you will make use of it. In the meantime, if you will permit me, I will forward you a cheque for one thousand pounds, being my contribution to the fund you have so charitably started.”

Her ladyship beamed with delight, and even Lord Amberley smiled gracious approval.

“You are generous, indeed,” said Lady Caroline. “I only wish others would imitate your example.”

She did not say that, wealthy though she herself was, she had only contributed ten pounds to the fund. It is well known that while she inaugurated large works of charity, she seldom contributed very largely to them. As a wit once remarked: “Philanthropy was her virtue, and meanness was her vice.”

“Egad,” said Amberley, “if you’re going to open your purse strings like that, Carne, I shall feel called upon to do the same.”

“Then let me have the pleasure of booking both amounts at once,” cried her ladyship, at the same time whipping out her note-book and pencil with flattering alacrity.

“I shall be delighted,” said Carne, with a smile of eagerness.

“I also,” replied Amberley, and in a trice both amounts were written down. Having gained her point, her ladyship rose to say goodbye. Lord Amberley immediately imitated her example.

“You will not forget, will you, Mr. Carne?” she said. “I am to have the pleasure of seeing you at my house to-morrow afternoon at three o’clock. We shall look forward to hearing your speech, and I need not remind you that every word you utter will be listened to with the closest attention.”

“At three to-morrow afternoon,” said Carne, “I shall be at your house. You need have no fear that I shall forget. And now, since you think you must be going, good-bye, and many thanks to you for asking me.”

He escorted them to the carriage which was waiting outside, and when he had watched it drive away, returned to his study to write the cheque he had promised her. Having done so, he did not rise from his chair, but continued to sit at his writing-table, biting the feather of his quill pen and staring at the blotting pad before him. A great and glorious notion had suddenly come into his head, and the majesty of it was for the moment holding him spellbound.

“If only it could be worked,” he said to himself, “what a glorious coup it would be. The question for my consideration is, can it be done? To invite the people of England to subscribe its pounds, shillings, and pence, for my benefit, would be a glorious notion, and just the sort of thing I should enjoy. Besides which I have to remember that I am a thousand pounds to the bad already, and that must come back from somewhere. For the present, however, I’ll put the matter aside. After the meeting to-morrow I shall have something tangible to go upon, and then, if I still feel in the same mind, it will be strange if I can’t find some way of doing what I want. In the meantime I shall have to think out my speech; upon that will depend a good deal of my success. It is a strange world in which it is ordained that so much should depend upon so little!”

At five minutes to three o’clock on the following afternoon Simon Carne might have been observed — that, I believe, is the correct expression — strolling across from Apsley House to Gloucester Place. Reaching Lord Weltershall’s residence, he discovered a long row of carriages lining the pavement, and setting down their occupants at his lordship’s door. Carne followed the stream into the house, and was carried by it up the stairs towards the large drawing-room where the meeting was to be held. Already about a hundred persons were present, and it was evident that, if they continued to arrive at the same rate, it would not be long before the room would be filled to overflowing. Seeing Lady Caroline bidding her friends welcome near the door, Carne hastened to shake hands with her.

“It is so very good of you to come,” she said, as she took his hand. “Remember, we are looking to you for a rousing speech this afternoon. We want one that will inflame all England, and touch the heart-strings of every man and woman in the land.”

“To touch their purse-strings would, perhaps, be more to the point,” said Carne, with one of his quiet smiles.

“Let us hope we shall touch them, too,” she replied. “Now would you mind going to the dais at the other end of the room? You will find Lord Laverstock there, talking to my husband, I think.”

Carne bowed, and went forward as he had been directed.

So soon as it was known that the celebrities had arrived, the meeting was declared open and the speechmaking commenced. Clever as some of them were it could not be doubted that Carne’s address was the event of the afternoon. He was a born speaker, and what was more, despite the short notice he had received, had made himself thoroughly conversant with his subject. His handsome face was on fire with excitement, and his sonorous voice rang through the large room like a trumpet call. When he sat down it was amidst a burst of applause. Lord Laverstock leant forward and shook hands with him.

“Your speech will be read all over England to-morrow morning,” he said. “It should make a difference of thousands of pounds to the fund. I congratulate you most heartily upon it.”

Simon Carne felt that if it was really going to make that difference he might, in the light of future events, heartily congratulate himself. He, however, accepted the praise showered upon him with becoming modesty, and, during the next speaker’s exhibition of halting elocution, amused himself watching the faces before him, and speculating as to what they would say when the surprise he was going to spring upon them became known. Half an hour later, when the committee had been elected and the meeting had broken up, he bade his friends goodbye and set off on his return home. That evening he was dining at home, intending to call at his club afterwards, and to drop in at a reception and two dances between ten and midnight. After dinner, however, he changed his mind, and having instructed Ram Gafur to deny him to all callers, and countermanding his order for his carriage, went to his study, where he locked himself in and sat down to smoke and think.

He had set himself a puzzle which would have taxed the brain of that arch schemer Machiavelli himself. He was not, however, going to be beaten by it. There must be some way, he told himself, in which the fraud could be worked, and if there was he was going to find it. Numberless were the plans he formed, only to discover a few moments later that some little difficulty rendered each impracticable.

Suddenly, throwing down the pencil with which he had been writing, he sprang to his feet and began eagerly to pace the room. It was evident, from the expression upon his face, that he had touched upon a train of thought that was at last likely to prove productive. Reaching the fireplace for about the thirtieth time, he paused and gazed into the fireless grate. After standing there for a few moments he turned, and, with his hands in his pockets, said solemnly to himself: “Yes! I think it can be done!”

Whatever the train of thought may have been that led him to make this declaration, it was plain that it afforded him no small amount of satisfaction. He did not, however, commit himself at once to a decision, but continued to think over the scheme he had hit upon until he had completely mastered it. It was nearly midnight before he was thoroughly satisfied. Then he followed his invariable practice on such occasions, and rang for the inimitable Belton. When he had admitted him to the room, he bade him close and lock the door behind him.

By the time this had been done he had lit a fresh cigar, and had once more taken up his position on the hearthrug.

“I sent for you to say that I have just made up my mind to try a little scheme, compared with which all I have done so far will sink into insignificance.”

“What is it, sir?” asked Belton.

“I will tell you, but you must not look so terrified. Put in a few words, it is neither more nor less than to attempt to divert the enormous sum of money which the prodigal English public is taking out of its pocket in order to assist the people of the Canary Islands, who have lost so severely by the recent terrible earthquake, into my own.”

Belton’s face expressed his astonishment.

“But, my dear sir,” he said, “that’s a fund of which the Marquis of Laverstock is president, and of whose committee you are one of the principal members.”

“Exactly,” answered Carne. “It is to those two happy circumstances I shall later on attribute the success I now mean to attain. Lord Laverstock is merely a pompous old nobleman, whose hobby is philanthropy. This lesson will do him good. It will be strange if, before I am a week older, I cannot twist him round my finger. Now for my instructions. In the first place, you must find me a moderate-sized house, fit for an elderly lady, and situated in a fairly fashionable quarter, say South Kensington. Furnish it on the hire system from one of the big firms, and engage three servants who can be relied upon to do their work, and, what is more important, who can hold their tongues.

“Next find me an old lady to impersonate the mistress of the house. She must be very frail and delicate-looking, and you will arrange with some livery stable people in the neighbourhood to supply her with a carriage, in which she will go for an airing every afternoon in order that the neighbourhood may become familiar with her personality. Both she and the servants must be made to thoroughly understand that their only chance of obtaining anything from me depends upon their carrying out my instructions to the letter. Also, while they are in the house, they must keep themselves to themselves. My identity, of course, must not transpire.

“As soon as I give the signal, the old lady must keep to the house, and the neighbourhood must be allowed to understand that she is seriously ill. The day following she will be worse, and the next she will be dead. You will then make arrangements for the funeral, order a coffin, and arrange for the conveyance of the body to Southampton, en route for the Channel Islands, where she is to be buried. At Southampton a yacht, which I will arrange for myself, will be in readiness to carry us out to sea. Do you think you understand?”

“Perfectly, sir,” Belton replied, “but I wish I could persuade you to give up the attempt. You will excuse my saying so, sir, I hope, but it does seem to me a pity, when you have done so much, to risk losing it all over such a dangerous bit of business as this. It surely can’t succeed, sir?”

“Belton,” said Carne very seriously, “you strike me as being in a strange humour tonight, and I cannot say that I like it, Were it not that I have the most implicit confidence in you, I should begin to think you were turning honest. In that case our connection would be likely to be a very short one.”

“I hope, sir,” Belton answered in alarm, “that you still believe I am as devoted as ever to your interests.”

“I do believe it,” Carne replied. “Let the manner in which you carry out the various instructions I have just given you, confirm me in that belief. This is Wednesday. I shall expect you to come to me on Saturday with a report that the house has been taken and furnished, and that the servants are installed and the delicate old lady in residence.”

“You may rely upon my doing my best, sir.”

“I feel sure of that,” said Carne, “and now that all is arranged I think that I will go to bed.”

A week later a committee of the Canary Islands Relief Fund was able to announce to the world, through the columns of the Daily Press, that the generous public of England had subscribed no less a sum than one hundred thousand pounds for the relief of the sufferers by the late earthquake. The same day Carne attended a committee meeting in Gloucester Place. A proposition advanced by Lady Weltershall and seconded by Simon Carne was carried unanimously. It was to the effect that in a week’s time such members of the Relief Committee as could get away should start for the scene of the calamity in the chairman’s yacht, which had been placed at their disposal, taking with them, for distribution among the impoverished inhabitants of the Islands, the sum already subscribed, namely, one hundred thousand pounds in English gold. They would then be able, with the assistance of the English Consul, to personally superintend the distribution of their money, and also be in a position to report to the subscribers, when they returned to England, the manner in which the money had been utilized.

“In that case,” said Carne, who had not only seconded the motion, but had put the notion into Lady Weltershall’s head, “it might be as well if our chairman would interview the authorities of the bank, and arrange that the amount in question shall be packed, ready for delivery to the messengers he may select to call for it before the date in question.”

“I will make it my business to call at the bank to-morrow morning,” replied the chairman, “and perhaps you, Mr. Carne, would have no objection to accompany me.”

“If it will facilitate the business of this committee I shall be only too pleased to do so,” said Carne, and so it was settled.

On a Tuesday afternoon, six days later, and two days before the date upon which it had been arranged that the committee should sail, the Marquis of Laverstock received a letter. Lady Caroline Weltershall, the Earl of Amberley, and Simon Carne were with him when he opened it. He read it through, and then read it again, after which he turned to his guests.

“This is really a very extraordinary communication,” he said, “and as it affects the matter we have most at heart, perhaps I had better read it to you:

154, Great Chesterton Street,

Tuesday Evening.

To the Most Noble the Marquis of Laverstock, K.G., Berkeley Square.

MY LORD — As one who has been permitted to enjoy a long and peaceful life in a country where such visitations are happily unknown, I take the liberty of writing to your Lordship to say how very much I should like to subscribe to the fund so nobly started by you and your friends to assist the poor people who have lost so much by the earthquake in the Canary Islands. Being a lonely old woman, blessed by Providence with some small share of worldly wealth, I feel it my duty to make some small sacrifice to help others who have not been so blessed.

Unfortunately, I do not enjoy very good health, but if your Lordship could spare a moment to call upon me, I would like to thank you in the name of Womanhood for all you have done, and, in proof of my gratitude, would willingly give you my cheque for the sum of ten thousand pounds to add to the amount already subscribed. I am permitted by my doctors to see visitors between the hours of eleven and twelve in the morning, and five and six in the afternoon. I should then be both honoured and pleased to see your Lordship.

Trusting you will concede me this small favour, I have the honour to be,

Yours very sincerely,

JANET O’HALLORAN.

There was a momentary pause after his lordship had finished reading the letter.

“What will you do?” inquired Lady Caroline.

“It is a noble offering,” put in Simon Carne.

“I think there cannot be two opinions as to what is my duty,” replied the chairman. “I shall accede to her request, though why she wants to see me is more than I can tell.”

“As she hints in the letter, she wishes to congratulate you personally on what you have done,” continued the Earl of Amberley; “and as it will be the handsomest donation we have yet received, it will, perhaps, be as well to humour her.”

“In that case I will do as I say, and make it my business to call there this afternoon between five and six. And now it is my duty to report to you that Mr. Simon Carne and I waited upon the authorities at the Bank this morning, and have arranged that the sum of one hundred thousand pounds in gold shall be ready for our messengers when they call for it, either to-morrow morning or to-morrow afternoon at latest.”

“It is a large sum to take with us,” said Lady Caroline. “I trust it will not prove a temptation to thieves!”

“You need have no fear on that score,” replied his lordship. “As I have explained to the manager, my own trusted servants will effect the removal of the money, accompanied by two private detectives, who will remain on board my yacht until we weigh anchor. We have left nothing to chance. To make the matter doubly sure, I have also arranged that the money shall not be handed over except to a person who shall present my cheque, and at the same time show this signet ring which I now wear upon my finger.”

The other members of the committee expressed themselves as perfectly satisfied with this arrangement, and when certain other business had been transacted the meeting broke up.

As soon as he left Berkeley Square Carne returned with all haste to Porchester House. Reaching his study he ordered that Belton should be at once sent to him.

“Now, Belton,” he said, when the latter stood before him, “there is not a moment to lose. Lord Laverstook will be at Great Chesterton Street in about two hours. Send a messenger to Waterloo to inquire if they can let us have a special train at seven o’clock to take a funeral party to Southampton. Use the name of Merryburn, and you may say that the amount of the charge, whatever it may be, will be paid before the train starts. As soon as you obtain a reply, bring it to 154, Great Chesterton Street. In the meantime I shall disguise myself and go on to await you there. On the way I shall wire to the captain of the yacht at Southampton to be prepared for us. Do you understand what you have to do?”

“Perfectly, sir,” Belton replied. “But I must confess that I am very nervous.”

“There is no need to be. Mark my words, everything will go like clockwork. Now I am going to change my things and prepare for the excursion.”

He would have been a sharp man who would have recognised in the dignified-looking clergyman who drove up in a hansom to 154, Great Chesterton Street, half an hour later, Simon Carne, who had attended the committee meeting of the Canary Island Relief Fund that afternoon. As he alighted he looked up, and saw that all the blinds were drawn down, and that there were evident signs that Death had laid his finger on the house. Having dismissed his cab he rang the bell, and when the door was opened entered the house. The butler who admitted him had been prepared for his coming. He bowed respectfully, and conducted him to the drawing-room. There he found an intensely respectable old lady, attired in black silk, seated beside the window.

“Go upstairs,” he said peremptorily, “and remain in the room above this until you are told to come down. Be careful not to let yourself be seen. As soon as it gets dark to-night you can leave the house, but not till then. Before you go the money promised you will be paid. Now be off upstairs, and make sure that none of the neighbours catch sight of you.”

Ten minutes later a man, who might have been a retired military officer, and who was dressed in deepest black, drove up, and was admitted to the house. Though no one would have recognised him, Carne addressed him at once as “Belton.”

“What have you arranged about the train?” he asked, as soon as they were in the drawing-room together.

“I have settled that it shall be ready to start for Southampton punctually at seven o’clock,” the other answered.

“And what about the hearse?”

“It will be here at a quarter to seven, without fail.”

“Very good; we will have the corpse ready meanwhile. Now, before you do anything else, have the two lower blinds in the front drawn up. If he thinks there is trouble in the house he may take fright, and we must not scare our bird away after all the bother we have had to lure him here.”

For the next hour they were busily engaged perfecting their arrangements. These were scarcely completed before a gorgeous landau drove up to the house, and Belton reported that the footman had alighted and was ascending the steps.

“Let his lordship be shown into the drawing-room,” said Simon Carne, “and as soon as he is there do you, Belton, wait at the door. I’ll call you when I want you.”

Carne went into the drawing-room and set the door ajar. As he did so he heard the footman inquire whether Mrs. O’Halloran was at home, and whether she would see his master. The butler answered in the affirmative, and a few moments later the Marquis ascended the steps.

“Will you be pleased to step this way, my lord,” said the servant. “My mistress is expecting you, and will see you at once.”

When he entered the drawing-room he discovered the same portly, dignified clergyman whom the neighbours had seen enter the house an hour or so before, standing before the fireplace.

“Good-afternoon, my lord,” said this individual, as the door closed behind the butler. “If you will be good enough to take a seat, Mrs. O’Halloran will be down in a few moments.”

His lordship did as he was requested, and while doing so commented on the weather, and allowed his eyes to wander round the room. He took in the grand piano, the easy chairs on either side of the book-case, and the flower-stand in the window. He could see that there was plain evidence of wealth in these things. What his next thought would have been can only be conjectured, for he was suddenly roused from his reverie by hearing the man say in a gruff voice: “It’s all up, my lord. If you move or attempt to cry out, you’re a dead man!”

Swinging round he discovered a revolver barrel pointed at his head. He uttered an involuntary cry of alarm, and made as if he would rise.

“Sit down, sir,” said the clergyman authoritatively. “Are you mad that you disobey me? You do not know with whom you are trifling.”

“What do you mean?” cried the astonished peer, his eyes almost starting from his head. “I demand to be told what this behaviour means. Are you aware who I am?”

“Perfectly,” the other replied. “As to your other question, you will know nothing more than I choose to tell you. What’s more, I should advise you to hold your tongue, unless you desire to be gagged. That would be unpleasant for all parties.”

Then, turning to the door, he cried: “Come in, Dick!”

A moment later the military individual, who had been to Waterloo to arrange about the train, entered the room to find the Most Noble the Marquis of Laverstock seated in an easy chair, almost beside himself with terror, with the venerable clergyman standing over him revolver in hand.

“Dick, my lad,” said the latter quietly, “his lordship has been wise enough to hear reason. No, sir, thank you, your hands behind your back, as arranged, if you please. If you don’t obey me I shall blow your brains out, and it would be a thousand pities to spoil this nice Turkey carpet. That’s right. Now Dick, my lad, I want his lordship’s pocket-book from his coat and those sheets of note-paper and envelopes we brought with us. I carry a stylographic pen myself, so there is no need of ink.”

These articles having been obtained, they were placed on a table beside him, and Carne took possession of the pocket-book. He leisurely opened it, and from it took the cheque for one hundred thousand pounds, signed by the chairman and committee of the Canary Island Relief Fund, which had been drawn that afternoon.

“Now take the pen,” he said, “and begin to write. Endeavour to remember that I am in a hurry, and have no time to waste. Let the first letter be to the bank authorities. Request them, in your capacity of Chairman of the Relief Fund, to hand to the bearers the amount of the cheque in gold.”

“I will do no such thing,” cried the old fellow sturdily. “Nothing shall induce me to assist you in perpetrating such a fraud.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” said Carne sweetly, “for I am afraid in that case we shall be compelled to make you submit to a rather unpleasant alternative. Come, sir, I will give you three minutes in which to write that letter. If at the end of that time you have not done so, I shall proceed to drastic measures.”

So saying, he thrust the poker into the fire in a highly suggestive manner. Needless to say, within the time specified the letter had been written, placed in its envelope, and directed.

“Now I shall have to trouble you to fill in this telegraph form to your wife, to tell her that you have been called out of town, and do not expect to be able to return until tomorrow.”

The other wrote as directed, and when he had done so Carne placed this paper also in his pocket.

“Now I want that signet ring upon your finger, if you please.”

The old gentleman handed it over to his persecutor with a heavy sigh. He had realized that it was useless to refuse.

“Now that wine-glass on the sideboard, Dick,” said the clergyman, “also that carafe of water. When you have given them to me, go and see that the other things I spoke to you about are ready.”

Having placed the articles in question upon the table Belton left the room. Carne immediately filled the glass, into which he poured about a tablespoonful of some dark liquid from a bottle which he took from his pocket, and which he had brought with him for that purpose.

“I’ll have to trouble you to drink this, my lord,” he said, as he stirred the contents of the glass with an ivory paper knife taken from the table. “You need have no fear. It is perfectly harmless, and will not hurt you.”

“I will not touch it,” replied the other. “Nothing you can do or say will induce me to drink a drop of it.”

Carne examined his watch ostentatiously.

“Time flies, I regret to say,” he answered impressively, “and I cannot stay to argue the question with you. I will give you three minutes to do as I have ordered you. If you have not drunk it by that time we shall be compelled to repeat the little persuasion we tried with such success a few moments since.”

“You wish to kill me,” cried the other. “I will not drink it. I will not be murdered. You are a fiend to attempt such a thing.”

“I regret to say you are wasting time,” replied his companion. “I assure you if you drink it you will not be hurt. It is merely an opiate intended to put you to sleep until we have time to get away in safety. Come, that delightful poker is getting hot again, and if you do not do what I tell you, trouble will ensue. Think well before you refuse.”

There was another pause, during which the unfortunate nobleman gazed first at the poker, which had been thrust between the bars of the grate, and then at the relentless being who stood before him, revolver in hand. Never had a member of the House of Lords been placed in a more awkward and unenviable position.

“One minute,” said Carne quietly.

There was another pause, during which the Marquis groaned in a heartrending manner. Carne remembered with a smile that the family title had been bestowed upon one of the Marquis’ ancestors for bravery on the field of battle.

“Two minutes!”

As he spoke he stooped and gave the poker a little twist.

“Three minutes!”

The words were scarcely out of his mouth before Lord Laverstock threw up his hands.

“You are a heartless being to make me, but I will drink,” he cried, and with an ashened face he immediately swallowed the contents of the glass.

“Thank you,” said Carne politely.

The effect produced by the drug was almost instantaneous. A man could scarcely have counted a hundred before the old gentleman, who had evidently resigned himself to his fate, laid himself back in his chair and was fast asleep.

“He has succumbed even quicker than I expected,” said Carne to himself as he bent over the prostrate figure and listened to his even breathing. “It is, perhaps, just as well that this drug is not known in England. At any rate, on this occasion it has answered my purpose most admirably.”

At five minutes before seven o’clock a hearse containing the mortal remains of Mrs. O’Halloran, of Great Chesterton Street, South Kensington, entered the yard of Waterloo Station, accompanied by a hansom cab. A special train was in waiting to convey the party, which consisted of the deceased’s brother, a retired Indian officer, and her cousin, the vicar of a Somersetshire parish, to Southampton, where a steam yacht would transport them to Guernsey, in which place the remains were to be interred beside those of her late husband.

“I think we may congratulate ourselves, Belton, on having carried it out most successfully,” said Carne when the coffin had been carried on board the yacht and placed in the saloon. “As soon as we are under weigh we’ll have this lid off and get the poor old gentleman out. He has had a good spell of it in there, but he may congratulate himself that the ventilating arrangements of his temporary home were so perfectly attended to. Otherwise I should have trembled for the result.”

A few hours later, having helped his guest to recover consciousness, and having seen him safely locked up in a cabin on board, the yacht put in at a little seaport town some thirty or forty miles from Southampton Water, and landed two men in time to catch the midnight express to London. The following afternoon they rejoined the yacht a hundred miles or so further down the coast. When they were once more out at sea Carne called the skipper to his cabin.

“How has your prisoner conducted himself during our absence?” he asked. “Has he given any trouble?”

“Not a bit,” replied the man. “The poor old buffer’s been too sick to make a row. He sent away his breakfast and his lunch untouched. The only thing he seems to care about is champagne, and that he drinks by the bottle full. I never saw a better man at his bottle in all my life.”

“A little sickness will do him no harm; he’ll have a better appetite when he gets on dry land again,” said Carne. “His time is pretty well up now, and as soon as it is dark to-night we’ll put him ashore. Let me know when you sight the place.”

“Very good, sir,” replied the skipper, and immediately he returned to the deck again.

It was well after ten o’clock that evening when Simon Carne, still attired as a respectable Church of England clergyman, unlocked the door and entered his prisoner’s cabin.

“You will be glad to hear, my lord,” he said, “that your term of imprisonment has at last come to an end. You had better get up and dress, for a boat will be alongside in twenty minutes to take you ashore.”

The unfortunate gentleman needed no second bidding. Ill as he had hitherto been, he seemed to derive new life from the other’s words. At any rate, he sprang out of his bunk, and set to work to dress with feverish energy. All the time Carne sat and watched him with an amused smile upon his face. So soon as he was ready, and the captain had knocked at the door, he was conducted to the deck and ordered to descend into a shore boat, which had come off in answer to a signal, and was now lying alongside in readiness.

Carne and Belton leant over the bulwarks to watch him depart.

“Good-bye, my lord,” cried the former, as the boat moved away. “It has been a sincere pleasure to me to entertain you, and I only hope that, in return, you have enjoyed your little excursion. You might give my respectful compliments to the members of the Canary Island Relief Fund, and tell them that there is at least one person on board this yacht who appreciates their kindly efforts.”

Then his lordship stood up, and shook his fist at the yacht until it had faded away, and could no longer be seen owing to the darkness. Presently Carne turned to Belton.

“So much for the Most Noble the Marquis of Laverstock,” he said, “and the Canary Island Relief Fund. Now, let us be off to town. To-morrow I must be Simon Carne once more.”

Next morning Simon Carne rose from his couch, in his luxurious bedroom, a little later than usual. He knew he should be tired, and had instructed Belton not to come in until he rang his bell. When the latter appeared he bade him bring in the morning papers. He found what he wanted in the first he opened, on the middle page, headed with three lines of large type:



GIGANTIC SWINDLE.

THE MARQUIS OF LAVERSTOCK ABDUCTED.

THE CANARY ISLAND RELIEF FUND STOLEN.

“This looks quite interesting,” said Carne, as he folded the paper in order to be able the better to read the account. “As I know something of the case I shall be interested to see what they have to say about it. Let me see.”

The newspaper version ran as follows:

“Of all the series of extraordinary crimes which it has been our unfortunate duty to chronicle during this year of great rejoicing, it is doubtful whether a more impudent robbery has been perpetrated than that which we have to place before our readers this morning. As every one is well aware, a large fund has been collected from all classes for the relief of the sufferers by the recent Canary Island earthquake. On the day before the robbery took place this fund amounted to no less a sum than one hundred thousand pounds, and to-morrow it was the intention of the committee, under the presidency of the Most Noble the Marquis of Laverstock, to proceed to the seat of the disaster, taking with them the entire amount of the sum raised in English gold. Unfortunately for the success of this scheme, his lordship was the recipient, two days ago, of a letter from a person purporting to reside in Great Chesterton Street, South Kensington. She signed herself Janet O’Halloran, and offered to add a sum of ten thousand pounds to the amount already collected, provided the Marquis would call and collect her cheque personally. The excuse given for this extraordinary stipulation was that she wished to convey to him her thanks for the trouble he had taken.

“Accordingly, feeling that he had no right to allow such a chance to slip, his lordship visited the house. He was received in the drawing-room by a man dressed in the garb of a clergyman, who, assisted by a military-looking individual, presently clapped a revolver to his head and demanded, under the threat of all sorts of penalties, that he should give up to him the cheque drawn upon the Bank, and which it was the Marquis’s intention to have cashed the following morning. Not satisfied with this assurance, he was also made to write an order to the banking authorities authorising them to pay over the money to the bearer, who was a trusted agent, while at the same time he was to supply them with his signet ring, which, as had already been arranged, would prove that the messengers were genuine and what they pretended to be. Next he was ordered to drink a powerful opiate, and after that his lordship remembers nothing more until he woke to find himself on board a small yacht in mid-channel. Despite the agony he was suffering, he was detained on board this piratical craft until late last night, when he was set ashore at a small village within a few miles of Plymouth. Such is his lordship’s story. The sequel to the picture is as follows.

“Soon after the Bank was opened yesterday, a respectable-looking individual, accompanied by three others, who were introduced to the manager as private detectives, put in an appearance and presented the Relief Fund’s cheque at the counter. In reply to inquiries the letter written by the Marquis was produced, and the signet ring shown. Never for a moment doubting that these were the messengers the Bank had all along been told to expect, the money was handed over and placed in a handsome private omnibus which was waiting outside. It was not until late last night, when a telegram was received from the Marquis of Laverstock from Plymouth, that the nature of the gigantic fraud which had been perpetrated was discovered. The police authorities were immediately communicated with and the matter placed in their hands. Unfortunately, however, so many hours had been allowed to elapse that it was extremely difficult to obtain any clue that might ultimately lead to the identification of the parties concerned in the fraud. So far the case bids fair to rank with those other mysterious robberies which, during the last few months, have shocked and puzzled all England.”

“I regard that as a remarkably able exposition of the case,” said Carne to himself with a smile as he laid the paper down, “but what an account the man would be able to write if only he could know what is in my safe upstairs!”

That afternoon he attended a committee meeting of the fund at Weltershall House. The unfortunate nobleman whose unpleasant experience has founded the subject of this story was present. Carne was among the first to offer him an expression of sympathy.

“I don’t know that I ever heard of a more outrageous case,” he said. “I only hope that the scoundrels may be soon brought to justice.”

“In the meantime what about the poor people we intended to help?” asked Lady Weltershall.

“They shall not lose,” replied Lord Laverstock. “I shall refund the entire amount myself.”

“No, no, my lord; that would be manifestly unfair,” said Simon Carne. “We are all trustees of the fund, and what happened is as much our fault as yours. If nine other people will do the same I am prepared to contribute a sum of ten thousand pounds towards the fund.”

“I will follow your example,” said the Marquis.

“I also,” continued Lord Amberley.

By nightfall seven other gentlemen had done the same, and, as Simon Carne said as he totalled the amounts: “By this means the Canary Islanders will not be losers after all.”


An Imperial Finale
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OF ALL THE functions that ornament the calendar of the English social and sporting year, surely the Cowes week may claim to rank as one of the greatest, or at least the most enjoyable. So thought Simon Carne as he sat on the deck of Lord Tremorden’s yacht, anchored off the mouth of the Medina River, smoking his cigarette and whispering soft nothings into the little shell-like ear of Lady Mabel Madderley, the lady of all others who had won the right to be considered the beauty of the past season. It was a perfect afternoon, and, as if to fill his flagon of enjoyment to the very brim, he had won the Queen’s Cup with his yacht, The Unknown Quantity, only half an hour before. Small wonder, therefore, that he was contented with his lot in life, and his good fortune of that afternoon in particular.

The tiny harbour was crowded with shipping of all sorts, shapes, and sizes, including the guardship, his Imperial Majesty the Emperor of Westphalia’s yacht the Hohenszrallas, the English Royal yachts, steam yachts, schooners, cutters, and all the various craft taking part in England’s greatest water carnival. Steam launches darted hither and thither, smartly equipped gigs conveyed gaily-dressed parties from vessel to vessel, while, ashore, the little town itself was alive with bunting, and echoed to the strains of almost continuous music.

“Surely you ought to consider yourself a very happy man, Mr. Carne,” said Lady Mabel Madderley, with a smile, in reply to a speech of the other’s. “You won the Derby in June, and to-day you have appropriated the Queen’s Cup.”

“If such things constitute happiness, I suppose I must be in the seventh heaven of delight,” answered Carne, as he took another cigarette from his case and lit it. “All the same, I am insatiable enough to desire still greater fortune. When one has set one’s heart upon winning something, beside which the Derby and the Queen’s Cup are items scarcely worth considering, one is rather apt to feel that fortune has still much to give.”

“I am afraid I do not quite grasp your meaning,” she said. But there was a look in her face that told him that, if she did not understand, she could at least make a very good guess. According to the world’s reckoning, he was quite the best fish then swimming in the matrimonial pond, and some people, for the past few weeks, had even gone so far as to say that she had hooked him. It could not be denied that he had been paying her unmistakable attention of late.

What answer he would have vouchsafed to her speech it is impossible to say, for at that moment their host came along the deck towards them. He carried a note in his hand.

“I have just received a message to say that his Imperial Majesty is going to honour us with a visit,” he said, when he reached them. “If I mistake not, that is his launch coming towards us now.”

Lady Mabel and Simon Carne rose and accompanied him to the starboard bulwarks. A smart white launch, with the Westphalian flag flying at her stern, had left the Royal yacht and was steaming quickly towards them. A few minutes later it had reached the companion ladder, and Lord Tremorden had descended to welcome his Royal guest. When they reached the deck together, his Majesty shook hands with Lady Tremorden, and afterwards with Lady Mabel and Simon Carne.

“I must congratulate you most heartily, Mr. Carne,” he said, “on your victory to-day. You gave us an excellent race, and though I had the misfortune to be beaten by thirty seconds, still I have the satisfaction of knowing that the winner was a better boat in every way than my own.”

“Your Majesty adds to the sweets of victory by your generous acceptance of defeat,” Carne replied. “But I must confess that I owe my success in no way to my own ability. The boat was chosen for me by another, and I have not even the satisfaction of saying that I sailed her myself.”

“Nevertheless she is your property, and you will go down to posterity famous in yachting annals as the winner of the Queen’s Cup in this justly celebrated year.”

With this compliment his Majesty turned to his hostess and entered into conversation with her, leaving his aide-de-camp free to discuss the events of the day with Lady Mabel. When he took his departure half an hour later, Carne also bade his friends good-bye, and, descending to his boat, was rowed away to his own beautiful steam yacht, which was anchored a few cables’ length away from the Imperial craft. He was to dine on board the latter vessel that evening.

On gaining the deck he was met by Belton, his valet, who carried a telegram in his hand. As soon as he received it, Carne opened it and glanced at the contents, without, however, betraying very much interest.

An instant later the expression upon his face changed like magic. Still holding the message in his hand, he turned to Belton.

“Come below,” he said quickly. “There is news enough here to give us something to think of for hours to come.”

Reaching the saloon, which was decorated with all the daintiness of the upholsterer’s art, he led the way to the cabin he had arranged as a study. Having entered it, he shut and locked the door.

“It’s all up, Belton,” he said. “The comedy has lasted long enough, and now it only remains for us to speak the tag, and after that to ring the curtain down as speedily as may be.”

“I am afraid, sir, I do not quite take your meaning,” said Belton. “Would you mind telling me what has happened?”

“I can do that in a very few words,” the other answered. “This cablegram is from Trincomalee Liz, and was dispatched from Bombay yesterday. Read it for yourself.”

He handed the paper to his servant, who read it carefully, aloud:



TO CARNE, PORCHESTER HOUSE, PARK LANE, LONDON. — BRADFIELD LEFT FORTNIGHT SINCE. HAVE ASCERTAINED THAT YOU ARE THE OBJECT.

TRINCOMALEE.

“This is very serious, sir,” said the other, when he had finished.

“As you say, it is very serious indeed,” Carne replied. “Bradfield thinks he has caught me at last, I suppose; but he seems to forget that it is possible for me to be as clever as himself. Let me look at the message again. Left a fortnight ago, did he? Then I’ve still a little respite. By Jove, if that’s the case, I’ll see that I make the most of it.”

“But surely, sir, you will leave at once,” said Belton quickly. “If this man, who has been after us so long, is now more than half way to England, coming with the deliberate intention of running you to earth, surely, sir, you’ll see the advisability of making your escape while you have time.”

Carne smiled indulgently.

“Of course I shall escape, my good Belton,” he said. “You have never known me neglect to take proper precautions yet; but before I go I must do one more piece of business. It must be something by the light of which all I have hitherto accomplished will look like nothing. Something really great, that will make England open its eyes as it has not done yet.”

Belton stared at him, this time in undisguised amazement.

“Do you mean to tell me, sir,” he said with the freedom of a privileged servant, “that you intend to run another risk, when the only man who knows sufficient of your career to bring you to book is certain to be in England in less than a fortnight? I cannot believe that you would be so foolish, sir. I beg of you to think what you are doing.”

Carne, however, paid but small attention to his servant’s intreaties.

“The difficulty,” he said to himself, speaking his thoughts aloud, “is to understand quite what to do. I seem to have used up all my big chances. However, I’ll think it over, and it will be strange if I don’t hit upon something. In the meantime, Belton, you had better see that preparations are made for leaving England on Friday next. Tell the skipper to have everything ready. We shall have done our work by that time; then head for the open sea and freedom from the trammels of a society life once more. You might drop a hint or two to certain people that I am going, but be more than careful what you say. Write to the agents about Porchester House, and attend to all the other necessary details. You may leave me now.”

Belton bowed, and left the cabin without another word. He knew his master sufficiently well to feel certain that neither intreaties nor expostulations would make him abandon the course he had mapped out for himself. That being so, he bowed to the inevitable with a grace which had now become a habit to him.

When he was alone, Carne once more sat for upwards of an hour in earnest thought. He then ordered his gig, and, when it was ready, set out for the shore. Making his way to the telegraph office, he dispatched a message which at any other, and less busy, time, would have caused the operator some astonishment. It was addressed to a Mahommedan dealer in precious stones in Bombay, and contained only two words in addition to the signature. They were:

“Leaving — come.”

He knew that they would reach the person for whom they were intended, and that she would understand their meaning and act accordingly.

The dinner that night on board the Imperial yacht Hohenszrallas was a gorgeous affair in every sense of the word. All the principal yacht owners were present, and, at the conclusion of the banquet, Carne’s health, as winner of the great event of the regatta, was proposed by the Emperor himself, and drunk amid enthusiastic applause. It was a proud moment for the individual in question, but he bore his honours with that quiet dignity that had stood him in such good stead on so many similar occasions. In his speech he referred to his approaching departure from England, and this, the first inkling of such news, came upon his audience like a thunder-clap. When they had taken leave of his Majesty soon after midnight, and were standing on deck, waiting for their respective boats to draw up to the accommodation ladder, Lord Orpington made his way to where Simon Carne was standing.

“Is it really true that you intend leaving us so soon?” he asked.

“Quite true, unfortunately,” Carne replied. “I had hoped to have remained longer, but circumstances over which I have no control make it imperative that I should return to India without delay. Business that exercises a vital influence upon my fortunes compels me. I am therefore obliged to leave without fail on Friday next. I have given orders to that effect this afternoon.”

“I am extremely sorry to hear it, that’s all I can say,” said Lord Amberley, who had just come up. “I assure you we shall all miss you very much indeed.”

“You have all been extremely kind,” said Carne, “and I have to thank you for an exceedingly pleasant time. But, there, let us postpone consideration of the matter for as long as possible. I think this is my boat. Won’t you let me take you as far as your own yacht?”

“Many thanks, but I don’t think we need trouble you,” said Lord Orpington. “I see my gig is just behind yours.”

“In that case, good-night,” said Carne. “I shall see you as arranged, to-morrow morning, I suppose?”

“At eleven,” said Lord Amberley. “We’ll call for you and go ashore together. Goodnight.”

By the time Carne had reached his yacht he had made up his mind. He had also hit upon a scheme, the daring of which almost frightened himself. If only he could bring it off, he told himself, it would be indeed a fitting climax to all he had accomplished since he had arrived in England. Retiring to his cabin, he allowed Belton to assist him in his preparations for the night almost without speaking. It was not until the other was about to leave the cabin that he broached the subject that was occupying his mind to the exclusion of all else.

“Belton,” he said, “I have decided upon the greatest scheme that has come into my mind yet. If Simon Carne is going to say farewell to the English people on Friday next, and it succeeds, he will leave them a legacy to think about for some time after he has gone.”

“You are surely not going to attempt anything further, sir,” said Belton in alarm. “I did hope, sir, that you would have listened to my intreaties this afternoon.”

“It was impossible for me to do so,” said Carne. “I am afraid, Belton, you are a little lacking in ambition. I have noticed that on the last three occasions you have endeavoured to dissuade me from my endeavours to promote the healthy excitement of the English reading public. On this occasion fortunately I am able to withstand you. To-morrow morning you will commence preparations for the biggest piece of work to which I have yet put my hand.”

“If you have set your mind upon doing it, sir, I am quite aware that it is hopeless for me to say anything,” said Belton resignedly. “May I know, however, what it is going to be?”

Carne paused for a moment before he replied.

“I happen to know that the Emperor of Westphalia, whose friendship I have the honour to claim,” he said, “has a magnificent collection of gold plate on board his yacht. It is my intention, if possible, to become the possessor of it.”

“Surely that will be impossible, sir,” said Belton. “Clever as you undoubtedly are in arranging these things, I do not see how you can do it. A ship at the best of times is such a public place, and they will be certain to guard it very closely.”

“I must confess that at first glance I do not quite see how it is to be managed, but I have a scheme in my head which I think may possibly enable me to effect my purpose. At any rate, I shall be able to tell you more about it to-morrow. First, let us try a little experiment.”

As he spoke he seated himself at his dressing-table, and bade Belton bring him a box which had hitherto been standing in a corner. When he opened it, it proved to be a pretty little cedar-wood affair divided into a number of small compartments, each of which contained crepe hair of a different colour. Selecting a small portion from one particular compartment, he unraveled it until he had obtained the length he wanted, and then with dexterous fingers constructed a moustache, which he attached with spirit gum to his upper lip. Two or three twirls gave it the necessary curl, then with a pair of ivory-backed brushes taken from the dressing-table he brushed his hair back in a peculiar manner, placed a hat of uncommon shape upon his head, took a heavy boat cloak from a cupboard near at hand, threw it round his shoulders, and, assuming an almost defiant expression, faced Belton, and desired him to tell him whom he resembled.

Familiar as he was with his master’s marvellous power of disguise and his extraordinary faculty of imitation, the latter could not refrain from expressing his astonishment.

“His Imperial Majesty the Emperor of Westphalia,” he said. “The likeness is perfect.”

“Good,” said Carne. “From that exhibition you will gather something of my plan. To-morrow evening, as you are aware, I am invited to meet his Majesty, who is to dine ashore accompanied by his aide-de-camp, Count Von Walzburg. Here is the latter’s photograph. He possesses, as you know, a very decided personality, which is all in our favour. Study it carefully.”

So saying, he took from a drawer a photograph, which he propped against the looking-glass on the dressing-table before him. It represented a tall, military-looking individual, with bristling eyebrows, a large nose, a heavy grey moustache, and hair of the same colour. Belton examined it carefully.

“I can only suppose, sir,” he said, “that, as you are telling me this, you intend me to represent Count Von Walzburg.”

“Exactly,” said Carne. “That is my intention. It should not be at all difficult. The Count is just your height and build. You will only need the moustache, the eyebrows, the grey hair, and the large nose, to look the part exactly. To-morrow will be a dark night, and, if only I can control circumstances sufficiently to obtain the chance I want, detection, in the first part of our scheme at any rate, should be most unlikely, if not almost impossible.”

“You’ll excuse my saying so, I hope, sir,” said Belton, “but it seems a very risky game to play when we have done so well up to the present.”

“You must admit that the glory will be the greater, my friend, if we succeed.”

“But surely, sir, as I said just now, they keep the plate, you mention in a secure place, and have it properly guarded.”

“I have made the fullest inquiries, you may be sure. It is kept in a safe in the chief steward’s cabin, and, while it is on board, a sentry is always on duty at the door. Yes, all things considered, I should say it is kept in a remarkably secure place.”

“Then, sir, I’m still at a loss to see how you are going to obtain possession of it.”

Carne smiled indulgently. It pleased him to see how perplexed his servant was.

“In the simplest manner possible,” he said, “provided always that I can get on board the yacht without my identity being questioned. The manner in which we are to leave the vessel will be rather more dangerous, but not sufficiently so to cause us any great uneasiness. You are a good swimmer, I know, so that a hundred yards should not hurt you. You must also have a number of stout canvas sacks, say six, prepared, and securely attached to each the same number of strong lines; the latter must be fifty fathoms long, and have at the end of each a stout swivel hook. The rest is only a matter of detail. Now, what have you arranged with regard to matters in town?”

“I have fulfilled your instructions, sir, to the letter,” said Belton. “I have communicated with the agents who act for the owner of Porchester House. I have caused an advertisement to be inserted in all the papers to-morrow morning to the effect that the renowned detective, Klimo, will be unable to meet his clients for at least a month, owing to the fact that he has accepted an important engagement upon the Continent, which will take him from home for that length of time. I have negotiated the sale of the various horses you have in training, and I have also arranged for the disposal of the animals and carriages you have now in use in London. Ram Gafur and the other native servants at Porchester House will come down by the midday train to-morrow, but before they do so, they will fulfil your instructions and repair the hole in the wall between the two houses. I cannot think of any more, sir.”

“You have succeeded admirably, my dear Belton,” said Carne, “and I am very pleased. To-morrow you had better see that a paragraph is inserted in all the daily papers announcing the fact that it is my intention to leave England for India immediately, on important private business. I think that will do for tonight.”

Belton tidied the cabin, and, having done so, bade his master good-night. It was plain that he was exceedingly nervous about the success of the enterprise upon which Carne was embarking so confidently. The latter, on the other hand, retired to rest and slept as peacefully as if he had not a care or an anxiety upon his mind.

Next morning he was up by sunrise, and, by the time his friends Lords Orpington and Amberley were thinking about breakfast, had put the finishing touches to the scheme which was to bring his career in England to such a fitting termination.

According to the arrangement entered into on the previous day, his friends called for him at eleven o’clock, when they went ashore together. It was a lovely morning, and Carne was in the highest spirits. They visited the Castle together, made some purchases in the town, and then went off to lunch on board Lord Orpington’s yacht. It was well-nigh three o’clock before Carne bade his host and hostess farewell, and descended the gangway in order to return to his own vessel. A brisk sea was running, and for this reason to step into the boat was an exceedingly difficult, if not a dangerous, matter. Either he miscalculated his distance, or he must have jumped at the wrong moment; at any rate, he missed his footing, and fell heavily on to the bottom. Scarcely a second, however, had elapsed before his coxswain had sprung to his assistance, and had lifted him up on to the seat in the stern. It was then discovered that he had been unfortunate enough to once more give a nasty twist to the ankle which had brought him to such grief when he had been staying at Greenthorpe Park on the occasion of the famous wedding.

“My dear fellow, I am so sorry,” said Lord Orpington, who had witnessed the accident. “Won’t you come on board again? If you can’t walk up the ladder we can easily hoist you over the side.”

“Many thanks,” replied Carne, “but I think I can manage to get back to my own boat. It is better I should do so. My man has had experience of my little ailments, and knows exactly what is best to be done under such circumstances; but it is a terrible nuisance, all the same. I’m afraid it will be impossible for me now to be present at his Royal Highness’s dinner this evening, and I have been looking forward to it so much.”

“We shall all be exceedingly sorry,” said Lord Amberley. “I shall come across in the afternoon to see how you are.”

“You are very kind,” said Carne, “and I shall be immensely glad to see you if you can spare the time.”

With that he gave the signal to his men to push off. By the time he reached his own yacht his foot was so painful that it was necessary for him to be lifted on board — a circumstance which was duly noticed by the occupants of all the surrounding yachts, who had brought their glasses to bear upon him. Once below in his saloon, he was placed in a comfortable chair and left to Helton’s careful attention.

“I trust you have not hurt yourself very much, sir,” said that faithful individual, who, however, could not prevent a look of satisfaction coming into his face, which seemed to say that he was not ill-pleased that his master would, after all, be prevented from carrying out the hazardous scheme he had proposed to him the previous evening.

In reply, Carne sprang to his feet without showing a trace of lameness.

“My dear Belton, how peculiarly dense you are to-day,” he said, with a smile, as he noticed the other’s amazement. “Cannot you see that I have only been acting as you yourself wished I should do early this morning — namely, taking precautions? Surely you must see that, if I am laid up on board my yacht with a sprained ankle, society will say that is quite impossible for me to be doing any mischief elsewhere. Now, tell me, is everything prepared for tonight?”

“Everything, sir,” Belton replied. “The dresses and wigs are ready. The canvas sacks, and the lines to which the spring hooks are attached, are in your cabin awaiting your inspection. As far as I can see, everything is prepared, and I hope will meet with your satisfaction.”

“If you are as careful as usual, I feel sure it will,” said Carne. “Now get some bandages and make this foot of mine up into as artistic a bundle as you possibly can. After that help me on deck and prop me up in a chair. As soon as my accident gets known there will be certain to be shoals of callers on board, and I must play my part as carefully as possible.”

As Carne had predicted, this proved to be true. From half-past three until well after six o’clock a succession of boats drew up at his accommodation ladder, and the sufferer on deck was the recipient of as much attention as would have flattered the vainest of men. He had been careful to send a letter of apology to the illustrious individual who was to have been his host, expressing his sincere regrets that the accident which had so unfortunately befallen him would prevent the possibility of his being able to be present at the dinner he was giving that evening.

Day closed in and found the sky covered with heavy clouds. Towards eight o’clock a violent storm of rain fell, and when Carne heard it beating upon the deck above his cabin, and reflected that in consequence the night would in all probability be dark, he felt that his lucky star was indeed in the ascendant.

At half-past eight he retired to his cabin with Belton, in order to prepare for the events of the evening. Never before had he paid such careful attention to his make-up. He knew that on this occasion the least carelessness might lead to detection, and he had no desire that his last and greatest exploit should prove his undoing.

It was half-past nine before he and his servant had dressed and were ready to set off. Then, placing broad-brimmed hats upon their heads, and carrying a portmanteau containing the cloaks and headgear which they were to wear later in the evening, they went on deck and descended into the dinghy which was waiting for them alongside. In something under a quarter of an hour they had been put ashore in a secluded spot, had changed their costumes, and were walking boldly down beside the water towards the steps where they could see the Imperial launch still waiting. Her crew were lolling about, joking and laughing, secure in the knowledge that it would be some hours at least before their Sovereign would be likely to require their services again.

Their astonishment, therefore, may well be imagined when they saw approaching them the two men whom they had only half an hour before brought ashore. Stepping in and taking his seat under the shelter, his Majesty ordered them to convey him back to the yacht with all speed. The accent and voice were perfect, and it never for an instant struck any one on board the boat that a deception was being practised. Carne, however, was aware that this was only a preliminary; the most dangerous portion of the business was yet to come.

On reaching the yacht, he sprang out on the ladder, followed by his aide-de-camp, Von Walzburg, and mounted the steps. His disguise must have been perfect indeed, for when he reached the deck he found himself face to face with the first lieutenant, who, on seeing him, saluted respectfully. For a moment Carne’s presence of mind almost deserted him; then, seeing that he was not discovered, he determined upon a bold piece of bluff. Returning the officer’s salute with just the air he had seen the Emperor use, he led him to suppose that he had important reasons for coming on board so soon, and, as if to back this assertion up, bade him send the chief steward to his cabin, and at the same time have the sentry removed from his door and placed at the end of the large saloon, with instructions to allow no one to pass until he was communicated with again.

The officer saluted and went off on his errand, while Carne, signing to Belton to follow him, made his way down the companion ladder to the Royal cabins. To both the next few minutes seemed like hours. Reaching the Imperial state room, they entered it and closed the door behind. Provided the sentry obeyed his orders, which there was no reason to doubt he would do, and the Emperor himself did not return until they were safely off the vessel again, there seemed every probability of their being able to carry out their scheme without a hitch.

“Put those bags under the table, and unwind the lines and place them in the gallery outside the window. They won’t be seen there,” said Carne to Belton, who was watching him from the doorway. “Then stand by, for in a few minutes the chief steward will be here. As soon as he enters you must manage to get between him and the door, and, while I am engaging him in conversation, spring on him, clutch him by the throat, and hold him until I can force this gag into his mouth. After that we shall be safe for some time at least, for not a soul will come this way until they discover their mistake. It seems to me we ought to thank our stars that the chief steward’s cabin was placed in such a convenient position. But hush, here comes the individual we want. Be ready to collar him as soon as I hold up my hand. If he makes a sound we are lost.”

He had scarcely spoken before there was a knock at the door. When it opened, the chief steward entered the cabin, closing the door behind him.

“Schmidt,” said his Majesty, who was standing at the further end of the cabin, “I have sent for you in order that I may question you on a matter of the utmost importance. Draw nearer.”

The man came forward as he was ordered, and, having done so, looked his master full and fair in the face. Something he saw there seemed to stagger him. He glanced at him a second time, and was immediately confirmed in his belief.

“You are not the Emperor,” he cried. “There is some treachery in this. I shall call for assistance.”

He had half turned, and was about to give the alarm, when Carne held up his hand, and Belton, who had been creeping stealthily up behind him, threw himself upon him and had clutched him by the throat before he could utter a sound. The fictitious Emperor immediately produced a cleverly constructed gag and forced it into the terrified man’s mouth, who in another second was lying upon the floor bound hand and foot.

“There, my friend,” said Carne quietly, as he rose to his feet a few moments later, “I don’t think you will give us any further trouble. Let me just see that those straps are tight enough, and then we’ll place you on this settee, and afterwards get to business with all possible dispatch.”

Having satisfied himself on these points, he signed to Belton, and between them they placed the man upon the couch.

“Let me see, I think, if I remember rightly, you carry the key of the safe in this pocket.”

So saying, he turned the man’s pocket inside out and appropriated the bunch of keys he found therein. Choosing one from it, he gave a final look at the bonds which secured the prostrate figure, and then turned to Belton.

“I think he’ll do,” he said. “Now for business. Bring the bags, and come with me.”

So saying, he crossed the cabin, and, having assured himself that there was no one about to pry upon them, passed along the luxuriously carpeted alley way until he arrived at the door of the cabin, assigned to the use of the chief steward, and in which was the safe containing the magnificent gold plate, the obtaining of which was the reason of his being there. To his surprise and chagrin, the door was closed and locked. In his plans he had omitted to allow for this contingency. In all probability, however, the key was in the man’s pocket, so, turning to Belton, he bade him return to the state room and bring him the keys he had thrown upon the table.

The latter did as he was ordered, and, when he had disappeared, Carne stood alone in the alley way waiting and listening to the various noises of the great vessel. On the deck overhead he could hear some one tramping heavily up and down, and then, in an interval of silence, the sound of pouring rain. Good reason as he had to be anxious, he could not help smiling as he thought of the incongruity of his position. He wondered what his aristocratic friends would say if he were captured and his story came to light. In his time he had impersonated a good many people, but never before had he had the honour of occupying such an exalted station. This was the last and most daring of all his adventures.

Minutes went by, and as Belton did not return, Carne found himself growing nervous. What could have become of him? He was in the act of going in search of him, when he appeared carrying in his hand the bunch of keys for which he had been sent . His master seized them eagerly.

“Why have you been so long?” he asked in a whisper. “I began to think something had gone wrong with you.”

“I stayed to make our friend secure,” the other answered. “He had well-nigh managed to get one of his hands free. Had he done so, he would have had the gag out of his mouth in no time, and have given the alarm. Then we should have been caught like rats in a trap.”

“Are you quite sure he is secure now?” asked Carne anxiously.

“Quite,” replied Belton. “I took good care of that.”

“In that case we had better get to work on the safe without further delay. We have wasted too much time already, and every moment is an added danger.”

Without more ado, Carne placed the most likely key in the lock and turned it. The bolt shot back, and the treasure chamber lay at his mercy.

The cabin was not a large one, but it was plain that every precaution had been taken to render it secure. The large safe which contained the Imperial plate, and which it was Carne’s intention to rifle, occupied one entire side. It was of the latest design, and when Carne saw it he had to confess to himself that, expert craftsman as he was, it was one that would have required all his time and skill to open.

With the master key, however, it was the work of only a few seconds. The key was turned, the lever depressed, and then, with a slight pull, the heavy door swung forward. This done, it was seen that the interior was full to overflowing. Gold and silver plate of all sorts and descriptions, inclosed in bags of wash-leather and green baize, were neatly arranged inside. It was a haul such as even Carne had never had at his mercy before, and, now that he had got it, he was determined to make the most of it.

“Come, Belton,” he said, “get these things out as quickly as possible and lay them on the floor. We can only carry away a certain portion of the plunder, so let us make sure that that portion is the best.”

A few moments later the entire cabin was strewn with salvers, goblets, bowls, epergnes, gold and silver dishes, plates, cups, knives, forks, and almost every example of the goldsmith’s art. In his choice Carne was not guided by what was handsomest or most delicate in workmanship or shape. Weight was his only standard. Silver he discarded altogether, for it was of less than no account. In something under ten minutes he had made his selection, and the stout canvas bags they had brought with them for that purpose were full to their utmost holding capacity.

“We can carry no more,” said Carne to his faithful retainer, as they made the mouth of the last bag secure. “Pick up yours, and let us get back to the Emperor’s state room.

Having locked the door of the cabin, they returned to the place whence they had started. There they found the unfortunate steward lying just as they had left him on the settee. Placing the bags he carried upon the ground, Carne crossed to him, and, before doing anything else, carefully examined the bonds with which he was secured.

Having done this, he went to the stern windows, and, throwing one open, stepped into the gallery outside. Fortunately for what he intended to do, it was still raining heavily, and in consequence the night was as dark as the most consummate conspirator could have desired. Returning to the room, he bade Belton help him carry the bags into the gallery, and, when this had been done, made fast the swivel hooks to the rings in the mouth of each.

“Take up your bags as quietly as possible,” he said, “and lower them one by one into the water, but take care that they don’t get entangled in the propeller. When you’ve done that, slip the rings at the other end of the lines through your belt, and buckle the latter tightly.”

Belton did as he was ordered, and in a few moments the six bags were lying at the bottom of the sea.

“Now off with these wigs and things, and say when you’re ready for a swim.”

Their disguises having been discarded and thrown overboard, Carne and Belton clambered over the rails of the gallery and lowered themselves until their feet touched the water. Next moment they had both let go, and were swimming in the direction of Carne’s own yacht.

It was at this period of their adventure that the darkness proved of such real service to them. By the time they had swum half a dozen strokes it would have needed a sharp pair of eyes to distinguish them as they rose and fell among the foam-crested waves. If, however, the storm had done them a good turn in saving them from notice, it came within an ace of doing them an ill service in another direction. Good swimmers though both Carne and Belton were, and they had proved it to each other’s satisfaction in the seas of almost every known quarter of the globe, they soon found that it took all their strength to make headway now. By the time they reached their own craft, they were both completely exhausted. As Belton declared afterwards, he felt as if he could not have managed another twenty strokes even had his life depended on it.

At last, however, they reached the yacht’s stern and clutched at the rope ladder which Carne had himself placed there before he had set out on the evening’s excursion. In less time than it takes to tell, he had mounted it and gained the deck, followed by his faithful servant. They presented a sorry spectacle as they stood side by side at the taffrail, the water dripping from their clothes and pattering upon the deck.

“Thank goodness we are here at last,” said Carne, as soon as he had recovered his breath sufficiently to speak. “Now slip off your belt, and hang it over this cleat with mine.”

Belton did as he was directed, and then followed his master to the saloon companion ladder. Once below, they changed their clothes as quickly as possible, and having donned mackintoshes, returned to the deck, where it was still raining hard.

“Now,” said Carne, “for the last and most important part of our evening’s work. Let us hope the lines will prove equal to the demands we are about to make upon them.”

As he said this, he took one of the belts from the cleat upon which he had placed it, and, having detached a line, began to pull it in, Belton following his example with another. Their hopes that they would prove equal to the confidence placed in them proved well founded, for, in something less than a quarter of an hour, the six bags, containing the Emperor of Westphalia’s magnificent gold plate, were lying upon the deck, ready to be carried below and stowed away in the secret place in which Carne had arranged to hide his treasure.

“Now, Belton,” said Carne, as he pushed the panel back into its place, and pressed the secret spring that locked it, “I hope you’re satisfied with what we have done. We’ve made a splendid haul, and you shall have your share of it. In the meantime, just get me to bed as quickly as you can, for I’m dead tired. When you’ve done so, be off to your own. To-morrow morning you will have to go up to town to arrange with the bank authorities about my account.”

Belton did as he was ordered, and half an hour later his master was safely in bed and asleep.

It was late next morning when he woke. He had scarcely breakfasted before the Earl of Amberley and Lord Orpington made their appearance over the side. To carry out the part he had arranged to play, he received them seated in his deck chair, his swaddled up right foot reclining on a cushion before him. On seeing his guests, he made as if he would rise, but they begged him to remain seated.

“I hope your ankle is better this morning,” said Lord Orpington politely, as he took a chair beside his friend.

“Much better, thank you,” Carne replied. “It was not nearly so serious as I feared. I hope to be able to hobble about a little this afternoon. And now tell me the news, if there is any.”

“Do you mean to say that you have not heard the great news?” asked Lord Amberley, in a tone of astonishment.

“I have heard nothing,” Carne replied. “Remember, I have not been ashore this morning, and I have been so busily engaged with the preparations for my departure tomorrow that I have not had time to look at my papers. Pray what is this news of which you speak with such bated breath?”

“Listen, and I’ll tell you,” Lord Orpington answered. “As you are aware, last night his Imperial Majesty the Emperor of Westphalia dined ashore, taking with him his aide-de-camp, Count Von Walzburg. They had not been gone from the launch more than half an hour when, to all intents and purposes, they reappeared, and the Emperor, who seemed much perturbed about something, gave the order to return to the yacht with all possible speed. It was very dark and raining hard at the time, and whoever the men may have been who did the thing, they were, at any rate, past masters in the art of disguise.

“Reaching the yacht, their arrival gave rise to no suspicion, for the officers are accustomed, as you know, to his Majesty’s rapid comings and goings. The first lieutenant met them at the gangway, and declares that he had no sort of doubt but that it was his Sovereign. Face, voice, and manner were alike perfect. From his Majesty’s behaviour he surmised that there was some sort of trouble brewing for somebody, and, as if to carry this impression still further, the Emperor bade him send the chief steward to him at once, and, at the same time, place the sentry, who had hitherto been guarding the treasure chamber, at the end of the great saloon, with instructions to allow no one to pass him, on any pretext whatever, until the chief steward had been examined and the Emperor himself gave permission. Then he went below to his cabin.

“Soon after this the steward arrived, and was admitted. Something seems to have excited the latter’s suspicions, however, and he was about to give the alarm when he was seized from behind, thrown upon the floor, and afterwards gagged and bound. It soon became apparent what object the rascals had in view. They had caused the sentry at the door of the treasure chamber to be removed and placed where not only he could not hinder them in their work, but would prevent them from being disturbed. Having obtained the key of the room and safe from the chief steward’s pocket, they set off to the cabin, ransacked it completely, and stole all that was heaviest and most valuable of his Majesty’s wonderful plate from the safe.”

“Good gracious!” said Carne. “I never heard of such a thing. Surely it’s the most impudent robbery that has taken place for many years past. To represent the Emperor of Westphalia and his aide-de-camp so closely that they could deceive even the officers of his own yacht, and to take a sentry off one post and place him in such a position as to protect them while at their own nefarious work, seems to me the very height of audacity. But how did they get their booty and themselves away again? Gold plate, under the most favourable circumstances, is by no means an easy thing to carry.”

As he asked this question, Carne lit another cigar with a hand as steady as a rock.

“They must have escaped in a boat that, it is supposed, was lying under the shelter of the stern gallery,” replied Lord Amberley.

“And is the chief steward able to furnish the police with no clue as to their identity?”

“None whatever,” replied Orpington. “He opines to the belief, however, that they are Frenchmen, One of them, the man who impersonated the Emperor, seems to have uttered an exclamation in that tongue.”

“And when was the robbery discovered?”

“Only when the real Emperor returned to the vessel shortly after midnight. There was no launch to meet him, and he had to get Tremorden to take him off. You can easily imagine the surprise his arrival occasioned. It was intensified when they went below to find his Majesty’s cabin turned upside down, the chief steward lying bound and gagged upon the sofa, and all that was most valuable of the gold plate missing.”

“What an extraordinary story!”

“And now, having told you the news with which the place is ringing, we must be off about our business,” said Orpington. “Is it quite certain that you are going to leave us to-morrow?”

“Quite, I am sorry to say,” answered Carne. “I am going to ask as many of my friends as possible to do me the honour of lunching with me at one o’clock, and at five I shall weigh anchor and bid England good-bye. I shall have the pleasure of your company, I hope.”

“I shall have much pleasure,” said Orpington.

“And I also,” replied Amberley.

“Then good-bye for the present. It’s just possible I may see you again during the afternoon.”

The luncheon next day was as brilliant a social gathering as the most fastidious in such matters could have desired. Every one then in Cowes who had any claim to distinction was present, and several had undertaken the journey from town in order to say farewell to one who had made himself so popular during his brief stay in England. When Carne rose to reply to the toast of his health, proposed by the Prime Minister, it was observable that he was genuinely moved, as, indeed, were most of his hearers.

For the remainder of the afternoon his yacht’s deck was crowded with his friends, all of whom expressed the hope that it might not be very long before he was amongst them once more.

To these kind speeches Carne invariably offered a smiling reply.

“I also trust it will not be long,” he answered. “I have enjoyed my visit immensely, and you may be sure I shall never forget it as long as I live.”

An hour later the anchor was weighed, and his yacht was steaming out of the harbour amid a scene of intense enthusiasm. As the Prime Minister had that afternoon informed him, in the public interest, the excitement of his departure was dividing the honours with the burglary of the Emperor of Westphalia’s gold plate.

Carne stood beside his captain on the bridge, watching the little fleet of yachts until his eyes could no longer distinguish them. Then he turned to Belton, who had just joined him, and, placing his hand upon his shoulder, said:

“So much for our life in England, Belton, my friend. It has been glorious fun, and no one can deny that from a business point of view it has been eminently satisfactory. You, at least, should have no regrets.”

“None whatever,” answered Belton. “But I must confess I should like to know what they will say when the truth comes out.”

Carne smiled sweetly as he answered:

“I think they’ll say that, all things considered, I have won the right to call myself ‘A Prince of Swindlers.’”
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IT MAY BE said, I think, and with a very fair amount of truth, that every family possesses the right to be considered conspicuous for something. From some have descended famous lines of politicians, from others have come soldiers and sailors, while those who have given to the world celebrated divines and physicians may be counted by the round dozen. The Cripplethwaites for many generations have been famous for making money. As silk merchants they have amassed gigantic fortunes in the curious old offices overlooking St. Paul’s Churchyard. In 1840 the glories of the firm were centred in one person, Matthew, who died leaving behind him three sons, Silas, Frederick, and Joseph, to carry on the family name. Silas, being the eldest, entered the business on his seventeenth birthday, while Frederick followed two years later. To the indignation of his father, the horror of his mother, and the amazement of his two maiden aunts, who saw in his conduct the foreshadowing of a career of shame, the youngest, Joseph, openly asserted his intention of alienating himself from the silk profession and seeking his fortune in foreign lands. This plan he carried out to the letter, and for forty years nothing was seen or heard of him. During his absence Frederick died, and Silas, a hard man, whom the world agreed was already as rich as Croesus, married a hundred and fifty thousand pounds, a significant and apt way of describing a transaction into which no trace of love entered. On the strength of his reputed wealth, and the purchase of a magnificent property, situated an hour and a half’s train journey from London, he became a county gentleman, entertained on a corresponding scale, and had long since made up his mind that his only child, his daughter Celia, would make a grand match, and thus place the coping stone upon his inordinate ambition. Then a telegram reached him, announcing the arrival in England of no less a person than the prodigal Joseph, now a man of fifty-five.

Silas, who was entertaining a large house party at the time that the news arrived, found himself placed in a dilemma. His recollections of his brother were the reverse of pleasant; and indeed it must be confessed that at the best of times Joseph had not shown himself possessed of a serious disposition. From his youth he had inclined towards levity of conduct, was the only one of the brothers who could, and would, sing a good song, had been celebrated as a judge of cool ale, and on several occasions had come within an ace of causing a scandal from which the family name could scarcely have failed to suffer. Certainly, many years had elapsed since then, but Silas felt he had still every right to be distrustful of the manner in which those years had been spent. So strong was the hereditary instinct in him, however, that it never occurred to him that Joseph could be anything but a rich man. There had been degrees in the Cripplethwaite wealth, but, as he was wont grandiloquently to remark, there had never yet been one who was a poor man. The fact remained, however, that Joseph had arrived, and common decency demanded that he should be invited to the Hall. The invitation was accordingly sent, and in due course Joseph arrived. Alas, the result was even worse than Silas had anticipated. Joseph was undoubtedly one of life’s failures. The years he had spent abroad had been ruthless in their destruction of what had once been a not unpleasing personality. He was short and comparatively stout, had a profusion of unkempt hair, and a grey beard that was turning slightly yellow round the comers of his mouth. His clothes could only have been cut by a Bush tailor, and were now much worn. More terrible than all he wore a soft felt hat, and his luggage consisted of a single cheap portmanteau, very much burst at the seams. When he was called upon to introduce him to the members of his house party, Silas, for the first time in his life, was ashamed to speak the family name. Joseph’s poverty was an outrage to his sense of the fitness of things, and he resented it accordingly. He did not, however, know his man. As the latter pointed out, he was penniless, and if Silas discarded him, the only refuge he could hope to find would be the workhouse. From this statement it will be gathered that Joseph knew the weak points in his brother’s armour.

When the house party broke up, and the various county families took themselves off to other country houses, Joseph did not follow their example. In spite of his brother’s hints, he stayed on, clinging like a limpet to his rock of comfort. He was past work, he found repeated occasion to inform his brother, and even if he were fortunate enough to obtain employment, it would never do to have it said that a Cripplethwaite was earning his living in a menial capacity. He declined Silas’s offer of a small allowance, on the grounds that he did not come home to England to take his brother’s money. If, however, the latter would permit him to occupy a small corner in his magnificent mansion, he said he would accept the favour with becoming gratitude. To this proposition Silas did not know what answer to make. He could not turn the other out, and yet he had no desire that he should stay on. For the moment, however, having no visitors before whom Joseph could humble him, he did not press him to leave. In consequence every day found him obtaining a stronger hold, and twelve months later found the disreputable Joseph still in possession. By that time he was quite one of the household; certain chairs in the dining and smoking rooms were referred to by the servants as being the property of Mr. Joseph; he had his own particular peg in the cloak room, and his own corner of the family pew. He was never intrusive yet always present; was on terms of the most cordial intimacy with the gardeners and stable hands, who spoke of him to each other as Old Joe, and was shrewdly suspected of matutinal visits to the “Hen and Chickens” public-house. Needless to say, all this was gall and wormwood to his pompous brother, Silas. The mere sight of that slovenly figure was sufficient to send him into transports of rage, and yet, treat him in whatever way he might, Joseph invariably greeted him with a smiling face, held him up for the admiration of an admiring world as the most generous of brothers, described himself as one who had brought disgrace upon his family, and on more than one occasion wept tears of shame over his inability to return the kindnesses his kith and kin had heaped upon him.

Undesirable as Joseph undoubtedly was, when regarded in the light of a brother, there was one person who was devotedly attached to him, his niece, the pretty Celia. The two were close Mends, and if anything were wanting to complete her father’s anger it was found in this.

In this fashion time drifted by until the heiress to the Cripplethwaite fortunes was no longer a child, but a beautiful woman of twenty-two. Seven years had elapsed since Uncle Joseph had made his appearance at the Hall, and he was still there; just as humorous, just as unassertive, and if possible even more slovenly in his appearance than before. He knew all the gossip of the neighbourhood, was adored by every child in the village, and was by this time so assured of his position in his brother’s house that he no longer disguised his visits to the hostelry.

About this time Silas realised that everything was ripe for carrying into execution the idea which had filled his mind for years. This was neither more nor less than to marry his daughter to the young Lord Betchington, whose property adjoined his own on the further side of the village. This young man, a vapid, brainless youth, with sporting proclivities, had adored Celia Cripplethwaite since his Eton days. On Silas’s invitation he came to stay, found occasion to propose, and was rejected with an uncompromising brevity that fairly staggered him. For a fortnight he convinced himself that he was broken-hearted. Then an interview with Silas somewhat restored his drooping spirits, and once more he joined the house party at Cripplethwaite Hall.

Now Celia saw through her father’s manœuvre, but being a prudent girl said nothing to him on the subject. With his lordship she was resolved to have nothing at all to do.

Needless to say, being young and beautiful, there was a reason for her dislike of the young peer other than that she put forward to her father. She was in love, head over ears in love, and with the one man of all others whom she should have avoided. This individual’s name was Belway — John Harding Belway, the village doctor, a manly young fellow, with an excellent belief in himself, and an assured feeling that before he was many years older he would be the possessor of a house in Harley Street, and a European reputation. Unfortunately, in his capacity of Health Officer, he had fallen foul of Silas over certain unsanitary cottages, shortly after he had taken up the practice, and in consequence the relations between the two were more than strained.

How Celia and this young man came to fall in love with each other is more than I can say — but fall in love they certainly did. Uncle Joseph, so I am given to understand, became their confidant at a very early stage of the proceedings, and, as the sequel will show, remained so to the end. Then came the Betchington affair, and during the time it lasted Belway’s life was as miserable as a young fellow’s could well be. So wretched did he at length become that he was forced to call upon Silas Cripplethwaite, when he declared his love, and was forthwith shown to the door. Reaching home he wrote a fevered epistle of entreaty which was returned to him with insulting comments. Then came the news, through Uncle Joseph, of course, that Silas was about to take his wife and daughter out of England on a lengthy yachting cruise, and that his lordship would accompany the party.

“That settles it, Mr. Joseph,” said the young medico, rising from his chair. “I’ve put up with his cruelty long enough. If he thinks I’m going to let him carry her off and force her into marrying Betchington he’s mistaken. Why is he so set on her marrying this beast?”

“Come, come, my young friend,” replied the placid Joseph, “such intemperate language applied to a peer is, as Silas would tell you, little short of blasphemy.”

“I don’t care what it is,” returned the other. “But you don’t answer my question. Why is he doing it?”

“His lordship is rich, exceedingly rich,” said Joseph, rubbing his hands together, “and between ourselves, my boy, Silas stands in sore need just now of money.”

“You amaze me,” cried Belway, his eyes nearly out of his head with surprise. “I cannot believe that Mr. Cripplethwaite is in need of money. Surely you must be mistaken.”

“Not a bit of it,” replied Joseph, with a chuckle. “I can promise you that Silas is very heavily dipped. He has speculated and lost heavily; the Hall is mortgaged to the hilt, and unless he can find money somewhere, and before very long, I very much fear our dear Silas will go under ere the year is out. And such a dear, good, generous brother as he has been to me!”

“And this is why he is trying to marry that angel to that brute?”

“Exactly.”

“Then he shall not do it. Of that I am determined. May I count upon your assistance, Mr. Joseph?”

“Bless you, of course you may, my boy.”

They shook hands upon it, and as a result three days later Celia eloped with her lover. They were married by special licence, and Joseph was the sole member of the family present at the ceremony.

“He can’t support her, and she shall never have a halfpenny from me,” cried Silas in a fury, when he heard the news. “If he thinks I’m going to keep them he is mistaken. I’ll not lift my hand even to save them from starvation.”

A day later he discovered the part the reckless Joseph had played in the business. This was just the excuse he had been waiting for for years.

“Out you go,” he cried, his face white with rage. “Out of my house within an hour, or the servants shall throw you out. Go and starve like the other fools you’ve fostered and egged on to ruin.”

Joseph accordingly departed. The shock must have been a severe one, so the servants said, for it was noticed as he went down the drive that he walked with a less assured step than of old, while everyone was aware that he had aged considerably during the past few weeks.

On reaching London he found the runaways ensconced in lodgings in the neighbourhood of Bloomsbury Square, prodigiously in love, but as far as Belway was concerned anxious as to what was going to happen in the future. To return to the village, under the present circumstances, was out of the question, and yet earn his living he must. From a consideration of things past, present, and to come, he was roused by the entrance of Joseph, carrying in his hand the identical portmanteau he had brought with him from Australia so many years before.

“Uncle Joe?” cried the young couple in complete surprise. “Why, what on earth does this mean? How did you get here?”

Uncle Joe smiled blandly.

“I came by train, my dears,” he said, “and it means that dear Silas has turned me out.”

“On account of your goodness to us, I suppose,” said Belway, who was the first to speak. “Well, I must say I am not surprised.”

“Poor Uncle Joe,” added Celia, coming round the table and kissing him.

“Never mind, sir, we’ll make it up to you,” said Jack. “We’ll not turn you out. There’s a room at the back that will just suit you. And for the future you must take up your abode with us. In the meantime I’ll have to overhaul you, for by the look of it you seem to want it.”

So it was settled, and without further protest on Joseph’s part. He settled down with the young couple in Bloomsbury as unconcernedly as he had done with Silas in the country. And in this fashion the weeks and months went by. Not a word or token of forgiveness came from Silas. Belway’s practice in the country was sold for what it would fetch, and now he was endeavouring to work up another for himself in London. But try how he would his efforts met with poor success. For some time his only patient was the amiable Joseph, who was still cheerful though visibly growing weaker. That the end of his career was drawing near, Belway felt certain, but how near it was not even he could guess. In the morning of one cold December day he was comparatively well, in the afternoon he took to his bed, and by midnight, just as the snow was falling, he was dead. Three days later he was buried, and Belway and a curious little individual in a palpable wig and a snuff-coloured coat, who described himself as the deceased’s solicitor, were the only mourners.

“Ahem,” said that gentleman, as he sipped a glass of hot toddy in the sitting-room of the Bloomsbury lodgings on their return. “It only remains, my dear sir, for me to hand you these three envelopes which were entrusted to me by my late client. The first contains his wishes and instructions drawn up a week ago, to the second you will find reference made therein, while the third must be opened when the conditions of the other two have been complied with. I have no doubt you will not fail to act upon them within the time specified, namely, forty-eight hours.”

Feeling as if he were doing it all in a dream Belway opened the first envelope, and drew out the letter it contained. It was addressed to his dear nephew, John Harding Belway, and conjured him, by the affection he entertained for his memory, to at once repair with his wife to the residence of his father-in-law in the country. He was to obtain an interview at any hazard, and having done so, to hand to that gentleman the second letter, after which he would be at liberty to open the third.

The day following was Christmas Eve. Deep snow covered the face of the country. When Belway and his wife stepped out of the train on to the little roadside platform, it was only to find that no cab would venture out, and in consequence they had a three mile walk before them. To make things still worse it was growing dark, and if they had not both known the way so well they might have experienced some difficulty in finding it. They reached the Hall, however, without adventure, though the butler’s surprise on opening the door might very well have terminated in a fit of apoplexy.

“Hush,” said Belway, shaking his finger at him, “not a word, as you love your life. Show us into the morning room, and then go and tell your master that some visitors would like to speak to him. Be sure you do not let him guess who we are.”

“Master is just off to London, sir,” replied the man in a whisper. “I expect the brougham round every minute. However, if you’ll step in, I’ll do as you tell me. I fear you’ll find him greatly changed, sir.”

Five minutes later the anxious couple in the morning room heard a low step on the polished floor outside. The door was opened and Silas Cripplethwaite, woefully changed, indeed, entered the room. Belway has confessed to me since that both he and his wife trembled as they stood before him. They need not have done so, however. It was plain that Silas had no idea of their identity until he reached the centre of the room. Then he threw his hat away and ran towards his daughter and took her in his arms.

“Celia, Celia!” he cried, “is it really you? Oh, thank God, thank God!”

For upwards of a minute not a sound was to be heard but the girl’s sobs, as she nestled her head upon her father’s shoulder. Then he put her from him and held out his hand to Belway.

“I did you a wrong, sir,” he said, “and I have been severely punished for it. I ask your pardon. To-night is Christmas Eve, and I was just leaving for London in search of you to ask for your forgiveness and to bring you back. Now, thank God, I am saved my journey, and we will celebrate it as we have never done before — and for the last time in this house.”

“The last time?” cried Celia, with a frightened look.

“I am ruined, darling,” returned her father, “and any moment the crash may come. But there, we’ll not talk of that to-night. Nothing matters now that I have got you with me again.”

It was not until later in the evening that Belway found an opportunity to transact the business which had brought him down to the country. Indeed, in the delight of the reconciliation he had well nigh forgotten his errand. It was a sad and solemn moment for them all, for when he spoke his name the shadow of the dead man seemed to stand between them.

“Poor Joseph!” said Silas at last. “He died without forgiving me. But what is this letter of which you speak? Let me see it.”

Jack took the envelope from his pocket and handed it to his father-in-law. The latter opened it, and drew out the contents, which consisted of a number of flimsy papers and a short note.

“Good heavens, what does this mean?” he cried, as he turned them over and over. “How did you get possession of these things?”

“I do not know what they are,” Jack returned, “but the letter was handed to me by Mr. Malthaus, who was your brother’s solicitor.”

“But they are the very bills which were to fall due next week,” cried the other. “The fatal bills that meant my ruin. What is this mystery?”

“Had you not better read the letter which accompanied them?” said Jack, “it may tell you more.” Silas did as the other suggested, and as he read his hands shook, and large tears rose in his eyes and coursed down his cheeks.

“They come to me from Joseph,” he said, “but I can scarcely believe the tale he tells. It appears that while we always thought him poor, he was in reality richer than us all put together. He knew I was in difficulties, and he has put me on my feet again. Oh, Joseph, Joseph,” then after a pause during which the dead years rolled back, he added softly, “little brother Joe,” and bent his head and wept till his shoulders shook with the violence of his emotion.

Then it struck Belway that he also had a communication to read, and he opened the remaining envelope. It was an evening of surprises, and the supply was not exhausted yet. The last document proved to be a copy of Uncle Joseph’s last will and testament, the original of which was in Mr. Malthaus’ keeping. It bequeathed to John Belway, husband of his niece Celia, thirty thousand pounds, in remembrance of the kindness and care he had shown to an old man; while to the said Celia Belway, daughter of his brother, Silas Cripplethwaite, he left the residue of his fortune which would be found to amount to a sum of seventy thousand pounds safely invested in Consols.

If Jack Belway is not a happy man to-day he does not deserve to be. He has his wife, whom he loves as devotedly as on the day they entered their shabby little Bloomsbury lodgings together; he has his children, who, he and his wife agree, are the finest in the world; he has his home in Harley Street; and if he has not yet acquired his European reputation — well, he has the satisfaction of knowing that he is making splendid headway towards it. Lastly, if there is one man who is proud of his success it is Silas Cripplethwaite, who has put the business in St. Paul’s Churchyard on its legs again, and is nursing it for the benefit of Jack’s eldest boy, who, so I am told, is to enter the well-known office as soon as he is old enough.

And all this, it must be remembered, is the outcome of Uncle Joe’s Legacy.


REMORSELESS VENGEANCE.

[image: img175.jpg]

TO USE THAT expressive South Sea phrase, I have had the misfortune to be “on the beach” in a variety of places in my time. There are people who say that it is worse to be stranded in Trafalgar Square than, shall we say, Honolulu or Rangoon. Be that as it may, the worst time I ever had was that of which I am now going to tell you. I had crossed the Pacific from San Francisco before the mast on an American mail boat, had left her in Hong Kong, and had made my way down to Singapore on a collier. As matters did not look very bright there, I signed aboard a Dutch boat for Batavia, intending to work my way on to Australia. It was in Batavia, however, that the real trouble began. As soon as I arrived I fell ill, and the little money I had managed to scrape together melted like snow before the mid-day sun. What to do I knew not — I was on my beam ends. I had nothing to sell, even if there were anyone to buy, and horrible visions of Dutch gaols began to obtrude themselves upon me.

It was on the night of the 23rd of December, such a night as I’ll be bound they were not having in the old country. There was not a cloud in the sky, and the stars shone like the lamps along the Thames Embankment when you look at them from Waterloo Bridge. I was smoking in the brick-paved verandah of the hotel and wondering how I was going to pay my bill, when a man entered the gates of the hotel and walked across the garden and along the verandah towards where I was seated. I noticed that he was very tall, very broad-shouldered, and that he carried himself like a man who liked his own way and generally managed to get it.

“I wonder who he can be?” I said to myself, and half expected that he would pass me and proceed in the direction of the manager’s office. My astonishment may be imagined, therefore, when he picked up a chair from beside the wall and seated himself at my side.

“Good evening,” he said, as calmly as you might address a friend on the top of a ‘bus.

“Good evening,” I replied in the same tone.

“Frank Riddington is your name, I believe?” he continued, still with the same composure.

“I believe so,” I answered, “but I don’t know how you became aware of it.”

“That’s neither here nor there,” he answered; “putting other matters aside for the moment, let me give you some news.”

He paused for a moment and puffed meditatively at his cigar.

“I don’t know whether you’re aware that there’s an amiable plot on hand in this hotel to kick you into the street in the morning,” he went on. “The proprietor seems to think it unlikely that you will be able to settle your account.”

“And, by Jove, he is not far wrong,” I replied. “It’s Christmas time, I know, and I am probably in bed and dreaming. You’re undoubtedly the fairy godmother sent to help me out of my difficulty.”

He laughed — a short, sharp laugh.

“How do you propose to do it?”

“By putting a piece of business in your way. I want your assistance, and if you will give it me I am prepared to hand you sufficient money not only to settle your bill, but to leave a bit over. What’s more, you can leave Batavia, if you like.”

“Provided the business of which you speak is satisfactory,” I replied, “you can call it settled. What am I to do?”

He took several long puffs at his cigar.

“You have heard of General Van der Vaal?”

“The man who, until lately, has been commanding the Dutch forces up in Achin?”

“The same. He arrived in Batavia three days ago. His house is situated on the King’s Plain, three-quarters of a mile or so from here.”

“Well, what about him?”

Leaning a little towards me, and sinking his voice, he continued:

“I want General Van der Vaal — badly — and to-night!”

For a moment I had doubts as to his sanity.

“I’m afraid I haven’t quite grasped the situation,” I said. “Do I understand that you are going to abduct General Van der Vaal?”

“Exactly!” he replied. “I am going to deport him from the island. You need not ask why, at this stage of the proceedings. I shouldn’t have brought you into the matter at all, but that my mate fell ill, and I had to find a substitute.”

“You haven’t told me your name yet,” I replied.

“It slipped my memory,” he answered. “But you are welcome to it now. I am Captain Berringer!”

You may imagine my surprise. Here I was sitting talking face to face with the notorious Captain Berringer, whose doings were known from Rangoon to Vladivostock — from Nagasaki to Sourabaya. He and his brother — of whom, by the way, nothing had been heard for some time past — had been more than suspected of flagrant acts of’ piracy. They were well known to the Dutch as pearl stealers in prohibited waters. The Russians had threatened to ‘ hang them for seal-stealing in Behring Straits, while the French had some charges against them in Tonkin that would ensure them a considerable sojourn there should they appear in [that neighbourhood again.

“Well, what do you say to my proposal?” he asked. “It will be as easy to accomplish as it will be for them to turn you into the street in the morning.”

I knew this well enough, but I saw that if he happened to fail I should, in all probability, be even worse off than before.

“Where’s your vessel,” I asked, feeling sure that he had one near at hand.

“Dodging about off the coast,” he said. “We’ll pick her up before daylight.”

“And you’ll take me with you?”

“That’s as you please,” he answered.

“I’ll come right enough. Batavia will be too hot for me after to-night. But first you must hand over the money. I must settle with that little beast of a proprietor to-night.”

“I like your honesty,” he said, with a sneer. “Under the circumstances it is so easy to run away without paying.”

“Captain Berringer,” said I, “whatever I may be now, I was once a gentleman.”

A quarter-of-an-hour later the bill was paid, and I had made my arrangements to meet my employer outside the Harmonic Club punctually at midnight. I am not going to say that I was not nervous, for it would not be the truth. Van der Vaal’s reputation was a cruel one, and if he got the upper hand of us we should be likely to receive but scant mercy. Punctually to the minute I reached the rendezvous, where I found the captain awaiting me. Then we set off in the direction of the King’s Plain, as you may suppose keeping well in the shadow of the trees. We had not walked very far before Berringer placed a revolver into my hand, which I slipped into my pocket.

“Let’s hope we shan’t have to use them,” he said; “but there’s nothing like being prepared.”

By the time we had climbed the wall and were approaching the house, still keeping in the shadow of the trees, I was beginning to think I had had enough of the adventure, but it was too late to draw back, even had the Captain permitted such a thing.

Suddenly the Captain laid his hand on my arm.

“His room is at the end on this side,” he whispered. “He sleeps with his window open, and his bed is in the furthest corner. His lamp is still burning, but let us hope that he is asleep. If he gives the alarm we’re done for.”

I won’t deny that I was too frightened to answer him. My fear, however, did not prevent me from following him into the dump of trees near the steps that led to the verandah. Here we slipped off our boots, made our preparations, and then tiptoed with the utmost care across the path, up the steps, and in the direction of the General’s room. That he was a strict disciplinarian we were aware, and that, in consequence, we knew that his watchman was likely to be a watchman in the real sense of the word.

The heavy breathing that came from the further corner of the room told us that the man we wanted was fast asleep. A faint light, from a wick which floated in a bowl of cocoanut oil, illuminated the room, and showed us a large bed of the Dutch pattern, closely veiled with mosquito curtains. Towards this we made our way. On it, stretched out at full length, was the figure of a man. I lifted the netting while the Captain prepared for the struggle. A moment later he leapt upon his victim, seized him by the throat and pinioned him. A gag was quickly thrust into his mouth, whilst I took hold of his wrists. In less time than it takes to tell he was bound hand and foot, unable either to resist or to summon help.

“Bundle up some of his clothes,” whispered Berringer, pointing to some garments on a chair. “Then pick up his heels, while I’ll take his shoulders. But not a sound as you love your life.”

In less than ten minutes we had carried him across the grounds, had lifted him over the wall, where we found a native cart waiting for us, and had stowed him and ourselves away in it.

“Now for Tanjong Prick,” said the Captain. “We must be out of the island before daybreak.”

At a prearranged spot some four or five miles from the port we pulled, up beneath a small tope of palms.

“Are you still bent upon accompanying me?” asked the Captain, as we lifted the inanimate General from the cart and placed him on the ground.

“More than ever,” I replied. “Java shall see me no more.”

Berringer consulted his watch, and found the time to be exactly half-past two. A second later a shrill whistle reached us from the beach.

“That’s the boat,” said Berringer. “Now let’s carry him down to her.”

We accordingly set off in the direction indicated. It was not, however, until we were alongside a smart-looking brig, and I was clambering aboard, that I felt in any way easy in my mind.

“Pick him up and bring him aft to the cuddy,” said the skipper to two of the hands, indicating the prostrate General. Then turning to the second mate, who was standing by, he added: “Make sail, and let’s get out of this. Follow me, Mr. Riddington.”

I accompanied him along the deck, and from it into the cuddy, the two sailors and their heavy burden preceding us. Once there the wretched man’s bonds were loosed. They had been tight enough, goodness knows, for when we released him he was so weak that he could not stand, but sank down on one of the seats beside the table, and buried his face in his hands.

“What does this mean?” he asked at last, looking up at us with a pitiable assumption of dignity. “Why have you brought me here?”

“That’s easily told,” said the Captain. “Last Christmas you were commanding in Achin. Do you remember an Englishman named Bernard Watson who threw in his lot with them?”

“I hanged him on Christmas Day,” said the other, with a touch of his old spirit.

“Exactly,” said Berringer. “And that’s why you’re here to-night. He was my brother. We will cry ‘quits’ when I hang you on the yard-arm on Christmas morning.”

“Good heavens, Captain!” I cried, “you’re surely not going to do this?”

“I am,” he answered, with a firmness there was no mistaking. The idea was too horrible to contemplate. I tried to convince myself that, had I known what the end would be, I should have taken no part in it.

A cabin had already been prepared for the General, and to it he was forthwith conducted. The door having been closed and locked upon him, the Captain and I were left alone together. I implored him to reconsider his decision.

“I never reconsider my decisions,” he answered. “The man shall hang at sunrise the day after tomorrow. He hanged my brother in cold blood, and I’ll do the same for him. That’s enough. Now I must go and look at my mate; he’s been ailing this week past. If you want food the steward will bring it to you, and if you want a bunk — well, you can help yourself.”

With that he turned on his heel, and left me.

Here I was in a nice position. To all intents and purposes I had aided and abetted a murder, and if any of Berringer’s crew should care to turn Queen’s evidence I should find myself in the dock, a convicted murderer. In vain I set my wits to work to try and find some scheme which might save the wretched man and myself. I could discover none, however.

All the next day we sailed on, heading for the Northern Australian Coast, so it seemed to me. I met the Captain at meals, and upon the deck, but he appeared morose and sullen, gave his orders in peremptory jerks, and never once, so far as I heard, alluded to the unhappy man below. I attempted to broach the subject to the mate, in the hope that he might take the same view of it as I did, but I soon found that my advances in that quarter were not likely to be favourably received. The crew, as I soon discovered, were Kanakas, with two exceptions, and devoted to their Captain. I was quite certain that they would do nothing but what he wished. Such a Christmas Eve I sincerely trust I may never spend again.

Late in the afternoon I bearded the Captain in his cabin, and once more endeavoured to induce him to think well before committing such an act. Ten minutes later I was back in the cuddy, a wiser and sadder man. From that moment I resigned myself to the inevitable.

At half-past six that evening the Captain and I dined together in solitary state. Afterwards I went on deck. It was a beautiful moonlight night, with scarcely enough wind to fill the canvas. The sea was as smooth as glass, with a long train of phosphorous light in our wake. I had seen nothing of the skipper since eight bells. At about ten o’clock, however, and just as I was thinking of turning in, he emerged from the companion. A few strides brought him to my side.

“A fine night, Riddington,” he said, in a strange, hard voice, very unlike his usual tone.

“A very fine night,” I answered, “Riddington,” he began again, with sudden vehemence, “do you believe in ghosts?”

“I have never thought much about the matter,” I answered. “Why do you ask?”

“Because I’ve seen a ghost to-night,” he replied. “The ghost of my brother Bernard, who was hanged by that man locked in the cabin below, exactly a year ago, at daybreak. Don’t make any mistake about what I’m saying. You can feel my pulse, if you like, and you will find it beating as steady as ever it has done in my life. I haven’t touched a drop of liquor to-day, and I honestly believe I’m as sane a man as there is in the world. Yet I tell you that, not a quarter of an hour ago, my brother stood beside me in my cabin.”

Not knowing what answer to make, I held my tongue for the moment. At last I spoke.

“Did he say anything?” I inquired.

“He told me that I should not be permitted to execute my vengeance on Van der Vaal! It was to be left to him to deal with him. But I’ve passed my word, and I’ll not depart from it. Ghost or no ghost, he hangs at sunrise.”

So saying, he turned and walked away from me, and went below.

I am not going to pretend that I slept that night. Of one thing I am quite certain, and that is that the Captain did not leave his cabin all night. Half an hour before daybreak, however, he came to my cabin.

“Come on deck,” he said. “The time is up.”

I followed him, to find all the ghastly preparations complete. Once more I pleaded for mercy with all the strength at my command, and once more I failed to move him. Even the vision he had declared he had seen seemed now to be forgotten.

“Bring him on deck,” he said at last, turning to the mate and handing him the key of the cabin as he spoke. The other disappeared, and I, unable to control myself, went to the side of the vessel and looked down at the still water below. The brig was scarcely moving. Presently I heard the noise of feet in the companion, and turning, with a white face, no doubt, I saw the mate and two of the hands emerge from the hatchway. They approached the Captain, who seemed not to see them. To the amazement of everyone, he was looking straight before him across the poop, with an expression of indescribable terror on his face. Then, with a crash, he lost his balance and fell forward upon the deck. We ran to his assistance, but were too late. He was dead.

Who shall say what he had seen in that terrible half-minute? The mate and I looked at each other in stupefied bewilderment. I was the first to find my voice.

“The General?”

“Dead,” the other replied. “He died as we entered the cabin to fetch him out. God help me — you never saw such a sight! It looked as if he were fighting with someone whom we could not see, and was being slowly strangled.”

I waited to hear no more, but turned and walked aft. I am not a superstitious man, but I felt that the Captain’s brother had been right after all, when he had said that he would take the matter of revenge into his own hands.


THE FROG, THE FIRM, AND THE FORTUNE.
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I WONDER IF it has ever come under your notice what extraordinary coincidences there are in numbers, often extending over the borders of the Probable into the regions of Doubt. If the title I have chosen for this story were not quite the most suitable, and it had been necessary to give it another, I should certainly have called it “A Tale of Four,” and for the following good and sufficient reasons. There were four parties concerned in it — first, “The Frog,” then “The Firm,” and last, but by no means least, “The Fortune.” The trouble began with an introduction on the fourth of June in one year, and culminated with a marriage on the fourth of April in another. The Firm lived on their selection, which was four miles outside a certain small Township in Northern Queensland; The Fortune dwelt at her father’s station, which was four miles on the other side of them again; and, as if this were not sufficiently remarkable, Mackintosh, the head of the Firm, hailed from Kirkcaldy, which, as everyone knows, is on the Firth of Forth; while Benson, his partner, was not only the fourth son of his father, but the fourth man of that name in those parts. He was also the fourth suitor for The Fortune’s hand. So much for the figure “Four.” Now for a more elaborate description of the folk concerned, in their proper order and degrees of importance.

The Fortune’s real name was Catherine Agnes Mayborough, and to my thinking she was the richest, prettiest, and the most accomplished maid in the length and breadth of the Continent of Australia. Bachelors danced with her at the Annual Squatters’ Ball, looked a few times into her blue eyes, and then went their ways cursing their poverty, and vowing that it was far from good to live alone. We called her The Fortune, because her father was an enormously rich man, owning more than one prosperous sheep station, and Catherine was his only child; also because she was known to have inherited thirty thousand pounds on her mother’s side. Despite this fact, she indulged in no sort of affectation, but was as polite to a simple jackeroo as to the Governor of the Colony himself.

Of The Frog one can only speak with bated breath; his magnificence exceeded description. So plump and green was he, so beady-eyed, with such a power of hopping, and such resonance of croak, that his like could never have been seen or heard before. Being a universal favourite, and an exterminator of black beetles and other insects, he was allowed the run of the entire house; his chief residence, however, was underneath the big water butt at the end of The Firm’s verandah. To-day he is not, and the facts which led to his decease constitute this story. On the day that he made his first appearance, six months before my narrative opens, Benson, who was of an imaginative turn of mind, had christened him Montgomery, and when I say that the name fitted him exactly you will be able to understand the superior sort of frog he was.

The Firm consisted of two men, both from Great Britain, and both residents of some years’ standing in the Colony. Mackintosh, the elder, was a tall, thin, not unhandsome man of thirty, who hailed, as his name would lead you to suppose, from the “Land o’ Cakes,” a fact of which he was justly proud. Benson, the younger, was of an altogether different stamp. He was a Londoner, short, active, quick of speech, and, as his partner would sometimes assert, somewhat frivolous in conversation. They held a ten thousand acre Selection together just outside our Township, and by dint of giving it their undivided attention, managed to make it keep them in the barest necessaries of life. Now you know The Frog, The Firm, and The Fortune.

That Mackintosh and his partner were both in love with The Fortune was definitely settled for them by the Township gossips before the young men had been six months in the district; but whether for the first year or so either man suspected the other’s passion, is quite another matter, and one upon which I cannot pretend to speak with any degree of certainty. Be that as it may, for the first two years of their partnership they remained the very best of friends. Folk, whom it did not in the least concern, were wont to speculate as to whether their love making would ever come to anything, and if it did, which of the pair she would prefer, and what would become of the other. You must not imagine, however, that we were more than usually inquisitive; it was nice in the stagnation of that deadly dull place, to have some common subject of interest, and for that reason we made the most of it.

One day, news went abroad that one of the men had proposed, and, what was more important, that he had been accepted. The Parson’s wife took the trouble to cross the road to inform the spouse of the principal Bank Manager, who told her husband, who carried the news to the big Storekeeper, who took care that it should be spread properly abroad. As, however, the latter gave it with his own variations, I am compelled, for the sake of the generations to come, to set the matter right once and for all. If you will listen I will tell you how it all came about.

To begin with, you must understand that The Fortune had been absent on a three months’ visit to an aunt in the south, and during that time both men had had leisure to think as much about her as was good for them, possibly a little more. When she returned, and they saw how daintily she was dressed (in the Township of which I am writing the fashions are apt to be a little behind those of Paris), and how pretty she looked, they were barely able to prevent themselves from kneeling straightway at her feet and offering their hearts and hands upon the spot. Hitherto she had accepted their homage with the most charming grace imaginable; on this occasion, however, she added to their uncertainty by promising to play lawn tennis with them on the Saturday afternoon following her return. That Saturday was Christmas Eve, a day that both men will remember as long as they live.

Now the Club Lawn Tennis Ground is as charming a little spot as you will discover in a long day’s march. It is situated under the big gums on that side of the Township nearest the Creek, and to my certain knowledge it has seen more than one love affair originate and come to a head on its hard beaten courts. On this particular occasion The Fortune played with the two men in turn, and to each she was more than usually civil. Once during the afternoon a lady informed me that she thought she had discovered which the girl preferred, but not being so well versed in the way of the sex myself, I could not detect the slightest difference in her behaviour towards them. One thing, however, was quite evident, and that was the fact that both men were not only aware that they were rivals but were furiously jealous of each other.

At six o’clock “time” was called, and those present began to change their shoes preparatory to going home to dinner. The Firm bade The Fortune “good-bye” at the gate, and, having wished her a Merry Christmas, set off on their tramp back to their Selection. The Fortune remained in the Township to dine with the Parson’s wife, meaning to ride home afterwards. It was a hot, thundery evening, and, by the time the dinner gong sounded at the Vicarage, heavy clouds covered the sky, a not unusual thing at Christmastide.

About eight o’clock The Fortune’s hack was brought round to the door, the Parson swung her into the saddle, and amid a perfect de joie of goodbyes and good wishes for the New Year, she passed the gate, and cantered down the street. As she left the last house of the Township behind her and entered the Scrub, a slight shower of rain pattered down upon her; which, by the time she reached the cross tracks half-way through The Firm’s Selection, had increased to a downpour. Long ere this she had come to the conclusion that it would have been better for her if she had not put off her return till so late.

Darker and darker the night became, until it was with the utmost difficulty she could see her way ahead. All the time the rain was pelting remorselessly down, soaking her through and through, while overhead the lightning flashed and the thunder crashed. That storm will be remembered for years to come, and by more than one person.

Arriving at the point where the cross tracks encounter the Creek, and where it was her usual custom to bear due north, she changed her mind, and steered a course which she thought would bring her out on her own boundary fence, and quite close to a gate through which she could reach her home. For some reason or another, however, on this occasion (perhaps the rain blinded her, or she was thinking of something else when she should have been paying attention to the track) she lost her way, and at the end of half an hour, had not the very remotest notion where she stood.

Pulling her horse to a standstill she peered about her, but the night was too dark for her to see anything. She listened, but the beating of the rain on the hard earth and the dreary swishing of the trees around her was all that she could hear. It was a nasty position for a girl to be in, the more so as her horse had all along been none too quiet and was now beginning to prove really troublesome. At last, when she had been compelled to admit that she was bushed, she decided to resign the directorship and to leave the management of affairs to her animal.

Throwing the reins on his neck she permitted him to wander where he pleased. Whereupon, being a horse without discretion, he did his best to scrape her out of the saddle against an overhanging bough, and ended by coming into collision with a tree stump, falling on to his nose and getting on to his feet again dead lame. In order to discover in what manner he had hurt himself The Fortune scrambled to the ground. Finding it impossible to ascertain what she wanted to know she reviewed the situation in all its lights. For a moment she felt inclined to sit down in the mud and cry. But being a sensible girl, and knowing that this could do no possible good, she plucked up courage and, leading the animal by his bridle, started off to walk straight ahead, hoping eventually to strike a fence and so to discover where she was. Never before had she paid The Finn’s Selection the compliment of believing it to be so large; in the darkness there seemed to be no end to it.

For upwards of an hour, she trudged wearily on, the rain all the time beating down pitilessly upon her. Then she left the timber, and as she did so she saw the gleam of a lamp-lit window before her. Five minutes later she was domiciled in The Firm’s sitting room, the owners had been turned out, and she was drying her things before a roaring fire. Her horse meanwhile was being attended to in the makeshift stable at the rear of the dwelling. When she was dry enough to receive them, the proprietors of the house returned to the room. It was then about ten o’clock, and the rain was still pouring in torrents upon the roof.

With a far greater amount of perseverance than I have ever been able to bring to bear on anything else, I have tried to discover, but have never been able to do so, what the two men really thought of this unexpected visit. Of one thing I am convinced, and that is that before she had been in the house ten minutes, each had made up his mind to propose to her ‘if he could only get the other out of the way.

For half an hour they sat talking, exploring first one subject and then another in search of safe ground. Having exhausted all their topics, they realised that the crisis had come, and looked about them for a common amusement. The periods of silence were not only more numerous, but they were growing longer on each occasion. At last a feeling of intense nervousness took possession of them. Then, just as it was becoming unbearable, there came a steady plop-plop down the passage, and Montgomery, the green frog, hopped into the room.

From the position he had taken up in the doorway he regarded them carefully. The lamplight shone upon his brilliant back and sparkled in his topaz eyes. He scratched his head with one hind foot, sighed heavily, and at the same time hoisted his shoulders in a fashion that was peculiar to him; finally, looking up at them, as much as to say “Pray observe my dexterity,” he made a jump at a fly upon the wall, caught him, and landed as flat as a pancake at the Scotchman’s feet. There was no cleverer jumper in Australia than Montgomery, and Benson declared that even Smiley’s famous jumping frog would have been hard put to it to beat him. Mackintosh, being ignorant of the beauties of Mark Twain, did not understand the allusion; The Fortune did, however, and for the first time she realised that she and Benson had one bond in common.

“Would you care to see an exhibition of the brute’s accomplishments?” asked the frivolous member of The Firm. “I can assure you, on occasion, he can be exceedingly entertaining.”

The Fortune, fearing a return to the former desultory conversation, hailed the interruption with eagerness, and the Scotchman was accordingly despatched in search of a long twig and a yard of black thread, while Benson departed to the kitchen on black beetle catching thoughts intent. In a short time both men returned, the twig was converted into a fishing rod, the thread became a line, while the insect before mentioned furnished the bait.

“You’ll say, when you’ve seen him jump, Miss Mayborough,” asserted Mackintosh confidentially, “that there’s not his equal in the length and breadth of Australia.”

“Yes,” said Benson, “I can assure you we’re very proud of Montgomery.”

“Why on earth did you give him that absurd name?” asked Miss Mayborough, after a short pause, feeling that she ought to say something.

“Well you see,” replied the jocular one, “to call him Tom or Bill, or anything common like that, would have been disrespectful to a frog of his importance. If you could only see him going down the verandah on a fine morning you’d understand why. Now I’ll get a book for him to jump from and then we’ll start him off, and you shall see what he can do.”

A book was accordingly procured and placed on one side of the hearth; Mackintosh took his place behind it and manipulated the frog; while Benson officiated with the rod. The Fortune sat between them and acted as umpire.

It must be understood that the point of the game in question is to dangle the bait until you have tempted the frog to jump, then to endeavour to flick it out of his reach before he can seize and swallow it. It would seem an easy thing to do, but the jumping power of the frog of North Queensland is prodigious, and, so far as my experience goes, the betting is three to one in favour of the animal.

Benson, as I say, took the rod, and having seated himself in a comfortable position began to dangle the bait, drawing it this way and that in the hope of inducing the frog to jump. Montgomery, however, knew his business well enough to be able to withstand the temptation, so while the man was fresh and eager, he sat upon his book, sighed, scratched himself, gazed upon the ceiling and floor, but did not offer to move. For fully three minutes he acted in this lazy fashion until Benson’s arm was cramped and his jerks with the rod exhibited less and less vigour. Then, without showing a sign of what he was going to do, Montgomery pulled himself together, jumped, and got the bait. According to the rules of the game Mackintosh had scored one point.

Once more the frog was placed upon his book and once more the same thing occurred. Montgomery waited and jumped, landed deftly, and as usual got the bait. The Fortune and Mackintosh laughed, and Benson said something under his breath, which the girl overheard, though it is doubtful if she was meant to do so.

A third time they took their places and once more Montgomery achieved his purpose. This time, however, Benson lost his temper, and, like the foolish young man he was, insinuated that his partner had assisted the frog to jump. The Scotchman laughed and denied the impeachment, but The Fortune looked rather queerly at the younger man. She had not noticed this trait in his character before.

It was about this time that the men began to realise the true importance of what they were doing. To all intents and purposes they were playing for the lady’s hand, and Montgomery was the means they used. Benson suggested that they should change sides. They did so and sport recommenced. Montgomery waited, jumped and missed. Benson said savagely, “You clumsy brute,” and lifted his hand as if he would hit him, whereupon The Fortune said hurriedly, “Oh, please don’t, Mr. Benson.” There was a desperate earnestness about the game now that showed itself in both men’s faces. Again they played and once more the younger lost. This time he threw the frog away from him with more violence than was necessary and rose to his feet. The Scotchman attempted to smooth his friend’s ruffled feathers, but in vain. A painful silence ensued.

When it had lasted for upwards of a minute The Fortune said sweetly — 

“I think the rain has ceased. If so I must be making my way home, or my father will be anxious. Would it be troubling you too much to get my horse, Mr. Benson?”

“Not at all,” said Benson, and forthwith rose and left the room.

What happened during his absence I am not in a position to say, but when the horse was brought round and Mackintosh took the lamp and escorted Miss Mayborough into the verandah, Benson noticed that her face was flushed and that her eyes sparkled like diamonds.

Both men asked to be allowed to escort her to her father’s house, but she would not hear of such a thing. The rain, as she pointed out, had ceased, and the clouds had given place to brilliant starlight. As her horse had recovered and knew his road, she declared there was not the least necessity for them to accompany her. Putting down the lamp on the floor of the verandah the Scotchman helped her into the saddle, then, having bade her “good-night,” and a merry Christmas, the two men stood on the steps and watched her disappear down the track.

When she had vanished into the darkness Mackintosh placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder and said joyfully, “Congratulate me, old man, she has promised to be my wife.”

Benson stammered something in reply and retired hastily into the house. When he had gone Mackintosh picked up the lamp and stood with it in his hand looking down the track. After that he shook his head, whistled softly, smiled to himself as the least humorous of men are apt to do at such times, and determining that he was the happiest man in the world, came to the conclusion that it behoved him to go ta bed.

Next morning after breakfast he rode over to see Mr. Mayborough, and in the evening we were informed, as I have already told you, that his suit had been successful. It would be a waste of time on my part to try to convey to you any idea of our astonishment. In the Township we had so thoroughly made up our minds that she would take Benson, that to find ourselves mistaken was far from what we expected. Mackintosh is a very good fellow — none better — but somehow, one never likes to have to own one’s self a bad prophet.

If you would care to have my personal opinion on the matter, I believe the girl did not know which she liked the better, until Benson made an ass of himself by losing his temper. I’m quite certain of one thing, however, and that is that she has chosen a man who will do his best to make her happy. And when you come to think of it, that is the principal thing in a marriage after all, isn’t it?

* * * * *

The wedding, which was a great affair, took place last Thursday, the fourth of April, mind you, and at the present moment Mr and Mrs. Mackintosh are spending their honeymoon in Brisbane.

The Bishop came all the way up on purpose to officiate; the presents were many and handsome; but it was not until I heard the story I have here told you that I could understand why the best man gave them a large silver frog to be used as a paper weight, or why the bride seemed so uncomfortable about it.

Nevertheless, as everybody admitted, he carried out his duties to perfection. But if his face was smiling his heart should have been black as night, for that morning he had been the perpetrator of a crime. While he was dressing for the ceremony a plop-plop sounded on the boards of the verandah outside his bedroom. He took no notice. Next moment there was a sarcastic croak, and Montgomery stood before him. Benson looked at him, and noted the leer of triumph in his eye. Then, realising the part The Frog had played in his love affair, he seized a boot and despatched him to the music of the wedding bells.

Next month Mr and Mrs. Mackintosh go home to Scotland. Being safely married and done for we have of course lost all interest in their doings; still we are sufficiently charitable to wish them long life and every happiness. Benson is now the sole possessor of the Selection, and I am informed that the Banker’s wife told the Vicar’s lady only yesterday that she had heard it said that his heart had so far recovered from its previous searing as to warrant his once more contemplating matrimony. Such, you may believe me, is the true story of The Frog, The Firm, and The Fortune.


THE GOLD THAT GLITTERED.
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“ALL IS NOT gold that glitters.”

                                   — Old Saying.



“MEIN GOTT, but I am glad to see you. It is long since we have met. Can it be three years? That is a long time, but a better, mine frien’, better mit you and better mit me!

“Ho! Otto! Gretchen! Pilsener! and cool, look you, that I may the health of mine good frien’ mit all prosperity drink. Come mit me to the Arbour where we may in peace talk of the old days, when we were in the Great Trouble together. Frien’ of mine heart, the beer is good and cool, therefore we will drink.”

So saying the jolly old Innkeeper of the little German village of Grinderwald, which, as the world should be aware, nestles in a valley of a certain range of Australian hills, led me along a secluded path, trellised on either side with vines, to a small summer house, on a bench of which he bade me seat myself. It was towards evening, and the magpies were busily engaged chanting their melodious good-night to the world from the high gums beyond the river. I had not seen my companion for upwards of three years, for the simple reason that I had been wandering up and down the world in search of many things. Now I was eager for all that he had to tell me. He lit his long pipe and smoked thoughtfully until the beer arrived.

“And so thou hast been far away?” he said. “To Zingapore? A hot place — as hot as the pipe bowl in the hand and no good — Pfoof. Let us of the old times talk, good boy!”

I questioned him concerning the fate of a certain pretty lass, who, when I had last seen her, was just approaching womanhood.

“Of Minna Schunke, thine old sweetheart? Ah! So thou dost remember her? Well, there is a story mit her connected. She is changed much, but still the River down there goes through the meadows running, just as in old times.”

I did not want to hear about the river, and I told him so.

“The Township alters not much. See, the Pastor to his house has a new chamber built, and Kasper Illert has the farm upon the hillside taken. That is all the change. We Germans are home men, not wanderers, good colonists, and where we put the satchel down that is where we build the house. By and bye comes the little wife, next the children, and then in old age the Pilsener that is always good.

“Pardon me that your English I do not as of old time so freely speak. You should speak the German, then I would to you many good things tell.

“And so thou dost the little Minna after all these long times remember, and Kasper Illert, mit the big brown beard, and the great voice — a hard, a very hard man. Then there was the old grey-haired August Schrader, that was called mad, and lived in the hut by the river side. He also had loved the pretty Minna, and she fooled him as is the custom of women when the lover is old and soft-hearted mit love. If you please I will tell the story to you.” He took a long pull at his beer, a few puffs at his pipe, and then proceeded with his story.

“One day August met her alone by the church. He told her that he loved her, and asked her would she his liddle wife become?

“She laughed and told him that he was too poor to marry, but that if he go away and come back mit five hunder’d pound in his pocket, she would his wife become. Now that is just the way mit the womans, for if she had said, ‘Come back to me smoking the Moon Mountains in your pipe,’ it would have been the same to him. Five hunder’d pounds is five hunder’d pounds, mine frien’, as we so well know. And where would a poor madman like August get so much money?

“But August, he was not afraid, and when he got home he made a — what you call it, a calculation of his worldly wealth. One pound thirteen shilling and sixpence, mit two pipes of the fashion of the Fatherland, so much beloved. He sat on his bed and thought how he would the rest procure. You see, mine frien’, he did not know that she was only making jest of him. The poor madman.

“Then the Kyobah Gold Fields broke out mit a great bang. And all the young men were wild to go and their fortunes so quickly make. Three young men from Grinderwald set out, and presently August said it was the providence of the Good God that looks after poor men, and he would find him the five hunder’d poun’, so that he might his Minna marry.

“On the night before he left he walked mit Minna across the Paddocks to the river side yonder (just as the sunset is touching the rocks mit pink). The night wind the bushes was stirring all soft and low, and while they talked the great moon climbed on the top of the trees and looked down on them. August was sayin’ very sorrowful: — 

“‘You will of me always think, Minna mine?’

“‘I will surely of my August always and always think,’ she said, mit her hands holding him so tight. ‘As long as the sun in the sky shines and the fishes in the water go swimmin’, that is if thou wilt think of me!’

“‘Surely, mein lieben, surely,’ he said, ‘dost thou not know my heart?’

“And then, because the strength of his heart love was so big, he pulled her to him very hard, till she mit the pain of it cried out. Then they give what you call — keepsakes, and go home up the gully very loving and sorrowful together. But Minna laughed as she ran home, and, believe me, to laugh at such times is not right.

“Ho! Otto! Pilsener — it is dry so long talking.”, When the second instalment of beer had been placed before him the old man continued his story — speaking low and seriously as one who understands the art of retailing gossip.

“Well, the next morning before the sun was up, August was walking in the dust of the road, telling himself that he would be on his way back in no time with the gold that was to buy pretty Minna and the farm upon the hill. So he had planned it all out mit himself, you see.

“Know you, mine frien’, that it is three hunder’d miles to the Kyobah field? That is so. Then you will see that when into the town he come, he was not good to look at. His money was all gone and his boots were mit one big hole completely filled. But you see his, how you call it? his pluck was not all gone, and so he sat down on the side of the street to see how the money he might the quickest make.

“There was a letter at the post office from Minna, and when he stand in the middle of the street, and read it, the people laughs at him and say ‘Cracked old man!’ That was because they did not know, mark you.”

Having been in the same plight myself I felt that I could appreciate the luckless August’s feelings. I did not interrupt the old man, however, by saying so.

“The diggings were in full swing when August got there, and the excitement nearly took all the little brain he have got left. He had no money; therefore he could have no miner’s right. So for work he went to look, because, look you, he was near to a starving man.

“Mit hard work and very much patience he did manage after two months to get his wish, and that was to go prospecting mit his own luck.

“All bein’ ready the Township he left behind, with a partner called Kleiner that he had found, a good boy, and struck out for the hills to the Southward. (Frien’ of mine heart, we know these hills, eh? And there’s much gold in them, belief me, for the man that in the good times shall go to look.)

“For many weeks, more than I can tell you, maybe six months, they were trampin’ up the hills and down the hills, prospecting always till Minna was seem very far away indeed.

“Then news came to him that the Kyobah field was — how is it? extending in all directions; buildings were springing up like the mushrooms, and even a School of Arts was for the main street proposed. (You, frien’ of mine heart, know how these little fields spring up, and mark you, it is right if the field is good. If not, then whoof! and it is gone, like the clouds in the sky.)

“One evening, when the wind was blowing round the gullies so bleak and lonesome, August came to his camp on the top of the hill. That night he thought much of old Grinderwald, and his dreams was not good. He think himself so far removed from Minna as when he set out. But next morning, while the Billy was boiling, his eye saw a strong outgrop near the fire. Mein Gott! He look and look, like it was a dream — gold-laden quartz — very rich and good. After that they prospect much more, and by and bye August say to his partner very slow and solemn: — 

“‘I believe we have the lucky spot to our own good fortune at last found! Thank God!’

“Then he seemed to shiver all over, Kleiner tells me, like as if he was cold, and that was because he was an old man, and, belief me, heart, love, and not enough to eat, taken together for six months, is not good for old men.

“‘We will no trial hole sink,’ he said, ‘It is a waste of time, but on the side of the hill we will begin, and the great lead at no distance find.’

“That was his belief, so they tunnelled and tunnelled, working by day and by night for three full months. August he looked twice as old as when he had said good-bye to Grinderwald. And all this for the sake of the pretty Minna and the farm upon the hill.

“Of course the news got to the Township, and a few people came running out and prospect all round him, but they found nothing, so they went back cursing the mad German who had brought them out for nothing. But August and Kleiner were more obstinate than pigs, and there is no animals in the scale of creation more obstinate than they, so they smile and smile, and cut cross beams for the tunnel and say nothing.

“One day as they was at the tunnel mouth for the midday meal they noticed a trickle of travellers passing across the plain. First it was by ones and twos, then the number increased, till there was footmens, horsemens, bullock waggons, and every manner of conveyance moving away from Kyobah into the heat blaze of the West.

“For two days this continued, and the next was August his week to go to the Township for rations. And because they have no horse he walked. When he got there what a change was come. He think the Township was very quiet. Where was usually the noisy bustling crowd, and the roar of the sluice boxes mit the cradles, was now a great stillness, and in the verandah of the new School of Arts was an old hen cackling for her chicks. Not one man was to be found. That is the way of the mining populations, mark you! Kyobah was all rotten, and a new rush had set in. August went back to the claim mit no business fulfilled.

“Next morning in the quiet of the hill they strikes the lead so big and rich that it makes their eyes shut up. August he was near faint mit the joy of it, and when he looks again and very quiet, he reckoned that there was more than five thousand poun’ before him, if they could only get it out. Then he put down his pick and take off his hat and say to himself very soft and low: — 

“‘Minna and the farm is mine! Thank Gott! Thank Gott!

“After that he feel sick mit joy and come out of the tunnel and stand in the fresh breeze, mit the cool wind blowing his long grey hair. The gold was sparkle in his eye, and it was then that he looked almost a young man, so Kleiner say, and he was a good boy was Kleiner.

“While he stand lookin’ across the plain, the mailman stop his pack horses and come up the hill mit a letter in his hand. It was for August, and when he looked at the cover so long a time (it was the handwriting he so well knew), the mail man call him mad, and go on his way laughin’. Then August mit a tremble open the letter, and read it aloud. It was very short — so: — 

“‘Thou hast fooled me mit promises; my mother is dead. Kasper Illert has the farm upon the hill bought, and to-morrow I his wife become..’ “That was all, but it was the end of all that was young in August Schrader. He stand seeing nothing, only turning the paper in his hands, and mit each turn there was ten years added to his life. Then he laugh very long, so Kleiner says, and like he was drunk. Then into the tunnel he went, saying to himself: — 

“‘This is the treasure-place that was to buy the faithful Minna.’

“Kleiner did not follow, thinking he was best mit himself alone.

“There was no noise on the hill, only the soft wind talking to the long grass. Then an old sheeps, mit a little lamb, walked down the side, and sniffed into the tunnel mouth, but it all too black there, so she bleat to the lambkin and go away into the good grass at the foot of the hill.

“By and bye there was a noise like the growl of. a big sea, and the hill seemed to tremble so that Kleiner could scarce stand. I swear to you it is true that When the noise was done the mouth of that tunnel was completely filled up.”

“And his fate?”

“Frien’ of mine heart, dost thou see those pink clouds from the westward now upon Minna Ulert’s house resting?”

I admitted that I did.

“Well, those clouds come from the place where August is, but, Herr Gott, there is this difference — there are thousands and thousands of tons of hillside between August and the sight of them, belief me.”

“But did Kleiner, his partner, do nothing to save him?”

“He did. He work himself nearly to the death — but he could do nothing, mark you. It was work for fifty men, and Kleiner was but one. When he could no more do he roll up his swag and go off by himself. And that is the story of the pretty Minna, belief me!”


JIM BURNS’ TRIP TO EUROPE.
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IT WAS AT the close of one of the hottest days I ever remember in a very good experience, that Jim Burns announced his intention of taking a trip to Europe. I am not overstepping the mark, I am quite sure, when I say that the announcement caused a very considerable amount of surprise in the Township. Boulga, I should explain, is little bigger than a small English village, and is located on the extreme western border of Queensland, yet its capacity for gossip is equalled by few and excelled by none. A fortnightly coach service connects it with the outside world, and, as you may suppose, the arrival of the vehicle is an event to be taken very seriously. Jim Burns had been the driver for almost as long as I could remember, and let me do him the justice of saying that in my humble opinion no finer exponent of his art could have been discovered in the length and breadth of Australia. Let me tell you also that to be a mail coach man in the Far West is to hold no mean position, and we all know that Burns had a very proper notion of his own importance. When therefore he calmly and deliberately stated in the bar of the Bushman’s Rest — having just reached the end of his journey — that he intended taking a trip to the Old Country, we could scarcely believe that we had heard aright. It was as if the Czar of All the Russias had decided to vacate his throne in order to turn pastry cook. Besides, it seemed almost like an aspersion on ourselves. We did not take trips to Europe, and we could not see why other people should want to do so. Perhaps we were a little envious. For my own part I feel sure that I was. I had not seen England for nearly fifteen years, and from the way things were shaping for me it did not look as if I should ever do so again.

Jim Burns was a typical Bushman. He stood upwards of six feet in his socks, weighed less than twelve stone, possessed a not unhandsome countenance, which was tanned the colour of mahogany, and was decorated with a short crisp beard. He boasted a constitution that it would seem nothing could upset, and it was generally supposed that he could ride or drive anything that was ever foaled. No wonder, therefore, that he was a popular character in the Far West, and that we were not desirous of losing him even for a short time. What struck us as being so strange, however, was the fact that he should desire to visit Europe of all places on the earth. He had been born and bred in Australia, of colonial parents, so that there could not possibly be any old associations to account for such eccentricity.

On questioning him, we discovered that he intended leaving almost immediately, as a matter of fact that this was the last journey he would do with the coach. We listened as if we could scarcely believe our ears. We had known him so long, and had certainly esteemed him at his true worth. Why, therefore, he should desire to leave us passed our comprehension. However, we knew him too well to attempt to argue with him. Jim Burns was as handy with his fists as he was with his ribbons, and he was seldom slow to resent an insult — or to tolerate inquisitiveness.

Next day he accordingly set off on his homeward journey — his last on the box, so we were given to understand. We made a point of being present to bid him farewell, and we cheered him heartily as he drove away down the track. “Next time we see him,” said Perks, the hotel proprietor, who had lived in the Far West all his life, “he will be such a toff there’ll be no talking to him. All those Dukes and Earls, and such people that hang round London, will be setting him up till he won’t know himself. You mark my words, Jim won’t be the same when he comes back.”

The thought of genial Jim Burns being corrupted by the whole of the British aristocracy was too much for us, and we made our way back to the hotel — a sorrowful party.

Meanwhile the object of our anxiety drove his coach over the treeless plains to the Township, which was the terminus of his particular company — and, on arrival there, packed his valise and disappeared from the ken of all who had known him.

What became of him after that no one seemed quite to know. I fancy the majority of us, however, when we thought of him at all, pictured him as being the guest of Royalty in England, and the boon companion of all the Great Ones of the Earth. Later on, as is the way of the world, and the Bush World in particular, we ceased to think of him at all, and by the time five years had elapsed there were many for whom the name of “Jim Burns” called up no recollections whatsoever. Several drivers had been appointed to, and discharged from, the coach in the interval, and with the coming and going of each, the fame of the greatest of all the handlers of the ribbons faded away, just as will fade away the memory of the tale I am telling you now.

Five years and some odd weeks after Jim Burns left us to proceed to England, or to U-rope, as he preferred to term it, I returned to the Township, after a short exploring journey into Central Australia. I had been absent little more than three months, and the sight of the small cluster of houses, beside the Creek, poor though it was, was very grateful to my eyes, after the monotonous grey plains to which of late they had been accustomed. I rode up to the hotel and surrendered my horse to the black boy who was following with the pack animals. That done I had made my way into the bar in search of a drink that was to be long, moderately strong, and at any rate refreshing. I was about half-way through it, and was beginning to think that life was worth the living after all, when a man entered the room and, after a moment’s hesitation, approached me. At first I could have sworn that I had never set eyes on him before — then his identity dawned upon me and I rose to greet him. The man before me was none other than Jim Burns, but so changed that it was difficult to recognise in him the once famous driver of the Western Coach. His hair was grey, and he had got rid of his beard. What was more he walked with a stoop, and not with the swagger that had once been one of his principal characteristics.

“Good gracious, Jim,” I cried, as I gave him my hand, “surely it’s never you? Why, what on earth have you been doing with yourself? If the Old Country treats all men as she has done you, I’ll live and die in Australia.”

Before he could reply the landlord had discovered his identity, and hastened round from behind the bar to greet him. He was as much shocked by the change as I was, and expressed it with equal volubility. Burns accepted the drink that was pressed upon him, and seated himself on a chair by my side. His trip to England seemed to have robbed him of his power of conversation as well as his good looks. One by one the others who had known him in the old days dropped in, until he had quite a circle of his acquaintances round him. He did not seem in the least pleased to see them, however, but sat, glass in hand, staring moodily at the floor, for all the world as if he believed himself to be alone in the room. And yet we could most of us recall the days when Jim Burns was one of the merriest companions a man could find in a long day’s march.

“Lor’ bless my soul, Jim,” said the landlord, “what’s come over you. You know how pleased we are to see you with us again after all this time — but it don’t look as if you’re glad to be back amongst us. Tell us about your doings in the Old Country — what you saw and who you met — and such like. You haven’t gone and got married to any of them female Dukes, have you?”

“I haven’t gone and got married at all,” Jim replied, with a look upon his face that would have been worth a fortune to an undertaker’s mute. “I didn’t have no call to, you see!”

“And what did you think of the Old Country?” asked another.

“Oh, it’s there, or thereabouts,” said Jim. “When you get to know it, it’s none so dusty.” Then warming to his work, he added, “It’s too bloomin’ small for me, that’s all. You have to be careful where you’re stepping, or you’re over the edge and into the sea before you know where you are. There’s a place alongside London that they call Birmingham—”

“Bless your ‘eart, I was born there,” cried a man in the crowd. “Good old Brum’. I haven’t seen it these twenty years.”

I noticed that Jim looked up guiltily, and I also observed that he was quick to assert that he meant Manchester, and not the town he had first named. This set me thinking.

“Well, and what was you a-doin’ in this ‘ere Manchester?” enquired the landlord.

“What should I be a-doin’ but taking a stroll by the sea shore?” Jim asked querulously. “Can’t a man take a walk on the beach if he wants to? It seems to me you’ve got bloomin’ hard to please, while I’ve been away, Dick Perks.”

A moment later, however, his peevishness had departed, and he had lapsed into his former silence. Then some one else took him in hand and asked him questions. With each of his replies I found my suspicions increasing. It was the first time I had ever heard that Windsor Castle was next door to the Tower of London — or that the Lord Mayor was the title enjoyed by the Sovereign’s second son. I was of course quite prepared to hear that Jim had been on intimate terms with Royalty, and that he had put the aristocracy up to a few wrinkles with regard to the art of coach driving, but it came to me as rather a shock to hear that there “wasn’t what he called a horse” to be seen in the length and breadth of the land, and that he’d have won the Derby certain sure with that old wall-eyed chestnut he used to drive.

Finding that he was not contradicted Jim’s spirits revived somewhat, and by the time he had been a week in our midst, the stories of his adventures when in the Mother Country increased both in number and also in variety. I said nothing, but I listened, and as I listened I marvelled.

One day, a month or so later, Jim, whose health seemed to have been completely shattered by his trip to Europe, was so poorly that he was compelled to take to his bed. From that moment he grew steadily worse. The local Medico declared he could do nothing for him. The man’s constitution, he affirmed, was completely shattered. He would never be on his feet again. This proved to be only too true, for we buried him that day month in the little Cemetery on the hill. I nursed him for the greater part of the time, and, just before he went out, he made a sign with his hands to me to approach the bed.

“Old man,” he said, “I’m a gone coon. Look here, you can tell the boys, if you like, that the yarns I spun ‘em about England was all lies. I don’t want to go aloft with a false waybill, so I’ve owned up. Do you know where I’ve been these five years?”

I replied that I did not know, and then I tried to induce him to rest, but he would not hear of it.

“In quod,” he answered, “for horse stealing.”

“But you didn’t do it,” I asserted vehemently — for rough as he was, Jim Burns was the soul of honour.

“That’s neither here nor there,” he answered. Then he added to himself, and I fancy it was the clue to the whole mystery — 

“If they’d have taken him it would have broke her heart. I couldn’t let that happen — not for no money. They were only just married, and she thought the world of him — so I gave myself up.”

I stared at him in amazement. Was it possible that this man had suffered five years’ imprisonment on a false charge, and with no other reason than to save a woman the pain of knowing her husband to be a thief?

“Poor little girl,” he muttered, after a short pause, “we were school mates together down South, but she always liked him better nor she did me. He’s dead now, so thank God she’ll never find him out. Now I’m going to sleep, old man!” He closed his eyes, and five minutes later he was asleep in real earnest.


FOOTBALL AT GREAT TUGLETON.
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THERE MAY, OR there may not, be quieter places in England than Great Tugleton. If so, I can only say that, however great their attractions may be, it is not my intention to take up my residence in any one of them. Yet, quiet as it is, no one can deny that Tugleton has had its excitements. Who, among its inhabitants, will forget the day when the Squire, with a generosity that, to say the least of it, was rare in him, gave orders that the village pump should be repainted at his expense? How many there are also who can recall, with a thrill, that momentous occasion when certain irreverent boys drew what was intended to be a caricature of the Master, in chalk, upon the schoolhouse door, and how fifteen of them were soundly caned on suspicion until the real artist was discovered. Those were exciting times indeed, but their glory pales into absolute insignificance when compared with the arrival of the Curate-in-charge, the Reverend Cuthbert McFadden, and the great events that were contingent thereupon.

The worthy old Vicar, it must be explained, was fast becoming unfit for duty, and when he was ordered by his physician to winter in the south of France, McFadden arrived to take over his duty. Little did the Bishop of the diocese imagine what the result would be.

Now I must inform you that Cuthbert McFadden was in every sense of the word a worthy young man. Regrettable fact though it was, it must, however, be plainly stated that he was unfortunate enough to be the possessor of an insignificant personality. But what he lacked in stature, he made up in ambition. His chief desire in life, apart, of course, from his profession, was to be considered an athlete. As a small boy, and with a considerable start, he had managed by good fortune, and the falling of the boy in front of him, to win a hundred yards’ race, and that achievement was destined to be his undoing. He used his dumb-bells assiduously — came often within an ace of breaking his neck with a pair of Indian clubs, and on dark evenings, when there was no one to observe him, might have been discovered solemnly trotting along the country lanes, engaged in what he was wont to term “a five miles lung expander.” He played tennis whenever he could find an opportunity — cricket also on such rare occasions as any team would have him, but he frankly confessed that his chief passion was his love for football. Nothing could wean him from that! “It is the only game,” he would declare, throwing his shoulders back, “that is fit for a man, who is a man, to play.”

At the time of his arrival at Great Tugleton, and with shame must it be confessed, there was not a tennis court to be found in the entire parish — there was no cricket club, and more terrible still, football was unknown. Here was the Reverend Cuthbert’s opportunity, and he seized it with avidity. He would revolutionise Great Tugleton, he said, or know the reason why. He did know it later.

The football season was somewhat advanced when the Curate took over his charge. This only served the purpose of making him the keener to get to work. He commenced by broaching the subject to his churchwardens, both of whom received the proposition with profound disfavour. Their behaviour might possibly have discouraged meaner mortals — but our hero was built of too stem a metal to know defeat. He forthwith announced that a meeting would be held at the Vicarage to discuss the matter, arid, in due course, more than half the male population of the village put in an appearance at it — following each other sheepishly into the room, wondering what it could all be about, and whether “t’new Pazzon would gie us zummat to wet our whusstles wi’?”

When all were present and the door was closed, the convener of the meeting voted himself into the chair, and proceedings commenced. His audience heard him out with such stolid faces as, I believe, only the inhabitants of Great Tugleton possess. When they understood what it was all about, they looked at each other in silent amazement. It was certain that very much beer would have to be consumed before a proper understanding of this matter would be arrived at. One thing, however, was definitely settled — Tugleton was to have a football dub, and their reverend pastor was to bear the expense. A list of rules was drawn up — Mr.

McFadden was elected Captain, the Village Grocer, Treasurer — though what he was to treasure was not definitely stated, and the Schoolmaster, by virtue of being one of the few residents with any knowledge of penmanship, was made Secretary. A Committee was next selected, and then the meeting was declared closed. Next day Farmer Davis was graciously pleased to grant the use of a certain field, in exchange for a bank note which the Curate handed him. Two days later a brand new football arrived from London, and the same evening it was announced that on the following Saturday, at two o’clock precisely, the first game would be played.

Between the hour of half-past one and two, on that eventful afternoon, a large proportion of the inhabitants of the village might have been observed, had any stranger been present to do so, wending their way in the direction of what was popularly known as Squire Davis’ Close. Instructions had been issued by their captain that only the lightest of light boots were to be worn by the players; but as the majority of the latter had only one pair to their names, the order was necessarily disregarded. They had, however, greased them, and in some cases had even blacked them, to be in keeping with the proprieties. Arrived at the rendezvous, they formed themselves into a group, and, while awaiting the coming of their instructor, indulged in the playful badinage peculiar to their kind.

“Beist gwine to play thikky vootball, Churl Hoddut?” one would say.

“I warn I be, Zeph Higgins, I be main fit for runnin’ just now,” Charles would reply.

Then the humour of the situation would dawn on one or another of them, and compel him or them to retire from the crowd in order to have the laugh out. Like the proverbial Scotchman, the Great Tugletonians jest with difficulty.

At last the Reverend Cuthbert put in an appearance, carrying under his arm the brand new ball, with the aid of which he hoped to be able to implant a desire for athletic exercise in the more than torpid minds of his parishioners. He would have given much to have appeared before them in the costume he had been wont to wear on the few occasions on which he had been permitted to play for his College. Prudence, however, prevailed. The time, he argued, would come for that later on.

Pushing his way through the little crowd, the Curate took up a position in the centre and addressed them, explaining the general principles of the game, so far as lay in his power, and exhorting them to persevere in it to the best of their ability. Then sides were formed, and the real business commenced. By the time play ceased everyone had learned something of the rudiments of the game, though, if the truth must be told, that something took the form of black eyes and contusions generally. The Tugletonians had taken to it even more seriously than their leader had hoped they would do. As a matter of fact, it proved difficult to separate them. The ball proved altogether a minor consideration.

After the first afternoon the progress made by the Tugleton Rovers was little short of marvellous. All their spare time was spent in practice, until those who had been the veriest tyros at the commencement were now versed in every rule of the game. The more the Reverend Cuthbert thought about it, the more he flattered himself on the success he had achieved. He had at least brought athletics to Tugleton — and what greater ambition could any man desire. They would thank him for it later!

And now I find myself, like the author of “John Gilpin,” brought to the middle of my tale.

Throughout the winter, and so often as weather and circumstances would permit, the Club practised assiduously. Occasional disputes arose over the rules of the game, and not infrequently they resulted in fights, but this seldom happened when the Reverend Cuthbert was present on the field. His presence acted like a restraining hand upon them. Then the evil moment came. Seeing how his pupils had improved, that vainglorious man determined upon a bold stroke; in other words, he declared that on a certain Saturday in March — all being well — there should be played such a match as had never been dreamed of by the oldest inhabitants of Great Tugleton and the neighbourhood. The competing teams were to be picked as carefully as could be, between Married Men and Bachelors — the worthy Treasurer, having a wife of eighteen stone, captaining one side, the Reverend Cuthbert McFadden, the embodiment of Bachelordom, taking command of the other. Can it be guessed with which side popular sympathy lay? There was not a youth who walked along the dry and chalky road beside his lass each Sunday but felt that, like a knight of old, he was doing honourable service for her and for the cause of Chivalry. Small wonder, therefore, that Public Spirit in the village was excited, and that the Reverend Cuthbert McFadden began to wonder whether, after all, he had been right in promoting such a state of things.

At last the fateful day arrived. From the first peep of dawn it became evident that something unusual was about to happen. By nine o’clock the very air vibrated with excitement. The battle was to commence at half-past two, and the public anticipation could hardly be restrained till then. The Captains of the rival sides were, for the time being, popular heroes. The Reverend Cuthbert spent the morning in his study, reserving his energies for the fray. The captain of the opposing team, however, repaired to the local tavern, the Black Goose, and sought inspiration from the good cheer to be found there. Though the other was not aware of it, the Bachelor Team, not being under petticoat government, were following his example, with what result remains to be told. It was an anxious moment for everyone concerned, for no one knew what the day might bring forth — the Reverend Cuthbert least of all. There was, however, one point he had not lost sight of. For some days past he had been expecting the return of the Vicar, and during the morning he had received a telegram from him to the effect that his sister and he would reach the village during the afternoon.

“In that case he will be in time to see the progress his parishioners have made during his absence, in one direction at least,” he had remarked, as he placed the message in his pocket.

But to return to my description of the famous match.

Punctuality was one of the Reverend Cuthbert’s chief characteristics — therefore, exactly on the stroke of two-thirty that gentleman, having won the toss, kicked off with proper deliberation and solemnity. Then play commenced.

It is not my intention to attempt to describe to you the varying fortunes of the game. They would interest no one save those football enthusiasts who care not to witness a match — only to read about it.

Let it suffice that, for the first half, neither side obtained any material advantage. Everyone upon the field felt that he was upon his mettle, and was resolved that the result should be death or victory. In other words, all were doing their best.

Now, I have not, so far, given utterance to a statement — which, look upon it how I may, has a very important bearing on the story I have to tell. Let it therefore be stated once and for all that when the Reverend Cuthbert McFadden discarded his ulster and made his appearance on the field, he was attired in the costume in which he had once competed for the honours of his College at the University. Let those who have been similarly situated endeavour to appreciate the picture. As I have already stated, the gentleman in question was not a big man. Nor, must it be confessed, was his figure, despite the manipulation of dumbbells and Indian clubs, in any way heroic. When attired, therefore, only in a jersey and extremely short knickers, his appearance was well attenuated in the extreme. However, like many another man in a similar position, he felt that the eyes of the world were upon him, and was therefore oblivious to the rest. He accordingly shouted his orders, dashed hither and thither, made frantic dives for the ball, and as often as not missed it, encouraged his followers to greater efforts, and felt that in so exerting himself he was doing all that could reasonably be expected of him. Little by little, however, he began to find a feeling of fear creeping over him that things were not going as they should with the field. Sounds of strife were to be heard on every side, and an uneasy suspicion was beginning to cross his mind that, since the interval, his men were not only not playing up to their usual standard, but that they were also growing every moment more and more quarrelsomely disposed towards each other. Sad to relate, this was exactly what was taking place, and it is just possible that the landlord of the Black Goose was to blame for it. The climax was not far off.

Unimportant though the fact may seem, Jabez Mugbridge was own brother to Lot Heble’s wife. He was also known to be courting Mugbridge’s sister, Tilda. Now Heble, as a Married Man, was on one side, Jabez, being a Bachelor, was a Forward on the other. Whether Lot was undesirous of permitting any other member of the Mugbridge family to enter his family circle, or whether, as may be more likely, there was some other quarrel between them, I cannot say; the fact, however, remains that some ten or twelve minutes after the second half had commenced, and at the self same moment as the worthy old Vicar and his sister turned the corner of the road in their fly, and came into view of the field, Lot invited Jabez to tell him where he “was a-comin’ to” — whereupon Jabez retaliated that he was “gwine wur he dom well pleaze — Lot Heble or no Lot Heble.” The result may be imagined. Lot struck Jabez, and Jabez hit back. Seeing his friend in difficulties, Bill Wibble ran to the rescue, and, encountering Luke Gubbins en route, hit him a violent blow upon the jaw, which came near to annihilating that worthy. Before the Reverend Cuthbert could realise the turn events had taken, the fight had become general. Sad to relate, however, it did not end there.

Among the concourse of spectators were many wives and sweethearts, who had come to enjoy the novelty of the mimic war. Seeing their husbands and lovers suddenly engaged in desperate strife — they threw prudence to the winds and dashed into the fray, hitting, scratching, buffeting friend and foe alike. As the Reverend Cuthbert remarks to this day, it was indeed a scene to be remembered!

“Good gracious, Augustus,” cried the Vicar’s sister, who had the sharper eyes of the pair, “what can be the matter?”

The Vicar stood up in the carriage and looked over the hedge.

“Stop, stop,” he cried to the driver of the fly. “Put me down. It’s a riot, and I must stop it.”

“You shall not go without me,” shrieked his sister, and followed him from the vehicle.

Picture for yourselves the heroism of that gallant pair. Unarmed, save with their umbrellas, they dashed into the thick of the melee, belabouring everyone with whom they came in contact, just as the fancy took them. Being exhausted by their efforts the combatants at length recognised their aged Pastor and his sister, and desisted from their strife.

“What does this mean?” cried the old gentleman, as soon as he could speak. “Have you all gone mad?”

“Bless ‘ee, no!” answered the Captain of the Married side, mopping the blood that streamed upon his upper lip as he spoke. “This be vootball, baint it? Any rate it be good enough for I. Come on!”

“Football?” echoed the Vicar, catching him by the arm. “Who on earth taught you football?” A strange silence fell upon the crowd. They had enjoyed their game immensely, but they did not expect to be held accountable for it.

“’Twas new Pazzon as learned it we,” one of them replied.

“The new what?”

“New Pazzon! Here ‘a be!”

The crowd parted right and left, as the man spoke, revealing to the astonished gaze of the Vicar a small, attenuated form, seated on the ground, dad in an entirely inadequate pair of flannel knickerbockers, by this time much the worse for wear, and a striped jersey short in the sleeve and much open at the neck. One eye was partially closed, there was an ominous bruise on his left cheek, while a thin trickle of blood ran down his left temple.

The Vicar stared at him very much as he would have looked upon an antediluvian monstrosity, while his sister, in maidenly confusion, put up her umbrella to shield herself from so terrible a sight.

“Get up, sir,” said the Vicar, in his sternest voice. “Get up at once, and if you are the unhappy person they desire me to suppose, leave this field at once and hide yourself from the pitying gaze of the unfortunate people whom you have reduced to this most unhappy and shameful condition.”

The reverend gentleman was, for the moment, much too miserable to offer any adequate reply. He had done his best, he was aware, to inculcate a healthy desire for athletic exercises among his flock, and they, the members of that flock, had rewarded his efforts by turning the football field into a gladiatorial arena where private differences were settled which would in all probability never have been remembered, or adjusted, under less favourable circumstances.

To-day, the Reverend Cuthbert McFadden is labouring in the lowest quarter of a manufacturing town in the Midlands. It was suggested to him, only a few weeks ago, that he should inaugurate an Athletic Club for the benefit of his men.

“Football is a splendid game for the working classes,” said the Member for the district pompously. “I should be quite willing to give you a guinea towards initial expenses. You had better try it!”

“No, thank you,” said his Reverence, sincerely but firmly. “I have had one experience of that sort, and I cannot say that I want another. One such experience would last a lifetime.”


THE MAN FROM NEW ORLEANS.
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IF HERBERT STONEFIELD is remarkable for anything, his cleverness lies in his capacity for picking up undesirable acquaintances, and for giving them, when they visit England, letters of introduction to his family. If the poor old General, his father, who, as all the world knows, is one of the most prominent members of our Council of Defence, cared to talk, he could tell stories that would be well worth listening to, and, still better, worth recording. To begin with, there was a certain pseudo-Baron of German extraction, who, like the gentleman in “The Mikado,’’ could trace his descent back to a “protoplasmal primordial atomic globule,” and was afterwards discovered to be a professional card-sharper, if not something worse; then there was that renowned warrior, Colonel Battersby, who was supposed to have performed wonderful deeds of heroism in the Civil War, but who had the misfortune, so it was discovered later, to be a man who had confined his energies to smuggling liquor into prohibited States, and was said to have amassed a gigantic fortune by so doing. There was also Judge Blickman, the Shyster Lawyer; the bigamist, Henry Druford; and last, but not least, Zeydrac W. Pickfield, the Company Promoter. The latter succeeded in staying three months, and in selling the confiding General shares in three mines, which were afterwards discovered to be wildcat. Had it been anybody else but Herbert Stonefield who had done this, or rather, to put my meaning in other words, had it not been that I was engaged to Herbert Stonefield’s sister, I really believe I should have come to the conclusion that Herbert was in the habit of looking for his friends in a class of society whose ways were devious, and whose characters were most indifferent. Why the youth was banished to New Orleans in the first place I have never been able to discover. Indeed, I cannot say that I have tried to solve the mystery, believing, as a wise man should, that sleeping dogs are best allowed to continue their slumbers undisturbed. I only know that when a stranger put in an appearance at the Hall, bearing a letter of introduction from America, the General’s first thought was, “Another of Herbert’s unsavoury friends.” And the stranger was distrusted accordingly.

It was Christmas week, and I was staying at the Hall, feeling about as happy a man as it would be possible to find in the length and breadth of England. As everyone knows, the hunting just then was perfect, and for the reason that the General, to use the slang of the day, does himself well in the matter of horseflesh. Nelly, his daughter, and I were able to be out together most days in the week. Owing to the pressure of public business caused by the war, the General himself was not able to be with us, a fact which, improbable though it may seem, we managed to bear with a fair amount of equanimity. One evening (we had found at Pollen Royal that day I remember, and had run our fox to Penham Wood) we reached home a little later than usual.

“I’m in for a wigging from Miss Patience,” said Nelly, as we trotted up the drive towards the house.

Miss Patience was her duenna, and I fancy she did not altogether approve of our being out so often, and so long, together.

“Bother Miss Patience!” I answered rudely. “Give her a kiss, and say that you think the patent medicine she is taking is doing her a world of good. She won’t be angry with you after that.”

Nelly laughed, and told me that I ought to be ashamed of myself, which I have not the least doubt was quite true.

A few minutes later we had given up our horses and were entering the house. When we reached the hall, the sound of voices greeted us from the study. One we recognised as belonging to the General; the other, however, was not familiar to us. We noticed that it possessed something of a foreign accent.

“Who can it be?” asked Nelly, as we stood at the foot of the stairs.

“Perhaps it is someone from the War Office,” I answered, for there had been many callers of late.

Our curiosity was destined to be soon satisfied, for at that moment the study door opened, and the General, accompanied by a tall handsome man, entered the hall.

“So you two young people are back at last?” said the former cheerily, as he caught sight of us. “I hope you had a good run to-day?”

“Splendid, father,” Nelly replied. “We found at Pollen Royal, and ran to Penham Wood, with only two checks. The mare carried me beautifully. You must never say that she cannot jump or stay again.”

“If that is the case, I certainly will not,” her father replied. “But I am forgetting my manners. Let me have the pleasure, my dear, of introducing you to Mr. Charles Spraithwaite, of New Orleans, a friend of Herbert’s. My daughter Nelly. Mr. William Sedway! Mr. Spraithwaite!

Nelly and I bowed in turn, and, as we did so, took in what we could of the stranger’s appearance. I have already said that he was tall; besides this, he possessed a good figure, and handsome though he was, I could not help thinking he was the owner of a somewhat foreign type of face. His manner was pleasant without being in any way familiar, and, as we soon discovered, he could make himself very agreeable when he chose, which was generally the case. Altogether, as Nelly said to me later, he was certainly the most desirable of Herbert’s acquaintances we had yet seen.

As it happened, I was the first to reach the drawing-room before dinner. I had not been there many minutes, however, before the newcomer entered. If possible, he looked even better in evening dress than in his travelling costume. It displayed his tall figure to advantage, but I noticed that it also accentuated the foreign touch to which I have before alluded.

“What a delightful old house this is!” he said, as he strolled across to the fire and warmed his hands; “I have heard such a lot about English country houses that I was prepared to be somewhat disappointed when I saw one.”

“Is this, then, your first visit to England?” I inquired.

“My first,” he replied, “I have never before quitted the States.”

I inquired after my future brother-in-law’s welfare, and was glad to hear that at last he was doing fairly well. I was then about to refer to the progress of the war in South Africa when the General, Nelly, and Miss Patience entered the room.

A few minutes later dinner was announced, and, at the General’s request, the stranger gave his arm to my sweetheart, while I took in Miss Patience. During the meal the conversation touched upon a variety of topics. Then it was that we discovered that Spraithwaite was a good talker, that he had read a great deal, and that he had certainly applied his knowledge well. His manner towards the General was deference itself; to Nelly and Miss Patience he was courteous and attentive; while to myself he was manly and quite unaffected. By the time the ladies rose to leave us we had arrived at the conclusion that we liked him, and that he was likely to prove a welcome addition to our Christmas party. After dinner we adjourned to the drawingroom, later to the billiard-room, where the newcomer proved himself an adept. The games were gallantly fought out, and in consequence it was nearly midnight before we bade each other good night.

Next day the hounds met at Skelton Village, and, true to our arrangement of the previous evening, the General, Nelly, Spraithwaite, and myself were present. Once more we had a glorious day, during which our friend from New Orleans acquitted himself admirably. The dinner that evening was, if possible, even pleasanter than that of the preceding day. We had come to know our new friend better, and he certainly improved upon acquaintance. He had many amusing stories in his répertoire, all of which were told with an air of truth that made them more than usually interesting. Once, however, he made a slip, which, though I said nothing about it at the time, afforded me food for reflection later on. We were discussing the proportion of tourists that hail from England and America to Europe as compared with those of other countries. Having disposed of Italy and Switzerland, we passed on to Germany, and finally found ourselves in Belgium. Nelly is fond of Brussels. I am not — and I said as much. For my own part I very much prefer Antwerp.

“I fear I must side with Miss Stonefield,” said Spraithwaite, when his opinion was asked. “I think Brussels is a most charming city.”

At the moment I thought nothing of it, and it was not until I retired to my own room that night and had lit my cigar (my room was situated in a wing, and being far removed from those of other people I was permitted to smoke in it) that the circumstance struck me as peculiar. In my own mind I was as sure as a man could well be that Spraithwaite had deliberately told me on the previous evening that this was his first visit to Europe, and I knew that he had also informed the General that he landed in Liverpool only two days before. How, therefore, could he have visited Antwerp?

The day following was Sunday, Christmas Eve, and the memory of our troubles at the battle of Colenso a few days before still weighed heavily upon us. The General was particularly cast down. He had spent the greater portion of the day in London, going up by special train, and it was not until late in the evening that he put in an appearance at the Hall. He was silent and preoccupied, and from a hint he let drop it was evident that he had some important documents in his possession which he was anxious to peruse as soon as possible. When dinner was over, therefore, he begged us to excuse him and retired to his study, from which he did not emerge until we were in the act of going to our rooms.

“Poor papa,” said Nelly, slipping her arm through his, “I am afraid you are very much upset.”

“It is an anxious time for all of us,” he replied. “However, we must hope for the best. Let us hope that Roberts and Kitchener, between them, will put a different complexion upon affairs before many weeks are past.”

By some strange chance I happened to glance at Spraithwaite’s face as the General said this, and was struck with the change I saw there. If ever there was a malignant sneer upon a man’s countenance there was one upon his. Next moment we had shaken hands and were on our way to our respective rooms.

How it was I cannot say, but that night I could not sleep. So far as I knew, I had nothing upon my mind, save anxiety concerning the war; I had taken plenty of exercise during the day; while my digestion was as perfect as it is possible for that of a young and healthy man to be. Sleep, however, would not visit my eyes, so for hour after hour I tossed upon my bed. Then the soft opening of a door, farther along the passage, reached my ears, followed a moment later by a stealthy footstep in the corridor. Wondering who it could be that paraded the house at such an hour, I struck a match and lit the candle on the table beside my bed. My watch told me it wanted five minutes of one o’clock. Surely it could not be the General going to his study? A very natural thought, for I was aware that the corridor led only in that direction. Something, I knew not what, urged me to get up and solve the mystery. I determined to do so, so, throwing on a dressing gown, I, in my turn, made my way along the passage. A gas-jet was always left burning at the top of the stone stairs, and by its light I made my way to the floor below. I was in the act of turning the corner near the door of the General’s study, when a voice said in an undertone:

“Hush! Step quietly, and if they are burglars we may be able to catch them.”

It was Spraithwaite, and in his hand he held his bedroom poker.

I was dumbfounded and did not know what to say.

He informed me, in a most matter-of-fact way, that he felt certain he had heard burglars in the house, and had descended in search of them. We accordingly set off on a tour of inspection, and when we had explored the lower regions of the house, returned to the corridor outside my room.

“It looks as if we have had our trouble for nothing,” he said. “It could not have been burglars after all. And yet I felt certain I heard them. If you should hear anything further wake me, and I’ll give you a hand with them. Good night!” — 

I bade him good night, and went into my room to think. There was one question I could not answer with any degree of satisfaction to myself. It was this. If the man had not heard burglars, what was he doing in the General’s study at that hour of the night? And if he had heard them, why had he not roused the house? Yet the fellow’s coolness was such that it disarmed suspicion. The more I thought of it, the more bewildered I became. I made up my mind to speak to the General about it in the morning. But I was destined to be forestalled.

When I reached the breakfast-room next morning I found Herbert’s friend from New Orleans describing his adventures on the previous night. He had explained how he had heard, or thought he had heard, the sound of voices under his window. They had passed round to the western side of the house, and he determined to follow them. When asked why he did not immediately rouse the house, he replied that he did not wish to do so until his suspicions were confirmed. “Ah! here is Sedway,” he said, as I entered the room; “he must also have heard something, since I found him downstairs.”

Not being able to deny this, I held my tongue and we sat down to our meal. After breakfast we carefully examined the flower-beds outside the windows, but no traces of footsteps could we discover. If burglars had paid the Hall a visit, they must have been very careful to keep to the paths; a most unlikely thing for them to do when one reflects how easy it is to detect a footstep upon gravel. Nor could we discover any signs of the windows having been tampered with. Hour by hour my suspicions increased, and the uneasier I felt, the more anxious I became to find a confidant. Should I go to the General and tell him outright that I believed that Spraithwaite was not the man he pretended to be? With the remembrance of Herbert’s other friends in my mind, I could not help feeling that this was the right course for me to adopt; and yet Spraithwaite was so calm and collected, and apparently so honest, that I felt sure the General would only laugh at me for my pains. Besides, this was Christmas Day, and I had no desire to mar its peacefulness by proclaiming the fact that we had a traitor in the camp.

Shortly before eleven o’clock we crossed the park to the pretty little village church, Spraithwaite accompanying us. His behaviour during the service was excellent; indeed, it could not have been more circumspect had he been a bishop. When we reached the Hall once more the latter went to his room to write letters, the General to his study to read some despatches, and Nelly and myself to overhaul our correspondence in the drawing-room. We had not opened half-a-dozen letters, however, before the General was with us once more, inquiring whether we had seen his keys, which it seemed he had mislaid. When we had assured him that we knew nothing of them, he went away, declaring that it was certainly strange, since he had never lost them before. Five minutes or so later, when Nelly and I were crossing the hall to go to our rooms, in order to prepare for luncheon, my sweetheart uttered an exclamation, and, stooping, picked from the floor at the foot of the staircase the missing bunch of keys.

“Look here!” she cried, holding them up to me. “Papa must have dropped them here.”

“Run along upstairs,” I answered, “and I will take them to him.”

I accordingly went along the corridor in the direction of the General’s study. Needless to say he was vastly pleased at recovering the missing bunch; at the same time, however, he was at a loss to understand how he could have dropped them where we found them. Once more I was tempted to speak to him concerning the events of the previous night. A small circumstance decided me. It is my habit when thinking deeply to stroke my moustache, and I did so on this occasion. To my astonishment I discovered that my fingers smelt strongly of soap, and yet I knew that I had not washed my hands since breakfast.

“That is very funny,” I said aloud.

“What is very funny?” the General inquired, looking up from his writing as he spoke.

“My hands smell of soap,” I replied. “May I trouble you to let we have those keys once more?”

He handed them to me, whereupon I held them to my nose. The mystery was solved. Somehow or another they had come into contact with perfumed soap, and for this reason I examined them the more closely.

“These keys have been soaped,” I said at last.

“Soaped?” echoed the General. “Who on earth would soap them, and for what reason?”

Nothing remained for me now but to tell him of my suspicions. He heard me out without interruption, and then shook his head.

“My dear boy,” he said, “I can very well under stand your state of mind. You have been brooding over this affair until your suspicions have become a certainty. From what I have seen of him, I don’t think you need entertain any fear of Mr. Spraithwaite. If all Herbert’s friends were as respectable, I should be well satisfied to receive them.”

I saw that it was useless to argue with the old gentleman. I implored him, however, to promise me that if he had anything of an important nature in his writing table, he would take it away and hide it elsewhere. This he consented to do, and then I went upstairs to make my toilet. That finished, I prepared to descend to the hall, where I could hear Spraithwaite talking to Nelly. To reach them it was necessary that I should pass the former’s bedroom, the door of which stood open. Impelled by an irresistible curiosity, I stepped quickly into the room and crossed to the wash-hand stand on the other side. To lift the lid of the soap dish and examine what it covered was the work of a moment. The soap was of a fashionable make, and bore the name of the company clearly stamped upon the face. Not altogether to my surprise I found that almost an inch of the left side of the tablet was missing. Where had it gone? I had now three indisputable points to consider. In the first place, the General’s keys had been lost; in the second, when found, they smelt strongly of perfumed soap; for the third, I had visited Spraithwaite’s room, only to discover that almost half of his tablet had been cut off. Here was circumstantial evidence with a vengeance. I determined to watch that night, the next, and the next after that if necessary.

My vigil that night and for the two succeeding nights was entirely unsuccessful. I neither heard nor saw anything suspicious. During the day Spraithwaite conducted himself with the utmost propriety. He was pleasant, courteous, invariably anxious to promote the company of those about him, and yet with it all I distrusted the man from the very bottom of my heart, and felt sure that I should catch him in the end.

It was on the Thursday following Christmas Day, that is to say, on the twenty-eighth of December, that a small box arrived by post, addressed to C. Spraithwaite, Esq. It was lying on his plate when I came down to breakfast, and having the room to myself, I took the liberty, as well as the precaution, of shaking it. Something hard rattled inside. Whether it was a key, as I suspected, or an article of jewellery, I could not determine. At any rate, I prepared myself to act as if it were the former. That night we retired to rest at the usual hour, and in order, if possible, to put my gentleman off the scent, I pretended to feel more sleepy than I had done for a long time past. On entering my room, however, I slipped off my coat and put on a dressing gown. Then, lighting a cigar, I took a book, seated myself before the fire, and prepared to read for the next hour and a half. I was quite convinced in my own mind that if an attempt was to be made it would not take place before midnight. Therefore, as the stable clock struck twelve, I closed my book and turned out the gas. Then, seating myself in an easy-chair beside the door, I entered upon my watch. Unlike my previous vigils, on this occasion I was not destined to be disappointed. One o’clock had struck some little time before my anxious ears detected the sound of a soft and stealthy footstep in the corridor outside. A board creaked and the footsteps stopped. Presently they went on again, more cautiously than before, and then were lost on the stone stairs leading to the study. A moment later I was speeding along the passage in the opposite direction. Reaching the General’s bedroom, I entered without ceremony, carefully closing the door, however, after me. The worthy old gentleman was snoring peacefully, but when I shook him by the shoulder, he sat up in bed rubbing his eyes and enquiring what was the matter. In a few brief words I explained the situation to him. At first he could scarcely credit it, but when I invited him to come with me and see for himself, he saw that I was in earnest and agreed. As soon as he had donned some clothes, we hastened to the hall, and then by the main passage towards the study. The door was ajar, and a bright light streamed into the passage. By it we could see that some one was at work within. Creeping up, we looked inside. Spraithwaite was there, as I had expected, busily engaged searching the drawers of the writing table. The General was for rushing in, but I laid my hand upon his shoulder and restrained him. Precipitate action would have spoiled everything. Then, as silently as we had come, We retreated along the passage in the direction of the hail. Ascending once more to the General’s bedroom, we ensconced ourselves and took counsel together.

“The villain! what can he want, think you?” the General asked.

“The papers you brought down with you from Town the other day,” I replied. “Now I can understand his reference to Brussels, and the lie he told me about never having been in Europe before. The man is a Boer spy, and I’ll be bound he knows no more of New Orleans than I do.”

“But he brought a letter from Herbert?” the General put in feebly, like a man who distrusts his own argument. “How do you account for that?”

“I must confess that I do not know how he managed that part of the business,” I said. “But the fact remains that he is after your papers. What we have seen to-night speaks for itself.”

“And what are we to do now?”

“If you’ll allow me I’ll tell you that in the morning,” I answered. “I must think it over. In the meantime, tell me this. Is it possible for him to discover anything of importance in your table?”

“He can find nothing,” the General replied. “Though I did not by any means agree with your suspicions, for safety’s sake I took the precaution of removing every document of importance. I have them with me in this room now.”

“Then, thank goodness, he cannot do much harm. Now I will return to my own room. Tomorrow we must act.”

As he was not aware that we had spied on him, Spraithwaite appeared at breakfast next morning as calm and collected as ever. Not so the General and myself. Any one who saw us might have imagined that we were the guilty parties, and that the other was entirely innocent of wrongdoing. After breakfast I drew Nelly aside.

“My dear,” I said, “I want you to do me a service. Will you make any excuse you can think of, and take Spraithwaite away from the house for at least an hour? Can you manage it?”

“I will do my best,” she answered. “But what reason have you for such a curious request?”

“I’ll tell you another time,” I replied. “It is sufficient for the present that it concerns your father most vitally. Take him away, there’s a good girl, and, whatever you do, don’t let him return to the house before eleven o’clock.”

She promised compliance, and half an hour later I saw her proceeding in the direction of the stables, the man from New Orleans accompanying her.

“Now,” said I to the General, who was standing at the window beside me, “come along, we have our work cut out for us.”

Secure against interruption, we visited the traitor’s room, and having entered it, locked the door. His travelling trunk stood in one corner, and, as good luck would have it, I happened to possess a key that fitted the lock. When it was open we overhauled it from top to bottom, making notes of what we found there. Without doubt the man was a spy in the pay of the Boer Government, and was as innocent of any connection with the most romantic city of the United States as I was myself.

“That settles it,” said the General, when we stood once more in the study. “Now the question is, what are we to do with him? To hand him over to the police would be to make a fuss, which would be far from wise at this juncture. And yet he must be put out of harm’s way without loss of time.”

“I think I have a plan that will meet the difficulty,”’ I answered.

At the General’s request, I explained it to him, and he was kind enough to signify his approval. Ten minutes later a groom was on his way to the village with one telegram to London and another to Southampton; meanwhile Spraithwaite and Nelly had returned to the house and were now engaged playing a hundred up in the billiard-room. When the General joined us, the man from New Orleans had just completed an excellent break of thirty-five.

“I am sorry to say,” he said, addressing his host, “that I have this morning received a letter which will necessitate my departure to-morrow morning for London.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” the General replied, and then added in a non-committal manner, “you have not paid us a very long visit.”

“Still it has been a most enjoyable one,” the other returned. “I am indebted to your son for the kindness I have received at your hands.”

To conceal his face the General stooped and poked the fire vigorously, while I strolled to the window and looked out upon the wintry landscape.

Later in the afternoon, two unassuming individuals, who resembled butlers more than detective officers, put in an appearance at the Hall. So unassuming, indeed, was their behaviour that no one suspected their identity, while it is doubtful if Spraithwaite was even aware of their presence in the building. Simultaneously with their arrival a telegram reached me from Southampton, and the purport of it I communicated to the General with as little delay as possible.

“Say nothing to him to-night,” was the latter’s advice. “You can act as you think best in the morning.”

It will be a long time before the memory of that evening’s dinner fades from my memory. The General was unusually silent, and though I did my best to talk unconcernedly, the effort was a comparative failure. Indeed, the only person who was at his ease was the traitor himself, who was as amusing and as interesting as ever. Certainly, if he suspected that anything were amiss, he disguised his feelings admirably. During the evening he sang several songs to his own accompaniments, and when we adjourned to the billiard-room afterwards, played as cool and scientific a game as if he had been a hunting squire, with nothing on his mind but the dreaded appearance of Jack Frost. At last we bade each other good-night, and retired to our respective rooms. Had Spraithwaite known that one of the detectives was watching his window from an outhouse, and that another had mounted guard in the front hall, I doubt if he would have slumbered quite so peacefully as he did.

Punctually at six o’clock next morning, according to the arrangements we had previously made, I rose and dressed, and, having done so, proceeded at once to his bedroom. Finding that the door was unlocked, I entered and approached the bed. He was slumbering as sweetly as a child, but when I shook him he woke and looked up at me.

“Holloa, Mr. Sedway,” he exclaimed, “what is the matter? Anything wrong?”

“I want you to get up, Senor Antonio de Sylvestre,” I replied, addressing him by the name we had found on some papers in his trunk, “and to listen to what I have to say.”

For a moment he looked at me without speaking. I suppose he was trying to make up his mind whether it would be any use his playing a game of bluff with me. In that case he must have decided in the negative, for, leisurely throwing back his bedclothes, he obeyed my command.

“I suppose the game is up,” he said, coolly, as he slipped his feet into his bedroom slippers. “You hold the cards, so I suppose it’s no use my resisting?”

I shook my head.

“I have a detective outside the door,” I answered, “and another downstairs. I’m afraid it would be of no use your making a scene.”

He uttered a word which I will not repeat.

“I will pay you the compliment of saying that you are cleverer than I thought you,” he said. “And now, what do you intend doing with me?”

“Giving you some breakfast, and afterwards escorting you a short distance on a journey,” I replied. “I cannot tell you any more.”

I remained in his room with him while he dressed, and, when he was ready, conducted him to the dining-room, where breakfast was already served. Neither the General, Miss Patience, nor Nelly put in an appearance, and when he had finished the meal we were informed that the private omnibus was at the door.

“You need not bother about your luggage,” I said. “It has been packed and will accompany you. I am commissioned by your host and hostess to say good-bye to you on their behalf, so that I do not think there is any necessity for us to wait any longer. Shall we set off?”

“By all means,” he replied, still as cool as ever. “But I would prefer to know where you are taking me to?”

“You’ll find that out soon enough,” I replied, and then led the way to the front door. Accompanied by the two men from London, we entered the omnibus and set off to the station, where I left the prisoner in charge of the detective officers while I hastened to the booking office and purchased four first-class tickets to Southampton. When the train arrived, we engaged a compartment, took our places in it, and were soon upon the way. It was not until we reached Eastleigh that he seemed to have any idea whither we were conducting him.

“So Southampton is our destination, is it?” he said, as he looked out of the window. “You surely don’t mean that you are going to put me on board ship?”

“That is my intention,” I answered. “All things considered, if will be safer for you and also for us. Gentlemen of your calibre are better out of England just at present.”

“But if I decline to go?”

“For your own sake I don’t think you will do that,” I answered. “There are such people as English magistrates, and if you come up before them your absence from the political arena is likely to be of even longer duration than it will be in this case.”

He said no more, and in due course we arrived at Southampton and the docks.

As it turned out, we were barely in time, for when we reached the dockside the Brazilian Prince had her steam up, and was ready to get under way. We hastened on board, and conducted Sylvestre forthwith to his cabin.

“Look here,” he said, “this sort of high-handed game is all very well, but, confound it, you haven’t told me where I am going.”

“I have not the least objection to telling you, now that you are safe on board,” I answered. “You are returning to your friends in New Orleans, and if you ask the Captain, he will tell you that that city is his first port of call. So that for the next week or two you will be able to enjoy a quiet, peaceful life on board ship.”

On hearing this his sang froid gave way entirely, and he cursed me roundly, declaring that he had no connection with New Orleans at all, which, by this time, I was well aware of, and that if ever he caught me out of England he would repay his obligation to me with interest, another fact of which I did not entertain the least doubt. Then, when I had handed him his ticket, I bade him goodbye and returned to the deck. The two detectives were on guard at either gangway, posts which they did not relinquish until the Brazilian Prince had cast off her hawsers and every one else, other than passengers, had left the ship. As she moved off from the dock, Sylvestre appeared on deck, a cigar in his mouth, and a cynical smile upon his face. He waved his hand to me. Then the great ship swung round, and that was the last I saw of “The Man from New Orleans.”

A week later, a blear-eyed relic of humanity put in an appearance at the Hall, and informed the General that his name was Charles Spraithwaite, that he was the bearer of a letter of introduction from Herbert Stonefield, which letter had unfortunately been stolen from him in London by a foreigner who had masqueraded before him in the disguise of a friend. For the reason that we desired to make certain inquiries concerning that friend, he was permitted to remain for the night? during which time he kept his room in a state of continued intoxication. In the morning he was sent about his business, and so ended the incident to which we now refer as that affair connected with “The Man from New Orleans.”


HOW GRANDFATHER SAVED CAPTAIN JACK.
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IT WAS CHRISTMAS Eve, and we had gathered at the old Hall from all parts of the country, like dutiful children, to spend the familiar feast with the two people, whom, we were wont to declare, were the finest old lady and gentleman in England. They have departed to their long rest now, and I am the possessor of the Hall, but the recollection of that night is as clear in my memory as if the events had taken place only five minutes since. I can see the stately old gentleman, with his handsome (head, covered with snow-white hair, seated on one side of the fireplace, in which the sea logs blazed cheerily; his wife balancing him on the other, the very picture of an English grandmother. In a half circle between them and facing the fire, we younger ones were seated, watching the sparks fly up the great chimney, and the rising and falling of the beautiful green flames, such flames, indeed, as one never obtains save from an old sea log. In the pauses of the conversation — and there were not many I can tell you — one could hear the waves beating against the foot of the cliff on which the Hall was built. It was a strange old place: a jumble of architecture and incongruities might be met with at every turn. Generation after generation had added to it, usually without much thought for anything save their own comfort and convenience. It was at once the joy of archaeologists and the despair of architects, but for me it had a charm that ranked before all others, and put into as many words, that charm is the story I am about to tell you. Of course, we had all heard it several times before, but that did not matter in the least. We were always ready to hear it again, and between ourselves I feel quite certain that our grandfather enjoyed the telling. As the narrative progressed his eyes would lighten, and he would sit up in his chair as though he were a young man again, and as if the sixty years that separated him from that time were only commencing instead of being at an end.

“Come, come, now,” he began, in reply to our entreaties. “You know very well that you are as tired of the old story as I am. What’s that you say, wife?”

“Of course they are,” she replied, with a twinkle in her eyes; “almost as tired of it as you are.”

“Yes, as you are,” put in Uncle William’s youngest girl, who was seated at her grandmother’s feet. “As you are, grandpapa!”

“You’re a sarcastic minx,” returned her grandfather, with a chuckle. “You mean that you don’t think I am tired of telling it? Well, well, perhaps you’re right, and, after all, when I look at you great big boys and girls and remember that you are my children’s children, and but for that story you would not be here at all, well, it seems almost as if it is my duty to tell it, does it not?” After that the old fellow sat silent for a few moments looking into the fire. He was doubtless thinking of bygone days, when he was the handsomest young squire in the county, and without his equal for strength or dare-devil pluck. At last he began.

“I have heard you youngsters declare, times out of number,” he said, “that you consider your grandmother the most beautiful old lady you have ever seen. Let me tell you one thing, my young friends, and that is had you seen her fifty years ago, when she had only just turned twenty, you would have declared that there was not another girl in England who would have been fit to hold a candle to her either for beauty, bravery, or anything else. Half the county was in love with her, or would have been if she had given them the chance. But she kept herself to herself, did your grandmother, and such was your great-grandfather’s reputation, that few young men would have been brave enough to have, followed her into his presence even if she had given them the opportunity. If the truth must be told, however — and there is no reason why it should not — your greatgrandfather was a man of whom most people stood in awe. He was of a morose disposition. It was said that he had met with a great disappointment in early life from which he never properly recovered. At any rate, he favoured the world with but little of his company, remaining for the greater portion of his time shut up in this old house — that is to say when he was not at sea in his small schooner, the Pretty Lass, cruising about the Channel or running along the coast so far as St. Alban’s Head or Bridport. He had no friends, and for the simple reason that he had no intercourse with his neighbours, but few enemies. His household was a small one. His only child, your grandmother, acted as his housekeeper; an old manservant and his wife, with a child of fifteen or so to help them, completed his establishment. How dull it must have been for your grandmother, I must leave you to imagine.

“Now, at the time of which I am about to tell you, there was a great to-do all along our coast concerning the -smugglers and the attempts of the King’s officers to put a stop to their practices. Illegal as their calling undoubtedly was, I fear that while there were certain people who would have nothing to do with them, there was also a large section of the community who not only winked at their evil doings, but who actually aided and abetted them in them. It was a well-known fact that a large majority of the squires, the parsons, and even the magistrates, for miles round the Bay, found nothing wrong in being the smuggler’s customers. The best of spirits, laces and tobaccos were difficult to obtain nearer than London, they argued, and if the notorious Captain Jack were willing to take the risk of running a cargo, and disposing of it when run, why should they not take advantage of his folly and purchase on the sly, especially when they were considerably in pocket by the transaction? But who was this Captain Jack, with whom almost everyone had had dealings at some time or another, yet whom not a soul had ever seen? This was an extremely difficult question to answer. Some declared him to be a Frenchman, others averred that he was an Englishman, short, stout, and the possessor of enormous strength. A variety of tales were set afloat concerning him — but none were to be believed. The truth was that he was a gentleman of retiring disposition, who knew that the Revenue Officers were anxious to lay hands upon him, and in consequence preferred to remain in the background and to keep his personality a secret. There was only one person, so it was said, whom he hated, and that person was none other than your great-grandfather. The latter had done him an injury, it was not quite known what, and the smuggler had never forgiven it, nor lost his desire for revenge. That some day they would meet, and that the meeting would be a bad thing for one at least of the parties concerned, was understood by every soul in the parish. In the meantime your great-grandfather went on his way, caring nothing as to what was said about himself, Captain Jack, or any other living son of man. He was a hard man, and as fearless as any in the country.

“Strange though it may appear, seeing what a short distance separated our two homes, I had come to my twenty-fifth year before I first saw your grandmother. How well I can remember that day and the feeling to which it gave rise! I had been hunting from early morning and was riding my black horse, Rupert, the best I have ever crossed. We had found at Spedthorpe cross-roads, and ran our fox, with but two checks, as far as Durfield Spinney, where he went to ground. You boys and girls know that place as well as I do — though there are more houses in Durfield village to-day than there were then, and the timber in the Spinney has grown a bit since that particular reynard went to earth there. Well, not to waste too much time in explanations, I may say that for the first time in his life — and I believe ’twas Fate arranged it all, when I put him at a fence, as near as possible where Mother Winslow’s tea-shop for bicyclists now stands — Rupert blundered, hit it with his chest, and turned a somersault, throwing and crushing me beneath him. As I fell I heard a woman’s scream, and then I lost consciousness and remembered no more until I woke to find the most beautiful girl I had ever seen in my life leaning over me and bathing my head with water which she had carried from a neighbouring brook.”

“How delightful!” said sixteen-year-old Trixie, who was generally considered a beauty and was in consequence of a romantic turn of mind. “I might walk the roads for a lifetime and no handsome stranger would fall off his horse and let me bathe his forehead. The only man I’ve rescued was a scorching cyclist, and he didn’t thank me, but said it was my bad steering that had brought him to grief.”

“You never could steer straight, and you will never be able to,” put in her candid young brother. Then he added, with an air of conviction, “Girls are muffs on bikes.”

“Come, come, children, don’t quarrel,” said their father, from the other side of the fire. “You’re interrupting grandfather’s story.”

The children were silent instantly, and the old man proceeded with his tale.

“Well, my dears, as I was saying, when I regained consciousness, I found the most beautiful maid I had ever seen bathing my forehead. There was a look of fear in her eyes as she regarded me. For my own part, though I have never been able to induce her to confess it, I fancy she imagined I was dead. I was not, however, and I have lived to plague her for a good many years since then.

“When I had sufficiently recovered to sit up and to estimate the extent of my injuries, I thanked her for what she had done for me and then inquired her name. That she was of gentle birth was easily seen, but I was not prepared for the surprise she gave me when she informed me that her name was Gosford, and that she lived with her father at the Hall on the Cliff. I could scarcely believe my eyes or my ears. It seemed impossible that this lovely girl, whose colouring was so fresh, whose eyes were so full of sunshine, should be the daughter of that old misanthrope of whom so many curious stories were circulated, or that her home was the rambling structure overlooking the sea, into which the country folk would have as soon thought of venturing after dark as they would of spending the night at the Gallows Tree, three miles away across the Downs. While I was recovering from the effects of my fall we sat and talked, and, if the truth must be told, I could have stayed where I was a good deal longer. The happiest time, however, comes to an end at last, and, after awhile, being myself once more, I got on to my feet and prepared to go in search of my horse which had strayed into a neighbouring field.

“‘You will let me see you again? ‘ I asked, with a humility that, I can promise you, I had never felt when addressing a woman before, ‘so that I may thank you once more.’

“She shook her head. I was vain enough, however, to think that she looked a little regretful as she said it. ‘It is very seldom that I come out,’ she said. ‘My father does not like me to leave home.’

“I felt very much inclined to tell her that her father was well known to be a churl, but fortunately I restrained myself in time.

“‘But when you do come out, perhaps you walk this way,’ I continued. “Tis a pretty walk and the nearest way to the village, as I can see.’

“‘It is the nearest way to the village, certainly,’ she answered, as if that were a point she was compelled to admit was beyond dispute. ‘I should not have been here to-day otherwise. All things considered, it is fortunate I was.’

“I seized the opportunity thus presented to me, and fell to thanking her once more for my life, vowing that I would never forget her kindness, and went on to add that I should wait every day of the week at the same spot in order to assure her of my gratitude. On hearing this she blushed a rosy red and then, dropping me a little curtsey, bade me good-day and sped along the path. When I had caught my horse I rode home feeling very stiff and sore, but as deeply in love as a man could well be.

“Now, whether I am justified in saying so much before you young people is open to doubt, but truth compels me to admit that that chance meeting was the forerunner of many others. What excuses she made to her father for her absence from home I cannot say, but the fact remains that there came a time when the day seemed wasted and the sunniest sky overcast if I had not seen her, if only for a few moments. ’Tis true we met by stealth, though so much was never said or hinted at; ’tis true also that we knew we were acting contrary to what would have been her father’s wishes had he known, though I fear in this case also we had not the grace to be ashamed. One thing, however, is quite certain, with every meeting I grew to love the maid more and more, and to feel that without her life would not be worth living. Her sweet image was before my eyes always, until, at last, nothing would do for it but I must summon up my courage and proceed to the Hall to see her father and ask his permission to make her my wife. I went, was coldly received, and left the house as unsuccessful as I hoped to have been fortunate. His daughter would not marry, he had declared, either myself or anyone else. She had devoted herself to him in the past and would continue to do so in the future. What was worse, he forbade me to speak or to hold any sort of communication with her, under the pain of his most severe displeasure. From that moment I sided with Captain Jack against him.

“Well, the months went by, and each one found my love growing more true and my determination to make my sweetheart my wife proportionately stronger. Hard as I tried to persuade her, the darling would not run away with me, and we were both equally certain that the old man at the Hall would not relent. There was nothing for it, therefore, but to wait and hope with what patience we could command for brighter days to dawn. Though we did not know it, we were nearer those brighter days than we thought.

“I must here pause to explain that for some little time past the smuggler question had become a more than usually vital one in the neighbourhood. Whole families were estranged by it. Some helped the runners, others disapproved of their practices, and in consequence would have nothing to do with them. My own father sternly set his face against them. He was the chief magistrate of the district, and had more than once reprimanded the Revenue authorities for not having effected the capture of the evildoers long since. It was mainly due to his initiative that a new officer was appointed who vowed that he would bring the famous Captain Jack to book before he had been six months in office.

“It was Christmas-time — Christmas Eve, in point of fact — and snow had been falling heavily all day. Your grandmother and I met as usual in a secluded spot on the cliffs some half-mile or so from the Hall, and exchanged our vows of affection. Her father, she informed me, had been more morose than ever that day, and had declared that he was aware of her meetings with myself and was resolved to put a stop to them. ‘Keep away from him, or ‘twill be the worse for ye both,’ he had said. ‘I’m a bad man to cross, as he will find.’ Then, with a lowering look, he had left her to put what construction she might upon his threat.

“‘You love me, darling?’ I asked, lifting her sweet face up to mine.

“‘You know that,’ she answered, in a voice as firm, if not firmer, than my own.

“‘In that case your father cannot harm us,’ I replied. ‘Never fear, he will relent in due course. If he does not, then we must take the law into our own hands, willy nilly, and let him do what he pleases. Do you think you can be brave enough?’

“‘If nothing else will do, I must be brave,’ she answered, and, with the words ringing in my ears I rode home.

“As I approached the house after having given up my horse in the stable-yard, I heard the sound of voices in my father’s justice-room. On entering I found the lieutenant of the Revenue cutter with him. Information had reached him that the notorious Captain Jack would attempt to run a cargo that night, and measures were being taken in order to effect his capture. Needless to say, ever ready for excitement, I asked for permission to accompany the party, and a little before midnight we set off to the rendezvous — a small dingle or chine in the cliffs, a mile and a half or so from the village. A bridle track from the sea ran through it, and it was there that it was hoped the capture would take place.

“When we arrived at our destination, it was still snowing, and the earth was covered as with a white mantle. We had eight of the Revenue men with us, under the command of the lieutenant, and three constables; my father, another justice, and myself completed the party. Having reached the chine we hid ourselves according to the plan my father and the lieutenant had arranged between them. It was bitterly cold, and the period of waiting was more trying than would generally be supposed. But when the time for action came we were more alert. The snow was still falling and everything was as dreary as could well be. Our fingers were frozen, and yet we dared not move for fear we should give the alarm.

“Nearly two hours must have elapsed before the least warning was given us of the smuggler’s approach. Then a few indistinct forms were to be observed advancing towards us through the darkness. A moment later all was confusion; shots were being fired, men were running in all directions, and I was looking for a chance of capturing somebody without knowing exactly where to commence. I had left the bush behind which I had been hidden, and was now among the furze on the other side of the chine. Suddenly I found myself bending over the prostrate body of a man. Knowing that none of our party would be so far from the main body, I was about to seize him when he forestalled me by saying:

“‘I am your prisoner, but I’m afraid I’m scarcely worth taking. I’ve a bullet through my lungs and another through my leg.’

“‘Never mind,’ I said, ‘since I’ve got you they may as well have a look at your face. For all I know to the contrary you may be Captain Jack himself.’

“The man was silent for a moment. When he spoke again there was a change in his voice.

“‘Look here,’ he said. ‘I’m done for. You can gain a little personal popularity by handing me over to the Revenue men. On the other hand, you can do me a service that I don’t think you’ll ever be sorry for. Are you willing to run the risk?’

“‘What am I to do?’ I inquired, wondering what it was the fellow was going to ask of me.

“‘Get me up to the Hall yonder,’ he said, pointing in the direction of my sweetheart’s home. ‘Take me there, and you’ll never regret it. I must get there before I die.’

“Then I knew with whom I had to deal. Though I could not see his face, the man below me was none other than the celebrated Captain Jack, and he wanted to have an interview with his old enemy before he said good-bye to life. I pondered the question for a moment. Why should I permit it? He was my prisoner, and it behoved me to hand him over to justice. On the other hand, he was a dying man, and sad though it may appear to say so, I was the possessor of a certain amount of curiosity. My sweetheart’s father had never done me a good turn — why should I do him one? Besides, knowing what I knew and hearing what I undoubtedly should hear, I might possibly be able to force him into consenting to my marriage with his daughter. I weighed the and cons of the case, and then, having arrived at a decision, consented to his proposal.

“‘I will carry you to the Hall,’ I said. ‘But Heaven help you when you fall into the squire’s hands. From common report, he hates you as you hate him, and you’re running yourself into a certain trap.’

“‘I’m content to risk that,’ he answered. ‘Can you carry me, or must I try to walk?’

“‘I can carry you,’ I replied, not without a touch of scorn, for he was only a small fellow when all was said and done, in spite of his great cloak and the hat that completely hid his face.

“Picking him up in my arms I set off, unobserved by the rest of our party who were still chasing the smugglers down the chine. It was not an easy undertaking, for the Hall was upwards of a mile distant from the place where I had picked him up, and the ground was sandy and most uneven. During the whole of the journey he said never a word. At last we reached the gates of the Hall and entered the tangled, overgrown gardens. My strength was fast leaving me — yet still I held on. Was I not to see the girl I loved in a few minutes, and under exceptional circumstances? Who knew but what I might be able to do some good for myself by the transaction? In this fashion we crossed the gardens and approached the main buildings. Though I had only entered it once I was quite familiar with it, and was able to make my way to the front door without guidance. Had I required it from the man I carried I should have been poorly served, for by this time he was unconscious, and small wonder seeing what he had been called upon to endure.

“Reaching the main entrance I ascended the steps and knocked upon the door with all the strength I had left. The hour was late and the house was in total darkness. Having placed my burden upon the ground I waited with what patience I could command for the door to be opened to me. Getting no response, I knocked again. Some minutes passed, then a light showed itself, and presently the old manservant who had let me in on the occasion of my last visit opened the door. Before he could prevent me, I had picked up my burden and had pushed by him into the Great Hall,. the same in which we are now sitting, and which was lighted only by the rushlight he carried in his hand.

“‘Who are ye? And what do ye want here at this hour?’ the old fellow inquired. ‘I know ye not!’

“‘Rouse your master with haste,’ I said, ‘and bring him here. This man is wounded, and desires to speak to him. Hurry, or it may be too late.’

“I laid the man, who was still unconscious, upon the floor in front of the almost burnt-out fire, and just about where you are sitting at this moment, Trixie. From his appearance he might have been dead. I was too excited, however, to look. I was wondering what my sweetheart’s father would say when he saw him, and whether I should be able to turn the situation to good account. Then I heard a light footstep, and, looking up, I saw your grandmother descending the stairs yonder. She was fully dressed; indeed, she told me afterwards that she had not dared to go to bed, and she carried a rushlight in her hand. Perhaps she did not see me very clearly — at any rate, she said, in a frightened voice, as she reached the foot of the stairs:

“‘Who are you, and who is that lying upon the floor?’

“‘Don’t you know me, dear?’ I answered, advancing a step to meet her.

  You here?’ she cried, shrinking back from me as if in horror. ‘Oh, what does this mean?’

  It means that Captain Jack has been endeavouring to run a cargo to-night, and that the Revenue men laid in wait for him in the chine a mile away. There was a fight, and presently I came upon this man, Captain Jack himself, if I’m not mistaken, lying wounded behind a bush. He implored me to bring him here, and, without saying a word to my own party, I did so. Now call your father, and let’s hear what he has to say to his enemy.’

“‘My father?’ she faltered. Then, after a moment’s agonised hesitation, she continued, with her hands clasped together, and her eyes gazing piteously into mine: ‘No! No! They must not meet! At any hazard, keep them apart. I will have this poor man carried to a room, and will do what I can for him; then when he is recovered he can go on his way again without my father being any the wiser.’

“‘As you please, dear heart,’ I answered. ‘But before we do that let us take a look at Captain Jack’s face. It’s a chance we may not get again.’

“Before she could prevent me, I was kneeling beside the man on the floor, and had removed the hat that almost hid his face. Taking up the rushlight which your grandmother had placed on a chair by the fireside, I examined his countenance, only to start up a moment later with a great cry of surprise. Captain Jack and the misanthropic squire were one and the same person. My darling’s father was the notorious smuggler whose personality had so long been a mystery to the countryside. It was all as clear to me now as daylight. As I discovered later, and as you all know, there is a large cave at the foot of the cliff, which is not discernible from the sea. This cave communicates, by means of a passage, with the house. Thus everything could be arranged without going outside, or without any fear of detection. Now, however, I had discovered the secret, and what was I to do?

“My darling had sunk into a chair, and was covering her face with her hands. I went across to her and lifted her up. My mind was made up. I loved her better than all the world, and to see her in such trouble was more than I could bear.

“‘Come, dear one,’ I said, having arrived at a decision, ‘this will never do. Your father’s wound must be attended to. Let us carry him to his room. Trust everything to me.’

“Picking the man up, I carried him to his bedroom and laid him on his couch. It did not require much medical knowledge to see that he was far gone.

“While we were making him as comfortable as was possible under the circumstances, old Gregory was despatched for the village doctor, who, my darling assured me, was in the secret and might be trusted accordingly. At the end of an hour or so he arrived, and was introduced to his patient. Half an hour later he sent for me.

“‘I don’t know how much you know about this miserable business,’ he said, ‘and I’m not going to ask. But I understand that you love the poor girl, who will very soon be an orphan. Now, for her sake and your own, it is necessary that the squire’s connection with Captain Jack should not go abroad. I shall say nothing upon the subject, and I am sure you will not. He will be dead in an hour, and the dead tell no tales.’

“In something under half an hour the old man recovered consciousness. The doctor informed him of all that had happened, whereupon he bade him conduct me to his presence. Even when the hand of death was upon his throat, he could scarcely be civil to me.

“‘S9 you know everything now, young man?’ he said, or I should say whispered, for he was too far gone to speak in his usual gruff voice. ‘What use do you intend making of it?’

“‘None at all,’ I answered, as meekly as I knew how. ‘Unless it is to try and induce you to give me the right to protect and care for your daughter.’

“‘I told you I would have none of that,’ he returned, with a flash in his eyes that made him almost like his old self. ‘But I’m between the devil and the deep sea now, and there’s no escape. If you marry her, you’ll be wedding Captain Jack’s ‘ daughter — remember that!’

“‘ I remember that, and it makes no difference.’

“‘It would if your father knew — but there, there, it’s too late to protest. Do as you please, and as you deal with her may Fortune deal with you.’

“Ten minutes later he was dead.

“There remains but little more to tell. Next day it was known throughout the country round that the old squire was dead, that he had died from a long-standing complaint, that the news had been brought to me when I was in the act of pursuing one of the smuggling party, whereupon I had forthwith abandoned the chase and set off for the Hall, arriving just in time to see him before he passed away. This seemed only fit and proper, when the gossips went on to add that the squire had given his consent to my marriage with his daughter and that the event was to be solemnised without delay.

“Fortunately the smuggling party, all of whom were French, managed to escape the Revenue men, so that all danger on that score was over. From that day forward, so far as the Hall was concerned, the smuggling trade ceased, the contents of the cave were deported elsewhere, sold, and money distributed among the poor, the passage was blocked up, and remains so to this day.

“And now you know how your grandfather saved Captain Jack, and how by doing so he won for himself the sweetest wife in all the world.”

And as he said this, the old gentleman crossed the room, and, bending low, kissed his wife’s hand with an old-world gallantry that was pretty to see.


THE MAKING OF JIM BLAKE.
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WHEN JAMES BLAKE, only son of Sir Peregrine Blake, of Todrope Hall, said good-bye to respectability and England, which terms in his own mind he considered synonymous, he did so fully convinced that when he returned it would be as a millionaire, and an exceedingly sagacious man. He was going to show the Colonists, he said, what could be done by a person who had his head screwed on the right way. Had he considered for a moment and pondered the histories of the men who had made their fortunes in the great land of which he was soon to be a citizen, he would in all probability have discovered that the majority of them had started with less advantages than himself. “That,” he would have said, “was their look-out, not his. It was so much the better for him.” He was a gentleman, he told himself, and if illiterate men could succeed, was it likely he should fail? You mustn’t imagine from this that there was any real harm in the lad; fax from it. It was only the result of his bringing up. All he wanted was to rub shoulders with the Big World, to have the rough edges knocked off him. For this reason, when his father had paid his debts for the third time, he was told to hold himself in readiness to be despatched to Australia. He hailed the notion with delight. It was essential to his scheme for instructing the Colonial, that the outfit he took with him should be large and expensive. A banjo, a violin, a gramophone, a halfplate camera, a nickel-plated revolver, a pair of exquisite hammerless guns, and a Winchester repeating rifle were among the items. Two dress suits, a silk-lined dinner jacket, three admirable frock suits, a quilted dressing gown, and a variety of hats and boots formed part of his wardrobe. Each was excellent of its kind, but scarcely adapted to the requirements of the Australian Bush. He did not realise this fact at the time, but he was to do so in the near future.

At last the eventful day arrived. He said goodbye to his father, who accompanied him to Plymouth, on the deck of the mail steamer. They shook hands; the old man wished his son a pleasant voyage, and the latter accompanied him to the gangway and watched him make his way across the plank to the tender alongside. There may or may not have been a lump in the young man’s throat and a mist before his eyes as he waved an adieu to the parent who had been so long-suffering. He had quite recovered his spirits, however, by the time Eddystone was out of sight. Long before they reached Colombo he was the old traveller, had lost upwards of a hundred pounds at écarté to a gentleman who knew more of the World, and also of the game, than Jim was ever likely to do, and was beginning to entertain certain qualms as to what he should do on his arrival in Australia if luck did not favour him before they reached their destination. As a matter of fact, when he said good-bye to the steamer at Sydney and had cashed his last note, he had scarcely sufficient money left to settle his wine bill and to pay for his railway ticket to Bourke, near which place existed the station of Woolongobbrah, to which he was consigned. It was at this juncture that the utility of the outfit with which he had so generously been provided became apparent to him. The banjo, the violin, the gramaphone, the guns, rifle, camera, and several other articles were converted into coin of the realm, and three days later he reached his destination. In his own heart he regarded his arrival with considerable satisfaction. His father had paid a premium to the owner of the property in order that the lad might learn the delicate art of sheep-farming. The manager’s name was Radcliffe, and it had been casually mentioned in the prospectus that he had a wife and two daughters. The latter had been subjects of mystery and conjecture to the young Englishman ever since he had seen the paper. A variety of wild thoughts had originated in his mind concerning them. He recalled all the fiction he had read, and as a result endowed them with the most romantic attributes. The elder, he determined, would be tall and graceful, with large dreamy eyes and a voice as soft as the evening breeze. The second would be a madcap maid, more at home in the saddle than in the drawing-room, with nut-brown hair, hazel eyes, and in everything the direct antithesis of her sister. As a matter of fact he found a couple of tall Australian girls, by no means ill-looking, with sunburnt faces, accomplished in housewifely duties, good riders, and boasting a fund of repartee that found favour with the overseers and the other Colonial Experiences, but was somewhat disconcerting to the newcomer. He began to have a hazy notion that he was not being accorded the reception he had expected. He almost believed that on one occasion they had laughed at him. Being bucked from the saddle of a notoriously amiable horse, in full view of the young ladies and a number of the men, did not add to his contentment. In the privacy of his own apartment he thought of his half-dozen pairs of riding breeches, and blushed. He was devoutly thankful now that he had not worn them. What remained of that fashionable English riding costume had brought him sufficient ridicule already. “Don’t be downhearted, my lad,” said the manager one day, when Blake had been dispirited by a particularly unkind practical joke that had been played upon him, and which had made him the laughing-stock of the station. “A man can’t learn everything in a day. Don’t you fret about what the boys or girls say; it’s only their way, and they don’t mean anything by it.”

Blake had his own opinion upon this point, but he did not give utterance to it. It was gall and wormwood to him to be thought inferior to the native born youths, who seemed to find their way about the country blindfold, to be able to sit any animal that might be run into the stockyard, who could kill and dress a sheep or a bullock, drive the worst horses on the station, and yet not be able to sing a decent song, play their own accompaniments, or make a water-colour sketch of the big lagoon, had their lives depended on it.

“I’m afraid you’ve got the idea that we’re altogether uncivilised, Mr. Blake,” said pretty Nellie Radcliffe, one evening as they sat together on the verandah after dinner. “I suppose we must be, according to English notions. But I don’t think we’re altogether hopeless. We’re rough and ready, and you’ve had rather a hard time of it, I’ll admit. But you may be quite sure of this: we should not tease you if we didn’t like you.”

It was on the tip of Blake’s tongue to offer some sarcastic rejoinder, but he stopped himself in time. In spite of the airs he gave himself he was by no means a foolish young fellow, and after the life he had been leading lately, the girl’s good-natured sympathy touched him.

“You are quite right to tease me, Miss Nellie,” he answered. “I suppose I must be a bit of a muff. It only shows how little we know ourselves. When I left England six months ago I had the idea that in coming to Australia I was going to show you how things are done in England. As a matter of fact I have done so, but not quite in the way I intended. My old governor has about three hundred sheep down in Wiltshire, and he thinks he is no end of a swell. He will scarcely believe it when I write home and tell him that we seldom shear less than a quarter of a million here.”

Nellie Radcliffe noticed the we shear, and her woman’s wit told her that the young man beside her had advanced yet another step in the right direction. From that moment she unconsciously took him under her protection. So much so, indeed, that when, one evening, Jack Williams, the tall overseer, rallied him rather roughly on a mistake he had made that day in the drafting yard, the young lady came to his defence.

“Everyone is liable to make mistakes sometimes, I suppose,” she said quietly, “and I don’t know that making a mistake of ten sheep in a yard of three hundred is worse than putting the collars upside down on the buggy horses and trying to drive out of the Township that way, as someone I know did on a certain occasion.”

Williams scowled.

The mishap to which she referred did not figure very pleasantly in his memory, and he did not like to be reminded of it. Alice, the elder sister, who had reasons of her own for preferring Williams to Blake, sided with the former, and a battle royal was the result. As might have been foreseen this did not tend to make Blake more popular with the overseer. The mere fact that Miss Nellie, as she was usually called on the station, had seen fit to champion Blake’s cause was sufficient to constitute every other man on the place his enemy. This pettiness found vent in various ways. There are few places that present more opportunities for scoring off an enemy, provided he occupies a subordinate position, than does an Australian Station. In consequence, Blake’s life for the next few months was far from being an enviable one. The hardest and most disagreeable work was assigned to him, practical jokes innumerable were played upon him, until his lot became almost unbearable. But for the stubborn pride that would not allow him to return to England, he would have thrown up his position long since and have taken himself off. However, he was not going to allow his enemies to think that they had beaten him. Seeing that he was really miserable the manager’s wife approached her husband on the subject.

“They are wearing his life out, Charley,” she said. “He is a very nice young fellow. Don’t you think it is time for you to interfere?”

“No, no, old lady,” answered the manager, “let the lad fight it out in his own way. The last twelve months have been the making of him. He does his work well and conscientiously, and seems to have quite forgotten that he is a prospective baronet and the only son of a rich man.”

There is no doubt, had Blake senior met his son that day, that he would scarcely have recognised, in the tall, well set-up young fellow before him, the somewhat effeminate youth who had said goodbye to him on board the mail boat at Plymouth.

“When he sees you again, your father will say we’ve made a different man of you,” said the manager one day, as they rode home to the station together, after a long day’s work at the woolshed. “I wonder he does not take a run out to see how you are getting on?”

“He does talk of doing so,” Blake replied. “I half expect he will be here before the year is out.”

Alas, for the hopes that were never to be realised. Within three months of the conversation just recorded, Sir Peregrine caught cold, pneumonia set in, and, within a week, the worthy old man was laid to rest in the family vault. Jim Blake was now the owner of Todrope Hall, with a rent roll of twenty thousand pounds, a hundred and thirty thousand pounds in ready cash, and one of the oldest Baronetcies in the kingdom. This fact, however, did not make up to him for his father’s loss. He would willingly have surrendered it all to have been able to shake that kindly hand once more.

On the afternoon that his mother’s letter reached him, telling him the sad news, he was working in the Store. The manager took the leather bag from the driver of the coach, and, carrying it in, opened it upon the counter. An envelope with a heavy black border was handed to Blake. He looked at it with frightened eyes, and then instinctively picked it up and left the building.

“The mother’s writing,” he muttered to himself as he went down the path towards his old friend and consoler, the river. “Who can she be in mourning for?” But though he asked himself the question he knew that it needed no answer. He opened the envelope, knowing well enough what he should find inside. When he had read it he disappeared for an hour or two. Then he returned and went in search of the manager.

“My father is dead,” he said simply. “I heard the news this afternoon.”

“My dear fellow, I am exceedingly sorry to hear it,” answered the other. “It is very sudden. When did it happen?”

“On the third of last month,” Blake replied, and supplied him with further particulars. “I thought I would tell you at once.”

“I am glad you did,” returned the manager. “I’m sure we all sympathise with you. Of course, it will make a great difference in your life. You are a baronet now and a very rich man. I suppose we shall not have you with us much longer?”

“I shall have to go home almost at once,” Blake replied. “My mother desires it. There will naturally be a great deal to arrange.”

“We shall be sorry to lose you,” returned the manager. “I daresay you will now say good-bye to Australia and bush life for ever.”

“I am not so sure of that,” Blake returned, and man though he was a blush mingled with the tan of his face. “I am very fond of this life,” he added, as if in explanation.

Ten minutes later the manager found himself in the verandah with his wife and daughters.

“What news have you brought us, dear?” asked Mrs. Radcliffe. “I hope Mr. Delacro has not been grumbling again?”

Mr. Delacro was the owner of the station, and he was famous on his properties for his power of finding fault with his managers.

“Rather more than usual,” her husband replied. “He swears that unless things alter he’ll get rid of the place; in that case we shall be turned adrift to sink or swim.”

“I don’t suppose he means it any more than he usually does,” put in the elder daughter. “He knows your worth too well, father. Have you had any other news?”

“Yes,” answered the manager slowly. “Young Blake has had a letter from his mother telling him that his father is dead.”

“His father?” echoed Miss Alice. “Do you mean that Sir Peregrine is dead?”

A little cry escaped Nelly Radcliffe before she could suppress it. She regarded her father with frightened eyes.

“I do mean it,” replied the other.

“Poor young fellow,” said Mrs. Radcliffe, “I am sorry indeed to hear that he is in trouble. It will make a great difference in his life now, I suppose?”

“He is a baronet and a rich man,” replied the manager. “He talks of leaving here to-morrow for Sydney en route for England.”

At this moment Nelly Radcliffe rose and disappeared into the house. The mother and elder daughter exchanged glances, after which the former sighed.

Next morning Blake prepared to catch the coach for Bourke and Sydney. He had promised, if possible, to run up again before he sailed for England. The manager, his wife, and two daughters turned out to bid him good-bye. He shook hands with the father, mother, and afterwards with the elder daughter. Then he turned to Nelly. Her face was very pale, and it was easily seen that she had spent a sleepless night.

“Good-bye,” he said, looking into her face.

“Good-bye,” she answered, with corresponding brevity. Next moment he had taken his place on the coach, and was disappearing down the track in a cloud of dust. When it had turned the bend of the hill Mrs. Radcliffe took her younger daughter’s arm and led her into the house. There was no need to say anything. Mother and daughter knew what was in each other’s hearts, and were able to make allowances.

For the next fortnight nothing was heard of Blake. Then a letter arrived, stating that his departure for England had been postponed for a month, and that he hoped to pay them another visit before he sailed. So eager indeed was the young man to see Woolongobbrah once more, that when he reached Bourke he did not wait for the weekly coach, but, having purchased horses, set off to ride the intervening distance. It was late by the time he sighted the station. When he reached the slight eminence about a mile from the river, and looked down upon the buildings with which he was so familiar, not a light was to be seen. Suddenly a tongue of flame shot up into the air. It was followed by another and yet another. Then the truth dawned upon him. One of the station buildings must be on fire. Sticking his spurs into his tired animal, and leaving the pack horse to his fate, he dashed down the hill towards the buildings. By the time he reached the Store he could see that it was the Overseer’s quarters, usually known as the barracks. Jumping off his horse, he banged at the front door of the manager’s house, and then rang the fire bell at the end of the verandah. Having done his best to summon help, he ran towards the building itself. What if men were sleeping in there? The thought was terrifying. His mind, however, was made up. At any cost the doubt must be set at rest. Turning his coat collar in order to protect himself as far as possible from the flames, he rushed headlong into the burning house. Crossing the mess room, he peered through the smoke into the various cubicles. Three of them were empty, but in the fourth, stretched out upon the floor, was the body of a man. To pick him up was the work of a moment. Short, however, as the distance was, it required all his strength and endurance to get out. The man he was saving was Williams himself, his erstwhile bully, and he was not only a tall man but a heavy one. At last he succeeded, and they reached the open air in safety.

“Good Heavens, it is Blake!” cried the manager, who, with several of the hands, had just arrived at the spot. “What does this mean?”

Blake, however, could not reply. He tried to speak, but sank unconscious into Radcliffe’s arms. When he recovered his senses he was lying on a couch in the dining-room, and the manager’s wife was bathing his temples. Poor frightened Nelly was watching him from close at hand, while the manager himself was pouring out a glass of brandy at the sideboard. He returned with it to the sofa to find Blake’s eyes open, and the young man conscious once more.

As soon as he had sufficiently recovered to be able to tell his tale, he explained all that had occurred.

“You have heaped coals of fire on Williams’ head,” said the manager. “But I would not have had this accident for anything. It will make things very difficult for me.”

Next morning he explained the meaning of this speech.

“It puts me in an unenviable position,” he said. “I don’t suppose that you have heard that Mr. Delacro has sold the station since you went away. I am to hand it over intact to the new purchaser as soon as he arrives to take possession.”

“Sold the station?” cried Blake, with every sign of surprise and alarm upon his face. “That’s bad news indeed. I hope the new owner will take you on as manager.”

Radcliffe shook his head.

“I am afraid Delacro won’t say enough for me,” he answered. “Well as the place has paid, he always had a notion that it ought to have done better. No,” he continued lugubriously, “I suppose it will mean that the wife and children will have to give up the home they are so fond of. We shall have to look for another elsewhere. This last wretched business will spoil whatever chance I may have had of staying on. I’ve only Williams’ drunken folly to thank for it.”

* * * * *

That night, after dinner, Blake and Nelly found themselves walking among the orange bushes in the garden. They talked of many things, but it was only when Nelly suggested that it was time for them to return to the house that the young man came to the point.

“Nelly,” he said, drawing a little closer to her, “when I was a wretched new chum, and the fellows tried to make me miserable, you took my part, and encouraged me. Will you continue to do so?”

“What do you mean?” she faltered, though in her heart she knew very well what was in his mind.

“I mean that even though I have come into the title and the money, I still want looking after. No one can do it so well as you. In plain words, Nelly, I love you, and I want you to be my wife.” What she said in answer does not really matter. It is sufficient that when they re-entered the house his arm was about her waist, and she was telling herself over and over again that she was the happiest girl in all Australia.

An hour later, when Blake had had his talk with Radcliffe, and matters were definitely settled, the family went into the little drawing-room. Radcliffe was so excited that he scarcely knew what to say. He wandered about the room like an amiable lunatic, ready to shake hands with any man.

“Nell, my girl,” he said, kissing his daughter for the twentieth time, “if it weren’t for the fact that we’ve got to turn out of this old place, I should be as happy a man as could be found in New South Wales.”

“And with regard to the self-same turning out,” said Blake. “I’ve got something to say to you. But before I do so I want you to witness my signature to a deed. If you will allow me I will get it.”

He disappeared from the room to return in a few moments with an important looking document. To this he attached his signature. Then he invited Radcliffe to follow his example. The latter wrote his name at the place indicated, and Blake ran the blotting paper over it.

“That’s right,” said the younger man, “now it’s all settled, and you’d better read the document itself. Nelly and I are going for another walk in the garden. When you’ve done we’ll come back and you can tell us what you think about it.” They disappeared, and the manager sat down to his task. His wife watched his face, and saw a look of surprise spread over it.

“What is the matter?” she cried anxiously, hastening to his side as she spoke.

“Matter?” answered the other. “Do you know what this deed is?”

She shook her head.

“It means that young Blake is the owner of this place. It was he who bought it from Delacro. What’s more he has taken me into partnership, as a token of the goodwill he bears us, and his love for Nellie! Oh, wife — wife—”

Here he broke down altogether.

“Let us thank God,” said his wife softly. “He has indeed sent us a friend in our hour of need.” Next morning Blake sought out Williams. The latter had heard the news, and now expected to receive his immediate discharge. Blake, however, thought otherwise.

“My dear fellow,” he began, taking the other’s hand, “you and I did not hit it quite as well as we might have done some time ago, but we are better friends now, and we mean to be still better in the future, do we not? If you care to stay as overseer under Mr. Radcliffe, I assure you we shall be delighted to avail ourselves of your services. You agree? Well, then, I may tell Mr. Radcliffe that it is settled.”

“You saved my life, and now you keep me on, when you have every right to turn me out,” said Williams. “By Heaven, you’ll never regret it, Blake. I’ll work for you in the future as I never worked for any man before.”

And he did I After the wedding, which took place three weeks later, Blake and his bride departed for England, promising to return in a year’s time.

“Did you like Australia?” his English friends sometimes enquire, when they speak of his stay in the Antipodes.

“I should be very ungrateful if I did not,” the other has been known to reply. And when he is pressed for an explanation of his singular speech, he invariably answers, “because it was ‘the Making of Jim Blake.’”


THE EDUCATION OF THE PRODIGAL.
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IT IS A fact, though you may scarcely believe it, that there were certain people in the world, and even in England, who had not heard of Bertie Wentworth. This is the more remarkable for the reason that his mother had openly stated her belief that mankind had never seen the equal of her son. Perhaps, had she thought otherwise, his earlier career might have been different, but, as the Vicar’s wife was wont to declare, she was a poor, dear, sweet creature who bore her trials “like a Christian,” and if only she could have seen it, her son Bertie was not the least of them. The truth was, he was a perpetual thorn in his father’s side. That gentleman was a Yorkshireman of the old school, who loved work for its own sake, as well as for the money it brought him. He was a woollen manufacturer of unblemished integrity, and as unbending as a rod of iron; in point of fact, to sum it all up, he was the very last person in the world who should have been Bertie Wentworth’s father. When Master Bertie came home from school at the conclusion of each term, and brought with him an unsatisfactory report, the old gentleman would peruse the document with as much solemnity as if it had been a death warrant. He would then call up his son to the library and discuss the matter with him, while Mrs. Wentworth sat in her sitting-room listening to the deep bass voice on the other side of the wall, and weeping and praying in turns. She feared her husband as she feared her own father; she had not two ideas to bless herself with, and, for the good of her soul, she had before her, night and day, the comforting conviction that it was from her own side of the family that her unfortunate offspring inherited his apparent incapability.

In due course of time, and at his mother’s earnest entreaty, Bertie aspired to the Eastern University. His career within its walls, however, was short but distinguished. He broke as many of the University statutes as he came in contact with, and ended his course by participating in a scrape so colossal that he found himself journeying back to his home before his second term was half completed. The result can easily be foreseen. To do him justice it should here be stated that the young man was quite aware of the magnitude of his offence, and sincerely repented having committed it. He knew that there would be what he termed “no end of a row” when he and his father met, and he had the wit to foresee that it could never be possible for him to live with his parent again. He reflected upon these and other matters, as he rode through the park in a hired fly, and by the time he reached the front of the house had made up his mind. The dignified butler, who had been twenty-five years in his present situation, and who copied his master’s manner, opened the door to him with an air that seemed to say, “all hope abandon ye who enter here.” And indeed there was not much hope.

“Is my father at home?”

“He is awaiting your coming in the library, sir,” said the man. “He saw your conveyance enter the park.” When Bertie had removed his hat and coat, he made his way towards the room in question. As he passed the drawing-room, however, the door opened, and his mother came out. She drew him back into the room, and, putting her arms round his neck, wept copiously upon his shoulder.

“Oh, my boy, my boy,” she cried, “why did you do it? It was so thoughtless, and you don’t know how angry your father is about it.”

Bertie thought that he could hazard a very good guess, but he did not wish to say anything to his mother upon the subject.

“I was a fool, mother,” he said, “and like every other fool, I suppose I must pay the penalty of my folly.”

“I have tried to make your peace with your father,” she continued, “but he will hear nothing. Whatever you do, I pray you to be careful how you answer him.”

“I will try not to rile him, mother,” said the youth, “but he always manages to put the case so nastily that he ends by making me lose my temper.”

At that moment there was the sound of a heavy footstep in the passage outside, the handle of the door was turned, and Mr. Wentworth entered the room. Having put up his glasses he saw the mother and son together.

“So this is the way you enter my house, sir, is it?” he began. “Instead of taking care that the first person you interview should be your father, you fly to your mother, and endeavour to induce her to intercede with me on your behalf. But it will avail you nothing, sir, I promise you that. Follow me to the library.”

Like a criminal going to his execution the youth followed his sire to the room in question. He could scarcely have chosen a more appropriate apartment. It was as cold and cheerless as its master.

“So, sir,” said the old gentleman, when he had seated himself in his stiff-backed arm-chair, “despite the fact that I have slaved to give you the education of a gentleman, you have shown yourself incapable of appreciating my kindness. Though enrolled as a member of a college replete with glorious traditions you have preferred to become the associate of low class racing blackguards and fighting men.”

“Oh, come now, father, it’s not quite so bad as that,” persisted Bertie. “I’m sure—”

“Hold your tongue, sir,” cried the old man. “How dare you interrupt me? I repeat that you preferred to associate with such men, and to share their shameful pursuits rather than to enjoy the education I have been at such pains to provide for you. At last, by an act which I will not sully my lips by describing, you find yourself expelled from the University, a broken and disgraced man. In dishonouring yourself you have dishonoured me. I am determined that you shall not do so again. For the future I neither desire, nor do I intend, to see your face. You leave this house in half an hour’s time, and you will never enter its doors again. In order that you may not starve, here is a letter to my London agents, in which I authorise them to pay you the sum of five hundred pounds. It is the last you will receive from me. Henceforth I wash my hands of you.”

Bertie took the letter, scarcely conscious of what he was doing, and placed it in his pocket. Knowing that it was hopeless to expect any mercy from his Lucius Julius Brutus of a sire, he heaved a heavy sigh and left the room. Making his way to his bedroom he put together a few things, and then descended to the hall, where his weeping mother joined him, and led him once more into her own room. She had been informed of his father’s decision, and though it broke her heart to let him go, she dared not appeal against it. She kissed him and blessed him, bade him write to her, and had just time to squeeze four five pound notes into his hand before the butler entered the room to inform him that the carriage was at the door. Ten minutes later Bertie Wentworth had passed out of the park, and the home of his fathers lay behind him. When he reached the high road, he stopped the coachman and left the carriage.

“Take my bag on to the station, Williams,” he said. “I will walk. There is plenty of time.”

The man touched his hat and obeyed.

After he had gone Bertie strolled on through the village until he reached the Doctor’s house. There he had always been a favourite, particularly with pretty Miss Mildred, the medico’s daughter, for whom the young men of the neighbourhood sighed in vain. He rang the bell and asked to see Mrs. Merson. When that good lady made her appearance in the drawing-room he told her what had happened, and of his intention to leave England for Australia forthwith. Then he asked permission to say good-bye to Mildred. It was readily granted, and presently the girl entered the room. She was a pretty creature, with the softest hair and loveliest blue eyes in all the world. What was more she had been in love with Bertie ever since her childhood. Once more the miserable youth told his tale. But this time he poured it into sympathetic ears, and with additions that it would be scarcely seemly on my part to enter here. She heard him out and then gave him her hand.

“I will wait for you to the end of my life,” she answered. “Remember, Bertie, whatever the world may say, I believe in you.”

With this benediction ringing in his ears he left the house and walked on to the railway station. Though he did not realise it the prodigal had advanced another step on his road to reformation. He reached London the same night, and on the following morning cashed the letter at the office of his father’s agents. The week following he set sail for Australia, landed in Brisbane in due course, and looked about him to discover what he should do to make the fortune on which he intended to marry Mildred. Four hundred pounds of his capital still remained to him, but how to employ it to the best advantage was a riddle he found some little difficulty in answering. It was too small an amount to enable him to purchase even the remotest interest in a station, and too large to leave lying idle in the bank. Eventually he purchased a partnership in an up-country store, and, not having made sufficient inquiries beforehand, awoke one morning to find himself bankrupt, and his partner gone. After that he drifted out into the West, tried a variety of employments on sheep and cattle stations, and, though he did not know it, was every day becoming a better and more self-reliant man. Then came the news of the great rush to the Clareville Diggings, whereupon, still having that fortune in view, he purchased a pick and shovel and set off to the field. But he was no more successful there than he had been elsewhere. He had just sufficient money left from his last wages to purchase a miner’s right, and to peg out a claim. He worked upon it with despairing energy only to discover that it was useless. His right hand neighbour, however, “struck it rich,” as the saying goes, and, after doing well out of it himself, disposed of it to a syndicate for a very considerable sum. Having no money left, Bertie found himself reduced to the position of a day labourer, working for a wage barely sufficient to keep body and soul together. But he did not despair, a pair of blue eyes were continually with him, encouraging him to persevere. Moreover, they kept him steady, and enabled him to do without things that other men deemed indispensable, and, by so doing, taught him the virtue of self-denial. Then that foul fiend typhoid seized him, and for three months he occupied a bed in the Bush Hospital upon the hill. Once or twice he stood perilously near death’s door, and, as the doctor informed him, it was little short of a miracle that he escaped. He thought of Mildred, however, and it gave him strength to pull through. When he was discharged from the hospital it was without a halfpenny to his name, and also without the prospect of obtaining employment. What he was going to do he did not know. He had not sufficient strength to work, and to beg he was ashamed. As he wandered down the hillside he thought of the change that had come over his life; of the days when he had been a thoughtless Undergraduate, squandering his allowance as soon as he received it; when he had been a first-class passenger on board a great ocean mail steamer bound for Australia, drinking champagne, and staking five pound notes on the day’s run; and then looked upon himself as he was now, clad in a rough Crimean shirt, a pair of moleskin trousers, and a dirty mud-stained hat upon his head. It was just six o’clock p.m. in Australia, and something like nine a.m. in England. Probably at that moment his father was seated in his office at the mill, portly, sedate, and austere as of yore. Strange though it may seem after what had transpired, he found himself thinking of that father with an affection he had never entertained for him before. Hard as the old man had been, he was still his father, and blood is proverbially thicker than water.

“I was a precious bad lot,” he said to himself, “and I don’t wonder that he got tired of trying to keep me straight.”

From his father his thoughts turned to his mother, and, being weak after his long illness, he found his eyes filling with tears. That night he slept under a gum tree in the open, and when day dawned, for the first time in his life he had not the wherewithal to purchase a breakfast. Returning to the Township, he wandered up and down the straggling street looking for a face he knew. He was not successful, however. A new field had come into existence thirty miles away, and Clareville was well-nigh deserted. Presently, feeling sick from want of food, he sat down and fainted away. When he recovered his senses he found himself in a tent with a kindly face looking down at him.

“You vas better ten,” said its owner; “now dot is good. Trink tis.”

A tin cup filled with some fragrant compound was placed to his lips. Bertie drank eagerly, and then lay back and fell asleep once more. When he woke again his benefactor had just returned from work.

“Mine vriend, you vos ill tis morning,” he said, when he saw that his patient was awake. “Belief me it is not goot for young men to dumble down like dot. You hab been like this before berhaps?” Bertie told the other his story. He listened with grave attention. The upshot of it all was that he remained with his kind friend (Johann Schmidt was his name) for upwards of a month, assisting him in the work of the claim, and developing a greater affection for him every day. At last, when the claim was worked out, and the field was voted a failure, they looked about them and deliberated as to where they should go, and what they should do. Both had had enough of mining to last them for many years, so that when Bertie proposed that they should set out in search of station work, Schmidt raised no objection. They accordingly packed their swags, and shook the dust of Clareville from off their feet.

The next year was one of varied pursuits. They were shearers, rouseabouts, well sinkers, and hut builders in turn. Finding no constant employment, they drifted from station to station, until they had left Queensland behind them, and were well over the border into New South Wales. Then Bertie obtained a situation as storekeeper on a -large station, while Schmidt went into the back country as a boundary rider. For three months they pursued the even tenor of their ways without a break. Then, one night, Schmidt put in an appearance at the Head Station in a state of prodigious excitement. He had come to see Bertie, and when he had found him led him out of earshot of the men’s huts.

“Mine goot vriend,” said he, “it is a great ding dot I have come to say. When I the United Germany claim at Clare ville bossessed, I thought I had my fortune made. But I was wrong. I am not wrong dis time, however.”

“What do you mean? What have you found?”

“I mean that I have the greatest mine in all the world disgovered. No, I am not mat, belief me. I am of my senses in full bossession. Now you and I will our miner’s rights procure, and beg out de claims. Den, Mein Gott, we will our fortunes begin to make. It is not de alluvial, it is the quartz, and it is a mountain of silver, belief me.” At the time Bertie had an idea that Schmidt had lost his senses, but when, two days later, he was permitted an opportunity of seeing what the other had found, he realised the magnitude of the discovery. When I say that the mine was none other than the famous Fallen Mountain, all the world will understand that I am not exaggerating its importance. Their claims were pegged out, the rush duly set in, and in less than a month from the day that Bertie received the information from his friend, twenty thousand miners were at work upon the plain at the foot of the hill, which before had been inhabited only by the kangaroo and wild dog. The history of the famous mine has been written so often that it is needless for me to repeat it here. Let it suffice that in six months Bertie found his position changed from that of an underpaid storekeeper to that of one of the richest men in Australia. His mine became a company, and paid fabulous dividends. He and Schmidt acquired other properties in the neighbourhood, all of which prospered beyond their wildest expectations. Their luck had changed, and all they touched turned to gold. Machinery of enormous value was imported from England, mining experts accompanied it, and little by little the town of tents was changing to a substantial city of stone and iron. Then it was that Bertie’s real business capabilities, so long latent, came to the front. He found that he had inherited more from his father than he had imagined. Little by little he won for himself a name for shrewd common sense, until it became a conviction upon the field that anything he put his hand to was assured of success. Then, on one never-to-be-forgotten day, Schmidt, honest, kindly Schmidt, to whom he owed everything, was knocked down and killed by a runaway horse. When his papers were examined, it was discovered that he had left all his wealth to his old partner. On the night of the funeral, and after the will had been read, Bertie stood in his bedroom, looking at himself in the glass.

“I wonder if you are the same fellow,” he said to his image, “who took that envelope at Caudlestone fifteen years ago. I should like to know what the governor would have to say to me now. Mildred, my darling, if you have waited for me, my whole life shall be devoted to ensuring your happiness.”

A fortnight later he sailed from Sydney for England.

* * * * *

It was the depth of winter when Bertie left the ship at Plymouth, and set off as fast as trains could take him for Yorkshire. How beautiful all the country looked in its white mantle, after the wilds to which he had been for so many years accustomed. It was late when he reached Caudlestone, so he put up at the George and Griffin, and resolved to seek his home on the following day. After a cosy dinner in a private room, he sent for the landlord, and, representing himself as a stranger who had been absent from England for many years, enquired after the welfare of the district. As in a seaport the talk is mainly of ships and shipping interests, so in a manufacturing town it is of factories and what concerns them. He heard the reason why such and such mills had been shut down, how others had been turned into companies, and had not benefited by the change, what improvements had been made in machinery, and what the consequent effect had been upon the working population. At last his father’s name had cropped up, and, despite the old man’s rough usage of him in days gone by, Bertie found his heart leap at it.

“Ah,” said the landlord, “the poor old gentleman is not what he was. You must know, sir, that he and his son had a quarrel many years ago. The young gentleman was a bit of a scapegrace from all accounts, sir, and got into a power of trouble at College. They do say that for the last few years the old gentleman has been ageing faster than he ought. I don’t know how true it is, sir, but I have heard that things are not quite what they should be with his business. His mills are old-fashioned, and he doesn’t keep pace with the times. It’s a pity his son doesn’t come home before it’s too late.”

Next morning, Bertie hired a carriage, and drove out to his old home. In one direction the town had spread considerably, but on the side that he knew so well, everything was almost as he had left it. He passed over the old stone bridge that spanned the stream in which he had so often fished as a boy, skirted the wood where he had shot his first rabbit, and in the distance obtained a glimpse of a farmhouse which had been the scene of a famous set to at fisticuffs with the farmer’s son, over the matter of a stolen partridge’s egg. Then they entered the lodge gates, and, after fifteen years’ absence, he approached the house where he was born. There it stood, just as he remembered it. The same curtains, or others very like them, hung in the windows, the same ferocious stone eagles stood on either side of the steps, and when he had descended from his carriage, and had rung the bell, the venerable Simpkins himself, looking but little older than when he had opened the door to him on that memorable night, performed the same office now. His eyesight must have failed him somewhat, for he did not recognise the tall, manly figure before him. When, however, Bertie asked if Mr. Wentworth was at home, he recognised the voice instantly, and gave a cry of surprise.

“So you remember me after all these years, Simpkins?” Bertie asked.

“Remember you, sir, aye,” the other replied, “and I thank Heaven that I see you again.”

The words had scarcely left his lips before the drawing-room door opened, and a slim, grey-haired figure emerged. Almost before Bertie had realised what had happened, a pair of arms were clasped round his neck, and his mother was crying, “My boy, my boy, thank God you have come back to me. I knew that He would let me see you again. Oh, how I have prayed for this.”

It was some time before she could say any more, then trembling with love and gratitude, she led him towards the library door and drew him into the room.

“Father,” she said, in a voice that Bertie had never heard her use towards her husband before, “our boy has come home to us.”

On hearing this, an old man, very different to the father Bertie remembered, rose from his chair beside the fire and came slowly forward. His hair was snow white, his face was pinched and wrinkled, and there was a tired look in his eyes.

“I thank God for his mercy,” he said simply, as he took his hands and looked up at him. “My son, can you forgive me for my treatment of you, for I can never forgive myself. But I have been sorely punished — sorely punished — as I deserve.”

“You must not talk like that, father,” said Bertie, slipping his arm through his father’s, and leading him back to his chair. “We will both forgive and forget.” The old gentleman sank into a chair, and a tear rolled down his withered cheeks. The innkeeper had not misled him when he had spoken of his father’s failing health.

An hour later Bertie pushed open the little gate of the Doctor’s garden and approached the house. Mildred was informed that a gentleman desired to speak to her in the drawing-room. She at once made her way thither, little dreaming whom she would find. Concerning the scene that followed I must be mute. Let it suffice that in a quarter of an hour everything that was necessary had been said, and the happiest couple in the world were strolling back through the Park together.

“Mother,” said Bertie, when they entered the drawing-room, “you must wish me joy. Mildred has consented to become my wife. She has waited fifteen years for me, and now I am going to devote myself to making it up to her.”

That evening after dinner he told them of his adventures, but said nothing of his enormous wealth. On the morrow he intended to have a business talk with his father, and to find out exactly how matters stood with the mills.

True to his arrangement, he found a convenient opportunity, and broached the subject. The old man shook his head sorrowfully.

“All my life long,” he said with a quiver in his voice, “I have paid my way and owed no man. Now beggary stares me in the face. Things have gone from bad to worse for the last five years, and I stand on the verge of ruin. Had you come earlier, my boy, it might have been different, for I can see that you have the true business instinct. I always said that it would show itself, but I am afraid it is too late now.”

“No, no, father, it is not too late,” said Bertie. “I have told you a great deal of my life already — but not everything.”

Thereupon he furnished his father with a true account of his position. The old man regarded him in silent amazement. He could scarcely credit the truth of what he was told. But he was soon to have the best of proof. There and then the firm was practically reconstructed under the title of Wentworth and Son, and the old man’s happiness was complete. Little more remains to be told.

To-day, Bertie Wentworth is a married man, and in consequence he is as happy as any individual you could find in or out of England. The mills are going again as strong as ever, worked by the latest machinery, and guided by the keen foresight and unerring judgment of one who was known in the Antipodes as the pioneer of the famous Fallen Mountain. To the old man his son is a source of never-ending delight. They trust each other in all things, but there is one matter to which they never refer — that terrible night, when, by the elder’s orders, Bertie had bade his home “good-bye,” and set out to make his fortune for himself.


A CHRISTMAS DUEL.
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SIR GEORGE RIDGELY had been losing steadily all the evening, and with every rattle of the dice-box another strip of the fine old property he had inherited from his father was slipping through his fingers. Yet there was no sign of care upon his handsome boyish face, no murmur of complaint issued from his lips. The scene was the famous Birch Tree Tavern, and his opponent was no less a person than that dicing, duelling rake and Mohawk, the notorious Viscount Deversham. Current report had it that the latter had sold himself to the Devil on the express condition that he was to ruin a man every year by means of the dice-box. So far he had certainly adhered to his side of the bargain, for the year before that of which I am writing he had fleeced the son of a wealthy citizen, who had strayed like a sheep from its fold into aristocratic society, and had been gobbled up by this wolf in consequence; while two years before he had won twenty thousand guineas from the young Duke of — at one sitting, and, having tossed him double or quits for the remainder of his property, pocketed that also, and sent the young man home to blow his brains out before morning. Now he was trying conclusions with Sir George Ridgely, of Carston Hall, in the County of Surrey, a youth who was declared by many to be the handsomest beau then frequenting Pall Mall. Ridgely, like many another poor fool, had an idea that it added to his reputation to be seen at play with the notorious Viscount. Perhaps, had his adversary been any other man, he would have left off earlier, for he was not a gambler by nature; as it was, however, the sitting had already lasted four hours. If it continued for another two, Sir George was likely to find himself a beggar by daylight. A crowd had gathered round the table, and was evidently taking great interest in the play.

“Lud, your luck is as bad at play as it is in love,” said the Viscount significantly, as he picked up the dice, and dropped them once more into the box.

“Egad! George, if you go on like this ’tis like I shall win thy fortune as well as thy mistress. That throw tots it up to three thousand five hundred, if I am not mistaken.”

“It can be whatever it pleases,” said George, sulkily, “so long as I win the next cast. I’ll be even with you yet, Deversham.”

“I protest I shall be delighted. The dice are with you!”

At that moment there was a stir in the crowd, and presently a tall, well-built man, by no means good-looking, but possessed of a face that showed more than its fair share of determination, approached the table. He was evidently well known, and perhaps a little feared, for the crowd parted somewhat hastily to let him through, and then pressed forward again to witness what was about to happen.

“Sir George, this will not do at all,” said the newcomer, addressing the younger man, who was looking up at him with a somewhat startled face. “I have warned you before, that if you persist in this madness you will lose every penny you possess. You know full well that you are not his lordship’s equal with the dice!”

The painted, patched, and dissipated Viscount lay back in his chair and gazed at the speaker through his glasses. Then, turning to his adversary of the table, he continued:

“Go home, dear George, and let our friend here put you to bed. I protest you should not be out so late without your nurse. I often think we are not sufficiently grateful to those who go out of their way in order to take care of us.”

“My Lord,” began the newcomer, “as you know, your gibes are lost upon me. I have my duty to perform, and I am going to do it.”

“Egad! That’s the worst part of it,” said his lordship. “You happen to be one of those abominably conscientious people whose duty usually consists in making themselves disagreeable to other people. Home, George, and to bed with thee. Thou’lt lose thy beauty sleep else!”

“Hang it, Bellamy!” said the man he addressed, starting to his feet with a flushed face. “What do you mean by coming here and interrupting our game? I know my own business better than you do.”

“Nay, Sir George, I take leave to doubt that,” said the other. “Come, lad, let us go home.”

“Rock him to sleep, Bellamy,” continued the Viscount, as he realised that his prey was about to escape him, and could not see any way of preventing it. “But before you go, let me teach you a lesson that may by chance prevent you from interfering in the amusements of gentlemen in the future.”

As he said this he took up a glass that stood at his elbow and tossed the contents into the other’s face, whereupon Bellamy immediately knocked him down.

“‘Fore Gad, I’ll run you through the vitals for this!” cried the enraged Viscount, as he rose again. “I’ll teach you a lesson in manners, you scum!”

“When and where you please, my lord,” the other replied, quietly. “You know where you can find me. And now, Sir George, let us be going.”

Once more the crowd parted to let the men pass through, and then pressed round again to offer their condolences to the man whom every member of the dub feared, yet hated in their hearts.

The two men left the gambling house in silence, and made their way along the dark thoroughfares in the direction of Denmark Street, Soho, where the younger had his lodgings. They walked for upwards of a hundred yards in silence. Sir George’ was the first to speak.

“O, Tom, Tom, what have I done?” he cried. “I believe I’m the most miserable man on earth.”

“You would have been in a short time, if I had not stopped you,” said the other. “George, lad, why will you play at all — and if play you must, why with that man? You know ’tis fatal to do so!”

“I have been a fool,” answered George. “But I’ll never do so again. I’ll give you my word for that. But, Tom, you must not meet him. He is as clever with the sword as he is with the dice-box.

I should never forgive myself if anything were to happen to you, and through me.”

“Have no fear, lad. Tom Bellamy can take care of himself.”

At last they reached the young man’s lodgings.

“To bed, lad,” said Bellamy. “And for to-night I’ll play the part of thy valet. I want a chat with you on a matter of importance.”

They ascended to Sir George’s bedroom, and while the younger man retired to rest, Bellamy sat in a large chair by the fire and talked to him.

“George,” he said, “dost know what the day after to-morrow is?”

“Why, Christmas Day, to be sure,” returned his friend. “I’m not an ignoramus, Tom!”

“Nay, lad, but I was wondering whether thou hast forgotten that we are to journey down to Carston to-morrow and to accompany Sir Giles and the pretty Mistress Dorothy to the ball at Welbridge Hall on Christmas night?”

“I have not forgotten it,” George replied. “But what use is’t for me to go? Dorothy no longer cares for me since Deversham has been paying court to her.”

“But her father favours thy suit, and how dost know that the pretty maid is not playing him against thee? You have been sweethearts since I can remember.”

“But since he came upon the scene and learnt that she was an heiress, all has changed.”

“But you love her, George?”

“Aye, with my whole heart. It was the thought that she was false to me that drove me to play.”

“That was no way to win her back. But there, I’ll not chide thee. To-morrow morning we’ll start for Carston. Sir Giles will give us a hearty welcome, and on Christmas night you shall dance your fill with pretty Mistress Dorothy, at Squire Hackworthy’s, across the Downs.”

“But, Tom, have you not heard that Deversham will be there?”

“’Tis the very reason you must be there also. I’m backing thee against him. What’s more, I have a scheme in my mind. I know more of his lordship than does the world, and, if all goes well, on Christmas night, I’ll prove it.”

“What is it that you know?”

“I’ll tell thee later — for the present I’m mum. And now, good-night. Meet me at the Rose and Crown at noon to-morrow and we’ll ride down together.”

Ridgely bade him good-night, and after that the other took his departure.

Who Tom Bellamy was, or where he hailed from, nobody quite knew. He had been well known in London for some years as a man with whom it was best to be on friendly terms. He was no gambler, nor — strange to relate, in that age of heavy drinking — was he a drunkard. He had known Ridgely ever since the latter had first seen the town, and had instantly taken a liking to him. In consequence, he had spent many a week with the other at the latter’s fine old country seat at Carston.

Sir Giles Mowbray was George’s neighbour — a bluff and hearty old fellow, and a sportsman to the marrow of his bones. Since the death of the young man’s father he had hunted the hounds, and he had an affection for George that was as decided as were the opinions in which he uttered it.

“Didn’t I know his father and grandfather before ‘un?” he would roar, banging the table with his fist till his meek little wife shook like a jelly. “An’ if I did, isn’t that enough for ‘ee? Drat the woman! And what dost want more? An’ there’s Dolly there shilly-shallying with ‘un as if the wench didn’t know her own mind, instead of being my daughter with a head upon her shoulders! Odd rabbit it! say I. To the deuce with such foolishness!”

As a matter of fact, the pretty Miss Dolly did know her own mind, and, for once in a way, it happened to be in accordance with her father’s. She had loved handsome George Ridgely ever since he was a little boy and she a tiny tot, watching him from her nurse’s arms. But the fact that he had preferred London to her society, and the many wild stories that had reached the village of his doings there, had caused her to be a little cool to him when they had last met. As for the notorious Viscount Deversham, she knew as well as he did that he was only seeking her hand for the sake of her money, and that when he had secured that, he would cast her off like a worn-out glove. What was more, her father detested that notorious peer as candidly as she did, and vowed that he would rather see her in her grave than united to such a man. He hated him more than he did a fox poisoner, if such a thing were possible.

At noon, on the day following the adventure described at the commencement of my story — that is to say, on Christmas Eve — Tom Bellamy and Sir George Ridgely met by appointment in the yard of the Rose and Crown Inn, near the Fleet Market, and, having mounted their horses, set off on their journey into the country. The air was keen, though the sun was shining. Taken altogether, it was just the sort of day when travelling was pleasant, and as they jogged along the high road towards Kingston they forgot the unpleasant incidents of the previous night.

“Egad!” said George, as they descended the hill and entered that ancient town. “If the weather were always like this, I fancy few of us would forsake the country for London! What say you, Tom?”

“I’m afraid, my lad,” the other replied, “however fine the weather might be, London would always stand first in my affections. I have wooed the great city as a lover woos his lass, and, in return, she has opened her heart to me and told me all her secrets. You, who have only seen one side of her character, can have no notion of the other. ‘Gad, lad, ’tis a marvellous place! and every week I spend with her I grow more enamoured of her.”

“For my part,” cried George, “give me Pall Mall and the Park, the coffee-houses and the wits, the theatres and the cockpits. There you see something of real life!”

“A fig for such places!” answered the other, testily. “You learn nothing there. If you would study human nature, you must go beyond, and search on the — But, there, ’twould be no use my telling you. You care not for such matters. But, hark ‘ee, George, I’ll tell thee one thing; had it not been for this curious love of mine for prying into places where other folk wouldn’t show their noses, thy happiness would be undone for ever and a day.”

“What do you mean? How comes it that my happiness depends on thy gutter hunting?” inquired his companion, in some astonishment.

“I cannot tell you now,” his friend replied, more seriously than he had yet spoken. “But ere long I will prove it. Now, see, here is a fair piece of road; let us push forward with speed, or we shall be all day upon our journey!”

The afternoon was well advanced by the time they reached Carston and clattered up the leafless avenue towards the house. A group of ancient servants, some of whom had served his grandfather, stood on the steps to receive their master and his guest. To one of them they gave up their horses, and, having done so, entered the house. It was a noble old place, and had descended from Ridgely to Ridgely in unbroken line from time immemorial. Having washed off the stains of travel and changed their riding suits for more appropriate apparel, they repaired to the dining room, where a substantial repast — and they knew how to dine in those days — awaited them. George, however, to the dismay of his servants, did but small justice to the fare provided. He was nervous and ill at ease, and shifted continually in his seat, answered his friend at random, and more than once consulted the elegant timepiece he had purchased in London as if he were afraid of missing an appointment.

Though he had said nothing to him on the subject, Bellamy had been aware of his friend’s impatience. He knew the cause of it, and derived considerable satisfaction from the fact of the other’s eagerness. When the meal was at an end he proposed an adjournment.

“Let us away,” he cried. “I’ll be bound Sir Giles is counting the minutes until he sees us. I fancy I can see the smile of welcome on his face.”

George made no answer to this statement. He was thinking of a certain charming face, with the sweetest of blue eyes and a rosebud mouth that was not at all like the rubicund, weather-beaten face of the old squire.

They accordingly retired to their respective rooms, where they made certain elaborate additions to their attire, as befitted the ostentatious dress of those days; and, having done so, left the Hall, passed through the little wicket-gate in the hedge that separated the two demesnes, and eventually found themselves standing in the old oak hall of Sir Giles Mowbray’s residence, which one of them, at least, had known from a boy. Their host received them on the threshold with a boisterous welcome, in which an aged pointer, a foxhound, and a liver and black spaniel played an important part.

“To the dining-room with ye, lads,” cried the old gentleman, slapping George heartily upon the shoulder. “They have but this minute drawn the cork of the second bottle; and ’tis as good a wine as you’ll find in or out of London, you coxcombs! and so I’ll warrant. To it then, and with a will, and we’ll see the evening out together.”

In this fashion, and much against his will — for the dulcet music of a harpsichord had reached his ears from the drawing-room — George found himself compelled to accompany his host to the room in question. For once in his life he proved himself a poor companion. For once the squire’s stories — which of old had never failed to amuse him — proved unable to raise even the ghost of a smile upon his face. The squire noticed this at last, and rated him soundly for his quietness.

“Odd rabbit it!” he cried, thumping the table with his fist, according to his habit. “If this be London manners, man, I’d as lief stay in the country. ’Twas but the other day news was brought me that Sir George Ridgely was in the front rank of all manner of gaiety. There was none could tell a story better, or drink a bottle drier. ‘Cod, lad, thy face is now as woebegotten as parson’s in Lent!”

“And whose fault is it, Sir Giles?” said Bellamy, coming to his friend’s assistance. “’Tis yours!”

“Mine?” gasped the squire, with an oath. “Explain thyself, Bellamy!”

“Mistress Dorothy is thy daughter, is she not?” said the other, with a meaning look. “Permit George to forsake us in favour of the ladies’ society, and I’ll warrant his face wears a smile when next you see it. Besides, I have important business with you, Sir Giles, that must not be delayed. And, craving our friend’s pardon, it must be told in thy ear alone.”

“Then let him to the women,” said the other. “And I’ll hear what thou hast to say.”

George lost no time in taking him at his word, and, crossing the hall, made his way to the ladies’ apartment.

As he entered, a pair of sweet, shy eyes greeted him, and a slim, graceful figure curtseyed almost to the floor. He took the mother’s hand first, and bent over it in courtly reverence — then the daughter’s. And what a pretty hand it was! After that he seated himself, and, at Lady Mowbray’s request, regaled them with the news of the town. When he had exhausted this topic, he persuaded pretty Mistress Dorothy to sing to him, accompanying herself upon the harpsichord. They discussed the ball they were to attend on the following night, recalled bygone days; and when Bellamy and Sir Giles — the latter slightly unsteady on his legs — joined them, it was with difficulty he could bring himself to believe that two hours had elapsed since he had entered the room.

In those days they were not so late in commencing their parties as we are in these unregenerate days. For this reason it was scarcely dark when Tom Bellamy and George set out in the latter’s family coach for Squire Hackworthy’s abode across the Downs. Though the distance was something less than seven miles, it took them upwards of an hour and a half to get there, and even then they arrived only just in time for the great meal that was to precede the ball. And what a meal it was, to be sure! If you and I, my gentle reader, had sat down to it, what a doctor’s bill we should probably have had to pay!

To begin with, there was a boar’s head, a stuffed peacock, a calf’s head, a couple of sucking pigs, turkeys, geese and capons without number, a baron of beef, and as for puddings — but at this point my descriptive faculty fails me, and I am fain to confess my inability to enumerate the good things ‘neath which the long oak table groaned...

Later, when the gentlemen had finished their wine and the tables had been cleared, the musicians took their places in the gallery and dancing commenced.

It had not proceeded very far before a stir was noticeable in the room, and presently the squire appeared upon the scene, escorting the notorious Viscount Deversham, who was accompanied by a foppish individual, whom he had just introduced to Hackworthy by the name of Burrows.

“He has the misfortune to be one of my old friends, squire,” said the Viscount in explanation. “As he has claimed my hospitality to-day, I had to choose between bringing him with me to-night or remaining away myself. I felt emboldened to choose the first of the two alternatives. I fear I did wrong!”

But the squire would hear of no apologies.

“I am honoured by your friend’s presence in my poor house, my lord,” he answered. “If Mr. Burrows will make himself at home, nothing will give me greater pleasure.”

“Egad! I’ll promise you he’ll do that,” said the peer. “He’s a companionable dog, is Burrows.”

With that he strolled away and searched the room until he found the heiress of the house of Mowbray in an alcove, where she was seated beside Sir George. He made her an elaborate bow, and nodded in an off-hand fashion to her companion.

“I thought the candles gave but a dismal light in the hall yonder,” he began, “but I did not realise, until I found you here, that it was because the fair Mistress Dorothy had withdrawn herself from the throng.

“You pay me a compliment of which I am not worthy, my lord,” said Dorothy, who feared him as a bird fears a cat.

“Nay, ’twould be waste of precious time to do so,” replied the other, “when all the world can see the truth for itself. May I deign to solicit your hand for the minuet they are now arranging! I fancy our steps will hit the music to a nicety!”

Though she would gladly have declined, she saw no way of doing so. She accordingly rose, and, having curtseyed to Sir George, permitted the Viscount to conduct her to the spot where the dancers were awaiting their coming.

When the dance was at an end, he led her into an ante-room. What he said to her there will never be known, since she resolutely refused ever after to speak of it. The fact, however, remains that when she returned to the ballroom there was a look upon her face like that of death. As for the Viscount himself, he repaired to the squire’s room, where he drank enough to have fuddled the brains of any two other men, but an amount which was only sufficient to make him feel ready for any villainy that might be going forward.

“She won’t have me,” he muttered to himself. “Well, we’ll see what sort of tale she’ll tell tomorrow. If that young idiot of a Ridgely interferes, I’ll spit him as I would a fowl.”

When George saw the condition to which her conversation with the peer had reduced his sweetheart, he was for taking immediate vengeance on the author of it. He accordingly went in search of Bellamy, and broached the subject to him.

“Not here, dear lad,” said that gentleman. “Only wait a while, and do as I tell thee, and you shall have vengeance enough. I’ll promise you that.”

Shortly after midnight the Viscount and his companion bade farewell to Squire Hackworthy and his lady, and withdrew. They were to drive back to London, and they desired to take advantage of the moon, the former explained. As the clocks struck two, Bellamy went in search of George. He found him seated with the pretty Dorothy in the alcove where Deversham had discovered them an hour and a half before.

“Give me your good wishes, Tom,” cried George. “My sweet Dorothy has promised to be my wife.” Bellamy congratulated him most heartily upon his good fortune, and then bade him tear himself away. This he reluctantly consented to do, only on the understanding that they were to meet again at an early hour on the morrow.

“What is it you want with me, Tom?”

“Don’t ask questions and you’ll see.”

They bade their host and hostess farewell, and went in search of their cloaks. Having discovered them, they proceeded to the front of the Hall, where a coach was awaiting them.

“But this is not my coach,” cried George. “’Tis Sir Giles’s equipage.”

“Get in, my lad, and hold your tongue!” said the voice of its owner from within the vehicle. “We know what we’re doing — trust us for that!” Marvelling more and more, the young man did as he was ordered and the heavy vehicle was presently rolling down the drive. In time they left the village behind them, and commenced the ascent of the Down. Half-way up the hill Bellamy produced some white wraps and bade George drape himself in them, following his example himself. George was more mystified than ever.

“Did you say it was to be on this side of the copse, Tom?” inquired the squire, in a hoarse whisper.

“On the brow of the hill, Sir Giles,” the other replied. “Hark! What’s that?”

He had scarcely spoken before a voice called to the coachman to stop. In a flash George understood. Then the door was opened, and no less a person than the Viscount looked in.

“Ladies, I am desolated to disturb you, on such a cold night,” he said, to the swathed-up figures before him; “but I must beg of you to alight. I have another coach waiting here, and in it we’ll be off post-haste. By noon to-morrow, my pretty Mistress Dorothy, you will be a peeress. Kindly descend.”

Tom Bellamy, who was nearest that side, immediately did as he was ordered, and George, who a moment before had had a pistol thrust into his hand, followed his example. The squire came last.

“Hullo! What’s this?” cried the astonished Viscount, as the younger men discarded their wraps.

“It means that your plan has failed, my lord,” said Bellamy, quietly, pointing his pistol at him as he spoke. “As for your friend here driving the coach, if he moves I’ll put a bullet through him.”

“Egad! Bellamy, I’ll owe you one for this!” answered the enraged Viscount. “I never dreamt you’d play me such a trick.”

“You rascal!” cried the squire. “Kidnap my daughter, would you? I’ve a mind to put my cudgel about thy shoulders, lord or no lord.”

“Nay, nay, squire,” said Bellamy. “I beg of you to leave the matter in my hands. I will see that justice is done, never fear. I owe his lordship a debt already. Prithee, George, feel under the seat of the coach, and you will find a brace of rapiers.”

George did as directed, and handed the swords to Tom.

“Choose one, my lord,” said the latter. “You stated your intention of running me through a few nights since. I now give you your opportunity. Your friend, Burrows, or Gentleman Jack, as he is more often called, can act for you — if he doesn’t deem it more prudent to run away. Sir George Ridgely will officiate for me.”

“I will not fight you now,” replied the peer. “Meet me in the Park to-morrow, and I’ll give you satisfaction — not else.”

“Now or never, my lord,” answered Tom. “The moon will afford us light enough; and even if she does not, it is as fair for one as for the other. Come, here is a convenient spot! Let us to work.”

But still the other refused. Thereupon Tom Bellamy took a step forward, and struck him on the cheek.

“That is enough,” cried the other. “I would have allowed you time, but now your doom is sealed. Give me a sword, and take your place, sir. You, gentlemen, can bear witness that the fight was forced upon me, and that I kill him in self-defence.”

They discarded their coats and faced each other in the wan moonlight. A few snow-flakes fell upon them as they crossed swords.

Five minutes later Bellamy was wiping his weapon, and the notorious Viscount Deversham lay a dead man upon the turf of the Down. His faithful friend had not waited for the end; but by the time it came, he was descending the hill as fast as his coach horses could lay their legs to the ground.

Thus ended the plot to kidnap the fair Mistress Dorothy Mowbray. As Tom Bellamy had said to George on the previous day: “If it hadn’t been for my curious love for prying into places where other folk wouldn’t show their noses, thy happiness would have been undone for ever and a day.”


THE GREY CAVALIER OF PENTERTON HALL.

[image: img175.jpg]

CHRISTMAS AT PENTERTON Hall was like the rite of matrimony, a thing not to be taken in hand “wantonly or unadvisedly.” It was a festive season which few, who had participated in it, are ever likely to forget. In the first place the old Squire was not the sort of man to stand any nonsense. He invited you, meaning that you should have a good time while you were with him; he welcomed you with the same intention; he looked after your comfort and amusements from the day that you entered his hospitable doors until you left them again; and if, when that sad moment arrived, you departed with the opinion that Christmas at Penterton was not what it had been described, well then, you did what no other man had been known to do before you, and deserved to suffer as such. Why, the mere sight of the Squire’s jolly red face was sufficient to make a man enjoy himself, to say nothing of his cheery voice and inexhaustible fund of anecdotes, which everyone had heard before, but which all longed to hear again. As a host he was one man in a thousand, and when you come to his housekeeper and niece, pretty Winifred Dycie, well, all you can say is that she is just one in a million, and I don’t mind who knows that I say so. How it came about that the Squire had never married has never been properly explained; between ourselves, however, I fancy there is some mystery in the matter. There are not wanting people indeed who assert that the Squire and his brother both loved and wooed Winifred’s mother; that the younger was successful, and that the Squire, like the trump he always was, and always will be, acted up to his principles, held out his hand to his rival and wished him joy. When, five years later, Winifred’s father met his death on the field of battle, and his wife died of a broken heart on receiving the news, he took the little orphan girl to live with him, and gave her every scrap of his great-heart. No one will ever realise how much that couple loved each other, but many who have stayed at Penterton can hazard a very good-guess. If you were to listen to the old Squire you would hear the most absurd stories about his darling. He would tell you how, when she was only a tiny dot of five, she would accompany him on his visits to the kennels, and pick out old Rover and Roysterer from fifteen couple or more, and never cry or even whimper when the great beasts fawned about her, and endeavoured to put their paws upon her shoulder and try to lick her face. He would tell you the most extraordinary stories about her prowess in the saddle, how, “by Gad, sir,” she had ridden his own pet hunter, Nimrod, on a certain, ever to be remembered day, when the hounds met at Pinkly Gorse, “and fairly floored the field, sir.” And if the telling happened to be at night, it’s a thousand pounds to a sixpence that he would order up another bottle of port, one of the very particular, by the way, and drink to the health of the sweetest maid who ever wore a habit. I don’t think I should be very far wrong in saying that, before she was twenty, she had never given the Squire a moment’s unhappiness. That, unfortunately, was to come, and it was the coming of it that constitutes this story. Needless to say, old Squire Dycie’s niece was not likely to lack admirers. As a matter of fact, they flocked in from all directions, until the squire began to think that it would be wiser were he to issue orders that no male should be admitted within his gates without a written permit from himself. To the Squire’s great joy, however, they invariably went away disconsolate. How were they to know that Winifred’s heart was already given, and, as is so often the case, to the very man of all others of whom the Squire was least likely to approve? Handsome, devil-may-care Dick Beverley, the ruined Squire of Blicksford, was a charming companion, of irreproachable birth and manners; as a set-off, however, against these advantages, it was well known that he had squandered his patrimony, had been rusticated from Cambridge, and was, in consequence, the horror of virtuous mothers with marriageable daughters for many miles around. That he should have fallen in love with pretty Winifred Dycie seemed only natural, for they all did, but that she should have reciprocated his affections, and have promised to be his wife, seemed to be out of the proper order of things. However, it was a fact, and one that was likely to cause a considerable amount of trouble for all parties concerned in the near future. One day the young man screwed up his courage and rode over to the Hall for an interview with the Squire. The latter listened to him patiently, and then spoke his mind.

“Impossible,” he said, “quite impossible. What you ask is out of the question.”

“You mean, I suppose, that you have heard all sorts of things about me. That I am hard up and have been a bit wild. I don’t deny it, but if I give you my word that I will reform, and that I will not marry your niece until I have set the old place on its feet again, will you accept that as sufficient proof of my love, and sanction our engagement?”

“I can sanction nothing,” the Squire answered. “I can only repeat that what you ask is impossible.”

“Entreaty will not move you?”

“Nothing will move me,” the other replied. “My mind is made up.”

Seeing that it was useless to say anything further, Dick bade him good-bye, and that night, at a stolen meeting in a wood behind the Hall, informed Winifred of what had occurred at the interview. Some meddlesome person told the Squire of the meeting, and he spoke to his niece upon the subject. She confessed her love, and vowed that without young Beverley life for her would be a blank. Then the Squire lost his temper, and said things for which I can assure you he was sorry afterwards. The result was a misunderstanding and a tiff, which, on the Squire’s part, took the form of a letter to the young man in question, warning him to have no intercourse with the lady in question, under the pain of his, the Squire’s, severest displeasure. In less than a month he had come to hate the young man as he had never hated anyone in his life before. His very name was an abomination to him. What was more, he shepherded his niece more closely than ever, and seldom allowed her out of his sight. In consequence, the lovers were not permitted to meet, and Winifred began to look pale and heavy-eyed, and life at the Hall was the reverse of cheerful. There could be no doubt that the affair was causing the dear old Squire a great amount of misery. He was not the same man at all. He had no desire to be unjust, nor, had he considered young Beverley a suitable match, would he have stood in the way for a moment. As a matter of fact, he did not know much about him personally, and what little he did know was told him by busybodies who doubtless had their own reasons for desiring to prove the young fellow a villain of the deepest dye. On one pitiable occasion, he was driven into saying something which, at any other time, he would rather have cut his tongue out than have uttered. When he left the drawing-room, where the interview had taken place, and returned to his own room Gregory, his ancient butler, informed him that Mrs. Gibbs, the housekeeper, desired to speak to him.

“Send her in, send her in,” said the Squire a little sharply, for he was not in the humour for domestic worries. Then to himself, he added, “What on earth can the woman have to say to me?”

It turned out that Mrs. Gibbs’ errand was of a peculiar nature. A domestic crisis was imminent, and chaos reigned in the servants’ hall. Put into plain words it amounted to this: the Grey Cavalier, the famous Penterton ghost, who was known to pace the quadrangle at the back of the house when any great trouble was about to happen to the family, had made his appearance on three occasions of late, and had been plainly seen by a footman, a lady’s maid, and a housemaid. The footman had been reduced to a state of collapse, the females to a condition of idiocy. According to their statements he was standing in the moonlit quadrangle at the time, gazing sadly at the house. Then, with a wave of his hand, he had disappeared in the direction of the chapel, back to his tomb behind the altar. They indignantly denied any possibility of their having been mistaken. They had seen his great grey boots, his love locks, his lace ruffles, and his grey beaver hat, and, as a result, nothing could induce them to stay after their month was up, or to cross the quadrangle after dark.

“Your maids are a pack of fools, and the footman is something worse,” cried the irritable Squire, not, however, without a thrill of satisfaction as he thought of the story he would now be able to tell concerning the famous spectre. However, he sent Mrs. Gibbs about her business, and then sat down at his writing table to pen a letter to his best friend in the world. He told him of his difficulty regarding young Beverley, of his niece’s state of health, and asked his advice. Two days later an answer arrived, and in it the old Colonel promised to do his best to exorcise the fatal passion that had taken possession of the pretty Winifred, and, for this reason, he would spend Christmas at the Hall, and bring as many of his young friends as he could collect with him. Now, if the Colonel knew one eligible young man he knew a dozen, the respectability, wealth, and culture of whom he was prepared to guarantee with his life. What was more he knew half-a-dozen girls of transcendent beauty and accomplishments, who would act as excellent foils and would put Winifred upon her mettle. With such a force at his back it would be strange indeed, he argued, if they were unable to rout Beverley, and drive him from the field never to return. Although Winifred protested against such an invasion, the necessary invitations were despatched, and in due course accepted by the parties concerned. In the meantime Beverley was supposed to be in London, and Winifred’s heart was about as sad as it was possible for the heart of a maiden to be.

Indeed, the only person who seemed to be enjoying the festive season at all was the grey ghost of Sir Michael, who, within the previous month, had been twice seen on his accustomed promenade. The result was so upsetting from a domestic point of view that instead of venerating him as he had been brought up to do, the Squire began to look upon his supernatural relative as a nuisance second only to Beverley himself. Though he protested that it was all fancy, and those who declared that they had seen the apparition must have dreamt it, I have an idea that he was no more disposed to pay a visit to the quadrangle at night than were the maidservants themselves. What was more he confined his visits to the Chapel to daylight, and anxiously looked forward to the time when his visitors should arrive, and by so doing create a diversion.

At last the great day arrived, and the stables found their time fully taken up meeting trains and conveying guests to the Hall. Holly and mistletoe decorated the corridors, great logs spluttered on the fires, and all was gaiety and merrymaking. The Squire, to all appearances, was jollity itself. He had a warm welcome for each new arrival, a joke for the men, and, well, if the truth must be told, a kiss for the girls. The seeds of some promising flirtations were sown at afternoon tea, and by the time the dressing gong sounded for dinner, all was as merry as a marriage bell. Indeed, it was not until late in the evening, just as the bedroom candlesticks made their appearance, that a damper was cast upon the spirits of the party. Then one young lady, more courageous than the rest, tinned to the Squire and asked if it were true, as her maid had told her, that the Grey Cavalier had been making his appearance rather too frequently of late?

The Squire gazed at her in amazement. The temerity of the young lady staggered him. As a rule the Grey Cavalier was never mentioned, save with bated breath, and never by any chance within an hour of bedtime. He noticed also that Winifred’s hand trembled, and that she turned deathly pale. He remembered the fact that she had always entertained a great fear of the spectre, and his warm old heart went out to the girl for that reason, and, perhaps, if the truth must be told, for still another. He was well aware that she loved young Beverley, and he was filled with sorrow that it should have fallen to his lot to have been compelled to differ with her as to the merits of the man of her choice. However, as the matter stood it was impossible for him to draw back, and accordingly he was forced not only to let her suffer, but to suffer himself at the same time. He thought of this when his guests had departed to their various bedrooms, and he and Winifred stood at the bottom of the great staircase, bidding each other good-night. His old heart was troubled, and it was made none the easier when Winifred clasped her arms about his neck and said, “Dear old uncle, you must try to think better of me. You have been so good to me, and I have repaid your kindness so poorly. You will never know how grateful I am to you for it all.”

“Pooh, pooh,” said the Squire, “you mustn’t talk nonsense, little girl. Run away to bed and come down to breakfast in the morning with the roses on your cheeks.”

He noticed that the girl heaved a heavy sigh as she turned to go upstairs, and, though he could not understand the reason, he was even more upset than before. He began to wonder whether young Beverley might not, with encouragement, turn out better than he expected, and if he should give him the chance. This led him to think of his dear, dead brother, and of Winifred’s mother, both of whom at that very moment were perhaps watching him and sighing at his treatment of their orphan child. He accordingly heaved another heavy sigh, more doleful than the first, and accompanied old Gregory on his locking-up operations with an even sadder heart than ever. He had not retired to his couch more than a couple of hours, however, a sleepless couple, by the way, when the unmistakeable click of an iron latch in the quadrangle below reached his ears. What could it mean? He sprang out of the bed and hastened to the window. He was only just in time, for there, crossing the open space, was a tall, grey figure, habited in the costume of a Cavalier. It was a frosty night, and the moon shone so cold and dear that every detail of his costume was plainly observable, even to the love locks and the long grey boots. For the first time in his life the Squire was looking upon the apparition whose appearance was supposed to foretell death or disaster to his family. Suddenly, however, something struck him as being somewhat singular, and when he had seen the figure disappear by the small door into the chapel on the other side, he left the window and began to dress. Then, taking a candle, he departed from his chamber, and set off on a tour of inspection. The house was in total darkness, and as silent as a grave. He did not hesitate, however, but pushed on, passed the billiard room, passed his own study, until he reached the door in the long corridor, which opened into the Chapel itself. Once there he blew out the light, and softly opened the door. Creeping in he found the worshipping place of his ancestors in total darkness save where it was lighted by the moonbeams which entered through the lancet windows on the further side. The marble effigies of his long-departed relatives showed stiff and dark above their tombs, but in the centre of the aisle stood two figures whom he clearly recognised. One was the Grey Cavalier, the other Winifred, his niece. From his place of vantage he could plainly overhear all that they were saying. Their conversation ran somewhat as follows:

“Are you sure, Dick dear, that you mean what you say?” whispered the girl, who, by the way, had her arms round the Cavalier’s neck.

“Quite sure,” the ghost of the Grey Cavalier replied. “The old man loves you, and though he doesn’t trust me, I’ll be dashed if I’ll be such a mean cad as to carry you off and break his heart, while there’s a chance of winning him round to our way of thinking. He’ll like me all the better when he sees how hard I’m trying to be worthy of you, and, on the other hand, just think what life here would be to him without you, little woman,”

“I wish, Dick dear, he knew you as you are. He has only heard the things evil-disposed people have said about you. He doesn’t know how good you really are.”

“Not very good, I’m afraid,” the other replied. “If I’ve improved a bit of late, I owe it all to you and your gentle influence. But I am trying to pull up, and that at least is something. And now I must be off. You say there is a ball on Boxing night, so I suppose I must wait until another night to see you.”

“Cannot you come then?”

“What, the Grey Cavalier make his appearance on such a festive occasion? If you think you could manage to slip away for a quarter of an hour I might try.”

“I am sure I could. At any rate I’ll do my best. But isn’t it a great risk to run?’

“Risk, not a bit of it. In that case the Spectre will be seen at midnight precisely.”

The Squire waited to hear no more, but, softly opening the door, picked up his candle, and fled to his own room to think over all he had heard. So far as that particular night was concerned his rest was not likely to be disturbed. In the morning, however, he was a different being; he had come to an understanding with himself, and was brighter in consequence. His face at breakfast said as much. Never had such a Christmas Day been known at Penterton Hall. The Squire was like a new man; he proposed everyone’s health at lunch, and conducted himself like an amiable lunatic during the remainder of the day. Boxing Day arrived in due course, and discovered no change in his condition. Winifred scarcely knew what to make of his behaviour. Poor child, the dance of that evening presented no chance of enjoyment for her. Before dusk the Squire summoned the Colonel and two or three of the young men to his study, and kept them there for upwards of an hour. It was to be observed that when they emerged they seemed to be staggering under the weight of a great responsibility.

Of all the balls that have taken place at Penterton that of which I am about to attempt a description will always be considered the most remarkable. One of the most noticeable features was the fact that shortly before midnight the Colonel and the young men aforesaid disappeared from the ball room. Winifred followed their example a little later. The Squire also was not to be seen.

The clock in the belfry had scarcely struck twelve before the door of the ball room opened and the Squire entered, escorting his niece. She was very pale, and seemed much put out about something. Almost at the same moment the door at the further end of the room opened, and a singular figure, attired after the manner of the reign of the first Charles, entered, escorted by the Colonel and his stalwart aides. Winifred, on seeing him, uttered a cry, and would have run towards him but that the Squire held her back.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the dear old fellow began, looking round at those present as he spoke, “all of you have heard of the famous Grey Cavalier of Penterton Hall. You will in the future be able to say that you have seen him face to face, and that he is not so terrible as you have been led to suppose. At last the Spectre has been laid by the heels, and in saying that I have to make a confession to you. My dear friends, I feel that I am very much to blame. For a long time past I have listened to the voice of public opinion, and refused to hear that of love. The first I am about to put on one side; upon the other for the future I will pin my faith. Mr. Beverley, you have played me a trick in the matter of the Grey Cavalier, but I am sure if I give you my darling’s hand, you will show me that my confidence has not been misplaced. From this moment we will let bygones be bygones, and now” (here he turned to the musicians) “play up; let us have some music.”

Of course, we all knew the story of the unhappy love affair, and we were all, or at any rate those of us who were married, delighted at the dénouement. Winifred’s face was a picture to see, and as for the Ghost, well, if ever the Grey Cavalier was half as happy as he appeared to be as he whirled his lady love over the ball room floor, he must have been as jolly a spectre as could have been found throughout the length and breadth of the land.

They are to be married in three months’ time, and the Squire has commanded our presence at the ceremony. Everyone agrees that Beverley is a reformed character, and if he is at all grateful for his happiness, he must surely reflect that he owes it to the lucky thought which induced him to take upon himself the rôle of the Grey Cavalier of Penterton Hall.


CHURTON THE UNLUCKY.
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POOR OLD CHURTON — I really do not think there was ever such another unlucky fellow in the world. Nothing ever seemed to go right with him. I have a vivid recollection of his telling me that, when he was a baby, his nurse dropped him in the fender, which would, I suppose, account for that mysterious scar at the base of his neck, and between his shoulder blades. When he was five years of age he was thrown out of a donkey cart and kicked by the donkey, receiving a scar on the top of his head that upon which the hair could never again be induced to grow.

He was between seven and eight years of age when we met at a Dame’s boarding school on the south coast of England. He was a handsome boy, tall for his age, and about as full of animal spirits as an egg is full of meat. As a matter of fact, he was in mischief morning, noon, and night. What was more he seldom failed to be found out and punished for his naughtiness. The Dame looked upon him as a brand to be snatched from the burning, and I am perfectly sure that in all my school career, I do not remember ever having seen a boy more soundly thrashed than he was, week in and week out. From the Dame’s academy we proceeded to a public school, where the same unenviable lot attended my friend. He could do nothing right. In all my experience I have never met a man who had such poor luck. Let a pane of glass be broken, and you might be quite sure that it was Churton’s ball that did it; let a boy be late for “calling over” or for breaking bounds, and Churton would be the most prominent delinquent on the list. I remember on one occasion that someone took “Midshipman Easy” (in the pocket edition) to chapel, and, having finished it, passed it along to a friend. Needless to say, it was intercepted and seized by the authorities on the road, and, of course, while in Churton’s hands. For this heinous offence he was soundly swished next morning. Some time later he went up to Oxford, and was sent down in his first term — on circumstantial evidence. Of course, he had not committed the fault, but he was unable to make his case good, so home he went. That was the last I saw of him for many years.

Among other recollections which I carried away with me to what Mrs. Grundy would call “Foreign Parts,” which, translated, signifies, in my case, the State of Delata in South America, was my last meeting with my old friend. He saw me off at Waterloo, and almost cried as he bade me goodbye. This, however, did not prevent him from dropping his watch, an exceedingly valuable one, which, with his usual carelessness, he carried without a chain, on to the platform, smashing the glass, denting the case, and doing severe damage to its interior.

“Bless my soul alive,” he said, with what was almost a groan, “what an unlucky sort of beggar I am to be sure! That watch was my grandfather’s, and was given me by my old Aunt Jane, who lives down in Somersetshire. She told me, when she gave it to me, that if ever I did any damage to it, she’d cut me out of her will. I am going down to see the old lady to-night, and the first question she will ask me will be about it.”

As a matter of fact, it transpired later that she did ask, and that he lost a cool ten thousand pounds in consequence.

Little did I dream then under what circumstances I should next see my old school fellow. Experience, however, should have taught me that, whatever those circumstances might be, they would not be favourable. As it happened, however, I never expected to see him again. For this reason, when I received information that he was in Delata, that he had fought in the revolution and with the rebel forces, also that he was at present confined in the fortress of La Castro, fifty miles inland, and that he was to be shot within forty-eight hours, and for this reason desired to see me, I could scarcely believe that I had heard aright. We had been having stormy times in the Republic for upwards of a year, and everyone, I fancy, — when I say that I mean every right-thinking citizen — was glad that the revolution was at an end. It was of course only in keeping with Churton’s usual luck that he should have thrown in his lot with the losing side; more particularly when their case was absolutely helpless; and it was more than all to learn that his life would pay the penalty of his folly. As soon as I heard the news I called my manager into my office and told him that it was my intention to proceed to La Castro without loss of time. Before doing so, however, I interviewed the English Consul in order to discover whether anything could possibly be done to save my unfortunate friend. He assured me that he had already made inquiries, and that he had been informed by the Government that nothing could be done. The case was perfectly plain, Churton had been caught red-handed, and the law must take its course.

“But would not the President—”

“The President can do nothing,” answered my companion. “Unfortunate Churton is too deeply implicated. He has been mixed up in one or two other things that have all proved unsuccessful, and for any one of which the penalty is death. He seems an unlucky beggar.”

“He always was,” I replied. “I have known him for twenty years, and have never known Fortune treat him kindly.”

An hour: later I was on my way to the capital on what was certainly the most melancholy errand I had ever undertaken. As everyone knows who has travelled in the country, the trains are not remarkable for the speed at which they travel, and, in consequence, it was not until late in the evening that I reached my destination. My first act on arrival was to hasten to the residence of the Military Governor in order to learn from him whether something could not be done for my unfortunate friend. I had known him for some time as an affable and most courteous old gentleman.

On this occasion he listened to all I had to say to him with the most admirable patience. When I had finished he assured me that, much as he regretted it, it was quite impossible that the man in question could be pardoned. It would have been altogether different he said, had Churton not taken such a prominent part in the rebellion. Examples were to be made of conspicuous offenders, and my friend would be one of the number.

“Senor Churton, my dear sir,” said the Governor, in conclusion, “seems to be decidedly unfortunate. He joined the rebels at the wrong moment, he became a member of their most unlucky regiment, and he is now about to lose his life for the sake of the principles that I am quite sure he himself, had they been put before him in the right way, would have been the first to abandon.”

It looked as if everyone seemed to be of the same opinion as myself concerning the poor fellow’s luck.

Having obtained an order to visit the prison as soon and as often as I liked, I thanked the Governor and left his residence to return to my hotel. If anything were to be done, I had still some thirty hours in which to do it. I told myself that if Churton died, it should not be through lack of zeal on my part. I need not add that I spent a most miserable night, nor is it necessary for me to state that, as soon as possible on the morning following, I presented myself at the fort in which Churton was confined. It was the first time that I had passed its gloomy portals, and it was with a shudder that I did so.

The great gates clanged behind me, and when I had presented the Governor’s order, I was escorted across the square to a smaller building on the farther side. This proved to be the place in which the condemned men, eight in number, were confined.

The third door from the end was unlocked and thrown open, whereupon I was invited to enter. A man was seated upon the bed-place under the right-hand wall, and when he looked up and saw me, he rose with a cry of pleasure to greet me.

“My dear old fellow,” said Churton, for it was he, as he shook my hand, “this is good of you. You must have thought me an awful worry for having sent for you, when you must have had all sorts of more profitable business on hand. Let me have a good look at you. A century seems to have elapsed since last we met.”

At any other time I should have made a point of giving him the exact number of years that had gone by, being somewhat particular in such matters. As it was, however, there was a lump in my throat that for the time being prevented me from speaking. The mere sight of his face brought back such recollections of old days. He seemed changed but little. He was just as frank and handsome as when I bade him good-bye at Waterloo; his spirits as buoyant as of old.

“Dick,” I faltered, feeling as if I should break down at any moment and make a complete fool of myself, and then added, “Poor old Dick!”

“Dear old man,” he answered, smacking me on the back, “it does me real good to have a look at you again. Come and sit down. The accommodation is not over grand, but the welcome’s as warm as it could possibly be.” We seated ourselves on the bed, and then he continued, “Now let’s have a talk together. You know, of course, that I’m done for.”

I nodded. I could not trust myself to speak. He was out and away pluckier than I was!

“Yes! I’m to be shot at daybreak to-morrow. Bless my heart alive, what a juggins I’ve been. I’ve been sold all round the shop. But, you may remember, I never had much luck. However, this is the end of it, so we won’t say any more about it. Now tell me about yourself. I hear you’re no end of a swell.”

I had no desire to talk of myself, and said as much. I told him that I had been to the authorities, and had done all I possibly could for him. He laughed good-humouredly.

“It was awfully good of you, old man,” he answered. “But, bless you, they won’t let me off. For the first time in my life I’m going to be held up as an example. One does not, of course, like the idea of being executed — the word hasn’t a nice sound; but it’s my luck all over, and I mustn’t complain.”

I asked him if there were anything I could do for him in England, and received certain messages which I promised faithfully to transmit. An hour later I left him promising to return in the afternoon. When I did so I found him as cheerful as ever, very grateful to me for coming, and contemplating what was to happen on the morrow with as much equanimity as if he were not in the least concerned in it. I expressed a wish to remain the night with him, and to be by his side until the last, but this he would not hear of.

“No, old man,” he said, “I can’t allow it. It might help to make me break down, and I want to go to it in the morning like an English gentleman. God bless you for offering, but I would rather not have you here. Tell them at home that I thought of them, and that though I’ve been the black sheep of the family, I loved them to the last.”

I don’t mind confessing that at this point I broke down altogether. He put his arm round my neck and patted me gently on the shoulder.

“Cheer up, old boy,” he said. “You mustn’t take it so much to heart. When all’s said and done it’s my fault. I threw in my lot with the wrong side, and this is the result. Do you recollect what they used to say at school—’ Churton’s luck’? Well, this is his luck again. It would change if the roof were to fall in to-night and kill me, or if my heart should give out before morning. But Fortune won’t run that way for me. Well goodnight, dear old friend, and good-bye. A thousand thanks for coming! It has done me a world of good!”

If it had not been for the guard who conducted me to the gate and saw me through it, I don’t think I should have found it.

* * * * *

As it happened, Churton’s luck did change, after all. That night someone, or some people, who, or how many, was never known, inspired probably by the hope of liberating the condemned men, or at least of avenging them, undermined that portion of the fortress in which they were confined. The explosion that resulted blew up the wall and one end of the building. One prisoner was seriously injured, six were slightly wounded, while the eighth, whose cell was nearest the mine, was killed instantaneously. Churton, as himself would have wished, was the eighth!

He would have probably have said that his death was the only lucky thing that had happened to him in his life.


TO VINDICATE HIS HONOUR.
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THE SENTENCE OF the court-martial having been duly promulgated, ran as follows:

“Able Seaman William John Bayles, for drunkenness, insubordination, and striking his superior officer, is sentenced to one year’s imprisonment, at the determination of which he is to be dismissed Her Majesty’s Navy.”

It was my misfortune to see the prisoner at the railway station, en route to the Naval Prison, where he was to serve his sentence. He was a short, thick-set man, with a heavy, bulldog face, eyes that looked out from beneath bushy brows, also a mouth and chin that told their own story, and perhaps a little more besides. In spite of his unenviable position, Bayles did not appear to be the least cast down, but joked with his escort as if they were starting together for a holiday jaunt. Then the train arrived, he stepped into it, waved his hand to an old friend, and from that moment I thought never to see or hear of him again. I hoped that he would behave himself in prison, be discharged in due course, and afterwards settle down to a quiet and respectable life ashore. As a matter of fact, I have since learned that he did nothing of the kind, but received an additional term of imprisonment for striking one of the officials of the prison, and yet another for making a determined effort to escape.

From what little I have heard of Bayles it would appear that he was the possessor of an extraordinarily complex character. In the duties of his rank he made himself proficient beyond the average. He knew more than a little of navigation, and, what was still more strange in a man with such a brutal nature, he was an ardent lover of the science of astronomy. On occasion he would nurse a sick comrade with rough-and-ready kindness, had saved three lives under particularly dangerous circumstances, and had been known to take an enemy’s punishment — and it was no light one — upon his own shoulders! Drink, however, had proved his ruin. He was unfortunately subject to periodical outbreaks, and, when one of these held sway over him, he was, as his shipmates were only too well aware, neither to hold nor to bind, and woe betide the man who attempted to remonstrate or to interfere with him. Nothing was too rash for him to attempt in the matter of breaking ship; nothing too brutal for him to do when he had broken it. As the naval police had good reason to know, six men were about his form when he felt fighting fit, and it has been recorded that, on one occasion, no less a number than ten stalwart naval and civil policemen were required to eject him from a certain hostelry in which he had taken refuge. An eye witness of this particular affair assured me confidently that by the time they had broken the glass doors of the house, uprooted a lamp post, rolled over each other in the streaming roadway, it would have required “Old Nick” himself to have told which was a policeman and which the prisoner.

The case which had resulted in the sentence of imprisonment mentioned at the commencement of this story was a particularly heinous one. Bayles had returned from Christmas leave, and that leave had been spent by him in an even more than usual riotous manner. In consequence, he boarded the ship in a condition admitting of no sort of doubt. As a result he was ready for anything that was going on in the shape of villainy. A sharp word from a petty officer brought a retort from him that was far from complimentary to the latter’s personal appearance and ancestry; this was followed up by a blow. The result of the court-martial has been already described to you.

Ten days after my meeting with Bayles at the railway station I left England for the Further East, on a mission of some political importance. For upwards of three years I moved backwards and forwards at intervals between the North of China, Korea, Hong Kong, and Japan, until I became so tired of living in portmanteaux that I felt I would willingly forego all the advantages that would accrue to my labours in order to be able to return home once more. People may talk of the beauties of the Far East, and the delights of visiting new lands, but, to my thinking, you can have too much of it. For my part give me dear old England, if it is only a coalpit on a Yorkshire moor, or the sober delights of an Essex farm.

And now to enter upon the curious part of the story I have set myself to tell you. That it is curious I think you will admit when you have heard me out.

At the time I am about to describe I was visiting Hanoi, in order to negotiate, a piece of business that needed the most delicate handling imaginable.

This concluded, I returned by steamer to Haiphong, where I hoped to be able to obtain a passage to Canton, which city it was necessary I should visit before returning to Hong Kong. To my consternation, when I reached the port of Tonquin, not a vessel of the description I wanted was to be found. This was more than annoying, for, of all places in the world, Haiphong is the last in which one would care to make a protracted stay.

Having engaged a room at the principal hotel, I settled myself down to wait as patiently as was possible under the circumstances for a vessel, such as I wanted, to arrive. My star, however, proved after all to be in the ascendant, for when I had been there less than ten hours, a small steamer put in an appearance. After inquiries had been made, I was informed that her destination was Shanghai. She was doing a coasting trade, it seemed, which, from her size and appearance, did not give evidence of being a particularly lucrative one. Within a quarter of an hour after receiving this news I was aboard her interviewing the skipper. He was drunk, or struck me as being so, at the time. However, he stated the fact that he was quite willing to carry me to Canton, and the amount of the passage-money was accordingly agreed upon between us.

Only too thankful to be out of Haiphong, I got my traps aboard without delay, and three hours after the vessel’s arrival we commenced what was destined to be one, if not the, most eventful voyage of my life.

Now the William and Edward Haike, as she was somewhat strangely named, could not, in any sense of the word, be described a good boat. In point of fact she was the most dilapidated craft upon which I had ever set eyes. So rotten and patched up was she that, as the chief mate found occasion to inform me, “you could stick your finger through her anywhere you liked, from her nose to her stem.” She could not have been more than five hundred tons, and her cabins were as dilapidated and as unsavoury as the vessel herself. Moreover, she carried a quite inadequate crew, and, from what I could see of them, I came to the conclusion that a bigger lot of dock rats it had never been my ill fortune to put to sea with. There was one thing with which I was satisfied, and that was the locked arm rack in the saloon. I had heard of the pirates that infest the Gulf of Tonquin, and, as we were to voyage that way, it relieved me considerably to find that we were prepared for them. In this prosaic nineteenth century it may come as a surprise to many people to learn that pirates still exist. It is a fact, nevertheless, and Heaven help the man who finds himself in the clutches of the notorious ruffians of the lower portion of the Chinese coast.

The William and Edward Haike proved to be as long winded as her name, and I soon discovered that her engines were as broken down as herself. The best pace her engineers could knock out of her was between eight and nine knots. It was of popular report, I might add, on board that, when anything stood in need of repair, such repairs were effected with tow and string. In consequence, it was not until the afternoon of the third day that we reached Ahlong Bay, the home and haunt of the most cut-throat breed of scoundrels between Singapore and Behring Straits.

Just as night was falling and I was reiterating for the thousandth time a wish that I was anywhere but where I was, the chief engineer put in an appearance in the saloon (we were at our evening meal) and informed our captain, who, because it was a particularly dangerous part of the coast, was more than usually under the influence of liquor, that his engines had broken down, and that it would be impossible for us to proceed for at least six hours. The captain consigned him to a region hotter even than his own stokehole, and then mixed himself a tumbler of grog. He was past caring for his ship, or, for that matter, anything else.

“Now,” said the Scotch engineer, addressing me, “it’s not my engines that I’m frettin’ myself about; it’s you cursed pirates. I know this coast, mon, and, mark ye, I’d rather blow my brains out than fall into their hands.”

I was of the same way of thinking, and we accordingly ascended to the deck together to discuss the situation with the chief mate. The result was that we determined to arm the crew and passengers, and, while the chief engineer coopered his engines, to keep watch against surprise. Suspicious-looking junks had been observed hovering in the offing during the afternoon, and, for my part, I did not like the look of things at all.

I cannot say that I was in the least consoled when a ‘tween deck passenger, a burly, altogether ill-favoured fellow, approached me, and gave it as his opinion that “we’d better stand by to have our — throats cut before morning.” When he had finished speaking I leaned forward and looked more closely into the face of the man. As I did so it struck me that I had seen him somewhere before, but though I cudgelled my brains I could not, for the life of me, think where. He was a man of about forty-five years of age: his face was disfigured by an enormous scar that began high up on his forehead and terminated within half an inch of his chin. In addition to these blemishes, his nose was broken, while his upper lip had a white seam across it to prove that it had once been cut through. What was worse than all at the moment, the man smelt suspiciously of rum.

Half an hour later, and by that time it was quite dark, we were in a position of defence. Rifles and cutlasses had been served out to both passengers and crew, while I had supplemented my own military equipment with a revolver that I always carried with me. The captain now lay unconscious in his cabin, incapable of taking any sort of hand in the defence of his ship.

Hour after hour went by, and still the work in the engine room continued without cessation. Constant were the questions put to the engineer, but to every one he offered the same reply, which was to the effect that he “was doin’ his level best, and that no mon livin’ could expect him to do more.” Meanwhile, to our unmistakable relief, there was no sign of the pirates.

At last eight bells (midnight) arrived, though, for reasons that will commend themselves to everyone, the bell itself was not struck. It was not possible for a sound to be heard on either side on account of the fiendish noise that emanated from the engine room. To stop the work there was impossible, and yet we knew that the mere fact of its continuing was our greatest risk.

“S’elp me bob, that noise would tell ‘em where to find us if we were hidin’ in the middle of hell,” said the man whose face I had been trying so hard to recognise. “It seemed to me only a few moments back that I heard the sound of their bloomin’ sweeps. If we don’t look out they’ll be aboard us before we know where we bloomin’ well are.”

He had barely finished speaking when, not more than a yard from where I was standing, a villainous pigtailed head made its appearance above the bulwark. Another followed it and then another, until they were on us by the score.

“Look out, boys, or they’ve got us,” cried the man who had just spoken. “At ‘em, lads, and drive the devils overboard if you want to save your skins.”

At that moment I fired point blank at the man nearest me, and, to my shame, I missed him. A second later he had gained the deck, and was making for me as fast as he could come. I raised my revolver again and was about to pull the trigger, when my friend of the evil countenance lifted his rifle and shot the man dead. The bullet went through the Chinaman’s throat and whistled past my ear. Then the fight became general, and such a fight, I firmly believe, no man ever saw before, and, for a time, all to the accompaniment of the clanging hammers in the engine room below. How many the enemy numbered I have not the least idea. They must, however, have been at least a dozen to our one.

Little by little they drove us back along the main deck, past the main hatch, towards the short alleyway that led beside the engine room and officer’s cabin to the forrard deck. In the alley it was desperate hand-to-hand fighting while it lasted, and my ‘tween deck passenger wrought marvels. He seemed as insensible to fear as a human being could possibly be. His strength was herculean, and his knowledge of the cutlass equalled it. Never before had I seen a man perform such prodigies of valour. In spite of this, however, the rascals drove us, step by step, out on to the foredeck, and then I began to think that the end had come; for our cowardly crew, thinking all was lost, had started to bolt like rabbits into the forecastle, with the intention, I can only suppose, of hiding there until the enemy should leave the ship, or they themselves be discovered to have their miserable throats cut.

When the last of the hands had taken himself off, the chief and second mate, my herculean friend, the supercargo, four passengers and myself, were all that remained to continue the fight.

“Keep them in the alleyways while I drive those other cowards out,” cried the man who had already done so much, but his language was not as meek as I have made it here.

A few seconds later a wild crowd issued from the forecastle, and at the tail of it my Hercules, beating, thrashing with the flat of his cutlass, and using the most profane oaths the while. Indeed, such awe had he managed to inspire that it is my belief the men he had driven out of cover were more afraid of him than of all the Chinamen put together.

“At ‘em,” he yelled, “at ‘em, you scum, or I’ll cut the liver out of every mother’s son of you.”

They did not stop to argue or to look behind, but “at ‘em” they certainly went, and only just in time, for we were being hard pressed indeed. The pirates were on the foredeck now; the chief and second mates were dead, one of the passengers had been shot through the arm, while I had a bullet through my left shoulder, and a cut on my right ear.

Such was the violence of this fresh impact that the enemy were for a moment driven back a few steps, but only for a moment. Then there arose a great cry, and they dashed forward again, but not to attack us. For some mysterious reason they were flying for their lives. Tumbling over each other in headlong confusion, not caring how they went so long as they managed to reach the side, they sped forward, climbed the rails, and disappeared into the inky black water below. It was not many seconds, however, before the reason of their sudden flight became apparent. The engine room staff, headed by the chief engineer, had come to the rescue along the alleyways, and in their hands they bore red-hot fire-rakes, which, as you will understand, are not pleasant weapons to deal with.

Immediately the men found that their enemies were flying before them their bravery grew by leaps and bounds. There was nothing they were not prepared to do. Volley after volley they fired over the side, but the pirates had pushed off, and, for the time being, at least, all danger was over, and we were at liberty to count our casualties. It was a terrible list, and, worse than all, so far as we knew, we had no one left to navigate the ship but the skipper. We accordingly went in search of him. We might have spared ourselves the trouble, however, for one glance was sufficient to show us that he could be of no possible use to us. His throat had been cut from ear to ear!

“What’s to be done?” inquired the supercargo, for the chief engineer had certified that all was ready to go ahead.

My friend of the villainous countenance and the strong right arm, who had received a terrible wound in the side, and had been treated for it as well as we knew how, gave a little grunt.

“Leave it to me,” he said. “Take me up on the bridge and give me something to lie on. Show me the chart and give me my bearings, and a pannikin of rum, and I’ll see you through or drown the whole ship’s company.”

We tried the experiment, and, incomprehensible though it may seem, he did see us through. We were approximately grateful, and would have rewarded him to the best of our ability had he not unfortunately died on the afternoon that, and only an hour before, we reached the Canton River. (Uncle Joe’s Legacy Collection)

Just before the end he beckoned me to him, and asked me if I knew Rear-Admiral Sir George Collibrand, who once commanded the Gravellotte? I replied to the effect that the gentleman in question happened to be a relation of mine.

“Then just you tell him, when you see him,” said he, “that you met a man in the China Seas as once served in his ship — John William Bayles by name. The same as wamt no good, and who gave Bosun Chanklin one under the jaw for luck, and got a year for doing it. P’raps it warnt right, I don’t say it was, but maybe when I gets afore the court-martial up aloft, the President may chance to think as how what I’ve done these last few days ought to count for something. What do you say?”

Needless to remark, T assured him that, to the best of my belief, it would.


A WORLD’S LOAFER.
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THE SCENE WAS Rangoon, and Mr. James Gibson, world’s loafer, sat at the foot of the steps that lead from the street up to the great Shwedagon, playing with the little brown Burmese babies, and exchanging jests in broken Burman with the various mothers, the colouring of whose raiment would have driven an impressionist painter to despair. On either side of him stood the two colossal stone figures that guard the entrance to the sacred building, and all round him the merriest, most. good-humoured crowd of little people it would be possible to imagine — all smoking cheroots, even the little tots who had but lately learnt to toddle — and all busily engaged in exacting from life every ounce of amusement it was possible for them to squeeze out of it.

Mr. Gibson may be best described as a gentleman with a past — a very varied past, if all one heard were to be believed. As he was wont to declare, when in the humour, he knew the world upside down and inside out, and that is a knowledge, believe me, that comes to few. It can only be acquired by such as are prepared to put behind them, should it not be compulsory, the comforts, and, once and for all, the conventionalities of life, that is to say, as we consider them. He must know, and always be prepared for, the actual belly pinch of hunger, must possess powers of endurance equal to those of a Chinaman or a Soudanese, a capacity for disregarding any, and all sorts of insults, for associating with men of all shades — white, black, and yellow — and on equal terms, an almost superhuman prescience for valuing and making the most of his opportunities at a moment’s notice, and, added to it all, a temperament that nothing can dismay and no misfortune can cast down. In return experience will endow him with a knowledge of men and matters such as no other can hope to obtain — an appreciation of life as it is, not as it should be; and last, but by no means least, a sense and feeling of independence that he and his alone can understand. To this knowledge Gibson had won his way.

It was towards evening, and lights were already twinkling in the various stalls. Soon it would be time for the evening meal, and Gibson recollected with gratitude that he had been the recipient of three invitations from his native friends. He felt that even Napee, the disgusting pickled fish which the heart of the Burman loves, would not come amiss to him, as he reflected that he had not made a solid meal for nearly twenty-four hours.

He had just delivered himself of a quip that had elicited peals of laughter from the group of girls, and was thinking of rising to proceed on his way, when his attention was attracted to a party of globe trotters, consisting of three men and a lady, who were making their way across the courtyard of the temple in his direction. As they passed him he looked up, and as swiftly looked away again. In that brief flash his face had grown as white as death. Then he staggered to his feet, muttering, as he did so, “Can it be possible?” His native friends noticed his agitation, and endeavoured to rally him, but in vain. His merriment had completely departed, leaving behind it a gloomy taciturn man, who bit his grizzled moustache and frowned at the road down which the party had passed, as if it had done him some deadly injury. After a while he bade his companions farewell, and set off in the same direction, but so slowly that he was never less than a hundred yards behind. As he walked he muttered to himself.

“It cannot be possible,” he repeated. “I must have been mistaken. And yet the likeness was so exact. And if it should be? What then?”

He took some time to make up his mind what he should do under such circumstances. At last, however, he appeared to have arrived at some decision with himself, for he crammed his hat on his head with determination and quickened his steps. The party in front had by this time reached the quarter of the town where dwells the English section of the community, and Gibson had no desire to lose sight of them.

Eventually they turned from the road, along which they had been making their way, into a side street, and presently stopped before a house at the comer. On reaching it the lady bade the men a laughing good-bye, and went in, her companions continuing their walk in the direction of the club. Gibson followed them, and, with a specific purpose in view, though how he was going to accomplish it he did not quite see. He felt that his luck, however, would stand by him, as it had so often done before.

On reaching the club — and, by the way, there are few more perfect clubs in the world — he held off and took counsel with himself. He had marked his man down — a tall, soldierly individual possessing an enormous moustache, a Wellington nose, and a scar that looked like a sabre cut on his left cheek. He had heard him address the woman as “My dear,” when he had assured her that he would not be late home, and had gathered from this that they were husband and wife. It was the name of the man he was so anxious to ascertain. That once done he thought he could see his way to completing the rest of the business. — .

Having watched the three men enter the club, he waited for a few moments on the other side of the road, and then made his way round to the back of the house to a place where he knew he would be able to interview the servants. The world’s loafer is by birthright, afterwards improved by experience, the possessor of a tongue that few, if any, can resist, and Gibson was particularly blest in that direction. In less than five minutes he had discovered that the man’s name was Critchlow, that he was a major in the Midlandshire Regiment, and that he and his wife had only arrived in Burmah a week before. The regiment was up country, somewhere on the frontier, and the officer in question was to leave his wife in Rangoon and join almost immediately.

Gibson rewarded his informant after his own fashion, and then set off down the road once more by the way he had come.

As he walked his memory carried him back across a waste of years — a dreary desert, such as few men, happily, are called upon to traverse. In his mind’s eye he was looking upon an English landscape. He stood on a terrace before a noble residence. From across the valley came the sound of church bells, while from the house behind him the strains of music reached his ears; the, melody was “Myosotis,” one of the sweetest of all waltzes. Presently there was a sound of a light footstep on the gravel, and a moment later a soft hand stole into his, and a woman’s voice whispered words of love to him.

“Oh, God!” he muttered, as the pain of the recollection caught him, “how I trusted her then, and yet all the time she was deceiving me. Fooling me with soft love talk, while in her heart she knew as well as I know now she was wronging me as few women have ever wronged men. Heaven help her to-night if my suspicions turn out to be correct. I’ll show no mercy, come what may.”

With these bitter thoughts in his mind he strode along until he reached the house outside which he had watched the woman bid her companions farewell an hour or so before. Before approaching the front door, however, he paused as if irresolute; then probably he made up his mind, for he passed on and entered the verandah. It was a hot night, and the windows of the house were open. Through one he could obtain a clear view of the room inside. It was furnished as most bungalows in the East are furnished, that is to say, in a way that has the word “Temporary” stamped on every article. It was the woman, however, seated in the long chair, which is table and chair combined, that riveted his attention. From where he stood he stared at her as if he were unable to withdraw his gaze. She was a fragile little creature, with big blue eyes and golden hair, the latter palpably dyed. She wore a loose tea gown, probably for the sake of the comfort and the cool. Doubtless, had she been aware of the eyes that were watching her so earnestly, she would not have proceeded with her novel as complacently as she was doing. Gibson crossed the verandah and stepped boldly into the room. He had quite convinced himself by this time that he was not making a mistake, though what he intended doing when he was inside he was not himself aware.

On hearing the sound of his entry, the lady turned her head and looked up at him. It was evident from the startled expression upon her face that she was more than a little surprised at seeing a man, she believed to be a stranger, standing before her.

“What are you doing here?” she asked. “If you have any business with my husband you should call at the regular horns and in the usual way. Please leave me, or I shall be compelled to summon the servants.”

Gibson regarded her for a few seconds with a queer smile hovering about his lips.

“So, after all these years, Caroline,” he said at last, in a voice that did not at all resemble that he had used when talking to the women at the temple, “you do not recognise me. Have I changed so much then? Yet there was a time when you were wont to declare that your quick ears could detect my step half a mile away.”

The woman had risen by this time, and was standing opposite Gibson, her face whiter than his had been when he had first seen her at the entrance to the Shwedagon that afternoon.

“You?” she cried in accents of horror. “You here? What does this mean?”

“I, on my part, might very well ask the same question of you,” he answered. Then, advancing a few steps, he looked searchingly into her face. She hastily drew back from him as if she feared he were about to strike her, or perhaps to do something worse. Her breath came in jerks, and the hands upon the back of the chair, against which she was leaning for support, trembled as if with the palsy. “Caroline,” he said, and he spoke as if his throat were so dry that the words could scarcely find utterance. “You know what you did for me? You ruined my life; you killed our child, perhaps not intentionally, but at least by neglect. You sent me into the world to become what I am to-day, an outcast, a social leper. And now you are ruining another man’s life, as if you had not already done sufficient mischief. I have seen him — he is Major Critchlow, of the Midlandshire Regiment. He, like the fool he is, trusted his honour to you, and you have deceived him just as you did me. Does he know that your husband is still alive? Does he know that he surrendered everything he had in the world because he loved you, and then went out, a nameless outcast, to sink or swim in order to save you from your shame?”

Still the woman did not answer. She merely regarded the man before her with a stony stare.

“Look at me,” Gibson went on. “You would at least feel pity for me if you knew what my life had been these eight years. You were only twenty then; you are less than thirty now, and I am an old man. And he?”

“What of him?”

She asked the question fiercely. She knew that she was fighting for her life, and perhaps for more.

“I shall seek him out to-night and tell him your history — tell him who I am and what you are. After that you can settle matters between yourselves.”

He moved towards the window once more. There was a certain nobility about the man at that moment which many who had known him of late would have found it difficult to account for. Possibly it was the consciousness that he was the victim of a great wrong that supported him. Before he could step into the verandah the woman was at his side.

“You will not do it?” she cried, clutching his arm. “For pity’s sake have mercy. He loves me and trusts me. You will kill us both if you tell him this!”

“Have you not killed me? Think how I trusted you once. And what is the result? No! Fate has sent me here to save him, and, as I live, he shall know you for the woman you are. If I keep silence it will only mean that you will betray him later as you have done me.”

He wrenched himself free and stepped into the verandah just as he heard her fall with a crash upon the floor!

* * * * *

An hour later Major Critchlow entered the house. His wife rose to receive him. Her face was still very pale, and she found a difficulty in welcoming him. It did not take her long to see that he was excited.

“My dear,” he said, “I have just had a most providential escape from an awful death. I cannot be sufficiently thankful for the mercy that has been shown me.”

She found strength to ask to what he referred.

“As I was leaving the club,” he continued, “a man came up and said he would like to speak to me. He was an Englishman, and, I should say, had once been a gentleman, though the poor beggar was seedy enough then. Just as I was asking him what his business was with me, there was a shout, and a moment later a Malay dashed down the road as hard as he could go. He was running amok, that is to say, he was mad, and he made straight for me, knife in hand. I should without doubt have been stabbed had not the man who had accosted me suddenly thrown himself between us and received the blow full and fair in the breast. Another man behind me felled the Malay with his stick, while I knelt beside the injured man to ascertain the extent and nature of his wound. He was dead!”

As Major Critchlow declares to this day, his dear wife was so much affected by the narrowness of his escape that she fell into his arms in a dead faint.

Though he did not know it, that was the second time that evening she had acted in the same manner.


THE IMPOSTOR.
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I CAN SEE him now just as plainly as I saw him then, standing on the kerb in one of the small streets that lead out of the Strand. It was a wet night early in December, and given a really soaking evening, when the pavements are streaming and the road is sprinkled with puddles in which the flickering gas-jets are reflected like so many wills-of-the-wisp; when the better class of foot passengers hurry along beneath more or less respectable umbrellas, and ragged men and women, and still more poorly-clad children, drag their weary feet along as if, having no destination, there can be no sort of need for hurry, even though it be raining; then I say, and with all due respect to the powers that be and any one else whom it may concern, that there is no more dismal place in all our great Metropolis than the Strand and the thoroughfares adjoining it.

It was just such a night as I have described; perhaps the rain was not as heavy as it was penetrating. Its worst feature was that it seemed to find its way in everywhere, through and under umbrellas, and even percolating in through hitherto undiscovered imperfections in one’s mackintosh. In the particular street about which I am writing there exists an old print shop which the man with whom I was walking had entered, on purchasing thoughts intent. For my part I preferred to remain outside, despite the rain. There were characters walking abroad on such a night, and in pursuit of them I was as eager as my friend for prints. What was more, I fancied I had seen one.

As soon as my friend had disappeared I looked up the street. As I have already said, a man was standing on the kerb, some few yards from me, and his appearance gave me good reason to suppose that, for analytical purposes, he would repay closer inspection. I accordingly strolled along the pavement and passed him. I was not destined to be disappointed. Here was a character, if ever I had discovered one. Let me try to describe him to you. He was taller than the average, possibly a couple of inches above six feet. He was dressed in a long greatcoat, reaching almost to his ankles, and boasting a collar trimmed with imitation astrachan. On his head he sported a seedy top-hat, worn a little on one side, and from the brim of which the rain dripped to swell the flood on the pavement below. His left hand was balanced on his hip, while his weight was supported by a thick stick which he held in his right. His face was difficult to see, partly owing to the fact that I am almost as blind as a bat without my glasses, and also for the reason that he was some distance from the gas lamp. I could, however, catch enough of it to be sure that it was clean shaven. Knowing that my friend would not come out of the shop for some time I resolved to accost the stranger, and to see what would come of it. I did so! At the moment he appeared to be staring steadily at the muddy road before him.

“A wet evening,” I said, as I took my place beside him. “An evening, if I may be allowed to say so, calculated to give one the blues.”

“A wet evening indeed,” he replied, in a deep and not unmusical voice, though the tone struck me as being somewhat theatrical. “For my part I remember many such. Perchance, also, I shall see many more. What says the master: — 



‘Blow, winds, and crack your cheeks! Rage! Blow!’”



It was as I thought. The man was an actor of the old school. If the truth must be confessed, I was rather pleased with myself for my discernment.

“You are a student of the immortal Shakespeare then?” I said, in order, as you will suppose, to draw him out.

“A student? Aye! And one who knows his master by his book. Not like these poor weaklings of to-day who are ‘capable of nothing but dumb shows and noise.’”

I felt that I was on the right track at last. I had found an original now, if I had never done so before. I wondered what my wife and Dora would say, for, if the truth must be told, they were somewhat given to ridiculing my character-hunting expeditions, and also the papers I was in the habit of reading at our club concerning them. Unfortunately, however, it must be here confessed that, since young Harrison-Williams had taken it into his silly head to fall in love with Dora at Brighton in the summer, and I had been compelled to put my foot down, Dora and I had not had overmuch to say to one another. She had not asked my consent to permit his advances, and, in consequence, I had forbidden the young man ever to enter my doors again or to hold any intercourse with my daughter. The troubles that followed naturally cast a gloom over our domestic affairs. However, I was fully determined that they should not see each other, and that no communications of any sort or description whatsoever should pass between them. Unfortunately, for my peace of mind, my wife did not share my views, as I could have wished she might have done; nevertheless, that did not deter me. A young man who has no liking for philosophic subjects, however pleasant he may be, who is no judge of character, and who does not know eccentricities when he sees them, has no more right to offer himself as a candidate for the affections of a young girl, whose parents have endeavoured to educate her mind in the proper direction, than a thief has to steal my watch. However, I am wandering from my story. I regret to say it is a fault I have.

As I have already remarked to you, the man beside me interested me more than I can say. His intimate acquaintance with the works of our immortal bard proved to me conclusively that he was a scholar; his extraordinary appearance showed that he was not only poor, but oblivious to the criticism of the world; while the mere fact that he was standing in the street, and such a street, in a veritable downpour, contemplating with equanimity the puddles in the road, told me, as plainly as any words could speak, that he was both a philosopher and a stoic. I asked myself what their feelings would be at the club when I should read a paper on him before them. When I had finished Popham-Jones would no longer smile contemptuously; Pollinger, the egotistical, would no longer be able to boast about the eccentric Irishwoman he discovered in the wilds of Tipperary, nor Banbury spin his interminable yam concerning the Russian droski who drove him round St. Petersburgh. And, to carry the discussion still further, what would their feelings be when I should announce the fact to them that I was prepared to bring the man himself before them at an hour’s notice for their examination? I could very well imagine their surprise.

“You will excuse me, my friend,” I said, “if I remark the fact that although, at the present moment, we are, to put it bluntly, practically unknown to each other, I should esteem it a favour to have the honour of your further acquaintance. My name is Polkinghome, and I live at No. 5, Clanberris Square, W.”

“Sir,” he replied, with a wave of his hand and an air that I cannot describe, “I can only say that I am obleeged — most honoured and obleeged.”

On hearing this I was delighted — more than delighted. I felt that I could describe this man to a T, whatever that may mean. On the spur of the moment I made up my mind; I would take him home with me, provided, of course, that he would come, and, having got him there, give him a good dinner and pick out the little tit-bits of his character, so to speak, and afterwards astonish the world with the originality of my discovery. It would be unique — nay, more than that, it would be colossal — Dickens alone could have thought of such a man. I felt my blood tingling through my veins at the idea of it. The itinerant sausage-vendor upon whom I had hitherto pinned my hopes of literary immortality was as nothing beside him. I resolved to exploit him to the last ounce.

“Perhaps you are performing in London at the present time?” I said cautiously, as if to feel my way.

“Sir,” he replied with great dignity, “to perform is to play tricks like a dog or a monkey. I would have you know that I am neither one nor the other.”

His manner was so intense that, for a moment, I felt myself in a predicament. I had not the least intention of offending him, and, in any case, I could not see why the word “perform” should be one to offend his most tender susceptibilities. Yet it would appear to have done so. What was more than all, I did not wish to lose him. Accordingly I hastened to apologise to him, and to assure him that I meant no harm. It proved to be a somewhat difficult task, but when I had expressed my regrets, and had invited him to dine with me that evening, he was gracious enough to overlook what was nothing less than an unfortunate slip of the tongue.

Abandoning my friend, who was still inside the shop, we proceeded into the Strand, where I hailed a cab. While we were waiting for it to come up, I took a closer look at my companion’s face. It was a handsome profile, but showed signs of care, which, I explained to myself, was only natural. I also observed that he wore his hair in a fashion much affected by his profession. When the cab had drawn up beside the curb we took our seats in it. I furnished the necessary directions, and off we started. I must confess that it was a dark and dismal drive home, and I am sadly afraid that during the time it lasted I was a somewhat silent host. In my mind’s eye I was running over the paper I intended writing, and at the same time thinking of the astonishment it was likely to cause my friends.

At last we reached Clanberris Square, and in due course drew up before my house. I invited my companion to alight, and when I had paid the cabman his fare we entered it together. Not knowing who might be in the drawing-room, and perhaps, in a measure, fearing the ridicule of my wife and Dora, I conducted my guest to my study and begged him to be seated while I went off to inquire how long it would be before our dinner would be served. This involved an explanation with Maria, who declined flatly and, as I thought, with unnecessary vehemence, to make my new character’s acquaintance. I pointed out to her that through studying him I should improve my literary status.

“It makes no difference,” she said, with a toss of her head, “I prefer to dine upstairs.”

Seeing the line her mother took, Dora, my daughter, was quick to follow it. As a matter of fact, this was nothing more than I expected, and I consoled myself with the reflection that a man is seldom a prophet in his own country. In consequence, Mr. Vandeleur de Gray and I dined alone.

I have since regretted the fact that I had mislaid my spectacles, also that the gas that evening was about at bad as possible. So poor was it that it was as much as I could do to see my companion’s face across the table. His conversation, however, made ample amends for this. A more amusing guest no man could wish to entertain, and you may be sure that, having discovered this, I did not spare my hospitality. By the time we had finished our second bottle I had come to the conclusion that I was thoroughly conversant with his character. I am not quite sure, and with sorrow I say it, that by the time we had finished our third, he had so won upon me that I had invited him to spend a month with us. At the moment, however, that I made this offer, Webster, my butler, entered the room to inform me that young Mr. Tankerton, my stockbroker, had called, and desired to see me on most important business. Bidding my companion treat my table as his own, I left the room wondering what Tankerton could have to say to me. From what I gathered from him he had called to recommend to my notice a series of what he described as “gilt-edged investments.” I informed him that I had no time to attend to such matters, and would have left the room had he not commenced to describe to me a certain extraordinary character he had encountered a few evenings before. That character was indeed so remarkable that it was some time before I rejoined my friend in the dining-room. As I opened the study door to show Tankerton out it struck me that I heard a rustling of skirts. My wife later assured me that this could not possibly have been the case.

Mr. Vandeleur de Gray left me half an hour later, promising to return on the morrow. I regret to say that he has not kept his word from that moment to this.

I shall always remember the strange adventures of that evening for the simple reason that on the day following my daughter Dora eloped with Harrison-Williams, though how they managed to arrange their plans I do not know, for I never allowed her to go out unless I accompanied her, and never permitted her to receive a letter unless I had read it first.

We are reconciled now, but it is a curious fact — one of those facts which no man can explain — that whenever they come to see us, and I chance to mention the name of Mr. Vandeleur de Gray, Dora pays particular attention to her boots, while her husband changes the subject in an irrational manner.

I should not like to think that a man who has studied character as thoroughly as I have done could have been deceived.

There are two facts worth mentioning. The first is that when I saw Tankerton he informed me that he had made inquiries, and that the investments about which he had spoken to me were not, to employ his own phrase, “worth touching with a barge pole.” In the second place, it seems rather strange that he should have acted as Harrison-Williams’ best man.


THE ROMANCE OF JOHN FARMER (BELLMAN).
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FOR TWO REASONS I am particularly anxious that you should like this story. First, because the telling has cost me a considerable amount of labour; secondly, because, posing as a benefactor of the human race, I am desirous of furnishing you with an opportunity of appropriating the gold-mounted, extra-finished, opal-tinted moral it contains. The said moral is warranted to stand good to any age and in any climate.

It was in a most unseemly hurry that I first made John Farmer’s acquaintance. We were fellow sojourners at the time on an island in the Pacific — an island famed alike for its wealth as well as for the varied nationalities and colours of its inhabitants. I am prepared to admit that the ways and customs that prevail there are most primitive, but as that primitiveness is based on the rock of natural capital, by which I mean gold, pearls, shell, sandal-wood and bêche-de-mer, we can look forward to the day when her population will enrich themselves with the advantages of virtue and education.

John Fanner, aged fifty-three, was the bellman. It was his duty to announce the arrival and departure of schooners, mail steamers, missionaries, the latest murder or sudden death, forthcoming weddings (which were few) and funerals (which were many), and, indeed, any other news he might consider to be of interest to society at large. Needless to say, he was very eccentric, and, what was more, an individual who might be relied upon to reach home, however satisfactory the amusement of the evening might have been.

It is worthy of mention here that his residence consisted of a small palm-thatched house on the outskirts of the settlement. Here he dwelt, year in and year out, sometimes penniless, sometimes with just enough to keep body and soul together, sometimes affluent to the extent of many bottles. He had not a friend, but few acquaintances (for, apart from his professional duties, he was a taciturn man); yet, to balance matters, certainly no enemies.

In a measure, however, I am wrong when I say he was without a friend. He possessed one, who was his constant companion, day and night — a miserable, half-bred fox terrier, for which the bell-man entertained an affection as enduring as it was undemonstrative.

Early on the day that I made his acquaintance I came to the conclusion that I would rid myself of my beard preparatory to embarking on board the ship Wollonbong to meet some friends. She was expected at any moment, and it may have been vanity, though, mind you, I don’t admit it, that made me desirous of presenting as smart an appearance as possible when I should set foot on board.

With dire forebodings as to the agony I was about to pass through, for I knew my man of old, I made my way down the dusty main street, passed Johnny Ah Fook’s boat-building yard, passed Honolulu Pete’s gambling shop, and so on until I reached a building to the verandah of which was affixed this curious sign:



Tommy Bombay, 

Tonsorial Artist.

Barbring and Harecutting, 3d.



I entered, and, after preliminaries, seated myself in the chair of torture. Having lathered the necessary acreage of my face, Tommy set to work, and presently half my beard was gone. He soaped the other side, and was about to commence operations again, when John Farmer’s bell sounded, and I waved him off and rushed into the street, regardless of my appearance, only afraid lest the Wollonbong might be in sight, and I might miss her.

I regret to say that the bellman was in a state of intoxication. I might perhaps be within the limits of truth if I say that he was hopelessly and disreputably drunk. In spite of the importance and dignity of his office, he was obliged to prop himself up against a verandah post before he could safely trust himself even to think.

It was not until two small but preternaturally impudent Kanaka boys, attired in garments of Eden-like simplicity, had rung his bell with great noise and effect, that he collected his ideas sufficiently to unburden himself of the following news: — 

“Take notice! And may God bless the Duke of Argyle, for he was a good man (hic). That fast and favourite—”

This sudden conclusion was occasioned by an impudent guffaw from one of the boys, who, having spent his morning following the bellman round the town, was no longer interested in his news. John Farmer shook his head solemnly at the youth, and began again — meanwhile I should explain that the soap was drying on my face.

“Take notice! Man is not, but always to be blest. In consequence, that fast and favourite steamer Wollonbong is now about to—”

At this point his feet slipped from underneath him, and slowly and solemnly he descended to the ground. Whereupon his little half-starved cur, which, as I have said, never left him day or night, crept up and licked his face. The two evil-minded Kanakas, assisted by half-a-dozen more evil-minded friends, rolled upon the ground, and shrieked in very ecstasy.

We hoisted the bellman to his feet, whereupon he called upon all assembled to take immediate notice that he stood in need of refreshment, and, having committed himself to this statement, reeled into an adjoining grog shanty.

My shave was completed before he emerged again, and I had ascertained for myself that the steamer was on the point of entering the harbour.

The new-comers, whose arrival I was so anxious to anticipate, consisted of two ladies and a gentleman. They were friends of many years’ standing. The last was coming out to preside over the spiritual welfare of the islanders; one of the other sex was his wife; the third, his sister-in-law.

The husband and wife have but little to do with this story, so they may be dismissed with the remark that they were God-fearing, kindly-hearted people, fighting the good fight on totally inadequate remuneration. The sister, however, the bright constellation round which my story revolves, demands more serious consideration. She was kittenish and silly, both in her manners and conversation, which was a bad sign; fond of admiration, of the small suburban tennis-party order, which was worse; and over anxious, on a microscopic allowance, concerning her personal appearance, which was worse than all.

I could quite understand her savagely protesting against the change from an underpaid, but comparatively gay, English curacy, to, as she described it, “our silly, poky little island.” For the reason, however, that she was entirely dependent on her sister’s husband for her bread and butter, such objections would not be likely to receive very much consideration. This further insult, as she termed it, did not escape her notice, and she devoted herself to constant wailings of the “Oh, why was I ever born, or why hadn’t I five hundred a year, and then I wouldn’t have been a burden to any body” description, until her friends were as nearly driven distracted as human beings could be.

Now what follows only serves to show the different manner in which various people regard each other’s faults and peculiarities. What was to me all that was detestable in the Kitten’s character (someone had bestowed on her that absurd nickname) was to John Farmer only the confidence of a generous, girlish nature.

He was present on the jetty when she landed, and his whole being, figuratively speaking, prostrated itself before her in speechless adoration. I will do her the justice of admitting that she did look pretty enough at that moment; for the pink and white English complexion and neat summer dress contrasted to advantage with the dirty Kanaka folk around her. Still, she was hundreds of miles removed from what his fancy painted her.

When we were fairly on our way, he staggered down the jetty after us, condensing her charms into the following sentence, which, I was afterwards informed, he repeated slowly at intervals throughout the day.

“All pink and white, all white and pink! Like a bit of coral with the sun on it.”

The building dignified with the title of “Parsonage” lies under the hill among the castor oil trees, and beneath the fortifications; it looks across the bay, over the shipping, and towards other, and still more beautiful, islands. It was by no means an unpleasant situation, yet the Kitten found it detestable. Her sister, on the contrary, amused herself unpacking their various boxes, hanging china teacups on plush-covered rolling pins, the gifts of friends at home, draping native-made windows with art fabrics, and preparing diminutive garments for another new-comer, whose arrival was anxiously expected. Because her John was satisfied with the house, she thought it a four-roomed weather-boarded Heaven.

Dining the morning following their arrival the bellman called, and, seeing the ladies at the sitting room window, invited them to take notice that, “The Duke of Argyle having been blessed, that fast and favourite mail schooner Menmuir would leave the harbour precisely at 11 a.m. for Port Moresby, and also that Federation, in his opinion, would prove an unmixed blessing to the Colonies at large.”

Having said this very seriously, he retired, but not before he had heard the Kitten whine: — 

“Oh, Kate, what a nasty, howwid old man. I suppose we shall always be surrounded by such people in this nasty howwid old place. I wish I were back in England.”

Strange to say, far from regarding this speech as being in any way offensive to himself, the bellman thought it a most brilliant observation; so much so, that he paused in the road to scratch his head carefully and to remark to his dog: — 

“Wants to get back to England, does she? Well, well, I’ll be damned!”

His feelings were so peculiar that he was eventually compelled to treat himself alcoholically. When he staggered home, he was still muttering approval of her wisdom.

A week later the rainy season set in with vigour, and, for a couple of months, the island was little better than a slush pool. The rain poured down incessantly, and of course the Kitten found in this a fresh excuse for dissatisfaction. She couldn’t walk out! She couldn’t play tennis! She had no piano to practise on, and there was nothing to do but to stay in with her sister, who could only talk babies, and listen to the frogs croaking in the castor-oil bushes. Even the bellman didn’t come round, and goodness knows, as she explained, his news would have been better than nothing.

It is scarcely fair that she should be blamed for this, for, of course, she could not be expected to know that he was laid up in the hospital with inflammation of the lungs, brought on by sleeping out in the drenching rain on the hillside.

One morning the doctor called at my office to inform me that the bellman had had a turn for the worse, and was sinking fast. Strange to say he was anxious to see me. Accordingly, after breakfast, I hastened up to the building dignified with the name of “Hospital.”

I found the old man very much changed. His always thin face was now painfully drawn and haggard, while he had the look of approaching dissolution in his eyes. That look is never forgotten by one who has seen it.

He motioned me to a seat by his bedside, whereupon his dog, poor little beast, licked my hand, quick to recognise his master’s friend. John Farmer’s desire to see me was soon explained. He was anxious to make his will, and “would I help him?”

Until then I had not been aware that he had had anything to leave. Indeed, I had always imagined him, as I said at the commencement of the story, to be practically penniless. He must have seen what was passing in my mind, for he immediately produced a bank-book from beneath his pillow and begged me to look inside. Therein it was plainly shown that he was the possessor of no less than twenty-four thousand and seventy-five pounds, fifteen shillings and eightpence, at that moment lying to his credit in a Melbourne bank.

“It came to me from an old friend in England,” he explained. “I never touched it. I’d have drunk every halfpenny of it if I had.”

Having procured a sheet of note paper from the doctor, I waited for the bellman to nominate his legatees, and, to my unbounded astonishment, he gave me the name of no less a person than the Kitten. I could not contain my surprise, and he noticed it.

“You see, she wants to get back to the Old Country,” he explained, “and well — well I’ve found out that she hasn’t a red cent of her own, and you can bet that that blessed old parson won’t give her any, so put it down there, will you? She’s the first English girl I’ve set eyes on these years past, and I want her to have it.”

I wrote as he wished, and he signed it in the presence of the doctor and myself, being of sane mind, and having no previous will to revoke. I was appointed his sole executor.

By evening his mind began to wander. This lasted off and on until about nine o’clock, when, turning his face excitedly towards me, the bellman said: — 

“Take notice, and may God bless the Duke of Argyle, that fast and favourite steamship, John Farmer, will leave the harbour precisely at eleven fifteen, p m.” Then a pause—” And she wants to get home, you see! All pink and white, like coral in the sun! Well, well — I’ll be — I’ll — be—” Whatever his ultimate destiny might have been this was certainly the last official announcement of John Farmer, Bellman.

Strange to relate, and I’m not going to attempt to give a reason for it, he drew his last breath exactly at the time named. His little dog must have known what was about to happen, for he lay whining on the bed, refusing to be comforted.

* * * * *

You may picture the Kitten’s delight when she heard of her good fortune. She forgot to thank me for my trouble, which didn’t matter, or to offer a share of her fortune to her sister, which was, to say the least of it, ungrateful.

Honestly, I don’t believe she ever gave one kindly thought to the memory of the poor old man, who takes his last rest in the little cemetery on the hill. My reason for making this uncharitable statement is that, when it was suggested that it would be a graceful act on her part to give a home to her benefactor’s little dog, she flared up indignantly and said, with her cultivated lisp: — 

“What, that howwid little mongwel? Good gwacious, no! Why, I shall buy a nice little pug when I get home, and always take him about with me. Pugs are so vewy fashionable, don’t you know?”

The moral of this story is plainly to be seen. There are times when kindness can be disinterested, and, furthermore, that benefactors are not unfrequently to be found in the most unexpected places.


MISS PENELOPE BIRD.
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MISS PENELOPE BIRD was tall, somewhat goodlooking (though I confess you began to think more of her when you had met her a few times), and of an age that might have been thirty-five and was probably forty. She was a tall, well-proportioned woman, and, moreover, she possessed a manner that was little short of regal. To be crushed or snubbed by Miss Bird was an experience few people courted twice. In all matters she was the concentrated essence of propriety, and before she had been a month in our quiet little Township on the Queensland coast, her verdict had become final on all social matters. Her importance was somewhat difficult to account for, seeing that we knew nothing either of herself or her antecedents with the exception of her name, and the fact that she hailed from England — the north, if my memory serves me right. Since she had taken old Martin Bexley’s house on the hillside, furnished, for a year, it was supposed that she was well off. Indeed, there did not appear to be any doubt at all on this point, for she paid her bills regularly and entertained more than anyone eke in the place. In addition to other things she was distinctly of a religious frame of mind, and fastidious in it too, mind you! On this point she was rendered somewhat unhappy by our “primitiveness,” as she termed it. The English Church, she declared, was too high for her, the Methodist too low, while the Roman Catholic was of course out of the question altogether. For the first time in the history of the Township, we felt that we were not progressing as we had a right to expect. However, when it became known that Miss Bird had decided for the Church of England, had invited the clergyman and his wife to tea, and had been seen on the previous Sunday by at least six pairs of sharp eyes to place half a sovereign in the plate (I give you my word it’s a fact), it was felt that the crisis was past, and that we might breathe freely again.

I am almost ashamed to confess that the interest we took in Miss Bird and her doings (when I say “we” I mean the upper circles of our Township) was almost bordering on the impertinent. Her sayings were chronicled at every afternoon tea-table, while not to be able to declare your name to be upon her visiting list was to admit that you were a person whom it might possibly be unwise for other people to know. For my own part, I, figuratively speaking, prostrated myself before her as before a sort of female Juggernaut, and besought her to walk over me. There was only one person, so far as I am aware, who did not share the general feeling of admiration and respect. This was Mr. Cripps, the lawyer — a taciturn, misanthropic individual, who even went so far as to call “the woman” (fancy that!) a “humbug,” and to declare that he could see nothing at all in her. Indeed, he went even further, and assured us that he would devour his headgear before he would make such an ass of himself about her as we were all doing. But then, as was well known, he was a crabby old bachelor, so nobody cared very much for what he said or thought about the matter. Little though he knew it, however, Retribution was piling up for him, and his pride was about to receive a fall, from which I do not think it has ever properly recovered. It is that Retribution that constitutes my story. Read on, and derive what lesson you can from it!

Whether or not Miss Bird had heard what Mr. Cripps had said about her or not, is a matter upon which I cannot speak with any great amount of certainty. For my own part, I think she must have done so, or she would not have decided on a step that I must admit took us all by surprise. You must understand that the conversation I am about to repeat was given to me by young Harvey Babbidge, Mr. Cripps’ articled clerk, a dashing youth who has since abandoned the Law in favour of the theatrical profession, and I fancy has been regretting the exchange ever since. He has a very fair gift of mimicry, which, in a measure, I fear led to his undoing, and I assert that his description of Miss Bird’s entry into their office, and Mr. Cripps’ subsequent reception of her, was one of the best things he has ever attempted. He declares emphatically that when the old gentleman realized who his visitor was, “you could jolly well have knocked him down with a feather.” For my part I can believe it. Poor fellow, he probably imagined that she had called to demand an explanation of the remarks he had made about her, or possibly he thought, she being a full head and shoulders taller than himself, that she contemplated inflicting corporeal punishment upon him. Babbidge declares that, for a moment, he imagined the lawyer was going to dive under the counter and hide himself there until she departed, but that, I feel sure, must have been his exaggeration. Personally, I feel that one cannot stick too closely to the truth in matters such as I am describing now.

Eventually the lawyer conducted the lady into his private office, closed the door, and, pushing forward a chair, invited her to be seated. Her manner must have reassured him, for Babbidge asserts she was affability itself. I might here explain that the same young gentleman declares that “he’d take his Bible (that was the extraordinary expression he used) he did not listen at the keyhole; at the risk, however, of offending, I must still say that I have my suspicions, otherwise how would he have been so familiar with all that transpired.

“May I ask what I can have the pleasure of doing for you, madam?” the lawyer inquired, when he had entrenched himself behind his desk as a soldier does behind his earthworks. The lady thereupon informed him that she had called upon him in order to consult him professionally. She had, she declared, heard so much of his cleverness (here Mr. Cripps bowed, and gave a complacent pull at his shirtcuffs, showing that the compliment had gone home). She was only a woman, she continued, and she was anxious to put her trust in some one whose experience of the world was as vast as hers was limited. Every one had assured her that she could not place herself in the hands of a cleverer lawyer than Mr. Cripps (Mr. Cripps straightened his cravat, leant back in his chair, and smiled more affably than he had been known to do for a long time. It was evident that shot number two had struck the bull’s-eye.)

It next appeared that Miss Bird had money she was desirous of investing. It was a good round sum, as sums went in our Township; in fact, a matter of some fifteen hundred pounds. She explained that she had already a large amount out on excellent mortgages, and hinted that in this case she would prefer to deal in sound stocks or some other gilt-edged security. In any case, she would leave it to Mr. Cripps to advise her.

The lawyer felt that, under the circumstances, he must have time to think the matter over. The lady willingly agreed to this proposal, and it was accordingly arranged that he should give her an answer on the following day. The lady had made one point; now she determined to score another.

“Mr. Cripps,” she said, looking the little lawyer straight in the face, “are you aware that you are the only gentleman in this town who has not done me the honour of calling upon me?”

Mr. Cripps looked penitence itself. His conscience was a guilty one, and doubtless he recalled certain remarks he had let fall concerning such of his friends as had been her visitors. Now, however, he found himself in a curious quandary. To understand this you must remember that it is not often that our lawyers discover rich clients waiting at their doors.

“I am sure I very much regret my negligence,” he stammered, scarce knowing what to say. “My conduct must seem to you inexcusable. As a matter of fact, however, I do not mix much in Society. I should only have bored you had I come.” — .

“How do you know that?” Miss Bird inquired. “Is it possible that you believe me to be so silly that only the insipid local gossip can afford me satisfaction? I sincerely trust not. I should be in poor case indeed. There are times, I assure you, when I would give anything I possess to meet someone whose conversation would be both interesting and instructive!”

(Again the shot scored, and, this time, not having cuffs, collar or tie to adjust, Cripps signalled the triumph he felt by playing with his watch chain, looking at his companion meanwhile.) For my part I feel quite sure that Miss Bird noticed everything. She was just the sort of lady who would be sure to do so.

“Now, Mr. Cripps,” she said at last, “let me tell you that I am not going to be trifled with any longer. You say you are going to give me your most valuable advice to-morrow; I shall therefore expect you at half-past four at my house, when you shall advise me over a cup of afternoon tea, and a cake of my own making. No! No! I will take no excuse. As you are not fond of Society, and we have business matters to talk over together, I shall ask no one to meet you, much as I should be tempted to do so. You need, therefore, have no fear of meeting people you dislike, or — since I know you to be kind-hearted — people I should say who can have no interest for you.”

“You do me too much honour,” said the lawyer. “I shall be delighted to come if you will permit me. You are kindness itself.”

Needless to say, he did come next day, and over several cups of Orange Pekoe and innumerable slices of thin bread and butter — to say nothing of cake — advised his fair client as to her investments. She was delighted with what he told her, and when I met him an hour and a half later, on his way home, he informed me, in the strictest confidence — that is why I am telling you — that he had never spent a more delightful afternoon in his life. For my part, I am prepared to confess that I chuckled to myself more than once as I climbed the somewhat precipitous path to my own abode. The fish who has been half hooked himself and escaped, I imagine, must experience a feeling of satisfaction at seeing his neighbour similarly treated. Three months later, it was notified officially to the Township that an engagement had been contracted, and that a wedding was about to take place between Mr. Cripps and Miss Bird.

An evening or two after this notification I was accosted by Mr. Cripps in the main street. After some little hesitation he invited me to be his best man on the occasion of his wedding. He was kind enough to go on to say, before we parted, that he had never been so happy in his life as he was just then; he also remarked incidentally that his fiancée was absolutely the finest woman in the World, and that he did not care where I looked for the next. As I had no idea of setting out in search of another, this latter piece of information struck me as being somewhat superfluous. However, I remembered that he was in love.

* * * * *

At length the wedding day arrived, and, having donned my new coat, especially ordered for the occasion, I repaired — that is, I believe, the correct expression — to the church to find it crammed to suffocation. The demand for seats had been enormous, and everyone in the Township appeared to be there — high, low, rich and poor alike.

Nearly half an hour before the time at which the ceremony was to commence The Bridegroom made his appearance. It struck me for the moment that he had aged since I had last seen him, but he assured me, with much emphasis, that, while nervous, he had never felt better in his life.

Never did time pass so slowly. We waited and waited until our watches told us that the awful moment had at length arrived. Every second we expected to hear the carriage draw up at the door, but it did not come! A quarter of an hour went by, half an hour, and still there was no sign of her. To say that we were on tenterhooks would be to express our feelings too mildly. At last, when we could bear it no longer, and at Cripps’ earnest request, I set off in the hope of discovering the reason of the Bride’s non-appearance.

The explanation was a simple one. She had been arrested by the Police half an hour before. It then appeared that Miss Bird — our immaculate Miss Bird — was none other than Isabel Desford, the notorious thief and forger, and that she was wanted in the South on half a hundred charges.

When the case came on she did not employ Mr. Cripps to defend her!

THE END
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THERE IS AN old saying that “one half of the world does not know how the other half lives,” but how true this is very few of us really understand. In the East, indeed, it amounts almost to the marvellous. There are men engaged in trades there, some of them highly lucrative, of which the world in general has never heard, and which the ordinary stay-at-home Englishman would in all probability refuse to believe, even if the most trustworthy evidence were placed before him. For instance, on the evening from which I date the story I am now about to tell you, three of us were seated chatting together in the verandah of the Grand Oriental Hotel at Colombo. We were all old friends, and we had each of us arrived but recently in Ceylon. McDougall, the big red-haired Scotchman, who was sitting on my right, had put in an appearance from Tuticorin by a British India boat only that morning, and was due to leave again for Burmah the following night. As far as I could gather he earned his living mainly by smuggling dutiable articles into other countries, where the penalty, if one is caught, is a fine of at least one thousand pounds, or the chance of receiving upwards of five years’ imprisonment. The man in the big chair next to him was Callingway, a Londoner, who had hailed the day before from South America, travelling in a P. and O. steamer from Australia. He was tracking an absconding Argentine Bank Manager, and, as it afterwards transpired, was, when we came in contact with him, on the point of getting possession of the money with which the other had left the country. Needless to say he was not a Government servant, nor were the Banking Company in question aware of his endeavours. Lastly there was myself, Christopher Collon, aged thirty-six, whose walk in life was even stranger, if such a thing were possible, than those of the two men I have just described. One thing at any rate is certain, and that is that if I had been called upon to give an accurate description of myself and my profession at that time, I should have found it extremely difficult to do so. Had I been the possessor of a smart London office, a private secretary, and half a dozen corresponding clerks, I should probably have called myself a private detective on a large scale, or, as they put it in the advertisement columns of our daily papers, a Private Enquiry Agent. Yet that description would scarcely have suited me; I was that and something more. At any rate it was a pretty hard life, and by the same token a fairly hazardous one. This will be the better understood when I say that one day I might receive a commission by cablegram from some London firm, who, we will suppose, had advanced goods to an Indian Rajah, and were unable to obtain payment for them. It was my business to make my way to his headquarters as soon as possible, and to get the money out of him by the best means in my power, eating nothing but what was cooked for me by my own servant meanwhile. As soon as I had done with him I might be sent on very much the same sort of errand to a Chinese Mandarin in Hankow or Canton, or possibly to worry a gold mining concession, or something of the sort, out of one of the innumerable Sultans of the protected Malayan States, those charming places where the head of the State asks you to dinner at six and you are found at midnight with six inches of cold krise in your abdomen. On one occasion I remember being sent from Singapore to Kimberley at three hours’ notice to meet and escort a Parsee diamond merchant from that town to Calcutta. And what was funnier still, though we travelled to Cape Town together, and even shared the same cabin on board the steamer afterwards, he never for an instant suspected that I was spying upon him. Oftentimes I used to wonder what he would have thought, had he only guessed that I knew he was carrying upwards of a million pounds worth of diamonds in the simple leather belt he wore next to his skin, and that every night I used, when he was asleep, to convince myself that everything was right and that the stones were still there. His was a precious life that voyage, at least so his friends in Calcutta thought, and if I could only tell you all that happened during our intercourse, you would not wonder that I was glad when we reached India, and I had handed him over to the chief partners of his firm. But there, if I were to go on telling you my adventures, I should be talking from now to Christmas. Rather let me get to the matter in hand, beside which everything I had ever attempted hitherto ranks as nothing. When I have done I think you will admit that the familiar saying, embodied in my first sentence, should be altered from “one half the world does not know how the other half lives” to “one half the world does not know how the other half gets its living.” There is a distinction with a good deal of difference.

I have often thought that there is no pleasanter spot in this strange old world of ours than the Grand Oriental Hotel, Colombo. Certainly there is not a more interesting place. There the student of character will have sufficient examples before him to keep him continually at work. Day and night vessels of all sorts and descriptions are entering the harbour, hailing from at least three of the four known quarters of the globe. At all hours men and women from Europe, from India, from Malaysia, from the further East, from Australia, and also from the Southern Seas and America viâ Australia, troop in and out of that hospitable caravanserai.

On this particular occasion, having talked of many things and half a hundred times as many places, we had come back to the consideration of our lives and the lack of home comforts they contained.

“If I could only see my way clear I’d throw it up, marry, and settle down,” said Callingway; “not in England, or Scotland, or America, for that matter; but, to my thinking, in the loveliest island in the world.”

“And where may that be?” I inquired, for I had my own ideas on the subject.

“Tasmania,” he answered promptly. “The land of the red-faced apple. I know a little place on the Derwent that would suit me down to the ground.”

“I’d na gae ye a pinch of snuff for it,” said McDougall, with conviction. “What’s life worth to a man in them hole-and-corner places? When I’ve done wi’ roamin’ it’s in my mind that I’ll set myself down at a little place I ken the name of, fifty miles north of the Clyde, where there’s a bit of fishing, and shootin’, and, if ye want it, well, just a drappie of the finest whuskey that was ever brewed in old Scotie. It’s ma thinkin’ I’ve ruined ma digestion wi’ all these outlandish liquors that I’ve been swallowin’ these twenty years gone. Don’t talk o’ your Tasmanias to me. I’m nae fond o’ them. What have you to say, Mr. Collon?”

“You needn’t be afraid. I’ll not settle down as long as I can get about,” I answered. “If you fellows are tired of your lives I’m not, and I’m certain of this much, Callingway, by the time you’ve been installed in your Tasmanian home twelve months, and you, McDougall, have been on your Scotch estate the same length of time, you’ll both be heartily sick of them and wishing yourselves back once more in the old life out here.”

“Try me, that’s all,” replied Callingway fervently. “Think what our present life is. We are here to-day and gone to-morrow. We’ve not a foot of earth in the whole wide world that we can call our own. The only home we know is a numbered room in a hotel or a cabin aboard a ship. We never know when we get up in the morning whether by nightfall we shall not be lying stark and cold shot through the heart, or with six inches of cold steel through our lungs. Our nerves from year’s end to year’s end are strained to breaking pitch, and there’s not a single decent woman to be found amongst the whole circle of our acquaintances. After all, a wife’s — —”

“The lasses, the lasses, I agree with ye,” interrupted McDougall without ceremony. “After all ’tis the lasses who make the joy o’ livin’. Hear what Robbie says: — 

“‘Health to the sex! ilk guid chiel says, Wi’ merry dance in winter days, An’ we to share in common: The gust o’ joy, the balm o’ woe, The soul o’ life, the Heav’n below, Is rapture-giving woman.’”

“If you’re going to get on that strain you’re hopeless,” I said. “When Callingway begins to think it is time for him to settle down, and you, McDougall, start quoting Burns, then I come to the conclusion that I’d better bid you good-night.”

As I spoke a “ricksha” drew up at the steps, and, when the coolie had set down his shafts, an elderly gentleman alighted. Having paid the man his fare he entered the verandah, and so made his way into the house. I had got so accustomed to new arrivals by this time that, beyond thinking what a good picture of the substantial old English merchant this one would have made, I did not pay much attention to him.

“Well,” said Callingway, after the few minutes’ pause which followed up my last remark, “I think I will ask you gentlemen to drink another whiskey and soda to my success, and then I will leave you and retire to my virtuous couch. My confounded boat sails at six o’clock to-morrow morning, and if I don’t sail in her I shall lose the society of a most estimable gentleman whom I am accompanying as far as Hong Kong. As it looks like being a profitable transaction I’ve no desire he should give me the slip.”

He touched the bell on the table at his side, and when the boy arrived to answer it, ordered the refreshment in question. We drank to his success in the business he was about to undertake, and then both he and McDougall bade me good-night and retired, leaving me alone in the verandah. It was a lovely evening, and as I was not at all in the humour for sleep I lit another cheroot and remained on where I was, watching the glimmering lights in the harbour beyond, and listening to the jabbering of the “ricksha” boys on the stand across the road.

As I sat there I could not help thinking of the curious life I was leading, of the many strange adventures I had had, and also of my miraculous escapes from what had seemed at the time to be almost certain death. Only that very day I had received an offer by telegram from a well-known and highly respected firm in Bombay inviting me to undertake a somewhat delicate piece of business in the Philippine Islands. The price offered me was, in every sense of the word, a good one; but I detested Spanish countries so much that if anything better turned up I was prepared to let the other fall through without a second thought. But one has to live, even in the East, and for this reason I did not feel justified in throwing dirty water away before I had got clean.

As these thoughts were passing through my mind I distinctly heard some one step into the verandah from the door on my right, and a moment later, to my surprise, the stout old gentleman who, half an hour or so before, I had thought so typical of an English merchant, came round the chairs towards me. Having reached the place where I was sitting he stopped, and, taking a cheroot from his pocket, proceeded to light it. During the operation I noticed that he took careful stock of me, and, when he had finished, said quietly, — 

“Mr. Collon, I believe?”

“That is my name,” I answered, looking up at him through the cloud of smoke. “Pray how do you come to be acquainted with it?”

“I have heard of you repeatedly,” he replied.

“Indeed,” I said. “And pray is there any way in which I can be of service to you?”

“I think so,” he replied, with a smile. “As a matter of fact, I have just arrived from Madras, where, hearing in an indirect way that you were supposed to be in Ceylon, I undertook this journey on purpose to see you.”

“Indeed!” I answered, with considerable surprise. “And pray what is it you desire me to do for you?”

“I want you to take charge of what I think promises to be one of the most extraordinary and complicated cases even in your extensive repertoire,” he said.

“If it is as you say, it must indeed be a singular one,” I answered. “Perhaps it would not give you too much trouble to furnish me with the details.”

“I will do so with the greatest pleasure,” he replied. “If you will permit me to take my seat beside you, you shall hear the story from beginning to end. I think, then, that you will agree with me that, provided you undertake it, it will, as I insinuated just now, in all probability prove the most sensational, as well as the most lucrative, case in which even you have hitherto been engaged.”

Thereupon he seated himself beside me, and told the following remarkable story.


CHAPTER II
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“IN THE FIRST place, Mr. Collon,” said the old gentleman, who had shown himself so anxious to obtain my services, “I must introduce myself to you. My name is Leversidge, John Leversidge, and I am the junior partner of the firm of Wilson, Burke & Leversidge, of Hatton Garden, Paris, Calcutta, and Melbourne. We are, as you will have gathered from our first address, diamond and precious stone merchants, and we do a very large business in the East generally; also among the Pacific Islands and in Australia. With the two last named our trade is confined principally to pearls and gold, neither of them having very much in the way of gems to offer. Still their connection is worth so much to us as to warrant us in keeping two buyers almost continuously employed; a fact, I think, which speaks for itself. Now it so turned out that some six months or so ago we received a cablegram in London announcing the fact that an enormous black pearl, in all probability the finest yet brought to light, had been discovered near one of the islands to the southward of New Guinea. It had been conveyed first to Thursday Island, which, as perhaps you are aware, is the head and centre of this particular industry in Australian waters, and later on, with a considerable amount of secrecy, to Sydney, where our agent, a man in whom we had the greatest trust, made it his business to see it on our behalf. The result was a cypher cablegram to our firm in London, to say that the jewel was, as far as his knowledge went, absolutely unique, and that in his opinion it behoved us to purchase it, even at the exorbitant price asked for it by the rascally individual into whose hands it had now fallen. This was a person by the name of Bollinson, a half-bred Swede I should say by the description we received of him; though, for my part, from the way he treated us, I should think Jew would be somewhat nearer the mark. Whatever his nationality may have been, however, the fact remains that he knew his business so well, that when we obtained possession of the pearl, which we were determined to have at any price, we had paid a sum for it nearly double what we had originally intended to give. But that mattered little to us, for we had the most perfect confidence in our servant, who had had to do with pearls all his life, and who since he had been in our employ had been fortunate enough to secure several splendid bargains for us. So, to make a long story short, when he cabled the price — though I must confess we whistled a little at the figure — we wired back: ‘Buy, and bring it home yourself by next boat,’ feeling convinced that we had done the right thing and should not regret it. Now, as you know, there is to be an Imperial wedding in Europe in six months’ time, and as we had received instructions to submit for his inspection anything we might have worthy of the honour, we felt morally certain that the sovereign in question would take the jewel off our hands, and thus enable us to get our money back and a fair percentage of interest, besides repaying us for our outlay and our trouble. Sure enough next day a message came in to us to say that our agent had completed the sale and was leaving for England that day, not viâ Melbourne and Adelaide, as we had supposed, or viâ Vancouver, which would have been the next best route; but by way of Queensland, the Barrier Reef, and the Arifura Sea, which was longer, and, as we very well knew, by no means so safe. Then he added the very significant information that since he had had the pearl in his keeping no less than three separate and distinct attempts had been made by other people to obtain possession of it. All that, you must understand, happened eight weeks ago. I was in London at the time, and can therefore give you the information first hand.”

“Eight weeks exactly?” I asked, for I always like to be certain of my dates. Many a good case that I have taken in hand has collapsed for the simple reason that the parties instructing me had been a little slipshod in the matter of their dates.

“Eight weeks to-morrow,” he answered. “Or rather, since it is now past midnight, I think I might say eight weeks to-day. However, in this particular instance the date does not happen to be of much importance.”

“In that case I must beg your pardon for interrupting you,” I said. “You were saying, I think, that your agent reported that, before he left Sydney, no less than three attempts were made by certain parties to obtain possession of the pearl in question.”

“That was so. But it is evident that he managed to elude them, otherwise he would have cabled again to us on the subject.”

“Did you then receive no further message from him?”

“Only one from Brisbane to say that he had joined the mail-boat, Monarch of Macedonia, at that port, and would sail for England in her that day.”

On hearing the name of the vessel I gave a start of surprise, and I might almost say of horror. “Good heavens!” I cried; “do you mean to say he was on board the Monarch of Macedonia? Why, as all the world knows by this time, she struck a rock somewhere off the New Guinea Coast and went to the bottom with all hands but two.”

The old gentleman nodded his head. “Your information is quite correct, my dear sir,” he said. “In a fog one night between eleven and twelve o’clock, she got in closer to the New Guinea Coast than she ought to have done, and struck on what was evidently an uncharted rock, and sank in between fifteen and twenty fathoms of water. Of her ship’s company only two were saved, a foremast hand and a first saloon passenger, the Rev. W. Colway-Brown, a clergyman from Sydney. These two managed, by some extraordinary means, to secure a boat, and in her they made their way to the shore, which was between thirty and forty miles distant. Here they dwelt for a few days in peril of their lives from the natives, and were ultimately picked up by a trading schooner called The Kissing Cup, whose skipper carried them on to Thursday Island, where they were taken in and most kindly cared for.”

“And your agent? Did you learn anything of his fate?”

“Nothing that was likely to be of any comfort to us,” said the old fellow sadly. “We telegraphed as soon as we heard the news, of course, first to the agents in Brisbane, who, to prove that he sailed on board the vessel, wired us the number of his cabin, and then to the Rev. Colway-Brown, who was still in Thursday Island. The latter replied immediately to the effect that he remembered quite well seeing the gentleman in question on deck earlier in the evening, but that he saw nothing of him after the vessel struck, and could only suppose he must have been in bed when the accident happened. It was a most unhappy affair altogether, and, as you may suppose, we were not a little cut up at the loss of our old servant and trusted friend.”

“I can quite believe that,” I answered. “And now what is it you want me to do to help you?”

Mr. Leversidge was silent for a few seconds, and thinking he might be wondering how he should put the matter to me I did not interrupt him.

“Well, Mr. Collon,” he said, after a few moments’ thought, “what we want you to do for us, is to proceed with me to the scene of the wreck as soon as possible, and to endeavour to obtain from her the pearl which our agent was bringing home to us. Your reputation as a diver is well known to us, and I might tell you that directly the news of the wreck reached us we said to each other, ‘That pearl must be recovered at any cost, and Christopher Collon is the man for the work.’ We will, of course, pay all expenses connected with the expedition. Will you therefore be good enough to tell me if you will undertake the work, and if so, what your charge will be?”

Many and strange as my adventures had hitherto been, and curious (for that is the most charitable term, I think) as were some of the applications I had had made to me in my time, I don’t think I had ever been made such an extraordinary offer as that brought under my notice by the old gentleman who had so unexpectedly come in search of me. He had not been far from the mark when he had said that this was likely to be one of the strangest cases that had ever come under my observation. Of one thing I was firmly convinced, and that was that I was not going to give him a decided answer at once. I did not know how my ground lay, and nothing was to be gained by giving my promise and being compelled to withdraw it afterwards. Besides, before I pledged myself, I wanted to find out how I stood with the law in the matter of the ship herself. I had no sort of desire to board her and bring off the jewel, and then find it advertised in all the papers of the world and myself called into court on a charge of wrecking or piracy, or whatever the particular term might be that covers that sort of crime.

“You must give me time to think it over,” I said, turning to the old gentleman beside me. “I want to discover my position. For all I know to the contrary I may be lending myself to a felony, and that would never do at all. Everybody is aware that the more adventures a jewel goes through the more valuable it becomes. On the other hand the arm of the law reaches a long way, and I am not going to be the cat that pulls your chestnuts out of the fire and burns her paws in so doing. That would scarcely suit Christopher Collon, however nice it might be for other people.”

“My dear sir,” replied Mr. Leversidge, “you need have no fear at all on that score. We have no desire to incriminate you or to hurt your interests in any possible way. I shall take charge of the affair myself, and that should be sufficient guarantee that we are not going to run any undue risk. I have both my public and my private reputation at stake, and for my own sake you may be sure I shall take very good care that we do not come into collision with the law. The good name of my firm is also in the balance, and that should count for something. No, my dear sir, the most rigid and absolute secrecy will be maintained, and the arrangements will be as follows: If you are agreeable, and we can come to terms, we shall charter a vessel, if possible, in Batavia, fit her out with the necessary appliances, and sail in her with all speed to the spot where the catastrophe happened. Then you will descend to the vessel, discover our agent’s luggage, which is certain to be in his cabin, we shall draw it up to the surface, examine it, obtain the pearl, and having done so sail again for Batavia, where the amount upon which we shall have agreed will be paid to you. After that we must separate; you will go your way, I shall go mine, and not a living soul will be the wiser.”

“That’s all very well, but what about the officers and crew of the vessel we charter? Do you think they will not suspect; and how do you propose to square them?”

“We will do that, never fear. They will be certain to believe, from the confident way in which we act, that we have the right to visit the vessel. Besides, when we have once parted from them, we shall never see them again. No, I do not think you need be afraid of them. Come, what do you say?”

“I don’t know what to say,” I answered. “I’m not sure whether it would be worth my while to touch it. The risk is so great, and I’ve got another offer on hand just now that looks as if it might turn out well. All these things have to be considered before I can give you an answer.”

“Naturally,” he replied. “But still I trust you will see your way to helping us. Your skill as a diver is well known, and I pay you the compliment of believing that you have one of the rarest of all gifts, the knowledge of how to hold your tongue when it is necessary. Just think it over and acquaint me with your decision in the morning.”

“Very good,” I answered. “I will do so. You shall have my answer after breakfast, without fail.”

“I am glad to hear it, and I thank you. Now, good-night.”

“Good-night,” I answered, and after that we separated to go to our respective rooms.

By five o’clock next morning, after a troubled night, I had made up my mind. If the old gentleman would give the terms I wanted, I would do what he asked. Half of the amount was to be paid before we left Colombo, and the balance on our return to Batavia, or on the completion of our work, provided it did not last more than six months. All expenses were to be defrayed by his firm, and a document was to be given me, exonerating me from all blame should the law think fit to come down upon us for what we were doing. All this I embodied in a letter which I copied and sent to Mr. Leversidge’s room while he was dressing.

After breakfast he found me in the verandah.

“Many thanks for your note,” he said promptly. “I shall be most happy to agree to your terms. We will settle them at once, if you have no objection.”

“That is very kind of you,” I answered; “but why this great hurry?”

“Because we must leave in the mail-boat this afternoon for Batavia, viâ Singapore,” he replied. “As you will see for yourself, there is no time to be lost.”


CHAPTER III
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IN EVERY LIFE there are certain to be incidents, often of the most trivial nature possible, which, little as we may think so at the time, are destined to remain with us, indelibly stamped upon our memories, until we shuffle off this mortal coil. As far as my own existence is concerned, I shall always remember the first view we obtained of Tanjong Priok, as the seaport of Batavia is called, on the day we arrived there from Singapore, engaged on the most extraordinary quest in which I had ever taken part. It was towards evening, and the sky, not merely the western, but indeed the whole length and breadth of the heavens, was suffused with the glorious tints of sunset. Such another I do not remember ever to have seen. In these later days, whenever I look back on that strange adventure, the first thing I see pictured in my mind’s eye is that Dutch harbour with its shiny green wharves on one hand, its desolate, wind-tossed cocoa-nut trees upon the shore on the other, and that marvellously beautiful sky enveloping all like a blood-red mantle.

The voyage from Ceylon to Singapore, and thence to Java, calls for no special comment, save that it was accomplished at the maximum of speed and the minimum of convenience. So great, however, was Mr. Leversidge’s desire to get to the scene of the disaster, that he could scarcely wait even for the most necessary preparations to be made. The whole way from Colombo to Singapore he grumbled at the speed of the vessel, and when we broke down later on off the coast of Sumatra, I really thought he would have had a fit. However, as I have said before, we reached it at last, and despite the catastrophe, in fairly good time. Having done so, we went ashore, and, acting on my advice, installed ourselves at the Hotel de Nederlander. There are few more beautiful places in the world than Java, and few where I would less care to spend my life. It was Leversidge’s first visit to the island, however, and, as is usual in such cases, its beauty exercised a powerful effect upon him. Java is like itself and nothing else in the whole scope of the Immemorial East.

Once we were settled we began to think about our preparations for accomplishing the last part of our singular journey, namely, our voyage to the wreck. It was a delicate bit of business, and one that had to be undertaken in a careful manner in order that no suspicions might be aroused. The Dutch Government is as suspicious as a rat, and a great deal more watchful than most people give it the credit of being. If space permitted, which it does not, I could furnish you with tangible evidence on this head.

“What do you intend doing first?” I had inquired of Mr. Leversidge, on the evening of our landing, when we sat together after dinner in the verandah outside our bedrooms.

“To-morrow morning I shall commence my inquiries for a vessel to carry us on,” he answered. “I do not, of course, in accordance with the promise I gave you, desire to compromise you in any way, but if you would give me a few hints as to the way in which I should proceed, I should be very grateful to you. This is the first time I have been in Java, and naturally I am not familiar with the ropes.”

“I’ll do all I can for you, with great pleasure,” I replied; “on the understanding, of course, that I take none of the responsibility. In the first place, you will want a smart little vessel that will get us down to the spot as quickly as possible. Then you will have to hire your diving gear, pumps, dress, etc., and these, as my life and the entire success of the business will depend upon them, must be of the very first quality. Having secured your boat, you must find a trustworthy skipper and crew. She must be provisioned, and when all that has been done, you must arrange to get away from Tanjong Priok without a soul here being the wiser as to what occasions your hurry. I take it that that is a fair summary of the case?”

“You have hit it exactly,” he answered; “but I’m afraid it’s rather more difficult than you suppose. In the first place, I want to be certain of my man before I go to him. I don’t want to make a false step and find myself confronted with a person who will not only refuse to entertain my request point-blank, but will inform the Government as soon as my back is turned of my intentions. That would ruin everything.”

“Well, if you want a man from whom you can make inquiries,” I answered, “and at the same time feel safe in so doing, I think I can put you on the track of one. I’ve got his card in my bag now, and to-morrow morning I’ll give it to you. One thing is very certain: if there is any one on this island who can help you, he is that man. But don’t let him get an inkling that you’re after pearls, whatever you do, or he’ll want to stand in with you, as sure as you’re born, or sell you to the Government if you don’t let him have his own way. I know for a fact that he owns a fleet of schooners, all built for speed, though I expect when you ask him he will deny knowing anything at all about them. They’re fitted up with the latest appliances in the way of pumps and gear, but I know nothing of the crews they carry. You must look after them yourself, only be very careful and keep your eyes open. Remember that every man about here is a sailor, or pretends to be. Oftener, however, he is as big a rascal as can be found in the East, and would not only play you false as soon as look at you, but would slit your throat on the first convenient opportunity, if for no other reward than to see how pretty you look while he is doing it. I’ve had to do with them for more years than I like to count, and I speak from experience. Now, with your permission, I’ll be off to bed. I’ll give you the fellow’s address to-morrow morning.”

“Many thanks,” he said. “I am sincerely grateful to you for the help you have rendered me.”

“Don’t mention it. I only hope it may prove of real service to you. Good-night.”

“Good-night, my dear sir,” he answered. “Good-night. I trust that we have now definitely started on our work, and that we are on the threshold of great events.”

Early next morning, that is to say after the early breakfast, which is served either in the bedrooms or in the verandahs, as visitors may prefer, I handed the old gentleman the card of the individual to whom I had referred on the previous evening, and he immediately set off in search of him. While he was gone I thought I would take a stroll down town and find out what was doing, so, donning my solar topee, I lit a cigar and set off. I had an old friend, who could tell me all I wanted to know — a man I had often found useful — and, what was better still, one whom I had impressed some time since with the belief that it would be by no means advisable to attempt to play fast and loose with me. He was a curious old fellow, of the name of Maalthaas, and claimed to be a Dutchman. But I happened to be aware that this was not his name; he was a native of Southern Germany, and had originally run away to escape military service. He dwelt at the top of a curious building in the main thoroughfare of the native town, the lower portion of which was inhabited by Chinamen, and it was his boast that he knew more of what was going on in the further East than even Li Chung Tang himself.

I found him in the act of getting out of bed, and he looked as if he were suffering a recovery from a heavy opium bout, to which little excesses he was very partial. When I opened the door, he greeted me without showing the least surprise. A funnier little dried-up skin-and-bone creature no one could have desired to see.

“Mynheer Collon?” he said, or rather gasped, for he was always asthmatical. “I somehow expected I should see you this morning.”

“Then your expectation is realized,” I answered. “I happened to be in Batavia, so I thought I would look you up. It is months since I last set eyes on you.”

“But why did you leave Colombo so suddenly, Mynheer?” he asked inquisitively, disregarding the latter portion of my speech. “And how does it come about that you did not accept that offer to squeeze the dollars out of that tobacco firm in the Philippines?”

“How the deuce do you know anything about that?” I asked in surprise, for it must be borne in mind that that business had been negotiated in the strictest secrecy, and I had no idea that any one else, save the parties mostly concerned, had any inkling of it, much less this withered-up old mummy in Java, who sat on his bed screwing his nutcracker face up into what he thought was a pleasant smile.

“I am old, and deaf, and blind as a bat,” he answered; “but I am young enough to have my wits about me. My ears are always open for a bit of gossip, and blind as I am I can see as far into the world as my neighbours.”

“You’ve got wonderfully sharp eyes, Daddy,” I replied. “Everybody knows that. And what’s more, you never make a mistake, do you? If I were as clever as you are I’d start opium smuggling in Formosa to-morrow, and make a fortune out of it.”

Now it so happened that this very industry was the only real failure the old man had had in his life, or, to be more exact, it was the only failure which had ever come to light. In consequence he was the more sensitive about it.

“You think yourself very clever, don’t you?” he asked, “but you’re not quite as clever as old Maalthaas yet. For all he’s so old he still has his wits about him. Supposing he could tell you your errand here, and why that white-haired old English merchant, Leversidge, is with you, eh?”

“What do you know about Leversidge, you old wizard?” I cried; not, however, without a little feeling of nervousness, as I thought of what the consequences might be if this old rascal became aware of the game we were playing and of the necessity that existed for secrecy.

“A good deal more than you think,” he answered, with a sly chuckle. “When Hatton Garden takes Christopher Collon in tow, their little game is worth watching, it seems to me. At any rate, it’s worth seeing if you can discover the reason of it all.”

“It is just possible it might gratify your curiosity,” I said, “but for my own part I don’t see exactly where the benefit would come in. They pay me fairly well; still — —”

“Still not the full value of the pearl?” he cried. “That’s what you were going to say, I suppose?”

The start I could not prevent myself from giving must have shown him that he had scored a bull’s-eye. But I recovered myself almost instantly, and by that time had made up my mind as to the course I should pursue. “No, I don’t suppose it is the full value of the pearl,” I answered. “It’s hardly likely it would be. Still, we must live, and, as perhaps you know, business has not been very brisk of late. How have you been doing yourself?”

“Nothing at all,” he answered; and then added significantly, “I’m looking out for something now. ‘Make hay while the sun shines,’ is my motto, and I’ve always found it a good one.”

“I’m sorry, then, that I can’t help you to anything,” I said. “If I could you know I’d go out of my way to do so, don’t you?”

Once more he glanced at me and chuckled. From what I knew of his ways, I could see that there was some mischief still to come.

“You were always grateful for a little help, my boy, weren’t you? We’ve had many a good bit of business together at one time or another, if my poor old memory serves me. It is just possible now that I can do you a good turn, but I’m a poor man, and I want something for my trouble.”

“What can you do for me?” I asked, as I searched his crafty old face with my eyes, in the hopes of getting some inkling of what he had in his mind.

“I can give you a warning about this present bit of work of yours,” he said. “It may save you a lot of trouble, and not only trouble but a bit of danger, too, if what I hear is correct.”

“The deuce you can!” I said; “and pray, what may that warning be?”

“Not too fast, my friend,” he answered. “Before I tell you I want my return. Give me the information I ask, and you shall know all I’ve got to tell. It’s worth hearing, I give you my word.”

“Well, what is it you want to know? I’ve trusted you before, and I don’t mind doing so again. Ask your question and I’ll answer it. But if you get up to any larks, or play me false, why just you look out for yourself, that’s all.”

“I’m not going to play you false,” he answered, with another contortion of his face. “What I want to know is, when you induced the Sultan of Pela-Pelu to hand you over that Portugee chap, for whom the Tsungli-Yamen in Pekin offered that reward, what was the threat you used? I’ve got a little game to play there, and I want to be able to pinch him so as to make him squeal in case he refuses me. Tell me how you managed it, and I’ll give you the information you need.”

Before I answered him I took a minute or so to consider my position. I did not want to betray my secret unless I was absolutely compelled to do so, and yet I had good reason for believing that the old fellow would not have hinted that there was something I ought to know, unless his news were worth the telling. However, at last I made up my mind, took out my pocket-book and turned up a certain entry.

“There it is,” I said, as I handed it to him to read. “I got that information first hand, so I know it can be relied upon. I threatened him with exposure, and though he was very high up the tree before, he soon climbed down.”

Maalthaas read what was written on the page twice over, and then scribbled a few notes on a piece of paper, which he took from under his pillow. Having done so, he handed me back the book, which I pocketed.

“Now what have you got to tell me?” I inquired.

“First answer me one question,” he said. “You’re off to the wreck of the Monarch of Macedonia, are you not?”

“I’m not going to say whether we are, or are not,” I answered; “but suppose, for the sake of argument, we are. What then?”

He leaned a little closer towards me, and his crafty old eyes twinkled in his head like two brilliant stars.

“In that case,” he said, “my advice is, make haste, for you may be sure of one thing, and that is that you’re not the first.”

I sprang to my feet on hearing this. “Not the first!” I cried. “What the deuce do you mean? Why are we not the first?”
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“I sprang to my feet on hearing this. ‘Not the first!’ I cried.”

“Because a schooner started yesterday for the wreck, with a full diving plant aboard. Jim Peach is running the show, and he has Yokohama Joe with him.”

I did not wait to hear any more, but picking up my hat made for the door, and before you could have counted fifty was flying up the street at my best speed. Jim Peach had beaten me once before, he was not going to do so again if I could help it.


CHAPTER IV
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AS I REACHED the hotel again after my interview with that crafty old rascal, Maalthaas, I saw Mr. Leversidge entering it by another gate. I hurried after him and just managed to catch him as he was crossing the verandah to pass into his own sitting-room. He turned sharply round on hearing my step behind him, and one glance at my face must have told him that there was something the matter. His face turned pale, and I noticed that his mouth twitched nervously.

“What is it?” he asked breathlessly. “What is it you have to tell me? I can see there is something wrong by your face.”

“There is indeed something wrong,” I answered. “Come inside and let me tell you. I hurried back on purpose to let you know at once.”

“I am obliged to you,” he said. “Now come inside. Your face frightens me. I fear bad news.”

“It is not good news I have to tell you, I’m afraid,” I replied. “But still, if we’re sharp, we may be able to remedy the mischief before it’s too late. First and foremost you must understand that this morning I called upon an old friend who lives here, one of the sharpest men in the East, if not the very sharpest. He’s a man who knows everything; who would in all probability be able to tell you why that Russian cruiser, which was due in Hong Kong last Friday, at the last moment put back to Vladivostock, though she did not require coal, and had nothing whatever the matter with her. Or he will tell you, as he did me, the reasons which induced a certain English jewel merchant to hasten to Colombo from Madras, and then come on to Java in company with a man named Christopher Collon.”

“Do you mean to say that our business here is known to people?” he cried in alarm. “In that case we are ruined.”

“Not quite, I think,” I answered; and then with a little boastfulness which I could not help displaying, I added, “In the first place it is not known to people. Only to one person. In the second, Maalthaas may play fast and loose with a good many folk, but he dares not do so with me. I carry too many guns for him, and we are too useful to each other to endeavour in any way to spoil each other’s games. But for him I should never have known what has happened now until it would have been too late to remedy it.”

“But you have not yet told me what has happened,” said Mr. Leversidge in an aggrieved tone.

“Well, the fact of the matter is,” I said, “while we have been congratulating ourselves on our sharpness, we have very nearly been forestalled in what we intended doing. In other words, we are not so early in the field as we thought we were.”

“What do you mean? Not so early in the field. Do you mean to tell me there is some one else trying to do what we are going to do? That some one else is setting off for the wreck?”

“I do,” I answered, with a nod of the head. “You have just hit it. A schooner left Tanjong Priok yesterday with a diver aboard, and as far as I can gather — and there seems to be no doubt about the matter — she was bound for the wreck.”

“Do you mean a Government vessel? Surely she must have been sent by the authorities?”

“I don’t mean anything of the sort,” I said. “The only authority she is sent by is Jim Peach, one of the sharpest men in these waters. And when I tell you that he is aboard her, and that he has Yokohama Joe, the diver, with him, I guess you’ll see there’s real cause for alarm. At any rate, Mr. Leversidge, it’s my opinion that if we’re not there first we may as well give up all thought of the pearls, for they’ll get them as sure as you’re born — don’t you make any mistake about that. I’ve never known Jimmy Peach fail in what he undertook but once. He’s a bad ‘un to beat is Jimmy. He knows these waters as well as you know Oxford Street, and if, as I expect, it’s his own schooner he’s gone in, then we shall have all our time taken up trying to catch her.”

As I said this the old gentleman’s face was a study. Expressions of bewilderment, anxiety, greed, and vindictiveness seemed to struggle in it for the mastery. It was evident that, brought up as he had been with a profound respect for the sacred rights of property, it was impossible for him to believe that the man could live who would have the audacity to behave towards him, John Leversidge, of Hatton Garden, as Peach and his gang were now said to be doing. He clenched his fists as he realized that the success of the enterprise depended entirely upon our being able to beat the others at their own game, and from the gleam I saw in his eye I guessed that there was not much the old boy would not do and dare to get possession of what had been bought and paid for by his firm, and what he therefore considered to be his own lawful property.

“If it is as you say, Mr. Collon,” he said, at length, “there can be no possible doubt as to what sort of action we should take. Come what may we must be on the spot first. I believe I am doing as my firm would wish when I say that those other rascals must be outwitted at all costs. If this man you speak of, this Peach, is a bad one to beat, let me tell you so am I. We’ll make a match of it and see who comes out best. I can assure you I have no fear for the result.”

“Bravely spoken,” I said. “I like your spirit, Mr. Leversidge, and I’m with you hand and glove. I’ve beaten Jimmy before, and on this occasion I’ll do so again.”

“I only hope and trust you may,” he answered. “And now what do you advise? What steps should we take first? Give me your assistance, I beg, for you must of necessity be better versed in these sort of matters than I. It seems to me, however, that one thing is very certain: if these men sailed yesterday in their schooner, and they have a day’s start of us, we shall find it difficult to catch them. We might do so, of course; but it would be safer to act as if we think we might not. For my own part I do not feel inclined to run the risk. I want to make it certain that we do get there before them.”

“The only way to do that is, of course, to charter a steamer,” I replied, “and that will run into a lot of money. But it will make it certain that we get the better of them.”

“In such a case money is no object. We must keep our word to the Emperor, and to do that my firm would spend twice the sum this is likely to cost. But the question is, where are we to find the steamer we want? I found it difficult, nay, almost impossible, to get even a schooner this morning. And for the only one I could hear of the owner asked such a preposterous price that I did not feel disposed to give in to his demands until I had consulted you upon the subject, and made certain that we could not find another. What do you recommend?”

I considered the matter for a moment. I had had experience of Java shipowners before, and I knew something of their pleasant little ways. Then an idea occurred to me.

“I think if you will let me negotiate the matter, Mr. Leversidge,” I said, “I may be able to obtain what you want. The man of whom I spoke to you just now, the same who gave me the information regarding Peach and his party, is the person to apply to. For a consideration I have no doubt he would find us a vessel, and though we may have to pay him for his trouble, he will take very good care that we are not swindled by any other party. There is one more suggestion I should like to make, and that is that you should let me telegraph to a person of my acquaintance in Thursday Island to send a schooner down to a certain part of the New Guinea coast, in charge of men he can trust. We could then on arrival tranship to her, and send the steamer back without letting those on board know anything of our errand. What do you think of that arrangement? In my opinion it would be the best course to pursue.”

“And I agree with you,” he answered. “It is an admirable idea, and I am obliged to you for it. We will put it into execution without loss of time. As soon as you have seen this man Maalthaas we will send the message you speak of to Thursday Island.”

“I will see him at once,” I replied. “There is no time to be lost. While we are talking here that schooner is making her way to the scene of the catastrophe as fast as she can go.”

I accordingly departed, and in something less than a quarter of an hour was once more seated in the venerable Maalthaas’ room. It did not take long to let him know the favour we wanted of him, nor did it take long for him to let me understand upon what terms he was prepared to grant it. “You won’t come down in your price at all, I suppose?” I said, when he had finished. “What you ask is a trifle stiff for such a simple service.”

“Not a guelder,” he answered briefly.

“Provided we agree, when can we sail?”

“To-morrow morning at daylight, if you like. There will be no difficulty about that.”

“And you guarantee that the men you send with her can be trusted?”

“Nobody in this world is to be trusted,” he answered grimly. “I’ve never yet met the man who could not be bought at a price. And what’s more if I did meet him I would be the last to trust him. What I will say is that the men who work the boat are as nearly trustworthy as I can get them. That’s all.”

“All right. That will do. I will go back to my principal now and let him know what you say. If I don’t return here within an hour you can reckon we agree to your terms, and you can go ahead.”

“No, thank you, Mynheer,” said Maalthaas; “that won’t do at all. If I receive the money within an hour, I shall take it that you agree, not otherwise. Half the money down and the remainder to be paid to the captain when you reach your destination. If you want him to wait for you and bring you back, you must pay half the return fare when you get aboard, and the balance when you return here. Do you understand?”

“Perfectly. I will let you have an answer within an hour.”

Fifteen hours later the money had been paid, the cablegram to Thursday Island despatched, and we were standing on the deck of the Dutch steamer König Ludwig, making our way along the Java coast at the rate of a good fifteen knots an hour.

“If Master Peach doesn’t take care we shall be in a position to throw him a towline by this time on Saturday morning,” I said to Mr. Leversidge, who was standing beside me.

“I devoutly hope so,” he answered. “At any rate, you may be sure we’ll make a good race of it. What shall we call the stakes?”

“The Race for a Dead Man’s Pearls,” said I. “How would that do?”


CHAPTER V
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TO MY SURPRISE before we had been twenty-four hours at sea every one on board the König Ludwig seemed to have imbibed a measure of our eagerness, and to be aware that we were not in reality engaged in a pleasure trip, as had been given out, but in a race against a schooner which had sailed from the same port nearly forty-eight hours before. As a matter of fact it was Mr. Leversidge who was responsible for thus letting the cat out of the bag. Imperative as it was that the strictest reticence should be observed regarding our errand, his excitement was so great that he could not help confiding his hopes and fears, under the pledge of secrecy, of course, to half the ship’s company. Fortunately, however, he had the presence of mind not to reveal the object of our voyage, though I fear many of them must have suspected it.

It was on the seventh day after leaving Batavia that we reached that portion of the New Guinea coast where it had been arranged that the schooner, for which I had telegraphed to Thursday Island, should meet us. So far we had seen nothing of Peach’s boat, and in our own hearts we felt justified in believing that we had beaten her. Now, if we could only change vessels, and get to the scene of action without loss of time, it looked as if we should stand an excellent chance of completing our business and getting away again before she could put in an appearance. After careful consideration we had agreed to allow the steamer to return without us to Java, and when we had done our work to continue our journey on board the schooner to Thursday Island. Here we would separate, Leversidge returning with his treasure to England viâ Brisbane and Sydney, and I making my way by the next China boat to Hong-Kong, where I intended to lay by for a while on the strength of the money I was to receive from him. But, as you will shortly see, we were bargaining without our hosts. Events were destined to turn out in a very different way from what we expected.

It was early morning — indeed, it still wanted an hour to sunrise — when the captain knocked at our respective cabins and informed us that we had reached the place to which it had been arranged in the contract he should carry us. We accordingly dressed with all possible speed, and having done so made our way on deck. When we reached it we found an unusually still morning, a heavy mist lying upon the face of the sea. The latter, as far as we could judge by the water alongside, was as smooth and pulseless as a millpond. Not a sound could be heard save the steady dripping of the moisture from the awning on the deck. Owing to the fog it was impossible to tell whether or not the schooner from Thursday Island had arrived at the rendezvous. She might have been near us, or she might be fifty miles away for all we could tell to the contrary.

Once we thought we heard the sound of a block creaking a short distance away to port, but though we hailed at least a dozen times, and blew our whistles for some minutes, we were not rewarded with an answer.

“This delay is really very annoying,” said Mr. Leversidge testily, after we had tramped the deck together for upwards of an hour. “Every minute is of the utmost importance to us, for every hour we waste in inaction here is bringing the other schooner closer. As soon as this fog lifts we shall have to make up for lost time with a vengeance.”

How we got through the remainder of that morning I have only a very confused recollection. For my own part I believe I put in most of it with a book lying on the chartroom locker. Mr. Leversidge, on the other hand, was scarcely still for a minute at a time, but spent most of the morning running from place to place about the vessel, peering over the side to see if the fog were lifting, and consulting his watch and groaning audibly every time he returned it to his pocket. I don’t know that I ever remember seeing a man more impatient.

As soon as lunch was finished we returned to the deck, only to find the fog as thick as ever. The quiet that was over everything was most uncanny, and when one of us spoke his voice seemed to travel for miles. Still, however, we could hear nothing, much less see anything, of the schooner which was to have taken us on to our destination.

“If this fog doesn’t lift soon I believe I shall go mad,” said Leversidge at last, bringing his hand down as he spoke with a smack upon the bulwarks. “For all we know to the contrary it may be fine where the wreck is, and all the time we are lying here inactive that rascal Peach’s schooner, the Nautch Girl, is coming along hand over fist to spoil our work for us. I never knew anything so aggravating in my life.”

As if nature were regretting having given him so much anxiety, the words had scarcely left his mouth before there was a break in the fog away to port, and then with a quickness that seemed almost magical, seeing how thick it had been a moment before, the great curtain drew off the face of the deep, enabling us to see the low outline of the cape ten miles or so away to starboard, and, as if the better to please us, a small vessel heading towards us from the south-eastward. As soon as I brought the glass to bear upon her I knew her for the schooner I had cabled to Thursday Island about. An hour later she was hove-to within a cable’s length of us, and we were moving our traps aboard as expeditiously as possible. Then sail was got on her once more, the König Ludwig whistled us a shrill farewell, and presently we were bowling across the blue seas toward our destination at as fine a rate of speed as any man could wish to see.

For the remainder of that day we sailed on, making such good running of it that at sunrise on the morning following we found ourselves at the place for which we had been travelling — namely, the scene of the wreck of the unfortunate steamship Monarch of Macedonia. We were all on deck when we reached it, and never shall I forget the look of astonishment that came into Leversidge’s face when the skipper sang out some orders, hove her to, and joined us at the taffrail, saying abruptly as he did so, “Gentlemen, here we are; I reckon this is the place to which you told me to bring you.”

“This the place!” he cried, as he looked round him at the smooth and smiling sea. “You surely don’t mean to tell me that it was just here that the Monarch of Macedonia met her cruel fate? I cannot believe it.”

“It’s true, all the same,” answered the skipper. “That’s to say, as near as I can reckon it by observations. Just take a look at the chart and see for yourself.”

So saying he spread the roll of paper he carried in his hand upon the deck, and we all knelt down to examine it. In order to prove his position the skipper ran a dirty thumb-nail along his course, and made a mark with it about the approximate spot where he had hove the schooner to.

“Do you mean to say that the unfortunate vessel lies beneath us now?” asked Mr. Leversidge, with a certain amount of awe in his voice.

“As near as I can reckon it she ought to be somewhere about here,” returned the skipper, waving his hand casually around the neighbourhood. And then, taking a slip of paper from the pocket of his coat, he continued: “Here are the Admiralty Survey vessel’s bearings of the rock upon which she struck, so we can’t be very far out.”

Following Mr. Leversidge’s example we went to the port side and looked over.

“It seems a ghastly thing to think that down there lies that great vessel, the outcome of so much human thought and ingenuity, with the bodies of the men and women who perished in her still on board. I don’t know that I envy you in your task of visiting her, Collon. By the way, what are the Government soundings?”

“Seventeen fathoms,” answered the skipper.

“And you think she is lying some distance out from the rock on which she struck?”

“I do. The survivors say that as soon as she struck, the officer of the watch reversed his engines and pulled her off, but before he could get more than a cable’s length astern she sank like a stone.”

“I understand. And now, Mr. Collon, your part of the business commences. When do you propose to get to work? We must not delay any more than we can help, for the other schooner may be here at any moment.”

“I shall commence getting my things together immediately,” I answered, “and, if all goes well, the first thing to-morrow morning I shall make my descent. It would not be worth while doing so this afternoon.”

Accordingly, as soon as our mid-day meal was finished, I had the pumps and diving gear brought on deck and spent the afternoon testing them and getting them ready for the work that lay before me on the morrow. By nightfall I was fully prepared to descend in search of the pearl.

“Let us hope that by this time to-morrow we shall be on our way to Thursday Island with our work completed,” said Leversidge to me as we leant against the taffrail later in the evening. “I don’t know that I altogether care about thinking that all those poor dead folk are lying only a hundred feet or so beneath our keel. As soon as we have got what we want out of her we’ll lose no time in packing up and being off.”

I was about to answer him, when something caused me to look across the sea to the westward. As I did so I gave a little cry of astonishment, for not more than five miles distant I could see the lights of a vessel coming towards us.

“Look!” I cried, “what boat can that be?”

Mr. Leversidge followed the direction of my hand. “If I’m not mistaken,” the skipper said, “that is the Nautch Girl — Peach’s schooner.”

“Then there’s trouble ahead. What on earth is to be done?”

“I have no notion. We cannot compel him to turn back, and if he finds us diving here he will be certain to suspect our motive and to give information against us.”

We both turned and looked in the direction we had last seen the vessel, but to our amazement she was no longer there.

“What does it mean?” cried Leversidge. “What can have become of her?”

“I think I can tell you,” said the skipper, “We’re in for another fog.”

“A fog again,” replied the old gentleman. “If that is so we’re done for.”

“On the contrary,” I said, “I think we’re saved. Given a decent opportunity and I fancy I can see my way out of this scrape.”


CHAPTER VI
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OF ALL THE thousand and one strange phenomena of the mighty deep, to my thinking there is none more extraordinary than the fogs which so suddenly spring up in Eastern waters. At one moment the entire expanse of sea lies plain and open before the eye; then a tiny cloud makes its appearance, like a little flaw in the perfect blue, far down on the horizon. It comes closer, and as it does so, spreads itself out in curling wreaths of vapour. Finally, the mariner finds himself cut off from everything, standing alone in a little world of his own, so tiny that it is even impossible for him to see a boat’s length before his face. At night the effect is even more strange, for then it is impossible to see anything at all.

On this particular occasion the fog came up quicker than I ever remember to have seen one do. We had hardly caught sight of the lights of the schooner, which we were convinced was none other than the Nautch Girl, than they disappeared again. But, as I had told Mr. Leversidge, that circumstance, instead of injuring us, was likely to prove our salvation. Had she come upon us in broad daylight while we were engaged upon our work on the wreck below, it would have been a case of diamond cut diamond, and the strongest would have won. Now, however, if she would only walk into the trap I was about to set for her, I felt confident in my own mind that we should come out of the scrape with flying colours.

“We must not attempt to conceal our position,” I said, turning to the skipper, whom I could now barely see. “If I were you I should keep that bell of yours ringing, it will serve to let Peach know that there is somebody already on the spot, and it will help to prepare his mind for what is to come.”

The skipper groped his way forward to give the necessary order, and presently the bell commenced to sound its note of warning. Thereupon we sat ourselves down on the skylight to await the arrival of the schooner with what composure we could command. Our patience, however, was destined to be sorely tried, for upwards of two hours elapsed before any sound reached us to inform us that she was in our neighbourhood. Then with an abruptness which was almost startling, a voice came to us across the silent sea.

“If I have to visit you niggers in that boat,” the speaker was saying, “I’ll give you as good a booting as ever you had in your lives. Bend your backs to it and pull or I’ll be amongst you before you can look round and put some ginger into you.”

There was no occasion to tell me whose voice it was. “That’s Jimmy Peach,” I said, turning to Mr. Leversidge, who was standing beside me at the bulwarks. “I know his pleasant way of talking to his crew. He’s a sweet skipper is Jimmy, and the man he has with him, Yokohama Joe, is his equal in every respect.”

“But how have they managed to get here?” asked the old gentleman. “Theirs is not a steam vessel, and besides being pitch dark in this fog there’s not a breath of wind.”

“They’ve got a boat out towing her,” I answered. “If you listen for a moment you’ll hear the creaking of the oars in the rowlocks. That’s just what I reckoned they would do. Now I am going to give Master Jimmy one of the prettiest scares he has ever had in his life, and one that I think he will remember to his dying day. If he ever finds it out, and we meet ashore, I reckon things will hum a bit.”

So saying, I funnelled my mouth with my hands and shouted in the direction whence the voice had proceeded a few minutes before. “Ship ahoy! Is that the Nautch Girl, of Cooktown?”

There was complete silence while a man could have counted a hundred. Then a voice hailed me in reply: “What vessel are you?”

I was prepared for this question. “Her Majesty’s gunboat Panther, anchored above the wreck of the Monarch of Macedonia,” I answered. “Are you the Nautch Girl?”

There was another long pause, then a different voice answered, “Nautch Girl be hanged! We’re the bêche-de-mer schooner Caroline Smithers, of Cairns, from Macassar to Port Moresby.”

Once more I funnelled my hands and answered them. “All right,” I replied, “just heave to a minute and I’ll send a boat to make certain. I’m looking for the Nautch Girl, and, as she left Batavia ten days or so ago, she’s just about due here now.”

Turning to Mr. Leversidge, who was standing beside me, I whispered, “If I’m not mistaken he’ll clear out now as quickly as he knows how.”

“But why should he do so?” he inquired. “As long as he doesn’t interfere with the wreck he has a perfect right to be here.”

“As you say, he has a perfect right,” I answered; “but you may bet your bottom dollar he’ll be off as soon as possible. There is what the lawyers call a combination of circumstances against him. In the first place, I happen to know that he has been wanted very badly for some considerable time by the skipper of the Panther for a little bit of business down in the Kingsmill Group. They have been trying to nab him everywhere, but so far he has been too smart for them. In addition, he is certain to think his mission to the wreck has been wired to Thursday Island, and between the two I fancy he will come to the conclusion that discretion is the better part of valour and will run for it. Hark! there he goes.”

We both listened, and a moment later could plainly distinguish the regular “cheep-cheep” of the oars as they towed the schooner away from us.

“He has got out two boats now,” I said, “and that shows he means to be off as fast as he can go. Somehow I don’t think we shall be troubled by Master Peach again for a day or two. But won’t he just be mad if he ever finds out how we’ve fooled him. The world won’t be big enough to hold the pair of us. Now all we want is the fog to hold up till he’s out of sight. I don’t feel any wind.”

I wetted my finger and held it up above my head, but could feel nothing. The night was as still as it was foggy. Seeing, therefore, that it was no use our waiting about in the hope of the weather improving, I bade them good night, and, having been congratulated on my ruse for getting rid of Peach, and the success which had attended it, went below to my berth.

Sure enough when we came on deck next morning the fog had disappeared, and with it the schooner Nautch Girl. A brisk breeze was blowing. Overhead the sky was sapphire blue, brilliant sunshine streamed upon our decks, while the sea around us was as green and transparent as an emerald. Little waves splashed alongside, and the schooner danced gaily at her anchor. After the fog of the previous night, it was like a new world, and when we had satisfied ourselves that our enemy was really out of sight it was a merry party that sat down to breakfast.

As soon as the meal was finished we returned to the deck. The same glorious morning continued, with the difference, however, that by this time the sea had moderated somewhat. The crew were already at work preparing the diving apparatus for my descent. After the anxiety of the Nautch Girl’s arrival, the trick we had played upon her captain, and the excitement consequent upon it, it came upon me almost as a shock to see the main, or to be more exact, the only, object of my voyage brought so unmistakably and callously before me. I glanced over the side at the smiling sea, and as I did so thought of the visit I was about to pay to the unfortunate vessel which was lying so still and quiet beneath those treacherous waves. And for what? For a jewel that would ultimately decorate a mere earthly sovereign’s person. It seemed like an act of the grossest sacrilege to disturb that domain of Death for such a vulgar purpose.

“I see you are commencing your preparations,” said Mr. Leversidge, who had come on deck while I was giving my instructions to the man in charge of the diving gear. “Before you do so had we not better study the cabin plan of the vessel herself, in order that you may have a good idea as to where the berth you are about to visit is situated?”

“Perhaps it would be as well,” I answered. “Where is the plan?”

“I have it in my portmanteau,” replied the old gentleman, and a moment later, bidding me remain where I was, he dived below in search of the article in question. Presently he returned, bringing with him a sheet of paper, which, when he spread it out upon the deck, I recognised as one of those printed forms supplied by steamship companies to intending passengers at the time of booking.

“There,” he said, as he smoothed it out and placed his finger on a tiny red cross, “that is the cabin our agent occupied. You enter by the companion on the promenade deck, and, having descended to the saloon, turn sharp to your left hand and pass down the port side till you reach the alleyway alongside the steward’s pantry. Nineteen is the number, and our agent’s berth was number one hundred and sixty-three, which, as you will observe from this plan, is the higher one on your left as you enter. The next cabin was that occupied by the Reverend Colway-Brown, who, as you are aware, was one of the persons who escaped. I think we may consider ourselves fortunate that he was a parson, otherwise we don’t know what might have happened.”

Taking up the plan he had brought and examining it carefully, I tried to impress it upon my memory as far as possible. “Now,” I said, “I think I know my ground; so let us get to work. The sooner the business is finished and the pearl is in your keeping the better I shall be pleased.”

“I shall have no objection to be done with it either, I can assure you,” he answered. “It has been a most tiresome and unpleasant affair for everybody concerned.”

I then strolled forward to the main hatch, beside which my dress had been placed. Everything was in readiness, and I thereupon commenced my toilet. To draw on the costume itself was the matter of only a few seconds. My feet were then placed in the great boots with their enormous leaden soles; the helmet, without the glass, was slipped over my head and rivetted to the collar plate around my neck, the leaden weights, each of twenty-eight pounds, were fastened to my chest and back, the life-line was tied round my waist, and the other end made fast to the bulwark beside which my tender would take his place during such time as I should remain below.

“Now give me the lamp and the axe,” I said, as I fumbled my way to the gangway where the ladder had been placed, and took up my position upon it. “After that you can screw in the glass and begin to pump as soon as you like. It won’t be very long now, Mr. Leversidge, before you know your fate.”

“I wish you luck,” he answered, and then my tender, who had been careful to dip the front glass in the water, screwed it in, and almost simultaneously the hands at the machine commenced to pump. I was in their world and yet standing in a world of my own, a sort of amphibious creature, half of land and half of sea.

According to custom, I gave a last glance round to see that all was working properly, and then with a final wave of my hand to those upon the deck began to descend the ladder into the green water, little dreaming of the terrible surprise that was awaiting me at the bottom of the ocean.


CHAPTER VII
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THE NOVICE WHEN making his first descent beneath the waves in a diving dress is apt to find himself confronted with numerous surprises. In the first place he discovers that the dress itself, which, when he stood upon the deck, had appeared such a cumbersome and altogether unwieldy affair, becomes as light as any feather as soon as he is below the surface. To his amazement he is able to move about with as much freedom as he was accustomed to do on land. And despite the fact that his supply of air is being transmitted to him through many yards of piping from a pump on the deck above, and in consequence smells a little of india-rubber, he is relieved to find, when he has overcome his first nervousness, that he can breathe as comfortably and easily as when seated in the cabin of the vessel he has so lately quitted.

As stated in the previous chapter, as soon as the glass had been screwed into the front of my helmet I waved a farewell to my friends on the schooner’s deck and began to descend the ladder on my adventurous journey. Men may take from me what they please, but they can never destroy my reputation as a diver. And, indeed, the task I was about to attempt was one that any man might be proud of accomplishing successfully.

The bottom on which I had landed was of white sand, covered here and there with short weeds and lumps of coral, the latter being of every conceivable shape and colour. Looking up I could distinguish through the green water the hull of the schooner, and could trace her cable running down to the anchor, which had dropped fifty feet or so from the spot where I now stood. Before me the bottom ascended almost precipitously, and, remembering what I had been told, I gathered that on the top of this was the rock upon which the unfortunate vessel had come to grief. Having noted these things, I turned myself about until I could see the boat herself. It was a strange and forlorn picture she presented. Her masts had gone by the board, and as I made my way towards her I could plainly distinguish the gaping rent in her bows which had wrought her ruin.

Clambering over the mass of coral upon which she was lying, I walked round her examining her carefully, and, when I had done so, began to cast about me for a means of getting on board. This, however, proved a rather more difficult task than one would have at first imagined, for she had not heeled over as might have been supposed, but had settled down in her natural position in a sort of coral gully, and in consequence her sides were almost as steep as the walls of a house. However, I was not going to be beaten, so, taking my life-line in my hand, I signalled to my tender above, by a code I had previously arranged with him, to lower me the short iron ladder which had been brought in case its services should be required. Having obtained this I placed it against the vessel’s side, but not before I had taken the precaution to attach one end of a line to it and the other to my waist, so that we should not part company and I be left without a means of getting out of the vessel again when once I was inside. Mounting by it, I clambered over the broken bulwarks and was soon at the entrance to the saloon companion ladder on the promenade deck. Already a terrible and significant change was to be noticed in her appearance: a thick green weed was growing on the once snow-white planks, and the brilliant brasses, which had been the pride and delight of her officers in bygone days, were now black and discoloured almost beyond recognition. Remembering what she had once been, the money she had cost, the grandeur of her launch and christening, and the pride with which she had once navigated the oceans of the world, it was enough to bring the tears into one’s eyes now to see her lying so dead and helpless below the waves of which she had once been so bright an ornament. I thought of the men and women, the fathers and mothers, the handsome youths and pretty girls who had once walked those decks so confidently; of the friendships which had been begun upon them, and the farewells which had there been said, and then of that last dread scene at midnight when she had crashed into the unknown danger, and a few moments later had sunk down and down until she lay an inert and helpless mass upon the rocky bed where I now found her.

Feeling that, if I wished to get my work done expeditiously, I had better not waste my time looking about me, I attempted to open the door of the saloon companion ladder, but the wood had swollen, and, in spite of my efforts, defied me. However, a few blows from my axe smashed it in and enabled me to enter. Inside the hatch it was too dark for me to see very clearly, but with the assistance of my electric lamp this difficulty was soon overcome, and, holding the latter above my head, I continued my descent.

On the landing, half-way down, jammed into a corner, I encountered the first bodies, those of a man and woman. My movement through the water caused them to drop me a mocking curtsey as I passed, and I noticed that the man held the woman in his arms very tight, as though he were resolved that they should not be parted, even by King Death himself.

Reaching the bottom of the ladder, I passed into the saloon, not without a shudder, however, as I thought of the work that lay before me. God help the poor dead folk I saw there! They were scattered about everywhere in the most grotesque attitudes. Some were floating against the roof, and some were entangled in the cleated chairs. I have entered many wrecks in my time, and have seen many curious and terrible sights, but what I saw in this ill-fated vessel surpassed anything I have ever met with in my experience. Any attempt to give a true description of it would be impossible. I must get on with my story and leave that to your imagination.

By the time I had made my way so far I had had about enough of it for the time being, and stood in need of a rest. Accordingly I retraced my steps to the deck and signalled to my tender that I was about to return to the surface. The change, when I did so, from the semi-obscurity of that horrible world below the seas to the brilliant sunshine I found existing above, was almost startling in its abruptness. But it was good after what I had seen below to find myself once more in the company of living people. Leversidge’s surprise at seeing me reappear so soon was almost pathetic. He could scarcely contain his eagerness to question me, and as soon as the front glass of my helmet had been removed he accordingly set to work.

“What has brought you up from below so soon?” he inquired. “You have only been gone a quarter of an hour. Have you found the pearl?”

I shook my head. “I have not even been able to discover the man’s cabin yet,” I answered. “I came up because I needed a rest. I’m working at a big depth, you must remember. And, besides, there are those who are far from being the best of company down below.”

“But tell me about the vessel herself,” the old gentleman continued. “What is she like, and did you experience any difficulty in getting aboard her?”

I answered his questions to the best of my ability, and after a few minutes’ rest ordered the glass to be screwed into the helmet again, and then once more descended to the bottom of the ocean.

Being familiar by this time with the best means of getting on board the wreck, it was not very long before I was making my way down the companion ladder into the saloon. Then, without wasting further time looking about me, I pushed on in search of the cabin I wanted, which, as I have already said, was on the port side, third door from the steward’s pantry. It was not long before I found it, and had broken open the door. Having done so, I held my lamp aloft and entered. Never shall I forget the sight I saw there. Well prepared as I was for something gruesome, the horrible sight that now met my eyes almost overcame me. The body of Mr. Leversidge’s unfortunate agent was lying on his chest, half in and half out of his bunk, for all the world as if he were looking for something under his pillow. His coat and waistcoat were off, otherwise he was fully dressed. Withdrawing my eyes from him, not without some difficulty, I looked about the cabin for his luggage, and for some moments could see no sign of it. Then I caught sight of a trunk and a Gladstone bag beneath one bunk, and another trunk beneath that opposite. All were as rotten as sodden brown paper, by reason of their long immersion in the salt water. By dint of some manœuvring, however, I managed to get them out of the cabin into the alleyway without disturbing the body in the bunk, and then by degrees carried them up the companion ladder to the deck above. Having done this, I signalled to my friends to lower their lines, and, as soon as I had made them fast, had the satisfaction of seeing them drawn up to the schooner above. This having been accomplished, I returned once more to that awful cabin in order to search the body and to make quite sure that I had left nothing behind me that I might afterwards wish I had brought away.

Reaching the cabin again, I — but there, how can I tell you the rest? Suffice it that I pulled the remains of what had once been Mr. Leversidge’s agent out of his bunk, glanced at him, and then dropped him again with a cry that echoed in my helmet until I thought it would have burst the drums of both my ears. The shock of the discovery I had made was almost too much for me, and for upwards of a minute I leant against the bulkhead, staring at the poor corpse before me in stupefied amazement. Then I roused myself, and kneeling upon the floor began my search for something which, when I had found it, I placed carefully in the canvas bag I carried round my waist. Then I set off as fast as I could go to reach the surface once more. God knows I had made an astounding enough discovery in all conscience, and as I climbed the ladder I wondered what Mr. Leversidge would have to say to it.


CHAPTER VIII
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SO OVERPOWERED WAS I by the importance of the discovery I had made in the bowels of that sunken ship, that when I reached the top of the ladder and found myself standing once more among my fellow-men in the decent and clean world above the waves, it seemed as if I must begin my story to old Leversidge before the front glass of my helmet was removed; and, if such a thing were possible, his impatience was even greater than my own. There we stood, scarcely three feet apart, in the same world, breathing the same air, looking upon the same things, and yet to all intents and purposes for the time being as widely separate as the poles.

As soon, however, as the glass was removed I accepted my tender’s assistance, and clambering aboard seated myself on the combing of the main hatch. Beside me on the deck lay the sodden baggage, just as I had sent it up from the vessel below, as yet untouched. On seeing it I bade my tender, as soon as my helmet was removed, commence unpacking it. While he was thus employed Leversidge stood opposite me, his lips trembling and his fingers itching to draw me away in order that he might question me as to the result of my search. When, therefore, I was attired in civilized dress, he could no longer contain himself, but putting his arm through mine, and picking up the baggage from the seat, drew me away towards the cabin aft, where, having made certain that we were alone, he seated himself at the table and once more eagerly scanned my face.

“What have you to tell me?” he inquired, in a voice so changed that it almost startled me. “You have discovered something which has surprised you. I can see that much in your face. What is it? Have you got the pearl?”

“One thing at a time, if you please,” I answered. “I must take your questions in their proper order. To begin with, let me confess that I have not got the pearl. It is just possible that it may be in that luggage I sent up from below, though I must say for my own part I don’t think it probable. At any rate, if it is not there, I can only hazard a guess as to where it can be. Certainly it is not on the person of the drowned man, for I searched him thoroughly before I came up.”

Almost before I had finished speaking he had seated himself on the floor beside the bag he had brought with him to the cabin. It must have been a cheap concern when new, for to wrench it open now was a matter of very small difficulty. The material of which it was composed was certainly not leather, but some sort of composition, which tore away from its fastenings like so much brown paper. I sat still, smoking my pipe and composedly watching him while he pitched on to the floor the various articles it contained. It was evident from the expression on his face that he was not repaid for his search. At any rate, signs of a pearl there were none, nor were there any indications to show that it had ever been kept in there at all. The old man turned the heap of clothes over and over, and afterwards examined the bag most carefully, but no amount of looking could show him the article for which he was so ardently searching. Having at length convinced himself that it was not there he turned to me again.

“It is quite certain,” he said, looking up at me sharply, “that it is not in this bag. Are you sure there was no other luggage in the cabin?”

“Quite sure,” I answered. “But, before we go any further, perhaps you had better let me tell you all that I discovered when I was down below. Heaven knows it throws a new enough light upon the subject.”

“Go on,” he said, pushing the things he had taken out of the bag away from him as he spoke. “Tell me everything. You know how impatient I am. What is it you have discovered?”

“I will tell you,” I answered. “As I said just now, when I entered the cabin I saw the body of your agent lying half in and half out of his bunk. From the state of his toilet it was plain that he had not retired for the night when the vessel struck, as you remember the Reverend Colway-Brown stated. It struck me as strange, therefore, that he had not been able to get out of his cabin during the brief time allowed the unfortunate passengers for escape. However, that is neither here nor there. There is one point which dwarfs all the others. Having discovered this luggage, which you have now examined, and sent it up to you, I determined to search the person of the man himself for the pearl. I did so only to make one terrible discovery.”

“What was that?” cried Mr. Leversidge, in an agony of impatience. “For Heaven’s sake, man, get on quicker with your story. Why don’t you come to the point? Can’t you see that you are driving me distracted with your shilly-shallying? What was the matter with our man that he caused such a shock to your feelings?”

I paused for a moment, fixed my eyes hard upon him, and then said impressively, “He has been murdered. His throat was cut from ear to ear.”

If the matter had not been so terribly serious I should have felt inclined to laugh at the expression upon the old gentleman’s face. He was as white as a sheet, his eyes started half out of his head, and his mouth opened and shut like a fish fresh taken from his native element. It was nearly half a minute before he could find sufficient voice to answer me.

“Murdered!” he cried. “My God, what do you mean, Collon? You must be mad to say such a thing. How could he have been murdered? And who could have done it?”

“That he was murdered admits of no doubt,” I answered. “There was the proof before me. What is more, for the reason that the victim was preparing to retire to rest, it is plain it must have been done just before the vessel struck.”

“But who did it, think you? Did you discover any clue that could tell us that? Not that it matters much, seeing that both murderer and victim are now dead.”

“Don’t be too sure of that. We know the victim is dead, but of the man who killed him I am not so sure.”

“What do you mean?”

In answer I took from the locker beside me the small canvas bag I had worn strapped round my waist when I visited the vessel. I plunged my hand into it and drew out something that I pushed across the table to my friend. He picked it up with a cry of astonishment.

“A razor!” he cried. “But doesn’t this look as if the man did away with himself?”

“I think not,” I answered. “Just look at the white handle and tell me if you know the name upon it.”

He took out his glasses, and, having placed them upon his nose, carefully examined the bone handle of the deadly weapon I had given him. This time he was even more astonished than before, and, if the truth must be told, more shocked.

“Colway-Brown,” he said to himself; “why, bless my soul, that’s the name of one of the sole survivors from the wreck, the person to whom we telegraphed from Batavia, the clergyman who gave us the last news of the dead man. What does this terrible thing mean?”

“If you ask what I think,” I said very slowly and deliberately, “I think it looks like a put-up job. If you will remember, when you gave me the outline of the case, you told me that attempts had been made to obtain the pearl before your agent left Australia. It is plain, therefore, that it was known to be in his possession. An individual accordingly ships as a parson, calls himself Colway-Brown, books a berth in the next cabin to that occupied by your unfortunate friend. There is only one thing, however, which beats me, and that, I must confess, is a stumper.”

“What is it?”

“I can’t understand what induced him to murder the man on that particular night of all others. It was such a stupid place to choose. He might have done it in Thursday Island and have got safely ashore, or he might have waited until they got to Batavia. To do it between two ports of call, and at such a time of night, seems to me like the work of a madman, and I can’t make head or tail of it.”

“Perhaps when the vessel struck the scoundrel determined to obtain the pearl or perish in the attempt.”

“I’m afraid that won’t do either, for by his own confession we know the Rev. Colway-Brown was on deck at the time she struck. He could not, therefore, have made his way down the companion ladder, crossed the saloon, and passed along the alleyway to the cabin, have entered, cut your agent’s throat, found and possessed himself of the pearl, have returned to the deck and saved his own life in the few seconds that elapsed between the moment of the vessel’s striking and her foundering.”

“But if he did not do it then how do you account for it?” he asked.

“I can’t account for it at all,” I answered. “One thing, however, is self-evident. The suspicion is strongest against Colway-Brown, and, as your pearl is not among the dead man’s effects or upon his body, it is only natural to suppose that it is in the custody of that reverend gentleman, who was so fortunate as to get ashore, not only with his life, but as he thought without being detected in his crime.”

“The rascal, the double-dyed rascal. But he needn’t think he has beaten us. I’ll run him to earth and he shall swing for this, or my name is not Leversidge.”

“But you have got to catch him first,” I said, “and from the sample he has already given us of his prowess I incline to the belief that he’s as slippery a customer as ever wore shoe-leather.”

“Nevertheless he shall hang, or I’ll know the reason why.”

“I think I can tell you the reason why,” I said quietly. “He won’t hang, because when everything is said and done it would be about the most inadvisable step you could take, in your own interests and those of your firm, to bring him before a court of Justice. You’re not particularly anxious, I suppose, that the Government should become aware of your visit to this wreck?”

“Very naturally,” he replied. “I have already told you that, I think.”

“In that case how do you propose to show that you became aware of the fact that your man was murdered? and if you will excuse my saying so, I cannot help thinking that you will find it an extremely difficult, if not quite impossible, task to prove that our friend Colway-Brown was the man who committed this terrible crime.”

“Not at all,” he answered. “What about the razor? We know that it is his property, and if it was not with it that the murder was committed, how do you account for it being in his cabin?”

“I am not attempting to account for it at all,” I answered. “I am simply endeavouring to show you how futile it would be in all probability to try to bring the crime home to the man whom we suspect.”

“Then what do you propose doing?”

I thought for a few moments before I answered.

“Well, as far as I can see, the best plan would be,” I said, “to follow our reverend friend up, and when we have got him in a close corner, just to tax him with his crime and threaten to hand him over to Justice if he does not return to you the property he stole. If this is judiciously managed there should not be much difficulty in obtaining from him what you want.”

“But supposing he has parted with the pearl in the meantime, what then? A nice position we should find ourselves in.”

“I don’t think he is likely to dispose of it just yet,” I answered. “You see he would not have an opportunity. He would be afraid to try it on in Thursday Island, where the pearl was known, or, for the matter of that, in Australia at all. What is more, he’ll not be likely to hurry, having no notion that there is anybody on his track. He knows he is the only soul who escaped from the wreck, and he is certain to think his victim will remain undiscovered for all time. With a little luck you should be able to catch him before he can get away.”

“But you speak of my catching him. Surely you do not intend to let me go on alone? Remember I set such store by your assistance.”

“If you wish it I will, of course, go through the business with you,” I answered. “But it looks like being a bigger affair than I at first contemplated, and my time is valuable.”

“It shall be made worth your while; you need have no fear on that score. And now, I suppose, it is no use our remaining here; what shall we do?”

“Up anchor and be off to Thursday Island as fast as we can go,” I said promptly.

“And when we get there?”

“Seize the Reverend Colway-Brown as soon as possible, if he’s there, and frighten him into handing over the jewel he has so wrongfully taken possession of, by the best methods in our power.”

“And if he has left the island?”

“Then we’ll follow him like bloodhounds until we catch him, even if we have to go half round the world to do it.”

“You mean it?”

“I do,” I answered.

“Then shake hands on it.”

We shook hands, and in less than a quarter of an hour the schooner was bowling along under a merry breeze towards Thursday Island, and its most important inhabitant, as far as we were concerned, the Reverend Colway-Brown.


CHAPTER IX
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THE SUN WAS in the act of disappearing behind the fringe of jungle which clothes the western hilltops of Thursday Island, when our schooner passed through Prince of Wales’ Straits and dropped her anchor off the small township of Port Kennedy. Every one on board was on deck at the moment, and I can vouch for the fact that in two minds at least, those of Mr. Leversidge and myself, there was a feeling of intense excitement. Ever since we had sat together in the schooner’s cabin, and I had told him of the terrible discovery I had made in his agent’s berth on board the Monarch of Macedonia, we had been longing for the moment to arrive when we should reach the island, and either find ourselves face to face with the Reverend Colway-Brown or learn something which would eventually lead us to him. That he would be foolish enough, after what had happened, to remain any longer in the island than he could help, I did not for a moment suppose. He would naturally be anxious to put as many miles as possible between himself and the wreck, and also to reach some place where he could dispose of the jewel. There were half a hundred reasons why he should not attempt to do so in Thursday Island. In the first place, there was no one there who could give him the price he would be likely to ask, and in the second it must be remembered that it was in this very locality it had first made its appearance and attracted so much attention. To have shown it there, or to have allowed any one to have suspected its presence, would have been an act of the wildest folly, and it was plain that the Reverend Colway-Brown was no fool. For these reasons I felt convinced in my own mind that when we went ashore to make inquiries we should find our bird flown.

Prior to sighting the island we had held a conference with the skipper in the deck-house, when Mr. Leversidge had discharged the amount due for the hire of the vessel, and at the same time had supplemented it with a handsome present to her officers and crew. As far as they were concerned I was sure the secret of our visit to the wreck would be in safe hands.

This business matter having been settled to every one’s satisfaction, as soon as the anchor was down we collected our baggage and descended into the boat which was waiting for us alongside. As we did so a steamer rounded the point and approached the anchorage. I recognised her and made a note of the fact in my own mind for future use, in case it should be necessary.

It was not the first time I had been in Thursday Island by many a score, and I was well acquainted with the customs and peculiarities of the place and its inhabitants. I did not, therefore, waste my time making inquiries in any of the grog shanties beside the beach, but passed along the front until I reached the most gorgeous caravanserai of all, the Hotel of All Nations. It was here, I felt certain, if anywhere, that we should hear some tidings of the man we were after. Accordingly, I walked through the verandah, and, with Mr. Leversidge at my heels, entered the bar. The real business hour had not yet arrived, and for this reason, save for a Kanaka asleep in a corner, and a gorgeously upholstered youth polishing glasses behind the counter, the bar was deserted. It was plain that the latter had never seen me before, or, if he had, that he had forgotten both my name and the circumstances under which we had last met. I accordingly bade him call his employer to me.

“Good gracious, can it be you, Mr. Collon?” exclaimed the latter as he entered the room and saw me standing before him; “I thought you were in China. Leastways, Bill Smith, of the Coral Queen, was only saying yesterday that the mate of the Chang Tung saw you at Foochow the last time he was up there, which was about five months ago.”

“Five months is a long time,” I said, with a laugh. “It is possible for a good deal to happen in that time. Five months ago, if you had told any of the people who went down in the Monarch of Macedonia what was before them, they would not have believed you.”

“That was a bad thing, wasn’t it?” he replied, shaking his head. “I suppose you know that the only persons who escaped were brought on here. As a matter of fact, I took them in.”

“I guessed as much,” I answered. “I said to my friend here, as we came along, that I felt certain they would come to the Hotel of All Nations.”

“Yes; I took them in. The foremast hand, however, went up in the China boat the following day; but the Rev. Colway-Brown stayed longer.”

“The deuce he did!” As I said this I glanced at the bar-tender, who was listening with both his ears. I had no desire that he should hear what we had to say, so I drew his employer a little on one side, saying, “By the way, Birch, can we have five minutes with you alone in your own private room?”

“And why not?” he replied. “Surely, if there’s one man in this world who’s we’come, it’s you, Dick Collon. Come along with me, gentlemen, and let us have our talk together.”

A few moments later we were installed in the hospitable landlord’s private office, from the windows of which a magnificent view could be obtained of the harbour, the islands beyond, and, on a very clear day, of Cape York, the most northerly coast line of Australia, peeping up miles away to the southward. Many and strange would be the stories that the room could tell were it possible for it to speak. In it men had sold their birthrights to all intents and purposes for a mess of pottage; in it others, who had hitherto been considered nobodies, had learnt the news that the tide of fortune had turned for them, and that for the future they were to take their places among the high-born of the earth. In that room men flying from justice in the South, who had believed themselves beyond the reach of pursuit and had come ashore while the mail-boat coaled, had been arrested. For me alone that room had at least a hundred different memories and associations. I had been familiar with it for many years, but this much I can safely say, never had I entered it on such a strange errand as that which was now engrossing all my attention.

“Well, what can I do for you?” asked Birch, when he had invited us to be seated and had closed the door behind him.

“I want to ask a particular favour of you,” I said. “I want you to tell me all you know about the Reverend Colway-Brown.”

“The man we were speaking of just now?” Birch asked, with an expression of surprise; “the only survivor from the wreck?”

“Exactly,” I answered. “My friend here is very much interested in him, and is most anxious to find him.”

“In that case I am afraid you have come too late,” Birch replied. “He left for Brisbane last week in the Oodnadatta. He wanted to get back to Sydney, he said, as soon as possible. We took up a collection for him, and the steamship company granted him a free passage South. I reckon the poor chap wanted it, for he’d lost everything he possessed in the world, and came out of that wreck just as near stone broke as a man could well be.”

“Feeling pretty miserable, too, I don’t doubt,” I said.

“Miserable is no word for it,” he answered; “you never saw such a doleful chap, nor I’ll be bound one half so frightened, in your life. All the time he was in this house he was just ready to jump away from his own shadow at a moment’s notice. As nervous and timid as a baby. Couldn’t bear to be left by himself, and yet as unsociable as could be when you were with him. Small wonder, say I, when you come to think of what he had been through. It’s a mystery to me how he came out of it alive.”

“Did he tell you much about it while he was here?” inquired Leversidge. “I suppose he gave you his experiences in detail?”

“That’s just the funny part of it,” Birch replied. “Do what you would you could not get that poor chap to talk about ‘that terrible night,’ as he called it. On any other subject he could be interesting enough when he liked, but directly you began to question him about the wreck or anything connected with the vessel, he would put his hands up to his eyes and shudder as if he saw the whole thing happening over again. For my own part I don’t think he’ll ever be able to forget it. It will be a nightmare to him as long as he lives.”

“So I should imagine,” said Leversidge, with such unusual emphasis that our host, who was in the act of pouring us out some refreshment, paused and looked at him in surprise.

I hastened to continue the conversation. “Poor chap!” I said; “from all accounts he must have stood pretty close to death that night. Now what we are trying to do is to find him. You say he went South last week in the Oodnadatta, intending to bring up in Sydney. You don’t happen to know what his address is there, do you? It is of the utmost importance to us that we should find him with as little delay as possible.”

Birch thought for a few moments, and then shook his head. “I’m afraid I can tell you nothing that would help you,” he said. “All the fellow wanted from morning till night was to get South as fast as possible. His wife was in Sydney, he said, and he was afraid she would be anxious until she saw him in the flesh again. That was his one cry — get South — get South.”

“And he never told you whether he lived in Sydney or out in the Bush?”

“He never told us where he lived at all. On that point he was as silent as an oyster.”

“But if he’s a parson, it should not be a very difficult matter to find out where his charge is,” said Mr. Leversidge; “particularly now that there’s been all this light thrown on his name. Of course you know of what persuasion he was a minister?”

Here to our amazement Birch smacked his knee and burst into a roar of laughter. This was more than I could stand. “Confound you,” I said, “what on earth are you laughing at?”

“At the idea of your asking me what persuasion he was a minister of. It’s as good as a play.”

“How so? I don’t see anything funny in it.”

“Don’t you? Well, then, I do,” returned Birch. “In the first place, my old friend Collon, and you, Mr. Leversidge, it gives you both away pretty thoroughly. You told me just now that you knew the man and wanted to help him. All I can say is, that if you do you know precious little about him. Why, gentlemen, I tell you that that parson was as tough a bird as any I’ve met. He may or may not be a labourer in the vineyard, but all I can say is that, if he is, he’s got the finest command of bad language for a minister that ever I’ve heard, and I can do a bit that way myself. The day after he landed here, one of my Kanaka boys spilt some hot soup on his hand at table, and he rounded on him and gave him the most infernal cursing ever I heard in all my born days. I tell you it made the whole table sit up like one man. If he talks to his congregation like that, it’s no wonder they sent him home for a sea voyage.”

Leversidge and I looked at each other, you may be sure, on hearing this.

“Well, if you can tell us nothing more, I’m afraid it’s no use our waiting on in the island. There’s a mail-boat at anchor now. I think the best thing we can do, Mr. Leversidge, would be to board her and set off for Brisbane, en route to Sydney, as quickly as we can go.”

“I agree with you,” answered my companion. “Good-day, Mr. Birch, and thank you for your courtesy.”

“Don’t mention that, I beg, sir,” returned the affable Birch. “I only wish I could do more to help you in your search for your friend.”

I shook hands with him in my turn, and was following Leversidge towards the verandah steps, when Birch called me back. Sinking his voice he said, “What is it, Dick, my lad? What’s your little game? Why do you want this swearing parson so badly?”

“A matter of business,” I answered; “a mere matter of business.”

Birch smiled knowingly, and winked at me. “A Hatton Garden bit of business, I suppose,” he said. “You surely don’t think I failed to recognise your friend, did you? Now, shall I do you a good turn?”

“By all means,” I replied. “I’d do you one if I could.”

“Well, then, take this on board with you, and think it over at your leisure. The day the parson left us he came to me alone in my room yonder and offered me — —”

“Offered you what?” I said, forgetting that I might be overheard.

“One of the finest black pearls I ever saw or heard of,” he answered. “He wanted me to buy it, but I refused, so he had to take it away with him to his poor wife in Sydney. There, what do you think of that?”

“Thank you, John,” I said, warmly shaking him by the hand. “You’ve told me just what I wanted to know. Good-bye.”

On the way down the hill I informed Leversidge of what I had been told. He stopped in the dust and looked at me. “Good,” he said, wagging his head sagaciously. “That removes all doubt as to whether he was the man who stole the pearls.”

“And it also proves without a shadow of a doubt that he was the demon who cut your agent’s throat. My Reverend Colway-Brown, there is a day of retribution saving up for you, or I’m very much mistaken.”

“But what do you think of it all?”

“What do I think? Why, I think his reverence must have been a little off his head when he offered Birch that pearl. It’s by slips like that that they give themselves away. Now here’s the boat; let’s board her and continue the chase.”


CHAPTER X
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WITHIN AN HOUR and a half of our setting foot ashore in Thursday Island from the schooner, we were on board the mail-boat en route for Brisbane and the South. It was a glorious evening, and the beauty of the scenery as one approaches and enters the famous Albany Pass is, I am prepared to say, second to none in the maritime world. I am afraid, however, on this particular occasion our thoughts were too much occupied with the chase we were engaged in, and the news we had so lately received, for us to be able to give very much attention to anything else. Our quarry had had a good week’s start of us, and it was just possible in that time he might have found an opportunity of giving us the slip altogether. But he was not going to do so if I could help it. For some reason or another, apart from the crime he had committed, I had conceived a violent hatred of the man, and I was fully determined not to let him slip through my fingers and escape to enjoy the fruits of his villainy if it could be prevented.

On reaching Cooktown, our first port of call, and a starting-point of much of the island trade, I informed Mr. Leversidge that it was my intention to go ashore in order to make quite certain that he had not left his vessel there. The old gentleman was not feeling very well that day, and it was with the utmost reluctance that he confessed his inability to accompany me.

“But my absence is of no consequence,” he was kind enough to say. “I have the most implicit confidence in you, and I am sure you will make all the necessary inquiries quite as well without me. I have only one request to make, however, and that is, that you come on board again as soon as possible, in order to let me know if you have discovered anything that is likely to be of use to us. You can imagine how impatient I shall be to hear your news.”

“I won’t be an instant longer than I can help,” I answered. “As soon as I have made the necessary inquiries, I’ll return.”

Then bidding him good-bye, I made my way ashore and up the one long and dusty street which constitutes the business portion of Cooktown. The first thing to be done was to visit the office of the steamship company’s agent to endeavour to find out whether they could tell me anything concerning the Reverend Colway-Brown. This, it appeared, the agent was quite unable to do. He had seen the gentleman in question on board the vessel, he told me, but beyond having congratulated him on his marvellous escape, he had no further conversation with him. Somewhat disappointed at the meagreness of his information, I left him, and went on up the street, intending to make inquiries at an hotel kept by an old diving acquaintance, who, I felt sure, would have made it his business to see the man in question had he come ashore.

Reaching the house, I entered it, to find my old mate sitting behind the bar, reading a sporting article from the Australasian to a man who was lounging on a bench near the door smoking a cigar.

On seeing me, he sprang to his feet, and, seizing my hand, shook it until I began to think he was never going to let it go again.

“Dick Collon, by all that’s glorious!” he cried. “Well, who’d have thought of seeing you down here again! I was told you had given up these waters altogether. What brings you to Cooktown?”

“Can’t you see?” I answered. “Don’t I look as if I needed a change of air?”

“Change of air be hanged!” he replied, with a laugh. “You never needed such a thing in your life. Is there any one with you?”

“Only an old chap from England,” I said; “I am showing him the beauties of Australia.”

“What’s his name?”

“Leversidge,” I replied. “He’s a little under the weather to-day, or I’d have brought him along with me. He’s out here looking for a man — the chap, in fact, who escaped from the Monarch of Macedonia, the Reverend Colway-Brown.”

“The deuce he is! And can’t he find him?”

“He hasn’t done so yet. It was to discover if you could tell us whether he came ashore here that brought me up to see you.”

“I’m sorry I can’t help you, old man; but what does he want to see him about? That’s, of course, if it isn’t private business.”

“He wants to find out what the parson can tell him about a friend who went down in the boat from which he was so lucky as to escape — that’s all.”

“Well, I’m only sorry I can’t help you,” he said, but with a little hesitation that I did not fail to notice. “And now tell me more about yourself. Remember, it’s ages since last we met.”

We chatted for a while together about old days. Then the man who had been smoking near the door joined us in a drink, and after a little more talk about horse-racing and things in general I said I must be getting back to my boat. On hearing that I intended walking towards the harbour, the bookmaker-looking party, who had thrust himself upon us, decided to accompany me, and while we were upon the way was so good as to offer to show me, for a consideration, a number of excellent means of making a fortune upon the Australian turf. To his mortification, however, we parted, without my deciding to avail myself of his assistance.

Upon my informing Mr. Leversidge, when I reached his cabin, of the success I had met with, we unitedly came to the conclusion that our man had not left the boat in Cooktown, as we had thought possible, but must have continued his voyage in her towards a more southern port. On hearing, however, that our departure would be delayed for at least a couple of hours, I determined to go ashore again for another stroll. Eventually I found myself once more in my old mate’s house. He received me with great hilarity, and it soon became evident that during my absence he had been sampling his own wares to considerable purpose. The bar was crowded, and when I entered it was plain that he had been retailing some good jest, for the laughter that followed was long and uproarious.

“Come in, old lad,” he cried on seeing me. “You’re the very man we want, for we were just talking of you. The boys here want to shake you by the hand.”

Wondering what the joke could be, and thinking it behoved me to find out, I complied with his request.

“I don’t know when I’ve laughed so much,” began my friend, as he poured me out some whisky. “And I’ll bet all I’m worth, you never as much as suspected, did you now?”

“Never suspected what?” I asked, rather sharply, finding my temper rising at the grins I saw upon the faces round me. “Out with it, old man; let me know what the joke is.”

“Well, it’s a good one, you may be sure of that,” he answered. “There you were hob-nobbing together as thick as thieves. ‘Ptarmigan’s the horse,’ says he. ‘I’m not so sure,’ say you. ‘I’ll back him against your choice for a fiver,’ says he. But you weren’t on. And all the time you never suspected for an instant that he was neither more nor less than the very man you were inquiring about this afternoon, the chap who escaped from the Monarch of Macedonia a few weeks back.”

“What?” I cried, scarcely able to believe that I heard aright. “Do you mean to tell me that that seedy old beggar who talked so much about horse-racing and walked with me to the harbour side was the Reverend Colway-Brown, the man I asked you about?”

“The very man,” he answered, and as he did so he brought his hand down with a smack upon my shoulder. “I can tell you, Dick, I nearly burst my sides with laughing when I saw you two jabbering away together.”

Seeing how I had been taken in, the crowd in the bar thought fit to laugh. But when I ran my eye over them they changed their minds and looked another way. I was so angry, I could have thrashed Donovan for the trick he had played me. It didn’t take him long, however, to see I was annoyed.

“Come, come, Dick, old man,” he said, “you mustn’t be angry with me. I couldn’t do anything else. He spent a week in my house here, you see, and was uncommon free with his money. What’s more, when he came to me, he told me he didn’t want it to be known that he was the man who escaped, as everybody stared at him so. For this reason he changed his name, and I promised I’d not give him away to anybody, so I couldn’t, even to you.”

“It’s plain I’ve been had, and badly too,” I said angrily. “You’ve spoiled a rare good bit of business for me, and I don’t take it kindly of you, Jim. Where is the fellow now?”

“Aboard the schooner Friendship,” he answered, “lying alongside your own boat. He’s left my house now, so I don’t mind telling you that. But you will have to look sharp if you want to catch him; he sails to-night.”

Without another word I left the place and ran down the street as hard as I could go. I remembered having seen the schooner alongside us when I had left the mail-boat, but when I got there now she was gone. “Where’s the schooner that was lying here?” I inquired of some loafers I discovered hanging about the wharf.

“The Friendship, do you mean?” asked one of the men. “Why, there she is, out yonder!”

He pointed to a white sail that was just disappearing round the opposite headland. On seeing that, I clenched my fist with rage, and bestowed the reverse of a blessing upon Jim Donovan. But for his putting me off the scent I might by this time have brought the chase to a successful issue. However, the man was safely out of my clutches now, and no amount of wishing would bring him back again. I dreaded, however, the task of telling old Leversidge how easily I had been taken in.

“Do you know where the schooner is bound for?” I inquired of the man beside me, who had all this time been watching my face.

“For the Gilberts first, and then on to Honolulu,” he answered.

I thanked him and then made my way back to the steamer to acquaint my employer with my failure. He heard my tale out to the end, and though I could see he was bitterly disappointed, did not once upbraid me for my stupidity.

“Nonsense, my dear fellow!” he said, in answer to my expression of regret. “You could not help it. You had never seen this Colway-Brown before, so how could you be expected to recognise him, particularly when he took such pains to deceive you? But what do you think is the best thing for us to do?”

“We must get down to Sydney with all speed, and catch a steamer there for Honolulu. With decent luck we should arrive at the island first. In the meantime I’m going to hunt up the owners of the Friendship, and get permission to board their schooner when she arrives. They know me, and I think will grant it.”

This I did, and when I had explained my reason, in confidence, to the head of the firm, my request was immediately granted. Armed with a letter to their captain, I returned to the mail-boat, and in less than half an hour we were continuing our voyage to the South. Arriving at Brisbane, we caught the mail train to Sydney, and within five hours of our arrival in the capital of New South Wales were on board the steamer Pride of the Pacific, bound for Honolulu viâ Fiji. It was, indeed, a race against time, and the Reverend Colway-Brown, murderer and thief, was the prize.


CHAPTER XI
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WHO THAT HAS ever seen it will forget daybreak on a fine morning in Honolulu Harbour? Surely no one. The background of tree-clad island, so dark yet so suggestive of tropical luxuriance; the sky overhead so full of rainbow hues, and the sea so calm and yet possessed of all the colours of the inside of a pearl shell. When one sees it one is forced to the conclusion that there could never be another like it. It is beautiful beyond conception.

The sun had not yet made his appearance above the horizon when Mr. Leversidge and I left the hotel at which we had been residing since our arrival in the island, and made our way down to the small steamer we had chartered, and which had been ordered to be ready to put to sea with us at a moment’s notice. Information had been brought to us late the night before that the schooner, whose coming we had been so eagerly awaiting, had been sighted further down the coast, and, in consequence, we were anxious to put off to her as soon as might be.

“The chase is growing exciting,” said Mr. Leversidge, as we crossed the gangway and bade the skipper “Good-morning!” “It is to be hoped the reverend gentleman has not left his vessel in the Gilberts and made off in another direction. In that case we shall in all probability have lost sight of him for good and all.”

“I’m not afraid of that,” I answered. “In the first place he would not be able to get enough for his booty there to make it worth his while to sell, and in the second I have a sort of conviction that he is making for America. Such a pearl as he has with him would command a much better figure in San Francisco than it would be likely to do either here or in the Gilberts, and from what I have seen of the man I should say he was quite smart enough to be aware of that fact.”

“I am glad to hear you say so,” returned Mr. Leversidge. “Nevertheless, I shall not feel easy in my mind until I have it in my possession once more. I shall not forget the chase this man has given us as long as I live.”

“I don’t suppose you will,” I said. “It has been exciting enough in all conscience. I only hope the finish may be satisfactory.”

“I hope it may,” he answered quietly. And just then I heard the skipper whistle the engine-room, and presently we cast off our moorings and got under weigh. Throwing a trail of black smoke behind us we left the harbour and passed out to sea, the mate at the wheel, the skipper pacing the bridge, and Leversidge and I straining our eyes in search of the vessel for which we were so anxiously waiting. It was upwards of an hour, however, before we saw her white sails rising above the sea line ahead of us. Half an hour later only five miles or so separated us, and every moment was bringing us closer to each other. When we had come so near that we could even distinguish the people standing on her decks, I approached our commander.

“Now then, captain,” I said, “the sooner you lay us on board that boat the better we shall be pleased. I’ve a letter to deliver to the skipper from his owners, and it must be in his possession with as little delay as possible.”

“I’ll do my best,” he answered, and immediately put his helm over.

The schooner’s captain, seeing that we wished to speak him, hove his vessel to, when our skipper sang out that he would send a boat. One was soon alongside, and into her, when her crew had taken their places at the oars, Mr. Leversidge and I bundled. Ten minutes later we had been hauled aboard the schooner, and I was presenting the captain with the letter I had received from his owners.

He read it carefully, and having done so turned to me: “This is a pretty serious matter, Mr. —— ,” — here he paused and consulted the letter again— “Mr. Collon. But I don’t see how I’m to gainsay you. My owners say I’m to permit you to act as you think best with regard to my passenger, so I suppose you must have your way. Still, I don’t feel easy in my mind.”

“You need not worry yourself, captain,” I said. “Whatever happens, you may be sure your owners will not hold you responsible. Is the man we want on deck, or must we look for him below?”

“He’s not out of his bunk yet, I believe,” replied the skipper; “but if you will follow me below I’ll soon ascertain.”

We accompanied him, as directed, along the deck and down the companion ladder. Entering the small cuddy he informed Mr. McGuire that two gentlemen desired to speak to him, and then shrugged his shoulders, and made his way up on deck again. He could barely have reached it before a man, clad in a suit of filthy pyjamas, and with his hair standing nearly on end, and his eyes almost out of his head, emerged from the cabin opposite which we were sitting and confronted us. I saw him start back against the bulwarks and throw up his hands as if to shut out the memory of our faces, and almost at the same moment I heard my companion utter a little cry, followed by the words, “My God, what’s this?” Then McGuire, or Colway-Brown, by which name we knew him better, clutched at the panelling, missed it, and gradually slid down until he fell in a heap upon the deck. The recognition had been too much for him, and he had fainted.

When he recovered his senses, we lifted him up and placed him on a locker beside the table. A more miserable figure could scarcely have been found in all the Southern Seas. Again and again he looked at Leversidge, and every time he looked he groaned. I was more puzzled than I could express. The old gentleman’s face alone was worth walking a long way to see. At last he got his breath, and was able to use his voice.

“You miserable, cheating hound!” he cried, springing to his feet and speaking with a vehemence that astonished me quite as much as the scene which occasioned it. “Do you mean to tell me that it is you who have been playing this trick upon us? Am I to understand that you are the dog who has led us this dance? By heavens, you shall pay for it as severely as ever man paid yet!”

Here he paused for breath, and I seized the opportunity to ask for an explanation.

“Don’t you understand?” he cried, wheeling round to me, his eyes flaming, and his usually florid countenance now white with rage. “This miserable wretch is no more the Reverend Colway-Brown than I am.”

“Indeed!” I said, with my mouth wide open with surprise. “Then who is he?”

“My own agent — the man we trusted. The man who was to have brought the pearl to England!”

“This is really very pretty,” I said, as soon as I had recovered from my astonishment. “And, what’s more, it explains a good many things that I could not understand. No wonder he took fright when I mentioned your name at Donovan’s Hotel in Cooktown. Had it not been for that bilious attack of yours you would have been with me, and, in that case, you would have recognised him, and we should have been spared this voyage across the Pacific. But still there is one matter that requires consideration.” Here I turned to the wretched fellow before us. “If the Reverend Colway-Brown did not murder the agent, it is plain that the agent must have murdered the Reverend Colway-Brown. We gave the parson the credit of that business. It appears, however, that we were mistaken.”

By this time the wretched man’s agony was almost painful to witness. Try how he would he could not recover his self-possession. Prior to that moment he had imagined himself accused of mere stealing, while the secret of the more serious charge he believed to be still safely locked up in the mail-boat cabin at the bottom of the sea. It came upon him, therefore, as a greater shock to find his crime discovered, and by the very man of all others of whom he had the greatest reason to be afraid. Small wonder that he felt ill at ease. In my own heart I’m afraid I pitied him, but not when I thought of the sinking mail-boat and the wild struggle in cabin 33.

“What have you to say for yourself?” asked Leversidge, turning to the other again. “Are you aware that we have only to convey you ashore in order to give you into custody as the murderer of Colway-Brown?”

“I am aware of that,” cried the wretched man; “but you do not know everything. You do not know what I had to put up with. You can have no idea of the temptations that were placed in my way. He was one of the gang that dogged my steps first from Melbourne to Sydney, and then on to Brisbane. I was surrounded, morning, noon, and night, by thieves and murderers. I scarcely dared close my eyes for fear I should never open them again, or if I did that I should find my precious charge gone. This man you call Colway-Brown was the head of the gang, but it was not until we had reached Thursday Island that I found him out. Then he began to hang round me on deck and in my cabin, talking always of pearls and precious stones, and trying to induce me to be friendly with him. On the night of the wreck he came into my berth, just as I was thinking of retiring to rest. One glance showed me that he was under the influence of liquor, and I also noticed that he carried one hand in his pocket in a suspicious sort of fashion. Presently he came up alongside me as I stood beside my washstand basin, and before I knew what he was about had whipped a razor from his pocket and was trying for my throat. I was too startled by the suddenness of it all to cry out, but not sufficiently so as to be unable to defend myself. I wrestled with him with the strength of despair, and at last was fortunate enough to get the mastery and to throw him upon the deck. Then the devil, who arranges all these things for his own benefit, you may be sure, got hold of me, and for a few moments I was not conscious of what I did. I remember looking down at him as he lay below me on the deck, and I also remember seizing the razor, which had fallen from his hand, and giving myself a nasty cut in so doing. After that I am not sure of my actions; but one thing is very certain, when I rose to my feet his throat was cut from ear to ear. You, Mr. Leversidge, who are so angry with me now, may not believe me when I say so, but I tell you that I fell back against my berth trying to find the pluck to kill myself when I thought of what I had done. But I could not do it. I leaned against my bunk and hid my face in my blood-stained hands, sobbing as if my heart would break. Then I looked down at the man, and seeing that he was quite dead, wondered how I could best manage to save my neck from the fatal noose.

“While I was trying to collect my thoughts, and wondering what I should do, the vessel quivered from stem to stern; then I heard a noise on deck, a shouting and trampling of feet. I immediately left my cabin and ran up the companion ladder as fast as I could go, only to find the great ship sinking. What happened during the next few minutes I cannot say; indeed, I do not remember anything of what happened until I found myself floating on the surface of the water, wondering how long I should remain alive. The rest you know. I was saved, with one other man, and, what was more, I had the pearl with me. It is my belief it is accursed. It was not until I was out of the water, and found that there were only two of us saved, that the idea occurred to me to impersonate the dead man, and thus keep the jewel for myself. I fought with it, God knows how hard, but it was too strong for me, and at last I gave in. The chances, I argued, were all in my favour. So far as I knew, with the exception of the foremast hand, who did not know one passenger from another, I was the only survivor. Your agent was supposed to be drowned. If, therefore, I called myself Colway-Brown, I might escape detection.

“When I reached Thursday Island, intending to strike for America, where I thought I should have a better opportunity of selling my stolen property without being detected, I called myself by the name of the dead man. Then came your telegram asking for information concerning your agent. I answered it as I thought the spurious parson would have done, and told myself I should be troubled by you no more. The week following I left for the South, but every one was so curious to see me that I abandoned that idea and left the vessel at Cooktown, intending to change into this boat, and so make my way viâ Honolulu to the States. But it was not to be. You, sir, found me at Jim Donovan’s Hotel, and it was only by a stroke of good fortune that I managed to give you the slip. Now you, Mr. Leversidge, have caught me, and it remains for you to say what you will do.”

I looked at Leversidge, who looked at me. The position was an awkward one. There could be no doubt that the man’s story was a true one; and if so, for a part of it, at least, he deserved our pity.

It was Mr. Leversidge who solved the difficulty by inquiring what had become of the pearl. In answer the man fumbled in the breast-pocket of his coat, and presently drew out a small flat box, which he passed across the table.

“It is there, the cursed thing!” he said bitterly. “Would to God I had never seen it! It has wrought my ruin, body and soul.”

With feverish earnestness Mr. Leversidge opened the box, and took from the cotton wool, with which it was filled, the finest black pearl I had ever set eyes on in the whole course of my experience. Seeing it, I could easily understand the temptation it had given rise to in the other’s heart. Mr. Leversidge, however, replaced it in its nest, and stowed the box away in his pocket. Then he turned to the wretched man before us.

“You know in your own heart,” he said, “whether the story you have told us regarding that man’s death be true or not. In either case you may be sure of one thing, and that is, that your wretched secret is in safe keeping. May God forgive you, and permit you to work out your own salvation; we shall not punish you further. The rest is a matter for your own conscience.”

Ten minutes later we were back on our own steamer, returning to Honolulu as fast as she could carry us, little dreaming what awaited us there.


CHAPTER XII
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IT WAS WELL-NIGH mid-day before we reached our hotel; but as soon as we did so Mr. Leversidge placed the small box containing the pearl in a safe place. Having had such difficulty in finding it, he had no desire to run the risk of losing it again. This done, we devoted half an hour to business, and after that I went down to the agent’s office to make inquiries about the mail-boat for Japan, which was due to arrive from San Francisco the following day. The remainder of the afternoon was occupied with calls upon old friends, and it was not until well after nightfall that I returned to our hotel. On arriving there, to my surprise, I found Mr. Leversidge in my bedroom in a state of wildest excitement. He was standing in the middle of the room holding the small wooden box containing the pearl in his hand. I inquired what was the matter.

“Thank Heaven you have returned,” he cried. “Collon, I have made a terrible discovery. You will scarcely believe, but we’ve been swindled again, and in the most barefaced manner possible, by that seemingly repentant hound on board the steamer.”

“What on earth do you mean?” I inquired, scarcely able to credit what he said. “How have we been swindled?”

In answer to my question he lifted the lid of the box and tipped its contents into the palm of his hand, which he held towards me in a theatrical fashion.

“We’ve been horribly taken in,” he said. “This is not the pearl my firm purchased. It is a dummy — a fake, a make-believe. That clever rascal must have manufactured it himself for this express purpose, and all his protestations were as false as the pearl itself.”

“What?” I cried. “I can’t believe it. Let me look at the thing.”

Taking it from him I examined it carefully. What he said was true. It was not genuine. At the same time, however, I am prepared to assert that it was the finest forgery of its kind I have ever come across in a fairly extensive experience. Until that moment, in my own heart, I had been despising the spurious Colway-Brown for a mere chicken-hearted cur, who, as soon as he was collared, wept and whined, and declared himself over-tempted and deeply repentant. Now, however, I was beginning to have a greater respect for him than I had yet felt, and for the simple and sufficient reason that in a trial of skill he had proved one too many for us.

“What can we do?” asked Mr. Leversidge. “By this time he may have changed to another boat, and have left the Island. In that case we shall have to commence our chase over again.”

I was about to reply, when one of the native servants of the hotel entered the room and handed Mr. Leversidge a note, which he opened. Having read it he passed it on to me.

“Good heavens! I can scarcely believe it,” I heard him say softly to himself. “Read that, Mr. Collon.”

The note was from the captain of the schooner Friendship, and ran as follows: — 

“To J. Leversidge, Esq.,

“Pacific Hotel, Honolulu.

“Dear Sir, — 

“I regret exceedingly having to inform you that the man whom you visited on board my vessel this morning was, half an hour ago, shot by a person who had evidently been awaiting his arrival in this port. The murderer is in safe custody. As I understand from him that you were, or had been until lately, his employer, I thought it my duty to at once communicate with you.

“I am, Sir,

“Yours very obediently,

“J. Bolsover.”

“This is retribution with a vengeance,” I said. “But who can the murderer be?”

“One of the gang who was after the pearl in Australia, I’ll be bound,” returned Mr. Leversidge. Then the expression on his face suddenly changed, and he seized me by the arm. “For hundreds of reasons he would be certain to carry the pearl about his person. Can the murderer have stolen it, think you?”

“We will very soon ascertain,” I answered, springing from the chair into which I had just thrown myself. “Come, Mr. Leversidge, we’ll be off to the boat at once. This is no time for half measures.”

So saying, we seized our hats and left the hotel in search of the schooner Friendship. When we got on board we found an unusual stillness reigning. The skipper greeted us at the entrance of the companion ladder and shook us by the hand. “This is a bad business, gentlemen,” he said, “and I regret that it should have happened aboard my boat.”

“A very bad business, as you say,” Mr. Leversidge replied. “How long ago did it happen?”

“About an hour and a half,” replied the other. “It was getting dark, when a man came aboard and asked to see your friend. He was standing just where we are now, and after they had said a few words they walked aft together. They must have started quarrelling at once, for as I went down the ladder to the cuddy I heard some high words pass between them, then a shot was fired, and your friend fell upon the deck. I rushed on deck and got there just in time to seize the murderer as he was going over the side. We clapped him in irons straight away, and as soon as we had done so, set ashore for the police.”

“And the murdered man?”

“We carried him below, but he expired before we got him there. He lies now in his cabin. The police are coming to take him off in an hour’s time. Perhaps you would like to see him?”

“Thank you,” said Mr. Leversidge, and the captain led the way to the berth below, where he left us alone with the dead man.

“It’s now, or never,” I said. “If we want the pearl, we’ve got to find it before the police come off to take possession of the body, otherwise how are you going to establish your rights to it.”

“But where do you intend looking for it?” Mr. Leversidge inquired.

“I’m going to begin by searching the body,” I answered, “and then if we are permitted sufficient time, I shall take a look at his luggage. You had better guard the door.”

As I spoke I took from my pocket a small, but exceedingly sharp pair of folding scissors, which I make a point of always carrying about with me. Then drawing back the blanket with which the body was covered, I ran my practised fingers over it. It is wonderful what a number of hiding-places the human frame contains. But it is the business of my life to know them all, and on this particular occasion it was not long before I discovered that high up under his right arm his coat had been carefully padded. To cut the lining was the work of a few seconds, and the results justified my expectations. “Here is your pearl, Mr. Leversidge,” I said, holding it up, and a moment later I handed him the jewel in question. “Now let us get on deck as soon as possible. You had better leave your address, however, with the captain, in order that the police may know where to find you should your presence be required at the inquest.”

He followed my advice, and then we descended to our boat alongside. Next morning, to obviate any chance of future inconvenience, we made it our business to attend at the police office, where we stated what we knew of the murdered man. Three hours later I bade Mr. Leversidge farewell on the hurricane deck of the American mail-boat.

“Good-bye, Mr. Collon,” he said. “It seems strange to be parting like this after all we have gone through together. I thank you from the bottom of my heart for your co-operation. There is only one question I wish to ask you before you go.”

“And what is that?”

“Was I right, or was I wrong, when I told you in Ceylon that I thought this case would prove to be one of the most extraordinary even in your varied repertoire?”

“You were quite right,” I answered. “I have never known another like it. Good-bye.”

“Good-bye, and may you always be equally successful.”



Three months later, when I was just bringing to a conclusion a delicate bit of business in Cochin China, the incoming mail-boat brought me a small packet, which, when I had opened it, I discovered contained a valuable diamond ring, with a card bearing this inscription:— “To Christopher Collon, in recognition of a signal service rendered to Wilson, Burke & Leversidge, of Hatton Garden.”

The great black pearl which was the cause of all that has been told in this story is now amongst the most valued jewels of an Empress. How little, when it lies black as night upon her snow-white bosom, does she think what it cost in human life, or of the part it played in the drama to which I now invariably refer as “A CRIME OF THE UNDER-SEAS.”


The Phantom Stockman
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“A REMARKABLY CHARMING situation, and as pretty a homestead as any I have seen in the Bush,” I said. “You have certainly worked wonders during the short time you have been in possession.”

It was a moonlight night, and Jim Spicer and I were sitting in the verandah of Warradoona Station in Western New South Wales. Ten o’clock had struck nearly half an hour before, and, at a quarter past, Mrs. Spicer had bidden us “Good-night” and had gone off to bed. On hearing that I did not feel tired, her husband had invited me to bring my pipe and grog into the verandah, where we could chat about old times without disturbing anybody. I had only arrived that afternoon from Melbourne, and, as we had not met for more than three years, it may be easily imagined that we had much to say to each other. Years before we had been on a station together in Queensland, had done two overlanding trips in the same party, and had more than once tried our luck upon the gold-fields in partnership. Then he had taken a billet as manager of a big station in the Far West, and I had gone south to Melbourne to give up the Bush and settle down to the humdrum business I had inherited from my father. My surprise may therefore be understood when one morning I received a letter from my old comrade, informing me that he was married and had taken a property on Warradoona Creek. He brought his letter to a conclusion by telling me that if I stood in need of a holiday, and would care to undertake the long journey out to his place, he would not only give me a hearty welcome, but would be very thankful for my assistance in unravelling a mystery which up to the time of writing had baffled him completely. What the mystery was he did not say.

Now, as all the Bush world knows, Warradoona, despite the fact that it is on the direct overlanding route to Western Queensland, is one of the most unget-at-able places on the face of our great Island Continent. To begin with, you have a four hundred mile railway journey, then a coach ride of upwards of two hundred more, which will bring you to the township of Yarrapanya, a settlement of four houses at the junction of Warradoona Creek with the Salt Bush River. In the township horses can be obtained, and with their assistance the remainder of the journey, upwards of a hundred miles, may be accomplished. At the best of times it is a tedious undertaking, but when the floods are out, or, on the other hand, in the summer season when there is no water at all, it becomes a peculiarly dangerous one. To compensate for these drawbacks, however, when you do reach the station you will receive as hearty a welcome as any to be obtained in the Bush. The property itself is a large one, and certainly the best in that district. The homestead is a neat Bush building constructed of wood, roofed with shingles, and boasting on every side a broad verandah. It is built on the side of a hill and overlooks the plain that separates the higher land from the river. Away to the north where the Ranges trend in towards the Creek, there is a narrow pass through which come all the overlanding parties bringing cattle from Queensland to the south. To the southward a dense Mulga Scrub commences, and clothes the whole face of the hills as far as the eye can reach. Across the river and lying some thirty miles due west is Yarka Station, where, at the time of which I write, resided Jim’s nearest neighbour, the Honourable Marmaduke Chudfield, a young Englishman, who, after he had given his family repeated opportunities of studying the more frivolous side of his character, had been shipped to Australia, where it was confidently hoped hard work and a limited supply of money would turn him into a staid and respectable colonist.

“Yes,” said Spicer, as he walked to the rail of the verandah, and looked down upon the moonlit plain, “it is, as you say, by no means a bad sort of place. As I shall show you to-morrow, the station buildings are above the average in point of completeness, the run is well sheltered and grassed, the supply of water is abundant, and, as you are aware, we are on the direct cattle route to the south. Moreover, I have got the place for a considerable period on exceptional terms.”

“I congratulate you most heartily. Now tell me the disadvantages; for I suppose there are some.”

“So far as I have seen there is only one. At the same time, however, I must confess that that one is quite big enough to outweigh all the advantages put together. In point of fact, it was that very disadvantage that made me write to you last week and endeavour to induce you to pay us a visit.”

“Now I come to think of it, I remember in your letter you did speak of some mystery that you wanted cleared up. What is it? In these prosaic days mysteries, save in mining matters, are few and far between. I am all impatience to hear what shape yours assumes.”

While I had been speaking Spicer had been leaning on the verandah rail looking down the hillside towards the river. Now he turned, and, placing his back against one of the posts that supported the roof, regarded me steadily for some seconds.

“First and foremost, old man,” he said, “try to bear it in mind that I don’t want to be laughed at. I’ve got so much at stake that I’m as touchy on the subject as an old man with the gout. The trouble I have to contend with is that this place is supposed to be haunted. I know it’s a silly sort of thing for a matter-of-fact fellow like myself to say; but still the fact remains, and a remarkably unpleasant fact it is.”

“The deuce it is,” I replied. “And pray what is the place supposed to be haunted by?”

“By a man on a white horse who rides about on a plain down yonder.”

“Is this only hearsay, or have you seen the apparition yourself?”

“I have seen him on three occasions,” replied Spicer solemnly. “The first time was the week after I arrived on the place, the second was three months ago, and the last was the very Saturday upon which I wrote to you. But as if that were not enough, we have been worried ever since our arrival by the most dismal noises in the house itself.”

“What sort of noises do you mean?”

“By all sorts, confound them! Sometimes by a shriek about midnight that fetches you up in bed with the perspiration rolling off your face; sometimes by moans and groans; and sometimes, but not so often, by a peculiar noise that is for all the world like a human voice, muffled by a blanket, trying to say, ‘Save me, save me,’ and not succeeding very well. As you know, I am a fairly plucky man, and for that reason I think I might manage to stand it myself; but then I’ve got some one else to consider. I have to think of my wife. Under ordinary circumstances she is as plucky a little woman as ever made her home in the Bush, but no woman’s nerves would stand the continual strain that is put upon them here. You see, my work often takes me out on the run for days at a time, and I have to leave her alone. Female servants we have none, not so much even as a solitary black gin. When we came up we brought a woman with us from Melbourne, but she only stayed a week and then went off with the first bullock team that passed this way. However, we managed, by offering big wages, to get another. She stayed a month, and then said she would prefer to go off to the township alone rather than stay another night upon the place. We have been here five months and a week, and during that time I have had four men cooks, three chief stockmen, eight inferior ditto, and ten horse boys. As for a strange black, I’ve not seen one near the place since I first set foot upon it. The last time I was staying the night at Chudfield’s place across the river, I tried to persuade one he wanted to get rid of to come over and keep my own two boys company. His answer was significant. ‘Baal (no) come up this fella,’ he said. ‘Too much debbil debbil alonga Warradoona.’ The long and the short of the matter is, old friend, unless I can manage to put a stop to this phantom business I shall be a ruined man. All my savings are locked up in this place, and if I don’t make it pay, well, I must sell up and go back to Queensland and be a servant again instead of a master.”

“It’s a nasty position,” I said. “I don’t wonder you want to get it settled. By the way, how long has the place possessed this sinister reputation?”

“Only for the last three years,” he answered.

“Is there any sort of story to account for it?”

Spicer was silent for a moment.

“Well, there you have me on a tender spot,” he replied. “Though I don’t like to own it, I must confess there is a story.”

“Can you tell it to me?”

“If you think it will help you to a solution of the problem I shall be glad to do so. You must understand that about three years ago a mob of cattle camped, according to custom, upon the plain down yonder. They were on their way from Queensland to Adelaide, in charge of an old drover named Burke, a worthy old fellow who’d been on the road all his life. During the evening a quarrel arose between him and his second in command. From high words they came to blows, and in the encounter the subordinate got the worst of it. He professed to be satisfied and turned into his blankets apparently sorry for what he had done. An hour later the third white man of the party mounted his horse and went out to watch the cattle, leaving the other two, as he thought, asleep. When he returned two hours later he found Burke stabbed to the heart and the other man missing. Do you remember, when you crossed the river to-day, noticing a grave enclosed by a white railing?”

“Perfectly. I wondered at the time whose it could be.”

“Well, that’s where Burke is buried.”

“The phantom, then, is supposed to be the ghost of the murdered man? What form does it take?”

“It is that of an old man with a long grey beard; he is dressed all in white and is mounted upon a white horse, who carries his head rather high. He holds a stock-whip in his hand and wears a white felt hat pulled far down over his eyes.”

“Has anybody else seen him?”

“Dozens of people. It drove away Jamison, the first owner of the place, and the original builder of this house. Williams, from Mindana, came next; he built the men’s hut away to the left there, and cleared out bag and baggage exactly three months to a day after he had paid his purchase money. He said he would rather lose five thousand pounds than stop another night on the place. Macpherson, a long-headed Scotchman, as hard as a tenpenny nail, and about as emotional as a brickbat, came next. He paid his money and was not going to lose it just because he heard funny noises and saw queer sights. But at the end of six months he had changed his tune. Money was no object to him, he said; he was content to lose every penny he possessed in the world provided he saw no more of Warradoona. Benson followed Macpherson. He got the place dirt cheap, cattle thrown in, and, from what the folk in the township told me, seemed to think he’d done a mighty smart stroke of business.”

“What became of Benson?”

“He returned to the south without even unpacking his bullock wagons. He has bought a place in New Zealand now, I believe. It was from him that I purchased the property.”

“And the price you paid for it?”

“Would be less than a quarter of its value but for the Phantom Stockman. As it is, I am upset on an average three nights a week; my wife is frightened nearly out of her wits every time she goes to bed; and with the exception of my head stockman, Ruford, and two black boys, I can keep no servants upon the place, and in consequence have to work my stock short-handed, which is an impossibility. To put it plainly, either the Phantom Stockman or I must go. I thought all this out last week and the upshot of my cogitations was my letter to you. I know from experience that you’ve got a cool head, and I have had repeated evidence of your pluck. Young Chudfield, my next-door neighbour, the man who, for the sake of my company, has done his level best to persuade me to give the place a further trial, has promised to come over and give us a hand, and if we three can’t settle the mystery between us, well, I think we ought to be ashamed of ourselves, that’s all.”

“We’ll certainly have a good try,” I answered. “I’m not a believer in ghosts myself, and it will go hard with us if we can’t manage to discover of what sort of material our troublesome friend is composed. One further question. Does he put in an appearance at regular intervals, or is he indiscriminate in his favours?”

“As far as he is personally concerned he is fairly regular. It is about the full of the moon that he appears to be most active, but the noises in the house go on at all hours, sometimes two or three nights in succession. Then perhaps there will be a week’s silence, after which we will be worried night after night, till we are nearly driven distracted.”

“It seems a most mysterious affair,” I said. “And I can quite understand that you are worried by it.”

“You would say so if you had to live here,” he answered. “It gets on your nerves till you feel inclined to jump away from your own shadow. Now I expect you’re tired, and would like to be off to roost. Help yourself to a night-cap, and then we’ll have a look at your room together.”

I had leant forward to the table and taken up the demijohn containing the spirit — in point of fact, I was in the act of pouring some of its contents into my glass — when from the dark house behind us there came a long, low moan, followed by a shriek that cut the still night air like the sharp tearing of a sheet of calico. After that there was complete silence, which to my thinking was worse even than the scream. I sprang to my feet.

“My God,” I cried, “what’s that?”

But Spicer only laughed in a curious way.

“You are being introduced to our supernatural friend,” he replied. “Now you know the sort of thing we are being continually called upon to put up with.”

“But it sounded so intensely human,” I said. “And yet, now I come to think of it, there was a peculiar muffled note about it that rather upsets my theory. One thing, however, is quite certain: it came from the house, and I should say from the centre passage.”

“You are quite right. That’s where we always hear it. But if you think there is anybody hiding there you’re mistaken. Come and look for yourself.”

So saying he led the way into the house. I followed him. As he had said, there was nobody to be seen. The passage in question was about twenty feet long by four wide. There was a door at each end, and two on either side. It was well lighted by an oil lamp supported on an iron bracket screwed into the woodwork. The walls were composed of weather boards, while the floor was covered by a strip of oilcloth, which stretched from end to end. Spicer lifted the lamp from its socket, and, opening one of the doors on the left, led me into the sitting-room. We explored it carefully, but there was nothing there that could in any way account for the noise we had heard. Having satisfied ourselves on this point, we crossed to the room on the opposite side of the passage. This was my bedroom, and in it, as in the other apartment, our search was unrewarded. The room next to it was Spicer’s office, and, save a safe, a desk, a small cupboard, a chair, and a row of account books, contained nothing to excite our suspicion. We passed into the passage again.

“This room,” he said, pointing to the door opposite the office, “is our bedroom.”

He tapped on the door.

“Minnie,” he cried, “are you awake?”

“Yes,” was the answer, “and very frightened. How long will you be before you come to bed?”

“I am coming now,” he replied. Then, turning to me, he held out his hand. “Good-night,” he said, “and pleasant dreams to you. It seems a shame to have brought you up here only to worry you with our troubles.”

“I am very glad, indeed, that I came,” I replied. “And if I can help you to some solution of your difficulty I shall be still more glad.”

A quarter of an hour later I was in bed and asleep. If there was any further noise that night I did not hear it. I was tired after my long journey, and slept on until long after the sun had risen next morning.

When I did turn out I went into the verandah, where I discovered my hostess.

“Good-morning,” she said, as she offered me her hand. “Jim has just gone across to the stockyard, but he will be back to breakfast in a moment.”

Many people might have been discovered in Australia who would have thanked their stars that they were not the proprietors of Warradoona Station, but there would have been few who would not have envied Spicer his partner in life. She was a pretty brunette, with wonderful brown eyes, and a sympathetic, motherly way about her that made every one feel at home in her company, even if they had never seen her until five minutes before.

“I cannot tell you how very kind I think you are,” she said, “to come to our assistance. You can imagine what a depressing effect this place has had upon Jim and myself. We have tried everything we can think of to solve the mystery, but without success. Now it remains to be seen whether you will fare any better than we have done.”

“I am going to do my best,” I answered, and as I said so, Jim came up the steps.

“Good-morning,” he said as he reached the verandah. “I hope you slept well and that you were not disturbed by any more noises.”

“If there were any to hear they didn’t wake me,” I answered. “I suppose you have not discovered anything that throws any sort of light upon that scream we heard last night?”

“Nothing at all,” he replied, shaking his head. “But, to add to the discomfort we are already enduring, our cook has just informed me that he saw the White Horseman on the plain last night, and in consequence has given me notice that it is his intention to leave at mid-day. He says he would rather forfeit all his wages than remain another night.”

“Oh, Jim, I am sorry to hear that,” said his wife. “We shall have great difficulty in getting another. We do indeed seem doomed to misfortune.”

Jim said nothing, but I saw his mouth harden as we went in to breakfast. His patience was well-nigh exhausted, and I suspected that if the mystery were not solved before many days were over he would follow the example of his predecessors, forfeit all the money he had put into it, and sever his connection with Warradoona.

During the morning I gave him a hand with some branding in the stockyard, and in the afternoon we went for a ride across the river, hoping to meet the mob of cattle his men were out collecting. We were unsuccessful, however, and it was dusk when we reached home again. By the time we had turned our horses loose, and placed our saddles on the racks, the full moon was rising above the Ranges behind the house. On reaching the verandah we heard voices in the sitting-room.

“That’s Marmaduke Chudfield, I’ll wager a sovereign,” said Jim. “I’m glad he’s come over, for though he’s rather a namby-pamby sort of individual, he’s not bad company.”

A moment later we had entered the room, and I was being introduced to a tall, slim youth of perhaps eight-and-twenty years of age. His height could not have been much under six feet two, his face was devoid of beard or moustache, and boasted a somewhat vacuous expression, which a single eye-glass he wore continually only served to intensify. He spoke with a lisp and a drawl, and if one could judge by his own confessions, seemed to have no knowledge of any one thing in the whole system of the universe. In less than five minutes’ conversation I had struck the bed rock of his intelligence, to use a mining phrase, and, while I had small doubt of his good nature, was not at all impressed by his sagacity. His station, Yarka, was, so Jim informed me later, a grand property, and carried a large number of cattle. This success, however, was in no sense due to Chudfield’s exertions. To quote his own words, he “left everything to his overseer, a German, named Mulhauser, don’t-cher-know, and didn’t muddle things up by shoving his spoke in when it was no sort of jolly assistance, don’t-cher-know. Cattle farming was not exactly his line, and if he had to pay a chap to work, well, he’d make him work, while he himself sat tight and had a jolly good time with continual trips to town and friends up to stay, and all that sort of thing, don’t-cher-know.”

After dinner we sat in the verandah and smoked our pipes until close upon ten o’clock, when Mrs. Spicer bade us “Good-night” and retired to her own room, as on the previous evening. After she had left us, there was a lull in the conversation. The night was perfectly still, as only nights in the Bush can be; the moon was well above the roof, and in consequence the plain below us was well-nigh as bright as day. The only sound to be heard was the ticking of the clock in the sitting-room behind us, and the faint sighing of the night-breeze through the scrub timber on the hills behind the house. And here I must make a digression. I don’t think I have so far explained that in front of the house there was an unkempt garden about fifty yards long by thirty wide, enclosed by a rough Bush fence. In an idle sort of way I sat smoking and watching the rails at the bottom. The beauty of the night seemed to exercise a soothing influence upon the three of us. Jim, however, was just about to speak when Chudfield sprang from his chair, and, pointing towards the fence, at which only a moment before I had been looking, cried, “What’s that?”

We followed the direction of his hand with our eyes, and as we did so leapt to our feet. Being but a sorry scene-painter I don’t know exactly what words I should employ to make you see what we saw then. Scarcely fifty yards from us, seated upon a white horse, was a tall man, with a long grey beard, dressed altogether in white, even to his hat and boots. In his hand he carried a white stock-whip, which he balanced upon his hip. How he had managed to come so close without making a sound to warn us of his approach was more than I could understand; but this much was certain, come he did. The time, from our first seeing him to the moment of his wheeling his horse and riding silently away again, could not have been more than a minute, but all the same we were able to take perfect stock of him.

“Follow me,” shouted Jim, as he rushed down the steps and ran towards the gate at the bottom of the garden. We followed close at his heels, but by the time we reached the fence the Phantom Stockman had entirely disappeared. We stared across the moonlit plain until our eyes ached, but not a sign of the apparition we had seen rewarded us.

“That is the third time he has been up here since I have had the place,” said our host, “and each time he has vanished before I could get close enough to have a good look at him.”

“What beats me was the fact that his horse made no sound,” remarked the Honourable Marmaduke, “and yet the ground is hard enough hereabouts.”

“Wait here till I get a lantern,” cried Spicer. “Don’t go outside the fence, and then you won’t obliterate any tracks he may have made.”

So saying he hastened back to the house, to return in about five minutes carrying in his hand a large lantern. With its assistance we carefully explored the ground on the other side of the fence, but to no purpose. There was not a sign of a horse’s hoof to be seen.

“Well, this beats cock fighting,” said the Honourable, as Jim blew out the light and we turned to walk back to the house. “This is Hamlet’s father’s ghost with a vengeance, don’t-cher-know. I shall be glad whenever he takes it into his head to pay me a visit at Yarka. I’m afraid in that case my respected parent would see me in England sooner than would be quite convenient to him.”

To this speech Jim replied never a word, nor did I think his remark worth an answer. Once in the verandah we separated, bidding each other good-night, Jim to go to his own room, the Honourable to take possession of the sofa in the sitting-room, upon which a bed had been made up for him, and I to my own dormitory. I saw Jim turn down the lamp in the passage and heard him blow it out as I shut my door. Then I undressed and jumped into bed.

How long I had been asleep I do not know, but I have the most vivid remembrance of suddenly finding myself sitting up in bed with the sweat pouring off my face, and the echo of surely the most awful shriek mortal man ever heard ringing in my ears. Before I could recover my self-possession it rang out again, followed this time by a strange moaning sound that must have continued while I could have counted twenty. Thinking this had gone about far enough I jumped out of bed, opened the door, and ran into the passage, only to be seized by a pair of arms. Lifting my right hand I took my assailant by the throat, and just as I did so, Jim’s door opened and he came out, holding a candle in his hand. Then it was that I made the discovery that it was not the ghost’s throat I was clutching between my finger and thumb, but that of the Honourable.

“Confound you two,” said Jim angrily. “What on earth are you up to?”

“Up to?” gasped Chudfield. “Why, I heard the most villainous scream just now that I ever heard in my life, and came running out of my room to see what was the matter, only to be collared by the throat by this chap.” Then turning to me he continued, in his usual drawling way, “I believe you’ve half broken my neck, don’t-cher-know.”

“Bother your neck,” I cried shortly, for my dander was up and somebody had got to suffer for the fright I had received. “Jim, did you hear that scream?”

“Worse luck,” answered poor Jim. “I wish I could say I hadn’t. What the deuce does it mean?”

“It means,” I replied sternly, “that if there’s a ghost in this place I’ve got to see him before I’ll be satisfied. And if it’s a trick, well, I’ve got to find the chap that’s playing it or know the reason why. When I do, I’ll do what Chudfield here accuses me of half doing. I’ll break his neck.”

With that I walked first to the door at one end of the passage and examined it, then to the other; after that I tried the door leading into the office. All three were securely locked on our side.

“As far as I can remember, the sound seemed to come from about here,” I said, pointing to the centre of the floor. “What is underneath these boards, Jim?”

“Only solid Mother Earth,” he replied. “I had some of the planks up when I came into the place and put new ones down.”

“Well, I’m going to sit up and await further developments,” I said. “Do either of you feel inclined to share my vigil?”

“I will do so with pleasure,” said Jim.

“And I too, if it’s necessary,” said the Honourable, with peculiar eagerness. “I’m not going to risk being wakened out of my sleep by another shriek like that.”

Jim went into his bedroom and said something to his wife. After that we dressed and made ourselves as comfortable as possible in the sitting-room. But though we remained there till daylight we heard nothing further. As day dawned we returned to our beds to sleep soundly until we were roused by Mrs. Spicer at eight o’clock.

That afternoon, in spite of our jeers, the Honourable left us to return to his own abode. He had had enough and to spare of Warradoona, he said, and as he had not proved himself a very good plucked one, we did not exert ourselves very much to make him change his mind.

“I never thought he’d prove to be such a coward,” said Jim, as we watched the youth disappear behind the river timber. “Still, he’s a man extra about the place, and if those wretched cattle are coming in to-night we shall want all the hands we can raise to look after them on the plain.”

“Do you think they will be here to-night?”

“It’s more than likely. They ought to have been in this morning, and as they can’t halt in the scrub they’ll be driven by force of circumstances into camping on the plain. In that case it will be a pound to a sixpence that our friend the Stockman will give us some trouble. He generally puts in an appearance when there’s a mob passing through.”

“If he does we must tackle him, and decide once and for all the question of his — well, of his spirituality, shall I say? You can find a couple of revolvers, I suppose?”

“Half a dozen if need be, and what’s more, cartridges to fit them.”

We then walked back to the house together. It was tea time, and as soon as we had made ourselves tidy we sat down to it. Half way through the meal there was a heavy step in the verandah, and a moment later Ruford, Jim’s one remaining stockman, entered the room.

“So you’ve turned up at last,” said Jim, as he became aware of the other’s identity. “Where are the cattle?”

“Camped on the plain,” was the reply. “Bad luck to ‘em. It was as much as I could do to get the two black boys to remain with them. Are you coming down?”

“We’ll be down in half an hour,” said Jim. “This gentleman and myself will camp with you to-night and give you a hand. Now be off and get your tea.”

He disappeared without another word.

“But if you two are going to help with the cattle, what is to become of me?” asked Mrs. Spicer. “I cannot be left here alone.”

“That’s perfectly true,” said Jim. “I never thought of it. Confound that miserable coward Chudfield. I’ll tell you what I’ll do, Minnie. I’ll send Ruford up to take care of you. He won’t be sorry for an evening’s comfort, and it is most imperative that we should go down, you see, in case the Stockman should turn up to-night. If he does we hope to bring matters to a crisis.”

Faithful to our promise, as soon as the meal was over, we saddled our horses and rode down towards the camp fire that we could see burning brightly on the plain below.

By the time we reached it the appearance of the night had changed, clouds had covered the sky, and a soft drizzle was falling. Ruford had taken the cattle down to the river, and when they had drunk their fill had tailed them slowly on to camp, where the two black boys were watching them. It was not a cheerful night, for the wind had risen, and was moaning among the she-oak trees like a million lost spirits. A more lonesome spot I never was in than that plain.

As we approached the fire Ruford said snappishly, — 

“I suppose you think it’s funny to hang round a camp, whispering and moaning, in order to frighten a man out of his wits.”

“Who has been hanging about the camp whispering and moaning?” asked Spicer. “Why, you duffer, we’ve only just come down from the Homestead. You must be either drunk or dreaming.”

“Dreaming be hanged!” he said. “I tell you that there’s been some one moaning like old —— round this ‘ere camp ever since dusk!”

“Moaning like your grandmother,” said Spicer, descending from his saddle and tying his horse up to a tree near by. “I want you to go up to the house and camp there. Mrs. Spicer is all alone, and I think she may be frightened. We’ll look after the cattle.”

When he had gone we stretched ourselves beside the fire on the blankets we found there and fell to yarning.

I can see the whole scene now. Owing to the heavy clouds mentioned above, it was as dark as the inside of your hat, with not a gleam of light in the whole length and breadth of the sky. Ruford had stirred up the fire before he left us, and the flames were roaring upwards, when suddenly there came a long, peculiar moan from the scrub behind us that brought us up into a sitting posture like one man. We looked in the direction whence it seemed to come, and saw there, standing in the full light of the fire, a tall, thin man, of about fifty years of age. He had white hair and a long grey beard. He was dressed, even to his riding boots, in some white material, and he carried a stock-whip in his hand. His face was as pale as death and infinitely sad, and he seemed to be looking from one to the other of us as if he did not know which to address.

We were both struck dumb with astonishment, until Spicer, raising himself on his elbow, shouted, — 

“Hullo, my man! Where do you hail from?”

Then the figure faded away into the darkness as quietly as it had come, and you can just imagine how we stared.

“Well, this beats all the other manifestations into a cocked hat,” cried Spicer, and seizing a burning stick and bidding me follow with another, he dashed into the scrub in the direction we supposed the stranger to have taken.

For upwards of twenty minutes we searched high and low, in every possible hiding-place within fifty yards of the camp, but without success. Not a single trace of our mysterious visitor could we discover. Then we returned to the fire and lay down again.

Spicer’s watch was from nine to eleven, and as it was almost eight then, he resolved to try and snatch an hour’s sleep before it would be necessary for him to get into the saddle once more. He soon gave up the attempt, however.

Though we did not see any more of the stranger just then, I can assure you we were far from being easy in our minds. The cattle had suddenly become very restless, and from their lowing and snorting we could tell that they were uneasy. While we listened, the same peculiar moaning noise came from the scrub away to our left. It sounded for all the world like the crying of a woman in dreadful trouble, but though we peered repeatedly into the night, and twice crept away from the fire in that direction, we could discover nothing to account for it.

At nine o’clock Spicer went on watch, and the black boys came into camp reporting the cattle as very restless.

For some time after he had gone I lay on my blankets looking up at the sky. Clouds still covered the heavens, and it looked as if a wet night were pending. Sometime about ten o’clock Spicer called to me to join him, as something was radically wrong with the mob; so saddling my horse I rode out.

As I went the clouds parted, and for a moment the moon shone brilliantly forth. It was a curious sight that I then beheld. The cattle — there were about five hundred of them — were all up, moving to and fro and bellowing continuously. What made us the more uneasy was the fact that, now and again, the old bull in command would separate himself from the mob and sniff the wind, after which he would let out a bellow that fairly shook the earth. Whenever he sees the leader do that, a cattleman knows that it behoves him to stand by and keep his eyes open for trouble.

Coming up with Spicer, I asked him what he thought was the matter, but for some moments he did not answer.

Then he said very mysteriously, — 

“Did you meet him as you came out?”

“Meet whom?” I asked.

“Why, our friend, the Phantom Stockman?”

“The devil! And has he turned up again?”

After looking cautiously round, Jim edged his horse up alongside mine and said quietly, — 

“He’s been hovering round these cattle for the past half-hour. They can see him, and that’s what’s making them so confoundedly restless. You take my word for it, we shall have serious trouble directly!”

“Confound it all,” I said. “That will mean double watches all night, and in this drizzle too.”

“It can’t be helped. But you had better tell the boys to be ready in case they are wanted. Look! Look! Here he comes again!”

I looked in the direction he indicated, and, true enough, out of the thick mist which now hid the trees along the river bank, and into the half moonlight where we stood, rode the phantom whom we had seen two hours before by our camp fire. But there was a difference now; this time he was mounted on his white horse, and seemed to be like us on watch. At first I fancied my brain was creating a phantom for me out of the whirling mist; but the snorting and terror of the cattle, as they became aware of his presence, soon convinced me of his reality.

Little by little the fellow edged round the scrub, and then disappeared into the fog again, to reappear a minute or two later on our left. Then he began to come slowly towards us. I can tell you the situation was uncanny enough to creep the flesh of a mummy. He was sitting loosely in his saddle, with his stock-whip balanced on his hip; indeed, to show how details impress themselves on one’s mind, I can remember that he had one of his sleeves rolled up and that he carried his reins slung over his left arm.

When he was within eight or ten paces of where we stood, my horse, which had been watching him as if turned to stone, suddenly gave a snort, and wheeling sharp round bolted across the plain as if the devil were behind him. Before I had gone fifty yards I heard Spicer come thundering after me, and we must have had a good two miles gallop before we could pull the terrified beasts up. Then we heard the cattle rushing a mile or so on our right.

“I knew they’d go,” wailed Spicer; “they’re well-nigh mad with fright. Now, what the deuce is to be done?”

“Try and head them, I suppose.”

“Come on, then, for all you’re worth. It’s neck or nothing with us now!”

We set off down the angle of the plain as fast as our horses could lay their legs to the ground. It was a near thing, for, hard as we went, we were only just in time to prevent the leaders from plunging into the river. If you know anything of overlanding, you’ll understand the work we had. As it was, I don’t believe we could have managed it at all if it had not been for the extraneous — or, as I might perhaps say, spiritual — aid we received.

While Spicer took the river side, I worked inland, along the bottom of the cliff, and as the two black boys had bolted for the Homestead long before the cattle broke, we had no one between us to bring up the tail. Suddenly, Heaven alone knows how, the Phantom Stockman came to our assistance; and a more perfect drover could scarcely have been found. He wheeled his cattle and brought up his stragglers, boxed ‘em, and headed ‘em off, like the oldest hand. But however clever a bushman he may have been, it was plainly his own personality that effected the greatest good; for directly the mob saw him, they turned tail and stampeded back on to the plain like beasts possessed.

At last, however, we got them rounded up together, and then Spicer rode over to where I stood and said, — 

“Give an eye to ‘em, will you, while I slip back to the camp? I want to get something.”

I had not time to protest, for next minute he was gone, and I was left alone with that awful stranger whom I could still see dodging about in the mist. When he got back, Jim reined up alongside me and said, — 

“This is getting a little too monotonous to my thinking.”

“What are you going to do?” I gasped, my teeth chattering in my head like a pair of castanets.

“Try the effect of this on him,” he answered, and as he spoke he pulled a revolver from his pocket. “I don’t care if it sends every beast across the river.”

At that moment, on his constant round, the phantom came into view again. On either side of him the cattle were sniffing and snorting at him, plainly showing that they were still wild with terror. This behaviour puzzled us completely, for we both knew that a mob would never treat an ordinary flesh-and-blood stockman in that way. When he got within twenty paces of us Spicer cried, — 

“Bail up, matey — or, by jingo, I’ll put daylight into you!”

Obedient to the order the figure instantly pulled up.

The moon was bright enough now for us to see his face. And, though, as I’ve said before, I’m not a coward as a general rule, I can tell you that it made me feel fairly sick, so white and creepy-looking was it. Then he held up his hand as if in protest and started towards us.

This didn’t suit Spicer, however, for he yelled, — 

“Stand off! or by the living God I swear I’ll fire. Stand off!”

But the figure continued to come towards us. Then Crack! Crack! Crack! went the revolver, and next moment there was a frightful scream and the sound of galloping hoofs. I saw no more, for, as Jim fired, my horse reared and fell back, crushing me beneath him.

I suppose I must have been stunned by the fall, for when I recovered my senses Spicer was leaning over me.

“Is he gone?” I asked as soon as I could speak.

“Yes! Gone like mad across the plain and the cattle with him. I must either have missed him, or the bullet must have passed clean through him.”

As there was now no further reason why we should remain where we were, we returned to the Homestead and told our tale. Then when it was light enough, we had our breakfast and mounted our horses and went out into the scrub to look for the cattle we had lost. By the time dusk fell we had collected three hundred and fifty out of the five hundred head Ruford had brought on to the plain. The poor beasts were quite knocked up; and as it was useless thinking of pushing them on in that condition, we were consequently compelled to camp them for one more night on that awful plain. But to our delight we saw no more of the Phantom Stockman.

Next morning while we were at breakfast, Billy, the black boy, who had been out after the horses, came dashing up to the Homestead, almost beside himself with excitement.

“Me been find him,” he cried. “Me been find him, all same fellow what been make debbil-debbil longa here.”

“What do you mean?” asked Spicer, putting down his cup of tea. “Where have you found the man?”

“Me been find him longa billabong. My word he most like dead, mine think it.”

Spicer made a sign to me, and without another word we jumped up and ran in the direction of the stockyard. Mounting our horses we followed our guide through the scrub for a distance of perhaps a mile and a half until we came to a small billabong or backwater of the main river.

Away at the further end we could see a curious white heap, and towards it we galloped, making our horses put their best feet foremost, you may be sure.

On reaching it, we found a man lying huddled up upon the ground beneath a low-growing tree. He was dressed in a complete suit of white flannel, his boots were painted the same colour, and even his hat was fixed up to match, white. Still looped over his ears was a long grey beard and moustache of false hair.

Spicer dismounted and knelt beside him. After feeling his heart he plucked the beard away and almost shouted his astonishment aloud.

“Good heavens!” he cried; “do you recognise this man?”

I stooped and looked. I don’t know whether you will believe it, but the Phantom Stockman, the person who had performed such prodigies two nights before, was none other than our friend Chudfield, the young English owner of Yarka Station, across the river, the man who had appeared to be so frightened by the ghost, and who had made it his boast that he knew nothing at all about Bush-work. For some moments we stood and stared at him in stupefied amazement. I was the first to speak.

“Is he dead, do you think?” I asked.

“Quite,” said Spicer. “Look at this mark under his chin. Galloping through the scrub in the dark the other night to get away from us, he must have been caught by that bough up there and have been dashed from his saddle. Death must have been almost instantaneous.”

Round his waist was a long thin cord which ran away some twenty yards or so into the bush. We followed it up and discovered a large piece of raw hide tied to the end of it.

Spicer examined the latter carefully.

“The beast that owned this skin was only killed two days ago,” he said. “Now I know why our cattle were so restless. They smelt the blood, and, as you are aware, that invariably terrifies them. Cunning beggar! he pretended to know nothing, and yet he knew enough for this.”

“Yes,” I said; “but what about the other night when the phantom appeared at the garden fence, and this man was sitting in the verandah with us?”

“Why, he probably wanted to disarm suspicion, and so sent his overseer, who must be in the secret, to play the part.”

“But what was his object in frightening you?”

“Can’t you guess? Well, just let me find out where our friend’s stockyard is situated in the Ranges up yonder, and I think I’ll be able to tell you. I remember now that when I came here his cattle were all over Warradoona, and that he used the place just as if it were his own, to say nothing of having his choice of all the unbranded and other cattle that former tenants had left upon it.”

Leaving the body where we had found it, to be picked up on our homeward journey, we crossed the river and plunged into the scrub beyond.

An hour later we discovered, cunningly hidden in a lonely gulley, a big stockyard in which our lost cattle were still penned up. There was no one in sight and nothing to prove how the animals had got there, but a clearer case of duffing could scarcely have been found. Moreover, there were branding irons in the shed adjoining, and they were those of Yarka Station.

“I think we know quite enough now,” said Spicer solemnly, as we mounted our horses to return.

“Enough to lay the Ghost of the Stockman of Warradoona at any rate,” I replied.

Three hours later we were at home once more, and Chudfield’s body was lying in a hut, waiting for the police from Yarrapanya who would hold the inquest. A black boy had meanwhile been sent across to Yarka Station to inform the manager of the catastrophe.

Our lunch that day was a mixture of happiness and sadness. Happiness, because the mystery of the Phantom Stockman had been cleared up for good and all; and sadness, because of the pain that was inseparable from the discovery of a friend’s duplicity.

When the meal was at an end we passed into the verandah. After a little conversation there, Spicer disappeared, to return in a few moments with a pick-axe and a basket of tools.

“What are you going to do?” I inquired, as he set them down in the passage and took off his coat.

“I want, if possible, to discover how those screams were worked,” he replied. “It looks like being a long job; so if you will give me your assistance in ripping up these boards, I shall be very grateful.”

“Of course, I’ll help,” I said, and thereupon we set to work.

But though we laboured for the best part of the afternoon, the result was disappointing in the extreme. Nothing but dry earth and wood-shavings confronted us.

“That being so, we’ll take down the posts that support the walls on either side,” said Jim, and as he spoke he attacked that upon which the lamp was fixed. “If we can’t find anything there we’ll continue to pull the house to pieces until we do.”

But we were spared that trouble. On loosening the post in question we made an important discovery. It was hollow from end to end, and in the cavity reposed a lead pipe, about an inch in diameter. We consulted together for a moment, and then took the pick-axe into my bedroom and ripped up a plank in the floor. By this means we were able to see that the pipe crossed the room and passed under the further wall. Outside we picked it up once more and traced it past the well, the kitchen, and the stockyard, into the scrub, where it entered an enormous blasted gum tree standing fifty yards or so from the house.

“I see the whole thing as clear as daylight,” cried Spicer joyfully, as he mounted the tree and prepared to lower himself into the hollow. “I believe we’ve solved the mystery of the shrieks at night, and now the whole thing is as simple as A B C. Go back to the house and listen.”

I did as he wished, and when I had been in the passage about a minute, was rewarded by hearing a scream re-echo through the house, followed by a muffled cry, “Oh, save me! save me!”

As the sound died away, Mrs. Spicer came running into the house from the kitchen with a scared face. A moment later we were joined by her husband.

“Did you hear that scream, Jim?” she inquired anxiously. “I thought you said we should not be worried by it again?”

He put his arm round her waist and drew her towards him.

“Nor shall we, little woman,” he said. “That scream was to let us know that the phantom is laid at last, and that after to-day this place is going to be as sweet and homely as any a man could wish to live in. That poor beggar in the hut there tried to keep it empty as long as he could for his own purposes, but I beat him in the end. Now I’ve got it for a quarter its value, and whatever else he may have done we must not forget that we owe that, at least, to our old enemy the Phantom Stockman of Warradoona.”


The Treasure of Sacramento Nick
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AWAY ON THE northernmost coast of Australia lies a little world all by itself and unlike anything else to be found in the whole immemorial East. Its chief centre is in Torres Straits, where the majority of the inhabitants employ themselves in pearl-fishing, gathering bêche-de-mer and tortoise-shell, and generally in accumulating those gigantic fortunes of which one hears so much and sees so little.

Walking the streets of Thursday Island, the smallest of the group, yet the centre of commerce and the seat of such government as the Colony of Queensland can afford it, you will be struck with the number of nationalities represented. Dwelling together, if not in unity, certainly in unison, are Caucasians and Mongolians, Ethiopians and Malayans, John Chinaman living cheek by jowl with the barbarian Englishman, Cingalee with Portuguese, Frenchman with Kanaka — all prejudices alike forgotten in the one absorbing struggle for the unchanging British sovereign. On the verandahs of the hotels sit continually men who talk with the familiarity of old friends about the uttermost parts of the earth, and whose lives are mainly spent in places to which the average man never goes nor dreams of going. If you are a good listener they will tell you many things worth knowing; and towards midnight you will feel stealing over you a hazy conviction that the nineteenth century is as yet unborn, and that you are listening to the personal narrative of Sinbad the Sailor in an unexpurgated form.

One afternoon as I was sitting in my verandah watching the China mail-boat steam to her anchorage, and wondering if I had energy enough to light a third cheroot, I felt my arm touched. Turning, I discovered a little Solomon boy, about ten years old, attired in an ancient pair of hunting breeches, and grinning from ear to ear. Having succeeded in attracting my attention, he handed me a letter. It was from my friend, McBain, the manager of a pearling station on an adjacent island, and set forth the welcome fact that he would be pleased to see me on a matter of some importance, if I could spare the time to dine with him that evening. There was nothing I could spare more easily or more willingly.

Once comfortably seated in the verandah, McBain explained his reason for sending to me. “You’ll think me mad, but I’ve got a curiosity here that I want to examine before any one else gets hold of him.”

“Black or white?” I asked, with but little interest, for we lived in a land of human curiosities.

“White.”

“Nationality?”

“Cosmopolitan, I should fancy.”

“Profession?”

“Adventurer, with a marvellous big A.”

“And hailing from —— ?”

“Well, he doesn’t seem to know himself. One of my luggers took him out of an open boat about two degrees west of the Ladrones.”

“But he surely knows how he got into the boat? Men don’t go pleasure trips across oceans without knowing whence they started. Hasn’t he anything to say for himself?”

“That’s just what I want you to hear. Either the man’s a superhuman liar, or else he’s got a secret of the biggest thing on earth. We’ll have him up to-night, and you shall judge for yourself.”

When dinner was over we took ourselves and our cigars into the cool verandah, and for half an hour or so sat smoking and talking of many things. Then a footstep crunched upon the path, and a tall, thin man stood before us.

McBain rose and wished him “Good-evening,” as he did so pushing a chair into such a position that I could see his face. “I beg your pardon, but I don’t think you told me your name last night.”

“Sir, my name is Nicodemus B. Patten, of Sacramento City, State of California, U.S.A. — most times called Sacramento Nick.”

“Well, Mr. Patten, let me introduce you to a friend who is anxious to hear the curious story you told me last night. Will you smoke?”

Gravely bowing to me, he selected a cheroot, lit it, and blew the smoke luxuriously through his nose. The lamp light fell full and fair upon his face, and instinctively I began to study it. It was a remarkable countenance, and, in spite of its irregularity of feature, contained a dignity of expression which rather disconcerted me. There were evident traces of bodily and mental suffering in the near past, but it was neither the one nor the other which had stamped the lines that so much puzzled me. After satisfying myself on certain other points, I begged him to begin.

He did so without hesitation or previous thought.

“Gentlemen, before I commence my story, let me tell you that when first the things I am going to tell you of came about, there were three of us: Esdras W. Dyson, of Milwaukee, Wisconsin, U.S.A.; James Dance, of London, England; and Nicodemus B. Patten, of Sacramento City, now before you. I reckon most folks would have called us adventurers, for we’d ferreted into nearly every corner of the globe. Snakes alive! but I’ve seen things in my time that would fairly stagger even you, and I guess my story of to-night ain’t the least curious of ‘em.

“Perhaps you don’t remember the junk that fell foul of the Bedford Castle nigh upon three years ago, when she was four days out from Singapore?”

I remembered the circumstance perfectly. It was an act of flagrant piracy which had made some noise at the time; and I had also a faint recollection of having been told that white men were suspected of being mixed up in it. On being asked if he knew anything of the matter, he said: “Well, I don’t say we did, mind you; but I had a suspicion we were in China waters at the time. But bless you, in those days there were few places and few things that we hadn’t a finger in. Understand, I am telling you this because I don’t want to sail under false colours, and also because such work is all over now; the firm’s smashed up, and we’ll never go on the Long Trail again.

“Two years ago, for certain reasons not necessary to mention, we wanted to lay by for a while, so bringing up at Batavia fixed right on to the Nederlander. Java’s a one-horse place for business purposes, but if you know the ropes — well, there’s not a better place in the world to hide in.

“Now, gentlemen both, you may take it from me that there never was such a chap for browsing about among niggers, finding out what was doing, and if there was anything to be made, as Esdras W. Dyson, of Milwaukee, U.S.A.

“In the first place, he could patter any lingo from Chinese to Malay with a tongue that’d talk round the devil himself; and when he suspicioned a nigger had anything worth knowing — well, he’d just freeze to that charcoal sketch till he fairly got it out of him. Rigged out in native dress and properly coloured, he could pass in anywhere. It was he who found out the thing that ruined us, brought me here, and left Jim and himself feeding the fishes a thousand fathoms deep. Directly we arrived in Batavia he began hanging round the Native Quarter, making himself mighty agreeable for some particular information he wanted. He was away for two or three days; then one night as Dance and me were smoking on the piazza he came striding up the path in the devil’s own hurry. ‘Boys!’ says he in a whisper, ‘I’m on it, up to the hilt, the biggest and the all-firedest stroke of good fortune we’ve hit yet. I’m going fantee to-night, so keep your weather eyes lifted, and when I say come, come right away!’ With that he went to his room, and we could hear him rummaging about in his trunks.

“A bit later a native fruit-hawker came round the corner, bowing and scraping towards us. We told him to clear out, but he commenced a pitiful yarn, all the time pushing his baskets closer to us. ‘Fine Duriens and the sweetest of Mangosteens, if the Presence will only buy!’ But the big night-watchman had caught sight of him, and came trundling down the piazza. You can reckon our astonishment, when the hawker said: ‘How is it, boys? Do you think they’ll savee? Keep your kits packed and be prepared to trek directly you get the word from me.’ Here the watchman came up. ‘On the word of a poor man, the Duriens are freshly plucked and the Mangosteens hung upon the trees this morning.’ We refused to buy, and he went away crying his fruit towards the Native Quarter.
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“A native fruit-hawker came round the corner.”

“For two or three days not a shadow of a sign came from him. Then one of those Chinese hawkers came into the square with two coolies carrying his goods, and as soon as we set eyes on the second nigger we recognised Milwaukee, and stood by to take his message in whatever form it might come. Pulling up at our chairs, the Chinkey told his men to set down their loads, himself coming across to us with a tray of fans, scents, and what not; but seeing Milwaukee had a packet of slippers in his hands, we only wanted slippers. The merchant sings out, and he brings ‘em over, handing one pair to Dance and another to me. We stepped inside to try them on, and, as we expected, in one of the shoes was a letter neatly stowed away. I forget now how it went, but it was to the effect that he had found out all he wanted to know, and that we were to meet him at eight on the Singapore Wharf at Tanjong Priok, bringing no kit save our revolvers.

“After squaring things at the hotel, and destroying what was dangerous in our baggage, we trekked for the Priok just as dusk was falling. Sharp at eight we were waiting on the wharf where the Messagerie boats lie, and wondering what the deuce was going to happen. Inside of ten minutes a native boat came pulling up the river, and as it passed us the rower sneezed twice, very sharp and sudden. It was an old signal, and Dance gave the return. The boatman hitches right on to the steps and comes ashore.

“‘Good boys,’ says he, very quiet and careful; ‘up to time, that’s right. Now to business! D’ye see that schooner lying outside the breakwater? Well, she sails at daylight. I put the skipper and mate ashore not ten minutes ago, and they’re to return in an hour. There’s only three chaps aboard, and it’s our business to cut her out before the others come back. D’ye understand?’

“‘But what d’ye reckon to do then, Milwaukee?’ I asked, for it seemed a risky game, just for the sake of a mangy Dutch trader.

“‘Never you mind now; when I do tell you, you’ll say it’s worth the candle. Come, jump in here, and I’ll pull you aboard!’

“The harbour was as quiet as the sea out yonder; a Dutch man-of-war lay under the wing of the breakwater, and a Sourabaya mail-boat to the left of her. We passed between them, down towards the lighthouse, and out into the open. Outside there was a bit of a sea running, but Milwaukee was always hard to beat, and at last we managed to get alongside. Somebody, most likely the anchor-watch, caught our painter, and took a turn in it, saying in Dutch, ‘You’re back early, Mynheer.’ By the time he twigged his mistake we were aboard, and Dance had clapped a stopper on his mouth. The others were below, and I reckon you’d have laughed if you could have seen the look on their faces when, after Milwaukee’s thumping on the fo’c’stle, they turned out to find their craft in other hands. However, they soon saw what was up, and reckoned it was no use making fools of themselves. Then Milwaukee went to the wheel, singing out to get sail on her, and stand by to slip the cable. We knew our business, and in less than twenty minutes were humming down the coast a good ten knots an hour.

“As soon as the course was set and everything going smooth, Milwaukee made right aft to where Dance was steering. ‘I guess it’s time,’ says he, ‘to let you into the secret. You know me and I know you, which is enough said between pards. We’ve been in many good things together, but this is going to be the biggest we’ve sighted yet. It doesn’t mean hundreds of pounds, but thousands, millions maybe; anyhow, enough to set us three up as princes all the world over!’

“‘Sounds well; but how did you come to know of it?’ we asked, a bit doubtful like.

“Before answering, he took a squint at the card and then aloft. ‘Keep her as she goes, Jim. How did I come to hear of it? How does a man hear anything? Why, by going to the places and among the folk who talk. I got wind of it months ago, but never came across anything straight out till I went fantee among the niggers. Losh, boys, if you want yarns to raise your scalp, go down town and smoke among the darkies; I’ve done it, and you bet I know. There was one old chap who used to drop in every night, and smoke and chew and spit and lie till you couldn’t rest. From his talk he’d once done a bit in our line, and his great sweat was about an island he’d been to fifty years ago, where there’s an old Portugee treasure-ship aground, chock full of gold, diamonds, rubies, and pearls, all waitin’ for the man as’ll go to get ‘em. At first I reckoned he lied, for how he got there he didn’t rightly remember; but he swore he found the ship, and was in the act of broaching her cargo, when the natives came and sent him back to sea again. What he did get, except a bloomin’ old dagger, was stolen from him in Saigon. Directly I sighted that instrument, I began to guess there might be something in his yarn after all; for, wherever he got it, it was a genuine Portugees weapon of a couple of hundred years back. Well, as any lubber knows, the Portugee sailed these seas two hundred years ago; why shouldn’t one of ‘em have been wrecked with all her cargo and never been heard of since? Answer me that! Anyhow, you bet I froze to that nigger.

“‘At first he played cunning and seemed to suspicion I was after something. So one night I got him alone and — d’ye remember Hottentot Joe in the Kimberley? — well, p’raps I played the same game on this old cove, and when he was sound off I began to pump him all I knew. The old chap had been sailing pretty near to the truth, but still he’d kept a bit up his sleeve; however, I got that bit, and here’s his chart as near as I can fix it.’

“So saying, he drew out a paper and held it to the binnacle. Then putting his finger on a coloured mark, he went on: ‘It’s a bit hazy steering after we get here, inasmuch as, being a nigger, he couldn’t keep proper reckoning. But once among these islands, I guess we can’t be far off the right one, and to find it — by God, we’ll search every mud-bank in the Pacific! Accordin’ to his fixin’ it has a big mountain climbing from its centre, with a monster white rock half-way up, shaped like a man’s fist. In a bee-line with the rock there’s a creek running inland, big enough to float a seventy-four; follow that creek up a mile or so and you come to a lake, and on the other side of that lake’s where the old barge ought to be. Now, what do you think?’

“‘What do I think? Why, I think, Milwaukee, you are a fool to have brought us on such a rotten chase, and we’re bigger fools to have followed you. The island, I guess, never existed, and we’ll get stretched for this boat by the first warship that sights us. But now we are here, we’d better make the best of it. What do you say, Jim?’

“‘I stand with you,’ said Dance, and that settled it.

“To make a long story short, we sailed that hooker right on end for nigh upon three weeks. The wind was mostly favourable, the boat had a slippery pair of heels, and the stores, considering they were laid in by Dutchmen, were none too bad. Only one thing was wrong to my thinking, and that was the supply of grog aboard. If I had my way there’d have been a gimlet through the lot; but Milwaukee was skipper, and wouldn’t hear of it.

“Tuesday, the thirteenth of January, saw the tether of the old darkie’s chart, so we held a bit of a palaver, and settled to go on cruising about the islands which we were picking up and dropping every day.

“You folk who live inside this rot-gut reef don’t know what islands are. Out there, you see them on all sides, pushing their green heads up to watch the ships go by, with the air so warm, the sea so green, and the sky so blue that it’s like living in a new world. Birds of every colour fly across your bows all day, and in the hush of night, lying out on deck, you can hear the waterfalls trickling ashore, and now and again the crash of a big tree falling in the jungle.

“One forenoon while I was at the wheel, Milwaukee and Jim Dance fell to quarrelling. It started over nothing, and would have come to nothing but for that tarnation liquor. I sung out to them to stop; but it was no use, so leaving the hooker to look after herself, I went forrard. Before I could reach him, the skipper had drawn a revolver, and I heard Jim cry, ‘For Gawd’s sake don’t shoot!’ Then there was a report, and sure enough Dance fell dead.

“Can you picture it? Overhead, the blue sky, a few white clouds, and the canvas just drawing; on the deck, poor Jim lying as if asleep, and Milwaukee leaning against the foremast staring at him. Seein’ there was no use in keepin’ the body aboard, I called one of the Dutchmen aft and told him to fix it up in a bit of canvas. Then together we hove it overboard; it sank with a dull plunge, and so we lost the first of our mess.

“Milwaukee being too drunk to take his trick at the wheel, I stood it for him. A bit before sundown he comes on deck looking terrible fierce and haggard. Rolling aft, he says with a voice solemn as a judge: ‘Sacramento Nick, you’re a good man and true. On your Bible oath, may God strike you dead if you lie, did I shoot James Dance, mariner?’

“Seeing what was passing in his mind, I said simply, ‘You did.’

“‘Was I drunk, being in charge of this vessel at the time?’

“‘You were!’

“‘That is your word and deed, so help you God?’

“‘Ay, ay!’

“‘Well, that being so, no more need be said. It’s the sentence of the court. Shipmate, your hand.’

“We shook hands, and he turned to the taffrail. Before I knew what he was about, he had leaped upon it and plunged into the sea. He only rose once; then the white belly of a shark showed uppermost, and never again did I see Esdras W. Dyson, of Milwaukee City, Wisconsin.

“Three days later, when I was too dog-tired to keep watch, those cut-throat Dutchmen mutinied and sent me adrift in the long-boat with one week’s provisions and a small beaker of water.

“Strangers, have you ever been cast adrift? I can see you haven’t; well, hope that your luck don’t run that way. Fortunately it was fair weather, and I was able to rig a bit of a sail; but how long I was cruising among those islands, drat me if I know. Being ignorant, so to speak, of my position, one way was as another, and when short of provisions I’d just go ashore, pick fruit, fill my beaker, and then set sail again. One warm afternoon I found myself abreast of the largest island I’d seen yet. From its centre rose a high mountain, and, strike me dead if I lie, half-way up that last was a big white rock, shaped like a man’s fist! When I saw it I was clean staggered; I stood up and stared till I could stare no longer. It was just as if I’d stumbled by mistake on the very island we’d set out to seek. By tacking I managed to get right under its lee, and there, sure enough, between two high banks was the entrance to a fairish river. Furling the sail, I took to my oars and pulled inside. The sun was close on down by this time, and I was dog-tired; so as nothing could be gained by bursting the boilers, when, as far as I knew, all the future was afore me, I anchored where I was, and stayed in my boat till morning.

“You bet as soon as it was light I pushed on again, bringing out on a slap-up lake perhaps a mile long by half a mile across. The water was as clear as crystal and as smooth as glass. Making for a plain of dazzling white sand at the furthest end, I beached my boat and prepared to start explorations. Then, just as her nose grounded, my eyes caught sight of a big creeper-covered mass lying all alone in the centre of the plain. May I never know a shieve-hole from a harness-cask again, if it wasn’t an old galleon of the identical pattern to be seen in the Columbus’ picter-books. Trembling like a palsied monkey, I jumped out and ran for it.
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“Then, just as her nose grounded, my eyes caught sight of a big creeper-covered mass.”

“She may have been close on a hundred tons burden, but it was impossible to calculate her size exactly for the heap of stuff that covered her. How she ever got on to that plain, and why she hadn’t rotted clean away during the two hundred years or more she must have lain there, are things I can’t explain. Anyhow, I didn’t stay to puzzle ‘em out then, but set to work hunting for a way to get inside her. From the main-deck seemed to be the best course, and to reach that I started hacking at the blooming creepers. It was harder work than you’d think, for they’d spliced and twisted ‘emselves into cables, and a jack-knife was about as much use on ‘em as a tooth-pick. When night came I’d done a big day’s work, and had only just got a footing on her deck.

“Next morning I went at it again, and by mid-day had the satisfaction of standing before the cuddy entrance. Again I felt the same dod-dratted funk creeping over me; but when I remembered the treasure, I said good-bye to that, and placed my shoulder against the door. It crumbled away and fell in a heap upon the deck, and when the dust had passed I found myself at the entrance of a small alleyway leading into the saloon. I entered it, stepping gingerly; but had only gone a few steps before the deck suddenly gave way, and I found myself disappearing with a crash into the lower regions. The fall was a darned sight bigger than I liked; but it served a purpose, for my weight on landing started a plank and brought a glimmer of light into the darkness.

“Finding I was not hurt, I fell to groping for a way out again; then I noticed the rottenness of the timbers, and determined to enlarge the light I had just made. The two kicks and a shove brought a flood of sunshine pouring in, and a horrible sight met my eyes. I was standing beside an old-fashioned bed-place on which lay (you may believe me or not) the mummified body of a man stretched full out and hanging on to the stanchions like grim death. He was not alone, for in the centre of the cabin, clutching at a heavy table, was another chap, also perfectly preserved, half standing, with his feet braced against the thick cross-bars and his shrivelled parchment face, with its staring eyes turned towards me, grinning like a poisoned cat. My scalp seemed to lift and my innards to turn to water. Letting out one yell, I clambered for the open air.

“Outside all was sunshine, blue sky, and bright colour, and, as if to set off what I had just left, a big butterfly came hovering towards me. In a few minutes my presence of mind returned, and I began to laugh at the idea of Sacramento Nick being afeared of dead men; so back I went in search of further mysteries. Again I entered the cuddy, and lowered myself into the under-cabin; but this time I was prepared for anything. The treasure-guard stared, but said nothing.

“While I was wondering how I’d best set about my search, a smart breeze came whistling in, caught the figure at the table, disengaged his hold, and brought his old carcase with a dry rattle to the floor. With his fall a small piece of metal rolled to my feet, and picking it up I found it to be a key of real curious shape and workmanship. Fired with my discoveries, I slipped across to try it on the first of the chests I saw ranged round the cabin, when to my astonishment I found it open. Somebody had been there before me; perhaps I was too late! All of a sweat I looked in, but ’twas too dark; I tried to pull the whole chest towards the light, but it was a main sight too heavy. Then I plunged my hand in and — great Jehoshaphat, how I yelled! Clutching what I could hold, I dashed across the cabin, up into the light, and throwing myself upon the ground, spread what I had brought before me. It took less than a second to see that they were diamonds, and, by all the stars and stripes, diamonds of the first water! There they lay winking and blinking at me and the sun, and for the first time I began to savee my amazing wealth. For the minute I was clean stark staring mad. I closed my eyes, and wondered if when I opened them again I should find it all a dream; but no, the beauties were there, looking brighter and even larger than before.

“Gentlemen, it’s strange how the habits and precautions of civilization linger with a man even in the queerest places. For while not twenty yards from where I stood was greater wealth than I or fifty men could ever spend, I found myself fearful of losing one, picking each gem up with scrupulous care, and securing it inside my jumper. The next box was locked, so I tried the key. In spite of age and rust the wards shot back and the cover lifted. Again I felt the touch of stones, and again seizing a handful, I went back into the light. This time they were rubies; Burmese rubies, my experience told me, and not a tarnation flaw in one of ‘em. For a second time I carefully picked them up and was hiding ‘em as before, when I happened to look round. Dash my buttons, if I was alone! On all sides were niggers regarding me with considerable attention. I sprang to my feet and felt for my revolver. Fool that I was, I had left it in the boat! Seeing that I was aware of their presence, they closed in on me, and as they did so I took stock of ‘em. They were unlike other South Sea natives, being of better build and but little darker than myself. True, they were rigged out in a short loin-cloth not unlike tappa, but they carried neither spear nor shield. When I saw this I was for showing fight, but soon gave that idea up; they were too many for me.

“After a few minutes’ inspection they began to march me through the forest in a westerly direction, all the time talking a lingo that seemed curiously familiar. Just upon sunset we entered a large clearing on which stood a fair-sized native village, and I thought as I looked at it that, if ever I got out of this mess and turned to blackbirding, I’d know where to come for niggers. It contained perhaps fifty huts, all built of wood and with conical-shaped grass roofs. A trim garden ran down the centre, at the furthest end of which stood the largest and the most slap-up building of the lot. As soon as we hove in sight, a crowd came out to meet us, and in the middle of hundreds of yelling darkies I was marched up to the big house. The old chief, who had been bossing affairs with the swagger of a New York policeman, told me to wait while he carried his carcass up some steps and disappeared. After a little while he returned, and signified that I should follow him.

“When I got inside I had plenty of time to look about me, for it must have been full half an hour before any one came. Then some grass curtains were drawn aside, and what looked like a man entered. I say looked like, because I ain’t really clear in my mind as to what he was; anyway, I shouldn’t be far from the mark in sayin’ he was quite a hundred years old, and just about as deformed as he well could be. He was as white as myself, and from the antics of the chief who had fetched me to his presence I could see that he had a great hold over the niggers. Throwing himself upon the ground, that old fool of a chief feebly wagged his toes till told to rise. Then he started explaining where he had found me and what I was doing.

“During his yarn, old grandfer’, whose name I afterwards found was Don Silvio, riddled me into augurholes with his evil little eyes; then, having ordered the chief out, he started to examine me himself. He spoke the same lingo as the niggers, a sort of bastard Portugee, and still looking me through and through, asked, ‘Stranger, how came you to this island?’

“I reckoned it best to keep the real truth from him, so said, ‘I am a shipwrecked mariner, Señor, and fetched here in an open boat.’

“His eyes blazed, and his long, lean fingers twitched round his jewelled stick. ‘And had you no thought of what treasure you might find?’

“‘Señor,’ said I, looking him square in the face, ‘let me put it to you. Is it likely that a shipwrecked mariner would think of treasure?’

“A storm was brewing in his eyes, and I guessed it would break on me. Suddenly he yelled: ‘You lie — you dog, you thief — you lie! You came for what you could steal, but nothing shall you take away, nothing — not one stone. The Fates that consumed those who came aforetime shall consume you also. Shipwreck or no shipwreck, you shall die!’

“He fell to beating a gong with his stick, and a dozen or so natives came tumbling in. They seemed to know their business, and before I had time to get in a word I was being dragged away down the street, to a small and securely guarded hut, where I was pushed in and the door closed. Disliking the look of things, as soon as I recovered my breath I started hunting about for a way of escape, but that was no good. Added to my other troubles, I was just famishing, and was beginning to fix it that my end was to be starvation, when footsteps approached, the door opened, and a native girl appeared, bearing on her head two wooden dishes which she set down before me. Being a favourite with the sex, I tried to draw her into conversation, but either she didn’t understand my talk or fear had taken away her tongue; anyway, not a word would she utter. After she had left me I set to work on the food, and never before or since have I enjoyed a meal so much. Then stretching myself on some dry reeds in a corner I soon fell asleep.

“I was awakened in the chill grey of dawn by the entrance of the same beauty, who put down my breakfast, saying as she did so, ‘White man, eat well, for at sunrise you die!’ For a moment the shock cleared me out of speech; I could only sit and stare at her. She seemed to see what was going on in my mind, and as if in comfort added, ‘Stranger, why do you fear death? It can only come once!’

“Her reasoning, though logical enough, wasn’t of the kind calculated to meet my trouble, and when she had left me I started wondering if anybody in Sacramento City would ever hear of my fate, and bitterly cursing the day I set out in search of this villainous island. As I sat with my head upon my hands, the jewels I had stuck in my jumper fell to the floor and lay there taunting me with their sparkling splendour. Howsomever, it was no use crying over spilled milk; I had brought the situation on myself, and, whatever happened, must go through with it. Suddenly my ear caught the pat of naked feet outside the cell. Then the door was unbarred and the chief entered. ‘Come, white man,’ he said, ‘all is made ready, and the axe waits for the bare flesh!’ How would you have felt in such a situation? As for myself, I put a good face on it, and resolved, since I could no longer live a free and independent American citizen, to die as such. Pity, I thought, there wasn’t a band. I was led up the village to the open plot before Don Silvio’s house. It might have been the fourth of July for the crowd that was assembled. In the centre, for my special benefit, was an object which held an awful fascination for me; a curiously carved block of wood, dull brown in colour, and on two sides much stained and worn. It didn’t take me a year to understand what it meant; and you may think it strange, seeing the nature of my position, but, true as gospel, I fell to wondering how my long neck would figure stretched across it.

“When I was halted, I took it for granted that the work of dispatching me would commence at once, but I was mistaken. The execution could not take place until the arrival of Don Silvio, and the sun was a good hour up before there was a stir in the crowd, and the withered monkey-faced little devil came stumping towards me. If he had appeared a hundred years old in the half-dark of his house, he now looked double that age, but the fire in his eyes was as bright as ever. Hobbling to within a dozen paces of where I stood, he took thorough stock of me. Then, tapping the block with his stick, he said: ‘Señor, you are about to hunt treasure in a golden country, where I trust your efforts may meet with better success. I wish you farewell.’ After relieving himself of this, he went to his seat; two natives raised a great grass umbrella above his head, and, all being comfortable, he gave orders for the performance to begin. A nigger stepped from the crowd and approached me, carrying in his hand an axe. Reaching the block he signed me to kneel. I took a last look round — first at the thick jungle, then at the great mountain pushing itself up into the blue sky. After that my eyes returned to the block, and, gentlemen both, a wonderful circumstance happened. Understand me clearly! Standing on either side of it were two thin columns of palest blue smoke, maybe six feet in height. As I stared at ‘em they gradually took the shapes of men, till I could make out the features of old Milwaukee and poor Jim Dance, of London Town. They seemed to be gently beckoning me and telling me not to fear. P’raps I kind of understood, for I stretched my long neck across the block without a sign of funk. I heard the cackling laugh of Don Silvio, I saw the headsman draw a step closer, his arms go up, and then I shut my eyes, and remember no more.



“When I came to my senses I was lying on the bed of rushes in my old quarters, and the native girl before mentioned was seated beside me. On putting my hand to my head to sort of fix matters, she laughed merrily, and said: ‘Stranger, it is still there, but to-morrow it will certainly be gone!’ Why they hadn’t killed me I couldn’t understand, unless it was to put me to the torture of waiting another day; anyhow, the following morning I was prepared for the guard when they came to lead me out.

“Once more the crowd was there, once more that villainous old Don kept me waiting, and once more the axe went up but failed to strike. I was respited for another day. Well, this sort of thing happened every blessed morning, till I nearly went mad with the strain of it. On the eighth day, instead of being kept in the square, I was marched straight to the Don’s house. The old pirate was waiting for me, and as soon as I arrived fell to questioning me about the outer world, seeming to take an all-fired interest in such parts of my own life as I thought fit to tell him. When he had found out all he wanted, he said: ‘Go now, for the present you are free; but remember, if you but approach that ship by so much as half a mile, that same moment you die!’ I stumbled out of his presence and down the street like a man dazed. That he had some reason for sparing my life was certain; but what it was, for the life of me I couldn’t then determine. Arriving at my hut, I threw myself upon the rushes and tried to think it out.

“That evening, a little after sundown, while walking outside the village and racking my brain for a chance of escape, an event happened which changed all my thoughts and plans. I was passing through a bit of jungle, where the fireflies were beginning to play to and fro, when I came face to face with the most beautiful girl I had ever seen, and — well, I’m a free-born American citizen, and as such the equal of any man living; but I reckon that young woman took the conceit out of me. She couldn’t have been more than eighteen years of age: her skin was as white as milk, her hair and eyes of the deepest black; and when she walked it was like the sound of falling rose-leaves. Seeing me, she started with surprise, and was half-inclined to run; but something seemed to tell her I wasn’t particular harmful, so overcoming her fear she said, ‘Señor, I am glad my grandfather has given you your freedom!’ Her grandfather! Not being able to make it out, I said, ‘Surely, miss, Don Silvio ain’t your grandfather?’ ‘No, Señor, he was my father’s grandfather, but I call him so because the other is so tedious.’ Perhaps my manner, as I say, didn’t appear very dangerous; anyway, after this her bashfulness seemed to vanish, and we walked back to the village as comfortable as you please. She told me that it was she who had induced the old rascal to spare my life, and I reckon the look I gave her for that had something to do with the flush as spread across her face. She also let me into the risk I had run by breaking into the old galleon, which, accordin’ to her tellin’, was a sacred thing upon the island. She did not know how long it had lain there, but suspicioned her great-grandfather had commanded it as a young man, and that all the rest who came with him were dead, — a fact which, you bet, I could quite believe.

“The moon was full up before we sighted the village, and when she left me I went back to my hut in a flumux of enchantment, as much in love as the veriest schoolboy. Somehow after this I never thought of escape, but set to work improving my quarters and laying out a garden. Every day Don Silvio came to question me, and you’d better guess I did my best to corral the old chap’s confidence. How I got on you’ll hear shortly.

“Well, each evening as soon as the sun was down, I visited the grove beyond the village, where, sure enough, I always met the Don’s great-granddaughter. Her beauty and amazin’ innocence so held me that I was nearly mad to make her my wife; and when I found that she reckoned to have the same liking for me, I could bear it no longer, so went right off to ask the old man for her hand. Not having the least hope of being successful, you can judge of my surprise when he promised her to me straight away, and, what’s more, fixed it that the wedding should take place next day. He kept his word, and on the following morning, in the presence of all the village, she became my wife.

“The year that followed topped everything I ever knew of happiness. It slipped by in a rosy mist, and when our boy was born my cup was full. I proclaimed him American, according to the constitution of the United States, and the old Don announced a great feast in his honour. It was spread in the square, and all the village sat down to it. I can see the sight now: the shadowy outline of the mountain beyond the great flaring torches of sweet-smelling wood, the long rows of tables, the shouts and laughter of the niggers, and at the head, between my wife and her great-grandfather, the boy in his cradle. When the feast was right at its height, the old Don rose and handed me a silver mug filled with some sweet liquor. He told me to drink to my son’s health, and suspecting no treachery, I did so. Next moment a change stole over me; I made a try to get on to my feet, but it was no use; everything seemed to be slipping away. I could just see my wife start towards me and the old Don pull her back, when my head sank on the table, and my senses left me.

“The next thing I remember is finding myself lying precious sick and weak at the bottom of my own boat, with nothing but the big green seas rolling around me. The island had vanished, and with it my wife and child. At first I reckoned I must have been asleep and dreamed the last year; but no, the food with which the boat was stocked was clear enough evidence of its truth. For an eternity I sailed those cursed seas this way and that, seeking for the land I had lost; but I must have drifted into different waters, for I saw no more islands. My food ran out, and I had given up all hope of being saved, when one of your luggers hove in sight and picked me up.

“Now, gentlemen, you’ve heard my story. Whether you believe it or not, of course I don’t know; but I take my affidavy that all I have told you is true; and what’s more, if you’ll fit out a vessel to search for that island and its treasure, I’ll take command of her. Should we find it, I reckon I can make you the two richest men on earth; and when I get my wife and child I shall be the happiest. In proof that the treasure’s there, and as my contribution towards the expenses, I hand you this.” From an inner pocket he produced a leather pouch, from which he took what at first appeared to be a small piece of crystal; on inspection it turned out to be a diamond, worth at least a hundred pounds. “That stone,” said he, holding it at the angle which would best show its fire, “came from the coffers of the treasure-ship, and is the only one left out of all I saw and took. I will leave it with you for the present. Remember, there’s thousands more aboard the old galleon, bigger and better nor that. Say, gentlemen, will you adventure for such merchandise?”

It was too late to go into the question that night, so we bade him come up for a further talk in the morning. Rising, he gravely bowed to us, and without another word withdrew. Next day he was not to be found, nor has he ever made his appearance since. Whether he lost himself and fell into the sea, or whether he was an impostor and feared detection, I haven’t the remotest idea. I only know that I have a valuable diamond in my possession, which I am waiting to restore to its uncommonly curious owner.


Into the Outer Darkness
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“I AM NOT wrath, my own lost love, although My heart is breaking — wrath I am not, no! For all thou dost in diamonds blaze, no ray Of light into thy heart’s night finds its way. I saw thee in a dream. Oh, piteous sight! I saw thy heart all empty, all in night; I saw the serpent gnawing at thy heart; I saw how wretched, oh, my love, thou art!”

 — Heine.

You will, perhaps, remember how the soul of Tom Guilfoy was saved by his wife, how Godfrey Halkett was killed by his sweetheart, and how the plans of the Kangaroo Girl were shattered at one blow by a certain grandee aide-de-camp. All those things are matters of history. This is a story of a similar nature, but with a somewhat different ending.

I am not going to tell you how I acquired my information, nor shall I say in which Australian colony the events occurred. If you have ever originated a scandal yourself, you will understand why and sympathise with me. Remember, however, personally, I don’t blame them. Situated as they were, they couldn’t have done otherwise. But I do contend that it refutes the charge globe-trotters bring against us when they say there is nothing underneath the surface of Australian society.

Officially, and for the purposes of trade, the man was named Cyril George Paton Haywood; his friends, however, called him Lancelot. The woman’s maiden name was Alice Mary Whittaker, otherwise Guinevere; and as Lancelot and Guinevere, they are as famous through three colonies as a certain governor’s mislaid particular despatch.

Lancelot was in the Civil Service, Deputy-Assistant-Registrar-General of Lands, Titles, or something brilliant of that description. Departmentally, he ranked high, was entitled to wear a uniform on occasion, and boasted the right of private entrée at vice-regal levees; financially, however, he was too low altogether. The greyheads lost no opportunity of affirming that he was too young, and even cadets know that it is impossible for a man to be accounted brilliant until age has removed the opportunity of showing it. That is why, according to the peculiarity of our legislation, we venerate and retain fossils to the detriment of younger and abler men.

Among other things Lancelot was consumptive, and, apart from his salary, penniless. So he naturally loved Guinevere, with a love that was dog-like in its faithfulness, and she returned his passion with equal fervour. For three seasons, to my certain knowledge, they drove together, sat out dances together, and met on every conceivable opportunity. She was desperately thorough in everything she undertook. Any man who has ever danced with her will confirm this statement.

Then King Arthur appeared on the scene, and languid society — we were in the hills for the hot months — sat down to watch results.

Arthur was not an ideal knight in any way. His past was a sealed book, therefore it was adjudged disreputable; his present was a golden age, so he had evidently turned over a new leaf. He was worth a quarter of a million, men said; but even that couldn’t prevent him from being a podgy little red man with a double chin, always horribly clean, and given to the display of many diamonds. He told Mrs. Whittaker, in confidence, at the Bellakers’ ball, that he was anxious to marry and settle down if he could only meet the right sort of girl; and, being a good mother, she informed her husband, in the brougham on the way home, that she could put her hand on just the very identical maid.

Whittaker said nothing, for he was fighting a financial crisis at the time; and, besides, he had every confidence in his wife.

About a month later Arthur purchased a gorgeous summer palace half-way up the mountain-road, furnished it magnificently, and set himself to entertain on his own lines. He had for neighbours a dignified judge and a popular widow. The judge lent him tone, the widow gave him female society. Indirectly, he paid through the nose for both.

Needless to say, every one was disposed to be cordial, for he gave delightful impromptu dances on cool summer evenings, and his iced champagne-cup was undeniable. He threw his tennis-courts open to society generally, and his billiard-room was the rendezvous for youths of sporting tastes for miles round. He also organized lovely moonlight riding picnics; and after a day in the sweltering heat of the plains, it was vastly refreshing to dodge through the cool gullies in congenial company.

Early in the summer Lancelot took rooms in the township down the hillside, and in the evenings he would stroll quietly along the mountain roads with Guinevere. Of course every one else was strolling too, but that only gave zest to the affair; and as most of them were also playing at love, their presence hardly mattered.

In the autumn, when people were beginning to think of returning to the city, Whittaker died, leaving his family almost unprovided for.

King Arthur was among the first to tender his sympathies, and, I’m told, after five minutes’ preamble, asked point-blank for Guinevere’s hand in marriage.

In spite of her grief, Mrs. Whittaker was able to grasp the majesty of his offer, and took care that night to show her daughter how necessary it was, for all their sakes, that she should marry well. Guinevere, however, could not see it in the same light. If it had been Lancelot, she would have been only too happy, she said; but even for her family’s sake she was not going to marry anybody else. The mother postponed the matter for a week, then she argued, pleaded, threatened, and finally wept; but her daughter remained obstinate.

Knowing all this, you can imagine our surprise when, two months later, the engagement of King Arthur to beautiful Guinevere was publicly announced. But what amazed us still more was the fact that Lancelot did not seem to be affected thereby in the very smallest degree. His heart complaint was rapidly developing itself, and perhaps his valve demanded his complete attention.

If, however, we had seen a certain little letter, smeared with tear-stains and innumerable blotches, we might have understood matters; but as we did not, we had, like a certain lady of scriptural fame, to argue on what might be called insufficient premises.

Towards the end of June, Arthur and Guinevere were married in the Anglican Cathedral, the Lord Bishop officiating.

It was in all respects a brilliant wedding, and the bridegroom’s present to the bride was a thing to see and marvel over. Guinevere walked through the ceremony as if she had been doing nothing else from childhood. (As I have said, she was desperately thorough in all she undertook.) Lancelot was not present; his health would not permit of it, he said.

The happy couple left the same day in the steamer Chang-Sha, to spend their honeymoon in Japan.



One morning, on arrival at the office, Lancelot found a letter on his table. It was from an eminent firm of English solicitors, and informed him of the death of an unknown relative, who, in consideration perhaps of their never having met, had left him the sum of thirty thousand pounds snugly invested.

He was barely interested, and asked what earthly manner of use it was to him now? Any one could see that he was growing daily worse, and I believe it was that very week that his doctor first insisted that he should resign his appointments and settle down in some quiet place, where he could not be excited in any shape or form. He was only thirty-three, but a very old man.

Early in December the happy couple returned to the south. The hot weather had commenced, again everybody was resident in the hills. Arthur and his wife went straight to the palace on the mountain-road, and on her first “afternoon,” Guinevere’s large drawing-room was filled with callers. Two things were painfully evident to the least observant: she was only a walking skeleton, while her husband was cleaner and more distressfully polite than ever. At first, we didn’t know how to account for it; but men who saw his brandy-pegs understood what they meant, and told their women-folk, who, as usual, spread the report abroad.

Lancelot called on the Monday following their return, and Arthur welcomed him, if anything, a little too effusively. Guinevere crossed the room to shake hands, and the afternoon light enabled them to take stock of each other properly. They were a pair of ghosts, and each was shocked almost beyond the bounds of decency at the change in the other. He followed her to the Japanese afternoon tea-table, and took a cup of tea from her hands. The tremor of the cup and saucer told their own tale. Arthur watched them from the fireplace with the blandest of smiles upon his face. It pleased him to see the tears gather in his wife’s eyes, as she recognised the change in her old lover. From that day forward, Lancelot was made free of the house, and Arthur insisted that he should be asked to every function, however great or small.

Whatever his own thoughts might have been, Lancelot could not fail to see the pleasure his society gave Guinevere, so he settled it in his own mind that the invitations emanated from her. His health was too feeble to admit of his riding or playing tennis; but driving along the mountain-roads, strolling in the gardens, or idling in the music-room, he was her constant companion. Naturally, folk talked, though Arthur assured them that he was only too glad to see his wife happy with her old friends. But it was not true, the long brandy pawnee glasses in his study said so most emphatically.

This sort of thing went on all through the summer months, until the roses began to bloom again in Guinevere’s cheeks. Her husband noticed the change, but did not comment on it; he was going to have his day of reckoning by-and-by.

One day Lancelot called upon a certain famous specialist (I’ll tell you a pretty piece of scandal about his wife some day), and after a brief wait was shown into the consulting-room. He sniffed the professional smell of the place for five minutes, and while listening to the ticking of the clock upon the mantelpiece, made up his mind on a certain subject.

After the specialist had completed a searching examination, Lancelot said,— “As you see, I am growing thinner every day; it nearly kills me to walk fifty yards, and my appetite has forsaken me completely. It’s not the first time you’ve told men their fate: tell me mine. What is the length of my tether?”

“My dear sir, my very dear sir!” that worthy man replied, as he put his paraphernalia back into their respective cases, “we must not despair! While there is life there is hope; with proper care you may yet — —”

“But I shall take no care. How long have I to live?”

“As I have said, with scrupulous attention to detail and proper advice, say twelve months, possibly more.”

“And without that care?”

“I cannot tell you — perhaps five minutes, perhaps five months; it depends upon yourself.”

“I am glad to hear that. Good-day!”

As he stepped into his buggy a letter crinkled in his breast-pocket. He laid himself back on the seat, murmuring Heine’s

“Lay your dear little hand on my heart, my fair! Ah! you hear how it knocks on its chamber there? In there dwells a carpenter grim and vile, And he’s shaping a coffin for me the while.

“There is knocking and hammering night and day; Long since they have frightened my sleep away. Oh, carpenter, show that you know your trade, That so to sleep I may soon be laid!”

Half-way up the mountain-road, Arthur overtook the buggy and cantered alongside.

“You’re looking pretty cheap, old man,” he said; “better come to dinner to-night, and see if we can’t cheer you up — 7.30 as usual!”

“Thanks! I think I will,” answered Lancelot. “I don’t feel particularly bright!”



Immediately after dessert Guinevere retired, leaving her husband and their guest together.

As Lancelot drew his handkerchief from his pocket, a letter came with it and fell unnoticed to the floor.

On rising Arthur saw it and picked it up. He read it without apology, and as he did so his face set. Then he politely handed it to his guest, saying, — 

“I must beg your pardon, this is evidently your property!”

Lancelot did not speak, but sank back in his chair while the other continued,— “This is really a most unfortunate affair; and so my wife is about to dishonour my name, in order to devote herself more exclusively to the care of your health?”

“The fault is mine,” stammered Lancelot, “only mine!”

“My dear fellow, not at all. Judging from that letter, she is in love with you — possibly she is right. We won’t argue that matter. She seems fond of playing the rôle of St. Mary Magdala.”

“What do you mean to do?”

“Turn her out of my house to-night, or settle the matter with you!”

“Settle with me; but for God’s sake spare her!”

“Very well! Let us discuss the question quietly. As you know, I do not believe in what is called sentiment, and fortunately I am able to say, with a clear conscience, that I am not in love with my wife. Probably if I were, I should act otherwise. Now, what I propose is, that chance shall decide for us whether my wife leaves Australia, as she suggests, with you, or whether you go alone concealing your destination and promising never to communicate in any way with her again. Both are unpleasant alternatives, but my gain is, that in either case I shall be rid of you!”

“Good God, man, what an unholy arrangement! Supposing I refuse?”

“For her sake you cannot. I assure you I should turn her out of my house to-night!”

“But will you treat her kindly if I agree?”

“Isn’t that rather a curious question from you to me? You must see that it depends entirely on her. Do you agree to my proposal?”

“God help me, I have no alternative!”

There was a long pause, during which Guinevere’s music came faintly from the drawing-room.

“Very well; in that case, we had better decide at once. What is my wife playing?”

“An Andante and Scherzo of Beethoven’s.”

“Do you know it?”

“Thoroughly.”

“Then you have that much in your favour. See, here, it is just three and a half minutes to nine by that clock. If she stops before the first stroke of the hour, I win, and she stays with me, and vice versâ. Do you agree?”

“I cannot do otherwise. God help her; it is all my fault!”

“Not at all, I assure you. Let us make ourselves comfortable. Will you try that port? No? You are foolish; it is an excellent vintage. Ah! one minute gone! What a lovely melody it is; and she plays it charmingly. The laughter of the Scherzo is delicious! May I trouble you for that decanter? Thank you! Two minutes gone. It appears as if my luck is going to fail me at last. Well, it can’t be helped. I don’t know which of us will be the gainer by the change. By the way, let me recommend you to go to Europe, and you might winter in Algiers; the climate you will find most ben —— Ah! she has stopped. Well, I am afraid, Mr. Haywood, Fate has decided against you. Shall I order your carriage?”

Lancelot did not answer save by a little convulsive gasp. Then a little trickle of blood ran from his lips down his chin. The excitement had been too much for him; the frail cord that bound him to life had snapped, and he was dead.


The Story of Tommy Dodd and “The Rooster”
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“KEEP BACK, IN the yellow! Come up, on Othello! Hold hard, on the chestnut! Turn round, on The Drag: Keep back there, on Spartan! Back, you, sir, in tartan! So! steady there! easy! and down went the flag.”

 — Adam Lindsay Gordon.

Men in all ranks of society, from cabinet ministers to hotel clerks, are apt to underestimate the true importance of Little Things. Women never do, because it is their business in life to overestimate everything. Though these statements may seem paradoxical, when you’ve studied the sad history of Tommy Dodd and “The Rooster,” my meaning will be as clear as noonday.

Jack Medway’s Love Affair was a case in point; for if he had paid proper attention to small matters, he would not have cuffed “The Rooster” in Bourke Street, nor emphasized the insult by calling him a “dirty brat”; then most assuredly he would have married the girl of his heart, instead of a certain vivacious widow who now bullies his life away. Of course people bursting with common sense will deem it impossible that a rebuke given to a street-arab in Melbourne could affect the destinies of four people three years afterwards in North Queensland; nevertheless, without a shadow of doubt, such was the case. Just let me explain a little before you watch the course of events for yourself.

In the first place, Tommy Dodd was a racehorse, and one who had earned fame for himself on every course in Victoria from Mosquito Creek to Cape Howe. That he was not originally intended for the turf was evident from the fact that he made his first appearance in Government employ; and it was not until he had nearly killed four telegraph messengers and two important citizens that he was deemed unfit for the public service. Then he was put up to auction, and Lazarus Levi secured him for a quarter of his real value. He was a most accommodating quadruped, and with not more than nine-stone-six on his back was able, when his owner so desired, to make even crack performers look ridiculous. He had one fault, however, and that was —— But I’ll tell you about that directly.

“The Rooster” was another curiosity. His body was the body of a child, his face was the face of a lad; but his knowledge of the world, and the racing world in particular, could only have been gained in generations of experience. A great love for Tommy Dodd, and an intense hatred for the before-mentioned Mr. John Medway, of Barcoola Station, were among other of his peculiarities.

Now it so happened that after Jack Medway was appointed manager of Barcoola, he fell in love. I don’t push this forward as anything extraordinary; but, as the statement of the fact is necessary to the proper narration of this story, I am bound to repeat, Jack Medway was in love, and Gerty Morris was the object of his affection. He also respected a dashing widow, named Leversidge.

The trouble dates from the issue of the first advertisements in connection with the Barcoola Races. At this yearly festival every owner, manager, jackeroo and rouseabout, within a hundred miles of the course, makes it a point of honour to be present. Then, for the space of a week, life is one whirl of shows, picnics, dances, and meetings. But above all the races reigned supreme.

One Sunday afternoon in Dr. Morris’s verandah The Ladies’ Bracelet was discussed, and Gerty Morris half hinted that Medway should enter a horse for it in her name. Naturally he jumped at the chance, and after summing up the strength of the most likely entries, cast about him for a nag.

(At this point the curtain should fall upon Act I., with rosy limelight effects, suggestive of Dawning Love and High Ideas.)



When an owner runs a horse to suit his book he should not grumble if his method is discovered; for stewards do sometimes see crooked running, and when they do they are apt to make things troublesome for that owner. Perhaps the proprietor of Tommy Dodd had met with some misfortune of this sort, for that sagacious animal suddenly disappeared from the southern racing world, and was seen therein no more.

A month later a mob of horses came up to Queensland, and at the sale a long, lolloping chestnut gelding, name unknown, was knocked down to Medway for twenty pounds. Though he was not aware of the fact, he was now the owner of the famous Tommy Dodd.

After the sale, driving home from the township, Beverley, of Kimona, nearly annihilated a drunken atom lying on the track. He picked him up and drove on. Next day, ascertaining that he possessed racing experience, he put him on to exercise The Gift. The Gift was his entry for The Bracelet, under the nomination of an unknown Alice Brown, in whom everybody, of course, recognised the before-mentioned Miss Gertrude Morris. That atom was “The Rooster,” who had followed Tommy Dodd from the south. And here again Fate played up against Jack Medway.

(Curtain on Act II.: subdued lights and music suggestive of much Mystery.)



A week later the entries of the Barcoola Jockey Club’s Autumn Meeting were announced, and Mr. J. Medway’s Young Romeo, and Mr. R. Beverley’s The Gift, were in the list of competitors.

The training of both animals was proceeding satisfactorily, and the owner of Young Romeo, alias Tommy Dodd, informed Miss Morris that the bracelet she so much coveted must certainly become her property. Beverley had written to her that morning to the same effect.

“The Rooster” ferreted about until he discovered his equine friend’s abode, and at the same time learnt all he cared to know about the owner.

Then, remembering the insult of three years before, he saw a chance of revenge. He was quick-witted enough to notice the rivalry between Beverley and Medway, and he quite understood that both men had staked their life’s happiness upon the issue of the race. He knew more about Tommy Dodd than any man living, so he took Beverley into his confidence, and revealed the animal’s one peculiarity. That gentleman gave him a sovereign to hold his tongue, and as Young Romeo was the only horse he feared, he now saw his way clear to victory.

(Here Act III. terminates, with much red fire and music suggestive of conspiracy.)



It is all nonsense to say that a good day’s sport cannot be enjoyed without grand-stands, electric scratching-boards, and telegraphs. The Barcoola Jockey Club possessed none of these advantages, and yet their races were always wonderfully successful. The fact is, in North Queensland the horse is the consideration; but the farther you go south, the nearer you get to directors’ meetings and bank overdrafts — consequently, the more iniquitous and black-guardly the sport becomes.

Jack Medway drove his party on to the course in great style, and pretty Gerty Morris sat beside him, looking the picture of health and happiness. Beverley watched the waggonette draw up in a good position, and smiled sardonically. (The Gift was as fit as hands could make him: Young Romeo was his only enemy; and armed with “The Rooster’s” knowledge, he knew he held him safe.)

Now, the secret was very simple after all. Years before, when Tommy Dodd was in Government employ, he had been put to a good deal of torture by one small telegraph boy, whose peculiar pleasure it was to flay him daily with a green hide whip. When this amiable young gentleman had succeeded in rawing the horse’s sides to his own satisfaction, he still further goaded the poor brute by raising the hide as if to strike, yet never letting it descend. The result of this was that, even in his racing days, Tommy Dodd could never be persuaded to pass a lifted whip. This was “The Rooster’s” secret, and the sequel you shall know directly.

The races opened splendidly. A Bush Handicap of 30 sovs., half a mile, was won after a determined struggle by Mr. Exton’s Headstrong, 7 st. 2 lb., totalisator dividend, £3 10s. The District Plate went to Mr. Goodwyn’s Endymion, 6 st. 10 lb., totalisator dividend, £5 6s. After that, hampers were opened, and every one went to luncheon. Dick Beverley lunched with the Barcoola party, and made himself vastly agreeable to all concerned — his rival included. The Bracelet Stakes was the first event after luncheon, and the two men went away to dress.

Young Romeo had been excellently prepared, and for old association’s sake took to the process very kindly. “The Rooster” kept The Gift out of the way till he was wanted, on the plea that he was “a mighty nervous ‘oss to ‘andle.”

After weighing in, Jack Medway offered Beverley a level fifty against his mount. “I’ll take you,” said Beverley, and strolled away to saddle.

Every one was pleased with the appearance of Young Romeo. He carried himself prettily, and swept over the ground with that easy gliding motion characteristic of a thoroughbred. His rider looked and behaved well in the saddle, so the ladies were unanimous in their praise. The Gift was not a handsome horse, but he had a wear-and-tear appearance that was better than mere beauty, and more than one who could judge of horse-flesh slipped away to put “just a saver” on him. The remainder of the field were a very so-so lot indeed.

As the rivals passed the Barcoola party in their preliminary canter, Gerty Morris scanned both men carefully, but could not make up her mind which she preferred. However, Medway had openly promised her the bracelet, so he had that in his favour. His colours were white jacket, red sleeves and cap; and she had worked a tiny sprig of ivy on the collar, of which he was inordinately proud.

After a little delay at the post, the flag dropped to a good start. Warrigal was the first away, with Endymion and The Gift in close attendance; Young Romeo was unfortunate, and brought up the rear with The Jackeroo and Blush Rose. As they passed the windmill, Endymion changed places with Warrigal, and Young Romeo came up to fourth place. Then The Gift forged to the front and led by a length. On entering the dip, Medway pushed Young Romeo to second place, and remained there watching events until they came into the straight. The crowd, thinking all was over, commenced shouting, “The Gift wins,” “The Gift in a canter,” “The Gift,” etc., etc., etc., until Jack Medway thought it time to make play, so he set sail in pursuit. Young Romeo was full of running and overhauled his rival foot by foot; when fifty yards from the post they were locked neck and neck. Both were doing all they knew. Then “The Rooster’s” secret flashed through Beverley’s mind, and instantly he raised his whip, but did not strike. Next moment he was past the post with a couple of lengths to spare. To every one’s surprise, Young Romeo, on his right, had shut up like a concertina just as he had it all his own way. The bracelet was the property of Miss Brown.

Next day we were informed that Gerty Morris had accepted Beverley, of Kimona, with her parents’ full consent, and, strange to say, at the dinner given to celebrate that wonderful event she wore the bracelet of the famous race. Medway was among those invited, but he declined the invitation on the plea that business demanded his presence elsewhere.



“I often think that if he knew everything he would be the first to regret having hurt ‘The Rooster’s’ feelings that night in Bourke Street. They say he is not having a very happy time of it with his wife — once the Widow Leversidge.”

Now don’t you think I’m right about the importance of Little Things?


Quod Erat Demonstrandum
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“THAT THIS IS doctrine, simple, ancient, true; Such is life’s trial, as old Earth smiles and knows. If you loved only what were worth your love, Love were clear gain, and wholly well for you; Make the low nature better by your throes! Give earth yourself, go up for gain above!”

 — R. Browning.

Any afternoon, between three and five, you will probably find in the Club Library, somewhere near the S T E and T R A Bookcase, a thin, restless-eyed man of perhaps five-and-fifty years of age. He will answer to the name of Pennethorne — Cornelius Pennethorne — and he can sometimes be trusted to converse in a fairly rational manner. Generally, however, he is chock-full of nonsensical ideas, founded on what he calls “Inferences from Established Principles,” and these make it almost impossible for him to do anything, from tying his bootlace to reducing his Overdraft, except on theories of his own determining.

He sold out of the Army because he had proved to the War Office that the science of modern warfare was founded on an entirely wrong basis, and the greyheads refused his aid to set it right. So, washing his hands of the whole affair, he came to Australia. This was in ‘69, or perhaps ‘70.

Knowing nothing about station work, he gave sixty thousand pounds for a property on the Diamantina, in order to demonstrate his own theories on cattle-breeding. And when they proved unworkable, he spent a small fortune inventing a gold-crushing plant — another failure. In similar manner all his pet projects faded away, one after another, like cats’-paws on a big lagoon.

But he learnt nothing from these rebuffs, and there was no kudos to be gained by showing him what an utter ass he really was. You can reason with some men, but not with Pennethorne: he came from obstinate Cornish stock; and as soon as he saw the theory of the moment a failure, he threw it away and dived deeper still into something else.

When he had exhausted cattle-breeding, horse-breaking, irrigation and gold-mining, he hunted about for some other channel in which to sink his money; but for the moment nothing came to hand.

Then some one sent him a pamphlet entitled “The Folklore of our Aboriginal Predecessors,” or something of an equally idiotic nature; and in this he saw a fresh opening. His district was infested with blacks, so he plunged holus-bolus into their private affairs. He argued that the theory of their treatment was altogether wrong, and for three months he choked the Colonial Press with lengthy screeds denouncing every one concerned in their government. Beginning with the Protector of Aboriginals and his staff, he took in the Commissioner of Police, and clergy of all denominations. Then, working through the Legislative and Executive Councils, he finished with a great blare at the Governor himself. It never, for an instant, struck him that he was making an egregious ass of himself. That, probably, would be some one else’s theory.

Now of all this absurd man’s absurd ideas, his fondest, and consequently his most absurd, was that, fundamentally, the nature of both blacks and whites is the same. He contended that education and opportunity are alone responsible for the difference. He said he would prove it.

Taking from the nearest tribe a little half-caste girl, perhaps eight years of age, he sent her south to school, and, cutting off all communication with her people, sat himself down to watch results.

After the child had been enjoying the advantages of every luxury for ten years, he went down to ascertain what progress she had made, and was astounded at the result. In place of the half-wild urchin he remembered, he found a well-mannered, accomplished girl, able to hold her own anywhere. She received him with an air of abandon that staggered him, and he was pleased beyond measure. He said he would go down to the Club and show the scoffers there that one theory, at least, had proved successful.

On reaching it he discovered a strange generation, and was not a little chagrined to find himself and his theories almost forgotten. The younger men watched him meandering about the rooms, and said to each other, “Who is this old bore Pennethorne, and what forgotten part of the interior does he come from?”

So delighted was he with the success of his scheme that he sent the girl to Europe for a year, he himself returning to the Back-blocks. It must be remembered here that her colour was not pure black, but a sort of dirty brown, that she was by no means ill-looking, and that she had been perfectly educated.

Then came the situation he should have foreseen, “When her education was completed, what was to be done with her?” In the loneliness of his station he thought and thought, but could come to no conclusion. She would know enough to make a perfect governess; but then, perhaps, no one would care to give her employment. It was impossible that she should go back to the tribe, and it was equally unlikely that any suitable man would ask her hand in marriage. He began to realize what a white elephant he had raised up for himself.

One cold winter’s night, when the rain was beating down and the wind whistling round the station-house, it flashed through his mind that it would be by no means unpleasant to exchange his grumpy old housekeeper for a younger woman — one who could make the evenings pleasant with music and intellectual conversation. But it would have this drawback — it would mean matrimony.

All this time his protégée was writing him charming letters from Rome and Naples, commenting shrewdly on all the wonders she was seeing. Sometimes on the run he would read these letters, and think out certain schemes all by himself.

On her return he went down to Sydney for the special purpose of meeting her. He found a pretty little woman in a neat dark blue travelling dress awaiting him. Her white cuffs and collar contrasted charmingly with her dark complexion. She received him very nicely, and he noticed that she had picked up the little mannerisms of the better-class Englishwomen she had met. They drove to the Australian, and a week later were married by special licence.

Most men who remembered him said he was a very big fool; the rest said that they would give their opinions when they saw how events turned out.

Directly they were married they posted straight off to the station. And herein Pennethorne acted very unwisely. He should have toured Tasmania and New Zealand, or visited Japan in the orthodox way. But he was unlike other men, and it was a moral impossibility for him to act like a rational being — his theories got in the way and tripped him up.

For the first year or so everything progressed beautifully, and he wrote glowing accounts of his new life to the few men whose friendship he had thought worth retaining. Then the correspondence ceased abruptly, and his friends marvelled.

Now, of all those who had scoffed at Pennethorne’s theories, the most persistent was William Pevis Farrington, afterwards His Honour Mr. Justice Farrington. In the middle of his happiness, Pennethorne had invited the judge, if ever he should be travelling that way, etc. — you know the usual sort of thing — to put in a day or two with him, and see for himself how things stood. About a year later Farrington did happen to be somewhere in the district and called as requested.

Meeting his host near the homestead, they rode up together, and Farrington noticed that Pennethorne decidedly looked his age. When they reached the house the latter, leaving his guest in the dining-room, went in search of his wife, to return about ten minutes later saying she was unwell. They dined alone. All through the meal Pennethorne seemed disturbed and uncomfortable, and when it was over led the way into the garden, where he said abruptly, “Farrington, you think me a madman, don’t you?”

The judge mumbled the only thing he could think of at the moment, and endeavoured to push the conversation off to a side track by an inquiry after Mrs. Pennethorne’s health. It had precisely the contrary effect to what he intended.

His friend had twelve years’ arrears to work off before he could be considered, conversationally, a decent companion. So, setting to work, he poured into the unfortunate judge’s ears his granary of theories, facts, and arguments. He marshalled his arguments, backed them up with his theories, and clinched all with his facts, his voice rising from its usual placid level to a higher note of almost childish entreaty. Unconsciously he was endeavouring to convince himself, through the medium of a second person, of the wisdom contained in his marriage experiment.

Farrington listened attentively. His trained mind distinguished between what the other believed and what he was endeavouring to prove against his own convictions. However, he could see that the keynote of the whole harangue was Failure, but as every one admitted that the last experiment had proved entirely successful, in what direction did such failure lie? He was more than a little mixed, and by delicate cross-examination elicited certain facts that puzzled him still more.

One thing was plainly evident: Pennethorne was very much in love with his wife. In the first place he was given to understand that no man could desire a more amiable wife than Mrs. Pennethorne had proved herself to be. This heading included virtues too numerous to mention — but she was not well. Nor could any man desire a more accomplished wife than Mrs. Pennethorne, who was fit to be the helpmate of an Oxford Don — but she was not well. His assertions always had the same refrain— “She was not well!”

Because he could not understand, Farrington became deeply interested.



Just before daylight the judge was wakened by his host. He saw in an instant that something terrible had happened.

Mrs. Pennethorne had disappeared in the night, her husband knew not whither!

Even with his teeth chattering in his head, and his palsied old hand rattling the candlestick, he was compelled to state his theory of her absence.

Farrington, seeing he was not responsible for his actions, acted for him. He routed out all the station hands and scoured the country. They spent all day searching the scrub, dragging the dams and waterholes, and at nightfall had to give it up as hopeless.

Farrington and Pennethorne rode home together. Passing through a rocky gully, they noticed the smoke of a camp fire floating up into the still night air, and rode up to make inquiries. The blacks were at their evening meal. One filthy girl raised her head and looked up at them from her frowsy blankets. It was Mrs. Pennethorne!

After thirteen years of civilization the race instinct had proved too strong: the reek of the camp fires, the call of the Bush, and the fascination of the old savage life had come back upon her with double intensity, and so the last theory had to be written down a failure. Q.E.D.


Cupid and Psyche
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“HANDSOME, AMIABLE, AND clever, With a fortune and a wife; So I make my start whenever I would build the fancy life. After all the bright ideal, What a gulf there is between Things that are, alas! too real And the things that might have been!”

 — Henry S. Leigh.

His name upon the ship’s books was Edward Braithwaite Colchester, but between Tilbury and Sydney Harbour he was better known as Cupid. His mother was a widow with four more olive branches, absolutely dependent on her own and Teddy’s exertions.

At the best of times Kindergartens for the children of respectable tradespeople are not particularly remunerative, and the semi-detached villa in Sydenham was often sorely tried for petty cash. But when Teddy was appointed fourth officer of the X.Y.Z. Company’s steamship Cambrian Prince, endless possibilities were opened up.

If you will remember that everything in this world is ordained to a certain end, you will see that Teddy’s future entirely depended on his falling in love — first love, of course, and not the matter-of-fact business-like affair that follows later.

After his second voyage he obtained a fortnight’s leave and hastened home. Being fond of tennis and such-like amusements, he was naturally brought into contact with many charming girls, who, because he was a strange man and a sailor, were effusively polite. Then he fell hopelessly in love with a horribly impossible girl, and in the excitement of the latest waltz proposed, and was accepted, on the strength of a fourth officer’s pay, an incipient moustache, and a dozen or so brass buttons.

During the next voyage his behaviour towards unmarried women was marked by that circumspection which should always characterize an engaged man. He never allowed himself to forget this for an instant, and his cabin had for its chief ornament a plush-framed likeness of a young lady gazing, with a wistful expression, over a palpably photographic sea.

Now, it was necessary for his ultimate happiness that Teddy Colchester should learn that, like his own brass buttons, without constant burnishing, a young lady’s affection is apt to lose much of its pristine brightness, and that too much sea air is good for neither. He ticked off the days of absence, and, as his calendar lessened, his affection increased.

At Plymouth a letter met him — a jerky, inky, schoolgirl epistle, evidently written by a writer very cold and miserable; and the first reading stunned him. Had he seen a little more of the real world, he would have been able to read between the lines something to this effect: “You’re Teddy, three months away, and I’m madly in love with a soldier.” Then he would have noted that the writer was staying in Salisbury, after which he would have hunted up his home papers and discovered that the Royal Wiltshire Yeomanry Cavalry were encamped at Humington Down. But as he had only seen life through a telescope, he could not do this, consequently his pain was a trifle acute.

His mother wrote him four pages of sympathy. But though she wondered at any girl jilting her boy, she could not help a feeling of satisfaction at its being still in her power to transmute three-quarters of his pay into food and raiment for her brood.

Next voyage the Cambrian Prince had her full complement of passengers, and the “Kangaroo Girl,” whom perhaps you may remember, was of the number. At Plymouth a little reserved girl joined, and as she is considerably mixed up in this story, you must know that she rejoiced in the unpretentious name of Hinks.

For the first week or so Teddy held very much aloof from the passengers, engaging himself entirely with recollections of the girl for whose sake he was going to live “only in a memory.”

Being an honest, straightforward young fellow, he of course followed the prescribed programme of all blighted love affairs. He began by pitying himself for the sorrow he was undergoing, then went on to picture the future that might have been theirs had she married him; but before they were clear of the Bay he had arrived at the invariable conclusion, and was pitying himself for pitying the girl who was foolish enough to jilt such an entirely estimable young man as Edward Braithwaite Colchester.

One moonlight night, after leaving “Gib,” he was leaning over the rails of the promenade deck, feeling sympathetically inclined to the world in general, when somebody stepped up beside him. It was Miss Hinks. She prefaced her conversation with two or three questions about the sea, and he made the astounding discovery that her voice possessed just the note of sympathy he required for his complaint. He had felt sorry for her because other people snubbed her, and she for him because she had been told exaggerated stories about his love affair. Together they made rather a curious couple.



[image: img183.jpg]

“One moonlight night ... somebody stepped up beside him.”

When, under the supervision of the “Kangaroo Girl,” the shore parties for Naples were being organized, Miss Hinks was tacitly left out. Somehow the impression got about that she was poor, and no one cared about paying her expenses. But eventually she did go, and it was in the charge of the fourth officer. When she thanked him for his kindness, he forgot for the moment his pledge “to live henceforth only in a memory.”

The “Kangaroo Girl,” on discovering that Miss Hinks had been on shore, under the escort of that “dear little pink officer,” was vastly amused, and christened them Cupid and Psyche.

Now, the end of it all was, that Teddy began to find himself caring less and less for the thumb-stained photograph in his locker, and more and more for the privilege of pumping his sorrows into a certain sympathetic ear. Shipboard allows so many opportunities of meeting; and, strange as it may appear, a broken heart is quickest mended when subjected to a second rending. This cure is based on the homœopathic principle of like curing like.

By the time they reached Aden he had convinced himself that his first love affair had been the result of a too generous nature, and that this second was the one and only real passion of his life.

At Colombo Miss Hinks went ashore with the doctor’s party — tiffined at Mount Lavinia, dined at the Grand Oriental, and started back for the ship about nine o’clock.

Teddy, begrimed with coal-dust, watched each boat load arrive, and as he did so his love increased.

On account of the coal barges it was impossible for boats to come alongside, consequently their freight had to clamber from hulk to hulk. Miss Hinks was the last of her party to venture; and just as the doctor, holding out his hand, told her to jump, the hulk swayed out and she fell with a scream into the void. Then, before any one could realize what had happened, the barge rolled back into its place. Miss Hinks had disappeared.

Teddy, from half-way up the gangway, tore off his coat, leapt into the water, and, at the risk of having his brains knocked out, dived and plunged between the boats, but without success. Then he saw something white astern, and swam towards it.



The half-drowned couple must have come to an understanding in the rescuing-boat, for next day their engagement was announced.

The “Kangaroo Girl” gave evidence of her wit when she said, “It was fortunate they were Cupid and Psyche, otherwise they would find love rather insufficient capital to begin housekeeping upon!”

Teddy wrote to his mother from Adelaide, and she, poor woman, was not best pleased to hear the news. But a surprise was in store for us all.

On the Cambrian Prince’s arrival in Sydney, Miss Hinks was met by an intensely respectable old gentleman, who, it appeared, was her solicitor. On being informed of the engagement, he examined Teddy with peculiar interest, and asked if he were aware of his good fortune. Miss Hinks smiled.

Half an hour later we learnt that the girl whom we’d all been pitying for her poverty was none other than Miss Hinks-Gratton, the millionairess and owner of innumerable station and town properties!

The Teddy of to-day is a director of half a dozen shipping companies, and he quite agrees with me “that everything in this world is ordained to a certain end.”


Misplaced Affections
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“GATHER YE ROSEBUDS while ye may, Old Time is still a-flying: And this same flower that smiles to-day, To-morrow will be dying.

“Then be not coy, but use your time; And while ye may, go marry: For having lost but once your prime, You may for ever tarry.”

 — R. Herrick.

The point I wish to illustrate is, that it is not safe, at any time, to play with such an inflammable passion as Love, even though it be to oblige one’s nearest and dearest friend. Once upon a time pretty Mrs. Belverton used to laugh at me for warning her, but she is compelled to admit the truth of my argument now.

It was Mrs. Belverton, you will remember, who originated the famous Under Fifty Riding Club, whose initials, U.F.R.C., over two crossed hunting-crops and a double snaffle, were construed, by irreverent folk, to mean Unlimited Flirtation Religiously Conserved. The Club is now defunct, but its influence will be traceable in several families for many years to come.

The following events, you must know, occurred the summer before William Belverton received the honour of knighthood, and while he was renting Acacia Lodge at the corner of the Mountain Road, the house below Tom Guilfoy’s, and nearly opposite the residence of the Kangaroo Girl of blessed memory.

It was by extending her sympathies as guide, philosopher, and friend to all unhappy love affairs that Mrs. Belverton made herself famous in our Australian world; and many and extraordinary were the scrapes this little amusement dragged her into. Could her drawing-room curtains have spoken, they would have been able to throw light upon many matters of vital interest, but matters of such a delicate nature as to absolutely prohibit their publication here.

The Otway-Belton couple, for instance, owe their present happiness to her assistance at a critical juncture in their family history; while the Lovelaces, man and wife, would to-day be separated by the whole length and breadth of our earth, but for her tact during a certain desperate five minutes in the Greenaways’ verandah. So on, in numberless cases, to the end of the chapter.

You must know that for three months during the particular year of which I am writing, we had with us a young globe-trotter, who rejoiced in the name of Poltwhistle. I can’t tell you any more about him, save that he was a big Cornishman, rawboned, and vulgarly rich. His people should have been more considerate; they should have kept him quietly at home counting his money-bags, instead of allowing him to prowl about God’s earth upsetting other people’s carefully thought-out arrangements.

The trouble all commenced with his meeting pretty little dimpled Jessie Halroyd at a Government House tennis-party and convincing himself, after less than half an hour’s disjointed conversation, that she was quite the nicest girl he had ever encountered. He met her again next day at the Chief Justice’s dinner-party. Then by dint of thinking continually in the same strain, he fell to imagining himself in love. But as she had long since given her affections to Lawrence Collivar, of the Treasury, and had not experience enough to conduct two affairs at one and the same time, his behaviour struck us all as entirely ridiculous.

Having called on Mrs. Halroyd the Monday following, where he was fed and made much of, he set to work thenceforward to pester the daughter with his attentions. It was another example of the Lancaster trouble, of which I’ve told you elsewhere, only with the positions turned wrong-side uppermost.

For nearly a month this persecution was steadily and systematically carried on, until people, who had nothing at all to do with it, began to talk, and the girl herself was at her wits’ end to find a loophole of escape. I must tell you at this point, that, even before the Cornishman’s coming, her own selection had been barely tolerated by the Home Authorities; now, in the glare of Poltwhistle’s thousands, it was discountenanced altogether. But Jessie thought she loved Collivar, and she used to grind her pretty little teeth with rage when Poltwhistle came into the room, and say she was not going to give up Lawrence, whatever happened. Then she suddenly remembered Mrs. Belverton, and with desperate courage went down, told her all, and implored her aid.

Now it so happened that Mrs. Belverton had nothing to do just then, and stood in need of excitement. Moreover, Collivar was her own special and particular protégé. In fact, it was neither more nor less than her influence that had given him his rapid advancement in the Public Service, and through this influence his love for little Jessie Halroyd. She was educating him, she said, to make an ideal husband, and she was certainly not going to allow a rawboned New Arrival to upset her plans.

At the end of the interview, taking the girl’s hand in hers, she said comfortingly, — 

“Go home, my dear, and try to enjoy yourself; snub Mr. Poltwhistle whenever you see him, and leave the rest to me!”

When she was alone, this excellent woman settled herself down in her cushions, and devoted half an hour to careful contemplation.

She understood that with a man whose skull went up to nothing at the back of his head, like Poltwhistle’s, ordinary measures would be worse than useless, so she decided upon a scheme that embodied an honour which even kings and princes might have envied.

That same night she was booked to dine with Arthur and Guinevere, of whom I have also told you, on the Mountain Road, and Providence (which is more mixed up in these little matters than most people imagine) placed on her left hand none other than the Cornishman himself.

Having heard a great deal of the famous Mrs. Belverton and her sharp sayings, he was prepared to be more than a little afraid of her. She observed this and utilised it to the best advantages.

Neglecting every one else, even her own lawful partner, who, I may tell you, was a globe-trotter of no small importance, she made herself infinitely charming to the angular gawk beside her, and to such good purpose that, before Belverton began, according to custom, to brag about his port, he was in a whirlwind of enchantment, and had forgotten his original admiration for good and all.

Next day as he was riding down to tennis at the Halroyds’, he met Mrs. Belverton outside the library. Looking at him through the lace of a pretty red parasol, and with the most innocent of faces, she asked his advice as to the sort of literature she should peruse. Of course that necessitated sending home his horse and overhauling the bookshelves — with any woman a dangerous proceeding, but with Mrs. Belverton an act of more than suicidal folly. A child might have foreseen the result. Before they had reached shelf B he had completely lost his head, and when they left the library, he disregarded his tennis appointment and begged to be allowed to carry home her books for her.

She kept him with her until all chance of tennis was over, then having filled him with pound cake, tea, and improving conversation, sent him away, vowing that he had at last met perfection in womankind.

Her scheme was succeeding admirably, for Poltwhistle from that hour forsook his former flame altogether. Mrs. Halroyd wondered; but her daughter professed delight, and seeing this, Collivar prosecuted his wooing with renewed ardour.

But Mrs. Belverton, with all her cleverness, had made one miscalculation, and the effect was more than usually disastrous. She had forgotten the fact that Jessie Halroyd was, in spite of her heart trouble, little more than a child. And the upshot of this was that when that young lady saw Poltwhistle no longer worshipped at her shrine, but was inclining towards another woman, prettier and more accomplished than herself, she allowed her school-girl’s vanity to be hurt.

Within a week of her visit to Acacia Lodge, she had developed an idea that, all things considered, Poltwhistle was by no means bad looking, and certainly everybody knew that he was rich. Within a fortnight, Collivar having offended her, she was sure that she liked him quite as much as most men; and in less than three weeks (so strangely perverse is woman) she had snubbed Collivar, and was hating Mrs. Belverton with all her heart and soul for enticing the Cornishman’s attentions away from herself.

Then it became Collivar’s turn to seek assistance; and at this juncture, as the situation looked like getting beyond even her, Mrs. Belverton lost her temper and said some very bitter things about everybody concerned, herself included.

However, to sit down and allow herself to be beaten formed no part of that lady’s nature; so carefully reviewing the case, she realized that the only possible way out of the difficulty was a reversal of her former tactics. To this end she dropped Poltwhistle and took up Collivar, hoping thereby to turn the jealous girl’s thoughts back into their original channel.

The Hillites stared and said to each other: — 

“Dear, dear! What a shocking flirt that Mrs. Belverton is, to be sure! First it was that nice Mr. Poltwhistle, and now it’s young Collivar, of the Treasury. Her conduct is really too outrageous!”

One muggy Saturday afternoon, towards the end of the hot weather, the Under Fifty Riding Club met opposite the library to ride to The Summit for tea and strawberries. There was a good attendance of members, and Mrs. Belverton, Miss Halroyd, Poltwhistle, and Collivar were among the number.

Every one paired off in the orthodox fashion, and as Collivar annexed Mrs. Belverton, Poltwhistle was obliged to content himself with Miss Halroyd. He was not too polite in consequence.

Before they reached the summit of the mount, thick clouds had gathered in the sky, and heavy thunder was rumbling along the hills. The Club members ate their strawberries, flirted about the grounds, and started for home just as dusk was falling.

The same pairing was adopted on the return journey, and Poltwhistle, from his place in the rear, watched the other couple with jealous, hungry eyes.

It was a tempestuous evening. Heavy thunder rolled continuously, and when, nearly half-way home, the clouds burst and the rain poured down, there was a general rush for shelter. Mrs. Belverton, to her dismay, found herself, in the half darkness, sitting on her horse, beneath a big gum-tree, with both Collivar and Poltwhistle for her companions.

The latter, whose manners were about on a par with his modesty, had left Miss Halroyd on the road to seek shelter for herself.

With a hurricane of rage in her heart, the poor girl, now, according to her lights, thoroughly in love, saw the reason of his conduct and followed him, reaching the other side of the tree unperceived. It was so dark you could hardly distinguish your hand before your face, and the rain was simply pouring down.

Sometimes, when she is in a communicative mood, Mrs. Belverton can be persuaded to tell the story of that half-hour under the gum-tree, and she catalogues it as the funniest thirty minutes she has ever experienced. But though she laughs about it now, I fancy she did not enjoy it so much at the time.

From each hinting that the other should retire, both men fell to justifying their presence there, and finished by whispering into the lady’s ears, between the thunder-claps, protestations of their undying love and devotion.

Then, while the thunder was crashing, the lightning flashing, the rain soaking them through and through, and Mrs. Belverton was wondering how it was all to end, Jessie Halroyd rode round the tree.

They all stared, you may be sure, and because Mrs. Belverton had adventured the whole miserable business for her sake, she naturally hissed, — 

“False friend, false friend, I hate you! Oh, Mrs. Belverton, how I hate you — I could kill you!”

A flash of lightning showed her face. It was all white and quivering, like a badly made blanc-mange pudding. There was a pause till somebody said very innocently, and I am told it was the funniest part of the whole affair, — 

“My dear child, you’re getting wet through; do bring your horse into shelter!”

But before the sentence was finished the girl had turned her horse’s head and was galloping down the streaming road at break-neck speed.

Then Mrs. Belverton gathered her wits together and set to work to undeceive her two admirers. All things considered, the operation must have been a curious one. When it was accomplished she rode home alone, meditating, I presume, on the futilities of this mundane existence.

The sad conclusion we, the Hillites, have come to, is that both Poltwhistle and Collivar hate their would-be benefactress most cordially for endeavouring to promote their happiness, and abominate each other still more for interfering and spoiling sport. While Miss Halroyd, who goes home next mail-day, hates all three with an undying hatred, and of course cannot be made to understand that her own folly alone is responsible for everything that happened. Personally, I should be more interested to know what easy-going William Belverton thinks about it all.


In Great Waters
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“SHORT SHRIFT! SHARP fate! dark doom to dree! Hard struggle, though quickly ending! At home or abroad, by land or sea, In peace or war, sore trials must be, And worse may happen to you or to me, For none are secure and none can flee From a destiny impending.”

 — Adam Lindsay Gordon.

“Don’t thank me; I’m sure I’m equally obliged to you. I haven’t seen a strange face these three months; and though I am that despised animal, a broken-down gentleman, I’ve never quite been able to overcome a foolish hankering after some dealing with my old caste again. Pardon the implied compliment!

“You’d better hobble your horses and turn them loose towards the creek. I’ll run them up in the morning with my own.

“Having done that, if you’re hungry, you’ll find tea in the billy, and damper and meat in those ration bags. It’s Queensland boundary rider’s fare, but the best I can offer you.

“Monotonous country? By Heavens, yes! The children in exile knew no worse. On all sides, sand, mulga, and desolation — desolation, mulga, and sand, and unceasing regret, the portion of every man who has his lot in it!

“Have you quite finished? Then light your pipe. No, no! not with a vesta like a new chum, but with a fire-stick — so! When you’ve been in the Bush as long as I have, you will see in a match something more than a pipe-light. But by that time you will be on the high road to a still more peculiar wisdom, which will never be of service to you.

“Now, draw your blankets to the fire and cease thinking of your horses. They’re on good feed, so let them eat their fill. If what I hear of the country out back is true, they’ll get no more this side of the Barcoo.

“What do I say? How do I know that you are new to the country? Simply enough! By the light in your eyes, the palms of your hands, and the freshness of your voice. Besides, when a man has been long in the West, does he stand up for want of a chair? Forgive my rudeness, but you’ll learn it all soon enough.

“Talking of classes! Consider the class I represent. In this country it is a numerous one, and the Bush is both our refuge and our cemetery. As we wish to know nobody, so we desire that nobody shall ever know us; and being beyond the reach of pride or shame, we live entirely in memories of the past, through which we enjoy a keener torture than any creed or sect can promise us hereafter. If you have the understanding, you might write the book of our misery, and, believe me, you’d have an inexhaustible reservoir upon which to draw.

“Before you came out you had a different notion of Australia? Exactly! Folk who live sixteen thousand miles away, and own bank-books and fat stomachs, have one idea of it; while we, who exist like Esau, in the Red Sand itself, if you approached us properly, would give quite another. Now, I knew of a case once — but I beg your pardon!

“That old hut at the Creek Bend you passed at mid-day? Three black posts and a wreck of charred timber, yellow boulders against an umber cliff, and two dingoe pups rioting on the threshold — isn’t that the picture?

“Well, if you think it dreary and lonesome to-day, try and imagine it when it was the furthest boundary west, with only the Great Unknown between the ranges at our back and the Timor Sea.

“For reasons which could not interest you, I was the first to live there. Curiously enough, my hut-keeper was also of our caste. By nationality he was a Hungarian, and in addition to other things, he was a studious disciple of Goethe, and the finest zither player I have ever heard. It’s about his connection with that hut that I wish to tell you.

“As men seldom quarrel when ambition has gone out of their lives, for a year we came as near a certain sort of happiness as a remorseless Heaven would permit. Then everything suddenly changed.

“One day, after a long stretch of dry weather that looked almost like settling in for a drought, welcome storm-clouds gathered in the west, and night closed in with a vigorous downpour. The creek, which for months past had been merely a chain of half-dry waterholes, began to trickle briskly round its bends, and in the morning had risen to the size of a respectable torrent. Next day, Thursday, it was a banker, and still the rain continued. By Friday evening the flood was upon us. And such a flood as you never in your life saw or dreamed of!

“To give you some idea of its size, you must imagine this plain, from the mountains behind you to the scrub yonder, one vast sheet of foaming, roaring, rushing, eddying water.

“Opposite the old hut we are talking of it was many miles in width, and for more than a week we were hemmed in upon a tiny island (the hut stands on a slight elevation, as you perhaps have observed), with the waters drawing a line of yeast-like foam daily closer and closer to our door. There was no escape, and I doubt if either of us would have taken advantage of it if there had been.

“Morning, noon, and night, the flood went roaring and rushing by, carrying on its bosom forest trees, and hopeless beasts of all sorts, sizes, and descriptions. And each moment saw us waiting for the lip-lap upon the threshold which should signal the destruction of the hut and our immediate departure for Eternity!

“Now you must remember that in life there is no such thing as chance. Every existence has its allotted span, and to avoid the pre-ordained termination is impossible for any man. You may smile, but I am convinced that what I say is correct, and this is a case in point.

“On the ninth night of our imprisonment we were sitting in our one room, trying to keep warm, and listening to the storm outside. The wind, moaning through the logs, played with the firelight and threw a thousand fantastic shadows on the rough-hewn walls.

“When life carries no future for a man, you will readily understand that he becomes callous, even as to the means of his death; so, even with destruction hovering over him, Yadeski sought company in his music. Drawing his zither from its case, he laid it on the table and allowed his fingers to stray across the strings. The sweet, sad melody that followed lent an air of almost reverence to the bare walls and homeless aspect of the room.

“The storm outside yelled and muttered by turns; but, heedless of it, he played on, wandering from the folk-songs of the old grey Magyar villages to the pæans of victorious hunters, from mighty trampling war-chants to tender, crooning cradle-songs.

“Suddenly a shout rang out clear and distinct above the storm. It was the cry of a man who, feeling the hand of Death clutching at his weasand, knows that unless help comes quickly that grip will tighten and his life go from him. Before he could call again, we had rushed into the storm.

“The wind blew a hurricane, the waters snarled at the tiny hill and rolled in black waves, that might almost have been taken for the sea, to our feet. Battling in the direction whence the sound proceeded, Yadeski called with all the strength of his lungs. His voice, however, was lost in the general turmoil. But at the same instant, as if in answer, a white face rose through the foam not a dozen paces from our feet. Yadeski instantly plunged in, the face vanished, and for a moment I lost sight of both. Then they rose within an arm’s length of where I stood, and I went in and dragged them out — the working of Fate, mind you!

“Between us we carried the stranger to our hut and laid him before the fire.

“For more than an hour, despite our exertions, he remained unconscious; then his eyes slowly opened, and in a few moments his power of speech returned to him. Two words escaped his lips, and when he heard them my hut-keeper fell back against the wall with ashen face.

“A soft sleep followed the return to consciousness, and I turned into my bunk. Yadeski, however, sat gazing into the fire with an expression on his face I could not, for the life of me, understand. All night he must have kept the same position; but when the sun rose he shook himself together and set about his preparation of the morning meal.

“By the light of day I saw that the stranger was a young man of prepossessing appearance. He explained that he was a Hungarian, and had only been in Australia a month. From what I could gather he was travelling to some new country that had lately been taken up further to the north-west. When crossing the river, which, by reason of the floods, was very much congested, the waters had separated him from his party and had washed his horse from under him. He was carried mile after mile battling for life, spent half a day in a tree, which was eventually washed from under him, was borne out into the main stream, and, but for our timely assistance, would soon have been a dead man.

“I hope I am not wearying you?

“Well, day after day the flood continued, and for more than a week our chance guest was compelled to remain with us. Then the waters fell as quickly as they had risen, and when the safety of the track was once more assured, he decided to resume his journey.

“The night before he left us we were sitting round the fire listening to Yadeski’s music. As was his custom, he wandered from air to air, seemingly unconscious of our presence.

“The stranger listened with his eyes full of an insatiable hunger.

“From gentlest pianissimo the music rose to a wild, fierce note of despair. An unearthly pathos seized the instrument — an inexplicable, yet intense longing, a vague desire for something unattainable, took possession of us. Then the music ceased abruptly, the spell was broken, and the younger man, springing to his feet, cried, in a voice tremulous with excitement, — 

“‘Oh, where, tell me where you learned that dreadful air?’

“The musician did not answer, but sat gazing into the fire. Shaking him by the shoulder, the younger man repeated his question till, as one in a dream, Yadeski muttered, — 

“‘Many years ago, far from here. What does it matter?’

“‘Matter! Why, man, it was that air that brought me out here; it was that cursed air that killed my — —’ But he stopped, and leaned against the wall.

“‘Let me tell you why I asked you that question,’ he said at length, when he had recovered his calmness. ‘We spoke to-night of Buda. I was born within ten miles of it, the eldest of a family of eight. Our farm was as good land as any in the district, and we had held it under the Counts Romanyi for centuries. My father, I must tell you, died when I was only nine years old, and so my mother, who was famous through the district for her beauty and her zither-playing, was left alone to look after us.

“‘One evening while she sat playing, as was her custom, at our cottage door, the Count passed, and, hearing her music, stopped to buy a glass of milk. He was an accomplished musician himself, and at his request she played to him. Then, after saying many pretty things, and distributing a handful of coins from his pocket among us children, he rode away.

“‘Next day he came again, and the next, and so on, day by day, till we children, who had hitherto feared his name more than God’s, grew so bold that we could quite look upon him as one of ourselves.

“‘Ah, how well I remember the night he played that hellish air for the first time! I can see the drift-smoke lying low upon the land, and smell the smell of the pines floating down the mountain-side. I can see my mother sitting, watching, and listening like one spellbound. It must have been the music of the devil, for it ate into her heart, and the same day a week later, a neighbour came to tell us that our mother would not come back to us again.

“‘Six years after, when I was almost a man, she returned. I can remember that homecoming as if it were but yesterday.

“‘It was a night late in winter, and the young moon was shining faintly above the snow. A knocking came to the door, and I opened it upon a heap of rags — my mother!

“‘She died with the dawn, but not before she had told me everything. I want now to meet the Count. I have sworn that the hour I come face to face with him shall be his last! Wouldn’t you do the same?’

“Yadeski’s head had sunk on his outstretched arms, and, but for a certain tremulous movement of his shoulders, he might well have been asleep. I lay in the shadow of my bunk, wondering what it all might mean.

“‘I commenced my search in Vienna, where he had a house; but it seems he was in serious trouble with the Government, and had fled from Austria. I followed him to Italy, to England, and to America, but in vain. I have continued it all over the world; but I do not despair, for I am certain that, sooner or later, God will lead me to his side.’

“Controlling his voice with an effort, Yadeski asked, — 

“‘And what then?’

“‘Ah! what then? But I fear I have wearied you with my story. I am sorry. Good-night!’

“He dropped on to his blankets, curled himself up, and spoke no more. Only the crackling of the burning logs disturbed the silence.

“Just before dawn I was awakened by the sound of gentlest music — the same weird melody we had heard earlier in the evening. It began, but was never finished.

“Unseen by us, a thick glaze was creeping over the player’s eyes, and his supple fingers were stiffening in the grasp of Death. The music grew fainter, and still more faint, until finally it merged itself into a thick, monotonous drip — drip — drip, which caught the first red signs of day as they stole into us under the old hut door.

“Then there was a curiously heavy sob, and a half-turn of the musician’s figure. After which a long, keen-bladed knife fell from the table, and the clatter roused us both to action.

“But Yadeski was beyond the reach of human vengeance. He had severed a vein in his arm, and so bled peacefully to death. Quo cunque nomine de mortuis nil nisi bonum loqua.

“See, here comes the moon, and the wind with her. You’d better take this extra blanket. It will be cold before dawn.

“Hark! The horses have crossed the creek and are making towards the hut we’ve just been talking of. They will be miles away in the morning. Never mind! Good-night!”


Mr. Aristocrat
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“‘SHEPHERD, WHAT’S LOVE? I pray thee tell.’ ‘It is that fountain and that well Where pleasure and repentance dwell; It is perhaps that sauncing bell That tolls us all to heaven or hell, And this is love as I heard tell.’”

 — Sir Walter Raleigh.

The Australian Bush is pre-eminently a charnel-house of human lives, and therefore of the affections. Innumerable histories, neatly folded up and hidden away in the by-places of the great island continent, labelled Not wanted till the Judgment Day, will prove this indisputably. When Gabriel’s trump shall call the sleepers from their resting-places in the shadows of the frowning mountains, in the long, grey gullies, and from the deserts and hopeless open plains, Australia’s Bush contingent will be among the saddest and most miserable to face the Judgment Throne. “Mr. Aristocrat” will be there, and his case alone will be worth hearing.

At the time I’m going to tell you about we were pushing out to new country at the head of the Flinders River, in Northern Queensland, and when three camps this side of our destination, horses and men knocked up, things began to look the very reverse of cheering. Night was coming on; the cold wind murmured among the rocks, and the high cane-grass bowed its head before it, whispering, “Weep, weep, weep.” Then the full moon soared over the gaunt shoulders of the hills that peaked up into the lonely sky, and as she rose, we saw in front of us the lights of Mintabera Head Station.

To come across a dwelling in such a wilderness was a stroke of good fortune we did not expect. We rode up, made ourselves and our errand known, and were hospitably received. The manager, who came out to greet us, was a middle-aged man, very tall and broad-shouldered. He was also very quiet and reserved, which may or may not have been because he had been cut off from the doubtful advantages of civilization for so many years. He took me into the house and set his best before me. After dinner we lit our pipes, and sat talking in the verandah until about nine o’clock, when I craved permission to retire. My host accompanied me to my room, and before saying “good-night,” surprised me by inquiring if I was to be easily frightened. Asking “By what?” he replied, “By anything; by noises you might hear, or things you might see.”

On my assuring him that I thought my nerves were equal to a considerable strain, he left me to puzzle it out alone.

I was more mystified than I cared to own, and to tell the honest truth, I crawled into bed, half wishing that, after all, we had camped in the gully, as had been at first proposed. But, as nothing out of the common occurred for fully half an hour, I rolled over, and was soon in the land of dreams.

It must have been about midnight when I was suddenly awakened and brought up to a sitting posture by a scream, so terrible, so unearthly, that I could compare it to nothing I had ever heard before. Three times it rang out shrill and distinct upon the still night-air, and at each repetition my heart thumped with a new violence against my ribs, and the perspiration rolled in streams down my face. Then came the words (it was certainly a woman’s voice), “They’re coming! they’re coming! Will nobody save me?” Leaping out of bed, I huddled on my clothes, seized a revolver, and rushed across the verandah in the direction whence I thought the sound proceeded.

It was a glorious night, and the moon shone full and clear into the room where we had dined; but, before I could look in and satisfy my curiosity, my arm was seized from behind, and turning, I confronted the manager.

“Hush, hush!” he whispered. “Not a word, for God’s sake. Watch and listen!”

He pointed into the room, and my eyes followed the direction of his hand.

In the centre, looking straight before her, rigid as a marble statue, every muscle braced for action, stood the most beautiful and majestic woman I have ever seen in my life. To the stateliness of a Greek goddess she united the beauty of a Cleopatra. Her eyes rivetted my attention; they seemed to blaze from their sockets; her expression was that of a tigress wounded and waiting for the death-stroke. But her hair was the most weird part of her appearance, for it hung in glorious profusion down to her waist, and was white as the driven snow.

When we looked she had paused for a moment, as if listening, and then came that awful blood-curdling cry again: — 

“They’re coming! they’re coming! Will nobody save me?”

It was so horrible that my blood felt as if it were freezing into solid ice. However, before I could pull myself together, her whole demeanour had changed, and she was kneeling on the floor kissing and caressing something she believed to be beneath her. Then, gradually, her voice died away in heart-rending sobs, and at this juncture my host went in and lifted her up. She seemed to have lost all power of recognition, and allowed him to lead her in a dazed sort of way to her room.

As he passed me the manager whispered, “Wait here!”

On his return, he led me across the verandah and into the garden. When we were out of hearing of the house, and leaning on the slip-rails of the horse paddock he told me the following extraordinary story, and the glorious night and the long sighing night-breeze sweeping down from the mountains seemed a fitting accompaniment to his tale.

“Fourteen years ago,” he said, “by God’s ordinance and with the blessing of the Church of England, I married that woman whom you saw just now in there.

“All my family were against it from the beginning. They had no name and no story bad enough for her. One said she bore a most suspicious character; another, that she had a temper like a fiend; but the principal charge against her was that she had been a governess in a certain nobleman’s household, and had been the cause of the eldest son’s leaving home. However, I didn’t care for anything they said; I was madly in love, and I believe I would have married her if she had been proved to have been the vilest wretch unhung.

“After we’d been married a month or so she begged me to sell my bit of a farm in Somersetshire and take her to Australia.

“Accordingly, I got rid of the place that had been in our family for centuries, and having packed up, set off, nearly breaking my old mother’s heart by doing so.

“Arriving in Sydney, I took a small house down Bondi way, and made myself comfortable; but I couldn’t be idle long, so after properly providing for her happiness there, I said good-bye to her for a while, and came into the Bush. Every time I could get a holiday I’d run down to Sydney, and I believe, in a way, she was glad to see me, though her manner was never anything but cold.

“By-and-by I drifted into Queensland, worked my way north, and then got the management of this place. You must remember that it was almost unknown country out here then, and what with blacks and wild dogs, want of water, and ignorance of the lay of the land, I had troubles enough to drive a man crazy. Before we had been here a year we were very hard pushed for men, and the owner sent me up a young Englishman, who, he said, was anxious to get as far out of the ken of the world as possible. I didn’t ask any questions, but made him as welcome as I could. He was a decent enough young fellow, tall, graceful, and very self-contained. Somehow, the hands took to calling him ‘Mr. Aristocrat,’ and the name fitted him like a glove. He came up with pack-horses, and among other letters he brought me one from my wife.

“‘She had grown hopelessly tired of Sydney and the south,’ she said, ‘and after mature consideration, was coming out to join me in the Bush.’

“I didn’t know what to do. We were too rough out here then for any decent woman. But as she had evidently started and couldn’t be stopped, we had to make the best of it, and accordingly up she came with the next bullock-teams.

“Poor idiot that I was, I thought it was the beginning of a new era in my life, and certainly for a week or two she seemed pleased to be with me again. But I was soon to be undeceived.

“About a month after her arrival I had reason to go out on the run for a few days, and it was necessary for me to take all the available hands with me. While rolling my swag close to the corner of the verandah, to my astonishment I heard my wife’s voice in the room within raised in tones of which I had never thought it capable. She was evidently beside herself with fury, and on stepping into the verandah, I could see that the object of her anger was none other than the young Englishman, ‘Mr. Aristocrat.’

“I tell you, sir, she was tongue-lashing that man as I never heard a woman do in my life before, and by the time I had stood there two minutes I had learnt enough to shatter all my hopes, to kill my happiness, and to convince me of her double-dyed treachery to myself.

“She paused for breath, and then began again: — 

“‘So, you cowardly, snivelling hound,’ she hissed, with all the concentrated venom of a snake, ‘you thought you could sneak out of England, so that I shouldn’t know it, did you? But you couldn’t. You thought you could crawl out of Sydney so quietly that I shouldn’t follow you — did you? But you couldn’t. You thought you could run away up here to hide without my discovering and following your tracks — did you? But you couldn’t. No! No!! No!!! Go where you will, my lord, even down to hell itself, and I’ll track you there, to mock you, and to proclaim it so that all the world shall hear, that this is a pitiful coward who ruined a woman’s life, and hadn’t manhood enough in him to stand up and make it good to her.’

“The young fellow only covered his face with his hands, and said, ‘O God! when will all this end?’

“‘When you’ve done what you — —’ she was beginning again, but I could bear it no longer, so pushed my way into the room between them.

“When she saw me the expression on her face changed at once, and she came smiling to greet me like the Jezebel she was. But I wanted to have nothing to say to her, so I put her on one side and closed with him. He looked at me in a dazed sort of way for a moment. But only for that space of time. Then a sort of Baresark madness came over him, and he sprang upon me like a fiend. All the time we fought she sat watching us with the same awful smile upon her face. When I had nearly killed him I ordered him off the station, and, without a word to her, fled the house.

“That day we made a good stage on our journey, and by nightfall were camped alongside the Cliff Lagoon (you’ll probably camp there to-morrow evening). I sought my blankets early, and, about an hour before daylight, being unable to sleep, went out into the scrub to find and run in the horses. On my return to the camp, I discovered one of the station black boys, alongside the fire, jabbering and gesticulating wildly to an excited audience. As I came up he was saying, — 

“‘So, my word, I look; him baal budgerie black fellah along a’ station. Bang — bang — bang! him plenty dead white fellah.’

“There was no need for him to say more. I knew what it meant. And in less time than it takes to tell we were on the road back, galloping like madmen over rough or smooth country, regardless of everything but the need for haste. In less than two hours we dashed up to the yards, those you see down yonder, just in time to drive off the black brutes as they were rushing the house.

“You will understand for yourself what a close shave it was when I tell you that when we arrived the roof of the homestead was half burnt through, while the hut and outhouse had long since been reduced to ashes. The bodies of the old cook, and a tame black boy, named Rocca, lay dead in the open — speared while running for the hut. It was a horrible sight, and enough to turn a man sick, but I hadn’t time to think of them. I was looking for my wife; and until I heard a cry and recognised her voice I thought she must be dead. Then, as I pushed open the half-burnt door of the station-house (the brutes had thrown fire-sticks everywhere), she shrieked out as you heard her to-night.

“‘They’re coming! they’re coming! Will nobody save me?’ When I entered the room she was kneeling in the centre, surrounded by broken furniture and portions of the smouldering roof, wringing her hands, and wailing over a body on the floor.

“Though she was begrimed with dirt, smoke, and blood, she looked surpassingly beautiful; but — I don’t know whether you will believe me — the terrors of that night had turned her hair snow-white, just as it is to-day. The overseer led her to a seat, and I knelt beside the body on the floor. It was ‘Mr. Aristocrat.’

“He was well-nigh dead; it needed no doctor’s knowledge to see that. He lay in a large pool of blood, and breathed with difficulty; but after I had given him water he revived sufficiently to tell me what had happened.

“It appeared he had left the station as I had ordered him; but, as he went, his suspicions were aroused by the number of smoke-signals going up from the surrounding hills. Knowing they meant mischief, he kept his eyes open, and when, before dark, he saw a tribe of blacks creeping up the valley, he remembered that, save the cook and a black boy, the woman was alone, and made back on his tracks as fast as he was able. But he was too late; they had already surrounded the building, and had killed the two men we found lying in the open. Then he heard the woman’s shriek, and forgot everything but the fact that she must be saved.

“Racing across the open, he made a dash for the house. She saw his sacrifice and opened the door, but not before two spears were sticking in his side. Plucking them out, he set to work to defend her.

“Fortunately, I had left a rifle and plenty of ammunition behind me; so all through that sweltering, awful night he fought them inch by inch, with his wounds draining his life-blood out of him, to save the woman who had wrecked his life. By God, sir! whatever he may have been earlier, he was a brave man then, and I honour him for it! By his own telling he killed three of them. Then as day was breaking, a part of the roof fell in, and he received another spear through the broken door. This brought him to the ground; and at that moment we arrived, and drove the devils off.

“With his last strength, he drew me down to him and whispered that on his dying word he had always acted honourably towards me; and that, in spite of her tempting, he had never yielded to her. By the God before whose throne he was just about to stand, he swore this; and upon my honour, sir, I believe he spoke the truth.

“When he had finished speaking, she rose and mocked him, calling me fool and idiot for listening to his raving. Then, for the first and last time in my life, I threatened her, and she was silent.

“As the sun rose and pierced the smouldering roof, ‘Mr. Aristocrat’ whispered, “I want you to do me a favour. I want you to tell them at home that I forgive them. They misjudged me, you see, and it will make things a bit easier for my mother.”

“Then, with that sacred name upon his lips, he passed quietly away from the scene of his sacrifice into the mysteries of the world beyond.

“When he was dead, the woman that is my wife crawled from the place where she lay, and threw herself upon the body, moaning as if her heart would break. We took her away. But from that day forward her reason was gone.

“Ever since that time, at the same hour, night after night, year after year, she has gone through that awful tragedy in the old room yonder; and with the loneliness of this life around me, I have to hear and bear it. The strangest part of it is that I haven’t the heart to put her away from me.

“Now you understand the meaning of the scene you witnessed to-night, and you can see in my case the fulfilment of the Church’s order, ‘Whom God hath joined, let no man put asunder!’”

We walked back to the house together, and he left me at my bedroom door; but though I went back to my bed, had I been offered the gold of all the Indies I could not have slept a wink.

Next morning our horses were run up, and after breakfast we set off on our way again. When we had travelled about a mile, the manager, who was riding a short distance with us for company’s sake, led me off the track to a grassy knoll beside a creek bend. Here, under a fine coolabah, I discovered a neatly fenced-in grave.

Beneath the tree, and at the head of the little mound, was a small white board, and on it were these two words, — 

“Mr. Aristocrat.”


This Man and This Woman
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“WHAT MATTERS LIFE, what matters Death, What boots of vain remorse? When days are dead, wherein we lived, Our hearts should die — of course!”

 — Song of the Vain Regret.

First and foremost it must be understood that when men and women cross the Borderland of Discretion into that Never-never Country where wedding-rings are forgotten and family correspondence abruptly ceases, they do so, believing it to be unlikely that they will ever meet any one out of the old life again.

This fallacy may be attributed to one of two things: either to an insufficient knowledge of their world, or to an exaggerated idea of their own exclusiveness. The first is the more common, but the one is as fatal as the other.

It is quite possible, after such a lapse of time, that no one will remember the “Clitheroe, Gwynne-Harden” episode. Yet it made a great stir at the time. Clitheroe, I fancy, was in the army; while the woman was the wife of Gwynne-Harden, the banker. She came of good family, was intensely proud, and, among other things, of more or less account, had the reputation of being the acknowledged beauty of that season.

Clitheroe and The Other Man’s Wife were unwise to the borders of madness. For had they been content to worship each other according to society’s certificated code — surely sufficiently elastic — no trouble would have ensued. But, for some reason or other, they were not satisfied to jog along in the ordinary way; but must needs meet in all sorts of hole-and-corner places, correspond in cipher, and send letters by hand, rather than by post. Naturally, people talked, and the scandal, by its obtrusiveness, became proverbial. All through the season they were in each other’s pockets, and during Goodwood week, after a period of sentimental shilly-shallying, they disappeared for ever and a day.

Gwynne-Harden, though it was said he loved his wife with an exceeding great love, was a philosopher in his own way. After the first shock he made no attempt to find her; on the other hand, he put the money the search would have cost him into Bolivian Rails, a doubtful, but still a better, investment, he said. Having done this, he placed all the belongings she had left behind her in an attic under lock and key, bought a new brand of cigars, and endeavoured to forget all about her.

Four years later he went into the House, where he managed to interest himself in Colonial affairs. Moreover, he had the sense to stick to his work, and leave female society alone. He was a shrewd, cynical man, with taste for epigram, and said to himself, “I am matrimonial Mahomet, for the reason that, because I refuse to apply for a divorce, I hover between a possible heaven and an accomplished hell.” Which was a bitter, but, under the circumstances, perhaps excusable speech.

Now, here comes the part of the story I am anxious to dwell upon. Three years after the exodus just narrated, being desirous of extending his political information, Gwynne-Harden set out for Australia with a sheaf of introductions in his despatch-box. Downing Street busied herself on his behalf, and, in consequence, Her Majesty’s representatives were politely instructed to yield him all the assistance in their power. It is well to be a Somebody in the land, and, as any globe-trotter will inform you, a Vice-Regal introduction is a lever by no means to be despised.

When the Governor of a certain Colony had banqueted, fêted, and endeavoured to turn his guest inside out for his own purposes, he handed him over to the tender mercies of his Colonial Secretary, or whatever you call the leader of the gang then in power.

This gentleman had his own opinions on the subject of globe-trotters, and argued that the majority were shown too much in order that they might absorb too little. Therefore, he said he would take Gwynne-Harden under his protection, and enact Gamaliel in his own way.

To this end he lured his victim into a lengthy driving tour through the squatting districts, in order that he might see the backbone of the country for himself and form his own conclusions. The idea was ingenuous in the main, but because he had left all consideration of the past out of his calculations it failed entirely in its purpose. Even Colonial Secretaries are powerless against Fate.

As they proceeded from station to station on their route, they were received with that hospitality for which the Australian Bush is so justly famous. And, like the proverbial owl, Gwynne-Harden said little, but thought the more.

Between three and four o’clock one roasting afternoon, the travellers saw, on the rise before them, the charming homestead of Woodnooro Station. The Colonial Secretary looked forward to a pleasant visit, for he had stayed there before.

They resigned their buggy to the care of a black boy in the horse-paddock, and as they approached the house, the Secretary explained to Gwynne-Harden all the good things he knew of the owner and his wife. He devoted considerable space to his description of the latter, and in answer the banker smiled grimly.



Leaving the small flower-garden behind them, they enter a cool stone verandah, where a lady rises from a long cane chair to greet them. The Colonial Secretary dashes forward to take her hand....

Colonial Secretary ... “Mr. Gwynne-Harden — Mrs. Chichester.”

Mrs. Chichester (as white as a ghost, vainly feeling for the wall behind her with her left hand, while she fumbles at her collar with her right): “Mr. Gwynne-Harden!” (Then slowly and with prodigious exertion): “I — I — I’m — I hope you are very well.”

Mr. Gwynne-Harden (with a curious expression in his face, which the Colonial Secretary attributes to nervousness): “Extremely well, I thank you!”

Colonial Secretary: “I am looking forward to having the pleasure of introducing Mr. Gwynne-Harden to your husband, Mrs. Chichester.”

Mrs. Chichester (with a supreme effort): “I’m sorry to say my husband is camped on the run at present.”

Mr. Gwynne-Harden: “Then I must await his return with proper patience. I shall be delighted to meet him, I am sure. Mrs. Chichester, is anything the matter?”

Mrs. Chichester (still fumbling at her neck): “No, no — r — r — really nothing. I feel the heat very much, that is all. Won’t you come inside?” (Rises and leads the way into the dining-room, where she unlocks a sideboard, and puts whisky on the table.) “I’m sure you must need some refreshment after your long and hot drive.”

Colonial Secretary (enthusiastically, pointing to a creeper through the door).... “By Jove! look here, Harden; isn’t this perfect? I challenge you to find its equal anywhere — the Buginvillea Speciosa in all its glory. Ah! I beg your pardon, Mrs. Chichester.”

Mrs. Chichester (passing him): “Thank you. If you will excuse me, I think I will go and see about your rooms.” [Exits across verandah.]

The Colonial Secretary solemnly takes to himself a whisky-peg, while Gwynne-Harden, turning his back, fixes his eye-glass and critically examines two photos on the mantelpiece.

Colonial Secretary (warmly, referring to their hostess): “Egad, Harden, what would many men give for a wife like that?”

Mr. Gwynne-Harden (dropping his eye-glass, and facing round): “What, indeed!”

They adjourn to the verandah, where enter to them a small and very dirty child, presumably a boy, who scrutinizes both men carefully before venturing near.

Mr. Gwynne-Harden: “Ah, my little man, and pray what may your name be?”

Child: “Jack ‘Ister.”

Colonial Secretary: “Anglisé — Jack Chichester. He is a fine boy, and typical of the country. Come here, Jack. How old are you?”

Child: “I’se free — Baby’s one.”

Mr. Gwynne-Harden: “So there’s a baby, too, eh?”

Mrs. Chichester (appearing at the end of the verandah): “Jack, it’s your bed-time. Say good-night, and come along at once.”

Jack goes to Gwynne-Harden, and holds up his face to be kissed; but the honour is declined. The Colonial Secretary accepts it effusively. Then mother and child disappear together.

Colonial Secretary (laughingly): “You don’t seem fond of kissing children!”

Mr. Gwynne-Harden: “Not other people’s children, thank you!”

Colonial Secretary (who has never heard the scandal, to himself): “I wonder if there’s a Mrs. Gwynne-Harden?”



The quarter of an hour preceding dinner. Gwynne-Harden is standing with his hands on the chimney-piece, looking into the empty fireplace. To him enter Mrs. Chichester.

Mrs. Chichester (advancing): “George! George — for myself I ask nothing; but for my children’s sakes. Oh, George, be merciful!”

Mr. Gwynne-Harden (turning): “Mrs. Chichester, I beg your pardon ten thousand times for not seeing you enter. This light is so deceptive, perhaps you thought I was your husband!”

Mrs. Chichester: “George, have you forgotten me?”

Mr. Gwynne-Harden: “My dear Mrs. Chichester, pray let me turn up the lamp, then you will see whom you are addressing. I am Mr. Gwynne-Harden, and if you will pardon my saying so, I don’t remember ever having seen your face before. If I have, I have been rude enough to forget the circumstance. Your husband’s acquaintance I shall — —”

Mrs. Chichester: “What of my husband?”

Mr. Gwynne-Harden: “Only that I shall hope to meet him face to face very soon.”

Enter the Colonial Secretary simultaneously with dinner.



10 p.m., the same evening. Scene — Gwynne-Harden’s bedroom. He divests himself of his coat and waistcoat, and having done so, discovers a note addressed to himself upon the table. He reads it, and then looks long and fixedly at his own reflection in the glass.

Mr. Gwynne-Harden (tearing the note into a hundred pieces): “Humph! This is certainly the Nineteenth Century — well, I’ll sleep on it.”



Next morning the Colonial Secretary and his companion, without any apparent reason, changed their plans and continued their journey. When the buggy was at the door and the latter came to bid his hostess farewell, he said, — 

“I am very sorry that we are compelled to go, for I shall not have an opportunity now of meeting your husband, Mrs. Chichester. And as I leave for England in a month, it is improbable that we shall ever meet!”

To this speech Mrs. Chichester, so the Colonial Secretary thought, rather illogically said, — 

“God bless you!”

THE END
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FROM SEVEN O’CLOCK in the evening until half past, that is to say for the half-hour preceding dinner, the Grand Hall of the Hotel Occidental, throughout the season, is practically a lounge, and is crowded with the most fashionable folk wintering in Cairo. The evening I am anxious to describe was certainly no exception to the rule. At the foot of the fine marble staircase — the pride of its owner — a well-known member of the French Ministry was chatting with an English Duchess whose pretty, but somewhat delicate, daughter was flirting mildly with one of the Sirdar’s Bimbashis, on leave from the Soudan. On the right-hand lounge of the Hall an Italian Countess, whose antecedents were as doubtful as her diamonds, was apparently listening to a story a handsome Greek attache was telling her; in reality, however, she was endeavouring to catch scraps of a conversation being carried on, a few feet away, between a witty Russian and an equally clever daughter of the United States. Almost every nationality was represented there, but unfortunately for our prestige, the majority were English. The scene was a brilliant one, and the sprinkling of military and diplomatic uniforms (there was a Reception at the Khedivial Palace later) lent an additional touch of colour to the picture. Taken altogether, and regarded from a political point of view, the gathering had a significance of its own.

At the end of the Hall, near the large glass doors, a handsome, elderly lady, with grey hair, was conversing with one of the leading English doctors of the place — a grey-haired, clever-looking man, who possessed the happy faculty of being able to impress everyone with whom he talked with the idea that he infinitely preferred his or her society to that of any other member of the world’s population. They were discussing the question of the most suitable clothing for a Nile voyage, and as the lady’s daughter, who was seated next her, had been conversant with her mother’s ideas on the subject ever since their first visit to Egypt (as indeed had been the Doctor), she preferred to lie back on the divan and watch the people about her. She had large, dark, contemplative eyes. Like her mother she took life seriously, but in a somewhat different fashion.

One who has been bracketed third in the Mathematical Tripos can scarcely be expected to bestow very much thought on the comparative merits of Jger, as opposed to dresses of the Common or Garden flannel. From this, however, it must not be inferred that she was in any way a blue stocking, that is, of course, in the vulgar acceptation of the word. She was thorough in all she undertook, and for the reason that mathematics interested her very much the same way that Wagner, chess, and, shall we say, croquet, interest other people, she made it her hobby, and it must be confessed she certainly succeeded in it. At other times she rode, drove, played tennis and hockey, and looked upon her world with calm, observant eyes that were more disposed to find good than evil in it. Contradictions that we are, even to ourselves, it was only those who knew her intimately, and they were few and far between, who realised that, under that apparently sober, matter-of-fact personality, there existed a strong leaning towards the mysterious, or, more properly speaking, the occult. Possibly she herself would have been the first to deny this — but that I am right in my surmise this story will surely be sufficient proof.

Mrs Westmoreland and her daughter had left their comfortable Yorkshire home in September, and, after a little dawdling on the Continent, had reached Cairo in November — the best month to arrive, in my opinion, for then the rush has not set in, the hotel servants have not had sufficient time to become weary of their duties, and what is better still, all the best rooms have not been bespoken. It was now the middle of December, and the fashionable caravanserai, upon which they had for many years bestowed their patronage, was crowded from roof to cellar. Every day people were being turned away, and the manager’s continual lament was that he had not another hundred rooms wherein to place more guests. He was a Swiss, and for that reason regarded hotel-keeping in the light of a profession.

On this particular evening Mrs Westmoreland and her daughter Cecilia had arranged to dine with Dr Forsyth — that is to say, they were to eat their meal at his table in order that they might meet a man of whom they had heard much, but whose acquaintance they had not as yet made.

The individual in question was a certain Professor Constanides — reputed one of the most advanced Egyptologists, and the author of several well-known works. Mrs Westmoreland was not of an exacting nature, and so long as she dined in agreeable company did not trouble herself very much whether it was with an English earl or a distinguished foreign savant.

‘It really does not matter, my dear,’ she was wont to observe to her daughter. ‘So long as the cooking is good and the wine above reproach, there is absolutely nothing to choose between them. A Prime Minister and a country vicar are, after all, only men. Feed them well and they’ll lie down and purr like tame cats. They don’t want conversation.’ From this it will be seen that Mrs Westmoreland was well acquainted with her world. Whether Miss Cecilia shared her opinions is another matter. At any rate, she had been looking forward for nearly a fortnight to meeting Constanides, who was popularly supposed to possess an extraordinary intuitive knowledge — instinct, perhaps, it should be called — concerning the localities of tombs of th Pharaohs of the Eleventh, Twelfth and Thirteenth Dynasties.

‘I am afraid Constanides is going to be late,’ said the Doctor, who had consulted his watch more than once. ‘I hope, in that case, as his friend and your host, you will permit me to offer you my apologies.’

The Doctor at no time objected to the sound of his own voice, and on this occasion he was even less inclined to do so. Mrs Westmoreland was a widow with an ample income, and Cecilia, he felt sure, would marry ere long.

‘He has still three minutes in which to put in an appearance,’ observed that young lady, quietly.

And then she added in the same tone, ‘Perhaps we ought to be thankful if he comes at all.’

Both Mrs Westmoreland and her friend the Doctor regarded her with mildly reproachful eyes.

The former could not understand anyone refusing a dinner such as she felt sure the Doctor had arranged for them; while the latter found it impossible to imagine a man who would dare to disappoint the famous Dr Forsyth, who, having failed in Harley Street, was nevertheless coining a fortune in the land of the Pharaohs.

‘My good friend Constanides will not disappoint us, I feel sure,’ he said, consulting his watch for the fourth time. ‘Possibly I am a little fast, at any rate I have never known him to be unpunctual. A remarkable — a very remarkable man is Constanides. I cannot remember ever to have met another like him. And such a scholar!’

Having thus bestowed his approval upon him the worthy Doctor pulled down his cuffs, straightened his tie, adjusted his pince-nez in his best professional manner, and looked round the hall as if searching for someone bold enough to contradict the assertion he had just made.

‘You have, of course, read his Mythological Egypt,’ observed Miss Cecilia, demurely, speaking as if the matter were beyond doubt.

The Doctor looked a little confused.

‘Ahem! Well, let me see,’ he stammered, trying to find a way out of the difficulty. ‘Well, to tell the truth, my dear young lady, I’m not quite sure that I have studied that particular work. As a matter of fact, you see, I have so little leisure at my disposal for any reading that is not intimately connected with my profession. That, of course, must necessarily come before everything else.’

Miss Cecilia’s mouth twitched as if she were endeavouring to keep back a smile. At the same moment the glass doors of the vestibule opened and a man entered. So remarkable was he that everyone turned to look at him — a fact which did not appear to disconcert him in the least.

He was tall, well shaped, and carried himself with the air of one accustomed to command. His face was oval, his eyes large and set somewhat wide apart. It was only when they were directed fairly at one that one became aware of the power they possessed. The cheek bones were a trifle high, and the forehead possibly retreated towards the jet-black hair more than is customary in Greeks. He wore neither beard nor moustache, thus enabling one to see the wide, firm mouth, the compression of the lips which spoke for the determination of their possessor. Those who had an eye for such things noted the fact that he was faultlessly dressed, while Miss Cecilia, who had the precious gift of observation largely developed, noted that, with the exception of a single ring and a magnificent pearl stud, the latter strangely set, he wore no jewellery of any sort. He looked about him for Dr Forsyth, and, when he had located him, hastened forward. ‘My dear friend,’ he said in English, which he spoke with scarcely a trace of foreign accent, ‘I must crave your pardon a thousand times if I have kept you waiting.’ ‘On the contrary,’ replied the Doctor, effusively, ‘you are punctuality itself. Permit me to have the pleasure — the very great pleasure — of introducing you to my friends, Mrs Westmoreland and her daughter, Miss Cecilia, of whom you have often heard me speak.’ Professor Constanides bowed and expressed the pleasure he experienced in making their acquaintance. Though she could not have told you why, Miss Cecilia found herself undergoing very much the same sensation as she had done when she had passed up the Throne Room at her presentation. A moment later the gong sounded, and, with much rustling of skirts and fluttering of fans, a general movement was made towards the dining-room.

As host, Dr Forsyth gave his arm to Mrs Westmoreland, Constanides following with Miss Cecilia. The latter was conscious of a vague feeling of irritation; she admired the man and his work, but she wished his name had been anything rather than what it was. (It should be here remarked that the last Constanides she had encountered had swindled her abominably in the matter of a turquoise brooch, and in consequence the name had been an offence to her ever since.) Dr Forsyth’s table was situated at the further end, in the window, and from it a good view of the room could be obtained. The scene was an animated one, and one of the party, at least, I fancy, will never forget it — try how she may.

During the first two or three courses the conversation was practically limited to Cecilia and Constanides; the Doctor and Mrs Westmoreland being too busy to waste time on idle chatter.

Later, they became more amenable to the discipline of the table — or, in other words, they found time to pay attention to their neighbours.

Since then I have often wondered with what feelings Cecilia looks back upon that evening. In order, perhaps, to punish me for my curiosity, she has admitted to me since that she had never known, up to that time, what it was to converse with a really clever man. I submitted to the humiliation for the reason that we are, if not lovers, at least old friends, and, after all, Mrs Westmoreland’s cook is one in a thousand.

From that evening forward, scarcely a day passed in which Constanides did not enjoy some portion of Miss Westmoreland’s society. They met at the polo ground, drove in the Gezireh, shopped in the Muski, or listened to the band, over afternoon tea, on the balcony of Shepheard’s Hotel. Constanides was always unobtrusive, always picturesque and invariably interesting. What was more to the point, he never failed to command attention whenever or wherever he might appear. In the Native Quarter he was apparently better known than in the European. Cecilia noticed that there he was treated with a deference such as one would only expect to be shown to a king. She marvelled, but said nothing. Personally, I can only wonder that her mother did not caution her before it was too late. Surely she must have seen how dangerous the intimacy was likely to become. It was old Colonel Bettenham who sounded the first note of warning. In some fashion or another he was connected with the Westmorelands, and therefore had more or less right to speak his mind.

‘Who the man is, I am not in a position to say,’ he remarked to the mother; ‘but if I were in your place I should be very careful. Cairo at this time of year is full of adventurers.’

‘But, my dear Colonel,’ answered Mrs Westmoreland, ‘you surely do not mean to insinuate that the Professor is an adventurer. He was introduced to us by Dr Forsyth, and he has written so many clever books.’

‘Books, my dear madam, are not everything,’ the other replied judicially, and with that fine impartiality which marks a man who does not read. ‘As a matter of fact I am bound to confess that Phipps — one of my captains — wrote a novel some years ago, but only one. The mess pointed out to him that it wasn’t good form, don’t you know, so he never tried the experiment again. But as for this man, Constanides, as they call him, I should certainly be more than careful.’ I have been told since that this conversation worried poor Mrs Westmoreland more than she cared to admit, even to herself. To a very large extent she, like her daughter, had fallen under the spell of the Professor’s fascination. Had she been asked, point blank, she would doubtless have declared that she preferred the Greek to the Englishman — though, of course, it would have seemed flat heresy to say so. And yet — well, doubtless you can understand what I mean without my explaining further. I am inclined to believe that I was the first to notice that there was serious trouble brewing. I could see a strained look in the girl’s eyes for which I found if difficult to account. Then the truth dawned upon me, and I am ashamed to say that I began to watch her systematically. We have few secrets from each other now, and she has told me a good deal of what happened during that extraordinary time — for extraordinary it certainly was. Perhaps none of us realised what a unique drama we were watching — one of the strangest, I am tempted to believe, that this world of ours has ever seen. Christmas was just past and the New Year was fairly under way when the beginning of the end came. I think by that time even Mrs Westmoreland had arrived at some sort of knowledge of the case. But it was then too late to interfere. I am as sure that Cecilia was not in love with Constanides as I am of anything. She was merely fascinated by him, and to a degree that, happily for the peace of the world, is as rare as the reason for it is perplexing. To be precise, it was on Tuesday, January the 3rd, that the crisis came. On the evening of that day, accompanied by her daughter and escorted by Dr Forsyth, Mrs Westmoreland attended a reception at the palace of a certain Pasha, whose name I am obviously compelled to keep to myself. For the purposes of my story it is sufficient, however, that he is a man who prides himself on being up-to-date in most things, and for that and other reasons invitations to his receptions are eagerly sought after. In his drawing-room one may meet some of the most distinguished men in Europe, and on occasion it is even possible to obtain an insight into certain political intrigues that, to put it mildly, afford one an opportunity of reflecting on the instability of mundane affairs and of politics in particular.

The evening was well advanced before Constanides made his appearance. When he did, it was observed that he was more than usually quiet. Later, Cecilia permitted him to conduct her into the balcony, whence, since it was a perfect moonlight night, a fine view of the Nile could be obtained. Exactly what he said to her I have never been able to discover; I have, however, her mother’s assurance that she was visibly agitated when she rejoined her. As a matter of fact, they returned to the hotel almost immediately, when Cecilia, pleading weariness, retired to her room.

And now this is the part of the story you will find as difficult to believe as I did. Yet I have indisputable evidence that it is true. It was nearly midnight and the large hotel was enjoying the only quiet it knows in the twenty-four hours. I have just said that Cecilia had retired, but in making that assertion I am not telling the exact truth, for though she had bade mother ‘Goodnight’ and had gone to her room, it was not to rest. Regardless of the cold night air she had thrown open the window, and was standing looking out into the moonlit street. Of what she was thinking I do not know, nor can she remember. For my own part, however, I incline to the belief that she was in a semi-hypnotic condition and that for the time being her mind was a blank.

From this point I will let Cecilia tell the story herself.

How long I stood at the window I cannot say; it may have been only five minutes, it might have been an hour. Then, suddenly, an extraordinary thing happened. I knew that it was imprudent, I was aware that it was even wrong, but an overwhelming craving to go out seized me. I felt as if the house were stifling me and that if I did not get out into the cool night air, and within a few minutes, I should die. Stranger still, I felt no desire to battle with the temptation. It was as if a will infinitely stronger than my own was dominating me and that I was powerless to resist. Scarcely conscious of what I was doing I changed my dress, and then, throwing on a cloak, switched off the electric light and stepped out into the corridor. The white-robed Arab servants were lying about on the floor as is their custom; they were all asleep. On the thick carpet of the great staircase my steps made no sound. The hall was in semi-darkness and the watchman must have been absent on his rounds, for there was no one there to spy upon me. Passing through the vestibule I turned the key of the front door. Still success attended me, for the lock shot back with scarcely a sound and I found myself in the street. Even then I had no thought of the folly of this escapade. I was merely conscious of the mysterious power that was dragging me on. Without hesitation I turned to the right and hastened along the pavement, faster I think than I had ever walked in my life. Under the trees it was comparatively dark, but out in the roadway it was well-nigh as bright as day. Once a carriage passed me and I could hear its occupants, who were French, conversing merrily — otherwise I seemed to have the city to myself. Later I heard a muezzin chanting his call to prayer from the minaret of some mosque in the neighbourhood, the cry being taken up and repeated from other mosques. Then at the corner of a street I stopped as if in obedience to a command. I can recall the fact that I was trembling, but for what reason I could not tell. I say this to show that while I was incapable of returning to the hotel, or of exercising my normal will power, I still possessed the faculty of observation.

I had scarcely reached the corner referred to, which, as a matter of fact, I believe I should recognise if I saw it again, when the door of a house opened and a man emerged. It was Professor Constanides, but his appearance at such a place and at such an hour, like everything else that happened that night, did not strike me as being in any way extraordinary.

‘You have obeyed me,’ he said by way of greeting. ‘That is well. Now let us be going — the hour is late.’

As he said it there came the rattle of wheels and a carriage drove swiftly round the corner and pulled up before us. My companion helped me into it and took his place beside me. Even then, unheard-of as my action was, I had no thought of resisting.

‘What does it mean?’ I asked. ‘Oh, tell me what it means? Why am I here?’

‘You will soon know,’ was his reply, and his voice took a tone I had never noticed in it before. We had driven some considerable distance, in fact, I believe we had crossed the river, before either of us spoke again.

‘Think,’ said my companion, ‘and tell me whether you can remember ever having driven with me before?’

‘We have driven together many times lately,’ I replied. ‘Yesterday to the polo, and the day before to the Pyramids.’

‘Think again,’ he said, and as he did so he placed his hand on mine. It was as cold as ice.

However, I only shook my head.

‘I cannot remember,’ I answered, and yet I seemed to be dimly conscious of something that was too intangible to be a recollection. He uttered a little sigh and once more we were silent. The horses must have been good ones for they whirled us along at a fast pace. I did not take much interest in the route we followed, but at last something attracted my attention and I knew that we were on the road to Gizeh. A few moments later the famous Museum, once the palace of the ex-Khedive Ismail, came into view. Almost immediately the carriage pulled up in the shadow of the Lebbek trees and my companion begged me to alight. I did so, whereupon he said something, in what I can only suppose was Arabic, to his coachman, who whipped up his horses and drove swiftly away.

‘Come,’ he said, in the same tone of command as before, and then led the way towards the gates of the old palace. Dominated as my will was by his I could still notice how beautiful the building looked in the moonlight. In the daytime it presents a faded and unsubstantial appearance, but now, with its Oriental tracery, it was almost fairylike. The Professor halted at the gates and unlocked them. How he had admitted us, I cannot say. It suffices that, almost before I was aware of it, we had passed through the garden and were ascending the steps to the main entrance. The doors behind us, we entered the first room. It is only another point in this extraordinary adventure when I declare that even now I was not afraid; and yet to find oneself in such a place and at such an hour at any other time would probably have driven me beside myself with terror.

The moonlight streamed in upon us, revealing the ancient monuments and the other indescribable memorials of those long-dead ages. Once more my conductor uttered his command and we went on through the second room, passed the Skekh-El-Beled and the Seated Scribe. Room after room we traversed, and to do so it seemed to me that we ascended stairs innumerable. At last we came to one in which Constanides paused. It contained numerous mummy cases and was lighted by a skylight through which the rays of the moon streamed in. We were standing before one which I remembered to have remarked on the occasion of our last visit. I could distinguish the paintings upon it distinctly. Professor Constanides, with the deftness which showed his familiarity with the work, removed the lid and revealed to me the swathed-up figure within. The face was uncovered and was strangely well-preserved. I gazed down on it, and as I did so a sensation that I had never known before passed over me. My body seemed to be shrinking, my blood to be turning to ice.

For the first time I endeavoured to exert myself, to tear myself from the bonds that were holding me. But it was in vain. I was sinking — sinking — sinking — into I knew not what. Then the voice of the man who had brought me to the place sounded in my ears as if he were speaking from a long way off. After that a great light burst upon me, and it was as if I were walking in a dream; yet I knew it was too real, too true to life to be a mere creation of my fancy.

It was night and the heavens were studded with stars. In the distance a great army was encamped and at intervals the calls of the sentries reached me. Somehow I seemed to feel no wonderment at my position. Even my dress caused me no surprise. To my left, as I looked towards the river, was a large tent, before which armed men paced continually. I looked about me as if I expected to see someone, but there was no one.

‘It is for the last time,’ I told myself. ‘Come what may, it shall be the last time!’

Still I waited, and as I did so I could hear the night wind sighing through the rushes on the river’s bank. From the tent near me — for Usirtasen, son of Amenemhait — was then fighting against the Libyans and was commanding his army in person — came the sound of revelry. The air blew cold from the desert and I shivered, for I was but thinly clad. Then I hid myself in the shadow of a great rock that was near at hand. Presently I caught the sound of a footstep, and there came into view a tall man, walking carefully, as though he had no desire that the sentries on guard before the Royal tent should become aware of his presence in the neighbourhood. As I saw him I moved from where I was standing to meet him. He was none other than Sinfihit — younger son of Amenemhait and brother of Usirtasen — who was at that moment conferring with his generals in the tent.

I can see him now as he came towards me, tall, handsome, and defiant in his bearing as a man should be. He walked with the assured step of one who has been a soldier and trained to warlike exercises from his youth up. For a moment I regretted the news I had to tell him — but only for a moment. I could hear the voice of Usirtasen in the tent, and after that I had no thought for anyone else.

‘Is it thou, Nofrit?’ he asked as soon as he saw me.

‘It is I!’ I replied. ‘You are late, Sinfihit. You tarry too long over the wine cups.’

‘You wrong me, Nofrit,’ he answered, with all the fierceness for which he was celebrated. ‘I have drunk no wine this night. Had I not been kept by the Captain of the Guard I should have been here sooner. Thou art not angry with me, Nofrit?’

‘Nay, that were presumption on my part, my lord,’ I answered. ‘Art thou not the King’s son, Sinfihit?’

‘And by the Holy Ones I swear that it were better for me if I were not,’ he replied. ‘Usirtasen, my brother, takes all and I am but the jackal that gathers up the scraps wheresoever he may find them.’ He paused for a moment. ‘However, all goes well with our plot. Let me but have time and I will yet be ruler of this land and of all the Land of Khem beside.’ He drew himself up to his full height and looked towards the sleeping camp. It was well known that between the brothers there was but little love, and still less trust.

‘Peace, peace,’ I whispered, fearing lest his words might be overheard. ‘You must not talk so, my lord. Should you by chance be heard you know what the punishment would be!’

He laughed a short and bitter laugh. He was well aware that Usirtasen would show him no mercy. It was not the first time he had been suspected, and he was playing a desperate game. He came a step closer to me and took my hand in his. I would have withdrawn it — but he gave me no opportunity. Never was a man more in earnest than he was then.

‘Nofrit,’ he said, and I could feel his breath upon my cheek, ‘what is my answer to be? The time for talking is past; now we must act. As thou knowest, I prefer deeds to words, and to-morrow my brother Usirtasen shall learn that I am as powerful as he.’

Knowing what I knew I could have laughed him to scorn for his boastful speech. The time, however, was not yet ripe, so I held my peace. He was plotting against his brother, whom I loved, and it was his desire that I should help him. That, however, I would not do. ‘Listen,’ he said, drawing even closer to me, and speaking in a voice that showed me plainly how much in earnest he was, ‘thou knowest how much I love thee. Thou knowest that there is nought I would not do for thee or for thy sake. Be but faithful to me now and there is nothing thou shalt ask in vain of me hereafter. All is prepared, and ere the moon is gone I shall be Pharaoh and reign beside Amenemhait, my father.’ ‘Are you so sure that your plans will not miscarry?’ I asked, with what was almost a sneer at his recklessness — for recklessness it surely was to think that he could induce an army that had been admittedly successful to swerve in its allegiance to the general who had won its battles for it, and to desert in the face of the enemy. Moreover, I knew that he was wrong in believing that his father cared more for him than for Usirtasen, who had done so much for the kingdom, and who was beloved by high and low alike. But it was not in Sinfihit’s nature to look upon the dark side of things. He had complete confidence in himself and in his power to bring his conspiracy against his father and brother to a successful issue. He revealed to me his plans, and, bold though they were, I could see that it was impossible that they could succeed. And in the event of his failing, what mercy could he hope to receive? I knew Usirtasen too well to think that he would show any. With all the eloquence I could command I implored him to abandon the attempt, or at least to delay it for a time. He seized my wrist and pulled me to him, peering fiercely into my face.

‘Art playing me false?’ he asked. ‘If it is so it were better that you should drown yourself in yonder river. Betray me and nothing shall save you — not even Pharaoh himself.’

That he meant what he said I felt convinced. The man was desperate; he was staking all he had in the world upon the issue of his venture. I can say with truth that it was not my fault that we had been drawn together, and yet on this night of all others it seemed as if there were nothing left for me but to side with him or to bring about his downfall.

‘Nofrit,’ he said, after a short pause, ‘is it nothing, thinkest thou, to be the wife of a Pharaoh? Is it not worth striving for, particularly when it can be so easily accomplished?’

I knew, however, that he was deluding himself with false hopes. What he had in his mind could never come to pass. I was like dry grass between two fires. All that was required was one small spark to bring about a conflagration in which I should be consumed.

‘Harken to me, Nofrit,’ he continued. ‘You have means of learning Usirtasen’s plans. Send me word to-morrow as to what is in his mind and the rest will be easy. Your reward shall be greater than you dream of.’

Though I had no intention of doing what he asked, I knew that in his present humour it would be little short of madness to thwart him. I therefore temporised with him, and allowed him to suppose that I would do as he wished, and then, bidding him good-night, I sped away towards the hut where I was lodged. I had not been there many minutes when a messenger came to me from Usirtasen, summoning me to his presence. Though I could not understand what it meant I hastened to obey.

On arrival there I found him surrounded by the chief officers of his army. One glance at his face was sufficient to tell me that he was violently angry with someone, and I had the best of reasons for believing that that someone was myself. Alas! it was as I had expected.

Sinfihit’s plot had been discovered; he had been followed and watched, and my meeting with him that evening was known. I protested my innocence in vain. The evidence was too strong against me.

‘Speak, girl, and tell what thou knowest,’ said Usirtasen, in a voice I had never heard him use before. ‘It is the only way by which thou canst save thyself. Look to it that thy story tallies with the tales of others!’

I trembled in every limb as I answered the questions he put to me. It was plain that he no longer trusted me, and that the favour I had once found in his eyes was gone, never to return. ‘It is well,’ he said when I had finished my story. ‘And now we will see thy partner — the man who would have put me — the Pharaoh who is to be — to the sword had I not been warned in time.’

He made a sign to one of the officers who stood by, whereupon the latter left the tent, to return a few moments later with Sinfihit.

‘Hail, brother!’ said Usirtasen, mockingly, as he leaned back in his chair and looked at him through half-shut eyes. ‘You tarried but a short time over the wine cup this night. I fear it pleased thee but little. Forgive me; on another occasion better shall be found for thee lest thou shouldst deem us lacking in our hospitality.’

‘There were matters that needed my attention and I could not stay,’ Sinfihit replied, looking his brother in the face. ‘Thou wouldst not have me neglect my duties.’

‘Nay! nay! Maybe they were matters that concerned our personal safety?’ Usirtasen continued, still with the same gentleness. ‘Maybe you heard that there were those in our army who were not well disposed towards us? Give me their names, my brother, that due punishment may be meted out to them.’

Before Sinfihit could reply, Usirtasen had sprung to his feet.

‘Dog!’ he cried, ‘darest thou prate to me of matters of importance when thou knowest thou hast been plotting against me and my father’s throne. I have doubted thee these many months and now all is made clear. By the Gods, the Holy Ones, I swear that thou shalt die for this ere cock-crow.

It was at this moment that Sinfihit became aware of my presence. A little cry escaped him, and his face told me as plainly as any words could speak that he believed that I had betrayed him. He was about to speak, probably to denounce me, when the sound of voices reached us from outside.

Usirtasen bade the guards to ascertain what it meant, and presently a messenger entered the tent.

He was travel-stained and weary. Advancing towards where Usirtasen was seated, he knelt before him.

‘Hail, Pharaoh,’ he said. ‘I come to three from the Palace of Titoui.’

An anxious expression came over Usirtasen’s face as he heard this. I also detected beads of perspiration on the brow of Sinfihit. A moment latter it was known to us that Amenemhait was dead, and, therefore, Usirtasen reigned in his stead. The news was so sudden, and the consequences so vast, that it was impossible to realise quite what it meant. I looked across at Sinfihit and his eyes met mine. He seemed to be making up his mind about something. Then with lightning speed he sprang upon me; a dagger gleamed in the air; I felt as if a hot iron had been thrust into my breast, and after that I remember no more.

As I felt myself falling I seemed to wake from my dream — if dream it were — to find myself standing in the Museum by the mummy case, and with Professor Constanides by my side.

‘You have seen,’ he said. ‘You have looked back across the centuries to that day when, as Nofrit, I believed you had betrayed me, and killed you. After that I escaped from the camp and fled into Kaduma. There I died; but it was decreed that my soul should never know peace till we had met again and you had forgiven me. I have waited all these years, and see — we meet at last.’

Strange to say, even then the situation did not strike me as being in any way improbable. Yet now, when I see it set down in black and white, I find myself wondering that I dare to ask anyone in their sober senses to believe it to be true. Was I in truth that same Nofrit who, four thousand years before, had been killed by Sinfihit, son of Amenemhait, because he believed that I had betrayed him? It seemed incredible, and yet, if it were a creation of my imagination, what did the dream mean? I fear it is a riddle of which I shall probably never know the answer. My failure to reply to his question seemed to cause him pain.

‘Nofrit,’ he said, and his voice shook with emotion, ‘think what your forgiveness means to me. Without it I am lost both here and hereafter.’

His voice was low and pleading and his face in the moonlight was like that of a man who knew the uttermost depths of despair.

‘Forgive — forgive,’ he cried again, holding out his hands to me. ‘If you do not, I must go back to the sufferings which have been my portion since I did the deed which wrought my ruin.’

I felt myself trembling like a leaf.

‘If it is as you say, though I cannot believe it, I forgive you freely,’ I answered, in a voice that I scarcely recognised as my own.

For some moments he was silent, then he knelt before me and took my hand, which he raised to his lips. After that, rising, he laid his head upon the breast of the mummy before which we were standing. Looking down at it he addressed it thus:

‘Rest, Sinfihit, son of Amenemhait — for that which was foretold for thee is now accomplished, and the punishment which was decreed is at an end. Henceforth thou mayest sleep in peace.’
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After that he replaced the lid of the coffin, and when this was done he turned to me.

‘Let us be going,’ he said, and we went together through the rooms by the way we had come.

Together we left the building and passed through the gardens out into the road beyond. There we found the carriage waiting for us, and we took our places in it. Once more the horses sped along the silent road, carrying us swiftly back to Cairo. During the drive not a word was spoken by either of us. The only desire I had left was to get back to the hotel and lay my aching head upon my pillow. We crossed the bridge and entered the city. What the time was I had no idea, but I was conscious that the wind blew chill as if in anticipation of the dawn. At the same corner whence we had started, the coachman stopped his horses and I alighted, after which he drove away as if he had received his orders before-hand.

‘Will you permit me to walk with you as far as your hotel?’ said Constanides, with his customary politeness.

I tried to say something in reply, but my voice failed me. I would much rather have been alone, but as he would not allow this we set off together. At the corner of the street in which the hotel is situated we stopped.

‘Here we must part,’ he said. Then, after a pause, he added, ‘And for ever. From this moment I shall never see your face again.’

‘You are leaving Cairo?’ was the only thing I could say.

‘Yes, I am leaving Cairo,’ he replied with peculiar emphasis. ‘My errand here is accomplished. You need have no fear that I shall ever trouble you again.’

‘I have no fear,’ I answered, though I am afraid it was only a half truth.

He looked earnestly into my face.

‘Nofrit,’ he said, ‘for, say what you will, you are the Nofrit I would have made my Queen and have loved beyond all other women, never again will it be permitted you to look into the past as you did to-night. Had things been ordained otherwise we might have done great things together, but the gods willed that it should not be. Let it rest therefore. And now — farewell! To-night I go to the rest for which I have so long been seeking.’

Without another word he turned and left me. Then I went on to the hotel. How it came about I cannot say, but the door was open and I passed quickly in. Once more, to my joy, I found the watchman was absent from the hall. Trembling lest anyone might see me, I sped up the stairs and along the corridor, where the servants lay sleeping just as I had left them, and so to my room. Everything was exactly as I had left it, and there was nothing to show that my absence had been suspected. Again I went to the window, and, in a feeling of extraordinary agitation, looked out. Already there were signs of dawn in the sky. I sat down and tried to think over all that had happened to me that evening, endeavouring to convince myself, in the face of indisputable evidence, that it was not real and that I had only dreamt it. Yet it would not do! At last, worn out, I retired to rest. As a rule I sleep soundly; it is scarcely, however, a matter for wonderment that I did not do so on this occasion.

Hour after hour I tumbled and tossed — thinking — thinking — thinking. When I rose and looked into the glass I scarcely recognised myself. Indeed, my mother commented on my fagged appearance when we met at the breakfast table.

‘My dear child, you look as if you had been up all night,’ she said, and little did she guess, as she nibbled her toast, that there was a considerable amount of truth in her remark.

Later she went shopping with a lady staying in the hotel, while I went to my room to lie down.

When we met again at lunch it was easy to see that she had some news of importance to communicate.

‘My dear Cecilia,’ she said, ‘I have just seen Dr Forsyth, and he has given me a terrible shock. I don’t want to frighten you, my girl, but have you heard that Professor Constanides was found dead in bed this morning? It is a most terrible affair! He must have died during the night!’

I am not going to pretend that I had any reply ready to offer her at that moment.


The Black Lady of Brin Tor

[image: img186.jpg]

I HAVE SEEN some curious sights, and have taken part in some equally curious affairs, in the course of my career, but I can safely assert that the story I am going to tell you now equals, if it does not excel, anything I have ever known. I had just returned from South America, where I had been ranching for a good number of years, and, having been more successful than the majority of men who go in for that occupation, had returned to the Old Country with the intention of making it my home for the remainder of my existence.

If you are prepared to spend the money it would not seem difﬁcult to ﬁnd a house of the description you require. Yet only those who have tried it know what a serious business it can be. One will be too large, and without sufficient land, another too small and with more land than you care to be bothered with. My wife and I visited innumerable places, and at last were beginning to despair of ever ﬁnding what we wanted. Then, quite by chance, I happened to hear of the property with which this story is connected. It was necessary for me to visit Plymouth in order to meet a friend who was returning from Australia. The beauty of Devon is proverbial, and never better than in the autumn. After my long absence abroad it had a charm for me that I ﬁnd it difﬁcult to express in words. The dark red soil, the luxuriant hedgerows, the babbling brooks, and the vast solitude of Dartmoor appeal to me with overwhelming force. This was the county for me, if only I could ﬁnd the description of place for which I had been so long and wearily searching. While I was awaiting the arrival of my friend’s vessel I made it my business to call on one of the leading house agents in order to make inquiries. Alas for my hopes. He had nothing on his books that I cared even to consider. I tried another, and yet a third, but with the same result. There were houses in plenty in the town, but they were useless; there were others in the immediate neighbourhood, but each had some drawback. I bade the last agent “good-afternoon” and returned to my hotel, very disappointed at my ill-success. That evening my friend arrived, and, in the pleasure of welcoming him, I forgot, for the time being, my quest of a residence. I was nearer success, however, than I, imagined.

On descending to the coffee-room next morning, I found a letter upon my plate. It was from the ﬁrst agent upon whom I had called on the previous day. Quite by chance, he said, he had happened to hear of an estate situated in a charming little village on the edge of the moor. The house was an old and picturesque one, and the property consisted of some seventy acres. Some slight repairs would have to be effected, for the reason that the house had not been inhabited for some considerable time — the owner being abroad and unable to keep it up. In conclusion, it was stated that the estate would either be let on lease or sold outright. I carefully studied the particulars enclosed, and, as I did so, began to feel that it really looked as if I had at last discovered what I wanted. When my friend descended I told him the news, and invited him to remain a day longer in order to come out with me and inspect it. He consented to do so, and that afternoon we chartered a carriage and drove out.

There are reasons why I suppress the name of the village. They will, I expect, be obvious to you. Give a dog a bad name and hang him may apply as well to a property as to the canine race.

The Hall, as the place was called, was on the further side of the village, and was on the very edge of the moor. The agent had described it exactly when he declared it to be a picturesque old building. If stood on high ground, and immediately behind it rose the steep side of Erin Tor, crowned with enormous boulders that gave it a strangely wild appearance. The house itself was approached by a lengthy carriage drive, and, as I learned later, had been built in the days of the early Georges. From the ﬁrst moment that I saw it I liked it. We drew up at the steps and alighted. Upon my ringing the bell the door was opened to us by an elderly party of the housekeeper persuasion, who soon revealed the fact that she was as deaf as a post, and not only deaf but as stupid as a. mule —— if a mule can be said to be stupider than anything else. I presented her with the order to view, whereupon she examined it as if it were a bank note for a thousand pounds, and she was not quite certain as to whether it was genuine. At last, however, she condescended to admit us, and we entered the large, square hall. It ~was paved, and I must confess did not present a very inviting appearance. The oak panelling, however, was handsome, while the grand staircase was massive and ﬁnely carved. With no very good grace the old woman threw open the door of the room which I judged to be the dining-room, thence we proceeded on our tour of investigation. The house, with the exception of the kitchen and bedroom, was quite unfurnished, and certainly stood in need of repair. It possessed, however, great possibilities, and I felt sure that, when furnished and put in proper order, it would make a charming dwelling. The old woman’s husband, who was as decrepit as his wife, took charge of us when we left the house and conducted us to the stables, thence through the garden to the glass houses. These had evidently been allowed to go to rack and ruin for a very long time past. By the time our inspection was ﬁnished the afternoon was well advanced, and, if we desired to get back to Plymouth in time for dinner, it behoved us to start at once.

That evening I wrote a long description of what I had seen to my wife, inviting her to join me in order that I might have her opinion. Next day she arrived. She proved to be as charmed with it as I was, and by the end of the week following, matters were in excellent trim for my becoming its owner. As soon as necessary legal formalities had been complied with, my wife set off for London on furniture-buying thoughts intent, while I remained behind to hurry on the work that had to be completed before we could come into residence. At last — it was the second week in November, if my memory serves me — the furniture began to arrive. A make-shift bedroom was prepared for me, and I exchanged the hotel in Plymouth for my own abode.

For the next few days my life was not altogether a bed of roses. Everything had to be arranged, the servants were new, while the furnisher’s men required strict supervision to prevent them from spending the greater part of their time at the village inn. However, it was all done at last, and I felt that, when my wife gave it the few ﬁnishing touches which only a woman can do, it would be as nearly perfect as a man could wish to have his home.

It was on the day that my wife arrived that the ﬁrst serious circumstance occurred, which it is the purpose of this story to relate. We had ﬁnished dinner and were sitting in our drawing-room discussing affairs in general, and wondering when the butler was going to bring in the coffee.

“I told him we would have it immediately after dinner,” said my wife.

I rang the bell, and almost immediately he appeared to answer it.

He looked round the room in surprise, as if he expected to ﬁnd a third person present.

“We will have coffee, Simpson,” said my wife. “Always let us have it as soon after dinner as possible.”

“You will excuse me, madam, but I thought you were engaged with a lady.”

“I have seen no lady.”

He looked at her in bewilderment. “A lady came up the hall,” he said, “just as you left the dining hall, and I thought she came in here.”

I looked at the man sharply; apparently he was sober.

“You must have dreamt it,” I continued.

“No, sir, I did not. I saw her quite distinctly, and would know her again anywhere. She seemed in great trouble, so that is why I did not disturb you. I am very sorry, sir.”

He departed to bring in the coffee. When he returned I asked him to describe the person in question more minutely. I gathered that she was tall, and had a beautiful face, but with a very sad expression. She was dressed entirely in black, and had what he called “a black lace shawl” upon her head. The man was deeply in earnest, but I could make neither head nor tail of it.

“Let us look round,” I said. “I am quite certain that the hall door has not been opened since dinner, and if she is in the house now we shall doubtless ﬁnd her.”

Accompanied by my wife we set off, visited all the rooms on the ground ﬂoor, not omitting the servants’ hall. My wife questioned the maids, but one and all asserted that they had not been into the hall since dinner. We next tried all the rooms upstairs with the same result. Simpson’s mysterious black lady, if she had existed, was certainly not in the house. I felt more than ever convinced that the man must have fallen asleep in his pantry and have dreamt it. But we were not done with her yet. A week or so afterwards, and when we were quite settled in, one of the maids who had been down to the village declared that, on a path that led through the shrubbery to a side gate, she had met a lady who seemed in great distress. According to the girl’s story she was wringing her hands. It was too dark for the maid to see her face.

“You are quite sure of what you are saying?” I asked, when Simpson brought the girl into my presence.

“I am quite sure, sir,” was her reply. “I held the gate open for her to pass through.”

“Did she speak to you?”

“Not a word, sir! She just went by me as if she did not see me.”

“This is really one of the strangest things I have ever heard,” I said to my wife,’ when we were alone together. “I wonder who the woman is, and by what right she trespasses on my grounds? If I meet her I shall put the question to her.”

Christmas was now drawing near, and we had invited a large house party to spend the festive season with us. Among the number was a young fellow named Desborough, who had just got his troop in a Lancer regiment. We had placed him in a room in the bachelors’ wing, which was the oldest portion of the house. He and I were the ﬁrst two to reach the drawing-room before dinner.

“I say, old man,” he began, “how many people have you got in the house?”

I told him.

“Yes, but who is the other one? The lady with the sorrowful countenance, and a jolly pretty one at that!”

“There is no one else,” I replied. “I have given you the names of all of them.”

“Well, that’s funny! For I’ll swear she was no housemaid, and I’ve seen your wife’s maid. Are you sure you are not rotting me?”

“Perfectly sure! Describe this mysterious individual to me.”

“Well, I’m not much of a hand at that sort of work, but I know that she was jolly good looking, with what looked like a lace mantilla on her head, and she seemed to be in rare trouble. She was wringing her hands, and looked so sorrowfully at me that for a moment I was almost tempted to ask her what was the matter.”

“Wait here a moment,” I said. “I’ll run upstairs and see if I can discover who this person can be.”

I did so, muttering as I went that I was getting a little tired of the lady’s visits to my house. But though I searched the bachelors’ wing, and such other rooms as I could enter, no trace of her could I discover. I returned to the drawing-room and informed Desborough of my ill-success.

“Well, you can say what you like,” he answered. “I saw her as plainly as I can see you now.”

Thus the matter dropped for the time being.

My wife was the next to be favoured with a glimpse of her. It was Christmas Eve, and the ladies had been down to the church to decorate the ediﬁce for next day. It was almost dark when they started to return. My wife remained behind the party for about ten minutes to discuss certain matters with the Vicar. It was snowing heavily when she left the church, and the country looked indescribably beautiful in the light of the full moon. Her version of the story is that she had just left the shrubbery and was passing along the path that ran at the foot of the terrace, when she looked up and saw a woman, dressed in black, leaning with her hands upon it, looking down upon her. She declares to this day that she was too surprised to be frightened, or to say or do anything. Then the woman walked away from her, wringing her hands as if she were in great grief. Three minutes could not have elapsed before I had been told, and was out on the terrace in pursuit. I looked about, but there was no sign of her, and, stranger still, there was not a footmark other than my own upon the snow. The matter was getting beyond me. I could not make head nor tail of it.

Next day, after morning service, I took the Vicar aside and asked him if he could give me any clue to the mystery. I told him the matter was getting serious. The servants declared that it was a ghost, and, in consequence, were threatening to leave me.

“Well, I will not deny,” he said, “that something of this sort of thing has been village gossip for a great many years, and more than one person has laid claim to having seen it. Personally, I have never done so. The story goes that it is the spirit of a Spanish woman who was once the mistress of the house. If you will come into the church again I will show you a tablet to her memory.”

I followed him and discovered the inscription in question. It described her (for reasons already stated I will not give her name) as being the wife of the owner of the house, and also set forth the fact that she had died in the year 1782.

“There’s not much to be gained from that,” I said, “but the coincidence is, to say the least of it, singular.”

I thanked him and rejoined my party.

That evening was devoted to the usual amusements associated with the occasion. I am afraid we were all very juvenile, and must have shocked the grave Simpson. We played dumb crambo, acted charades, and at last came to thought-reading. In my turn I went out of the room while an experiment was preparing. The hall was brilliantly lighted, and I give you my word that I had no thought of the mysterious lady at that moment. Suddenly I looked up to see her passing along the corridor at the top of the great staircase in the direction of the bachelors’ quarter. Seizing a hat and coat I ran up the stairs just in time to see her turning the corner of the corridor. I set off in pursuit. She was evidently making her way to a little door that led By a ﬂight of steps to the garden below. By the time I reached it she had disappeared; but, throwing open the door, I saw her passing swiftly along the garden path towards the shrubbery. Donning my hat and drawing on my coat I continued my chase. She passed out of the wicket gate and turned into the narrow lane that led towards the Tor. It was the night of full moon, and was almost as light as day. Without leaving any track upon the snow she sped on at such a rate that I had great difﬁculty in keeping her in sight. At last she reached the foot of the Tor and began the ascent. This was more than I had bargained for, for it must be remembered that my feet were in evening dress shoes, and that the snow was lying inches deep upon the ground. However, having come so far, I was determined to see what the end of it would be. Staggering, falling, I began the climb, the black ﬁgure speeding on ahead of me, never pausing for a moment. At last it reached the summit and stood, while perhaps I could have counted twenty, upon the topmost boulder. It made a weird picture, I can assure you. Then she raised her arms above her head and fell through the air to the rocks, nearly two hundred feet below. On my honour it was so real that I gave a great cry as I saw it. I scrambled down to see if there was any sign of her, but there was none. The tragedy ended with her death. I went home scarcely able to believe the evidence of my senses.
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Next day I took Desborough up the Tor with me and described the scene to him. I believe he thought I had dreamt it all. We stood at the foot and looked up at it.

“By Jove, it would be a ghastly place to take a leap from,” he said. “Is that a cave up there?”

He pointed half-way up the face of the cliff. There certainly was a cave there.

“Perhaps that is the clue to the mystery,” I cried. “A man could be lowered to it from the top. As soon as the snow goes, I’ll have a look at it.”

A week later I took several of my men and a strong rope, and visited the Tor once more. After taking every precaution they lowered me over the cliff till I reached the narrow entrance to the cave. I managed to squeeze myself in, and then lit a candle which I had brought with me. Three steps took me into a fair-sized cavern, and showed me as strange and terrible a sight as man has ever looked upon. Stretched out upon the ﬂoor was the skeleton of a man; scattered around him were remains of books and what may once have been a blanket. I took up one of the books, and inside the cover found the name of the man whose wife’s tablet I had seen in the village church on Christmas Day. Later on I examined it carefully. Inside was written, “I am dying of starvation. They will not let my wife bring me food. I have destroyed the papers. Farewell, my own beloved wife.” Thus the mystery was solved. The poor remains were brought down from their long resting-place and decently interred. Since then the Black Lady, as the village folk call her, has not been seen. I do not pretend to account for it. I simply give you the story.


A Strange Goldfield
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OF COURSE NINE out of every ten intelligent persons will refuse to believe that there could be a grain of truth in the story I am now going to tell you. The tenth may have some small faith in my veracity, but what I think of his intelligence I am going to keep to myself.

In a certain portion of a certain Australian Colony two miners, when out prospecting in what was then, as now, one of the dreariest parts of the Island Continent, chanced upon a rich find.

They applied to Government for the usual reward, and in less than a month three thousand people were settled on the Field. What privations they had to go through to get there, and the miseries they had to endure when they did reach their journey’s end, have only a remote bearing on this story, but they would make a big book.

I should explain that between Railhead and the Field was a stretch of country some three hundred miles in extent. It was badly watered, vilely grassed, and execrably timbered. What was even worse, a considerable portion of it was made up of red sand, and everybody who has been compelled to travel over that knows what it means. Yet these enthusiastic seekers after wealth pushed on, some on horseback, some in bullock waggons, but the majority travelled on foot; the graves, and the skeletons of cattle belonging to those who had preceded them punctuating the route, and telling them what they might expect as they advanced.

That the Field did not prove a success is now a matter of history, but that same history, if you read between the lines, gives one some notion of what the life must have been like while it lasted. The water supply was entirely insufficient, provisions were bad and ruinously expensive; the men themselves were, as a rule, the roughest of the rough, while the less said about the majority of the women the better. Then typhoid stepped in and stalked like the Destroying Angel through the camp. Its inhabitants went down like sheep in a drought, and for the most part rose no more. Where there had been a lust of gold there was now panic, terror — every man feared that he might be the next to be attacked, and it was only the knowledge of those terrible three hundred miles that separated them from civilisation that kept many of them on the Field. The most thickly populated part was now the cemetery. Drink was the only solace, and under its influence such scenes were enacted as I dare not describe. As they heard of fresh deaths, men shook their fists at Heaven, and cursed the day when they first saw pick or shovel. Some, bolder than the rest, cleared out just as they stood; a few eventually reached civilisation, others perished in the desert. At last the Field was declared abandoned, and the dead were left to take their last long sleep, undisturbed by the clank of windlass or the blow of pick.

It would take too long to tell all the different reasons that combined to draw me out into that ‘most distressful country’. Let it suffice that our party consisted of a young Englishman named Spicer, a wily old Australian bushman named Matthews, and myself. We were better off than the unfortunate miners, inasmuch as we were travelling with camels, and our outfits were as perfect as money and experience could make them. The man who travels in any other fashion in that country is neither more nor less than a madman. For a month past we had been having a fairly rough time of it, and were then on our way south, where we had reason to believe rain had fallen, and, in consequence, grass was plentiful. It was towards evening when we came out of a gully in the ranges and had our first view of the deserted camp. We had no idea of its existence, and for this reason we pulled up our animals and stared at it in complete surprise. Then we pushed on again, wondering what on earth place we had chanced upon.

‘This is all right,’ said Spicer, with a chuckle. ‘We’re in luck. Grog shanties and stores, a bath, and perhaps girls.’

I shook my head.

‘I can’t make it out,’ I said. ‘What’s it doing out here?’

Matthews was looking at it under his hand, and, as I knew that he had been out in this direction on a previous occasion, I asked his opinion.

‘It beats me,’ he replied; ‘but if you ask me what I think I should say it’s Gurunya, the Field that was deserted some four or five years back.’

‘Look here,’ cried Spicer, who was riding a bit on our left, ‘what are all these things — graves, as I’m a living man. Here, let’s get out of this. There are hundreds of them and before I know where I am old Polyphemus here will be on his nose.’

What he said was correct — the ground over which we were riding was literally bestrewn with graves, some of which had rough, tumbledown head boards, others being destitute of all adornment. We turned away and moved on over safer ground in the direction of the Field itself.

Such a pitiful sight I never want to see again. The tents and huts, in numerous cases, were still standing, while the claims gaped at us on every side like new-made graves. A bullock dray, weather-worn but still in excellent condition, stood in the main street outside a grog shanty whose sign-board, strange incongruity, bore the name of ‘The Killarney Hotel’. Nothing would suit Spicer but that he must dismount and go in to explore. He was not long away, and when he returned it was with a face as white as a sheet of paper.

‘You never saw such a place,’ he almost whispered. ‘All I want to do is to get out of it. There’s a skeleton on the floor in the back room with an empty rum bottle alongside it.’

He mounted, and, when his beast was on its feet once more, we went on our way. Not one of us was sorry when we had left the last claim behind us.

Half a mile or so from the Field the country begins to rise again. There is also a curious cliff away to the left, and, as it looked like being a likely place to find water, we resolved to camp there. We were within a hundred yards or so of this cliff when an exclamation from Spicer attracted my attention.

‘Look!’ he cried. ‘What’s that?’

I followed the direction in which he was pointing, and, to my surprise, saw the figure of a man running as if for his life among the rocks. I have said the figure of a man, but, as a matter of fact, had there been baboons in the Australian bush, I should have been inclined to have taken him for one.

‘This is a day of surprises,’ I said. ‘Who can the fellow be? And what makes him act like that?’

We still continued to watch him as he proceeded on his erratic course along the base of the cliff — then he suddenly disappeared.

‘Let’s get on to camp,’ I said, ‘and then we’ll go after him and endeavour to settle matters a bit.’

Having selected a place we offsaddled and prepared our camp. By this time it was nearly dark, and it was very evident that, if we wanted to discover the man we had seen, it would be wise not to postpone the search too long. We accordingly strolled off in the direction he had taken, keeping a sharp look-out for any sign of him. Our search, however, was not successful. The fellow had disappeared without leaving a trace of his whereabouts behind him, and yet we were all certain that we had seen him. At length we returned to our camp for supper, completely mystified. As we ate our meal we discussed the problem and vowed that, on the morrow, we would renew the search. Then the full moon rose over the cliff, and the plain immediately became well-nigh as bright as day. I had lit my pipe and was stretching myself out upon my blankets when something induced me to look across at a big rock, some half-dozen paces from the fire. Peering round it, and evidently taking an absorbing interest in our doings, was the most extraordinary figure I have ever beheld. Shouting something to my companions, I sprang to my feet and dashed across at him. He saw me and fled. Old as he apparently was, he could run like a jack-rabbit, and, though I have the reputation of being fairly quick on my feet, I found that I had all my work cut out to catch him. Indeed, I am rather doubtful as to whether I should have done so at all had he not tripped and measured his length on the ground. Before he could get up I was on him.

‘I’ve got you at last, my friend,’ I said. ‘Now you just come along back to the camp, and let us have a look at you.’

In reply he snarled like a dog and I believe would have bitten me had I not held him off. My word, he was a creature, more animal than man, and the reek of him was worse than that of our camels. From what I could tell he must have been about sixty years of age — was below the middle height, had white eyebrows, white hair and a white beard. He was dressed partly in rags and partly in skins, and went barefooted like a black fellow. While I was overhauling him the others came up — whereupon we escorted him back to the camp.

‘What wouldn’t Barnum give for him?’ said Spicer. ‘You’re a beauty, my friend, and no mistake. What’s your name?’

The fellow only grunted in reply — then, seeing the pipes in our mouths, a curious change came over him, and he muttered something that resembled ‘Give me.’

‘Wants a smoke,’ interrupted Matthew’s. ‘Poor beggar’s been without for a long time, I reckon. Well, I’ve got an old pipe, so he can have a draw.’

He procured one from his pack saddle, filled it and handed it to the man, who snatched it greedily and began to puff away at it.

‘How long have you been out here?’ I asked, when he had squatted himself down alongside the fire.

‘Don’t know,’ he answered, this time plainly enough.

‘Can’t you get back?’ continued Matthews, who knew the nature of the country on the other side.

‘Don’t want to,’ was the other’s laconic reply. ‘Stay here.’

I heard Spicer mutter, ‘Mad — mad as a March hare.’

We then tried to get out of him where he hailed from, but he had either forgotten or did not understand. Next we inquired how he managed to live. To this he answered readily enough, ‘Carnies.’

Now the carny is a lizard of the iguana type, and eaten raw would be by no means an appetizing dish. Then came the question that gives me my reason for telling this story. It was Spicer who put it.

‘You must have a lonely time of it out here,’ said the latter. ‘How do you manage for company?’

‘There is the Field,’ he said, ‘as sociable a Field as you’d find.’

‘But the Field’s deserted, man,’ I put in. ‘And has been for years.’

The old fellow shook his head.

‘As sociable a Field as ever you saw,’ he repeated. ‘There’s Sailor Dick and ‘Frisco, Dick Johnson, Cockney Jim, and half a hundred of them. They’re taking it out powerful rich on the Golden South, so I heard when I was down at “The Killarney”, a while back.’

It was plain to us all that the old man was, as Spicer had said, as mad as a hatter. For some minutes he rambled on about the Field, talking rationally enough, I must confess that is to say, it would have seemed rational enough if we hadn’t known the true facts of the case. At last he got on to his feet, saving. ‘Well, I must be going — they’ll be expecting me. It’s my shift on with Cockney Jim.’

‘But you don’t work at night,’ growled Matthews, from the other side of the fire.

‘We work always,’ the other replied. ‘If you don’t believe me, come and see for yourselves.’

‘I wouldn’t go back to that place for anything,’ said Spicer.

But I must confess that my curiosity had been aroused, and I determined to go, if only to see what this strange creature did when he got there. Matthews decided to accompany me, and, not wishing to be left alone, Spicer at length agreed to do the same. Without looking round, the old fellow led the way across the plain towards the Field. Of all the nocturnal excursions I have made in my life, that was certainly the most uncanny. Not once did our guide turn his head, but pushed on at a pace that gave us some trouble to keep up with him. It was only when we came to the first claim that he paused.

‘Listen,’ he said, ‘and you can hear the camp at work. Then you’ll believe me.’

We did listen, and as I live we could distinctly hear the rattling of sluice-boxes and cradles, the groaning of windlasses — in fact, the noise you hear on a goldfield at the busiest hour of the day.
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We moved a little closer, and, believe me or not, I swear to you I could see, or thought I could see, the shadowy forms of men moving about in that ghostly moonlight. Meanwhile the wind sighed across the plain, flapping what remained of the old tents and giving an additional touch of horror to the general desolation. I could hear Spicer’s teeth chattering behind me, and, for my own part, I felt as if my blood were turning to ice.

‘That’s the claim, the Golden South, away to the right there,’ said the old man, ‘and if you will come along with me, I’ll introduce you to my mates.’

But this was an honour we declined, and without hesitation. I wouldn’t have gone any further among those tents for the wealth of all the Indies.

‘I’ve had enough of this,’ said Spicer, and I can tell you I hardly recognised his voice. ‘Let’s get back to camp.’

By this time our guide had left us, and was making his way in the direction he had indicated.

We could plainly hear him addressing imaginary people as he marched along. As for ourselves, we turned about and hurried back to our camp as fast as we could go.

Once there, the grog bottle was produced, and never did three men stand more in need of stimulants. Then we set to work to find some explanation of what we had seen, or had fancied we saw. But it was impossible. The wind might have rattled the old windlasses, but it could not be held accountable for those shadowy grey forms that had moved about among the claims.

‘I give it up,’ said Spicer, at last. ‘I know that I never want to see it again. What’s more, I vote that we clear out of here to-morrow morning.’

We all agreed, and then retired to our blankets, but for my part I do not mind confessing I scarcely slept a wink all night. The thought that that hideous old man might be hanging about the camp would alone be sufficient for that.

Next morning, as soon as it was light, we breakfasted, but, before we broke camp, Matthews and I set off along the cliff in an attempt to discover our acquaintance of the previous evening.

Though, however, we searched high and low for upwards of an hour, no success rewarded us. By mutual consent we resolved not to look for him on the Field. When we returned to Spicer we placed such tobacco and stores as we could spare under the shadow of the big rock, where the Mystery Man would be likely to see them, then mounted our camels and resumed our journey, heartily glad to be on our way once more.

Gurunya Goldfield is a place I never desire to visit again. I don’t like its population.


The Travel Book
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Boscombe, a suburb of Bournemouth, Dorset — Boothby’s last home and where died from complications arising from influenza, on 26 February 1905, aged 38 years.


On the Wallaby (1894)
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OR, THROUGH THE EAST AND ACROSS AUSTRALIA

Whilst travelling from Adelaide to London in 1891, Boothby was thwarted in his journey by a lack of funds, forcing him to disembark en route in Colombo, Sri Lanka to begin making his way homewards through South East Asia. According to family legend, the dire poverty he faced on this journey led him to accept any kind of work he could get, including work in a Chinese opium den in Singapore, digging in the Burmah Ruby fields, prize fighting and cow punching.  This was followed by a brief sojourn on Thursday Island, a Melanesian island in the Torres Strait group recently annexed by the Queensland colony, where he worked as a diver in the lucrative pearl trade; and finally by an arduous journey overland across the Australian continent home to Adelaide. Though some call in to question these exotic adventures, Boothby certainly travelled extensively in South East Asia, Melanesia and Australia at this period, collecting a stock of colonial anecdotes and experiences that were to inform much of his later writing.

Approximately two years later Boothby finally reached London and succeeded in having an account of his travels, On the Wallaby, or Through the East and Across Australia, published in 1894. The travelogue met with reasonable success, which was matched later that year by Boothby’s first novel, In Strange Company. 
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Preface
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BE IT UNDERSTOOD that this book does not pretend to be what it is not! It is the simple record of a strange wandering, and only that! Therefore, any person found, after its perusal, in the possession of any ideas other than those intended, will be strenuously advised to discontinue such practices forthwith, by his obliged and humble servant,

THE AUTHOR.



NOTE: ‘On the Wallaby’ is a slang Australianism for ‘On the march.’ It is generally applied to persons tramping the bush in search of employment. — Author.


Introduction
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‘HOW MUCH?’

‘Forty-seven pounds, sixteen shillings, and eight pence halfpenny.’

‘Great Scott! you don’t really mean to say that’s all?’

‘Every cent!’ The audit was by no means reassuring. We wanted money badly, no one will ever know how badly, and forty-seven pounds with a few odd shillings and a halfpenny, while in itself a pleasant sum to possess, is by no means an amount sufficient to justify one in setting out on extensive wanderings. Things had not gone well with us in the immediate past, and we were determined to go. As the Long’un put it, ‘It behoved us to shake the dust of Australia from off our feet.’ And though, myself, I don’t know how the act of shaking the dust from off’ one’s feet should be accomplished, it certainly sounded the proper course to pursue, and when one embarks on a new undertaking, it is surely best to begin in the most orthodox manner.

Hitherto, we had been eminently respectable, from which it may be inferred that our method of earning our livelihoods had never been the subject of parliamentary, private, or police inquiry. Whatever else we may have been, we certainly were not new chums; for between us we had experienced almost every phase of colonial life, had been jacks of all trades, from Government officials and stock-brokers, to dramatists, actors, conjurors, ventriloquists, gold miners, and station hands. Being rovers to the backbone, we were, consequently, neither the possessors of untold wealth nor were we bigoted in our ideas. There was a sage once who, for reasons unnecessary to state here, lived in an iron tank on Sydney’s Circular Quay. Between remittances, he was in a measure well content, and inasmuch as he lived from day to day on such broken victuals as he himself discovered, he came gradually to understand many and curious things. From his lips I learnt wisdom.

‘My son!’ he once said, looking up at me from the bunghole entrance to his abode, ‘believe me, to have nothing is to have everything, and to know starvation is to have acquired all the wisdom of the world.’

I had not then sufficient experience to grasp his meaning, but it has become more clear to me since.

With a show of great secrecy, the Long’un and I had been closeted together all the evening. The hotel candle spluttered and hissed preparatory to going out, and our hard earned capital, even to the odd halfpenny, lay on the table winking and blinking at us, as much as to say ‘Come, make up your minds quickly. In for a penny, in for a pound. Go out into the big world again, see real life, and as far as we are able, we’ll help you!’

I looked at the Long’un, and the Long’un looked at me. Evidently the same thoughts were animating us both.

‘Old man, is it agreed, then, that we make tracks and see things?’

‘It is agreed; let us trek.’

Even so was laid the foundation of our extraordinary journey.

Now there are ways and ways of oversea travelling. There are first class passages in Orient liners, and there are working passages on dingy ocean tramps. The former are certainly the more luxurious, but the latter, to my thinking, are, to him who would see and understand, infinitely preferable. There is still another way, an intermediate class, called steerage, where one meets many strange folk. These are the people whose lives make a certain class of books, and with them we decided to throw in our lot.

Our minds once made up, the next business became the finding of a boat likely to contain the phases of character we required, and for some days this appeared impossible. Then, late one sultry afternoon, news reached us of the very vessel we wanted, a foreigner, homeward bound. She was advertised as possessing excellent and cheap steerage accommodation, and, what was still more to our taste, was to sail the following day.

We sought the office instantly, booked our passages for that Clapham Junction of the world. Port Said, and went home to pack.


Chapter 1

We Leave Adelaide — Steerage Passengers — arrival at Colombo
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OH WHAT A bright, fresh morning! A brisk breeze chases fleecy-clouds across a turquoise sky; big green rollers break in a flouse of foam on saffron sands, and throw continuous spray over a wooden jetty; two ocean steamers lie out in the offing, and half a dozen small tugs struggle backwards and forwards between them. Such is the scene on the morning of our departure, early in December 1892, bound we know not whither, and to bring up we know not where.

Our baggage has preceded us on board, and when we ourselves follow in a pot-valiant tender, but little larger than a Zanzibari surf-boat, the wind has risen to a moderate gale. Two friends, with expressed solicitude for our welfare, but what is more likely, a certain amount of curiosity as to our departure, accompany us on board, and even now I can see the expression on their faces, as they realise to what sort of imprisonment we have voluntarily condemned ourselves. Some people have a special faculty for realising; they could realise on anything — an idea, a politician’s broken promise, or even a Wildcat Silver share. Myself I am not so fortunate. I have only tried to realise once in my life, and then the man seemed doubtful as to how I had come by the article. It only realised seven and sixpence.

The vessel, whose name I will not mention, having in my mind certain remarks which hereafter I may be called upon to make concerning her, is of about 3,000 tons register. No doubt she is a serviceable enough craft, but to our minds, accustomed to the trim tautness of our own mail-boats, the untidiness of her decks, the ungainliness of her crew, and the guttural vociferations of her officers seem unship-shape to the last degree.

Arriving on board, and announcing ourselves steerage passengers, we are with small ceremony directed forrard, and introduced to our quarters, situated deep down in the bowels of the forrard hatch. Even in the bright sunshine, it neither looks nor smells like a pleasant place, so, for the reason that pride is a sin and must be overcome, we are not conceited about our advanced position in the ship.

At the foot of the companion we find ourselves in a large, bare hold or saloon (the title is optional), perhaps forty feet long by twenty wide, lighted from the hatchway, which, in fair weather, always remains uncovered. Out of this hold open six small cabins, three on either side, each containing two tiers of iron shelving, which again are divided into six narrow bunks. Thus it will be seen that every cabin is capable of containing twelve occupants, each of whom brings with him, for use in the tropics, a peculiar and distinct, copyrighted odour of his own. In addition to these, a few single cabins are set apart for the use of families and female passengers. In the saloon are fixed, for dining purposes, small deal tables on iron trestles, but each passenger is expected to supply his or her own table utensils, as well as bedding and toilet requisites. Altogether, it is about as dirty and dingy a place as can be imagined.

Steam has been up some time, and as we finish the inspection of our new abode, the whistle sounds for strangers to leave the ship. We conduct our friends, with becoming ceremony, to the gangway, and bid them farewell. It is an impressive moment. Then the launch whistles, the gangway is hauled aboard, the big ship swings slowly round, the screw begins to revolve, and we are on our way.

It would be impossible, even if it could be a matter of interest, to express in words the thoughts which animate us, as standing side by side, we watch the shore fading into the dim distance. Surely, whether one likes or dislikes the place one is leaving, a certain feeling of regret must accompany the last view of it, and with the lessening of that familiar vision, a peculiar and indescribable tenderness towards it creeps round the heart, never to leave it quite the same again. Adelaide is gone, and the wide world lies before us across the seas.

As we swing round to face down the gulf, a lordly P. & O. boat passes us, also homeward bound, her flags waving, passengers cheering, and her band playing ‘Home, sweet Home’. The familiar melody sounds peculiarly sweet across the water, and in return we try to raise a cheer for her. But it is in vain. For the first time we realise that we are on board a foreign boat, where soap and cheering are unknown.

By this time it is nearly two o’clock, and our midday meal is being taken forrard in ship’s buckets. It consists, we discover, of a diffident soup, so modest that it hides its countenance under a mask of abominable fat; this is followed by some peculiar, parboiled beef, potatoes, and cabbage, the latter being, to our tastes, completely spoiled by the presence of the Fatherland-beloved carraway seed. Bread is served ad libitum, but is so sour as to be almost uneatable. Altogether, our first meal on board cannot be reckoned a success, and we express our feelings accordingly.

During its progress, however, we are permitted an opportunity of studying our fellow passengers. They are a motley crew, perhaps sixty-five in number, the like of which I’ve never seen congregated together before. Their nationalities embrace English, Irish, Scotch, Americans, French, Germans,

Italians, Greeks, Portuguese, Spaniards, Afghans, Hindoos, and Singhalese, while their shore-going occupations must have included every profession, from the management of oyster saloons to scientific thieving. Among the number are Pyrenean bear leaders, collectors of birds and reptiles, Italian organ grinders, returning settlers, world roving adventurers, and last, but not least, half a dozen Afghan camel men.

We pass from face to face, until our eyes fall and fasten on a Hadji Mullah, whose home is on the other side of far Kabul. He is exceptionally tall and cadaverous, his face is long, lean, and hatchet shaped, his hands and feet have evidently been designed by an architect with a liking for broad effect, while his clothes are simple swathes of calico, twisted in such a manner as to bring into extra prominence every peculiarity of his extraordinary anatomy. His legs, from the knees downwards, are bare to the winds of heaven, and, as finishing touches, his feet are thrust into unlaced Blucher boots, three sizes too large for him. We were present when he arrived on board. On gaining the deck, he said ‘Allah’ most emphatically, then turning to the side, shrieked to his compatriots to pass him up his baggage. Somehow it could not be found, and the excitement that followed surpasses description. At length a small bundle, tied up in a dirty red pocket-handkerchief, made its appearance, and was conveyed by its owner with anxious care to his berth below.

As soon as we are fairly under way, and our meagre meal has been disposed of, we betake ourselves to the fo’c’s’le head, destined throughout the voyage to be our favourite camping place, and as we watch the coastline recede from sight, fall to discussing our situation and condition. While thus occupied, we make the acquaintance of our three most trusty allies, some reference to whom may not be out of place.

They are a strange trio. The eldest is a Yorkshireman, broad in back and accent, a native of Bradford, and a vigorous but not over clever ruffian; the second is an Irishman, from County Gal way, rather undersized, and possessed of more than an ordinary share of his country’s wit; while the third, a Londoner from the district of Bayswater, has all the life of the streets at his fingers’ ends and a fund of quaint cockney humour to boot. They have been friends — so we discover, later — for many years, and certainly they have seen a great number of queer experiences together, in out-of-the-way corners of the globe: diamond-digging in South Africa, gold-mining in Australia, blackbirding among the Islands, before the mast here, there, and everywhere, often quarrelling, sometimes fighting, but for some strange reason never separating. What is taking them home we cannot discover, but we are continually being assured that it is business of a most important nature. Without hesitation, we nickname them Bradford, Galway, and the Dook of Bayswater, and by these names and none others are they known throughout the voyage. Genial, good-hearted rascals, — here’s a health to you where’er you go. Some day 1 shall hope to tell the world the strange and curious stories you told me I

Tea, or by whatever name the meal may be designated, is served at two bells (five o’clock), and consists of bread (sour, as at dinner time), badly boiled rice (and a suicidal description of cake), which is washed down with tea of a museum-like flavour and description. Being disinclined always to go hungry, it begins to dawn upon us that the sooner we make friends with the cook or his mate, the sooner we shall escape partial starvation. Accordingly, as soon as dinner in the first saloon is over, and the chief cook is released from his duties, we lay our plans for him, determining to win our way into his affections or perish in the attempt.

Our good fortune decrees that he shall be an elderly person of easy-going temperament, and what is still luckier, able to speak a little English, of which accomplishment he is particularly vain.

Now there are ways and ways of flattering a man. There is the heavy-handed compliment, akin to a shovel that brains the recipient right off, and sends him staggering back, powerless to appreciate or return it; there is the grovelling compliment, too abject for return, even if return were needed; and lastly, there is the indirect or insinuated compliment which, with a man of moderate intelligence, not only achieves its end, but in so doing disarms suspicion and creates delight.

We fix him on the weather side of his galley, in the act of lighting his after-dinner pipe, and the following conversation ensues.

The Inevitable. ‘Gute Nacht, mein Herr!’

Chief Cook. (Something unintelligible, but doubtless extremely correct.)

The Long’un (doubtfully), ‘Wie gehts mit ihrer Gesundheit?’

Chief Cook. (Again unintelligible, but no doubt equally correct.)

Note, — That’s the worst of not learning the answers as well as the questions!

The Inevitable (with a cold shiver of uncertainty), ‘Das Wetter kliirt sich wieder auf!’

Chief Cook (with a stateliness that baffles description). Vy not mit der Anglish language to me you sprechen? Yes, der sea is much dremendous more quiet becoming!’

The Long’un (with peculiar flattery), ‘By Jove! we didn’t think you spoke English like that! You must have found it a very difficult language to learn?’

Chief Cook (with pride), ‘I der English language learnt ven I vas a great liddle poy, und mit der sheep (ship) from Bremen Haven to der London Dogs (Docks) did run!’

The Inevitable. ‘Really! by the way you speak it, I should almost have thought you an Englishman.’

Chief Cook. ‘Oh! I speak it ver goot, und mein liddle poy Kasper, he speak it ver goot. You gome mit me, und I to you his — how you call it? — Pot? — Oh! — graff (chuckle of intense satisfaction) vill show!’

We proceed to his berth and enthusiastically admire the photograph of a peculiarly ugly child, almost hidden in an enormous pinafore.

Chief Cook. ‘Dot is mein liddle poy, mein son!’

The Long’un (in an unguarded moment). ‘Why! he’s all pinafore!’

Chief Cook (suspiciously), ‘Bin — a — fore? How you say bin-a-fore?’

The Inevitable (who has been there before), ‘My friend means to say, that he looks a smart child, able to learn languages quickly, like his father.’ (Gazing at another photo, and adopting a tone of tenderness.) ‘Ah! Your wife! — Sweet face, very sweet face!’

Chief Cook. ‘Dot is mein gran-mudder, dot is not mein vife!’

The Inevitable. ‘Your grandmother? Surely not! and so young — wonderful, wonderful! ‘(Passing to another photograph.) ‘This, then, is your wife!’

Chief Cook (with enormous pride). ‘Yah! Dot is mein vife!’

The Long’un (anxious to retrieve his character). ‘Beautiful! beautiful! What eyes — what hair!!!’ etc. etc.

Eventually, overcome with delight, the Chief Cook produces a bottle of schnapps, under the influence of which he becomes still more expansive, and finally closes the interview with an invitation to breakfast, in his cabin, the following morning. We bid him good-night and push forrard, not unsatisfied with the result of our interview.

It is certainly a most unpleasant night; the wind blows a hurricane. We are bucketing round Cape Borda, with every appearance of still heavier weather ahead; the ship rolls horribly, and big seas break continually on her decks with a noise like thunder. It is unfortunately necessary that the hatches should be kept on, and in consequence the atmosphere between decks could be cut with a hand saw. The women without exception are ill, as also are many of the men. Heart-rending noises and moans mix with the horrible stench, while the ghostly and uncertain light of one solitary lamp serves rather to increase than to diminish the misery of the scene. We shudder and hunt about for our respective berths.

Fortunately, our location is near the companion ladder, so that we are spared the more intense closeness and horror of the after end. But even then our lot is by no means enviable.

The Long’un’s couch is on the lower tier, between an Italian organ grinder and an elderly Hindoo; I have mine on top, with my friend the Afghan Hadji on one side, and a Port Said Greek, who, it is rumoured, has been spending an enforced residence in Australia, to escape a charge of murder preferred against him in his native place, on the other. I should imagine that neither of them was a good citizen, nor are they, to my thinking, good bed-fellows. About their qualifications for the former position I may of course be wrong, but of the latter fact there can be no doubt whatsoever. You, gentle reader, have perhaps never experienced the delight of sleeping six in a bed; I therefore advise you, should it ever fall to your lot to have to submit to such indignity, to make sure, once and for all, positively and even with threats of violence, that an Afghan Hadji is not of the number. In the first place, his appearance is objectionable and he smells unpleasantly; secondly, he is not a good sailor, and if his situation happens to be inside, he is often compelled, by the exigencies of his nausea, to clamber out over five other prostrate bodies, before he can relieve it. This he does regularly once every fifteen minutes, filling up the intervals with emphatic prayers to Allah, which, as narcotics, are as inconvenient as they would appear to be useless.

As the hours wear on, the horrors of the situation increase, and I am compelled to believe that never in the history of the world has daylight been more ardently longed for than by us weary souls between decks to-night. When at length it does arrive, it reveals a fierce and angry sea, whose mountainous waves rise every moment around us, as if preparatory to demolishing our straining and struggling vessel. The decks seem never to be free from breaking seas, and in consequence, as if to add to the discomfort of the unfortunate sick below, it is necessary that the hatches shall be kept on the livelong day.

Everyone is unhappy, but the misery of the Hadji surpasses description. The dignity of his person, if dignity it ever possessed, seems to have entirely departed from him, leaving in its place a gaunt-eyed, pale-cheeked camel of misery, who goes staggering about the decks in an aimless fashion, his poor legs almost refusing to support the weight of his meagre body. In the middle of his peregrinations, for he is unable to keep still, an attack of nausea seizes him, and makes as if it will rend him limb from limb. He reels to a scupper and falls prone. A big sea breaks over him, bruising him against the bulwark, and soaking him through and through. Twice, in less than a quarter of an hour, this happens, and on each occasion he is rescued by his compatriots, with a fear that is greater than the fear of death staring from his eyes.

This heavy weather continues for four days without cessation, and it is not until we have rounded the Leuwin that it begins to show any signs of abating. Then seeing that we are gradually becoming accustomed to his terrors — Father Neptune slackens his wrath, and within a few days, behold, we are beginning to wish, in our usual discontented fashion, for anything rather than this invariable calm.

Once we are reconciled to the novelty of our position, the days slip quickly by. Our time is occupied in various ways: in reading; playing Monte under the shadow of the after-awning with a Greek, a bogus Italian Count, and a Yankee adventurer; or in transcribing to paper the copious funds of copy, more or less fictional, supplied us by our fellow-voyagers. It is, however, when the evening meal is eaten and pipes are lighted, that the most pleasant portion of the day, or rather night, begins for us.

Then in the still hush of the sun-drop, it becomes our custom to draw our blankets up to the fo’c’s’le head, and cosily ensconcing ourselves behind the cable range, to hold our levee.

As the sun sinks beneath the horizon, and the long shadows of approaching night steal across the deep, the Afghans appear, and spreading their prayer carpets, and removing their shoes, with faces turned towards the Immemorial East, commence their picturesque devotions. Even the Hadji’s angular figure.

Standing clear cut against the sky, loses some of its corners. The length and breadth of the ship behind him, the waste of waters and the gathering night, seem to rub out the harshness of his features, as, stretching his arms to heaven, he cries with a voice to which constant exercise has given abnormal power, ‘Allah! Ho Akbar; Allah llallallah!’

One by one the great tropic stars march forth from the guard house of night to take up their silent sentry-go above the black sea, churning into foam, under our forefoot. The Look-out stations himself far forward, and our evening may be said to have properly commenced.

Perhaps the most constant in their attendance, and the most varied in the experiences they have to narrate, are our friends the Three Wanderers. Next to them, in point of interest, may rank my bed-fellow, the handsome Port Said Greek, whose stories are too strange even to be impossible, and whose promise to give me an insight into the slums of Port Said I store up in the treasure house of my memory for a not too distant date. Then there is Herr Ollendorf, who spends his days in tropical Northern Australia, catching birds for European dealers, and whose tales of New Guinea and the Pearl Fisheries mark — though we do not know it then — a new era in our lives. And last, but not least, there is the Earl of Vite Chapelle, a tiny street Arab, who is returning, after a brief but curious sojourn in marvellous Melbourne, to the beloved city of his birth. His tales alone would fill a book.

Turn by turn they spin their yarns, doubtless exaggerating in detail, but fairly truthful in the bulk. Late into the night we talk, not even abashed by the Look-out’s monotonous ‘All’s well!’ or silenced when the moon rises into the cloudless sky with a majesty well suited to the beauty of the evening. Before midnight, however, the talk has slackened off; one by one each man seeks his blankets, till at length the fo’c’s’le head is all silence, and the Look-out has the night to himself.

In this manner day after day speeds by, each one bringing us nearer to Colombo, our first port of call. Lovely weather accompanies us, the sea is like glass, our passengers are people of absorbing interest, and now that our diet is improved, we have nothing left to wish for.

As I have mentioned before, we have formed no definite plans as to our future, and it is not until we are within two days’ steam of Colombo that we make up our minds. Then the stories of our friend the birdcatcher (told among his cages in the fore — peak) take possession of us. They fascinate us strangely; and the more we question and cross-question him, the more the idea grows upon us, until we decide that, instead of going on to Port Said as we first intended, we will transship at Colombo, and endeavour to make our way through the far East to Northern Australia, where on the Pearl Fisheries we confidently believe our Eldorado awaits us.

On the morning of the fifteenth day out, we are greeted with our first view of Ceylon, just discernible through a faint haze, far distant on our starboard bow. By the time breakfast is finished, we have brought it well abeam, and catamarans and native fishing boats are dodging about on all sides of us. At sun time we are in full sight of Colombo, and before the mid-day meal is over, and we have plumed ourselves for shore going, we have picked up the pilot and are entering the harbour.

Having no cases of infectious disease on board, pratique is quickly granted, and bidding our friends on board ‘goodbye,’ we collect our baggage, charter a boat, and are pulled ashore.

Long after we are out of hearing, we can see the Duke of Bayswater and the Earl of Vite Chapelle on the fo’c’s’le head, waving their caps to us in token of farewell.


Chapter 2

Colombo — Kandy — Anuradhapura
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IT IS CERTAINLY very good to be ashore again, and moreover to me Colombo is a pleasure that never palls. It is astonishing how little is changed; every thing seems just as when we left it last. The same coolies, the same barges, the same impulsive tongues jabbering all round us. The same boatmen shriek and quarrel in our honour, the same money-changers offer us a small but appreciative welcome; and when we leave the landing place and enter the street, to find the rickshaw coolies, just as of old, sitting on their shafts, chewing betel-nut and chattering in the well-remembered fashion, we begin to believe we have never been away at all.

A little naked beggar boy runs beside us, flicking his plump sides, and imploring backsheesh in heart-rending tones, till we say something in the vernacular which causes him to flee and curse us in safety from afar; then some one playing with a mongoose in a corner, hearing what has passed, looks up with a grin which is so full of sympathy that we know and feel we are at home once more.

Now, if there is one place in this world more than another where sooner or later, if you but exercise patience, you shall meet whomsoever you wish, the name of that place is the Grand Oriental, Colombo. Into this caravanserai, day and night, clatter men and women from the uttermost parts of the earth. Dining in the great saloon, or smoking in the verandah, one may meet and converse with yellow-skinned tea men from Hong Kong, grey-bearded squatters from Australia, keen-eyed merchants from Japan, pink and white tourists from England, pearlers from Torres Straits, and explorers and adventurers from everywhere this side of the great Unknown. They arrive today, to depart tomorrow, and as they say ‘goodbye,’ more come to take their places. And so the everlasting game goes forward, but the Grand Oriental changes not.

The first thing to be done on arrival is to secure rooms, and after this is accomplished, to enjoy a bath. The water is refreshingly clear and cool, and the view from the bathroom window overlooking the hotel garden, is as beautiful as anything to be found in the East. Here, palms of seemingly endless variety, graceful ferns, brilliant yellow and purple hibiscus, tamarinds, and the fragrant champac, grow side by side in grandest luxuriance, while beneath their shelter thrive begonias, bromelias, fuchsias, petunias, and countless varieties of flowering plants. Through this exquisite tracery look in the roofs of houses, each with its tiles of different tint; a perfume of flowers suggestive of the Lotos Isles comes with the view, and the cloudless sapphire sky crowns all.

Dressed again, there are many old friends to be visited: friends who, though living in the midst of ever changing faces, seem never to forget. Two there are in the main street, Mahommedans both, and dealers in precious stones. Immediately we appear, touts from all the shops surround us, imploring our patronage for their respective masters; but our friends suddenly sight us, and though it is years since we saw them last, remember us instantly, and dash out to disperse the noisy crowd, and to beg us to take seats inside their shop, that they may make us welcome in proper form.

This proper form is without any attempt at business, and takes the shape of lemon — squash and sweetmeats, mixed up with many compliments and recollections of bygone days.

Thence we pass on to another and yet another, always with the same kindly welcome greeting us. Before we have paid our last call, the sun is down, and it is time to return to dinner.

After our al fresco meals on board ship, a real dinner, well cooked, and served on china and clean linen, with its accompanying glass and silver, has a peculiar charm. We linger over each course, pay befitting attention to a dish of mangoes, and finally come to an anchor, with cigars, in the broad verandah, where white-robed servants move silently about, attentive to our wants.

The noises of the streets are hushed. An almost painful quiet reigns. The subdued chatter of a knot of rickshaw coolies, across the road, blends so harmoniously with the starlight, that the cries of the boatmen, from among the myriad harbour lights, come almost as a relief to the general stillness. A man in a neighbouring chair says sleepily to his companion, ‘My dear fellow! I know the whole facts of the case — he got into trouble with one of the rajahs, and shot himself for a Lucknow dancing girl.’ Trying to imagine the rest of the story gives me a waking nightmare. But even their voices gradually drop down, till at peace with all the world we climb the cool stone stairs to our respective chambers, and almost before our heads touch the pillows, are sound asleep.

Of all hours of the twenty-four in tropical countries, there can be no doubt that those of the early morning are the most enjoyable. Rising with the day and turning out, pyjama clad, into the divisioned verandah of my room, to watch the city coming back to life, and the sun appearing like a giant refreshed above the fluted tiles of the house-tops is to me a pleasure always new. And again I like the Indian and Cinghalese fashion of serving the Chota-hazare in one’s bedroom verandah. To sit,’ cat, and watch the crowds of natives pass chattering by to their daily occupations, and whilst so doing to ward off the onslaught of voracious crows, is an experience one will not soon forget. Anything like the impudence and persistent thieving of these abandoned birds, I have never met with elsewhere.

Void of shame and moral responsibilities, deaf to entreaties, threats, and expostulations, they carry on their nefarious trade unabashed. Happen but for one moment to turn from your breakfast table, and a marauder swoops down, with the result that your choicest morsel is gone. You are amazed, but it does not strike you as anything to be annoyed at, in fact you think it rather amusing than otherwise, and butter another. Then your next door neighbour appears in his verandah and wishes you good morning. You turn for a moment to reply to him, —— a flutter of wings, a caw of triumph, and your second tit-bit has gone the way of the first. Then, if you are properly constituted, you become annoyed. but while you are arranging your feelings, another brigand, with a deep design in his heart, of which you, poor innocent, have no idea, flutters down and perches on the verandah rail.

‘Ha, ha! my friend!’ you chuckle, ‘you shall pay for this,’ and resolving to annihilate him on the spot, you dash into your bedroom for a stick. But this, believe me, is exactly what he wants. He has lured you from your guard, and when you return it is to find that the remainder of your breakfast has flown to a neighbouring house-top. Noting your discomfiture, half a dozen miscreants assemble on an adjacent tree, and perform a paean of victory, the theme of which seems to be somewhat after this fashion:

Tenors. ‘Caw, caw! got him again!’

Basses (with marvellous regard for time). ‘Caw, caw, caw! We’ve got him, we’ve got him, we’ve got him, got, got, got him again!’

Being new at the game, you shake your fist at them, and while wondering if you shall order some more breakfast, run up the scale of your abusive vocabulary.

But at this juncture the native barber appears with his case of razors and a lime, which latter, as it is Christmas week, he begs you will accept as his gift, and so your thoughts are distracted. While shaving you (and this is shaving, not tomahawking), he recalls the fact that he had the honour of performing the same service for you ten years ago. Further than that, he may possibly be able to set you right as to the room you then occupied, the day you arrived, and the boat by which your honour sailed. You are visibly filled with wonder, but say nothing lest you prove how little worthy of such remembrance you are.

When you have breakfasted, the most instructive way to spend a Colombo morning, unless your soul hankers after conjurors and cobra fights, is to wander past Slave Island, with its picturesque lagoon and groves of palm trees, past blind beggars, sweetmeat sellers, and story tellers, to the native quarter of Pettah.
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In this locality — the Whitechapel of Colombo — one is for the first time brought face to face with the true native element. Here may be seen as strange a mixture of races, as will be found anywhere in the East. Humanity of every hue, shape, and dress, crowds the narrow streets: Arabs in flowing burnous; Mahommedans with baggy breeches and high conical hats; Cinghalese dandies in petticoats and European jackets (their glossy black hair neatly rolled up in feminine fashion behind the head, and surmounted with an enormous tortoise-shell comb); Tamuls in loin cloths and naught else but the burnished livery of the sun; yellow-robed Buddhist priests, Kandyans, Malays, and in fact representatives of every Eastern nationality, all intent upon their own business, and nearly all chewing betel-nut.

To a modest man, in whose education the little peculiarities of Eastern customs have formed no part, I can imagine that many of the sights crowded into these streets would be extremely painful. Years ago, we ourselves, unconscious in our innocence, entered the quarter on the one side, to leave it on the other with a blush that had soaked through our skin deep into our underclothing. But since then we have learnt many things, and false modesty has been crowded out. With the natives themselves it is a case of ‘Honi soit qui mal y pense.’ And all things considered, perhaps it is just as well.

After the native quarter, the Cinnamon Gardens, with their sister quarter of Colpetty, where the fashionable bungalows are situated, are most worth seeing. It would be impossible for an amateur word-painter like myself to do adequate justice to the beauties of the scenery hereabouts: but let me try.

The roads are of a deep vermilion colour, bordered on either side by grassy banks, flowering shrubs, rustling bamboos, and trees whose boundless wealth of blossom intermingling overhead throws a kindly shade upon the passing wayfarer. Elegant bungalows, and Vandyke brown huts, peep out from gardens little short of heavenly, and now and again, through the open doors of these said huts, glimpses may be obtained of the little housewife inside, cumbered like Martha with much serving; while, outside, her tiny brown offspring roll and tumble in the roads, in the full enjoyment of their lives, but in constant peril from passing vehicles.
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On the principle, that to be in Ceylon and to see only Colombo, is folly; to be in Ceylon and see Colombo and Kandy, is sense; but to be in Ceylon, and see Colombo, Kandy, and the ancient ruins of Anuradhapura is complete wisdom, we decide to make tracks for Kandy, and thence to attempt to get on to the last named city as best we can.

The train for Kandy, seventy-five miles distant, starts at seven thirty a.m. and is due to arrive about eleven thirty the same morning, I emphasise the latter fact, for the reason that many people decline to believe it, and the inference that the railway authorities are not reckless in the speed of the trains is apt to be misleading. They (both the authorities and the trains) believe in going slow, and at least we can consistently pay them the compliment of saying that they act up to their belief. If you should have a business appointment in Kandy, it would be better to walk than to train, otherwise you certainly won’t keep it.

The trains themselves are pretty toys, with engines built to the Indian gauge, and carriages like pill-boxes; the officials are elaborate individuals, gorgeously upholstered and fully conscious of their own importance.

Having secured our tickets and places, we start. The speed at first is almost desperate, possibly twenty-five miles an hour. The line runs over marshy padi fields, interspersed with lovely clumps of jungle. Now and again we cross roads where the native keeper, with all the fuss of an important government official, waves his flag until we are out of sight, and then retires, to rest and be admired, until the time arrives for him to perform the same function for the evening train.

About half-past nine we leave Rambukana behind us (the names are as delightful as the country) and commence our ascent, wriggling like a gigantic snake through scenery that would hold the veriest pagan spell-bound. No words put on paper, could give an idea of a thousandth part of its beauty. Waterfalls, ravines, forest vistas, ferns and creepers greet the eye in bewildering confusion at every turn. The nearest thing to a description would perhaps be the utterance of a fair young American, who, in company with her husband or lover, shares our carriage, and for five minutes (the only five minutes throughout the journey) has sat spell-bound. ‘Jim,’ she says, in an awed whisper, ‘if you ask me, I reckon that fairly licks creation.’ And so it does!

Zigzagging up and up, here, there, and everywhere, one moment passing through thick forests, only the next to leap out on to the bald face of mountains, we obtain views of the lovely misty valley beneath us, and of other peaks stretching still further to the southward.

But the acme of all is attained, when we open out on to Sensation Rock, so called from being the place where the Kings of Kandy were wont to throw their prisoners over in days gone by. (What a pleasant sensation it must have been for the folk thrown over!) Here on one side, the masses of overhanging rock seem certain to fall upon and crush us; while on the other, we can look down, nigh upon two thousand feet, sheer drop, into the valley below. It is indeed a sight to be remembered, but the sensations produced are not as enjoyable as they might be. To my fancy, it is too much like hanging by the tips of one’s fingers from the cross of St. Paul’s, to be really pleasant.

Further along the line we come to Peredeniya, famous for its botanical gardens, to reach which a bridge must be crossed, over the Mahawella Ganga, having one span of something like seven hundred feet. These gardens are among the most celebrated in the world, and boast many and extraordinary botanical treasures, among others the lovely Thunbergia creeper, and a magnificent avenue of India-rubber trees (Ficus elastica.)

Shortly after eleven thirty, satiated with scenic loveliness, we reach our destination, the ancient capital of Ceylon. Kandy, once the residence of kings, situated about sixteen hundred feet above sea level, in a sort of mountain cup, surrounded by hills, can, however, only claim to have been the capital of the island for about the last three hundred years. Before she came into being, the principal city and seat of government, was Polonarua. now a vast ruin, situated far away in the north, and famed in history as a city of marvellous beauty and splendour. Yet again, this wonderful place cannot claim to be the oldest, for going still further back, even as far as to five hundred years before the Christian era, we find in the ancient chronicles of the Buddhists, mention made of a still greater city, named Anuradhapura: a city which even up to very late years has been regarded as almost mythical, but the ruins of which, situated about ninety miles due north, now He open for all the world to visit.

On arrival in Kandy, we make haste to see all that is to be seen. Our first visit is to the Palace of the Kings, a building wearing a decidedly European air, accounted for by the fact that it was built by the Portuguese, when they held the island in about the year sixteen hundred. It has, of course, long since lost its ancient use, and is now reserved only for government purposes. Standing on the edge of a lovely lake, it looks away across the blue waters towards the Matale Hills, where Hunasgeriya Peak shows faintly through the clouds. The view from the terrace is one that will not soon be forgotten.

In the centre of the lake is a tiny island, now used as a government powder magazine, which, in days gone by, had the honour of being the king’s harem, and about which, if one cares to believe all one hears, many curious stories are related.

At no great distance from the palace stands the far-famed Maligawa Dalada, or the Buddhist temple of the Sacred Tooth; a spot which marks to the followers of that religion, one, if not the most sacred, of the many sacred spots upon the island. From the outside it presents few attractive features, and the prospect on entering is gloomy and sombre in the extreme. The dresses of the priests and pilgrims, and the never failing supply of flowers on the altars, are the only touches of colour in the scene. But when the visitor has penetrated fairly into the heart of the building, all this is changed. Suddenly, and without warning, he is brought face to face with a staggering fortune, in the shape of a solid silver door, set in carved ivory. This door opens into a small inner chamber, where stands a table of the same precious metal, fronting the first sacred shrine. Within this shrine are five others, all blazing with gems and goldwork. Inside the innermost shrine of all, resting on a lotus leaf of pure gold, lies the most sacred relic of Buddhism — the tooth of Buddha.

Strange to say, considering the veneration paid to it, it is neither the tooth of Buddha, nor the tooth of anyone else, but is simply, so it is said, a molar of human workmanship, and a very bad molar at that. Once every year this sacred relic is exposed to the gaze of the vulgar, but only for the space of a few seconds. For the rest of the time it reposes upon, what is of much more value, its lotus leaf of gold. In the temple is also treasured the sacred alms pot about which so many strange yarns have been invented. We wanted to handle all these things for ourselves — particularly the silver door, and the lotus leaf of gold — but the authorities seemed disinclined to permit it. I suppose they had good and sufficient reasons for their refusal.

To me the most striking part of the whole affair was the priest who showed us round. He was small and spare, with glittering, dark eyes, a shaven head, and an odour of his own. He wore a coarse yellow robe turned back over the shoulder, leaving the right breast bare. From this exposure I argued that a good bath would have done him no harm.

These priests are purely a mendicant order, and are popularly supposed to live only on what is given them by the people, to eat no flesh, and to consume what things they do partake of before noon. Moreover, they are compelled to practise celibacy, and it is one of the rules of their order that they shall carry a fan, in order that they may cover their eyes when passing such vanities as women. Their duties are to keep the temple spick and span (in which they certainly fail), to conduct the services, and to watch the sacred lamp, which, year in, year out, must constantly be kept burning. In their odd moments they go out into the highways and byways in search of provender.

Having explored Kandy to our satisfaction, we made up our minds, with a gravity befitting such an important undertaking, and determined to try for the ruined city of Anuradhapura, located in the jungle, about ninety miles due north. Accordingly, once more commending ourselves to Providence and the railway commissioners of Ceylon, we set off, and duly landed at Matale, a straggling little town (once a royal residence), whence, at intervals, a coach runs to Damboola, another town of considerable importance. We found this latter place, after a lovely drive through mountain gorges, situated at the base of an immense dark red crag, of curious shape, rising to a height of about five hundred feet, at the junction of the plain country with the mountains. From the crag a superb view may be obtained of the green sea of jungle stretching away to the northward, and of the varied coloured valleys which lie behind it. It was in this northern jungle that we were to seek the cities of the dead.

Evidently there must be some life in that mysterious region, for on inquiry we were informed, by an ancient of the place, that Her Majesty’s royal mail was daily despatched to the district, and moreover, that the coach would leave Damboola precisely at sundown. Being of a garrulous nature, our informant went on to say, that should we desire it, we could, by payment of an extra fee, retain the whole coach for our own special and private use. As this seemed the only way of reaching Anuradhapura, we were compelled to avail ourselves of it, and to leave unvisited what we so much desired to see, the famous cave temples of Damboola.

To have the grandeur and dignity of Her Majesty’s mail entirely for ourselves was too great a temptation to resist, so accordingly, giving our friend the wherewithal, we bade him retain it for us, and continued our inspection of the township, conscious of our increased importance.

Shortly before sundown we were back again in the main street, awaiting the arrival of the coach, and momentarily expecting the blast of the horn and the appearance round the corner of the four prancing bays. Five minutes went by, ten minutes, and even a quarter of an hour, and still no sign of our equipage. Visions of deception and appropriated money began to flit before our eyes; we gazed with suspicion upon our native adviser, who with many salaams continued to inform us that it would be here instantly without fail!

Just as our patience was giving way, there appeared round the corner a shabby old bullock bandy, drawn by a couple of trotting bullocks, and driven by a native scarecrow pitiful to behold.

Our friend’s satisfaction knew no bounds.

‘Sahibs!’ he said, ‘see, it is here. Her Majesty’s mail!’

Down toppled our pride like a house of cards.

‘What!’ we shrieked, ‘do you mean to tell us that that old go-cart is Her Majesty’s mail, and that you suppose we glorious Sahibs from a far country are going to ride all night in that old hearse? No, my ancient, take our advice and trot out your Oxford “High-flyer,” or there will be serious trouble in the camp.’

But it was no use arguing, he only nodded his head like a mandarin, and repeated continually.

‘Her Majesty’s mail-cart; very superb and much magnificent!’

Putting our dignities in our pockets, we proceeded to stow ourselves in with the mailbags, feeling that there was every prospect of our passing a picturesque and horrible night. But we did not start.

Inquiring the meaning of the delay, we were informed that the mail could not be despatched until the arrival of the mailman, who presently, in the shape of a villanously scarred and half obliterated Tamul, unclad save for a loin cloth, made his appearance. Bound his neck was suspended a peculiar bugle, evidently his badge of office. While regarding it, we felt constrained to say to him: ‘Sonny! we’re grateful to you for your thoughtfulness, but while travelling it is our custom to make our own music; perhaps the mayor of the town or the custodian of the museum would take charge of that relic till you come back. Leave it, we implore you.’

But he paid no attention, only rolled his betel-nut, spat on and annihilated a caterpillar, then gave the signal to start. The driver roused up his team, two curs intended to run after us and bark but thought better of it, and presently we were dashing down the jungle track at a comparatively furious pace. Dangling our legs over the tailboard we silently contemplated nature, and wondered what would happen if the bottom of the cart fell out, or a tiger should pounce upon us by the way. But neither of these things happened, and we soon discovered that the only adventure we need fear was an insane desire for music on the part of the mailman. He was an enthusiast, and even rupees wouldn’t stop him; he took them, and blew the harder.

Save when the stars managed to get a look at us through the overhanging foliage, the night was dark as pitch. The thick jungle on either hand loomed black and lonesome, and despite the beauty of the fireflies flitting through the picturesque Mana grass, it needed very little imagination to conjure up the near presence of all sorts of horrible and noxious animals. Presently the moon rose, and her coming developed a fairy-like picture that was more like the transformation scene in a pantomime than anything else.

Every six miles we came upon a cluster of native habitations built on clearings in the dense Chenar jungle. Apparently they had no business there but the production of a fresh pair of bullocks in exchange for our jaded beasts. These villages were always a surprise to us. The first intimation we received of our approach to them was a long and furious blast of the mailman’s horn, a peculiar and melancholy music, ventriloqual in its effect. I call it ventriloqual because there was no possible chance of locating it. It seemed to start from somewhere in the region of the axle, then to sneak off into the jungle, to finally come back upon us in q, caterwaulish moan from the trees overhead. Twice we bore it without complaint; then, encouraged perhaps by the fact that he was still alive, he attempted a single variation — only one: just a short heart-rending scream, followed by a long-drawn sob. Before, however, he was properly through with it we were upon him, shaking our fists in his face and daring him under threats of instant death to attempt such a thing again. He retreated to the side of the driver, whence ever and anon he cast suspicious glances in our direction. Personally, I never contemplated murder with such equanimity before.

So the night wore on. Every hour found us, by reason of our cramped positions, growing more and more stiff and tired. First one leg went to sleep, then the other; then we developed internal pains, and began to realise what it must be to have cramp in the stomach, liver disease, rheumatism, and lumbago, all at once and all in aggravated forms. Every time we stopped to change bullocks, we got down and stamped around in the hope of introducing a little, circulation into our blood, but no sooner were we back in our places than the old pains recommenced, and kept us waiting in speechless agony for the end of the next six miles. Finally, we both dropped off into an uneasy doze.

But we were not destined to enjoy this long, for the sudden stoppage of the cart, together with a shriek so awful, so full of human suffering, brought us instantly wide awake again, quaking in an ecstasy of terror. Leaping to the ground, we turned to see what had happened, fully expecting to find two or three natives in deadly peril, or, at the very least, three children run over by the cart. Day was just breaking and we looked and looked, but only a few native huts peering out of the mist and a couple of bullocks placidly awaiting our arrival, were to be seen. Then we noticed our mailman edging away to a safe distance, and the fact slowly dawned upon us that, taking advantage of our slumbers, he had again been giving vent to his uncontrollable musical ambition. Registering a vow to exterminate him on the first convenient opportunity, we retook our places and proceeded.

An hour later the sun was high above the tree tops, innumerable birds fluttered through the jungle or flew screaming across our path, monkeys of all sizes and in all stages of imbecility passed the time of day to us from the trees, while above all, not more than three miles distant, towered a monstrous dome, the Dagoba of Abhayagiri, built nearly a hundred years before the birth of Christ. By this we knew that we were in sight of Anuradhapura.

The present appearance of this far-famed city is, to say the least of it, disappointing. In the first place a thriving modern village, with a court-house, a government rest-house, and a population of 1,500 souls, stands upon what must once have been the very centre of the vast metropolis. We drew up before the rest-house.

Now a rest-house is not always a synonym for comfort, but it has at least the advantage of being a government institution, and as such, it is a matter of instant dismissal for the landlord if he be found guilty of either incivility or extortion. By his agreement he is compelled to find accommodation for travellers for three days at a fixed rate, and on this score we had no reason to be dissatisfied.

A bath and breakfast having been attended to, we hunted up authorities, and, before starting on our voyage of discovery, satisfied ourselves as to the best things to see first.

When one considers that these scattered ruins are all that remain of a city whose size was fifty-two miles in circumference, or, in other words, sixteen miles across from gate to gate, covering a space of 256 square miles, some vague idea will be gained of the power of time to obliterate, and a city to crumble away.

With commendable zeal the government of Ceylon has taken up the exploration of these ruins, and the result is that under the superintendence of an able archaeologist, a large amount of interesting and valuable work has been accomplished.

The most striking and characteristic of the buildings of Anuradhapura are the lofty Dagobas whose domes rise high into the heavens on every hand. In construction they are simply gigantic masses of red brickwork, hemispherical in shape, intended originally to act as receptacles for sacred remains. Round these monster buildings, between the stones of which innumerable trees have taken root, run platforms of masonry, while here and there tiny shrines have been arranged, before which offerings of flowers are continually deposited.

From ddy a relic, and geha, a receptacle.

The principal Dagobas are the Ruaniwelle (signifying gold dust), one hundred and fifty feet high, standing on a terrace commanding a fine view of the city, and according to the chronicles, built by one Gaimono B.C. 150. The Thuparamaya, built B.C. 500, and intended for the reception of Buddha’s collar-bone; the Jaitawanarama, once three hundred and fifteen feet high, but now barely two hundred and sixty, erected a.d. 310; and the Abhayagiri (fortress of safety), B.C. 87. This latter, perhaps the finest of .all, was built to commemorate a national victory, and stood no less than four hundred and ten feet high, or equal to the tallest cathedral spire in England. At the base it is nearly four hundred feet in diameter, and it is computed to contain nearly twenty million feet of masonry.

Leaving the great Dagobas we find ourselves surrounded by massive ruins, broken pillars, formless blocks of masonry, delicately traced and fluted columns, and sarcophagi of all descriptions, mixed up in hopeless confusion with rude stone figures of bulls and elephants. Returning to the back of our rest-house, we again hunt up authorities, and discover the Lowa mahapaya, or Great Palace of Brass, once the chief glory of this departed city, but the only remaining signs of it now are sixteen hundred columns of granite, each twelve feet high and three feet thick, giving evidence of having once been beautifully spaced and arranged. Two centuries before Christ they formed part of a palace beside which many of our great buildings of the present day would be as naught. Built in the form of a square, with sides two hundred and thirty feet long, it was, so the chronicles affirm, nine stories high, and contained no less than one hundred rooms on each floor. For a roof it possessed a solid sheet of burnished brass, an item in itself which must have been a winking wonder for miles around. Today its grandeur has departed, and its brazen roof has vanished into the lumber-room of eternity, the grandly frescoed walls have crumbled into dust, and where may once have stood the high priest’s throne of ivory, we found an old hen foraging for her chicks. And so perhaps, in the centuries yet unborn, when Time, the remorseless, has crushed between his fingers the grandeurs that today we think so imperishable, will an old hen scratch for her brood on the soil above the altar stones of Westminster. Overcome with the thought, we returned by way of Great King Street to our abode for tiffin.

After the meal, replacing our helmets, we started forth once more, this time to explore the greatest curiosity of all, the Temple of the Sacred Bo-tree. Here still flourishes what is beyond doubt the oldest known tree in the wide wide world. It was planted (so I am told by my never-failing friend, the Chronicle Mahawanso) by one Devenipiatissa, in the year B.C. 288, which gives it an age therefore of two thousand one hundred and eighty one years. Never has its wood been defiled by steel, and day after day and hour by hour the leaves, which must on no account be touched until they fall, are reverently gathered up by the everlasting stream of pilgrims visiting the shrine. According to the Buddhist belief, this tree was once part and parcel of the tree under which Gautama Buddha sat at the time of his death or apotheosis. Standing in the centre of the topmost of three platforms of masonry and surrounded by an iron railing, its branches, tenderly supported, straggle and twine all over the courtyard. Yellow-robed priests watch beside it continually, and every possible care is taken to ensure its preservation. Neatness is evidently not one of the obligations imposed upon the monks, for the courtyard is strewn with offerings of rice, broken begging bowls, and fragments’ of lamps used at midnight worship, remembrances of the thousands of pilgrims who pass in and out of this holy place.

We of a far country and a far different religion, one whose age beside that of this ancient tree is as a poplar tree to a giant oak, stand and watch the ceaseless quivering of its leaves with an attempt to grasp something of its history. But it is impossible — the distance of time is too vast. As we look, the yellow-robed ministers of this ancient faith pass to and fro, their vestments contrasting artistically with the dull brickwork around them. On a high wall gorgeous peacocks preen themselves against the sun-light, while hordes of monkeys slip, busily chattering, from branch to branch, waiting for chances to descend and loot the offerings of the faithful.

On the whole, if one excepts the tree itself, the temple has little to recommend it, but to’ except the tree would be to liken it to Westminster Abbey without its monuments, and for this reason alone we will not criticise too closely. As we leave the building, a party of pilgrims approach the red-tiled gateway, and raising their hands above their heads, cry in sacred greeting, ‘Sadhu! Sadhu! Sadhu!’ It was an impressive little incident — a fitting termination to our visit to the ancient shrine.

By this time the sun like a ball of red fire is resting on the tree-topped horizon, throwing long shafts of golden light through the ruined streets and upon the great Dagobas, till it seems to us that we are standing in the City of the Living Fire. An intense hush clasps everything, and this becomes even more marked when the sun sinks below the horizon. With his departure a strange chill creeps across the world, and we begin to feel that we are no longer in the city of the living fire, but really in the city of the dead.

We return to our abode, struggling with a feeling akin to sadness. It is Christmas Eve: a night for happy thoughts, a night on which to make merry with one’s friends. But is this a place for merry-making, with the destruction of twenty-four dead centuries around us? No! a thousand times no! So after dinner drawing our chairs into the verandah, and while waiting for the moon to rise, we sit and talk in hushed voices of the past, the great, mysterious past.

When with slow and stately progress the orb of night sails into the heavens, it is a ghostly scene that she illumines. We look across monster Dagobas,

Strange stone pillars, ruined masonry — monuments of a long dead age — towards the weird, unearthly jungle. Hardly a sound disturbs the stillness. A few lamps twinkle here and there, and while we watch, as if to add still further to the feeling of intense loneliness, a solitary jackal lifts up his voice among the ruins and laments the passing of the world.
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And what a city this must have been more than two thousand weary years ago. In the Mahawanso we read that it was a place of magnificent streets, the chief of which alone was computed to contain no less than eleven thousand houses. We are told that it had its temples in which, day and night, services were conducted with glorious pomp and pageantry. We know that it had its palace, whose great brazen roof shone like a jewelled casket in the sky, covering many hundred rooms inlaid with gold, silver, and ivory. We know that it had its places of mart and of amusement, its crowded streets, barracks, alms-houses, and public baths; and last of all we are told that it contained a population amounting to something like three million souls. Kings’ retinues marched along her public ways, religious processions were to be met with at every turn, and gorgeously caparisoned state elephants, with ponderous tread, swung through the crowds. Tradesmen cried their wares, keen-eyed men of business jostled lovers blind to everyone and everything save themselves. And tonight, where are they all? Where are the kings and soldiers, the tradesmen, priests, men of business and lovers? Gone, gone, gone! disappeared into the great darkness behind the veil of time, at rest these twenty-four long centuries. And that city? What remains of her? Only a mass of irrecognisable ruins, through which the night winds moan and lonely jackals howl!

And yet above all, throwing strange shadows across the burnt-up earth, and smoothing with loving hand the ravages of time, looks down the moon, just as she gazed upon the city in its grandeur, so many hundred years ago. Silent and cold the goddess of night watches over these ruins, as she watched over Babylon and stately Egypt; and just as she saw the building of the pyramids, and the destruction of Pompeii, so has she seen the city of Anuradhapura, both in her pride and in her desolation.

The long shadows deepen. A melancholy chant, part of some midnight service, rises from the great Dagoba. A soft wind sighs among the palm trees. It is getting cold, let us to bed, before we come to believe that we, too, have been dead these long two thousand years.


Chapter 3

Colombo — Penano — Singapore — Opium Dens
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ON OUR RETURN to Colombo we moved our belongings to the British India Hotel, which, though not outwardly so imposing as the Grand Oriental, is equally comfortable and certainly much quieter. A pleasant, old-fashioned rambling place we found it, combining with an airy situation an extensive view of the coast line and a close proximity to the city. Government House adjoins it on one side, the officers’ quarters of the barracks on the other, a row of dejected cocoa trees nod at each other across the way, and under their shade beggars of all kinds and descriptions sit continually.

One disagreeable fact met us at the railway station, and came home with us to stay. That was the reminder that we were running short of money.

Our voyage from Australia had cost us nearly twenty pounds, our hotel expenses in Colombo and visit to Anuradhapura another ten, consequently, we were left with many thousand miles still to overcome, and only 17l. 16s, 8½d. on which to overcome them.

The situation was a disagreeable one in every way, but it had to be faced, and the best way to face it was to set about something at once. Sitting on a bench upon the Galleface, watching the great southern rollers come booming in, we thought the question steadily out, and at length, after much argument, decided it to our satisfaction. The die was cast, and as it eventually proved, our luck had triumphed.

The rest of the day was devoted to browsing among the shipping in the harbour, in search of a boat that would take us further east. Several were boarded, but all in vain: they were either not going our way, or they gave palpable evidence that they required no extra assistance. Thoroughly disgusted with the mercantile marine of England, we had to give it up and turn shorewards. As we approached the landing-place, sounds of strife reached our ears. Pulling in to see what the fun might be, we found a crowd of boatmen shrieking and gesticulating round a short thick-set Englishman (a good deal the worse for liquor), in whom we recognised the chief officer of the only steam-boat we had not visited that afternoon. The Long’un was panting for a struggle, but I was for understanding matters first ‘Hold on,’ I said; ‘if he can’t savey the lingo, this business may be just into our hands.’

Once alongside, we leaped ashore and elbowed our way through the crowd to the Englishman’s side. Hemmed in as he was, he could neither advance nor retreat, and the more he endeavoured to appease his persecutors the more persistent they became.

The dialogue (everyone speaking at once, boatmen, relatives and friends) was conducted somewhat as follows:

‘Sah! you havee boat — my boat, sah!’ (flood of native Billingsgate); ‘you keepee two hours five minute, sah!’ (more abuse in the vernacular). ‘Now you say two rupee, sah!’ (general chorus of disgust) ‘No, sah!’

Englishman (face the colour of a Sturt pea, suppressing an intense desire to strike). ‘You double dashed, blanked, longshore, black lubbers. Speak English, and I’ll talk to you I’

Boatman. ‘My boat, sah! my boat, sah! I row you “Fiji Monarch “ — den Trincomalee boat, den mail-boat, sah! You big drunk, sah, you no under stand. Now you say two rupee, sail! (spits emphatically). No, sah!’

Redoubled chorus of disapproval as we step in.

The Inevitable (assuming his blandest manner). ‘Excuse me, but can we be of service to you?’

Englishman. ‘Thankee; much obliged, I’m sure.

I can’t savey their damned lingo, and don’t know what they want of me.’

The Inevitable. ‘First tell me what they have done for you.’

Englishman. ‘Took me from my boat over yonder, “The Lass of Burmah,” to the “Fiji Monarch,” then to the Trincomalee boat, then to the mail-boat, and back here.’

The Inevitable. ‘How long did it take you?’

Englishman (rather hazily), ‘Couldn’t say; not more than an hour any way.’

The Inevitable. ‘Leave it to us; we’ll see you through. Start and push your way out into the street.’ (Slips an anna into a small boy’s hand and whispers, ‘Call three rickshaws.’)

Traitorous small boy slips away. Crowd clamours louder and louder.

Once in the street the Englishman and Long’un mount their rickshaws, and the Inevitable proceeds to address the crowd.

‘My friends, it is useless to make trouble; you know very well you’re trying it on. Your legal fare is one rupee!’

The Leader of the Gang. ‘Three rupee, sah! that Sahib big drunk.’

The Inevitable (taking money from his pocket), ‘Three rupees. Very well. Give me back the one the Sahib gave you.’

The proper fare is unsuspectingly returned and pocketed, then, mounting his rickshaw, he continues his oration.

‘People of an alien race, let this be a lesson to you. When your fare is tendered, have the wit to keep it. Abandon extortion, live righteously, and all may yet be well with you. Pray for me!’ (To the rickshaw coolies:) ‘Now boys! “The British India” as hard as you can scoot.’

The boys bound forward and the rickshaws are flying up the street before the crowd properly realises the situation.

Then they start in pursuit, clamouring and shrieking like souls possessed. But we have a good start and reach the hotel in time to dismiss our coolies before they appear round the corner. Discovering where we have run to earth, they set up a dismal wailing, which eventually brings out the manager, with abuse and a cane. Finally they are induced to disperse, in all probability to regret not having been satisfied with their legal fare.

Once inside, our friend effusively expresses his gratitude, and consents to take supper with us, eventually remaining the night. By bed-time he is in full possession of our difficulty, and to show his gratitude, has definitely promised us an opportunity of working our way to Singapore aboard his boat. She is to sail on New Year’s Day, and it will behove us to be on board as early as possible on that morning. In the meantime we may celebrate the birth of the New Tear, secure in the fact that our immediate future is provided for.

In consideration of the festive season, and in order that we might not feel the pangs of home-sickness too strong upon us, Providence sent us a baker’s dozen of young tea-planters to see us through. They arrived fresh from their plantations on the morning of New Year’s Eve. Many of them had not seen civilisation since the same time last year. In ages they varied from eighteen to thirty, but in temperament and desires they seemed peculiarly the same.

Their main ambition seemed to be to make as much noise as possible, consume as much mixed liquor as they had room for, and see as much of each other and the world in general, as time and money would permit. We all dined together, and after-wards held an impromptu concert, at which many of the ladies resident in the hotel assisted. When they (the ladies) had retired, we (the male population) kept the fun going with great spirit until within five minutes of the birth of the New Year, when, adjourning to the ladies’ windows, we serenaded them with ‘Home, sweet Home,’ and ‘God save the Queen,’ with considerable fervour. Rickshaw racing in the moonlight followed, and after that —— but there, over the rest of the night we had better draw a kindly blank!

Next morning we had paid our bill, and were aboard our boat before the town clocks had struck six. We found her a powerful, paintless old tramp, of less than 2,000 tons burden, and engined up to 250 nominal horse power; she was heavily laden for Hong Kong via Penang and Singapore, and she carried a mixed crew, with Seedee boy stokers.

Having taken the precaution to make our appearance in old working clothes, we attracted no attention, and when we had interviewed our friend the chief officer, we were told to go forrard and report ourselves to the bo’sun.

Ten minutes later, coaling over, the barges were shoving off, and we, barefooted, and grimy as sweeps, Were being initialed into the mysteries of washing down.

Shortly after noon we got under way and steamed out of the harbour, not sorry, in spite of our enjoyable stay in Ceylon, to be once more upon our journey. Outside the breakwater a brisk sea met us and gave us a hearty welcome back to the bosom of Father Ocean. There was a thoroughness about it that we could both appreciate.

I must own that I have travelled in more comfortable places than a ship’s fo’c’s’le, and also that I have met with better food than biscuit and salt horse, but I doubt if, despite these minor drawbacks, it would be possible to find a healthier and jollier life than Jack’s. We were given as much work as we could get through, and during our watches below were too tired to think much about our surroundings. At any rate, before we had been many days at sea we were not only quite accustomed to it, but heartily enjoying the experience.

Fortunately, the whole way across the Sea of Bengal we had splendid weather. The old tramp proved herself a fair sea-boat, and our companions forrard, with two exceptions, were as jolly a set as you’d find anywhere.

Five days after leaving Colombo we sighted the coast of Achin (Sumatra) — low lying on the.starboard bow; and by the same token, that night I saw the grandest exhibition of phosphorised sea it has ever been my good fortune to behold. From the swiftly sliding water alongside, to the distant shore, lying like a black smudge under the. starlight, the whole ocean appeared a mass of glittering light. Forrard the boat seemed to be eating her way through diamond-spangled cotton wool, while aft, her wake had all the appearance of a road of burnished silver. A small boat, pounding along a couple of miles to port of us, looked to be churning up an acre of electric flame, and so still was the night that the grating of her ash lift came quite distinctly across the intervening stretch of water. It was altogether a night to be remembered.

Early in the first dog watch of the seventh day, we sighted the approach to Singapore, and by the time the cuddy bell had rung for breakfast had stemmed round the island and brought up alongside the wharf.

From a distance, the P. & O. Wharf at Singapore is a place of singular beauty.’ One enters it to the north of a small island, a bold piece of colouring, crowned with a wealth of tropical vegetation, the vivid green, of which harmonises artistically with the terra-cotta coloured cliffs, the quaintly tiled roofs of the wharf buildings, and the bungalows dotted’ among the palms on the hill-side. I believe in the Malay tongue Singapore is called ‘the Lion City,’ while in Hindustanee it means ‘A place of meeting.’ Without doubt, the latter name more; aptly describes it.

The harbour was crowded with shipping: gunboats, dingy English and foreign tramps, French, Chinese, and Dutch mail-boats, sampans, prahus, yachts, all mixed up with coal barges and mosquito-like steam launches. They were sea gipsies, every one of them, with tales of their own to tell of the mysteries of the mighty deep.

After breakfast, having completed all the work required of us, we changed our apparel, bade our shipmates and our benefactor, the chief officer, ‘goodbye,’ and stepped ashore once more to seek our fortunes.

In our youth, an unappreciated study of geography taught us that Singapore is a British possession, situated close upon the equatorial line: a fact which, before we had been long ashore, was thoroughly borne in upon us. It was first cousin, yet a different heat, to Colombo, a muggier and much more disagreeable temperature.

A thing which is calculated to strike the new comer with surprise is the tremendous preponderance of the Chinese element in this city. Numbering I believe something like half a million, these heathens fairly swarm over everything, and their own particular quarter, with its sights and smells, is a place to see once and never to venture near again.

There are many other peculiarities about Singapore, and among them is the frequency with which the name of Raffles is met with. It pervades everything. There is Raffles Street, Raffles Court, Raffles House, Raffles Road, Raffles Library, Raffles Hair-cutting Saloon, and I am given to understand, even Raffles Pudding. The name is derived from a certain Sir Stamford Raffles, who, fifty odd years ago, was a shining, light in the Straits, Settlements. Originally, appointed Governor of Java, which post he held for six years, he was required by the English Government to hand back the Island, with all that appertained thereto, improvements included, to its. original conquerors the Dutch. This he did, as history . relates, with no good grace, being one of those far-sighted individuals who could see no. wisdom in giving up this priceless treasure to such a nation.

From Batavia Raffles came north to what was then the small Malayan fishing village of Singapore. Here he started on his own account, foreseeing that by its geographical position at the entrance to the Straits of Malacca and the China Sea, Singapore must speedily become a place of great importance. Having buried the first Lady Raffles in Java, he married, for his second wife, the daughter of the Sultan of Johore, and on the land he obtained, with her the present settlement was built. Without doubt it is one of the most important of our British possessions in the East.

It was too hot to walk up to the town,, so, calling rickshaws, we ascended in luxury. The Chinaman who dragged us was a fine specimen of his race,’ broad shouldered,, strong limbed, a perfect beast of burden. He wore no clothing save a loin cloth, and a peculiar, dishcover-shaped hat. The idea is generally entertained that the Malays do all the rickshaw business. On the contrary the Malay does not drag rickshaws, nor does he do anything else in the way of work; he prefers loafing. Give him a warm spot to sit in, an inexhaustible amount of betel-nut to chew, someone to talk to, and he’ll scratch himself, spit, swap lies, and be as happy as the day is long. When he does do anything that isn’t for himself alone, he accompanies it with as much grumbling and ill humour as he can manage to squeeze into the time the operation takes him. That is the Malay character all over.

When he has no other way of making himself objectionable, he runs amuck: in other words, he works himself into such a passion that he goes clean 6ff his head, and charges headlong down the most crowded streets, stabbing with his creese (a tiny dagger about six inches long) at everybody within his reach. Under these circumstances it is permissible to shoot him — that’ is, if you have time to stay and see about it. If you haven’t, you go up a lamp or verandah post, and tell other people what they should do, and what you would do if you hadn’t promised your maiden aunt never to shed blood.

The approach to the town from the P. & O. Wharf is peculiar; a jungle-clad hill rises on the left, while squashy paddi fields and a general air of dampness suggestive of cholera, fever, and ague, occupy the right and most of the lower ground.

On the hill-side, nestling among luxuriant masses of cocoa, areca, and sugar palms, we catch glimpses of charming bungalows. The foliage is simply exquisite, and here and there we renew acquaintance with the Licuale palm, peculiar to the Malay Peninsula, which in its dried state forms that unpleasant instrument of torture known to our youth as the Penang lawyer.

Arriving on the outskirts of the to’wn we begin to understand something of what lies before us. Though evidences of Western civilisation confront us on either hand, in the shape of steam tramways, street name-plates, and legible inscriptions setting, forth the nearest roads to the police station, the native quarter of Singapore has a . distinctiveness quite its own. Hundreds of rickshaws crowd the narrow streets, Chinese and Malay merchants, clerks, coolies, and porters, with itinerant vendors of edibles, jostle each other with small Ceremony. As in Colbitnbo, every Eastern nation is represented, for, besides the Chinese and Malayan population, Hindoos, Cinghalese, Siamese, Arabs, Japanese, Manilla men, and natives from all parts of the Eastern Archipelago, make this their common meeting place. Chinese cook-shops, on whose counters are displayed, in appetising profusion, roast dog, rat, cat, etc. etc.; vie with pottery sellers, fan-tan hells, and licensed opium dens. Through the doors of the latter glimpses can now and again be obtained of the sodden soulless wretches within.

In the open streets barbers and perruquiers, perform their trades; heads are shaved, pig-tails combed, plaited or adorned, according to the taste or fancy of the patient sitter, while among all, yellow-skinned . Chinese and Malayan babies roll, tumble, and play, regardless of the stream of traffic around them.

Another thing which strikes outsiders as peculiar, is the fact that each district has its own police service. In one quarter we meet the stately Sikh, clad in Khaki uniform, idling his way along, apparently inattentive, but at the same time all regardful of the life around him. Further on we find the merry little Ghoorka, and further still the stately English Robert. It is no uncommon thing to meet in the Chinese quarter a Sikh leading to the lock-up half a dozen unwilling Chinamen, whose pigtails, for convenience sake, he has tied together, and the ends of which he holds in his hand. He doesn’t seem to mind the inconvenience half as much as the Chinamen, and somehow they’re not very much concerned about it either.
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With the consciousness of a depleted purse never absent from us, we kept our eyes open for an hotel where we might find cheapness, if possible combined with a certain amount of cleanliness. In search of this our coolie toiled up one street and down another, till at length almost in the heart of the native quarter, our eyes were attracted to a sign which seemed to hint that we had at last arrived at the description of place we wanted. We went in to inquire. The interior was certainly not in keeping with the gorgeous pretentiousness of the signboard. The landlord was a Portuguese of more than usually villanous type, and his wife, who at the time of our arrival was suffering from a swollen jaw, which fortunately prevented her from indulging in her usual conversation, was presumably of the same nationality. As the rooms were moderately clean (this was about all that could be said for them), we wasted no time, but entered into negotiations, and decided to try it, trusting that Providence would not allow us to be robbed or murdered. It was our intention to see as much native life as we could during our stay; after that to endeavour to secure another boat, and again work our way onwards.

Life in Singapore varies very little from life in India and Ceylon, if one substitutes the Malay servant for the Hindoo and Cinghalese, which is saying a good deal. The bungalows, the means of locomotion, the heat, the mosquitos, and in a measure the perfume of the streets, are the same. The only difference is that Singapore has all their undesirable qualities in the most complicated and aggravated forms.

We soon discovered that our hotel was famous for many things. During the time we were there it was remarkable for being the rendezvous of every white loafer in the settlement. These gentry, doubtless for reasons of their own, did hot show up very much in the day-time, but as soon as night fell, they crept out of every disused dog kennel in the neighbourhood to make our caravanserai their meeting place. Then for a space of six hours they drank, smoked a brand of tobacco the reek of which blistered the wall paper, perjured and profaned themselves, till the house fairly rocked under the strain. Not unfrequently they quarrelled, and on one occasion knives were drawn; but their patron saint never seemed to allow any of them to be killed, probably for fear of having to take charge of them elsewhere.

One night we were permitted the privilege of exploring a Chinese opium den in full blast of business. The man who conducted us was a low-caste Englishman, who, from his own account (and I believe him, for he hadn’t energy enough to lie about it), had lived in the slums of Singapore for well-nigh ten years. How he had managed to support himself during that time we could not discover, but one thing at least is certain, he did no work. His affability was his one redeeming feature, and on the consideration entered into before we set out — namely, that we should pay all expenses and stand him two drinks when we returned — he agreed to pilot us through the lowest parts of the town. On our side we stipulated that if any murders were to be committed, houses burned, or eccentricities of a similar kind indulged in, we should not be expected to participate beyond collecting our witness fees at the inquest afterwards. Having failed in an attempt to extort an additional two of Scotch cold, he said we had better set out.

It was a close, sultry evening, with a lot of rumbling thunder about. Everything we touched was clammy, and it needed almost painful exertion to raise one’s voice above a whisper. Up to that time I had entertained a sort of lingering idea that our hotel was not situated in any too reputable a neighbourhood, but before we had gone a hundred yards I discovered that it was a sort of Belgrave Square compared with that through which our guide was leading us. In a dim half conscious spirit of precaution, I endeavoured to keep tally of the streets through which we passed, but, after innumerable twistings and turnings, down Malay Street, up Pekin Street, through Canton, Calcutta, and Madras Streets, into Johore Street (these directions must not be taken as an authentic logbook of our route), my brain began to reel, and I resolved simply to trust to luck to find our way back, should we be unfortunate enough to lose our guide. This, indeed, was not unlikely, for every street was crowded to its utmost holding capacity. The bazaars of Singapore at night are things which should be taken in homoeopathic doses — one experience will last a life-time.

Passing down a narrow street or alley, into which the accumulated filth of centuries seemed to have found its way, we paused before a narrow door, upon which our guide knocked in a peculiar fashion. In the interval of waiting he condescended to inform us that we were about to enter one of the worst dens in the city, worse perhaps from the fact that it was illicit — that is, unlicensed by the Government. Hence the precaution taken in admitting us.

Twice or thrice our companion repeated his signals without any apparent notice being taken. Then suddenly a small shutter in the door slid back, and a ray of light fell on us. The scrutiny was evidently not of a satisfactory nature, for the shutter closed again, and a muttered conversation ensued within. After a minute the door swung open, and we were bidden enter. We found ourselves in a narrow passage, barely three feet wide, littered with filthy garbage, and smelling abominably. Down this passage we picked our way, until we brought up on the threshold of a long low room, the ceiling of which was coated out of all recognition by the blackened smoke of years.

Round the walls ran three tiers of bunks for the accommodation of smokers, and each bunk was several degrees filthier than the room. As far as we could judge from a cursory glance, it contained about ten or a dozen persons, three-fourths of whom were lolling in their bunks, either smoking or asleep. Three of the smokers were females, the rest males of all nationalities and ages. A Chinaman who, judging from appearances, could certainly not have seen less than a hundred summers, was evidently the ruling spirit of the place. He it was who admitted us, and even among the gang with whom he had to deal, his word ruled as law. The atmosphere was like pea-soup, and was momentarily getting thicker, but the denser it became the more the other occupants of the room seemed to enjoy it.

At this juncture our guide, philosopher, and friend became anxious to try a pipe, but this we were disinclined to permit for obvious reasons; nor were we tempted to indulge ourselves, though the intense enjoyment and supreme content manifested by those who did, certainly seemed to indicate an amount of pleasure, the opportunity for the enjoyment of which it would be folly to let slip. Sometimes an almost perfect stillness reigned in the room, broken only by the heavy stertorous breathing of the sleepers; then a smoker would lay down his pipe with a sodden grunt of satisfaction, and compose himself for the blissful dreams. One man lying in a bunk near us irresistibly attracted my attention. He was, without doubt, a European, and, if I might hazard the guess, an Englishman; possibly he might have once been a gentleman, for his white face had a look of refinement about it utterly at variance with his surroundings.

In an undertone I questioned our companion regarding him. He shrugged his shoulders with a laugh, and said scornfully, ‘Him? Oh! he’s one of ti8 Englishmen: had a University education, they say; not much use to him now, is it?’

Poor devil! If his mother could only have seen him as I saw him then, sleeping the hopeless sleep of the Black Smoke, what would she have felt? After a little while he woke, and for a few moments lay still, his eyes opening and shutting as the remaining fumes of the drug played across his brain. Then he began to move about, and finally he dragged himself out of his bunk on to his feet. Gazing round the room with a bewildered expression, his eyes fell upon us. Never, if I live to be a hundred, shall I forget the piteous look which spread across his features; it told its own story better than any words. But let us draw the curtain: we had seen enough. The rest of the night .was spent in wandering through places that were revelations — places of even the recollection of which I should almost like to rid my memory.

There are slums and slums — Little Bourke Street, Melbourne; Whitechapel, London; Port Said; Calcutta; China Town, San Francisco; and Singapore: each has a reputation of its own, but surely for unadulterated misery and vice, unaccompanied by any redeeming feature whatsoever, it would be difficult to match the last named. There is a peculiar, undefinable repulsiveness about the native quarter of Singapore which baffles description. It must be seen to be appreciated.

When we reached our hotel again, daylight was not far distant; life was returning to the city. Our guide received his reward, and we turned in to sleep away, if possible, the thoughts engendered by our awful sightseeing.

That afternoon we were fortunate enough to hear of a boat sailing the following day for British North Borneo, via the Island of Labuan. Borneo being a country we particularly desired to see, we trudged away to the wharf, and having found the vessel in question, proceeded on board and introduced ourselves to the chief officer, who as good fortune had it, chanced to be a most agreeable and sympathetic Englishman. Having heard our story, he professed himself glad to help us, said he was in want of hands, and most willingly offered us passages to the capital of British North Borneo and back, provided we would work our way. This we gladly consented to do, and accordingly next morning, having settled our bill, we once more embarked, glad, if only for a little while, to say ‘goodbye’ to stifling Singapore.


Chapter 4

En Route to British Borneo — Labuan — Sandahkan — Singapore — Banca
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OF THE VOYAGE to North Borneo there is little to tell, beyond saying that it occupied in all fourteen days, and was attended by no disastrous risks to either body or mind. Fortunately we experienced glorious weather throughout, otherwise, I fear, in spite of the profusion of gold lace on the captain’s uniform and the affability of the chief engineer, our vessel would not have proved herself a good sailor. She was a loblollopy old tub, as full of cussedness as a six-year-old Solomon Boy, and I believe she would have liked nothing better than to have gone to the bottom in a smooth sea, just to prove her utter contempt for things in general. Save the skipper, no one on board seemed to have any good opinion of her, but to him her grunting and groaning through the water like a broken-winded camel was as the sweetest music. He had a pecuniary interest in her, and for that reason, I suppose, was blind to her little peculiarities.

On the third day we sighted the Sarhassen Islands, lying all lonely out on a bright blue sea; then the Natunas, dim and distant on our port bow; picked up our first view of Borneo’s coast with Brunei Cliffs on the fourth, and at daybreak the following morning came to an anchor in Victoria . Harbour, Labuan Island.

Never in my life do I remember anything more exquisite than that morning. The sea was as smooth as the inside of an oyster shell; the subdued green of the foliage ashore contrasted soothingly with the water in the Bay; while, across the straits, upon the mainland of Borneo, glimpses could be obtained of mountain peaks towering dimly heavenward. Before we were properly at anchor, canoes of all shapes and sizes surrounded us, piled with bananas and kadjangs (young palm leaves dried), which their occupants clamorously offered for sale. Accustomed though I was, by this time, to such things, some of the men in these canoes positively made me blush, and if I possessed the effrontery of two of our lady passengers who bargained with them, oblivious of all else, I’d stake that effrontery out, and sell it as town lots. There’d be enough for a village anyway, possibly a city.

Labuan is the most charming little toy kingdom imaginable, and though only six miles from Borneo, it has been a separate British colony for upwards of fifty years. Greatest boast of all, it is entitled to and possesses its own postage stamp, though I doubt, if the whole island were hunted through, as many as two dozen people capable of writing their own names (to say nothing of anybody else’s) could be found. As an unsophisticated young English resident put it, ‘Bless you, that don’t matter; it’s the bally look of the thing, you know. I reckon a man wants some bally privilege, if it’s only a bally postage stamp, for living in this bally place without cutting his bally throat. If they took that stamp away I’m hanged if we wouldn’t mutiny and strike out as a bally nation on our own bally hook,’ etc. He was a sweet bally youth! After a stay of eight hours, and when we had nearly lifted the Island out of the water with our steam whistle, we once more proceeded on our way, bound for Gaya, another small island, six hours

Steam from Labuan. Observed from the sea (for, by reason of our responsible positions on board, we were afforded no opportunity of landing) Gaya is picturesquely precipitous. It is neither a big place, nor is it particularly interesting. The inhabitants are mostly Chinese and Malays, with a sprinkling of other nationalities. The Malay quarter is built on piles and perfume, at the end of a roughly constructed wooden jetty, in order, I suppose, that the inhabitants may get the benefit of the decayed fish and sea breezes. Only a Malay would like that sort of mixture.

Leaving Gaya, we steamed along the Borneo coast (keeping an eye on Kina Balu, towering his 13,000 odd feet into the clouds) as far as Sampanmangio Point (steamers have been known to get wrecked on the mere name) which, in order to make Kudat, another quaint and evil-smelling little coastal village, we were compelled to round. Leaving Kudat a difficult bit of navigation lay before us, among flat islands, coral reefs, and horrors of a similar description, just the very place for such a tub as ours to give an exhibition of her worst qualities. During the day it rained: not showered, rained! Forty million gallons to a square inch per minute, washed the anchor down the fo’c’s’le ventilator, and cut holes the size of pigeon eggs in the brass starboard lighthouse I Well, if it didn’t quite do these things, I’ll take them back; but I assure you it came very near it. Personally I had never experienced such a deluge before.

Old Bull’s-eye, the bo’sun, a cheery old sea dog, took refuge with us under the forrard awning, and casually remarked that it reminded him of a shower he had been in, early in the seventies, a degree south of the Azores.

‘I was aboard a loitering old Geordie,’ he said, ‘from Newcastle, heavily loaded for the Cape. Her average speed was six knots in a fair sea, but sometimes we managed to knock seven out of her, and then the chief engineer ‘ud part his hair and talk about ocean steaming. One dog watch it began to look precious black all round, clouds gathered, and the wind sighed as if it was awful lonesome out there on that great big sea. The skipper prowled up and down the bridge sniffing the air, and ended by telling the officer of the watch to have everything made snug. It was that heavy and quiet, you could hear the fishes breathin’ miles away. Then suddenly a flash of lightning came so close to us, that it singed the old man’s beard, and the clap of thunder that followed it knocked him bang up against the binnacle. After that it began to rain, not drizzle like this, but Teal rain, sounding for all the world like millions of marlin spikes being dashed upon the deck. The skipper guessed he was getting wet, so down he dived to the chart room for his oilskins. While he was below there came the biggest crash you ever heard, and then, for no reason that we could see, the blooming old tub began to heel over just as if she was never going to right herself again. “ God a’mighty,” says the skipper to himself, clinging to the chart locker, “she’s struck somethin’, and we’re sinkin’.” Getting on to his feet he fumbled up on to the bridge and there, sure enough, he saw she was going down into the sea, foot by foot and inch by inch. “Stand by the boats! “ he yells, but, bless you, nobody took no notice, thinkin’ they might just as well be drowned in the fo’c’sle as come out to be drowned in the rain. After that there was a kind of lull, and Chips, the carpenter, crawls on to the bridge, and bellows in the skipper’s ear, “ She ain’t sinkin’; she’s as tight as a drum, there’s not a tot of water in her!”

‘“Then what’s the meaning of that?” yells the skipper, pointing to the water. “ If we’re not sinkin’ the sea must be risin’.” And by the jumping Moses he was right! The rain was coming down that strong just about where we were, that it had rose the ocean ten feet, before the heavily loaded old — tub could come up on it. It’s my belief, if it hadn’t stopped then, it would have brought the water over the decks, and we’d have been swamped afore we could have saved ourselves. Call this’ere rain? Young man, don’t you parade your ignorance! You don’t know what real rain is!

When he had finished, we all maintained a solemn silence. Of course we felt that, in the interests of science, somebody ought to have hinted at the fate of Ananias, but for the moment no one had sufficient presence of mind to think of it. Nevertheless it was a beautiful lie. But I’m wandering again.

Sandahkan, our destination, and the capital of British North Borneo, is admirably situated on high land at the mouth of a large natural harbour, a mile and a half across at the entrance, and running inland about fifteen miles. On the town side the view is almost imposing, but across the Bay, where the Keenabatanga River flows into the sea, nothing meets the eye save uninteresting mangrove swamps running across the flats up to the thick jungle behind.

Sandahkan is still but a very tiny place, built and existing on lines peculiarly its own. Everything connected with it is primitive in the extreme. There is nothing stuck up about it; the narrow conventionalities of western civilisation have not found their way there yet.

As we came to an anchor, one of the male European residents put off to welcome back his partner, who was returning to North Borneo after a holiday in England. Both were charming youths, and their conversation over the side, while the gangway was being rigged, gave us a better insight into

Sandahkan life, than we could have got in any other way. It was something like this:

Youth (standing up in boat alongside, nodding and smiling to passenger). ‘Hullo, Bill, so you’e got back again!’

Bill (whose heart yearns towards him, though Englishman like, he dreads showing it). ‘Yes, got back again! How are things?’

Youth (alongside, laconically). ‘Beastly! Bally roofs fallen in, an’ Jim’s missus has got twins. The deacon’s lame, and all the fowls have got the croup! I’ve had boils, but they’re better now! ‘How’s London!’

Bill. ‘So, so! Who’s built the new bungalow?’

Youth (alongside). ‘Paddy Dowle — he’s going to get spliced — girl from London too. Rum thing ain’t it — girl wanting to come out here — specially to Paddy? Reckon she’ll sigh for home comforts when she sees the kennel he’s prepared for her. Paddy’s fowls roost in the drawingroom y’know.’

By this time the gangway is lowered, and he climbs aboard to greet his friend with something very like tears in his eyes. ‘God bless you, old pal, I’ve been awful lonely without you,’ etc. etc. and then they descend to the saloon for the inevitable drink.

On account of the importation of coolies into Sandahkan, the Chinese element predominates, and is likely to go on doing so. The European population have their residences among the hills at the back of the town, and peculiar little places some of them are. They seem to possess everything but what their owners most desire — an air of home.

If you want to understand something of life and death in British North Borneo, you should get a resident, between midnight and morning, to narrate to you a few of his choice fever stories; they are worth hearing. But don’t do it if you’re nervous, for they’re ghastly enough to raise the scalp of a tarantula. The death rate among the Chinese coolies is, or used to be, something appalling. From information received, it would appear that they die off at the rate of about 20 per cent, per week. But, saving the fact that everyone is sorry for the poor planter, who has been put to no end of trouble and expense in importing them, nothing is thought of this. The general opinion is that it’s just like a Chinaman to die when he’s most wanted; it would appear as if his very existence is sheer cussedness.

That reminds me of a story I once heard of two young Englishmen who purchased a station somewhere in Western Queensland. They were unsophisticated youths, with big bank balances and English ways of looking at things. Among other peculiarities, they developed an intense dislike to Chinese labour in any shape or form. This led them to discharge their Chinese cook, Ah Chow, and to engage, in his place, an Englishman of by no means satisfactory character. Ah Chow they told to pack up and git He explained that he didn’t know his way to the nearest township — some 150 miles distant — but that didn’t matter to them, all they wanted was that he should git. He did git, only to return four or five days later in an emaciated condition, with the explanation that he had been bushed (lost) within twenty miles of the head station. Again they said ‘Git!’ and again he got. This time he returned in a week, still thinner, after another series of extraordinary adventures in the Unknown. Then they began to get annoyed, and sent him off for the last time, threatening all sorts of dire penalties should he return again. Next day they had a slight disagreement, embodying a charge of petty larceny, with their immaculate white man cook, who thereupon collected his goods and chattels and decamped.

Thenceforward, their affairs became extremely disorganised. They had no idea themselves how to cook, nor had they a man upon the place who could help them; at least not according to their notions of cookery. At the end of two days they began to regret their behaviour towards the heathen Chinee, and even went so far as to contemplate his return with equanimity. In fact, the worse their meals grew, the more and more anxious they became to gaze upon his sallow countenance again.

One night they heard a scrambling in the verandahs. On going out they discovered Ah Chow, very, very thin, and on the borderland of death. He was too weak to stand, and a sad look came into his eyes as he explained: ‘You sackee me a’longee bush, me wellee bad findee — no eatee, no drinkee — allee same die!’ And without further ado he did die!

Then those two Christian young men, their eyes hovering between the dead body of Ah Chow in the doorway and a badly burnt sago pudding on the table, were annoyed! ‘Ungrateful beggar!’ they said, ‘goes and dies out of pure contrariness, just as. we were going to give him employment. It’s too bad, too bad!’ The fault was of course all with Ah Chow. But there, I’m wandering again!

We remained in Sandalikan two days, and .on the evening of the second, hove anchor, and steamed back on our track for Singapore, arriving there after an uneventful voyage.

Our good fortune was once more in the ascendant, insomuch that we were not compelled to remain in the Lion City. As we brought up against the wharf, a vessel was getting up steam, preparatory to leaving for Batavia via Sumatra and Banca. Reflecting that if we could not, as proved to be the case, work our way down, deck passages would certainly not cost more than awaiting events at a Singapore hotel, we decided to travel by her.

Of all the clumsy old tubs upon the ocean, I am prepared to assert that she was the worst. She was as short and squab in front as a Thames hay barge, her internal arrangements were five years behind the times, and her obsolete engines had been patched up out of all recognition. On an average, once every day they were compelled to heave her to for repairs. And yet her officers carried more dignity and natural conceit than one would have any right to expect in all Her Majesty’s Admirals and Naval Aides-de-camp put together. Our quarters as deck passengers were situated under the forrard awning, among the sheep and poultry, and our companions, once again (human beings, I mean, not the sheep and poultry) embraced almost every Eastern nationality,, including a troupe of Japanese actors and actresses.

We said ‘goodbye’ to Singapore in a tropical downpour, which outside the harbour gave place to a fog of pea-soup thickness. Now, a fog anywhere around Singapore is no laughing matter, crowded with shipping as is the highway thereabouts. So thick did the weather eventually become, that, after half an hour’s steaming we were forced to heave to, keeping our steam whistle going every minute like souls in torment. In the semblance of a gigantic pall, the fog enveloped us, until it became impossible even to see half a length ahead. The silence in the intervals of whistling was most weird; not a sound could be heard save an occasional order from the bridge, and the steady drip drip of the moisture on the deck.

Now and again, intense excitement would be caused by the appearance of some vessel gliding slowly out of the surrounding obscurity, almost to within a cable’s length of us, only to shift her helm, and disappear as mysteriously as she had come. The knowledge of the presence of such danger was by no means pleasant, and right glad were we when the fog lifted, and we were able to proceed upon our way once more.

The voyage from Singapore to Batavia is surpassingly beautiful. We seemed to be picking our way continually between islands each lovelier than the last. In fact, anything more perfect could not be imagined than the blue sky, the smooth sea, and these jungle-clad heavens peering up out of it. Sand-drops in the infinite though they are, the feelings they produce are very curious. There is a wondrous sense of rest about their beauty. Gazing at them, one feels almost inclined to forsake this great garish world and to retire to one of them, there to live a life of perfect peace and happiness, devoid of ambition and money-making cares, and relieved of all worries and miserable anxieties. And yet I suppose it wouldn’t do; it is that struggling and battling to keep one’s head above water which is the very salt of our existence.

After bucketing along with an immense assumption of dignity, our first place of call was Muntuk, capital of the small island of Banca (off the coast of Sumatra), after which the straits are named. Banca is chiefly famous for its tin mines and malarial fever, and, I believe, is charming as far as scenery is concerned.
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Speaking of fever reminds me that among our passengers, whom I should have mentioned earlier, was a general of the Dutch army. In the list of his possessions he numbered a small presence, a gorgeous uniform, and a title that fairly took one’s breath away. He had with him about fifty of his rank and file; poor fever-ridden wretches, returning invalided to Java from Achin. Now Achin is the northern portion of the island of Sumatra, and belongs to a race of people rejoicing in the catarrhish name of Achinese. In an unfortunate moment, about twenty years ago, the Dutch nation, who had appropriated the southern half of Sumatra, decided to try and obtain the north, but the misguided inhabitants, — having probably heard of Dutch enterprise before, settled it in their own minds to keep them out.

Pot-valiant Holland sailed in to find a wasps’ nest. For the Achinese have proved stubborn fighters, and take considerable delight in terminating the existence of those unfortunates whom their trusty ally the malaria leaves alive. Out of every hundred Dutchmen landed, fully thirty go under before they have been a couple of months in the country, and in the meantime they run the risk of being blow-piped, toma-hawked, or otherwise put an end to by their determined foes. This sort of guerilla warfare has now lasted twenty odd years, cost many millions of guilders, and it would be extremely difficult to say whether the invaders are any forrarder than they were at the beginning. The natural conceit of the Dutchman forbids his giving in, and in the meantime he is, I suppose, content to pay heavily for his amusement. There are pleasanter occupations than being a Dutch soldier in Achin.


Chapter 5

Batavia, Buitenzorg
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WE WERE DUE to arrive at Batavia two days after leaving Banca, but this happy event was delayed by a breakdown in the engine room which took something like six hours to repair. What its nature was we were unable to discover, but from all I saw of their engineering, it is more than likely that some of that gold laced dignity got fouled in the thrust block, and interfered with the action of the propelling shaft. Such dignity on board ship is about as dangerous as dynamite.

We obtained our first view of Java towards noon on the third day; a long, low, tree-clad coast, just discernible above sea level. About three o’clock we went through the usual pilot formalities, and steamed past the lighthouse into the small harbour of Tanjong Priok, as the seaport of Batavia is called. As we entered, clouds covered the sky, it began to rain, and m consequence the dirty water inside the breakwater, the slimy stone wharfs, desolate wind-tossed palm trees, and general air of cholera and sudden death, produced a picture that was the reverse of inspiriting. Moreover, there were Malay boys on the wharf, and as we have said before, we dislike Malays intensely. These particular specimens were not a cheerful gang; they were ill dressed and half fed, some of them wore scarecrow uniforms, while others had only loin cloths and brass badges of gorgeous lettering and dimensions to signify that they were hotel touts. Every mother’s son had something to say, and every mother’s son pestered you with his attentions until he was allowed an opportunity of saying it. We had lost our angelic temper earlier in the day, and in consequence were not in the humour to be trifled with. We had hazy ideas of presenting the skeletons of those we slew to the British Museum, labelled ‘Malay Hotel Touts,’ but were induced to abandon the notion when we considered the question of freight. Who would pay freight on a dead Malay?

We had been given to understand that the Dutch Government is particularly severe on smuggling, so as we had nothing we wanted to get in, we were ready, nay, even ostentatiously anxious, to have our things examined, and to receive praise for our enforced honesty. I notice this is often the way with folk who have no option but to be law-abiding. Whether they are so scrupulously honest when temptation and opportunity come their way, is another matter.

The work of overhauling passengers’ baggage is carried on by Malays under the superintendence of a gorgeously attired Customs officer who sits near, keeping up the dignity of Dutch character. That’s just the sort of occupation to suit a Java Dutchman: he’ll keep up his dignity when everything else is gone. What I want to know is what he does with it when he goes to bed. As it’s the most precious article he’s got, surely he doesn’t leave it lying about promiscuously with his clothes? Perhaps he — But there, I am wandering again.

The customs building is an unpretentious shed about as large as a sixth-rate country chapel. The comfort of the public is not considered at all, the reason being, I presume, that the public who require comfort do not go to Java. Having safely passed our baggage and convinced the authorities that shaving soap was not dynamite, nor a collar box an infernal machine, we wandered through the gates to the railway station, whence a train runs at long intervals to Batavia. For the benefit of future travellers in Java, let me here narrate a little incident that occurred at this station: an incident which will go a long way towards showing the peculiar customs of the country, and the love of Javanese Dutchmen for strangers, and Englishmen in particular.

Before asking at. the booking office for a ticket to Batavia, we took the precaution to examine a printed notice posted on the wall. This notice informed the public that fares to Batavia were half a guilder or 10c?. each. Accordingly, approaching the window, we demanded tickets and placed the amount stated on the counter. The Chinese clerk, with a quickness that betrayed continual practice of the little game, took our measures, and pushed the money back, signifying on his fingers that it was not enough, that he wanted a whole guilder apiece, or in other words, twice the proper fare; and this, for the reason that we were Englishmen or foreigners. We remonstrated, pointing to the notice, but all in vain; he shrugged his shoulders and declined to give us a ticket. Whereupon, fearing we might be betrayed into slaying him, we sought the gorgeously liveried station-master, and placed the matter, as well as we could, before him. He also saw our nationality and shrugging his shoulders, turned upon his heel.

The train was just on the point of starting, and as it was the last that day, it remained for us either to pay the amount demanded, or to camp where we were till morning. Eventually, with a hurricane of grumbling and ill-humour, to which we added our prayers for the welfare of the Dutch Government, the station-master, and his clerk, we paid and got aboard. This is a solid, cold-drawn, unsophisticated fact!

The journey from Tanjong Priok to the capital occupies about half-an-hour, and is extremely uninteresting. The road lies through green, slimy swamps, unwholesome native villages, and eye-wearing canals. Along these latter crawl native barges, wonderful constructions built of filth and bamboo.

We had decided to honour the Hotel des Indes (to which we had been recommended) with our disastrous patronage. So, on arriving at Batavia, having called two small dos-a-dos carts (one for ourselves and one for our luggage) we started. These conveyances are drawn by ponies about the size of Shetlands, and are driven by Malay boys. When the cart has a good weight behind, the pony finds all his time taken up trying to remain on terra firma.

It had been raining copiously and the roads were covered with a thick black slush. Because we were arrayed in clean white suits and spotless pith helmets, and were conscious that our arrival at the H6tel des Indes would provoke excitement, we told our driver, in a language he did not understand, to drive slowly, and on no account to bring the mud between the wind and our nobility.

In spite of our precautions, however, a few spots flicked in upon us as we clattered out of the station yard. We said it was annoying, and hoped it would not occur again. Trying to wipe it off we made it worse. Then it began to shower in in wholesale quantities. We expostulated with our driver, but he only grinned vacantly and took no notice. It grew worse. It literally poured in upon us, under and over, round every corner, and through every crevice, until we were ‘covered and exasperated from head to foot. Then a thunderstorm took a hand in the game, and in three minutes we were drenched through and through. Being decently brought up young men, with Christian tempers, we restrained ourselves; but when the mud, rain, perspiration, and annoyance got into our helmets, and started the green lining running down our foreheads and round the back of our ears, the tension was too great and we gave way. By the time we entered the Hotel des Indes, on the verandahs of which we could see many young and well favoured ladies partaking of afternoon tea, we were not conceited about our appearances. Thus, costume makes cowards of us all.

The Hotel des Indes is of peculiar construction, being built in the form of a square, the centre of which is a garden. On two sides of this, and fronting two sides of the square, are long verandahed corridors of sittingrooms and bedrooms. The main street forms the third side, while an imposing marble dining saloon, with the servants’ offices, kitchens and stables, makes up the fourth. The whole effect is curious, but by no means displeasing. The servants are invariably Malays, and are the most idle, loafing, vicious specimens of an idle, loafing, and vicious race. Of one member of the brotherhood I shall have more to say anon!

Now, when we are strangers in strange countries, we always regard it as our duty to criticise the manners and customs of the regions into which we drift in true British fashion, finding fault with what does not suit us, and discounting that of which we cannot help but approve. Let us consider one Batavian custom.

Previous to dinner it is the habit in Java to assemble in the verandah of the dining hall, to discuss the doings of the day and to whet the appetite with small drinks, composed of gin and a sort of Angostura bitters. This compound is served free of cost, and is one of the only customs worthy of favourable comment.

During dinner we heard that a magnificent free concert was to be held that evening in the Military Gardens. With that promptness which ever distinguishes our actions (when entertainments were free) we decided to attend it. Accordingly, about nine o’clock, having suitably attired ourselves, we called a gharry, and desired to be driven to the festive scene. All Batavia, fashionable and otherwise, appeared to be making in the same direction, and the beauty of the night, it was full moon, was in itself an excuse for the frivolity.

After a short drive our carriage drew up before a pair of imposing gates, the entrance to lamplit gardens of fairy-like beauty. In the centre of these gardens stood a magnificent marble mansion, and towards this we wended our way.

On entering we found ourselves in a spacious hall, filled with ladies and gentlemen, Malay waiters, small tables and chairs. A fine military band was performing at one end, and to quote an eminent writer, everything and everybody was as merry as a marriage bell. After a little hunting we discovered a vacant table, seated ourselves, and bade a boy bring us some wine. Sipping it, we listened to the music and criticised our neighbours with considerable point and freedom in the security of our own language. When we had seen and heard enough, we departed, convinced that we had conferred an honour upon the Dutch nation, of which it (the Dutch nation) might justly be proud. It was not until next day that we learnt that nine out of every ten Java Dutchmen have a perfect knowledge of English, and that while we, thinking ourselves so omnipotent in our English exclusiveness, had been showing off before strangers, we had, in reality, been uninvited intruders upon a private club. Why we had not been fired out neck and crop will ever pass my understanding. We had our punishment, however. We were the cheapest couple in Java that day, I can assure you! We could have been purchased for less than cost price, with even then a substantial discount for cash !

In the course of the afternoon, our pride received another shock, for not only was it unmistakably borne in upon us that our countrymen’s presence was not appreciated in Java, but beyond that, if we ourselves desired to remain more than twenty-four hours in the island, we must apply, humbly, for permission so to do, attending at the Government office, and answering any questions that might be put to us. What was worse we should be compelled to pay dearly for the privilege conceded. Should we desire to remain for more than one month, we must be prepared to serve a lengthy period in the black and tan militia regiments of the island. This being so, the following morning, we secured an interpreter, a Yankee sea captain, who professed to understand Dutch and attended at the office. Our companion was full of his own importance, and was going to fix things up for us right away. ‘We needn’t bother,’ he said, ‘but were just to sit tight and leave everything to him.’

The office was a peculiarly dirty hole, and the official in charge more than matched it.

When we entered, he was spoiling a clean piece of paper under the pretence of writing, and gazed up at us with a vacant stare. It was not until after our companion had shouted something incomprehensible at him for fully five minutes, in a voice like a saw sharpener crossed with a steam fog-horn, that he began to acquire some distant glimmering of the reason for our presence there. Then taking from a shelf a bulky volume, he prepared to start interrogations, and the dialogue proceeded somewhat as follows:

Official (a long sentence hopelessly unintelligible).

Interpreter (losing the thread of it). ‘Vast heaving! Have another try! Put your helm over, mate, and go upon another tack,’ etc. etc.

Official (a still longer sentence delivered in mid-breath).

Interpreter (with a grin like a horse collar). ‘Ah! I reckon I’ve located him now — wants to know your names, where you come from, and what you blamed well want here!’

We furnish the requisite information and the official begins again, but is immediately interrupted.

Interpreter. ‘Dog gone my cats! he’s got a tongue like a blank paddle boat. Let up and have another try, blank you !’

Official (warming to his work and saying twice as much in half the time).

Interpreter (beginning to get fogged), ‘Back her! Back her all you know. I’m clean out of soundings!’

Official (shouting and gesticulating wildly, and throwing away his greasy spectacles to allow his features better play).

Interpreter (losing his temper, at the top of his voice). ‘Stop! stop! stop! blank — blank — double blank. Ain’t yer never going to let me have a deal. Want all the talking to yerself, do yer? (Goes at it himself for a space; then with an air of conviction) I’ve got it. Wants to know how many times you have been in gaol, and if you’ve got the measles or small-pox?’

We feel distrustful, but answer in the negative. Evidently something is wrong, for they begin again.

Interpreter (after a minute’s anxious thought), ‘Lord! what a simple thing, to be sure. Wants to know how many times you’ve been married. No? Wants certificate of your births. No? Wants to see your vaccination marks. No? Your Sunday school papers. No? Well, may I be hanged for a pink-eyed beachcomber if I know what he does want anyhow!’

This being just the conclusion we have long since come to, we start in on our own account, and have everything satisfactorily settled in less than two minutes. Next time we want papers taken out we’ll deny ourselves the luxury of an interpreter. I’m not saying anything against interpreters, mind you, but I do think it is necessary that they should understand something about the language.

Among the many things which must strike new arrivals in Java as peculiar is the dress of the residents, before and after the business of the day. Of course one soon sees that it is just what is wanted for the climate, but even with that excuse it is — well — peculiar! The man’s dress consists of a loose, white Chinese jumper, called a kabia, somewhat resembling a small English smock-frock, a pair of gaily patterned trousers (or a sarong) and Chinese grass slippers. The Dutch lady, if she desires to be in the fashion, lets her hair down, wears a short lawn peignoir, a sarong (sheet of native cloth) loosely wound round the hips and tucked in at the side, thrusts her bare feet into dainty slippers, and almost invariably carries a fan. Attired in this fashion, men and women sit together in the verandah, sip tea, smoke, and talk the polite chit-chat of the day, undisturbed by any thought of appearances. But until the new comer gets used to it, it makes him, to say the very least of it, uncomfortably modest.

There were two young Dutch ladies, with whose charms we were much impressed, residing at number 23 on our verandah. Every afternoon at five o’clock they attired themselves after the fashion I have just described, and with much fluttering of fans and clattering of tiny shoe heels, proceeded past our chairs on their way to the bath. We were filled with admiration, and on the strength of their appearances purchased sarongs and kabias for ourselves, declaring that the following afternoon should see us correspondingly attired. Accordingly, after our walk next day, we retired to our respective rooms to don our war paint.

The kabia is easily put on; not so the sarong. But as I had carefully studied the manner of fastening it from every person I had seen wearing one, 1 felt sure I could manage it. I did not know that it is a deep and a designing garment, expressly meant to compass the fall of man. I was to learn that later!

Removing my nether garments, I unrolled the cloth and twisted it round my legs, to discover that the pattern was not straight. I started again; but this time I had it too much on one side, and it would not tuck in. I sat down to think it over. Of course in a second I saw my mistake and began again; but this time it wouldn’t work at all. It fell down ignominiously, and I said the first thing that occurred to me. Once more I thought it out.

Naturally I saw my mistake directly; it was as clear as noonday. Instead of beginning on the left, I should have begun on the right, twisted it over and then tucked it in. I tried and failed. In front it was excellent, but behind it was impossible; my legs were exposed to the vulgar gaze. Six times I tried and six times I failed; then, kicking the offending garment into a corner, I marshalled my feelings and expressed myself as became the situation.

Remembering the old maxim ‘Try, try, try again,’ I recovered the cloth, made another attempt, and after half-a-dozen failures, achieved a fairly successful garment. Thrusting my feet into a pair of slippers, I sought the Long’un. I found him standing in the centre of his room, in the likeness of our father Adam before the fall. There was an expression on his face I had never seen there before. He was angry.

In response to my question, he waved a crumpled dish-clout in my face and said with untranslatable scorn:

‘What’s wrong? Why this bally thing’s wrong! I thought I knew how to put it on, but I’ve tried and tried, this way and that, till I’m just black in the face. Do you believe I can get it right? No, nor within three feet of it. It isn’t manufactured right! It’s my belief it’s a fraud!’

‘Let me show you!’ I said. ‘Don’t lose your temper with an unoffending cloth! It’s as easy as falling off a log. See! first you turn this over — so! Then that over — so. No! that’s not right either. Ah! I see — this back, so! No! Confound the thing — this way? No! Like this? No! Over here? No! Oh, hang the thing. How is it? Never mind, I’ll undo mine, and then you can see for yourself.’

I undid it, and with shame be it written, try how I would, couldn’t do it up again. After that, for ten minutes that room was just sulphurous. I say sulphurous, because it’s the only term that expresses it. When we did get them right we were hot and cross, and our pleasure for the afternoon was completely spoilt. Now you know why I say the sarong is a designing garment.

After the bath and afternoon tea, European habiliments are donned, and the fashionable world betakes itself for a walk or drive as the case may be. The men, great dandies, in fashions patriarchal elsewhere, always promenade at this hour, bare-headed. The cool of the evening is delightful, and when the band plays on the King’s Plain, the scene is not only animated but roost enjoyable. The elegant landaus of the elite, drawn by diminutive ponies and driven by Malays, parade up and down (the coachmen wear their livery boxers above their turbans in a most comical fashion); horsemen trot in stately circles round and round the band, while small nigger boys, of all colours and sizes, survey the scene with unimaginable awe.

The day following our adventure with the Government official and the passport was dedicated to visiting Buitenzorg — the sanatorium of Batavia, a lovely spot, located among the mountains about forty miles inland. Once again we trusted ourselves to a colonial railroad, and once again, as in C!Colombo, our track followed a long panorama of exquisite views. Dutch railways are well built, somewhat after the Yankee fashion, but the pace of the train was, if anything, slower than that of our Kandyan journey. However, we did not mind that much, the prospect from the carriage windows compensated for everything. Continually coming into view were mountain peaks and gently swelling hills, tiny waterfalls and crystal rivulets, with here and there a glimpse of the blue sea, many hundred feet below, just showing through exquisite settings of cocoa palms, bananas, custard and breadfruit trees. Nor was this all, for as we approached our destination, we could see, peering down on us from among the clouds, the two mountain guardians of Buitenzorg, Salahk and twin-headed Pangerange and Gede.

Arriving at our destination, we refreshed ourselves, and then sought the Botanic Gardens which surround the summer residence of the governor of the colony. It would be impossible to conceive anything more beautiful than these gardens, and I can quite believe the Dutchmen’s boast to be correct, when they assert that they are the finest in the world. Even those of Peredenya sink into insignificance beside them. Surely”, never save in the garden of Eden could vegetation flourish as it does here. The sights, the sounds, and the perfumes, are lovely beyond compare. Beautiful vistas, seemingly endless, lead the visitor down to the bubbling, dashing stream which marks the boundary of the garden. Avenues of palms, bananas, and kanarie trees draw him thence from beautiful spot to still more beautiful spot, while up above him towers Salahk mountain, eight thousand feet into the sky, a strange yet fitting contrast to all this loveliness below.

Here also may be seen the tomb of Lady Stamford Raffles, the wife of Java’s only English governor, who died in Buitenzorg in 1814. I doubt if a more peaceful spot for a resting place, could be discovered in the world. Surely it would be even worth dying in Java to secure one like it.

Next morning, by the early train, we returned to Batavia, bidding a reluctant farewell to sweet Buitenzorg and old Salahk in mid heaven, shrouded in his veil of mist.

After what we had so lately left, even Batavia, with her lavish colouring, looked almost poor and insignificant; and yet there is much that is worth seeing in Batavia. (I mean things on the outside of the tourist line.) For instance, there are quarters in the Calli Bazaar which would well repay the trouble of a visit; quarters where few Englishmen have been, and where men live who have endless stories of life and death to tell! There are to be found Chinese joss houses, opium dens, fan-tan shops, and queer corners of every kind; all of absorbing fascination, and each with a new yarn for him who has the wit to understand.

We explore and explore, and as we do the days slip by, till our supply of money runs so short that it behoves us to be moving on again. Once more we hold a council meeting, and go into the question thoroughly. The result is less satisfactory than it has ever been before. We discover that it will be absolutely necessary for us to find a large sum before it will even be possible to think of leaving the island. How to raise this amount is a reflection which causes us ever increasing concern. There is only one way. All things negotiable must be put into the common pool — watches, chains, jewellery, and clothes; and whatever is saleable must be sold. But who will buy? This is another puzzle, but eventually we solve it. Chinese hawkers are continually peddling their wares up and down the verandahs of the hotel; we must try them. This is accordingly done, an opportunity being seized during the time the rest of the hotel is enjoying its siesta. A Chinaman never wants a sleep when he sees a chance of doing business, and one long-pigtailed rascal sits under a tree in the garden watching us. We beckon him over, and put the question to him. He expresses himself willing to trade.

Going on the plan that it is bad policy to lead trumps first, we begin with two pairs of trousers, which, though well worn, are still presentable. After a little haggling, they bring two guilders, or equal to three and fourpence. What use they can be to him, seeing he doesn’t wear trousers, I cannot understand. A shooting coat follows, with a silk handkerchief thrown in to make a bargain. A whole suit succeeds the shooting coat, and a nearly new Inverness cape the suit. By the time these sales are concluded, folk are beginning to reappear in the verandahs, and we shut up shop until the morrow, having realised eighteen guilders, or equivalent to thirty shillings, by our exertions.

Next day, as soon as siesta time comes round, we resume our barter, passing from wardrobes to jewellery. The fun grows fast and furious, and after haggling like old Jew tradesmen for nearly two hours, at closing time we have disposed of two good watches and one chain, for a sum, in guilders, equivalent to four pounds eighteen shillings. Affairs are looking up!

Next afternoon an amusing incident occurs. The story of our sales has leaked out, and one or two other Chinamen with keen eyes to business chance along. To meet a long felt want, we parade a gold chain worth about six pounds, if only for its gold. It passes from hand to hand. The bidding commences, and gradually works up to perhaps a quarter of the value of its weight. Then it begins to flag, and we spur them on till it reaches about half the amount we are disposed to take. At this point, two Chinamen retire to consult, eventually returning with another offer, which, however, we decline. All this time, among the bidders, is one little pock-marked Celestial, who has been suffering agonies of desire for it. A look of intense longing is in his eyes, and marking this, we bring all our powers of persuasion to bear upon him. At last he can resist no longer, and rises like a greedy trout to the price we want, stipulating that he must first be allowed to take it down to some superior Chinaman in the town, in order that its metal may be tested. This at first we are disinclined to permit, but when he offers to leave his packs of merchandise with us as security for his return, we are induced to reconsider our decision. Dragging his wares into the Long’un’s sittingroom, we agree to his request, making the stipulation that I am allowed to go with him. This, in his turn, he is not disposed to allow, on the excuse that it would not do for a white man to be seen where he is going. But we are adamant, and eventually, leaving the Long’un mounting guard over the security, I set off with him.

Our route is a devious one. We wind in and out of highways and byways, cross canals and thread evil-smelling courts, till I am bewildered beyond measure. At length we stop, turn to the right, and ascend to the top of as ramshackle an old Dutch dwelling as the mind can conceive. The house, from garret to cellar, is alive with Chinamen, each of whom seems to be filled with an intense desire to know what I am doing there. They interrogate my companion, but he is a man of business, and has no time to waste on idle gossip. Beckoning me to follow him, he scuds up the stairs and disappears into a room on the right, closing the door behind him. I attempt to follow, but the door is barred in my face. After waiting five minutes I begin to think I’ve been trapped — but no — the door opens and I am invited to enter.

It is only a little room, but it is filled chock-a-block with Chinamen. As I show myself, an old fellow pushes his way through the crowd, and comes towards me, jabbering incessantly. Under my careful supervision, he examines, tests, and weighs the chain, and evidently gives my companion considerable advice thereon. At the end of his harangue I am allowed to understand that the bargain is completed. The old fellow, who is undoubtedly a man of considerable importance, counts out the sum in guilders, and I prepare to receive it. But this is by no means suited to the Celestial mind. There are the cases, and the amount of the purchase cannot be paid over until they are found intact. We return to the hotel.

Once there, the boxes are recovered and carefully examined, and not till then is the price of the chain handed over. When it is, we are the richer by four pounds five shillings, making a total sum of ten pounds thirteen. Next day, our studs and rings bring us in another fifty shillings, and this done, we are in a position to meet our engagements in Java, and proceed upon our way.

A boat is expected in a few days from Colombo to coal, en route for Thursday Island. We book passages by her, and begin to feel that we are at length nearing our destination.

Earlier in the chapter I promised a reference to Malay servants. I give it now, and in the giving beg to be allowed to say that I know what I’m talking about.

First and foremost, the Malay may be summed up in a very few words: he is idle, slovenly, and hopelessly immoral. In spite of any personal inconvenience it might cause him, he would rather deceive you than not. He detests work, and he prefers sitting on your doorstep, expectorating designs on the pavement, to earning any number of guilders by honest labour. His duties as chambermaid are insults to your common sense. He doesn’t make your bed because your bed doesn’t require making: he simply punches the pillow into shape, and slaps the mattress; then he empties your basin out of the window, regardless of passers-by, wipes the dust off your boots on your best pair of trousers, and if he takes anything away to brush, nine times out of ten fails to bring it back. If asked for it, he swears by all his heathen gods he never saw it. That’s the Malay all over!

Early on the Saturday following our Chinese experience, our boat was signalled, and as on this occasion we were to be first class passengers (the only class carried), we had no desire to run the risk of missing her. Accordingly, paying our bill, and collecting what was left of our baggage, we hired two carts and proceeded to the railway station, en route for the port. Half an hour later we were on board, and before sundown were steaming out of the harbour. Java was a thing of the past.


Chapter 6

The Java and Arafura Seas — The Yahudi — Torres Straits — Thursday Island — New Guinea — Pearl Diving
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THE VOYAGE FROM Batavia to Thursday Island one long succession of exquisite pictures. The sky is almost invariably blue, the air soft and warm, while the sea strikes one as becoming every day more and more transparent and calm. On either hand a succession of lovely islands, tropical and in many cases volcanic, rise from the water, as if for the sole purpose of lending variety and interest to the voyage. At a distance they appear to be very similar, but on nearer approach we find in each some peculiar beauty the others seem to lack. They are, for the most part, the property of the Dutch, and in many instances prove themselves lucrative possessions. We pick them up one by one, only to leave them behind again — Bali, Lombok, Sumbawa, Flores, Adenara, Lomblem, Ombay, and Wetter.
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We are not a large party in the saloon, but, as the old lady said of the mosquito bite, what there is is interesting. One man, connected with some mysterious branch of commerce, tells us that his father was a French Jew, his mother a Portugee, while he himself was born in Japan. For certain reasons we designate him the Yahudi, and the name fits him like a glove.

Another, an Australian gold miner, is returning home from a mining venture on the Malay Peninsula. His four companions had been murdered in a native rising, and he himself only escaped death by the skin of his teeth. Him, on account of his birthplace, we call ‘Gympie.’ There is also a Yankee drummer, who has, as he expresses it, peddled his wares in every town, large or small, throughout the known world, and who can, without stopping to think, reel off the names of the best hotels, and the most interesting people to call upon, in each. Another is a German count, presumably down on his luck, who is visiting Queensland with the idea of retrieving his fortunes by some means best known to himself.

The Yahudi is a perambulating nuisance. Before the voyage is half over, his presence is voted decidedly objectionable. He is selfish and egotistical to an abominable degree. He persists in monopolising the conversation at meal-times with outrageous and improbable stories, of which he himself is invariably the hero. At the same time it is only just to him to say that he flatly contradicts every assertion made by anyone else. The following is a fair sample of his style of fiction.

The conversation turns on the power of animals to make their wants understood in moments of danger or excitement. Says the Yahudi, craning his long neck round to see that everyone within half a mile is listening, and interrupting one of my choicest anecdotes, which, I am led to believe, I tell with considerable success:— ‘That recalls to my mind a singular adventure in Japan. One day, accompanied only by my dog, I was enjoying a morning’s shooting, when I noticed a fine cluster of ducks upon a neighbouring lagoon. To reach them without attracting attention was a difficult matter, for, barring a tree and a monster log some eighty yards to its right, there was no cover of any sort to be seen. Creeping warily along, I gained the shelter of the tree, and thence proceeded to wriggle myself under cover of the log. Once there, I took careful aim, fired both barrels, and brought down eight duck, two teal, a snipe, and a woodpigeon; but imagine my astonishment, when the smoke cleared away, at seeing the log, behind which I was crouching, rise up, wheel slowly round, and look me in the face. You may stare, gentlemen, but you cannot stare away the fact that it was an alligator, thirty-five feet long and four feet through, with a mouth like the entrance to the Bottomless Pit, yawning in my face. I took one good look at him, then went for the tree at express rate, leaving my gun behind me — not that, mind you, I had any fault to find with the gun, but because my mind was so set upon reaching the tree, that I had no time to think of other things. With the noise of a steam roller, the alligator came behind me, and we took our places — he at the bottom of the tree, I at the top. It was a moment of intense excitement, and I assure you that his conversation was as clear to me as noonday.

‘“ Good morning! “ he began. “ You seem to have had an excellent day’s sport. Pray come down and let me assist you in collecting your bag!”

‘“ I thank you,” was my reply, at the same time taking a tighter grasp of my situation, as I noticed, with modesty, the appetite the sight of my legs was occasioning him, “ but at present I am too much entranced with the beauty of the landscape around me, to care much for fame as a sportsman. Pray collect and accept my game yourself!”

‘This affability on my part caused him to betray his real feelings.

‘“ Many thanks,” he replied, “ but wild duck requires too much hanging for my taste. Your legs, now — but there, do pray come down.” So saying, he opened his mouth and yawned till I could plainly see the undigested boots and celluloid collar of his last victim. After that we both felt that nothing further could pass between us.

‘Look me in the face, ladies and gentlemen, if you please. I assure you that for no less than eighteen hours I remained in that uncomfortable position, clinging to that branch, with the alligator’s mouth yawning like a gravel pit beneath me. You will ask why I did not shoot him. I reply, because my gun was on the plain, and my cartridges were in my pouch, and my pouch was with my faithful dog, and my faithful dog was in the interior of the alligator. Eighteen hours, nineteen hours, and even twenty hours went by, and still no chance of escape presented itself. I began to be annoyed, for my hunger was excruciating. At last a brilliant idea flashed through my brain.

‘Noticing that the alligator snapped ravenously at everything I threw to him, without pausing to ascertain its form or flavour, I produced my knife, and cut from the tree a stout stake, some three feet long. This I sharply pointed and notched at both ends. Then, judging my distance, I dropped it towards his mouth. As I expected, his ponderous jaws opened and closed on it perpendicularly. The result was all I could desire.

‘The force with which he closed his jaws drove one point through the roof of his mouth, the other through his tongue and out under his lower jaw. The notches prevented it from slipping back; he was transfixed and harmless. Descending from the tree, I bade him an affectionate adieu, and went home to bed, reflecting that man’s ingenuity is often more than a match for mere brute strength, while old Father Stick is still sufficient to satisfy the most enormous appetite.’

That was the Yahudi’s style exactly. As Gympie plaintively remarked in the smoking-room afterwards, ‘You may take it from me, that Yahudi’s just no more nor less than a fair cataclysm of a liar?’ Personally, I felt that even ‘cataclysm’ was hardly strong enough. But to return to my log-book.

Away to port lies Macassar, the wholesale warehouse of the Archipelago, whence are disseminated all the peculiar luxuries of the civilised West, and to which comes in return all the produce of the barbarous East. Beche de mer, trepang, beeswax, nutmegs, sandalwood, mussoi-bark, mother of pearl, tortoise-shell, birds of paradise skins — all find their way to the traders of Macassar.

Shipping of all sorts and sizes, from lordly warships to top-heavy native prahus and tiny sampans, is to be met with in these waters. The distances the latter do are almost incredible, and it is wonderful, considering the seas they must at times encounter, that more of them do not find watery graves. Now and again mysterious schooners may be seen slinking stealthily round the headlands, and, our captain observing them, becomes mysterious on the subject of illicit pearl-fishing among these islands. We cross question him in vain, his only answer is a wink and the sly remark, ‘If you stay in Thursday Island, you’ll find out soon enough.’ We begin to feel important.

Leaving Timor and the smaller islands thereabouts, we enter the Arafura Sea, and prepare ourselves to sight no more land till we pick up the islands in Torres Straits: a period of about five days.

Early on the morning of the sixth, with a big sea running, we catch a glimpse of Booby Island right ahead of us, surmounted by its lighthouse and encompassed by dashing breakers. Another hour-and-a-half’s steaming brings us abreast of Prince of Wales Island, the largest of the Torres Strait group, and here we pick up our pilot. We notice that the whaleboat which brings him off is manned by Manilla boys (the bull is unintentional), pleasant young fellows of fair height, possessing light brown skins and very expressive features. They have the reputation of making excellent sailors.

The approach to Thursday Island, which, though the richest, is one of the smallest of the Torres Straits group, is charming. Hilly, attractive islands form an effective background to it, while the white roofs of pearling stations, peeping from amid dense masses of dark green foliage, the deep blue of the sea, and the varicoloured sails of the luggers and other small craft which dot it, all help to enhance the beauty of the picture.

Turning the corner of Prince of Wales Island, we find ourselves facing Port Kennedy, the capital of — and, in fact, the only town in — the group. The Government Residency stands boldly in the fore-ground, the Union Jack waving on the flagstaff. Saluting the flag with a gun, we enter the harbour and come to an anchor in the small bay immediately opposite the township.

Looked at from the sea. Port Kennedy is peculiarly Australian. The houses are of matchboard, built on short thick piles; and here we renew our acquaintance with galvanised iron roofs, which have a particularly ugly look after the picturesque tiles of the East.

No sooner are we at anchor than our decks are covered with strangers of all descriptions. Arabs, Chinese, Cinghalese, Japanese etc. clamber over the side, everyone with something to sell, and everyone with a tremendous amount to say. We explain emphatically, even with threats of murder, that we have no money; that if we had, we shouldn’t want to see their goods, and further still, if by any chance we did see, nothing on earth could possibly induce us to buy them. They marvel and depart: a tourist who doesn’t want to look, much less to buy, seems past their comprehension; they shake their heads ominously for our future.

After tiffin, having collected our baggage and declined the Yahudi’s invitation to remain while he told the story of his uncle and the Japanese pig, we said goodbye to our friends on board, and departed ashore to seek our fortunes.
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Landing on a rough wooden jetty, the services of the only cab on the island were secured, and with much state we proceeded to the Grand Hotel, which I may here remark is worthy of its name. It is indeed Grand, and its proprietress is not the least grand part of it. Folk who know her call her the Queen of Thursday Island, and we can cordially endorse the sentiment which prompts it; to her care and attention we owe more than we can ever repay. There are four or five other hotels on the island, but the Grand is the only one worthy of the name.

Our bedroom was situated upstairs on a broad verandah, and commanded a lovely view of the harbour and Prince of Wales Island opposite. What familiar scenes the mention of this verandah recalls to my mind. It was a favourite meeting place of Kennedyites, and I can conscientiously affirm that I have heard more tall yarns and seen more mixed liquors drunk inside its railings, than I’ve seen or heard in any other two verandahs in the wide, wide world. There the pearling skippers and mail-boat pilots do mostly congregate, and it is not good for a man whose head is softer than a jarrah block to be of the company.

The population of Thursday and adjacent islands is about 1,067, comprising representatives of pretty nearly every nationality under the sun, even to a poor solitary North–American Indian, marooned there by a travelling circus company some five years ago. Directly or indirectly the inhabitants are all dependent on the pearl shell, beche de mer, and tortoise-shell industries; and some idea of the importance of the place may be obtained when I say that in 1892 (the year in which we were there) the exports were valued at no less than 118,222l., including something like 20,000l. for guano from Paine Island, a tiny spot tucked away on the fringe of the Great Barrier Reef.

The government is administered by a Government Resident dependent on Queensland legislature. His duties are multifarious and his district is an exceedingly large one. He is a sort of Thursday Island ‘Ko–Ko,’ being an Honourable, an ex Minister of the Crown, Government Resident, police magistrate, collector of customs, registrar of births, deaths, and marriages, harbour master, &c., all rolled into one. He also finds time to be a very good fellow!

As in so many of the other places we had visited, the Chinese element is well represented, one block of stores being almost entirely their property. Papuans, Fijians, Manilla, and Solomon boys are also very much en evidence.

Though a good many pearling luggers were still in the harbour when we arrived, the majority of the fleet had put back to sea, after the New Year’s festivities, during which time the island had been a place of considerable mirth. Not unfrequently, these little jollifications terminate uproariously, sometimes even with blood-letting, though any very serious trouble has not occurred within the past five years.

Three or four years ago a number of natives clubbed together and purchased tickets in one of the large Melbourne Cup Sweeps. As they didn’t expect much to come of it, their delight may be imagined when it became known that they had drawn the winning horse and a prize of something like 30,000l. The amount fairly staggered them, and, puzzled to know what to do with it, they erected billiard saloons all over the town. That is why at every turn one is confronted with the sign, ‘Johnny Calcutta, Billiard Saloon Proprietor’; ‘Rhotoma Tommy — Billiards and Pyramids,’ &c. When the pearling fleet is in harbour these saloons prove lucrative possessions. And, while I am about it, let me remark that some of the signs in Thursday Island are the funniest I have seen anywhere. One, if I remember rightly, ran somewhat as follows:

Tommy Bombay
Tonsorial Artist. Barbering and Hair-cutting 6d,
D.V. Corns cut here.

For many days we paraded the settlement, familiarising ourselves with the life around us, but all the time keeping a sharp lookout for opportunities of employment. Had it not been for the anxiety our impoverished position caused us, it would have been vastly pleasant, for there was plenty to be seen.

I think were I asked to name one place in this world where fascinating people may be met with, I should declare for Thursday Island. Strange folk, whose proper homes should be between the cardboard covers of story books, are to be seen at every turn, playing billiards in the saloons, drinking in the grog shanties, or busily engaged on beautiful and mysterious vessels at anchor in the harbour: men with stories so fascinating, that we cannot doubt their probability; ‘Varsity’ and public school men, dead to the world; vagabond heirs to great names; romantic nobodies, and the riff-raff of all humanity, working, gambling, feasting or starving, as the case may be. There are Jesuit fathers in the priest’s house on the hill side, whose tales would have the same effect as curl papers; and when the missionary schooner comes in from New Guinea she not unfrequently brings with her one or two gaunt, haggard, fever-laden wretches whose stories are almost too strange, weird, and wonderful for credence.

Thursday Island being a pearling centre, there seems to be a tourist impression that it is always possible, during the time the mail-boat remains in harbour, to obtain from the natives first-rate pearls at sixth-rate prices. For this reason every idle, disorderly nigger, loafing edgeways through the sunshine, is supposed to have in his possession pearls of fabulous worth, of which ignorance alone prevents his knowing the value. Thus the tourist is evidently the instrument of Providence intended to relieve him of them at less than a quarter of their marketable price. Then arises the situation, if this be a delusion and there are no pearls, where can be the trade, and why does not the delusion die out? For even this self-same tourist, so ignorant in other matters, knows that it is not wise to buy pearls from the smooth-spoken Cinghalese who crowd the ship’s deck. To this end these simple children of fair Ceylon manufacture pearls that would deceive even the mother oyster herself, and dispose of them on advantageous terms to their darker skinned brethren.

While on shore the tourist possibly observes a Manilla boy hanging around in a suspicious fashion. Awaiting his opportunity, he enters into conversation with him, and, after many assurances of absolute secrecy, elicits the fact that, unknown to the owner of his lugger, he has pearls to dispose of. Retiring to a secret place, half a dozen beautiful specimens are produced, examined, and the price inquired. If genuine, they might be worth from 60l. to 80l. apiece. The simple nigger only asks 30l. for the lot, and finally allows himself to be beaten down to 10l. The deception is so perfect that it is not until they fall into professional hands that the fraud is discovered. Then the purchaser, unmindful of the fact that he himself had, to all intents and purposes, cheated the poor nigger in the sale, wishes to postpone other business in order to hunt up that heathen, and recover his 10l. He says he has been grossly swindled, and he wants to know why the, etc., etc., the missionaries can’t do the work they’re paid for, etc., and inculcate into their flock a proper appreciation of their duties towards their fellow-men, etc. He says that very often. And each time he comes to look upon himself more and more as an injured individual.

Day after day, for the reason that nothing else offered, we wandered either over the hill and through the cemetery (a sombre place, where the bodies obtained from the unfortunate ‘Quetta’ are buried), or past the Chinese gardens, and up to the fortifications then in course of construction. At other times we loafed hours away on the sandy foreshore, looking across the blue water to the other islands, beyond which, if the eye could but see, the coast of New Guinea peeps up. When we could we prowled the harbour, boarding lugger after lugger in search of employment. But it was disheartening work; nothing ever offered.

Apart from its intrinsic wealth, Thursday Island is exceedingly valuable for defence purposes, commanding as it does the principal entrance to the smooth water inside the Great Barrier Reef, or, in more figurative language, being the lock of the northern gate of the entire eastern coastline of Queensland. On the western side of Torres Strait the sea is open and presents but few dangers, but on the other side the Barrier Reef itself commences, with innumerable reefs and shoals, and navigation is not only highly dangerous but well-nigh impossible. The easiest approach is by way of Prince of Wales Channel, about ten miles long by one and a half wide, though another course, through Endeavour Strait, a few miles south of Thursday, is with proper precaution quite practicable. Thus it will be seen that Thursday Island, lying between these two channels, at the only points where entrance is really safe, must naturally become a place of considerable importance in time of war, not only as a coaling station, but also, as I have already said, from the fact that it practically commands the main entrance to Queensland. With this in view, large fortifications have lately been erected on a hill overlooking Port Kennedy, thus assuring the safety of this most important spot.

When we had been about a fortnight in the island our poverty began to assume serious proportions. We foresaw that, unless something turned up, we should once more be in a terrible plight, and this time without anything saleable wherewith to increase our wealth. Of course we were getting used to it, but then that didn’t make matters any the more pleasant. Every night we walked the jetty, then in course of construction, and discussed the matter. But the more we talked of it, the worse it seemed to grow. What was going to become of us we could not see. The deep water was very soothing, and we derived a melancholy satisfaction from the fact that sharks were numerous in the bay.

Then, just as we were at our wits’ ends, a chance offered, and we clutched it ravenously. A trading schooner put in, en route for Port Moresby, New Guinea, and as she had a vacancy for a couple of hands, and preferred white men to niggers, we shipped. That same evening we swept out of harbour, immensely relieved at having found something to do.

Under favourable circumstances the voyage from Thursday Island to Port Moresby is only a short one, and is more like a pleasure excursion than anything else. Our cargo was for the most part trading goods, with a few packages for the government, and a case or two for one of the mission societies.

For the benefit of the ignorant, and to parade my own knowledge, I may here remark that New Guinea is divided into three portions. Holland claims half the territory west of 141° E. longitude; Germany holds the northwest quarter, with the Islands of New Britain and New Ireland; while the southeastern quarter and all islands and reefs between 141° and 155° E. longitude and 80° and 12° S. latitude are the property of Great Britain.

The rivers of most importance are, in the English section, the Fly, ascended for over 600 miles; in German territory, the Empress Augusta, explored for something like 400 miles; and in Dutch New Guinea, the Amberno, of which very little as yet is known. There are other smaller rivers, too numerous to mention.

British New Guinea, again, is divided into three sections (this is not a geographical treatise), East, Central, and Western, each of which is controlled by a resident magistrate, who, from what we could gather, must have his hands pretty full at times.

Port Moresby, the chief settlement, is situated in the Central Province, on what might be termed the instep of the island, about the middle of the south coast. From the harbour it wears a decidedly picturesque appearance. Blue water surrounds those native villages which are built on piles out at sea; others peep from among stately palm groves on land; while all are backed by the green-clad hills, which rise in some instances to a height of nearly 1,500 feet. The harbour is convenient and roomy, shaped something like the figure 3. At present it is only in an embryo state, but in time, as the country advances, it must certainly become a great resort for shipping.

Backed by a spirit of real enterprise, two townships have been surveyed to the southward, dignified with the high-sounding names of East and West Granville, The former has not as yet been taken up, but the latter is the seat of the government offices, the boat sheds, and a strong commodious gaol. The administrator’s residence is located in this part of the settlement, and in what will soon be a lovely botanical garden. Further along, in the outer harbour, are. the chief native villages, and on a low ridge to their rear, the headquarters of the London Missionary Society.

The soil of British New Guinea is in most parts extremely fertile. Yams, bananas, pumpkins, sugarcane, maize, taro, sago, and palms flourish luxuriantly, for, unlike the greater portion of Australia, the rainfall is certain and heavy. On the south-eastern coast the rainy season falls during the north-west monsoons, which occur between the months of December and May, while in the remaining months strong south-easterly trades blow, and the climate is then considered extremely healthy.

The native villages are quaint little concerns, admirably built, and not unfrequently possessing considerable pretension to architectural design; they have a charm quite different from their owners, who are cowardly, lying, treacherous, and superstitious to the last degree. I only know one worse, and he is the Malay, but then that hardly counts for anything.

Papuan women are by no means ill-looking; in fact, as a race, they would rank high, if they would not tattoo quite so much.

As a rule, the men are well set up fellows, and in spite of the drawbacks mentioned before, make excellent policemen. I say policemen, because the Administrator has lately organised a constabulary force which should eventually prove of much benefit to the Possession. A constabulary force and a gaol, I take it, are two of the things that point conclusively to successful colonisation. New Guinea only wants a House of Assembly and Universal Suffrage to make its future assured.

The principal animals are the kangaroo, the wild hog, the turtle, and the dugong. The last is particularly interesting. In the first place, he is a herbivorous cetaceous animal (whatever that may be), with a tapering body, ending in a crescent-shaped fin; was popularly supposed to exist only in the Indian Ocean, but has been by Cuvier denominated the Halicore australis. The dugong differs from his first cousin, the whale, from the fact of being herbivorous, not carnivorous, and is, I believe, the chief of the subdivision. In appearance he is a peculiar beast, having the body of a porpoise, combined with the head of a calf; but, unlike the porpoise again, he possesses no dorsal fin. In length he varies from six to eight feet, and is altogether a harmless and inoffensive creature. For food he exists on the grasses and plants growing at the bottom of the ocean; but, unfortunately for himself, he is particularly fond of a coarse grass to be found where Queensland rivers flow into the sea.

The flesh of the dugong is extremely luscious, and, indeed, it is said that no portion of his body is without some value. The bones resemble ivory, while the skin, if properly treated, makes a nourishing jelly for invalids; if tanned aright, it is said to resemble hogskin. Dugong oil is esteemed a splendid therapeutic agent, and is much in demand. Altogether the dugong (in spite of his herbivorousness and cetaceousness) is a very remarkable animal.

Alligators are unpleasantly numerous in the rivers and swamps, while the skins of birds of paradise, parrots, pigeons, and kingfishers add considerably to the revenue of the natives. While we are on this subject mention might also be made of the hundreds of varieties of orchid that are found and sent away to European dealers every year.

On reaching Port Moresby we said ‘goodbye’ to our boat, and the same evening were fortunate enough to obtain berths aboard a pearling lugger just in. She was a neat little craft of about fifteen tons, the property of a pearling company. The diver in command was a Somersetshire man, who had been knocking about these waters with varying success for many years; the crew consisted of two Manilla boys, and, when we joined, our two selves. Two of the hands had deserted, and the diver was anxious to complete his number in order to try another patch before returning to Thursday Island.

At daylight we hove anchor and stole out of the harbour. The signs of approaching day, the mist just clearing off the water, a sea like glass, a faint blue smoke rising among the palm trees, a soft breeze, and the constant bubbling round our bows, all helped to make up a perfect morning.

For fourteen hours we steered a north-westerly course, keeping the green coastline in sight. Then having towards night-fall arrived at the spot we sought,, we anchored, preparatory to starting diving on the morrow. With the first signs of day work was commenced, pumps were rigged, pipes fixed, and the diving dress prepared. After breakfast the diver donned his curious apparel, the leaden boots were put on, the weights fixed on back and chest, the life-line adjusted, and the heavy copper helmet screwed to the collar plate. Only a staysail remained on the boat, while the anchor was lowered to within a fathom or two of the bottom. This precaution is taken in order to check the boat’s impetus, otherwise the diver, w:hen — below, would stand a great chance of being dragged off his feet. As soon as these preparations were complete, the pump hands were bidden pump, the air entered the helmet, the tender took his end of the life or signal-line, and the diver descended.

The principle of diving is a simple one. When the diver, walking or dancing along the bottom of the ocean like a ballet girl (he does not, under ordinary circumstances, remain working in one place as is popularly supposed) comes across any shell, he picks it up and places it in a small canvas bag, which he carries with him for that purpose. This bag, when full, is pulled up and emptied, and the shells opened and retained. The shells, not the pearls, are the staple industry in Thursday Island. The pearls, if any (and no one is near to see), are appropriated to the finder’s own use, and this accounts for our tourist’s notion that natives always have pearls to sell.

One day, in a fit of extreme recklessness, to which our nature is not often prone, we prevailed upon the skipper to allow us to try our hands at diving. To our delight he consented, but no sooner was permission obtained than we began to regret our imprudence. All sorts of horrors flashed through our brain, until we were on the verge of withdrawing our request. But having asked the privilege, it would never have done to show the white feather. The Long’un pointed this out to me, stating that it behoved me to risk even death in the interest of Science. I quite saw the value of his argument, in fact I could have used it myself in a very convincing fashion on anybody else I

Before I had time to expostulate, the dress was forthcoming and with small ceremony I was bundled into it. The helmet was fastened on, and the glass front screwed in. When I realised this a feeling of being cut off from all the world took possession of me. I was in another sphere, where the air smelt very much of indiarubber, and came in gusts from some mysterious region at the back of my head. To my astonishment I found I was able to breathe quite naturally, without the least trouble or exertion; but owing to the weight of the dress, the great boots, and the leads fore and aft, I was anchored where I stood, as helpless as a baby. At a signal, and with assistance, I descended the ladder. As I entered the water, I wondered what would be my fate should the men at the pumps die of heart disease, the boat sink, or any other disasters happen. However, I reached the last step of the ladder in safety, and as I wasn’t dead, began to feel quite proud of my achievement. A yawning gulf of ladderless fathoms lay beneath me, and bearing in mind certain advice given beforehand, I jumped. As I landed on the bottom I felt a sharp pain in both ears. This was followed by a tiny flow of blood, and had I not been assured that this would prove the best thing that could happen to me, I should have been alarmed. As it was I found it relieved the head and prevented any disagreeable sensations while below.

The bottom of the sea (I was diving in about six fathoms) was, to say the least of it, disappointing. In my imagination, it had always taken the form of a sort of fairyland, full of many-coloured corals, shrubs of brilliant seaweed, waving grasses, gleaming fish, and white sands. In place of all this I found myself upon a level plain, out of which rose here and there ugly rocks; true there was a considerable amount of coral, but it was nothing to rave about; many fish there were, but they didn’t gleam; occasionally I passed tufts of seaweed, sometimes of a brilliant colour, but more often of a muddy and sombre hue; and instead of the white sand I had expected, I found a sort of yellowish mud which was not at all to my taste. Now and again, at considerable distances, a few oysters were met with, and these I immediately secured. Looking up, I could plainly see the keel of the lugger moving through the water above me, while ahead the anchor like a sign post, dangled, inviting me to follow.

In appearance I was not fair to look at. My body was swollen to enormous size, yet neither the exertion of walking, nor the weight of the dress oppressed me in the least degree. Most marvellous of all, when it became necessary for me to jump on to a rock, once as much as ten feet high, the ease with which the leap was accomplished was absurd. Even a twenty-foot jump was as nothing, and I began to feel that I might yet figure as an athlete, if only I might be allowed to do my jumps, in a diving dress, at the bottom of the sea.

As this was my first venture, I only stayed under water ten minutes (it seemed like hours); but each successive attempt gave me courage, until at last I was able to remain below as long as anyone.

Whether it is the weight of the water, the air, or the cold, I cannot say, but it is nevertheless the unfortunate fate of many. divers to become paralysed after having been long engaged in the work. One particularly interesting young fellow we met in Thursday Island was about to leave for England, in order to ascertain his fate, symptoms of the dread disease having declared themselves. It would seem there are drawbacks to every occupation, even one carried on at the bottom of the sea.


Chapter 7

Thursday Island — Cape York — Albany Pass — Light Ships-Cooktown — Port Douglas
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ON OUR RETURN to Port Kennedy we were again thrown upon our own resources. — We could get no work, to beg we were ashamed, and owing to our limited education we had not even sufficient ability to thieve with any likelihood of success. It began to grow upon us that the pleasant expectations we had formed regarding Thursday Island and the pearl fishery were not going to be realised. We waited and waited, like Mr. Micawber, ‘for something to turn up,’ but beyond an occasional day’s work among the shipping we were without employment of any kind whatsoever. We began even to envy the lot of the prisoners in the gaol. They were at least certain of a meal.

If ever I want to have a good old lazy time, untrammelled by the thoughts, cares, and anxieties. inseparable from that mysterious occupation known as getting one’s living, I shall commit an offence and get consigned for three months to Thursday Island Gaol. It was my good fortune, one morning, to see two prisoners engaged whitewashing the Post-office fence, and I am prepared to assert that never since have I seen anything so lazy and comfortable, as their method of carrying out that particular occupation. To show their position in the social scale they had ‘Thursday Island’ printed in large letters across their backs, and from the placid and contented fashion of their labour, I gathered something of what a similar sentence to theirs must mean.

Allow your fancy, gentle reader, to picture for you a lovely morning, a bright blue sky flecked with white clouds, a merry sea dancing in the sunlight, tropical foliage throwing an inviting shade, a comfortable seat on the ground beneath such shade, a line of unwhitewashed fence, a fascinating brush, a bucket of mixture, and nothing in the world to do but to lay it gently on. All this with the certainty of meal times, an expansive conscience, no prying warders, and unlimited opportunities of obtaining liquor. I would rather, and I assert it unhesitatingly, far rather be a prisoner for a week in humble little Thursday Island Gaol, than work out a sentence of ten years, or even more, in statelier Portland. That is just one of my peculiarities. I am of a contented, rather than a grasping disposition.

The proprietress of our hotel is a tender-hearted lady. Besides her own family she possesses another and extensive one by adoption. This includes a Mauritian nigger and his wife, a sweet little half-caste girl of six, a collection of Binghis (aboriginals), a Japanese cook, a monkey, a spaniel puppy, and a pelican. The monkey is of a savage disposition, and resides, for the most part, under the house, where he is popularly supposed by the youth of the neighbourhood to represent the devil. The spaniel puppy is bumptious and irreverent, while the pelican combines the dignity of a bank manager with the sustained confidence of a newly — appointed policeman. When the monkey uses the puppy’s woolly coat as a game preserve we smile, but when the puppy, grossly insulted, bites the monkey’s tail, and retreats to be swallowed by the pelican, we laugh outright. Having nothing better to occupy our minds, we find pleasure in these simple things, and when one is ‘hard up’ (I dislike the term, but am compelled to use it) strange things present themselves in the character of amusements.

A totally irrelevant incident suggests itself here. Not many years ago I was permitted the friendship of a man who came from England to Australia, on fortune-making thoughts intent. He was long, lean, lanky, and lazy, and he spent the money his sorely tried parent had given him to start afresh with, in riotous living. As his capital departed, so his state deserted him, and before he had been two months in the colony he had migrated from hotel to boarding-house, and from boarding-house to common lodging-house, until at last he came to sleeping wherever his fancy prompted. This generally took the form of railway arches and public gardens.

One day — and this is the incident I desire to relate — I was hurrying along to keep an appointment, when I felt my shoulder touched; turning, I confronted a thin, haggard, out-at-elbowed individual, whom I recognised as my once too stylish friend.

‘Come down this alley,’ he said, softly, ‘and I’ll impart to you some curious information.’

In the seclusion of this by-path he solemnly lifted his right foot, and allowed me to see that the sole of his boot was almost entirely gone. In its place appeared some discoloured substance, looking suspiciously like dirty blotting-paper. I asked what it was.

‘Cardboard,’ he whispered, mysteriously; ‘that’s what I want to tell you. I have made a peculiar discovery. You must know that for the last week I have spent my time going round insurance offices begging for old almanacs. The clerks swear a bit, but they generally give’em to me, and then I take’em home, cut’em up, and use’em as you see here! Some almanacs last me two days — some only an hour or two! And — hush — (in a whisper)— ‘my boy, you may take it from me that the difference in the stability of the cardboard is a sure guarantee of the stability of the office, Sound cardboard, sound business; cheap and nasty cardboard, cheap and nasty business. In the words of the Scriptures, “ By their cardboards ye shall know them!”’ Then he borrowed a trifle and slunk away. When I was hard up myself, and my boots looked thin, I remembered that strange little bit of experience.

Day by day, in spite of the most rigid economy, our reserve fund grew smaller and smaller. We had long denied ourselves everything but absolute necessities, discarded smoking, and given up extraneous refreshments of any kind whatsoever. Yet the money seemed positively to melt away. One dreadful morning we found ourselves reduced to a shilling and two pence halfpenny, the whole of which we promptly turned into coppers. It is a strange but solemn fact, that fourteen pence halfpenny in coppers looks a great deal more than one and two pence half-penny in the other way.

Do what we would to distract our thoughts, our poverty at last became such a waking nightmare that we hardly dared look each other in the face. Then one glorious morning a letter arrived from Adelaide, and, enormous relief, it contained funds. It was only just in time; another day would have found us desperate. We trembled when we broke the seal, we gasped when we broached the contents, and we could have wept when we cashed the order.

That night we held a council of war, and determined, as it was no use remaining where we were, to set sail for the mainland, on the chance that fortune would be kinder to us there. It was at this period that the thought first struck us of endeavouring to cross the Australian Continent from north to south. There was a desperate air about it that consorted well with our position, and it would have gone hard with I any cripple, or confirmed paralytic, who might have laughed at our resolve. With this in view, we decided to sail at once for Normanton, but for sufficiently good reasons were eventually persuaded to try the other route down the Eastern Coast to Townsville, visiting Cooktown, Cairns, and Port Douglas on our way. Accordingly, the following Saturday afternoon, from the deck of one of the Australian United Steam Navigation Company’s boats, we bade Thursday Island, its Queen, and its multifarious and interesting population ‘goodbye!’ and started off.

So dangerous is the coast from Thursday Island to Cooktown reckoned, that it is compulsory for every steamer proceeding between these ports to carry a certificated pilot. Our pilot, besides proving himself as hale and hearty an old seadog as ever drank a glass of grog at any one else’s expense, was a most interesting and obliging individual. By his courtesy and that of the captain, we were permitted a good insight into the difficulties of the navigation.

Leaving Thursday Island, an almost due easterly course was steered. In so doing we passed the Queensland Leper Station, where hopelessness must reign, if it reigns anywhere on earth; sighted the Adolphus group, scene of the wreck of the unfortunate ‘Quetta’; and at sundown entered the Albany Pass.

This pass, four miles in length, and in some places nearly 500 yards in width, separates Albany Island from the mainland, and is a place of exceeding beauty. On one hand rises a tropical island covered with undergrowth of every hue. through the wealth of which look out cliffs of bold outline, the whole girt with saffron sands upon which tiny wavelets ripple with ceaseless music. On the other hand, across the ribbon of blue sea, rise high forest-clad hills, which again seem to soften off almost imperceptibly into the azure sky. On an eminence overlooking the pass, stands the lonely but picturesque residence of Mr. Jardine, the pioneer of Somerset and Thursday Island, whose cattle station extends for many miles along this bleak and dangerous coast. As a mark of respect, which has become customary since Mr. Jardine’s humanity to the survivors of the unfortunate ‘Quetta,’ we dip our ensign as we steam by.

Ere we are out of the pass, the sun is down: a strange weird sunset, lighting up the rugged cliffs ashore, and lending an air of ghostly mystery to a cluster of tall red ant-hills near the beach.

As the sun disappears, a vast number of flying foxes cross from an island to the mainland, in such a cloud as almost to obscure the heavens. And so close to the shore are we steaming that the melancholy cry of a bird comes off to us quite distinctly.

After the evening meal has been partaken of, the pilot, whose duty now commences, invites me to visit the bridge with him, an invitation I am not slow to accept. The sea is as smooth as a millpond, rising and falling like the breast of a sleeping child; but only a few miles to port we know that the Great Barrier Reef is thundering ominously, able at a moment’s notice to rend in pieces the largest ship afloat.

Rising like a gigantic coral wall from the uttermost depths of the sea, this reef stretches for more than a thousand miles along an already sufficiently dangerous coast. Inside, the water is usually smooth, but outside, the great Pacific gales break upon the rocks with murderous violence, and woe betide the unfortunate vessel that finds herself upon those cruel teeth. Fabulous must be the wealth of the ships of which this treacherous reef has been the ruin.

Taking the pilot at his word, I determine to spend the entire night on the bridge, in order to see all that is to be seen of the intricate navigation hereabouts. And what a picture I have before me!

The western sky, as the sunset fades, gradually fills with a wonderful afterglow. The sea is flecked with the most delicate salmon and pink streaks, which again gradually merge themselves into the deepest of French greys as the darkness thickens.

Sometimes we are close in shore., sometimes a long way out; but never for a moment is the voyage without interest and variety.

Presently a few stars begin to twinkle dimly, the side lights appear, the look-out stations himself forrard, while the sound of a piano, with a warm glow of lamp-light, comes from the saloon aft. Pulling on a thick coat, the pilot falls to pacing the bridge, remarking that it is necessary for him to have all his wits about him. Occasionally he draws up alongside me to point out something of interest in the great barren cliff line along which we are steering. But. these conversations become fewer and farther between as the night advances. So hour after hour goes by, the look-out man keeping the tally, until at last I begin to feel drowsy enough to contemplate retiring. This, however, my host will not permit; he bids me keep awake for something that will presently occur.

Shortly before midnight we round Cape Granville and enter Temple Bay. By this time the wind has risen, and with it the sea; our boat begins to roll ponderously. The pilot is evidently on the look-out for something. Presently he points out to me a tiny speck of light ahead, which gradually grows larger until, by one bell, we are slowing down abreast of the Piper Island light-ship, one of the loneliest situations along this lonely coast. And what a dramatic picture it presents: a dark night, thick driving clouds, an angry sea, frowning cliffs, a straining, pitching light-ship, and a lamp-studded mail-boat. A sailing-boat puts off to us, and our whistle advises her to be quick. She belongs to a beche-de-mer boat in the vicinity, and is manned by black Gins. The sea breaks over her many times a minute, ducking everybody on board. One moment she rides high on the crest of a wave, the next she is wallowing deep down in the trough of the sea. It is a difficult business to get her alongside, but eventually she manages to come close enough to catch the mail-bags; the next instant the sea has swept her past us, out into the black night again.

What a strange thing life aboard a light-ship in this desolate region must be! On one side almost unknown country, with tribes of hostile blacks; on the other, the pitiless thunder of the Barrier Reef. It must be strange to have no interest in life save the passing of the mail-boats, and no knowledge of what is happening in the world save what can be gleaned from letters and week-old papers; yet men are found to undertake it, and for a miserable pittance, of which it will take years of constant thrift to save even enough to retire, in the most modest fashion, upon.

Just as day is breaking we open into Weymouth Bay, famous as the scene of a sad incident in Kennedy’s famous exploration journey in 1848.

I do not know why it should be so, but daybreak at sea always strikes me as being more beautiful than daybreak ashore, and certainly it is so on this occasion. First, the eastern stars begin to lose their radiance, and this fading gradually overspreads the entire sky, until low down on the horizon, the palest touch of silver grey appears. Then a bar of salmon pink spreads itself along the sky line, followed by a touch of orange, then purple and gold, until slowly and with infinite gradations, the whole sky is suffused with colour. Nor is the colour limited to the sky alone, for the sea, once more perfectly calm, has taken to itself a new glory. A strange weird hush holds everything, and it is as though the ship, looking twice her real size in the uncanny dawn, is ploughing her way through a floor of dark green jade, rapidly turning into silver. It is more than a little lonesome, and it seems an eternity before the sun rises. When he does make his appearance, it is without warning; he leaps into the sky like a young god. Night is over. A half-awakened steward crawls on to the bridge with coffee and biscuits; and taking a last look round, I go below to snatch an hour or two’s sleep before the passengers render rest impossible.

The course steered all day was an unavoidably dangerous one, reefs abounded in every direction. High precipitous cliffs frowned on us continually, at the bottom of which, huge rollers smashed in surges of white foam. During the day we sighted and slowed down towards another light-ship, the ‘Claremont’ ; and here again a boat put off to us for mails, this time bringing our captain, who is a collector of marine curiosities, two fine specimens of coral, and a number of beautiful shells.
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By seven o’clock next morning we were alongside the wharf at Cooktown, lying under a high, tree-clad hill, and looking up the street of a truly quaint little town. There was a homely air about it all. From my port-hole I could see two small boys fighting on the wharf-head, a man quarrelling with his wife in a garden on the hillside, and the town drunkard waking up under a spreading tree to wonder if our whistle were a creation of his fancy, or the beginning of his usual complaint.

Cooktown is situated on the north side of a remarkably fine bay, at the mouth of the Endeavour River, and is surrounded by bold granite hills. The river received its name from Captain Cook’s ship, the ‘Endeavour,’ which was beached here to caulk a leak. Mount Cook, as may be supposed, was named after the celebrated navigator himself.

As soon as things were a little settled, a few of us set off to some baths, situated farther down the Bay, and enjoyed an excellent swim, unscared even by the talk of alligators, which are numerous hereabout. The baths are alligator-proof, and it is just our reckless bravery to have no fear for animals which can’t get in at us. Personally, I’d pat a stuffed alligator with any man.

Returning to the boat, we discovered a bevy of Black Gins (aboriginal women) — splendid specimens of their race — paddling their bark canoes alongside, and clamouring, like Aden and Malay boys, for diving silver. They are equally expert divers, and, if tricked into diving by means of bright buttons or pieces of tin, prove equally fluent. ‘All is not silver that glitters’ is a timeworn motto of theirs.

After breakfast we explored the town, beginning with the monument, erected in the main street, to the memory of Captain Cook and his visit on Sunday, June 17, 1770.

From the higher ground at the back of the town, a very good view of both the settlement and the bay may be obtained. The outline of the country is bold, except at the point where the river joins the sea. Here dense mangrove swamps exist, which are both uninteresting and unhealthy.

Architecturally the town has nothing to boast of. What most strikes the visitor is the number of public-houses met with on every hand. We counted twenty-six on one side of the main street, and had it not been for a sudden indisposition, which occurred while passing the last number, we might have brought the total up considerably.

In this hostelry we made the acquaintance of a character. He was short and thickset, boasted red hair, was also freckled and cross-eyed. He was leaning against the bar, twirling an empty glass, and he seemed to be wondering how he could best induce the landlord to stretch his credit to the extent of one more nobbier. We could not help seeing that whatever else he took would only be for show; for he was already intoxicated enough to suit the most fastidious taste. To prove that he was a professor of the art, not a sign, save a slight glassiness about the left optic, and a twitching of the mouth, betokened his condition.

As we entered he looked round, and for a moment swayed gently to and fro; then, taking his bearings by a grease spot on the wall, staggered towards us, saying confidentially to the landlord:

‘Look here, don’t you never say anything more to me about the spirit of prophecy. Don’t, for I knew it — I knew I should meet them again before I died. Oh, boys, boys! And to think poor Uncle Anthony never lived to see this blessed day! He’s gone, boys — gone in the hope of a glorious resurrection — passed away in a clean shirt and a bank balance ten days ago. But welcome back! welcome back! even if it does make my old heart bleed to see you. Though you’re only just in time, you’re not too late, for I got news today of the biggest thing on earth — the biggest crushings to the ton mortal man ever heard of, and you shall have a quarter-share apiece. No, no ; don’t thank me — don’t thank me; I can’t bear it. I’m poor old Uncle Bill, and if he can’t help his dead sister’s boys before his grey hairs go down in sorrow to the grave, it’s a worse world than I take it for. What did you say? What will I take? Well, well, 1 don’t often drink in business hours, but on this joyful occasion I think I will take a nobbier of the old stuff. No, no water, thank you. The spirit is willing, but with water it’s weak. Here’s luck!’

Tossing it off with a practised hand, he shed a simple tear, failed in an attempt to borrow half-a-crown, pressed our hands, and, finally, stating that he must go and tell Aunt Tabitha the joyful tidings, opened the swing door and staggered out. He was a cheerful old reprobate, and had all the makings of an excellent actor. But to return to Cooktown.

The country all about is highly mineral. Gold, silver, antimony, and tin have been found in promising quantities; but the glory of the district and the fortune of the town has been the Palmer Gold Fields, not many miles inland. The history of this marvellous spot reads like a fairy tale. The value of the gold obtained from it up to the present time equals something like 5,000,000l. But this is not the only treasure-trove in the district. In 1890 a new field was discovered on the Starcke River, some sixty-five miles from Cooktown, and has, so far, yielded something like 20,000l. worth of the precious metal.

From all accounts, the Palmer is now pretty well played out; but as so many new fields have sprung up to take its place, its loss need hardly be taken into consideration. Chinamen are, however, still making a good thing out of it, I believe.

Apart from the country’s auriferous prospects, the soil is highly fertile. Sugar, rice, tobacco, oranges, and cocoanuts thrive splendidly; while mangoes, bananas, pineapples, guavas, lichees, and granadillas flourish almost too luxuriantly. Besides all these advantages, Cooktown enjoys a lucrative and ever-growing trade with New Guinea, while its own beche-de-mer and trepang fisheries are by no means to be despised.

As some proof of the wealth of this hardy little place, it may be interesting to state that the value of the imports for 1891 amounted to no less than 65,340l., while the exports totalled the large sum of 133,711l.

At three o’clock the same afternoon we steamed out of the harbour, rounded Grassy Hill, as the bold entrance to the bay on the southern side is called, and steered for Port Douglas. En route we passed Cape Tribulation, a bleak, desolate headland, quite in keeping with its name; indeed, the whole appearance of the coast, as far as the eye can reach, is stern and forbidding. One can quite fancy intrepid Captain Cook’s feelings as, day after day, badly equipped, under-manned, scurvy-ridden, his ship ploughed her way through these desolate and almost impossible seas. No wonder he gave the capes and headlands such dismal names, hedged in, as he was, on one side by a barren, rocky coast, peopled with barbarous savages, and, on the other, by the never-ceasing thunder of the Great Barrier Reef.

Unfortunately, as it was late in the evening before we sighted Port Douglas, shoregoing was impossible. A small steam launch put off to meet us, pitching and tossing in a most unpleasant manner, and into her we discharged what cargo we had for the place. Then after a stay of under an hour, we resumed our way, bound for Cairns.


Chapter 8

Cairns — Sugar Industry — Kanakas — Rice Cultivation — Cairns and Herberton Railway — The Barron Falls
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CAIRNS IS SIMPLY a little tropical heaven, tucked into the Queensland coast line, I know of no other place at all like it. Situated in Trinity Bay, at I he entrance to Trinity Inlet, it was so named by Captain Cook, who, after a series of extraordinary hardships, put in here on Trinity Sunday 1770. Taken with the Inlet, Trinity Bay constitutes one of the most perfect harbours along the entire length of the East Australian coast.

The inlet, a splendid land-locked sheet of water seven miles in length, with an average width of two, was discovered by some police officers and cedar cutters in 1877, but for many years was put to no practical use. Now the entrance has been carefully dredged, and vessels, drawing even as much as twenty-four feet of water, can enter it with perfect ease and safety. With these advantages it would certainly seem destined to become the real harbour of Cairns at no very distant date.

Trinity Bay itself stretches from Cape Grafton to Cape Tribulation, and is protected from the violence of the open ocean by the Great Barrier Reef which lies about twelve miles out. Immediately opposite the bay, the reef has an opening called Trinity Channel, which is certified as of sufficient width to contain the largest man of war afloat.

The new comer, reviewing in his mind all these advantages, cannot help being impressed with the fact that Cairns would make an admirable naval depot, the inlet alone being capable of containing the entire Australian squadron at one and the same time. I recommend this idea to the Admiralty, for surely Nature must have had some thought of the use it might be put to when she constructed it.
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The town itself, called after Sir William Wellington Cairns, once Governor of Queensland, was commenced in 1877, and cannot be said to be well situated. Its history, a strange and chequered one, illustrates the peculiar ups and downs of pioneering in new countries. Early in that year a few settlers were attracted to the district by the wonderful stories told them by mariners who had chanced to touch there. These adventurous ones pitched their tents where Cairns now stands, but before they had been there very long, news came to them of the discovery of a river running into the sea, about two miles north of Trinity Inlet. On going to ascertain the truth of this statement for themselves they found a river navigable for over ten miles, winding its way across a beautiful alluvial plain covered with dense tropical vegetation, such as tree-ferns, areca palms, fan palms, wild nutmegs, native indiarubber trees, red cedars, kauri pines, wild bananas, and a conglomeration of beautiful creepers and orchids too numerous for description. On this plain, so the discoverers said, stalked multitudes of huge cassowaries and kangaroo, while at night-fall millions of large bats and flying foxes flew overhead. Butterflies and beetles fluttered on every side, and snakes of terrible dimensions crawled through the undergrowth. Alligators were also numerous.

With this discovery, trade, traffic, and shipping were immediately diverted from the inlet to the mouth of the river, at a spot to be soon afterwards named Smithfield. This Smithfield, from ]877 to 1879 became the port for the Hodgekinson Gold Fields, and quite a thriving town, boasting no less than fourteen public-houses (a sure sign of a Queensland township’s prosperity), and a score of large business premises. In 1879, however, an easier track over the Ranges was discovered from another point twenty miles to the northward (now Port Douglas), and that discovery sounded the death knell of Smithfield. Trade moved to the new spot, the people naturally followed the trade, the township was deserted, not even a nigger remained to grace it, and now dense jungle covers the place where once it stood.

In 1880 a sugar boom set in and raged with exceeding violence. As a result the land round about Trinity Inlet, and where Cairns now stands, became highly valuable, and was immediately taken up for plantations. ‘The Hambledon,’ ‘The Pyramid,’ and the ‘Hap Wah’ Companies were the first to start in that neighbourhood; while the whole of the magnificent plain on the banks of the Barron River, stretching from the ranges to the sea for about ten miles, and from the town of Cairns northward for fifteen, was, at the same time, purchased for agricultural purposes by Mr. Thomatis, an enthusiastic agriculturist and a native of Northern Italy; by Messrs. Blair & Co., of Melbourne; and Mr. Brinsmead, of London, together with a few other enterprising colonists.

The fame of the land soon spread, and with this increased importance the baby town of Cairns began to assert itself. Town allotments were pegged out and boomed. Speculation in land followed, with the result that about four years ago the Government, at one of these land sales, pocketed no less than 40,000l.

With true Australian go-a-headness Cairns lost no time in improving her position, and her devoted mother, Nature, prodigal of gifts, helped her. The Northcote Antimony, the Herberton Tin, the Muldiva Silver mines, the Etheridge, Croydon, and Georgetown Gold Fields, all situated over the Ranges at the back of the town, lent their aid.

The next move was a claim on Government for a railway, whereby the vast wealth of these places might be brought to Cairns for shipment. After a while this claim was recognised, specifications were prepared, the contract let, and now a line is in course of construction which has but few equals, and is perhaps without its superior, in the whole railway-making world. Already it creeps over the Ranges towards Herberton. Eventually it will take in the various fields mentioned above, cross the base of the Peninsula, and penetrate even to the distant shores of the Gulf of Carpentaria. About fifty miles are at present completed. The second section of sixteen miles is said to be the most expensive known, costing no less than 1½ million pounds sterling, or a good deal more than a pound an inch. Of the beauties of the line I shall speak presently. In the meantime, let me give some idea of one of the principal seats of the sugar industry in the neighbourhood of Cairns.

Hambledon Plantation, the property of Messrs. Swallow Brothers, is one of the many model plantations of the district, and may well be taken as typical. Situated at the foot of the Islay Hills, it is surrounded by an amphitheatre of jungle-clad eminences. Seen in the early morning, with the sun straggling in long shafts through the clouds which veil the highest peaks, or at twilight, when the weird gullies are filling with the shadows of approaching night, Hambledon is a sight to remember for ever. But these hills have another charm apart from their scenic beauty, they protect the young cane from biting winds, and condense into needful rain the clouds that linger on them. Perhaps as a result, two bewitching waterfalls exist near by, and I am assured that the whole water supply of the mill is drawn from ever — running rivulets whose birthplaces are in these ranges. Altogether the view is as charming as an artistic eye could wish, and it is no wonder that Hambledon, being one of the few properties that survived the depression in the sugar industry a few years back, is considered a show place of the district.

The business arrangements of the plantation are most complete, even to a tramway, 4½ miles long, leading to a neat little wharf on Trinity Inlet, where vessels of the deepest draught can load in comfort. It must be remembered that, besides sugar, large quantities of fruit and timber are exported from Cairns annually.

From the fields of growing cane we pass to the mill itself, which is of the latest pattern, even to the Decauville railway for carrying the cane into the works. It is calculated that this mill can turn out ten tons of sugar per day, and, if one doesn’t try to understand the mechanism, the working is simplicity itself.

Hambledon, with its numerous buildings, overseer’s residence, mill, huts (both of white hands and Kanakas), lathe room, lamp room, laboratory, engineers’ stores, blacksmiths’, carpenters’, and fitters’ shops, etc., presents the appearance of a small township. The owner’s residence is situated on the top of a knoll, commanding a lovely view of Trinity Harbour and the town of Cairns, with the Inlet in the dim distance showing like a streak of silver. In the gardens, which are beautifully laid out, we recognise many tropical friends, such as cocoanuts, mangoes, and many varieties of bamboo.

The Kanakas on the plantation have roomy domiciles, and are in every way exceedingly well cared for; we have met whites who would have been thankful for half as much attention. They (the Kanakas) have three meals per diem, consisting of meat, bread, rice, potatoes, and tea, besides as much fruit as they have room or inclination for. When they are sick a doctor is paid to attend them. They are found in clothes, and have an excellent school, where a properly qualified teacher instructs them in the three E’s. Some of the boys make good progress, and can read and . write excellently. But where they come in really strong is in religion; they take to it like ducks to water, and hold prayer meetings and services whenever opportunity offers. A Kanaka service is a solemn business.

And this brings me to the principles of this much talked of, but little understood. Kanaka labour question. For some reasons I favour the retention of the Kanaka, for others I do not. But whether I do or do not, cannot alter the fact — and I assert it, knowing it to be true — that the majority of the boys themselves prefer plantation life in Queensland to life in their own proper island homes. This is evidenced by the number of time-expired boys who sign for a second or even a third term. And pray, how does this read against the absurd stories of ‘white slavery,’ ‘awful cruelty,’ ‘barbarous practices,’ etc., etc., published on the Kanaka labour question in England and elsewhere. It stands to reason that, if badly treated, they would be only too glad to get away. Then why do they reengage?

While on this subject, let me say that the boys when newly arrived are designated ‘new chums,’ while every girl is invariably called ‘Mary.’ No Kanaka man or woman is recruited at a less sum than 6l. a year; but when a boy has reengaged once or twice, and knows a little about his work, he can command a much higher wage, sometimes as much as 10l., and not unfrequently more. And out of that they manage to save, for they are, as a rule, a thrifty people. In one district alone, of 3,000 Kanakas, something like seven hundred of them have savings bank deposits, the whole totalling over 3,500l. At the beginning of the year there were 8,627 islanders in Queensland, and their savings bank credits reached the large sum of 19,246l. How does your average labouring white man compare with that?

By his agreement, the planter has also to pay something like 20l. a head to the recruiting boat, 5l. as return passage money, 3l. Government capitation fee, and 1l. hospital capitation fee. He is also compelled to supply his hands with rations and clothing as follows:



	
Clothing per Annum.





	
Males (each). 





	
Hats


	
2





	
Shirts (flannel)


	
4





	
Trousers, pairs (moleskin or serge)


	
4





	
Blankets, pairs


	
1





	
Females (each). 





	
Chemises


	
4





	
Dresses (wincey)


	
4





	
Petticoats (flannel)


	
4





	
Hats


	
2





	
Blankets, pairs


	
1










	
Rations per Diem.





	



	
lb.


	
oz.





	
Bread or flour


	
2


	
0





	
Beef or mutton


	
1


	
8





	
Sugar


	
0


	
5





	
Tea


	
0


	
0½





	
Potatoes (or rice G oz.) .


	
3


	
0





	
Tobacco, per week


	
0


	
1½





	
Salt


	
0


	
2





	
Soap, per week


	
0


	
4






From these few remarks it will be seen that the lot of the Kanaka in Queensland is not quite the slavery that it has sometimes been depicted!

Hambledon usually employs 3–5 white men, 200 Kanakas, 20 Cinghalese, and 25 Chinese. In 1888 it produced 1,030 tons of sugar from 700 acres of cane. In 1891, 1,180 tons from 943½ acres, and in 1892, 1,465 tons from 950 acres. 1889 and 1890 were bad seasons, when the cane was much infected with grubs, which destroyed the roots. 1892 was, however, a very good one, and this coming season promises equally favourable results.

The crushing season usually lasts six months, from the end of June to the end of December — a time of ceaseless activity for every soul on the plantation.

The varieties of cane grown are the Green Ribbon, Red Bamboo, and Cheriboa. The soil is a rich chocolate loam, and is easily ploughed by teams of two horses. Besides cane, a large area is planted with pineapples, mangoes, and oranges.

Leaving Hambledon, we pass on to another plantation, Caravonica Park, the property of Mr. David Thomatis, before mentioned. It is situated between the Barron River and Thomatis Creek, the Ranges, and the sea coast, and has the wonderful new railway running beside it. It is in every way an ideal spot for a plantation, possessing as it does natural drainage, natural irrigation, the railway, and a soil not to be surpassed in Queensland, over 10 feet deep of black alluvial loam, composed mostly of decayed vegetable matter, and for bottom a pure sea gravel. The plantation has a frontage of one mile and a half to the deep waters of the superb River Barron; while on the north-eastern corner it touches the shores of Trinity Bay, whence Thomatis Creek runs inland.

The land was selected by the present owner, who, besides being an enterprising colonist, is an exceedingly able agriculturist, a profound thinker, and a decided philanthropist. To him I am indebted for very much valuable information.

I am bound to admit that Mr. Thomatis has always shown himself a great opponent to Kanaka labour, not because he dislikes the islanders themselves, but because he has always cherished the hope of getting his blocks worked by white men. His stories of the first settlement of his land are most interesting. At the outset he leased a portion of it to Chinamen, each party taking at a moderate figure, on an average, ten acres. The Celestials, with their usual savee, went in mostly for bananas, and so great did this industry soon become that no less than 6,000 bunches (each containing about 20 dozen and weighing about 70 pounds) were exported weekly from the estate.

The first year of culture the tenant would perhaps realise 1s. or 1s. 6d. for each bunch, and reckoning that over 700 bunches an acre can be obtained yearly, a fair idea may be gained of the revenue to be derived therefrom. Since then, however, the price has fallen, and maize, ginger, and rice have taken the banana’s place.

Among other things, Mr. Thomatis has great faith in the future of the Queensland rice industry. I submit an extract from the ‘Cairns Post’ (a bright and interesting little paper) upon the subject.

RICE CULTURE

IN NORTHERN QUEENSLAND.

Some two years ago private experiments were made in rice-growing on the rich land fronting the Barron River near Cairns, North Queensland. This example was followed by several settlers near Port Douglas, about 50 miles northwards, and also at Mackay, with the result that the yearly yield was: at Cairns, 50–42; Port Douglas, 37–33; and Mackay, 38 bushels of rice per acre, which, at 91, per ton for paddy or undressed rice, means a value of 221. 10s, per crop to the acre, and reckoning at least two full crops a year the full annual value would be 45l. per acre! The results of these experiments were that within the last twelve months over 2,000 acres of virgin scrub along the Barron River, and only five miles from Cairns wharves, were cleared and planted, of which over 500 acres are situated in the fine large estate, Caravonica Park, owned by Mr. Thomatis, who both in the old country and in Queensland has always taken great interest in agriculture and in technology. This large tract of rich land, which had hitherto been lying idle, now became rich in orchards and gave employment to several hundreds of people, circulated money and wages, and created general wealth. A large steam mill was erected at Cairns, and it is believed that the shareholders, who are mostly the settlers themselves, will receive a net dividend of over 25 per cent, yearly. The Queensland Government lately put a Protective duty of Id, per lb., or 91, per ton, on imported Chinese rice; hence the Chinese residents throughout the colony have to consume Cairns rice and abandon the importation of China-grown rice, and all this without the price of the commodity being raised one farthing in the Queensland market. Of course the Chinese markets suffer, and the Chinese importers; but the country at large — agriculture and settlers — reap all the benefit.

This is an instance of the clear, palpable, practical advantage of the Protective policy. “What has been done. and is going on around Cairns, could be done in the districts of New South Wales. Those experts who have seen the Manning River district, where all around Taree, Wingham, and Coopernook immense plains of moist soil exist, say that rice would thrive much better than corn, and yield at least its full yearly crop, without being injured by flood-waters, which would, indeed, benefit the rice in its growth. But our legislators must wake up and protect our rice-growers, as has been done in Queensland, against the rice grown in China. From statistics we gather that Queensland consumed nearly 5,000 tons of rice yearly, imported from China, which demand the Cairns farmers will entirely supply. A gentleman who knows much of rice culture in America and North Italy states that the seed should be sown just before the ear is expected to fall. In a fortnight it will germinate, and then for two months it can live and prosper best under water, thus turning into some useful purpose the heavy floods that now cause destruction to crops and ruin to farmers. Then, in two months more the crop is ripe to be cut and threshed. The rich land on the Manning River would yield a splendid yearly crop of two tons of paddy, which, on being dressed at the mill, would give 25 cwt. of clean rice, worth 28l.; 10 cwt. of skin, which can be used as winter food for horses, worth 3s. per bushel; and 5 cwt. of rice pollard, worth 4s. a bushel; total value of the yearly crop, per acre, about 40l.; besides the straw, which affords a splendid chaff for cattle.

Caravonica Park has now over 800 acres under cultivation — they are made up of bananas, rice, maize, ginger, &c., and are subdivided into about a hundred leases, each of which possesses a comfortable homestead. OS the same ground, three crops yearly may be obtained: rice, early in December, ripe in April; maize, first crop sown in May, and ripe in August; maize, second crop sown in August, ripe in November; after which rice is again sown.

Mr. Thomatis is nothing if not enterprising, and he is gradually settling his estate with Europeans on the Metayer system. A large number of Italians have already been located, and are making a good thing of it.

The idea of the Metayer system in vogue on this property is as follows: the landlord furnishes land, machinery, and implements; the tenant his labour and care. They share as follows: one-fifth goes to the former, and four-fifths to the latter, of all crops, after deducting the necessary seed for the next sowing. By this system, Mr. Thomatis hopes the country will gradually become populated with that Utopian class — a happy, independent, thankful yeomanry — whose children will have had an opportunity of gaining practical experience, which should stand them in good stead when they come to that age at which it will be necessary for them to strike out for themselves.

Cairns has but two seasons, the wet and dry, or, in other words, the rainy and the fine. The former extends from January to May, and the latter from May to December. During the rainy season, copious showers fall — sometimes for a week at a stretch — varied by bright, sunny days, with heavy rain at night. During this period, refreshing breezes blow almost continuously. In the fine weather the climate is simply a Paradise, deliciously cool nights and mornings, bright sunny days occasionally interspersed with showers, predominating. In 1890 the Cairns district was never more than seven days without rain during the whole of the dry season. And I say, therefore, whosoever wishes to taste the delight of living, let him spend May, June, July, and August in North Queensland.

People suffering from weak constitutions, rheumatism, or asthma, should certainly try it. In fact, Providence has placed there, as if to signify the use they should be put to, the Euphorbia pilulifera for asthma, and the mango, paw-paw, and ginger for dyspepsia. In November and December the weather becomes too warm and oppressive for comfort, except to those inured to it by long residence. Once acclimatised, however, nothing more need be feared. Frost and cold are unknown, save only in a mild degree; and no more clothing is ever required than is agreeable to the sight. It is, indeed, a wonderful country.

After a brisk drive through the quaint tree-shaded streets of Cairns, and along the handsome Esplanade, with its lovely glimpses of the sea and of the heights of Cape Grafton rising to the right, we make for the railway station, to experience for ourselves some of the beauties and perils of this wonderful line.

We find the station a neat, well-made Government building, and the train which is to bear us on our adventurous journey is not behind it in point of completeness. A powerful engine, well-built carriages, perfect brakes (and they are needed) — everything required is there. We take our places, and the train winds slowly out of the station.

For the first mile or two the road lies through uninteresting jungle, where nothing but dark tree-stems, rotting vegetation, and evil-looking water greet the eye. But presently all this is left behind, and we emerge into the open country, to overlook plantations of all sizes and descriptions, whose different growths lie pleasantly basking in the warm sunshine of the tropical morning. Now and again we catch glimpses of the Barron River, flashing its way across the plain to the blue sea beyond. But we have small attention for such trivial things. We are too much occupied watching the marvellous and seemingly unscalable heights that lie before us. Every few minutes we stop at tiny wayside stations — charming little nooks nestling amid a wealth of vegetation that contrasts very pleasantly with the vulgar advertisements obtruding their painted faces from every notice-board.

Then, after a run of eight miles, we reach the famous second section, and commence our work of ascent.

The line to Kandy, which hitherto we had thought so wonderful, begins to fade into nothing compared with what is now before us. Twisting and twining through deep chocolate-coloured cuttings, across spider bridges, in and out of black tunnels, and through dense jungle, we creep from elevation to elevation, from seemingly impossible to possible. The growth on every side is marvellous: gigantic staghorns, and orchids of every shape and hue, gorgeous creepers, yellow hibiscus, wild bananas, paw-paw apples, granadillas, mix with palms of all varieties, many as much as 60 feet high (their graceful fronds gently swaying in the sunshine) wild nutmegs, indiarubber trees, kauri pines, red cedars, and, in fact, every possible description of foliage and vegetation is here. Lovely butterflies flit hither and thither, birds of wondrous plumage fly from tree to tree, while over all is the blue sky and the soft, warm, tropical sunshine.

As soon as the actual work of ascent is accomplished, the view loses its quieter loveliness, and becomes almost terrifying in its grandeur. We are now on the topmost heights of the Range, whence glimpses can be obtained of the plains deep down below. But, though our climbing is finished, the danger is not yet over. Sometimes we seem suspended in mid-air over yawning gulfs a thousand feet or more in depth, at the bottom of which, like a silver streak, flashes the ever-present Barron River. Looking down, an almost irresistible desire to hurl one’s self from the window seizes one. And I can quite believe what I have been told, that not only scores of women, but many men, have been unable to refrain from crying at the view presented, and have been compelled to move to the other side of the carriage, so frightful is the sense of depth and utter helplessness that seizes one.

Presently we cross the Stony Creek Falls (see page 145), so close that the spray from the water wets the carriage windows. Then, as before, we dash on from loveliness to loveliness; till, more than satisfied, we come to a halt at the clearing which does duty for a station, and have visible evidence before us that we are arrived at the terminus of the section.

As we alight, a team of pack-mules, laden with tin from the Herberton mines, winds down the track, their bells jingling musically. And, later on, at the small hostelry on the hillside, the stage coach, drawn by five panting horses, puts in an appearance, and pulls up at. the door, when the driver, as if to lend an additional Bret Harte flavour to the incident, recounts his adventures with the floods further up the valley.

As soon as we have finished lunch, we make our way, along the railway line, to the nearest point to the falls, where commences a long descent into the valley below, the deep boom of the mighty waters being ever present in our ears. Then, suddenly, without warning, we step from the undergrowth into a full view of the Barron Fall — this stupendous work of nature. Even to remember it is sufficient to take one’s breath away, and how to give an adequate description of it in words, I know not.

Imagine yourself standing on a mass of rock, with high jungle-covered hills rising, on either hand, a thousand feet above your head. Imagine yourself overlooking a river, in low water, perhaps a hundred and fifty yards in width, rushing headlong, tearing, racing in wildest confusion to hurl itself over the side of one of the most gigantic precipices the mind of mortal man can conceive, a precipice of solid rock a thousand feet or more in height. Then fancy that fall of water crashing with the roar of a mighty ocean — a roar that can be heard many miles away — deep down, down, down into a seething, boiling cauldron of whitest foam, lying small as a half-crown in the great abyss below, out of which rises continually a dense mist holding all the colours of a king opal. Imagine all that and you have grasped but a hundredth part of its beauty. Everything resounds with the force and majesty of the fall. Its thunder is awful; its grandeur is terrific. It is five hundred feet higher than Niagara. It is more than that — it is surely without its equal upon the face of the known globe.

As we look, a gorgeous butterfly floats down the breeze. Passing us, his wings catch all the colours of the opal mist. For some unknown reason tears rise in our eyes. We have seen enough; we are satiated with loveliness. Let us get back to our boat before we are killed by sheer wonder at Nature’s awful majesty!


Chapter 9

Townsville — Separation — The Frozen Meat Trade — James Morril
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NEXT MORNING, BY ten o’clock, we were within sight of Townsville, the far-famed, and also widely advertised capital of Northern Queensland when separation shall be granted. They are a pushing, ambitious people these Townsvilleites, almost American in their go-a-headness. And certainly they deserve to succeed. Considerable rivalry exists between Cairns and this latter place; each seems to fancy that the other is endeavouring to steal a march upon her. However, Townsville may certainly claim to be the most important town of the north; in fact, it may also claim the supremacy (if one excepts the capital, and perhaps Rockhampton) in all Queensland. It has, besides, many advantages over other competitors, and is not slow to turn them to the best account. Of these advantages more anon.

Situated in Cleveland Bay, and sheltered by the bold outline of Cape Cleveland on the one hand and Magnetic Island on the other, Townsville commands a fine expanse of natural harbour; while, now that the breakwater has been completed, vessels of large tonnage will be able to find a safe refuge inside the artificially-constructed one.

The town itself is not picturesque, being built on the banks of an insignificant stream, called Ross Creek; but Castle Hill, where the fashionable suburb is growing up, presents a very agreeable appearance, and, if one can forget the exertion entailed by the climb to reach it, must be a pleasant spot in which to live.

As soon as we come to an anchor, and have collected our baggage, we descend to the launch and steam ashore. Arriving at the Wharf, we are persuaded to try the Imperial Hotel, and thither we accordingly direct our steps. One thing strikes us immediately: it is hot; a muggy, steamy, oppressive heat, more like that of Singapore than any other, and almost insupportable. We express our opinion on the matter to a resident who accompanies us, but he immediately commences an elaborate explanation to prove that although the heat is — well, perhaps warm — nevertheless, there are so many other advantages about Townsville that such a small matter as the climate is hardly worth taking into consideration. We have heard the same argument before.

The Imperial Hotel proves all that can be desired, a commodious, pleasant place, admirably situated and managed. Like the majority of buildings in Queensland, it is constructed almost entirely of wood, a material which is found to be cooler, and of course much less expensive than either brick or stone. Fires, fortunately, are not of frequent occurrence, but when they do come along, half the town, as a rule, has to go.

There is an open-handed hospitality about Queenslanders that one seldom meets with elsewhere; a simple introduction, and often not even that, is sufficient to serve as a pretext for showering kindness after kindness upon visitors. Before we have been an hour in the place we are made to feel quite at home, and have accepted numerous offers from kind-hearted residents to make our stay pleasant.

After lunch we walk out and inspect the town. The main street is a fine thoroughfare flanked by good buildings, in many instances of quite imposing architecture. It follows the windhigs of Ross Creek, and lies on the flat between that watercourse and Castle Hill. It is too steamy to hurry, so we stroll leisurely along, noting as we go how even in this little out-of-the-way spot everything is up to date. In spite of the much-talked-of depression in trade, business seems brisk enough; clerks hurry in and out of merchants’ offices, most of the shops seem to have their fair share of customers, telegraph boys run hither and thither at speed quite unsuited to the climate, a labour agitator is gesticulating wildly to an attentive audience at a street corner, while now and again bronzed and bearded bushmen loiter by with every sign of being down on a much appreciated holiday.

Thanks to the courtesy of a resident, we are introduced to numerous influential citizens, to whose ideas on important subjects affecting North Queensland, and more particularly Townsville, we listen with unending interest. One thing strikes us, and that is the wonderful unanimity that exists in every mind on the vital subject of Separation, of which movement, be it remembered, Townsville is the head centre. The word is in everybody’s mouth, and we, who are strangers and but little posted in such matters, wonder what on earth it all may mean. When we are more conversant with the subject it evolves itself into something like the following; but perhaps it would be better if I give the views of the special correspondent of the London ‘Times’ on the subject, who is better qualified to speak than I.

The politics of Queensland are so entirely the outcome of the development of its natural resources that to speak of them intelligently without first describing the country as it is, would be almost impossible. With few exceptions, the best men in the colony are employed in developing it. They are not in politics, and take little interest in political movements, unless the prosperity of the industry in which they are engaged is in some way affected. Most political questions have their origin in the material necessities of at least one section of the community. If these are or seem to be at variance with the interests of other portions of the community, the movement which springs from them becomes a subject for contest, which is more or less hotly and generally maintained in proportion to the number of people affected. No political interest is long sustained unless it involves material loss and gain. None can touch material advantage without becoming a matter of importance. A theory of federation falls dully on the public ear. The mass of the electorate is just as indifferent as it is willing to vote either way. But a question of coloured labour, which involves the life or death of the sugar industry, will bring a number of the most influential men in the country at fighting heat to the polls. Planters, of course, desire it; the mass of the mining population living and working in districts where white labour is perfectly possible are opposed to a practice which will, they believe, tend to lower alike the dignity of labour, and the rate of wages. The introduction of coloured races becomes a question between labour and capital, and is fought on that ground with certain modifications. Some of the labourers are beginning to promise the double advantage of encouraging a thriving industry which gives employment to a great deal of skilled white labour in the factories, and of passing individually from the condition of employed, in which they now are, to that of employers of the new cheap labour, which under the small fanning system they can easily become. On the other hand, some of the capitalists, who are not personally interested in tropical agriculture, are disposed to vote against the introduction of servile peoples upon a continent of which the population and the customs, notwithstanding the existence of a few aborigines, are for all practical purposes purely European. They fear that the small beginning may result in complications of such magnitude as those with which the United States are now called upon to deal.

If the conflict of interests between two sections of the community suffices to keep the question of coloured labour on the list of permanent political interests, and the same cause operates to keep reorganisation of the land laws and construction of railways to open the back countries also constantly before the public mind, it follows almost as a logical deduction that a question which involves the interests of all sections, no matter how much divided, of the community will rise to the rank of supreme and universal importance. There is but one such question in Queensland, and that one is the question of Separation. With the exception of perhaps one man, and that one the author of the Constitution Bill which has been just rejected by the Upper House, there is probably no one in Queensland who cares about the matter in the least on the ground of abstract politics. It is purely a question of practical interest, and in proportion as the interests of any influential body of the population are for the time being affected or not affected by the actual condition of affairs, Separation fever passes through its acute or falls into latent stages. The desire for Separation is always, and, so far as it is possible to judge, gains persistently in force and steadiness through the many fluctuations to which it is subject.

To understand the desire in its general lines it is only necessary to look at the map. Brisbane, in the southern corner, lying almost upon the boundary of New South Wales, decides the smallest details of government of Cape York. The distance is very nearly the same as that from London to Gibraltar; the time which it takes with the present means of communication to go from Brisbane to the furthest point within the colony is within a few hours the same as the time which it takes to go from London to South Africa. Anti–Separationists contend that time and distance are alike annihilated by the electric telegraph, and that for practical purposes Brisbane is within five minutes’ communication with Cape York and Burketown. It is hardly necessary to point out that there is an immense amount of business which cannot be transacted by telegraph. The fact that all Government stores are kept at Brisbane is in itself enough to indicate the serious inconvenience to which outlying centres are liable. And if distance alone could indeed be annihilated by the cheapness and rapidity of telegraphic communication, the map has still another natural cause of division to indicate. The tropic of Capricorn cuts the colony in two. No argument can unify the needs of a tropical and non-tropical community. Queensland alone of the Australian colonies has attempted the systematic development of the tropical part of her territory. She has, therefore, to deal alone with the questions which this development has raised, and it is not surprising if, in the endeavour to do so, she finds herself in opposition to the present experience of temperate Australia. Nor is it surprising if the tendency of the leading public men, cradled in Australian tradition, educated in Australian thought, should be opposed to the recognition of new necessities and the modification of constitutional customs which they seem to call for. It is with the utmost reluctance that such a man as Sir Samuel Griffith, whose mind is attuned to the Australian pitch, can reconcile himself to even the temporary admission of a class of labour which cannot claim or exercise the hitherto proudly vindicated Australian right of self-government. Concession in this respect has been forced upon him by the logic of facts. It is none the less distaste-ful. Any legislation which he might ft el called upon to initiate with regard to it would all be of the safeguarding preventive description which the spirit of compromise suggests. No boldly creative measure of the kind could ever be looked for from him or from any politician of his type and training. Tropical Australia has yet to breed its own public men, and this is very generally felt. Before it can do so there must be a tropical community. There will probably be many in the future. North Queensland claims the honour of being the first.

The elements of size and diversity of climatic conditions form the basis of the demand for Separation by the North and Central divisions. Before passing on to the details by which the demand is supported, it is worth while to glance at the map and realise that the subdivision which is asked for would create three colonies, each of them, roughly speaking, of about the size of France. Queensland, as it now exists, comprises 668,000 square miles. The proposed district of the Southern division would absorb about 190,000 square miles of this, the Central division would have 223,000 square miles, and the Northern division would take 255,000 square miles. Each division would have a share of sea-board and of back country, but the North, by its geographical conformation, would get from four to five times more sea-board than either of the other two divisions. The South would keep the rich agricultural districts of the Darling Downs. The North, by way of counterbalance, has the rich, though undeveloped, agricultural and mineral district of Herberton; and the Centre gets, behind Rockhampton, agricultural areas for which it claims that they are as good as any in the world. The respective populations of these three divisions are at present — South Queensland, 279,000; Central Queensland, 50,000; North Queensland, 81,000. Their relative representation in the Brisbane Parliament is — South Queensland, 45 members; Central Queensland, 11 members; and North Queensland, 16 members. On any question of taxation, distribution of revenue, expenditure of public money, raising of loans, land legislation, or other matters closely affecting the development of the country and touching the material interests of the electorate, the North and Centre can be out-voted by the South. This at first sight may seem fair, in view of the difference between the population of the South and of the other two divisions combined. But there is another aspect of the question, upon which the North and Central divisions lay great stress. They contend that, while the greater number of people live in the pleasanter residential quarter of the South, the wealth of the colony is produced in much larger proportion in the North and Centre; consequently that the North and Centre ought to have at least an equal voice in legislation which affects it. Here are the figures of the export trade by which this argument is supported: — The total value of the export trade of Queensland for last year was 6,890,861l. The value of the contributions from the different divisions were: from the South, 2,032,196l.; from the Centre, 2,232,446l.; and from the North, 2,626,222l. That is to say, the export trade of the South was not only relatively but actually smaller than that of either of the other two divisions. The total value of the import trade of Queensland was 4,592,357l. Of this the respective values were: — To the South, 2,956,406l.; to the Centre, 666,418l.; to the North, 1,200,059l. The exports, consisting generally of natural produce, either mineral, pastoral, or agricultural, are considered by the people of the colony as the wealth by which their bills are paid. The imports represent the objects for which the bills are presented; or, in other words, imports are the value received for exports. Considered in this light, the fact that the South contributes the smallest amount to the exports and receives the largest amount of imports, appears to the other two divisions as a very significant aggravation of their grievance. They hold that they are in their public capacity paying the cost of all those luxuries which contribute to make life in the Southern division more agreeable, and consequently more attractive to population, than life in the Northern and Central divisions of the colony, and that they are by this means forced to maintain against themselves the voting majority which ignores their necessities, cripples their trade, and lives upon what are still the indestructible results of their greater energy and wealth. The large proportion of the public loans which has been spent in the development of the South, the want of interest and lack of knowledge which are displayed by the Government at Brisbane in relation to the affairs of the North and Centre, and the damage consequently suffered by the industries of these two divisions, are the proofs upon which the accuracy of this view of the situation is based. It is impossible to travel through the North and Centre without realising the acute nature of the irritation to which the situation gives rise. The interests which are affected are too important to sit silent under the injustice, and, as they grow year by year in volume and vigour, it is presumable that they will be less and less disposed to tolerate the continuance of present conditions. The details of which the two divisions complain have been BO often embodied in petitions and addresses which have been laid before the public, that it is unnecessary to enter into them any further here. The matter of interest is the remedy proposed. None seemed possible but Separation, for the reason that it was not feasible under any constitutional form of English self-government to redistribute the voting power of the Queensland House of Assembly in such a way as to give equal influence to the small populations of the North and Centre, and the relatively large population of the South. The principle of a property or intelligence vote on such a scale is foreign to all our institutions. Communities of which the conditions are so dissimilar that it is within the power of 50,000 individuals in the one, to produce more surplus wealth for export than can be produced by 279,000 individuals in the other, evidently call for a different basis of representation. But the dissimilarity of conditions which exist between North Queensland and South Queensland is typical of a dissimilarity between tropical Australia and temperate Australia, which there is a very natural reluctance on the part of temperate Australia to face. Hitherto there has been only Southern Queensland and there has been only temperate Australia. The change which Is desired foreshadows a much greater change than is involved in a mere readjustment of balance between the interests of 81,000 people and 279,000 people. The creation and development of Northern Australia follows too evidently upon the creation and development of Northern Queensland for a politician of Sir Samuel Griffith’s Australian experience to ignore the importance of the difficulties with which it has fallen to his lot to deal. His Constitutional Bill embodied an endeavour to grant all the reasonable advantages of Separation without conceding a dangerous independence. In framing it there can be little doubt that its author regarded the subject from the standpoint of Australian rather than of merely local politics. It represents a fine attempt to conciliate the conflicting interests of a part of the community with the whole. It fails only because the interests of the whole are so much more dominant in his mind than those of the suffering part that it grants no remedy to the fundamental evil. It proposed to create, in the first instance, three, in its revised form only two, provinces, ruling themselves in certain local matters, but subject to a Central Government. The disproportionate representation of North, South, and Centre remains just where it was as regards the supreme Government, and when the Bill comes to be examined in detail it will be found that every matter of importance is reserved for the decision of the supreme Government. All that it offers to the provinces is municipal organisation of an extremely expensive kind. This did not meet their requirements, and a memorandum of objections, drawn up by the Townsville Separation League, shortly summarises the principal grounds for the rejection of the Bill. The right reserved to the central Government to borrow money upon the credit of the united provinces deprives each province of the right, which it would gain by Separation, to raise loans as a first charge upon its revenue for its own development, and lays it open to a continuance of the old injustice in the matter of the distribution of the benefits of public loans. The reservation of the control of the Customs tariff prevents any province from entering into such free trade conventions as would, it is believed, be profitable to colonies which have everything to export and nothing to protect; the control of railway tariffs prevents them from utilising the high profits from the main Northern and Central lines to write off the capital of their railways if they are so disposed, and reduce the burden upon the colony to the mere cost of working expenses. These lines, it is pointed out, are the two paying lines of Queensland. The regulation of the immigration of persons not of the European race, and the control of the affairs of people of any race who are not included under the laws applicable to the general community, are of course directly intended to prevent the North from making any such laws with regard to the introduction of cheap alien labour as might be judged desirable for the development of its tropical agriculture. To have the questions of public loans, customs, railways, and coloured labour, besides many other less essential points, retained for the decision of the Southern majority, was to gain little for the North, and the conclusion of the committee of the Separation League was that:

‘The burdens placed on the North under the 34 clauses dealing with matters assigned to the united provinces would be too heavy to bear, and that the relief, if relief it can be called, offered in the eighteen clauses dealing with the matters assigned to the Legislatures of the separate provinces falls so very short of complete self-government that the North is justified in refusing it. And we further say that to assume such an expensive form of government as that foreshadowed in the proposals, with its one Governor, three Lieutenant–Governors, eight Houses of Parliament, and four Civil Services, with no guarantee of increased revenue, would be little short of ruin for Queensland; while, if Territorial Separation were granted, increased prosperity to both portions of the colony — the result of better government — would more than cover any additional expenditure.’

The scheme, in its subsequently-amended form of two provinces, was rejected by the public opinion of the North for the same reason, that, instead of granting the self-government demanded by diversity of conditions, it maintained government by a southern majority on all points of essential importance. The objection is so fundamental that even if the Bill had passed through the Brisbane Parliament it was foredoomed to failure in application. The Central division obtained nothing by the new Bill, for the Centre remained by its provisions attached to the South, and the evidences of feeling on the subject which met the Governor during his late tour may be taken as an indication of the boiling-point of indignation to which Separatist opinion has risen in Rockhampton and the minor Central towns. Addresses praying for separation were presented to him at almost every stopping-point of his progress, and in Rockhampton at the time there was literally no other subject of conversation possible. Men and women alike appeared to guide all their actions by the effect which they might have upon the prospects of Separation. Rockhampton is the cradle of the Separation movement, which first originated there in 18(36. The sense of grievance of the Centre is no less acute than that of the North. It claims that in the last 80 years more than 2,500,000l. of its Customs duties have been appropriated by the Southern Government; that since the construction of the railway line the whole profit of the Central Railway has gone into the Brisbane Treasury; that a yearly surplus from its general revenue goes also into the Brisbane Treasury; that the sale of its public lands is conducted in a manner of which it totally disapproves, and that these valuable assets are rapidly disappearing, while the proceeds of the sale go to enrich the Southern division. The alteration of the Customs tariff, rendered necessary in Southern opinion, partly by the decreasing revenue,of the South, and partly in order to protect the embryo of Southern manufactures, presses no less heavily to the disadvantage of the Centre than to the disadvantage of the North. With all this, added to the consciousness of having endeavoured to obtain Separation before the North was in existence, the Centre has no doubt some cause for a feeling of exasperation, when it sees its claims ignored and itself excluded from even the very partial measure of relief which the Government had declared itself willing to offer to the North.

So far I have endeavoured only to recapitulate the case for Separation as it is felt to exist by the advocates of the movement. It would be difficult, I think, for anyone to travel through the North and Centre without realising that it is very strong — so strong as to be practically irresistible if a determined majority of the always increasing population persists in the demand for it. But in presence of the almost unanimously expressed objection to the compromise embodied in Sir Samuel Griffith’s Provincial Bill, the question arises, how came the Bill to be accepted by almost all the Northern members? In seeking for the answer it becomes clear that the demand for separation has not been up to the present time the persistent demand of a united majority. There have been large majorities in favour of it — the mass of public opinion probably gives at this moment a large majority in favour of it — but the absence of political ideals, and the substitution in their place of a simple practical regard for material interests, has operated to prevent any systematic cooperation between different sections of the population. A little while ago the interests of the sugar industry were very serfously affected by the labour legislation of the Brisbane Parliament. Separation seemed at that time to sugar planters the only hope of escape from ruin. The whole sugar industry was for the moment actively Separationist; but the mining industry, fearing that Separation would involve the indiscriminate admission of coloured labour, with a consequent fall in the rate of wages, stood by the South, and their vote overpowered the planters. At this moment the mining industry is ruffled by the tax of 25 per cent, which has been imposed upon mining machinery purely in the interests of the South, and I was told at Charters Towers that not only was every man of intelligence and education in favour of Separation, but that if a poll of the town were taken Separation would be carried by an immense majority of the working population. Just now, however, the repeal of the prohibitory law with regard to Kanakas has soothed the sugar industry to a condition of quiescence. It is in favour of Separation in the abstract, but is no longer keen or active. Political agitation generally interferes with material prosperity. So long as no material want is pressing, the inclination is to let the matter alone. And thus it happens that, while each industry in turn feels the spur, there has not yet been that long pull and the strong pull all together which alone can bring about a successful political reconstitution. ‘Che fluctuating sentiment of constituencies has, of course, been reproduced in the members who have represented them at Brisbane, and there has been a lack of unanimity in the Northern votes, which created a general predisposition for compromise. To this must be added the fact that all the strongest feeling about Separation is concentrated upon the event in the mining and agricultural centres. The great wool-producing back country cares little or nothing either way. It has the principal lines of railway that it needs. It likes the favourable terms upon which it has obtained public lands. The capital which it represents is largely foreign capital, with no personal or sentimental interest in the colony, and on the whole, it rather fears that the tendency of subdivision would be to put the smaller local Parliaments dangerously under the influence of democratic ideas. The pastoral industry, as I have endeavoured to show in an earlier letter, is bound to consider first the interests of capital. The agricultural and mining industries are, so far as these mischievous distinctions have any application, representative of the interests of labour. It is likely enough, therefore, that the vote of the pastoralists generally would be given against any disturbance of existing conditions. Upon all these disintegrating causes there fell the fiat of the Imperial authorities that the demand for Separation ought to come through the already established Legislature of the colony. The most ardent Separationists of the North and Centre could see no hope in view of their numerical inferiority in the House of Assembly, and the fluctuating nature of the support upon which they could count outside, of carrying any proposal for complete Territorial Separation through the Brisbane Parliament. They had reason to believe that Sir Samuel Griffith’s scheme would obtain the support of a sufficient number of Southern members to insure its passing, and though the very conditions which commanded the support of the South were the conditions which made it inadequate and unpalatable to the North, Northern members decided to accept it on the principle of half a loaf being better than no bread. In doing so they incurred the very strong displeasure of their constituents, and the final rejection of the Bill by the Upper House has been received by the general public of the North with, I think I may say, universal and hearty satisfaction. Everyone feels himself to be well rid of a scheme which nobody liked, and the ground is now clear to fight the question on its true issues. The approaching general election will be the battlefield. If the North and Centre return a large majority in favour of Separation, the full weight which attaches to any emphatic expression of public opinion ought to be given to their endeavours to obtain the reform they need by the only constitutional means which are open to them. For it is a very essential factor of the situation that every reason which impels the North to seek Separation is a reason binding upon the South to oppose Separation, and though the North and Centre should vote to a man in favour of a change their united members number only 27 against 45 in the House, through which their prayer to the Imperial Government must get itself passed in the form of a Bill. Unless some great change of opinion can be brought about in the South, it is practically an impossibility for any Separation Bill to pass both Houses of the Brisbane Legislature. The clearer the issues become, the more insuperable will be the difficulty. This fact is recognised in the North, where men ask with something like despair, ‘How is it possible for us to comply with the Imperial condition?’ The answer for the present may fairly be that the first thing which has to be done by the North and Centre is to place on record, by the result of their elections, an irrefragable testimony that there does exist among their populations an overwhelming desire for the privilege and responsibility of self-government. If they cannot sink mutual jealousies and surmount passing causes of indifference sufficiently to bring all the forces that make for Separation into line, and so to insure this result, they cannot claim to be yet ready as a people for the exercise of the functions of a separate political existence. Nor can it be a matter of wonder or regret to anyone who is in full possession of the facts that the Imperial Government should move with the greatest caution towards the creation of a colony which, if it contains, indeed, the elements of future greatness that North Queensland believes itself to contain, represents nothing less than the first step in the revolution of the hitherto accepted principles of Australian constitutional life. The erection of North Queensland into a separate colony will be equivalent to a decision that tropical Australia is to be developed. A glance at the map of the southern continent is enough to demonstrate the importance of such a decision. — The Times.

Taken as a whole and considering that its age is but slightly over thirty years, Townsville is a very wonderful little place. Of course there can be no blinking the fact that it is greatly dependent for its existence on the enormous pastoral West, and more still from being the port of the Charters Towers Gold Fields, situated eighty-two miles inland; but still, I repeat, it is a wonderful little place! Nobody with such evidence before him can deny that.

To return to a pleasant subject — Townsville hospitality. During the afternoon, in company with a member, we visit the Townsville Club. It is a neat little building, in a street off the main thoroughfare. There is the same air, the same homeliness about it, that attracts one in similar institutions in London, Cape Town, Melbourne, Colombo, Hong Kong, Auckland, or anywhere else where Englishmen do congregate. The talk hangs, in the same way, round each man’s occupation; but here there is an impression of being intimately acquainted with each other’s most private concerns, that is not quite like the clubs of other places. While we are its guests, faint rumours drift in upon us of droughts in the far West, of shearing troubles in the back country, of gold and silver mining news, with all of which things we are to become better acquainted later on. Everything seems perfectly familiar excepting a few little phrases which we cannot, for the life of us, understand. Presently, in our turn, we make use of a worcl ot common significance in the East. There is a polite stare and we see that we are not understood. That is the only difference!

Leaving the club as the sun is setting, we climb Castle Hill and admire the view. It is indeed beautiful. Below us, to our right, lies the town, with its acres of whitewashed, galvanised iron roofing, while on the plain, in front of us, are the botanical gardens, the gaol, the fine building of the grammar school, and, beyond that, the calm water of Cleveland Bay, shimmering like silver in the distance. The view is well worth the long climb.

Early next morning a resident calls with a buggy and pair of horses, and we are whirled out of town in a cloud of dust, to see the new meat works, then in course of construction, at Alligator Creek. The drive is a pretty one, and at the end of about twenty minutes, we ford the Creek and draw up at what will eventually be the entrance to the works.

Once inside, we are soon able to derive a good idea of the importance of the industry which these enormous premises are being formed to undertake. The buildings cover an immense area of ground, and run for some distance along the Creek. The scene is one of ceaseless activity. On one side, huge brick kilns are hard at work, while gangs of men are employed stacking the bricks; on the other, men are digging foundations, while more again are engaged upon the construction of the buildings themselves.

Here, we are told, the cattle will be driven in; there is the race which will lead them to their doom; this is the place of execution; while this is the tramway that will convey the carcases to the freezing chambers. Everything seems most complete, and after a brief survey of certain written facts, we quite concur in the belief that it is destined to be a gigantic enterprise.

In fact, the prospects of the frozen meat trade with England are, with the other matters I mentioned just now, among the most widely discussed subjects of the neighbourhood.

That night we dine out, and after dinner, while we smoke in the verandah, our hostess, who is a lady of many accomplishments, proceeds to the piano, and among other pieces, plays the waltz refrain of that hackneyed, but still beautiful, little song, ‘Some Day.’ I close my eyes, and what pictures the music conjures up! At first it is a moonlight night in England, and, I think, on Bournemouth pier, a band is playing, and the clatter of promenading shoe-heels seems to keep time with the music. The next moment I am whisked away across some thousands of miles of sea, to a creeper-covered verandah in Adderly Street, Cape Town, where some one is singing to the accompaniment of a guitar; then there is a change, and it is a ball in Government House, Adelaide. But when I open my eyes it is neither England, Cape Town, nor Adelaide that I see before me, but Townsville, North Queensland, and I am looking across the plain with its twinkling lights, to where the moon is just rising over a headland of Magnetic Island.

By the way, there is a strange story connected with Townsville, many years before it was known to civilisation, a story which seems almost too strange for credence. It appears that as far back as 1846, a ship, the ‘Peruvian,’ was wrecked on the Minerva shoal, several hundred miles to the southward. As many as twenty-one souls, including a woman, took to a raft, on which they drifted for no less than forty-two days. By some inexplicable means, they managed to cross the Barrier Reef, but only seven lived to see the land of Cleveland Bay: the captain, his wife, the sail-maker, a sailor named James Morril, the cabin boy, and two others. The last two died soon after landing. When they had been ashore a few days the sail-maker deserted, while the rest eked out a pitiful existence on such shellfish, etc., as they could discover.

This state of things lasted for many weeks, until, just as life was becoming insupportable, they were succoured in a strange and mysterious fashion. For some time past the Blacks in that district had noticed, with considerable alarm, the presence in the sky of innumerable shooting stars, which invariably fell in the same direction. Now, one of their most cherished superstitions appears to have been that, when meteors were numerous and always fell towards one point, it meant the presence of an enemy in that particular direction.

Setting out with the intention of carrying war into the enemy’s country, they found and, instead of killing, succoured these unfortunate white folk. It was a strange enough fact that, with the exception of the captain’s wife — who, from all accounts, was treated with the usual indignity shown by the Blacks to their own womankind — they were not ill-used. But, as time wore on, one by one they drifted apart, died or were killed, till only the sailor, James Morril, was left, and his history is, perhaps, the strangest of all. Here, there, and everywhere, for seventeen long years he wandered with the tribe, coming more and more to forget his nationality and mother tongue. Hunting, fishing, travelling, and fighting, he lived with his captors, till one morning, old and infirm, he chanced upon a token of frontier civilisation in the shape of a stockman’s hut. Then, suddenly, just as the occupants were about to fire upon him, taking him for a dangerous character, his memory came back to him, and he called upon them in their own tongue, and so saved his life.

The scene of the landing of that raft’s crew is now the important city of Townsville, and where James Morril once wandered, will be found thriving farms and all the evidences of an ever-increasing civilisation.

The following were the exports from Townsville for 1891: — 
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Gold


	
836,399





	
Wool


	
632,242





	
Sugar


	
26,458





	
Preserved meats


	
22,450





	
Totalling


	
1,569,459






The imports for the same period amounted to 538,701l.

These figures show plainly the prosperity of the place, and, with the hoped for rise in wool, the Alligator Creek Works in good working order, and Charters Towers’ unlimited wealth, Townsville may certainly say that she possesses a good claim to the title of ‘the Capital of the North.’


Chapter 10

Charters Towers — Mines — Chinese— ‘The Only’ Smith — Gilberton — Georgetown — Etheridge and Croydon Gold Fields

[image: img208.jpg]

FOR VARIOUS REASONS we were particularly anxious to see the famous Charters Towers Gold Fields. Accordingly, at 7.30 on the morning following our ‘dining out,’ we paid our bill, caught the early train for the Towers, and plunged inland, bidding ‘goodbye’ to old Father Ocean, hitherto so much associated with our wanderings.

The line over which we journeyed is an excellent piece of workmanship, solid and enduring, while the scenery along the route is picturesque and thoroughly Australian. Now and again we halted at tiny roadside stations, not like stations in the East, or even at Cairns, but generally galvanised iron abominations, built some distance from the line, and partaking more of the nature of wayside grog shanties than anything else. One by one we dropped all evidences of civilisation behind us, and began to think that at last we were becoming immersed in the fascinations of that mysterious region, the Australian bush. Every time the train came to a standstill, brown lanky urchins, unmistakably bush children, sauntered out from among the cluster of habitations to stare at us. Strange little products these, differing entirely from the children of the towns, being quiet and self-contained, as if they have absorbed something of the silence of the regions in which they live. We tried our wit on them in vain; nothing — not even our brilliant satire on ‘The Ends and Aims of Imperial Federation’ — astonished them.

Leaving Townsville behind us, we wound round the base of Mount Elliot, an imposing elevation, from which a fine view of the surrounding country may be obtained, and proceeded for many miles in an almost due southerly direction. About half way to the Towers, in a galaxy of romantic scenery, we threw off a branch line to Ravenswood, a small but important mining township to the southward, boasting its own banks, hospital, etc., and a population of 1,167 souls. A little later the line crossed the Burdekin River, by means of what seemed to us a most dangerous bridge, technically termed a ‘jump up.’ The bridge itself is a stout wooden construction, placed for the sake of floods very little above water level. The descent on one side, and the ascent on the other, are very steep; so steep, in fact, that on approaching it steam is shut off altogether, and the impetus the train gathers on the descent is quite sufficient to carry it up to the level country on the other side. The river itself is a dull, muddy-looking stream, with thickly timbered mangrove banks, suggestive of mosquitoes and innumerable horrors. Shortly after crossing it we sighted Charters Towers ahead, and at the end of a most enjoyable journey, brought up in a neat, well-built, commodious station, wearing quite a metropolitan air. So we were not out of civilisation after all!

Charters Towers is a name of world-wide fame, a name to conjure with. As far as scenic beauty goes, however, the town appeared to us disappointing. It is situated on a vast, almost treeless plain, upon which the sun glares for twelve hours out of every twenty-four with all his might, majesty, dominion, and power. Somehow the inhabitants do not seem to mind it at all. And here let me unburden myself of some facts. The population of the municipality itself is 4,597, and that of the district something like 18,825 — all believers in Charters Towers.

Leaving the railway station and passing into the street, the fact was undeniably borne in upon us that we were in a place where men were pushing and alive, a place where everything was working at high pressure.

On all sides we could see evidences of the go-a-head nature of the town. As evidence, let me instance three daily newspapers and one weekly, the latter— ‘The North Queensland Register’ — a bright, sparkling production quite up to date, five churches, eight banks, numerous schools, and a commodious hospital.

Rising above the housetops on every hand are innumerable poppet heads of mines; in fact, everything is mining, even the children in the streets talk and play it. Whereas, in other places, the boys and girls amuse themselves burning their fathers and mothers in effigy, or kindred sports, the Charters Towers kiddies work bogus claims and ‘rig the market.’ They must find it very useful when they come to man’s estate.

The roar of five hundred stampers, grinding quartz, assails the ear continually, shifts of miners thread the streets, and if you see two men talking at a corner, it’s half-a-crown to a farthing that their conversation has something to do with the interminable industry of the place.

In 1892 no less than 211,605 ounces of gold were obtained from this field, and as the best results have been obtained at the lowest levels, a still greater future may be looked forward to.

Certainly the chief mine at Charters Towers, if not one of the greatest in the world, is the famous ‘Day Dawn,’ which in 1889 was sold to an English company for no less a sum than 640,000l. It is a marvel of engineering, digging, and carpentering skill. The stopes and tunnelling strike one as being endless, and the wealth of the mine itself is only exceeded by the courtesy of the folk connected with it.

Among the 113 mines in the district the most notable are the Victory, Mills United, Brilliant, Brilliant and St. George, Craven’s Caledonia, Victoria, Golden Gate, Mosman Company’s, Brilliant Block, and No. 7 N.E. Queen, each of which turned out more than 400 ounces of gold in January last. The January yield of 1892 (entire field) for 14,902 tons of quartz was 16,675 ounces of gold, making an increase for 1893 of 224 tons for 2,726 ounces of gold: a remarkable and verified fact.

The following were the dividends paid by different mines for the month of January, 1893:
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Mills United, 2 of 3d.


	
7,500


	
0


	
0





	
Victory, 2s.


	
5,000


	
0


	
0





	
Golden Gate, 6d. .


	
3,750


	
0


	
0





	
Victoria, 6d.


	
3,600


	
0


	
0





	
Brilliant, 3d.


	
3,125


	
0


	
0





	
Mosman G. M. Co., 2d.


	
2,312
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0





	
Brilliant and St. George United, 3d.


	
1,800


	
0


	
0





	
Craven’s Caledonia, 3d.


	
1,250


	
0


	
0





	
28,337


	
10


	
0


	







In 1891 no less than 2,800 miners were employed on the fields. The amount of quartz crushed was 174,486 tons, yielding 222,882 ounces of gold. At present the number of distinct reefs proved to be gold bearing is over 450, while the extent of auriferous ground worked is 120 square miles.

The following are the returns from some of the reefs within the past year:

The Brilliant has crushed 21,328 tons, yielding 26,605 ounces, and paid in dividends 75,000l.; the Day Dawn P.O. has crushed 27,416 tons, yielding 27,479 ounces, and paid in dividends 37,500l.; Mills United has crushed 24,002 tons, yielding 21,611 ounces, and paid in dividends 26,250l.; Day Dawn Block has crushed 13,635 tons, yielding 20,414 ounces, and paid in dividends 24,920l,; Golden Gate has crushed 10,169 tons, yielding 16,059 ounces, and paid in dividends 18,600l.

The value of the machinery alone is estimated at no less a figure than 199,381l.

It is strange how mere association with wealth gives one a feeling of affluence. We were in a place of gigantic fortunes, where men no longer talked in hundreds, but in thousands, tens of thousands — nay, even in millions. This was catching; we developed all the symptoms of the millionaire disease ourselves. We began to feel a wild desire to spend our money, to endow churches, hospitals, etc., to do something to alleviate distress (none of which we saw around us), to make this great world better and purer by our noble actions, to prove that to possess money is not merely a distinction or an honour, but that on the other hand —— But here the reflection that with us money was worse than scarce dawned upon us, and we decided to withhold our ideas on this subject until we were better able to carry them out. It behoved us to devote our attention to the consideration of what we were going to do next!

We wanted to reach Normanton, but we had not the very remotest idea how to manage it. We did not like asking strangers, because we had an objection to being taken for new chums. So biding our opportunity, we put the question to a poor unoffending Chinaman whom we caught loafing about. We said politely: ‘John, you will excuse the liberty we are taking, but we are desirous of reaching Normanton, a town of which you may probably have heard mention made. It has many advantages, and is situated on the shores of the Gulf of Carpentaria.’ John simply answered, ‘Eugh.’ We repeated the question, struggling with our politeness. ‘Pardon my not making it sufficiently clear to you; I say we are desirous of transporting ourselves to the town of Normanton, situated, so we are led to believe, on the Norman River, which flows into the Gulf of Carpentaria. You, being an itinerant rogue and vagabond of the first water, will probably have journeyed that way; we therefore pray you with accelerated despatch to—’

But that ‘accelerated despatch’ was too much for John; he quivered like an aspen leaf, shook his head violently, snorted, and then, blurting out ‘No savee,’ departed quickly in the direction of the nearest hen-roost.

Talking of hen-roosts and Chinamen brings me to vigorous journalism. I clip the following from the ‘North Queensland Register’:

There is no false pride about a Chinaman. If he offends against the law, and has the misfortune to be found out, he does not consider that his punishment lowers him in the social scale, and he is even more affable than ever. The present Warden of Charters Towers was once the recipient of a little delicate explanation, for which he was grateful. A gardener, named Ah Chong, was brought up, charged with stealing fowls from the hospital, and as he was caught in the fowl-house with his booty in a bag, the well-meant exertions of an interpreter and half a dozen of his countrymen were unavailing, and Ah Chong was sent up for six months’ hard labour. Some twelve months after, an important Chinese case came on, and among the crowd of witnesses and interested partisans was Ah Chong, who on going into the box, greeted the P. M. with a friendly smile. On being asked what he did for a living, he appeared to consider the question irrelevant, and turning to the P. M. said, ‘You know me, Mr. Mowblee; me steal’em fowls.’ Friendly relations were at once established between the Bench and the witness, and the case proceeded.

While on the subject of pithy journalism on ‘The Chinese Question’ let me give one more clipping, which, to my mind, for general information and picturesque detail stands alone:

The Georgetown correspondent of The Townsville Bulletin says that ‘during the past fortnight ten pig-tailed denizens left that town en route for the Flowery Land, with coin amounting to 2,000l. Mr. —— by means of irrigation is raising vegetables in his town garden far superior in size and quality to those produced by Chinamen. Rain fell last week to the extent of 0.40 in. within a radius of ten miles, and was local and partial at that.’

But I am wandering from my subject. We wished to reach Normanton, and there were only two ways of getting there. One was by continuing our railway journey to Hughenden (a township two or three hundred miles further West), and then travelling North about three hundred miles; the other was by going across country via the Etheridge, Georgetown, and Croydon Gold Fields, and thence by train into Norman ton. Without doubt the latter was the better way, and we decided, if we could but find the means, to attempt it. It would be necessary for us to have a companion who could act as a guide, and after considerable questioning and hunting about, we were fortunate enough to find the very description of man we wanted. He was due to set out for Georgetown the following day: I say due because he had been going for some weeks past. His name was Smith — John George Smith — and he claimed to have relations of that name in England. He did not tell us this when we first saw him, for obvious reasons, which he afterwards explained quite easily. At the time of our introduction he was lying on the footpath of a side street, with black ants crawling in and out of his ears. Ribald boys had painted his nose white, and drawn a skull and crossbones on the top of his bald head.

The first thing next morning he came round to see us, and after he had satisfactorily answered a few questions, we decided to set out on our journey together. He said he knew the track perfectly, and would put us in the way of all the best grog shanties along the road. We were properly grateful, and asked him to name his beverage. ‘Gin and brandy,’ he replied; and then, noting our astonishment, went on to inform us that when he had been in the ‘Royal Bender’ (Anglice, ‘drinking bout ‘), ‘he always took’em together — one to see the other by.’

By his advice, that same afternoon we attended a horse sale, and secured four medium horses — two for saddle and two for packs — at fair rates. Our companion was graciously pleased to say that they were ‘none too dusty,’ and we felt it was something to have earned even his good opinion.

Next morning, with the eyes of all the world upon us, arrayed in spotless moleskin breeches and Crimean shirts, we mounted our gallant steeds, and passed out of the stable yard down the street, bound for Normanton, ‘the only’ Smith in command.

The less said about that journey the better. There never was a greater mistake made than calling it a good track, and no greater fraud ever undertook it than ‘the only’ Smith, our guide, philosopher, and supposed friend. The track was in reality no track at all — only a series of bridle paths from drinking ken to drinking ken. We explained this to ‘the Only,’ but he laughed and said ‘it was just down to his mark’ (that was his sinful way of putting it), ‘and if we didn’t like it we might clear out and find another for ourselves. He could get on quite well without us.’ As we couldn’t get on without him, we withdrew our opposition, and thereby made ourselves his slaves for ever.

Our route lay via Dalrymple, Eumara, Nulla Nulla Station, Craigie, and across the Razor Back, or Great Dividing Range, to the Newcastle River, then skirting Mount Rous to Gilberton, a distance, in and out, of little short of two hundred miles. Leaving Gilberton (which, by the way, is one of the most promising, though least developed, goldfields of Queensland), we headed through terrible country towards Georgetown, nearly a hundred miles due north. By this time we were getting accustomed to the monotony of the bush and also to the existence of ‘the Only.’ Among other disadvantages he was an accomplished though melancholy liar. At times he was past all rousing, took no interest in anything, preferred letting us do all the work, cook, wash, run up the horses in the morning, and on occasion even saddle and pack them, unassisted. There was no pride about ‘the Only,’ not enough to cover a button with, but he made up for it all by the brilliance of his imagination. When the stars were shining, and nothing but his voice, the crackling of the camp fire, or the drowsy tinkling of distant horse bells, broke the quiet, he came out of his shell. Then, in a voice that never changed, he’d wander half round the world, inventing visits to the uttermost parts, and lying with a consistency that would have been truly admirable, in any other cause. It was his custom to commence the evening with a jovial hail-fellow-well-met sort of air, giving one the impression that he’d been every where, seen everything, and was indeed a desperate dog.

By-and-by he would remember circumstances connected with the time he was on the African diamond fields, or may be piloting cotton boats up and down the Mississippi; which would bring him to the days when he was starving in San Francisco, or recklessly bloodthirsty with Balmaceda, in Chili, conducting native states in Rajputana, or resisting Russian tyranny in the salt mines of Siberia. It was all the same to him; he was brilliantly mendacious all over the known universe. It may be interesting to mention here that he was a Sydney Side native, and had never been out of the Colonies in his life.

Towards the end of the evening he would usually become sympathetic and repentant, would regret his fall from high estate, and lament that one of his birth and education should ‘come down’ to such a position in the world. Then in the hush of night, with the wind sighing softly through the trees overhead, he would whisper the fact that he was none other than the eldest son of the Duke of, unlawfully kept out of his property by designing relatives; next night it would probably be the Duke of; the next, the Marquis of, or perhaps the Earl of . It did not matter a farthing who it was; he seemed to have a plurality of fathers, and at least he was consistent in one thing: he never chose any but the highest members of the aristocracy to be the authors of his being. We began to weary of ‘the Only’ and his parents; if he’d had a little less pedigree and a little more energy we should have been a great deal better satisfied. But I am wandering off the track again.

Georgetown, the centre of the Etheridge Gold Fields, is a strange little township, built on the usual Queensland bush pattern, wooden houses with galvanised iron roofs, streets knee deep in dust, abundant public-houses, and a rough and ready population of 1,484 souls, made up of 1,310 Europeans and 146 Chinese. In spite of the severe droughts and other troubles it has had to contend with, Georgetown is a wealthy little place. In 1891, 17,061 tons of stone were crushed there, yielding 17,567 ounces of gold. The gold occurs in quartz veins, and is not unfrequently allied with mundic (pyrites).

Twenty-eight crushing mills find good employment, the value of whose machinery is estimated at no less than 166,200l.

We struck the township just at nightfall, and the lights glimmering in the windows and the sounds of revelry issuing from the different drinking places had a very homely air. ‘The Only’s’ eyes began to twinkle, and he breathed hard in anticipation of the drunken orgie that lay before him. Evidently he knew his way about, for following his directions we found ourselves in what was no doubt intended to be the stable yard of a genuine township hotel. One or two impoverished horses stood forlornly about, and as we entered they looked askance at our animals, as much as to say, ‘Where do you come from, and what do you want? If you think you are going to get any of our food you are very much mistaken.’ Unshipping our packs we carried them into our rooms, leaving our horses to a shock-headed nigger styled by courtesy ‘the groom.’

It was a long ramshackle wooden building this hotel, and just bristling with trade. Every room was crowded, and the bar was a perfect pandemonium. Those who had money spent it recklessly and ostentatiously; those who had not, obtained liquor on credit with as little noise as possible.

‘The Only’ was in his element, and inside of five minutes was the bosom friend of every man in the room. By midnight he was too drunk even to remember that he was a scion of the aristocracy. They are good wholesome drinkers in Georgetown, and he was just the man to take advantage of such an opportunity.

The talk was all of gold, gold, gold, nuggets, crushings, new claims, etc., and from my own experience I am prepared to say that there was not a man in that room who, according to his own account, would not have made my fortune for a five-pound note. Sometimes they fought, but it was about some mining matter; sometimes they shed tears, but it was about some mining chance just missed; and when they laughed you might have staked your hat it was at something connected with their interminable employment.

A great deal of the country around Georgetown is under cultivation, nearly three hundred acres being market gardens. Maize seems in particular to thrive excellently, but when we were there an awful drought had set its finger on the land, and agriculture was for the time being played out.

After a stay of two days we had our horses run in, and, noting that the scarcity of grass and water had not much improved their condition, paid our bill, bade ‘the Only’ an impressive and alcoholic farewell, and passed out along the track to Croydon.

Four days later we were in the latter place offering our horses for sale, and when this was accomplished we placed ourselves and our baggage aboard the train, and set out for Normanton, ninety-three miles distant.


Chapter 11

Normanton — Horse Dealers — We Prepare to Cross the Continent to Adelaide— ‘Mr. Pickwick’
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NORMANTON IS NORMANTON, and when you have said that you have said everything — it is like itself, and itself only. In some ways it is charming, and in others diabolical; in justice, I am sorrowfully bound to admit that it most favours the latter. Situated on the Norman River, it is about fifty miles from the sea, and is built on low iron-stone ridges, the site being all that could be desired for a town.

When one considers that only a few years ago it was a simple frontier settlement, possessing none of the advantages of civilisation, while today it is a thriving place boasting a population of 1,251 souls, two weekly papers, a Supreme Court, a School of Art, a hospital, two or three banks, to say nothing of numerous churches and hotels, one is bound to admit that it deserves to succeed. The opening of the railway line to Croydon, however, was a bitter blow to it, for since then its glory has somewhat waned. But we were constantly assured that it will soon pick up again.

As far as Customs revenues are concerned, Normanton stands fifth on the list of Queensland towns, having quite eclipsed its rival Burketown in the trade of the Gulf of Carpentaria. The inhabitants talk with confidence of its future, when it shall be connected with the Transcontinental railway, or by the line across the base of the Peninsula, with Cairns. That is one of the pleasing features of the Australian character — I mean the unanimity shown by every man in advancing the welfare of his own town. For every man naturally believes the particular place which he honours with his citizenship to be the best possible in the country, and the outcome of the jealousies thus engendered is the progress of the town itself. For this reason a Sydney man says to a Melbourneite, ‘Well, you have nothing like our harbour,’ to which the Melbourne man invariably replies, ‘Perhaps not, but have you anything to equal our tramcars?’

Stepping out of the train, we proceeded at once to our hotel, a commendable two-storied caravanserai off Main Street. This Main Street we found to be a roomy thoroughfare, possessing many good buildings, but with plenty of space for more. At intervals apoplectic cabs waddled through the dust, Bushmen rode slowly by, a few stray buggies pulled up before the stores, but the traffic was by no means overwhelming. Some years ago the Divisional Board attempted to plant trees in Main Street, but the white ants destroyed every one of them. White ants are the curse of the district — they demolish everything, from Town Halls to consciences. I have seen whole buildings riddled by them till you could stick your finger through a two-inch plank without hurting yourself.

Our hotel was quite a palatial building, with elegant dining, billiard, and other apartments, clean wholesome bedrooms, and a neat smoking room. From the windows excellent views of the dried-up surrounding country could be obtained; while, looking across the river, an uninterrupted view of mangrove swamp greeted the eye. The house was always full, and, as usual, the inmates were exceedingly interesting people, being for the most part squatters, bankers, merchants, and commercial travellers — all keen-eyed, eager men of business, and every one a sound judge of horseflesh and whisky.

As soon as we were installed, we set about our preparations. Our idea of attempting to cross to Adelaide, on the other side of the Continent, soon got known, and every other man we met had some advice on the subject to offer. One thing we noticed, and that was the fact that no one seemed to have any good opinion of the verdict of anyone else. One man said, ‘Don’t attempt it, dear boys; if you’re not accustomed to the bush, you’ll never get through!’ Another, ‘Cross from here to Adelaide? Of course, anybody could do it; do it myself if I could spare the time!’ Somebody else, a little more careful than the last, said, ‘Look here, young men. buy steady old horses, give’em time, go slow, stick to the tracks as far as possible, don’t attempt any larks, and you’ll get through all right.’ But among all there seemed to be no doubt that, owing to the drought, the country through which we would have to pass was in a direful state, and we should have to be prepared for a fairly hard struggle. We mentioned the word ‘horses.’ In a moment they were all unanimous; they all had horses for sale — horses up to any weight, every one of which could last longer on less food than any other, and horses that never strayed from camp and did not know what it was to knock up. They all brought proofs, or offered to produce men who could back up their assertions. What is more, they would have both witnesses and nags on hand where and whenever we might wish to see them.

Our importance became bewildering: whenever men glanced at us we knew it was on account of our desperate heroism. We were going to cross the Continent, and we were going to buy horses. True, we discovered later, it was more to the latter fact than to the former that we owed our notoriety. Men desirous of purchasing live stock when everyone else wanted to sell were uncommon, and deserved to be treated as such. Little we knew what lay before us on the morrow.

About 5.30 A.M. I was awakened from my slumbers by repeated rappings at my chamber door. On opening it I discovered the Boots with something on his mind. He was in a frenzy of excitement and beckoned me along the passage and down the stairs into the yard. I was pyjama-clad, and the morning breeze blew cold. When I got down I looked about me, but could see nothing extraordinary, until my eye caught the last remains of a horse, standing dolefully against the slip-rails; a small boy was keeping him from falling down, and the hotel groom, as well he might, was gazing at both in speechless admiration. I say — affirming it to be true — that that horse was just the dismallest wreck of an extinct creation I have ever seen outside the walls of a museum. At first sight I thought he was dead, but the boy assured me he was only sleeping. With a feeble attempt at sarcasm I said, ‘It must be his last sleep, then!’ The boy, with a fine idea of humour, remarked that he thought so too. Then I asked why I had been called out of bed at this unseemly hour. The Boots looked and looked, scratched his head, and whistled a long low note expressive of intense astonishment. When he had recovered himself, he said slowly, ‘Damn my eyes, but you said you wanted to buy a horse and I reckoned I’d find you one if I busted for it. I’ve been up these three hours getting that brute!’ ‘My son,’ said I, ‘if you’re not careful, your reckless thoughtfulness for others will be the ruin of you. When I want you to assist me in the search for genuine antiques, I’ll acquaint you of the fact. In the meantime, go slow and keep your head cool!’ So saying, I returned to my chamber, but not before I had overheard that Boots remark to himself, ‘Doesn’t want to buy that ‘orse; casts ‘is heye over’im an’ then don’t want to ‘ave’im for his own. Well, I’ll be—’ The rest was inaudible.

My bed was very warm and comfortable, but I had not enjoyed it more than five minutes before a pebble struck my window. Leaping up and looking out I found a small crowd collected round the sorriest specimen of the equine race, if you except the one just described, I had ever beheld. This time it was a tall, thin, red-haired man who was in attendance.

‘Good morning,’ he began, on seeing me. ‘You’ll excuse me, but you’re just the man I want. Now, I’ve got here the very identical horse to suit you. If you’ll tell me where to put him I’ll be round for your cheque after breakfast. No hurry!’

I said I agreed with him, there was no hurry, and, while thanking him for his consideration in calling so early, informed him that I would not take his horse even if he paid me to. I told him I could see that it would cost a king’s ransom to fatten him within five miles of even looking at a saddle. Returning to my bed I was soon fast asleep.

How long I was permitted to slumber I cannot tell. But suddenly I was brought wide awake by feeling my shoulder shaken. A man was leaning over me. I clutched him by the throat, crying, ‘What do you want here?’ His reply was almost inarticulate, but I caught the words, ‘Dark bay — black points — hands — bargain!’

Remonstrating with him gently, I threw him downstairs, only to discover a small black boy crawling up the waterspout outside my window. Asking his business, he informed me that there were ‘Two budgeree bosses longa yard!’ Not knowing what a ‘budgeree boss’ might be, I donned a pair of trousers and went below to find out.
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Now, I’m a sober-minded man I hope, and not given to undue exaggeration, but I assure you that that yard was just full of all the worst, oldest, most shame-faced, condemned relics of horses — barring the others previously mentioned — that ever had the audacity to look at a halter. As I appeared, the crowd set up a cheer, and a big man with a goatee beard approached me. He had an insinuating way with him, and he said, ‘Don’t be afraid. I’ve heard of you and I’ll see you through. Why, the bargain’s as good as made!’

I asked, ‘What bargain?’ He whistled gently and said, ‘Oh! suffering Daniel! What bargain? Why, them bosses you’re wanting just now. ‘I’ve got—’

‘Stranger,’ said I, impressively, ‘I don’t know your name and I don’t want to, but that cast in your left optic tells me you’re reclaimable. Think of your weeping mother and aged maiden aunt. Don’t do it. Virtue is its own reward. Take a stranger’s advice and cart those long-suffering, prehistoric animals back to their bone mill before their absence is discovered. I couldn’t purchase one of them at any price. Really, I couldn’t!’

Before he could frame a suitable reply I had left him. But there was to be no peace for me; they were on the landings, down the passages, at the windows, in the dining-room, and on the verandah. Everyone had a horse to sell, and it’s my belief if they hadn’t been prevented, they’d even have brought them up stairs to my bedroom on approval. Outside, the road was like a saddling paddock; the air resounded with such cries as ‘sound as a bell,’ ‘good legs,’ ‘deep chest,’ ‘first-rate camp horse,’ ‘go like the wind,’ &c. All of which eulogiums, I may say, were equally unjust to the reputations of the poor patient animals themselves, whose only ambition seemed to be to die and be at rest, in another and a better world, where horse-copers are unknown.

Now, the foregoing may be a little stretched: I don’t deny it, but I assure you the worry was very great. However, in the end we were rewarded by obtaining four good useful nags, whose appearances were the only tilings against them. Two (and they were’ the least valuable) were not so ill-looking, but the others, I must admit, were ugly. They were as thin as post-and-rail fences, in colour they were jet black where the mange hadn’t touched them, and as they had long since parted company with the hair of their tails, they now possessed disgraceful banana-like stumps in their places, which did not lend any lustre to their beauty. Moreover they had each lost an eye. Otherwise, as our friend ‘the only Smith’ would have said, ‘they were none so dusty.’ We nicknamed them Cyclops and Polyphemus, which names, as time advanced, were shortened to Sikey and Polly. But in spite of their appearances, they were first-rate horses, none better, and when we parted with them, nine months later, they had overcome a distance little short of 1,700 miles, and this under such disadvantages as but seldom fall to horses’ lots.

Having decided upon our horses, our equipments had next to be considered. We had brought our saddles, bridles, and pack-saddles with us from Croydon, so we had no need to purchase more. One sound piece of advice we accepted, and that was, not to burden ourselves with too much baggage. Flour, tea, sugar, salt, baking powder, pepper, and Worcester sauce, were the only edibles carried, while a couple of repeating rifles, a fowling piece, ammunition, two billy cans, two canvas water-bags, a quart pot, pannikins, tin plates, blankets, two large sheets of unbleached calico, hobbles and horse bells, with our own personal wardrobes, completed the outfit. Here let me say that there is nothing like unbleached calico for camping out; one sheet of it is equal to three blankets. We can never be sufficiently thankful to the man who advised us to take it. On many a bitterly cold night, with an icy blast blowing across the great plains, we had occasion to bless his name.

As we returned to the hotel after making our final purchases, we discovered a small cur following at our heels. Judging from his expression, he was not proud of himself, and certainly he had good reason not to be. His breeding was — well, to say the least of it, mixed. Bulldog and English terrier, with a touch of the Dachshund, Spitz, Pomeranian, and Italian greyhound, would come nearest the mark. In colour he was a dirty fawn, he was as thin as our horses, and some kind friend had, in days gone by, poured vitriol over him, for there was an exact map of Asia burnt out of his coat. Altogether, he was as poor and utterly miserable a cur as can be imagined, and when he begged, with an awful expression of entreaty in his poor little face, to be taken compassion on, we let him follow in our footsteps, and decided if no one claimed him, which seemed unlikely, to take him with us. It was fate, for of course nobody did claim him, and from that very hour we began to weary of him; he was too servile even for a dog. We nicknamed him, then and there, Mr. Pickwick, for no other reason than .that he was possessed of mildly sporting notions, as well as being of a contemplative and philosophical turn of mind.

Next morning, as soon as breakfast was over, we filled our packsaddles, paid our bill, and, with Mr. Pickwick at our heels, bade Normanton ‘farewell.’ It was a lovely morning. The horses were as fresh as it was possible for them to be, and we ‘were naturally a little elated at the thought of what was before us. Mr. Pickwick didn’t say much, because he hadn’t much to say, but once he barked, and afterwards looked as depressed as was possible under the circumstances. Normanton lay behind us; Adelaide was ahead: without doubt our journey ‘across the Continent’ had commenced.


Chapter 12

Our First Camp — Cattle Stations — Spear Creek — Flinders River — Cloncurry
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ACTING ON RELIABLE advice, we decided upon a track running parallel with the Norman River. It was a desolate route, monotonous in the extreme, the only vegetation being Quinine bushes (a tall slender tree, with a rough dark bark and glossy leaves), Messmates (a medium-sized tree, with broad silvery grey leaves), the Polyalthia, the Leichardt, the Moreton Bay ash, and the Bloodwood, the latter being one of the commonest scrub trees in Northern Queensland.

Not desiring to tire our horses at the outset, but rather to let them gradually accustom themselves to the stages we should be compelled to ask of them, our first day’s distance was a short one, of only twelve miles. After passing through a typical roadside township, built on a small clearing, and consisting of a couple of grog shanties, a butcher’s and blacksmith’s shop, we cried a halt, turned loose, and fixed up camp, hobbling and belling our horses carefully. With considerable pride we reflected that twelve miles of our long journey was accomplished, and we prepared to mark the distance on the chart. Gather our surprise when we discovered that the dot indicating our position hardly showed from the blotch which distinguished Normanton, while, on the other hand, ahead of us stretched nearly a yard of map. For the first time since our decision, a real impression of the distance we had undertaken to travel came before us. Our camp was comfortable and, had it not been for the mosquitoes, would have been enjoyable. As it was, within an hour of sundown it was forcibly borne in upon us that we ought to have added cheesecloth nets to our equipments, for these pests nearly eat us alive. They were particularly hard on Mr. Pickwick, alighting on his map of Asia, and inducing him to keep up a continuous moaning all night long.

Next morning, to our dismay, we discovered that our horses were nowhere to be found. We searched all round the camp, listening intently for their bells, but without success. The Long’un, who had chosen the work of looking after the horses in preference to the cooking and tending camp, set off in search of them. When, some hours later, he returned, he brought the faithless beasts with him, and explained in figurative language that he had been obliged to walk no less than eight miles to recover them. He had found them making their way back to Normanton; they had no desire to cross continents: there was no ambition about those horses.

Saddling up, we proceeded on our way, the Long’un and I riding side by side, the two pack horses, Cyclops and Polyphemus, running loose ahead. In the cool of the morning it was pleasant travelling. The country improved as we progressed, the view being picturesquely made up of light scrub lands alternating with small untimbered plains, where mobs of kangaroo might occasionally be seen. Sometimes we chanced upon solitary travellers, equipped like ourselves, making for some of the large stations in the district, and now and again upon carrier’s teams. conveying stores to the same localities. But for the greater part of the distance we saw no one.

The bird life attracted our attention; such a variety of plumage we had seen nowhere before: painted or Gulf finches, little bigger than wrens, with breasts coloured into bands of every known hue; tiny zebras (not the animal), little brown fellows with red beaks and spotted breasts; galas, a species of grey cockatoo with beautiful pink breasts; emus, kites, plain turkeys (a kind of bustard), a few grey ibis on the water-holes, and the inevitable black crow.

Two nights later we camped at Vena Park Cattle Station, the property of a noted Queensland pioneer. The house, a typical frontier building constructed of slabs, stands on a sand ridge above a large and inviting lagoon. The hospitality was rough, but the welcome given us was most cordial and sincere. The property, an exceedingly large one, we found to be worked with black boys, under a white manager, and head stockman. These boys are great institutions. When young they make excellent station hands, being wonderful riders and splendid fellows with stock; but when they reach the age of fifteen or sixteen years it is, as a rule, hopeless to attempt anything further with them, for they become lazy and objectionable past all endurance.

Leaving Vena Park, we pushed on along the river towards Ifley Station, some thirty miles to the southward, the country opening out as we advanced to long rolling plains, sparsely wooded when timbered at all. Here and there we encountered dense masses of pea bush, in some cases as many as seven feet high, growing thick as corn, but, though it was in appearance very inviting, our horses would not touch it, preferring the coarse bush grass, however scanty.

Reaching Ifley Station, we bade ‘goodbye’ to the Norman River, and struck down its offshoot, Spear Creek. Near this station is a big lagoon full of crocodiles, which, however, are said to be harmless. Lying in the muddy water with only their snouts protruding, they didn’t look inviting, so we took the assertion for granted, without testing it. As I have said before, we are very trusting in such matters. We asked Mr. Pickwick — of whom, by the way, we were growing exceedingly tired — if he would care to experiment, but he declined. He was a dog without any soul for scientific research, and for this and several other reasons, we decided to give him away on the first opportunity.

Near Ifley Station a curious accident is recorded as happening a few years back. A bullock waggon, with dynamite on board, was crawling its weary way along the track, the driver, as was his usual custom, resting on his load. Something happened — nobody will ever know what: but it is sufficient that there was an explosion, and neither driver, bullocks, waggon, nor dynamite, have ever been seen or heard of since. It must have surprised that bullocky, if anything could surprise him!

Talking of bullock drivers, the driver himself is called the bullocky, while his mate or assistant is denominated the bullocky’s offsider. Both are usually the roughest of the rough, and both are professional masters of the art of abuse. I had the honour of the acquaintance of one bullocky who could swear — so it was said, and he himself was too modest to deny it — for twenty-three minutes and eighteen seconds by the watch, without a break and without repeating himself. Again, I once heard of a phonograph record of a bullocky straightening up his team; it lasted five minutes, and was found, on examination, to have blistered the copper cylinders. The experimenter said it was a good record, and I have reason to believe his audience agreed with him.

Leaving Ifley, the country becomes more open; rolling plain succeeds rolling plain, with hardly perceptible difference or anything to break the awful monotony of the view.

Spear Creek, like most of the Australian rivers and creeks, is merely a succession of waterholes in the summer season, and even these latter are often many weary miles apart. When we had run it some fifty miles, we crossed to the Saxby River at Taldora, and headed direct for Mount Fort Bowen, a point to the south-west. This mountain, if mountain it can be called, rises almost abruptly from a perfectly level plain, and owes its name to a fort built there in bygone days, to afford protection against the blacks. It is undoubtedly of volcanic origin, and presents an exceedingly picturesque appearance, being in pleasing contrast to the endless level of the surrounding country.

Next day we struck the famous Flinders River, of which we had heard so much. This river rises in the Great Dividing Range, and penetrates a vast extent of country before it flows into the Gulf of Carpentaria, a little to the west of Normanton.

Like most of the other rivers, it proved but a succession of waterholes separated by long patches of sand. But here a peculiarity of a great many Australian rivers manifested itself. Though to all appearance the river bed was perfectly dry, yet on digging, perhaps less than two feet beneath the surface, we found a running stream of crystal water, a little brackish, but still quite drinkable. This everlasting supply is a great boon to squatters, who, in times of drought, have only it to depend upon. And the mention of this river brings to my mind a touching little incident encountered during our ride along its banks.

At a spot overlooking a lovely stretch of water, and half hidden in undergrowth and high grass, we chanced upon what was unmistakably a grave — a little mound beneath a spreading Coolibar tree. Whose resting place it was we could not discover, but on searching about we found, roughly cut on the tree, this single word, ‘Unknown.’ Oh! the pathos of that word. Who shall over-estimate it? There, on that river bank in that desolate spot, where night winds sob and outlawed dingoes come to drink, is hidden away the finale of a life’s history. What reflections it conjures up! Perhaps even to this day, in some peaceful English village, a grey-haired mother sits longing for news of her boy — always waiting, waiting, for the letter that will never come. He, poor fellow, was probably found dead, and now lies taking his last rest far from kith and kin, in that lonely wilderness beneath the Southern Cross; his name unguessed at, and his only epitaph the single word ‘Unknown’! There are thousands of such graves on the face of this great continent, and every one of them has its own unhappy secret, not to be revealed until the last great Judgment Day.

Bidding ‘goodbye’ to the Flinders, we headed over more rolling plains to the Cloncurry River, which, in its turn, we followed down to the small mining township of the same name. And such a township we found it — such a burnt out place of desolation! Just a few rough buildings clustered together in the centre of an eye-aching plain, with less than nothing to commend it. Night was falling as we clattered through the dust of Ramsey Street and pulled up at our hotel. Here we intended to spell awhile. Having completed a ride of about two hundred and sixty miles since leaving Normanton, we felt entitled to a brief rest before pushing east as far as Hughenden.

Our hotel was a long, low, rambling wooden structure, built on short piles, and boasting a galvanised iron roof, a long narrow passage, off which the bedrooms lay, two dining rooms, one for the gentlefolk (save the mark), the other for the masses, and an anthropological collection marvellous to behold. A dance was the order of the evening, and excitement ran high. We chose our rooms and went to change our apparel. An enjoyment we had been promising ourselves all through that hot disagreeable day was a cold bath; judge our disappointment then, when we were informed that, owing to the scarcity of water in the township, baths had long since been put an end to. We argued, but in vain. Not a drop of bathing water could we obtain for love or money. We began to think that there must be something in those stories of the drought after all.

The dance was an enormous success. All the elite and otherwise of the township were there: Silver and Coppertails, as they are variously denominated. The large dining room was turned into a ball room, an accordion supplied the music, and at least twenty couples took the floor. As everyone knew and danced with everybody, introductions were not needed. The usual method of soliciting the honour of a dance was to approach the fair one and say ‘Going to ‘ave a go-in?’ To which she would probably reply ‘My colonial!’ and there you were!

With great enthusiasm the ball was kept rolling till nearly daylight, long after the accordion player was inebriated and the music had dropped to simple whistling. Between the dances drinks were called for, and not unfrequently two gentlemen, having claimed the same lady, would retire privately to decide the matter outside, leaving the fair one to obtain another or await the return of the victor, as she pleased. It was a proud moment for her, and she invariably took advantage of it.

The population of Cloncurry all told is 811, and of the district about 1,200. The place owes its origin partly to the large station properties in the neighbourhood, but more perhaps to its mineral wealth, which is undoubtedly great. Last year 1,655 oz. of gold were procured, 1,276 oz. being alluvial, and the remaining 379 oz. extracted from 228 tons of quartz. Copper, however, is the principal metal obtained. Some few years ago one solid mass of virgin ore weighing nearly half a ton was discovered in one of the mines. It is principally, however, met with in combination with sulphur as copper pyrites, though sometimes it occurs as oxide and carbonate without sulphides. These deposits rival, if not surpass in extent and richness, the celebrated Lake Superior mines in America. While the whole district is very prolific, the principal mines lie in a western and north-western direction. And it is very much to be regretted that, partly owing to the severe drought, partly to the condition of the copper market, and partly to the expense of transit, the industry is at present at a complete standstill. It is, however, confidently expected that as soon as the railroad from Cloncurry to Normanton shall be completed, it will receive a fresh impetus.

After a stay of three days, during which time we saw everything that was to be seen, and heard everything that was to be heard, we remounted our trusty steeds, failed in our attempt to leave Mr. Pickwick behind us, and started along the well defined track towards Hughenden, about three hundred miles distant across the plains.

The stations hereabouts are wonderful concerns, covering areas of many hundreds of square miles, and capable of carrying from 100,000 to 350,000 sheep, in a good season. At the time of our visit, however, owing to the drought, they were having a bad time of it, and the squatters informed us they would have all their work cut out to make both ends meet. Passing Neelia Ponds Station we left the coach track, and struck off on a line of our own across the great downs, vast timberless plains, stretching away as far as the eye can reach. The day following we reached Maxwelton, and so on to Richmond Downs. This latter place is called after a station near at hand, and is a tiny township of only one street. Nevertheless it boasts a police station and a court house, with two or three of the usual style grog shanties, all to its own cheek.

Another short stage brought us to Marathon, with its charming head station, courteous manager, and wonderful artesian bore. Marathon carries 150,000 sheep, and shears by machinery (as, indeed, do most of these northern stations). Next day we fetched Telamon, and the night following were in Hughenden, having completed a ride of five hundred and sixty miles from Normanton, and roughly speaking, about nine hundred from Charters Towers.


Chapter 13

Hughenden — Coach Journey
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STANDING ON THE banks of the Flinders River, Hughenden has a decidedly picturesque appearance. And in addition to its picturesqueness it is a place of considerable importance, being the present terminus of the Northern Railway, to which comes all the produce of the great Pastoral West, and the depot from which those same pastoral regions derive their stores. Though a trifle larger than the general run of bush settlements, the township is of the usual pattern, made up of vacant allotments, dusty streets, houses of wood built on short thick piles and roofed with the inevitable galvanised iron, a hospital, a court house, a divisional board hall, a couple of tin tabernacles, a Chinese bakery, and a police station, with stores and hotels galore.

On arrival we rode up to our hotel, a long, low, one-storied building in the main street, and turned our weary horses loose in the stable yard. These township hotels are all very similar, the same peculiarities attach themselves to them all. The same long passage runs the whole length of the building, and off this the same stamp of bedrooms lie. The bathroom, when it is not used as a henroost, is always located in the spot most difficult to find, and every turning in the entire caravanserai, right or wrong, invariably brings one to the bar. Sometimes the servants are moderately civil, but as a rule they are exasperatingly independent. The owner himself is nobody, the person of most importance, next to the barmaid, being the Chinese cook. There’s an amount of electroplated dignity about those two officials which is simply freezing.

The arrangements are as good as can be expected in such places, and the prices are not more than usually diabolical. One objection (if we haven’t objected to anything already) is that the walls of the bedrooms do not run up to the roof, for ceiling there is none, so that every word we say can be plainly-overheard in the next apartment, except when the hotel is full, and then, just to vary matters, the noise is so deafening that you can’t hear yourself speak.

Having had enough of riding, we decided, if possible, to dispose of two of our horses in Hughenden, and to purchase in their stead some sort of a wheeled vehicle. We were confidently informed that we should be able to make just as good progress on wheels as in the saddle, be less bothered with horses, travel more comfortably, and at the same time carry more luggage and stores than heretofore. Accordingly, we straightway set about our search.

Owing to the scarcity of grass and water, horses were a drug in the market, and, as at Normanton, we found everybody anxious to sell, nobody to buy. However fortune was not going to desert us in this scurvy fashion, for during the evening an old man put in an appearance with the information that in a few days he would have a buckboard buggy to sell ‘at a fair figure.’ We said ‘a fair figure’ sounded reasonable enough, but we would wait and see the conveyance before we committed ourselves.

On the face of it (of circumstances I mean, not the buggy) it was impossible, at the ruinous price of bush hotels, for both of us to remain. So on the remembrance of an invitation from a hospitable squatter in the neighbourhood, given us while in Townsville, I decided to go on by coach to his station, leaving the Long’un to follow with the buggy, if it should equal our expectations.

By the time these arrangements were concluded. we had made a considerable number of friends, and the night before I left they all attended to bid me ‘goodbye,’ Gratitude is one of my strong points, and I shall not forget that ‘goodbye’ if I live to be a hundred. Who they really were, or where they came from, neither of us had any idea. They trooped in, one after another, like imps in a pantomime. They were the most friendly set of ruffians I ever experienced, and every man jack of them had come with the invincible determination of drinking to our good fortunes as long as the drink and the money, or the credit, held out. I may possibly be wrong, but I think (I only say I think) that they acted up to their intentions.

During the evening, a thin, gentlemanly-looking young fellow lounged into the bar, and commenced a disjointed conversation with the goddess of the place. Something about his appearance fascinated me, and instinctively I felt I was in the presence of somebody really great. Pointing him out to a bystander, I asked who he was? ‘Lor’ bless you!’ was the reply, ‘don’t you know who’e is? Why! that’s’im who drives the Winton coach, and a son of a gun of a fine driver, too, my colonial! Takes you out tomorrow morning!’ There! I felt he must be a great man.

Towards midnight, with protestations of eternal friendship, our meeting broke up. All who were able to, went home; the rest remained where they were till morning. One man in particular who had regarded me with peculiar favour all the evening, repeatedly avowed his intention of never leaving me.

I was just the sort of bloomin’ candidate for his money; no dogrotted woman suffrage about me, and I should have his vote if he busted for it. Then calling heaven and earth to witness his unconquerable determination, he placidly laid himself down on the side walk and fell into a sweet sleep.

My coach was to leave at 4.30 a.m., and, as it was then considerably after midnight, I determined to turn in and obtain a few hours’ rest. But though I turned in, repose was not permitted me. My right-hand neighbour was a gentleman who snored — if such an inadequate word can express it. I had never heard anything like it before, and certainly I haven’t since. Starting in a faint wheezy whisper, it gradually grew and grew in volume, until it reached the exact imitation of an empty iron water-cart rumbling over a cobbled pavement. No other description would give you any idea of it. It was the most soul-distracting noise imaginable; it split the match-board partition and contracted the iron roofing — almost. Everybody in the neighbourhood was aware of it, and had something different to say on the subject. I heard them distinctly, and awaited the denoument Presently I caught footsteps stumbling along the passage, then the handle of the snorer’s door was turned, and somebody entered his room. As I have said, the walls did not reach up to the roof, consequently all the proceedings could be plainly overheard by the occupants of the adjoining rooms. The interest was intense. We detested the delay; but we felt the avenger was fumbling for the snorer’s bed. Presently he found it.

His voice sounded very ghostly in the stillness between the snores.

‘Here, I say, you mister! Wake up.’

‘Eh! wha — what’s the matter? It ain’t time to get up yet!’

‘Time be! Say! Now look here, do you think you’ve got any right to snore this bloomin’ old’ouse down?’

‘Who’s snoring the house down?’ ‘You are!’

‘That be blowed for a yarn! What a yer givin’ us? Snore? Why, T haven’t slept a wink the whole of this blessed night.’

‘Don’t you — that’s all. You just raise as much as ‘alf another snore, and I’ll raise you out of this’ere shanty in a pig’s whisper! You take it from me!’

‘Oh, take a fit!’ etc. etc.

The visitor left, but in less than two minutes the concert had recommenced, and from my little bed I wondered who’d be the next to take the matter up. As before, the noise gradually grew in volume, shook the partitions, and rolled in sullen thunder down the passages. Then a female voice, somewhere in the darkness, said — 

‘Jim!’

‘Hullo!’

‘Jim! there’s somebody snoring so’s I can’t sleep!’

‘Hang’im,’e’s kept me awake these three hours. I reckon I’ll go and have a talk to’im!’

Once more ghostly footsteps stole down the corridor, and once more I heard the fumbling for the snorer’s bed.

‘Here. Wake up!’

‘Oh! go to glory! Who’re you a comin’ round, and a worryin’ of folks at this time o’ night?’

‘Who ‘ml? Well, I’ll learn you who I am, blamed quick. I’m a shearer from the Billabong as never called for tar. Who are you to keep a whole bloomin’ hotel awake, cussin’ you for snorin’ and a roarin’ like a helephant with the ‘eaves?’

There was a sharp crack, resembling the sound of a fist striking a hard cheekbone, and, in half a second, a rough-and-tumble struggle on the floor. Then we knew that everyone was awake, for from all sides came signs of encouragement and advice. When, five minutes later, a husky voice said, ‘There! I reckon that ‘11 learn you not to snore!’ the enthusiasm was unbounded, and every man was wanting someone else to come and drink with him, at somebody else’s expense of course. I forget what happened after that, for within ten minutes I was asleep. When I woke, it was to find a lantern glaring in my face, and a voice saying, ‘Four o’clock, and an awful cold morning. Hurry up; coach starts in half an hour.’

After dressing myself by candlelight, I got my things together, swallowed a hasty breakfast, and went out into the bitterly cold street. A forlorn young moon was just sinking behind the opposite housetops, and her feeble light showed me a bulky substance standing in the road. This, on closer inspection, I found to be the coach. Cobb’s conveyances are too well known to need much description. Suffice it that they are heavy lumbering constructions riding on leather springs, with bodies somewhat after the fashion of the ordinary English coach. The box holds three passengers, the inside generally four; the luggage is piled on the roof and on a tray behind. Five horses are driven, and as likely as not, three of the number have never been in harness before.

As I arrived upon the scene, the driver put in an appearance, and while leisurely scanning the load, made reference to some horses we should obtain at the first change. I was cheered to hear that they were ‘real warrigals,’ or in other words four kickers and a bolter, and altogether unqualified and unmanageable brutes. ‘Well!’ said our driver complacently, ‘it won’t matter. I don’t reckon we’ve any passengers booked as’ll spoil!’ It was not a complimentary remark, and I was preparing myself to argue it with him, when the warning cry of— ‘all aboard’ sounded.

As I had not been fortunate enough to secure a box seat, I was compelled to ride inside. An enormous amount of luggage was booked, and for this reason we were much cramped for room. The front seat inside was usurped by portmanteaux, boxes, etc.; in consequence, three of us (a big, buxom bushwoman, going out as cook to a Winton hotel, a little Irish emigrant girl, lately arrived, and quite unacquainted with the customs of the country, and myself) had to find seating accommodation on one narrow seat. For this reason, and because I am bashful in company, for ninety-eight horrible miles I was compelled to ride with my legs dangling out of the window. They are good legs, but they were never meant to dangle. They became cramped and stiff beyond bearing, and before half the journey was done, they might have been anyone else’s for all I should have known the difference.

The driver called out ‘all right!’ the ostlers let go the horses’ heads, there was a second or two of wild plunging, then round went the wheels, and we were dashing out of the township into the Unknown, at a pace that looked unpleasantly like running away. As soon as we were comfortably started I began to look about me. It was bitterly cold and dreary, so, to warm myself, I produced a pocket pistol loaded with some of the genuine stuff. In an excess of gallantry I offered my companions a nip. The girl declined, but my buxom friend embraced the opportunity with such alacrity that, I regret to say, on its return, the flask contained barely a small thimbleful. Such is the variable nature of man that I began immediately to regret my ill-advised generosity. Under its soothing influence, however, the good lady became communicative. She said, ‘Young man! I had a daughter once,’ and when I had avowed my interest, she continued, ‘as fine a young heifer as ever made eyes at a policeman, an’ I give that girl a tip-top eddycation — I did!’

‘I don’t doubt it!’ was my reply, and as soon as I had said it, I saw that it was an unfortunate remark. She became quarrelsome in a second.

‘And phwat might ye mean by that?’ she asked. ‘Let me be afther giving ye a bit of advice, young man. Don’t you be taking me for one of your flighty pieces; d’ye mind me now!’

I protested my entire innocence of any such intention, whereupon she desired that the coach might be immediately stopped, remarking that, if I were a man, I’d ‘put me props up,’ when, though she was a poor, lonely unprotected female in a public conveyance, she’d teach me who was who! And so, for the rest of that pitiless journey, that aggressive female continued to blackguard me unceasingly; mile after mile she talked to me and at me, and whenever we stopped to change horses I was immediately invited to step down and engage her in combat on the spot. The driver and other passengers laughed; but in my humble opinion — and surely I ought to know something about it — it was a most unpleasant experience.

By the time the sun rose we were well out on the plains, long eye-aching tracts of desolation, with scarcely a tree or a shrub to break the terrible sameness of the view. Our first change of horses occurred at Afton Downs Head Station, where we picked up the ‘awful warrigals’ before mentioned. They afforded us considerable entertainment. Two of them opened the ball by throwing themselves down and mixing up the harness beyond all recognition. When they were put to again, they and their companions bolted with us out of the yard, carrying away the gatepost en route; after which they settled down to a break-neck go-as-you-please along the rough, uneven path, allowing us to feel that, unless they turned the coach over in the deep ruts of the track, or dragged us over the edge of some ravine, the danger might be said to be over. All this time the driver was smiling and conversing with the box passengers as calmly as if he were at his own tea table. I’ve seen a good deal of first class driving here and there, but never anything to equal what I saw that morning. It was superb, and even my lady friend forgot to miscall me in her enthusiasm.

As we progressed, the view became more and more monotonous; mile succeeded mile of grass laden plain, the tufted herbage showing a pale yellow colour in the glaring sunlight. The sense of illimitable space was most depressing, and, I said to myself, ‘Woe betide the unfortunate man who should lose himself hereon.’ The following clipping from a district paper will give some idea of what he may expect.

Oar Hughenden correspondent writes as follows: — Whilst the Southern part of the colony is being devastated by floods, and lives are being lost thereby, a death from thirst has taken place here. The following is one of the most pitiful and horrible stories the writer has ever heard. On Sunday morning a cook named James Donald, together with his wife and child, sixteen months old, and accompanied by Charlie De Silva, the coloured ‘ice cream’ man, left Hughenden for Rockwood. The men had ‘Charlie’s’ handcart as a baggage waggon. As is usual with the inexperienced bushman, only a small supply of water was taken, and this was exhausted by the time they had travelled seven miles. The men left the woman and child and went in search of water; this was early in the afternoon. The woman and child were alone the whole night, and during that time a horseman passed and gave all the water he had to them, also stating that by striking and following a fence he indicated, a dam would be found. In the morning, as the men had not returned and the child craved for a drink and her breasts were dry, Mrs. Donald went in search of them, and met them about 9 a.m. without water. She directed them to the fence spoken of by the horseman and patiently awaited their return. Hours passed and no relief came, and she, poor creature, driven frantic by the piteous cries of the child for a drink, was at a loss how to act. At last, able to bear it no longer, she decided to leave the child and try and obtain relief. She took her stockings and tied the baby to a tree and started. She was met by a man named Gerraghty, who took her to Stevenson’s camp, got her water, and put her on the coach for Hughenden in the evening. Instead of going for the child, Gerraghty went to town — twelve miles — to report the matter and get a fresh horse, during which time the child died. Sergeant MacNamara at once despatched two constables and a tracker, and followed himself with Mr. Warneminde in a buggy, taking the woman with him. The poor mother easily found the spot, but what a sight! The child was dead. He had broken from the tree in his dying agonies, and his head was bruised and cut, and worse still the body was being devoured by bulldog ants, who swarmed over the rescuers, lighting for their prey. His skin was baked with the sun, and the very thought of the death the poor babe suffered is horrifying. Mrs. Donald, now fairly mad, was then brought into the hospital. The men were still missing, but at noon on Tuesday the tracker found them separated, and in a sinking condition; a few hours more, and they would have perished. They were taken to the twelve mile hut, and a buggy was sent out, and all are now in the hospital doing as well as can be expected. The above is a horrible tale of suffering. Many will blame the mother for leaving the child, but let those who do place themselves in a like position. Weakened by twenty-four hours without water, a big child, unable to walk and too heavy to carry, crying piteously for water, what could she do but try and get help for her suffering infant? Surprise is felt at the action of the two men. Fancy a man meeting an unprotected woman and child craving for drink, and being told her husband and mate were as badly off and searching for water, calmly wetting the woman’s lips and proceeding on his way. He should make his mark in the world. If Mr. Gerraghty had gone at once to the child it might have been saved.

Now and again we sighted a few kangaroo, emu, and wild turkey, but as a rule not a sign of life met the eye. The only things which lent variety to the view were the mirages; lovely lakes, in whose glistening surfaces were reflected trees and distant mountain peaks, with wonderful distinctness. These constantly appeared before us, only to fade away as we approached.

Sometimes we passed small parties of travellers (bushmen) either walking or jogging quietly along on horseback. I noticed that in the latter case almost everyone was well mounted, and led a pack horse, presumably his own property. These men form a class of their own, and many of them, I am sorry to say, belong to that low, miserable, thieving fraternity, who, from year’s end to year’s end travel the country, ostensibly looking for work, but inwardly praying, for all that they are worth, that they may not find it. Their impudence exceeds belief, and such is the charity of the squatters, that it is possible for them to pass over the entire country from one end to the other, living on the fat of the land, and never called upon to do a stroke of work for their own support. Their motto is a strange one; it is to the effect that ‘stealing is not stealing when you want what you take,’ and the sad part of it is that, as they always do want, there is only one side to it — their own. When they can’t thieve from the squatter they practise on each other. One station owner alone informed us that it cost him nearly two hundred pounds a year to feed these lazy animals. Upon our asking why he did it, he said that if he denied them rations (flour, tea and sugar), they would, in all probability, embrace the first opportunity of revenging themselves with a box of matches on his paddocks, and it is better, he continued, to feed them than to lose thousands of sheep for want of grass. It was from this undesirable class that the men came who mainly originated the great bush strike a year or two back, when gangs of armed men prowled the colony, burning, maiming, and intimidating, at their own sweet will. That reign of terror will not soon be forgotten in Queensland.


Chapter 14

The Great Plains — A Mail Change — The Killarney Hotel — Sesbania — Oondooroo — Winton — Westlands — Boundary-rider’s Tent — Bimerah
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TOWARDS MIDDAY, HALF our journey done, we stopped to change horses at a small hut built of sacking and kerosene tins, and standing quite by itself in what seemed the centre of this interminable plain. Here we obtained lunch — roast turkey, damper, and tea, all as wretched as the hovel in which it was served. The individual who kept the place, and who was dignified by the title of groom, had been in the employ of the Coaching Company for four years; during the whole of that time he had seen no town, large or small, or had had any intercourse whatsoever with any people other than the coach passengers and the few wayfarers who chanced to pass his door. His sole occupation was to look after the company’s horses, and to have a team ready for the up and down mail every week. In the intervals, he watched the mirages and talked to the wild turkeys on the plain.

As soon as the meal was eaten we started again, and rolled along in the same monotonous fashion until evening. The afternoon seemed as if it would never come to an end, but at length night fell, stars began to twinkle, and the evening wind sighed drearily through the long grass. Within the coach, the approach of night was even more desolate than the glare of day. We had exhausted our topics of conversation and abuse, so there was nothing for it but to stare at the dwindling landscape in silence. Away to the left, beside a creek bend, a camp fire burned brightly; beyond that nothing but the evening star cheered the dull expanse of plain. At nine o’clock, sick to death of travelling, we pulled up for the night at a miserable three-roomed grog shanty, dignified by the name of the Killarney Hotel. Here I had understood a buggy from Sesbania Station would await me; but as none had arrived I foresaw that I should be compelled to pass the night where I was. For several reasons this was unfortunate.

Thinking I should require but little money, and being anxious to leave the Long’un as much as possible for the purchase of the buggy, I had only brought a few shillings with me. My lunch had cost me half-a-crown, and my bed would swamp another; as practically they were gone, I had no more, and I wanted supper badly. But you can’t sleep, sup, and then decline to pay. So, in spite of my ravenous hunger (for a coach ride across Queensland plains produces an appetite if it does nothing else) I was compelled to go without. Feigning to be unwell, I retired to bed, whence I listened to the clattering of plates, and sniffed the appetising smells percolating from the adjoining room, in a perfect agony of hunger. Surely, I thought, meat had never smelt so nice before. By the time the meal was over I could have eaten my boots, but I consoled myself with the reflection that I should certainly be at the Station by breakfast time, and then I would make ample amends for my present discomfort.

Next morning at daylight, the coach went on its way without me. Breakfast time arrived and still no buggy hove in sight. Oh! with what agony I watched the treeless horizon of that plain for a vehicle. The landlady stepped out and informed me that breakfast was on the table. Bless her heart, I knew it was, better than she. Once again I was compelled to feign indisposition. The situation was becoming critical; I had taken in the last hole of my waist strap, and what else to do to alleviate my hunger I knew not. I was too proud to confess that I had no money. Perhaps it was just as well they kept no poultry, for assuredly, if they had, I should have lured an old rooster behind the hay-stack and eaten him alive. Suddenly a brilliant idea flashed across my brain. I remembered that in my bag I had half a bottle of Eno’s Fruit Salts. The thought was heaven; I rushed in, seized the bottle and took a strong dose. The gas was as good as a meal, and for a time the cravings of hunger were, to a certain extent, alleviated. But it was small use, for half an hour later I was hungrier than ever.

So the miserable morning wore on. Lunch time found me still gazing across that burnt up plain for the buggy that never appeared. But if a vehicle did not come, the midday meal did, and again the same dismal farce had to be enacted. Once more I took a dose of Eno’s Fruit Salts, and once more I found temporary relief. Then, just as I was on the point of going to the landlady and confessing everything, the buggy rattled up to the door and I was saved. But it was touch and go; there was only one more dose left, and what would have happened then, I dare not contemplate. Two hours later I was seated in a cool dining room shaded by a creeper-covered verandah, making such a meal as surely mortal man never saw before. Cold mutton, pickles, salad, home-made bread, cheese, and English beer. Ye gods! it was a luncheon fit to set before a king!

Space will not allow me to recount all the pleasures of my stay at hospitable Sesbania, but the routine of one day may well be taken as typical of the rest. The house itself is a long low building with a broad verandah running all round it; the rooms, diningroom, bedrooms, and office, open on to this, and the verandah again on to the garden and tennis lawn. A hundred yards behind the house are the men’s kitchens and quarters, with the machinery sheds, and store. To the right of the quarters stands the stock yard, and beyond that, and on all sides, stretches the interminable plain.

The breakfast bell rings at six o’clock every morning, with the exception of Sunday, which is a lazy day. As soon as the meal is finished a general move is made to the stock yard, where the day’s supply of horses are in waiting. Every man secures his own animal and departs to his work, returning, unless detained, about half-past four in the afternoon. Then an hour’s sharp tennis (for these Queenslanders are never tired) prepares the body for the evening bath, or bogie as it is usually called, after which comes dinner.

When the evening meal is eaten, lounge chairs are dragged on to the tennis court, pipes are soon in full blast, conversation ensues, and bedtime occurs about ten o’clock. It is a hospitable station owned by hospitable men.

Sesbania covers an area of 1,550 square miles, carries 195,000 sheep, 175 cattle, and 250 horses. It is principally clothed with Mitchell, Blue, and Flinders grass; the soil is clay, and the timber mainly Coolibar in the creeks and Whitewood on the ridges. The breed of sheep is Merino, that of the cattle Durham; and the amount of wool sent off from the Station yearly averages 450 tons greasy.

According to statements made to me, and for the truth of the majority of which I can vouch with a clear conscience, the principal drawbacks to life in these parts are droughts, bush fires, strikes, travellers want of useful timber, and plagues of caterpillars, rats, locusts, and cats.

Regarding the four last a curious story is told. I am not going to say whether I believe it or not. You must form your own ideas about that. I simply give the story as it was told to me.

Not very long ago, after an exceptionally hard season, heavy rain fell, and grass began to grow where, formerly, grass there was none. Hardly had it made its appearance above ground, before a plague of caterpillars overran the country (when I say a plague I do not mean that they came by ones or twos, but by millions, covering the whole face of the earth); and when they had departed into the mysterious north-west, not a vestige of green remained. More rain fell, and again the plucky grass shot up. It was not more than just visible when a plague of locusts came, and eat it down again. Finally, the locusts disappeared into the north-west, just as the caterpillars had done before them. The squatter, marvelling, looked on and wondered if his troubles were going to end here.

Once more rain fell, and once more the grass sprang up. This time it was permitted to attain a decent height. But things were not to go smoothly after all. One morning a boundary rider killed a sneaking grey rat near his hut, and before evening he had killed half a dozen. Within two days they were to be seen all over the plains in millions, devouring the roots of the grass as if they had been starved for weeks. It was a case of — 

Great rats, small rats, lean rats, brawny rats,

Brown rats, black rats, grey rats, tawny rats,

Grave old plodders, gay young friskers,

Fathers, mothers, uncles, cousins.

Cocking tails and pricking whiskers,

Families by tens and dozens.

They infested the head station, they overran the house and store, they eat the saddles and harness, they played on the tables, devoured books, clothes, and boots with equal impartiality, and finally disappeared into the north-west as mysteriously as they arrived.

Now comes the marvellous part of the story. Hardly were they gone before cats put in an appearance; tortoiseshells, tabbies, blacks, browns, and greys; everyone twice as big as decent respectable mousers ought to be, and everyone bent on catching up those rats. They stayed about a week, then into the north-west they too vanished, leaving the squatter amazed and frightened, as to what might next appear. When I heard this story I thought to myself the plagues of Egypt would have to be original to command attention in Western Queensland. But to return to my log-book.

After a few days, the Long’un put in an appearance with our purchase, the most wretched old scarecrow of a buggy mortal man ever saw. Our worthy friends Cyclops and Polyphemus were in the traces, and the venerable Mr. Pickwick, more cringingly apologetic than ever, was in attendance on the luggage at the back. Looking at the whole concern I was irresistibly reminded of Rudyard

Kipling’s ‘Ballad of the Bolivar,’ whereupon we christened her ‘The Bolivar!’ at once. She was such a wreck that we ‘felt her hog and felt her sag, betted when she’d break,’ every time she moved.

After a day or two’s tinkering up, and constant anxiety about the dishing of her wheels, we said goodbye to our kind friends the Messrs. Bostock, and struck south-east across the plains for Manuka and Oondooroo. The latter is a wonderful property, and quite the show place of the district. Here some 250,000 sheep are yearly shorn by machinery (Wolseley patent), while, most astonishing of all, telephones, with the idea of centralising bush fires, and thus saving both horseflesh and men’s time, have been erected all over the run. At certain seasons of the year, bush fires started by travellers or by natural combustion are very prevalent. If one hasn’t to work at them or to lose by them, they are gorgeous sights, sometimes extending as much as thirty miles, with flames, in a good grass season, rising into the air to the height of sixty feet. They carry everything before them, and woe betide the unfortunate carrier, drover, or traveller who may happen to be in the front of one.

These carriers are queer folk, and the outcome of a queerer civilisation. Their business in life is to convey stores, etc., by means of bullock or horse waggons, between the civilised east and the stations in the far west. As a rule they are brought up to the work from earliest childhood, know no home save their enormous waggons, and no companions save their teams, from the day of their birth to the day of their death. When a carrier takes to himself a spouse, she invariably accompanies him on his wanderings, and when the children are born, they are trained and brought up to it in like manner.

Let me picture to you a Queensland carrier, his enormous waggon filled with station stores or wool and drawn by perhaps twenty stalwart bullocks, creeping across these treeless plains. The carrier himself rides on a pony beside the team, his wife and children being snugly perched on the summit of the load. In a coop under the waggon are the family poultry, a cattle dog runs beside it, and a flock of goats, following in the wake, completes the party. As soon as they halt for the night the bullocks are outspanned, the wife fixes up camp, the poultry are released, and the goats come bleating up to be milked. So day in, day out; year in, year out; from waterhole to waterhole, these lonely folk travel the country, careless of the outside world, their only roof the heavens, and their only interest the price of loading, their families, and their teams.

Talking of carriers and telephones reminds me of an amusing incident which occurred during our stay at Oondooroo.

The wool shed, where carriers waiting for loading usually camp, is situated seven miles from the head station,, but is connected with it by telephone to the manager’s office. On one occasion a carrier made his appearance at the caretaker’s quarters, and requested with great fertility of language to be told why he was not permitted to depasture his bullocks in the usual paddocks. Before he entered the room the caretaker had been holding converse with the squatter through the telephone, and only turned from it to ascertain the bullocky’s business. Having received his answer, that gentleman stated his intention of wiping the dirt with that squatter, of banging him up and down creation till his own mother wouldn’t know him; then mounting his horse, he set off for the head station to argue matters there, never dreaming that the squatter had overheard the whole conversation through the instrument.

The carrier met no one on the way, and as he had never seen or heard of either a telegraph or a telephone, his surprise may be imagined when he was met at the office door by the owner, with the remark, ‘So you’re the man who’s going to wipe the dirt with me, to bang me up and down creation till my own mother wouldn’t know me, eh? Well, what d’you want?’ There never was anybody so dumb-foundered as that bullocky; he couldn’t understand it at all. When he found out how he’d been tricked, it is said he went out and hired two men and a boy to kick him.

Oondooroo is owned by Messrs. Ramsay Brothers & Hodgson, and covers an area of 663,680 acres. As I have said already, it carries about 250,000 sheep, also 1 50 cattle, and 540 well bred horses. The grasses and timbers are similar to those of Sesbania. The owners are splendid fellows — better it would be impossible to find — and hospitable to the last degree.

And really, the hospitality shown by owners of stations to passing travellers is little short of marvellous. Hardly a night passes without some stranger being the station’s guest. No questions are asked, he simply rides or drives up to the door, says his name is — we’ll say Brown, and that he comes from Hughenden and is going to Winton. If he looks anything like a gentleman he is immediately told to turn his horses loose into the paddock, and is invited into the house himself. Otherwise he goes to the men’s hut, where the living is perhaps rougher, but the welcome is just the same. Next day he passes on his way again, unless he prefers to spell a day or two, in which case “he is cordially invited to remain and make himself at home for as long as. he pleases. It is a wonderful state of things, and is less often abused than would generally be supposed. Leaving Oondooroo, we skirted the base of the hills of the same name, and reached Winton, or, as it is often called, the City of the Plains, This is as curious a little township as will be found in the length and breadth of Australia. Situated on the Western River — a tributary of the Diamintina, it is a hundred and forty three miles from Hughenden, and about four hundred, as the crow flies, from the sea coast. As one approaches it, it has the appearance of a forlorn little collection of galvanised iron and wooden buildings, standing all alone out on the dreary plains. But in spite of its humble outward appearance, its people are not behind the times. They are believers in Winton at any rate.

When we arrived, a race meeting was in progress. Now if there is one sport more than another of which Queensland people — and I may say Australians generally — are fond, it is horse racing. Every man in Western Queensland who can scrape enough money together, owns a race horse, and those who can’t afford the luxury, endeavour to spoil the games of those who can. I don’t mean to infer, for a moment, that the majority are dishonest — far from it. But the racing code is lax, and over and over again, we met men who made it their sole business, from year’s end to year’s end, to tramp the bush with a likely animal, practically living on what he earned them, either by winning, or what is technically termed, ‘running stiff.’ These men are called Forties, otherwise Spielers or Blacklegs.

When a township race meeting occurs, almost every station in the vicinity sends a horse or two to compete, with a contingent of enthusiastic backers, and party feeling runs high.

On this particular occasion it was a roasting day, something like a hundred and ten in the shade, and as a result the booth keepers were doing a roaring trade. Nine out of every ten men would have been ashamed to have left the course sober. ‘There’s such a thing as honour,’ they would have said; but for all that, the racing was excellent, and a better day’s sport could not have been desired.

Winton is one of the youngest of the far western towns. Fifteen years ago it consisted of a single house, a grog shanty, built half of rough-hewn timber and half of calico, where fiery rum was dispensed to the traveller out of a tin pannikin at the moderate charge of one shilling per drink. It was a place where the face of a white woman was never seen, and the remembrance of one almost forgotten; where the thought of a policeman was only a hideous nightmare, and the name of a magistrate but an excuse for blasphemy, and more rum to drink to his destruction. Fighting, cursing, and drinking, were the order of the day, and the next hotel, save the mark, was a hundred and fifty miles to the eastward, with none to the west. At that time all the country, for hundreds of miles round, was being rushed by stockmen, anxious to secure as much land as their stock and the laws would allow them. It was indeed a golden age for publicans.

Now all is changed. Winton with its 625 inhabitants is a peaceful and orderly town, with broad streets, half a dozen hotels, pretty bright-eyed barmaids, drinks only sixpence, and real glass tumblers to drink them out of, a newspaper, church, school, divisional board hall, court house, racing and tennis clubs, and last, but by no means least, two banks, presided over by young gentlemen who lead the fashions and treat the other inhabitants with that haughty condescension peculiar to the Australian bank official. The good old times would certainly seem to have disappeared.

Winton has only a small history, no ruins, and but few traditions, but it has one character, a portly storekeeper, who never fails to button-hole the newly arrived traveller, while in a hoarse whisper he repeats the cabalistic words, ‘When did you come in? When are you going out? And did you see any teams [carriers] on the road?’

From Winton we struck out for Boulia, a still smaller township two hundred and forty miles further west. It was another dreary journey and in other ways a most unpleasant one, for although along the track grass was plentiful enough, water was terribly scarce, and it became a matter of grave doubt whether we should ever reach our destination, much less push on to the South Australian border as we hoped to do. But after a fortnight’s constant travelling (for owing to the state of the country and the condition of our horses we were unable to do more than average fifteen miles a day), we reached it, only to find it what it had been described to us as, the most God-forsaken dried-up hole in all Australia.

Boulia is a hot place! The inhabitants can’t gainsay that, and indeed they don’t try to; for it is their favourite boast that the tropic of Capricorn runs down their main street. But this, like most of their assertions, is not founded on fact, though it is quite near enough to be first cousin to the truth. For its existence, Boulia depends solely on the great pastoral properties which surround it, some of which exceed 3,000 square miles in extent. Her population is a hundred and one, and it would break the heart of the whole district if that one were to die.

Immediately on arrival, we instituted inquiries as to the likelihood of our being able to get on to the border, but the reports were of the most dismal nature possible. Stations were being abandoned in all directions, stock were travelling in search of food and water, and there was nothing but death and starvation to be met with on all sides. Everyone united in advising us to turn back, and so we were reluctantly compelled to retrace our steps. It was a bitter disappointment!

Beyond the knowledge of having failed in what we started to carry out, it was dreary work returning over the same ground, and a journey of sad sights as well, for an Australian drought is a horror that must be experienced to be appreciated. I should perhaps not be beyond the mark in describing every mile of the journey as a graveyard of dead stock, cattle, horses, and sheep. The carrier’s business was practically suspended, and in consequence the tracks were almost deserted.

Sixteen days later we reached Winton, only again to leave it behind us, this time to pass east via hospitable Vindex, to Maneroo Creek, thence on to the Thompson River. About here the aspect of the country changes; the treeless plains of which we had grown so tired give place to scrubby ridges, and Mulga begins to thrust itself upon the notice. A curious tree this Mulga (Acacia doratoxylon) being of medium height, of a grey hue, with angular branchlets, linear leaves, these latter slightly curved with an oblong point. Its leaves make excellent food for stock, and will fatten when everything else fails, but its sap is poisonous to the last degree.

One thing was becoming painfully evident: we were now getting fairly into the region of the drought, which was destined, though fortunately we did not know it, to become far worse before we were done with it.

Our horses were bearing up bravely, and we continually congratulated ourselves on having retained Cyclops and Polyphemus, in preference to the other two. But though they were lasting so well, we had still to take extraordinary care of them, for herbage was growing scantier and scantier every day. The first failure of their strength, we knew, would mean the failure of everything. For this reason, whenever we chanced upon a waterhole round which good grass existed, we would camp a day or two and give them an opportunity of recouping themselves. It was the only way to keep body and soul together in them.

Leaving Maneroo Creek behind us, we crossed the Thompson River, over its dry sandy bed, to find ourselves face to face with a tiny township, perched on a slight elevation. This, our chart told us, was Arrilalah or Forest Grove. But why called Forest Grove we could not understand, for there was not a tree within a couple of miles of it.

Only a short while ago this was a thriving township, with perhaps a couple of hundred inhabitants, the usual number of stores and inevitable public-houses. Then Longreach, the terminus of the Central Railway from Rockhampton, sprang into existence, and Arrilalah’s day was over. Its inhabitants deserted it, bit by bit it dropped out of the race, until, as at the time of our passing, it was little more than a township of the dead. Later on it was described to us as ‘a place of dead dogs, broken-down grog shanties, and one drunkard who for old sake’s sake sat in the dust of the main street offering to fight creation!’

The same night we struck the Thompson River again, at Westlands Old Station, where we camped a day, prior to striking across country for the head station and Bimerah Creek. For several reasons we were anxious to pursue this course: the chief was, because we should be permitted an opportunity of seeing a successful artesian bore in full working order; the next, because by going across country instead of following the river down, we should cut off nearly fifty miles. This latter was a great consideration.

Westlands Station, the property of the Darling Downs & Western Land Company, is a wonderful property, covering an area of 750 square miles and carrying at the time of our visit nearly 150,000 sheep, 200 head of cattle, and 400 horses. The artesian bore has proved an immense success, giving out no less than 60,000 gallons a day of splendid water, a boon the value of which cannot be over-rated in this thirsty land. The temperature of the water on arriving at the surface from a depth of 3,000 feet, is 162 degrees. Hot enough, goodness knows.

There can be no possible doubt that these bores are destined to prove the salvation of Queensland. As a squatter once said to me, ‘Overcome the water difficulty, and the grazing capabilities of Western Queensland cannot be surpassed ; even the far-famed Darling Downs must sink into insignificance compared with it.’ Artesian bores would seem to be the solution of the problem, for they now extend the whole length of the colony from north to south, from Marathon Station, Flinders River, to Hungerford on the border of New South Wales. In time they will alter the whole face of the country, and from being one of the most arid spots on earth will make Queensland a second paradise.

Two of the principal bores in the colony are the Blackall, 1,666 feet deep, and yielding 300,000 gallons per diem, and the Charlesville, 1,380 feet deep, and yielding 3,000,000 gallons per diem.

Leaving Westlands, we carried out our intention and struck across country, hoping to make Bimerah Creek before dusk. It was not pleasant travelling, on account of the heat, the glare, and the flies; but hour after hour we toiled patiently on, wondering why the land-marks described to us did not come into view. The sun sank on to the horizon, then disappeared altogether, but still no sign of the Creek timber appeared. It began to grow dark, and still no sign. We became uneasy: evidently we had missed our way somehow (it was not to be wondered at), and now where we were it was impossible to say. The situation grew very serious, and at length, dead beat, we resolved to turn out, fix up camp, and try our luck again next morning. As we cast about for a spot, our hearts were rejoiced by the sight of a fire glimmering out of a clump of trees far ahead of us. We struggled on to it, to find that our luck had directed us to a boundary rider’s tent, where we were made heartily welcome.

He was a quaint character, our host. His whole life had been spent in the bush, and the greater part of it as a boundary rider, the most desolate of all lives. Located at the back of the run, he sees only his sheep, from month’s end to month’s end, save when he rides into the head station for rations, or to report disasters. His duties are to look after his sheep and to mend his fences. No wonder he is glad to see visitors, and we flattered ourselves that we were good visitors — both good and hungry.

During the evening he evinced a great liking for the lugubrious Pickwick, who sat gazing into the fire with the professional expression of a first class mute upon his face. He said he’d like to have him. We were delighted — we wanted nothing better than a good excuse to give him away.

We went to bed, and immediately Mr. Pickwick began to feel desolate; he moaned softly, he whimpered sadly, and then he howled outright. We soothed him with advice and boots; but nothing would quiet him. At length, for the sake of peace, we were compelled to take him out of the tent, and tie him to a tree in the distance, where he bellowed melodiously the whole night through. In the morning we prepared to leave him behind us, but our host emphatically said, ‘if you do, I’ll shoot him!’ That was always the way; no one coveted Pickwick when they got to know him.

As soon as light was in the sky, we harnessed up, got our bearings, and set out on our way again, foolishly omitting to refill our water-bags before starting.

It was a roasting day, and our route lay across an enormous burnt — up plain where the sun glared down with pitiless fury. Owing to the scarcity of grass our horses had had next to nothing to eat, and were now well-nigh knocked up. For this reason, and to lighten the load, we set ourselves for a long tramp. The dreariness of that march surpasses description. Because we had brought no water we grew terribly thirsty before we had gone a couple of miles, and thought of drinks criminally wasted in bygone extravagant days. But this, though edifying, was not satisfying.

Pool after pool, or rather mudhole after mud-hole, we explored without success. Our thirst was terrible. Many hours went by, the sun rose to his meridian, and began his descent, then far ahead of us we saw the timber line of the Creek, and half hidden among the foliage, the white roofs of Bimerah Head Station. It was a joyful moment, and we set up a cheer, resolving that, come what might, we would never be foolish enough to embark on a day’s march again without first seeing that the water-bag was filled.

Round Bimerah the drought existed in all its worst forms; indeed, anything more frightful than the state of the country in this district could not be imagined. Dried-up grass, dried-up waterholes, dead cattle and sheep, was the picture that accompanied us unceasingly. Round every waterhole hundreds of miserable sheep lay bogged, too weak to extricate themselves and every moment growing weaker. But what was misery for the animals was paradise for the crow, for as soon as he saw an unfortunate beast incapable of moving, down he flopped and picked his eyes out while alive, and besides the eyes, great holes in the back and sides. It was not only hopeless but useless to attempt to give the poor animals aid, for they were bogged in numbers that defied one. Even if one did get them out it would but be to let them starve on land.

So shutting our eyes to such horrors, we crossed the horse paddock and drew up at the station door, where we were made cordially welcome, and joyfully accepted the manager’s hospitable invitation to spend a week with him, and give our jaded animals a chance to pick up.


Chapter 15

Bimerah — Stonehenge — A Hard Struggle — Jundah
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WHEN WE ARRIVED at Bimerah, we had, roughly speaking, completed an in and out journey of 1,300 miles from Normanton; therefore we felt not only entitled to, but thoroughly inclined for a spell. And a more comfortable and hospitable resting-place than Bimerah could not possibly have been chosen in the whole length and breadth of the continent. Long, cool, creeper-covered verandahs, in which to idle away warm mornings, an artistic drawing-room, a piano (hitherto an unknown luxury), good cooking, and last, but by no means least, female society. The lady of the house was an ideal hostess, and one cannot say too much in favour of the wife who follows her lord and master into such exile; for the country around Bimerah is lonely and uninteresting to the last degree. Endless mirage-covered plains, and stern forbidding mountains stretching away to the south-east, constitute the only view. The keynote to it all is Desolation.

When we arrived the drought had laid her finger on Bimerah with crushing results, and the cares and anxieties of the manager were endless. Fortunately he was a man of philosophic temperament, who did his level best, and knew that no man could possibly do more. To add to his worries, however, shearing was in full progress, in a rough shed constructed of uprights and boughs, about a mile from the station house.

Shearing brings together a strange collection of men, not only of shearers and rouseabouts (as the additional helpers are called), but of itinerant vagabonds generally. Let me instance some. On the day following our arrival, just about sundown, three men make their appearance walking and leading a pack-horse. They say they are acrobats, and they style themselves the Royal Western Queensland Circus Company.

In the evening they give an exhibition of their skill before the shearers in the stockyard, under the glare of blazing torches. Though a poor enough exhibition, the enthusiasm it evokes is extraordinary. Next morning they break camp, and disappear again over the plains towards the next station, thirty miles distant, to repeat the performance. And this life, they say, they have been leading for many years.

No sooner are they out of sight than another little band of wayfarers puts in an appearance. This one consists of a police trooper, a prisoner, and a black tracker. The prisoner rides between his two captors, and is securely handcuffed. On interrogating the officer in charge, he says he is taking him to Longreach (distant about a hundred miles), for trial, having already brought him nearly a hundred, watching him continually, and sleeping handcuffed to him at night. They pull up near the stockyard for lunch, after which they requisition fresh horses, and again wind their dismal way across the plains. There is no false shame about the prisoner, he only appears sulky and says he wishes they’d give him ‘a bit better moke, and he’d give’em a run for their money, anyhow!’ But they have met his like before, and decline to furnish him with the necessary opportunity.

The great festival on an Australian station is the arrival of the mail, weekly, fortnightly, or monthly, as the case may be. At Bimerah it arrives weekly, the mail-coach being a buckboard buggy drawn by five strong horses. Anxiously is it looked for, and many are the surmises as to its fate if it does not run up to proper time! After the bags are opened, the entire station becomes a letter and paper reading community for hours.

But everything must come to an end, even a pleasant rest, and at length we are reluctantly compelled to bid our hospitable friends ‘goodbye,’ and once more take up our march. The ladies of the family set out the same morning, driving themselves, to attend a dance at a neighbouring station some fifty miles away. They think no more of the distance than an English lady would of paying an afternoon call in the next street.

Leaving Bimerah, our track lies along the foot of, and eventually across, the Johnstone Range, over open downs and dense mulga ridges, to a miserable little apology for a township, called Stonehenge. The route is uninteresting to the last degree, and we notice with regret that, however much we may have enjoyed the hospitality of Bimerah, Cyclops and Polyphemus do not show any signs of having benefited by it too.

How and why Stonehenge received its name must ever remain a mystery. It is as like the real Stonehenge as a log hut is like the Tower of London, but at least I will do it the justice to say, that, next to Boulia and Windorah, it is the hottest and the least desirable township through which we had the misfortune to pass. It contains about ten houses, of which perhaps two are grog shanties, the balance being made up of a police hut, a couple of stores, a butcher’s and blacksmith’s shop, and two or three private dwellings.

Though we were only there a few minutes, Mr. Pickwick found time to make himself objectionable to the dogs of the place, a number of whom clustered round the buggy and barked defiance at him as he sat on the top of the luggage. In a moment of mistaken enthusiasm he missed his footing and fell overboard, to dangle by his chain six inches, off the ground, the prey and derision of his enemies. When we rescued him, and set him back in his place, he sported flies with a melancholy air for hours afterwards. His pride had received a fall, as well as his body.

In spite of the blandishments of the inhabitants we were not to be persuaded to remain in Stonehenge, but pushed on over another spur of the range, to our old friend the Thompson River, in whose dry bed we were eventually obliged to camp, contenting ourselves with the thick pea-soup like water we were lucky enough to find in a solitary pool there.

It was a dreary spot, made up of dead timber, dried flood wreck, and Polyganum. As usual Mr. Pickwick did not seem at all happy in his mind; the mosquitoes must have found out his map of Asia, and bitten him there, for he moaned so diligently all night that we were compelled to argue with him at repeated intervals.

In addition to our other troubles ‘The Bolivar’ was becoming a source of constant anxiety to us: the crack in her pole was spreading ominously, her wheels had to be continually taken off and soaked in water, while it was necessary to insert leather washers in the wheel boxes, on an average, once every day, to prevent her going completely to pieces.

When, next morning, We resumed our march, it was only to observe with alarm that our horses were not only more tucked up than ever, but that they were growing exceedingly leg-weary. Indeed, considering the work they had accomplished, and the heat and the scanty food and water on which they had done it, it was not to be wondered at that they showed signs of failing. For this reason our progress was necessarily slow, while our minds were filled with the gravest apprehensions. The country was growing unmistakably poorer ahead. For miles and miles only parched earth met the eye, not a blade of grass could be discovered, and whenever creeks or waterholes were met with, nothing but a dry heat-cracked surface presented itself.

For five hours we toiled on in this hopeless fashion, as miserable as a pair of bandicoots. At the end of that time we had barely completed a distance of fourteen miles. Then, seeing that our animals absolutely could go no further, we were compelled, whether we liked it or not, to call a halt; this meant a dry camp, or in other words a camp without water. Grass as usual was woefully scanty, and next morning we were compelled for our animals’ sakes, as well as our own, to drive them on with blows and abuse in the hope of finding something better. However, towards midday things brightened up, for we struggled on as far as Carella Cattle Station, to turn loose on the banks of a lovely sheet of water, nearly a mile long by fifty yards wide, round which a little grass, but very little, grew. Our gratitude for the water, and the joy of the poor horses, can better be imagined than described. Even Mr. Pickwick grew excited, and that fact may be set down as one of the most remarkable circumstances of the whole journey.

After a day’s rest we pushed on again, at a walking pace, reaching the township of Jundali towards sundown, with our animals, this time, hopelessly knocked up.

Jundah is another abominable hole, but it has one redeeming feature, it is situated on a splendid permanent waterhole of the Thompson River; a waterhole many miles long, and of considerable depth. The township itself consists of a few wooden houses, two or three third-rate grog shanties, a couple of stores, and a commodious district police station. When we arrived, the heat, the flies, the sand, and the dust were in full possession. Without losing time we hunted up the police station, and instituted inquiries as to the state of the country ahead. The report was not hopeful. The sergeant told us that, in the recollection of the oldest inhabitant, the district had never passed through such an awful season. In response to our questions as to which route he would advise us to pursue, he seemed most doubtful, but eventually recommended us to attempt the track via Windorah to Cooper’s Creek, thence by Innaminka into South Australia. Obtaining from his store a bag of coarse native hay, we returned to the township and purchased two half bushels of oats and bran, for which we paid the enormous price of twenty-five shillings. Then, seeking a convenient spot on the river bank, we fixed up camp, watered and fed our exhausted horses, and deliberated as to our future movements.

We could not help seeing that to attempt anything further, with only our present enfeebled animals to depend upon, would be worse than madness, so we determined to lay out some of our now very much reduced capital on the purchase of two fresh steeds, if anything worth having in the equine way could be obtained in Jundah, where everything was starving. At first, indeed, this did seem unlikely, but eventually we managed to get two sorry wrecks, in but little better condition than our own. We paid the extortionate sum asked for them, and led them down to the river bank, where we gave them a hearty feed of bran and oats, and camped them with Messrs. Cyclops and Polyphemus, who did not regard them with any too much favour.

The waterhole, we were pleased to discover, teemed with fish, so, pressing into our service a tame black fellow from a camp hard by, we soon had two or three members of the finny tribe grilling on the embers. In spite of their insipid and muddy flavour we relished them immensely. Hunger is a piquant sauce, and we had had nothing worth eating for two or three days past.

As we turned into our blankets, thick clouds were rising into the sky, thunder soon followed, and with it every sign of a wet night. This, we reflected dismally, would mean heavy tracks upon the morrow. However, we need not have worried ourselves, it was only a false alarm: in the morning all the clouds had disappeared.

With the first streaks of day we were on the road again, driving our new purchases, and dragging our faithful friends Cyclops and Polyphemus behind us.

As I have mentioned before, it was Mr. Pickwick’s custom to journey on the rolls of swags and stores, secured to the back of our seat by a short chain. When we had been travelling half an hour or so, I chanced to look round, and was surprised to find that he had disappeared. We searched among the packages, but not a sign of him could we discover, then his dangling chain caught our eyes, and on pulling it in, Mr. Pickwick appeared at the other end. He had been hanging for nearly half-an-hour, the weight of his body on the collar preventing him from singing out. Beyond being a trifle more melancholy, however, he did not seem to mind it much, but spent the remainder of the morning sporting flies on his bald patch with his accustomed equanimity.

The track we followed could not be called, even by its most enthusiastic admirers, a good one; for this reason and on account of the heavy sand, and the hard pulling it entailed upon the horses, we were compelled to walk more than three parts of the day’s distance. This in itself was the reverse of inspiriting, but we had worse things in store for us. The new horses were not a success; they were as weak as kittens and as slow as crabs. The heat was terrible; our thermometer, at midday, totalled 112° in the shade. Lovely mirages accompanied us; extensive visions of beautiful lakes, perfect in every way, even to the detail of wild fowl and overhanging trees. They certainly presented more agreeable pictures than the barren, burnt-up country through which we were, in reality, travelling. But though we ought to have been grateful, somehow we were not.

Talking of mirages reminds me that I once heard a story of some sheep which followed an exquisite lake from Queensland into Western Australia, trying to come up to it for a drink. The brother of the man who told me this was a superintendent in a Sunday school, and held a responsible government position; like George Washington, he boasted he had never told a lie!

Our camp that night was a wretched one (it seems my lot to chronicle nothing but wretched camps); the new horses were inclined to stray, what water we had was bad, and added to these drawbacks the mosquitoes were most assiduous in their attentions. The mosquito is an egotistical insect who, not content with being aware of his own existence, wants everybody else to be aware of it too. (This definition is placed at the disposal of the scientific world for use in catalogues, and may be used free of charge by charitable institutions.)

Shortly after five o’clock a.m. we broke camp and departed, driving our new purchases. The heat, as soon as the sun rose, was almost overpowering, and, as on the previous day, the route was villanously sandy, entailing the heaviest of heavy pulling. Before our midday camp was reached, we were obliged to make a change in horses, the Jundah animals being quite knocked up. We passed no travellers now, and, with the exception of the dead and dying stock in the waterholes, saw no animals whatsoever. Nothing seemed to flourish in this region, save the black crow, who followed us through each day’s march, saying continually — 

‘Caw — caw! When’ll ye die? Caw — caw! When’llyedie?’

Once more we had a vile camp, once more grass was scarce, and once more we had to content ourselves with stagnant green filth in place of water. Not a particle of food could our horses obtain with the exception of parched mulga leaves, and even to secure these we had to cut down a number of trees.

To chronicle such deprivations is dispiriting, let us therefore skip the next march, and simply say that by noon on the day following, a desolate collection of still more desolate habitations had appeared before us, and we knew that we were in sight of Windorah.


Chapter 16

Windorah — Terrible State of Country — We are again obliged to turn back — Horses die — Privations — The Barcoo — Welford Downs — Boundary Rider’s Hut — Milo
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IT IS SUFFICIENT criticism of Windorah to say that it is bounded on three sides by Despair, and on the fourth by the Day of Judgment. In fact there exists a superstition in Queensland that the Government locks up, on a charge of lunacy, any person who can exist there for more than six months without showing signs of madness. And I can quite understand it. I am sure six days of Windorah would be quite enough to drive me into epileptic fits or manslaughter.

As at Jundah, immediately on arrival we went to the police, and asked to be supplied with information regarding the country ahead. The report was even more discouraging than before. Numbers of parties had endeavoured to reach the South Australian border, but had invariably been driven back by the drought. Nothing but absolute despair and chaos reigned in that direful region. What to do we knew not. Evidently, to go on was hopeless, but from what we had just passed through, it seemed well nigh as bad to turn back. We spent the afternoon in earnest consultation, and the upshot of it all was that we resolved to camp near the township that night, and to commence our return journey with daylight next morning. Halfway back we would endeavour to strike across country to the Barcoo River, in the hope of coming out somewhere near Welford Downs Cattle Station, after which if we were lucky, we would try to work down Powell’s Creek, and so on to the Bulloo. Here, we had heard, copious rains had fallen. It would have been simply suicidal, seeing the condition of our horses, and the long stages they would be compelled to make, to think of returning all the way to Jundah, and from there to follow down the other side of the triangle to the Barcoo. However, willy nilly, whatever we decided on had to be undertaken quickly.

Before it grew dark, we took the precaution to obtain a fresh supply of bush hay to carry along with us. This we hoped might keep life in the animals till we should strike the station. And as it turned out it was well that we did so.

Next morning, putting the best face we could on it, we started off. We were beginning to tire of this continual heartache and anxiety, but as we had got ourselves into the position, and had no one to thank for it but ourselves, it behoved us to make the best of it.

Every hour the heat seemed to grow greater, and the brick-like earth reflected the sun glare to an appalling degree. The wheels of our buggy appeared to dish more and more, the pole crack to spread, the harness to become weaker and weaker, and at this juncture our new horses began to make themselves the sources of terrible anxiety to us, getting even into a worse condition than the two old fellows who had brought us so satisfactorily all the way from Normanton. They stumbled continually, they refused to pull, and in fact they were in every way exasperating and troublesome.

The first night out from Windorah we camped on a small, almost dried-up waterhole, near where we had spent a night on our downward journey. Here our supply of native hay stood us in good stead, and we blessed our foresight in bringing it; had we not done so, our horses would have been compelled to go entirely without.

Long before sunrise next morning we woke to enter upon the most eventful twenty-four hours of all our wanderings. Almost in silence we ate our meagre meal and prepared for the journey. The horses had not wandered from the camp, but had stood throughout the night with dejected bearings just beyond the fire. Their very attitudes seemed to presage some misfortune. While the Long’un harnessed the two new animals, I broke up the camp and packed the buggy. With tears streaming down his face, Mr. Pickwick mounted to his place. We ranged ourselves on either side, and the march commenced.

Departing from the track, we plunged into the scrub and steered for Welford Downs. Among the trees the heat was stifling. Only the rattle of our progress (for our old buggy on the march was as noisy as a tinker’s van), the dismal caw-caw of the crows, and the grating of cicadas in the trees was to be heard. In this fashion for hours we crawled along, making the slowest progress. At midday we camped for a brief space to give our animals a small supply of the valuable hay, and as soon as it was eaten resumed our march till sundown.

As the sun sank behind the trees, we began to look about us for the waterholes we had been assured we should strike, but not a sign of one was to be seen. On and on we struggled, keeping a vigilant look-out, but at length, when darkness fell we were obliged to give up the search and camp where we were. As they had been pining for water all day long, this dry camp meant untold misery for our animals. Fortunately for ourselves, however, we still had our smallest canvas bag nearly full.

All that night we lay awake, torn by anxiety, and .before the moon had dropped were afoot again. Then occurred our most trying experience. We found that somehow or other, in unpacking the buggy, or maybe it had got jolted out en route, we had lost our sole remaining compass — the very thing that was most essential to our safety. In vain we searched and searched, turned out our pockets and packs. hunted over every inch of the camp, and even returned some distance upon our tracks, but without success. It was undoubtedly gone!

Then we began to imagine that Fate must be indeed against us. Our situation was as desperate as it well could be. What to do we knew not. It was impossible to remain where we were, and yet it seemed equally dangerous to proceed. We argued it out in despair. At length, knowing the direction in which we had been travelling the day before, we decided to steer as near to that as we could, trusting to Providence to bring us out on to the river at last. The horses by this time were in such a piteous condition that as it was impossible for us to add our weights to the buggy, so hour in, hour out, we struggled along beside them, toiling through the heavy sand, preys to the gloomiest and most agonising thoughts. Then, to add to our anxieties, one of the new horses dropped, and it was some time before we could get him on to his legs again. When we did, we continued our journey as before. He was, however, hopelessly done, and about a mile further went under again. We couldn’t stop; there was nothing for it, therefore, but to leave him. Observing the crows hovering about, and noting his condition, we thought it kindest to put an end to him at once, rather than to let these birds pick him to pieces while alive. Accordingly, a kindly bullet terminated his existence, and, before we were out of sight, hundreds of crows were perched upon his body, cawing and vehemently disputing it.

All that miserable day, weary and footsore, we struggled on and on. The parched earth, the leaden sky, the dull dead-green trees, the scattered skeletons of perished animals, and the constant cawing of each watchful crow seemed to take the life out of every footstep. The aspect of the country never changed. Clay-pan and sandhill, sandhill and clay-pan, was the everlasting order of the march. At length, towards evening, a terrible discovery dawned upon us. Bit by bit, things seemed to be growing strangely familiar. We noticed trees, etc., we seemed to have seen before, and within half an hour we crossed unmistakably recent buggy tracks. Next moment we recognised the plain upon which we had camped the previous night. We were ‘bushed.’ For hours we had been travelling in a circle!

This discovery had a stunning effect on us, for besides our idle waste of strength, our waterbags were both empty, and there was now no chance of filling them. This last and bitterest misfortune was well-nigh too much for us; it seemed almost better to lie down and die than to struggle further.

Unable to proceed another yard, utterly worn out, we camped where we were, on that hopeless barren spot, not a hundred yards from where we had lain down the previous night. We were too thirsty to eat and too miserable to take any interest in our surroundings. Our wretched horses had not tasted water for nearly forty hours, and were just on the borders of starvation. Poor dumb beasts, their misery was heart-rending.

What a night it was! With the rising of the moon, blood red upon the horizon, a soft breeze came moaning like a Banshee through the stunted timber. A morpork hooted at us from a neighbouring tree top, ants crawled all over us, neither of us slept a wink, and the horses hardly stirred all night.

Weary and sick at heart, we harnessed up again by moonlight and struck off a little north of east. Before we had proceeded four miles the second new horse showed signs of exhaustion; finally he too dropped and had to be finished off in the same manner as his companion. Again the crows were satisfied.

Then we knew that our only hope lay in lightening the buggy. Accordingly, all our cherished belongings, except absolute necessaries, had to go, thrown away into the sand to become the property of the first wayfarer who should be unfortunate enough to pass that way.

On and on we staggered, cheering each other as best we could. Whenever a hillock came into sight, likely to afford a view of the surrounding country, we climbed to its summit and scanned the district; but only stunted timber and red sandhills could be seen, no sign of water or the river gums.

Our own thirst by this time was excruciating, our tongues began to swell and our skin to crack for lack of moisture, yet ever and ever the same picture lay before us: rising and falling ground, deep red sand, clay-pans, mirages, and dried-up watercourses. In addition to all this our stores were quite exhausted. Everything seemed against us. It was agony to walk, and yet we dared not stop. As we both confessed afterwards, it would have been heaven to have been able to lie down and die.

Soon after mid-day, on rising out of a dip, a steep sand ridge presented itself. With infinite pains we toiled to its summit. What the labour cost us will never be understood, but the view which met our eyes amply compensated for everything. We were at last rewarded, for in the valley below us could be seen giant eucalypti, betokening the presence of the river! We were beside ourselves with gratitude; we could only stand and point towards it in speechless joy. Then with a speed that was almost frantic we rejoined our horses on the plain and hastened towards that Eldorado. Though it was not more than five miles ahead of us it took us nearly three hours to reach it. What if it should turn out dry? We never thought of that; our only idea was to reach it, if we died in the attempt.

When we did arrive at it, we found a transparent pool some two hundred and fifty yards long by thirty wide, surrounded by lofty eucalypti and possessing on its banks a plentiful supply of long coarse grass. Forgetting every thought of prudence, we threw ourselves down and drank in the clear water, till we could drink no more. Surely there never was such water; it was mor6 delicious than the rarest wine; it was more precious than diamonds; we stripped off everything and plunged in to absorb it through our parched skins.

But when we had drunk we became ravenously hungry, and there was nothing for us to eat. Our horses fared splendidly, for grass was abundant. But we were not Nebuchadnezzar, and grass would not satisfy us. It was now our turn to go without. The pool teemed with fish, but though we spent a long time trying, we were not able, without the necessary appliances, to catch one. It began to look as if we had only escaped death from thirst to perish by starvation. But towards nightfall the Long’un discovered a big iguana, and, with the assistance of Mr. Pickwick, succeeded in catching him. No sooner was he dead than we had his tail upon the fire, and a more succulent morsel I never remember to have partaken of. It was for all the world like the tenderest chicken.

Though we were to all intents and purposes saved, our position was still a sufficiently bad one, for though we knew we must be on the Barcoo, yet we had very little idea as to our exact whereabouts. We might be either above or below the station we wanted to reach. As far as we could discover, no tracks passed anywhere near our camp, and, for aught we knew, we might be many miles away from the place we wanted. For this reason we agreed that it would be the most foolish policy possible to leave good feed and water, with our horses in their present condition, in an attempt to go on, and yet, for our own sakes, we could not remain existing on iguanas and borer caterpillars for ever.

At length, on the third day, our horses a little improved by the rest and food, we harnessed and started off again, following the river up in the hopes of striking some trail which might lead us to the station. During the afternoon our wishes were gratified in the shape of a faint track which eventually brought us into another, which in its turn led us on to Welford Downs. Who shall say what a relief it was to us to see those roofs ahead, after all we had gone through to reach them?

Though but a poor homestead, the kindness of the manager and his family was exceeding great; at their invitation we were their guests for two whole days, spending the time recruiting ourselves and listening to the direful state of the country about.

Then, bidding our new made friends adieu, and taking care to replenish our stores before starting, we struck out for Powell’s Creek, en route for Adavale.

Beyond Welford, the appearance of the country changes;, the timber becomes larger, and bird-life more numerous. But it was all terribly, woefully dry.

On the road, in a most lonely spot, we came upon the grave of Mr. Welford, the pioneer of the district, who was murdered some years ago by the blacks. From all accounts the police sent out to avenge his death took terrible vengeance, shooting the natives down like dogs. The plain is averred to be haunted, but though we camped hard by the grave, we saw nothing; if we had, I think we should have been thankful for the variety. A ghost would at least have broken the horrible monotony.

Dusk had fallen before we got into camp. The situation was bleak and eerie, but we could see that we were not the only people in the neighbourhood, for, about a hundred yards further down the river, another camp fire was burning brightly. As soon as we had finished our meal, we tramped across to ascertain who our neighbour might be.. To our surprise it turned out to be a woman, and a young and comely woman at that. She was cooking at the fire, her saddle and pack horses grazing close by. To add to our wonderment a baby lay fast asleep on a pile of blankets by her side, a charming little cherub, curled up like a dormouse, with his thumb in his tiny mouth.

With all the ease of an old bushman she bade us ‘good evening,’ and proffered us tea and johnny cake. Then, as we sat round the fire, she told us her curious story. She was a carrier’s daughter and a boundary rider’s widow; she had never seen a town in her life, and, until she had entered her husband’s hut, had never slept under a roof. When her baby was three months old her husband committed suicide, and she was thrown upon her own resources with her child to keep. The squatter in whose employ her husband had been, made her a present of the horses, and, since then, she had been riding the country, with her baby strapped on the saddle before her, in search of work, finding her own way, and camping in the lonely bush by herself every night. She had tried domestic service at stations, but her child was considered a drawback, and she was continually discharged as being too rough. What she wanted was a fencing contract, she said, post hole sinking, or something of that sort, at which she could earn good wages and keep the child. ‘I’m as strong as any man in these parts,’ she continued, ‘and every bit as good a bushman!’

‘Well!’ I said, ‘when your child grows up he will have good cause to be grateful to his mother!’

‘Poor little kinchin,’ she replied, and something very like tears rose in her eyes. ‘It ain’t every kiddie, I reckon, as has to have the front of a saddle for a cradle!’

When next morning we drove by the spot she was gone. Only a few smouldering ashes remained to remind us of her. Go on and prosper, brave soul! Let us hope your son may repay you in the days to be!

Leaving Welford lagoons behind us, we continued on to Goalie, camping at what was once the cattle station, but is now only a boundary rider’s hut. The boundary rider was a quaint old character, who, for many years had lived in this hut, with but one companion, a large tabby cat, of which he was inordinately proud. During the evening, lying round the fire in our blankets, he told us many stories, among others the following, which struck us as extraordinary.

On one occasion, having been ordered to another part of the Run for a month or so, and not liking to leave his cat to the mercy of passing travellers, he carried her, enclosed in an old leather mail bag, to the head station to be taken care of. Either the friend to whom he entrusted her did not attend to her properly, or else she tired of her new quarters; at any rate the animal escaped, and by some extraordinary means, found her way right back to her old abode, fifty miles across the ranges, only to discover the place shut up and her master gone. Instead of running wild, as most cats would have done under similar circumstances, she remained for nearly three months in the neighbourhood, quietly awaiting his return, living on birds and whatever she could pick up. When he did arrive, the greeting was most affecting, and he vowed they should never again be parted. It was a pathetic little tale, and it was not until some time later that we found it was all a lie. Still it was a good lie; I’ll say that for it!

Next day we entered the dull funereal ranges, and, about noon, reached Gooyah, an out station of Milo. After camping the night there, we proceeded to the head station, about twenty-five miles distant. Milo is the largest sheep station in the world, and carries no less than half a million sheep, besides fifteen thousand cattle and many hundred horses.

A day later we drove into the main street of the township of Adavale. Distance completed from Normanton about 1,570 miles, and from Townsville 1,964.


Chapter 17

Adavale — The Bulloo River — Emudilla — Jim Collins — Comongin — Corrobboree — Bushed — Gouryanah — Cowley Plains
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FOR A BUSH township, Adavale is a pretty-enough place. At any rate it is a decided improvement on Stonehenge, Jundah, or Windorah; though, how people can ever bring themselves to live in any of them will always remain a matter of mystery to me. We had, long before, arranged that our letters should be sent here, consequently we had quite a budget to receive. It was like resuming touch with the world to look once more upon English postage stamps, and for an hour we were absorbed in the fascination of home news.

Leaving Adavale, we departed over a rough and dry stage towards the Bulloo River. After the first few miles, however, the appearance of the country began to improve. Well-filled waterholes became more frequent, and the grass was not only more abundant, but beautifully green. It was like a new earth, and, after a few camps (for we did not hurry ourselves), our horses became like difierent animals. Cyclops carried his banana-like tail with a new air, while Polyphemus arched his neck like a two hundred guinea brougham horse; even Mr. Pickwick looked a little less doleful under the changed circumstances.

Some of our camps were perfectly charming: overhanging trees, good water for cooking and bathing, and plenty of grass, not only for the horses, but to make the most luxurious of beds. What could we have wished for more? Birds and fish were abundant, and here, for the first time, we met with the yellow crested White Cockatoo, the Native Companion, the Bower, the Apostle, the Butcher, and the Bell bird. All are unique in their own difierent fashions.

The Native Companion, is a tall, slender, grey bird, something after the style of a heron, and is quite a character in his way. It is an amusing sight to watch a number of them playing on the sand-banks at dusk. They march up and down, advance, wheel, and execute the most intricate and involved manoeuvres, with all the precision and aplomb of trained soldiers. They even dance quadrilles and lancers with wonderful accuracy, and their performances on the pearly grey sands, among the long shadows of approaching night, have a most weird and picturesque effect. Fortunately for their own sakes, they are useless for food, but as pets they are much prized.

The Bower Bird, though a smaller fellow, is not behind his friend in point of interest. Among other things, he is an architect of no mean order, inasmuch as he builds for himself a bewitching little bower of grass and sticks. This is his treasure house, where he collects every bright and glittering object that attracts his fancy, particularly stones from the dry creek beds, amusing himself with them as a child plays with glittering beads. For this reason valuable gems may not unfrequently be discovered in his bower, their brilliance having caught his eye when on the search for playthings.

The Butcher Bird somewhat resembles an English thrush, and possesses the power of imitating any animal, with a ventriloquial effect truly remarkable. The Apostle Bird’s peculiarity is always to move about with eleven of his fellows. And the Bell Bird the bushman has good reason to know on account of his note being an exact imitation of a horse bell, which, when searching in thick scrub for horses, is apt to be terribly misleading.

The country along the Bulloo is both well timbered and well grassed, mulga, gidea, yapunya, and gum trees being most en evidence.

Our first station down the river was Emudilla, an out station of gigantic Milo. We found them in the midst of shearing, and too busy to attend to strangers. The manager’s hut was a miserable place, not fit for a dog to live in, and after camping the night there, we headed away along the Bulloo for Comongin.

Crossing a lightly timbered plain, about five or six miles from the station, we met with a curious experience. Jogging quietly along in the eye of the burning sun, wishing to goodness we were anywhere but where we were, our horses suddenly came to a dead stop before something huddled up on the ground. Our first impulse was to jump out and see what it was, but before we had time to move it rose, and we beheld the most weird and unearthly creature ever dignified with the name of man. He was of about middle age, very tall and thin, his clothes hung in rags about him, and to all appearance he was suffering from a terrible attack of ophthalmia, combined with a fit of delirium tremens. He rose out of the sand like a spirit of the waste, and confronted us. Then in a voice of extraordinary monotony, illustrative of the condition of his mind, he said:

‘Now don’t you be afraid of me — have a drink, do! I’m old Jim Collins, old Jim Collins, gone a mucker — poor old Jim! have a drink, do! Lord, but I’m dead broke; you should see the little devils — little green devils with pink eyes that run after me — through the cotton bush singing, “ Old Jim Collins, gone dead broke — gone dead broke.” Lord! and to think I’ve got a brother in London, who’s — well, never you mind what he is, but take a drink, do!’

We declined with thanks, having a pretty fair idea of what the stuff was made of, and tried to move forward, but he clung to the wheels, babbling on in the same foolish fashion. ‘Lor! you wouldn’t hurt old Jim Collins, I know! I’m old Jim Collins — poor old Jim, gone dead broke, and chased through the cotton bush by little green devils — little green devils with white legs and pink eyes, and Lord! look at’em there, forty thousand million of’em!’ etc. etc.

On our asking where he had come from, he pointed over his shoulder to nowhere in particular, saying— ‘From the Dead Finish, back there. You’ll take me back, won’t you now? You’ll take me back to the pub. Say you will or I’ll pull your livers out! Don’t leave me here to die — old Jim Collins — I’m desperate — Lor’! you don’t know what devils have been following me through the bush. Take me back to the pub, d’ye hear! or I’ll murder yer. I’m old Jim Collins,’ etc. etc.

But for more reasons than one, it would have been folly to have taken him back, so, seizing our opportunity, we whipped up and left him, standing hopelessly in the centre of the plain, looking after us. Half an hour later, we encountered a bullock team travelling in the same direction; the bullocky promised to keep an eye open for him.

These grog shanties, or ‘dead finishes’ as they are often termed, are the curse of the bush, and in no other colony are they so bad as in Queensland. Anything like the scenes enacted in them there would not be believed or tolerated in print. But they are of everyday occurrence, and from the fact that they are carried on hundreds of miles from civilisation, no one is the least bit the wiser.

As a rule, the shanty is a rude log or galvanised iron hut, which springs into existence beside the track, at a spot convenient to the surrounding stations. Here the shanty-keeper commences his nefarious traffic with very little real stock, the component parts of the various liquors sold being vitriol and kerosene, with a little flavouring mixture thrown in.

Owing to its position, it is generally impossible for any station hand, making for civilisation, to avoid passing the door. But woe betide that unfortunate man if he allows himself to be prevailed upon to enter. The following is the usual course of procedure.

We will presume that John Brown, of Yapunya Station, is going to take his holiday in the south. Perhaps, as is very likely, he has not been off the station for three years, during which time he has accumulated an amount on the station books equal to perhaps one hundred and fifty pounds. On asking for his cheque, it is given him, with much good advice against the attractions of the ‘dead finishes’ in the neighbourhood. Boasting his strength of mind, he saddles his riding and pack horses, and sets off, contented with himself and the world in general. It is a long and dusty journey, and just as he is thinking about camping for the night, the shanty appears in sight. He argues that he cannot possibly harm himself if he pulls up at the door just for one drink — only one. Maybe, one of the landlord’s daughters, nieces, or female cousins, catches his eye, and he then remembers that he has not seen a female for three years. He takes just one nip of whisky, and that one, manufactured on the premises, does the business. Five minutes later, he has determined just to spend the night there, and to resume his journey in the morning; but in half an hour he is hopelessly incapable, has planked his cheque on the counter, and told the landlord to let him know when it is finished. After that, for many days, he has no knowledge of passing events, and when he comes to his senses, it is only to find himself in the dead house, as the log hut at the rear of the hotel is called, about as near a dead man as he well can be. Then, nearly perishing for a drink, he crawls into the bar, to find his cheque finished (or said to be) and his horse and gear the property of the landlord for an additional debt. He is informed that while drunk he stood champagne for every passer-by, and in evidence of the fact, he is shown empty bottles lying freely scattered about the place. In reality he has given the landlord a cheque for one hundred and fifty pounds, in exchange for about five pounds’ worth of doctored liquor! Comment is needless!

In order that he shall not carry away with him a bad impression of the place, he is presented with a bottle of manufactured whisky to see him home. With the help of this, he returns to the station a very much sadder — though, I fear, but little wiser — man. This craving for drink reasserts itself at intervals, and every time his cheque grows sufficiently large, it goes the same way as the first. After a big shearing, or a general muster, when numbers of men are abroad in the district, everyone with plenty of money to spend, these back country ‘dead finishes’ are nothing more nor less than little hells. It is a well-known jest with landlords, that they ‘have men earning good wages for them on many of the surrounding properties.’

Two days after leaving Emudilla we reached Comongin, to find them also busy with their shearing. The homestead is built on a little hill, overlooking a lovely lagoon, which teems with fish and wild fowl. This station is a great meeting-place for natives, and we were fortunate enough while there to be permitted an opportunity of witnessing a Corrobboree. It was a strange and impressive sight.

Viewed by the light of enormous fires, the figures of the dancers, streaked with white paint into the resemblance of skeletons, leaping and bounding in perfect unison under the massive gum trees, to the music of wailing voices and beating drums, produced an effect not easily to be forgotten. One moment they were depicting a bloodthirsty battle, the next a kangaroo hunt, but it was all with the same marvellous precision and accuracy. No trained ballet could have given a better performance, and long after we had retired we could hear them keeping it up with unimpaired vigour. A Corrobboree is generally held to celebrate the meeting of old friends after a long parting. It was so on this occasion. Unfortunately, however, the same friendly spirit did not animate it throughout, for before the night was over, a sort of Donnybrook occurred, and next morning quite a dozen warriors were whining round the station house for shin plaster.

Leaving North Comongin, we made a two days’ stage down the river to South Comongin, camping a night, en route, in a charming nook on the river-bank. beneath the shelter of some of the stateliest old gum-trees I ever remember to have seen.

At South Comongin we had an earnest talk with the manager on the prospects of the track further along the Bulloo. Strangely enough the plenteous rains which had fallen lower down had stopped here, and from the accounts of some of the drovers who had come up from Thargomindah, the drought was as severe below this point as in any other part of the country through which we had passed. The manager’s advice to us was to strike due east to a waterhole named Gooryanah, thence to Bechel Creek, and to follow that watercourse down until we could cross on to the Warrego river, and so on, via Cunamulla, to the New South Wales border.

Accordingly next morning, after an early breakfast, off we set for Gooryanah, where we were told we should find some teams (carriers) camped, the men connected with which would direct us on to Cowley Plains Cattle Station, distant some sixty miles. By the directions given us we understood that we ought to strike Gooryanah about midday.

Our route lay through dense mulga scrub, alternating with patches of open plain, dreary and desolate to the eye, but very comforting from the fact that horse feed was abundant. Under a blazing sun we toiled along, keeping a bright look out for the water-hole and the teams, but no sign of either could we see. Midday came and went, the afternoon wore on, the sun dropped lower and lower on to the horizon, yet no sign came of what we sought. Evidently, once more, something had gone wrong. We fought against the idea, but at length it was to be resisted no longer, and we were again compelled to own ourselves bushed. What was worse, we had been so confident of finding the waterhole and the teams, that we had only brought a little lunch with us. Worse still, owing to the heat of the day, our water-bags were well-nigh empty. There was nothing for it but to camp where we were.

All the next day, without food or water, we struggled on; the same agonising symptoms of thirst manifested themselves as on a similar occasion. Though we explored every likely spot, not a drop of water could we find, and at last the advisability of killing one of our horses and drinking his blood, in order to sustain life in us, was seriously contemplated. Horrible as the idea was, it seemed the only possible way out of the difficulty. We decided, however, to postpone the notion until everything else failed, and just at nightfall, as if to reward us for our endurance, we came upon a small creek, and following that down, upon a still smaller hole of thick muddy water, in which innumerable animals lay dead. Our delight was unbounded, and, with our usual sagacity, we said we had struck Gooryanah.

While the Long’un took the tired horses across the creek in search of grass, I fixed up camp. It was an almost useless proceeding, for we had nothing to eat, and even our supply of tea was well-nigh exhausted. Taking the billy down to the water, I was in the act of filling it, when I heard horses brushing through the bushes. On looking up I found a stockman and a black boy approaching me. They had been out hunting for horses, they said, and were going to camp near us. I told them of our troubles, and described our good fortune in striking Gooryanah in such an unexpected fashion. ‘Striking Gooryanah!’ said the stockman; ‘this ain’t Gooryanah. You’re close on fifty miles from it. You’ve come back on your tracks; you’re near North Comongin, half a mile from where you camped four nights ago. You’ve been going round with a vengeance.’

This was news bad enough to break a man’s heart. Here we were fifty miles back on our tracks, with worn-out horses, no food, and all that distance to make up again. If it hadn’t been for the two men watching me, I believe I should have sat down and cried. But if our luck was so bad, it was indeed fortunate that we had met these men, otherwise God alone knows how far we might not have wandered. What was still more fortunate, they were able to spare us some damper and jerked beef.

A worse night’s camp than that I do not remember. The night was oppressively hot, our disappointment would not let us sleep, and the mosquitoes would have forced bad language out of the Pope himself. We tossed and tumbled, swore and scratched, half the night.

Next day there was nothing for it but to make the long stage for Gooryanah. It was an awful, awful journey: red sand, millions of flies that crawled into one’s eyes, mouth, and ears at the rate of hundreds per minute, a heat in the mulga like the blast of the furnace doors of Sheol, tired horses, and a blissful uncertainty about our destination. It was not cheerful, but it was that or nothing.

At length at the end of fourteen weary hours of crawling, we opened out on to a plain which possessed all the characteristics of Gooryanah, and here we alighted, thoroughly knocked up. Letting the horses go, we camped under a tope of trees beside a dried-up waterhole. No sign of water, however, could be seen anywhere, and after a brief rest we agreed to separate in search of it, one going west and the other east. At the end of two hours I returned unsuccessful, but when I had been in camp half an hour or so, the Long’un put in an appearance, with his water-bag and billy-can full of a thick mixture which might once (I say once advisedly) have been water. He had procured it from a hole nearly three miles away.

Jerked beef, a wedge of damper, and tea, thick with mud, constituted our evening meal. While we eat it, we criticised the weather. There was every appearance of a heavy thunderstorm. As night set in, these signs increased. Enormous clouds rolled into the sky, banking up one on the top of the other, till not a star was visible. The wind dropped altogether, and an unearthly stillness reigned. Like frightened sheep we huddled together, talking in hushed voices, and wondering when the performance would commence. Then, suddenly, there was a flash of lightning sharp as a razor edge, and next moment a clap of thunder that seemed fairly to shake the earth. Another and another followed, until it was playing all round us. Flash, bang, rattle and rumble: it was for all the world like an enormous battle. Now and again great trees in the scrub beyond the plain fell with awful crashes, and we thanked our stars that we had pitched our camp in the open instead of in the forest. The storm lasted all night, but save a few drops, hardly any rain fell. Towards daylight the clouds boomed off, and another weary day began.

Whether it was the water we had drunk or the food we had eaten I cannot say, but at any rate, as soon as we got up we were both horribly sick. For my own part I never felt so wretched in my life. My one thought was gratitude that my boots were laced on tight, otherwise I truly believe I should have got rid of them too, so complete was the clearance. For nearly half an hour this nausea continued, until it seemed impossible for us to travel; but we reflected that to remain where we were spelt starvation, and starvation spells death, so willy nilly we were compelled to hitch up and proceed.

Three or four miles further on we came upon the real Gooryanah, where we found, as we had been told, half a dozen carriers’ teams camped round the waterhole. They directed us aright, and at the end of another long day’s stage, during which we took it in turns to stop and be ill, we drove into the horse paddock and pulled up before the verandah of Cowley Plains Head Station.


Chapter 18

Cowley Plains — Bechel Creek — River Swimming — Black Soil — Cunamulla — The Warrego — Barringun
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IF WE HAVE in our constitutions any gratitude for benefits received, some of that store must be expended on the kind folk of Cowley Plains. For their kindnesses equalled any we had vet received in Queensland.

Out there in that lonely wilderness the owner, a warm-hearted, hospitable Highlander, has built himself a home which, for comfort, equals anything to be found in Adelaide, Melbourne, or Sydney. Cowley Plains is not a big station, but it is very complete. The size of the run is only three hundred square miles, and yet it carries, on an average, about three thousand head of shorthorn cattle, as well as five hundred well-bred horses. Horses are Mr. Macdonald’s particular hobby, and he has good reason to be proud of his stud. But even with its completeness, Cowley

Plains is a lonely spot. The nearest township of any size is Charleville, a hundred miles distant; and the journey between the two places is not a thing to be lightly undertaken.

For a fortnight we enjoyed the hospitality of this charming station, then reprovisioning ourselves, and with sincere expressions of our thanks, bade the owner, his wife and children farewell, and returned to our weary journey.

When we arrived at the station we had intended to bestow our friend Mr. Pickwick upon its occupants, but after their kindness to us we relinquished that idea. It would have been a poor return for all they had done for us. However, we were resolved to leave him behind on the first opportunity. It should not have been a difficult matter, for in some ways he was not a bad looking animal. His back was his one weak point. As soon as dog-fanciers saw that map of Asia, they relinquished all desire to become his possessors, and became unanimous in their wishes never to see his face, or rather his back, again.

As we left Cowley Plains a slight shower fell, which increased to a vigorous downpour as we entered the scrub beyond the horse paddock. Harder and harder it pelted down, rendering the soft earth softer every minute. The thick black soil made it very heavy pulling for our horses; the wheels sank deeper and deeper every yard, and at length, after continual diggings out, and troubles of a similar kind, we were perforce compelled to camp in the middle of the afternoon, our stage but half done. We were a miserable couple; our blankets were wet, our clothes were soaked through and through, and as we couldn’t light a fire, there was no means of drying them. It was a damp camp with a vengeance.

Next morning we struck Bechel Creek, and followed it down to Fairlight Station, where we camped in order to carry out some necessary repairs to the buggy: All the next forenoon the rain continued; towards midday, however, it cleared off, and we started again, but hardly had we proceeded three miles before it recommenced, and by evening we were the most miserable objects imaginable. Drowned rats would have had to look to their laurels while we were about. It was my honourable position to tramp ahead pioneering the track; the Long’un drove, while Mr. Pickwick ran alongside, whining and shivering incessantly. So wretched did the weather eventually become, that on reaching Bechel Head Station (a rough hut of two rooms) we resolved to accept the manager’s hospitality, and camp there for a day or two, in order to see how it would turn out.

The evening before we left, a bullocky put in an appearance, and bewailed the loss of a favourite dog. We were quick to show our sympathy, and offered to make him a present of Mr. Pickwick. He seemed doubtful, but when we described him as an excellent companion, a clever cattle dog, an enthusiastic sportsman, and a sagacious animal generally, he was more than grateful, and led him away to his camp, howling pitifully, at the end of a string. We could have wept tears of thankfulness at his departure, but it was a cruel trick to play on a confiding bullocky. And so farewell to travelled Mr. Pickwick!

When we resumed our march, it was via Humeburn to the Paroo River. One thing at least was certain, in this district the drought had completely broken up; on every hand grass was growing plentifully. Indeed, so quickly does herbage grow after rain in these parts, that one can almost believe one sees it rise out of the ground. Sorghum is nothing to it, and Jack the Giant-killer’s beanstalk hardly a circumstance!

The Paroo River, which rises in the Paroo Range, and is reinforced by the Quilberry and Gumbardo Creeks, is, in the wet season, a fine stream, draining a large area of country. When we crossed it below Humeburn Station, it was running about five feet deep and eighty yards wide, a swift, treacherous current. How to cross it with our buggy and horses was a puzzle. So far, you see, we had only been accustomed to crossing droughts. Floods were altogether a new experience. At last we hit upon a plan. Cutting two thick logs, we drove the horses into the water up to their shoulders, and then, by means of green hide ropes, lashed them (the logs) to the wheels, thus making a sort of raft. These secured, we started the horses swimming, and eventually landed, safe and sound, on the opposite bank about a quarter of a mile below where we had entered the water.

The next creek — and we crossed thirteen of them that day — was not so deep, but it pleased our contrary animals to stick us up in the middle of it; in order, I suppose, to give us an opportunity of wading with all our goods and chattels to the opposite bank before we could move them. They, like ourselves, were not accustomed to running water.

Following the river down, we reach Tilburroo Head Station, and here we camped the night, prior to heading for Cunamulla on the Warrego River. A district rabbit inspector was also a guest at the station, and from him we learnt something of the depredations of these pests. His report was not encouraging. But more of the rabbits later.

During our stay at Tilburroo we heard of the death of two men who had endeavoured to reach that station across country from the west. By some slip they had got bushed in the Ranges, and when found were both dead, several miles from each other. One, it was discovered, had killed his horse and existed for a little while on the animal’s flesh and blood. The other had lost his horse, and his life too. We couldn’t help thinking of our own narrow escapes; but nothing seemed to be thought of this tale of horror by the station folk themselves, so callous do dwellers in the wilderness become.

Bidding ‘goodbye’ to Tilburroo we proceeded to Sheep Station Creek. Here we saw the first sign of the rabbit in Queensland, several burrows existing within forty yards of our night’s camp; and yet this is fully seventy miles on the other side of what is called ‘the rabbit-proof border fence.’

Leaving the higher land and opening out on to the plains again, we had another experience of the heavy black soil. It was awful travelling, for the reason that it clogged our wheels at every turn, necessitating everlasting diggings out, and, what was worse, obliged us to plough our own way through it barefooted, beside the horses, sinking in past our ankles at every step. Added to this we were both of us very far from well. At length after two days’ constant toiling, we camped, wearied to death, within a couple of miles of Cunamulla.

For weeks we had looked forward to our arrival in Cunamulla. Here we expected to find sufficient money awaiting us to enable us to refit, and complete our journey in comparative comfort. About ten o’clock next morning we started to overcome the last two miles. As we tramped along we busily engaged ourselves considering in what manner we might lay our money out to the best advantage.. Our disappointment may therefore be judged, when on reaching the river which separated us from the town, we found it to be in big flood, eighty yards in width and sixty or seventy feet in depth; moreover it was running so swift that the punt keeper, whose duty it is to transport vehicles across to the town, absolutely refused to work. We argued the point with him; he said he wouldn’t risk it for fifty buggies. We pointed out to him that ours was only half a buggy, or three-quarters at most. But it was in vain. lie was a Scotchman, and wouldn’t budge. This being so, there was nothing for it but for one of us to cross to the township to obtain supplies, calling at the bank first for the necessary money. The Long’un volunteered, and was pulled across in a small dinghy.

After an hour he returned, terribly cast down, to report that not only were there no letters for us, but that the bank people knew nothing of any drafts. It turned out later, that by some mistake they had all been sent to Thargomindah, more than a hundred miles away.

It was a bitter disappointment: the more so because we had but sixpence to our names, and both of us stood in need not only of raiment but of medical necessaries. Leaving the Long’un to look after the horses, I in my turn started across, and went about matters in a new way. The upshot of it all was that when I returned to the boat I was accompanied by the mayor and the chief police officer. They soon got the punt in working order, and ourselves, horses, and buggy transported to the other side. What was more to the point, I had induced an absolute stranger to lend us the wherewithal to obtain the medicines we stood in need of. When, a week later, we repaid him, we said, ‘It was a good sign of a good man, and may you never want a friend in the hour of need!’ And we meant it!

Just previous to our arrival, Cunamulla had been partially wrecked by a cyclone, and, judging from the appearance of the weather, there was every probability of another.

That night we were the guests of the manager of Burrumbilla Station, eight miles out, and, as it proved, we only reached it just in time, for continuous rains fell for two days after, and, had we been camped out, we should have been obliged to remain right where we were; travelling would have been impossible.

While the guests of this station we were permitted an opportunity of seeing two artesian bores lately put down at the back of the run, and wonderful and mysterious productions they Avere. As I have said elsewhere — and it does no harm to repeat it — what they mean, in a country like Queensland, only those who have had experience of its dryness can hope to understand.

From Burrumbilla we passed along the Warrego to the border of Queensland and New South Wales, crossing it at Barringun on November 11 at 10.30 a.m.

From Barringun to Bourke the track is bleak and uninteresting; sandhills and black soil flats follow sandhills and black soil flats in endless succession. Rabbits in great numbers infest the entire district, and bitter is the warfare between them and the squatter.

Leaving Belalie Station, our first camping place on the New South Wales side, we passed through Engonia township, if by such a name a few scattered habitations may be called, and headed, in pouring rain, past Native Dog Bore (one of the largest artesian bores in Australia, 471 feet deep, and yielding a supply of 2,000,000 gallons per diem) for the Grass Hut. Our camp that night, twelve miles past the bore, was a dreary one. Our blankets were wet through, our roof was the dripping mulga scrub, it was too wet to light a fire, and we had little horse feed and no water. For although a considerable quantity of rain had fallen, the ground was so parched that it soaked in immediately it touched the earth.

Two stages later we sighted the long looked-for Darling River, a few miles above Bourke. What a happy camp that was, and how merrily next morning we rattled over the fine bridge into the town itself!

It was indeed a proud moment in our lives, when we pulled up at the door of our hotel; for more than half our long journey across the continent was accomplished. Cyclops and Polyphemus had brought us through like the rat-tailed, banana-stumped heroes they were! Bravo, Cyclops! Well done, Polyphemus!! You’re a pair of equine trumps, and here’s my best respects to you!!!


Chapter 19

Bourke — We prepare for a row of 1,500 miles — River Steamers — The Darling River — Wilcannia — Weinteriga — Menindie — The ‘Decoy’
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AFTER OUR LONG absence from any big town, there was something almost terrifying about the size of Bourke. Her streets, with their metropolitan air, her shops and palatial banks, to say nothing of our hotel with its obsequious waiters, quite overpowered us. When we arrived, our appearances did not say much in our favour. The Long’un was by many degrees the more presentable, but he was by no means decent; as for me I was outside the pale altogether. My one remaining shirt had lost both its arms; my moleskin trousers were a mass of shreds and patches, and my boots had their soles wired on. My pith helmet was a sight to see, and weep over! At first sight we looked a precious pair of ruffians, and it was only when we had explained matters, that the landlord consented to take us in at all.

As soon as we had stabled Cyclops and Polyphemus, we set out for the Post Office, obtained our letters, discovered our bank, cashed our drafts, and then repaired in haste to a tailor’s shop, where we arrayed ourselves to the best of our ability in ready-made clothing. It is wonderful what a difference a suit of clothes makes to a man’s pluck. When we entered the shop we felt the poorest pair of mortals in the whole of Australia, but when we came out in our new rigs, we would have passed the time of day to the Governor himself. Thus poverty makes cowards of us all.

Bourke, for so far west, is a fine town, built on the west bank of the Darling Elver, and is connected with Sydney by rail. Though a long distance from the capital, it possesses all the advantages of the most up to date civilisation. It has its school of arts, theatre, rowing, racing, and tennis clubs, swimming baths, etc., and a population of 3,149 souls, out of which number enough can be gleaned to make up a refined and intellectual society.

As other proofs of its civilisation, on a vacant piece of land opposite our hotel, when we arrived, a steam merry-go-round, in full swing of business, was making night hideous with ‘Ta-ra-ra-boomdeay’ (an air whose acquaintance we made for the first time); while, in a bank dining room hard by, we could see, from our window, a dinner party proceeding with all the ceremony of a similar function in Park Lane or Pott’s Point. According to the advertisements Ibsen’s ‘Doll’s House’ was being played at the Bijou Theatre, while a prize fight was being conducted at a hall within easy distance. As a Bourke resident observed when I drew his attention to these things, ‘You certainly can’t say we’re behind the times!’

The following morning, soon after breakfast, a gentleman called upon us, with a view of relieving us of our horses and much enduring buggy. Accordingly, after taking the opportunity of having them photographed, we bade a reluctant farewell to the two faithful animals who had been our companions for so long a distance, and in so many hours of bitter trouble and privation. We both experienced a real feeling of sorrow in saying farewell to them; and we were glad to hear they were likely to be kindly treated. The buyer intended to give them a holiday for a month or two, and then to start them back a considerable distance on their tracks into Queensland. Had we been able to afford it we should have pensioned them off, but as we were almost as poor as they, it was useless to think of such a thing.

That business concluded, we sought the river bank and inquired among the boatmen there for a rowing boat in which to continue our journey for the next fifteen hundred miles. Owing, however, to the late disastrous flood, and the fact that there was every prospect of another (for the river was rising rapidly), we had considerable difficulty in hearing of one. But money overcomes most difficulties, and the bribe of a couple of drinks brought us a man, who knew a man, who knew another man who had an old boat, he had made himself, for sale. Our informant, for another consideration, volunteered to row us up the river to have a look at her.

She was certainly far from handsome, but for that matter neither were our horses nor buggy, yet they had proved themselves good bargains. We examined her carefully, and finding it was almost a case of Hobson’s choice, purchased her for about twice as much as she had been worth when new.

The heat was tremendous, and as we knew we should be compelled to lie out in mid-stream on our down river journey, we resolved to fix up some sort of an awning before’ we started. This we accomplished with two cart tilts and a yard or two of canvas, making an admirable shade. By sundown, our preparations were completed; then, having laid in a large amount of stores, and accepted the good wishes of our new made friends, we pushed out into mid-stream, and started on our long row.

Fortunately the river was in high flood, and in consequence the current ran briskly. We took things easily, the rowing especially, and until the novelty wore off, and we had to work in downright earnest, enjoyed the change hugely. Then the reflection that so many miles had to be accomplished between sunrise and sunset every day, began to assert itself, and as it did, our pleasure in the exercise diminished.

For the first twenty miles or so out of Bourke we had constant companions in the fishermen who lined the banks. The lives of these gentry must be monotonous beyond all idea Too lazy to do real work, they manage to knock out sufficient money to keep them in the bare necessaries of life by fishing for Murray cod — a fine big fish and remarkably good eating. First cousins to these men are the ‘Darling whalers,’ as they are called: idle, loafing, thieving tramps, somewhat after the fashion of the ‘Travellers’ in North Queensland, who move up and down the river (up one bank and down the other), from year’s end to year’s end, doing no work and depending for their existence upon the charity of the unfortunate Squatter. When they can’t steal from him they practise on each other, and these are the gentry who generally promote, and invariably assist in, the strikes, wool-shed burnings, bush fires, horse and sheep stealing, and other little pleasantries of a like description. A ‘Darling whaler’ is, if anything, lower than the ‘Traveller,’ who is lower than the scum of the earth, and even in saying that you are paying both of them too high a compliment!

From Bourke downwards the river is a noble stream (I am speaking of it as it was at the time of our journey), in places many miles in width. The bends are very numerous, and horribly annoying, the river proper running for the first eight hundred miles as much as three miles of water to every one of land. Fortunately for us, its usual high mud-banks were almost entirely submerged, and this with the great forest gums, half hidden under water, gave it a most strange, yet picturesque effect. Save for the discordant shrieks of the cockatoos in the trees overhead, a wonderful quiet reigned; the splashing of our oars sounded strangely loud in the stillness, and a steamer’s panting could be heard many miles away, as plainly as if she were only round the bend. These river steamers, and the men they employ, are strange concerns. In good seasons they trade right away from Goolwa in South Australia, to Walgett, above Bourke, in New South Wales, a distance of something like 2,345 miles. In construction they are flat-bottomed, absurdly wide-beamed, two or three decked, paddle — wheeled tubs, steered from a bridge, and driven, in most instances, by ordinary traction engines, balanced and secured amidships. They are manned by a captain, mate, engineer, and half a dozen hands, and not unfrequently they tow two large barges behind them. A steamer heavily loaded, and towing two barges crammed with wool, swinging round the bend, is a sight worth going a long way to see; and when anything goes wrong, and the captain expresses himself according to his native instinct, it is as good as a Crystal Palace firework display.

The captains are great heroes, and carry more silver mounted dignity than a page-boy in a new livery, or a curate in his first canonicals. When they bring their boat up to a township, all that township has got to know about it, or something breaks. It’s the ambition of every boy along the Darling banks to be a river captain, and if that is impossible, to be a supercargo. This is the individual who hangs around and talks affably to the captain as they wharf up, just for all the world as if he owned the whole boat, flag-post, painted name board, and all.

In this fashion, for weeks together, we continued our journey, sometimes resting at stations, but in most instances camping out on the river banks. Talking of camping-out on Darling banks reminds me of the gratitude we continually expressed for having brought our mosquito nets. Anything like the Darling mosquitoes I have never met with elsewhere; they’re as big as camels, and twice as ugly. They seem to bite at the rate of a thousand bites a minute, and each bite brings up a lump as big as a pigeon’s egg — almost 1 Then you scratch them (the bumps, not the mosquitoes), and that makes them worse, after which, if there’s nothing wrong with your constitution, and there have been no defects in your education, you swear, or employ a professional to do it for you. A grey mosquito will, as I have just said, raise a lump like a pigeon’s egg, and profanity as big as a church. He’s also no respecter of persons — he’d just as soon bite a bishop as a pig-stealer. Apart from these annoyances camping on the river is delightful.

It is pleasant in the stillness of the night, lying out on the bank, to hear in the distance the low panting of a steamer coming up against the stream. First you think you hear it, then you think you don’t. Then your companion declares it to be a bullfrog, and you lose your temper contradicting him. But bit by bit the noise draws closer, the panting grows every moment more distinct, then round the bend glare two enormous red eyes, which you know to be her bridge lamps. After that she appears to be stationary for some time, but at length, with a great churning noise and a long trail of sparks, she comes slowly up, grunts and groans majestically by, turns the corner, and that is the last you see of her. The noise of her engines gradually grows more and more faint, and then you curl up in your blankets and once more fall asleep.

Strange to say, for the first two or three hundred miles of our river journey, game was none too plentiful, though a few wild duck could now and again be obtained; owing to the height of the river the majority had migrated on to the lagoons in the back country. To our surprise, also, we saw but few rabbits, in spite of all we had heard of their depredations. But we were to have greater experience of them anon.

After a pleasant rest at Dunlop, one of the finest properties along the whole length of the river, and renowned for its wonderful wool-shed, magnificent head station, and three fine artesian bores, we proceeded on again. Two days later, we had the good fortune to be taken on board by a trading steamer, the ‘Florence Annie,’ and given a free passage to Wilcannia township, the halfway house of our Darling journey. Verily these bushmen are a hospitable folk. It was an enjoyable voyage, and the owner, Mr. Brown, proved a most courteous, interesting, and agreeable man. From him we learnt much of the history of the river.

Wilcannia is a nice little township, situated on the river bank, and possesses a population of 1,287 souls. It boasts a few nice buildings, and its tree-planted streets give it a charming effect. It is from Wilcannia that the camel teams start west with stores, and, in fact, it is to the existence of the river, and the fact of being the depot for the West, that it alone owes its existence. A coach runs twice weekly up the river to Bourke, another down the river to Wentworth, and still another across country via Menindie, to famous Broken Hill. Numerous passenger steamers, such as they are, also ply between the smaller river townships.

During our stay in Wilcannia we had the pleasure of the acquaintance of the postmaster, Mr. Holding, a most interesting and well informed gentleman, to whose kindness we owe more than we can ever repay: also that of Mr. Doake, a Wilcannia merchant. Both these gentlemen are great authorities on the river generally, and talk with considerable warmth about the undoubted future which lies before the Darling Valley. Indeed, it would appear that the wealth of the valley, in its soil, is boundless; its capabilities cannot be even guessed at. To understand something of its powers one must see what results can be obtained even by limited irrigation.

While I write, a scheme is under consideration for locking and conserving the waters of this enormous river. When this is accomplished, we may indeed expect great results to follow. There is nothing, so I have been confidently assured, that the soil will not produce, from wheat to tobacco, and we may therefore look forward to the time when the whole valley, now so bleak and lonesome, will teem with agriculture; to the time when, in place of the few isolated station houses which now dot the river bank, mile after mile of happy homes will be seen nestling among revenue returning vegetation. The river is there, the soil is there, and before very long we have every right to expect that the people and the vegetation will be there also.

From Wilcannia we pulled on to Weinteriga Station, the property of an old friend, Mr. George Riddoch. Here we intended to remain for some time, to recruit after our eight hundred mile row. And indeed it was a pleasant place to spell awhile in. Every thing that the kindness of the hospitable manager and his wife could devise for our comfort was done, and it will be long before we forget the happy time we spent at this station. Here we had a good opportunity of studying the rabbit plague in all its bearings, and many and strange were the stories told of these pests. Let us consider the question.

At first thought it would seem an easy thing for four governments, with unlimited capital at their command, to cope with poor simple little bunny, and finally to exterminate him altogether. And yet every possible remedy has been tried, by the colonies of South Australia, Victoria, New South Wales, and Queensland; and what is worse, tried without success.

The havoc the rabbits liave wrought exceeds all belief. On driving through the scrub the grass is seen to be completely devoured, nearly every tree and bush has been barked by their fatal little teeth, while, not in one but in hundreds of instances, they might be observed hanging dead in the forks, having climbed up in search of food and, like Absalom, got caught among the branches. It is a case of the survival of the fittest; the rabbit who can’t climb dies, and it is a question for the scientists whether or not this new propensity will have any effect on the future breed; possibly, they may become solely tree-climbing animals.

One of the most effectual methods of exterminating them is to poison the water they drink, for Australian bunny is a thirsty little beast. The process is as follows. A dam or tank is chosen in a spot where the rabbits are most plentiful, and where they have to depend entirely on this tank for their drinking supply. Close meshed netting is then placed round it, only to be opened when the sheep of the paddock are allowed in to drink. For two or three days the rabbits are deprived altogether of water, and come to the verge of perishing. Then a long narrow trench is dug just outside the dam. This is filled with arsenic and water, wire netted all round above six inches from the ground, to prevent the sheep getting to the poisoned fluid. Towards evening the rabbits make their appearance, hopping and scurrying all over the plain in countless millions. They come to drink and remain to die, leaping over each other in their anxiety to get to the water. Before morning thousands are poisoned, and the ground, for acres round the pool, is covered layers deep with dead and dying. This seems to have proved, up to the present, by far the best method of dealing with them. At one period I learned that no less than a hundred million acres were infested, on which 25,280,000 rabbits were destroyed in twelve months; while over a million pounds has been spent by the governments of three most infected colonies in the struggle. The following were the exact figures up to March 1893: — 
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Wire netting has been used extensively for fencing, the description being 17 gauge, 1¼ inch mesh, and 42 inches in width. In New South Wales one uninterrupted line extends from Narramine on the Macquarie River, to Bourke, on the Darling, a distance of 207 miles, thence to Barringun a further length of 84 miles, at an average cost of S2L a mile. Another fence has been constructed from the Murray River northward, along the western boundary of the colony, a distance of 346 miles. The cost of this alone was 26.135l., or on an average, 75l. 10s. 8d, per mile. The colony of Queensland has netted all her southern border line, from the sea coast to Haddons Corner; and beside these government fences, almost every pastoralist has protected his own property at a similar enormous expense. It would be thought that these precautions would check the ravages of the pests. But not a bit of it; bunny simply climbs the fence with the utmost unconcern, and continues his work of destruction on the other side. And where he once settles it is impossible for sheep to live. He eats them out of house and home, and when he has finished all there is upon the ground, as I have said, he climbs the trees and lives upon the branches. It has been computed that one pair of rabbits may be the progenitors of 3,000,000 in three years. If this be so, what will be the progeny of three hundred million pairs in the same space of time? It’s a pretty little calculation!

On many stations along the Darling there is no escaping them; they rifle the gardens, climb the netting and raid the lucerne patches. You find them in the verandah, in the dining-room, and even in your bedroom under your bed. Government has a standing reward of five thousand pounds for a remedy against them, and thousands have tried to obtain it, Pasteur among the number. One of the ablest ideas was that of an old lady in Wagga, who suggested strewing about pieces of apple covered with cayenne pepper, so that bunny should eat, sneeze, and dislocate his vertebras. She is wondering to this day, they tell me, why the prize was not awarded her. But to return to my log-book.

After a good rest among the kind folk of Weinteriga Station and the surrounding neighbourhood, we disposed of our boat and took passage aboard the ‘Decoy’ steamer for Wentworth. It was not customary for this steamer to carry passengers, but as a great favour the captain consented to take us on board, and we hope he did not regret it.

The ‘Decoy’ is a well built, handsome boat, originally imported for conveying cattle up and down the Darling. Her captain, a smart, active man, proved to be well informed about the river, and was not averse to giving us the benefit of his knowledge.

On the night of the day following our farewell to Weinteriga we reached Menindie, a tiny township perched on an awful red sandbank overlooking the river, and. as dreary and monotonous a spot, even in the moonlight, as could well be found on the face of the earth. It reminded us of Windorah more than any other place, and for that reason, if for no other, did not find favour in our eyes. We tied up to the bank for the night (boats proceeding down stream with barges, of which we had two, usually tie up at night), and with the captain went ashore to investigate. There was nothing to be heard, and still less to be seen, so we returned on board at an early hour and amused ourselves for the rest of the evening, comparing bumps and swearing at the mosquitoes.

Next morning at daylight we proceeded on our way again, stopping, after we had gone about ten miles, to wood up. These wood piles are often the commencement of small townships, and the lives of the wood-cutters must be desolate in the extreme. Everyone lends a hand to get wood on board, and it’s just as well to keep your weather eye lifted for snakes whilst so doing. A snake is no respecter of persons, and it is annoying to be bitten when hundreds of miles away from a doctor. Besides, not unfrequently you die!

Sometimes, but not often, we passed other steamers. When we did, greetings were most cordially bellowed between the boats.

And so our days jogged quietly by, finding us occupied for the most part in reading, yarning, sleeping, and smoking. The heat was intense, alternating between 100 and 114° in the shade of the wheel house. Certainly the most interesting thing about the journey was the navigation. This is a matter to marvel over, for a good skipper has to be intimately acquainted with every current, shoal, snag, rock, and sandbank in the whole length of this ever changing, ever curving river, and for a distance of something like two thousand miles. The working of the barges is in itself quite an art, and our skipper was a perfect master of both branches of his trade.. Moreover he was chock full of stories of the river, and at night when the boat was safely tied up, and he free for conversation, he liked nothing better than to tell them.

Every evening, also, as soon as we were made fast, we made it a custom to take a plunge overboard. Then the full moon peering through the lofty tree-tops, the smooth flowing river, and the steamer and barges alongside the bank, showed us an exceedingly pretty picture. Another of our amusements was, towards evening, to seat ourselves on one of the paddle boxes and watch our Chinese cook slaughter our next day’s dinner. He was a fine fellow, this cook, and had once been steward aboard a mail-boat running between Hong Kong and London, a fact of which he was inordinately vain. His description of the Lord Mayor’s Show, in pigeon English, would have made a cat laugh !

The further we progressed down stream, the nearer the stations came together. We could not help being struck with the wonderful growth (the result of irrigation) exhibited in the gardens. It almost exceeded belief. Sometimes we would stop an hour or so to land goods or to take in wool, when we were permitted an opportunity of examining into these marvels for ourselves. Irrigation is undoubtedly the watchword of the Darling Valley!

But at length, as all things must, our pleasant voyage came to an end. Ahead of us we could discern the outlying houses of the township of Wentworth. A few minutes later we were in full view of the township itself, had passed under the wonderful new bridge, and drawn up to the river bank below the town wharf.

As soon as the gang plank was out, a gentlemanly youth came aboard and uttered my name. Introducing himself, he handed me a telegram from the Messrs. Chaffey, giving us an invitation to visit their Irrigation colonies on the Murray River, and notifying us of the fact that one of their river steamers would call at Wentworth, that evening, to convey us to Mildura.


Chapter 20

Wentworth — The Murray River — The Australian Irrigation Colonies — Morgan — Adelaide Again.
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THE TOWN OF Wentworth is situated about a quarter of a mile above the junction of the Murray river with the little larger Darling, and, but for being a little larger than the usual run, is a typical bush township. She boasts a fine main street, a superabundance of hotels, a substantial gaol, a court house, several churches, a fire brigade, and a population of 801 souls. We explored the main street, sampled the hotels, visited the gaol (not professionally), climbed to the top of the fire tower, took the churches for granted, and carried away a good opinion of as many of the 801 souls as we were made acquainted with. It was a warm day, 114° in the shadow of the stone verandah of the court house. A bulldog lay panting on the doormat of the police office; he said it was quite hot enough for him; as for us, we were not only roasted but a trifle overdone.

Hospitality and conviviality are the watchwords of the Wentworthians, and if we had accepted all the invitations we received, we should have been hopelessly incapable before we had been an hour in the place.
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Fortunately, however, just before sundown the River Murray Steam Navigation Company’s boat ‘Nellie’ puts in an appearance round the bend, and after describing a stately circle draws up at the town wharf. She is a magnificent, white-painted, three-decked affair; the engines and crew are located on the first deck, the saloon and passengers on the second, while a smoking room and the wheel house are situated high up aloft, almost on a level with the funnel. Everything is up to date, even to the extent of a gorgeous name plate and a stewardess. As soon as she is alongside (the boat, not the stewardess) we step aboard and introduce ourselves. The captain has instructions to look after us, and we place ourselves under his care forthwith.

After tea, in the eye of one of the most glorious sunsets I have ever seen, a sunset which streaks the sky and river into a perfect kaleidoscope of ever-changing colours, we return on board, and the order is given to ‘cast loose.’ With a tinkling of falling water, the head and stern lines are thrown off, somebody sings out ‘All clear astern,’ and the ‘Nellie’ wheels majestically round into mid-stream, whistling furiously. The captain takes the wheel, the stewardess throws a farewell kiss ashore, and we ascend to the smoking deck, draw chairs forrard of the wheel house, light our pipes, and prepare to enjoy the beauties of the evening.

It is indeed a glorious night. Hardly a sound save the throbbing of the engines and the splashing of the paddle wheels, somewhere deep down in the mysterious regions beneath us, breaks the stillness. The evening star is just beginning to twinkle, a last lingering touch of sunset lies low upon the horizon, and on either hand the reflections in the mirror-like water surpass belief. Trees, cows, boats, and citizens are all reproduced with a faithfulness to detail bordering on the magical.

About five minutes after leaving the wharf we reach the point where the mighty Darling joins the still mightier Murray, which, thus reinforced, continues her journey to the sea nearly six hundred miles distant. Strange to say, after their junction, for some reason of their own, the waters refuse to assimilate, and on this account, for many miles, that on one bank is of a sombre muddy hue, while that on the other is of a bluer and much more transparent colour. It is as though each is struggling to maintain to the very last the supremacy it has so long enjoyed.

Owing to the heavy floods all along the valley of the Darling, she (the Darling) is much the bigger river. In fact, the Murray, in summer time, is hardly navigable above the junction. For miles ahead gleaming patches of white sand bestrew the course, and in and out of these treacherous banks we wind our way with wondrous delicacy. One moment we are close in shore, so close that the boughs of the trees overhang our decks, only the next to be far out in the centre of the stream, dashing along at a comparatively furious pace. It is dangerous work, and our captain cheers us with the news that we shall probably go aground two or three times before we get to Mildura; in fact, just as he finishes speaking, there is a sound of much ringing in the engine room below, steam is suddenly shut off, and the next moment we are grating grimly over a sandbank. But this is only a narrow shoal, and in less than a minute we are back again in deep water, dashing along in and out of the treacherous patches as fast as ever. It is a wonderful exhibition of steering, and we thoroughly enjoy it.

When the moon rises and reveals the dense primeval bush on either hand, the long stretch of river, and the weird grey patches of sand, the scene is impressively beautiful. But every moment the navigation is becoming more and more difficult, till presently the skipper, being afraid to attempt a certain channel without daylight, decides to tie up at the next wood pile. Taking his advice, we determine to turn in and endeavour to obtain some rest before the mosquitoes find us out; but we are too late, our comfortable cabins are chock full of the pests. We scratch and swear, swear and scratch, half the night. When they have worked their wicked will, and there is not a square inch of our anatomy unbitten, we fall asleep. It is hard upon four o’clock when next we wake.

Then, hearing voices on the smoking deck we ascend thither, to discover a small coterie of pyjama-clad travellers taking advantage of the cool. The steamer is alongside another bank, and it is only on inquiry that we find that we are at our destination — Mildura. However, in this dim light (it wants an hour to sunrise) nothing can be seen of the township, so we join the circle, and exchange ideas on men and places for another hour, returning to our cabins just as the east is becoming suffused with the rosy herald of another day.

The view of Mildura obtainable from the river is certainly not beautiful, nor, I must say, is it calculated to impress upon a stranger the fact that he has arrived at the far famed Australian Irrigation

Colonies. A high hill hides the town, and the only buildings to be seen are the galvanised iron sheds ot the company’s engineering works, the top of Messrs, Chaffey’s office, the roof of the splendid new coffee palace, and the residences of Messrs. W. B. & Geo. Chaffey, on the summit of the hill.

After breakfast we climb this hill and approach the office, pausing in the garden to admire the wonderful wealth of flowers and shrubs, and to listen to the cool splashing of the fountain. A pleasant office this, surrounded by a deep verandah, over which a luxuriant creeper twines its sinuous green arms.

As soon as we are announced, Mr. Waddingham (Messrs. Chaffey’s manager) hastens forth to receive us, and in a few moments introduces us to his principal (Mr. W. B. Chaffey) who welcomes us to Mildura, while at the same time he refers, in congratulatory terms, to our journey across the Continent.

After a brief delay, consequent upon Mr. Chaffey being called away on some business connected with the late unfortunate water troubles (which have had such a disastrous effect upon this struggling community), we are invited to accompany him on a drive round the settlement. This invitation we gladly accept.

In order that we may see and understand everything from the beginning to the end, we start with the great pumping stations. Here we behold these tremendous triple expansion monsters hard at work raising the water to the reservoirs and channels, in some cases a lift of eighty feet. Then, having made ourselves conversant with the means of raising the precious fluid, and admired the buildings themselves, which are admirably built and kept, we pass on to the channels which carry the water as great a distance as fifteen miles in every direction, and assist in irrigating no less than 10,000 acres of land. Then, resuming our drive, we inspect the holdings or blocks themselves, and in so doing drive along many fine roads and streets, each bordered with thriving trees, through whose interlacing boughs may be seen many neat, well-kept villas and tiny homesteads. Wonderful places are these selections, varying considerably in size, and wonderful is the growth to be observed upon them. Apricots, peaches, figs, oranges, lemons, vines, all seem to thrive in the same luxuriant fashion, while every inch of ground testifies to the owner’s unbounded interest and never-ceasing care.

On either hand we see people hard at work. To our right we have a new comer clearing the timber from his patch, another ploughing, or grading his land for the reception of the water. Across the road, on our left, peeps forth the bungalow of an older colonist. Further down the same street is a merry party of young Englishmen, hoeing for their lives; while on a corner block we are fortunate enough to catch a retired Indian official, working as though his very existence depended on it. They are all industrious, and if we may judge by appearances, they are all contented with the prospects of the place.

In order that we may gather some idea of what the land was like before the Messrs. Chaffey took it in hand, we are driven, past a succession of lovely vineyards, over the border into the unreclaimed bush. What a scene is there! Eye-aching desolation, stunted timber, red sand, rabbits, and utter hopelessness! And yet not so hopeless after all, for looking across the boundary fence, we see acre upon acre, and mile upon mile of smiling prosperity, nestling homesteads, luxuriant orchards, healthy vineyards, well-made roads, running water, and all the evidences of an advanced civilisation. Mr. Chaffey, with a note of allowable pride in his voice, says, as he points from Mildura to this wilderness, ‘Five years ago, that was all like this.’ It seems impossible I We look and look, and as we look, we feel like taking off our hats to the pluck and indomitable perseverance of the men who have wrought this marvellous transformation. It is a wonderful and powerful argument; an argument that appeals to us, and one that, even if we wished to, we could not refute. Bravo! Messrs. Chaffey. You came, you saw, and you have certainly conquered. You have borne the burden and heat of the day; let no man grudge you your well-earned laurels !

Returning to the township, we are introduced to the Mildura Canning Factory, a most valuable institution, which purchases, uses, and disposes of as much of the product of the settlement as the settlers are able and inclined to sell.

And now let me say a few words with regard to those products themselves. There can be, in the first place, no doubt but that, with irrigation, the land will produce almost anything. Vines are, perhaps, most freely cultivated, but after them, apricots, peaches, figs, plums, oranges, and lemons are next in favour. Grapes are perhaps most popular, for the reason that they yield some return after the first year. A first class vineyard, in full bearing, should be worth something like 50l. a year per acre in a good season. A wine-making firm has lately opened in the settlement, and will purchase freely from the. settlers. Apricots, at present prices, would be worth over 40l. per acre on the trees, and for drying purposes have yielded from 8l. to 15l. per acre the third season. During this year as — much as 14l. per ton was obtained for apricots, and 18l. per ton for peaches. These prices would be equivalent to a return of about 4:01. or 601. per acre for each description of fruit, when the trees have come into full bearing.

It is computed, and very fairly too, I think, that an industrious, painstaking, and capable man might derive a profit of three hundred pounds a year from a ten acre block, when once the trees are fairly matured. But he will have to bring all his intelligence and energy to bear to do it. There must be no skrimshanking at Mildura.

After luncheon we drive out again in another direction, and inspect more and more blocks, meeting on every hand with the same cordial welcome, and nearly always coming away impressed with the same pleasing results. I say nearly always, because, of course, there must be some failures in such a gigantic undertaking. But it is vigorously borne in upon us, by folk interested and uninterested alike, that these failures must, in the majority of cases, be attributed solely to the carelessness and idleness of their proprietors, and not in any way to the failure of the land to fulfil its share of the contract. ‘The land will grow anything with water and proper care,’ was the universal cry; and certainly it would appear so.

Not being content with the assurances of the promoters alone, though I do not for one moment doubt the truth of what they tell me, I set myself to obtain the views of the landholders themselves, and with one exception, and only one, they are eminently satisfactory. There are differences of opinion in detail, it is true, but on the vital question of solidity and future prospects, I find but one voice. They (the settlers) intend to stick to their properties as tight as they know how, confident that in the not far distant future, that trust will be amply repaid to them. And surely it cannot be doubted that, with the enormous markets which must ultimately be found, not only in the great cities of Australia but throughout the whole length and breadth of the colonies themselves, letting the outside world stand as if it did not exist at all, there is a future before these Irrigation colonies of which none of us can have any possible conception.

Again, when the proposed railroad to Melbourne, 350 miles distant, across the vast mallee plains shall be completed, a ready market for early, well-packed, fresh fruit will be discovered which it is hoped will prove but another opening for wonderful Mildura.

On our return to the office we make the acquaintance of Mr. McKay, the able editor of the ‘Mildura Cultivator,’ a gentleman whose straightforward pluck and ability has done much to help forward the colony with which he has thrown in his lot. From his lips we learn the reason for, and the history of, the great water struggle; this was a bitter faction fight, which has done untold harm to the advancement of Mildura; and strangely enough, as from his Ups fall prophecies of future peace, a telegram from Melbourne parliamentary folk is handed in, announcing the satisfactory termination of the trouble.

By this time the sun is low down on the horizon, and we are due to partake of Mr. Chaffey’s hospitality in his own house. A short drive along the frontage of the town brings us to the entrance gates of as noble a mansion as the heart of man could desire. Winding drives, well trimmed lawns, sparkling fountains, and beds of gorgeous flowers, front this charming residence. A spacious conservatory occupies one end, and from the windows a most perfect view can be obtained of the river, and the settlement growing up along its bank.

Leaving the house, we return to the office to bid our kind friend Mr. Waddingham goodbye. After which, as the saloon bell is ringing for dinner, we re-embark upon our boat, and continue our down-river journey.
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Next day at noon we reach Renmark. Here we have the pleasure of renewing our acquaintance with the Chaffey family, in the person of Mr. Charles Chaffey, who has charge of this younger colony. We make his acquaintance, as we made his brother’s, in the cool verandah-shaded office of the company, overlooking a lovely garden and two fine tennis courts.

After a brief chat on the prospects of Renmark, a well-appointed four-horse drag makes its appearance, and mounting it we proceed, under the able guidance of Mr. Chaffey, to explore Renmark as we did Mildura. Renmark, it must be remembered, is the younger of the two colonies, and has perhaps had more to contend against than her elder sister. But her troubles are happily over, the channels are safely concreted, and any future water difficulty provided against, so that we may soon expect to hear of astonishing results. As at Mildura, we inspect holding after holding with scrupulous care, examine the mighty pumps, observe with amazement the contrivances for carrying water over seemingly impossible levels, and finally after a charming drive through the bush, reach Bookmark Station, where we are afforded an opportunity of seeing some results of irrigation on a small scale.

Just as night is falling our steamer comes into view, trailing a cloud of sparks behind her, and when she puts in for us we bid ‘goodbye’ to the truly great Australian Irrigation colonies, and their representative, Mr. Chaffey.

It is a superb moonlight night, and warm enough to permit of our camping on deck. Fortunately, we are steaming against the breeze, so there are no mosquitoes. Strange thought, after all our wanderings: this is our last night in the Bush.

Next evening (Sunday), we are in Morgan, and at 7.80 on Monday morning catch the train for Adelaide.

The journey to the capital is monotonous and uninteresting. The distance is only about ninety miles, and yet it takes about four and a half hours to accomplish it. With the utmost eagerness we look out for the first sight of the blue waters of St. Vincent’s Gulf, and when we do see it and realise that we have in reality crossed the entire Continent, what a strange feeling is ours! We reflect that it is a year and a month, almost to a day, since we left Normanton, and the Gulf of Carpentaria! It seems like twice the time!

And through what experiences we have passed since we bade ‘goodbye’ to Adelaide that stormy morning in December ‘91. Ours has been a long succession of tedious wanderings: we have seen many strange countries, we have covered thousands of miles of land and water, we have risked our lives, and suffered many privations, and with what result?

A greater knowledge of the world, a greater knowledge of men and manners, and the furtherance of a friendship that is all the stronger for being tried and tested in the red-hot fires of Poverty and Adversity. Dear old Long’un, firm friend and staunch companion, here’s a hand to you. Without your sterling pluck where should I have been on many queer occasions? Go on and prosper as you deserve! My only hope is that you may never regret the fateful day we twain set out together to see life ‘On the Wallaby.’

THE END


The Biography
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Boothby, c. 1902


Brief Biography: Guy Boothby (1912) by Gabriel Stanley Woods
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GUY NEWELL BOOTHBY (1867-1905), novelist, born at Glenosmond, Adelaide, South Australia, on 13 Oct. 1867, was eldest of three sons of Thomas Wilde Boothby, member of the South Australian house of assembly, by his wife Mary Agnes, daughter of Edward Hodding of Odstock, Salisbury, Wiltshire. His grandfather, Benjamin Boothby (1803–1868), a native of Doncaster, emigrated with his family to South Australia in 1853 on being appointed second judge of the supreme court of South Australia, and was removed from office in 1867 by the South Australian parliament owing to his objections to the Real Property (Torrens) Act. His uncle, Josiah Boothby, C.M.G., born at Nottingham, was permanent under secretary for the government of South Australia from 1868 to 1880.

About 1874 Boothby was sent to England, and received his education at Salisbury. In 1883 he returned to South Australia, and in 1890 became private secretary to the mayor of Adelaide. During this period he devoted himself to writing plays without success. In October 1888 he produced a melodrama at the Albert Hall, Adelaide, entitled ‘Falsely Accused,’ and in August 1891 at the Theatre Royal ‘The Jonquille,’ a piece founded upon incidents connected with the French revolution. Of a roving disposition, he made in 1891-2 a journey across Australia from north to south; and in 1894 published ‘On the Wallaby,’ in which he described in a lively style his travelling experiences. In the same year he settled in England, first at Champion Hill and afterwards near Bournemouth, where he devoted himself to novel-writing and occupied his leisure in collecting live fish and breeding horses, cattle, and prize dogs. He died unexpectedly of influenza at his house in Boscombe on 26 Feb. 1905, and was buried n Bournemouth cemetery.

The many stories which Boothby wrote at an exceptionally rapid rate during his last ten years were crowded with sensation, showed an eye for a dramatic situation, and enjoyed a wide vogue, but he had small acuity for characterisation or literary style. He produced in all fifty-five volumes. He was at his best in his earlier studies of Australian life in ‘A Lost Endeavour’ (1895), ‘Bushigrams’ (1897), and ‘Billy Binks, Hero, and other Stories’ (1898). His best known novel, ‘A Bid for Fortune, or Dr. Nikola’s Vendetta’ (1895; 2nd edit. 1900), first appeared as a serial in the ‘Windsor Magazine,’ Its success led Boothby to prolong his hero’s mysterious adventures through many subsequent volumes, including ‘Dr. Nikola’ (1896), ‘Dr. Nikola’s Experiment’ (1899), and ‘Farewell Nikola’ (1901).

On 8 Oct. 1895 Boothby married Rose Alice, third daughter of William Bristowe of Champion Hill. She survived him with two daughters and one son.

[The Times, 28 Feb. 1905; Athenæum, 4 March 1905; Adelaide Chronicle, 4 March 1905; Adelaide Advertiser, 28 March 1905; Bournemouth Guardian, 4 March 1905; Brit. Mus. Cat.; private information.]
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Wimborne Road Cemetery, Bournemouth — Boothby’s final resting place
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Boothby’s grave
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